
 

 

 ‘Sayyid Qutb was an outstanding personality from amongst the great figures of Islamic thought, from the 
men of contemporary Islamic Awakening….He possessed the true Imaanic stance, a person of Jihad, 
struggle, sacrifice, and sincerity to the Ummah. He enriched the Islamic heritage with masterpieces of work 
from literature and thought.’  

    

‘I say that there is a chapter in this book (Milestones) which is of great benefit, called ‘La ilaha illallah minhaj 
hayah’……he (Sayyid Qutb) has written some words which I believe are like light from light ilham 
(inspiration)’ 

 

‘Sayyid Qutb is….‘the most famous personality of the Muslim world in the second half of the 20th century.’ 

 

‘Sayyid Qutb based his life upon, and what he dedicated his pen for: the Da’wah (call) towards Tawhid 
(monotheism) of Allah “in ruling and legislating,” rejecting the man-made laws, and confronting those who 
committed that (legislating and ruling by other than Allah’s rule).’ 

 

‘Sayyid Qutb (is) among the scholars of the Muslims and among the people of da'wah. Allah has brought 
benefit by (him) and through (him) He has guided many people.’ 

���

‘Sayyid Qutb (in) his now-celebrated book, Ma'alim fi'l-tareeq (Milestones)……..denounces the existing order 
in Muslim societies as Jahiliyyahh, provides guidelines for Muslim activists and describes the steps they must 
take to establish a society based on divine guidance.’ 
 

 
 

‘….We heard that the death sentence….on Imam Shahid Sayyid Qutb…..had been carried out….Such a great 
loss. Sayyid Qutb….a man who held fast to his religion, trusting in Allah’s victory. Read Milestones to find 
out why Sayyid (Qutb) was executed.’ 
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Appendix III 

Article A – ‘Interview with the wife of Yusuf Hawwash (executed with  
Sayyid Qutb)’ 

We lived together for two years, 
and he spent the rest of his life in prisons 

Could you give us a brief introduction to the life of your husband Yusuf 
Hawwaash? 

My husband is Muhammad Yusuf Hawwaash (May Allah have mercy upon him). He 
was born on the 12th of October 1922. He achieved a diploma from Industrial Schools 
in 1943. He joined the Ikhwaan (Muslim Brotherhood), during his studies in the 
Gharbiyyah province. He married me in 1953 and I had from him two children, Ahmad 
and Sumayyah. They are both now doctors, and each has four children, both male and 
female. 

How did your marriage start? 

One of the brothers recommended me to him as a wife, to help him carry the burden 
of the da`wah (calling to Allah). And he remained for a whole year, whenever he met my 
brother, saying "We are still on our agreement", but he did not propose because of 
problems his family was going through. At the end of the year, I told my brother to 
inform him that this matter was over. Indeed we ended the matter, then another 
brother came to propose to me, but then he [Yusuf] returned, to reiterate his request 
anew. So I refused, and my brother advised me to pray Salaat-ul-Istikhaarah. When I 
prayed, I saw myself in the reception of our house in the village, and there was no 
lighting. Then a bright lamp was hanging in front of me, in the shape of his face, so I 
agreed and the contract was made. He later told me that when he made Istikhaarah, he 
saw me making wudoo' with him pouring the water for me, and even though it was not 
much water, I did it well. 

Your husband was imprisoned more than once during the beginning of your 
married life, so how did this situation pass? 

He was imprisoned after the Aqd [contract], then when he was released, we married and 
stayed together for one year, then he was imprisoned in 1954 and after the sentence 
was passed, he gave me the choice of staying with him or divorce. So I reprimanded 
him harshly, and informed him of something he did not know. That once during our 
engagement, he was giving a talk in one of the open gatherings, and he fell 
unconscious, and was taken to hospital. Then we found that one of his kidneys was 



severely damaged, because of an old illness he got when he was imprisoned as a 
student, in a cell filled with cold water in winter. [At that time] the brothers offered me 
to cancel [the engagement] if I wanted, but I refused not to be with him on this journey 
because of this situation that Allah Almighty had placed him in during one of his trials. 

And when we married in 1953 I bore Sumayyah after ten months of marriage, and after 
that by 17 days, the security services came to arrest him, and we used to live in the same 
block as Anwar As-Sadat, who was the head of the Islamic Conference at the time. And 
because Muhammad's relationship was good with all those around him, the guards of 
Sadat warned him as he approached the block, i.e. that the security services were inside, 
so he stayed on the run for a while. 

During this time, he came to visit me once, and the guards of Sadat saw him, but did 
not tell anyone, so he was able to return from where he had come. After this, one of my 
sisters came, to take me and host me during my husband's absence, but when we came 
to leave, we found the security services surrounding us, and they wanted to arrest me. 
So I decided that I would not go with them silently, until I exposed their evil system in 
front of the people who they had tricked, so I shouted in my highest voice that I would 
not go with them, whatever they do, and I criticized their actions. So Anwar Sadat came 
out and asked what was happening, so I replied: ‘Demeaning of women and invasion of privacy 
is happening in this black era of yours.’ So he calmed me down, and told the officer to carry 
my bags and take me where I wanted. So I said to him: ‘I am going to the house of your 
master and the crown over your head, the respected Murshid (al-Hudaybi) [the head of Ikwaan]’. 
Indeed, I remained with the wife of the Murshid and his daughters alone in the house, 
because all the men in his family were in prison, until my husband appeared, and was 
tried and sentenced to a total of 55 years. 

It is known that the shaheed Yusuf Hawwaash met his Lord in the same trial as 
the shaheed Sayyid Qutb, so how was their relationship? 

Their relationship probably started after their sentencing in 1955, for he had been given 
55 years, and the shaheed Sayyid Qutb 15; both were released in 1964. They remained 
throughout this period together, whether in prison or in hospital, so their relationship 
developed and strengthened for each other. They complemented each other and would 
find with the other something he needed - they would complete each other. 
Muhammad would benefit from and learn, the Fikr (thought), culture, Ilm (knowledge) 
and depth of the shaheed Sayyid, while Sayyid would learn about the history of Ikhwaan, 
their organization, Manhaj (methodology), and anything related to the Jamaa`ah (group) 
from the shaheed Muhammad, because he had joined before him. And so, they were 
very attached to each other. Muhammad would say: ‘Every chapter and every phrase in the 
books of Ustaadh Sayyid, I know when it was written, what the occasion was, and the discussion about 
it when it appeared as it did.’ 



And Muhammad saw Yusuf (as) [in a vision], while in Leemaan Turah, and Ustaadh 
Sayyid was writing on Surat-Yusuf in his book Adh-Dhilaal [In the Shade of the 
Qur'aan], and he [Yusuf (as)] said to him: "Inform Sayyid that the surah has what he is looking 
for: {Indeed judgement is only for Allah}." And thus they remained until after their 
shahhadah (martyrdom), the brothers would say: "Indeed it from the mercy of Allah over these 
two men, that He chose them both for martyrdom together, otherwise one would not be able to be patient 
with splitting from the other." 

And what of his (last) imprisonment in 1965? 

After his release in 1964, I went into hospital for an operation, and after coming out, 
and being cured by Allah's bounty, he wanted us to spend some time on his father's 
farm. So I informed him that staying there for a long time was hard on me, especially 
without a helper to help me with household duties, washing and other things. So he 
said to me: ‘You should make dhikr and seek forgiveness during your work, and you will be 
rewarded, and have patience and Ihtisaab (looking to your reward in the Hereafter), in being good to 
your relatives.’ So I agreed, and we travelled. And on one of the days straight after our 
travel, he informed me that he would pray two rak`ahs, (units of prayer) until the food 
was prepared, and he continuously prayed from nine in the morning to two in the 
afternoon. Whenever I opened the door, I would find him praying and crying. Until we 
heard a bang at the door of the house, and found it was the security services. So I 
opened the door to his room, and informed him that the security services were there 
and that he should finish his prayer and see them. And he did just that. They tried to 
take him with them, but he asked them to leave him until he could make ghusl. He then 
asked me extensively for a Mushaf [copy of the Qur'aan], but I did not have except the 
one which I had written a small message to Ahmad [the son] and was going to give him 
as a present. So he promised me that it would return to me even if it had to go to Mars 
and back, so I gave it to him. 

Then the oppression of the regime began to increase in harshness. For after I had been 
transferred from a headmistress to a teacher, then from one province to another, then 
from normal teaching to special needs, in his first period of imprisonment, the security 
services started their campaign to imprison me. Until eventually, they achieved what 
they wanted and I was imprisoned for six months in Al-Qanaatir prison, which I spent 
in constant nazeef [bleeding], until I had an operation to remove my womb after that. 
And so, I did not attend except the sentencing. When he saw me in my weak state, he 
informed me that he did not know of my imprisonment, until the dogs had ripped his 
clothes, and he had sent for clothes from the house, and so Ahmad gave the guard old 
clothes so that they would not steal the new clothes. And when he saw them, he knew 
that I was not in the house. 

In this painful situation was when my sister bore a daughter, and Ahmad asked me to 
have for him a sister, and he would nag and cry, so I said: ‘Your father has to be here.’, and 
when we went to visit his father, he kept crying and pulling him saying: ‘Come with me 



father to the house, and mum can have a sister for me. Who is stopping you? Him?’ and he pointed 
to the guard, ‘Don't be scared of him, I will hit him, and you come with me.’, until he made me 
cry and subsequently made the guards cry. 

Describe to us the final moments of your farewell. How were they? 

The asked us to pay the final visit to him, before the carrying out of the sentence, so I 
took Ahmad and Sumayyah with me. I prepared for him good food, and we went to see 
him, but they refused to let me take the food in. They kept taking us into a tent to wait 
for some time, then taking us to another, until we had been into four tents, and in the 
end the guards brought him, dragging him in a derogatory manner, and 'threw' him in 
front of us inside the tent. And Muhammad would say: ‘I don't know what to be regretful 
over? They want me to put forward an apology and regret over what I have done, but what have I done 
to be regretful over?’ 

And when I asked the officer to bring in the food, and he refused, Muhammad said to 
me: "Don't tire yourself, and waste the time that we can spend together. If they bring the food in, then 
they will insist that I eat now, and I am fasting." Ahmad went and sat on his father’s lap and kept 
crying saying: "The boys keep saying to me, you whose father wanted to kill Abdul-Nasser". So the 
shaheed replied to him: "The scales today are reversed, and they will not be corrected today, indeed: 
‘We Shall set up the Scales of Justice for the Day of Judgment.’ 

He advised me to good with the children, and I advised him to good with himself, and 
the visit ended. On the morning of 29th of August 1966, at [number missing] in the 
morning, the radio broadcast the news that the sentence had been carried out on the 
three Martyrs. And I was preparing breakfast at the time, so I kept saying ‘Inna lillaahi 
wa innaa ilayhi raaji`oon’, and seeking forgiveness, with my tears not stopping, while no-
one was aware of my situation. The murderers were not content with this, and sent for 
me, and made me sign acceptance that there would not be a janaazah (funeral prayer) 
for him, and they gave me his things but Ahmad's Mushaf (Qur’an) was not amongst 
them. 

This great faithfulness to the shaheed and his da`wah. How did it grow in you 
and what were its reasons? 

He (may Allah have mercy on him), was of kind manners. One of his most important 
attributes was his generosity. The helper who used to work for him, once complained 
to me after the Aqd (marriage contract), that he did not eat from the food that she 
would prepare, because his house was always open to the brothers who were students, 
away from home or in hardship. Whether he was there or not, they would come in and 
eat, wear whatever of his clothes they wished and sometimes take his money, then he 
would come back and eat cheese and halaawah from the grocers. 



Similarly Ithaar [preference of others]. He would not accept at all that there could be a 
misunderstanding between him and his brothers. Just as he was clean in body and 
manners. He would make ghusl more than five times a day apart from wudoo'. 

Your relationship with the shaheed husband strengthened despite the short time 
you spent together, so how did you discover these good characteristics in him? 

His letters from prison were Tarbiyah [educative] lessons in Aaqeedah [belief], Imaan 
[faith], Sabr [patience], and Istiqamaah [steadfastness]. They were a provision for me on 
this path, and here are some examples: 

On Eed-ul-fitr he sent a letter saying: ‘Eed would come to the sahaabah, and the honourable of 
them had been martyred, the loved of them had been lost, and they would have been tested in their 
spouses, parents and children. But all of this would not dampen the happiness of `eed in their souls. In 
fact this was the real meaning of `eed, effort, work, and sacrifice. So we, with what we are in, are the 
most rightful of people to celebrate `eed, and the most real in our happiness for what Allah has given 
us, and for our knowing Him. And to have thankfulness to Allah for it, on this great day. We now 
taste this deen, and feel it, and we find it in our khalajaat, fresh and soft just like the day it was 
revealed, alive and beating in our hearts and our blood mixing with it.’ 

Just as he was gentle in feelings, he would place his hand on the place of pain, and 
would nurse it with softness, and gentle medicine. He says in another letter; 

"It is hard on me, while I spend these moments with you, to see on you the signs of struggle and the 
indications of tiredness, and it is as if the journey has been long, and the hardships heavy. And I do not 
deny the hardships on this path, and I do not claim that I do not feel its difficulty, for indeed I am a 
weak human. Except that I feel, and I would like you to feel with me, that on either side of this long 
path, are oases with shade, that passers-by can relax in, if they tire, and in whose shade travellers can 
rest whenever the toils of travel take their toll. So would you like that we turn to one of these oases, 
perhaps we may find in it cool and calm? Then we can take from it water and food, which will help us 
continue our journey, and finish our travel?" 

 
And here is what he wrote in a copy of the Book of Allah Almighty which he gave to 
me as a present: 

"In the Name of Allah the Most Gracious the Most Merciful, 

To you. To you my wife. 

To you O sister in creed. 

To you O partner in Jihad. 



To you O calmness of the soul and mother of the child. 

To you O flower of the heart. To you this great book, upon whose law Allah brought us together as 
spouses, through which He gathered us as brothers, and in whose path He made us in the ranks of the 
believers two soldiers. 

To you my beloved this grand book, in appreciation, love and faithfulness from your husband. Lest 
Allah may bring me back to you, and gather us under His aim. 

And peace be upon you, and mercy from Allah, and His blessings, and all praise is due to Allah, 
Lord of the worlds. 

12th Shawwaal 1383 

Aside from these soft letters, did you hear anything about his life in prison? 

Yes, I heard a lot from his brothers speaking about him. One of the brothers had asked 
him which season was his favourite, and he replied: ‘Autumn, as the falling of the leaves 
reminds me of the end of one's allotted time.’ 

He also saw the Prophet T more that once, and Yusuf (as) and `Eesaa (as), and he 

would have true visions. He informed one of his brothers that once in a moment of 
unconsciousness during his sujood [prostration] during the night, that the cells were 
opened for them to leave and men from the security services was put in them, and this 
happened after 1967. And he saw himself with a group of the sahaabah (companions), 

giving bay`ah (oath of allegiance) to the Prophet T, and when his turn came, to give 

bay`ah, he said: "Oh Messenger of Allah, have we changed things after you? Have we replaced things 
after you?" So he replied: "No, but you are trustworthy, trustworthy, trustworthy." 

His brothers say that if he would become very tired in the queues he would say: ‘Yes my 
Lord, how gentle you are.’ And if they spoke about torture in front of him, he would reply: 
(…then leave them in their wasteful discourse and trifling) (Al-An`aam:91) 

And if they discussed with him the expectations of sentences, he would say: "Indeed these 
do not judge, and for Allah is judgment, and Allah does not judge except by the truth and those who 
they call upon beside him, do not judge by anything. What are we and they while in the qabd [literal: 
grasp] of Allah like an atom? If Allah sees us as worthy of Martyrdom, He will choose us for it, and 
if not, then Allah's qadar will pass us and them." 

 

 



We spoke about his visions, so what of your visions of him? 

After his Martyrdom, I saw myself in the village in which his sister lives, standing 
behind her house and in front of me, the field extending with no end, as if I was lost. 
Then a great bird came over the fields, and it was huge in size, then I saw it again, 
standing on a pole that reached into the sky, and between its feet, my son Ahmad, 
standing, and pointing me to a path, the end of which I could not see. On it were 
marching lines of the Ikhwaan, so I went to look at the situation, and I saw the moon, 
extremely huge, and very bright, at the end of this path. 

And after his Martyrdom also, his father went to hajj, and when he returned, I called 
him to come and lighten the sadness of the children because of the leaving of their 
father, and I called his other children and grandchildren. But I found him completely 
ignoring my children and taking interest in the others, and I saw the sadness on the face 
of my daughter Sumayyah, and I was depressed and unhappy all day. So I slept while I 
was sad for her, then I saw the shaheed Muhammad bend over next to the bed and say: 
"Don't be sad, I accept your right." 

You said that Ahmad's Mushaf (Qur’an) has a story so what is it? 

When they imprisoned him in 1965, and he took the mushaf [Qur’an] with him, I did not 
find it in the belongings after his Martyrdom. And after twenty years, while we were in 
Madeenah, in the house of my daughter and her husband, I saw it on the shelves, so I 
asked my daughter's husband where he got this mushaf from so he said that during his 
being in the haram, a woman heard his brothers calling him, so she went to him, and 
said: ‘Are you so and so?’, do he replied in the affirmative. She said: ‘Then wait for me and do 
not leave until I give you a trust.’ Then she informed him that her husband had given her 
this mushaf that he had taken from the shaheed and told her to take it to his relatives. 
And that this mushaf had been to France, London and Saudi Arabia, until it eventually 
reached us 20 years later. And I do not expect that Allah Almighty had fulfiled the 
promise of the shaheed. 

If I asked you to send him a letter today, what would you write? 

I pray to Allah Almighty that I am still upon the covenant, and have not changed after 
you, and that you are now in the levels of the Shuhadaa [Maryrs] and Sideeqeen [Truthful], 
and that Allah Almighty gathers me with you: (They and their wives in groves of 
shade, reclining on thrones) (Surah Yaa-Seen:56). 

 Taken from Ad-Da'wah Issue 109, Muharram 1422 (www.cageprisoners.com)



Appendix IV 
 

Article B - ‘al-I'tidaal Fee Sayyid Qutb’ Q&A with Shaykh Al-Albani  

 
The following is an extract from a question and answer session with Shaykh al-Albani. 
It was recorded on a tape by Abi Lailatal Athari and it is commonly sold under the title, 
‘al-I'tidaal Fee Sayyid Qutb’. The date of the recording is 1st of Rabi' al Awwal 1414H – 9th 
December 1993.1 
 
TRANSCRIPT:  
 

Questioner: (Alleges that Sayyid Qutb pronounced everyone a ‘Kafir’ – 
disbeliever) 

 
Al-Albani: ‘We do not know this about him. Rather he has composed words 
during his stay in prison which are akin to inspiration. 

 
Questioner: Sayyid Qutb claimed that the Ummah lives in a state of Jahiliyyahh 
which is worse than the first state of Jahiliyyahh. He has also claimed that the 
Masajids are akin to the temples of Jahiliyyahh and that Islam does not apply to 
such societies. I heard this myself, Shaykh.   

 
Al-Albani: Have you been to Egypt? 

 
Questioner: No, I have not. 

 
Al-Albani: He is an Egyptian. He is describing what he has seen in the likes of 
mosques in Egypt such as Sayyida Zaynab, Sayyid Badawi, etc. 

 
Questioner: Are all mosques in Egypt like that? 

 
Al-Albani: No. I do not say all mosques are like that and neither does Sayyid 
Qutb. Rather, he is giving a general statement. 

 
Questioner: Did you comment that ‘Ma’alim fil-Tareeq’ (Milestones) is about 
Tawheed (monotheism) written in a modern way? 

 
Albani: I say that there is a chapter in this book which is of great benefit, 
called ‘La ilaha illallah minhaj hayah’. That is what I am saying and as I have said 
before, Sayyid Qutb is not a scholar but rather he has written some words 
which I believe are like light from light ilham (inspiration)2 including the 
chapter ‘Way of Life’. A large number of Salafees have not adopted what the 

                                                 
1 Silsilatul Hudaa wan-Noor (784/1).  
2 Ilham - in Arabic means ‘inspiration for certain chosen individuals.’  



chapter ‘Way of Life’ discusses. ‘Milestones’ has many interesting points and 
discussions. 

 
END OF TRANSCRIPT 
 
Some groups have alleged that this recording took place prior to Shaykh al-Albani’s 
discovery of the ‘evil’ of Sayyid Qutb. There is no evidence to suggest that Shaykh al-
Albani retracted these comments and it must also be borne in mind that at the time of 
this recording it had been nearly 30 years since the Martyrdom of Sayyid Qutb. 
 
Shaykh Albani uses the word ilham, which in Arabic means ‘inspiration for certain chosen 
individuals.’ This word is often used by scholars to describe an act or deed which is 
guided by Allah Almighty. For example scholars uses the same word when describing 
how the mother of Prophet Musa was inspired to put her infant child into a basket of 
reeds and floated him on the river Nile to save him from Pharoah’s men. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Appendix V 
 

Article C – ‘Letter from Shaykh Bakr Abu Zayd to Rabee bin  
Hadee al-Madkhali’ 

 ‘The respected brother, sheikh Rabee bin Hadee Al-Madkhali,  

Assalamu Alaikum wa rahmatullahi wa barakatuh… 

I draw your attention to your request from me to read the book attached: “Adwa’ 
Islamiyyah ‘Ala ‘Aqeedat Sayyid Qutb Wa Fiqrih.” (Islamic lights on the Aqeedah 
& Ideas of Sayyid Qutub)… Are there any notes against it? And whether these notes 
mean that this project should be disregarded and never be narrated again? Or is it 
considered from which that can be edited and qualified to be printed and distributed to 
serve as a reward for you in the Day of Judgment, and as a guidance to those whom 
Allah wills from his servants?  

[Answer] Thus I say the following: 

1- I looked into the first page where the index of topics are listed, and I found topics 
against Sayyid Qutb, may Allah have mercy on him, that collects the basics of kufr, 
atheism, heresy, belief in Wahdat Al-Wujood, the saying that the Quran is created, the 
saying that it is permissible for other than Allah to legislate, the exaggeration in 
glorifying the attributes of Allah, not accepting the Mutawatir Ahadeeth, doubts in 
matters of Aqeedah that one must be certain about it, making takfeer on communities 
…etc from such topics that makes the believer’s hair stand on end.  

I felt sorry for the Muslim scholars around the world who did not pay attention to such 
destructive matters. Then I wondered why with such destructive matters, we find the 
spread of the books of Qutb on the horizon like the spread of the sun, the common 
people benefit from them, and even you (Rabee Al-Madkhali) in some of your writings. 
Therefore, I started comparing the topics with the contents. I found that the contents 
prove the opposite of other contents; and these topics, in general, are some provocative 
topics to withdraw the attention of the regular reader to bash Sayyid (Qutb), may Allah 
have mercy on him. I hate for you, me and all of the Muslims (to fall into) the zones of 
sin…It is from deception when a person talks about the good in front of whom he 
hates.  

2- I looked, and found that this book (Rabee al-Madkhalee’s) lacks: the basis of the 
scholarly research, the Manhaj (methodology) of criticism, the trust of quoting (from 
others sources), the trust of knowledge, (and) not transgressing on others.  



Regarding the etiquette of dialogue, the goodness of the approach, and the strength of 
introducing the material, then the above have nothing to do with this book by any 
mean… the proofs are:  

First, I saw that you depended in quoting old editions of the books of Sayyid Qutb, like 
the books: Fee Thilaal Al-Qur’an, Al’Adalah Al Ejtima’eyyah, while knowing, as in the 
margin of page 29 and other (places), that there are some revised editions that came 
afterwards. It is obligatory according to the basics of criticism and the trust of 
knowledge to criticize - if it was about the contents of the last edition of any book 
because the changes in it (i.e. the last edition) abrogate the previous ones. This thing, 
InshAllah (God-willing), is not hidden from your basic information, but it is probably a 
mistake of a student who prepared this information for you who was not aware of that.  

It is well known that there are many similar situations for the people of knowledge, for 
example the book, Al Rooh, of Ibn Qayyim, when many scholars looked into it they 
said: it is probably issued during his early life. This also happened in many cases. The 
book (of Sayyid Qutb) Al’Adalah Al Ejtima’yah was the first (book) that he (Sayyid 
Qutb) authored about Islamic issues.  

Second, the topic in the index of this book: Sayyid Qutb allows other than Allah to 
legislate, made my hair stand on end. I rushed to this topic before anything else. What I 
found out is just a single quote from lots of lines in his book, Al’Adalah AlEjtima’yah. 
His sayings do not confirm this provocative topic. Let us suppose that there is a general 
or vague sentence, why do we turn it into a takfeeri (blasphemy) matter against him to 
destroy what Sayyid Qutb based his life upon and what he dedicated his pen for: the 
Da’wah towards Tawheed (monotheism) of Allah Almighty “in ruling and legislating,” 
rejecting the man made laws, and confronting those who committed that (legislating 
and ruling by other than Allah’s rule). Allah Almighty loves justices and fairness in 
every thing; and I do not see InshaAllah except that you are about to go back to justice 
and fairness.  

Third: One of the provocative topics is your topic: Sayyid Qutb believes in Wahdat Al-
Wujood. Verily, Sayyid Qutb, may Allah have mercy on him, said something not clear 
(that might make the reader think that he believes in Wahdat Al-Wujood) using the 
style (of literature) in commenting on Surat Al-Hadeed, and Surat Al-Ekhlaas, and 
based upon it the accusation that he believes in Wahdat Al-Wujood was made. You did 
something good when you quoted his saying in commenting on Surat Al-Baqarah, and 
his (Sayyid Qutb) clear rejection to the idea of Wahdat Al-Wujood. From these quotes 
(Sayyid Qutb wrote): “and from here we find that there is nothing in the true Islamic ideology called 
the idea of Wahdat Al-Wujood.” To add, in his (Qutb) book: "Muqawwimat At-Tasawwur Al-
Islami” there is a clear response to those who belief in Wahdat Al-Wujood. Therefore, 
we say may Allah forgive Sayyid Qutb for these vague statements that he expanded 
upon using his literal style; and what is vague does not overcome the clear cut 
statements from his saying.  



Thus, I wish that you rush into deleting this hidden takfeer (pronouncement of apostasy) 
of Sayyid Qutb, and I feel sorry for you.  

Fourth, I say clearly to you with all respect, that under these topics: the contrary of 
what Sayyid Qutb commented on the meaning of La Ilaha Illah Allah, to the scholars 
and the people of language; and that he (Qutb) is not clear about (tawheed) Ar-
Ruboobiyah and Al-Uloohiyyah. I say to you, my beloved, that you have destroyed, 
without making sure, all of what Sayyid (Qutb), may Allah have mercy on him, 
confirmed from the aspects of Tawheed and what it necessitates and confirms, which 
occupied the major aspect of the long life of Sayyid Qutb.  

All what you (Rabee Al-Madkhali) said is nullified by one word: that the monotheism of 
Allah in legislation and ruling is from the necessities of the word of Tawheed. Sayyid, 
May Allah have mercy on him, emphasized on this a lot when he saw the corrupted 
courage to dismantle the legislations of Allah from courts and other places, and 
replacing it with man-made laws. Without a doubt, this is a great courage (the courage 
of changing the rules of Allah) that the Ummah never experienced before 1342 Hijri.  

Fifth: from the topics of the index: “Sayyid Qutb confirms the belief that the Quran is 
created, and that the speech of Allah is just the will”… When I went back to the pages 
that talk about that, I did not find a single letter where Sayyid Qutub, may Allah have 
mercy on him, declared this saying: “The Quran is created.” How do you easily accuse 
with these takfeeri matters? The only sentence that I noticed is his (Qutb) saying: “They 
cannot author from it—the Muqat’ah letters—a book similar to this book because this book is created 
by Allah and not by the humans”… There is no doubt that this sentence is wrong, but does 
this sentence make us rule that Sayyid Qutb confirms the disbelief saying that the 
Quran is created?  

O Allah I cannot tolerate the burden of this! This reminded me of a similar saying of 
Shaykh Muhammad ‘Abdulkhaliq ‘Atheemah, may Allah have mercy on him, in his 
book’s introduction: Studies on the style of the Noble Quran, that is printed by the Islamic 
University of Imam Muhammed bin Sa’ud. Do we accuse all people by the saying that 
the Quran is created? O Allah No. What we mentioned so far is sufficient in talking 
about the subjective perspectives, and this is the important matter.  

Talking about other perspectives:  

1- The original copy of this book lies in 161 pages written by hand. These 
writings are different. I do not know of a single page written by you as usual, 
unless your handwriting differed from usual, or I missed up something, or you 
gave the job about Sayyid Qutb to some of the students, and each student 
wrote what he found under your supervision, or by your dictation. Therefore, 
I cannot confirm that this book belongs to you except by what you wrote on 



it that it is authored by you, and that is enough in considering it to belong to 
you.  

2-  Even though there are differences in the handwritings, there is a common 
trend, This book has the common trend of the disturbing manner, the 
continuous anger, the same jump on the sentence to generate huge mistakes, 
rushing into conclusions where there is a possibility to prove otherwise, and 
depending on the vague sentences and leaving the clear ones, which is a solid 
rule that do not accept any argument about it….This is considered as 
betraying (violating) the Manhaj of criticism (named): Al’Haydah Al’Elmiyah.  

3- Regarding the style of literature, if we were to compare it with the style of 
Sayyid Qutb, then this style is of descending style. The style of Sayyid (Qutb) 
is high. If we considered it as your (Rabee’s) style, then it is very elementary, 
and does not suit a student of knowledge who has great degrees. So there 
should be a balance between the literal taste, the ability of using the language 
and clearly presenting the matter, and the beauty of presenting; or otherwise 
the pen should be broken ( i.e. otherwise do not bother writing it). 

4-  The common trend was the trend of anger and frightening which overtook 
the scientific Manhaj of criticism, thus your response lacked the etiquettes of 
dialogue. 

5-  This book from its beginning tells the end has an offensive trend and 
narrowness in mind and lack of patience in the sentences… why? 

6-  This book creates a new hizbiyah that establishes the trend of making tahreem 
here, and nullifying it there; and to call this a bid’ah and that person a Mubtadi’ 
(Innovator) to call this deviancy and that person a deviant… without enough 
proofs. This also generates ghuroor (i.e. deception) of being religious, being 
proud to the extent that when one of them does that he (thinks that he) gets 
rid of a huge burden from his back; and that he is saving the Ummah from 
falling from an edge; that he is considered of a high example of Wara’ (fearing 
Allah) and gheerah (jealousy) on the rulings of Shari’ah. This (Judging) without 
making sure, is a way of destruction, even if it is considered as a high 
constructed building, its destiny is destruction and disappearance with the 
winds.  
 
These are six aspects that this book enjoys, which made it not enjoyable. This 
is what I see regarding what you requested. I apologize for being late to 
respond to you, but I used not to read the books of this man (Sayyid Qutb), 
even though it is popular amongst the people. However, the dangerous 
remarks that you talked about made me do lots of readings into his books, and 
I found in his books many good things, a great faith, clear truth, exposing the 
plans of the enemies of Islam, and some mistakes in the contents and saying 
some things that I wish he never said. He nullifies lots of these things in other 
places, and to be perfect is hard. This man was a great writer and a great 
criticizer, and then he moved towards serving Islam through the great Quran, 
the noble Sunnah, and the beautiful Seerah. This shaped his attitude regarding 
the issues of his time. He insisted on his attitude (to continue what he is 



doing) for the sake of Allah. He also clarified the issues about his past. It was 
requested from him to write some words of apology, and he said his faithful 
and famous word, that "I will not use the finger which I raise for shahadah (i.e. calling 
to Tawheed) to write something against Tawheed…" or a word close to this.  

Therefore, the obligation of everyone is to make du’a for him that Allah forgive his 
sins, to benefit from his knowledge, to clarify his mistakes, and that his mistakes do not 
make us not benefit from his knowledge, or to abandon his books. Consider, may Allah 
protect you, his situation like the situation of those of the salaf like Isma’eel Al-Harawi 
and Al-Jilaani, and how Shaykh-ul-Islam Ibn Taymiyyah defended them, even though 
they fell into many awful mistakes, because the basis of their approach was to defend 
Islam and the Sunnah. Look to the (book), “Manazil Alsa’ereen”, and you will find 
strange things that cannot be accepted; however, you find Ibn Al-Qayyim, may Allah 
have mercy on him, making excuses for him and not accusing him, as he clarified it in 
the book “Madarij As-Saalikeen". I also expanded on this matter in the book “Classifying 
the people between doubts and certainty,” and I put some rules regarding it.  
 
In conclusion, I advise the brother in Allah, not to print this book “Adwa’ Islamiyyah..”. 
It is not permissible for this book to be distributed or printed because of what it has of 
the exaggeration, and the training of the youth of the Ummah to slander the Ulama’ 
(scholars), and to put down and disregard their virtues. Forgive me, may Allah bless 
you, if I was harsh in my sentences, but it is because of what I saw from your 
exaggeration, because I want the good for you, and because your eagerness to know 
what I have about him. This is what my pen wrote, and may Allah correct the way of all 
of us. 
  
 
Wa assalamu alaykum wa rahmatullahi Wa barakatahu 
 
(Shaykh) Bakr Abu Zayd 
 
 



Appendix VI 

Article D – ‘Fatwah (legal verdict) regarding Sayyid Qutb’ 
by Shaykh Ibn Jibreen 

Question:  Some youth call Shaykh Sayyid Qutb a heretic and prohibit the reading of 
his books, and they say a similar statement regarding Imam Hasan al-Banna, as they 
also say regarding some of the scholars that they are Khawarij. Their argument is that 
[they do this] in order to 'expose the errors [of these men] to the people,' even though 
[these youth] are until now [only] students [of knowledge]. I hope for a response so that 
doubt may be removed from us and others, [and] so that this [phenomenon] will not 
spread.  

Response:  All praise belongs to Allah alone. To proceed: It is impermissible to 
[unjustly] call the Muslims heretics or wicked as is evidenced by the statement of the 

Prophet T “Whoever says to his brother 'O enemy of Allah,' and he is not such but that it returns 

back to him.” While in [another] hadith “Whoever calls a Muslim an infidel it returns back to one 
of them.' While in another hadith: "A man passed by another while he was doing a sin and he said 
to him, 'By Allah, Allah will not forgive you.' So [Allah] said: 'Who is he who can pass judgment on 
my behalf that I will not forgive so and so? I have forgiven him and have nullified your deeds.’  

With this I say, Sayyid Qutb and Imam Hasan al-Banna are among the scholars of the 
Muslims and among the people of Da'wa. Allah has brought benefit by them and 
through them He has guided many people. They both have efforts [for Islam] which 
should not be denied. For this reason Shaykh Abdul-Aziz ibn Baz interceded on behalf 
of Sayyid Qutb when the order for his execution was given. [Ibn Baz] was gentle in his 
intercession, but President Gamal [Abdel Nasser] did not accept [Ibn Baz's] 
intercession, may Allah send upon him [i.e. Abdel Nasser] what he deserves. When 
both men [i.e Imam Hasan al-Banna & Sayyid Qutb] were killed, each was referred  
to as a Shaheed (Martyr), as each was killed unjustly. This is borne witness to by those 
close [to them] as well as by the general public - as it was widely spread in the papers 
and books without anyone ever objecting.  

Moreover, the scholars have received their books [with acceptance]. No one has 
attacked them for more than the [last] twenty years. If some [heresy proceeded] from 
them, then [these mistakes] are similar to an-Nawawi, as-Suyuti, Ibn al-Jawzi, Ibn 
'Atiyah, al-Khatabi, al-Qastalani and the likes of many of them. I have read what… 
Rabee al-Madkhali has written in his refutation of Sayyid Qutb and I found that he has 
placed statements where they do not exist. For this reason Shaykh Bakr Abu Zaid, may 
Allah preserve him, refuted him. Likewise, [al-Madkhali's] unjust attacks of Shaykh 
'Abdur-Rahman ['Abdul-Khaaliq] and his [twisting 'Abdur-Rahman 'Abdul-Khaaliq's 
words] in order to find errors which would make ['Abdur-Rahman 'Abdul-Khaaliq 



appear] misguided, even though [al-Madkhali] befriended him for a lengthy period of 
time and he never found any such errors [in the past].  

And the eye of pleasure sees every fault insignificant,  

But the eye of hatred always finds fault.  

Dictated by  
Abdullah ibn Abdur-Rahman ibn Jibreen  
26/2/1417 AH  

Office of the Presidency of Islamic Research and Legal Verdicts  
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S RAH1 1 

Al-Fātiĥah 
(The Opening) 

                                                 
1 S rah is the name of a unit of the Qur’ n. The nearest English word is ‘chapter’, but since s rah’ is 
used in Arabic to denote only units of the Qur’ n, it has been retained in English. The Qur’ n has 114 
s rahs of varying length. 

In the Name of God, the Merciful, the 

Beneficent. (1) 

Praise be to God, the Lord of all the 

worlds. (2) 

The Compassionate, the Merciful. (3) 

Master of the Day of Judgement. (4) 

You alone do we worship and to You alone 

do we turn for help. (5) 

Guide us on the straight path. (6) 

The path of those on whom You have 

bestowed Your favours, not those who have 

incurred Your wrath, nor those who have 

gone astray. (7) 

ÉΟ ó¡Î0 «!$# Ç⎯≈ uΗ÷q §9 $# ÉΟŠ Ïm§9 $# ∩⊇∪  

ß‰ôϑysø9 $# ¬! Å_Uu‘ š⎥⎫Ïϑn=≈ yèø9 $# ∩⊄∪  

Ç⎯≈ uΗ÷q §9 $# ÉΟŠ Ïm§9 $# ∩⊂∪  

Å7 Î=≈ tΒ ÏΘöθtƒ É⎥⎪Ïe$!$# ∩⊆∪  

x‚$−ƒ Î) ß‰ç7 ÷è tΡ y‚$−ƒ Î) uρ Ú⎥⎫ Ïè tGó¡nΣ ∩∈∪  
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Overview 

Every Muslim recites this short s rah of seven verses at least seventeen times a 

day. An authentic adīth of the Prophet Mu ammad (peace be upon him), says: “A 

prayer by one who does not read the Fāti ah is invalid.” 

This short s rah contains a great deal of the central basic ideas of Islam, its beliefs 

and concepts. It outlines many of its essential perceptions and attitudes. All this 

makes it clear why it is chosen for frequent recitation and why it is essential for the 

validity of prayer. 

The s rah opens with the phrase: 

In the name of God, the Compassionate, the Merciful. (Verse 1) 

This is recognized by the majority of scholars as a verse of the s rah, in its own 

right, completing its verses into seven. There is, however, a difference of opinion 

over whether this is so with respect to all other s rahs of the Qur’ n in which the 

same words appear as the opening phrase. Some scholars maintain that it is to the 

Fāti ah that the following Qur’ nic statement refers: “We have given you seven oft- 

repeated verses and this sublime Qur’ān.” (15: 87) 

The very first verses of the Qur’ n revealed to Prophet Mu ammad, which begin 

with: “Read in the name of your Lord...” (96: 1) establish the Islamic etiquette of 

invoking the name of God at the beginning of every action. This is also in line with 

the fundamental Islamic principle that God is “the first and the last, the outward and the 

inward.” (57: 3) He is indeed the real being, the origin and the raison d’être of all that 

exists. In His name, therefore, every movement and action is made, and in His name 

everything begins. 

The divine attributes of the Compassionate, al-Ra mān, and the Merciful, al-Ra īm, 

encompass all aspects and meaning of mercy, and can only be used together with 

respect to God Almighty. It would be appropriate to use the attribute of al-Ra īm in 

reference to a human being, but the Islamic faith requires that use of al-Ra mān is 

exclusive to God. As for the debate over which of the two adjectives denotes the 

wider meaning of mercy and compassion, it does not concern us here. We can 

conclude, however, that when combined, they encompass all aspects and dimensions 

of mercy. 

As the invocation of God’s name at the beginning of every action constitutes the 

first fundamental principle of the Muslim faith, the restriction of the use of al-Ra mān 

and al-Ra īm to God alone constitutes the second principle and defines the 

relationship between God and man. 
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Having invoked God’s name and acknowledged His infinite mercy, one is 

directed to praise God and recognize His absolute sovereignty over all beings: 

Praise be to God, the Lord of all the worlds. (Verse 2) 

Praise of God is the first feeling aroused in a believer’s heart at the mention of 

God. For man’s own existence is an aspect of God’s infinite grace, which engenders 

gratitude and reverence towards God. The manifestations of God’s munificence and 

generosity to man and other creatures abound everywhere and can be seen at every 

moment. To praise God at the beginning and at the end of every action is another 

fundamental principle of the Islamic faith. The Qur’ n says: “He is God; there is no 

deity but He. To Him belongs praise in the first and in the last...” (28: 70) 

Nevertheless, God’s grace is such that when a believer says, ‘praise be to God,’ it is 

recorded for him as a good deed outweighing everything. `Umar ibn al-Kha b, the 

Prophet’s Companion, relates that the Prophet (peace be upon him) told how a man 

once said, “Lord, I praise You as befits the majesty of Your face and the greatness of 

Your power.” The two angels accompanying that man could not evaluate the remark 

and referred to God Almighty, who commanded them: “Register it in his record as 

he said it, and I shall reward him as he deserves when he returns to Me.” 

The last part of this verse, “Lord of all the worlds”, expresses the belief in absolute 

universal Godhead which is at the very core of the Islamic concept of God. God is the 

sole, absolute and ultimate owner with full independent authority to act in the whole 

cosmos. He is the overall supreme master who has created the world and continues 

to watch over it, take care of it, and ensure its stability and well-being. This living 

and dynamic relationship between the Creator and the created is the perpetual 

fountain of life for all creation. God has not created the world and abandoned it to its 

own devices. He continues to be an active living authority over His creation, giving it 

what it needs for its continued and meaningful life. This applies to all God’s creation. 

Acknowledging God’s absolute Lordship makes all the difference between clarity 

and confusion with regard to God’s absolute oneness. People often combined their 

acknowledgement of God as the sole creator with belief in multiple deities having 

authority in their life. It may seem absurd that people should ever hold such a belief, 

but this was true in the past and is still true today. The Qur’ n speaks of those who 

claim that they “only worship them [minor gods] so that they may bring us nearer to God.“ 

(39: 3) It also mentions that some Jewish and Christian groups who “have taken their 

rabbis and priests as gods alongside God.” (9: 31) Polytheism, or the worship of several 

deities or demigods besides the perceived ‘Grand Deity’, was widespread when 

Islam emerged in the 7th century in Arabia. 

The affirmation of the absolute sovereignty and active authority of the One God 
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over all creation was necessary to ensure man’s rationality and peace of mind, and to 

relieve him from the cruel bewilderment of polytheism. Man must be reassured that 

a vigilant and caring God is in charge of this world and will never abandon or 

forsake it. 

At the advent of Islam, the world was full of erroneous beliefs and philosophies, 

and of false religions based on superstition, legend and mythology. Very little of it 

was true or even rational. As far as the concept of God and His relationship with man 

and the world was concerned, there was plenty of miserable confusion. This in turn 

led to confusion in man’s understanding of the world and of his own position and 

role within it. 

The need for a rational, clear and consistent system of beliefs only becomes 

apparent when we study those dark periods of human history when there was no 

such system. We then realize how heavily such great myth and false beliefs weigh on 

man. There will be more on this when we come to study specific instances in the 

Qur’ n. 

It is in the light of such need that Islam has taken great care to correct man’s 

beliefs and define very clearly the concept and nature of God and His attributes, and 

the relationship between Creator and creation. 

This is embodied in the Islamic concept of God’s oneness, the essence and most 

fundamental principle of Islam. Much care has been devoted to establishing and 

elucidating the affirmation that God is the One, absolute and transcendent Lord and 

Master of all that exists. The other aspect of this concept to which Islam has given its 

greatest attention is the definition of God’s attributes, which has been the cause of 

much confusion, obfuscation and muddled religious and philosophical thinking 

through the ages. 

The intensity, emphasis and detail with which Islam has dealt with the concept of 

God’s oneness, and all subjects related to it, can only be appreciated against the 

background of the great mass of erroneous beliefs and confused theologies that had 

accumulated in the course of history. From this perspective, Islam can readily be seen 

as a profound and timely act of divine mercy bestowed on humanity — mercy that is 

given with beauty, simplicity, clarity, harmony and full accordance with human 

nature. 

The Compassionate, the Merciful. (Verse 3) 

These are two attributes that encompass all meanings and aspects of mercy and 

compassion, and epitomize mercy as a property of God Almighty. These two 

attributes define the link between the Lord as Creator and His creation. It is a link 
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based entirely on love, peace, reassurance and care, and which inspires within man a 

spontaneous feeling of gratitude and praise towards God. 

Unlike Greek mythology or the Old Testament (Genesis, 4: 1112), Islam does not 

depict God as an enemy who pursues man with relentless vengeance, or plots and 

schemes against His creation with spite and vindictiveness. 

Master of the Day of Judgement. (Verse 4) 

This verse states a fundamental Islamic principle that has a most profound 

influence on human life: belief in the hereafter. The Qur’ n comments on the curious 

fact that people have often believed in God as Creator but have failed to believe in a 

Day of Judgement, in a life to come, when reward and punishment are meted out to 

restore the balance of justice. It is in reference to these that the Qur’ n says: “If you ask 

them, ‘Who is it that created the heavens and the earth?’ they will surely answer, ‘God’” (31: 

25) Elsewhere the Qur’ n says of such people: “They deem it strange that a warner 

should have come to them from their own midst. Thus, the unbelievers say, A strange thing is 

this! [Are we to be resurrected] after we have died and become mere dust? Such a return 

seems far-fetched indeed!’“ (50: 2-3) 

Belief in the hereafter is essential because it engages the human soul and mind and 

concentrates man’s attention on a future existence. This in turn helps to rein in man’s 

obsession with the present life, and to transcend his immediate earthly desires. He is 

no longer anxious to reap all his rewards here and now; he can conquer his 

selfishness and develop altruistic feelings and interests. Man is able to go through life 

as a motivated, tolerant, confident and optimistic being. 

This central Islamic belief distinguishes clearly between aspiring to gain the moral 

and intellectual freedom that man needs and deserves, and capitulation to worldly 

and selfish desires and pleasures. It marks the difference between a well-balanced 

and conscientious humanity and an egotistic, self-seeking one. 

Human life can never be balanced and equitable until people believe that what 

they earn in this transient life is not the be-all and the end- all. Man needs to have the 

incentive of a confident belief that another life awaits him, which is worth the 

struggle and the sacrifices and the effort he may have to make here in this short one. 

This belief brings a fundamental difference in the feelings, attitudes and behaviour of 

those who uphold it. 

You alone do we worship and to You alone do we turn for help. (Verse 5) 

This verse expresses another fundamental principle that follows logically from the 

preceding ones. It is also a decisive and crucial principle that draws a line between 
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the freedom man gains in submitting to God and the abuse and debasement implicit 

in man’s servitude to man. 

Once man has submitted himself to God and sought help and guidance from Him 

alone, he has achieved total liberation from the tyranny of all religious, intellectual, 

moral and political powers. 

To the believer in Islam, human power falls into two categories: a rightly-guided 

power that recognizes God and abides by His directions, and an arrogant, rebellious 

one that does not admit to God’s sovereignty and authority. A Muslim is required to 

support and endorse the former, no matter how weak or disadvantaged it may be, 

and to reject and oppose the latter, regardless of its strength or dominance. The 

Qur’ n says: “Many a small band, by the grace of God, has vanquished a large one.” (2: 249) 

Such victory of the apparently weaker host could only be achieved when it relies on 

God, the source of all power. 

Towards natural forces, a Muslim’s attitude is one of curiosity and friendliness 

rather than fear or hostility. The powers of man and the powers of nature are 

perceived as by-products of God’s own power, and subject to His will. They are, 

therefore, perfectly complementary and interdependent. 

Islam teaches that God has created the physical world and all its forces for man’s 

own use and benefit. Man is specifically taught and directed to study the world 

around him, discover its potential and utilize all his environment for his own good 

and the good of his fellow humans. Any harm that man suffers at the hands of nature 

is a result only of his ignorance or lack of understanding of it and of the laws 

governing it. The more man learns about nature, the more peaceful and harmonious 

his relationship with nature and the environment. 

Hence the notion of “conquering nature” can readily be seen as cynical and 

negative. It is alien to Islamic perceptions and betrays a shameless ignorance of the 

spirit in which the world has been created and the divine wisdom that underlies it. 

Being always aware of God’s hand and role in shaping and running the world, 

Muslims have a positive, friendly and constructive outlook on man’s relationship 

with nature. Simply stated, it acknowledges God as the origin and Creator of all 

these forces, on the basis of the same set of axioms and laws. They are designed to 

function together, for a common purpose, in harmony, compatibility and mutual 

support. The forces of nature are essentially subservient to man, who is mentally and 

physically equipped to discern them, unravel their secrets, comprehend the laws 

governing them and, subsequently, to harness them to improve the quality of life on 

earth. The Qur’ n asserts: “He has all that is on the earth subservient to you.” (45: 13) 

Such an outlook eliminates all traces of fear or isolation and allows, instead, a 

profound sense of belonging in which man is seen not only as an integral part of the 
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overall design of the world, but also an essentially effective and influential one. Thus, 

his world becomes a friendly one. This is best expressed by the Prophet when he 

once faced Mount U ud, the scene of a bitter defeat for Muslims, and said, “How we 

love this mountain, and how it loves us!” This expresses in a nutshell the affinity the 

Prophet felt towards nature even in its most rugged forms. 

Having established these fundamental principles, the s rah points the way to 

certain practical means of responding to them, foremost among which is prayer: 

Guide us on the straight path; the path of those on whom You have bestowed Your 
favours, not those who have incurred Your wrath, nor those who have gone astray. 
(Verses 6-7) 

With these words a believer pleads to be shown the Right Way and to be helped 

along it, which cannot be achieved without God’s guidance, care and mercy. To 

acknowledge that is in itself a recognition of God’s sovereignty and dominance over 

all things and events. 

Guidance to the right way of life guarantees man’s happiness in this world and in 

the hereafter. It comes about, in effect, by guiding human nature and man’s instincts, 

desires and inspirations towards the recognition and comprehension of the divine 

will, so bringing human activity into rhythm with the natural order and the physical 

world. 

The s rah reveals the nature of the “straight path” as being one taken by those 

whom God has favoured, not the way of those who have earned His displeasure by 

their deviation from the Truth, nor that of the heedless who have no knowledge of 

the truth. It is the path of happiness and salvation. 

This, then, is al-Fāti ah, the s rah selected for frequent daily recitation, without 

which Islamic prayers are invalid. Despite its brevity, it contains some of the most 

fundamental principles of the Islamic faith and certain insights that arise from them. 

The Prophet Mu ammad is reliably reported to have quoted God as saying that 

the fruits of prayer are shared equally between Me and My servant, and My servant 

will be granted what he asks for. As the worshipper recites [in Prayer]: “Praise be to 

God, the Lord of all the worlds,” God will say: ‘My servant has praised Me.’ As he 

recites: “The Compassionate, the Merciful,” God will say: ‘My servant has thanked Me.’ 

As he recites: “Master of the Day of Judgement,” God will say: “My servant has 

glorified Me.” As he says: “You alone do we worship, and to You alone do we turn for 

help,” God will say: ‘This is between Me and My servant, and My servant will receive 

what he asks for.’ And, as he says: “Guide us on the straight path, the path of those on 

whom You have bestowed Your favours, not those who have incurred Your wrath, nor those 

who have gone astray,” God will say: ‘This is for My servant, and he will be granted his 
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wish.’“ 

This adīth explores some of the meanings of al-Fāti ah. The reader will perhaps 

find it helpful in understanding why God has chosen this s rah for recitation by 

Muslims at least seventeen times a day, as they stand up for their obligatory prayers, 

spread over the night and day, and even more frequently, whenever they offer 

voluntary prayers. 
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S RAH 2 

Al-Baqarah 
(The Cow) 

Prologue 

This s rah is one of the earliest to be revealed soon after the migration of the 

Prophet Mu ammad and his companions from Makkah to Madinah in 622 CE. It is 

the longest s rah in the Qur’ n. 

From the varied and wide-ranging context of its verses, it is safe to assume that 

they were not all revealed in sequence. A common feature of the long Madinan 

s rahs is that their verses were not revealed in consecutive order. Sometimes, 

passages of one s rah were revealed before the completion of an earlier one. Hence, 

the convention in deciding the chronological order of the s rahs has been based on 

the dates of the revelation of the opening passages, and not of the complete s rah. In 

this instance, we find that Verses 275-280, prohibiting usury, were among the last 

Qur’ nic revelations, while the opening parts of the s rah were revealed early in the 

Madinah period. 

The composition and arrangement of the verses within each s rah of the Qur’ n is 

fixed by God and was directly intimated to Prophet Mu ammad. Al-Tirmidhī 
reports that `Abdull h ibn `Abb s, a close and learned Companion of the Prophet, 

said that he had asked `Uthm n ibn `Aff n, the third Caliph who is universally 

recognized as having authorized the compilation of the Qur’ nic text as we have it 

today, why S rah 8, al-Anf l, consisting of less than 100 verses, was placed before 

S rah 9, al-Tawbah, which comprises over 100 verses, and which, unlike other s rahs, 

does not contain the usual opening phrase of “In the name of God, the Compassionate, 

the Merciful”? He further enquired from him why S rah 8 was grouped with the 

seven long s rahs [that appear at the beginning of the Qur’ n]. 

`Uthm n answered, “The Prophet (peace be upon him) used to receive verses or 
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passages from several s rahs at the same time. He would call the scribes and instruct 

them to put specific verses at specified places in their respective s rahs. Al-Anf l was 

one of the earliest s rahs revealed in Madinah while al-Tawbah was one of the latest, 

but their subject matter was very similar that I suspected they might be one s rah. 

The Prophet passed away without clarifying this particular point. Therefore, I placed 

them one after the other without separation.” 

This account makes it clear that the arrangement of the verses within every s rah 

was decided on the Prophet’s instructions. 

Furthermore, authentic a ādīth related by al-Bukh rī and Muslim mention that the 

Prophet used to recite the Qur’ n for the Archangel Gabriel every night during the 

month of Ramađ n, and that both the Prophet and Gabriel recited the whole Qur’ n 

for each other. Needless to say, he recited the Qur’ n in the right arrangement of its 

verses and s rahs. 

Anyone who studies the Qur’ n closely, and tastes the unique and rich experience 

of living within its ambience, will immediately identify the distinct character of every 

one of its s rahs. Every s rah has an aura and a personality of its own, with unique 

and well-defined features, and a feel that makes it stand apart from all the rest. 

Moreover, every s rah revolves around a central theme, or a number of major themes 

related to one another by a common thread or idea. Every s rah radiates its own 

atmosphere of meaning and essence, within which its theme, or themes, are 

discussed using the same well integrated and well coordinated style and approach. It 

also has its own special rhythm and musical pulse which accord with the meaning 

and context of its topics and content. 

These general outstanding features are common to all s rahs, including the longer 

ones, such as the present one. 

This s rah deals with several issues which revolve in total harmony around closely 

interrelated twin central lines. On the one hand, the s rah discusses the attitude of 

the Israelites towards Islam and the burgeoning Muslim community in Madinah. It 

describes aspects of the hostile reception they gave the new religion and their 

reaction to the Prophet Mu ammad and the growing community of his followers. It 

explores the close and unholy alliance that had developed between the Jews and the 

hypocrites of Madinah, professing belief in Islam, on the one hand, and between the 

Jews and the Arab idolaters of the rest of Arabia, on the other. 

On the other hand, the s rah, having established the Israelites’ failure to uphold 

God’s trust and honour their covenant with Him, discusses the vicissitudes faced by 

the Muslim community during its formative years, and the manner and environment 

in which it developed, and prepared and mobilized itself for the great task of 

inheriting the trust of the establishment of God’s sovereignty on earth. The s rah 
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decisively and swiftly strips the Israelites of their association with Abraham, the 

great proponent of monotheistic belief, and the source of all the honours and 

privileges that go with it. 

This two-fold central theme forms the backbone of the s rah’s subject matter as a 

whole and shadows the growth and progress of Islam and the Muslim community in 

Madinah during the period from 622 to 632 CE. 

To set the contents of this s rah in their appropriate context, it would be pertinent 

to throw more light on the historic environment and the religious and social setting 

in which the verses were revealed. Before we do that, however, it is important to 

point out that, in general terms, what the Muslims had to face in those early days 

was a miniature of, and a rehearsal for, what has occurred throughout the later 

history of Islam, albeit with some variations of scope and detail. The setbacks and the 

achievements, the allies and the opponents have invariably been the same. 

This fact highlights the role and status of the Qur’ n as the unchallenged, 

immutable and incontrovertible authoritative reference for the religious, ethical and 

legislative principles and systems of Islam. It further affirms the unique property of 

the Qur’ nic text as being ever fresh and responsive to the inevitable changes that 

come with the perpetuation and progress of human life. 

With these qualities, the Qur’ n remains the eternal guiding light for Muslims, 

despite the difficulties and hardships they have to suffer or the animosity and 

hostility they have to face. This, in itself, is an aspect of the inimitability and 

unsurpassed veracity and beauty of every verse in the Qur’ n. 

Seeking a Secure Base 

The Prophet Mu ammad’s migration from Makkah to Madinah in 622 CE was 

undertaken after meticulous planning and with appropriate care and attention to 

detail. Leaving Makkah had become unavoidable in consequence of events: the 

indigenous Quraysh Arabs of Makkah were pursuing a relentlessly hostile and 

oppressive campaign against the Prophet personally, and his mission and followers 

in general. This campaign had intensified following the double personal tragedy of 

619 CE in which the Prophet had lost his wife Khadījah, who had been to him a pillar 

of personal support and strength, and his uncle Abū lib, his guardian and 

protector. This tragedy greatly restricted Mu ammad’s movement and his followers’ 

activities in and around Makkah. 

While the conflict between Mu ammad and his tribal cousins, led by Abū Lahab, 

`Amr ibn Hish m and Abū Sufy n ibn arb, reached a stalemate within Makkah, his 

message was gaining converts and supporters outside it. The majority of provincial 
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Arabs, however, elected to watch from a distance what they viewed as a purely 

internal dispute over power within the Quraysh. It would not do for them to become 

embroiled in supporting the religion of a man whose own tribe had denounced him, 

especially since that tribe held the custodianship of the sacred Ka`bah and assumed 

supreme religious authority for the whole of Arabia. 

The Prophet had to seek an alternative home for his new faith, and a base where 

he could be protected, so that he could break the deadlock he had reached in 

Makkah, and be allowed to pursue his commission unimpeded. This, in my view, 

was the first and most important reason for leaving Makkah. 

Before Madinah, other destinations had been proposed and tried as alternatives to 

Makkah. In 615, only a few years after Mu ammad’s call to prophethood in 610 CE, a 

number of early Muslims had emigrated to Abyssinia. It would not be correct to say 

that they had gone there for reasons of personal safety alone. Had this been the case, 

the emigrants would have included the weakest and least supported elements among 

the Muslims. These were the ones at the receiving end of a sustained persecution 

campaign. But the reverse was the case. The emigrants included some of the most 

powerful of the Prophet’s followers and tribesmen. The majority of them were from 

the tribe of Quraysh, including Ja`far ibn Abī lib, and a number of young men who 

were accustomed to providing protection to the Prophet, such as al-Zubayr ibn al-

`Aww m, `Abdur Ra m n ibn `Awf, Abū Salamah al Makhzūmī, `Uthm n ibn 

`Aff n, to mention but a few. There were women belonging to some of the most 

prominent families of the Quraysh, such as Umm abībah, daughter of Abū Sufy n, 

the Quraysh’s unrivalled non-Muslim leader. Such women would never be 

persecuted in Makkah. 

There were, no doubt, other reasons for the Muslims’ emigration to Abyssinia. 

There was the need to shake the religious and social foundations of the Quraysh’s 

most noble and powerful families. There could be no greater insult or threat to the 

Quraysh dynasties than seeing their proudest and most noble sons and daughters 

running away for conscientious and religious reasons, leaving their cultural heritage 

and tribal homeland behind. 

Whatever other reasons there might have been for the Muslims’ emigration to 

Abyssinia, the fact remains that the search had started very early on for a safe haven 

for Islam, or a secure base where it could flourish and spread freely. This is further 

supported by reports of the Negus of Abyssinia’s conversion to Islam, which only the 

threatened rebellion of his patriarchs prevented him from making public, as some 

reliable accounts confirm. 

Following the death of his uncle, Abū lib, in 619 CE and as a result of the 

Quraysh’s growing hostility, the Prophet sought help from the Thaqīf tribe who lived 



Al-Baqarah (The Cow) | PROLOGUE 

   13

in the town of ’if, some 90 km east of Makkah. The effort ended in failure because 

the Thaqīf gave him a most hostile reception. They mocked him and heaped scorn on 

him. They let loose their louts and their children to chase him and throw stones at 

him, causing his feet to bleed. 

The Prophet’s biographers tell us that he took refuge in an orchard belonging to 

`Utbah ibn Rabī`ah and his brother Shaybah, where he made a most moving and 

emotional appeal to God, saying, “To You, my Lord, I complain of my weakness, 

lack of support and the humiliation I am made to receive. Most compassionate and 

merciful! You are the Lord of the weak, and You are my Lord. To whom do You 

leave me? To a distant person who receives me with hostility? Or an enemy to whom 

You have given power over me? If You are not displeased with me I do not care what 

I face. I would, however, be much happier with Your mercy. I seek refuge in Your 

face by which all darkness is dispelled and both this life and the life to come are put 

in their right courses against incurring Your wrath or being the subject of Your anger. 

To You I submit, until I earn Your pleasure. Everything is powerless without Your 

support.” 

A Major Breakthrough 

Not long after that, the Prophet’s, and Islam’s, fortunes suddenly changed for the 

better. At a place called `Aqabah near Makkah, the Prophet had two crucial historic 

meetings in 621 and 622 CE with a group of Arabs from Madinah, during which they 

pledged their allegiance and support. This was to have a profound and far-reaching 

effect on the whole future of Islam and the Muslim community. 

Towards the end of the Makkan period, the Prophet Mu ammad embarked on a 

concerted effort of making contact with various influential Arab communities and 

tribes to introduce Islam to them and seek their following and support. 

The Khazraj and the Aws, the two Arab tribes of Madinah, having lived side by 

side with the Jews, had often heard them boast about “the Prophet who will come 

soon” and “whose day is at hand”, who would lead the Jews to victory over the 

Arabs. A group of the Khazraj pilgrims met the Prophet who explained to them his 

message. They immediately realized that he was the very Prophet the Jews were 

talking about. They were determined to get to him before the Jews did. Having met 

him and listened to what he had to say, they accepted him and became Muslims. 

They said to him: “We have left our people in an unprecedented state of mutual 

hostility. May God make you the cause of their unity.” On their return home, they 

reported what they did to their people who approved their action. 

The following year a delegation comprising members of the two tribes of the Aws 

and the Khazraj, arrived in Makkah to meet the Prophet. They declared their 
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acceptance of Islam and their allegiance. He sent them back with one of his senior 

companions to teach them the Qur’ n and instruct them in their new religion. 

At the following annual Pilgrimage, a larger group from both tribes came to 

Makkah, and offered to make a covenant with the Prophet Mu ammad. This was 

attended by his then non-Muslim uncle al-’Abb s. The covenant bound them to 

support Mu ammad and defend him as they would their own families and property. 

This is known as the second `Aqabah covenant. 

`Abdull h ibn Raw ah of the Madinah people is reported to have stood up and 

asked the Prophet to “put forward your Lord’s and your own conditions.” 

Mu ammad replied, “My Lord’s condition is that you worship Him alone and 

take no other gods beside Him. As for myself, my condition is that you give me the 

protection you would give yourselves and your property.” 

`Abdull h asked, “What do we receive in return?” 

“Paradise!” the Prophet replied. 

They said, “This is a profitable deal on which none will go back.” 

Thus the Arabs of Madinah committed themselves to Islam and to following 

Mu ammad and defending him. Islam was to spread rapidly and entrench itself 

among them. The Muslims of Makkah began to arrive in Madinah in droves, 

abandoning their belongings and material possessions and taking only their faith. 

They were warmly welcomed by their fellow Muslims, who offered to share with 

them everything they had. 

Eventually the time came for the Prophet himself to migrate to Madinah. He was 

accompanied by his close and trusted companion Abū Bakr. At last Mu ammad had 

found the safe haven he had been looking for all those years, where he and his 

followers would be free to proclaim the faith and establish their community. The 

Prophet’s arrival in Madinah was to prove a crucial turning point in the history of 

Islam. 

The Making of a Unique Community 

The community taking shape in Madinah was a unique and distinguished one, 

praised repeatedly throughout the Qur’ n. This s rah opens with a concise, generally 

applicable, definition of true believers. Nevertheless, it refers specifically to those 

early pioneers of Islam: “This is the Book; there is no doubt about it, a guidance for the 

God-fearing. Those who believe in what lies beyond the reach of human perception, observe 

Prayer and give of what We bestow upon them. Those who believe in what has been revealed 

to you and what was revealed before you, and are certain of the Hereafter. Those follow their 
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Lord’s guidance, and they shall surely prosper.” (Verses 1-5) 

In contrast, we are immediately given a description of the unbelievers, which is 

again general and universal but applies specifically to those who rejected Islam and 

opposed it, in and around both Makkah and Madinah: “For the unbelievers, it is alike 

whether you forewarn them or not, they will not accept the faith. God has sealed their hearts 

and ears; their eyes are covered; and a grievous punishment awaits them.” (Verses 6-7) 

In Madinah, a third group emerged, the hypocrites, or al-Munāfiq n. This faction 

had not been noticeable in Makkah; its rise was prompted by the Prophet’s arrival 

and settlement in Madinah, as outlined earlier. That was because in Makkah, Islam 

had no sovereign political entity or force, and the Muslims remained soft targets for 

persecution and repression by the rest of the Arabs. Those who accepted Islam had to 

be brave and sincere, prepared to endure all kinds of hardship and terror. 

In Madinah, hitherto known as Yathrib, the picture was very different. Islam was 

gradually gaining strength and the Muslims were developing into a dominant force. 

This became even more evident following their decisive victory over the non-Muslim 

Arabs at Badr, 125 kms south of Madinah, in February of 624 CE. This caused some 

people, including a number of leading and privileged figures, to feign acceptance of 

Islam merely to save their position and protect their social and tribal status and 

interests. Thus they came to be known as the ‘hypocrites’ in Islamic terminology. 

One of the most prominent of these was `Abdull h ibn Ubayy ibn Salūl who, prior to 

the Prophet’s arrival in Madinah, was about to be crowned as a king of the city. 

At the beginning of the s rah, we find a detailed description of the hypocrites 

(Verses 8-20) from which it can easily be seen that they included those who had 

reluctantly embraced Islam and had not totally relinquished their self-pride and 

arrogance. 

We also find a reference to their ‘evil companions’, which the context of the s rah 

indicates to be the Jews, who were at the forefront of opposition and hostility to 

Islam. The s rah devotes a fair amount of space to a series of stinging attacks on the 

Jews who were ranged against Islam and the Prophet Mu ammad. 

The Jews were the first community to confront Islam in Madinah, for several 

reasons. As a people with an established religious heritage and culture, the Jews 

enjoyed a privileged and highly esteemed position among the illiterate Arabs of 

Madinah from both tribes of the Aws and the Khazraj. However, the pagan Arabs 

had not shown any great enthusiasm or inclination to embrace the Jewish religion. 

Nevertheless, they acknowledged that the Jews were better versed in matters of 

religious wisdom than they were. Moreover, the tense, and at times bloody, rivalry 

existing between these two tribes provided the Jews with an ideal environment for 

manipulation and exploitation. 
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When Islam came to Madinah, those advantages and privileges came under threat. 

Not only did Islam come to embrace and endorse Jewish Scriptures and beliefs, but it 

immediately aimed to eliminate the existing a unified and divisions them into 

harmonious community, unique in the whole history of mankind. 

Above all, the Jews had claimed to be God’s own chosen people, heirs of earlier 

prophets, true inheritors and custodians of the divine message, and the people from 

among whom the new Prophet, foretold in their own scriptures, was most likely to 

be selected. When an Arab prophet emerged, they expected him to discredit them 

and restrict the new religion to his own people, the Arabs. But, as Mu ammad went 

on to introduce his message to the Jews, as recipients of earlier revelations and 

therefore more likely to respond and give him their support, they became arrogant 

and self-important and took offence. 

They were overwhelmed with envy and jealousy towards Mu ammad on two 

grounds: first, for being chosen as God’s Messenger and, second, for the rapid and 

growing success he was having in and around Madinah. 

But, of course, there was another very important reason for their unease and 

hostility. They had seen the threat of becoming marginalized and isolated within 

Madinah itself, where they had held spiritual as well as commercial sway for such a 

long time. The alternative would be to embrace the new faith and become assimilated 

into the Muslim community, losing their identity and separate existence for ever. 

Their options were thus severely restricted. 

These factors explain the stance taken by the Jews towards Islam; a stance which 

has been extensively explored on several occasions in the Qur’ n. In this s rah, we 

find the Qur’ n appealing to the Israelites, reminding them of the attitudes and 

conduct of their ancestors towards earlier Prophets, and recalling their stubbornness 

and intransigence, and their betrayal of God’s trust and covenant. 

The images and examples cited from the chequered and turbulent Jewish past 

were familiar in Mu ammad’s time, and reflected the true nature of the Jewish 

psyche and attitude. Those features have accompanied the Jews in every generation 

and remain typical of their behaviour even today. For this reason, the Qur’ n has 

adopted a unique and revealing style in addressing all Israelite generations as one 

and the same, which again makes these accounts relevant for all time: past, present 

and future. Thus, the Qur’ nic words shall remain a timely and pertinent guide, and 

a warning, to Muslims in every generation with respect to the identity and potential 

intrigues of the enemies of their faith. 

The Sūrah’s Central Theme 
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A significant part of the s rah is devoted to the foundation and essential 

preparation of the Muslim community which was to carry God’s message to the 

world, the Israelites having notably failed to undertake that noble task. Indeed, they 

were now in opposition to its final version, Islam. 

Having introduced the three main types of humanity: believers, unbelievers and 

hypocrites, and having made a clear though implicit reference to the ‘evil ones’, the 

s rah addresses mankind as a whole, asking them to worship the One God and fully 

acknowledge the revelations He has bestowed on His Messenger. It affirms God’s 

favour and wisdom in creating the earth and the heavens, and all that is in them, for 

the use and benefit of man. (Verses 21-29) 

This is followed by an account of the occasion when God appointed man as His 

vicegerent and representative on earth, outlining the terms and conditions of that 

auspicious appointment. (Verses 30-39) 

The following section of the s rah is devoted entirely to an extensive and wide-

ranging debate with the Israelites, dealing critically with various aspects of their 

religious and historic record. (Verses 40-141) 

The discussion focuses on the Israelites’ reception of Islam in Madinah. They were 

the first to actively reject it. They deliberately confused and concealed facts. They 

adopted a two-faced attitude towards faith and attempted to distort God’s words. 

They cheated, lied and broke faith with the Muslims in the hope of turning them 

away from their religion. They claimed the exclusive possession of God’s trust and a 

monopoly of righteousness. They became envious of the Muslims and spared no 

effort to undermine their existence and cause them harm. Last, but not least, they 

allied themselves with Islam’s enemies, the hypocrites and pagan Arabs, and were 

prepared to conspire with them against the Muslim community. 

In consequence, the s rah launches a bitter and fierce attack on the Jews, drawing 

its justification from their behaviour towards Moses and their reaction to the laws 

given them by God and the prophets and messengers He sent them. All generations 

of the Jewish nation are addressed as one group. 

The attack ends with an admonition to the Muslims never to hold any hope that 

the Jews will ever reconcile themselves to accepting or acknowledging Islam. It goes 

on to lambast the Jewish claim to the monotheistic legacy of Abraham, and to 

establish Mu ammad and his followers as the true heirs of Abraham’s faith who are 

entitled to inherit his covenant with God. It affirms that the inheritance by Muslims 

of the guardianship of God’s message to man had come as a fulfilment of Abraham’s 

and Ishmael’s prayers to God while constructing the Ka`bah, the symbol of surrender 

and the Sacred House devoted to the worship of the One God. 

From then on, the s rah addresses the Muslims, instructing them how to fulfil 
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their role as guardians and carriers of God’s Message to mankind. It offers guidance 

on the beliefs and concepts that were to distinguish the Muslim faith and way of life 

for all time to come. (Verses 142-283) This part begins by defining the qiblah, the 

direction to which Muslims should turn when praying. It was to be the sacred site at 

Makkah housing the Ka`bah, the House of God built by Abraham and Ishmael, its 

first keepers and custodians. The s rah tells us that even while the Muslims had been 

praying towards Jerusalem, the centre of Judaism, Mu ammad was privately 

yearning for the Ka`bah to become the exclusive direction for the Muslims during 

Prayer. (Verse 144) 

The s rah goes on to outline the principles and systems of Islam in several fields 

including faith and outlook, rites of worship and religious matters, personal and 

public behaviour and conduct. It teaches the Muslims that those who give their lives 

for the cause of God never die; that insecurity, hunger and poverty are not 

necessarily evil in themselves, but are means to test the believers, to assess their 

potential and refine and strengthen their capacity to advance God’s cause in the 

world. It reassures Muslims that God is their patron and will always be on their side, 

while their detractors and opponents will be led astray into a wilderness of darkness 

by impostors, false mentors and bogus leaders. The s rah outlines aspects of lawful 

and unlawful food and drink, penal measures, rules governing wills, fasting, war, 

and pilgrimage. It dwells at length on the regulation and organization of family 

affairs, including marriage and divorce, and covers rules governing spending, usury, 

lending and trade. 

Although during this extensive discussion the s rah refers, from time to time, to 

instances and glimpses from Jewish history, the main body of the second part deals 

basically with the structure and organization of the Muslim community, and the 

essential features and qualifications it requires to uphold God’s message and fulfil its 

prime role as His trustee and the custodian of His message for all time to come. 

The following section of the s rah is almost entirely devoted to the education, 

formation and building of the Muslim community, which was destined to take up 

the task of expounding God’s message to the rest of humanity. We continue, from 

time to time, to come across discourses and arguments dealing with those opposed to 

Islam, especially the Israelites, and their plots and schemes to thwart its progress and 

stifle the growth of the Muslim community. There are also instructions to the 

Muslims on how to fight back and what precautions to take in order to avoid their 

traps. 

Nevertheless, the chief concern of this section, and of the rest of the s rah, remains 

the establishment and codification of the distinguishing qualities and features of the 

Muslim community. It is a community that has its own laws, confirming and 
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succeeding those of earlier Divine Revelation, its own qiblah, and above all its distinct 

and original outlook on the world and life as a whole. It is a community that is fully 

cognizant of its relationship with God and of its leading role in the world, and the 

responsibilities and obligations stemming from that role. It is a community that is 

confidently and loyally poised to submit fully to God’s will and command, as 

ordained and articulated in the Qur’ n and the teachings and work of the Prophet 

Mu ammad, God’s peace and blessings be upon him. 

We learn that the qiblah issue is related to the fact that the Muslim community is a 

moderate and middle-of-the-road community. By virtue of their message and role in 

the world, Muslims shall be God’s witness to the rest of mankind, while Mu ammad 

shall be a witness to them. The Qur’ n accords the Muslims a leading status in the 

world, and calls on them to work hard, persevere and make all the sacrifices that are 

required of them to earn that status and fulfil their role, putting their trust fully in 

God’s will and wisdom. 

We come across some important elaboration of basic Islamic concepts such as 

taqwā, fearing God, and `amal şāli , good works. This comes in the course of refuting 

Jewish arguments concerning the change of the qiblah, which are based on distortion 

of the facts and faulty interpretations of Divine instructions. 

The s rah then turns to setting out rules and regulations for the religious and 

practical life of the community. These include penalties for capital offences and rules 

relating to wills, fasting during the month of Ramadan, going to war during the 

sacred months and within the surrounds of the Ka`bah, the Hajj, or Pilgrimage, 

drinking and gambling, and family affairs. The common denominator underpinning 

all these duties and regulations is sound belief and strong faith in God Almighty. 

The section contains a discussion on jihād, citing an important episode from the 

history of the Israelites after Moses, during the reign of the Prophet David, which has 

many essential lessons for the Muslims as heirs of Abraham’s religious tradition and 

the responsibility of world leadership. 

The s rah has given us a good idea of the nature of the battle the Qur’ n was 

fighting and the environment it was fighting in while it was being revealed, and the 

objectives it was aiming to achieve in raising and building the Muslim community in 

the 7th century CE. The atmosphere among the Makkan Arabs was one of intrigue, 

mischief, confusion and falsehood. Human weakness and greed also had to be taken 

into account. 

Above all, the Qur’ n was aiming to establish and articulate upright concepts and 

sound principles on which the community could be raised, and to chart for it a 

course for a righteous and dignified leadership of the world. 

The enduring qualities of the Qur’ n are vindicated by the fact that the principles, 
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rules and instructions it propounded fourteen centuries ago remain today, and for all 

time to come, essential for the regeneration and reconstruction of Muslim society. 

The battles and the issues and the controversies remain the same. The enemies, and 

the means and weapons used against the Qur’ n and its followers also remain 

fundamentally the same. To fight and win today’s battles, Muslims will need to 

follow the Qur’ nic principles and teachings which shaped and guided that 

pioneering Muslim community of Madinah. 

Muslims today need the Qur’ n for a better and a more realistic understanding of 

the world and their role in it. No other source exists that can provide them with the 

inspiration, the practical guidance and the complete way of life they need to forge 

ahead and assume the leadership of the world again. 

The closing two verses take us full circle to the opening of the s rah, affirming the 

Muslim world community’s eternal belief in all Prophets and messages sent by God 

to man, without exception, and in what lies beyond the reach of human perception. 

They assert the Muslims’ total unqualified faith in, and submission to, the One God. 

Thus, the ending of the s rah coalesces smoothly with its beginning, as the subject 

matter is shaped and honed to give a complete and superb example of the Qur’ n’s 

inimitable and powerful style. 
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1 

The Message Spelt Out 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

Alif, lām, mīm. (1) 

This is the Book; there is no doubt about 
it, a guidance For the God-fearing. (2) 

Those who believe in what lies beyond the 
reach of human perception, observe Prayer 
and give of what We bestow upon them. 
(3) 

Those who believe in what has been 
revealed to you and what was revealed 
before you, and are certain of the Hereafter. 
(4) 

Those follow their Lord’s guidance, and 
they shall surely prosper. (5) 

For the unbelievers, it is alike whether you 
forewarn them or not, they will not accept 
the faith. (6) 

God has sealed their hearts and ears; their 
eyes are covered; and a grievous punishment 
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awaits them. (7) 

There are some who say: “We believe in 
God and the Last Day’, yet, in truth, they 
do not believe. (8) 

They seek to deceive God and the believers, 
but they are only deceiving themselves, 
though they may not realize it. (9) 

There is sickness in their hearts, and God 
has aggravated their sickness. Painful 
suffering awaits them for the lies they keep 
telling. (10) 

When it is said to them: “Do not spread 
corruption in the land’, they say: “We are 
but doers of good.’ (11) 

But, they indeed are the ones who do spread 
corruption, though they do not realize it. 
(12) 

When it is said to them, ‘Believe as other 
people have believed’, they say, ‘Are we to 
believe as the fools believe?’ It is indeed they 
who are fools, though they do not know it. 
(13) 

When they meet the believers, they say, ‘We 
believe’, but when they are alone with their 
devilish allies, they say, ‘We are with you, 
we are only mocking.’ (14) 

God will put them to derision and let them 
continue their transgression, blundering 
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blindly along. (15) 

These are the ones who barter away 
guidance for error. Their transaction is 
profitless and they will receive no guidance. 
(16) 

They are like one who sought to kindle a 
fire, and as it lit up all around him God 
took away their light and left them in 
darkness, unable to see anything. (17) 

Deaf, dumb and blind, they can never 
return to the right path. (18) 

Or, when there is a storm-cloud, dark, 
charged with thunder and lightning, they 
thrust their fingers in their ears at every 
thunder-clap, for fear of death; but God 
encompasses the unbelievers. (19) 

The lightning all but snatches away their 
sight; whenever it flashes over them they 
walk on, but when darkness overtakes 
them they stand still. Should God will it, 
He would take away their hearing and 
their sight, for God has power over all 
things. (20) 

Mankind, worship your Lord who has 
created you and those who lived before you, 
so that you may become God-fearing. (21) 

He made the earth a couch for you, and the 
heavens a ceiling. He sent down water from 
the sky to bring forth fruits for your 
sustenance. Do not, then, knowingly set up 

tβθßγ yϑ÷è tƒ ∩⊇∈∪  

y7 Í× ¯≈ s9 'ρé& t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (# ãρutIô© $# s's#≈ n=Ò9 $# 3“y‰ßγ ø9 $$Î/ 

$yϑsù M pt ¿2 u‘ öΝ ßγ è?t≈ pg ÏkB $tΒ uρ (#θçΡ% x. š⎥⎪Ï‰tGôγ ãΒ 

∩⊇∉∪  

öΝ ßγ è=sV tΒ È≅ sV yϑx. “Ï% ©!$# y‰s% öθtGó™ $# # Y‘$tΡ !$£ϑn=sù 

ôNu™!$ |Êr& $tΒ … ã&s!öθym |= yδsŒ ª!$# öΝ ÏδÍ‘θãΖÎ/ 

öΝ ßγ x. ts?uρ ’ Îû ;M≈ yϑè=àß ω tβρçÅÇö6 ãƒ ∩⊇∠∪  

BΛ à¼ íΝ õ3ç/ Ò‘ ôϑãã öΝ ßγ sù Ÿω tβθãèÅ_ötƒ ∩⊇∇∪  

÷ρr& 5= ÍhŠ |Áx. z⎯ ÏiΒ Ï™!$yϑ¡¡9 $# ÏμŠ Ïù ×M≈ uΚè=àß Ó‰ôãu‘ uρ 

×− öt/ uρ tβθè=yèøg s† ÷Λ àιyèÎ6≈ |¹r& þ’ Îû Ν Íκ ÍΞ# sŒ#u™ z⎯ ÏiΒ 

È, Ïã≡ uθ¢Á9 $# u‘ x‹tn ÏNöθyϑø9 $# 4 ª!$# uρ 8ÝŠ Ït èΧ 

t⎦⎪ÌÏ≈ s3ø9 $$Î/ ∩⊇®∪  

ßŠ% s3tƒ ä− ÷y9ø9 $# ß#sÜ øƒ s† öΝ èδt≈ |Áö/ r& ( !$yϑ̄=ä. u™!$|Ê r& 

Ν ßγ s9 (# öθt±̈Β ÏμŠ Ïù !# sŒ Î) uρ zΝ n=øß r& öΝ Íκ ö n=tæ (#θãΒ$ s% 4 
öθs9 uρ u™!$x© ª!$# |= yδs% s! öΝ Îγ Ïèôϑ|¡Î/ öΝ ÏδÌ≈ |Áö/ r& uρ 4 

χÎ) ©!$# 4’ n?tã Èe≅ ä. &™ó©x« Öƒ Ï‰s% ∩⊄⊃∪  

$pκ š‰ r'̄≈ tƒ â¨$̈Ψ9 $# (#ρß‰ç6 ôã $# ãΝ ä3−/ u‘ “Ï% ©!$# öΝ ä3s) n=s{ 

t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# uρ ⎯ ÏΒ öΝ ä3Î=ö6 s% öΝ ä3ª=yès9 tβθà) −Gs? ∩⊄⊇∪  

“Ï% ©!$# Ÿ≅ yèy_ ãΝ ä3s9 uÚ ö‘ F{ $# $V©≡ tÏù u™!$yϑ¡¡9 $# uρ 

[™!$oΨ Î/ tΑ t“Ρr& uρ z⎯ ÏΒ Ï™!$yϑ¡¡9 $# [™!$tΒ ylt÷z r'sù ⎯ Ïμ Î/ 

z⎯ ÏΒ ÏN≡ tyϑ̈V9 $# $]% ø—Í‘ öΝ ä3©9 ( Ÿξsù (#θè=yèøg rB ¬! 



 

   24

equals to God. (22) 

If you are in doubt as to what We have 
revealed to Our servant, then produce one 
sūrah comparable to it and call upon all 
your witnesses, other than God, if what you 
say is true. (23) 

But if you fail, as you will certainly do, 
then guard yourselves against the fire, 
fuelled by men and stones, prepared for the 
unbelievers. (24) 

To those who believe and do good deeds give 
the good tidings that they shall reside in 
gardens through which running waters flow. 
Whenever they are offered fruits therefrom, 
they say, ‘We have been given the same 
before’, for they shall be provided with what 
looks similar. They shall also have pure 
spouses and they shall reside there for ever. 
(25) 

God does not disdain to give a parable of a 
gnat, or a higher creature. Those who 
believe know that it is the truth from their 
Lord, 

 while the unbelievers ask, ‘What could 
God mean by such a parable?’ In this way, 
God lets many go astray and gives guidance 
to many others, but none does He leave to 
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go astray except the evildoers. (26) 

Who violate God’s covenant after having 
accepted it, and cut asunder what He has 
ordered to be joined, and spread corruption 
in the land. They are the losers. (27) 

How can you reject God who has given you 
life after you were dead? He will cause you 
to die again then He will bring you back to 
life. To Him you shall return. (28) 

It is He who created for you all that is on 
earth. He then turned to heaven and 
fashioned it into seven heavens. He has 
knowledge of all things. (29) 
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Overview 

This opening passage of the s rah outlines the essential features of the religious 

groups the Muslim community faced in Madinah, with the exception of the Jews, to 

whom only a brief, but adequate, reference is made. They are described as the 

‘satans’ or ‘evil companions’ of the hypocrites; a description that says a great deal 

about their qualities and the nature of their role. They are dealt with in more detail 

later on in the s rah. 

In delineating the features of these groups, the special characteristics of the 

Qur’ nic style are clearly displayed. Words are used as an artist uses lines and 

colours, and through them images slowly begin to take on shape and life. 

At the outset, in a few words and sentences, profiles of three types of people 

merge, each a true representation of a group of human beings such as recurs in every 

day and age. Indeed, all mankind in all ages and places can be classified into these 

types. This is a fine example of the eloquence and power of the Qur’ nic style. 
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In these brief and highly informative sentences and verses, pictures are brought to 

life with a power and focus that no lengthy or elaborate rendition could ever 

provide. A few rapid touches combine with the beauties of style and rhythm to 

supreme effect. 

Following this concise and powerful introduction, the s rah addresses all people in 

the world, calling on them to belong to the first category of mankind. It urges man to 

believe in the One God, the Creator, Sustainer and Provider, who has no equals or 

partners. It challenges those sceptics who doubt the truth of the Prophet 

Mu ammad’s message, and of the revelations he received, to come up with a single 

s rah to compare with the Qur’ n. It complements the challenge with a severe 

warning of horrible punishment for those who reject God’s message, and a promise 

of everlasting bliss and happiness for those who trust and believe in God and His 

revelations. 

The passage then responds to certain Jews and hypocrites who had questioned the 

use of parables in the Qur’ n, which they used as an excuse to doubt the truth and 

validity of Divine revelations altogether. It gives them a stern warning that they are 

departing from God’s path, in contrast to the believers, who are drawn closer to God 

and strengthened in faith. It denounces their denial of God who gives life and takes it 

away, the Creator who controls all and whose knowledge of things and events in this 

vast universe is all-embracing and comprehensive. It is God who has bestowed His 

grace on mankind by making the earth and all that it contains, to be under their 

control and for their benefit. 

These are the main themes of this opening passage of the s rah, and we shall now 

go on to look into them in more detail. 

The Qualities of True Believers 

The s rah opens with three Arabic letters: “Alif, lām, mīm.” (Verse 1) This is 

immediately followed by the statement: “This is the Book, there is no doubt about it, a 

guidance for the God-fearing.’’   (Verse 2) 

Several s rahs in the Qur’ n begin with a combination of Arabic letters in this way, 

and interpretations of these abstract openings vary quite widely. The one we tend to 

favour is that these are meant to emphasize the fact that the Qur’ n is a book 

composed of the letters of the Arabic language, in the same way as they are used by 

the Arabs who were the first people addressed by this divine revelation. 

Nevertheless, it is such an unparalleled and transcendent work that no Arab writer, 

using the same letters and the same language, could ever match its majesty and 

power. Rivals are repeatedly challenged to compose a book similar to it, or only ten 

s rahs, or even a single s rah, of matching quality. No one has ever been able to take 
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up the challenge. 

This is true for all God’s creation. Soil, for example, is made up of elements of 

known properties. The best man has been able to make out of soil is bricks, tiles, 

vessels and structures of various types and uses, which are in some cases very 

sophisticated. But using these same elements, God has created life, the one 

outstanding secret that remains far beyond man’s intellectual and creative abilities. 

Similarly, the same letters and words that ordinary people, speaking the language 

of the Qur’ n, use to articulate expressions and convey meanings and concepts, are 

used by God to produce the Qur’ n as a definitive book stating the final and absolute 

distinction between truth and falsehood. A comparison between man’s work and the 

work of God is simply not possible; it is a comparison between the image and the 

reality, between the dead body and the living soul. 

“This is the Book; there is no doubt about it.” (Verse 2) How can there be any doubt 

about it when the evidence for its truth and veracity is given in these very letters 

with which the s rah opens? Evidence is implicit in the total inability of the Arabs to 

produce anything matching the Qur’ n, despite their proficiency and excellence in 

the use of their own language which is comprised of the same letters and words. 

“This is the Book; there is no doubt about it a guidance for the God- fearing.” (Verse 2) 

The key word in this statement is ‘guidance’. It expresses the essence and the nature 

of the Qur’ n. But guidance for whom? Who are the people who will find that this 

Book provides them with light, direction and true counsel? They are the God-fearing. 

Once a man’s heart is filled with the fear of God, he will benefit by the Qur’ n. 

Fear and consciousness of God is the quality that opens one’s mind to the true 

guidance contained in the Qur’ n and allows it to have its proper effect on one’s life. 

It is the factor that causes one’s heart and mind to become sensitive and receptive to 

God’s guidance and enables one to respond to His call and His instruction. 

Anyone seeking the benefit and Godly wisdom of the Qur’ n must approach it 

with an open mind and a pure heart. One must also approach it with perception and 

sensitivity, and with a determination not to fall by the wayside or be tempted away 

from God. Then, and only then, will the marvels and treasures of the Qur’ n be 

opened and revealed, and their light and wisdom will pour into this apprehensive, 

alert and welcoming heart. 

It is reported that `Umar ibn al-Kha b, a close companion of the Prophet and his 

second successor, asked the learned Companion, Ubayy ibn Ka`b, about the true 

meaning of ‘fear of God’. 

Ubayy asked `Umar, “Have you ever walked along a thorny road?” “Yes, 

certainly,” `Umar replied. 
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Ubayy asked again, “How did you manage to get through it?” `Umar replied, “I 

gathered up my clothes and tried my best to avoid the thorns.” 

“That is precisely what God-fearing is like,” said Ubayy. 

Fear of God, then, is to have a sensitive conscience, clear feelings, a continuous 

concern, vigilance and alacrity, and a yearning for the correct path in life. It is a 

feeling that is ever alive, a feeling of being aware of life’s temptations and pitfalls; 

and the ambitions and hopes, and the worries and fears that come with it. It is a 

feeling of being able to discern false hopes and unwarranted fears that one associates 

with individuals or powers that could neither bring benefit nor cause harm. Above 

all, the journey of life is full of many other kinds of thorns and nettles one must be 

aware of and strive to avoid. 

Believing in the Imperceptible 

The s rah then gives a description of those who are God-fearing. In doing so it 

presents the early model of believers in Madinah, which was also to be the universal 

one for all future generations of Muslims: “Those who believe in what lies beyond the 

reach of human perception, observe Prayer and give of what We bestow upon them. Those 

who believe in what has been revealed to you and what was revealed before you, and are 

certain of the Hereafter.’’ (Verses 3-4) 

The most essential quality of the God-fearing believers is their conscious, active 

moral unity that enriches their souls with profound belief in the imperceptible, or 

ghayb, dedication to their religious obligations, recognition of all God’s messengers, 

and unshakeable certainty in the hereafter. Such are the ingredients that make the 

Muslim faith a complete whole and distinguishes believers from unbelievers. Such a 

thorough outlook is worthy of God’s final message to man, which was intended as a 

focus and a guide for all human endeavour on this earth. Man is called upon to adopt 

this message and lead a complete and wholesome life, guided by its light which 

shapes man’s feelings, actions, beliefs and ways of living and behaviour. 

Looking more closely at each of these qualities, one discovers a number of 

essential values that are fundamental to human life. 

“Who believe in what lies beyond the reach of human perception.” (Verse 3) The limits of 

human perception do not prevent believers’ souls from reaching their Creator, the 

omnipotent power behind the universe and all existence. Their limited natural senses 

do not stand in the way of their desire to reach beyond the physical world or their 

pursuit of the ultimate truths of life. 

Belief in the imperceptible is a major threshold in human understanding, and 

crossing it elevates man above animals and takes him far beyond the physical world 
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of the senses or all the devices that may extend their function. It raises human 

consciousness to a level where a wider and fuller world can be perceived. Such a step 

has far-reaching effects on man’s understanding of his own existence and the 

existence of everything else around him. It provides him with a totally new 

awareness of the realities of the interacting energies and forces that are at play in this 

complex world, and of the way he conceives of them. It also affects his behaviour and 

life on earth in general. 

There is a vast difference between the thinking that is trapped within the parochial 

materialist world of the senses, and that which is based on the awareness of an 

infinite world of existence and which can, through the soul and the instinctive mind, 

deeply and intensely feel its energies and the forces governing it. Time and space 

extend far beyond what can be determined or comprehended within the short span 

of life. Man will come to recognize the great and ultimate truth that underpins the 

whole cosmos and sustains all existence, seen as well as unseen. It is the Divine Being 

that the human eye cannot see, nor the mind perceive. 

This belief has the vital role of preserving man’s finite mental and intellectual 

powers and saving them from being wasted, abused or misdirected. These faculties 

have been bestowed on man to enable him to properly discharge his obligations as 

God’s vicegerent on earth. In the present life, the domain for man’s activities of 

procreation, construction, innovation and excellence is limited. His intellectual power 

needs to be strengthened and complemented by spiritual power which stems directly 

from God and is thereby linked to the whole of existence. 

Any attempt to comprehend the world from another perspective is futile and 

foolish, because it resorts to the wrong tools and defies the fundamental truth that 

the finite cannot fathom the infinite. Man’s limited sensory and intellectual 

capabilities do not enable him to understand the absolute meaning of things. 

This inherent human deficiency, however, in no way prevents man from believing 

in the imperceptible and accepting that it is the prerogative of the Divine. Man 

should leave these matters to God, the Omniscient, and should turn to Him for 

meaning, information, understanding and explanation. Recognition of this fact is the 

greatest prize the human mind can win, and is the first and foremost mark of the 

God-fearing believer. 

The concept of the imperceptible is a decisive factor in distinguishing man from 

animals. Materialist thinking, ancient as well as modern, has tended to drag man 

back to an irrational existence, with no room for the spiritual, where everything is 

determined by sensory means alone. What is peddled as ‘progressive thought’ is no 

more than dismal regression. God has protected believers against such an error by 

describing them as those who believe in the imperceptible. For that alone they should 
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be deeply grateful. 

Those who “observe prayer,” revere and worship none but God Almighty. They 

never debase themselves by worshipping anyone or anything else. They turn to the 

real and ultimate power in this world, humbling their hearts and souls to Him alone. 

In this way they link up to the cause and origin of existence; their lives assume real 

meaning and noble purpose, transcending the crude and trivial pursuits and needs of 

worldly living. Their ties with God give them power over other creatures and feed 

their conscience with moral strength and fear of God. Prayer is an essential element 

in the building of a believer’s character and shaping his concepts, feelings and 

behaviour and in linking them directly with God. 

“And give of what We bestow upon them.” (Verse 3) This implies the believers’ 

recognition that what they own and possess is a gift and a favour from God. It is not 

of their own making. Such a belief brings mercy and benevolence towards the weak 

and the poor, and mutual fellowship and a true spirit of brotherhood and human 

community among all. The outcome is to eliminate greed and fill people’s hearts 

with compassion and humanity, making life an opportunity for cooperation rather 

than an arena for conflict and confrontation. The sick, the weak and the young and 

helpless in society are given security, so that they feel they are living among human 

beings with compassionate hearts and scrupulous souls, rather than selfish beasts 

with nothing but claws and teeth. 

This kind of benevolent spending comprises the obligatory zakāt, as well as the 

giving of alms, voluntary donations and all other forms of charitable offerings. The 

latter had been instituted in Islam long before zakāt, because they are more general 

and wide-ranging than zakāt, which relates to the obligatory aspect of charitable 

spending. F imah bint Qays quotes the Prophet Mu ammad as saying: “There is a 

rightful claim to people’s money, other than zakāt.” [Related by al-Tirmidhī] This 

statement by the Prophet clearly establishes the general principle with respect to 

financial obligations. 

“Who believe in what has been revealed to you and what was revealed before you.” (Verse 

4) This is a characteristic of the Muslim community, or ummah, the rightful heir to, 

and custodian of, God’s message and the legacy of all prophets since the dawn of 

human life, and the leader of mankind. This characteristic embodies such concepts as 

the unity of man, the oneness of God, the unity of the divine faith and God’s 

messengers. It purges man’s soul of bigotry and petty fanaticism. It reassures us of 

God’s everlasting grace and protection which He has shown by sending successive 

messengers preaching one and the same faith and offering the same guidance to all 

mankind. It allows us to feel proud of being the recipients of God’s pure and 

universal guidance, which remains a bright shining star that is never extinguished, 

even in the darkest days of human history. 
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“And are certain of the Hereafter.” (Verse 4) This characteristic of the God-fearing 

links the present life with the life to come; the beginning with the end; deed with 

reward. It provokes in man the feeling that he is no mere useless being, created 

without a purpose and left to wither away. It comforts him by affirming that full 

justice is certain to come, and thus inspires man to seek to do good, with total 

confidence in God’s justice and mercy. 

Belief in the hereafter is the point of departure between those who conceive only 

of the confines of the physical world and those who appreciate the limitless expanse 

of existence; those who believe that worldly life is the be-all and end-all, and those 

who see it merely as a testing arena where the ultimate reward is earned. This latter 

group realize that true life is there, beyond the limited confines of this earthly 

existence. 

Each of these interrelated characteristics carries certain values for human life, and 

they form one harmonious entity. 

Fear of God is an inner feeling, a state of mind, a source of human action and 

behaviour. It binds inner feeling with outer action, and brings man into constant 

contact with God, in private and in public. This contact extends into the deeper 

recesses of meaning and consciousness, penetrating barriers of knowledge and 

feeling, making acceptance of the belief in the unseen a plausible and natural 

outcome and bringing total peace and tranquillity to man’s soul. 

Fear of God and belief in what is beyond human perception go hand in hand with 

acts of worship, in accordance with the manner prescribed by God Almighty in order 

to link man the servant with God the Lord and Master. 

Then comes the giving of part of one’s wealth to charity, in acknowledgement of 

God’s favour and as an expression of human fraternity and compassion. This is 

followed by a broad, all-embracing fellowship with all believers in God, and 

acceptance of His message and all the Prophets and messengers who preached it. 

Finally comes an unswerving belief in the hereafter. 

These qualities were true of the first Muslim community which emerged in 

Madinah at the time these verses were revealed. It consisted of the Muhājir n, who 

had migrated from Makkah, and the Anşār, the natives of Madinah who welcomed 

them. Members of this model community displayed these profound characteristics of 

faith in their personal and public conduct. Thus they were capable of great 

achievements, with far-reaching effects on human life and civilization as a whole. 

The passage aptly concludes with the comment: “Those follow their Lord’s guidance, 

and they shall surely prosper:” (Verse 5) Indeed, they adhered to God’s guidance and 

they were successful. For those who wish to follow in their footsteps, the route 

remains clearly marked. 
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A Contrasting Picture 

The next human model we are presented with is that of the unbelievers. “For the 

unbelievers, it is alike whether you forewarn them or not, they will not accept the faith. God 

has sealed their hearts and ears; their eyes are covered; and a grievous punishment awaits 

them.” (Verses 6-7) 

The contrast with the previous group is total. While God’s Book in itself is a guide 

for the God-fearing, no warning to the unbelievers has any effect at all. The 

receptivity of the believer contrasts with the unbeliever’s total unreceptivity; here the 

ties that bind the believer to God and the world around, and link the seen with the 

unseen and the overt with the covert, are completely absent. Their hearts are firmly 

shut and their ears can hear nothing. They are utterly incapable of receiving guidance 

or discovering the truth. Moreover, “their eyes are covered.” (Verse 7) They are in total 

darkness, with no light to guide them anywhere. All this is their just reward for 

ignoring God’s warnings. 

The verses paint a grim and lifeless picture of these people on their way to “a 

grievous punishment”, which is a fitting and proper reward for obstinacy and 

disbelief. 

The Mark of Hypocrisy 

We now move on to the third model. The picture that the verses paint of this type 

of people is neither as bright and noble as the first nor as dark and base as the 

second. It is an elusive, evanescent image, constantly changing. These are the 

hypocrites: “There are some who say: “We believe in God and the Last Day’, yet, in truth, 

they do not believe. They seek to deceive God and the believers, but they are only deceiving 

themselves, though they may not realize it. There is sickness in their hearts, and God has 

aggravated their sickness. Painful suffering awaits them for the lies they keep telling. When it 

is said to them: “Do not spread corruption in the land’, they say: “We are but doers of good.’ 

But, they indeed are the ones who do spread corruption, though they do not realize it. When it 

is said to them, ‘Believe as other people have believed’, they say, Are we to believe as the fools 

believe?’ It is indeed they who are fools, though they do not know it. When they meet the 

believers, they say, ‘We believe’, but when they are alone with their devilish allies, they say, 

‘We are with you, we are only mocking.’ God will put them to derision and let them continue 

their transgression, blundering blindly along. These are the ones who barter away guidance 

for error. Their transaction is profitless and they will receive no guidance.” (Verses 8-16) 

This was a description of a number of people in Madinah, but the picture can be 

identified in every human generation. Such people are to be found among the elite of 

society who lack the moral courage to either openly accept the truth or clearly reject 

it. They are ever assuming the moral high ground, placing themselves above all 
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others, deriding their understanding. We should, therefore, take these verses in their 

absolute sense, as being descriptive of hypocrites in all generations. They indeed 

address the human soul which is one in all societies. 

Typically, the hypocrites claim belief in God and the Last Day when they in fact 

entertain no such belief. They simply do not possess the resolve to declare their true 

feelings and convictions. 

They delude themselves into thinking that they are so clever and cunning as to be 

able to deceive the ‘naive’ believers, but God uncovers the truth about their actions. 

They are trying to deceive not only believers, but God Himself: “They seek to deceive 

God and the believers.” (Verse 9) 

This and similar Qur’ nic verses reveal a great truth and an honour that God has 

bestowed on believers, for they emphasize the special relationship He has with them. 

God always takes the believers’ side and makes their concern His concern. He 

protects them and stands against their enemy, and repels any attacks directed at 

them. This great honour elevates the status of believers among the rest of mankind, 

and affirms the fact that belief in God is the noblest and most honourable of all 

concepts in this life. It is the source of boundless reassurance to the believer that God 

supports his cause, nurtures him and fights on his side. The scheming and intrigue of 

other mortals is not to be feared. 

This statement also carries a stiff warning to those who seek to deceive believers, 

harm them or scheme against them. It tells them that they will have to confront not 

only believers, but God Almighty. Waging war against believers means having to 

fight against God Himself and face His wrath and His retribution. 

Both aspects of this fact should be appreciated and carefully considered by 

believers, so that they may be fully satisfied and reassured of their ultimate success. 

They need not be perturbed by the scheming and hostility of their detractors or the 

harm that these people may inflict upon them. Equally, the enemies of the believers 

should reflect on them, in order to appreciate the true nature and magnitude of the 

force they are contending with. 

Going back to the verse, we find that it mocks their behaviour, pointing out that 

“they are only deceiving themselves, though they may not realize it.” (Verse 9) They are so 

oblivious of the reality of their position, and so careless, that they deceive no one but 

themselves. God is aware of their schemes and deception. The believers are under 

God’s protection. The thinking of these foolish hypocrites is so warped that they 

believe they have triumphed and achieved their goal, whereas in fact they have 

earned themselves nothing but doom and have condemned themselves to a terrible 

fate. 

But why, we may ask, do these hypocrites resort to such behaviour? The answer 
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is: “There is sickness in their hearts.” (Verse 10) There is something wrong with their 

attitude and their hearts are not pure, which causes them to deviate and incur further 

displeasure from God, who has “aggravated their sickness.” (Verse 10) 

This type of sickness begins as a minor deviation and grows gradually, according 

to the established laws of human social and psychological behaviour. Predictably, 

such behaviour will only lead to one end, as befits those who deceive God and the 

believers: “Painful suffering awaits them for the lies they keep telling.” (Verse 10) 

Other characteristics of the hypocrites, which were certainly evident in the case of 

those notorious ones encountered by the early Muslims at Madinah, such as 

Abdull h ibn Ubayy ibn Salūl, is obstinacy and justification of their corrupting 

behaviour, together with an arrogant belief that they will escape punishment. “When 

it is said to them: Do not spread corruption in the land’, they say: “We are but doers of good.’ 

But, they indeed are the ones who do spread corruption, though they do not realize it...” 

(Verses 11-12) It is not sufficient for them simply to tell lies and resort to deception. 

They have to make false claims, adding insult to injury. 

People of this type can be found in every generation. They perpetuate evil and 

corruption but claim to be proponents of reform and proper behaviour. Their 

standards of responsibility towards society and dedication to the common interest 

are distorted, and so is their evaluation of good and evil. Lack of faith and sincerity 

towards God blurs their vision of right and wrong, allowing their actions to be 

influenced by personal whims and desires. Their criteria of good and evil, right and 

wrong, are not dictated by the standards laid down by God. Therefore they are 

strongly and severely reprimanded: “They indeed are the ones who do spread corruption, 

though they do not realize it.” (Verse 12) 

Hypocrites are also distinguished by their arrogance, their contempt for other 

people and their pretence to be what they are not. The description continues: “When 

it is said to them, ‘Believe as other people have believed’, they say, Are we to believe as the 

fools believe?’ It is indeed they who are fools, though they do not know it.” (Verse 13) 

It is clear that what the hypocrites of Madinah were being called on to 

demonstrate was sincere, unwavering faith, free of personal desire or caprice. They 

were being urged to join those who accepted Islam in its totality, submitted 

themselves completely to God, and opened their hearts and minds to the teachings 

and instructions of the Prophet Mu ammad (peace be upon him). 

But it is also clear that they were too proud to accept. They thought of Islam as a 

religion for the meek and the poor in society, which did not become the lofty elite. 

This was reflected in their response. They are quoted as saying: “Are we to believe as 

the fools believe?” which is appropriately met by: “It is indeed they who are fools, though 

they do not know it.” (Verse 13) Fools are seldom aware of their predicament and are 
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always willing to delude themselves that they are righteous and proper. 

Then comes the last characteristic, which reveals the common ground that the 

hypocrites of Madinah shared with the grudging Jews. Their lies and deceptions are 

compounded by treachery and murky scheming against the Muslims: “When they 

meet the believers, they say, ‘We believe’, but when they are alone with their devilish allies, 

they say, ‘We are with you, we are only mocking.’” (Verse 14) 

To some people wickedness means strength and scheming is an art; yet the 

opposite is true. A strong person never feels the need to resort to treachery or 

intrigue. The hypocrites were too cowardly to come into the open and could only 

adopt a two-faced attitude. With the Muslims they professed belief in order to 

protect themselves and have access to the Muslim community and undermine it from 

within, but with their allies, who were often the Jews, they would say otherwise. 

Their rapport was matched by their cooperation in wicked schemes. 

As soon as this aspect of their conduct is revealed, God delivers the sternest 

warning of all: “God will put them to derision and let them continue their transgression, 

blundering blindly along.” (Verse 15) 

What a degrading, humiliating and terrifying end: they are left wandering 

heedlessly, without guidance or direction, until the hand of God picks them up 

again, like feeble mice walking unawares into a trap. This is the true irony of their 

situation, which makes their mockery of the believers appear even more petty and 

ignoble. 

Here again we are faced with the timeless truth mentioned earlier: that God 

always takes care to defend the believers, reassuring them and thwarting their 

enemy, who will blunder arrogantly in the dark, deceived by God’s temporary 

clemency and brief remission, towards their inevitable and dreadful fate. 

Then comes a final statement to sum up: “These are the ones who barter away 

guidance for error. Their transaction is profitless and they will receive no guidance.” (Verse 

16) They spurned the opportunity to be rightly guided, and forfeited their right to it. 

They are left miserable and totally lost on all counts. 

The Enemy Within 

We note that more space is devoted to the delineation of the character of the third 

group, the hypocrites, than to either of the preceding ones. This is because each of the 

first two types is, in a sense, simple and straightforward. The first picture shows 

people with clear vision and honest purpose, while the second paints those moving 

aimlessly, devoid of guidance. In the third picture we see those with a devious, 

restless, complex and sick disposition. Its delineation requires more touches and finer 
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detail to be clearly and fully defined. 

A detailed description of this third group also suggests that the role played by the 

hypocrites in Madinah in undermining the Muslim community during those 

formative years was a very serious one, and that they instigated trouble and 

instability in that community. It is also an indication of how far-reaching a role 

hypocrites can play in any Muslim community, and that there is a need to expose 

their activities and maleficent scheming against the Muslims. 

Further examples are given to add more clarification and expose the nature of 

hypocrisy: “They are like one who sought to kindle a fire, and as it lit up all around him God 

took away their light and left them in darkness, unable to see anything. Deaf, dumb and blind, 

they can never return to the right path.” (Verses 17-18) 

Unlike the unbelievers, the hypocrites did not turn away from divine guidance in 

the first instance. They did not block their ears or refuse to listen or understand. They 

simply elected to turn away from God’s guidance, after having considered and 

understood it. They sought the light and saw it, but they did not benefit from it. It 

was for this reason that “God took away their light and left them in darkness, unable to see 

anything.” (Verse 17) This is a punishment for their deliberate rejection of God’s 

guidance. 

Man’s senses are meant to enable him to perceive and receive God’s Guidance, but 

the hypocrites wilfully closed off their senses, rendering themselves deaf, dumb and 

blind. Thus they are no longer able to see the light, nor can they find the right path 

again. They are lost. 

Another description of their wavering and loss of direction tells us that: “Or, when 

there is a storm-cloud, dark, charged with thunder and lightning, they thrust their fingers in 

their ears at every thunder-clap, for fear of death; but God encompasses the unbelievers. The 

lightning all but snatches away their sight; whenever it flashes over them they walk on, but 

when darkness overtakes them they stand still. Should God will it, He would take away their 

hearing and their sight, for God has power over all things.” (Verses 19-20) 

It is a fascinating scene, full of life and movement, overshadowed by confusion. It 

is remarkable for the sense of loss, panic and perplexity it conveys. There is light and 

sound, dark stormy clouds bringing heavy rain, intermittent spells of light and 

darkness. People walking in all directions, not knowing where to go, and stopping 

abruptly in terror as the light disappears, covering their ears against the piercing 

sound of thunder that could well-nigh kill them. 

The interaction between the various dynamic elements of this awesome scene 

perfectly reflects the confused and perplexed state of mind of the hypocrites, their 

double-faced way of life and their wavering and equivocating attitude towards 

others. It is a vivid picture of the psychological condition of those people, eloquently 
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expressed in the rich inimitable style of the Qur’ n. 

Having clearly defined these three types of people, the s rah goes on to address 

mankind as a whole with an exhortation to seek to be of the pure, constructive and 

honest type in order to attain happiness and prosperity. “Mankind, worship your Lord 

who has created you and those who lived before you, so that you may become God-fearing. He 

made the earth a couch for you, and the heavens a ceiling. He sent down water from the sky to 

bring forth fruits for your sustenance. Do not, then, knowingly set up equals to God.” 

(Verses 21-22) 

The call is addressed to all mankind to worship God, the sole Creator of all beings. 

He alone is the Creator, and He alone must be worshipped. Man’s worship of God 

fulfils a definite purpose, namely, to make man God-fearing. It is through worship 

that people can attain the honourable status of believing in, and fearing none other 

than God. Thus, they fulfil their obligations towards the One God, Lord of the living 

and the dead, past and present, and the sole sustainer and provider of all that is in 

the heavens and the earth. 

“He made the earth a couch for you.” (Verse 22) The tone here emphasizes the 

element of ease in human life. Planet earth has been prepared as a suitable place for 

living, providing comfortable shelter for man. Long familiarity, however, tends to 

make people take this ease and comfort for granted and to overlook the meticulous 

care and balance involved in providing the means to sustain human life on earth. 

Should only one of the elements necessary for life on this planet fail or run short, life 

itself would disappear or become impossibly hard. 

“And the heavens a ceiling”, solid and well coordinated. Man’s life on earth is 

strongly linked to the skies and what they provide: heat, light, gravity, stars and 

planets. The forces that preserve this delicate coherence and harmony between the 

earth and the rest of the universe are vital to enable and sustain man’s life. It is no 

surprise, therefore, that this should be mentioned within the context of God’s power 

and grace, emphasizing man’s duty to worship and submit to Him. 

“He sent down water from the sky to bring forth fruits for your sustenance.” (Verse 22) 

This is a recurring theme in the Qur’ n, especially in the context of reminding man of 

God’s power and grace. Water is the essence of all life on earth. God says elsewhere 

in the Qur’ n: “We have made out of water every living thing.” (21: 30) Causing plants to 

grow, running into rivers, forming lakes, permeating the soil to form underground 

reservoirs then springing out or drilled up, water remains the most vital substance 

for life. 

Water as a phenomenon, and its role on this earth, are wonders that no one can 

deny or overlook. To assert God’s power and grace, it is sufficient simply to point 

them out as an example. 
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Two fundamental Islamic principles emerge from this passage. The first is God’s 

oneness as the Creator of all beings; the other is the unity of the universe and its 

internal cohesion, and its fitness for man and for all life. The earth is stretched out for 

our ease and comfort and the skies support their marvellous systems above us, while 

water brings forth crops and fruits to sustain mankind. All this is by the grace of 

God, the sole Creator. Therefore the s rah continues: “Do not, then, knowingly set up 

equals to God” (Verse 22) 

Knowing that God has created us and those who came before us, and knowing 

that He prepared the earth for us to live on and built the skies above us, single-

handedly and without a partner or helper, and provided us with water, the essence 

of life, how can we ever deny Him, set up equals to Him, or worship others as gods 

beside Him? 

The concept of “setting up equals to God” which the Qur’ n frequently and 

strongly condemns need not necessarily refer to the worship of idols or figurines or 

statues, normally associated with pagan religious practice and observed by the Arab 

idolaters. It could very well take other forms, some of which are very subtle indeed. 

To pin one’s hopes on anyone other than God, to fear someone other than Him, to 

believe that others can bring fortune or cause harm, are all infringements of 

monotheistic belief and, therefore, forms of idolatry or, to use Islamic terminology, 

shirk. 

The Prophet’s learned companion, `Abdull h ibn `Abb s, said: “Setting up equals 

to God is a subtle form of idolatry, or shirk. It is more subtle than an ant stealthily 

walking on a smooth black surface in the thick of darkness. It is when someone 

swears by something other than the name of God or believes that dogs or ducks keep 

the thief away. It is when someone says, ‘By the will of God and the will of man’ or, 

‘Were it not for God and you...’“ It is also reported that a man once came up to the 

Prophet and said: “Whatever you and God will.” The Prophet replied: “Do you take 

me as an equal to God?” 

The early Muslims were extremely sensitive and alert to these subtle forms of 

idolatry. We today have to reflect on our own attitude towards this matter and 

determine how true and faithful we are to the pure and fundamental principle of 

God’s oneness. 

A Divine Challenge 

The Jews of Madinah used to raise doubts about the truth of the Prophet 

Mu ammad’s message, while the hypocrites, like the pagan Arabs of Makkah, were 

sceptical and called it into question. Therefore we find the Qur’ n challenging them 

all, as indeed it challenges mankind in general, saying: “If you are in doubt as to what 



Al-Baqarah (The Cow) | THE MESSAGE SPELT OUT 

   39

We have revealed to Our servant, then produce one s rah comparable to it and call upon all 

your witnesses, other than God, if what you say is true.” (Verse 23) 

The challenge starts off with emphasizing an important fact by describing the 

Prophet Mu ammad as God’s ‘servant’. This description is significant in a number of 

ways: it is, first, an honour to the Prophet himself and an indication that to be a 

‘servant’ of God is the highest honour a human being can attain. Second, it affirms 

the essence of servitude to God in the universal human context, calling on all men to 

submit only to God and renounce all partners that may be associated with Him. The 

Prophet Mu ammad, who attained the highest position of honour as a recipient of 

divine revelations, is also honoured by being described as a servant of God. 

The challenge is also related to the opening of this s rah, which points out that the 

Qur’ n was composed of the very same letters the Arabs were familiar with in their 

language. If they were in any doubt as to its truth or veracity, they were free to 

produce anything, even one s rah, comparable to it, and they could call any 

witnesses they wished to testify in their favour. The Prophet’s claim had already 

been supported by God. 

This challenge remained open throughout the Prophet’s life, and has done so ever 

since. The Qur’ nic argument stands just as firmly today as it has through the 

centuries. The Qur’ n remains today the unique work it was on the first day it was 

revealed, clearly distinguished from anything men can ever produce. Thus, God’s 

words, and His warning, remain true: “But if you fail, as you will certainly do, then 

guard yourselves against the fire, fuelled by men and stones, prepared for the unbelievers.” 

(Verse 24) 

It is a remarkable challenge indeed, but what is even more remarkable is the 

absolute certainty with which it is made. Were any of the unbelieving Arabs able to 

take up the challenge, they would not have hesitated for a moment. The Qur’ nic 

assertion of the futility of their task, and the endurance of that assertion, are in 

themselves manifest and irrefutable proof of its superior nature. 

The opportunity remains wide open for anyone or any group to pick up the 

gauntlet and try their best to match the Qur’ n and refute its claims of divinity and 

superiority. But this has not happened and, as the Qur’ n clearly states, will never 

happen. That is the Qur’ n’s final word for posterity. 

Anyone with any real knowledge or appreciation of literary styles, or expertise in 

philosophy, psychology, social science, or any other science at all, will not fail to 

recognize that whatever the Qur’ n has to say in any field of knowledge is something 

unique, unlike anything human beings would say. Argument over this fact can only 

arise from blind ignorance or sheer prejudice. 

The stern warning to “guard yourselves against the fire, fuelled by men and stones” 
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should, therefore, come as no surprise to those who may fail in their challenge to 

God but persist, nevertheless, with their rejection of the truth. 

The use of the word ‘stones’ here is intriguing. This fire is prepared for the 

unbelievers, described earlier in the s rah as those whom “God has sealed their hearts 

and ears” and whose ‘eyes are covered.” (Verse 7) They are the ones who have failed to 

take up God’s challenge, and persisted, nevertheless, in their rejection of His 

message. They are effectively stone-like, although they have a human form. Hence 

the connection between humans and stones in this verse. The expression amply 

conveys the horror of the awesome scene in which people and stones are consumed 

by fire. 

In total contrast, we are given the scene of bliss which awaits the believers: “To 

those who believe and do good deeds give the good tidings that they shall reside in gardens 

through which running waters flow. Whenever they are offered fruits therefrom, they say, 

‘We have been given the same before’, for they shall be provided with what looks similar. They 

shall also have pure spouses and they shall reside there for ever.” (Verse 25) 

The interesting aspect of this life of eternal bliss, besides the chaste, pure spouses, 

is the similar types of fruit offered to the believers, which they somehow feel they 

were given previously, either in this world or in heaven. This apparent similarity 

seems to introduce an element of recurring surprise; every time the fruits are found 

to be different, adding to an atmosphere already filled with pleasure, abundance and 

enjoyment. 

The combination of apparent similarity and difference of essence is a phenomenon 

clearly discernible in God’s creation, indicating, for one thing, that the world we 

know is much greater than it seems to us. Take man as an example. Overall, people 

look the same and possess the same limbs and organs, with essentially the same 

physical, biological and chemical constitution. But how far does this similarity go? 

How different can people be in their habits and aptitudes? For, despite the striking 

physical similarity, such differences can be vast indeed. 

Variety and diversity in God’s creation can be great indeed. There is variety in 

living species and in human races; there is diversity in shapes and features, as well as 

qualities and characteristics. Yet, this vast, multitudinous, diversified and 

inexhaustible universe goes back to a basic single cell which is made up of the same 

constituent parts. 

Who, with all these manifest marvels and astounding proofs of God’s power and 

omnipotence, dare reject God and fail to submit to Him alone in total awe and 

reverence? 

The Use of Parables in the Qur’ān 
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At this point the s rah speaks of the Qur’ nic use of parables: “God does not disdain 

to give a parable of a gnat, or a higher creature. Those who believe know that it is the truth 

from their Lord, while the unbelievers ask, ‘What could God mean by such a parable?’ In this 

way, God lets many go astray and gives guidance to many others, but none does He leave to 

go astray except the evildoers, who violate God’s covenant after having accepted it, and cut 

asunder what He has ordered to be joined, and spread corruption in the land. They are the 

losers.” (Verses 26-27) 

Earlier in the s rah, the hypocrites were shown in derogatory situations. They also 

realized that the Qur’ n uses parables referring to insignificant creatures. One of 

these compares unbelievers to spiders: “Those who take beings other than God for their 

protectors are like a spider which makes for itself a house. The frailest of all houses is the 

spider’s house. Could they only understand.” (29: 41) Similarly the Qur’ n cites a parable 

showing the powerlessness of their false deities: “Mankind/ An aphorism is set forth; 

hearken, then, to it. Those beings whom you invoke instead of God cannot create a fly, even 

though they were to join all their forces to that end. If a fly robs them of anything, they cannot 

rescue it from him! Weak indeed is the seeker, and weak the sought!” (22: 73) 

This passage suggests that the hypocrites in Madinah, and probably the Jews and 

the polytheists, were, in their clumsy and confused campaign against Islam, trying to 

exploit such use of parables to raise doubts about the Qur’ n’s divine origins, 

claiming that God would not speak about such insignificant creatures as spiders and 

flies. They thus hoped to undermine the authority and authenticity of the Qur’ n. 

These verses serve to refute that argument and explain the wisdom underlying the 

use of such parables, while warning unbelievers against taking up such a line of 

argument and reassuring believers that they will strengthen their faith. 

“God does not disdain to give a parable of a gnat, or a higher creature.” (Verse 26) God is 

the Lord of all creatures, big and small. Every single creature, regardless of shape or 

size, is a marvel to behold, embodying the greatest secret of life, which is known only 

to God. Besides, parables are used to explain and illustrate concepts and ideas, and 

the size or shape of their subjects is irrelevant; in no case should they be slighted or 

scoffed at. Moreover, God, in His infinite wisdom, makes use of such parables to 

assess and test people’s faith. “Those who believe know that it is the truth from their 

Lord...” (Verse 26) 

Since they believe in God, they accept what He sends with the reverence that is 

due to Him and with respect for His wisdom, which they do not question. The faith 

He bestowed upon them enlightens believers’ hearts, enhances their spirits, opens 

their minds, brings them closer to God and makes them more sensitive and receptive 

to what they receive from Him. 

“While the unbelievers ask, ‘What could God mean by such a parable?’” (Verse 26) Apart 
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from being an impertinent and inappropriate question, this reveals the unbelievers’ 

ignorance and their exclusion from God’s light and guidance. They have no 

reverence for God and no trust in His revelations. 

Accordingly, the answer comes in the form of a swift warning: “In this way, God 

lets many go astray and gives guidance to many others, but none does He leave to go astray 

except the evildoers.” (Verse 26) 

God tests people in various ways and with varying degrees of difficulty and 

rigour, but the effect is not the same. Ordeals and tribulations can only bring a 

believer much closer to God and enhance his God-fearing sense and his submission 

to Him, while they will shake and confound an unbeliever or a hypocrite. It is the 

same with prosperity and good fortune. A believer will become more conscious of, 

and thankful to God, while an unbeliever or a hypocrite will grow more arrogant, 

inconsiderate and irresponsible. 

Thus parables are used by God to test people’s faith, so that “In this way, God lets 

many go astray and gives guidance to many others, but none does He leave to go astray 

except the evildoers.” (Verse 26) In consequence of their attitudes and actions, the 

evildoers are given even more freedom to pursue the route they have chosen for 

themselves. 

God’s Covenant with Man 

We have not completely departed from the subject of the beginning of the s rah: 

the presentation of the main types of people found in every human society. So the 

text turns to speak in more detail of the “evildoers”. They are those “who violate God’s 

covenant after having accepted it, and cut asunder what He has ordered to be joined, and 

spread corruption in the land. They are the losers.” (Verse 27) 

The text speaks in very general terms, without specifying the ‘covenant’ or the 

thing they cut asunder, or the type of ‘corruption’ they spread. Priority is given to 

defining the overall profile of this type of people rather than recording any particular 

incidents or examples. They have lost God’s trust, severed all the ties He 

commanded to be maintained, and they are capable of perpetrating every kind of 

corruption or evil. These are people condemned to confusion and loss of guidance; 

their basic human nature has been corrupted and perverted. They are like a 

prematurely picked fruit that has rotted and withered away. Their minds and 

outlook on life are totally distorted, so that whatever gives believers guidance and 

direction only confounds them and sends them further towards ruin and damnation. 

Here, we may care to reflect briefly on the destructive effect of the activities of this 

type of people, as represented by the Jews, the hypocrites and the idolaters, on the 
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young Muslim community of Madinah; and on subsequent Muslim societies 

everywhere, although under different guises and names. 

Those “who violate God’s covenant after having accepted it”. (Verse 27) The ‘covenant’ 

is in fact several covenants, the fundamental one being man’s obligation to 

acknowledge his Creator and turn to Him in worship and submission. Belief in God 

is a basic human need that must be fulfilled; but it can be abused and misdirected, so 

that a person sets up partners or equals to God and turns to them. 

There is the covenant made with Adam on behalf of all mankind, establishing 

man’s role on earth and defining his rights and obligations, as we shall discuss 

presently. 

There are numerous covenants and agreements, conveyed through Prophets and 

Messengers at different stages of human history, with various communities and 

human groups, committing them to the belief in the One God and implementation in 

their daily life of His laws and teachings. Evildoers, throughout history, have 

violated these covenants, and once they renege on their basic and fundamental 

obligations towards God, there is nothing to deter them from violating laws and 

norms of every kind, thereby wreaking havoc and destruction on all forms of life. 

“And cut asunder what He has ordered to be joined.” (Verse 27) Such ties are also 

numerous, and include family ties between kindred and relations as well as 

humanitarian ties within the larger human family. First and foremost, God has 

enjoined the maintenance of man’s relationship with God and his fellow believers, 

which underpins all other ties and relationships. When these ties are broken or 

dissolved, societies fall apart and chaos and corruption run rampant. 

“And [they] spread corruption in the land”. (Verse 27) This corruption also takes 

numerous forms and manifestations, but it stems from one major evil: deviation from 

God’s word and violation of His covenant, severing the ties and relations He has 

commanded to be maintained. The root of all evil and corruption on earth is 

deviation from God’s laws which He has laid down for the conduct and organization 

of human life. This is a departure that will surely lead to ruin and destruction. 

Human life cannot be built on sound and healthy foundations as long as God’s 

laws, commands and teachings are discarded or ignored or given second place. Once 

this vital bond between God and man is broken, human and natural destruction 

becomes inevitable. Therefore, those who advocate such deviation from God’s path 

and perpetrate corruption and ungodliness deserve to be left to stray and to be 

utterly confounded. Their confusion is caused by the same thing that provides 

guidance to those who are God-fearing. 

Giving Life after Death 
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The s rah then addresses all mankind, denouncing their disbelief in God who 

gives life and takes it away, and who provides for all and has full control over the 

whole universe: “How can you reject God who has given you life after you were dead? He 

will cause you to die again then He will bring you back to life. To Him you shall return. It is 

He who created for you all that is on earth. He then turned to heaven and fashioned it into 

seven heavens. He has knowledge of all things.” (Verses 28-29) 

Denial or rejection of God after seeing all these manifest signs is certainly 

despicable and utterly unjustifiable. The Qur’ n here faces mankind directly with 

facts they cannot deny or question. It refers to their life and the phases of human 

existence. God brought man out of a state of death and gave him life. This 

transformation is a fact that cannot be ignored or denied, and can only be explained 

by acknowledging the creative power of God. Life is not an illusion, but how has it 

come about? Who has initiated this unique phenomenon we call life, which 

distinguishes the living from the dead in this world? Life represents an extraordinary 

dimension that is the complete antithesis of death, but where does it originate?  

It is a question that has to be faced and answered in a way that will satisfy man’s 

curiosity and put his heart and mind at rest. It is simply not enough to dismiss it or 

attribute life to anything other than a creative power that is itself totally different 

from creation. The immediate answer to this question is that life comes from God. Let 

those who dispute this come up with another answer. 

The verse questions man’s denial of, and disbelief in, God “who has given you life 

after you were dead”. (Verse 28) How impertinent of man to reject God, the origin and 

the cause of life. It affirms that God “will cause you to die again”, a fact that is beyond 

dispute and of which we are constantly reminded. It adds that “[He] will bring you 

back to life’’, which has been, and still is today, a matter for endless argument and 

debate. Yet, if people would only reflect on how man came to be in the first instance, 

there would be no reason for bewilderment or rejection of life after death. 

“And to Him you shall return.” (Verse 28) As it was from Him you have come, to 

Him you shall return, in total fulfilment of His will and purpose. 

Thus, in one short verse, the whole book of life is opened and. closed. The whole 

story of man’s existence on this earth is reviewed. It begins, by the will of God, with a 

state of death and ends with death, after which God will restore life again, and the 

ultimate return thereafter shall be to Him from whom life originated. In this brief 

picture, we can visualize God’s awesome power and appreciate its deep impact on 

our hearts and minds. 

This is complemented by another powerful affirmation: “It is He who created for you 

all that is on earth. He then turned to heaven and fashioned it into seven heavens. He has 

knowledge of all things.” (Verse 29) 
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Commentators and scholars have spoken at length about the origin and creation of 

the heavens and the earth. They have spoken about the order in which various parts 

of the universe were created. They have delved deep into the possible ways in which 

God could have ‘turned’ to heaven and ‘fashioned’ it. However, they overlook the 

fact that such dimensions of time and space are meaningless in relation to God. These 

are linguistic terms used to bring infinite concepts into the sphere of our finite minds. 

Endless disputes have periodically erupted among Muslim scholars about these and 

similar terms, over many centuries. These are part of the unfortunate legacy of Greek 

philosophy and Jewish and Christian theological and scholastic arguments that had 

crept into Arabic and Islamic thought and theology. Today, we would be better 

advised to avoid engaging in such futile debates, which can only mar the clarity of 

faith and destroy the beauty of the Qur’ n. 

We should, therefore, look for those facts, ideas and concepts that lie beyond these 

Qur’ nic expressions and relate to the creation of all that is on the earth for the 

benefit of man. Let us look into the purpose of human existence and man’s great role 

on this earth, and its value in the sight of God. What value does Islam attach to 

human beings, and what role does it assign to them in the social system? 

“It is He who created for you all that is on earth.” (Verse 29) The key words in this 

sentence are “for you”. They explicitly assert that God created man for a momentous 

and important purpose, placing him in charge of the earth’s affairs: to own it and to 

play an effective part in it. 

Man is the master of this expansive earthly realm, and his role in its development 

and well-being is the most crucial of all. Man is the master on earth, and he is the 

master of the tools that are available to him on it. He cannot become a slave to these 

tools, as he is perceived to be by modern materialistic thinking. Nor is he subservient 

to, or dependent on, the changes or developments brought about by technology and 

their influence on human relations and societies, as materialists today would have us 

believe. Such thinking belittles man’s role, lowers his status in the world, and renders 

him inferior to machines instead of being their master. 

No material value should ever supersede human values, or subjugate or dominate 

man. Any cause that aims to depreciate man’s worth is anti-human, no matter how 

much material advantage it achieves. Man’s dignity and integrity override all 

material values and ideals, which are of secondary importance. 

The grace and honour implied in these verses, of which God reminds mankind, 

even while He denounces their rejection of Him, are not only reflected in the fact that 

He has provided them with all that is on earth, but also that He has appointed man 

its master and set him above everything else on it. This honour is represented by the 

fact that man has been delegated by God to rule over the earth. 
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“He then turned to heaven and fashioned it into seven heavens.” (Verse 29) This can 

only be interpreted in the sense that God has total control over everything, and with 

Him rests the will and decision of creating and shaping things.§ There is no need to 

dwell on the precise meaning, shape or dimensions of the ‘seven heavens’ referred to 

here. It is sufficient to point out the overall import of the text as outlined above. 

“He has knowledge of all things.” (Verse 29) He is the Creator of everything and has 

control over all things. God’s omniscience and omnipotence are strong incentives for 

man to believe in Him, acknowledge His favours and worship Him alone. 

This brings us to the end of the first section of the s rah, which has focused mainly 

on belief in God and on urging mankind to join the ranks of God-fearing believers. 

                                                 
§ Here, the translator uses the expression ‘turned to heaven’ for the Arabic verb Istawā. For further 
discussion on the Istiwā’ attribute, please refer to section 1.1 of A Critique of ‘In the Shade of the Qur’ān.’ 
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2 

Man in Charge of the Earth 

Your Lord said to the angels, ‘I am 

appointing a vicegerent on earth.’ They 

said, ‘Will You appoint on it someone who 

would spread corruption and shed blood, 

whereas we celebrate Your praises and 

extol Your holiness?’ He said, ‘I surely 

know that of which you have no 

knowledge.’ (30) 

And He taught Adam the names of all 

things and then turned to the angels and 

said, ‘Tell Me the names of these things, if 

what you say is true.’ (31) 

They said, ‘Limitless are You in Your 

glory! We only know what You have 

taught us. Indeed, You alone are All-

Knowing, Wise.’ (32) 

He said, ‘Adam! Tell them their names.’ 

When he had told them all their names, 

He said, ‘Have I not said to you that I 

know the secrets of what is in the heavens 

and the earth, and I know all that you 

reveal and conceal?’ (33) 

When We said to the angels, ‘Prostrate 

yourselves before Adam’, they did so except 

for Iblīs who refused, swelled in insolence, 
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Overview 

Stories and narratives are a familiar part of the Qur’ n, recurring with varying 

emphasis and detail. The context within which a narrative or story is given normally 

dictates the main line and content of the story, as well as the style and form in which 

it is presented. All these factors are chosen to blend in with the spiritual and 

intellectual background of the text, as well as its artistic aspects. In this way, a story 

and was thus an unbeliever. (34) 

And We said to Adam, ‘Dwell you with 

your spouse in Paradise and eat freely 

whatever you wish of its fruit, but do not 

come near this one tree, lest you would be 

wrongdoers.’ (35) 

But Satan lured them away from it 

[Paradise] and thus caused them to be 

ousted from where they had been. We said, 

‘Get you down. You shall be enemies to 

one another. On earth you shall have an 

abode and sustenance, for a while.’ (36) 

Thereupon Adam received from his Lord 

certain words, and He accepted his 

repentance; for He alone is the One who 

accepts repentance, the Merciful. (37) 

We said, ‘You shall all descend from it 

[Paradise]. Guidance shall reach you from 

Me. Those who follow My guidance shall 

have nothing to fear nor shall they grieve, 

(38) 

but those who deny and gainsay Our 

revelations shall have the fire, wherein they 

shall abide.’ (39) 
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or narrative serves its intended purpose and produces the desired psychological 

effect. 

Some people are of the view that there is much repetition in the Qur’ n, as some 

stories are related in more than one s rah. But on deeper reflection, one finds that not 

a single story or episode is ever related twice in exactly the same way. There are 

obvious variations of detail, style and format. Every time a story is told, it has 

something new to say. The criticism of repetitiveness does not stand. 

Some have gone so far as to suggest that there is a certain amount of invention or 

manipulation of detail and events, with a tendency to artistic licence that does not 

adhere to historical facts. But anyone studying the Qur’ n objectively, with an honest 

and open mind, will see clearly that the circumstances in which a story is related 

determine the aspects and amount of detail given in each specific instance. These also 

usually dictate the style and the way in which it is presented. 

The Qur’ n is a book with a message. It lays down a constitution and provides an 

outline for a complete way of life. Its purpose is not to relate a story or to give an 

account of historical events for pure intellectual enjoyment. The extent of narrative 

detail chosen is determined by the message and the context in which it is used, while 

seeking also to attain and preserve beauty of style and power of expression, without 

exaggeration or false embellishment. The Qur’ nic style relies purely on faithful 

representation of the facts with characteristic power and beauty. 

Historical accounts of earlier Prophets, as related in the Qur’ n, portray the long 

procession of the faithful through the ages, and the reaction of mankind to God’s 

messages, generation after generation. They also give us a glimpse of faith in God as 

experienced and interpreted by that select group of human beings, the messengers, 

whom God has chosen for the great honour of conveying His message to mankind. 

For believers, reading these rich and vivid accounts can be heart-warming and 

reassuring, reaffirming the essence and value of faith and its profound role in human 

life. They also help define the believer’s outlook on life, as established by the belief in 

God, and distinguish it from other man-made concepts. It is for these reasons that 

such historical narratives form a significant part of the Qur’ nic text. 

Against this background, we now look at the story of Adam, or that part of it that 

is related in this s rah. 

The overall context, we may recall, is a review of human life in general and of the 

phenomenon of existence as a whole. It talks about planet earth, emphasizing the 

grace of God, who created everything on it for man’s benefit. It then moves on to tell 

us about Adam’s arrival on earth and his appointment as master over it, in full 

charge of its affairs, subject to certain conditions. It mentions that God has provided 

him with the tools of knowledge that would qualify and enable him and his 
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descendants to fulfil their mission. This also serves as an interlude to the account that 

will follow, relating the assignment of the Israelites to take charge of God’s message 

on earth, their covenant with Him, and their subsequent discharge and replacement 

by the followers of Islam, the loyal and true keepers of God’s covenant. 

Thus we find that the account of Adam fits in very well with the whole drift of the 

s rah and forms a perfect link between the sections that precede and follow it, as we 

shall now see in more detail. 

Establishing Man’s Authority 

The opening scene is an awesome one. We are in the presence of God Almighty 

and the Supreme Society of the angels: “Your Lord said to the angels, ‘I am appointing a 

vicegerent on earth.’ They said, ‘Will You appoint on it someone who would spread 

corruption and shed blood, whereas we celebrate Your praises and extol Your holiness?’ He 

said, ‘I surely know that of which you have no knowledge.’“ (Verse 30) 

God, in His infinite wisdom, decided to hand over the earth’s affairs and destiny 

to man and give him a free hand to use, develop and transform all its energies and 

resources for the fulfilment of God’s will and purpose in creation, and to carry out 

the pre-eminent mission with which he was charged. 

It may be assumed, then, that man has been given the capability to take on that 

responsibility, and the necessary latent skills and energies to fulfil God’s purpose on 

earth. 

It may, therefore, be concluded that a perfect harmony exists between those laws 

that govern the earth and the universe, and those governing man’s powers and 

abilities. The aim of this harmony is to eliminate and avoid conflict and collision, and 

to save man’s energies from being overwhelmed by the formidable forces of nature. 

This clearly indicates that man is held in high regard in God’s sight, and occupies 

a prominent position in the system of the universe, bestowed on him by God 

Himself. This is neatly encapsulated in the glorious statement: “I am appointing a 

vicegerent on earth.” (Verse 30) The impact of this statement becomes even more 

profound and impressive, as we reflect on man’s contribution and achievement on 

earth and beyond. 

“They said: ‘Will You appoint on it someone who would spread corruption and shed blood, 

whereas we celebrate Your praises and extol Your holiness?’” (Verse 30) The angels’ reply 

suggests that they were aware of man’s nature and disposition, either through some 

past experience on earth or special inspiration or direct information. Thus, they were 

able to surmise that he would spread corruption and shed blood on earth. 

Furthermore, by nature, angels can think only of absolute goodness and complete 
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peace. Hence, they perceive that total dedication to the praise of God should be the 

sole and ultimate purpose of existence. They were already carrying out this purpose, 

extolling God’s praises and glorifying Him at all times. 

The angels were not privy to God’s will and His purpose in setting up the earth 

and creating the various forms of life on it. They were not aware of God’s plan to 

have the earth developed, cultivated and enriched at the hands of man, His 

vicegerent there. It is true that man would commit corruption and shed blood, but 

even this apparently evil aspect of his function turns out to be for the best. It is a 

necessary consequence of perpetual progress and development, and the changes 

brought about by a ceaseless endeavour in pursuit of better and higher things in this 

world. 

Thus, they are given God’s answer which settles the matter: “He said: “I surely 

know that of which you have no knowledge.’“ (Verse 30) “And He taught Adam the names of 

all things and then turned to the angels and said, ‘Tell Me the names of these things, if what 

you say is true.’ They said, ‘Limitless of e You in Your glory! We only know what You have 

taught us. Indeed, You alone are all-knowing, wise.’ He said, Adam! Tell them their names.’ 

When he had told them all their names, He said, ‘Have I not said to you that I know the 

secrets of what is in the heavens and the earth, and I know all that you reveal and conceal?’“ 

(Verses 31-33) 

The passage takes us right into the very scene in which we can see the angels in 

God’s presence, and witness how He entrusts man with the task of God’s vicegerent 

on earth. He has given man the great secret of knowledge and cognition, as well as 

the ability to assign names to persons and objects which serve as symbols denoting 

whatever they are assigned to, even though they are no more than sounds and 

words. The ability to know and name objects has had the most profound effect on 

man’s life on earth. We can only imagine what life would have been like without this 

communication tool to appreciate its value. Indeed, without it, human life and 

interaction would have been unthinkable, and there would have been no progress 

beyond a very primitive state. Without such ability, all communication would have 

necessitated the presence of the subject matter. Thus, if a group want to discuss 

something related to a tree, a mountain, or a particular person, then that person 

should be brought before the group, or they should all go to the tree or mountain. 

Indeed, without the ability to use names and symbols, human life could not function. 

The angels have no use for such an ability because it is not required for their role. 

Therefore, they have not been given it. When God, having bestowed this great 

honour on Adam, asked the angels to identify certain objects, they could not because 

they did not possess the ability to use symbols and assign names or titles to things. 

They admitted their inability and recognized the limits of their knowledge, 

prompting the comment that followed: “He said, ‘Have I not said to you that I know the 
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secrets of what is in the heavens and the earth, and I know all that you reveal and conceal?’“ 

(Verse 33) 

Man’s First Test 

The story continues: “When We said to the angels, ‘Prostrate yourselves before Adam’, 

they did so.” (Verse 34) This is undoubtedly the highest accolade bestowed upon man. 

For, despite the fact that he would commit corruption on earth and shed blood, he 

was elevated above the angels, endowed with the secrets of knowledge, and given a 

free and independent will to choose his destiny. Man’s dual nature, his ability to 

determine his own course of action, and the trust he carries to pursue God’s 

guidance by his own means are all aspects of the high esteem in which he is held. 

The angels prostrated themselves before Adam in obedience to God’s command, 

“except for Iblīs who refused, swelled in insolence, and was thus an unbeliever” (Verse 34) 

Here we see evil manifested in Satan’s behaviour as he disobeys God Almighty, 

vainly refuses to recognize honour where it is due, persists in his error and closes his 

mind to the truth. 

The general drift of the narration suggests that Iblīs was not one of the angels; 

rather, he was with them. For, had he been an angel, he would not have disobeyed 

God, since the angels’ foremost characteristic is that they “do not disobey God in 

whatever He commands them and always do what they are bidden.” (66: 6) The fact that the 

Arabic construction here makes an exception in relation to Iblīs does not mean that he 

is, or was, one of the angles. The exception is justified on the basis that he was with 

the angles. This is perfectly acceptable in Arabic, which allows the construction “the 

whole clan arrived but not A mad” without implying that A mad is a member of 

the clan. 

Furthermore, the Qur’ n specifically identifies Iblīs as belonging to another type of 

extra-terrestrial creatures, the jinn, who are created out of fire, eliminating the idea 

that he was, at any time, an angel. (See 15: 27, 18: 50, and 55: 15) 

The battle lines are drawn, and the long struggle commences between Iblīs, the 

epitome of evil, and man, God’s vicegerent on earth. 

This battle is fought within man’s own conscience. Its outcome will be in man’s 

favour as long as he exercises his will and remains faithful to his covenant with God. 

Evil will triumph only if man succumbs to his own desires and alienates himself 

from his Lord. 

And We said to Adam, “Dwell you with your spouse in Paradise and eat freely 
whatever you wish of its fruit, but do not come near this one tree, lest you would be 
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wrongdoers.” (Verse 35) 

They had been allowed access to all the fruits of Paradise with the exception of one 

tree. That tree may be seen as a symbol of the things forbidden to man on earth, 

without which there would be no freewill for him to exercise. Man would have been 

indistinguishable from animals, acting on mere instinct. Without forbidden things, 

there would be no way of testing man’s willpower and resolve in fulfilling his 

covenant with God. The human will is the deciding factor, and those who do not 

exercise their will, despite their human form, belong with animals and irrational 

creatures. 

“But Satan lured them away from it [Paradise] and thus caused them to be ousted from 

where they had been.” (Verse 36) So graphic and expressive is the Arabic word, 

azallahumā, used here to express the act of luring away. We almost visualise the scene 

of Adam and Eve being tempted and manoeuvred so that they slip and fall out of 

Paradise. 

Thus the test is over. Adam forgot his covenant and yielded to temptation, 

invoking God’s inevitable judgement that they should be sent down to earth. “We 

said, ‘Get you down. You shall be enemies to one another. On earth you shall have an abode 

and sustenance, for a while.” (Verse 36) This was the signal for the battle between man 

and Satan to commence and continue until the end of time. 

But Adam, by virtue of his basically good and sound human nature, was 

awakened to his oversight and was saved by God’s boundless mercy, which is 

always close at hand for the repentant to seek. “Thereupon Adam received from his Lord 

certain words, and He accepted his repentance; for He alone is the One who accepts 

repentance, the Merciful.” (Verse 37) 

God’s final word has been spoken, and His full covenant with Adam and his 

offspring as His vicegerents on earth has been sealed and brought into effect. This 

covenant outlines the conditions that bring mankind prosperity and those that lead 

people to ruin. “We said, ‘You shall all descend from it [Paradise]. Guidance shall reach you 

from Me. Those who follow My guidance shall have nothing to fear nor shall they grieve, but 

those who deny and gainsay Our revelations shall have the fire, wherein they shall abide.’” 

(Verses 38-39) 

Thus the battlefield was transferred to its proper location, the planet earth, and the 

battle was to rage on unabated. From that early moment man was taught how to 

triumph over evil, and what would bring about his defeat and condemnation. It is 

now for him to choose how to act. 

Points to Consider 
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It is quite clear that when God told the angels that He was appointing a vicegerent 

on earth, He intended Adam and his descendants to settle there. Hence, the question 

arises about the purpose behind the forbidden tree and the ordeal that Adam and his 

wife had to endure. Why was it all necessary to justify Adam’s coming to earth, since 

he was meant to live on it in the first instance? 

It seems that all this was part of Adam’s training and preparation for the task 

ahead. The test was necessary in order to awaken his inner powers and latent ability 

to face up to temptation, so that he could see for himself the consequences of his 

actions and bear responsibility for them. It was also necessary to let man identify his 

enemy, and to give him a taste of repentance so that he would feel the need to return 

to God and seek His help and forgiveness. 

The forbidden fruit, Satan’s deception, Adam’s disregard of his covenant with 

God, his grave error, subsequent realization and profound sorrow for what he had 

done, and his pleading for God’s forgiveness, encapsulate the ever-recurring cycle of 

human experience. 

God Almighty, in His infinite wisdom and mercy, has seen fit that man should 

undergo this experience before he came to settle on earth, where he was to be the 

master. Man was going to face this experience time and again in order to be properly 

equipped to cope with the rigours of his fight with Satan and the evil he represented. 

We may also ask: Where did all that happen? What was this ‘paradise’ where 

Adam and his spouse had lived for some time? Who were the angels? Who was Iblīs? 

How did God communicate with them all, and how did they speak to Him? 

Knowledge of these and other similar matters found in the Qur’ n is exclusive to 

God Almighty. God, in His infinite wisdom, knows that such details, and similar 

information, are of little consequence in the fulfilment of man’s mission as God’s 

vicegerent on earth. Just as God has favoured man with the secrets of many physical 

laws and control over many physical events, He has withheld certain others as they 

are of no immediate benefit to man. 

Thus, despite the vast and amazing knowledge of life and the universe that he has 

been able to accumulate, man remains completely ignorant of what lies beyond the 

present moment. None of the tools of knowledge, intuition or technology enable him 

to gain knowledge of the immediate future in any degree of certainty. No human 

being can even know if his next breath will be his last. This is a typical example of the 

kind of knowledge that is withheld from man because it is not needed for the 

discharge of his duties as God’s vicegerent. 

Indeed, were man to have access to such knowledge, it could well impede the 

fulfilment of those duties. 
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For this reason it would be futile for man to persist in pursuing such knowledge, 

since he does not have the means to obtain it. All efforts expended in this direction 

will be fruitless and would simply lead nowhere. 

On the other hand, the lack of licence to penetrate the unknown does not give man 

the right to deny it. Denial is in itself a judgement which must be based on 

knowledge, but this is out of bounds for the human mind because it is not a 

prerequisite for man’s life and role on earth. 

To succumb to myth and superstition is extremely serious and harmful, but it is 

even more serious to deny the unknown or refuse to take it into account simply 

because it is beyond the limits of human perception and understanding. Such an 

attitude reduces man to the level of animals which can only live within the realm of 

the material world of the senses and are not capable of going to the wider universe 

beyond. 

We ought, therefore, to leave the knowledge of the unknown to God and be 

satisfied with whatever glimpses He allows us into it that would improve our 

understanding and the quality of our life and behaviour. With accounts such as that 

of Adam and Eve, we must reflect on the universal and human truths, concepts, 

morals and impressions the story conveys and on man’s nature and values, and their 

place within the context of the wider existence. That should prove a far more useful 

pursuit. 

Man, the Master on Earth 

With that in mind, we shall now have a close, but brief, look at the concepts, facts 

and ideas that can be derived from this story. 

Foremost among these is the great value Islam assigns to man, his role on earth 

and his position in the universal system as well as the values by which he will be 

judged. Equally important is man’s commitment to God’s covenant which forms the 

basis upon which man’s mission on earth is founded. 

The high regard in which man is held in God’s universe is manifested in the 

divine will to declare man a vicegerent on earth and in the symbolic gesture of 

ordering the angels to prostrate themselves before him, and the subsequent 

condemnation of Iblīs who refused to join them. It is also evident in the care and the 

kindness with which God has blessed man from the start. 

From this emerge a number of fundamental concepts and considerations which 

are relevant to both intellectual and practical aspects of human life. 

The first of these is that man is the master over this earth; everything in it has been 

created for his benefit and pleasure. This elevates man above all other beings and 
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forbids his subjugation or humiliation for the sake of material achievement. Man’s 

humanity must be respected and safeguarded; none of his fundamental rights or 

values should for any reason be violated or abused. Material things are meant to 

serve man and are made to promote his humanity and enhance his existence. It, 

therefore, stands to reason that achievements must not come at a price that would 

undermine fundamental human values, or at the expense of man’s dignity or 

integrity. 

Secondly, man’s role on earth is of the highest importance. Man, rather than the 

means of production or distribution, is the force of change on this earth; he influences 

and alters the course of all life on it. Contrary to the materialistic view, man is the 

master, not the slave, of the machine. 

The Qur’ nic view of man as a vicegerent on earth accords him a distinguished 

status and a central position in the divine world order. Through a number of vital 

and complex relationships, man’s commission on earth is closely linked to other 

parts and forces of the physical world such as the stars and planets, the wind and the 

rain, the sun and the skies. All these phenomena are evidently designed, and are 

made to interact and converge, to serve the purpose of sustaining life on earth and to 

assist man in fulfilling the purpose of his existence on it. This view of man is easily 

distinguished from, and vastly superior to, the feeble and negative role assigned to 

him by materialistic philosophies. 

All such views advocate their own means to promote, develop and preserve 

human life and values. The erosion of human freedom, dignity and values we see in 

materialistic societies as a result of the relentless drive towards material prosperity 

and progress, is but one facet of their godless view of man and his role on earth. 

The Islamic view, on the other hand, leads to a deeper appreciation of moral 

values and ethical behaviour. It teaches man to appreciate highly such virtues as 

religious belief, righteousness and honesty, which are indeed the terms on which his 

covenant with God was originally based. These virtues and values supersede and 

override all material ones. This is not to say that material objectives and 

considerations are unimportant; indeed, they are vital for the fulfilment of man’s 

commission as God’s vicegerent on earth. But they must not be allowed to 

overshadow or usurp the fundamental higher ones. Unlike materialistic creeds and 

principles that dismiss spiritual values, Islam aims to always guide man towards a 

decent and moral life. Production, consumerism and the satisfaction of man’s carnal 

instincts and desires are not all that life is about. 

The Islamic view clearly accords to human will a lofty position, as the cornerstone 

in man’s covenant with God. Free-will is also seen as the essence of man’s 

responsibility and accountability. Man can attain a status higher than that of the 
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angels by remaining, through his own choice and free-will, true to his covenant with 

God, and by not yielding to his desires or succumbing to temptation. However, he 

can also debase himself by allowing his desires to get the better of his will, and 

temptation to overcome faith and common sense, and by neglecting his 

commitments towards God Almighty. 

This way of looking at man and his place in the world accords the human species 

further honour and esteem, and reminds us constantly of what leads to happiness 

and fulfilment and what ends in misery and degradation. 

We are also constantly reminded through Adam’s story of the nature of the battle 

between belief and denial, truth and falsehood, guidance and error. Man’s own soul 

is part of the battleground, while man himself is the protagonist who may either win 

or lose. 

The Concept of Sin 

Finally, we have the Islamic view of sin and repentance. This view is very clear 

and simple, with no mysteries or complications. Sin and repentance are two very 

personal acts. Contrary to the Christian doctrine of ‘original sin’, no sin is ever 

imposed on a person prior to his or her birth. Nor, as the Church claims, is there 

‘divine’ atonement in which Jesus, whom they allege to be the son of God, was 

crucified to free humanity of Adam’s sin. Adam took full responsibility for his sin, 

which he personally committed. Having repented, he was simply and easily 

absolved of it. Any sins committed by Adam’s offspring would likewise be totally 

personal. The gateway to repentance and forgiveness is open to all, without 

restriction or discrimination. 

It is a simple and straightforward concept that puts everyone’s mind and heart at 

rest, and inspires man to do his utmost to succeed and save his soul, and never to 

despair or give up. Everyone shall be held responsible for what he or she does; none 

shall carry the burden of another. 

These are some of the impressions that the story of Adam, as related in the Qur’ n, 

evokes. They are rich with meaning and ideas, inspiration and generous advice that 

can underpin a social system built on virtue and morality. They highlight the 

significance of such accounts as we find in the Qur’ n, and reinforce the concepts and 

precepts of the Islamic view and the values on which it is based. 

These values originate with God Almighty and are bound to lead to Him in the 

end. God’s covenant with man is based on man receiving God’s guidance and 

abiding by its imperatives and principles. The decisive factor is man’s choice either to 

adhere to and obey God’s commands, or to hanker after Satan’s deceptive 
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allurements. There can be no third way. This foremost and fundamental truth is 

emphasized throughout the Qur’ n, and it is the foundation on which all human 

concepts and systems are established. 
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3 

Glimpses of Israelite 

History 

Children of Israel! Remember My favour 

which I have bestowed on you. Fulfil your 

covenant with Me and I will fulfil Mine 

with you; and of Me alone stand in awe. 

(40) 

Believe in what I have revealed, confirming 

that which you already have, and be not the 

first to reject it. Do not barter away My 

revelations for a paltry price, and fear Me 

alone. (41) 

Do not overlay the truth with falsehood, 

nor knowingly suppress the truth. (42) 

Attend regularly to your prayers, pay your 

zakāt, and bow down in prayer with those 

who bow down. (43) 

How can you bid others to be righteous and 

forget yourselves, even when you read the 

Scriptures? Do you not understand? (44) 

Seek strength in patient perseverance and 

in prayer, which is indeed a demanding 

task except for the devout. (45) 
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∩⊆⊃∪ (#θãΖÏΒ# u™ uρ !$yϑÎ/ àM ø9 t“Ρr& $]% Ïd‰|ÁãΒ $yϑÏj9 
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who know that they shall meet  their Lord 

and to Him they shall ultimately return. 

(46) 

Children of Israel! Remember My favour 

which I bestowed on you, and that I have 

preferred you over all people. (47) 

Fear the day when no soul shall avail 

another in any way, nor shall intercession 

be accepted from any of them, nor ransom 

taken from them, and none shall receive 

help. (48) 

And remember how We delivered you from 

Pharaoh’s people, who afflicted you with 

cruel suffering, killing your sons and 

sparing only your women. That was a 

grievous trial from your Lord. (49) 

We parted the sea for you, led you to safety 

and drowned Pharaoh’s people before your 

very eyes. (50) 

And [remember, too], when We appointed 

for Moses forty nights, and in his absence 

you took to worshipping the calf, and thus 

became wrongdoers. (51) 

Yet even after that We pardoned you, so 

that you might be thankful. (52) 

We gave Moses the Scriptures and the 

Standard [by which to distinguish right 

from wrong], so that you might be rightly 

guided. (53) 
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Moses said to his people, ‘You, my people, 

have wronged yourselves by worshipping the 

calf. Turn, then, in repentance to your 

Maker and slay one another. That will be 

better for you in your Maker’s sight.’ 

Thus, He accepted your repentance; for He 

is the One to accept repentance, the 

Merciful. (54) 

And [remember] when you said, ‘Moses, 

we will not believe in you until we see God 

in person.’ You were then struck by a 

thunderbolt while you were looking on. 

(55) 

But We raised you again after you had 

been as dead, so that you might be 

thankful. (56) 

We caused the clouds to provide shade for 

you, and sent down for you manna and 

quails. ‘Eat of the good things We have 

provided for you.’ Indeed, to Us they did no 

harm, but themselves did they wrong. (57)  

And [remember] when We said, ‘Enter 

this city, eat of its abundant food as you 

may desire, prostrate yourselves as you enter 

the gates and say: “Lord, relieve us of our 

burden.” We will then forgive your sins 

and We will richly reward those who do 

good.’ (58) 

But the wrongdoers among them substituted 

other words for those which they had been 

given. Therefore, We let loose against them 

a scourge from heaven in requital for their 
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transgression. (59) 

And [remember] when Moses prayed for 

water for his people We said to him, 

‘Strike the rock with your staff.’ Twelve 

springs gushed forth from it. Each tribe 

knew their drinking place. Eat and drink 

of what God has provided and do not 

persistently spread corruption in the land. 

(60) 

And [remember] when you said, ‘Moses! 

We can no longer put up with one kind of 

food. Pray to your Lord, then, to bring 

forth for us some of what the earth produces 

of green herbs, cucumber, garlic, lentils and 

onions.’ He said, ‘Would you take a lesser 

thing in exchange for what is much better? 

Go down to any land and you shall have 

what you asked for.’ Ignominy and 

humiliation were stamped upon them and 

they incurred the wrath of God, because 

they denied His revelations and slew 

prophets against all right, and because they 

persisted in their disobedience and 

transgression. (61) 

Those who believe, and those who are Jews, 

and the Christians and the Sabaeans — 

anyone who believes in God and the Last 

Day, and does what is right, shall have 
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their reward with their Lord. They have 

nothing to fear nor shall they grieve. (62) 

We accepted your solemn pledge and raised 

Mount Sinai above you, saying, ‘Take 

with firmness and strength what We have 

given you, and bear in mind all its 

contents, so that you may remain God-

fearing.’ (63) 

Yet after that you turned away, and but for 

God’s grace and mercy you would have 

surely been among the losers. (64) 

You are well aware of those of you who 

broke the Sabbath. To them We said, ‘Be 

as despicable apes.’ (65) 

Through that [punishment] We set an 

example to their own time and for all times 

to come, and an admonition to the God- 

fearing. (66) 

When Moses said to his people, ‘God 

commands you to sacrifice a cow,’ they said, 

‘Are you mocking at us?’ He said, ‘God 

forbid that I should be so ignorant.’ (67) 

They said, ‘Pray on our behalf to your 

Lord to make plain to us what kind of 

cow she should be.’ He said, ‘He says let 

her be neither an old cow nor a young 

heifer, but of an age in between. Do, then, 

as you are commanded.’ (68) 

They said, ‘Pray on our behalf to your 
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Lord to make clear to us of what colour she 

should be.’ [Moses] replied, ‘He says let 

her be a yellow cow, bright of hue, pleasing 

to the beholder.’ (69) 

They said, ‘Pray on our behalf to your 

Lord to make plain to us of what exact 

type she should be, for to us cows are much 

alike. We shall, God willing, be guided 

aright.’ (70) 

[Moses] answered, ‘He says let her be a 

cow, not broken-in to plough the earth or 

water the tillage, free of all fault, without 

markings of any other colour.’ Said they, 

‘Now you have given the right description.’ 

They sacrificed her, although they had 

almost left it undone. (71) 

Having slain a human being, you cast the 

blame on one another for this [murder]. 

God would definitely reveal what you have 

concealed. (72) 

We said, ‘Strike him with a piece of it. 

Thus God brings the dead back to life and 

shows you His signs, so that you may use 

your reason.’ (73) 

Yet after all this, your hearts hardened 

until they were as hard as rocks or even 

harder; for there are rocks from which 

rivers gush forth; others split so that water 

flows through them, and some other rocks 

fall down for fear of God. Indeed, God is 
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Overview  

At this point, the s rah begins its address to the Children of Israel, represented by 

the Jews of Madinah, who posed the stiffest opposition to the Islamic message the 

moment it arrived there. They launched a relentless campaign of overt and covert 

resistance as soon as they realized that it had come to stay and to take control of the 

city and its population. They felt that Islam was bound to deprive them of the moral 

and economic hegemony they had so far enjoyed. Slowly, Islam began to heal the 

rifts that had existed between Madinah’s two main rival Arab tribes, the Aws and the 

Khazraj, thus ending the disputes that the Jews had been able to exploit. At the same 

time it provided Madinah with an independent code of conduct, based on the 

Qur’ n. 

The war the Jews began to wage against Islam and Muslims in those early days 

has raged on to the present day. The form and appearance may have changed, but 

the nature and means remain the same. This is in spite of the fact that the Jews, who 

have been widely persecuted throughout their history, have always been welcomed 

and accommodated by Muslim communities. Indeed, Muslim communities have no 

history of religious or racial intolerance, discrimination or persecution. They are 

known to welcome peaceful outsiders who have no intention to undermine Islam or 

harm its people. 

It was thought that the Jews of Madinah would be the first to welcome Islam and 

embrace the new religion and its advocate, the Prophet Mu ammad. The Qur’ n had 

already given a general endorsement to the Torah; while the Jews had been bidden 

by their own Scriptures to await the emergence of a new Messenger, whom their own 

prophets had described. In fact, they had been boasting about his impending arrival 

to the pagan Arabs. 

This section of the s rah constitutes the opening chapter in a wide- ranging 

campaign aimed at exposing the scheming and hostile stance of the Jews towards 

Islam. This counter-attack, however, was launched only after all means of persuasion 

to get them to accept Islam and join its ranks had been used without success. 

The passage opens with a majestic call to the Israelites, reminding them of God’s 

grace and inviting them to fulfil their part of the covenant with God so that He will 

not unaware of what you do. (74) $pκ ÷] ÏΒ $yϑs9 äÝÎ6 öκ u‰ ô⎯ ÏΒ Ïπ uŠ ô±yz «!$# 3 $tΒuρ ª!$# 

@≅ Ï≈ tóÎ/ $£ϑ tã tβθè= yϑ÷ès? ∩∠⊆∪ 



Al-Baqarah (The Cow) | MAN IN CHARGE OF THE EARTH 

   66

fulfil His. It calls on them to be fearful of God and submit to Him, as a prelude to 

appealing to them to accept the new revelations. It then goes on to condemn them for 

being among the first to reject it. It censures their deliberate confusion of truth with 

falsehood and their efforts to obfuscate and conceal the truth contained in their 

Scriptures. It denounces their attempts to mislead others, particularly those who had 

recently embraced the new religion, and to foment conflict and strife in the 

burgeoning Muslim community. It invites them to join the ranks of the believers, 

observe prayers, and pay their religious dues. Through perseverance and prayer, 

they seek to overcome their intransigence and arrogance that have prevented them 

from acknowledging and embracing the new religion. It denounces their two-faced 

attitude of calling on the Arab idolaters to believe in God while they themselves 

refuse to accept Islam. 

The s rah goes on to recall for the Jews the long list of favours God had bestowed 

on them all through their long history. In its unique style, the Qur’ n addresses the 

Jewish contemporaries of Mu ammad as if they were the contemporaries of Moses 

who lived centuries earlier, and treats them as one and the same community. Indeed, 

their attitude and behaviour have been remarkably the same through the ages. 

The Qur’ n also reminds them of the horrors of Resurrection Day, when every 

soul has to defend itself, no intercession or ransom shall be accepted, and no one 

shall save them from God’s wrath and punishment. 

It recalls in vivid detail their ancestors’ confrontation with, and subsequent escape 

from, Egypt’s Pharaoh, and all the favours God blessed them with afterwards. It 

reminds them of their lack of gratitude, their relapses and frequent deviations, and 

their insistence on committing the same errors again and again. It stresses their 

stubbornness, deviousness, lack of resolve, inability to shoulder responsibility, 

dishonesty and unfaithfulness to their covenants with God and their own Prophets, 

some of whom they even killed. They defied God and rejected His messages, 

worshipped the golden calf, made impossible demands on their prophets and 

violated almost every commandment they received from God. 

The Jews, according to the Qur’ n, have done all this while insisting that they are 

the only rightly-guided nation in the world and the exclusive recipients of God’s 

guidance and blessings, and arguing that their religion is the only true one. 

However, as we shall see in the following pages, the Qur’ n refutes this claim and 

declares that all believers in God who adhere to His commands shall receive their 

deserved reward and shall have nothing to fear or regret. 

This campaign to uncover the destructive machinations of the Jews was 

unavoidable for two main reasons. First, it was essential to demolish their 

arguments, expose their intrigues and reveal their true intentions towards Islam and 
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the Muslims. This would make Muslims fully aware of what was being done behind 

their backs to undermine the foundations of their fledgling community. 

Second, it was necessary as a warning to the Muslims themselves to avoid the 

pitfalls into which earlier recipients of God’s message, had fallen. As a result, such 

communities were stripped of the honour of having custody of the divine message 

and of the leadership of mankind. A number of specific instructions to this effect, 

some implicit and some explicit, can be found throughout the present passage. 

There is no doubt that the Muslim community in Madinah at the time, and 

Muslims in subsequent generations, are in need of such warnings and admonitions. 

Muslims always need to study the Qur’ n very closely in order to discern and 

understand the divine instructions that will help them fight their habitual enemies, 

and to find out how to combat their insidious scheming. 

Without God’s guidance and the light of faith, human beings can never recognize 

all the perils or fathom the wickedness of their enemies. 

We can see very clearly here how, in the unique Qur’ nic style, the story of the 

Jews dovetails with that of Adam and Eve. This reflects an aspect of the integrity and 

the complementary nature of the topics with the context in which they are presented. 

If we go back a little we find that the s rah had established that God created 

everything on earth for the benefit of man. It then went on to relate how Adam, 

father of the human race, was given a covenant as God’s vicegerent on earth, how he 

was honoured by the angels falling prostrate before him, the brief he received from 

God, how he overlooked it, regretted his error and repented. We have also been told 

how he was forgiven and provided with divine guidance to ensure his success in this 

life. We have seen how that experience was in fact the prelude to the continuous 

conflict that was to take place on earth between the forces of evil and destruction, 

represented by Iblīs, and the forces of goodness and construction, represented by 

God-fearing man. 

This is followed by an account of the history of the Israelites which records their 

covenant with God and how they violated it, as well as the favours God had 

bestowed on them and their ingratitude. As a result God withdrew His trust from 

them, allowing them to live in humiliation. The account warns Muslims against the 

evil designs of the Israelites and against following their example. 

There is a clear link between the assignment of Adam as God’s vicegerent on earth 

and the choice of the Israelites as custodians of God’s message. The subject matter 

and the message flow in total harmony with the style employed. 

The Qur’ n is not concerned with the chronology of the history of the Israelites. It 

is only recalling certain events or actions in as much or as little detail as is 



Al-Baqarah (The Cow) | MAN IN CHARGE OF THE EARTH 

   68

appropriate. Various other episodes of the story of the Israelites are related in other 

s rahs, revealed earlier in Makkah, but for a different purpose. The aim there was to 

inspire and reassure that small group of the early Muslims in Makkah, and show 

them how to cope with their situation and learn from the strong faith and courage of 

earlier believers. 

In the present context, however, the aim is to expose the real intentions and plans 

of the Jews, to describe their methods, and to warn the Muslim community about 

their scheming, as well as against repeating their mistakes. The difference between 

the Makkan and Madinan styles of the Qur’ n, which will become clear later when 

we study the Makkan s rahs, is reflected in the emphasis and the presentation of the 

same topics. 

On reviewing the passages where the story of the Israelites occurs in the Qur’ n, 

one finds that the details fit perfectly into the context to reinforce the argument or the 

point that is being made. It is also the case in this instance, as already explained. 

The story of the Israelites is the one most frequently mentioned in the Qur’ n. The 

special care and attention with which it is told is indicative of God’s great wisdom in 

the way He deals with the Muslim community and how He prepares it to assume the 

all important task of the leadership of mankind. 

God’s Covenant with the Israelites 

Children of Israel! Remember My favour which I have bestowed on you. Fulfil your 
covenant with Me and I will fulfil Mine with you; and of Me alone stand in awe. 
Believe in what I have revealed, confirming that which you already have, and be not 
the first to reject it. Do not barter away My revelations for a paltry price, and fear Me 
alone. Do not overlay the truth with falsehood, nor knowingly suppress the truth. 
Attend regularly to your prayers, pay your zakāt, and bow down in prayers with those 
who bow down. How can you bid others to be righteous and forget yourselves, even 
when you read the Scriptures? Do you not understand? Seek strength in patient 
perseverance and in prayer, which is indeed a demanding task except for the devout, 
who know that they shall meet their Lord and to Him they shall ultimately return. 
(Verses 40-46) 

Any review of Jewish history would immediately fill one with amazement at the 

host of favours and blessings God has bestowed on these people. Nor could one fail 

to be amazed at how persistently they have shown total ingratitude in return. In this 

opening announcement, God makes a general reference to those special favours 

before going on to speak about some of them in greater detail. As He does so, God 

again calls on the Israelites to fulfil their pledges and the commitments they made to 

Him. If they do, He will bless them with more favour and grace. 
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What is this covenant? Is it the original one made with Adam: “Guidance shall reach 

you from Me. Those who follow My guidance shall have nothing to fear nor shall they grieve, 

but those who deny and gainsay Our revelations shall have the fire, wherein they shall abide.” 

(Verses 38-39) Or, is it the universal covenant made between God and human nature, 

which binds man to seek the Lord and worship Him alone, associating no partners 

with Him? The latter needs no qualification or justification, as man perceives it 

instinctively and naturally, as long as his basic nature is free of capricious and 

deviant influences. Or does the verse refer to the covenant made with Abraham, the 

patriarch of Israel: “When his Lord tested Abraham with certain commandments and he 

fulfilled them, He said, ‘I have appointed you a leader of mankind.’ Abraham asked, And what 

of my descendants?’ God said, ‘My covenant does not apply to the wrongdoers.’” (Verse 124) 

Is it, on the other hand, the covenant made with the Israelites on Mount Sinai, when 

the mountain was raised over their heads? They were ordered then to take it up with 

strength and dedication, as will be later explained. 

In fact, all these are essentially one covenant. Their essence is man’s total 

submission to God and adherence to the one true faith He sent to humanity through 

His messengers, in a long and honourable procession throughout history. 

In fulfilment of this covenant, God calls on the Israelites to fear Him alone, and to 

believe in and accept what He has revealed to His Messenger, Mu ammad, 

confirming and endorsing their own Scriptures. They are urged not to hasten into 

rejecting it but to be among the first to believe in it: “Believe in what I have revealed, 

confirming that which you already have, and be not the first to reject it.” (Verse 41) 

Islam, as propounded by Prophet Mu ammad, was no more than God’s one 

eternal religion given its final form. It is a continuation of the same message and the 

complement of the covenant God made with man in the beginning. It embraces past 

revelations and provides guidance for mankind in future generations. It brings 

together the Torah of the Old Testament and the Gospel of the New Testament, and 

adds what is required to lead mankind to further prosperity, unity and progress. Its 

aim has been to achieve the true brotherhood of man, eliminate racial and ethnic 

divisions and discrimination, and unite humanity in its submission to God under the 

covenant with Him. 

God warns the Israelites against rejecting His final message in pursuit of temporal 

gain or narrow interests, such as the privileges and the status enjoyed by the rabbis 

through their religious function in the community: “Do not barter away My revelations 

for a paltry price, and fear Me alone.” (Verse 41) 

Money, wealth and worldly aggrandizement have been the delight of the Jews 

since their early days. This verse could be referring to the fees and taxes imposed on 

ordinary Jews by their rabbis and clerics in return for religious services. These people 



Al-Baqarah (The Cow) | MAN IN CHARGE OF THE EARTH 

   70

were known, as stated elsewhere in the Qur’ n, to have had a monopoly on the 

interpretation of the Scriptures which enabled them to issue biased and tendentious 

rulings favouring the rich and powerful. To maintain this monopoly, Jewish elders 

and religious leaders would be inclined to urge their people to reject Islam and refuse 

to recognize it. 

Commenting on this verse, some companions of the Prophet and later scholars 

have pointed out that when compared to belief in God’s revelations and the 

promised rewards of the hereafter, the world and all its treasures are worthless. 

The s rah goes on to censure the Israelites for deliberately confusing truth with 

falsehood in order to create confusion, doubt and discord among the Muslims. “Do 

not overlay the truth with falsehood, nor knowingly suppress the truth.” (Verse 42) 

The Qur’ n abounds with reports of how the Jews of Madinah would seize every 

opportunity to antagonize its Muslims, create distractions and spread false ideas and 

malicious rumours among them. They had a notorious reputation, as we shall see, for 

causing division and making mischief within the Muslim community. 

The s rah then invites the Israelites to join the Muslims in their religious practices, 

and abandon their prejudices and ethnocentric tendencies. “Attend regularly to your 

prayers, pay your zakāt, and bow down in prayer with those who bow down.” (Verse 43) 

Matching Words with Deeds 

The s rah refutes their pretence, particularly that of their elders and rabbis, of 

piety and godliness which they claim simply on the basis of having received divine 

revelations. The fact is that they continued to reject the new revelations which 

confirm their own. The s rah asks them disapprovingly: “How can you bid others to be 

righteous and forget yourselves, even when you read the Scriptures? Do you not 

understand?” (Verse 44) 

This may well have been directed at the Jews of Madinah on some specific 

occasions, but it applies to all believers and religious leaders of all groups and 

generations. 

When religious teaching becomes a mere profession, it loses its fervour. Those 

who take it up begin to say things they do not believe and their actions tend to 

become divorced from their words. This can lead them to twist facts and compromise 

ideas and principles to serve their interests and desires. Their rulings, 

pronouncements and opinions, or fatwas, may sound convincing but they are far 

removed from the spirit and the letter of the religion. 

The double standards of those who claim to represent a certain religion or 

ideology not only harm them personally, but also undermine the ideas and the 
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religions they are advocating. Thus people would hear fine words, contradicted by 

foul deeds. Then become confused and the light generated by faith in their hearts 

becomes dim. Having lost trust in religious preachers, they now lose trust in the 

religion itself. 

When they are not uttered with sincerity and conviction, words lose their impact. 

A man’s beliefs are meaningless unless his actions and behaviour become a practical 

translation of those beliefs. When a man’s conduct reflects his words, no matter how 

plain and ordinary these words are, people will trust him and take him seriously. His 

words draw their power and effect from the sincerity and honesty with which they 

are being uttered, not from the rhetoric or eloquence in which they are delivered. 

They assume a force of their own. 

To match one’s actions to one’s words is not easy to achieve. It requires 

cultivation, discipline and constant contact with God. Life’s preoccupations are 

normally distracting, and man is weak unless he remains in touch with God’s 

omnipotent power. The forces of evil and temptation can also overwhelm him 

sometimes, and a brief moment of carelessness can damage the entire course of his 

life. But, supported by God’s invincible power, man can conquer his desires, 

overcome his weaknesses and overpower his opponents, powerful as they may be. 

Thus the Qur’ n directs the Jews of Madinah and, by implication, all mankind, to 

seek support and strength through perseverance and prayer. The Jews were being 

asked to give up the privileged status they enjoyed in Madinah and the material 

benefits obtained from their religious functions, and to accept the new revelations 

which they knew to be true. Such great sacrifices require strength, courage and 

devotion. Hence the directive: “Seek strength in patient perseverance and in prayer, which 

is indeed a demanding task except for the devout, who know that they shall meet their Lord 

and to Him they shall ultimately return.” (Verses 45-46) 

It demands courage, honesty and tenacity, as well as the power of prayer and 

perseverance. 

Two Sources of Strength 

Reference to perseverance is quite frequent in the Qur’ n, which presents it as 

crucial and indispensable in enduring hardship and making momentous decisions. 

One of the most difficult moments anyone can encounter is having to acknowledge 

the truth and relinquish power and material privilege as a result. 

But what do we understand from the directive to ‘seek strength in... prayer’. Prayer 

is seen by Islam as a link between man and his Lord and Master, through which the 

human heart draws strength and fortitude. It generates life and energy in the human 
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soul. Despite his unique relationship with God and the lofty level of spiritual piety 

he attained, the Prophet Mu ammad was known to resort to prayer every time he 

experienced distress or anxiety. Prayer remains an inexhaustible fountain of peace, 

comfort and spiritual uplift for every believer. 

A prerequisite of perseverance, or şabr, and fear of God, or taqwā, is the absolute 

and unshakeable belief in man’s return to God when his actions will be reckoned and 

he will be judged. This is also an essential requirement for the establishment of 

values for this life and the life to come. Once the right criteria to judge these values 

are set, the world and all its treasures and riches are seen as worth very little when 

compared to the rewards in the hereafter. 

What started as a simple instruction initially directed at the Jews of Madinah turns 

out to be a permanent and enduring lesson for all mankind. 

The following verse is yet another reminder from God to the Israelites of His grace 

and generosity towards them, and a general admonition to them about the 

resurrection that is certain to come: “Children of Israel! Remember My favour which I 

bestowed on you, and that I have preferred you over all people. Fear the day when no soul 

shall avail another in any way, nor shall intercession be accepted from any of them, nor 

ransom taken from them, and none shall receive help.” (Verses 47-48) 

The preferred position granted to the Israelites was limited to the time of their 

mandate as custodians of God’s message on earth. As soon as they betrayed their 

trust, disobeyed their prophets, denied God’s favours and abandoned their 

commitment to God, they incurred His wrath, and were condemned to a life of 

humiliation, misery and exile. 

When Every Soul Stands Alone 

The statement was meant to remind them of that glory and privilege in order to 

encourage them to seize the fresh opportunity presented to them by Islam to rejoin 

the community of believers and renew their covenant with God. But they are also 

being warned about “a day when no soul shall avail another in any way,” and no 

individual can save another. 

This is one of the most important Islamic principles. Responsibility and 

accountability are personal and not collective, and are directly related to an 

individual’s will and freedom of choice. They are also based on divine justice. 

It is a principle that upholds the dignity and integrity of man and cultivates and 

strengthens his conscience. It raises his standards of morality and behaviour and 

enriches his wealth of values with which Islam has honoured him. 

The verse further stresses that on that day, no intercession “shall be accepted..., nor 
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ransom taken” from, or on behalf of, anyone. Unless a person has a record of faith and 

good deeds, nothing can save him or absolve his misdemeanours or intransigence 

towards God. Furthermore, he shall receive no support of any kind from anyone else. 

A Long List of Favours 

The s rah proceeds to enumerate the favours God had extended to the Israelites, 

the most significant of which was their deliverance from the tyranny and persecution 

of the Pharaoh. It portrays their response to these favours which was marked with 

lack of appreciation and flagrant violation of God’s commandments. “And remember 

how We delivered you from Pharaoh’s people, who afflicted you with cruel suffering, killing 

your sons and sparing only your women. That was a grievous trial from your Lord. We 

parted the sea for you, led you to safety and drowned Pharaoh’s people before your very eyes.” 

(Verses 49-50) 

The Qur’ n graphically recalls the ordeals suffered by the Israelites’ forefathers, as 

if the later Jews themselves had undergone those experiences. It stresses the act of 

deliverance as well as the torment and the persecution that preceded it. It makes the 

specific point that the whole experience contained an element of trial by God to the 

Israelites, testing their faith and resolve, and their trust in the Lord. The expression 

used in this verse in reference to the suffering adds connotations that the suffering 

was like food given regularly. It highlights one aspect of that suffering, which is the 

killing of young men and leaving women alone. This was meant to weaken the Jews 

and exhaust their strength. 

The verse seeks to impress upon the listener that when ordained by the will of 

God, hardship, misfortune and tribulation will not be in vain. Once aware of this fact, 

one will develop more resilience and moral strength that will enable one to endure 

pain and overcome it much more easily. The experience will inspire one to draw 

closer to God and seek His mercy and help, and raise one’s capacity to cope with 

life’s difficulties as well as one’s credit for reward in the hereafter. Hence the telling 

comment: “That was a grievous trial from your Lord.” (Verse 49) 

Having recalled the painful part of the episode, the s rah portrays the scene of 

delivery when God “parted the sea for you, led you to safety and drowned Pharaoh’s people 

before your very eyes.” (Verse 50) 

More detailed accounts of this event, already familiar to the Jews from their own 

Scriptures, are given in several Makkan s rahs of the Qur’ n. Here, in typical 

Qur’ nic style, we get only a brief reference to it, but in the most vivid terms, 

addressing the Jews of Madinah as if they were present at the scene, for a heightened 

effect and greater impact. 
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Ingratitude at Its Worst 

The Jews have left Egypt and, through God’s grace and mercy, crossed the Red 

Sea safely. The s rah picks up the story: “And [remember, too], when We appointed for 

Moses forty nights, and in his absence you took to worshipping the calf, and thus became 

wrongdoers. Yet even after that We pardoned you, so that you might be thankful. We gave 

Moses the Scriptures and the Standard [by which to distinguish right from wrong], so that 

you might be rightly guided. Moses said to his people, ‘You, my people, have wronged 

yourselves by worshipping the calf Turn, then, in repentance to your Maker and slay one 

another. That will be better for you in your Maker’s sight.’ Thus, He accepted your 

repentance; for He is the One to accept repentance, the Merciful.” (Verses 51-54) 

The episode of the calf is covered in more detail in verses 87-98 of S rah 20, 

revealed earlier in Makkah. It is a well-known chapter of Jewish history. When their 

Prophet left them for a while, they sank as low as worshipping an inanimate object, 

in total disregard of the instructions of the Prophet who saved them, by God’s grace, 

from Pharaoh and his army. Their attitude is described in its true colours: 

“You took to worshipping the calf, and thus became wrongdoers.” (Verse 51) Who could 

be a worse wrongdoer than one who worships the model of a calf after God had 

saved him from idolaters? 

Nevertheless, God pardoned them and gave their Prophet, Moses, the Torah as a 

source of guidance for them. However, there was need for a thorough cleansing of 

ranks. Such a shaky nature could only be steadied by a very stringent atonement: 

“Moses said to his people: “You, my people, have wronged yourselves by worshipping the calf 

Turn, then, in repentance to your Maker and slay one another. That will be better for you in 

your Maker’s sight.” (Verse 54) Thus, the order was given to kill those who went far 

astray as a means of cleansing for the whole community. 

No doubt it was a heavy responsibility, for killing members of their community 

was like killing themselves; but it was inescapable in order to preserve the purity and 

righteousness of the rest of the community. It was a punishment commensurate with 

the vile transgression perpetrated. Had they counselled one another against 

transgression, they would not have worshipped the calf. Hence, the punishment to 

reform their nature. 

Once punishment has been meted out, God’s mercy descends afresh. “Thus, He 

accepted your repentance; for He is the One to accept repentance, the Merciful.” (Verse 54) 

Yet, true to form, their stubbornness and obduracy had the better of the Israelites. 

They now demanded to see God Himself. The demand was made by the seventy 

individuals who, as detailed in the earlier Makkan s rahs, had been chosen by Moses 

to represent his people. They went further than that, making their belief in Moses 

and his message conditional on their seeing God in person. Obviously, this is 
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mentioned here for comparison with the attitude of the Prophet Mu ammad’s Jewish 

contemporaries, who were demanding impossible proof to verify the truth of his 

claim to prophethood. 

And [remember] when you said, Moses, we will not believe in you until we see God in 
person. ‘You were then struck by a thunderbolt while you were looking on. But We 
raised you again after you had been as dead, so that you might be thankful. We caused 
the clouds to provide shade for you, and sent down for you manna and quails. ‘Eat of 
the good things We have provided for you. ‘Indeed, to Us they did no harm, but 
themselves did they wrong. (Verses 55-57) 

Neither the signs and favours nor God’s forgiveness and generosity had any effect 

on the Israelites’ obdurate, materialistic and cynical nature. The prolonged and harsh 

persecution they had endured under the tyranny of the Pharaoh seems to have 

finally corrupted their souls, so that they would yield only to force. Nothing corrupts 

souls and natures than writhing under tyranny for a long time. They had acquired 

the slave characteristics of being submissive when overpowered and subjugated, but 

vicious and revengeful when not under threat. Over the centuries, this became, and 

remains today, a defining character of the Jewish people. 

While on Mount Sinai, the Israelites had the audacity to demand from Moses that 

they should see God in person, to which God responded by striking them with a 

thunderbolt that left them as dead. Nevertheless, God was again merciful towards 

them and restored them to consciousness, so that they might appreciate His kindness 

and show gratitude. 

God also recalls for them how He had taken care of their forefathers when they 

were lost in the wilderness, providing them with food and protecting them against 

the scorching heat of the sun. Historic records indicate that the Israelites, on leaving 

Egypt, crossed the Red Sea into the Sinai desert. It was hot and without water, which 

put them in danger of dying of starvation. But, God bestowed His grace on them and 

provided them with a special type of food, as sweet as honey, which they called 

manna. God also sent them flocks of quail which they could easily catch and eat. 

Clouds would gather above them to protect them from the heat of the desert sun. 

Thus God alleviated their suffering in the wilderness, but, as the verse comments, 

they showed no appreciation or gratitude. As such, they were the losers: “Indeed to 

Us they did no harm, but themselves did they wrong.” (Verse 57) 

Inviting God’s Punishment 

The s rah reminds the Children of Israel of more of their acts of intransigence and 

heartless behaviour: “And [remember] when We said, ‘Enter this city, eat of its abundant 
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food as you may desire, prostrate yourselves as you enter the gates and say: “Lord, relieve us 

of our burden.” We will then forgive your sins and We will richly reward those who do good.’ 

But the wrongdoers among them substituted other words for those which they had been given. 

Therefore We let loose against them a scourge from heaven in requital for their 

transgression.” (Verses 58-59) 

Some reports indicate that the city referred to here is Jerusalem, the holy city 

which, not long after the Jewish exodus from Egypt, God commanded the Israelites 

to enter, driving out its inhabitants who were a race of giants. They refused and 

asked Moses to do that by himself while they waited outside the city. This episode is 

discussed fully in verses 20-26 of S rah 5, where, in an attitude of unmatched 

insolence, they say to Moses: “Mighty people dwell in that land, and we will surely not 

enter it unless they depart from it. If they do depart, then we will enter.” (5: 22) “Moses, we 

will never go in so long as they are in it. Go forth, then, you and your Lord, and fight. We 

shall stay here.” (5: 24) 

As punishment they were lost for forty years in the wilderness of the Sinai desert, 

until a new generation had grown up who, led by the Prophet Joshua, son of Nūn, 

conquered the city. However, instead of entering Jerusalem, prostrating themselves 

in humility, and praying God to remove their burden of sin and forgive them, they 

took a totally different attitude and said different words. 

Although these events occurred at a time much later than the one described at the 

beginning of this section of the s rah, it can be seen clearly that, throughout their 

history, the Children of Israel displayed the same characteristics of insolence, 

rebellion, and stubborn deviation. 

The Qur’ n was relating to the Jews of Madinah events and episodes of their 

history well known to them, reminding them of the victory God granted to their 

forefathers, God’s help in bringing them to the holy city of Jerusalem, and their 

ingratitude and disobedience towards God. “But the wrongdoers among them 

substituted other words for those which they had been given. Therefore, We let loose on them a 

scourge from heaven in requital for their transgression.” (Verse 59) 

‘Wrongdoers’, as used in this verse, could be a reference to a small group among 

the Israelites or to the whole community, depending on who perpetrated the 

misdemeanours and rebelled against God and Moses. 

In addition to the above, God had also blessed the Israelites while they were in the 

wilderness by providing them with water. The Qur’ n reminds the Jews of Madinah 

of this also, and of their forefathers’ response to it. “And [remember] when Moses prayed 

for water for his people We said to him, Strike the rock with your staff’ Twelve springs gushed 

forth from it. Each tribe knew their drinking place. Eat and drink of what God has provided 

and do not persistently spread corruption in the land” (Verse 60) 
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The Israelites descended from twelve tribes who went back to the twelve sons of 

Jacob, or Israel, father of the Jews. When they needed water in the desert, they asked 

Moses to provide it for them, and he turned to God for help. God answered his 

prayers, and asked Moses to strike a rock with his stick, whereupon twelve springs, 

one for each tribe, spurted out with enough water for all their needs. They were 

given all this by God’s grace, but they were also warned against spreading 

corruption: “Eat and drink of what God has provided for you and do not persistently spread 

corruption in the land” (Verse 60) 

Unhappy with God’s Bounty 

Let us recall the scene. The Israelites have fled from persecution and have 

journeyed into a desert of sand and rocks. The sun beats down all day and the sky 

will yield no rain. While they endure these desperate and hostile conditions, water 

springs out of the rocks, honey-tasting manna falls from the sky and quails begin to 

arrive in multitudes. 

But despite all this, the people’s minds remained closed, their hearts intractable 

and their attitude rigid. They could not rise to the occasion or appreciate the purpose 

of their flight from Egypt. God had delivered them from the humiliation and 

persecution of the Pharaoh in order to restore their honour, dignity and freedom. 

Needless to say, there was a price to be paid. They were to inherit the holy city of 

Jerusalem; but they had to capture it first. 

The Israelites did not seem to appreciate that honour or to be ready to make the 

necessary sacrifices. They simply were not up to the commitment and the 

responsibility that God had entrusted them with. They were not prepared even to 

sacrifice the most mundane of their daily needs and habits, so that they might 

undertake the brief but harsh journey across the desert, on their way to glory, 

freedom and dignity. 

The Qur’ n reminds the Jews of Madinah of what their forefathers had asked of 

Moses and addresses the early Israelites, saying: “[And remember] when you said, 

Moses! We can no longer put up with one kind of food. Pray to your Lord, then, to bring forth 

for us some of what the earth produces of green herbs, cucumber, garlic, lentils and onions.’ 

He said, ‘Would you take a lesser thing in exchange for what is much better? Go down to any 

land and you shall have what you asked for.’ Ignominy and humiliation were stamped upon 

them and they incurred the wrath of God, because they denied His revelations and slew 

prophets against all right, and because they persisted in their disobedience and 

transgression.” (Verse 61) 

It is clear that Moses himself was aghast at their ignoble demands. His response 

was that what they were asking for was worthless and could be found anywhere. In 
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its Arabic form, Moses’s response could be interpreted in one of two ways. It could 

mean that their request is so mundane and available everywhere. So wherever they 

wish to stay, they could find what they asked for. Alternatively, Moses is telling 

them to go back to Egypt and resume their servile, humble, humdrum life where 

they can have their cucumber, lentils, garlic and onion. They would not, it seems, be 

strong enough for the great and noble task God had called on them to undertake. 

Contrary to some commentators, I favour this second meaning because it reminds 

the Israelites of their misery and humiliation in Egypt, as it says: “Ignominy and 

humiliation were stamped upon them and they incurred the wrath of God.” (Verse 61) 

Historically, this came later as a result of their disbelief in God’s revelations, their 

killing of some of their prophets, and their general disobedience. These 

developments occurred several generations after Moses, but “ignominy and 

humiliation” are mentioned here because they fit the context of their condescension 

and insolence. Moses reminded them of the suffering and the distress they had 

undergone in Egypt and of God’s kindness in delivering them from the Pharaoh. 

Boastful Claims by the Jews 

No other nation in history has shown more intransigence and obstinacy than the 

Jews. They viciously and mercilessly killed and mutilated a number of prophets and 

messengers. They have over the centuries displayed the most extreme attitudes 

towards God, and towards their own religion and people. 

Nevertheless, they have always boasted of their virtue and made the implausible 

claims of being the most rightly-guided nation, the chosen people of God and the 

only people that shall be saved. Such claims are totally refuted by the Qur’ n which, 

in this s rah, goes on to stress the most basic and all-embracing principle of the unity 

of God’s religion. It establishes that belief in God is one and the same for all groups 

and nations, and that it will lead to righteousness and good deeds. God’s grace and 

mercy are not the monopoly or the privilege of any particular racial or ethnic group. 

They are extended to all believers at all stages of human history, in succession, until 

the arrival of God’s final message, which would unite all believers. “Those who believe, 

and those who are Jews, and the Christians and the Sabaeans — anyone who believes in God 

and the Last Day, and does what is right, shall have their reward with their Lord. They have 

nothing to fear nor shall they grieve.” (Verse 62) 

‘Those who believe’, as used here refers to the Muslims, while “Sabaeans” 

probably refers to a pre-Islamic religious group among the Arabs who were unhappy 

with idolatry and sought belief in the one God of Abraham, cutting themselves off 

from the pagan Arabs. Their name comes from the Arab word saba’, describing a 

person who has abandoned the religion of his forefathers. In some commentaries, 
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they are confused with the followers of Sabaism, who worshipped stars. 

The verse affirms that all of those religious communities who believe in God and 

the Last Day shall obtain their reward with God and may rest assured that they will 

be saved. The main criterion is religious belief rather than ethnic or national 

affiliation. With the advent of Islam this comes into sharper focus, because the final 

version of divine faith has been established. 

The s rah continues to recall to the Jews of Madinah incidents from the history of 

their forefathers. “We accepted your solemn pledge and raised Mount Sinai above you, 

saying, ‘Take with firmness and strength what We have given you, and bear in mind all its 

contents, so that you may remain God-fearing.’ Yet after that you turned away, and but for 

Gods grace and mercy you would have surely been among the losers.” (Verses 63-64) 

Details of the ‘pledge’ are given later on in this s rah and elsewhere in the Qur’ n. 

The emphasis here is on recalling the scene, in words that well suit the awesome 

atmosphere in which the covenant was delivered, and lend particular stress to the 

solemnity and significance of the occasion. God’s covenant with the Israelites was 

not a matter that could be taken lightly; no half-heartedness, equivocation or 

wavering. It is the most momentous, gravest enterprise that can be contracted 

between God and man, and it carries a heavy responsibility indeed. Those chosen to 

give such a pledge must have total determination and devotion to be able to fulfil its 

obligations. The Israelites are therefore told: “Take with firmness and strength what We 

have given you, and bear in mind all its contents, so that you may remain God fearing.” 

(Verse 63) 

When Prophet Mu ammad was assigned prophethood he said to his wife 

Khadījah, “There is no longer any time for relaxation”, for he had already been told 

in the Qur’ n: “We are about to address you with grave and weighty words.” (73: 5) 

Having given their pledge, it was essential that the Israelites should understand its 

implications, appreciate its reality and prepare to meet its demands. What is 

particularly important is that there should be no short-lived enthusiasm. Such a 

pledge means, in essence, a whole new way of life for them. As they go about 

implementing it, it generates new feelings, establishes a new system and observes a 

new morality. The end result is an attitude based on fearing God, always 

remembering that He sees us and knows our feelings and motives. 

Alas, what a disappointment! The Israelites failed to live up to that responsibility. 

“Yet after that you turned away.” (Verse 64) Nevertheless, God did not withhold His 

grace and mercy from them: “but for God’s grace and mercy you would have surely been 

among the losers.” (Verse 64) 

Where Mockery Is Inadmissible 
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The s rah moves on to yet another manifestation of their violations of their 

covenant with God, and their failure to fulfil its requirements. This time it takes the 

form of weakness in the face of temptation and the prospect of short-term gain. “You 

are well aware of those of you who broke the Sabbath. To them We said, Be as despicable apes.’ 

Through that [punishment] We set an example to their own time and for all times to come, 

and an admonition to the God-fearing.” (Verses 65-66) 

Elsewhere in the Qur’ n we have the details of their violation of the Sabbath: “Ask 

them about the town which stood by the sea: how its people profaned the Sabbath. Each 

Sabbath their fish appeared before them breaking the water’s surface, but they would not come 

near them on other than Sabbath days.” (7: 163) They had requested that a day should be 

assigned to them for rest. God set them Saturday as a day when they do not work for 

a living. He then put them to a clear test when fish would come to the shore in large 

numbers on the Sabbath but not on other days of the week. Overwhelmed by greed, 

the Israelites were not able to pass that test. It was not in their nature to let such an 

opportunity go by for the sake of such a trivial matter as the observance of a certain 

covenant made with God! 

Thus, deviously and flagrantly, they violated the Sabbath by trapping the fish 

when they came to the shore and waiting until the next day, when the Sabbath was 

over, to collect them. As a consequence, they were severely reprimanded and rated 

as no more than ‘despicable apes’, since their mentality and behaviour had sunk to 

utterly revolting depths. 

They had earned their due punishment for breaching the trust God had placed in 

them, abased their humanity by losing their self discipline and control, and 

descended to the lowest level of animals who have no free will of their own, but are 

driven by their needs and desires. It is not imperative that they should be physically 

changed into apes, as the Arabic text may be taken to mean. They had already sunk 

into that level by thought and spirit. 

This episode was marked in their history as a useful lesson for them and for the 

generations of believers that would come after them.  

The Episode of the Cow 

The present passage is rounded off by the story of the cow, told here in full since it 

is not mentioned elsewhere in the Qur’ n. The story depicts the Israelites as shifty 

and stubborn people, ever looking for excuses and justification for their failures. 

When Moses said to his people, ‘God commands you to sacrifice a cow, ‘ they said, Are 
you mocking at us?’ He said, ‘God forbid that I should be so ignorant.’ They said, 
‘Pray on our behalf to your Lord to make plain to us what kind of cow she should be.’ 
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He said, ‘He says let her be neither an old cow nor a young heifer, but of an age in 
between. Do, then, as you are commanded.’ They said, Tray on our behalf to your Lord 
to make clear to us of what colour she should be.’ [Moses] replied, ‘He says let her be a 
yellow cow, bright of hue, pleasing to the beholder.’ They said, Tray on our behalf to 
your Lord to make plain to us of what exact type she should be, for to us cows are 
much alike. We shall, God willing, be guided aright.’ [Moses] answered, ‘He says let 
her be a cow, not broken-in to plough the earth or water the tillage, free of all fault, 
without markings of any other colour.’ Said they, ‘Now you have given the right 
description.’ They sacrificed her, although they had almost left it undone. Having 
slain a human being, you cast the blame on one another for this [murder]. God would 
definitely reveal what you have concealed. We said, ‘Strike him with a piece of it. Thus 
God brings the dead back to life and shows you His signs, so that you may use your 
reason.’ (Verses 67-73) 

This brief account highlights a number of issues, including the nature and 

disposition of the Israelite mentality, God’s power, life after death, and the nature of 

life and death. Moreover, we may reflect on the stylistic touches in the way the story 

is told, which fit it perfectly into the context of the s rah. 

The Israelite character comes through very clearly in this story, reflecting lack of 

faith or trust in God, reluctance to believe their Prophets and hesitation in 

responding to them, and a tendency to mock and ridicule what they are told, coupled 

with impertinence. 

God’s directive, as conveyed to them by Moses was clear and simple: “sacrifice a 

cow”. It hardly needed elaboration, nor was it difficult to carry out. Moses, after all, 

was the man who had led them out of Egypt and, by the grace of God, brought them 

to safety. He made it clear that he was simply conveying a commandment from God. 

Not only was their response insolent and brazen, but they also accused Moses of 

jesting and making fun of them. 

Moses was clearly perturbed and made it immediately clear that he entertained no 

such idea: “He said: ‘God forbid that I should be so ignorant.’“ (Verse 67) His gentle, 

polite response was sufficient to prompt them to reconsider and act upon God’s 

order. He makes it clear to them that mocking at others is unbecoming of anyone 

other than a person who does not know recognize God’s position. 

Up to that point, it was still possible for them to sacrifice any cow to fulfil God’s 

order as given to them by His Messenger, but their devious and hesitant nature got 

the better of them and they came up with an unnecessary demand: “They said: ‘Pray 

on our behalf to your Lord to make plain to us what kind of cow she should be.’“ (Verse 68) 

The way this question is phrased suggests that they still suspected Moses of 

making fun of them. Their use of the phrase ‘your Lord’ when addressing Moses also 

indicates their indifference towards the whole affair which, they inferred, concerned 
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only Moses and his Lord. Moreover, their question regarding the type of cow to be 

sacrificed is also indicative of their total lack of interest and their tendency to 

ridicule. Moses had already told them to sacrifice a cow, and any cow would have 

sufficed. 

Moses persisted with his patient approach and tried to steer the dialogue back to a 

sensible level and away from argument on formality and technicality. He gives them 

another straight and clear answer: “He says let her be neither an old cow nor a young 

heifer, but of an age in between.” (Verse 68) He follows that with a clear, authoritative 

advice: “Do, then, as you are commanded.” (Verse 68) 

That should have been more than adequate for them to choose a cow and carry 

out the order, discharging their obligation and sparing themselves further 

complication by narrowing their choices even further. Nevertheless, they insisted on 

asking more questions: “They said: ‘Pray on our behalf to your Lord to make clear to us of 

what colour she should be.’“ (Verse 69) Since they asked, they received an answer: 

“[Moses] replied: ‘He says let her be a yellow cow, bright of hue, pleasing to the beholder.’“ 

(Verse 69) 

The choices are narrowing and the task of finding the right kind of beast that 

would meet this now elaborate description has become more difficult than ever. It is 

no longer simply the first available cow, but it has to be one of middle years, neither 

very old nor very young, of bright yellow colour, not too fat nor too lean, and, most 

difficult of all, ‘pleasing to the beholder’. This means that the cow must be bright, 

lively and vigorous; because such are the qualities that people are pleased to see. On 

the other hand, people dislike to look at a thin, weak or deformed animal. 

Yet those Jews were not finished. They continued to make matters difficult for 

themselves. Once again they ask about the type of cow they should sacrifice, 

justifying their new request on grounds that they had a problem of choice: “They said: 

‘Pray on our behalf to your Lord to make plain to us of what exact type she should be, for to us 

cows are much alike. We shall, God willing, be guided aright.’” (Verse 70) 

There was now no escaping severe complication and restriction of choice, as more 

and more features were specified: “[Moses] answered: ‘He says let her be a cow, not 

broken-in to plough the earth or water the tillage, free of all fault, without markings of any 

other colour.’“ (Verse 71) 

It was no longer an ordinary, average cow that could be easily found anywhere, 

but one with a specific description and an unusual combination of features. Then, 

just as the matter became unduly complicated and the choice really hard, the people 

relented: “Said they: ‘Now you have given the right description.’ They sacrificed her, 

although they had almost left it undone.” (Verse 71) 

It was as though Moses had not, up to that point, been telling them the truth, or 
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they had not been disposed to believe him. 

A Murdered Man Brought Back to Life 

As soon as they carried out the command, God revealed to them its purpose: 

“Having slain a human being, you cast the blame on one another for this [murder]. God 

would definitely reveal what you have concealed. We said, ‘Strike him with a piece of it. Thus 

God brings the dead back to life and shows you His signs, so that you may use your reason.’“ 

(Verses 72-73) 

This is the second aspect of the story, which highlights God’s power, the reality of 

resurrection and the nature of life and death. The mode changes from narration to 

direct speech. God has revealed to the Israelites under Moses the wisdom behind 

asking them to slaughter a cow. A man had been murdered and, with no witnesses 

available, they were blaming one another for his murder. God wanted to 

demonstrate to them that He could bring the victim back to life to identify his killer 

or killers. This was achieved by striking the dead man’s body with a piece of the 

sacrificial cow. The mystery was solved and justice was done. 

The question here is why this approach should be necessary when God can restore 

the dead to life without the need for anything in particular. What possible 

relationship could there be between the sacrificed cow and the murdered person 

being restored to life? 

The Jews were accustomed to sacrificing cows, but why should a piece of meat 

restore life to a dead body when it had no life and no ability to give life? The logical 

answer is that the whole event was symbolic, intended to demonstrate God’s power, 

the workings of which human beings cannot comprehend. We see the effects of 

God’s power around us all the time, but we are not able to grasp its reality or the 

way it works. 

“Thus God brings the dead back to life... “— just as effortlessly and readily as they 

had seen, though they could not understand how it happened. 

To the human mind, the contrast between the reality of life and the mystery of 

death cannot be more bewildering, but to God Almighty the matter poses no 

problem whatsoever. But, how is that so? This is the greatest mystery that no 

creature can, or ever will, unravel. It is the secret that only the Supreme Being knows, 

but whose significance and outcome the human mind is able to appreciate and 

comprehend, because God “shows you His signs, so that you may use your reason.” 

(Verse 73) 

As given in the Qur’ nic superior style, the narrative takes us on a short mystery 

tour with a story that begins with a command from God to the Israelites to sacrifice a 
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cow, without at first telling them, or the reader, of the purpose behind it. It was 

simply a test of faith and obedience. 

We are only given the dialogue that takes place between Moses and his people. At 

no time is the story interrupted to tell us what words were exchanged between God 

and Moses. We only know that every time the Israelites asked Moses to refer to “his 

Lord”, he did so and came back to them with an answer. We are not told how that 

communication was conducted or what was said by either God or Moses. This 

omission is most befitting of God’s greatness, who should be revered and not 

insulted with pointless arguments such as those Jews were making. 

The story concludes with an event as astounding for us as it was for the Israelites 

themselves: a dead man brought back to life simply by striking his corpse with a 

piece of a dead cow. That is most amazing! 

The artistic method employed here combines with the purpose of the narration to 

a most significant and successful effect in one of the shortest and finest stories told in 

the Qur’ n. 

The final scene in the story should have been awesome enough to inspire faith, 

submission and fear of God in the hearts of the Children of Israel. But despite all the 

lessons they might have learnt from earlier encounters related in the s rah, there is a 

gloomy, disappointing conclusion that comes as a complete surprise: “Yet after all 

this, your hearts hardened until they were as hard as rocks or even harder; for there are rocks 

from which rivers gush forth; others split so that water flows through them, and some other 

rocks fall down for fear of God. Indeed, God is not unaware of what you do.” (Verse 74) 

Their hearts are compared here to hard rocks, but even more difficult to subdue. 

The similes given were not altogether unfamiliar to the Israelites, for when they 

needed water they had seen it gush forth from one solid rock, in twelve springs. 

They had witnessed how a Mountain crashed down when God revealed His glory 

there, as told in S rah 7, Verse 143. Their hearts, however, remained rigid and 

inflexible, totally devoid of faith and fear of God, harsh, barren and unbending. But 

they are warned that “God is not unaware of what you do.” (Verse 74) 

This concludes an episode of the Israelites’ rich and chequered history; a history 

fraught with denials, deviousness, scheming, stubbornness, corruption and flagrant 

rebellion. 
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4 

Covenants Breached All 

the Time 

Do you hope that they will accept your 

message when some of them would listen to 

the word of God then, having understood 

them, knowingly distort it? (75) 

When they meet the believers, they say, ‘We 

believe,’ but when they find themselves 

alone, they say to one another, ‘Need you 

inform them that which God has disclosed 

to you? They will only use it in argument 

against you before your Lord? Will you not 

use your reason?’ (76) 

Do they not know that God is well aware 

of all that they conceal and all that they 

reveal? (77) 

There are among them illiterate people who 

have no real knowledge of the Scriptures, 

entertaining only wishful beliefs and 

conjecture. (78) 

Woe, then, to those who write down, with 

their own hands, [something which they 

claim to be of] the Scriptures, and then say, 

‘This is from God’, in order to get for it a 

trifling price. Woe to them for what their 

hands have written and woe to them for 

what they earn. (79) 
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They declare, ‘The fire will not touch us 

except for a few days.’ Say, ‘Have you 

received such a promise from God — for 

God never breaks His promise — or do 

you attribute to God something of which 

you have no knowledge?’ (80) 

Indeed, those who earn evil and become 

engulfed by their sin are destined for the fire 

where they shall abide, (81) 

but those who believe and do righteous 

deeds are destined for Paradise where they 

shall abide. (82) 

We made this covenant with the Children 

of Israel: “Worship none but God; show 

kindness to parents and kinsfolk and to 

the orphans and the poor; speak kindly to 

all people; attend regularly to your prayers 

and pay the obligatory alms.’ But, except 

for a few, you turned away and paid no 

heed. (83) 

We made a covenant with you that you 

shall not shed your own blood or drive 

yourselves out of your own homeland. You 

acknowledged all that and bore witness to 

it. (84) 
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Yet there you are, slaying yourselves, and 

driving some of your own people out of their 

homes, collaborating against them in sin 

and injustice. Had they come to you as 

captives you would have ransomed them. 

Their expulsion is indeed forbidden to you. 

Do you, then, believe in some parts of the 

Scriptures and deny others? Those of you 

who do this will have nothing for their 

reward other than ignominy in this life and, 

on the Day of Resurrection, they shall be 

committed to a most grievous suffering. For 

God is not unaware of what you do. (85) 

Such are the ones who buy the life of this 

world at the price of the life to come. Their 

suffering shall not be alleviated, nor shall 

they receive any succour. (86) 

We gave Moses the Book and caused a 

succession of messengers to follow him. To 

Jesus, son of Mary, We gave clear proofs 

and supported him with the Holy Spirit. 

Why is it that every time a messenger comes 

to you with a message that does not suit 

your fancies, you glory in your arrogance, 

charging some (messengers) with lying and 

slaying others? (87) 

They say, ‘Our hearts are sealed.’ No! 

God has cursed them for their disbelief. 

They have but little faith. (88) 
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And now that a Book confirming their 

own has come to them from God, and they 

had repeatedly forecast its coming to the 

unbelievers, they have denied what they 

know to be the truth. God’s curse be upon 

the unbelievers! (89) 

Vile is that for which they have bartered 

their souls, because they have denied what 

God has revealed, grudging that He 

should, by His grace, send down His 

revelations to whom He chooses from 

among His servants. Thus they have 

incurred God’s wrath over and over again. 

Ignominious suffering is in store for the 

unbelievers. (90) 

When it is said to them, ‘Believe in what 

God has revealed,’ they say, ‘We believe in 

what has been revealed to us.’ They deny 

everything else, although it is the truth, 

corroborating the revelations they have. 

Say, ‘Why, then, did you in the past kill 

God’s prophets, if you were true believers?’ 

(91) 

Moses came to you with clear proofs, but in 

his absence you transgressed, worshipping 

the calf. (92) 

We accepted your solemn pledge, and We 

raised Mount Sinai above you, saying, 

‘Take with firmness and strength what We 
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have given you and hearken to it.’  

They said, ‘We hear but we disobey.’ For 

their unbelief they were made to drink the 

calf into their hearts. Say, ‘Vile is that 

which your faith enjoins upon you, if indeed 

you are believers.’ (93) 

Say, ‘If the ultimate abode with God is 

yours alone, to the exclusion of all others, 

then wish for death, if your claim is true.’ 

(94) 

But they will never wish for it because of 

what their hands have wrought in this life. 

God is well aware of the wrongdoers. (95) 

Indeed, you shall find that they cling to life 

more eagerly than any other people, even 

more than the idolaters. Each one of them 

would love to live a thousand years, 

although the grant of a long life could not 

save him from punishment. God sees all 

that they do. (96) 

Say, ‘Whoever is an enemy of Gabriel 

should know that he revealed it [the 

Qur’ān] to your heart by God’s leave.’ It 

confirms the Scriptures revealed before it, 

and is a guidance and joyful tidings for the 

believers. (97) 

Whoever is an enemy of God, His angels, 

His messengers, and to Gabriel and 

Michael will surely find that God is indeed 
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the enemy of the unbelievers. (98) 

We have sent down to you clear revelations: 

none will deny them except the evildoers. 

(99) 

Is it always to be the case that every time 

they make a solemn pledge some of them 

will violate it? The truth is that most of 

them do not believe. (100) 

And now that a Messenger from God has 

come to them, confirming what is already in 

their possession, some of those who had 

been given the Scriptures cast God’s Book 

behind their backs as though they know 

nothing. (101) 

They follow what the devils relate of 

Solomon’s kingdom. Solomon never 

disbelieved, but the devils did. They instruct 

people in witchcraft which was certainly not 

revealed to the two angels, Hārūt and 

Mārūt, at Babylon. Yet these two [angels] 

never taught anyone without first declaring, 

‘We are but a temptation to evil, so do not 

renounce your faith.’ From these two, 

people learned what they would use to cause 

discord between a man and his wife. 

However, with that knowledge they can 

harm no one except by God’s leave. Indeed, 

they learn what harms them and brings 

them no profit. They knew full well that 

whoever contracted such a deal would have 

no share in the life to come. Vile indeed is 

what they had sold their souls for, if they 
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Overview 

The passage we discussed in Chapter 3 ended on a note reminding the Children of 

Israel of the many favours God had bestowed on them and their continued 

ingratitude. We witnessed a number of scenes, some drawn in general outline and 

some elaborate, showing God’s favours and the Israelites’ ungrateful response. This 

culminated in the description of their hearts as harder than rocks. 

This passage addresses the Muslim community, giving it an outline of the 

machinations of the Children of Israel, and their devious, wicked scheming. The 

Muslims are warned that, with such history and nature, the Jews will always try to 

lead them astray. The length of this address, and the different styles and approaches 

it employs are indicative of the magnitude of the wicked schemes the Jews of 

Madinah employed to undermine the Muslim community. 

Every now and then, the s rah confronts the Children of Israel, in front of the 

Muslims, with the pledges they gave to God and how they violated them. They went 

as far as killing some of their Prophets when those Prophets would not comply with 

their wishes. It also describes their violation of divine law, their false arguments and 

distortion of their Scriptures. 

The passage highlights their long arguments with the Muslim community, and the 

false claims they used. It instructs the Prophet on how to expose their claims and 

refute their arguments, putting forward the truth, clear and simple. One of their 

claims was that they would not be in hell for more than a small number of days, on 

account of their special position with God. God instructs His Messenger on how to 

refute this claim: “Say: ‘Have you received such a promise from God — for God never 

breaks His promise — or do you attribute to God something of which you have no 

knowledge?’“ (Verse 80) 

When they were called upon to embrace Islam, “they would say, ‘We believe in what 

has been revealed to us.’ They deny everything else, although it is the truth, corroborating the 

revelations they have.” (Verse 91) God tells the Prophet to expose as false their claim of 

believing in what was revealed to them. “Say, ‘Why, then, did you in the past kill God’s 

but knew id (102) 

Had they embraced the faith and been 

God-fearing, God’s reward would have 

been far better for them, if they but knew 

it. (103) 
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prophets, if you were true believers?’ Moses came to you with clear proof, but in his absence 

you transgressed, worshipping the calf. We accepted your solemn pledge, and We raised 

Mount Sinai above you, saying, ‘Take with firmness and strength what We have given you 

and hearken to it.’ They said, ‘We hear but we disobey.’ For their unbelief they were made to 

drink the calf into their hearts. Say, ‘Vile is that which your faith enjoins upon you, if indeed 

you are believers.’” (Verses 91-93) 

They also alleged that paradise belongs to them alone, in preference to all people. 

God instructs the Prophet Mu ammad to challenge them to open appeal in which 

they and the Muslims would meet and pray to God together to destroy the party that 

is lying: “Say: ‘If the ultimate abode with God is yours alone, to the exclusion of all others, 

then wish for death, if your claim is true.’” (Verse 94) 

He also states very clearly that they would never wish for death. This proved to be 

true. When challenged for such a public appeal, they declined, because they realized 

that their claims were false. 

The s rah continues with this confrontation, exposure of the Israelites and 

instructions to the Muslims. Such a line was certain to weaken and foil the Jewish 

wicked schemes against the Muslims. All their devious designs were laid bare. 

Through knowledge of their old history, the Muslim community was able to expose 

their insidious methods. 

Even today, the Muslim community continues to be the target of such Jewish 

methods. Unfortunately, the Muslim community today does not follow in the 

footsteps of its forefathers who implemented the Qur’ nic directives. It was only 

through such implementation that they were able to overcome the wicked schemes of 

the Jews of Madinah, even though the Muslim community was still in its infancy. 

Persisting with their wicked designs, the Jews continue to try to turn the Muslims 

away from the Qur’ n so that they would not derive from it their most effective 

weapons. As long as the Muslim community turns its back to its source of true power 

and pure knowledge, they feel safe. Therefore, anyone who tries to divert the Muslim 

community away from its faith and from the Qur’ n serves, knowingly and willingly 

or not, the Israeli aims. It is only through its true faith, its law and method of action 

that the Muslim community derives its true power. When it abandons these, its 

enemies are assured of their safety and victory. 

Falsification of Scriptures 

Do you hope that they will accept your message when some of them would listen to the 
word of God then, having understood them, knowingly distort it? When they meet the 
believers, they say, ‘We believe,’ but when they find themselves alone, they say to one 
another, Need you inform them that which God has disclosed to you? They will only 
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use it in argument against you before your Lord? Will you not use your reason?’ Do 
they not know that God is well aware of all that they conceal and all that they reveal? 
(Verses 75-77) 

Towards the end of the last section, we were told about the rigid and relentless 

nature of the Israelites. It is a gloomy portrait that casts a bleak shadow of despair 

and hopelessness; it would seem impossible that any good would come out of them. 

With that in mind, the s rah questions the grounds for any hope, as entertained by 

some Muslims, that the Jews would accept Islam. 

Such a hope was ill-founded because the Jews seemed to lack the perception and 

the understanding that would lead them to acknowledge the truth and accept it. 

Faith and belief in God require a straightforward, refined and receptive nature that is 

free of deviousness and perversity. It requires a caring, sensitive nature that is truly 

sincere and fearful of God, that would not distort His words or try to obliterate the 

truth once it is declared. 

The reference here is to the learned and the scholars among Madinah’s Jews, the 

rabbis and religious elders, who were well versed in the Torah but were willing to 

tamper with it, and who would knowingly misrepresent and misquote it. This they 

would do out of jealousy and for their own selfish purposes. Since those people were 

predisposed to distorting their own Scriptures, they would be even more liable to 

misrepresent and reject what Mu ammad was teaching, and more than ready to 

oppose Islam and falsify its message. 

When they meet the believers, they say, ‘We believe,’ but when they find themselves 
alone, they say to one another, ‘Need you inform them that which God has disclosed to 
you? They will only use it in argument against you before your Lord? Will you not 
use your reason?’ (Verse 76) 

Besides distortion and misrepresentation of the truth, there is also cant and 

hypocrisy. In fulfilment of prophecies found in their own Scriptures and by virtue of 

the fact that they had been awaiting the coming of a prophet to lead them to 

salvation, some Jews would tell the Muslims at times that they too believed in 

Mu ammad (peace be upon him). Privately, to avoid giving the Muslims any 

evidence they could use to indict them before God, they would strongly reproach 

one another for overdoing their pretence of belief. Ludicrous as it may appear, they 

seemed to believe that as long as they did not divulge their true convictions to the 

Muslims publicly, they would succeed in concealing them from God and He would 

thereby not hold it against them. The s rah, therefore, wonders what kind of logic 

they were using and, before moving to elaborate on their claims, asks in amazement: 

“Do they not know that God is well aware of all that they conceal and all that they reveal?” 
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(Verse 77) 

The s rah continues with its education of the Muslims about the Israelites by 

saying that they fall into two groups. The first is the ignorant, illiterate masses who 

have no knowledge or understanding of the Scriptures, who live by superstition and 

wishful thinking, and who presume that the Jews will gain eternal salvation, on the 

fallacious grounds of being God’s ‘Chosen People’, whose sins are forgiven and 

deliverance guaranteed. 

The second group is those who exploit this ignorance and distort the Scriptures for 

material gain and in order to further and safeguard their own ambitions, power and 

influence: “There are among them illiterate people who have no real knowledge of the 

Scriptures, entertaining only wishful belief and conjecture. Woe, then, to those who write 

down, with their own hands, [something which they claim to be of] the Scriptures, and then 

say, ‘This is from God’, in order to get for it a trifling price. Woe to them for what their hands 

have written and woe to them for what they earn.” (Verses 78-79) 

Neither group could be relied on to be truthful to their Scriptures or respond 

positively to the truth and guidance revealed by God to the Prophet Mu ammad. 

They are condemned to a deplorable end for distorting God’s words, and for 

exploiting their own people and others for material gain and for the sake of religious 

and political dominance. 

Reply to False Arguments 

One of the most notorious claims made by the Israelites which stood in direct 

conflict with divine justice, and had no basis in logic or religious doctrine, was that 

they were immune to punishment no matter how much they erred or deviated. Hell 

fire, they said, would touch them for no more than a few days, if at all; after which 

they would abide in Paradise for ever. 

What basis did they have for such a pompous claim? Nothing but sheer wishful 

thinking based on ignorance and the cunning lies of their elders. When people stray 

away and find themselves, over a long period, divorced from the true spirit of their 

religious belief, they end up with a mere facade, a superficial identity that means 

little in reality. Such people will continue to cherish the illusion of righteousness and 

salvation by paying lip service to their religious faith. They imagine that their claims 

of following the right faith will spare them God’s punishment: “They declare, ‘The fire 

will not touch us except for a few clays.’ Say, ‘Have you received such a promise from God — 

for God never breaks His promise — or do you attribute to God something of which you have 

no knowledge?’“ (Verse 80) 

What a powerful rebuttal! What promise or assurance do they have from God to 
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substantiate their claims? The truth is that they have no such thing. The question is a 

rhetorical one, carrying a whiff of sarcasm and reproach. 

The next verse gives a definitive statement which represents one of the most 

fundamental concepts in Islam based on its overall view of man, life and the 

universe. Reward relates directly to action, both in quantity and quality: “Indeed, 

those who earn evil and become engulfed by their sin are destined for the fire where they shall 

abide, but those who believe and do righteous deeds are destined for Paradise where they shall 

abide.” (Verses 81-82) 

What we have here is a superb artistic portrait of a particular mentality, leading to 

a clear-cut and decisive ruling. We learn that evil is earned. This goes beyond the 

mere act of committing a sin. We are presented with a psychological frame of mind: 

the sinners are deriving a certain degree of pleasure and satisfaction from their sins. 

They somehow consider that as gainful and worthwhile behaviour, and so they 

become totally overcome by it. Had they not believed it to be so, they would have 

desisted and done their best to avoid such sinful conduct. The Qur’ nic Arabic 

expression is most graphic, so that the meaning is clear and immediately grasped. 

These people are totally enthralled with their wrongdoing and misguided behaviour. 

It practically engulfs them to the extent that their whole life is dominated by it and 

they live for nothing else. 

The image of these sinners as eternal dwellers of hell is contrasted with that of 

those who “believe and do righteous deeds” and are destined for eternal bliss and 

endless happiness. 

True faith finds genuine expression in good acts; a fact which believers, and 

Muslims in particular, ought to consider and realize. Belief loses its meaning unless it 

leads to constructive and worthwhile activity. Those who claim to be Muslims but 

perpetrate corruption, oppose the implementation of God’s law in society, and resist 

the promotion of Islamic ethics and modes of moral conduct among people are 

seriously lacking in faith and loyalty to God and Islam. The efforts of such people are 

fruitless. They shall have no protection whatsoever against God’s punishment, which 

is bound to come, keen as they may be to avoid it. 

Going Back on Firm Pledges 

The s rah tells the Muslims more about the nature of the Jews and their crooked 

and devious ways while, at the same time, confronting the Jews themselves with 

these revelations. 

We made this covenant with the Children of Israel: “Worship none but God; show 
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kindness to parents and kinsfolk and to the orphans and the poor; speak kindly to all 
people; attend regularly to your prayers and pay the obligatory alms.’ But, except for a 
few, you turned away and paid no heed. We made a covenant with you that you shall 
not shed your own blood or drive yourselves out of your own homeland. You 
acknowledged all that and bore witness to it. Yet there you are, slaying yourselves, 
and driving some of your own people out of their homes, collaborating against them in 
sin and injustice. Had they come to you as captives you would have ransomed them. 
Their expulsion is indeed forbidden to you. Do you, then, believe in some parts of the 
Scriptures and deny others? Those of you who do this will have nothing for their 
reward other than ignominy in this life and, on the Day of Resurrection, they shall be 
committed to a most grievous suffering. For God is not unaware of what you do. 
(Verses 83-85) 

Reference has already been made to God’s covenant with the Israelites, and here 

we learn of more details of this covenant. 

Right at the outset, we learn that the covenant between God and the Israelites 

contained the fundamental and absolute tenets of Divine faith that were 

subsequently confirmed by Islam, which the Jews chose to oppose and deny. 

It required that the Israelites submit to, and worship God, other than whom there 

is no deity. It advocated kindness to parents, relatives, orphans and the poor in 

society. It urged courtesy towards others, especially in teaching and preaching to 

them about right and wrong, good and evil. Furthermore, the covenant enjoined 

upon the Israelites the observance of regular prayer and the giving of alms; all of 

which are, indeed, the very basic principles and obligations set by Islam. 

This leads to two definite conclusions. First, God’s religion is one and the same 

throughout human history; its last version, Islam, confirms and endorses the 

fundamentals of all preceding ones. Second, there is no doubt about the arrogance 

and obstinacy of the Jews towards this universal religion of God and their refusal to 

acknowledge it, despite the fact that it advocated the same principles as their 

covenant with God. 

The s rah then turns to address the Israelites directly, highlighting the inherent 

contradiction in their attitude. It goes on to point out further contradictions between 

their present attitude and the terms of their covenant with God: “We made a covenant 

with you that you shall not shed your own blood or drive yourselves out of your own 

homeland. You acknowledged all that and bore witness to it.” (Verse 84) 

But what have they done after that? “Yet there you are, slaying yourselves, and driving 

some of your own people out of their homes, collaborating against them in sin and injustice. 

Had they come to you as captives you would have ransomed them. Their expulsion is indeed 

forbidden to you. Do you, then, believe in some parts of the Scriptures and deny others? Those 

of you who do this will have nothing for their reward other than ignominy in this life and, on 
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the Day of Resurrection, they shall be committed to a most grievous suffering. For God is not 

unaware of what you do.” (Verse 85) 

The s rah is referring here to events that had occurred shortly before the advent of 

Islam. The city of Madinah was inhabited by two major Arab tribes, the Aws and the 

Khazraj, who had no formal religious beliefs of their own and worshipped various 

deities. They were bitter rivals, constantly at loggerheads. The Jews had settled in 

three well-defined areas of Madinah and made various agreements with their Arab 

neighbours from both tribes. The Jewish tribes of Qaynuq ` and al-Nadīr allied 

themselves with the Khazraj tribe, while the Qurayżah allied itself with the Aws. 

Whenever war broke out between the two major Arab tribes, the Jewish inhabitants 

would side with their respective allies, so that Jew killed Jew, in complete violation 

of their covenant with God. Jews would drive other Jews out of their homes, loot 

their possessions and take their women. As soon as hostilities ceased, Jews on both 

sides would hurry to exchange Jewish captives or buy their freedom, in fulfilment of 

the Torah teachings. 

The contradiction underlying this behaviour is exposed and the Jews are strongly 

reproached: “Do you, then, believe in some parts of the Scriptures and deny others?” (Verse 

85) This is the very violation of their covenant for which they are given a very stern 

warning: “Those of you who do this will have nothing for their reward other than ignominy 

in this life and, on the Day of Resurrection, they shall be committed to a most grievous 

suffering. For God is not unaware of what you do.” (Verse 85) 

The s rah then addresses the Muslims, and mankind in general: 

“Such are the ones who buy the life of this world at the price of the life to come. Their 
suffering shall not be alleviated, nor shall they receive any succour.” (Verse 86) 

The motive behind their bartering away the life to come, and its rewards, for 

temporal gain in this life, in stark violation of their covenant with God, was their 

eagerness to fulfil the unholy alliances they had forged with the Arab idolaters, in 

contradiction to the teachings of their Scriptures. Siding with both rival camps at the 

same time was typical of the Jews of that time, consistent with their age- old policy of 

holding both ends of the stick and placing two-way bets on events in order to secure 

some gains and protect certain interests, whichever camp ends up the winner. 

Such hypocrisy and cynical manipulation on the part of the Israelites betray a 

deep-seated mistrust of God Almighty and a lack of faith in His covenant with them. 

They undermine the very foundations of their belief in God and His powers, and 

expose their actions as driven wholly by materialistic self-interest, in total disregard 

for the precepts and teachings of their Scriptures. 
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A Long List of Contradictions 

The s rah then confronts the Israelites with their record of how they treated God’s 

messages and messengers, including their own prophets: “We gave Moses the Book and 

caused a succession of messengers to follow him. To Jesus, son of Mary, We gave clear proof 

and supported him with the Holy Spirit. Why is it that every time a messenger comes to you 

with a message that does not suit your fancies, you glory in your arrogance, charging some 

(messengers) with lying and slaying others?” (Verse 87) 

The Israelites’ main argument for not accepting Islam was that they were in 

possession of a great many such teachings that had been given to them by their own 

prophets. The Qur’ n, however, rejects that claim and exposes the disgraceful 

manner in which they had received those prophets and their teachings. 

We have already been told of their encounter with Moses (peace be upon him), 

and here we learn of more prophets coming after him and receiving similar 

treatment, right up to Jesus, the son of Mary. Jesus (peace be upon him) came to them 

with clear evidence of the truth, including the performance of miracles, and was 

supported by the Holy Spirit, the Archangel Gabriel. But what was their attitude 

towards him? Their own Scriptures testify to a sad tale of rejection, denunciation and 

appalling ingratitude towards all the prophets who were sent to them: “Why is it that 

every time a messenger comes to you with a message that does not suit your fancies, you glory 

in your arrogance, charging some (messengers) with lying and slaying others?” (Verse 87) 

The human tendency to manipulate rules and set double standards in order to 

achieve selfish ethnocentric, nationalist or sectarian objectives is a well-known 

phenomenon in society. It usually surfaces in corrupt societies that have lost the basic 

human sense of justice and fair-play. Laws, principles and standards ought to stem 

from a neutral, objective and a fair source that is not susceptible to the influence of 

human desires or prejudices. This agency must transcend human frailty and self-

interest. 

God relates these accounts of Israelite history as a warning to Muslims to avoid 

those pitfalls, to preserve their position of leadership on earth and live up to the trust 

God has placed in them. Thus we find that whenever Muslims have deviated from or 

abandoned the rule of Islam and persecuted the advocates of true faith, rejecting 

some and killing others, they have met a fate similar to that of the Israelites. They 

became weak, divided and humiliated, wallowing in ignominy and misery. This sad 

state will persist until they respond to the call of God and His messengers, submit to 

His will, and fulfil their covenant with God with clear resolve and determination. 

Having confronted the Israelites with their attitude towards their own Prophets, 

the s rah tackles their response to the new message, Islam, and its bearer, Prophet 

Mu ammad (peace be upon him): 
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They say, ‘Our hearts are sealed.’ No! God has cursed them for their disbelief They 
have but little faith. And now that a Book confirming their own has come to them from 
God, and they had repeatedly forecast its coming to the unbelievers, they have denied 
what they know to be the truth. God’s curse be upon the unbelievers! Vile is that for 
which they have bartered their souls, because they have denied what God has revealed, 
grudging that He should, by His grace, send down His revelations to whom He 
chooses from among His servants. Thus they have incurred God’s wrath over and over 
again. Ignominous suffering is in store for the unbelievers. When it is said to them, 
Believe in what God has revealed,’ they say, ‘We believe in what has been revealed to 
us.’ They deny everything else, although it is the truth, corroborating the revelations 
they have. Say, ‘Why, then, did you in the past kill God’s prophets, if you were true 
believers?’ Moses came to you with clear proofs, but in his absence you transgressed, 
worshipping the calf. We accepted your solemn pledge, and We raised Mount Sinai 
above you, saying, ‘Take with firmness and strength what We have given you and 
hearken to it.’ They said, ‘We hear but we disobey.’ For their unbelief they were made 
to drink the calf into their hearts. Say, ‘Vile is that which your faith enjoins upon you, 
if indeed you are believers.’ (Verses 88-93) 

The words are fierce: it is as if thunderbolts or balls of fire are being thrown in 

their faces. The verses completely demolish their arguments and their bogus excuses; 

their malevolent attitude towards Islam and the Prophet Mu ammad is exposed 

fully. 

“They say, ‘Our hearts are sealed.’ No! God has cursed them for their disbelief. They have 

but little faith.” (Verse 88) They said that to Mu ammad and his followers to 

discourage them from presenting the new religion to them, and in order to justify 

their own refusal to accept Islam. But the real reason, according to the s rah, is that 

God has rejected them because of their disbelief. This means that the initial step was 

theirs when they rejected the faith. Therefore, God punished them by His rejection, 

which means that they cannot benefit by His guidance, which they have already 

rejected. They have generally shown very little faith anyway, in all periods. 

Their transgression was compounded, because they rejected a Prophet, 

Mu ammad, who had come to confirm the revelations they had already received, 

whom they were eagerly awaiting and about whom they had been boasting before 

the pagan Arabs. With him, they used to tell those Arabs, ‘our victory would be 

complete.’ 

Such irresponsible and devious behaviour can only be met with divine wrath and 

condemnation: “God’s curse be upon the unbelievers!” (Verse 89) 

The s rah exposes the hidden cause underlying their wicked attitude, stressing 

their loss and the failure of their pursuit. “Vile is that for which they have bartered their 

souls, because they have denied what God has revealed, grudging that He should, by His 

grace, send down His revelations to whom He chooses from among His servants. Thus they 
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have incurred God’s wrath over and over again. Ignominous suffering is in store for the 

unbelievers.” (Verse 90) 

It is vile indeed that they should barter away their souls for a denial of God’s 

Revelations. The human soul may very well have a price, which can be high or low, 

but to sell oneself for such a demeaning reward as the denial of faith in God is the 

lowest a human being can achieve. By adopting this attitude, the Israelites have lost 

doubly: in this life and in the life to come, where a humiliating punishment is in store 

for them. 

The main reason for all this is their envy of Mu ammad (peace be upon him) for 

being the Prophet they had been waiting for. They begrudge anyone else receiving 

the honour of carrying God’s message to mankind, which reflects their arrogant, 

overweening mentality. This is totally unjust on their part, and it earns them God’s 

wrath and punishment. 

This typically grudging attitude of the Jews of Madinah betrays a deeply selfish 

and bigoted mind, which detests that any good or blessings should be given to other 

people, as if that would reduce their own share of such goodness. It reflects a total 

lack of sensitivity towards others and a tendency towards self-alienation, which 

explains the isolation experienced by the Jews throughout history. They have tended 

to look upon their race as separate from the rest of humanity. Indeed, they have often 

set themselves up against the rest, harbouring grudges and an insatiable desire for 

revenge, and exploiting other peoples’ misfortunes. It is not surprising, therefore, 

that they have historically been portrayed as conspiring troublemakers who are 

prepared to instigate war and bloodshed among nations in order to advance and 

safeguard their own interests. This hideous tendency is traced back to their grudge 

“that He should, by His grace, send down His revelations to whom He chooses from among 

His servants.” (Verse 90) 

Claims Falsified by Actions 

The s rah then goes further in exposing their bigotry and deception. It says: “When 

it is said to them, ‘Believe in what God has revealed,’ they say, ‘We believe in what has been 

revealed to us.’ They deny everything else, although it is the truth, corroborating the 

revelations they have.” (Verse 91) 

This would be the reply of the Jews of Madinah whenever they were called upon 

to acknowledge Islam and the Qur’ n. They considered what their own Prophets had 

taught them sufficient and complete, and they rejected all else, including the 

revelations received by Jesus and Mu ammad, the last of all prophets (peace be upon 

them all). The Qur’ n takes great exception to this reaction by the Israelites to God’s 

revelations, when these are “the truth, corroborating the revelations they have.” (Verse 
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91) 

But, why should they bother about the truth when it is not addressed to them 

alone, and what concern is it to them that revelations sent to other nations should 

corroborate their own? Their bigotry and narrow-mindedness were so extreme that 

they had even rejected what their own Prophets had preached, and dared even to kill 

some of them. “Say: ‘Why, then, did you in the past kill God’s prophets, if you were true 

believers?’“ (Verse 91) How could they substantiate their claims to believe only in 

what had been revealed to them through their Prophets if they went as far as killing 

some of these prophets? 

Worse still, they rejected the revelations Moses, their most senior Prophet and the 

saviour of their nation, had conveyed to them. “Moses came to you with clear proof, but 

in his absence you transgressed, worshipping the calf:” (Verse 92) Could their worship of 

the calf, with Moses still alive, ever be considered a sign of faith? Does it support 

their argument that they believe in what has been revealed to them? 

Nor, indeed, was that the only instance of their transgression and rebellion. 

Earlier, God had made the covenant with them under Mount Sinai, but soon they 

were in clear breach of that covenant. “We accepted your solemn pledge, and We raised 

Mount Sinai above you, saying, ‘Take with firmness and strength what We have given you 

and hearken to it.’ They said, ‘We hear but we disobey.’ For their unbelief they were made to 

drink the calf into their hearts.” (Verse 93) 

The mode of expression changes from direct address to that of reporting past 

events. Thus, it confronts the Israelites with their past attitudes, and informs 

Muslims and mankind generally of these Jewish attitudes. It then instructs the 

Prophet Mu ammad to condemn utterly the bizarre faith they claimed to have if it 

would require them to flagrantly reject the truth: “Say, ‘Vile is that which your faith 

enjoins upon you, if indeed you are believers.’“ (Verse 93) 

Two fascinating expressions immediately draw our attention here. The first is: 

“They said: ‘We hear but we disobey.’“ Indeed, they did not utter the words, ‘but we 

disobey’. How is it then that these words are attributed to them? It is simply a 

question of portraying an attitude as though it is fully expressive. Thus, their actual 

words said that they had heard the message, but their actions said that they had 

disobeyed it. This reality was a much more authentic and accurate statement of their 

attitude than the words they uttered. The s rah here is emphasizing one of the most 

fundamental Islamic principles: actions lend validity to words. Actions must be in 

harmony with words in order for the words to have any meaning or value 

whatsoever. 

The second expression is: “For their unbelief they were made to drink the calf into their 

hearts.” The sarcasm and the severity of the image are unmistakable. They were 
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forcibly made to drink something nasty; but what is it? It is nothing other than the 

calf, which is shown to be forced into their hearts. It is easy to get carried away by 

this image so as to almost overlook the real significance of the metaphor used here. It 

shows their love and adoration for the calf to be so strong that it runs in their veins. 

Such powerful imagery is but one tool of the inimitable Qur’ nic style. 

The Jews have made a great fuss claiming themselves to be ‘God’s chosen people’, 

alleging that they enjoy an exclusive inherent right to divine guidance. They have 

further claimed that, unlike other communities, their salvation is guaranteed, both in 

this life and in the life to come. 

By implication, these claims exclude Mu ammad’s followers from God’s grace in 

the hereafter. Their aim behind such claims was to undermine the Muslims’ trust in 

their own religion and in the promises made to them by the Prophet and in the 

Qur’ n. God instructs Prophet Mu ammad to challenge the Jews to join the Muslims 

in an earnest prayer to God to destroy the party that fabricated lies. He says: “Say, ‘If 

the ultimate abode with God is yours alone, to the exclusion of all others, then wish for death, 

if your claim is true.’’’ (Verse 94) 

This is immediately followed by the assertion that the Jews would not take up 

such a challenge or pray for death because they were aware that they were the ones 

who were lying. Hence, they would be afraid that God might answer their prayers. 

They were well aware that their actions and their record did not qualify them for any 

grace in the hereafter. Were they to die straightaway, their loss would be complete: 

their life here would be cut short and they would come to grief in the life hereafter. 

This, the s rah affirms, would only mean that they would fight tooth and nail to stay 

alive, putting them on a par with the idolaters: “But they will never wish for it because of 

what their hands have wrought in this life. God is well aware of the wrongdoers. Indeed, you 

shall find that they cling to life more eagerly than any other people, even more than the 

idolaters. Each one of them would love to live a thousand years, although the grant of a long 

life could not save him from punishment. God sees all that they do.” (Verses 95-96) 

In these verses, the Qur’ n points to another contemptible characteristic of the 

Jews: their craven desire to live, no matter at what price and regardless of quality, 

honour and dignity. This has been borne out by Jewish behaviour during all stages of 

their history; their heads are raised only when the big stick of the tormentor is put 

away, but once the stick is wielded before them, their heads are bowed and they 

acquiesce in fear and servility, scurrying for life, any kind of life. 

Each of them would wish to live a thousand years because they do not believe in a 

future life, after this present one is over. When one accepts that one’s days on earth 

are numbered but supposes that life here does not lead to a future life, this life would 

then seem very short, no matter how many years it lasts. Therefore, to believe in life 
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after death is a blessing and a source of inspiration that brings hope, since man 

naturally entertains hopes that go far beyond his numbered years of life. To discard 

the hopes of an immortal and happy existence reflects a lack of appreciation for the 

very meaning of life. 

Besides being a belief in God’s absolute justice and His most gracious reward, 

belief in the hereafter is an expression of the value and vigour of life itself, not 

confined to, or restricted by, the limits of this world. It links man’s existence to a life 

that goes far beyond this one, to reach spheres and realms the edges of which are 

known only to God Almighty. 

A Strange Enmity to an Angel 

The s rah goes on to direct Prophet Mu ammad to proclaim more challenging 

truths: “Say, ‘Whoever is an enemy of Gabriel should know that he revealed it [the Qur’ān] 

to your heart by God’s leave.’ It confirms the Scriptures revealed before it, and is a guidance 

and joyful tidings for the believers. Whoever is an enemy of God, His angels, His messengers, 

and to Gabriel and Michael will surely find that God is indeed the enemy of the unbelievers.” 

(Verses 97-98) 

Another astonishing trait of the Israelites is revealed. The spite and envy they feel 

towards other recipients of God’s grace are not only beyond belief, but have now 

landed them in a serious paradox. Because they knew that the Angel Gabriel 

conveyed God’s revelations to Mu ammad, and in view of the hatred and the 

grudge they harboured against Mu ammad, they circulated the absurd tale that 

Gabriel was also an enemy of theirs because he was the Angel of death and 

destruction. This, they alleged, gave them a valid reason to reject Mu ammad and 

the revelations he was receiving. Had it been the Angel Michael who had conveyed 

the revelations, they claimed, they would have accepted it, because he was the angel 

of rain, fertility and prosperity. 

It is a ludicrous argument brought about by blind hatred. They had no reason to 

be hostile towards Gabriel who, not being human himself, could not take sides for or 

against them. He was a messenger whom they disliked although he had no personal 

preference or choice in delivering that message. He only did as he was bid. 

We note in this verse the point that the Qur’ n was lodged in Mu ammad’s 

‘heart’, a term used frequently in the Qur’ n to indicate a non-physical part of the 

human personality that receives and understands. It does not refer to the physical 

human organ known by that name. The heart, according to the Qur’ n, is the centre 

of human perception. 

The Qur’ n was lodged in Mu ammad’s heart, confirming “the Scriptures revealed 
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before it, and is a guidance and joyful tidings for the believers”. (Verse 97) 

The Qur’ n confirms and endorses in general terms all divine revelations received 

before it. The religion of God, as expounded and preached by all revealed Scriptures, 

is basically one and the same. All divine revelations have come as guidance to man 

and as a source of joyful tidings for all believing hearts that are receptive and willing 

to have faith in God. 

There is an aspect of religious experience which is important to emphasize. The 

effect of divine revelations on the believing heart is uniquely uplifting. The simple 

recitation of the Qur’ n fills the heart with tranquillity and solace, and opens up new 

vistas of meaning and knowledge. The study of this revelation can also be very 

inspiring, uncovering wider horizons of understanding and, therefore, guidance and 

achievement. Many verses include descriptions of the Qur’ n as ‘guidance for the God-

fearing’ (2: 2), or ‘guidance and grace for people who believe’ (12: 111), or ‘a cure... and 

mercy for all believers.’ (10: 57) These descriptions confirm that its guidance is the fruit 

of strong faith and trust in, and genuine fear of, God Almighty. 

Such qualities were seen to be lacking among the Israelites. They have 

traditionally undermined the inherent unity of divine religion by discriminating 

between the prophets and between the angels themselves. The verse, therefore, 

insists that prophets and angels should be equally respected and revered, and that 

whoever opposes or is hostile to any of them shall have God’s power to contend 

with. “Whoever is an enemy of God, His angels, His messengers, and to Gabriel and Michael 

will surely find that God is indeed the enemy of the unbelievers.” (Verse 98) 

Casting God’s Revelations Away 

The s rah then turns to reassure Prophet Mu ammad of the truth and validity of 

the revelations he had received, and to denounce those who reject or oppose his 

message. It specifically condemns the Israelites for not living up to their promises 

and commitments, whether made to God or to their own prophets, or to Mu ammad 

himself. That is manifest in their rejection of the Qur’ n, God’s final revelation to 

man, which endorsed and reinforced the revelations they already had. “We have sent 

down to you clear revelations: none will deny them except the evildoers. Is it always to be the 

case that every time they make a solemn pledge some of them will violate it? The truth is that 

most of them do not believe. And now that a Messenger from God has come to them, 

confirming what is already in their possession, some of those who had been given the 

Scriptures cast God’s Book behind their backs as though they know nothing.” (Verses 99-101) 

Here, then, we have the real reason behind the Israelites’ rejection of God’s 

revelations; it is their sheer wickedness and the corruption of their souls. Normal, 

healthy human nature could not but acknowledge and embrace the truth and 
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principles expounded by divine revelations. The compelling logic in such revelations 

cannot fail to impress the human heart and mind. The fact that the Jews, or any other 

people for that matter, have refused to believe divine revelations is not a criticism of 

the validity or veracity of such revelations, but rather a reflection of those people’s 

perverted and corrupt nature. 

The s rah then makes a public condemnation of the Jews, exposing their 

inconsistency and insincerity and showing them as a fragmented community with no 

unity or identity of purpose, despite their racial prejudice against others. Their 

chauvinism, ethnocentricity and their jealousy of any other favoured community did 

not stop them from being divided among themselves and mistrustful of each other. 

Whatever treaty or agreement they make with any other people, some of them are 

bound to break ranks and violate it. 

This was evident when they broke the covenant God made with them at Mount 

Sinai, and in their reneging on pledges given to their prophets and patriarchs, as well 

as in their breach of the treaty they had with the Prophet Mu ammad and the 

Muslims, when he first arrived to settle in Madinah. That agreement provided for a 

framework of peaceful coexistence between Muslims and Jews, but the Jews were 

quick to undermine the new faith, lending support to the Prophet’s enemies and 

sowing the seeds of strife and discord within the Muslim community in Madinah. 

This is a well-known characteristic of the Israelites. In contrast, the lives of 

Muslims, as described by the Prophet Mu ammad “are of equal worth. All Muslims 

stand united against any hostile party. Even the weakest among them speaks on their 

behalf and honours their commitments.” No Muslim would break a promise made 

by another on behalf of the whole community. Abū `Ubaydah, the commander of a 

Muslim army, once wrote to the Caliph `Umar ibn al-Kha b, seeking advice 

concerning one of his soldiers, a slave, who had given a pledge of security to the 

citizens of a town in Iraq. The Caliph wrote back, saying, “God has praised the 

honouring of pledges very highly and you would not be faithful to your 

commitments unless you honour them. Therefore, you must honour your pledge to 

these people and leave them in peace.” Such is the behaviour of a magnanimous, 

united and straightforward community — a far cry from that of those perfidious and 

conniving Jews. 

“And now that a Messenger from God has come to them confirming what is already in 

their possession, some of those who had been given the Scriptures cast God’s Book behind 

their backs as though they know nothing.” (Verse 101) This is further evidence that every 

time the Israelites made a commitment, some of them reneged on it. Their covenant 

with God stipulated that they would accept, believe and support every messenger 

He sent, but some of them rejected the Qur’ n revealed by God to Mu ammad, 

which in fact amounted to rejecting their own Scriptures, since it endorsed and 
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confirmed those Scriptures. 

The verse is loaded with stinging sarcasm, castigating the very recipients of divine 

revelations for rejecting similar revelations simply because these have been given to 

someone else. 

Had such a stance been adopted by the pagan Arabs, it would perhaps have been 

understandable. The Jews had the privilege of receiving divine messages and 

messengers and were presumed well versed in religious guidance and experience. 

Yet, as the verse very graphically puts it, they cast God’s new revelations “behind 

their backs”. They carelessly and recklessly rejected it out of hand. They closed their 

minds to it and discounted it from their life and thought. 

Magic and Psychic Phenomena 

Would that be the end of their transgression? Would they, having rejected the 

revelations sent down to Mu ammad, hold fast to the revelations given to their 

forefathers and show faith and loyalty to its laws and teachings? Definitely not. They 

cast God’s revelations behind their backs and went in search of myths and 

superstitions: “They follow what the devils relate of Solomon’s kingdom. Solomon never 

disbelieved, but the devils did. They instruct people in witchcraft which was certainly not 

revealed to the two angels, Hār t and Mār t, at Babylon. Yet these two [angels] never taught 

anyone without first declaring, ‘We are but a temptation to evil, so do not renounce your 

faith.’ From these two, people learned what they would use to cause discord between a man 

and his wife. However, with that knowledge they can harm no one except by God’s leave. 

Indeed, they learn what harms them and brings them no profit. They knew full well that 

whoever contracted such a deal would have no share in the life to come. Vile indeed is what 

they had sold their souls for, if they but knew it! Had they embraced the faith and been God- 

fearing, God’s reward would have been far better for them, if they but knew it.” (Verses 102-

103) 

They abandoned Divine revelations which had come to confirm their Scriptures 

and gave credence to myths and legends from the time of Solomon, which falsely 

asserted that he practised sorcery and witchcraft and owed all his extraordinary 

powers to them. 

The Qur’ n refutes this allegation completely and talks of sorcery and deliberate 

rejection of the divine faith, in the same vein. Thus, the Qur’ n treats sorcery as 

disbelief, and attributes it to devils: “Solomon never disbelieved, but the devils did. They 

instruct people in witchcraft.” (Verse 102) It further refutes the allegation that the two 

angels of Babylon, H rūt and M rūt, were sorcerers. It confirms that witchcraft “was 

certainly not revealed to the two angels, Hār t and Mār t, at Babylon.” (Verse 102) The 

Qur’ n makes the truth about these two angels clear. They were testing people’s 
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faith, for a purpose that has not been identified. Again associating sorcery, black 

magic and witchcraft with disbelief in God, the Qur’ n exonerates the two angels, 

confirming that they had explained the nature of their work to the people and given 

them fair warning: “Yet these two [angels] never taught anyone without first declaring, 

‘We are but a temptation to evil, so do not renounce your faith.’“ (Verse 102) Nevertheless, 

some people persisted with learning and practising sorcery, thus falling to 

temptation and causing harm: “From these two, people learned what they would use to 

cause discord between a man and his wife.’’ (Verse 102) 

At this point, the Qur’ n establishes another fundamental Islamic principle of 

faith: nothing happens in this world without God’s authority. “However, with that 

knowledge they can harm no one except by God’s leave.” (Verse 102) Cause and effect are 

only valid by the will of God. When you put your hand in the fire it is burnt, but the 

burning itself only occurs with God’s leave; for it is He who gave fire the property to 

incinerate and gave human skin susceptibility to burn. This means that God is also 

capable at any moment of cancelling this property and rendering fire completely 

harmless, as was the case with the Prophet Abraham, when his people threw him 

into a blazing fire and he came out of it unscathed. (21: 69) 

The same is true for such practices as sorcery and witchcraft: they can only work 

with God’s will, as must all conventional physical and metaphysical phenomena of 

cause and effect. 

The s rah states clearly that what people learnt of practices that could bring 

discord between man and wife could only bring them harm: “Indeed, they learn what 

harms them and brings them no profit.” (Verse 102) Since this thing that they learnt is 

described as disbelief in God, this is reason enough to make it pure evil that can 

bring no profit whatsoever. “They knew full well that whoever contracted such a deal 

would have no share in the life to come.” When anyone makes such a deal, he realizes 

that he is assigning away every good share he could have in the life to come. That 

makes their deal a massive loss indeed: “Vile indeed is what they had sold their souls for, 

if they but knew it! Had they embraced the faith and been God fearing, God’s reward would 

have been far better for them, if they but knew it.” (Verses 102-103) 

This condemnation applies to those who took to practising sorcery and witchcraft 

at Babylon, and to those Israelites who gave credence to tales about Solomon and his 

kingdom and abandoned God’s authentic revelations. 

The Nature of Magic 

Black magic, sorcery and witchcraft still hold deep fascination for many people 

today, while many others are taken in by the seemingly extraordinary powers of 

their practitioners. 
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It is true that some individuals are seen to possess special powers or abilities not 

explained by scientific evidence. Science has not been able to go farther than giving a 

description of some of these phenomena such as telepathy, the supposed 

communication of thoughts or ideas other than by the known senses; and hypnosis, 

artificially produced sleep or the sleep-like state in which the subject acts only on 

external suggestion. 

While recognizing these powers and acknowledging their existence and effects, 

science has not been able to offer any satisfactory explanations as to what they are or 

how they come about. 

This, of course, applies to numerous other psychic phenomena over which 

scientists are in dispute and which science is still unable to understand, either 

through lack of scientific evidence or because such phenomena cannot be verified by 

empirical methods. One such method is premonitory or “prospective” dreams which 

foretell the future and which Sigmund Freud, the founder of modern psychoanalysis 

who was well known for his rejection of spiritual powers, was not able to dismiss or 

deny. How is it possible that some people are able to sense and identify future events 

long before they actually occur? 

It is presumptuous and native to dismiss these powers of extrasensory perception 

simply because science has not been able to understand or explain them. 

This does not, however, give credence to myths or fairy tales. It is important that 

we should take an objective and open-minded attitude towards such experiences. 

While science cannot deny them completely, it should nevertheless continue to probe 

these phenomena and try to decipher their mystery. We have, therefore, to accept the 

fact that certain matters in the physical as well as the spiritual world will remain 

beyond human comprehension and that they must be taken into account when trying 

to understand life. 

One of these matters is black magic, and all other feats and activities related to it, 

and the possibility of Satanic invasion of the human mind. The evident power 

possessed by some people to convey suggestions, and to psychologically influence 

and inspire others, mentally and physically, is quite striking. And, although the 

Qur’ n speaks of the sorcery performed by Pharaoh’s magicians in their challenge to 

Moses as delusion (20: 66), we cannot dismiss the possibility that this type of trickery 

could be used to create discord and dissension between friends or husbands and 

wives. Naturally, people’s emotions and feelings are determined by all kinds of 

influences and causes that are ultimately controlled by the will of God, as discussed 

earlier. 

As to the identity of the two angels referred to here, H rūt and M rūt, and their 

location in Babylon, the story was well known in Jewish religious literature. The Jews 
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of Madinah did not question the Qur’ nic account of their story. Qur’ nic accounts of 

this type, however, are often brief and general, since the aim is not to give detailed 

chronological or historic information, but rather to draw lessons and highlight the 

morals behind the events. 

It is not our intention in this work to pursue the myths and legends woven around 

the events and personalities we come across in our study of the Qur’ n, not least 

because of lack of authentic historical information. 

Human history is vastly rich in accounts of human endeavour, and the tests and 

tribulations people of different ages and generations encountered. The personalities 

and the details of those events that are cited may change in accordance with the 

circumstances and stage of cultural development of each human group or society, 

but the messages remain valid and valuable. 

From this story we learn of the Israelites’ misguided pursuit of myths and their 

preference for superstition and such-like activities, and we come to know that 

sorcery, black magic and witchcraft are works of the devil that undermine man’s 

belief in God, negate his good deeds and deprive him of all favour and privilege in 

the hereafter. 
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5 

Jewish Efforts to 

Undermine Islam 

Believers, do not say [to the Prophet]: 

“Listen to us,’ but say: “Have patience 

with us,’ and hearken. Grievous suffering 

awaits the unbelievers. (104) 

Neither the unbelievers among the people of 

earlier revelations nor the idolaters would 

like to see any blessing ever bestowed upon 

you by your Lord. But God favours with 

His mercy whom He wills; His grace is 

infinite. (105) 

Any revelation We annul or consign to 

oblivion We replace with a better or similar 

one. Do you not know that God has power 

over all things? (106) 

Do you not know that God has sovereignty 

over the heavens and the earth, and that 

apart from God you have no one to protect 

you or give you help? (107) 

Do you wish to ask of the Messenger who 

has been sent to you the same as was 

formerly asked of Moses? He who barters 

faith for unbelief has surely strayed away 

from the right path. (108) 
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Many among the people of earlier 

revelations would love to lead you back to 

unbelief, now that you have embraced the 

faith. This they do out of deep-seated envy, 

after the truth has become manifest to them; 

so forgive and forbear until God makes 

known His decree. Indeed, God has power 

over all things. (109) 

Attend regularly to your prayer and pay 

zakāt (financial duty); for, whatever good 

you do for your own sake you shall find it 

with God. God sees all that you do. (110) 

They declare, ‘None shall enter Paradise 

unless he is a Jew or a Christian.’ Such are 

their wishful fancies. Say, ‘Produce your 

proof, if what you say is true.’ (111) 

Indeed, whoever surrender themselves to 

God, while doing good works, shall have 

their reward with their Lord; they shall 

have nothing to fear nor shall they grieve. 

(112) 

The Jews say the Christians have no basis 

for their faith and the Christians say the 

Jews have no basis for their faith. Yet they 

both recite the Scriptures. Those devoid of 

knowledge say likewise, and on the Day of 

Judgement God shall judge between them 

on all their disputes. (113) 
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Who is more unjust than he who forbids 

God’s name to be mentioned in His places 

of worship, and seeks to destroy them? 

Such people have no right to enter them 

except with fear in their hearts. They shall 

suffer ignominy in this world and awesome 

suffering awaits them in the life to come. 

(114) 

To God belong the east and the west: 

wherever you turn there will be the face of 

God. Truly, God is limitless in His bounty 

and He knows all. (115) 

They say, ‘God has taken to Himself a 

son.’ Limitless is He in His glory! His is 

all that is in the heavens and on earth; all 

things are obedient to Him. (116) 

He is the Originator of the heavens and the 

earth. When He wills something to be, He 

need only say, ‘Be’, and it is. (117) 

Those devoid of knowledge say, ‘Why does 

not God speak to us, nor is a sign shown 

to us?’ The same demands were made by 

people before them: their hearts are all 

alike. We have made the signs very clear 

for those with firm conviction. (118) 

We have sent you with the truth; a hearer 

of glad tidings and a warner. You shall not 

be questioned about those who are destined 

for the blazing fire. (119) 
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Efforts to Undermine the New Religion 

This new passage takes the exposition of Jewish intrigue against Islam and the 

Muslims a step further, revealing the reasons that lie behind their deep-seated hatred 

and their treachery and troublemaking. It gives Muslims strong warnings, requiring 

them to be on their guard in dealing with the hostile and malicious scheming of the 

Jews. Muslims are pointedly told not to emulate the behaviour of the Jews, or to fall 

for their trickery and deceit. 

It appears that the Jews were making an issue of the modifications and 

amendments that had to be made to some Islamic rules and requirements during the 

formative years of Islam. They utilized this to raise doubts in Muslim minds, 

Never will the Jews nor yet the Christians 

be pleased with you unless you follow their 

faith. Say, ‘God’s guidance is the only true 

guidance.’ Should you follow their desires 

after all the knowledge that has come to 

you, you would have none to protect you 

from God, nor to give you help. (120) 

Those to whom We have given the Book, 

and who recite it as it ought to be recited, 

truly believe in it; those who deny it are 

utter losers. (121) 

Children of Israel! Remember My favour 

which I bestowed on you, and that I have 

preferred you over all people. (122) 

Fear the day when no soul shall avail 

another in any way, nor shall ransom be 

accepted from any of them, nor shall 

intercession be of any benefit, and none 

shall receive help. (123) 
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questioning the validity and veracity of their religion. Had those rules and ideas 

originated from God, the Jews argued, they would not have had to be changed or 

replaced. 

This insidious campaign gathered strength when the direction faced by Muslims 

in prayer, the qiblah, was changed from Jerusalem to the Ka`bah in Makkah, sixteen 

months after the Prophet’s arrival in Madinah in 622 CE. 

On his arrival in Madinah, the Prophet instructed his followers to turn towards 

Jerusalem, the sacred city of Judaism, in prayer, which gave the Jews reason to argue 

that their faith was superior, the one and only true religion. This made the Prophet 

wish, although he never expressed his feelings in words, that prayers could be made 

facing the Ka`bah in Makkah. As time went by, this feeling grew even stronger until 

his unspoken wish was granted, as we shall see later in the s rah. 

Since the change of qiblah deprived the Israelites of the basis for their argument 

concerning the merits and status of their faith, they launched a malevolent and 

surreptitious campaign aimed at discrediting the divine origins of Islam and 

questioning its veracity. They went for the very foundations of Islam, arguing with 

the Muslims that if facing Jerusalem during Prayer had not been valid, their worship 

hitherto would have been in vain; but that if it had been valid, there would be no 

justification for a change of qiblah. They were hitting at the very roots of the Muslims’ 

faith in God’s reward and, more seriously, at the wisdom and insight of the Prophet’s 

leadership. 

More worrying were the indications that the anti-Islamic campaign instigated by 

the Jews of Madinah was having some success. Weak- minded Muslims began to 

question the Prophet demanding ‘proof’ and ‘evidence’ for what he taught and 

preached. Needless to say, such questioning is the opposite of complete trust in the 

Prophet’s leadership and in the source of the Islamic faith. Therefore, the Qur’ n 

clarifies the principle and the wisdom behind the abrogation, replacement or 

amendment of some rulings, and warns the Muslims against the real aims of Jewish 

criticism of the Qur’ n and the Prophet. It tells them clearly that the ultimate aim of 

the Jews was to turn the clock back, so that the Arabs who believed in Islam would 

revert to their old pagan days. It was jealousy and malice that drove the Jews to those 

lengths. They deeply resented, and would not accept, the fact that God had favoured 

another people with the honour of His final mandate to man and chosen them as the 

advocates of His last message. The Qur’ n undertook to expose the perfidious and 

malevolent Jewish accusations and claims, citing examples of earlier conflicts 

between Jews and Christians in which accusations were exchanged and insults 

traded. 
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The s rah then turns to highlight aspects of the qiblah issue, pointing out that the 

Jews were hell-bent on preventing the Muslims from turning towards the Ka`bah in 

prayer. The Qur’ n condemns this stance, branding it an attempt to prevent the 

mentioning of God’s name in His places of worship and an effort to destroy such 

places. 

As the passage draws to a close it brings the Muslims face to face with the real and 

underlying motives driving the Jews and Christians in their opposition to Islam. 

Their chief wish had been to turn the Muslims away from their beliefs and their 

religion altogether. They were never going to rest or be happy with Mu ammad 

until he abandoned his faith for theirs; otherwise, it would be war, intrigue and 

confrontation all the way. 

Begrudging God’s Grace 

“Believers, do not say [to the Prophet]: “Listen to us,’ but say: “Have patience with 
us,’ and hearken. Grievous suffering awaits the unbelievers. Neither the unbelievers 
among the people of earlier revelations nor the idolaters would like to see any blessing 
ever bestowed upon you by your Lord. But God favours with His mercy whom He 
wills; His grace is infinite. Any revelation We annul or consign to oblivion We replace 
with a better or similar one. Do you not know that God has power over all things? Do 
you not know that God has sovereignty over the heavens and the earth, and that apart 
from God you have no one to protect you or give you help? Do you wish to ask of the 
Messenger who has been sent to you the same as was formerly asked of Moses? He 
who barters faith for unbelief has surely strayed away from the right path. Many 
among the people of earlier revelations would love to lead you back to unbelief now 
that you have embraced the faith. This they do out of deep-seated envy, after the truth 
has become manifest to them; so forgive and forbear until God makes known His 
decree. Indeed, God has power over all things. Attend regularly to your prayer and 
pay zakāt (financial duty); for, whatever good you do for your own sake you shall find 
it with God. God sees all that you do. (Verses 104-110) 

The opening verse of this passage addresses the believers, asking them not to 

emulate the Jews in their play on certain Arabic words when speaking to the 

Prophet. One such word is rā`inā, which means “listen to us”, but the sound of which 

could be subtly varied to convey the offensive meaning of ‘an impulsive fool’. They 

would resort to this cowardly form of abuse because they would not dare insult the 

Prophet openly. The Muslims were advised to use synonymous words that could not 

be twisted to give an offensive meaning in their address to the Prophet. 

This kind of behaviour not only shows the extent of Jewish resentment and envy 

towards the Muslims, it also shows the Jews as discourteous and underhand. The 

Qur’ n mentions these activities to indicate how caring and well disposed God is 
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towards the Prophet and the Muslims, and how much He is willing to defend and 

protect them against their detractors. 

The s rah goes on to expose further Jewish ill-will and animosity towards the 

Muslims, so that they may beware of their malign influence and hold fast to what 

God has entrusted them with: “Neither the unbelievers among the people of earlier 

revelations nor the idolaters would like to see any blessing ever bestowed upon you by your 

Lord. But God favours with His mercy whom He wills; His grace is infinite.” (Verse 105) 

The verse speaks of Jews, Christians and idolaters in the same vein, describing them 

as unbelievers because they have all denied God’s last and final message to man 

which was revealed to Mu ammad (peace be upon him). They share the same 

grudges and hatred towards the Muslims for being chosen by God as recipients of 

His revelation and as trustees and custodians of His religion on earth. 

Earlier, we saw other manifestations of this jealousy and the blind hatred 

underlying it, and how it was extended even to angels such as Gabriel who was no 

more than a carrier of God’s revelations to the Prophet Mu ammad. 

In stating that “God favours with His mercy whom He wills”, the s rah emphasizes 

that God’s decisions in these matters are not arbitrary. If He chooses to bestow His 

mercy on Mu ammad and his followers, it is because He knows that they both 

deserve and are worthy of it. The comment at the end of this verse is: “His grace is 

infinite” (Verse 105). 

The greatest of God’s bounties is His message, and the advocacy of His faith. 

Thus, believers should realize in their hearts how favoured they have been. They 

would be able then to counter the hatred and doubt campaign led always by the Jews 

to weaken the faith in the hearts of Muslims, with awe and gratitude, coming as it 

does after they have been alerted to the unbelievers’ intrigues and ill-will. All these 

feelings may be seen as an essential mobilization to counter the Jews’ campaign 

against Islam. 

The main reason for this impudent attack, as mentioned earlier, was the 

abrogation, replacement or amendment of certain Qur’ nic directives and rulings, 

especially the one regarding the qiblah. This last ruling instructed Muslims to face the 

Ka`bah in Makkah, rather than Jerusalem, in prayer. 

Regardless of the immediate occasion, the s rah at this point gives a definitive 

statement with regard to this important issue: “Any revelation We annul or consign to 

oblivion We replace with a better or similar one. Do you not know that God has power over all 

things?” (Verse 106) 

Partial amendments of rulings in response to changing circumstances during the 

lifetime of Prophet Mu ammad could only be in the interest of mankind as a whole. 

As the originator of revelations, God, the Creator, is the final and absolute authority 
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to decide such amendments. To cancel or replace any directive or principle is His 

exclusive prerogative. This point is emphasized in the next verse: “Do you not know 

that God has sovereignty over the heavens and the earth, and that apart from God you have no 

one to protect you or give you help?” (Verse 107) 

We can clearly detect a hint of warning, and a reminder to Muslims that other 

than God they can call on no one for support or protection. The likely reason for this 

is the effect the Jewish campaign had had on some Muslims, whose trust and 

confidence in the Prophet showed signs of flagging. That is borne out by the 

following verse: “Do you wish to ask of the Messenger who has been sent to you the same as 

was formerly asked of Moses? He who barters faith for unbelief has surely strayed away from 

the right path.” (Verse 108) 

Again there is a clear denunciation of the Jewish habit of questioning their 

prophets, disobeying them and asking for the impossible, as has been described at 

length earlier in the s rah. 

The verse also warns Muslims not to lose sight of their commitments and 

obligations towards God, as the Jews had clone before them. Otherwise, they would 

lose faith in their own religion, as the Jews wish them to do: “Many among the people of 

earlier revelations would love to lead you back to unbelief now that you have embraced the 

faith. This they do out of deep-seated envy, after the truth has become manifest to them.” 

(Verse 109) 

That enmity towards Islam which filled, and continues to fill, the hearts of the 

Jews, has always been the real force that motivates their plotting and scheming. The 

Qur’ n makes this very clear as it describes the relentless Jewish efforts to shake the 

foundations of Islam and destroy the Muslim community throughout the world. It 

therefore calls on Muslims to rise above their opponents’ level rather than meet evil 

with evil. It advises not mere restraint, but forgiveness and forbearance: “so forgive 

and forbear until God makes known His decree. Indeed, God has power over all things.” 

(Verse 109) 

Muslims are urged to pursue the faith God has chosen for them and to invest their 

efforts and energies in the worship of God Almighty: “Attend regularly to your prayer 

and pay zakāt (financial duty); for, whatever good you do for your own sake you shall find it 

with God. God sees all that you do.” (Verse 110) 

Thus we can see how the Qur’ n revitalizes the collective Muslim conscience, 

focuses on the real sources of danger to the community, and mobilizes Muslims’ 

energy and feelings for closer contact with God and more gracious submission to His 

will and command. Until that will is revealed and God’s word takes effect in life, 

Muslims are urged to exercise prudence and show tolerance and magnanimity 

towards detractors, envious people and ill-wishers. 
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Claims without Basis 

The s rah then deals with some general claims made by Jews and Christians, to the 

effect that they are the only righteous people who are assured of being admitted to 

heaven in the life to come. At the same time they continue to denounce and throw 

charges at each other. It then goes on to give God’s final word on the matter. “They 

declare, ‘None shall enter Paradise unless he is a Jew or a Christian.’ Such are their wishful 

fancies. Say, ‘Produce your proof, if what you say is true.’ Indeed, whoever surrender 

themselves to God, while doing good works, shall have their reward with their Lord; they shall 

have nothing to fear nor shall they grieve. The Jews say the Christians have no basis for their 

faith and the Christians say the Jews have no basis for their faith. Yet they both recite the 

Scriptures. Those devoid of knowledge say likewise, and on the Day of Judgement God shall 

judge between them on all their disputes.” (Verses 111-113) 

Although, when the Qur’ n was being revealed, there was no strong Christian 

presence in Madinah, as compared to that of the Jews, the text refers to both groups 

as well as to the polytheists, dismissing their claims as baseless and challenging them 

to provide evidence to support their argument. “They declare: None shall enter Paradise 

unless he is a Jew or a Christian.” This is a dual report of what both groups argued. 

Otherwise, the Jews used to claim that only they were destined for heaven, and the 

Christians claimed that for themselves. Both statements are boastful, without 

supporting evidence. Hence, God instructs the Prophet to challenge their claims: 

“Say: ‘Produce your proof if what you say is true.’“ (Verse 111) 

The s rah then establishes another fundamental Islamic principle: that reward is 

commensurate with deed, without any preference for one nation, group or 

individual over another. Faith and submission to God, rather than title, ancestry or 

name, is the determining factor in this regard, and “whoever surrender themselves to 

God, while doing good works, shall have their reward with their Lord; they shall have nothing 

to fear nor shall they grieve.” (Verse 112) 

This complements the earlier principle concerning punishment, when they 

claimed that the fire of hell would only touch them for a very brief period. They were 

told: “Those who earn evil and become engulfed by their sin are destined for the fire, where 

they shall abide.” (Verse 81) Thus, the complete Islamic concept of reward and 

punishment emerges. 

Here again we find the most important feature of the Islamic faith: total, 

unconditional, mental and physical surrender to God. It is, however, a surrender that 

must be manifested in a practical form, expressed in the verse in the proviso, ‘while 

doing good works,’ because Islam makes a direct functional link between abstract belief 

and everyday behaviour, between faith and action, inner convictions and outward 

deeds. In this way, religious faith becomes a complete way of life, and man’s 
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character and actions merge into a single entity — hence the generous reward 

granted by God Almighty to believers without discrimination or preference of one 

group over another. Those who willingly and completely surrender themselves to 

God “shall have their reward with their Lord; they shall have nothing to fear no shall they 

grieve.” (Verse 112) 

While the Jews and the Christians were making those inflated and self-righteous 

claims, they were accusing each other of having no basis for their respective beliefs, 

which caused the Arabs “devoid of knowledge” to refuse both of them and throw the 

same charge back at them both. 

This last phrase clearly refers to the illiterate idolaters of Arabia, who observed 

with bewilderment the polemical religious arguments and the incessant barrage of 

accusations and counter-accusations hurled at each other by Jews and Christians. 

They viewed both religious groups with disdain, not least because of the myths and 

superstitions that had crept into Jewish and Christian theology, which did not 

greatly differ from the Arabs’ own polytheistic beliefs, such as ascribing offspring to 

God. Accordingly, neither Judaism nor Christianity had much appeal for the people 

of Arabia. 

The s rah notes those accusations and controversies but leaves the final judgement 

to God, who “on the Day of Judgement shall judge between them on all their disputes”. It is 

to Him that all matters are ultimately referred. This is the fairest and most 

satisfactory way of dealing with these irrational and futile arguments, which were 

made by people whose exclusive claim to salvation and guidance has already been 

refuted. 

There follow further denunciations of the Jews’ and Christians’ attempts to raise 

doubts in Muslim minds about the veracity of the Prophet’s teachings and 

instructions, especially those concerned with the change of the direction of prayer, or 

the qiblah. These attempts are considered tantamount to obstructing places of 

worship and keeping people out of them, or even seeking to destroy them. “Who is 

more unjust than he who forbids God’s name to be mentioned in His places of worship, and 

seeks to destroy them? Such people have no right to enter them except with fear in their 

hearts. They shall suffer ignominy in this world and awesome suffering awaits them in the life 

to come. To God belong the east and the west: wherever you turn there will be the face of God. 

Truly, God is limitless in His bounty and He knows all.” (Verses 114-115) 

The immediate impression one gets from these two verses is that they relate to the 

qiblah issue and to Jewish efforts to dissuade the Muslims from turning in prayer 

towards the Ka`bah, in Makkah. Other accounts, however, speak of different 

circumstances for their revelation. 

The verses are phrased in general terms and may therefore be interpreted 
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generally. The same applies to the consequences of hindering the use of God’s places 

of worship or destroying them. Those who perpetrate such acts deserve to be 

unceasingly pursued and relentlessly harassed, unless they seek refuge in the 

sanctuary of places of worship. It was in this spirit that on the day the Muslims 

conquered Makkah in August 630 CE, the Prophet Mu ammad ordered a general 

amnesty declaring that anyone who entered the sacred mosque would be safe. Many 

of the Arab enemies of Islam did exactly that. These were the very people who 

prevented the Prophet and his followers from entering the sacred mosque in 

Makkah, making it clear that they would go to war, if necessary, to stop the Muslims 

from entering. Furthermore, they are now warned of a double punishment: “They 

shall suffer ignominy in this world and awesome suffering awaits them in the life to come.” 

(Verse 114) 

However, another interpretation of the statement “Such people have no right to enter 

them except with fear in their hearts” emphasizes the fact that those who hinder or 

impede the use of places of worship should themselves only enter such places in fear 

of God and in total submission to Him. That would be the most appropriate way for 

them to show respect for these places and to acknowledge God’s power and glory. 

But what makes us favour the view that the two verses were revealed in 

connection with the qiblah issue is the verse that comes immediately after them, 

stating: “To God belong the east and the west; wherever you turn there will be the face of 

God. Truly, God is limitless in His bounty, and He knows all.” (Verse 115) Clearly this 

verse comes as a response to Jewish lies and false contentions that prayers offered by 

Muslims facing Jerusalem were worthless and in vain. It is saying that in the final 

analysis prayer is valid whatever direction a worshipper faces, because God’s face 

will be there. To specify a particular direction is no more than a matter of discipline. 

It does not mean that God’s face is found in one direction rather than another. After 

all, God does not wish to make things difficult for people, nor would He want to take 

away their reward or devalue it: “Truly, God is limitless in His bounty and He knows 

all.” (Verse 1 15) 

Unbelief Is All One 

The s rah then discusses certain distorted concepts of Godhead held by Jews and 

Christians. It highlights the contrast between those and the beliefs held by the pagan 

Arabs, emphasizing the striking similarities, before it corrects those erroneous 

concepts and presents the true unitarian belief of Islam. “They say, ‘God has taken to 

Himself a son.’ Limitless is He in His glory! His is all that is in the heavens and on earth; all 

things are obedient to Him. He is the Originator of the heavens and the earth. When He wills 

something to be, He need only say, Be, and it is. Those devoid of knowledge say, ‘Why does 

not God speak to us, nor is a sign shown to us?’ The same demands were made by people 
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before them: their hearts are all alike. We have made the signs very clear for those with firm 

conviction.” (Verses 116-118) 

Indeed, the totally misguided notion of “God the Father” was not restricted to the 

Christians who take Jesus to be the son of God; for some Jews also believed that Ezra 

was a son of God, while the Arab idolaters believed that the angels were God’s 

daughters. The s rah condemns these three groups, all fiercely antagonistic towards 

Islam in Arabia at the time, without going into details of their beliefs. 

It is interesting to note here that those groups compare very closely with the three 

groups that are opposed to Islam today, as represented by world Zionism, the 

crusading Churches and international Communism, the last being even more hostile 

to Islam than the Arab idolaters ever were. 

By grouping all three camps together, the Qur’ n equates the absurd Jewish and 

Christian beliefs with those of idolatry, and it implicitly refutes their claims to 

exclusive righteousness and salvation by putting forward the correct version of 

unitarian belief: “Limitless is He in His Glory. His is all that is in the heavens and on earth; 

all things are obedient to Him. He is the Originator of the heavens and the earth. When He 

wills something to be, He need only say, ‘Be’, and it is.” (Verses 116-117) 

Here we come to the pure and clear Islamic concept of the nature of God and His 

relationship with His creation, and how creatures come into being. This is the 

clearest and noblest understanding of all these facts. 

The universe was created directly by God through an act of His free, absolute and 

omnipotent will, expressed in the simple word “Be”. The mere intention of God to 

create anything would bring it instantaneously into existence in the form chosen for 

it, without the need for intermediaries of any kind. As to how this actually happens, 

this remains one of life’s most profound mysteries. In fact, the human mind is not 

equipped to fathom the secret of life. Such understanding is not necessary for the 

fulfilment of man’s role, which is to build human life on earth. 

God has given man numerous skills, talents and resources that have enabled him 

to discover and unravel a great many of the natural laws that govern the world 

around him. But, much as man has been able to learn about the world and exploit 

that knowledge for his own progress and advancement, other aspects have been kept 

away from him, as these have no impact on man’s role on earth. 

Philosophers and thinkers throughout human existence have attempted to unravel 

the secrets of creation, and a number of theories of life and the universe have been 

advanced, including some absurd and ridiculous notions. Man’s failure in this area 

has been due to the fact that human science and philosophy have ventured into a 

realm of thought for which man does not possess the necessary intellectual and 

analytical tools. They have merely been groping in the dark, adrift in uncharted 
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waters. 

Some Muslim thinkers and philosophers have also been lured into this 

controversial and complicated area of human thinking but failed to come up with 

any satisfactory conclusions. When some of them sought help in Greek philosophy, 

itself none the wiser, they were thrown into even deeper confusion. This has 

inevitably and surreptitiously found its way into Islamic thought but only as an alien 

body. 

The Islamic view draws a distinct line between Creator and creation. The Creator 

is unique and matchless, which leaves no room in Islamic thought for the idea of “the 

unity of creation” or pantheism. Non- Muslim philosophy relies on this idea to 

indicate that creation and the Creator are one and the same; that creation is a mere 

reflection of the Creator and the physical manifestation of its Maker. A Muslim views 

existence as a unity in a different sense: it is created by one will, follows the same 

laws of nature, demonstrates absolute harmony and submits humbly to its Lord: 

“His is all that is in the heavens and on earth; all things are obedient to Him.” (Verse 116) 

This plain concept eliminates the need for the Creator to have offspring or have them 

ascribed to Him, since “He is the Originator of the heavens and the earth. When He wills 

something to be, He need only say, ‘Be’, and it is.” (Verse 117) How this divine will 

operates cannot be known because it is beyond man’s capacity to comprehend, and it 

would be futile for him to try or pretend to know. 

Following this brief discussion, the s rah cites another statement it attributes to the 

idolaters of Arabia, again having a strange resemblance to what the Jews and the 

Christians were saying: “Those devoid of knowledge say, ‘Why does not God speak to us, 

nor is a sign shown to us?’ The same demands were made by people before them: their hearts 

are all alike. We have made the signs very clear for those with firm conviction.” (Verse 118) 

The pagan Arabs had often challenged the Prophet Mu ammad to come up with 

some miraculous proof or an extraordinary act to convince them of Islam. The s rah 

makes the point that Jews and Christians who lived before them had asked the same 

of their prophets. A case in mind is that when the Israelites asked Moses that they 

should be allowed to see God in person. All three groups seem to share the same 

attitudes, concepts and inclinations, and therefore belong together. 

God emphasizes that He has “made the signs very clear for those with firm conviction.” 

Conviction, or certainty of faith, is a function of the heart and not a reaction to 

astounding or spectacular demonstrations. With faith, man is capable of appreciating 

signs and miracles, and understanding their meaning and purpose, and drawing the 

necessary lessons and reassurance from them. 

Jewish and Christian Arguments 
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Having dismissed the false claims of the Jews, the Christians and the Arab 

idolaters and revealed the real motives driving them to oppose Islam, the s rah 

directly addresses the Prophet Mu ammad in order to define his mission and specify 

his responsibilities. It also exposes the true nature of the dispute between him and 

the Jews and Christians, who wanted to exact a very high price that Mu ammad 

neither possessed nor was able to afford. “We have sent you with the truth; a bearer of 

glad tidings and a warner. You shall not be questioned about those who are destined for the 

blazing fire. Never will the Jews nor yet the Christians be pleased with you unless you follow 

their faith. Say, ‘Gods guidance is the only true guidance. ‘Should you follow their desires 

after all the knowledge that has come to you, you would have none to protect you from God, 

nor to give you help. Those to whom We have given the Book, and who recite it as it ought to 

be recited, truly believe in it; those who deny it are utter losers.” (Verses 119-121) 

“We have sent you with the truth...” This opening statement in these verses gives 

strong reassurance to the Prophet that would help him to dispel any doubts or fears 

regarding the nature of his mission, and to foil any schemes or threats to undermine 

it. It is expressed very sharply and succinctly, giving it force and impact. 

“A bearer of glad tidings and a warner.” Mu ammad’s mission was to deliver God’s 

message, giving the good news to those who accept it and warning those who reject 

it. This is the total sum of his task. He would not be questioned about those who 

would end up in hell, because they would have met their fate as a result of their own 

actions. 

The Prophet is also told that the Jews and the Christians would continue to oppose 

and scheme against him. They would never make peace with Islam, nor be satisfied 

unless Mu ammad abandoned Islam and took up their distorted beliefs and 

erroneous ideas, referred to earlier. It was not evidence or proof of credentials they 

were after; nor was it because they doubted his integrity or the truth of the 

revelations he had received. Nothing would seem to satisfy or convince them apart 

from an undertaking by Mu ammad that he was ready to relinquish his commission 

as Messenger of God and adopt their faith. 

“Never will the Jews, nor yet the Christians be pleased with you unless you follow their 

faith.” This is the bone of contention. What they are after is not evidence or conviction 

of the truth of Islam. Islam and Mu ammad have been a constant obsession with 

Jews and Christians throughout history. The faith of Islam has always been at the 

centre of the crusades and campaigns launched against the Muslim community all 

over the world. No matter how much the two camps may differ or quarrel between 

themselves, or how divided each of them may be, when it comes to fighting Islam 

and Muslims they are in full agreement and as united as they could be. 

The conflict between the Judaeo-Christian world on the one side, and the Muslim 

community on the other, remains in essence one of ideology, although over the years 
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it has appeared in various guises and has grown more sophisticated and, at times, 

more insidious. We have seen the original ideological conflict succeeded by 

economic, political and military confrontation, on the basis that ‘religious’ or 

‘ideological’ conflicts are outdated and are usually prosecuted by ‘fanatics’ and 

backward people. Unfortunately, some naïve and confused Muslims have fallen for 

this stratagem and persuaded themselves that the religious and ideological aspects of 

the conflict are no longer relevant. 

But in reality world Zionism and Christian Imperialism, as well as world 

Communism, are conducting the fight against Islam and the Muslim community, 

first and foremost, on ideological grounds and with the sole aim of destroying this 

solid rock which, despite their concerted and sustained efforts, they have not been 

able to remove. 

The confrontation is not over control of territory or economic resources, or for 

military domination. If we believe that, we would play into our enemies’ hands and 

would have no one but ourselves to blame for the consequences. 

“Never will the Jews, nor yet the Christians be pleased with you unless you follow their 

faith.” (Verse 120) That is the heavy price that would have to be paid. They will 

accept nothing less. 

But God’s instructions are very clear: “Say: ‘God’s guidance is the only true 

guidance.’” (Verse 120) The instruction is definite and emphatic: there is to he no 

negotiation or bargaining, no compromise or appeasement. The Prophet is warned 

that his wish to convey the message to those people and his eagerness for them to 

believe him, or his inclination to befriend them, should not distract him from the 

difficult but straight path he has taken: “Should you follow their desires after all the 

knowledge that has come to you, you would have none to protect you from God, nor to give 

you help.” (Verse 120) 

It is a stern, uncompromising warning, addressed to none other than Mu ammad, 

God’s Messenger and beloved Prophet. His detractors are motivated by prejudice 

and narrow-minded self-interest, rather than by lack of proof or knowledge. Those of 

them who are able to rid themselves of such motives and who properly understand 

their own Scriptures will believe him. “Those to whom We have given the Book, and who 

recite it as it ought to be recited, truly believe in it; those who deny it are utter losers.” (Verse 

121) 

Having delivered this decisive warning, the s rah now addresses the Israelites 

with an amicable and sympathetic appeal, as a fitting end to this extensive debate 

concerning their history and religious conduct. They are offered a last chance before 

they are totally discredited and deprived of the privilege and honour of being the 

trustees and custodians of God’s message to mankind. 
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The appeal opens with similar words as used earlier: “Children of Israel! Remember 

My favour which I bestowed on you, and that I have preferred you over all people. Fear the 

day when no soul shall avail another in any way, nor shall ransom be accepted from any of 

them, nor shall intercession be of any benefit, and none shall receive help.” (Verses 122-123) 
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6 

Universal Faith 

When his Lord tested Abraham with 

certain commandments and he fulfilled 

them, He said, ‘I have appointed you a 

leader of mankind.’ Abraham asked, And 

what of my descendants?’ God said, ‘My 

covenant does not apply to the wrongdoers.’ 

(124) 

We made the House [i.e. the Ka`bah] a 

resort for mankind and a sanctuary: 

“Make the place where Abraham stood as 

a place of prayer.’ We assigned to 

Abraham and Ishmael the task of 

purifying My House for those who walk 

around it, those who sojourn there for 

meditation and those who bow down and 

prostrate themselves in prayer. (125) 

Abraham said, ‘Lord, make this a land of 

security and make provisions of fruits for 

those of its people who believe in God and 

the Last Day.’ God said, And as for he 

who disbelieves, I shall let him enjoy life for 

a while and then I shall drive him to 

suffering through the fire; and what a 

terrible end!’ (126) 

As Abraham and Ishmael raised the 

foundations of the House, [they prayed]: 

“Our Lord, accept this from us; You are 

the One that hears all and knows all. 

(127) 

* ÏŒ Î) uρ #’ n?tFö/ $# zΟ↵Ïδ≡ tö/ Î) … çμ š/ u‘ ;M≈ uΚÎ=s3Î/ 
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(#ρä‹Ïƒ ªB $# uρ ⎯ ÏΒ ÏΘ$s) ¨Β zΟ↵Ïδ≡ tö/ Î) ’ ~?|ÁãΒ ( 
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Our Lord, make us surrender ourselves to 

You, and make out of our offspring a 

community that will surrender itself to 

You. Show us our ways of worship and 

accept our repentance; You are the One 

who accepts repentance, the Merciful. (128) 

Our Lord, send them a Messenger from 

among themselves who shall declare to them 

Your revelations, and instruct them in the 

Book and in wisdom, and purify them. 

You are Mighty and Wise.’ (129) 

Who but a foolish person would turn away 

from the faith of Abraham? We raised 

him high in this life, and in the life to come 

he shall be among the righteous. (130) 

When his Lord said to him, ‘Submit 

yourself’, he said, ‘I have submitted myself 

to the Lord of all the worlds.’ (131) 

Abraham enjoined the same on his 

children, and so did Jacob, saying, ‘My 

children, God has given you the purest 

faith. Do not let death overtake you before 

you have submitted yourselves to God.’ 

(132) 

Were you present when death approached 

Jacob? He asked his children, ‘Whom will 

you worship when I am gone?’ They re-

plied, ‘We will worship your God, the God 

of your forefathers Abraham, Ishmael and 

Isaac, the One God. To Him we submit 

$uΖ−/ u‘ $uΖù=yèô_$# uρ È⎦÷⎫yϑÎ=ó¡ãΒ y7 s9 ⎯ ÏΒuρ !$uΖÏF−ƒ Íh‘ èŒ 

Zπ ¨Βé& Zπ yϑÎ=ó¡•Β y7 ©9 $tΡÍ‘ r& uρ $oΨ s3Å™$uΖtΒ ó= è?uρ 
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ourselves.’ (133) 

That community has passed away. Theirs 

is what they had earned and yours is what 

you have earned. You shall not be 

questioned about what they did. (134) 

They say, ‘Follow the Jewish faith — or, 

follow the Christian faith — and you shall 

be rightly guided.’ Say, ‘No. We follow the 

faith of Abraham, who was truly devoted 

to God, and was not of those who 

associated partners with God.’ (135) 

Say [all of you], ‘We believe in God and 

in what has been revealed to us, and in 

what was revealed to Abraham, Ishmael, 

Isaac, Jacob and their descendants, and in 

what was given to Moses and Jesus, and in 

what all prophets have been given by their 

Lord. We make no distinction between any 

of them, and to God we have surrendered 

ourselves.’ (136) 

If they come to believe in the way you 

believe, they will be rightly guided; but if 

they turn away, they will be in schism, but 

God will protect you from them; He hears 

all and knows all. (137) 

[This message takes its] hue from God; 

who can give a better hue than God? Him 

alone do we worship. (138) 

Say, ‘Would you dispute with us about 

God? He is our Lord and your Lord. To 

us our deeds shall be credited and to you, 

… ã&s! tβθßϑÎ=ó¡ãΒ ∩⊇⊂⊂∪  
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Overview 

So far in the s rah, the debate with the people of earlier revelations, i.e. the Jews 

and the Christians, has mainly focused on the historical record of the Israelites and 

their response to the Prophets who came to lead them, the teachings that these 

Prophets preached, and the covenants and pledges to which the Israelites committed 

themselves. This covered a historical span from the era of Moses to the time of 

Mu ammad (peace be upon them both). The argument so far was in the most part 

with the Jews, shorter ones with the Christians, with a few references to the idolaters, 

particularly when they shared certain features with the other two groups. 

In this section we are taken farther back in history, to the era of Abraham. The 

events and amount of detail presented here fall neatly into context with the subject 

matter of the s rah as a whole. They are also immediately relevant to the long and 

hard debate that was taking place between the Muslims and the Jews in Madinah 

when these verses were revealed. 

The people of earlier revelations trace their origins back to Abraham by way of his 

son Isaac (peace be upon them). Understandably, they have always been proud of 

this relationship, just as they have cherished the promises God made to Abraham to 

bless him and his seed, and the covenant God made with them. This has led them to 

your deeds. To Him alone we are devoted.’ 

(139) 

Do you claim that Abraham, Ishmael, 

Isaac, Jacob and the Tribes were Jews or 

Christians? Say, ‘Do you know better 

than God?’ Who is more wicked than one 

who suppresses a testimony he has received 

from God? God is not unmindful of what 

you do. (140) 

That community has passed away. Theirs 

is what they earned and yours is what you 

have earned You shall not be questioned 

about what they did. (141) 

tβθÝÁÎ=øƒ èΧ ∩⊇⊂®∪  
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make exclusive claims to righteousness and custodianship of God’s message to 

mankind. It has also misled them into believing that heaven is exclusively theirs, 

whatever they do. 

The Quraysh Arab tribe living in Makkah were also Abraham’s descendants 

through his other son, Ishmael. They were also just as proud of their ancestry as the 

Jews were of theirs. It gave them the privilege of being the custodians of the sacred 

shrine of the Ka`bah in Makkah, which had, in turn, given them the religious 

authority, honour, power and position they enjoyed over the rest of the Arabs. 

Towards the end of the last passage we saw how the Qur’ n refuted Jewish and 

Christian claims to exclusive righteousness and salvation: “They declare: ‘None shall 

enter Paradise unless he is a Jew or a Christian.’“ (Verse 111) Hard did they try to 

convert Muslims to Judaism or Christianity: “They say: ‘Follow the Jewish faith’ — or, 

‘Follow the Christian faith’ — and you shall be rightly guided.’” (Verse 135) It also 

condemned those who prevent people from worshipping in God’s places of worship 

— which, as we said, was probably linked to the issue of changing the direction 

Muslims face in prayer from Jerusalem to the Ka (bah in Makkah — and efforts to 

exploit that issue to create division and confusion within Muslim ranks. 

In this section, and still within the same context of Jewish, Christian and pagan 

claims, the s rah recounts parts of the history of Abraham and his sons Ishmael and 

Isaac, and gives a final ruling on the qiblah issue. The occasion is also used to 

establish the truth regarding the religion of Abraham, which was based purely on the 

belief in God’s absolute oneness. Thus it remains at complete variance with the 

distorted beliefs adopted by those three groups, while its affinity to the message of 

the Prophet Mu ammad was total. It denounces the monopoly of religious 

righteousness by any nation or racial group, stressing that religion resides in the 

believer’s heart; it is not inherited through blood or ancestral lineage. Religion 

belongs to God Almighty, who is not related through blood or ancestry to any 

human individual or group. Those who believe in His religion and practise it 

properly shall be its rightful custodians and trustees, at all times, regardless of their 

race or ethnic origin. 

The Qur’ n presents these facts, which form some of the most basic tenets of 

Islamic belief, in a fine, clear and elegant style. It takes the reader step by step 

through the long span of history starting at the time God entrusted Abraham with 

the religious leadership of mankind, upon successfully completing the test to which 

God put him. It goes up to the early formation of the Muslim community which 

believes in the message of Mu ammad. Its rise is seen as fulfilment of Abraham’s 

and Ishmael’s prayers while they were laying the foundations of the Ka`bah. Thus, it 

is the Muslim community that is the legitimate heir to God’s religion, solely by virtue 

of their faith in God and by their true and sincere following of Abraham’s teachings. 
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Those who depart from it, choosing to turn away from Abraham’s faith in God’s 

absolute oneness, renege on their commitments to God and, as such, cannot be the 

heirs to the divine faith. 

The Qur’ n further establishes that Islam, in the sense of submission to God alone, 

was the first and the last divine message to mankind. It was the religion of Abraham 

and of Ishmael, Isaac, Jacob and the Hebrew tribes who came after him, and was 

handed down to Moses and Jesus until it was eventually inherited by the Muslims. 

All true and faithful followers of those and other prophets and messengers belong to 

the same nation and share in all the merits and rewards of following the religion of 

Islam in its wider, universal version. All those who reject the religion of Abraham or 

renege on any of their covenants with God forfeit their claim to those privileges and 

rewards. 

Thus we can see how Jewish and Christian claims to an exclusive possession of 

God’s true religion, by virtue of lineage to Abraham, are totally groundless. They lost 

that right the moment they deviated from the true faith based on total submission to 

God alone. For the same reason, the idolater Arabs of the Quraysh forfeited their 

claim to the exclusive custodianship of the Ka`bah. Likewise, the Jewish argument 

for opposing the designation of the Ka`bah as the qiblah for the Muslims falls apart, 

because the Ka`bah was the original qiblah of their forefather Abraham, and therefore 

it was theirs also. 

Following this brief introduction, let us now take a closer look at the account of 

Abraham, his covenant with God, and its significance in the history of the religion of 

Islam. 

Abraham’s Covenant 

When his Lord tested Abraham with certain commandments and he fulfilled them, He 
said, I have appointed you a leader of mankind.’ Abraham asked, And what of my 
descendants?’ God said, ‘My covenant does not apply to the wrongdoers.’ (Verse 124) 

The Prophet is here reminded of how God had imparted certain commandments 

and obligations to Abraham in order to test his faith, loyalty and resolve. Elsewhere 

in the Qur’ n, he is described as “Abraham, who was faithful to his trust.” (53: 37) This is 

a recognition by God of Abraham’s faithful and complete fulfilment of those 

obligations, according him a very high rank in God’s estimation. Hence, God’s 

promise: “I have appointed you a leader of mankind” Thus, Abraham becomes the leader 

to be followed, the one who shows people the way to all goodness. 

Being human, Abraham is immediately prompted to wish for that blessing and 

privilege to be extended to his offspring. What Abraham expressed was a natural 
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instinctive human reaction, because man is always eager to multiply and perpetuate 

his achievements and attainments. By the passing of knowledge and experience from 

one generation to the next, the human lot is improved and life is preserved. This 

natural and necessary human process has been a target for criticism and attack, while 

Islam recognizes its importance, and promotes it through its law of inheritance, so 

that it serves human society to the full. 

The misguided efforts made in some societies to undermine this natural 

progression in fact try to suppress human nature altogether. Such efforts betray 

short-sightedness, inhumanity and arbitrary methods in tackling social and moral 

ills. Unless remedied, these will lead to the fragmentation and destruction of society. 

However, solutions that run contrary to human nature will inevitably end in failure. 

What is needed is a solution that rectifies deviation and social ills without 

contradicting human nature. Such methods can only be adopted and made to work 

within a framework of divine guidance and faith. They require a profound and 

enlightened understanding of human nature and the human mind, and an unbiased 

outlook, free of all grudges and destructive tendencies. 

The answer to Abraham’s question, “And what of my descendants?” reiterates an 

already stated major principle: that religious leadership and authority are granted 

purely on merit, in reward for sincere faith and diligent work. They are not inherited 

through ancestral lineage. God said: “My covenant does not apply to the wrongdoers.” 

“Wrongdoing” takes various forms: it might be directed at oneself, by associating 

partners with God, or it might be oppression directed at fellow human beings. The 

leadership denied to wrongdoers includes all the meanings covered by the Arabic 

term imām, which include prophethood, political authority, and the leading of 

congregational prayers. Equity and justice make up the foremost qualification for this 

lofty vocation, and no one who deviates from these qualities deserves any form of 

leadership, in its widest sense. 

This is the clear essence of the covenant made with Abraham. According to it, the 

Jews, as a result of their repeated wrongdoing, self-indulgence and waywardness, 

could never have an exclusive monopoly of the leadership of mankind. Similarly, 

and for the same reasons, some so-called Muslims today would also be barred from 

that covenant. 

Islam gives no credence to ties or relationships not based on faith and sincere 

action. It places a sharp distinction between one generation and another when the 

later one deviates from the faith, despite their common ancestry. Indeed, according 

to Islam, faith can separate father and son, and man and wife. Thus the Arabs who 

adopted Islam are distinguished from those who did not, just as Jews and Christians 

who believed in the religion of Abraham, Moses and Jesus are distinguished from 
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those who deviated from them. Ancestors and offspring only become one family or 

nation when they are all believers united by the same faith, regardless of colour and 

geographic or ethnic origins. 

Building the Ka`bah 

We made the House [i.e. the Ka`bah] a resort for mankind and a sanctuary: Make the 
place where Abraham stood as a place of prayer.’ We assigned to Abraham and 
Ishmael the task of purifying My House for those who walk around it, those who 
sojourn there for meditation and those who bow down and prostrate themselves in 
prayer. (Verse 125) 

The Sacred House, the Ka`bah, was defiled by the Arabs of the Quraysh who were 

supposed to be its trusted caretakers and custodians. They harassed and persecuted 

the believers and drove them out of Makkah. Yet God wanted this House to be a 

sanctuary to which people of all races resort. In there people should find peace and 

security for all. 

The Arabs had been directed to establish “the place where Abraham stood”, which is 

a reference to the whole area surrounding the Ka`bah, as a place for prayer, which 

makes its subsequent designation as a qiblah, a spot towards which Muslims turn in 

Prayer, a very natural progression raising no objections from anyone. After all, it had 

been the very first place to which Muslims, the legitimate heirs of Abraham’s 

monotheistic religion, had turned in their prayer, because it had been dedicated to 

God and to no one else. Abraham and Ishmael, two pious and sincere servants of 

God, had been charged with cleansing it and preparing it for pilgrims who would 

come to it for worship and meditation. They would make no claim to its ownership, 

nor did they have it in their power to pass such ownership to anyone else. They were 

mere servants of God Almighty and keepers of His sacred and revered House. 

Abraham said, ‘Lord, make this a land of security and make provisions of fruits for 
those of its people who believe in God and the Last Day.’ God said, ‘And as for he who 
disbelieves, I shall let him enjoy life for a while and then I shall drive him to suffering 
through the fire; and what a terrible end!’ (Verse 126) 

While still pleading for the House to be made a universal place of peace and 

security for posterity, Abraham has clearly heeded God’s earlier admonition, as we 

now find him making the exception that only the believers should receive God’s 

favour. 

The s rah then goes on to paint a lively picture of Abraham and Ishmael 

embarking on the job of constructing the House of God and preparing it for 
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worshippers: “As Abraham and Ishmael raised the foundations of the House, [they prayed]: 

‘Our Lord, accept this from us; You are the One that hears all and knows all. Our Lord, make 

us surrender ourselves to You, and make out of our offspring a community that will 

surrender itself to You. Show us our ways of worship and accept our repentance; You are the 

One who accepts repentance, the Merciful. Our Lord, send them a Messenger from among 

themselves who shall declare to them Your revelations, and instruct them in the Book and in 

wisdom, and purify them. You are Mighty and Wise.’“ (Verses 127-129) 

Not only does this vivid account take the reader right into the scene of the action, 

but it also surrounds him with the mood and feeling of the occasion. It was a labour 

of love and devotion that those two pious people undertook, dedicated to God 

Almighty and carried out in expectation and hope that He would accept it and be 

pleased with it. 

We almost hear the tone and music of their prayer, and we feel the atmosphere of 

heart-felt appeal to God. This is a special characteristic of the Qur’ nic style which 

brings a scene of an event long gone as though it is taking place here and now, right 

in front of us. In their prayer we cannot fail to note the sort of humility, devotion and 

profound faith that are worthy of prophets who understand the importance of true 

faith in this world. Such characteristics the Qur’ n tries to teach the advocates of faith 

and instil it in their hearts. 

“’Our Lord, accept this from us; You are the One that hears all and knows all.’” (Verse 

127) Their first aim is that their labour, which is dedicated purely to God, should be 

accepted by Him. Hence, they offer it with humility, hoping to earn God’s pleasure 

through it, pinning their hopes on the fact that God listens to their prayers and 

knows their feelings and intentions. 

“Our Lord, make us surrender ourselves to You, and make out of our offspring a 

community that will surrender itself to You. Show us our ways of worship and accept our 

repentance; You are the One who accepts repentance, the Merciful.” (Verse 128) They turn 

to God seeking His guidance, fully aware that, without His help and support, they 

are powerless. Their prayer also shows the intrinsic solidarity of the community of 

believers over successive generations. “Make of our offspring a community that will 

surrender itself to You.” This shows not only the fact that faith is the most important 

aspect in a believer’s life, and appreciation of its great blessings, but also the 

instinctive natural feeling of wishing the best for one’s children and descendants. 

Their main concern was that their offspring should be God-fearing, righteous and 

obedient to God. So they add a specific request: “’Our Lord, send them a Messenger 

from among themselves who shall declare to them Your revelations, and instruct them in the 

Book and in wisdom, and purify them. You are Mighty and Wise.’“ (Verse 129) 

That particular prayer was answered when the Prophet Mu ammad, a direct 

descendant of Abraham and Ishmael, was given his message several centuries later. 
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We note that some time may elapse before God answers a particular prayer. As 

human beings, we tend to be impatient and want our prayers answered immediately, 

forgetting that it is for God Almighty to choose how and when they should be 

answered and fulfilled. 

This prayer by Abraham and Ishmael carries particular significance for the debate 

that was going on between the Muslims and the Jews in Madinah at the time. The 

two Prophets expressly request God to make out of their offspring a nation that 

would serve God, as the word ‘Muslim’, (meaning one who submits himself) implies. 

The prayer makes clear that the Muslim nation, followers of Mu ammad, are the 

recognized heirs to the legacy of Abraham; that is, the leadership of mankind and the 

custody of the House of God in Makkah. This, in turn, is an affirmation of the 

Muslims’ right, over the idolater Arabs, to the Ka`bah, as well as of the latter’s 

precedence over Jerusalem as the qiblah faced by Muslims in Prayer throughout the 

world. 

Jews and Christians who claim a religious bond with Abraham, and the Quraysh 

Arabs who claim an ancestral relationship to Ishmael, are informed in clear, simple 

language that Abraham excluded the wrongdoers among his offspring from his 

covenant with God, and prayed for guidance and salvation only for the believers 

among them. Furthermore, when Abraham and Ishmael embarked on building a 

place dedicated to the worship of God on earth, they asked Him to make a nation 

from their offspring, the Muslim nation that would submit to God; and to send them 

a messenger of their own, Mu ammad, to instruct them in the true religion of God. 

These are the real and legitimate heirs of the legacy of Abraham and Ishmael. 

Then comes a brief interjection condemning those who dispute Mu ammad’s role 

as a prophet and messenger and argue about the essence of divine faith: “Who but a 

foolish person would turn away from the faith of Abraham? We raised him high in this life, 

and in the If to come he shall be among the righteous. When his Lord said to him, ‘Submit 

yourself’, he said, ‘I have submitted myself to the Lord of all the worlds.’ Abraham enjoined 

the same on his children, and so did Jacob, saying, My children, God has given you the purest 

faith. Do not let death overtake you before you have submitted yourselves to God.’“ (Verses 

130-132) 

The essence of the religion of Abraham is pure submission to God, or Islam, which 

only a foolish or obstinate person would abandon or reject. Abraham and Jacob, or 

Israel as he is otherwise called, were determined to hand it down to their offspring, 

in perpetuity. This religion had been chosen for them by God Himself, as an act of 

grace and a boon to them; it was not of their making, and a better choice they would 

not have. With the coming of Mu ammad and the message of Islam, a fresh 

opportunity opened up for the Arabs and the Jews of Arabia to fulfil the wishes of 

their forefathers from whom they were proud to claim descent. 
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A Faith to Pass to Your Children 

At this point we come to witness another awesome scene: Jacob on his deathbed, 

giving his last words of wisdom and advice to his children, gathered around him: 

“Were you present when death approached Jacob? He asked his children, ‘Whom will you 

worship when I am gone?’ They replied, ‘We will worship your God, the God of your 

forefathers Abraham, Ishmael and Isaac, the One God. To Him we submit ourselves.’“ (Verse 

133) 

It is indeed a tremendous and solemn occasion. The most important and only 

issue that concerned Jacob as he drew his last breath was the religion his children 

were to follow after his death. He was worried about the fate of his legacy and the 

future of the religion placed in his trust. His children’s reply must have been most 

reassuring and gratifying for him. The chain would not be broken, and the legacy of 

Abraham was sure to live on for many generations to come. 

Jacob asks his children: “Whom will you worship when I am gone?” (Verse 133) He 

thus tells them why he gathered them, and the issue he wanted to be sure of before 

his death. It is the trust and the heritage of that blessed house. His children reassure 

Jacob that they would be true to their trust. Thus, the same heritage of Abraham was 

safe with Jacob’s children, who clearly state that they have submitted themselves to 

God. 

The verse opens with a rhetorical question addressed to the Jews: “Were you 

present when death approached Jacob?” (Verse 133) It tells them what went on as 

witnessed by God Himself. They could not question the truth of what had happened 

or distort it after God has stated what went on. 

In the light of these assertions, a clear distinction is established between that 

bygone generation and the one that was facing Islam in Madinah: “That community 

has passed away. Theirs is what they had earned and yours is what you have earned. You 

shall not be questioned about what they did.” (Verse 134) 

Every generation has its concerns and characteristics, and the record for which it 

shall be accountable. A corrupt and heedless generation shall bear no relation to a 

righteous one. The only durable link between generations of nations is that of faith 

and belief. From the Islamic point of view, a nation’s characteristics are preserved 

and perpetuated through faith rather than race or blood, and generations are viewed 

as either believers or unbelievers, with every one seen in the light of their actions and 

record. 

According to Islam, a nation is defined by its faith and beliefs, regardless of its 

constituent ethnic and racial groups, or how widely spread in the world they are. 

Having a common race or territory does not make a nation. This approach stems 
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from Islam’s universal view of mankind as a single race deriving its unique human 

qualities from the divine spirit God had breathed into man at the moment of 

creation, rather than from some acquired physical qualities that are of little concern. 

The Argument Is Finally Settled 

Against this historical background of God’s covenant with Abraham, the building 

of the Ka`bah and the entitlement to the religious heritage of Abraham, the s rah 

takes a closer look at some Jewish and Christian arguments and claims. It exposes the 

weakness in those arguments and the insidious ulterior motives behind them. The 

passage is rounded off by presenting Islam as man’s comprehensive and universal 

religion, opposed and rejected only by those who are stubborn and ungrateful: 

They say, ‘Follow the Jewish faith — or, follow the Christian faith — and you shall be 
rightly guided.’ Say, ‘No. We follow the faith of Abraham, who was truly devoted to 
God, and was not of those who associated partners with God.’ Say [all of you], ‘We 
believe in God and in what has been revealed to us, and in what was revealed to 
Abraham, Ishmael, Isaac, Jacob and their descendants, and in what was given to 
Moses and Jesus, and in what all prophets have been given by their Lord. We make no 
distinction between any of them, and to God we have surrendered ourselves. ‘ If they 
come to believe in the way you believe, they will be rightly guided; but if they turn 
away, they will be in schism, but God will protect you from them; He hears all and 
knows all.’ (Verses 135-137) 

The Prophet is instructed here to confront the Jews and the Christians together 

with the same challenge, and call upon them equally to revert, together with the 

Muslims, to the original religion of Abraham, the founding father of the faith of Islam 

on earth. He was the one to make a covenant with God and he was true to his 

covenant. 

Then the Muslims are called upon to acknowledge and declare an overall unity of 

faith, from that of Abraham right up to that of Jesus and Mu ammad. 

The principle of the unity and universality of faith, and the unity of all prophets 

and messengers all through the ages, is the cornerstone of Islamic faith. It lends 

legitimacy to the Muslim community’s claim to the legacy of Abraham and to the 

right of trusteeship for God’s religion in this world. It is this principle as a 

fundamental backbone of Islam that gives it its universal characteristic, which brings 

people together under the same banner, free of all prejudice or discrimination. It 

makes the Muslim community open to all people in a spirit of genuine love and 

peace. 

This leads to the conclusion that Islam, in its broad, universal sense, is the true 
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guidance. Its followers shall succeed and prosper while its opponents will never find 

a firm basis to stand upon. On the contrary, they will live in constant turmoil and 

confusion. 

This testimony from none other than God Almighty will give Muslims reassurance 

and make them proud of their faith and confident that they will overcome setbacks 

and tribulations and prevail over their enemies. God is on their side and “will protect 

you from them; He hears all and knows all.” (Verse 137) 

The duty of believers is to uphold the faith and take pride in it and wear the 

distinctive mark of the true servants of God which makes them stand out and 

surpass all others in the world: “[This message takes its] hue from God; who can give a 

better hue than God? Him alone do we worship.” (Verse 138) He has given a very 

distinctive colour to the message He has chosen to be the last to mankind. It serves as 

a basis on which to establish an all-embracing human unity, free of all prejudices and 

fanaticism, giving no special status to any race or colour. 

We need to reflect a little here about a unique and highly significant aspect of the 

Qur’ nic mode of expression. The beginning of this verse is a statement made by 

God: “This message takes its hue from God; who can give a better hue than God?” (Verse 

138) The rest of the verse is a statement by the believers. The Qur’ n joins both 

statements without anything to separate or distinguish one from the other. This is a 

great honour to the believers when their statement is joined to that of God, indicating 

their very close link with their Lord. Examples of such highly significant type of 

expression are numerous in the Qur’ n. 

The argument is then brought to its climax by posing the ultimate question: “Say, 

‘Would you dispute with us about God? He is our Lord and your Lord. To us our deeds shall 

be credited and to you, your deeds. To Him alone we are devoted.’“ (Verse 139) 

There can be no room for doubt about God’s oneness and sovereignty over all 

creation. He is the Lord of all of us, and He shall judge everyone by their own deeds. 

As Muslims, we devote our life and existence totally to God alone. We seek no other 

beings with or beside Him; and to us, these are incontrovertible and indisputable 

facts on which the faith of Islam rests. 

In terse and forceful language, the s rah poses other rhetorical questions regarding 

the faith of earlier prophets, well known to the Jews and the Christians: “Do you claim 

that Abraham, Ishmael, Isaac, Jacob and the Tribes were Jews or Christians?” (Verse 140) 

These lived long before Moses, and their faith preceded both Christianity and 

Judaism. God states the truth about their faith: “Say: ‘Do you know better than God?’“ 

(Verse 140) No answer could be offered to such a rhetorical question. Besides, both 

Jews and Christians knew very well that these Prophets lived long before their faiths. 

They further have, in their own Scriptures, clear statements speaking of the Prophet 
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who would be sent with a message of the pure monotheistic faith of Abraham, but 

they suppressed that. Hence, the warning that God is fully aware of what they 

suppress: “Who is more wicked than one who suppresses a testimony he has received from 

God? God is not unmindful of what you do.” (Verse 140) 

As the s rah makes its final, irrefutable argument, showing the great gulf 

separating Abraham, Ishmael, Isaac, Jacob and his sons from the Jews who were the 

Prophet’s contemporaries, it repeats the verse with which it concluded its discourse 

about Abraham and his descendants who submitted themselves to God: “That 

community has passed away. Theirs is what they earned and yours is what you have earned. 

You shall not be questioned about what they did.” (Verse 141) With this powerful 

statement, all arguments are brought to their decisive conclusion. 
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7 

Change of Direction 

The weak-minded among people will say, 

‘What has turned them away from the 

direction of prayer which they have so far 

observed?’ Say, ‘To God belong the east 

and the west. He guides whomever He wills 

to a straight path.’ (142) 

Thus We have mad) you the community 

[ummah] of the middle way, so that you 

may stand witness against the rest of 

mankind, and the Messenger shall be a 

witness against you. We appointed the 

direction of prayer which you formerly 

followed in order that We might distinguish 

those who follow the Messenger from those 

who turn on their heels. It was indeed a 

hard test except for those whom God has 

guided. God would never have let your faith 

be in vain. God is Compassionate and 

Merciful to mankind. (143) 

We have seen you often turn your face 

towards heaven. We shall, therefore, make 

you turn in prayer towards a direction you 

will be happy with. Turn your face, then, 

towards the Sacred Mosque; and wherever 

you all may be, turn your faces [in prayer] 

towards it. Those who have been granted 

revelations in the past know well that it is 

the truth from their Lord. God is not 

unaware of what they do. (144) 
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Were you to bring every possible sign before 

those who had been granted revelations, 

they would not follow your direction of 

prayer. And neither may you follow their 

direction of prayer, nor would they even 

follow one another’s direction. If you were 

to follow their whims and desires after all 

the knowledge that has been given to you, 

you would certainly be among the 

wrongdoers. (145) 

Those to whom We granted revelation 

know it as well as they know their own 

children, but some of them knowingly 

conceal the truth. (146) 

This is the truth from your Lord; never, 

then, be among the doubters. (147) 

Each one has a goal towards which he 

turns; so vie with one another in good 

works. Wherever you may be, God will 

bring you all together. God has power over 

all things. (148) 

From wherever you may come forth, turn 

your face [in prayer] towards the Sacred 

Mosque. It is indeed the truth from your 

Lord. God is not unaware of what you do. 

(149) 

From wherever you may come forth, turn 

your face [in prayer] towards the Sacred 

Mosque; and wherever you all may be, 

‘turn your faces towards it,  
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Overview 

This passage is almost entirely devoted to a discussion of the change of the qiblah, 

or direction faced in prayer, which occurred sixteen or seventeen months after the 

Prophet’s arrival in Madinah in 622 CE, and the controversy that attended it. The 

Jews of Madinah tried to exploit the qiblah issue to create division and confusion 

among the Muslims. The Qur’ n denounces their allegations, and warns of the 

damage they might cause to the more vulnerable members of the Muslim 

community. No reference can be found in the Qur’ n to the exact date of the change 

of the qiblah. 

The main facts of the situation make it clear that prayer was made a daily religious 

duty for Muslims while they were still in Makkah. They faced the Ka`bah when they 

prayed. No specific order is given in the Qur’ n on this point. When the Muslims 

emigrated from Makkah to Madinah, the instruction was given to the Prophet that 

instead of the Ka`bah in Makkah, Muslims should face Jerusalem. The fact that in 

both cases the instruction had come from the Prophet rather than in Qur’ nic 

statements in no way diminishes its validity or authority. 

This continued to be the practice until the revelation of the instructions in the 

so that people may have no argument 

against you, except those who are bent on 

wrongdoing. Have no fear of them, but fear 

Me, so that I may perfect My grace on you, 

and that you may be rightly guided. (150) 

Thus We have sent forth to you a 

Messenger from among yourselves to recite 

to you Our revelations, purify you, and 

instruct you in the Book and in wisdom 

and teach you what you did not know. 

(151) 

Remember Me, then, and I will remember 

you; give thanks to Me and never deny Me. 

(152) 
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present section, which superseded the previous ones. The Prophet, and the Muslims 

with him, were told to “Turn your face, then, towards the Sacred Mosque, and wherever 

you all may be, turn your faces [in prayer] towards it.” (Verse 144) 

Jerusalem happened to be the qiblah for the Jews and the Christians also, and the 

fact that the Muslims too had been instructed to use it as theirs gave the Jews of 

Madinah a ready excuse for refusing to recognize or accept Islam. They saw the fact 

that the Prophet and his companions faced Jerusalem when they prayed as proof that 

theirs was the true religion and their qiblah was the original and legitimate one. 

Mu ammad and his followers, they argued, should follow their religion and refrain 

from trying to convert them to Islam. 

This was not easy for the Arab Muslims to accept, since they had always revered 

the Ka`bah and considered it their most sacred religious symbol. The Jewish 

arguments made the situation even harder for the Muslims. 

The Prophet Mu ammad entertained a wish to turn towards the Ka`bah, and 

could be seen looking up to heaven anxiously, without uttering a word, trusting to 

God and His wisdom. 

Not long afterwards instructions were revealed that the Muslims should turn 

towards the Ka`bah. Some Muslims were reportedly in the middle of performing 

their prayer when they heard the news, and immediately turned to face the Ka`bah. 

The Jews resented that decision which deprived them of their argument. They 

began to question the wisdom of the Muslim leadership and to raise doubts about 

the validity of the religious basis of Islam. Did the change of qiblah from Jerusalem to 

the Ka`bah mean that the Muslims had been praying towards the wrong qiblah all 

that time? And, if Jerusalem was the right qiblah, and it was correct to pray towards 

it, then it must have been wrong to change to another one. Praying towards the new 

qiblah, the Ka`bah, would, in this case, not be valid. They further argued that such 

abrogation of earlier orders could not be done by God. Hence, the decision must 

have been made by Mu ammad himself, proving that he was not receiving any 

divine revelations. 

The gravity of the controversy surrounding this event is clear from the 

considerable attention given in the Qur’ n to its ramifications and the effect it had on 

some rank-and-file Muslims. It is also clear in the way the s rah deals with the 

concept of abrogation. This is discussed in full in Chapters 5 and 6, beginning with 

Verse 106. More on this later. 

The change of the qiblah was a central event in the history of Islam with far-

reaching long-term consequences. It gave Islam a new focus and identified the 

Muslim community as an independent nation with a qiblah of its own. 
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The earlier decision to declare Jerusalem rather than the Ka`bah as the qiblah was 

for specific educational reasons, as explained in Verse 143: “We appointed the direction 

of prayer [i.e. the qiblah] which you formerly followed in order that We might distinguish 

those who follow the Messenger from those who turn on their heels.” 

Before Islam, the Arabs revered the Ka`bah and considered it a symbol of their 

religious and cultural heritage and glory. But in order to test their sincerity in 

accepting Islam, and ensure that their hearts were totally free of narrow racial or 

tribal loyalties, God initially instructed the Prophet to command his followers to 

adopt Jerusalem as the direction they faced in prayer. It was a difficult instruction to 

carry out, but it was a crucial test of how much they really understood the nature and 

the spirit of their new religion. It was necessary in order to establish how far some of 

those early Muslims were still influenced by pre-Islamic racial and tribal traditions. 

When the Muslims adopted their new direction, and the Jews had begun to exploit 

that situation, fresh divine instructions were received to revert to the Ka`bah as the 

direction to face in prayer. The basis for the new decision was, however, made clear. 

It stemmed from the fact that the Sacred Mosque at Makkah had, in the first instance, 

been established by Abraham and Ishmael as a monument to pure unadulterated 

monotheism. It was part of the heritage of Islam which had come about, as seen 

earlier in verses 124-141, in answer to Abraham’s prayer that a Messenger should be 

sent to his descendants, the inhabitants of Makkah, with the pure faith based on 

complete submission to God. 

That part of the s rah, giving the background and the circumstances surrounding 

the construction of the Ka`bah, provided a fitting introduction to the issue of the 

qiblah. Changing the qiblah back to the Ka`bah seems the only logical conclusion from 

that discussion of the dispute between the Muslims on the one hand, and the Jews, 

Christians and polytheist Arabs on the other, concerning Abraham’s covenant with 

God and the right to his heritage. That covenant bound Abraham and his 

descendants, from one generation to another, to total submission to God. 

The construction of the Sacred Mosque at the Ka`bah was carried out by Abraham 

and his son Ishmael at God’s specific instruction. It is, therefore, part of the heritage 

passed on to their offspring. Mu ammad, a direct descendant of Abraham and a 

beneficiary of his covenant with God, and his followers, are rightful and natural heirs 

to that heritage, of which the Ka`bah is an important part. The decision to declare it a 

permanent qiblah for Islam and the Muslims is the natural one that brings reality, 

history and feeling together in unison. 

The decision could not have come sooner. Jewish hostility towards Islam and 

Mu ammad, despite the temporary declaration of Jerusalem as a qiblah, did not 

diminish. They could see that their right to Abraham’s religious legacy was being 
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forfeited as the days passed, and the time had come when the Muslims could emerge 

as independent and rightful claimants to that heritage, and move on to declare its 

universal and eternal message to the rest of the world. 

It had become imperative for the Muslims to forge ahead in that way and to 

establish their distinct identity as a religious force for advocating the central principle 

of God’s oneness, or taw īd. The symbolism of the Ka`bah as the exclusive and 

permanent direction in prayer for the Muslim community was most important. 

Symbolism, ritual and form in religious practice can be easily misunderstood, if 

taken in isolation from the ideals and principles of the religious faith itself. Physical 

expression of feelings and emotions is a natural human tendency, because man has a 

material as well as a spiritual aspect to his nature. Emotions and feelings are only 

fulfilled when expressed in a physical or tangible form, through which they are 

released to one’s happiness and satisfaction. This action brings about balance and 

harmony between the outer and inner aspects of the human soul, and provides a 

means of fulfilling man’s desire to know what lies behind the apparent symbol and 

the outward physical form. 

All Islamic religious rituals are based on this basic natural philosophy. Mere 

intention expressed privately, or abstract spiritual meditation, is not enough to 

satisfy the requirements of religious worship. These involve the participation of the 

senses, coordinated movement of the body, and position, direction, dress, and 

recitation of set text, as well as abstention at specified times from food and drink. In 

this way, every movement and bodily action will have a religious significance 

attached to it, while religious ritual assumes meaning and dignity, thus bringing soul 

and body into full harmony. 

In those religious communities where this innate human craving for symbolism 

and physical expression and representation of religious devotion is misunderstood or 

abused, people have gone astray. Idolatry and the worship of inanimate objects such 

as stones, trees, planets and stars, as well as animals and birds, can be traced to such 

abuse and misunderstanding. Islam presents a unique, straightforward concept of 

the nature of God Almighty, who is not anthropomorphic and whose attributes 

cannot be defined or represented in physical form. Nevertheless, physical means, or 

symbols, such as the qiblah, that point man’s senses, heart, soul and body towards 

God are important. God cannot be restricted by the confines of space, but man needs 

the dimension of space to direct and concentrate his devotion and feelings towards 

God. That is how the important need for the qiblah arises. 

Once that principle was understood, it was necessary for the new direction in 

prayer, qiblah, to be unique and exclusive to Islam, in order to underline Islam’s 

distinction and eminence. 
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A corollary of this principle says that Muslims are specifically forbidden to 

emulate or adopt other, non-Muslim, religious and cultural customs. However, it 

would be wrong to put this down to bigotry or prejudice on the part of Islam, since 

outward religious and social behaviour is a reflection of the inner beliefs and ideals 

that motivate and determine behaviour and outlook. These beliefs and ideals are the 

main factors that distinguish between different nations, outlooks, ethical systems, 

moral values and ways of life. 

Abū Hurayrah quotes the Prophet as saying, “The Jews and the Christians do not 

dye their hair. So, adopt a different line.” [Related by M lik, al-Bukh rī, Muslim and 

Abū D wūd] He was also reported to have told a group of his Companions who 

stood up to greet him, “Do not be like other communities who stand up in reverence 

to one another.” [Related by Abū D wūd and Ibn M jah] He also said, “Do not 

revere me in the same way the Christians revered Jesus, son of Mary. I am a mere 

servant of God. So refer to me as God’s servant and messenger.” [Related by al-

Bukh rī] 

The Prophet Mu ammad strongly advised against imitating non- Muslims in 

appearance, dress, manners, etiquette and behaviour. Behind all these outward 

aspects lie the emotions and convictions that shape man’s outlook, character and way 

of life. 

More importantly, the Prophet strongly rules out the adoption of ideas and 

concepts not emanating from, or reconcilable with, the world order God has 

commissioned the Muslim community to promote and establish. He warns against 

defeatism and feelings of inferiority among the Muslims who, being selected to lead 

mankind, should derive their values and traditions, and the basis of their faith, from 

the original source of their religion: God Almighty. 

The Qur’ n describes the Muslim community variously as the leading community, 

a consummately upright nation and a paradigm of moderation. This special acclaim 

is only conferred upon them by virtue of the fact that they draw their philosophy, 

outlook, traditions and way of life from God’s revelations. 

It is not out of religious bigotry and intolerance that Islam presents itself to the 

world as a universal and most complete way of life. Islam sees itself as a unifying 

force in the world, because it advocates the unity of all mankind under one God-

given social, political and economic way of life. It offers equality to all in the eyes of 

God, and does not recognize or advance the interests of one group at the expense of 

others. 

Today, Muslims are called on once again to understand the significance of having 

their own exclusive qiblah. It is not merely a direction to which they turn in their 

Prayers, nor is it an empty symbol. It is a feature that distinguishes Islam’s whole 
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outlook on life, its concerns and aims, and its identity. 

Muslims today, more than at any other time in their history, need to assert their 

identity. They need to set themselves apart in the world, which is suffering under the 

tyranny of false religions, oppressive and arrogant ideologies, flawed political and 

economic systems and heedless leadership. They have to offer new and effective 

remedies to save mankind and fulfil God’s will, so that the world will acknowledge 

their community as the central and righteous nation commissioned by God to carry 

His message to all mankind. 

Islam is a complete way of life. Through Islam, Muslims become fit to inherit 

God’s trust and the leadership of mankind, and to stand witness before God for all 

humanity. But it is only when they adhere faithfully to Islam that they take on their 

distinctive and unique features and qualities. Without it they lose their way; and 

their influence and status in the world diminish and evaporate. 

We will now look at the passage in more detail. 

A Middle Community and a Pure Faith 

The weak-minded among people will say, ‘What has turned them away from the 
direction of prayer which they have so far observed?’ Say, ‘To God belong the east and 
the west. He guides whomever He wills to a straight path.’ Thus We have made you 
the community [ummah] of the middle way, so that you may stand witness against the 
rest of mankind, and the Messenger shall be a witness against you. We appointed the 
direction of prayer which you formerly followed in order that We might distinguish 
those who follow the Messenger from those who turn on their heels. It was indeed a 
hard test except for those whom God has guided. God would never have let your faith 
be in vain. God is Compassionate and Merciful to mankind. (Verses 142-143) 

It is clear from the course of the discussion that ‘the weak-minded’ is a reference to 

the Jews of Madinah. They were the ones who stirred up the controversy about the 

change of qiblah from Jerusalem to Makkah, and questioned its validity and the 

wisdom behind it. 

Al-Bar ’ ibn ` zib reported: “When the Prophet first arrived in Madinah, he 

stayed at his grandparents [or maybe he said at his maternal uncles] of the Anşār.1 

The Prophet used to pray facing Jerusalem for the first sixteen or seventeen months, 

though he would have preferred to face the Ka`bah. The first prayer he offered 

                                                 
1 It is well known that the Prophet stayed at the home of Kh lid ibn Zayd, better known as Abū 
Ayyūb al-Anş rī, who belonged to al-Najj r clan, to whom belonged the Prophet’s maternal 
grandmother. According to the Arabian usage, all men of this clan are considered maternal uncles of 
the Prophet by virtue of his grandfather’s marriage to one of its women — Editor’s notes. 
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[facing the Ka`bah] was `Aşr, when he was joined by a group of people. One of them 

later passed by another group praying in a mosque and said to them, ‘I bear witness 

before God that I have just prayed with the Prophet facing the Ka`bah.’ They all 

turned towards it without interrupting their prayer. The Jews were happy while the 

Prophet faced Jerusalem in prayer, but when he now turned towards the Ka`bah they 

were dismayed. It was then that this verse was revealed describing the Jews as weak-

minded.” [Related by M lik, al-Bukh rī, Muslim and al-Tirmidhī] 

The way the Qur’ n deals with this issue clearly indicates the enormity of the 

effect that the Jewish campaign was then having on some ordinary Muslims. From 

the first few words one is made aware that a change of the direction to be faced in 

prayer is going to be announced. The tone is clearly meant to forestall the doubts and 

questions that were inevitably going to be raised by troublemakers. But the Qur’ n 

was ready with the appropriate reply to the argument they would put forward. 

The Qur’ n goes on to direct the Prophet to the proper course of action in dealing 

with the questions that would arise and how to put the whole issue in its proper 

perspective. 

“Say: ‘To God belong the east and the west. He guides whomever He wills to a straight 

path.’“ (Verse 142) Places and directions carry no intrinsic merit in themselves, except 

inasmuch as God assigns them such merit, and to whatever direction one turns, God 

will be there. It is God’s prerogative to guide whomever He wishes to the right path. 

What He designates as the direction to be faced in prayer is the right and proper 

choice, and His designation of it is for the good of the community. 

On such criteria Islam defines the relative merits of places and directions, and 

specifies the source of those criteria: God Almighty to whom all should turn and 

submit. 

The s rah goes on to outline the central position the Muslim community, or 

ummah, occupies in the world, and the great role it is destined to play in the history 

and development of mankind. A prerequisite of that status and role is that the 

Muslim ummah should have its own exclusive qiblah and distinct identity. It must, 

first and foremost, owe allegiance to none other than God Almighty, who has 

commissioned it for that great task. 

“We have made you the community of the middle way, so that you may stand witness 
against the rest of mankind, and the Messenger shall be a witness against you.” 
(Verse 143) 

The Arabic term wasa , used in this verse to describe the global Muslim 

community, is a vivid epithet which evokes a much wider range of meaning than is 
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given by its literal equivalent of ‘middle’. The term is used here in a very broad 

sense. Thus, the Muslim community, or ummah, to use the Qur’ nic term, is a middle-

of-the- road community which stands witness against other nations and communities 

in the sense that it upholds and defends justice and equality for all people. It weighs 

up their values, standards, traditions, concepts and objectives, judging them as either 

true or false. It occupies the dual position of being a witness against mankind and an 

umpire administering justice among them. God’s Messenger, Mu ammad, is in turn 

a witness against the Muslim community in the sense that, as its leader and 

guardian, he defines its aims, activities and obligations, and charts the direction it 

should take. His teachings, example and leadership stimulate the community to 

appreciate its role and position in the world, and live up to their requirements. 

The Muslim community occupies the middle ground in its beliefs and outlook on 

life. It maintains a healthy and equitable balance between the two extremes of 

spiritual asceticism and materialism. It treats man as a balanced combination of body 

and soul, and allows him the opportunity and means to satisfy them both in such a 

way as to uplift the spirit and enhance the quality of human life. Within this 

framework of balance and moderation, every constructive talent, ability, aptitude, 

and activity is nourished and encouraged to grow and play its part in society. 

The Muslim community is balanced in the sense that it is not rigid or dogmatic. It 

holds fast to its ideals and traditions, and to the sources of its religion and way of life, 

while fostering change and progress in all fields. It is an open society that welcomes 

new ideas and learns from the work and experience of other societies, cultures and 

civilizations. Its main objective is to seek the truth, wherever that may come from, 

and to adopt it with courage and confidence. 

Balance and moderation are clear in the way Muslim society is run and organized. 

It is neither a permissive, undisciplined community nor a regimented one run by 

brute force or rigid rules. It is a society raised on learning, education and rich cultural 

and social traditions. 

Within the Muslim ‘middle’ community, equitable and fair relationships are 

cultivated and regulated among all individuals and social groups in the community. 

Individual rights and liberties are guaranteed and protected in order to encourage 

innovation, production and growth, in a manner that will serve the common good 

without infringing upon the rights of the individual, or endangering society as a 

whole. Individual as well as collective rights and obligations are clearly defined to 

enable people to serve a society that will care for them and protect their rights and 

interests. 

The Muslim community is also the middle nation geographically, because the part 

of the world where Islam first emerged, and which continues to represent the heart 
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of the Muslim world, occupies a central position in the world as a whole. It has been 

a crucible of cultures and civilizations and a busy crossroads for trade from all 

corners of the earth. It has been, throughout history, a rich source of vital natural 

resources and raw materials of many kinds for nations and civilizations all over the 

world. This position has given the Islamic community a strategic and influential role 

to play on the world stage. 

Islam emerged at a time that can be said to mark the beginning of maturity in 

human thinking. It brought a religious and social order that appealed to the human 

mind and rescued man from religions and philosophies founded on mythology, 

superstition, paganism or nihilistic thinking. It ushered in a new era of 

enlightenment that brought together genuine divine revelations, authentic 

philosophical thought and sound practical human experience to chart the proper 

course for man’s progress, happiness and prosperity. 

What stops Muslims today from assuming the position and role in the world that 

God has assigned to them is the fact that they have abandoned the religion God has 

chosen for them, and adopted social and political philosophies and systems that are 

inconsistent with it. 

World leadership imposes its own demands and responsibilities. For the Muslim 

community to legitimately earn that position again, it must undergo severe trials and 

make great sacrifices, prove its loyalty and dedication to God and show total 

allegiance to its wise leadership. 

Having announced that the Ka`bah was to be the permanent, universal direction 

of prayer for Muslims, the s rah now reveals the purpose behind the previous choice 

of Jerusalem as a temporary qiblah. 

“We appointed the direction of prayer which you formerly followed in order that We might 

distinguish those who follow the Messenger from those who turn on their heels.” (Verse 143) 

From these few words one can immediately identify the divine approach in 

educating the Muslims and preparing them, from that early stage of their 

development, for the role of custodian of God’s message and the leadership of 

mankind. As part of that transformation, it was essential for that nascent community 

to be freed of all traces of paganism and ethnocentricity, and to become totally 

obedient and dedicated to the new religion of Islam. The early Muslims had to 

realize that their values and standards in life must, from then on, be derived from the 

divine revelations being regularly communicated to the Prophet Mu ammad. 

In pre-Islamic days, certain elements of polytheism and racism had crept into the 

Arabs’ understanding of the faith of Abraham and the status of the Sacred House in 

Makkah. The Ka`bah had come to be venerated as an exclusively Arab shrine. This 

was contrary to its intended purpose, since it had been established by Abraham and 
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his son Ishmael as a symbol of purely monotheistic faith and for the reverence and 

worship of God alone. 

To correct the situation and to test their faith and loyalty to the Prophet 

Mu ammad, God commanded the Muslims to adopt Jerusalem as the direction they 

face in prayer. Although it was not clear to the Muslims at the time, the measure was 

meant to be a temporary one, specifically intended to decide where their allegiance 

would really lie. 

It was a delicate decision, but Islam is a complete and self-sufficient religion. It 

does not need to be supplemented or augmented by other religious beliefs. It does 

not accept any lingering traces of un-Islamic ways, serious or trivial. This is indeed 

the point implied in the Qur’ nic statement: “We appointed the direction of prayer which 

you formerly followed in order that We might distinguish those who follow the Messenger 

from those who turn on their heels.” (Verse 143) God certainly knows everything before 

it happens. However, He wishes that what is kept deep in people’s hearts should first 

appear in action before He holds them accountable for it. His grace means that He 

does not hold man answerable for his thoughts and feelings; He only holds man 

accountable for what he does. 

It was also a critical decision because God was aware that it was going to be a hard 

test for some Muslims, still fresh from idolatry. But He was also there to provide help 

and support for the sincere ones: “It was indeed a hard test except for those whom God has 

guided.” (Verse 143) With God’s guidance every difficulty becomes easy. 

For yet further reassurance, God affirms that the prayers the Muslims had 

performed facing Jerusalem were valid and the reward for them guaranteed. “God 

would never have let your faith be in vain. God is Compassionate and Merciful to mankind.” 

(Verse 143) God would have never burdened the Muslims with more than He knew 

they would be able to bear. As long as their intentions were genuine and their 

determination sincere, God was sure to come to their assistance and lighten the tasks 

expected of them. If a certain hardship or test is meant to reflect God’s wisdom and 

purpose, passing such a test is indicative of His mercy and compassion.  

Thus the Muslims could feel content, confident and free of worry about the past 

and the future. 

Clarification of Issues 

Next comes the indication that Mu ammad’s unease with respect to the direction 

of prayer was soon to be over, as God decreed a permanent one which would satisfy 

his wishes. However, the announcement comes with a stern warning that the Jews 

would oppose it and try to exploit it to sow division and confusion among the 
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Muslims. 

We have seen you often turn your face towards heaven. We shall, therefore, make you 
turn in prayer towards a direction you will be happy with. Turn your face, then, 
towards the Sacred Mosque; and wherever you all may be, turn your faces [in prayer] 
towards it. Those who have been granted revelations in the past know well that it is 
the truth from their Lord. God is not unaware of what they do. Were you to bring 
every possible sign before those who had been granted revelations, they would not 
follow your direction of prayer. And neither may you follow their direction of prayer, 
nor would they even follow one another’s direction. If you were to follow their whims 
and desires after all the knowledge that has been given to you, you would certainly be 
among the wrongdoers. Those to whom We granted revelation know it as well as they 
know their own children, but some of them knowingly conceal the truth. This is the 
truth from your Lord; never, then, be among the doubters. Each one has a goal 
towards which he turns; so vie with one another in good works. Wherever you may be, 
God will bring you all together. God has power over all things. From wherever you 
may come forth, turn your face [in prayer] towards the Sacred Mosque. It is indeed the 
truth from your Lord. God is not unaware of what you do. From wherever you may 
come forth, turn your face [in prayer] towards the Sacred Mosque; and wherever you 
all may be, turn your faces towards it, so that people may have no argument against 
you, except those who are bent on wrongdoing. Have no fear of them, but fear Me, so 
that I may perfect My grace on you, and that you may be rightly guided.” (Verses 
144-150) 

We have a graphic description of the Prophet’s strong desire that God might direct 

him to a qiblah other than that which the Muslims had hitherto followed, i.e. 

Jerusalem. The Jews attempted to mislead the Muslims and exploit that situation to 

their advantage. We can almost feel the restrained desire of the Prophet and his 

reluctance even to say a prayer that reflected his desire. This is a question on which 

no one could have a say. It is entirely up to God. 

The divine decree, expressed here with compassion and love, comes in line with 

the Prophet’s wish. The new direction of prayer is exactly the one he has been 

silently hoping for all those months: “We shall, therefore, make you turn in prayer 

towards a direction you will be happy with. Turn your face, then, towards the Sacred 

Mosque.” (Verse 144) What is more, is that it is a permanent and universal one: 

“Wherever you all may be, turn your faces [in prayer] towards it.” (Verse 144) 

Thus the Ka`bah was reinstated as the original focus and symbol of religious unity 

for the whole world community of Islam. Muslims all over the world, with all their 

differences of race and language, would from then on perform their prayers facing 

the same spot on the globe. In doing so, Muslims would assert, and be reminded of, 

their human and religious unity, and of their membership of a single world 

community with a common way of life, a common religious legacy, and a common 
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role and aim in the world. 

The Muslim world community transcends race and language. The principle of 

God’s oneness, the bedrock of Islam, is thus manifested in total subservience to God 

alone; allegiance to the same leadership, that of Mu ammad; adherence to the same 

religion, Islam; and adoption of the same direction of prayer. Despite all the 

superficial differences that may exist between people, they are one and equal in their 

faith. There is no other means by which a truly universal and equitable human 

society can be brought forth and successfully organized. 

Turning to the people of earlier revelations, the s rah confirms their certain 

knowledge of the history and religious status of the Sacred Mosque at the Ka`bah. 

They were well aware that it had been established by Abraham, the founding father 

of the community that had inherited the creed of God’s oneness, and that its 

designation as the universal and permanent direction of Islamic prayer would be 

totally in line with the divine universal order. 

Nevertheless, the s rah points out, they would raise doubts and endlessly quibble 

over it. The Muslims should not be unduly concerned at that; God will take care of it, 

as He is fully aware of what they do. 

There would be no point in reasoning with the Jews over the issue of the qiblah. 

Their problem was not lack of evidence or persuasion, but lack of faith and 

unwillingness to accept the truth. “Were you to bring every possible sign before those who 

had been granted revelations, they would not follow your direction of prayer.” (Verse 145) 

It was not ignorance or lack of understanding that was responsible for that 

stubborn attitude, but caprice and vested interests. This would also be the source of 

subsequent Jewish and Christian animosity towards Islam, which was to emerge in 

various forms in later centuries. 

In response to that bigoted stance, the proper and natural attitude of the Prophet is 

stated: “And neither may you follow their direction of prayer” (Verse 145) This Qur’ nic 

statement implies, particularly in its Arabic phraseology, a strong sense of finality 

and permanence. It also conveys to the Muslims a clear instruction never to adopt 

any direction of prayer, distinctive symbol or a way of life other than what gives it its 

clear Islamic identity. 

The s rah further reveals that neither the bitterly divided Jewish and Christian 

sects, nor even the majority of the Jews and the Christians, could ever agree on the 

adoption of one direction of prayer: “nor would they even follow one another’s direction.” 

(Verse 145) 

As the Prophet is made fully aware of the truth in this matter of worship, he is 

warned against falling in with those people and their desires: “If you were to follow 
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their whims and desires after all the knowledge that has been given to you, you would 

certainly be among the wrongdoers.” (Verse 145) 

Having been addressed by his Lord with warmth and compassion, the Prophet is 

here given a strong warning. A grave matter of principle is involved here. There 

should be no hesitation in carrying out God’s instructions; personal preferences or 

considerations must not be allowed to influence the Prophet’s or the Muslims’ 

response to God’s will and command. A Muslim may not abandon the certain 

knowledge that is given by God to pick up what suits personal whims and desires. 

This strong admonition also suggests that there could have been specific cases in 

which a certain degree of weakness had crept into Muslim minds, in the face of the 

vicious and insistent propaganda campaign launched by the Jews of Madinah. 

The s rah then asserts that the Jews and Christians were absolutely certain that 

what the Qur’ n has stated with respect to the qiblah issue, and other issues for that 

matter, and what the Prophet has ordered is the truth. However, they suppress the 

truth they know for their own self-interest: “Those to whom We granted revelation know 

it as well as they know their own children, but some of them knowingly conceal the truth.” 

(Verse 146) 

It is a very powerful simile, used among the Arabs to denote absolute certainty. 

The point here is that the Jews, despite their denials, were as certain of the truth of 

the revelations that Mu ammad was receiving, including the announcement of the 

new direction of prayer. Therefore, the Muslims should pay them no attention nor be 

influenced by their allegations and misleading interpretations. 

The Final Say on the Direction of Prayer 

Then the s rah addresses the Prophet directly, saying: “This is the truth from your 

Lord; never, then, be among the doubters.” (Verse 147) The Prophet never entertained 

any doubt about the veracity of his message. Elsewhere in the Qur’ n, the Prophet is 

told, “If you are in any doubt regarding what has been revealed to you, then consult those 

who have read the Scriptures before your time.” (10:94) On hearing this verse, the Prophet 

said: “I entertain no doubts, and. I ask no one.” But the fact that he is here addressed 

directly is a clear signal to those around him, and others who would come later, who 

might be influenced by those who may try to undermine Islam. 

It is appropriate for Muslims today to reflect on this statement. Some Muslims 

display remarkable naivety in relying on the authority of Jewish, Christian and 

Marxist Orientalists, for the interpretation and understanding of Islamic principles 

and texts of the Qur’ n and adīth, or for the study and analysis of Islamic faith, 

literature, and history. It is a great pity that Muslim students have to be sent from 
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Muslim countries to be educated in various Islamic disciplines in European and 

American universities, where some of them acquire a distorted and confused 

understanding of Islam and Islamic teachings and principles. We must never forget 

that the Qur’ n is the eternal book God revealed to the Muslim community, outlining 

what it should do and what it must refrain from. Unbelievers of any creed are not the 

ones to teach us our faith. 

The s rah gives us clear instructions not to rely on Jewish and Christian advice 

regarding Islamic principles and practices. It urges Muslims not to deviate from the 

path charted for them by Islam, and to compete among themselves in their pursuit of 

constructive and beneficial goals. They will, eventually, return to God, to whom all 

‘mankind will be gathered: “Each one has a goal towards which he turns; so vie with one 

another in good works. Wherever you may be, God will bring you all together. God has power 

over all things.” (Verse 148) Thus God turns the minds of the Muslims away from the 

falsehood spread by the followers of other religions. They should disregard any 

schemes or ploys to thwart or undermine their status and role in the world. They 

should, instead, compete in doing what is good and beneficial. 

The instruction to face the Sacred Mosque in Makkah is reiterated in the following 

verse: “From wherever you may come forth, turn your face [in prayer] towards the Sacred 

Mosque. It is indeed the truth from your Lord. God is not unaware of what you do.” (Verse 

149) The point here has nothing to do with the people of earlier revelations. It is an 

order to the Prophet to turn towards the Sacred Mosque wherever he offers his 

prayers, emphasizing that what God reveals to him is the truth. But the verse also 

implies a warning in the words “God is not unaware of what you do”, indicating yet 

again that there had been some weakness among some Muslims, which called for 

attention and remedy. 

Then comes a third reiteration of the institution of the new direction of prayer, but 

this new statement has a different purpose, namely to refute the argument made by 

the Jews and other people that taking Jerusalem as the direction of prayer was a 

vindication of their claim that their religion was superior to that of Mu ammad. It 

was also meant to counter the argument of the polytheist Arabs who had exploited 

the situation to turn their fellow Arabs, who venerated the Ka`bah, away from Islam. 

“From wherever you may come forth, turn your face [in prayer] towards the Sacred Mosque; 

and wherever you all may be, turn your faces towards it, so that people may have no 

argument against you, except those who are bent on wrongdoing. Have no fear of them, but 

fear Me, so that I may perfect My grace on you, and that you may be rightly guided.” (Verse 

150) 

This is a general order to the Prophet and the Muslims to turn in prayer towards 

the Ka`bah, wherever they happen to be. Thus, no one would have any argument 

against them. Any criticism of this decision is of no consequence, and its detractors, 
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Jewish and Arab alike, are motivated only by stubborn hatred of Islam. But they need 

not be feared, because they can no longer pose any threat to Islam or Muslims. The 

Muslims in Madinah were reminded that God was on their side and would look after 

them until they were fully developed and transformed into the leading community 

they were destined to become. 

The Muslims of that small community knew very well what God Almighty meant 

by the reminder: “so that I may perfect My grace on you, and that you may be rightly 

guided.” (Verse 150) Only a few years earlier they had been wallowing in tribal 

ignorance, dogged by futile internecine conflicts, and preoccupied with worldly 

pursuits. The Arabs before Islam were a heathen, aimless society, plagued by 

corruption and absurd religious beliefs and practices. They had little or no influence 

outside their immediate traditional territory, and no ambitions or ideals to strive for. 

But Islam changed all that and transformed those erratic and wayward people into 

an enlightened, mature, outward-looking and powerful community, charged with 

the momentous and historic role of custodians of God’s message to the world, and 

poised to assume the leadership of mankind. 

The Prophet’s generation of Muslims could see tangible proof, in their personal as 

well as communal life, of God’s infinite grace and favour. The reminder would raise 

their morale and boost their confidence and determination to move ahead. 

That the instruction to adopt the new direction of prayer is mentioned three times 

stresses a different purpose each time. It was, first, to grant the Prophet Mu ammad 

his unspoken wish on this question; second, to assert that it was also the truth 

declared by God coinciding with the Prophet’s wish; and third, to put an end to self- 

serving criticism and hostility from other groups. 

Apart from those reasons, we can detect that there was real cause for concern 

about weakness and doubt among some Muslims, which called for the instruction to 

be stressed and reiterated. This suggests that the campaign of false allegations was 

quite vicious and had gone some way towards creating disruption and confusion 

within the Muslim community. 

Although these statements deal with the immediate issue at the time, the 

principles and the basic advice that they impart remain relevant and applicable in 

other similar situations that might arise in the perennial confrontation between the 

Muslims and their enemies. 

Abraham’s Prayers Are Answered 

The s rah goes on to remind the Muslims of more divine favours reserved for 

them. By one such special favour God has sent them a Messenger, Mu ammad, in 
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fulfilment of the prayer made by Abraham, the first custodian of the Sacred Mosque 

in Makkah, the permanent and universal qiblah of all Muslims. 

Thus We have sent forth to you a Messenger from among yourselves to recite to you 
Our revelations, purify you, and instruct you in the Book and in wisdom and teach 
you what you did not know. Remember Me, then, and I will remember you; give 
thanks to Me and never deny Me. (Verses 151-152) 

The same words of Abraham’s prayer (Verse 129) are used here, thus establishing 

a direct and significant link between the two Prophets and their religion. Islam was 

not, then, invented or born out of expediency, but had its origins firmly rooted in 

history. The direction of prayer that was being instituted had not been chosen 

haphazardly or without purpose. It was the answer to Abraham’s passionate and 

sincere prayers. 

As a result of this boundless divine grace, the Muslims were sent a messenger, one 

of their own number, who was to be the last human Messenger from God to 

mankind, and had their own exclusive direction of prayer designated for them by 

God, thereby giving them a distinctive character and a privileged status in the world. 

Another aspect of God’s favour is that, through Mu ammad, He was addressing 

the Muslims, a humble and insignificant band of believers, with His own words. 

Who were those people? What did they represent, for God and for mankind? What 

did they do or have to deserve God’s attention and special favour? 

“Thus We have sent forth to you a Messenger from among yourselves to recite to you Our 

revelations, purify you...” The fact that Mu ammad had come from that society, and 

was chosen to receive God’s revelations, the Qur’ n, represented God’s limitless 

favour. God’s Messenger, Mu ammad (peace be upon him) was also sent to cleanse 

the Arabs of the sad misconceptions, corruption and ignorance that went with their 

idolatrous beliefs and lax way of life. Those whose souls are not purged by 

submission to God, at whatever time or place they may live, sink into a stinking 

depth of worldly desires that are unbecoming of man. In such a condition, man sinks 

lower than animals, controlled as animals are by their desires. The Prophet also 

purges their society of usury, cheating, looting and illegal earnings; all of which are 

impurities that contaminate souls, feelings, society and human life altogether. He 

further purges their lives of injustice, putting in place a superior standard of justice 

to which their community aspires. 

“... And instructs you in the Book and in wisdom...“ This incorporates what has been 

mentioned earlier about reciting God’s revelations included in His book, and 

emphasizes its essential subject matter, i.e. wisdom. Wisdom is acquired as the fruit 

of instruction in this book, i.e. the Qur’ n. It is a quality which ensures that anyone 
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who has it views matters in their proper perspective and evaluates them correctly. 

He has the necessary understanding to appreciate the aims behind God’s 

commandments and teachings. 

Before Islam, the Arabs were a heedless and xenophobic people, living in total 

darkness and moral corruption, given to inhuman practices such as usury, 

infanticide, slavery, piracy and other forms of crime. Islam had come to purge that 

vile and destructive way of life and transform the Arabs into a pioneering society 

that would uphold justice and strive to promote and preserve the humanity of man. 

Mu ammad had also been sent to “instruct you in the Book and in wisdom and teach 

you what you did not know”. One of Mu ammad’s duties was to teach his followers 

how to understand and interpret the Qur’ n, and translate it into a practical code for 

daily life. Through the Qur’ n they acquired the wisdom and the ability to appreciate 

and understand God’s commands, evaluate ideas and concepts, and judge values 

and objectives. 

It was through that slow and painstaking process of education and development 

that the first group of Muslims was raised out of an almost uncultured tribal desert 

people. Out of that community, within a phenomenally short time, came a nation 

with a rich ideology and a dynamic spirit, fit to assume a leading role in the world. 

That pioneering generation was raised on the ideas and teachings of the Qur’ n 

and under the instruction of the Prophet Mu ammad, which was inspired by and 

derived from the Qur’ n. The Prophet’s mosque in Madinah was the focal point of 

Muslim life and its centre of learning, which produced a unique civilization and a 

community that has been unrivalled throughout history. 

That divine legacy and those teachings, which were responsible for raising the first 

generation of Islam, remain intact and accessible today. It is vital for Muslims to 

return to their original source of knowledge and greatness, and to look at the Qur’ n 

as a guide and an instrument for change, rather than as lyrics to be melodiously 

chanted for idle pleasure. 

When God Remembers His Servants 

This passage is concluded with yet another reminder of God’s favours to the 

Muslim community. God calls on Muslims to remember and praise Him, and in 

return He will remember them: “Remember Me, then, and I will remember you; give 

thanks to Me and never deny Me.’’ (Verse 152) 

What honour, what benevolence and compassion! God Almighty, in all His 

greatness and glory, exchanges these sentiments on an equal level with His humble 

servants. What grace and generosity! 
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“Remember Me, then, and I will remember you” — it is the greatest privilege any 

human being can receive from God, whose generosity is limitless and whose 

benevolence knows no bounds. The Prophet Mu ammad is reported to have quoted 

God as saying: “Whoever remembers Me privately to himself I will remember him to 

Myself; and whoever remembers Me in the company of people I will remember him 

in a better company.” 

The Prophet also quotes God as saying: “Son of Adam! When you remember Me 

to yourself, I will remember you to Myself. When you remember Me in the company 

of others I will remember you in a company of angels. When you draw closer to Me 

by a handspan, I will draw closer to you by an arm’s length; and when you draw 

closer to Me by an arm’s length, I will draw closer to you by a longer distance; and 

when you walk towards Me, I will run towards you.” 

No words could possibly describe the effects and scope of this divine grace. Man 

can only reciprocate such feelings through prayer, meditation and total submission 

to God Almighty. This will eventually lead him to see and recognize no other power 

in this world but that of God. 

The recognition of God’s power and the expression of one’s gratitude to Him 

come in several stages. The least of them is to acknowledge God’s grace and 

blessings and refrain from disobeying Him. The highest stage is that of total 

dedication of one’s thoughts, talents, energies and actions to the service of God. 

The words “give thanks to Me and never deny Me” also carry a warning that 

negligence of, ingratitude to, and rebellion against God would lead to denying Him 

altogether, which is a most hopeless and dismal end. 

All the instructions and warnings conveyed in the above passage are extremely 

pertinent to the issue of the direction of prayer, the focus of Muslims and the 

distinctive symbol of acknowledging God’s oneness. They are also pertinent to the 

confrontation with the Jews of Madinah, whose ultimate objective was to mislead the 

Muslims in the hope that they might revert to unbelief. Thus, they would deprive 

them of God’s favours and blessings, the greatest and foremost of which is that of 

faith. 

The Jews were aware that the Arabs without Islam would go back to their aimless 

tribal existence, with no influence on the rest of the world or role in history. A people 

without sound principles or creed, or a philosophy of life, would have no reason to 

assume a position of leadership in the world. 

To be remembered by God, Muslims have to remember that Islam is more than a 

religion concerned only with the spiritual or personal aspects of life. It is a complete 

way of life with teachings, laws and practices for the organization and development 

of all human affairs. History tells us that whenever Muslims showed awareness of 
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God and dedication to His cause, they progressed and achieved prominence, and 

their standing in the world rose high above all others; but when they neglected Islam 

and forgot God, they declined and were crushed and left behind. 

Yet, the door will always remain open. In His blessed book, the Qur’ n, God calls 

on Muslims: “Remember Me, then, and I will remember you; give thanks to Me and never 

deny Me.” (Verse 152) 
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8 

Acquiring Real Strength 

Overview 

Having established a permanent and universal qiblah for Islam, and having 

outlined the general features of the ‘middle’ Muslim community, distinguished by 

Believers, seek strength in patience and 

prayer. God is with those who are patient. 

(153) 

Do not say of those who are killed in 

God’s cause, ‘They are dead.’ They are 

alive, although you do not perceive that. 

(154) 

We shall certainly try you with a certain 

measure of fear and hunger, and with 

diminution of wealth, lives and crops. But 

give glad tidings to those who remain 

patient in adversity. (155) 

Who, when a calamity befalls them, say, 

‘To God we belong, and to Him we shall 

return.’ (156) 

On such people, blessings and mercy are 

bestowed by their Lord; such people will be 

rightly guided. (157) 
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Islam and by its role of guardianship over the rest of mankind, the Qur’ n gives 

Muslims specific instructions to endure adversity with patience and to observe their 

prayers. These are the best help they may have in the fulfilment of their great role 

that requires great sacrifice. 

These are the two most essential requisites for the Muslim ummah to be able to 

withstand the hardships and trials that were to come, and to fulfil its universal and 

historic role in this world. Lives would have to be sacrificed; poverty, death, famine 

and insecurity would have to be faced with courage and strength, for the ummah to 

establish and defend the Divine world order, make it a reality in human society on 

this earth, and assert God’s unrivalled sovereignty over all its affairs. 

In return, the Muslim community shall receive God’s blessings, mercy and 

guidance, making it a most profitable bargain indeed, if only the Muslims would 

appreciate it. 

The Power of Patience 

“Believers, seek strength in patience and prayer. God is with those who are patient.” 

(Verse 153) Patience is mentioned frequently in the Qur’ n. God is aware that 

patience is an essential element in maintaining a steady and balanced pace in the face 

of the inevitable hardships and adversities of life. It is a prime requirement for the 

Muslim community in its universal responsibility for establishing God’s order on 

earth. 

Patience is required on the personal level for observing one’s religious duties, for 

resisting temptation, misfortune, poverty, oppression and injustice, and for carrying 

out one’s responsibilities towards the establishment of the Islamic way of life in 

society. Patience and perseverance are required to remain always on the alert, ready 

to give whatever sacrifice may be needed. When those who are hostile to God’s cause 

seem to wield power, when falsehood seems too strong, when help seems to be 

endlessly delayed and the destination too far away patience and perseverance are the 

most important qualities to have. They are also needed to face those who are deviant, 

erring, harsh and persistent in their opposition to the truth. 

When victory seems far away and the going gets really tough, people tend to lose 

heart and give up. To avoid that state of despair, God links patience with prayer, as 

an inexhaustible source of strength and energy. The two combine to infuse the heart 

with boundless confidence and fortitude and to impart to the believer total 

tranquillity, happiness and inner peace. 

When man, weak as he is, faces a task that seems beyond his limited resources, 

when he faces the powers of evil, when he finds temptations and allurements very 
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hard to resist, when tyranny and corruption are too powerful, seeking support from 

God Almighty is the only way forward. As the goals of one’s endeavour seem to 

recede and life becomes shorter and shorter, despair starts to creep into one’s heart 

and mind. As the twilight of one’s life approaches and all achievements seem trivial 

and meaningless, one realizes the value and significance of prayer. It is a spring that 

never ceases to flow with spiritual strength and tender compassion. 

The value and role of prayer lie in its being the direct link between God and man. 

It is the means by which man, an insignificant mortal, draws strength, reassurance 

and help from God’s infinite power and everlasting mercy. It is the source from 

which man, a frail creature, replenishes his energy and renews his power and 

strength to face and resist his own inner temptations and prejudices, as well as the 

temptations and pressures of the world around him. It is the key to the treasures of 

God’s grace, and the fountain of light which illuminates man’s heart with inner peace 

and tranquillity and leads him through the darkness of doubt and confusion to the 

certainty of faith and trust in God Almighty. It is an occasion for rest, serenity and 

peace of mind. It is no wonder, therefore, that the Prophet Mu ammad (peace be 

upon him) used to resort to prayer whenever things became difficult to cope with. 

He used to ask Bil l, his Companion, to make the call to prayer, saying: “Bring us its 

comfort.” 

Worship is the essence of the Islamic way of life, which revolves around its 

mysteries and hidden qualities. It is a source of sustenance in the long journey of life; 

it purifies the heart and gives the human spirit its inner powers. It goes hand in hand 

with responsibility and obligation, because it is the key to our appreciation of our 

responsibilities and obligations in life and to the satisfaction and benefits we draw 

from fulfilling them. 

When God Almighty commissioned Mu ammad for his great and historic task, 

He said to him: “Stand up in prayer at night, all except for a small portion of it; or half the 

night or a little less, or a little more, and recite the Qur’ān in a calm and distinct manner. We 

are about to address you with words of surpassing gravity” (73: 2-5) 

Prayer during the night and recitation of the Qur’ n were the essential means of 

preparing Mu ammad for the stupendous task of conveying God’s message to 

mankind. Prayer opens the human heart to hope and enlightenment, reinvigorates 

one’s relationship with God, mitigates the struggle for life, and provides one with 

inspiration and confidence. 

For the believers in that small fledgling Muslim community, poised to embark on 

their momentous task, the s rah reinforces that reassurance by saying: “God is with 

those who are patient.” God is always there to provide the believers with help and 

comfort, to lend them His support and replenish their sapping morale and fading 
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enthusiasm. It is noteworthy that the verse starts by making its address exclusively to 

the believers, and concludes by reassuring them that patience ensures God’s help. 

Numerous reports have been handed down that tell us how highly the Prophet 

himself viewed the qualities of patience and perseverance, and how deeply he had 

thought about them. Some of them are quite relevant to our discussion. 

The Prophet’s Companion, Khabb b ibn al-Aratt, said: “A group of us once 

appealed to God’s Messenger while he was resting in the shade of the Ka`bah. We 

said, ‘Would you please appeal to God to help us? Would you kindly pray for us?’ 

He replied, ‘In days gone by, believers like yourselves used to be put in ditches and 

have their heads sawed in halves, and have their flesh scraped off the bone with iron 

combs. They withstood all that torture, held on to their faith, and never wavered. I 

swear that God Almighty will establish this religion so that a man can travel from 

San ‘ ’ [in western Yemen] to adramawt [in eastern Yemen] fearing none but God, 

and the wolf for his sheep. But you are impatient!” [Related by al-Bukh rī, Abū 

D wūd and al-Nas ’ī] 

Another Companion of the Prophet, `Abdull h ibn Mas`ūd says: “I can almost see 

God’s Messenger in the same position as an earlier prophet who was beaten by his 

people until he bled. But even while he was wiping the blood off his face he said: 

‘Lord, forgive my people, for they do not know the truth.’” [Related by al-Bukh rī 
and Muslim] 

The Prophet is also quoted as saying: “A Muslim who mixes with people and puts 

up with their maltreatment is better than one who neither mixes with people nor 

suffers their abuse.” [Related by al- Tirmidhī] 

Sacrificing One’s Life 

The Qur’ n continues with its spiritual mobilization of the pioneering Muslim 

community of Madinah, as the latter braces itself for the crucial and momentous task 

of leading mankind back to God. It outlines the major demands and consequences of 

its hard and long struggle, or jihād, with its attendant sacrifices. It identifies the 

proper and correct criteria for the evaluation and appraisal of its outcome: “Do not 

say of those who are killed in God’s cause ‘They are dead.’ They are alive, although you do not 

perceive that.” (Verse 154) 

The s rah tells the Muslims that, in the fight to uphold God’s universal truth, lives 

will have to be sacrificed. Those who risk their lives and go out to fight, and who are 

prepared to lay down their lives for the cause of God are honourable people, pure of 

heart and blessed of soul. But the great surprise is that those among them who are 

killed in the struggle must not be considered or described as dead. They continue to 
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live, as God Himself clearly states. 

To all intents and purposes, those people may very well appear lifeless, but life 

and death are not judged by superficial physical means alone. Life is chiefly 

characterized by activity, growth, and persistence, while death is a state of total loss 

of function, of complete inertia and lifelessness. But the death of those who are killed 

for the cause of God gives more impetus to the cause, which continues to thrive on 

their blood. Their influence on those they leave behind also grows and spreads. Thus, 

after their death they remain an active force in shaping the life of their community 

and giving it direction. It is in this sense that such people, having sacrificed their 

lives for the sake of God, retain their active existence in everyday life. They might, on 

the other hand, be alive in another level or mode of existence which we here cannot 

see or conceive of. 

According to Islamic tradition, people who are killed “for the cause of God” are 

not washed or prepared for burial in the conventional way, but buried in the clothes 

they happen to be wearing, because they are considered clean and pure, and because 

in reality they are not dead. 

Because they are alive, those who die for the cause of God should not be missed or 

grieved over by their relatives, friends and loved ones. There is no real sense of loss 

in their death, since they continue to live, enjoying the hospitality of their Lord, 

relishing His company and boundless rewards. 

There are copious reports in the adīth literature extolling the spirit of sacrifice and 

the status of martyrs. Muslim records a adīth which says: “The souls of martyrs are 

carried in the bellies of green birds which fly at leisure in Paradise. They roost on 

lamps, placed near God’s Throne. God casts a glance at them and says, ‘What is your 

wish?’ They would reply, ‘Lord, what more can we wish for, when You have given 

us what You have not given any of Your creation.’ God would ask them again and 

again until they realize they have to make a request, and they would say, ‘We wish to 

be returned to live on earth so that we fight for Your cause and be killed a second 

time.’ They say this since they have seen how great God’s rewards are to those who 

attain martyrdom for God’s cause. But God says, ‘I have already decreed that people 

would not return to worldly life.” 

The Prophet’s Companion, Anas ibn M lik, reports that the Prophet said: “No one 

enters Paradise and wishes to return to worldly life, even if he was given everything 

on earth, except a martyr. He wishes to return to life and be killed in the cause of 

God ten times over, for the honour and privilege he receives.” [Related by M lik, al-

Bukh rī and Muslim] 

But who are the living martyrs? They are those killed in God’s cause, and in God’s 

cause alone. It is they who lay down their lives in defence of God’s universal truth, 
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rather than in the name of a king, nation or military honour. The sole objective of 

their struggle and sacrifice is to uphold God’s world order and establish it as a social 

reality. The Qur’ n and the adīth lay strong emphasis on this point, so as to leave no 

doubt about its meaning. 

The Prophet’s Companion, Abū Mūs , reports that the Prophet was asked 

whether fighting out of bravery, or to support one’s own ethnic group, or in pursuit 

of fame and glory, might be considered as fighting “for the cause of God.” He 

replied: “Only the one who fights to keep God’s word supreme fights for God’s 

cause!” [Related by M lik, al-Bukh rī and Muslim] 

Another Companion of the Prophet, Abū Hurayrah, reported that a man asked 

God’s Messenger three times about the fate of someone who fights ‘in the cause of 

God,’ but is also seeking worldly gain. Every time the Messenger replied: “He would 

receive no reward!” [Related by Abū D wūd] 

Abū Hurayrah reports that God’s Messenger said that God gives a guarantee to 

anyone who goes to battle for God’s cause: “If he has set out for no purpose other 

than to fight for My cause, totally motivated by faith in Me and to confirm the 

veracity of My messengers, then I guarantee that he will either enter Paradise or 

return safely home, enjoying whatever reward or booty he might have gained.” The 

Prophet continues this adīth, saying: “By Him who holds Mu ammad’s soul in His 

hand, any wound he may have sustained in battle will look on the Day of 

Resurrection in the same way as on the day it happened, with the colour of blood, 

but with the smell of pure musk. By Him who holds Mu ammad’s soul in His hand, 

were it not for fear of making things too hard for Muslims I would have joined every 

single expedition going out in God’s cause. However, I do not have the means to give 

them transport, nor do they have such means to follow me. In addition, it is trying 

for them to stay behind. By Him who holds Mu ammad’s soul in His hand, I would 

love to have fought and been killed for God’s cause again and again.” [Related by 

M lik, al-Bukh rī and Muslim] 

Martyrs, then, are those who set out to fight solely and purely for God’s cause, out 

of faith in Him and an unshakeable belief in His messengers. 

The Prophet Mu ammad expressed disapproval when he heard a Persian youth 

extolling his ancestry in the battlefield. `Abd al-Ra m n ibn Abī `Uqbah reported 

that his father, a Persian ‘ally’ of the Anşār, relates that he took part with the Prophet 

in the Battle of U ud. “As I struck an unbeliever, I shouted, ‘Take it from me; I, a 

Persian youth!’ The Prophet turned to me and said, ‘Would it not have been better 

for you to say, I, the Anşārī youth. The nephew and the ally of any group of people 

belong to them.’“ [Related by Abū D wūd] 

The Prophet disliked the fact that the young man had chosen to express pride in 
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anything other than being a supporter of God’s Messenger and to fight under any 

banner other than that of the religion of Islam. That is the true meaning of jihād, for 

which men can give up their lives, earn martyrdom and ensure permanent life. 

The s rah continues to mobilize the believers for the hard, long struggle ahead and 

increase their understanding of things to come: 

We shall certainly try you with a certain measure of fear and hunger, and with 
diminution of wealth, lives and crops. But give glad tidings to those who remain 
patient in adversity. Who, when a calamity befalls them, say, ‘To God we belong, and 
to Him we shall return.’ (Verses 155-156) 

Trials are part of the process of education. The believers’ resolve to fight for the 

truth, and to bear in the process whatever they may have to face of fear, hardship, 

poverty, famine, and loss of life, must be rigorously tested. There is a price that 

believers have to pay in order to uphold their faith, and that price is their own lives. 

Unless one’s faith becomes dearer to one than one’s own life, that faith has no chance 

of survival at the very first serious test. This love and dedication to one’s faith must 

be apparent to others on every occasion for them to appreciate its place and value in 

the believer’s heart. Such sacrifice and perseverance demonstrate the believer’s love 

for his faith, and inspire others to respect it, examine its merits and develop an 

interest in it. That can open the hearts and minds of many people to Islam. 

Tests and trials bring out the best in people, renew their energies, reinforce their 

resolve, and unleash within them latent powers that they themselves knew nothing 

of. Moreover, such experiences refine one’s perception and sharpen one’s mental and 

emotional vision and judgement. 

Underlying all this is the fact that, when subjected to pressure and the severe 

demands of the struggle, a believer will turn to no one else but God for help and 

solace, and will seek the support of no other power than God’s. This will be done in 

full acknowledgement of God’s sovereignty and total control over everything in this 

world. 

“Give glad tidings to those who remain patient in adversity’. Who, when a calamity befalls 

them, say, ‘To God we belong, and to Him we shall return.’” (Verses 155-156) God is the 

ultimate sovereign and final arbiter. To Him we turn for guidance on every matter. 

This is the essence of true submission, which comes from full recognition of His 

control of our destiny and our fate. 

Such are the true believers who show patience and endure with fortitude. God’s 

Messenger gives them the happy news of having earned their reward from God, the 

most bounteous. The blessings they receive are guaranteed by God. Himself: “On 

such people, blessings and mercy are bestowed by their Lord; such people will be rightly 
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guided.” (Verse 157) It is indeed a noble and honourable reward that they will receive. 

Indeed, they share in the same type of reward the Prophet himself receives. What is 

more is that they have a testimony by God making it clear that they are rightly 

guided. This, again, is an honourable status. 

In the process of mobilizing the Muslims for their great struggle, or jihād, God 

Almighty makes it clear that the believers’ only reward for making the sort of 

sacrifice involved in struggle in God’s cause, which includes loss of life, property, 

hunger, worry, as well as depletion of numbers and resources, will be God’s mercy 

and blessings. 

No material victory, power or wealth whatsoever is promised here — only God’s 

mercy and blessings. There is no promise of victory or having power in their own 

community. That pioneering Muslim community was being prepared for a role that 

is more valuable than the very life of its members. Members of that community had 

to be free of all personal ambitions and selfish desires, and the community’s aims 

and objectives had to be free of all worldly considerations, including victory for 

Islam through its own efforts. 

The Qur’ n teaches the Muslims to seek nothing in return for their obedience, 

struggle and hard work but God’s pleasure, blessings and guidance. That is to be the 

ultimate goal of their endeavour, and these will be the sweet fruits of their labour. As 

and when the victory comes, it will not be a victory for them but for the religion and 

the way of life they represent and are striving to establish in society. 

God’s mercy and blessings are ample reward for the believers’ perseverance and 

for the sacrifices they make. In fact, they are a better reward than any material or 

worldly gain they aspire to achieve. 

The foregoing passage has given us a glimpse of God’s amazing but effective 

approach in educating the Muslim community and preparing its ranks for upholding 

His order and carrying it on to the rest of mankind. 
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9 

Setting the Record Straight 

Şafā and Marwah are among the symbols 

set up by God. Whoever visits the Sacred 

House for Pilgrimage or `Umrah, would 

do no wrong to walk to and fro between 

them. He who does good of his own accord 

shall find that God is most thankful, All- 

Knowing. (158) 

Those who conceal the clear proofs and 

guidance We bestowed from on high, after 

We have expounded it clearly for mankind 

in the Book, shall be cursed by God and by 

others who curse. (159) 

Excepted, however, shall be those who 

repent, mend their ways and make known 

the Truth: from these I shall accept their 

repentance; for I alone accept repentance 

and I am the Merciful. (160) 

Those who reject the faith and die 

unbelievers shall incur the curse of God, the 

angels and all mankind. (161) 

They shall remain under that curse for ever, 

their torment shall not be alleviated, nor 

shall they have a respite. (162) 
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Your God is the One God: there is no 

deity but He, the Compassionate, the 

Merciful. (163) 

In the creation of the heavens and the earth; 

in the alternation of night and day; in the 

vessels that sail through the sea with what 

is useful for mankind; in the water God 

sends down from the sky giving life to the 

earth after it had been lifeless, causing all 

manner of living creatures to multiply on it; 

in the movement of the winds, and the 

clouds that run their courses between sky 

and earth: in all this there are signs for 

people who use their reason. (164) 

Yet there are people who worship beings 

other than God, giving them a status equal 

to His, loving them as God alone should be 

loved; whereas the believers love God more 

than all else. If the unbelievers could but 

see, as see they will when they are made to 

suffer, that all might belongs to God alone, 

and that He is stern in retribution. (165) 

[On that day] those who were followed will 

disown their followers and they all shall see 

their punishment, while all their ties are 

severed. (166) 

The followers will say, ‘Would that we had 

another chance so that we can disown them 

as they have disowned us!’ Thus will God 

show them their works [in a way which 

causes them] bitter regrets. They shall never 

come out of the fire. (167) 
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Mankind, eat of what is lawful and 

wholesome on earth and do not follow 

Satan’s footsteps: he is indeed an open 

enemy for you. (168) 

He enjoins you only to commit evil and 

indecency and to attribute to God 

something of which you have no knowledge. 

(169) 

When it is said to them, ‘Follow what God 

has revealed’, they say, ‘No; but we will 

follow only what we found our forefathers 

believing in.’ Why, even if their forefathers 

did not use reason at all, and followed no 

guidance. (170) 

The unbelievers are like the one who shouts 

to that which hears nothing but a call and 

a cry. Deaf, dumb and blind, they 

understand nothing. (171) 

Believers, eat of the wholesome things We 

have provided for you, and give thanks to 

God, if it is truly Him that you worship. 

(172) 

He has only forbidden you carrion, blood, 

the flesh of swine, and that on which a 

name other than God’s has been invoked. 

But he who is driven by necessity, not 

intending to transgress nor exceeding his 

need, incurs no sin. God is much-
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Forgiving, Merciful. (173) 

Those who suppress any part of the 

Scriptures God has revealed, and barter it 

away for a paltry price, eat nothing but fire 

in their bellies. God will not speak to them 

on the Day of Resurrection, nor will He 

purify them. A grievous suffering awaits 

them. (174) 

It is they who barter guidance for error and 

forgiveness for suffering. How great is their 

endurance of the Fire! (175) 

That is because God has revealed the Book 

with the truth. Those who are at variance 

with the Book are most deeply in the 

wrong. (176) 

Righteousness is not that you turn your 

faces towards the east or the west, but truly 

righteous is he who believes in God, the 

Last Day, the angels, the Book, and the 

Prophets; and gives his money, much as he 

may cherish it, to his kinsfolk, orphans, 

the needy, a stranded wayfarer, beggars, 

and for the freeing of slaves; who attends to 

his prayers and pays zakāt; and [truly 

pious are] they who keep their promises 

once made, and are patient in misfortune 

and adversity and in time of peril. Such are 

those who have proved themselves true, and 
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Overview 

This new passage aims at correcting certain principles and clarifying some 

misconceptions concerning the true faith. It also continues the confrontation with the 

Jews of Madinah, to which we were introduced earlier. They did not cease to try to 

present falsehood in the guise of truth, and to cause confusion among the Muslims. 

However, the tone this time is rather general, presenting principles that apply to the 

Jews of Madinah as well as other opponents of the new faith. It also identifies a 

number of pitfalls that the Muslims would do well to avoid. 

To begin with, we have a reference to the pilgrimage ritual of walking between the 

two hills of Şaf  and Marwah, near the Ka`bah, clarifying the confusion surrounding 

them as a result of pre-Islamic pagan traditions. To some extent, this is related to the 

institution of the Ka`bah as the universal direction of prayer for Muslims as well as to 

pilgrimage rituals. 

This is followed by a fierce condemnation of Jews and Christians who conceal 

parts of their Scriptures, while making it clear that repentance and forgiveness 

remain open to those of them who wish to refrain from such practices. Those who 

persist will meet with harsh punishment. 

Then comes a reaffirmation of the concept of God’s oneness, and a reference to the 

marvels of the natural world that attest to it. Those who reject God’s oneness are 

roundly condemned, while a scene from the Day of Judgement depicts how futile it 

will be for unbelievers to realize their wrongdoing when it is too late. 

Referring to the Jewish arguments about what is lawful and unlawful of food and 

drink, the passage makes a general call to mankind to enjoy the wholesome and 

lawful things in life which God has provided for them. An account of things that are 

forbidden to eat and drink is also given in this section. 

The passage resumes the attack on those who suppress or tamper with God’s 

revelations, threatening them with God’s wrath and their own humiliation, and a 

most severe punishment in the life to come. 

As the passage is rounded off, we have a statement of the essential principles of 

faith and good works, highlighting the direct link between faith and action, and 

such are the God-fearing. (177) 
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reiterating the fact that it stems from one’s heart and emotions. It is no empty gesture 

or hollow ritual, but a deliberate and constant state of consciousness of God’s 

existence and power. 

The passage continues to educate and inform, and to raise the Muslims’ 

understanding of the principles of their religion as well as their awareness of the 

hostile schemes and campaigns of their enemies to undermine their faith and sow 

chaos and confusion in their community. 

A Very Significant Ritual 

Şafā and Marwah are among the symbols set up by God. Whoever visits the Sacred 
House for pilgrimage or `Umrah, would do no wrong to walk to and fro between them. 
He who does good of his own accord shall find that God is most thankful, All-
Knowing. (Verse 158) 

Several reports suggest a specific cause for the revelation of this verse; the most 

logical account, which is also the closest to the way of thinking Islam had cultivated 

in the minds of the early Muslims, is the following: 

Walking between the two small hills known as Şaf  and Marwah had been part of 

the pilgrimage rituals practised by the Arabs before Islam. However, two idols, Is f 

and N ’ilah, were erected on top of them, respectively. Hence, some Muslims felt 

uneasy about this walk because of the two idols that had been there, associating the 

two hills with polytheism. 

Al-Bukh rī relates that, in answer to a question about walking between Şaf  and 

Marwah, Anas, a Companion of the Prophet, said: “We used to consider them part of 

pre-Islamic ignorant tradition. With the advent of Islam, people stopped walking 

there as part of religious ritual. God then revealed the verse starting: “Şafā and 

Marwah are among the symbols set up by God.” 

Al-Sha`bī says: “Is f was placed on Şaf  and N ’ilah on the Marwah, and people 

used to revere these idols. Hence, after Islam they felt uneasy about walking in 

between the two hills. Hence this verse was revealed.” 

No specific date can be determined for the revelation of this verse, but it seems 

more probable that it was revealed later than the verses dealing with the change of 

the direction of prayer. Although Makkah was hostile territory for the Muslims for 

many years after their migration to Madinah, it was possible for some of them to visit 

it for pilgrimage or `Umrah. It is most probably such individual Muslim pilgrims who 

were reluctant to include Şaf  and Marwah in their rituals. 

Their reluctance was the outcome of the long and rigorous process of education 
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and purification they had undergone under their new faith. They developed a new 

sense of faith and religious understanding that made them question all the traditions 

and practices they had inherited from their pre-Islamic life, in case these were not 

sanctioned by Islam. 

Islam shook the hearts of the Arabs who adopted it and penetrated the deepest 

recesses of their souls. It brought about a complete change in their psyche, 

perceptions and attitude. They began to view their pre-Islamic past with different 

eyes, and were inclined to divorce themselves from it completely. They no longer felt 

any affinity towards it; rather, it became a hateful legacy. 

A closer study of that radical change brought about in the life of that generation 

by Islamic beliefs, principles and arguments would reveal how total and complete 

was the transformation they had undergone. It was as if the Prophet had shaken 

those people with an electric shock that reshaped their character and personality in a 

completely new form. 

This is, in fact, the true essence of Islam: total departure from one’s previous 

jāhiliyyah1 convictions and outlook. One develops an acute sensitivity towards all that 

is un-Islamic, and all one’s inherited habits, customs, practices and traditions. Both 

heart and soul must be given up to the new religion. 

Once that stage was reached in the life of that pioneering Muslim society, Islam 

began to adopt and reform those traditions and practices it considered acceptable 

and in line with its own principles, objectives and outlook. The Muslims then 

readopted those traditions and practices as part of Islam, and not because they had 

inherited them from their forefathers. 

The incorporation of Şaf  and Marwah in the pilgrimage rituals is a good example 

of this process. Clarifying the issue, the Qur’ n begins by stating: “Şafā and Marwah 

are among the symbols set up by God” (Verse 158) When a person walks now from one 

to the other in the prescribed manner, he is fulfilling an Islamic ritual, devoted to 

God alone. It has been purified and cleansed of all its pagan associations and 

significance. Muslims can perform the ritual with no fear of doing anything wrong or 

un-Islamic. “Whoever visits the Sacred House for pilgrimage or `Umrah, would do no wrong 

to walk to and fro between them. “ (Verse 158) 

This was the case with most rituals of the pilgrimage practised by the Arabs in 

pre-Islamic days. All aspects pertaining to idolatry were abolished. Now all the 

pilgrimage rituals have become linked to Islamic principles and restored to the 

                                                 
1 This is an Islamic term that refers to the beliefs and concepts that prevailed in pre-Islamic Arabia, but 
it is often used by Islamic writers to refer to all non-Islamic social practices and traditions. The word is 
derived from the root ‘Jahl’ which means ignorance. Thus, it has come to mean a stare of mind 
associated with ignorance. 
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original form practised by Abraham, as will be discussed in detail later in the s rah. 

As for the `Umrah, its rituals are the same as the pilgrimage, except for attendance at 

Arafat and that it may be performed at all times. In both, walking between the two 

hills is a duty. 

The verse ends with a statement praising voluntary acts of worship in general: “He 

who does good of his own accord shall find that God is most thankful, All-Knowing.” (Verse 

158) This statement affirms that God would welcome and appreciate such acts and 

would reserve generous rewards for their doers. By its very wording, this verse 

implies that walking between the two hills is a good action which earns reward from 

God. 

The word shākir, which means “thankful”, used in the Arabic original to describe 

God’s response to voluntary acts, conveys a very friendly impression. It has the 

added connotation that God Almighty is very pleased with these acts and thanks His 

servants for doing them. This would surely demand respect and modesty towards 

God on the part of His human servants. If God describes Himself as thankful to His 

servant for any good action that servant does, how can we be sufficiently grateful to 

God in our praise of Him? The connotations of divine compassion and mercy 

implied here defy description in human language. 

Suppressing the Truth 

The verses that follow launch a sharp attack on those Jews who, as mentioned 

earlier, concealed facts that were revealed in their Scriptures, in the wake of the 

controversy they created over the change of the direction of prayer from Jerusalem to 

the Ka`bah. This suggests that they continued to exploit the situation, especially after 

Makkah was also instituted as the place of the pilgrimage for Muslims. 

Those who conceal the clear proofs and guidance We bestowed from on high, after We 
have expounded it clearly for mankind in the Book, shall be cursed by God and by 
others who curse. Excepted, however, shall be those who repent, mend their ways and 
make known the Truth: from these I shall accept their repentance; for I alone accept 
repentance and I am the Merciful. Those who reject the faith and die unbelievers shall 
incur the curse of God, the angels and all mankind. They shall remain under that 
curse for ever, their torment shall not be alleviated, nor shall they have a respite. 
(Verses 159-162) 

The Jews and the Christians were already aware, on the basis of their own 

Scriptures, of the truth of Mu ammad’s mission. They had little doubt of his honesty 

and integrity. Nevertheless, they spared no effort to conceal and suppress what their 

Scriptures had to say about him. Manipulation of religious text and tampering with 
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revealed Scriptures have, for a variety of reasons, been encountered on numerous 

occasions in history. There have always been people with a propensity for evading 

the truth, or ignoring or suppressing it, or changing it to suit their own aims and 

ends. Thy knowingly conceal the truth, suppressing all evidence of the veracity of 

which they are most certain. They even suppress verses in God’s book so that the 

truth they expound is kept away from people. They do all this in order to achieve 

some worldly gain. In fact, we often encounter examples of such suppression of the 

truth. Such people shall be cursed by God and man. They shall become pariahs, 

denied God’s mercy and rejected by their fellow men. 

Exception is, of course, made of those who come to realize their folly, repent and 

abandon such practices: “Excepted, however, shall be those who repent, mend their ways 

and make known the Truth: from these I shall accept their repentance; for I alone accept 

repentance and I am the Merciful.” (Verse 160) The Qur’ n opens the door, as always, 

for those who repent and make amends, giving them another chance to see the light 

and make the change within themselves. To prove that the change is genuine, they 

are required to make up for the past by performing good deeds, being scrupulously 

honest in their actions, and championing the truth and abiding by it in all they say 

and do. They must have full confidence in God’s mercy and be certain that He will 

forgive and reward their repentance. 

Those who persist and refuse to repent, however, shall meet their nemesis in the 

worst possible way, because they rejected God’s hospitality and consciously chose to 

perpetrate evil and falsehood: “Those who reject the faith and die unbelievers shall incur 

the curse of God, the angels and all mankind They shall remain under that curse for ever, 

their torment shall not be alleviated, nor shall they have a respite.” (Verses 161-162) 

This general curse is considered a just reward for their abhorrent behaviour. They 

shall live as social outcasts, rejected by everyone and bereft of all dignity and respect. 

Worst of all, they shall incur the curse of God, which is the most devastating of all 

humiliations. 

Following that, there is a reiteration of the basic aspects of the concept of God’s 

oneness. To illustrate these, the s rah cites a number of natural phenomena in the 

physical world that testify to God’s power and overall sovereignty. It then portrays a 

scene from the Day of Resurrection, showing the despair and confusion of those who 

reject God and deny His power and existence. 

Your God is the One God: there is no deity but He, the Compassionate, the Merciful. 
In the creation of the heavens and the earth; in the alternation of night and day; in the 
vessels that sail through the sea with what is useful for mankind; in the water God 
sends down from the sky giving life to the earth after it had been lifeless, causing all 
manner of living creatures to multiply on it; in the movement of the winds, and the 
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clouds that run their courses between sky and earth: in all this there are signs for 
people who use their reason. Yet there are people who worship beings other than God, 
giving them a status equal to His, loving them as God alone should be loved; whereas 
the believers love God more than all else. If the unbelievers could but see, as see they 
will when they are made to suffer, that all might belongs to God alone, and that He is 
stern in retribution. [On that day] those who were followed will disown their followers 
and they all shall see their punishment, while all their ties are severed. The followers 
will say, ‘Would that we had another chance so that we can disown them as they have 
disowned us!” Thus will God show them their works [in a way which causes them] 
bitter regrets. They shall never come out of the fire. (Verses 163-167) 

The oneness of God is the quintessence of faith. On the whole, the debate has 

never been about God’s existence, however differently his entity, attributes or role in 

the universe might be viewed or defined by different societies and religions. Man’s 

nature has always led him to the belief in God. But in recent human history, a new 

philosophy has emerged, never known in human thinking before, which totally 

denies the very notion of God. This intellectual monstrosity has very little chance of 

becoming universal, because it is self-defeating and is invalidated by the very nature 

and structure of the universe and our own existence in it. 

The passage, therefore, affirms the principle of God’s oneness as an essential part 

of true faith and a solid foundation for man’s moral and social systems. The one God 

is the only deity to be adored and worshipped, and He is also the sole source of 

man’s moral codes and norms, and the origin of all the laws and regulations that 

govern and control man’s social, political and economic life and the life of the whole 

cosmos: “Your God is the One God: there is no deity but He, the Compassionate, the 

Merciful.” (Verse 163) We cannot fail to note how the truth of God’s oneness is 

emphatically stressed here in several ways. Thus, the Lord worshipped and obeyed 

by all creatures is the only God who legislates for all people making clear for them 

what moral values to uphold. It is from Him that they receive all their legislation. 

This central concept of Islam is re-emphasized time after time in the Qur’ n, 

particularly in the parts revealed in Makkah. It is brought up here in the context of 

preparing the Muslim community for its crucial universal leadership role. The 

Qur’ n hammers home these concepts so as to leave people in no doubt that the 

principle of God’s oneness permeates all aspects of life and all parts of existence. 

God’s sovereignty over this world and His active control of its affairs stem from 

His grace attributes. He is “the Merciful, the Compassionate.” 

Those Using Their Reason 

In the creation of the heavens and the earth; in the alternation of night and day; in the 
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vessels that sail through the sea with what is useful for mankind; in the water God 
sends down from the sky giving life to the earth after it had been lifeless, causing all 
manner of living creatures to multiply on it; in the movement of the winds, and the 
clouds that run their courses between sky and earth: in all this there are signs for 
people who use their reason. (Verse 164) 

This unique Qur’ nic approach in addressing the human mind and heart tends to 

heighten man’s feelings and emotions and make him behold and contemplate the 

wonders of the Universe. Familiarity may have blunted man’s appreciation of these 

marvels, but the verses invite him to reflect on the world around, as if for the first 

time, with open eyes and eager senses and a conscious heart. The physical world is 

full of beautiful mysteries and awe-inspiring events that have captivated many an 

eye and fascinated many a heart. 

The world is a boundless festival of mystery, splendour and beauty. The Heavens, 

the Earth, the planets, the stars, the galaxies, are all floating along their decreed orbits 

with incredible harmony, in a vast expanse of limitless space of dizzying dimensions. 

Man has been fascinated by this vast gallery of wonders long before he was able to 

get a glimpse, through study and science, of how it works and what lies behind it. 

The cycle of day and night and the alternation of light and darkness, dawn and 

dusk, have sent a million shivers through the hearts and souls of men everywhere. 

For the believing heart, it is a daily marvel to behold, despite its familiarity; a 

constant reminder of God’s magnificence and glory. 

As for “in the vessels that sail through the sea with what is useful for mankind,” I admit 

that I had not fully appreciated the import of this statement until the day I travelled 

on board a large ship, which seemed like a dot in the ocean. Waves were hitting us 

from all sides while we were engulfed in an almost surreal world of endless blue. 

Those who have experienced sea travel know that in the middle of the ocean one is 

entirely at God’s mercy and that it is only with God’s will and command that one is 

brought to the safety of the shore. 

The s rah highlights other natural phenomena: “the water Godsends down from the 

sky giving life to the earth after it had been lifeless, causing all manner of living creatures to 

multiply on it; in the movement of the winds, and the clouds that run their courses between 

sky and earth.” (Verse 164) All these phenomena deserve our attention, reflection and 

intelligent study. They are all manifestations of God’s awesome power and infinite 

mercy. Life is the greatest mystery of all. How does it spring out of the earth when 

water makes it fertile? How does it come about, starting gently at first before 

manifesting itself with full vigour? By what incredible process is it carried in a seed, 

an egg or a gene? 

It is a question that has to be asked. It is no good brushing it aside or ignoring it, as 
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some agnostics have tried to do. Some have even gone further and claimed that life 

can be created by man, without the need for God’s intervention! But even in the land 

where the ruling class prides itself on denying God altogether they have given up 

and were forced to admit that this is impossible without a Creator to give life. 

Leading Soviet scientists do now openly admit this as a fact beyond man’s ability.1 In 

the past Charles Darwin, the first to put forward the theory of evolution, tried hard 

to evade the question. 

As for the wind and the clouds, and all other natural phenomena, it is not 

sufficient to advance a theory to explain or describe merely how winds blow, or how 

clouds form, or the process by which they function, or what their effects are. The 

central question, the real mystery, revolves around the origin of life itself: why has 

the world been created in the way it has, and by what methods? How did the 

universe come to exist in its present form which, in order to produce and sustain life, 

provides the right combination of elements such as wind, cloud, rain and soil, 

according to thousands upon thousands of perfectly balanced proportions and 

formulae? If any of these proportions were to change, life would not be possible. The 

secret lies in the intricate design and clear purpose of existence, and in the unity and 

compassion of the Creator. 

“In all this there are signs for people who use their reason.” (Verse 164) Indeed, all man 

needs to do is to shake off familiarity and apathy and look afresh at the world 

around with a discerning eye and an enlightened heart. He should study every 

movement, scrutinize every phenomenon, and probe all secrets and mysteries, and 

let his ingenuity and imagination be fired so that he can grasp the splendour of the 

universe and the brilliance of its Maker. 

Such refined awareness, such sensitivity, and such appreciation of the beauty, 

balance and perfection of the universe are derived from true faith. Faith gives the 

believer a new insight into the world around him and a new understanding of 

beauty, and turns life into one continuous celebration of the creation and glory of 

God. 

Nevertheless, there are still those who neither look nor understand. That is the 

reason they go astray and lose direction in life. 

“Yet there are people who worship beings other than God, giving them a status equal 
to His, loving them as God alone should be loved.” (Verse 165) 

In those days these were idols carved out of stone or wood, or they were stars and 

planets, or angels and devils. In every age these deities take on different forms and 

                                                 
1 This was written in the early 1960s. — Editor’s note. 
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sizes. Their common feature is that they are all forms of associating partners with 

God, whether they are invoked together with God, or treated merely as objects of 

adoration or on a par with God. In the worst case, they replace God altogether. 

But the case is different with true believers: “whereas the believers love God more than 

all else.” (Verse 165) Their love for God supersedes their love for everything else in 

the world. The use of the term “love” here is both touching and appropriate, because 

the relationship between God and true believers is one of love and spiritual affection. 

It is an intimate and private relationship, continuously renewed with an undying 

adoration. 

Alliances Fall Apart 

If the unbelievers could but see, as see they will when they are made to suffer, that all 
might belongs to God alone, and that He is stern in retribution. [On that day] those 
who were followed will disown their followers and they all shall see their punishment, 
while all their ties are severed. The followers will say, ‘Would that we had another 
chance so that we can disown them as they have disowned us!’ Thus will God show 
them their works [in a way which causes them] bitter regrets. They shall never come 
out of the fire. (Verses 165-167) 

Were these transgressors to look ahead to the Day of Resurrection, they would 

realize their folly in worshipping anything or anybody other than God. All power 

belongs to Him. He has neither equals nor partners. They would also see the 

hopelessness of their actions and the severity of the punishment awaiting them. The 

leaders shall disassociate themselves from their followers, and shall be exposed as 

powerless to help them, or even help themselves. The truth of God’s oneness and His 

absolute power would be clearly manifest. The followers, on the other hand, would 

wish for a second chance of life in order to denounce and disown those false gods 

and leaders. The full extent of the fraud and the delusion under which they had been 

living would be exposed. 

It is an awesome scene in which all the hypocrisy and the insincerity and futility of 

the relationship between the two groups is brought fully into the open. And then 

come the pain and the torment: “Thus will God show them their works [in a way which 

causes them] bitter regrets. They shall never come out of the fire.” (Verse 167) 

Which Path to Follow 

This is followed by an invitation to all mankind to enjoy the good things in life 

and avoid the harmful ones. This is coupled with a warning against following the 

suggestions of Satan, who will only advise people to do evil and harmful things and 
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to arrogate to themselves the right to legislate without reference to God. There is also 

a warning against following others blindly in matters of religion, and a denunciation 

of the worship of any deity other than God Almighty, neatly linking this passage 

with the preceding one. 

Mankind, eat of what is lawful and wholesome on earth and do not follow Satan’s 
footsteps: he is indeed an open enemy for you. He enjoins you only to commit evil and 
indecency and to attribute to God something of which you have no knowledge. When 
it is said to them, ‘Follow what God has revealed, they say, ‘No; but we will follow 
only what we found our forefathers believing in.’ Why, even if their forefathers did not 
use reason at all, and followed no guidance. The unbelievers are like the one who 
shouts to that which hears nothing but a call and a cry. Deaf, dumb and blind, they 
understand nothing. (Verses 168-171) 

Having set out the argument for God’s oneness and shown Himself as the Creator 

of all, and exposed the utter failure of those who worship gods other than Him, God 

Almighty states in these verses that He is also the provider and sustainer of life. 

Accordingly, He is the ultimate authority to decide what food is lawful and what is 

unlawful; an aspect of exercising His authority as the only God. The Creator who 

makes and provides is also the authority who decides what is lawful and what is not. 

The law, Sharī`ah, is thus inextricably intertwined with belief. 

The verses give the whole of mankind permission to enjoy the food God has 

provided on earth, with the exception of what He has forbidden — which will be 

mentioned later in the s rah. People are also instructed here that they should listen 

only to God concerning what may or may not be lawful for consumption. They 

should not listen to Satan’s views in these matters, because, as their sworn enemy, he 

will not give them good advice. He will only mislead them and encourage them to 

decide what is and is not lawful of their own accord, with no reference to God’s 

guidance, as the Jews used to do, and as the Arab idolaters used to claim. 

These instructions show plainly how realistic and practical Islam is, and how 

genuinely aware of man’s nature and needs. The rule is that everything is lawful 

with the exception of a few things, which are listed in the Qur’ n by name. 

God has created the earth and all its products for man’s free use, enjoyment and 

benefit. The exceptions and restrictions are made only to safeguard man’s interests, 

and to ensure that he does not over-consume, or abuse the resources God has 

provided for him. The most important condition, however, is that man should not 

refer to anybody other than God for the identification of those items that are not 

permissible, and for the determination of the limits and the conditions under which 

the permissible ones should be consumed and used. If they do not, then they will be 

listening to Satan’s promptings, and he is wont to bid people to commit only evil and 
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indecency. 

The s rah derides the argument put forward by the Arab idolaters or the Jews, or 

both, who insist that they will only follow what their forefathers followed: “Even if 

their forefathers did not use reason at all, and followed no guidance.” That is exactly what 

the Qur’ n condemns. When it comes to defining matters relating to faith, the Qur’ n 

rejects all authority other than God’s, and flatly condemns those who follow blindly 

inherited traditions and practices. 

The next verse gives a humiliating image of those blind followers of earlier 

generations, depicting them as herds of sheep that can hear the shouting and the 

sounds made by their shepherds but do not understand what those words actually 

mean. In fact, as the s rah goes on we realize that they are worse. For while sheep 

can, at least, see, hear and bleat, while these are heedless and even worse: “The 

unbelievers are like the one who shouts to that which hears nothing but a call and a cry. Deaf 

dumb and blind, they understand nothing.” (Verse 171) 

Such people may very well have ears, tongues and eyes of their own, but what 

good will these do them if not put to proper use? They might as well have none. That 

is indeed the lowest and the most contemptible state that human beings can reach: 

when they give up their intelligence and discerning faculties. No one other than God 

has the authority to ordain or pronounce over matters of religion, law or behaviour. 

Things Forbidden to Eat 

The s rah then gives believers specific rules on the various types of animal meat 

that they may eat, denouncing the Jews, who argue over this matter although it has 

been adequately discussed in their own Scriptures. 

Believers, eat of the wholesome things We have provided for you, and give thanks to 
God, if it is truly Him that you worship. He has only forbidden you carrion, blood, the 
flesh of swine, and that on which a name other than God’s has been invoked. But he 
who is driven by necessity, not intending to transgress nor exceeding his need, incurs 
no sin. God is much-Forgiving, Merciful. Those who suppress any part of the 
Scriptures God has revealed, and barter it away for a paltry price, eat nothing but fire 
in their bellies. God will not speak to them on the Day of Resurrection, nor will He 
purify them. A grievous suffering awaits them. It is they who barter guidance for error 
and forgiveness for suffering. How great is their endurance of the Fire! That is because 
God has revealed the Book with the truth. Those who are at variance with the Book are 
most deeply in the wrong. (Verses 172-176) 

God addresses believers by their most important quality of having accepted the 

faith, clearly underlining their special relationship with Him and making it clear that 
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they should accept only His instructions and guidelines with respect to what is or is 

not lawful and permissible. They are reminded that He alone provides for them and 

shows them what is permissible and what is not. Nothing good or wholesome has 

been forbidden, only what is harmful and corrupt. The purpose behind these few 

restrictions is not to deprive people or curb their enjoyment of the good things God 

has made available, and for which they should show gratitude. God directs them to 

thank Him if they truly worship Him alone. Thus, they are taught that thanksgiving 

is an act of worship. “Believers, eat of the wholesome things We have provided for you, and 

give thanks to God, if it is truly Him that you worship.” (Verse 172) 

Then comes a list of what has been forbidden for the Muslims to eat. It starts with 

an Arabic word which indicates that the restriction is limited to the given items: “He 

has only forbidden you carrion, blood, the flesh of swine, and that on which a name other than 

Gods has been invoked.” (Verse 173) 

Both carrion — dead putrefying flesh — and blood are unhygienic and offensive 

to human taste. Centuries after this Qur’ nic statement was revealed, modern 

medical research has shown that both attract harmful germs and carry deadly 

substances. There could he many more reasons why they were forbidden by Islam, 

which modern medical science has yet to discover. 

The next item is the flesh of swine, about the banning of which some have recently 

raised doubts. The pig is an unattractive animal with foul habits, and God has 

forbidden its flesh a very long time ago. Only recently, human knowledge has shown 

it to be singularly prone to infection with parasitic worms that are a serious health 

hazard to humans. Some may yet argue that advances in health care and modern 

cooking methods have reduced or even eliminated this risk. But this has only come 

to light several centuries after Islam, and there is no guarantee that pig’s meat does 

not carry other risks of which we are yet to become aware. Islamic law has been well 

ahead of human science by many centuries. It deserves our unqualified trust. It must 

be considered the final arbiter in what is wholesome and what is not. It is the 

legislation revealed by the One who is wise and who knows all. 

The meat of animals slaughtered in dedication to something or someone other 

than God is forbidden for Muslims to eat for that very reason. There is nothing 

physically wrong with the meat, but it is spiritually tainted by the fact that it was 

sacrificed in reverence of a creature of God. This impairs one’s loyalty to, and faith 

in, God. This makes it akin to material impurity and dirtiness. Of all prohibited 

things this type is most relevant to faith. 

It becomes clear, yet again, how strongly and closely the principle of God’s 

oneness is linked to the source of religious guidance and lawmaking in Islam, God 

Almighty. 
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In establishing the above restrictions, however, Islam takes account of the 

circumstances under which they would apply. Necessities could arise which would 

entail a measured lifting or relaxation of those restrictions. These are dictated strictly 

by the need at the time, and on condition that consumption of forbidden meat is not, 

in any way, permitted for reasons of self-indulgence or in defiance of God’s 

instructions. 

“But he who is driven by necessity, not intending to transgress nor exceeding his need, 

incurs no sin. God is much-Forgiving, Merciful.” (Verse 173) This is a general Islamic 

principle in all matters of this kind, and can be extended to situations of a similar 

nature. Any life-threatening situation creates a necessity which would allow a person 

to eat or drink forbidden things if alternatives cannot be found, within the conditions 

mentioned above. 

Scholars differ in their definition of what constitutes necessity. Are the situations 

in which necessity exists only those specifically cited by God, or could other, similar 

circumstances be included? Nor is there any consensus of opinion among scholars on 

what constitutes relieving the necessity: is it confined to the smallest of measures, or 

is it a full meal or drink? However, we are happy to confine our discussion here to 

pointing out the general principles that are of relevance in these matters, without 

discussing these differences in detail. 

Suppression of God’s Revelations 

The Jews created considerable controversy around the Qur’ nic pronouncements 

on permissible and forbidden food and drink. Elsewhere, the Qur’ n informs us of 

other types of meat that had been forbidden to the Jews but which Muslims were 

allowed to eat: “To those who followed the Jewish faith did We forbid all animals that have 

claws; and We forbade them the fat of both oxen and sheep, except that which is in their backs 

and entrails or what is mixed with their bones.” (6: 146) All these are lawful to Muslims. 

The Jews might have disputed this relaxation of the earlier prohibition. They even 

argued about other forbidden things, although these were forbidden them in their 

own Scriptures. Their aim, of which they never lost sight, was to create doubts about 

Qur’ nic commandments and undermine the fact that they were revealed by God. 

This explains the strong denunciation of those who suppress what they know to he 

God’s revelation. “Those who suppress any part of the Scriptures God has revealed, and 

barter it away for a paltry price, eat nothing but fire in their bellies. God will not speak to 

them on the Day of Resurrection, nor will He purify them. A grievous suffering awaits them. 

It is they who barter guidance for error and forgiveness for suffering. How great is their 

endurance of the Fire! That is because God has revealed the Book with the truth. Those who 

are at variance with the Book are most deeply in the wrong.”  (Verses 174-176) 
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The verses may be directed at people of earlier Scriptures, Jews and Christians, but 

the condemnation applies in the widest possible sense. All those who deliberately 

and systematically suppress the truth, especially religious truth, or manipulate it for 

power or worldly gains of any kind, stand condemned by God, and are doomed to 

incur His wrath and a stern punishment in the hereafter. Even if they were to gain 

this whole world for such suppression, it remains a paltry price when compared with 

what they lose of God’s pleasure and His reward in the life to come. 

They “eat nothing but fire in their bellies.” (Verse 174) Here we have a description 

that is in perfect harmony with the scene being portrayed. Their gain for suppressing 

the truth is nothing but fire in their bellies. Indeed they are portrayed eating fire. Yet 

the description is factual. When they are in hell, the fire makes their clothes and their 

food. As an additional disgrace and humiliation, they are totally ignored in the life to 

come. Their isolation is given a very graphic description in the text: “God will not 

speak to them on the Day of Resurrection, nor will He purify them. A grievous suffering 

awaits them.” (Verse 174) 

Another expressive description tells us that they have made an utterly foolish 

choice by exchanging success for failure and making a losing deal. “It is they who 

barter guidance for error and forgiveness for suffering. How great is their endurance of the 

Fire!” (Verse 175) 

The sarcasm is unmistakable, but it fits the vile actions of concealing the truth that 

God has revealed for the guidance and benefit of all mankind, and rightly castigates 

the folly of rejecting guidance and accepting humbug. 

The result of deliberately concealing or disputing God’s revealed truth is a life of 

constant turmoil, confusion and conflict with human nature. It is a life of permanent 

conflict and discord. “That is because God has revealed the Book with the truth. Those who 

are at variance with the Book are most deeply in the wrong.” (Verse 176) Such an outcome 

has been seen time and again in human society, in accordance with God’s true 

warning; history is evidence of its veracity. 

What Constitutes Righteousness 

This passage concludes with a verse that outlines the principles of true faith 

together with the rules of proper Islamic conduct: 

Righteousness is not that you turn your faces towards the east or the west, but truly 
righteous is he who believes in God, the Last Day, the angels, the Book, and the 
Prophets; and gives his money, much as he may cherish it, to his kinsfolk, orphans, the 
needy, a stranded wayfarer, beggars, and for the freeing of slaves,’ who attends to his 
prayers and pays zakāt; and [truly pious are] they who keep their promises once made, 
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and are patient in misfortune and adversity and in time of peril. Such are those who 
have proved themselves true, and such are the God-fearing. (Verse 177) 

The subject of this verse is clearly linked to the issue of the direction of prayer and 

the controversy surrounding it, as discussed earlier. It now establishes a 

comprehensive principle that covers this issue and all matters that the Jews of 

Madinah were wont to dispute. These mostly centred on new religious rituals and 

forms of worship introduced by Islam and which differed from their own. 

The purpose behind the change of the place Muslims face in prayers, and indeed 

all aspects of worship and ritual, has never been the direction people face, or indeed 

any outward form. These are not what gives worship its value or meaning, nor what 

makes people good and righteous. Righteousness is the result of a total feeling, an 

attitude and a mode of behaviour which shape the individual’s conscience and the 

mind set of the community. It is a discipline whose effects are immediately and 

constantly apparent in one’s life and the life of society as a whole. Without these 

aspects, facing east or west, or turning one’s face to the right and to the left at the end 

of prayer or the performance of the various movements of prayer would have no 

effect or significance. 

“Truly righteous is he who believes in God, the Last Day, the angels, the Book, and the 

Prophets...“ Taken as a whole, the verse spells out the total sum of goodness, or 

righteousness. What, then, gives these beliefs and actions their value and meaning? 

What is the value of believing in God, the Last Day, the angels, the Book, and the 

Prophets? 

Belief in God marks a definite turning point in one’s life, at which one is freed 

from servitude and submission to all manner of powers, forces and desires, and 

submits to God alone. It is a transformation from chaos to order, from aimlessness to 

purpose, and from fragmentation to unity. It is a focal point around which all 

mankind stands equal in the eyes of God and which gives the whole of existence 

direction, balance, and coherence. 

Belief in the Last Day is a belief in universal and divine justice. It is a testimony to 

the fact that human life on earth is not without purpose or value or order, and that 

good works that seem to go unrewarded shall certainly be rewarded. 

Believing in the angels is an essential part of believing in a world that is beyond 

human perception. It is what distinguishes the way humans perceive the world and 

understand it from the way animals do. Animals perceive the world through their 

senses and instincts, while man believes in a world that lies beyond the reach of his 

perception.1 

                                                 
1 This is fully discussed in our commentary on the first few verses of this s rah, pp.28-30 
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To believe in the Books and the Prophets means to attest, without reservation, to 

the truth, honesty, and integrity of all the revealed Books and all the Prophets and 

messengers God commissioned to deliver them at various times of human history. 

This leads to a belief in the unity of the human race, serving God alone, abiding by 

one and the same religion and adhering to one universal divine order. This outlook 

has a profound effect on the personality of the believer, who is seen as custodian of 

the heritage of God’s messengers and divine messages. 

The next clement of righteousness is to spend money, dear as it may be, on one’s 

near of kin, orphans, the needy, the stranded traveller, beggars, and for the freeing of 

slaves. The significance of this commendable act of charity and sacrifice is that it 

liberates man from stinginess, selfishness, greed and excessive love of wealth, which 

cripple one’s ability to give and help those who are in need. It is a highly spiritual act 

of altruism when someone of means has the courage and the generosity to give away 

his dearest and most precious possessions. It is an act of liberation for the human 

soul when man rises above worldly desires and materialistic instincts. It is an 

admirable achievement, which Islam commends and values very highly. 

It is characteristic of the Islamic approach that it aims, first and foremost, at 

liberating man from his own internal prejudices, weaknesses and desires before 

going on to liberate him from the pressures and influences of the society around him. 

Unless one overcomes one’s own egotism, one is not likely to stand up to evil and 

temptation in the world outside. 

Charity is also a social value that strengthens the bonds of love and trust within 

the family unit, the vital nucleus of society, and preserves the dignity of its members. 

Charity towards orphans in society achieves social justice and helps to save the 

young and the weak from homelessness, corruption and abuse. For the needy and 

the destitute, charity provides the care and security by which their dignity is 

preserved, their standing in society may be enhanced, and their contribution to 

society assured. It ensures that not a single person in the community is lost, or left 

uncared for. For travellers who, for one reason or another, find themselves stranded 

in foreign lands or in societies where they feel alienated, charity can be a lifeline. It is 

an emergency measure to alleviate an unexpected hardship, and by which they are 

made to feel that they belong to the global human family. 

Begging is a practice Islam abhors. It is forbidden to those who can earn a 

minimum of sustenance or have jobs. Charity by those who have the means aims to 

stop this evil practice. 

Charity has played a vital role in Islam’s fight against slavery. It provided the 

means to free those unfortunate enough to have been taken prisoner in wars against 

Islam. This is done by either buying slaves to set them free, or by giving a slave 
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money to buy his own freedom, at a price he agrees with his master. Under Islam, 

slaves became entitled to their freedom as soon as they demanded it, and they were 

helped to regain their liberty and dignity by allocating them money from charity and 

zakāt. Slaves would then become wage earners, entitled to receive zakāt. Every effort 

would be made to speed up their total freedom. 

The verse adds that the regular observance of prayer is another important aspect 

of righteousness. Prayer is more than a sequence of bodily movements, and there is 

more to it than facing in a certain direction, east or west. It is more than a simple act 

of spiritual meditation. Prayer, an act of total submission and dedication to God, 

epitomizes the entire Islamic outlook on life. 

Islam recognizes the human being as a complex entity comprising body, mind and 

soul, and perceives no contradiction or conflict among their respective roles or needs. 

It, therefore, sees no need for suppressing the functions or needs of any one of them 

in order to satisfy any of the others. From this perspective we can clearly see how 

prayer combines the activity of all three elements in an integrated act of worship 

dedicated completely to the adoration and glorification of God Almighty. The bodily 

movements of standing (qiyām), bowing (ruk `) and prostration (suj d), and the 

recitation of Qur’ nic verses and other prescribed text and the deliberate reflection 

required on that, and exclusive devotion to God, coalesce beautifully during prayer 

in a unique and splendid combination. Maintaining this standard in the performance 

of prayer is a reminder and a fulfilment of the essence and purpose of Islam as a 

whole. 

Paying the zakāt duty is another aspect of righteousness. This is a social tax 

instituted by God Almighty, the ultimate provider, as a token of the entitlement of 

the poor to a share in the wealth of the rich. It is clear from the text that zakāt is 

separate from, rather than a substitute for, the charitable spending mentioned earlier. 

While giving to those causes is voluntary, payment of zakāt is a religious duty in its 

own right, and both are essential factors in attaining righteousness. Unless this was 

the case, obviously there would be no meaning in giving zakāt a separate mention in 

the same verse. 

Keeping one’s promises is another aspect of righteousness that the Qur’ n 

frequently highlights as a feature of true faith and humanity. It is a quality that stems 

from honesty to God and fulfilment of one’s promises to Him. Furthermore, it is an 

essential requirement for creating an environment of mutual trust and confidence 

among individuals, societies and nations. History will readily testify to the Muslims’ 

impeccable record in honouring agreements, promises and treaties with allies and 

enemies alike. Islam has given an unparalleled example of integrity that can never be 

surpassed. 
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Steadfastness and perseverance in times of adversity and hardship, and in the face 

of danger, are necessary qualities for the education and development of strong 

individuals with solid characters who will stand firm, come what may. Under such 

conditions the faithful never lose hope or confidence in God, nor will they seek help 

from any source other than Him. 

For the Muslim community, or ummah, to fulfil its great role of universal 

leadership of mankind and its task of instituting justice and equality in the world, it 

is necessary to collectively acquire these qualities. All should have the resilience to 

withstand poverty, weakness, loss of friends and allies, shortage of manpower and 

resources, and the rigours and consequences of war and striving to serve God’s 

cause. 

The construction of this part of the verse in the Arabic original indicates that this 

quality is singled out as especially significant in the context of the verse as a whole. 

This gives added importance and a higher status in the sight of God to those 

possessing this quality.1 

Thus we see how, in the inimitable style of the Qur’ n, a single short verse 

combines the essentials of faith and personal and financial Islamic obligations and 

presents them as a complete code under the all-embracing title of al-birr, which has 

been variously interpreted as ‘righteousness’, ‘ultimate goodness’ or, indeed, ‘faith’. 

It is essentially a concise and complete statement of the basic philosophy of Islam 

and the principles of the Islamic code of living that must be evident in any Muslim 

society. 

The verse ends with the words: “Such are those who have proved themselves true, and 

such are the God fearing.” (Verse 177) They will have been sincere in their faith and 

their commitment to God, and they will have proved themselves capable of 

translating that faith into a practical way of life. They are also God-fearing because 

they are conscious of God and of their bond with His power and grace, and they are 

conscientious in fulfilling their obligations towards Him. 

In reflecting on the contents of this verse, one can clearly visualize the great 

heights to which God is aiming to raise human beings through Islam, His 

constitution. But as one looks at those who ignore Islam, or those who resist it and 

suppress or persecute its followers and supporters, and those who simply turn away 

from it, one cannot help being filled with sorrow. 

Yet we must not despair. Our faith and trust in God fill our hearts with hope and 

confidence that the day is coming when humanity will come around to seeing the 

profound value, universal beauty and eternal qualities of Islam. 

                                                 
1 See the commentary on Verses 128-130 in this volume, pp.160-167 
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10 

Social Justice and Fasting 

Believers, just retribution is prescribed for 

you in cases of killing: a free man for a free 

man, a slave for a slave, and a female for a 

female. If something [of his guilt] is 

remitted to a person by his brother, this 

shall be pursued with fairness, and 

restitution to his fellow-man shall be made 

in a goodly manner. This is an alleviation 

from your Lord, and an act of His grace. 

He who transgresses thereafter shall face 

grievous suffering. (178) 

There is life for you, men of understanding, 

in this law of just retribution, so that you 

may remain God-fearing. (179) 

It is prescribed for you, when death 

approaches any of you and he is leaving 

behind some property, to make bequests in 

favour of his parents and other near of kin 

in fairness. This is a duty incumbent on the 

God- fearing. (180) 

If anyone alters a will after having come to 

know it, the sin of acting thus shall fall 

only on those who have altered it. God 

hears all and knows all. (181) 

If, however, one fears that the testator has 

committed a mistake or a wrong, and 

brings about a settlement between the 

parties concerned, he will incur no sin 

thereby. God is indeed much- Forgiving, 
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Merciful. (182) 

Believers, fasting is decreed for you as it 

was decreed for those before you, so that you 

may be God-fearing. (183) 

[Fast] on a certain number of days. But 

whoever of you is ill, or on a journey, shall 

fast instead the same number of days later 

on. Those who find fasting a strain too 

hard to bear may compensate for it by 

feeding a needy person. He who does good 

of his own account does himself good 

thereby. For to fast is to do good to 

yourselves, if you only knew it. (184) 

It was in the month of Ramadan that the 

Qur’ān was revealed: a guidance for 

mankind and a self- evident proof of that 

guidance and a standard to distinguish 

right from wrong. Therefore, whoever of you 

is present in that month shall fast 

throughout the month; but he who is ill or 

on a journey shall fast instead the same 

number of days later on. God desires that 

you have ease. He does not desire that you 

be afflicted with hardship. You are, 

however, required to complete the necessary 

number of days and to extol and glorify 

God for having guided you aright and to 

tender your thanks. (185) 

If My servants ask you about Me, well, I 

am near; I answer the prayer of the 

supplicant when he calls to Me. Let them 

then respond to Me, and believe in Me, so 
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Overview 

This passage covers a series of instructions relating to the social organization of 

the Muslim community during its formative period in Madinah. It also introduces 

certain aspects of Muslim religious worship. The two parts go hand in hand, and are 

linked with the notion of maintaining a sense of God-fearing, or taqwā, which is 

emphasized towards the end of each part. It is worth recalling that the same feature 

of taqwā was highlighted at the end of the previous verse (177), which outlined the 

that they may follow the right way. (186) 

It is lawful for you to be intimate with your 

wives during the night preceding the fast. 

They are as a garment for you, as you are 

for them. God is aware that you have been 

deceiving yourselves in this respect, and He 

has turned to you in His mercy and 

pardoned you. So, you may now lie with 

them and seek what God has ordained for 

you. Eat and drink until you can see the 

white streak of dawn against the blackness 

of the night. Then resume the fast till 

nightfall. Do not lie with your wives when 

you are in retreat in the mosques. These are 

the bounds set by God, so do not come near 

them. Thus God makes clear His 

revelations to people, that they may remain 

God-fearing. (187) 

Do not devour one another’s property 

wrongfully, nor bribe with it the judges in 

order that you may sinfully, and 

knowingly, deprive others of any part of 

what is rightfully theirs. (188) 
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fundamental elements of righteousness, incorporating aspects of faith and practical 

behaviour. 

The passage discusses the legal aspects of just retribution (qişāş) in cases of killing. 

It outlines rulings on will and inheritance, and outlines provisions relating to fasting, 

prayer, retirement to a mosque for a certain period of time (i`tikāf), and rules 

governing financial claims. 

The outline of each of these and other subjects in the passage is concluded with a 

direct or an indirect reference to taqwā. 

This consistent and deliberate approach highlights the essential nature of the 

religion of Islam. It is an integral system, an indivisible whole. Its social systems, 

legislative codes, and religious rituals emanate from faith and the comprehensive 

world order it generates. These are all held together by a common goal of submission 

to, and veneration of God, the Creator and the Provider, who has instituted man as 

His vicegerent and custodian in this world. This trusteeship is conditional on man’s 

worship of God alone and on receiving all his concepts, systems and laws from Him 

only. 

The passage is a notable example of the cohesion of the various aspects of Islam. 

The Law of Just Retribution 

Believers, just retribution is prescribed for you in cases of killing: a free man for a free 
man, a slave for a slave, and a female for a female. If something [of his guilt] is 
remitted to a person by his brother, this shall be pursued with fairness, and restitution 
to his fellow-man shall be made in a goodly manner. This is an alleviation from your 
Lord, and an act of His grace. He who transgresses thereafter shall face grievous 
suffering. There is life for you, men of understanding, in this law of just retribution, 
so that you may remain God-fearing. (Verses 178-179) 

The passage begins with an address to the believers, highlighting their main 

quality of having accepted the faith, which means that they receive their laws from 

God. They are hereby informed that retribution in cases of killing is permitted to 

them, in accordance with the provisions laid down in these two verses. They are also 

called upon to reflect on the purpose and wisdom of this legislation, outlined in the 

second verse. They are reminded of the need to enhance their sense of God-fearing, 

which acts as a safety valve against any excess or injustice in punishing those 

accused of killing. 

The statement clearly indicates how retribution ought to be exacted: a free man for 

a free man, a slave for a slave, a woman for a woman. But “If something [of his guilt] is 

remitted to a person by his brother, this shall be pursued with fairness, and restitution to his 
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fellow-man shall be made in a goodly manner.” (Verse 178) This situation would arise 

when the victim’s relatives decide to accept financial compensation instead of 

insisting on the execution of the killer in retaliation. Once this is agreed, the victim’s 

relatives are also under an obligation to seek a fair and amicable settlement, while the 

killer’s guardian or representative must, on his part, settle readily and honourably. 

This serves to clear the air and to remove any ill-feelings or grudges that would have 

inevitably arisen between the two parties. It would also be conducive to a more 

friendly and pleasant relationship between the living members of both parties. 

This provision has been laid down out of God’s grace, as a special favour and an 

act of mercy towards believers: “This is an alleviation from your Lord, and an act of His 

grace.” (Verse 178) The concession permitting the settlement of cases of killing by 

financial compensation paid to the victim’s family was not given to the Jews in the 

Torah. For Islam, it has been set up as an alternative aiming to spare lives when 

agreement and amicable settlement can be reached. 

“He who transgresses thereafter shall face grievous suffering.” (Verse 178) It is not 

merely the punishment in the hereafter that is certain to come; such aggression 

means that capital punishment becomes due and financial compensation no longer 

accepted. Reneging on the agreement constitutes a violation of the agreed settlement 

and could only fuel hatred, animosity and a desire for vengeance from both sides. 

Therefore, when the victim’s closest relatives have accepted blood money, they can 

no longer seek retaliation by killing the killer. 

We can appreciate the profound wisdom of the Islamic approach and its respect 

for, and understanding of, human nature and motivation. Islam recognizes anger as a 

very basic human reaction when one’s relative is killed, and Islam satisfies this desire 

by legislating for just retribution in this way. Rigorous justice cools tempers and 

helps to remove grudges and deter the killer from offending again. 

At the same time, however, Islam holds out the prospect of pardon and opens the 

way for mutual agreement, defining precisely the principles and rules which govern 

it. Islam advocates that the alternative of pardon should, therefore, come as a 

voluntary option accepted by both sides out of a genuine desire for reconciliation, 

rather than having it forced upon them. 

Some commentators consider that this ruling was cancelled and superseded by 

that given in Verse 45 of S rah 5, which provides for retribution on the basis of “a life 

for a life, an eye for an eye, a nose for a nose, an ear for an ear, a tooth for a tooth, and a 

similar retribution for wounds.” In his commentary on the Qur’ n, Ibn Kathīr quotes 

Sa`īd ibn Jubayr, an early scholar, explaining that the present verse was revealed 

with reference to fighting that broke out between two Arab clans, shortly before the 

advent of Islam, leading to widespread bloodshed on both sides. Among those killed 
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were several slaves and women, but the dispute was not settled until much later, 

after both clans had embraced Islam. Excessive claims were made by both clans, 

demanding that a free man be killed for a slave and a man for a woman. They could 

not reach a settlement until this verse was revealed. But this verse has, in turn, been 

superseded by Verse 45 of S rah 5 revealed at a later date. The same version is 

supported in a report by Abū M lik. 

Nevertheless, it seems to me that the two verses are dealing with different aspects 

of the same issue, retribution for killing. Verse 5: 45, stating equal retribution is 

applicable in cases of premeditated murder of one specific person, or group of 

persons, by another, in which case conviction entails capital punishment. The verse 

we are discussing here, however, covers situations of assault by a group such as 

when a family, clan or community attacks another, as happened between those two 

Arab clans. As and when such conflicts come to be settled, just retribution would 

require that a free man be set against a free man, a slave against a slave, and a 

woman against a woman. How else in such cases, one may ask, can justice be seen to 

be done? 

If this view is correct, then there is no conflict between the two verses, and the 

rulings of each remain valid without one superseding or replacing the other. 

Revealing the profound wisdom underlying this ruling, and its objectives, the 

verse ends with the words: “There is life for you, men of understanding, in this law of just 

retribution, so that you may remain God fearing.” (Verse 179) 

Vengeance, or the satisfaction of grudges, is not the prime goal of this legislation. 

Its objective is to promote and preserve human life. Furthermore, there is an 

invitation to reflect on the wisdom of this code and an endeavour to raise believers’ 

consciousness and fear of God. 

Life Preservation through Retribution 

This is achieved by providing strong deterrence, preventing further crimes from 

being committed. When a person knows for certain that the price he will pay for 

committing murder is his own life, he is more likely to stop and think before 

deciding to go ahead. Life is also preserved by giving satisfaction to the victim’s 

relatives in exacting justice on the offender, with the effect that they will neither seek, 

nor have the right to seek, further revenge on the offender’s family. In pre-Islamic 

Arabia the desire for vengeance knew no limits, leading to protracted wars and 

conflicts that continued for years on end — the notorious al-Basūs1 wars lasted, on 

                                                 
1 Al-Basūs is the name given to a series of tribal conflicts which took place in pre-Islamic Arabia, and 
continued sporadically over a period of some forty years. 
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and off, for forty years. There were other family, tribal and clan feuds in which 

vendettas and bloodshed continued for generations. 

The law of just retribution promotes life in a wider and more comprehensive 

sense. Murder is an aggression on life and a criminal act against humanity as a 

whole. In preventing a single murder from being committed, the law upholds the 

inviolability of life as an absolute value. This is a far higher goal than saving the life 

of an individual or a group of people. It is a goal that enshrines life. 

More importantly, the verse urges believers to reflect deeply on this matter and 

discover the wisdom behind the code, in order “that you may remain God-fearing”. 

This is the real deterrent that can prevent murder being committed in the first 

instance, and stop vendettas being pursued endlessly. Without this measure of 

deterrence, no law can be successfully upheld and crime can never he effectively 

rooted out. Laws and regulations that lack such sensitivity, or do not evoke in people 

the fear and respect of an authority higher and more powerful than the human one, 

are inadequate and ineffective. 

This explains the remarkably small number of cases in which capital punishment 

was carried out during the Prophet Mu ammad’s era and that of his early 

successors. In most of those cases, conviction was based on confessions voluntarily 

made by the offenders themselves. Fear and consciousness of God, taqwā, were 

evident in the public conscience which, together with enlightened and wise 

legislation, served as a most effective deterrent. Legal codes and regulations were 

supplemented by religious discipline, education and exhortation to produce a 

balanced and virtuous society, with clear concepts of responsibility and justice. 

The renowned contemporary scholar, Abū al- asan `Alī Nadwī puts it thus: 

If anyone ever succumbed to beastly urges and fell into error, even though 

unobserved, he would make a confession there of straightaway before the 

Prophet and undergo the severest punishment willingly to save himself from 

Divine Displeasure.1 

The next piece of legislation introduced in the s rah relates to personal wills: “It is 

prescribed for you, when death approaches any of you and he is leaving behind some property, 

to make bequests in favour of his parents and other near of kin in fairness. This is a duty 

incumbent on the God-fearing. If anyone alters a will after having come to know it, the sin of 

acting thus shall fall only on those who have altered it. God hears all and knows all. If 

however, one fears that the testator has committed a mistake or a wrong, and brings about a 

settlement between the parties concerned, he will incur no sin thereby. God is indeed much 

                                                 
1 Abū al- asan `Alī Nadwī, Islam and the World. Academy of Islamic Research and Publications, 
Lucknow, 1980, p.56 
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forgiving, merciful.” (Verses 180-182) 

Before the revelation of the verses in S rah 5 specifying the exact share of 

inheritance due to each heir, it was an incumbent duty on Muslims to make a will in 

favour of parents and other near of kin. The Arabic term khayr, translated here as 

“property”, also means “good” and “goodness”, and some commentators interpret it 

to denote wealth generally. 

Scholars differ, however, as to the minimum amount of wealth for which drawing 

up a will becomes obligatory. The majority view is that this is decided by convention. 

Assets ranging in value between sixty and a thousand dīn rs have been mentioned, 

but surely this must differ from one generation to another and from one society to 

another. 

The Qur’ nic verses, 4: 11, 12 and 176, specifying shares for the distribution of 

inheritance were revealed at a later date than those under discussion here. Those 

verses make parents legally entitled to specific shares of their departed children’s 

wealth. Hence, no bequest by will may be made to them. The Prophet established the 

rule that no will may be made in favour of an heir. As for other relatives the present 

rule holds in general terms, except for relatives who are named as heirs in the 

relevant verses on inheritance in S rah 4. All other non-inheriting relatives may be 

included in a will. This is the view of a number of the Prophet’s Companions and 

their successors, to which we subscribe. 

The provision of including non-inheriting relatives in one’s will is extremely 

perceptive because it benefits, in particular, those relatives who are not assigned a 

share or entitled to any inheritance. Providing for them through a will strengthens 

family ties and promotes the welfare of the family. 

In this way equitable distribution of wealth is guaranteed: heirs are not wronged, 

and other relatives are not ignored. A will should be made combining moderation, 

kindness and benevolence. As an additional measure, the Prophet specified that a 

maximum of one-third, and preferably a quarter, of the inheritance may be 

bequeathed by will. This ensures that the rights of natural heirs are not unfavourably 

affected by the will. These legal measures are reinforced, as is the case with all social 

legislation in Islam, by a positive fear and consciousness of God Almighty. 

Anyone having knowledge of the contents of a will who, after the death of the 

testator, gives himself the right to alter any of its details will be guilty of grave 

misconduct. The deceased would bear no blame for such unauthorized alteration. “If 

anyone alters a will after having come to know it, the sin of acting thus shall fall only on those 

who have altered it. God hears all and knows all.” (Verse 181) God will be the witness to 

the deceased’s innocence as well as to the guilt of those who tamper with the will, 

and He will deal with each of them accordingly. 
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There is, however, one exceptional situation in which an executor may amend the 

contents of a will. This arises when the executor realizes that the will favours some 

beneficiaries at the expense of others or that it prejudices one or more of the heirs. “If, 

however, one fears that the testator has committed a mistake or a wrong, and brings about a 

settlement between the parties concerned, he will incur no sin thereby. God is indeed much-

Forgiving, Merciful.” (Verse 182) Here again, the action is closely linked to how 

conscientious and God-fearing the people involved are. This quality, as we saw 

earlier in our discussion of just retribution, is the basis of the Islamic concepts of 

justice and honesty, and of public responsibility in an Islamic society. 

Fasting: Its Nature and Purpose 

For the Muslim community, or ummah, duty-bound to undertake a campaign of 

struggle, i.e. jihad, as a means of establishing God’s universal order, to assume the 

leadership of mankind, and to stand witness against the rest of mankind, it is only 

natural that fasting should he made obligatory. Fasting is a means of testing man’s 

determination and will-power, and an important aspect of man’s relationship with 

God. It is a discipline that teaches man how to rise above his physical needs and 

overcome the pressure of temptation in order to earn God’s blessings and reward. 

These are essential ingredients for the discipline and training of the believers so 

that they may carry God’s message forward despite the temptations, the obstacles 

and hardships they are bound to encounter. 

Although I am not in favour of justifying religious obligations and practices, 

especially in matters of worship, on the grounds of their immediate material benefits, 

which become apparent with experience or through scientific discovery, I would not 

deny that fasting has several obvious health benefits. But in my view, the whole 

purpose underlying religious obligations is far greater and more comprehensive than 

any physical advantages gained from them. The overall aim is to adequately equip 

man for the fulfilment of his role in this world and for the perfection he is intended to 

achieve in the life to come. 

It is obvious that all religious practices and obligations are ordained by God with 

full consideration of man’s physical needs and capabilities, but we should not justify 

them solely on the basis of what our knowledge, limited as it is, may discover. The 

scope of human knowledge remains limited and incapable of comprehending the 

divine wisdom behind the order and the system God has chosen for the discipline of 

man and the administration of the universe as a whole. 

Believers, fasting is decreed for you as it was decreed for those before you, so that you 
may be God-fearing. [Fast] on a certain number of days. But whoever of you is ill, or 
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on a journey, shall fast instead the same number of days later on. Those who find 
fasting a strain too hard to bear may compensate for it by feeding a needy person. He 
who does good of his own account does himself good thereby. For to fast is to do good 
to yourselves, if you only knew it. It was in the month of Ramađān that the Qur’ān 
was revealed: a guidance for mankind and a self-evident proof of that guidance and a 
standard to distinguish right from wrong. Therefore, whoever of you is present in that 
month shall fast throughout the month; but he who is ill or on a journey shall fast 
instead the same number of days later on. God desires that you have ease. He does not 
desire that you be afflicted with hardship. You are, however, required to complete the 
necessary number of days and to extol and glorify God for having guided you aright 
and to tender your thanks. (Verses 183-185) 

This important announcement begins by addressing believers directly to remind 

them of who they are and of their status with God. God is aware that for believers to 

fulfil any religious obligation, regardless of its immediate benefits, they need 

encouragement and motivation. Hence they are addressed by their essential quality 

of having faith. 

The verse establishes that fasting had been made obligatory for earlier believers, 

and that the aim behind it is to open their hearts to God and make them more 

conscious of Him. This, then, is the principal objective of fasting: to be God-fearing, 

or taqwā. Fasting, when observed in obedience to God and in pursuit of His pleasure, 

instils and revives this quality in the human heart and acts as a safeguard against evil 

and wrongdoing. True believers know and appreciate the value of being God-fearing 

in God’s sight. Hence, they constantly seek to enhance their sense of it. Fasting is a 

means to achieve just that. 

Fasting is prescribed for a specific number of days. It is not required the whole 

year round. Nevertheless, those who are ill or travelling are exempt from fasting 

until they recover or return home. 

On the face of it, the type and extent of the illness and the travel to which the 

exemption applies are left unqualified. Therefore, any kind of illness or travel would 

exempt one from fasting, provided one makes up for it at some other time, after one 

has recovered or returned home. This would seem to be the most appropriate 

interpretation of the Qur’ nic statement, truly reflecting the overriding Islamic 

objective of mitigating hardship and relieving discomfort. The concession is not 

conditional on either the severity of the illness or on how arduous the journey is, 

because in all cases people should not have to undergo any undue strain as a result 

of fasting. 

There could be other considerations, known only to God, for leaving the 

conditions so general. Fasting during illness or in the course of a journey could result 

in hardship or adverse effects that human beings cannot foresee or predict. We take 
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the ruling as it is stated, in the certain belief that there are valid reasons behind it. 

Some people may fear that such a view may encourage a more lax attitude that 

could lead to abuse of such concessions, rendering them an easy excuse for 

neglecting religious observances and practices. This concern is said to account for the 

strict terms set by Muslim scholars on the use of these concessions, but it should not, 

in my view, justify the need to restrict an unqualified Qur’ nic ruling such as the one 

under discussion. 

Islam does not lead people to obedience by force. It guides them through their 

consciousness of God, which is the ultimate objective in this particular case. Those 

who use concessions to evade religious obligation merely bring their own faith under 

suspicion, because their attitude negates the very purpose of the obligation. 

Above all, it is important to keep in mind that Islam is a religion laid down by 

God not by man, and He is best aware of how much tightening or relaxation is 

prudent in fulfilling its obligations. It must be the case, then, that a concession can 

under certain circumstances serve a particular purpose far more effectively than 

would strict adherence to the rule. From this we find that the Prophet Mu ammad 

instructed Muslims to avail themselves of the concessions and exemptions God has 

allowed them. 

If it so happens that in certain generations people’s behaviour tends to become 

corrupt, reform will not be achieved through a stricter application of religious rules. 

A better chance of reform would come through enlightenment, education and 

motivation in order to instil the quality of fearing God in people’s hearts. 

At times of social decline, a stricter application of religious rules would, indeed, be 

desirable as a deterrent in matters relating to public or collective behaviour. But the 

fulfilment of personal religious obligations is largely a matter between God and each 

individual, with little or no direct influence on the public interest. In public duties — 

unlike personal religious duties which are based on faith — appearance and form 

have considerable significance. Once taqwā, or the fear of God, takes its roots, one 

would not resort to concessions except when absolutely necessary, and with a clear 

conscience. A concession is thus exercised only when one is fully satisfied that it is 

conducive to achieving a higher degree of obedience to God. 

Strictness in the application of the rules relating to acts of worship generally, and 

the tendency to restrict unqualified exemptions, can be counter-productive. Besides 

causing hardship and discomfort, they have little effect in dissuading those who 

want to evade the rules. It is far more appropriate to approach Islam and understand 

it within the terms and the framework in which it is presented by God, who is wiser 

and more aware of all the advantages to be gained from fulfilling its obligations. 
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Exemption from Fasting when Travelling 

A number of reported incidents illustrate the Prophet’s attitude towards the 

exemption from fasting in Ramadan while travelling. These give us a glimpse of how 

the early Muslims received and implemented such rules, long before scholars 

introduced legal technicalities. These reports reflect a realistic and dynamic approach 

to Islam which gives it, and life under it, a vigorous and agreeable meaning. 

1. J bir reports that it was in the month of Ramadan that the Prophet left 

Madinah for Makkah, the year it fell to Islam. He observed the fast until he 

reached Kur ` al-Ghamīm, and so did those who marched with him. Then he 

called for a glass of water, raised it for everyone to see, and drank from it. 

Later he was told that some people continued to fast. He said, “They are 

disobedient! They are disobedient!” [Related by Muslim and al-Tirmidhī] 

2. Anas reports: “A group of us were once travelling with the Prophet in 

Ramadan. Some of us were fasting and some were not. On a hot day, we 

stopped to rest, with little or no shade available. The one who had maximum 

shade was a person who had a shirt to cover himself. Some used their hands 

as a cover from the sun. Those who were fasting collapsed of exhaustion while 

those who were not pitched the tents and gave water to the animals. 

Commenting, the Prophet said: “Those who are not fasting have run away 

with the whole reward today.” [Related by al-Bukh rī, Muslim and al-Nas ’ī] 

3. J bir reports: “Once on a journey, the Prophet saw a group of people gathered 

to shade a fellow traveller. When he enquired what was wrong with him, he 

was told that the man was fasting. The Prophet said, “It is not righteous to fast 

while on a journey.” [Related by M lik, al-Bukh rī, Muslim, Abū D wūd and 

al-Nas ’ī] 

4. `Amr ibn Umayyah al-Đamarī reports: “On arriving from a journey, I reported 

to the Prophet who invited me to stay for lunch. I apologised because I was 

fasting. The Prophet said, ‘Then let me tell you about the traveller: God has 

exempted him from fasting and half his prayers.’“ [Related by al-Nas ’ī] 

5. A man from the clan of `Abdull h ibn Ka`b ibn M lik, called Anas ibn M lik, 

quotes the Prophet as saying, “God has reduced the prayer for the traveller by 

half and exempted him from fasting. He has also exempted from fasting the 

nursing mother and the pregnant woman if they fear for their babies” [Related 

by Abū D wūd, al- Tirmidhī, al-Nas ’ī and Ibn M jah] 

6. ` ’ishah reports that amzah ibn `Amr al-Aslamī, who was frequently 

fasting, once asked the Prophet about fasting while travelling, to which the 

Prophet replied: “You may fast if you wish, or you may not.” [Related by 
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M lik, al-Bukh rī, Muslim, Abū D wūd, al-Tirmidhī and al-Nas ’ī] Another 

version of this adīth describes the man as ‘one who had no difficulty with 

fasting’. 

7. Anas reports: “A group of us were travelling with the Prophet: some were 

fasting and others were not. No fasting person criticized anyone for not 

fasting, nor did any criticize others for fasting.” [Related by M lik, al-Bukh rī, 
Muslim and Abū D wūd] 

8. Abū al-Dard ’ reports: “We travelled with the Prophet one very hot day in 

Ramadan. We would even cover our heads with our hands because of the 

intense heat. None of us was fasting except the Prophet and Ibn Raw ah.” 

[Related by al-Bukh rī, Muslim and Abū D wūd] 

9. Mu ammad ibn Ka`b reports: “I went in Ramadan to see Anas ibn M lik as he 

was about to leave on a journey. When Anas was dressed and had his horse 

saddled and ready, he requested some food and ate. I asked whether this was 

the practice of the Prophet. Anas said, ‘Yes.’“ [Related by al-Tirmidhī] 

10. ‘Ubayd ibn Jubayr reports: “I was travelling from Fus  by boat during 

Ramađ n with Abū Başrah al-Ghif rī, a Companion of the Prophet (peace be 

upon him). As he set off on his journey, Abū Başrah asked for lunch to be 

brought to him. He said to me, ‘Come and join me.’ I said, ‘We can still see the 

buildings on the shore,’ (meaning they had not gone past the city, the Nile). 

Abū Başrah said, ‘Are you unwilling to follow the Prophet’s example, or 

Sunnah.’ He then started eating and I joined him.” [Related by Abū D wūd] 

11. Manşūr al-Kalbī reports that Di yah ibn Khalīfah, a Companion of the 

Prophet, was travelling a distance of about five kilometres from a suburb of 

Damascus during Ramađ n. Neither did he fast, nor did many of the people 

with him. Some, however, were reluctant to break the fast. When he returned 

to his home village, Di yah said, “By God, I have today seen something I 

thought I would never see: people unwilling to follow the example of God’s 

Messenger and his Companions. My Lord, gather me to You!” [Related by 

Abū D wūd] 

Taken together, these reports support the view that the option of not fasting while 

on a journey ought to be taken unconditionally to alleviate hardship. This is 

particularly clear in the last two reports. The incident reported by Abū al-Dard ’, 

which relates that the Prophet and only one of his Companions continued to fast 

despite the severe heat, should be taken as an exceptional case. In certain religious 

matters, the Prophet was known to commit himself to a much more rigorous 

discipline than he would recommend to his Companions. He, for example, ordered 

that no one should fast two days running without the normal night break. Yet, he did 
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so on some occasions. When he was asked about that, he said: “I am not like you; my 

Lord feeds me and gives me to drink.” [Related by al-Bukh rī and Muslim] The first 

report cited above clearly shows that the Prophet broke his fast and described those 

who continued to fast as ‘disobedient’. The incident happened around the time of the 

conquest of Makkah, which occurred towards the end of the Prophet’s life. Hence, 

this adīth is a better pointer to the option preferred by the Prophet. 

The common thread in all these incidents is that in issuing any directive, 

mitigating circumstances are always taken into account. This is so whenever several 

a adīth referring to the same subject seem to point in different directions. The Prophet 

Mu ammad was a leader and a teacher dealing with real situations and giving 

practical rulings and solutions in each case. 

As far as fasting while travelling is concerned, one gets the distinct impression 

that the ruling is strongly in favour of exemption from fasting without restricting the 

exemption to cases of hardship. As for the licence to break the fast during illness, 

apart from the different opinions of scholars, it also seems to be granted 

unconditionally and without qualification. Implicit in this ruling is the requirement 

that the missing days must be compensated for at a later date, with no requirement 

to make the compensatory fasting days consecutive. 

The purpose of this detailed discussion and quotations is not to get involved in 

any legal discussion, but to highlight two important aspects in understanding rulings 

relevant to matters of personal worship. A paramount objective is to create a healthy 

attitude, in order to cultivate the worshipper’s conscience, improve his performance, 

and raise the standards of his behaviour in life generally. Another consideration is 

that Islam must be adopted in its totality and as God has intended. All its 

instructions, the hard as well as the lenient, must be accepted in equal measure. They 

should be taken in total confidence in God’s mercy and wisdom, always aiming to 

enhance our God-fearing sense. 

Obligatory Fasting 

Fasting was made obligatory for Muslims in the second year after the Hijrah, i.e. 

the Prophet’s migration from Makkah to Madinah (which was to become the start of 

the Islamic lunar calendar). Thus, the obligation of fasting was decreed shortly before 

the ordinance of jihād, or striving for God’s cause. As a new duty, fasting was at first 

hard for the Muslims to observe. Those who found it too strenuous were, therefore, 

given a concession, requiring them instead to feed one needy person for every day of 

fasting they miss. A general recommendation to feed the needy is then made, either 

as a voluntary act in itself or by feeding more than the minimum number of needy 

people in lieu of fasting. “He who does good of his own account does himself good thereby.” 
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(Verse 184) This is followed by the recommendation that, apart from cases of illness 

or travel, fasting would be more beneficial and preferable despite the hardship or 

discomfort it might cause: “For to fast is to do good to yourselves, if you only knew it.” 

(Verse 184) There is here an obvious element of education and training of will-power 

to enable Muslims to make the effort to fast. This also highlights the health benefits 

of fasting, in spite of the strain, all of which are important factors in the Islamic self-

education process. 

These recommendations were a step towards the withdrawal of the exemption for 

non-travelling healthy people and making fasting in the month of Ramadan 

obligatory, as given in verse 185. The concession remained valid for elderly people 

who find fasting in Ramadan too strenuous and are not expected to be able to fast at 

a later date. 

Im m M lik reports that Anas ibn M lik, a Companion of the Prophet 

Mu ammad, lived to a very advanced age and was not able to keep the fast. He used 

to compensate by feeding poor people instead. `Abdull h ibn `Abb s, a cousin and 

learned Companion of the Prophet, was of the opinion that the exemption has not 

been completely abrogated by the ruling of verse 185; it remains applicable to the 

elderly who are not able to keep the fast. 

Ibn Abī Layl , a prominent scholar, says that he visited `A ’ one day in Ramadan 

and found him eating.” (`A ’ told me that, according to Ibn `Abb s, the ruling of 

verse 185 superseded that of the one before it with respect to healthy non-travelling 

people, but the elderly were free not to fast if they fed instead one needy person for 

every day.” 

Fasting was made more appealing due to the fact that it is observed in Ramadan, 

the month in which the Qur’ n was revealed. This could be a reference to the fact 

that it was first revealed during Ramadan, or that most of it was revealed in it. It is a 

significant distinction since the Qur’ n is the definitive and timeless Book of the 

Muslim community, its guiding light, the source of its strength and security, from 

which it has drawn all the enduring qualities and elements that have made it great. 

Without the gifts that the Qur’ n has given the Muslim community, it would have 

become forgotten history long ago. As a token of gratitude to God Almighty, 

Muslims observe the fast in the month of Ramadan during which the Qur’ n was 

revealed. 

It was in the month of Ramadan that the Qur’ān was revealed: a guidance for 
mankind and a self-evident proof of that guidance and a standard to distinguish right 
from wrong. Therefore, whoever of you is present in that month shall fast throughout 
the month; but he who is ill or on a journey shall fast instead the same number of days 
later on. (Verse 185) 
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This verse establishes fasting in Ramadan as obligatory for all healthy non-

travelling Muslims, with no concessions except for the elderly, as pointed out above: 

“Whoever of you is present in that month shall fast throughout the month.” It has thus 

become binding on all Muslims who either see the new moon of the lunar month of 

Ramadan themselves or learn of it by any other reliable means, to observe the fast in 

Ramadan. But as this is a general order applicable to all, a reiteration of the 

concession given in special cases immediately follows: “But he who is ill or on a journey 

shall fast instead the same number of days later on.” 

The s rah gives the Muslims yet another incentive to keep the fast: “God desires that 

you have ease. He does not desire that you be afflicted with hardship.” (Verse 185) This 

statement encapsulates the fundamental principle on which all Islamic religious 

duties are founded. They are intended to be easy, not arduous. This indicates a 

generous and realistic outlook on life as a whole. It instils in the Muslim heart a 

tolerant, easy and agreeable attitude. Religious and social activities and 

responsibilities are discharged with ease, confidence and assurance, in the happy 

knowledge that God’s purpose is to enable man to go through life with the minimum 

of hardship or discomfort. 

To complete a whole month, sick people or those who travel in Ramadan and avail 

themselves of the special concession are required to make up for days missed by 

fasting an equal number of days at a later date in the year: “You are, however, required 

to complete the necessary number of days.” (Verse 185) 

Fasting is an occasion to celebrate God’s guidance, glory and grace. Hence the 

requirement “to extol and glorify God for having guided you aright and to tender your 

thanks.” (Verse 185) It is a time during which believers can feel and appreciate God’s 

favours and reciprocate with thanks, submission and gratitude. In so doing, Muslims 

cultivate the precious and vital quality of taqwā, or God-fearing; a main objective of 

fasting. 

Thus we can see how evident God’s grace is in the imposition of the duty of 

fasting which, on the face of it, seems hard and demanding. We can clearly see its 

educational and disciplinary benefits for a nation being prepared for the leadership 

of mankind, guided by a genuine fear of God, a keen sense of accountability, and a 

vigorous conscience. 

A Close Relationship with God 

Interposed among the verses dealing with fasting comes a verse reflecting a 

profound insight into human nature. It reaches to the deepest recesses of the human 

psyche, offering solace and ample rewards for keeping the fast in response to God’s 

commands: “If My servants ask you about Me, well, I am near; I answer the prayer of the 
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supplicant when he calls to Me. Let them then respond to Me, and believe in Me, so that they 

may follow the right way.” (Verse 186) 

How kind and compassionate God truly is! Any hardship encountered in keeping 

the fast fades in comparison with this friendly and gentle reassurance. The choice of 

words creates an atmosphere of intimacy and accessibility, with God Himself stating 

a direct contact between Him and His servants. He does not give instructions to His 

Messenger, the Prophet Mu ammad on how to answer believers’ questions about 

Him. He gives the answer Himself: “I am near.” His closeness is not only to listen but 

also for immediate response: “I answer the prayer of the supplicant when he calls to Me.” 

(Verse 186) 

This verse fills a believer’s heart with love, confidence and utter reassurance. In 

this atmosphere of friendliness and compassion, God, who has no need for anyone, 

directs believers to respond to Him and believe in Him, in the hope that this will 

guide them to wisdom and righteousness. “Let them then respond to Me, and believe in 

Me, so that they may follow the right way.” (Verse 186) By earning God’s generosity and 

guidance, believers end up winners on all counts. 

Belief in God and response to His commands lead to true guidance. The way of 

life God has ordained for man is the only one truly worthy of adoption and 

adherence; all other ideologies lead only to ruin and frustration. When one responds 

to God’s call, one must be confident that God will answer one’s prayers (du`ā’). 
However, one should not hasten God’s response, for He alone decides the most 

appropriate time to respond. 

Salm n, the Persian, a Companion of the Prophet, quotes the Prophet as saying: 

“God would not like to see His servant holding out his arms pleading for help and 

turn him away empty handed.” [Related by Abū D wūd, al-Tirmidhī and Ibn M jah] 

`Ub dah ibn al-Ş mit quotes the Prophet as saying: “God shall answer the prayer 

(du`ā’) of any Muslim anywhere on earth, or He will protect him against contrasting 

harm, as long as he does not ask for something evil or for the break-up of kinship 

relations.” [Related by al-Tirmidhī on ibn Thawb n’s authority and by `Abdull h ibn 

Im m A mad] 

The Prophet is also reported to have said: “Your prayers shall be answered as long 

as you remain patient. Do not say, ‘I have prayed but my prayer has never been 

answered!’“ [Related by al-Bukh rī and Muslim] 

He is also reported as saying: “Prayers [du`ā’] shall be answered unless one asks 

for something evil or the break-up of kinship relations, and as long as one does not 

become impatient.” When the Prophet was asked to explain how one becomes 

impatient, he said: “One says, ‘I have prayed many times but I have had no 

response,’ then gives up hope and abandons praying [du`ā’] altogether.” [Related by 
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Muslim] 

A fasting person has the best chance of his prayers being answered. Abū D wūd 

al- ay lisī relates on the authority of `Abdull h ibn `Umar that the Prophet said: 

“The prayer a fasting person says at the time when he is about to finish his fast shall 

be answered.” Accordingly, `Abdull h ibn `Umar, a learned Companion of the 

Prophet, used to gather his family together when breaking the fast and pray. 

Ibn M jah also relates a adīth in which `Abdull h ibn `Umar quoted the Prophet 

as saying: “On breaking the fast, the prayer of a fasting person is never turned 

down.” This is supported by a adīth in which Abū Hurayrah quotes the Prophet as 

saying: “Prayers by three people shall never be turned down: a just ruler, a fasting 

person until he breaks the fast, and the oppressed for whose prayer [du`ā’] the gates 

of heaven shall be opened wide and God shall say to him, ‘By My power, I shall 

support you, even though it may be in due course.’“ [Related by Im m A mad, al-

Tirmidhī, al-Nas ’ī and Ibn M jah] 

From these reports one can clearly see the close relationship between prayer and 

fasting. 

Further Rules on Fasting 

The s rah then resumes its elaboration on the rules of fasting. It points out that, in 

addition to food and drink, married Muslims are permitted sexual intimacy with 

their spouses between sunset and dawn. It gives the exact time for the fasting which 

extends from dawn till sunset. It points out that during any period when people 

retire to a mosque for worship in Ramadan, i.e. i`tikāf, sexual intimacy is not 

permitted for married people. 

It is lawful for you to be intimate with your wives during the night preceding the fast. 
They are as a garment for you, as you are for them. God is aware that you have been 
deceiving yourselves in this respect, and He has turned to you in His mercy and 
pardoned you. So, you may now lie with them and seek what God has ordained for 
you. Eat and drink until you can see the white streak of dawn against the blackness of 
the night. Then resume the fast till nightfall. Do not lie with your wives when you are 
in retreat in the mosques. These are the bounds set by God, so do not come near them. 
Thus God makes clear His revelations to people, that they may remain God- fearing. 
(Verse 187) 

When fasting was first instituted, once one got to sleep at night, one would not eat, 

drink or have sexual intercourse with his wife, even if one woke up before dawn. It 

so happened that some Muslims did not have anything to eat at the time of the 

evening meal. One person was overtaken by sleep before he could eat anything and 
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had to fast the following day as well, which made the fast arduous. Likewise, some 

were inclined to have sexual intercourse and did so. The Prophet became acutely 

aware of the hardship the Muslims were experiencing. Soon afterwards, God eased 

the situation by revealing this verse as a token of His mercy and benevolence. 

“It is lawful for you to be intimate with your wives during the night preceding the fast.” 

(Verse 187) The Arabic expression translated here as ‘to be intimate with one’s wife’ 

denotes the preliminaries of sex, or denotes sexual intercourse. In fact, both are 

intended here and made lawful. However, in setting out this rule, God does not 

overlook to describe the marital relationship in transparent and compassionate 

terms: “They are as a garment for you, as you are for them.” The word used to describe 

the marital relationship in the Arabic original is libās, literally meaning garment. 

Marriage does indeed cover and protect both spouses. Islam fully takes into account 

man’s natural drives, instincts and desires. It elevates man, treating him as one 

integral entity. Accordingly, Islam responds to the needs of the flesh, incorporating 

them into a decent and virtuous context. 

The verse reveals the fact that some Muslims were finding it difficult to suppress 

their natural sexual desires, and some were even breaking the rules: “God is aware 

that you have been deceiving yourselves in this respect, and He has turned to you in His 

mercy and pardoned you.” (Verse 187) The self deception mentioned here refers to 

suppressed desires, or to the breach of the rules, as happened in some cases. 

Whichever was the case, the Qur’ n affirms that God understood their weaknesses 

and forgave them. New rules are laid down: “You may now lie with them and seek what 

God has ordained for you.” (Verse 187) It tells the Muslims that they are allowed to 

enjoy the intimacy of their spouses to satisfy their craving and to seek offspring, both 

of which are legitimate aspects of the relationship. 

Thus, marriage is given a much wider dimension and higher objectives, over and 

above the mere satisfaction of the carnal sexual desire. It assumes an honourable 

status that must be cherished, treasured and protected. 

These hints that the Qur’ n gives from time to time indicate the credit that should 

be given to the effort Islam dedicates to raising man’s moral and ethical standards 

within the parameters of his human nature and disposition. This is what makes Islam 

such a unique, practical and effective way for education and development. It is, after 

all, God’s way. 

The verse goes on to define the parts of the day and night allocated for fasting and 

eating, respectively, which, when taken with reports from the Prophet’s own 

practice, indicate that fasting begins not long before sunrise. However, it seems to me 

that we, in Egypt, start fasting sometime before it is due, perhaps as a precautionary 

measure. 
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Ibn Jarīr relates on the authority of Samurah ibn Jundub who quotes the Prophet 

as saying: “Do not take much heed of Bil l’s call for dawn Prayer or this whiteness; 

do not start the fast until dawn breaks fully.” Another version quotes the Prophet as 

saying: “Do not abstain from eating if you hear Bil l calling for the dawn Prayer, or 

when you see the elongated dawn light. But begin the fast when the dawn spreads 

over the horizon.” This means the light spreading in the eastern sky a short while 

before sunrise. It is also important to recall here that Bil l used to raise the call to 

prayer early to wake people up, while Ibn Umm Maktūm used to make a second call 

at a later time to indicate the beginning of the fast. Hence, the Prophet clarifies the 

point of starting the fast. 

The s rah then instructs the Muslims not to lie with their wives when they decide 

to retreat in the mosques. This is a reference to a special practice known in Arabic as 

i`tikāf. It is an act of devotion involving a stay in the mosque for several days during 

the last ten days of the month of Ramadan, for prolonged Prayer, recitation of the 

Qur’ n, reflection and spiritual rejuvenation. Once one decides to observe i`tikāf one 

will only go home when it is necessary. The Prophet was known to observe this 

practice during the last ten days of the month. To enhance their sense of devotion 

and enable them to concentrate their hearts and minds on the worship of God during 

such retreat, or i`tikāf Muslims are barred from sexual intercourse with their wives 

during such period. 

The s rah then links these rules and instructions directly with God, emphasizing 

that: “These are the bounds set by God, so do not come near them.” (Verse 187) Although 

the Qur’ n uses the words ‘come near’, the warning is against the violation of these 

bounds. But a margin of safety has to be maintained, because man cannot always rely 

on his moral strength and self-control. It is far better to keep away from evil rather 

than walk into it, over-confident of resisting, and then failing to do so. Prudence is 

liable to develop and cultivate that very precious quality of God-fearing, one of the 

most fundamental goals the Qur’ n is coaching man to attain in his life: “Thus God 

makes clear His revelations to people, that they may remain God fearing.” (Verse 187) 

Honesty at All Times 

Within this context of fasting and abstention from food and drink, the s rah 

sounds another warning, this time against usurping other people’s possessions. The 

verse refers specifically to presenting false and fraudulent evidence before a judge or 

an arbiter in order to obtain a favourable judgement giving one the right to 

appropriate someone else’s property. To reinforce the sense of deterrence, the 

warning follows immediately after reference to the bounds set by God and the call 

for more consciousness and fear of Him. 
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Do not devour one another’s property wrongfully, nor bribe with it the judges in order 
that you may sinfully, and knowingly, deprive others of any part of what is rightfully 
theirs. (Verse 188) 

Commenting on this verse, Ibn Kathīr cites a report by `Alī ibn Abī al ah who 

quotes Ibn `Abb s, a cousin and Companion of the Prophet, as saying that the verse 

refers to someone owing money to another. Knowing that the creditor has no 

document to prove the debt, the debtor denies liability altogether. He would then put 

the matter before a judge, knowing very well that he is in the wrong, taking what is 

unlawful to him, and has no case whatsoever. He adds that Muj hid, Sa`īd ibn 

Jubayr, `Ikrimah, al- asan, Qat dah, al-Suddī, Muq til ibn ayy n, and `Abd al-

Ra m n ibn Zayd ibn Aslam have all warned against contesting a dispute when one 

knows oneself to be in the wrong. Ibn Kathīr also refers to accounts in al-Bukh rī and 

Muslim in which Umm Salamah quotes the Prophet as saying: “I am only human. 

When you come to me for judgement, some of you may have a clearer piece of 

evidence, and I might be inclined to rule in their favour. If I give someone anything 

which is not rightly his, it would be as if I have given him a brand of fire; it is up to 

him to take it or leave it.” 

Judges decide on prima facie evidence, and the onus of honesty is on the litigants. 

They are left to their own conscience. 

Thus we can see how this matter is also closely linked to taqwā, or the sense of 

God-fearing, as was just retribution and fasting before it. These rulings represent 

parts of a harmonious and divinely-ordained way of life, firmly bound together in a 

common framework of maintaining the fear of God, or taqwā. This makes Islam a 

potent and well integrated system which cannot be fragmented or disconnected, 

taking some parts of it and discarding others. That would be a gross transgression 

and a most vile offence against God Almighty. 



 

   212

11 

The Sacred Months, 

Fighting and Pilgrimage 

They ask you about the new moons. Say, 

‘They are signs for people to mark fixed 

periods of time, and for the pilgrimage.’ 

Righteousness does not mean that you enter 

houses from the rear, but truly righteous is 

he who fears God. Enter houses by their 

doors and fear God, so that you may be 

successful. (189) 

Fight for the cause of God those who wage 

war against you, but do not commit 

aggression. Indeed, God does not love 

aggressors. (190) 

Slay them wherever you may come upon 

them, and drive them away from wherever 

they drove you away; for oppression is even 

worse than killing. Do not fight them near 

the Sacred Mosque unless they fight you 

there first. Should they fight you, then kill 

them. Such is the reward of the unbelievers. 

(191) 

But if they desist, know that God is much-

Forgiving, Merciful. (192) 
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Fight them until there is no more 

oppression, and submission is made to God 

alone. If they desist, let there be no hostility 

except against the wrongdoers. (193) 

A sacred month for a sacred month: for 

just retribution also applies to the violation 

of sanctity. If anyone commits aggression 

against you, attack him just as he has 

attacked you. Have fear of God, and be 

sure that God is with those who are God-

fearing. (194) 

Give generously for the cause of God and 

do not with your own hands throw 

yourselves to ruin. Persevere in doing good, 

for God loves those who do good. (195) 

Perform to their completion both the 

pilgrimage and the `Umrah purely for 

God’s sake. If you are prevented from 

doing so, then make whatever offering you 

can easily afford. Do not shave your heads 

until the offerings have reached their 

appointed destination. If any of you is ill or 

suffers from an ailment of the head, he 

shall redeem himself by fasting, or alms, or 

sacrifice. When you are in safety, then he 

who takes advantage of performing the 

`Umrah before the pilgrimage shall make 

whatever offering he can easily afford; but 

he who lacks the means shall fast three 

days during the pilgrimage and seven more 

days on returning home; that is, ten days in 

all. All this applies to those whose families 

are not resident in the vicinity of the Sacred 

Mosque. Fear God, and know well that 

He is severe in retribution. (196) 
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The pilgrimage takes place in the months 

appointed for it. Whoever undertakes the 

pilgrimage in those months shall, while on 

pilgrimage, abstain from lewdness, all 

wicked conduct and wrangling. Whatever 

good you do God is well aware of it. 

Provide well for yourselves: the best 

provision of all is to be God- fearing. Fear 

Me, then, you who are endowed with 

insight. (197) 

It is no sin for you to seek the bounty of 

your Lord. When you surge downward 

from `Arafāt, remember God at al-

Mash`ar al-Ĥarām. Remember Him who 

has given you guidance. Before this you 

were certainly in error. (198) 

Surge onward from the place where all 

other pilgrims surge and pray God to 

forgive you. He is much-Forgiving, ever 

Merciful. (199) 

When you have fulfilled your sacred duties, 

remember God as you remember your 

fathers — nay with a yet keener 

remembrance. Some people say, ‘Our Lord, 

give us abundance in this world.’ They 

shall have no share in the rewards of the 

life to come. (200) 

There are others who say, ‘Our Lord, 

grant us what is good in this world and 

what is good in the life to come and protect 

ß‰ƒ Ï‰x© É>$ s) Ïèø9 $# ∩⊇®∉∪  

kpt ø:$# Ößγ ô© r& ×M≈ tΒθè=÷è̈Β 4 ⎯ yϑsù uÚ tsù 

 ∅ÎγŠ Ïù ¢kpt ø:$# Ÿξsù y] sùu‘ Ÿωuρ šXθÝ¡èù 

Ÿωuρ tΑ# y‰Å_ ’ Îû Ædkysø9 $# 3 $tΒuρ (#θè=yèø s? ô⎯ ÏΒ 9ö yz 

çμ ôϑn=÷ètƒ ª!$# 3 (#ρßŠ ¨ρt“ s?uρ  χÎ* sù uö yz ÏŠ# ¨“9$# 

3“uθø) −G9 $# 4 Èβθà) ¨?$# uρ ’Í<'ρé'̄≈ tƒ É=≈ t6 ø9 F{ $# ∩⊇®∠∪  

}§øŠ s9 öΝà6 ø‹n=tã îy$oΨ ã_ βr& (#θäó tGö; s? WξôÒsù 

⎯ ÏiΒ öΝ à6 În/§‘ 4 !# sŒ Î* sù Ο çFôÒsùr& ï∅ÏiΒ ;M≈ sùttã 

(#ρãà2øŒ $$ sù ©!$# y‰Ψ Ïã Ìyèô±yϑø9 $# ÏΘ# tysø9 $# ( 
çνρãà2øŒ $# uρ $yϑx. öΝà61 y‰yδ βÎ) uρ Ο çFΖà2 

⎯ ÏiΒ ⎯ Ï&Î#ö7 s% z⎯ Ïϑs9 t⎦, Îk!!$Ò9 $# ∩⊇®∇∪  

¢Ο èO (#θàÒ‹ Ïùr& ô⎯ ÏΒ ß] ø‹ym uÚ$sùr& â¨$̈Ψ9 $# 

(#ρãÏ øótGó™ $# uρ ©!$# 4 χÎ) ©!$# Ö‘θà xî ÒΟ‹ Ïm§‘ 

∩⊇®®∪  

# sŒ Î* sù Ο çGøŠ ŸÒs% öΝà6 s3Å¡≈ oΨ ¨Β (#ρãà2øŒ $$ sù ©!$# 

ö/ ä. Ìø. É‹x. öΝ à2u™!$t/# u™ ÷ρr& £‰x© r& # \ò2ÏŒ 3 
š∅Ïϑsù Ä¨$̈Ψ9 $# ⎯ tΒ ãΑθà) tƒ !$oΨ −/ u‘ $oΨ Ï?# u™ ’Îû 

$u‹ ÷Ρ‘‰9 $# $tΒuρ … ã&s! †Îû Íο tÅzFψ$# ô⎯ ÏΒ 9,≈n=yz 

∩⊄⊃⊃∪  

Ο ßγ ÷ΨÏΒuρ ⎯ ¨Β ãΑθà) tƒ !$oΨ −/ u‘ $oΨ Ï?# u™ ’ Îû $u‹ ÷Ρ‘‰9 $# 

Zπ uΖ|¡ym ’ Îûuρ Íο tÅzFψ$# Zπ uΖ|¡ym $oΨ Ï%uρ z># x‹ tã 



 

   215

Overview 

This new passage resumes the elaboration of religious obligations and practical 

rules governing behaviour within the Muslim community and its relations with the 

outside world. 

It explains the religious and practical significance of the phases of the moon. It 

dismisses the pre-Islamic Arab superstitious practice of entering houses through the 

back door on certain occasions. It outlines the rules governing war and fighting 

generally, as well as the prohibition of fighting in the four lunar months: Rajab (the 

seventh), Dhu’l-Qa’dah (the eleventh), Dhu’l- ijjah (the twelfth) and Muharram (the 

first) and particularly in the vicinity of the Sacred Mosque in Makkah. It ends with a 

comprehensive description of the rituals of the pilgrimage and the `Umrah (which 

may be described as a mini-pilgrimage) as prescribed by Islam, revising, modifying 

and replacing all the pagan and idolatrous concepts and practices of former times. 

In one concise passage, and in a succinctly clear style, the Qur’ n lays down rules 

and principles relating to faith and belief, the regulation of religious rituals and 

practices, as well as war and fighting. These are all linked and interlaced with 

powerful admonitions and comments evocative of God and His power. 

On correcting the Arab practice of entering houses through the back door, the 

s rah points out that form, in itself, is not what really matters but it is one’s 

consciousness and fear of God. It says: “Righteousness does not mean that you enter 

houses from the rear; but truly righteous is he who fears God. Enter houses by their doors and 

fear God, so that you may be successful.” (Verse 189) 

us from the torment of the fire.’ (201) 

These shall have their portion in return for 

what they have earned; for God is swift in 

reckoning. (202) 

Give glory to God during certain appointed 

days. Those who hasten their departure 

after two days incur no sin, and those who 

stay longer incur no sin, provided that they 

are truly God- fearing. Have fear of God 

and know well that you shall all be 

gathered before Him. (203) 
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In dealing with war, the s rah directs Muslims never to initiate aggression, 

affirming that “God does not love aggressors.’’ (Verse 190) Commenting on fighting 

during a sacred month, the s rah urges: 

“Fear God and be sure that God is with those who are God-fearing.” (Verse 194) 

The s rah calls on Muslims to spend of their wealth for the cause of God, exhorting 

them to “Persevere in doing good, for God loves those who do good.” (Verse 195) 

The s rah again emphasizes consciousness and fear of God when dealing with the 

pilgrimage rituals. “Fear God, and know well that He is severe in retribution.” (Verse 196) 

“Provide well for yourselves: the best provision of all is to be God-fearing. Fear Me, then, you 

who are endowed with insight.” (Verse 197) “Have fear of God, and know well that you shall 

all be gathered before Him.“ (Verse 203) 

It is quite clear that there is a common thread firmly binding these instructions 

and rulings together. Matters of faith, ritual and law, the spiritual and the mundane, 

the religious and the secular, the personal, national and international, are all 

intertwined and spun together in one comprehensive, universal religious and social 

system based on rules and laws laid down directly by God. 

The Islamic Transformation 

Beginning with this passage, we note a salient feature recurring in the rest of the 

s rah. We find the Muslims addressing the Prophet Mu ammad with specific 

enquiries relating to a wide range of everyday issues and situations they were 

encountering in their new way of life. They reveal a genuine desire on the part of the 

new Muslims to find out what their new religion has to say about these matters. The 

believers wanted to learn more about how Islam viewed and interpreted the social 

and physical phenomena they were experiencing in the world around them. 

They ask about the moon and the various phases it goes through. Why does it start 

as a fine crescent which becomes bigger until it develops into a full sphere, and then 

reverses the cycle until it disappears altogether before it is reborn in the shape of a 

thin crescent again? 

They enquired about what part and how much of their wealth they should give 

away as charity. They enquired about war, and whether it would be allowed during 

the sacred months and in the vicinity of the Sacred Mosque in Makkah. They asked 

for Islamic rulings on alcoholic drinks and gambling, which were social habits in pre-

Islamic Arabian life. 

They enquired regarding menstruation, and whether sexual contact between 
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spouses was allowed during such periods. They enquired about even more intimate 

and personal issues concerning matrimonial relations. These questions were 

sometimes raised by women. 

Questions relating to other issues are to be found in several other s rahs in the 

Qur’ n. The fact that they were raised is in itself significant in more ways than one. 

To begin with, it indicates a high degree of enlightenment and dynamism in the 

Muslim society, which was already developing a distinct character. A sense of 

community was rapidly growing. The Muslims were no longer a set of isolated 

individuals, nor were they any longer separate tribes scattered all over Arabia. They 

had become a nation with its own identity, systems and relationships, in which every 

person was keen to assume his or her role and position. This new social, intellectual 

and emotional awareness was brought about by Islam, and was moulded by the 

Islamic outlook on life, its system and its pioneering views and concepts. 

Second, this inquisitiveness also indicates a keen sense of religious consciousness 

emerging in the new society. It reflects the depth and strength of the hold the new 

faith had taken on the hearts and minds of its followers. Having discarded their old 

assumptions and attitudes, and wrenched themselves away from pre-Islamic 

customs and traditions, they lost confidence in the old order and began looking to 

their new religion for education and guidance in all aspects of life. 

This state of emotional and intellectual awareness is generated by true faith. The 

believer is freed from all former beliefs and traditions. He begins to view with 

scepticism all previously held ideas, and to subject all his actions to fresh scrutiny. 

The believer becomes readily receptive to the directives of the new faith, and keen to 

reform his or her life accordingly. Even those former concepts and practices which 

are approved or adopted by the new order will assume a new context as they are 

integrated into the new faith. 

The new order need not necessarily replace the old one in every detail, but it is 

important that those details adopted by the new faith should be assimilated and 

incorporated into it in substance as well as in spirit. This is very well illustrated by 

the pre-Islamic pilgrimage rituals which Islam transforms into a new set of rules, 

hardly bearing any resemblance to those formerly practised by the Arabs. 

Third, some of the questions the Muslims were raising relate directly to the 

historical context of that period. The Jews in Madinah and the idolatrous Arabs in 

Makkah would often voice doubts as to the merits of Islamic teachings and 

principles. They would seize every opportunity to disparage Islam, exploiting certain 

occasions or events to wage a campaign of hostility and disinformation. One such 

occasion involved unwarranted criticism to the effect that a Muslim expedition, led 

by `Abdull h ibn Ja sh, had violated the prohibition of fighting during the sacred 
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months by attacking a Quraysh caravan. 

The Muslims found it necessary to solicit answers and explanations to reassure 

themselves and to enable them to face the propaganda launched against them by 

their enemies. 

This illustrates that the Qur’ n was keeping abreast of the confrontation between 

the Muslims and the non-Muslims, and providing the Muslims with guidance and 

leadership. This was happening in areas of faith and belief as well as in the real 

world, where the enemies of Islam were incessantly scheming and plotting against its 

followers. 

The situation today is not very different: the same battles continue to rage on. 

Human nature has not changed, and the enemies of Islam can be found everywhere. 

But the Qur’ n is also there. Neither man nor the Muslim world community will be 

safe until the Qur’ n assumes conduct of the battle as it did for the first generation of 

Muslims. Unless Muslims realize this fact they cannot hope to succeed or prosper. 

The least that results from such a realization is that Muslims would approach the 

Qur’ n with the same understanding and attitude. The Qur’ n would be seen as a 

dynamic, active force, formulating new concepts, facing up to anti-Islamic ideas, 

insulating Muslims against ignorance and deviation and helping them avoid the 

pitfalls. This would be far removed from the present approach many have adopted 

towards the Qur’ n, viewing it merely as a fine work of literature and going no 

farther than reciting it rhythmically or chanting its words like a melody on certain 

occasions. 

The Qur’ n was revealed for a totally different purpose. God meant it as a 

blueprint for a complete way of life, a stimulus, a driving force guiding the Muslim 

community, charting its course through thick and thin, and helping it overcome and 

avoid all the difficulties and obstacles it is bound to encounter in this world. 

The New Moon and its Significance 

They ask you about the new moons. Say, ‘They are signs for people to mark fixed 
periods of time, and for the pilgrimage.’ Righteousness does not mean that you enter 
houses from the rear, but truly righteous is he who fears God. Enter houses by their 
doors and fear God, so that you may be successful. (Verse 189) 

Some reports suggest that the Prophet Mu ammad was asked why the moon goes 

through its various phases. Others say that he was asked why have the crescent 

moons been created, which seems to be more consistent with the answer given in the 

s rah: “They are signs for people to mark fixed periods of time, and for the pilgrimage.” 
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They serve as a means by which people fix and measure the time of important 

religious events and activities such as travel, pilgrimage, fasting, marriage and 

divorce, as well as trade transactions and loan periods. 

Whatever the original enquiry, the answer had gone beyond mere abstraction and 

given practical, rather than ‘scientific’, information relating to the phases of the 

moon. The Qur’ n, without going into a detailed astronomical discussion, speaks of 

the function of the moon and its role in people’s daily life. The Qur’ n did not 

embark on an explanation of the moon’s position within the solar system or the 

relative movement of stars, planets and galaxies, although this is implied in the 

question. 

What significance, then, does the answer given in the Qur’ n imply? The principal 

objective of the Qur’ n was the creation and promotion of a new conception of life in 

a new social, political and economic order. Indeed, it was working towards the 

creation of a new human community, with a special role of leadership in the world. It 

was developing a new model of human society, the like of which had not been 

known before, to uphold a new way of life that would firmly establish essential 

universal features and principles which the rest of mankind would look up to and 

emulate. 

A scientific answer would undoubtedly have provided the Prophet’s followers 

with theoretical knowledge about the universe, to add to their meagre understanding 

of it. Indeed, it is doubtful that the Arabs knew enough about astronomy at that time 

to be able to make use of further theoretical information, which would have required 

an understanding of basic principles and phenomena that were beyond all scientific 

progress achieved in the world up to that time. 

The Qur’ n avoided a scientific answer because people were not ready for it, and 

it would have been of little use for the universal mission the Qur’ n was revealed to 

fulfil. Its role was far greater than the mere dissemination of detailed knowledge. The 

Qur’ n was never intended to be a book on astronomy, chemistry or medicine, as 

some of its admirers and detractors try, each for their own different purposes, to 

demonstrate. 

These attempts betray a lack of understanding of the nature of the Qur’ n, its 

function and scope. It is mainly concerned with the human soul and the state and 

direction of the human condition. Its purpose is to establish a broad view of the 

world in which we exist and its relationship with the Creator, and a general outline 

of man’s position in this world and his relationship with the Creator. On the basis of 

these broad concepts, the Qur’ n goes on to establish a way of life which enables 

man to apply all his skills and abilities, not least his intellectual faculties. Once these 

are properly and correctly developed, they are given full freedom, through 
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observation, experiment and scientific research, to probe the mysteries of life and the 

universe and make the appropriate conclusions — which could never, in any case, be 

said to be final or absolute. 

The basic raw material with which the Qur’ n is concerned is man himself: the 

way he views things around him, his beliefs, emotions and ideas, his behaviour and 

activity, and the ties and relationships that govern his life. The conduct and 

development of material science and innovation are left to man’s mental and 

intellectual capabilities and his diligent endeavour to know and understand. It is this 

knowledge and understanding that are the essential prerequisites for man to fulfil his 

divinely ordained mission in the world, for which he is naturally fitted and qualified. 

The Qur’ n nurtures man’s basic nature and protects it against deviation and 

corruption. It provides man with the moral, social, political and economic 

foundations and mechanisms that enable him to put his talents and skills to full and 

proper use. It furnishes him with a broad and comprehensive view of the nature, the 

inherent harmony, and the delicate balance of the physical world, of which man 

himself is an important and integral part, and its relationship with the Creator. 

The Qur’ n does not cover such topics in great detail, because that is man’s task. 

He is expected to take the initiative to search, discover and use his environment in 

order to further and fulfil his supreme position in the world. 

The attempt to make the Qur’ n what it was never meant to be often seems naïve 

and counter-productive. The fact that the Qur’ n is not a reference book for medicine 

or chemistry or astronomy takes nothing away from its power and glory. 

The Qur’ān and Scientific Truth 

The Qur’ n deals with something much wider and more comprehensive than all 

those sciences. It is concerned with man himself, the key to uncovering the facts and 

mysteries of the world around. The human mind is fully equipped to scrutinize and 

probe into man’s surroundings, and to experiment with and apply the theories he 

formulates and the tools he invents. The Qur’ n concentrates on nurturing man’s 

character, conscience and mind, and laying the sound foundations of the human 

environment which allows him to make full use of his own hidden potential and that 

of the world around. Having laid down the groundwork and given man the 

necessary mental tools and criteria, the Qur’ n leaves man free to seek and search, 

experiment, achieve and make mistakes, in all areas of life. 

There is also a great risk in attempting to seek verification of facts of a scientific 

nature given occasionally in the Qur’ n through suppositions, theories or so-called 

‘scientific facts’ arrived at through human empirical efforts. 



Al-Baqarah (The Cow) | THE SACRED MONTHS, FIGHTING AND PILGRIMAGE 

   221

The facts that the Qur’ n mentions are absolute and final truths, while those 

arrived at through human research are not, no matter how advanced or sophisticated 

the means or the approach used to arrive at them. The latter are constrained by the 

conditions of man’s own environment, and they are limited by the nature and scope 

of the tools used. The absolute and final truths of the Qur’ n cannot, therefore, be 

qualified or authenticated by the inconclusive ones discovered by man. 

In addition to ‘scientific fact’, this applies in the case of ‘scientific theory’. This 

includes theories on the origin of the universe, the creation and evolution of man, 

and psychological and sociological theories. Even within the realm of human 

thought, these are not considered to express scientific facts. Indeed, they are no more 

than suppositions or speculative ideas which, at best, help explain a vast array of 

physical, biological, psychological or sociological phenomena. As more accurate 

instruments and more discoveries are made, these theories are constantly amended 

and developed, or superseded by others that give wider or more accurate 

explanations or interpretations. 

The attempt to verify Qur’ nic facts by the changing findings of human science is 

fundamentally flawed. It reflects three negative aspects that should not be associated 

with the Qur’ n. 

First, is an inner defeatism that science is somehow superior to the Qur’ n. This 

leads to an attempt to find scientific evidence to verify and corroborate what the 

Qur’ n says. But in fact, Qur’ nic statements are definitive, complete and conclusive, 

while human science remains in a constant state of flux and development. This is due 

to the constraints of the environment in which human research and experiment are 

conducted, and the inadequacy of the tools and methods used in those processes. 

Second, is a misunderstanding of the true nature and function of the Qur’ n as the 

absolute definitive truth addressing man in his totality according to his basic nature 

and within the constraints of the physical world and its laws. Ideally, it aims to 

achieve perfect harmony between man and the physical world, avoiding a clash 

between man and nature. Such harmony enables man to unravel, through enquiry, 

observation, experiment and application, as many of the world’s mysteries as he can 

and use its potential energies and resources to enhance his position and fulfil his role 

as God’s vicegerent on earth. 

Third, is the continuous interpretation and re-interpretation, with frequent resort 

to far-fetched and arbitrary methods, of Qur’ nic statements in a vain attempt to 

make them agree or coincide with speculative suppositions and tentative theories. 

However, this should not prevent us from making full use of what human sciences 

uncover about man, life and the world, for a better understanding of the Qur’ n. God 

says: “We shall show them Our signs across all horizons and within themselves, until they 
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clearly see that this [revelation] is the truth.” (41: 53) This is a clear call to study closely 

and absorb what science discovers of God’s signs and to use them to expand the 

meaning and application of the Qur’ nic injunctions, without undermining or 

demeaning the immutability and integrity of the Qur’ n. 

This may be illustrated further by the following examples: 

The Qur’ n says: “And He created all things and ordained them in due proportion.” (25: 

2) Scientific observation also has led to the conclusion that there are inherent 

harmony, very intricate interactions and consonances within the structure of the 

universe. The earth’s shape and distance from both the sun and the moon, its size 

relative to theirs, its speed and axis of rotation, and countless other factors combine 

to make life on earth possible and sustainable. None of this may be attributed to 

chance or coincidence, or can be said to be without purpose. 

These observations no doubt are useful in gaining a better understanding of the 

Qur’ nic statement. This is quite legitimate and should be encouraged. But here are 

other examples that are neither legitimate nor scientifically correct. 

The Qur’ n says: “We created man from an extraction of clay.” (23: 12) Centuries later, 

scientists such as Charles Darwin, proposed a theory of evolution which purports 

that life began in water as a single cell, and that human beings are the result of 

millions of years of evolution. Now, it would be pointless, indeed wrong, to attempt 

to show that this is precisely what the Qur’ n says. 

To begin with, the theory is not conclusive and, within a century, it underwent 

several amendments and changes that have made it almost unrecognizable. There 

were flaws in the original theory, which was conceived at a time when nothing was 

known of the genes which carry hereditary properties and distinguish one species 

from another. Several aspects of Darwin’s theory have since been disproved, and 

many others are still a matter of debate. 

The Qur’ nic statement is conclusive as it establishes the origin of man without 

giving any details of the process involved. It does not aim at more than that and 

carries no other connotations or meaning. 

The Qur’ n tells us: “And the sun runs towards its resting place.” (36: 38) This is a 

statement of fact concerning the movement of the sun. Science has shown that the 

sun is indeed moving relative to other stars nearby and is part of a galaxy which 

itself is moving. Furthermore the speeds at which the sun and the galaxies move are 

measured. Such observations, relative and inconclusive as they are, do not affect the 

truth of the Qur’ nic statement, which is final. 

The Qur’ n says: “Are the unbelievers unaware that the heaven and the earth were once 

one single entity, which We then parted asunder?” (21: 30) Some have tried to reconcile 
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this statement with the theory that suggests that the earth was part of the sun and 

then they were separated. It is futile to try and limit Qur’ nic statements with human 

scientific theory. This particular theory is not the only one in its field and it is 

contested by many scientists, while the Qur’ nic statement is complete and 

conclusive. It merely states a fact without telling us what is meant by ‘heavens’ or 

how the fragmentation occurred. No scientific proposition should be used to 

corroborate Qur’ nic statements, no matter how apparently close or similar the 

conclusions may be. 

Having established these principles, we may now return to the Qur’ nic text: 

“Righteousness does not mean that you enter houses from the rear, but truly righteous is he 

who fears God. Enter houses by their doors and fear God, so that you may be successful.” 

(Verse 189) 

This part of the verse and the preceding one relating to phases of the moon seem 

to be connected by the theme of pilgrimage: the new moon as an astronomical time 

marker for pilgrimage and other events, and the pre-Islamic Arab pilgrimage custom 

of entering houses from the rear. 

Al-Bukh rī and Muslim relate a report by al-Bar ’, in which he said: “It was the 

custom of the Anşār [i.e. Muslims from Madinah] that on returning from pilgrimage 

they would approach their houses from the rear. When one of them broke this 

tradition and entered by the front door, he was severely criticised. It was at this point 

that the verse was revealed.” A similar report is related by Abū D wūd. 

Whether this custom related to the pilgrimage only, which seems more probable, 

or to travelling in general, the Arabs had maintained the belief that it was a sign of 

piety and righteousness to uphold it. However, the Qur’ n refutes that as an empty 

gesture that could serve no religious purpose. It goes on to establish the proper 

religious concept of righteousness as consciousness of God and His presence at all 

times and in all situations, rather than as a routine gesture that had no meaning 

whatsoever. Therefore it gives the instruction that houses must be approached from 

the front, and re-emphasizes the importance of God-fearing as the road to success in 

this life. 

The verse, then, focuses our minds and hearts on taqwā, God- fearing, as a basic 

fact of faith, and links it with the attainment of absolute success, both in this life and 

in the life to come. It repeals a useless, ignorant tradition and directs the believers to 

appreciate God’s grace in providing them with the new moon at the beginning of 

every month to enable them to determine the time for pilgrimage and other human 

activities. 

The First Order to Fight 
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This is followed with a statement on fighting in general, and on fighting around 

the Sacred Mosque in Makkah and during the sacred months in particular. Then 

follows an urgent call to spend of one’s personal wealth for the promotion of God’s 

cause, an activity which is closely related to the fundamental Islamic duty of jihād, or 

struggle for God’s cause: 

Fight for the cause of God those who wage war against you, but do not commit 
aggression. Indeed, God does not love aggressors. Slay them wherever you may come 
upon them, and drive them away from wherever they drove you away; for oppression 
is even worse than killing. Do not fight them near the Sacred Mosque unless they fight 
you there first. Should they fight you, then kill them. Such is the reward of the 
unbelievers. But if they desist, know that God is much-Forgiving, Merciful. Fight 
them until there is no more oppression, and submission is made to God alone. If they 
desist, let there be no hostility except against the wrongdoers. A sacred month for a 
sacred month: for just retribution also applies to the violation of sanctity. If anyone 
commits aggression against you, attack him just as he has attacked you. Have fear of 
God, and be sure that God is with those who are God-fearing. Give generously for the 
cause of God and do not with your own hands throw yourselves to ruin. Persevere in 
doing good, for God loves those who do good. (Verses 190-195) 

Some reports indicate that these were the first verses on the subject of fighting to 

be revealed. They were preceded only by verses 39-41 of S rah 22: “Permission to fight 

is given to those against whom war is being wrongfully waged. Most certainly, God has the 

power to grant them victory. These are the ones who have been driven from their homelands 

against all right for no other reason than their saying, ‘Our Lord is God.’ Were it not that 

God repels some people by means of others, monasteries, churches, synagogues and mosques 

— in all of which God’s name is abundantly extolled — would surely have been destroyed. 

God will most certainly succour him who succours God’s cause. God is certainly most 

Powerful, Almighty. They are those who, if We firmly establish them on earth, attend 

regularly to their prayers, give in charity, enjoin the doing of what is right and forbid the 

doing of what is wrong. With God rests the final outcome of all events.” 

These verses had given the Muslims permission to fight those unbelievers who 

had oppressed them, and they understood them to be a prelude to the institution of 

jihād, or striving for God’s cause, as a religious duty. Further, they realized that 

because they had been oppressed, they were given permission to fight back and 

restore justice, after they had been restrained from doing so all the time they were in 

Makkah. Their instructions then were to “hold back your hands [from fighting], and 

attend regularly to prayer, and pay your zakāt.” (4: 77) This restraint had been imposed 

by God for a purpose He had determined. We may try to discern some of the reasons 

behind this order. 

The first of these reasons is a disciplinary one, aimed at taming the insubordinate 
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and rebellious nature of the early Arab Muslims. They had to learn to be patient and 

await instructions, rather than act impulsively and recklessly, as they used to do in 

pre-Islamic days. For the new Muslim community to fulfil its great universal role, the 

desire for revenge and heedless reaction had to be brought under control, and left to 

the discretion of a trusted leadership which gave its decisions careful consideration 

and was duly obeyed — even though to do so would test the Arabs’ impatient and 

impetuous nature. 

Such discipline enabled people such as `Umar ibn al-Kha b and amzah ibn 

Abd al-Mu alib, and other independent and strong personalities among the early 

Muslims, to show a great deal of patience in the face of the persecution and 

oppression being inflicted upon their fellow Muslims. They would await Prophet 

Mu ammad’s instructions and the commands of the Supreme Authority which had 

ordered them to “hold back your hands [from fighting’, and attend regularly to prayer, and 

pay your zakāt.” (4:77) Thus a balance was struck in the consciousness of that 

pioneering community, between rashness and restraint, impulse and deliberation, 

passionate reaction and rational compliance. 

Another reason for restraining the Muslims from fighting in Makkah was that in 

Arabian society, rushing to help an oppressed person was highly commendable. 

Despite their ability to hit back hard, the Muslims showed a large degree of restraint. 

This was demonstrated during the boycott imposed by the rest of the Quraysh 

against the Prophet’s H shimite clan in order to force them to withdraw their 

support and protection of the Prophet and his followers. When this persecution, 

which lasted for three years, became unbearable, their re-awakened sense of justice 

caused some non- Muslim Arabs to break ranks and end the boycott. It seems from a 

study of the Prophet’s history at this time that, in adopting this policy of passive 

resistance, the Muslim leadership in Makkah was aware of the crucial role played by 

social and tribal factors. 

This is strongly borne out by the fact that the Muslim leadership had no wish to 

unleash internecine feuds within the Makkan clans. Muslim converts fell victim to 

moral and physical torture and abuse to force them to renounce their new faith, even 

at the hands of members of their own families. These were self-appointed 

tormentors, with no central authority directing their battles against the Muslims. Had 

the Muslims been allowed to hit back, fighting would have broken out in every 

Makkan household, and blood would have been shed in every family. That would 

have made Islam, in the eyes of Arabian society, seem a divisive religion, advocating 

strife and destruction within Arab clans. 

After the Hijrah, or emigration to Madinah, however, the Muslims emerged as an 

independent community, prepared to face up to the Makkan leadership which was 

actively recruiting fighters and organizing military expeditions against it. The 
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situation had changed; instead of individual persecutors targetting individual 

victims, a collective and deliberate campaign was being organized. 

To these reasons one may add the fact that the Muslims in Makkah were a 

dangerously exposed minority. Had they engaged the unbelievers in armed conflict 

as an organized group, they would have faced total annihilation. God’s will was that 

they should first gather in a safe place before He granted them permission to go into 

battle. 

However, the rules governing fighting were issued gradually, as and when the 

need arose, and as dictated by the needs of the development of Islam, first within 

Arabia and later outside it as well. 

The present verses contain some of those rules which were relevant to that stage of 

development of the community, when hostility was just beginning to set in between 

the Muslim and non-Muslim camps. These rules also represent part of the permanent 

code that has come to govern war in Islam generally. They have undergone slight 

modifications, given at a later stage in S rah 9. 

It might well be useful at this point to give a general synopsis of the concept of 

jihād in Islam, which can form the basis for the interpretation and understanding of 

Qur’ nic statements on fighting and war. 

Islam represents the final and complete version of faith, revealed as the basis of a 

universal and comprehensive human order on earth. The Muslim community was 

raised to assume the leadership of humanity in accordance with this order, which 

derives in its entirety from the comprehensive Islamic concept of the purpose of 

existence as a whole and of human existence in particular. The Muslim community 

would lead humanity to ultimate success and to all that is good and noble (khayr), 

which no man-made order can provide. It would raise mankind to unprecedented 

moral and material standards. Conversely, no greater harm could be inflicted upon 

humanity than to deprive it of seeking to attain those levels of nobility, purity, 

happiness and perfection God wants it to achieve. 

It is, therefore, a basic human right to be addressed with the message of Islam. No 

authority should deny mankind that right and under no circumstances should any 

obstacles be allowed to prevent that divine message from being delivered. 

Having received the message, people have the right to freely accept the religion of 

Islam, and be under no pressure from any quarter to dissuade or prevent them from 

taking it up. Those who choose not to accept Islam are expected not to impede its 

progress. Indeed, they are required to guarantee Islam’s freedom of action and to 

leave the Muslim community a clear road to fulfil its task, free from any threat of 

aggression. 
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Those who adopt the religion of Islam also have the right not to be intimidated or 

subjected to oppression, in any way whatsoever, so that they abandon their faith. No 

impediments may be placed to turn people away from Islam. The Muslim 

community, if subjected to any such aggressive designs, has the right to defend itself 

by force, in order to protect the community’s freedom and security. This would 

further the establishment of God’s order on earth and guarantee humanity the 

opportunity and the right to receive God’s message. 

It also results in another obligation that the Muslim community must undertake: 

to oppose any power that would stand in its way and prevent it from conveying the 

message freely to the public, or would threaten its followers. The Muslim community 

must pursue this course of jihād, or struggle for God’s cause, until all threat of 

oppression is eliminated and people are free to believe in Islam and practise it. This 

does not imply any sense of compulsion, but it does mean allowing Islam to prevail 

in society to the extent that everyone is free to accept it and tell others about it 

without any fear of persecution or intimidation. 

These are the parameters within which the principles of jihād have been laid down. 

These are the real objectives for which it has been instituted. It has no other purpose 

and serves no other end. 

Jihād in Islam is pursued to protect the faith against outside attacks as well as 

internal strife. Its aim is the preservation of the Islamic way of life, establishing it as a 

force to be respected and reckoned with in the world. Anyone who willingly wishes 

to enter the fold of Islam should have no fear of being prevented from doing so and 

should not have to suffer for making that choice. 

This is the true jihād, as recognized and endorsed by Islam. Those who take part in 

it are richly rewarded and rank among the noblest of believers, and those who give 

their lives in doing so are the true martyrs. 

Jihād: When and Against Whom? 

The present passage addresses the situation of the Muslim community in Madinah 

as it was in confrontation with the pagan Arabs of the Quraysh. Those unbelievers 

had persecuted the Muslims for their religious beliefs, drove them out of their homes 

and were trying hard to turn them away from their faith. It also lays down the 

fundamental rules of jihād in Islam. 

It begins with the precise instruction that Muslims should fight those who had 

been fighting them and to meet with force any attacks against them by anyone, 

without committing aggression. “Fight for the cause of God those who wage war against 

you, but do not commit aggression. Indeed, God does not love aggressors.” (Verse 190) 
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The aims of war in Islam are clearly defined right at the outset: “Fight for the cause 

of God those who wage war against you...” Fighting should, therefore, be undertaken for 

the sake of God, and for no other purpose that may be defined by human desires or 

motivations. War should not be pursued for glory or dominance, nor for material 

aggrandisement, nor to gain new markets or control raw materials. It should not be 

pursued to give one class, race or nation of people dominance over another. Fighting 

in Islam must be undertaken only to promote the aims defined by Islam: to make 

God’s word supreme in the world, to establish His order, and to protect the believers 

against persecution, coercion, corruption, and all efforts to force them to betray their 

faith or abandon it. According to Islam, all other types of war are unjust, and those 

who take part in them should expect no rewards or blessings from God. 

Having defined the objective, the verses also define the limits of war: “... but do not 

commit aggression. Indeed, God does not love aggressors.” (Verse 190) ‘Aggression’ 

implies attacks on non-combatants and peaceful, unarmed civilians who pose no 

threat to Muslims or to their community as a whole. This includes women, children, 

the elderly, and those devoted to religious activity, such as priests and monks, of all 

religious and ideological persuasions. Aggression also entails exceeding the moral 

and ethical limits set by Islam for fighting a just war. These limits outlaw the 

atrocities perpetrated in wars outside Islam, past and present. Such atrocities are 

totally repugnant to Muslims and can never be sanctioned or committed by people 

who honour and fear God. 

The Ethics of War 

Here is a selection of these principles and conventions, as laid down by the 

Prophet Mu ammad and outlined in the instructions of some of his Companions. 

They clearly reveal the nature of the Islamic approach to a just war, hitherto 

unknown to human society. 

`Abdull h ibn `Umar reports that when, in one of the battles, the Prophet was told 

that a woman was found among those killed, he immediately ordered that women 

and children should not be killed during combat. [Related by M lik, al-Bukh rī, 
Muslim, Abū D wūd and al-Tirmidhī] 

Abū Hurayrah quotes the Prophet as saying: “When you fight, avoid striking your 

opponent in the face.” [Related by al-Bukh rī and Muslim] 

Abū Hurayrah reports that the Prophet sent him with an expedition instructing 

them to burn two men from the Quraysh he had named, but as they were about to 

depart the Prophet said: “I have ordered you to burn these two people, but only God 

may punish with fire. If you capture them, just kill them.” [Related by al-Bukh rī, 
Abū D wūd and al-Tirmidhī] 
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`Abdull h ibn Mas`ūd quotes the Prophet as saying: “True believers are those who 

strictly observe their moral code when they kill.” [Related by Abū D wūd] 

`Abdull h ibn Yazīd al-Anşarī reports that the Prophet has strictly forbidden 

looting and the mutilation of dead bodies. [Related by al- Bukh rī] 

Ibn Ya`l  reports that on one expedition, the leader, `Abd al-Ra m n ibn Kh lid 

ibn al-Walīd, was brought four enemy fighters. He ordered that they be tied and put 

to death slowly. When Abū Ayyūb al-Anş rī, a close Companion of the Prophet, 

heard of this, he said: “I heard the Prophet forbid slow killing. I swear by God that I 

would not inflict slow death even on a chicken.” When `Abd al-Ra m n heard this 

he immediately sought to free four slaves in compensation. [Related by Abū D wūd] 

We may add here that freeing a slave is part of the prescribed compensation for 

accidental killing. 

Al- rith ibn Muslim ibn al- rith quotes his father as saying that the Prophet 

sent him with others on an expedition. As they approached their target he hurried 

his horse and reached the village ahead of the rest of the expedition. He said that the 

inhabitants gave him a noisy reception and that he told them that if they were to 

declare their acceptance of Islam they would be spared and their safety would be 

assured. They followed his advice declaring their acceptance of Islam. Some of his 

Companions reproached him for what he did, saying that he had deprived them of 

the spoils of war. But when they returned and the Prophet learnt of what had 

happened, he commended him for his action and said: “God Almighty has given you 

such and such reward for every one of them.” [Related by Abū D wūd] 

Buraydah reports: “Whenever God’s Messenger appointed a commander to lead 

an expedition or an army, he would urge him to fear God and to show kindness 

towards his fellow Muslims. He would then instruct him as follows: “Proceed to 

fight in God’s name and for His cause. Fight those who deny God. Take the initiative 

but do not commit any acts of treachery, do not mutilate your victims, and do not kill 

any children.” [Related by Muslim, Abū D wūd and al- Tirmidhī] 

M lik quotes Abū Bakr as saying in his farewell address to one of his armies: “You 

will come across people who claim to have devoted themselves to the service of God, 

so leave them to their claim. Do not kill any women, children or elderly people.” 

Such is the code that governs war in Islam, and such are its objectives, which 

derive directly from the Qur’ nic statement: “Fight for the cause of God those who wage 

war against you, but do not commit aggression. Indeed, God does not love aggressors.” 

(Verse 190) 

The Muslims were well aware that they would not prevail as a result of their 

numerical strength or superior armament; they were hopelessly deficient on both 

counts. The main secret of their victory lay in their faith in, and obedience to, God, 
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and the support they received from Him. To ignore God’s commands and the 

Prophet’s instructions would have deprived them of the only force that could ensure 

their victory. These principles had to be strictly observed, even with those enemies 

who had persecuted them and inflicted unspeakable atrocities on them. Even though 

at one point the Prophet, overcome by rage, had ordered that two Qurayshī men be 

a, put to death by burning, he immediately retracted that order, because only God 

punishes with fire. 

The s rah goes on to reaffirm the rightness of war against those who had subjected 

the Muslims to campaigns of terror and persecution, and driven them out of their 

homeland. The Muslims were urged to confront their enemies and kill them 

wherever they happen to be, except within the vicinity of the Sacred Mosque in 

Makkah unless their enemies were to attack them there first. Those orders would 

stand unless the unbelievers accepted Islam, in which case it was forbidden to fight 

them, regardless of any killings or atrocities they might have perpetrated against 

Muslims earlier. 

“Slay them wherever you may come upon them, and drive them away  from wherever 
they drove you away; for oppression is even worse than killing. Do not fight them near 
the Sacred Mosque unless they fight you there first. Should they fight you, then kill 
them. Such is the reward of the unbelievers. But if they desist, know that God is much-
Forgiving, Merciful.” (Verses 191-192) 

Forced religious conversion is the worst violation of a most inviolable human 

right. It is, therefore, a much more heinous offence than murder, regardless of the 

form that coercion takes or how it is exerted. 

Suppression of religious freedom can be imposed by threats and the direct use of 

force. But it can also be practised through the imposition of corrupt or totalitarian 

regimes and oppressive social systems that deprave the masses, drive them away 

from God’s path, and encourage and force them to reject the divine faith and break 

away from it. The best example to illustrate this is Communism, which banned 

religious instruction, openly advocated atheism, legislated for prostitution and 

drinking, promoted vice and discouraged virtue almost to the point of direct 

compulsion. 

The Islamic view of freedom of belief assigns it a great status as a social and 

human value, and stems from the Islamic view of the ultimate purpose of life and of 

the whole of human existence: the worship of God in its widest sense which 

encompasses all constructive human activity. Freedom of belief is man’s most 

precious right in this world, and ought to be cherished and protected. Any 

infringement of this right, direct or indirect, must be fought even if one has to kill for 
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it. This is borne out by the significant term used in the Qur’ n, which is “slay them 

[rather than ‘fight them’] wherever you may find them”. This signifies that, if you have 

to, you may resort to any means to slay those who infringe upon your right of 

freedom of belief, while heeding those other Islamic principles mentioned earlier. 

Violation of Sanctities 

The other restriction is that no fighting was allowed within the vicinity of the 

Sacred Mosque in Makkah, which God, in response to the Prophet Abraham’s 

prayers, had declared a safe haven and an inviolable house of peace. However, those 

who desecrate the sanctity of the Sacred Mosque and commit aggression against 

Muslims there must be fought and should not be spared. Their vile actions and their 

persecution of Muslims, committed as they are within the vicinity of the Sacred 

Mosque, can only be rewarded with severe punishment. 

“But if they desist, know that God is much-Forgiving, Merciful.” (Verse 192) To earn 

God’s forgiveness and mercy, they should not simply desist from waging war 

against the Muslims and trying to force them to abandon their faith. They would be 

required to renounce their denial of God and their rejection of His Message. The 

most they can expect in return for refraining from attacking the Muslims and 

persecuting them would be a truce, but that would not be sufficient to merit God’s 

forgiveness and mercy. The unbelievers are, therefore, invited and encouraged to 

believe so that they may enjoy God’s mercy and forgiveness. 

What a commendable gesture! Islam spares its staunchest enemies punishment 

and retribution, and instead offers them forgiveness and mercy in return for the 

simple act of joining the ranks of the believers. That would absolve them of all their 

previous misdemeanours, and cancel out the damage and the atrocities they had 

wrought against the Muslims. 

The aim of war in Islam is to let people be free to uphold Islam and practise it, and 

never find themselves, by virtue of either direct force or the type of social, political or 

economic system they live under, compelled to renounce it. The growth and spread 

of Islam must not be hampered or restricted, and the Muslim community must be 

allowed the means to defend itself and deter its enemies from taking advantage of it. 

No one who wishes to adopt Islam should feel threatened. If such threats are made, 

the Muslim community is collectively obliged to do all it can to eliminate that threat 

and secure the success of Islam. 

“Fight them until there is no more oppression, and submission is made to God alone. If 

they desist, let there be no hostility except against the wrongdoers.” (Verse 193) These 

statements were revealed to deal with a specific situation in Arabia, when the pagan 

Arabs were persecuting an incipient Muslim community and stifling the spread of 
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Islam. Nevertheless, they remain valid, and jihad is incumbent on Muslims until the 

end of time. Whenever a tyrant or an oppressive power emerges and prevents people 

from upholding Islam or seeks to prevent them from knowing about it, the Muslim 

community must rise against it and secure for all the right of freedom to know the 

truth, listen to it, and have the choice to accept it freely. 

It is clear how severely these verses condemn oppression. It is considered a more 

repugnant evil than murder. This emphasis makes it clear that Islam views this 

matter most gravely. It establishes another crucial universal principle, heralding a 

rebirth of mankind, according to which man’s value is determined by his faith. Man’s 

life is always outweighed by his religious beliefs. 

This principle also identifies the true enemies of humanity in this world. They are 

those who persecute believers and inflict suffering on a Muslim for no reason other 

than his being a Muslim. They are those who stand between mankind and God’s 

truth and guidance. It is these that Muslims are obliged to fight and destroy “until 

there is no more oppression, and submission is made to God alone.” (Verse 193) 

This fundamental Islamic principle remains as valid today as it was when these 

verses were revealed. Islam remains a target for attack and vilification from various 

quarters. Muslims everywhere continue to be victims of aggression, oppression and 

religious intolerance as individuals and groups and, in some cases, as whole 

communities. All victims of oppression and aggression have the right and duty to 

defend themselves and seek to destroy their enemies, in fulfilment of this great 

Islamic principle which marked a rebirth of humanity. 

It is only when the aggression or the persecution ceases or is eliminated that 

fighting must come to an end. “If they desist, let there be no hostility except against the 

wrongdoers.”1 (Verse 193) 

Having ruled on fighting during the sacred months, the s rah now gives the ruling 

on fighting in the vicinity of the Sacred Mosque in Makkah. “A sacred month for a 

sacred month: for just retribution also applies to the violation of sanctity. If anyone commits 

aggression against you, attack him just as he has attacked you. Have fear of God, and be sure 

that God is with those who are God-fearing.”   (Verse 194) 

Those who violate the sacred months cannot expect guarantees of peace and 

immunity from attack during it. God had declared the Sacred Mosque a safe haven 

and a place of peace, and designated the sacred months a time of truce and security. 

                                                 
1 This ruling was later amended by verses in the first passage of S rah 9, which instructed the Muslims 
to liberate the whole of the Arabian Peninsula from idolatry and paganism. This was a necessary 
measure to give Islam a solid and secure base in Arabia. Muslims would thus he safe from any 
rearguard attack as they moved to face the hostile powers of the Byzantines to the north and the 
Persians to the east. 



Al-Baqarah (The Cow) | THE SACRED MONTHS, FIGHTING AND PILGRIMAGE 

   233

During these months no blood shall be shed, all sacred places and property shall be 

immune, and the safety of every living thing is guaranteed. Those who are bent on 

infringing this peace must not escape unpunished. The Muslims are instructed to 

retaliate in a measured way and within the limits dictated by the type and extent of 

the initial aggression. “If anyone commits aggression against you, attack him just as he has 

attacked you.’’ (Verse 194) 

There should be no excessive retribution. Muslims are here left to their own 

conscience and their consciousness of God. They realize that their own victory 

depends on God’s help and support, and are therefore reminded that God is on the 

side of those who fear Him —  a supremely effective safeguard. 

Jihād requires money as much as it requires men. In those early days of Islam, 

fighters would provide their own fighting equipment, their own transport and their 

own food. They received no remuneration for their work, and freely offered their 

own possessions as well as their lives. This can only happen when the political, social 

and economic system in society is based on faith. The community would not need to 

appropriate funds to defend itself against internal or external enemies. Leaders and 

soldiers volunteer their efforts and their possessions to defend the faith and the 

community. 

However, some of the less well-to-do Muslims who were keen to join the fighting 

but could not provide their own means of transport would go to the Prophet 

pleading to be taken to the battlefront. The Qur’ n tells us that when the Prophet did 

not have the necessary transportation or equipment to give them: “They turned away 

with tears in their eyes, sad that they did not have the means to contribute.” (9: 92) 

For this reason, we find numerous exhortations in the Qur’ n and the sunnah 

urging financial contribution, whenever necessary, to the war effort. The call to jihād 

is almost always accompanied by a call to contribute materially and financially. 

The passage goes as far as describing the reluctance to contribute financially as 

folly leading to self-destruction. It says: “Give generously for the cause of God and do not 

with your own hands throw yourselves to ruin. Persevere in doing good, for God loves those 

who do good.” (Verse 195) Miserliness and greed are indeed a form of self- destruction 

for the individual as well as for society as a whole. They result in deprivation and 

weakness of the whole community, especially one whose affairs are dependant on 

voluntary, self- motivated contributions. 

The Qur’ n goes on to recommend even a higher state of excellence: “Persevere in 

doing good, for God loves those who do good” (Verse 195) The Arabic term used here is 

i sān, whose Islamic connotations are difficult to convey in translation. It is the 

highest level of altruism and self-denial. The Prophet Mu ammad defines it as: 

“worshipping God as if you see Him with your own eyes; for, though you cannot see 
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Him, He certainly sees you”. [Related by al-Bukh rī and Muslim] Once this stage of 

piety is reached, one will become a consummate devotee, utterly obedient to God in 

everything; and all one’s resources, energies and life will be entirely dedicated to 

God Almighty. 

This closing comment is a befitting end for a passage dealing with fighting and 

giving for God’s cause. It urges believers to aspire to the level of i sān, the highest 

grade of religious excellence. 

A Symbol of Islamic Unity 

The s rah then gives an outline of the rituals of the pilgrimage and the `Umrah 

(lesser pilgrimage). This follows quite naturally from the earlier account dealing with 

lunar changes and phases, and the admissibility of fighting during the sacred months 

of the year and in the vicinity of the Sacred Mosque in Makkah. 

Perform to their completion both the pilgrimage and the `Umrah purely for God’s 
sake. If you are prevented from doing so, then make whatever offering you can easily 
afford. Do not shave your heads until the offerings have reached their appointed 
destination. If any of you is ill or suffers from an ailment of the head, he shall redeem 
himself by fasting, or alms, or sacrifice. When you are in safety, then he who takes 
advantage of performing the `Umrah before the pilgrimage shall make whatever 
offering he can easily afford;  but he who lacks the means shall fast three days during 
the pilgrimage and seven more days on returning home; that is, ten days in all. All 
this applies to those whose families are not resident in the vicinity of the Sacred 
Mosque. Fear God, and know well that He is severe in retribution. The pilgrimage 
takes place in the months appointed for it. Whoever undertakes the pilgrimage in those 
months shall, while on pilgrimage, abstain from lewdness, all wicked conduct and 
wrangling. Whatever good you do God is well aware of it. Provide well for yourselves: 
the best provision of all is to be God-fearing. Fear Me, then, you who are endowed with 
insight. It is no sin for you to seek the bounty of your Lord. When you surge 
downward from `Arafāt, remember God at al-Mash`ar al- arām. Remember Him who 
has given you guidance. Before this you were certainly in error. Surge onward from 
the place where all other pilgrims surge and pray God to forgive you. He is much 
forgiving, ever merciful. When you have fulfilled your sacred duties, remember God as 
you remember your fathers — nay with a yet keener remembrance. Some people say, 
Our Lord, give us abundance in this world.’ They shall have no share in the rewards 
of the life to come. There are others who say, ‘Our Lord, grant us what is good in this 
world and what is good in the lift to come and protect us from the torment of the fire.’ 
These shall have their portion in return for what they have earned; for God is swift in 
reckoning. Give glory to God during certain appointed days. Those who hasten their 
departure after two days incur no sin, and those who stay longer incur no sin, 
provided that they are truly God-fearing. Have fear of God and know well that you 
shall all be gathered before Him. (Verses 196-203) 
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The exact date of the revelation of these verses is not known, except for one report 

indicating that verse 196 was revealed at al- udaybīyah during the sixth year after 

Hijrah, 628 CE. Nor can we be precise as to when the pilgrimage was made obligatory 

in Islam, whether we take that to have been established by verse 196 of this s rah or 

verse 97 of S rah 3 which says: “Pilgrimage to this House is a duty owed to God by all 

people who are able to undertake it.” 

In his book Zād al-Ma`ād, Im m Ibn al-Qayyim says that the pilgrimage was 

instituted during the ninth or tenth year of the Prophet’s migration to Madinah. This 

is based on the fact that the Prophet himself performed the pilgrimage in 10 AH. 

This, however, is not sufficient evidence to support that view. There could have been 

other reasons that made the Prophet delay going on pilgrimage until the tenth year, 

especially when we know that he delegated Abū Bakr to head the pilgrimage during 

the ninth year. 

It is also well established that on his return from the campaign of Tabūk, the 

Prophet intended to go for pilgrimage. However, he later decided not to do so, 

because non-Muslim Arabs were still doing the pilgrimage to Makkah and he did not 

wish to join them, not least because some of them would be going round the Ka`bah 

naked, as was their custom. At that point S rah 9, which brought the truce with the 

polytheist Arabs to an end, was revealed and the Prophet dispatched `Alī ibn Abī 
lib to Makkah to proclaim its provisions to the pilgrims. He charged him with the 

task of announcing at Mina, when all the pilgrims were gathered, that: “No 

unbeliever shall enter paradise; no idolater may henceforth perform the pilgrimage; 

no one may go round the Ka`bah naked. All treaties signed with God’s Messenger 

shall run their course.” Accordingly, the Prophet did not go to Makkah for 

pilgrimage until the Ka`bah was cleared of all symbols and manifestations of 

idolatry. 

One could point out certain texts as evidence indicating that the pilgrimage was 

instituted in principle much earlier. Indeed some reports suggest that this took place 

when the Prophet was still in Makkah, before the migration to Madinah. But this 

would not hold water. Nevertheless, verses 26-37 of S rah 22 list most of the 

pilgrimage rituals as they were communicated to the Prophet Abraham. These 

include: 

When We assigned to Abraham the site of the [Sacred] House, [We said], Do not 
associate anything as partner with Me. Purify My House for those who will walk 
around it, and those who will stand before it, and those who will bow down and 
prostrate themselves in prayer. Proclaim to all people the duty of pilgrimage. They will 
come to you on foot and on every kind of fast mount. They will come from every far-
away quarter, so that they might experience much that shall be of benefit to them, and 
that they might extol the name of God on the days appointed [for sacrifice], over 
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whatever heads of cattle He may have provided for them. Eat, then, of such [sacrificed 
cattle] and feed the unfortunate poor. Thereafter let them complete the rites prescribed 
for them, fulfil their vows, and again walk around the Ancient House...Anyone who 
honours the symbols set up by God [shows evidence of] God-consciousness in people’s 
hearts. You have benefit in them for a term appointed; and in the end their place of 
sacrifice is near the Ancient House...The sacrifice of camels We have ordained for you 
as one of the symbols set up by God, in which there is much good for you. Hence, extol 
the name of God over them when they are lined up [for sacrifice]; and after they have 
fallen lifeless to the ground, eat of their meat, and feed the poor who is contented with 
his lot, as well as the one who is forced to beg. It is to this end that We have made them 
subservient to your needs, so that you might have cause to be grateful. Never does 
their meat or their blood reach God; it is your piety that reaches Him. It is to this end 
that He has made them subservient to your needs, so that you might glorify God for all 
the guidance with which He has graced you. Give good news to those who do good. 

These verses make specific reference to offering animals for sacrifice, walking 

around the Ka`bah ( awāf), the rites of i rām1 (consecration), and the invocation of 

God’s name, all of which constitute the basic rites of the pilgrimage. The Muslims 

were addressed with these words as the heirs of Abraham, indicating that the 

pilgrimage had been instituted at an early stage as part of the legacy of Abraham. 

The fact that Muslims, for various practical reasons, had not been able to perform the 

pilgrimage is beside the point. However, as mentioned earlier in this volume, 

individual Muslims had been able to perform the pilgrimage since the Ka`bah was 

re-instituted as the qiblah in the second year of the Islamic calendar. 

Let us now take a closer look at the verses on pilgrimage in this s rah and the 

instructive message they convey. 

Perform to their completion both the pilgrimage and the `Umrah purely for God’s 
sake. If you are prevented from doing so, then make whatever offering you can easily 
afford. Do not shave your heads until the offerings have reached their appointed 
destination. If any of you is ill or suffers from an ailment of the head, he shall redeem 
himself by fasting, or alms, or sacrifice. When you are in safety, then he who takes 
advantage of performing the `Umrah before the pilgrimage shall make whatever 
offering he can easily afford; but he who lacks the means shall fast three days during 
the pilgrimage and seven more days on returning home; that is, ten days in all. All 
this applies to those whose families are not resident in the vicinity of the Sacred 
Mosque. Fear God, and know well that God is severe in retribution. (Verse 196) 

                                                 
1 I r m, or consecration, involves that men discard their normal clothes and wear simple unsewn 
garments, refraining from shaving or cutting one’s hair, covering the head, clipping one’s nails, 
hunting, and sexual contact with one’s spouse. This state is assumed at specified locations outside 
Makkah, each known as mīqāt, and for the main part of the pilgrimage and the whole of the `Umrah. 
Women observe the same restrictions but wear their normal clothes. 
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The first thing to notice about this verse is the precision with which it treats the 

subject. It is divided into a number of short, well-defined instructions. Any 

exceptions or provisions relating to each ruling are made immediately before moving 

on to the next. The passage is rounded off with a strong emphasis on God-fearing. 

The first article stresses the fact that once one has decided to perform the 

pilgrimage or the `Umrah, one must do so in full and dedicate one’s actions to God: 

“Perform to their completion both the pilgrimage and the `Umrah purely for God’s sake.” 

Some scholars have taken this statement as instituting the pilgrimage as a religious 

duty, while others have understood it to be a mere instruction that once one begins 

performing the pilgrimage, one should go on to complete its rites. The latter 

interpretation seems more accurate, since the `Umrah is not universally considered by 

scholars an obligatory duty. Nevertheless, the order to complete the rites, once 

begun, applies equally to the pilgrimage and the `Umrah. The latter involves the 

same rites with the exception of attending at `Araf t, but differs in that it can be 

performed any time throughout the year. 

Exemption from completing the pilgrimage or the `Umrah is granted when one is 

prevented from doing so either by an enemy or, by illness or other exceptional 

circumstances. This is universally accepted by all schools of thought. The same 

applies to the case of being prevented from completing the rites. “If you are prevented 

from doing so, then make whatever offering you can easily afford.” (Verse 196) If prevented 

by force, a pilgrim offers a sacrifice within the means at his disposal. He would then 

be able to terminate his state of consecration, or i rām, at the point he reached, even 

though he might not have performed any of the rituals other than going into the state 

of consecration. 

Such a situation arose in the sixth year of the Islamic calendar when the pagan 

Arabs prevented the Prophet and his Companions from entering Makkah and 

visiting the Sacred Mosque. The Muslims had camped at al- udaybiyah, about 25 

kilometres west of Makkah, where eventually the famous truce agreement was 

signed between the Quraysh and the Muslims. It stipulated that the Prophet and his 

followers would be free to return for `Umrah the following year. Some reports 

indicate that this verse was revealed at that time, and, accordingly, the Prophet 

ordered his Companions to make their sacrifices at al- udaybiyah and terminate 

their state of consecration, or i rām. Some of them showed reluctance, finding it 

difficult to release themselves from i rām before making the offerings at the 

appropriate place. But once the Prophet took the initiative and offered his sacrifice 

there, the rest followed suit. 

The verse refers to “whatever offering you can easily afford” This includes animals 

such as camels, cows, sheep, or goats. A pilgrim should sacrifice whatever he can 

easily afford, and several people may share in a single camel or cow. In the `Umrah of 
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al- udaybiyah, as many as seven people shared in the sacrifice of one camel. On the 

other hand, one person may choose to offer a sheep or a goat, which would suffice. 

The exemption serves to mitigate hardship such as that encountered at al-

udaybiyah, or which might arise as a result of illness. 

The essential aim of such a religious practice is to revive one’s awareness of God 

and draw closer to Him. If this is disrupted by threats from a hostile quarter, a 

disabling illness or the like, pilgrims are not deprived of the rewards they would 

have received had they completed the pilgrimage or the `Umrah. They are, therefore, 

instructed to proceed with making the offerings as if they had completed the 

intended rituals. This compassionate attitude is well in line with the spirit of Islam 

and its view of the purpose of worship. 

Then follows another rule relating to the performance of pilgrimage and `Umrah: 

“Do not shave your heads until the offerings have reached their appointed destination.” 

(Verse 196) 

This, of course, applies under normal peaceful conditions. A pilgrim is not to 

shave his head, which precedes the termination of the state of consecration, or i rām, 

until he has made his offerings at the designated place and time. This is done at Mind 

on the tenth day of Dhu’l- ijjah, after attendance the previous day at the plain of 

`Araf t. Once the offerings are made, a pilgrim may release himself from 

consecration. 

Here we have another exemption: “If any of you is ill or suffers from an ailment of the 

head, he shall redeem himself by fasting, or alms, or sacrifice.” (Verse 196) Islam is a 

practical and humane religion, and if there are grounds of health that would require 

shaving one’s head, one would be permitted to do so while in the state of i rām, even 

before the destination for offering the sacrifice is reached or the appropriate rituals 

are completed. The concession, however, is balanced with a compensation which has 

been set as a three-day fast from dawn to dusk, the feeding of six needy people, or 

slaughtering a sheep and giving its meat to the poor. 

This is supported by what the Prophet Mu ammad said to Ka`b ibn `Ajrah when 

the latter was brought to him during the pilgrimage, having suffered a severe 

infection so that lice were crawling all over his face. The Prophet said: “I would not 

have thought you could have reached such a dire state. Can you afford a sheep?” 

Ka`b said he could not. The Prophet said to him: “Fast for three days, or feed six 

needy people, giving each half a şā` of food, and shave your head.” (One şā` is an 

Arabian measure equivalent to four times the fill of a man’s hands cupped together.) 

The s rah gives another ruling relating to the pilgrimage and the `Umrah: “When 

you are in safety, then he who takes advantage of performing the `Umrah before the 

pilgrimage shall make whatever offering he can easily afford.” (Verse 196) The sacrifice is 
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required of those who are able to complete the rituals of both duties. Let us look at 

the matter in more detail. 

One form of tamattu`, which is referred to in this verse as ‘taking advantage of 

performing both duties of pilgrimage and `Umrah, involves the performance of the 

`Umrah separately, prior to performing the pilgrimage. To do this, one sets off for 

`Umrah, goes into i rām at the appointed location, performs the rites of `Umrah, 

which include awāf around the Ka`bah and sa`ī between Şaf  and Marwah, and 

shaving one’s head or trimming one’s hair to release oneself from consecration. One 

then waits for the time of the pilgrimage to re-enter into i rām, or consecration, for 

the pilgrimage. This is valid only if the `Umrah is offered within the appointed 

months of pilgrimage: Shaww l, Dhu’l-Qa’dah and the first ten days of Dhu’l- ijjah. 

Another form of tamattu` is when one goes into i rām, at the appointed location, 

with the intention of combining both `Umrah and pilgrimage. On arrival in Makkah, 

the `Umrah is performed, after which the pilgrim maintains his i rām until he has 

performed the rest of the rites of the pilgrimage at the proper time. 

In both cases, pilgrims are required to make such offerings as they can afford and 

are available. Animals such as camels, cows, sheep and goats can be offered for this 

purpose. 

Those who lack the means need to fulfil an alternative requirement. “He who lacks 

the means shall fast three days during the pilgrimage and seven more days on returning 

home; that is, ten days in all.” (Verse 196) It is recommended that fasting should be 

undertaken over the three days before attendance at `Araf t on the ninth day of 

Dhu’l- ijjah. The other seven days of fasting are undertaken following one’s arrival 

back home, a total of ten days in all, as the Qur’ n clearly points out. 

The idea here apparently is to keep the pilgrims’ hearts and minds attached to 

God during the interval between the `Umrah and the pilgrimage. The requirement of 

sacrifice or fasting perhaps aims to maintain the feeling of being closer to God in the 

period between the `Umrah and pilgrimage. Thus, lifting the restrictions of 

consecration, or i rām, after performing the `Umrah would not lead people away 

from the highly spiritual atmosphere that the pilgrimage generates. 

Since those who live close to the Sacred Mosque are required to perform the 

pilgrimage only, and not the `Umrah, they cannot have the option of tamattu`. They 

have no sacrifice to offer and, consequently, the ruling of fasting ten days instead 

does not apply to them, either: “This applies to those whose families are not resident in the 

vicinity of the Sacred Mosque.” (Verse 196) 

At this juncture the s rah draws attention to a vital and fundamental aspect of 

man’s relationship with God. It exhorts: “Fear God, and know well that He is severe in 

retribution.” (Verse 196) The requirement for proper observance of these rulings 
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would be an ever-present sense of God-fearing, and an appreciation of the awesome 

power of His retribution. By its very nature, i rām invokes a high sense of 

awareness” of God and an eagerness not to incur His displeasure, which must be 

maintained, with equal vigour and sincerity, during the interval when the pilgrims 

are relieved from the restrictions of i rām. Pilgrims are expected to remain vigilant 

and self-controlled throughout the whole period. 

The s rah proceeds to give further details of the pilgrimage rituals. It defines the 

time of the year in which it is valid and explains further the values to be observed in 

its performance. Like the preceding passage, it closes with an exhortation to fear God 

at all times. 

“The pilgrimage takes place in the months appointed for it. Whoever undertakes the 
pilgrimage in those months shall, while on pilgrimage, abstain from lewdness, all 
wicked conduct and wrangling. Whatever good you do God is well aware of it. Provide 
well for yourselves: the best provision of all is to be God-fearing. Fear Me, then, you 
who are endowed with insight.” (Verse 197) 

The text is clear that pilgrimage may be undertaken only within a specified period 

of the year, which extends over the months of Shaww l, Dhu’l-Qa’dah and the first 

ten days of Dhu’l- ijjah, the last three months in the Islamic lunar year. Accordingly 

— and this is the view held by the Sh fi`ī school of thought and attributed to the 

reputable scholars Ibn `Abb s, J bir, `A ’, wūs and Muj hid— i rām for the 

purpose of pilgrimage is valid only when undertaken during this specified period, 

known as the “pilgrimage months”. However, M lik, Abū anīfah and A mad ibn 

anbal, as well as Ibr hīm al-Nakha`ī, al-Thawrī and al-Layth ibn Sa`d, hold that 

i rām for pilgrimage is valid all the year round. Nevertheless, they restrict the actual 

performance of the pilgrimage rituals to the period of the year specified in the s rah. 

The former view appears to reflect more closely the meaning of the Qur’ nic text. 

Once a commitment is made to perform the pilgrimage, by entering into the state 

of i rām during the pilgrimage months, the would-be pilgrim “must abstain from 

lewdness, all wicked conduct and wrangling.” This is a call for total abstinence from all 

interests, preoccupations and behaviour that are in conflict with, or distract from, the 

spirit of total devotion and obedience to God which should prevail during 

pilgrimage. It entails rising above worldly pursuits, total devotion to God alone, and 

seeking to acquire the necessary humility when conducting oneself at His Sacred 

Mosque. Donning the unsewn garments of i rām is the signal that the pilgrim has 

discarded all that relates to worldly position or possession, including ordinary 

clothes. 

Having pointed out what should be avoided, the s rah conveys the reassurance 
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that “Whatever good you do, God is well aware of it.” (Verse 197) This would be the 

greatest incentive for the believer to perform more good deeds, and to have God 

witness more of his devotion, which is in itself a source of contentment and 

recompense. 

God then calls on the pilgrims to provide for themselves, physically and 

spiritually, in preparation for the challenging and demanding experience of 

pilgrimage. 

It has been reported that a group of Yemeni pilgrims set off for pilgrimage without 

carrying any provisions for the journey, claiming that, since they were intending to 

visit God’s Sacred House, He would surely provide for them. This conflicts directly 

with Islamic teaching that while one should rely on God and put one’s trust in Him, 

one should also seek the necessary practical means and take all measures to look 

after oneself. Furthermore, such an attitude smacks of impertinence towards God; the 

implication that God is obliged to provide is one of condescending arrogance. 

Hence the emphatic exhortation: “Provide well for yourselves: the best provision of all 

is to be God-fearing. Fear Me, then, you who are endowed with insight.” (Verse 197) The 

fear of God is a real source of both material and spiritual sustenance. It provides the 

human mind and body with strength, refinement and physical and moral support. 

Those with insight and understanding would be the first to appreciate this directive 

and benefit from divine provision. 

The s rah outlines more pilgrimage rules. It explains that it is permitted for 

pilgrims to engage in trade or employment during the pilgrimage period. It also adds 

further elaboration of rituals. 

“It is no sin for you to seek the bounty of your Lord. When you surge downward from 
`Arafāt, remember God at al-Mash`ar al- arām [the sacred landmark of Muzdalifah]. 
Remember Him who has given you guidance. Before this, you were certainly in error. 
Surge onwards from the place where all other pilgrims surge and pray God to forgive 
you. God is much-Forgiving, ever-Merciful” (Verses 198-199) 

Al-Bukh rī reports that Ibn Abb s said that this verse was revealed because 

people used to feel uneasy about conducting trade during the pilgrimage as they did 

in pre-Islamic days in such markets as `Uk ż, Mijannah and Dhu’l-Maj z. Abū 

D wūd also quotes Ibn Abb s as saying that the verse was revealed because people 

used to avoid trading during the pilgrimage season, as they considered it a time for 

worship and devotion. 

Abū Um mah al-Taymī asked Abdull h ibn `Umar: “While on pilgrimage we 

offer transport services for hire. Is our pilgrimage valid?” Ibn `Umar said, “Do you 

not make awāf around the Ka`bah, do good deeds, throw the stones, and shave your 
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heads?” When Abū Um mah replied that they did all those things, Ibn `Umar said, 

“When the Prophet was asked the same question, he gave no answer until the angel 

Gabriel conveyed to him the verse which states: “It is no sin for you to seek the bounty of 

your Lord.” 

Abū Ş li , an attendant of `Umar, the second Caliph, is reported to have asked 

him whether people used to conduct trade during the pilgrimage season. `Umar 

replied, “Indeed! People had no other way of earning a living!” 

This reluctance to conduct trade and business during the pilgrimage season is but 

one aspect of the new sensitivity and awareness that Islam had brought to people’s 

minds, giving them a new attitude towards their pre-Islamic way of life. Muslims 

would seek to know the view of Islam, or await instructions, before performing 

certain actions or adopting certain modes of behaviour, as explained earlier with 

reference to the ritual of sa`ī between the two hills of Şaf  and Marwah. 

Thus, trading and commercial activity, including letting and leasing, are permitted 

during pilgrimage. In fact, the Qur’ n describes such activities as a means of seeking 

“the bounty of your Lord”. Thus, anyone who seeks to earn some income through trade 

and business in pilgrimage should feel that he only seeks God’s bounty and that 

whatever he receives is given to him by God. It is not his own efforts that give him 

his earnings. It is God, the generous giver who gives us all we have. Once this is 

appreciated by the pilgrim, he will realize that even as he is trading, he is in a state of 

devotion to God which in no way violates or defiles his observance of the pilgrimage 

duties. Once this principle is established in believers’ hearts and minds, Islam allows 

them total freedom to pursue their interests, every one of which would in itself be 

considered a valid act of worship. 

It is not by chance, therefore, that a verse dealing with the rituals of pilgrimage 

should also include instructions on earning through trade and commercial activities. 

“When you surge downward from `Arafāt, remember God at al-Mash`ar al- arām. 

Remember Him who has given you guidance. Before this you were certainly in error.” (Verse 

198) Attendance at `Araf t is the central duty of the pilgrimage. It is authentically 

reported on the authority of `Abd al-Ra m n al-Daylamī that the Prophet 

Mu ammad said: “The pilgrimage is attendance at `Araf t. [He repeated this three 

times.] He who arrives at `Araf t before the break of dawn [on the tenth day of 

Dhu’l- ijjah] will have fulfilled this duty. The days of Min  are three; those who 

depart after only two days incur no sin, nor do those who stay longer.” 

The scheduled time for attendance at `Araf t begins at noon on the Day of `Araf t, 

the ninth day of the Muslim lunar month of Dhu’l- ijjah, and ends at the break of 

dawn the following morning, the Day of Sacrifice. A mad ibn anbal, however, is of 

the opinion that the time begins at the break of day, rather than at noon, on the Day 
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of `Araf t. This is based on the report by `Urwah al- ’ī that he had gone up to the 

Prophet, as he was going to prayer at Muzdalifah, and explained to him that having 

come from a long way away both he and his camel were on the point of exhaustion, 

and that he had done his best to stand at every hill he had passed, and wanted to 

know whether his pilgrimage would still be valid. The Prophet replied: “Anyone 

who has joined us in the prayer today and stands with us until we move on, having 

already been present in `Araf t at any time, night or day, has completed the 

pilgrimage and fulfilled his obligations.” 

Perfect Devotion at Every Move 

The Prophet laid down this rule and extended the time to the break of dawn on 

the Day of Sacrifice, the tenth of Dhu’l- ijjah, in order to distinguish Islamic practice 

from that of the pagan Arabs. 

Al-Musawwar ibn Makhramah, a Companion of the Prophet reports that, in his 

address at `Araf t, the Prophet began with praising and glorifying God before 

saying: “This is the grand day of pilgrimage. The polytheists and the idolaters used 

to leave `Araf t before the sun had set, when it was still visible over mountain tops 

looking like men’s turbans. But we depart before the sun rises, our practice being 

distinctly different to theirs.” 

The established tradition adopted by the Prophet was to depart from `Araf t after 

sunset. In an authentic adīth related by Muslim, J bir ibn `Abdull h reports that “the 

Prophet remained at `Araf t until the sun began to set, the sky reddened and the 

sun’s disc completely disappeared. With Us mah behind him on the same camel, he 

was pulling hard on the reins of his she-camel until her head would hit the saddle. 

He motioned with his right hand, saying, ‘Stay calm! Stay calm!’ He relaxed his grip 

on the reins at every hill so that the camel could climb with ease. On arrival at 

Muzdalifah, he prayed maghrib and `ishā’ with a single adhān and two separate 

iqāmahs. He did not separate the two obligatory prayers with any glorification of 

God. After that he lay down to rest until dawn, when he got up and offered the fajr 

prayer when the light of day began to appear. The prayer was preceded by adhān and 

iqāmah. The Prophet then mounted his camel and headed towards al-Mash`ar al-

ar m. There he faced the qiblah and embarked on a lengthy devotional prayers and 

praise of God until the light of day was bright. He then set off before the sun had 

risen.” This is the practice outlined in the s rah as it says: 

“When you surge downward from `Arafāt, remember God at al-Mash`ar al- arām. 
Remember Him who has given you guidance. Before this you were certainly in error.” 
(Verse 198) 
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The Qur’ n exhorts Muslims to invoke God’s name following their departure from 

`Araf t. It reminds them that this is part of the guidance God favoured them with, 

and that their actions are an expression of gratitude for that favour. They are also 

reminded of the gloom and despair that had marked their way of life prior to Islam: 

“Remember Him who has given you guidance. Before this you were certainly in error.” 

Those early Muslims were fully aware of this profound truth. They were only a 

few years away from the pagan Arab way of life, with its lamentable religious 

ignorance and its worship of idols, jinn and angels, who were also conceived to be 

daughters of God, while the jinn were thought to be His in-laws. Such foolish 

superstitions had in turn led to confusion in religious practices. These included the 

unjustified and unexplained prohibition of the meat of certain animals, or the meat 

from their backs, and the sacrifice of children to idols, gods or jinn. 

Pre-Islamic Arab life was plagued with a host of socially unjust and morally 

corrupt practices. The s rah points specifically to one of them here, class distinction, 

by commanding: “Surge onwards from the place where all other pilgrims surge.” 

The Arabs’ decadence was also shown in the senseless and bloody tribal conflicts 

which at the time had totally undermined their position in the world. It was further 

reflected in the near-total confusion of their sexual mores, marriage customs, and 

family relationships in general. It was apparent in the injustice inflicted upon the 

weak by the strong, in the total absence of ethical or legal guarantees to restore the 

balance. Above all, it was manifested in the Arabs’ marginal existence and 

insignificance on the world stage, which had only begun to be redressed with the 

advent of Islam. 

The Qur’ nic words, “Remember Him who has given you guidance. Before this you were 

certainly in error,” brought all that dark history back to the Muslims’ minds, and led 

them to consider their new life under Islam, to reflect on God’s grace in guiding 

them, and to appreciate its value and role in shaping their existence. This remains 

true for Muslims of all nations and generations. Without Islam they would fall into 

utter insignificance. 

Islam has been the main force that has transformed Muslims’ lives and lifted them 

from tiny, subservient and confused communities to a great pioneering nation. 

Muslims appreciate this transformation only when they sincerely and diligently 

adopt Islam and build their whole way of life on its principles. In fact, all mankind 

needs Islam’s guidance and blessings. This is confirmed, and highly appreciated, by 

those who come into the fold of Islam after having lived a different life. They find the 

contrast immeasurable. 

As a believer in Islam reflects on the social philosophies and ideologies developed 

and adopted by various societies throughout human history, he is usually astonished 
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by their triviality, misery, pettiness and confusion when compared with Islam. In 

some societies man, to his great disadvantage, seems to have chosen the reckless 

course of denying his instinctive need for God and His care and guidance. That is 

precisely what is being emphasized in this s rah when God says: “Remember that He 

has given you guidance. Before this you were certainly in error.” (Verse 198) 

Returning to the main theme of this passage, one can also describe the pilgrimage 

as the greatest gathering of Muslims from all over the globe. They are brought 

together under the single banner of Islam, abandoning all their former racial, cultural 

and national ties. The unsewn i rām garments they don when they are in the state of 

consecration are symbolic in more senses than one. All pilgrims wearing these 

garments stand on the same level, with no distinctions of tribal or ethnic kinship. 

Islam is the only unifying factor: 

In pre-Islamic days, the Quraysh used to give themselves certain privileges to 

distinguish them from the rest of the Arabs during the pilgrimage. They arrogantly 

referred to themselves as al-hums, or the pure. One such privilege the Quraysh had 

granted themselves was that they did not attend at `Araf t, and so approached 

Muzdalifah from a different direction to that of other pilgrims. These Qur’ nic 

instructions eliminated this anomaly and bound the Quraysh to observe the same 

pilgrimage rituals as the rest of the Muslims, removing all false distinction: “Surge 

onwards from the place where all other pilgrims surge and pray God to forgive you. God is 

much-Forgiving, ever-Merciful.’’ 

Al-Bukh rī relates a report by ` ’ishah, the Prophet’s wife, in which she said, “The 

Quraysh and those who followed its lead used to attend at Muzdalifah, and they 

were known as al-hums, while the rest of the Arabs attended at `Araf t. But God’s 

Messenger was instructed to go to `Araf t, spend the day there, and then leave it for 

Muzdalifah, and this is what the verse refers to.” 

Islam transcends kinship and class distinction, and treats all human beings as 

belonging to one nation; the sole distinction being their fear of, and obedience to, 

God Almighty. The pilgrimage ritual of i rām requires all pilgrims to abandon their 

usual clothing in order to appear equal, and it would be inconsistent to allow them to 

boast of their lineage or ancestry. 

All prejudices and manifestations of pride and vanity must be discarded during 

the pilgrimage. Pilgrims are instructed to direct their devotion, praise and pleas to 

God, to pray for forgiveness for their errors and excesses, large and small. They 

ought to keep their minds, hearts and souls pure of all thoughts of lewdness, 

transgression, wicked conduct and wrangling of any kind. Through the pilgrimage, 

Muslims are educated in the wide fundamental principles of Islam: the equality of 

man and the rejection of discrimination on the basis of caste, race, language, or any 
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other differences. Should they deviate or become negligent, they are urged to seek 

God’s guidance and forgiveness. 

The Journey Approaches Its End 

When you have fulfilled your sacred duties, remember God as you remember your 
fathers — nay with a yet keener remembrance. Some people say, ‘Our Lord, give us 
abundance in this world.’ They shall have no share in the rewards of the life to come. 
There are others who say, ‘Our Lord, grant us what is good in this world and what is 
good in the life to come and protect us from the torment of the fire.’ These shall have 
their portion in return for what they have earned; for God is swift in reckoning. 
(Verses 200-202) 

Prior to Islam, the Arabs had no mission or message to take them outside the 

confines of the Arabian Peninsula. They would throng to the famous market places 

of `Uk ż, Mijannah, and Dhu’l-Maj z, not only to trade and exchange material goods, 

but also to display their tribal pride, eulogize their ancestors and celebrate their past 

glories. These were occasions for showing off their poetic and literary prowess. They 

had no other culturally or nationally significant pursuits to attract their interest or 

encourage them to mix with or explore other cultures and societies. 

With the advent of Islam, however, they acquired a fresh outlook on life, a great 

responsibility, and a definite purpose. The Qur’ n prompted them in their new 

direction: “When you have fulfilled your sacred duties, remember God as you remember your 

fathers — nay with a yet keener remembrance.” (Verse 200) 

The irony of this statement would not have escaped them. It ridicules their 

infatuation with their forefathers and instructs them to correct their behaviour by 

devoting their attention completely to God, and with far greater diligence. Just as 

they are required to abandon their normal dress for the untailored, plain garments of 

i rām, they are directed to break free from their racial and ethnic prejudices. It is 

made clear to them that devotion to God alone, and not to their ancestral glory, will 

take them to higher attainments in this world. 

Man’s destiny is determined, and his credentials evaluated, according to how 

close his way of life is to God. “Some people say, ‘Our Lord, give us abundance in this 

world.’ They shall have no share in the rewards of the life to come. There are others who say, 

‘Our Lord, grant us what is good in this world and what is good in the life to come and 

protect us from the torment of the fire. ‘These shall have their portion in return for what they 

have earned; for God is swift in reckoning.” (Verses 200-202) 

There are two types of people: those who care only for the here and now and 

devote their energies to nothing else, and those with a wider vision and more far-
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reaching concerns, who are conscious of God and who seek happiness in this life 

without forfeiting their share of life to come. 

Ibn `Abb s reported that this verse was revealed with reference to those Arabs 

who, on pilgrimage day, would pray for rain, or a good harvest, or a successful 

breeding season, but ask nothing of the rewards of the hereafter. Of course, its 

message is timeless and applies much more generally. Such people, who remain 

preoccupied with this worldly life even as they pray to God, are to be found in all 

human societies and generations. God, in His infinite wisdom, may well grant them 

some or all of what they wish for, but their share in the life to come will amount to 

nothing. 

But those who say, “Our Lord, grant us what is good in this world and in the life to 

come and protect us from the torment of the fire,” are assured their full share of happiness 

and reward. They are polite enough not to specify the type of reward they seek, but 

will be content with whatever God grants them. His generosity is neither withheld 

nor delayed. The temperate and reasonable tone of their prayer assures them success 

and a generous response from God Almighty. 

These divine statements clearly point to the direction man ought to take in seeking 

help and success. By wholeheartedly submitting oneself to God and accepting His 

judgement without doubt or hesitation, one’s good fortune is guaranteed both in this 

life and in the life to come. Only those who devote all their love and energy to life in 

this world will forfeit their reward in the Hereafter. 

Islam does not require believers to abandon worldly pursuits altogether. Man has 

a vital role to play on this Earth. But in taking charge of the world’s affairs, man must 

be guided by God in order to see life in its wider dimension. Islam aims to free man 

from the shackles of material living, and help him rise above its limits and 

restrictions. Man is encouraged to apply his energies and abilities as the master of the 

world rather than its slave, and to transcend its trivial ephemera. 

The passage on pilgrimage rituals closes with more exhortations to praise God and 

be conscious of His power: “Give glory to God during certain appointed days. Those who 

hasten their departure after two days incur no sin, and those who stay longer incur no sin, 

provided that they are truly God-fearing. Have fear of God and know well that you shall all be 

gathered before Him.” (Verse 203) 

These special days are widely believed to be the day of `Araf t (the ninth day of 

Dhu’l- ijjah), the day of sacrifice (the tenth day), and the following three days. Ibn 

`Abb s suggests that the ‘appointed days’ are the eleventh to the thirteenth. `Ikrimah, 

however, interprets the verse as referring to the glorification of God following the 

regular daily prayers on the three days following the tenth of Dhu’l- ijjah. 

In the adīth quoted earlier, `Abd al-Ra m n ibn Mu`ammar al-Daylamī quotes 
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the Prophet as saying: “The days of Mina are three; those who depart after only two 

days incur no sin, nor do those who stay longer.” Indeed, the days from the ninth to 

the thirteenth of Dhul- ijjah are all equally suitable for devotional prayers and 

glorification of God, regardless of whether one includes the first or the last two days. 

The common prerequisite is that one should “truly fear God”. 

The passage ends on a significant note, reminding the believers of the Day of 

Judgement, to which reference is made in some of the verses on pilgrimage, thus 

arousing in their hearts a healthy fear of God. “Have fear of God and know well that you 

shall all be gathered before Him.” (Verse 203) 

The preceding verses demonstrate clearly how Islam transformed the pagan Arab 

customs of the pilgrimage into a rich and meaningful Islamic ritual, ridding it of all 

idolatrous, sectarian and exclusive practices. It turned it from a narrow Arab 

tradition into a truly universal one: a typical Islamic form of worship dedicated to the 

praise and service of God Almighty. This is yet another example of how Islam can 

overcome and transcend all differences and distinctions that divide mankind. 
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I2 

The Nature of Islamic 

Society 

There is a kind of man who pleases you 

greatly in the present life by what he says, 

and he cites God as witness to what is in 

his heart, whereas he is the most hostile of 

adversaries. (204) 

Yet, no sooner does he turn his back than 

he strives to spread corruption in the world, 

destroying crops and progeny. God does not 

love corruption. (205) 

When it is said to him, ‘Have fear of 

God’, his false pride drives him into sin. 

Therefore, hell will be his allotted portion, 

and how vile a resting place. (206) 

But there is also a kind of man who would 

willingly sell himself, seeking God’s 

pleasure. God is most Compassionate to 

His servants. (207) 

Believers, submit all of you to God and do 

not follow Satan’s footsteps. He is indeed 

your open foe. (208) 
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If you should stumble after all evidence of 

the truth has come to you, then know that 

God is Almighty, Wise. (209) 

Are they waiting for God to reveal Himself 

to them in the shadows of clouds, together 

with the angels? The case will have been 

settled then. To God shall all things return. 

(210) 

Ask the Children of Israel how many a 

veritable sign We have given them. He who 

alters the grace of God after it has been 

bestowed on him [should know that] God 

is severe in retribution. (211) 

The life of this world has been made 

alluring to the unbelievers; hence, they scoff 

at those who believe; but those that fear 

God shall be above them in rank on the 

Day of Resurrection. God grants 

sustenance to whom He wills beyond all 

reckoning. (212) 

All mankind were once one single 

community. Then God sent forth Prophets 

to give them good tidings and to warn them, 

and with them He sent down the Book, 

setting forth the truth, to judge between 

people over all on which they differed. Yet 

none other than those who had been given 

the Book started, out of injustice to one 

another, to dispute it after clear evidence of 

the truth had come to them. God, by His 

will, guided the believers to the truth 

concerning which they had differed. God 

guides whom He will to the straight path. 

(213) 

βÎ* sù Ο çFù=s9 y— .⎯ ÏiΒ Ï‰÷è t/ $tΒ ãΝ à6 ø?u™!% ỳ 
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Overview 

Within the body of Qur’ nic directives and legislative statements, which 

cumulatively constitute the all-embracing divine code of living, one often comes 

across elements of a complete theory of personal and social education and 

enlightenment, based on a full and deep understanding of human nature in its 

totality. This theory introduces us to different types of human beings with such 

lucidity and in such detail that almost bring them to life before our eyes. It would be 

natural to point to real individuals we know from personal experience and say, 

“These are the very people the Qur’ n talks about!” 

In this passage the Qur’ n presents us with two distinct types of human 

personalities. One is the ostentatious and smooth-talking but malevolent person, 

outwardly charming but self-centred and usually concealing evil intentions. If called 

on to fear God and heed His message such a person will not respond, but will 

arrogantly persist in his misdeeds and wanton intrigues, mischief-making and 

oppression. 

The other type is the sincere and genuine believer whose life is totally devoted to 

seeking the pleasure of God Almighty. This type of person is sanguine, benevolent 

and entirely selfless. 

The passage then continues with an earnest call to the believers to submit 

themselves completely to God, unconditionally and without any doubt or hesitation. 

Muslims are urged to submit themselves to God, emphasizing the vast reality of the 

essence of faith in God and the divine code of living based on it. There are further 

reproofs of the Israelites for their betrayal of God’s cause. The passage also highlights 

the fundamental flaws in the unbelievers’ outlook on life and their derision of those 

who believe in God, stressing that “those that fear God shall be above them in rank on the 

Do you reckon that you will enter paradise 

while you have not suffered like those 

[believers] who passed away before you? 

Affliction and adversity befell them, and so 

terribly shaken were they that the 

Messenger and the believers with him 

would exclaim, ‘When will God’s help 

come?’ Surely, God’s help is close at hand. 

(214) 
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Day of Resurrection”. 

This is followed by a brief reference to the differences that have beset mankind, 

and the criteria human beings ought to use in judging or settling those differences. 

The role of the Qur’ n, as the ultimate word of God’s universal truth, in that regard 

is then explained. The passage goes on to elaborate the demands of upholding that 

truth, and the difficulty in delivering the message that God has entrusted to 

believers. This serves as a warning and an incentive for the Muslims to live up to the 

demands and standards of their new global mission, fully confident in God’s 

unfailing support. 

Thus, even as the Qur’ n deals with religious and legislative aspects of Islamic life, 

it provides an overall view of the Divine method in guiding, educating and 

preparing Muslims for the role of custodians of God’s universal message. 

Two Different Types of People 

There is a kind of man who pleases you greatly in the present life by what he says, and 
he cites God as witness to what is in his heart, whereas he is the most hostile of 
adversaries. Yet, no sooner does he turn his back than he strives to spread corruption 
in the world, destroying crops and progeny. God does not love corruption. When it is 
said to him, Have fear of God, his false pride drives him into sin. Therefore, hell will be 
his allotted portion, and how vile a resting place. But there is also a kind of man who 
would willingly sell himself seeking God’s pleasure. God is most Compassionate to 
His servants. (Verses 204-207) 

This fascinating insight into human nature is in itself sufficient proof that the 

inimitable style in which it is presented cannot be human. The precision, clarity and 

depth we find here cannot be matched by any human expression. 

The words are like the strokes of a master painter’s brush, delivered with 

outstanding vigour and confidence. No sooner are the strokes laid down than the 

true personality emerges, distinctive and lifelike. We can easily recognize the type 

that we may exclaim, “Yes, we know the very person the Qur’ n is talking about!” It 

is a process no less creative than the physical creation of man. 

The passage introduces a person who portrays himself as the epitome of goodness, 

sincerity, dedication, love, innocence, and undoubted willingness to spread 

goodness, compassion, happiness, and purity of heart all around him. “There is a kind 

of man who pleases you greatly in the present life by what he says.” (Verse 204) Such 

people enchant you with their turn of phrase; their tone of sincerity and claims of 

integrity and righteousness can easily mislead; and, for good measure, they would 

cite God as witness to what is in their hearts. 
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In reality, however, such people are “the most hostile of adversaries”. Their hearts are 

filled with malice and hatred, with no room for love, compassion or tolerance. Such 

two-faced people are capable of the most vicious lies; they are treacherous and totally 

dishonest. When put to the test, their true personality is revealed: evil, spiteful, and 

malevolent. 

“Yet, no sooner does he turn his back than he strives to spread corruption in the world, 

destroying crops and progeny. God does not love corruption.” (Verse 205) As they go about 

their daily work, these people do nothing but spread evil and plunder the material 

and human resources of society. Their actions are a true and accurate reflection of the 

grudges they harbour and the evil contained inside them. But God is fully aware of 

the corruption these hypocrites spread in society and throughout the world, and 

utterly condemns them. 

 As we read on, more features of this type of people are revealed: “When it is said to 

him, ‘Have fear of God,’ his false pride drives him into sin. Therefore, hell will be his allotted 

portion, and how vile a resting place.” (Verse 206) Intent on pursuing their vile deeds, 

these people become resistant to advice and reform; if anything, they grow more 

obstinate and arrogant. They begin to take pride in spreading evil and corruption, 

with no remorse, sense of guilt or fear of God. The portrait is thus complete. The 

example is clear, true to life, and instantly recognizable, at any time and in every 

society. 

This snobbery, contention and lack of shame are met with a most swift and 

appropriate punishment: “Hell will be his allotted portion, and how vile a resting place.” 

(Verse 206) That would be more than sufficient retribution. For hell is the most 

terrible of all punishments: it is a fire fuelled by men and stones; it consumes 

everything thrown into it. With unmistakable irony, the verse describes hell as their 

“resting place”: 

By way of contrast, the s rah presents the other type of human being: “But there is 

also a kind of man who would willingly sell himself, seeking God’s pleasure. God is most 

Compassionate to His servants.” (Verse 207) These people are willing to dedicate their 

souls and bodies to God Almighty, for nothing in return other than His pleasure. It is 

a deal they conclude without a moment’s hesitation, desiring nothing else but divine 

blessing and approval. 

The Arabic expression used here may be interpreted differently to give the same 

message. The Arabic term denoting ‘sell’ is also used to mean ‘buy’. Thus such 

people buy themselves by giving up all the pleasures of this world, dedicating 

themselves purely to God. They are ready and willing to sacrifice all worldly success 

and pleasure so that they may be accepted by God and admitted into the divine fold. 

In his commentary on the Qur’ n, Ibn Kathīr cites several reports suggesting that 
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this verse was revealed with reference to one of the Prophet’s Companions, Şuhayb 

ibn Sin n, who was of Byzantine origin. He had accepted Islam when the Prophet 

was still in Makkah, but when the migration to Madinah took place and he wanted to 

join the Muslims, the Arab unbelievers prevented him from taking his belongings 

and his money with him. He decided to give it all up in return for the right to leave 

Makkah. 

He was met at the outskirts of Madinah by a group of Muslims, including `Umar 

ibn al-Kha b, who greeted him with the words: “Well done! You have struck a 

profitable bargain!” 

He returned the compliment, saying, “And may God make your trade always 

profitable. What might be the cause of your felicitations?” 

They gave him the good news that a verse of the Qur’ n, a great honour, was 

revealed in tribute to his deal with the Arabs of Makkah. 

It is also reported that the Prophet Mu ammad had commented, “Şuhayb has 

struck a profitable deal.” 

Whether the verse was revealed with reference to this particular incident, or it was 

simply applicable to it, it certainly covers a range far beyond a single person or event. 

It portrays a type of person to be found again and again in human societies. 

We have two contrasting portraits. One is that of the hypocrite, silver-tongued 

who is essentially brutal, ill-mannered, contentious, and corrupt. The other is that of 

the true believer whose whole life is dedicated to the service of God, and who has 

conquered the temptations of life. 

These two living portraits, which reveal some extraordinary aspects of the 

Qur’ nic style, are for us to study and marvel at. We cannot but stand in awe of 

God’s inimitable power of creation, as we learn how not to be taken in by soft-spoken 

words or false pretences. We are directed to look deeper into the essence of things, 

rather than be deceived by outward appearances. The verses also draw our attention 

to the values and criteria, based on faith in God, which should be used to judge 

people. 

The True Meaning of Islam 

Against this background, the s rah addresses the Muslim community, the 

believers, with a very special and unique instruction: 

Believers, submit all of you to God and do not follow Satan’s footsteps. He is indeed 
your open foe. If you should stumble after all evidence of the truth has come to you, 
then know that God is Almighty, Wise. (Verses 208-209) 
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The call is addressed to the true adherents of Islam, whose faith sets them apart 

and links them directly to God. The invitation entails, first of all, total submission to 

God Almighty in all matters, simple or grave. Believers must surrender to God their 

intentions, actions, desires, and their whole destiny, and accept His judgement 

without hesitation, and with total trust and self-assurance. They will submit in full 

certainty and confidence that God will lead them to happiness and self-fulfilment, in 

both this life and the life to come. 

The fact that the call was made at that particular stage of the development of the 

Muslim community suggests that there were Muslims who fell short of the required 

degree of obedience and submission to God, in their public as well as their private 

life. This in itself is not unusual, and could explain the need for such a call to be 

made from time to time, in order to create the required discipline in the community 

and enable it to function as a coherent, self-assured, and forward-looking body. 

Heeding this call takes the Muslim into a realm of peace and security. The world 

of Islamic faith radiates tranquillity, harmony, reassurance and clarity of vision. A 

believing Muslim lives in total peace with himself, with his conscience and his mind, 

with other people and with his whole environment. He lives in peace with all the 

world and everything in it. He enjoys peace on earth and peace in heaven. 

This peace emanates, first and foremost, from a clear, simple and compelling 

understanding of the essence and nature of the Divine Being. There is but one God, 

to whom every Muslim believer turns for guidance. Freed from paganism and 

idolatry, a Muslim believer happily and honestly devotes his loyalty and energy to 

God alone, to whom there is but one straight path. 

He is mighty, omnipotent, supreme. Turning to Him for help and guidance is 

turning to the ultimate power that controls all existence. 

Having thus sought His succour, the believer is totally secure and confident, 

having no cause or reason to fear anyone or anything else. Submission to the all-

powerful and supreme God is a sufficient guarantee of perpetual sustenance, which 

spares the believer the need to seek livelihood and support anywhere else. 

God is also just and wise, unlike pagan and man-made deities. His might and 

omnipotence are a safeguard against injustice, inequity and bias. To seek His 

protection is to seek dependable justice, care and security. 

He is also merciful and compassionate, generous and benevolent, forgiving and 

responsive to those who repent and seek His protection. Under God’s protection a 

believer feels total peace, security, understanding and sympathy. 

Islam reveals to Muslims that every attribute of God Almighty inspires an 

overwhelming feeling of added intimacy and renewed tranquillity, bringing about an 



Al-Baqarah (The Cow) | THE NATURE OF ISLAMIC SOCIETY 

   256

unshakeable sense of protection, compassion, self-esteem, stability and peace. 

A believer’s heart is filled with peace as a result of the clear and robust 

understanding of the nature of the relationship between God and man, between 

Creator and creation and between man and the world around him. God has created 

the world and everything in it according to a sound scheme and for a definite 

purpose. The creation of man is a deliberate and carefully considered act, and he 

does not stand alone; all the natural prerequisites for his existence and wellbeing are 

present in nature and the world around him, and available for his benefit. As God’s 

representative on earth, man is given honour by God and enjoys a privileged 

position in the divine order of things. In discharging his mission, he receives God’s 

unstinted support and the support of the world around, with which, through 

submitting to the will of God Almighty, he shares a harmony of bonding. Man is 

invited to partake in a cosmic festival of divine creation, to reflect on its marvels, to 

interact and become intimate with everything and every being in this vast, rich and 

dynamic universe. 

The faith that teaches its followers to reflect on the tiniest plants, and promises to 

reward them for watering them and looking after them and helping them grow and 

flourish, is a beautiful and noble one. It fills man’s heart with peace and releases him 

to embrace the whole cosmos and everything in it, promoting peace, mercy, love, 

compassion, and security all around him. 

Belief in the hereafter plays a fundamental role in radiating peace throughout a 

believer’s surroundings, and prevents anxiety, resentment and despair. It makes it 

clear that the final reckoning and the real and just reward are reserved for another 

time, when full justice shall be guaranteed. One need not regret the good deeds and 

the sacrifices and the struggles that may go unrewarded in this life, nor should one 

lose hope that justice will be done when in this brief journey of life one encounters 

hatred, wrongdoing or oppression. God harbours no grudges against anyone, and 

His justice shall be done. 

Belief in the hereafter saves believers from following the frenetic rat-race of 

mankind, in which values and sanctity are brazenly trampled upon and violated. 

This belief gives real promise of abundance, magnanimity and recompense for all 

victims, and can turn that contentious and selfish race into a peaceful and fair 

contest, assuaging the frenzied feeling that this transient life is man’s only chance to 

have, hold and enjoy. 

The conviction that the ultimate purpose of human existence is to worship and 

serve God can elevate man’s conscience and consciousness, his activity and 

performance, to wider and more glorious horizons. It purifies and develops his 

methods and techniques; all his pursuits and activities and his whole vocation as 
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God’s vicegerent on earth become means of worship of, and devotion to, God and 

the establishment of His order. Man will thus shun treachery, deceit, law breaking, 

arrogance, oppression, and all such foul and vile behaviour. He will avoid haste and 

recklessness, shortcuts and aimless wandering; the sincerity of his intentions and his 

diligence are the best guarantee of success. Man will be free of fear and anxiety 

throughout his life, because he is aware that at every step he is asserting his own role 

and serving God Almighty. Every action he takes will bring him closer to God. 

A believer’s feeling that he is moving according to God’s order, in obedience to, 

and in fulfilment of, His will, and the security, peace and tranquillity such a feeling 

generates, fill his heart and soul with inner peace. Even during armed combat against 

his and God’s enemies, he continues to feel and enjoy such peace because he is 

conscious that he is fighting in the cause of God and to establish His order, not for 

worldly or personal gain, privilege or ambition. 

The believer’s feeling that he is living in harmony with God’s order and the laws 

of nature, and acting in unison with all other creatures and forces around him, brings 

a state of peace and tranquillity. His existence is reinforced by the world around him, 

and together they move in harmony and union, without conflict or contradiction, 

guided by God’s light and devoted to Him. 

The obligations prescribed by Islam are in full harmony with human nature and 

aim to keep that nature on the right path. They are well within man’s capabilities and 

take full account of his aptitudes and disposition. They leave no human talent or 

ability untapped, enhancing and promoting them, and fulfilling man’s physical and 

spiritual needs. In discharging these obligations, man faces no hardship or distress, 

but seeks God’s pleasure with confidence and peace of mind. 

The society which Islam creates existed once in its purest and best form. Islam 

then continued to give different examples of it in varying degrees of purity, in 

various parts of the world. It is a society established on the principles of love, 

compassion, unity, solidarity and care. Whatever its degree of purity, it remains the 

best and most shining social experiment the world has known. 

It is a society brought together by the single bond of religious faith, which is 

greater than any bond of race, origin, colour or language. Muslims are described in 

the Qur’ n as the community of ‘brothers,’ (49: 10) and by the Prophet Mu ammad 

as ‘one body; if any part suffers any pain all other parts share in its complaint, feeling 

sleepless and feverish.’ [Related by A mad and Muslim] 

It is a society with a strong code of social morality based on Qur’ nic teachings 

and exhortations, some of which are outlined in the statements: 

When a greeting is offered you, answer it with an even better greeting, or [at least] 
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with its like. (4:86) 

Never turn your face away in disdain to others, and do not walk haughtily on the 
ground, for God does not like the arrogant and vain glorious. (31:18) 

Repel [evil] with something that is better. Thus, a person with whom you had enmity 
may become as though he has always been close to you and a true friend. (41: 34) 

Believers! No men shall deride other men: it may well be that those [whom they 
deride] are better than themselves. And no women [shall deride other] women: it may 
well be that those [whom they deride] are better than themselves. And neither shall 
you defame yourselves, nor insult one another by [opprobrious] epithets. Ill- seeming 
is a name connoting wickedness [to be used of one] after he has believed. Those who do 
not repent are indeed wrongdoers... Do not spy on one another, nor backbite one 
another. Would any of you like to eat the flesh of his dead brother? Surely you would 
loathe it. And remain God-fearing. God is certainly the One who accepts repentance, 
and He is Merciful. (49:11-12) 

It is a society protected by solid guarantees enshrined in the Qur’ n: “Believers! If 

any evildoer comes to you with a piece of news, make sure of it first, lest you should wrong 

others unwittingly and then regret your action.” (49: 6) “Believers! Avoid suspicion as much 

as possible, for, some such suspicion is a sin. And do not spy on one another.” (49: 12) 

‘Believers, shun most suspicions, for in some cases suspicion is injustice, and do not spy on 

one another” (49: 12) “Believers, do not enter houses other than your own unless you have 

obtained their residents’ permission and greeted them.” (24: 27) The Prophet Mu ammad 

clearly states: “All that belongs to a Muslim is inviolable and forbidden to any other 

Muslim: his blood, personal honour and property.” [Related by M lik, al-Bukh rī 
and Muslim] 

It is a clean and virtuous society, where promiscuity and loose sexual conduct are 

stringently outlawed, and where lewd and indecent behaviour is given no room to 

thrive. It is well protected against all forms of over-indulgence, and against 

unrestricted exploitation and manipulation of people’s sensual and sexual desires 

common in many non-Muslim societies, past and present. The principles of this 

social morality are derived from a host of Qur’ nic directives, a few of which may be 

cited below. 

Those who delight in spreading immoral slander against the believers shall face 
grievous punishment in this life and in the life to come. God knows, whereas you do 
not know. (24: 19) 

As for the adulteress and the adulterer: flog each of them with a hundred lashes, and 
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let no compassion for them hold you from [carrying out] this law of God, if you truly 
believe in God and the Last Day; and let their punishment be witnessed by a group of 
believers. (24: 2) 

As for those who accuse chaste women (of adultery] and are unable to produce four 
witnesses: flog them with eighty lashes. Do not accept their testimony ever after, for 
they are transgressors. (24: 4) 

Tell the believing men to lower their gaze and to be mindful of their chastity: this will 
be most conducive to their purity. God is aware of all they do. And tell the believing 
women to lower their gaze and be mindful of their chastity and not to display their 
charms in public beyond what may decently be apparent thereof Hence, let them draw 
their head-covering over their bosoms. And let them not display their charms except to 
their husbands, or their fathers, or their husbands’ fathers, or their sons, or their 
husbands’ sons, or their brothers, or their brothers’ sons, or their sisters’ sons, or their 
womenfolk, or those whom they rightfully possess, or such male attendants as are 
beyond all sexual desire, or children who are yet unaware of women’s nakedness. And 
let them not walk in such a way as to draw attention to their hidden charms. Believers, 
turn all of you to God in repentance, so that you may be successful. (24: 30-31) 

The Qur’ n addresses the Prophet’s wives, the purest women ever to grace this 

earth, living in the purest house at the purest place in the purest time, saying: “Wives 

of the Prophet, you are not like any other women, provided you maintain your fear of God. Do 

not be over- soft in your speech, lest any whose heart is diseased should be moved to desire 

[you], and always speak in a kindly way. Abide quietly in your homes, and do not flaunt your 

charms as women used to flaunt them in the old days of pagan ignorance. Attend regularly to 

your prayers, pay zakāt [the purifying alms], and obey God and His Messenger. Women of 

the Prophet’s household, God wishes only to remove from you all that might be loathsome, 

and to totally purify you.” (33: 32-33) 

A Caring and Peaceful Society 

In such a society husbands and wives grow to trust each other, and people feel 

that their families and their honour are safe and respected. All society is free from 

stress and anxiety. There are no salacious or lurid temptations that might lead people 

to violate the moral codes and norms of society. It is a tranquil and peaceful society. 

A Muslim society gives every able-bodied member the opportunity to work and 

earn a decent living. The infirm and invalid are cared for and helped to lead a 

dignified life. It provides for those who seek to marry and start a family. It is a 

society where the residents of a locality are collectively responsible for the death of 

any one of them through hunger. Some Muslim jurists would charge them with 

negligence and require them to pay indemnity for manslaughter to his family. 
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Under the laws of Islam, all basic rights and freedoms are protected and 

guaranteed; no one may be condemned on suspicion alone. According to Islamic law, 

illegal entry into homes or private property, invasion of privacy, homicide, theft, or 

robbery of any kind are strictly forbidden and are punishable crimes. 

A Muslim society is built on mutual consultation and cooperation among its 

members, on equality and rigorous justice, where everyone feels that their rights are 

subject only to God’s law and not to the fancy or prejudice or interests of any 

individual or group. 

It is, further, the only human society in which people are not subjected to the rule 

of other people. The whole society, the rulers as well as the ruled, are subordinate to 

God and His laws, and comply willingly and confidently with His will and order. All 

stand equal before God, the just Lord of all creation. 

These are some aspects of the peace the s rah invites the believers to enter into in 

submitting themselves completely to God. The significance of such peace can only be 

appreciated when one considers the extent of confusion and mental stress plaguing 

non- Muslim societies as well as societies that have cast Islam and its teachings aside. 

Despite all the material comfort and progress these societies may achieve, their life 

remains aimless, confused and miserable. 

In a highly developed country like Sweden, for example, people enjoy a high per 

capita income, free health care and sickness benefit, free education and an array of 

state grants and easy loans for students. Newly married couples receive financial 

assistance to help them set up homes. Indeed, in Sweden there are numerous other 

manifestations of true material affluence. But where is it all leading to in a country 

where the majority have abandoned their faith in God? It is a society with incurable 

ills, living under the threat of a rapidly declining birth rate, rampant promiscuity, a 

high divorce rate (one in six marriages ends in divorce!),1 alcohol and drug addiction, 

widespread psychological and mental disease and disturbed behaviour, and a rising 

rate of suicide. The same can be said about the United States or Russia. 

Such wretchedness can only be the result of lack of belief in God, without which 

souls are deprived of happiness, security and peace of mind. 

As God calls upon the believers to submit themselves to Him alone, He warns 

them against following “Satan’s footsteps; he is indeed your open foe.” (Verse 208) There 

is no third way; it is either God’s Guidance or Satan’s confusion; either the way of 

Islam or the way of ignorance and foolishness. A Muslim has to be very clear on this 

point and permit no doubt or hesitation. 

                                                 
1 The author wrote this in the early 1960s, when such divorce rate was considered very high. Now it is 
much higher throughout Europe. Other social ills are also at higher peaks. — Editor’s note. 
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In life there can be no compromises or half measures; the choice is between right 

and wrong, guidance and confusion, order and chaos, Islam and unbelief, the way of 

God and the way of Satan. God invites believers to peace and obedience and warns 

them against following Satan, in an effort to arouse their emotions and inspire their 

conscience and to make them conscious of Satan’s avowed enmity to believers. It is a 

hostility of which the believing heart is ever aware. 

The s rah goes on to point to the consequences of taking that warning lightly, 

saying: “If you should stumble after all evidence of the truth has come to you, then know that 

God is Almighty, Wise.” (Verse 209) 

The reminder carries awesome power. Those who disregard God’s advice, 

challenge His power and question the wisdom of His guidance, expose themselves to 

condemnation and destruction. 

At this point the s rah adopts a different approach to emphasize its previous 

warnings and speaks in the third person, saying: “Are they waiting for God to reveal 

Himself to them in the shadows of clouds, together with the angels? The case will have been 

settled then. To God shall all things return.” (Verse 210) 

It condemns those who waver and are reluctant to submit and come into the fold 

of God’s peace. It questions their motives and the reasons that hold them back, and 

asks whether they will remain fixed in their obstinacy until such time as God, 

flanked by angels, should appear to them in person. In other words, are they waiting 

for the fearful Day of Judgement to arrive? That day will indeed come, and the s rah 

moves at once to that momentous day to tell us that everything has been settled. 

Time has come to a stop. The opportunity to believe and repent has gone for ever. No 

one could be saved now, as all stand facing their Lord to whom “shall all things 

return”. 

This is an illustration of the unique and effective style of the Qur’ n, which brings 

to life the scenes it describes, and makes the reader or listener feel, see and hear what 

is going on as if it were happening now. 

How much longer will they dither when the chance to come into the fold of God’s 

peace is calling, and the final judgement is so close? God’s invitation is a promise of 

peace and happiness both in this life and the life to come. 

A Question Put to the Israelites 

The s rah then addresses the Prophet Mu ammad, ordering him to inquire of the 

Israelites, described earlier in the s rah as dithering and hesitant in their response to 

God’s call: how many signs they chose to disregard and how they abused the 

privileges God had bestowed upon them and how much they distorted His Message: 
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“Ask the Children of Israel how many a veritable sign We have given them. He who alters the 

grace of God after it has been bestowed on him [should know that] God is severe in 

retribution.” (Verse 211) 

Referring back to the experience of the Israelites at this juncture is a timely 

warning to Muslims not to follow their example. Muslims are urged not to hesitate in 

responding to God’s call, or show any reluctance or stubbornness, or insist on 

miracles as proof of its authenticity. By avoiding these pitfalls, Muslims will be sure 

to avoid the Israelites’ fate. The instruction to “ask the Children of Israel” is not meant 

literally, of course, but purely to introduce the next point: the profusion of evidence 

presented to them, either at their request or directly given by God, and their 

persistent refusal to accept and believe in God, or submit themselves to Him. 

Having drawn attention to the Israelites’ example, the s rah makes a general 

reference to the ‘grace’ of faith and peace, and warns: “He who alters the grace of God 

after it has been bestowed on him [should know that] God is severe in retribution.” (Verse 

211) 

Whenever a society turns away from God’s grace and denies His favour, it is beset 

by tension and strife, as manifested all over the world today in the inordinate spread 

of stress and depression, social and military conflict, alcohol and drug abuse, and the 

emergence of extreme and bizarre alternatives to religious faith. 

The strange trends in fashion, the arts, entertainment and general social 

behaviour, which appear almost every day in modern society, as well as the 

changing social norms relating to marriage and the family, to sexual relations and 

attitudes, are all indications of social alienation, insecurity, discontent and a lack of 

direction in life. Modern life seems almost like a demented attempt to escape, where 

individuals and groups tend to break away from the norm and reject everything, but 

have no idea what they are looking for. That is the outcome of renouncing God’s 

teachings, and ignoring His call to enter the fold of faith. 

The s rah then contrasts believers and unbelievers, and the difference in their 

outlook: “The life of this world has been made alluring to the unbelievers; hence, they scoff at 

those who believe; but those that fear God shall be above them in rank on the Day of 

Resurrection. God grants sustenance to whom He wills beyond all reckoning.” (Verse 212) 

This life, with its transient concerns and ephemeral interests and enjoyments, is all 

that the unbelievers know and aspire to. They are unable to see beyond the here-and-

now; they know of no greater values or aspirations other than those of life on this 

earth. Consequently, their scope is limited, their vision is blurred, and they are 

deprived of the higher understanding and greater reward experienced by believers. 

A believer in God may look with disdain at material and worldly things, but that 

is not due to a negative or pessimistic view of life. It is because a believer seeks more 
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from life than mere material or sensual enjoyment. A believer aims to establish God’s 

order in society and lead his community towards a better and more fulfilled way of 

life. 

Believers are altruistic in their approach to life; they have high hopes for 

humanity, and they care for the progress and well-being of others. They look beyond 

their selfish egotistic needs and desires and make tremendous personal sacrifices for 

the sake of their beliefs and ideals. From the point of view of a person who only 

thinks of this life’s concerns and worldly affairs, that might seem strange or even 

ludicrous. Hence it may evoke scorn and derision from unbelievers. 

But what justification could there be for such a reaction? The unbelievers’ opinion 

is erroneous and utterly false. It is the view of unbelief and ignorance. The true 

measure is that of God who confirms that “those that fear God shall be above them in 

rank on the Day of Resurrection”. (Verse 212) Believers should uphold their faith and 

disregard the mockery and scorn of the unbelievers. They have God’s word that they 

shall occupy a higher position than those unbelievers on the Day of Resurrection, 

and that shall be the real test and the final judgement. 

What God has in store for believers is far better and far more favourable. They 

shall be rewarded in abundance, according to God’s wish and wisdom, either here in 

this life or in the life to come, for “God grants sustenance to whom He wills beyond all 

reckoning.” 

God is the gracious giver who gives directly, generously and with no restriction. 

In His infinite wisdom, He may give to those who do not believe much of the 

comforts and allurements of this world. What He grants them is not based on any 

merit they may have. He also gives to the believers whatever He chooses to grant 

them both in this life and in the life to come. He is the sole benefactor and His choice 

is right, wise and most durable. 

The two types of human being — believers who take their guidance and advice 

from God, and others for whom this life is the be-all and end-all, can be found in 

every age and every generation. The former rise above the trivialities of life to fulfil 

their humanity and become masters of their world and their destiny, while the latter 

shall ever be attached to, and enslaved by, the prurient and lewd aspects of life. 

Believers will always look from their elevated position on unbelievers, no matter 

how affluent or influential these may be. Unbelievers, who think they are more 

fortunate and privileged, may well be contemptuous of the faithful, but it is they 

who deserve pity and commiseration. 

A Single Community and Divergent Views 
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The s rah continues to elaborate on the differences among human beings in their 

beliefs, outlook, values and standards, concluding with a statement identifying the 

ultimate judgement and criteria to pronounce on those differences. 

All mankind were once one single community. Then God sent forth Prophets to give 
them good tidings and to warn them, and with them He sent down the Book, setting 
forth the truth, to judge between people over all on which they differed. Yet none other 
than those who had been given the Book started, out of injustice to one another, to 
dispute it after clear evidence of the truth had come to them. God, by His will, guided 
the believers to the truth concerning which they had differed. God guides whom He 
will to the straight path. (Verse 213) 

That is it in a nutshell! Humanity emerged as a single community, living 

according to the same code and upholding similar beliefs. This may be taken as 

reference to the very first nucleus of human beings to live on earth, consisting of 

Adam, Eve and their offspring, before they multiplied and adopted various beliefs 

and ways of life. What the Qur’ n asserts here, however, is that mankind shares the 

same origin and that we are members of the same human family. Such was the will 

of God, to instil the family principle in human life and establish it as the cornerstone 

of the human community. Time was when that early group remained close-knit and 

uniform in its outlook and understanding, but it was later to grow, multiply and 

scatter in various directions; their way of life evolved in different ways, and so did 

their mental and cultural abilities and norms. New trends, fresh ideas and advanced 

social and cultural forms emerged which, as God knew, would be useful and 

advantageous to human society. 

With progress and diversity came differences, disagreements and divisions. New 

beliefs, traditions and ideologies appeared and were accepted in various degrees by 

various communities. It was then that God, in His infinite wisdom, decided to send 

forth Prophets to convey the promise of success and to warn against deviation. With 

the Prophets, God “sent down the Book, setting forth the truth, to judge between people 

over all on which they differed.” (Verse 213) 

Here is a profound truth: it is in the nature of human beings to differ and disagree. 

Such a propensity is fundamental to the human disposition, and essential for the 

fulfilment of man’s role as God’s vicegerent on earth. This task calls for a divergence 

of functions, aptitudes and talents that are compatible and complementary to one 

another and come together in harmony, according to God’s universal scheme and 

wisdom. Different needs require different abilities. 

Differences of ability and function lead to differences in perception, outlook, 

interests, approach and method. These differences and variations, however, are 

harmonized and regulated within the wide, all-embracing framework of the divine 
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order of faith where abilities, faculties and resources are given the best chance to 

grow and develop for the good of the individual and the community, as well as for 

the benefit of humanity at large. 

However, it is essential that there should be a proper and valid by which 

differences and divisions may be judged and evaluated. Such a point of reference is 

alluded to in the s rah when it says that God: “sent down the Book, setting forth the 

truth, to judge between people over all on which they differed”. (Verse 213) 

It is worth pausing here to consider the statement that the Book is “setting forth the 

truth”. This is an affirmation that the Book, the revelation from God to mankind, has 

come with the definitive and absolute truth. It is the ultimate, pre-eminent and sole 

arbiter and judge of all human thought and behaviour. Without this authority society 

would be at a loss, life would descend into chaos, confusion and strife, and mankind 

would know no peace or happiness. 

This is vital in determining the source of human values, thought and 

understanding, and for defining the laws that govern human relations. The source is 

God, and God alone, who has sent down revelations, the Book, to establish the truth 

and maintain harmony, justice and peace in the world. 

The Book is, in essence, one and the same, whose message all Messengers had 

delivered. Its teachings convey a faith based on belief in one God and the same set of 

laws and values for all mankind. As time goes on, changes occur according to 

peoples’ needs from generation to generation, and from one stage of development to 

another, culminating in the ultimate version of God’s message represented by the 

Islamic faith. Under the caring eye of God Almighty and the vibrant and dynamic 

laws and teachings of divine revelation, Islam took the scope of human experience to 

new horizons, enabling man to reach new heights of progress and achievement 

within the all-embracing framework of values provided by the faith. 

What the Qur’ n states here is the definitive Islamic view of the origin and 

development of religion and religious ideology in the world. Briefly stated, this says 

that every Prophet came with teachings based on the fundamental principle of God’s 

absolute oneness. Inevitably, after some time, deviations and myths crept in, causing 

people to depart from the original authentic traditions and teachings, thereby 

precipitating the need for a new Prophet and a new set of teachings to revive and 

restore the preceding one, taking into account the mental, cultural and material 

developments and changes society had undergone and the new conditions 

prevailing. This is a far more estimable theory of the history of religion than others 

advanced by secular thinkers, and unwittingly adopted by some Muslim students of 

religion. 

The united kinship of religious faith is congruous with the role and function of the 
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Book God has revealed to mankind at every phase through all the Prophets and 

messengers, throughout human history. 

The fact is that it was necessary for a definite and firm standard to exist as a 

reference point for all mankind. It was likewise necessary that this standard should 

come from a source above the human mind and independent from it. It had to come 

from an impartial source, not encumbered or swayed by human prejudices or 

shortcomings. 

Such a responsibility requires an infinite and comprehensive knowledge of past, 

present and future events, not restricted by the limitations of time and space. It also 

requires perfection, total self- sufficiency, and freedom from all the needs, instincts, 

ambitions, desires and fears that constrain and control human beings. It can then be 

given only by God who is influenced neither by personal purpose, prejudice or 

desire, nor by weakness or shortcoming. 

Man’s role is one of facing change and coping with new circumstances and needs 

that arise as a result of it, and of adapting to them within the prevailing conditions. 

The divine criteria act as a reference point and a guide, directing mankind to what is 

best and most advantageous. Thus life proceeds along proper lines, and people are 

confident that their fate and destiny are in the hands of an impartial, fair and caring 

God. 

The Book was not revealed in order to eliminate or restrict the differences and 

variety in human talent, ability or inclination, but it is there as an arbiter and a 

reference point whenever disputes and controversies arise. 

This argument gives rise to another fundamental aspect of the Islamic view of 

human history. Islam considers the Book revealed by God as a criterion and an 

arbiter for mankind, a foundation for human life on which it can rise or fall. Society 

will progress and improve as long as it adheres to the teachings of God’s Book, and it 

will falter and deviate when it neglects them, even if this was the choice of the 

majority in society. Right and wrong are not to be decided by human individuals or 

through a ballot box. The Islamic view is that the norms, traditions, systems, and 

laws people may adopt and accept as a way of life for human society at any 

particular time in history have no merit or consistency if they are at variance or in 

contradiction with God’s Book. The whole philosophy on which such a way of life is 

based would be discredited, no matter how durable it might prove in practice. 

This argument is important in protecting the foundations of religious thought 

against human interference. In Muslim society, for example, serious deviations have 

occurred at certain stages of its history, and such deviation continued to move 

further away. But it would be a travesty of the truth to argue that these darker 

chapters are in any way representative of the true image or spirit of Muslim life. 
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Islam, as a religion and a way of life, will remain unsullied by that inauspicious 

history, which must be discredited and renounced. For genuine Islamic life to be 

resumed and a distinctive Muslim society to be rebuilt, deviant practices that might 

have occurred at certain periods of Muslim history have to be cast aside. Reference 

should be made again directly to the Book that God has revealed, containing the 

whole truth as arbiter and guide for all mankind. 

The s rah goes on to explain why people allowed their whims and prejudices to 

cause them to neglect God’s Book and turn away from the truth and the guidance it 

had brought them: “Yet none other than those who had been given the Book started, out of 

injustice to one another, to dispute it after clear evidence of the truth had come to them.” 

(Verse 213) Jealousy, greed, caprice and self-aggrandizement were some of the 

motives behind the divisions, disagreements and conflict that have beset mankind 

throughout history. 

No two people could disagree over the veracity and authenticity of God’s 

revelations unless one or both of them are adversely motivated. True believers are in 

full agreement: “God, by His will, guided the believers to the truth concerning which they 

had differed. God guides whom He will to the straight path.” (Verse 213) 

God guides believers to the true and straight path outlined by His revelations, for 

their sincerity and devotion and for their genuine desire to seek the truth and live by 

the truth. God, in His infinite wisdom, bestows such grace and privilege on those 

who earn it with their passion and enthusiasm for the truth. Those are they who shall 

be liberated to enjoy peace and happiness and the favour of God Almighty. They are 

the ones who submit themselves totally to God, and they are the ones who are 

granted the highest position by God. This is true even though people who are 

ignorant of God’s standards may think them to lead a deprived sort of life in this 

world. It is true even though they may be derided or scoffed at by foolish 

unbelievers. 

When Will God’s Help Arrive? 

As it comes to a close, this highly instructive passage addresses the fearful 

adversity the believers encountered as a result of their disagreement and 

confrontation with the Arab unbelievers on the one hand, and with the followers of 

earlier religions, such as the Jews, on the other. The s rah reassures the believers that 

what they faced was part of the experience and education they needed to qualify for 

God’s reward in paradise. Believers must defend their faith and, in doing so, have to 

face up to numerous challenges and much hardship. They will experience triumphs 

as well as setbacks. If they persevere and stand firm and hold on to their beliefs and 

convictions, they will earn God’s succour and trust. They will deserve to be the 
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custodians of God’s message in this world. Their reward will be in paradise in the 

life to come. It is a fitting reward for their courage in defeating their own selfishness 

and greed, resisting all manner of temptation, and refusing to surrender their life and 

destiny to any other power or authority except that of God Almighty. 

Do you reckon that you will enter paradise while you have not suffered like those 
[believers] who passed away before you? Affliction and adversity befell them, and so 
terribly shaken were they that the messenger and the believers with him would 
exclaim, ‘When will God’s help come?’ Surely, God’s help is close at hand. (Verse 
214) 

With these poignant and profound words, and in this direct manner, God 

addresses the founding community of Islam, drawing their attention to the 

experiences of their fellow believers before them who were entrusted with the same 

task of establishing the divine code of living on earth. Nevertheless, the message in 

these words is timeless. It is directed to all human groups to whom God assigns that 

honourable task. 

It is an awesome experience that drives God’s own Messenger and those who have 

accepted the faith close to despair and makes there cry out with frustration: “ ‘When 

will God’s help come?’ “It is a picture of great trepidation and unimaginable 

apprehension that cause a believer’s faith to be tested so severely and shaken in such 

a profound manner. However, with determination and steadfastness, God’s help is 

sure to arrive, for “Surely, God’s help is close at hand.” 

God’s support that ensures victory is reserved for those who earn it: those who 

persevere and stand firm to the end in the face of all adversity and misfortune, never 

wavering but always certain that God’s help is on its way. No matter how severe the 

ordeal may become, true believers will always look to God, and to God alone, for 

salvation and support. By displaying such faith and trust in God, believers are 

deservedly rewarded by being admitted into paradise. 

The dynamic of social and religious struggle reinforces the human spirit and 

encourages man to rise above his own ego and so emerge purer and stronger, ready 

to uphold the faith with greater energy and vigour. Thus, believers become a shining 

role model even for their most ardent adversaries, some of whom are liable to be 

impressed and join ranks with the believers, as witnessed throughout human history. 

But even if this were not the case, something else much greater and much more 

admirable happens: advocates of God’s order are liberated from subordination to 

any worldly power or temptation. Life and its comforts become of no real 

consequence, and man assumes control of his world, which can only mean a triumph 

for humanity and the human spirit as a whole. 
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The ingredients of success are faith, hard work, sacrifice, and perseverance. With 

those, victory is guaranteed and the road to greater, everlasting rewards, to eternal 

bliss, is direct and clear. 
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13 

Worse Than Murder 

They ask you what they should spend [in 

charity]. Say, ‘Anything good you spend of 

your wealth should go to parents and the 

near of kin, to orphans and the needy, and 

to travellers in need. God is well aware of 

whatever good you do.’ (215) 

Fighting is ordained for you, even though it 

is hateful to you. But it may well be that 

you hate a thing while it is good for you, 

and it may well be that you love a thing 

while it is bad for you. God knows, 

whereas you do not know. (216) 

They ask you about fighting in the sacred 

month. Say, ‘Fighting in it is a grave 

offence, but to turn people away from God’s 

path, to disbelieve in Him and in the 

Sacred Mosque, and to expel its people 

from it — [all this] is far more grave in 

God’s sight.’ Religious persecution is worse 

than killing. They shall not cease to fight 

you until they force you to renounce your 

faith, if they can. But whoever of you 

renounces his faith and dies an unbeliever, 

his works shall come to nothing in this 

world and in the world to come. Such 

people are destined for hell, wherein they 

shall abide. (217) 
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Overview 

The most notable feature of the next passage is that it deals with specific religious 

rulings. These come in the form of answers to questions, reflecting a degree of 

alertness in the Muslim community, and an eagerness to know and understand the 

requirements and obligations of their new faith. It shows a desire on their part to live 

up to the demands of Islam in every aspect of everyday life. This is indeed the mark 

of a true Muslim: to learn Islamic rulings with respect to every detail, no matter how 

trivial. No action is taken before establishing the position of Islam on it: if sanctioned 

and approved, it becomes part of a Muslim’s way of life; otherwise, it is shunned and 

Those who have believed and those who 

have forsaken their homeland and striven 

hard for God’s cause are indeed the ones 

who may look forward to God’s mercy. 

God is much-Forgiving, Merciful. (218) 

They ask you about intoxicants and games 

of chance. Say, ‘In both there is great evil 

although they have some benefits for people, 

but their evil is far greater than their 

benefit.’ They ask you what they should 

spend in charity; say, ‘Whatever you can 

spare.’ Thus God makes plain His 

revelations so that you may reflect (219) 

upon this life and the life to come. They 

ask you about orphans; say, ‘To improve 

their conditions is best. If you mix their 

affairs with yours, remember that they are 

your brothers. God knows him who spoils 

things and him who improves. Had God so 

willed, He would indeed have overburdened 

you. God is indeed Almighty, Wise.’ 

(220) 
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avoided. This sensitivity is second nature to every true Muslim. 

Questions were raised as a result of hostile propaganda spread by some Arabian 

Jews, hypocrites, and unbelievers among the Arabs. Muslims would then put those 

questions to the Prophet Mu ammad, either to seek clarification or to dispel doubts 

stirred by that poisonous propaganda. Revelation would often be received by the 

Prophet giving comprehensive and final answers. This process informs and educates 

the Muslims about their religion and pre-empts any hostile schemes or designs being 

contemplated against them. 

This illustrates the dynamics of the battles the Qur’ n was fighting to enlighten 

individual Muslims and to reinforce the Muslim community in combating outside 

threats. 

This passage covers questions relating to charity: what and how much should be 

given and to whom. There are questions on fighting during the sacred months, 

drinking and gambling, and the treatment of orphans. We will discuss the reasons 

that gave rise to these questions as we discuss the relevant verses. 

Balancing Kindness and Personal Preferences 

They ask you what they should spend [in charity]. Say, Anything good you spend of 
your wealth should go to parents and the near of kin, to orphans and the needy, and to 
travellers in need. God is well aware of whatever good you do. (Verse 215) 

The subject of charity had already been dealt with in several Qur’ nic passages 

that preceded the revelation of the present verse. The circumstances that witnessed 

the birth of Islam made voluntary financial contributions by Muslims absolutely 

essential in order for the community to emerge and consolidate its position, 

considering the great difficulties and threat of war it was facing. It was also essential 

as an expression of solidarity and cohesion within the community, and to eliminate 

inequality and reinforce loyalty and self-sufficiency. All these are indispensable 

qualities for building up a true and practical sense of community among the 

Muslims. 

At this point we are told that some Muslims asked “what they should spend [in 

charily].” (Verse 215) The question is about the type of money Muslims may give in 

charity. The reply speaks of the nature of charitable spending and defines the most 

important beneficiaries. The phraseology of the answer, “Say, ‘Anything good you 

spend of your wealth,’“ indicates, first of all, that whatever is given in charity is good 

for the donor, the recipient and the community as a whole. It is good in itself and it is 

done for good reasons. It also implies that people should give from the best of what 

they have and share it with others. As well as benefitting the needy, this would 
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purify the donor’s heart and soul and give charity and altruism real meaning. 

However, giving from the best of what one has is not a condition of generosity, as 

the Qur’ n urges elsewhere that people should give from neither the best nor the 

worst, but from the average, of what they have. In its inimitable style, the Qur’ n in 

the present passage is aiming to persuade people to rise to a higher level of 

excellence and generosity by giving what is closer and dearer to their hearts. 

As to whom charity should be directed, the verse explains: “to parents and the near 

of kin, to orphans and the needy, and to travellers in need” The verse gives a list of 

categories of people brought together through ties of family, kinship, compassion, 

and an integral strong framework of human social welfare, nurtured and promoted 

by religious faith. 

This relationship was further defined by the Prophet who was reported to have 

said: “Start by being charitable to yourself. If you have something left, then to your 

immediate family. When you have something left after having looked after your 

family, then give to your relatives. If you have more, then to all others.” [Related by 

Muslim] 

This example reveals the Islamic highly effective and common sense approach in 

guiding human individuals. It begins from man’s natural aptitudes and inclinations 

and takes him gradually and gently upwards to where it wants him to be. As he 

progresses and improves his human condition, he would not find himself over-

strained or being forcibly dragged to fulfil his duties, or find that his natural needs 

and talents are being suppressed or thwarted. While his eyes and aspirations are cast 

as high as possible, and his heart and soul reach out towards God Almighty, man’s 

feet would be set firmly on the ground. 

God knows that human beings tend to be selfish, and so He directs them to see to 

their own needs before those of others. God allows man to enjoy the good things of 

life, in moderation, and only when man has looked properly after himself does God 

direct him to be charitable towards others. The Prophet Mu ammad is quoted as 

saying: “The most noble charity is that made once one’s own needs are fulfilled; the 

upper (giving) hand is better than the lower (receiving) hand. Start with your 

dependants.” [Related by Muslim] J bir ibn `Abdull h, a Companion of the Prophet, 

reports: “A man once offered a lump of gold, the size of an egg, to the Prophet saying 

that he is giving it for charity and that it was all he had, but the Prophet turned away 

from him. The man came to the Prophet again from the right, then from the left, then 

from the back, saying the same thing. Every time the Prophet turned away from him. 

At last the Prophet took the lump of gold and threw it at him. Had it hit him, he 

would have been hurt. The Prophet then said, ‘A person would come with all he 

possesses and say he wants to give it away to charity. He then goes to beg from 
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others. The best charity is that made when one’s own needs have been fulfilled.” 

[Related by Abū D wūd] 

God also knows that human beings favour their immediate family and relatives, 

their parents and children, and so He urges them to give willingly to these relatives, 

thereby satisfying a natural human tendency, which is both legitimate and sensible, 

while benefitting a section of the community. For, unless these relatives are helped 

they would continue to be a burden on the rest of society, and it is far more dignified 

for them to be cared for by members of their own family. This is bound to bring 

people closer together and spread love and harmony within immediate and extended 

families, the vital nucleus of the larger human society. 

Beyond that, man is required to show generosity towards a whole range of other 

human groups such as young orphans and those members of society who are 

helpless but are too sensitive to ask for help. Another group are those stranded 

travellers or immigrants, some of whom may be well-off but for reasons beyond their 

control are unable to have access to their money. The first Muslim community in 

Madinah had a sizeable section of such people, most of whom were migrants from 

Makkah who had left all their belongings behind. 

All these are members of the Muslim community and Islam urges the well-off to 

act charitably towards them. It encourages people’s natural kindness and good-will 

to purify the hearts and souls of the donors, who give generously and willingly, and 

to ensure the welfare of those in need, thereby achieving greater cohesion and 

solidarity among the community in a smooth, fair and equitable manner. 

The verse goes on to link such commendable charity with God Almighty, saying: 

“God is well aware of whatever good you do.” (Verse 215) God is aware of the deed as 

well as of the intention behind it. Thus, it will not go to waste. He has taken note of it 

and, being just, He will give a suitable reward for it. 

This educational approach directs man’s heart and soul towards God Almighty 

with ease and deliberation. It picks man up from wherever he is and takes him to far 

wider horizons of civility and humanity which he would never reach without God’s 

guidance and grace. 

What Things We May Love 

The next verse deals with the duty of taking up arms for a legitimate cause: 

“Fighting is ordained for you, even though it is hateful to you. But it may well be that you 

hate a thing while it is good for you, and it may well be that you love a thing while it is bad 

for you. God knows, whereas you do not know.” (Verse 216) 

To take up arms in support of a cause blessed by God is a demanding duty, but is 
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nevertheless necessary because it serves the good of Muslim individuals and 

communities as well as that of mankind as a whole. It also underpins what is good 

and right. 

As with all the obligations it prescribes, Islam takes into account the limits of 

human nature. In the case of war, it does not only acknowledge the efforts and the 

sacrifices it demands, but also man’s instinctive reluctance to prosecute it. Islam does 

not deny, contradict or suppress human nature, but always seeks an appropriate 

approach to deal with the issues it proposes. It clearly allows for the fact that certain 

obligations in this life are demanding, unappealing or even detestable, but at the 

same time it indicates that there is a greater cause to be served by fulfilling them, 

which might not be readily obvious to the human mind, finite as it is. It opens up 

new avenues of hope and achievement. For, no one can tell for certain whether there 

is not some unforeseen good beyond an impending evil. Only God, the omniscient, 

knows the future outcome of present actions, and man cannot even pretend to have 

that privilege. 

This comforting thought revives man’s hopes and optimism, drawing him closer 

to God with more self-confidence and reassurance. 

By this effective educational approach, Islam nurtures in man a deeper sense of 

loyalty and readiness to sacrifice and to scale greater heights of excellence and 

achievement. It allows him to face his responsibilities with courage and enthusiasm, 

safe in the knowledge that God’s blessings and support are not far behind. This 

motivates him to persevere in the face of adversity, because a pleasant and 

favourable outcome might be waiting for him. It also restrains man’s cravings so that 

he is not carried away by his pleasures and desires, which could end in pain and 

sorrow. 

It is a remarkably simple, but profound, approach that is in harmony with human 

nature and honest in addressing it. It is undeniable that man, weak and short-sighted 

as he is, would reject something which is in fact good for him, or covet something 

which is in fact evil and harmful. The fact is that God alone has knowledge of 

everything; people are often ignorant or hampered by prejudice and their own 

shortcomings. 

This opens up a whole new world, hitherto unknown, and brings to light new 

factors of cause and effect, into which man’s fears, hopes and behaviour blend 

smoothly, under God’s benevolent and omniscient presence. By accepting the fact 

that whatever God ordains is always for the best, man enters a world of total 

serenity, security and faith. It is the world of peace which God has recommended to 

the believers even as He calls upon them to take up arms and fight, because real 

peace is that of the soul and the conscience that on experiences in. the heat of battle. 
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The implications of this Qur’ nic principle are not limited to fighting, which is 

only one example of a necessary evil that may ultimately result in something good, 

but extend to all aspects of a believer’s life. The Muslims who left Madinah, on the 

eve of the Battle of Badr in 624 CE, to intercept the Quraysh trade caravan travelling 

from Syria to Makkah, were hoping that they would take it over without having to 

fight. However, God willed it that the caravan would escape and the Muslims find 

themselves facing the Quraysh army which was intent on subduing them. The 

outcome was a resounding victory for Islam and the Muslims which was infinitely 

better than the trade caravan and its valuable commodities. What the Muslims aimed 

for was much inferior to what God had in store for them. God knows and people do 

not. 

In an episode involving the Prophet Moses, the Qur’ n tells us how, as he 

embarked on a journey accompanied by his boy servant, the boy unwittingly left 

their provisions of fish behind and it found its way back into the sea. The narrative 

goes on, saying: “And after they had marched on for some distance, Moses said to his 

servant: ‘Bring us our mid-day meal; we are indeed worn out by this our journey’ Said [the 

servant]: Do you recall when we betook ourselves to that rock for rest. There I forgot the fish 

— and none but Satan made me thus forget to mention it! — and it took its way into the sea. 

How strange! [Moses] said: “That is [the place] we are seeking!’ So they turned back, 

retracing their footsteps, and found one of Our servants, on whom We had bestowed Our 

mercy and whom We had endowed with knowledge of Our own.” (18: 62-65) What seemed 

an oversight by the servant turned out to be a fortunate turn of events that brought 

Moses into contact with the learned man, which was the very purpose of the journey. 

We could all recall instances, from personal experience, in which we dreaded 

certain situations that had turned out to be of great benefit, as well as others which 

looked appealing and lucrative but ended in disaster. Often, people bitterly regret 

missing out on certain things, but as time goes by they realize that God had spared 

them certain adverse consequences; while others undergo intense suffering that 

could drive them to the edge of despair, but would eventually bring opportunities of 

incredible happiness and prosperity. 

Man simply cannot pretend to know where his good lies, but God knows for 

certain, a fact that man must accept and act upon by submitting himself to God 

alone. This is what the Qur’ n teaches, and this is the approach it adopts to convince 

people to submit to the will and judgement of God Almighty. 

Fighting in the Sacred Months 

They ask you about fighting in the sacred month. Say, ‘Fighting in it is a grave 
offence, but to turn people away from God’s path, to disbelieve in Him and in the 
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Sacred Mosque, and to expel its people from it — [all this] is far more grave in God’s 
sight.’ Religious persecution is worse than killing. They shall not cease to fight you 
until they force you to renounce your faith, if they can. But whoever of you renounces 
his faith and dies an unbeliever, his works shall come to nothing in this world and in 
the world to come. Such people are destined for hell, wherein they shall abide. (Verse 
217) 

Several reports indicate that these verses were revealed in connection with an 

expedition of eight Muslims from the Muhājir n [i.e. those who migrated with the 

Prophet to Madinah], led by `Abdull h ibn Ja sh, dispatched by the Prophet 

Mu ammad prior to the great Battle of Badr, with sealed instructions and ordered 

not to open them before the company had travelled for two nights. When opened, the 

instructions read as follows: “When you have read this letter of mine proceed until 

you reach the Nakhlah valley, between Makkah and ’if. Once there, monitor the 

movements of the Quraysh and gather news of their activities. Do not force any of 

your men to go with you.” 

On reading those instructions, `Abdull h ibn Ja sh, the group commander, said, 

“To hear is to obey.” He informed his Companions, giving them the choice to join 

him or return to Madinah. They all agreed to go ahead. They took a route through 

the ij z, but on the way the camel mounted by Sa`d ibn Abī Waqq ş and `Utbah ibn 

Ghazw n went missing and they stayed behind to look for it. The other six went on 

and, as they reached the valley, a small trade caravan belonging to the Quraysh, 

passed by. Four people, including `Amr ibn al- adramī, were travelling with it. The 

task force attacked it, killing `Amr ibn al- adramī and apprehending two of the 

other three men, while the fourth escaped. They did this thinking it was the last day 

of Jum d  II, whereas in fact it was the first day of Rajab, one of the months 

recognized as sacred by the Arabs, when no fighting may take place, and whose 

sanctity was endorsed by Islam. 

When the expedition returned to Madinah, the Prophet said to them, “I never 

ordered you to fight during the sacred month,” and refused to accept the caravan or 

the two prisoners. Members of the expedition were reproached by their fellow 

Muslims and they were in despair, while the Quraysh accused the Prophet and his 

followers of violating a sacred month by killing one man, abducting two others, and 

seizing the caravan. Some Jews in Madinah saw the incident as an omen of 

impending war between the Muslims and the Quraysh. 

The atmosphere became charged with intrigue and propaganda. The Muslims 

were depicted as self-serving renegades who would not hesitate to violate age-old 

sanctities. It was at that point that the revelations were received confirming the 

sanctity of the sacred months and condemning all acts of killing during them, but 

putting the whole episode involving the expedition in the right perspective. 
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It was the unbelievers who had declared war against the Muslims, rather than the 

other way round. They obstructed the spread of Islam, and spared no effort in 

turning people away from it, resorting to oppression and persecution. They refused 

to believe in God or respect the Sacred Mosque. Over a period of thirteen long years, 

they repeatedly violated the sanctity of Makkah by their relentless and violent 

opposition to Islam and by persecuting Muslim converts whom they had eventually 

driven out of their homes and families. 

These vile and shameless acts the pagan Arabs had perpetrated against Islam and 

the Muslims were far more grievous violations of the sanctity of the Sacred Mosque 

and the sacred months. They persecuted people in order to force them to renounce 

their faith. That is a much more grievous crime. The smoke screen had fallen down, 

and the pagan Arabs could no longer hide behind a wall of false piety, putting the 

Muslims on the defensive and accusing them of the very aggressions they themselves 

had committed. 

Islam is a practical and realistic way of life which is not based on rigid idealistic 

dogma. It takes life as it is and deals with the realities of problems and situations as 

and when they arise, and provides practical, effective and realistic solutions. 

In this instance, the idolater Arabs were the aggressors, who were seen to treat 

sanctities of religion and tradition with utter contempt. 

They stood in active opposition to Islam, using all forms of intimidation and 

enticement to disconcert the Muslims, break up their ranks, drive them out of their 

homes and bar them from their land. At the same time, they falsely claimed the 

higher moral ground, protesting in the name of religion and accusing Mu ammad 

and his followers of breaching the sanctity of the sacred months. 

How should Islam deal with such people? Should it recommend a utopian 

approach? It could not possibly advise its followers to stand idle while their 

opponents were using every available means to stifle them. Islam aims to stamp out 

oppression and evil, and curtail the powers of aggression and injustice, to allow the 

good and righteous to prevail and prevent religious sanctities being used as a shield 

for the perpetration of tyranny and corruption. 

Islam assiduously respects those who honour religious sanctities, but it would not 

allow such sanctities to be used as a pretext for the persecution or suppression of the 

believers, or to deprive them of their legitimate rights. It further affirms that such 

acts should not go unpunished. 

By the same token, Islam forbids backbiting, slander and injustice, for instance, but 

makes it clear that this does not apply in cases of people who are known for their 

corruption or bad reputation, or who commit an injustice. To protect such behaviour 

is liable to be misconstrued as weakness, and could only encourage further 
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corruption and injustice. 

Nevertheless, Islam maintains its own high moral principles and does not 

recommend resort to the same obscene methods used by its detractors. It simply 

directs the Muslims to stand up to those who offend against them, and reserves for 

them the right to appropriately and publicly punish them. It is only when justice is 

established and wrongdoing is contained that sanctities can be protected and 

preserved. 

Islam is utterly unequivocal on this point. It makes no excuses, nor allows anyone 

to take advantage of its lenient and tolerant attitude. The Qur’ n, in this instance, 

provides the Muslim community with the solid ground on which to stand in its fight 

against evil and corruption. It gives Muslims clear and definite principles to allow 

them to forge ahead with their mission with certainty, self-assurance and total peace 

of conscience. 

The Ultimate Aim of Islam’s Enemies 

The verse then goes on to state, in no uncertain terms, how determined the 

unbelievers are in pursuing their goal of destroying the Muslims’ faith, saying: “They 

shall not cease to fight you until they force you to renounce your faith, if they can.” (Verse 

217) 

This objective is common to all enemies of Islam everywhere, to whom its very 

existence and success seem to be a source of deep resentment and consternation. 

They are profoundly alarmed by Islam’s inherent strength and resilience. The clarity 

of its ideas and the rigour of its principles seem to evoke their displeasure and 

hostility because Islam represents a bedrock of resistance against falsehood, tyranny 

and corruption. This morbid attitude towards Islam lies behind most of the hostile 

and bigoted policies and designs directed against Muslim groups and communities 

in many parts of the world. 

The methods and means of achieving this unholy goal may vary from one case to 

another, but the aim remains constant: to force Muslims to abandon their faith. This 

campaign never abates or relaxes. Fresh impetus is added at every stage, and greater 

resources are deployed whenever deemed necessary. 

Hence, the Qur’ n urges caution and persistence, warning of dire consequences if 

Muslims give in to pressure or relinquish their position. It says: “But whoever of you 

renounces his faith and dies an unbeliever, his works shall come to nothing in this world and 

in the world to come. Such people are destined for hell, wherein they shall abide.” (Verse 217) 

The Arabic term, abi at, used to describe the futility of the works of those who 

renounce their faith, conjures up an image very familiar to the Arabs. It is what 
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happens to a camel that grazes in polluted pastures and ends up with an inflated 

belly, and dies. The impact of this metaphor could not have been lost on them. 

It is almost inconceivable for someone who has truly experienced the faith of Islam 

to renounce it completely, unless that person has been irredeemably corrupted. 

Renouncing the faith of Islam, no matter how severe a pressure one is subjected to, 

can only result in total loss, both in this world as well as in the world to come. This is 

not to say that it is not justifiable under extreme duress, when one could feign 

desertion of one’s faith to save oneself from danger or death, while one continues to 

believe in one’s heart and conscience. Deliberate and conscious apostasy, on the other 

hand, is a gross and loathsome offence. 

The warning given in this verse remains true for the rest of time. Muslims are 

exhorted never to desert their faith, no matter what difficulties they have to put up 

with. When they are in difficulty, they should persevere, endure and look to God for 

help and salvation. No matter what hardships they undergo, Muslims are 

guaranteed one of two ends: victory or martyrdom. 

Above all, there is God’s grace and mercy, reserved for those who struggle for His 

cause. No one with true faith can ever despair of God’s mercy: “Those who have 

believed and those who have forsaken their homeland and striven hard for God’s cause are 

indeed the ones who may look forward to God’s mercy. God is much-Forgiving, Merciful.” 

(Verse 218) 

As long as a believer continues to trust in God’s grace, he shall never be 

disappointed. Those early Muslims from Makkah, who had given up everything for 

their faith, lived up to their belief, strove hard, and received the appropriate rewards. 

They deservedly won God’s forgiveness and mercy, pointing the way to those who 

would come after them. 

The Qur’ānic Method of Education 

The s rah goes on to give the Islamic rulings on drinking and gambling, two of the 

most popular indulgences among the Arabs at the time, who had little else of 

importance to occupy their minds or their time: 

They ask you about intoxicants and games of chance. Say, ‘In both there is great evil 
although they have some benefits for people, but their evil is far greater than their 
benefit. (Verse 219) 

Prior to the revelation of this verse, drinking and gambling were tolerated but 

never condoned. We do not have a single statement in the Qur’ n which may be 

construed as making them permissible. God, however, carefully charted the way He 
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wanted the newly born Muslim community to take, marking it step by step, so that it 

would he able to fulfil the role He has assigned to it. The time had to come when 

such wasteful pastimes would be condemned and rooted out of the Muslim 

community whose role in the life and history of mankind demanded the dedication 

and full conscious participation of everyone in that community. Unlike godless 

societies, past, present and future, a Muslim community has no room for escapism or 

excessive diversions. The Qur’ nic approach in banning these practices was 

measured and deliberate. 

This statement was’ the first step towards a universal ban on drinking and 

gambling in Muslim society. While good and evil could often intermingle and be 

confused with one another, making it impossible in the human world for things to be 

purely good or purely evil, the main criteria for whether something could be 

permissible or prohibited is the preponderance of good or evil associated with it. 

This statement is a good example of the judicious Qur’ nic approach discernible in 

many Islamic legal and practical rulings and teachings. 

We often find that in matters of faith or abstract belief, Islam gives specific and 

definite pronouncements, but when it comes to matters of tradition or complex social 

practices, it takes a more pragmatic and measured approach, preparing the ground 

for smoother adoption and implementation. 

On the question of God’s oneness, for example, Islam gave its final ruling right at 

the outset, without any hesitation or room for compromise. That is an essential 

question of faith. Unless the concept of God’s oneness is firmly established in a 

community, it cannot be truly Islamic. 

Drinking and gambling are well-entrenched social habits that require careful 

treatment. The first step was to raise in people’s minds an inner consciousness of 

their harmful effects, advising that they would be better avoided. The second step 

came later on, which directed Muslims: “Believers, do not attempt to pray when you are 

drunk, [but wait] until you know what you are saying.” (4: 43) 

There are five prayers to be performed at set times every day. The time interval 

between one prayer and the next is not long enough for a drinking person to regain 

sobriety. This restricts the opportunity to drink and helps habitual drinkers to give it 

up altogether. 

The third and final step in banning drinking came in the verse which says: 

“Believers, intoxicants, games of chance, idolatrous practices and divining arrows are 

abominations devised by Satan. Therefore, turn away from them, so that you may be 

successful.” (5: 90) 

Dealing with Slavery 
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At the advent of Islam, slavery was an established social and economic practice 

known all over the world. Any movement towards the abolition of slavery would 

require radical social change and far- reaching economic reforms and adjustments, as 

well as international treaties and conventions to govern the treatment of war 

prisoners. Islam never condoned slavery. There is not a single statement in the 

Qur’ n that recommends or approves of slavery or the enslavement of war prisoners. 

Slavery was a widespread practice with considerable bearing on the world economy. 

Moreover, it was an international tradition that prisoners of war were made slaves. 

Hence, there was no alternative but to phase it out gradually and progressively. 

Apart from war captives and slave children, Islam opted for eliminating the root 

causes and drying up the sources of slavery, with an overriding objective to avoid 

social upheaval, and it strove to provide the basic guarantees of a decent living and 

dignity for freed slaves. 

As for war captives, Islam could not unilaterally forgo imposing slavery on war 

prisoners since non-Muslim states continued to do so with Muslim prisoners in times 

of war. Were it to do so, it would have immediately put the Muslims at a 

disadvantage vis-a-vis their enemies. If any Muslim soldiers were taken prisoners, 

they would be certain to be made slaves, while prisoners taken by Muslims would 

remain free. On the other hand, were Islam to require that children born in slavery be 

immediately freed before creating the right social and economic environment that 

would absorb them as free citizens, they would have been left stranded, thrown into 

society with no means of living or welfare. They would have had no families to 

protect them against descending into poverty or moral delinquency. 

For these, and other, reasons it would have been premature for Islam to 

immediately and unilaterally abolish slavery. However, taking the well-entrenched 

social conditions into account and while not banning the enslavement of war 

captives, the Qur’ n did not specifically order that they should be held in bondage. 

Instead, the Qur’ n advises the Muslims: “when you meet the unbelievers [in war] smite 

their necks until you overcome them fully, then bind [the captives] firmly. Thereafter, [set 

them free,] either by an act of grace or against ransom, so that war lays down its burdens.” 

(47: 4) This gave the Muslim authorities the choice to deal with war captives 

according to the prevailing circumstances and the nature of the conflict and the 

enemy they were facing. War captives could be released, exchanged or, if necessary, 

held in bondage. 

Other ways of enslavement, and they were many, were totally banned. That was 

sure to minimize the number of slaves in society. Islam began by integrating those 

slaves as soon as they joined the Muslim community. It gave them the full right to 

buy their freedom through an agreement a slave would make with his master, who 

may not refuse him such a deal. Once an agreement of this sort is made, a slave has 
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the right to work, own property, earn an independent income, and seek employment 

with other employers, in order to be able to raise the money to secure his freedom. 

That made it possible for slaves to gradually acquire an independent status in society 

and enjoy all the basic citizenship rights of the community, and they would become 

eligible for state welfare aid, which consists mainly of zakāt revenue. Furthermore, 

Islam urged its followers to help slaves financially to secure their freedom and 

incorporated the freeing of slaves into the legal code as a form of atonement for 

certain offences including manslaughter, reneging on an oath, and the ancient 

Arabian practice of a husband banishing his wife and saying that he considers her, 

for marital purposes, like his mother. With time, slavery was bound to be phased out, 

whereas a drastic or draconian approach to abolish it would have resulted in 

unnecessary social turmoil and disintegration. 

The subsequent proliferation of slavery in Muslim societies had come about as a 

result of a gradual decline of the authority of Islam. This is a historical fact for which 

Islam may not be blamed. Islam cannot be held responsible for its incorrect 

implementation in certain periods or societies. Islam was, and remains, unchanged, 

but what had changed was people’s understanding of it an the way they translated 

its principles into social reality, which was often an aberration and a travesty of Islam 

for which it cannot be held accountable. 

Any revival of Islamic life should, therefore, start from the authentic and 

established sources and principles of Islam and not be a continuation of a certain 

distorted historical legacy. This is an essential truth, both in abstract as well as 

practical terms, that cannot be overemphasized. Grossly mistaken conclusions are 

made regarding the Islamic view of history and on understanding the historic reality 

of Islam and how it operates in society. The leading culprits in this field are the so-

called Orientalists, or Western scholars of Islam, and their students, including some 

sincere but very naïve Muslim scholars who were misled by them. 

More Questions by Believers 

The s rah continues, answering other questions and laying down more 

fundamental Islamic principles. “They ask you what they should spend in charity; say, 

‘Whatever you can spare.’ Thus God makes plain His revelations so that you may reflect upon 

this life and the life to come.” (Verses 219-220) 

The answer given to this question the first time round, in verse 215, identified 

what could be given in charity and to whom, and here it identifies quantities. 

Anything above one’s basic reasonable personal needs should be considered 

available for donation to others, starting with those eligible among one’s nearest of 

kin, as already pointed out. 
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The present statement implies that the obligatory zakāt is not by itself sufficient as 

a means of wealth distribution, and this ruling, in my view, has not been overruled 

by the imposition of zakāt. Payment of zakāt by those liable to it does not exempt 

them from making additional donations and contributions to good causes. Zakāt is a 

duty levied by the ruling Muslim authority for allocation to the various causes 

specified in the Qur’ n (9: 60), beyond which Muslims continue to have an obligation 

towards God and fellow-Muslims in society. It may not exhaust one’s ability to give, 

or one’s desire to gain further blessings and pleasure from God Almighty. The 

Prophet Mu ammad is quoted in al-Jaşş ş’s A kām al-Qur’ān as having said: “There 

is a duty on wealth other than zakāt.” If this duty is not discharged voluntarily, which 

is obviously more gracious and laudable, Muslim authorities have the power to 

collect funds over and above the obligatory zakāt, for spending in the public interest, 

in order to curb wastage or hoarding of wealth. 

Muslims are then reminded that: “God makes plain His revelations so that you may 

reflect upon this life and the life to come.” (Verses 219-220) It would not suffice to 

consider only the realities of this life, which represents the more immediate and 

shorter part of the whole picture of human existence and all the responsibilities and 

relationships associated with it. That would only give a distorted understanding of 

the values and the criteria upon which life is built which would bring about the 

wrong kind of human behaviour. 

The distribution and allocation of wealth, in particular, calls for total awarness of 

accountability in this life and in the life to come. One is always substantially 

rewarded, spiritually and morally, for what one gives in charity. Further reward 

comes in the contribution one makes to the welfare and well-being of society. These 

rewards may not, however, be readily apparent to everyone, which makes the 

rewards of the hereafter even more of an incentive to give generously and willingly 

and away from ostentation and pomposity. 

Treatment of Orphans 

The s rah then raises the question of how orphans ought to be treated. “They ask 

you about orphans; say, ‘To improve their conditions is best.’ If you mix their affairs with 

yours, remember that they are your brothers. God knows him who spoils things and him who 

improves. Had God so willed, He would indeed have overburdened you. God is indeed 

Almighty, Wise.” (Verse 220) 

Social welfare is the bedrock of Muslim society which has a responsibility to care 

for the weaker among its members and protect their interests. Having lost either or 

both of their parents at a young age, orphan children would come at the top of the 

list of social groups that deserve care and protection. Some guardians of orphan 
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children used to incorporate any possessions or wealth those children might have 

inherited into their own, for trading or other purposes, which did not always work in 

the children’s favour As the Qur’ n denounced such actions, some conscientious 

people began to feel guilty and went too far the other way in caring for orphans, to 

the extent that they separated their own food from that of the orphans in their care. 

This led to subsequent revelations being sent down to moderate the situation and put 

the whole issue in a proper perspective. Muslims were urged to do what would he in 

the best interest of the orphan children they were caring for. Being members of the 

larger family of Islam, orphans should be treated in a spirit of fraternity and 

brotherhood. God is the judge of people’s motives and intentions. He recognizes 

those who are genuine and, being all-powerful and compassionate, He does not wish 

to overburden them. 

The Qur’ n refers all actions ultimately to God. Faith and life revolve on the 

central pivot of belief in God. It is notable that Islamic teachings and precepts are 

based on an inner conscious conviction that acts as a solid guarantee for their success 

and effectiveness. 
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14 

The Family: The 

Foundation of Human 

Society 

Do not marry women who associate 

partners with God unless they embrace the 

true faith. Any believing bondwoman is 

certainly better than an idolatress, even 

though the latter may well please you. And 

do not give your women in marriage to men 

who associate partners with God unless 

they embrace the true faith. Any believing 

bondman is certainly better than an 

idolater, even though the latter may well 

please you. These invite to the fire; whereas 

God invites to paradise and to the 

achievement of forgiveness by His leave. He 

makes plain His revelations to mankind so 

that they may bear them in mind. (221) 

They ask you about menstruation. Say: “It 

is an unclean condition; so keep aloof from 

women during menstruation, and do not 

draw near to them until they are cleansed. 

When they have cleansed themselves, you 

may go in unto them in the proper way, as 

God has bidden you. God loves those who 

turn to Him in repentance, and He loves 

those who keep themselves pure.’ (222) 

Ÿωuρ (#θßsÅ3Ζs? ÏM≈ x. Îô³ ßϑø9 $# 4©®Lym £⎯ ÏΒ÷σ ãƒ 4 
×π tΒV{ uρ îπ oΨ ÏΒ÷σ •Β ×ö yz ⎯ ÏiΒ 7π x. Îô³ •Β öθs9 uρ 

öΝ ä3÷Gt6 yfôã r& 3 Ÿωuρ (#θßsÅ3Ζè? t⎦⎫Ï. Îô³ ßϑø9 $# 4©®Lym 

(#θãΖÏΒ÷σ ãƒ 4 Ó‰ö7 yès9 uρ í⎯ ÏΒ÷σ •Β ×ö yz ⎯ ÏiΒ 78 Îô³ •Β öθs9 uρ 

öΝ ä3t6 yfôãr& 3 y7 Í× ¯≈ s9 'ρé& tβθããô‰tƒ ’ n<Î) Í‘$̈Ζ9 $# ( ª!$# uρ 

(# þθãã ô‰tƒ ’ n<Î) Ïπ̈Ψ yfø9 $# Íο tÏ øóyϑø9 $# uρ ⎯ Ïμ ÏΡøŒ Î* Î/ ( 
ß⎦Îi⎫t7 ãƒ uρ ⎯ Ïμ ÏG≈ tƒ# u™ Ä¨$̈Ψ=Ï9 öΝ ßγ ¯=yès9 tβρã©. x‹tGtƒ 

∩⊄⊄⊇∪  

štΡθè=t↔ ó¡o„ uρ Ç⎯ tã ÇÙŠ Åsyϑø9 $# ( ö≅ è% uθèδ “]Œ r& 

(#θä9 Í”tIôã $$sù u™!$|¡ÏiΨ9 $# ’ Îû ÇÙŠ Ås yϑø9 $# ( Ÿωuρ 

£⎯ èδθç/ tø) s? 4©®Lym tβößγ ôÜ tƒ ( # sŒ Î* sù tβö£γ sÜ s? 

 ∅èδθè?ù' sù ô⎯ ÏΒ ß] ø‹ym ãΝ ä. ttΒr& ª!$# 4 ¨βÎ) ©!$# 

= Ït ä† t⎦⎫Î/≡ §θ−G9 $# = Ït ä†uρ š⎥⎪ÌÎdγ sÜ tFßϑø9 $# ∩⊄⊄⊄∪  
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Your wives are your tilth; go, then, to your 

tilth as you may desire, but first provide 

something for your souls. Fear God and 

know that you shall meet Him. Give the 

happy news to the believers. (223) 

Do not allow your oaths in the name of 

God to become an obstacle to your being 

kind and God-fearing, or to promoting 

peace among people. God hears all and 

knows all. (224) 

God shall not take you to task for oaths 

which you may have uttered without 

thought, but He will take you to task for 

what your hearts have conceived in earnest. 

God is much-Forgiving, Forbearing. (225) 

Those who take an oath that they will not 

approach their wives shall have four months 

of grace. If they go back on their oaths, 

God is much-Forgiving, Merciful; (226) 

and if they are resolved on divorce, [let 

them remember that] God hears all and 

knows all. (227) 

Divorced women shall wait, by themselves, 

for three monthly courses. It is unlawful for 

them to conceal what God might have 

created in their wombs, if they believe in 

God and the Last Day. During this 

period, their husbands are entitled to take 

them back, if they desire reconciliation. 

Women shall, in all fairness, enjoy rights 

similar to those exercised against them, 

although men have an advantage over them. 

God is Almighty, Wise. (228) 

öΝ ä. äτ!$|¡ÎΣ Ó^ öym öΝ ä3©9 (#θè?ù' sù öΝ ä3rOöym 4’̄Τ r& 

÷Λ ä⎢÷∞ Ï© ( (#θãΒÏd‰s%uρ ö/ ä3Å¡àΡL{ 4 (#θà) ¨?$# uρ ©!$# 

(# þθßϑn=ôã$# uρ Ν à6 ¯Ρr& çνθà)≈ n=•Β 3 ÌÏe±o0 uρ 

š⎥⎫ ÏΖÏΒ÷σ ßϑø9 $# ∩⊄⊄⊂∪  

Ÿωuρ (#θè=yèøg rB ©!$# Zπ |Ê ó ãã öΝ à6 ÏΨ≈ yϑ÷ƒ X{ χr& 

(#ρ•y9s? (#θà) −Gs?uρ (#θßsÎ=óÁè?uρ š⎥÷⎫t/ Ä¨$̈Ψ9 $# 3 
ª!$# uρ ìì‹ Ïÿxœ ÒΟŠ Î=tæ ∩⊄⊄⊆∪  

ω ãΝ ä.ä‹Ï{# xσ ãƒ ª!$# Èθøó̄=9 $$Î/ þ’ Îû öΝ ä3ÏΨ≈ yϑ÷ƒ r& 

⎯ Å3≈ s9 uρ Ν ä. ä‹Ï{# xσ ãƒ $oÿÏ3 ôM t6 |¡x. öΝ ä3ç/θè=è% 3 
ª!$# uρ î‘θà xî ×Λ⎧ Î=ym ∩⊄⊄∈∪  

t⎦⎪Ï% ©#Ïj9 tβθä9 ÷σ ãƒ ⎯ ÏΒ öΝ Îγ Í←!$|¡ÎpΣ ßÈš/ ts? Ïπ yèt/ ö‘ r& 

9åκ ô−r& ( βÎ* sù ρâ™!$sù ¨βÎ* sù ©!$# Ö‘θà xî ÒΟ‹ Ïm§‘ 

∩⊄⊄∉∪  

÷βÎ) uρ (#θãΒt“ tã t,≈ n=©Ü9 $# ¨βÎ* sù ©!$# ìì‹ Ïÿxœ ÒΟŠ Î=tæ 

∩⊄⊄∠∪  

àM≈ s) ¯=sÜ ßϑø9 $# uρ š∅óÁ−/ utItƒ £⎯ Îγ Å¡àΡr'Î/ sπ sW≈ n=rO 

&™ÿρãè% 4 Ÿωuρ ‘≅ Ït s† £⎯ çλm; βr& z⎯ ôϑçFõ3tƒ $tΒ t,n=y{ 

ª!$# þ’ Îû £⎯ Îγ ÏΒ% tn ö‘ r& βÎ) £⎯ ä. £⎯ÏΒ÷σ ãƒ «!$$Î/ 

ÏΘöθu‹ ø9 $# uρ ÌÅzFψ$# 4 £⎯åκ çJs9θãèç/ uρ ‘,ymr& £⎯ ÏδÏjŠ tÎ/ ’ Îû 

y7 Ï9≡ sŒ ÷βÎ) (# ÿρßŠ# u‘ r& $[s≈ n=ô¹Î) 4 £⎯ çλm; uρ ã≅÷W ÏΒ 

“Ï% ©!$# £⎯ Íκ ö n=tã Å∃ρá ÷èpR ùQ $$Î/ 4 ÉΑ$y_Ìh=Ï9 uρ £⎯ Íκ ö n=tã 
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Divorce may be [revoked] twice, whereupon 

a woman may either be retained in fairness 

or released with kindness. It is unlawful for 

you to take back from women anything of 

what you have given them [as dowry], 

unless they both [husband and wife] fear 

that they may not be able to keep within 

the bounds set by God. If you have cause to 

fear that they would not be able to keep 

within the bounds set by God, it shall be 

no offence for either of them if she gives up 

whatever she may in order to free herself. 

These are the bounds set by God; do not, 

then, transgress them. Those who transgress 

the bounds set by God are wrongdoers 

indeed. (229) 

Should he divorce her [a third time], she 

shall not thereafter be lawful for him to 

remarry until she has wedded another hus-

band. If the latter then divorces her it shall 

be no offence for either of the two if they 

return to one another, if they feel that they 

will be able to keep within the bounds set 

by God. Such are the bounds set by God. 

He makes them plain for people who have 

knowledge. (230) 

When you have divorced women and they 

have reached the end of their waiting-term, 

either retain them with fairness or let them 

go with fairness. Do not retain them out of 

malice in order to hurt them. He who does 

so wrongs his own soul.  

×π y_u‘ yŠ 3 ª!$# uρ î“ƒÍ• tã îΛ⎧ Å3ym ∩⊄⊄∇∪  

ß,≈ n=©Ü9 $# Èβ$s?§sΔ ( 88$|¡øΒÎ* sù >∃ρá ÷èoÿÏ3 ÷ρr& 

7xƒ Îô£ s? 9⎯≈ |¡ômÎ* Î/ 3 Ÿωuρ ‘≅ Ït s† öΝ à6 s9 βr& 

(#ρä‹è{ ù's? !$£ϑÏΒ £⎯ èδθßϑçF÷ s?# u™ $º↔ ø‹x© HωÎ) βr& 

!$sù$ sƒ s† ωr& $yϑŠ É) ãƒ yŠρß‰ãm «!$# ( ÷βÎ* sù ÷Λä⎢ ø Åz 

ωr& $uΚ‹É) ãƒ yŠρß‰ãn «!$# Ÿξsù yy$oΨ ã_ $yϑÍκ ö n=tã 

$uΚ‹Ïù ôNy‰ tGøù$# ⎯ ÏμÎ/ 3 y7 ù=Ï? ßŠρß‰ãn «!$# Ÿξsù 

$yδρß‰tG÷ès? 4 ⎯ tΒuρ £‰yètGtƒ yŠρß‰ãn «!$# y7 Í× ¯≈ s9 'ρé'sù 

ãΝ èδ tβθãΚÎ=≈ ©à9 $# ∩⊄⊄®∪  

βÎ* sù $yγ s) ¯=sÛ Ÿξsù ‘≅ Ït rB … ã&s! .⎯ ÏΒ ß‰÷èt/ 4©®Lym 

yxÅ3Ψ s? % ¹` ÷ρy— … çν uö xî 3 βÎ* sù $yγ s) ¯=sÛ Ÿξsù 

yy$uΖã_ !$yϑÍκ ö n=tæ βr& !$yèy_# utItƒ βÎ) !$̈Ζsß βr& 

$yϑŠ É) ãƒ yŠρß‰ãn «!$# 3 y7 ù=Ï?uρ ßŠρß‰ãn «!$# $pκ ß] ÍhŠ u; ãƒ 

5Θöθs) Ï9 tβθßϑn=ôètƒ ∩⊄⊂⊃∪  

# sŒ Î) uρ ãΛä⎢ ø) ¯=sÛ u™!$|¡ÏiΨ9 $# z⎯ øón= t6 sù £⎯ ßγ n=y_r& 

 ∅èδθä3Å¡øΒr'sù >∃ρá ÷èoÿÏ3 ÷ρr& £⎯ èδθãmÎh|  

7∃ρã÷èoÿÏ3 4 Ÿωuρ £⎯ èδθä3Å¡÷ΙäC # Y‘# uÅÑ (#ρß‰tF÷ètGÏj9 4 
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Do not take God’s revelations in a 

frivolous manner. Remember the blessings 

God has bestowed upon you, and all the 

revelation and wisdom He has bestowed 

upon you from on high in order to 

admonish you. Fear God and know well 

that He has full knowledge of everything. 

(231) 

And when you have divorced women and 

they have reached the end of their waiting-

term, do not prevent them from marrying 

their husbands if they have agreed with 

each other in a fair manner. This is an 

admonition for everyone of you who believes 

in God and the Last Day. That is more 

virtuous for you, and purer. God knows, 

whereas you do not know. (232) 

Mothers may breast-feed their children for 

two whole years; [that is] for those who 

wish to complete the suckling. The father of 

the child is responsible to provide in a fair 

manner for their sustenance and clothing. 

No human being shall be burdened with 

more than he is well able to bear. Neither 

shall a mother be allowed to cause her child 

to suffer, nor shall a father cause suffering 

to his child. The same shall apply to the 

father’s heir. If, by mutual consent and 

after due consultation, the parents choose to 

wean the child, they will incur no sin 

thereby. Nor shall it be any offence on your 

part if you engage wet nurses for your 

children, provided that you hand over what 

you agreed to pay, in a fair manner. Fear 

God, and know that God sees all that you 

⎯ tΒuρ ö≅ yèø tƒ y7 Ï9≡ sŒ ô‰s) sù zΟ n=sß … çμ |¡ø tΡ 4  

Ÿωuρ (# ÿρä‹Ï‚−Fs? ÏM≈tƒ# u™ «!$# # Yρâ“ èδ 4 (#ρãä. øŒ $# uρ 

|M yϑ÷èÏΡ «!$# öΝ ä3ø‹n=tæ !$tΒuρ tΑ t“Ρr& Ν ä3ø‹n=tæ z⎯ ÏiΒ 

É=≈ tGÅ3ø9 $# Ïπ yϑõ3Åsø9 $# uρ / ä3Ýà Ïètƒ ⎯ ÏμÎ/ 4 (#θà) ¨?$# uρ 

©!$# (# þθãΚn=ôã $# uρ ¨βr& ©!$# Èe≅ ä3Î/ >™ó©x« ×Λ⎧ Î=tæ ∩⊄⊂⊇∪  

# sŒ Î) uρ ãΛä⎢ ø) ¯=sÛ u™!$ |¡ÏiΨ9 $# z⎯ øón=t6 sù £⎯ ßγ n=y_r& Ÿξsù 

£⎯ èδθè=àÒ÷ès? βr& z⎯ ósÅ3Ζtƒ £⎯ ßγ y_≡ uρø—r& # sŒ Î) 

(# öθ|Ê≡ ts? Ν æηuΖ÷ t/ Å∃ρã÷èpR ùQ $$Î/ 3 y7 Ï9≡ sŒ àátãθãƒ 

⎯ Ïμ Î/ ⎯ tΒ tβ% x. öΝ ä3ΖÏΒ ß⎯ ÏΒ÷σ ãƒ «!$$Î/ ÏΘöθu‹ ø9 $# uρ 

ÌÅzFψ$# 3 ö/ ä3Ï9≡ sŒ 4’ s1ø—r& ö/ ä3s9 ãyγ ôÛr& uρ 3 ª!$# uρ ãΝ n=÷ètƒ 

÷Λ ä⎢Ρr& uρ Ÿω tβθßϑn=÷è s? ∩⊄⊂⊄∪  

* ßN≡ t$ Î!≡ uθø9 $# uρ z⎯ ÷èÅÊ öãƒ £⎯ èδy‰≈ s9 ÷ρr& È⎦÷, s!öθym 

È⎦÷⎫n=ÏΒ% x. ( ô⎯ yϑÏ9 yŠ# u‘ r& βr& ¨Λ É⎢ ãƒ sπ tã$|Ê §9 $# 4 ’ n?tãuρ 

ÏŠθä9 öθpR ùQ $# … ã&s! £⎯ ßγ è% ø—Í‘ £⎯ åκ èEuθó¡Ï. uρ Å∃ρã÷èpR ùQ $$Î/ 4 Ÿω 
ß#̄=s3è? ë§ø tΡ ωÎ) $yγ yèó™ ãρ 4 Ÿω §‘!$ŸÒè? 8ο t$ Î!≡ uρ 

$yδÏ$ s!uθÎ/ Ÿωuρ ×Šθä9 öθtΒ … çμ©9 ⎯ Íν Ï$ s!uθÎ/ 4 ’ n?tãuρ 

Ï^ Í‘# uθø9 $# ã≅ ÷V ÏΒ y7 Ï9≡ sŒ 3 ÷βÎ* sù # yŠ# u‘ r& »ω$|ÁÏù ⎯ tã 

<Ú# ts? $uΚåκ ÷] ÏiΒ 9‘ ãρ$t±s?uρ Ÿξsù yy$oΨ ã_ $yϑÍκ ö n=tã 3 
÷βÎ) uρ öΝ ›?Š u‘ r& βr& (# þθãèÅÊ ÷tIó¡n@ ö/ä. y‰≈ s9 ÷ρr& Ÿξsù 

yy$uΖã_ ö/ ä3ø‹n=tæ # sŒ Î) ΝçFôϑ̄=y™ !$̈Β Λ ä⎢ ø‹s?# u™ 
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do. (233) 

Those of you who die leaving wives behind, 

their wives shall wait, by themselves, for 

four months and ten days. When they have 

reached the end of their waiting-term, you 

shall incur no sin in whatever they may do 

with themselves in a lawful manner. God is 

aware of all that you do. (234) 

You will incur no sin if you give a hint of a 

marriage offer to [widowed] women or keep 

such an intention to yourselves. God knows 

that you will entertain such intentions 

concerning them. Do not, however, plight 

your troth in secret; but speak only in a 

decent manner. Furthermore, do not resolve 

on actually making the marriage tie before 

the prescribed term [of waiting] has run its 

course. Know well that God knows what is 

in your minds, so have fear of Him; and 

know that God is much-Forgiving, 

Forbearing. (235) 

You will incur no sin if you divorce women 

before having touched them or settled a 

dowry for them. Provide for them, the rich 

according to his means and the straitened 

according to his means. Such a provision, 

in an equitable manner, is an obligation 

binding on the righteous. (236) 

If you divorce them before having touched 

them but after having settled a dowry for 

them, then give them half of that which you 

have settled, unless they forgo it or he in 

whose hand is the marriage tie forgoes it. 

To forgo what is due to you is closer to 

being righteous. Do not forget to act 

Å∃ρá ÷è pR ùQ $$Î/ 3 (#θà) ¨?$# uρ ©!$# (# þθßϑn=ôã $# uρ ¨βr& ©!$# $oÿÏ3 

tβθè=uΚ÷ès? × ÅÁt/ ∩⊄⊂⊂∪  

t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# uρ tβöθ©ùuθtFãƒ öΝ ä3ΖÏΒ tβρâ‘ x‹tƒ uρ % [`≡ uρø—r& 

z⎯ óÁ−/ utItƒ £⎯ Îγ Å¡àΡr'Î/ sπ yèt/ ö‘ r& 9åκ ô−r& # Zô³ tãuρ ( 
# sŒ Î* sù z⎯ øón=t/ £⎯ ßγ n=y_r& Ÿξsù yy$oΨ ã_ ö/ ä3øŠ n=tæ $yϑŠ Ïù 

z⎯ ù=yèsù þ’ Îû £⎯ Îγ Å¡àΡr& Å∃ρâ ÷êyϑø9 $$Î/ 3 ª!$# uρ $yϑÎ/ 

tβθè=yϑ÷ès? × Î6 yz ∩⊄⊂⊆∪  

Ÿωuρ yy$oΨ ã_ öΝ ä3ø‹n=tæ $yϑŠ Ïù Ο çGôÊ §tã ⎯Ïμ Î/ ô⎯ ÏΒ 

Ïπ t7 ôÜ Åz Ï™!$|¡ÏiΨ9 $# ÷ρr& óΟ çF⊥ oΨ ò2r& þ’ Îû öΝ ä3Å¡àΡr& 4 
zΝ Î=tæ ª!$# öΝä3̄Ρr& £⎯ßγ tΡρãä. õ‹tGy™ ⎯ Å3≈ s9 uρ ω 

£⎯ èδρß‰Ïã# uθè? # …Å  HωÎ) βr& (#θä9θà) s? Zωöθ s% 

$]ùρã÷è̈Β 4 Ÿωuρ (#θãΒÌ“ ÷ès? nο y‰ø) ãã Çy% x6 ÏiΖ9 $# 

4©®Lym x è=ö6 tƒ Ü=≈ tFÅ3ø9 $# … ã&s#y_r& 4 (# þθßϑ n=ôã$# uρ ¨βr& 

©!$# ãΝ n=÷ètƒ $tΒ þ’ Îû öΝ ä3Å¡àΡr& çνρâ‘ x‹÷n $$sù 4 
(# þθßϑn=ôã$# uρ ¨βr& ©!$# î‘θà xî ÒΟŠ Î=ym ∩⊄⊂∈∪  

ω yy$uΖã_ ö/ ä3ø‹n=tæ βÎ) ãΛ ä⎢ ø) ¯=sÛ u™!$|¡ÏiΨ9 $# $tΒ öΝ s9 

£⎯ èδθ¡ yϑs? ÷ρr& (#θàÊ Ìø s? £⎯ßγ s9 Zπ ŸÒƒ Ìsù 4 
£⎯ èδθãèÏnFtΒuρ ’ n?tã Æì Å™θçR ùQ $# … çν â‘ y‰s% ’ n?tãuρ 

ÎÏIø) ßϑø9 $# … çν â‘ y‰s% $Jè≈ tGtΒ Å∃ρâ ÷êyϑø9 $$Î/ ( $̂) ym 

’ n?tã t⎦⎫ÏΖÅ¡ósçR ùQ $# ∩⊄⊂∉∪  

βÎ) uρ £⎯ èδθßϑçFø) ¯=sÛ ⎯ ÏΒ È≅ ö6 s% βr& £⎯ èδθ¡yϑs? 

ô‰s%uρ óΟ çFôÊt sù £⎯ çλm; ZπŸÒƒ Ìsù ß#óÁÏΨ sù $tΒ 

÷Λ ä⎢ôÊtsù HωÎ) βr& šχθà ÷ètƒ ÷ρr& (# uθà ÷è tƒ “Ï% ©!$# 
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Overview 

The following section of the s rah deals with the family, the nucleus and the 

benevolently to one another. God sees all 

that you do. (237) 

Attend regularly to your prayers, 

particularly the middle prayer, and stand 

up before God in devout obedience. (238) 

If you are in fear, pray walking or riding. 

When you are again secure, remember 

God, since it is He who has taught you 

what you did not know. (239) 

Those of you who die leaving their wives 

behind, shall bequeath to their wives 

provisions for one year without their being 

obliged to leave [their deceased husbands’ 

homes]. Should they leave home [of their 

own accord], you shall incur no sin for 

what they may do with themselves in a 

lawful manner. God is Almighty, Wise. 

(240) 

Divorced women shall have a provision 

according to what is fair. This is an 

obligation on the God-fearing. (241) 

Thus God makes clear to you His 

revelations that you may understand. (242) 

⎯ Íν Ï‰u‹ Î/ äο y‰ø) ãã Çy% s3ÏiΖ9 $# 4 βr& uρ (# þθà ÷ès? ÛUtø%r& 

3”uθø) −G=Ï9 4 Ÿωuρ (# âθ|¡Ψ s? Ÿ≅ ôÒx ø9 $# öΝ ä3uΖ÷ t/ 4 ¨βÎ) 

©!$# $yϑÎ/ tβθè=yϑ÷ès? î ÅÁt/ ∩⊄⊂∠∪  

(#θÝà Ï≈ ym ’ n?tã ÏN≡ uθn=¢Á9 $# Íο 4θn=¢Á9 $# uρ 

4‘ sÜ ó™ âθø9 $# (#θãΒθè%uρ ¬! t⎦⎫ÏFÏΨ≈ s% ∩⊄⊂∇∪  
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foundation of Muslim society, to which Islam has extended notable attention and 

effort, regulating its essential aspects and ensuring its safety and protection against 

abuse and disintegration. Such attention is reflected in several Qur’ nic s rahs and 

addresses all necessary elements to ensure the strong foundation of the family in 

Muslim society. 

The Islamic social order is family-based by virtue of its being a divinely-ordained 

system for human society that takes full account of the essentials of human nature 

and its basic requirements. 

Its ingredients originate with the very essence of life itself, as stated in the Qur’ n 

when it says: “Of all things We have created a pair [male and female], so that you may give 

thought.” (51: 49) “Limitless in His glory is He who has created pairs of whatever the earth 

produces, of your own kind, and of that which they [people] have no knowledge. “ (36: 36) 

Human life began with one person, out of whom came a spouse, and then 

offspring from the pair of them, and so on. The result is this numerous multitude of 

human beings. The Qur’ n says: “Mankind, fear your Lord, who created you from a single 

soul, and from it created its mate, and from the two of them spread abroad so many men and 

women.” (4: 1) @Mankind! We have created you all out of a male and a female, and have 

made you into nations and tribes, so that you might come to know one another.” (49: 13) 

The Qur’ n also highlights the special inherent attraction between the male and 

the female of the human species which is vital for setting up and supporting the 

family unit: “And of His signs is that He creates for you mates from your own selves, so that 

you may incline towards them, and He engenders between you love and compassion.” (30: 

21) “They [your wives] are a garment and you are a garment to them.” (2: 187) “Your wives 

are your tilth; go, then, to your tilth as you may desire, but first provide something for your 

souls, and fear God and know that you shall meet Him.” (2: 223) “And God has made for you 

in your homes, a place of rest.’’ (16: 80) 

As ever, Islam strongly emphasizes the harmony and compatibility between the 

philosophy and the spirit upon which the system of the natural universe is built and 

that upon which the human social order is based. 

The family is the natural environment in which children can be raised and 

protected, and allowed to grow and develop, mentally and physically. Within the 

family, they receive love, kindness and care, and gain the values, ideals and 

behaviour patterns that will accompany them for the rest of their lives, and according 

to which they will know life, understand it and deal with it. 

Humans have the longest childhood period of all species, extending to several 

years. It is the formative period during which children acquire all the essential skills 

that will enable them to chart their way through life and find a suitable role in 

society. It is made longer in order to ensure that adequate training, education and 
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discipline are imparted to children to prepare them sufficiently for the future, 

especially in view of man’s heavy responsibility in this world. Furthermore, children 

need to be cared for and brought up by their own parents in a happy and stable 

environment. 

Experience has shown that no other arrangement can adequately compensate for 

the role of the family as the proper setting for bringing up children. In fact, the 

alternatives have proved extremely harmful and damaging to both the individual 

and society. These alternatives, such as the children’s homes which emerged in 

Europe after the Second World War or as a result of social pressures created by the 

need for mothers to go out to work, have deprived children of the love and care that 

only mothers can provide within a secure family atmosphere. Thousands of children, 

brought up in children’s homes, grew up to develop numerous chronic and 

disturbing mental and psychological problems. 

What is most amazing is that prevailing misconceptions lead people to consider 

the fact that women are today forced to seek work a symbol of progress and 

emancipation. It is in fact this system that is responsible for much of the deprivation 

and suffering witnessed in many countries. It sacrifices the psychological health of 

society’s most precious resources, young children, for nothing other than an increase 

in the family’s income or giving a young mother an income to live on. It is modern 

ignorance that refuses to look after young mothers to allow them to rear their 

children. This is indeed one of the most reprehensible failures of modern society. 

Studies have shown that during the first two years of life, a child shows an 

instinctive need to have the exclusive care and attention of its parents, particularly its 

mother. After that stage, a child needs to be with its parents in a caring family 

atmosphere. Both of these needs are impossible to meet under any arrangement other 

than a stable family, without which children are bound to grow up with all kinds of 

mental and psychological deficiencies and ailments. 

The social system of Islam as a religion of peace and harmony is based on the 

family, to which it accords proper and adequate attention. As we see in this s rah, 

numerous Qur’ nic passages have been dedicated to emphasizing the importance of 

the family and to setting out the principles and foundations upon which it is based. 

This section of the s rah puts forward the principles of marriage and the rules 

governing essential aspects of divorce and its repercussions, desertion of wives by 

their husbands, alimony, breast- feeding, and the custody of children. 

These principles and rules are not given in abstract legalistic language, but within 

a broader context, as part of God’s universal code of living and as a fundamental 

dimension of the Islamic faith. The s rah emphasizes the strong link between these 

principles and God’s ultimate will and purpose. 
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One is immediately aware of the weight of the whole matter, and of how 

meticulously it is being dealt with. Every aspect of it is there to serve a greater 

objective in the overall scheme of things which is being guided and protected by God 

Almighty. It is the system He has perfected for implementation in human life. Hence, 

He gives His reward to those who implement it, and punishes those who discard or 

abuse it. 

The s rah makes a very detailed and rational presentation of these rules and 

principles, of which there are twelve altogether, intermittently prodding the human 

conscience to be aware of its responsibility and accountability. These rules cover a 

very wide area directly related to marriage and divorce, beginning with the 

prohibition of marriage with unbelievers, followed by the prohibition of sexual 

intercourse between married couples when the woman is in menstruation. Here we 

note how even this aspect is elevated from a purely physical attraction to a human 

function that serves important goals. Then follow rulings on faith, suspension of 

marital relations, a divorcee’s waiting period, repeated divorce and the refund of the 

dowry, the finalization of divorce, breast-feeding when divorce has taken place, a 

widow’s waiting period, hints of a marriage proposal during such a period, divorce 

before the consummation of marriage and free gifts to a widow or a divorcee. The 

final comment on all these rulings is: “Thus God makes clear to you His revelations that 

you may understand.” (Verse 242) 

We note that in all these, the emphasis is on the worship of God. Thus, the Qur’ n 

relates man’s behaviour in all these situations to worship, which is, from the Islamic 

point of view, not confined to prayers and rituals. Thus, to further relate prayer to 

aspects of worship in practical life situations, the s rah mentions, along with these 

rulings regulating marriage and divorce, a couple of rulings on prayer in times of 

fear and security. (Verses 238-239) 

What is worthy of note is that while all these rulings spread an air of worship on 

all these affairs, no aspect of practical life, human nature or the needs of human life is 

overlooked. Islam enacts its laws for a community of human beings, who are neither 

angels nor flying aliens. As it elevates people to the pure atmosphere of worship 

through its rulings and directives, it does not ignore their human nature, prejudices, 

preferences, weaknesses, feelings, reactions and moments of clear thinking and pure 

feeling. It works on all these, directing them in a congenial atmosphere to a better 

human status. 

Thus we see that Islam allows the suspension of marital relations but restricts it to 

a maximum of four months. It allows divorce, but regulates it fairly and tries hard to 

strengthen the foundations of the family in a balanced way that makes of ideal 

principles a daily practice. It is a smooth approach designed to facilitate things, for 

both man and woman, in the case when this great institution of the family meets 



Al-Baqarah (The Cow) | THE FAMILY: THE FOUNDATION OF HUMAN SOCIETY 

   295

with failure. God Almighty, who knows His creation better than they know 

themselves, does not wish the marriage bond to become a prison when the two 

parties are unsuited to each other. If their natures clash, then it is better for them to 

part and try again with different spouses. But before reaching this point, it would 

have made every effort to save the family. Furthermore, it provides every legal and 

compassionate guarantee to ensure that no harm comes to husband, wife, child or 

infant. 

Compare the principles of the Islamic family system God has enacted for human 

life, and the balanced and peaceful society it produces, with what prevailed in 

human life prior to Islam, or what prevails today in non-Islamic societies 

everywhere, and you are bound to recognize the high standard of peace and dignity 

God wants for mankind. Women in particular will appreciate the extent of care God 

takes of them. I am absolutely certain that no woman could understand this 

manifestly caring approach without feeling the love of God fills her heart. 

Marriage to Unbelievers 

Do not marry women who associate partners with God unless they embrace the true 
faith. Any believing bondwoman is certainly better than an idolatress, even though the 
latter may well please you. And do not give your women in marriage to men who 
associate partners with God unless they embrace the true faith. Any believing 
bondman is certainly better than an idolater, even though the latter may well please 
you. These invite to the fire; whereas God invites to paradise and to the achievement of 
forgiveness by His leave. He makes plain His revelations to mankind so that they may 
bear them in mind. (Verse 221) 

Marriage is the deepest and most enduring bond that can exist between two 

human beings. It calls for the widest possible range of mutual and intimate responses 

and, therefore, requires the most firm emotional commitment that can be made. For 

this to be achieved, a clear common objective must exist between the two parties, and 

what is better than religious faith to provide such affinity and unity of purpose. This 

profound influence of religion on human thought has often been ignored or 

overlooked and some societies have made the mistake of trying to replace religious 

faith with one social philosophy or another. 

During the early days of Islam in Makkah, although the Muslims had succeeded in 

detaching themselves spiritually and ideologically from the rest of society, it was not 

possible for them to totally disengage themselves socially. This transformation 

required time and a measured pace of change. In Madinah, however, where Muslims 

were to acquire an independent social as well as religious identity, the new social 

order rapidly began to take shape, with these Qur’ nic verses prohibiting any new 
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marriage of Muslims and idol worshippers. Existing marriages remained valid, 

however, until the sixth year of the Islamic calendar when verses 9 and 10 of S rah 60 

were revealed, annulling such marriages once and for all. 

From then on, marriages involving Muslims and pagans were prohibited, as such 

unions were considered devoid of spiritual meaning and non-deserving of God’s 

blessings or consecration, since the parties involved did not share the same beliefs 

and outlook on life. Having honoured mankind, God does not want marriage to be 

based on mere physical attraction. It is a bond that is closely related to the divine 

system for human life. 

Hence, we have a clear, definitive injunction: “Do not marry women who associate 

partners with God unless they embrace the true faith.” (Verse 221) Were the unbelieving 

woman to embrace the faith, the barrier would be removed and the hearts of the two 

people concerned would fall into harmony and could be united in marriage as they 

are united in belief. 

“Any believing bondwoman is certainly better than an idolatress, even though the latter 

may well please you.” (Verse 221) Such attraction would normally be physical, rather 

than spiritual, and therefore superficial. It is the attraction of the soul that really 

matters, even if the Muslim girl is a slave, because it would be infinitely more 

enduring and profound. 

“And do not give your women in marriage to men who associate partners with God unless 

they embrace the true faith. Any believing bondman is certainly better than an idolater, even 

though the latter may well please you.” (Verse 221) The same rule applies to Muslim 

women who wish to marry unbelieving men, and for the same underlying reason: 

“These invite to the fire; whereas God invites to paradise and to the achievement of 

forgiveness by His leave. He makes plain His revelations to mankind so that they may bear 

them in mind.” (Verse 221) 

Believers and unbelievers move along two different paths: how can they meet 

together in a unit that is the foundation of life? The unbelievers take the route that 

leads to the fire, while those who believe in God take the way leading to His 

forgiveness and to heaven. The gap between the two is an ever-widening one. 

The question arises here: do these people really call to the fire? Would anyone 

knowingly take himself or others towards the fire?  What is highlighted here is the 

outcome, shown to be the advocated objective. Hence, God warns against such 

advocacy that leads to perdition and makes plain His revelations so that people may 

bear them in mind. Whoever fails to take heed can blame none other than himself. 

It is noteworthy that Muslim men are not prohibited from marrying Christian or 

Jewish women, despite certain important differences in religious belief and practice. 

This is because Muslims, Christians and Jews share a fundamental belief in God’s 
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oneness. 

As for marrying Christian women who believe in the doctrine of the Trinity, or in 

Jesus as the Lord, and Jewish women who believe Ezra was the son of God, Muslim 

jurists take various views. The question is whether such women should be 

considered idolaters, and therefore outlawed from marriage with Muslims, or 

whether they are covered by the general Qur’ nic ruling which says: “Today, all the 

good things of life have been made lawful to you. The food of those who were given revelations 

is lawful to you, and your food is lawful to them. And the virtuous women from among the 

believers and the virtuous women from among those who were given revelations before you 

[are also lawful to you] when you give them their dower.” (5: 5) The majority of jurists are 

of the opinion that they are lawful for Muslims to marry, but I am more inclined to 

support the view that they are not. Al-Bukh rī quotes `Abdull h ibn `Umar, a scholar 

Companion of the Prophet Mu ammad, as saying: “To my mind, there could be no 

greater polytheism for a woman than to believe that Jesus is the Lord.” 

Muslim women, however, are forbidden from marrying Jewish or Christian men. 

The two cases are different, meriting different verdicts. Under Islamic law, children 

are called by their father’s names. It is the practice in all societies that, after marriage, 

a woman joins the household of her husband. If a Muslim man married a Christian 

or Jewish woman, she would move to the town or country where he lived, and join 

the rest of his family, and their children would take the father’s name and grow up in 

his religious and cultural environment. The situation would be reversed in the case 

of a Muslim woman marrying a Jewish or Christian man, where the children would 

be raised in a non-Muslim culture and most likely grow up to be non-Muslims. 

There are, however, other practical considerations that would discourage the 

marriage of a Muslim man to a Christian or Jewish woman, which is otherwise 

permissible. Some of these were pointed out by the second Caliph, `Umar ibn al-

Kha b. 

In his commentary on the Qur’ n, Ibn Kathīr quotes Ibn Jarīr al- abarī as saying 

that despite unanimity over the marriage of Muslim men to Jewish or Christian 

women, `Umar ibn al-Kha b was not in favour of it, lest Muslim men should turn 

away from marrying Muslim women. 

He also reports that when udhayfah married a Jewess, `Umar wrote ordering 

him to divorce her. udhayfah wrote back, asking: “Is it because you claim that she 

is forbidden for me to marry that I should divorce her?” `Umar replied: “No, I do 

not, but I fear that people may turn away from marrying Muslim women.” 

More recent experiences provide further evidence that such marriages undermine 

the faith and Muslim identity of the new generations of Islam, especially in view of 

the fact that our societies today are only nominally Muslim. 
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Purity in Sexual Relations 

The next point the s rah deals with is a delicate and most private one, but here 

again marital relations are elevated above the physical contact, even when the 

discussion is concerned with the most physical aspect of married life, namely, sexual 

relations: 

They ask you about menstruation. Say: “It is an unclean condition; so keep aloof from 
women during menstruation, and do not draw near to them until they are cleansed. 
When they have cleansed themselves, you may go in unto them in the proper way, as 
God has bidden you. God loves those who turn to Him in repentance, and He loves 
those who keep themselves pure.’ Your wives are your tilth; go, then, to your tilth as 
you may desire, but first provide something for your souls. Fear God and know that 
you shall meet Him. Give the happy news to the believers. (Verses 222-223) 

Within marriage, sex is not an end in itself, but a means to achieving much more 

profound goals in life, not least of which is reproduction and the continuation of 

human life. While it may satisfy the physical desire, sex during menstruation is not 

only unclean and carries health risks for both man and woman, but also fails to serve 

its fundamental objective. As a matter of fact, sex during menstruation is not very 

attractive to normal healthy people because it is not conducive to reproduction. 

Sound human nature tends to avoid it. On the other hand, during cleanliness sex 

fulfils the natural desire and achieves a natural objective. Therefore, the question 

raised is given a clear answer of prohibition: “They ask you about menstruation. Say: ‘It 

is an unclean condition; so keep aloof from women during menstruation, and do not draw 

near to them until they are cleansed.’” (Verse 222) 

However, that is not the end of the matter. Sexual behaviour outside the 

menstruation period must conform to certain manners and standards of decency and 

propriety: “When they have cleansed themselves, you may go in unto them in the proper 

way, as God has bidden you.” (Verse 222) Here the s rah points out that sexual 

intercourse is allowed only at the place where fertilization may take place. The 

immediate physical pleasure is not the only purpose of sexual intercourse; its higher 

purpose is the continuity of human life. God points out what He has made lawful, 

and a Muslim seeks what is lawful. Moreover, God’s laws are meant to purify His 

servants. Hence the statement: “God loves those who turn to Him in repentance, and He 

loves those who keep themselves pure.” (Verse 222) 

The s rah then defines this aspect of the marital relationship in the most poignant 

and affectionate terms, saying: “Your wives are your tilth; go, then, to your tilth as you 

may desire, but first provide something for your souls. Fear God and know that you shall 

meet Him. Give the happy news to the believers.” (Verse 223) 
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There can hardly be a more accurate and eloquent description of the nature and 

purpose of this aspect of the relationship between husband and wife. It is by no 

means a complete description of the marital relationship. Elsewhere in the Qur’ n we 

find other similarly befitting and powerful descriptions, such as: “They [your wives] 

are a garment and you are a garment to them.” (2: 187) “And of His signs is that He creates 

for you mates from your own selves, so that you may incline towards them, and He engenders 

between you love and compassion.” (30: 21) 

Each of these statements describes an aspect of this most profound and important 

of human relationships. The use of the Arabic word arth, rendered here as ‘tilth’, 

with its connotations of tillage and production, is most fitting, in a context of fertility 

and procreation. Within this healthy, warm and conducive atmosphere, couples may 

seek each other’s comfort in any manner that will give them the greatest and most 

fulfilling pleasure. 

Sexual fulfilment must, therefore, be sought as part of an overall objective which 

serves to please God Almighty, and is beneficial to the individuals concerned. They 

will be further rewarded by God for respecting His teachings and abiding by them. 

We have here a good example of the generosity and kindness of Islam. It is a 

religion that does not deny man any of his natural tendencies or instincts, or pretend 

to achieve human purity by suppressing or destroying man’s basic physical needs. 

Rather, Islam disciplines, guides and fosters these desires and needs in a manner that 

reinforces man’s humanity and invigorates his consciousness of, and relationship 

with, God. It seeks to blend physical and sensual tendencies with human and 

religious emotions, thus bringing together the transient pleasures and the immutable 

values of human life into one harmonious and congruent system that will render 

man worthy of being God’s vicegerent on earth. Being a system ordained by the 

Creator Himself, it will never clash with human nature or cause any human misery 

or unhappiness. 

Oaths and Atonements 

The s rah then moves on to the subject of renouncing wives on oath and 

abstaining from sexual contact with them as a form of punishment. By way of 

introduction, it begins with talking about oaths in general, saying: 

Do not allow your oaths in the name of God to become an obstacle to your being kind 
and God-fearing, or to promoting peace among people. God hears all and knows all. 
God shall not take you to task for oaths which you may have uttered without thought, 
but He will take you to task for what your hearts have conceived in earnest. God is 
much-Forgiving, Forbearing. Those who take an oath that they will not approach their 
wives shall have four months of grace. If they go back on their oaths, God is much-
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Forgiving, Merciful; and if they are resolved on divorce, [let them remember that] God 
hears all and knows all. (Verses 224-227) 

The accepted interpretation of the opening part of this passage is that attributed to 

`Abdull h ibn `Abb s who is quoted as saying: “Do not allow the fact that you have 

made an oath prevent you from doing what is good and righteous; rather, do what is 

right and atone for your oath.” According to Ibn Kathīr, a similar view is attributed 

to a host of leading scholars. 

To support this interpretation, the Prophet’s statement, reported by Abū Hurayrah 

and related by Muslim, is often quoted. The Prophet said: “Whoever made an oath 

and later realized that it would be better to do something different, let him atone for 

his oath and do what is better.” Al-Bukh rī cites the statement reported by Abū 

Hurayrah that the Prophet said: “For someone to insist on honouring his oath 

concerning his relationship with his wife is, in God’s sight, far worse than to relent 

and pay the atonement God has prescribed for going back on an oath.” 

It may, therefore, be concluded that the main import of the statement is that oaths 

should not be an excuse for not doing what is best under the circumstances. One 

should not hesitate to revoke an oath one has taken if it becomes clear that revoking 

it is better from the Islamic point of view. The promotion of goodness and 

reconciliation takes precedence over one’s commitment to an oath. 

A case in point is the vow made by Abū Bakr, the Prophet’s leading Companion, 

that he would never forgive one of his relatives, Mis a , for taking part in the 

campaign to slander the Prophet’s wife, ` ’ishah, who was also Abū Bakr’s 

daughter. 

On that occasion a passage was revealed, declaring ` ’ishah’s innocence of what 

was said against her. Then a verse follows in the same s rah calling on believers to 

always choose the better course of action. This verse may be translated as follows: 

“Let not those of you who have been graced with God’s favour and are well-off withhold their 

generosity from their relatives, or the needy, or those who leave their homes for the cause of 

God. Let them forgive and forebear. Do you not wish that God should forgive you your sins? 

God is much-Forgiving, Merciful.” (24: 22) Abū Bakr relented and atoned for his oath, 

and reinstated his generous help to Mis a . 

God is even more gracious in offering this concession not only for inadvertent 

vows that need no atonement, but also for vows made in earnest and with full 

intention. The Prophet was reported to have often overlooked off-hand or casual 

vows made out of habit or in the heat of the moment. Premeditated vows must be 

revoked and atoned for, if keeping them results in, or leads to, something evil, 

harmful or inequitable. Some jurists, however, are of the opinion that making a false 

vow, knowing that it is false, can never be atoned for. M lik says in his famous book, 
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al-Muwa a’: “The best I have heard on this subject is that a casual vow is made in 

total good faith. If it is subsequently proven to be false, it requires no atonement. If a 

false vow is made deliberately, with the intention of appeasing someone, or for 

material gain, that is too grave to be atoned for.” 

The s rah emphasizes that God knows all and hears all, and that He is forgiving 

and lenient, in order to establish in people’s minds the fact that these matters are 

ultimately referred to God Almighty for judgement, and to urge them to be conscious 

of Him and seek His pleasure and grace in all such matters. 

Having established the general rule with respect to vows, the s rah goes on to deal 

with the specific vows by husbands to abstain from sexual contact with their wives, 

either indefinitely or for a specified but long period of time: “Those who take an oath 

that they will not approach their wives shall have four months of grace. If they go back on 

their oaths, God is much forgiving, merciful; and if they are resolved on divorce, [let them 

remember that] God hears all and knows all.’’ (Verses 226-227) 

There are times in married life when spouses, for one reason or another, find 

themselves drawn away from one another. In such cases, some men swear not to 

sleep with their wives as a form of punishment, which can be humiliating for the 

wife and psychologically extremely hard on her. It is also a negation of the very 

essence of marriage and can be detrimental to the well-being and stability of the 

whole family. 

This behaviour was not forbidden outright to begin with because it could be 

effective with vain, spiteful or quarrelsome women. It could, indeed, act as a safety 

valve for the relief of certain pressures that build up within a married relationship. 

Nor was the advantage left completely on the man’s side, who could sometimes be at 

fault, intent on humiliating his wife or coercing her to submit to his terms or 

demands. He thus tries to deny her the chance to live happily with him, refusing, at 

the same time, to release her to seek happiness with someone else. 

To balance all relevant factors and all practicalities, Islam has limited the duration 

of such estrangement to four months. This period seems to be the maximum an 

average normal woman can go before feeling the need for a man’s comfort. 

`Umar ibn al-Kha b, the second Caliph, was reported to be patrolling the streets 

of Madinah one night when he heard a woman reciting a few lines of poetry 

expressing her loneliness and desire for her husband who was away fighting with 

one of the Muslim armies. She complained of sleeplessness which she attributed to 

the fact that she had no one to frolic with, affirming that only her fear of God 

prevented her from seeking pleasure with someone else. 

`Umar then enquired from his daughter, afşah, the Prophet’s wife, how long a 

woman could stand the absence of her husband. She replied: “Six months;” or she 
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said four months, according to some reports. `Umar then declared that he would 

never let soldiers stay away from their wives for more than that period. 

People’s temperament and will-power vary, but four months seem to be a 

reasonable test period, after which a husband should either resume normal marital 

relations with his wife or insist on his rejection of her. In this latter case the 

relationship must be dissolved by divorce and the wife given her freedom, whether 

by the husband or through the courts. This would enable both parties to start a new 

life with another spouse, thereby preserving the dignity and integrity of the wife and 

taking the pressure off the husband. Such a solution would be more just to both 

people and would safeguard the institution of marriage, which God has ordained for 

the enhancement and advancement of human life. 

Rules of Divorce 

Having reached in the previous verse a point when divorce becomes a possibility, 

the s rah goes on to outline in some detail the rules governing divorce and all 

matters relating to it, such as the waiting period and maintenance: “Divorced women 

shall wait, by themselves, for three monthly courses. It is unlawful for them to conceal what 

God might have created in their wombs, if they believe in God and the Last Day. During this 

period, their husbands are entitled to take them back, if they desire reconciliation. Women 

shall, in all fairness, enjoy rights similar to those exercised against them, although men have 

an advantage over them. God is Almighty, Wise.” (Verse 228) 

The three monthly courses referred to here are variously understood as three 

menstrual periods, or three periods of cleanliness from menstruation. The idea is that 

a divorced woman should not seek another marriage within that period. 

The original Arabic expression uses a most delicate and sensitive language when 

advising divorced women to “wait, by themselves, for three monthly courses.” It conveys 

a mixed sense of eagerness and apprehension. It suggests that a divorced woman 

would have a strong desire to start a new marital relationship in order to reassure 

herself, and show others, that the failure of her marriage was not due to any 

weaknesses or shortcomings on her part, and that she remained attractive to men 

and capable of starting her life afresh. Being the one who had initiated the divorce, 

the husband would naturally have no such feelings. 

Furthermore, the Qur’ n appeals to the woman’s faith in God and the Last Day, 

urging her not to conceal the fact if she were pregnant by the divorcing husband. 

Reminding her of the Last Day, the time for punishment and reward, is especially 

pertinent here as it is meant to arouse her conscience and make her totally 

scrupulous over such a grave matter. After all, God knows the truth and there is no 

point in hiding it from Him. 
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The waiting period also acts as a period of grace during which the estranged 

couple can test their feelings and emotions. They may still have feelings for each 

other, and their mutual compassion might have been overshadowed by a temporary 

moment of heated emotions, or a misunderstanding, or personal pride. Once tempers 

are cooled and fury gives way to common sense, the couple might reconsider their 

situation and decide that it would be more sensible to forget their disagreement and 

resume their life together. 

Divorce is the least preferable solution in God’s eyes; it should only be used as a 

last resort, when all else has failed. Elsewhere, the Qur’ n urges that divorce must be 

preceded by attempts at reconciliation and that it must not take place during the 

menstrual period. It is only possible in a period of cleanliness from menstruation 

during which no sexual intercourse has taken place between the divorcing couples. 

This gives yet more time for reflection and reconsideration. 

When a first divorce between a married couple is initiated, the waiting period acts 

as a test for their feelings, and if they discover during this time that reconciliation is 

possible, that option is available to them. As the s rah says: “their husbands are entitled 

to take them back, if they desire reconciliation.” (Verse 228) The condition here is that, in 

coming back together again, the couple should be seriously seeking reconciliation. 

The aim should never be to undermine the wife’s right to marry someone else or put 

any pressure on her to resume an unhappy relationship. 

“Women shall, in all fairness, enjoy rights similar to those exercised against them...“ 

(Verse 228) The divorced woman is required to wait for a certain period before she 

can marry someone else, and is obliged to declare whether she is carrying a baby by 

her divorced husband. The husband is equally required to show good faith if he 

wishes to take her back, making sure that he intends to cause her no harm. He is 

further obliged, as we shall see later, to provide maintenance for his divorced wife 

during the waiting period. 

The s rah goes on to say: “... although men have an advantage over them.” (Verse 228) 

This advantage, in my view, is in no way absolute but is contingent, within the 

present context, upon the fact that it is the man who initiates the divorce and would, 

therefore, have the prerogative to take his wife back, a decision that could not be left 

to her to take. This advantage, indeed a useful and proper one, is by no means 

universal, as some have erroneously concluded, but is simply dictated by the nature 

and the circumstances of the dispute. 

The verse then concludes by asserting: “God is Almighty, Wise.” He lays down rules 

with force and authority, as well as prudence and compassion. 

Fair and Balanced Divorce Systems 
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The next set of rules relates to the number of times divorce can take place and the 

wife’s full entitlement to her dowry, except in the case when a wife buys herself out 

of a marriage she feels she could not sustain for fear that she might commit an act of 

disobedience to God. Under such circumstances, a wife may forgo part of her dowry 

or make an agreed settlement in order to release herself when her husband is 

unwilling to divorce her. 

The s rah says: “Divorce may be [revoked] twice, whereupon a woman may either be 

retained in fairness or released with kindness. It is unlawful for you to take back from women 

anything of what you have given them [as dowry], unless they both [husband and wife] fear 

that they may not be able to keep within the bounds set by God. If you have cause to fear that 

they would not be able to keep within the bounds set by God, it shall be no offence for either of 

them if she gives up whatever she may in order to free herself These are the bounds set by God; 

do not, then, transgress them. Those who transgress the bounds set by God are wrongdoers 

indeed.” (Verse 229) 

Couples are allowed to divorce and revoke their divorce twice before the 

condition stated in the next verse applies. Under this provision, remarriage with a 

three-times divorced wife cannot take place except in the case when she legally 

marries another husband who may subsequently, and in the normal course of events, 

divorce her. Should this take place normally, without it being pre-arranged, the 

woman and her first husband may be re-married, if they believe that by now they are 

able to make their marriage successful. 

The background to this ruling is that in pre-Islamic Arabia no limitation was set 

on the number of times divorce could take place. Men would marry, divorce and 

remarry the same woman, virtually at will. When a man from Madinah had fallen 

out with his wife and grew to dislike her intensely, he vowed that he would neither 

keep her nor let her go; he would divorce her and then take her back just before her 

waiting period had elapsed. The woman complained to the Prophet Mu ammad, to 

whom this verse was then revealed. 

This is another example of the prudent and propitious method the Qur’ n had 

adopted in providing the Muslims with the rulings and directions they needed to 

organize their community. This approach continued throughout the period of the 

revelation of the Qur’ n until all the main provisions of the Islamic code were fully 

laid down, enabling succeeding generations of Muslims to live by their guidance and 

principles. 

Limiting the number of times divorce can be revoked prevents its abuse. The first 

time a man divorces his wife he would be entitled, without the need for any 

formalities, to take her back anytime during her waiting period. If this period 

elapses, the divorce would become final and a fresh marriage contract, with a fresh 

dowry, would have to be entered into. In both cases, the husband is allowed one 
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additional divorce if matters again go wrong. The third time a divorce takes place, it 

is final and irrevocable. The only way a three-times divorced couple could resume a 

married relationship would be if the ex-wife married a different man who 

subsequently dies or, in the normal course of events, divorces her and she completes 

her waiting period without the marriage being re-instated. 

The first divorce, as we said earlier, would put the whole relationship to the test, 

the second one would provide a second and final chance to reassess the situation 

before judging whether it is irreconcilable. If the marriage could be saved, well and 

good. A third divorce would, however, be evidence of a total breakdown of the 

relationship, and that the marriage was unworkable. 

In any case, divorce should only be a last resort option to remedy a situation 

which could not otherwise be saved. Once divorce takes place twice, it would only be 

fair to either maintain the relationship with honour and dignity and resume as happy 

a life as possible, or to amicably bring it to an end without pain or acrimony. This 

would be the third divorce, after which both man and woman are free to start afresh 

with a different spouse. This is an extremely realistic approach, providing practical 

solutions. It neither denies the problem nor condemns it, nor attempts to re-create 

human nature to suit it, nor, indeed, does it ignore the problem altogether or try to 

sweep it under the carpet. 

If the marriage proved unsustainable, the woman would be entitled to everything 

that had come to be hers during the marriage including the dowry. She would not 

have to reimburse the man for any upkeep or other costs he had incurred, unless it 

was her decision to end the marriage, for reasons of her own which had convinced 

her that life with that particular husband was no longer tolerable or would drive her 

to transgress the limits of decency, with herself or in her relationship with her 

husband. In this case the woman may ask for a divorce but would be obliged to 

compensate the man for the break-up of his marriage home, through no fault of his 

own, by giving him back the dowry he had paid her, or reimbursing him for all or 

some of the costs he had incurred while keeping her and enabling her to preserve her 

honour and dignity. 

These realistic and scrupulous measures take account of all possible situations and 

feelings, ensuring that a wife will never have to accept an unhappy marriage under 

duress, and that a husband does not forgo any of his rights if his marriage breaks up 

through no fault of his own. 

The merits of this approach may be illustrated by an event during the Prophet 

Mu ammad’s lifetime. M lik reports in al-Muwa a’ that one morning, at dawn, the 

Prophet found abībah bint Sahl, wife of Th bit ibn Qays, waiting at his door. He 

asked her what she wanted and she replied: “I can no longer live with Th bit ibn 
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Qays.” 

The Prophet sent for her husband and told him what abībah had said. abībah 

then turned to the Prophet and said: “I still have all that he had given me,” upon 

which the Prophet said to Th bit: “Take it back”; which he did and abībah went 

back to her people. 

The version related by al-Bukh rī mentions that abībah said to the Prophet: “I 

take nothing against Th bit’s religious or moral behaviour, but as a Muslim I cannot 

live with him and be ungrateful.” The Prophet asked her: “Would you give him back 

his orchard?” (The orchard being the dowry Th bit had given her.) She agreed and 

the Prophet said to Th bit: “Take back the orchard and divorce her once.” 

Another version related by al- abarī mentions that Abū Jarīr had asked `Ikrimah 

how the khul` had been instituted. He said that Ibn `Abb s used to say that the first 

case of khula` was when `Abdull h ibn Ubayy’s sister went to the Prophet and said: 

“Nothing could ever make me put my head next to his! I lifted my curtain and saw 

him with a group of men. He was the darkest, shortest and the least handsome of 

them all.” Her husband then said: “But I have given her the best of what I have: my 

orchard. If she gives it back to me, I shall let her go.” She agreed and offered to give 

him more, if he so wished. The Prophet annulled their marriage. 

These incidents show how the Prophet took into consideration the psychological 

and emotional state of the wife, and settled the matter fairly and forthrightly, in full 

appreciation of human nature and consideration of family relations and personal 

feelings. 

To put these rulings within their proper religious context, the verse ends with a 

powerful reminder, saying: “These are the bounds set by God; do not, then, transgress 

them. Those who transgress the bounds set by God are wrongdoers indeed.” (Verse 229) 

We pause here to reflect on a subtle difference in the use of two Qur’ nic 

expressions denoting a similar meaning in two different contexts. 

Verse 187 of this s rah may be given in translation: “It is lawful for you to be intimate 

with your wives during the night preceding the fast. They are as a garment for you, as you 

are for them. God is aware that you have been deceiving yourselves in this respect, and He has 

turned to you in His mercy and pardoned you. So, you may now lie with them and seek what 

God has ordained for you. Eat and drink until you can see the white streak of dawn against 

the blackness of the night. Then resume the fast till nightfall. Do not lie with your wives when 

you are in retreat in the mosques. These are the bounds set by God, so do not come near there. 

Thus God makes clear His revelations to people, that they may remain God fearing. “ 

We note here that the verse closes with the words: “These are the bounds set by God, 

so do not come near them”, while the present verse uses the expression: “These are the 
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bounds set by God; do not, then, transgress them.” While one warns against drawing near 

to the act of wrongdoing itself, the other warns against transgression. 

In the first instance, the warning was against being attracted or tempted by certain 

desires and it was appropriate to talk of resisting those temptations and keeping 

away from them. In the second instance, the subject matter involves conflict and 

acrimonious disputes, and the danger here is of either party overreaching or 

exceeding their limits, so it is more pertinent to advise restraint and., steering away 

from transgression. 

This is a good example of the remarkably precise diction of the Qur’ n. 

The s rah continues, giving more rulings relating to divorce: “Should he divorce her 

[a third time], she shall not thereafter be lawful for him to remarry until she has wedded 

another husband. If the latter’ then divorces her it shall be no offence for either of the two if 

they return to one another, if they feel that they will be able to keep within the bounds set by 

God Such are the bounds set by God He makes them plain for people who have knowledge.” 

(Verse 230) 

If a third divorce takes place in a marriage, it could only be a sign of serious and 

irreversible deterioration within that relationship. The best solution in this case 

would be permanent separation, and for each partner to seek happiness with 

someone else. However, if any or all of the three divorces were pronounced by the 

man lightly, or out of spite, or in the heat of the moment, here again, a drastic 

measure must be taken to prevent men abusing their divorce privilege. Such s an 

unhappy relationship should not be perpetuated, since the man has no appreciation 

for it, nor is keen to protect it. 

The question may here be put, therefore, as to why the woman should have to 

suffer the consequences of a rash utterance by her husband, thereby jeopardizing her 

life, peace and security? The answer is that the ruling has to be realistic. Let us look 

at this more closely and ask: What would be the alternative solution? Should the man 

be forced to live with a woman in a marriage he has little or no respect for? Should 

he be told that his repeated divorcing of his wife is not enforceable and that his wife 

is his responsibility, whether he likes it or not? This, in fact, would be far more 

humiliating for the wife, and degrading to the marriage itself, neither of which Islam 

would condone. A more proper censure of the man’s behaviour would be to deprive 

him of the right to his wife and make him in the first and second divorces liable to 

pay a new dowry, under a new marriage contract, after he had failed to take her back 

before the passing of the waiting period. The third time a man resorts to divorce, the 

separation shall be deemed final and the woman has to marry someone else and be 

legally divorced by him before being able to return to her former husband. The first 

husband would stand to forfeit the dowry he had paid as well as all the costs he had 
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incurred during the marriage. He will also, in any case, be liable for alimony 

payments. This is a practical and workable manner in which to approach this delicate 

and emotionally-charged situation. 

If, after the third divorce, the woman marries someone else and this marriage is 

then terminated, in the normal course of events, by divorce or by the husband’s 

death, she may be reunited with the first husband as long as “they feel that they will be 

able to keep within the bounds set by God.” (Verse 230) This indicates very clearly that 

the matter is not left to the couple to decide as they please, but it is regulated by 

terms and conditions set out by God for a proper social order that conforms to His 

will. These terms and conditions are fully expounded in the Qur’ n for all who are 

capable of learning and understanding. 

Kindly Retention or Amicable Separation 

Having detailed the divorce procedure, the sūrah goes on to give directions to 

divorcing couples, urging them to show kindness, compassion and consideration 

during the post-divorce period, regardless of how the rift came about: 

When you have divorced women and they have reached the end of their waiting-term, 
either retain them with fairness or let them go with fairness. Do not retain them out of 
malice in order to hurt them. He who does so wrongs his own soul. Do not take God 
revelations in a frivolous manner. Remember the blessings God h bestowed upon you, 
and all the revelation and wisdom He ha bestowed upon you from on high in order to 
admonish you. Fear God and know well that He has full knowledge of everything. And 
when you have divorced women and they have reached the end o their waiting-term, 
do not prevent them from marrying their husbands if they have agreed with each other 
in a fair manner. This is an admonition for everyone of you who believes in God and 
the Last Day. That is more virtuous for you, and purer. God knows, whereas you do 
not know. (Verses 231-232) 

Married life must be built on a spirit of mutual kindness, fairness and compassion, 

and this spirit must be evident even if the relationship has to be severed. Malice and 

ill-will must not be allowed to cloud this relationship. But, this can only be attained if 

the parties concerned are guided by faith in God and are conscious of their 

accountability to Him in the hereafter. They ought to acknowledge God’s grace and 

blessings in allowing them to marry and enabling them to seek happiness elsewhere 

when the marriage fails, and providing both parties with necessary and fair 

guarantees for compensation and redress. These principles of kindness and fairness 

must be observed under all circumstances. 

In pre-Islamic society, women faced a great deal of oppression and abuse. Female 
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infanticide was widespread in Arabia, and those who survived would suffer cruelty 

and degradation throughout their lives. Women were bought and sold like animals; 

mares and she-camels were sometimes considered more precious! They would suffer 

when they were married; and they received grossly unfair treatment when divorced. 

Divorced women were not allowed to remarry without their former husband’s 

permission, nor were they allowed by their families to return to their husbands if 

they wished to be reconciled. Generally, women were looked down upon in Arabia, 

as indeed in other societies. 

When Islam came, it brought fresh principles and values that recognized women 

and afforded them a status comparable to that of men. It elevated marriage to a 

religious duty, preserved women’s human dignity, and established for them specific 

rights when they were married and when they were divorced. These principles and 

values were a gift from God to both men and women, guaranteeing for them 

fundamental human, social and legal rights they had neither demanded nor even 

thought possible. 

Thus, as the end of the waiting period approaches, a husband should either take 

his wife back into the marriage, with no ill-feelings and with a sincere intention to 

treat her kindly and sympathetically; or allow the waiting period to elapse and the 

divorce to take effect without causing any harm or injustice to the divorced wife or 

demanding any compensation from her. 

This would ensure that a man would not be able to abuse his prerogative to 

divorce at the expense of his estranged wife, as with the case of the man from 

Madinah referred to earlier, and as seems to have been the custom among Arabian 

men before Islam. 

To emphasize this further and purge men’s hearts of evil and selfishness, the 

Qur’ n appeals to the noblest of feelings and to man’s sense of shame and honour 

and fear of God: “Do not retain them out of malice in order to hurt them. He who does so 

wrongs his own soul. Do not take God’s revelations in a frivolous manner. Remember the 

blessings God has bestowed upon you, and all the revelation and wisdom He has bestowed 

upon you from on high in order to admonish you. Fear God and know well that He has full 

knowledge of everything.” (Verse 231) 

Keeping a wife against her will, or mistreating her, would be akin to harming 

oneself, because she is a fellow human being, with dignity and feelings. A man 

would be doing himself injustice, too, by allowing himself to act in defiance of God’s 

guidance and teachings. 

When it comes to marital relations and divorce, Islamic teachings are 

straightforward and clear, aimed at building social life on complete honesty and 

integrity. Men who abuse divorce, which God has permitted a last resort solution, in 
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order to malign or ill-treat their estranged wives, are violating God’s will and 

subverting His instructions. Regrettably, such blatant abuse is quite widespread in 

many Muslim communities today, where men tend to do all they can to evade the 

proper conduct taught by Islam. 

The Qur’ nic words evoke man’s sense of integrity and gratitude to God. They 

remind that first generation of Muslims of the very special grace and favour God 

bestowed upon them through the revelation of Qur’ nic guidance, which had 

elevated every aspect of their daily life. 

One of the most evident favours God had extended to the Arabs was to transform 

them from obscure, fragmented, uncouth and backward hordes, with no influence or 

role to play in the world. They had nothing, whether material or spiritual, to provide 

for themselves, let alone to offer to humanity. A small minority of them lived in 

riches, while the overwhelming majority lived in dire poverty. They also suffered 

mental and spiritual deprivation, with an absurd set of beliefs and a primitive 

concept of life. Their interests were little more than looting raids, vengeance killings, 

drinking, gambling and similarly trivial enjoyments. 

Islam transformed them into a great, united, mature and pioneering nation with a 

profound religious faith. Under Islam they could offer to the world a faith that 

provided a superior concept of existence. That same nation went on to lead the world 

and influence its development and progress in all fields. They became a power to 

reckon with, whereas previously they were subordinated by neighbouring empires 

or an ignored community with little consequence. Islam also gave them power and 

wealth. 

Above all else, Islam gave the Muslim nation peace: peace within the minds of 

individual Muslims, and peace within the home and within society as a whole. It 

gave Muslims a greatly enhanced sense of pride, decency and nobility, which in turn 

gave them cultural maturity and self-confidence that made their civilization stand 

out in the history of mankind. 

Muslims of that generation did not require much persuasion that they were a 

favoured nation because they were aware of their pre- Islamic past and the vast leap 

they had taken with Islam. They knew and appreciated fully the value of the Qur’ n 

and its wisdom for the well-being and stability of their community and, in particular, 

of family life which formed the cornerstone of their society. 

Finally, the Qur’ n touches Muslims’ hearts with a warning that they should fear 

God who “has full knowledge of everything.” This warning evokes a sense of fear and 

caution, in addition to the sense of gratitude and integrity already revived, in order 

to use every means of focusing their attention on the right course of action and 

behaviour. 
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The s rah directs Muslims not to stand in the way of an estranged wife, whose 

waiting period has elapsed, if she wants to remarry her divorced husband and they 

have come to an amicable and honourable agreement to do so: “And when you have 

divorced women and they have reached the end of their waiting-term, do not prevent them 

from marrying their husbands if they have agreed with each other in a fair manner. This is an 

admonition for everyone of you who believes in God and the Last Day. That is more virtuous 

for you, and purer. God knows, whereas you do not know.” (Verse 232) 

Al-Tirmidhī reported that Ma`qil ibn Yas r gave his sister in marriage to a Muslim 

man who later divorced her and she remained divorced until her waiting period had 

elapsed. After some time they both felt they would like to marry again and the man 

went to Ma`qil, asking to marry her. Ma`qil was furious and reprimanded the man 

for divorcing her in the first place, and swore that he would never marry her if he 

were to live for ever. Al-Tirmidhī adds that, nevertheless, it was God’s will that the 

couple should have the chance to be reunited. Thus, this verse was revealed. On 

hearing it, Ma`qil said: “I hear and I obey.” He then called the man and said to him: 

“You have my blessings to marry her.” 

This highly compassionate divine gesture towards people’s feelings and emotions 

is evidence of God’s boundless mercy towards mankind. The verse as a whole aims 

to mitigate the trauma of divorce and to educate Muslims in organizing their social 

affairs realistically and with compassion. 

The verse closes with more exhortations, calling upon the Muslims to be conscious 

of their accountability to God and to look beyond the objectives of this transient life. 

They should realize that in ordaining these rules God, who knows all, wishes to 

elevate their aspirations and bring their society more happiness and harmony. Thus, 

every action is linked to God and serves as an act of worship aimed at cleansing the 

individual and all society from immediate materialistic considerations. 

Child Care in Broken Homes 

The following ruling concerns the fostering and breast-feeding of infants after 

divorce. When a marriage breaks up, certain ties, commitments and relationships 

continue to exist between the divorced couple, foremost among which is the well-

being and upbringing of children. The s rah covers all possible eventualities: 

Mothers may breast-feed their children for two whole years; [that is] for those who 
wish to complete the suckling. The father of the child is responsible to provide in a fair 
manner for their sustenance and clothing. No human being shall be burdened with 
more than he is well able to bear. Neither shall a mother be allowed to cause her child 
to suffer, nor shall a father cause suffering to his child. The same shall apply to the 
father’s heir. If, by mutual consent and after due consultation, the parents choose to 
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wean the child, they will incur no sin thereby. Nor shall it be any offence on your part 
if you engage wet nurses for your children, provided that you hand over what you 
agreed to pay, in a fair manner. Fear God, and know that God sees all that you do. 
(Verse 233) 

A divorced mother continues to have a God-given duty towards her infant, no 

matter how acrimonious the separation from her husband. God’s mercy and 

compassion dictate that under no circumstances should the children be made to 

suffer, especially during the early years of life when they are still being breast-fed. 

Modern scientific research has shown that the mother’s milk is essential for the first 

two years of life for the healthy physical and psychological development of the child. 

Mankind needed to know this important fact and hence God, out of His infinite 

mercy, revealed it in the Qur’ n more than fourteen centuries ago. 

In return, the mother has secured the right that the father must provide for her 

maintenance with fairness and good-will, as partners in their responsibility towards 

the infant and within their respective means. 

“No human being shall be burdened with more than he is well able to bear” (Verse 233) 

The child should not be used by either parent as a pretext to put pressure on the 

other, and: “Neither shall a mother be allowed to cause her child to suffer, nor shall a father 

cause suffering to his child” (Verse 233) 

Neither parent should resort to emotional blackmail or coercion to extort 

concessions from the other. Were the child’s father to die: “The same shall apply to the 

father’s heir.” (Verse 233) The father’s heir takes over the responsibility to provide for 

the suckling mother in a fair manner. This is a case where gains and liabilities are 

shared within the family: the heir receives his share of inheritance and discharges the 

liabilities of the deceased. It is essential that this right of the mother, and that of her 

child, is respected and fulfilled in all situations. 

“If by mutual consent and after due consultation, the parents choose to wean the child, 

they will incur no sin thereby.” (Verse 233) If, for health or other reasons, the parents, or 

the mother and the father’s heir, jointly decide that it would be in the child’s interest 

to take him off his mother’s milk before he has reached two years of age, they shall 

have the right to do so, provided they have had sufficient consultation over the 

matter, and act in the child’s interest. 

Similarly, if the father chooses to have the baby suckled by someone other than the 

natural mother, and can show the distinct advantage of such action, he may do so 

provided that he ensures that the suckling mother receives her wages: “Nor shall it be 

any offence on your part if you engage wet nurses for your children, provided that you hand 

over what you agreed to pay, in a fair manner.” (Verse 233) This ensures that the wet 

nurse would take good care of the child. 
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The verse closes with yet further exhortation to all concerned to fear God and take 

account of His presence and overall authority. “Fear God, and know that God sees all 

that you do.” (Verse 233) This, above all else, is a firm guarantee of proper and fair 

conduct by all. 

The Case of Widows 

The s rah then turns to introduce the rules governing widows; their waiting 

period and whether and when they can entertain new proposals for marriage: 

Those of you who die leaving wives behind, their wives shall wait, by themselves, for 
four months and ten days. When they have reached the end of their waiting-term, you 
shall incur no sin in whatever they may do with themselves in a lawful manner. God 
is aware of all that you do. You will incur no sin if you give a hint of a marriage offer 
to [widowed] women or keep such an intention to yourselves. God knows that you will 
entertain such intentions concerning them. Do not, however, plight your troth in 
secret; but speak only in a decent manner. Furthermore, do not resolve on actually 
making the marriage tie before the prescribed term [of waiting] has run its course. 
Know well that God knows what is in your minds, so have fear of Him; and know that 
God is much- Forgiving, Forbearing. (Verses 234-235) 

In pre-Islamic Arabia, widows suffered a great deal of injustice at the hands of 

their own families, their in-laws and society in general. When a husband died, his 

widow would be confined to a drab part of the home and made to wear her shabbiest 

clothes and refrain from using any perfume or incense for a whole year. At the end of 

that period, she would be required to perform a series of degrading and meaningless 

rituals which included casting animal faeces into the air and riding an ass or a sheep 

through the town or village. Islam did away with all those worthless customs and 

alleviated the suffering of widows who, in addition to the grief of losing their 

husbands, had to endure the humiliation and persecution of their families and were 

deprived of the opportunity to resume a happy and decent family life. 

Islam set a waiting period of four months and ten days, which is slightly longer 

than that for a divorced wife, unless a woman is pregnant, in which case her waiting 

period extends until she has delivered. The purpose of the waiting period is to 

determine whether the woman is pregnant and to avoid hurting the feelings of the 

family of her deceased husband by leaving his home immediately after his death. 

During this period, the widow wears modest clothes, and does not wear the sort of 

make-up that encourages suitors to propose marriage to her. Once the waiting period 

is over, no one, from either her family or that of her deceased husband, has the right 

to dictate to her what to do with her life. She is totally free to decide for herself 

within the established traditions and teachings of Islam. She is free to wear all the 
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adornments permitted for Muslim women, to receive marriage proposals, and to give 

her consent to marrying anyone she chooses, unimpeded by any antiquated or 

unreasonable traditions or customs. She has only God to please and fear. For: “God is 

aware of all that you do.” 

As for men who wish to marry a widow before the end of her waiting period, the 

s rah gives a most perceptive ruling, based on the observance of principles of 

decency and propriety, ethical and social values, and the feelings and sensibilities of 

all concerned while taking account of the overall needs and interests of the 

community as a whole: “You will incur no sin if give a hint of a marriage offer to 

[widowed] women or keep such an intention to yourselves.” (Verse 235) 

During the waiting period, the memory of the deceased husband is still fresh in 

his widow’s mind. She may be overwhelmed by the grief she shares with his family, 

and anxious to find out whether she is carrying his child. If she already knows that 

she is pregnant, she is bound to be under stress, and would have to wait until she 

gives birth before she may marry again. All these considerations make any 

entertainment of a new marriage rather premature, or even inappropriate and 

hurtful. 

 Nevertheless, this should not prevent prospective suitors from expressing an 

interest in marrying a widow once her waiting period had elapsed, short of directly 

and officially proposing to her. 

Al-Bukh rī relates that Ibn `Abb s, the Prophet’s cousin and learned Companion, 

is reported to have suggested that statements such as: “I wish to get married,” or, “I 

need to have a woman around me,” or “I wish I had a good wife,” are appropriate. 

The s rah also makes it clear that God is always aware of any unexpressed feelings 

or intentions by some men in wishing to marry a certain widow. It casts no 

aspersions on such feelings, which it implicitly recognizes as natural and normal, but 

urges that no practical steps be taken, or secretive arrangements agreed, before the 

waiting period is over. Thus, Islam regulates and tames human natural desires rather 

than condemning or suppressing them. “God knows that you will entertain such 

intentions concerning them. Do not, however, plight your troth in secret; but speak only in a 

decent manner.” (Verse 235) 

Arrangements or agreements of marriage made in secret during the waiting 

period are seen as contrary to decent social propriety and impertinent towards God, 

who has designated that period as a positive division in a widow’s life. 

None of this should prevent a decent contact with the woman, provided the 

subject of conversation falls within the decent religious and social norms as dictated 

by Islam. No intention of marriage is expressed directly lest the woman’s feelings are 

hurt at such a delicate time in her predicament, as pointed out earlier. 
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“Do not, however, plight your troth in secret; but speak only in a decent manner. 

Furthermore, do not resolve on actually making the marriage tie before the prescribed term [of 

waiting] has run its course.” (Verse 235) Once again we note the delicate touches with 

which the Qur’ n approaches sensitive subjects. It does not warn against making 

marriage contracts before the end of the waiting period; it warns against making a 

commitment, plighting one’s troth. 

The choice of words at the end of the verse is significant: “Know well that God 

knows what is in your minds, so have fear of Him; and know that God is much-Forgiving, 

Forbearing.” (Verse 235) These closing words refer the whole matter to God’s grace 

and generosity, appealing directly to Muslims’ respect and fear of God Almighty in 

conducting their personal and social affairs. This fear and respect are, in themselves, 

the ultimate guarantee of God’s forgiveness and tolerance towards those who 

earnestly and sincerely strive to observe and implement His directives and rulings. 

Kindness after Divorce 

The s rah then tackles a different, but frequently met, situation, in which a woman 

is divorced before the consummation of the marriage. It outlines the respective rights 

and obligations of both spouses. 

You will incur no sin if you divorce women before having touched them or settled a 
dowry for them. Provide for them, the rich according to his means and the straitened 
according to his means. Such a provision, in an equitable manner, is an obligation 
binding on the righteous. If you divorce them before having touched them but after 
having settled a dowry for them, then give them half of that which you have settled, 
unless they forgo it or he in whose hand is the marriage tie forgoes it. To forgo what is 
due to you is closer to being righteous. Do not forget to act benevolently to one 
another. God sees all that you do. (Verses 236-237) 

Two situations are outlined here. The first involves a woman who is divorced 

before her marriage had been consummated or a dowry agreed. In this case, the 

husband is obliged to recompense her according to his means. Such a gesture would 

have an immense psychological impact on the woman, who would be devastated at 

having her marriage dissolved before it has even begun. It would go a long way 

towards dissipating any bitterness or acrimony left in her heart. The unfulfilled 

marriage would be understood as an unfortunate mistake rather than a reflection on 

her suitability or integrity. The aim would be to diffuse the tension and conduct the 

severance of the relationship amicably, in a spirit of fairness and with no hard 

feelings. Meanwhile, the size of the gift offered in this case is left to the man’s 

discretion and conscience, within his financial ability: “the rich according to his means 

and the straitened according to his means. Such a provision, in an equitable manner, is an 
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obligation binding on the righteous.” (Verse 236) 

The second possibility arises if a dowry has been agreed and settled, in which case 

half of it must, in principle, be paid unless the wife, or her guardian if she is young, 

choose, without any pressure, to forgo such a payment. Forgoing such a claim is the 

attitude of one who has the power of the law on her side but she declines to touch the 

money of a man with whom she no longer has any relation. 

Nevertheless, the Qur’ n goes on to urge more fear of God, tolerance, 

magnanimity and benevolence on the part of all involved. It exhorts: “To forgo what is 

due to you is closer to being righteous. Do not forget to act benevolently to one another. God 

sees all that you do.” (Verse 237) 

A Question of Worship 

Having evoked an atmosphere of submission to, and consciousness of, God, the 

s rah interjects with a short passage on prayer, the main act of worship in Islam, 

before it deals with other aspects of divorce. The inference here, in the inimitable 

style of the Qur’ n, is that obedience to God in matters of marriage and divorce is an 

act of worship no less reverent or commendable than prayer itself. This is in total 

harmony with the comprehensive Islamic concept of worship (`ibādah) which 

encompasses all human activity and is seen as the central purpose of human 

existence, expressed in the Qur’ n: “I have not created the jinns and human beings to any 

end other than that they may worship Me.” (51: 56) 

The s rah says: “Attend regularly to your prayers, particularly the middle prayer, and 

stand up before God in devout obedience. If you are in fear, pray walking or riding. When you 

are again secure, remember God, since it is He who has taught you what you did not know.” 

(Verses 238-239) 

This is a clear instruction to Muslims to attend regularly to the five daily prayers, 

offering them in the proper manner, in the correct form, and at their appointed times. 

The middle Prayer is generally taken to refer to `Aşr, or mid-afternoon prayer, on the 

basis of reports that on the day of the Battle of the Moat (627 CE), the Prophet 

Mu ammad was heard cursing the enemy forces for “causing us to miss the middle 

prayer of `Aşr. May God engulf their hearts and homes in fire.” The reason for a 

specific mention of the `Aşr prayer is perhaps because it falls during that part of the 

afternoon when people take a short rest and may easily miss it. 

The s rah also emphasizes total devotion during prayers, because in the early 

days, Muslims used to, if they felt the need, talk and break away from the prayer to 

attend to urgent business. When this verse was revealed, it became clear that nothing 

should distract one from prayer and that worshippers must stand before God in a 
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state of complete submission and devotion. 

The s rah points out that even in times of danger and war, Muslims must not 

neglect the obligatory prayers. They may perform them in the most convenient way 

possible under the circumstances. They are permitted to perform the prayer in 

whatever posture they find themselves in, walking or riding, without having to face 

the qiblah, the direction of the Ka`bah, or follow the prescribed procedure. This is not 

to be confused with Şalāt al-khawf or ‘prayer while in a state of fear’, referred to in 

S rah 4, which relates specifically to the performance of prayer in the battlefield. If 

fighting actually breaks out, or an enemy attack is imminent, the ruling given in the 

present s rah will apply. 

The great importance God attaches to prayer is very clear. It is seen as a source of 

inspiration and moral support, and should not be neglected no matter how 

dangerous or threatening the situation may be. In times of war, it is another weapon 

a Muslim may use in facing the enemy. It is a supply line from God Almighty at a 

most crucial moment. 

Islam is a religion founded upon the worship of God, in various forms and in all 

circumstances. Prayer is the foremost manifestation of man’s submission to God. 

Through the worship of God, man attains the highest level of purity, gains divine 

support and direction, and achieves total peace of mind. Hence, prayer must never 

be neglected, even if one is in the line of fire. 

When safety and security prevail, prayer must be observed in the normal way, as 

taught to Muslims by God Almighty in the Qur’ n and through the sunnah of the 

Prophet Mu ammad. The s rah stresses this fact: “When you are again secure, remember 

God, since it is He who has taught you what you did not know.” (Verse 239) Indeed, 

human beings would not have known anything if it were not for the fact that God 

teaches them in every minute of their lives. 

More Rights for Widows and Divorcees 

This interjection, with its fine spiritual touch, serves as a fitting interlude before 

the remaining rules on the rights of widows and on divorce are given: 

Those of you who die leaving their wives behind, shall bequeath to their wives 
provisions for one year without their being obliged to leave [their deceased husbands’ 
homes]. Should they leave home [of their own accord], you shall incur no sin for what 
they may do with themselves in a lawful manner. God is Almighty, Wise. Divorced 
women shall have a provision according to what is fair. This is an obligation on the 
God-fearing. Thus God makes clear to you His revelations that you may understand. 
(Verses 240-242) 
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The first of these three verses establishes the right of a widow to a bequest by her 

deceased husband, allowing her to stay in his home with a provision for her 

maintenance. She does not need to leave his home or marry again during that period 

if that is what she chooses to do. This does not exclude her right to leave the house 

after four months and ten days, the waiting period, as laid down earlier. While the 

waiting period is an obligation upon the widow, her staying in her late husband’s 

home for a year is her right. Some jurists are of the opinion that this ruling is 

overruled by the one given in Verse 234. Such a conclusion is not justified since the 

two rulings refer to two different matters: one establishes a widow’s right while the 

other states an obligation binding upon her. 

The s rah goes on to state that: “Should they leave home [of their own accord], you shall 

incur no sin for what they may do with themselves in a lawful manner.” (Verse 240) The 

use of the plural ‘you’ in this context is significant because it indicates a collective 

communal responsibility for the welfare of widowed women, and a need for all 

members of the community to respect and observe Islamic rules and norms. 

The concluding phrase, “God is Almighty, Wise,” draws attention to God’s power 

and wisdom in laying down such rules, with a hint of warning that they should not 

be taken lightly. 

The next verse institutes a divorcee’s right to provisions, in general, and links the 

observance of this to righteousness and God-fearing. 

Some scholars are of the view that the right given in this verse was superseded by 

those outlined earlier, which is again difficult to justify because the ‘provisions’ 

referred to here are not the same as maintenance. The context and the spirit of these 

Qur’ nic passages suggest that such provisions are a right of all divorced women 

irrespective of whether the marriage was consummated or a dowry agreed and 

settled. These provisions are designed to mitigate the bitterness and acrimony 

normally associated with divorce, and to offset some of the sadness and 

disappointment that follow the separation. The s rah again evokes the couple’s fear 

of God as the best guarantee of fairness and generosity. 

The final verse in this section asserts: “God makes clear to you His revelations that you 

may understand.” (Verse 242) God lays down rules clearly, fairly and effectively, 

inviting people to reflect on their value and purpose and to appreciate God’s 

blessings and mercy, implicit in them. They should not lose sight of the fact that they 

are aimed to bring about conciliation and accord. They are straightforward, easy and 

beneficial to put into practice, but rigorous and decisive at the, same time. 

There is a great need for mankind to take heed of the divinely- inspired social 

order of Islam and put it into effect in their daily life, which will surely bring peace, 

stability and harmony into their hearts and minds, and into their lives as a whole. 
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15 

A Timeless Message 

Are you not aware of those who left their 

homes in their thousands for fear of death? 

God said to them: “Die,’ and later He 

brought them back to life. Surely, God 

grants limitless bounty to mankind, but 

most people are ungrateful. (243) 

Fight for the cause of God and know that 

God hears all and knows all. (244) 

Who will offer God a generous loan, which 

He will repay multiplied many times over? 

It is God who straitens people’s 

circumstances and it is He who gives 

abundantly; and to Him you shall all 

return. (245) 

Are you not aware of those elders of the 

Children of Israel, after the time of Moses, 

when they said to one of their Prophets, 

‘Appoint for us a king, and we shall fight 

for the cause of God.’ He said, ‘Would 

you, perchance, refuse to fight if fighting is 

ordained for you?’ They said, ‘Why should 

we not fight for the cause of God when we 

have been driven out of our homes and our 

children?’ Yet, when fighting was ordained 

for them, they turned back, save for a few 

of them. God is fully aware of the wrong-

doers. (246) 
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Their Prophet said to them, ‘God has 

appointed Saul [Tālūt] to be your king.’ 

They said, ‘How can he have the kingship 

over us when we are better entitled to it 

than he is? Besides, he has not been given 

abundance of wealth.’ He said, ‘God has 

chosen him in preference to you, and 

endowed him abundantly with knowledge 

and physical stature. God grants His 

dominion to whom He will. He is 

Munificent, All-Knowing.’ (247) 

Their Prophet also said to them, ‘The 

portent of his kingship is that a casket 

shall be brought to you, wherein you shall 

have peace of reassurance from your Lord, 

and a legacy left behind by the House of 

Moses and the House of Aaron. It will be 

borne by angels. That will be a sign for 

you, if you are true believers.’ (248) 

And when Saul set out with his troops, he 

said, ‘God will now out you to the test by a 

river. He Who drinks from it will not 

belong to me, but he who does not taste its 

water will indeed belong to me, except him 

who takes a scoop with his hand.’ They all 

drank [their fill] of it, except for a few of 

them. When he and those who kept faith 

with him crossed the river, they said, ‘No 

strength have we today to stand up to 

Goliath and his forces.’ But those of them 

who were certain that they would meet their 

Lord said, ‘How often has a small host 

triumphed over a large host by God’s grace. 

God is with those who remain patient in 

adversity.’ (249) 
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Overview 

We can better appreciate the value of this passage and the experience of past 

nations and communities it relates when we bear in mind that the Qur’ n is the 

inspiring book of the Muslim community, its sincere counsellor and guide through 

life. It was with the Qur’ n that God moulded the first Muslim community to which 

He assigned the task of implementing the Islamic code of living. After the Prophet’s 

death, the Qur’ n remains the guide which prepares future Muslim generations for 

their role of leadership of mankind. This is the role God has promised the Muslim 

community whenever it fulfils its pledges to follow His guidance, giving the Qur’ n 

supremacy over all man-made laws and methods. 

The Qur’ n is not merely fine verses to be recited for enchantment. It is a 

comprehensive constitution providing education and guidance through life. Hence, it 

provides examples of the experience of past communities for the benefit of the new 

generations of Muslims. It lays special emphasis on past experience in the advocacy 

of faith, highlighting its interaction with people in practical life. Such wealth of 

experience portrayed in the Qur’ n is of great value in the enlightenment of the 

And when they came face to face with 

Goliath and his troops, they prayed, ‘Our 

Lord, grant us patience in adversity, make 

firm our steps, and grant us victory over the 

unbelievers.’ (250) 

They routed them, by God’s will. David 

slew Goliath, and God bestowed on him 

the kingdom and wisdom, and taught him 

whatever He willed. Had it not been for 

the fact that God repels one group of people 

by another, the earth would have been 

utterly corrupted. God is limitless in His 

bounty to all the worlds. (251) 

These are the revelations of God. We recite 

them to you in all truth, for you are indeed 

one of Our messengers. (252) 
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advocates of Islam. 

This is the reason why the Qur’ n includes a wealth of highly inspiring historical 

accounts. The history of the Children of Israel provides the majority of these stories 

for a variety of reasons which we discussed in Chapter 3. We may add here that the 

prominence given to the Jewish history is perhaps due to God’s prior knowledge that 

some Muslim generations will be going through situations similar to those 

experienced by the Israelites. Therefore, He alerts them to the slips that may lie in 

their way by highlighting the lessons they could learn from such history. 

Muslim generations should read the Qur’ n very carefully, treating it as guidance 

provided today to show us how to deal with our present problems and to chart our 

future course. Its historical accounts are not provided for inconsequential academic 

study. 

We will not benefit by the Qur’ n unless we read it with the aim of seeking 

guidance for our present and future life, in the same way as the first Muslim 

community did. When we approach the Qur’ n in this way, we are certain to find in 

it what we are looking for, and we shall have something far more remarkable than 

we can imagine. Its words, expressions and instructions will come alive, giving us all 

the guidance we need. It will point out to us what to do and what to avoid, what 

precautions to take, who is our friend and who is our enemy. It will give us a long, 

elaborate discourse touching on everything that may occur to us. Thus, we will find 

in the Qur’ n both life and enjoyment. God’s words will ring in our ears: “Believers, 

respond to the call of God and the Messenger when he calls you to that which will give you 

life.” (8: 24) 

The present passage gives an account of two episodes in the history of past nations 

to add to the practical lessons given to the Muslim community, as part of its 

preparation to face what may lie ahead on its way. The first is outlined briefly, but 

adequately, without even mentioning the people involved. They are a large group 

who tried to flee from death, leaving their homes to no avail. God caused them to die 

and brought them back to life, rendering their efforts to evade death futile, and 

giving them a new life without any effort on their part. As it shows them this 

example, the Qur’ n urges the believers to fight and donate for the cause of God who 

gives and takes away both life and wealth. 

The second lesson is derived from an episode in the history of the Israelites after 

the death of Moses. Having abandoned divine guidance, they suffered the loss of 

their kingdom, violation of their sacred places and personal humiliation at the hands 

of their enemies. But then their sense of faith reawakened and they were eager to 

fight for God’s cause. They asked their prophet to appoint for them a king to lead 

them in such a fight. 
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The way the Qur’ n portrays this episode is highly inspiring and particularly 

significant for all Muslim generations, let alone the first Muslim community. The 

total sum of what had taken place on this occasion is that, despite all the weaknesses 

shown by the Israelites, leading to one group’s desertion after another, the 

steadfastness of even a small group of believers achieved very great results for the 

whole community. They were able to turn the tables on their enemies, shaking off 

their long humiliation by their enemies to achieve victory and establish the kingdom 

of David and Solomon. That was the beginning of the Israelites’ golden age. All this 

was the result of the new impetus given to faith after it remained long forgotten, and 

the steadfastness of a small group facing the large army led by Goliath. 

A number of significant facts are highlighted here. The first is that public 

enthusiasm can be dangerously deceptive. Therefore, those in the position of 

leadership must put it to the test before going into a decisive battle. A group of wise 

and respected elders of the Israelites requested their prophet to choose for them a 

king who could lead them in their struggle for God’s cause. They wanted to fight 

those enemies who had ravaged their kingdom and looted their property, including 

what was left by their prophets, Moses and Aaron, and their household. Trying to 

gauge their determination, their prophet suggested that, once a battle loomed large, 

they might not be up to the task. Here their enthusiasm reached its highest point, and 

they expressed their attitude, feeling that they had every reason to fight: “Why should 

we not fight for the cause of God when we have been driven out of our homes and our 

children?” (Verse 246) Nevertheless, their enthusiasm was short lived: “Yet, when 

fighting was ordained for them, they turned back, save for a few of them.” (Verse 246) 

Although the Israelites habitually reneged on their promises, such an attitude 

remains a human weakness often encountered in communities whose strength of 

faith remains suspect. 

Another aspect of the moral of the story is that when public enthusiasm for action 

is at a high pitch, the first test of its substance should be the final. The great majority 

of the Israelites in the present case turned away once their expressed desire to fight 

was accepted. Only a few of them remained true to the promise they gave to their 

prophet. These were the soldiers that formed Saul’s army after the long arguments 

about his choice as king and commander, and after they were clearly shown that it 

was God’s choice. Nevertheless, the majority of these soldiers failed the very first test 

to which Saul put them, when he ordered them not to drink from the river they were 

about to cross. Even then, the minority that remained did not persevere; they were 

overawed by the great numbers of the enemy force and declared that they were no 

match for their opponents. But a very small group kept faith with God and stood 

firm. It was this small group that tilted the balance. They were granted victory and 

were worthy of their achievement. 
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As the story unfolds, we appreciate the importance of a resolute leadership 

motivated by faith. All fine leadership qualities are shown by Saul: knowledge of 

human nature, repeated testing of commitment of his soldiers, getting rid of the 

weak elements, unlimited trust in God’s promise to those who remain steadfast in 

the face of adversity. 

Moreover, we clearly see how true believers have their own standards and values, 

because they look at the present situation in a way that relates it to the greater reality 

of God’s will and His power. The great disparity with the large enemy forces was not 

lost on the small group of believers who persevered with Saul to the end. The 

difference, however, was that those believers also recognized that victory is granted 

by God. Hence, they turned to Him in a sincere prayer: “Our Lord, grant us patience in 

adversity, make firm our steps, and grant us victory over the unbelievers.” (Verse 250) 

With such unshakeable faith, and such a proper understanding, they deserved the 

victory given by the One who is always able to grant victory. We will now look at the 

passage in more detail. 

Fleeing from Death 

We need not go into the plethora of interpretations with regard to the identity or 

the time and place of the people referred to in this verse. Had these details been of 

any particular importance in understanding the moral and the message of the story, 

they would most certainly have been given in the Qur’ nic account. 

The aim of this verse is simply to establish that life and death are determined by 

the will of God, and that human beings should fulfil their obligations in life with 

complete trust in God’s will and total reassurance that what befalls them is an 

integral part of God’s order of things. 

No precautions could ever prevent death or impede God’s will, nor could fear or 

despair prolong life. Life and death are entirely in God’s hands. He dispenses them 

according to reasons known only to Him, and His grace and mercy are evident in 

both. “Surely, God grants limitless bounty to mankind, but most people are ungrateful.” 

Such a mass exodus, with thousands of people fleeing at the same time, whether 

from a hostile attack or the outbreak of disease, could only occur in a state of total 

panic. Nevertheless, running away could not save those people from meeting their 

death, for “God said to there; ‘Die.’“ (Verse 243) 

No details are given as to the manner in which God spoke to those or how they 

met their death, because these bear no relevance to the objective of the story, which is 

that their despairing desertion of their homes did not change the destiny God had 

already willed for those panic-stricken people. They needed to persevere, be patient 
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and freely put their trust in God. 

Nor are we given any details of how God brought those people back to life, or on 

whether this is a reference to a later generation of the same community who did not 

panic or despair, and who accepted what God had chosen for them. There would be 

no point in speculating over these matters; nor can we accept the various 

unsubstantiated accounts of some commentaries. The essential message here is that 

God gave those people life, and their own efforts could not prevent their death. Life 

is a gift from God which He bestows on human beings with no effort or reason on 

their part. They, on the other hand, can do nothing to prevent what God has 

predestined. 

Multiplied Loan Repayment 

As the s rah continues, we begin to understand the significance of the story and 

partly appreciate God’s purpose in citing this episode quite early on in the history of 

the Muslim nation. The next verse says: “Fight for the cause of God and know that God 

hears all and knows all.” (Verse 244) 

This verse tells the Muslims very clearly that neither their love of life nor their fear 

of death should stop them from fighting for God’s cause. Death and life are 

determined by God, and those who believe should fight for His cause and under His 

banner alone. They should be mindful that God is aware of what they do and is there 

to respond to their needs and appreciate and reward their actions. 

To fight for the cause of God, which is the ultimate form of jihād, requires devotion 

and sacrifice. In the Qur’ n, jihād is frequently associated with financial contribution, 

especially in the early days of Islam when fighting was voluntary and fighters were 

required to finance their own participation in it. There would be eager and capable 

ones who were prevented from going out with the Muslim army only by their lack of 

means. The emphasis on financial sacrifice was, therefore, essential, as the s rah 

strongly states: “Who will offer God a generous loan, which He will repay multiplied many 

times over? It is God who straitens people’s circumstances and it is He who gives abundantly; 

and to Him you shall all return.” (Verse 245) 

God bestows life and takes it away, and one may go to battle and survive, if that is 

God’s will. Wealth is not lost when spent in a good cause. It is a form of loan to God 

whose generous repayment is guaranteed, both in this world and in the life to come. 

Poverty and wealth are also due to God’s will rather than the outcome of one’s 

financial acumen or frugality or philanthropy. “It is God who straitens people’s 

circumstances and it is He who gives abundantly; and to Him you shall all return.” (Verse 

245) People and all their possessions shall one day return to God, and so death and 
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poverty no longer pose any threat. Believers shall go ahead and sacrifice their lives, 

their wealth and all their possessions in the cause of God who has already charted 

their course and destiny in this world. They shall live their lives to the full, in dignity 

and freedom, in the service of God Almighty. 

This short passage is a fine example of the power of the Qur’ nic language and 

style. We are immediately taken into a scene of panic and confusion, with thousands 

of people fleeing in all directions to avoid death and annihilation. Suddenly, they 

meet the very fate they are trying to escape; no measures or precautions they have 

taken will avail them. And, just as suddenly and without further explanation, they 

are brought back to life by the mighty hand of God, who controls everything and 

whose power is overwhelming. Thus, we realize that life and death are in the hands 

of God Almighty, as are wealth and fortune, which complement the theme of the 

passage. 

A Test of Genuine Faith 

The s rah goes on to cite another episode of the story of the Israelites after the 

death of Moses, God’s messenger to them: “Are you not aware of those elders of the 

Children of Israel, after the time of Moses, when they said to one of their Prophets, Appoint 

for us a king, and we shall fight for the cause of God.’ He said, ‘Would you, perchance, refuse 

to fight if fighting is ordained for you?’ They said, ‘Why should we not fight for the cause of 

God when we have been driven out of our homes and our children?’ Yet, when fighting was 

ordained for them, they turned back, save for a few of them. God is fully aware of the 

wrongdoers.” (Verse 246) 

The reference here is to a group of the Israelite elders who had asked one of their 

numerous Prophets, whose identity has not been given as it is not essential in this 

context, to appoint them a king to lead them into battle “for the cause of God”. The 

narrative suggests a time of religious revival among the Israelites, a .d a strong desire 

to uphold ‘the truth and defend it against the ungodly enemies. 

Resolve takes a fighter halfway to victory. He must be certain of the legitimacy of 

his cause, and the falsehood of that of his enemy, and his objective to uphold the 

cause of God must also be clear in his mind. 

The wise prophet needed reassurance that the elders’ enthusiasm for fighting was 

not mere bravado, and that they were sincere in their resolve and committed to the 

requirements of fighting for God’s cause. He did not wish his efforts to be in vain. 

Would they flinch or retreat once fighting had been made obligatory for them? 

The elders gave reasons of their own for wishing to fight: “They said, ‘Why should 

we not fight for the cause of God when we have been driven out of our homes and our 
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children?’“ Their motives were clear: they had been wronged. So was their objective: 

they wanted to fight for the cause of God, and their determination was not open to 

question. 

Nevertheless, as soon as the time had come for them to face their enemy, “Yet, 

when fighting was ordained for them, they turned back, save for a few of them.” (Verse 246) 

Here the s rah highlights the propensity of some Israelites to breach agreements, 

break promises and disobey God. It also points to their tendency to display disunity 

and to betray their cause. This is not only true of those Israelites, but it is true of 

many other human communities and groups who lack cultural maturity and a strong 

and enlightened tradition. Such characteristics need to be taken into account by those 

who have to lead these communities through difficult times. 

The verse concludes with the comment: “God is fully aware of the wrongdoers.” 

(Verse 246) This comment deplores the dereliction of responsibility and accuses the 

large group of betraying themselves, their leader and their cause. No group of people 

could be so certain of the legitimacy of their cause, and of God’s support for their 

case, and then go on to flagrantly relinquish their obligations. People who are certain 

of the truth they follow, like those Israelites were, could not just turn away from their 

responsibilities. If they do, they are certain to have the punishment reserved for 

wrongdoers. 

The s rah points to another disturbing streak in the Israelites’ character, cited a 

number of times in the s rah. The group had asked for a king to be appointed to lead 

them into battle, claiming to be ready to fight for “the cause of God”. But, as soon as 

he was appointed, they began to question the wisdom of his choice and his eligibility 

to rule over them. They argued that some of them were better suited for the task 

because he did not come from a noble background, nor was he wealthy enough to be 

a king and leader. 

Here is how the s rah relates what happened: “Their Prophet said to them, ‘God has 

appointed Saul [ āl t] to be your king.’ They said, ‘How can he have the kingship over us 

when we are better entitled to it than he is? Besides, he has not been given abundance of 

wealth.’ He said, ‘God has chosen him in preference to you, and endowed him abundantly 

with knowledge and physical stature. God grants His dominion to whom He will. He is 

Munificent, All-Knowing.’“ (Verse 247) 

Their Prophet had to explain that the king was chosen by God, which should have 

been enough reason for his people to accept him, because God is powerful and 

generous and would only choose what would be in their best interest. Moreover, he 

was endowed with knowledge and physical strength, providing him with a greater 

quality of leadership and ability. 

This should have been enough to convince them to accept Saul as king over them; 
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but, it seems, nothing short of a miracle would persuade them. “Their Prophet also said 

to them, ‘The portent of his kingship is that a casket shall be brought to you, wherein you shall 

have peace of reassurance from your Lord, and a legacy left behind by the House of Moses and 

the House of Aaron. It will be borne by angels. That will be a sign for you, if you are true 

believers.’“ (Verse 248) 

In the post-Moses era, the Israelites, during the reign of Joshua, were driven out of 

the Holy Land and most of their sacred heritage was pillaged and looted. This 

included a casket that was said to contain many relics of Moses and Aaron. More 

significantly, it also contained a copy of the tablets given by God to Moses on Mount 

Sinai. The reappearance of that casket, carried by angels, would be, their Prophet 

said, a sign from God and material proof of Saul’s kingship. Once they saw it they 

would be reassured and, if they were true believers, would accept him as their 

leader. 

The narration suggests that the miracle did take place and, completely reassured, 

the Israelites went on to confront their enemy. 

Keeping Faith with God 

Despite the lack of narrative details, we can gather that Saul had organized his 

fighting force of willing men and had gone ahead to do battle, and that as soon as 

they were on their way, he put their loyalty to the test. “And when Saul set out with his 

troops, he said, ‘God will now put you to the test by a river. He who drinks from it will not 

belong to me, but he who does not taste its water will indeed belong to me, except him who 

takes a scoop with his hand.’ They all drank [their fill] of it, except for a few of them.” (Verse 

249) 

The leadership qualities of Saul are now coming to light. He was leading an army 

of a vanquished nation who had experienced defeat many times in its history, and 

was about to meet a formidable enemy, and had therefore to test the will of his 

troops. He had to be sure of their ability to overcome their desires and endure 

hardship and deprivation. Above all, he had to test their loyalty and obedience, and 

their ability to shoulder responsibility. He put them to the test at the river, having 

established that they were getting very thirsty, to find out who would obey him and 

who would not. 

“They all drank [their fill] of it, except for a few of them.” (Verse 249) He allowed them 

a single scoop with the hand to quench their thirst, but most of them drank their fill 

and were left behind because they had failed the test. It was better for the rest of the 

fighting force as weaklings would have been a liability on the battlefield. Military 

prowess is not determined by size or numbers, but is measured by the will and moral 

strength and faith of the troops. 
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This example shows that good intentions, by themselves, are not sufficient unless 

they are tested in practice. It also demonstrates the strength of a leader who is not 

swayed by the fall of most of his troops at the first hurdle, but who forges ahead with 

the rest of them. 

Saul’s forces were to encounter more trials of loyalty and strength: “When he and 

those who kept faith with him crossed the river, they said, ‘No strength have we today to 

stand up to Goliath and his forces.’“ (Verse 249) 

Their numbers had dwindled, and they were aware that they were outnumbered 

by Goliath’s forces. Certainly, they had the advantage of faith in their cause and trust 

in their leader, but the harsh reality of the situation told them they were the weaker 

side, and that their faith would be put to the test. Would that invisible force of faith 

triumph? How strong was their faith in God, and would they be able to harness that 

force in their favour and prevail? 

At that decisive moment, a small group of true believers stood up to express their 

faith: “But those of them who were certain that they would meet their Lord said, ‘How often 

has a small host triumphed over a large host by God’s grace. God is with those who remain 

patient in adversity.’“ (Verse 249) 

To the believer’s mind, that is the way it should be: believers are always 

numerically less than their enemies, because they need to sacrifice more and work 

harder to earn God’s grace and pleasure. But they triumph because they draw their 

strength from God Almighty and their faith in Him. The believers are aware that 

their victory comes from God as a reward for their patience and perseverance. 

The s rah goes on to confirm that, despite their material disadvantage, the small, 

devoted, faithful band of believers prevailed and overran their formidable enemy: 

“And when they came face to face with Goliath and his troops, they prayed, ‘Our Lord, grant 

us patience in adversity, make firm our steps, and grant us victory over the unbelievers.’ They 

routed them, by God’s will. David slew Goliath, and God bestowed on him the kingdom and 

wisdom, and taught him whatever He willed.” (Verses 250-251) 

Their prayers are deeply sincere and poignant. The Arabic words depict patience 

as an endless shower poured down upon the believers by God Almighty, filling their 

hearts with reassurance and tranquillity and providing them with the power and 

energy to face their superior enemy. They plead for strength to stand firm and to 

triumph over their adversary. It was clearly a confrontation between truth and 

falsehood in which God’s intervention was indispensable to ensure a decisive victory 

for His allies. 

And so it was: “They routed them, by God’s will.” The emphasis here is on “God’s 

will” in order to reassure the believers, and to establish that what goes on in this 

world is determined and controlled by this will. Believers are only the means by 
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which God’s will comes to pass. They are His servants, with little power of their 

own, chosen to perform a certain predestined role in the universal divine scheme. 

Believers are granted this privileged status through the grace of God and as a result 

of their sincerity, their determination to serve God and their unstinted devotion to 

Him. 

“David slew Goliath, and God bestowed on him the kingdom and wisdom, and taught him 

whatever He willed.” (Verse 251) At the time of these events, David was a young man 

and Goliath a powerful king and a fearful commander, but God wished to 

demonstrate to the Israelites that they should not judge matters at face value, and 

should look deeper into the reality of things. Their side of the bargain was to keep 

their pact with God and prepare themselves for battle, leaving the rest to God who 

knows the essence of all things and how they come about. The outcome would be 

decided by God, in accordance with His will and wisdom. It was God’s will that a 

youth such as David should slay a powerful giant-of-a-man such as Goliath as proof 

that physical power by itself is not the decisive factor. The other divine objective, not 

obvious at the time, was that David was destined to inherit the kingdom of Saul, and 

that David would be succeeded by his son, Solomon, who reigned over what became 

the golden era in the whole history of the Israelites, a period of great religious revival 

which came after their return from the wilderness. 

Different Manifestations of God’s Favours 

David was a king and a Prophet, who excelled in the craft of making iron tools 

and implements of war, as the Qur’ n tells us elsewhere (21: 80). The purpose behind 

relating this story is revealed in the closing sentence of the verse: “Had it not been for 

the fact that God repels one group of people by another, the earth would have been utterly 

corrupted. God is limitless in His bounty to all the worlds.” (Verse 251) 

This powerful statement takes us beyond the limited narrative and its 

personalities and events to reveal the fundamental divine wisdom underlying the 

constant contention, power struggles and battles among the multitudes of mankind 

in the tumult of life. It depicts the incessant strife and the spirit of competition and 

rivalry that drive human beings to their various ends and objectives in this world, 

according to the overall divine scheme under God’s wise hand which leads them all 

towards progress and higher standards of life. 

Were it not for this spirit of struggle and competition, life would be dull and stale. 

The conflict of interests and the variety of objectives that people seek in this world 

are the means by which human talent and energy are released and brought into play 

to reinvigorate and revitalize the human experience for the good of mankind. This 

dynamic movement produces the true human force of goodness, brings truth to the 
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fore, enhances man’s sense of right and wrong, and firmly establishes justice on 

earth. It enables true and sincere believers to identify their noble role in life. It 

provides them with the will and strength to persevere and fulfil that role in total 

obedience to God’s order and tireless pursuit of His pleasure and blessings. 

God then intervenes on the side of the believers so that the truth they are 

upholding will prevail. Human conflict becomes a positive and constructive struggle 

for the good of mankind and a better life in this world. The fact that the smaller 

group of believers have placed their trust in God, and are devoted to fulfilling His 

ultimate will in protecting life and establishing the truth and defending it, enables 

them to eventually triumph and prevail. 

The passage is rounded off with a final verse: “These are the revelations of God. We 

recite them to you in all truth, for you are indeed one of Our messengers.” (Verse 252) 

These noble revelations emanate directly from God, itself an august fact that 

deserves man’s understanding and reflection. They convey the truth and outline a 

complete code for human life, unrivalled and unmatched by any other code or 

system. Any attempts to substitute God’s code, or declare it obsolete, are bogus and 

futile; God alone should be served and obeyed. 

The fact that Mu ammad is a Messenger chosen by God Almighty qualifies him to 

receive God’s revelations and to learn from the experiences of previous generations, 

and adequately equips him to convey those revelations to the rest of mankind. 
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16 

The Nature of God and 

Faith 

Those are the Messengers! We have exalted 

some of them above others. To some God 

spoke directly, and some He raised in 

rank. We gave Jesus, the son of Mary, 

clear signs and strengthened him with the 

Holy Spirit. Had God so willed, those who 

succeeded them would not have fought 

against one another after the clear proofs 

had come to them. But they differed with 

one another: some of them accepted the faith 

and some rejected it. Yet had God so 

willed, they would not have fought one an-

other. But God does whatever He wills. 

(253) 

Believers, spend [for God’s cause] out of 

that with which We have provided you 

before there comes a day when there will be 

no trading, or friendship or intercession. 

Truly, the unbelievers are the wrongdoers. 

(254) 

God: there is no deity but Him, the Ever-

Living, the Eternal Master of all. Neither 

slumber nor sleep overtakes Him. His is 

all that is in the heavens and all that is on 

earth. Who is there that can intercede with 
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The Unity of the Divine Message 

The first thing we note in this passage is its opening phrase, which carries special 

significance: “Those are the Messengers!” The Qur’ n does not refer to them as, ‘these 

messengers’, as we would normally refer to a group of people. Reference to them is 

started in a rather unusual way to highlight certain strong implications. 

“Those are the Messengers!” They are a special group of people, with a special 

nature, but they are at the same time ordinary human beings. Who are they, then? 

What is the nature of their message? How are they given it? And why are only these 

people made Messengers? These are questions I have always felt reluctant to try to 

Him, except by His permission?  

He knows all that lies open before them 

and all that lies hidden from them; whereas 

they cannot attain to anything of His 

knowledge save as He wills. His throne 

extends over the heavens and the earth, and 

the preservation of both does not weary 

Him. He is the Most High, the Most 

Great. (255) 

There shall be no compulsion in religion. 

The right way is henceforth distinct from 

error. He who rejects false deities and 

believes in God has indeed taken hold of a 

most firm support that never breaks. God 

hears all and knows all. (256) 

God is the Patron of the believers. He leads 

them out of darkness into the light. As for 

the unbelievers, their patrons are false 

deities who lead them out of light into 

darkness. Those are the people destined for 

the fire, therein to abide. (257) 
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answer, because when I consider the significance of a divine message given to man, I 

experience a host of feelings and identify several meanings which I cannot 

adequately express in words. Yet put them in words I must, in order to explain the 

concept involved, however inadequately. 

The world we live in has certain basic laws supporting its existence. These are the 

laws of nature which God has set in operation. They govern everything in the 

universe. Man discovers certain peripheral aspects of these laws as his knowledge 

increases. But what he discovers remains naturally within the scope of his faculties of 

perception and understanding. These are suitable to the role assigned to him during 

his life duration on earth. His efforts to discover these laws rely on two basic 

methods: observation and experiment. By nature, both are partial, and their 

conclusions are by no means absolute. They occasionally lead to the discovery of 

some aspects of natural laws, but this takes place very infrequently and over long 

periods of time. Whatever man discovers remains of a temporary and partial nature, 

neither conclusive nor absolute. That is because the overall law that governs the 

inter-relationship and harmony between all natural laws will remain hidden from 

man: it cannot be discovered by human observation, which remains limited, over any 

period of time. The point here is that the ultimate factor in this respect is not time; 

rather, it is man’s limitations within his constitution and role in life. Since this role is 

only limited, its restriction is compounded by the fact that the time of life on earth 

given to the human race is also limited. Hence, all means of discovery at man’s 

disposal in this world, and all the conclusions they arrive at, remain within this 

restricted area. 

Now we can identify the role of the message, and the special nature God has given 

to His messengers so that they may respond to the central law that governs the 

whole universe. How they respond remains unknown to us, but we can see the 

effects of their response. This special nature is able to receive God’s revelations, as it 

has been specially equipped for the task. This means that it receives the same signal 

as the rest of the universe, because it has a direct link with that central and governing 

law. How does it receive that signal, and by what faculty of perception? To answer 

such questions we need to have the same nature which God grants to His chosen 

messengers, but “God knows best whom to entrust with His message.” (6: 124) The basis 

of His choice is a far more serious matter than the greatest secrets of the universe. 

All messengers were sent with the essential message of the oneness of God and 

they fully understood it. That has been possible because the effect of the single law 

governing the universe on their whole being directed them clearly to its one and only 

source. It cannot be anything but a single source, because there would otherwise be 

more than one law, giving more than one effect on them. Their understanding of this 

truth was made very early in the history of humanity, when knowledge based on 
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observation and experiment was still in its early days, before many human 

discoveries concerning the laws of the universe were made and all confirmed this 

oneness. Every one of God’s messengers called on people to worship God alone. That 

is the truth he received and was commanded to convey to people. Their fulfilment of 

their mission, which is simply to convey the message, was a natural result of their 

absolute conviction of its truth, as they have received it from God, the one and only 

God in the universe who has no equals or partners. 

They were strongly committed to this truth and to the fulfilment of their mission. 

We note their commitment in some of their statements reported in the Qur’ n, or in 

the way they are described in God’s revelations. One such example is evident in 

what Noah (Nū ) says to his people: “Think, my people! If I take my stand on a clear 

evidence from my Lord and He has favoured me with grace from Himself to which you have 

remained blind, can we force it upon you when you are averse to it? And, my people, I do not 

seek of you any money for it: my reward rests with none but God. Nor will I drive away those 

who believe; they will surely meet their Lord, whereas in you I see a people that are ignorant. 

Were I to drive them away, my people, who would protect me from God? Will you not 

reflect?” (11: 28-30) 

It is similarly evident in the statement of Prophet Ş li , quoted in the Qur’ n: 

“Think, my people! If I take my stand on clear evidence from my Lord who has bestowed on 

me His grace, who will save me from God should I disobey Him? You are, in such a case, only 

augmenting my ruin.’’ (11: 63) 

We also see it in Abraham’s argument with his people: “Do you argue with me about 

God, when it is He who has given me guidance? I do not fear those beings you associate with 

Him, [for no evil can befall me] unless my Lord wills it. My Lord embraces all things within 

His knowledge. Will you not, then, reflect? And why should I fear anything you worship side 

by side with Him, when you are not afraid of associating with God partners without His ever 

giving you any warrant? Which of the two parties has a better right to feel secure, if you 

happen to know?” (6: 80-81) 

Another example is that we note in the story of Shu`ayb, when he says to his 

community: “Think, my people! If I take my stand on clear evidence from my Lord and He 

has provided me with goodly sustenance which He alone can give? I have no desire to do 

behind your backs that which I ask you not to do. All that I desire is to set things right so far 

as I am able to do so. My success rests with God. In Him I have put my trust, and to Him I 

turn repentant.” (11: 88) 

We find a similar example in what Jacob says to his sons when they remonstrated 

with him over his continued sorrow: “It is only to God that I complain and express my 

grief. For I know of Him what you do not know.” (12: 86) 

In all these statements we find that their very nature has been strongly affected by 
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the single law governing the whole of the universe. They feel that effect deep in their 

consciences. 

Day after day, man was able to discover certain phenomena which pointed rather 

remotely to the central unifying law in the universe. Scientists were able to discern 

the unity of formation and the unity of movement throughout this vast universe. It 

was discovered, within the limited scope of human knowledge, that the atom is the 

basic unit of the whole universal structure and that the atom is energy. Thus matter 

and power were combined in this basic unit, the atom. Since matter is formed of a 

mass of atoms, it becomes energy when nuclear fission takes place. It was further 

discovered that there is continuous movement within the atom, which consists of 

electrons orbiting a nucleus in a continuous movement. Thus, as a poet has recently 

put it, every atom is like a complete solar system, with planets orbiting a sun. 

What man has been able to discover, through observation and experiment, of the 

unity of formation and unity of movement in the universe, pointing to the single 

governing law, is something that the special nature of God’s messengers, endowed 

with whatever He has given it, has understood at the outset. Their nature receives 

direct inspiration which enables it to grasp this truth. God’s messengers have not 

gathered indicators and measured them, like what happens in a scientific 

experiment. They have used their special faculty of perception, which receives 

directly the messages of the single unifying and governing universal law. They were 

thus able to conclude that the single law which gives such consistent messages must 

come from a single source. Their special faculty of perception was thus able to make 

a far more accurate and comprehensive conclusion, realizing that beyond the single 

source, combining both will and action in the universe, there must be a single divine 

entity that controls the universe. Hence, they readily, unhesitatingly and completely 

believed in God. 

I have not written this because modern science claims to have been able to 

understand one or two phenomena pointing to the unity of the universe. Science has 

an area of investigation in which it may prove or disprove anything. Whatever ‘truth’ 

it concludes remains partial and limited. It simply cannot arrive at a single truth that 

is final and absolute. Besides, whatever theories science makes are always liable to 

change, amendment and refutation. Nor have I mentioned the unity of formation and 

unity of movement so as to endorse the accurate perception by God’s messengers of 

the single unifying law of the universe. My aim is totally different. I simply wish to 

point out the only reliable source for the formation of the right, comprehensive 

concept of the truth of existence. 

The special nature of God’s messengers has been able to identify this source, and 

its conclusion is correct, whether it is corroborated by science or not. Scientific 

conclusions remain subject to review and amendment through scientific experiment. 
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They are neither final nor absolute. Hence, we cannot use scientific conclusions to 

judge whether God’s message is correct or not. Our measure must be true, final and 

subject to no change or modification. Hence, it is God’s message that provides such 

ultimate measure. 

This leads to another truism of vital importance. The special nature of the 

messengers, which responds directly to the single law governing the universe, is the 

one which is able to define the direction humanity should take in order to be on the 

same line with the nature of the universe and its constant laws. It receives its 

inspiration directly from God, so it cannot make a mistake or deviate. It tells no lies 

and hides no information. It is not hindered by any factor of time or place from 

seeing the truth clearly, because it receives that truth directly from God, who is not 

bound by time or place. 

The divine will has determined to send messengers, from time to time, to give 

mankind a clear vision of the absolute truth, of which they cannot hope to learn a few 

aspects through observation or experiment for hundreds of centuries to come. They 

would certainly never attain it in full, through these methods, at any time. Through 

the divine message human beings can achieve complete harmony between their 

direction, movement and nature and those of the universe. 

This means that there is only one source from which people can receive a true, 

complete and comprehensive concept of the truth and purpose of existence in 

general and human existence in particular. It is this concept that can lay the basis for 

the only proper and true code of living which is in harmony with the universe. It is a 

code of living that leads to true and genuine peace with their own nature and with 

the universe around them. That gives them peace with one another that governs their 

activity, direction and progress. That source is God’s messages. Everything else is 

false and erroneous, because it does not derive from the only true source. 

What we need to understand is that all means of knowledge that man uses, other 

than the divine message, work within their respective limitations. They have been 

given to man so that he may be able to discover some phenomena and laws of the 

universe, as he needs these for the fulfilment of his role on earth, and to allow human 

life to progress and prosper. He may go very far indeed in this respect, but whatever 

progress he achieves will not get him anywhere near the absolute truth he needs to 

shape his life in accordance with the constant universal laws and with the overall 

objective of human existence. This objective is clearly determined by God, but 

remains unknown to man who is subject to the limitations of time and place. 

Only the one who sees the whole road ahead can formulate a plan to follow the 

road to the ultimate destination. But man cannot see the whole length of the road. 

Indeed he cannot see what will happen in the next moment. That immediate future is 
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completely hidden behind a thick curtain that is not drawn aside for anyone to see. 

How can man, then, plan the way ahead when that way is unknown to him? There 

are only two options for man: either confusion and error, or acceptance of the code 

defined by God’s messengers, whose nature responds directly to the inspiration they 

receive from God, the Creator of all. 

God’s messages came in succession to take humanity by the hand and guide it 

along to new horizons of guidance and light. People and communities often tried to 

deviate from the way of God, going this way or that. They closed their ears and their 

minds to the tender call addressed to them by a messenger of God. They would sink 

into error until a new call is addressed to them by a new messenger. Each time the 

same truth is given to them in a new and more advanced form to suit their greater 

experience. The final message, given when humanity reached its maturity, addresses 

the human mind with all fundamentals of the whole truth, providing it with broad 

lines to determine its footsteps with certainty and reassurance. The lines it has 

painted for the ultimate truth were so clear that humanity would need no further 

message in future. Man will find in it what he needs over the coming centuries. 

Now the choice open to humanity is a simple one. It can conduct its;’ life within 

the framework provided by the divine message which can accommodate its progress 

and, at the same time, shows it the absolute truth it cannot achieve through any other 

means. The other option open to humanity is to go the wrong way and to be in utter 

loss. 

The Ranks of God’s Messengers 

Those are the Messengers! We have exalted some of them above others. To some God 
spoke directly, and some He raised in rank. We gave Jesus, the son of Mary, clear 
signs and strengthened him with the Holy Spirit. Had God so willed, those who 
succeeded them would not have fought against one another after the clear proofs had 
come to them. But they differed with one another: some of them accepted the faith and 
some rejected it. Yet had God so willed, they would not have fought one another. But 
God does whatever He wills. (Verse 253) 

This verse summarizes the essence of the mission of God’s messengers, whom it 

speaks of as a distinct group of human beings. It asserts that God has placed some of 

the messengers higher than others, pointing out some of the reasons for, and signs of, 

doing so. It refers to the dissension and disagreement among their followers and 

successors, which in some cases escalated to fighting, confirming that some of those 

successors believed while others did not. It points out that the fighting was part of 

God’s scheme in order to establish the truth and defeat evil. 
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“Those are the Messengers! We have exalted some of them above others” (Verse 253) The 

relative elevation of God’s messengers is determined by the environment, the nature 

and the scope of their respective missions. Some messengers were sent to single 

tribes, some to larger nations, some to single generations, and some to all nations and 

all generations. It also relates to the various distinctions they had received or brought 

to their people. 

The verse makes a general reference to all messengers, and mentions two of them: 

Moses and Jesus, saying: “... to some God spoke directly, and some He raised in rank. We 

gave Jesus, the son of Mary, clear signs and strengthened him with the Holy Spirit.” (Verse 

253) 

When reference is made to a messenger to whom God spoke directly, the 

immediate conclusion is that the reference is made to Moses. Hence, he is not 

mentioned by name. 

Most Qur’ nic references to Jesus describe him as the “son of Mary”, for obvious 

reasons. When the Qur’ n was being revealed, numerous myths surrounding the 

birth, sonship, and dual divine- human nature of Jesus had found their way into the 

culture and folklore of the time. Christian churches and councils of the Byzantine, 

and the Roman, empires were immersed in endless doctrinal disputes, some of which 

turned to bloody conflict, over the nature and status of Jesus. The Qur’ n often 

makes the point of emphasizing the human nature of Jesus, underlining the fact by 

relating him to his mother, Mary. In the Qur’ n, the ‘holy spirit’ always refers to the 

Archangel Gabriel (Jibrīl), who conveyed God’s revelations to human messengers. 

He would inform them of their commissions and instructions, and act as aide and 

ally to the messengers in their demanding and arduous task of preaching God’s 

Message. He would, as in the case of Jesus, provide them with reassurances and 

encouragement. 

The ‘clear signs’ given to Jesus include the revealed Gospel and the miracles he 

was able to perform, detailed elsewhere in the Qur’ n, as supporting evidence of his 

claim to be God’s Messenger to the obstinate Israelites with whom he had to deal. 

Mu ammad is not mentioned here by name because these verses are addressed to 

him, as is clear from the preceding verse which says: “These are the revelations of God. 

We recite them to you in all truth, for you are indeed one of Our messengers.” (Verse 252) 

From whichever angle one looks at the merits of God’s messengers, Mu ammad 

always occupies the highest position by virtue of the universal and all-inclusive 

nature of his Message as well as its scope. 

Islam offers by far the most perfect understanding of the greatest and most 

fundamental truth in the world: the oneness of God (taw īd). This oneness epitomizes 

the unique nature of God and the divine will, which is done at the mere mention of 
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the word: “be.’ That is indeed the cause of all existence. This existence, and all the 

laws governing it, form an integral whole. 

This oneness is manifested in all aspects of existence: in human life which starts 

from a simple single cell; in the unity of humanity from Adam to the last human 

being on earth; in the synthesis of the system of beliefs revealed by God to mankind, 

in the unanimity of the messengers commissioned to champion and preach those 

beliefs; and in the integrity of the community of believers who uphold God’s 

message. It is reflected in the patterns of human behaviour that constitute worship 

and are aimed at the pleasure and glorification of God; in the complementarity of life 

in this world, as a period of activity, and life in the hereafter, as a time for 

accountability; in the integrity of the divine world order to which all human beings 

are bound; and in the single source from which all knowledge and wisdom flow. 

Mu ammad has shown full and complete response to the great universal truth of 

God’s oneness. He fully absorbed its meaning and significance and was able to 

interpret its principles in his daily life in full view of all his people. 

He was the one Messenger sent with a message addressed to all mankind in his 

and all future generations. The advent of his mission marked the maturity of the 

human mind. Hence, it is addressed to the human intellect in a rational, persuasive 

manner without compulsion or the need for worldly and fantastic miracles. 

For these reasons, Mu ammad was the last and final Prophet and his message, 

Islam, was the last and final message which brought divine revelations to an end. 

Islam became the greatest unifying Message for all mankind, encompassing the 

entire gamut of human activity and providing the framework within which the 

human intellect and potential could be exercised to the full, without need for further 

divine revelations. 

God Almighty, the Creator who knows all, has willed that the final message of 

Islam, and the entire way of life based upon it, are the most competent to guarantee 

the growth, development and progress of human life. Anyone who presumes for 

himself a better knowledge of where the human good might lie, or alleges that Islam 

is no longer appropriate for the organization of human life, or claims to have a better 

system than the one God has laid down — anyone making any or all of these 

assertions is undoubtedly and undeniably an unbeliever who wishes to bring the 

worst upon himself and the whole of mankind. He stands in open defiance to God 

Almighty and to humanity, towards whom God has shown great mercy and 

generosity by presenting it with a universal divine order that preserves and regulates 

life for all time to come. 

Endless Disputes over a Single Truth 
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Despite the unity of ‘those messengers’ and the continuity of their messages, their 

followers quarrelled and fought among themselves. “But they differed with one another: 

some of them accepted the faith and some rejected it. Yet had God so willed, they would not 

have fought one another. But God does whatever He wills.” (Verse 253) 

Conflict among human groups, evident throughout history, has not come about in 

spite of God’s will, for nothing in this whole world happens in spite of God’s will. 

Man is created with the dual ability to accept guidance or to reject it, and is given the 

freedom to go one way or the other. All actions resulting from this human 

disposition are, therefore, determined and governed by the will of God. 

The variance in aptitudes and abilities from one individual human being to 

another is an essential feature of God’s scheme of creation. Despite the unity of 

human origin, such diversity is necessary to fulfil the requirements of the complex 

multifarious role man is destined to play as God’s representative on earth. God does 

not wish for human beings to be clones of one another, especially in view of the 

diversity of functions and roles required for the construction, development and 

growth of life. It is a complementary, self-fulfilling process, in which every 

individual is urged to seek his or her route to guidance and faith, fully applying their 

latent disposition in that direction and benefitting from all the facilities and evidence 

available throughout the universe, as well as from divine revelations received by 

God’s messengers all through the ages. 

Nevertheless, people over the generations “... differed with one another: some of them 

accepted the faith and some rejected it.” (Verse 253) Once disagreements among people 

develop into a dispute over faith and belief in God, use of force becomes inevitable in 

order that the struggle between good and evil can be settled, and the truth clearly 

established. There is no room for confusion, ambiguity or obfuscation, nor would it 

suffice for any group of people to plead their following of, or association with, one 

messenger or another. 

When these verses were revealed, the pagan Arabs of Makkah claimed to be the 

true followers of the religion of Abraham, while the; Jews of Madinah professed to 

practise the religion of Moses and the Christians that of Jesus. In fact, all three groups 

were far removed from the teachings and principles of the faiths they declared 

themselves to uphold. Some of them could be fairly said to have abandoned their 

declared faith altogether. 

At that time also, the Muslims were already in conflict with the idolatrous Arabs. 

They were about to be ordered to confront the Jews and Christians. These Qur’ nic 

statements came to affirm that such conflict among proponents of various religious 

faiths was part and parcel of God’s will and scheme of life. 

“Had God so willed, they would not have fought one another. But God does whatever He 
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wills.” (Verse 253) It was God’s will, therefore, that good and evil should clash in 

order to reinforce the principles of true faith, preached and upheld by all messengers. 

God, in His infinite wisdom, knew that evil would not relent or stand idle, and that 

for His order to be established, evil had to be confronted and driven back. 

God’s will is absolute and unconditional, and His power to make things happen is 

totally unrestricted. He has predetermined that human beings shall vary in their 

abilities and aptitudes; that they shall be free to decide their own destiny in life; that 

those who do not follow the right path shall deviate and fall; that evil will strive to 

prevail; that conflict between good and evil is inevitable; that faithful believers will 

have to struggle and make sacrifices in order to establish the truth and the integrity 

of their beliefs; that idle claims to following God’s messengers is of no consequence 

and will not prevent one’s faith being questioned and challenged. 

These facts which God reasserted through revelations are timeless and universal, 

and not restricted to the Muslims of Madinah at that time. The use of a single 

incident to illustrate an absolute principle is a device used frequently in the Qur’ n. 

The s rah then addresses believers directly, urging them to give part of their 

wealth, which God has bestowed upon them, for the cause of God, complementing 

the earlier call to fight for God’s cause and reinforcing it. “Believers, spend [for God’s 

cause] out of that with which We have provided you before there comes a day when there will 

be no trading, or friendship or intercession. Truly, the unbelievers are the wrongdoers.” 

(Verse 254) 

God addresses the Muslims in a most intimate and touching way, using the title 

they most love and value: believers. He calls on them to give out of the wealth He 

has given them, before it is too late, in order to secure the greatest gain and the 

highest reward. He calls upon them to give for His cause; to uphold and defend His 

way of life and to subdue and uproot wrongdoing and injustice. 

The unbelievers “are the wrongdoers” by virtue of their denial of the truth. They 

wrong themselves by choosing a doomed course in life. They wrong others by 

misleading and confusing them, depriving them of God’s generosity and compassion 

which brings them peace, security, reassurance and serenity of faith. 

People who stand in opposition to God’s world order, and employ their energy to 

persuade others not to believe or to prevent God’s laws from taking root in society, 

are undoubtedly the vilest enemies of mankind. Their efforts must be resisted and 

frustrated by all means available. Muslims are expected to be at the forefront of this 

fundamental and highly commendable duty. 

God’s Unique Attributes 
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Then follows a verse that summarizes, in powerful and succinct Words, the basic 

principles of the Islamic faith, citing those attributes of God that most aptly assert the 

meaning and significance of the basic Islamic principle of taw īd: the oneness of God. 

“God: there is no deity but Him, the Ever-Living, the Eternal Master of all. Neither slumber 

nor sleep overtakes Him. His is all that is in the heavens and all that is on earth. Who is there 

that can intercede with Him, except by His permission? He knows all that lies open before 

them and all that lies hidden from them; whereas they cannot attain to anything of His 

knowledge save as He wills. His throne extends over the heavens and the earth, and the 

preservation of both does not weary Him. He is the Most High, the Most Great.” (Verse 255) 

Every one of these attributes reflects a fundamental aspect of the universal Islamic 

view of the world. Although the subject matter of this verse would normally be 

expected to fall within the themes of the Qur’ nic parts received by the Prophet in 

Makkah, we do find that on several occasions, parts received in Madinah also cover 

these most important aspects of Islam. For the overall Islamic system to be 

understood and appreciated, the fundamentals have to be established and firmly 

implanted in the minds of the believers. 

In our commentary on S rah al-Fāti ah, we pointed out the crucial importance of 

clearly and fully appreciating the significance of God’s attributes. The religious and 

doctrinal confusion preceding the advent of Islam was almost entirely due to 

misinterpretation or distortion of God’s position and attributes. Not until Islam had 

presented its clear view were the concept and identity of God distinguished from 

myth and superstition and from the blurred philosophical polemics that had 

enshrouded them. 

The s rah most clearly and unequivocally states: “God: there is no deity but Him...“ 

This statement clearly and definitively distinguishes the Islamic concept of God from 

that of the Trinity, adopted and advanced by Christian church councils long after 

Jesus, and from the pagan beliefs of the ancient Egyptians who confused God with 

the sun and recognized the existence of lesser gods beside Him.’ 

This clear and uncompromising concept is the foundation of Islamic belief and of 

the whole Islamic system of life. It defines the object of worship and submission for 

all, so that man submits to none other than God, who alone should be worshipped, 

obeyed and revered. It gives rise to the principle that God alone should be the source 

of law and legislation for human life on this earth. The laws and rules that people 

may lay down should derive from those that God has laid down. This would in turn 

imply that values and concepts originate with God and that all ethics, traditions and 

moral systems must be judged in relation to them. 

The verse describes God as “the Ever-Living, the Eternal Master of all”. This implies a 

self-generating, self-sustaining being that is unique and independent of everything 

else. It is also a being without a beginning or an end, totally outside the dimension of 

F



Al-Baqarah (The Cow) | THE NATURE OF GOD AND FAITH 

   344

time which defines the beginning and end of other ephemeral beings. Furthermore, 

this being, God Almighty, is absolute and cannot be defined in conventional terms 

applicable to all creation. He is unique in every respect, and nothing can be 

compared with Him. Thus, all other definitions or representations of God, conjured 

up by the human mind throughout the ages, are false and inadequate. 

“The Eternal Master of all”, implies that God has power over all things and that He 

is the supreme and ultimate cause, the raison d’etre, of everything, without whom 

there can be no existence or action. 

This is diametrically opposite to the misguided view of Aristotle, the most 

eminent of Greek philosophers, that God takes no interest in His creation, because 

He is too great to preoccupy Himself with anything else. Aristotle took this to be a 

glorification of God, but in effect it means the elimination of God from the daily 

affairs of the world He created. The Islamic view of God, on the other hand, is a 

positive one, based on the principle that God is actively and constantly sustaining all 

existence, and that the existence of everything emanates from His will and design. 

The Islamic view of God gives total assurance and relates a Muslim’s conscience 

and being, as well as everything around him, directly to God, the power that controls 

all existence, according to the divine scheme and order. A believer thus draws all his 

values, norms and standards from God’s order and watches God in all his actions 

and behaviour. 

“Neither slumber nor sleep overtakes Him.” This statement reinforces, in simpler and 

more graphic terms, the preceding one: that God is the everlasting power sustaining 

everything in existence. It also distinguishes God from other beings by pointing out 

that He is not affected by sleep to any degree, in any shape or form. 

God’s unique being and His total and absolute control over all things, large and 

small, at all times, are awesome concepts to comprehend. No matter how much the 

limited human mind may be able to grasp the size and variety of creatures and 

events of this vast universe, it would not be possible for man to adequately perceive 

how God exercises His power and control over the world. What we are able to 

appreciate is bound to fill us with amazement, and also give us endless reassurance 

of God’s presence and protection over us. 

“His is all that is in the heavens and all that is on earth.” God’s claim over the cosmos 

is total and absolute; unconditional and incontestable. This is another aspect of the 

principle of God’s oneness which confirms that God is supreme, ever-present, 

eternal, master and owner of all. It completely invalidates the assumption that God 

has partners in His power or actions. 

This concept gives a new definition of ownership as applied to individual human 

beings. For, since God is the ultimate owner of all that exists, no one else can claim 



Al-Baqarah (The Cow) | THE NATURE OF GOD AND FAITH 

   345

ownership of anything in this world. People are, therefore, mere custodians of what 

they possess, which is entrusted to them by God. Accordingly, they are bound by the 

terms of that custodianship, as set out by God Almighty, the ultimate owner, in the 

divine code of living revealed to mankind. Any violation of these terms leads to 

disqualification and censure of the trustee. 

Here we can see how Islamic principles are directly translated into law for 

immediate application in life. When God says: “His is all that is in the heavens and all 

that is on earth,” He is not merely stating a principle of faith, but also laying down a 

fundamental rule of the order of life He envisages for mankind. 

Once the belief is firmly established in our consciousness that everything in this 

world belongs to God and that what we own is merely on loan for a limited period of 

time, greed and lust to accumulate wealth and worldly possessions by any means 

will not be difficult to hold in check. This belief is bound to fill our hearts with 

contentment, humility, tolerance, and magnanimity. One will face wealth and 

poverty with equal ease and steadfastness, and if impoverished will not be in the 

least bitter or grudging. 

“Who is there that can intercede with Him, except by His permission?” This statement 

underlines yet another aspect of the concept of God’s oneness, distinguishing clearly 

the Supreme Being, God, and His subordinate creation. All creatures stand in total 

humility and submission to the Master, never arrogating to themselves powers or 

authorities not delegated to them by Him. Above all, they are not to intercede on 

behalf of anyone without God’s permission, and when they are granted such 

permission, they will act within its limits, as set out by God Almighty. Some will 

certainly attain a higher degree of approval than others, but none of them will 

overstep their set limits. 

The tone of the statement is plainly one of divine majesty and authority, enhanced 

by its rhetorical form which seems to question the legitimacy of the proposition that 

anyone can intercede on behalf of another without God’s permission and authority. 

In the light of this fact, the vulgar absurdity of certain religious notions of God and 

godhead, upheld by some communities to whom God has sent messengers, becomes 

glaringly obvious, often verging on the grotesque and outrageous. Some of these 

allege that God has partners, sons or others, who share His authority, or associates 

whose intercession He will not refuse. Others recognize certain human individuals as 

divine representatives of God who, in some mysterious way, draw their earthly 

powers from Him directly. 

The Islamic concept of God is crystal-clear and unambiguous. It makes a sharp 

distinction between God, the Master, and all creation, His subordinates, leaving no 

room whatsoever for any confusion or overlap between the essence or status of the 
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two. Islam complements this distinction by emphasizing God’s merciful, caring, 

compassionate and munificent attitude towards His creation. All believers can enjoy 

His grace without the need for distorting their conception of God’s omnipresence 

and omnipotence, or perverting the nature of their relationship with Him. 

“He knows all that lies open before them and all that lies hidden from them; whereas they 

cannot attain to anything of His knowledge save as He wills.” (Verse 255) This statement 

expresses God’s omniscience. He has full and total knowledge of the present, the past 

and the future, which human beings cannot possibly know or perceive. He is ever 

aware of what human beings know and what they do not, and will not, know. They 

can learn only what He allows them to learn. 

The fact that God knows our present, past and future actions and deeds, and 

beyond, ought to fill us with dread and awe, for being totally and permanently 

exposed before God Almighty. It inspires total humility and submission to the one 

omniscient God. It is also Poignant to reflect on the corollary of this principle, that “... 

they cannot attain to anything of His knowledge save as He wills”. Human beings may 

learn only what God wills them to know and learn which, in an age of such 

tremendous expansion of scientific 1r knowledge, is a compelling truth to ponder. 

God alone possesses full and absolute knowledge of all existence. He is able, in 

His infinite wisdom, to impart whatever He chooses of His knowledge to mankind, 

as He has promised: “We will show them Our signs in all the regions of the earth and in 

their own souls, until they clearly see that this is the truth.” (41: 53) 

This fact is often forgotten, and so is the fact that whatever knowledge God 

imparts to man, whether relating to the physical or to the metaphysical world, entails 

a certain degree of responsibility and accountability. Despite this, men often forget 

that God is the source of the knowledge they have acquired, while others deny the 

fact altogether. 

God has been giving man knowledge ever since the day He appointed man His 

vicegerent on earth and undertook to guide him and show him the way forward, 

unfolding before him the secrets of the physical world and all the principles, laws 

and tools that facilitate human life and progress on earth. 

While God has generously enabled man to acquire vast amounts of knowledge 

and made him privy to many of the world’s mysteries, He has withheld many others. 

These are not required for man to know in order to fulfil his role on earth. These 

include the secret of life, which continues to elude human knowledge and which 

man continues to pursue with zeal but little success. The same applies to knowledge 

of the future, which remains hidden behind an impregnable wall, despite man’s 

persistent efforts to predict and determine the future. Occasionally, however, with 

God’s permission certain individuals are given glimpses of the future, but the curtain 
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soon falls, leaving that world firmly inaccessible. 

All the stores of knowledge that are not necessary for man’s role in this world 

remain locked, and the great leaps man has made have barely reached beyond planet 

earth, a mere speck in a vast immeasurable universe. Nevertheless, man is beguiled 

and overwhelmed by the little knowledge he has acquired, which he owes to God’s 

grace and generosity, and has assumed for himself a quasi- divine status, a demigod, 

denying the very existence of God, the Creator. In recent decades, scientists have 

begun to show a certain degree of humility in recognizing the inadequacy and 

shortcomings of human knowledge. There are, however, many fools who continue to 

think that they know everything there is to know. 

“His throne extends over the heavens and the earth, and the preservation of both does not 

weary Him. He is the Most High, the Most Great.” (Verse 255) Here we have another 

example of the unique style of the Qur’ n in expressing an abstract idea by means of 

a visual image, in order to make the meaning clear and accessible. The word kursī, 
meaning ‘seat’ or ‘chair’ and translated here as “throne”, is usually used to denote 

realm or sovereignty. The idea here is that God’s sovereignty and authority extend 

over the entire cosmos, and the image makes it clear, easy to grasp and comprehend. 

Likewise, the phrase, “the preservation of both does not weary Him,” is an expression 

of God’s omnipotence, depicting in simple but powerful terms how easy it is for God 

to sustain and preserve the heavens and the earth. 

Qur’ nic expressions of this kind have provoked a great deal of controversy, 

largely because commentators ignored the Qur’ nic syntax and leaned heavily on 

alien and absurd philosophies which distorted much of the clarity and simplicity of 

the Qur’ n. 

I would also add here that I have not come across any authentic statements of the 

Prophet that explain precisely the meanings of ‘seat, chair or throne’ as used in the 

Qur’ n, and I would, therefore, rather not speculate further on their meaning. 

The verse ends with two more attributes of God: “He is the Most High, the Most 

Great,” exalting God above all else. The Arabic words make it clear that these 

attributes are exclusive to God Almighty. No human being, or any other creature, 

could aspire to these qualities, and those who try shall be humbled and disgraced. 

Elsewhere in the Qur’ n, God says: “As for the [happy] life to come, We grant it 

exclusively to those who seek neither to exalt themselves on earth nor yet to spread 

corruption.” (28: 83) It also castigates Pharaoh for being “a tyrant and a transgressor” 

(44: 31) 

No matter how powerful or great a human being may grow, he can never rise 

above being a servant of God. Once this fact is firmly established in man’s mind, it 

will enhance his status as subordinate to God and restrain his pride and 
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transgression. He will truly fear God and appreciate His majesty and power, and will 

seek to be more humble towards God and less haughty in dealing with his fellow 

human beings. 

Here again, we see how a tenet of faith is immediately translated into a code of 

conduct in real life. 

Freedom of Belief Guaranteed 

Having outlined some of the most essential and detailed aspects of faith, and 

having precisely defined the status of God and the nature of His relationship with 

the rest of creation, the s rah goes on to describe the proper behaviour of the 

believers as they adopt this faith and pass it on to others, and assume the leadership 

of mankind. 

There shall be no compulsion in religion. The right way is henceforth distinct from 
error. He who rejects false deities and believes in God has indeed taken hold of a most 
firm support that never breaks. God hears all and knows all. God is the Patron of the 
believers. He leads them out of darkness into the light. As for the unbelievers, their 
patrons are false deities who lead them out of light into darkness. Those are the ones 
destined for the fire, therein to abide. (Verses 256-257) 

Islam looks at religious faith as a matter of conviction, once the basic facts are 

provided and explained. Faith is never a matter of coercion or compulsion. To 

achieve this conviction, Islam addresses the human being in totality. It addresses the 

human mind and intellect, human common sense, emotions and feelings, the 

innermost human nature, and the whole human conscious being. It resorts to no 

coercive means or physical miracles that confound the mind or that are beyond 

human ability to rationalize and comprehend. 

By the same token, Islam never seeks converts through compulsion or threats or 

pressure of any kind. It deploys facts, reasoning, explanation and persuasion. 

In contrast, we find that Christianity, the last revealed religion before Islam, was 

imposed by force after Constantine, the Roman Emperor, made Christianity the 

official religion throughout his empire. He adopted the same brutal means his 

predecessors had used against Christian minorities. These were not restricted to 

subjects who did not convert to Christianity, but were also used against Christians 

who would not accept the official doctrine sanctioned by the emperor. 

Islam came to declare and establish the great universal principle that: “There shall 

be no compulsion in religion. The right way is henceforth distinct porn error.” (Verse 256) 

This reflects the honour God has reserved for man and the high regard in which 
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man’s will, thought and emotions are held, and the freedom he is granted to choose 

his beliefs, and the responsible position he is afforded to be judge of his own actions. 

Here lies the essence of human emancipation which 20th-century authoritarian and 

oppressive ideologies and regimes have denied mankind. Modern man has been 

deprived of the right to choose and live other than according to what is dictated by 

the state, using the full force of its colossal machinery, laws and powers. People are 

today given the choice only to adhere to the secular state system, which does not 

allow for a belief in God as the Creator and Master of the world, or to face 

annihilation. 

Freedom of belief is the most basic right that identifies man as a human being. To 

deny anyone this right is to deny him or her humanity. Freedom of belief also 

implies the freedom to express and propagate one’s belief without fear of threat or 

persecution; otherwise, that freedom is hollow and meaningless. 

Islam, undoubtedly the most enlightened view of life and the world, establishing a 

most sensible human and social system, takes the lead in declaring this most 

fundamental principle. It teaches its adherents, before anyone else, that they are 

forbidden to compel others to embrace Islam. This Islamic approach stands in total 

contrast to that of man-made systems and regimes which, despite all their inherent 

shortcomings, impose their beliefs and policies by the force of the state and deny 

their opponents the right to dissent or even live. 

The Arabic text, using a generic negative, imparts a negation of the very idea of 

compulsion. When it comes to matters of belief, not only should these never be 

imposed by coercion or compulsion, but there cannot even be an option to use such a 

means of conversion or persuasion. 

The s rah reinforces the principle with a gentle, but firm, touch to arouse the 

human conscience and guide it along the path of enlightenment, saying simply: “The 

right way is henceforth distinct from error.” (Verse 256) 

Belief in God is the right path man should seek and follow, and denial of His 

existence and sovereignty is the path of error that man should avoid and guard 

against. Belief in God is indeed a blessing. It gives the human mind a clear view of 

the world around, and gives the heart peace and assurance. It sets for man higher 

goals and noble concerns and aspirations, and for society as a whole a sound system 

of values and ideals that improve the quality of life. A moment’s reflection is 

sufficient to verify the truth of this Qur’ nic statement) which could only be rejected 

by the ignorant and the foolish who would choose cynicism, confusion and 

insecurity over peace, certainty and high aspirations. 

The s rah elaborates the theme further, saying: “He who rejects false deities and 

believes in God has indeed taken hold of a most firm support that never breaks.” (Verse 256) 
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It is false deities that must be rejected, while faith must be reserved for God, who 

alone deserves faith and trust. 

The Arabic term for ‘false deities’ is āgh t, meaning tyranny, a word denoting 

anything or anyone that takes hold of the mind or suppresses the truth, or 

transgresses the laws and limits set by God. It refers to forces and systems that 

disregard the divine religious, moral, social and legal order and operate in this life on 

values and principles not sanctioned by God or derived from His guidance and 

teachings. To resist such forces, in all their manifestations, and to believe in God’s 

oneness is the only certain path to success and salvation. 

The s rah presents us, yet again, with another vivid image to express an abstract 

truth. Faith in God provides the believer with a strong and unshakeable support that 

guarantees him certain liberation. In its essence, faith is a recognition of the most 

fundamental truth, the existence of God, upon which all reality stands, and 

acknowledgement of the laws God has laid down for the world and by which the 

world exists and operates. Believers who hold to God’s Guidance are assured of 

never drifting away from God’s path or losing their way. 

“God hears all and knows all.” (Verse 256) He hears what is uttered and knows what 

is in people’s innermost souls. Those who believe in God will never be denied justice 

or be disappointed. 

The s rah then goes on to present a vivid and graphic scene depicting the two 

paths of guidance and error. It indicates how God kindly and gently takes the 

believers by the hand and leads them out of the darkness, into the light, and how the 

false deities sponsor the unbelievers and lead them, too, by the hand, but out of the 

light into the darkness. 

It is a fascinating and inspiring scene, full of life and imagination, and far more 

eloquent and effective than any polemic or rational exposition. One would be hard 

pressed to find an alternative way of expressing the same ideas without losing spirit, 

rhythm, and dynamism. The Qur’ nic style is not only very articulate and beautiful, 

it is also precise as it describes, in the original Arabic syntax, faith and belief in the 

singular as light, and describes disbelief as darkness, in the plural. This is a succinct, 

profound and enduring statement. 

Faith is light that permeates man’s soul and conscience to radiate from within his 

being and illuminate all things, ideas and values around him. It gives the believer a 

clear vision and a steady and confident understanding that enable him to identify, 

discern and choose. It lights his route to God, His laws and teachings, putting man in 

perfect concord with the world around him. He proceeds through life in total 

harmony, free of all conflict and at peace with his human nature. 

The light of faith and truth is one and unique, leading to the one straight path; 
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while darkness, in the sense of evil, can take various shapes and forms. There is 

darkness in caprice and uncontrolled desire; in deviation, conceit and tyranny; and 

there is darkness in abject acquiescence and servility; as well as in ostentation and 

hypocrisy, in lechery and greed, and in cynicism and scepticism. All these forms of 

darkness stem from the evil of abandoning God’s guidance and submitting to 

powers and laws other than His. Leaving the light that radiates from God plunges 

man into darkness and despondency, and the ultimate end is even worse: “As for the 

unbelievers, their patrons are false deities who lead them out of light into darkness. Those are 

the people destined for the fire, therein to abide.” (Verse 257) 

The statement “There shall be no compulsion in religion,” raises the question of 

whether this principle can be reconciled with the obligatory duty of jihād, or taking 

up arms for the defence and protection of the faith, which Islam has openly 

advocated and the Qur’ n has established in verses such as: “Fight them until there is 

no more oppression, and submission is made to God alone.” (Verse 193) 

Some biased writers have accused Islam of double standards, claiming that it was 

spread and imposed by the sword while, at the same time, advocating non-coercion 

and freedom of religion. Others have been rather more insidious and used this 

argument apparently to defend Islam; but in fact they have undermined the very 

meaning and significance of jihād in Islamic culture and history. Their tempting, but 

specious, arguments lead to the conclusion that jihād is a matter of history and is no 

longer valid or necessary.1 

Many Orientalists approach this subject with hostility and a tendency to distort 

and belittle the dynamic aspects of Islam. They perceive Islam as a threat, and seek to 

resist and destroy it. In effect, they argue that the Muslim peoples’ conflict with 

Western colonialism was dictated by trade, raw materials and power, rather than by 

religion, a view which would make jihād totally unnecessary. 

There is no denying that, throughout its long history, Islam has advocated the use 

of force, not to impose its doctrines, but to guarantee certain objectives that are 

necessary for human prosperity. 

Islam advocates jihād to protect its followers against attacks and threats and to 

ensure their security and freedom. As indicated in Verse 193 of this s rah, Islam 

considers religious persecution and any threat to religion more dangerous for the 

future stability and existence of Islam than actual war. According to this great Islamic 

principle, the survival and prosperity of the faith take precedence over the 

preservation of human life itself. Islam justifies the defence and protection of life and 

possessions by force, and allows even greater justification for the use of force in 

                                                 
1 A leading exponent of this argument is Sir T.W. Arnold, in his book The Preaching of Islam, Sh. 
Mu ammad Ashraf, Lahore, Reprinted in 1968. 
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defence of the faith. Muslims have been the target of religious persecution on many 

occasions and in various parts of the world. In Spain, they, together with non-

Catholic Christians, suffered waves of genocide and brutality, wiping them out of 

that part of Europe altogether. In Jerusalem and its surroundings, Muslims were the 

target of relentless Crusader campaigns designed to uproot Islam and destroy the 

Muslims. The Muslims resisted and fought, and prevailed, in the name of Islam 

sparing their land and people a fate similar to that of the Muslims in Spain. Today, 

Muslims continue to be the target of religious persecution under a host of Christian, 

Zionist and secular regimes in many parts of the world. This situation makes jihād an 

incumbent duty on Muslims. 

Islam also advocates jihād to guarantee the right and freedom of expression and 

propagation of the faith. Islam has a comprehensive understanding of life. Its highly 

refined social order dwarfs all systems that have existed before or since. Its global 

message is addressed to all mankind. In order for individual human beings to make 

the choice of whether they believe in Islam or not, nothing should stand between 

them and God’s message. They should in any way be prevented from having full and 

free access to it. Once they are informed, they are free to make their choice under no 

duress, pressure or coercion of any kind. 

Of the many obstacles that stand between Islam and people, foremost are the 

tyrannical political regimes that oppress and persecute religious believers. Islam 

takes a clear stand against such regimes, striving to topple them. It urges its followers 

to try to replace them by tolerant and liberal ones that respect and guarantee 

religious freedom as well as freedom of expression. This remains an on-going 

objective of Islam, and the duty of jihād continues to be a valid and urgent obligation 

on Muslims. 

Another objective of jihād is to establish the Islamic social order and defend it. It is 

an order that frees man from tyranny, in all its forms, by urging the submission of all 

to God, the supreme master of all. No single person, class or group has the right to 

dictate laws or moral standards to other people or control their lives through 

ideology or legislation. The authority of individuals or institutions can only be valid 

or legitimate if they are representing or implementing God’s law, and have had that 

duty entrusted to them by the community. Individuals have no authority invested in 

them to introduce ethical or legal concepts, principles or rules on the basis of their 

own preferences, because that is the prerogative of God alone. 

This is the basic Islamic principle upon which a truly civilized social and ethical 

order is built, guaranteeing individual freedom for every member of society, 

including non-Muslims. It protects their privacy and personal dignity and respects 

their civil and religious rights, regardless of creed or conviction. Under Islamic law, 

no one is compelled or coerced to convert to the religion of Islam. 
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  Islam has justifiably urged its followers to strive for the establishment of this 

society and to stand firm against man’s domination of his fellow human beings. 

Hence, the hostility and aggression with which tyrannical and totalitarian regimes 

have responded to Islam were inevitable. Also inevitable was the determination of 

Islam to stamp out such regimes and assert its legal, social, ethical, and economic 

world order. That notwithstanding, Islam undertakes to respect and guarantee the 

religious and personal freedom of everyone under its jurisdiction, in accordance with 

its ethical principles and social norms and regulations. 

It is to continue the fight against religious tyranny and persecution, and establish 

the tolerant and magnanimous principles of Islam that jihād remains valid and 

necessary today. 

It is clear, therefore, that Islam has not used force to impose its beliefs. Nor was it 

force, as some would have us believe, that has been responsible for the phenomenal 

success and spread of Islam. Its main objective has been the establishment of a stable 

society in which all citizens, including those who follow other religious creeds, may 

live in peace and security. 

Power was essential for the survival and continuity of the Islamic order, and for 

the peace and security of its followers. Jihād has been, and continues to be, a 

significant and necessary means for the establishment and protection of Muslim 

society. Islam, by definition, is a comprehensive order for the organization of human 

life that must take root in the world, and power is needed to sustain and promote its 

existence. Jihād is the sinew of that power, without which it would not survive. 

The principle of “no compulsion in religion,’ should be read in conjunction with 

another one that states: “Make ready against them whatever force and war mounts you can 

muster, so that you may strike terror into the enemies of God who are also your own enemies, 

and others besides them of whom you may be unaware, but of whom God is well aware.” (8: 

60) 

These principles present the correct perspective of Islam from which its followers 

should view and understand it. Muslims need not be on the defensive nor have to 

justify Islam’s stance, but should be confident and proud of its teachings and its 

history compared with those of all other cultures and philosophies. Muslims ought 

not to be taken in by those who claim to defend Islam but, in reality, only seek to 

undermine it and subvert the right of Muslims to strive to be powerful and to 

undertake jihād to protect their faith and spread its teachings to all mankind. 

Those who stand in the way of Islam’s progress are the real enemies of humanity 

who ought to be pursued, and whose efforts should be frustrated. This task falls 

upon the believers who have the benefit of God’s grace and blessings which they are 

obliged to value and pass on to others. 
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17 

Causing Life and Death 

Are you not aware of him who argued with 

Abraham about his Lord simply because 

God had given him kingship? Abraham 

said, ‘My Lord gives life and causes death.’ 

‘I, too,’ said he, ‘give life and cause death.’ 

Abraham said, ‘Well, God causes the sun 

to rise in the east; cause it, then, to rise in 

the west.’ Thus the unbeliever was dumb-

founded. God does not guide the 

wrongdoers. (258) 

Or, [are you not aware] of him who, 

passing by a township which had fallen into 

utter ruin, exclaimed: “How can God 

bring this town back to life now that it is 

dead?’ Thereupon God caused him to be 

dead for a hundred years, then brought him 

back to life, and said, ‘How long have you 

remained thus?’ He said, ‘I have remained 

thus a day or part of a day.’ God said, 

‘No. You have remained thus for a 

hundred years. Just look at your food and 

drink: none of it has rotted. And look at 

your ass. We will make you a sign for 

mankind. Look you at the bones, how We 

put them up and then clothe them with 

flesh.’ When it had all become clear to him, 

he said, ‘I know now that God has power 
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Overview 

This passage, composed of only three verses deals with the subject of life and 

death, presenting an important aspect of Islamic belief, to complement the principles 

established in the preceding passage, with an obvious direct relationship to Verse 

255, known as the ‘Verse of the Throne’, or āyat al-kursī, which outlines a number of 

fundamental attributes of God. 

These three verses form part of the consistent and relentless drive that the Qur’ n 

pursues to establish in Muslim minds, hearts and consciousness a true and accurate 

understanding of the Islamic view of life and the world. This understanding is 

essential in order to approach life with full knowledge and an enlightened 

perception, built on confidence and an unshakeable faith. 

Actions, modes of behaviour and moral values are not divorced from people’s 

beliefs, but are in fact firmly based upon them. Life cannot be well and securely 

organized unless it is linked to faith and a comprehensive and cohesive view of the 

world and the relationship it has with its originator who brought it into existence. 

This explains the great emphasis in the Qur’ n on the fundamental concepts of 

Islamic belief. Indeed, the entire part of the Qur’ n revealed to the Prophet 

Mu ammad over thirteen years in Makkah is devoted to this subject. These concepts 

continue to receive ample and frequent attention in the parts of the Qur’ n revealed 

in Madinah, with every new legislation these parts outline and with every directive 

dealing with any aspect of life affairs. 

over all things.’ (259) 

When Abraham said, ‘My Lord, show me 

how You give life to the dead,’ He replied, 

‘Have you, then, no faith?’ ‘Indeed, I 

have’, said Abraham, ‘but I only wish to 

set my heart fully at rest to be fully 

reassured.’ God said, ‘Take four birds and 

draw them close to you, then [having cut 

them into pieces] place a part of them on 

each mountain. Then call them back and 

they will come to you in haste. Know that 

God is Almighty, Wise.’ (260) 
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An Easily Settled Argument 

The first verse in this passage relates an argument between the Prophet Abraham 

and a contemporary king who disputed his belief in God. The s rah does not mention 

the king’s name, because mentioning it will not add to the moral of the story. This 

argument is related to the Prophet and the Muslim community in a way that invites 

amazement at this person who disputes the truth of God. We listen as though the 

argument is taking place now, before our eyes: “Are you not aware of him who argued 

with Abraham about his Lord simply because God had given him kingship? Abraham said, 

My Lord gives life and causes death.’ I, too,’ said he, give life and cause death.’ Abraham said, 

‘Well, God causes the sun to rise in the east; cause it, then, to rise in the west.’ Thus the 

unbeliever was dumbfounded. God does not guide the wrongdoers.” (Verse 258) 

We learn from the text that the king who argued with Abraham did not, in fact, 

deny God’s existence, but he denied that He was the only God or that He had sole 

sovereignty and control over mankind’s affairs. This belief was prevalent among the 

Arabs during their Dark Ages, or Jāhiliyyah. They assigned lesser gods as partners to 

God and denied that God had any concern with, or authority over, worldly and daily 

human affairs. 

The arrogant, stubborn king denies God for the very reason that he should 

acknowledge Him, as it was God who had made it possible for him to become king 

and ruler, in the first place. Power in the hands of those who do not believe or 

appreciate God’s grace and generosity corrupts and leads to tyranny and despotism. 

Rulers govern by God’s authority, and He never empowers them to enslave and 

oppress their people, or impose their own ideas and laws. Like their subjects, they 

are servants of God and subject to His authority. Their power is delegated by Him. 

They have no right to initiate or devise teachings and legislation of their own. 

The king’s attitude seems to evoke astonishment, as the interrogative form 

indicates. How could one who is given power and sovereignty by God arrogate to 

himself the right to question those of God, or claim independent powers of his own? 

Abraham challenged the king, saying: “My Lord gives life and causes death.” (Verse 

258) Life and death are two of the greatest wonders of this world which we witness 

every day. Thinking about them compels the human mind to seek a non-human 

cause behind them. There is, therefore, no escaping the conclusion that the supreme 

omnipotent power of God, and no other, lies behind the secrets of life and death. We 

remain ignorant of the true essence of life and death, but we perceive their 

manifestations in the world around us, and we are forced to seek their origin and 

cause with a power unlike any power known to man, and that is the power of God 

Almighty. 

Abraham’s reply, “My Lord gives life and causes death,” (Verse 258) cites an attribute 
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that is unique to God Almighty, with no one else able to claim a share of it for 

himself. The statement implies, too, that God rules and legislates over all. It is clear 

that in his reply Abraham, a noble Prophet, was not seeking to establish God’s power 

in the mere acts of originating life and taking it away. Both are prerogatives of God 

alone. 

Abraham’s interlocutor saw his sovereign position over his subjects and his ability 

to kill them or let them live as evidence of his having more than temporal authority 

over them. His reply, “I, too, give life and cause death,” (Verse 258) implies having 

absolute power and authority over the affairs and destiny of his people, who are 

obliged to submit to his rule. 

Abraham did not wish to pursue the argument about the meaning of originating 

life and causing death, with someone who twists facts. 

He simply took the argument to a different sphere, citing another familiar event 

and challenging the obdurate king to alter a natural phenomenon, the movement of 

the sun, to make him realize that godhead could not be assumed merely by having 

absolute power over a group of people in a small corner on earth. God, by definition, 

controls all the affairs of the whole universe, and He is the source of legislation for 

mankind. 

Abraham said: “God causes the sun to rise in the east; cause it, then, to rise in the west” 

(Verse 258) Another familiar daily occurrence is portrayed as a visible proof of God’s 

existence and power, even for those who are not familiar with the principles of 

astronomy or laws of physics. This statement comes as a direct challenge to man’s 

basic nature by expressing a fact that cannot be disputed. God’s Revelations often 

address human nature at various stages of human intellectual, cultural and social 

development to lead man from wherever he is to a higher state of consciousness. 

“Thus the unbeliever was dumbfounded.” (Verse 258) 

The challenge was real, clear, and unambiguous, and the stubborn king would 

have been better advised to give in, but his pride had the better of him and prevented 

him from submitting to the truth. He could do no more than be astounded and 

stupefied, thereby forfeiting the opportunity to believe and win God’s guidance. “The 

unbeliever was dumbfounded. God does not guide the wrongdoers.” (Verse 258) This 

encounter, which God cited for His Messenger and his community of followers, 

remains today an example for obstinacy and ignorance, and a lesson from which they 

learn how to confront those who deny the truth. 

The passage presents two simple but profound truths: one taken from within 

man’s being, that God “gives life and causes death”, and the other from the natural 

world around, that “God causes the sun to rise in the east”, and not in the west. These 

are familiar occurrences, available for all to see and contemplate, requiring little 
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knowledge or effort to perceive or understand. Man only needs to allow his inner 

nature to respond and react to these imposing phenomena, the impact of which 

cannot be mistaken or escaped, unless one is being deliberately stubborn or bent on 

rejecting the truth. 

God is too kind to demand His recognition by means that may not be available to 

all people. Belief in God is an indispensable ingredient of man’s being, without 

which human life would lose all sense of direction and order, and man would have 

no source of values, legislation or moral standards. 

This can be said about all other essential aspects of human life. Man seeks food, 

drink, air and procreation by his natural instincts. He does not need to attain certain 

levels of intellectual or cultural maturity to acquire the right to satisfy these desires. 

Were he to need these, man would perish without moving one step forward. Belief in 

God, is equally essential to human life, and it is easily attained by responding 

honestly and naturally to the compelling evidence present throughout the universe 

and within man’s own being and existence. 

Where Life Originates 

Still on the subject of the miraculous nature of life and death, the s rah relates 

another brief tale: “Or, [are you not aware) of him who, passing by a township which had 

fallen into utter ruin, exclaimed: “How can God bring this town back to life now that it is 

dead?’ Thereupon God caused him to be dead for a hundred years, then brought him back to 

life, and said, ‘How long have you remained thus?’ He said, ‘I have remained thus a day or 

part of a day.’ God said, No. You have remained thus for a hundred years. Just look at your 

food and drink: none of it has rotted. And look at your ass. We will make you a sign for 

mankind. Look you at the bones, how We put them up and then clothe them with flesh.’ When 

it had all become clear to him, he said, I know now that God has power over all things.’“ 

(Verse 259) 

Again, the Qur’ n does not give details of the identity of the man or the ruined 

township because such details add little to the significance and impact of the story. 

Were these necessary, they would not have been omitted in the Qur’ n. Despite the 

absence of detail, however, the scene comes to life and stirs the imagination with 

great clarity and power. It is a scene of death, desolation and destruction; a town in 

ruins, with walls and columns caved in on their foundations, the effect of which is 

eloquently expressed in the man’s incredulity as he exclaims: “How can God bring this 

town back to life now that it is dead?” (Verse 259) 

The man is perfectly aware of God’s presence, but the impact of that scene of 

devastation is so powerful that he wonders in disbelief how life could ever be 

returned to that rubble. It is a most evocative and moving impression which the 
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Qur’ n, in its inimitable style, depicts with eloquence and awesome brilliance. 

“Thereupon God caused him to be dead for a hundred years, then brought him back to life, and 

said, ‘How long have you remained thus?’ He said, I have remained thus a day or part of a 

day.’ God said, No. You have remained thus for a hundred years. Just look at your food and 

drink, none of it has rotted. And look at your ass. We will make you a sign for mankind. Look 

you at the bones, how We put them up and then clothe them with flesh.’” (Verse 259) 

The man was not given a rational argument as to how a dead body could be 

brought to life again, but was himself made to undergo that experience. Such a 

personal direct approach is often more effective than any logical or visible 

demonstration. It involves one’s senses, emotions and feelings. Its impact is sharp 

and overwhelming. 

While he was dead, the man naturally lost all sense of time and could not tell how 

long he had been in that state. This is easy to understand, since human beings can 

misjudge things even when they are in control of their senses. Our material senses 

are not the only or the most accurate means of perception. 

God said: “No. You have remained thus for a hundred years.” (Verse 259) But the man 

had no way of telling. His provisions remained in good condition. 

“And look at your ass. We will make you a sign for mankind. Look you at the bones, how 

We put them up and then clothe them with flesh.” (Verse 259) Which bones are referred to 

here: the man’s own bones, as some commentators maintain? Had it been so, he 

would have immediately noticed, and would not have thought that he remained in 

that state for only a few hours or a day. Therefore, we are inclined to uphold the 

view that the reference here is to the bones of the ass whose gathering together and 

covering with flesh, before the man’s own eyes, was a compelling sign of God’s 

power. The fact that the man, the ass, and the provisions were affected in different 

wais under the same physical and environmental conditions is another sign of that 

absolute, limitless and unrestricted divine power. Thus the man gas made to 

understand how God could bring that desolate town back to life again. 

As to how this miracle was achieved, the answer is: in the same way as every 

other miracle, including the creation of life itself, which we often tend to overlook, 

forgetting how totally ignorant we are of its reality. All we know is that life comes 

from God, in the way He wills it to be. 

In his study The Origin of Species, Charles Darwin, the eminent British biologist, 

traces life back to the amoeba, a simple single-celled organism, but goes no further in 

explaining the origin of life. For most unscientific reasons, relating to the historic 

conflict between science and the Christian Church in Europe, Darwin’s theory does 

not acknowledge the logical and evident truth that life must originate with a creator. 

Darwin claims that to explain life’s affairs by the notion of the existence of a creator is 
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to introduce an unnatural element into a purely mechanical situation. 

The situation, in fact, is far from being a purely mechanical one. What we need to 

look for is an explanation for this mystery that stares us in the face. It is indeed 

evident for all to see. 

Darwin himself is compelled by the force of natural common sense to refer the 

whole phenomenon of life to ‘the first cause’, without telling us what this cause was. 

It is the power capable of initiating life in the first instance and, according to 

Darwin’s own controversial thesis, is capable of directing the descendants of the first 

living cell in the direction Darwin supposed they had taken in the process of natural 

selection. It is pure evasion, obfuscation and muddle. 

Going back to the parable of the man and the ruined city, one wonders what could 

explain the fact that things can exist in the same place and under the same 

environmental conditions but be affected differently. It could not be explained in 

terms of the creation or restoration of life. The explanation lies in the limitless and 

unrestrained nature of the divine will, which is bound by none of the laws or needs 

we consider absolute and incontrovertible. 

Human beings fall into grave error when they apply human rational or ‘scientific’ 

assumptions to God Almighty or His actions, for a number of reasons. How can God 

or His actions be subjected to laws based on man’s limited knowledge and 

experience, and on his imperfect understanding and interpretation of that 

experience? Even if we assume that the laws man has discovered are final and 

conclusive, how can we be certain that they are the ultimate and overriding truth? 

The absolute divine power of God creates laws but is not restricted by them. It is 

completely free to decide. 

We learn from this passage that in addition to granting life and causing death, 

God’s power and will are absolute. The Qur’ n lays particular emphasis on this fact 

and seeks to instil it in the hearts of believers in order to refer them directly to God, 

whom they should seek beyond the visible material world. The man in our present 

story had come to the right conclusion when he said: “I know now that God has power 

over all things.” (Verse 259) 

How God Raises the Dead 

Then follows another episode, involving the Prophet Abraham and the 

phenomena of life and death. “When Abraham said, My Lord, show me how You give life 

to the dead,’ He replied, ‘Have you, then, no faith?’ ‘Indeed, I have’, said Abraham, ‘but I only 

wish to set my heart fully at rest to be fully reassured.’ God said, ‘Take four birds and draw 

them close to you, then [having cut them into pieces] place a part of them on each mountain. 
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Then call them back and they will come to you in haste. Know that God is Almighty, Wise.’’’ 

(Verse 260) 

It is the usual tale of curiosity about the great mystery of life and creation. When 

this curiosity is expressed by a devoted and pious person like the Prophet Abraham, 

it proves that there are times when even the most favoured and believing of God’s 

servants experience a passionate urge and ambition to discover the secrets of 

creation. 

Here curiosity is not motivated by lack of conviction or the demand for proof to 

confirm one’s faith, but has a different flavour, excited by a spiritual yearning to see 

and share one of God’s most fascinating secrets. This privilege, even for someone like 

Abraham, has a unique honour and a flavour of its own, different even to that of 

faith itself. It is a natural and spontaneous desire to know and learn how the divine 

will operates, not in order to believe or obtain proof, but to experience total peace 

and gain reassurance. 

Abraham’s experience and the short dialogue which accompanied it reveal several 

perceptions of faith which the human heart, if it so desires, can experience and enjoy. 

Abraham was seeking the reassurance of seeing God’s hand at work and the 

satisfaction of seeing a hidden mystery unfold before him. God was aware that 

Abraham was a devout believer and that his inquisitiveness had arisen out of the 

quest for knowledge. The episode also serves to inform and educate and reveal God’s 

compassion and benevolence towards a faithful and curious servant. 

God responds favourably to Abraham’s request and exposes him to a direct 

personal experience to satisfy his curiosity, giving him the following instructions: 

“Take four birds and draw them close to you, then [having cut them into pieces] place a part 

of them on each mountain. Then call them back and they will come to you in haste. Know that 

God is Almighty, Wise.” (Verse 260) 

The instructions meant that Abraham should choose four birds and make sure of 

having them close to him so that he would be able to know every little detail of their 

appearance so that he could unmistakeably identify them at any time. He would then 

have to kill them and cut them into pieces before placing different parts of their 

bodies on the surrounding mountains. He would then call them to come over to him, 

and their parts will join again, life is breathed into them and they could speedily 

come to him. All this took place in reality. 

Thus Abraham was able to witness the secret of breathing life into the dead 

unfolding before his own eyes. It is the secret that occurs all the time, but people only 

see its effects after its process has been completed. It is the greatest mystery of life, 

which was created in the first instance by God out of nothing, and which renews 

itself an infinite number of times in every new living thing. Abraham saw with his 
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own eyes the birds he killed and placed portions of their bodies far apart, returned to 

life and moving in full vigour. 

How could all this take place? It is the one mystery that continues to elude human 

perception. Even if one was to undergo Abraham’s experience and witness the actual 

act of creation, one would not comprehend its reality or how it is accomplished. It is 

the prerogative of God Almighty, of whose perfect and absolute knowledge man can 

acquire nothing, except by His will. It is God’s will that this sphere should remain 

beyond the bounds of human knowledge, possibly because it is beyond man’s 

comprehension and is not required for the fulfilment of man’s mission on earth. 

Until God allows the curtain to be raised on this issue, man’s aspiration to grasp 

the coveted secret of life shall remain unfulfilled. If, however, he were to persist in 

his defiance of God’s authority and continue to trespass in regions that are the 

exclusive domain of the Divine, his efforts would for ever be in vain and yield 

nothing. 
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18 

An Islamic Model of Social 

Security 

The case of those who spend their property 

for the cause of God is like that of a grain 

that brings forth seven ears, each bearing a 

hundred grains. God gives manifold 

increase to whom He wills. God is 

Munificent, All- Knowing. (261) 

Those who spend their property for the 

cause of God and do not follow their 

spending by vaunting their own generosity, 

or by hurting others, shall have their 

reward with their Lord. They have nothing 

to fear, nor shall they grieve. (262) 

A kind word with forgiveness is better than 

charity followed by injury. God is free of all 

wants, clement. (263) 

Believers, do not render your charitable 

deeds worthless by boasting about your 

benevolence and causing injury to others, as 

does he who spends his wealth to impress 

people, while he believes neither in God nor 

in the Last Day. Such a person is like a 

smooth rock covered with earth. Then 

heavy rain falls on it and leaves it hard 

and bare. Such as these shall gain nothing 

from their works. God does not guide the 

unbelievers. (264) 

ã≅ sW ¨Β t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# tβθà) ÏΖãƒ óΟ ßγ s9≡ uθøΒr& ’Îû È≅‹ Î6 y™ 

«!$# È≅ sV yϑx. >π ¬6 ym ôM tFu; /Ρ r& yì ö7 y™ Ÿ≅ Î/$uΖy™ ’ Îû 

Èe≅ ä. 7's#ç7 /Ψ ß™ èπ s ($ÏiΒ 7π ¬6 ym 3 ª!$# uρ ß#Ïè≈ ŸÒãƒ ⎯ yϑÏ9 

â™!$t±o„ 3 ª!$# uρ ìì Å™≡ uρ íΟŠ Î=tæ ∩⊄∉⊇∪  

t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# tβθà) ÏΖãƒ öΝ ßγ s9≡uθøΒr& ’ Îû È≅‹ Î6 y™ «!$# §Ν èO 

Ÿω tβθãèÎ7 ÷Gãƒ !$tΒ (#θà) xΡr& $xΨ tΒ Iωuρ “]Œ r&   öΝ çλ°; 

öΝ èδãô_r& y‰Ψ Ïã öΝ Îγ În/ u‘ Ÿωuρ ì∃öθ yz óΟ Îγ øŠ n=tæ Ÿωuρ 

öΝ èδ šχθçΡt“ óstƒ ∩⊄∉⊄∪  

* ×Α öθs% Ô∃ρã÷è̈Β îο tÏ øó tΒuρ ×ö yz ⎯ ÏiΒ 7π s%y‰|¹ 

!$yγ ãèt7 ÷K tƒ “]Œ r& 3 ª!$# uρ ;©Í_ xî ÒΟŠ Î=ym ∩⊄∉⊂∪  

$yγ •ƒ r'̄≈ tƒ t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (#θãΖtΒ# u™ Ÿω (#θè=ÏÜ ö7 è? Ν ä3ÏG≈ s%y‰|¹ 

Çd⎯ yϑø9 $$Î/ 3“sŒ F{ $# uρ “É‹©9 $% x. ß, ÏΨ ãƒ … ã&s!$tΒ u™!$ s Í‘ 

Ä¨$̈Ζ9 $# Ÿωuρ ß⎯ ÏΒ÷σ ãƒ «!$$Î/ ÏΘöθu‹ ø9 $# uρ ÌÅzFψ$# ( 
… ã&é#sV yϑ sù È≅ sV yϑx. Aβ# uθø |¹ Ïμø‹n=tã Ò># tè? 

… çμ t/$|¹r' sù ×≅ Î/# uρ … çμŸ2u tIsù # V$ù#|¹ ( ω 
šχρâ‘ Ï‰ø) tƒ 4’ n?tã &™ó©x« $£ϑÏiΒ (#θç7 |¡Ÿ2 3 

ª!$# uρ Ÿω “Ï‰ôγ tƒ tΠ öθs) ø9 $# t⎦⎪ÍÏ≈ s3ø9 $# ∩⊄∉⊆∪  



 

   364

But those who give away their money out of 

a genuine desire to please God, and out of 

their own inner certainty, are like a garden 

on a hillside. When heavy rain falls on it, 

it yields up twice its normal produce. If no 

heavy rain falls on it, then a light drizzle 

[will suffice]. God sees all that you do. 

(265) 

Would any of you wish to have a garden of 

palm-trees and vines, through which 

running waters flow, bringing forth all 

kinds of fruits, then to be well advanced in 

age, with helpless offspring; and then a fiery 

whirlwind smites it and leaves it all burnt 

down? Thus God makes plain to you His 

revelations, so that you may reflect. (266) 

Believers, spend on others out of the good 

things you have earned, and out of that 

which We bring forth for you from the 

earth. Do not choose for your spending the 

inferior things which you yourselves would 

not accept without turning your eyes away 

in disdain. Know that God is free of all 

want, ever to be praised. (267) 

Satan promises you poverty and bids you to 

commit indecency, whereas God promises 

you His forgiveness and bounty. God is 

Munificent, All-Knowing. (268) 

He grants wisdom to whom He wills. He 

who is granted wisdom has indeed been 

granted abundant good. Yet only those with 

sound minds would take heed. (269) 

ã≅ sWtΒuρ t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# šχθà) ÏΨ ãƒ ãΝ ßγ s9≡uθøΒr& u™!$tóÏGö/ $# 

ÅV$|Ê ötΒ «!$# $\G Î7 ø[s?uρ ô⎯ ÏiΒ öΝ Îγ Å¡àΡr& È≅ sV yϑx. 

¥π ¨Ψ y_ >ο uθö/ tÎ/ $yγ t/$|¹r& ×≅ Î/# uρ ôM s?$t↔ sù $yγ n=à2é& 

É⎥÷⎫x ÷èÅÊ βÎ* sù öΝ ©9 $pκ ö: ÅÁãƒ ×≅ Î/# uρ @≅ sÜ sù 3 
ª!$# uρ $yϑÎ/ tβθè=yϑ÷è s? î ÅÁt/ ∩⊄∉∈∪  

–Š uθtƒ r& öΝ à2ß‰tn r& βr& šχθä3s? … çμ s9 ×π̈Ψ y_ 

⎯ ÏiΒ 9≅Š Ï‚̄Ρ 5>$oΨ ôã r& uρ “Ìôfs? ⎯ÏΒ $yγ ÏFóss? 

ã≈ yγ ÷ΡF{ $# … çμ s9 $yγ‹ Ïù ⎯ ÏΒ Èe≅ à2 ÏN≡ tyϑ̈W9 $# 

çμ t/$|¹r& uρ çy9Å3ø9 $# … ã&s!uρ ×π −ƒÍh‘ èŒ â™!$x yèàÊ 

!$yγ t/$|¹r'sù Ö‘$|ÁôãÎ) Ïμ‹ Ïù Ö‘$tΡ ôM s%utIôm$$sù 3 
šÏ9≡ x‹x. Ú⎥Îi⎫t7 ãƒ ª!$# ãΝ à6 s9 ÏM≈ tƒ Fψ$# 

öΝ ä3ª=yès9 šχρã©3x tGs? ∩⊄∉∉∪  

$yγ •ƒ r'̄≈ tƒ t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (# þθãΖtΒ# u™ (#θà) ÏΡr& ⎯ ÏΒ ÏM≈ t6 ÍhŠ sÛ $tΒ 

óΟ çFö; |¡Ÿ2 !$£ϑÏΒuρ $oΨ ô_t÷zr& Ν ä3s9 z⎯ ÏiΒ 

ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# ( Ÿωuρ (#θßϑ£ϑ u‹s? y]Š Î7 y‚ø9 $# çμ ÷ΖÏΒ 

tβθà) ÏΨ è? ΝçGó¡s9 uρ ÏμƒÉ‹Ï{$t↔ Î/ HωÎ) βr& 

(#θàÒÏϑøóè? Ïμ‹ Ïù 4 (# þθßϑn=ôã $# uρ ¨βr& ©!$# ;©Í_ xî 

î‰Š Ïϑym ∩⊄∉∠∪  

ß⎯≈ sÜ ø‹ ¤±9 $# ãΝ ä. ß‰Ïètƒ tø) x ø9 $# Ν à2ããΒù'tƒ uρ 

Ï™!$t±ósx ø9 $$Î/ ( ª!$# uρ Ν ä. ß‰Ïètƒ Zο tÏ øó̈Β çμ ÷ΖÏiΒ 

WξôÒsùuρ 3 ª!$# uρ ìì Å™≡uρ ÒΟŠ Î=tæ ∩⊄∉∇∪  

’ ÎA÷σ ãƒ sπ yϑò6 Åsø9 $# ⎯ tΒ â™!$t±o„ 4 ⎯ tΒuρ |N ÷σ ãƒ 

sπ yϑò6 Åsø9 $# ô‰s) sù u’ ÎAρé& # Zö yz #Z ÏW Ÿ2 3 $tΒuρ 



 

   365

Whatever alms you give or vows you make 

are known to God. The evildoers shall 

have none to help them. (270) 

If you give alms openly, that is well; but if 

you give them to the needy in private, it is 

even better for you, and will atone for some 

of your bad deeds. God is aware of all you 

do. (271) 

It is not for you to make people follow the 

right guidance. It is God who guides whom 

He wills. Whatever good you may spend in 

charity is for your own good. You should 

only spend out of pure dedication to God. 

And whatever good you give in charity will 

be repaid to you in full, and you shall not 

be wronged. (272) 

[Alms are] for the needy who, being wholly 

preoccupied with God’s cause, are unable to 

go about earning their livelihood. The 

unthinking take them for men of wealth on 

account of their restrained behaviour. You 

can recognize them by their special mark: 

they do not importune people for alms. 

Whatever good you give is certainly known 

to God. (273) 

Those who give their property by night and 

by day, in private and in public, shall have 

their reward with their Lord. They have 

nothing to fear and they shall not grieve. 

(274) 
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Overview 

The last three passages centred mainly on ideological concepts of the Islamic faith, 

clarifying its aspects and ensuring its firm establishment in people’s hearts. These 

passages constituted an interval in the line followed in this long s rah which 

prepares the Muslim community to undertake its role of leadership of mankind. 

From this point and up to its concluding verses, the s rah is largely devoted to 

setting out some fundamental features of the socioeconomic system that the Muslim 

community should adopt. It is a system based on social cooperation and welfare 

through the established financial obligation of zakāt and other unspecified voluntary 

contributions and donations. We learn in this passage that, in contrast to the system 

prevalent in pre-Islamic Arabia, the Islamic socioeconomic system is fundamentally 

opposed to usury and encourages fundamentally different financial dealings. Thus, 

the s rah speaks of a proper method of charity, denounces usury and outlines the 

Islamic principles of lending and trade which complement the social and economic 

principles according to which Islamic social life is organized and conducted. All this 

is spread over three closely interrelated passages. 

In the present passage we learn that contributing financially to charitable causes is 

akin to jihād, in the sense that its purpose is to serve the cause of God. Jihād is 

prescribed for Muslims to fulfil their duty of implementing God’s message and 

conveying it to the rest of mankind and protecting its followers against persecution 

and oppression. 

The call to spend of one’s money is frequently made in this s rah, and this part of 

it lays down the basic principle underlying that call. Its social and psychological 

ethics are presented in terms of both compassion and benefit, so that charity becomes 

a means of financial and spiritual exaltation and refinement for both donor and 

recipient. It is an act that spreads the spirit of brotherhood, empathy and cooperation 

among members of the community and makes them feel and behave as equal 

members of the same family. 

It is important to point out that although the directives given in this section of the 

s rah are universal and general, one can, nevertheless, detect that they were revealed 

in response to specific situations faced by the Muslims at the time, though these often 

šχθçΡt“ ós tƒ ∩⊄∠⊆∪ 
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recur. It is clear that a Muslim community may include selfish and parsimonious 

individuals who need rigorous discipline and convincing arguments and examples to 

absorb the facts. 

Besides the sincere and generous people, there were miserly individuals who 

would exact a steep price for lending or donating their money. There were those who 

would give for charity with much difficulty and reluctance or merely for ostentatious 

reasons, and there were those who would use their money to demonstrate their 

superiority, and others who would give only what they disdained. 

It is important to acknowledge these facts because they help us understand the 

nature and role of the Qur’ n as a dynamic and active force within the developing 

Muslim community. It was revealed to deal with actual situations and to lead, inform 

and educate the Muslims to whom it was addressed. 

This is how the Qur’ n should be viewed by Muslims today: a living dynamic 

agent in society, especially in view of the widening gap between Islam and the reality 

of their daily life. We seem to view the Qur’ n as an abstract thing that has no 

historical living reality. We no longer perceive of it as the force that once shaped 

Islamic life and society, or the source of the daily orders that Muslims used to receive 

and act upon. Our perception of the Qur’ n has died, or at least has gone into a 

coma, and its true original image has faded from Muslim minds today. We have 

grown accustomed to listening to the Qur’ n recited by beautiful voices in melodious 

ways and to being moved and affected by the experience. Or we have become 

satisfied by simply reading it for spiritual or emotional stimulation, or to gain some 

esoteric or mystical comfort — all of which the Qur’ n does, indeed, evoke and 

provide. 

We need to approach the Qur’ n in a way that restores its dynamic role in society 

and breathes life and consciousness into Muslim minds, and leads Muslim life and 

moves it forward. Muslims today need to turn back to the Qur’ n for advice, 

enlightenment and direction, as their predecessors did, and to understand its 

teachings on all aspects and areas of life. They need to see and learn the historic 

process through which Islam and the first Muslim community came to be 

established, to appreciate that process and accept it as part of their own formation 

and existence, and to recognize their life as an extension of that of their pioneering 

predecessors. 

It is important for Muslims today to identify with the struggle and achievements 

of the early generations of Islam, and see the Qur’ n as equally and directly 

addressed to them in their present situation, and that they should let it guide all their 

plans and activities as a comprehensive code of life and a universal body of law and 

wisdom. 
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Reading the Qur’ n in this way helps us to recognize the human natural response 

to faith and the duties it imposes. We can see such response in reality through the 

Qur’ nic references to the life of the first Muslim community. Although that 

community was the first recipient of the Qur’ n and the immediate beneficiary of the 

Prophet’s special care, it had certain weaknesses that needed to be addressed and 

remedied. Yet such weaknesses did not stop that community from achieving its rank 

as the best generation in the history of mankind. Thus we can see human 

communities in their reality, unlike the exaggerated images often given to them. We 

also learn not to despair as we see ourselves well below the high standards Islam 

calls on people to seek. It is enough that we are making a sincere effort to improve 

ourselves and achieve a higher standard. Moreover, we learn an important fact, 

namely that the urge to work towards perfection must continue all the time, 

unaffected by people’s shortcomings and weaknesses. By nature, people will respond 

gradually as they are constantly reminded of their virtue, duty and goodness. They 

will also respond to repeated reminders showing the beauty of goodness and the 

horrible nature of evil. They need a helping hand whenever they slacken as they 

travel along the road leading to the sublime goal. 

Such an intelligent reading of the Qur’ n will put before our eyes an often 

overlooked simple fact: it is the same people, the same divine message and the same 

battle fought throughout history. First and foremost, it is a battle against human 

weakness and parsimony of the individual, and against evil, falsehood, error and 

tyranny in human life. The fight must be engaged; there can be no way of averting it. 

The rulers of the Muslim community must fight this battle in both domains, just like 

the Qur’ n and the Prophet fought it the first time. It is inevitable that some slips and 

errors would occur; weakness would surface at some points. But a remedy must be 

found whenever a weakness appears. It is imperative that people should be guided 

to God in the same Qur’ nic method. This brings us back to what we said at the 

beginning: we must consult the Qur’ n before embarking on any course of action. It 

must be seen to mould our lives like it moulded the life of the first Muslim 

community. 

Ethics of Islamic Charity 

The present passage opens with gentle exhortations, touching inner, deep-seated 

human feelings and senses. It depicts a vigorous; flourishing picture of life, with 

grains sprouting and growing to yield multitudes of grains and return many times 

what has been invested. This verdant and lush image, the s rah says, represents a 

model for those who spend of their own money for the cause of God. “The case of 

those who spend their property for the cause of God is like that of a grain that brings forth 

seven ears, each bearing a hundred grains.” (Verse 261) 
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By simple arithmetic, a single grain of corn or wheat yields seven hundred grains, 

but we are presented with a much more inspiring and moving picture that leaves a 

profound and lasting impression on our minds and consciences. It is a picture of life 

itself, growing abundantly, and giving many times over. 

With that vivid image, the Qur’ n directs the human conscience to giving and to 

charity. By giving away what one dearly loves to retain, one is in fact earning; and 

the more one gives, the more one gains, in a perpetual process which, with God’s 

blessing, can continue without any limits or restrictions. “God gives manifold increase to 

whom He wills. God is Munificent, All-Knowing.” (Verse 261) God’s grace never runs 

out, nor is it withheld. God is aware of people’s thoughts, intentions and feelings, 

and nothing escapes His knowledge. 

The question here is: What kind of spending is made to grow in such a 

phenomenal way, and is rewarded so generously by God, both in this life and in the 

life to come? 

The spending that is generously rewarded is that motivated by the purest and 

highest human feelings, and which enhances such feelings. It is not intended to 

degrade or spite or hurt. It is purely done for the sake of God Almighty: “Those who 

spend their property for the cause of God and do not follow their spending by vaunting their 

own generosity, or by hurting others, shall have their reward with their Lord. They have 

nothing to fear, nor shall they grieve.” (Verse 262) 

To give for the sake of vanity or ostentation is a vulgar and odious act. Those who 

brag about what they give to charity seek nothing but false prestige or the 

humiliation of the recipients, or to draw attention to themselves in order to win 

public praise rather than God’s pleasure. Such self-seeking desires are alien to the 

pure heart of a true believer. 

Boasting about one’s own generosity is pernicious and hurtful to both giver and 

recipient. It is offensive to the giver because it inflates his ego and satisfies his sense 

of superiority as he savours the deference of the recipient of his awards. It also makes 

him arrogant and draws him further away from God. It is hurtful to the recipient 

because it draws attention to his need and his humble condition, and may make him 

jealous and desirous of revenge. 

Giving, from the Islamic point of view, is not seen merely as an act of 

condescension, induced by pity, to hand over to the needy a paltry gift or a piece of 

bread; but as a means to purify the soul of the giver, revive his humanitarian 

feelings, reinforce the human bond with his less fortunate fellow human beings, and 

impress upon him the value of God’s grace and favour and his obligation to employ 

his wealth, dispense of it sensibly and share it gratefully with others, in the service of 

God’s cause. Giving for God’s cause also acts as a consolation to the recipient and a 
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means to strengthen the ties of humanity and fraternity. It also promotes love, 

cooperation and welfare among members of the community and furthers its cohesion 

and unity of purpose. 

Flaunting one’s wealth and philanthropy undermines social unity and fuels 

jealousy and mistrust that could only tear society apart. 

Some modern psychologists have suggested that man’s natural reaction to charity 

is hostility and hatred, at some time in the future. They explain this by saying that 

charity puts the recipient in a position of inferiority and weakness vis-a-vis the giver, 

a feeling that may ferment within him until it grows into total rejection and latent 

hostility. The more the giver reminds the recipient of his favour, the more painful it 

is for the recipient and the more antagonistic he grows. 

This may well be the case in non-Muslim societies that have not been shaped or 

disciplined by Islam. Under Islam, people are taught that wealth belongs to God and 

He gives of it to those who are well- off. Only those who are ignorant of how wealth 

is acquired dispute this. Wealth and fortune are given by the grace of God, and man 

is helpless when it comes to earning them. The creation of a single grain of wheat 

involves a process in which a combination of energies from the sun and the soil, as 

well as water and air, come together to play their vital respective roles. This process 

is totally outside man’s realm of control, and it applies to a whole range of similar 

processes of growth and procreation. 

Hence, when those who have give, they do so from the wealth God has given 

them. Indeed, this act of charity is, in the Islamic sense, a loan given to God which is 

then returned multiplied manifold, Recipients of charity are there to provide the 

giver with an opportunity to earn a greater reward from God. The terms which the 

s rah lays down in this passage emphasize these values, seeking to dissuade givers 

from flaunting their generosity, and encouraging the needy to abandon any feelings 

of inferiority or inadequacy. Both are beneficiaries of God’s bounty, and both shall 

receive their respective rewards so long as they observe the ethics and the terms laid 

down by God. 

“They have nothing to fear, nor shall they grieve.” (Verse 262) Givers should not fear 

poverty, jealousy or injustice, nor should they regret their actions or have any 

concern regarding their fate in the hereafter. 

Charity Coupled with Good Manners 

The next verse reasserts the idea that a charitable act followed by wicked 

behaviour is worthless: “A kind word with forgiveness is better than charity followed by 

injury. God is free of all wants, clement.” (Verse 263) 
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A pleasant word or a kind-hearted gesture would be far more favourable and 

likely to spread trust, confidence and love and to calm the hearts and souls. Charity, 

after all, is not a favour from the giver to the recipient, but an obligation towards 

God who is: “free of all wants, clement.” He neither needs these pitiful donations nor is 

He anxious to exact punishment on the ungrateful. All people owe their very 

existence to God Almighty. He overlooks many of their shortcomings, and they 

ought to learn from Him by showing forgiveness and compassion towards the poor 

and the needy. 

The Qur’ n always reminds people of the attributes of God, which provide the 

perfect ideal Muslims should try to emulate, as far as they can, in their behaviour, 

and in their values and aspirations. 

When the previous verses have given the believers a keen sense of their role and 

the need to give freely, for no purpose other than to earn God’s pleasure, the s rah 

advises them not to undermine their charitable deeds with condescension or by 

hurting other people’s feelings. Again, it gives a vivid and lively illustration from 

nature, in which ideas and concepts are reflected in exciting movement and vivid 

scenery. 

Believers, do not render your charitable deeds worthless by boasting about your 
benevolence and causing injury to others, as does he who spends his wealth to impress 
people, while he believes neither in God nor in the Last Day. Such a person is like a 
smooth rock covered with earth. Then heavy rain falls on it and leaves it hard and 
bare. Such as these shall gain nothing from their works. God does not guide the 
unbelievers. But those who give away their money out of a genuine desire to please 
God, and out of their own inner certainty, are like a garden on a hillside. When heavy 
rain falls on it, it yields up twice its normal produce. If no heavy rain falls on it, then a 
light drizzle [will suffice]. God sees all that you do. (Verses 264-265) 

We are presented here with a complete portrait, which is the composite of two 

perfectly contrasting scenes. Each is full of detail and contrast, beautifully reflecting 

ideas and feelings in elegant strokes of colour and imagination. 

The first of these two scenes is arid, harsh and barren, but with a superficially 

attractive exterior; the other welcoming and fertile. The first reflects nothing of the 

warmth of faith; its harshness is concealed under a thin layer of soil, like the thin 

layer of hypocrisy that shields the real personality of the unbeliever. As soon as rain 

falls, the veneer disappears and the barren interior is revealed, and so it is with “he 

who spends his wealth to impress people, while he believes neither in God nor in the Last Day. 

Such a person is like a smooth rock covered with earth. Then heavy rain falls on it and leaves 

it hard and bare.” (Verse 264) 

The other scene depicts the believers who “give away their money out of a genuine 
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desire to please God, and out of their own inner certainty.” (Verse 265) Such people’s 

hearts are filled with happiness and reassurance. They are full of confidence in the 

value and goodness of their actions. These are portrayed like a fertile garden with 

thick, rich soil, as opposed to the thin layer in the previous scene, set on a hillside. 

Rain revives and reinvigorates it to yield “twice its normal produce.” (Verse 265) In fact 

it does not need heavy rain. Only “a light drizzle [will suffice]. God sees all that you do.” 

(Verse 265) That is exactly the effect charity has on the believer. It rejuvenates him 

and enhances his relationship with God who, in turn, would reward him and make 

his wealth grow even more, thereby raising the quality of social welfare and the life 

of the community as a whole. 

In the inimitable style of the Qur’ n, the s rah presents a fully integrated and 

harmonious picture, with exquisite detail and elegant contrast of mood and colour, 

depicting every feeling and every emotion, and reflecting every idea and meaning 

with clarity and ease. The verse concludes by stressing that God is aware of the real 

motives and intentions behind people’s actions. 

The scene that follows depicts the outcome of flaunting one’s charity and 

generosity, and how He thus causes their effect to be totally and irreversibly wiped 

out. In vivid and powerful terms, the s rah paints a depressing and violent picture. 

“Would any of you wish to have a garden of palm-trees and vines, through which running 

waters flow, bringing forth all kinds of fruits, then to be well advanced in age, with helpless 

offspring; and then a fiery whirlwind smites it and leaves it all burnt down? Thus God makes 

plain to you His revelations, so that you may reflect.’’ (Verse 266) 

Charity, in essence, is given a tangible picture: it is just like “a garden of palm-trees 

and vines, through which running waters flow, bringing forth all kinds of fruits...” It is 

fresh, opulent, luxuriant, bountiful and fertile. Thus is charity in its effect on the life 

of the giver and the recipient alike, and on the life of the community. It is blessed, 

purifying, ever-growing. 

How could anyone, in their right mind, wish for such a wonderful gift to be 

squandered, blown away or burnt down? And for this to happen at the time when he 

is most in need of its fruits and good yield to look after his weak, helpless, young 

children! The boasting and flaunting of one’s generosity and the injury caused to the 

recipient wipe out the benefit of charity, just like a fiery whirlwind burns down a 

whole beautiful garden. 

We can see clearly from this passage how the Qur’ nic style achieves a perfect 

harmony between expression and meaning, in the individual scene as well as in the 

overall picture. The great truth behind this presentation is the common origin of 

human beings and the soil of the earth, and the attributes, strengths and weaknesses 

that they share. 
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Giving Away the Best 

The s rah goes on to outline the nature of charity, its methods, manners and 

outcome: “Believers, spend on others out of the good things you have earned, and out of that 

which We bring forth for you from the earth. Do not choose for your spending the inferior 

things which you yourselves would not accept without turning your eyes away in disdain. 

Know that God is free of all want, ever to be praised.” (Verse 267) 

Following the ethics and principles of charity outlined in the preceding verses, one 

should give of the best in one’s possession, rather than of the less worthy, which one 

would not accept if offered in trade, unless one could strike a bargain price. God has 

no need to accept charity out of people’s second-rate possessions. 

This is a broad principle, valid for all time and all types of property, whether 

earned, cultivated, extracted or mined, whether known at the time of the Prophet 

Mu ammad or not. Not a single kind of earnings or capital, acquired at any time, is 

exempt from the obligation of charity, and zakāt accrues on it all, in accordance with 

the rates and proportions specified by the Prophet for the various types of capital 

known then. These form the standard by which percentages and proportions are 

determined for new types of wealth, capital or earnings. 

By way of illustration, and to appreciate the realities the Qur’ n was dealing with 

at the time of its revelation, it would be instructive to recall the circumstances in 

which this verse was revealed to the Prophet. Ibn Jarīr al- abarī reports on the 

authority of al-Bar ’ ibn ` zib that the verse was revealed with reference to the Anşār 

(the Muslims from Madinah). As the harvest season for dates approached, people 

would take bunches of dates that had just turned colour but had not fully ripened 

and tie them to posts in the Prophet’s Mosque, for the poor among the Muhājir n (the 

Muslims from Makkah) to eat. Some, however, would take dates of the worst quality 

and mix them with good ones and think nothing of it. It was then that God revealed 

the verse, which said: “Do not choose for your spending the inferior things which you 

yourselves would not accept without turning your eyes away in disdain.” 

Similar reports were related by al- kim and Ibn Abī tim, all of which go to 

show that, as well as having assiduous and exemplary members, a Muslim 

community may also have members who need to be educated and informed of their 

duties and obligations. The Anşār’s commendable record of tireless sacrifice and 

support for the cause of Islam did not preclude them from being criticized and 

censured when some of them failed to live up to the standards and obligations of 

Islam. 

God, after all, “is free of all want, ever to be praised” (Verse 267) People donate for 

their own good, as their donations are of no benefit to God in any way. So they 

should give willingly and with a clear conscience. When they do, God will accept 
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their generosity and reward them for it, although it is He who has bestowed the 

wealth on them in the first place. 

The s rah goes on to reveal to the believers that niggardliness and the tendency to 

give to charity out of one’s inferior possessions are motivated by lack of faith in God 

and by fear of poverty. Such fear is only entertained by those who have no trust in 

God and their accountability to Him. It identifies these motives clearly, pointing to 

their original instigator: “Satan promises you poverty and bids you to commit indecency, 

whereas God promises you His forgiveness and bounty. God is Munificent, All-Knowing. He 

grants wisdom to whom He wills. He who is granted wisdom has indeed been granted 

abundant good. Yet only those with sound minds would take heed” (Verses 268-269) 

The s rah is telling the believers that Satan insinuates into their minds a fear of 

poverty in order to arouse their selfishness and greed, and that it is he that entices 

them to transgress and commit indecencies. This fear was responsible for the practice 

of burying one’s young daughters alive in pre-Islamic Arabia, while greed and 

excessive lust for wealth led some to gorge themselves on usury — both abhorrent 

and shameful practices. 

In contrast to Satan’s destructive exhortations, God promises forgiveness and 

generosity and provides sustenance and livelihood for everyone, in return for their 

generosity, because He is beneficent and fully aware of people’s innermost thoughts 

and intentions. Furthermore, “He grants wisdom to whom He wills. He who is granted 

wisdom has indeed been granted abundant good.” (Verse 269) God grants wisdom and 

common sense to enable people to reason and evaluate their actions and to seek 

moderation and forethought in their attitudes and behaviour. What a great gift, 

indeed! 

“Yet only those with sound minds would take heed” (Verse 269) They are the ones who 

appreciate and understand and judge matters sensibly. As in all matters, it is up to 

God’s absolute will to determine who deserves to receive the gift of wisdom, but the 

s rah reassures those who sincerely strive for wisdom and guidance that they shall 

not be denied these gifts. 

“Satan promises you poverty and bids you to commit indecency, whereas God promises 

you His forgiveness and bounty.” (Verse 268) This statement asserts the fundamental 

truth that, in this life, there are only two clear choices to make: God’s way or the way 

of Satan. Man can either heed God’s advice or act on Satan’s promises; rejecting one 

way means following the other. Only one way, the way of God, leads to the truth and 

all other routes belong to Satan. 

This truth is frequently and deliberately emphasized in the Qur’ n in order to 

leave those who reject God’s path with no argument or excuses. The path of truth is 

one and well defined, and people are free to take it or turn away from it. They will 
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face the consequences of their choice. 

The s rah continues with the theme of charity, emphasizing that God is fully 

aware of what people give and how they give. He will reward them for both the act 

of giving and the intention behind it: “Whatever alms you give or vows you make are 

known to God. The evildoers shall have none to help them. If you give alms openly, that is 

well; but if you give them to the needy in private, it is even better for you, and will atone for 

some of your bad deeds. God is aware of all you do.” (Verses 270-271) 

Giving, in this sense, refers to all kinds of alms and charity, voluntary as well as 

obligatory, for private or public causes. Vows and pledges are made by individuals 

for personal reasons and must be made for the sake of God and for no other cause. 

Offerings made by unbelievers to individuals or bogus deities are totally 

unacceptable and condemned by Islam. 

The fact that God is aware of one’s intentions and actions is reassuring to the 

believer, arousing within him feelings of respect and eagerness to shun greed and 

ostentation, as well as total ease that comes from having fulfilled his obligations of 

giving for God’s sake and of showing gratitude to God for His generosity and 

beneficence. 

Honouring one’s obligations is fair, and the opposite is evil and unjust. In this 

respect, people are two types. There are those who fulfil their obligations towards 

God, and live enjoying God’s blessings. On the other side, those who deny God’s 

generosity and show no gratitude for what He gives them, and withhold it from 

those in need, are condemned as evildoers who have violated their covenant with 

God and done wrong to themselves as well as to others, and they “shall have none to 

help them”. 

The s rah urges that voluntary charity is best given in private, to ensure that it is 

free from all traces of flaunting and pretension. However, publicizing the giving of 

obligatory charity could in fact be beneficial because it would promote the practice 

and help establish it in society. Hence, both ways are acceptable: “If you give alms 

openly, that is well; but if you give them to the needy in private, it is even better for you.” 

(Verse 271) This statement covers both cases, giving each its appropriate weight, 

promising atonement from sin for both of them: “and will atone for some of your bad 

deeds.” (Verse 271) It also evokes consciousness of God on the one hand, and 

confidence and reassurance on the other. Furthermore, it confirms that all actions 

and intentions are known to God, who is aware of all that people do. 

We cannot fail to note the elaborate and extensive way in which the ethics of 

giving for charity are covered in the s rah, from which two important conclusions 

can be drawn. 

First is the fact that Islam recognizes human nature, its propensity to be selfish and 
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tight-fisted and its constant need for motivation and encouragement. Only in this 

way can human nature overcome these tendencies and aspire towards the noble and 

benevolent spheres God wishes man to reach. 

Second is the nature of the community the Qur’ n was addressing. The Arabs 

were particularly known for their hospitality and generous disposition, but these 

were tarnished by their tendency to flaunt their generosity and by their pursuit of 

fame, acclaim and recognition. It would not, therefore, have been easy to teach them 

to give all that up and give of their wealth purely for the sake of God. The task 

required extensive education and motivation to instruct them in self-denial and 

dedication to God’s cause, in which Islam has achieved unparalleled success. 

Charity Benefits the Charitable 

At this point the s rah addresses the Prophet personally, setting out a number of 

essential facts bearing on the formulation of Islamic principles and scope of 

behaviour: “It is not for you to make people follow the right guidance. It is God who guides 

whom He wills. Whatever good you may spend in charity is for your own good. You should 

only spend out of pure dedication to God. And whatever good you give in charity will be 

repaid to you in full, and you shall not be wronged.” (Verse 272) 

Ibn Abī tim reports on the authority of Ibn `Abb s that until this verse was 

revealed, the Prophet (peace be upon him) used to instruct the Muslims to give in 

charity only to fellow Muslims, but then he ordered that charity should be extended 

to all who need it, regardless of their religion. 

Guidance is a matter for God alone. Not even the Messenger of God could be held 

responsible for whether individuals heed the truth or not. God is the Creator, and He 

alone has power over people’s hearts and minds. The mission of God’s Messenger is 

to convey His message, and then it is up to God how He gives guidance to individual 

human beings, as they deserve to be guided. In taking this crucial issue out of the 

human domain, an important principle is established that a believer should seek and 

receive guidance from God alone. It also impresses upon the Messenger a need to 

show understanding, tolerance and perseverance in the face of any rejection or 

resistance he meets in conveying God’s message to the public. He is to appeal to God 

to grant them guidance and show them the light. 

“It is not for you to make people follow the right guidance. It is God who guides whom He 

wills.” (Verse 272) Prophet Mu ammad is directed to open his heart to people, to 

show kindness, and to offer all possible help, leaving judgement and reward to God 

Almighty. 

With such tenets and principles, Islam opens the widest possible horizons of 
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compassion and tolerance. It goes beyond the recognition of religious freedom and 

rejection of compulsion and coercion. It demands universal human compassion and 

establishes the right of all needy members of society to help and support, regardless 

of their religious faith, as long as they do not pose any threat to the community. It 

further asserts that the rewards of those who give for the sake of God are safely 

guaranteed. No other religious faith has risen to or achieved such high standards of 

human or social morality. 

The s rah emphasizes that: “Whatever good you may spend in charity is for your own 

good. You should only spend out of pure dedication to God. And whatever good you give in 

charity will be repaid to you in full, and you shall not be wronged.” (Verse 272) Only a 

believer gives for the sake of God and no other. He does not give to charity in order 

to gain influence or praise, nor does he exploit his generosity to achieve personal 

ends or satisfy his ego, nor does he seek the favour or pleasure of people in power or 

authority. A believer gives to charity in the full knowledge and satisfaction that he 

will be rewarded by God; and that his life, character, and standing will be enhanced 

and that, furthermore, God’s generosity in the hereafter is guaranteed and will be all 

the more fulfilling.. 

The s rah then refers to a specific form of giving, the beneficiary of which is an 

honest and honourable section of society who are not ashamed of being poor and 

who are prevented by their dignity and self-esteem from degrading themselves by 

begging: “[Alms are] for the needy who, being wholly preoccupied with God’s cause, are 

unable to go about earning their livelihood. The unthinking take them for men of wealth on 

account of their restrained behaviour. You can recognize them by their special mark: they do 

not importune people for alms. Whatever good you give is certainly known to God.” (Verse 

273) 

The description fitted a. group of Makkan Muslims (Muhājir n) who had migrated 

with the Prophet to Madinah, leaving behind all their belongings and members of 

their families. They settled in Madinah; some of them, known as Ahl al-Şuffah, lived 

in and around the Prophet’s Mosque, and devoted their lives completely to the 

service of the community, volunteering for military missions and expeditions or 

guarding the Prophet and his household and mosque. These people were not able to 

work and earn a living, but behaved with dignity and propriety, refusing to beg or 

ask for charity, so much so that only a few people were aware of their plight. 

Nevertheless, the directive has a universal application. In every generation there 

will be people not able, for various reasons, to earn their livelihood, but who insist on 

preserving their modesty and personal dignity by not becoming a burden on anyone 

else. They do their utmost to hide their poverty and distress, and only a few people 

are able to detect and appreciate their predicament. 
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Thus, in its unique and inimitable style, the Qur’ n depicts in a few words a full 

and deeply poignant picture of human dignity and self-respect. The highly 

expressive syntax brings the features of those people gradually to life, and puts the 

reader face to face with their human characters. 

Those honourable people who hide their want, as eagerly as they would their 

nakedness, could only be offered assistance privately and in such a way as would not 

offend their dignity. The verse closes with the appropriate comment that: “Whatever 

good you give is certainly known to God.” (Verse 273) He will certainly not let it go 

unrewarded. 

Finally, the next verse gives a concise summary of the whole subject of charity and 

reiterates, reassuringly, the pledge made to those who give out of sheer humanity 

and altruism: “Those who give their property by night and by day, in private and in public, 

shall have their reward with their Lord. They have nothing to fear and they shall not grieve.” 

(Verse 274) They will have their reward which includes an increase of what they 

have in this life, other life blessings, and a reward in the hereafter. But they also have 

what is more than that, namely earning God’s pleasure. Hence they need fear 

nothing whatsoever in this life or in the life to come. 

There is a striking harmony between this closing comment and the earlier detailed 

statements. It provides a fitting final note for the Islamic ethical code of charity which 

represents a vital aspect of Islamic community and social life. 

A Perfectly Integrated System 

Despite the attention given to charity, life under Islam is in no way based or 

dependent on it. Social and economic life in Islam is based, first and foremost, on the 

provision of work and a decent means of earning a living for all those who are able to 

do so. It is also based on the fair and equitable distribution of wealth in the 

community, with the aim of achieving a proper balance between input and reward. 

Nevertheless, there will always be times when people fall short for various 

exceptional reasons, and it is these that need to be dealt with through charity. This 

comes in two forms: obligatory and voluntary. 

Obligatory contributions are levied only by Muslim state authorities that 

implement Islamic law in its entirety. They form an important source of public 

revenue for the Islamic state, although it is allocated for a specified purpose which 

cannot be exceeded. 

Giving to charity voluntarily is not limited or restricted. It is up to those who can 

afford it to make directly to the poor and needy, following the ethics and codes given 

earlier so that the recipients may preserve their dignity and self-esteem, as the s rah 
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illustrates very clearly. 

Al-Bukh rī relates on the authority of Abū Hurayrah that the Prophet said: “A 

needy person is not the one who is satisfied with a date or two, or a mouthful or two; 

but it is he that refrains from begging,” and cited the words of verse 273: “You can 

recognize them by their special mark: they do not importune people for alms.” 

A mad ibn anbal reports that a mother asked her son to go and ask the Prophet 

for some money, as other people were doing. The son went and found the Prophet 

addressing a crowd of people, saying: “He who refrains from begging, God shall 

spare him the need to beg, and he who refrains from taking charity will be amply 

provided for by God. If you beg while you possess the equivalent of five ounces of 

silver, you will be importuning for alms.” The man thought for a moment and 

remembered that he owned a she-camel and his servant owned a she-camel, each of 

which was worth far more than five ounces of silver. He went away without asking 

the Prophet for anything. 

Al- abar nī relates that a man from the Quraysh called al- rith was in Syria and 

heard that Abū Dharr al-Ghif rī, a Companion of the Prophet, was in need of help, so 

he sent him three hundred dīn rs. When the money arrived, Abū Dharr was taken 

aback and asked, “Did this man not find anyone else less fortunate than myself? I 

heard the Prophet say, If someone begs and he has forty dirhams, he is importuning 

for alms.’ My family has forty dirhams, a sheep and two servants.” 

Islam has a fully integrated and comprehensive socio-economic system whose 

rules and ethics work harmoniously together, supporting and reinforcing each other. 

It was this feature of Islam that enabled it to establish that unique and pioneering 

society, the like of which the world has yet to see. 
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19 

The Evil of Usury 

Those who gorge themselves on usury 

cannot rise up except as he may rise up 

whom Satan has confounded with his 

touch. That is because they say, ‘Trade is 

just the same as usury;’ whereas God has 

made trade lawful and usury forbidden. He 

who receives an admonition from his Lord, 

and thereupon desists [from usury] may 

retain his past gains, and it will be for God 

to judge him. Those who revert to the 

practice [of usury] are indeed the inmates of 

the fire, wherein they shall abide. (275) 

God blots out usury and causes charitable 

offerings. to grow and increase. God does 

not love confirmed unbelievers who persist 

in wrongdoing. (276) 

Those that have faith and do good deeds, 

attend regularly to their prayers and pay 

zakāt, shall have their reward with their 

Lord. They shall have nothing to fear, nor 

shall they grieve. (277) 

Believers, fear God and give up what 

remains outstanding of usury gains, if you 

are true believers. (278) 
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Overview 

The preceding passage discussed the ethics of charity and its role in society; the 

present passage deals with the opposite, dark side of the circulation of money, 

namely, usury, or to use the Islamic term, ribā. While charity denotes giving, 

generosity, purification, growth, cooperation and mutual social welfare, usury 

signifies stinginess, greed and self-aggrandizement. 

Charity is giving of one’s wealth without any expectation of recompense or 

repayment, while usury is the exaction of a charge over and above money owed, 

which is usually paid for out of the sweat and blood of the borrower, regardless of 

whether he profits as a result of the loan or not. 

It is perhaps significant that the s rah should discuss usury immediately after 

dealing with a pleasant subject such as charity, in order to highlight the sharp 

contrast between the two, and their effects on people and society. 

No other issue has been condemned and denounced so strongly in the Qur’ n as 

has usury; nor has any practice come in for stronger warnings, spelling out fearful 

doom. Infinite is God in His wisdom. For, although it was one of the most pervasive 

evils during the pre- Islamic Dark Ages, most of its destructive aspects have only 

If you do not, then war is declared against 

you by God and His Messenger. If you 

repent, however, you shall remain entitled 

to your principal. Thus, you shall commit 

no wrong, nor suffer any wrong yourselves. 

(279) 

If [the debtor] is in straitened 

circumstances, grant him a delay until a 

time of ease. And if you waive [the debt 

entirely] as a gift of charity, it will be better 

for you, if you but knew it. (280) 

Fear the day when you shall all return to 

God; when every soul shall be repaid in full 

for what it had earned, and none shall be 

wronged. (281) 
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become better known in our modern society. Only today, in the light of widespread 

human suffering, can we appreciate the reasons behind the Qur’ n’s determined 

onslaught on this evil practice. Today, we are better placed than even the people of 

pre-Islamic Arabia to understand God’s wisdom underlying these principles, and the 

suitability of Islam for the organization of human society. In today’s world, we have 

all the signs and evidence we need to explain and confirm the words of the Qur’ n. 

We can see what havoc and what misery a usury-based financial system has brought 

upon the world, as well as the insidious destruction it has caused to the morals, 

religion, health and economic strength of modern society. As the Qur’ n says, we are 

witnessing a divinely-inspired war against all individuals, groups, nations and states 

that persist in defying God’s commands concerning the practice of usury in its 

various disguises. 

The passage discussed in Chapter 18 laid down the basic principles for giving to 

charity, for the sake of God, as an important part of the Islamic social and economic 

system God has chosen for the Muslim community. It serves as a model for the rest 

of mankind to emulate and enjoy. It is presented as an alternative to a wicked and 

inhumane system based on usury. 

We, thus, have two contrasting socio-economic systems: the Islamic system and 

the usury-based un-Islamic system. They are based on totally different value systems 

and views of the world. They can never be reconciled, as each leads in a completely 

opposite direction to the other and aims to achieve different ends. 

The economic system Islam advocates, like its overall view of life, is based on the 

fundamental concept that God is the Creator and the undisputed master of all that 

exists. God has struck a deal with mankind and delegated to man certain duties and 

responsibilities on earth. He provided him with the tools, the materials and the 

means by which he can exercise his authority and freewill. The main proviso of 

God’s covenant with man is that man should live and behave according to God’s 

laws. Only actions, morals, dealings or religious activities conducted according to 

God’s law will be sanctioned and valid. The imposition of such activities by duress is 

rejected and condemned as injustice. God is the ultimate ruler and arbiter, and 

temporal human authority is derived from adherence to His law and code of living, 

to which human beings are bound by their covenant with Him. 

Another provision of God’s covenant with man stipulates that believers must look 

after one another’s welfare and share the benefits of what God has provided for all of 

them. This does not mean common ownership in the Marxist sense, but responsible 

and regulated private ownership. Those who have should share with those who have 

not and all are equally required to seek work and earn their living according to their 

ability. No capable member of society should live off someone else or become a 

burden on the community. To support this system of social welfare, Islam has set up 
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zakāt as a fixed obligation on the well- off and encouraged voluntary charity without 

limits. 

God has also advised man to seek moderation and avoid lavish spending and 

extravagant living. This would ensure sensible employment of wealth and a surplus 

of funds for the payment of zakāt and a contribution to charitable causes. 

Muslims are required to invest their money and seek the growth and development 

of their wealth, by scrupulous and legitimate means, without exploiting others or 

encroaching on their rights. Besides, it is not allowed to try to pervert, in any way, 

the fair and healthy circulation of capital and wealth in society. The Qur’ n stresses 

that wealth “should not be left to circulate only among the rich of you.” (59:7) 

God has also enjoined honesty of intention and action and the integrity of ends 

and means. He has laid down rules and ethics that should be observed in the 

investment and development of wealth so as not to compromise the conscience or 

morals of the individual, or undermine the life and welfare of the community. These 

principles are laid down in accordance with Islam’s overall philosophy of life and 

worldview, and in line with the terms and conditions of God’s covenant with man 

that governs the whole range of human actions and activities in this world. 

Thus we can see that usury as an economic instrument conflicts directly with the 

very basic concepts of Islam, because it is based on the total rejection of God’s role 

and the dismissal of all the principles and aims on which the divine code of living is 

founded. 

A usurious or interest-based system assumes a total divorce between the divine 

will and human life, leading to the conclusion that man is the absolute master of this 

world, not bound by any responsibility towards God or any obligation to respect His 

teachings or commands. It also implies that man is free as to how he accumulates, 

enjoys and uses wealth, and that in this regard he has no obligation whatsoever 

towards God or, indeed, any liability to others; it would not matter if thousands or 

millions of people were to suffer in the process. 

Of course man-made laws may occasionally intervene to curb this freedom by 

setting the rates of usury or banning certain fraudulent and illegal practices, but this 

is usually dictated by expediency and popular convention rather than by 

considerations of the principle laid down by a higher divine authority. 

A usury-based system is founded on the erroneous concept that the accumulation 

and enjoyment of wealth, regardless of the means, is the ultimate objective of human 

life, which explains the resulting reckless and vicious rush for money-making and 

prodigality. 

Such a system brings nothing but misery and suffering upon individuals, 
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communities, and nations, while it benefits only a few moneylenders. It undermines 

the moral and psychological fabric of society and creates a detrimental imbalance in 

the distribution of wealth and economic development, leading, as it is doing at 

present, to the concentration of power and influence in the hands of a few greedy, 

unscrupulous, and malevolent individuals and institutions, at national and 

international level, that reap the highest benefits but have no respect or regard for 

human values and human effort. 

These powerful individuals and institutions not only control the world economy 

and international wealth, but they also wield enormous influence in several other 

walks of life with the aim of enhancing their role and position in the world. Since 

they are unscrupulous and unprincipled and look with disdain on religion and 

morality, it is to their advantage to undermine religious belief and encourage moral 

degradation, promiscuity and excessive spending. They manipulate the world 

economy for their own benefit, manufacturing and fuelling regular economic crises 

in various parts of the world and diverting economic and industrial production away 

from the common world interest to areas that will give them the greatest advantage 

and control of international wealth. 

This catastrophic situation has been further exacerbated by the success of these 

powerful finance centres and groups, through their strong influence in the political, 

economic, media and entertainment worlds, to create the universal popular myth 

that usury is a good and natural aspect of the economy, without which there would 

be no economic prosperity or growth. It has been alleged that an interest- based 

economy is the one responsible for the tremendous achievements and progress of 

modern Western civilization, and that those calling for the abolition of usury are 

unrealistic dreamers and idealists motivated by moralistic and religious 

considerations that are capable, if given the chance, of corrupting the whole modern 

economic system. What is more is that those who criticize the interest- based 

economic system on these grounds are ridiculed by people who are in reality victims 

of this very system. Another victim of the system of usury is world economy which is 

forcibly set on the wrong course by international usurers. Thus, it suffers periodic, 

stage-managed crises to ensure that all its benefits are reaped by such usurers, rather 

than by humanity as a whole. 

Some Western economists have recognized the fact that a usurious system is a 

threat, from the purely economic point of view. One leading critic of the system, Dr. 

Schacht, a former Governor of the German Central Bank, in a speech given in 1953 in 

Damascus, said that with an infinite mathematical operation it would be possible to 

show that the total sum of all liquid money in the world ends up in the hands of a 

few usurers, because a usurer-lender gains in every deal while the borrower is 

equally liable to gain or lose. Logically, therefore, money will ultimately end up with 
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the one who always gains. The majority of capital today is under the real control of a 

few thousand people; while landlords, industrialists, farmers and traders who 

borrow from the banks, as well as workers and ordinary consumers, are no more 

than labourers working for the benefit of those in possession and control of capital. 

That is not all that is wrong with a usury-based economy. The relationship 

between capitalists on the one hand, and those working in commerce and industry 

on the other, is based on mistrust, strife and resentment. Moneylenders try to make 

maximum gains by lending their money, and therefore favour a squeeze on the 

money supply to cause a rise in the cost of borrowing. This eventually leads td a 

slowdown in the economy, a rise in unemployment, and a fall in /the purchasing 

power of the individual. This creates a fall in industrial loans which, in turn, forces 

the moneylenders to reduce the cost of borrowing, and a new cycle of growth and 

prosperity begins, only to lead to another recession and more misery for borrowers 

and consumers. It is this vicious circle of boom and bust that brings about the regular 

international economic crises. 

In such an economy, every consumer pays part of the price of goods to the 

moneylenders albeit indirectly. Industrialists and traders take the extra cost of 

borrowing out of consumers’ pockets by raising the prices of goods and services, 

thus spreading the burden over the widest possible area. Government borrowing to 

finance public projects is also met by ever-rising taxes imposed on the earning 

sections of the population, spreading the cost again over large numbers of people. 

This led to the rise of colonialism, and remains the root cause of war and conflict in 

the world today. 

When considering the Islamic attitude to usury, we must bear in mind a number 

of essential facts. 

The teachings and ethics of Islam, as we have seen, are in total conflict with a 

usurious economy. All the rulings, issued by the official ‘clergy’ in Muslim countries, 

and the arguments advanced to show that usury may be accommodated into the 

Islamic system, are pure humbug aimed at deceiving the public. 

The usury system is a curse on all humanity, not only ethically and religiously, but 

also economically and practically. It is a system that creates unhappiness and 

restricts the growth of harmony and stability in society, despite its deceptive promise 

of prosperity. 

Moral and practical considerations are inextricably linked. In all his actions, man is 

governed by the terms of God’s covenant; he is here with a mission and a 

responsibility and will have to account for his actions in the hereafter. An Islamic 

economic system must be built on moral and ethical principles. Such principles are 

not a merely desirable addition that can be done without in people’s life. 
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A usury-based economic system is bound to undermine the moral and ethical 

character of individuals, their feelings and their desire to help each other. It 

encourages greed, selfishness, lechery and speculation. In the modern world, it has 

opened the gates for the most sinister and corrupting forms of investment ever 

known, such as the drug trade, pornography, prostitution, all in pursuit of 

guaranteed astronomical profits. Borrowed money is not used in the service of 

humanity but for maximizing profit, regardless of the nature of the trade or the 

methods by which that profit is realized. 

Islam is a comprehensive way of life. Its economic system completely discounts 

the need for usury and organizes the social life of the community in such a way as to 

eliminate usury altogether. At the same time it maintains the balance and progress of 

economic, social and human development in society. 

Under Islam, there is no need for the abolition or removal of existing economic 

and financial institutions, such as banks and commercial companies, which play a 

vital role in modern economic development. Islam can reform these institutions and 

enable them to function along the sound and constructive rules and regulations it 

lays down. 

Most importantly, Muslims must realize that it is a conceptual impossibility that 

God Almighty should prohibit something that is vital for the perpetuation and 

preservation of human life. By the same token, no practice that is inherently corrupt 

could ever be essential for the organization and progress of human life. A Muslim 

who truly believes in God as the creator, preserver and controller of life and the 

world cannot conceive that God would forbid anything that is vital, or prescribe 

anything that is vile or obscene. The reasons for widespread belief in usury-based 

economic and financial systems can be traced to ignorance and the obnoxious 

propaganda systematically waged by capitalist and money lending lobbies and 

institutions. These continue to exert their pervasive influence on governments, 

international political organizations, and private and public media and information 

establishments. 

The claim that the international economic and financial systems cannot exist or 

function without usury is simply a myth and a monstrous lie sustained by big 

business and international vested interests. Usury-free economies have existed and 

performed very successfully. To revive them today requires determination and a 

concerted, well-considered international effort by at least the Muslim countries of the 

world, in order to revive some hope of future stability, prosperity, happiness and real 

peace and justice in our world. 

It is beyond the scope of this commentary to discuss in detail the practical 

methods of implementing the Islamic system. We will only look more closely at how 
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Islam succeeded in the eradication of that abominable practice of usury. 

The Horrific Image of Usury 

Those who gorge themselves on usury cannot rise up except as he may rise up whom 
Satan has confounded with his touch. That is because they say, ‘Trade is just the same 
as usury;’ whereas God has made trade lawful and usury forbidden. He who receives 
an admonition from his Lord, and thereupon desists [from usury] may retain his past 
gains, and it will be for God to judge him. Those who revert to the practice [of usury] 
are indeed the inmates of the fire, wherein they shall abide. God blots out usury and 
causes charitable offerings to grow and increase. God does not love confirmed 
unbelievers who persist in wrongdoing. (Verses 275-276) 

It is a frightening image, far more effective than any threat or admonition. The 

image of a person possessed by the devil is an evocative and terrifying one, most 

effective in deterring usurers and in conveying the message to others. It shakes the 

human conscience and brings home the horrible reality of the effects of usury on 

individuals as well as society as a whole. 

Most commentators have suggested that the s rah refers to rising before God on 

the Day of Judgement, but I am of the view that this is a metaphor for what actually 

happens in life on this earth. This interpretation is supported by a later passage 

warning usurers of an impending war against them by God and His Messenger 

which, in my view, we can see going on in the world today. The whole world is 

currently reeling under the dire consequences of a pervasive international usury-

based financial system. 

However, before we study the Qur’ nic text in detail, let us review the different 

types of usury, or ribā, known at the time of revelation and how the Arabs of the pre-

Islamic jāhiliyyah, or Dark Ages, viewed the whole practice of usury. There were two 

main types, known in Arabic as ribā al-nasī’āh, increase related to deferment, and ribā 
al- fađl, increase based on difference in quality. 

Ribā al-nasī’ah, according to Qat dah, applies to selling goods on credit for an 

agreed term. When the term expires, and the buyer finds himself unable to settle, the 

seller raises the price in lieu of extending the settlement term. According to Muj hid, 

if a borrower fails to settle a debt, he agrees to make an additional payment, over the 

original loan, to the lender in return for an extension of the settlement period. 

According to Abū Bakr al-Jaşş ş, ribā al-nasī’ah was no more than a deferred loan 

conditional on an implied premium, the deferment being granted in return for the 

additional payment over the original amount. 

In his commentary, Im m al-R zī says that ribā al-nasī’ah was the more widely 
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known in the pre-Islamic days. People would advance money for a fixed term in 

return for an agreed monthly fee, keeping the original amount unchanged. At the 

end of the fixed term, the borrower would either pay back the original loan in full or 

be granted an extension with higher monthly payments. 

Us mah ibn Zayd quotes the Prophet as saying: “Ribā al-nasī’ah [i.e. increase 

related to deferment] is the only real form of usury.” [Related by al-Bukh rī and 

Muslim] 

Ribā al fađl [i.e. increase based on difference in quality] applies to premiums on 

spot transactions involving the exchange of quantities of the same commodity, with 

something extra: gold for gold, silver for silver, wheat for wheat, and so on. Such 

transactions are considered usurious because they bring exploitation, a feature 

common to all types of usury. This fact will be of great importance in our discussion 

of the contemporary situation. 

Abū Sa`īd al-Khudrī quotes the Prophet as saying: “Gold for gold, silver for silver, 

wheat for wheat, barley for barley, dates for dates and salt for salt; may be 

exchanged, measure for measure, from hand to hand [on the spot] . If either party 

gives or seeks an increase, both parties are equally guilty of usury.” [Related by al-

Bukh rī and Muslim] 

Abū Sa`īd al-Khudrī also reports that when Bil l, the Abyssinian Companion of 

the Prophet, once brought the Prophet some dates of excellent quality, the Prophet 

immediately asked where he had obtained them. Bil l said he had received them in 

exchange for some dates of lower quality that were in his possession, two measures 

for one. The Prophet was extremely displeased and said: “This is stark usury! It is the 

very thing! Do not ever do it. If you wish to buy good dates, sell your dates in some 

other way and then buy the good ones with what you receive.” [Related by al-

Bukh rī and Muslim] 

That ribā al-nasī’ah is usurious is self-explanatory: it involves an increased payment 

and time extension, the two essential elements of usurious transactions. In ribā al-fađl 
there have to be real differences in quality of the same commodity which give rise to 

an increase in the quantity of one over the other. This is clear in Bil l’s transaction, 

condemned by the Prophet as usurious, since it assigned different values to the two 

types of dates. Hence the Prophet ordered that one type of dates should be sold for 

cash, which is then used by the seller to buy the other type, thus removing all 

suspicion of usury. 

The requirement to exchange traded goods simultaneously, “hand to hand”, is 

important in order to avoid any difference in the two quantities due to a lapse in time 

which could affect their respective values. It also indicates how sensitive the Prophet 

was to any suspicion of usury, and how sagacious was his approach in uprooting it. 
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There are those today, overwhelmed by the triumph of Western capitalism, who 

wish to limit the definition of usury to ribā al-nasī’ah only, basing their reasoning on 

the report by Us mah and definitions of usury in pre-Islamic Arabia given by some 

early scholars. Later and new forms of usury that do not precisely fit those 

definitions are, according to these pundits, allowed by Islam. 

This is a symptom of spiritual and intellectual defeatism, because Islamic rules are 

not decided merely on technicalities but on sound and firm concepts and principles. 

Islam did not condemn one particular form of usury, but stood against it entirely in 

theory and practice. It went so far as to forbid ribā al fađl in order to eliminate all 

semblance of usury from Islamic monetary and economic systems. 

This could only mean that all usurious dealings are forbidden, whether similar to 

those known in pre-Islamic Arabia or it has a new shape. Wherever the essential 

elements of usury are present in a transaction, it becomes forbidden. Similarly, any 

transaction tainted by extortion, greed or an element of gambling, or otherwise 

driven by the evil desire to make a profit by any means, is strictly outlawed. 

Divine Admonition Remains Unheeded 

“Those who gorge themselves on usury cannot rise up except as he may rise up whom 

Satan has confounded with his touch.” (Verse 275) This is a reference not only to those 

who take interest or charge a usurious gain, but also to society as a whole. 

J bir ibn `Abdull h reports that the Prophet has cursed the person who charges 

usury, the one who pays it, the two witnesses and the one who writes the contract, 

saying: “They bear the same responsibility. [Related by Muslim, A mad, Abū 

D wūd and al-Tirmidhī] 

These rules apply to private, one-to-one transactions, while the whole community 

is condemned to the onslaught of God’s wrath in societies where usury forms the 

basis for financial transactions. Such a society lives in turmoil and constant 

insecurity; and if there were doubts about this fact during the early days of the 

capitalist system, some four centuries ago, its record since then totally vindicates it. 

The world we live in today is full of anxiety, instability and fear. Western leaders, 

intellectuals and scientists themselves admit to the frightening spread of nervous and 

psychological diseases in the West, despite its spectacular industrial, scientific and 

economic success. The other frightening aspect of today’s Western-dominated world 

is the spread of conflict and strife, and the imminent threat of global war and mass 

destruction. 

As a result, a dark cloud of depression and despair hangs over this world of ours 

which Western civilization, with all its achievements and capabilities and wealth 
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cannot remove. What, then, is the point of material progress if it does not bring 

happiness, peace and security to individuals and societies? 

It is a fact that no fair-minded person could ever deny: the majority of people in 

the most affluent and materially advanced countries, such as the United States of 

America or Sweden, lead the most miserable lives. Anxiety, depression and boredom 

are eating into people’s lives who, despite their affluence and energy, are driven to a 

culture of fads and mental and sexual perversions, and all kinds of anti-social 

escapist behaviour that allows them no peace or security 

The fundamental cause of this pervasive unhappiness is the spiritual wilderness in 

which Western societies are living today. For, in spite of the prosperity and material 

well-being they enjoy, these societies lack the spiritual reassurance and faith that can 

only come with belief in God and placing our full trust in Him. They no longer have 

any universal goals or aims to aspire to. They have lost faith in human life and man’s 

mission and role in the world as defined in God’s covenant with mankind. 

From that fundamental cause springs the curse of usury which undermines the 

whole economic edifice of society in such a way that the economy inflates but never 

seems to grow in a healthy and equitable manner or benefit all sections of the 

community. A usury-based economy is a lopsided one, in which the faceless 

privileged few prosper to the most obscene extent at the expense of the industrial 

and commercial resources of the community. Financiers and moneylenders control 

the flow of money into the market and thereby impose their wishes and interests 

rather than seek to meet the needs of the people or serve the public interest. Their 

aim is not to provide regular employment or long-term security of income, leading to 

happiness and social stability, but to maximize their own profits, even if that means 

the suffering and deprivation of millions, or the destruction of the security and 

welfare of the rest of mankind. 

Those with vested interests objected to the condemnation and abolition of usury, 

claiming that “‘Trade is just the same as usury;’ whereas God has made trade lawful and 

usury forbidden.” (Verse 275) Their argument rested on the false assumption that the 

objective of both trading and usury was to secure gains, but trading is open to the 

risk of loss as well as to making profit. It also requires real tangible input from the 

trader. Usury transactions, on the other hand, are aimed at bringing guaranteed 

gains for the lender in any case. That is the crucial difference between the two. Any 

transactions involving a guaranteed return for the lender, under all circumstances, 

are usurious and, hence, forbidden. There can be no argument on this point. God has 

permitted trading for many reasons that make it beneficial for human life, and the 

absence of guaranteed returns is first among them. 

However, Islam faced the situation existing at the time with realism, averting any 
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kind of economic or social upheaval. It declared its new rules effective immediately 

and turned a new page with respect to what had been going on previously: “He who 

receives an admonition from his Lord, and thereupon desists [from usury] may retain his past 

gains, and it will be for God to judge him.” (Verse 275) 

It seems to suggest that exoneration for previous usurious activities would be left 

to God’s grace, thereby providing individuals with a stronger incentive to desist and 

seek to conduct their trade without usury. Nevertheless, it goes on to warn those 

who go back to such practices that they “are indeed the inmates of the fire, wherein they 

shall abide.” (Verse 275) It affirms with power and authority for the benefit of those 

who might delude themselves that the hereafter was a long way away, that: “God 

blots out usury and causes charitable offerings to grow and increase. God does not love 

confirmed unbelievers who persist in wrongdoing.” (Verse 276) 

God’s words have come true. There is evidence that no society has built its 

economy on usury and seen real prosperity, peace, security or happiness. A society 

may indeed be outwardly wealthy, productive and affluent, but these are not 

necessarily the signs of a blessed and fortunate society. Social welfare, integrity and 

cohesion are only found in societies constructed on altruism, charity, tolerance, 

compassion and open-handedness, and in which people vie only for the pleasure and 

grace of God Almighty. 

There are, of course, those who refuse to see these facts, because they are either 

consumed by greed and self-interest or blinded by the falsehood and the propaganda 

perpetrated by those who have a real vested interest in the promotion and spread of 

the odious practice of usury and the whole system based on it. 

“God does not love confirmed unbelievers who persist in wrongdoing.” (Verse 276) This 

statement clearly indicates that those who persist with usury, after all that has been 

said about it, are guilty of grave wrongdoing and condemned by God. Evidently, 

those who legalize what God has forbidden are guilty and damned, even if they 

assert their belief in Islam with all the power at their disposal. 

Islam is not mere words one utters, but a comprehensive way and system of life. 

To reject a part of it is to reject it all. In this case, there is riot the slightest doubt that 

usury is totally forbidden. Hence, to legalize it and build the life of society on it is 

tantamount to unbelief. 

In Perfect Contrast with Usurers 

In contrast to the preceding example of disbelief and wrongdoing, the s rah 

presents the case of faith and righteousness, highlighting the essential attributes of 

the community of believers and the basis of the economic system which disavows 
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usury and has the firm foundation of the important institution of zakāt: “Those that 

have faith and do good deeds, attend regularly to their prayers and pay zakāt, shall have their 

reward with their Lord. They shall have nothing to fear, nor shall they grieve.” (Verse 277) 

The main element in this verse is that of zakāt which denotes giving willingly, 

expecting nothing from any human being in return. The verse also introduces a 

feature of the community of believers and one of its important pillars, before it goes 

on to describe the total reassurance, tranquillity and happiness such a community 

enjoys. 

The institution of zakāt represents the foundation of a caring, sympathetic and 

supportive society, which has no cause to resort to usury in any aspect of its life. The 

image of zakāt has faded somewhat in the minds of those unfortunate generations of 

Muslims who have had no experience of life under Islam. They have not seen Islamic 

laws, ethics and principles shaping the daily lives of people, and creating a healthy, 

virtuous, decent society. They have had no experience of how zakāt works in practical 

terms to bring about economic growth and prosperity as a reward for individual 

diligence and honest cooperation. 

These generations have become accustomed to the odious effects of the materialist 

usurious system, which promotes greed, unashamed self- interest and social 

antagonism. They have come to accept that economic and commercial life cannot be 

run without usury, although under this system, the transfer of wealth is often 

accompanied by exploitation, while people who have no money have no security in 

life, and industry and commerce become hostages to the moneylenders. 

To contemporary eyes, zakāt appears as an outdated form of charity that does not 

fit into modern economic or financial systems. Yet zakāt is paid out by people 

educated by Islam to implement Islamic laws and regulations, and to establish a 

system that can hardly be imagined by those who have never experienced it. Zakāt is 

levied by Muslim authorities at the yearly rate of 2.5 per cent on liquid money (or 5-

10 per cent on crops, and 20 per cent on mineral resources), as an incumbent duty 

rather than optional charity. The authorities then distribute the proceeds among 

those in need in the community as widely as possible, in order for the beneficiaries to 

meet their basic necessities and alleviate their hardships. Debtors who are insolvent 

are helped with zakāt money to settle their debts, whether these are personal or 

commercial. Poor people are helped to find appropriate work that makes them self-

sufficient. 

The form in which such a system operates is of secondary importance: what is 

important is the spirit in which the system and society come together and function as 

a whole to bring about genuine care and effective social welfare. 

God promises those who conduct themselves according to the ethics and 
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principles of faith, in submission to the divine will and in a spirit of cooperation, that 

they “shall have their reward with their Lord. They shall have nothing to fear, nor shall they 

grieve.” (Verse 277) 

On the other hand, God threatens the advocates of usury that theft will live in fear, 

confusion, and insecurity, and that their society were to disintegrate. History has 

witnessed the benefits of the Islamic, non_ usury system and its results in human 

society. It is today witnessing the disastrous and oppressive effects of the usury-

based system that forms the core of contemporary civilization. We Muslims only 

wish we could make others see the force of our argument against the evils of usury, 

but all we can do is present the facts and hope that people will listen and heed our 

warnings and advice. 

Total War against the Usurers 

Having evoked an atmosphere of calm and peace, the s rah makes a final 

passionate appeal to the true believers to eradicate usury and rid their society of it 

completely, or face a relentless war waged against them by none other than God 

Almighty and His Messenger: “Believers, fear God and give up what remains outstanding 

of usury gains, if you are true believers. If you do not, then war is declared against you by 

God and His Messenger. If you repent, however, you shall remain entitled to your principal. 

Thus, you shall commit no wrong, nor suffer any wrong yourselves.” (Verses 278-279) 

This passage makes the rejection of usury a condition of true faith; Muslims shall 

only become true believers when they fear God and reject any usury money they are 

owed. No faith could be claimed, even as a mere form of words, without total 

acceptance of, and submission to, God’s will and command. The Qur’ n is very 

explicit on this point and leaves no room for confusion. There is no chance for 

anyone wishing to declare their faith and belief in God verbally, only to adopt a way 

of life that is the antithesis of His laws and teachings. Those who separate religious 

belief from their daily affairs of life are deluding themselves if they think they are 

true believers, no matter how much they insist they are, or how regularly they 

observe religious rituals. 

The s rah exonerates Muslims of all previous dealings involving usury, making it 

clear that there would be no appropriation of property previously gained or acquired 

through usurious transactions. Islam has laid down an important rule that 

everything is permissible unless it is specifically declared otherwise, and no rules 

may be retroactively applied. Everything done previously would be suspended and 

left to God to judge and assess. Thus Islam ensured that the transition to a usury-free 

system was smooth and with little, if any, social or economic difficulty. Only very 

recently has this approach been incorporated into modern laws. Islamic legislation 
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deals with practical human situations, while always aiming at purifying society and 

directing and promoting human progress and prosperity. 

God also makes it a condition that Muslims, in order to be true believers, should 

accept this legislation and implement it in their daily life as soon as they become 

aware of it. The s rah also stresses that fear of God and consciousness of Him are a 

necessary corollary to following His teachings and implementing His laws. This fear 

of God is an important safeguard for the enforcement of the laws and regulations, 

reinforcing the guarantees inherent in them. Thus, Islamic laws have a far better 

chance of being obeyed and adhered to than man-made laws. The enforcement of the 

latter is solely contingent upon the force of external authority which is easily evaded 

and circumvented in the absence of the inner incentives and convictions of a vigilant 

conscience. 

The alternative is far more gloomy. “If you do not, then war is declared against you by 

God and His Messenger. If you repent, however, you shall remain entitled to your principal. 

Thus, you shall commit no wrong, nor suffer any wrong yourselves.” (Verse 279) What a 

terrifying prospect! How could the frail and powerless humans even contemplate 

going to war against God and His Messenger; the outcome is a foregone conclusion. 

Following the revelation of these verses, the Prophet instructed his governor in 

Makkah to use force against the wealthy clan of al-Mughīrah if they refused to cease 

dealing with usury. In his farewell speech in `Araf t, about three months before his 

death, the Prophet also declared that all usury originating in pre-Islamic times, and 

still due at the time, is written off, starting with that of his own uncle al- `Abb s. This 

crucial step in the transition into a fully-fledged, mature Islamic life came only many 

years after the start of the Islamic mission, when the ideological and ethical 

foundations of the society were firmly established. 

In that speech, the Prophet said: “Every usury gain accrued according to the un-

Islamic practices of jāhiliyyah is under my feet, and I start with that of al-`Abb s.” He 

did not, however, order repayment of any gains made during the pre-Islamic era. 

Every Muslim ruler is required to combat usury and those who pursue it, even if 

they declare themselves to be Muslims. The Prophet’s successor, Abū Bakr, used 

force to crush groups of Muslims who, following the Prophet’s death, refused to pay 

the zakāt they owed to the Muslim treasury, without renouncing any other precepts 

or obligations of Islam. A person who refuses to implement God’s law, in daily life is 

certainly not a Muslim. 

The war that God and His Messenger are ready to wage against the perpetrators 

of usury is much wider in concept than the use of armed force by a worldly ruler. It 

is a warning of a total condemnation of all societies adopting usury as a basis for 

their social and economic life. It is a war affecting the psychological, economic, and 
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emotional aspects of life. It is the social strife, acrimony and antagonism brought 

about by the exploitative usurious system, as well as the regional and international 

conflict and instability suffered in consequence by all humanity. It is a war instigated, 

directly or indirectly, by moneylenders and international capitalists who, like sharks, 

prey on corporations, businesses, industries, commerce, governments and states. 

Their predatory activities are the root cause of runaway inflation, high taxation, 

crippling international debts, recession and poverty, all of which are capable of 

starting wars and fuelling bloodshed and destruction all over the world. The 

outcome of this vicious circle of misery is economic deprivation, moral degradation, 

social disintegration and the inevitable collapse of human civilization. 

It is a relentless war that spares nothing, and it is currently eating into the very 

fabric of human society as a result of the domination of the usury-based capitalist 

system, even though this is registering astronomical levels of industrial production 

and material consumption. This unprecedented industrial and material success 

should have ensured man’s happiness, progress and well-being, but it has proved 

suffocating and destructive for all mankind, except for the small section of privileged 

financiers and capitalists, who are relatively unaffected by this misery and suffering. 

Nevertheless, as it once called on that first community, Islam continues to call on 

every generation of mankind to desist from the evil of usury and adopt clean and 

wholesome monetary and commercial practices, assuring them that: “If you repent, 

however, you shall remain entitled to your principal. Thus, you shall commit no wrong nor 

suffer any wrong yourselves.” (Verse 279) 

The objective of the persistent campaign against usury is to rid human society of 

this universal evil and take life back to God’s pristine way, that humanity may be 

spared the psychological, moral and social effects of the exploitation and injustice 

that inevitably set in under a usury-based socio-economic system. 

Recovery of the principal capital in commercial dealings cannot be said to be 

unfair to either lender or borrower. There are countless legitimate ways and means 

for investment, growth and development of capital, employing one’s own 

entrepreneurial skills or by working in partnership with others, in which all parties 

proportionately share in the loss and profit of the enterprise. These would include 

many profitable and equitable forms of business such as trading in shares of 

companies whose profits are fairly distributed among the shareholders, cooperative 

banks that invest in commercial and industrial projects and share profits and losses 

among depositors, rather than give a fixed rate return on deposits — such banks 

would be entitled to charge appropriate service or management fees. 

Kind Treatment of Insolvent Debtors 
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This passage dealing with lending and borrowing is concluded with advice on 

how to deal with insolvent debtors. In such cases, the solution would not be to 

impose further penalties in lieu of deferred payment, but the debtor should be 

granted a reprieve until he is able to settle his debt, or the lender should be 

magnanimous enough to write off the debt completely. “If [the debtor] is in straitened 

circumstances, grant him a delay until a time of ease. And if you waive [the debt entirely] as a 

gift of charity, it will be better for you, if you but knew it.” (Verse 280) 

The words evoke an atmosphere of tolerance and benevolence. They provide a 

respite from the harshness and severity of greed and selfishness. They call for 

clemency and compassion on the part of creditor and borrower, as well as by society 

as a whole. 

These words may not make a great deal of sense to those ‘rationalists’ who apply 

purely materialistic criteria. It makes even less sense to moneylenders, individuals as 

well as faceless institutions, that justify their exploitative and extortionate practices 

on utterly amoral and inhuman principles and considerations. These Qur’ nic 

exhortations may never reach their hearts. But, as believing Muslims, we recognize 

that these are words of truth that are certain to bring about happiness and security 

for all mankind: “If [the debtor] is in straitened circumstances, grant him a delay until a 

time of ease. And if you waive [the debt entirely] as a gift of charity, it will be better for you, if 

you but knew it.” (Verse 280) 

Under Islam, a debtor is never put under duress by either the creditor or the law, 

but is always given another chance to settle his debt. Furthermore, society at large 

will not stand idly by when a borrower is suffering genuine hardship because of his 

indebtedness. God calls on the creditor to willingly waive the debt, and if’ he does so 

it will be good for him and for the debtor, and for the welfare and cohesion of the 

community as a whole. 

The abolition of usury would lose much of its purpose if the creditor were allowed 

to harass and squeeze the debtor while he was not able to settle the debt. Thus the 

s rah urges that he should be given time to settle, and advises the creditor to waive 

the debt, in full or in part. Other Qur’ nic statements (9: 60) specify that insolvent 

debtors, who borrow money for legitimate purposes and are unable to pay it back, 

qualify for help from zakāt funds to clear their liabilities and alleviate their situation, 

provided that their debts were incurred for legitimate purposes. 

Then, in a highly inspiring comment, the s rah recalls the fearful Day of 

Judgement when people shall stand defenceless before God to account for their 

actions. These words cannot fail to move a thoughtful and conscientious person to 

write off any money he might be owed by some helpless borrower. “Fear the day when 

you shall all return to God; when every soul shall be repaid in full for what it had earned, and 
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none shall be wronged.” (Verse 281) 

The day to be feared is awesome indeed. Believers’ hearts dread the events of that 

day when all will be made to stand in front of God to face the reckoning of their 

deeds. This verse serves as a fitting comment on a passage devoted to the liquidation 

of past unfair dealings. 

This fear is the powerful ‘voice within’ which Islam kindles in the deepest recesses 

of people’s minds and hearts to act as a potent guiding force in life. Thus Islam 

proves yet again how vigorous, well-integrated, practical and merciful it is, and 

demonstrates that its overriding aim and objective is the happiness and well-being of 

man as an individual, and of human society as a whole. 
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20 

Safeguards for Financial 

Transactions 

Believers, when you contract a debt for a 

fixed term, put it in writing, and let a 

scribe write it down for you with fairness. 

No scribe shall refuse to write as God has 

taught him. So he shall write. And let the 

one who incurs the liability [i.e. the debtor] 

dictate; and [in so doing] let him be 

conscious of God his Lord and not 

diminish anything of it. If he who incurs 

the liability is weak of mind or body, or 

unable to dictate himself, then let his 

guardian dictate with fairness. Call in two 

of your men to act as witnesses, but if two 

men are not available, then a man and two 

women, whom you consider acceptable as 

witnesses, so that if either of them should 

make a mistake, the other will remind her. 

Witnesses must not refuse when they are 

called in. Do not be averse to writing down 

debts, be they small or great, together with 

the time when they fall due; that is more 

equitable in the sight of God and lends 

greater credence to the testimony and is 

more likely to spare you any doubt. In the 

case of a commercial deal transacted on the 

spot, you shall incur no sin by not writing 

it down.  
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Overview 

Having condemned usury as an unhealthy, inequitable economic practice, the 

s rah resumes by outlining provisions governing trade, loans, loan securities, and 

usury-free lending and transactions. 

As one reads these verses, one cannot fail to marvel at the superb style of the 

Qur’ n, which combines precise legal language with eloquence and great literary 

merit. It achieves that delicate and elusive balance between clarity of meaning and 

pungency of expression, thereby gently but most effectively enhancing the appeal of 

the legal provisions to the religious conscience, without prejudicing the moral stance 

Have witnesses when you make business 

deals; but let no harm be suffered by scribe 

or witness; if you do [harm them], that is 

sinful on your part. Have fear of God, for 

it is God who teaches you. God has 

knowledge of all things. (282) 

If you are on a journey and cannot find a 

scribe, pledges taken in hand [are 

sufficient]. If you trust one another, let him 

who is trusted fulfil his trust, and let him 

fear God, his Lord. You shall not 

withhold testimony, for he that withholds 

testimony is sinful at heart. God has full 

knowledge of all you do. (283) 

To God belongs all that is in the heavens 

and the earth. Whether you make known 

what is in your minds or conceal it, God 

will bring you to account for it. He will 

then forgive whom He wills and punish 

whom He wills. God has power over all 

things. (284) 
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of the text or the precision of the wording. In the case of commercial contracts, for 

instance, all potential influences are brought into play with respect to the two parties 

to the contract, the witnesses and the executors, taking great care to consider all 

eventualities. Each point is thoroughly dealt with before moving on to the next, 

thereby avoiding unnecessary repetition, superfluous expressions, or the labouring 

of any aspect of the topic under discussion. 

In these highly legalistic discussions, the Qur’ n maintains the same quality of 

literary excellence and beauty as in those passages that deal with moral or religious 

exhortations. Indeed, it is even more so, because precision is of the essence in these 

cases and one inappropriate word could affect the whole meaning with unfortunate 

consequences. Yet in its pioneering role in establishing these principles almost ten 

centuries before civil and commercial laws, as legal experts would willingly admit, 

the Qur’ n achieves its objective of penetrating the human mind and heart with 

immense ease and elegance. 

Loan Arrangement and Documentation 

Let us now take a closer look at the principles that Islam establishes with respect 

to loans: “Believers, when you contract a debt for a fixed term, put it in writing, and let a 

scribe write it down for you with fairness.” (Verse 282) 

The general rule, therefore, is that details of all fixed-term loans must be in 

writing, for reasons that will become clear later, and that a third party must do the 

recording in order to ensure total impartiality and fairness. The writer is required to 

record the agreed terms of the loan faithfully, without interference, bias or prejudice. 

He is obliged to do his job fully and competently as a duty to God who has blessed 

him with the ability to write, and for which he will be appropriately rewarded: “No 

scribe shall refuse to write as God has taught him. So he shall write.” (Verse 282) 

Having established that the terms of loans should be committed to writing by an 

independent document writer, the s rah goes on to explain how the writing should 

be carried out: “... and let the one who incurs the liability i.e. the debtor] dictate; and [in so 

doing] let him be conscious of God his Lord and not diminish anything of it. If he who incurs 

the liability is weak of mind or body, or unable to dictate himself, then let his guardian dictate 

with fairness.” (Verse 282) 

The party incurring the liability, the borrower, is the one to dictate to the writer, 

acknowledging the amount borrowed and his commitment to the terms and 

conditions of the loan, as a safeguard against any injustice to him. As the weaker 

party to the transaction, he would be less liable to alter the terms and conditions. 

This would reinforce the borrower’s commitment to the liability. For, were the 

creditor to dictate, there would be no guarantee that he might not tamper with the 
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terms and conditions of the loan to his advantage. Furthermore, the s rah appeals to 

the borrower’s conscience to be scrupulous and faithful in dictating the terms of the 

loan. It goes on to advise that if the borrower is feeble-minded, under age, or unable 

to dictate through ignorance or an impediment of speech, or any other reason, his 

guardian, attorney or trustee, may do so on his behalf, showing the same, if not 

greater, scrupulous fairness. 

The s rah gives detailed instructions concerning the witnessing of the contract: 

“Call in two of your men to act as witnesses, but if two men are not available, then a man and 

two women, whom you consider acceptable as witnesses, so that if either of them should make 

a mistake, the other will remind her.” (Verse 282) 

For the contract to be valid, it must be witnessed by two men or, if these are not 

readily available, one man and two women, all of whom should be of good standing 

in the community and deemed “acceptable as witnesses” by both parties. The reason 

for recommending men witnesses in the first instance is that, in a Muslim society, the 

majority of marketplace attendants are normally men, since women, generally, do 

not have to seek work to earn a living and their main preoccupation is the family 

home and the raising of society’s new generation. Nevertheless, if two men cannot be 

found to witness a contract, a man and two women will do. But why two women? 

Since this is a legal matter, the s rah does not leave the answer to speculation; and 

explains: “... so that if either of them should make a mistake, the other will remind her.” 

(Verse 282) 

Such a mistake may occur for a number of reasons, such as lack of experience or 

knowledge, or failure to understand the subject matter or the ramifications of the 

contract. A woman’s impulsive nature tends to make her impressionable and more 

easily influenced or swayed. This emotional, sympathetic nature is necessary and, 

indeed, advantageous for women in their role as mothers. Human nature being 

indivisible, it would be present whenever women are called upon to witness or judge 

anything requiring deliberation, reflection and strict impartiality. Having two 

women rather than one, provides a greater assurance that they will balance each 

other and provide an objective testimony. 

The s rah calls on people not to refuse to act as witnesses if invited to do so, as it 

did with the writer earlier, saying: “Witnesses must not refuse when they are called in.” 

(Verse 282) It is an obligation, rather than a privilege, because it is a means of 

establishing justice and preserving rights. Witnesses must carry out their duty 

willingly, honestly and without any condescension or deference towards either of the 

parties. 

The s rah moves on to another, more general, aspect of legal and business 

transactions: “Do not be averse to writing down debts, be they small or great, together with 
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the time when they fall due; that is more equitable in the sight of God and lends greater 

credence to the testimony and is more likely to spare you any doubt.” (Verse 282) 

The text displays a remarkable perception of human nature, as people are often 

inclined to judge that certain small debt transactions are not worth writing down, but 

the s rah stresses the fact that recording all debt transactions is seen by God as 

preferable and more fair. A written contract gives greater force to the testimony of 

the witnesses, since a written statement carries more weight than one based totally 

on memory, and it “is more likely to spare you any doubt”. Thus, the wisdom 

underlying these instructions becomes clear and they appear more convincing, 

practical and reassuring. 

In spot trading, executed immediately and frequently, there is no need for writing 

dawn the details and the mere presence of witnesses will suffice: “In the case of a 

commercial deal transacted on the spot, you shall incur no sin by not writing it down. Have 

witnesses when you make business deals.” (Verse 282) 

At face value, the statement seems to allow the concession of not recording spot 

transactions while making it a condition that witnesses should be present; but, 

according to some considered opinion, the latter is strongly recommended rather 

than obligatory. 

Nevertheless, the weightier view is that witnesses are necessary for spot trading as 

well. 

The s rah proceeds to specify the rights of contract writers and witnesses, assuring 

them of the protection they deserve: “But let no harm be suffered by scribe or witness; if 

you do [harm them], that is sinful on your part. Have fear of God, for it is God who teaches 

you. God has knowledge of all things.” (Verse 282) 

Scribes and witnesses should come to no harm in the course of fulfilling their 

obligations towards God, and any wrongdoing they may suffer would be a gross 

violation of God’s law. This is a necessary precaution, for scribes and witnesses often 

incur the displeasure of one or the other of the contracting parties and must, 

therefore, be protected and reassured so that they fulfil their obligations fairly, 

honestly and with absolute objectivity. 

Finally the s rah, in keeping with the Qur’ nic way of igniting the inner powers of 

the human conscience, calls on believers to fear God and reminds them of His grace 

and favour in giving them knowledge and understanding, so that they may conduct 

their affairs in accordance with His will and guidance: “Have fear of God, for it is God 

who teaches you. God has knowledge of all things.” (Verse 282) 

The s rah rounds off the subject of loans by dealing with the special case of 

borrowing money while on a journey, when scribes may be difficult to find. Under 
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these circumstances, to facilitate the transaction and ensure repayment of the loan, a 

verbal agreement is valid and binding provided a tangible article is given, and 

accepted, as security for the loan: “If you are on a journey and cannot find a scribe, 

pledges taken in hand [are sufficient]. If you trust one another, let him who is trusted fulfil his 

trust, and let him fear God, his Lord.” (Verse 283) 

Both creditor and borrower are trustees: the former entrusted with the security 

and the latter with the money he has borrowed, and they are both called upon to 

fulfil their trust and fear God, the ultimate master and ruler and judge over all. 

We do not subscribe to the view advanced by some jurists that this ruling 

supersedes the one given in the preceding verse which makes the writing down of 

loan agreements obligatory. We believe that written documentation is essential 

except when the two parties are on a journey, in which case security must be 

provided for the loan and both parties are under an obligation to fulfil their part of 

the verbal agreement. 

With all these principles in mind, the s rah speaks about giving evidence in cases 

of litigation: “You shall not withhold testimony, for he that withholds testimony is sinful at 

heart. God has full knowledge of all you do.” (Verse 283) 

Transgression in this instance is attributed to the heart, where man’s intention to 

do or not to do things originates, but the statement contains a veiled threat in 

stressing that “God has full knowledge of all you do.” God will certainly recompense 

people according to His knowledge which uncovers any sinful intention. 

Where Ultimate Authority Lies 

The s rah goes on to elaborate this point further, arousing deeper fear and 

consciousness of God, to whom everything belongs and who is aware of every 

thought, whether concealed or stated. He is sure to bring everyone to account, and 

He has full control over people’s ultimate destiny: “To God belongs all that is in the 

heavens and the earth. Whether you make known what is in your minds or conceal it, God 

will bring you to account for it. He will then forgive whom He wills and punish whom He 

wills. God has power over all things.” (Verse 284) 

One of the most distinctive features of the Qur’ nic legislative approach is that it 

combines purely legalistic directives with emotional and spiritual exhortations. Thus, 

it links the rules to be implemented in human life to their source, the Creator of all 

life, within a context rich with fear of, and hope in, God Almighty. Islam moulds 

individual hearts and souls, as well as society as a whole, to which it addresses its 

legislation in order to achieve perfect harmony between morality and law, piety and 

authority. It is a code of life designed and laid down for man by his Creator, which 
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can never be rivalled by anything that man, with his limited knowledge, perception 

and life duration, can ever hope to produce or achieve. After all, human beings 

always differ in their views and perspectives. Why, then, does humanity try to run 

away from its Creator who knows best what suits His creation in every case, time or 

situation? 

The modern wilderness in which humanity suffers today originated, in Europe 

with the breakaway from the oppression of the Church and the “God” it claimed to 

represent, and the shackles it put on human thought. The Church in Europe imposed 

steep taxes on ordinary people, levied tithes, sold indulgences for sins committed, 

and imposed very harsh tyranny. As people rose to challenge and discard these 

inhuman practices, they denounced the Church and rejected its teachings and 

authority. Regrettably, they did not stop there but went on to reject the “God of the 

Church” and His authority and to completely turn away from religion itself. That 

was a crucial development in human history that was to prove the cause of most of 

the misery and suffering seen in the world ever since. 

The question is why should Muslims reject their religious way of life or turn away 

from it? Unlike the Church in Europe, Islam has been a religion largely associated 

with tolerance, progress and universal human well-being. The objective Islam has 

always worked for is to lighten the burden of human suffering and eradicate 

oppression, cruelty and injustice for all mankind. What reason, then, do we have to 

banish it from our life, imitating the West, when we have always been free from the 

problems that the West has had with the Church? 
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21 

One Divine Message 

Overview 

These two verses make up the final passage of this comprehensive and remarkable 

s rah, the longest in the Qur’ n. Its subject matter covers a wide range of issues and 

fundamental Islamic concepts, rules and principles. It outlines the nature and role of 

the Muslim community in the world, and identifies its enemies and detractors, their 

The Messenger believes in what has been 

revealed to him by his Lord, and so do the 

believers. Each one of them believes in 

God, His angels, His books, and His 

messengers. We make no distinction 

between any of His messengers. And they 

say, ‘We hear and we obey. Grant us Your 

forgiveness, our Lord; to You we shall all 

return.’ (285) 

God does not charge a soul with more than 

it can bear. In its favour shall be whatever 

good it does, and against it whatever evil it 

does. Our Lord, do not take us to task if 

we forget or unwittingly do wrong. Our 

Lord, do not lay on us a burden such as 

that You laid on those before us. Our 

Lord, do not burden us with what we do 

not have the strength to bear. Pardon us, 

and forgive us our sins, and bestow Your 

mercy on us. You are our Lord Supreme; 

grant us victory against the unbelievers. 

(286) 
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attitudes and the methods they use to undermine and weaken it, and the means the 

community has to use in order to combat their intrigues and thwart their schemes. 

The s rah then elaborates on the nature and scope of man’s role in the world, as well 

as his weaknesses and shortcomings. 

These closing verses give a concise and appropriate summary of the major themes 

of the s rah, and form an inspiring conclusion to its grand message. 

The s rah opened with the statement: “This is the Book; there is no doubt about it, a 

guidance for the God-fearing. Those who believe in what lies beyond the reach of human 

perception, observe prayer and give of what We bestow upon them. Those who believe in what 

has been revealed to you and what was revealed before you, and are certain of the Hereafter. 

Those follow their Lord’s guidance, and they shall surely prosper.” (Verses 1-5) 

Throughout the s rah we have found frequent references to the recognition and 

endorsement by Islam of all divine messages revealed to earlier prophets and 

messengers. Now the s rah gives the final summation: “The Messenger believes in what 

has been revealed to him by his Lord, and so do all the believers. Each one of them believes in 

God, His angels, His Books, and His Messengers. We make no distinction between any of His 

messengers.” (Verse 285) The two passages coalesce beautifully as if to form the frame 

of a single work of art. 

The s rah covers quite extensively many of the laws and rules governing all 

aspects of personal and communal life. It has described at length the excesses and the 

impertinence of some Israelite communities. Here it concludes with a clear statement 

regarding the fulfilment, or otherwise, of one’s obligations in this life. It stresses that 

God neither wishes to overburden the believers who uphold the faith; nor to favour 

them with any concessions or privileges, as some Israelites had claimed for 

themselves. Nor does He leave them to their own devices. “God does not charge a soul 

with more than it can bear. In its favour shall be whatever good it does, and against it 

whatever evil it does.” (Verse 286) 

The s rah has related various episodes of Israelite history, pointing out the grace 

God accorded them and how some of them had received that grace with insolence 

and ingratitude, for which they had to pay a heavy price amounting, in certain cases, 

to their own lives. Here it concludes with a moving and passionate prayer in which 

believers plead with God Almighty: “Our Lord, do not take us to task if we forget or 

unwittingly do wrong. Our Lord, do not lay on us a burden such as that You laid on those 

before us. Our Lord, do not burden us with what we do not have the strength to bear. Pardon 

us, and forgive us our sins, and bestow Your mercy on us. You are our Lord Supreme; grant 

us victory against the unbelievers.” (Verse 286) 

The s rah has instituted jihād and generous donations for God’s cause to combat 

aggression. It ends with believers seeking God’s help and support, saying: “You are 



Al-Baqarah (The Cow) | ONE DIVINE MESSAGE 

   407

our Lord Supreme; grant us victory against the unbelievers.” (Verse 286) 

These concluding verses are precisely formulated, and every word has its place 

and significance in the text. Taken as a whole, they reflect the central aspects of faith 

and define the position of believers, their relationship with God and their perception 

of His will and purpose in the world, which they accept and willingly submit 

themselves to Him. The verses are a superb example of the excellence of the Qur’ nic 

style and approach, which remain fascinating even to those who are well acquainted 

with the Qur’ n. Let us now look more closely at these two verses. 

One True Faith 

The Messenger believes in what has been revealed to him by his Lord, and so do the 
believers. Each one of them believes in God, His angels, His books, and His 
messengers. We make no distinction between any of His messengers. And they say, 
‘We hear and we obey. Grant us Your forgiveness, our Lord; to You we shall all 
return.’ (Verse 285) 

The Qur’ n refers to that privileged community of believers who are the archetype 

of faith, and to all succeeding communities modelled on their example. This 

community is honoured by, and greatly appreciates, being mentioned in the same 

breath as God’s Messenger. 

The Messenger’s faith springs directly from the revelations he receives from God, 

the ultimate truth. It is a degree of faith that cannot be described except by one who 

has experienced it; it remains beyond comprehension for those mortals who have not 

experienced divine revelation and is, therefore, totally unique and exclusive to God’s 

Messenger himself. That is why it is such an honour for ordinary believers to he 

mentioned side by side with God’s Messenger. 

The s rah defines the nature and parameters of this faith. It is a comprehensive 

and universal faith, commensurate with the far- reaching and historic role the 

Muslim community is destined to inherit and take on in the world. It is a 

commitment that identifies humanity, throughout its history, as being of only two 

main groups: the believers who represent the party of God, and the unbelievers who 

constitute the party of Satan. 

“Each one of them believes in God...” According to Islam, belief in God is the 

foundation of a Muslim’s understanding of life, and of the code governing his life, 

morals, economic and all other activities. It means believing in God as the Supreme 

Being, the Lord of everything and the sole object of reverence and worship. He is the 

ultimate authority over man’s conscience and behaviour in every single aspect of his 

life.  
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God has no partners in His Godhead and Lordship over the world. He is the 

Creator and the active ruler of the whole cosmos, and no other power interferes with 

His organization and running of the physical world or of life in it. He is the sole 

provider of life and sustenance for all creation. He is the only and ultimate cause of 

what befalls the world, without whose will and knowledge nothing, great or small, 

happens or comes into being in this world. 

Nothing and no one but God Almighty should be adored and worshipped, in any 

sense of the word. God is the supreme authority to be obeyed, and all temporal 

authority is derived from Him, and from total adherence to His teachings and 

commands and the laws He lays down. An imperative of faith in God is submission 

to, and acceptance of, the principles and values He has set out for the moral, social, 

legal and economic spheres of life. Faith in this sense sets man free from control and 

manipulation by all other forces, powers and authorities, and from the fetters of 

obligation or submission to anyone or anything other than God Almighty. 

“... and His angels...” This is an important aspect of belief in the unseen, the 

unknowable which lies beyond human perception or understanding, or, to use the 

Islamic term ghayb, as already discussed at the beginning of the s rah. Man’s ability 

to perceive and accept a world above and beyond the physical world whose 

existence he can discern and verify sets him above the rest of creation and confers on 

him his human qualities. This belief puts into proper perspective man’s natural 

curiosity for what lies beyond the material physical world, which he instinctively 

and clearly perceives to exist. Without this clear perspective and vision, man resorts 

to myth and superstition, leading to imbalance and instability. 

Angels are a fact of ghayb that humans cannot perceive by conventional sensory or 

intellectual means. But man has an instinctive urge to look beyond the world that he 

can see; and God, in His infinite wisdom, has seen to it that this natural and 

legitimate human urge is satisfied in order to save man the frustration and suffering 

he would otherwise inevitably encounter. There is sufficient evidence to show that 

those individuals and communities who have chosen to defy human nature and 

reject all notion of a world beyond have fallen victim to utterly farcical and fallacious 

superstitions that have blurred their vision, undermined their mental well-being, and 

turned their lives into a series of negative and destructive obsessions. 

Like other aspects of ghayb, belief in the angels widens man’s perception and 

understanding of the world around him. It is no longer restricted to what he can see 

and feel, which is only a small part of reality. He feels safer in the company of these 

faithful creatures, fellow believers in God’s oneness, who pray constantly for man’s 

redemption, and in the comforting thought that they are there to help and guide him 

spiritually. Furthermore, the mere knowledge of this fact is a blessing from God to 

those who believe in Him and His angels. 
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“... and His books and His messengers. We make no distinction between any of His 

messengers.” According to the Islamic view, belief in God’s books and messengers 

follows logically and naturally from belief in God Himself. To believe in God is to 

believe in the truth of all that is revealed by Him, and in the honour and integrity of 

all the messengers He has commissioned, and inn the unity of the source of the 

messages they have preached. A Muslim has no notion of discrimination between 

God’s messengers. They all preached Islam in various versions, suited to the 

circumstances of the communities they addressed. Mu ammad, (peace be upon him), 

was the last and final of those Prophets and messengers who has delivered the final, 

complete and universal version of Islam, which will remain valid for the rest of time. 

The Muslim community, therefore, inherits the legacy of God’s religion on earth in 

its totality, which places a grave responsibility on Muslims. As bearers of God’s 

banner on earth, they are the custodians of the greatest gift to mankind. Their 

mission is to promote and establish the Islamic order, and to stand up to chauvinistic, 

oppressive and totalitarian ideologies of all kinds, whenever they are advocated, 

anywhere in the world. 

The Muslim community, or ummah, is undoubtedly the legitimate heir to the 

greatest treasure of guidance, light, confidence and fulfilment, as well as certainty 

and knowledge, ever made available to mankind. Those deprived of its benefits and 

blessings might as well be living in darkness and confusion. Their life is inevitably 

plagued with scepticism, cynicism, unhappiness, spiritual suffering and deprivation. 

The history of mankind has seen countless individuals and communities deprived 

of the sustenance and happiness of faith. The agony and miserable experiences of 

many a sensitive and troubled heart have been most eloquently and passionately 

preserved for posterity in poetry, literature and art. There are those, however, who 

are immune to religious faith and have no desire for knowledge beyond the material 

world. They go through life with little or no humanity, hardly better than animals. 

They eat and survive and fend for themselves ruthlessly. They oppress, tyrannize 

and corrupt others in order to further their own interests and desires. They are 

despised by God and by their fellow human beings. 

Human societies deprived of the grace and blessings of faith in God are miserable 

despite their affluence, barren despite their wealth, and restive despite their apparent 

freedom, security and peace. There are, even today, obvious examples of such 

unfortunate societies, a fact denied only by the arrogant. 

The Ultimate End 

Those who truly believe in God and His angels, books and messengers, know well 

that they shall return to their Lord, and so they turn to Him in obedience and 
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submission, seeking His mercy and forgiveness. “And they say, ‘We hear and we obey. 

Grant us Your forgiveness, our Lord; to You we shall all return.’“ (Verse 285) 

This submission is an expression of their faith. They heed and obey every 

commandment received from God in affirmation of His oneness and in recognition 

of the validity of His order in every aspect of life. No submission can be sincere 

without adherence to God’s guidance and implementation of His rule in every 

sphere. Man’s faith cannot be complete if he turns his back on God’s teachings and 

seeks moral, social, economic or political guidance elsewhere. Faith is a quality 

firmly entrenched in man’s heart and is only given credence when expressed in 

actions. 

With submission and obedience to the Lord comes a feeling of inadequacy and 

deficiency in paying one’s dues towards God. Thus believers appeal to the merciful 

God to overlook their failures and shortcomings: “... Grant us Your forgiveness, our 

Lord...” (Verse 285) 

The appeal for forgiveness follows the assertion of total submission and 

obedience. It is then followed by certainty in one’s fate here in this life and in the life 

to come. God’s word is the final and ultimate truth; everything shall return to Him; 

He is omnipotent; His will is done and His power unchallenged; His forgiveness, 

mercy and grace provide the way to escape punishment for sins we commit. 

“To You we shall all return.” (Verse 285) This statement implies belief in the 

hereafter, which, from the Islamic point of view, is another essential aspect of faith in 

God. Islam asserts that God has created man and made him His vicegerent on earth 

on the basis of a clear covenant encompassing all man’s activities on earth. 

Throughout his earthly existence man is on probation. When his probation is over, he 

shall be judged and made accountable for his actions. Thus belief in the Day of 

Judgement and man’s accountability for his deeds is a correlative of belief in God. 

This faith plays a central role in shaping and guiding a believer’s conscience and 

behaviour, and his perception of values and consequences in this life. A believer will 

live in obedience to God, promoting good and supporting the truth, regardless of 

whether the result of his endeavour in this world is happiness or suffering, gain or 

loss, victory or defeat, recompense or deprivation, or even death. The reward he 

seeks for passing the test of life is in the hereafter. Were the whole world to stand in 

opposition to him in this pursuit, and were his very life to be threatened, it would 

not dissuade him. He is dealing directly with God Almighty, fulfilling his obligation 

towards Him and looking forward to the reward He has in store for him. 

This short Qur’ nic verse encapsulates the basic concept of the unity and integrity 

of the Islamic belief. It is a simple and clear belief in the unity of God, His angels, His 

books and messengers, with no distinction among those messengers whatsoever, 
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based on total obedience and submission to God and an unshakeable faith in the Day 

of Judgement. 

Such is Islam, a faith perfectly suited to epitomize the full and final divine 

message. It reflects the procession of faith which began with the creation of man and 

continued throughout the generations. It has been expounded and elucidated by 

messenger after messenger, according to the intellectual and social development of 

the recipient communities. With the Prophet Mu ammad (peace be upon him), the 

message is brought to full maturity and its complete unity is declared, leaving man 

with the task of understanding its principles and details, and implementing it in his 

life. 

Islam is a religion that recognizes man as a unique being; neither animal nor 

inanimate, neither angelic nor Satanic. Islam takes a holistic, rather than a 

fragmented, view of man. It allows for his weaknesses as well as his strengths, 

treating him as an integrated being comprising a physical aspect with instincts, 

impulses and natural drives, and a discerning intellectual power, and a soul with 

spiritual passions and yearnings. It requires of man only such tasks as he is able to 

fulfil, maintaining that delicate balance between obligations and abilities, with 

fairness and without duress, satisfying the needs of body, mind and soul in perfect 

harmony. The corollary to that concept is man’s freedom to choose and bear full 

responsibility for his choice. 

Individual Responsibility 

The s rah continues: “God does not charge a soul with more than it can bear. In its 

favour shall be whatever good it does, and against it whatever evil it does.” (Verse 286) It is 

within this framework of divine mercy and justice that a Muslim views, with total 

confidence and satisfaction, his obligations as God’s vicegerent on earth, the 

challenges he faces in fulfilling those obligations, and the ultimate reward he 

receives. He is content in the belief that God is fully aware of his abilities and 

limitations, and will not overburden him or subject him to any duress or coercion. 

Not only does this fill a believer’s heart with contentment and peace of mind, but it 

also inspires him to discharge his duties to the best of his ability. He is fully aware 

that any weakness he may experience is not because the task is excessive, but due to 

his own shortcomings, and this, in turn, motivates him to strengthen his resolve and 

strive for excellence in his actions. 

The second part of the statement emphasizes individual responsibility for action: 

“... In its favour shall be whatever good it does, and against it whatever evil it does.” (Verse 

286) Every individual is accountable for his own actions. No responsibility can be 

transferred from one person to another, nor can any person come to the aid of 



Al-Baqarah (The Cow) | ONE DIVINE MESSAGE 

   412

another in the matter of accountability. Once people appreciate this principle, each 

and every one of them becomes a positive and active force in society. They become 

responsible human beings ready to defend God’s right over them, unwilling to 

concede it to anyone else. They will resist submission to temptation, tyranny, 

transgression and corruption, and submit their whole physical and spiritual being to 

God Almighty. Those who give in to powers other than God’s, except those people 

subjected to duress or coercion, have only themselves to blame and shall have to face 

the full consequences of their actions. 

On the Day of Judgement, no one shall intercede on behalf of anyone else, and 

everyone shall stand alone to face God’s judgement. This inspires healthy 

individualism, spurring every member of society to fulfil his or her obligations 

towards the community, which derive from their obligations towards God. 

Individuals are obliged to share their wealth, labour and wisdom, and the 

responsibility to bring about good and fight evil and falsehood, and earn their 

respective reward individually and directly from God Almighty. 

A Final Prayer 

As the believers understand and appreciate the significance and implications of 

these principles, they make their earnest plea to God. The Qur’ n, in its fine and 

highly expressive style, quotes their moving, passionate prayer. The reader can 

almost see the multitudes of believers reciting in unison throughout the generations 

this prayer, evoked by a dual feeling of hope and fear: “Our Lord, do not take us to task 

if we forget or unwittingly do wrong. Our Lord, do not lay on us a burden such as that You 

laid on those before us. Our Lord, do not burden us with what we do not have the strength to 

bear. Pardon us, and forgive us our sins, and bestow Your mercy on us. You are our Lord 

Supreme; grant us victory against the unbelievers.” (Verse 286) 

It is a prayer that clearly defines the relationship between the believers and their 

Lord. In its soft tone and poignant rhythm it implies an admission of weakness and 

helplessness, and a recognition of the need for God’s aid, support, forgiveness and 

grace. 

“Our Lord, do not take us to task if we forget or unwittingly do wrong.” (Verse 286) 

Error and forgetfulness are two defining characteristics of human behaviour. In 

recognition of this, a Muslim never boasts of his faults, nor deliberately exploits 

them, nor places himself above God’s will, but always seeks God’s help and turns to 

Him in repentance. The answer to this prayer is given by the Prophet who says: 

“God has pardoned my followers anything they do through a genuine mistake, 

forgetfulness or by compulsion.” [Related by al- abar nī and others] 

“Our Lord, do not lay on us a burden such as that You laid on those before us.” (Verse 
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286) This plea stems from an appreciation of the gravity of the responsibility placed 

upon the Muslim community as heirs and custodians of God’s message to mankind. 

It also reflects full absorption of the lessons and experiences of earlier nations who 

had received God’s revelations, as related in the Qur’ n. We have seen, for example, 

earlier in this s rah that the Israelites were castigated and penalized on several 

occasions, and in various ways, for their stubbornness and intransigence. Elsewhere 

in the Qur’ n, we read that, for similar reasons, they were forbidden certain foods: 

“To those who followed the Jewish faith did We forbid all animals that have claws; and We 

forbade them the fat of both oxen and sheep, except that which is in their backs and entrails 

and what is mixed with their bones. Thus did We requite them for their wrongdoing.” (6: 

146) On a certain occasion, they were ordered to kill one another in atonement for 

their worship of the calf, as stated in Verse 54 of this s rah. They were also forbidden 

to conduct any business or to hunt on the Sabbath. 

Hence, believers appeal to God not to burden them in the same way as He 

imposed on earlier communities. The Prophet Mu ammad was sent with a tolerant 

and benevolent religion that is fully cognizant of human nature, and is aimed at 

relieving mankind of all the burdens and encumbrances placed upon them. The 

Prophet is told by God: “We shall smooth your way to perfect ease.” (87: 8) 

The heaviest, most arduous burden placed on mankind, which Islam came to lift, 

is man’s submission and subjugation to man. This is manifested in one man’s 

capitulation to the will or power of another, or to the power of clan or class. 

Submission to God alone is true emancipation and represents real freedom from this 

oppression. 

Submission to God entails recognition of Him as the ultimate source of values, 

standards and laws. It liberates man from the hegemony and oppression of all 

political, social and religious institutions, and from the power of myth and 

superstition. It delivers him from the grip of his whims and desires and equips him 

to resist any ungodly power that seeks to subjugate him or control his life and 

destiny. 

The plea reflects the believers’ gratitude for the freedom God has provided, as 

well as their fear of relapse. 

“Our Lord, do not burden us with what we do not have the strength to bear.” (Verse 286) 

This is not an excuse for negligence or a justification for dereliction of duty, but a 

plea by the weak to the powerful, for consideration and forbearance.  conscientious 

believer does not wish to fail in serving his Lord and Creator, and so he asks for 

leniency and tolerance. While acknowledging his weakness, a true believer remains 

vigilant and tries to compensate for his shortcomings by seeking more of God’s grace 

and forgiveness. 
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“Pardon us, and forgive us our sins, and bestow Your mercy on us.” (Verse 286) This is 

the only true guarantee of success and deliverance. No matter how hard a man 

strives to live up to his obligations and responsibilities towards God, he will not fulfil 

them satisfactorily. God shows grace by treating man with mercy and forgiveness. 

` ’ishah, the Prophet’s wife, reported that the Prophet had said, “No man shall enter 

Paradise by virtue of his deeds alone.” When asked, “How about you?” he replied, 

“Not even I, unless God bestows mercy on me.” [Related by al-Bukh rī] 

The essence of a believer’s attitude towards God revolves around an unflinching 

effort to strive to the best of his ability, tinged with a feeling of deficiency, of not 

doing enough, and with genuine hope and confidence in God’s mercy and 

benevolence. 

The s rah closes with a statement asserting that believers put their full trust in God 

to come to their help in establishing His order on earth and defending it against its 

foes. God is the source of their strength and their ultimate triumph. 

“You are our Lord Supreme; grant us victory against the unbelievers.” (Verse 286) These 

words encapsulate the essence of the s rah as well as the faith of Islam. They reflect 

the mind of true believers and define the eternal relationship between them and their 

Supreme Lord. 
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S RAH 3 

l `Imr n 
(The House of `Imr n) 

Prologue 

The Qur’ n is the Book of Islam. It is the soul and raison d’être of the Islamic 

mission. It is the backbone and edifice of its existence. It is its guardian and protector; 

its expression and manifestation; its constitution and way of life. Once all is said and 

done, the Qur’ n is the fountain, and the reference point, from which Islam and 

Muslims draw the ways and means of their actions, their systems and approach, and 

the provisions for their journey in this life. 

However, a vast chasm will continue to separate us from the Qur’ n unless we 

understand deep down in our consciousness that the Qur’ n was addressed to a 

living community that existed in real life. It dealt with genuine situations in the life 

of that community and interacted with human life in its true manifestation on this 

earth. It was the main factor in a tremendous battle within the human soul that took 

place on a specific part of our planet; a battle that teemed with changes, passions and 

responses. 

This divide between our hearts and the Qur’ n will continue to exist as long as we 

recite or listen to it as though it were a collection of fanciful religious hymns, totally 

disassociated from the realities of daily life facing this being we call man, and this 

community we call Muslims. These verses were revealed to address living souls, 

actual realities and events, with real meaning. They did indeed guide those souls, 

realities and events in an effective and vigorous manner, bringing forth a particular 

tangible situation with particular characteristics in man’s life, in general, and in the 

life of the Muslim community, in particular. 
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The Qur’ n’s distinctive miracle lies in the fact that it was revealed to deal with the 

actual experience of a particular human community, at a specific and finite time in 

history. It led that community in a momentous battle that was to change the whole 

history of mankind. That notwithstanding, the Qur’ n continues to provide us with 

the competence and the capability to live life today, as though it were being revealed 

at this very moment to organise the affairs of the Muslim community, and its 

ongoing struggle against pervasive universal ignorance. It continues to lead Muslims 

in their struggle with their own souls and conscience and with the same vigour and 

down-to- earth spirit it displayed so long ago. 

In order for us, today, to capture the Qur’ n’s penetrating power, appreciate its 

latent vitality and receive the guidance it conveys to Muslims in every generation, we 

need to visualise the true nature of the earliest Muslim generation who received the 

Qur’ n for the first time. We need to perceive the Muslims of that generation as they 

went about their daily lives, facing up to events and developments in Madinah and 

the rest of Arabia, dealing with their enemies as well as their allies, and struggling 

against their own passions and desires. The Qur’ n was being revealed to deal with 

all that and to follow the progress of the Muslim community in their greatest battle 

— with their own souls, with those enemies poised to strike in Madinah, Makkah 

and the surrounding lands, and even beyond. 

Indeed, we have to live with that pioneering community of Muslims and picture 

them in their downright humanity, their actual life and in their human predicaments. 

We ought to reflect on how the Qur’ n guided that community directly in their daily 

affairs as well as in their greater global aspirations. We have to see how the Qur’ n 

led those Muslims by the hand, step by step, as they stumbled and rose, deviated and 

returned to the true path, weakened and resisted, as they suffered and endured, as 

they climbed upwards slowly and painfully, striving and persevering, showing all 

their human characteristics, their weaknesses and capabilities. 

In this way, we can feel that we are being addressed by the Qur’ n in exactly the 

same manner as that earlier Muslim community. We can realise that the humanity 

whose attributes we see and know and feel within ourselves is also capable of 

responding to the Qur’ n and benefiting from its guidance along the same true path. 

Thus, we will find the Qur’ n actively working in the life of that Muslim 

community, but also working in our own lives as well. We will feel that as the 

Qur’ n is here with us today, so will it be with us tomorrow. It is not merely hymns 

or hollow rituals, far- removed from our changing reality; nor is it some historic 

record that has passed and been forgotten, having lost its efficacy and dynamic 

ability to interact with human life. 

The Qur’ n is a reality with a perpetual existence akin to that of the cosmos itself; 



l `Imr n (The House of `Imr n) | PROLOGUE 

 3

the cosmos being God’s visual “book” while the Qur’ n is God’s recited “book”. 

Each book is a testimony and a witness to the Creator, and a force in the world. The 

universe continues to move and fulfil the functions ordained for it by its Creator: the 

sun moves in its orbit and performs its role, as do the moon, the earth and all the 

stars and planets, unhindered by the passing of time or the changes affecting their 

role in the universe. Similarly, the Qur’ n has fulfilled its role towards humanity, and 

continues to exist in its original form. Likewise, as far as his true character and 

original nature are concerned, man has not changed. The Qur’ n is God’s message to 

man. It is immutable because, despite the changes that may have taken place around 

him and despite the mutual effect between him and those changes, man has not 

changed or become a different being. The Qur’ n addresses man’s basic being and 

his original nature which have remained the same. It is capable of guiding human life 

today and in the future because it is destined so to do. That is because it is God’s last 

and final message and because human nature, like that of the physical universe, is 

constant and dynamic but never changing. 

Would it not be laughable if the sun, for instance, were described as old or 

“reactionary” and hence it should be replaced by a new and more “progressive” star? 

Similarly, is it not also laughable for man to be considered antiquated and 

“reactionary” and his replacement by some other more “enlightened” being to rule 

the world be argued for? 

It would also be ludicrous to say the same with regard to the Qur’ n, God’s last 

and final message to mankind. 

The s rah under examination here covers a lively period in the history of the 

Muslims in Madinah, extending from the end of the famous Battle of Badr, in the 

second year of Hijrah (622 CE), to the aftermath of the Battle of U ud, a year later. It 

describes the circumstances and the atmosphere surrounding the events of that 

period, the impact of the Qur’ n on the life of that community, and how it interacted 

with the prevailing conditions, across all walks of life. 

The force and vitality of the Qur’ nic text brings into sharp focus the images of 

that period, the life of the community, and the interactions and circumstances in 

which that life was engulfed. It penetrates deep into the Muslims’ consciences, 

exploring their innermost thoughts, feelings and sensibilities; so much so that the 

reader feels those events in the same way that members of that community 

experienced them. If one closes one’s eyes, one may begin to see — as I have seen — 

those Muslims going about their daily lives, hither and thither, with their smiling 

faces and serenity, but with enemies lurking all around. Those enemies were 

conspiring, spreading lies and suspicion, harbouring grudges, and rallying their 

forces for combat with the Muslims, for them to be defeated initially at U ud, but 

later to re-group and inflict heavy losses upon the Muslims. One can picture every 
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movement and every action that took place on the battlefield, and every inner or 

outward emotion and reaction that accompanied it. One can see the Qur’ n being 

revealed to counteract the conspiracy and the intrigue, to refute the lies and the 

allegations, to strengthen Muslim morale and bolster the Muslim position, to direct 

Muslim spirit and thoughts, to comment on events and actions and draw appropriate 

lessons, to establish and clarify concepts, to alert the Muslims to the treachery and 

deceit of their scheming enemies, and to provide them with an enlightened and 

judicious lead through the thorns, nettles and traps laid in their path. 

Beyond that, the directives and exhortations contained in this s rah remain eternal 

and universal, not restricted by time, place, or circumstance. The s rah addresses the 

human soul and the Muslim community — today and in the future — and the whole 

of mankind, as though it is being revealed at this very moment. It deals with 

contemporary issues and current situations, because it deals with emotional and 

spiritual issues, events and feelings as though these were already taken into account 

within the context of the s rah. Indeed, they would have been taken into account in 

the overall scheme of God, the omniscient, who has full knowledge of everything. 

Thus, it becomes clear that the Qur’ n is the guiding light of Islam everywhere 

and at all times. It is the life code for every generation of Muslims whoever they may 

be, and their beacon along the way, century after century. For, it is God’s last and 

final message to mankind in all ages. 

The Early Years in Madinah 

At the time of the revelation of this s rah, the Muslim community began to settle 

in their new homeland, Madinah, the city of the Prophet Mu ammad (peace be upon 

him) and had gone some way into the state of affairs already described in our 

Introduction to s rah 2, al-Baqarah, or The Cow (Vol. I, pp 9-16). 

The Battle of Badr had already taken place, and the Muslims had been blessed 

with victory over the Quraysh. The circumstances concomitant with achieving that 

victory suggested a “miracle”. This forced notable figures such as `Abdull h ibn 

Ubayy ibn Salūl, a grand personality of the Khazraj tribe of Madinah, to suppress his 

pride, put aside his hatred for Islam, and contain his spite and envy towards the 

Prophet Mu ammad in order to assimilate into the Muslim community, albeit 

hypocritically. His only comment was: “This, Islam, is here to stay.” He had come to 

accept that Islam was firmly established and its progress unstoppable. 

This was how the seeds of the phenomenon known as hypocrisy were planted in 

Madinah, and which began to grow and spread. Before Badr, some people whose 

relatives had converted to Islam were obliged to pretend not to mind; some of the 

more prominent of these even pretended to have accepted Islam and joined the 
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Muslim community while, at the same time, they continued to harbour a grudge and 

animosity. They were ready to scheme against the Muslims and to seek the weaker 

points in the structure of the new community in order to undermine Muslim ranks 

and strength, satisfy their own prejudices and await the appropriate moment to 

strike their final blow, if possible. 

The hypocrites found natural allies among the Jews of Madinah who had a similar 

or even stronger grudge and prejudices of their own towards Islam and the Prophet. 

Islam had posed a real and formidable threat to the status of the Jews among the 

Arabs of Madinah. It deprived them of the one reason they had to cause rancour and 

division between the two main Arab tribes of Madinah: the Aws and the Khazraj. 

Under Islam, people of the two tribes became “brothers and sisters”, belonging to the 

same united side. 

The Jews of Madinah were stifled and choked at the Muslim victory at Badr. From 

then on, they would use all their powers of intrigue, deceit and scheming to break 

Muslim ranks and throw doubt and confusion into Muslim hearts and minds; 

spreading rumours and allegations against Islam and against the Muslims 

personally. 

Then came that episode with the Jewish tribe of Qaynuq ` bringing all that 

animosity into the open. This they did, despite the agreements and covenants the 

Prophet Mu ammad had made with the Jews of Madinah following his arrival there 

in 622 CE. 

On the other hand, in the wake of their defeat at Badr, the non- Muslim Arabs 

were growing increasingly bitter. They could no longer afford to ignore 

Muhammad’s achievements or those of the Madinah camp; nor could they 

underestimate the threat posed to their trade, their status and their very existence in 

Arabia. They were, therefore, keen to eliminate that imminent threat before it was 

beyond their capacity to do so. 

As the hatred and power of the enemies of Islam were reaching their peak, the 

Muslim camp in Madinah was still in its infancy. It was hardly a homogeneous 

community; there were the elites of the earlier Muslims of Makkah (the Muh jir n) 

and Madinah (the Anş r) as well as individuals who were yet to mature. The 

community as a whole lacked any practical experience to be able to smooth away the 

rough edges in its composition and to present a clear image of Islam and the phase it 

was going through, or to express the sum and substance of its approach and 

obligations. 

The hypocrites, headed by `Abdull h ibn Ubayy, commanded a strong position in 

society. They maintained strong family and tribal ties. The Muslims, on the other 

hand, were yet to develop the understanding that Islam alone represented their 
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family and tribal relationships and the only bond that united them. A certain amount 

of dislocation could still be found within Muslim ranks due to the existence of 

hypocrite and dishonest elements and their influence on the destiny and future of the 

whole community, as we will see clearly when we come to review the verses in this 

s rah relating to the Battle of U ud. 

The Jews also enjoyed a strong position in Madinah as well as maintaining their 

economic ties and covenant alliances with its inhabitants. Their hostility was yet to 

become open, while the Muslims had yet to develop the feeling that their faith was 

the only covenant binding upon them, the sole symbol of their nationhood, and the 

basis of their behavioural and contractual dealings. They were yet to appreciate that 

ties and bonds, which clashed with their faith, would have no efficacy or validity. In 

this atmosphere, the Jews found openings for meddling, and for sowing doubts and 

confusion. There were Muslims who would listen to their talk and be influenced by 

it. There were Muslims even prepared to intervene with the Prophet on their behalf 

so as to spare them any possible penalty or punishment and to mitigate the harm 

they might cause the Muslim community. A stark example is that of `Abdull h ibn 

Ubayy who spoke harshly to the Prophet in his plea on behalf of the Qaynuq  ‘ Jews. 

The total and decisive victory of the Muslims at Badr, however, was achieved with 

minimum effort and cost. The small band of Muslims who joined that expedition 

were scantily equipped for armed conflict. Although they confronted a much larger 

and well- prepared Quraysh battalion, the latter were overcome swiftly and 

convincingly. 

That victory, coming in the very first confrontation between the army of God and 

that of the infidels, was part of God’s scheme of things, and we may be able to 

discern some of its underlying purpose today. Perhaps it was designed to reinforce 

and strengthen the fledgling religion of Islam, or to demonstrate its efficacy in the 

battlefield so that it could proceed and progress thereafter. 

The Muslims, themselves, might have taken their victory for granted and 

considered that they would prevail at every stage of their ascent. After all, were they 

not believing Muslims and their enemies unbelievers? Was it not the case, then, that 

whenever the two camps met in battle, the Muslims would be certain of triumph. 

The Divine principles governing victory and defeat are not so simplistic or naïve. 

There are prerequisites pertaining to mental preparation, organisational readiness, 

equipment and provisions, discipline and control, as well as mental and physical 

alertness. This is what God meant to teach them through the setback they suffered at 

U ud, as this s rah portrays in vivid, breathtaking and meaningful terms. It 

identifies the behaviour of some Muslims as the reason for their defeat and delivers 

constructive lessons for both individuals and the community as a whole. 
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As we review the Battle of U ud, we can see that its lessons cost the Muslims 

enormous pain and sacrifice. They lost some of their dearest and most important 

members, including amzah ibn `Abd al-Mu alib, the Prophet Mu ammad’s uncle. 

More serious and shocking than that, they saw God’s Messenger sustain wounds to 

his forehead, break one of his teeth, fall into a ditch, and have the rings of his armour 

embedded in his cheek. Nothing could have been more horrific and distressing for 

the Muslims to witness. 

The events of the Battle of U ud are preceded in the s rah by a lengthy section 

completely devoted to a series of directives and exhortations aimed at an elaborate 

and crystal-clear statement of Islamic belief. It presents the principle of the oneness of 

God, or tawĥīd, in precise and unambiguous terms; it refutes the lies and suspicions 

propagated by Jews and Christians in Arabia, whether those emanated from their 

own deviation and false beliefs or those they aimed to sow in Muslim ranks so as to 

undermine their faith and break their unity and solidarity. 

Several accounts identify verses 1-83 as being revealed in connection with a visit, 

during the ninth year of the Muslim calendar, to Madinah by a Christian delegation 

from Najr n in southern Arabia. However, I doubt if these verses were revealed in 

that year because their context and content indicate that they were received over the 

earlier part of the Madinah era, during the Muslim community’s formative years. It 

was during that period that the Muslims were exposed to the largest part of Jewish 

and other intrigues, which affected both the development of their community as well 

as their individual behaviour. 

However, whether we accept those reports or not, it is clear that the verses address 

Christian claims and allegations, especially those relating to Jesus (peace be upon 

him) and focus on the principle of oneness of God. The verses clear the Christian 

faith of the confusion and distortions that had crept into it, and call upon Christians 

to believe in the one true God identified in their own scriptures which the Qur’ n 

had come to confirm and endorse. 

The section also contains references and reprimands addressed to the Jews. 

Specifically, it warns the Muslims against intrigues by their non-Muslim neighbours, 

especially the Jews of Madinah. 

This section, delineated in this work as Part I, which represents about half of the 

s rah, covers aspects of the confrontation between Islam and other religious beliefs 

existing in the Arabian peninsula at the time. This conflict was not merely 

theological, but rather represented the theoretical aspects of the wider confrontation 

between the developing Muslim community and its many antagonists who connived 

and schemed against it, and who strenuously sought to undermine the Islamic faith 

itself. The essence of that confrontation between the Muslim nation and its 
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opponents remains fundamentally the same today: secularism, international Zionism 

and modern-day Crusaders. 

It is also clear from the text of the s rah that the means and the ends of the 

confrontation remain the same. This confirms that the Qur’ n is the Book of Islam 

and the guidebook for the Muslim nation, now and in the future, as it was its 

reference during its formative years so long ago. In today’s struggle, only those who 

are mentally unsound would reject the means that would bring certain victory and 

refuse to consult the Qur’ n or follow its guidance. Through weak-mindedness, 

carelessness or malice, those would be deceiving themselves and the Muslim nation, 

and rendering its enemies a great service. 

The discourses and the accounts given in this part of the s rah also expose the 

attitude of the Jews and Christians, peoples who have deviated from their own true 

Scriptures, towards the Muslim community and the new faith of Islam. (See, for 

instance, verses 7, 23, 65, 69-72, 75, 78, 98-9, and 119-20.) 

It is clear from the numerous and pointed references that the instruments of war 

used against the Muslim community were not limited to swords and spears. First 

and foremost, Islam’s enemies targeted the Muslim faith. They deployed deception 

and intrigue, spread false allegations, plotted and conspired. They aimed to dislodge 

Islam, the essence that had brought the Muslim community into being. They sought 

to undermine and destroy the Islamic faith, because they knew, as their counterparts 

know today, it was the mainstay of the community; the community is only defeated 

when its spirit of faith is defeated. Their enemies could do the Muslims no harm so 

long as the Muslims themselves held fast to their faith, depended on it, lived 

according to its principles, championed its banner, represented its true supporters, 

and proudly identified with it alone. 

From this it is clear that the most evil of enemies are those who divert Muslims 

away from their faith and belief, and who lead them away from God’s path or 

deceive them regarding the true identity of their enemies and their long-term 

objectives. 

The struggle between the Muslim community and its enemies is, first and 

foremost, a struggle of faith and belief. Even when the struggle is over land or 

resources or economic gain or raw materials, winning the war of beliefs and ideas 

comes first. Long experience has taught Islam’s enemies that they cannot prevail over 

the Muslim community as long as the latter adhere to their faith and religion and 

commit themselves to its system, remaining constantly vigilant. This is why Islam’s 

enemies and their lackeys expend colossal energy and resources in order to deceive 

the Muslims and camouflage the real nature of the conflict. In this way they seek to 

get what they want, to dominate and exploit the Muslims, safe in the knowledge that 
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no faith or belief can motivate them. 

Although its enemies today adopt more sophisticated means of intrigue against 

the Muslim community and use more advanced methods to sow doubts among its 

people and weaken their bonds, their fundamental objective remains unchanged: to 

lead the Muslims astray, away from their faith and their religion. 

The Qur’ n, therefore, concentrated first of all on frustrating these noxious efforts. 

It would strengthen the Muslim community’s belief in the truth it advocated; it 

would refute the lies and suspicions that the Jews and Christians spread about Islam; 

it would expound unequivocally, the grand concepts it promoted, impressing upon 

the Muslims the need to see the essence and value of their existence on this earth, 

and to appreciate their role and the role of the faith they uphold in shaping the 

history of mankind. 

The Qur’ n warned the Muslims against their opponents’ intrigue, exposed their 

clandestine schemes, dirty tricks and sinister aims. It identified this hatred towards 

Islam and Muslims as the result of the favour conferred by God for the great honour 

of conveying the message of Islam to the world. 

The Qur’ n guides the Muslims by affirming the realities and criteria of power in 

this world, stressing the inherent weakness of their enemies and their disgrace in the 

eyes of God. It cites their infidelity and deviation from God’s revealed messages and 

their slaying of their own prophets and messengers. It reassures them that God is on 

their side; He is One, the unmatched Supreme Ruler of everything, and He alone 

bestows power or takes it away. He will severely punish the faithless (who, in this 

context, are the Jews). He will humiliate them, just as He did the polytheist Arabs. 

(See verses 1-5, 10-13, 19, 26, 28, 68, 83, 85, 1003, 110-12, and 118-20.) 

A number of facts arise from the concerted and diverse campaign depicted in 

these verses: Firstly; the extent to which the Jews of Madinah were prepared to go to 

subvert Islam and undermine the Muslim community, the depth of their hatred and 

the wide variety of means and methods they were willing to deploy. Secondly; the 

great impact the campaign had on individual Muslims, thereby calling for such 

extensive and detailed Qur’ nic coverage. Thirdly; that, after all these centuries, we 

still find the same antagonists perpetrating a similar campaign of vilification and 

demonisation against Islam and the Muslims all over the world. They continue to 

pose the main threat, and so God Almighty, in His infinite wisdom, has preserved 

the Qur’ n as a guiding beacon for subsequent Muslim generations to be able to 

identify their traditional enemies clearly and accurately. 

The Battle of Uĥud 
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The second part of the s rah deals exclusively with the U ud campaign, but also 

carries affirmations relating to the principles of Islam and its outlook, together with 

commands and exhortations on how to build the Muslim community on those 

principles. It reviews the facts and events of the campaign, and the feelings and 

thoughts generated by it, in vivid detail. It describes most accurately the state of the 

Muslim community at the time and its various constituents, as outlined at the 

beginning of this Prologue. 

The link between this section and the preceding one is quite clear. It also attends to 

the articulation of the Islamic outlook — immediately and decisively in the heat of 

battle. It guides and counsels the Muslim community how to uphold their faith and 

to take on their obligations and responsibilities. It instructs the Muslims in the Divine 

rules and criteria regarding victory and defeat, complementing the lessons they had 

learned from their practical experience. 

It is hardly possible, in this general Prologue, to do justice to this section of the 

s rah, but we shall return to it at the appropriate point in the commentary. 

The final section of the s rah provides a summary of its main themes. It begins 

with a revealing reference to the physical world, God’s observed book, and its 

inspiring effect on believing hearts. It continues with a serene and flowing invocation 

on behalf of those faithful hearts, recited with God’s ‘observed book’ as a fitting 

backdrop. It says: “In the creation of the heavens and the earth, and in the succession of 

night and day, there are indeed signs for men endowed with insight, who remember God when 

they stand, sit and lie down, and reflect on the creation of the heavens and the earth: ‘Our 

Lord, You have not created all this in vain. Limitless are You in Your glory. Guard us, then, 

against the torment of the fire. Our Lord, him whom You shall commit to the fire, You will 

have condemned to disgrace. The evildoers shall have none to help them. Our Lord, we have 

heard the voice of one who calls to faith, [saying], “Believe in your Lord, “and we have 

believed. Our Lord, forgive us then our sins and efface our bad deeds and let us die with the 

truly virtuous. Our Lord, grant us what You have promised us through Your Messengers 

and do not disgrace us on the Day of Resurrection. Surely, You never fail to fulfil Your 

promise.’” (Verses 190-4) 

God’s response comes next, citing the displacement, struggle and persecution 

suffered by the believers for the cause of God Almighty: 

Their Lord answers them: “I will not suffer the work of any worker among you, male 
or female, to be lost. Each of you is an issue of the other. Therefore, those who emigrate 
and are driven out of their homes and suffer persecution in My cause, and fight and 
are slain [for it] — I shall indeed efface their bad deeds and admit them to gardens 
through which running waters flow, as a reward from God. With God is the best of 
rewards.” (Verse 195) 
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It is clear that these verses directly relate to the events and the aftermath of the 

Battle of U ud. 

The s rah then refers to those people who received earlier revelations, and to 

whom it devotes the whole of its first part. It reassures the Muslims that the 

revelation they received has not been rejected by all of those earlier communities, as 

some of them believe its teachings and attest to its veracity. It says: “There are indeed 

among the people of earlier revelations some who believe in God and what has been bestowed 

from on high upon you and in what has been bestowed upon them, humbling themselves 

before God. They do not barter away God’s revelations for a trifling price.” (Verse 199) 

The s rah closes with an appeal to believing Muslims to persevere, to forebear, 

and to hold fast to their faith and to fear God, a call that fits perfectly with the whole 

ambience of the s rah and its many themes. 

No introduction to the s rah would be complete without understanding three 

broad themes whose constituent elements are dotted throughout it. 

Firstly, the clear and precise statements made on the meaning of “religion” and 

“Islam”. Religious faith, as defined and affirmed by God Almighty, is not a 

haphazard or irrational belief in the existence of God. There is only one form of belief 

in God and that is an absolute, definite and certain affirmation of the oneness of God, 

tawĥīd. He is a God to whom mankind submit, as do all other creatures in this world. 

He is the power that controls and oversees the affairs of mankind and of everything 

in existence. Nothing can exist or function without God Almighty, and none but Him 

has absolute power and authority over creation. Accordingly, the religion that God 

would approve of is Islam, which in this context means total and absolute 

submission to the Divine Being. Islam is to acknowledge God as the only source of 

guidance in all walks of life, to recognise His revealed Book, the Qur’ n, as the final 

arbiter and reference and to follow the Messenger to whom it was revealed. The 

Book, in its essence, is one and the same, and the religion, in its essence, is one and 

the same. It is Islam, in its realistic and practical meaning as perceived in the human 

mind and conscience and in man’s daily affairs. By adopting this one religion, all 

believing followers of God’s appointed Messengers, in their respective generations, 

fall into line as long as they believe in the oneness of God and in His absolute 

authority and submit to Him in all aspects of their life, without exception. 

The s rah highlights this theme, expanding upon it, in clear and emphatic terms, 

on more than thirty occasions. (See, for example, verses 2, 18-20, 23, 31-2, 52, 64, 67, 

83, and 85.) 

Secondly, the s rah deals with the relationship between Muslims and God. It 

emphasises their full submission to Him and their total acceptance of, compliance 

with, and acquiescence in all that He had revealed. References to this theme will be 
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dealt with in full in their respective places in this s rah. (See verses 7-8, 16-17, 52-3, 

110, 113-14, 146-7, 172-3, 191-4, and 199.) 

Thirdly, the Muslims are warned against seeking alliances with the unbelievers 

whose position and strength are shown to be of little consequence. It emphasises that 

alliances with the unbelievers, who do not adhere to God’s Book or comply with the 

way of life He ordains, negate any presumed belief in God or ties with Him. 

Reference has already been made to this aspect, but since it is such a prominent 

feature of the s rah, further amplification is given here. Some quotations which deal 

with this theme include verses 28-9, 69, 100-3, 111-12, 118, 149-51, and 196. 

These three broad themes complement one another perfectly in presenting the 

Islamic outlook and the true concept of the oneness of God, tawĥīd. The prerequisites 

of this concept in human life and in man’s consciousness of God Almighty are clearly 

delineated as also the effect all this has on the Muslims’ attitude towards the enemies 

of God. 

When read in their proper place and context in this s rah, these verses provide 

greater vigour and deeper meaning. They were revealed in the thick of battle; the 

battle for faith and belief. During both the internal battle raging within Muslim 

hearts and minds, and the battle taking place in their daily lives. Hence the s rah has 

come to contain such extraordinary accounts of movement, inspiration and impact. 
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1 

Concepts Outlined 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

Alif. Lām. Mīm. (1) 

God: there is no deity save Him, the Ever-living, 

the   Eternal Master of all. (2) 

He has revealed to you this Book with the truth, 

confirming what was revealed before it; and He 

has already revealed the Torah and the Gospel 

(3) 

before this as guidance for people. And He has 

revealed the Criterion (to distinguish the true from 

the false). Those who disbelieve in God’s 

revelations shall endure grievous suffering. God is 

Mighty, able to requite. (4) 

Nothing on earth or in the heavens is hidden from 

God. (5) 

It is He Who shapes you in the wombs as He 

pleases. There is no deity save Him, the 
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Almighty, the Wise. (6) 

He it is Who has sent down to you the Book, 

containing verses which are clear and precise — 

and these are the essence of the Book — and 

others are allegorical. Those whose hearts have 

swerved from the truth pursue that part of it 

which is allegorical, seeking to create dissension 

and trying to give it an arbitrary meaning. None 

save God knows its final meaning. Those who 

are firmly grounded in knowledge say: “We 

believe in it; it is all from our Lord.” But only 

those who are endowed with insight take heed. (7) 

“Our Lord, let not our hearts swerve from the 

truth after You have guided us; and bestow on us 

mercy from Yourself. You are indeed the great 

Giver. (8) 

“Our Lord, You will indeed gather mankind 

together to witness the Day of which there is no 

doubt. Surely, God never fails to keep His 

promise.” (9) 

As for those who disbelieve, neither their riches 

nor their offspring will in the least avail them 

against God; it is they who shall be the fuel of the 

fire. (10) 

Just like the cases of the people of Pharaoh and 

those before them: they disbelieved Our revelations; 

therefore, God took them to task for their sins. 

God’s retribution is severe indeed. (11) 

Say to those who disbelieve: “You shall be 

overcome and gathered unto hell, an evil resting 
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place. (12) 

“You have had a sign in the two armies which 

met in battle. One was fighting for God’s cause, 

the other an army of unbelievers. They saw with 

their very eyes that the others were twice their own 

number. But God strengthens with His succour 

whom He wills. In this there is surely a lesson for 

all who have eyes to see.” (13) 

Alluring to man is the enjoyment of worldly 

desires through women and offspring, heaped-up 

treasures of gold and silver, horses of high mark, 

cattle and plantations. These are the comforts of 

this life. With God is the best of all goals. (14) 

Say: Shall I tell you of better things than these? 

For the God- fearing there are, with their Lord, 

gardens through which running waters flow where 

they shall dwell forever, and wives of perfect 

chastity, and God’s good pleasure. God is 

mindful of His servants, (15) 

those who say: “Our Lord, we have indeed 

accepted the faith. Forgive us our sins and keep us 

safe from the torments of the fire.” (16) 

They are the patient in adversity, the true to their 

word, the devoted who spend in the cause of God, 

and those who pray for forgiveness at the time of 
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dawn. (17) 

Overview 

Based on the reports that verses 1-83 were revealed in relation to the visit by a 

Christian delegation from Najr n in Yemen to Madinah and their debates with the 

Prophet Mu ammad about the Prophet Jesus, one would expect these opening verses 

to form part of those debates. However, the reports give the date of that visit as being 

the ninth year of the Muslim calendar which dates from the migration, Hijrah, in 622 

CE, of the Prophet Mu ammad from Makkah to Madinah. The ninth year of Hijrah is 

also known as “the Year of Delegations” during which a succession of delegations 

from various parts of Arabia, having seen the power and influence of Islam spread 

throughout Arabia and beyond, arrived in Madinah to pay homage to the Prophet 

Mu ammad or to conclude agreements with him or find out more about his mission. 

As already pointed out, I feel that the subject matter of these verses and their 

approach to the subject favour the opinion that they were revealed much earlier in 

the Madinian period. Accordingly, I am more inclined to conclude that the debates 

with the people of earlier revelations (i.e. the Jews and Christians), the refutation of 

their distorted beliefs, the doubts they deliberately spread about the Prophet 

Mu ammad and the faith of Islam, as well as the subsequent warnings and 

reassurances addressed to the Muslims, were not directly connected with the Najr n 

delegation in the ninth year of Hijrah. Other and earlier occasions must have inspired 

the revelation of these verses. 

We now continue to take a general look at these verses as Qur’ nic arguments 

addressed to the people of earlier revelations but not directly linked with that event 

which came at a much later date.1 

These verses, as has already been pointed out, present the on-going and 

fundamental struggle between the Muslim community and its belief, on the one 
                                                 
1 In his commendable book, The Life of the Prophet: a version based on the Qur’ nic text, Mu ammad 
`Izzat Darw zah says: “The reports suggest that the (Najr n) delegation arrived in Madinah during 
the first quarter of the Madinian period (i.e. the first two and a half years).” I am not sure, however, 
what reports he uses to arrive at this date. All the accounts I have seen give the ninth year as the date 
and mention the delegation of Najr n as only one of several other delegations (who, as is well-
established, arrived during the ninth year of Hijrah, known as “the Year of Delegations”). Indeed, Ibn 
Kathīr in his commentary, does mention the possibility that the Najr n delegation could have arrived 
before the campaign of udaybiyyah (in 6 AH, 628 CE) but he does not give his sources or evidence 
for such a suggestion. The suggestion that the verses were revealed in connection with the Najr n 
delegation is, at any rate, concomitant with the likelihood that the delegation arrived before 

udaybiyyah; in other words, if one is true, then so is the other. But if we take the numerous reports 
that give the date of the delegation as the ninth year of Hijrah, we have no alternative but to 
distinguish between the verses and the occasion on which the reports claim they were revealed. 
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hand, and the people of earlier revelations and their beliefs, on the other. It is a 

struggle that has never ceased since the advent of Islam, and specifically since its 

emergence and the establishment of its state in Madinah. The Qur’ n documents this 

encounter, in which the unbelievers and the Jews of Madinah emerged as close allies, 

in a brilliant and succinct style. 

It would hardly be surprising that certain Christian priests from distant parts in 

Arabia should, in one way or another, participate in that controversy. Nor is it 

implausible that some of them, whether in groups or as individuals, would have 

gone to Madinah to take part in debates on the controversial aspects of the difference 

between their distorted beliefs and the beliefs of the new faith, based on the concept 

of God’s absolute oneness, especially the identity and nature of the Prophet Jesus 

(pbuh). 

The opening verses of the s rah emphasise the parting of the ways between the 

principle of God’s absolute oneness and that of falsehood and distortion. It delivers a 

warning to those who reject the Qur’ n and God’s revelations it contains. All such 

people are branded as unbelievers, even though they may profess to be Christian or 

Jewish. It describes the Muslims’ attitude towards their Lord and their reactions to 

His revelations in a manner that makes the situation crystal clear. This it does by 

defining in no uncertain terms the true meanings of belief, or īm n, and disbelief, or 

kufr. (Verses 2-7, and 18-19) 

The passage also carries a warning which contains a clear reference to the Jews, 

when it says: “Those who deny God’s revelations, and slay the prophets against all right, 

and slay the people who enjoin equity among people: promise them a painful suffering.” 

(Verse 21) The Israelites would immediately spring to mind at the mere mention of a 

prophet being slain. 

The same reprimand is repeated in the instruction: “Let not the believers take 

unbelievers for their allies in preference to the believers...” (Verse 28) Most likely this is a 

reference to the Jews, although it could possibly include the idolaters as well. For, 

until that time many Muslims maintained various alliances with their non-Muslim 

blood relatives as well as with Jews in Madinah. The Qur’ n ordered them to desist 

from such associations, warning them in the severest terms. Regardless of whether 

those allies were Jews or non-Muslim Arabs, they were all identified as 

“unbelievers”. 

It is also obvious that the references in verse 12 are to the Badr campaign and that 

they are addressed to the Jews of Madinah. Ibn `Abb s reported that having 

triumphed over the Quraysh at Badr, the Prophet Mu ammad on his return to 

Madinah called the Jews together and urged them to convert to Islam before they 

met a similar fate to that of the Quraysh. Their reply was: “Look here, Mu ammad. 
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Do not let yourself be deceived by the fact that you have done away with a few men 

from the Quraysh, inexperienced in the skills of battle. Were you to fight us, you 

would realise that we are the true men, and you would never fight a more 

courageous people.” Ibn `Abb s adds that it was on that occasion that verses 12 and 

13 were revealed. (Related by Abū D wūd.) 

It is also evident that although the instructions addressed to the Prophet 

Mu ammad in verse 20 are inspired by concurrent events, they are meant to be 

general and universal, relevant to confrontation with all adversaries who oppose his 

faith. 

God’s assertion that: “If they turn away, then your only duty is to convey your message. 

God is watching over His servants” (20), indicates clearly that, up to that point, 

Mu ammad was not ordered to use force against the people of earlier revelations or 

to impose taxes on them. All this reinforces what has been stated previously that 

these verses were revealed at an earlier stage in Madinah. 

The overall purport of the passage, as we can see, indicates that they represent a 

general argument that is not restricted to a particular occasion such as the Najr n 

delegation’s visit to Madinah. Indeed, this could well be one of the events the verses 

were revealed to cover, but there are frequent other occasions throughout the 

struggle between Islam and its many adversaries in Arabia, especially the Jews of 

Madinah. 

This opening passage also includes robust expositions of the principles of the 

Muslim religious outlook, complemented by a powerful elucidation of the nature of 

Islam and its influences on daily life. Islam is a religion based on belief in the oneness 

of God, and it therefore demands submission to God and no one else besides Him. 

Islam means submission and obedience to, and compliance with, the commands and 

laws of God and the teachings and leadership of His messenger. He that neither 

submits, obeys nor complies is not a Muslim, and his religious belief will be rejected 

by God. God accepts no other religion except that of Islam, in the sense of total 

submission, obedience and compliance. This s rah expresses astonishment at those 

people of earlier revelations who are called to the Book of God to judge between 

them, “... some of them turn away and pay no heed” (23). Such obstinacy and 

intransigence towards God’s Book are a sign of rejection and infidelity that negates 

any claims of belief or submission to God. 

The second aspect of this part of the s rah revolves entirely around this 

fundamental truth. Let us now turn to a closer examination of the text. 

The Cornerstone of the Islamic Faith 
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Alif. L m. Mīm. God: there is no deity save Him, the Ever-living, the Eternal Master 
of all. He has revealed to you this Book with the truth, confirming what was revealed 
before it; and He has already revealed the Torah and the Gospel before this as guidance 
for people. (Verses 1-4) 

We choose as the most probable explanation of the three individual letters of the 

Arabic alphabet, which open the s rah, namely, Alif; L m; Mīm, the same explanation 

given in our commentary on the opening passage of the preceding s rah al-Baqarah. 

These letters are mentioned here in order to draw people’s attention to the fact that 

this book, the Qur’ n, is composed of the same type of letters as those available to the 

Arabs addressed by it. It remains at the same time a miraculous book which they 

cannot imitate despite the fact that their language is composed of the same letters. 

This most probable of explanations helps us understand, without difficulty, the need 

for such references to the nature of the Qur’ n in many s rahs that open with 

individual letters. In the preceding s rah al-Baqarah, this reference points to the 

challenge thrown down subsequently in the s rah in these terms: “If you are in doubt 

as to what We have revealed to Our servant, then produce one s rah comparable to it and call 

upon all your witnesses, other than God, if you were truthful.” (2: 23) 

In this s rah a different occasion necessitates this reference to the letters of which 

the Qur’ n is composed. The s rah stresses that this Book is revealed by God, the One 

and only deity. It is yet composed of letters and words in the same way as earlier 

revelations acknowledged by their followers, who are primarily addressed by this 

s rah. There is nothing new in the fact that God has chosen to reveal this Book to His 

Messenger in this way. 

The s rah begins with confronting the People of the Book, a Qur’ nic term used to 

denote people of earlier Divine revelation, especially the Jews and Christians, who 

deny the Prophet’s message, even though their knowledge of earlier Prophets, 

messages, and revelations should have made them the first to accept and believe in 

the new message. That should have been the case if the matter was simply one of 

evidence and conviction. 

The first passage of the s rah confronts these people in clear terms, dismissing all 

doubts they entertain or deliberately try to raise in people’s minds. It points out how 

these doubts press on the minds of people. It defines the attitude of true believers 

towards God’s message and defines the attitude of doubters and those who go 

astray. It vividly portrays the believers’ attitude towards their Lord and how they 

seek refuge with Him and appeal to Him. They know all His attributes. 

“God: there is no deity save Him, the Ever-living, the Eternal Master of all.” This 

emphatic opening stresses the absolute oneness of God. It identifies itself as the very 

basic difference between the faith of Muslims and all other religions and ideologies, 
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whether atheist and polytheist creeds or the religions of those people of the Book, 

Jews and Christians alike, who have gone astray. It distinguishes the faith of Islam 

from all other faiths, creeds and ideologies. It is also the basic difference between the 

way of life of Muslims and that of the followers of all other religions. It is the faith 

which determines the direction and the system of life in an elaborate and perfect 

manner. 

“God: there is no deity save Him.” He has no partner in His most essential attribute 

of Divinity. “The Ever-living,” Who has true, self- sustaining life with absolutely no 

restrictions. Hence, nothing is similar to Him in this attribute. “The Eternal Master of 

all,” Who gives every life and sustains every existence. No life can exist in this 

universe without His permission. 

This is the central point at issue between the Islamic faith and all other ideologies; 

between ascribing Divinity only to God and all the multitude of erring beliefs, 

including idolatry, concepts which were rife at the time in the Arabian Peninsula, as 

well as Jewish and Christian concepts. The Qur’ n tells us that the Jews used to say 

that Ezra was the son of God. Something to this effect is included in the fallacies 

recorded in what the Jews claim to be the Holy Book (Genesis, chapter 6). As for 

erroneous Christian concepts, the Qur’ n speaks of the Christian belief in the Trinity 

and their claim that Jesus, son of Mary, was God Himself. They also attribute 

Divinity to Jesus and his mother, considering them gods. They also consider their 

priests and monks to have Divine authority. In his book, The Preaching of Islam, 

Thomas Arnold refers to some of these deviant concepts. 

A hundred years before, Justinian had succeeded in giving some show of unity to 

the Roman Empire, but after his death it rapidly fell asunder, and at this time there 

was an entire want of common national feeling between the provinces and the seat of 

government. Heraclius had made some partially successful efforts to attach Syria 

again to the central government, but unfortunately the general methods of re-

conciliation which he adopted had served only to increase dissension instead of 

allaying it. Religious Passions were the only existing substitute for national feeling, 

and he tried, by propounding an exposition of faith, that was intended to serve as an 

eirenicon, to stop all further dispute between the contending factions and unite the 

heretics to the Orthodox Church and to the central government. The Council of 

Chalcedon (451) had maintained that Christ was “to be acknowledged in two 

natures, without confusion, change, diversion or separation; the difference of the 

natures being in nowise taken away by reason of their union, but rather the 

properties of each nature being preserved, and concurring into one person and one 

substance, not as it were divided or separated into two persons, but one and the 

same Son and only begotten, God the Word.” The council was rejected by the 

Monophysites, who only allowed one nature in the person of Christ, who was said to 
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be a composite person, having all attributes divine and human, but the substance 

bearing these attributes was no longer a duality, but a composite unity. The 

controversy between the orthodox party and the Monophysites, who flourished 

particularly in Egypt and Syria and in countries outside the Byzantine empire, had 

been hotly contested for nearly two centuries, when Heraclius sought to effect a 

reconciliation by means of the doctrine of Monotheism: while conceding the duality 

of the natures, it secured unity of the person in the actual life of Christ, by the 

rejection of two series of activities in this one person; the one Christ and Son of God 

effectuates that which is human and that which is divine by one divine human 

agency, i.e., there is only one will in the Incarnate Word.2 

As for deviation in the beliefs of idolaters, the Qur’ n speaks of their worship of 

the jinn, the angels, the sun, the moon and idols. The least deviant in all their beliefs 

being the assertion by some of them that they only worshipped these idols in order 

that they would act as intermediaries endearing them to God. 

It confronting such a great heap of erring beliefs and deviant concepts, Islam 

declares in the clearest and strongest of terms: “God: there is no deity save Him, the 

Ever-living, the Eternal Master of all.” As we have said, this declaration identifies the 

central point at issue in matters of faith. Moreover, it is the departing point for 

different ways of life and codes of behaviour. When belief in the existence of God, the 

only God Who is Ever-living, and Who is the Eternal Master from Whom every life 

and every existence are derived and Who controls every living thing, is firmly 

established in someone’s mind, his way of life must, by necessity, be totally different 

from that of a person who holds to any of the confused and erring concepts. The 

latter cannot feel the influence on his life of the Divine Being, the One, who is 

actually in control of his life. With the concept of the absolute oneness of God, 

submission to anyone other than Him is inadmissible. There can be no room for 

deriving any laws or systems, moral values, economic or social systems except from 

God. He is the only One to Whom we turn for guidance in every matter which 

concerns this life or in what follows this life. With all other confused beliefs and 

concepts there is no one to whom we may turn. There are no boundaries 

distinguishing right from wrong, what is forbidden from what is lawful. All these 

can be determined only when the source from which they are derived is determined. 

For it is that source to which we turn for guidance and to which we submit ourselves 

in total obedience. 

Hence, it was necessary to put the issue very clearly right at the outset: “God: there 

is no deity save Him, the Ever-living, the Eternal Master of all.” This is, indeed, what 

gives Islamic life its unique character, one which is not confined to the realm of 

                                                 
2 T.W. Arnold, The Preaching of Islam (Lahore, Sh. Mu ammad Ashraf, 1968), p.53. 
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beliefs only. All aspects of Islamic life are derived from this basic Islamic concept of 

the total and absolute oneness of God. This concept cannot be truly established in our 

minds unless its practical influence is felt in our lives, starting with deriving our laws 

which relate to all fields of life from God alone, and turning to Him for guidance in 

every sphere of life. 

When the central issue is thus resolved by the declaration of the absolute oneness 

of God and outlining His unique attributes, which no one shares with Him, are 

outlined, the s rah moves on to speak of the unity of the source from which all 

religions, Scriptures and Divine messages are revealed. That is to say the source of 

the revealed code implemented throughout all generations of human life. 

The Qur’ n and Earlier Revelations 

... And He has revealed the Criterion (to distinguish the true from the false). Those 
who disbelieve in God’s revelations shall endure grievous suffering. God is Mighty, 
able to requite. Nothing on earth or in the heavens is hidden from God. It is He Who 
shapes you in the wombs as He pleases. There is no deity save Him, the Almighty, the 
Wise. (Verses 4-6) 

These initial verses provide an affirmation of several essential principles in 

formulating the correct ideological concept, i.e. Islam, and for silencing the people of 

earlier revelations and others who denied the Prophet’s message and its Divine 

source. It states first the unity of the source which reveals Divine messages to 

Prophets and Messengers. It is God the only deity, the Ever-living, the Eternal Master 

of all Who has revealed this Qur’ n as He has indeed revealed the Torah to Moses 

and the Gospel to Jesus (pbuh them). There can, therefore, be no confusion between 

the position of the Divine Being and that of His servants. There is only One God Who 

reveals messages to His chosen servants. For their part, they are servants who submit 

themselves to God, despite the fact that they are Prophets sent with messages from 

Him. 

The verses also state the unity of Divine faith, as well as the fact that the Truth 

included in the Scriptures revealed by God is also one. This Book which has been 

sent down to Mu ammad has been revealed, “with the truth, confirming what was 

revealed before it,” i.e. the Torah and the Gospel. All these Scriptures have been sent 

down for a single purpose, that is, to serve “as guidance for people.” This newly 

revealed Book is a “Criterion” distinguishing the Truth embodied in the revealed 

Scriptures from all sorts of deviation and confused ideas which have found their way 

into the Scriptures whether by way of personal prejudices, intellectual trends or 

political considerations. 
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These verses also include an implicit insertion that there can be no valid reason for 

the denial of the new message by the people of earlier revelations. In this way, it 

follows the same line of earlier messages. It is a book sent down with the truth in the 

same way as all revealed books and Scriptures are. It too has been revealed to a 

human messenger. Furthermore, it confirms all Divine Scriptures revealed before it. 

It clearly sets out the “Truth” which they have stated earlier. Moreover, it has been 

sent down by the One Who is able to send down His revelations and Who has the 

right to lay down a code of living for mankind which sets for them their concepts of 

faith, law, and morality. 

Verse 4 also delivers a stern threat to those who deny God’s revelations. It reminds 

them of God’s might, His grievous punishment, and His ability to enforce justice. 

Those who deny God’s messages are those who reject this one faith in its absolute 

nature. The people of earlier revelations who have deviated from the Divine 

revelations and who deny this new book, a clear criterion distinguishing right from 

wrong, are the first to be described here as non-believers. They are foremost amongst 

those to whom God’s threat of severe punishment and grievous suffering is directed. 

Within the context of this threat an emphatic assertion is given that God knows 

everything. Nothing at all can be hidden from Him: “Nothing on earth or in the heavens 

is hidden from God.” This assertion of God’s absolute knowledge fits well with the 

statement of the absolute oneness of the Divine Being Who is the Eternal Master of 

all. This attribute of God is stated right at the outset, in verse 5. It also fits well with 

the stern threat delivered in the preceding verse. Since nothing on earth or in the 

heavens may be withheld from God’s knowledge and no secrets can be kept from 

Him, then all intentions and all schemes are known to Him. Hence, nothing can 

escape His fair judgement and His just punishment. 

Having stated this fact of God’s absolute knowledge of everything in the universe, 

the s rah gently but effectively touches upon human nature with a reference to man’s 

origin. It is an origin well hidden from man in the darkness of mothers’ wombs and 

in the realm to which man’s knowledge cannot aspire: “It is He Who shapes you in the 

wombs as He pleases. There is no deity save Him, the Almighty, the Wise.” 

It is He Who gives you whatever shape He pleases. He also gives you your 

distinctive characteristics. This He does alone, according to His absolute will, “as He 

pleases.” For He is the only deity in the universe, and He is “the Almighty” Who has 

the power and the ability to shape and fashion His creation, “the Wise” Who 

determines everything according to His wisdom. He has no partner or associate to 

influence what He creates and fashions. 

This statement dispels all the confusion created by the Christians concerning 

Jesus’s birth and origin. It is God Who shaped Jesus (pbuh) as He pleased. There is 
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no truth whatsoever in the claims that Jesus (pbuh) was the Lord, or was God, or the 

son of God, or a being with a dual nature: Divine and human. All deviant and 

confused concepts which are at variance with the Truth of the absolute oneness of 

God are false and without substance. 

Two Types of Revelation 

In this brief passage, the s rah uncovers the reality of those who swerve from the 

truth. These people turn their back on the facts stated with absolute clarity in the 

Qur’ n, pursuing other Qur’ nic statements which admit more than one explanation 

in order to use the same as a basis for their fabrications. It also shows the distinctive 

characteristics of those who truly believe in God and submit to Him, accepting 

everything they receive from Him without any doubt or argument. 

One report suggests that the Christian delegation from Najr n said to the Prophet: 

“Do you not state that Jesus Christ was the word of God and His spirit?” They 

wanted to utilise this statement to support their own doctrines that Jesus was not a 

human being, but the spirit of God. At the same time they paid no heed to those 

unequivocal verses which emphatically state the absolute oneness of God, 

categorically rejecting all claims of His having any partner or son. The report says 

that verse 7 was revealed by way of reply, showing the reality of their attempt to 

make use of such allegorical statements, while at the same time abandoning other 

clear and precise statements. 

This verse does, however, have more general significance than its relevance to that 

particular historical case. It shows the attitudes of different people towards this Book 

which God has revealed to the Prophet, stating the essentials of the correct concept of 

faith and the basics of the Islamic way of life. It also includes other statements which 

relate to matters kept beyond the realm of human perception. The human mind 

cannot fathom these matters beyond what the relevant Qur’ nic statements point 

out. 

As for the basics of faith and Islamic law, these are definitively stated, clearly 

understood and have well-defined aims. These are the essence of this Qur’ n. Those 

matters which are stated allegorically, including the origin and birth of Jesus (pbuh) 

are so given in order that we accept them at face value. We believe in them because 

they come to us from the source which speaks the truth: their sense and form are 

difficult to comprehend because, by nature, they are beyond our human, finite means 

of comprehension. 

People’s reception of both types of revelation differs according to whether their 

nature has remained straightforward or has swerved from the truth. Those whose 

hearts have deviated and erred deliberately overlook the clear and precise essentials 
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which make up the foundation of the faith, the law and the practical way of life. 

Instead, they pursue those allegorical verses which can only be accepted on the basis 

of believing in their source and acknowledging that He is the One Who knows all the 

truth, while human perception is limited. Acceptance of both types of revelation also 

depends on human nature remaining pure and straightforward, believing as a matter 

of course that this whole book is a book of truth, and that it has been sent down with 

the truth and that no deviation or error can creep into it. Deviants, however, create 

trouble and dissension by attributing interpretations to those allegorical statements 

which shake the foundation of the faith, and which bring about confusion as a result 

of forcing the human mind into a realm which lies way beyond it. “None save God 

knows its final meaning.” 

“Those who are firmly grounded in knowledge” and who have recognised the nature of 

human thinking and the area within which the human mind can operate say with 

confidence and reassurance: “We believe in it; it is all from our Lord.” Such scholars are 

reassured because they know that it is all from their Lord; hence it must tell the truth, 

simply because whatever originates with God is the truth. It is not part of the 

function or ability of the human mind to look for reasons and arguments to support 

it. Nor is it within its ability to fathom its nature or the nature of the causes which 

give rise to it. True knowledge presupposes that the human mind need not try to 

penetrate what is kept beyond it nor what man has not been given the means to 

discover or understand. 

This is a true description of those firmly grounded in knowledge. Only those who 

are deluded by the scanty knowledge they have acquired make boastful statements 

that they have acquired omnipotent knowledge and only they deny the very 

existence of what they cannot understand. Furthermore, they sometimes impose their 

own understanding on universal facts, allowing them to exist only in the manner 

they understand them. Hence, they try to measure God’s Word, which is absolute, by 

their own rational dictates formulated by their own finite minds. Those who are truly 

learned, however, are much more humble in their attitude, and they readily accept 

that the human mind cannot fathom the great many facts beyond its capability. They 

are more faithful to human nature, recognising the truth and accepting it: “... only 

those who are endowed with insight take heed.” 

It seems that those who have insight need only reflect and take heed in order to 

recognise the truth and to have it well established in their minds. When this is 

achieved they repeat their prayers in total devotion, asking God to enable them to 

hold on to that truth, to not let their hearts swerve from it, and to give them of His 

Abundant grace. They also remember the undoubted day when all mankind will be 

gathered together, and they remember the promise which will never fail: “Our Lord, 

... bestow on us mercy from Yourself You are indeed the great Giver. Our Lord, You will 
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indeed gather mankind together to witness the Day of which there is no doubt. Surely, God 

never fails to keep His promise.” 

This is the sort of attitude those who are firmly grounded in knowledge adopt, 

and it is the attitude which suits the believers. It emanates from the reassurance that 

what God says is the truth and that His promise will be fulfilled. It is an attitude 

influenced by knowledge of God’s mercy and His grace, and by fear of what His will 

may determine. It is an attitude shaped by fear of God and the great sensitivity faith 

implants in the hearts of believers so that they never forget or overlook these facts at 

any moment of day or night. 

A believer’s heart appreciates the value of having guidance after being misguided, 

the value of clarity after impaired vision, the value of following a straight road after 

confusion, the value of reassurance after being at a loss, the value of liberation from 

subjugation to other people, through submission to God alone, the value of having 

high concerns after being preoccupied with pettiness. It appreciates that God has 

given him all that through faith. Hence, the believer fears to return to error as much 

as a person who follows a bright, clear way fears to return to a dark, endless 

labyrinth, or a person who has enjoyed the cool shade fears to return to the burning 

sun of the desert. Only a person who has experienced the bitter misery of unbelief 

can appreciate the sweetness and happiness of faith, and only a person who has 

tasted the bitterness of deviation and error can enjoy the reassurance of faith. 

Hence, the believers address their Lord with this prayer which reflects their 

sincere devotion: “Our Lord, let not our hearts swerve from the truth after You have guided 

us.” They pray for more of God’s mercy which has saved them from error, provided 

them with guidance, and given them what they could not have from any other 

source: “... and bestow on us mercy from Yourself You are indeed the great Giver” 

Their faith tells them that they cannot attain anything except through God’s mercy 

and grace. They do not even have control-over their own hearts; for they are in God’s 

hand. Hence, they pray for God’s help. ` ’ishah, the Prophet’s wife reports: “God’s 

messenger (peace be on him) often repeated this prayer: Lord, You are the One Who 

turns hearts over. Let my heart stick firmly to your faith. I said: Messenger of God, 

you often repeat this prayer. He said: Every single heart is held in between two of the 

Merciful’s fingers; He will keep it on the right path if He wills, and He will let it 

swerve from the truth if He wills.” 

When the believer appreciates that God’s will is accomplished in this way, he 

realises that his only choice is to hold tight to God’s guidance, and to pray to God to 

bestow His mercy on him so that he may keep the great treasure which God has 

given him. 
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A Lesson for the Discerning 

As for those who disbelieve, neither their riches nor their offspring will in the least 
avail them against God; it is they who shall be the fuel of the fire. Just like the cases of 
the people of Pharaoh and those before them: they disbelieved Our revelations; 
therefore, God took them to task for their sins. God’s retribution is severe indeed. Say 
to those who disbelieve: “You shall be overcome and gathered unto hell, an evil resting 
place. You have had a sign in the two armies which met in battle. One was fighting for 
God’s cause, the other an army of unbelievers. They saw with their very eyes that the 
others were twice their own number. But God strengthens with His succour whom He 
wills. In this there is surely a lesson for all who have eyes to see.” (Verses 10-13) 

This passage follows the opening verses of the s rah which outline the attitude of 

the believers towards God’s revelations, whether of the clear and precise type or of 

the type expressed in allegory. Here we have an explanation of the end which awaits 

the unbelievers, and the Divine Law which never fails to inflict punishment on them 

for their sins. A warning is also included to the unbelievers among the people of 

earlier revelations who stand in opposition to Islam. The Prophet is instructed to 

warn them, and to remind them of what they saw with their own eyes at the Battle of 

Badr when such a small group of believers achieved a great victory over a much 

larger force of unbelievers. 

The context of this passage is an address to the Israelites warning them of a similar 

fate to that of the unbelievers who lived before them and who may live after them. It 

also reminds the Israelites of the doom which befell Pharaoh and his soldiers when 

God saved the Israelites themselves. That, however, does not give the Israelites any 

right to special treatment should they revert to disbelief and denial of the truth. 

There is nothing to prevent them from being branded as unbelievers should they err, 

and there is nothing to save them from doom either in this life or in the life to come, 

in the same way as doom befell Pharaoh and his army. 

They are also reminded of the fate of the Quraysh army of unbelievers at the Battle 

of Badr. This drives it home to them that God’s law will never fail. Nothing will 

protect them from being overwhelmed by the same fate as the Quraysh. The cause of 

that fate was the Quraysh’s rejection of the faith. In essence they are being told that 

no one has a special position with God and no one will have any immunity except 

through true faith. 

“As for those who disbelieve, neither their riches nor their offspring will in the least avail 

them against God; it is they who shall be the fuel of the fire.” (Verse 10) Wealth and 

children are normally thought of as two sources of protection. Neither, however, will 

be of any avail on that Day, about the arrival of which there is no doubt, because God 

never fails to keep His promise. On that Day, they will be “the fuel of the fire.” This 
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metaphor deprives them of all the characteristics which distinguish man. They are 

grouped together with logs, wood and all manner of fuel. 

Indeed, wealth and children cannot be of any avail in this life, even when they are 

coupled with power and authority: “Just like the cases of the people of Pharaoh and those 

before them: they disbelieved Our revelations; therefore, God took them to task for their sins. 

God’s retribution is severe indeed.” (Verse 11) This case has had frequent parallels 

throughout history. God relates it in detail in this book. It is a case which outlines 

God’s law, which applies to those who reject His revelations as lies. He implements 

this law as He wills. Hence, no one who rejects God’s revelations can have any 

immunity or safeguard. 

This means that those who rejected the faith and dismissed Mu ammad’s call and 

the message contained in the book God has revealed to him with the truth, lay 

themselves open to the same fate in both this life and the life to come. The Prophet is 

instructed to warn them against the same fate in both lives. He is further instructed 

to give them the recent example of what happened to them in Badr, for they may 

have forgotten the example of Pharaoh and the unbelievers before him and how they 

were overwhelmed by God’s stern retribution. “Say to those who disbelieve: ‘You shall 

be overcome and gathered unto hell, an evil resting place. You have had a sign in the two 

armies which met in battle. One was fighting for God’s cause, the other an army of 

unbelievers. They saw with their very eyes that the others were twice their own number. But 

God strengthens with His succour whom He wills. In this there is surely a lesson for all who 

have eyes to see.’” (Verses 12-13) 

The statement, “they saw with their very eyes that the others were twice their own 

number,” admits of two possible interpretations. The pronoun “they”, preceding the 

verb “saw” may be taken to refer to the unbelievers, whilst “the others,” in this case, 

refers to the Muslims. This means that despite their numerical superiority, the 

unbelievers imagined the much smaller group of Muslims to be “twice their own 

number”. This was by God’s own design. He led the unbelievers to perceive the 

Muslims as a very large force when they were indeed few in number, and this put 

fear into their hearts. 

The same statement could be interpreted in the opposite fashion, which suggests 

that the Muslims saw the unbelievers as “twice their own number” when in actual 

fact they were three times as many. Nevertheless, the Muslims were steadfast and 

achieved victory. 

The most important factor here is the attribution of victory to God’s aid and His 

planning. This, in itself, serves as a warning to the unbelievers and has a 

demoralising effect on them. At the same time, it strengthens the believers and 

decries their enemies, so much so that the believers have no fear. The particulars of 

the situation pertaining at Badr required both elements. In other words, the Qur’ n 
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was working on both aspects. 

God’s promise to defeat those unbelievers who swerve from the truth and who 

reject God’s constitution is valid for all time. Similarly, God’s promise to grant 

victory to the believers, even though they may be few in number, is also valid for all 

time. That victory depends, in the last resort, on God’s help, which He grants to 

whomever He wills. This fact also remains true for the present as for the future. 

The believers need only to be certain that this is the truth and to be confident that 

God’s promise will be fulfilled. They must do all in their power and then be patient 

until God’s will is done. They must not precipitate events, nor should they despair if 

victory seems long coming. Everything is done in God’s own good time, according to 

His wisdom which determines the most suitable time for every event. 

“In this there is surely a lesson for all who have eyes to see.” There must be eyes to see 

and hearts to understand and minds to reflect, so that the lesson is fully understood. 

Otherwise, lessons are given at every moment of the day and night, but few pay 

heed. 

False and True Comforts 

The next few verses in the s rah fall within that part of the Qur’ n which is mainly 

concerned with educating the Muslim community. The first of these verses identifies 

those subtle, natural incentives which cause people to deviate from the right path, 

unless they are properly checked. In order to control them, one must always be on 

the alert, yearn for more sublime horizons and aspire to those comforts which remain 

with God, for these are indeed far superior to worldly comforts. 

Pursuing worldly pleasures and giving priority to personal desires and pleasures 

will no doubt distract a person’s mind and prevent him from reflecting on what 

fruits one is bound to reap or what lessons one can learn from the facts of life. People 

are thus drowned in easy, physical pleasures, unable to see what lies beyond of 

better and superior comforts. They are thus deprived of the enjoyment of looking 

beyond cheap, physical pleasure, or being preoccupied with the nobler concerns 

which fit with the great role of man, the creature God has placed in charge of this 

great dominion, the earth. 

Those physical pleasures and worldly comforts and incentives are, nevertheless, 

naturally infused in man by the Creator to fulfil the essential role of preserving the 

continuity of life. Hence, Islam does not approve of their suppression. It advocates 

that they should be regulated, moderated and brought under control. Islam wants 

man to be able to control these desires, not to be controlled by them. I lam promotes 

the feeling of the sublime in man and helps him look to what is higher and superior. 



l `Imr n (The House of `Imr n) | CONCEPTS OUTLINED 

 30

Hence, that Qur’ nic statement, which is concerned with the education of the 

Muslim community, mentions all these comforts and pleasures, but portrays 

alongside them a variety of physical and spiritual pleasures which are provided in 

the life to come for those who control their natural desires in this life. These are, in 

part, the reward awaiting those who maintain their noble human standard, and who 

do not allow themselves to be overwhelmed by the cheap, physical enjoyments of 

this world. 

In a single verse the s rah groups together the most enjoyable pleasures of this life: 

women, children, endless wealth, splendid horses, fertile land and cattle. These 

represent the total sum of worldly pleasures, either by themselves, or because of 

what they can provide for their owners by way of other pleasures. The verse which 

follows, however, identifies the pleasures of the hereafter: gardens through which 

running waters flow, spouses renowned for their chastity, and what is much more: 

God’s good pleasure. These are in store for anyone who looks beyond the pleasures 

of this world and maintains good relations with God. 

Alluring to man is the enjoyment of worldly desires through women and offspring, 
heaped-up treasures of gold and silver, horses of high mark, cattle and plantations. 
These are the comforts of this life. With God is the best of all goals. Say: Shall I tell you 
of better things than these? For the God-fearing there are, with their Lord, gardens 
through which running waters flow where they shall dwell forever, and wives of 
perfect chastity, and God’s good pleasure. God is mindful of His servants, those who 
say: “Our Lord, we have indeed accepted the faith. Forgive us our sins and keep us 
safe from the torments of the fire.” They are the patient in adversity, the true to their 
word, the devoted who spend in the cause of God, and those who pray for forgiveness 
at the time of dawn. (Verses 14-17) 

“Alluring to man is the enjoyment of worldly desires.” In the original Arabic text, the 

verb in this sentence is expressed in the passive voice which indicates that this love is 

part of man’s nature. Hence, this is a statement of fact. Man certainly loves to enjoy 

these pleasures. There is no need, then, either to deny that love or to denounce and 

condemn it. It is essential for human life so that it may continue and progress. But 

there is certainly another side which is also infused in human nature and that is to 

balance that love and to guard man against total consumption by it to the extent that 

he loses the great effects of the spiritual element in his constitution. That aspect 

provides man with the ability to look up to the sublime and to control his desires and 

fulfil them in a befitting and appropriate measure. He can thus achieve his fulfilment 

here but, at the same time, elevate human life spiritually and look forward to the life 

to come where he can enjoy God’s good pleasure. This ability can hold worldly 

desires in check, purify them and keep them within safe limits so that physical 

pleasures do not overwhelm the human soul and its aspirations. To turn to God and 
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to fear Him is the way to the achievement of those aspirations. 

The verse speaks of those worldly desires as being made alluring to man. There is 

no suggestion, implicit or explicit, that they are contemptible, or that they should be 

treated as such. We are only called upon to understand their nature in order to place 

them in their appropriate place in our lives and not allow them to suppress what is 

superior to and nobler than them. We are, indeed, called upon to aspire to higher 

horizons after we have taken what is sufficient and necessary for us of those 

pleasures. 

Islam is distinguished by its realistic approach to human nature and its constant 

effort to elevate rather than suppress it. Those who talk nowadays of the harmful 

effects of the “suppression” of natural desires, or about psychological complexes 

which result from such suppression, agree that the main reason for such problems is 

the suppression of natural desires, not their control. Suppression stems from the 

condemnation of natural desires, or looking down on them with contempt. This 

places the individual under two kinds of pressure which pull in opposite directions. 

There is first the emotional pressure from within, the result of social traditions or 

religion, that physical desires are contemptible and should not have existed in the 

first place. They are portrayed as sinful and evil. There is, on the other hand, the 

pressure of these desires themselves which cannot be overcome because they are 

deeply rooted in human nature, having an essential role to play in human life. 

Indeed, they have not been made part of human nature in vain. As this conflict rages 

within man, it gives rise to psychological complexes. This is the opinion held by 

scientists specialised in psychology. Assuming that their theory is correct, we still 

find that Islam has kept man safe from this conflict between the two parts of his 

human soul, the temptation to indulge in wanton satisfaction of desire and seek 

every type of easy pleasure and the aspirations to a nobler existence. It caters for the 

fulfilment of both, combining continuity with moderation. 

It goes without saying that women and children are among the most important 

and strongest desires of man. Coupled with these in the text listing the desires of this 

world are “heaped-up treasures of gold and silver”. The phrase “heaped-up treasures” 

implies a consuming greed for wealth. If it was merely a love of wealth that is meant 

here, the Qur’ n would simply have used the term “money”, or “gold and silver”. 

“Heaped-up treasures,” however, adds a further connotation, that is treasure for its 

own sake. The implication here being the greed to amass gold and silver, because the 

mere amassing of wealth is a human desire, regardless of what that wealth may be 

used for, especially in satisfying other desires. 

The Qur’ nic verse then adds, “horses of high mark.” Even in the material world of 

machines in which we live, horses remain among those pleasures loved and desired 

by all people. A stallion combines beauty with vigour, strength, intelligence and a 
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close relationship with his owner. Even those who do not ride horses warm to the 

sight of a lively horse as it runs. Cattle and plantations are then mentioned. The two 

are closely linked together in our minds and in real life. People love the scene of 

plants growing out of the earth, of life blossoming. When the desire of ownership is 

coupled with this, then cattle and plantations are certainly craved. 

All the desires mentioned in this verse are mere examples of what people strive to 

have. The ones so identified were particularly appealing to the community which the 

Qur’ n addressed for the first time, but many of them appeal to all people in all ages. 

The Qur’ n mentions them before stating their real value so that they are given their 

proper place in the list of priorities of any believer: “These are the comforts of this life.” 

(Verse 14) 

 Better Than All Comforts 

All these cherished desires, and all similar ones, are the comforts of this life. 

Perhaps we should add here that in the Arabic text, the term “this life”, or “duny ”, 

connotes “the lower life”. Hence, they are not part of the sublime life or of the higher 

horizon. They are indeed the easy comforts of the life of this world. What is better 

than all this, because it is essentially nobler and it helps protect the human soul 

against being consumed by worldly desires, is that which remains with God. This is 

available to anyone who wants it, and it more than compensates for the pleasures of 

this world: “Say: Shall I tell you of better things than these? For the God-fearing there are, 

with their Lord, gardens through which running waters flow where they shall dwell forever, 

and wives of perfect chastity, and Gods good pleasure. God is mindful of His servants.” 

(Verse 15) 

The Prophet is commanded to give the happy news of these comforts of the 

hereafter to those who are described as “the God- fearing”. We note that these 

comforts are, generally speaking, physical. There is, however, an essential difference 

between them and the comforts of this world. These are provided only to the God-

fearing, who are always conscious of God. This consciousness has a definite 

moderating influence on both the spirit and the body. It prevents man from being 

totally consumed by his desires, striving like an animal to fulfil them in any way he 

can. Hence, when the God-fearing look forward to these physical comforts which 

they are promised, they do so with a sublimity which remains free of the 

uncontrolled vigour of animal desire. Even in this life, long before they arrive in their 

promised abode, close to God, they are elevated by looking forward to these 

heavenly comforts. 

They find in them more than a mere compensation of the worldly desires and 

pleasures they miss in this world. If the pleasures of this life included fertile 
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plantations, they have in the hereafter gardens through which running waters flow. 

Moreover, both they and their gardens live forever, unlike the plantations of this 

world which people enjoy only for a limited period of time. In contrast to the 

pleasures of women and children in this life, there are in the hereafter wives of 

perfect chastity. Their purity makes them far superior to what people desire of 

women in this life. As for the horses of high mark and the cattle, and the heaped-up 

treasures of gold and silver, all these are viewed in this life as means to achieve more 

and greater comforts. In the hereafter, all comforts are freely available to everyone. 

No special means are required to achieve any ends. 

There remains what is far superior to all comforts, namely, “God’s good pleasure.” 

His pleasure is, to a believer, more precious than this life and the life to come 

combined. The Arabic term which is used to express this pleasure has endless 

connotations of love, tenderness, care and compassion. 

“God is mindful of His servants.” He knows their nature and the motivations and 

incentives which form part of it. He also knows what suits human nature in the way 

of directives and instructions. He knows how to deal with it in this life and the life to 

come. 

The passage then describes the relationship of the God-fearing with their Lord, 

which earns them this blessing of God’s good pleasure: “Those who say: ‘Our Lord, we 

have indeed accepted the faith. Forgive us our sins and keep us safe from the torment of the 

fire.’ They are the patient in adversity, the true to their word, the devoted who spend in the 

cause of God, and those who pray for forgiveness at the time of dawn.” (Verses 16-17) 

Their prayer is indicative of the fact that they are God-fearing. They state first that 

they are believers, before they appeal to God on the strength of that faith to forgive 

them their sins and to keep them safe from the Fire. 

Every one of their qualities is of great value in human life and in the life of the 

Muslim community. Their patience in adversity suggests that they endure pain 

without complaint. They remain steadfast, happy to fulfil the duties of their faith, 

submitting themselves to God and accepting whatever happens to them as part of 

God’s will and design. Being truthful shows that they hold the truth, which is the 

mainstay of human life, dear to their hearts. They find lying contemptible, for lying is 

indicative of a state of weakness which prevents one from telling the truth, in order 

to realise some benefit or to avoid some harm. 

Their devotion is a fulfilment of the duty of the servant towards his Lord. 

Moreover, it elevates man because he addresses his devotion to the only God in the 

universe, not to anyone else. Spending in the cause of God liberates man from the 

captivity of the material world, and from the greed for wealth. It also places the 

reality of human brotherhood above the desire for personal comfort. It achieves 
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social security on a mutual basis which is worthy of human life. 

To pray at dawn for forgiveness adds to all this connotations of purity and 

compassion. Indeed, the mere mentioning of dawn reminds us of the lovely feelings 

of this particular part of the night, shortly before the break of day. At that time, 

everything is beautiful, pure and still. Man’s thoughts are at their purest. The inner 

motives of uncorrupted human nature are at work. When we add to all this the 

condition of praying to God for forgiveness, then the atmosphere is one of total 

purity in both the inner soul of man and the inner soul of the universe. Both are truly 

submissive to God, the Creator of both man and the universe. 

The God-fearing, who are characterised by these essential qualities, will have 

“God’s good pleasure.” They deserve it, and with it all that is associated with God’s 

compassion and grace. It is certainly superior to any worldly comfort and to any of 

man’s desires. 

We note how the Qur’ n deals with the human soul. Its approach begins with man 

on earth. Gradually but steadily it elevates the human soul to higher horizons until it 

brings it into the highest society with ease and compassion. It never forgets man’s 

weakness, nor his motives and nature. However, it directs man’s abilities and 

aspirations gently, without the suppression of any motive and without the use of 

force. It is also mindful that human life should continue and progress. This is the 

nature of God’s method: “God is mindful of His servants.” 
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2 

Concepts Clarified 

God Himself bears witness, and so do the angels 

and men of knowledge, that there is no deity save 

Him, the Executor of Justice. There is no deity 

save Him, the Almighty, the Wise. (18) 

The only true faith acceptable to God is [man’s] 

self-surrender to Him. Disagreements spread, 

through mutual aggression, among those who were 

given revelations only after knowledge had been 

granted to them. He who denies God’s revelations 

will find that God is indeed swift in reckoning. 

(19) 

If they argue with you, say: “I have surrendered 

my whole being to God, and so have all who 

follow me.” Say to those who were given 

revelations and to unlettered people, “Will you 

also surrender yourselves (to God)?” If they 

surrender, they are on the right path. But if they 

turn away, then your only duty is to convey your 

message. God is watching over His servants. (20) 

Those who deny God’s revelations, and slay the 

Prophets against all right and slay people who 

enjoin equity among all people: promise them a 

painful suffering. (21) 
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Ï‰÷èt/ $tΒ ãΝ èδu™!% ỳ ÞΟ ù=Ïèø9 $# $J‹ øót/ óΟ ßγ oΨ ÷ t/ 3 ⎯ tΒuρ 

öà õ3tƒ ÏM≈ tƒ$t↔ Î/ «!$#  χÎ* sù ©!$# ßìƒ Î|  

É>$|¡Ït ø:$# ∩⊇®∪  

÷βÎ* sù x8θ•_!% tn ö≅ à) sù àM ÷Κn=ó™ r& }‘ Îγ ô_uρ ¬! 
Ç⎯ tΒuρ Ç⎯ yèt7 ¨?$# 3 ≅ è%uρ t⎦⎪Ï% ©#Ïj9 (#θè?ρé& |=≈ tGÅ3ø9 $# 

z⎯↵Íh‹ ÏiΒW{ $# uρ óΟ çFôϑn=ó™ r& u™ 4 ÷βÎ* sù (#θßϑn=ó™ r& Ï‰s) sù 

(#ρy‰tF÷δ$# ( χÎ) ¨ρ (#öθ©9 uθs? $yϑ̄ΡÎ* sù šø‹n=tã 

à≈ n=t6 ø9 $# 3 ª!$# uρ 7 ÅÁt/ ÏŠ$t6 Ïèø9 $$Î/ ∩⊄⊃∪  

¨βÎ) t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# šχρãà õ3tƒ ÏM≈ tƒ$t↔ Î/ «!$# 

šχθè=çGø) tƒ uρ z⎯↵ÍhŠ Î; ¨Ψ9 $# Îö tóÎ/ 9aY ym 

šχθè=çGø) tƒ uρ š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# šχρããΒù' tƒ 

ÅÝ ó¡É) ø9 $$Î/ š∅ÏΒ Ä¨$̈Ζ9 $# Οèδ÷Åe³ t7 sù A># x‹ yèÎ/ 



l `Imr n (The House of `Imr n) | CONCEPTS CLARIFIED 

 36

It is they whose works shall come to nothing in 

this world and in the life to come; and they shall 

have none to help them. (22) 

Have you considered the case of those who have 

received a share of revelation? When they are 

called upon to accept the judgement of God’s book 

in their affairs, some of them turn away and pay 

no heed. (23) 

For they claim: “The fire will most certainly not 

touch us save for a limited number of days.” They 

are deceived in their own faith by the false beliefs 

they used to invent. (24) 

How, then, will it be with them when We shall 

gather them all together to witness the Day about 

which there is no doubt, when every soul will be 

paid in full what it has earned, and they shall not 

be wronged? (25) 

Say: “Lord, Sovereign of all dominion, You 

grant dominion to whom You will and take 

dominion away from whom You will. You exalt 

whom You will and abase whom You will. In 

Your hand is all that is good. You are able to do 

all things. (26) 

“You cause the night to pass into the day, and 

You cause the day to pass into the night. You 

bring forth the living from the dead, and You 

bring forth the dead from that which is alive. You 

grant sustenance to whom You will, beyond all 

reckoning.” (27) 
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Let not the believers take unbelievers for their 

allies in preference to the believers. He who does 

this has cut himself off from God, unless it be that 

you protect yourselves against them in this way. 

God warns you to beware of Him: for to God 

you shall all return. (28) 

Say: “Whether you conceal what is in your hearts 

or bring it into the open, it is known to God. He 

knows all that is in the heavens and all that is on 

earth; and God has the power to accomplish 

anything. (29) 

“On the day when every soul will find itself 

confronted with whatever good it has done and 

whatever evil it has done, they will wish that there 

were a long span of time between them and that 

Day. God warns you to beware of Him; and 

God is Most Compassionate towards His 

servants.” (30) 

Say: “If you love God, follow me; God will love 

you and forgive you your sins. God is Much-

Forgiving, Merciful.” (31) 

Say: “Obey God and the messenger.” If they turn 

their backs, God does not love the unbelievers. 

(32) 
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Overview 

God Himself bears witness, and so do the angels and men of knowledge, that there is 
no deity save Him, the Executor of Justice. There is no deity save Him, the Almighty, 
the Wise. (Verse 18) 

So far the s rah has concentrated mainly on establishing the basic fact of the 

oneness of God, the Lord and sustainer of the whole universe, Who controls all its 

affairs. It has also emphasised the unity of the Divine revelation and message. It has 

described the attitudes of the true believers, and those whose hearts have swerved 

from the truth, towards God’s revelations and His book. It has also threatened the 

deviants with a doom similar to that which befell those who denied the truth both in 

the past and in the present. It has further pointed out the natural motives which 

prevent people from learning these lessons, showing at the same time how the God-

fearing turn to their Lord and seek His refuge. 

Beginning with verse 18 and continuing up to verse 32, the s rah now speaks of 

another fact which logically results from the preceding one. The fact that God is One 

and has no partners requires practical confirmation in human life and this is clearly 

stated in this passage of the s rah. 

The passage begins with a reiteration of the fact stated in the opening verses of the 

s rah in order to outline its essential consequences. We have here a testimony from 

God, as well as a testimony from the angels and the people of knowledge that “there 

is no deity save Him.” Added to this is the Divine attribute which results from the fact 

that He is the Sustainer of the universe, that is, He maintains justice among people 

and in the universe at large. 

We are required to accept this basic fact of God being the only Lord and Sustainer 

of the whole universe. Our acceptance is manifested primarily by our submitting 

ourselves to God alone and referring to Him in all matters. It is further manifested by 

obeying God, our Eternal Master, and following His messenger and implementing 

His revelations in our lives. 

This is the purport of the Divine Statement: “The only true faith acceptable to God is 

[man’s] self-surrender to Him.” (Verse 19) He does not accept any other religion or 
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creed from anyone. Islam means willing submission, obedience and conscious 

following of the Prophet. This means that the religion which God accepts from 

people is not merely a concept formulated in their minds, nor is it the mere 

acceptance of a fact. It is, indeed, the practical translation of this acceptance and that 

concept. It takes the form of implementing the Divine method in all our affairs, total 

obedience to all God’s laws, and following the guidance of His messenger in His 

implementation of the Divine Faith. 

The passage then moves on to publicise the attitude of the people of earlier 

revelations, wondering at them. Despite their claim that they follow God’s religion, 

some of them turn away when they are invited to put their disputes forward to be 

adjudged according to God’s revelations. Their whole claim is thus rendered 

baseless. God accepts no religion other than Islam, and Islam means true submission 

to God, obedience to His Prophet and the implementation of His revelations in all 

spheres of life. 

We are then told of the real reason for their turning away, which actually means 

that they do not believe in the Divine religion. That is, they do not take seriously the 

concept of reckoning and reward on the Day of Judgement: “For they claim: ‘The fire 

will most certainly not touch us except for a limited number of days.’” (Verse 24) In this, 

they rely on their belief that they are followers of a Divine book: “They are deceived in 

their own faith by the false beliefs they used to invent.” (Verse 24) Their whole notion is a 

false delusion. They are neither followers of a Divine book nor are they believers. 

They have nothing whatsoever to do with the Divine faith, since they are being 

invited to put their disputes to the judgement of Divine revelations, but they 

continue to turn away. In such absolute clarity, God states in the Qur’ n the meaning 

of religion and the true nature of being religious. He accepts from His servants only 

one clear view: namely, the true religion is Islam, which means self-surrender. In 

practice, Islam means to consider God’s book as the final arbiter and to accept its 

judgement. Anyone who does not do this in practice cannot be considered a Muslim, 

even though he may claim to be so or may claim to follow God’s religion. It is God 

who defines and explains His own religion. His definition and explanation does not 

take into account the desires or personal concepts of human beings. 

Indeed, the one who takes the unbelievers, i.e. those who do not accept the 

judgement of God’s book and revelations, as patrons, “He who does this has cut himself 

off from God.” (Verse 28) There is absolutely no relationship between him and God. 

This applies to those who patronise and support or seek the patronage or support of 

the unbelievers who reject the judgement of Divine revelations, even though they 

may claim to follow God’s religion. 

The warning against such patronage which destroys faith altogether is further 

elaborated upon. The Muslim community is also made aware of the true nature of 



l `Imr n (The House of `Imr n) | CONCEPTS CLARIFIED 

 40

the forces which operate in the universe. God has absolute control over it; He owns it 

all, and gives kingship to whom He wills and deprives of it whom He wills. It is He 

Who gives honour to, or causes to sink in contempt, whom He wills. This is only part 

of the fact that He controls the whole universe and runs it as He wishes. It is He Who 

causes the night to overwhelm the day and then causes the day to overpower the 

night. It is He Who makes life come from death and causes death to end life. He thus 

maintains justice in human life and in the universe at large. There is no need, then, 

for the patronage of anyone else, no matter how powerful or wealthy they are. 

These repeated, emphatic warnings give us an insight into what was actually 

taking place within the Muslim community at that time and about which matters 

needed further clarification. Some Muslims still maintained their family, national and 

economic relations with the unbelievers in Makkah or with the Jews in Madinah. 

Hence, the need for this explanation and warning. The repeated warnings also 

suggest that human nature is normally influenced by the physical power of human 

beings. Hence, people need to be reminded of the true nature of human power and 

real power. This needs to be added to the clear explanation of the correct concept of 

faith and its practical effects in life. 

The passage concludes with a decisive statement that Islam means true obedience 

to God and His Messenger. The way to win God’s pleasure is simply to follow His 

Messenger. God’s love cannot be earned by the mere mental acceptance of His 

existence, nor simply by any verbal acknowledgement of that: “Say: ‘If you love God, 

follow me. God will love you and forgive you your sins. God is Much-Forgiving, Merciful.’ 

Say: ‘Obey God and the messenger.’ If they turn their backs, God does not love the 

unbelievers.” (Verses 31-2) The issues then are very clear: either obedience and 

conscious following of the Prophet, which is what God likes, or rejection of the faith, 

which is what God dislikes. There can be no meeting point between the two. 

Let us now look in more detail at the significance of this passage starting with 

verse 18. 

The Ultimate Witness 

God Himself bears witness, and so do the angels and men of knowledge, that there is 
no deity save Him, the Executor of Justice. There is no deity save Him, the Almighty, 
the Wise. (Verse 18) 

We have here a statement of the most essential facet of Islamic ideology, namely 

the fact of the oneness of God and that He is the Eternal Master of the universe Who 

maintains and executes justice. It is the same principle with which this s rah opens: 

“God: there is no deity save Him, the Ever-living, the Eternal Master of all.” The ultimate 
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objective of this s rah is to establish in absolute clarity the true nature of the Islamic 

faith, and to dispel all doubts about it raised by people of earlier revelations. It seeks 

to dispel such doubts both from the minds of those unbelievers as also from the 

minds of those Muslims who may fall under their influence. 

A testimony from God that there is no deity other than Him is sufficient for 

anyone who believes in God. Indeed, such a testimony may be thought sufficient 

only for a believer in God, for he is not in need of it as such. However, this is not 

absolutely true. People of earlier revelations believe in God, but at the same time they 

maintain that He has a son and a partner. The idolaters themselves used to profess 

that they believed in God. Their deviation and error took the form of ascribing 

partners and equals and children to God. When both groups of people are told that 

God Himself bears witness to the fact that there is no deity save Him, then this 

statement has a marked effect in correcting their beliefs. 

The matter, however, is much finer and more profound. God’s testimony that 

there is no deity except Him is given here as a prelude to outlining what it entails. 

Since He Himself stresses His oneness, He, therefore, does not accept from His 

servants anything other than pure devotion to Him, which takes the form of Islam or 

submission to Him. Such submission is not confined to the realm of beliefs and 

feelings; it must be translated into total obedience to God and a conscious 

implementation of His law outlined in His revelations. If we view the matter from 

this angle, we will find many people in all ages claiming to believe in God but at the 

same time ascribing Divinity to others. This they do when they implement a law 

which is in conflict with His law, and obey those who do not follow His messenger 

or His book, and when they derive their values, standards and morals from sources 

other than Him. All such actions run contrary to their claim that they believe in God. 

They conflict with God’s own testimony that He is the only God in the universe. 

The testimony of the angels and the people of knowledge takes the form of their 

total obedience to God’s orders and looking to Him alone for guidance, accepting 

everything which comes to them from Him without doubt or argument, once they 

are certain that it has come from Him. This s rah has already referred to the attitude 

of such people of knowledge: “Those who are firmly grounded in knowledge say: ‘We 

believe in it; it is all from our Lord.’” This is, then, the testimony of the people of 

knowledge and the angels: total acceptance, obedience and submission. 

The testimony of God, the angels and the men of knowledge to the oneness of God 

is coupled with their testimony to the fact that He establishes and maintains justice, 

since justice is an essential quality of Godhead. The Arabic text is phrased in such a 

way as to leave no doubt that justice, at all times and in all situations, is an attribute 

of God. This also explains the meaning of God being the Eternal Master of the 

universe which is stated at the beginning of this s rah: “God: there is no deity save Him, 
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the Ever-living, the Eternal Master of all.” He maintains His authority with justice. 

God’s control of the universe and His conduct of its affairs and of people’s lives is 

always characterised by justice. Indeed, justice cannot be established in human life, 

which, in turn, cannot be set on its proper course as the rest of the universe where 

every single creature fulfils its function in perfect harmony with the rest of creation 

except through the implementation of the method and the way of life God has 

chosen for people, as outlined in His revelation. Otherwise, justice cannot be 

established, harmony cannot be achieved and there can be no interrelation between 

man and the universe. What takes place, then, is injustice, conflict and total ruin. 

Throughout history, justice was established only during those periods when God’s 

method was adhered to. These were the times when human life was set on a perfect 

and straight course like everything else in the universe. However, human nature 

being what it is means that human beings tend to waver between obedience and 

disobedience to God. They move nearer to obedience to God whenever His method 

is established and His law is implemented. Wherever man-made laws are 

established, ignorance and shortcomings abound. A direct consequence of this is 

injustice in one form or another: an individual may do injustice to the community, or 

the community may be unjust to the individual, or one class tyrannises another, or 

one nation subjugates another, or one generation treats another with injustice. It is 

only Divine justice which remains free of any favouritism towards any of these. He is 

the Lord of all creation Who does not overlook anything on earth or in the heavens. 

“There is no deity save Him, the Almighty, the Wise.” The same truism of the Oneness 

of God is repeated again in the same verse, but this time it is coupled with the two 

attributes of God’s might and wisdom. Both power and wisdom are essential for the 

purpose of maintaining justice. Justice can only be maintained when matters are set 

in their proper places and with the ability to so set them. God’s attributes suggest 

positive activity. Nothing in the Islamic concept associates God with any negative 

attribute. This is the proper and true concept of the Divine Being, because it is His 

own description of Himself. When we believe in God, in the light of His positive 

attributes, our thoughts remain concentrated on His will and His power. Our faith, 

then, becomes much more than an academic concept; it provides us with a dynamic 

motive to act and do what is required of us. 

The only true faith acceptable to God is [man’s] self-surrender to Him. Disagreements 
spread, through mutual aggression, among those who were given revelations only 
after knowledge had been granted to them. He who denies God’s revelations will find 
that God is indeed swift in reckoning. If they argue with you, say: “I have surrendered 
my whole being to God, and so have all who follow me.” Say to those who were given 
revelations and to unlettered people, “Will you also surrender yourselves (to God)?” If 
they surrender, they are on the right path. But if they turn away, then your only duty 
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is to convey your message. God is watching over His servants. (Verses 19-20) 

The s rah now moves on to establish the logical result that since there is only one 

God, then all worship must be addressed to that one God: “The only true faith 

acceptable to God is [man’s] self-surrender to Him.” 

The oneness of the Divine Being requires that all submission must be to Him. 

There is nothing in people’s minds or in their lives which is not subject to God’s 

authority. The oneness of God means that there is only One Being who has the right 

to set values and standards for people, to require them to submit to Him, obey Him, 

implement the legislation He has enacted for them in all the affairs of their lives. 

There is only one faith, namely, pure submission to God alone, which is acceptable to 

Him. 

When we state that the only true faith acceptable to God is self- surrender to Him, 

we mean true Islam. This is not merely a claim to be stated, a flag to be raised or a 

detached academic concept to be discussed which does not stir hearts or minds, or 

even a set of acts of worship such as Prayer, fasting and pilgrimage. This is not the 

sort of Islam which God describes as the only faith acceptable to Him. True Islam 

means complete obedience, total submission to God and the implementation of His 

revelations in human life, as will be stated presently in the same Qur’ nic text. 

Islam also means the oneness of the Divine Being who is the Eternal Master of all. 

People of earlier revelations used to confuse the person of God and the person of 

Jesus Christ. They also confused God’s will and that of Christ’s. They disagreed 

among themselves so violently that they fought and killed one another on numerous 

occasions. God, therefore, makes the reasons for these disputes clear for both the 

people of earlier revelations and for the Muslim community: “Disagreements spread, 

through mutual aggression, among those who were given revelations only after knowledge 

had been granted to them.” 

Their disputes did not arise out of ignorance of the truth. They had been given 

certain knowledge of God’s oneness and the fact that He is the only Lord in the 

universe. They were also given the knowledge they needed about human nature and 

true submission to God. They simply disagreed “through mutual aggression” when 

they abandoned the course of justice embodied in the faith and the law God revealed 

to them. 

Christian historians have shown that political considerations were behind these 

doctrinal disputes. The same has frequently happened in both Jewish and Christian 

histories. It was the hatred felt by Egypt, Syria and other regions towards the rulers 

of Rome which resulted in the rejection of the official Roman doctrine and the 

adoption of a different one. On certain occasions, the keenness of a Byzantine 
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Emperor to maintain his rule over certain parts of his empire was the reason behind 

the invention of compromise doctrines which sought to achieve the required results. 

Faith to them was a ball game serving political goals. As such, it represented one of 

the worst forms of injustice. Worse still, it was done knowingly and deliberately. 

A timely and appropriately stern warning is then given: “He who denies God’s 

revelations will find that God is indeed swift in reckoning.” Disagreement over the truism 

of the oneness of God is thus considered a denial and rejection of God’s revelations. 

The rejecters are here threatened with swift reckoning in order that people do not 

persist with their disbelief, denials and disputes. 

God then instructs the Prophet to make his attitude towards the people of earlier 

revelations and the idolaters well known. The real issue is stated in absolute clarity. 

Their fate is left to God. The Prophet, however, proceeds along his absolutely clear 

path: “But if they argue with you, say: I have surrendered my whole being to God, and so 

have all who follow me.’ Say to those who were given revelations and to unlettered people, 

‘Will you also surrender yourselves (to God)? If they surrender, they are on the right path. 

But if they turn away, then your only duty is to convey your message. God is watching over 

His servants.” 

Thereafter, there can be no further clarification. Either God’s oneness and 

authority over the universe is acknowledged with its practical correlative which is 

pure submission to Him, or futile arguments and excuses are pursued. 

God teaches His Messenger a single word which explains his faith and way of life: 

“If they argue with you,” in matters of faith and the oneness of God, “say: ‘I have 

surrendered my whole being to God.’” This applies to me and also to “all who follow me.” 

The usage here of the word “follow” is very significant. What is required is not a mere 

acceptance of the Prophet’s message, but also its following in practice. Similarly, the 

phrase “surrendered my whole being to God” is highly significant. It is not sufficient for 

one to just state verbally or accept in one’s mind the fact of the oneness of God. One 

must also surrender one’s whole being to God. Practically this means obeying God 

and following His Messenger. Literally translated, the Arabic phrase says: “I have 

submitted my face to God.” Since one’s face is the noblest part of a human being, 

then its submission indicates willing acceptance and implementation of God’s laws. 

Such is, then, the faith of Mu ammad, God’s Messenger, and such is his way of 

life. Muslims follow him in their faith and code of living. Let the people of earlier 

revelations and unlettered people, which is a reference to the idolaters, answer the 

question which is aimed at identifying each group in such a way as leaves no room 

for confusion about their stance: “Say to those who were given revelations and to 

unlettered people, Will you also surrender yourselves (to God)?” Both the idolaters and the 

people of earlier revelations are placed on the same level since they are all called 



l `Imr n (The House of `Imr n) | CONCEPTS CLARIFIED 

 45

upon to accept Islam in the sense we have just explained. They are called upon to 

acknowledge the oneness of God and that He is the only Master of the whole 

universe. They are also required, when they have made this acknowledgement, to 

make it a practical reality through the implementation of God’s revelations in human 

life. 

“If they surrender, they are on the right path.” Right guidance has only one form, 

namely, Islam in its fullest meaning. There is simply no other form, concept, 

situation, or code which reflects right guidance. Anything which is in conflict with 

Islam represents error, ignorance, confusion and rejection of the truth. 

“But if they turn away, then your only duty is to convey your message.” The Prophet’s 

task is simply to convey his message. When he has done this, his mission is over. 

This applied before God commanded the Prophet to fight those who rejected Islam 

until they either accepted its faith and submitted to it, or until they pledged their 

obedience to its political authority by paying a loyalty tax. No one is compelled to 

accept the faith. 

“God is watching over His servants.” He conducts all their affairs as He wishes and 

according to His knowledge. The ultimate decision is with Him. However, they are 

made fully aware of the fate that awaits them and all transgressors who, like them, 

reject the true faith. 

When Prophets Are Killed 

Those who deny God’s revelations, and slay the Prophets against all right and slay 
people who enjoin equity among all people: promise them a painful suffering. It is they 
whose works shall come to nothing in this world and in the life to come; and they shall 
have none to help them. Have you considered the case of those who have received a 
share of revelation? When they are called upon to accept the judgement of God’s book 
in their affairs, some of them turn away and pay no heed. For they claim: “The fire 
will most certainly not touch us save for a limited number of days.” They are deceived 
in their own faith by the false beliefs they used to invent. How, then, will it be with 
them when We shall gather them all together to witness the Day about which there is 
no doubt, when every soul will be paid in full what it has earned, and they shall not be 
wronged? (Verses 21-5) 

The first verse in the above passage, verse 21, warns against a painful suffering. Its 

timing is not specified. Hence, it is to be expected either in this life or in the life to 

come. It is coupled with an assurance that all their works shall come to nothing in 

either life. This is given in a highly vivid mode of expression which draws upon a 

well-known image of an animal grazing in a poisoned area. It swells up before it 

dies. Similarly, the actions of such people may appear to gather momentum and to 
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yield great results. This is no more than the swelling up of a poisoned animal prior to 

its death. All their actions are thus aborted and they will have no one to help or 

defend them. 

We note that the denial and rejection of God’s revelation is coupled in the 

Qur’ nic statement with the totally unjust killing of the Prophets — for there can be 

no right respected when a Prophet is killed. Furthermore, the killing of those who 

enjoin equity in human life, which is a reference to those who advocate the 

implementation of the code God has laid down for human life, which is based on 

justice and which alone can maintain absolute justice, suggests that the warning is 

directed at the Jews, for such are their distinctive qualities in history. This does not 

mean that the warning is not also directed to Christians who in the past killed many 

thousands of followers of doctrines which were at variance with that adopted by the 

Roman Empire, including those who declared that God was One and that Jesus 

Christ was a human being. This latter group are included among those “who enjoin 

equity among all people.” It is also a permanent warning to anyone who may 

perpetrate such ghastly crimes, and these may live in any and every age. 

It is worth remembering that when the expression “those who deny God’s 

revelations” is mentioned in the Qur’ n, it does not simply refer to those who may 

declare themselves to be unbelievers. Instead, anyone who does not acknowledge the 

oneness of God and that He alone is worthy of worship is included in this group. 

Such a recognition entails that the authority to legislate and to set values and 

standards for human life belongs only to God. Anyone who claims or attributes any 

measure of that authority to anyone other than God is either an idolater or an 

unbeliever, even though he may claim a thousand times that he believes in God. The 

verses which follow confirm this view. 

“Have you considered the case of those who have received a share ref revelation? When 

they are called upon to accept the judgement of God’s book in their affairs, some of them turn 

away and pay no heed.” This is clearly a rhetorical question, one so delivered as to 

emphasise the contradiction in the attitudes of those who have received a share of 

revelation. The reference here is to the Torah in respect of the Jews and the Bible in 

respect of the Christians. Each one is simply “a share” of God’s Divine revelation, a 

portion of all the revelations God has vouchsafed to His messengers, which 

emphasises the unity of Godhead, and the fact that God alone conducts the affairs of 

the universe. All such revelations are in essence a single book; part of it was given to 

the Jews, and another part was given to the Christians while the Muslims received 

the whole book. This is because the Qur’ n embodies all the bases of faith and 

confirms all messages God revealed in the past. It is certainly something to wonder 

at, when those who “have received a share of revelation” are called upon to accept the 

judgement of God’s book in their disputes and in all the affairs of their lives, but they 
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nevertheless do not respond positively. Some of them are left behind. They turn their 

backs on God’s legislation, an action that is in flagrant contradiction to their stated 

belief in any portion of His book. In other words, it belies their claim that they follow 

God’s revelations: “Have you considered the case of those who have received a share of 

revelation? When they are called upon to accept the judgement of God’s book in their affairs, 

some of them turn away and pay no heed.” (Verse 23) 

God invites us to wonder at the people of earlier revelations when some of them, 

not all, refuse to allow God’s book to judge in their affairs of both faith and life. 

What, then, should our attitude be towards those who claim to be Muslims, but who 

nevertheless banish God’s law from their lives, ‘While they continue to claim to be 

Muslim? This is, indeed, an example given by God so that Muslims should know the 

true nature of faith, generally, and Islam, in particular. They must be careful lest they 

themselves become subject to God’s condemnation for their attitude. If God Himself 

so denounces the attitude of the people of earlier revelations who did not claim to be 

Muslims simply because they refused to accept the judgement of God’s book in their 

affairs, what degree of denunciation or condemnation would be suitable for Muslims 

who adopt a similar attitude? There is no doubt that they would incur God’s anger, 

be totally rejected by God and live in utter misery, deprived of Divine Mercy in any 

form. 

The cause of their contradictory, erroneous attitude is then given: “For they claim: 

‘The fire will most certainly not touch us save for a limited number of days.’ They are 

deceived in their own faith by the false beliefs they used to invent.” 

This, then, is the reason for people turning their backs on the judgement of God’s 

book. It places them in total contradiction with their claim to be believers or 

followers of Divine revelation. They simply do not take seriously the notion of 

reckoning on the Day of Judgement. Nor do they consider as serious the 

administration of Divine justice. The import of their claim is that they will not suffer 

the fire except for a limited number of days. How is this possible when they deviate 

from the most fundamental principle of faith which imposes on them the duty to 

accept the judgement of the Divine book in all matters? How can they make such a 

claim if they truly believe in God’s justice, or even if they feel that they will definitely 

be raised to God on the Day of Judgement? What they state is simply an invention 

which they themselves perpetrate, and by which they are then deceived: “They are 

deceived in their own faith by the false beliefs they used to invent.” 

It is indeed a fact that believing seriously in meeting God cannot be combined 

with such a futile notion in respect to His justice and reward. No man can combine 

fear of God and punishment on the Day of Judgement with turning his back on 

God’s rulings outlined in His book or the implementation of His law in human life. 
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These people of earlier revelations stand in the same position as those whom we 

meet today who claim to be Muslims but who turn their backs when they are called 

upon to implement God’s laws in their lives. Some of them even go further than this 

and impudently claim that human life has nothing to do with religion. They say that 

there is no need to impose religion on the practical side of human life, or on 

economic, social, and indeed family relations. They, nevertheless, continue their 

claim to be Muslims. Some of them are so naïve that they believe that God’s 

punishment will be limited to purifying them of their sins only and that thereafter 

they will be admitted into heaven. They ask in absolute naivety: “Are we not 

Muslims?” It is the same false belief which was maintained by such people of earlier 

revelations. They show the same conceit and they deceive themselves with the same 

false beliefs which have no foundation in the religion God has revealed. Both groups 

are the\ same in their rejection of the very basics of faith and in their isolation from 

its fundamental practical expression, namely, submission to God and total obedience 

to His commands in all affairs of life, which they receive through His messengers. 

How, then, will it be with them when We shall gather them all together to witness the 
Day about which there is no doubt, when every soul will be paid in full what it has 
earned, and they shall not be wronged? (Verse 25) 

How? This is a very stern warning which every believer shudders to face since he 

knows that that Day will inevitably come and that God’s justice is certain to be done. 

That belief is in no way weakened by any false hopes or invented beliefs. This 

warning applies to all: idolaters and atheists, those who claim to follow earlier 

revelations and those who claim to be Muslims. They are all alike in the essential fact 

that they do not submit to God in their lives. 

“How, then, will it be with them when We shall gather them all together to witness the 

Day about which there is no doubt,” and when God’s justice is done? “Every soul will be 

paid in full what it has earned,” without any injustice or favouritism. “They shall not be 

wronged,” nor shall they receive any favours. 

It is a question which remains without answer. Man’s heart shakes when it 

imagines what will happen. 

What God’s Sovereignty Entails 

Say: “Lord, Sovereign of all dominion, You grant dominion to whom You will and 
take dominion away from whom You will. You exalt whom You will and abase whom 
You will. In Your hand is all that is good. You are able to do all things. You cause the 
night to pass into the day, and You cause the day to pass into the night. You bring 
forth the living from the dead, and You bring forth the dead from that which is alive. 
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You grant sustenance to whom You will, beyond all reckoning.” (Verses 26-7) 

These verses take the form of a direct instruction from God to His Messenger and 

every believer to turn to God, stating the absolute truth of the oneness of God and 

that He is the only One Who controls human life and the universe at large. This latter 

quality is simply a demonstration of God’s Lordship of the whole universe in which 

He has no equals or partners. 

When we carry out this instruction we note that it takes the form of an address 

made with all humility. The rhythm of a prayer is very clear in its construction, and 

its total effect is that of a heartfelt appeal. Its references to the universe as an open 

book touch gently on our feelings. It groups together God’s conduct of human life 

and His full control of the universe, thus stressing the absolute truth of a single 

Godhead sustaining all. It also stresses the fact that human life is but one ingredient 

in the life of the universe. Submission to God alone is acknowledged by the universe, 

as it is indeed the proper attitude expected of man. Any deviation is a folly which 

leads to perversion. 

“Say: ‘Lord, Sovereign of all dominion, You grant dominion to whom You will and take 

dominion away from whom You will. You exalt whom you will and abase whom You will.” 

This expresses the natural result of the oneness of God. Since there is only a single 

deity, He is then the only Master, “the Sovereign of all dominion” Who has no partners. 

He gives whatever portion He wishes of His dominion to whomever He wants of His 

servants. What is given becomes simply like a borrowed article. Its owner retains his 

absolute right of taking it back whenever he wants. No one, then, has any claim of 

original dominion giving him the right of absolute power. It is simply a received 

dominion, subject to the terms and conditions stipulated by the original Sovereign. If 

the recipient behaves in any way which constitutes a violation of these conditions, 

his action is invalid. Believers have a duty to stop him from that violation in this life. 

In the life to come, he will have to account for his violation of the terms stipulated by 

the original Sovereign. 

He is also the One Who exalts whom He wills and abases whom He wills. He 

needs no one to ratify His judgement. No one grants protection against the will of 

God, and no one has the power to prevent His will taking its full course. His power is 

absolute and His control is total. 

The authority of God ensures the realisation of all goodness. He exercises it with 

justice. When He gives dominion to anyone or takes it away from him, He does so 

with justice. Similarly, it is with justice that He exalts or abases any of His servants. 

This ensures real goodness, in all situations. It is sufficient that He should will 

something for it to be realised: “In Your hand is all that is good. You are able to do all 

things.” 
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God’s supervision of the affairs of human beings with all that is good resulting 

from it is simply an aspect of His control and, supervision of life in general and of the 

universe at large: “You cause the night to pass into the day, and You cause the day to pass 

into the night. You bring forth the living from the dead, and You bring forth the dead from 

that which is alive. You grant sustenance to whom You will, beyond all reckoning.” In this 

way verse 27 refers to great universal phenomena and paints them in a manner 

which overwhelms man’s whole being: his heart, feelings and senses. It paints a 

subtle interwoven movement whereby each of the day and night enter into the other, 

and whereby the living are brought out of the dead and the dead out of the living. 

When man gives his full attention to the observation of this movement and listens to 

the voice of uncorrupted human nature identifying its origin, he is bound to 

conclude, with all certainty, that it is God Who controls it and makes it possible. 

Some commentators explain that what is meant by the night and day passing into 

each other is that each of them takes part of the other when one of the four seasons 

succeeds another. Others believe that it refers to each of them creeping into the other 

with the first shades of darkness every evening and the first rays of light every 

morning. Whichever explanation we prefer, our hearts can almost visualise God’s 

hand as it works in the universe wrapping one ball in darkness and opening another 

to daylight, reversing one position into another. We can see the dark lines gradually 

creeping into the light of day, and we can see the dawn slowly beginning to breathe, 

with the darkness all around. The night stretches little by little as it gains more and 

more of the hours of day at the beginning of winter, and the day stretches little by 

little, gaining on the night, as summer approaches. No man ever claims to control 

either movement with its fine subtleties. No rational person can ever claim that either 

movement happens by chance. 

The same applies to the cycle of life and death: each creeps into the other very 

slowly and gradually. Every single minute death creeps into every living thing so as 

to be side by side with life. Death works into a living being and life builds up. Living 

cells die and disappear, while new living cells come into existence and begin their 

work. Those cells which have died come back to life in a different cycle, and what 

comes into life dies again in yet another cycle. All this happens within every single 

living thing. The circle, however, becomes wider and the living thing dies. Its cells, 

however, become minute particles which are incorporated in another formula, then 

enter the body of another living being and come back to life. It is an ever continuing 

cycle which goes on throughout the day and night. No man claims to control or do 

any part of this whole process. No rational person can claim that it comes about by 

chance. 

It is a complete cycle which goes on within the whole universe and within every 

living thing. It is a fine, subtle and, at the same time, great cycle brought about before 



l `Imr n (The House of `Imr n) | CONCEPTS CLARIFIED 

 51

our own eyes and minds by this brief Qur’ nic statement. It is a strong pointer to the 

One Who is able to create, plan and control. How can human beings, then, try to 

isolate themselves and their affairs from the Creator Who controls and plans 

everything? How can they devise for themselves systems which satisfy their own 

whims when they are only a sector of this universe, regulated by the Wise Who 

knows all? 

How can some of them enslave others? How can some look at others as gods when 

all of them look to God for their own sustenance: “You grant sustenance to whom You 

will, beyond all reckoning.” 

This final touch puts our human hearts face to face with the greatest truism of the 

oneness of God: there is only one deity Who controls, sustains, plans, owns and 

grants sustenance to all. People must submit only to the Eternal Master of all, the 

Sovereign of all dominion, Who exalts and abases, gives life and causes death, Who 

gives His grace to whom He wills and withdraws it from whom He wills. In every 

situation He ensures justice and brings about what is good. 

An Unwelcome Confrontation 

Let not the believers take unbelievers for their allies in preference to the believers. He 
who does this has cut himself off from God, unless it be that you protect yourselves 
against them in this way. God warns you to beware of Him: for to God you shall all 
return. Say: “Whether you conceal what is in your hearts or bring it into the open, it 
is known to God. He knows all that is in the heavens and all that is on earth; and God 
has the power to accomplish anything. On the day when every soul will find itself 
confronted with whatever good it has done and whatever evil it has done, they will 
wish that there were a long span of time between them and that day. God warns you to 
beware of Him; and God is Most Compassionate towards His servants. “Say: “If you 
love God, follow me; God will love you and forgive you your sins. God is Much-
Forgiving, Merciful. “Say: “Obey God and the messenger.” If they turn their backs, 
God does not love the unbelievers. (Verses 28-32) 

In these verses, we have first a statement confirming the denunciation made in the 

preceding verses of the attitude of those who have been given a share of God’s 

revelations, but who have nevertheless turned their backs and refused to submit their 

disputes for arbitration according to God’s book which lays down God’s code for 

human life. They have rejected the Divine code which regulates the life of the 

universe as well as human life. The preceding verses were also a prelude to the stern 

warning included in the current passage against the believers forging an alliance 

with the unbelievers. Since the unbelievers have no power to control the universe, 

and since all power belongs to God, He alone is the guardian of the believers and 
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their allies. 

In the preceding passage, the s rah placed much emphasis on the fact that all 

power belongs to God, Who is in absolute control of the universe and Who alone 

provides sustenance to all His creation. How, then, can a believer be justified in 

forming an alliance with the enemies of God? True faith in God cannot be combined 

with an alliance with, or patronage of the enemies of God, who are themselves called 

upon to implement God’s revelations, but who instead turn their backs in contempt. 

Hence, we have this very stern warning in verse 28, making it absolutely clear that 

a Muslim disowns Islam if he forges a relationship of alliance or patronage with 

someone who refuses to acknowledge God’s revelation as the arbiter in life: “Let not 

the believers take unbelievers for their allies in preference to the believers. He who does this 

has cut himself off from God.” What a decisive statement! He has cut himself off from 

God. He has no relationship whatsoever with Him: no faith, no tie, no support. He 

never comes near to God nor has any contact with Him whatsoever. 

Concessions are only granted to those who find themselves in a state of fear. Such 

people may try to protect themselves by pretending to support the unbelievers, but 

this must be understood to be only a verbal support given for a specific purpose. It 

cannot be an expression of any firmly established alliance or deeply rooted love. Ibn 

`Abb s says: “The concession here must not be understood as to seek protection 

through acting in support of unbelievers; it must be limited only to verbal 

statements.” There is no concession whatsoever for a relationship of love between a 

believer and an unbeliever. It is implied here and explicitly stated elsewhere in this 

s rah that an unbeliever is a person who does not accept that God’s revelation be 

implemented in all aspects of life. Nor does this concession permit a believer to aid 

an unbeliever, in any form or way, pretending that he only seeks to protect himself. 

God cannot be so deceived. 

Since the case here is one of conscience and the control is exercised only through 

the fear of God, Who knows everything, the warning to the believer against God’s 

punishment§ is given in a most unfamiliar mode of expression: “God warns you to 

beware of Him: for to God you shall all return.” 

A further warning is also driven home to man whereby he should be aware that 

God watches him and knows his every action and intention: “Say: ‘Whether you 

conceal what is in your hearts or bring it into the open, it is known to God. He knows all that 

is in the heavens and all that is on earth; and God has the power to accomplish anything.’” 

(Verse 29) A real threat is implied here, one which arouses man’s fear and makes him 

conscious that he must not make himself liable to God’s punishment which is 

                                                 
§ For further discussion on the Nafs attribute, please refer to section 1.4 of A Critique of ‘In the Shade of 
the Qur’ n.’ 
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inflicted on the basis of His knowledge and ability, and hence, cannot be avoided or 

repelled. 

The warning and threat are further amplified with an image of the Day of 

Judgement brought before our eyes. It is indeed a fearful day, when nothing escapes 

attention. Everyone will find a full and detailed account of all his actions and 

intentions: “On the day when every soul will find itself confronted with whatever good it has 

done and whatever evil it has done, they will wish that there were a long span of time between 

them and that Day.” (Verse 30) This is a confrontation which leaves the human heart 

and mind totally overwhelmed. Every human being is cornered by both his good and 

evil actions. There is no escape. Hence, he inevitably entertains the wish that the 

confrontation could be long delayed. The confrontation is, however, actually taking 

place and this leaves any person totally helpless. It is important to point out that the 

original Arabic text admits two different interpretations regarding that wish; it may 

be taken to mean that every soul wishes that the day itself be far removed, and 

alternatively that everyone wishes that the evil they have done be placed far away 

from them. 

The general warning to people to guard against incurring God’s anger is repeated 

again, but this is coupled with a reminder of God’s compassion and mercy. There is 

still a chance to take heed before it is too late: “God warns you to beware of Him; and 

God is Most Compassionate towards His servants.” (Verse 30) These very warnings and 

reminders are indicative of His compassion and that He wants only what is good for 

His servants. 

These verses are nothing short of a sustained campaign made in a variety of hues 

and expressions. It suggests that there was at the time a real danger facing the 

Muslim community in Madinah and involving relations between individuals in the 

Muslim camp and their relatives, friends, or clients who belonged to the idolaters in 

Makkah or the Jews in Madinah. Islam sought to lay down the foundations of the 

Muslim community on the basis of its supreme tie, i.e. faith. The way of life derived 

from that faith must be the only one to implement. No hesitation or second thoughts 

could be tolerated in this regard. 

These verses also suggest that man will need to exert sustained efforts in order to 

rid himself of these pressures and shackles, in order to associate himself only with 

God, and to be committed only to the Divine way of life. 

Islam does not restrain any of its followers from being kind to any non-Muslim 

who does not stand in opposition to Islam. The forging of alliances, however, is 

different from kind treatment. An alliance means a commitment of mutual support 

and loyalty. This cannot be given by any true believer except to believers who share 

with him his faith in God, adopt the Divine way of life and willingly accept the 
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rulings embodied in His revelations in all their disputes. 

The whole passage ends on a high note stating in absolute clarity the final verdict 

on the whole issue which is central to the s rah. In just a few words, the essence of 

faith and submission are stated in such a way which admits of no confusion 

whatsoever between faith and unfaith: “Say: ‘If you love God, follow me; God will love 

you and forgive you your sins. God is Much-Forgiving, Merciful.’ Say: ‘Obey God and the 

messenger.’ If they turn backs, God does not love the unbelievers.” (Verses 31-2) 

True love of God is not a mere verbal claim or a spiritual passion. The claim and 

the passion must be confirmed with a conscious following of God’s Messenger and 

implementation of the Divine way of life. To be a true believer is not to repeat certain 

words or to experience certain feelings or to observe certain rituals. True faith is total 

obedience to God and His Messenger and a conscious implementation of the 

constitution conveyed to us through God’s Messenger. 

Im m Ibn Kathīr comments on the verse which states: “Say: ‘If you love God, follow 

me; God will love you and forgive you your sins. God is Much-Forgiving, Merciful.’” He 

says: “This verse gives a verdict in the case of anyone who claims to love God but 

does not follow the way of life laid down by Prophet Mu ammad. His very claim is 

an absolute lie unless he follows the Mu ammadan legislation in all his actions and 

statements. This is endorsed by the authentic tradition of the Prophet (peace be upon 

him) which states: ‘Anyone who does something which is not in conformity with this 

matter of ours will have it rejected.’” 

In his commentary on the final verse, “Say: ‘Obey God and the messenger.’ If they turn 

then backs, God does not love the unbelievers,” Im m Ibn Kathīr says this verse indicates 

that to disobey God’s Messenger is to reject the faith. God does not love anyone who 

may be described as an unbeliever, even though he may claim to love God. 

In his well-known biography of the Prophet Mu ammad, Im m Ibn al-Qayyim 

writes: “There are well documented reports of many a person from among the 

people who follow other religions or idolaters who have admitted that the Prophet 

was a messenger from God and that whatever he said was the truth, but they 

nevertheless did not become Muslims by that mere admission. When we consider 

this fact we are bound to conclude that to be a Muslim is much more than the mere 

knowledge or even the admission of the truthfulness of the Prophet’s message; that 

knowledge and admission must be combined with conscious obedience of the 

Prophet and the implementation of his religion in every aspect of life.” 

This faith of Islam has a distinctive component which is essential for its very 

existence, namely, obedience to God’s law and following His Messenger and 

referring all disputes to God’s book for arbitration. It is a fact which is derived from 

the faith in the Oneness of God as preached by Islam. It is the faith based on the 
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oneness of the deity who alone has the right to impose his authority on people and 

provide them with the legislation to implement and set for them the values and 

standards to observe. Overall authority in human life and all its aspects belong to 

God alone in the same way as He alone has the absolute authority in the whole 

universe. After all, man represents only a small element of the great universe. 

As we have seen, in these two opening passages of the s rah, and indeed in its 

very first verse, this fact is stated in absolutely clear terms: “God: there is no deity save 

Him, the Ever-living, the Eternal Master all.” Anyone who wants to be a Muslim must 

recognise this fact an accept it. This is the only form of Islam acceptable to God, Who 

accepts no other faith. 



 

 56

3 

The Birth and Prophethood 

of Jesus (pbuh) 

God raised Adam and Noah, and the House of 

Abraham and the House of `Imrān above all 

mankind. (33) 

They were the offspring of one another. God hears 

all and knows all. (34) 

`Imrān’s wife said: “My Lord, I vow to You 

that which is in my womb, to be devoted to Your 

service. Accept it from me. You alone are the One 

Who hears all and knows all.” (35) 

When she had given birth she said: “My Lord, I 

have given birth to a female.” — God well knew 

to what she would give birth. — “The male is 

not like the female. I have named her Mary and 

I seek Your protection for her and her offspring 

against Satan, the accursed.” (36) 

Her Lord graciously accepted her. He made her 

grow up a goodly child, and placed her in the care 

of Zachariah. Whenever Zachariah visited her in 

the sanctuary he found her provided with food. He 

would say: “Mary, where has this come to you 

from?” She would answer: “It is from God. God 

gives sustenance to whom He wills, beyond all 

reckoning.” (37) 
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At that point, Zachariah prayed to his Lord, 

saying: “Lord, bestow on me, out of Your grace, 

goodly offspring. Indeed, You hear all prayers.” 

(38) 

Thereupon, the angels called out to him as he 

stood praying in the sanctuary: “God gives you 

the happy news of [the birth of] John, who shall 

confirm the truth of a word from God. He shall 

be noble, utterly chaste and a Prophet from 

among the righteous.” (39) 

[Zachariah] said: “Lord, how can I have a son 

when old age has already overtaken me and my 

wife is barren?” He answered: “Thus it is. God 

does what He wills.” (40) 

[Zachariah] said: “Lord, grant me a sign.” He 

replied: “Your sign shall be that for three days 

you will not speak to people except by gestures. 

Remember your Lord unceasingly and glorify 

Him in the early hours of night and day.” (41) 

The angels said: “Mary, God has chosen you and 

made you pure, and raised you above all the 

women of the world. (42) 

“Mary, remain truly devout to your Lord, 

prostrate your elf (to Him) and bow down with 

those who bow down in worship.” (43) 
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This is an account of something which remained 

beyond the reach of your perception We now 

reveal to you. You were not present with them 

when they cast lots as to which of them should 

have charge of Mary; nor were you present when 

they contended about it with one another. (44) 

The angels said: “Mary, God sends you the 

happy news, through a word from Him, [of a 

son] whose name is the Christ, Jesus, son of 

Mary, honoured in this world and in the life to 

come, and shall be among those who are favoured 

by God. (45) 

He shall speak to people in his cradle, and as a 

grown man, and shall be of the righteous.” (46) 

Said she: “My Lord! How can I have a son 

when no man has ever touched me?” [The angel] 

answered: “Thus it is. God creates what He 

wills. When He wills a thing to be, He only says 

to it ‘Be’, and it is. (47) 

“He will teach him the book and wisdom, and 

the Torah and the Gospel, (48) 

and will make him a messenger to the Israelites: 

‘I have brought you a sign from your Lord. I will 

fashion for you out of clay the likeness of a bird. I 

shall breathe into it and, by God’s leave, it shall 
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become a living bird.  

I will heal the blind and the leper, and bring the 

dead back to life by God’s leave. I will announce 

to you what you eat and what you store up in 

your houses. Surely, in all this there is a sign for 

you, if you are truly believers. (49) 

‘And [I have come] to confirm that which has 

already been sent down of the Torah and to make 

lawful to you some of the things which were 

forbidden you. I have come to you with a sign 

from your Lord; so remain conscious of God and 

obey me. (50) 

‘God is indeed my Lord and your Lord, so 

worship Him alone. That is the straight path.” 

(51) 

When Jesus became conscious of their rejection of 

the faith, he asked: “Who will be my helpers in 

the cause of God?” The disciples replied: “We are 

[your] helpers in God’s cause. We believe in God. 

Bear you witness that we have surrendered 

ourselves to Him. (52) 

“Our Lord, we believe in what You have 

bestowed from on high, and we follow the 

messenger, so write us down among those who 

bear witness [to the truth].” (53) 

They schemed, and God also schemed. God is the 
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best of schemers. (54) 

God said: “Jesus, I shall gather you and cause 

you to ascend to Me, and I shall cleanse you of 

those who disbelieve, and I shall place those who 

follow you above those who disbelieve until the 

Day of Resurrection. Then to Me you shall all 

return, and I shall judge between you with regard 

to everything on which you used to differ. (55) 

“As for those who disbelieve, I shall inflict on 

them severe suffering in this world and in the life 

to come; and they shall have none to help them. 

(56) 

But to those who believe and do good works, He 

will grant their reward in full. God does not love 

the wrongdoers. (57) 

“This which We recite to you is a revelation and 

a wise reminder.” (58) 

The case of Jesus in the sight of God is the same 

as the case of Adam. He created him of dust and 

then said to him: “Be”, and he was. (59) 

This is the truth from your Lord: be not, then, 
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Overview 

Reports of the encounter between the Yemeni Najr n delegation and the Prophet 

Mu ammad indicate that the accounts relating to the family of `Imr n, the birth of 

Jesus, his mother Mary, and John, son of Zachariah, which appear in this s rah, form 

part of the argument put forward by the Qur’ n to counter the delegation’s 

allegations. This argument is based on the Qur’ nic view that Jesus was God’s 

“word” given to Mary and created from His “spirit”. The reports claim that the 

among the doubters. (60) 

If anyone should dispute with you about this 

[truth] after all the knowledge you have received, 

say: “Come. Let us summon our sons and your 

sons, our women and your women, and ourselves 

and yourselves; then let us pray humbly and 

solemnly and invoke God’s curse upon the ones 

who are telling a lie.” (61) 

 This is indeed the truth of the matter. There is no 

deity save God. Indeed, it is God Who is the 

Mighty, the Wise. (62) 

And if they turn away, God has full knowledge 

of those who spread corruption. (63) 

Say: “People of earlier revelations. Let us come to 

an agreement which is equitable between you and 

us: that we shall w ship none but God, that shall 

associate no partners with Him, and that we 

shall not take one another for lords beside God.” 

And if they turn away, then say: “Bear witness 

that we have surrendered ourselves to God.” (64) 
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Christians of Yemen raised questions other than those covered in s rah 19, entitled 

Maryam. 

This may well be the case, but the accounts fall into the general Qur’ nic pattern of 

citing historic events and episodes in order to establish certain facts and truths, 

which are almost always the central theme of the s rah in which they appear. The 

amount of detail and the approach are often determined by how much the stories are 

used to emphasise, highlight or evoke those facts and truths. Undeniably, narrative, 

as a literary tool, is a special way of presenting and conveying facts in graphic and 

lively terms and has a strong and lasting impact. It depicts ideas and concepts in a 

tangible and moving manner as they translate into real life situations, and leaves 

aside the merely abstract presentation of those ideas. 

In this instance, we find that the narratives cover the same subjects, facts and 

concepts that the s rah deals with. In this way, it loses its parochial and limited 

context and emerges as a fundamental element of the whole discussion, in its own 

right, conveying essential and eternal aspects of Islamic concepts and beliefs. 

The central theme of the s rah, as already pointed out, revolves around the issue 

of the oneness of God, i.e. tawĥīd. The story of Jesus and the other accounts related to 

it reinforce this concept as they refute and completely exclude the idea of offspring or 

partners as far as God is concerned. The s rah rejects these notions as false and naïve, 

and presents the birth and life of Maryam and Jesus in such a manner that leaves no 

room for doubting his full humanity or that he was one of God’s messengers; 

whatever applies to them applies to him. It explains the supernatural phenomena 

that accompanied the birth and life of Jesus in simple, clear and reassuring terms. 

The whole issue is presented as a natural and normal one that should raise no 

confusion or suspicion. It simply says: “The case of Jesus in the sight of God is the same as 

the case of Adam. He created him of dust and then said to him, Be, and he was.” (Verse 59) 

Believing hearts find certainty and peace in these words, and wonder how this 

evident concept could ever have been shrouded in doubt and confusion. 

The other issue which is reiterated throughout this s rah is that the true religion is 

Islam, or total submission and obedience to God Almighty. This issue also emerges 

from the narratives quite clearly. We find it in Jesus’s response to the Israelites when 

he says: “... I have come to confirm that which has already been sent down of the Torah and 

to make lawful to you some of the things which were forbidden you.....” (Verse 50) This is an 

affirmation of the nature of God’s message and its purpose as being to establish a 

way of life and implement a system defining what is permissible and what is not, to 

be adopted and adhered to by believers. This concept of submission and compliance 

is asserted by the disciples of Jesus where we read: “And when Jesus become conscious 

of then rejection of the faith, he asked: ‘Who will be my helpers in the cause of God?’ The 

disciples replied, ‘We are [your] helpers in God’s cause. We believe in God. Bear you witness 
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that we have surrendered ourselves to Him. Our Lord, we believe in what You have bestowed 

from on high, and we follow the messenger, so write us down among those who bear 

witness.’” (Verses 52-3) 

Another theme which is quite evident in this passage is a description of the 

believers’ relationship with their Lord. It presents a host of laudable examples in the 

person of that select group of God’s prophets and messengers in successive 

generations. This noble example is manifested in the earnest plea by `Imr n’s wife to 

God Almighty regarding the new-born baby girl, in Mary’s conversation with 

Zachariah, in the latter’s appeal to his Lord, and in the response of the disciples to 

God’s Messenger, Jesus, and their invocations to God. 

Once the narrative is completed, the s rah gives a brief commentary and summary 

of the facts, referring back to the accounts already cited. It expounds the true nature 

of Jesus, and the nature of creation, Divine will and pure monotheism, or tawĥīd. It 

recalls how people of earlier revelations were called to believe in the oneness of God 

and how they were challenged to accept it. The passage, verses 33-64, closes with a 

comprehensive statement which the Prophet Mu ammad could use to address Jews 

and Christians everywhere, those who attended the debates as well as those who did 

not, until the end of time. It says: “Say, ‘People of earlier revelations. Let us come to an 

agreement which is equitable between you and us: that we shall worship none but God, that 

we shall associate no partners with Him, and that we shall not take one another for lords 

beside God.’ And if they turn away, then say: ‘Bear witness that we have surrendered 

ourselves to God.’” (Verse 64) 

There the debate ends and the purpose of Islam and what order of human life it is 

proposing become very clear. The meaning of religion and submission to God are 

defined, and all distorted or falsified versions of religion or submission are rejected. 

This is the ultimate objective of this section and of the s rah as a whole expressed 

through some of the most charming, interesting and meaningful of narratives. This is 

the function of historic accounts and narration in the Qur’ n and these are the 

premises that govern its style and presentation. 

The story of Jesus is covered in s rah 19, Maryam, as well as in the present s rah. 

When we compare the two accounts, we find certain additional, albeit brief details in 

this s rah. In s rah Maryam, we are given a lengthy account of the birth of Jesus, but 

not of his mother, while here that part is condensed but more details are given of the 

message of Jesus and about his disciples. The Qur’ nic commentary here is longer 

because the issue under debate, that of God’s oneness, religion and revelation, is 

more significant and comprehensive. 

God’s Chosen Servants 
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God raised Adam and Noah, and the House of Abraham and the House of `Imr n 
above all mankind. They were the offspring of one another. God hears all and knows 
all. `Imr n’s wife said: My Lord, I vow to You that which is in my womb, to be 
devoted to Your service. Accept it from me. You alone are the One Who hears all and 
knows all. “When she had given birth she said: “My Lord, I have given birth to a 
female.” — God well knew to what she would give birth. — “The male is not like the 
female. I have named her Mary and I seek Your protection for her and her offspring 
against Satan, the accursed. “Her Lord graciously accepted her. He made her grow up 
a goodly child, and placed her in the care of Zachariah. Whenever Zachariah visited 
her in the sanctuary he found her provided with food. He would say: ‘Mary, where has 
this come to you from?” She would answer: “It is from God. God gives sustenance to 
whom He wills, beyond all reckoning.” (Verses 33-7) 

The narration begins with mentioning God’s chosen servants whom He has 

selected for the task of conveying the one message of the single faith preached from 

the beginning of creation. They are the leaders of the procession of believers in all its 

phases and throughout history. We are told that these people form a continuous 

chain or a lineage. However, this does not necessarily mean a family lineage, even 

though they have all descended from Adam and Noah. Rather the tie which groups 

them together is that they have been chosen by God and that they belong to the same 

faith: “God raised Adam and Noah, and the House of Abraham and the House of `Imr n 

above all mankind.” (Verse 33) 

This verse mentions two individuals, Adam and Noah, and two families, the 

House of Abraham and the House of `Imr n. It is, thus, made clear that Adam and 

Noah have been exalted as individuals, while Abraham and `Imr n were favoured 

along with their descendants, on that basis which was firmly established in the 

preceding s rah al-Baqarah, with regard to Abraham’s seed. This confirms that the 

inheritance of prophethood and blessings is not determined by the relationship of 

blood, but by that of faith: “When his Lord tested Abraham with certain commandments 

and he fulfilled them, He said: I have appointed you a leader of mankind.’ Abraham asked: 

And what of my descendants?’ God said: ‘My covenant does not apply to the wrong doers.’” 

(2: 124) 

Some reports suggest that `Imr n belonged to the House of Abraham. He is, then, 

mentioned here by name for a particular purpose which pertains to the stories of 

Mary and Jesus. We also note that this s rah makes no mention of Moses or Jacob, 

who also belonged to the House of Abraham because the occasion does not require 

such a reference to answer the arguments raised about Jesus, son of Mary, or about 

Abraham. 

A Child Dedicated to Divine Service 
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The opening verse in this section is a declaration: “God raised Adam and Noah, and 

the House of Abraham and the House of `Imr n above all mankind.” This serves as a 

preparatory announcement and an introduction to the story which immediately 

follows, giving information about the House of `Imr n. Its events begin to unfold 

with the birth of Mary. 

The vow made by `Imr n’s wife reveals to us the fact that she is a woman with a 

heart full of faith. She looks up to her Lord making an offering of the dearest thing to 

her, namely, the child she is bearing. She dedicates the child to her Lord, free of all 

conditions and all partnerships, free of all claims which may be made by anyone 

other than God. The Arabic term used here to denote that the offering is made 

absolutely purely to God is derived from the root meaning “freedom” or 

“liberation”. This in itself is very significant. No one is truly free unless he devotes 

himself totally to God, liberating himself from servitude to anyone, anything, or any 

value. 

When submission to God alone is total, it indicates total freedom. Any other 

situation is a form of slavery although it may appear in the guise of freedom. 

This shows that to believe in God as the only Lord is perfect freedom. No human 

being is truly free if he recognises any degree of authority which belongs to anyone 

other than God. When Islam preaches the Oneness of God, it preaches the only true 

form of human freedom. 

The devoted prayer `Imr n’s wife addresses to her Lord to accept her offering is 

an indication of her total submission to God. She appears to us free from all shackles. 

Her only motivation is to seek God’s pleasure and acceptance: “My Lord, I vow to You 

that which is in my womb, to be devoted to Your service. Accept it from me. You alone are the 

One Who hears all and knows all.” (Verse 35) 

She is, however, delivered of a daughter, not a son: “When she had given birth she 

said: ’My Lord, I have given birth to a female. ’ — God well knew to what she would give 

birth. — ‘The male is not like the female, I have named her Mary and I seek Your protection 

for her and her offspring against Satan, the accursed.’” (Verse 36) She was hoping for a 

male child, because only male children were devoted for service in temples, so that 

they may free themselves from any preoccupation with anything other than worship 

and prayer. When she discovered that she had given birth to a daughter, she 

addressed her Lord in a sorrowful tone: “My Lord, I have given birth to a female.” — 

She realises that God is fully aware of the fact. She, however, makes the offering with 

what she has, and appears to apologize for not having a male child who might have 

been better able to fulfil the mission for which the baby was devoted: “The male is not 

like the female.” In this particular consideration, a female cannot fulfil the tasks for 

which the male is better suited. “I have named her Mary.” 
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This address sounds close, familiar, made by one who feels to be having a private 

conversation with her Lord, explaining what is on her mind and making her offering 

gently and directly. This is the type of relationship which God’s chosen people have 

with their Lord: it is a relationship of friendship, closeness and simple address, free 

of all complications. They feel they are speaking with the One Who is near, loving 

and certain to respond. 

“I seek Your protection for her and her offspring against Satan, the accursed.” These are 

the final words spoken by the mother as she gives up her offering to her Lord, 

entrusting her baby to His care and seeking His protection for her and her offspring 

against Satan. They are words which express the desire of a devoted heart. No 

mother could wish for her new-born baby anything better than protection by God 

from Satan. 

“Her Lord graciously accepted her. He made her grow up a goodly child.” (Verse 37) This 

acceptance is given in return for the dedication which fills the mother’s heart and 

motivates her to make such a dedicated vow. God’s gracious acceptance of Mary also 

serves as a preparation for her to receive the breathing of God’s spirit and His word 

so that she will be able to give birth to Jesus in a way which is totally unfamiliar to 

human beings. 

God “placed her in the, care of Zachariah.” (Verse 37) He made Zachariah, the chief 

of-tie Jewish temple, the custody of which was entrusted to Aaron’s priestly 

descendants, Mary’s guardian. 

Mary was a blessed child, enjoying a state of Abundance. God ensured that she 

would always have an Abundance of everything: “Whenever Zachariah visited her in 

the sanctuary he found her provided with food. He would say:’ Mary, where has this come to 

you from?’ She would answer: ‘It is from God. God gives sustenance to whom He wills, 

beyond all reckoning.’” (Verse 37) 

We do not wish to indulge in any discussion of the nature of the provisions made 

available to Mary as others have done. It is sufficient for us to know that she was a 

blessed child whose blessings benefited others around her. She had more than she 

needed of everything which may be termed as “provisions”. Her guardian, himself a 

Prophet, wondered at this Abundance and asked her how and where she got it from. 

A humble servant of God as she was, she would acknowledge God’s grace, saying no 

more than: “It is from God. God gives sustenance to whom He wills, beyond all reckoning.” 

Her answer is indicative of the relationship between a believer and her Lord. She 

keeps to herself the secret which exists between Him and her, referring to it with 

modesty, and without any trace of boastfulness. 

This unfamiliar aspect which makes Zachariah wonder serves as a prelude to the 

forthcoming wonders associated with the birth of John and with the birth of Jesus. 
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A Very Strange Birth 

At that point, Zachariah prayed to his Lord, saying: “Lord, bestow on me, out of Your 
grace, goodly offspring. Indeed, You hear all prayers. “Thereupon, the angels called 
out to him as he stood praying in the sanctuary: “God gives you the happy news of 
[the birth of] John, who shall confirm the truth of a word from God. He shall be noble, 
utterly chaste and a Prophet from among the righteous. “[Zechariah] said: “Lord, how 
can I have a son when old age has already overtaken me and my wife is barren?” He 
answered: “Thus it is. God does what He wills.” [Zachariah] said: “Lord, grant me a 
sign.” He replied: “Your sign shall be that for three days you will not speak to people 
except by gestures. Remember your Lord unceasingly and glorify Him in the early 
hours of night and day.” (Verses 38-41) 

Zachariah, an old man without progeny, experienced a renewal of that yearning to 

have a child of his own. This is a natural desire which cannot be suppressed even by 

those who dedicate themselves to Divine Service and preoccupy themselves with 

worship. God has made this desire a part of human nature so that life can continue 

and progress. 

Here we witness an event which demonstrates that God’s will is absolute, not 

confined to what is familiar to men. Human beings tend to think that what they 

know of natural laws are final, inviolable, absolute. Hence, they raise doubts about 

any event which does not seem to fall within the confines of these laws. If they 

cannot deny the event altogether because they know it to be an accomplished fact, 

they start to fabricate legends around it. 

Here we find Zachariah, a man overtaken by old age, and his barren wife who had 

not had children even in her youth. As Zachariah brings up Mary, a goodly child 

provided with Abundance from God, his deep natural desire to have offspring of his 

own begins to stir inside him. He turns to his Lord with a passionate prayer to give 

him out of His grace goodly offspring: “At that point, Zachariah prayed to his Lord, 

saying: ‘Lord, bestow on me, out of Your Grace’ goodly offspring. Indeed, You hear all 

prayers.’” (Verse 38) And what does this passionate prayer achieve? God answers his 

prayer in a way which is not restricted to age or what is familiar to people. It is an 

answer determined by God’s absolute will: “Thereupon, the angels called out to him as 

he stood praying with in the sanctuary: ‘God gives you the happy news of [the birth of] John, 

who shall confirm the truth of a word from God. He shall be noble, utterly chaste and a 

Prophet from among the righteous.’” (Verse 39) 

This is the sincere prayer of a man of pure heart who has placed his hopes in the 

One Who hears all prayers and Who is able to answer them when He chooses. The 

angels bid Zachariah rejoice at the news of the birth of a son whose name, John, is 

known even before he is born. His qualities are also well known: he is to be a man of 
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nobility and distinction, utterly chaste, able to control his desires and a firm believer 

who will confirm the word of God. Moreover, he will be a Prophet and a righteous 

man. 

God has answered Zachariah’s prayer in such a way that the natural phenomena 

familiar to man are put aside. People may think these phenomena to be a law which 

restricts even the will of God. Whatever is familiar to man and thought by him to be 

an inviolable law is no more than a relative law. is neither final nor absolute. Since 

man is confined by the limit ions of his age and knowledge, and since our minds can 

only work within our natural limitations, we cannot appreciate any final law or 

comprehend any fact which is absolute. Hence, it is more suitable for man not to 

exceed the boundaries of propriety when he thinks of God. It is far better for man to 

confine himself to the limitations of his own world when he speaks of what is 

possible and what is impossible. He must not, in any way, try to set a framework by 

virtue of his own experience and scanty knowledge in which to restrict God’s 

absolute will. 

The way his prayer was answered surprised even Zachariah. After all, Zachariah 

was a man like us. He wanted to know from his Lord how this could happen when it 

was something “supernatural” by the standards of human beings. He said: “Lord, 

how can I have a son when old age has already overtaken me and my wife is barren?” He was 

given an easy, simple answer which puts matters in the right perspective and which 

need not be surprising to anyone: “Thus it is. God does what He wills.” (Verse 40) 

“Thus it is.” The whole thing is familiar and it happens all the time when we take it 

within the context of God’s absolute will and His actions which are always 

accomplished. But people do not think of this nor do they remember this fact. 

“Thus it is,” absolutely easy, unrestricted. God does what He wills. What is so 

strange about Him giving Zachariah a son when Zachariah has been overtaken by 

old age and his wife is barren? These restrictions apply to men because they are 

familiar to men. As for God, there is nothing familiar or unfamiliar. Everything 

happens according to God’s will. His will is subject to no restrictions whatsoever. 

Zachariah, nevertheless, was so overwhelmed by the news that he prayed to his 

Lord to give him a sign which would reassure him. He said: “Lord, grant me a sign.” 

God directs him at this point to that which gives him the perfect reassurance. He 

gives him a totally unfamiliar experience. The sign was that Zachariah’s tongue was 

to be tied for three days when he tried to address people, but would remain untied 

when he addressed his Lord and glorified Him: “He replied: ‘Your sign shall be that for 

three days you will not speak to people except by gestures. Remember your Lord unceasingly 

and glorify Him in the early hours of night and day.’” (Verse 41) 

The Qur’ nic account stops here. We know that this is what actually took place. 
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Zachariah had an experience which was unfamiliar in his own life and in the lives of 

other beings. His tongue was unable to utter a word of ordinary speech while it 

uttered the praises and glorification of God. What law controls such a phenomenon? 

It is the law of God’s absolute will. There can be no other explanation of this strange 

event. Similarly, there is no other explanation of the birth of John when his father had 

been overtaken by old age and his mother was barren. 

Preparation for a Special Event 

The angels said: ‘Mary, God has chosen you and made you pure, and raised you above 
all the women of the world. Mary, Remain truly devout to your Lord, prostrate 
yourself [to Him] and bow down with those who bow down in worship. This is an 
account of something which remained beyond the reach of your perception We now 
reveal to you. You were not present with them when they cast lots as to which of them 
should have charge of Mary; nor were you present when they contended about it with 
one another. (Verses 42-4) 

Within the context of this s rah, the miraculous nature of the of birth of John, born 

to Zachariah and his wife despite their respective old age and barrenness, comes as a 

prelude to the account of another event around which legends have been woven, 

even though it is no more than one in a series of events which prove that God’s will 

is free of all restrictions. At this point, the s rah begins the story of Christ with the 

preparation of Mary with purification and worship to receive the spiritual light. 

“The angels said: Mary, God has chosen you and made you pure, and raised you above all 

the women of the world. Mary, remain truly devout to your Lord, prostrate yourself Ito Him] 

and bow down with those who bow down in worship.” (Verses 42-3) What a great honour 

to be bestowed upon her. She is chosen to receive the Divine spirit directly in the 

same way as Adam, the first human being to be created, received it. She is to be the 

means through which this miraculous event is shown to humanity. It is an event 

which has not been repeated in the entire history of mankind. Hence, it is 

undoubtedly a great moment. She, however, had no knowledge whatsoever of the 

event up to that point. 

The reference here to Mary’s purification is highly significant because the Jews did 

not hesitate to raise suspicions about Mary’s purity in connection with the birth of 

her son. Making use of the fact that such a birth is without parallel humanity, they 

claimed that there must be something dishonourable behind it. Confound them. 

Here we see in full light a remarkable aspect of the greatness of this religion of 

Islam, one which illustrates its great origin. Mu ammad, who conveyed the message 

of Islam, faced determined opposition by the people of earlier revelations, including 
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the Christians, which manifested itself in various forms of denunciation, argument 

and doubt. Nevertheless, Mu ammad announced what God revealed to him of the 

great truth of Mary and her exaltation above all the women of the world. He did not 

mince words about her great honour, even though he was involved in a debate with 

people who honoured Mary and considered her honour sufficient justification for 

their refusal to believe in Mu ammad and his message. Can there be any greater 

honesty and truthfulness? This account shows beyond doubt the source from which 

this religion of Islam has come and confirms the absolute honesty and integrity of the 

messenger who conveyed it. He received “the truth” from his Lord about Mary and 

Jesus and he did not hesitate to declare that truth in that debate. Had he not been a 

messenger from God who describes Himself as “the truth”, he would not have made 

that declaration at that particular time. 

“Mary, remain truly devout to your Lord, prostrate yourself [to Him] and bow down with 

those who bow down in worship.” Total obedience and constant worship. It is a life 

totally devoted to God which serves as preparation for the forthcoming event. 

At this point in the story and before relating the details of these great events, the 

s rah briefly refers to one of the purposes behind relating such historical accounts. It 

proves the fact of revelation which informs the Prophet of events which he did not 

attend and could not have known from any source other than God: “This is an account 

of something which remained beyond the reach of your perception We now reveal to you. You 

were not present with them when they cast lots as to which of them should have charge of 

Mary; nor were you present when they contended about it with one another.” (Verse 44) 

This statement refers to the competition among the custodians of the temple to 

take guardianship of Mary when her mother brought her as a baby to the temple in 

fulfilment of her vow to her Lord. This verse, in fact, refers to an event which is not 

related either in the Old or the New Testaments, although it must have been known 

to the priests and rabbis. The custodians of the temple had to cast their lots in order 

to determine who would have charge of Mary. The Qur’ nic verse does not provide 

many details, perhaps because the matter was well known to those to whom the 

verse was recited, or because it does not add anything to the fact which is meant to 

be told to future generations. We understand, however, that those custodians agreed 

on a formula among themselves, through casting lots, to determine Mary’s future 

guardian, just as we do nowadays when we toss up for one thing or another. Some 

reports suggest that they cast their pens in the river Jordan. The river swept all the 

pens away, except that of Zachariah which remained in its place. That could equally 

have been the agreed formula among them, but no matter what it was, they 

acknowledged his claim to be Mary’s guardian. 

All this was of the secrets unknown to the Prophet. He did not attend those 

events. Moreover, it may have been one of the secrets of the temple not told to 
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anyone. The Qur’ nic account uses it in the debate with the learned authorities of the 

people of earlier revelations as a proof of God’s revelation to His honest and 

trustworthy messenger. We have no reports of any reply they might have given to 

this argument. Had it been debatable, they would have argued it, considering that 

that was their primary purpose. 

A Miraculous Birth 

The angels said: ‘Mary, God sends you the happy news, through a word from Him, [of 
a son] whose name is the Christ, Jesus, son of Mary, honoured in this world and in the 
life to come, and shall be among those who are favoured by God. He shall speak to 
people in his cradle, and as a grown man, and shall be of the righteous.” Said she: “My 
Lord! How can I have a son when no man has ever touched me?” [The angel] 
answered: “Thus it is. God creates what He wills. When He wills a thing to be, He 
only says to it Be, and it is. He will teach him the book and wisdom, and the Torah and 
the Gospel, and will make him a messenger to the Israelites. I have brought you a sign 
from your Lord. I will fashion for you out of clay the likeness of a bird. I shall breathe 
into it and, by God’s leave, it shall become a living bird. I will heal the blind and the 
leper, and bring the dead back to life by God’s leave. I will announce to you what you 
eat and what you store up in your houses. Surely, in all this there as a sign for you, if 
you are truly believers. (Verses 45-9) 

To the human mind, Jesus’s birth remains the greatest of all miracles. According to 

God’s will, which is free of all restrictions, it is nothing out of the ordinary. 

We are told that Mary qualified, through purification, devotion and sincere 

worship, to receive this honour and to be chosen for this great event. Here she is 

receiving the news for the first time through the angels: “The angels said: Mary, God 

sends you the happy news, through a word from Him, [of a son] whose name is the Christ, 

Jesus, son of Mary, honoured in this world and in the life to come, and shall be among those 

who are favoured by God.’” (Verse 45) It is a complete piece of news which tells of the 

whole affair. She receives the news in a word from God, namely the Christ, Jesus, son 

of Mary. In the construction of the sentence, the name “the Christ” is a substitute for 

the term “a word”. Yet, he is indeed the “Word”. What does this expression actually 

mean? 

This and similar statements are of those matters which lie beyond our human 

perception. There is no way to determine what they precisely mean. They may be 

part of what God referred to in His earlier statement in the s rah: “He it is Who has 

sent down to you the Book, containing verses which are clear and precise — and these are the 

essence of the Book — and others are allegorical. Those whose hearts have swerved from the 

truth pursue that part of it which is allegorical, seeking to create dissension and trying to give 

it an arbitrary meaning.” (Verse 7) The matter, however, appears to be much simpler if 
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our purpose is to understand this fact in such a way which keeps our hearts in direct 

contact with God and His perfect creation, His limitless ability and unrestricted will. 

It was God’s will that human life should start with the creation of Adam from clay. 

Whether He has made Adam directly from clay or He made from clay an earlier 

species which continued to develop until the humankind came into existence has no 

bearing whatsoever on the nature of the secret which remains known only to God. 

That is, the secret of life which was given to the first living creature, or given to 

Adam if he was created directly out of lifeless clay. Both are the same in relation to 

God’s work. Neither should be considered preferable to the other in explaining 

existence. 

Where has this life come from, and how? It is certainly something different from 

dust and different from all the lifeless materials available in the earth. It is something 

extra, something different. It is something which brings about certain aspects which 

can never be found in the dust, clay or in any lifeless material whatsoever. How has 

this secret come about? The fact that we do not know does not justify our denial of its 

existence or our indulging in petty arguments as those who believe only in matter 

do. 

They pursue their arguments with a narrow-mindedness which cannot be 

respected by any man of reason, let alone any scientist. The fact remains that we do 

not know. All the attempts which we, human beings, have made with our limited 

means to determine the origin of life, or to initiate life from something which is 

lifeless, have achieved nothing. 

We do not know, but God, Who has given life, knows. He tells us that life is a 

breathing of His spirit into something. He further tells us that giving it is achieved by 

a word from Him: “Be, and it is.” What is this spiritual breathing? How is spirit 

blown into something lifeless so as to bring it into existence? This is a secret which 

remains incomprehensible to human reason. We cannot achieve that understanding 

because it is not part of our business. To know these answers does not benefit man in 

the discharge of his mission for which God has created him, namely, to be in charge 

of the earth. He will never need to create life from death. Hence, what is the value to 

him of knowing the nature of life, or the nature of the breathing of the Divine spirit, 

or how it has been given to Adam or to the first creature in the chain of living beings? 

God tells us that the breathing of His spirit in Adam is what gave Adam his 

honourable place and distinction, even above the angels. It must be, then, something 

different from that mere “life” given to worms and germs. This leads us to consider 

man as a kind of creation with a separate existence. He has a special place in the 

general order of the universe which is not shared by any other creature. This, 

however, is not our immediate subject. We have only made this brief reference to it 

in order to warn the reader against any doubts which may arise as a result of 
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arguments surrounding the advent of man. 

What is important here is that God is telling us about the initiation of life. It does 

not matter that we remain unable to comprehend the nature of this secret or 

understand how life is breathed into something lifeless. 

It was God’s will, after Adam came into existence in that direct way, to establish a 

certain procedure for the regeneration of human life. This procedure requires that a 

male and a female come together and that the female egg be fertilised by a male 

sperm for conception to take place. Neither the egg nor the sperm is lifeless. 

People were familiar with this process for countless generations until God chose to 

make an exception to it in the case of an individual human being. He made his birth 

similar to the very first beginning, although not exactly the same. In this case, a 

female on her own receives the Divine spirit which initiates life, and the process is 

completed. 

Was this breathing of the spirit what is described as the word? Or, was the word 

the line God’s will has taken? Or, does the word mean the command “be”, which 

may be taken as it is or may express that God’s will has chosen something in 

particular? Was the word Jesus, or is his existence derived from it? The pursuit of all 

such questions can only result in creating doubts. The only true conclusion is that 

God willed to initiate life in a manner which had no parallel. His unrestricted will 

accomplished such an initiation of life through a breathing of His spirit, the nature of 

which remains unknown to us while we understand its effects. There is no reason for 

us to understand its nature because such an understanding does not add to our 

ability to discharge our mission on earth, since to initiate life is not part of our 

appointed task. Viewed in this manner, the whole question becomes easy to 

understand and raises no doubts in our minds. 

Jesus: A Testimony to God’s Free Will 

The angels gave Mary the happy news of a word from God whose name was the 

Christ, Jesus, son of Mary. That piece of news included his sex, name and lineage 

which revealed that he descended from his mother. It also included his qualities as 

well as his position with his Lord: “Honoured in this world and in the life to come, and 

shall be among those who are favoured by God.” As given by the angels, that piece of 

news refers to a miraculous aspect associated with his birth, “He shall speak to people 

in his cradle,” a glimpse of his future, “and as a grown man,” his character and the type 

of people to whom he belongs: “and shall be of the righteous.” 

Mary, the pure virgin, whose experience is limited to what is familiar in human 

life receives that piece of news as any girl would receive it. She appeals to her Lord 
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trying to understand this highly perplexing secret: “Said she: My Lord.’ How can I have 

a son when no man has ever touched me?” 

The answer she is given reminds her of the simple fact which is often overlooked 

by human beings, whose experience and knowledge is limited to that with which 

they are familiar of causes and effects: “[The angel] answered: ‘Thus it is’. God creates 

what He wills. When He wills a thing to be, He only says to it “Be”, and it is.’” When the 

whole question is thus referred to this basic fact, all wonder disappears. Man is 

reassured and even wonders at himself for overlooking this simple and clear fact of 

God’s unrestricted will. 

The angel goes on to give Mary more information about the child to whom God 

has chosen her to give birth in a unique way, and what his position shall be among 

the Israelites. At this point the news given to Mary is interwoven with Jesus’s future 

as if both were taking place now, in front of our eyes, in the inimitable style of the 

Qur’ n: “He will teach him the book and wisdom, and the Torah and the Gospel.” 

The term “the book”, as used in the Arabic original, may be understood to mean “to 

write”, or to mean the Torah and the Gospel. If it is the latter, then the fact that they 

are mentioned immediately afterwards is perfectly acceptable usage in Arabic which 

provides the details of something already mentioned in general terms. “Wisdom” is a 

certain condition which enables a person to look at things in their right perspective, 

understand what is right and follow it. To be granted wisdom is to be granted much 

grace by God. The Torah is the book of Jesus in the same way as the Gospel, for it 

represents the basis of the religion he preached. The Gospel is a complement 

renovating the spirit of the Torah and reviving the essence of faith which had been 

smothered by the Israelites. Many of those who speak about Christianity make the 

mistake of neglecting the Torah when it is the basis of the religion preached by Jesus 

and contains the law which should be implemented in a Christian society. The 

Gospel contains only a few amendments to the Torah. Otherwise, it is a message 

reviving what has already been established by the Torah. It has a refining effect on 

human conscience enabling man to be in direct contact with God through the 

revealed text. It is for this revival and refinement that Jesus strove, and because of 

them his enemies schemed against him, as will be shown later in this s rah. 

And will make him a messenger to the Israelites. “I have brought you a sign from your 
Lord. I will fashion for you out of clay the likeness of a bird. I shall breathe into it and, 
by God’s leave, it shall become a living bird. I will heal the blind and the leper, and 
bring the dead back to life by God’s leave. I will announce to you what you eat and 
what you store up in your houses. Surely, in all this there is a sign for you, if you are 
truly believers.” (Verse 49) 

This verse makes it clear that Jesus was given a message to deliver to the Israelites. 
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He was one of their Prophets. Consequently, the Torah revealed to Moses, containing 

the law to be implemented in the life of the Israelite community and laying down 

legislation for various aspects of human life, continued to be upheld by Jesus, 

although it was complemented by the Gospel which places much emphasis on the 

spiritual aspect of life and the role of human conscience. 

The sign which he was to be granted and of which God informed his mother, 

Mary, and with which he actually confronted the Israelites was the miracle of 

breathing into the dead to give it life. He was to bring the dead back to life, to heal 

the one who was born blind, to heal the leper and to inform people of what they eat 

or store up of food in their houses, although he could not see it or know of it by his 

own means. 

We also note that the Qur’ nic text emphasises, both at the time when the angel 

gives that happy news to Mary and when these matters came to take place later on, 

that each of these miracles shown by Jesus to his people was given to him by God. 

The Qur’ n quotes him as saying that and mentions the phrase “by Gods leave” after 

every single one of them in order to emphasise that fact most strongly. That phrase 

could have been left to the end of the statement, but it was used repeatedly in order 

to leave absolutely no room for confusion. 

These miracles in general relate to either the initiation or restoration of life, or to 

the restoration of sound health which is a branch of life, or to the knowledge of 

something which lies beyond ordinary human perception. 

In essence, they are all particularly relevant to the birth of Jesus and the bringing 

of him into existence in a fashion which is unparalleled, except in the case of Adam. 

When people realise that God can enable one of His own creatures to accomplish 

such miracles, they will be able to understand that He Himself is able to create that 

creature in a totally unfamiliar fashion. There is, therefore, no need for any of the 

great legends and unfounded reports which have been woven around the birth of 

Jesus. It is sufficient for man to remember that God’s will remains free of all 

restrictions. When man does not try to impose what is familiar to him on the work of 

God, he will have no problem understanding how Jesus was born. 

Jesus Endorsing a Message 

And [I have come] to confirm that which has already been sent down of the Torah and 
to make lawful to you some of the things which were forbidden you. I have come to you 
with a sign from your Lord; so remain conscious of God and obey me. God is indeed 
my Lord and your Lord, so worship Him alone. That is the straight path. (Verses 50-
1) 
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This is the final part of the address made by Jesus to the Israelites. Here, certain 

basic facts are revealed which concern the nature of Divine religion as outlined in the 

messages preached by all prophets and messengers. These facts acquire an even 

greater importance when stated by Jesus himself, considering all the mistaken 

notions which have been formulated about his birth and his nature. All such 

mistaken notions are the result of deviation from the basic truth of Divine faith 

which remains the same with all messengers. 

When Jesus says: “And I have come to confirm that which has already been sent down of 

the Torah and to make lawful to you some of the things which were forbidden you,” he 

highlights the nature of true Christianity. 

The Torah, which was revealed to Moses, and which contained the legislation to 

be implemented in the life of the community, according to the needs of that 

particular time and the special circumstances of the life of the Israelites, is here 

endorsed by Jesus. Indeed, his message was a confirmation of the Torah with some 

modifications, making lawful to the Israelites certain things which had previously 

been forbidden them. The prohibition of these things was originally a punishment 

inflicted by God for certain acts of disobedience and deviation they had committed. 

It was now God’s will to grant them His mercy through Jesus and to make lawful to 

them again what they were forbidden for a time. 

This shows that it is in the nature of any religion to include legislation to organise 

the life of the community, and not to be confined to providing moral standards, or 

restricted to the realms of feelings and conscience or worship and rituals. Religion is 

the way of life God lays down for people to implement and a social order which 

ensures that implementation. 

The elements of faith and belief cannot be isolated from worship, morality or 

general law in any religion which aims at organising human life according to God’s 

constitution. All these elements constitute a complete whole and any dichotomy 

between them is bound to nullify the effect of religion on the life of people and is 

contrary to the concept and nature of faith as God defines it. 

This is what has happened to Christianity. Owing to certain historical 

circumstances on the one hand, and to the fact that although it was intended for a 

certain period, until the last message was revealed, it continued to be upheld after its 

time, and a split occurred between its legislative aspect on the one hand and its 

spiritual and moral ones on the other. The deeply rooted and mutual hostility 

between the Jews and the followers of Jesus caused a separation between the Torah, 

which contained the legal code, and the Gospel, which placed its strong emphasis on 

spiritual revival and moral refinement. Moreover, that legal code was intended for a 

limited period and a particular group of people. It was the will of God that the 
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permanent and comprehensive legal code for all humanity would be revealed later, 

at its appointed time. 

Whatever the reasons, the net result was that Christianity was reduced to a creed 

which lacked a legal code. As such, it was unable to regulate the social life of the 

nations which embraced it. Such a regulation of social life requires an ideological 

concept with a clear interpretation of the existence of the universe and of human life, 

as well as the position of man in the universe. It also requires a system of worship, a 

moral code and, inevitably, a set of legislative rules derived from all these to put the 

life of the community on a sound basis. This is the proper structure of religion which 

ensures the establishment of a social system with a clear and sound basis and 

effective safeguards. When Christianity suffered the dichotomy delineated above, it 

was no longer able to provide a comprehensive system for human life. Hence, its 

followers were forced to divorce their moral and spiritual values from their practical 

values in all aspects of their lives, including their social system. This led to the 

establishment of social systems in the Christian world on bases other than their only 

natural one. Hence, they were lame systems. 

This was not a simple incident or a trifling matter in human history. It was a far 

reaching catastrophe, generating all the misery, confusion, perversion and 

immorality which haunt the present material civilisation in all the countries which 

still profess to be Christian. The case is practically the same in countries which have 

discarded Christianity even though they have not introduced great changes in their 

practical lifestyle. 

As preached by Jesus Christ himself, Christianity, like every religion worthy of the 

name, is the legal code which regulates human life on the basis of a clear ideological 

concept of faith in God and sound moral values derived from that concept. Without 

such a wholesome structure there can be no Christianity, and indeed no faith. 

Without such a structure there can be no social system which satisfies the needs of 

man, whether spiritual or practical, and which elevates human life so that it comes 

into direct contact with God. 

This essential fact is one of the concepts which we can deduce from Jesus’s 

statement: “And [I have come] to confirm that which has already been sent down of the 

Torah and to make lawful to you some of the things which were forbidden you.” (Verse 50) 

When he so addresses people, he relies on the paramount fact of the oneness of 

God which is stated in the clearest of terms: “I have come to you with a sign from your 

Lord; so remain conscious of God and obey me. God is indeed my Lord and your Lord, so 

worship Him alone. That is the straight path.” (Verses 50-1) 

He thus declares the essence of the ideological concept which is basic to the Divine 

religion in all its forms. The miracles he performed were not of his own doing. As a 
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human being, he had no power to accomplish them. He was given them by God. His 

message is based, first and foremost, on the need to fear God and to remain 

conscious of Him and to obey His Messenger. He also stresses that God is his Lord 

and the Lord of all people. Jesus himself was not the Lord; he was the Lord’s servant. 

Those who follow him must, therefore, address their worship to the Lord, for He 

alone is worthy of worship. He concludes with a comprehensive statement of fact: to 

believe in God alone and worship God alone, and to obey His Messenger and 

implement the system He laid down — all this is “the straight path”. Everything else 

is deviation and cannot be part of the true faith. 

An Appeal for Help 

When Jesus became conscious of their rejection of the faith, he asked: “Who will be my 
helpers in the cause of God?” The disciples replied: “We are [your] helpers in God’s 
cause. We believe in God. Bear you witness that we have surrendered ourselves to 
Him. Our Lord, we believe in what You have bestowed from on high, and we follow 
the messenger, so write us down among those who bear witness [to the truth].” 
(Verses 52-3) 

Here the s rah moves on directly to a point in time when Jesus became conscious 

that the Israelites were bent on denying his message and rejecting the faith 

altogether. He then appeals for helpers to convey God’s message and explain the 

faith acceptable to Him. 

There is, then, a wide gap in the line of the story the s rah is telling. There is no 

mention that Jesus was actually born, and that his mother confronted her people 

acknowledging that he was her own son, and that he spoke to them straightway, 

when he was still a new-born baby. There is no mention either that he began to call 

on his people to abide by the teachings of the Divine faith when he was in his prime. 

Nothing is mentioned either of the miracles to which reference was made in the 

happy news of his birth given to his mother, as mentioned in s rah 19, entitled 

“Maryam”. Such gaps do occur in the stories related in the Qur’ n for the dual 

purpose of avoiding unnecessary repetition, and for highlighting those episodes 

which are directly relevant to the subject matter of the s rah in hand. 

Jesus was conscious that the Israelites had hardened their attitude against the faith 

and its implementation despite all the miracles he had shown them. Such miracles 

could not be accomplished by any human being. They provided concrete evidence 

that they were the work of God, accomplished by His will as a confirmation of the 

truth told by the messenger who demonstrated them. Furthermore, although Jesus 

was also sent to remove some of the restrictions and reduce some of the obligations 
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which were imposed on the Israelites, they were hardened against his message. At 

this point, he made his appeal: “Who will be my helpers in the cause of God.” Who will 

help me convey God’s message and explain it to people? Who will help me to 

establish God’s method and implement His law? 

Every man with a message or ideology must have helpers who support him, 

believe in his message, defend it and convey it to others and make sure that it 

remains in its original form when he has passed away. “The disciples replied: ‘We are 

[your] helpers in God’s cause. We believe in God. Bear you witness that we have surrendered 

ourselves to Him.’” (Verse 52) 

We note here that the term they use to describe themselves is “Muslim”, which is a 

reference to Islam in its broad sense, i.e. surrender to God, which is the essence of 

true faith. They ask Jesus to bear witness to their surrender and their pledging 

themselves to be God’s helpers, which means to help His Messenger and His religion 

and way of life. 

They then turn to God, their Lord, addressing Him directly in this very essential 

matter: “Our Lord, we believe in what You have bestowed from on high, and we follow the 

messenger, so write us down among those who bear witness [to the truth].” The fact that 

they address their pledges specifically to God is very significant. A believer makes 

his covenant directly with his Lord. When the messenger conveys God’s message, the 

messenger has discharged his, task in as far as faith is concerned. The pledge is made 

between the believer and God and it remains binding on the believer after the 

messenger has passed away. The disciples’ statement also includes a pledge to God 

to obey His Messenger. This is again significant because it shows that the matter is 

not simply a question of simple beliefs to be accepted. It is also a commitment to a 

certain way of life which is received through the messenger. This is a basic factor of 

this s rah which is repeatedly emphasised in different moods and styles. 

The disciples’ statement also includes another point which merits special 

consideration: “Write us down among those who bear witness.” What testimony? And 

what witnesses? 

A person who surrenders himself to God and believes in the Divine faith is 

required to make a testimony in favour of this faith which stresses its right to be the 

religion to follow. It also points out very clearly the countless benefits this religion 

gives to mankind. No one can make such a testimony unless he makes of himself a 

practical example of this religion in his lifestyle, manners and morality. People will 

find, in such a practical example, something superior to everything else, something 

which confirms the right of this religion to continue to exist and which endorses its 

superiority to all other systems, regimes and methods known to man. 

Again, no one can make such a testimony unless he makes this religion the basis of 
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his life, and the foundation of his society and the law both he and his community 

follow. Thus, a new social order is brought about which conducts all its affairs 

according to this straightforward Divine way of life. When a believer struggles to 

make such a society a reality and to establish this method as the way of life followed 

by that society, and when he prefers to die rather than live under any system which 

does not implement a Divine constitution, he in effect gives his testimony that this 

religion is more important than life itself, the most valuable possession of the living. 

It is for this reason that he is called “a witness”. 

Those disciples prayed to God to write them down among those who bear witness 

to His religion. That is, they pray that God will guide and help them make of 

themselves a practical example of this religion. That He will direct them to struggle 

for the cause of implementing it in human life and in a society which mirrors its way 

of life, even if they will have to sacrifice their lives in order to be chosen as 

“witnesses” for this religion. 

It is a prayer worthy of careful study by everyone who claims to surrender himself 

to God. This is indeed the meaning of Islam as understood by the disciples and as 

understood by true Muslims, who actually surrender themselves to God. Anyone 

who suppresses his testimony and is reluctant to give it in favour of his religion is a 

sinner at heart. If he claims to be a Muslim but chooses a lifestyle other than that of 

Islam, or tries to live according to Islam within his own private life but not in the 

generality of this social life, or does not strive to establish a Divine method in the life 

of his society either to evade hardship or to spare his own life at the cost of his faith, 

then he is one who does not give full testimony to this religion, or, indeed, he gives a 

testimony against it. In so doing, he makes a testimony which deters others from 

accepting this faith. Can we contemplate the fate of a person who deters others from 

accepting the Divine faith through his own claim that he is a believer when actually 

he is not? 

Full Heavenly Reward 

They schemed, and God also schemed. God is the best of schemers. God said: ‘Jesus, I 
shall gather you and cause you to ascend to Me, and I shall cleanse you of those who 
disbelieve, and I shall place those who follow you above those who disbelieve until the 
Day of Resurrection. Then to Me you shall all return, and I shall judge between you 
with regard to everything on which you used to differ. As for those who disbelieve, I 
shall inflict on them severe suffering in this world and in the life to come; and they 
shall have none to help them. But to those who believe and do good works, He will 
grant their reward in full. God does not love the wrongdoers.” (Verses 54-7) 

We come now to the end of the account of the relationship between Jesus and the 
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Israelites. This begins with the verse: “They schemed, and God also schemed. God is the 

best of schemers.” The Jews who did not believe in Jesus, the messenger God sent to 

them, schemed against him in the most terrible, wicked and relentless of manners. 

They made all sorts of accusations against him and against his mother, the pure, and 

her fiancée, Joseph the carpenter, who, according to the Gospels, had not actually 

married her. They also accused Jesus of lying and taking advantage of people. They 

reported him to Pontius Pilate, the Roman Governor, describing him as an agitator 

who stirred up the masses and encouraged rioting and rebellion. They further 

accused him of being an impostor who tried to corrupt the faith of the masses. 

They continued with this line of false accusations until Pilate granted them their 

request of punishing him themselves as they saw fit. Pilate, a pagan ruler, dared not 

take upon himself the responsibility of punishing a man whom he could not 

condemn on the basis of any real evidence. These are only a few examples of the 

endless scheming by the Jews. 

“They schemed, and God also schemed. God is the best of schemers.” We note here that 

the Qur’ n uses the same term to describe what the Jews plotted against Jesus and 

what God plans for them. This, in effect, ridicules their scheming, since it will have to 

be set against what God schemes. How can their scheming be compared to what God 

plans? Indeed, how can their power be compared to God’s might? 

They wanted to crucify and kill Jesus. God, on the other hand, willed to gather 

him and cause him to ascend to Himself. He further willed to purify and cleanse him 

from mixing with the unbelievers and remaining with them. Such a purification is 

necessary since all unbelievers are impure. It was also the will of God to elevate the 

followers of Jesus above the unbelievers until the Day of Resurrection. What God 

willed came true, and the scheming of the Jews was of no consequence whatsoever: 

“God said: ‘Jesus, I shall gather you and cause you to ascend to Me, and I shall cleanse you of 

those who disbelieve, and I shall place those who follow you above those who disbelieve until 

the Day of Resurrection.’” (Verse 55) How Jesus was gathered and how he ascended to 

God are matters which lie beyond our human perception. They are unknown except 

to God. To try to pursue these matters is of no use whatsoever in respect of faith or 

its implementation. Those who pursue them will inevitably end up more confused, 

struggling with complicated and endless arguments, gaining no certainty or 

satisfaction whatsoever. For the whole matter is part of God’s own knowledge. 

It is not difficult, on the other hand, to explain God’s statement that He has placed 

those who follow Jesus above the unbelievers, and that this elevation continues until 

the Day of Resurrection. Those who follow Jesus are the ones who believe in God’s 

true religion, Islam, or surrender to God. Every Prophet is fully aware of the true 

nature of this religion. Every messenger preached the same religion and everyone 

who truly believes in the Divine faith believes in it. These believers are indeed far 
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superior to the unbelievers, according to God’s measure, and they will continue to be 

so until the Day of Judgement. Moreover, they prove their superiority in our 

practical life every time they confront the forces of un-faith with the true nature of 

faith and the reality of following God’s messengers. The Divine faith is one, preached 

by Jesus, son of Mary, as preached by every messenger sent before him and by the 

messenger sent after him. Those who follow Mu ammad at the same time follow all 

the messengers sent by God, starting with Adam until the last messenger. 

This comprehensive outlook conforms with the theme of the s rah and its 

presentation. It is also in conformity with the essence of faith. 

The destiny of both the believers and the unbelievers is stated in the form of 

information given by God to Jesus: “Then to Me you shall all return, and I shall judge 

between you with regard to everything on which you used to differ. As for those who 

disbelieve, I shall inflict on them severe suffering in this world and in the life to come; and 

they shall have none to help them. But to those who believe and do good works, He will grant 

their reward in full. God does not love the wrongdoers.” (Verses 55-7) 

This statement proves the seriousness of reward and punishment, the Divine 

justice which is absolute and which cannot be influenced by people’s wishes or 

fabrications. The return to God, then, is inevitable. His judgement on all matters of 

dispute is irrevocable. The punishment He inflicts on the unbelievers in this world 

and in the life to come shall overwhelm them and they can have none to help them 

against it. The believers who do good works, on the other hand, will have their 

reward in full, without favouritism, but with great generosity. “God does not love the 

wrongdoers.” Far be it from Him, then, to do anyone any wrong when He Himself 

does not love the wrongdoers. 

All that people of other religions claim in variance with this, particularly when 

they say that their stay in hell will last only for a few days, and all their deceptive, 

wishful thinking of God’s reward and their flimsy concept of Divine justice are 

incorrect and without foundation. 

A Challenge to Stop All Argument 

This which We recite to you is a revelation and a wise reminder.” The case of Jesus in 
the sight of God is the same as the case of Adam. He created him of dust and then said 
to him: “Be” and he was. This is the truth from your Lord: be not, then, among the 
doubters. If anyone should dispute with you about this [truth] after all the knowledge 
you have received, say: “Come. Let us summon our sons and your sons, our women 
and your women, and ourselves and yourselves; then let us pray humbly and solemnly 
and invoke God’s curse upon the ones who are telling a lie. (Verses 58-61) 
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At this point in the story of Jesus, which has been beset by controversy, the s rah 

adds certain comments establishing the basic facts which are deduced from such a 

narration. The Prophet is instructed on how to answer the people of earlier 

revelations with a decisiveness which ends all controversy and makes the facts, as 

stated by Islam, absolutely clear to all. These conclusions begin in this s rah with a 

statement about the truthfulness of the revelations received by Mu ammad: “This 

which We recite to you is a revelation and a wise reminder.” (Verse 58) 

These stories and all the Qur’ nic instructions are revelations from God. God 

recites His revelations to His Messenger. This expresses the honour and compassion 

God bestows on His Messenger. What honour could be greater than that God 

Himself recites to His Prophet His own revelation and wise reminder? That it is a 

wise reminder needs no assertion because it states the great and basic facts which 

concern man and life in a method and a style that address human nature directly and 

gently, appealing to it in a friendly way, unknown in any other address. 

This is followed by a final comment on Jesus’s true nature and on the 

phenomenon of creation in relation to God’s will, which creates everything as it has 

created Jesus: “The case of Jesus in the sight of God is the same as the case of Adam. He 

created him of dust and then said to him: ‘Be,’ and he was.” (Verse 59) The birth of Jesus is 

indeed amazing when compared to what is familiar to man. It is, however, far from 

amazing when it is compared with the creation of Adam, the father of the human 

race. The people of earlier revelations who debated and argued about Jesus’s nature, 

because of his miraculous birth, and wove around him all sorts of legends and 

fantasies because he had no father, believed that Adam was created of dust, and that 

it was the breathing of God’s spirit into him which made of him a human being. They 

did not, however, weave any similar legends around Adam as they did around Jesus. 

They did not claim that Adam had any Divine nature. Yet, the very element which 

made Adam a human being is the same one which caused Jesus to be born without a 

father: God’s spirit was breathed into both Adam and Jesus. There was also the 

Divine command, “Be”, to initiate whatever God wanted to initiate and cause to 

come into existence. 

We can, then, appreciate the simplicity of the creation of Jesus, Adam and all 

creatures. We find ourselves accepting it with ease and clarity. We indeed wonder 

why the birth of Jesus should lead to all these disputes and arguments when it took 

place according to God’s law which applies to all creation. 

We can also appreciate the method of the Qur’ n, the wise reminder, in 

addressing human nature with simple, realistic and natural logic which makes even 

the most complicated of matters appear to be so simple. 

When we have had this clear statement of the facts, a direct address is made to the 
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Prophet reassuring him of the truth which he has received and which is recited to 

him. That truth is impressed on the mind of the Prophet as also the minds of his 

Companions who were exposed to the doubts raised by the people of earlier 

revelations and their baseless arguments: “This is the truth from your Lord: be not, then, 

among the doubters.” (Verse 60) 

The Prophet did not entertain even the slightest of doubts as to the truth of what 

was revealed to him from his Lord at any moment in his life. The fact that this 

reassurance is needed, however, gives us an idea of how effective the schemes of the 

enemies of the Muslim community had been at the time. It also indicates that the 

Muslim community will always be subject to such schemes, and will always need 

reassurance of the truth it holds in the face of all deceivers. For these renew their 

scheming and adopt new methods of deception in every generation. 

Now that the whole affair is stated absolutely clearly and the truth has appeared 

to all, God instructs His noble Messenger to end all arguments and debates about this 

straightforward affair and invite those who continue to argue to join him in a mutual 

prayer to God to judge between them, in the form which is explained in the next 

verse: “If anyone should dispute with you about this [truth] after all the knowledge you have 

received, say: ‘Come. Let us summon our sons and your sons, our women and your women, 

and ourselves and yourselves; then let us pray humbly and solemnly and invoke God’s curse 

upon the ones who are telling a lie.’” 

The Prophet did actually call on those who disputed what he said on this matter to 

present themselves at a meeting to be attended by all people. All those who attended 

would pray humbly and solemnly to God to curse the party which lied. His 

opponents, however, feared the results of such a prayer and refused the offer. The 

truth was then clear for everyone to see. The reports which we have of that particular 

affair tell us that those deceivers had not accepted Islam because they were keen to 

maintain their position among their people. The clergy at the time enjoyed a great 

many privileges, much power, and a luxurious lifestyle. We have to remember that 

those who try to turn people away from this religion, do not need any proof to accept 

it. They simply follow their own interests and try to safeguard their own ambitions. 

Such an attitude is bound to make people turn away from the clear truth which is 

apparent to all. 

When There Is Nothing More to Say 

This is indeed the truth of the matter. There is no deity save God. Indeed, it is God 
Who is the Mighty, the Wise. And if they turn away, God has full knowledge of those 
who spread corruption. Say: ‘People of earlier revelations Let us come to an agreement 
which is equitable between you and us: that we shall worship none but God, that we 
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shall associate no partners with Him, and that we shall not take one another for lords 
beside God. “And if they turn away, then say: “Bear witness that we have surrendered 
ourselves to God.” (Verses 62-4) 

In this short passage, which concludes the story of Jesus as related in this s rah, we 

have a statement explaining the true nature of revelation and Qur’ nic stories, and 

the Oneness of God which is the subject matter of all this revelation. There is also a 

stern warning for those who turn away from this truth in order to spread corruption 

in the world: “This is indeed the truth of the matter. There is no deity save God. Indeed, it is 

God Who is the Mighty, the Wise. And if they turn away, God has full knowledge of those 

who spread corruption.” (Verses 62-3) Having been stated earlier, these facts are 

repeated here, after those who disputed the true nature of Jesus with the Prophet 

have rejected his invitation to them to join him in a humble prayer to God invoking 

His curse upon those who lie. The only new element in this verse is the description of 

those who turn away from the truth as people who spread corruption, and the 

warning that God has full knowledge of what they do. 

The corruption which is spread by those who reject the truth of the oneness of God 

is surely great. Indeed, corruption does not appear on earth except as a result of 

refusing to acknowledge this most important fact. I do not mean verbal 

acknowledgement; for such an acknowledgement is of little value. Nor do I mean a 

negative mental acknowledgement which leaves no practical effects on people’s 

lives. What is meant is a refusal to acknowledge this fact with its far-reaching effects 

on human life. The first of these stresses that the Lord of all the universe is One, 

which means in effect that all worship should be addressed to Him alone. He is the 

One to be obeyed and He is the only source of legislation from whom we receive our 

values, standards and morality as well as everything that relates to human life. If 

such an acknowledgement of the oneness of God is refused, then the person 

concerned is either an idolater or a non-believer, no matter how strong his verbal 

claim to believe in God is and no matter how strong his assurances are that at heart 

he is a believer. 

This universe, as a whole entity, is not set on its right course unless it is run by one 

God who determines all its affairs: “Had there been in them [i.e. the heavens and the 

earth] any deities other than God, they would surely have been overwhelmed by corruption.” 

(al-Anbiy ’ 21: 22) The most essential characteristics of Godhead, according to man, 

are: that He be worshipped, and that He lays down legislation and sets standards for 

people to apply in their lives. He who claims any of these for himself, claims in effect 

to be a deity alongside God. 

Corruption does not spread on earth unless Divinity is thus ascribed to beings 

other than God. It is only when a human being enslaves others, claiming that he 
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himself must be obeyed, or that he has the power to legislate and to set values and 

standards for human society that corruption becomes rife. Such an assertion is a 

claim of Godhead, even though the claimant may not state it in as many words as 

Pharaoh did when he cried: “I am your lord, most high.” (al-N zi` t 79: 24) To 

acknowledge such an assertion by anyone is to be an idolater or to disbelieve in God. 

It is indeed the worst type of corruption. 

Hence, the warning in this s rah is followed by an address to the people of earlier 

revelations to come to an equitable agreement stipulating that worship is to be 

addressed to God alone and that no partners may be associated with Him, and that 

people do not take one another for lords beside God. If they reject this offer, then 

there can be no agreement or argument with them: “Say: ‘People of earlier revelations. 

Let us come to an agreement which is equitable between you and us: that we shall worship 

none but God, that we shall associate no partners with Him, and that we shall not take one 

another for lords beside God.’ And if they turn away, then say: ‘Bear witness that we have 

surrendered ourselves to God.’” (Verse 64) 

It is indeed an equitable agreement proposed by the Prophet. It does not seek to 

win any favours for the Prophet himself or for the Muslim community. It only aims 

to establish a clear agreement which applies to all at the same level, so that none is 

elevated above another, and none enslaves another. It is the fairest of offers which 

cannot be rejected except by those corrupters who have determined not to abide by 

the truth. According to this agreement, all will submit to God as His servants. None 

is His partner. He has chosen them to convey His message to mankind, not to share 

with Him His Divinity and Lordship. 

“If they turn away, then say: ‘Bear witness that we have surrendered ourselves to God.’” If 

they decline to worship God alone without partners and to submit themselves to 

Him alone, when worship and submission are the two clear aspects which determine 

people’s attitudes towards God, then the Muslims have to declare their own attitude 

of surrendering themselves to God. The contrast shown here is between the Muslims 

and those who take one another for lords beside God, and it demonstrates decisively 

who the true Muslims are. 

They are indeed those who worship God alone, submit to Him and do not enslave 

one another. These are the characteristics which distinguish them from the followers 

of all other religions. These characteristics single out the Islamic way of life as unique 

among all the alternatives known to man. When these characteristics apply to a 

certain community, it is a Muslim community. When these characteristics do not 

exist in a community it cannot be described as Muslim, even though people may 

emphatically profess that they are Muslims. Islam is the total liberation of man from 

enslavement by others. The Islamic system is the only one which makes that 

liberation a reality. 
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In all man-made systems, people enslave one another, and take one another for 

lords beside God. This happens in the most advanced democracies as well as in the 

worst types of dictatorship. Under all human systems, the authority to legislate and 

set values and standards is claimed by a group of people, in one form or another, 

who have the final authority. This group, which requires others to submit to its 

legislation, are the lords. They are acknowledged by the others as such since they 

allow them to claim for themselves the essential characteristics of Godhead. When 

people do acknowledge this authority for such a group, they are in effect 

worshipping them although they may not bow or prostrate before them. 

It is only under Islam that man is free from such subjugation. He is free because he 

receives his values, standards, morality, systems, laws and legislation from God 

alone like everyone else who does the same. All people under the Islamic system 

stand at one level, looking up to one Lord Who is the Master of them all. None claims 

lordship over others. Submission to God, in this sense, is the Divine faith preached 

by every messenger God sent to man. When God sent His messengers to preach this 

faith, their task was to help people free themselves from subjugation to others, so 

that worship of God alone could be established. They were to help liberate people 

from the injustice inflicted by human beings so that they could enjoy God’s absolute 

justice. Those who reject the message of the Prophets are not Muslims, no matter 

how deceptively and persuasively they may try to describe themselves as such. For, 

“In the sight of God, the true faith is [man’s] self-surrender to Him.” That is indeed the 

meaning of Islam. 
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4 

The Heirs of Abraham’s 

Faith 

People of earlier revelations! Why do you argue 

about Abraham when both the Torah and the 

Gospel were not revealed till after him? Have you 

no sense? (65) 

You have indeed argued about that of which you 

have some knowledge; why then do you argue 

about that of which you have no knowledge at 

all? God knows, whereas you do not know. (66) 

Abraham was neither a Jew nor a Christian; but 

he was wholly devoted to God, having surrendered 

himself to Him. He was not of those who 

associate partners with God. (67) 

The people who have the best claim to Abraham 

are those who followed him, and this Prophet and 

those who are true believers. God is the Guardian 

of the believers. (68) 

A party of the people of earlier revelations would 

love to lead you astray; but they lead astray none 

but themselves, although they may not perceive it. 

(69) 

Ÿ≅ ÷δr'̄≈ tƒ É=≈ tGÅ6 ø9 $# zΝ Ï9 šχθ•` !$ysè? þ’Îû 

tΛ⎧ Ïδ≡ tö/ Î) !$tΒuρ ÏM s9 Ì“Ρé& èπ1u‘ öθ−G9 $# ã≅‹ ÉfΡM}$# uρ ωÎ) 

.⎯ ÏΒ ÿ⎯ ÍνÏ‰÷èt/ 4 Ÿξsùr& šχθè=É) ÷ès? ∩∉∈∪  

÷Λ ä⎢Ρr'̄≈ yδ Ï™Iωàσ ¯≈ yδ óΟ çFôf yf≈ ym $yϑŠ Ïù Ν ä3s9 ⎯ Ïμ Î/ 

ÖΝ ù=Ïæ zΝ Î=sù šχθ•` !$ysè? $yϑŠ Ïù }§øŠ s9 Ν ä3s9 

⎯ Ïμ Î/ ÖΝ ù=Ïæ 4 ª!$# uρ ãΝ n=÷ètƒ óΟ çFΡr& uρ Ÿω tβθßϑn=÷ès? 

∩∉∉∪  

$tΒ tβ% x. ãΝŠ Ïδ≡ tö/ Î) $wƒ ÏŠθåκ u‰ Ÿωuρ $|‹ ÏΡ# uóÇnΣ ⎯ Å3≈ s9 uρ 

šχ% x. $Z‹ ÏΖym $VϑÎ=ó¡•Β $tΒuρ tβ% x. z⎯ ÏΒ 

t⎦⎫Ï. Îô³ ßϑø9 $# ∩∉∠∪  

χÎ) ’ n<÷ρr& Ä¨$̈Ψ9 $# zΝŠ Ïδ≡ tö/ Î* Î/ t⎦⎪Ï% ©#s9 çνθãèt7 ¨?$# 

# x‹≈ yδuρ ©É< ¨Ζ9 $# š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# uρ (#θãΖtΒ# u™ 3 ª!$# uρ ’ Í<uρ 

t⎦⎫ÏΖÏΒ÷σ ßϑø9 $# ∩∉∇∪  

N ¨Š uρ ×π x Í←!$©Û ô⎯ ÏiΒ È≅ ÷δr& É=≈ tGÅ3ø9 $# öθs9 

ö/ ä3tΡθ=ÅÒãƒ $tΒuρ šχθ=ÅÒãƒ HωÎ) öΝ ßγ |¡àΡr& 
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People of earlier revelations! Why do you 

disbelieve in God’s revelations when you yourselves 

bear witness [to their truth]? (70) 

People of earlier revelations! Why do you cloak 

the truth with falsehood, and knowingly conceal 

the truth? (71) 

A party of the people of earlier revelations say [to 

one another]: “Declare at the beginning of the 

day, that you believe in what has been revealed to 

the believers, and then deny it at the end of the 

day, so that they may go back on their faith. (72) 

“But do not really trust anyone except those who 

follow your own faith” — Say: “All true 

guidance is God’s guidance — That anyone may 

be given the like of what you have been given. Or 

that they should contend against you before your 

Lord.” Say: “Grace is in God’s hand: He 

bestows it on whom He wills. God is Munificent 

and All- Knowing.” (73) 

He singles out for His mercy whom He wills. 

And God’s grace is great indeed. (74) 

Among the people of earlier revelations there is 

many a one who, if you trust him with a treasure, 

will return it to you intact; and there is among 

them many a one who, if you trust him with a 

small gold coin, will not return it to you, unless 

you keep standing over him. For they say: “We 

have no obligation to keep faith with Gentiles.” 

Thus they deliberately say of God what they 

know to be a lie. (75) 

$tΒuρ šχρâ ßêô±o„ ∩∉®∪  

Ÿ≅ ÷δr'̄≈ tƒ É=≈ tGÅ3ø9 $# zΝ Ï9 šχρãà õ3s? ÏM≈ tƒ$t↔ Î/ 

«!$# ÷Λä⎢Ρr& uρ šχρß‰yγ ô±n@ ∩∠⊃∪  

Ÿ≅ ÷δr'̄≈ tƒ É=≈ tGÅ3ø9 $# zΝ Ï9 šχθÝ¡Î6 ù=s? ¨,ysø9 $# 

È≅ ÏÜ≈ t6ø9 $$Î/ tβθßϑçGõ3s?uρ ¨,ysø9 $# óΟ çFΡr& uρ tβθßϑn=÷è s? 

∩∠⊇∪  

M s9$s%uρ ×π x Í←!$©Û ô⎯ ÏiΒ È≅ ÷δr& É=≈ tGÅ3ø9 $# (#θãΖÏΒ# u™ 

ü“Ï% ©!$$Î/ tΑ Ì“Ρé& ’ n?tã š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# (#θãΖtΒ# u™ tμ ô_uρ 

Í‘$yγ ¨Ψ9 $# (#ÿρãà ø. $# uρ … çν tÅz# u™ öΝ ßγ ¯=yès9 tβθãèÅ_ö tƒ 

∩∠⊄∪  

Ÿωuρ (#þθãΖÏΒ÷σ è? ωÎ) ⎯ yϑÏ9 yì Î7 s? ö/ ä3oΨƒÏŠ ö≅ è% ¨βÎ) 

3“y‰ßγ ø9 $# “y‰èδ «!$# βr& #’ tA÷σ ãƒ Ó‰tn r& Ÿ≅ ÷W ÏiΒ !$tΒ 

÷Λ ä⎢‹Ï?ρé& ÷ρr& ö/ä.θ•_!$ ysãƒ y‰ΖÏã öΝ ä3În/ u‘ 3 ö≅è% ¨βÎ) 

Ÿ≅ ôÒx ø9 $# Ï‰uŠ Î/ «!$# ÏμŠ Ï?÷σ ãƒ ⎯ tΒ â™!$t± o„ 3 ª!$# uρ 

ìì Å™≡ uρ ÒΟŠ Î=tæ ∩∠⊂∪  

ÈtG÷‚tƒ ⎯ Ïμ ÏGyϑômtÎ/ ⎯ tΒ â™!$t±o„ 3 ª!$# uρ ρèŒ 

È≅ ôÒx ø9 $# ÉΟŠ Ïà yèø9 $# ∩∠⊆∪  

* ô⎯ ÏΒuρ È≅ ÷δr& É=≈ tGÅ3ø9 $# ô⎯ tΒ βÎ) çμ ÷ΖtΒù's? 

9‘$sÜΖÉ) Î/ ÿ⎯ Íν ÏjŠ xσ ãƒ y7 ø‹s9 Î) Ο ßγ ÷Ψ ÏΒuρ ô⎯ ¨Β βÎ) çμ÷ΖtΒù's? 

9‘$oΨƒ Ï‰Î/ ω ÿ⎯ Íν ÏjŠ xσ ãƒ y7 ø‹s9 Î) ωÎ) $tΒ |M øΒßŠ Ïμ ø‹n=tã 

$VϑÍ←!$s% 3 y7 Ï9≡ sŒ óΟ ßγ̄Ρr'Î/ (#θä9$s% }§øŠ s9 $uΖøŠ n=tã ’ Îû 

z⎯↵ÍhŠ ÏiΒW{ $# ×≅‹ Î6 y™ šχθä9θà) tƒ uρ ’ n?tã «!$# 
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Indeed those who fulfil their pledges and guard 

themselves against evil [enjoy God’s love]; for God 

loves the righteous. (76) 

Those who barter away their covenant with God 

and their oaths for a trifling gain will have no 

share in the life to come. God will neither speak to 

them, nor cast a look on them on the Day of 

Resurrection, nor will He cleanse them of their 

sins. Theirs will be a grievous suffering. (77) 

There are some among them who twist their 

tongues when quoting the Scriptures, so that you 

may think that [what they say] is from the 

Scriptures, when it is not from the Scriptures. 

They say: “It is from God”, when it is not from 

God. Thus, they deliberately say of God what 

they know to be a lie. (78) 

It is not conceivable that any human being to 

whom God had given revelation and wisdom and 

prophethood would subsequently say to people: 

“Worship me instead of God.” But rather: “Be 

devoted servants of God, by virtue of spreading the 

knowledge of the Scriptures and your constant 

study of them.” (79) 

Nor would he bid you to take the angels and the 

Prophets as your gods. Would he bid you to be 

unbelievers after you have surrendered yourselves 

to God? (80) 

z>É‹s3ø9 $# öΝ èδuρ šχθßϑn=ôè tƒ ∩∠∈∪  

4’ n?t/ ô⎯ tΒ 4’ nû÷ρr& ⎯ Íν Ï‰ôγ yèÎ/ 4’ s+ ¨?$# uρ ¨βÎ* sù ©!$# 

= Åsãƒ t⎦⎫É) −Gßϑø9 $# ∩∠∉∪  

¨βÎ) t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# tβρçtIô±o„ Ï‰ôγ yèÎ/ «!$# öΝ ÍκÈ]≈ yϑ÷ƒ r& uρ 

$YΨ yϑrO ¸ξ‹ Î=s% šÍ× ¯≈ s9 'ρé& Ÿω t,≈ n=yz öΝ ßγ s9 ’ Îû 

Íο tÅzFψ$# Ÿωuρ ãΝ ßγßϑÏk=x6 ãƒ ª!$# Ÿωuρ ãÝàΖtƒ 

öΝ Íκ ö s9 Î) tΠ öθtƒ Ïπ yϑ≈ uŠ É) ø9 $# Ÿωuρ óΟ Îγ‹ Åe2t“ ãƒ óΟ ßγ s9 uρ 

ëU# x‹tã ÒΟŠ Ï9 r& ∩∠∠∪  

¨βÎ) uρ óΟ ßγ ÷ΖÏΒ $Z)ƒ Ìx s9 tβ… âθù=tƒ Ο ßγ tFt⊥ Å¡ø9 r& 

É=≈ tFÅ3ø9 $$Î/ çνθç7 |¡óstGÏ9 z⎯ ÏΒ É=≈ tGÅ6 ø9 $# $tΒ uρ 

uθèδ š∅ÏΒ É=≈ tGÅ3ø9 $# šχθä9θà) tƒ uρ uθèδ ô⎯ ÏΒ 

Ï‰Ψ Ïã «!$# $tΒuρ uθèδ ô⎯ ÏΒ Ï‰Ψ Ïã «!$# tβθä9θà) tƒ uρ 

’ n?tã «!$# z>É‹s3ø9 $# öΝ èδuρ tβθßϑn=ôètƒ ∩∠∇∪  

$tΒ tβ% x. @t±u; Ï9 βr& çμ uŠ Ï?÷σ ãƒ ª!$# |=≈ tGÅ3ø9 $# 

zΝ õ3ßsø9 $# uρ nο §θç7 –Ψ9 $# uρ §Ν èO tΑθà) tƒ Ä¨$̈Ζ=Ï9 (#θçΡθä. 

# YŠ$t6 Ïã ’ Ík< ⎯ ÏΒ ÈβρßŠ «!$# ⎯ Å3≈ s9 uρ (#θçΡθä. 

z⎯↵ÍhŠ ÏΨ≈ −/ u‘ $yϑÎ/ óΟ çFΖä. tβθßϑÏk=yèè? |=≈ tGÅ3ø9 $# $yϑÎ/ uρ 

óΟ çFΖä. tβθß™ â‘ ô‰s? ∩∠®∪  

Ÿωuρ öΝ ä. tãΒù'tƒ βr& (#ρä‹Ï‚−G s? sπ s3Í× ¯≈ n=pR ùQ $# z⎯↵Íh‹ Î; ¨Ζ9 $# uρ 

$¹/$t/ ö‘ r& 3 Νä. ããΒù'tƒ r& Ìø ä3ø9 $$Î/ y‰÷è t/ øŒ Î) Λä⎢Ρr& 
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God made a covenant with the Prophets: “If, 

after what I have vouchsafed to you of the 

Scriptures and wisdom, there comes to you a 

messenger confirming the truth of what you have 

in your possession, you shall believe in him and 

you shall help him. Do you,” said He, “affirm 

this and accept the obligation I lay upon you in 

these terms?” They answered: “We do affirm it.” 

Said He: “Then bear witness, and I am also a 

witness with you.” (81) 

Then those who turn away afterwards are indeed 

transgressors. (82) 

Do they seek a religion other than God’s, when 

every soul in the heavens and the earth has 

submitted to Him, willingly or by compulsion, 

and to Him they shall all return? (83) 

Say: “We believe in God and in that which has 

been bestowed from on high upon us, and that 

which has been bestowed on Abraham, Ishmael, 

Isaac, Jacob and their descendants, and that 

which has been vouchsafed by their Lord to 

Moses and Jesus and all the prophets. We make 

no distinction between them. To Him do we 

surrender ourselves.” (84) 

He who seeks a religion other than self-surrender 

to God, it will not be accepted from him, and in 

the life to come he will be among the lost. (85) 

tβθßϑÎ=ó¡•Β ∩∇⊃∪  

øŒ Î) uρ x‹s{ r& ª!$# t,≈ sW‹ ÏΒ z⎯↵ÍhŠ Î; ¨Ψ9 $# !$yϑs9 

Ν à6 çG÷ s?# u™ ⎯ ÏiΒ 5=≈ tGÅ2 7π yϑõ3Ïmuρ ¢Ο èO 

öΝ à2u™!% ỳ ×Αθß™ u‘ ×− Ïd‰|Á•Β $yϑÏj9 öΝ ä3yètΒ 

£⎯ ãΨ ÏΒ÷σ çGs9 ⎯ ÏμÎ/ … çμ ¯ΡãÝÁΨ tG s9 uρ 4 tΑ$s% óΟ è?ö‘ tø%r& u™ 

ôΜ è?õ‹s{ r& uρ 4’ n?tã öΝ ä3Ï9≡ sŒ “Ìô¹Î) ( (# þθä9$s% $tΡö‘ tø%r& 

4 tΑ$s% (#ρß‰pκ ô− $$sù O$tΡr& uρ Ν ä3yètΒ z⎯ ÏiΒ t⎦⎪Ï‰Îγ≈ ¤±9 $# 

∩∇⊇∪  

⎯ yϑsù 4’ ¯<uθs? y‰÷èt/ šÏ9≡ sŒ šÍ× ¯≈ s9 'ρé'sù ãΝ èδ 

šχθà) Å¡≈ x ø9 $# ∩∇⊄∪  

uö tó sùr& Ç⎯ƒÏŠ «!$# šχθäóö7 tƒ ÿ…ã&s! uρ zΝ n=ó™ r& ⎯ tΒ ’ Îû 

ÏN≡ uθ≈ yϑ¡¡9 $# Ä⇓ö‘ F{ $# uρ $YãöθsÛ $\δöŸ2uρ 

Ïμ ø‹s9 Î) uρ šχθãèy_öãƒ ∩∇⊂∪  

ö≅ è% $̈Ψ tΒ# u™ «!$$Î/ !$tΒuρ tΑ Ì“Ρé& $uΖøŠ n=tã !$tΒ uρ tΑ Ì“Ρé& 

#’ n?tã zΝŠ Ïδ≡ tö/ Î) Ÿ≅Š Ïè≈ yϑó™ Î) uρ t,≈ ysó™ Î) uρ 

šUθà) ÷ètƒ uρ ÅÞ$t7 ó™ F{ $# uρ !$tΒuρ u’ ÎAρé& 4©y›θãΒ 

4©|¤Š Ïãuρ šχθ–Š Î; ¨Ψ9 $# uρ ⎯ ÏΒ öΝ ÎγÎn/ §‘ Ÿω ä− Ìhx çΡ 

t⎦÷⎫t/ 7‰ymr& óΟ ßγ ÷ΨÏiΒ ß⎯ óstΡuρ … çμ s9 tβθßϑÎ=ó¡ãΒ ∩∇⊆∪  

⎯ tΒuρ Æ tGö; tƒ uö xî ÄΝ≈n=ó™ M}$# $YΨƒ ÏŠ ⎯ n=sù Ÿ≅ t6 ø) ãƒ 
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How shall God guide people who have lapsed 

into disbelief after having accepted the faith and 

having borne witness that this messenger is true, 

and after having received clear evidence of the 

truth? God does not guide the wrongdoers. (86) 

Of such people the punishment shall be the curse 

of God, the angels and all men. (87) 

Under it they shall abide. Neither their suffering 

shall be lightened, nor shall they be granted respite. 

(88) 

Excepted shall be those who afterwards repent 

and mend their ways; for God is Much- 

Forgiving, Merciful. (89) 

But those who return to disbelief after having 

accepted the faith and then grow more stubborn in 

their rejection of the faith, their repentance will not 

be accepted. For they are those who have truly 

gone astray. (90) 

As for those who disbelieve and die unbelievers, 

not even the earth full of gold shall be accepted 

from any one of them, were he to offer it in 

ransom. They shall have grievous suffering and 

they shall have none to help them. (91) 

You will never attain to true piety unless you 

spend on others out of what you dearly cherish. 

God has full knowledge of what you spend. (92) 

çμ ÷Ψ ÏΒ uθèδ uρ ’ Îû Íο tÅzFψ$# z⎯ ÏΒ z⎯ƒ ÌÅ¡≈ y‚ø9 $# ∩∇∈∪  

y#ø‹x. “Ï‰ôγ tƒ ª!$# $YΒöθs% (#ρãx Ÿ2 y‰÷è t/ 

öΝ Íκ È]≈yϑƒ Î) (# ÿρß‰Îγ x© uρ ¨βr& tΑθß™ §9 $# A,ym 

ãΝ èδu™!% ỳ uρ àM≈ oΨ Éi t6ø9 $# 4 ª!$# uρ Ÿω “Ï‰ôγ tƒ uΘöθs) ø9 $# 

t⎦⎫ÏϑÎ=≈ ©à9 $# ∩∇∉∪  

y7 Í× ¯≈ s9 'ρé& öΝ èδäτ!# t“ y_ ¨βr& öΝ Îγ ø‹n=tæ sπ oΨ ÷ès9 «!$# 

Ïπ s3Í× ¯≈ n=yϑø9 $# uρ Ä¨$̈Ψ9 $# uρ t⎦⎫Ïèyϑô_r& ∩∇∠∪  

t⎦⎪Ï$ Î#≈ yz $pκ Ïù Ÿω ß#¤ sƒ ä† ãΝ ßγ÷Ζtã Ü># x‹yèø9 $# 

Ÿωuρ öΝèδ tβρãsàΖãƒ ∩∇∇∪  

ωÎ) t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (#θç/$s? .⎯ ÏΒ Ï‰÷è t/ y7 Ï9≡ sŒ (#θßsn=ô¹r& uρ 

¨βÎ* sù ©!$# Ö‘θà xî íΟŠ Ïm§‘ ∩∇®∪  

¨βÎ) t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (#ρãx x. y‰÷èt/ öΝ Îγ ÏΨ≈yϑƒ Î) ¢Ο èO (#ρßŠ# yŠ ø—$# 

# \ø ä. ⎯ ©9 Ÿ≅ t6 ø) è? óΟ ßγ çGt/ öθs? y7 Í× ¯≈ s9 'ρé& uρ ãΝ èδ 

tβθ—9 !$Ò9 $# ∩®⊃∪  

¨βÎ) t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (#ρãx x. (#θè?$tΒuρ öΝ èδuρ Ö‘$¤ ä. ⎯ n=sù 

Ÿ≅ t6 ø) ãƒ ô⎯ ÏΒ Ν ÏδÏ‰ymr& â™ö≅ ÏiΒ Ä⇓ö‘ F{ $# $Y6 yδsŒ 

Èθs9 uρ 3“y‰tGøù$# ÿ⎯ Ïμ Î/ 3 y7 Í× ¯≈ s9 'ρé& óΟ ßγ s9 ë># x‹tã 

ÒΟŠ Ï9 r& $tΒuρ Ν ßγ s9 ⎯ ÏiΒ t⎦⎪ÎÅÇ≈ ¯Ρ ∩®⊇∪  

⎯ s9 (#θä9$oΨ s? §É9ø9 $# 4©®Lym (#θà) ÏΖè? $£ϑÏΒ 

šχθ™6 Ït éB 4 $tΒuρ (#θà) ÏΖè? ⎯ ÏΒ &™ó©x« ¨βÎ* sù ©!$# 
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Overview 

This part of the s rah, from verse 65 to verse 92, takes up the same general theme 

of the controversy surrounding religious beliefs between the people of earlier 

revelations, i.e. the Jews and Christians, and the Muslims. It explores the relentless 

and devious efforts lined up against Islam; the scheming, smears, slandering, 

vilification, lies and devilish intrigues of its opponents. It presents the Qur’ n’s 

argument on behalf of the Muslims and reassures them of the truth of their cause and 

exposes the deviation and hopelessness of their detractors. It openly and closely 

probes the habits, ethics, intentions and activities of those enemies in order to make 

the Muslims fully aware of the threat they pose and to take away the mantle of 

knowledge and wisdom those enemies had assumed. It moves to dissipate any trust 

some gullible Muslims may have placed in them. It discourages following their 

example, and eliminates the dangers of their intrigue by exposing it so that no one 

may be deceived or misled by it. 

This section begins with castigating Jewish and Christian claims of affinity to the 

Prophet Abraham, who pre-dated both the Torah and the Gospel. Each had 

professed him to be a follower of their respective religious beliefs. Their arguments 

are dismissed as totally baseless. Abraham, the s rah asserts, was a devotee to God’s 

true religion based on submission to God, i.e. Islam, and his natural patrons are those 

who adhere to that same religion. God shall be the Guardian of all true believers. 

Thus, the assertions of both Jews and Christians are refuted and a continuous line 

emerges linking all prophets and messengers of God throughout the ages. The s rah 

states: “The people who have the best claim to Abraham are those who followed him, and this 

Prophet, and those who are true believers. God is the Guardian of the believers.” (Verse 68) 

The s rah then goes on to expose the real, undeclared objective of the controversies 

stirred up by the Jews and Christians regarding Abraham as also other issues. Their 

aim had always been to mislead and distract the Muslims, and to sow doubts in their 

hearts about Islam. Here the Qur’ n lashes out against such detractors: “People of 

earlier revelations! Why do you disbelieve in God’s revelations when you yourselves bear 

witness [to their truth!? People of earlier revelations! Why do you cloak the truth with 

falsehood, and knowingly conceal the truth?” (Verses 70-1) 

The s rah then reveals aspects and manifestations of that evil intrigue. The culprits 

⎯ Ïμ Î/ ÒΟŠ Î=tæ ∩®⊄∪ 
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declare adherence to Islam in the morning but reject it before the day is out in order 

to feed uncertainty and suspicion in the hearts of weaker Muslims who are found 

among all communities. Surely, there must be a valid reason why Jewish and 

Christian individuals, whose people had a much longer association with, and 

experience of, prophets and Divine revelations, rejected Islam. The s rah says: “A 

party of the people of earlier revelations say [to one another]: ‘Declare at the beginning of the 

day, that you believe in what has been revealed to the believers, and then deny it at the end of 

the day, so that they may go back on their faith.” (Verse 72) How vile and malicious their 

actions are. 

The nature of some Jews and Christians is then further examined, together with 

their ethical standards and their commitment to agreements and covenants. There is 

no doubting the honesty and integrity of many of them, but some are not to be 

trusted or relied on to honour an agreement or respect a pledge. These find religious 

justification for their greed and deceit, but their religions are not to be blamed for 

such behaviour. The s rah says: “Among the people of earlier revelations there is many a 

one who, if you trust him with a treasure, will return it to you intact; and there is among 

them many a one who, if you trust him with a small gold coin, will not return it to you, 

unless you keep standing over him. For they say: ‘We have no obligation to keep faith with 

Gentiles.’ Thus, they deliberately say of God what they know to be a lie.” (Verse 75) 

At this point the s rah outlines an aspect of Islam’s ethical outlook, its basis and 

direct link to fear of God Almighty, saying: “Indeed those who fulfil their pledges and 

guard themselves against evil [enjoy God’s love]; for God loves the righteous. Those who 

barter away their covenant with God and their oaths for a trifling gain will have no share in 

the life to come. God will neither speak to them, nor cast a look on them on the Day of 

Resurrection, nor will He cleanse them of their sins. Theirs will be a grievous suffering.” 

(Verses 76-7) 

The s rah then gives another instance whereby some Jews and Christians resort to 

devious behaviour and lies about Islam in order to score short-term gains. It says: 

“There are some among them who twist their tongues when quoting the Scriptures, so that 

you may think that [what they say] is from the Scriptures, when it is not from the Scriptures. 

They say: ’It is from God’, when it is not from God. Thus, they deliberately say of God what 

they know to be a lie.” (Verse 78) 

This is a reference to Christian attempts to show that the Qur’ n supported their 

belief in the Divinity of Jesus and the Holy Spirit. However, God denounces such 

notions and refutes the claims that Jesus ever made such assertions. It says: “It is not 

conceivable that any human being to whom God has given revelation and wisdom and 

prophethood would subsequently say to people: ‘Worship me instead of God.’ But rather: Be 

devoted servants of God, by virtue of spreading the knowledge of the Scriptures and your 

constant study of them.’ Nor would he bid you to take the angels and the Prophets as your 
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gods. Would he bid you to be unbelievers after you have surrendered yourselves to God?” 

(Verses 79-80) 

It then turns to mention the essence of God’s covenant with successive messengers 

whereby they endorse and support one another. It says: “God made a covenant with the 

Prophets: ‘If after what I have vouchsafed to you of the Scriptures and wisdom, there comes to 

you a messenger confirming the truth of what you have in your possession, you shall believe 

in him and you shall help him. Do you,’ said He, ’affirm this and accept the obligation I lay 

upon you in these terms?’ They answered: ‘We do affirm it.’ said He: ‘Then bear witness, and 

I am also a witness with you.’” (Verse 81) Hence the obligation upon the people of 

earlier revelations to believe in the last and final Prophet and to champion his cause. 

Alas, they did not respect God’s covenant or the covenants they made with their own 

prophets. 

With that on-going covenant in the background, the s rah asserts that anyone 

seeking a religion other than Islam, or complete surrender to God, would be breaking 

away from the whole grand and universal order God has ordained for all creation. It 

says: “Do they seek a religion other than God’s, when every soul in the heavens and the earth 

has submitted to Him, willingly or by compulsion, and to Him they shall all return?” (Verse 

83) Those who choose not to surrender totally to God or humbly and freely comply 

with His order of life, appear abnormal and out of place in this majestic world 

design. 

At this point, the s rah turns to direct the Prophet Mu ammad and the Muslims to 

declare their unshakeable faith in the One God, as set out in what was revealed to all 

prophets, as the only religious belief sanctioned by God Almighty. It says: “He who 

seeks a religion other than self-surrender to God, it will not be accepted from him, and in the 

life to come he will be among the lost.” (Verse 85) 

Those who reject God’s religion, however, have no prospect of either being guided 

by God or being spared His punishment unless they heed and repent. As for those 

who leave this world without believing in God, nothing they may have done will 

save them, even if they were to give the earth’s weight in gold. 

The s rah goes on to urge the Muslims to give those possessions closest to their 

hearts to good causes, as an investment with God to be collected in the hereafter. It 

says: “You will never attain to true piety unless you spend on others out of what you dearly 

cherish. God has full knowledge of what you spend.” (Verse 92) 

Thus, in one relatively short passage, this s rah packs an impressive and 

important host of issues, facts and directives. It covers a mere round in the wider 

confrontation which the s rah as a whole addresses. It is the confrontation between 

the Muslim community and its opponents, which has been going on for centuries 

and which continues to rage on today. It bears the same ends and objectives, despite 
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the different forms it takes and the variety of means or methods it employs today. It 

is the same endless controversy. 

We now turn to look at the text more closely. 

A Dispute Over Abraham’s Faith 

People of earlier revelations! Why do you argue about Abraham when both the Torah 
and the Gospel were not revealed till after him? Have you no sense? You have indeed 
argued about that of which you have some knowledge; why then do you argue about 
that of which you have no knowledge at all? God knows, whereas you do not know. 
Abraham was neither a Jew nor a Christian; but he was wholly devoted to God, having 
surrendered himself to Him. He was not of those who associate partners with God. The 
people who have the best claim to Abraham are those who followed him, and this 
Prophet and those who are true believers. God is the Guardian of the believers. 
(Verses 65-8) 

Mu ammad ibn Is q relates a report attributed to Ibn `Abb s, the Prophet’s 

cousin, which says: “A number of Christians from Najr n and a number of Jewish 

rabbis met at the Prophet’s place and disputed among themselves. The rabbis 

claimed that Abraham was nothing but a Jew, while the Christians maintained that 

Abraham was a Christian. God then revealed this verse starting with: “People of earlier 

revelations! Why do you argue about Abraham...” 

Whether it was true or not that that particular occasion was the time when this 

verse was revealed, it is apparent that this verse is meant to be an answer to the 

claims of people who professed to believe in earlier revelations. There seem to have 

been arguments either with the Prophet (peace be upon him) or arguments among 

themselves in the presence of the Prophet. The ultimate aim of these claims was to 

monopolise God’s covenant with Abraham which meant that prophethood would 

remain in Abraham’s seed, and to monopolise honour and Divine guidance. More 

importantly, they sought through these claims to reject the Prophet’s statement that 

he followed the faith of Abraham and that the Muslims were the rightful heirs of the 

original pure faith. The disputants also hoped to raise doubts concerning this fact in 

the minds of at least some Muslims. 

It is for this reason that God condemns their attitude here so strongly and shows 

clearly that their arguments are without basis. Abraham lived long before the 

revelation of the Torah or the Gospel; how could he, then, be a Jew or a Christian? It 

is a totally illogical claim which collapses at the first glance at history: “People of 

earlier revelations! Why do you argue about Abraham when both the Torah and the Gospel 

were not revealed till after him? Have you no sense?” (Verse 65) 
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They are further condemned in the verse that follows. All their arguments are 

shown to be without foundation. They appear to indulge in an endless dispute 

without providing supporting evidence, consistency or logic: “You have indeed argued 

about that of which you have some knowledge; why then do you argue about that of which you 

have no knowledge at all? God knows, whereas you do not know.” 

They argued about Jesus, and they argued about certain Divine legislation when 

they were called upon to submit to the rulings included in God’s Book. Instead, they 

turned their backs on it. In these matters, they had some knowledge. They could not, 

however, claim any basis, even technical, for their arguments about things which 

took place before the revelation of their Scriptures and the preaching of their 

religions. They argue, then, for argument’s sake. It is a worthless argument which is 

advanced for vested interests and which follows no logical method. A person who 

advances such an argument cannot be trusted at all. He is, indeed, not worth 

listening to. 

When the s rah has shown the worthlessness of their argument, it states the truth 

known to God. He alone knows the truth of that distant period in history and the 

true nature of the faith He revealed to His servant, Abraham. When God states 

something, His word is final. No one can say anything which differs with God’s 

statement, unless he wishes to make a worthless, futile argument. “Abraham was 

neither a Jew nor a Christian; but he was wholly devoted to God, having surrendered himself 

to Him. He was not of those who associate partners with God.” (Verse 67) Here, we have a 

clear statement of what has already been implied, that Abraham was neither a Jew 

nor a Christian, since both the Torah and the Gospel were revealed after his time. It is 

further stated that Abraham had no interest whatsoever in any creed or doctrine 

other than complete devotion to God. He was a Muslim in the broad sense of Islam, 

meaning total surrender to God. 

“He was not of those who associate partners with God.” This is again implied in the 

preceding statement that Abraham “was wholly devoted to God, having surrendered 

himself to Him.” That it is re-emphasised here is significant because it indicates first 

that both the Jews and the Christians, who had over the years come to accept deviant 

beliefs, were in effect associating partners with God. Hence, Abraham could neither 

be a Jew nor a Christian, but an upright man who surrendered himself to God. It 

further indicates that Islam and polytheism are two diametrically opposed doctrines. 

Islam means the absolute oneness of God with everything that this oneness entails. 

Hence, it can have no common ground with any form of polytheism. Moreover, it 

shows that the claim of the Quraysh idolaters that they followed Abraham’s religion 

since they were the custodians of the Ka`bah, the House he built for worship in 

Makkah, is also false. Abraham believed in God alone and surrendered himself to 

Him, while those people of the Quraysh were idolaters: “He was not of those who 
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associate partners with God.” 

In view of the truth stated in the Qur’ n about Abraham, neither the Jews, nor the 

Christians, nor indeed the idolaters could lay any claim to his heritage or to his 

religion since they had all moved far away from his faith. It is faith which is, indeed, 

the paramount relation which groups people together, according to Islam. If that 

relationship which unites the people of faith is lacking, no other tie of blood, lineage, 

race or land is of any value. In the Islamic view, man achieves his humanity through 

his spirit, the blow which has made out of him a man. Hence, faith, which is the most 

essential quality of his spirit, forms the basis which unites human beings together. It 

is only animals that are grouped together on the basis of land, species, food, pasture, 

boundaries and fences. Patronage between individuals, communities and 

generations can only be based on faith. It is faith which unites one believer with 

another, one Muslim community with another, and one generation of believers who 

surrender themselves to God and all other generations, bypassing the limitations of 

time and place, blood and lineage, race and nationality. They are all united by their 

belief in God Who is the Guardian of all the believers: “The people who have the best 

claim to Abraham are those who followed him, and this Prophet and those who are true 

believers. God is the Guardian of the believers.” (Verse 68) 

Those who followed Abraham when he was alive and implemented his method 

and abided by his teachings had the best claim to him. The same applies to this 

Prophet who shared with Abraham the quality of surrendering himself to God, 

according to the testimony of God Himself, the best of all witnesses. Then come those 

who believe in this Prophet and, thereby, follow Abraham’s method and practice. 

“God is the Guardian of the believers.” They are His party, sheltered by His cover, 

devoting their loyalty totally to Him, to the exclusion of everyone else. They are one 

family and one nation, the unity of which transcends all barriers of time, place, 

country, nationality, race and lineage. 

This is the noblest form of social unity which alone is worthy of man. Moreover, it 

is the only method to establish a community free of all artificial restrictions. The only 

bond which brings people together in this form is a voluntary one. Every individual 

can release himself of it by his own choice. That bond is a faith which he personally 

chooses. 

On the other hand, a person cannot change his race if his society is based on race. 

Neither can he change his community or colour, nor can he easily change his 

language or caste if any of these is the basis upon which his society is set up. Such 

barriers will always be divisive, keeping people apart, unless they take up the bond 

of ideology and faith as their uniting bond. Such a bond relies on personal 

conviction. Every individual can consciously choose it and join the community on its 
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basis without having to change his race, colour, language or caste. This is, indeed, an 

honour given to man because it makes its uniting bond based on the noblest of his 

qualities. 

The choice before humanity is either to live as Islam wishes: human beings united 

by what nourishes their spirits and refines their feelings, or to live like cattle, 

confined within the boundaries of race, colour and place. We have to remember here 

that all these are similar to the distinctive marks given to cattle so that they remain 

identifiable. 

A Deliberate Attempt to Conceal the Truth 

A party of the people of earlier revelations would love to lead you astray; but they lead 
astray none but themselves, although they may not perceive it. People of earlier 
revelations! Why do you disbelieve in God’s revelations when you yourselves bear 
witness [to their truth]? People of earlier revelations! Why do you cloak the truth with 
falsehood, and knowingly conceal the truth? A party of the people of earlier revelations 
say [to one another]: “Declare at the beginning of the day, that you believe in what has 
been revealed to the believers, and then deny it at the end of the day, so that they may 
go back on their faith. But do not really trust anyone except those who follow your 
own faith” — Say: All true guidance is God’s guidance — That anyone may be given 
the like of what you have been given. Or that they should contend against you before 
your Lord” Say: “Grace is in God’s hand: He bestows it on whom He wills. God is 
Munificent and All- Knowing. “He singles out for His mercy whom He wills. And 
God’s grace is great indeed. (Verses 69-74) 

In this passage, the Muslim community is told of the intentions of the people of 

earlier revelations behind every argument they may raise. The Qur’ n confronts 

those people with what they actually plot and scheme in close proximity to the 

Muslim community. Their masks are torn from them and their reality is made 

apparent to all. 

The grudge which the people of earlier revelations bear to the Muslim community 

relates to the faith of that community. They hate that the Muslims should have 

Divine guidance. They hate to see them holding to their own faith with firmness and 

reassurance. They, therefore, mobilise all their efforts to cause the Muslims to go 

astray: “A party of the people of earlier revelations would love to lead you astray.” It is, then, 

an inner desire which lies behind all their plotting, scheming, arguments and 

concealment of the truth. There is no doubt that such a desire, motivated by 

prejudice and grudge, is deviant. An evil desire cannot be based on any right 

guidance. Hence, the moment they entertain a desire to turn the Muslims away from 

their faith, they cause themselves to go astray. It is only a person who finds himself 
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lost in a labyrinth of deviation that loves to lead astray those who are following a 

straight path: “But they lead astray none but themselves, although they may not perceive 

it.” (Verse 69) 

The Muslims will come to no harm from what their enemies may scheme against 

them as long as they maintain and implement their faith. God guarantees them that 

the scheming and plotting of their enemies will be counter-productive as long as the 

Muslims hold on to their faith. 

The people of earlier revelations are then made to face the reality of their 

untenable situation: “People of earlier revelations! Why do you disbelieve in God’s 

revelations when you yourselves bear witness [to their truth!? People of earlier revelations! 

Why do you cloak the truth with falsehood, and knowingly conceal the truth?” (Verses 70-1) 

Those people who had received earlier revelations were at that time, and still are, 

able to recognise the truth clearly embodied in this religion. This applies to those 

who know the references contained in their own Scriptures about this religion. Some 

of them were candid about what they read, so much so that a number of them 

embraced Islam on this basis. It also applies to those who are not so aware of these 

references but who are nonetheless able to recognise the clear truth of Islam which is 

sufficient to persuade them to accept it. Both groups, however, continue to reject the 

truth of Islam, not because of any lack of evidence and proof, but because of personal 

prejudices and vested interests. The Qur’ n addresses them as “people of earlier 

revelations”, because it is this very quality which should have prompted them to 

hearken to God’s new revelations and follow His new Book. 

They are addressed again in order to unmask their efforts at confounding truth 

with falsehood, deliberately and knowingly. This is an action which merits 

uncompromising censure. 

This attitude of the people of earlier revelations so condemned by God is the one 

which they have adopted since the time of the Prophet until the present day. The 

Jews began by adopting it at the very first moment, and they were followed later by 

the Christian Crusaders. 

Over the centuries, they have unfortunately been able to plant in Islamic heritage 

that which has nothing to do with this religion of Islam and which cannot be 

discovered without Herculean efforts. They have managed to confound truth with 

falsehood in much of our heritage, with the exception, however, of this Book which 

God has undertaken to preserve intact for the rest of time. Praise be to God for His 

limitless grace. 

They have distorted much of Islamic history and its events as well as the images of 

its best men of action. They have also put their alien plants in the field of the ĥadīth 

until God has enabled the great scholars of ĥadīth to verify and sift out the true from 
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the false, as much as is humanly possible. Their distortions have also crept into 

commentaries on the Qur’ n to the extent that it has become very difficult for a 

student of the Qur’ n to find his clear way to a correct understanding. They have 

also implanted their own men, hundreds if not thousands, to distort our Islamic 

heritage. Some of these are with us even today in the shape of Orientalists and their 

disciples who occupy positions of intellectual leadership in the countries whose 

peoples claim to be Muslim. They have also implanted in our societies scores of 

people who are given the status of heroes when they have actually been carefully 

brought up by Zionism and Christian fanaticism in order to serve the enemies of 

Islam in a way which cannot be achieved by any open enemy. 

Such evil schemes continue to be pursued with no sign of weakening. The only 

way to guard against them and to be spared their damaging effects is to hold tight to 

God’s Book which He Himself has undertaken to preserve, and to refer to it for 

guidance and for plotting our strategy in this ever-continuing battle. A reference is 

then made to some of the attempts undertaken by a party of the people of earlier 

revelations to cause internal confusion within the Muslim community and to turn 

them away from Divine guidance: “A party of the people of earlier revelations say [to one 

another]: ‘Declare, at the beginning of the day, that you believe in what has been revealed to 

the believers, and then deny it at the end of the day, so that they may go back on their faith.’” 

(Verse 72) 

As we have said, this is an act of wicked deception. When such people pretend to 

accept Islam, then reject it, their action is bound to perplex those who do not have 

strong faith, and those who have not fully appreciated the truth of Islam and its 

nature. This was true in an even greater measure in the case of the illiterate Arabs, at 

the time of the Prophet, who took it for granted that the people of earlier revelations 

were more aware than themselves of the nature of religions and revelation. When 

they saw such people accepting Islam one day and rejecting it the next day, they 

thought that their subsequent action was the result of their coming to realise that 

there was something wrong with that religion. This caused them considerable 

consternation and they were uncertain what attitude to adopt. 

This trick continues to be employed even today, in a variety of ways suitable to 

each particular situation and adapted to the mentality of people in every generation. 

A Dirty Tricks Campaign to Confuse Believers 

The enemies of Islam have realised that to employ this trick in a simple form is no 

longer possible. They, therefore, resort to a wide range of methods of concealment 

which are no more than variations on the old theme. 

These forces rely today on a large army of disciples all over the Muslim world. 
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Among these are professors, lecturers, thinkers and scholars, as well as writers, 

poets, artists and journalists who all have Muslim names because they come from 

Muslim families. Some of them indeed are included in the ranks of Islamic 

“scholars”. 

This army of disciples is mobilised for the achievement of the ultimate goal of 

shaking the foundations of faith within the Muslim community. It employs all 

methods of scientific research, literary works, art and information. All these 

complement one another in the onslaught on Islamic faith and Islamic law. They 

belittle the role of Islamic faith, interpret it in their own way, and overburden it with 

what is alien to it. They never tire of branding Islam as “reactionary” and calling on 

people to break away from it. They try hard to keep Islam away from human life 

either because they fear the effect of human life on Islam or because they fear the 

effect of Islam on human life. They work hard to invent concepts, ideals, values and 

standards which are in direct conflict with those of the Islamic faith, painting the 

former in the most appealing of pictures while distorting the latter so that they 

appear in the most grotesque of forms. Moreover, they try to facilitate the breaking 

loose of carnal desires, seeking to erode the moral basis upon which clean faith is 

founded. What is more, they distort history in the same way as they distort 

Scriptures. 

To compound their evil, they claim to be Muslims. They, after all, have Muslim 

names. With these names they declare to be believers at the beginning of the day. 

With their evil designs they deny the faith at the end of the day. In both their actions, 

they play the same role as the people of earlier revelations. All that has changed is 

the framework. 

The people of earlier revelations used to encourage one another to pretend to be 

Muslims one day and to reject Islam the next, so that the Muslims would go back on 

their faith. They also counselled each other to keep this secret between themselves, 

not to reveal it to anyone except the followers of their own religion: “But do not really 

trust anyone except those who follow your own faith.” (Verse 73) Their secret was closely 

guarded against the Muslims. The same applies today to the servants of Zionism and 

Christian fanaticism. They are all working together for a definite objective, that is, the 

total destruction of the Islamic faith. They may not have sat together to sign a 

contract or to draw up a plot defining their respective roles, but they, nevertheless, 

have the sort of understanding which normally exists between stooges who work for 

the same goal defined by their common master. They trust each other and compare 

notes. They, or some of them at least, subsequently adopt false pretences. Everything 

around them is placed in their service and those who are aware of the nature of this 

faith all over the world are suffering persecution and imprisonment. “But do not really 

trust anyone except those who follow your own faith.” 
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At this point, God directs the Prophet to declare that true guidance is that 

provided by God, and that unless people accept and abide by it they will never find 

real guidance by any other method or way of life: “Say: ‘All true guidance is God’s 

guidance.’” This statement is given in answer to their encouragement to one another 

to “declare at the beginning of the day, that you believe in what has been revealed to the 

believers, and then deny it at the end of the day, so that they may go back on their faith.” This 

serves as a warning to the Muslims and helps them to foil the evil goal of their 

enemies. Since there is no true guidance except that provided by God, then those 

schemers only want the believers to sink back into deviation and total disbelief. It 

should be mentioned here that this instruction to the Prophet to declare that true 

guidance is that provided by God, is given even before the statements of people of 

earlier revelations are quoted in full. The s rah then goes on quoting them: “That 

anyone may be given the like of what you have been given. Or that they should contend 

against you before your Lord” (Verse 73) These are the reasons they give for stating 

earlier: “Do not really trust anyone except those who follow your own faith.” This betrays 

their grudge, envy and hatred of the idea that God should give prophethood and 

revelation to anyone other than them. It also betrays their fear that should the 

Muslims come to know the truth they themselves know, despite their denials, they 

will take it as an argument against them before God. They say this as if God does not 

take against them anything other than verbal statements. The fact is that such 

thoughts cannot be entertained by anyone who has a sound concept of God and His 

attributes, or who has a correct knowledge of the true nature of Divine messages and 

prophethood, or the duties required by faith. 

God directs His Messenger to teach them and the Muslim community the nature 

of God’s grace when He wills to favour any nation with a messenger and a message: 

“Say: ‘Grace is in God’s hand: He bestows it on whom He wills. God is Munificent and All-

Knowing.’ He singles out for His mercy whom He wills. And God’s grace is great indeed.” 

(Verses 73-4) 

He has willed to give His message and revelation to a nation other than that which 

received His earlier revelations. He has chosen to do so after they violated their 

covenant with Him, breached the pledges of their father, Abraham, knowingly 

confounded the truth with falsehood, betrayed the trust He has placed in them, 

abandoned the rulings of their Book and the laws of their religion and showed their 

unwillingness to refer their disputes to God’s revelations for arbitration. What this 

meant in practice was that human life was no longer following God’s constitution 

and its leadership was no longer in the hands of believers. Hence, He has given the 

leadership to the Muslim nation in which He placed His trust as an act of infinite 

honour and grace from Him: “God is Munificent and All-Knowing. He singles out for His 

mercy whom He wills.” This He does on the basis of His knowledge of where His 

mercy should be placed and on the basis that when He bestows His grace, there is no 
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limit to what He gives. “God’s grace is great indeed.“ There is no grace greater than His 

guidance provided to any nation in the shape of a Book, or His limitless bounty 

given in the shape of a message, or His great mercy bestowed in the form of a 

messenger. 

When the Muslims listen to this they realise what great favour God has given 

them when He has chosen them to carry His message, and they will hold tight to it, 

defend it with all the power available to them, and try to foil the schemes of their 

enemies. We see here an aspect of how the Qur’ n was educating the first Muslim 

community. It remains the Qur’ nic method of educating the Muslim community in 

every generation. 

A Transaction Ending in Ruin 

Among the people of earlier revelations there is many a one who, if you trust him with 
a treasure, will return it to you intact; and there is among them many a one who, if 
you trust him with a small gold coin, will not return it to you, unless you keep 
standing over him. For they say: “We have no obligation to keep faith with Gentiles.” 
Thus they deliberately say of God what they know to be a lie. Indeed those who fulfil 
their pledges and guard themselves against evil [enjoy God’s love]; for God loves the 
righteous. Those who barter away their covenant with God and their oaths for a 
trifling gain will have no share in the life to come. God will neither speak to them, nor 
cast a look on them on the Day of Resurrection, nor will He cleanse them of their sins. 
Theirs will be a grievous suffering. (Verses 75-7) 

In these verses, the Qur’ n describes the people of earlier revelations as they are, 

identifying the points of weakness in their characters. It also states the correct values 

of the Islamic faith. It begins by describing two types of people and their behaviour 

in commercial and social transactions. We note here that the Qur’ n maintains a high 

standard of fairness, stating the facts and denying no one his due credit, despite the 

fact that those people of earlier revelations were in conflict with the Muslim 

community. It seems that the same is true of those people in all generations. 

Nevertheless, their hostility towards, their plotting and scheming against and their 

attempts to undermine Islam and the Muslims, are not cause for the Qur’ n to deny 

the good ones among them their due credit. Here we note the Qur’ nic statement 

that among the people of earlier revelations, there are trustworthy individuals who 

will not usurp anyone his right, even under the greatest of temptations: “Among the 

people of earlier revelations there is many a one who, if you trust him with a treasure, will 

return it to you intact.” (Verse 75) 

Others among them, however, are too greedy and have no respect for the rights of 

others. They do not return something which rightfully belongs to another person, no 
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matter how small, unless they are faced with continuous and insistent demands. 

They try to justify this contemptible habit by knowingly and deliberately telling lies 

about God: “And there is among them many a one who, if you trust him with a small gold 

coin, will not return it to you, unless you keep standing over him. For they say: ’We have no 

obligation to keep faith with Gentiles.’ Thus they deliberately say of God what they know to be 

a lie.” (Verse 75) 

This particular characteristic is typical of the Jews. It is they who make this 

statement and have, in moral and social dealings, double standards. When there is a 

transaction between one Jew and another, they are honest and trustworthy. When 

they deal with non-Jews, cheating, false pretences, deception and swindling become 

admissible practices which stir no conscience and cause no twinge of remorse. We 

note here that the Qur’ n quotes them as saying, “We have no obligation to keep faith 

with Gentiles.” The Arabic term used in the Qur’ nic text for the word “Gentiles” 

means “the illiterate or unlettered people”. This was a reference to the Arabs, since 

the Arabs at that time were largely an illiterate nation. In fact, that was the term they 

employed to denote all non-Jews. 

What is worse, they allege that they are instructed to do so by their God and their 

religion. However, they know this to be false. They know that God does not approve 

of any falsehood or any evil manner. He does not allow any community of people to 

usurp the property of others by fraud and deceit, or to betray their trust or indeed to 

deal with them unfairly. The Jews, however, have made their hatred to the rest of 

mankind an essential characteristic of theirs, and indeed part of their religion: “They 

deliberately say of God what they know to be a lie.” 

At this point, the Qur’ n states its universal rule of morality, in essence its 

universal moral standard. Moreover, it relates this to the basic requirement of being 

conscious of God and fearing Him: “Indeed those who fulfil their pledges and guard 

themselves against evil [enjoy God’s love]; for God loves the righteous. Those who barter away 

their covenant with God and their oaths for a trifling gain will have no share in the life to 

come. God will neither speak to them, nor cast a look on them on the Day of Resurrection, nor 

will He cleanse them of their sins. Theirs will be a grievous suffering.” (Verses 76-7) 

What we have here is a single rule applicable to all. Anyone who observes this 

rule by fulfilling his pledges and guarding himself against evil will earn himself 

God’s love and honour. Anyone who takes a paltry price in exchange for his 

covenant with God and his oaths — needless to say, any worldly gain or, indeed, this 

whole world is nothing but a paltry price and a trifling gain — will have no share 

whatsoever in the life to come. He will be rejected by God and he will not be purified 

by Him. The only wages he gains himself are simply a grievous suffering. 

We note here that the fulfilment of one’s pledges relates to fear of God. Hence, 

there can be no double standards, one for friends and another for enemies. Pledges 
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are not viewed from the point of view of self-interest. Their fulfilment is a matter 

which relates to dealing with God: the identity of the other party to whom a pledge is 

given is of little significance. 

This explains the general Islamic theory of morality which is applicable to the 

fulfilment of pledges and to other moral considerations. We deal in the first place 

with God, and we are, therefore, keen to please Him and to avoid His anger. Hence, 

our moral incentive is not our self-interest. Nor is it the tradition of the community, 

nor its particular circumstance. A community may go astray and it may have false 

standards. It is important, therefore, to have a constant standard which is applicable 

to both the community and the individual. In addition, this standard must derive its 

strength from a higher source which is universally valued as taking priority over 

what people may decide for themselves or what their changing circumstances may 

require of them. In other words, values and standards must be derived from God. 

We must try to determine what moral practices and values are acceptable to Him and 

implement these in the hope that we earn His pleasure and remain righteous. It is in 

this way that Islam nurtures man’s aspiration to a more sublime horizon. 

Those who betray their trust and do not honour their pledges are indeed people 

who “barter away their covenant with God and their oaths for a trifling gain.” In matters of 

pledges and trust the relationship is between man and God in the first place although 

the pledges are made to other people. For this reason, people who do not honour 

their agreements have no share with God in the life to come. The betrayal of their 

trust and pledges is perpetrated for only a trifling gain, for something which is 

available in this life. Therefore, as punishment for their disavowal of His covenant, 

and their pledge to convey His message to other people, God does not care for them. 

Here, the Qur’ n employs its familiar method of drawing an image in order to 

express a certain attitude. God’s neglect of such people and the fact that He 

withdraws His care from them are described in terms of His not speaking to them, 

looking at them or cleansing them. These are all familiar symptoms of neglect. The 

Qur’ n chooses to make use of them in order to draw a vivid image of what happens 

on the Day of Judgement. In this way, the verses have a much more profound effect 

on man than a mere statement of fact. 

When Men of Religion Become Corrupt 

There are some among them who twist their tongues when quoting the Scriptures, so 
that you may think that [what they say] is from the Scriptures, when it is not from the 
Scriptures. They say: ‘It is from God”, when it is not from God. Thus, they 
deliberately say of God what they know to be a lie. It is not conceivable that any 
human being to whom God had given revelation and wisdom and prophethood would 
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subsequently say to people: “Worship me instead of God.” But rather: ‘Be devoted 
servants of God, by virtue of spreading the knowledge of the Scriptures and your 
constant study of them.” Nor would he bid you to take the angels and the Prophets as 
your gods. Would he bid you to be unbelievers after you have surrendered yourselves 
to God? (Verses 78-80) 

These verses speak of a certain type of people of earlier revelations, namely, the 

deceivers who make use of God’s revelations in order to lead other people astray. 

They twist their tongues when they read or quote it, and interpret its statements so 

that they may be made to agree with certain prejudices. In return for all this, they 

receive a paltry price, a trifling worldly gain. One example of such distortion and 

deliberate misinterpretation relates to their invented beliefs about Jesus, son of Mary, 

in order to make people’s beliefs agree with the prejudices of the Church and 

political rulers. 

When religious men are corrupt they allow themselves to be used as a tool for the 

falsification of facts. In this manner, they take advantage of their guise as men of 

religion. The example employed by the Qur’ n in relation to the people of earlier 

revelations is well known to us today. They impose on the verses and statements of 

their own revelations arbitrary interpretations and conclusions, claiming that these 

represent the precise meaning intended and that, as such, they constitute God’s 

message. In actual fact, however, their conclusions are in sharp conflict with the very 

essence of Divine faith. They are able to achieve this contortion because the majority 

of people cannot differentiate between the true essence of faith and the true meaning 

of these statements on the one hand, and the fabricated conclusions they arbitrarily 

impose on these same statements on the other. 

We are today well aware of such people who are wrongly described as religious. 

Indeed, they are religious professionals who look upon religion as a profession and 

who use it in order to satisfy all sorts of prejudice. They do not hesitate to make use 

of any religious text when it seems to them that by so doing they serve their own 

material interests. It does not concern them that their arbitrary interpretations of 

God’s revelations contradict the basic principles of faith. They try hard to detect even 

the slightest hint of linguistic ambiguity in a Qur’ nic verse so that they can endorse 

any desire, tendency or prejudice which serves their immediate interests: “They say: It 

is from God’, when it is not from God. Thus, they deliberately say of God what they know to 

be a lie.” (Verse 78) 

This sort of corruption is not exclusive to the people of earlier revelations. It is 

evident in every nation where religious faith has been greatly devalued as a result of 

the relentless pursuit of trifling worldly gains. It gains currency in any nation where 

people are so dishonest that they do not hesitate to deliberately and knowingly tell a 

lie about God and distort His words in order to win favours and satisfy their own 
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perverted desires. Here God warns the Muslim community against falling into this 

slippery way; a path on which the Children of Israel fell and which led them to be 

deprived of what they had been entrusted with, namely the leadership of mankind. 

Taken together, these verses suggest that this element of the Children of Israel 

deliberately misquoted God’s revelations which express their intent in a figurative 

way and instead attributed arbitrary interpretations to them. In so doing, they 

deluded the masses into believing that the conclusions they stated were taken from 

the Divine Book. They, who subsequently became the Christians we know today, 

indeed say that “It is from God”, when God has said nothing of the sort. Their aim 

was to prove the Divine nature of Jesus and to attribute the same to the “Holy 

Spirit”. They alleged that there are three elements, namely, the father, the son and the 

Holy Spirit, constituting the trinity which is God. Limitless is God in His glory, far be 

it for Him to be as they falsely describe. 

They also attributed certain statements to Jesus confirming their allegations. God 

here refutes their false interpretations. He states that it is not possible for a prophet 

whom God has honoured with prophethood and chosen for such a great task to 

order people to make him or the angels as gods. “It is not conceivable that any human 

being to whom God had given revelations and wisdom and prophethood would subsequently 

say to people: ‘Worship me instead of God.’ But rather: Be devoted servants of God, by virtue 

of spreading the knowledge of the Scriptures and your constant study of them.’ Nor would he 

bid you to take the angels and the Prophets as your gods. Would he bid you to be unbelievers 

after you have surrendered yourselves to God?” (Verses 79-80) 

A prophet knows that he is a servant of God, and that God alone is the only Lord 

to whom people should address their worship. It is not conceivable for a prophet to 

claim for himself the quality of Godhead which requires people to surrender 

themselves to him. Hence, no prophet would ever say to people: “Worship me instead 

of God.” What he will always say to them is: “Be devoted servants of God.” Declare your 

allegiance to God as servants who surrender themselves to Him. Address your 

worship to Him alone and adopt only the way of life He has approved for you so 

that you can be totally devoted to Him. You can achieve this devotion by virtue of 

your knowledge of the Scriptures and your constant study of what God has revealed. 

The more you understand your Scriptures, the clearer this task becomes to you. 

No prophet would ever instruct people to take the angels or the prophets as lords 

or gods. For no prophet would ever instruct people to be unbelievers after they have 

surrendered themselves to God and acknowledged His Divinity. Prophets come to 

provide guidance for men, not to lead them astray. They set the example for people 

to be good believers and surrender themselves to God. It is far removed from them to 

encourage people to be unbelievers. 



l `Imr n (The House of `Imr n) | THE HEIRS OF ABRAHAM’S FAITH 

 109

The impossibility of what these people of earlier revelations attribute to Jesus is 

thus made apparent. Equally apparent is their deliberate lie when they allege that 

this is from God. At the same time, all what these people allege in order to create 

doubts and suspicions within the Muslim community are shown to be baseless once 

the Qur’ n has revealed the true nature of these lies and the people who spread 

them. 

Today there are still people who purport to be Muslims and who claim to be well 

read in Islam but who do the same thing as those people of earlier revelations. These 

Qur’ nic verses, then, are equally applicable to them. For they try to distort Qur’ nic 

statements and impose arbitrary interpretations on them in order to create all sorts of 

idols to be worshipped instead of God. They make use of every connivance in order 

to make their allegations plausible: “They say: ’It is from God’, when it is not from God. 

Thus, they deliberately say of God what they know to be a lie.” 

A Pledge Binding on All Prophets 

God made a covenant with the Prophets: “If after what I have vouchsafed to you of the 
Scriptures and wisdom, there comes to you a messenger confirming the truth of what 
you have in your possession, you shall believe in him and you shall help him. Do you,” 
said He, “affirm this and accept the obligation I lay upon you in these terms?” They 
answered: “We do affirm it.” Said He: ‘Then bear witness, and I am also a witness 
with you.” Then those who turn away afterwards are indeed transgressors. Do they 
seek a religion other than God’s, when every soul in the heavens and the earth has 
submitted to Him, willingly or by compulsion, and to Him they shall all return? 
(Verses 81-3) 

This passage explains the link between all the messengers and messages. It is 

based on the covenant made with God which judges as a transgressor anyone who 

declines to follow the last of the Divine messages. It shows that such a person would 

be guilty of violating his covenant with God and of disobeying the law which applies 

to the whole universe. God, limitless He is in His glory, has made a binding and 

solemn covenant with every prophet He sent. He Himself witnessed this covenant as 

did His prophets. The covenant states that if a prophet is followed by a messenger 

who confirms his own message, he is required to declare his belief in this messenger, 

give him his support and follow his religion, no matter what he himself has been 

given of Scriptures and wisdom. God has made this binding agreement with every 

prophet and messenger He has sent. 

The Qur’ nic presentation overlooks the time intervals which separated God’s 

messengers, but instead groups them all in one scene with God, in His majesty, 

addressing them all at the same time. He asks whether they acknowledge this 
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covenant and accept the obligation it places on them: “Do you affirm this and accept the 

obligation I lay upon you in these terms?’ They answered: ‘We do affirm it.’” (Verse 81) 

God, the Sublime, witnesses this covenant and asks them to witness it as well: “He 

said: ‘Then bear witness, and I am also a witness with you.’” (Verse 81) 

As we replay this majestic scene in our minds, we are overawed with the image of 

all messengers assembled in the presence of God. 

United in their submission to the sublime directive, they uphold the single truth, 

which God has willed should serve as the foundation of human life and remain pure 

of deviation, contradiction and conflict. God selects one of His servants to establish 

this truth on earth, before he passes it over to his successor, to whom he pledges his 

support, as the latter takes over the task of conveying God’s message. No prophet 

has any personal interest in this matter, nor does he seek any personal glory. He is 

simply a servant of God, chosen by Him to convey His message. It is God Who 

determines how this message is carried forward from one generation to another, and 

it is He Who controls the movement of its followers as He pleases. 

With this covenant, Divine religion is assured of being free from any narrow 

prejudice, be it the prejudice of the messenger to himself or to his people, or the 

prejudice of his followers to their own faith, interests, or to their own people. This 

single faith remains, in this way, pure, as God wishes it to be. 

In light of this fact, how do those among the people of earlier revelations justify 

their attitude, when their religions call upon them to believe in the last messenger 

and to help and support him? How do these people who reject the last messenger 

appear, when their own messengers have made such a solemn and binding covenant 

with their Lord in a grand, awesome scene? They appear, indeed, to be transgressors. 

They have moved away from the teachings of their own Prophets, violated God’s 

covenant and rebelled against this system which applies to the whole universe and 

which surrenders to its Creator. “Then those who turn away afterwards are indeed 

transgressors. Do they seek a religion other than God’s, when every soul in the heavens and 

earth has submitted to Him, willingly or by compulsion, and to Him they shall all return?” 

(Verses 82-3) 

No one refuses to follow the last of the Prophets but a transgressor, and no one 

rejects God’s faith but a deviant who stands alone in rebellion against the whole 

universe, which submits to God. 

God’s faith is one. All messengers preached the same faith and pledged their 

covenants to dedicate themselves to it. The covenant God has made with every 

messenger is the same. Hence, to believe in the new faith, to follow its messenger, 

and to help implement it so that it attains supremacy over all other creeds and 

methods is indeed to honour this covenant. Anyone who rejects Islam, therefore, 
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rejects God’s faith as a whole, and violates his covenant with God. 

Islam, or submission to God, is the constitution and religion which applies to 

everything in this universe. It becomes a reality when the way of life God has chosen 

for mankind is implemented to the exclusion of every other way. This is indeed a 

universal version of Islam and submission. It has a profound effect on our feelings 

and conscience. It speaks of an omnipotent rule which subjects all beings to the same 

constitution and the same destiny. 

“To Him they shall all return.” There is no way out, for the end is the return to God, 

the Almighty, Who has created all and controls all. 

If man’s aim is to be happy, to enjoy peace of mind and to have a good system for 

his life, then he must inevitably return to God’s constitution and implement it in his 

life both as an individual and in the life of his community. This ensures that man’s 

life is in perfect harmony with the system followed by the universe and devised by 

the Creator. Only when man achieves harmony between his own system, 

encompassing his feelings, motives, relations and practices and the system of the 

universe is he able to work in cooperation, rather than in conflict, with the great 

powers in the universe. If he finds himself in conflict with these powers, his world is 

left in tatters and he cannot fulfil the mission assigned to him by God. Conversely, 

when he achieves harmony with the laws of nature which operate in the universe 

and to which all living things are subject, he is able to fathom their secrets and to 

make use of them in a way which ensures his own happiness and peace of mind. He 

is then spared all worry, fear and conflict. When we say that man can make use of 

these powers, we mean that in the case of fire, for example, he will not burn himself 

by it, but will use it for cooking, heating, and lighting. 

In its essence, human nature is in harmony with the laws governing the universe. 

Human nature submits to its Lord like the nature of every living thing. When man 

forces his own life out of the system laid down by God, he finds himself in conflict 

not only with the universe, but also with his own nature. This results in misery and 

worry. He suffers a great deal just as erring humanity now suffers, despite all its 

scientific achievements and all the facilities provided for man by this materialistic 

civilisation. 

Man suffers a great deal because he finds himself in a terrible void. His soul is 

devoid of the truth which it desperately needs, the truth of faith. His life is devoid of 

the Divine method which achieves harmony of movement between man and the 

universe in which he lives. When man leaves the cool shade provided by God’s way 

of life, he finds himself in the blazing heat of the desert. 

Having left the straightforward path, man suffers a worrying type of corruption. 

This is indeed the reason for all the misery, worry and confusion suffered by 
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humanity, and for all its hunger, thirst and deprivation. Man tries to escape from all 

this by resorting to drugs and drink, fast cars and aimless adventures, inventing a 

new craze every day, but to no avail. Material affluence, high levels of productivity, 

an easy life and a great deal of spare time do not help reduce his misery and worry. 

Indeed, the more he has of these, the greater his worry and confusion. This emptiness 

continues to chase man like a fearful ghost. Man tries to run away, but he can only 

run into an endless void. 

The first impression formed by anyone who visits rich countries is that their 

peoples are trying to escape. They want to escape even from their own souls. The 

thin veil of affluence and sensuous enjoyment which is carried too far is soon lifted to 

reveal all sorts of psychiatric complaints, crime, deviation, perversion, worry, 

madness, alcohol and drug addiction. There is nothing worthy of respect in such a 

material life. 

The people of these countries cannot determine the true purpose of their lives. 

They grope in the dark for that divine system which alone will ensure harmony of 

movement between themselves and the universe around them, and between their 

system and that of the universe. They cannot enjoy peace of mind because they do 

not know God, to Whom they shall all return. 

Since the Muslim nation — and by this we mean the truly Muslim nation, not that 

which lives in any particular geographical area or in any particular period of history 

— is the one which is aware of the true nature of the covenant between God and His 

messengers, it knows fully the truth of the single faith God has given man through 

the line of noble prophets and messengers. God instructs the Prophet to declare this 

truth in absolutely clear terms. He orders him to declare that his nation believes in all 

past messages, respects and honours all past messengers, and is fully aware of the 

true nature of the Divine faith which is the only faith acceptable to God: “Say: ‘We 

believe in God and in that which has been bestowed from on high upon us, and that which has 

been bestowed on Abraham, Ishmael, Isaac, Jacob and their descendants, and that which has 

been vouchsafed by their Lord to Moses and Jesus and all the prophets. We make no 

distinction between them. To Him do we surrender ourselves.’ He who seeks a religion other 

than self-surrender to God, it will not be accepted from him, and in the life to come he will be 

among the lost.” (Verses 84-5) 

This is the reality of Islam: it encompasses all past messages, maintains loyalty to 

all past messengers. It shows that the Divine faith is one, and returns all religions to 

their common source. It implies believing in all these messages as a whole, as they 

have all been given by God. 

It is important to note here that the first of these two verses states first the belief in 

God and what has been revealed to the Muslims, i.e. the Qur’ n, and what has been 

revealed to all previous messengers. Its concluding comment on this encompassing 
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belief is: “To Him do we surrender ourselves.” This acknowledgement of submission to 

God is very significant. It comes after it has been explained that Islam means total 

surrender, submission and obedience as well as the implementation of a certain 

system and a well-defined law. This is absolutely clear in the preceding verse: “Do 

they seek a religion other than Gods, when every soul in the heavens and the earth has 

submitted to Him, willingly or by compulsion, and to Him they shall all return?” It is clear 

that, in relation to all beings, “Islam” means surrender and submission, as well as 

obedience to the law and implementation of the system. It is for this that God 

deliberately explains the meaning of Islam and its true nature on every occasion, so 

that no one can mistake it for a word said verbally, or an acceptance made mentally, 

without it leaving its practical effects on life in the form of submission to God’s law 

and the implementation of that law in real life: “He who seeks a religion other than 

Islam, it will not be accepted from him, and in the life to come he will be among the lost.” 

Deliberate Rejection of the Truth 

How shall God guide people who have lapsed into disbelief after having accepted the 
faith and having borne witness that this messenger is true, and after having received 
clear evidence of the truth? God does not guide the wrongdoers. Of such people the 
punishment shall be the curse of God, the angels and all men. Under it they shall 
abide. Neither their suffering shall be lightened, nor shall they be granted respite. 
Excepted shall be those who afterwards repent and mend their ways; for God is Much-
Forgiving, Merciful. But those who return to disbelief after having accepted the faith 
and then grow more stubborn in their rejection of the faith, their repentance will not 
be accepted. For they are those who have truly gone astray. As for those who disbelieve 
and die unbelievers, not even the earth full of gold shall be accepted from any one of 
them, were he to offer it in ransom. They shall have grievous suffering and they shall 
have none to help them. You will never attain to true piety unless you spend on others 
out of what you dearly cherish. God has full knowledge of what you spend. (Verses 
86-92) 

The preceding verses leave no doubt whatsoever about the true meaning of Islam. 

In the light of these verses, it is impossible to arbitrarily interpret Qur’ nic statements 

in order to give Islam a definition other than that given by God. Islam, the religion of 

the whole universe, means submission to the system God has laid down for life. 

Islam can never be confined to a verbal declaration of believing in the oneness of 

God and Mu ammad’s message. Such a declaration must be followed by its practical 

correlative. This means, in the context of bearing witness that there is no deity save 

God; to actually believe that God alone is the only Lord of the universe to Whom 

worship should be addressed and Whose pleasure is to be sought. In the case of 

bearing witness that Mu ammad is God’s Messenger, it means to implement in full 
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the way of life he has explained to us as given him by his Lord, and to apply the laws 

he has given us and to refer all disputes to the Qur’ n, the Book he has conveyed to 

us. 

As we have said, Islam can never be confined to a mere mental acceptance of the 

truth of divinity and revelation, devoid of its practical effect. Nor can Islam be 

limited to a set of worship practices, contemplations, or moral and spiritual 

education, unless these are followed by their practical correlative represented by a 

way of life derived from God. Worship, contemplation and moral education have no 

practical value in people’s lives unless they are incorporated into a social system 

which moulds human life in its own clean fashion, in accordance with God’s will. 

Such is Islam as God wants it. No value can be attached to Islam in the version 

devised by people’s desires, or coloured by the wishes and prejudices of the enemies 

of Islam and their stooges everywhere. 

Those who do not accept Islam in the form God wants it to take, after having 

learnt its true nature will definitely be the losers in the hereafter. They will receive no 

guidance from God and will not be exempt from His punishment: “How shall God 

guide people who have lapsed into disbelief after having accepted the faith and having borne 

witness that this messenger is true, and after having received clear evidence of the truth? God 

does not guide the wrongdoers. Of such people the punishment shall be the curse of God, the 

angels and all men: under it they shall abide. Neither their suffering shall be lightened, nor 

shall they be granted respite.” (Verses 86-8) 

It is a sustained campaign which strikes terror in every heart with even the 

smallest measure of faith, and which views the question of the hereafter with the 

minimum degree of seriousness. The punishment detailed here is fair for anyone 

who has been given the chance to save himself, but who deliberately and stubbornly 

turns away from the path of salvation. 

Islam, nevertheless, leaves the door open for repentance. Any erring person who 

wants to turn back to the right way needs only to knock on the door. Indeed, he does 

not even need to knock. 

There is no one and nothing to prevent him entering. He only needs to turn to the 

way which ensures his security, and to do good in order to show that his repentance 

is sincere and truthful: 

“Excepted shall be those who afterwards repent and mend their ways; for God is Much-

Forgiving, Merciful.” (Verse 89) However, those who do not repent, who refuse to 

turn back, who insist on remaining unbelievers and continue in their erring ways 

until the chance given them is withdrawn, until the test is over, and the time for 

punishment and reward arrives, cannot be saved. No repentance will be accepted 

from them. It will not be of any benefit to them that they may have spent the whole 
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earth’s weight of gold in what they thought to be good causes. Since their spending 

was not made for God’s sake and not dedicated to Him alone, it has no value with 

Him. Nor will they be able to save themselves from the punishment of the hereafter 

even if they were to offer the earth’s full weight of gold. Their chance is over and the 

doors are closed: “But those who return to disbelief after having accepted the faith and then 

grow more stubborn in their rejection of the faith, their repentance will not be accepted. For 

they are those who have truly gone astray. As for those who disbelieve and die unbelievers, 

not even the earth full of gold shall be accepted from any one of them, were he to offer it in 

ransom. They shall have grievous suffering and they shall have none to help them.” (Verses 

90-1) The discussion is thus concluded in a fearful and decisive manner, leaving no 

doubt in anyone’s heart. 

Since spending for causes other than that of God is mentioned as well as the 

offering of a ransom when none may be accepted, God explains the sort of spending 

which earns His pleasure: “You will never attain to true piety unless you spend on others 

out of what you dearly cherish. God has full knowledge of what you spend.” (Verse 92) The 

Muslims at the time understood this Divine directive perfectly well. They were keen 

to achieve that standard of true piety, which means the culmination of everything 

that is good, by offering what they cherished most dearly. They came forward with 

such offerings in the hope of receiving a much greater reward in the hereafter. 

Im m Ahmad relates on the authority of Anas ibn M lik: “Abū al ah was one of 

the richest people among the Anş r in Madinah. His property, which he cherished 

most dearly, was a plot of land called ’. It was opposite to the Prophet’s mosque. 

The Prophet used to go there and drink of its fine spring. Anas says that when God 

revealed the Qur’ nic verse: “You will never attain to true piety unless you spend on 

others out of what you dearly cherish,’ Abū al ah said: ‘Messenger of God, God says: 

“You will never attain to true piety unless you spend on others out of what you 

dearly cherish.” My property, which I cherish most dearly, is this piece of land. I am 

offering it as a charity dedicated for God’s sake. I do this in the hope that I will be 

rewarded for it by God. You, Messenger of God, may dispense with it in any way 

you please.’ The Prophet said: ‘Good. Good. That is an investment with high return. I 

have heard what you said. I think the best course is for you to divide it among your 

relatives.’ Abū al ah said: ‘I will do that, Messenger of God.’ He divided it among 

his relatives and cousins.” (Related by Al-Bukh rī and Muslim.) 

Al-Bukh rī and Muslim also relate that `Umar said: “Messenger of God, I have 

never acquired any property which is more valuable than my share in Khaybar. How 

do you advise me to dispense with it?” The Prophet said: “Make the land a 

permanent endowment and its produce free for all.” 

Many of them have followed this line in fulfilment of God’s instruction, Who has 

outlined for us the way to true piety when He has guided us to Islam. In this way, we 
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attain our freedom from being enslaved by wealth and self-aggrandisement. We can 

aspire to attain a more sublime level, free of all shackles, undeterred by any 

impediments. 
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5 

One God, One Faith 

All food was lawful to the Children of Israel 

except what Israel forbade himself, in the days 

before the Torah was bestowed from on high. Say: 

“Bring the Torah and recite it, if what you say is 

true.” (93) 

Those who fabricate lies about God after this are 

indeed wrongdoers. (94) 

Say: “God speaks the truth. Follow, then, the 

creed of Abraham, who turned away from all 

that is false and was not one of those who 

associate partners with God.” (95) 

The first House [of worship] ever set up for 

mankind was indeed the one at Bakkah: rich in 

blessing; and a source of guidance to all the 

worlds, (96) 

full of clear messages. It is the place whereon 

Abraham once stood; and whoever enters it finds 

inner peace. Pilgrimage to this House is a duty 

owed to God by all people who are able to 

undertake it. As for those who disbelieve, God 

does not stand in need of anything in all the 

worlds. (97) 

Say: “People of earlier revelations, why do you 

disbelieve in God’s revelations, when God 

Himself is witness to all that you do?” (98) 
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Say: “People of earlier revelations, why do you try 

to turn those who have come to believe away from 

the path of God, seeking to make it appear 

crooked, when you yourselves bear witness [to its 

being straight]? God is not unaware of what you 

do.” (99) 

Believers! If you pay heed to some of those who 

have been given revelations, they will cause you to 

renounce the truth after you have accepted the 

faith. (100) 

But how can you sink into disbelief when God’s 

revelations are being recited to you and His 

messenger is in your midst? He who holds fast to 

God has already been guided along a straight 

path. (101) 

Believers! Fear God as you rightly should, and do 

not allow death to overtake you before you have 

surrendered yourselves truly to Him. (102) 

Hold fast, all of you together, to the bond with 

God and do not be disunited. And remember the 

blessings God has bestowed on you: how, when 

you were enemies [to one another] He united your 

hearts and, by His grace, you have become 

brothers; and how, when you were on the brink of 

an abyss of fire, He saved you from it. Thus God 

makes clear His revelations to you, so that you 

may be rightly guided. (103)  

Let there become of you a nation that invites to all 

that is good, enjoin the doing of what is right and 

forbid what is wrong. Such are they who shall 

prosper. (104) 

ö≅ è% Ÿ≅ ÷δr'̄≈ tƒ É=≈ tGÅ3ø9 $# zΝ Ï9 šχρ‘‰ÝÁs? ⎯ tã 

È≅‹ Î6 y™ «!$# ô⎯ tΒ z⎯ tΒ# u™ $pκ tΞθäóö6 s? %[` uθÏã öΝ çFΡr& uρ 

â™!# y‰yγ ä© 3 $tΒuρ ª!$# @≅ Ï≈ tóÎ/ $£ϑtã tβθè=uΚ÷ès? ∩®®∪  

$pκ š‰ r'̄≈ tƒ t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (# þθãΨ tΒ# u™ βÎ) (#θãè‹ ÏÜ è? $Z)ƒ Ìsù z⎯ ÏiΒ 

t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (#θè?ρé& |=≈ tGÅ3ø9 $# Ν ä.ρ–Š ãtƒ y‰÷è t/ öΝ ä3ÏΖ≈ oÿ‡Î) 

t⎦⎪ÌÏ≈ x. ∩⊇⊃⊃∪  

y#ø‹x. uρ tβρãà õ3s? öΝ çFΡr& uρ 4‘ n=÷Fè? öΝ ä3ø‹n=tæ àM≈ tƒ# u™ 

«!$# öΝ à6Š Ïùuρ … ã&è!θß™ u‘ 3 ⎯ tΒuρ Ν ÅÁtF÷ètƒ «!$$Î/ 

ô‰s) sù y“Ï‰èδ 4’ n<Î) :Þ≡ uÅÀ 8Λ⎧É) tFó¡•Β ∩⊇⊃⊇∪  

$pκ š‰ r'̄≈ tƒ t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (#θãΨ tΒ# u™ (#θà) ®?$# ©!$# ¨,ym ⎯ Ïμ Ï?$s) è? 

Ÿωuρ ¨⎦è∫θèÿsC ωÎ) Ν çFΡr& uρ tβθßϑÎ=ó¡•Β ∩⊇⊃⊄∪  

(#θßϑÅÁ tGôã$# uρ È≅ ö7 pt ¿2 «!$# $Yè‹ Ïϑy_ Ÿωuρ (#θè% §x s? 4 
(#ρãä. øŒ $# uρ |M yϑ÷èÏΡ «!$# öΝ ä3ø‹n=tæ øŒÎ) ÷Λä⎢Ζä. [™!# y‰ôãr& 

y#©9 r'sù t⎦÷⎫t/ öΝ ä3Î/θè=è% Λ ä⎢óst7 ô¹r'sù ÿ⎯ Ïμ ÏFuΚ÷èÏΖÎ/ 

$ZΡ≡ uθ÷zÎ) ÷Λä⎢Ζä. uρ 4’ n?tã $x x© ;ο tø ãm z⎯ ÏiΒ Í‘$̈Ζ9 $# 

Ν ä. x‹s)Ρr'sù $pκ ÷] ÏiΒ 3 y7 Ï9≡ x‹x. ß⎦Îi⎫t6 ãƒ ª!$# öΝ ä3s9 

⎯ Ïμ ÏG≈ tƒ# u™ ÷/ä3ª=yès9 tβρß‰tGöκ sE ∩⊇⊃⊂∪  

⎯ ä3tFø9 uρ öΝ ä3Ψ ÏiΒ ×π ¨Βé& tβθããô‰tƒ ’ n<Î) Îö sƒ ø:$# 

tβρããΒù' tƒ uρ Å∃ρã÷èpR ùQ $$Î/ tβöθyγ ÷Ζtƒ uρ Ç⎯ tã Ìs3Ψ ßϑø9 $# 4 
y7 Í× ¯≈ s9 'ρé& uρ ãΝ èδ šχθßsÎ=ø ßϑø9 $# ∩⊇⊃⊆∪  
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Do not follow the example of those who became 

divided and fell into conflict with one another after 

clear proof had come to them. For these there will 

be grievous suffering, (105)  

on the day when some faces will shine with 

happiness and some faces will be blackened. 

Those whose faces are blackened [shall be told]: 

“Did you disbelieve after having embraced the 

faith? Taste, then, this suffering for having sunk 

into disbelief.” (106)  

Those with shining faces shall be in God’s grace; 

they abide there for ever. (107) 

These are revelations of God. We recite them to 

you in truth. God wills no injustice to His 

creatures. (108) 

To God belongs all that is in the heavens and all 

that is on earth; to Him shall all things return. 

(109) 

You are the best community that has ever been 

raised for mankind; you enjoin the doing of what 

is right and forbid what is wrong, and you believe 

in God. Had the people of earlier revelations 

believed, it would have been for their own good. 

Few of them are believers, while most of them are 

evildoers. (110) 

They cannot harm you beyond causing you some 

trifling hurt; and if they fight against you they will 

turn their backs upon you in flight. Then they 

will receive no help. (111) 

Ÿωuρ (#θçΡθä3s? t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$% x. (#θè% §x s? (#θà n=tF÷z$# uρ .⎯ ÏΒ 

Ï‰÷èt/ $tΒ æΛ èεu™!% ỳ àM≈ oΨÉi t6 ø9 $# 4 y7 Í× ¯≈ s9 'ρé& uρ öΝ çλm; 

ë># x‹ tã ÒΟŠ Ïà tã ∩⊇⊃∈∪  

tΠ öθtƒ Ùu‹ ö; s? ×νθã_ãρ –Š uθó¡n@uρ ×νθã_ãρ 4 $̈Βr'sù 

t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# ôN̈Š uθó™ $# öΝ ßγèδθã_ãρ Λän öx x. r& y‰÷èt/ 

öΝ ä3ÏΨ≈ yϑƒ Î) (#θè%ρä‹sù z># x‹yèø9 $# $yϑÎ/ ÷Λ ä⎢Ζä. 

tβρãà õ3s? ∩⊇⊃∉∪  

$̈Βr& uρ t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# ôM Òu‹ ö/ $# öΝ ßγèδθã_ãρ ’ Å∀sù Ïπ uΗ÷q u‘ 

«!$# öΝ èδ $pκ Ïù tβρà$ Î#≈ yz ∩⊇⊃∠∪  

y7 ù=Ï? àM≈ tƒ#u™ «!$# $yδθè=÷GtΡ y7 ø‹n=tã Èd,ysø9 $$Î/ 3 
$tΒuρ ª!$# ß‰ƒ Ìãƒ $Vϑù=àß t⎦⎫ÏΗs>≈ yèù=Ïj9 ∩⊇⊃∇∪  

¬!uρ $tΒ ’ Îû ÏN≡ uθ≈ yϑ¡¡9 $# $tΒuρ ’ Îû ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# 4 
’ n<Î) uρ «!$# ßì y_öè? â‘θãΒW{ $# ∩⊇⊃®∪  

ρâ ßΔù' s? Å∃ρã÷èyϑø9 $$Î/ šχöθ yγ ÷Ψ s?uρ Ç⎯ tã 

Ìx6Ζßϑø9 $# tβθãΖÏΒ÷σ è?uρ «!$$Î/ 3 öθs9 uρ š∅tΒ# u™ 

ã≅ ÷δr& É=≈ tGÅ6 ø9 $# tβ% s3s9 # Zö yz Ν ßγ©9 4 ãΝ ßγ ÷ΖÏiΒ 

šχθãΨ ÏΒ÷σ ßϑø9 $# ãΝ èδçsYò2r& uρ tβθà) Å¡≈ x ø9 $# ∩⊇⊇⊃∪  

⎯ s9 öΝà2ρ•ÛØtƒ HωÎ) ”]Œ r& ( βÎ) uρ öΝ ä.θè=ÏG≈ s) ãƒ 

ãΝ ä.θ—9 uθãƒ u‘$t/ ÷Š F{ $# §Ν èO Ÿω šχρç |ÇΖãƒ ∩⊇⊇⊇∪  
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Ignominy shall be pitched over them wherever they 

may be, save when they have a bond with God 

and a bond with men. They have incurred the 

wrath of God and humiliation shall overshadow 

them. That is because they persisted in denying 

God’s revelations and killing the Prophets against 

all right. That is because they persisted in their 

disobedience and transgression. (112) 

They are not all alike. Of the people of earlier 

revelations there are some upright people who recite 

the revelations of God in the depth of the night, 

and prostrate themselves in worship. (113) 

They believe in God and the Last Day and 

enjoin the doing of what is right and forbid what 

is wrong and vie with one another in doing good 

works. These belong to the righteous. (114) 

Whatever good they do, they shall never be denied 

its reward. God knows those who fear Him. 

(115) 

As for the unbelievers, neither their riches nor 

their children will avail them in any way against 

God. It is they who are destined for the fire, where 

they will abide. (116) 

ôM t/ ÎàÑ ãΝ Íκö n=tã èπ ©9 Ïe%!$# t⎦ø⎪r& $tΒ (# þθà É) èO ωÎ) 

9≅ ö6 pt¿2 z⎯ ÏiΒ «!$# 9≅ ö6 ymuρ z⎯ ÏiΒ Ä¨$̈Ψ9 $# ρâ™!$t/ uρ 

5= ŸÒtóÎ/ z⎯ ÏiΒ «!$# ôM t/ ÎàÑuρ ãΝ Íκö n=tã èπ uΖs3ó¡yϑø9 $# 

4 šÏ9≡ sŒ öΝ ßγ ¯Ρr'Î/ (#θçΡ% x. tβρãà õ3tƒ ÏM≈ tƒ$t↔ Î/ «!$# 

tβθè=çGø) tƒ uρ u™!$ uŠ Î; /ΡF{ $# Îö tóÎ/ 9d,ym 4 y7 Ï9≡ sŒ $yϑÎ/ 

(#θ|Átã (#θçΡ% x. ¨ρ tβρß‰ tG÷ètƒ ∩⊇⊇⊄∪  

* (#θÝ¡øŠ s9 [™!# uθy™ 3 ô⎯ ÏiΒ È≅ ÷δr& É=≈ tGÅ3ø9 $# ×π̈Βé& 

×π yϑÍ←!$s% tβθè=÷Gtƒ ÏM≈ tƒ# u™ «!$# u™!$ tΡ# u™ È≅ ø‹ ©9 $# öΝ èδuρ 

tβρß‰àfó¡o„ ∩⊇⊇⊂∪  

šχθãΨ ÏΒ÷σ ãƒ «!$$Î/ ÏΘöθu‹ ø9 $# uρ ÌÅzFψ$# 

šχρããΒù' tƒ uρ Å∃ρã÷è yϑø9 $$Î/ tβöθyγ ÷Ψ tƒ uρ Ç⎯ tã 

Ìs3Ψ ßϑø9 $# šχθãã Ì≈ |¡ç„ uρ ’ Îû ÏN≡ uö y‚ø9 $# 

šÍ× ¯≈ s9 'ρé& uρ z⎯ ÏΒ t⎦⎫ÅsÎ=≈ ¢Á9 $# ∩⊇⊇⊆∪  

$tΒuρ (#θè=yèø tƒ ô⎯ ÏΒ 9ö yz ⎯ n=sù çνρãx ò6 ãƒ 3 ª!$# uρ 

7ΟŠ Î=tæ š⎥⎫ É) −Fßϑø9 $$Î/ ∩⊇⊇∈∪  

¨βÎ) š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# (#ρãx x. ⎯ s9 z©Í_ øóè? öΝ ßγ ÷Ψ tã 

öΝ ßγ ä9≡uθøΒr& Iωuρ Ν èδß‰≈ s9 ÷ρr& z⎯ ÏiΒ «!$# $\↔ ø‹x© ( 
y7 Í× ¯≈ s9 'ρé& uρ Ü=≈pt õ¾r& Í‘$̈Ψ9 $# 4 öΝ èδ $pκ Ïù tβρà$ Î#≈ yz 

∩⊇⊇∉∪  
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Overview 

In this passage, verses 93 to 120, we witness the culmination of the debate with the 

people of earlier revelations. Although the concepts outlined here do not form part of 

Whatever they spend in this present life is like a 

biting, icy wind which smites the tilth of people 

who have wronged themselves, laying it to waste. 

It is not God Who does them wrong; they wrong 

themselves. (117) 

Believers, do not take for your intimate friends 

men other than your own folk. They will spare no 

effort to corrupt you. They love to see you in 

distress. Their hatred has already become 

apparent by [what they say with] their mouths, 

but what their hearts conceal is even much worse. 

We have made revelations plain to you, if you will 

only use your reason. (118)  

See for yourselves how it is you who love them and 

they do not love you. You believe in all revelations. 

When they meet you they say: “We, too, are 

believers.” But when they find themselves alone, 

they bite their fingertips with rage against you. 

Say: “Perish in your rage. God is fully aware of 

what is in the hearts [of people].” (119) 

When good fortune comes your way, it grieves 

them; and if evil befalls you, they rejoice. If you 

persevere and fear God, their machinations cannot 

harm you in any way. God encompasses all that 

they do. (120) 

ã≅ sV tΒ $tΒ tβθà) ÏΖãƒ ’ Îû Íν É‹≈ yδ Íο 4θuŠ ysø9 $# $u‹ ÷Ρ‘‰9 $# 

È≅ sV yϑŸ2 8xƒ Í‘ $pκ Ïù ;ÅÀ ôM t/$|¹ r& ŷ öym 

7Θöθs% (# þθßϑn=sß öΝ ßγ |¡àΡr& çμ ÷Gx6 n=÷δ r'sù 4 $tΒuρ 

ãΝ ßγ yϑn=sß ª!$# ô⎯ Å3≈ s9 uρ öΝ ßγ|¡àΡr& tβθßϑÎ=ôà tƒ ∩⊇⊇∠∪  

$pκ š‰ r'̄≈ tƒ t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (#θãΨ tΒ# u™ Ÿω (#ρä‹Ï‚−Gs? Zπ tΡ$sÜ Î/ ⎯ÏiΒ 

öΝ ä3ÏΡρßŠ Ÿω öΝ ä3tΡθä9 ù' tƒ Zω$ t6 yz (#ρ–Š uρ $tΒ ÷Λ —⎢ÏΨ tã 

ô‰s% ÏNy‰t/ â™!$ŸÒøót7 ø9 $# ô⎯ ÏΒ öΝ Îγ Ïδ≡ uθøùr& $tΒuρ 

‘ Ï ÷‚è? öΝ èδâ‘ρß‰ß¹ çt9ø. r& 4 ô‰s% $̈Ψ ¨ t/ ãΝ ä3s9 

ÏM≈ tƒ Fψ$# ( βÎ) ÷Λä⎢Ζä. tβθè=É) ÷è s? ∩⊇⊇∇∪  

öΝ çFΡr'̄≈ yδ Ï™Iω'ρé& öΝ åκ tΞθ™7 Ït éB Ÿωuρ öΝ ä3tΡθ™6 Ït ä† 

tβθãΨ ÏΒ÷σ è?uρ É=≈ tGÅ3ø9 $$Î/ ⎯ Ï&Íj#ä. # sŒ Î) uρ öΝ ä.θà) s9 

(# þθä9$s% $̈Ψ tΒ# u™ # sŒÎ) uρ (# öθn=yz (#θ‘Òtã ãΝ ä3ø‹n=tæ 

Ÿ≅ ÏΒ$tΡF{ $# z⎯ ÏΒ Åáø‹tóø9 $# 4 ö≅ è% (#θè?θãΒ öΝ ä3Ïà øŠ tóÎ/ 3 
¨βÎ) ©!$# 7Λ⎧Î=tæ ÏN# x‹Î/ Í‘ρß‰Á9 $# ∩⊇⊇®∪  

βÎ) öΝ ä3ó¡|¡øÿsC ×π uΖ|¡ym öΝ èδ÷σ Ý¡s? βÎ) uρ öΝ ä3ö7 ÅÁè? 

×π t⁄ ÍhŠ y™ (#θãm tø tƒ $yγ Î/ ( βÎ) uρ (#ρçÉ9óÁ s? (#θà) −Gs?uρ Ÿω 
öΝ à2•ÛØ tƒ öΝ èδß‰ø‹x. $º↔ ø‹x© 3 ¨βÎ) ©!$# $yϑÎ/ 

šχθè=yϑ÷ètƒ ÔÝŠ Ït èΧ ∩⊇⊄⊃∪ 
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the debate with the Najr n Christian delegation, they share a common theme and, 

thereby, complement and resonate with that debate. The passage addresses the Jews 

in particular, countering their intrigues and scheming against the Muslims of 

Madinah, and leads to a complete and total break between the two camps. Further 

on, it directs its attention fully to the Muslim community, pointing out their true 

identity, their way of life and their obligations, in a similar manner adopted by the 

Qur’ n in the previous s rah, al-Baqarah, or The Cow. (Volume 1, pp. 99 ff) 

This section opens by the affirmation that the Israelites were permitted to eat all 

types of food with the exception of what Israel (Jacob) had chosen to forbid himself 

and his people from eating before the Torah was revealed to Moses. This statement 

appears to come in reply to objections raised by the Israelites against the Qur’ n for 

making permissible certain foods that have been forbidden to them. The reality is, of 

course, that these were forbidden only to the Israelites as punishment for their 

transgressions. 

It responds to their objection to the change of the direction faced by Muslims 

during prayer, the qiblah — a subject fully covered in s rah al-Baqarah — pointing out 

that the Ka`bah is the House built by Abraham as the first place of worship ever 

established for mankind on earth. Since they claim to be descendants of Abraham, 

their attitude seems all the more objectionable! 

It goes on to condemn the people of earlier revelations for their denial of God’s 

revelations, for turning people away from God’s path, their refusal to comply with 

His commands, and for their propensity to deviation as a dominant feature of life 

when they are well aware of the truth. 

It turns to address the people of earlier revelations as a whole, as it warns the 

Muslims not to comply with their false beliefs. That was all the more urgent as the 

Qur’ n was being revealed to them and God’s Messenger, Mu ammad, was teaching 

them and calling upon them to fear God and hold fast to Islam until they die and 

meet their Lord. It reminds them of God’s grace which had kept their hearts close 

together and united them under the singular banner of Islam when they were 

besieged with schisms and strife. Islam took them back from the brink and prepared 

them to be the nation that would uphold all that is good and prevent all that is 

indecent and harmful, as part of their obligation to establish God’s order on earth. 

They are warned not to succumb to the machinations of the people of earlier 

revelations or to allow themselves to be divided as those people were. That would 

only bring them frustration and destruction both in this life and in the life to come. 

Some reports indicate that this warning refers to certain hostilities instigated by the 

Jews between the two Arab tribes of Madinah, the Aws and the Khazraj. 

Then God Almighty informs the Muslims regarding their rightful place in this 
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world and the reality of their role in human society. He says: “You are the best 

community that has ever been raised for mankind; you enjoin the doing of what is right and 

forbid what is wrong, and you believe in God.” (Verse 110) He draws the attention of the 

Muslims to the profundity and uniqueness of their role and the true nature of their 

society. 

This is further reinforced by demeaning their detractors who will never 

undermine their beliefs or completely prevail over them. Having to face such foes is 

part of the trials and tribulations of their mission. Victory shall be theirs so long as 

they hold fast to their way of life. Their enemies are condemned to disgrace and 

subjugation, and have earned God’s wrath for their sins and transgressions, and for 

slaying their prophets without justification. The s rah makes a certain exception 

concerning those particular Jews and Christians who acknowledge the truth and 

profess true faith. They adopt the same way of life as the Muslims, advocating what 

is right and opposing evil and working for all that is proper and decent. As for those 

who reject Islam, the s rah asserts that they shall receive the just rewards of their 

infidelity, and neither their wealth nor their offspring shall spare them a miserable 

end. 

The passage closes with a warning to the Muslims not to take allies from among 

those who wish them evil and who are full of hatred towards them. It points out that 

the loathing they conceal within their hearts is far more intense. They rejoice when 

misfortune strikes the Muslims, but are offended when they are blessed with a happy 

prospect. God, the Omniscient, promises to afford the believers protection against the 

intrigue of their opponents, as long as they show patience in adversity and fear God. 

This extended and rich exhortation reflects the trials and tribulations the Muslims 

of Madinah suffered as a result of the betrayal and duplicity of their Jewish 

neighbours. It is an indication of the insidious confusion and disruption they caused 

inside the Muslim camp. It also confirms the Muslims’ need for strong and firm 

instruction in order to be able to distinguish themselves, to set themselves apart and 

take a firm and resolute stand, severing all the ties that bound them to the dark days 

of Ignorance. 

These profound instructions endure the test of time and continue to be valid for all 

Muslim generations who are required to be aware of Islam’s traditional age-old 

enemies. Their methods and practices may change, but they remain ever the same. 

The Beginning of a Long Debate 

All food was lawful to the Children of Israel except what Israel forbade himself in the 
days before the Torah was bestowed from on high. Say: “Bring the Torah and recite it, 
if what you say is true.” Those who fabricate lies about God after this are indeed 
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wrongdoers. (Verses 93-4) 

The Jews used every trick and argument to try to raise suspicion concerning the 

truthfulness of the Prophet and his message. Their only chance to stop the tide of 

Islam was to create doubts in the minds of the Muslims and to spread confusion 

within the Muslim community. When the Qur’ n stated that it endorsed what was in 

the Torah, the Jews seized the opportunity to proceed with their campaign. They 

asked: “How is it possible in this case that the Qur’ n makes lawful certain types of 

food which have been forbidden to the Children of Israel?” Reports suggest that they 

specifically mentioned camel flesh and milk which were forbidden to the Jews. There 

are, however, other types of food forbidden in Judaism which God has made lawful 

to the Muslims. 

The Qur’ n refers the Jews back to the historical fact which they chose to overlook 

because that served their purpose in creating doubts about the Qur’ n. The fact is 

that all types of food were lawful to the Children of Israel, with the exception of what 

Israel forbade himself long before the revelation of the Torah. Reports suggest that 

during a serious illness, Israel, or Jacob, pledged to God that if He were to restore his 

health for him, he would voluntarily abstain from eating camel flesh and drinking 

camel milk, his favourite food and drink. God accepted his pledge. It became a 

tradition with the Children of Israel to follow in their father’s footsteps and to forbid 

themselves what he had forbidden himself. Moreover, God forbade the Israelites 

certain types of food in punishment for certain sins they had committed. God refers 

to these types of forbidden food in verse 146 of s rah 6, Al-An ’am, or Cattle: “And to 

those who followed the Jewish faith did We forbid all beasts that have claws; and we forbade 

them the fat of both oxen and sheep, excepting that which is in their backs or entrails or that 

which is within the bone. Thus did We punish them for their evil doing; for, We are indeed 

true to Our word.” Prior to this prohibition, all these types of food were lawful to the 

Israelites. 

God refers them to this historical fact in order to explain that these types of food 

were originally lawful. They were forbidden them because of certain special 

circumstances relevant to them alone. If these types of food are made lawful to the 

Muslims, this only represents a return to the original status. Hence, it should raise no 

objection from anyone. Nor can it be used to raise doubts about the Qur’ n and the 

final Divine law it lays down. 

The Qur’ n poses a challenge to the Jews to refer back to the Torah, to bring it 

forward and read it. They were certain to find in it an explanation that the 

prohibition was imposed on them alone. It is not a prohibition common to all people: 

“Say: ’Bring the Torah and recite it, if what you say is true.’” (Verse 93) 

This is followed by a threat to anyone who fabricates lies about God. Such a 
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person is a wrongdoer who is unfair both to himself and to other people. He is, 

indeed, unfair to truth itself. The punishment of a wrongdoer is well known. It is 

sufficient, therefore, that they are described as wrongdoers to determine the type of 

punishment which awaits them. They certainly fabricate lies about God, and they 

certainly will return to Him. 

The Jews also sought constantly to exploit the question of changing the direction 

of Muslim prayer which meant that the Muslims faced the Ka`bah in prayer instead 

of turning towards Jerusalem. The Prophet and his Companions faced Jerusalem in 

their prayer for 16 or 17 months after the Prophet’s emigration to Madinah. This 

topic has been discussed at length in the preceding s rah. That discussion explained 

that to choose the Ka`bah as the qiblah (or direction in prayer) is to opt for the most 

natural and preferable alternative. When Jerusalem was chosen for a certain period, 

this was done for a specific reason explained by God. The Jews, nevertheless, 

continued to exploit this issue, trying to raise doubts and confusion and covering 

truth with falsehood, in the same way as the enemies of Islam do today. God, 

however, foils their schemes with a new explanation: “Say: ‘God speaks the truth. 

Follow, then, the creed of Abraham, who turned away from all that is false and was not one of 

those who associate partners with God.’ The first House [of worship! ever set up for mankind 

was indeed the one at Bakkah: rich in blessing; and a source of guidance to all the worlds, full 

of clear messages. It is the place whereon Abraham once stood; and whoever enters it finds 

inner peace. Pilgrimage to this House is a duty owed to God by all people who are able to 

undertake it. As for those who disbelieve, God does not stand in need of anything in all the 

worlds.” (Verses 95-7) 

The first sentence here, “Say.: ‘God speaks the truth,’” refers to what has been stated 

previously. The Ka`bah was built by Abraham and Ishmael so that it may be a place 

of refuge and security for all people and to serve as a qiblah or focal point and a 

praying place for all those who believe in Abraham’s faith. Hence, the command to 

follow Abraham’s creed which is based on the belief in the absolute oneness of God, 

associating no partners with Him in any form or shape: “’Follow, then, the creed of 

Abraham, who turned away from all that is false and was not one of those who associate 

partners with God.’” The Jews claimed that they were the descendants of Abraham. 

Here, the Qur’ n tells them the true nature of Abraham’s faith, namely, the belief in 

the absolute Oneness of God. This is emphasised twice in succession: the first states 

that Abraham turned away from all that is false, and the second asserts that he was 

not one of those who associate partners with God. How can they, then, go as far as to 

ascribe partners to God? 

The First House for Human Worship 
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Say: “God speaks the truth. Follow, then, the creed of Abraham, who turned away 
from all that is false and was not one of those who associate partners with God. “The 
first House [of worship] ever set up for mankind was indeed the one at Bakkah: rich in 
blessing, and a source of guidance to all the worlds, full of clear messages. (Verses 95-
6) 

This verse explains that to face the Ka`bah is the proper choice. The Ka`bah is the 

first House ever set up for the exclusive purpose of worship. God commanded 

Abraham to build it and to consecrate it for worshippers who either walk round it, 

spend periods of time worshipping in it and who bow and prostrate themselves 

there in total submission to God. God has blessed this House and made it like a 

beacon for mankind where they find guidance showing them the true faith 

acceptable to God, which is indeed the creed of Abraham himself. There are indeed 

clear signs in the Ka`bah which show that it is the place where Abraham stood in his 

worship. Some scholars suggest that the Arabic term, Maq m Ibr hīm, which is used 

in this verse and rendered in our translation as “the spot where Abraham stood”, 

refers to the ancient stone on which Abraham stood when he built the Ka`bah. It used 

to be stuck to the wall of the Ka`bah, but the second Caliph, `Umar, moved it back so 

that people doing the ţaw f (i.e. walking round the Ka`bah) did not disturb those who 

prayed behind it. We are commanded by God to make that spot a place where we 

pray: “Establish the spot where Abraham stood as a place of worship.” (Al-Baqarah 2: 125) 

One of the virtues of this House is highlighted here, namely, the sense of security 

it imparts to anyone who goes there. It is a refuge for anyone who is overtaken by 

fear, where he can find peace and security. In this particular aspect, this place is 

absolutely unique. It shares this quality with no other place on earth. It has remained 

so ever since it was built by Abraham and his son Ishmael. Even in the dark ages of 

Ignorance in Arabia, when the Arabs deviated far away from Abraham’s faith and no 

longer believed in the oneness of God, the sanctity of this House continued to be 

observed. Al- asan al-Başrī and other renowned scholars explain that in that period 

of Ignorance, a man might commit a murder and go into the sanctuary of the House, 

having put a piece of wool around his neck. He might be met there by the son of the 

man he murdered but he would not be disturbed there until he had left the House. 

This is part of the honour and blessings God has given to this House of His, even 

when people around it lived in total ignorance. He reminds the Arabs of this great 

favour He has done them: ‘Are they not aware that We have set up a secure sanctuary 

while people are snatched away all around them?” (Al-`Ankabūt 29: 67) Its sanctity is 

even extended to animals. Hunting is forbidden in its vicinity and no animals are 

scared out of their abodes in order to be captured. It is also forbidden to cut down 

the trees in its vicinity. An authentic ĥadīth, related by Al-Bukh rī and Muslim on the 

authority of Ibn `Abb s, mentions that the Prophet (peace be upon him), said on the 
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day when Makkah was liberated by the Muslims: “God has made this city a sacred 

one ever since the day He created the heavens and the earth. It remains, therefore, 

inviolable by virtue of the sanctity imparted to it by God till the Day of Resurrection. 

Fighting in this city was never made lawful to anyone before me. It has only been 

made lawful to me for an hour of one day. It continues to be sanctified by God’s 

order till the Day of Resurrection. Its plants may not be cut, its game may not be 

scared. No one may pick up something dropped by other people unless he 

recognizes its owner, etc.” 

This is, then, the House God has chosen to be the qiblah, or direction of Prayer, for 

Muslims. It is God’s House which He has made so rich in blessings. It is the first 

House ever set up for men to worship in. Moreover, it is the House of Abraham, 

containing clear signs that it was Abraham himself who built it. Islam, or submission 

to God, is the creed of Abraham. Hence, the House he built is the one which deserves 

to serve as the direction of Prayer for Muslims. Moreover, it represents security and 

peace on earth. Since it is the focal point of Islam, it represents guidance for mankind. 

The s rah moves on to state that God has imposed a duty on mankind to make 

pilgrimage to this House once they are able to do so. Otherwise, they let themselves 

fall into disbelief which causes God no harm: “Pilgrimage to this House is a duty owed to 

God by all people who are able to undertake it. As for those who disbelieve, God does not stand 

in need of anything in all the worlds.” 

One thing which attracts our attention when we read this verse is the fact that the 

duty of pilgrimage is made in absolutely general terms: “... a duty owed to God by all 

people.” This suggests, first of all, that the duty of pilgrimage is also required of the 

Jews who disputed the validity of the Muslims turning to the Ka`bah in their Prayer. 

Their argument fails completely when it is realised that they themselves are required 

to make the pilgrimage to this House, since it is the House built by their father, 

Abraham, and the first one ever to be set up for worship by mankind. In this light, 

the Jews appear to be the deviant and disobedient ones. We may also infer from the 

way this verse is phrased that all mankind are required to accept this faith, fulfil its 

duties, offer its worship, and make the journey of pilgrimage to the House to which 

the believers in God turn. Unless they do this, their stand is one of disbelief, no 

matter how strongly they may profess to be believers. God stands in no need of 

anything or anyone. He does not need people’s belief in Him, nor does He benefit by 

their pilgrimage. The benefit and prosperity are theirs when they accept the faith and 

offer the worship. 

Pilgrimage is a personal obligation on every individual once in a lifetime, and it 

becomes due when the conditions of ability are fulfilled, including physical health, 

ability to travel and safe passage. There is, however, a difference of opinion among 

scholars with regard to the time when this duty was imposed. Relying on the report 
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that the present passage was revealed in the ninth year of the Prophet’s settlement in 

Madinah, which is generally known in history books as “the year of delegations”, 

some scholars believe that pilgrimage was made an obligatory duty in that same 

year. They support their argument with the fact that the Prophet himself went on his 

pilgrimage after that date. When we discussed the question of changing the direction 

of the qiblah, in our commentary on the preceding s rah, we made the point that the 

timing of the Prophet’s pilgrimage could not be taken as an argument in support of 

the view that the pilgrimage was made obligatory at a late stage in the Prophet’s life. 

Several considerations might have contributed to that delay. One of these may have 

been the fact that the idolaters used to do the walking round the Ka`bah (ţaw f) 

completely in the nude, and they continued to do so after the liberation of Makkah. 

The Prophet did not like to join them in their ţaw f. The s rah entitled “Repentance”, 

or “Al-Tawbah”, was revealed in the ninth year of the Islamic calendar, and idolaters 

were banned from ţaw f in the Ka`bah altogether. The Prophet offered his pilgrimage 

in the following year. Hence, the duty of offering the pilgrimage may have been 

legislated earlier, and this verse may have been revealed in the early part of the 

Prophet’s settlement in Madinah, probably around the time of the Battle of U ud 

which took place in the third year of the Islamic calendar. 

Nonetheless, this statement imposes the obligation of pilgrimage, in the terms of a 

right which God demands from all people who are able to make the journey. 

Pilgrimage is the Muslims’ annual general assembly which is held at the House 

from which their message was given to them for the first time, and which witnessed 

the birth of the pure faith of Abraham, their first father, and which was the first 

House God has set up on earth for His own worship. Pilgrimage is, therefore, an 

assembly of great significance. Its historical associations centre round the noble 

concept of faith, which highlights the link between man and his Creator. Faith means 

man’s spiritual response to God, a fact of great significance considering that only by 

the breathing of God’s spirit has man acquired his humanity. It is a worthy concept 

to form the basis for human unity. Hence, it is appropriate that people should 

assemble every year at the Sacred Place which witnessed the birth of this call to 

mankind to unite on pure faith. 

An Appeal in the Interest of Truth 

Having provided this clarification, the s rah instructs the Prophet to address the 

people of earlier revelations denouncing their attitude towards the truth of the 

Islamic message. They know this truth full well, yet they try to turn people away 

from it. They disbelieve in God’s revelations although they bear witness to them and 

they are certain that these revelations are true: “Say: ’People of earlier revelations, why 
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do you disbelieve in God’s revelations, when God Himself is witness to all that you do?’ Say: 

’People of earlier revelations, why do you try to turn those who have come to believe away 

from the path of God, seeking to make it appear crooked, when you yourselves bear witness [to 

its being straight’? God is not unaware of what you do.’” (Verses 98-9) 

Similar denunciations are made in this s rah as in many others. It is a highly 

effective denunciation because it does not mince words about the matter in question. 

The attitude of the people of earlier revelations is truthfully described, and they are 

shown in their true colours, even though they try to appear as people who have faith 

when they are in reality unbelievers. They disbelieve in the Qur’ n, which is revealed 

by God. Anyone who disbelieves in any part of God’s book disbelieves in the whole 

of that book. Were they true believers in the part of God’s book which has been 

revealed to them, they would have believed in every messenger sent by God after 

their own messenger. The essence of Divine faith is the same. Anyone who knows it 

knows for certain that whatever is preached by subsequent messengers is also true. 

He is bound to accept the prophets’ call to surrender himself to God in the way they 

teach. This fact should shake those people and make them fear the consequences of 

insisting on their erring ways. 

Those in the Muslim community who are deceived by the fact that those people 

adhere to a Divine book can no longer be so deceived. As they listen to God’s words 

declaring the truth about those people, branding them as total unbelievers, all their 

doubts are bound to disappear. God issues them with warnings which strike fear in 

their hearts: “God Himself is witness to all that you do ... God is not unaware of what you 

do.” It is a fearful warning because it makes man feel that God watches him and sees 

exactly what he does, which is, in reality, nothing but disbelief, deception and 

corruption. Moreover, God makes it clear that they are aware of the truth which they 

deny and away from which they try to turn people: “... You yourselves bear witness [to 

its being straight’.” It is absolutely clear, then, that they were aware of the truth which 

they rejected. They knowingly tried to turn people away from what they realised to 

be a straight path. What wickedness! Anyone who adopts such a practice is not 

worthy of trust, but rather of contempt and denunciation. 

We need to reflect on God’s description of those people in the following terms: “... 

Why do you try to turn those who have come to believe away from the path of God, seeking to 

make it appear crooked?” (Verse 99) This is a statement of great significance. God’s path 

is straight, and every other way is crooked. When people are turned away from 

God’s path and believers are forcibly barred from following God’s constitution, 

nothing remains straight. Our standards become faulty and nothing remains on earth 

except crookedness which can never be set straight. 

Corruption, thus, gains the upper hand. Human nature becomes corrupt as it 

deviates from the straight path, and life becomes corrupt as it follows a crooked line. 
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All this corruption is the result of turning people away from the path of God. Such 

corruption manifests itself in different ways: erroneous concepts, deviant conscience, 

crooked morality, wicked behaviour, unfair transactions and injustice in all relations 

within human society. Either people follow the path of God which is straight and 

which leads to everything that is good, or they deviate from it in any direction, and 

this inevitably leads to crookedness, evil and corruption. In man’s life, there is no 

third alternative. 

A Warning Against Obeying Non-Muslims 

Believers! If you pay heed to some of those who have been given revelations, they will 
cause you to renounce the truth after you have accepted the faith. But how can you 
sink into disbelief when God’s revelations are being recited to you and His messenger 
is in your midst? He who holds fast to God has already been guided along a straight 
path. (Verses 100-1) 

Having answered all the arguments advanced by Christians and Jews against the 

message of Islam, the s rah now makes this direct address to the Muslim community, 

which begins with a stern warning against paying heed to false claims made by 

followers of other religions, and outlines the essential characteristics of the Muslim 

community, its methods, beliefs and way of life. 

The Muslim community implements a Divine system which makes it unique 

among all nations of the world. It owes its very existence to this system which, in 

turn, assigns to it a role which cannot be played by any other community. It has to 

establish this Divine system in practice so that it appears to all eyes as real and 

practical. Statements and clauses are thus translated into actions. They define moral 

standards, generate certain feelings and establish certain relations. 

The Muslim community, however, cannot go along its proper way, realise the 

purpose of its existence and make the theory a reality unless it receives its instruction 

from God alone. Only through this can the Muslim community assume the 

leadership of mankind. This precludes them any possibility of following or paying 

heed to any human being. The choice before the Muslim community is either to 

follow this course dictated by its faith, or to sink into utter disbelief. 

The Qur’ n emphasises this fact on several occasions. It tries to mould the feelings, 

thoughts and morality of the Muslim community on the basis of this principle at 

every possible opportunity. On this particular occasion, by answering the arguments 

of the people of earlier revelations and forestalling their schemes against the Muslim 

community in Madinah, this principle is re-emphasised. The fact that it is stated 

again here, within the context of a particular set of circumstances, does not detract 
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from its permanent validity. It applies to all generations of the Muslim community 

because it is the basis of its very existence. 

If the Muslim community is brought into existence in order to assume the 

leadership of mankind, how is it possible for that community to receive instructions 

from the very ignorance which it aims to eradicate? If the Muslim community is to 

abandon its role of leadership, what purpose has its existence? Its leadership is to 

provide correct concepts and beliefs for human life, generating perfect moral 

standards and a perfect social set-up. In such a healthy situation, the human intellect 

makes its constructive contribution as it tries to learn the secrets of the universe and 

manipulate its potentials. The leadership which permits and controls all that 

potential, using it for the benefit of mankind, not to threaten human life with 

destruction, nor to devote it to satisfy carnal desires, belongs to faith only. It is given 

to the Muslim community which seeks God’s guidance and does not allow itself to 

be dictated to by anyone of God’s servants. 

These verses include a warning to the Muslim community against following other 

people. These are followed later by an explanation of how the Muslim community 

can create and maintain a proper set-up. The first warning is against following 

people of earlier revelations, the Christians and Jews, for they will inevitably lead the 

Muslim community back into disbelief: “Believers! If you pay heed to some of those who 

have been given revelations, they will cause you to renounce the truth after you have accepted 

the faith.” (Verse 100) In the first place, to follow the people of earlier revelations and 

to copy their methods and systems indicate an inner defeat and suggest that the 

Muslim community has abandoned its leadership role. It also suggests the existence 

of doubts in the minds of the Muslims about the adequacy of the Divine system to 

organise and elevate human life. These very doubts are the beginnings of creeping 

disbelief, even though in these earlier stages one may not sense the approaching 

danger. 

The people of earlier revelations, on the other hand, are keen to turn the Muslim 

community away from its faith, which represents both its line of defence and its 

driving force. The enemies of Islam are well aware of this, as they have always been. 

Hence, they spare no effort and resort to all manner of schemes and designs so as to 

divert the Muslim community from its proper way. When they realise that they 

cannot win an open war against the faith of Islam, they resort to evil. When they feel 

they cannot launch a war against it by themselves, they recruit hypocrites who 

pretend to be Muslims so that they work against Islam from within, advocating 

different systems and pledging their loyalty to different leaderships. 

Were the people of earlier revelations to find some Muslims responsive to their 

arguments, they would lose no time in channelling that responsiveness to their 

paramount goal of leading those Muslims, and the Muslim community as a whole, to 
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total disbelief and renunciation of the truth. Hence, the sternness of the Divine 

warning: “Believers! If you pay heed to some of those who have been given revelations, they 

will cause you to renounce the truth after you have accepted the faith.” (Verse 100) 

At the time of the Prophet, no prospect was more daunting to any Muslim than to 

find himself sinking into disbelief after he had accepted the faith. That meant 

throwing himself back into the fire of hell after he had saved himself and opened his 

way to heaven. This applies to every true Muslim across generations. Hence, a 

warning in such terms is sufficient to alert his conscience and keep it wide awake. 

The s rah, therefore, continues the warning with a reminder to the Muslim 

community of God’s grace. How fearful is that prospect, of finding those who have 

accepted the faith allowing themselves to be led back into disbelief, when God’s 

revelations continue to be recited to them, and God’s Messenger remains in their 

midst. All the incentives to accept the faith are there, and the call to God continues to 

be made, and the parting of the ways of belief and disbelief is made absolutely clear: 

“But how can you sink into disbelief when God’s revelations are being recited to you and His 

messenger is in your midst?” (Verse 101) 

It is indeed a great calamity that a believer should sink into disbelief in 

circumstances which are conducive to strengthen his faith. If God’s Messenger has 

completed his term in this life, God’s revelations remain with us, and the guidance of 

His Messenger continues to show us the way. Today, we are addressed by the 

Qur’ n as the first generation of Muslims were addressed by it. The way to follow 

that guidance is clear and the banner of the truth continues to fly high: “He who holds 

fast to God has already been guided along a straight path.” (Verse 101) The only guarantee 

against slipping into renunciation of the truth is to hold fast to God. He is the eternal 

Master of all. He never dies. 

Making Sure One’s Way Is Right 

The Prophet used to adopt a very strict attitude with his Companions in matters of 

faith and with regard to their way of life. At the same time, he allowed them to use 

their discretion in practical matters which rely on experience and knowledge. 

Examples of these include military strategy, agriculture and all purely scientific 

matters which belong to a domain that has no bearing on faith, social system or the 

relationships which regulate man’s life. The way of life adopted by an individual or a 

certain society has nothing to do with pure or applied science. 

The religion of Islam, which has been revealed to conduct human life according to 

a certain Divine method, makes its directive clear to man to seek knowledge and to 

benefit by every material discovery or scientific advance, provided that this is made 

within the context of implementing Islam’s own method of life. 
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Im m Ahmad relates, on the authority of `Abdull h ibn Th bit, that `Umar came 

to the Prophet one day and said: “Messenger of God! I have asked a Jewish friend of 

mine from the tribe of Qurai ah to write me the basic teachings of the Torah. Shall I 

read them to you? The Prophet’s face changed colour when `Umar said that.” 

`Abdull h ibn Th bit turned to `Umar and said: “Do you not see the expression on 

God’s messenger’s face?” `Umar said immediately: “I believe in God as my only 

Lord, accept Islam as my faith and Mu ammad as God’s messenger.” The Prophet’s 

face regained its normal colour and he said: “By Him who holds my soul in His 

hand, if Moses comes back to you tomorrow and you follow him and leave me you 

will go astray. You are my share of nations and I am your share of Prophets.” 

A ĥadīth reported by J bir quotes the Prophet as saying: “Do not ask the people of 

the earlier revelations about anything, for they will not guide you aright when they 

have gone astray. You will have one of the two alternatives: either you will accept a 

falsehood, or you will reject a truth. Had Moses been living among you, the only 

course lawful to him would be to follow me.” The Prophet is also quoted as saying: 

“Had Moses and Jesus been alive, they would have had to follow me.” 

This is the position of the people of earlier revelations. The Prophet makes our 

position abundantly clear when it comes to following their guidance in matters of 

faith, ideological concepts, law or way of life. However, Islam imposes no restriction 

whatsoever on its followers when it comes to benefiting by the advances of any 

group of people in any branch of science. We have only to relate these advances to 

our own approach to everything in the universe, knowing that God has enabled man 

to make use of everything on earth so as to achieve a higher and more secure 

standard of living. We should also be grateful to God for enabling us to make such 

discoveries and for facilitating our use of the resources and potentials He has placed 

in the universe. We express our gratitude to Him by worshipping Him alone and by 

making the right use of our advances. 

When it comes to asking the followers of other religions about concepts of faith, 

the purpose of human life, its method, laws and regulations, its moral values and 

codes, we find the Prophet’s face changing colour at the slightest indication of such. 

God gives the Muslim community a stern warning against being led by others in any 

such matter. The ultimate result of that is nothing but the total rejection of faith. 

In the light of this directive from God and the guidance of His Messenger, where 

do we, who claim to be Muslims, stand today? I see us taking Orientalists and their 

disciples as our teachers when we study the Qur’ n and the ĥadīth of the Prophet. I 

also see us formulating our concepts of life and existence on the basis of what we 

learn from these Orientalists, as well as from Greek, Roman, European and American 

philosophers. We borrow our regulations and laws from these suspect sources. I also 

find us borrowing our manners, code of conduct, and morality from the stinking 
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immorality into which the modern material civilisation has fallen. Yet we still claim 

to be Muslims! Such a claim is worse than open disbelief. For when we take such a 

stance, when our state of affairs is such, we testify to the failure of Islam. Such a 

testimony is not made even by non-Muslims. 

Islam is a method with unique, distinctive characteristics in relation to its 

ideological philosophy, its laws regulating all spheres of life, and its moral code 

which governs all political, economic and social relations. It is a method designed to 

lead humanity as a whole. Hence, it is necessary that a certain community should 

implement this method in order to assume the leadership of mankind. As we stated 

earlier, it is contrary to the very nature of leadership that this community should 

receive directives from any source other than its own method of life. 

It is for the good of mankind that this method was revealed by God. It is also for 

the good of mankind that the advocates of Islam call for the implementation of this 

method, now and in the future. Indeed, the urgency for its implementation today is 

that much greater, considering the terrible suffering of mankind under all other 

systems. There is simply no saviour except this Divine method which must retain all 

its distinctive characteristics in order for it to play its proper role and save mankind 

anew. 

Man has made great advances in utilising the resources and potentials of the 

universe. His achievements in medicine and industry are miraculous when 

compared with his past. Fresh discoveries and triumphs still await us. But what is 

the effect of all this on human life? Has it given man happiness, security and peace? 

The answer is in the negative. What humanity has found instead is misery, worry, 

fear, neurological and psychiatric disease, in addition to widespread perversion and 

crime. Moreover, it has made no progress whatsoever in the formulation of a sound 

concept dealing with the purpose of human existence. When this is compared with 

the Islamic concept, this civilisation appears to shrink into insignificance. It seems no 

more than a curse which belittles man’s own concept of himself and his position in 

the universe. It degrades him and limits his aspirations. The result is a heart 

consumed by a void and a soul writhing under the burden of confusion. 

The simple reason is that humanity cannot find God because miserable 

circumstances have caused its course to deviate away from Him. Had scientific 

research followed the Divine method, it would have made every achievement 

accomplished by man a step drawing humanity nearer to God. Instead, it causes 

humanity to move further away from Him. Man is, therefore, deprived of the light 

which would have revealed for him the true purpose of his existence and which 

would have enabled him to work for that purpose equipped with the scientific 

progress God has enabled him to achieve. Furthermore, man is deprived of the 

method which would have established harmony between him and the universe. He 
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is also deprived of the system which would have established a perfect equilibrium 

between individual and community, man’s potentials and resources, rights and 

duties, as well as the interests and concerns of this world and the life to come. 

Certain groups of people even strive to deprive man of God’s method and 

guidance. It is they who describe man’s aspiration to implement this method as 

“reaction”. They dismiss it as a mere nostalgia for the historical past. Whether this be 

the result of their ignorance or their ill-will, they actually deprive humanity of the 

right to aspire to the only method which can lead it to perfect peace and happiness, 

as well as to progress and development. We, who believe in this method, know 

perfectly well what we call for. We see the misery of mankind and we see as well, 

over the horizon, the real possibility for mankind’s salvation. We are also aware that 

unless the leadership of mankind is given over to this method, then man will sink 

into even further deprivation. 

The first step to salvation is that this method should remain pure. Its advocates 

must not listen to any directive given to them by the ignorance which has spread all 

around them. This ensures the purity of the system until God wills it to reassume the 

leadership of mankind. God is too kind to man to let him fall prey to his enemies 

who advocate ignorant ways. This is the lesson God delivered to the first Muslim 

community in His revelation and which the Prophet was keen to drive home to his 

followers by his sound teaching. 

Brotherhood After Hostility 

God warns the Muslim community that it cannot hope to implement the Islamic 

way of life or fulfil the great trust God has placed in it, unless it acquires the two 

basic qualities of faith and brotherhood. It must have a faith which keeps the fear of 

God ever present in its mind. It must also make brotherhood in Islam a reality. Only 

through this brotherhood can the Muslim community acquire its strength and be able 

to play its most important role in human life and history, namely, the role of 

enjoining what is right and forbidding what is wrong. In other words, it promotes 

every good thing in human life and purges it from every evil. 

Believers! Fear God as you rightly should, and do not allow death to overtake you 
before you have surrendered yourselves truly to Him. Hold fast, all of you together, to 
the bond with God and do not be disunited. And remember the blessings God has 
bestowed on you: how, when you were enemies (to one another] He united your hearts 
and, by His grace, you have become brothers; and how, when you were on the brink of 
an abyss of fire, He saved you from it. Thus God makes clear His revelations to you, so 
that you may be rightly guided. (Verses 102-3) 
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Faith and brotherhood are the two pillars upon which the structure of the Muslim 

community is built. If either of them collapses, the very existence of the Muslim 

community is undermined, and its great role comes to nothing. The first pillar is that 

of having faith and fear of God. It is only through such fear that man can fulfil his 

duties towards God because it makes him always alert. He does not lose sight of his 

duty for a moment of day or night. 

“Believers! Fear God as you rightly should.” This command is given in general terms 

so as to heighten its effect. It thus makes the believer keen to achieve this goal of 

fearing God as He should rightly be feared, according to man’s understanding and 

ability. This is a road which attracts man more and more as he walks further and 

further. The nearer he draws to God through fearing Him, the higher the goal he sets 

for himself. He will continuously strive to achieve a greater position, so as to make 

his heart always alert, never asleep. 

“Do not allow death to overtake you before you have surrendered yourselves truly to 

Him.” The timing of death is beyond the reach of our knowledge. No man can be 

certain when death will overtake him. Hence, if anyone wants to die a Muslim, in the 

full sense of the word, he must surrender himself to God, right here and now. He 

must also abide by the requirements of this surrender at all times. The fact that Islam 

is mentioned after the command to have fear of God points to its wider implications: 

total surrender and submission to God, complete obedience and implementation of 

His method, and making His book the final arbiter in all affairs. This is the meaning 

which pervades the whole s rah. 

This is the first pillar upon which the structure of the Muslim community is built. 

Without it, no human grouping can be described as Islamic. No Divine method of life 

can come into operation in any community without it. In its absence, there are only 

ignorant methods and ignorant leadership. 

The other pillar is the bond of brotherhood, based on the love of God and 

implementation of His method: “Hold fast, all of you together, to the bond with God and 

do not be disunited. And remember the blessings God has bestowed on you: how, when you 

were enemies [to one another] He united your hearts and, by His grace, you have become 

brothers.” (Verse 103) It is a brotherhood which has its roots in the fear of God and in 

surrendering to Him. In other words, it is derived from the first pillar. Its cornerstone 

is to hold fast to the bond with God, that is, the fulfilment of His commands and the 

implementation of His law. It cannot have any other basis, concept, goal or bond. 

“Hold fast, all of you together, to the bond with God and do not be disunited.” This 

brotherhood which holds fast to a strong bond with God is a blessing with which 

God has favoured the first Muslim community. It is a blessing which God always 

grants to those of His servants whom He loves. He reminds the first Muslim 
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community here of this blessing, recalling how enmity was rife among them in their 

pre- Islamic days. No enmity was fiercer than that which existed between the Aws 

and the Khazraj, the two Arab tribes in Yathrib, the city which came to be called 

Madinah. Alongside them lived the Jews who were always trying to perpetuate this 

hostility in order to weaken both tribes and destroy all ties between them. It was in 

such an atmosphere of hatred that the Jews worked and flourished. God, however, 

united the hearts of both Arab tribes with the tie of Islam. It is only through Islam 

that such mutually hostile hearts could be united. It was only through the bond of 

God, to which all can hold fast, that they could become, by God’s grace, brothers. 

Historical grudges, vengeance killings, personal ambitions and racial ties are reduced 

to nothing when compared with the bond of brotherhood which unites all under the 

banner of God, the Almighty: “And remember the blessings God has bestowed on you: 

how, when you were enemies [to one another] He united your hearts and, by His grace, you 

have become brothers.” (Verse 103) 

He also reminds them of His grace in the form of saving them from the fire after 

they were about to fall in it. He saved them when He guided them to hold fast to His 

bond, the first pillar, and when He united their hearts so that they became brothers, 

the second pillar: “When you were on the brink of an abyss of fire, He saved you from it.” 

(Verse 103) We note here that the Qur’ n refers to man’s heart, which is the centre of 

his feelings and bonds. It does not say: “He united you.” Rather, it refers to man’s own 

deeply-seated feelings: “He united your hearts.” Men’s hearts are thus described as a 

solid group, united by God on the basis of His covenant. We also have here a vivid 

description of the Muslims’ earlier situation which touches their hearts: “... You were 

on the brink of an abyss of fire.” At the very moment when their fall into the abyss is 

expected, those hearts feel God’s hand as it reaches out and saves them. They feel 

God’s bond stretched out to them in order to protect them. We find them saved after 

exposure to a great danger. It is a very vivid, heart-touching scene which is raised 

before our eyes despite the lapse of many centuries. 

In their biographies of the Prophet, Mu ammad ibn Is q and others, report that 

this verse was revealed on the occasion of a Jewish leader from Madinah passing by a 

group of Muslims from both the Aws and the Khazraj. When he looked at them a 

sudden awareness overtook him. He realized that their past hostility had been 

replaced by genuine love and brotherhood. He was determined to spoil this healthy 

atmosphere. He sent a man with instructions to sit with those people and remind 

them of their past hostilities, and the fierce battles that had taken place between 

them, particularly the Battle of Bu` th, in which both tribes suffered heavy casualties. 

The man was successful in his mission and soon tempers were boiling among that 

group. In their anger, some of the tribesmen repeated their old slogans. Someone 

called for his sword. Others repeated the same call. Someone even suggested that 

they should meet for battle the following day outside Madinah. When the Prophet 
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received intelligence of what was taking place between them, he went hurriedly to 

them and tried hard to cool their tempers. He said to them: “Do you resort to your 

ignorant ways when I am living in your midst?” He recited to them the Qur’ nic 

verse: “And remember the blessings God has bestowed on you: how, when you were enemies 

[to one another] He united your hearts and, by His grace, you have become brothers; and how, 

when you were on the brink of an abyss of fire, He saved you from it.” (Verse 103) They 

soon regained their senses and regretted what had happened. Peace prevailed anew 

among them and they hugged each other in genuine brotherly love. They had been 

rightly guided when God’s revelation was made clear to them. Hence, the 

concluding comment in that Qur’ nic verse is an apt description of their case: “Thus 

God makes clear His revelations to you, so that you may be rightly guided.” 

This is just one example of Jewish efforts to sever the bond which unites those 

who love God and follow the Divine method and make of them a model community, 

providing leadership for the rest of mankind. Every time a true Muslim community 

comes into existence, holding fast to the bond of God and implementing His 

constitution, the Jews start their scheming to create division among them. When that 

group of early Muslims heeded what they were bid by people of earlier revelations, 

they were about to sink back into disbelief, about to do battle with each other. Their 

bond with God which unites them in a genuine brotherhood was about to be 

severed. 

This verse has much wider significance than just this particular incident. Taken 

with what precedes and follows it, the verse suggests that the Jews in Madinah were 

engaged in a continuous effort to create division and disunity among the Muslims. 

Hence, the repeated Qur’ nic warnings to the Muslims not to pay heed to the people 

of earlier revelations and to make sure that they would not fall victim to their 

scheming. We detect here a feeling that the Muslim community was undergoing 

great troubles as a result of the plots of the Jews in Madinah. Those same tactics have 

been employed all the time against Muslims everywhere in the world. 

The Role of the Muslim Community 

The task of the Muslim community is to implement the Divine method in human 

society, and to help truth to triumph over falsehood, goodness over evil. This task is 

stated in the following verse: “Let there become of you a nation that invites to all that is 

good, enjoin the doing of what is right and forbid what is wrong. Such are they who shall 

prosper.” (Verse 104) 

It is imperative for this community to come into existence so as to invite all to that 

which is good, and to enjoin what is right and forbid what is wrong. The Qur’ nic 

statement imparts that this must be done through a real authority which can invite, 
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enjoin and forbid. Anyone may be able to invite to what is good, but no one can 

enjoin and forbid unless he is equipped with real authority. 

This is the proper Islamic view of the matter. It is essential that there should be an 

authority to undertake the task of advocating what is good and removing what is 

evil. The units which constitute this authority must combine together, hold fast to 

their bond with God, and translate their brotherhood into a reality. The prerequisites 

enabling this authority to implement the Divine method in life are faith and 

brotherhood. The Divine method cannot be put into practice without “inviting” 

others to every good so that people realise the true nature of this Divine method. It 

also requires an active authority to “enjoin” what is right and “forbid” what is 

wrong. Such an authority must be obeyed. God says: “We have sent every messenger in 

order to be obeyed with God’s leave.” (Al-Nis ’ 4:64) Hence, God’s method is not merely 

preaching and verbal explanation. This is only one part of it. The other part is an 

active and sustained effort to promote every right thing in human life and to reduce 

to a minimum every wrong. In this way, the traditions of the good Muslim 

community will be protected against the whims of anyone who has the power to 

impose his own interests on the community. It also protects these traditions against 

all abuse or subservience to personal desire or interest. 

The task of enjoining what is right and forbidding what is wrong is not an easy 

one, especially when we consider that it inevitably conflicts with people’s desires, 

interests and pride. There are in this world of ours tyrants who impose their 

authority by force, people who are interested only in carnal desires and who do not 

wish to be elevated to a nobler standard. There are also the lazy who hate to be asked 

to be serious, the unfair who hate justice, the deviant who do not for a moment 

contemplate a straightforward attitude, as well as those who think wrong of every 

right thing and consider every wrong thing to be right. No nation, let alone humanity 

as a whole, can prosper unless goodness prevails, right is upheld and wrong is 

thrown out. Hence, the need for an authority to promote goodness and right and to 

combat evil. What is more, this authority must be obeyed. 

This leads us back to the point where we started: a community must be built on 

the two essential qualities of faith and brotherhood. It is only such a community that 

can undertake this difficult task, equipped with the power of faith and the 

seriousness it derives from fearing God as well as the strength of love and 

brotherhood. It is only through the fulfilment of this role that this community can 

prosper. Hence, God describes those who fulfil it as prosperous: “Such are they who 

shall prosper.” (Verse 104) 

The existence of such a community is essential for the Divine method itself. It is 

indeed the environment in which it can breathe and become a practical reality. It is a 

good, healthy environment where people co-operate to promote goodness. In such a 
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community, right is synonymous with goodness, virtue and justice, whereas wrong 

means evil, vice and injustice. To do good in such a community is easier than to do 

evil, virtue is simpler than vice, right stronger than wrong, justice more common and 

beneficial than injustice. A person who wants to do good will find help while the one 

who wants to do evil will meet resistance. It is this fact that gives this community its 

greatest value. It provides an environment where goodness and right can prosper 

without the need for any great effort, because everything in this environment lends 

them support. Wrong and evil can only grow with difficulty because of the all-round 

resistance which neglects it. 

The concept Islam formulates of life, actions, events, values and people is 

essentially different from all other concepts. Hence, a special environment, which is 

totally different from that state of ignorance which prevails in unreligious 

communities, is needed to enable this unique concept, with all its unique values, to 

flourish. This environment must be conditioned by the Islamic concept of human life 

and must serve it so that it may live, breathe freely and grow in it, without 

encountering any internal hindrances to its development. Should it encounter any 

obstacles, then the essential qualities of the Muslim community, to advocate all that 

is good and to enjoin what is right and forbid what is wrong, are certain to remove 

them. Should an oppressive force attempt to turn people away from God, then it will 

inevitably encounter those who are prepared to defend and protect the Divine 

method of life. 

This environment is embodied in the Muslim community which is built on the 

twin pillars of faith and brotherhood. Its faith in God brings conformity to its concept 

of life, events, actions, values and people and gives it a single standard with which to 

evaluate everything in life. It conducts all its affairs according to the same Divine law 

and pledges all its loyalty to the leadership which takes upon itself the task of 

implementing God’s method in human life. The brotherhood of faith provides this 

community with bonds of love and mutual care. These ties ensure the absence of 

selfishness in the community and help its members care for one another without 

pressure or ill feeling. 

The first Muslim community in Madinah was built on these two pillars: faith in 

God based on knowing Him and recognising His attributes, fearing Him and being 

constantly aware of what pleases Him; and genuine, flowing love, true friendship 

and mutual care. The first Muslim community achieved all this in practice, an ideal 

normally considered closer to dreams than reality. The brotherhood established 

between the Muh jirīn (Muslims who emigrated from Makkah) and the Anş r (the 

Muslims of Madinah) is a real story approximating absolute idealism. It is an event 

borrowed from the heavens, but which took place on this earth. It is on the basis of 

such strong faith and real brotherhood that God’s method of life can be implemented 
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in every generation. 

Faces Shining with Happiness 

A fresh warning to the Muslim community against falling out with one another is 

added here. The example of those people of earlier revelations who were entrusted 

with the implementation of God’s method but who allowed division and conflict to 

creep into their ranks is given. Therefore, God deprived them of the leadership 

position and instead assigned that role to the Muslim community, which fosters its 

bond of brotherhood. Moreover, those who are not true to their task will be sternly 

punished on the day when faces will either shine or be blackened: “Do not follow the 

example of those who became divided and fell into conflict with one another after clear proof 

had come to them. For these there will be grievous suffering, on the day when some faces will 

shine with happiness and some faces will be blackened. Those whose faces are blackened [shall 

be told]: Did you disbelieve after having embraced the faith? Taste, then, this suffering for 

having sunk into disbelief’ Those with shining faces shall be in God’s grace; they abide there 

for even” (Verses 105-7) 

A vivid scene, full of life, is drawn here in the inimitable style of the Qur’ n. The 

scene is one of horror, but the horror is not described in words or adjectives. It is 

represented in living human beings, in their faces and looks. We see bright, shining 

faces, full of joy and happiness, and others gloomy, dusty and blackened. Yet those 

people are still not left alone to suffer their fate. They have to put up with scourging 

comments: “‘Did you disbelieve after having embraced the faith? Taste, then, this suffering 

for having sunk into disbelief.’” 

The happy fortunes of the other group is also vividly described: “Those with 

shining faces shall be in God’s grace; they abide there for ever.” This description adds life, 

movement and dialogue to the scene, again in the Qur’ n’s inimitable style. 

The scene helps the Muslim community fully appreciate the Qur’ nic warning 

against division and conflict. The grace God has bestowed on it through faith and 

unity is also fully appreciated. The Muslim community sees with its own eyes the 

end of those people of earlier revelations whom it has been warned not to obey. If it 

follows them, it will share their doom and suffering on the day when faces will either 

shine or be blackened. 

When the destiny of each of the two groups has been clearly stated, a comment is 

added which is in harmony with the broad lines of the s rah. It reasserts the truth of 

the Prophet’s message and revelation, the fact that reckoning and reward on the Day 

of Judgement are to be taken seriously, the fact that Divine justice in this world and 

in the hereafter is absolute, and the fact that all that is in heaven and on earth belong 

to God and to Him they shall all return: “These are revelations of God. We recite them to 
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you in truth. God wills no injustice to His creatures. To God belongs all that is in the heavens 

and all that is on earth; to Him shall all things return.” (Verses 108-9) 

All these facts, all these scenes and destinies so described are revelations given by 

God to His servants. They are recited to His messenger in truth. They embody the 

truth in the principles and values they establish. They tell only the truth about the 

destinies of other nations. They are revealed in truth by the One Who is able to reveal 

them and Who alone has the right to determine values, rewards and destinies. God 

does not inflict any injustice on anyone of His creatures. He is the fairest of all 

arbiters. He controls the heavens and the earth, and to Him belong all that is in 

heaven and on earth, and to Him shall they all return. By making reward fit with 

action God only wants to establish right, administer justice and ensure that all 

matters are conducted seriously as befits His majesty. Absurd is the claim of the 

people of earlier revelations that they will only be scourged by the fire for only a few 

days. 

A Quality Essential to the Muslim Community 

You are the best community that has ever been raised for mankind; you enjoin the 
doing of what is right and forbid what is wrong, and you believe in God. Had the 
people of earlier revelations believed, it would have been for their own good. Few of 
them are believers, while most of them are evildoers. (Verse 110) 

This verse describes the Muslim nation so that it becomes aware of its position, 

value and true nature. The first part of the verse imposes a very heavy duty on the 

Muslim community, while at the same time honouring and elevating it to a position 

which cannot be given to any other community: “You are the best community that has 

ever been raised for mankind; you enjoin the doing of what is right and forbid what is wrong, 

and you believe in God.” 

We note first that the reference to the Muslim community as one which “has been 

raised” is made in the passive voice. This suggests that a highly skilful hand has 

neatly moulded this community and brought it forth from behind the eternal curtain 

which covers things known only to God. The expression adopted here indicates a 

subtle and gentle movement which brings forth onto the stage of existence a whole 

nation which has a unique role to play and a special position to occupy. 

“You are the best community that has ever been raised for mankind.” The Muslim nation 

should understand this in order to know its position and its true nature. It should 

know that it has been raised specially for the purpose of assuming the leadership of 

mankind, since it is the best nation. God wants the leadership in this planet of ours to 

be assumed by the forces of goodness, not the forces of evil. It follows that it should 
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never be in the recipient position, taking what other nations have to offer. It must be 

the one to offer to others whatever it has of sound ideology, philosophy, morality 

and knowledge, and of course its perfect system. This is the duty of the Muslim 

nation, imposed on it by its unique position and the purpose of its very existence. It 

is a duty on the Muslim nation to assume the leadership of mankind at all times. By 

assuming it, it also takes upon itself certain responsibilities. Leadership cannot be 

given to any nation which claims it, unless it proves that it is the worthy leader. By 

its ideology and social system, the Muslim community is worthy of this position. 

What remains for it is to prove that in scientific advancement and in the fulfilment of 

man’s task of building the earth, it is also an able leader. It is clear then that the 

system which brings this nation into existence demands much from it and gives it the 

incentive to excel in every field, if only it would follow this system and appreciate its 

requirements and duties. 

The first requirement is that the Muslim nation should work hard at protecting 

human life from evil. It must have the power to enable it to enjoin the doing of all 

that is right and forbid the doing of all that is wrong. It is, after all, the best nation 

ever raised for mankind. This position is not given to the Muslim community as the 

result of any favouritism, coincidence or random selection. Far be it from God to do 

that. Positions and duties are not given by God to different nations on the basis of 

any favouritism, as the people of earlier revelations were wont to believe, describing 

themselves as “God’s children and beloved people.” (Al-M ’idah 5:18) The criterion which 

makes a certain community worthy of the position of leadership is its active work for 

the preservation of human life from evil and the promotion of what is right, in 

addition to its implementation of the faith which defines what is right and what is 

wrong: “You enjoin the doing of what is right and forbid what is wrong.” (Verse 110) 

The position of leadership is thus earned through the active fulfilment of its tasks, 

heavy as they are, and through following the way defined for it, thorny as it may be. 

In practical terms, it means standing up against evil, promoting every good and 

protecting society against all elements of corruption. All these are extremely hard 

tasks, but they are nevertheless necessary if a good human society is to be established 

and protected. There is no other way to bring about the type of society which God 

loves. 

Belief in God is also necessary so that the community has a correct standard of 

values and a correct definition of what is right and what is wrong. What is socially 

agreed by a community is not enough. For it may happen that corruption becomes so 

widespread that standards are no longer correct or appropriate. Hence, reference 

must be made to a permanent concept of good and evil, virtue and vice, right and 

wrong. This concept should have as its basis something other than the social norms 

of any particular generation. 
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Belief in God provides all this, since it ensures a correct concept of the universe 

and the relationship between the Creator and His creation. It provides the correct 

concept of man, the purpose of his existence and his true position in the universe. It 

is from this general concept that moral values and principles should be derived. The 

desire to earn God’s pleasure and to avoid His displeasure motivates people to work 

for the implementation of these principles. They, in turn, are safeguarded by fear of 

God and by the authority of His law. 

Belief in God is necessary for those who invite to all that is good, enjoin what is 

right and forbid what is wrong, to proceed along their appointed course and bear all 

its difficulties and hardships. They have to face the tyranny of evil at its fiercest, the 

pressures of worldly desires at their strongest, as also complacency, weakness and 

narrow ambition. To do this, they have to be equipped with faith. It is their only 

weapon. Their support comes from God. Any other aid is exhaustible, any other 

weapon can be overpowered and any other support is liable to collapse. 

Earlier in the s rah, the Muslim community is described by God as having the 

necessary qualities to implement His Divine method. That community, however, 

does not come into existence by its own volition, but only when it possesses the 

essential qualities which distinguish it from the rest of mankind. It either invites to 

all that is good, enjoins what is right and forbids what is wrong, in addition to 

believing in God; in this case it gives credence to its existence as a Muslim nation. Or, 

alternatively, it does not do any of this. In this case it is deemed not to have come 

into existence, and it loses its Islamic identity. 

The Qur’ n stresses this in numerous places, each of which will be discussed in its 

appropriate context. The Sunnah also includes a number of such directives and 

commands by the Prophet, some of which may be quoted here: 

Abū Sa`īd al-Khudrī reports that he heard the Prophet saying: “Let any of you 

who sees something wrong put it right with his own hand. If he is unable to do so, let 

him change it by the word of his mouth. If he cannot do even that, then let him do it 

within himself. This is the weakest form of faith.” (Related by Muslim.) 

Abū D wūd and Al-Tirmidhī relate on the authority of Ibn Mas`ūd that the 

Prophet said: “When the children of Israel began to commit sins frequently, their 

scholars tried to dissuade them, but they persisted. Their scholars, nevertheless, 

continued to attend their social gatherings, and to eat and drink with them. God left 

them to stray and sealed their hearts. He also cursed them in the words of David, 

Solomon and Jesus, son of Mary.” The Prophet was saying this as he reclined, but at 

this point he sat up and said: “By Him who holds my soul in His hand, you must 

make them turn back to what is right.” 

Al-Tirmidhī relates on the authority of udhayfah that the Prophet said: “By Him 
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who holds my soul in His hand, you will enjoin the doing of what is right and forbid 

what is wrong, or else, God will visit you with a punishment of His own. You will, 

then, pray to Him and He will not answer you.” 

God’s Messenger says: “When a sin is committed on earth, a person who 

witnesses it and denounces it is the same as one who has not seen it, and the one who 

has been absent and approves of it is considered like one who has taken part in it.” 

(Related by Abū D wūd.) 

Abū Sa`īd al-Khudrī quotes the Prophet as saying: “One of the highest forms of 

jihad is to confront a despotic ruler with the word of truth.” (Related by Abū D wūd 

and Al-Tirmidhī.) 

J bir quotes the Prophet as saying: “The best of all martyrs is amzah and a man 

who stands up to a despotic ruler, enjoins him to do what is right and forbids him 

what is wrong, and is, therefore, killed by that ruler.” 

The Prophet stresses this quality of enjoining what is right and forbidding what is 

wrong in many other hadīths, all of which establish beyond any shadow of doubt that 

it is a prerequisite for the Muslim community. The Sunnah contains a wealth of 

directives which provide the best education for the Muslim community. 

Unfortunately, however, we tend not to give the Sunnah its true value. 

The Fate of Deserters 

They cannot harm you beyond causing you some trifling hurt; and if they fight 
against you, they will turn their backs upon you in flight. Then they will receive no 
help. Ignominy shall be pitched over them wherever they may be, save when they have 
a bond with God and a bond with men. They have incurred the wrath of God and 
humiliation shall overshadow them. That is because they persisted in denying God’s 
revelations and killing the Prophets against all right. That is because they persisted in 
their disobedience and transgression. (Verses 111-12) 

Its unique qualities make the Muslim community the best nation ever to be raised 

for mankind. Having outlined these qualities of enjoining what is right and 

forbidding what is wrong and believing in God, the verse goes on to explain that to 

have faith is better for people: “Had the people of earlier revelations believed, it would have 

been for their own good. Few of them are believers, while most of them are evildoers.” (Verse 

110) 

This serves as an encouragement to the people of earlier revelations to accept the 

faith of Islam, because such acceptance works for their own good in this life and in 

the life to come. By accepting the faith they overcome their division over ideological 

concepts, which has robbed them of any chance to establish their own distinctive 



l `Imr n (The House of `Imr n) | ONE GOD, ONE FAITH 

 146

character. Their concepts cannot serve as the basis for a social system. Hence, their 

social systems have no firm foundation. This is indeed true of any social system 

which is not based on an ideology that provides an overall view of existence, of the 

purpose of human existence, as well as man’s position in the universe. To believe in 

God works for their own good in the life to come, since it is the only means to spare 

them the fate of the unbelievers. 

The same verse describes their attitude, giving the good ones among them due 

credit: “Few of them are believers, while most of them are evildoers.“ A number of the 

people of earlier revelations accepted Islam at the time of the Prophet and became 

good Muslims. Among them were `Abdull h ibn Sall m, Asad ibn `Ubayd, 

Tha`labah ibn Shu`bah and Ka`b ibn M lik. This verse makes a general reference to 

them whilst a more detailed reference is given later. Most of them, however, chose 

the evil way of not fulfilling the covenant God made with all prophets, which stated 

that every one of them would believe in and support the prophet God sent after him. 

They also chose evil when they refused to submit to His will that the last of His 

messengers would not be from among the Israelites. They rejected this messenger 

and declined to submit to God’s law embodied in His last message, which He has 

made applicable to all mankind. 

Since some of the Muslims at that time retained various links with the Jews in 

Madinah, and since the Jews still possessed military and economic power which 

some Muslims felt to be considerable, the Qur’ n deliberately sets out to belittle 

those evildoers. The Qur’ n shows their true weakness which results from their 

disbelief, their repeated crimes and disobedience, their division, and the consequent 

ignominy and humiliation imposed on them by God. It also states God’s guarantee to 

the believers that they will be victorious over these enemies, provided that they 

themselves hold fast to their faith and believe in God. 

They cannot harm you beyond causing you some trifling hurt: and if they fight 
against you they will turn their backs upon you in flight. Then they will receive no 
help. (Verse 111) 

The harm they may inflict will never be enough to trouble the Islamic message. It 

will never affect the basic structure of the Muslim community or wipe it out. The 

most they can inflict on the Muslims is the sort of trifling hurt which is bound to 

happen in any open conflict. It is nothing more than a superficial pain which 

disappears with time. When they fight against the Muslims, defeat is their ultimate 

outcome. They can never be triumphant over the believers. Moreover, they will have 

no help against, nor protection from the believers. The reason is that ignominy has 

been imposed on them as their fate. They are humiliated everywhere in the world. 
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The only protection they have is that which they receive when they seek refuge with 

God and with the Muslims. 

When they choose to come under the protection of the Muslims, their lives and 

their property become immune, except under the normal working of the law, and 

they enjoy peace and security. Since that time, the Jews have never enjoyed true 

security except when they have enjoyed the protection of the Muslims. Yet they 

themselves have shown their utmost hostility to the Muslims. “They have incurred the 

wrath of God,” as if they have returned from their journey burdened with this wrath. 

“And humiliation shall overshadow them,” remaining forever in their hearts and 

feelings. 

All this took place after this verse was sent down. Whenever a battle flared up 

between the Muslims and people of earlier revelations, victory was always achieved 

by the Muslims, provided that they held fast to their faith and implemented God’s 

law in their lives. Their enemies always suffered ignominy and humiliation except 

when they were able to establish a bond with the Muslims or when the Muslims 

abandoned their religion. 

The Qur’ n states the reason for the fate so imposed on the Jews. It is a general 

reason, the effect of which may be applicable to every nation, no matter how strongly 

it professes to be religious. The simple reason is their disobedience and transgression: 

“That is because they persisted in denying God’s revelations and killing the prophets against 

all right. That is because they persisted in their disobedience and transgression.” (Verse 112) 

Denying God’s revelation, whether it is an attitude adopted outright or a refusal to 

implement it practically, the killing of prophets without any justification and the 

killing of people who enjoin fairness and justice (as mentioned in another verse of the 

s rah), as well as disobedience and transgression, are all reasons for incurring God’s 

wrath and bringing about defeat, ignominy and humiliation upon oneself. These 

reasons are still present today among the lost offspring of the Muslims who call 

themselves, without justification, Muslims. They present these very qualifications to 

their Lord and they get their fair reward: they receive all that God has imposed on 

the Jews of defeat, ignominy and humiliation. Some of them may well ask: why do 

we suffer defeat when we are Muslims? Let those who pose such a question first 

reflect on what the true nature of Islam is, and who are the true Muslims? 

Different Ways, Different Ends 

They are not all alike. Of the people of earlier revelations there are some upright people 
who recite the revelations of God in the depth of the night, and prostrate themselves in 
worship. They believe in God and the Last Day and enjoin the doing of what is right 
and forbid what is wrong and vie with one another in doing good works. These belong 
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to the righteous. Whatever good they do, they shall never be denied its reward. God 
knows those who fear Him. As for the unbelievers, neither their riches nor their 
children will avail them in any way against God. It is they who are destined for the 
fire, where they will abide. Whatever they spend in this present life is like a biting, icy 
wind which smites the tilth of people who have wronged themselves, laying it to waste. 
It is not ‘God Who does them wrong; they wrong themselves. (Verses 113-17) 

Here the s rah reassures the good minority among the people of earlier revelations 

who take faith seriously. They are again singled out for praise. The passage begins 

with a statement that the people of earlier revelations are not all alike. Some of them 

are true believers. Their attitude to faith and to God is described as that of true 

believers. This merits them the same reward which God gives to His righteous 

servants. 

It is a bright picture of the true believers among the people who received Divine 

revelations in the past. Their faith is genuine, profound, and complete. They have 

made their stand clear. They have joined the ranks of those who surrender 

themselves to God and defend this faith with all the power they possess. They 

believe in God and the Last Day. Moreover, they fulfil the duties required of them by 

their faith and give practical effect to the characteristics of the community which they 

have joined, the best community ever raised for mankind. They desire every good 

thing. They enjoin the doing of what is right and forbid what is wrong. They have set 

themselves a goal and they compete with one another for its achievement. That goal 

is to do good works. Hence, they merit this testimony that is given from on high 

stating that they belong to the righteous. They also have the promise, which never 

fails, that they will not be denied their reward. The verse adds that God, Who is 

aware of all things and all people, knows that they belong to that special group of 

people who genuinely fear Him. 

This picture is raised in front of the eyes of those who wish to have a similar 

testimony and a similar promise. They have only to follow the same line and adopt 

the same attitude. They will then find its light spreading over the limitless horizon of 

their lives. 

On the other side stand the unbelievers who will not benefit by their possessions 

or by their children. Nothing they may spend in this life for what they may consider 

to be a good cause will be of any avail to them. No reward is given them for it in the 

hereafter because it has not originated from the straight, constant line of goodness. 

Every good thing must have its foundation in belief in God which combines a clear 

concept, a well-defined goal, and a straight uninterrupted line. If it does not, it is 

reduced to a passing whim or an impulsive desire. It has no clear basis and it is not 

related to an overall way of life. 
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As for the unbelievers, neither their riches nor their children will avail them in any 
way against God. It is they who are destined for the fire, where they will abide. 
Whatever they spend in this present life is like a biting, icy wind which smites the tilth 
of people who have wronged themselves, laying it to waste. It is not God Who does 
them wrong; they wrong themselves. (Verses 116-17) 

This is a moving, vivid scene, full of life, and drawn in the fine Qur’ nic style. 

Their riches and their children will never protect them against God. They cannot be 

offered in ransom so that they escape punishment. They are destined for the fire of 

hell which will become their permanent abode. Whatever they spend of their money, 

even on causes which they believe to be good, is wasted. Nothing which does not 

have its foundation in faith can be good. The Qur’ n does not express the ideas it 

wants to convey in the same way as we would. Instead, it paints a scene full of life. 

When we look up, we find a field ready to yield its crops. It is described as a tilth. 

But suddenly the wind blows. It is a biting, icy wind. Its strong bite devastates all the 

tilth. The Arabic word used here sounds like a missile thrown with violence. Its 

onomatopoeia adds to its meaning. In a single moment, all the crops of that field are 

destroyed, laid to waste. 

It is only a moment which changes everything. All this devastation happens before 

one can even draw one’s breath. Nothing is left. This is the Qur’ nic way of 

describing what the unbelievers spend on what may seem to be good causes and 

what they count as their blessings of riches and children. All will be laid to waste 

giving them no enjoyment and no reward. “It is not God Who does them wrong; they 

wrong themselves.” It is they who have abandoned the way of life which groups 

together every single aspect of goodness and righteousness and makes of them a 

straight, consistent line with a recognised motive and a clear goal. Goodness does not 

stem from a momentary thought, a vague desire or a sudden impulse. 

It is they who have chosen to be in error and to break loose from the protection 

offered by their bond with God. If all their actions are wasted, including what they 

may spend on seemingly good causes, and if their tilth is devastated and they can 

benefit nothing by wealth or children, this is not an injustice inflicted on them by 

God. It is they who are unjust to themselves by virtue of the choice they have made. 

What we have here, then, is a clear statement that no reward is given for any 

donation to any cause and no value is attached to any work unless it is clearly linked 

to the way of life based on faith, and unless it is motivated by faith. It is God Who 

makes this statement. It cannot be contradicted, then, by any man. No one may argue 

with this statement except those who argue against God’s revelation. 

We have examined a long passage of this s rah, starting with verse 93, which aims 

at explaining the nature of deviation in the behaviour of the people of earlier 
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revelations. It lays bare their twisted arguments and exposes the evil designs they 

forge in order to undermine the Muslim community. It also issues directives to the 

Muslim community to discharge its duties paying no heed to the transgressors and 

their deviant arguments. At the end of this passage, a warning is issued to the 

Muslim community against establishing an intimate relationship with its natural 

enemies, the unbelievers, revealing its secrets to them and trusting them with its 

interests. This warning is presented in the form of a detailed picture which may be 

seen in every age and in every community. Today, those who claim to be Muslims 

and to be the people of the Qur’ n have overlooked this Qur’ nic picture. This has 

rebounded on them; hence the evil and humiliation they suffer today. 

 The Sort of Friends Unbelievers Make 

Believers, do not take for your intimate friends men other than your own folk. They 
will spare no effort to corrupt you. They love to see you in distress. Their hatred has 
already become apparent by [what they say with] their mouths, but what their hearts 
conceal is even much worse. We have made revelations plain to you, if you will only 
use your reason. See for yourselves how it is you who love them and they do not love 
you. You believe in all revelations. When they meet you they say: “We, too, are 
believers.” But when they find themselves alone, they bite their fingertips with rage 
against you. Say: ‘Perish in your rage. God is fully aware of what is in the hearts [of 
people].” When good fortune comes your way, it grieves them; and if evil befalls you, 
they rejoice. If you persevere and fear God, their machinations cannot harm you in any 
way. God encompasses all that they do. (Verses 118-20) 

The picture so drawn in these three verses vividly delineates, with full details, 

people’s innermost thoughts. It records inner feelings and apparent reactions. It 

captures every little movement. It is a picture of a certain type of person who can be 

seen in every age, in every society, professing friendship with the Muslims when the 

Muslims are strong and victorious. Their claims, however, are belied by their every 

thought, every feeling and every organ. Muslims may be deceived by them, placing 

their trust in them when they wish nothing but trouble and confusion for the 

Muslims and spare no effort to inflict hardships on them. They most determinedly 

seek to undermine the Muslims, whenever they have a chance to do so, at any 

moment of day or night. 

This remarkable picture drawn by the Qur’ n applies, in the first place, to those 

followers of earlier religions who lived close to the Muslim community in Madinah. 

It depicts their strong hatred of Islam and the Muslims, as well as their treachery and 

evil schemes against the new Muslim community. Nonetheless, some Muslims 

continued to think well of these enemies of God. Such Muslims were very friendly 

towards them and even passed them information which should have been treated as 
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secret, belonging only to the Muslim community. They developed close friendships 

and intimacy with them, which meant that they grossly underestimated the 

consequences of their friendly gestures. The Qur’ n, therefore, issues this warning so 

as to open the eyes of the Muslim community to the reality of the matter and to make 

it aware of the machinations of its natural enemies. This warning is not limited to any 

particular period of history. It applies at all times. It deals with a situation which may 

exist at any time, as it does indeed in our present time. 

The Muslims though remain heedless of their Lord’s directive not to develop any 

intimate friendship with anyone other than their own people. All other people are 

inferior to the Muslims in their way of life, methods and nature. God tells the 

Muslims not to make any such people their advisors and confidants. Yet the Muslims 

do not heed this directive. They continue to refer to such people in every matter and 

situation and look up to them for guidance in every system, method and philosophy. 

The Muslims, even nowadays, maintain their friendship with people who reject 

God and His Messenger. They pay little heed to God’s words which apply to them in 

the same way as they applied to the first Muslim community: “They love to see you in 

distress. Their hatred has already become apparent by [what they say with] their mouths, but 

what their hearts conceal is even much worse.” (Verse 118) 

God also says to the Muslims: “See for yourselves how it is you who love them and they 

do not love you. You believe in all revelations. When they meet you they say: ‘We, too, are 

believers.’ But when they find themselves alone, they bite their fingertips with rage against 

you.” (Verse 119) God also points out to the Muslim community the true feelings of 

such people: “When good fortune comes your way, it grieves them; and if evil befalls you, 

they rejoice.” (Verse 120) 

Time after time we go through bitter experiences but none of these seem to wake 

us up. Time after time we discover the unbelievers’ evil intentions, cleverly masked, 

but we do not seem to learn our lesson. Yet they make many slips of the tongue 

which reveal their deep hatred of Islam. This which cannot be dispelled by any 

measure of friendliness shown to them by the Muslims or by the tolerance Muslims 

are taught by their faith. But we nevertheless open our hearts to them and treat them 

as close friends throughout life. Our courtesy, or indeed our spiritual defeat, reaches 

such proportions that we even avoid mentioning our faith in front of them. We 

refrain from taking Islam for our way of life and we distort our own history so as to 

avoid any mention of past conflicts between our forefathers and those enemies who 

work for our ruin. It is only to be expected then that we receive the punishment of 

those who disobey God. It is only natural that we find ourselves weak, defenceless 

and humiliated, suffering the distress which they love to see us in, and weakened by 

the corruption they spare no effort to spread among us. 
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God’s revelations teach us, as they taught the first Muslim community, how to 

forestall the plots of the unbelievers, repel the harm they try to cause us and avoid 

the evil intentions they harbour against us and which they betray by what they say: 

“If you persevere and fear God, their machinations cannot harm you in any way. God 

encompasses all that they do.” (Verse 120) The message is clear. We have to equip 

ourselves with perseverance and resolve and stand up to their might if they are 

powerful, and to their machinations and designs if they try to deceive us and sow 

division in our ranks. It is such perseverance and resolve which will set us on the 

road to success. The other requirement is to fear God alone and to watch Him alone. 

It is through this fear of God that our hearts will establish our bond with Him, 

seeking no other bond and making no ties with anyone except on the basis of God’s 

Divine method. When a heart establishes its bond with God, it will look down upon 

every power other than His. 

This, then, is the way: perseverance and fear of God, coupled with steadfastness 

and maintenance of the bond with God. Throughout their history, the Muslims have 

always been able to raise their heads high, achieve victory, repel the machinations of 

their enemies and achieve supremacy only when they fostered their bond with God 

alone and implemented His method in their lives. Conversely when the Muslims 

revive their bonds with their natural enemies who try in public and in private to 

suppress their faith, and when the Muslims listen to their advice and take friends, 

assistants and advisors from among them, then they always bring upon themselves 

defeat and subjugation. The unbelievers gain the upper hand and the Muslims are 

left humiliated, feeling regret when regret is of no use. History testifies to the fact 

that God’s words remain always true and His law is always operative. Anyone who 

overlooks God’s law, will be made to experience only humiliation and defeat. 

Thus this passage ends, bringing the first section of the s rah to its conclusion. The 

lesson has been driven home. We stand at the point which separates the Muslims 

from their enemies; a separation which is total, complete and final. 

As we bring our own commentary on this passage to an end, we should note that 

Islam meets all this hostility with tolerance. It simply commands the Muslims not to 

take such people as their intimate friends. It does not, however, encourage a policy of 

measure for measure with the unbelievers. It does not require them to return the 

unbelievers’ hate, grudges and evil schemes with similar feelings and attitudes. It 

seeks only to provide protection for the Muslim community. It simply warns the 

Muslims of the danger presented by other people. 

A Muslim treats all people with the tolerance characteristic of Islam. He is 

motivated by his love to do good to all mankind. He tries to foil the evil schemes of 

others against him, but he does not scheme against anyone. He does not harbour 

grudges although he takes care not to fall victim to other people’s grudges. Only 
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when a Muslim faces aggression which aims to turn him away from his faith and 

from following and implementing the method of life God has laid down, is he 

required to fight back and break down all barriers which prevent people from 

following Divine guidance and implementing the Divine law. His fight is a struggle 

for the cause of God. It is not a fight in pursuit of revenge. He fights because he loves 

what is good for mankind, not because he nurses a grudge against those who have 

caused him harm. He struggles in order to remove the barriers which prevent the 

goodness of Islam from reaching mankind, not to win power and dominion over 

others. His aim is to implement the perfect system under which all mankind enjoy 

justice and peace. He is not after raising any national banner or building any empire. 

Many a statement in the Qur’ n and the Sunnah confirm this fact. Furthermore, the 

history of the first Muslim community proves this. 

This method of life is absolutely good. Only the enemies of mankind try to turn 

them away from it. It is those enemies who must be chased and kicked out of every 

position of leadership they occupy. This is the duty God imposes on the Muslim 

community. It once fulfilled it as it should be fulfilled. It is called upon to fulfil it all 

the time. Struggle under this banner and for the cause of God will continue until the 

Day of Judgement.  
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6 

Lessons for All Muslim 

Generations 

Remember when you set out from your home at 

an early hour to assign the believers to their battle 

posts. God hears all and knows all. (121)  

Two of your groups were about to lose heart, but 

God was their protector. In God shall the 

believers trust. (122)  

God gave you victory at Badr when you were 

utterly weak. Therefore fear God, that you may 

have cause to be grateful. (123)  

You said to the believers: “Is it not enough for you 

[to know] that your Lord should send down three 

thousand angels to support you? (124)  

“Indeed, He will, if you are patient in adversity 

and fear God, and if they [the non-believers] 

suddenly attack you, your Lord will supply you 

with five thousand angels swooping down.” (125)  

God made this only as a happy news for you, so 

that your hearts might take comfort from it. 

Victory comes only from God, the Mighty, the 

Wise. (126) 
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It is in order to destroy some of the non-believers, 

and so abase others that they lose and withdraw. 

(127) 

You have no say in the matter. [It is for Him] to 

accept their repentance or punish them. They are 

wrongdoers. (128) 

To Him belongs all that is in the heavens and the 

earth; He forgives whom He wills and punishes 

whom He wills. God is Forgiving and Merciful. 

(129)  

Believers, do not gorge yourselves on usury, 

doubling [your money] again and again. Have 

fear of God, so that you may prosper. (130) 

Guard yourselves against the fire which has been 

prepared for the unbelievers; (131) 

and obey God and the messenger, that you may 

be graced with mercy. (132) 

Hasten, all of you, to the achievement of your 

Lord’s forgiveness, and a paradise as vast as the 

heavens and the earth, prepared for the God- 

fearing, (133) 

who spend [in His way] in time of plenty and in 

time of hardship, and restrain their anger, and 

forgive their fellow men. God loves the benevolent. 

(134)  
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Overview 

From the battlefield of words and ideas and concepts the s rah turns now to that 

of armed combat: the Battle of U ud. 

U ud was not, however, solely an armed confrontation; it was rather a struggle 

within the Muslim conscience. Its scope encompassed the whole gamut of human 

behaviour, feelings, emotions, aspirations, instincts and limitations. The Qur’ n was 

there to coach the human soul in the most caring and gentle way, and in a manner 

that is more comprehensive and effective than any forceful confrontation. 

First came the victory, and then the setback. The sweeter and greater triumph, 

however, was still to come. It was the triumph of enlightenment and of a clarity of 

understanding the facts as the Qur’ n lays them down. A triumph of having those 

facts established as convictions. Muslim hearts were put to the test and purified, their 

ranks were set apart and the whole community proceeded with clearer concepts, 

more definite values, and stronger feelings than before. Furthermore, the hypocrites 

were largely set apart. In what ensued, the characteristics of hypocrisy and sincerity, 

as manifested in feelings, words, behaviour and actions, became much clearer, as did 

the obligations of faith and the responsibilities attendant on it. The battle clearly 

defined the preparations required of the Muslims in knowledge, devotion, 

organisation, compliance and total dependence on God Almighty, every step of the 

way. Everything was and is up to Him alone, in times of victory as in times of defeat, 

in life as in death. 

Those who, when they commit a gross indecency or 

wrong themselves, remember God and pray for 

the forgiveness of their sins — for who but God 

can forgive sins? — and do not knowingly persist 

in doing the wrong they may have done. (135)  

These shall have the reward of forgiveness by their 

Lord, and gardens underneath which rivers flow, 

where they shall abide. Excellent is the reward for 

those who labour [well]. (136) 
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The unexpected defeat suffered by the Muslim community in battle, however, was 

immeasurably less crucial than the Qur’ nic guidelines and recommendations that 

followed it. The Muslims, at that time, were in desperate need of such guidance; they 

needed it a thousand times more than they needed a military victory or the spoils of 

war. The benefits of that result were even more important and enduring for later 

Muslim generations. In short, there was a supreme Divine purpose behind the defeat 

suffered by the Muslims. As far as we can ascertain from its outward natural causes, 

what happened conforms to the normal pattern of things. The Muslims had, in 

essence, the great privilege of learning from their experience, of gaining more 

enlightenment and maturity, and of cleansing their ranks and reorganising and 

coordinating their plans. The whole experience has proved immensely valuable for 

later Muslim generations as well. 

As soon as the battle on the ground was over, the Qur’ n moved to a wider arena, 

the human soul and the whole life of the Muslim community. It goes on to mould the 

community according to God’s will, knowledge and purpose. What God designed 

for the Muslim community was achieved and it was all for their good, despite the 

hardships, the travails and the trials and tribulations they experienced. 

When discussing the aftermath of the Battle of U ud, the Qur’ n combines in a 

remarkable way its review of the events, portrayal of the scenes of conflict, with its 

pointed commentary and specific directives. These emanate from the events 

themselves, and they advance specific exhortations and prescriptions for purifying 

souls, clarifying concepts and freeing hearts and minds from the negative and dark 

effects of desire, greed, hatred, guilt, negligence, and coveted aspirations. 

What is even more interesting is how, while reviewing a military confrontation, 

the s rah goes on to discuss the evils of usury and the merits of consultation and 

collective decision-making, or sh r , despite the fact that at U ud it led to a 

disappointing outcome. Furthermore, the s rah deals in a vigorous and thorough 

style with a wide range of human behaviour. 

This richness, vitality and comprehensiveness come as no surprise to those who 

are aware of the Divine method. In the dynamics of Islam, an armed confrontation is 

not merely a clash of artillery, cavalrymen and fighters, nor does it involve pure 

military planning alone. Rather, such a confrontation cannot be isolated from the 

greater struggle that takes place inside human consciousness and in the social 

organisation of the Muslim community. The physical battle is closely linked to the 

purity and dedication of the human conscience and its freedom from the shackles 

that darken its vision or prevent it from turning to God Almighty. Likewise, it is 

firmly linked to the foundations and structure on which the life of the Muslim 

community is organised, in accordance with God’s straight and sound order. The 
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Divine way of life is built on mutual consultation in all aspects of life, not only in 

matters of state and governance. It is based on a system of cooperation rather than 

usury, and the two can never be part of the same structure. 

The Qur’ n was addressing a Muslim community in the wake of a battle which, as 

we have already pointed out, went far beyond a simple armed expedition. It was a 

battle of wider extent and implication, for individuals as well as for life as a whole. 

This is the reason for raising in this context subjects such as the condemnation of 

usury, giving charitably at times of prosperity and need, obedience to God as a 

condition for His mercy and generosity, the restraint of anger, kindness and the 

purification from sin through appealing to God for forgiveness, and repentance as a 

condition for gaining God’s pleasure and goodwill. The s rah also talks of God’s 

mercy as reflected in the benevolence of the Prophet Mu ammad and his kindness 

towards others. Towards the end of the review, the s rah establishes the principle of 

mutual consultation, or sh r , as necessary even at the most difficult of times; it 

stresses honesty and sacrifice and warns against parsimony. 

These aspects were all ingredients for raising and preparing the Muslim 

community for the bigger and wider battle which included armed combat but which 

was not restricted to it. It remains the battle for the greater prize: overcoming the 

powers of self-interest, desire, greed and hatred, and establishing values and healthy 

foundations for the total life of the community. 

The object here is to highlight the integrity and the unity of the Islamic faith in 

dealing with the human individual and all aspects of his behaviour and activity. 

These should revolve around one fundamental principle: worship of, and submission 

to, God with sensibility and full consciousness. The s rah draws one’s attention to the 

consistency of God’s method in dealing with the totality of the human being in every 

situation, and to the coherent and final outcome of human activity, and to the 

influence of every move and every action on that outcome. 

The all-ranging advice given here is not altogether removed from the context of 

the battle. People do not triumph in war until they prevail in emotional, moral and 

organisational struggles. Those who retreated at U ud were misled by Satan as a 

result of some misdemeanour. We are reminded that those earlier communities 

whose prophets led them to victory in battles of faith only triumphed because they 

started their march with seeking God’s forgiveness and support and by cleansing 

their hearts of all wrongdoing. To abandon usury and adopt an equitable financial 

system is an essential preparation for victory. An equitable society is more likely to 

prevail than an exploitative one. Suppression of one’s anger and forgiving others are 

essential for victory, because self-control, solidarity and kindness are highly potent 

forces in a tolerant society.  
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Another fundamental tenet in this context is recognition of God’s will and the 

attribution of all eventualities to His wish and command, a concept which this s rah 

defines clearly and decisively. In the meantime, it confirms God’s way of basing the 

effect of people’s behaviour on the nature of their activities, whether right or wrong, 

compliant or rebellious. People are no more than an image of God’s will and an 

instrument of His command which He puts to whatever purpose He chooses. 

Last, but not least, the s rah impresses upon the Muslims the fact that victory is 

not a matter for them to decide. It is up to God’s will which is translated through 

their struggle, for which they will be rewarded. The material fruits of victory are not 

theirs to reap, nor is victory granted to them for their own special gratification. It is 

brought about for the sake of higher objectives decided by God Almighty. The same 

applies to defeat, which is brought about in fulfilment of God’s will, pursuant to the 

performance of the Muslim community and whether they discharged their 

obligations or not. Defeat comes about to achieve certain purposes, predetermined by 

God and known only to Him, to test people and purify their ranks, establish facts, 

values and standards, and in order to reveal God’s laws for all to see. 

Military, political or economic predominance has no value or weight, according to 

Islam, unless it is based on the Divine way which requires the exercise of proper 

control of personal desires and greed and the upholding of the way of life chosen by 

God for mankind. Victory must be totally for God and His way, and every human 

effort must be made for the sake of God and His cause. Otherwise, it is a triumph of 

one godless group over another godless group, with no benefit for mankind or for 

human life. Real advantage is gained only when the truth, the indivisible truth, of 

God’s way prevails. There is no other truth in this world. But for this truth to prevail 

it must conquer the human soul and the daily system of human life. This can only be 

achieved when human beings conquer their own self-interest, desires, greed and 

prejudice, when they break free from the chains of materialism and seek God’s 

pleasure and put their trust fully in His hand. It happens when people do their 

utmost to comply with God’s command in every aspect of their lives. Only then can a 

military, economic or political victory be considered a real one, in God’s sight; 

otherwise it is a godless victory that carries no weight or value whatsoever. 

Thus, we are able to appreciate the approach of the s rah in its appraisal of the 

Battle of U ud and why it takes the wider view of the human struggle, of which the 

battlefield represents only one aspect. 

A Brief Account of the Battle of Uĥud 

Before we go into the Qur’ nic review of the Battle of U ud, it is fitting to give a 

brief account of the events of that battle, as recorded in the biographies of the 
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Prophet, in order to gain a better understanding of the Qur’ nic appraisal of the 

battle and of God’s approach in educating and nurturing the Muslim community 

through the Qur’ n. 

The Muslims scored a total victory against the non-Muslim Arabs at Badr in the 

second year of the Islamic calendar, 623 CE. That victory had the makings of a 

miracle about it. The Quraysh lost its most eminent personalities and its leadership 

fell to Abū Sufy n, who spared no effort in launching a revenge campaign. The trade 

caravan carrying a substantial portion of the Quraysh’s wealth, which had 

precipitated the Badr confrontation in the first instance, escaped the fighting and it 

was that wealth which the Arabs of the Quraysh used to finance the planned 

retaliation. 

Abū Sufy n was able to recruit around three thousand fighters from among the 

Quraysh and their allies, the A bīsh (Abyssinians), who were accompanied by some 

of their women so as to deter them from running away. The army left for Madinah in 

the ninth month, Shaww l, of the third year of the Muslim calendar, and camped 

near Mount U ud on the outskirts of Madinah. 

The Prophet Mu ammad consulted with his people over whether they should 

meet them outside the city or stay put inside. According to Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah, 

in his biography of the Prophet, Mu ammad’s own view was to remain in the city 

and fortify their defences around it; if the Arabs decided to enter, the Muslims could 

engage them in the streets and the women could give support from the rooftops. He 

was supported by `Abdullah ibn Ubayy [the chief of the hypocrites], but a large 

number, mainly young men who did not attend Badr, insisted that they should go 

and meet the enemy outside Madinah. As this view seemed to prevail, the Prophet 

stood up and went to ` ’ishah’s room, donned his fighting attire, and emerged again 

ready to move. By that time the people had changed their mind and decided that 

they should not force the Prophet to leave the city. Some of them said: “Messenger of 

God, if you prefer you can stay in Madinah.” His reply was: “It does not befit a 

prophet to take off his fighting attire once he has put it on until God decides the duel 

between him and his enemies.” That was the first lesson the Muslims were to learn: 

once a collective decision has been arrived at by public consultation, there is no way 

to go but forward. There is no room for dithering, re-consultation and indecision. 

Things must be allowed to take their natural course and God will decide the 

outcome. 

Shortly prior to this, the Prophet saw in a dream that his sword was cracked, and 

saw cows being slaughtered, and that he had put his hand inside a strong shield. He 

interpreted the crack as someone from his household being hit, the cows as some of 

his Companions being killed and the shield as the city of Madinah. He was, 

therefore, aware of the outcome of the confrontation, but decided, nevertheless, to 
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comply with the consensus arrived at with his Companions. He was also educating 

his followers through practical experience. Above all, he was submitting to God’s 

will which in his heart he felt happy and contented to do. 

The Prophet left the city with a thousand Muslims, leaving Ibn Umm Maktūm in 

charge of leading the prayer during his absence. When they were half-way between 

Madinah and U ud, `Abdull h ibn Ubayy, and around one-third of the Muslim 

contingent withdrew from the expedition, protesting that the Prophet had not 

respected his views, and that he listened to the boys, so to speak. `Abdull h ibn `Amr 

ibn ar m, the father of J bir ibn `Abdull h, went after the retreating company, 

cursing, scolding, and urging them to rejoin the Muslim fighters. He called to them: 

“Come and fight for the cause of God or lend support.” They replied: “If we knew 

that you would fight we would not have retreated.” Eventually he gave up on them, 

cursed them and rejoined the Muslim army. 

Some of the Anş r, i.e. Muslims from Madinah, asked if they could seek the 

support of their Jewish allies, but the Prophet refused: the Jews had no part in the 

confrontation between Islam and the idolaters. When one puts one’s trust in God and 

dedicates one’s heart and soul to Him, victory will be granted. The Prophet asked his 

Companions whether anyone of them could lead them closer to the Quraysh and this 

some of the Anş r did until the party came down the slope of the Valley of U ud 

with the mountain to their backs. The Prophet asked his Companions not to start the 

fighting until he had given the order. 

The following morning, the Prophet marshalled around 700 men for battle, 

including 50 cavalrymen and 50 archers under the command of `Abdull h ibn 

Jubayr. The Prophet ordered Ibn Jubayr and his men to hold their positions behind 

the main army and not to leave them no matter what happened, even if “you see 

birds picking up troops” one by one. He ordered them to repel the Quraysh attackers 

with their arrows so that they could not attack the Muslims from the rear. 

The Prophet put on two layers of body armour and handed the standard over to 

Mus`ab ibn `Umayr. He placed Al-Zubayr ibn al-`Aww m on one flank and Al-

Mundhir ibn `Amr on the other. He surveyed the younger recruits and ordered those 

he thought were under age to go back. These included `Abdullah ibn `Amr, Us mah 

ibn Zaid, Usayd ibn ahīr, al-Bar ’ ibn ` zib, Zaid ibn Arqam, Zaid ibn Th bit, 

`Ur bah ibn Aws, and `Amr ibn iz m. Those he allowed to remain with the troops 

included Samurah ibn Jundub and R fi’ ibn Khudayj who were both 15 years of age. 

The Quraysh similarly mustered their troops, numbering around 3,000, and 

including 200 horsemen, with Kh lid ibn al-Walīd in charge of the right flank and 

`Ikrimah ibn Abī Jahl commanding the left one. 

The Prophet gave his sword to Abū Duj nah Samm k ibn Kharshah, a brave 
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fighter who showed real enthusiasm for battle. 

Old Loyalties Totally Disregarded 

The first man to come forward from the Quraysh was Abū. ` mir, known as “the 

Monk”, but whom the Prophet nick-named “the Transgressor”. He was a leader of 

the Aws tribe before Islam but he refused to accept Islam and declared open hostility 

towards the Prophet. He had left Madinah to join the Quraysh in Makkah with the 

aim of rallying them against the Muslims. He enticed the Makkans to go to war 

against the Muslims, promising them the support of his tribe, the Aws, whom he said 

would follow him as soon as they saw him. He was the first man to step into the 

fighting arena, introduced himself and called over to his people among the Prophet’s 

army to come over to his side. He was rejected and cursed. Declaring that “some 

evil” had befallen his people, he went on to fight the Muslims with fanatical zeal. 

Abū Duj nah, al ah ibn `Ubayd Allah, amzah ibn `Abd al-Mu alib, `Alī ibn 

Abī lib, al-Nađīr ibn Anas, Sa`d ibn al-Rabī`, to mention but a few, showed 

tremendous courage when the combat started. 

In the early part of the day, the Muslims prevailed and 70 of the most valiant of 

the Quraysh fell. The bulk of the Arab troops were scattered and ran back to where 

the women were camped. The women lifted their dresses and themselves took flight. 

As the Muslim archers saw the non-believers withdrawing, they abandoned their 

assigned positions which the Prophet had ordered them never to leave. They were 

shouting: “The booty. The booty.” Their commander ordered them back, recalling 

the Prophet’s instructions, but they took no notice. They went after the loot leaving 

the U ud positions undefended. 

At that precise point, Kh lid ibn al-Walīd led the Makkan cavalry in a pincer 

movement to occupy the Mount abandoned by the archers, so as to attack the 

Muslims from the rear. When the fleeing Quraysh men saw Kh lid and his troops 

occupying the high ground, they rallied to join them. 

The tables were turned. The Muslims went on the defensive and chaos broke out 

all over the battlefield. The surprise attack from the Quraysh had thrown the 

Muslims into disarray; they lost control and panicked. Many Muslims were killed in 

what ensued and the Makkans were even able to get very close to the Prophet 

himself who was being defended by a handful of followers. Although they fought 

back bravely, all were killed. As for the Prophet, he sustained a wound to his face, 

and a broken lower incisor. His helmet was shattered. A volley of stones was hurled 

at him by the Makkans, causing him to fall on his side into a camouflaged ditch 

which Abū ` mir “the Transgressor” had dug to entrap the Muslims. Two metal 
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rings from his visor pierced his cheek. 

Amid this confusion, someone shouted: “Mu ammad has been killed.” Whatever 

morale the Muslims had left was shattered and they were put to flight. Overcome 

with despair and exhaustion, they were routed and soundly defeated. 

As people moved back, some stayed behind, among them Anas ibn al-Nađr. He 

saw `Umar ibn al-Kha b, among other Muslims from both Makkah and Madinah, 

looking dejected and despondent. He enquired why they were sitting there. When 

they replied that it was because Mu ammad had been killed, he said: “What is your 

life worth after him, then? Get up and die for what he died for.” He turned towards 

the enemy camp and as he passed by Sa`d ibn Mu` dh, he said: “Sa`d, how 

wonderful is the scent of Paradise. I can smell it behind Mount U ud.” He fought 

until he was killed, with some seventy wounds to his body. Only his sister was able 

to identify him, only by a mark on his finger. 

The Prophet, however, was able to make his way back to the Muslims and the first 

person to recognise him from behind his visor was Ka`b ibn M lik who shouted at 

the top of his voice: “Muslims. Hear the good news. Here is the Messenger of God.” 

The Prophet gestured to him with his hand not to say any more, and the Muslims, 

Abū Bakr, `Umar and Al- rith ibn al-Şimmah among them, flocked to him. He led 

them towards and up the mountain pass. Then they were seen by Ubayy ibn Khalaf 

on a horse called al-`Awd which he used to feed in Makkah, saying: “I shall ride this 

horse to kill Mu ammad.” When the Prophet heard this he said, “It is I who will kill 

him, by God’s will.” As Ubayy charged towards the Prophet aiming to fulfil his 

intention, the Prophet took a lance from al- rith and threw it at Ubayy hitting him 

in the collar bone, whereupon he fell down like a bull. The Prophet was sure the man 

would never recover, as he had said, and he did indeed die on the way back to 

Makkah. 

Soon thereafter, Abū Sufy n, the Makkan chief, called from the top of the 

mountain: “Is Mu ammad among you?” Mu ammad told his Companions not to 

answer him, and he called again: “Is Ibn Abī Qu fah (Abū Bakr) among you?” No 

one answered. He called a third time: “Is `Umar ibn al-Kha b among you?” Having 

received no answer, he turned to his own people and said: “You need no longer 

worry about these men.” However, `Umar could not restrain himself and called back: 

“You enemy of God, all the men you mentioned are still alive, and may God give you 

more bad news.” Abū Sufy n said: “There has been mutilation among your dead. I 

neither ordered it nor did it cause me any anger.” This was a reference to what his 

wife, Hind, had done to the body of amzah, the Prophet’s uncle, after her slave, 

Wa shī, had killed him. She cut open his abdomen, pulled out his liver, chewed it 

and then threw it from her mouth. 
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Abū Sufy n then called upon the Makkan deity, saying: “Rise and prevail, Hubal.” 

The Prophet urged his people to answer him, but they did not know what to say, and 

he said: “Say, ‘God is higher and more exalted.”’ Abū Sufy n retorted: “We have al- 

`Uzz  and you do not.” The Prophet said: “Say to him, Allah is our Lord, and you 

have none.” Abū Sufy n said: “Today avenges the day of Badr, and victory in war 

goes by turns.” `Umar answered him, saying: “We are not equal. Our dead go to 

Paradise, but your dead go to Hell.” 

When the fighting subsided and the Makkans had departed, the Muslims were 

nonetheless concerned that their enemies would head for Madinah, take their women 

and children and loot their possessions. The Prophet, therefore, ordered `Alī ibn Abī 
lib to follow them to see which direction they followed and what their intention 

was. He said if they dismounted the horses and rode the camels, they would be 

going to Makkah; otherwise they would be going to Madinah. “By God in whose 

hand is my life,” the Prophet said, “if they go to Madinah I will go after them and 

fight them inside it.” `Alī, however, reported that he had seen them dismount their 

horses and ride their camels instead. They were moving in the direction of Makkah. 

Somewhere along the way disagreement broke out among the Makkans. Some of 

them argued that they had achieved very little at U ud. The Muslim high command 

remained intact and they could easily regroup. Such contenders urged their people to 

go back to Madinah to annihilate the Muslims. This news soon reached the Prophet 

and he called his people to prepare to confront the enemy again, adding: “Only those 

who fought [on the preceding day] should join us.” `Abdull h ibn Ubayy offered to 

join the expedition but the Prophet declined his offer. Many Muslims willingly and 

dutifully prepared themselves to go out to fight again, despite their wounds and 

their apprehensions. J bir ibn `Abdull h requested the Prophet to make an exception 

in his case and allow him to join the army. He said: “Messenger of God, I love to be 

with you in every battle, but my father asked me to look after his daughters on the 

day of U ud, and I ask you to let me join you this time.” The Prophet granted him 

permission and led the Muslims out in pursuit of the idolaters of the Quraysh. They 

went as far as amr ’ al-Asad, about 15 kilometres from Madinah. 

A man by the name Ma`bad ibn Abī Ma`bad al-Khuz `ī, came to see the Prophet 

who asked him to catch up with Abū Sufy n’s army and dissuade them from 

launching any attack on the Muslims. Ma`bad caught up with Abū Sufy n at al-

Raw . Unaware that Ma`bad had converted to Islam, Abū Sufy n asked him: “What 

news have you?” Ma`bad replied: “Mu ammad has come out with his Companions 

to pursue you with an army the like of which has not been seen before. Many of them 

regretted staying behind the first time round.” Abū Sufy n said: “So what do you 

think?” Ma`bad replied: “If you were to order your troops to march now, I would 

imagine that by the time you have started to move, you will be seeing their horses.” 
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Abū Sufy n said: “By God, we are determined to attack them and wipe them out.” 

Ma`bad answered: “But I advise you against it.” At that point Abū Sufy n led his 

people back towards Makkah. 

Abū Sufy n also met with some non-Muslims heading for Madinah and he offered 

to load their camels with raisins when they returned to Makkah, if they would: “Tell 

Mu ammad from me that we are set to attack and wipe him and his Companions 

out.” When the Muslims heard the message, they said: “God is all-sufficient for us. 

He is the best protector.” Their resolve still strong, they waited for three more days 

and once they were certain that the unbelievers were well on their way to Makkah, 

they returned to Madinah. 

Glimpses of Muslim Dedication 

This summary by no means covers all aspects of the battle or details all the 

significant events of that day. As a complement, therefore, let us review some of the 

more remarkable incidents of that memorable episode. 

At the climax of the fighting, following the Muslim archers’ desertion of their 

positions, the encirclement by the idolaters, the cry that “Mu ammad had been 

killed”, and the outbreak of mayhem among the Muslims, `Amr ibn Qamī’ah was 

one of the unbelievers who managed to get close to the Prophet. In that bewildering 

state of confusion, a lady called Nusaibah bint Ka`b al-M ziniyyah, also known as 

Umm `Im rah, was staunchly covering the Prophet. She hit `Amr ibn Qamī’ah 

several times with her sword, but he was well-protected by his two shields. In return, 

he hit Nusaibah on her shoulder with his sword, seriously wounding her. 

Abū. Duj nah was also shielding the Prophet. Despite the volley of arrows that 

were hitting his back, he never wavered, all the while leaning over the Prophet. 

At one point ’ al ah ibn ‘Ubaid Allah rushed towards the Prophet and was the 

only one defending him. He took that position until he fell. Ibn ibb n reports that 

` ’ishah, the Prophet’s wife, related that her father, Abū Bakr said: “When the 

Prophet was left on his own at U ud, I was the first to go to him. I found a man 

defending him and said, ‘Let it be al ah; let it be al ah. ‘Soon Abū `Ubaydah ibn 

al-Jarr  came flying like a bird towards me and we both rushed towards the 

Prophet to find al ah having fallen wounded. The Prophet asked us to take care of 

him. The Prophet was hit by an arrow and two rings of his visor had found their way 

into his cheek. I went to pull one of them out when Abū `Ubaydah pleaded with me 

to let him pull it out. He grabbed the ring with his teeth and began to ease it out, 

taking care not to hurt the Prophet. He was able to pull it out, but his own front tooth 

came out. Then I went to pull the other ring out of the Prophet’s cheek, but Abū 

`Ubaydah again pleaded with me to allow him to do it. He pulled it out carefully 
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with his teeth and another of his front teeth fell out. The Prophet all the while urged 

us to go and help “ al ah who had been hit in more than ten places.” 

`Alī ibn Abī lib was cleaning the Prophet’s wound with water and F imah, his 

wife and one of the Prophet’s daughters, was helping him. When she saw the blood 

oozing out of the wound, she burnt straw and put it on the wound to ensure that the 

bleeding stopped. 

M lik, father of Abū Sa`īd al-Khudrī, was sucking the blood out of the Prophet’s 

wound to clean it. The Prophet urged him to spit it out, but he refused. The Prophet 

used to point to M lik and say: “Whoever wants to look at a man from Paradise, let 

him look at this man.” 

Muslim reports that, at U ud, the Prophet was left alone with seven of his 

Companions from the Anş r and two from the Quraysh. When his attackers 

increased their pressure on him, he called: “Who would defend me and go to 

Paradise?” One by one, the Anş rī men came forward, fought the unbelievers but 

were themselves killed. Looking at them, the Prophet said: “We have not been fair to 

our Companions.” Then al ah fought hard to drive the enemy away from the 

Prophet, and Abū Duj nah shielded him as we have already mentioned. The Prophet 

was so exhausted that he was not even able to climb a rock on the mountain until 

al ah squatted to allow him to step over his back. When it was time for Prayer, he 

led the Muslims in Prayer sitting down. 

On that momentous day also, Han alah al-Anş rī, nick-named al-Ghasīl, attacked 

Abū. Sufy n and managed to get a firm grip on him, Shadd d ibn al-Aswad, 

however, dashed forward and killed Han alah. Now when the Muslims were called 

to go out and fight earlier that day, Han alah was still in his wife’s arms. He got up 

immediately without taking the obligatory bath. This means that he was in the state 

of ceremonial impurity, which required that he should take a bath or a shower. When 

he was killed the Prophet told his Companions that the angels were washing him. He 

asked them to find out from his wife why the angels should be doing this, and she 

explained to them what had happened. 

Zaid ibn Th bit related that, at U ud, the Prophet dispatched him to seek Sa`d ibn 

al-Rabī`. He found him in the throes of death, with seventy wounds on his body. He 

said to him: “Sa`d, the Messenger of God sends his greetings and is enquiring after 

you.” He replied: “Give God’s Messenger my greetings and tell him that I can smell 

the scent of Paradise. Tell my people, the Anş r, that they shall have no excuse with 

God if the Prophet comes to any harm and any of them is still alive.” With these 

words his soul departed. 

A Makkan Muslim passed by one from Madinah bleeding profusely. He said to 

him: “Do you know that Mu ammad has been killed?” The man replied: “If he has, 
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then he has fulfilled his mission, and you should fight for your religion.” 

`Abdull h ibn `Amr ibn ar m said that, before U ud, he saw in a dream 

Mubashshir ibn `Abd al-Mundhir saying to him: “You will be visiting us within a 

few days.” `Abdull h asked him where he was, and he replied: “In Paradise, where 

we do as we like.” `Abdull h then asked: “But were you not killed at Badr?” 

Mubashshir replied: “Indeed, but I was brought back to life.” When `Abdull h 

related his dream to the Prophet, he said to him: ’Abū J bir, it is martyrdom.” 

Khaythamah, whose son was martyred at Badr, said that he had been eager to go 

to Badr but had missed it because his son won the draw of lots and went with the 

Muslim army, fighting at Badr until he fell a martyr. He said that in a dream he had 

had the previous night he had seen his son, looking extremely handsome, strolling 

around the trees and rivers of Paradise saying: “Join our company in Paradise. I have 

found what my Lord promised me to be true.” He intimated to the Prophet his 

burning desire to join his son, even though he was old and frail. He asked the 

Prophet to pray to God to grant him martyrdom and the company of Said in 

Paradise. The Prophet prayed for him and he died a martyr at U ud. 

`Abdull h ibn Ja sh was heard that day, praying: “God, I beg of You to let me 

meet the enemies tomorrow, and let them kill me, cut open my abdomen and cut off 

my nose and ears, so that when You ask me the reason, I can say, ‘For Your sake.”’ 

`Amr ibn al-Jamū  was the father of four sons who used to go on military 

expeditions with the Prophet. Despite his bad limp, he wanted to join the fighting at 

U ud. His sons told him that God had granted him exemption. Hence, he did not 

have to go. He went to the Prophet to protest: “My sons are preventing me from 

going out to fight with you. By God, I pray to God that I am martyred and that, with 

this very limp, I would walk in Paradise.” The Prophet told him that God had 

exempted him from fighting on account of his lameness, but he then turned to his 

sons and said: “Why should you not let him go out to fight? God may indeed grant 

him martyrdom.” He fought at U ud and died a martyr. 

In the heat of battle, udhayfah ibn al-Yam n saw some Muslim fighters going to 

attack his father, not knowing who he was, and thinking him to be one of the 

unbelievers. He called out to them that the man was his father but they did not 

understand what he was saying and they killed him. udhayfah asked for 

forgiveness for those Muslims. The Prophet offered to pay his ransom but 

udhayfah declined, saying that he would give it as a gift to the Muslims. In this 

way, the Prophet would think even more highly of udhayfah from then on. 

Describing the fall of amzah, the Prophet’s uncle, at U ud, Wa shī, a slave 

belonging to Jubayr ibn Mut`im, related that Jubayr offered him his freedom if he 

were to kill amzah. Being an Ethiopian, he was skilled in throwing the spear and, 
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he said, he rarely missed. When the fighting started he went round looking for 

amzah until he saw him lashing out with his sword “like an angry camel”, nothing 

barring his way. Wa shī stalked him, hiding behind trees and rocks, so as to get as 

near to him as possible. Suddenly, he saw someone else aiming to strike amzah, but 

amzah raised his sword and struck a mighty blow, cutting his head off. Wa shī 
said he raised his spear, took aim and hit amzah in the belly until it came out in 

between his legs. He staggered towards Wa shī but collapsed before he could get to 

him. Wa shī said that he left him to die before he went to retrieve his spear and 

return to camp where he sat down, “because he was the only one I wanted to kill, 

and I only killed him to be set free”. 

Hind, daughter of `Utbah and wife of Abū. Sufy n, then went and opened 

amzah’s abdomen, pulled out his liver and began to chew it. When she could not 

swallow it she spat it out. 

When the fighting subsided and the Prophet saw amzah’s body, he stood next to 

him and, deeply overcome with grief, said: “I shall suffer no greater loss than this 

one. I have never been so angry as I am at this moment.” Then he asked whether 

Hind had eaten any of amzah’s liver and was told that she had not, and so he said: 

“God would not take any part of amzah’s body to Hell.” 

The Prophet ordered that the martyrs of U ud be buried where they fell, rather 

than be taken back to the cemetery in Madinah. Some people had already removed 

their dead, but when they heard the announcement they took them back to U ud 

and buried them there. The Prophet supervised the burials, with two and three 

bodies interred in the same grave. He would enquire which of the dead had been 

more versed in the Qur’ n and he gave that person precedence. `Abdull h ibn `Amr 

ibn ar m and `Amr ibn al-Jamū  were buried together as they were known to have 

been very close friends. The Prophet said: “Bury them together; they loved each 

other when they were alive.” 

Treatment of the Battle Events in the Qur’ n 

These are some glimpses from the battlefield of a confrontation that oscillated 

between victory and defeat, separated only by a passing disobedience or a fleeting 

neglect of duty. U ud witnessed the highest of the high and the lowest of the low, 

and saw unique examples of bravery and courage as well as of hypocrisy and 

defeatism. 

The overall picture reflects a lack of cohesion and inconsistency among the 

Muslims and a state of confusion and haziness in some of their minds. As was God’s 

will, the situation led to a bitter outcome and heavy sacrifices for the Muslims. The 

most serious of these was the wounding of the Prophet himself, which must have 
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been extremely painful and distressing for his companions. Thus they paid a heavy 

price, but they learnt a most profound lesson. God wanted to test their hearts and 

cleanse their ranks. He also wished to prepare their community for the greater 

mission of leading humankind and establishing His order on earth in its most perfect 

but realistic form. 

Let us now see how the Qur’ n, in its unique style, tackled the situation. The 

Qur’ nic text does not relate the events of battle in sequence, but traces what goes on 

inside the hearts and minds of the participants. Events and incidents are used as 

material for clarification and guidance. 

The aim is not to give a chronological account of what took place, but rather to 

identify and discern lessons, morals and values that lie beyond the events for the 

purpose of education and enlightenment. The Qur’ n perceives the emotions and 

apprehensions that outline the prevailing mood and it introduces the basic Divine 

laws and principles that relate to it. The events, therefore, become a basis or pivotal 

points for a wealth of feelings, features, conclusions and inferences around which the 

whole discourse revolves. The Qur’ n explores the intricacies of the human 

conscience and human life. This pattern is repeated again and again, eventually 

providing a full account of events. The narration, in fact, is no more than a vehicle, or 

a means, to focus the arguments and to understand clearly the effect of those events 

upon the human conscience. In this way, one finds no difficulty in appreciating what 

happened, nor experiences any confusion as to its causes or objectives. 

It is also clear that the Qur’ nic discussion of the events of the day is much more 

comprehensive and effective than any simple account of what took place. The 

discussion has a formidable impact on our hearts and minds, and it is more satisfying 

to our human needs of learning and understanding and our sense of curiosity. It is 

also more valuable for the Muslim community, when it comes to facing similar 

situations, because it presents facts, principles and values that endure beyond the 

transient events themselves. It carries solid benefits that transcend considerations of 

time and space. 

This eternal wealth of ideals and standards the Qur’ n offers to every heart that is 

open to faith, anywhere and at all times. Let us now look at the Qur’ nic text in more 

detail. 

Preparation for Battle 

Remember when you set out from your home at an early hour to assign the believers to 
their battle posts. God hears all and knows all. Two of your groups were about to lose 
heart, but God was their protector. In God shall the believers trust. (Verses 121-2) 
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This is the opening scene, recalled in all its reality and vigour whilst still fresh and 

clear in the minds of those being so addressed. The s rah, however, brings into focus 

other factors that were not visible at the time. First, God’s presence and knowledge of 

all that was going on. The Qur’ n always impresses this fact upon the Muslims so as 

to reinforce in their hearts a clearer and deeper faith and understanding. It is the 

major and most fundamental facet of the Islamic system and no one can claim a full 

understanding of this religion without it being firmly established in both their 

conscience and their mind. 

“Remember when you set out from your home at an early hour to assign the believers to 

their battle posts. God hears all and knows all.” (Verse 121) This is a reference to the 

Prophet setting out from ` ’ishah’s home, having donned his battle dress, consulted 

with his Companions and all of them having arrived at the consensus that the 

Muslims should go and meet the enemy outside Madinah. The Prophet went on to 

organise the Muslim troops, including the archers, assigning them duties and 

positions around the battlefield. But the s rah also introduces a new fact: “God hears 

all and knows all.” What a momentous event. God Almighty was witnessing the 

proceedings. How awesome! God was witnessing the consultation and was aware of 

what was going on inside the hearts and minds of all those present. 

The other dimension, however, is that some Muslim hearts vacillated. This was a 

result of the treachery perpetrated by the leader of the hypocrites, `Abdull h ibn 

Ubayy ibn Salūl. Enraged by the Prophet’s acceptance of the views of his 

Companions, in preference to his own view, `Abdull h ibn Ubayy broke away with 

one-third of the Muslim fighting force, refusing to join the expedition. Having said, 

as the s rah puts it: “If we know for sure that there will be fighting we will come with you,” 

(Verse 167) `Abdull h ibn Ubayy had demonstrated that his heart did not fully 

accept Islam and that his self-importance was in control of him. Islam demands total 

dedication and does not tolerate sharing a man’s heart with other beliefs. 

Two of your groups were about to lose heart, but God was their protector. In God shall the 

believers trust.” (Verse 122) According to authentic reports, the two groups were the 

tribes of rithah and Salamah, who were influenced by `Abdull h ibn Ubayy’s 

stance. They wavered, struggled with doubt, but, as the s rah affirms, God came to 

their rescue and gave them heart to stay and fight. 

`Umar ibn al-Khat b reported that he heard J bir ibn `Abdull h say that this 

verse referred to his people, adding: “But I am not disconcerted about that because 

God says, ‘God was their protector.”’ (Related by Al-Bukh rī and Muslim.) 

God reveals here some of people’s inner thoughts and feelings, which only they 

and He know. It is He who steers them away from those negative feelings and gives 

them the courage to go ahead and fight. The Qur’ n recalls the scene, revives the 
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emotions, and reassures the Muslims that God heard and knew all that had taken 

place, that He was with them all the way. It demonstrates to them that God is 

looking after them and helping them in their moments of weakness, so that they 

learn from where to seek help and support the next time they face a similar situation. 

It directs them to the only certain way: ‘In God shall the believers trust. “In God alone, 

and in no one else, should the believers put their trust, for, they shall have no other 

resort. 

Hence, in the very first two verses of this section, two major tenets of Islam are 

established: “God hears all and knows all,” and “In God shall the believers trust.” They are 

presented at the correct moment and in the right context, blending perfectly together 

in rhythm and in nuance, at the very moment when hearts are receptive and ready to 

learn and understand. Here, then, we also have a good example of the way the 

Qur’ n deals with events while they are still live, fresh and relevant. Here, we can 

also see the difference between the Qur’ nic method of relating and interpreting 

events and other methods that do not aim to touch the human heart or direct, 

educate and guide human beings. 

A Reminder of Past Victory 

The s rah takes up the discussion of the battle in which, though they were close to 

victory, the Muslims did not prevail. It begins with a reference to the hypocrite 

`Abdull h ibn Ubayy and his followers, who put their own selfish interests ahead of 

the interests of the faith. It alludes to the two Muslim groups who almost lost heart 

and withdrew, and concludes with the archers’ desertion of their positions, driven by 

greed in pursuit of booty. The exemplary conduct of some Muslims on the battlefield 

did not spare the Muslim camp the final and dismal outcome. This was the result of 

flaws in their ranks and confusion in their thinking. 

Before the s rah goes on to analyse and review the events of U ud, however, the 

Muslims are reminded of their victory at the Battle of Badr. This provides them with 

the opportunity to compare the two situations and to reflect on the root causes and 

results of both victory and defeat, as also on their own weaknesses and strengths. 

They have to realise that victory and defeat are the result of Divine providence, 

brought about for a specific, predetermined purpose. They have to believe that, after 

all, everything is in God’s hands in all circumstances. The s rah says in this respect: 

God gave you victory at Badr when you were utterly weak. Therefore fear God, that 
you may have cause to be grateful. You said to the believers: “Is it not enough for you 
[to know] that your Lord should send down three thousand angels to support you? 
Indeed, He will, if you are patient in adversity and fear God, and if they [the non-
believers] suddenly attack you, your Lord will supply you with five thousand angels 
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swooping down. “God made this only as a happy news for you, so that your hearts 
might take comfort from it. Victory comes only from God, the Mighty, the Wise. It is 
in order to destroy some of the non-believers, and so abase others that they lose and 
withdraw. You have no say in the matter. [It is for Him] to accept their repentance or 
punish them. They are wrongdoers. To Him belongs all that is in the heavens and the 
earth; He forgives whom He wills and punishes whom He wills. God is Forgiving and 
Merciful. (Verses 123-9) 

The victory the Muslims scored at Badr had a hint of miracle about it. There were 

certainly no conventional reasons behind it, especially when one considers that the 

two sides were not equally balanced. There were around one thousand men on the 

side of the idolaters assembled to rescue Abū. Sufy n and his caravan. They were 

well equipped and strongly motivated by the wish to save their wealth and defend 

their pride. The Muslims, on the other hand, numbered little over three hundred men 

who had left Madinah in pursuit of the caravan and with no intention or preparation 

for fighting. Furthermore, they were very poorly equipped. Back in Madinah, there 

were still many who had not converted to Islam, some powerful “hypocrites”, and 

Jews awaiting the right moment to strike at the Muslims. The Muslims themselves 

represented a small island in a vast sea of hostility throughout Arabia. Most of them 

were new immigrants from Makkah, people who had hardly had time to settle down 

in their new environment. 

The s rah reminds the Muslims of all these facts and explains to them the real 

reason for their triumph at Badr. “God gave you victory at Badr when you were utterly 

weak. Therefore fear God, that you may be grateful.” (Verse 123) 

It was God Who brought them victory, and for a purpose shortly to be revealed. 

They had no other helper or patron, and it is He Whom they should fear and 

consider. He has the power and authority to grant them victory or leave them to be 

vanquished. Perhaps if they were to fear God they might learn to thank Him 

properly and appreciate the favour He bestows on them. 

After this opening stroke, the s rah goes on to recall some scenes from Badr itself. 
“You said to the believers: ‘Is it not enough for you [to know] that your Lord should 
send down three thousand angels to support you? Indeed, He will, if are patient in 
adversity and fear God, and if they [the non-believers] suddenly attack you, your Lord 
will supply you with five thousand angels swooping down.’” (Verses 124-5) 

These were the comforting words the Prophet conveyed to the Muslims when they 

embarked on their expedition to intercept the caravan, not knowing they would be 

confronting a formidable fighting force. He conveyed to them the good news of 

God’s support to reassure their hearts and give them strength. He also told them the 

condition on which that support would be given: that they should persevere and rise 
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to the challenge of the enemy, and fear God and be mindful of Him at all times. 

Indeed, He will, if you are patient in adversity and fear God, and if they [the non-
believers] suddenly attack you, your Lord will supply you with five thousand angels 
swooping down. (Verse 125) 

Then God imparts the fact that everything happens as a result of His will and 

wisdom. God is the power behind all events. The angels were dispatched to assist the 

Muslims and lend them moral as well as material support. Victory is determined by 

God Almighty and results from His will without intervention from anyone or any 

other cause or means. “God made this only as a happy news for you, so that your hearts 

might take comfort from it. Victory comes only from God, the Mighty, the Wise.” (Verse 

126) 

The Qur’ n makes this point very strongly so as not to leave any doubt 

whatsoever in the minds of the Muslims. All things happen by God’s absolute, 

unrestricted, effective and direct will. Causes and reasons cease to have any effect 

and become mere tools in the hands of God Who employs and operates them 

according to His will and command. The Qur’ n emphasises this concept in such a 

forceful way as to maintain that direct link between the believer and His Lord and to 

make the believer’s heart always conscious of God’s limitless, unhampered will. 

With these repeated directives and exhortations, the Qur’ n emphasises this 

important fact in a wonderfully gentle, yet profound and enlightened manner. 

The believers were made aware that God alone is the cause of everything. They 

realised that they were obliged to strive by all means to live up to their commitments. 

They understood the message and complied with the Divine instructions and thus 

achieved the most effective balance between the two. This was only achieved over a 

period of time and after numerous experiences and events, and with constant 

direction and education, as we see in this s rah. 

In this passage, the Qur’ n recalls the scenes at Badr as the Prophet promises the 

Muslims that God will support them with the angels if they would only fear Him, 

show patience and live up to the conditions of battle when they meet the idolaters. 

He then identifies the real power behind that action as God to Whose will everything 

is subjected and with Whose leave victory is achieved. He is the “Mighty” with the 

power to achieve victory, and He is the “Wise” Whose will decides that victory. 

Then the s rah explains the purpose behind that victory, pointing out that the way 

God deals with the unbelievers is of no concern to any human being: “It is in order to 

destroy some of the non-believers, and so abase others that they lose and withdraw. You have 

no say in the matter. [It is for Him] to accept their repentance or punish them. They are 

wrongdoers.” (Verses 127-8) 
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Victory is granted by God for a particular purpose. Neither the Prophet nor the 

Muslim fighters had any say in that purpose or any personal interest in it. 

Furthermore, they had no part in achieving it, but were the instruments of the Divine 

will. They are neither the causes behind, nor the makers of victory; they have no 

claim to it nor can they exploit it. It is the will of God achieved through His servants, 

with His support for a particular purpose He has predetermined. 

“It is in order to destroy some of the non-believers, or so abase others that they lose and 

withdraw. You have no say in the matter. [It is for Him] to accept their repentance or punish 

them. They are wrongdoers.” God will punish the idolaters by granting the believers 

victory over them, or by making them fall captive in Muslim hands, or by letting 

them die without having the privilege of becoming believers. This would be the 

punishment for their disbelief, their hostility towards the Muslim community, their 

perpetration of corruption, and their opposition to Islam and its way of life. 

That, in any case, is God’s judgement, and no one can influence it, not even the 

Prophet Mu ammad himself. It is His sole, unshared prerogative, as the one God of 

all creation. 

Thus the Muslims, as individuals, have no influence over this victory, its causes or 

results. They are, therefore, free of all the feelings of arrogance and self-delusion 

usually associated with military victories. They truly feel that they had no hand in 

their victory and that it was all up to God’s Divine will and power. 

The Qur’ n assigns the destiny of all people, believers or unbelievers, to God’s 

will. The fate and future of Islam, and those who accept or reject it are determined by 

God. The Prophet and his followers can only fulfil their obligations and leave the 

outcome to God. They will receive their just reward, for their loyalty and the efforts 

they make in support of God’s cause. 

But there was another reason for stating the principle: “You have no say in the 

matter.” The s rah tells us that some people were wondering: “Have we any say in the 

matter?’ ...Had we had any say in the matter, we should not have been slaughtered here.’” 

(Verse 154) The object is to make it clear to the Muslims that they had nothing to do 

with bringing about victory or defeat. All they are required to do is obey, comply and 

act accordingly. The result is entirely up to God and no body else, not even the 

Prophet Mu ammad. It is of supreme importance that this concept is firmly and 

clearly established in Muslim hearts and minds. 

This reminder of what happened at Badr, and the accompanying admonition, are 

complemented with a more universal and fundamental truth: the destiny of the 

whole cosmos is in the hands of God, He forgives and punishes people as He wills. 

“To Him belongs all that is in the heavens and the earth; He forgives whom He wills and 

punishes whom He wills. God is Forgiving and Merciful.” (Verse 129) 
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His will and power are absolute and stem from His absolute possession and 

control of everything. By virtue of this universal ownership, God has the total and 

complete right to do as He pleases with people’s lives and destinies. There is no 

injustice or partiality in the way He allots forgiveness and punishment. He decides 

with care and compassion, equitably and wisely because “God is Forgiving and 

Merciful.” 

The doors are wide open to God’s servants to win His forgiveness and mercy. 

They should place their trust and confidence in Him, put their destiny in His hands, 

fulfil their commitments and obligations, and leave everything else to His judgement 

and His absolute will and power that lie behind every cause and every result. 

A Comprehensive Outlook 

Before the s rah moves on to refer specifically to the Battle of U ud, we have a 

short passage of seven verses which speak about usury and its transactions, obeying 

God and His Messenger, spending money in God’s cause at times of prosperity and 

adversity, the Islamic co-operative system as opposed to the evil usurious system, 

controlling one’s anger, forgiving other people’s mistakes, praying to God for 

forgiveness and turning to Him in repentance when a mistake is committed. 

These directives are given immediately before the discussion of the military 

confrontation by way of implicit reference to a basic characteristic of the Islamic faith. 

Islam is a single and comprehensive system which caters for every aspect of human 

life and makes every human activity revolve around one essential value, namely, 

submission to God as represented by worshipping Him alone and dedicating 

everything in human life to Him. In every sphere of human life, we must first make 

sure of what God bids us and willingly do His bidding. The fact that these 

instructions are so grouped together in the s rah is a clear reference to the fact that all 

aspects of human activity are mutually interdependent, and their interdependence 

has a considerable effect on the total sum of human activity. 

The Islamic system deals with man as a whole entity. It organises the whole life of 

the Muslim community in a totally comprehensive way which it considers preferable 

to anything piecemeal. It is in this light that we should view this combination of 

preparation for a military engagement on the one hand, and the purification of souls 

and hearts, controlling desires and spreading love and friendliness within the 

community, on the other. All these aspects have mutual effects on one another. When 

we discuss them in detail, taking each directive individually we are bound to 

recognise their essential role in the life of the Muslim community and their bearing 

on the power and the potentials of that community on the battlefield as in all spheres 

of life. 



 

 176

Usury: The Way to Inevitable Ruin 

Believers, do not gorge yourselves on usury, doubling (your money] again and again. 
Have fear of God, so that you may prosper. Guard yourselves against the Fire which 
has been prepared for the unbelievers; and obey God and the messenger, that you may 
be graced with mercy. (Verses 130-2) 

We have discussed the subject of usury in detail in our commentary on verses 275-

81 of s rah 2, entitled al-Baqarah, or The Cow. Here we will only briefly comment on 

the subject of multiplication of the principal sum of a loan. Some people in our 

modern times want to manipulate this verse in order to make lawful what God has 

forbidden. They say that the prohibition is limited only to excessive usury which 

leads to the multiplication of the principal amount of money time after time. They 

further claim that rates of interest of 4, 5, 7 or 9 per cent and similar rates do not lead 

to any such multiplication. Hence, they argue, they are not included in the 

prohibition of usury. 

Let us begin by stating clearly that the reference to multiples is simply a 

description of something that was happening in life. It is not a condition for the 

prohibition to operate. The Qur’ nic statement in s rah 2, The Cow, makes a clear 

prohibition of all usury. It addresses the believers and bids them “give up what 

remains outstanding of usury.” (2: 278) It applies to all that exceeds the principal 

amount, without qualification. 

Now that we have established this principle, we have a word to say about its 

description. It is in fact not a description of the usurious transactions which took 

place in the Arabian peninsula at a particular point in history. It is a description of 

the horrid system of usury per se, regardless of the rate of interest. When a financial 

system is based on usury it makes the financial cycle revolve around it. We have to 

remember that usurious transactions are neither single, isolated transactions nor 

simple ones. They are both repetitive and compounded. When we add the element of 

time to these two aspects we find that they inevitably lead to the multiplication of the 

principal amount time after time. 

By its very nature, the usury system leads to such multiplication. The description 

here is not, therefore, limited to transactions known in Arabia at the time of the 

revelation of this verse. It is characteristic of this system at all times. 

This system inevitably leads to the corruption of the moral and psychological life 

of society inasmuch as it corrupts its financial and political life. It has, therefore, a 

definite and clear influence on the community and all its members. 
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As Islam began to mould the Muslim community, it was keen to ensure a pure 

psychological and moral life for it, as well as a sound and healthy financial and 

political basis. The effect of these elements on the battles fought by the Muslim 

community is well known. Hence, the inclusion of the prohibition of usury within 

the Qur’ nic commentary on the Battle of U ud is readily understood in the context 

of this complete system. This prohibition is also coupled with an order to fear God in 

the hope of achieving prosperity, and to guard against hell, the fire prepared for the 

unbelievers. This is again a most fitting comment. No one who fears God and fears 

the fire prepared for the unbelievers will gorge himself on usury. No one who 

believes in God and removes himself from the ranks of unbelievers will ever think of 

making profit through usury. To believe in God is not simply a word we utter; it is a 

conscientious following of a system which God has devised in order to be a practical 

translation of our faith. Believing in God is simply the introduction for this 

implementation and for shaping the life of the community according to Islamic 

directives and commands. 

It is impossible in any case for faith and usury to exist side by side. Wherever 

usury is adopted as a system the faith of Islam, as a whole, does not exist. There can 

only be the fire which has been prepared for the unbelievers. Any argument against 

this is simply futile. The fact that these verses combine the express prohibition of 

usury with calling on the believers to fear God and guard against the Fire is not a 

mere coincidence. It is made in order to establish this fact clearly in the minds of 

Muslims. It is also made in the hope of achieving prosperity through abandoning 

usury and maintaining fear of God. For prosperity is the natural outcome of fearing 

God and implementing the Divine method in human life. We have already discussed 

the catastrophic effects of usury on human society. We have only to remind ourselves 

of these catastrophic effects in order to recognise the meaning of prosperity in this 

context, and the fact that it is made conditional on abandoning this hateful system. 

The final comment here is given in these words: “... Obey God and the messenger, 

that you may be graced with mercy” This is a general command to obey God and His 

Messenger which makes mercy conditional on this obedience. As it is given, 

however, in the form of a comment on the prohibition of usury, it acquires a special 

significance: God and His Messenger cannot be obeyed in any society which adopts a 

system of usury. No one who accepts usury in any shape or form is obedient to God 

and His Messenger. This comment, then, serves as further emphasis to the 

prohibition. 

Moreover, this order is particularly relevant to the events of the battle in which the 

commands of the Prophet were disobeyed. It re-emphasises this obedience as the 

means to achieve prosperity and benefit by God’s mercy. 
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A Reward Worth Competing For 

Hasten, all of you, to the achievement of your Lord’s forgiveness, and a paradise as 
vast as the heavens and the earth, prepared for the God-fearing, who spend [in His 
way] in time of plenty and in time of hardship, and restrain their anger, and forgive 
their fellow men. God loves the benevolent. (Verses 133-4) 

The prohibition of usury is stated more comprehensively and in greater detail in 

the preceding s rah al-Baqarah, or The Cow. In our discussion of those verses in 

Volume I, we noted that when the s rah states the prohibition of usury, it also speaks 

highly of voluntary charity since the two represent opposite approaches to social 

relations within the economic system. 

They are the most prominent characteristics of two diametrically opposed 

systems: the one based on usury the other on the cooperative system. Here again we 

find that the prohibition of usury is followed by an emphasis on the virtue of 

voluntary spending at times of prosperity and hardship alike. 

These verses make a definitive prohibition of all usury, warn the believers against 

the Fire which is prepared for the unbelievers and call on them to always fear God in 

the hope of being granted His mercy and of achieving prosperity. This is 

immediately followed with an order to hasten to the achievement of God’s 

forgiveness and admission into paradise, which is described as being as vast as the 

heavens and the earth. We are told that this paradise has been prepared for the God 

fearing. “ 

The first quality given here of this class of people is that they “spend [in His way] in 

time of plenty and in time of hardship.” They are, then, a class of people which is totally 

different from those who gorge themselves on usury and multiply their money by no 

effort of their own. Their other qualities are also defined: “Hasten, all of you, to the 

achievement of your Lord’s forgiveness, and a paradise as vast as the heavens and the earth, 

prepared for the God fearing, who spend [in His way] in time of plenty and in time of 

hardship, and restrain their anger, and forgive their fellow men. God loves the benevolent. 

Those who, when they commit a gross indecency or wrong themselves, remember God and 

pray for the forgiveness of their sins — for who but God can forgive sins?” (Verses 133-5) 

The style adopted here describes the fulfilment of these duties in a physical 

movement representing a race towards a certain goal and for a set prize. The prize is 

forgiveness by God and admission to heaven. It is there to be won, and the believers 

are invited to make their race and vie with one another in order to win. The prize is 

set for those who fear God. These have certain qualities which are outlined in the 

next two verses: they spend their money at all times for the sole reason of earning 

God’s pleasure. They are, then, consistent in their attitude. They follow the way 
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which pleases God, unchanged either by prosperity or adversity. When money 

comes to them in plenty, they are not preoccupied with luxurious living. When they 

suffer hardship and adversity, their sorrow does not become their major 

preoccupation. They are conscious of their duty at all times and in all situations. 

They are free from miserliness and greed. They watch God and fear Him. Man loves 

money and he is always reluctant to part with his money. Nothing makes him spend 

his money voluntarily in all situations except a motive far stronger than that of 

possession and self-interest. That motive is the fear of God. It is a pleasant, profound 

feeling which works on man’s soul so that it becomes free, unfettered by greed and 

personal desire. 

The emphasis laid on this characteristic has particular relevance to the Battle of 

U ud. Reference to spending in the s rah is made several times and in the same way 

as the repeated condemnation of those who refuse to come forward with their money 

for the cause of God. 

They “restrain their anger, and forgive their fellow men.” Fearing God also works in 

this respect, providing similar motives and leaving similar effects. Anger is a human 

reaction which is normally combined with or followed by a fit of temper. It is both 

natural and essential to man. However, it can only be overcome through that higher 

perception made possible by the positive effects of fearing God and the spiritual 

strength which man achieves through looking up to horizons which are far superior 

and more sublime than man’s own needs and interests. 

Restraining anger is only the first stage; it is not sufficient on its own. A person 

may restrain his anger but harbour a grudge. His outward fury becomes a deeply-

seated, inward rancour. Needless to say, anger and fury are preferable to harbouring 

grudges and rancour. The Qur’ nic verse emphasises that the God-fearing do not 

allow their anger to become a grudge. They forgive others and do not harbour any ill 

feelings. When anger is deliberately restrained it becomes a burden, a fire which 

burns internally sending its smoke over man’s conscience in order to blur his vision. 

Forgiveness, however, ensures a release from that burden. It gives peace of heart and 

conscience, as well as an easy movement in a more sublime world. 

“God loves the benevolent.” Those who spend their money at times of prosperity and 

hardship are benevolent. Similarly, those who do not hesitate to forgive others after 

having been angered by them are also benevolent. The Qur’ nic verse tells us that 

God loves all who are benevolent. Use of the term “love” here is significant. Its 

pleasant, friendly, bright and compassionate shades are in perfect harmony with the 

pleasant and honourable atmosphere of help and forgiveness. 

Because God loves the benevolent and the good turns they do, those who love 

God also love to be benevolent. They have the best of all motives. The final comment 
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is, then, not only an inspiring description, it is a statement of fact. 

The community which enjoys God’s love and, in turn, loves God and in which 

forgiveness replaces anger and rancour is a strong, brotherly and closely-knit 

community. We see here how this directive is clearly relevant to both the military 

battle and to the battle of life. 

Man: Saint or Sinner 

Those who, when they commit a gross indecency or wrong themselves, remember God 
and pray for the forgiveness of their sins — for who but God can forgive sins? — and 
do not knowingly persist in doing the wrong they may have done. These shall have the 
reward of forgiveness by their Lord, and gardens underneath which rivers flow, where 
they shall abide. Excellent is the reward for those who labour [well]. (Verses 135-6) 

Another quality of the God-fearing is highlighted here. They are those who seek 

forgiveness whenever they slip into sin and make sure of not knowingly disobeying 

God’s orders. How compassionate this religion is. Before He calls on people to be 

compassionate to one another, God, limitless is He in His glory, shows them one 

aspect of His own compassion of which they themselves are the recipients, so that 

they may learn. 

In Islamic terminology, the God-fearing are among the elite of believers. God’s 

compassion and mercy, however, include among them those who remember God 

after committing a gross indecency or who wrong themselves and pray to Him for 

forgiveness of their sins. The term “gross indecency” includes the most ghastly of all 

sins. This religion of ours, however, is so tolerant that it neither considers those who 

sink to its depth as outcasts, nor deprives them of God’s mercy. They are not even 

given the bottom rank among the believers. Rather, they are elevated to the rank of 

the elite, the God-fearing, on one condition only. That condition is that they should 

remember God and pray to Him to forgive their sins, that they should not persist 

with their wrongdoing, knowing that it is sinful, and that they should not 

unashamedly boast about the sins they have committed. In other words, they should 

remain within the framework of servitude to God and ultimate submission to Him. 

By doing so, they remain entitled to His forgiveness, mercy and bounty. 

Islam recognises man’s weakness. Man may always succumb to his physical 

desires which may bring him down to the depths of gross indecency. His lust, 

ambitions or temptations may cause him to lose-- control and drive him to 

disobedience of God. Recognising this weakness in man, Islam does not adopt harsh 

punishments, rejecting a sinner altogether and depriving him of God’s mercy when 

he wrongs himself by committing a gross indecency. In the Islamic view there is 
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something important to add to his credit which is the fact that the light of faith has 

not been put out altogether in his soul. His heart is not totally hardened, his 

relationship with God is still alive and he knows that he is merely a servant who slips 

and makes mistakes, and that he has a Lord who forgives. This weak, sinful creature, 

then, remains essentially good. He clings to his bond with God and lie does not sever 

it. He may, then, slip as many times as his weakness imposes on him. Eventually, he 

will get there, as long as he holds to his bond with God and keeps the light of faith 

within him. He must always remember God, pray to Him for forgiveness and 

acknowledge his submission to Him and refrain from boasting about his sins. 

Never does Islam slam the door in the face of a weak sinner leaving him lost in the 

wilderness. Never does it let him feel permanently rejected, afraid to turn back. On 

the contrary, it holds for him the prospect of forgiveness. It shows him the way and 

holds his trembling hand, steadying him and giving him the light he needs to return 

to his secure refuge. It only requires one thing of him, namely, that his heart and soul 

are not so hardened so as to make him forget God. As long as he remembers God and 

keeps alive in his conscience the voice of guidance and maintains in his heart the 

yearning for God’s grace, then light will shine again in his soul and the seed of faith 

will burst forth with a new plant. 

When your misbehaving son who has run away knows that nothing awaits him at 

home except flogging, he will never return. But if he knows that there is also a tender 

hand which will pat his shoulder when he apologises for his misdeeds and which 

excuses him when he asks for pardon, he will certainly come back. 

Islam knows that side by side with man’s weaknesses and carnal desires there 

exist strength and sublime aspirations. For this reason, Islam is sympathetic to man 

in his moment of weakness, places him back on his way to a higher horizon, as long 

as he remembers God and does not knowingly persist with his wrongdoing. The 

Prophet says: “He who prays for forgiveness does not persist with his sin, even if he 

commits it 70 times a day.” (Related by Abū D wūd and Al-Tirmidhī.) In doing so, 

Islam does not advocate complacency, nor does it praise the one who frequently slips 

or who describes sinful actions as beautiful, as those who call themselves “realists” 

do. It simply overlooks such errors in order to awaken both hope and a sense of 

shame within man. Forgiveness by God, the only One to forgive sins, does not lead 

to complacency; it fills the sinner with shame. Only those who persist and pay no 

heed remain outcasts. Thus, Islam combines its call to man to aspire to a higher 

horizon with its mercy and compassion, knowing man’s weakness and capability. It 

ensures that the door of hope is always open in front of man as it motivates him to 

exert his utmost in his aspiration towards the sublime. 

What is the reward of those God-fearing people? “These shall have the reward of 

forgiveness by their Lord, and gardens underneath which rivers flow, where they shall abide. 
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Excellent is the reward for those who labour [well].” (Verse 136) 

When people pray for forgiveness of their sins, and spend their money in times of 

prosperity and hardship, and when they control their anger and forgive others, they 

do not take a negative attitude. Indeed, they are good workers. 

“Excellent is the reward for those who labour well.” That reward is forgiveness and 

Paradise. The work of those people has two aspects: an internal one in their own 

souls and an external one in practical life. Both are fruitful. 

All these characteristics of the God-fearing are relevant to the battle which the 

s rah discusses. In the same way as the Islamic financial system based on cooperation 

has its effects on the life of the Muslim community and its bearing on the military 

battle, so these personal and communal qualities have their bearing on that to which 

we referred earlier. When individuals triumph over their love of money, their anger 

and their sin and return to God in repentance praying for His forgiveness and 

pleasure they only do what is necessary to triumph over their enemies on the 

battlefield. Their enemies only have that status because they represent niggardliness, 

caprice, sin and boastfulness. They do not submit themselves or their desires or their 

lifestyle to God and the Divine Law. It is because of this that enmity rises, battles 

flare up and strenuous efforts, i.e. jih d, are made. There is no other reason for a 

Muslim to stand in opposition to anyone or to fight him. He only fights for God’s 

sake. 

The link is, then, very close between these directives and the commentary on the 

military battle as well as certain aspects of that battle, such as the disobedience of 

some Muslims of an express order given by the Prophet, and which stemmed from 

their keenness to share in the spoils of war. Other pertinent elements include the 

blind attempt at self-assertion which led to the desertion by `Abdull h ibn Ubayy 

and others. Similarly the weakness of some made them forget that they must leave 

matters to God and caused them to ask: “Have we any say in the matter?” while others 

said: “Had we had any say in the matter, we should not have been slaughtered here.” (Verse 

154) 
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7 

A High Price for Heaven 

Many patterns have passed away before you. Go 

about the earth and see what was the fate of those 

who described the truth as lies. (137)  

This is a plain exposition for mankind, as well 

as a guidance and an admonition for the God- 

fearing. (138) 

Do not be faint of heart, and do not grieve; for 

you shall gain the upper hand if you are truly 

believers. (139) 

If misfortune befalls you, a similar misfortune has 

befallen other people as well. Such days [of fortune 

and misfortune], We deal out in turn among 

men. God wants to mark out those who truly 

believe and choose from among you such as [with 

their lives] bear witness to the truth. God does not 

love the wrongdoers. (140) 

And God wants to test and prove the believers, 

and to blot out the unbelievers. (141) 

Do you reckon that you can enter paradise unless 

God has identified those among you who strive 

hard [in His cause], and who are patient in 

adversity. (142) 

ô‰s% ôM n=yz ⎯ ÏΒ öΝ ä3Î=ö6 s% ×⎦s⎞ß™ (#ρç Å¡sù ’ Îû 

ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# (#ρãÝàΡ$$sù y#ø‹x. tβ% x. èπ t6 É)≈tã 

t⎦⎫Î/ Éj‹s3ßϑø9 $# ∩⊇⊂∠∪  

# x‹≈ yδ ×β$u‹ t/ Ä¨$̈Ψ=Ïj9 “Y‰èδuρ ×π sà ÏãöθtΒuρ 

š⎥⎫ É) −Gßϑù=Ïj9 ∩⊇⊂∇∪  

Ÿωuρ (#θãΖÎγ s? Ÿωuρ (#θçΡt“ øt rB ãΝ çFΡr& uρ tβöθn=ôã F{ $# βÎ) 

Ο çGΨ ä. t⎦⎫ÏΖÏΒ÷σ •Β ∩⊇⊂®∪  

βÎ) öΝ ä3ó¡|¡ôϑtƒ Óyös% ô‰s) sù ¡§tΒ tΠ öθs) ø9 $# Óyös% 

… ã&é#÷V ÏiΒ 4 y7 ù=Ï?uρ ãΠ$−ƒF{ $# $yγ ä9 Íρ# y‰çΡ t⎦÷⎫t/ Ä¨$̈Ψ9 $# 

zΝ n=÷èu‹ Ï9 uρ ª!$# š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# (#θãΖtΒ# u™ x‹Ï‚−Gtƒ uρ 

öΝ ä3ΖÏΒ u™!# y‰pκ à− 3 ª!$# uρ Ÿω = Ït ä† t⎦⎫ÉΚÎ=≈ ©à9 $# ∩⊇⊆⊃∪  

}ÈÅcsyϑãŠ Ï9 uρ ª!$# t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (#θãΨ tΒ# u™ t,ysôϑtƒ uρ 

š⎥⎪ÍÏ≈ s3ø9 $# ∩⊇⊆⊇∪  

ôΘr& ÷Λ ä⎢ ö7 Å¡ym βr& (#θè=äzô‰s? sπ ¨Ψ yfø9 $# $£ϑs9 uρ ÉΟ n=÷ètƒ 

ª!$# t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (#ρß‰yγ≈ y_ öΝ ä3ΖÏΒ zΝ n=÷ètƒ uρ t⎦⎪ÎÉ9≈ ¢Á9 $# 

∩⊇⊆⊄∪  
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Surely, you used to wish for death before you came 

face to face with it. Now you have seen it with 

your own eyes. (143)  

Muĥammad is only a messenger: all messengers 

have passed away before him. If, then, he dies or is 

slain, will you turn about on your heels? He that 

turns about on his heels will not harm God in 

any way. God will reward those who are grateful 

[to Him]. (144) 

No one can die except by God’s leave, at a term 

appointed. He who desires the reward of this 

world, We shall give him thereof; and to him who 

desires the reward of the life to come, We shall give 

thereof. We shall reward those who are grateful to 

Us. (145) 

Many a Prophet has fought with many devout 

men alongside him. They never lost heart on 

account of what they had to suffer in God’s cause, 

and neither did they weaken nor succumb. God 

loves those who are patient in adversity. (146) 

All that they said was this “Our Lord forgive us 

our sins and our excesses in our affairs. Make 

firm our steps, and give us victory over the 

unbelievers.” (147) 

God has granted them the reward of this life and 

the best reward of the life to come. God loves those 

who do their duty well. (148) 

ô‰s) s9 uρ ÷Λ ä⎢Ψä. tβöθ̈Ψ yϑs? |N öθ yϑø9 $# ⎯ ÏΒ È≅ ö6 s% βr& 

çν öθs) ù=s? ô‰s) sù çνθßϑçG÷ƒ r& u‘ ÷Λä⎢Ρr& uρ tβρãÝàΖs? ∩⊇⊆⊂∪  

$tΒuρ î‰£ϑpt èΧ ωÎ) ×Αθß™ u‘ ô‰s% ôM n=yz ⎯ ÏΒ Ï&Î#ö7 s% 

ã≅ ß™ ”9 $# 4 ⎦'⎪Î* sùr& |N$̈Β ÷ρr& Ÿ≅ ÏFè% ÷Λ ä⎢ ö6 n=s)Ρ$# #’ n?tã 

öΝ ä3Î6≈ s)ôãr& 4 ⎯ tΒuρ ó= Î=s)Ζtƒ 4’ n?tã Ïμø‹t6 É) tã ⎯ n=sù 

§ÛØtƒ ©!$# $\↔ ø‹x© 3 “Ì“ ôfu‹y™ uρ ª!$# 

t⎦⎪ÌÅ6≈ ¤±9 $# ∩⊇⊆⊆∪  

$tΒuρ tβ$Ÿ2 C§ø uΖÏ9 βr& |Nθßϑs? ωÎ) ÈβøŒ Î* Î/ 

«!$# $Y7≈ tFÏ. Wξ§_xσ •Β 3 ∅tΒuρ ÷Š Ìãƒ z># uθ rO 

$u‹ ÷Ρ‘‰9 $# ⎯ Ïμ Ï?÷σ çΡ $pκ ÷] ÏΒ ⎯ tΒuρ ÷Š Ìãƒ z># uθ rO Íο tÅzFψ$# 

⎯ Ïμ Ï?÷σ çΡ $pκ ÷] ÏΒ 4 “Ì“ ôfuΖ y™ uρ t⎦⎪ÌÅ3≈ ¤±9 $# ∩⊇⊆∈∪  

⎦Éi⎪r'x. uρ ⎯ ÏiΒ %c©É< ¯Ρ Ÿ≅ tG≈ s% … çμ yètΒ tβθ•‹ În/ Í‘ × ÏWx. $yϑsù 

(#θãΖyδ uρ !$yϑÏ9 öΝ åκ u5$|¹r& ’ Îû È≅‹ Î6 y™ «!$# $tΒuρ 

(#θà ãè|Ê $tΒuρ (#θçΡ% s3tGó™ $# 3 ª!$# uρ = Ït ä† 

t⎦⎪ÎÉ9≈ ¢Á9 $# ∩⊇⊆∉∪  

$tΒuρ tβ% x. óΟ ßγ s9 öθs% HωÎ) βr& (#θä9$s% $uΖ−/ u‘ öÏ øî$# 

$uΖs9 $oΨ t/θçΡèŒ $oΨ sù# uó  Î) uρ þ’ Îû $tΡÌøΒr& ôM Îm6 rOuρ 

$oΨ tΒ# y‰ø%r& $tΡöÝÁΡ$# uρ ’ n?tã ÏΘöθs) ø9 $# t⎦⎪ÍÏ≈ x6 ø9 $# 

∩⊇⊆∠∪  

ãΝ ßγ9s?$t↔ sù ª!$# z># uθ rO $u‹ ÷Ρ‘‰9 $# z⎯ ó¡ãm uρ É># uθ rO 

Íο tÅzFψ$# 3 ª!$# uρ = Ïtä† t⎦⎫ÏΖÅ¡ósçR ùQ $# ∩⊇⊆∇∪ 
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Overview 

This passage comments on the early events of the Battle of U ud up to the point at 

which the victory which was well within the grasp of the Muslim army turned into 

defeat. As the Qur’ n comments on these events, it seeks to establish certain rules 

and principles. The events themselves are only a means employed by the Qur’ n to 

drive the truth home to the Muslims. These comments begin with a reference to an 

ever-recurring pattern which engulfs those who reject God’s message and describe it 

as a lie. The Muslims are told here that the Quraysh victory in this particular battle is 

a one-off incident delivering a particular lesson. They are called upon to demonstrate 

their steadfastness and to feel their superiority through faith. If they have suffered, 

the idolaters have also suffered in the same battle. What happened to the Muslims is 

useful in certain ways as it helps distinguish those who are firm in their faith and 

select from among them martyrs who are ready to sacrifice their lives for their faith. 

Moreover, the Muslims are brought face to face with death, after they had wished for 

it. Their promises and wishes are thus put to the test. All this helps the Muslim 

community acquire the necessary equipment to face its enemies and to bring about 

the desired result of wiping out unbelievers. In both defeat and victory, the overall 

goal is served. 

In the Battle of U ud, the Muslims suffered a misfortune: they were defeated and 

many of them were killed. Physically and mentally, they endured affliction. Seventy 

of the Prophet’s Companions were killed. The Prophet himself was wounded as were 

those who defended him. All this shook the believers; they had not expected such a 

blow after their spectacular victory at Badr. They wondered: “How could this 

happen to us? How can this turn of events come about when we are Muslims?” 

The Qur’ n reminds them here that there are patterns which will eventually come 

to pass. Muslims are not a special type of men. The laws of nature which apply to 

human life will continue to operate. Nothing comes about out of the blue. If they 

examine the laws of nature and understand what rules affect them, they will be able 

to learn the lessons of all events. They will realise that God’s law never fails. Nothing 

happens in vain. They will also be able to carve out their future way in the light of 

what has happened in the past. They will not stand idle, relying on the fact that they 

are Muslims, and expect to have victory without doing what is necessary to achieve 

it. Foremost among these is obedience to God and to His Messenger. 

Unfailing Life Patterns 

Many patterns have passed away before you. Go about the earth and see what was the 
fate of those who described the truth as lies. This is a plain exposition for mankind, as 
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well as a guidance and an admonition for the God-fearing. (Verses 137-8) 

The patterns to which the s rah refers here, and to which it draws the attention of 

the believers, concern the fate of those who, throughout history, denied God’s 

message and described it as a lie, and the fact that days of fortune and misfortune 

alternate between people and communities. The patterns identified also test people 

in order to know whether they are truly believers, and patient in adversity. Another 

pattern of importance is the fact that victory is always granted to those who are 

steadfast, while the unbelievers are blotted out. As these corresponding parts are 

outlined, much encouragement is given to the believers to persevere and remain 

steadfast. They are consoled for their misfortune, which has not befallen them alone. 

A similar one has befallen their enemies. They should remember that they have a 

superior faith and aim to those of their enemies and that they enjoy Divine guidance 

and have a perfect constitution. 

Moreover, ultimate victory will be theirs, while their opponents will be 

vanquished: “Many patterns have passed away before you. Go about the earth and see what 

was the fate of those who described the truth as lies.” (Verse 137) The Qur’ n relates the 

present to the past in order to point to the future. The Arabs who were the first to be 

addressed by the Qur’ n had nothing in their lives, neither experience nor 

knowledge, prior to Islam, to enable them to have such a wide view of life and its 

events. Islam indeed gave them a new life and made out of them a nation to lead 

mankind. 

The tribal system in their community could never have enabled them to appreciate 

the relationship between the life of the people of Arabia, or indeed human life in 

general, and the laws of nature which govern everything in life. The new concept, 

Islam, represented a great departure which could not have developed out of their 

tribal society or their life conditions. It was given to them by their new faith. They 

were elevated to this standard within a quarter of a century, while their 

contemporaries could not manage to reach this level for many centuries to come. 

They could not for many generations recognise that the laws of nature never fail. 

When they did, however, they overlooked the fact that God’s will is free and 

absolute, and that to Him all matters are referred. This nation of Islam was able to 

recognise all this and to understand it. That enabled it to appreciate the balance 

between God’s free will and the constant laws of nature. Thus, they conducted their 

lives on the basis of working within the laws of nature, reassured that God can 

accomplish what He wills at any time He chooses. 

“Many patterns have passed away before you.” These have taken place according to 

rules and systems which are established by God’s free will to govern life. What 

happened at other times will also happen in your own time, according to God’s will. 
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What was applicable to other people is applicable to you as well. “Go about the earth”, 

because the earth is a single unity and a stage on which human life is played out. Life 

is an open book for people of intellect to contemplate. “Go about the earth and see what 

was the fate of those who described the truth as lies.” Their fate is evidenced by what they 

have left behind and by what we know of their history. The Qur’ n mentions some of 

these in different places. In some cases, it identifies people, places and times. In other 

instances, it makes general references which establish a general rule: what happened 

to those who rejected the truth and described it as a lie in past generations will 

happen to those who reject the truth today and tomorrow. This reassures the Muslim 

community in respect to what will ultimately happen, and, on the other hand, it 

serves as a warning against being too complacent with such people. There were 

important reasons for providing such reassurance and warning, as we will see in this 

long passage. 

Having established the fact that these rules will continue to operate, the s rah 

emphasises the need to follow Divine guidance and to learn the lessons of the past: 

“This is a plain exposition for mankind, as well as a guidance and an admonition for the God- 

fearing.” (Verse 138) The Qur’ n makes an exposition of the truth to all mankind. It 

elevates people to a height which they could never attain without its guidance. But 

the God-fearing are the only ones who appreciate its guidance and admonition. A 

word of truth is not appreciated except by a believing heart which is particularly 

receptive to guidance. A word of plain admonition can only benefit a heart which 

fears God. The ability to distinguish between truth and falsehood, or between 

following guidance and going astray is rarely lacking among people. By nature, the 

truth is self-evident. What people lack is the desire to follow the truth and the ability 

to prefer its implementation, because these are initiated only by faith and cannot be 

preserved except with the fear of God. This explains the need for the repeated 

emphasis in the Qur’ n on the fact that the truth it tells and the guidance, light and 

admonition it provides are meant only for the believers and the God-fearing. It is 

these qualities which enable man to make use of this guidance and benefit by its 

light, regardless of the difficulties one may face. This is indeed the heart of the 

matter. There are many people who know the truth but who, nevertheless, remain 

immersed in falsehood either because they yield to temptation and desire or because 

they fear to share in the hardship which the followers of the truth may have to 

endure. 

A Cycle of Fortune and Misfortune 

Do not be faint of heart, and do not grieve; for you shall gain the upper hand if you are 
truly believers. If misfortune befalls you, a similar misfortune has befallen other people 
as well. Such days [of fortune and misfortune], We deal out in turn among men. God 
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wants to mark out those who truly believe and choose from among you such as [with 
their lives] bear witness to the truth. God does not love the wrongdoers. (Verses 139-
40) 

Believers must not lose heart, nor should they allow grief to overtake them 

because of what may happen. They will gain the upper hand, because they have a 

superior faith. Believers prostrate themselves only to God, while others prostrate 

before one, or more, of His creatures. This s rah makes it plain to the believers that 

they are indeed superior and far more exalted than other people. It tells them: You 

have a superior way of life, because you follow a method established by God while 

the methods followed by other groups have been devised by His creatures. 

Moreover, your role is superior, because you have been selected for a position of 

trust, to convey God’s guidance to all mankind. Other people are unaware of this 

guidance, and have gone astray. Your place on earth is superior, because God has 

promised you to inherit the earth, while they will sink into oblivion. If you are truly 

believers, then you are superior. Therefore, you have to demonstrate the strength of 

your faith by not losing heart and you must not grieve. The rules determined by God 

make it possible that you may score a victory or suffer a defeat, but the ultimate end 

after enduring the test and striving hard for God’s cause, will be in your favour. 

“If misfortune befalls you, a similar misfortune has befallen other people as well.” The 

misfortune which is said to have befallen the Muslims and the fact that a similar one 

befell those who rejected the truth may be a reference to the Battle of Badr, in which 

the idolaters suffered a heavy defeat. On the other hand, it may be a reference to the 

Battle of U ud, in which the Muslims were initially close to victory, but were then 

defeated. What the Muslims suffered was fair reward for their disagreement and 

disobedience. Moreover, it represents an aspect of how the rules of nature 

established by God never fail. The disagreement among the rearguard of the Muslim 

army was the result of their greed. In any campaign of jih d, God grants victory to 

those who strive for His cause, looking for nothing of the petty gains of this world. 

Another rule of nature which is seen in full operation is the dealing out of fortune 

and misfortune among people according to their actions and intentions. In this way, 

true believers are distinguished from hypocrites. Mistakes are identified and the way 

ahead becomes very clear. 

“If misfortune befalls you, a similar misfortune has befallen other people as well. Such days 

[of fortune and misfortune] We deal out in turn among men. God wants to mark out those 

who truly believe.” (Verse 140) When hardship is followed by prosperity and the latter 

is followed by another hardship, people’s true characters emerge. They reveal how 

clear their vision is, how much they panic and how patient in adversity they can be, 

as well as how great their trust in God is and how submissive to His will they are. 

Thus true believers are distinguished from those who are hypocrites. Their true 
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hearts are apparent to all. The Muslim camp is strengthened by the fact that those 

who do not truly belong to it are identified and excluded. 

God knows all secrets and He is aware of those who are true believers and those 

who are not. But the alternation of days of fortune and misfortune does not merely 

reveal secrets; it also translates faith into action and compels hypocrisy to express 

itself in practical measures. Hence, it is action that merits reward. God does not hold 

people to account for what He knows of their position, but He counts their actions 

for or against them. The cycle of hardship and prosperity is an accurate criterion. 

Prosperity is as good a test as hardship. Some people may withstand hardship but 

become complacent when they are tested with ease and prosperity. A true believer is 

one who remains steadfast in adversity and is not lured away by prosperity. He 

knows that whatever befalls him of good or evil happens only with God’s 

permission. 

In the process of moulding the first Muslim community and preparing it for the 

role of leadership of mankind, God has tested it with hardship after prosperity, and 

with a bitter defeat after a spectacular victory. Both have happened according to the 

laws of nature which never fail. That is because God wants the Muslim community 

to learn what brings it victory and what causes it defeat. Thus, it becomes more 

obedient to God and reliant on Him. It becomes better aware of the true nature of its 

Islamic constitution and way of life and what their implementation requires of it. 

A Careful Selection of Martyrs 

God wants to mark out those who truly believe and choose from among you such as 
[with their lives] bear witness to the truth. God does not love the wrongdoers. And 
God wants to test and prove the believers, and to blot out the unbelievers. (Verses 
140-1) 

The s rah goes on to reveal to the Muslim community certain aspects of Divine 

wisdom behind which the events of the Battle of U ud took place, and why defeat 

was suffered by the Muslims after their spectacular victory at Badr. The principle of 

testing the believers and proving their mettle is strongly emphasised. At the same 

time God states that He wants to choose from among the believers people who “with 

their lives bear witness to the truth.” The Arabic original states that God wants to 

choose from among the believers “martyrs”. It should be remembered that in Arabic 

the word “shahīd” which denotes “martyr” also means “witness”.3 

The way this point is expressed in the Qur’ n is particularly remarkable: “God 

                                                 
3 For rendering the meaning of the Qur’ nic text in English, I have borrowed Mu ammad Asad’s 
translation, which combines both meanings. 
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wants ... to choose from among you such as [with their lives] bear witness to the truth.” God, 

then, takes martyrs from among those who strive for His cause. Therefore, it is 

neither a tragedy nor a loss that anyone is chosen to be a martyr. Indeed, it is a 

matter of honour because the choice is made by God and those martyrs are given, by 

God, a special position near Him. Moreover, they are selected to bear witness to the 

truth of God’s message to mankind. They give their testimony in a way which cannot 

be contested by anyone. That testimony is to struggle to establish the truth of the 

Divine Message in life until they die. They testify that what they have received from 

God is the truth in which they have believed and to which they have dedicated 

themselves, and that human life will not be set right unless this truth is implemented. 

They are so certain of this that they spare no effort in fighting falsehood and 

establishing the truth, moulding society on the basis of its tenets. Their testimony is 

their struggle until death. The truthfulness of that testimony is irrefutable. 

Every Muslim declares that he “bears witness that there is no deity save God and 

that Mu ammad is His messenger.” However, he is not considered a witness unless 

he gives credence to his declaration that there is only one God in the universe. This 

means that he accepts no legislation other than that which comes from God. The 

most essential characteristic of Godhead is to legislate and the most essential 

characteristic of worship is to accept and implement God’s legislation. This 

declaration also means that a believer does not receive God’s legislation except 

through Mu ammad (pbuh), since he is God’s Messenger. Every person who makes 

this declaration is required to strive hard in order to make sure that God alone is 

acknowledged as the only God by all mankind. The practical effect of this is to make 

the constitution God devised for human life, and which was conveyed to us by 

Mu ammad (pbuh), the established constitution throughout the world. If the 

attainment of that goal means that a Muslim should die, he is then a martyr, or a 

witness, chosen by God to make this testimony and to win this noble position. 

This is the proper understanding of the remarkable Qur’ nic statement: “God 

wants to ... choose from among you such as [with their lives) bear witness to the truth.” It is 

also the meaning of the declaration that there is no deity save God and that 

Mu ammad is God’s Messenger. It is vastly different from the narrow meaning 

associated with it in the minds of many people today. 

“God does not love the wrongdoers.” Wrongdoing or injustice, as often mentioned in 

the Qur’ n, is synonymous with disbelief and polytheism, since the association of 

partners with God is the worst form of wrongdoing. In the Qur’ n we read: “To 

ascribe partners with God is indeed to do a great wrong.” (Luqm n, 31: 13) Al- Bukh rī and 

Muslim relate a ĥadīth on the authority of Abdull h ibn Mas`ūd in which he states 

that he asked God’s Messenger: “Which is the greatest sin of all?” He answered: “To 

claim a partner to God when He has created you.” 
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The s rah has already referred to the established pattern which determines the fate 

of those who describe the truth as lies. Now it states that God does not love the 

wrongdoers. This is indeed another way of making clear the fate that awaits those 

who reject the truth and who are not loved by God. The statement that God does not 

love such people generates in the believers’ hearts a feeling of hatred for wrongdoing 

and wrongdoers. It is also highly appropriate for it to be mentioned here in the 

context of striving hard for God’s cause. A believer undertakes such a struggle to 

combat everyone and everything that God hates. It is in such a combat that martyrs 

sacrifice themselves and make their testimony after they have been chosen for the 

task by none other than God Himself. 

The s rah goes on to explain the lessons to be drawn from the  events of battle and 

how these help in educating the Muslim community, purging it from foreign 

elements and preparing it for its nobler role. In this way it becomes a means which 

God uses to wipe out unbelievers and a manifestation of His ability to crush those 

who reject the truth and describe it as lies: “And God wants to test and prove the 

believers, and to blot out the unbelievers.” Proving the quality of people is a harder task 

than drawing a distinction between them. This is something that is accomplished 

through working on people’s hearts and souls. Its aim is to bring into the open the 

secret elements of which men’s characters are made, in order to throw out any 

foreign elements. Thus, characters become purged and clear, and accept the truth 

without hesitation. They suffer no ambiguity or confusion. 

It is often the case that man is not fully aware of himself and by what or how his 

character is influenced. He might not be aware of his strengths and weaknesses, of 

what has sunk into him and become very difficult to bring out. This process of 

testing and proving, which God operates through dealing out days of fortune and 

days of misfortune to people, enables the believers to better know themselves. 

A man may think himself dedicated and free of meanness or love of material 

luxuries. When he is exposed to a practical test, however, and when he faces up to 

actual events, he may discover that he still has certain traces remaining which make 

it exceedingly difficult for him to withstand the sort of pressures to which he is 

exposed. It is far better that he becomes aware of these weaknesses in order to try 

again to mould his character in such a way which enables him to take in his stride 

any pressures the advocates of Islam may have to face and to fulfil the duties Islam 

imposes on its followers. 

God Himself supervised the first Muslim community which He had chosen to lead 

mankind. He wanted them to fulfil a certain purpose on earth. Therefore, He put 

them to the test at U ud so that they could prove themselves and rise to a level 

which made it possible for them to accomplish what God intended for them. 



l `Imr n (The House of `Imr n) | A HIGH PRICE FOR HEAVEN 

 192

“And God wants to ... blot out the unbelievers.” This is again an established pattern in 

human life. When the voice of truth is heard loud and purged of all foreign elements, 

God enables it to blot out falsehood and its advocates. 

Wishful Thinking in Contrast with Reality 

Do you reckon that you can enter paradise unless God has identified those among you 
who strive hard [in His cause], and who are patient in adversity. Surely, you used to 
wish for death before you came face to face with it. Now you have seen it with your 
own eyes. (Verses 142-3) 

These verses start with a rhetorical question, the purpose of which is to correct the 

concepts formed by Muslims on the patterns established by God for the advocacy of 

His faith: how victory is achieved and defeat suffered; the importance of action and 

what reward it merits, etc. The Qur’ n makes it clear that/ the road to heaven is 

attended by many difficulties and undesirable things. The best equipment for a 

believer is patience in adversity. This is totally different from hollow wishes and 

claims which any test may prove to be futile. “Do you reckon that you can enter paradise 

unless God has identified those among you who strive hard [in His cause] and who are patient 

in adversity?” (Verse 142) 

The rhetoric mode is employed in this question so as to make it clear that the 

whole concept is wrong. It is certainly a mistake for any man to think that it is 

sufficient for him to only say that he has accepted Islam and be ready to die for it in 

order to fulfil the duties which are required of him as one of the believers. It is 

important to remember here that the fulfilment of such duties earns that person the 

greatest prize of all, namely, admission to heaven. What is needed for the fulfilment 

of such duties is to go through a practical test of jih d, to face up to difficulties and to 

be patient in adversity. 

The phraseology of the Qur’ nic text is particularly significant: “...unless God has 

identified those among you who strive hard [in His cause], and who are patient in adversity.” 

It is not sufficient that believers should strive hard in God’s cause. They have to 

demonstrate their patience and fulfil the continuous and varied tasks imposed on 

them by their faith. Fighting on the battlefield may be one of the lightest of these 

tasks which demand patience and prove the strength of faith. There is, in addition, 

the never-ending, uphill task of maintaining the standards of behaviour 

commensurate with faith, developing a set of values which are not only based on the 

principles of faith but are also reflected in one’s feelings and attitudes. There is also 

the need for perseverance which helps people overcome their weaknesses, whether 

these be within themselves or in others with whom they deal in the course of daily 
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life. Patience and perseverance have to be demonstrated in a variety of situations, 

especially when to give up appears to be far more appealing. 

Examples of this include when falsehood appears to be victorious, and stronger 

than the truth; when the way ahead appears to be too long, too hard and full of 

difficulties; when a moment of relaxation appears to be all that one can care for after 

a long period of hard struggle. Fighting on the battlefield is no more than one aspect 

of striving for God’s cause, which is the only way to heaven. Certainly, heaven is not 

won by wishful thinking or by paying lip-service to the requirements of faith. 

“Surely, you used to wish for death before you came face to face with it. Now you have seen it 

with your own eyes.” (Verse 143) Once more, they are put face to face with death, 

which they already faced on the battlefield. Since they used to wish for death, they 

should weigh their words against the facts they have seen with their own eyes. They 

are thus taught how words must reflect practical reality. In this way, they learn the 

value of words, wishes and pledges. What attains them heaven is the credence they 

give to their words and the fulfilment of their pledges. In practice, that necessitates 

hard striving and patience in adversity. When they demonstrate all that in practical 

life, all their hopes are fulfilled. 

There is no doubt that God was able, from the very first moment, to grant His 

Prophet victory and to establish His message in practical life, without any effort 

made by the believers. He was indeed able to send down His angels to fight 

alongside the believers, or without them, and to destroy the idolaters just as He 

destroyed the peoples of ` d, Thamūd and those to whom the Prophet Lot was sent. 

But the question is not one of victory. The crux of the matter is the education and 

preparation of the Muslim community to assume the role of the leadership of 

mankind, after having overcome all its weaknesses and desires, and having corrected 

any deviation resulting from such weaknesses. To exercise mature and responsible 

leadership, the Muslim community should have leaders who go through stringent 

preparation. Among the most important qualities needed are serious morality, 

unshaken support for the truth, patience in adversity, awareness of the strengths and 

weaknesses in human nature, ability to identify the causes of temptation and 

deviation and how they can be successfully countered. Other prerequisites include 

passing the test of prosperity as well as that of hardship and the even more difficult 

test of hardship after prosperity. 

It is through this sort of education that God prepares the Muslim community for 

the great and highly difficult role of leadership He has assigned to it. It is His will 

that man, whom He has placed in charge of building life on earth, assumes this role. 

The process of educating and preparing the Muslim community may take a variety 

of ways and means as well as incidents and events. Sometimes, the Muslim 

community is elated by a decisive victory and is required to control its feelings. No 
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trace of arrogance should be apparent in its attitude. On the contrary, it must always 

show its humility and gratitude to God. At other times, the Muslim community may 

experience great hardship and defeat. In this case, it must turn to God 

acknowledging its weakness if it deviates from the method and way of life God has 

assigned to it. It must remain acutely aware of its intrinsic strength and how to tap it. 

When the Muslim community suffers a bitter defeat, it must continue to feel itself 

superior to the forces of falsehood, because it takes its stand in support of the 

absolute truth. It tries hard to identify its weaknesses in order to remedy its position 

in preparation for the next round. In either case, of victory or defeat, the Muslim 

community tries to enhance its strength, realising that the rules of nature set by God 

will continue to operate and will never fail. 

All this was part of what the first Muslim community learnt from the Battle of 

U ud. The Qur’ n presents the same in the clearest of terms before the Muslim 

community. The lesson, however, continues to apply to every Muslim community in 

every generation. 

Muĥammad: Man, Prophet and Messenger 

Muĥammad is only a messenger: all messengers have passed away before him. If then, 
he dies or is slain, will you turn about on your heels? He that turns about on his heels 
will not harm God in any way. God will reward those who are grateful [to Him]. 
(Verse 144) 

This verse refers to a particular incident which took place during the Battle of 

U ud. The Prophet had stationed a detachment of soldiers on top of the mountain 

behind the Muslim army. They were the rearguard, equipped with bows and arrows 

to repel any attack launched against the Muslim army from behind. When the battle 

appeared to be all over, most of them left their positions, against the express orders 

of the Prophet. A battalion of the enemy forces were thus able to go round the 

mountain and attack the Muslims from the rear. The Prophet himself was injured: his 

front teeth were broken, and his face was bleeding. 

The situation became chaotic and the Muslim army was in disarray. At this 

moment, someone cried out: “Mu ammad is killed!” Such a great shock was this to 

the Muslims, that many of them turned round to return to Madinah. They went up 

into the mountain, shattered, defeated, in despair. However, the Prophet himself, 

with a small group of his Companions, stood firm. He called to his Companions as 

they began to retreat. When they heard him, they began to rally. God helped them 

regain their moral strength and allowed them to be overtaken by a momentary 

slumber so as to give them strength, security and reassurance, as will be explained 
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later. 

This sequence of events is used in the Qur’ n to drive home to the Muslims certain 

fundamental principles about life and death and the history of Divine faith: 

“Muĥammad is only a messenger: all messengers have passed away before him. If then, he 

dies or is slain, will you turn about on your heels?” Mu ammad (pbuh) is simply a 

messenger, having been preceded by all other messengers. He will die as other 

messengers have died before him. This is an elementary fact. How is it then that the 

Muslims show themselves to be oblivious of this fact when it stared them in the face 

during the battle? 

Mu ammad (pbuh) is a messenger of God, entrusted with the task of conveying 

His message. God is Eternal and His word never dies. Believers should never turn on 

their heels if the messenger who has come to convey God’s word to them dies or is 

killed. This is also an elementary fact which the Muslims, in their great confusion, 

overlooked. 

Human beings die and perish, while the faith survives. The way of life God has 

designed for mankind has its own entity; it is independent of those who convey it to 

people, be they messengers or believers. Every Muslim loves God’s Messenger 

(pbuh). His Companions loved him as no one had ever been loved before. They were 

ready to sacrifice their lives in order to spare him the slightest pain. One of his 

Companions, Abū Duj nah, stood as a shield to protect the Prophet, was hit by 

numerous arrows in the back and yet he never stirred. Only nine of his Companions 

were close to him when he was targeted by a determined attack by the unbelievers, 

and those nine defended him most courageously, until they were all killed. Many 

others in every generation and in all places continue to love him with all their hearts. 

Every Muslim who loves Mu ammad (pbuh) in such a way is required to distinguish 

between the Prophet as a person, and the faith he has conveyed to mankind and left 

intact for all people to accept and implement. It derives its continuity from God, Who 

never dies. 

The message is much older than its advocates: “Muĥammad is only a messenger: all 

messengers have passed away before him.” They all preached the same message, the roots 

of which go back to the beginning of history. It starts with the beginning of human 

life, providing mankind with guidance and peace from the very first day of its 

existence. 

The message is also greater than its advocates and lasts longer. Many of its 

advocates have come and gone, while it continues to serve as guidance to succeeding 

generations. Its followers maintain their link with God Almighty, its originator, Who 

has sent messengers to convey it to mankind. He is Everlasting and believers address 

their prayers to Him. None of them may turn about on their heels or turn their back 
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on God’s guidance. This explains the stern warning implicit in this verse: “If then, he 

dies or is slain, will you turn about on your heels? He that turns about on his heels will not 

harm God in any way. God will reward those who are grateful [to Him].” (Verse 144) 

The vivid description of turning back is here to be noted: “Will you turn about on 

your heels?” The physical movement depicted here brings alive the meaning of 

abandoning faith as if we see it with our own eyes. The verse does not refer to the 

physical turning away as a result of defeat in battle. It is more concerned with the 

psychological turning about when a voice cried out that Mu ammad was killed. 

Some Muslims felt that there was no point in continuing the fight against the 

idolaters, since the death of Mu ammad (pbuh) signalled the end of this faith and 

the end of combat against idolatry. This psychological effect is delineated in terms of 

turning about on one’s heels, which was a movement that actually took place during 

the battle. It is this very attitude which Al-Nađīr ibn Anas, a Companion of the 

Prophet, warned his fellow Muslims against when he saw that many of them had 

lain down their arms. His retort to their excuse that Mu ammad was dead, was: 

“What use is life to you after he has died? Get up and die for the cause God’s 

Messenger (pbuh) has sacrificed his life for.” 

“He that turns about on his heels will not harm God in any way.” It is indeed he who is 

the loser. He who deviates from the path of faith harms himself and causes God no 

harm. God is in no need of mankind or their worship. It is out of His grace that He 

has given His servants this constitution for their own good and happiness. Everyone 

who turns his back on it suffers from confusion and misery. Everything is thus set on 

the wrong footing. Life itself becomes deviant. People suffer the evil consequences of 

turning away from the only constitution which provides harmony in life and which 

achieves harmony between man, his nature and the universe around him. 

“God will reward those who are grateful to Him.” They know the great bounty God 

has given His servants by establishing for them this code of living. They show their 

gratitude to Him by following this code and praising Him. They reap the benefits of 

this way of life and achieve total happiness. This is good reward for their gratitude. 

But they also have an increase of happiness with the reward they receive from God 

in the hereafter. That is a much greater reward and, unlike everything enjoyed in this 

world, it is everlasting. 

“God will reward those who are grateful to Him.” Those who appreciate God’s bounty 

and show their gratitude to Him by following His guidance and by glorifying Him 

find happiness in their lives. Thus are they rewarded for their gratitude, and they 

will receive an even better reward in the life to come. 

Apparently God wanted to wean the Companions of the Prophet from their over-

enthusiastic attachment to him in person while he was alive among them. Their 
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attachment should be, in the first place, with Islam itself. Their covenants should be 

made with God directly and they should be made to feel that they are responsible to 

Him directly. Thus they would feel that their responsibilities continue after the death 

of the Prophet. Perhaps God also wanted to prepare the Muslim community for the 

inevitable shock which they were bound to receive when the Prophet died. He 

certainly knew that his death would be a stunning blow to them. Hence, if they were 

made to feel that their direct relationship was with Him and His message then they 

would be able to overcome their shock. 

When the Prophet actually died his Companions were stunned, so much so that 

`Umar drew his sword and threatened anyone who claimed that Mu ammad was 

dead. Only Abū Bakr, the best example of a true believer in God, was able to take the 

event in its proper perspective. He read out this verse to the Muslims and it was 

enough to make them realise that it was only a natural event. With this they were 

able to turn to God. The Qur’ n in this verse touches on man’s fear of death. It 

dispels that fear by stating the ever-correct principle of life and death and also of 

what comes after life. 

Death and Reward 

No one can die except by God’s leave, at a term appointed. He who desires the reward 
of this world, We shall give him thereof and to him who desires the reward of the life to 
come, We shall give thereof. We shall reward those who are grateful to Us. (Verse 
145) 

Every human soul, then, lives up to its appointed time. No one dies before his 

time. Neither fear, nor the desire to live longer can postpone anyone’s appointed 

time. Courage and adventure, on the other hand, will not shorten one’s life. As this 

idea sinks into the minds of the believers they simply do not think of death as they 

go about fulfilling their responsibilities and carrying out their religious duties. This is 

the reason why people, throughout the ages, have seen that those who believe in God 

are not encumbered by their desire to prolong their time on earth or by their fear of 

what lies ahead. They simply rely on God as they carry out their duties with patience 

and reassurance. 

Since everybody dies at his or her appointed time then everyone should think of 

the life to come and should work hard in order to achieve the greater happiness of 

that life: “He who desires the reward of this world, We shall give him thereof and to him who 

desires the reward of the life to come, We shall give thereof” (Verse 145) 

The gulf between the two types of life is as wide as the gulf between the concerns 

of those who desire the reward of either one or the other. The length of one’s life on 
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this earth is not affected by the choice one makes. So, he who makes this life his 

ultimate goal and seeks only its rewards leads a life which is not greatly different 

from the life of animals, before he dies at the appointed time. On the other hand, he 

who looks up to the wider horizon leads the life of a true human being whom God 

has ennobled, to whom He has assigned the mission of building a happy human life 

on earth. Such a person also dies at his appointed time. 

“We shall reward those who are grateful to Us.” Those who appreciate how God has 

ennobled man and lift themselves above the standard of animals and show their 

gratitude to God will certainly be richly rewarded by Him. 

This is how the Qur’ n views the essence of life and death, and the end of human 

beings as they choose for themselves and determine their preoccupations which can 

be either petty like those of worms or great like those of man. In this way, the Qur’ n 

turns our attention from fear of death and worry about duties because we have no 

say with regard to our life and death. It thus enables us to concentrate on what is of 

much better use, namely, the life to come. Whichever choice he makes, he will receive 

from God the reward most appropriate for that choice. 

Lessons from the History of the Prophets 

God then gives the Muslims an example drawn from the history of fellow 

believers. The procession of faith, composed of believers, dates back to the very 

beginning of time. There were people who were true to their word, firm believers 

who fought alongside the prophets sent to them and they never weakened in times of 

adversity. As they stared death in the face, they demonstrated their awareness of 

their true position when they fought in God’s cause and lived in accordance with the 

teachings of their faith. They said no more than a prayer to God to forgive them. 

They enlarged their slips in behaviour and attitude, so as to describe them as 

“excesses”. They also prayed to God to make their steps firm and to grant them 

victory. This earned for them the reward of this life and that of the life to come, 

because they combined the right attitude in battle and the right attitude in their 

prayers. Thus, they have provided an example which God cites here for the Muslims. 

Many a Prophet has fought with many devout men alongside him. They never lost 
heart on account of what they had to suffer in God’s cause, and neither did they 
weaken nor succumb. God loves those who are patient in adversity. All that they said 
was this: “Our Lord! Forgive us our sins and our excesses in our affairs. Make firm 
our steps, and give us victory over the unbelievers.” God has granted them the reward 
of this life and the best reward of the life to come. God loves those who do their duty 
well. (Verses 146-8) 
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The Battle of U ud was the first major defeat suffered by the Muslims. They had 

earlier been granted victory at Badr when their forces were far inferior to those of 

their enemy. Thus, they may have felt that victory in every encounter was part of the 

laws of nature. The shock dealt them at U ud was a hard and disturbing trial. This 

may be the reason for the long Qur’ nic comments on this particular battle. The 

Muslims are encouraged at one point, and their notions are corrected at another; at 

times, certain principles are clearly stated, and at others, examples are cited to 

provide proper education for them and to correct any misconceptions they may have. 

They had to be well prepared for their long and arduous struggle in discharging the 

duties imposed on them as advocates of God’s message. 

The example which the s rah gives here is a general one, which neither mentions 

any prophet by name nor specifies a particular nation or people. The outcome of this 

is that the Muslims feel themselves to belong to the advocates of true faith  

throughout history. They learn the proper manners which believers should adopt. 

Trials are shown to them as something to be naturally expected by the advocates of 

any message and any faith. Ties are established between them and the followers of 

earlier prophets so that they appreciate that believers in any generation are closely 

related to their predecessors in faith. They learn that the cause of faith is one which 

has been present throughout history and that they are only one battalion in a great 

army of the faithful: “Many a Prophet has fought with many devout men alongside him. 

They never lost heart on account of what they had to suffer in God’s cause, and neither did 

they weaken nor succumb.” (Verse 146) There were many prophets who mobilised large 

groups of fighters who withstood all manner of hardship and suffering. They never 

yielded or gave up their fight. Such determination is characteristic of believers who 

know that   they have to fight for their faith. “God loves those who are patient in 

adversity.” They persevere and show no weakness. Their determination remains 

strong. When these are described as being loved by God, the expression has its 

particular effect on the present generation of believers. It helps heal their wounds 

and it is accepted as ample and generous compensation It for every hardship. 

The description so far shows only what is apparent of the attitude of those 

believers in situations of difficulty and trial. Now the s rah goes on to describe their 

inner feelings. It shows them as observing all standards of propriety when they 

address God. The testing times, the difficulties and the dangers do not make the 

believers oblivious of their need to turn to God. As they do, their first request is not 

victory, as would have been expected, but forgiveness for their errors and excesses. 

Prayer for increased strength and victory over the enemy comes second: “All that they 

said was this: ‘Our Lord! Forgive us our sins and our excesses in our affairs. Make firm our 

steps, and give us victory over the unbelievers.’” (Verse 147) They do not pray for any 

great bounty or reward. They have not implored God to give them the reward of 

either this life or the life to come. Their humility when they turn to God and address 
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Him is too great to allow them to do this, and despite the fact that they are fighting 

for His cause. They pray only that He will grant them forgiveness of their sins, make 

firm their steps, and grant them victory over the unbelievers. 

It is very important to realise here that they do not pray for victory for themselves, 

but rather for the defeat their opponents and the frustration of the unbelievers. This 

is the sort of good manners which befit believers when they address God, the 

Almighty. 

To these very people who have asked nothing for themselves, God has given 

everything, out of His grace. He has given them all that is desired and coveted by 

those who seek the riches of this world. He has also given them everything that those 

who prefer the reward of the life to come yearn for: “God has granted them the reward 

of this life and the best reward of the life to come.” (Verse 148) He further acknowledges 

that they have done well. Their good manners are combined with a very effective 

way of fulfilling their duty of jih d, exerting every effort for the cause of God. He, 

therefore, declares that He loves them. His love is greater than all reward and 

superior to all bounty: “God loves those who do their duty well.” (Verse 148) 

Within the comments given in the s rah on the Battle of U ud, this passage 

establishes a number of principles which are central to the Islamic concept. It plays 

an important role in educating the Muslim community and provides a good example 

which must be understood by every generation of Muslims. 
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8 

Forgiveness of a Disastrous 

Error 

Believers, if you obey those who have rejected the 

faith, they will cause you to turn back on your 

heels, and you will be the losers. (149)  

Indeed, God alone is your Lord Supreme and 

He is the best of all who bring succour. (150) 

We shall strike terror in the hearts of unbelievers 

because they associate partners with God — 

[something] for which He has never granted any 

warrant. Their abode is the fire, and evil indeed is 

the dwelling place of the wrongdoers. (151) 

God fulfilled to you His promise when, by His 

leave, you were about to destroy them. But then 

you lost heart and disagreed with one another 

concerning [the Prophet’s command] and diso-

beyed after God had brought you within view of 

that for which you were longing. Some of you 

cared only for this world and some cared for the 

life to come. Then He turned you away from them 

so that He may put you to a test. But now He 

has forgiven you, for God is gracious to the 
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believers. (152) 

[Remember] when you ran away, up into the 

mountain, paying no heed to anyone, while the 

Messenger was at your rear calling out to you. 

Therefore, He rewarded you with sorrow after 

sorrow so that you may not grieve over what has 

escaped you, nor over what had befallen you. God 

is aware of all that you do. (153)  

Then, after sorrow, He let peace fall upon you, in 

the shape of a slumber which overtook some of 

you, while others, who cared mainly for 

themselves, entertained wrong thoughts about God 

— thoughts of pagan ignorance. They ask: 

“Have we any say in the matter?” Say: “All 

power of decision rests with God.” They conceal in 

their minds what they do not disclose to you. They 

say: “Had we had any say in the matter, we 

should not have been slaughtered here.” Say: 

“Had you stayed in your homes, those of you who 

were destined to be killed would have gone to their 

deathbeds.” For it was God’s will to put to a test 

all that you entertain in you minds and to render 

pure what you may have in your hearts, God is 

fully aware of what is in people’s bosoms. (154) 

As for those of you who turned away on the day 

when the two hosts met in battle, Satan caused 

them to slip only in consequence of something that 

they themselves had done. But now God has 

pardoned them. Indeed, God is Much-forgiving, 
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Obedience Bringing Utter Loss 

Believers, if you obey those who have rejected the faith, they will cause you to turn 
back on your heels, and you will be the losers. Indeed, God alone is your Lord Supreme 
and He is the best of all who bring succour. (Verses 149-50) 

Another passage within the context of the Qur’ n’s review of the Battle of U ud 

and its events now begins. The comments it includes aim at correcting the concepts 

of the believers, enhancing their awareness of their situation, warning them of 

pitfalls which lie in their way and what the enemy may scheme against them. 

The defeat of the Muslims at U ud provided the unbelievers, the hypocrites and 

the Jews in Madinah with a suitable climate to spread their hostile propaganda. 

Madinah was not yet a wholly Muslim city. The Muslims there were largely a foreign 

element, to which the spectacular victory at Badr imparted an awe-inspiring stature. 

When they were defeated at U ud, attitudes were markedly changed. The enemies of 

Forbearing. (155) 

Believers, be not like those who disbelieve and say 

of their brethren, when they travel on earth or go 

forth to war, “Had they stayed with us they 

would not have died, nor would they have been 

killed,” so that God places a source of despair in 

their hearts. It is God alone Who grants life and 

causes death. God sees all that you do. (156) 

If you should be slain or die in God’s cause, surely 

forgiveness by God and His grace are better than 

all the riches they amass. (157) 

If you should die or be slain, it is to God that you 

shall be gathered. (158) 
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Islam found in that defeat a chance to declare their hostility and spread their 

poisonous rumours. They were quick to exploit the tragedy which had affected every 

Muslim family and to try to create confusion in the minds of Muslims. 

At the outset of the Qur’ nic report of the actual events of the battle, God Himself 

emphatically warns the believers against obeying those who have rejected the faith. 

We hear Him (limitless is He in His glory) promising the believers victory over their 

enemy coupled with striking a feeling of fear in the hearts of these enemies, and 

reminding them of the victory He has granted them in the first round of their war, in 

fulfilment of His earlier promise. They, however, had squandered that victory when 

they weakened, and disobeyed the express orders of God’s Messenger. Now He 

portrays the opposite scenes of the battle when He gives reassurance to the believers 

after their defeat, leaving the hypocrites to their own worry and confusion. He 

reveals to them a part of His purpose in letting events move in the direction they did, 

explaining the true nature of the timing of people’s deaths. He warns them at the end 

against the erroneous notions promoted by the unbelievers in relation to death and 

martyrdom. He reminds them that all people, whether they die in the normal course 

of events or in battle, will eventually be resurrected and return to God. 

When we examine these verses carefully, we realise that they describe a vast array 

of scenes and emphasise at the same time a number of principles which are 

fundamental to Islamic philosophy, human life and universal law. The whole battle 

is depicted in quick, lively and penetrating sketches. They accurately describe the 

atmosphere, events and circumstances of the battle, along with all the feelings and 

attitudes displayed by the believers at that time. There is no doubt that it is beyond 

human expression to include all these scenes and all these principles in such a short 

passage and a small number of sentences, vivid as they may be. This is a point which 

can be better understood by those familiar with different styles and methods of 

expression. 

Believers, if you obey those who have rejected the faith, they will cause you to turn 
back on your heels, and you will be the losers. Indeed, God alone is your Lord Supreme 
and He is the best of all who bring succour. (Verses 149-50) 

The unbelievers, the hypocrites and the Jews in Madinah seized the opportunity 

created by the defeat of the Muslims to warn them against following Mu ammad. 

They painted to them in dark colours the gloomy prospects of going to war and 

fighting the idolaters of the Quraysh and its allies. In the aftermath of defeat, the 

social climate provides easy opportunities to spread confusion and to weaken the 

trust of soldiers in their leaders. By the same token the idea of establishing a peaceful 

accord with the victors was painted in tempting colours. Personal grief was being 

exploited as part of the wicked design aiming to destroy the Muslim community and 
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Islam altogether. 

Hence, God warns the believers against giving heed to those who have rejected 

the faith, because that obedience will inevitably result in utter loss. Nothing good can 

come from it. It represents a complete about-turn from a state of disbelief. A believer 

either continues to fight those who cling to falsehood and reject faith, or turns on his 

heels — God forbid — thus becoming an unbeliever. It is not possible for a believer 

to take an in-between attitude, trying to maintain neutrality while at the same time 

hanging on to his faith. He may harbour some such thoughts in the wake of defeat 

and under the influence of calamity. He may even imagine that he can withdraw 

from battle against a mightier power, and establish peace with that enemy, and, at 

the same time, retain his faith. This, however, is a great delusion. In the whole 

question of faith, a person who does not move forward can only go backwards. If one 

does not fight disbelief, evil, falsehood and tyranny, one must beat retreat and turn 

back on one’s heels to embrace all this evil. A person whose faith does not stop him 

from obeying unbelievers and having trust in them sacrifices, in fact, his very faith 

for their sake. He is spiritually defeated when he befriends the enemies of his faith 

and follows their directives. As he starts with defeat, he cannot escape from it at the 

end. He is bound to revert to rejection of the faith, although he may not imagine that 

such would be his end. A believer is satisfied with his faith and leadership to such an 

extent that he has no need to consult the enemies of his faith. If he listens to them 

once, he actually begins the process of turning back on his heels. This is an 

elementary and honest truism to which God draws the attentions of the believers: 

“Believers, if you obey those who have rejected the faith they will cause you to turn back on 

your heels, and you will be the losers.” 

What loss is greater than turning back on one’s heels, after one has attained to 

faith? What benefits may be gained after loss of faith has taken place? 

If the tendency to obey the unbelievers is motivated by hopes of protection and 

succour, this is also a great delusion. The Qur’ n does not discuss this delusion, but 

reminds the believers of where true help, protection and succour come from: “Indeed 

God alone is your Lord Supreme and He is the best of all who bring succour.” It is to Him 

that the believers pray for support and victory. He who has God for his supporter 

has no need whatsoever for any of His creation. If he has the support of God, what 

use to him is the support of any creature? 

Striking Fear in Enemies’ Hearts 

The s rah now provides the believers with more reassurance, giving them the 

happy news of God’s plan to strike terror into the hearts of their enemies because 

they associate partners with Him, against all His express orders. Indeed, God has 



l `Imr n (The House of `Imr n) | FORGIVENESS OF A DISASTROUS ERROR 

 206

given those alleged partners no power of any sort. Moreover, in the hereafter, the 

wrongdoers will receive further punishment: “We shall strike terror in the hearts of 

unbelievers because they associate partners with God — something for which He has never 

granted any warrant. Their abode is the fire, and evil indeed is the dwelling place of the 

wrongdoers.” (Verse 151) 

A promise from God, the Almighty, to strike terror into the hearts of the 

unbelievers is sufficient guarantee to bring the battle to a decisive victory for the 

believers who support Him, against His enemies. It is a promise which holds true in 

every confrontation between belief and disbelief. Every time the unbelievers come 

face to face with the believers, fear overcomes them, because God strikes that feeling 

into their hearts. What is important for this feeling to surface is that the believers 

themselves truly feel their faith. They must genuinely submit themselves to God 

alone, and have total confidence in God’s help and entertain no shred of doubt that 

victory will be given to God’s soldiers and that God will accomplish His will and that 

the unbelievers can never frustrate what God wants to accomplish. Sometimes, 

appearances may suggest the contrary, but the believers have to trust in God’s 

promise because it will always come true, regardless of what people may see with 

their own eyes or judge with their own minds. The unbelievers will feel terror in 

their hearts, because they do not rely on any firm support. They have no power of 

their own, and they do not enjoy the support of any other powerful source. They 

have attributed to God partners who have no authority or power of their own, 

because God has never bestowed any warrant on them. 

The expression “something for which He has never granted any warrant,” is 

particularly significant. It is frequently used in the Qur’ n, sometimes to describe the 

partners associated with God, and at other times to describe false beliefs. It points to 

a basic and fundamental principle. An idea, a principle, a person or an organisation 

can live, survive and be effective only according to what it enjoys of real force. Such 

force is always commensurate with its share of the truth. This means that it is only 

powerful in direct proportion to its concordance with the basic principle which 

constitutes the foundation of the universe and with the laws God has set in operation 

in the universe. It is only when such harmony is achieved that God gives it effective 

force, which enables it to work. Otherwise, it remains shaky, false, powerless, though 

it may appear at times tempting and mighty. 

The idolaters ascribe divinity to deities other than God. The very concept of 

polytheism is based on giving certain fundamental qualities to beings other than 

God. One of the most important of these qualities and attributes is the right to issue 

legislation which may affect any aspect of human life, and the right to establish 

values which people should implement in their community and observe in their 

behaviour. Also, the right to establish one’s ’own power over others and to make 
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other people submit to such legislation and implement such values is another aspect 

of practical polytheism. Offering actual worship to beings other than God is another 

of its aspects, which means, as we have already said, ascribing Godhead qualities to 

beings other than God. 

How much harmony do these deities have with the truth upon which the universe 

has been founded? God, Who has no partners, has created the universe so that it 

points to its single Creator. All creation must submit to Him alone, without partners, 

and must receive from Him alone their laws and values and must offer worship 

sincerely and genuinely to Him alone. Whatever is in conflict with the general and 

comprehensive meaning of the concept of the oneness of God, is false and contrary to 

the truth inherent in the universe. Hence, it is weak, shaky, devoid of any power and 

authority and cannot have any genuine effect on the course of life, because it is 

devoid of all the elements of life and has no right to live. 

As those idolaters associate with God partners for whom He has never granted 

any authority, they have no firm support to rely upon. They will always be weak and 

they will experience terror whenever they come face to face with the believers, who 

rely on the mighty truth. 

This promise always comes true in any confrontation between truth and 

falsehood. Many a time, falsehood has every type of armament when it confronts the 

truth, which may have little or no weaponry. Nevertheless, falsehood mobilises its 

forces, and feels a shiver go through its constitution. It shudders at every movement 

and at every shout. If the truth makes a sudden attack, confusion will spread within 

the ranks of falsehood, even though it may have great numerical superiority. All this 

takes place in fulfilment of God’s true promise: “We shall strike terror in the hearts of the 

unbelievers because they associate partners with God [something] for which He has never 

granted any warrant.” All this takes place in this life. As for the hereafter, a dismal and 

sorrowful destiny awaits the wrongdoers: “Their abode is the fire, and evil indeed is the 

dwelling place of the wrongdoers.” 

At this point, the s rah takes the believers back to the fulfilment of God’s promise 

at the Battle of U ud in particular. Initially, the Muslims enjoyed a clear advantage 

which could have led to certain victory. Unbelievers lay dead left, right, and centre, 

until the bulk of their army turned on their heels, leaving much of their equipment 

and armament as spoils of war. Their banner was on the ground, and there was none 

to lift it until a woman managed to raise it for them. Yet at that point, the Muslims’ 

clear victory turned into defeat because their rearguard had weakened before the 

temptation of sharing in the spoils. They disputed among themselves and then 

violated the express orders of God’s Messenger, their Prophet and leader. Now the 

s rah moves on to describe the scenes and events of the battle itself. 
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Victory So Near, Yet So Far 

God fulfilled to you His promise when, by His leave, you were about to destroy them. 
But then you lost heart and disagreed with one another concerning [the Prophet’s 
command] and disobeyed after God had brought you within view of that for which you 
were longing. Some of you cared only for this world and some cared for the life to 
come. Then He turned you away from them so that He may put you to the test. But 
now He has forgiven you, for God is gracious to the believers. [Remember] when you 
ran away, up into the mountain, paying no heed to anyone, while the Messenger was 
at your rear calling out to you. Therefore, He rewarded you with sorrow after sorrow 
so that you may not grieve over what has escaped you, nor over what had befallen you. 
God is aware of all that you do. (Verses 152-3) 

The s rah paints a full picture of the battlefield and the succession of victory and 

defeat. Every movement, every impression, every facial expression and every fleeting 

thought is recorded. The Qur’ nic description is like a film reel which shows every 

movement in vivid and sharp detail. This particularly applies to the image of people 

fleeing from the battlefield and charging up the mountain in panic, as the Prophet 

called out to them. Coupled with this is a picture of the thoughts, impressions and 

reactions people entertained. On top of it all, we have a number of directives and 

statements which are characteristic of the Qur’ nic style and its remarkable method 

of educating believers. 

“God fulfilled to you His promise, when, by His leave, you were about to destroy them.” 

This was at the beginning of the battle, when the Muslims began to steadily put an 

end to all resistance shown by the idolaters, and to destroy their forces. At that time, 

they were not distracted by the loot which loomed large. The Prophet had said to 

them: “You will be victorious as long as you remain steadfast.” God has fulfilled that 

promise which He gave them through His Prophet. 

“But then you lost heart and disagreed with one another concerning [the Prophet’s 

command] and disobeyed after God had brought you within view of that for which you were 

longing. Some of you cared only for this world and some cared for the life to come.” (Verse 

152) This is a description of what took place among the archers. A group of them felt 

the temptation too strongly. They wanted their share of the booty. They argued with 

those who maintained that they must obey the Messenger’s command literally. Their 

argument led to disobedience when they saw the clear indications of the victory they 

longed to achieve. Thus, they were split into two groups: one caring only for worldly 

gains, and the other looking only for God’s reward in the hereafter. Discord was 

sown and the believers were no longer one force, working for one goal. Dedication, 

which is absolutely necessary in every battle fought for the sake of faith, was tainted 

with greed. What is important to remember is that a battle fought for the sake of faith 

is unique in that it is fought both on the battlefield and in people’s hearts. Victory in 
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the former is dependent on victory in the latter. It is a battle fought for the sake of 

God. Therefore, God gives victory in it to those who are totally dedicated to Him. 

Since they have raised the banner of God, He does not grant them victory until He 

has tested them and ascertained their dedication, so that there can be no false 

pretences. Sometimes, those who clearly raise the banner of falsehood in battle are 

given victory, for a purpose known to God alone. But it has to be understood that 

those who raise the banner of faith without demonstrating complete dedication are 

never granted victory by God until they have proven that they have passed the test. 

This is the message the Qur’ n wants to state clearly to the Muslim community, 

using this particular battle as their reference point. He wanted the first Muslim 

community to learn this as it suffered bitter defeat as a result of a confused and 

shaky attitude. 

“Some of you cared only for this world and some cared for the life to come.” Here the 

Qur’ n sheds light on what is deep in people’s hearts. The Muslims themselves did 

not know that they entertained such thoughts. `Abdull h ibn Mas`ūd, the Prophet’s 

Companion said: “I never thought that any of the Companions of the Prophet would 

care for worldly gains, until God revealed in the Qur’ n describing our situation in 

U ud: “Some of you cared only for this world and some cared for the life to come.” Their 

hearts are thus laid open before them so that they can determine the causes of their 

defeat. 

At the same time, the Qur’ n partly reveals to the Muslims God’s purpose behind 

letting them suffer all this pain, and behind allowing events to develop in that 

particular fashion: “Then He turned you away from them so that He may put you to a test.” 

God’s predestination remains operative. When people weakened, disputed and 

disobeyed, God turned their power away from the idolaters and let the archers 

abandon their positions and the fighters desert the battlefield. All this took place as a 

result of their own actions, but it was all predestined by God in order to test the 

believers with hardship, fear, defeat and loss of life. Such a trial was bound to reveal 

what was in their innermost hearts and to distinguish true believers from those who 

only pretended to be so. There is no contradiction whatsoever between allowing 

events to happen as a direct result of their causes and them being predetermined. 

The law of cause and effect remains operative but every cause is also well 

determined. 

“But now He has forgiven you,” what you have shown of weakness, dispute and 

disobedience as well as your running away from battle. That forgiveness is an aspect 

of His grace which overlooks human weakness when it is not the result of ill-will or 

deliberate disobedience. He has forgiven you because your errors and weakness 

remain within the framework of faith and submission to God. They do not come in 

defiance of God’s orders. 
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“God is gracious to the believers.” Part of His grace is to forgive them, as long as they 

follow the method He has laid down for them and they submit to His will, without 

claiming any of the essential qualities of Godhead for themselves. At the same time, 

they must not derive any of their laws, values or standards from any source other 

than Him. Thus, when they slipped, that error came only from weakness. When they 

were exposed to this trial and proved themselves, they are forgiven. 

The s rah then describes the scene of defeat in powerful imagery: “[Remember] 

when you ran away, up into the mountain, giving no heed to anyone, while the Messenger 

was at your rear calling out to you.” (Verse 153) This description encapsulates their 

shame for what they had done and the causes which led them to do it, namely, loss 

of heart, dispute and disobedience. Their physical and mental attitudes are also 

brought alive in just a few words: they quickly ran away, climbing up into the 

mountain, confused, afraid, perplexed, paying heed to no one. The Prophet called on 

them to reassure them that he was still alive after someone had cried out otherwise. 

The end result is that God rewarded them for the sorrow they suffered when they 

fled, with a sorrow to fill their own hearts for having abandoned their beloved 

Prophet and letting him endure his wounds, when he remained steadfast while they 

turned on their heels. There is no doubt that this experience was very painful. To 

them, what was most difficult to bear was the sorrow and pain which the Prophet 

himself had endured, because it was a direct result of their actions. They were 

bitterly ashamed. Their sorrow is useful in the sense that it was bound to make any 

loss they themselves suffered seem to be of no significance, and every hardship they 

will be called upon to bear very easy: “Therefore, He rewarded you with sorrow after 

sorrow so that you may not grieve over what has escaped you, nor over what had befallen 

you.” God, Who knows everything, is certainly aware of every motive behind every 

action: “God is aware of all that you do.” (Verse 153) 

A Trial for the Faithful 

Then, after sorrow, He let peace fall upon you, in the shape of a slumber which 
overtook some of you, while others, who cared mainly for themselves, entertained 
wrong thoughts about God — thoughts of pagan ignorance. They ask: ‘Have we any 
say in the matter?” Say: ‘All power of decision rests with God. “They conceal in their 
minds what they do not disclose to you. They say: “Had we had any say in the matter, 
we should not have been slaughtered here.” Say: “Had you stayed in your homes, 
those of you who were destined to be killed would have gone to their deathbeds.” For it 
was God’s will to put to a test all that you entertain in your minds and to render pure 
what you may have in your hearts, God is fully aware of what is in people’s bosoms. 
(Verse 154) 

All the chaos, confusion and panic which the defeat spread among the Muslim 
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soldiers was followed by a remarkable sense of peace and security among the 

believers who came back and rallied to the Prophet’s side. They were overtaken by a 

gentle slumber which gave them personal reassurance. This exceptional 

phenomenon is described in fine and gentle words: “Then, after sorrow, He let peace fall 

upon you in the shape of a slumber which overtook some of you.’’ 

There is no doubt that this was a remarkable phenomenon, a manifestation of 

God’s grace when it is bestowed upon His servants. When slumber overtakes people 

who are tired, exhausted and panicking, even for a brief moment, it brings about 

remarkable results. It gives them reassurance and comfort in a way which we cannot 

fathom and it makes of them different people altogether. I say this because I have 

experienced it in a situation of extreme distress. I felt God’s grace in a way which no 

human language can describe. 

Abū al ah reports: “I lifted my head on the day of U ud to look around me. 

Everyone of them was hanging down his head because of his drowsiness.” In 

another version, also reported by Abū. al ah: “We were overtaken by slumber in 

our position on the day of U ud. My sword kept falling from my hand and I would 

pick it up before it fell again and I picked it up a second time.” 

Of the others, the group with shaky faith, their main preoccupation was their own 

interest. These had not purged their minds from ignorant concepts and they had not 

submitted themselves totally to God. They did not experience the certitude that what 

had befallen them was a test which did not represent an abandonment by God of His 

servants, leaving them alone to face the might of His eminence. Nor was it a verdict 

that he had passed to allow the non-Muslims and their evil to have final victory: 

“While others, who cared mainly for themselves, entertained wrong thoughts about God — 

thoughts of pagan ignorance. They ask: Have we any say in the matter?’ “ 

Islam teaches its followers, among other things, that they have no say whatsoever 

over themselves. They belong to God. When they go out on a campaign of jihad for 

His cause, they dedicate themselves to God and fight for Him, having no personal 

ambition whatsoever. What He has predestined for them is bound to happen and 

they accept it with satisfaction and total submission. 

Those who care only for themselves, to the extent that they are totally preoccupied 

with their own interest and well-being, do not feel the true nature of faith deep at 

heart. The Qur’ n describes them as worried, lost and confused. They think that they 

have been pushed into the battle without having any say in it. Rather, they were put 

to a severe test and had to pay a very heavy price. They did not truly know God, and 

they entertained such thoughts about Him that they had carried with them from the 

days of their pagan, ignorant past. These false notions included the idea that they 

were pushed into the battle only in order to be killed, and that God did not intervene 
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to save them from their enemies. Hence they ask: “Have we any say in the matter?” This 

statement implies objection to the battle plan. Perhaps they were of the view that the 

Muslims should have stayed in Madinah and never gone out to fight. Although they 

did not desert with Abdull h ibn Ubayy and his followers, they, nevertheless, did 

not have the reassurance of true believers. 

Before this long verse continues with its accounts of their worries and thoughts, it 

states the proper view with regard to what they questioned. It answers them with: 

“Say: ‘All power of decision rests with God.’” Neither they, nor anyone else, has any say 

in the matter. Prior to this, God said to the Prophet: “You have no say in the matter.” 

Islam and the fighting for its establishment and the implementation of its way of life 

on earth, or guiding people’s hearts to accept it, are matters which belong totally to 

God. Human beings have nothing to do with them, except to fulfil their duties and to 

leave their destiny in God’s hands. 

The Qur’ n also reveals what they tried to conceal in their hearts: “They conceal in 

their minds what they do not disclose to you.” They entertain all sorts of thoughts which 

imply objection and protest. Indeed their question: “Have we any say in the matter?” 

implies a protest that they have been pushed into a catastrophe which was not of 

their own making and that they were the victims of unsound leadership. Had they 

been conducting the battle, they would not have so suffered. “They say: ‘Had we had 

any say in the matter, we should not have been slaughtered here.’” 

This is the type of thought which those who have not dedicated themselves to 

their faith feel when they face defeat in battle. When they find out that the price they 

had to pay is much greater than they had imagined and that the effort is more 

painful than they had expected. When they look deep into their hearts, they do not 

have a clear vision and they imagine that the action taken by their leadership was 

responsible for their defeat, which could have been averted had they had any power 

of decision. With such a confused view, they cannot see that it is God Who 

determines events and they cannot understand God’s purpose in exposing them to 

such a test. To them, the whole matter is nothing but utter loss. 

At this point, the Qur’ n states the correct concept of life and death, and the 

purpose behind testing the believers: “Say: ‘Had you stayed in your homes, those of you 

who were destined to be killed would have gone to their deathbeds.’ For it was God’s will to 

put to the test all that you entertain in your minds and to render pure what you may have in 

your hearts. God is fully aware of what is in people’s bosoms.” Had you stayed at home 

without responding to the battle cry, had you taken your own decisions concerning 

the battle, those of you who were destined to be killed would certainly have met 

their death, because death only takes place at the appointed time. 

There is a bed to which every person must retire. At the appointed moment, the 
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person concerned walks to his or her deathbed without the need for force or 

direction from anyone. 

The remarkable Arabic expression used here speaks, literally, of “beds”. The 

graves in which people rest, and at which all endeavours end, is only a bed to which 

they come with a subtle motive which they cannot fathom. That motive overtakes 

them and determines their fate. It is far better and more comfortable for them to 

submit totally to it, because it is God’s predestination. He has a purpose behind it: “It 

was God’s will to put to the test all that you entertain in your minds and to render pure what 

you may have in your hearts.” 

There is nothing like a trial to reveal what is in people’s minds and to purge the 

falsehood that is in their hearts. God wants the hearts of the believers to be purged so 

that they entertain no false notions. All their concerns will be clear, with no trace of 

confusion, “God is fully aware of what is in people’s bosoms.” That which is in a person’s 

bosom is a secret which is never allowed to see the light. However, God knows 

everything that people may conceal in their hearts and He wants to reveal it to all 

who harbour them. They themselves may not know those secrets until they are 

shaken by events and laid bare for them to see. 

Diverging Views of Life and Death 

As for those of you who turned away on the day when the two hosts met in battle, 
Satan caused them to slip only in consequence of something that they themselves had 
done. But now God has pardoned them. Indeed, God is Much forgiving, Forbearing. 
Believers, be not like those who disbelieve and say of their brethren, when they travel 
on earth or go forth to war, “Had they stayed with us they would not have died, nor 
would they have been killed, “so that God places a source of despair in their hearts. It 
is God alone Who grants life and causes death. God sees all that you do. If you should 
be slain or die in God’s cause, surely forgiveness by God and His grace are better than 
all the riches they amass. If you should die or be slain, it is to God that you shall be 
gathered. (Verses 155-8) 

God was certainly aware of what was in the hearts of those who turned away in 

defeat during the Battle of U ud. They weakened in consequence of a sin they had 

committed. This caused them to be shaken. Satan was able to manoeuvre them into 

making such a slip: “As for those of you who turned away on the day when the two hosts 

met in battle, Satan caused them to slip only in consequence of something that they 

themselves had done.” (Verse 155) This may be a reference to the archers who could not 

resist the temptation of the loot being left behind by the retreating unbelievers. They 

also entertained the thought that God’s Messenger might not give them a share of the 

spoils of war. That was the sin they committed, in consequence of which Satan made 
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them slip. This verse, however, describes man after having committed a sin: his 

confidence weakens and his tie with God loosens. He loses balance and allows 

himself to fall prey to all sorts of negative thoughts. Thus, Satan whispers in his ear 

and leads him from one error to another, after he himself has left his safe refuge of 

content and reassured faith. 

Earlier, the s rah mentioned the case of those believers who fought with prophets 

in earlier times. The first thing they did before fighting was to pray for forgiveness of 

their sins, because that prayer brings them back to God and strengthens their ties 

with Him, removing any doubts and barring the way to Satan’s influence over them. 

Satan always finds his way through man’s moving away from God’s care and 

protection. 

God tells them that He bestows His grace on them and pardons them and does not 

allow Satan to take them far away. He reminds them of His attributes and that He is 

much forgiving, forbearing. He does not excommunicate sinners, nor does He visit 

them with swift punishment if He knows that deep at heart they look up to Him and 

want to maintain their bonds with Him. 

The s rah follows this with a statement of God’s determination of life and death. It 

exposes the false concepts of the unbelievers and warns them against entertaining the 

same thoughts. It then speaks of values which encourage the believers to be ready 

and willing to make any sacrifices required of them. 

The fact that these verses are included at this point in the s rah’s account of the 

events of the battle, makes it clear that the hypocrites who withdrew from the 

Muslim army before the battle and the idolaters living in Madinah who continued to 

maintain ties and relations with the Muslims were the ones who expressed sorrow at 

the loss of Muslim martyrs at U ud. Furthermore, they tried to make use of their 

deaths, in order to whip up feelings of despair among their families and to 

exaggerate the sense of loss which they maintained was the direct result of their 

going forth to fight. There is no doubt that speaking in these terms when the sense of 

loss among the Muslims was still acute was bound to increase confusion among the 

Muslims. Hence, the Qur’ n dispels all confusion and provides the right criteria and 

the correct concepts and values. 

The unbelievers said of those who were killed in the Battle of U ud: “Had they 

stayed with us they would not have died, nor would they have been killed.” (Verse 156) 

Their statement, however, shows the great gulf between the concepts of those who 

have faith and those deprived of it and the laws governing human life, whether 

pleasant or unpleasant. A believer is aware of these laws and God’s will, and he 

accepts it with reassurance because he knows that he will only get what God has 

determined for him, and that what happens to him was bound to happen and what 
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he may have missed, he could never have achieved anyway. Therefore, he neither 

panics in a calamity, nor is he overwhelmed with joy when good fortunes smiles on 

him. He does not regret not having done so and so in order to avoid something or to 

ensure another. Any alternatives should be considered before taking action. Once 

action is taken, after full consideration, and according to one’s best knowledge and 

within the framework of what God sanctions, the believer accepts any results with 

satisfaction and reassurance. In other words, whatever happens must take place 

according to God’s will. There was no way it could have been avoided, although it 

was he himself who provided its causes. There is a perfect equilibrium between 

action and acceptance of the results, between positiveness and reliance on God. A 

person who does not have this type of straightforward faith in God will always 

remain worried and hesitant, and will always say: “If only ...”, “Had it not been 

for...”, “I wish that ...” and “How sorrowful it is that...” 

As God cultivates the Muslim community and points to the lessons they must 

learn from the Battle of U ud and what the Muslims suffered in it, He warns the 

believers against doing the same thing as the unbelievers. Their sorrow borders on 

despair every time a relative of theirs dies at work away from home or fighting for 

God’s cause: “Believers, be not like those who disbelieve and say of their brethren, when they 

travel on earth or go forth to war, ‘Had they stayed with us, they would not have died, nor 

would they have been killed.’” They say this because they have a false concept of what 

takes place in the universe and of the power behind it. They only see superficial 

circumstances and reasons because they have removed themselves from God. 

“So that God places a source of despair in their hearts.” They see their brethren 

travelling abroad in order to earn their living and they die, and they see them going 

forth to war and they are killed. They feel that in both cases, it was their setting out 

that had brought about their death or caused them to be killed. They experience a 

profound sense of sorrow that they did not prevent them from setting forth. They did 

not appreciate the real reason, namely, that the life span of those who die was over, 

their deathbeds beckoned them, and that everyone dies by God’s will. Had they 

realised this, they would not have felt such immense sorrow. They would have 

accepted what God has determined. “It is God alone Who grants life and causes death.” 

He grants life and takes it back at the time He has appointed, whether people are at 

their homes, with their families, or working to earn their living, or fighting for their 

faith. He rewards people according to what He knows of them: “God sees all that you 

do.” 

Death, whether natural or in battle, does not represent the end. Life on earth is not 

the best thing God bestows on people. There are other values and nobler 

considerations: “If you should be slain or die in God’s cause surely forgiveness by God and 

His grace are better than all the riches they amass. If you shall die or be slain, it is to God that 
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you shall be gathered.” (Verse 157) 

Viewed in this light, natural death or being killed fighting for God’s cause, is 

better than life and superior to all the riches, position and authority people work for. 

It is superior because it ensures God’s forgiveness and grace, and it is to attain these 

two objectives that God directs the believers. They are not supposed to work for 

personal glory or for material values. They are to seek what God has in store for 

them and to work to ensure that God bestows His grace on them. 

They will all be gathered to God, whether they die in their beds at home or 

fending for themselves away from it, or fighting on the battlefield. That is the destiny 

of all people. Their death comes at the appointed time and they are gathered to God 

on the Day of Resurrection. They either receive God’s grace or suffer His 

punishment. The most stupid of all is the one who deliberately chooses a miserable 

destiny when he knows that he will inevitably die at the appointed time. 

Thus, the true concept of life and death and God’s predestination becomes clear. 

People are reassured whatever may happen. 
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9 

The Prophet’s Message of 

Compassion 

It is by God’s grace that you deal gently with 

them. Had you been harsh and hard-hearted, 

they would surely have broken away from you. 

Therefore, pardon them and pray for them to be 

forgiven and consult with them in the conduct of 

public affairs. When you have resolved about a 

course of action, put your trust in God. God loves 

those who put their trust in Him. (159) 

If God helps you, none can overcome you; but if 

He should forsake you, then who is it that can 

help you besides Him? It is in God that the 

believers should put their trust. (160) 

It does not behove a Prophet to act dishonestly, for 

he who acts dishonestly shall be faced with his 

dishonesty on the Day of Resurrection. Everyone 

will then be paid in full what he has earned, and 

none shall be wronged. (161)  

Can he who strives after God’s pleasure be 

compared to one who has incurred God’s wrath 

and whose abode is hell? How evil such a goal is. 

(162) 

 They have different standings in God’s sight. 

God sees all that they do. (163)  
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Distinctive Marks of the Prophet’s Personality 

It is by God’s grace that you deal gently with them. Had you been harsh and hard-
hearted, they would surely have broken away from you. Therefore, pardon them and 
pray for them to be forgiven and consult with them in the conduct of public affairs. 
When you have resolved about a course of action, put your trust in God. God loves 
those who put their trust in Him. (Verse 159) 

In the course of the s rah’s commentary on the Battle of U ud and the attitudes of 

the Muslim community and other groups towards the way events developed both 

prior to and during that battle, a few verses are included about the noble personality 

of Mu ammad, God’s Messenger (pbuh) and the importance of his status as a 

Prophet to the life of the Muslim community. This demonstrates much of the grace 

God has bestowed on the Muslim community. While the Prophet’s personality is the 

known theme of the following verses, certain lines also explain the Islamic method in 

organising the Muslim community, the basis of this organisation, as well as some 

basic elements of Islamic philosophy and its importance to human life generally. 

We can appreciate the great aspect of Divine grace represented by the high moral 

standards of the Prophet and his fine manners. He had an easy, gentle, lenient and 

compassionate nature, which attracted people and established real bonds among 

them. We also find in this short passage the basic principle governing the life of the 

Muslim community, namely, consultative government. We have here a clear order to 

implement this principle of consultation. It is worthy of note that this order is given 

at a time when consultation appears to have led to bitter consequences. Coupled with 

the principle of consultative government is that of firm resolution, of implementing, 

without hesitation, whatever has been decided after consultation. To these two 

principles is added the most important value of placing our trust in God. There is a 

distinct conceptual, practical and organisational complementarity provided by these 

three principles. Moreover, the essence of God’s will and predestination is explained 

Indeed, God bestowed a favour on the believers 

when He sent them a messenger from among 

themselves, to recite to them His revelations, and 

to purify them, and teach them the book and 

wisdom, whereas before that they were surely in 

plain error. (164) 
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here. All matters start with Him and return to Him. His will is supreme in 

conducting events and determining results. The passage also warns against treachery 

and greed, and distinguishes between those who follow what pleases God and those 

who incur His wrath. This provides a criterion with which to evaluate gains and 

losses. The passage concludes by emphasising the great bounty God has bestowed on 

this nation in the form of the message conveyed by the Prophet. Compared to this 

bounty, everything else appears so small and all suffering can easily be tolerated. 

 “It is by God’s grace that you deal gently with them. Had you been harsh and hard-

hearted, they would surely have broken away from you. Therefore, pardon them and pray for 

them to be forgiven and consult with them in the conduct of public affairs. When you have 

resolved about a course of action, put your trust in God. God loves those who put their trust 

in Him.” At this point, the s rah addresses the Prophet who must have felt uneasy 

towards his people. Initially they had been enthusiastic to meet their enemy outside 

Madinah. Shortly afterwards confusion crept into their ranks and one-third of the 

army withdrew, before the battle had even commenced. Later, they disobeyed his 

express order and yielded to the temptation of the loot. They weakened when they 

heard the rumour of his death. Defeated at heart, they turned on their heels, leaving 

him with a handful of his Companions and the net result was that he was wounded. 

He remained steadfast at their rear, calling them to persevere, while they paid no 

heed to anyone. The Divine address provides consolation to the Prophet and tells the 

Muslims of God’s limitless grace, manifested in Him sending the Prophet to them. It 

reminds them of the fact that God has shown them great mercy in giving the Prophet 

a compassionate nature which makes people’s hearts turn towards him. 

The purpose of this address is to enhance the Prophet’s compassion so that he 

overcomes what disappointment he may feel at their actions. For their part, they will 

realise how important it is to them that the Prophet is so compassionate. The Divine 

address tells the Prophet to pardon his Companions and to pray to God to forgive 

them. He is also called upon to take counsel with them on how important matters 

should be conducted, in the same way as he consulted them. The consequences of 

U ud must not be allowed to suspend or override the principle of consultative 

government which is fundamental to Islamic life. 

“It is by God’s grace that you deal gently with them. Had you been harsh and hard-

hearted, they would surely have broken away from you.” God’s grace was indeed shown 

to the Prophet and his Companions. It is demonstrated by the fact that the Prophet 

himself had a compassionate nature which prompted him to take a lenient and gentle 

attitude towards them. Had he been hard of heart, he would not have won their 

hearts, nor would they have gathered around him. 

People always need compassion, care, a cheerful face and patient forbearance 

which is not exhausted by other people’s ignorance and weakness. People need 
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someone with a large heart who gives them all he can but asks nothing of them, who 

shares with them their worries without burdening them with his own. They need 

someone who will always be caring, sympathetic, loving, content and forbearing. 

God’s Messenger had all these characteristics and these were the distinctive aspects 

of his life among his Companions. He was never angry with anyone; nor was he ever 

impatient because of their weaknesses. Never did he take for himself anything of the 

enjoyments of this world; on the contrary, he gave them all that he possessed with a 

smile and a cheerful heart. His forbearance, compassion, care and sympathy were 

extended to all. Everyone who came into contact with the Prophet was full of love for 

him because of what he generously gave of his love. 

All this was by God’s grace, which He extended to the Prophet and his followers. 

God reminds them of this grace at this particular moment so as to build on it 

something which is essential to the life of the Muslim community: “Therefore, pardon 

them and pray for them to be forgiven and consult with them in the conduct of public affairs.” 

Consultation: The Essence of Islamic Government 

We have here a distinctive order: “Consult with them on the conduct of public affairs.” 

This principle, which is basic to the Islamic system of government, is established 

here, even when Mu ammad himself, God’s Messenger, is the one who conducts 

public affairs. This is, then, a definitive statement which leaves the Muslim 

community in no doubt that consultation is central to Islamic government. Without 

it, no system is truly Islamic. What form this consultation takes and how the 

principle is implemented are matters which can be adapted to the prevailing 

conditions of any particular Islamic society. Any forms and mechanisms which 

ensure that consultation is really, not superficially, practised are acceptable to Islam. 

The decisive order, “consult with them on the conduct of public affairs” is issued by 

God to the Prophet at a time when consultation appears to have produced bitter 

results. Appearances suggested that it was due to consultation that disunity crept in 

among the Muslims during the events leading to the Battle of U ud. By way of a 

reminder, one group wanted the Muslims to stay in Madinah, where they could 

easily repel any enemy attacks. Another group wanted to fight the unbelievers 

outside the city. The resulting disunity was clearly apparent when `Abdull h ibn 

Ubayy ibn Salūl withdrew with no less than one-third of the army, when the enemy 

was knocking at the gates of Madinah. Moreover, the plan adopted for the defence of 

Madinah did not appear to be the most sound from a military point of view. It was at 

variance with what had been learnt from past experience. The Muslims did, however 

adopt the opposite strategy in the following battle, staying in Madinah and digging a 

moat around it. Thus, they showed that they had benefited by the lessons of U ud. 
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The Prophet himself was not unaware of the serious consequences which would 

result from moving out. As a prophet, whose dreams always came true, he had seen 

in a dream that one of his own household would be killed, and that a number of his 

Companions would fall in battle. He also said that the dream indicated that Madinah 

was akin to an impregnable fortress. Under the circumstances, he was entitled to 

overturn the decision made on the basis of consultation. However, he preferred to go 

ahead with that decision because the practical establishment of the fundamental 

principle of consultation, and allowing the Muslim community to learn hard lessons 

through its implementation, was more important than avoiding temporary setbacks. 

It would have been understandable if the Prophet, as the leader, had abrogated the 

whole principle of consultation after the battle, in view of the division and defeat it 

had caused. Islam was, however, cultivating a whole nation and preparing it to 

assume its natural role of the leadership of mankind. God knew that the best method 

to achieve that purpose was for the community to be educated through consultation 

and to be trained to take responsibility for its decisions. It was expected to err, and 

indeed to make serious mistakes, in order to learn how to correct its errors and to 

face up to their consequences. How else could it be trained to make the right 

decision? Losses can be borne if the net result makes the whole nation understand its 

responsibilities and able to shoulder them. Avoiding errors does not benefit a 

community, if it means that the community continues to enjoy supervision and 

protection. True, it could avoid material losses, but it would lose its personality and 

its ability to face up to all events. It would be in the same position as a child who is 

not trained to walk so that it may be spared the falls involved in that training, or to 

save the price of a pair of shoes. 

It was necessary for Islam to allow the Muslim community to achieve maturity so 

as to prepare it for its role of leadership. There was no alternative but to allow it to 

practise its role, without patronage or protection, during the Prophet’s lifetime and 

under his guidance. It may be suggested that the presence of wise leadership makes 

consultation superfluous and should dispense with the practical training of the 

Muslim community. Wise leadership should have been allowed to make its own 

decisions on serious matters. Such an assumption is totally false. Had it been true, 

the very presence of Mu ammad (pbuh), equipped with Divine revelation, would 

have been sufficient to deprive the Muslim community at that time of its right to 

consultation, especially in the light of its bitter consequences at U ud. Neither the 

presence of God’s Messenger, equipped as he was with Divine revelation, nor the 

events and complications that took place were enough to suspend the right of the 

community to be consulted. God, limitless is He in His Glory, knew that consultation 

must be practised in the most serious of matters, regardless of the consequences, 

losses and sacrifices. All these were but a small price for the attainment of maturity 
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by the Muslim community, its training in the conduct of its affairs, to bear its 

responsibilities and accept the consequences of its decision. Hence the Divine 

commandment at this particular point in the life of the young Muslim community: 

“Therefore, pardon them and pray for them to be forgiven and consult with them in the 

conduct of public affairs.” Thus, the principle is established, despite the risks that may 

attend its implementation. The flimsy argument which is often raised in favour of 

abrogating this principle of consultation is rejected outright. The maturity of the 

nation cannot be achieved without putting this principle into effect. For the 

community to achieve its maturity is far more important and far more valuable than 

any loss that may be incurred in the process. 

The true picture of the Islamic system does not appear complete unless we 

examine the rest of the verse, to discover that consultation is never allowed to lead to 

hesitation and delay. Nor does it replace the need to rely ultimately on God: “When 

you have resolved upon a course of action, put your trust in God. God loves those who put 

their trust in Him.” 

The role of consultation is to examine all views and select a particular course of 

action. When the process reaches this stage, consultation must give way to 

implementation with resolve and decisiveness, placing trust in God. Thus, God’s will 

determines the outcome as He pleases. 

The Prophet not only gave the Muslim community the lesson of consultation, he 

also gave it a second lesson as he willingly and seriously implemented the decision 

made and placed his trust in God. He gave his order to the Muslims to get ready to 

march and prepared himself to do so by putting on his body armour, even though he 

was aware of what awaited them all in terms of suffering and sacrifice. As will be 

recalled, there were those who feared that in all this they might have imposed on the 

Prophet a course of action of which he did not approve. Therefore, they put the 

matter back to him and assured him of their obedience whatever he decided. 

Nevertheless, even with this second opportunity, the Prophet did not reverse his 

decision. He wanted to teach them the whole lesson of consultation and resolve, 

combined with complete reliance on God and submission to His will. He wanted 

them to realise that there was a specific time for consultation, but once a decision was 

taken there could be no room for hesitation and starting the process anew. That 

could only perpetuate the state of indecision. 

“God loves those who put their trust in Him.” This is a distinctive quality of the 

believers. Reliance on God, putting our trust in Him and submitting to His will 

constitute the final line which maintains the proper balance in Islamic philosophy 

and Islamic life. Ultimate authority belongs to God and He does what He chooses. 

This was one of the great lessons which the Battle of U ud taught the Muslim 
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community. It remains a lesson to be learnt by every new generation of Muslims. 

When God’s Help Is Withdrawn 

In order to explain what placing one’s trust in God means, the s rah clearly states 

that the power which determines victory or defeat is God’s. It is from Him that 

support should be sought and through His help defeat is avoided. Once the believers 

have made their preparations and mobilised all the forces they can muster, they turn 

to God for help, rely fully on Him and recognise that they have no say in 

determining the consequences. It is God’s will that determines the outcome: “If God 

helps you, none can overcome you; but if He should forsake you, then who is it that can help 

you beside Him? It is in God that the believers should place their trust.” (Verse 160) 

The Islamic concept of life demonstrates the perfect balance between asserting that 

God’s will is absolute in shaping all events and that it comes into operation through 

man’s own actions. The Divine law of nature establishes a cause and effect 

relationship in all matters, but causes do not initiate effects. The operative force is 

that of God, Who determines effects on the basis of causes according to His will. He 

then requires man to work hard, fulfil his duties, and meet his obligations. It is in 

relation to how far man discharges his responsibility that God determines the results. 

This means that results and consequences will always be dependent on God’s will, 

for it is He alone who brings them into being whenever and however He wills. An 

equilibrium is thus established between the basic concept of a Muslim and his 

actions. He works as hard as he can and knows that the results of his actions depend 

on God’s will. To him, there is no inevitability in the cause and effect relationship, 

because he does not claim that anything which God does is inevitable. 

In the particular case of a military battle and its two possible results, victory or 

defeat, the s rah refers Muslims to God’s will and reminds them of His might. If God 

helps them, then they cannot be overcome by any force, and if His help is not 

forthcoming, then they will not be able to find anyone to bring them victory. This is 

the absolute truth: there is no ability, power or will other than those of God, Who 

determines all events. This basic truth, however, does not exempt Muslims from 

following God’s method, obeying His directives and fulfilling their obligations, 

exerting all efforts and relying, after all that, on God alone: “It is in God that the 

believers should put their trust.” (Verse 160) Thus, a Muslim does not seek anything 

from any source other than God. He has a direct relationship with the operative 

power in the universe, which means that he is in no need of help or protection from 

any other source. He relies totally on God to bring about events and results 

according to His wisdom. As for him, he accepts what God determines with total 

reassurance. This is a perfect bliss which no human being can experience except 
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through Islam. 

The s rah refers again to the moral qualities associated with the Prophet, in order 

to stress the importance of honesty and to forbid deceit and cheating. It reminds 

people that they will have to account for their deeds and that everyone will be given 

his fair reward: “It does not behove a prophet to act dishonestly, for he who acts dishonestly 

shall be faced with his dishonesty on the Day of Resurrection. Everyone will then be paid in 

full what he has earned, and none shall be wronged.” (Verse 161) 

One of the reasons which tempted the archers in the Battle of U ud to abandon 

their positions on top of the hill, was that they feared that the Prophet might not give 

them a share of the spoils of war. Some of the hypocrites had earlier suggested that a 

portion of the spoils of war the Muslims collected at Badr had disappeared. They 

were so impudent as to even mention the Prophet by name in this connection. Here, 

the s rah delivers a general statement which makes it clear that no prophet could 

ever act dishonestly. No prophet would take money, or a portion of the spoils for 

himself or his family, or give one section of the army more of the spoils than another, 

or commit any deceitful action whatsoever: “It does not behove a prophet to act 

dishonestly.” This is inconceivable. Dishonesty is against the very nature of 

prophethood; it is repugnant to all prophets. The use of the negative here does not 

mean that it is not lawful for a prophet to act dishonestly, but to make it plain that it 

is both inconceivable and impossible that a prophet would ever do so. A prophet is 

by nature honest, just and well-contented. Hence, to be dishonest is to act against his 

own nature. It is perhaps useful to add that according to the reading of Im m Al-

asan al-Başrī of this verse, the passive voice is used here, which means that it is 

totally unlawful that a prophet should be deceived, or that his followers allow 

themselves to hide something from him. This interpretation fits perfectly with the 

rest of the verse. Those who are dishonest and try to take something which belongs 

to the public treasury, or keep for themselves what booty they may be able to lay 

their hands upon, are issued with this fearful warning: “He who acts dishonestly shall 

be faced with his dishonesty on the Day of Resurrection. Everyone will then be paid in full 

what he has earned, and none shall be wronged.” 

Im m Ahmad relates that God’s Messenger appointed a man called Ibn al-

Lutaibah, from the tribe of Azd, to collect zak t. When he had completed his mission, 

he came back and said: “This belongs to you, and this has been given to me as a gift.” 

God’s Messenger said from the pulpit: “How is it that a person whom we send to 

complete a certain assignment says: ‘This belongs to you and this I have been given 

as a gift?’ Let him stay in his parents’ home and find out whether any gift will be 

given to him? By Him Who holds Mu ammad’s soul in His hand, anyone of you 

who does this will come on the Day of Resurrection carrying that thing on his 

shoulders, even though it may be a camel, a cow or a lamb making its particular 
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noise.” The Prophet then lifted his hands until his armpits were visible and said: “My 

Lord, have I conveyed Your message?” He repeated this three times. (Related by Al-

Bukh rī and Muslim.) 

Abū Umayyah reports: God’s Messenger mentioned dishonesty as he was 

addressing us. He described how serious it was, and said: “Let me not see anyone of 

you on the Day of Resurrection carrying on his shoulder a camel making noise, and 

say: ‘Messenger of God, help me.’ I will then say to him: ‘I have no power to help you 

against God’s judgement. I have conveyed to you God’s orders.’ Let me not see any 

one of you come on the Day of Resurrection carrying a snorting horse on his 

shoulders, appealing to me:  “Messenger of God, help me.’ I will say to him: ‘I cannot 

help you against God’s judgement. I have conveyed to you His orders.’ Let me not 

see anyone of you on the Day of Resurrection carrying a dumb load of gold and 

silver on his shoulders and appealing to me: ‘Messenger of God help me.’ I will say 

to him: ‘I cannot help you against God’s judgement. I have conveyed to you His 

orders.” (Related by Al-Bukh rī, Muslim and Ahmad.) 

The Prophet is reported to have said: “Anyone who does an assignment for us and 

conceals even a needle, or anything bigger, acts dishonestly. He will be faced with his 

dishonesty on the Day of Judgement.” A black man from the Anş r (whose name is, 

according to Muj hid, Sa`d ibn `Ub dah) said: “Messenger of God, accept from me 

what you have assigned to me.” The Prophet said: “What do you mean?” He said: “I 

have heard what you have just said.” The Prophet said: “And I repeat it entirely: 

Whoever does an assignment for us, let him bring it all, big or small. Let him take 

what he is given and leave alone what he is not given.” (Related by Muslim, Ahmad 

and Abū D wūd.) 

This Qur’ nic verse, in conjunction with the Prophet’s hadīths, has worked 

wonders in the moulding of the Muslim community, and made it unique in the value 

it attaches to honesty and the repugnance with which it views deceit and cheating. 

An ordinary Muslim may, in war, lay his hand on something valuable when no one 

is watching him. If he does, he should take it to his commander, entertaining no 

thought of keeping it for himself, so that he does not expose himself to what this 

Qur’ nic verse says, and so that he does not meet the Prophet on the Day of 

Resurrection in such a shameful condition. To a Muslim, the hereafter is a reality. He 

cannot see himself coming face to face with the Prophet and standing in front of God, 

as the Prophet has described. Hence, he knows that this will not happen. This is the 

secret of his scrupulous nature. The hereafter is to him part of the reality he lives, not 

a remote promise or threat. He entertains no doubt that everyone will be rewarded 

for what he does, and that everyone will be paid in full what they earn. 

In his comprehensive book on history, Al- abarī reports that when the Muslims 

conquered Al-Mad ’in and collected the spoils of war, a man came with something 
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to give to the one in charge of those spoils. He and his assistants said: “We have 

never seen anyone like this man. None of our people can be compared to him.” They 

asked him: “Have you taken any part of it for yourself?” The man answered: “By 

God, had it not been for my fear of God, I would not have given it to you.” They 

asked him his name, but he said: “I am not telling you or anyone else my name in 

order to be praised. I praise God and I am content with His reward.” When he left, 

they sent one of them to follow him until he arrived in his camp. He enquired about 

him and they learnt that he was called ` mir ibn `Abd Qais. 

After the Battle of Q disiyyah, the spoils of war were sent to `Umar in Madinah. 

Included in them was the crown of the Persian Emperor and his throne. They were 

priceless. `Umar looked at them happily and said: “Soldiers who tender this to their 

ruler are certainly honest.” 

This is how Islam moulded the Muslim community. When we hear such stories, 

we may think them legends. But the fact is that there is no legend in all this; it was 

the plain reality. 

A Great Favour Done to Believers 

Within the framework of keenness to have a share in the spoils of war, which was 

the direct cause of the defeat at U ud, and dishonesty in general, the s rah 

underlines the proper values, on which a believer’s attention must be focused: “Can 

he who strives after God’s pleasure be compared to one who has incurred God’s wrath and 

whose abode is hell? How evil such a goal is.” (Verse 162) 

There is no doubt that God’s pleasure is the prize to be coveted, and the winning 

of which determines whether one’s efforts are profitable or end in utter loss. The gulf 

is great between the one who pursues God’s pleasure until he wins it and the one 

who ends up incurring God’s displeasure, which leads him to hell. The two have 

greatly different standings with God: “They have different standings in God’s sight.” 

(Verse 163) Each actually earns his position, which means that there is no favouritism 

and none is wronged: “God sees all that they do.” (Verse 163) 

This part of the s rah concludes with a reference back to the personality of God’s 

Messenger, his message, and the fact that it represents a great favour bestowed by 

God on the believers: “Indeed, God bestowed a favour on the believers when He sent them a 

messenger from among themselves, to recite to them His revelations, and to purify them, and 

teach them the book and wisdom, whereas before that they were surely in plain error.” (Verse 

164) 

This reference to the Prophet’s role in bringing the Muslim community into 

existence, and in moulding, educating and leading  it out of a state of error to become 
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a nation endowed with knowledge, wisdom and purity is clearly emphasised. It is 

typical of the Qur’ nic method of moulding the Muslim community that this 

reference is made in the context of defeat, pain, and loss suffered at U ud. All 

worldly gains, indeed all the riches of the world, and all the suffering and sacrifices 

that the Muslims may be called upon to endure seem very petty compared with the 

great favour God has done to mankind when He sent them His Messenger. 

The practical effects of this favour, which can be seen in the life of the Muslim 

community, are then mentioned: “... to recite to them His revelations, and to purify them, 

and to teach them the book and wisdom, whereas before that they were surely in plain error.” 

These effects represent a total transformation of the Muslim community. God is 

preparing this community to play a great role in the leadership of mankind, and this 

requires that a messenger be sent to them. A nation with such a mission should not 

be preoccupied with petty gains that it can make in a battle and should not be 

reluctant to make sacrifices. Great goals cannot be achieved without sacrifice. 

“Indeed, God bestowed a favour on the believers when He sent them a messenger from 

among themselves.” The fact that God Almighty cared to send a messenger to a 

particular species of His creation, is a favour which can only be motivated by His 

limitless grace. It is a favour that cannot be returned in any way by the recipients. 

Who are those human beings whom God has chosen for such grace, so as to be the 

recipients of His revelations? Indeed, God bestows His grace on His creation even 

when they have not earned that grace, and can never return it. 

The favour is made even greater by the fact that this messenger is “from among 

themselves.” We should reflect that the Qur’ nic text did not say “a messenger from 

them.” For him to be “from among themselves” is especially significant, because it 

identifies that the relationship between the believers and the messenger is one of 

human souls, not a relationship between an individual and a race. The question is 

not merely that the Prophet was one of them, it is far more significant than that. With 

faith, they establish their unique relationship with the Prophet and a great position of 

favour with God. That means that it is a double favour; sending the messenger, and 

establishing the relationship which exists between believers and the Prophet. 

The first and greatest of the effects of this favour on the lives of the believers is 

referred to in the statement describing the Prophet’s role: “To recite to them His 

revelations.” When we remember that God Himself addresses man with His own 

words, to speak to him about His majesty, and to explain His attributes, and the 

nature and qualities of Godhead, we may begin to appreciate how great God’s 

favour is. Let man reflect that God tells him about himself, an insignificant creature. 

He speaks to him about his life, feelings, actions and abilities in order to tell him 

what brings about a truly happy life and what sets him on the way to achieving the 

greatest of human goals, namely, admission to Paradise, which is far greater than the 
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heavens and the earth. Such a favour can come only from God’s grace, which is 

infinite indeed. 

God the Almighty has no need for mankind, or indeed for any creature. Man, on 

the other hand, is poor and powerless. He needs God. But it is God Who bestows on 

man His favours and grace, and calls on him to adopt what brings about a total 

transformation in his life. Nothing that man can do is sufficient to thank God for His 

grace. 

The Purification of a Model Community 

The role of the Messenger is also “to purify them”. This purification touches their 

hearts, affects their homes, honour and worship, and characterises their lives, 

community and social systems. He purges them of all traces of polytheism, idol 

worship, and superstition and all that is associated with these, of rituals, habits and 

traditions which are unworthy of man. Human life is thus purged of all traces of 

ignorance and its effects on values, principles and social traditions. 

Every type of ignorant community, including the Arabs at that time, entertained 

its own evil aspects. These evils were highlighted by Ja`far ibn Abī lib, a cousin of 

the Prophet, when he addressed Negus, the ruler of Abyssinia. A number of Muslims 

had sought refuge in Abyssinia, but the Quraysh sent a delegation which requested 

its ruler to extradite them. He called in the Muslim refugees to put their case. Their 

spokesman, Ja`far, made his statement in the following terms: 

“We have been ignorant people who worshipped idols, ate carrion, committed all 

gross indecencies, severed relations with our kinsfolk, were unkind to our 

neighbours, and the strong among us usurped the rights of the weak. We continued 

in this state of affairs until God sent us a Messenger from among ourselves, who was 

known to us in respect of his good family position, and truthfulness, honesty and 

integrity. He called upon us to worship God alone, associate no partners with Him, 

to abandon what we and our forefathers used to worship alongside Him of stones 

and statues. He has commanded us to be truthful in what we say, honest, kind to our 

relatives and neighbours, and to refrain from sin and from killing one another. He 

has forbidden us every aspect of indecency, perjury, devouring what belongs to 

orphans, and accusing chaste women of committing adultery. He has bidden us to 

worship God alone, associate no partners with Him, attend to our Prayers, spend in 

charity [zak t], and fast.” 

Another aspect of the evil customs that prevailed in ignorant Arabia is described 

by ` ’ishah, the Prophet’s wife, as she gives this account of relations between the 

sexes. This report is given in Al-Bukh rī’s Şaĥīh, the most authentic collection of the 

Prophet’s hadīths: “There were four types of relations between men and women in 
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the days of ignorance. One of these was the same as the marital relationships of 

today: a man may make a proposal of marriage to another man’s daughter or some 

other girl in his charge. He pays her a dower and marries her. A second type was that 

a man said to his wife after she finishes her menstrual period: ‘Go to so and so ... [he 

names a certain man] and get pregnant by him.’ He himself stops having intercourse 

with her until she is manifestly pregnant by the man he named. When she becomes 

heavy with the child, her husband may have intercourse with her if he so desires. He 

resorts to this method because of his desire to have a son of superior blood. A third 

form is that a number of men, less than ten, shared the same woman, every one of 

them having intercourse with her. If she got pregnant and gave birth to a child, she 

sent to them asking them to come over to her a few days after delivery. None of them 

could absent himself from that meeting. She would say to them: ‘You are aware of 

what has passed between us. Now that I have given birth to a child, this child is the 

son of ....’ She chose whoever she fancied to be the father. He could not disown that 

child. The fourth type was that of prostitution. Any number of men may associate 

with a woman who would not refuse anyone who came to her. Prostitutes used to 

put some sort of a flag on their doors, to indicate that they welcomed any man. If 

such a prostitute gave birth to a child, they collected some money for her and they 

called in a physiognomist to determine the father of that child. The child was then 

named after that man who did not decline to claim it.” 

This contemptible, derogatory state of affairs needs no comment. It is sufficient to 

imagine a man sending his wife to another man to get pregnant by him, in the same 

way as he sends his female camel or horse or other animal for good breeding. It is 

sufficient to imagine a number of men, less than ten, having intercourse with the 

same woman and then allowing her to choose one of them to be the father of her 

child. As for prostitution, it is the same everywhere. In this particular case, however, 

the child born to a prostitute is named after a particular adulterer. He finds no 

disgrace in this and does not disclaim the child. Had it not been for Islam and its 

purifying principles, the Arabs would have continued to live in such squalor. 

All this, however, is only one aspect of the contempt which was preserved for 

women in the pre-Islamic days of ignorance. In his valuable work, Islam and the 

World, Abu’l- asan `Alī Nadwī says: 

The lot of women was extremely lamentable in pre-Islamic Arabia. The right 

of inheritance was denied to them. Widowed and divorced women were not 

permitted to remarry. It was a common practice for the eldest son to take as 

wives his father’s widows, inherited as property with the rest of the estate. 

Discrimination was made against them even in matters of food, men 

reserving certain dishes for themselves. Daughters were buried alive at birth. 

Pride and poverty had introduced the abominable crime of female infanticide 
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among all the Arabian tribes. Haitham ibn `Adī tells us that one out of every 

ten men was guilty of it. Kind-hearted tribal chiefs often bought infant girls to 

save their lives. Sa`sa`a says that before the dawn of Islam he had rescued as 

many as 300 girls from that terrible fate by paying compensatory money to 

their fathers. Sometimes a young girl who had escaped being killed at birth or 

during childhood, due to her father being away from home or some other 

reason,  would be treacherously taken to a lonely spot by her father and done 

to death.  Several incidents of this nature were narrated from their past lives 

by the companions of the Prophet after they had embraced Islam.4 

These accounts give us a glimpse of the evils from which Islam saved the Arabs 

and purified them. 

Idolatry and Human Dignity 

All systems based on ignorance of God have their evils and debased practices. 

Perhaps the most prominent among these in pre-Islamic Arabia was idol-worship as 

described by Nadwī: 

The belief in an overruling Providence had grown very feeble among them 

(the Arabs of pre-Islamic days). It was confined to a select few, while the 

religion of the great mass of them was gross idolatry. The idols that had 

originally been introduced to serve as devotional media had become elevated 

to the status of divinity. Homage was still paid to one transcendent God, but 

only verbally; in their hearts a host of deities were enthroned, whose 

goodwill they sought to propitiate, and displeasure avert. 

Each tribe, city, and locality had its own god. Al-Kalbī has stated that every 

household in Makkah had its own idol. When a Makkan started on a journey, 

his last act at home would be to invoke the blessings of the family deity, and 

the first thing he did on his return was to pay reverence to it. 

People used to vie with one another in collecting idols and constructing 

temples for them. Those who could afford neither planted a slab of stone in 

front of the Ka`bah and performed the ritual of circumambulation around it. 

Such stones were called ans b. In the words of Abū Rij ’ al-`U ridī, as 

reported in the Şaĥīh of Al-Bukh rī, “We worshipped stones. When we found 

a better stone than the one we had, we took it up and threw away the old one. 

Where no stones were available, we made a mound of sand, milked a goat 

                                                 
4 Abu’l- asan `Alī Nadwī, Islam and the World, Lucknow, 1973, pp. 30-1. (The author has referred to 
Shaykh Nadwī’s M dh  Khasira al-` lam bi Inĥiţ t al-Muslimīn, while the work cited by us is an 
abridged English translation of the above — Translators). 
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over it and worshipped it.” When a traveller halted at a place, he used to 

collect four stones, worshipped the most beautiful of them and used the other 

three to rest his pots on for cooking. 

Angels, stars, jinns (spirits) and all the rest of the objects of veneration found 

in polytheistic faiths were adored as divine beings by the Arabs. The angels, 

they believed, were daughters of God, whom they besought to intercede with 

Him on their behalf, while jinns were regarded as partners of the Almighty in 

the practical control of the world. 

Al-Kalbī says that Band Malī , a branch of the tribe of Khuz `ah, worshipped 

the jinns; and S ’id reports that the tribe of imyar worshipped the sun; the 

tribe of Kin nah adored the moon; the tribe of Tamīm worshipped al-

Dabar n; the Lakhm and the Judh m, ’ī, Banū Qais and Banū Asad 

worshipped Jupiter, Canopus, the Dog Star and Mercury, respectively.5 

A quick look at this crude, primitive form of polytheism is sufficient to give a 

good idea of the sort of feelings, principles and practices it generated. We can also 

appreciate the great transformation Islam managed to bring about in the lives of the 

Arabs. It purified their thoughts and their lives of those evils which gave rise to the 

sort of social and moral ills which prevailed in their society and in which they took 

pride. Drinking, gambling and tribal vengeance were their highest preoccupations. 

Countless poems boastfully described their indulgence in such practices. Shaikh 

Nadwī says in Islam and the World: 

War, in some respects, was a necessity for them, but more than that, it was a 

fun.... A most trivial incident could touch off a bitter inter-tribal war. The war, 

for instance, between the descendants of W ’il, Bakr and Taghlīb dragged on 

for full forty years. There were innumerable casualties in this war. An Arab 

chief, Muhalhil, has depicted the consequences of this war thus: “Both the 

tribes have been exterminated; mothers have become childless; children have 

become orphans; the flow of tears does not cease; the dead are not buried.”6 

The same can be said of the war known as D is and Al-Ghabr ’. What 

caused this war to flare up was that D is, a horse belonging to Qais ibn 

Zuhair, was leading in a race arranged between the horses of Qais and 

udhayfah ibn Badr, with bets placed on which horse will be the winner. A 

tribesman of Asad, on instructions from udhayfah, hit the face of the 

leading horse and this allowed other horses to catch up and pass him by. A 

killing followed and vengeance was sought. Both tribes tried to revenge the 

                                                 
5 Ibid., pp. 29-30. 
6 Ibid., pp. 31-2. 
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killing of their murdered children. Many were taken captive. Tribes were 

displaced and thousands were killed. 

All this was evidence of the fact that their lives had no worthy preoccupation. 

They used up their energy in such trivialities. They never thought of what sort of role 

they should play in improving human life. They had no faith to purify them from 

such social evils. Without faith, people can easily sink to such debasement. 

Ignorance remains the same. Every form of ignorance has its own manifestations 

of debasement, regardless of where and when it exists. When people live without a 

Divine faith or code to regulate their lives, they sink into some form of ignorance. We 

can easily draw parallels between the ignorance prevalent in our modern world and 

that which prevailed in pre-Islamic Arabia, or with other contemporary forms 

elsewhere in the world. It was only through Islam that Arabia was saved from and 

purified of that ignorance. 

Humanity lives today in a great quagmire of vice. We have only to look at the 

media, the cinema, the fashion industry, beauty competitions, dancing places, public 

houses, and the widespread use of pornography in literature and art. Combined with 

the fact that its economic system is based on usury, which entails a materialism that 

motivates people’s greed and the desire to become rich, even if they have to resort to 

cheating, embezzlement and other immoral methods. The moral and social fabric of 

society is also undermined. Doubt and cynicism have affected every individual, 

family, system and community. It is sufficient to cast a quick glance at all this to 

realise that the ignorance which prevails in our own world is leading humanity to an 

awful doom. 

Man’s humanity is wearing thin as people continue to seek animal pleasures. 

Indeed, animals have a standard of life which is cleaner and purer. They are 

governed by a serious law of nature which is applicable to them. They do not become 

debased as man does when he breaks loose, away from faith and its discipline, 

resorting to ignorance, from which God has saved him by His grace. God reminds 

His servants of this favour in the verse which states: “God bestowed a favour on the 

believers when He sent them a messenger from among themselves to recite to them His 

revelations, and to purify them, and to teach them the book and wisdom...” 

Nationalism and Islamic Identity 

“And to teach them the book and wisdom.” Those addressed by this verse were 

illiterate in every sense of the word. Not only did they not read and write, but their 

illiteracy was intellectual as well. According to international standards of knowledge, 

they lagged behind in every field. Their preoccupations were not of the sort which 
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encouraged or increased knowledge. When they received this message, they 

experienced a great transformation which made them pass it on to the rest of the 

world. It endowed them with great wisdom. They became the standard-bearers of an 

intellectual and social philosophy which was destined to save humanity from the 

depths of ignorance into which it had sunk. The same doctrine is about to play its 

role again, God willing, to save humanity anew from its contemporary ignorance, an 

ignorance which shares with past forms the same moral and social characteristics, as 

it sets the same goals and objectives for human life, despite the great material 

advances of science and industry and the affluence such advances have brought 

about. 

“Whereas before that they were surely in plain error.” They were certainly in error with 

regard to concepts and beliefs, goals and objectives, habits and practices, systems and 

standards, as well as moral and social values. The Arabs, addressed for the first time 

by this verse, undoubtedly remembered what their lives were like and fully 

appreciated the total transformation brought about by Islam. They recognised that 

without Islam they would never have attained the high standards to which Islam 

elevated them. Such a transformation is totally unique in human history. They 

recognised that it was through Islam that they moved directly from the tribal stage, 

with all its petty concerns and narrow-mindedness, to become not merely a nation in 

the fullest sense of the word, but a nation to lead humanity and to set for it its ideals 

and systems. 

They recognised that only through Islam had they acquired their national, 

cultural, and intellectual character. Most importantly, Islam gave them their human 

character, which elevated them to a position of honour through God’s grace. They 

established their whole life on the basis of this honour and, subsequently, imparted it 

to the world, and taught it how to respect man and give him the position of honour 

God has granted him. In this they were the leaders. There was no one ahead of them, 

not in Arabia, not anywhere. The reference to consultative government which we 

discussed earlier brings out one aspect of this Divine system. 

They also realised that only through Islam had they a message to present to 

mankind. It involved a doctrine and a system by which to mould human life. All 

these are basic essentials for the existence of a nation which wants to play an 

important role on life’s stage. 

The Islamic faith, its concepts of life and existence, its laws and regulation of 

human life, and its practical code which ensures man’s happiness, were the 

credentials which the Arabs presented to the world and by which they earned the 

respect and leadership of mankind. Neither at present nor in future will they ever 

have any other credentials. They have no message other than Islam to give them a 

position in the world. The choice they have to face is either to be the standard-bearers 
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of the message of Islam, through which they earn recognition and honour, or to 

abandon it and go back to their earlier position when no one recognised them. The 

Arabs should ask themselves what they can give to humanity when they abandon 

the message of Islam. 

Do they offer any great achievements in literature and art? Many nations are far 

ahead of them in these fields, which are of secondary importance. Nations of the 

world will not wait for any Arab genius to make his contribution, because the need 

for such a contribution is not felt by anyone. Can they offer any great industrial 

advance to win the respect of the world and to compete in international markets? 

Many a nation has taken the lead over the Arabs in this respect as well. Or can they 

offer any social, economic, or organisational philosophy of their own? Such 

philosophies, with varying practical effects, are abundant in our world. What can the 

Arabs, then, give to mankind in order to win a leading position which commands 

respect and demonstrates their excellence? They can offer nothing except their great 

message and unique system. This is the great favour which God has bestowed on 

them and favoured them with as its standard-bearers. It is the message with which 

God saved mankind from ignorance. Today, mankind desperately needs this 

message to save itself from the abyss of misery and worry into which it is sinking. 

This message is the identity card of the Arabs, which they presented to the world 

in the past, and thereby commanded its respect. They can present it anew in order to 

save themselves and save the world. Every great nation has a message, and the 

greatness of the nation is commensurate to the greatness of its message and system. 

The Arabs have this great message in their custody. They are its standard-bearers, 

while other nations are their partners in it. What devil turns them away from their 

great role and their infinite wealth? It is their duty to chase the devil and resist his 

temptation and render his actions hopeless and futile. 
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10 

Priorities Defined 

Why, when a calamity befell you, after you had 

inflicted twice as much [on your enemy], did you 

exclaim, “How has this come about?” Say: “It 

has come from your own selves. Surely, God has 

the power over all things.” (165) 

That which befell you, on the day when the two 

hosts met in battle, happened by God’s leave, so 

that He may mark out the true believers. (166) 

And [He might] mark out the hypocrites. When 

these were told, “Come, fight in God’s cause”, or 

“Defend yourselves”, they answered, “Had we 

known there would be a fight, we would certainly 

have followed you.” On that day they were nearer 

unbelief than faith, uttering with their mouths 

something different to what was in their hearts, 

but God knew full well all that they tried to 

conceal. (167) 

Such were they who, having themselves stayed 

behind, said of their brothers: “If only they had 

listened to us, they would not have been slain.” 

Say to them: “Ward off death from yourselves, 

then, if what you say be true.” (168) 

Do not think of those who are slain in God’s 

cause as dead. They are alive, and well provided 

for by their Lord. (169) 
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Happy they are with what God has granted 

them. They rejoice that those [of their brethren] 

who have been left behind and have not yet joined 

them have nothing to fear, nor have they [cause] to 

grieve. (170) 

They rejoice in the happy news of God’s blessing 

and bounty, and in the fact that God will not 

suffer the reward of the believers to be lost. (171) 

Those who responded to the call of God and the 

Messenger after misfortune had befallen them: a 

great reward awaits those of them who continued 

to do good and feared God. (172) 

When other people warned them: “A big force 

has gathered against you, so fear them”, that only 

strengthened their faith and they answered: “God 

is enough for us; He is the best Guardian.” 

(173) 

So they earned God’s grace and bounty, suffering 

no harm. For they had striven to please God, 

Whose bounty is limitless. (174) 

It is but Satan who prompts people to fear his 

allies: so, have no fear of them, but fear Me if you 

are truly believers. (175) 

Be not grieved by those who hasten on to disbelief. 

They cannot harm God in any way. It is God’s 

will not to assign to them any share in the 

[blessings of the] life to come. A great suffering 
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God’s Will and Man’s Doing 

The s rah speaks of the Muslims’ surprise at the turn of events, which betrayed 

their naïve concept of life. Soon, however, experience told them to look at the 

realities of life and how the laws of nature work. They realised that anyone who does 

not conform to nature and its laws should expect no preferential treatment. People 

must adapt themselves to the seriousness inherent in the nature of the universe, life 

and fate. The s rah brings them back to reality as it explains to them that what has 

befallen them is the result of their own doing. But this is not all. Behind cause and 

effect lies God’s predestination, and beyond the laws of nature lies God’s free will. 

The purpose of what happened is explained to them so that they learn how God 

directs events in the believers’ favour to serve the cause which they advocate. It was 

an experience which made them better equipped to face what was bound to come, to 

put them through a serious test in order to sift their ranks and to mark out the 

hypocrites who were able to betray them. The whole affair, then, was part of the 

awaits them. (176) 

Indeed, those who have bought disbelief at the 

price of faith cannot harm God in any way. A 

grievous suffering awaits them. (177) 

Let not those who disbelieve imagine that Our 

giving them rein bodes well for their own souls. 

We only give them rein so that they may grow in 

sinfulness. A humiliating suffering awaits them. 

(178) 

It is not God’s purpose to leave the believers in 

your present state except to set apart the bad from 

the good. And it is not God’s purpose to reveal to 

you what is kept beyond the reach of human 

perception. But God favours from among His 

messengers whomever He wills. Believe, therefore, 

in God and His messengers. If you believe and 

are God-fearing, you shall have a great reward. 

(179) 
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accomplishment of God’s will. They were thus able to view the event in its totality, 

equipped with this Qur’ nic explanation: “Why, when a calamity befell you, after you 

had inflicted twice as much [on your enemy], did you exclaim, ‘How has this come about?’ 

Say: ‘It has come from your own selves. Surely, God has the power over all things.’ That 

which befell you, on the day when the two hosts met in battle, happened by God’s leave, so 

that He may mark out the true believers.” (Verses 165-6) 

God has committed Himself to grant victory to those who support His cause and 

fight to defend His faith. He, however, has made the granting of victory conditional 

upon certain things: that the whole concept of faith be deeply entrenched in their 

hearts, that the practical implications of faith manifest themselves in their 

organisation and behaviour and that they equip themselves with all the means 

necessary to achieve victory and exert their maximum effort. This is the law of nature 

which God has set in operation and which favours no one. When the believers fall 

short of meeting any of these conditions, they have to accept the consequences. The 

fact that they are Muslims and believers does not mean that the laws of nature 

should be suspended or abrogated for their sake. They are Muslims because they 

submit themselves to God and conduct their lives according to the laws of nature 

God has set in operation. This means, in practice, that they achieve harmony between 

their nature as human beings and the laws of nature. 

That they are Muslims is a fact which does not remain inconsequential. They 

submit themselves to God, raise His banner and determine to obey Him and conduct 

their lives according to His constitution. All that will eventually turn their errors and 

shortcomings to good effect after they bear any sacrifice or pain attendant on them. 

Their mistakes become lessons and experiences which have their good effect. They 

make their faith pure and their submission clearer. Their ranks are purged of those 

whose faith is suspect. They are better equipped to achieve the ultimate victory. 

Thus, God’s mercy and care are not withheld from the Muslims. 

Indeed, they provide them with what they need to continue along their way, 

despite all the hardships they may have to face. 

It is with such clarity and seriousness that the questioning and surprise of a 

Muslim community are answered. Both the immediate cause, the actions of the 

Muslim community, and the ultimate purpose, God’s design, are explained. The 

hypocrites, on the other hand, are shown the fact that death is inevitable and cannot 

be avoided by staying at home at the time of battle: “Why, when a calamity befell you 

after you had inflicted twice as much [on your enemy], did you exclaim: ’How has this come 

about?’“ 

At U ud, the Muslims suffered a serious setback, losing 70 martyrs in addition to 

all the pain they experienced on that difficult day. They found the setback hard to 

swallow, considering that they were the believers who were fighting in defence of 
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God’s cause. Yet those very Muslims had, prior to this setback, inflicted twice as 

many losses on their enemy. In the Battle of Badr, they inflicted similar damage on 

the idolaters when they killed 70 brave warriors of the Quraysh. They achieved a 

similar feat at U ud, when they were following the express orders of the Prophet. 

But then they weakened before the temptation of the loot and entertained thoughts 

which must never be entertained by believers. 

God reminds them of all this as He answers their questioning surprise. He 

attributes what happened to them to its immediate cause: “It has come from your own 

selves.” It is you who have weakened and entered into dispute. It is you who have 

failed to fulfil the conditions set by God and His Messenger, and it is you who have 

succumbed to greed. It is you who have disobeyed God’s Messenger and failed to 

implement his battle plan. What has happened to you, to your surprise, has come 

from your own souls, because the laws of nature set into operation by God have to 

apply to you. The laws of nature apply to all human beings, believers and 

unbelievers alike. Such laws are not suspended for a believer’s sake. His faith is not 

complete unless he conducts his life according to God’s laws. 

“Surely, God has the power over all things.” It is part of His overall power that His 

law should remain in operation and that matters must continue according to His will. 

The laws He has devised for the universe and for human life must continue as they 

have been set. 

Nevertheless, God’s will in this whole affair was accomplished for a definite 

purpose of His own. We must not forget that God’s will lies beyond everything that 

takes place and every movement and action in the whole universe: “That which befell 

you, on the day when the two hosts met in battle, happened by God’s leave.” It has not taken 

place by mere coincidence or for idle play. Every movement and every action takes 

place according to a definite plan, with its causes and effects well reckoned. They 

indeed take place according to the laws of nature which must remain in operation, 

but in their total sum they accomplish God’s purpose and complete the total design 

of the universe as God created it. 

The Islamic view with regard to this whole issue is both comprehensive and well 

balanced and is not matched by any other view human beings have ever entertained. 

Human life exists according to a consistent constitution and unavoidable rules, 

and beyond these lies God’s active and free will. Yet all these are also subject to His 

wisdom which determines every thing that takes place. Thus the constitution 

governs all, and the rules apply to everything, including man. By his choice of action 

and what he determines, initiates and does, man makes himself subject to these rules 

which are bound to affect him. All this, however, takes place in accordance with 

God’s will and fulfils His purpose. On the other hand, man’s own will, thought, 
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action and movement are part of the constitution and the rules God has set in the 

universe. He accomplishes with them what He wills. There is no conflict between 

these and the rules of nature God has set in operation. Such a conflict exists only in 

the minds of people who put God’s will and action against those of man, weighing 

the one against the other. 

That way of thinking is contrary to the Islamic outlook. According to Islam, man is 

neither equal nor an enemy to God. Indeed when God granted man his constitution, 

intellect, will, freedom of choice and action, He placed nothing of this in conflict with 

His own will or laws. Nor did He allow these to serve a purpose other than His 

overall purpose in the whole universe. He only made it part of His will that man 

should reflect and decide, take action and produce an effect, be liable to God’s rules 

and laws and bear the full consequences of all that. These consequences may bring 

him pleasure or pain, comfort or trouble, happiness or misery. But behind all that 

stands God’s free will that encompasses everything in perfect coherence. 

What happened in the Battle of U ud provides a good example of what we have 

just said about the way Islam views all matters. 

God has explained to the Muslims His rules and conditions which bring them 

victory or cause defeat. They paid no heed to those rules and, consequently, suffered 

pain, hardship and defeat. But the matter did not stop there. Their disobedience and 

their pain contributed to the fulfilment of God’s purpose of testing their community 

so as to mark out the true believers, give them a clear outlook and help them 

overcome their weakness, and also identify the hypocrites. 

All this will ultimately be of benefit to the Muslim community, despite the pain 

and suffering. It all works in accordance with God’s rules and laws. That gives 

believers who submit themselves to God and follow the way of living He has laid 

down an assurance that His help and care are forthcoming. By the same token, their 

errors are ultimately turned to their benefit, because the suffering such errors cause 

them becomes a means for proving their metal and educating them. 

On such solid grounds the believers stand comfortably. They are reassured, free of 

worry and confusion as they face God’s will and interact with His laws. They feel 

that God determines what He wills concerning them and others. They are merely one 

of the tools God employs to fulfil His purpose. Whatever they do, right or wrong, 

and all that results from it remain in full harmony with God’s will and fulfils His 

purpose. It will all benefit them in their life: “That which befell you, on the day when the 

two hosts met in battle, happened by God’s leave, so that He may mark out the true believers. 

And (He might] mark out the hypocrites. When these were told, ‘Come, fight in God’s cause’, 

or ‘Defend yourselves’, they answered, ‘Had we known there would be a fight, we would 

certainly have followed you.’ On that day they were nearer unbelief than faith, uttering with 

their mouths something different to what was in their hearts, but God knew full well all that 
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they tried to conceal.” (Verses 166-7) 

This verse refers to the attitude of `Abdull h ibn Ubayy ibn Salūl and those who 

joined him. They are described here as “the hypocrites”. Their true feelings became 

clear for all to see. They were marked out by their true attitude: “On that day they were 

nearer unbelief than faith.” They lied when they protested that they only went back 

because they felt there would be no fight between the Muslims and the unbelievers. 

That was in no way their real reason. The fact is that they were “uttering with their 

mouths something different to what was in their hearts.” Their hearts were infested with 

hypocrisy which meant that they placed their own considerations above those of 

faith. 

This is indeed true, because what `Abdull h ibn Ubayy was thinking about that 

day was the fact that the Prophet did not follow his counsel, and that the arrival of 

the Prophet and his Companions in Madinah deprived him of the position of overall 

leader his people were preparing for him. Instead, the leadership belonged to faith 

and the messenger preaching it. These facts were indeed behind the desertion of 

`Abdull h ibn Ubayy and his followers when the unbelievers were at the gates of 

Madinah. That is indeed the reason for their refusal to listen to `Abdull h ibn `Amr 

ibn ar m when he said to them: “’Come, fight in God’s cause’, or ’Defend yourselves:” 

They said they did not think a fight would take place anyway. But the truth about 

them is made clear by God Himself: “God knew full well all that they tried to conceal.’’ 

The s rah continues to uncover the true nature of their attitude which aimed to 

spread a state of confusion and perplexity in the Muslim ranks: “Such were they who, 

having themselves stayed behind, said of their brothers: If only they had listened to us, they 

would not have been slain.’” (Verse 168) They did not merely stay behind when the 

battle was imminent, with all the confusion and turmoil that resulted from their 

desertion. What made things worse was that `Abdull h ibn Ubayy was still thought 

to be an honourable man. His hypocrisy was not yet known. God had not until that 

point identified him as a hypocrite, which would have much detracted from his 

standing among his people. They continued to raise doubt, sow discord and nurture 

feelings of regret, particularly among the families of those who died in battle. “Such 

were they who, having themselves stayed behind, said of their brothers: If only they had 

listened to us, they would not have been slain.” 

In this way they tried to show their own desertion as both wise and beneficial, 

while obeying the Prophet was shown to be disadvantageous and causing harm. 

Furthermore, they undermined the clear Islamic concept of God’s will, which makes 

it inevitable that every person dies at his or her appointed time, according to God’s 

will. Hence, the Qur’ nic statement answers them with an irrefutable argument that 

makes clear all the issues involved: “Say to them: ‘Ward off death from yourselves, then, if 

what you say be true.’” (Verse 168) Death affects everyone: the fighter in the battlefield 
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as well as the deserter, the brave man and the coward. It can neither be prevented by 

taking precautions, nor delayed by cowardice or the evasion of risk. It is this fact that 

the Qur’ n puts to them plainly and clearly, thereby foiling all their wicked plotting, 

reassuring the Muslims and giving them all the comfort faith provides. 

A very interesting point in the Qur’ nic review of the events of the battle is that 

`Abdull h ibn Ubayy’s desertion, which occurred before the battle had even started, 

is commented on only at this point. Bringing it up so late in the discussion illustrates 

an important feature of the Qur’ nic method of educating the Muslim community. It 

starts with establishing the main rules which formulate the Islamic outlook, 

illustrating the proper feelings nurtured in a Muslim heart and explaining the criteria 

by which Islamic values come into play. When the Qur’ n has done that, it makes 

this reference to “the hypocrites”, showing their action and how they subsequently 

behaved. By this time, we are well prepared to evaluate their action and understand 

how far removed it is from proper Islamic values. This is the right sequence and 

progress: to establish the right values and standards first, then to evaluate actions 

and behaviour according to them in order to arrive at the right conclusions. 

There may be another purpose for delaying the reference to the desertion, namely, 

and that is to show that the deserters, particularly their chief, are viewed with 

contempt. He is not mentioned by name, so that he may sink into insignificance as 

“one of the hypocrites”. In the scales of faith, he and his action are not worth more 

than this humiliating reference. 

The s rah then tackles another highly important matter with far- reaching effects. 

That is the fact that martyrs killed in the defence of God’s cause are not dead; they 

continue to live and they receive what they need from their Lord. They continue to 

interact with the Muslim community and the events affecting it after they have 

departed. Such interaction is the most important aspect of continued life. Thus the 

life of the U ud martyrs is strongly linked to the events that followed their 

martyrdom before the s rah describes the attitude of the true believers. These were 

the ones who responded to God and His Messenger after they had suffered the 

calamity of defeat. They immediately chased the Quraysh army so as to prevent any 

possible attempt by that army to attack Madinah. They paid little heed to other 

people’s warnings that the Quraysh were marshalling large forces to attack them. 

They placed their trust in God and thus gave practical credence to their declaration 

of belief in Him: “Do not think of those who are slain in God’s cause as dead. They are alive, 

and well provided for by their Lord. Happy they are with what God has granted them. They 

rejoice that those [of their brethren] who have been left behind and have not yet joined them 

have nothing to fear, nor have they [cause] to grieve. They rejoice in the happy news of God’s 

blessing and bounty, and in the fact that God will not suffer the reward of the believers to be 

lost.” (Verses 169-71) 
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Having reassured the believers and established the true facts concerning death 

and the Divine will, the s rah adds to the reassurance of the believers by describing 

the fate of the martyrs who are killed while defending God’s cause. Indeed that is the 

true meaning of a martyr, for there is no martyrdom except that achieved through 

defending God’s cause, and dying in the process. These martyrs are indeed alive, 

having all of the essential qualities of life. They “receive” their needs from their Lord, 

are happy with the grace God bestows on them, rejoice at the happy news of what is 

to befall their brethren whom they had left behind, and they witness the events of the 

Muslim community. Such are the qualities of the living. Why should we, then, be 

distressed at their departure, when they are indeed interacting with those who are 

alive? But they have much more than this interaction. They have all that God 

bestows on them of His grace. Why do believers, then, create untrue separations 

between a living martyr and his people whom he has left behind, between this world 

and the world beyond, when there should be no such separation in their thoughts as 

in both worlds they deal with God. 

To clarify this fact is of central importance in the formulation of one’s overall 

understanding. Indeed it initiates a Muslim’s perception of the universe, what takes 

place in it, as well as life in its various stages. Death is not the end of all life, as other 

people believe. Indeed it does not even represent a barrier between what comes 

before it and what comes after it. 

“Do not think of those who are slain in God’s cause as dead. They are alive, and well 

provided for by their Lord.” This verse gives an order not to think of people killed while 

serving God’s cause as dead, even though they have departed from this world and 

are no longer seen by the living. It gives also an assurance that they are very much 

alive, with their Lord. The verse then gives a list of the aspects of life they have. The 

first of these is that they are “well provided for.” 

In this life, we do not know what type of life martyrs have, except for whatever 

the Prophet has told us in authentic ĥadīths. Nevertheless, this true statement by God, 

Who knows all, is sufficient as a basis for us to fundamentally change our views of 

life and death, what separates them and what joins them together. It is enough to tell 

us that things need not be as they appear. Hence when we formulate our conceptions 

of absolute facts on the basis of their apparent features, we will not be able to arrive 

at a perfect understanding of such facts. It is infinitely better for us to wait for the 

right explanation of these facts from the One Who knows them all, God the 

Almighty. 

Here the s rah tells us about people from among us who are slain, depicting a life 

which is familiar to us in its visible aspects. However, because they are slain “in God’s 

cause”, and because they have purged their thoughts and feelings of everything else 

while their souls look up to God and are sacrificed for His sake, God tells us that they 
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are alive, not dead. He forbids us to think of them as dead, assuring us that they are 

with Him, well provided for, and that they receive His bounty in the same way as the 

living. He then tells us about other qualities of their life. Thus we learn that they are 

happy “with what God has granted them.” They are certainly pleased with what is 

given to them by God, because they know that it is part of His grace. Hence it is, for 

them, an evidence of the fact that He is well pleased with them. 

Moreover, they think about their brethren whom they have left behind, rejoicing at 

their prospects, because they know that God is pleased with those who strive to 

serve His cause: “They rejoice that those [of their brethren] who have been left behind and 

have not yet joined them have nothing to fear, nor have they [cause] to grieve. They rejoice in 

the happy news of God’s blessing and bounty, and in the fact that God will not suffer the 

reward of the believers to be lost.” That is a complete picture showing them as 

continuing to be concerned with their brethren, feeling happy with what they have 

and reassured about the prospects of their brethren. What qualities of life do they, 

then, miss? How are they separated from those who are left behind? Why should 

their departure be an occasion of sadness and grief when it is one of happiness and 

pleasure? 

These verses provide a complete transformation of the reality of death, when it 

comes about in the course of dedication to God’s cause, and the feelings associated 

with it among the fighters themselves and those who are left behind. The outlook on 

life gives it a far wider expanse than the present fleeting one. Indeed this wider 

outlook strengthened the believers in all generations. It steadied their footsteps as 

they sought martyrdom for God’s cause. Hence, the history of Islam portrays 

countless examples of the type of believers ready to sacrifice their lives for their faith. 

Some of these examples have been given at the beginning of our commentary on the 

events of the Battle of U ud. 

The Fruits of Total Dedication to Islam 

Now the s rah moves on to tell us about the “believers” who are concerned with 

the martyrs and rejoice at what is held in store for them by their Lord: “Those who 

responded to the call of God and the Messenger after misfortune had befallen them: a great 

reward awaits those of them who continued to do good and feared God.” (Verse 172) 

The Prophet called upon those who had fought in the Battle of U ud to turn out 

for battle duty with him the following day. They were wounded and exhausted; they 

had barely escaped death. They were still living the horrors of the battle and the 

humiliation of defeat. They had lost some of their finest and dearest, were weaker 

because of their wounds, and also less in number. 

Nevertheless the Prophet called them up, and called them in person. He did not 
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allow any new recruits to join this second expedition, which might, some would say, 

have reinforced the Muslim fighting force. They responded to the Prophet’s call, 

which was, in essence, a call by God, as the verse makes absolutely clear. Their 

response was immediate, positive and favourable, despite their misfortune and 

wounds. 

The fact that God’s Messenger singled out those who had actually fought at U ud 

for this new call is particularly significant. Perhaps the Prophet did not wish the 

feelings of defeat and misfortune to be the last that remained with the Muslims after 

the battle. He called on them to chase the Quraysh in order to drive home to them 

that all that had happened was merely a test and an experience which was not the 

end of the matter. They remained strong while their victorious enemies were weak. It 

was an experience which was certain to be followed by victory once they had shaken 

off their weakness and failure, and responded to the call issued to them by God and 

His messenger. 

As a corollary, the Prophet may have decided that the Quraysh should not leave 

the battlefield overjoyed and boastful at their victory. He, therefore, followed the 

Quraysh so as to make it clear to them that they had not caused any permanent 

damage to the Muslims; there still remained enough of them to chase off the Quraysh 

army. Those objectives were fulfilled, according to historical reports. 

The Prophet might have also wished to make clear to the Muslims and to all 

mankind the birth of a faith that meant everything to its adherents. They had 

absolutely no aim or objective in their lives other than to serve the cause of their 

faith. They lived for it and they looked to nothing beyond it. They spared nothing of 

themselves. They offered all as a sacrifice for their faith. This was a new phenomenon 

the like of which had never been seen before. It was necessary that all mankind 

realised this after the believers themselves had realised it. Nothing could reflect the 

birth of this faith better than the marching of those who responded to God’s call after 

misfortune had befallen them. Their march was both spectacular and awesome. It 

clearly reflected the fact that they relied totally on God. They did not care for 

people’s scaremongering about the size of the Quraysh host as told by the 

messengers sent by Abū Sufy n, the chief of the Quraysh. 

Similarly, the hypocrites depicted the Quraysh as extremely mighty. Those 

believers, however, cared nothing for all this: “Those who responded to the call of God 

and the Messenger after misfortune had befallen them: a great reward awaits those of them 

who continued to do good and feared God. When other people warned them: A big force has 

gathered against you, so fear them’, that only strengthened their faith and they answered: 

‘God is enough for us; He is the best Guardian.’” (Verses 172-3) In this way, the Muslim 

community declared in the clearest of terms the birth of this faith. The wisdom 

behind the Prophet’s plan is now clearly apparent to us. 
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Nothing to Fear from Satan’s Allies 

The pain and the grief suffered by the Muslims at U ud has been recorded by the 

Prophet’s biographers. Mu ammad ibn Is q reports the following: 

One of the Prophet’s Companions from the Anş r clan of `Abd al-Ash al who 

fought in U ud reports: “My brother and I were at U ud with God’s messenger. 

Both of us came back wounded. When we heard the Prophet’s call to us to come out 

and chase the enemy, I said to my brother, or perhaps he said to me: ‘Can we miss an 

expedition led by God’s messenger? By God, we have no animal to ride and both of 

us are wounded and can hardly move.’ Nevertheless, we went out with the Prophet. 

My wounds were less serious than those of my brother. When he could no longer go 

on, I would carry him for some distance, until we reached the same destination as the 

rest of the Muslim soldiers.” 

The second report mentions that the Battle of U ud took place on Saturday, the 

middle day of the month of Shaww l. On the following day, Sunday the 16th of 

Shaww l, the call of the Prophet was made to people to go out and chase the enemy. 

The message was also made clear: only those who had attended the battle the day 

before were to come out. However, one of the Prophet’s Companions called J bir ibn 

`Abdull h ibn `Amr, sought special permission to join the army. He said: “Messenger 

of God, my father ordered me to stay behind to look after my seven sisters, saying: 

‘My son, it does not behove you or me to leave these women without a man to look 

after them. Moreover, I am not one to allow you to have the privilege of fighting 

alongside God’s Messenger and deny myself that privilege. Therefore, you stay 

behind and look after your sisters.’ I did as he asked.” The Prophet gave J bir special 

permission to join him. 

Such fine examples confirm the birth of this great faith in those hearts who 

recognise no one other than God as a guardian and whose faith is strengthened at 

time of hardship. When they are told that people are gathering forces against them, 

their answer is: “God is enough for us; He is the best Guardian.” The practical outcome is 

the fulfilment of God’s promise to those who rely on Him and dedicate themselves to 

His cause: “... so they earned God’s grace and bounty, suffering no harm. For they had 

striven to please God.” (Verse 174) They were saved, suffering no harm, but enjoying 

God’s pleasure. That is indeed a manifestation of “God’s grace and bounty.” This 

statement emphasises the primary cause of what God may bestow. It all comes 

through God’s grace and out of His bounty, with which He favours whomever He 

pleases. It is true that their attitude was uniquely splendid, but nevertheless, it is 

through God’s grace that all bounty is bestowed. 

God’s bounty is certainly limitless. God records their attitude in His immortal 
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book, with His own words echoed throughout the universe. As we contemplate this 

attitude and the picture so drawn, we feel that the whole community went through a 

fundamental change overnight. It had matured and become much more certain of its 

stand. Its vision was no longer blurred. No more hesitation or reluctance as those 

witnessed the day before. It had now acquired a seriousness which had not been 

experienced before. Yet the time span between these two greatly differing attitudes is 

only one night. The hard experience produced its results and shook the very souls of 

the believers. Indeed, God’s bounty through this difficult test is greater than 

anything else. 

Finally, the passage concludes with explaining the reason behind fear. It is Satan 

who tries to depict his allies as a source of might. The believers must be on their 

guard never to entertain any fear of Satan or his allies. They must fear God alone, the 

Almighty Who overpowers all forces: “It is but Satan who prompts people to fear his 

allies: so, have no fear of them, but fear Me if you are truly believers.” (Verse 175) 

It serves Satan’s purpose to show his allies as powerful and mighty, able to inflict 

harm on, and cause benefit to others. By doing so, he has the chance to spread evil 

and corruption on earth. People will surrender to his allies and allow them to do 

whatever they want. No one will contemplate standing up to them or foiling their 

evil purpose. When evil appears to be too powerful and people are paralysed by fear, 

then Satan’s allies can accomplish what he wants of them. Thus, right appears to be 

wrong and wrong is shown to be right. Evil and corruption become widespread 

while truth and justice are suppressed. The evildoers make deities of themselves to 

perpetuate the suppression of goodness and to protect evil. When no one is able to 

stand up to them, evil becomes triumphant while the truth is overshadowed and 

forgotten. Satan is a deceptive sorcerer who hides behind his allies while at the same 

time causing people to fear his allies. But God exposes him as he truly is, without 

cover. The believers are made aware of Satan’s scheming. Thus, they can be on their 

guard and they have no fear of him or his allies. 

Both Satan and his allies are too weak to be feared by any believer who relies on 

his Lord and has His support. The only power to be feared is the one which truly can 

cause harm and benefit. That is God’s power, feared by those who believe in God. By 

fearing God alone they are the most powerful of all people. No other force can stand 

up to them. Hence, God instructs the believers in these words: “It is but Satan who 

prompts people to fear his allies: so, have no fear of them, but fear Me if you are truly 

believers.” 

How People’s Actions Affect God 

Be not grieved by those who hasten on to disbelief They cannot harm God in any way. 
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It is God’s will not to assign to them any share in the [blessings of the] life to come. A 
great suffering awaits them. (Verse 176) 

This verse addresses the Prophet in words which are meant to console him and 

lighten his grief when he sees people hastening to disbelief and vying with one 

another to embrace it, as if they were competing for a coveted prize. He is told that 

all such actions will harm God in no way. The question is one of temptation for them 

which they cannot resist. God is fully aware of what they think and do, which 

qualifies them to be deprived of all blessings in the hereafter. He, therefore, has left 

them to follow their disbelief wherever it leads them. The point is that guidance has 

been provided for them but they preferred disbelief and, in consequence, they were 

left alone to follow the way of their choosing. Indeed, they have been given plenty of 

time and comfort, but they have not been wise enough to understand that it will all 

end in their undoing. God’s purpose behind all events, including the tests endured 

by the believers and the indulgence allowed disbelievers is then explained. Good will 

be distinguished from evil. People’s thoughts and beliefs are known only to God, but 

He wanted this to be known to people in such a way that they could easily 

comprehend it. 

This conclusion is the most suitable after the Qur’ n’s detailed comments on the 

events of a battle in which the Muslims suffered a heavy defeat and the idolaters 

achieved a spectacular victory. For there will always be doubts and silent complaints 

whenever a battle between truth and falsehood ends up with a setback for the truth 

and a triumph for falsehood. Why does this happen, Lord? Why do the advocates of 

the truth suffer while the followers of falsehood triumph? Why is the truth not 

victorious in every battle it fights against falsehood? Should not the truth always 

achieve victory? Why is falsehood allowed to gather such strength when it only 

shakes people and raises doubts in their hearts? 

This is indeed what happened at U ud when, surprised at what befell them, the 

Muslims exclaimed: “How has this come about?” (Verse 165) 

At the conclusion of this long passage, the final answer is given to reassure people 

and remove all doubts. God’s purpose and His law are explained for that particular 

occasion and for all time. What we are told here is that when falsehood is victorious 

in any confrontation with the truth then that is not the end of the matter. 

Falsehood may appear to be all-conquering, but it is only temporary. No one 

should think that falsehood is invincible or that it can reduce the truth to a 

permanently weak position from which it will never recover. Nor does the apparent 

weakness of the truth in any particular period of time mean that God has abandoned 

it or that He would allow evil and falsehood to put the truth out of existence. 



l `Imr n (The House of `Imr n) | PRIORITIES DEFINED 

 249

All this is part of a clearly defined purpose. God allows evil to go the length of its 

way, committing the most ghastly of crimes and sins so that it merits the worst of 

suffering. He also tests the truth and its advocates in order to distinguish those who 

remain truly steadfast and increases their reward. It all, then, ends up in a net gain 

for the truth and net loss for evil. Each has a double portion of what it earns. 

Be not grieved by those who hasten on to disbelief. They cannot harm God in any way. 
It is God’s will not to assign to them any share in the [blessings of the] life to come. A 
great suffering awaits them.” (Verse 176) 

This is a consolation for the Prophet so that he does not grieve when he sees 

people driving headlong into disbelief. This portrays an actual state of affairs in 

which we see some people exert every effort as they go along the path of evil, 

disbelief and disobedience of God. They drive along as if they are chased by a 

fearsome enemy or as if they are promised a splendid prize. 

The Prophet used to grieve when he saw such people condemning themselves to a 

fateful doom, driving towards hell, and he could do nothing to save them because 

they were determined not to listen to him. He also grieved at what befell the 

Muslims and his message at the hands of those hardened disbelievers. Masses of 

people were awaiting the final result of the battle between Islam and the Quraysh in 

order to choose the camp to join. When the Quraysh eventually embraced Islam, 

people flocked in large numbers to the religion of God. All these were considerations 

that affected the Prophet. Hence, the consolation from God: “Be not grieved by those 

who hasten on to disbelief They cannot harm God in any way.” 

There is absolutely no doubt that such people could not cause God any harm. This 

is the truth which needs no explanation. But God wants to make it clear that the 

cause of faith is His own cause. The battle against the disbelievers is, therefore, God’s 

own battle. The ultimate result of this cause and its battle is not the responsibility of 

the Prophet and, consequently, it is not the responsibility of the believers. For those 

who hasten on to disbelief are fighting God and they are much too weak to harm 

Him in any way. They can in no way harm His faith or its advocates no matter how 

hardened they may be in their disbelief and no matter how much harm they may 

cause the believers. 

The question still arises: why does God allow them to achieve a victory against the 

believers when they are His own immediate enemies? The answer being that He has 

prepared something much more humiliating for them: “It is God’s will not to assign to 

them any share in the [blessings of the] life to come.” They utilise all the share assigned to 

them and they shoulder their whole burden, meriting God’s punishment in full. It is 

towards this end that they drive headlong: “A great suffering awaits them.” Why does 
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God then wish them to have such a miserable end? They have earned it by choosing 

it themselves. 

Why Disbelievers May Wield Power 

Indeed, those who have bought disbelief at the price of faith cannot harm God in any 
way. A grievous suffering awaits them. Let not those who disbelieve imagine that Our 
giving them rein bodes well for their own souls. We only give them rein so that they 
may grow in sinfulness. A humiliating suffering awaits them. It is not God’s purpose 
to leave the believers in your present state except to set apart the bad from the good. 
And it is not God’s purpose to reveal to you what is kept beyond the reach of human 
perception. But God favours from among His messengers whomever He wills. Believe, 
therefore, in God and His messengers. If you believe and are God fearing, you shall 
have a great reward. (Verses 177-9) 

To believe in God and to follow the path of faith was available to them. The proofs 

and pointers which guide human beings to faith are everywhere in the universe, 

planted deep into human nature. The harmony and complementarity which manifest 

themselves in clear and unique ways, and the direct, positive response of human 

nature to such remarkable evidence represent a clear invitation to man to have faith. 

He feels that only God could have created and organised the universe. Moreover, 

God has sent messengers to convey to mankind His message and to call on them to 

believe in Him. The message meets the needs of human nature and provides a 

complete and harmonious way of life. 

Knowing that faith is so readily available to them, they nevertheless bartered it 

away for disbelief. In doing so, they deserve to be abandoned by God so that they 

can drive headlong into disbelief, exhausting all their share of God’s grace, leaving 

no reward for themselves in the hereafter. Immersed so totally in error and having 

nothing of the truth, they are too weak to cause God any harm whatsoever. Error has 

no justice and falsehood has no strength. Its advocates cannot harm those who 

respond to God’s call, even though they may have forces with which they can inflict 

temporary harm on the believers. 

“A grievous suffering awaits them.” The suffering they will have to endure is 

incomparably more painful than what they can inflict on believers in this life. “Let not 

those who disbelieve imagine that Our giving them rein bodes well for their own souls. We 

only give them rein so that they may grow in sinfulness. A humiliating suffering awaits 

them.” 

At this point the s rah tackles the doubts entertained by some people and their 

silent remonstrations as they see the enemies of the truth and of God go about 

unpunished, demonstrating their power and enjoying their strength, position and 
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wealth. What they seem to possess hardens their attitude and tempts people to side 

with them. Those whose faith remains weak may entertain evil thoughts so as to 

believe that God has acquiesced to falsehood, accepted evil and tyranny and given 

their advocates rein. Far be it for God to do so. They may also think that God takes a 

neutral position in the battle between truth and falsehood, allowing falsehood to 

smash the truth. They may even think that a certain brand of falsehood is right; 

otherwise, how is it allowed to grow and triumph? Or they may go as far as to think 

that it is the natural order of things in this life for falsehood to triumph over the 

truth. As for the transgressors who serve evil, wreak injustice and spread corruption, 

they continue with their erring ways and drive headlong into unbelief, imagining 

that they wield absolute power and that there is no force to stand up to them. All this 

is plainly wrong. It is an erroneous concept of how God conducts matters. God 

warns the disbelievers against entertaining such thoughts. If He does not visit them 

with immediate punishment for their disbelief and, instead, allows them a chance to 

enjoy themselves in this life, they should know that it is all a test which lures them 

away so that their attitudes harden and their errors become plainly apparent: “Let not 

those who disbelieve imagine that Our giving them rein bodes well for their own souls. We 

only give them rein so that they may grow in sinfulness.” 

Had they deserved to be helped out of their distractions with an awakening test, 

God would have put them to such a trial. But He does not wish them well after they 

have bought disbelief at the price of faith. They no longer deserve to be awakened. 

Instead, “a humiliating suffering awaits them.” Such humiliation is the exact opposite of 

their present position of power, prestige and affluence. 

This makes it clear to us that a test in this life is a type of God’s bounty which is 

granted to those for whom God stores up a happier future. When it comes as the 

result of actions made by good servants of God who strive hard in advocating His 

cause, it is done for a definite purpose which may not be immediately apparent. It 

remains part of God’s grace, shown to His servants. This is sufficient to reassure the 

believers and to drive home some basic principles about the Islamic concept of life. 

It was part of God’s grace to the believers that He distinguishes them from the 

hypocrites who infiltrated their ranks and who had no love for Islam. He put the 

believers to this hard test at U ud as a result of certain actions of their own making, 

in order to set the bad apart from the good. 

“It is not God’s purpose to leave the believers in your present state except to set apart the 

bad from the good. And it is not God’s purpose to reveal to you what is kept beyond the reach 

of human perception. But God favours from among His messengers whomever He wills. 

Believe, therefore, in God and His messengers. If you believe and are God-fearing, you shall 

have a great reward.” This is a clear Qur’ nic statement which leaves us in no doubt 

that it is not part of God’s design or method to allow the ranks of the believers to 
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remain loose, giving a chance to the hypocrites to join them under false pretences 

when they have no real faith. God has moulded this nation of Islam in order that it 

plays a great role in this world, implements the supreme code of living designed by 

God Himself. Such a great role requires dedication, purity and unity. To fulfil it the 

Muslims must not allow any infiltration into their ranks. For this task to be 

accomplished it requires, in short, that the actors be as great as the role assigned to 

them in this life and worthy of the position God has prepared for them in the life to 

come. This means that a severe test must be endured so that only the strong in faith 

remain within the ranks and those who are weak are moved aside. In practice, it 

meant that the great shake-up at U ud was necessary so that the believers did not 

remain as they were before the battle. 

Nor is it God’s purpose to allow human beings to know what He has chosen to 

remain hidden from them. They are not, by nature, ready or able to receive such a 

revelation because their constitution has been especially designed to fulfil a certain 

task in this life which does not require such knowledge. The human constitution 

would collapse if such a revelation was made, because it has not been made to 

receive of it except a portion which allows the soul to know its Creator. The least that 

would happen to man when he knows his eventual destiny is that he remains idle 

and does nothing in fulfilment of his task on earth, namely, to build human life. 

Alternatively, he may be worried about his destiny and this may exhaust his 

strength. How then does God set the bad apart from the good? How does He purge 

the Muslim ranks from all hypocrisy and mould the Muslim community in the 

proper shape to fulfil its role? The answer is given in the Qur’ nic statement: “But 

God favours from among His messengers whomever He wills.” It is through His message, 

and through accepting it and believing in it and through the striving of the 

messengers and the testing of their followers that God’s purpose is accomplished. 

This again stresses the importance of the test which distinguishes people. We now 

know a part of God’s purpose as it manifests itself in the events of life. 

Having explained this fundamental fact, an address is made to the believers to 

demonstrate within their world the practical effects of their faith. If they do, then a 

great reward awaits them: “Believe, therefore, in God and His messengers. If you believe 

and are God-fearing, you shall have a great reward.” This directive, coupled with the 

promise of a great reward, is the best conclusion for the comments given in this s rah 

on the Battle of U ud. 

The Lesson in a Nutshell 

 The Qur’ n’s analysis of the events of the Battle of U ud and their ramifications 

determine that further exploration of the facts be set forward. Only the most 
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important and far-reaching of these facts, however, will now be pointed out. 

1. The first principle relates to the nature of the Islamic system, the way of life 

God has chosen for mankind, and the way it works in real life. This is a basic 

aspect which many people overlook or fail to understand. There are those 

who think that since Islam is a Divine system, it ought to work in real life in a 

miraculous or supernatural way, with no regard for human nature, man’s 

natural abilities or the real world in which man lives. 

However, when these people see that Islam does not work in this manner, 

and that it only operates within the constraints of human power and the 

material limits of man’s existence, and that it interacts with that power and 

that existence, they are hit by a sudden sense of disappointment. They are 

surprised that Islam is affected by man’s capacity and environment, and that 

these realities do actually influence, sometimes negatively, people’s response 

to Islam. Their faith in the efficacy and practicality of religious faith thus 

becomes dented, and some may even lose all faith in religion as such. 

Such misunderstandings stem from one fundamental misconception about 

the nature of Islam and its practical operation in human life. Islam is 

implemented by human efforts, within the limits of human power. It begins 

from where man is at a particular moment. It proceeds from his material 

existence and takes him all the way to the end. It goes as far as man’s 

endeavour and capacity can take him, always mindful of his limitations and 

capabilities. 

Islam’s main characteristic, however, is that it never for one moment neglects 

human nature and the realities of man’s physical existence, all the while 

allowing him to reach new heights of progress and achievement. This is 

unparalleled in any man-made system. It happened in the past and can 

always happen again if a serious attempt is made to revive Islam. 

The mistake lies in misunderstanding or ignoring the nature of this religion, 

and in looking for supernatural miracles that distort human nature or are 

totally divorced from man’s propensities, aptitudes, capabilities, and from his 

real physical existence. Is not Islam a Divine way of life? Is it not the religion 

chosen by the most Omnipotent power in the whole universe? Why, then, 

does it only operate within the bounds of human power? Why does it require 

human effort to succeed? Why does it, and its followers, not prevail every 

time? Why is it sometimes overtaken by habits, desires and material realities? 

Why should its opponents, who are in the wrong, prevail over its followers, 

who are in the right? These, as we can see, are all misleading questions that 

arise from a failure to understand the most basic and simplest fact about the 



l `Imr n (The House of `Imr n) | PRIORITIES DEFINED 

 254

nature of Islam and the way it works in real life. 

God is, of course, capable, through Islam or otherwise, of modifying human 

nature, and He was able to create man with a different nature. But, He chose 

to create man as we know him; He chose to grant him a will and the ability to 

respond; He chose to make guidance dependent on effort and perception. He 

further ordained that human nature remains a constant and active force for 

all time. He intended that His way of life shall only be realised in real life 

through human effort and within man’s power, and He planned that man’s 

achievements correspond to the effort he makes within the constraints of real 

life. 

No one can question God’s wisdom in this whole process, because no one has 

the Divine qualities or knowledge to comprehend the overall system of 

creation or how it works. No one but God can fathom the underlying nature 

of every creature in this world or the purpose behind creating them in this 

particular way. 

In this context, neither a sincere believer in God nor a hardened atheist could 

question God’s judgement in this regard. A believer is too polite with God, 

whom he knows within his heart and through His attributes, to ask such an 

impertinent question, and he knows well that the human mind is not 

equipped to explore such areas of knowledge. The unbeliever would not ask 

simply because he does not believe in the existence of God; were he to 

believe, he would realise that it is a matter for God Almighty alone. 

Not one of God’s creation has the right to question why He created human 

nature as we know it? Why did He decide that human nature should be a 

constant and active force for all time? Why did He decide that the 

implementation of the Divine system could only be achieved through human 

effort and within the power frame of the human being? 

Nevertheless, every human being has the right to understand this fact and to 

see how it works in real life — the right to interpret human history according 

to it so as to appreciate it on the one hand, and to change it on the other. 

The Divine system of Islam, as taught by the Prophet Mu ammad, cannot be 

implemented in real life by the mere fact that it is revealed by God. Nor is it 

established by merely conveying it or explaining it to people. Nor is it forced 

on human society like any natural law governing the movement of the 

galaxies or the stars. The only way to set up the Islamic system is for a group 

of human beings to fully adopt and uphold its principles, and dedicate their 

life, energy and aspirations to sustain it. To persuade others of it and build 

their lives according to its teachings. For that group to endeavour to conquer 
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weakness, prejudice, desire, and ignorance within themselves and within the 

hearts of others. To face up to those motivated by weakness, desire and 

ignorance in their opposition to God’s system and to stem the progress of 

such unbelievers. For this group to go forward in their implementation of 

God’s system, starting from where people are, and never ignoring the 

requirements of their real situation. This group will, at times, prevail over its 

own weakness as well as over others and similarly it will fail at others. Its 

success and failure will depend on the effort it makes and the practical means 

it employs, and on how successful it is in choosing the right means. But, first 

and foremost, success depends on its dedication to its cause and on how truly 

it represents its values and principles in its own behaviour, how close it is to 

God and how much confidence and trust it places in Him. 

This is the reality of Islam and its methods. This is its true action plan and its 

means to achieve it. This is what God wishes to impart to the Muslim 

community as He takes them through the Battle of U ud and analyses its 

events. 

When that community fell short in representing the true character of Islam in 

their conduct during the battle and failed, at certain points, to take proper 

measures to secure victory, when they overlooked the simple but 

fundamental truth and assumed that victory was guaranteed simply by 

virtue of their being Muslims, God left them to suffer the hurting pains of 

defeat. The Qur’ n draws their attention to this basic fact: “Why, when a 

calamity befell you, after you had inflicted twice as much [on your enemy], did you 

exclaim, ’How has this come about?’ Say: It has come from your own selves. Surely 

God has the power over all things.’” (Verse 165) 

The Qur’ n, however, does not leave the argument there but goes on to 

unveil God’s purpose behind the causes and the outcome of the events. It 

reveals the advantages God intended by the test the Muslims had undergone. 

Allowing God’s system to take its course in life through human endeavour 

and under human influence is beneficial. It is healthy and good for human 

life and it polishes and refines human nature and revives it. A man’s faith is 

only fully consummated when he is tested through direct dealings with 

people, teaching them, arguing with them and struggling to win them over 

by all means. 

One has to undergo trials and tribulations and experience patience and 

perseverance in the face of all adversities, and learn how to tolerate defeat 

and how to cope with victory, which can be much harder, until one’s heart is 

cleansed and true believers are set apart so that their community proceeds 
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along the true path of success, trusting in God alone. 

A man’s faith is not complete until he experiences the hardships of 

expounding that faith to others, because in that process, he develops his own 

faith. New horizons are opened up for him that would not otherwise have 

opened; new facts about people and life are revealed that would not 

otherwise have been revealed. His feelings and outlook, his habits and 

practices, and his emotions and responses reach levels that would not 

otherwise have been attainable. 

Likewise, a community has to undergo the harsh experiences of struggle until 

every member realises the extent of his or her own power and objectives. In 

this way the community understands the value and role of its constituent 

parts, how strong each member is and how solidly united the whole structure 

is. 

This is what God wanted to teach the Muslim community at U ud and 

through the Qur’ nic discussion of its events. The verses come together to 

impress upon the Muslims the reasons for their defeat as well as the care and 

protection God afforded them. They emphasise the rationale behind God’s 

will and purpose in all the events and developments that took place, and 

stress the underlying principle that God’s natural and social laws apply 

equally to all human societies and individuals. 

Ultimately, it is God’s will and purpose that are the moving force behind all 

causes, events and developments. This comprehensive Islamic perspective 

thus underpins those momentous events and their interpretation. 

2. The second principle that emerges from the Qur’ nic comments on the 

Muslim defeat at U ud shows that human nature is not perfect. It does, 

however, have the propensity to develop and grow to the highest standards 

of perfection that it is capable of reaching in this world. 

In that community of Mu ammad’s Companions, we have a section of 

humanity representing the quintessential part of the nation that God 

describes as “the best nation ever brought forth for mankind.” They were the ideal 

human social model ever to grace the earth. But when we look at that 

community, what do we see? We see a group of human beings who have 

their weaknesses and shortcomings. The Qur’ n tells us that among them 

were individuals who fell for Satan’s enticement, some who degenerated into 

dissension and disobedience, and some who were weak and faint-hearted. 

There were also those who ran away and cared for nothing but their own 

safety and self-interest. 

But all were believing Muslims. However, they were at the early stages of 
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Islam’s existence, still going through their formative years. Nevertheless, they 

took their faith most seriously. They submitted all their affairs to God, 

willingly, and they accepted His religion and way of life. Hence, God did not 

ostracise them, but rather exonerated them and showed them mercy. He 

instructed His Messenger to pardon them, pray for their forgiveness and 

consult them on various matters, despite their unbecoming conduct and the 

disastrous outcome of his efforts to consult them. 

Indeed, God allowed them to see for themselves the results of their own 

actions. He took them through that gruelling experience, but never banished 

them or threw them out of the Muslim community. He did not say to them: 

“You are not fit for this mission due to the weaknesses and shortcomings you 

have displayed.” He acknowledged their faults and inadequacies and 

presented them with the opportunity to learn through experience by pointing 

out to them the various lessons and admonitions implicit in that experience. 

All this is done with a thoughtful, tolerant and caring demeanour, like that of 

an adult towards a child. He exposed their weakness not in order to 

humiliate, shame or discredit them, nor in order to overburden their souls, 

but rather in order to guide and inspire them. To give them greater self-

confidence and self-esteem, and to teach them never to despair of reaching 

their goals as long as they remain loyal to God and hold fast to their strong 

ties with Him. 

They did, in the end, prevail. The sound elements among them, who were 

few and far between at the beginning of the confrontation, had multiplied. 

The following day, they all went out with the Prophet to fight for a second 

time, without any apprehension, hesitation or fear of the threats people made 

against them. The Qur’ n spoke well of them and applauded their stance. 

As the community matured, they were treated more rigorously and held 

answerable for their actions in a much stricter manner. This becomes quite 

clear if one considers the Qur’ n’s treatment of the aftermath of the Tabūk 

expedition, in s rah 9, al-Tawbah, or Repentance. There, a small group of 

Muslims who did not join the campaign are severely reprimanded. There is a 

remarkably different tone in the Qur’ nic approach to, and its reproach of, 

the Muslims at U ud and those at Tabūk, although they were fundamentally 

the same people. At Tabūk the Muslims were more mature and, therefore, 

more responsible. Nevertheless, they were human, with the same 

weaknesses, failings and imperfections. Yet they never ceased to repent and 

seek God’s support and forgiveness. 

Islam preserves and nurtures human nature. It does not change it or 

overburden it even when it is stretched to its limits of achievement and 
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innovation. 

This fact is of great value. It gives lasting hope to mankind so that they may 

strive more and achieve more under Islam’s unique way of life. Those early 

Muslims began their journey to the top from very humble beginnings. Those 

frail first steps were taken by a small group of Arabs whose life was, as we 

have seen, backward in every respect. Their example gives all humanity 

reason for optimism to achieve greater and further progress, no matter how 

low it has fallen. They did not represent an isolated case, or a miracle that can 

never be repeated. Their experience was a product of the Divine way of life 

which is accomplished through human effort and power, by human beings 

who are capable of achieving greater and greater things. 

The Divine system starts with any society from whatever material situation it 

is at and takes it forwards and upwards, just as it did with that naïve and 

ignorant group of Arabs. Within a very short span of time, less than 25 years, 

that group achieved unparalleled heights of progress and civilisation. 

One important requirement, however, must be fulfilled: people must fully 

submit to God’s system; they must believe and comply with its laws and 

teachings; it must be the foundation of their life, the slogan of their 

movement, and the beacon in their journey on the long and arduous route 

ahead. 

3. The third fact to come out of the U ud episode and the Qur’ n’s analysis of it 

is the close relationship, in Islam’s outlook, between the mentality of the 

Muslim community and the battle it fights against its enemies in every arena. 

The relationship between the community’s beliefs, perceptions, ethics, 

behaviour and political, economic and social organisation, on the one hand, 

and its victory or defeat on the battlefield, on the other. These are crucially 

important factors in determining what befalls a nation and in whether or not 

it prevails. 

The Divine way of life operates within the huge area of human psyche and 

human society. It is an intricate and multi-faceted arena. Plans may falter or 

fail when the relationship and the coordination among its constituent parts 

are upset or disrupted. It is after all a system which looks at life in its totality, 

rather than in fragments. It deals with all aspects of man and life, affecting 

both in a single integrated way that causes no dichotomy or fragmentation. 

This is clearly illustrated in the connection the Qur’ n makes between defeat 

and succumbing to Satan’s suggestions, as in the case of “those of you who 

turned away on the day when the two hosts met in battle, Satan caused them to slip 

only in consequence of something that they themselves had done.” (Verse 155) 
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Conversely, the earlier believers who fought steadfastly by their prophets’ 

side, provided a role-model for the Muslims to emulate. They began their 

fighting with prayers and pleas for God’s forgiveness (Verses 146-8). 

When the Qur’ n addresses the believers in verses 133-5, it directs them first 

to cleanse their hearts of sin and to seek God’s forgiveness before it urges 

them to stand firm and fight valiantly and bravely in the battlefield. Earlier, 

in verse 112, it affirms that the reasons for the humiliation and defeat of the 

people of earlier revelations lay in their transgressions and wickedness. 

There are numerous references to wrongdoing and misconduct throughout 

the Qur’ n’s review of the Battle of U ud, while the s rah as a whole is filled 

with allusions to fear of God. This thread links the s rah’s diverse themes. 

There is also the call to abandon usury and to obey God and His messenger. 

To behave with goodwill and benevolence towards others, and to control 

anger, all of which are qualities that purify the individual and cleanse society. 

The whole s rah appears as one integrated effort to emphasise this major 

objective. 

4. A fourth feature of the Islamic method of educating its followers is that it 

takes them through practical experiences in order to cultivate in them certain 

feelings, emotions and responses before giving them its judgement and 

interpretation of those events and experiences, as given in its review of the 

Battle of U ud. In its analysis of the events, the Qur’ n touches every possible 

nerve in human emotions and behaviour, correcting wrong impressions, 

giving reassurance and confirming certain facts. It leaves no relevant thought, 

sensibility or concern without highlighting it or making a direct reference to 

it. It unravels all aspects of human nature and human response in order to 

cleanse, purify, correct, clarify and refine the subjects’ feelings, impressions, 

concepts and values. Its aim is to establish the true, sound principles of the 

Islamic outlook for a better and more stable life. This approach enables the 

Qur’ n to use every event and every experience by the Muslim community as 

a means for enlightenment, education and a broader understanding of things. 

Furthermore, the Qur’ n’s review of the Battle of U ud is meticulous, incisive 

and comprehensive. Every scene, every move and every emotion is precisely 

recorded and analysed. Every corner of human feeling and behaviour is 

penetrated and explored; nothing is overlooked. There is precision in the 

analysis of the causes and the outcome of the events; there is depth in 

discussing the various factors involved in propelling the action; there is 

vitality in the descriptions and rhythms. Feelings are intertwined with 

imagery in a profound and dynamic way. One cannot remain impassive or 

detached from the scenes so described; instead one is filled with energy, 
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enthusiasm and inspiration. 

5. Another highly important principle which emerges from the Battle of U ud is 

the realistic nature of the Divine way of life. For the Divine system to be 

established, it has to be actually implemented in society. It is not a mere 

collection of abstract principles or vague exhortations. It is a practical, 

tangible and realistic way of life. The best way to illustrate this fact is the 

Divine view of sh r , or collective public consultation. 

The Prophet would have been quite within his rights to spare the Muslim 

community the travails of their experience with consultative government; 

they were still a young society surrounded by enemies, both from within and 

from without. He could have planned and conducted the confrontation 

according to his own judgement, supported by the premonitions in his 

dream. He did not have to consult his Companions or to comply with the 

outcome of that consultation. Indeed, even his Companions realised that they 

might have forced him into a course of action he did not wish to take. 

Nevertheless, the Prophet went ahead and accepted the consensus of his 

people. This he did, so that they would face the consequences of their 

judgement and learn how to take responsibility. In the Prophet’s view, and 

according to the Islamic approach he was establishing, compliance with a 

collective decision takes precedence over the need to avoid losses on the 

battlefield or to avert the pains of the bitter experience of sh r . To do that 

would be to deny the Muslims the benefit of their experience and deprive 

them of the lessons and the maturity they would gain from that experience. 

The Divine instruction to pursue consultation and to comply with its 

outcome were received by Mu ammad after the battle as confirmation of the 

principle itself. This was the most effective and profound way of establishing 

the principle and of elaborating on the tenets of the Divine way of life. 

Islam does not defer establishing a principle until the community is ready to 

implement it. The community needs to practise in order to learn and be 

prepared. To deny people the benefits of their experience of fundamental 

principles, such as consultative government, is more detrimental to the 

development of that society than any outcome that might emerge from that 

experience. Mistakes, no matter how great or serious, are no justification for 

the invalidation, withdrawal or suspension of a particular tenet or principle. 

This would only stunt the growth and development of the community, 

emasculate its expertise and threaten its whole existence. 

This is the meaning conveyed by the Qur’ nic statement: “Therefore pardon 

them and pray for them to be forgiven, and consult them in the conduct of public 



l `Imr n (The House of `Imr n) | PRIORITIES DEFINED 

 261

affairs.” (Verse 159) 

The practicalities of this approach can also be seen very clearly in the 

Prophet’s behaviour. He refused to take the matter for consultation a second 

time indicating that it would be a sign of indecisiveness to do so. It would 

totally undermine the very process itself. In this respect he made that historic 

declaration that “no prophet should lay down his battle dress until God 

decides the issue”. Then came the Qur’ nic instruction: “When you have 

resolved about a course of action, put your trust in God.” (Verse 159) Thus, the 

action and the instruction come together in perfect harmony. 

6. Finally, we learn from the Qur’ nic review of U ud that God’s way of life is 

constant and consistent in its values and standards. People may 

misunderstand the Divine way of life or misinterpret its principles, teachings 

and concepts, but none of this should in any way demean or devalue that 

system itself. 

If people misunderstand the Divine system, they are told that they have gone 

wrong and if they deviate from its principles and teachings, they are depicted 

as mistaken or misguided. Islam does not overlook such mistakes or 

deviations, no matter how highly regarded the culprits are, and it does not 

change its nature in order to accommodate or legitimise such errors or 

deviations. 

What we learn from this is that exonerating the individual does not justify 

distorting or mutilating the system. It is far more advantageous for the 

universal Muslim community to keep the values and principles of their way 

of life pure and intact and to identify and isolate those who misconstrue or 

misinterpret them, no matter who they are. Their mistakes and 

misconceptions should never be justified or lent any legitimacy by changing 

or modifying the values and standards of the system itself. Such course of 

action is far more damaging to Islam than criticising or censuring certain 

Muslim leaders or prominent figures. The system is greater and more lasting 

than any individual. The true history of Islam is not everything that Muslims 

have done or achieved in their life, but it is everything they have done and 

accomplished in total agreement with Islam and its firmly-established values 

and principles. The deviations and mistakes should not be attributed to Islam 

or associated with it, but should be credited to the individuals or societies 

that were responsible for them. The “history of Islam” and the “history of the 

Muslims” are not one and the same thing, even those who are, to all intents 

and purposes, Muslim. The “history of Islam” is represented by eras when 

Islam was truly and rightly put into practice, when its concepts and beliefs, 

its code of morality, and its way of life for society as a whole were truly 
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implemented. Islam is the firm centre around which the nation’s life revolves 

within a well - defined structure. Once people stray away from that 

framework or abandon the central tenets of Islam, they cease to have 

anything to do with Islam. In this way, Islam should not be held accountable 

for their behaviour nor should it be interpreted in the light of their actions. 

Indeed, what justification is there to continue to associate such individuals or 

groups with Islam, if they break away from its central beliefs and principles 

and refuse to comply with them in their daily lives. Muslims are only 

Muslims if they adopt Islam as their way of life, and not because they bear 

Muslim names or because they claim to be Muslim. 

God intended to convey these lessons to the Muslim community by exposing 

their mistakes and noting their weaknesses and shortcomings. Having done 

that, He then absolves them and relieves them of all guilt, albeit after having 

taken them through a harsh and gruelling experience. 
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11 

Main Issues  

Re-emphasised 

Let not those who niggardly cling to all that God 

has bestowed on them of His bounty think that 

this is good for them. Indeed, it is bad for them. 

That to which they niggardly cling will hang 

around their necks on the Day of Resurrection. 

To God belongs the heritage of the heavens and 

the earth, and God is well aware of all that you 

do. (180) 

God has certainly heard the words of those who 

said: “God is poor, and we are rich.” We shall 

record what they have said, and also their slaying 

of prophets against all right and We shall say: 

“Taste now the torment of burning. (181) 

“This is on account of what your own hands have 

wrought. Never does God do the slightest injustice 

to His servants.” (182) 

They declare: “God has charged us not to believe 

in any messenger unless he brings us an offering 

which the fire consumes.” Say: “Messengers came 

to you before me with clear evidence of the truth, 

and with that which you describe. Why, then, did 

you slay them, if what you say is true?” (183) 
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Then, if they charge you with falsehood, before 

your time other messengers were also charged with 

falsehood when they came with clear evidence of 

the truth, and books of Divine wisdom and with 

the light-giving revelation. (184) 

Every soul shall taste death, and you shall be 

paid on the Day of Resurrection only that which 

you have earned. He who shall be drawn away 

from the Fire and brought into paradise shall 

indeed have gained a triumph. The life of this 

world is nothing but an illusory enjoyment. (185) 

You shall most certainly be tried in your 

possessions and in your persons; and you shall 

hear much hurting abuse from those who were 

given revelations before you and from those who set 

up partners with God. But if you persevere and 

continue to fear God — that is indeed a matter 

requiring strong resolve. (186) 

God has made a covenant with those who were 

granted revelations (when He bade them): 

“Make it known to mankind and do not conceal 

it.” But they cast it behind their backs and 

bartered it away for a trifling price. Evil is that 

which they have taken in exchange for it. (187) 

Do not think that those who exult in their deeds 

and love to be praised for what they have not done 

— do not think that they will escape 

punishment. A grievous suffering awaits them. 
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Overview 

The s rah has now completed its coverage of the events at U ud, but the struggle 

between the Muslim community and their opponents around Madinah, the Jews in 

particular, was not over. The debates, the arguments, the intrigues, the rumours, the 

destructive propaganda, and the controversies raged on unabated. It is this unending 

struggle that has occupied most of the s rah. 

The Prophet Mu ammad had by that time, in the wake of the Battle of Badr, 

banished the Jewish tribe of Qaynuq  from Madinah, in response to their seditious 

and subversive activities. They had reneged on agreements he made with them upon 

his arrival in Madinah and his establishment of a Muslim state incorporating the 

Arab tribes of Aws and Khazraj. The Jewish tribes of al-Nađīr and Quray ah and the 

smaller Jewish communities in Khaybar and other parts of Arabia continued to work 

together, forging alliances with pockets of “hypocrites” inside Madinah and with the 

idolaters in Makkah and around Madinah, hatching plots to subvert and destroy the 

young Muslim state. 

Earlier in the s rah, the Jews are warned against a fate similar to that of the non-

Muslim Arabs, if they underestimated the Muslims’ ability to retaliate. We read: “Say 

to those who disbelieve: ‘You shall be overcome and gathered unto Hell, an evil resting place. 

You have had a sign in the two armies which met in battle. One was fighting for God’s cause, 

the other an army of unbelievers. They saw with their very eyes that the others were twice 

their own number. But God strengthens with His succour whom He wills. In this there is 

surely a lesson for all who have eyes to see.” (Verses 12-13) 

When the Prophet conveyed this warning to the Jews of Madinah, in the wake of 

the Badr campaign, they reacted with insolence and contempt. On one occasion, a 

group of the Qaynuq ` Jews said to the Prophet: “Mu ammad. Do not let yourself be 

deluded that you were able to kill a few naïve men from Quraysh who were so 

inexperienced in combat. By God, if you were to fight us, you would know that we 

are the real men, the like of whom you have never encountered.” They went on to 

perpetrate more sedition and subversion, many aspects of which are given in this 

s rah, culminating in the revocation of their agreement with Mu ammad. 

(188) 

To God belongs the dominion of the heavens and 

the earth; and He has power over all things. 

(189) 
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Consequently, the Prophet lay siege to the Qaynuq ` forts until they yielded to his 

demands, and, thereafter, he banished them to a place called Adhra` t. The two other 

Jewish tribes, Quray ah and al-Nađīr, remained in Madinah, apparently faithful to 

their pact, but in practice heavily engaged in clandestine activities of disinformation, 

rumour and intrigue. Thus, the Qur’ n records for posterity Certain characteristics 

and patterns of behaviour that have, in many societies, come to be associated with 

some Jewish communities throughout history. 

This section of the s rah reviews some Jewish activities and claims that reflect an 

attitude of impertinence and disrespect, not only towards the Muslims, but towards 

God Almighty Himself. Not only did some of the Jews refuse to honour their 

financial commitments to the state, but had the impudence to say: “God is poor, we are 

rich”. (Verse 181) 

We can also see in this section the weak arguments advanced by the Jews of 

Madinah against Islam and the contrived manner in which they contradict even their 

own known history. They disobeyed God and broke their covenant with Him; they 

concealed God’s revelation from other people or disregarded it altogether; they slew 

prophets who had come to them with clear proof from God, which they rejected. 

The Qur’ n’s exposure of all this shameful misbehaviour was necessary so as to 

explain their attitude towards the Muslims and to counteract their unholy alliance 

with the pagan Arabs. It was also necessary for the enlightened education and 

development of the Muslim community. It made them aware of their surroundings 

and the environment they were living and working in; they knew the obstacles and 

pitfalls on their path and the pain and sacrifices awaiting them. Jewish hostility 

towards the Muslims in Madinah was much more serious and dangerous than that of 

the Arabs in Makkah, and could represent the largest threat in their history. 

Hence, the constant flood of directives and guidelines addressing the Muslims 

throughout this discussion. The s rah draws their attention to values that are 

enduring and fundamental as well as to those that are ephemeral and short-lived. It 

stresses that life is finite and short; all beings eventually die and in the Hereafter 

there are rewards, and there are gains and losses. We read: “He who shall be drawn 

away from the Fire and brought into Paradise shall indeed have gained a triumph. The life of 

this world is nothing but an illusory enjoyment.” (Verse 185) They are told that they will 

be tested regarding their lives and their wealth; they will meet with hostility and 

harassment from the unbelievers and the people of earlier revelations which they can 

only resist with perseverance, with fear of God, and in steadfast compliance of His 

order which will also save them from the fire. 

These Divine directives continue to be as valid and as relevant for Muslims today 

as in the future. They are addressed to every Muslim community intending to revive 
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and uphold Islam. God will open their eyes to the hurdles and difficulties awaiting 

them, as well as the suffering and sacrifices they have to endure. Ultimately, their 

hearts and minds should aspire to rewards God has in store for them; suffering, 

death, and tribulation are all quite bearable. God calls to Muslims everywhere, as He 

did with that first generation, that: “Every soul shall taste death, and you shall be paid on 

the Day of Resurrection only that which you have earned. He who shall be drawn away from 

the Fire and brought into paradise shall indeed have gained a triumph. The life of this world is 

nothing but an illusory enjoyment. You shall most certainly be tried in your possessions and 

in your persons; and you shall hear much hurting abuse from those who were given 

revelations before you, and from those who set up partners with God. But if you persevere and 

continue to fear God — that is indeed a matter requiring strong resolve.” (Verse 185-6) 

Today, the Qur’ n, as the book of this timeless Muslim community, remains its 

comprehensive constitution, its beacon and trusted guide, just as its enemies and its 

mission remain the same. 

Impudence That Cannot Be Equalled 

Let not those who niggardly cling to all that God has bestowed on them of His bounty 
think that this is good for them. Indeed, it is bad for them. That to which they 
niggardly cling will hang around their necks on the Day of Resurrection. To God 
belongs the heritage of the heavens and the earth, and God is well aware of all that you 
do. God has certainly heard the words of those who said: “God is poor, and we are 
rich.” We shall record what they have said, and also their slaying of prophets against 
all right, and We shall say: “Taste now the torment of burning. This is on account of 
what your own hands have wrought. Never does God do the slightest injustice to His 
servants.” (Verses 180-2) 

We do not have any highly authentic report as to whom the reference is directly 

made in the first verse of this passage; that is, those who are warned against being 

miserly and the result of their miserliness on the Day of Judgement. The fact that it 

occurs at this particular point in the s rah adds relevance to the following verses 

which speak of the Jews. It is they, confound them, who said, “God is poor and we are 

rich.” It is also they who claimed that God specifically charged them not to believe in 

any messenger unless he brought them a burnt offering. 

It appears that the whole passage has been revealed when the Jews were called 

upon to honour their financial commitments under their treaty wits the Prophet. 

They were also called upon to believe in the Prophet as God’s Messenger and to give 

freely for God’s cause. 

The stern warning made in these verses and the exposition of the excuses given by 

the Jews as a justification for their refusal to believe in Mu ammad (pbuh) are 
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revealed as a strong reply to their impudence towards God, their Lord. This is 

coupled with support given to the Prophet in the face of their rejection of his 

message. He is reminded of what the messengers before him had to face in the way 

of hostile reception by their peoples. These included Israelite prophets who were 

killed after having brought to their people clear evidence of the truthfulness of their 

prophethood as well as miracles. All this is well known in the history of the Children 

of Israel. 

Let not those who niggardly cling to all that God has bestowed on them of His bounty 
think that this is good for them. Indeed, it is bad for them. That to which they 
niggardly cling will hang round their necks on the Day of Resurrection. To God 
belongs the heritage of the heavens and the earth, and God is well aware of all that you 
do. (Verse 180) 

This verse applies to the Jews who refuse to honour their commitments just as 

much as it applies to any people who refuse to come forward to support God’s 

message with that which God has bestowed on them of His bounty. They may think 

that their niggardliness serves their interests by protecting their wealth, keeping it in 

their hands, rather than spend it for a good purpose. 

The Qur’ nic statement warns them against entertaining such false delusions, 

making it clear that what they hoard up will be lit up as fire and hung around their 

necks on the Day of Judgement. It is a fearful warning, made all the more so as it 

reveals that they niggardly cling only to that which “God has bestowed on them of His 

bounty. “They are not hoarding something they have gained of their own accord. 

They have come to this life penniless, with nothing they could call their own, not 

even their skins. It is God Who has bestowed on them of His grace and bounty. Yet, 

when He asks them to be charitable with what He has given them, they do not 

remember God’s grace. Instead, they remain tight-fisted, thinking that when they 

hoard up their possessions, they do what is good for them, while in fact they do 

themselves nothing but evil. Moreover, they are bound to go away, leaving it all 

behind. It is God who inherits all: “To God belongs the heritage of the heavens and the 

earth.” They only hoard it up for a brief period, before it all returns to God. Nothing 

of it remains for them except what they spend for God’s sake, in the hope of earning 

His pleasure. It is that which He rewards them for and ensures their safety on the 

Day of Judgement. 

This is followed by a condemnation of the Jews who thought themselves in no 

need of God or His reward, or even to the multiples He promises to those who spend 

their money for His cause. It is this which He is pleased to call a loan given to those 

who spend their money to serve His cause. The Jews, however, impudently say: How 

come that God asks us to give Him a loan of our money, and multiplies it for us over 
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and over again, when He Himself forbids usury and the multiplication of the 

principal loan? This is no more than their impudent playing with words, their 

unashamed rudeness towards God: “God has certainly heard the words of those who said: 

‘God is poor, and we are rich. ’ We shall record what they have said, and also their slaying of 

prophets against all right and We shall say: ‘Taste now the torment of burning. This is on 

account of what your own hands have wrought. Never does God do the slightest injustice to 

His servants.’” 

Confusion in Jewish concepts of the true nature of God is very common in their 

distortion of their Scriptures. As they utter their impudent mouthful, they are clearly 

warned: “We shall record what they have said,” so that we may take them to account for 

it. It will neither be forgotten nor overlooked. It will be there, side by side with the 

record of their past misdeeds, which were perpetrated by their successive 

generations. They collectively share the blame for it, since they share in their 

practices of disobedience and sin. 

“And also their slaying of prophets against all right.” The history of the Children of 

Israel records a terrible chain of killing one prophet after another, culminating in 

their attempt on the life of Jesus Christ, (pbuh). They even claim that they killed him, 

so boasting about their ghastly crime. 

And We shall say: ‘Taste now the torment of burning.’” The use of the term “burning” 

is deliberate. It adds to the horror of their torment. It makes the whole scene of 

suffering come to life, terrible, painful, unabating. It is a punishment for a hideous 

crime, namely, killing prophets without any justification whatsoever, and for a 

terrible sin, when they said “God is poor and we are rich.” 

“This is on account of what your own hands have wrought.” It is a fitting recompense, 

fair and correct. “Never does God do the slightest injustice to His servants.” The word 

“servants” highlights their position in relation to God. They are no more than 

servants to Him. This makes their crime even more ghastly and their impudence 

even more horrid. We need only remember that it is servants of God who boast 

against all standards of politeness: “God is poor, and we are rich.” In addition to their 

very rude attitude towards God, those Jews claimed that they would not believe in 

Mu ammad because God had charged them not to believe in any messenger until he 

brought them an offering and a miracle in the form of fire coming from the sky to 

consume it. Since Mu ammad did not offer such a miracle, they would remain true 

to their covenant with God, or so they claimed. 

At this point, the Qur’ n confronts them with their own history. In the past, they 

killed those very prophets who came to them with the very miracles they asked of 

them and also gave them clear evidence of the truth. 
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They declare: “God has charged us not to believe in any messenger unless he brings us 
an offering which the fire consumes.” Say: “Messengers came to you before me with 
clear evidence of the truth, and with that which you describe. Why, then, did you slay 
them, if what you say is true?” Then, if they charge you with falsehood, before your 
time other messengers were also charged with falsehood when they came with clear 
evidence of the truth, and books of Divine wisdom and with the light-giving 
revelation. (Verses 183-4) 

By so confronting them, the Qur’ n exposes their lies, deviousness and their 

persistence with disbelief. Also exposed are their boastful claims and the fabrications 

they make against God. 

Thereafter, the s rah addresses the Prophet with tenderness and reassurance, 

encouraging him to take lightly whatever they do by way of opposition to him. After 

all, it is the same as they did against his noble brother messengers throughout 

history: “Then, if they charge you with falsehood, before your time other messengers were 

also charged with falsehood when they came with clear evidence of the truth, and books of 

Divine wisdom and with the light-giving revelation.” (Verse 184) 

Mu ammad was not the first messenger to be confronted with the charge of 

falsehood. Many earlier messengers, especially those sent to the Children of Israel, 

were similarly confronted, despite what they had shown of clear evidence and 

miracles, as well as scrolls containing Divine commandments, described in this verse 

as books of Divine wisdom, and with the light-giving revelation, such as the Torah 

and the Gospel. It is, then, the same story with all messengers and Divine messages. 

It is the same way they all follow, a way of hardship and sacrifice. It is the only way. 

A Drink to Be Tasted by All 

Here the s rah addresses the Muslim community, explaining the values it should 

hold dear, and for which it should make sacrifices. It also speaks of the hardships 

and the suffering which it is bound to encounter on the way and encourages the 

Muslims to remain steadfast, show strong resolve and to always maintain fear of 

God: 

Every soul shall taste death, and you shall be paid on the Day of Resurrection only 
that which you have earned. He who shall be drawn away from the Fire and brought 
into paradise shall indeed have gained a triumph. The lift of this world is nothing but 
an illusory enjoyment. You shall most certainly be tried in your possessions and in 
your persons; and you shall hear much hurting abuse from those who were given 
revelations before you and from those who set up partners with God. But if you 
persevere and continue to fear God — that is indeed a matter requiring strong 
resolve.” (Verses 185-6) 
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The fact that this life on earth is limited to a certain date, which will inevitably 

come must be well established in believers’ hearts. Good people as well as bad 

people will certainly die. Those who fight a campaign of jih d and those who slacken, 

those who feel pride in their faith and those who are humbled by others, the brave 

who accept no injustice and the cowards who will do anything to remain alive, those 

who have great aspirations and the ones who seek only cheap enjoyment, will all die. 

No one will be spared: “Every soul shall taste death.” It is a cup from which every 

living thing will have to drink. There is no distinction whatsoever between one soul 

and another when it comes to drinking this cup. What distinction there is concerns a 

different value: the ultimate result. “You shall be paid on the Day of Resurrection only 

that which you have earned. He who shall be drawn away from the Fire and brought into 

paradise shall indeed have gained a triumph.” It is with regard to this value that the 

distinction will be made. It is this destiny which will separate one group of souls 

from another. The value is one worth striving for and one to be taken very seriously: 

“He who shall be drawn away from the Fire and brought into paradise shall indeed have 

gained a triumph.” (Verse 185) 

The Arabic phrase rendered in translation as “shall be drawn away” is much more 

expressive than its English equivalent. This is because its very sound adds to its 

meaning and connotation. It gives the listener the sense that the Fire has strong 

gravity, that it pulls towards it anyone who draws near or enters its orbit. Such a 

person, then, needs support from someone else who draws him slowly and gradually 

away from its overpowering gravity. He who can be forced out of its orbit and 

become free of its pull will enter paradise, and he will have gained a great triumph. 

It is a very vivid image, its lines delineated in sharp relief. We see movement, an 

overpowering force and a strong resistance. The fire beckons those who yield to the 

overpowering temptation of sin. Is it not true that a human being needs to be 

gradually drawn away from temptation? This is indeed how he is drawn away from 

the Fire. Despite the hard work and alertness this requires, man will always be in 

deficit with regard to the good work he needs to do. His only hope is for God to 

bestow on him His grace. That is what is being “drawn away” from the fire really 

means. It is only through God’s grace that man is spared the punishment of hell. 

“The life of this world is nothing but an illusory enjoyment.” There is enjoyment in this 

life, it is true. But it is not real enjoyment; it is deceptive indeed; an enjoyment which 

leads to illusions. As for the real enjoyment which gives lasting happiness and 

ecstasy, this can only be found in the life to come. It is the triumph gained when one 

is brought into Paradise. When this fact is well established in the believer’s heart, 

when he is no longer so keen to stay alive, since every soul shall taste death anyway, 

and when he has recognised the illusory nature of the enjoyment of this life, God tells 

the believers of the trials which they shall have to endure in their possessions and 
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persons. By then, they are well prepared for the sacrifice. 

In the Face of abuse and Hardship 

You shall most certainly be tried in your possessions and in your persons; and you 
shall hear much hurting abuse from those who were given revelations before you and 
from those who set up partners with God. But if you persevere and continue to fear 
God — that is indeed a matter requiring strong resolve. (Verse 186) 

In this verse, God tells the believers in no uncertain terms that they will have to 

undergo tests and trials which will affect them and their possessions. They have to 

persevere and remain steadfast in order to prove themselves worthy of God’s trust 

and His great reward. It is the natural way of things when it comes to the 

establishment of any faith in real life that its advocates should stand a hard test. 

There is no escaping the fact that they will have to demonstrate their patience in 

adversity, their determined resistance and strong resolve as also their readiness to 

sacrifice whatever is required of their possessions and their persons. This is the only 

way to heaven which cannot be attained without sacrifice and hardship. Hell, on the 

other hand, is surrounded by easy pleasures and temptations. Moreover, there is no 

other way to mould the community which will become the standard-bearer of Islam 

and discharge its duties. This community must receive thorough education and 

cultivation in order to heighten its potentials and strengths. The only way is the 

practical discharge of the duties imposed by their faith and by their gaining a true 

and practical knowledge of life and people as they are. The trials are needed so that 

only the strongest in faith continue to advocate the Islamic call. It is only such people 

that are worthy of its advocacy since only they are fully equipped to be so entrusted. 

Moreover, it is through trial and perseverance that faith becomes dearer to the 

faithful. The more they have to endure of hardship and the more sacrifice they have 

to give for their faith the more valuable it becomes to them. They do not turn their 

backs on it afterwards, not in any circumstances. 

Trials strengthen those who are tried. It is resistance which sharpens potentials 

and consolidates them. A new faith requires that these potentials be heightened so 

that it can establish its roots deep in the most fertile soil of human nature. 

It is also through trials that the advocates of a faith come to know themselves as 

they are. They will look at themselves as they struggle and fight for their faith. They 

become more aware of human nature in reality and its latent potentials, and they 

know the true nature of societies and communities. They observe the struggle 

between their own principles on the one hand and desires and temptations on the 

other. They become aware of how Satan works on man leading him astray and 
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causing him to err. 

Moreover, it is through the trials endured by the advocates of a certain faith that 

its opponents come to realise that there is much good in, it; its followers have stuck 

by it despite all the hardships they have endured for its sake. It is then that those 

opponents may themselves accept that faith en masse. 

This is in the nature of faith and ideology: to withstand such trials while 

maintaining fear of God, so that repelling aggression by others does not turn into 

counter-aggression, and despair is not allowed to becloud one’s vision as one goes 

through the hardships. But this is far from easy: “That is indeed a matter requiring 

strong resolve.” 

The Muslim community in Madinah was thus made aware of what awaits it of 

sacrifice, agony, abuse and trial in possessions and persons. These were to be 

inflicted by its enemies, whether these followed earlier religions or were idolaters. 

Despite all this, the Muslim community was determined to go along its way, without 

reluctance or hesitation. Members of that Muslim community in Madinah were 

certain that every soul will taste death, and that rewards are paid on the Day of 

Resurrection. They knew that true triumph is that of being drawn away from the fire 

and of being brought into paradise. To them, the life of this world was nothing but 

an illusory enjoyment. It is on such hard rocks that the Muslim community in 

Madinah stood and along that straight and correct way it made its strides. The same 

hard rocks and the same straight way are available to its advocates in every 

generation. The enemies of this faith remain the same. Generations follow 

generations and still they plot to undermine it. The Qur’ n, however, remains the 

same, well preserved by God. 

The methods of trial may differ from time to time, but the principle remains the 

same: “You shall most certainly be tried in your possessions and in your persons; and you 

shall hear much hurting abuse from those who were given revelations before you and from 

those who set up partners with God.” (Verse 186) 

The s rah gives many examples of the schemes adopted by people of earlier 

religions and the idolaters and their propaganda which aimed to cast doubt and 

confusion on the very fundamentals of Islam and on its followers and their 

leadership. These examples are always renewed and new methods and forms added 

to them as new means of communication become available. They are all directed 

against Islam and its principles of faith as well as against the Muslim community and 

its leadership. Hence, the same principle which God explains to the first Muslim 

community as He points out its way and the nature of its enemy remains always 

applicable. 

This Qur’ nic directive remains valid for the Muslim community every time it 
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takes upon itself to implement God’s method in practical life. It reassures the 

Muslims that God’s promise will come true. All that it has to endure of trials, abuse, 

false accusation and hardship becomes very pleasant, since it is no more than a 

confirmation that the community is going along the way God intends. It is fully 

certain that perseverance and maintaining its fear of God are all the equipment it 

needs. All enemy schemes are of little effect. Trials and abuse are of no consequence. 

Seeking Praise for Nothing 

The s rah continues to expose the peoples of earlier revelations who have 

contravened their covenant with God. God took a pledge from them that when He 

revealed to them the Scriptures that they would always make them known to people. 

They, however, did not honour their pledges and concealed what had been entrusted 

to them of God’s revelations: 

God has made a covenant with those who were granted revelations (when He bade 
them): ‘Make it known to mankind and do not conceal it.” But they cast it behind their 
backs and bartered it away for a trifling price. Evil is that which they have taken in 
exchange for it. Do not think that those who exult in their deeds and love to be praised 
for what they have not done — do not think that they will escape punishment. A 
grievous suffering awaits them. To God belongs the dominion of the heavens and the 
earth; and He has power over all things. (Verses 187-9) 

The s rah relates many examples of what the people of earlier religions, 

particularly the Jews, were keen to do or say. Most serious among these was their 

concealment of the truth and their attempt to confuse that truth with falsehood. They 

aimed to create doubt and uncertainty in the basic concept of religion as well as in 

the truthfulness of the message of Islam. They tried hard to conceal the fact that 

Islam shared with past religions their basic principles to the extent that Islam 

endorsed them and they confirmed it. The Torah was in their hands telling them that 

the message of Mu ammad was true and that it originated from the same source. 

In spite of their covenant with God to make their revelations known to mankind 

and never to conceal them, they have deliberately gone against their pledges. The 

expression given here to their attitude clearly shows their negligence and 

contravention of their own pledges. It is expressed in the form of an unseemly 

gesture: “they cast it behind their backs.” It also reveals that they committed this 

dishonourable act for no more than a trivial gain: “and bartered it away for a trifling 

price.” 

Whatever the price, it was nothing more than a small gain by worldly standards. It 

could only have served the personal interests of the rabbis or the national interest of 
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the Israelites. All this is nothing but a trifling price, even if it did amount to the 

ownership of all the earth for the rest of time. How trifling this price is for a covenant 

made with God. How little all this is in comparison with what is stored with God: 

“Evil is that which they have taken in exchange for it.” 

A ĥadīth related by Al-Bukh rī on the authority of Ibn `Abb s states that the 

Prophet asked some Jews of Madinah about something. They concealed it and 

deliberately gave him an incorrect answer. They gave him the impression that they 

were right, and that they deserved to be praised for it. In fact, they rejoiced at their 

concealment of what he asked them about. According to this ĥadīth, this was the 

occasion for the revelation of the following verse: ‘Do not think that those who exult in 

their deeds and love to be praised for what they have not done — do not think that they will 

escape punishment. A grievous suffering awaits them.” (Verse 188) 

Another ĥadīth, also related by Al-Bukh rī, on the authority of Abū Said al-Khudrī, 
states that a group of hypocrites at the time of the Prophet used to stay behind when 

the Prophet embarked on a campaign of Jih d. They were very pleased for sparing 

themselves the trouble of accompanying the Prophet. When he returned to Madinah 

they gave him all sorts of excuses, swearing that what they said was true, and 

seeking to be praised for things they had not done. Hence, the revelation of this 

verse. 

It is not always apparent that a certain Qur’ nic verse has been revealed on a 

particular occasion or to answer a specific question. It frequently happens that a 

certain verse is quoted to comment on a certain event because it fits the purpose; 

hence, some people may say that such and such verse was revealed on such and such 

occasion. It may also be that the verse itself includes fitting comments on a particular 

event, and again the same suggestion about its revelation is made. In this particular 

respect we are unable to say which of the two reports is more accurate. If it was the 

first, the s rah speaks of the people of earlier revelations and their concealment of 

what God had entrusted to them of His revelations when He accepted their pledge 

that they would make them known to people. In spite of this, they concealed and lied 

about it persistently to such an extent that they sought praise for their fabrications. 

If the second report is true, the s rah includes references to the hypocrites to which 

this verse may be attached. It describes a type of people who may be found in every 

community as they were to be found at the time of the Prophet. They are those who 

do not have the courage of their convictions, who cannot stand in defence of what 

they profess to believe in. They are not prepared to fulfil the duties imposed by faith 

and instead they stay behind, taking no share in the struggle for faith. If those who 

fight and struggle for their faith suffer a defeat, these hypocrites raise their heads and 

boast about their wisdom and realism. If the fighters come back victorious, the 

hypocrites waste no time in pretending to have given them their full support, 
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claiming that they contributed to their victory. In this way they seek praise for 

something which they have not done. 

This is a type of people who thrive on cowardice and false pretences. Their image 

is drawn in a couple of touches in the Qur’ n, but the impact is very clear. 

God assures His Messenger that such people cannot escape punishment. They 

cannot spare themselves the grievous suffering which awaits them and they may 

have no support in trying to evade it: “Do not think that they will escape punishment. A 

grievous suffering awaits them.” (Verse 188) They are threatened with suffering, and 

the threat comes from God, to Whom the heavens and the earth belong, and Who is 

able to do all things. How, then, can they escape it? “To God belongs the dominion of the 

heavens and the earth; and He has power over all things.” (Verse 189) 
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12 

Issues Resolved 

In the creation of the heavens and the earth, and 

in the succession of night and day, there are indeed 

signs for men endowed with insight, (190) 

who remember God when they stand, sit and lie 

down, and reflect on the creation of the heavens 

and the earth: “Our Lord, You have not created 

all this in vain. Limitless are You in Your glory. 

Guard us, then, against the torment of the fire. 

(191) 

“Our Lord, him whom You shall commit to the 

fire, You will have condemned to disgrace. The 

evildoers shall have none to help them. (192) 

“Our Lord, we have heard the voice of one who 

calls to faith, [saying], ‘Believe in your Lord,’ and 

we have believed. Our Lord, forgive us, then, our 

sins and efface our bad deeds and let us die with 

the truly virtuous. (193) 

“Our Lord, grant us what You have promised 

us through Your messengers, and do not disgrace 

us on the Day of Resurrection. Surely, You never 

fail to fulfil Your promise.” (194) 
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Their Lord answers them: “I will not suffer the 

work of any worker among you, male or female, 

to be lost. Each of you is an issue of the other. 

Therefore, those who emigrate and are driven out 

of their homes and suffer persecution in My cause, 

and fight and are slain [for it] — I shall indeed 

efface their bad deeds and admit them to gardens 

through which running waters flow, as a reward 

from God. With God is the best of rewards.” 

(195) 

Let not the disbelievers’ prosperity in the land 

deceive you. (196) 

It is but a brief enjoyment. Then, Hell shall be 

their abode. What an evil abode. (197) 

As for those who fear their Lord, theirs shall be 

gardens through which running waters flow, in 

which they shall abide, a gift of welcome from 

God. That which is with God is best for the truly 

virtuous. (198) 

There are indeed among the people of earlier 

revelations some who believe in God and in what 

has been bestowed from on high upon you and in 

what has been bestowed upon them, humbling 

themselves before God. They do not barter away 

God’s revelations for a trifling price. They shall 

have their reward with their Lord. Swift is God’s 

reckoning. (199) 

Believers, be patient in adversity, and let your 

patience never be exhausted; be ever ready and 

fear God so that you may prosper. (200) 
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Overview 

This is the closing passage of a s rah rich in subject matter and imagery. It defines 

and establishes the fundamentals of the Islamic outlook and, through the debate with 

the people of earlier revelations and later on with the “hypocrites” of Madinah and 

the Arab unbelievers, removes all the confusion and misinterpretation all those 

groups tried to create. It expounds the Divine order of life, its human and financial 

obligations, and teaches the Muslims how to honour those obligations and how to 

deal with the hardships and ordeals encountered in so doing. It shows the Muslims 

how to dedicate themselves and their possessions to fulfilling those enormous 

obligations. 

These concluding strains resonate perfectly with the theme and the style of the 

s rah as a whole in content as well as context and presentation. This section presents 

a most profound concept: that the entire physical world is an open “book” which in 

itself conveys the signs and evidence of faith. It points to the hand that runs it with 

care and prudence, and reveals that beyond this life there is another where 

accountability and reward will be decided. These signs, however, are only perceived 

and appreciated by people “who understand”; those who do not go through life with 

their eyes and minds closed to the overwhelming marvels of this “open book”. 

This represents one of the most fundamental concepts of the Islamic outlook on 

the physical world, and the very close and harmonic relationship that exists between 

it and man’s basic and pristine nature. This concept asserts that the physical world, 

in itself, is living and tangible proof of the existence of its Creator, on the one hand, 

as well as a manifestation of the system that underpins its existence, and the purpose, 

the principle and the meaning that define that existence, on the other. This concept is 

of the utmost importance in defining man’s attitude towards the physical world and 

its Lord, God Almighty, and is, therefore, a central pillar of the Islamic outlook on all 

existence. 

Then follows God’s obliging response to “those who understand,” who turned to 

Him in earnest and penitent supplication while reflecting on His open book of the 

universe and all the signs it displays and the thoughts it evokes and inspires. This 

response is accompanied by a recommendation to work hard, to strive, sacrifice and 

∩⊄⊃⊃∪ 
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persevere in fulfilling the obligations of the faith they have earned from 

contemplating the wonders of God’s open book. The s rah again underplays the 

effect and influence of the opponents of Islam, no matter how much material power 

they may possess in this world. It highlights the everlasting values of the rewards in 

the Hereafter to which true believers ought to aspire and hope to receive. 

Further to the lengthy discussion on the people of earlier revelations and their 

stance towards the Muslims, the s rah talks here of the believing ones among them 

and their just rewards. 

Preserving the same context of piety, it describes them as devout people who are 

too polite and modest with God to demean His revelation, like some of their co-

religionists, referred to earlier in the s rah. 

The closing verse encapsulates God’s advice to the Muslims and represents what 

is required of them, and the obligations whose fulfilment will guarantee them 

success and accomplishment. “Believers, be patient in adversity, and let your patience 

never be exhausted, be ever ready and fear God so that you may prosper.” (Verse 200) It is an 

ending that fits beautifully with the central theme of the s rah and all the other 

subjects it deals with. 

Universal Evidence of Creation 

In the creation of the heavens and the earth, and in the succession of night and day, 
there are indeed signs for men endowed with insight, who remember God when they 
stand, sit and lie down, and reflect on the creation of the heavens and the earth: “Our 
Lord, You have not created all this in vain. Limitless are You in Your glory. Guard 
us, then, against the torment of the fire. Our Lord, him whom You shall commit to the 
fire, You will have condemned to disgrace. The evildoers shall have none to help them. 
Our Lord, we have heard the voice of one who calls to faith, [saying], ‘Believe in your 
Lord,’ and we have believed. Our Lord, forgive us, then, our sins and efface our bad 
deeds and let us die with the truly virtuous. Our Lord, grant us what You have 
promised us through Your messengers, and do not disgrace us on the Day of 
Resurrection. Surely, You never fail to fulfil Your promise. (Verses 190-4) 

What are these signs contained in the creation of the heavens and the earth and the 

succession of day and night? What is the message understood by men of wisdom 

when they reflect on these phenomena, as they remember God in all situations, when 

they stand up, sit and lie down? Furthermore, what is the relationship between their 

reflection on these signs and their remembrance of God in all situations? How does 

their reflection lead them to engage in their supplication which expresses their 

humility and fear of God: “Our Lord, You have not created all this in vain. Limitless are 

You in Your glory. Guard us, then, against the torment of the fire.” 
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What we find here is a vivid image of the sound and proper reception of the 

messages transmitted by the physical universe to a healthy mind. Proper response is 

made to these messages which are open to all throughout the universe, both during 

the day and during the night. 

Telling signs appear in every new page of this open book. They awaken 

uncorrupted human nature to appreciate the truth which is well established both in 

this book of the universe and in the perfect design of its structure. They create a 

strong desire to respond to the Creator Who has established this truth in His 

creation, and couples loving Him with a feeling of fear of Him. People endowed with 

understanding open their minds to receive the messages God has placed in the 

universe. They allow no barriers to prevent them from appreciating these messages. 

Their hearts turn to God when they stand, sit or lie down. Hence, their faculties of 

understanding are sharpened and they are able to appreciate the message God has 

placed in the universe, its purpose and its basic nature. Thus, the laws of the universe 

transmit their inspiration to men’s hearts. 

We have only to rid ourselves of the shackles of familiarity and to open our eyes 

and minds to these scenes of the creation of the heavens and earth and the succession 

of day and night and look at them afresh, as if for the first time, so that we may be 

overwhelmed with awe and stand in utter wonder and amazement. When we do 

this, we are bound to feel that behind all this harmony and perfection there must be 

an organising hand, an elaborate thinking and a law that never fails. We are bound to 

conclude that nothing of this is deceptive, borne by coincidence or happening in 

vain. 

Our wonder at this beautiful, awe-inspiring scene of the universe is not 

diminished in any way by our knowledge that the day and the night are two 

phenomena which result from the earth constantly revolving around the sun, or by 

our knowledge that the harmony apparent in the creation of the heavens and the 

earth relies on the law of gravity or some such force. These are mere theories which 

may be true and equally may be wrong. Be that as it may, they in no way diminish 

our appreciation of these phenomena and the precise, perfect laws which regulate 

and preserve them. Regardless of what human scientists may call these laws, they 

continue to serve as evidence of the truth and of God’s power which is manifest in 

“the creation of the heavens and the earth and in the succession of night and day.” 

This Qur’ nic passage describes in great detail the different psychological stages 

which result from approaching the creation of the heavens and the earth and the 

succession of day and night as men endowed with understanding. At the same time, 

this description points out the proper approach to universal phenomena, how to 

respond to the universe and its nature and how to appreciate its messages and 

inspiration. It makes the open book of the universe a book of knowledge for the 
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believer who maintains his relationship with God and with what God creates. 

It combines man’s remembrance and worship of God in all situations, when he, 

“stands, sits and lies down” with his reflection on the creation of the heavens and the 

earth and on the succession of day and night. Thus, reflection becomes intertwined 

with worship and an aspect of remembering God. This combination presents us with 

two highly important facts, namely, that reflection on God’s creation is an act of 

worship, and the signs that God has placed in the universe do not impart their true 

messages except to people who always remember God and worship Him. 

A Passionate Prayer by True Believers 

The first fact is that reflection on God’s creation and contemplation of the open 

book of the universe and the great wonders which God has placed in the universe 

constitute a definite act of worship and an essential part of remembering God. Had 

natural sciences which study various aspects, laws and phenomena of the universe in 

order to unravel their secrets and potential, been directed to remembrance of the 

Creator of this universe and to appreciate and acknowledge His majesty and grace, 

they would instantaneously have become part of worship and prayer to the Creator. 

Human life would have benefited a great deal by these sciences and would have 

turned towards God. The materialistic trend, however, severs all links between the 

universe and its Creator, and severs the relationship which should have always 

existed between natural sciences and the eternal truth of the Divine Being. Scientific 

research, God’s great gift to man, thus becomes a curse which makes human life a 

continuous succession of misery, worry and spiritual emptiness which weigh very 

heavily on man. 

The second fact is that the signs that God has placed throughout the universe do 

not impart their inspiring messages except to hearts and minds refined by worship 

and the remembrance of God. Those who remember God in all situations, when they 

stand, sit and lie down, and reflect on the creation of the heavens and the earth and 

on the succession of day and night are indeed the very people whose hearts and 

minds are ready to appreciate the messages imparted by these universal phenomena. 

They are the ones who reach beyond these messages to the Divine method which 

ensures salvation, goodness and prosperity. On the other hand, those who confine 

themselves to the study of certain aspects and appearances, and discover the secrets 

of some universal laws, without any attempt to know the Divine method of life 

inevitably destroy life and destroy themselves with the secrets they discover. They 

cannot escape the misery and worry which characterise their lives and they 

inevitably end up incurring God’s wrath and deserving His punishment. 

These two facts are mutually complementary, and they are presented here in this 
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way for men of understanding at the precise moment of their reflection on universal 

phenomena. It is a moment which represents clarity of heart and soul, an open mind 

ready to receive a message and an attitude of being prepared to give the right 

response and abide by the implications of the truth. 

It is a moment of worship, which means that it is a moment of establishing a 

relationship and receiving a message. It is no wonder, then, that the mere reflection 

on the creation of the heavens and the earth and the succession of day and night is 

enough to reveal the truth about them and the fact that nothing of this has been 

created in vain. The immediate result of this attitude is embodied in these words: 

“’Our Lord, You have not created all this in vain. Limitless are You in Your glory.’” This is 

immediately followed by a psychological response to the inspiration of the universe: 

“Guard us, then, against the torment of the fire. Our Lord, him whom You shall commit to 

the fire, You will have condemned to disgrace. The evildoers shall have none to help them.’’ 

What is the nature of the emotional relationship between recognising the truth 

behind the creation of the heavens and the earth and the succession of day and night 

and the fear of being thrown into hell? Recognition of this truth means to those 

endowed with understanding and insight that it is all made according to an elaborate 

plan and for a definite purpose, and that truth and justice will be maintained beyond 

man’s life on this planet. This inevitably means that whatever people do will be taken 

into account and that rewards will be administered. This leads to the conclusion that 

there is another life where the truth will be established and where justice will be 

done. 

This line of argument is both obvious and natural. Its conclusion is quickly 

formulated in the minds of those people of understanding. Hence, the picture of the 

fire is immediately visualised in their minds and the foremost thought which 

accompanies their recognition of the truth is to pray to God to guard them against 

the fire. This shows a remarkable understanding of how thoughts and feelings are 

aroused in the minds and the hearts of people endowed with understanding. They 

express their feelings in their long supplication, apprehensive, urgent, melodious, 

finely rhythmic: “Our Lord, him whom You shall commit to the fire, You will have 

condemned to disgrace. The evildoers shall have none to help them.” This suggests that, first 

and foremost, they fear the disgrace which will inevitably befall those who are 

thrown into hell. They shiver with shame when they realise what sort of disgrace 

befalls such people. They stand ashamed in front of God, and they feel this shame to 

be more painful than the scourge of the fire. It also expresses their knowledge that 

there is no one to help them against God: “The evildoers shall have none to help them.’’ 

We move on with this humble prayer: “Our Lord, we have heard the voice of one who 

calls to faith, [saying]: ’Believe in your Lord’, and we have believed. Our Lord, forgive us, 

then, our sins and efface our bad deeds and let us die with the truly virtuous.” These hearts 
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are open. They only need to receive the message in order to respond to it. Their 

sensitivity is enhanced. The first thing impressed on their minds is the fact that they 

commit sins and may be guilty of disobedience. Hence, they turn to their Lord, 

praying for His forgiveness and for their bad deeds to be effaced. They also pray to 

be grouped with the righteous when they die. 

The message of these verses fits in with the message of the rest of the s rah. The 

believers pray to God to forgive them their sins so that they can win their continuous 

battle against desire and temptation. Achieving victory in this battle is akin to victory 

in a military battle against the enemies of God and the enemies of faith. Thus the 

s rah is a whole unit, each part complementing the other, and delivering a complete 

and harmonious message. 

The last part of this prayer expresses hope, reliance on God and deriving strength 

from the believers’ unshakable trust that He always fulfils His promises: “Our Lord, 

grant us what You have promised us through Your messengers, and do not disgrace us on the 

Day of Resurrection. Surely, You never fail to fulfil Your promise.” They pray for the 

fulfilment of God’s promise conveyed to them by His messengers, expressing their 

absolute confidence that God never fails in His promise, and their hope to be spared 

disgrace on the Day of Resurrection. This last expression of apprehension relates to 

that at the beginning of their prayer. It demonstrates their great sensitivity to this 

disgrace and the fact that they always remember it and mention it both at the 

beginning and at the end of their prayer. How sensitive and pious are these hearts 

and how strong their sense of shame in front of God. Taken as a whole, this prayer 

represents a genuine and profound response to the message which the universe and 

its signs and phenomena give to men whose hearts remain open and uncorrupted. 

A brief word should be added here about the artistic excellence reflected in the 

rhyming of these verses. It is a rhythm which does not repeat the same tempo, but 

rather a rhythm of harmony. Most of the 200 verses of this s rah maintain a rhythm 

which is normally associated with statement of fact. The rhythm is briefly changed in 

only two instances, the first occurs early in the s rah and the second applies to these 

verses. In both instances, the verses concerned include a prayer to God. We note that 

the changes are made for artistic beauty, whereby the rhythm adopted gives the 

verses a melodious effect which suits the atmosphere of prayer. 

Moreover, reflection on the creation of the heavens and the earth and the 

succession of day and night is particularly suitable to a long, deliberate prayer which 

admits elongation and musical overtone. Thus, the scene itself is maintained for a 

longer period so as to prolong its message and effect on people’s minds and 

imagination. 
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Prayers Answered and Obligation Defined 

Their Lord answers them: ‘I will not suffer the work of any worker among you, male or 
female, to be lost. Each of you is an issue of the other. Therefore, those who emigrate 
and are driven out of their homes and suffer persecution in My cause, and fight and 
are slain [for it] — I shall indeed efface their bad deeds and admit them to gardens 
through which running waters flow, as a reward from God. With God is the best of 
rewards. Let not the disbelievers’ prosperity in the land deceive you. It is but a brief 
enjoyment. Then, Hell shall be their abode. What an evil abode. (Verses 195-7) 

In this passage we have God’s answer to the prayer repeated at length by the 

believers who have come to accept the faith after their reflection on the scene of the 

universe. They recognise that God has not created all this in vain. They understand 

the message imparted by these scenes and make the appropriate response and pray 

to God to spare them the disgrace of being committed to hell in the Hereafter. God’s 

answer is a detailed one, harmonious with the artistic characteristics of the Qur’ nic 

style which takes into account the psychological requirements of every situation. Let 

us consider this answer and what it tells us about the nature of the Divine method 

and how Islam sets about refining the characters of its followers. Those people, 

described in an earlier verse as “endowed with insight” have reflected on the creation 

of the heavens and the earth and on the succession of night and day and have 

appreciated the message of the book of the universe, responding to the truth as it is 

clearly explained in it. They have addressed their Lord with a long, heart-felt prayer 

which reflects their apprehension. Here they receive the response of their merciful 

Lord. Their prayers are answered as their attention is drawn to the constituent 

elements of the way of life God wants them to adopt and to its obligations: “Their 

Lord answers them: I will not suffer the work of any worker among you, male or female, to be 

lost. Each of you is an issue of the other.’” Here they are told that reflection, 

contemplation, apprehension and passionate prayer are not enough, nor is it enough 

to turn to God for forgiveness and for bad deeds to be effaced and salvation to be 

granted. These goals require positive action of a particular type that is motivated by 

understanding the lessons learnt through reflection on the creation of the universe. 

Islam considers this an act of worship, in the same way as it considers reflection, 

contemplation and remembrance of God, a prayer for forgiveness and a fear of God 

and a hope in His bounty. Indeed, Islam views action as the practical result of such 

worship. It is accepted from all, male and female alike, without any discrimination 

on the basis of sex. All people are equal as human beings, since each one of them 

issues from another, and they are all judged equally. 

The work required is then outlined. We can see here the obligations imposed by 

Islamic faith with regard to personal and financial sacrifices. We can also appreciate 
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the nature of the Islamic method of life and in what sort of society it is to be 

implemented. We are made to understand further the way to establish such a society 

and the barriers and difficulties which work against its establishment. The need is 

urgent to remove such obstacles and to prepare the soil for the seed of Islam to grow 

and be firm, no matter how great the sacrifices: “Therefore, those who emigrate and are 

driven out of their homes and suffer persecution in My cause, and fight and are slain [for it] 

— I shall indeed efface their bad deeds and admit them to gardens through which running 

waters flow, as a reward from God. With God is the best of rewards.” 

This was the status of those who engaged in this prayer and who were the first 

generation to be addressed by the Qur’ n. They emigrated from Makkah and were 

driven out of their homes there because of their faith. They were persecuted for no 

other reason than serving God’s cause. They had to fight and were killed in battle. 

The same applies to the advocates of this faith in every land and in every generation. 

Whenever the faith of Islam begins to establish itself in any environment of 

ignorance, in a hostile land, which could be any land, and among hostile people, any 

people, it then faces a bad reception because it stands up to people’s illegitimate 

ambitions and greed. Its followers are persecuted and chased away, especially when 

its advocates are still few in number. This blessed plant, however, will grow in spite 

of persecution and hostility. It will then acquire the ability to resist persecution and 

defend itself against aggression. This inevitably leads to fighting in which some of its 

followers are killed. In return for these great efforts, bad deeds are effaced, sins are 

forgiven and reward, great reward, is granted. 

Only in this way does the Divine system of life come to establish itself. It is a 

system whose implementation God has ordained must be through human effort. 

Effort exerted by true believers who struggle and work hard for God’s cause, seeking 

God’s pleasure. 

This is the nature of this system, its constituent elements and obligations. We have 

also seen the course which it follows in educating its followers and refining their 

characters, giving them directives which ensure that they move from the stage of 

reflection on God’s creation to the stage of positive action and are thus able to 

implement the system God wants man to implement. 

Following this, a glance is cast on the temptation which is represented by the 

luxuries and comforts available in this life to the unbelievers, the disobedient and 

those who are hostile to the Divine faith. This only aims at making known the true 

weight and value of such luxuries and comforts so that they do not dazzle the eyes of 

their beneficiaries or the believers who suffer all the persecution of being driven out 

from their homes, and who have to fight and sacrifice their lives: “Let not the 

disbelievers’ prosperity in the land deceive you. It is but a brief enjoyment. Then, Hell shall be 

their abode. What an evil abode.” 
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Their prosperity is an aspect of affluence, wealth, position and power. It is bound 

to leave something in the hearts of believers as they suffer hardship, poverty, and 

persecution and as they have to fight in battle. All these are hardships which are very 

difficult to bear. Yet, the followers of falsehood enjoy themselves and are prosperous. 

The masses, on the other hand, are bound to feel something when they see the 

advocates of the truth enduring the suffering while the followers of falsehood are 

spared and enjoying all they want. The evildoers themselves look at the situation and 

become hardened in their false beliefs, erroneous ways, evil deeds and corruption. 

At this point, we have this gentle touch which sets things aright: “Let not the 

disbelievers’ prosperity in the land deceive you. It is but a brief enjoyment. Then, Hell shall be 

their abode. What an evil abode.” Their enjoyment is brief. It will soon disappear. As for 

their final and permanent abode, it is nothing other than Hell. It is indeed an evil 

abode. 

What Reward for a Long, Hard Struggle 

In contrast to that brief enjoyment and fleeting prosperity there are for the 

believers eternity and blessings from God: 

As for those who fear their Lord, theirs shall be gardens through which running 
waters flow, in which they shall abide, a gift of welcome from God. That which is with 
God is best for the truly virtuous. There are indeed among the people of earlier 
revelations some who believe in God and in what has been bestowed from on high 
upon you and in what has been bestowed upon them, humbling themselves before God. 
They do not barter away God’s revelations for a trifling price. They shall have their 
reward with their Lord. Swift is God’s reckoning. (Verses 198-9) 

Any comparison shall remove the slightest doubt that what is with God is 

infinitely better for truly righteous and virtuous people. No one will entertain any 

thought that what the God-fearing finally receive is much superior than what the 

disbelievers enjoy. Hence, anyone endowed with insight will unhesitatingly choose 

for himself the share chosen by the people who have been described earlier as being 

‘endowed with understanding.” 

At this point, when the context is one of cultivating the believers’ characters and 

establishing the essential values according to the Islamic concept of life, God does not 

promise the believers victory, or that they should triumph over their enemies, or that 

they should be established in any land. He indeed does not promise them anything 

in this life. He does not include in His promise here anything of what He promises 

them elsewhere in the Qur’ n or of what He has undertaken to provide for the 

believers as they engage in battle against His enemies. 
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Here, He promises them only one thing, namely, “that which is with God.” For this 

is the basic aspect of this message, and the starting point of this faith. God wants the 

believers to totally disown every aim, purpose or aspiration, including their desire to 

see their faith triumph and the enemies of God defeated. God wants the believers to 

free themselves even from this desire. He wants them to leave this matter altogether 

to Him so that they are free from all ambitions, including those which are not 

personal. What is required of them is that they be ready to give and sacrifice, to fulfil 

their duty and perform their obligations. There is nothing for them of the comforts 

and enjoyments of this life. Moreover, there is no promise of victory, fulfilment of 

aims or gaining of power. All that is promised is in the Hereafter. 

But then victory takes place and the believers are established in the land. This, 

however, is not part of the deal. There is nothing in the contract which stipulates any 

returns in this life. All that it speaks of is fulfilment of the deal made when Islam was 

persecuted in Makkah. The terms were very clear. God did not give the Muslims 

victory and the reins of power to assume the role of leadership of mankind until they 

had rid themselves totally of all ambitions which relate to this life and fulfilled their 

obligations with total dedication. 

Mu ammad ibn Ka`b al-Qura ī and others relate that when people from the two 

tribes of Madinah, the Aws and the Khazraj, pledged their loyalty to the Prophet and 

asked him to emigrate to Madinah, `Abdull h ibn Raw ah said to the Prophet: 

“Stipulate whatever conditions you wish to make for your Lord and for yourself.” 

The Prophet said: “For my Lord, I stipulate that you shall worship Him alone and 

associate no partners with Him. For myself, I make the condition that you shall 

protect me as you protect yourselves and your property.” They asked: “What shall 

we get if we fulfil our pledge?” The Prophet answered: “Paradise.” They said: “It is a 

profitable deal. We accept no going back and we will never go back on it ourselves.” 

The Prophet’s answer must be noted here. All he said was: “Paradise.” He 

promised nothing more. He did not say to them that they will have victory, power, 

unity of the Arabian tribes, leadership, wealth, prosperity or anything else. It is true 

that God gave them all that and allowed them to enjoy it, but that was extra, and 

certainly not part of the deal. 

Their attitude is also worth noting. They viewed it as a deal between a buyer and a 

seller. Once struck, no more bargaining could be done. 

This is how God cultivated and disciplined the community in whose hands it was 

His will to place the control of the earth, and to whom He assigned the leadership of 

mankind and custody of the great faith. But He only assigned it that role after it had 

freed itself totally of all desires and ambitions, including those which related to its 

message, and the system to be implemented. Custody of this faith, the greatest 
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treasure, could not come about until this community demonstrated that it did not 

care about itself and until it surrendered itself totally to God. 

Just before the s rah ends, a fresh reference is made to the people of earlier 

revelations which states that some of them have similar beliefs to those of the 

Muslims. These are considered to have joined the ranks of the Muslims and adopted 

their ways. Hence, they also deserve the same reward: 

There are indeed among the people of earlier revelations some who believe in God and 
in what has been bestowed from on high upon you and in what has been bestowed 
upon them, humbling themselves before God. They do not barter away God’s 
revelations for a trifling price. They shall have their reward with their Lord. Swift is 
God’s reckoning. (Verse 199) 

This reference is made in order to bring to a conclusion the long account, given in 

the s rah, of the people of earlier revelations. The s rah has referred to many groups 

among them and to many of their attitudes. Now that the s rah is speaking about 

true faith and how people should accept it, and portraying a scene of supplication to 

God and His answering of believers’ prayers, it states that some of the people of 

earlier revelations have also followed the same path to its final end. They have 

believed in all God’s revelations and have not sought to isolate God’s messengers 

from Him, nor have they discriminated against any of His messengers. They believe 

in what was revealed to them in former times, and in what has been revealed to the 

Muslims. This is the distinctive characteristic of a faith which looks at all believers 

with loving tenderness and visualises the whole procession of the faithful as leading 

directly to God. It looks at the Divine system as a complete whole. The one 

characteristic of those believers among the people of earlier revelations which is 

highlighted here is humility before God and the refusal to barter away God’s 

revelations for a trifling price. They are thus set apart from the ranks of the people of 

the Scriptures whose main characteristic is one of boastfulness and of being totally 

unashamed before God. Moreover, they fabricate lies and seek cheap worldly 

pleasures. 

To those believers among the people of earlier revelations God promises the same 

reward as He gives to Muslim believers. God does not delay the reward of those who 

deal with Him. Far be it for Him to do so. “Swift is God’s reckoning.” 

Summing Up All Obligations 

Believers, be patient in adversity, and let your patience never be exhausted; be ever 
ready and fear God so that you may prosper. (Verse 200) 
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The closing verse in this long s rah is an address to the believers which sums up 

the obligations imposed on them by the constitution God has chosen for them. It is 

an address from on high to the believers. It calls them by their very quality which 

establishes their bond with the source of that address and places on them their 

obligations and qualifies them for the fulfilment of those obligations. It is the quality 

which gives them honour in this world and makes them honoured in heaven. They 

are called upon to show patience in adversity and to continue to do so in all 

situations, to be always ready for sacrifice and to maintain their fear of God. 

The s rah speaks repeatedly about patience in adversity and fear of God. The two 

qualities are mentioned on occasions separately and on others together. The s rah 

also repeatedly calls on the believers to endure whatever hardship they have to face, 

to struggle and to foil the schemes of their enemies and never to listen to the 

defeatists or to those who sow the seeds of discord. That the concluding verse of the 

s rah calls on the believer to be patient in adversity and to always persevere 

demonstrates that these are the essential ingredients of those who want to follow the 

path of Divine faith. It is a long and hard way, full of impediments, persecution, 

trials and tribulations. To follow it they must be patient. 

They have to resist their own desires, ambitions, weaknesses and impetuosity. 

They have to persevere in the face of peoples’ desires, weaknesses, ignorance, lack of 

understanding, perversions, selfishness, conceit, and their impatience for quick 

results. They have to endure the falsehood and tyranny, the power of evil and the 

conceit of every boastful arrogant. 

They have to be patient in spite of any of their own weaknesses and in spite of the 

whisperings of Satan at such times when they are totally unhappy. They must 

persevere in spite of the fact that this can give rise to anger, exasperation, occasional 

lack of trust in goodness, lack of confidence in human nature, disappointment, 

frustration and total despair. In addition, they must also be patient and restrain 

themselves at the moment of victory, show humility and gratitude when adversity is 

replaced by prosperity, suppress every motive for revenge or for exceeding the limits 

of justice. They must maintain their relationship with God and submit to His will in 

times of happiness and in times of hardship. They surrender themselves to Him with 

trust and reassurance. 

Words cannot express the true significance of this struggle. Only a person who has 

experienced such hardships can understand the full significance of such 

perseverance. The believers themselves knew well what this address from on high 

meant. They knew what sort of patience and perseverance God wanted them to 

show. 

This verse then calls on the believers to rise to a higher standard. It is expressed in 
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Arabic in a form of the verb “to be patient” which signifies a highly enhanced effect. 

This means that the believers must face up to all enemies who try hard to exhaust 

their patience. The believers are called upon not to allow their patience to fail them 

despite the prolonged struggle. They must remain more patient and stronger than 

their enemies, be they the inner enemies in their own souls or the external ones who 

are the evildoers. The case is thus described as a contest between them and their 

enemies, and the believers are called upon to meet patience with stronger fortitude, 

effort with even greater effort, determination with strong resilience. When they have 

shown that they are stronger and more patient than their enemies, the outcome will 

undoubtedly be in their favour. If falsehood can be determined and is patient as it 

goes along its own way, then the truth must be more determined and resilient and 

must show greater patience as it goes along its own way. 

To be ready, in Islamic terminology, is to stay in places where battles are expected, 

and in positions which are liable to attack from the enemy. The Muslim community 

never used to leave its eyes closed or to allow sleep to overtake it. Right from the 

moment when it was called upon to take up the message of Islam and to convey it to 

mankind, its enemies have never been allowed to rest. 

Nor will they ever allow the Muslim community to rest in peace, anywhere or at 

any time. Hence, it cannot overlook the need to be ever-ready to fight and sacrifice 

until the end of time. 

This message presents to people a practical system which exercises control over 

their consciences, money, property and way of living. It is a system which is upright, 

just and good. Evil, however, does not like to see such a system being implemented. 

Falsehood does not like honesty, justice or goodness. Tyranny does not submit to 

justice, equality and dignity. Hence, this message will always find enemies who 

uphold evil, falsehood and tyranny. Those who exploit others and are engaged in 

self- aggrandisement do not wish to relinquish their privileges. The despots who 

tyrannise people do not like to stop their oppression. The corrupt who indulge in 

every vice do not like to mend their ways. They all wage a campaign of 

extermination against the message of Islam. The believers must face up to all these 

enemies, and must equip themselves with patience and perseverance which can 

never be exhausted. They must always be on the alert for any aggression launched 

against them so that the Muslim community can never be taken unawares by its 

natural enemies who can be found everywhere and in all times. 

This is the nature of this message and this is the path it follows. It does not intend 

any aggression, but it certainly wants to establish its correct method and perfect 

system on earth. It will always find those who hate its method and system, and who 

try to prevent its establishment with force, wickedness and propaganda. The 

advocates of Islam have no choice but to accept the challenge and to fight the battle 
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no matter how much it costs. They must always be on their guard. 

Fearing God must accompany all this, because it is a watchful guard over man’s 

conscience. It keeps it alert and strong and restrains it from launching any aggression 

or indulging in any deviation. No one appreciates the need for this watchfulness 

except the one who suffers the difficulties of this path, the one who has to contend 

with contradictory feelings and reactions pulling him in opposite directions in every 

situation and at every moment. 

This final verse sums up the message of the whole s rah. It puts in a nutshell all 

the obligations Islam imposes on its followers. There is no wonder then that God 

attaches to it the outcome of a long struggle and makes prosperity in the Hereafter 

dependent on it: “So that you may prosper.” God always tells the truth. 
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S RAH 4 

Al-Nisā’ 
(Women) 

Prologue 

This, the second longest s rah in the Qur’ n was revealed in Madinah, following 

shortly after S rah 60, The Examined Woman, or Al-Mumtaĥanah. Some reports say 

that this latter s rah was partly revealed at the time of the expedition that ended in 

Makkah’s fall to Islam in year 8 of the Islamic calendar, while the other parts were 

revealed earlier, in year 6, at the time of the expedition ending in the peace treaty of 

Al- udaybiyyah. 

As stated in Volume I, when we discussed the opening of S rah 2, The Cow, the 

chronological order of revelation of the Qur’ nic s rahs cannot be totally ascertained. 

The longer s rahs were not revealed in toto, on the same occasion. Rather, several 

s rahs continued to be revealed concurrently over the same period of time. When a 

verse or a passage was revealed, the Prophet was ordered to place it at its position in 

a particular s rah. This means that the same s rah remained unfinished for a period 

of time, sometimes only briefly but on other occasions this gap could extend over 

several years. For example, some of the verses of S rah 2, the longest in the Qur’ n, 

were among the first to be revealed in Madinah whilst others were among the last 

parts of the Qur’ n to be so delivered. 

The same applies to this s rah. Certain parts were revealed after S rah 60 in years 

6 and 8, but many of its verses were revealed early in the Madinah period. It is felt 

that the revelation of this s rah covered a period starting after the Battle of U ud in 

year 3, stretching over to year 8 when the early part of S rah 60 was revealed. 

We mention by way of example the verse in this s rah which includes a ruling 
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concerning women found guilty of fornication: “As for those of your women who are 

guilty of gross immoral conduct, call upon four from among you to bear witness against 

them. If they so testify, then confine the guilty women to their houses until death takes them 

or God opens another way for them.” (Verse 15) It is certain that this verse was revealed 

earlier than the one in S rah 24, entitled Light, or al-N r, which gives a definitive 

ruling on the punishment for fornication: “As for the adulteress and the adulterer, flog 

each of them with a hundred stripes, and let not compassion with them keep you from 

[carrying out] this law of God, if you truly believe in God and the Last Day; and let a group 

of the believers witness their punishment.” (24: 2) This verse was revealed after the 

incident known as “The False Story” in year 5. When it was revealed the Prophet 

said: “Take this from me. God has opened a way for them...” The way to which he 

refers is the one prescribed in this latter verse. This s rah includes several examples 

which give some indication of the chronology of their revelation, as we explained in 

the opening remarks of our commentary on S rah 2 (Volume I, p. 9). 

The s rah also reflects some of the efforts Islam exerted in bringing into being and 

protecting the first Muslim community and Islamic society. We see an example of the 

influence of the Qur’ n on that newly born society which derived its basic and 

distinctive characteristics from the Qur’ n and the Islamic code of living. Here we 

have clear evidence of how Islam deals with man and how human nature reacts to it. 

We see how Islam takes man by the hand from the lowest of depths, guiding his 

footsteps up to a higher horizon, steering him along so that he is able to resist 

temptation, desire, fear and worry, helping him to bear the difficulties he may 

encounter and to resist whatever his enemies might scheme against him. 

Just as in the earlier two Volumes, which discussed S rahs 2 and 3 respectively, 

the Qur’ n here faces all the circumstances prevailing at the time of the birth of the 

Muslim community in Madinah. It outlines the code of living which lays down the 

foundation of the Muslim community. It explains the basic principles of the Islamic 

faith, the values and standards it lays down, and the duties that need to be fulfilled 

in order to discharge this trust. At the same time, it describes the nature of the forces 

hostile to the Divine constitution and the community implementing it, warning the 

Muslim community against these enemies and their schemes. It also exposes the 

falsehood of their beliefs and their wicked devices. 

However, every s rah of the Qur’ n contains its own unique characteristics and 

distinctive features, as well as a specific idea which permeates all the themes it 

discusses. This uniqueness essentially means that the themes of every s rah should 

gather together coherently around its central topic in a special system designed to 

enhance its distinctive features, just like those of a unique living being which remains 

the only one of its kind. 

We almost feel that this s rah is alive, that its well defined objective is pursued 
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diligently and, thereby, successfully attained. It achieves this by words, verses and 

passages. We almost have the same sympathy with this s rah as we would have 

towards a unique living being moving towards his or her clear objectives, making his 

or her own moves and experiencing the full gamut of feelings and emotions. 

The s rah moves with clear determination to erase all aspects of that ignorant 

society from which Islam saved the Muslim community. Removing whatever 

vestiges of that society remained, fashioning the distinctive features of Islamic 

society and bringing its unique personality into sharp relief. It urges the Muslim 

community to defend its unique character, outlining its foundation and illustrating 

the dangers to which it is exposed and from what quarters. It lays down legislation to 

regulate all this from within its clearly defined line of action. 

At the same time, we see the lingering aspects of that ignorant society struggling 

against the new system, values and standards, trying to overshadow the bright 

features of the new Islamic society. We actually witness the battle fought by the 

Qur’ n here, which is by no means less fierce or intransigent than any other physical 

battle against hostile forces. 

When we look carefully at the residue the Muslim society carried over from the 

old ignorant society, we are surprised at how deeply rooted it was; so much so that 

its eradication continued over the years taken to reveal this s rah. Indeed this s rah 

deals with certain aspects of that residue, while several other s rahs deal with other 

aspects. What is surprising is that such traces of past ignorance continued to be 

firmly rooted until such a late stage in the life of the Muslim community in Madinah. 

We are amazed, however, at the great divide that Islam managed to bring about 

between the two societies. It picked up this community of new believers from the 

depths of paganism and moved it upwards to a height that humanity could never 

achieve in its long history except when so steered by the unique code of life Islam 

puts in place. What is more, this was all done gently, patiently and with a steady and 

firm step. 

Whoever looks carefully at this phenomenon in the history of mankind is bound to 

recognise some aspects of God’s wisdom in choosing the unlettered people of Arabia 

to be entrusted with such a profound message. They actually represented the very 

depths of ignorance; ideologically, intellectually, morally, socially, economically and 

politically. That made them the best model against which to demonstrate the effects 

of the Islamic system and code of living. They, then, provided the portrait depicting 

how the great miracle, which no other system can work out, is accomplished. The 

line of its action is thus seen in practice, as it leads the community, stage by stage, 

from the lowest depths to the highest zenith. Thus humanity, across all subsequent 

ages, has been able to see the full workings of the system and how it can help any 

community, regardless of its position, elevate itself to the same heights those 
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unlettered Arabs were able to achieve. 

The Islamic constitution has well-established principles and constituent elements, 

because it deals with man, who has a constant, unchangeable make-up. Nothing of 

the changes and developments that human life may experience will change human 

nature and make-up. Nothing will make man a different species. These are merely 

superficial changes, like waves in the sea: they do not change the nature of its water, 

or even its undercurrents that are subject to certain constant and natural factors. 

Thus, all these unchanging Qur’ nic statements deal with an unchanging human 

nature. Since both are devised by the same Maker, they are able to deal with the 

changing circumstances of human life and its developing stages with a flexibility that 

still enables man to retain his essential elements. Man has deliberately been endowed 

with all the necessary skills to deal with the constant flux that different life situations 

bring about. Hence the Divine constitution for human life has been given the same 

degree of flexibility, because it has been made suitable for human life to the end of 

time. 

Thus the Islamic system, represented by the Qur’ nic and ĥadīth texts, is able to 

take human individuals and human communities by the hand, from whatever level 

they may be at, leading them upwards towards the highest zenith. It never forces 

them backwards, nor does it allow them to descend by even one step. Nor does it 

ever tire of any community or feel itself unable to take it up the ascending path to the 

highest level. The primitive, backward community of the Arabs during their days of 

ignorance was no different to the civilised, industrial societies pertaining in Europe 

and America in these present days of unenlightenment: both find in the Divine 

constitution and in the Qur’ n their rightful places. Both will he taken by the hand, 

from their respective positions, along the rising path until they reach the top. It was 

Islam that took Arabian society to that very pinnacle in those earlier days of human 

history and it is Islam that can achieve the same today, as also across the myriad of 

societies that make up our global system. 

When we speak of an ignorant society, we are not referring to conditions that 

might have prevailed during a particular period of history. Ignorant is every society 

in which human beings are subjugated by others. This is the case under all existing 

systems on earth today. In all these contemporary societies, people look to other 

human beings for the formulation of their concepts, principles, values, standards, 

legislation and traditions. This, then, is the essence of an ignorant society, where 

human beings submit themselves to their fellow human beings. 

Islam is the only system of living where people are free from subjugation by other 

people, because they receive all their concepts, principles, values, standards, 

legislation and traditions from God. Thus, it is only to God that they bow, only God’s 
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law that they obey, and to God alone that they submit. In this way they are free of all 

subjugation, because, unlike all other people, they surrender themselves only to God. 

This is the parting of ways between Islam and ignorance, in all its shapes and forms. 

Such delineation is clearly and precisely demonstrated in this s rah. 

It is well known that every order, prohibition or directive in the Qur’ n was issued 

in response to a practical situation pertaining in the ignorant society at the time and 

which aimed either to originate something new or to abolish something in existence, 

without prejudice to the overall rule that makes “general application supersede 

special circumstances”. It should be remembered that Qur’ nic texts are meant to be 

implemented throughout all generations and all communities. Here we see the 

miracle of the Islamic approach. These texts, which dealt with particular situations, 

are so designed to assist any human society, no matter what its stage of development 

may be, to rise up along the path to the pinnacle reached by the first Muslim 

community. Thus when we read the Qur’ n, we can discern in its orders, 

prohibitions and directives the features and aspects of ignorant society, and we can 

also see the new features and aspects Islam wants to initiate and establish in the new 

community it is building. 

So what do we find in this s rah of the features of that ignorant society which 

remained extant in the first Muslim community after it was picked tip by Islam? 

What new features do we see Islam trying to establish in this new society? 

We see addressed the rights of orphans, particularly girls, plundered by the very 

relatives and guardians who were supposed to look after them; what property of 

theirs was good and valuable being substituted with foul and less valuable things. 

The good of their inheritance being quickly consumed lest these orphans come of age 

and demand what was rightfully theirs. Young and rich orphaned girls were 

detained at home until they could be married to their guardians, not because the 

latter loved them, but rather because they wanted their money. Alternatively, they 

might be forced to marry their guardians’ sons so as to achieve the same end. 

We see a society in which the young and vulnerable, as also women, were 

wronged and not given their rightful share of any inheritance. Strong-bodied men 

who were able to fight in war got away with the largest share of any inheritance, 

whilst the weak and vulnerable were left with only a meagre portion. Yet it was for 

such miserly shares that young orphan girls and widowed women were detained so 

that they would be married to either the guardians themselves or to whom the latter 

so chose. The reason for that was simply to ensure that their property would not fall 

into the hands of strangers. 

Society at that time gave women an ignoble position, ill-treating them throughout 

their lives. In addition to the practices to which we have referred in cases of 



Al-Nisā’ (Women) | PROLOGUE 

 6

inheritance, women themselves were treated as part of the estate. When a husband 

died, his nearest of kin would throw his robe over the widow, this as a mark of 

retaining her for himself. Furthermore, he could marry her without paying her any 

dowry, or he could give her in marriage to someone else, but in this latter case he 

would receive her dowry for himself. In other instances, if a man no longer wanted 

his wife then he seemed at liberty to ill-treat her. He could leave her in suspense, 

neither married nor divorced, until she bought her freedom from him with her own 

money. 

In such a society the foundations of the family were shaken because of the low 

status attributed to women. Additionally, confusion was created by the rules 

governing adoption and alliance, for these often conflicted with ties of kinship. 

Furthermore, chaos marked much of the relations between the two sexes as also 

family relations. All this was the result of the various illegitimate relationships 

common in society at that time. 

Furthermore, usurious financial transactions led to the plundering of property, the 

usurpation of rights and the violation of trust. Attacks on property and people were 

widespread, justice was limited to the strong, charitable donations were given only 

for the sake of reputation and personal pride, with only a small proportion of such 

donations given to the poor and needy. 

These represent only some of the features pertaining in that ignorant society 

which this s rah deals with. Other features are depicted in other s rahs, as well as in 

the history books of both Arabia and its neighbouring nations.1 

It was not, however, a society without some redeeming virtues. Indeed, it had 

virtues which made it both suitable and ready to receive the ultimate Divine 

message. But these were virtues that Islam saved and directed in a constructive way. 

Had it not been for Islam, these virtues would have remained overshadowed by 

greater vices, lost and working individually to little effect. The Arab nation could 

never have contributed anything of value to human progress except for the Islamic 

way of life which erased the ugly features of ignorance and replaced them with the 

brightness of Islam. It saved and used to good purpose those good qualities the 

Arabs possessed, which, as in other contemporary societies, were lost and highly 

unproductive. All such virtues were destined to disappear because they were not 

saved by any Divine message. 

In this s rah we also see some of the features which Islam aims to consolidate in 

the practical life of the Muslim community, after purging it of its traces of ignorance 

and after establishing a proper order so as to ensure their protection. We see first of 

all a statement of the true nature of Lordship and the fact that God is the only Lord in 

                                                 
1 A fuller discussion has been given in our commentary on verse 164 of S rah 3, Vol. II pp. 225-30. 
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the universe; this being a reaffirmation of the single origin of all mankind. This 

makes the family the basis of all human society and ensures that the maintenance of 

family relationships has a strong effect on human conscience. The family is thus the 

mainstay of the Islamic society’s structure. The weak and vulnerable in that society 

are protected through the concept of mutual care within the family, and society itself 

is protected from indecent conduct, oppression and strife. The family, Islamic society 

and indeed human society as a whole are all organised on the basis of the Oneness of 

the Lord and the unity of humanity. (See verse 1.) We will consider this important 

fact in full when we comment on this first verse in the s rah. 

We also find practical legislation which builds firmly upon the system of mutual 

care within society on the basis of the family. With regard to the protection of 

orphans, the s rah couples inspiring directives with strong warnings and definitive 

legal provisions. (See verses 2, 6, 9 and 10.) The protection of young orphan girls and 

oppressed widows, ensuring their rights of inheritance and earnings, and their right 

of self-determination, as well as saving them from the oppression and unfair 

traditions of ignorant society are dealt with in many verses of the s rah. (See, for 

example, verses 3, 4, 7, 19-21 and 127.) 

The establishment of the family on a firm basis coupled with the requirements of 

human nature, its protection against temporary influences in family and social life 

are discussed in verses 22-4, 34-5 and 128-30. 

Inheritance within the family based on familial organisation and mutual care 

between family relatives, organising relations between parties to bonds of alliance, as 

well as the abrogation of adoption are all legislated for in several verses. (See, for 

example, verses 7, 11-12, 176 and also 33.) 

Legislation is also provided to protect society from immorality and to facilitate 

marriage and the preservation of chastity. (See, for example, verses 15-16 and 25-6.) 

Organising relations between individuals in the Muslim community so that they 

are based on mutual care, compassion, honest counsel, justice and benevolence is the 

subject dealt with by many verses. (See verses 5, 8, 29-30, 32, 36-8, 59, 85-6, 92-3, 135 

and 148-9.) 

Another similarly important objective with equally far-reaching effects on the life 

of Islamic society is the definition of faith. This whereby the conditions and 

boundaries of Islam are delineated, and which, in turn, relates to all laws and 

regulations that govern the life of the individual and society with such definitions of 

faith and religion. 

Religion is the system God has laid down for human life and the system to govern 

its activities. It is God who has the sole right to lay down that system. To believe in 

religion is to obey the leadership which God has specified as having the right to such 
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obedience and to give guidance. Just as it has its own faith and outlook, Islamic 

society also has its own leadership represented by God’s Messenger (peace be upon 

him) and what he has conveyed to us of God’s message outlining Divine law. That 

message remains in force even after the Prophet passed away. Submission by society 

to this leadership is what makes that society Islamic. Without such submission, that 

society is not Muslim. Submission means referring disputes to God and His 

Messenger for arbitration, leaving all matters to God and accepting whatever rulings 

the Prophet makes without hesitation. 

The s rah clarifies this concept and principle in such a decisive way that no room 

is left for argument, loophole or confusion. This comes out in numerous verses, some 

of which are of a general nature, like verses 1, 27 and 48, while others are more 

specific. Examples of the latter include verses 59-61, 64, 65, 80 and 115. From all these 

verses we see that Islam is not mere feelings, conceptions, slogans or worship rituals. 

It is also a complete system of government, a leadership to obey, and a regime 

following a definite code. 

The s rah indeed contains numerous directives based on this essential principle: 

1. As with rituals of worship, all social regulations are based on the basic 

principle defining religion and faith. They are not merely regulations for 

society, they are, in effect, part of believing in the oneness of God, 

acknowledging Him as the only God and Lord of the universe, and a 

readiness to receive orders and directives from the leadership He has 

assigned. Thus, we see that all the legislation to which we have referred have 

their foundation in this concept, which is re-emphasised in the comments at 

the end of each relevant verse. The opening verse, for example, affirms the 

single origin of all mankind, calling on people to nurture their ties with their 

kin. It serves as an introduction for all the regulations which follow in the 

s rah. It starts with calling on people to fear their Lord who created them all 

from a single soul, and concludes with further emphasis on fearing God who 

is ever watchful. Similarly, the verses which stress the duty of taking proper 

care of orphans conclude with a reminder that God will hold people to 

account. Dividing any inheritance according to the defined shares is shown to 

be something that God Himself enjoins. Fearing God is an ever- present 

element in all legislation regulating the family and its affairs. Thus all 

legislation is derived from God and all matters should be referred to Him 

alone. 

2. Another result of that essential principle is that the loyalty of the believers 

remains, in totality, to their own leadership and to their faithful community. 

They do not enter into a patronage relationship with anyone who does not 
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believe in their faith, follow their system, or who does not show loyalty to 

their leadership. It does not matter what sort of ties they may have with that 

particular person: to befriend such a person is bound to lead to hypocrisy or 

idolatry, which, in itself, means abandoning the Muslim community as a 

whole. (See verses 115-16, 139 and 144-6.) 

3. It is imperative, as a result, that Muslims should abandon any land where 

Islam is not the ruling system and where Islamic leadership does not rule. This 

so that they may join the Muslim community where it is established and holds 

sway in the world. This so that they will be able to live under Islamic 

leadership and not under the banner of disbelief. If they do not do so, they 

may be guilty of hypocrisy or disbelief, which means abandoning the Muslim 

camp. (See verses 88-9 and 97-100.) 

4. Muslims should fight to save their oppressed Muslim brethren who cannot 

emigrate from the land of war. In this way, the latter will be able to join the 

Muslim community in its land and will not be subject to persecution that aims 

to turn them away from their faith. They will not have to suffer life under a 

system other than Islam, and will he able, instead, to enjoy life in a pure 

Islamic society. This is the right of every Muslim. To deny it is to deprive 

people of the best of God’s favours in this world. (See verse 75.) 

The s rah follows this with a campaign encouraging Muslims to undertake a 

struggle for God’s cause, i.e. jihād, laying down, if necessary, their wealth and lives. It 

denounces those who sit idle or try to dissuade others from joining such a struggle. 

This occupies much of the s rah which itself is characterised by a faster rhythm. A 

full discussion of this campaign will be dealt with later but what we can say now is 

that glimpses of this campaign may be seen in verses 71-6, 84, 95-6 and 105. 

Within this campaign to encourage people to struggle for God’s cause come rules 

to regulate international relations between the land of Islam and other nations and 

groups. We see for example comments and directives on how to deal with those 

hypocrites who visited Madinah for trade and other purposes, maintaining links 

with its people, but who, when they left, turned their allegiance to the enemy camp. 

(See verses 89-91 and 94.) 

Within the context of jihād certain rules are outlined on how to offer prayers in a 

state of fear and insecurity. We note how the believers are repeatedly urged to take 

care and make precautions against any surprise attack. This is outlined in verses 101-

3. These verses show the important position of prayer in Islamic life. Within this 

context elaborate details are given on how to offer prayer when the enemy is close by 

and war is imminent. We see clearly the integrity of the Islamic system which deals 

with human life in all its manifestations, looking after the individual and the 
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community at all times. 

Associated with the orders concerning jih d is a strong denunciation of the 

hypocrites and their alliance with the Jews of Madinah who schemed in every 

possible way against Islam and the Muslim community. The hypocrites are also 

denounced for the tricks and ploys they resorted to in the hope of diluting Islamic 

values. This is very clear in the verses dealing with jihād to which we have already 

referred. In addition reference in this connection may be made to verses 81-3 and 

137-45. 

In this and other sections of the s rah we encounter references to the war against 

Islam and the Muslim community and leadership, launched by the followers of 

earlier religions, particularly the Jews, and their hypocrite allies in Madinah and the 

pagan Arabs of Makkah and surrounding areas. This is the same war which was 

discussed in the previous two s rahs, The Cow and The House of `Imr n, as 

contained in Volumes I and II of this work. Here again we see how the Islamic 

system leads the Muslim community showing it how to deal with hostile forces, 

exposing the nature of its enemies, warning it against their schemes and the nature of 

the fight it is engaged in. 

One aspect of the miraculous nature of the Qur’ n is that these very verses which 

were revealed to deal with a particular battle continue to describe the ever-renewing 

battle waged everywhere and across all generations against Islam and the Muslim 

community. The enemies are the same, pursuing the same objectives despite 

changing shapes and appearances, immediate causes and methods. Those enemies 

continue to pursue their aims to weaken the faith of the Muslim community, by 

sowing discord within its ranks and raising doubts with regard to the integrity of the 

Muslim leadership. They hope ultimately that they will be able to gain control of the 

Muslim community, its land, resources, and property, just like the Jews of Madinah 

exploited the two Arab tribes which lived there, the Aws and the Khazraj, before 

they embraced Islam and benefited by the unity and strength which Islam gave 

them. 

The s rah examines, in detail, the discussion started in the previous two s rahs 

about the successive plots hatched by the Jews against the Muslim community in 

Madinah. In all these, they collaborated with the hypocrites living in Madinah itself 

as also the idolaters in Makkah. (See verses 44-55, 150-1 and 153-61.) The Qur’ n 

exposes, denounces and refutes the Jews’ wicked plots. We note that the Jews are 

described here as non-believers and enemies, giving us an idea of just how hard such 

plots were for the Muslim community to endure. It was necessary that God in His 

glory took it upon Himself to refute the allegations of the Jews, expose their wicked 

motives, aims and objectives. It should be noted that the Israelites, in their long 

history, never accepted Divine guidance except for short bursts, but were soon wont 
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to wickedly murder their prophets. In their grudge and envy against the Prophet 

Mu ammad for being chosen to carry God’s final message to mankind, and against 

the Muslim community for being united under God’s guidance, the Jews have 

continued their hostility towards Islam ever since it arrived in Madinah. Every 

Muslim community and every Islamic revival has had to cope with their hostility. 

The first aim of the Jews in Madinah was to raise doubts as to the truth of the 

message and prophethood of Mu ammad (peace be upon him). They realised that 

once this was done, it would be much easier to divert the Muslims away from their 

faith and their faithful leadership. This would inevitably lead to the fragmentation of 

the community. They knew that when the Muslims are united by their faith, under 

their own leadership, they are very hard to overcome. Hence the Jews always try first 

to weaken their unity and sow discord between them; this being certain to lead their 

leadership to become motivated only by personal desires and prejudices. That would 

ensure their loss of strength. 

Hence, the s rah explains the simple truth of Mu ammad’s message, which was 

by no means a unique or strange development. The Israelites themselves knew much 

about Divine messages to mankind. Mu ammad’s message was merely one in a 

chain of messages through which God puts the argument for faith in Him clearly in 

front of human beings, before He holds them accountable. God bestowed His 

revelations on Mu ammad just like He did with earlier messengers. He granted 

Mu ammad prophethood and wisdom in the same way as He granted these to the 

Israelite prophets. There is nothing to wonder about, then, in God choosing one of 

His servants to be the bearer of His last message and to give him the leadership over 

mankind. All excuses advanced by the Jews are false. Indeed they resorted to the 

same wicked devices with their greatest messenger, Moses (peace be upon him), and 

with other prophets, but particularly so with Jesus (peace be upon him). Hence, 

Muslims must pay no attention to what they claim. Many verses in the s rah explain 

this, but particular reference may be made to verses 163-6, 153-7 and 54-5. 

The s rah also explains some of the most essential elements in the basic concepts of 

the Islamic faith, purging it of all ambiguity. Refuting all the false allegations the 

Jews circulated against Jesus (peace be upon him) and his pure, virgin mother, the 

s rah also outlines the excesses introduced into Christian beliefs. It re-asserts the 

concepts of the oneness of God and man’s servitude to God. It also clarifies the 

concept of fate and the relationship between God and His servants, the nature of life, 

its duration, death and its relation to fate, what sins God may forgive, the truth of 

repentance and the rules governing action and reward. (See verses 17-18, 26-8, 31, 40, 

77-9, 123-4, 147, 150-2 and 171-3.) 

The s rah also includes a number of the moral principles basic to Islamic society, 

some of which have already been mentioned. It must be said here that the moral 
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aspect is not only profound and central to the Islamic concept of human life but also 

to the type of society Islam builds. Hardly any aspect of life is found without an 

integral element of morality. We will only refer to some basic points of this highly 

important aspect in the life of the Muslim community. 

Since Islamic society is based on the guiding principle of ascribing Divinity to God 

alone, it is free of any form of submission to His creatures. Indeed, it is the only 

society on earth where all attributes of Godhead are ascribed firmly and absolutely to 

God alone. None of these is associated with any of His creatures. It is from such 

freedom of submission to others that all virtues and moral principles originate. For 

all these are directed to the overall goal of seeking God’s pleasure, and their basic 

objective is to acquire the moral standards acceptable to God. Hence, they are free of 

all egotism and hypocrisy and of currying favour with any creature. That is the 

essence of Islamic morality. 

We are then given some of the components behind Islam’s moral concept. We see 

that Islamic society is based on honesty, fairness, and the prohibition of all 

illegitimate gains. It ensures that private talks and collaborations are aimed at what is 

good and beneficial, refraining from foul and abusive language except in the case of 

the oppressed. In this way, it promotes kindly intercession, friendly greetings, 

outlaws all indecency and sexual relations outside the marriage bond, prohibits 

arrogant behaviour, pride, miserliness, envy and the harbouring of grudges. It 

promotes mutual co-operation, counselling, forbearance, forgiveness, mutual help, 

and obedience to the Islamic leadership, etc. We will discuss all of these in detail 

when commenting on the relevant verses. However, we will only refer here to a 

single and remarkable incident which demonstrates the sublime heights which 

mankind can only attain under Islam, and in a community conducting its life 

according to its precepts. 

Whilst the Jews of Madinah were scheming endlessly against Islam, the Prophet 

and the Muslim community as a whole, the Qur’ n was moulding that community 

with great care, raising its standards of morality and giving it the proper motivation 

to always aspire to ideals that cannot be compromised. Then an incident occurred 

involving a Jewish individual. 

God commanded the Muslim community to maintain absolute honesty and 

complete justice between all people, regardless of their race, belief, ethnic origin or 

nationality. (Verses 58 and 135.) Then a whole passage, running into eleven verses, 

was revealed to acquit a Jewish person from an unfair accusation levelled against 

him by a group of Muslims who had not yet fully understood these principles and 

the need to implement them in practice. They were still influenced by practices of the 

old, pre-Islamic days. Hence, loyalty to clan and blood relations induced them to 

divert the blame for a certain offence from one of their number to the Jew. The 
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incident involved the theft of some body armour. A number of Muslims testified in 

front of the Prophet against the Jew. The Prophet was about to issue a sentence 

against the Jew, which would have implemented the prescribed punishment for 

theft. That would have meant punishment of an innocent person, while the real 

culprit would have escaped. 

This passage was revealed containing as it does a clear reproach of the Prophet 

(peace be upon him), and a strong reprimand for a group of the people of Madinah 

who had given refuge and support to the Prophet. And what was the cause of all this 

blame and censure? The only purpose was to do justice to one Jew who belonged to a 

group that was very hostile to the Prophet and his message, engaging in unceasing, 

wicked scheming against all the Muslims. The passage issues very stern warnings to 

anyone who commits a sin or an offence and then wilfully puts the blame on another 

innocent person. Thus, the passage represents a clear ascendance towards the 

sublime. The passage to read in this connection runs from verse 105 to verse 116. 

What can we say except that it is only the unique method of the Qur’ n and Islam 

that can pick up a human community from the depths of ignorance and darkness 

and take it by the hand along an inclining path until it attains sublimity. All this 

within a short period of time. 
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1 

Fair Inheritance for All 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

Mankind, fear your Lord, who has created 

you from a single soul, and from it created 

its mate, and from the two of them spread 

abroad so many men and women. Fear 

God, in whose name you appeal to one 

another, and be mindful of your ties of 

kinship. Indeed, God is ever watching over 

you. (1) 

Give the orphans their property. Do not 

substitute bad things of your own for their 

good things, and do not absorb their wealth 

into your own wealth. That is surely a 

great crime. (2) 

If you fear that you may not deal fairly by 

the orphans, you may marry of other 

women as may be agreeable to you, two or 

three or four. But if you fear that you will 

not be able to maintain fairness between 

them, then marry only one, or those whom 

your right hands possess. That makes it 

more likely that you will not do injustice. 

(3) 

Give women their dower as a free gift; but 

if they, of their own accord, choose to give 

up to you a part of it, then you may take it 
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with pleasure. (4) 

Do not give to the feeble-minded your 

wealth which God has assigned to you in 

trust. Make provisions for them and clothe 

them out of it and speak to them in a 

kindly way. (5) 

Test the orphans [in your charge] until they 

reach a marriageable age; then, if you find 

them of sound judgement, hand over to 

them their property, and do not consume it 

by wasteful and hasty spending before they 

come of age. Let him who is rich abstain 

generously [from his ward’s property], but 

he who is poor may partake of it in a fair 

manner. When you hand over to them their 

property, let there be witnesses on their 

behalf. God is sufficient as a reckoner. (6) 

Men shall have a share in what parents 

and kinsfolk leave behind, and women 

shall have a share in what parents and 

kinsfolk leave behind; whether it be little or 

much. It is an apportioned share. (7) 

When other kinsfolk, orphans and needy 

persons are present at the distribution of 

inheritance, give them something out of it, 

and speak to them in a kindly way. (8) 

Let those who, if they themselves had to 

leave behind weak offspring, would feel fear 

on their account, be afraid (to wrong the 

orphans in their charge), let them fear God 
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and speak in a just manner. (9) 

Those who devour the property of orphans 

unjustly, only swallow fire into their bellies. 

They will be made to endure a blazing fire. 

(10) 

God has this to enjoin on you with regard 

to your children: The male shall have a 

share equal to that of two females. If there 

are more than two women, they shall have 

two-thirds of what [their parents] leave 

behind; and if there is only one, she shall 

have one- half of it. As for the parents [of 

the deceased], each of them shall have one-

sixth of what he leaves behind, in the event 

of his having a child; but if he leaves no 

children, and his parents be his heirs, then 

his mother shall have one-third; and if he 

has brothers and sisters, his mother shall 

have one-sixth after (deducting) any bequest 

he may have made, or any outstanding 

debt. With regard to your parents and your 

children, you do not know which of them is 

of more benefit to you. This is, therefore, an 

ordinance from God. God is All- 

Knowing, Wise. (11) 

You shall inherit one-half of what your 

wives leave behind, provided that they have 

left no child; but if they have left a child, 

then you shall have one-quarter of what 

they leave behind, after [deducting] any 

bequest they may have made or any 

outstanding debt. And they (i.e. your 

widows) shall inherit one-quarter of what 

you leave behind, provided that you have 

left no child; but if you have left a child, 

then they shall have one-eighth of what you 
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leave behind, after [deducting] any bequest 

you may have made or any outstanding 

debt.  

If a man or a woman has no heir in the 

direct line, but has a brother or a sister, 

then each of them shall inherit one-sixth; 

but if there be more, then they shall share 

in one-third, after [deducting] any bequest 

which may have been made or any 

outstanding debt, neither of which having 

been intended to harm [the heirs]. This is a 

commandment from God; and God is All-

Knowing, Gracious. (12) 

These are the bounds set by God. Whoever 

obeys God and His Messenger, him will 

He admit into gardens through which 

running waters flow, there to dwell forever. 

That is the supreme triumph. (13) 

But whoever disobeys God and His 

Messenger, and transgresses His bounds, 

him will He commit to the fire, there to 

abide forever; and shameful torment awaits 

him. (14) 

βÎ) uρ šχ% x. ×≅ ã_u‘ ß^ u‘θãƒ »'s#≈ n=Ÿ2 Íρr& ×ο r& tøΒ$# 
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Overview 

This first passage of this s rah begins with a verse which reminds people that they 

all have one Lord and a single Creator, that they descend from the same origin and 

belong to one family. It defines the unit of humanity as the individual and makes the 

family the unit of society. It emphasises the importance of fearing God and fostering 

ties of kinship in order to build on this basis all the obligations of mutual care and 

support, as well as compassion within the family and within humanity as a single 
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whole. All the legislation and regulations included in this s rah take into account the 

twin obligations of fearing God and of fostering ties of kinship. 

In this opening passage of the s rah, the duties and legal provisions concerning 

orphans are outlined, thus providing protection for those who are normally weak 

within both the family and society. These provisions define the way in which 

orphans and their property should be looked after. They also regulate how 

inheritance takes place within the family and the various shares of different relatives 

according to a whole range of situations. All this relates to the fundamental principle 

stated in this opening verse, reminders of which are given at the beginning, middle 

or end of other verses. The emphasis being on the relationship between these 

regulations and legal provisions and the One who enacts them, the Supreme Lord 

Who alone has the right to legislate. 

Mankind Begins with a Single Person 

Mankind, fear your Lord, who has created you from a single soul, and from it created 
its mate, and from the two of them spread abroad so many men and women. Fear God, 
in whose name you appeal to one another, and be mindful of your ties of kinship. 
Indeed, God is ever watching over you. (Verse 1) 

This address is made to mankind, in their basic human quality, so that they may 

all turn to their Lord who has created them “from a single soul”. He further created 

from this single soul its mate, “and from the two of them spread abroad so many men and 

women.” (Verse 1) 

These simple and basic facts are very profound, having much weight in human 

considerations. Had people been truly mindful of these facts, it would have brought 

about great changes in their lives, helping them to move from their state of ignorance 

to a state of intelligence, whereby they would be able to receive proper guidance and 

accept the true faith. They would, thus, have been able to build a true civilisation 

worthy of man, the creature who acknowledges God as his Lord and Creator. 

These facts open up a very wide scope for us to reflect upon. Firstly, they remind 

us of our origins, and of the fact that we belong to our Creator who has established 

us on this earth. People are often oblivious to this fact, forget everything and, 

consequently, cannot establish anything in their lives on a sound basis. 

Man came into this world after a period of time when the world existed without 

him. Who, then, brought him into this world? He has not come into it by his own 

will. Prior to his arrival he had no definite existence, and no will with which to 

decide whether to enter this world or not. Man’s arrival in this world is, thus, the 

result of a will other than his own. It is this will which decided to create man, and 
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which chose and defined his way for him. It has given him his existence with all its 

special characteristics, his talents and potentials. It has given him the ability to deal 

with the universe into which he has been brought without any prior preparation 

except that given him by this same will. Needless to say, that will is omnipotent in 

the sense that it is able to do whatever it may wish and determine. If people would 

only remember this fact they would be able to recognise the true path from the very 

outset. 

This will, which has brought man into this world, outlined for him his way of life 

and gave him the ability to deal with the universe. It is the only will which can 

influence human life in any way it wishes, knows everything about man and can best 

manage his affairs. It is the only will which has the right to define for man his source 

of life, promulgate laws and regulations for human life, and lay down values and 

standards for man to observe. To this will alone people must refer whenever they 

differ over anything. When they do this, they refer to the one constitution which God 

wants mankind to implement. 

Secondly, these facts suggest that all humanity, which has issued from a single 

will, share together in a single kinship and have the same origin and lineage: 

“Mankind, fear your Lord, who has created you from a single soul, and from it created its 

mate, and from the two of them spread abroad so many men and women.” (Verse 1) 

Had people been mindful of this fact, they would have paid little or no attention to 

all the differences that came into their lives at a later time. Differences which led to 

discrimination between the descendants of a single soul and to the severance of ties 

of a single universal kinship. All these differences are purely circumstantial and 

should never have been allowed to take precedence over the tie of kinship and its 

claim to be fostered, the tie of belonging to one soul which deserves to be 

maintained, and the tie of belonging to the one Lord who must be feared. 

Had this fact been truly appreciated, it would have ensured that no racial 

discrimination could ever take place in human society. We know how much 

mankind has suffered from racial discrimination and continues to suffer even today, 

in a latter day ignorance that seeks to consolidate its own existence through 

discrimination between people on the basis of their colour or race. It upholds the ties 

of race and nationality and totally ignores the ties of a single humanity and a single 

Godhead. 

Had this fact been well established, there would have never been the sort of caste 

system which we find in pagan India, or the sort of class war which leads to much 

bloodshed in Communist countries. In modern ignorance, this class war is 

considered to be a doctrinal basis that legitimises the supremacy of one class and the 

destruction of all others. It chooses to be totally oblivious to the fact that all human 
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beings have issued from a single soul, and that they all have the same Lord to whom 

they should all refer. 

The third fact stated in this opening verse is that from a single soul God “created its 

mate”. Had mankind appreciated this fact, they would have spared themselves all 

those grievous mistakes under which they have long suffered. They would not have 

coined such absurdities about women, branding them as the source of impurity and 

the origin of evil. The truth is that in her nature and temperament, the woman is 

created from the first human soul in order to be its mate and, thereafter, for 

numerous men and women to issue forth from them both. There is no difference 

between man and woman, then, in their nature or origin. The only difference is in 

their abilities and the roles they have to play. Mankind has groped blindly in this 

maze of absurd beliefs for a very long time. Women were deprived of their human 

status, all human characteristics together with all the rights to which their humanity 

entitles them for no other reason than an absurd, groundless belief that temporarily 

took hold of man’s mind. When mankind recognised its gross mistake and set about 

correcting it, we find that the other extreme was adopted, one whereby women were 

left without any check or control. They had forgotten that man and woman are two 

mutually complementary human beings. They are not identical individuals, but a 

pair, each part of which complements the other. The Divine constitution brings 

mankind back to this elementary fact after it has strayed far from it. 

This opening verse also suggests that the family is the cornerstone of human life. 

God’s will has determined that this new creation on earth begins with one family. He 

created first a single soul, before creating from it its mate. Together, they formed a 

family and a married couple. “And from the two of them He spread abroad so many men 

and women.” Had He so wished, God could from the very outset have created many 

men and women, and paired them in couples to form different families. This could 

have been accomplished without any relationship between them except that they all 

derive their existence from the will of God, the single deity in the universe. He — 

limitless is He in His glory — has willed, for a definite purpose of His own, to 

complement man’s tie with his Lord, which is the one from which all ties and 

relationships are derived, with the tie of kinship. He, therefore, formed the first 

family from a male and female who came from one soul and shared a single nature. 

From this first family He spread a multitude of men and women who all share in 

their tie with their Lord and in their family tie upon which human life is built. It is 

for this reason that the Islamic system takes so much care of the family and tries to 

strengthen its ties. It protects the family structure against all influences that may 

weaken it. Most prominent of these is deviation from human nature which leads to 

neglecting the abilities and potentials of both man and woman and the essential 

harmony that makes of these abilities and potentials a complete and coherent whole. 
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Emphasis is laid in this and other s rahs on the numerous aspects of the care the 

Islamic system takes of the family. Indeed, the family cannot establish its solid 

foundation when women are treated with the cruelty and degradation they receive in 

every ignorant society. For this reason, Islam tries hard to remove that cruelty and 

elevate women to a position of dignity. 

Finally, we are called upon to look at that great variety in people’s characteristics 

and abilities, after they have all spread out of a single soul and a single family. No 

two individuals are exactly the same although as many generations as we can 

imagine have come and gone and despite the creation of a great many individuals in 

every generation. There is a great variety in shapes and features; in habits, 

temperaments, manners and feelings; as well as in abilities, concerns and functions. 

A glance at this great variety exhibited by mankind demonstrates God’s creative 

ability which is without parallel and which designs its creation on the basis of its 

knowledge and wisdom. It is enough to cast our minds and eyes around that 

remarkable living parade of humanity, looking at that ever-renewing multitude of 

forms which could not have been made except by God. Indeed, no one has dared to 

attribute his or her creation to anyone other than God. It is only an absolute, limitless 

will that can achieve such an endless variety from a single source and origin. 

To reflect on the creation of people in this way is enough to give a pleasant feeling 

to our hearts. It strengthens our faith and enhances our sense of fearing God. This is 

no trifling gain. 

At the end of this opening verse, which stimulates all these thoughts, man is given 

a reminder to fear God in whose name people appeal to one another, and to be 

mindful of their ties of kinship which makes of them all a single entity: “Fear God, in 

whose name you appeal to one another, and be mindful of your ties of kinship.” (Verse 1) It is 

in the name of God that you make pledges and covenants with one another, and in 

His name you ask one another to fulfil your duties and obligations, and with His 

name you swear to one another in order to confirm what you are saying. Hence, you 

must fear Him in your approach to whatever exists between you of relationships, 

contacts and transactions. 

When we speak of fearing God and of being mindful of our duties towards Him, 

we speak of something we know well because it is frequently mentioned in the 

Qur’ n. This verse uses the same verb in reference to ties of kinship, as if it says that 

we must “fear” our ties of kinship. This is a remarkable expression which imparts 

certain connotations that one can hardly find words to explain. “Fear” your ties of 

kinship. Enhance your feelings so that you may appreciate the relationships they 

create and the obligations they constitute. You can then take care never to do any 

injustice to your kinsfolk and never to treat them badly. Be mindful lest you cause 

harm to your kinsfolk or offend them. Value your ties of kinship as you value your 
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treasures. 

The verse concludes with the statement: “Indeed God is ever watching over you.” 

(Verse 1) That is enough to give us a feeling of awe when we remember that God, the 

Creator who knows those whom He has created and who allows no action or feeling 

to escape His knowledge is the One who is ever watching over us. 

When Orphans Come of Age 

This powerful opening to the s rah is followed with an outline of the foundation 

upon which the Islamic social system is built: mutual co-operation within the family 

and the community, care for the weak and vulnerable, protection and honour for 

women, looking after the property of the community, and the distribution of 

inheritance among heirs according to a system which ensures justice to individuals 

and prosperity to the community. 

Guardians of orphans are commanded here to hand over to them all their property 

when they have attained the age associated with sound judgement. Moreover, they 

are commanded not to marry under-age orphan girls who are in their charge in the 

hope of absorbing their wealth. As for the weak-minded who, it is feared, will 

squander their wealth once it is given to them, they should not be handed their 

property, because it, in fact, belongs to the community which has an interest in it. 

Hence, it should not he given up to anyone who may use it improperly. Men are also 

ordered to maintain justice and fairness in their treatment of women generally.  

Give the orphans their property. Do not substitute bad things of your own for their 
good things, and do not absorb their wealth into your own wealth. That is surely a 
great crime. (Verse 2) If you fear that you may not deal fairly by the orphans, you 
may many of other women as may be agreeable to you, two or three or four. But if you 
fear that you will not be able to maintain fairness between them, then marry only one, 
or those whom your right hands possess. That makes it more likely that you will not 
do injustice. (Verse 3) Give women their dower as a free gift; but if they, of their own 
accord, choose to give up to you a part of it, then you may take it with pleasure. 
(Verse 4) Do not give to the feeble-minded your wealth which God has assigned to 
you in trust. Make provisions for them and clothe them out of it and speak to them in 
a kindly way. (Verse 5) Test the orphans [in your charge] until they reach a 
marriageable age; then, if you find them of sound judgement, hand over to them their 
property, and do not consume it by wasteful and hasty spending before they come of 
age. Let him who is rich abstain generously [from his wards property] but he who is 
poor may partake of it in a fair manner. When you hand over to them their property, 
let there be witnesses on their behalf. God is sufficient as a reckoner. (Verse 6) 

These emphatic orders give us an impression of what was common practice in the 
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days of ignorance in pre-Islamic Arabia where the rights of the weak in general, and 

orphans and women in particular, were either usurped or denied them altogether. 

Some of these practices continued to exist in the Muslim community, which was 

originally carved out of the ignorant Arabian society, until the Qur’ n began to 

eradicate them altogether. At the same time, the Qur’ n gave the Muslim community 

new concepts, aspirations, traditions and a whole new face with distinctive features. 

“Give the orphans their property. Do not substitute bad things of your own for their good 

things, and do not absorb their wealth into your own wealth. That is surely a great crime.” 

(Verse 2) 

The Muslims are ordered here to give to the orphans what belongs to them of 

property that is under their control. They must not exchange any good part of it for 

something inferior of their own, such as taking their good land, cattle, shares or cash 

— for even cash may differ a great deal in value — or any other property in which 

value differences occur. They must not absorb the wealth of the orphans, in whole or 

in part, by joining it to their own property. Any such action is a great sin which God 

here warns the Muslim community against. 

All these practices were known in the first society to be addressed by this verse. 

Their mention suggests that at least some of the addressees practised some of these 

ways, inherited as they were from the days of ignorance. In every ignorant society 

such practices are committed. We even see examples of these in our present-day 

ignorance, in our cities, towns and villages. Orphans’ property is often absorbed or 

squandered by their guardians in spite of all the legal precautions and safeguards 

and in spite of the official institutions which are specifically set up to protect the 

interests and the property of minors. This is a problem wherein legislation and 

official control cannot seem to make any great headway. Success depends on one 

element, namely, fear of God. It is this fear that watches over our minds and 

consciences, and this, in turn, gives to legislation its value and proper effect. This is 

exactly what happened after this verse was revealed. Guardians began to act with 

much greater caution, so much so that they separated the property of any orphan in 

their charge from their own property. Moreover, they even separated the orphans’ 

food from their own; this to guard against any possibility of committing what God 

warned them of as a great crime. 

Life on earth cannot be set right merely by legal provisions and regulations, unless 

they are backed by an inner motive to implement them. This can only be provided by 

a fear of God. This fear of God does not come strongly into action, in relation to 

regulations and legal provisions, except when these are enacted by the One who 

knows what is in people’s minds and watches over their consciences. When this 

occurs, anyone who contemplates violating the law is bound to feel that he is 

disobeying God and contradicting His will. He also knows that God is aware of his 
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intentions and actions. Once he remembers this, he trembles and is overwhelmed by 

fear. He remembers that he must abide by God’s law. 

God knows very well His servants, their nature and their psychology, since it is 

He who created them. For this reason, He has made the law and the code of living 

His own in order to impart to them of His own authority. Thus, they acquire respect 

that they cannot otherwise have. God is aware that no law is ever obeyed well unless 

it comes from the One who is genuinely feared, because people know that He is 

aware of all intentions and feelings. People may obey the law enacted by their fellow 

human beings when it is backed by force and authority and when there is some form 

of supervision to ensure the implementation of that law. That supervision, however, 

cannot monitor what is in people’s minds. People will inevitably try to break the law 

whenever they have a chance or whenever the supervising authority cannot detect 

their violation. They will always feel unduly checked, and they will always try to 

break loose whenever a chance to do so presents itself to them. 

Conditions for Marrying an Orphan Girl 

`Urwah ibn al-Zubair, a scholar from the generation following that of the 

Prophet’s Companions, relates that he once asked ` ’ishah, the Prophet’s wife, about 

this verse which states: “But if you fear that you will not be able to maintain fairness 

between them, then marry only one, or those whom your right hands possess. That makes it 

more likely that you will not do injustice.” (Verse 3) She said: “Nephew, this refers to an 

orphan girl being brought up by her guardian and she is his partner in his property. 

He is attracted to her because of her property and beauty, and he wishes to marry her 

without being fair to her in her dower and without giving her what someone else 

would have given. People are therefore not allowed, on the basis of this verse, to 

marry those orphans unless they treat them fairly and give them the maximum 

dower girls in their station would have had. They are further ordered to marry other 

women instead.” 

`Urwah also relates on the authority of ` ’ishah that the Prophet’s Companions 

sought his ruling on the whole question after this verse was revealed. By way of 

answer and assistance, another verse of this s rah was revealed: “They ask you for 

rulings concerning women. Say, God [Himself] gives you His rulings concerning them, as 

well as what is conveyed to you through this Book about orphan women whom you deny what 

has been assigned to them, and you are disinclined to marry them; ...” (Verse 127) ` ’ishah 

further says: “God’s statement in this other verse, i.e. ‘and whom you are disinclined to 

marry’, refers to their reluctance to marry orphan girls when they are neither wealthy 

nor beautiful. They are, therefore, told that they must not marry those orphan girls to 

whom they are attracted because of their wealth and beauty unless they are fair to 
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them. This is due to the fact that they do not consider marrying them when they lack 

wealth and beauty.” (Related by al-Bukh rī.) 

This ĥadīth, as related by ` ’ishah, describes some of the practices and traditions of 

ignorant, pre-Islamic Arabia that continued to be practised in the Muslim 

community, that is until the Qur’ n had its say about them. The Qur’ n is here 

forbidding such practices and removing them from the Muslim community, with 

such wise directives that place the onus for their appropriate observation on people’s 

consciences. The Qur’ nic verse starts with: “If you fear that you may not deal fairly by 

the orphans.” (Verse 3) It is, then, a question of taking precautions and making sure to 

be on the safe side, fearing God’s punishment, when a guardian suspects that he is 

not extending fair treatment to an orphan girl in his care. The verse is general and 

does not speak of any particular area where fairness is essential. What it requires is 

that orphans must be treated fairly, in every sense of the word and in all situations, 

whether relating to dowry or to any other aspect. If a guardian seeks to marry an 

orphan girl for her money, then he is motivated by his desire to absorb her property, 

and not by any affection he has for her or by any feeling that her personality makes 

her a suitable wife for him. Unfairness also arises when a guardian marries an 

orphan girl regardless of the wide differences in age between them. This makes a 

happily married life rather untenable, and does not give due consideration to the 

girl’s feelings in the matter. Indeed, she may be unable to express her feelings, either 

out of shyness or because she fears that if she disobeys her guardian, he will 

squander her wealth. Many other situations and circumstances may make it difficult 

to maintain fairness. The Qur’ n, therefore, appoints one’s conscience as well as fear 

of God as the watch guards. The opening verse of this s rah, which sets the scene for 

all these legal provisions and directives, is concluded with the reminder: “God is ever 

watching over you.’’ 

When guardians are unsure about their ability to maintain fairness with orphan 

girls in their charge, they should turn elsewhere for marriage. In this way they 

remove all suspicions of dealing unfairly with their ward: “If you fear that you may not 

deal fairly by the orphans, you may marry of other women as may be agreeable to you, two or 

three or four. But if you fear that you will not be able to maintain fairness between them, then 

marry only one, or those whom your right hands possess. That makes it more likely that you 

will not do injustice.” (Verse 3) 

It is necessary to explain this concession with regard to polygamy. Essentially, the 

reservation stipulates that if one fears that one cannot maintain fairness between 

one’s wives, then only one wife should be married, or one should confine oneself to 

those whom one’s right hand possesses. It is indeed useful to explain this concession 

because in these modern times of ours, people are often boastful of their acquired 

knowledge. They claim for themselves an insight into man’s life, nature and interests 
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which surpasses that of their Lord who has created them. They make their 

judgement on different matters according to their desires and on the basis of their 

ignorance and blindness. In doing so, they behave as if new circumstances and needs 

have become more pressing today than when they were taken into consideration by 

God when He enacted His legislation for mankind. Such a claim combines ignorance 

and blindness with impudence and bad manners and adds them all to total disbelief. 

Such boastful statements are repeated again and again, with no one caring to prevent 

such ignorance. They represent a very rude affront to God, His law and constitution, 

without fear of any reproach or punishment. Indeed, those who repeat such affronts 

receive their wages from those who take it upon themselves to try to undermine 

Islam. 

We need to approach this question of the qualified permission of polygamy in 

Islam with ease, clarity and decisiveness. We will set clearly all the real and practical 

circumstances that are relevant to it. 

Al-Bukh rī relates that when Ghail n ibn Salamah al-Thaqafī embraced Islam he 

had ten wives. The Prophet said to him: “Choose four of them.” Abū D wūd quotes 

`Umairah al-Asadī as saying: “I had eight wives when I accepted Islam. I told the 

Prophet (peace be upon him) of this fact, and he said to me: `Choose four of them.’” 

Al-Sh fi`ī relates that Nawfal ibn Mu` wiyah al-Dailamī said: “When I became a 

Muslim I had five women. God’s Messenger (peace be upon him) said to me: ‘Choose 

four of them, any four you like, and divorce the other one.’” 

When Islam was first revealed, men very often had ten or more wives and this 

without any limits or restrictions. Islam then made it clear that there is a limit which 

a Muslim cannot exceed, this being four wives. Furthermore, it imposed a 

qualification, namely, the ability to maintain fair treatment among all wives. 

Otherwise, a man must limit himself to one wife, or to bondwomen. Islam, therefore, 

set restrictions that were not formerly present. It has not left the matter for men to do 

as they please. It has made polygamy conditional upon fair treatment. Otherwise, the 

concession is withdrawn. 

The question then arises as to why has Islam allowed this concession. 

Reasons for Permitting Polygamy 

Islam is a practical and positive system for human life, which is consistent with 

human nature and with man’s constitution, needs, requirements and changing 

circumstances in all areas and all generations. It is a system which deals with man as 

he is, and in the situation it finds him in, elevating him to heights he can never 

otherwise achieve, without in any way denouncing his natural desires or 

suppressing his nature or overlooking his practical needs. Moreover, Islam 
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approaches man gently. It does not resort to violent or arbitrary pushing to force him 

to move in the direction it wants. 

Islam does not raise the spectre of hollow idealism, or dreamy theorisation that 

clashes with man’s nature and the needs of his practical life. It is a system that cares 

about man’s morality and the purity of society. It does not allow a situation to exist if 

this is likely to lead to the weakening of moral values and the corruption of society. It 

works for the creation of a social order that promotes moral values and the purity of 

society with minimum effort on the parts of both the individual and society. 

We have to keep all these essential qualities of the Islamic system in view when 

we look at the question of polygamy. We see firstly that there have always been 

many practical cases, in different societies, in the past and in the present, where the 

number of women of marriageable age exceed the number of men who may get 

married. It has never been known in history that such an imbalance which can affect 

certain societies has ever exceeded the ratio of four to one. It is always within that 

limit. How do we deal with this imbalance which happens from time to time in 

different ratios and societies and which cannot be overlooked? Do we simply shrug 

our shoulders and do nothing? Do we leave it without treatment until it settles down 

according to whatever circumstances may come to prevail? 

Shrugging our shoulders does not solve any problem. Leaving society to deal with 

such a situation at random is something no serious man who respects the human 

race would contemplate. Action must be taken and a system must be devised. Here 

we find ourselves facing three alternatives: 

1. Each man who is fit to get married marries one woman of marriageable age. 

Therefore, one woman or more, according to the ratio of imbalance, will 

inevitably remain outside marriage, going through her life without ever 

knowing a man. 

2. Every man who can marry gets married to one woman in a healthy, legitimate 

relationship. He, then, has an affair or a short-term relationship with one or 

more of the women who do not have legitimate male partners. In this way, 

these women associate with men in an illegitimate and hypocritical way. 

3. Men who are able to get married, or some of them, actually marry more than 

one wife. In this way, the second woman associates with a man as an 

honourable wife, in broad daylight, not as a mistress or as an occasional 

partner in an illegitimate relationship practised under the cover of darkness. 

The first alternative clashes with human nature and places a great burden on the 

woman who is made to go through life without ever having a man with whom to 

share her life. This fact cannot be ignored even on the basis of idealistic claims that 
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argue when a woman works and earns her own living she does not need a man. The 

need goes much deeper than such superficiality. Neither a job nor a high income can 

replace a woman’s natural need to live normally with a man, to satisfy her physical 

urges as well as her emotional and spiritual needs, and to have a companion with 

whom to share her life. A man works and earns his living, yet this too is not enough 

for him. Therefore, he seeks a partner and a companion. Men and women are alike in 

this regard, because they descend from a single soul. 

The second alternative is in sharp conflict with Islam, the religion of purity, and 

with Islamic society which is based on serious morality and with woman’s human 

dignity in mind. Those who do not care when immorality spreads in society are the 

very people who boast that they know better than God and impudently criticise 

God’s law because there is no one to stop them. Indeed, they find every 

encouragement and help from those who are keen to undermine the Islamic faith. 

It is the third alternative that Islam adopts as a qualified concession to a situation 

that cannot be dealt with by simply shrugging our shoulders or by espousing hollow 

idealism. Such a choice is in keeping with Islam’s seriousness and practicality in 

dealing with man as he is, taking full account of his changing circumstances. It is this 

approach which fits perfectly with the importance Islam attaches to decency, purity 

and morality as it tries to elevate man to its great height in an easy, gentle and 

practical way. 

From another point of view, we see in all human societies, ancient and modern, 

past, present and future, another real problem that cannot be overlooked or brushed 

aside. The period of a man’s fertility extends to the age of 70, sometimes even 

beyond. In the case of women, fertility ends at around the age of 50. This means that 

there are on average 20 years of fertility in a man’s life with no corresponding 

fertility in a woman. There is no doubt that one of the purposes of joining the two 

different sexes in marriage is to promote life through procreation and to build the 

earth through increases in population. It does not fit with this natural situation to 

prevent humanity from making use of man’s longer period of fertility. What fits with 

this practical situation is that legislation that is applicable to all societies in all ages 

should provide this concession, not as an obligation, but as an option to benefit 

human life in general. This balancing between human nature as it is and the purpose 

of legislation is always evident in Divine law, while it is generally absent in man-

made laws. Left to himself, man cannot take into account all details, he cannot look at 

a situation from all angles, and cannot provide for all eventualities. 

One aspect that relates directly to the second fact is a man’s need at times to satisfy 

his natural desire while his wife does not care about it, either because of her age or 

because of illness. Both man and wife, however, are keen to preserve their married 

life and do not entertain the idea of separation or divorce. So how do we deal with 
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such cases? Do we simply shrug our shoulders and leave the man and his wife to 

bang their heads against the wall? Or do we resort to hollow idealism and flowery 

words which have no practical effect? Once again, the shrugging of shoulders solves 

nothing and hollow idealism has no relevance to serious considerations affecting 

human life. Here again, we find ourselves faced with three alternatives: 

1. We forbid the man from seeking satisfaction of his natural desires by the force 

of law. We say to him: “Shame on you. What you are thinking of is 

unbecoming and does not take account of the rights and dignity of the woman 

who is married to you. 

2. We allow the man to have illegitimate relationships with other women. 

3. We allow the man to marry again, as the situation requires, without having to 

divorce his first wife. 

The first alternative is in sharp conflict with human nature, and weighs very 

heavily on man mentally. If we were to impose it by force of law, its immediate result 

would be to leave the man resenting, if not hating, his married life because of the 

pressures it imposes on him. Islam, which views the family home as a place of rest 

and peace and views the married couple as intimate companions, does not approve 

of this alternative. 

The second alternative clashes with Islam’s moral concept as also its method of 

elevating human life and establishing it on foundations of perfect purity. Only a life 

of such purity is worthy of God’s honoured creature, man. 

The third alternative is the only one which satisfies the needs of human nature and 

which fits in with the Islamic moral code. It allows the first wife to continue to enjoy 

married life, satisfies the desire of both man and wife to remain together as intimate 

companions, and helps to elevate man with ease and practicality. 

A situation akin to this occurs when a woman cannot have children while the man 

cherishes his natural desire to do so. He is then faced with one of two alternatives. 

He either divorces his wife to marry another who can give him children, or he keeps 

his first wife, maintaining his loyalty to her, and marries another. Some men, and 

even women, will pedantically argue that the first alternative is better. Ninety-nine 

women out of every hundred will undoubtedly curse anyone who advises a husband 

to take a course of action that destroys their family life without any practical return. 

It is extremely unlikely that a woman known to be unable to bear children will find 

another husband. On the other hand, many a childless woman will be happy to help 

look after young children born to her husband by his second wife. Inevitably, such 

children bring joy and happiness to the family home and this rubs off on the first 

wife even though there will inevitably be a residue of sadness that the children are 
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not her own. 

In contemplating practical life, leaving aside both pedantic arguments and 

absurdity in trying to solve serious problems, we are bound to appreciate the Divine 

wisdom that allows this concession. Naturally, it is qualified with the need to 

maintain fairness: “You may marry of other women as may be agreeable to you, two or three 

or four. But if you fear that you will not be able to maintain fairness between them, then 

marry only one.” (Verse 3) Furthermore, this concession not only protects society from 

deviation into immorality but also protects the wife from being treated unjustly and 

safeguards her dignity. Moreover, it maintains justice, which helps tolerate a bitter 

pill. 

No one who knows the spirit of Islam will say that polygamy is desired for its own 

sake, or for no natural or social need. It has not been permitted so as to satisfy carnal 

desire nor so as to enable a man to move from one wife to another in the same way as 

an unscrupulous person moves from one mistress to another. Polygamy is necessary 

so as to counter situations of emergency. Furthermore, it is a well-qualified solution 

to a problem. 

If a certain generation abuses this concession and men utilise it to make married 

life nothing more than a means to satisfy their carnal desires, creating the notorious 

harem, the blame should not be put on Islam’s doorstep. Such people do not 

represent Islam. Indeed, they have sunk so low because they have deviated far away 

from Islam and have not appreciated its requirements of purity and cleanliness. They 

do not live in a society where Islam is practised and its law is observed. Their society 

is not one where an Islamic authority rules according to the Islamic constitution and 

which implements the laws and directives of Islam observing its moral traditions. 

The chaos of the harem and the transformation of married life into a home for 

carnal desires can only flourish in a hostile society that has broken loose from the 

laws and constitution of Islam. If we want to reform the situation, we have only to 

call people to re-adopt Islam and seriously implement its laws and constitution. In 

this way, we return them to purity, cleanliness and moderation. If we want reform, 

let us make people return to the implementation of Islam, not only in this particular 

detail, but in all aspects of life. Islam is a complete system that yields its fruit only 

when it is implemented in full. 

The fairness that needs to be maintained is fairness in treatment, financial support 

and all practical aspects of married life. Love and feelings are not included in this 

condition of fairness simply because these are not controlled by man’s will. It is in 

relation to this aspect that God rules out the possibility of maintaining justice 

between one’s wives in a later verse in this s rah which states: “In no way can you 

maintain equity between your wives, even though you may be keen to do so. Do not, then, be 

totally partial towards one to the exclusion of the other, leaving her, as it were, in a state of 
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suspense.” (Verse 129) Some people quote this verse in support of their argument 

that Islam does not permit polygamy. What we have to remember is that God’s law 

does not permit something in one verse and then forbid it in another, like one who 

takes away with his right hand what he has given with his left. The fairness required 

in the earlier verse is that which relates to treatment, financial support and other 

practical aspects of married life. It is when one feels unable to maintain this type of 

fairness that one must not marry more than one wife. What this means is that 

nothing should be withheld from one wife when it is allowed to another. This is 

what the Prophet, the noblest and fairest man ever to have walked on this earth, 

used to maintain at the time when everyone around him, including his own wives, 

were fully aware that he loved ` ’ishah most, and felt for her what he did not feel 

for any of his other wives. Hearts and emotions are not subject to our control. They 

are governed only by God’s will. The Prophet, who knew his religion well and knew 

his heart well, used to say: “My Lord, this is my fair allocation in what I control. Do 

not blame me for that which You control and I do not.” 

To recap, Islam has not started polygamy but rather restricted it. It does not order 

its followers to be polygamous, but it allows them a qualified concession to marry 

more than one wife so as to solve some problems in human life and to satisfy the 

needs of human nature. Here, we have mentioned some of these needs and problems 

that are currently recognisable. However, there may be other purposes which will 

become apparent over the course of time, as happens with regard to every legislation 

or directive included in the Divine constitution. People in any period of history may 

not fully appreciate its wisdom and benefits. Nonetheless, wisdom and benefit are 

presumed to exist in every piece of Divine Legislation, whether they are known or 

unknown to man. 

Relationships with Slave Women 

So far we have given due importance to the condition attached by the Qur’ n to 

the concession to marry more than one wife, namely, fair treatment. When a man 

fears that he may not be able to abide by that condition, the Qur’ nic verse stipulates 

certain options that are open to him: “If you fear that you will not be able to maintain 

fairness between them, then marry only one, or those whom your right hands possess.” 

(Verse 3) This means that where fairness cannot be maintained, marriage should be 

confined to just one wife. The other alternative touched upon by the phrase “those 

whom your right hands possess” refers to women who are slaves. The statement is 

expressed in general terms, without specifying formal marriage. We have already 

spoken about the general question of slavery when we discussed the relevant verses 

in S rah 2, The Cow, or Al-Baqarah. It is pertinent to add here some brief remarks in 
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connection with the present verse. 

When a slave woman is married, she regains her human dignity. Such a marriage 

qualifies her and any offspring by her master for freedom, even if he does not 

actually set her free when he marries her. On the day when she gives birth, she is 

elevated to the status of “the child’s mother”. Her master no longer has any right to 

sell her, and she is free on his death. Her child is free from birth. 

Similar conditions apply if her master joins her to himself without marriage. When 

she gives birth, she gains the status of “the child’s mother” and she cannot be sold. 

On her master’s death, she regains her freedom. So does her child by him, if he 

acknowledges his parenthood as was the general practice. 

Both marriage and cohabitation enable a slave woman to gain her freedom. We 

know that Islam has provided many such methods for slaves to regain their freedom. 

Still, some of us may feel uneasy about the notion of cohabiting with a slave woman. 

We should, however, remember here that slavery was an answer to an emergency 

situation; a position imposed on captives, on the basis of equal treatment, after a 

legitimate war declared by a Muslim ruler who implements God’s law. The same 

emergency allowed cohabitation with slave women by their masters. When free 

Muslim women were taken captive, the treatment they received was infinitely worse. 

It is also important not to forget that captive women also have desires that must be 

taken into account by any practical system that caters for man, his natural needs and 

life situation. Slave women’s desires, then, could be satisfied either through marriage 

or through cohabitation with their masters. The only other alternative would have 

meant the spread of immorality and unrestrained sexual chaos whether via 

prostitution or other illegitimate relationships, as was the case in pre-Islamic days. 

During certain generations the number of slave-girls rose very sharply through 

purchase, kidnapping and the like. Large numbers of them were gathered in palaces 

where they took part in orgies and other disgusting practices of which we have learnt 

from both true and exaggerated reports. Nothing of this can be either approved of or 

encouraged by Islam. It cannot be attributed to the Islamic system or added to its 

history. 

The proper Islamic history is that which comes into existence according to Islamic 

principles, laws and legal provisions. When something which contravenes Islamic 

laws and principles takes place in a society that claims to be Islamic, it cannot be 

attributed to Islam. How could it be when it is in conflict with essential Islamic 

principles? 

Islam has its own independent existence that is separate from that which takes 

place among Muslims in any generation. What we have to remember is that Muslims 

have not invented Islam. It is Islam that has brought Muslims into existence. Islam is 
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the origin and Muslims are only its product. What defines the true Islamic system 

and true Islamic concepts is not what Muslims do or understand, unless this is in full 

conformity with Islam in its pure form. In other words, Islam is independent from 

people’s practices and understanding. As for people, their behaviour should be 

evaluated according to Islamic principles in order to determine how far they are truly 

Islamic or not. 

The situation differs in other systems, which are based on human concepts and on 

creeds and laws that they formulate for themselves. Here, creed and law change in 

accordance with how attitude is formulated and applied in society. The Islamic 

system has not been devised by people. It has been laid down for mankind by their 

Lord who has created them and who provides them with their sustenance. People 

can choose to implement this system and conduct their affairs according to its 

principles, and it is this that makes their society part of practical Islam. Alternatively, 

they can deviate or turn away from it altogether, which means that their social set-up 

does not belong to Islam. Indeed, it is a deviation from it. 

We have to take this fully into account when we consider Islamic history. It is on 

the basis of this principle that the Islamic theory of history is founded. It differs with 

all other historical theories that consider what takes place within the community to 

be the practical interpretation of the doctrine or the creed it adopts. Such theories 

trace the “evolution” of the doctrine or the creed in the practices of the community 

which upholds it and in the changing concepts of the theory itself in the intellectual 

output of that community. To apply this view to Islam in order to define the true 

Islamic concept is very hazardous since it clashes with the very nature of Islam which 

is unlike any other creed or system. 

The final comment in this verse refers to the purpose behind all these legal 

provisions. They all aim at maintaining fairness and avoiding injustice: “That makes it 

more likely that you will not do injustice.” (Verse 3) All that — including avoiding 

marrying orphan girls for fear of dealing unjustly by them, marrying other women, 

including the concession of polygamy on the one hand and limiting oneself to one 

wife on the other when unfairness if feared, and the legislation concerning slave 

women — “makes it more likely that you will not do injustice.” Indeed, each one of these 

provisions helps to prevent injustice. 

The achievement of justice is, then, the overriding motive of this system and the 

aim of its every detail. It is most important that justice should be observed in the 

family home, since the family is the basic unit of the whole social structure, and the 

starting point for community life. It is in the family home that the young are brought 

up in their formative years. If justice, affection and peace are lacking in the family 

home, they cannot be realised in society at large. 
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This opening passage of the s rah now resumes its outline of legal provisions 

relevant to women, who are indeed the subject matter of much of this s rah, which 

derives its title from them: “Give women their dower as a free gift; but if they, of their own 

accord, choose to give up to you a part of it, then you may take it with pleasure.” (Verse 4) 

This verse gives every woman a clear and personal right to her marriage portion 

or dowry. It tells us something of the practices of a society of ignorance that 

undermined this right in a variety of ways. One such method was that a woman’s 

guardian would receive this dowry and use it as his own, as if he had made a sale of 

a commodity he owned and received a fair price for it. Another such form, the 

mutual marriage, meant that a woman’s guardian would give her in marriage to 

someone in return for the other giving him in marriage a woman under his own 

guardianship. Here, one woman is exchanged for another in a deal between the two 

guardians with the interests of both women totally ignored. It is a deal akin to that of 

exchanging one animal for another. Islam totally forbids this form of marriage. It 

considers marriage a unity between two souls on the basis of free choice. The dowry 

belongs to the woman and she should receive it herself, not her guardian. It requires 

that the dowry be specified so that the woman can claim it as her own and it should 

be treated as an obligation that must be fulfilled. Islam further requires the husband 

to pay it willingly to his wife in the same manner as he gives her an absolutely free 

gift. If subsequently the woman decides, of her own free choice, to give up part or all 

of her dowry to her husband, she is free to do so without any sort of pressure 

whatsoever. In this case, the husband is free to accept what his wife willingly gives 

him. Relations between the married couple must be based on free choice, on the 

absence of pressure, and on mutual care and affection. Such a basis leaves no room 

for reluctance or embarrassment. 

Thus, Islam has removed altogether what was inherited from the days of 

ignorance concerning women and their dowries. It has preserved her right to exercise 

her authority over her money and has preserved her dignity and position. At the 

same time, it not only established the marital relationship on strict legal formalities 

but also left enough room for care and affection to play their role in this shared life 

and to impart to it their own colour. 

Handing Property Over to Orphans 

Having finished with this aspect of the discussion of marriage with orphan girls 

and other women, the s rah again picks up the subject of orphans’ inheritance. It 

provides detailed legislation concerning the handing over of their monies to them, 

having briefly referred to this in the second verse. 

Although this property belongs to orphans, it remains, in essence, the property of 
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the community given by God so that the community may make its best use of it. It is 

the community, therefore, which is the primary owner of property in general. 

Individuals, including orphans and those who have left them this property upon 

their death, are in charge of it so that they may invest and benefit by it and provide 

benefit to the community at large. They may undertake this task as long as they are 

able to prove sound judgement. Individual ownership, with all its rights and 

restrictions, is based on this principle. Orphans who have property, but who are 

feeble minded and unable to look after their property wisely, are not given control 

over it. Although their rights of ownership remain intact and cannot be taken away 

from them, they are not allowed to administer their property. It belongs, as we have 

said, to the community. Hence, someone who is able to administer it from the ranks 

of the community is given charge of it, taking into consideration his degree of 

kinship to the orphan. Thus, the principle of mutual care within the family, which is 

the basis of general care within the greater family of the society, is fulfilled. The 

feeble-minded, however, enjoy the rights of adequate maintenance and clothing out 

of their property, as well as the right to be treated kindly: “Do not give to the feeble-

minded your wealth which God has assigned to you in trust. Make provisions for them and 

clothe them out of it, and speak to them in a kindly way.” (Verse 5) 

Feeble-mindedness and sound judgement can be easily detected after a person has 

attained puberty. Such matters are easily recognised, and they do not require any 

specific definition. The community can always recognise a person of sound 

judgement as also one with a feeble mind. The community evaluates the behaviour of 

all. The test, therefore, to make sure that the orphan has reached the age of puberty, 

which is referred to in the Qur’ nic text by the term “marriage”, is the function that 

can be fulfilled only after the attainment of puberty. “Test the orphans [in your charge] 

until they reach a marriageable age; then, if you find them of sound judgement, hand over to 

them their property, and do not consume it by wasteful and hasty spending before they come 

of age. Let him who is rich abstain generously [from his ward’s property], but he who is poor 

may partake of it in a fair manner. When you hand over to them their property, let there be 

witnesses on their behalf. God is sufficient as a reckoner.” (Verse 6) 

We note in this verse the precise nature of the procedure that culminates with the 

handing over to orphans of their property when they have come of age. The 

emphasis here is on the need to hand over such property without any delay, once it 

has been established that an orphan is of sound judgement. It is right that he should 

receive his property in full. Again, there is strong emphasis on the need to preserve 

the property of the orphan when he is still a minor. There must be no attempt to 

consume an orphan’s property by wasteful and hasty spending, before the orphan 

reaches the age when the handing over should take place. Moreover, a guardian who 

is well off must abstain from taking any part of the proceeds or the principal of an 

orphan’s property in return for administering it. If he is poor, he is allowed to 
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partake of it within the minimum limits. When the handing over is to be effected, 

witnesses should be present. The verse concludes with a reminder that God 

witnesses everything and He takes everything into account: “God is sufficient as a 

reckoner” 

 Such emphasis and detailed legislation coupled with a variety of warnings and 

reminders give us the feeling that an orphan’s property was frequently absorbed into 

the property of their guardians during this period of Arabian history. To change such 

entrenched habits required detailed legislation and emphasis that could leave no 

room for trickery and deception of any sort. 

The Divine method of Islam worked consistently for the eradication of all aspects 

of ignorance from people’s minds and from society at large. This it did while it was 

establishing all the various aspects of Islam. Its aim was to replace ignorant social 

characteristics with Islamic ones. A new society was being moulded with its 

distinctive characteristics, traditions, laws and values. Its paramount aspect was fear 

of God and the recognition that He watches over people’s actions. This is the 

ultimate guarantee that legislation will be obeyed. No legislation can be guaranteed 

to work in this life without such fear and recognition: “God is sufficient as a reckoner.” 

Inheritance: A Fair System of Social Security 

Men shall have a share in what parents and kinsfolk leave behind, and women shall 
have a share in what parents and kinsfolk leave behind; whether it be little or much. It 
is an apportioned share. (Verse 7) 

In the days of jāhiliyyah, or ignorance, in pre-Islamic Arabia, no share of 

inheritance was given to females, and little, if any, was given to young boys. The 

reason being that neither group could fight against any aggressor. God’s law, on the 

other hand, made inheritance due to all kinsfolk, according to their degree of kinship 

and their shares, which will be detailed later. It is the view of Islam that members of 

the same family should help and look after one another. Everyone is required to look 

after his relatives when they are in need, and to share their liability in paying 

compensation in cases of causing death to or inflicting injury or bodily harm on 

others. Hence, it is only right that relatives should inherit each other, when they 

leave behind some property, according to their respective kinship. This gives 

practical effect to the rule that: “gain is commensurate with liability”. Islam is a 

complete and perfectly coherent system. This is reflected most clearly in the 

distribution of rights and obligations. 

This is the general rule of inheritance. Some people may question the concept of 

inheritance, but this only betrays their rudeness towards God, their ignorance of 
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human nature and the requirements of practical life. 

It is enough to understand the principles which form the Islamic social system to 

put an end to such futile arguments. The basic characteristic of this system is mutual 

care. In order to give mutual care a sound basis, Islam builds its structure on a solid 

foundation of natural human inclinations that have a basic role to fulfil in human life. 

Family ties are genuine and natural. They have not been invented by any 

generation of humanity, nor indeed by the cumulative wisdom of all generations. 

These ties have a profound effect on human life, its preservation and betterment. No 

argument against the seriousness of these ties and their effect is worth any 

consideration. In view of this, Islam makes mutual care within the family the 

cornerstone of its system of social care and security. Inheritance is one aspect of that. 

It is also an essential element of the Islamic economic system. 

Should this provision fall short of looking after all cases which need help, the next 

step, which is care within the local community, will complement it. If this also falls 

short, then the Islamic state will look after all those who need care after the family 

and the local community have fulfilled their duties. In this way, the burden is not 

thrown totally on the shoulders of the state. The reason being that care within the 

family or the local community is bound to create feelings of compassion which, in 

turn, promote co-operation in a most natural way. Moreover, these feelings of 

compassion constitute a net gain for humanity which cannot be dismissed by any 

person who has the interests of humanity at heart. Furthermore, family care in 

particular is bound to leave certain effects that are in harmony with human nature. 

When a person realises that the effort he exerts to improve his situation will also 

benefit his relatives, especially his offspring, he will have the motive to double his 

efforts. His increased productivity benefits the community indirectly. Islam does not 

create barriers between the individual and the community. Whatever an individual 

owns belongs to the community as a whole when it needs it. 

This last rule is enough to make invalid all superficial objections to inheritance, 

which argue that inheritance gives money to people who have not worked or made 

an effort for it. The fact is that an heir is an extension of the person from whom he 

inherits. From another point of view, an heir is the very person to look after his 

relatives, should he be well off and they be in need. Moreover, all property belongs 

to the community when it needs it, on the basis of the rules of Islamic social security. 

Furthermore, the relationship between testator and heir, especially offspring, is 

not confined to money and property alone. Relatives, both immediate and extended, 

also pass on their good and bad tendencies, susceptibility to certain illnesses, 

physical features, intelligence or the lack of it, and so on. All these inherited aspects 

stay with those who receive them throughout their lives. They cannot get rid of them, 
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no matter how hard they try. It is only fair, then, that they should also inherit 

property when they cannot avoid, even with the help of the state and all its power, 

inheriting illness, evil tendencies and stupidity. 

For all these practical and natural aspects of human life, and for many other social 

interests, God has laid down the general rule of inheritance: “Men shall have a share in 

what parents and kinsfolk leave behind, and women shall have a share in what parents and 

kinsfolk leave behind; whether it be little or much. It is an apportioned share.” (Verse 7) This 

is the general principle by which Islam gave women, fourteen centuries ago, the 

same rights as men to have a share of inheritance and by which it has preserved the 

rights of youngsters who were treated unfairly during the days of ignorance. 

Ignorant society looked at individuals according to their value in war and 

productivity. Islam, which is a Divine code of living, looks first at the human value of 

man. This is his intrinsic value of which he cannot be deprived. His duties and 

obligations within the family and the community take a secondary position. 

Under the Islamic system of inheritance, some relatives take precedence over 

others. This means that certain relatives do not inherit anything because those who 

are nearer of kin to the deceased take precedence over them. Hence, the s rah states 

that if such relatives attend the division of inheritance, they may have an unspecified 

share by way of compensation; so that they do not feel deprived when they see the 

division which otherwise may have given them a share. This helps to promote family 

ties, bringing relatives closer together. The same verse also states that orphans and 

needy people also have a similar claim: “When other kinsfolk, orphans and needy persons 

are present at the distribution of inheritance, give them something out of it, and speak to them 

in a kindly way.” (Verse 8) 

Different opinions have been reported as being expressed by early Muslim 

scholars regarding this verse. One opinion states that it was abrogated by those 

verses which detail the inheritance shares. Another considers that this verse has 

definitive import. Some say that its message is obligatory while others consider it as 

only recommended, if the heirs agree to implement it. We do not, however, find any 

evidence to support the view that it was abrogated. We feel that it provides a 

definitive ruling which must be implemented in those cases we have already 

mentioned. Our view is based on the fact that the verse is expressed in general terms, 

and that Islam promotes mutual care within society. This is different from the 

specified shares of inheritance which are outlined later in the s rah. 

Protecting the Weak and Vulnerable 

Before defining the respective shares of inheritance which are due, the s rah gives 

another warning against absorbing orphans’ property. The way the warning is 
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delivered cannot fail to have a strong effect on people’s hearts. It does this by 

stimulating feelings of love, of compassion for one’s own children, of parental fear 

for them when they are young and weak, and similarly of fear of God who watches 

over all our actions. It also arouses fear for one’s safety in the life to come. The fear of 

burning in the fire is portrayed here in a very vivid and powerful scene: “Let those 

who, if they themselves had to leave behind weak offspring, would feel fear on their account, be 

afraid (to wrong the orphans in their charge), let them fear God and speak in a just manner. 

Those who devour the property of orphans unjustly, only swallow fire into their bellies. They 

will be made to endure a blazing fire.” (Verses 9-10) 

The first verse touches on parental heartstrings, describing typical parental fear for 

what may happen to their offspring. They are made to imagine their children, weak, 

defenceless, left alone with no one to protect or have mercy on them. If they think of 

their own children in this position, they are bound to sympathise with orphans in 

their own charge. They cannot know whether their own children would be placed in 

the care of others, in the same way as they are in charge of orphans. It is further 

impressed on them that they should fear God in their dealings with those in their 

charge. This so that God will provide their own children with people who fear Him 

in the way they deal with such orphans and that they be compassionate and take 

good care of them. They are also told to speak justly to orphans. 

Verse 10 portrays a fearful scene with people swallowing fire into their bellies, and 

suffering the torment of Hell in the life to come. 

Property that belongs to orphans is fire, and guardians devour that fire in the 

same way as they eat their food. Their ultimate abode is also a blazing fire. It is a 

blazing fire both inside and out. The way the scene is portrayed shows the fire to be 

very real, as if its heat is being felt and as if it is seen to burn bellies and skins. 

Such Qur’ nic statements are especially effective. They impart their powerful 

message to Muslims as also eradicate all traces of ignorance from their hearts. They 

replace such elements with a caution and fear of God. Thus, people are apprehensive 

lest they misplace any part of an orphan’s wealth. They look at this wealth as though 

it is the fire that God describes in such very powerful verses. Hence they do not want 

to touch an orphan’s property in any way. Such indeed was the attitude of the 

Prophet’s Companions when they heard these verses. 

It is authentically reported, on the authority of Ibn `Abb s, that when the verse 

which begins with “those who devour the property of orphans unjustly, only swallow fire 

into their bellies” was revealed, each one of the Prophet’s Companions who had an 

orphan in his charge separated the property of that orphan from his own. They even 

separated their food and drink. If any part of an orphan’s food was left over, it was 

kept for him until he ate it or it became unsuitable to eat. This inevitably caused great 
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difficulties. When these difficulties were pointed out to the Prophet, God revealed 

the verse that states: “They ask you about orphans. Say: to improve their conditions is best. 

If you mix their affairs with yours, remember they are your brothers [in Islam]. God knows 

him who spoils things and him who improves. Had God so willed, He would indeed have 

overburdened you. Indeed, God is indeed Almighty, Wise.” (2: 220) After this verse was 

revealed, they mixed their food and drink together. 

In this way, the Qur’ n elevates people’s consciences to a sublime horizon, 

purifying them in the process of all traces of ignorance and its practices. 

Islamic Inheritance Ensures Justice for All 

God has this to enjoin on you with regard to your children: The male shall have a 
share equal to that of two females. If there are more than two women, they shall have 
two-thirds of what [their parents] leave behind; and if there is only one, she shall have 
one-half of it. As for the parents [of the deceased], each of them shall have one sixth of 
what he leaves behind, in the event of his having a child; but if he leaves no children, 
and his parents be his heirs, then his mother shall have one-third; and if he has 
brothers and sisters, his mother shall have one-sixth after (deducting) any bequest he 
may have made, or any outstanding debt. With regard to your parents and your 
children, you do not know which of them is of more benefit to you. This is, therefore, 
an ordinance from God. God is All-Knowing, Wise. (Verse 11) 

At this point, the s rah explains the Islamic system of inheritance. It starts with an 

order, made in the form of a strong recommendation, made by God to parents, to 

maintain justice among their children. This order shows that God, limitless is He in 

His glory, is kinder, fairer and more merciful than parents are to their own children. 

It also shows that the whole system of inheritance has been laid down by God, who 

has given His verdict on every issue concerning parents and children, or that may 

come up among relatives. People have no choice but to receive their orders from Him 

and to implement His rulings. This is the proper concept of religion which the s rah, 

in its entirety, seeks to explain in the clearest of terms. 

The opening statement also lays down the general principle which pervades the 

whole system of Islamic inheritance: “God has this to enjoin on you with regard to your 

children: The male shall have a share equal to that of two females.” (Verse 11) Details are 

then provided and shares assigned in the light of the aforementioned general 

principle. All these details are given in two verses; the first is devoted to inheritance 

by offspring and by parents from their children, while the second lists the inheritance 

of husbands and wives, and situations when the deceased has no surviving children 

or parents. A few other rules of inheritance are also explained in the last verse of this 

s rah. 
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These three verses provide the foundation of the Islamic system of inheritance, 

which constitutes a branch of Islamic jurisprudence known as that of “decreed 

shares”. Further elaboration is stated clearly in a number of aĥādīth or has been 

deduced by scholars on the basis of the principles provided in these verses. It is 

beyond the scope of this commentary to discuss such elaborate details, for they are 

more the concern of specialised works on Islamic jurisprudence. Therefore, we will 

limit ourselves here to an explanation of these verses and we will comment on the 

principles they provide within the perfect Islamic constitution. 

“God has this to enjoin on you with regard to your children: The male shall have a share 

equal to that of two females.” (Verse 11) This beginning to the system of inheritance 

points to the Originator of these rules and the basis upon which they are founded. It 

also stresses the fact that God is more merciful to mankind than parents are towards 

their children. When He assigns shares for them, He gives them better than what 

parents would normally give to their own children. Both notions are interrelated and 

mutually complementary. It is God who enjoins and decrees, and it is He who 

divides inheritance among people in the same way as He enjoins and commands in 

every respect and distributes everything that people receive in their lives. It is from 

God that regulations, legal provisions and laws originate, and from Him people learn 

how to conduct the most personal of their affairs, mainly the distribution of their 

estates among their children. This is the meaning of religion. People will not have a 

religion of any sort if they do not receive their instruction, on how to conduct all their 

life affairs, from God alone. They do not submit themselves totally to God if they 

receive instructions on any matter, great or small, from any other source. That would 

be to deny God’s authority, and to drop back into ignorance, the state which Islam 

worked hard to uproot from human life altogether. 

Moreover, what God enjoins and decrees concerning people’s lives, including that 

which relates to the most private of their affairs, i.e. the sharing out of their wealth 

among their children, takes much better care of people, and is much more beneficial 

to them than what they may choose for themselves and their children. People, 

therefore, cannot say, “we will choose for ourselves,” or “we know better what 

serves our interests best.” Such statements are not only false, but they combine 

rudeness with insolence and make a claim of having better knowledge than God. 

Such a claim can only be made by one who is completely ignorant. 

Al-`Awfī relates a statement on the authority of Ibn `Abb s in relation to the 

Qur’ nic statement: “God has this to enjoin on you with regard to your children: The male 

shall have a share equal to that of two females.” (Verse 11) He says: “When the verses that 

include the decreed shares were revealed, giving details of what God has ordered of 

shares to be given to male and female offspring and to parents, some people were not 

happy with them. They said: ‘A woman will be given one-quarter or one-eighth of 
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the whole estate, and a daughter may be given half of it, and a young boy receives a 

share when none of these can fight in battle or protect possessions. Keep quiet about 

this whole subject so that God’s messenger (peace be upon him) may forget it, or we 

may talk to him and he may change these rules.’ They spoke to him and said: 

`Messenger of God, a girl is supposed to receive of her father’s estate when she 

neither rides a horse nor fights the enemy. A boy may receive the whole estate when 

he is of little value (in war).’ It was their tradition in the days of ignorance not to give 

any share of inheritance except for those who fight and then they would give 

according to seniority of age.” (Related by Ibn Abī tim and Ibn Jarīr.) 

This was the logic of Arabian ignorance, which made some people uneasy about 

what God decreed, and His fair distribution of inheritance. Today’s misguided logic 

which makes some people uneasy about the same subject may differ greatly or only a 

little from that same Arabian ignorance. This logic may pose the question: “How do 

we give wealth to children who have not worked for it and who have made no effort 

to earn it?” The two kinds of logic are the same. Neither of them appreciates the 

wisdom behind God’s distribution, and neither shows the minimum degree of 

politeness that a person should maintain in an approach to God’s legislation. Both 

combine ignorance with impudence. 

“The male shall have a share equal to that of two females.” (Verse 11) When a person 

leaves behind no heirs other than his own offspring, male and female, they take the 

whole of his estate, on the basis of one share for a girl and two shares for a boy. 

There is no question here of favouring one sex over another. It is all a matter of 

maintaining balance and justice between the responsibilities of a male and those of a 

female within the family. In the Islamic social system, the husband is required to 

support his wife. He is further required to support all his children in all situations, 

whether he remains married to his wife or he divorces her. A woman, on the other 

hand, may be required to look after herself, or she may be looked after by a man both 

before and after her marriage. Under no circumstances is she required to maintain 

her husband or her children. This means that a man shoulders at least double the 

burden of a woman within the family and in the Islamic social system. This is how 

justice is maintained in this wise distribution which achieves perfect balance between 

rights and duties, claims and liabilities. All objections to this system of distribution 

betray ignorance on the one hand and impudence with God on the other. They serve 

no purpose other than to shake the foundations of the whole system, of family and 

society, to no avail whatsoever. 

Inheritance of Parents and Children 

The division begins with the shares of offspring when they inherit from their 
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parents: “If there are more than two women, they shall have two-thirds of what [their 

parents] leave behind; and if there is only one, she shall have one-half of it.” If the deceased 

has no male issue, but has two or more daughters, his daughters share equally two-

thirds of his estate. If he leaves behind only one daughter, she inherits half of his 

estate. The remainder goes to his nearest of kin on his father’s side, i.e. to his father, 

grandfather or brother, or to his half-brother on his father’s side or to his paternal 

uncle or the children of his grandfather. 

The Qur’ nic verse states: “If there are more than two women, they shall have two-thirds 

of what [their parents] leave behind.” This statement apportions two-thirds if the 

deceased leaves behind more than two daughters. The same portion of two-thirds is 

given when the deceased has only two daughters on the basis of the Sunnah as well 

as the analogy with the share given to two sisters in the final verse of this s rah. As 

for the Sunnah, Abū D wūd, al-Tirmidhī and Ibn M jah relate, on the authority of 

J bir, that the widow of Sa`d ibn al-Rabī` came to the Prophet, saying: “Messenger of 

God, these are the two daughters of Sa`d whose father fell a martyr in the Battle of 

U ud in which he fought with you. Their uncle has taken their money and left them 

nothing. They cannot hope to get married unless they have money.” The Prophet 

said: “God will give His judgement in this case.” Then the verse that outlines shares 

of inheritance was revealed. The Prophet sent a message to their uncle, saying: “Give 

Sa`d’s two daughters two-thirds and their mother one-eighth and you take the 

remainder.” This, then, is the Prophet’s judgement which gives two-thirds to two 

daughters. It shows that when the deceased leaves two or more daughters but no 

sons behind, his daughters share two-thirds of his property.  

Another basis for this portion is the final verse in the s rah which states the shares 

of two sisters: “If there are two sisters, they shall both together have two-thirds of whatever 

he has left.” (Verse 176) It is only reasonable that two daughters have a stronger claim 

than two sisters to two-thirds of the deceased’s inheritance. Moreover, in the case 

explained in the last verse of this s rah, if there is only one sister, she inherits the 

same share as that given in the present verse to one daughter. 

Having completed the offspring’s shares, the verse goes on to explain the shares 

given to parents who survive any of their children, whether the deceased has 

children or not: “As for the parents [of the deceased], each of them shall have one-sixth of 

what he leaves behind, in the event of his having a child; but if he leaves no children, and his 

parents be his heirs, then his mother shall have one-third; and if he has brothers and sisters, 

his mother shall have one-sixth.” (Verse 11) 

There are, then, different cases and different ways of sharing a parent’s bequest 

according to every particular situation. The first is when the deceased leaves behind 

children of his own in addition to his parents. Here, each of his parents inherits one-

sixth and the remainder goes to his son, or to his son and daughter or daughters, on 
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the basis of a son having a share equal to that of two daughters. If the deceased has 

only one daughter, she inherits one-half of her father’s estate, while each of his 

parents takes one-sixth and the father takes the last one-sixth on the basis of his being 

the nearest of kin to the deceased. In other words, the father has one portion as an 

ordained share and another portion for being the nearest of kin, taking what remains 

after those who are given appointed shares have taken theirs. If the deceased has two 

or more daughters, they take two-thirds and each of his parents one-sixth. 

The second situation occurs when the deceased has neither children, brothers, 

sisters nor spouse. His parents, then, are his only heirs. In this case, his mother 

inherits one-third as her appointed share, and the remainder goes to his father as his 

nearest of kin. The father’s share in this case is double that of the mother. If the 

deceased leaves a spouse in addition to his parents, the husband takes one-half in the 

case of the deceased being a woman, and the wife takes one-quarter if the deceased is 

a man. The mother takes one-third (and here there is a difference among scholars as 

to whether the mother’s share is one-third of the whole estate or one-third of what is 

left after the deceased’s wife or husband have taken their shares) and the father takes 

what is left after the mother has taken her share, provided that the father’s share is 

not less than the mother’s. 

The third situation occurs when the deceased is survived by his parents and 

brothers, whether they are full or half brothers on either the father’s or mother’s side. 

They do not inherit any share themselves because their father takes precedence over 

them and he is the nearest of kin to the deceased after his own son. Brothers, 

however, reduce the mother’s share by half, from one-third to one-sixth. The father 

takes the remainder if the deceased has no surviving spouse. If the deceased has only 

one brother as well as his parents, he does not reduce the mother’s share. She 

receives one-third in the same way as if the deceased had neither children nor 

brothers. 

All these shares, however, are only apportioned after execution of the deceased’s 

will and payment of any outstanding debts: “after (deducting) any bequest he may have 

made, or any outstanding debt”. (Verse 11) Ibn Kathīr, the famous Qur’ nic 

commentator, states: `All scholars, past and contemporary, are unanimous that the 

deduction of outstanding debts takes precedence over bequests by will.” This is only 

reasonable because debt is a rightful claim of others. Hence, it must be deducted 

from the estate of the person who incurred the debt, since he has left enough money 

to do so. Such payment gives the lender his right and absolves the debtor of his debt. 

Islam has taken special care to impress on its followers the need to repay all debts. 

This ensures that people’s lives can benefit from people’s clear consciences and 

transactions can be made on the basis of trust and reassurance. It is for this reason 

that a debt is not written-off by reason of the borrower’s death. It remains 
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outstanding. Abū Qat dah, a Companion of the Prophet, reports that a man asked 

the Prophet whether all his past mistakes and sins are written-off if he dies a martyr 

in the service of God’s cause. The Prophet answered: “Yes. If you are killed fighting 

willingly, volunteering for God’s cause, pushing forward, not withdrawing 

backward.” The Prophet then asked him to repeat the question, which he did. The 

Prophet then said: “Yes, with the exception of your debts. Gabriel, the Angel, has 

told me that.” (Related by Muslim, M lik, and others.) 

Abū Qat dah also reports that the body of a dead person was brought to the 

Mosque so that the Prophet may lead the Prayer for the deceased, i.e. Janāzah Prayer, 

for him. The Prophet said to his Companions: “You pray for your friend because he 

has an outstanding debt.” I said: “I take over that debt, Messenger of God.” The 

Prophet asked: “For full settlement?” I answered in the affirmative and the Prophet 

led the prayer for the deceased. 

The will takes precedence over the apportioned shares of inheritance because it 

represents the deceased’s desire. In fact, provision for making a will is made so that 

care can be taken of certain cases where some relatives supersede others preventing 

them from having a share of the inheritance. Those who are thus “screened”, to use 

the Islamic term, may be poor and in need of help. Making a will in their favour is 

one way of helping them. There are other cases where the interests of the family are 

served through cementing relations between the heirs of the deceased and relatives 

who are not entitled to any share of the inheritance. Bequeathing some money to 

them by will is certain to remove all causes of envy, grudge and conflict before they 

can even take root. We have to remember here that no heir may be given by will 

anything over his apportioned share and that there is a ceiling for what any person 

may so bequeath. That ceiling is one-third of the whole estate. Limiting the will in 

this way guarantees against any prejudice to the rights of all heirs. 

The verse concludes with a comment that makes three clear points: “With regard to 

your parents and your children, you do not know which of them is of more benefit to you. This 

is, therefore, an ordinance from God. God is All-Knowing, Wise.” (Verse 11) The first seeks 

to help people accept these apportioned shares willingly. Some may be motivated by 

their parental instinct to favour their own children over their parents if division of 

their estate is left entirely to them. This is understandable because there is a natural 

weakness in favour of one’s own children. Some people may be able to overcome this 

weakness if they have a particularly sensitive moral feeling towards their parents. 

Others vacillate between their natural weaknesses and their morality. It may happen 

that the social environment and traditions impose certain considerations similar to 

those that were voiced by some people when this inheritance legislation was first 

revealed. We have mentioned some of these earlier in the text. God, therefore, wants 

to give all people the reassurance generated by submission to His will and to His 
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legislation by reminding them that His knowledge is perfect and absolute, while 

people do not know who of their relatives is of more benefit to them and which 

method of sharing out inheritance may best serve their interests: “With regard to your 

parents and your children, you do not know which of them is of more benefit to you.” (Verse 

11) 

The second point states the principles on which the whole system is based. It is not 

a question of favouring one person over another or serving a narrow interest. It is all 

a question of faith and Divine law: “This is, therefore, an ordinance from God.” (Verse 

11) It is He who has created parents and children and who has given them all their 

provisions and properties. It is God who makes the law and decrees the sharing out 

and promulgates legal provisions. People cannot legislate for themselves or impose 

their own dictates. After all, they do not know where their interests lie. 

“God is All-Knowing, Wise.” (Verse 11) This is the final point which impresses on all 

people that what God legislates for mankind is not merely something that they 

cannot contravene; it is also made to serve their interests on the basis of God’s perfect 

knowledge and complete wisdom. People, on the other hand, have only scanty 

knowledge and follow their caprice. 

These comments are made before the legislation of inheritance is completed so 

that the whole matter is put in its proper perspective of faith. A faith that defines 

religion as submission to God’s law and as acceptance of His rulings. 

Inheritance of Husbands, Wives, Brothers and Sisters 

The s rah goes on to define other apportioned shares: “You shall inherit one-half of 

what your wives leave behind, provided that they have left no child; but if they have left a 

child, then you shall have one- quarter of what they leave behind, after [deducting] any 

bequest they may have made or any outstanding debt. And they (i.e. your widows) shall 

inherit one-quarter of what you leave behind, provided that you have left no child; but if you 

have left a child, then they shall have one- eighth of what you leave behind, after [deducting] 

any bequest you may have made or any outstanding debt.” (Verse 12) 

These statements are clear and elaborate. A husband inherits half of his deceased 

wife’s property if she leaves behind neither a son nor a daughter. If she has one or 

more sons or daughters, her husband inherits one-quarter of her property. The 

children of her sons, i.e. her grandchildren, reduce the husband’s share from one-half 

to one-quarter in the same way as her own children. The same applies to her children 

from an earlier marriage who also reduce her husband’s share to one- quarter. Her 

property is divided among her heirs after settling any outstanding debts or executing 

her will, as mentioned earlier. 
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A wife inherits one-quarter of the property left by her husband, if he dies without 

any progeny. If he has a child, a son or a daughter or even more, by her or by any 

other wife, or even grandchildren of his own, then their presence reduces her share 

to one-eighth. Again, settlement of debts and the execution of the will take 

precedence over any sharing out of the property. 

The share given to a wife remains the same whether the deceased leaves behind 

one wife or two, three or four wives. All of them share equally in that portion of one-

quarter or one-eighth, as the case may be. 

The final rule in this second verse outlining the system of inheritance concerns a 

person who leaves no direct heirs: “If a man or a woman has no heir in the direct line, but 

has a brother or a sister, then each of them shall inherit one-sixth; but if there be more, then 

they shall share in one- third, after [deducting] any bequest which may have been made or any 

outstanding debt, neither of which having been intended to harm [the heirs]. This is a 

commandment from God; and God is All-Knowing, Gracious.” (Verse 12) This is the case 

of a person having heirs whose relationship to him is weaker than that of either 

parents or children. Abū Bakr was asked to define the Arabic term kalālah that is used 

in the Qur’ n to refer to such a person. He said: “I can give only my own view. Hit is 

correct, then I am right only by God’s grace. If it is mistaken, the mistake is mine and 

caused by Satan. God and His Messenger are not party to it. Kalālah is a person who 

has no children and no parents.” When `Umar took over, he said in this respect: “I 

would be ashamed to contradict Abū Bakr in an opinion of his.” In fact, the most 

eminent scholars among the Prophet’s Companions and those of the next generations 

as well as the founders of all four major schools of thought and the overwhelming 

majority of scholars in successive generations, subscribe to this definition. 

“If a man or a woman has no heir in the direct line, but has a brother or a sister, then each 

of them shall inherit one-sixth; but if there be more, then they shall share in one-third.” 

(Verse 12) What is meant in this verse by the deceased having a brother or a sister is 

that either of them is only a half-brother or half-sister on his mother’s side. If they are 

a full brother or full sister, or if they are a half-brother or half-sister on his father’s 

side, they inherit according to the last verse in this s rah, which gives them a portion 

in which a male takes twice as much as a female. The portion mentioned here of one-

sixth for either of them, male or female, applies only to half-brothers and sisters on 

the side of the deceased’s mother. They have an apportioned share that is specified in 

the Qur’ n. They do not inherit on the basis of being the nearest of kin. Had that been 

the case, they would have taken all the deceased’s estate, or what is left of it, after 

those who have apportioned shares took theirs. 

“But if there be more, then they shall share in one-third.” (Verse 12) This applies 

regardless of their number or their sex. The weightier opinion is that they equally 

share their total portion of one-third, although some scholars maintain that the 
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division of the portion assigned must be on the basis of a male taking twice as much 

as a female. Equal division seems to be weightier in this case, because it is in line 

with the principle stated in the same verse, giving the male an equal share of the 

female: “Each of them shall have one-sixth.” (Verse 12) 

This means that half-brothers and sisters on the mother’s side are different from 

other heirs on three counts: 

1. The shares of males and females are equal among them. 

2. They have no claim to any part of the inheritance unless the deceased has 

neither parents nor offspring. If his father, grandfather, child or grandchild 

survives him, they inherit nothing. 

3. Their total share, regardless of their number, has a maximum of one-third of 

the estate. 

“After [deducting) any bequest which may have been made or any outstanding debt, 

neither of which having been intended to harm [the heirs].” (Verse 12) This is a warning 

against making a will for the specific purpose of harming any of one’s heirs. Thus, 

Islam ensures that a will is made to serve justice and the family’s interests. It is worth 

mentioning again here that settling debts takes precedence over executing the will 

and both the debt and the will take precedence over any sharing out of the 

inheritance among heirs. 

This second verse concludes with a comment that is similar to the first verse: “This 

is a commandment from God; and God is All-Knowing, Gracious.” (Verse 12) Thus the 

import of this comment is emphasised that much more strongly. These apportioned 

shares are given as “a commandment from God”. They are not the result of any caprice, 

nor are they swayed by desire. They emanate from perfect knowledge. Hence, they 

must be obeyed because they are made by the One to whom the right to legislate and 

apportion belongs totally. They must be accepted because they come from the only 

Source with absolute and perfect knowledge. 

When God’s Laws Are Obeyed 

These are the bounds set by God. Whoever obeys God and His Messenger, him will He 
admit into gardens through which running waters flow, there to dwell forever. That is 
the supreme triumph. But whoever disobeys God and His Messenger, and transgresses 
His bounds, him will He commit to the fire, there to abide forever; and shameful 
torment awaits him. (Verses 13-14) 

These two verses serve as further emphasis to the basic rule of Islam that makes it 
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absolutely clear that the authority to legislate belongs to God alone. Any 

contravention of this rule constitutes disobedience to God and rejection of Islam 

altogether. This is re-emphasised in these two verses which describe the shares 

specified for the distribution of the estate of a deceased person among his or her heirs 

as bounds set by God. These verses serve as a clear definition of relations within the 

family and social and economic relations in the society at large. The rulings they give 

on how the estate of the deceased is to be shared out are final. When they are 

properly respected and God and His Messenger are obeyed in these legal provisions, 

the reward is great: it is nothing less than Paradise, forever, which is indeed a 

supreme triumph. When they are contravened by disobedience to God and His 

Messenger, the result is an everlasting fire and a shameful torment. 

But why is such a great and final destiny dependent on obedience or disobedience 

in a legal provision that tackles an aspect of secondary importance like the provision 

of inheritance? This provision speaks only of small details and its reward may appear 

to be out of proportion with its nature. 

Several verses in the s rah clarify this matter and put it into proper perspective. 

These verses explain the meaning of religion, true faith and the limits of Islam. We 

will attempt, however, to give a brief clarification of this issue considering that the 

two verses we are discussing today, which come as a comment on the legislation of 

inheritance, are of vital importance. 

The central question posed by Islam, and indeed by all Divine faith ever since God 

sent His first messenger to mankind, is: to whom does Godhead on earth belong? 

and to whom belongs the Lordship of mankind? The answer to both parts of this 

question makes all the difference not only with regard to faith but to human life 

altogether. 

If the answer is that both Godhead and Lordship in the universe belong to God 

alone, without associating any partners with Him, then that is the essence of true 

faith and proper submission to God. That is the religion of Islam. If, on the other 

hand, the answer is that they belong to God’s partners, with or without Him, then 

that is idolatry, or total rejection of faith. 

When Godhead and Lordship in the universe belong to God alone, all creatures 

must submit to Him and obey all His commandments. This means that they must 

follow the system and the constitution He has chosen for them. He alone can make 

that choice and He alone can legislate for people, giving them the values, standards, 

and the social systems to establish and maintain. No one else, whether an individual 

or a group, can share that authority with Him except on the basis of His law and 

constitution. That authority is the total sum and the practical result of Godhead and 

Lordship. When it is given to someone else, then submission and obedience are 
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offered to beings other than God. The practical effect of that is the implementation of 

regulations, laws, values, and standards established by human beings without any 

reference to God’s Book and authority. In such a situation, there can be no proper 

faith and no Islam. There can only be transgression and a total denial of the faith. 

This is the true essence of the whole matter. In this light, transgression of the 

bounds set by God is the same whether it relates to one aspect of God’s laws or to the 

whole of Islamic law. In both cases, the transgression represents a rebellion against 

faith. What makes all the difference is the basic rule that shapes human societies. 

That rule seeks a clear and definite answer to the question of whether Godhead and 

Lordship are given to God alone, or they are being usurped by people. In this 

context, verbal claims of adherence to Islam count for little unless they are given their 

proper practical effect. 

This is the essential fact stressed in this comment which makes a link between the 

sharing out of inheritance, obedience to God and His Messenger and the ultimate 

reward of Paradise, the reward to be enjoyed forever. This principle is the subject 

matter of many verses in this s rah, which throw ample light on it, in order to make it 

totally clear, and absolutely indisputable. Everyone who claims to be a Muslim must 

understand that basic fact so that he can determine whether he is truly a Muslim who 

lives his faith. 

We still have to add a concluding word about the Islamic system of inheritance. It 

is a fair system that satisfies the needs of human nature and those of family life. This 

becomes most obviously apparent when we compare it with any system, old or new, 

known to man anywhere in the world. 

This system takes fully into account the concept of mutual care and security 

within the family. It apportions shares according to the duty of each member of the 

family. When heirs of the first degree, such as parents and children, have taken their 

defined shares, the strongest claim to a portion of the deceased’s inheritance belongs 

to his nearest relatives on his father’s side. It is those relatives who are also required 

to take care of him and to contribute to the satisfaction of his liabilities in any 

emergency. When we consider this aspect, the system appears to be both balanced 

and perfect. 

This system takes into account the fact that all mankind originated from a single 

soul. Hence, it does not deprive a woman or a child of their shares simply because of 

their sex or minority. It does not favour one sex over another, except in relation to 

their respective duties within the concept of mutual care within the family. 

It also takes into account all aspects of human nature. It is for this reason that 

children are given priority in inheritance over all other relatives. The new generation 

represents human survival and continuation of the family. Hence it is more 
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deserving of care. The Islamic system, however, does not deprive parents or 

grandparents or other relations of their shares. Each has his or her portion. 

Moreover, the Islamic system of inheritance is most suitable to human nature. It 

satisfies the natural desire of every human being to maintain his relations with his 

offspring in the sense that his children represent the continuity of his existence. It 

reassures a man who has exerted his efforts to save a portion of his earnings that his 

own children will not be deprived of the fruits of his efforts. They inherit him when 

he dies. 

This motivates him to double his efforts which, in turn, benefits society as a whole, 

without prejudice to the concept of mutual social care and security on which Islam 

lays strong emphasis. 

Finally, the Islamic system of inheritance ensures that wealth accumulated by 

every generation is divided and redistributed. This ensures that vast wealth does not 

remain in a few hands, as happens in systems that give all inheritance to the eldest 

son or appoint very few heirs. From this point of view, it is an effective tool for 

economic reorganisation within the community for it rids it of excesses without any 

direct intervention by the authorities. Such intervention is normally received with 

natural distaste. This continuing process of division and redistribution takes place 

without ill-feeling because it understands human motives and satisfies them. That is 

the basic difference between Divine and man-made legislation. 
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2 

Perfect Social Morality 

As for those of your women who are guilty 

of gross immoral conduct, call upon four 

from among you to bear witness against 

them. If they so testify, then confine the 

guilty women to their houses until death 

takes them or God opens another way for 

them. (15) 

And the two from among you who are 

guilty of the same, punish them both. If 

they repent and mend their ways, then leave 

them alone. God is the One who accepts 

repentance, the Merciful. (16) 

God will indeed accept the repentance of 

only those who do evil out of ignorance, and 

then repent shortly afterwards. It is they to 

whom God turns in His mercy. God is 

All-Knowing, Wise. (17) 

Repentance shall not be accepted from those 

who indulge in their evil deeds and, when 

death comes to any of them, he says: “I now 

repent”; nor from those who die as non-

believers. For those We have prepared 

grievous suffering. (18) 
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Believers, it is unlawful for you to inherit 

women against their will, or to bar them 

from remarrying so that you may make off 

with part of what you have given them, 

except when they are guilty of a flagrant 

indecency. Consort with them in a goodly 

manner. Even if you are averse to them, it 

may well be that you are averse to 

something in which God has placed much 

good. (19) 

If you wish to take one wife in place of 

another and you have given the first one a 

large sum of money, do not take away 

anything of it. Would you take it away 

though that constitutes a gross injustice and 

a manifest sin? (20) 

How can you take it away when each of 

you has been privy with the other, and they 

have received from you a most solemn 

pledge? (21) 

Do not marry women whom your fathers 

have previously married, unless it be a 

thing of the past. Surely, that is an 

indecent, abominable and evil practice. 

(22) 

Forbidden to you [in marriage] are your 

mothers, your daughters, your sisters, your 

aunts paternal and maternal, your 

brother’s daughters and your sister’s 

daughters, your mothers who have given 
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suck to you, your suckling sisters, the 

mothers of your wives, 

 your stepdaughters — who are your foster 

children — born to your wives with whom 

you have consummated your marriage; but 

if you have not consummated your marriage 

with them, you will incur no sin [by 

marrying their daughters], and the wives of 

your own begotten sons; and [you are 

forbidden] to have two sisters as your wives 

at one and the same time, unless it be a 

thing of the past. God is Much-Forgiving, 

Merciful. (23) 

And [forbidden to you are] all married 

women, other than those whom your right 

hands possess. This is God’s ordinance, 

binding upon you. Lawful to you are all 

women other than these, provided that, 

offering them of your own possessions, you 

seek to take them in wedlock, not in 

fornication. To those with whom you seek 

to enjoy marriage, you shall give the dowers 

due to them; but you will incur no sin if 

you agree among yourselves on any 

voluntary arrangement even after what has 

been stipulated by way of duty. God is 

indeed All- Knowing, Wise. (24) 

Any of you who, owing to circumstances, is 

not in a position to marry a free believing 

woman may marry a believing maiden from 

among those whom your right hands 

possess. God knows all about your faith: 

you belong to one another. Marry them, 

then, with their people’s consent and give 

them their dowers in an equitable manner, 

as chaste women who give themselves in 
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Overview 

The first passage of this s rah dealt with the organisation of Muslim society and 

the eradication of all traces of pagan beliefs from its system by providing guarantees 

to orphans and protecting their wealth within their families and within the 

community. It has also dealt with the system of inheritance. All these guarantees 

work within the Islamic system outlined by God, the Lord of all people. He has 

created them all of a single soul, and He has established human society with the 

family as its basic unit, making mutual care its guiding principle. Moreover, all their 

affairs must be regulated within the bounds set by God on the basis of His perfect 

knowledge and infinite wisdom. They receive their reward or suffer their 

honest wedlock, not in fornication, nor as 

women who have secret love companions.  

If after their marriage, they are guilty of 

gross immoral conduct, they shall be liable 

to half the penalty to which free women are 

liable. This provision applies to those of 

you who fear to stumble into sin. Yet it is 

better for you to be patient. God is Much- 

Forgiving, Merciful. (25) 

God wants to make all this clear to you 

and to guide you in the [righteous] ways of 

life of those who have preceded you, and to 

turn to you in His mercy. God is All-

Knowing, Wise. (26) 

And God wants to turn to you in His 

mercy, while those who follow their lusts 

want you to go very far astray. (27) 

God wants to lighten your burdens; for 

man has been created weak. (28) 
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punishment according to whether they obey or disobey Him in all this. 

In this second passage, the s rah continues with its purpose of organising Muslim 

society, aiming at purifying it of all gross indecency. It provides for the isolation of 

those who commit such indecency, men and women, while at the same time opening 

the door for those of them who want to repent, purify themselves and lead a clean 

and chaste life. It also rescues women from what they used to suffer of humiliation 

and injustice under ignorant systems, so that the family could establish its firm and 

sound basis. That was the only way to build the society on firm foundations and 

within a clean atmosphere. It concludes with giving a list of the women whom a man 

is forbidden to marry under Islamic law. This constitutes a part of the organisation of 

family life. 

First Step Towards Eradicating Immorality 

As for those of your women who are guilty of gross immoral conduct, call upon four 
from among you to bear witness against them. If they so testify, then confine the 
guilty women to their houses until death takes them or God opens another way for 
them. (Verse 15) And the two from among you who are guilty of the same, punish 
them both. If they repent and mend their ways, then leave them alone. God is the One 
who accepts repentance, the Merciful. (Verse 16) 

Islam defines here its method, which aims at the cleansing and purification of 

society. In the first instance, it chooses to isolate those women who commit adultery 

from the rest of the community, once their guilt is proven. It also chooses to inflict 

physical punishment on those men who are sexually perverted, without specifying 

the type of punishment or its nature. At a later stage, Islam chose to mete out the 

same punishment to such men and women, which is flogging as explained in S rah 

24, The Light, or Al-N r, and stoning to death as explained by the Sunnah. The 

ultimate aim of either punishment is to protect society and to guard its honour and 

morality. 

In every situation and with every punishment, Islamic legislation provides 

guarantees which make it extremely difficult for injustice to take place and which 

make it almost impossible for punishment to be inflicted on the basis of suspicion or 

mistaken identity. This was especially important given that the punishment 

legislated could leave such a serious effect on people’s lives: “As for those of your 

women who are guilty of gross immoral conduct, call upon four from among you to bear 

witness against them. If they so testify, then confine the guilty women to their houses until 

death takes them or God opens another way for them.” (Verse 15) 

Great care is being taken here. Firstly, the women on whom this punishment may 
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be inflicted are defined as follows, “As for those of your women”, meaning Muslim 

women only. Furthermore, the men who are called in to testify to the occurrence of 

the offence are specified as follows, “Call upon four from among you”, meaning that 

they must also be Muslims. It is, then, a punishment for a certain kind of woman 

once the offence is proven by the testimony of certain men. 

Islam does not allow non-Muslim men to testify against Muslim women, when 

they commit indecency. The four male witnesses must belong to the Islamic faith and 

the Muslim community, submit to its legislation, accept its leadership, care for its 

welfare and know what takes place within it. When it comes to the honour of a 

Muslim woman, the testimony of a non-Muslim is unacceptable, because we cannot 

be certain of his honesty and integrity. He has no interest in safeguarding the 

cleanliness and chastity of the community and he is not particularly interested in 

maintaining justice in that community. These safeguards have remained in effect 

even after the ruling in such cases was changed and the punishment for adultery was 

more clearly defined as flogging or stoning. 

“If they so testify, then confine the guilty women to their houses.” (Verse 15) Thus they 

do not mix with or contaminate the Muslim society, nor are they allowed to marry or 

undertake any activity. This punishment continues “until death takes them” while 

they are confined in their houses, “or God opens another way for them”. This means that 

they themselves may change, or that their punishment may be changed. It also 

means that God may decide to do whatever He will with them. All this suggests that 

this is not a final ruling, but an interim verdict that takes into account certain 

circumstances in society. A different verdict which would be more permanent was, 

then, to be expected. This took place when the verdict and the punishment were 

changed to those outlined in S rah 24 and in the Sunnah. The strict guarantees which 

are provided here for the establishment of guilt have, however, remained the same. 

Im m A mad relates on the authority of `Ub dah ibn al-Ş mit that the Prophet 

used to be visibly affected every time revelations were bestowed on him from on 

high. His face changed and he looked ill at ease. One day, after he received 

revelations and he regained his colour, he said: “Learn this from me. God has opened 

another way for them, both in the case of a married man and a married woman and 

that of an unmarried man with an unmarried woman. For the married, one hundred 

lashes and stoning, and for the unmarried one hundred lashes and exile for a year.” 

This ĥadīth is also related by Im m Muslim and others but using different wording: 

“Learn this from me; learn this from me. God has opened another way for them: For 

an unmarried man with an unmarried woman, one hundred lashes and exile for a 

year; and for a married man with a married woman, one hundred lashes and 

stoning.” The practice of the Prophet confirms this in the case of M `iz and the 

Gh midī woman. It is stated in the authentic compilation of ĥadīth by Muslim that 
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the Prophet stoned them to death, and did not inflict on them the lesser punishment 

of flogging. The same occurred when the case of two Jewish adulterers was put to 

him for judgement. His verdict was stoning to death and not flogging. The Prophet’s 

practice, then, shows that this is the final and permanent verdict. 

The next verse also prescribes an interim measure: “And the two from among you 

who are guilty of the same, punish them both. If they repent and mend their ways, then leave 

them alone. God is the One who accepts repentance, the Merciful.” (Verse 16) It seems clear 

that the reference in the expression to “the two from among you who are guilty” of gross 

immoral conduct refers to two homosexual men. A number of scholars say that the 

punishment meant in the words `punish them both” is in the form of verbal rebuke 

and beating them with shoes. 

“If they repent and mend their ways, then leave them alone.” Repentance and mending 

one’s ways indicate a fundamental change in character, method, action and 

behaviour. With this change, punishment should stop and the community should 

cease to inflict any harm on repenting homosexuals. In this context, leaving them 

alone means to cease punishing them. 

This is followed by a profound concluding remark: “God is the One who accepts 

repentance, the Merciful.” (Verse 16) It is He who has ordered punishment, and it is He 

who orders that it must stop when the offender repents and mends his ways. People 

have no say in either the infliction of punishment or in its suspension. They only 

implement God’s laws and directives. He accepts repentance and turns in mercy to 

reformed offenders. 

Another fine touch contained within this comment directs people to make mercy 

and compassion the basis of their dealings with one another. God accepts repentance 

and His grace is limitless. People, then, should be more tolerant of one another, 

overlook past mistakes and offences when they are followed by true repentance. This 

is not complacency in disguise. There is no mercy to hardened sinners. This is 

compassion extended only to repenters who want to reform themselves. They are 

accepted within the community. No one reminds or reproaches them again of their 

past offences, since they have mended their ways. The community is required to help 

them start a new, clean and pure life. It is also required to forget their past offences 

so that no ill-feeling is aroused which may tempt the repenting sinners to go back to 

their erring ways. Such a return will inevitably ensure their ruin in this life and in the 

life to come. Moreover, they will harbour grudges against the society as a whole. 

This punishment, however, was later amended. In this respect, the Prophet is 

quoted as saying: “If you see anyone doing what the people of Lot used to do, kill 

both partners.” 
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A Perfectly Moral Society 

These rulings show very clearly that Islam was intent, from its very early days, to 

eradicate immorality from Muslim society. It did not wait until it established its state 

in Madinah before it promulgated laws to be implemented by the ruling authority. 

Instead, the prohibition of adultery was stated in S rah 17, The Night Journey, or Al-

Isrā’, which was revealed in Makkah: “Do not come near to adultery: for it is an 

abomination and an evil way.’’ (17: 32) Again, in S rah 23, The Believers, or Al-

Mu’min n, successful believers are described as people “who are mindful of their 

chastity, [not seeking to satisfy their desires] except with their wives”. (23: 4-5) The same 

description is repeated in S rah 70, The Ascending Stairways, or Al-Ma`ārij. 

All these s rahs were revealed in Makkah when Islam enjoyed neither a state nor 

authority. Hence, no specific punishments were given for this offence, although its 

prohibition was established in Makkah. Only when a state that exercised power was 

established in Madinah, were punishments defined. Verbal directives and 

instructions were no longer sufficient to put an end to such crimes and protect 

society. Islam is a practical religion that appreciates that the power of the state is 

needed for the implementation of laws. According to Islam, religion is the system by 

which to regulate people’s practical life. It is not mere feelings and abstract values. 

From the outset of the Islamic faith being accepted by some people in Makkah, it 

started to purify them. When Islam established its state in Madinah, which was 

backed by an authority able to implement a well defined legal code and able to shape 

the Islamic way of life in a practical form, it began to take practical steps to safeguard 

society against immoral conduct, adding to its directives the force of proper 

punishment. As we have already said, Islam is not merely general principles and 

abstract values. It adds to these a real authority to implement the principles in 

practice. Its structure cannot stand on one leg. 

This applies to all Divine religions, even though some people wrongly claim that 

there were Divine religions that did not enjoin any law, system or governing 

authority. Every religion is a way of life, which is practical and down to earth. People 

submit themselves to God alone and receive their concept of faith, moral values, and 

practical legislation from Him only. Such legislation must be implemented by a 

government that can enforce such rules and punish those who violate them, and also 

protect society from any encroachment by the evils of ignorance. Thus, all submission 

is dedicated to God alone. This means that there are no deities, in any shape or form, 

who have the authority to legislate and establish values, standards, laws or 

regulations. The right to do all this belongs to God alone. Any creature that claims 

such a right is, in effect, claiming Godhead for himself. No religion revealed by God 

allows any man to be god or suffers him to make such a claim and put it into effect. 
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Hence, no Divine religion would limit itself to mere beliefs without supporting them 

by a law and a governing authority. 

In Madinah, then, Islam started to make its real presence felt by purifying the 

society through legislation which was put into practice. It defined punishment for 

offences, as we have seen in the rulings included in this s rah. Some of these were 

later amended to take their final forms as determined by God. 

The Surest Way to Human Destruction 

It should not come as a surprise to us that Islam takes a very serious view of 

immorality and works hard for its total eradication. The most important feature of 

Jāhili (ignorant) societies throughout all ages, as we see today across the globe, is 

permissiveness and the shedding of all moral and legal inhibitions. Thus, 

promiscuity becomes an aspect of personal freedom that is only opposed by 

intolerant prudes. People living in ignorant societies may agree to forgo, willingly or 

unwillingly, all their human freedom but not their “animal” freedom. They will also 

rise up in arms against anyone who opposes promiscuity and tries to regulate their 

moral standards. 

In ignorant societies, all systems collaborate to destroy moral barriers, weaken 

natural controls within man, give an innocent appearance to permissiveness and 

allow excessive promiscuity to run without checks or controls. This inevitably leads 

to the weakening of family and social controls, to the ridicule of natural, healthy 

feelings which are disgusted by permissiveness, and to the glorification of both 

physical and emotional nudity and all its methods of expression. 

Islam tries to purify human feelings and societies from all these characteristics of 

promiscuous ignorance. You have only to read the poetry of Imru’l-Qais, the 

renowned poet of pre-Islamic Arabia, to find close similarities with the poetry of 

ancient Greece and that of the Roman Empire. You will also find close similarities 

with the arts and literature of contemporary Jāhiliyyah (or state of ignorance), Arabian 

and non-Arabian. Moreover, if we examine social traditions, the status of women and 

permissiveness in all Jāhiliyyah societies, ancient and contemporary, we are bound to 

conclude that they all start from the same concept and adopt similar slogans. 

Such permissiveness always leads to the destruction of civilisation and the 

collapse of the nation in which it spreads. This is exactly what happened to the 

ancient Greek, Roman and Persian civilisations. It is also happening today to 

European and American civilisations, which have started their decline despite all the 

appearances of great advances in the industrial field. This is something that has been 

worrying men of wisdom in the West, although they feel that they are too weak to be 

able to check this destructive trend. The total destruction of society and civilisation is 
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the inevitable end, yet the people of Jāhiliyyah, in all ages and societies, push forward 

towards permissiveness at full speed. Indeed, they are willing to sacrifice all their 

freedoms, and live the life of slaves, provided that they have the freedom to enjoy 

their animal indulgences. 

This is indeed neither indulgence nor freedom. It is total enslavement to carnal 

desires, which makes man sink far below the standards of animals. Animals follow 

the dictates of their nature in this connection. They have special seasons when they 

become sexually active. Moreover, their sexual function is strictly linked to the 

purpose of procreation. A female does not accept the male except in her season of 

fertility. The male, on the other hand, does not make any advance towards the female 

except when she is ready. But God has left man to his own reason and made faith the 

power to control that reason. If he breaks loose from faith, he will find himself weak, 

subjected to much pressure. He cannot check and control his desire. It is impossible, 

therefore, to provide any real social checks and to make society truly clean except 

through faith. Yet faith needs to be backed by an organised authority to punish those 

who violate the bounds set by God. In this way, faith saves man from the depths of 

animal desire and elevates him to a position of honour among the rest of His 

creation. 

Humanity today lives a life that gives faith a very secondary position. It does not 

have the benefit of a ruling body that derives its authority from faith. Hence, wise 

individuals in Western societies call in vain for the establishment of checks and 

controls. They may well save themselves the trouble because no one responds to 

mere words that are not backed by an executive authority and deterrent 

punishments. The church and the clergy also make their contribution against 

promiscuity, but it all goes in vain. No one responds to a lost faith lacking the 

authority to undertake the implementation of its laws and directives. Thus, mankind 

moves headlong towards the abyss without any hope of salvation. 

That this civilisation will ultimately be destroyed is absolutely certain, as is 

evident by all past human experience. This is true despite the apparent strength of 

this civilisation and its great foundation. Man is indeed the greatest of all these 

foundations. When man is destroyed, civilisation cannot remain in existence, 

supported only by factories and newly-implemented robotic production. 

If we fully appreciated how profound this truth is, we would be able to recognise 

the greatness of Islam. For it has legislated its severe punishment for promiscuity and 

gross indecency in order to protect man from his own destruction. This is the only 

way for human life to be established on proper human foundations. We would also 

recognise the extent of the crime committed by those systems which collaborate to 

destroy the foundation of human life through the glorification of promiscuity and 

permissiveness, giving them such appealing names as “art”, “freedom” and 
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“progress”. Every means that contributes to the destruction of man is a crime and it 

must be called as such. Moreover, it must be countered with sound advice as well as 

stern punishment. This is what Islam does because it is a religion with a perfect 

system. 

Essence of True Repentance 

God will indeed accept the repentance of only those who do evil out of ignorance, and 
then repent shortly afterwards. It is they to whom God turns in His mercy. God is 
All-Knowing, Wise. Repentance shall not be accepted from those who indulge in their 
evil deeds and, when death comes to any of them, he says: “I now repent”; nor from 
those who die as non-believers. For those We have prepared grievous suffering. 
(Verses 17-18) 

While Islam prescribes punishment, it does not slam the door in the face of 

sinners, should they want to return to society after having realised their guilt. 

Indeed, Islam encourages them and opens the way for them to repent and purify 

themselves. The encouragement is so emphatic that God makes acceptance of 

repentance, once it is genuine and sincere, a duty which He in His glory imposes on 

Himself by His Own free will. In this, His grace is more than anyone can expect. 

We have spoken about repentance and its acceptance in the past, when we 

commented on the verse which describes the true believers as those who “when they 

commit a gross indecency or wrong themselves, remember God and pray for the forgiveness of 

their sins”. (3: 135) All that we have stated on that occasion is relevant here. 

Repentance is mentioned here, however, for a different purpose, and by which it 

seeks to explain its true essence. 

True repentance which God, out of His Grace, has bound Himself to accept is the 

one which is deeply felt by the repenter and which indicates that he or she has 

undergone a total transformation. It means that past mistakes are sincerely regretted, 

and that regret has prompted a total change of attitude when the person concerned 

still enjoys good health, and still aspires to a brighter future. Such repentance is 

normally accompanied by a genuine desire for self-purification and a resolve to 

follow a different way of life. 

“God will indeed accept the repentance of only those who do evil out of ignorance, and then 

repent shortly afterwards. It is they to whom God turns in His mercy. God is All-Knowing, 

Wise.” (Verse 17) What is meant by “those who do evil out of ignorance” is anyone who 

commits sin. Scholars are almost unanimous that “ignorance”, as it is used here, 

means deviation from Divine guidance, whether for a long or short period, as long as 

it does not continue until one is in the throes of death. Repenting “shortly afterwards” 
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refers to repentance in good time, before death overtakes one and one’s life is felt to 

have reached its end. Such repentance reveals genuine regret and strong resolve to 

mend one’s ways. It indicates that one’s conscience is back at work. Hence, it is to 

those people that “God turns in His mercy.” For “God is All-Knowing, Wise.” Any action 

of His is based on His knowledge and wisdom and gives His servants the chance to 

return to the ranks of those who are good. He never chases them out when they have 

a genuine desire to seek refuge with Him and receive His mercy. We have to 

remember that God — limitless is He in His glory — has no need for His servants or 

their repentance. When they repent, they benefit only themselves. It is their lives and 

the life of the community in which they live that improve and become happy. Hence, 

the way is open for them to return to the true path at any time. 

Repentance shall not be accepted from those who indulge in their evil deeds and, when 
death comes to any of them, he says: “I now repent”; nor from those who die as non-
believers. For those We have prepared grievous suffering. (Verse 18) 

This sort of repentance is that of one who is cornered. During his lifetime, he 

indulged in sin up to his ears. Now that death is overtaking him, he can no longer 

commit any more sins, for he has no time to do so. Hence, God rejects such 

repentance because it does not improve one’s heart or reform one’s style of life. Nor 

does it indicate any change in one’s erring ways. Genuine repentance is accepted 

because it is the door that is open for erring people to return to the camp of the good, 

thus regaining themselves from error. In fact, humanity regains them after they have 

been among those who have been lost to evil and Satan. They will be able, if they 

remain alive for sometime after their repentance, to do well. If, on the other hand, 

they are overtaken by death shortly afterwards, they have at least declared their 

triumph over error. 

“Nor from those who die as non-believers.” (Verse 18) Those have severed all that 

could enable them to turn to God in sincere repentance and gain His forgiveness. 

“For those We have prepared grievous suffering.” (Verse 18) It is waiting for them, ready 

to engulf them as just punishment. 

The Divine constitution then prescribes severe punishments but it keeps the door 

open at all times for repentance. This gives it a unique balance, helping it to influence 

human life as no other constitution, ancient or modern, can ever do. 

A New Way to Treat Women 

The next theme in this passage is women. Women were treated very badly in pre-

Islamic Arabia, as they were treated badly in all surrounding ignorant societies. 

Nowhere in that area were human rights extended to women. Indeed, women were 
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given a position much inferior to that of men so much so that they were more akin to 

inanimate objects. They were, at the same time, used for entertainment and pleasure, 

treated as sexual objects in order to satisfy carnal desires. Moreover, women were 

used as subject matter for pornographic arts and literature. Islam came to purify 

women of all that filth, giving them back their natural position in order to play their 

role in the family and in human society. The position Islam gives to women is that 

which accords with the general principle stated at the outset of this s rah: “Mankind, 

fear your Lord, who has created you from a single soul, and from it created its mate, and from 

the two of them spread abroad so many men and women.” (Verse 1) Islam also sought to 

raise the standard of feelings in marital relationships from the low animal level to 

their highest human level. It adds to them overtones of mutual respect, affection and 

care, and places them on a much more solid foundation so that they can withstand 

shocks and outbursts of temper. 

Believers, it is unlawful for you to inherit women against their will, or to bar them 
from remarrying so that you may make off with part of what you have given them, 
except when they are guilty of a flagrant indecency. Consort with them in a goodly 
manner. Even if you are averse to them, it may well be that you are averse to 
something in which God has placed much good. (Verse 19) 

This verse outlaws inheriting women altogether. Before Islam rescued the Arabs 

from the depths of ignorance into which they had sunk, some Arab clans used to 

consider that the relatives of a deceased man had an overriding claim to his widow. 

They inherited her like they inherited his animals and property. Anyone of them 

could marry her if he so wanted. On the other hand, they could marry her to 

someone else and take her dowry for themselves. In other words, she was no more 

than an animal that could be sold at will. On the other hand, they could bar her from 

marrying anyone, leaving her at home until she bought her freedom from them. 

Another tradition practised in Arabia, was one whereby if a woman became a 

widow, a relative of her deceased husband could throw his garment over her. This 

gesture was sufficient to assert his claim over her. It signified that she was now his, 

in the same way as if he had looted something. If she was pretty, he might marry her. 

If she was ugly, he might confine her to his house until she died when he would 

inherit her, or else, she would buy her freedom by giving him money. If, on the other 

hand, she was quick to flee from her husband’s home, reaching her own family’s 

home before he could throw his garment over her, she was safe and free. 

Some Arabs used to divorce women and stipulate that they could not marry 

anyone without the consent of their former husbands. The only way for a woman in 

such a position to regain her freedom was to refund her former husband part or all of 

the dowry she received from him when they were first married. 
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In other Arabian tribes, a widow was kept without marriage until a young boy 

became old enough to marry her. If one of them had an orphan girl under his charge, 

he would bar her from marriage until his young son grew up, when he would marry 

her, taking all her money. 

There were many other similar practices that conflicted with the honourable view 

with which Islam looked at women, stating that both man and woman were two 

parts of a single soul. These practices degraded both women and men alike. For it 

transformed the relationship between the two sexes into a mercenary one. 

It is from that low position that Islam raised the relationship between man and 

woman to such a high, honourable level befitting the dignity of man, whom God has 

honoured and placed higher than all His creatures. It is indeed the Islamic concept of 

man and human life that made the elevation of relations between men and women 

possible. 

Islam outlawed any possibility of a woman being treated as part of a deceased 

man’s inheritance, like an animal or inanimate object. It also forbade the imposition 

of shackles and constraints on women that caused them harm, except in the case of 

their being manifestly guilty of gross immoral conduct. That, however, applied 

before the later punishment for adultery was prescribed. Moreover, Islam makes 

women free to choose their husbands. That freedom is enjoyed by every woman, 

virgin, widow or divorced. Moreover, kind treatment, which is expressed in the 

Qur’ n as “consorting with them in a goodly manner,” is a duty which applies to all, 

even when a man dislikes his wife. In this context, Islam raises the hope of what may 

come in the future, which is known only to God. This serves as a restraining factor, 

which makes man hesitate before severing a marital relationship in response to his 

initial feelings. It may be true that he is averse to his wife but it is also equally true 

that there is a great deal of good by which he may benefit if he restrains his feelings 

and continues to live with his wife: “Believers, it is unlawful for you to inherit women 

against their will, or to bar them from remarrying so that you may make off with part of what 

you have given them, except when they are guilty of a flagrant indecency. Consort with them 

in a goodly manner. Even if you are averse to them, it may well be that you are averse to 

something in which God has placed much good.” (Verse 19) The last part of this verse 

helps people to turn to God in hope. It restrains feelings of hatred until man has 

thought coolly about his situation. Thus, marital relationships are no longer like 

straw blown with the wind. Rather, they derive their strength from the permanent 

and strongest of all relationships, namely, the relationship between a believer and his 

Lord. 

This Qur’ nic statement is indicative of the Islamic view of family relationships. 

Islam views the family’s home as a place of peace, where every member of the family 

feels secure. The marital relationship from the Islamic standpoint, is a relationship 
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based on affection and compassion. It must, therefore, come into existence on the 

basis of free choice, so that it spreads an atmosphere into which mutual feelings of 

love, sympathy and compassion can prosper. Bearing this in mind, it is most befitting 

that Islam should say to husbands that even if they should dislike their wives, it may 

well be that the very wives they dislike are of much good to them. The marriage 

bond is something to be treasured, not to be severed in response to a passing whim. 

Marriage is a human institution of great importance. It must be viewed seriously. Its 

continued existence must not be subject to outbursts of temper or sudden changes of 

superficial sentiment. 

A good, practical example of the seriousness with which Islam views marriage is 

provided by `Umar ibn al-Kha b, the second Caliph, who was once approached by 

a man expressing his resolve to divorce his wife, simply because “he did not like 

her”. `Umar said to him: “Are families built only on love? Where would you, then, 

place loyalty and mutual care?” 

Compared with this, what some people say about “love”, when they actually refer 

to momentary whims and changeable feelings, sounds cheap and stupid. The worst 

part of it is that such love is glorified to the extent that its absence is considered to be 

enough justification for divorce. They even advocate what is worse than that, 

namely, infidelity. Such people justify adultery simply because a woman does not 

love her husband, or a man does not love his wife. Such petty-minded people have 

no consideration beyond momentary physical attraction. Their thoughts cannot turn 

to such ideals as loyalty, mutual care, fulfilment of one’s duty and responsibility 

towards one’s family. Moreover, their petty ideas keep them away from faith. They 

cannot appreciate what God says to his believing servants: “Even if you are averse to 

them, it may well be that you are averse to something in which God has placed much good.” 

(Verse 19) 

It is only faith that elevates people and their concerns. It puts human life on a level 

far above wealth and carnal desires. 

Marriage Conditions to Be Always Respected 

If you wish to take one wife in place of another and you have given the first one a large 
sum of money, do not take away anything of it. Would you take it away though that 
constitutes a gross injustice and a manifest sin? How can you take it away when each 
of you has been privy with the other, and they have received from you a most solemn 
pledge? Do not marry women whom your fathers have previously married, unless it 
be a thing of the past. Surely, that is an indecent, abominable and evil practice. 
(Verses 20- 22) 
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When such human ideals are put into practice, and it is found, nevertheless, that 

life in the family home has become intolerable and that it may be better for both the 

man and his wife to separate, then a divorced woman takes all her dowry and 

whatever she has inherited. The husband cannot take away any part of it, plentiful as 

it may be. To take away any part of it is evidently sinful: “If you wish to take one wife in 

place of another and you have given the first one a large sum of money, do not take away 

anything of it. Would you take it away though that constitutes a gross injustice and a 

manifest sin?” (Verse 20) 

This is followed by a fine touch inspired by the close intimacy which exists in 

family life: “How can you take it away when each of you has been privy with the other, and 

they have received from you a most solemn pledge?” (Verse 21) The Arabic expression 

used here and which we have rendered as “being privy with the other” has much wider 

and finer connotations. It is by no means limited to physical intimacy. It does not 

merely mean that a couple have given themselves to one another. It includes feelings, 

responses and the sharing of secrets, problems and concerns. When we reflect on this 

verse, numerous images of married life come to mind, depicting what happens 

between a man and his wife at every moment of the night and day. Past memories 

are recalled. They have been privy with one another in their expressions of love, in 

their happy moments, in what they had shared of hopes and problems, in their 

aspirations for a happier present and a brighter future, in their shared thoughts 

about their children. 

Compared with all these associations and memories which are recalled by the 

expression “when each of you has been privy with the other,” the importance of physical 

love seems too small. Hence, the divorcing husband would be too shy to ask for a 

refund of part of the dowry he gave to his wife. 

Another factor is introduced by the last part of this verse: “And they have received 

from you it most solemn pledge” (Verse 21) That pledge is the pledge of marriage. 

Marriage which is given in the name of God and according to the method He has 

made lawful. It is a very solemn pledge that must be respected and cherished by 

every believer. Hence, the Qur’ n calls on believers to respect it. 

The next verse forbids, most emphatically, a man’s marriage with a woman whom 

his father had married before him. Such a practice was allowed in pre-Islamic Arabia. 

Moreover, it was one reason for barring women from marriage. If a man died, 

leaving behind a young son, the family could bar the young boy’s stepmother from 

marriage until he, himself, was old enough to marry her. Alternatively, if the son was 

old enough to marry, he could inherit his stepmother. Islam forbids all this most 

emphatically: “Do not marry women whom your fathers have previously married, unless it 

be a thing of the past. Surely, that is an indecent, abominable and evil practice.” (Verse 22) 
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Three easily identifiable considerations lie behind this prohibition. We, as human 

beings do not pretend to know every reason for Divine legislation. Nor do we make 

it a condition of obeying God’s legislation that we should know the wisdom behind 

it. It is sufficient that God has decreed something for us to obey and implement it. 

We are certain that it serves our interests and that Divine wisdom is behind it. 

The first consideration is that a father’s wife is in the same position as a mother. 

Secondly, when a son marries a former wife of his father, he subconsciously feels 

himself to be his equal. Many people come to hate the former husbands of their 

wives. If a son is allowed to marry his father’s former wife, he may come to hate his 

father instead of loving him. Thirdly, there must never be any suspicion of inheriting 

one’s father’s wife, in the same way as it was practised in pre-Islamic days. As we 

have already said, such inheritance is an insult to the humanity of both man and 

woman. They have been created from a single soul, and their dignity and honour are 

the same. 

For these reasons, and others as well, such action is considered to be very hateful. 

It is described as indecent, abominable, i.e. generating hatred, and evil. Exemption is 

only made in the case of marriages contracted before Islam. These have been left for 

God’s decision. 

Women Whom We Are Forbidden to Marry 

Forbidden to you [in marriage] are your mothers, your daughters, your sisters, your 
aunts paternal and maternal, your brothers’ daughters and your sisters’ daughters, 
your mothers who have given suck to you, your suckling sisters, the mothers of your 
wives, your stepdaughters — who are your foster children — born to your wives with 
whom you have consummated your marriage; but if you have not consummated your 
marriage with them, you will incur no sin [by marrying their daughters], and the 
wives of your own begotten sons; and [you are forbidden] to have two sisters as your 
wives at one and the same time, unless it be a thing of the past. God is Much-
Forgiving, Merciful. (Verse 23)  

Now the s rah mentions in detail the classes of women whom we may not marry. 

This is one of the measures designed to organise the family and society as a whole. 

All societies, primitive and sophisticated, ban marriage with certain women. 

Different nations have different reasons for such prohibitions and different classes of 

women whom a man cannot marry. Primitive societies normally have a wide area of 

prohibition, while civilised societies narrow that area considerably. 

In Islam, women who are unlawful for marriage are mentioned in three verses: 

this one, the verse preceding it and the one following it. The prohibition in some 
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cases is total and permanent, while in others it is temporary. There are three reasons 

behind prohibition of marriage with certain women, namely, lineage, suckling and 

relation through a previous marriage. Islam did, however, abrogate all other 

restrictions known in other human societies, such as those based on differences of 

race, colour and nationality, and those based on social class and position within the 

same race and the same nation. 

Those whom a man is forbidden to marry because of lineage are divided into four 

groups: 

Firstly, his parents and grandparents. A man is forbidden to marry his mother, his 

grandmothers, paternal or maternal, no matter how high their degree is. All these 

come under the statement: “Forbidden to you [in marriage] are your mothers.” 

Secondly, his own issue of any degree. A man is forbidden to marry his daughter 

or the daughters of his children, of whichever degree they may be. This is included 

under “your daughters.” 

Thirdly, the issue of his parents of any degree. A man is forbidden to marry his 

sister or the daughters of his own brothers and sisters, and the daughters of his 

nephews and nieces. All these are included under “your sisters... your brothers’ 

daughters and your sisters’ daughters.” 

Fourthly, the immediate issue of his grandparents. A man is forbidden to marry 

his paternal or maternal aunt, his father’s aunt or the aunt of his maternal or paternal 

grandfather, his mother’s aunt or the aunt of his paternal or maternal grandmother. 

All these come under “your aunts, paternal and maternal.”  Those who issue indirectly 

from grandparents, i.e. cousins, whether on the father’s side or the mother’s side, are 

permissible marriage partners. 

Women forbidden in marriage through other marital relationships fall into five 

categories: 

1. The parents of one’s wife, regardless of their degree. It is forbidden for a man 

to marry the mother of his wife or her grandmothers, maternal or paternal, no 

matter how high their degree is. This prohibition comes into effect once his 

marriage contract to his wife is made, whether the marriage is later 

consummated or not. This prohibition comes under the reference to “the 

mothers of your wives.” 

2. The issue of one’s wife, regardless of their degree. A man is forbidden to 

marry the daughter of his wife, or the daughters of her sons or daughters, of 

any degree whatsoever. This prohibition, however, does not come into effect 

unless his marriage to his wife is consummated: “your stepdaughters — who are 

your foster children — born to your wives with whom you have consummated your 
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marriage; but if you have not consummated your marriage with them, you will incur 

no sin [by marrying their daughters].” (Verse 23) 

3. The former wives of one’s father or grandfathers of either side. A man is thus 

forbidden to marry his stepmother or the former wife of any of his 

grandfathers, of whichever degree they may be, whether on his father’s side or 

his mother’s side. This prohibition is stated in the verse preceding our present 

passage, which states: “Do not marry women whom your fathers have previously 

married, unless it be a thing of the past.” (Verse 22) In pre-Islamic days, the 

ignorant Arabians permitted such marriages. 

4. Wives of one’s own children, or their children. Thus, a man is forbidden to 

marry the wife of his own begotten son, or the wife of his grandson or great 

grandson, of any degree. This prohibition comes under the reference to “the 

wives of your own begotten sons.” This prohibition abrogates the tradition of pre- 

Islamic Arabian society, which forbade marriage with the former wife of one’s 

adopted son. This prohibition is hereby restricted to the wife of one’s own son. 

Furthermore, adoption was stopped by Islam, which demands that all 

children be called after their own fathers. 

5. The sisters of one’s wife. The prohibition in this case is conditional on the wife 

being alive and the man remaining married to her. In other words, it is 

forbidden to marry two sisters at one and the same time: “[You are forbidden] to 

have two sisters as your wives at one and the same time, unless it be a thing of the 

past.” (Verse 23) Again, this sort of marriage was permitted in pre-Islamic 

Arabia. 

The third cause of marriage prohibition is suckling. This includes all those 

categories one is forbidden to marry through lineage and marital relationships. 

Hence, the women that men are forbidden to marry through suckling include nine 

groups: 

1. One’s suckling mother and her mother and grandmothers, of any grade. This 

comes under “your mothers who have given suck to you”. 

2. Daughters through suckling and their daughters and granddaughters, 

regardless of their grade. (A man’s daughter through suckling is a girl who 

was breast-fed by his wife when she was married to him.) 

3. Sisters through suckling and their daughters and granddaughters of any 

grade. This prohibition comes under “your suckling sisters” 

4. Paternal and maternal aunts through suckling. (A maternal suckling aunt is 

the sister of one’s suckling mother and a paternal aunt through suckling is the 

sister of that suckling mother’s husband.) 
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5. One’s wife’s suckling mother, i.e. the woman who breast-fed one’s wife when 

she was a child. The same applies to the mother and grandmothers of that 

woman, of any degree. Here, the same conditions as in prohibition through 

lineage apply, which means that the prohibition comes into effect the moment 

the marriage contract is made. 

6. One’s wife’s suckling daughter, i.e. a girl who was breast-fed by one’s wife 

before she was married to him, and her granddaughters of any degree. This 

prohibition, however, does not come into effect until one’s marriage with 

one’s wife has been consummated. 

7. The former wife of one’s father or grandfather, of any degree, through 

suckling. One’s father through suckling is the man who is married to one’s 

suckling mother. In other words, it is not only forbidden for a person who was 

breast-fed in his childhood by a woman other than his mother to marry that 

woman who is his suckling mother, it is also forbidden for him to marry any 

woman who his suckling father married. 

8. The wife of one’s son or grandson, of whatever degree, through suckling. 

9. To be married at one and the same time to one woman and her sister, or 

paternal or maternal aunt through suckling or indeed any other woman 

whose relationship to her through suckling is equivalent to a prohibiting 

relationship through lineage. 

The prohibition of the first and third of these groups is mentioned specifically in 

this Qur’ nic verse. The prohibition of all the other groups is based on the ĥadīth in 

which the Prophet is quoted as saying: “Forbidden through suckling are all women 

whose relationships are equivalent to the blood relationships causing marriage 

prohibition.” (Related by al-Bukh rī and Muslim.) 

These are the women who are specified as unlawful for us to marry. The Qur’ nic 

text does not mention any reason, general or specific for this prohibition. This means 

that whatever the reasons given by scholars or other people are based on personal 

judgement and opinion. There may be a reason that is common to all these groups of 

women. There may, on the other hand, be reasons that particularly relate to any one 

of them. Other reasons may apply to some groups, but not to all of them. It may be 

said, for example, that marriage between close relatives produces weaker children, 

especially when it is repeated one generation after another. Hereditary weaknesses 

may be more pronounced in children of such marriages. Marriage of unrelated 

partners provides the chance to combine their stronger qualities, which, in turn, give 

strength to children and grandchildren. 

It may also be said that in the case of mothers, daughters, sisters, aunts, nieces and 
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their counterparts through suckling, and mothers- in-law and daughters-in-law, 

Islam wants a man’s relationship with them to be one of care and respect. It should 

not be subject to what may take place in any marriage of differences leading to 

divorce, with all its bitterness. These should not be allowed to replace the feelings of 

love and care that one naturally has towards such close relatives. 

It may further be said that Islam wants to preserve the paternal or brotherly and 

sisterly feelings with some of these groups, such as in the case of stepdaughters, 

one’s wife’s sisters, one’s mother-in-law and stepmother. A mother who feels that her 

daughter may take her husband away from her cannot maintain intact her motherly 

feelings towards her own daughter. The same applies to sisters. Similarly, it is an 

unhealthy situation when a father feels that his own son may marry his wife. Again, 

when a son feels that his father who has died or who has divorced his wife is a 

hostile opponent, simply because the father was the former husband of the son’s 

wife, the situation becomes terrible indeed. The same applies to any marital 

relationship with one’s daughter-in-law. We have to remember that between every 

father and his son there is a tender and loving relationship that must be protected 

against anything which may adversely affect it. 

We may add here that marriage is a cause for widening the circle of one’s family, 

taking it beyond the narrow relationship of lineage. This precludes any need for 

marriage between those who are already related. Hence, such marriages are 

forbidden, except in the case of distant relatives. 

Whatever the reason for the prohibition, we recognise that there must be a good 

cause and a benefit behind whatever God has chosen for us. Whether or not we 

know the wisdom behind any legislation should not affect in any way our acceptance 

of it. We must always be ready to implement it. True faith does not establish its roots 

unless we accept God’s law and implement it without any hesitation. 

Having explained this legislation in detail, we have to conclude with a few general 

remarks about the subject of forbidden marriages. Marriage with all these groups of 

women was forbidden in pre-Islamic Arabia, with the exception of two: former wives 

of parents or grandparents, and marriage with two sisters at the same time. These 

were permitted, albeit with reluctance. When Islam forbids these marriages, it does 

not endorse a prevalent tradition in Arabia. It initiates its own prohibition, based on 

its own authority. Hence, the prohibiting statement: “Forbidden to you [in marriage] are 

your mothers...” (Verse 23) 

This is not a matter of technicalities or formalities. It is a matter of principle which 

pervades the Islamic faith and all its legislation. For the central issue in Islam is that 

Godhead belongs solely to God. Hence, permission and prohibition is the jurisdiction 

of God alone, because they are the most essential qualities of Godhead. He alone can 
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make certain things lawful to mankind and can forbid them others. No one else can 

claim this authority or issue any legislation of this type, because that would be 

synonymous with claiming Godhead for himself. 

When a non-Islamic society issues legislation permitting certain things and 

forbidding others, this legislation is invalid in part and in whole, and cannot be given 

validity in any way because its existence is not recognised. When Islam considers the 

legislation of any non-Islamic society, it initially rules that all this legislation is 

invalid and nonexistent, simply because it is issued by someone or some institution 

which has no authority to issue it. Islam goes on to initiate its own legislation. If in 

the process Islam permits something other societies also permit, or forbids what they 

forbid, its action is not an endorsement of what those societies have legislated. How 

could it endorse what it considers invalid? 

This principle applies to everything in human life. No one other than God can 

issue any legislation, which permits or forbids anything, whether it relates to 

marriage, food, drink, appearance, action, contracts, transactions, values, traditions 

or any situation whatsoever. The authority for all this must derive from God, and 

any legislation issued must be based on God’s law. 

This is how Islam has initiated its laws, established its systems and set its 

traditions in operation. In all this, it has operated its own authority. The Qur’ n 

emphasises this principle in all manner of ways, arguing with non-believers about 

everything that they have forbidden or permitted. Many a verse asks a rhetorical 

question, such as: “Say: who has forbidden the ornaments and the good provisions God has 

provided for his servants?” (7: 32) Many make emphatic statements concerning what is 

lawful and what is not, as in the case of the following two examples: “Say: Come and I 

will read to you what your Lord has forbidden you.” (6: 151) “Say: ‘I do not find in what has 

been revealed to me anything forbidden for anyone to eat, unless it be carrion, blood or pig 

meat...” (6: 145) Verses like these abound in the Qur’ n. 

All these rhetorical questions aim at one and the same thing. They seek to 

emphasise the basic principle that the authority to give permissions and make 

prohibitions belongs to God alone. This is a right which cannot be claimed by human 

beings, whether an individual, a class, a nation or indeed mankind as a whole. The 

only way for them to enjoy such a right is to have permission from God and to 

exercise that right according to God’s law. To permit and forbid is to legislate, which 

is synonymous with faith. The one who permits and forbids is the one who 

establishes the faith and the one to whom people submit. If it is God who does that, 

then people submit to God and they follow His faith. If it is someone else, then 

people submit to that person to the exclusion of God’s faith. 

When the matter is put in this light, we understand it as a question of the essence 
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and qualities of Godhead. It is a question of faith and its limits and boundaries. Let 

Muslims throughout the world consider their position with regard to Islamic faith, if 

they truly want to be Muslims. 

The Crime of Advocating Free Sex 

And (forbidden to you are) all married women, other than those whom your right 
hands possess. This is God’s ordinance, binding upon you. Lawful to you are all 
women other than these, provided that, offering them of your own possessions, you 
seek to take them in wedlock not in fornication. (Verse 24) 

The first sentence in this verse makes it clear that married women are, as a result 

of their marriage, not lawful for other women to marry. This means that polyandry is 

forbidden in Islam. This is in line with the basic rule in Islamic society that makes the 

family its constituent unit. It must be protected against any confusion in relationships 

that may result from “sexual communism” or promiscuity. 

The family, which comes into existence through a marriage made in public to 

unite one woman with one man in order to ensure the preservation of chastity, is the 

perfect system which fits in with human nature and meets the real needs of man. It is 

a system that serves the objectives of human life, which transcend man’s sexual 

needs, and helps achieve the goals of human society. It also ensures peace of mind 

for the individual, the family and the community. 

Everyone knows that the human child needs a much longer period of upbringing 

than the progeny of any animal. Moreover, the education a child needs in order to 

comprehend the requirements of civilised human life takes a similarly long period. 

In animals, the sexual desire has no further objectives than intercourse and 

procreation. In man, however, it has a much finer objective which establishes a 

permanent link between the male and the female in order to provide an environment 

suitable for bringing up children who are able to protect themselves and satisfy their 

needs. It also serves the more important purpose of educating the child and helping 

him to gain experience and acquire a good standard of knowledge. Thus, the child 

will be able to contribute to the life of his community and discharge his responsibility 

in advancing human civilisation. 

Sexual desire, then, is not the paramount element in the life of the two human 

sexes. It is a means implanted in their nature so that their companionship lasts well 

beyond their sexual contact. It is not their inclination to each other that determines 

how long they remain together. It is their sense of duty towards their helpless 

offspring and towards their human society. It is society that assigns to parents the 

responsibility of taking good care of their offspring until such children are able to 
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play their own part in the achievement of the goals of human existence. 

All these considerations make the family the only proper platform for 

companionship between the two sexes. It also makes the system which assigns one 

woman to one man the only proper system which ensures the continuity of this 

companionship. Duty becomes the paramount consideration in the establishment 

and continuation of the family as well as in solving any problem it may encounter 

and, in extreme cases, at the time of its dissolution. Any attempt to devalue family 

ties or weaken the family’s foundation on duty or to substitute it for temporary 

passion and burning desire is wicked and criminal, not only because it helps spread 

promiscuity in human society but also because it destroys human society and pulls 

down its foundations. 

When we remember this, we can appreciate the magnitude of the crime 

perpetrated by writers and the media who make it their task to weaken family ties 

and devalue marriage. They depict the same in a very bad light so as to glorify those 

built on burning, carnal desires and temporary passions. What a bad service they 

perform when they speak highly of these relationships while at the same time they 

ridicule marriage. 

We can also appreciate the great wisdom of `Umar ibn al-Kha b when he said to 

a man who came to him expressing his desire to divorce his wife on the grounds that 

he no longer loved her: “Think properly, man! Are families built only on love? What 

room is then left for loyalty and mutual care?” `Umar based his argument on the 

Qur’ nic directive to God’s best servants: “Consort with them in a goodly manner. Even 

if you are averse to them, it may well be that you are averse to something in which God has 

placed much good.”  (Verse 19) This directive helps a Muslim to place duty before 

personal desire. He, therefore, tries hard to solve his problems with his wife 

amicably. He does not sever the family relationship unless all attempts to achieve 

proper reconciliation have failed. This attitude gives priority to the care that needs to 

be taken of the young who should be spared the shocks of changing passions. 

Compared with this noble view of marriage, the arguments of those who glorify 

all relationships except the one which gives priority to duty and which takes care of 

the primary task of bringing up future generations appear decidedly absurd. Yet we 

find immoral writers and wicked media encouraging every wife who experiences 

some coolness towards her husband to rush for a boyfriend. They describe her 

relationship with that boyfriend as “sacred”, whilst at the same time describing her 

relationship with her husband as one whereby she is “selling her body”. 

In making His legislation clear, God says: “Forbidden to you are all married women.” 

This is what God says which is clearly opposite to what those immoral writers say. It 

is “God who says the truth, and it is He who guides to the right path.” (33: 4) 
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Organised efforts are being made in order to establish social values and standards 

and to create foundations for human relationships that are at variance with those 

established by God. They seek to determine a line for people and for human life 

altogether different from that determined by God. Those who are behind such efforts 

imagine that what they will ultimately achieve is the destruction of the foundations 

of Islamic society in Muslim countries. They believe that when the ideology and 

moral standards of these societies are destroyed, there will no longer be any barriers 

to prevent them from achieving their old ambitions in these countries. The 

catastrophe which they are perpetrating goes far beyond this. Their efforts will lead 

to the destruction of the foundation of all human societies in their endeavour to ruin 

the basis of human nature. They remove the very elements that enable man to 

discharge his task of building a civilised existence worthy of him. They deprive him 

of raising well-balanced and properly equipped children in a happy family 

atmosphere, who will take over the task of serving the interests of mankind. These 

considerations are totally different from the sort of sex and procreation practised by 

animals. 

The curse of self-destruction will affect all mankind, as the present generation 

undermines the prospects of future generations through indulgence in carnal desires. 

God’s judgement will come to pass against those who rebel against His decrees and 

directives and the nature He has given to man. All mankind will suffer as a result, 

unless they are rescued by a community of believers that establishes God’s system on 

earth and shows it clearly to others so that they too may adopt it. This is the only 

way to rescue them from the calamity that they themselves perpetrate while 

imagining that they are simply destroying Muslim societies. It is painful to see that 

these evil designs are also served by writers and the media in Muslim countries. 

Legitimate Relationships 

“[Forbidden to you are] all married women, other than those whom your right hands 

possess.” This exception is made in the case of women who fell captive to Muslims in 

their jihād campaigns. These might, prior to their captivity, have had husbands in 

their countries which remained at war with the Muslim society. Thus, the physical 

distance separating them severed their relationships with their unbelieving 

husbands. As they had no husbands in the land of Islam, they were in the same 

position as unmarried women. It was sufficient to ascertain that they were not 

pregnant by observing a waiting period consisting of one menstruation cycle. 

Thereafter, it was legitimate for them to marry, if they became Muslims. 

Alternatively, it was legitimate for a person to whom such a captive woman 

belonged to have sex with her as “one whom his right hand possessed”. This applied 

whether the woman became a Muslim or not. 
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We have already explained in detail the attitude of Islam towards slavery (Volume 

I, pp. 262-4). Further explanation will be given in the commentary on S rah 47, 

entitled Mu ammad. It is sufficient for our purpose here to explain that in the matter 

of imposing slavery on war captives, Islam adopted the rule of equal treatment with 

its enemies. Islam has always been superior to its enemies in its kind treatment of 

slaves as human beings. This was inevitable because the enslavement of war captives 

was an international institution that could not be unilaterally abolished by Islam. 

Otherwise, Muslim captives would have been enslaved while unbelievers who fell 

captive to Muslims would remain free. This would have tilted the balance in favour 

of un-Islamic societies. They would no longer have had an incentive to attack the 

Muslim state, knowing that their captives would never be enslaved. 

Therefore, it was inevitable that there would be unbelieving women falling captive 

to the Muslim society. But what to do with them? Their natural needs would not be 

totally satisfied with food and drink. There was another aspect which needed 

satisfying, and had this not been facilitated, promiscuity would have endangered the 

whole society. Muslims could not marry them as long as they remained unbelievers. 

There was only one way out. That was to make an unbelieving captive woman 

lawful for her master only after making sure that she was not pregnant and after her 

relationship with her former unbelieving husband was totally and physically 

severed. 

The verse goes on to explain which women are lawful to marry. Before it does so, 

however, it identifies the source of this legislation, namely God. Only God has the 

authority to forbid something and legitimise another and to issue legislation in all 

matters whatsoever: “This is God’s ordinance, binding upon you.” (Verse 24) It is, then, a 

directive from God, not a question of desire, tradition, or local institutions. People 

must observe what He legislates for them and abide by it. In turn, they are 

accountable for its implementation. 

We have already pointed out that most of the women whom we are forbidden to 

marry according to the Qur’ n were also forbidden in the Arabian society in pre-

Islamic days. The only ones that were not so forbidden were former wives of parents 

and marriage to two or more sisters at the same time. The Qur’ n does not simply 

endorse a practice followed in pre-Islamic days. Rather, we are told that this 

prohibition is a binding ordinance issued by God. This is a point which merits careful 

consideration as it relates to the essence of Islamic faith. Moreover, its effects are 

highly important to us in our practical lives. 

Islam considers God’s commandment and permission as the only basis for 

legislation. The authority to legislate belongs to Him in the final resort. Whatever is 

not based on this principle is essentially invalid and cannot subsequently be 

legitimised. Hence, whatever prevails in ignorant society, which includes every 
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human situation not based on the only true principle that acknowledges the 

authority to legislate solely to God, is invalid. This applies to concepts, values, 

standards, traditions, rules, regulations and laws. When Islam rules, it deals with life 

as a whole. It begins by abrogating all values, traditions and laws of ignorance in 

order to establish its own system. If, in the process, it approves a tradition that had 

prevailed in former, ignorant days, it does not accept it with its original foundation. 

It establishes it anew and gives it its own authority with God’s permission. Thus, the 

practice of pre-Islamic days no longer exists, while a new practice is established in its 

stead under God’s authority. 

Similarly, when Islamic jurisprudence refers to “tradition” in certain matters, it 

imparts to tradition a new authority based on God’s permission. Hence, tradition 

acquires in these particular questions the validity of Islamic law. It is no longer a case 

of society giving a tradition its authority. That authority is now imparted by God, the 

only Legislator who has approved of it as a source of judgement in certain cases. 

This is a basic principle to which reference is made by the Qur’ nic statement: 

“This is God’s ordinance, binding upon you.” It is further endorsed by other Qur’ nic 

statements. Every time an aspect of legislation is mentioned in the Qur’ n, reference 

is made to the source that gives it its essential validity. When the Qur’ n refers to the 

laws, traditions and concepts of non-Islamic societies, it very frequently follows that 

reference with a clear statement that these “have not been given any authority by 

God.” It thus emphasises their invalidity. 

This principle is different from the other basic Islamic principle which states that 

all things and matters are initially permissible, unless they are made unlawful by a 

clear statement. The initial permissibility is granted by God. It enjoys God’s 

authority. What we are speaking about here concerns that which ignorant societies 

legislate for themselves. All of which is initially and essentially invalid. It only 

becomes valid when God’s law endorses any part of it, granting it proper legitimacy. 

Dowry as a Condition of Marriage 

Now that the s rah has defined the women with whom a Muslim may not be 

married, linking such prohibition of marriages to God’s decrees and ordinances, it 

goes on to define the area within which people may satisfy their natural desire 

through marriage. It sets out the way God approves of for the companionship 

between the two sexes, which leads to the establishment of families. In this way, the 

meeting between the two sexes provides enjoyment with purity. “Lawful to you are all 

women other than these, provided that, offering them of your own possessions, you seek to 

take them in wedlock not in fornication. To those with whom you seek to enjoy marriage, you 

shall give the dowers due to them; but you will incur no sin if you agree among yourselves on 
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any voluntary arrangement even after what has been stipulated by way of duty. God is indeed 

All-Knowing, Wise.” (Verse 24) 

This Qur’ nic verse states that marriage with any woman other than those listed 

as forbidden is legitimate. Anyone who wishes to have such a marriage may spend of 

his money, by way of dowry, not to buy enjoyment outside the marriage bond. 

Hence, the verse states: “Provided that, offering them of your own possessions, you seek to 

take them in wedlock not in fornication.” This condition is stated perfectly clearly even 

before the sentence is finished. Moreover, the condition is stated first in a positive 

form, “you seek to take them in wedlock,” which is immediately followed by the 

negative form, “not in fornication.” Thus no ambiguity whatsoever overshadows this 

legislation. It describes without any equivocation the nature of the type of 

relationship Islam approves of, namely marriage, and the nature of the relationship it 

outlaws, that being promiscuity in any form. Promiscuous relationships, whether as 

fornication or prostitution, were practised and approved of in pre-Islamic Arabian 

society. This is clear in the following report given by ` ’ishah, the Prophet’s wife: 

There were four types of man-woman relationship in ignorant days. The first 

is the same as marriage today: A man makes his proposal to another man to 

marry a girl in his charge or his daughter, pays her dower and gets married 

to her. 

The second type is that in which a man says to his wife after she has finished 

her menstruation period: “Contact this person [he names a certain man] and 

get pregnant by him.” Her husband then keeps away from her and does not 

sleep with her until her pregnancy by the other man becomes manifest. When 

it is clear that she is pregnant, her husband may take her to bed if he wants. 

The reason behind this is that the husband wants to have a child of better 

blood. This relationship is known as having a child through another man. 

A third form of relationship was that a number of men, less than 10, may 

share one woman, with each of them having intercourse with her. If she 

became pregnant, then a few nights after she gives birth, she calls them all for 

a meeting. None of them can absent himself. When they meet, she says to 

them: “You know what has passed between me and you. I have given birth to 

a child. I want you to know that it is the child of ...” She names any one of 

them and he becomes the father of the child. He cannot decline to 

acknowledge his parenthood. 

The fourth form was that of many men frequenting the lodging of a certain 

woman who does not refuse anyone. These were prostitutes and they used to 

put a flag on their doors. Anyone who wanted them was welcome. When any 

such prostitute was pregnant, they collected money for her after she gave 
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birth and called in an expert in physiognomy to trace resemblance of features 

and so determine the parenthood of that child. He would claim it without 

objection, and the child would be called after him. (Related by al-Bukh rī.) 

The third and fourth types come under the umbrella of fornication, which is 

forbidden, whether in a private relationship or in a case of prostitution. The first type 

is that of honest wedlock which is encouraged. The second is something that we find 

ourselves at a loss in trying to furnish it with an appropriate name. 

The Qur’ n describes the nature of the type of relationship God approves of: it is 

one of honesty, chastity and mutual care. It is wedlock, for both man and woman, 

which protects their chastity in a clean and straightforward manner. It is also a 

protection of the home, the family and of children. It provides the strong foundation 

for the healthy institution we call the family. 

Any other form is rejected. It is worth noting that the Arabic term the Qur’ n uses 

to describe such a relationship is derived from a root which denotes pouring water 

over low ground. Therefore, it connotes the wasting by both man and woman of the 

fluid which brings life and which God has created in order to preserve our species 

and bring about progress through the participation of both man and woman in the 

upbringing and protection of children. It is wasted over a momentary pleasure. In 

other words, it is poured over low ground. It does not protect them against impurity, 

nor does it protect their children against waste. 

In two short phrases, the Qur’ n delineates two images of two types of life. 

Furthermore, it achieves its purpose of promoting the acceptable and of degrading 

the unacceptable, while stating at the same time the true nature of each type. In this 

and other features of word economy, the Qur’ nic style is unique. 

Having stated the condition that money should be spent for marriage, an 

explanation of how this is to be conducted follows: “To those with whom you seek to 

enjoy marriage, you shall give the dowers due to them.” (Verse 24) The dowry, then, is 

something a woman may claim by right for what she gives her husband. A man who 

wants to fulfil his desire with a woman whom he can wed must seek her through 

marriage for the purpose of preserving his own and her own chastity. He must also 

pay her dowry as a stipulated duty. It is not something he gives her by way of 

charity. Nor can he inherit her without having to pay her dowry, as used to happen 

in ignorant, pre-Islamic days. Nor is it possible for him to enter into a trade-in 

relationship like that which once happened and still happens in ignorant societies. 

That is, an exchange deal between two men, whereby each gave the other a woman 

in his charge to be his wife. Thus, the two girls or women were traded like animals or 

inanimate objects. 
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Having established this right of dowry, which is owed to the woman, the 

possibility is left open for the married couple to agree between them any 

arrangement which is suitable to their circumstances, according to their own wishes 

and feelings towards each other: “But you will incur no sin if you agree among yourselves 

on any voluntary arrangement even after what has been stipulated by way of duty. God is 

indeed All-Knowing, Wise.” (Verse 24) This means that the wife can forgo part or all of 

her dowry after it has been clearly stipulated. Her dowry belongs to her by right and 

she is free to do with it what she likes, without interference from anyone. Hence, it is 

permissible for her to forgo any part of it. Equally, it is permissible for her husband 

to give her more than her stipulated dowry. Such an increase is his own prerogative. 

To make any such arrangement is open to them without restriction.  

The concluding comment in this verse relates these legal provisions to their 

source, who has true knowledge and perfect wisdom: “God is indeed All-Knowing, 

Wise.” It is on the basis of His knowledge and wisdom that He has decreed these 

legal provisions. When a Muslim realises from what source he has received laws 

which affect every aspect of his life, especially his private relationship with his wife, 

he is reassured that such laws can only be the right ones, since they derive from 

God’s wisdom and knowledge. 

Marriage with a Slave Woman 

When a Muslim finds himself in circumstances that make it practically impossible 

to marry a free woman who is likely to be more mindful of her chastity, he may use 

the concession to marry a slave woman so as to resist the temptation of sin. 

Any of you who, owing to circumstances, is not in a position to marry a free believing 
woman may marry a believing maiden from among those whom your right hands 
possess. God knows all about your faith: you belong to one another. Marry them, then, 
with their people’s consent and give them their dowers in an equitable manner, as 
chaste women who give themselves in honest wedlock, not in fornication, nor as 
women who have secret love companions. If after their marriage, they are guilty of 
gross immoral conduct, they shall be liable to half the penalty to which free women are 
liable. This provision applies to those of you who fear to stumble into sin. Yet it is 
better for you to be patient. God is Much-Forgiving, Merciful. (Verse 25) 

The religion of Islam deals with man within the limitations of his nature, abilities 

and practical life. It takes him by the hand, elevating him from the depths of 

ignorance to the sublime horizon of Islamic life. At the same time, it provides him 

with all that he needs. What takes place in an ignorant society is not inevitable. 

Ignorant standards are low and Islam wants to elevate humanity to a higher standard. 

Islam is aware that, by his nature, man is capable of reaching a high standard. It is 
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true that man may sink in the mud of ignorance, but it is equally true that man is able 

to reach to the sublime. It is God alone who knows human nature fully, because He 

has created mankind and is aware of what thoughts work themselves into the human 

mind: “How could it be that He who has created all should not know all? He is indeed 

unfathomable in His wisdom, All-Aware.” (67: 14) 

In the early Muslim society, slaves were a by-product of war. Their position 

needed to be sorted out by setting them free either for no return, or in a mutual 

exchange of prisoners, or for compensation, according to the different circumstances 

that prevailed between the Muslim community and its enemies. Islam handled that 

situation by granting permission to masters only to have sexual intercourse with 

slave women whom they owned. This arrangement took care of the natural needs of 

those women as was explained in our commentary on the preceding verse. Such a 

relationship could either be a marital one, if they were believers, or an extra-marital 

one provided that it was determined that they were not pregnant. A waiting period 

lasting until they had had one menstruation period was observed. No men other 

than their masters were allowed to have intercourse with them except through 

marriage. They were not permitted to sell themselves for money, nor were their 

masters allowed to make them prostitutes. 

This verse regulates the methods and circumstances which permitted their 

marriage: “Any of you who, owing to circumstances, is not in a position to marry a free 

believing woman may marry a believing maiden from among those whom your right hands 

possess”. (Verse 25) Islam prefers for its followers to marry free women if they are 

able to do so. Freedom imparts dignity to a woman, which enables her to protect her 

chastity and safeguard her husband’s honour. 

A free woman has a family and a reputation to protect. She is too proud to allow 

herself to sink into the depths of promiscuity. A slave woman does not have the 

same considerations. Even when she is married, traces from her bondage days 

remain with her. Hence, she does not have the same attitude towards chastity and 

personal dignity as a free woman. She does not have a family reputation to worry 

about. Moreover, her children were treated as a class lower than the children of free 

women. 

All these considerations were present in the society to which this verse was first 

addressed. It is natural, in view of all this, that Islam should prefer marriage with 

free women. Marriage with a bondswoman was treated as a concession given to 

those who were of limited means and who found it difficult to stay away from sin. In 

such cases, when temptation is too strong and financial resources are not available, 

Islam does not deprive its followers of a chance to have a proper relationship 

through marriage with slave women. 
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This is followed by an explanation of the only acceptable method for the 

relationship between free men and non-free women. It is the same form of marriage 

as with free women. The first condition is that the women in question must be 

believers: “Any of you who, owing to circumstances, is not in a position to marry a free 

believing woman may marry a believing maiden from among those whom your right hands 

possess.” (Verse 25) The second condition is that they must be given their dowries, 

which is a right owing to them, and not to their masters. 

No one else has a claim to any part of that dowry: “Marry them, then, with their 

people’s consent and give them their dowers in an equitable manner.” (Verse 25) 

The third condition is that they should be paid their dues in the form of a dowry, 

and the enjoyment must be through marriage, not through fornication with one 

person or prostitution with many: “as chaste women who give themselves in honest 

wedlock, not in fornication, nor as women who have secret love companions”. 

Arabian society at that time was familiar with all these sorts of sexual 

relationships with free women, as explained in the report quoted above from 

` ’ishah. Prostitution among slave women was also commonplace. A number of 

notables would send out their slave women to earn money for them in this 

abominable way. `Abdull h ibn Ubayy ibn Salūl, the chief of the hypocrites in 

Madinah and the chief of his tribe prior to Islam, had four slave women whom he set 

to prostitution, taking their ill-gotten gains. Islam came to rescue and purify the 

Arabs, as all humanity, from such stinking filth. 

We see clearly that Islam allowed only one sort of companionship between free 

men and those “maidens”, namely, marriage in which one woman is united with one 

man to form a family. There is no question of allowing the free satisfaction of desire 

without restraints. What men have to pay is a dowry, which they owe as a duty. It is 

not a payment given to a prostitute for a temporary acquaintance. Thus does Islam 

purify the man-woman relationship, even among slaves, of all the dirt of ignorance, 

into the depth of which humanity sinks every time it ignores Islam, including during 

our present times. 

Before we turn to the next statement in this Qur’ nic verse, we need to reflect a 

little on the way the Qur’ n expresses the relationship which exists between free 

people and slaves in Islamic society and how Islam views this situation when it 

occurs in real life. The Qur’ nic verse does not use a term like slave or bondswoman. 

Rather, it refers to them all as “maidens”. The expression runs as follows: “Any of you 

... may marry a believing maiden from among those whom your right hands possess.” (Verse 

25) 

Moreover, no racial discrimination is entertained between free and unfree people, 

as was practised in all societies at that time, and which divided mankind into 
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different classes. On the contrary, the Qur’ n reminds us all that we have the same 

origin and establishes our relationship on the ties of humanity and faith which we all 

share: “God knows all about your faith: you belong to one another.” It does not describe 

the people who “own” a slave woman as her “masters”, but instead refers to them as 

her “people” or family: “Marry them, then, with their people’s consent.” The dowry such 

a slave woman receives is not given to her master; she has full claim to it. This means 

that the dowry is not included in the rule that all earnings by a slave belong to the 

master. The dowry is not classified as “earning”; it is a right that accrues to the 

woman as a result of her becoming lawful to a certain man: “And give them their 

dowers in an equitable manner.” Furthermore, they are not looked down upon as 

women who sell themselves. Indeed, the reverse is true: they are “chaste women who 

give themselves in honest wedlock, not in fornication, nor as women who have secret love 

companions”. (Verse 25) 

All these considerations give an honourable view of the humanity of those girls, 

even when they are in the situation of slavery brought about by temporary 

circumstances. This situation does not affect the fact that they are human beings who 

must be treated with respect. When we compare this honourable outlook with the 

view which prevailed all over the world and which deprived slaves of every claim to 

being human like their masters, and denied them all rights to which they were 

entitled by virtue of being human, we can appreciate the great gulf between the two. 

Islam places the dignity and honour of man on a totally different level, and takes care 

of it in all circumstances, regardless of any temporary situation that may affect any 

group of people such as their slavery. 

When we compare how Islam legislated for this emergency situation with what 

victorious armies in modern times do with the women of countries defeated in war, 

we appreciate just how large the gap is. We all know how soldiers “entertain” 

themselves. Enough has been heard of the filth in which victorious armies indulge 

themselves everywhere, leaving behind them a terrible legacy from which societies 

suffer for many years. 

When Temptation is Hard to Resist 

Islam provides for a reduced punishment for slave women who commit adultery 

after marriage. In this way, it takes into account the situation in which such a woman 

finds herself, understanding that this makes her more liable to sin and less able than 

a free woman to resist temptation. By its very nature, slavery reduces a woman’s 

dignity or family reputation. These are the two elements that make a free woman 

more able to protect her chastity. It also takes into consideration the social and 

economic differences between a free woman and a slave girl. All these considerations 
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make a slave woman more complacent with regard to her honour and make it easier 

for her to yield to the temptation of money or position by her seducer. It is for this 

reason that the penalty for a slave woman who commits adultery after marriage is 

only half that of a free woman: “If after their marriage, they are guilty of gross immoral 

conduct, they shall be liable to half the penalty to which free women are liable.” (Verse 25) 

It goes without saying that this represents the measurable penalty that can be 

halved, i.e. flogging. It does not apply to the penalty of stoning which cannot be 

divided. Hence, if a married believing slave commits adultery, she is given half the 

punishment of an unmarried free woman. If the slave who commits fornication is 

unmarried, her penalty is subject to different views among scholars. Some are of the 

opinion that it is the same, i.e. half the penalty of an unmarried free woman, and that 

the Im m or ruler administers it. Others are of the view that it is a reduced 

punishment, administered by her master. These views are argued in books of 

jurisprudence. We have no intention of delving into these details here. It is sufficient 

for our purposes to state that Islam takes into consideration all situations while at the 

same time helping people to maintain their purity and chastity. 

This is an example of how Islam maintains a balanced view, taking into 

consideration all relevant factors. Knowing all that may be of influence in a slave’s 

life, it does not legislate the same penalty for her as that for a free woman. On the 

other hand, it does not give undue weight to her circumstances, so as to exempt her 

altogether from punishment. It strikes the perfect balance. 

On the other hand, Islam does not exploit the low position of slaves so as to 

increase their punishment, in the same way as all man-made laws used to do. Those 

laws treat people of high position leniently, while administering cruel punishments 

to those of lower positions. In the celebrated law of the Roman Empire, punishment 

was increased for all lowly classes. It stated: “A person who seduces a virtuous 

widow or a virgin shall be punished by the confiscation of half his wealth if he 

belongs to a noble family, and by flogging and exile if he comes from a low class.” 

According to the Indian code known by the name of Man  Shāstra, a Brahman who 

commits a crime punishable by death may not be punished by the governor in any 

other way than by having his head shaved. Anyone else shall be executed. If an 

untouchable tries to hit a Brahman with his hand or with a stick, he shall have his 

hand chopped off. The Jews used to let a noble man who steals go without 

punishment, while the prescribed punishment was administered to ordinary thieves. 

(This is according to a ĥadīth related by al-Bukh rī, Muslim and others.) 

Islam on the other hand, sets the record straight. A criminal will always be 

punished, but only after taking all extenuating circumstances into account. Thus, for 

adultery committed by a slave woman after marriage, the prescribed punishment is 

half that administered to a free unmarried woman. Allowing her to go unpunished 
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means that her own will is non-existent. To say that is wrong. At the same time, 

Islam does not overlook her situation. 

Some societies today, such as those in America and South Africa, practise a 

repugnant system of racial discrimination. Crimes which are overlooked when 

committed by an “honourable” white man are never forgiven when committed by a 

coloured person.2 The same logic of Jāhiliyyah, or state of ignorance prevails 

wherever and whenever Divine faith is ignored. Islam implements its own 

philosophy in all places and throughout all generations. 

The verse concludes with a statement which indicates clearly that to marry a slave 

woman is a concession given to a person who fears that he may yield to temptation 

and who finds it too hard to resist. A person who can remain patient, without 

afflicting himself, is better advised to do so, in view of what we have already 

outlined in connection with marriage with a slave girl: “This provision applies to those 

of you who fear to stumble into sin. Yet it is better for you to be patient.” (Verse 25) 

God neither wants to afflict His servants nor let them fall victim to temptation. It is 

true that the faith He has chosen for them inspires them to try to reach the sublime, 

but it wants them to do so within the limitations of their human nature and their own 

potentials, as well as their real needs. Hence, it gives them a code of living which is 

easy to follow. It takes notice of their nature, acknowledges their needs and 

appreciates their motives. What it will never do, however, is to cheer those who have 

sunk low. It neither glorifies their surrender, nor exempts them from their 

responsibility to try to resist temptation. 

In this instance, Islam encourages its followers to remain patient until they are 

able to marry free women who can maintain their chastity after marriage. They are 

the ones who can establish happy families, give birth to a new noble generation, take 

good care of young children and remain faithful to their husbands. When that 

represents affliction and the temptation is too great to resist, a concession is given, 

coupled with an attempt to raise the standard of slave women through the honour 

given them. They are our “maidens” and we are their “people”. All of us belong to 

one another, united in the tie of faith. God knows best who is of strong faith. They 

receive their dowries by way of right. Association with them may only be through 

marriage. They are liable to punishment if they err, albeit a reduced one in the 

circumstances: “God is Much-Forgiving, Merciful.” This is a concluding comment on 

having to marry a slave woman and on the reduction of punishment in the case of 

erring slave girls. It is a suitable comment in both cases. God’s forgiveness and mercy 

are needed in all situations and after every error. 

                                                 
2 It should be remembered that the author wrote this in the early 1960s — Translator's note. 
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What God Desires for Human Beings 

God wants to make all this clear to you and to guide you in the [righteous] ways of life 
of those who have preceded you, and to turn to you in His mercy. God is All-Knowing, 
Wise. And God wants to turn to you in His mercy, while those who follow their lusts 
want you to go very far astray. God wants to lighten your burdens; for man has been 
created weak. (Verses 26- 28) 

These verses provide a perfect and comprehensive comment on the detailed 

legislation provided by Islam for the family. It is through this legislation that Islamic 

society is elevated psychologically, morally and socially to a very high, clean and 

healthy summit. The comment given in these verses reveals to the Muslim 

community the truth of what God wants for it by His prescription of these laws and 

regulations. At the same time, the aims of those who follow their lusts are also 

revealed. 

God treats His servants with grace and reveals to them what lies behind His 

legislation, explaining to them the benefits they will reap as a result of implementing 

it. It is a gesture of honour, which God does to His servants by speaking thus to 

them: “God wants to make all this clear to you.” He wants you to understand His 

wisdom and reflect on it with open eyes and minds. There is nothing enigmatic about 

His legislation. It is not made arbitrarily. Good servants of God as they Oil are, 

Muslims deserve to have this wisdom explained to them. This is an honour, which is 

appreciated only by those who understand the true nature of Godhead and what it 

means to be a servant of God. 

“God wants to make all this clear to you and to guide you in the [righteous] ways of lift of 

those who have preceded you.” (Verse 26) This method of life is the one that God has 

decreed for all believers. Its principles, aims and objectives are the same. It is 

designed for believers in all generations. It is in this sense that they constitute a single 

nation. Hence, the Qur’ n groups together those who have received true guidance in 

all generations and localities. This statement helps every Muslim to recognise his 

roots, the nation to which he belongs and the method he is required to follow. He is 

one of the faithful who are joined together despite differences of time, place, race and 

nationality by the bond of faith and a distinctive way of life to which they all 

subscribe. 

“And to turn to you in His mercy.” God, then, makes things clear and guides His 

servants in the traditions of those who have preceded them as a gesture of mercy that 

He extends to them. He takes them by the hand so that they can turn to Him in 

repentance. Thus, He facilitates their way for them and helps them proceed along 

that easy path. 
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“God is All-Knowing, Wise.” These directives and legal provisions are, then, derived 

from His knowledge and wisdom. He knows people’s hearts and souls, and knows 

what is suitable for them. He has exercised His wisdom in defining their constitution 

for them and shown them how to implement it. 

“And God wants to turn to you in His mercy, while those who follow their lusts want you 

to go very far astray.” (Verse 27) This short verse reveals the truth of what God wants 

for people when He established the method of life that He wants them to follow and 

the truth of what those who follow their lusts, straying far away from God’s 

constitution, want for them. There is only one way of life that combines seriousness 

with commitment. All other methods merely follow passions and lusts, and 

constitute deviation and transgression. 

What does God, then, want for people when He makes things clear for them and 

enacts His legislation for them? He simply wants to turn to them in His mercy. He 

wants to guide them so that they can avoid slips. He wants to help them elevate 

themselves to the high standards they are worthy of. 

And what do those who follow their lusts and tempt people with methods and 

creeds that God has not sanctioned want for them? They indeed want them to go far 

astray from the straight path, the clear method and the route to elevation. 

What about this particular area which the preceding passage regulates, namely, 

family relations, purity of society, and the only healthy and acceptable way through 

which men and women may be joined together, to the exclusion of all other 

methods? In this particular area, what does God want for people and what do those 

who follow their lusts want? 

What God wants has been explained by the preceding verses which add purity 

and ease to a perfect system which assures the Muslim community of beneficial 

results. Those who follow their lusts want to shed all inhibitions so that desires are 

let loose, unrestricted by any religious, moral or social values. They want uninhibited 

promiscuity with all that it leads to of instability, spiritual disorder, family chaos and 

total disregard of honour. They want human beings to be like animals, so that males 

can have their females with nothing to check them. All this corruption and 

destruction is preached in the name of freedom. It is simply a false name given to lust 

and caprice. 

It is against this evil that God warns the believers when He tells them that those 

who follow their lusts want them to go very far astray. Indeed, they spare no effort to 

achieve their purpose of forcing the Muslim community to sink back into the 

immorality of ignorance, after they have elevated themselves far above it through 

following the Islamic way of life. It is towards the same end that certain writers and 

institutions try hard to push our community when they concentrate their aims at 
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removing all social barriers which stand in the way of total promiscuity. This is a 

dreadful end from which there can be no protection except through the 

implementation of the Divine way of life by those who truly believe in God. 

Man’s Burden Made Light 

The final word in this comment touches on man’s weakness and the mercy God 

shows him by giving him a perfect law which lightens his burden and which 

removes all causes of harm and affliction from him: 

“God wants to lighten your burdens; for man has been created weak.” (Verse 28) 

Within the area addressed by the preceding verses and regulated by the directives 

and legal provisions they contain, the Divine wish to lighten man’s burden is clearly 

apparent. Natural desires are recognised and given a proper, healthy and fruitful 

method of satisfaction. God neither charges His servants with an unreasonable 

suppression of these desires, nor does He allow them to run loose after their pleasure 

without checks and controls. More generally, God’s wish to make things easy for 

man appears very clearly in the constitution He has laid down for human life which 

takes into consideration man’s nature, ability and real needs. It taps all man’s 

constructive energy, protecting it against wasteful use. 

Many people assume that adherence to the Divine method, especially in 

connection with the relationships between men and women, constitutes a heavy 

burden. They further claim that shedding all inhibitions to satisfy desires freely 

ensures ease and comfort. This is utter delusion. Seeking only one’s own pleasure in 

every pursuit and removing the element of duty altogether, confining the objective of 

human sexual relations to that of its equivalent in the animal world, and removing 

all moral checks and social duties which influence relations between men and 

women may appear to give man ease and comfort. In reality, however, they weigh 

heavily upon man and increase his burden. Their consequences on society, and 

indeed on every individual, are harmful, wasteful, and destructive. A glance at the 

situation which prevails in societies that have emancipated themselves and shed the 

constraints of religion, morality and modesty is enough to make hearts shudder. 

Uncontrolled sexual relationships were the major factor that led to the collapse of 

ancient civilisations, including those of Athens, Rome, and Persia. The same factor is 

now working for the destruction of Western civilisation. Those effects have appeared 

first in France and they can be clearly seen now in America, Sweden, England and 

other Western civilised countries. France is foremost because she took the lead in 

shedding moral inhibitions. She succumbed in every war she fought since 1870. All 
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indications are that France is moving fast towards total collapse. 

In the first place, the French people’s sexual indulgence has gradually 

resulted in the loss of their physical strength. Ever-present emotional 

situations have broken down their power of resistance. Craze for sexual 

pleasures has left them with little or no forbearance, and the prevalence of 

venereal diseases has affected their national health fatally. Ever since the 

beginning of the 20th century, after every couple of years or so, the French 

military authorities have had to lower standards of physical fitness for new 

entrants, because young men coming up to the previous standards have day 

by day become rarer. This measure — with the accuracy of a thermometer — 

precisely indicates how fast has the French nation been losing its physical 

strength.3 Venereal diseases are a major cause of its decline. During the first 

two years of World War I, the number of French soldiers who had to be 

hospitalised on account of syphilis was estimated at 75,000. In a garrison 

town of average importance, 242 soldiers were found suffering from this 

disease simultaneously. Imagine for a while the predicament in which the 

French nation was involved. On the one hand, it was facing a life and death 

situation and stood badly in need of the sincerest effort by every single 

soldier for its survival: each franc was precious, each second of time and each 

ounce of energy valuable, and all possible resources were called for in 

national defence. And on the other, thousands of young men lay useless for 

months together on account of sexual dissipation, and were thus becoming 

instrumental in squandering national wealth and resources on treatment at 

such a critical time. 

According to Dr. Leredde, a French specialist, about 30,000 deaths are caused 

every year in France by syphilis and its immediate or ultimate results, which 

is the second biggest cause of death after tuberculosis. And syphilis is not the 

only venereal disease.4 

The population of France has shown a serious downward tendency. Free sex and 

easy abortion have left little room for starting a family, and shouldering the 

responsibility for illegitimate children born after a brief temporary relationship. 

Hence, the number of marriages decreases, fewer children are born and France 

moves fast into the abyss. 

Hardly 7 or 8 per thousand in France enter wedlock annually. This low percentage 

clearly indicates that there are big chunks of French population that are unmarried. 

                                                 
3 The same is taking place in the United States where six out of every seven men at conscription age 
are found to be unfit for military service. God's laws never fail. 
4 A.A. Mawdūdī, Purdah and the Status of Woman in Islam, Lahore, pp.51-2. 
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Among the few married ones there are even fewer who live chaste or marry with a 

view to living a morally clean life. Apart from this, they have all sorts of motives 

while entering matrimony, one common motive being to legitimise the child born or 

conceived before marriage. Paul Bureau writes that it has almost become a custom 

among the French working classes that a woman, before marriage, must have the 

assurance of her would-be husband to recognise a child who is not his. In 1917, a 

woman stated before a Civil Tribunal of the Seine: 

By these present I declare to my husband that in our union I have only the 

object of legitimising the children born of our `free’ union, ... and not that of 

resuming our life together. I leave him on the day of our marriage at 5.30 

p.m., in order to escape from conjugal duties which I have no intention of 

fulfilling. I give him by these present a deed of separation, to serve towards 

what is necessary in order to obtain a divorce. 

The Principal of a great college in Paris told Paul Bureau: 

At the present time, many young men see in marriage nothing but the means 

of securing a mistress at home... For ten or twelve years they have roved a 

little in all directions, tasting various forms of licentiousness in various 

degrees. A day comes when they tire of this restless and irregular life; they 

take a lawful wife, convinced that with her will be combined the advantages 

of safety and tranquillity with those of licentiousness modified indeed but 

still sufficient and refined, to suit a less exacting appetite.5 

These are the reasons for the decline of France and her defeat in every recent war. 

These have been the seed of France’s eclipse and will be the reason for her further 

gradual decline. It may appear that God’s law works very slowly but it never fails.6 

                                                 
5 Ibid., pp.53-4. [Mawdūdī says in his book that most of his information on the French situation is 
drawn from Towards Moral Bankruptcy, by Paul Bureau, a distinguished French sociologist, London, 
1955.1 
6 It should be remembered that the author wrote this around 1961. The situation has now deteriorated 
much further and the appearance of AIDS and the threat that it poses to humanity at large confirms 
every word the author has said. The French government has recognised how serious the situation has 
become for France. In the late 1980s, the French government offered a new incentive for families to 
have more children. A family with three children is paid a large third-child allowance for three years 
after the birth of the third child. This child benefit is meant to allow the mother to stay at home while 
she brings up her children. This is further proof of the seriousness of the population situation in 
France, as explained by the author. 
The author goes on to give further examples about the spread of promiscuity and how it affects 
Sweden, the United States and Britain. The story appears the same everywhere with the same effects 
and the same decline. However, much of what the author has to say is quoted from unspecified 
sources. As these are not available to us, it is felt that the French case should be sufficient by way of 
illustrating the author's idea — Translator's note. 
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All this is part of what humanity, in our present day state of ignorance, has to bear 

as a result of its following the dictates of those who insist on following carnal desires 

and who adamantly refuse to follow the way of life God has chosen for mankind. 

That is a way of life characterised by its easy implementation, reducing the human 

burden, protecting human society against immorality, leading man along a safe and 

secure course, that ensures purity, cleanliness and repentance of any slip into sin. 

“God wants to lighten your burdens; for man has been created weak.” (Verse 28) 
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3 

Fairness in All Deals  

Believers, do not devour each other’s wealth 

illegally, unless it be through trade which 

you conduct by mutual consent. Do not kill 

yourselves, for God is merciful to you. (29) 

Whoever does this with malicious intent 

and by way of willful wrongdoing, We shall 

make to suffer the Fire. That is very easy 

for God. (30) 

If you avoid the most serious of what you 

are Forbidden, We will erase your bad 

deeds, and shall cause you to enter an 

abode of glory. (3 1 ) 

Do not covet the bounties God has 

bestowed more abundantly on some of you 

than on others. Men shall have a benefit of 

what they earn and women shall have a 

benefit of what they earn. Therefore, ask 

God to give you out of His bounty. God is 

a witness of everything. (32) 
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Overview 

This passage aims at the organisation of a certain aspect of financial dealings in 

Islamic society, in order that such dealings be conducted with purity and good-will. 

It goes on to establish the rights of earning and ownership to women on an equal 

footing with men, according to their respective dues. It legislates for pledges or 

contracts of allegiance, which were observed in pre-Islamic days as well as in the 

To everyone have We appointed heirs to 

property left by parents and relatives. As 

for those with whom you have made 

covenants give them their share. God is 

indeed witness to all things. (33) 

Men shall take full care of women with the 

bounties with which God has favoured 

some of them more abundantly than others, 

and with what they may spend of their own 

wealth. The righteous women are devout, 

guarding the intimacy which God has 

ordained to be guarded. As for those 

women from whom you have reason to fear 

rebellion, admonish them [first]; then leave 

them alone in bed; then beat them. Then, if 

they pay you heed, do not seek any pretext 

to harm them. God is indeed Most High, 

Great. (34) 

If you have reason to fear that a breach 

may occur between a (married) couple, 

appoint an arbiter from among his people 

and an arbiter from among her people. If 

they both want to set things aright, God 

will bring about their reconciliation. God is 

indeed All-Knowing, Aware of all things. 

(35) 
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early years of Islam. The aim here is to liquidate this system and make blood 

relations the only claimants to inheritance. 

The passage is yet another lesson aiming at the refinement of Islamic character. At 

the same time it lays down new legal provisions. The two purposes go hand in hand, 

complementing each other. What God legislates for Islamic society refines the Islamic 

character and organises all practical aspects of life. Legal provisions are intertwined 

with instructions which cultivate consciences and create a genuine feeling that the 

seriousness of Islamic law takes every care of the interests of the community. This 

ensures that they are properly implemented. Moreover, both the legal provisions and 

moral instructions enhance awareness that this system is well-balanced and 

complete. It provides solutions to problems encountered in practical life, while 

enhancing at the same time the role of human conscience. 

Which Transactions Are Lawful 

Believers, do not devour each other’s wealth illegally, unless it be through trade which 
you conduct by mutual consent. Do not kill yourselves, for God is merciful to you. 
(Verse 29) 

This passage begins with a prohibition against illegally devouring other people’s 

money, explaining that it is only through trade that people may gain money from 

one another. Illegal gains are described as killing oneself and as utter loss. This is 

coupled with a warning against incurring punishment in the hereafter as well as a 

comforting touch in the form of a promise of forgiveness and assured help. The 

passage also emphasises that people must not covet what others may have. They 

should instead ask God to give them what they wish, for He is the One who gives in 

abundance. These directives come side by side with the establishment of the rights of 

earning and ownership to both man and woman. At this point, the Qur’ n stresses 

that God is aware of all things. Instructions given with regard to contracts of 

allegiance stressing the duty to fulfil these contracts and pledges are followed with a 

statement that God witnesses everything. Both statements of God’s knowledge leave 

very strong impressions on us. They come, after all, from God, who is well aware of 

man’s constitution and what influences his attitude. 

The passage begins with an address to believers prohibiting all forms of illegal 

gain and profit. This suggests that what follows aims at the eradication of traces of 

past, ignorant life from Islamic society. When Muslims are addressed by God as 

believers, the address serves as a reminder of what faith entails. 

What we have here is a prohibition on devouring one another’s wealth illegally. 

This includes all forms of financial transactions that God has not sanctioned or has 
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forbidden, such as cheating, bribery, gambling, monopoly, hoarding of essential 

goods and all forbidden forms of trade, particularly usury. We are not certain 

whether this verse was revealed before or after usury, in all its forms, was outlawed. 

If it preceded that, then it serves as a preliminary prohibition for usury as the worst 

form of devouring other people’s wealth illegally. Alternatively, if this verse was 

revealed after the prohibition of usury, then it includes usury as an illegal form of 

financial transaction. 

An exception is made of commercial transactions whereby the buyer and seller 

enter into these willingly: “Believers, do not devour each other’s wealth illegally, unless it 

be through trade which you conduct by mutual consent.” (Verse 29) Linguistically 

speaking, this is a special way of making an exception. It means that if a commercial 

transaction is conducted by mutual consent, then it is not included in the prohibition. 

The way that this is expressed in the Qur’ n suggests that there is an element of 

confusion that combines it with other dealings, described as the illegal devouring of 

other people’s money. We can understand this better if we remind ourselves of the 

Qur’ nic verses which prohibit usury in S rah 2, The Cow. We commented on these 

verses at length in Volume I, pp. 355-71. These verses quote usurers objecting to the 

prohibition of all usury, claiming that “trade is just the same as usury”. (2: 275) God 

replies to them in the same verse, explaining: “but God has made trade lawful and usury 

forbidden”. In defence of their accursed system, usurers were guilty of deliberate 

misrepresentation by claiming that trade which results in a profit produces an 

increase of the trader’s money in the same way as usury, which also increases the 

usurer’s money. Hence their claim that it was wrong to outlaw usury while making 

trade lawful. 

The fact is that a great gulf separates ordinary trade transactions and usurious 

dealings. There is also a great difference between the benefits trade generates to 

people and the destructive effects brought about by usury. 

Trade is a useful medium that brings commodities to consumers. Thus, it is a 

marketing service providing the motivation to improve goods and commodities and 

to make them available to the consumer. It is a service to both producer and 

consumer, which results in a profit gained by the trader. Skill and effort are essential 

for the gain to be made. A trader runs the risk of loss as also the prospect of profit. 

None of these benefits can be attributed to usury. Usury places a heavy burden on 

industry, in the shape of interest, which is added to the cost of commodities. It also 

burdens the trader and consumer with the payment of interest paid by producers. As 

occurred when the capitalist system managed to gather strength, the usury system 

imposes a certain direction on industry and investment which does not take into 

account the interests of industry itself or of the consumers. The first priority is given 

to an increase in profits so that interest on loans can be paid. No objection is raised 
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even when priority is given to the production of luxury goods, even though the 

majority of people cannot meet their basic needs. No objection is heard even when 

large investments are devoted to projects aiming at the illegal satisfaction of lust. The 

destructive effects of all this on society are not even considered. Additionally, there is 

the element of ever-continuing profit given to capital, which runs no risk of loss and 

does not rely on skill or effort which are necessary for trade. The indictment of the 

usurious system has many more elements, all of which demand the death sentence 

for this system. Islam issued this sentence long ago. 

It is this type of confusion between usury and trade which necessitated this 

clarification to be made in the form of an exception, stated in the Qur’ nic verse as: 

“Believers, do not devour each other’s wealth illegally, unless it be through trade which you 

conduct by mutual consent.” (Verse 29) 

The verse ends with a startling comment: “Do not kill yourselves, for God is merciful 

to you.” (Verse 29) This is how the Qur’ n comments on devouring one another’s 

money illegally. It suggests that such practices have a highly destructive effect on 

society. It is indeed a crime, which amounts to murder. God forbids the believers to 

practise it because He is so merciful to them. 

It is indeed the crime of suicide. Every time the practices of devouring other 

people’s money illegally, such as usury, cheating, gambling, monopoly, hoarding, 

embezzlement, bribery, theft, and the selling of un-sellable things such as honour, 

honesty, and moral and religious values, spread within a community, then that 

community is sentenced to inevitable self-destruction. Such practices have always 

been rampant in ignorant societies, old and modern alike. God wants to spare the 

believers this type of self-destruction and lighten their load. He aims to save them 

from their weaknesses, for these are bound to destroy them whenever they follow the 

dictates of lust in preference to His directives. 

Conditions for Forgiveness 

Whoever does this with malicious intent and by way of willful wrongdoing, We shall 
make to suffer the Fire. That is very easy for God. (Verse 30) If you avoid the most 
serious of what you are forbidden, We will erase your bad deeds, and shall cause you to 
enter an abode of glory. (Verse 31) 

This first of these two verses warns those who unjustly and illegally devour each 

other’s money that they will suffer the punishment of the hereafter after having 

destroyed themselves in this life. This applies to them all, since responsibility in such 

matters is a collective one. Any community which allows such injustice to spread is 

doomed in this life as well as in the life to come: “Whoever does this with malicious 
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intent and by way of willful wrongdoing, We shall make to suffer the Fire. That is very easy 

for God.” (Verse 30) 

As Islam makes its legislation known to people, it appoints everyone a watchful 

guard to ensure its implementation. It also makes the whole community watchful 

over one another, since the whole community shares in the responsibility to 

implement these legal provisions and the destruction which attends upon its failure 

to do so. Such destruction is bound to engulf the whole community. The punishment 

in the hereafter for allowing injustice to spread will apply to everyone in the 

community. That is certainly easy for God since nothing stands in His way. His law 

never fails when the conditions for its operation exist. 

God, however, promises the believers to bestow His mercy on them and to forgive 

them their sins if they avoid cardinal sins. He, thus, takes into account their 

weaknesses and reassures them of their destiny once they refrain from the gravest of 

sins: “If you avoid the most serious of what you are forbidden, We will erase your bad deeds, 

and shall cause you to enter an abode of glory.” (Verse 31) 

This religion of ours is indeed very tolerant and its method easy to implement. 

These qualities go hand in hand with its appeal to man’s sense of nobility, purity, 

cleanliness and willingness to obey God. Its commandments, as well as its legal 

provisions and punishments, work for the same aim of refining people’s characters 

and the establishment of a pure and healthy society. It does not ignore human 

weakness and does not charge man with what is beyond his ability. It is not unaware 

of the complexity of factors working on man’s mind and does not ignore human 

nature and motivation. It strikes the right balance between duty and ability, motives 

and restraints, ideals and necessities, orders and prohibitions, forgiveness of sin and 

fearful punishment for it. 

This religion of Islam is satisfied that a person turns to God with sincerity and 

does his best to obey Him and win His pleasure. He will then find God’s mercy and 

compassion, which overlook weakness, forgive slips, accept repentance and receive 

warmly those who turn back after having gone astray. 

What signifies that a certain person does his best to seek God’s pleasure is that he 

avoids the cardinal sins God has forbidden. Such sins, all of them well known, 

cannot be committed unwittingly or through lack of knowledge. Their commitment 

by anyone signifies that they have not made the required effort to resist temptation. 

Nevertheless, when a person who has committed such cardinal sins turns to God in 

genuine and sincere repentance, God, Who is committed to showing mercy to His 

servants, accepts his repentance. It is He who describes the God- fearing as those 

who “when they commit a gross indecency or wrong themselves, remember God and pray for 

the forgiveness of their sins — for who but God forgives sins? — and do not knowingly 
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persist in doing the wrong they may have done.” (3: 135) 

What we have here, however, is an assurance that God straightaway forgives the 

offences and effaces the errors of those of His servants who avoid cardinal sin. God 

here gives this promise and happy news to the believers. 

Now, what constitutes these cardinal sins? Several aĥādīth speak of certain types of 

cardinal sin. We do not, however, have a full list of them all in any one ĥadīth. Each 

mentions some, which suggests that these aĥādīth addressed certain situations, 

mentioning the cardinal sins relevant to each situation. It is not difficult for a Muslim 

to identify these cardinal sins, although they may differ in number and gravity 

according to situations and generations. 

It is useful to mention here a story demonstrating how Islam refined the 

sensitivity of `Umar ibn al-Kha b, a man well known for his great piety and an 

ever-present consciousness of the need to avoid all sin. Islam gave `Umar a well-

balanced insight that helped him show the moderation required of a leader when he 

shouldered the responsibility of running the affairs of the Muslim state. The story, 

reported by al- asan, mentions that some Egyptians spoke with `Abdull h ibn `Amr, 

a Companion of the Prophet and the son of the governor of Egypt at the time of 

`Umar. In essence, they said: “We have observed that there are certain things 

mentioned in God’s Book that are not enforced, although He has ordered these to be 

implemented. We thought that we should speak to the Caliph about them.” Hence 

they, accompanied by `Abdull h ibn `Amr, went to Madīnah. `Umar met with 

Abdull h ibn `Amr and enquired as to the purpose of his journey. When `Abdull h 

answered him, `Umar asked whether he had obtained the permission of his father. 

The reporter of the story does not actually say what `Abdull h’s answer was but that 

nonetheless `Abdull h explained why he had come and that this pertained to the 

Eygptians’ queries. `Umar, therefore, asked him to call them all to a meeting with 

him. 

When they met, `Umar spoke to the first man and put to him the following 

question: “I ask you by God and by what you owe to Islam, have you read the whole 

of the Qur’ n?” He answered in the affirmative. `Umar asked whether he had 

implemented God’s Book fully in his own life. He replied that he had not. The 

reporter comments that had the man answered in the affirmative, `Umar would have 

challenged him on this. `Umar continued his questioning and asked whether the man 

had implemented Islam fully with regard to what he saw or what he spoke or what 

he did. He asked everyone of the group the same questions. ‘When he had finished, 

he said: “Are you asking `Umar to force people to implement God’s Book? Our Lord 

knows that we will be committing errors.” He than read this verse: “If you avoid the 

most serious of what you are forbidden, We will erase your bad deeds.” (Verse 31) He then 

asked those Egyptians whether the people in Madinah were aware of the purpose of 
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their visit. When they answered in the negative, he said that had they known, he 

would have used their visit for admonition. 

We observe from this story how `Umar, who was exemplary in his piety and fear 

of God, showed his refined sense and realism: “Our Lord knows that we will be 

committing errors.” Indeed, we cannot be otherwise. What matters, however, is the 

willingness and determination to do one’s duty, and to try one’s level best to do it 

well. Thus, serious effort is balanced with moderation. 

Honour for Both Men and Women 

Do not covet the bounties God has bestowed more abundantly on some of you than on 
others. Men shall have a benefit of what they earn and women shall have a benefit of 
what they earn. Therefore, ask God to give you out of His bounty. God is a witness of 
everything. (Verse 32) 

This verse, together with the one that follows, continue the discussion of the ties 

and transactions which exist between men and women. They also speak of the 

covenants of loyalty and their relevance to the system of inheritance that this s rah 

discusses earlier. 

First, we have a general prohibition against coveting the gifts God has favoured 

some believers with. This is a general statement that applies to all sorts of favours 

and privileges, which may include functions, positions, abilities, talents, wealth and 

other luxuries. A believer should appeal to God and pray to Him to grant him of His 

grace. He should not waste time feeling sorry for himself nor with all that such an 

attitude generates of harbouring grudges and greed, of feeling angry, deprived, or 

unjustly treated. Such feelings may give rise to thinking ill of God and His fair 

distribution. To harbour such a feeling is disastrous because it substitutes worry and 

misery for content and self confidence. Entertaining such evil thoughts wastes one’s 

energy. To turn to God directly and to pray to Him for His grace is to turn to the 

source of all grace; it can never be exhausted and does not repel anyone. Moreover, it 

is in God that all hopes are placed and to Him alone that one should turn as one goes 

about, seeking one’s share of God’s grace. 

As has already been said, this is a general directive. The fact that it comes at this 

point in the s rah, as well as in a number of reports which speak of the occasion 

when it was revealed, may indicate that this verse refers specifically to a certain type 

of favour, namely, the difference in shares of inheritance between men and women. 

This is an extremely important aspect of the relationship between the two sexes 

which needs to be established on the solid foundation of mutual acceptance and 

complementarity, so that contentment prevails in the family and the Muslim society 
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at large. Despite the importance of this aspect, it does not limit the generality of the 

statement. Authoritative commentaries on the Qur’ n speak of both aspects, giving 

reports in support of both: 

Umm Salamah, a wife of the Prophet, once said to him: “Messenger of God, men 

fight when we do not, and we receive half a share of inheritance.” God subsequently 

revealed: “Do not covet the bounties God has bestowed more abundantly on some of you 

than on others.” 

Another report also quotes Umm Salamah as saying to the Prophet: “Messenger of 

God, we do not fight so that we may be martyrs, and we do not have an equal share 

of inheritance”. This verse was then revealed. Later, God revealed the verse in which 

He says: “I will not suffer the work of any worker among you, male or female, to be lost.” (3: 

195) 

Al-Suddī, an early commentator on the Qur’ n, mentions that some men said: “We 

want to have twice the reward of women, in the same way as we have two shares of 

inheritance.” Some women said: “We want to have a reward similar to that of 

martyrs. We cannot fight. Had we been required to fight, we would have done so.” 

God turned down all that and said to them: “Pray for My grace.” A similar view is 

attributed to another commentator, named Qat dah. 

Other commentators stress the generality of the verse. Ibn `Abb s is quoted as 

saying: “No one should say: I wish I had as much money or as many children as this 

or that person. God has prohibited all that. He should pray to God to grant him of 

His grace.” Similar views have been expressed by Al- asan, Mu ammad ibn Sīrīn, 

`A ’ and others. 

The first three reports suggest the presence of un-Islamic concepts in the 

relationship between men and women. There is also an air of competition between 

men and women. This is probably the result of the new freedoms and rights given by 

Islam to women, in accordance with its overall concept which honours the human 

race and treats both sexes with fairness. Islam, however, wants its complete system to 

be implemented, as a whole, not for the benefit of men at the expense of women, nor 

for the benefit of women at the expense of men. It wants its system to be 

implemented for the benefit of humanity as a whole, and for the benefit of Muslim 

society as it establishes the values of propriety, morality, goodness and absolute 

justice. 

In its distribution of the functions and shares of inheritance between men and 

women, Islam observes human nature, which has made man different from woman 

and given each of them his or her distinctive characteristics. This is to enable them to 

discharge their respective duties, not for their own benefit but for the benefit of 

human life, which can only achieve proper fulfilment and its ultimate objectives 
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through the multiplicity of characteristics, functions and duties between the two 

different sexes. Because the characteristics and functions of man and woman are 

different, their positions and shares vary. The ultimate beneficiary is that great 

institution which we call human life. 

When we consider the Islamic system as a whole and then consider that particular 

aspect which organises relationships between the two parts of the single soul from 

which both men and women have been created, we find no room for such ancient 

arguments of the type mentioned in the reports quoted above. Nor can we find any 

room for modern arguments advanced by shallow-minded people of both sexes. 

It is useless and futile to try to depict matters as if a raging battle is going on 

between the two sexes in which points and victories are scored. The attempt by some 

serious writers to discredit women and to attribute all sorts of vices to them is 

equally futile, whether it is made in the name of Islam or under the guise of scholarly 

analysis. There is no question of a battle whatsoever. There are simply differences of 

characteristics and potentials. Differences in the proper distribution of tasks and 

specialities which achieves both complementarity and absolute justice, as can only be 

expected from the Divine method. 

There may be a battle of this sort in ignorant societies which initiate their own 

systems according to their will and which serve their immediate interests, or, more 

probably, to serve the interests of certain classes, families or individuals. Such 

societies may deprive women of certain rights due to their defective understanding 

of man as a whole and the function of each of the two sexes. On the other hand, they 

may deprive women of some of their rights for economic reasons, such as giving a 

woman a lesser wage than a man who does the same job, or giving her a smaller 

share of inheritance or depriving her of the right to manage her own property. 

There can be no room whatsoever for such a battle under Islam. There is no point 

in competing for worldly benefits or for an attack on either man or woman in order 

to undermine their positions and magnify their weaknesses. Given an Islamic 

outlook, no one can imagine that men and women, who are different in their 

characteristics and physical constitutions, should not have different tasks, duties and 

positions. To imagine that is to betray a total misunderstanding of the Islamic system 

and the nature of both sexes and their respective functions. 

Differences between the Sexes 

Let us now consider the question of jihād and martyrdom, and women’s share in 

all that. This was a question of concern to God- fearing women in the noble first 

generation of Muslims, which was distinguished by its dedication to the hereafter as 

it looked after its daily affairs. We will also consider the question of inheritance and 
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the shares assigned by Islam to men and women. This question not only preoccupied 

some men and women in the past but continues to be raised even today. 

God has not imposed the duty to fight on women. Nor has He forbidden them to 

fight when there is need for their participation in jihād alongside men. In Islamic 

wars a number of individual women took an active part in the fighting, thus not 

confining themselves to support duties alone. Their numbers, however, were very 

few, taking part only when needed. This was by no means the normal practice. It was 

the exception, not the rule, because God, in His wisdom, has not made fighting 

obligatory for women. 

Women have not been required to fight in war because they give birth to men who 

do the fighting. By her physical and psychological constitution, a woman is made to 

give birth to men and to bring them up so that they can face life and participate in 

jihād when necessary. In this particular domain, her ability and usefulness is greater 

than that of man. Every single cell in her body is made physically and 

psychologically suitable for this purpose. This is not merely a question of physical 

constitution. It applies to every single cell, from the moment of conception and the 

decision made by the Creator, praised be He, which determines the sex of that 

pregnancy. Physical, organic, and psychological factors take secondary importance. 

She is also more useful when one considers long-term national interests. 

When men fall dead in war, leaving behind women, the nation is left with 

productive members who give birth to children in order to compensate for the 

decrease in their numbers. The same cannot be the case if war were to claim the lives 

of women and men in equal numbers, or were it to claim the lives of more women 

than men. Under Islam, a single man using all the concessions and abilities available 

to him can make four women produce children in order to fill the vacuum left after 

the slaughter that takes place in war. A thousand men cannot make a single woman 

produce more children than one man can in order to redress the balance that takes 

place in society after war. This is only one aspect of the Divine wisdom behind 

relieving women of the duty of fighting. Other aspects relate to social morality and 

the nature of society, as well as the need to preserve the essential qualities of both 

sexes. This is a subject which deserves fuller treatment. As for reward, both men and 

women are reassured by God. It is sufficient for every human being to do well in 

fulfilling the tasks assigned to him or her in order to achieve a good position with 

God. 

As for inheritance, it may appear at first glance that the general rule which assigns 

“to the male a share equal to that of two females” favours man. This superficial view, 

however, will soon disappear to be replaced by a comprehensive treatment of the 

respective positions of man and woman and their mutually complementary duties. A 

basic rule in the Islamic system states that “gain is commensurate with duty”. The 
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man pays a dowry to the woman when he marries her, while she pays him no dowry 

whatsoever. He supports her and their children while she is exempt from such a 

duty, even when she has money of her own. The least that can happen to a man who 

is negligent of this duty is that he be imprisoned. A man is required to pay the 

ransom and compensation for accidental death and injuries caused to others by 

members of his family, while a woman is exempt from all this. 

Moreover, a man is required to support the insolvent and those who are unable to 

earn their living in his family, according to their degree of kinship, while the woman 

is exempt from the duty of mutual family support. When divorce or separation takes 

place, the man pays his divorced or estranged wife compensation for breast-feeding 

his child and for her custody in the same way as he pays her own maintenance. As 

we see, then, the Islamic system is a comprehensive one, which distributes 

inheritance according to the distribution of liabilities. Since the man bears more 

liabilities than the woman, his share of inheritance is greater. 

This system also takes into consideration human nature and man’s ability to earn 

his family’s livelihood and to provide the woman with security and comfort so that 

she can discharge her responsibilities in bringing up the new generation. No 

monetary value can be placed on this responsibility of hers. Her contribution to the 

general welfare of society is far superior to any product or service that anyone can 

render. We can, then, discern the elements of perfect balance in the Islamic system, 

laid down by the One whose knowledge and wisdom are absolute. 

Let us consider here the right of individual ownership given by Islam to women: 

“Men shall have a benefit of what they earn and women shall have a benefit of what they 

earn.” (Verse 32) This right was denied to women by the ignorant society of Arabia as 

well as by other ignorant societies of the past. Very rarely were women’s right to 

own acknowledged. Indeed, even when it was acknowledged, ways and means were 

found to deprive her of that right. The woman herself was considered an object, the 

ownership of which could be transferred by inheritance, in the same way as other 

possessions. 

Modern ignorant societies, which claim to have given women rights and afforded 

them respect unequalled under any other system, still try to deny women their right 

to inheritance. Some of these societies give the whole estate to the eldest male heir. 

Others make it necessary for a woman who wants to make any financial transaction 

to obtain the prior consent of her guardian, and they even make it necessary for a 

woman to have her husband endorse any financial deal she makes with her own 

property before it can go through. This remains the case even after the revolutions 

made by women to achieve their emancipation. Such actions have, indeed, led to 

undermining the position of women in both the family and society as also weakened 

public morality. 
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Islam has given the right of individual ownership to women of its own accord. 

Women did not have to launch a revolution, form women’s societies or enter 

parliament in order to claim such a right. Islam’s motives are found in its overall 

view of humanity. It considers that both parts of the single soul, from which men and 

women issue forth, are honourable. Moreover, it makes the family the basic unit of 

its social system. Hence, the atmosphere in the family must be one of love and 

mutual care. The rights of every individual in the family are safeguarded. It is for this 

reason that Islam gives both men and women equal rights of earning and ownership. 

Before we finish our commentary on this verse, we would like to give the following 

quotation from Dr `Abd al-W id Wafī who explains in his book, Human Rights, the 

status of women in Islam as compared to their status in the West. 

Islam gives both man and woman an equal status in Front of the law and in 

all civil rights. This equality applies to married and unmarried women alike. 

Under Islam, marriage is different from what is practised in most Western 

countries. A Muslim woman does not lose her name, civil status, and 

eligibility to make contracts or right of ownership when she gets married. 

After her marriage, she retains the surname of her own family and continues 

to enjoy all her rights as before, including the undertaking of any 

responsibility and entering into any contract, to sell, buy, pledge, make a gift 

or a will, etc. She also continues to enjoy her right of independent ownership. 

Under Islam, a married woman is accorded all her civil rights and she may 

have her own wealth independently from that of her husband, who may not 

take any part of her money, small or large. God says in the Qur’ n: “If you 

wish to take one wife in place of another and you have given the first one a large sum 

of money, do not take away anything of it. Would you take it away though that 

constitutes a gross injustice and a manifest sin? (Verse 20) How can you take it 

away when each of you has been privy with the other, and they have received from 

you a most solemn pledge?” (Verses 20-1) He also says: “It is not lawful for you to 

take back anything of what you have given them as dowry.” (2: 229) If a husband is 

forbidden to take anything of what he had originally given to his wife when 

he married her, then it is even more unlawful for him to take any part of her 

own property, unless she gives it to him willingly and freely. On this 

particular point, God states: “Give women their dower as a free gift; but if they, of 

their own accord, choose to give up to you a part of it, then you may take it with 

pleasure.” (Verse 4) Nor is it lawful for a husband to dispose of any part of his 

wife’s property unless she permits him to do so or gives him a power of 

attorney to make a contract on her behalf. When she gives him such a power 

of attorney, she retains the right to cancel it and to give a similar power of 
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attorney to someone else. 

Even the most civilised of contemporary democracies do not aspire to this 

standard of equality between men and women. Until very recently, indeed 

until today, the status of women in France was not much better than that of 

civil bondage. The law deprives her of the authority to act in many a civil 

matter. Article 217 of French Civil Law states that “even when a marriage 

stipulates that the properties of husband and wife are to remain separate, a 

married woman may not dispose of anything by way of gift, assignment, 

mortgage or pledge, and may not come into the ownership of anything in 

return for some or no consideration, unless her husband is party to the 

contract or gives his consent to it in writing. 

Despite the numerous amendments that have been introduced to this Article, 

much of its import still overshadows the status of women under French law. 

Western laws emphasise this bondage imposed on women by endorsing the 

tradition that a woman loses her own family name at the moment when she 

gets married. She is no longer called after her father. She adopts her 

husband’s family name instead. This is simply a token of the loss of her legal 

status which is merged with that of her husband’s. 

Strangely enough, many of our own women try to imitate Western women 

even in this unjust system. They accept for themselves this low status when 

they adopt their husbands’ family names, instead of retaining the names of 

their own families as is the case under the Islamic system. Ironically speaking, 

this blind imitation is practised by the very women who pose as defenders of 

the rights of women and advocates of equality between them and men. They 

are unaware that by their action, they trample over their most important right 

which has been given to them by Islam to elevate them to the status of 

equality with men.”7 

Inheritance for Relatives Only 

The s rah then regulates those covenants of loyalty that existed before the 

provisions contained within the system of inheritance were revealed to limit the right 

of inheritance to close relatives only. Pledges of loyalty used to give shares of 

inheritance to others as well. 

To everyone have We appointed heirs to property left by parents and relatives. As for 

                                                 
7 The original book from which this quotation is taken was not available to the translator for more 
accurate documentation. The quotation is taken from the Arabic version of Dr Wafī's hook which was 
written in the early 1950s or earlier. 



Al-Nisā’ (Women) | FAIRNESS IN ALL DEALS 

 107

those with whom you have made covenants give them their share. God is indeed 
witness to all things. (Verse 33) 

Having stated that both men and women have the benefit of what they earn, and 

having already outlined the shares of inheritance of both males and females, the 

s rah now mentions that God has appointed to everyone heirs from among his 

kinsfolk who will inherit what has come into his possession of the property of his 

parents and relatives. Through the inheritance system, then, money circulates from 

one generation to another. Heirs inherit their shares and add to them what they earn 

before they themselves leave that to their own close relatives. Thus, wealth is not 

monopolised by a single generation, family or individual. It is continuously 

circulated and inherited by one generation after another with different shares being 

given to different heirs, according to the situation. 

This is followed by a reference to covenants which Islam initially approved of. 

These covenants or pledges of loyalty sometimes allowed wealth to be inherited by 

non-relatives. There were several types of such covenants in the early period of 

Islam. There was firstly the covenant of loyalty that came with freeing a slave. When 

a slave is freed, he becomes a member of his master’s household, as it were. If he 

commits a crime which requires the payment of blood money, his former master 

pays this on his behalf, in the same way as he does when such a crime is committed 

by one of his close relatives. He also inherits him when he dies, leaving no immediate 

relatives behind. 

The second type of covenant was one of pure loyalty. This allowed a non-Arab 

who had no heirs of his own to make a covenant with an Arab. It accorded him the 

status of a member of the Arab’s household, whereby the latter would be willing to 

pay penalties on his behalf such as blood money, and who would inherit him upon 

his death. 

The third type was that which the Prophet established between the Muh jirīn (his 

Companions who emigrated with him to Madinah) and the Anş r (his Companions 

from among the inhabitants of Madinah). This allowed an Anş rī to be inherited by 

one of the Muh jirīn alongside the Anş rī’s own relatives, as if he was one of them, 

or to their exclusion, if they were unbelievers. 

The fourth type of covenant was a straightforward pledge of loyalty stipulating 

that each of the two parties could inherit the other. 

Islam abolished all these covenants, especially the third and fourth types. It 

stipulated that inheritance is the right of relatives only. It did not, however, abolish 

those covenants that were already in force. It continued to observe them but it made 

it clear that no new ones might be made. God states: “As for those with whom you have 
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made covenants give them their share.” (Verse 33) He emphasises this by reminding us 

that He Himself is a witness to the covenant and to how it is observed: “God is indeed 

witness to all things.” (Verse 33) The Prophet (peace be upon him) says: “No alliance 

may be made in Islam. Any covenant of alliance made prior to Islam has only been 

given added force under Islam.” (Related by A mad and Muslim.) 

As it began to liquidate these covenants, Islam followed its normal method 

concerning financial affairs. Its solutions had no retroactive effect. Usury, for 

example, was abolished from the very moment its prohibition was revealed. What 

had been gained in the past was left alone. Although usury contracts were not made 

lawful, Islam did not order the recipients of usury to return what they had gained. In 

this instant, past covenants were observed, provided that they led to no new 

contract. One reason for this is that Islam did not wish to disrupt any practical 

situations that resulted from such covenants, as these may affect family and social 

relations. Hence, existing covenants were observed but no new ones were made. 

This attitude reveals how Islam wants things to be easy. Moreover, the Islamic 

method in dealing with social affairs is profound, comprehensive, wise and far 

reaching. As it announced its abrogations and endorsements, Islam was moulding 

the Muslim society, purifying it of all traces of ignorance. 

Regulation of Family Affairs 

The last topic in this passage concerns the regulation of the family and the 

allocation of duties and responsibilities within it. The s rah also outlines the 

measures to be taken in order to protect this social institution against the effects of 

quarrels and disputes so as to eliminate, as far as possible, any negative effects that 

could destroy it. 

Men shall take full care of women with the bounties with which God has favoured 
some of them more abundantly than others, and with what they may spend of their 
own wealth. The righteous women are devout, guarding the intimacy which God has 
ordained to be guarded. (Verse 34) 

Before we comment on these verses and outline their psychological and social 

objectives we need to speak briefly about the Islamic view of the institution of the 

family and its method of building, protecting and promoting it. However, we cannot 

speak about this in full detail because to do so would require a whole volume. 

God, who has created mankind, is the One who has made duality part of man’s 

nature, as it is indeed ingrained in all creation: “And of everything We have created 

pairs, so that you may bear in mind [that God alone is One].” (51: 49) He then willed to 
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make the human pair two halves of the same soul: “Mankind, fear your Lord, who has 

created you from a single soul, and from it created its mate.” (Verse 1) Part of His purpose 

behind the meeting between the two halves of the same soul is that it should lead to 

peaceful existence and be a comfort to body and soul. It is also a means to protect 

purity and chastity and provides a secure, clean way for human reproduction and 

the continuity and promotion of human life, under the watchful care of parents. 

Different verses in the Qur’ n stress these facts: “Among His signs is that He creates for 

you mates from among yourselves, so that you might incline towards them, and He engenders 

love and compassion between you.” (30: 21) “They are as a garment to you as you are to 

them.” (2: 187) “Your wives are your tilth; go, then, to your filth as you may desire, but 

prepare well for yourselves and fear God.” (2: 223) “Believers, ward off from yourselves and 

your families that fire [of the hereafter] whose fuel is human beings and stones.” (66: 6) “As 

for the believers whose offspring will have followed them in faith, We shall unite them with 

their offspring; and We shall not let aught of their deeds go to waste.” (52: 21) 

 Because the two mates are two halves of the same soul, they stand in the same 

position in God’s sight. Since God has given mankind a position of honour, He has 

honoured women, assigning to them the same reward for their good deeds, the same 

rights of ownership and inheritance, and the same rights of independence, as we 

have already explained. 

Similarly, as regards the great responsibility of the family, which results from the 

meeting of the two halves of the same soul, God has taken care to detail a complete 

set of elaborate measures which regulate all aspects of the family institution and all 

its affairs. This s rah outlines some of these measures, whilst other measures have 

been discussed in Volume I, S rah 2. Other s rahs, particularly 24, 33, 65 and 66 

include further measures. Together, these measures provide a complete and perfect 

system for the family. Their comprehensive outlook and attention to detail reflect the 

great importance Islam attaches to this crucial institution. 

We hope that the reader may recall what we have said in earlier volumes about 

the length of the childhood period and the need of the human child for a caring and 

supporting environment until he is able to earn his living. What is even more 

important is that the child should receive the type of care which enables him or her 

to fulfil their social function in order to contribute to the betterment of human 

society, so as to leave it in a better state than they receive it. All this is particularly 

significant in explaining the importance of the family and the great care Islam takes 

to ensure its protection. 

With this in mind, the next verse makes it clear that the man is in charge of the 

family institution, as God has given him the necessary qualities and training to 

undertake this task and assigned to him the duty of meeting the family’s living 

expenses. It also outlines man’s additional task to protect the family against collapse 
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as a result of fleeting whims, delineating the way to deal with these, should they 

occur. It also explains other “external” measures to which recourse may be made 

when all “internal” efforts have failed, and a total breakdown threatens not only the 

spouses but also the young ones who are more vulnerable. We will now look at these 

measures in some detail. 

The Partner in Charge 

Men shall take full care of women with the bounties with which God has favoured 
some of them more abundantly than others, and with what they may spend of their 
own wealth. (Verse 34) 

We have already said that the family is the first institution in human life in the 

sense that its influence is felt at every stage of human life. Moreover, it derives its 

importance from the fact that it is within the family that man, the most noble of all 

creatures according to the Islamic concept of life, is brought up. The running and 

administration of much inferior institutions, such as those engaged in financial, 

industrial and commercial affairs is normally assigned to those who are most 

qualified for the job by their education, training and natural abilities. It is only logical 

that the same rule be applied to the family, the institution that looks after the 

upbringing of the noblest creature in the universe, namely, man. 

The Divine code of living takes human nature into consideration, as well as the 

natural abilities given to both man and woman to enable them to discharge the 

duties assigned to each of them. It maintains justice in the distribution of duties, 

giving to each of them only the type of duties to which they are suited. 

Needless to say, both man and woman are the creation of God, who does not wish 

to do injustice to anyone He has created. Indeed, He gives each of His creatures the 

abilities and talents that befit the duties assigned to them. 

God has created human beings as males and females, following the “dual” rule 

which is central to the system of creation. He has given the woman the great tasks of 

childbearing, breast-feeding and looking after her children. These are not tasks which 

can be fulfilled without careful preparation, physically, psychologically, and 

mentally. It is only just, therefore, that the other part, i.e. the man, should be assigned 

the task of providing the essential needs and the protection required for the woman 

to fulfil her highly important duties. She could not be given all those tasks and still 

be required to work in order to earn her living. It is only fair as well that the man be 

given the physical, mental and psychological qualities which enable him to fulfil his 

duties in the same way as the woman is given the abilities to fulfil hers. All this is 

clearly seen in real human life, because God maintains absolute justice among all. 



Al-Nisā’ (Women) | FAIRNESS IN ALL DEALS 

 111

Among the qualities the woman has been given are tenderness, quick reaction, 

and an instinctive response to the needs of children, without the need for much 

deliberation and reflection. The essential human need of even a single individual are 

not left to be deliberated upon at leisure. Response to them is made instinctively, so 

that they may be met more or less involuntarily. There is no external compulsion in 

this. It is an impulsive reaction, which the woman mostly enjoys despite the fact that 

it requires sacrifice from her. This is part of God’s work, which is always perfect. 

These are not superficial qualities. Indeed, they are implanted in the woman’s 

physical, mental and psychological constitution. Some leading scientists believe that 

they are present in each cell in the woman’s constitution, because they are rooted in 

the first cell that multiplies to form the foetus and the child. 

On the other hand, among the qualities a man is given are toughness, slow 

reaction and response, as well as proper thought and reflection before action. All his 

functions, from the early days of being a hunter- gatherer, to fighting for the 

protection of his wife and children, to earning his living in any way, require some 

deliberation and consideration before taking a decision and implementing it. These 

qualities are also deeply rooted in man’s constitution. 

Man’s qualities make him more able and better equipped to take charge of the 

family. Similarly, his duty to support his family, as part of that general distribution 

of functions, makes him more suited to overall authority. That is because earning his 

family’s living is part of being in charge. Moreover, looking after the finances of the 

family is closer to his family duties. 

In highlighting these two elements, the Qur’ n states that in Islamic society men 

are required to look after women. It is an assignment of duties on the basis of natural 

abilities and the fair distribution of responsibilities. Each party is assigned the duties 

most suited to its nature. 

The man has the proper natural abilities to take charge of the family affairs, a role 

essential for the proper progress of human life. It is a simple fact that one party is 

properly equipped for this role and assigned the duty to play it while the other is not. 

Hence, it is totally unfair that the latter party should be required, in any situation, to 

take up these responsibilities in addition to its own. If women are given the 

necessary practical and scientific training to fulfil these duties, then their ability to 

play the other role, i.e. that of motherhood, is undermined. 

These very serious questions should not be left to human beings to determine at 

will. When they have been left to human beings to decide, in both past and modern 

societies, the very existence of mankind was threatened and essential human 

qualities which distinguish man from other creatures were in danger of extinction. 

There is plenty of evidence to demonstrate that the rules of human nature force 
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themselves on man, even when people deny them altogether. One aspect of this is 

the decline in the quality of human life and the serious danger to which it is exposed 

whenever this rule, which gives man the task and the authority to look after the 

family, has been violated. Such violation leads to confusion within the family, and is 

bound to have serious repercussions. 

Moreover, women prefer for the man to assume authority and responsibility for 

the family. Many women worry, feel dissatisfied and unhappy, when they live with 

men who relinquish their role for any reason. Even women who try to challenge the 

man’s role readily admit to this. 

Another example of the social repercussions brought about by this unnatural 

family situation is one whereby children suffer from instability. This happens when 

the father does not play his role, either because of his weak character which allows 

the mother to overshadow or control him, or because of his early death or in one-

parent families. This, in turn, can lead to mental perversion and behavioural 

deviation. 

These are only a few examples through which human nature indicates its presence 

and the need to organise human life according to its laws. 

To elaborate more on the role of the man as the one in charge of the family and its 

justification is beyond the scope of this commentary. What we need to state here, 

however, is that it does not by any means lead to the negation of the woman’s 

character and role in the family home and in society at large. Nor does it mean the 

cancellation of her civil status. It simply defines her role within the family and how it 

is run. This is necessary, because the family is a very important institution, and one 

which must be protected and maintained. In any institution, the observance of 

certain values does not mean the abrogation of the character or the rights of the 

partners or the workers. Islam defines the role of the man and what his being in 

charge means, as well as his duties as the one who takes care of his family, protects it 

and earns its living. 

In Recognition of Women’s Virtues 

Men shall take full care of women with the bounties with which God has favoured 
some of them more abundantly than others, and with what they may spend of their 
own wealth. The righteous women are devout, guarding the intimacy which God has 
ordained to be guarded. (Verse 34) 

The verse moves on to explain the qualities of righteous women, their behaviour 

and duties within the family. “The righteous women are devout, guarding the intimacy 

which God has ordained to be guarded” (Verse 34) It is, then, in the nature of the 
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righteous, believing woman and part of her essential characteristics to be devoted 

and obedient. Devotion means willing obedience, motivated by love, not the sort of 

obedience enforced against one’s will. Hence, the Qur’ n uses the term “devout”, or 

qānitāt to stress its pleasant psychological connotations, which fit perfectly with the 

sort of affectionate and compassionate relationship which exists between man and 

woman, the two parts of the single soul from which all mankind descend. Islam 

stresses that this relationship is essential in the family home where young ones are 

reared. 

It is also part of the nature and essential characteristics of a devoted, believing 

woman to guard the sanctity of her relationship with her husband. This she 

maintains in his presence as well as in his absence. She does not reveal what belongs 

only to him, as one half of the single soul which combines both of them, even 

inasmuch as a passing look, let alone a full dishonourable relationship. What is 

forbidden to reveal is decided neither by him nor by her. It is determined by God. It 

is “the intimacy which God has ordained to be guarded”. It is not a matter of pleasing a 

husband or allowing what he does not mind to be revealed or what society requires 

to be exposed, should the husband or society deviate from the Divine code of living. 

There is only one rule to determine the limits of what must be guarded. She has to 

guard that “which God has ordained to be guarded”. 

We note that the Qur’ n does not put this in the imperative form. It places much 

stronger emphasis on it by saying that this guardianship is part of the nature of 

righteous women and one of their essential characteristics. This statement exposes 

the flimsiness of the excuses advanced by some mentally defeated Muslims 

advocating ways and methods that are certain to lead to the collapse of the family 

only because these are practised in other communities. What must be guarded, 

willingly and obediently, is that which God has ordered to be guarded. 

The ones who are not righteous are described here as rebellious. Their rebellion is 

given a physical description derived from standing on a high position to declare their 

mutiny. Islam does not wait for such a rebellion to take place, nor for the roles to 

become so confused that the family institution splits into two camps. When the 

situation reaches that point, it is almost impossible to sort out. The treatment must be 

administered before the rebellion gathers momentum. Once rebellion establishes its 

roots, the family home is deprived of the peace and affection necessary for the 

upbringing of children. The whole setup collapses and the young become the victims 

divided between the two parents or brought up in an atmosphere which makes the 

family home a fertile place for psychological, mental and physical disorders to 

multiply and a suitable place for perversion to establish itself. 

It is, then, a very serious matter. Gradual treatment must be administered when 

the early signs of rebellion become apparent. In order to preserve the family and 



Al-Nisā’ (Women) | FAIRNESS IN ALL DEALS 

 114

protect it from destruction, the one who is placed in charge is allowed to take some 

disciplinary steps that are often effective. He does not take them as retaliatory 

measures or to humiliate or torture his partner, but to achieve reconciliation and 

preserve the family in the very early stages of dispute. 

When Family Life Is Endangered 

As for those women from whom you have reason to fear rebellion, admonish them 
[first]; then leave them alone in bed; then beat them. Then, if they pay you heed, do not 
seek any pretext to harm them. God is indeed Most High, Great. (Verse 34) 

Before we consider these measures and how they progress from one stage to 

another, we need to remember what we have already said about the honour God 

gives to both men and women, giving women their rights for which they are 

qualified by being human. We should also remember that a Muslim woman retains 

her independent civil status. The fact that the man is placed in charge of the family 

does not deprive the woman of her right to choose her partner and to administer her 

personal and financial affairs. This, as also the great importance Islam attaches to the 

family, helps us to understand clearly why these disciplinary measures have been 

allowed and the nature of their application. 

They are indeed pre-emptive measures aimed at achieving an early reconciliation 

when rebellion is feared. There is no question of trying to aggravate the situation or 

increase hatred. There is no battle between the man and the woman. These measures 

are not aimed at knocking the woman on the head when she begins to rebel and 

confining her again to her prison cell. No such thoughts are ever condoned by Islam. 

They might have crept into the traditions of certain societies at certain stages. Such 

measures, however, are an indication that mankind, not merely one sex, have sunk to 

a very low depth. In Islam the situation is widely different in form, substance and 

aim. 

“As for those women from whom you have reason to fear rebellion, admonish them first.” 

(Verse 34) Admonition, then, is the first stage. It is a responsibility of the one who is 

in charge of the family to admonish against untoward tendencies. Such admonition is 

required in a variety of situations: “Believers, ward off from yourselves and your families 

that fire [of the hereafter] whose fuel is human beings and stones.” (66: 6) In this particular 

instance, admonition has a definite aim, which is to treat the symptoms of rebellion 

before it develops and takes root. 

In some cases, admonition may not bring about the desired results. This is 

possibly because of strongly held views, uncontrolled reactions, too much 

consciousness of one’s beauty, wealth, family position or the like. Any of these 
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reasons may make a wife forget that she is a partner in an institution, not an 

adversary in a contest. At this stage the second measure is employed, which is in 

effect a gesture of dignity, stressing that everything in which a certain woman takes 

pride, such as beauty or wealth, to stress her superiority does not count for much 

with him: “Then leave them alone in bed.” (Verse 34) 

It is in bed that a woman’s temptation is most effective. A rebellious, self-

conscious woman exercises her true power. When a man is able to overcome this 

temptation, he deprives the woman of her most effective weapon. In the majority of 

cases, a woman becomes more ready to give way when the man demonstrates a good 

measure of will-power in the most difficult of situations. There are, however, certain 

rules that apply as to how this measure is taken. It is confined to the room where the 

couple is alone. It should not be taken in front of the children, this so that they are 

not adversely affected by it. Nor can it be exercised in front of strangers, because it 

becomes very humiliating for the woman who may, consequently, be hardened in 

her rebellion. This is a measure which aims at dealing with rebellion, and does not 

aim to humiliate the wife or to bring about a bad influence on the children. 

Nevertheless, this measure may not be effective in certain cases. Are we, then, to 

leave the family institution to collapse? There is another measure, admittedly more 

severe, but it may protect the family: “Then beat them.” (Verse 34) 

When we remember the aim behind all these measures, we realise that this beating 

is not a form of torture motivated by seeking revenge or humiliating an opponent. 

Nor is it aimed at forcing the wife to accept life under all unsatisfactory conditions. It 

is rather a disciplinary measure akin to the punishment a father or a teacher may 

impose on wayward children. Needless to say, there is no question of any of these 

measures being resorted to in the case of a healthy relationship between a man and 

his wife. They are preventive measures taken in an unhealthy situation in order to 

protect the family against collapse. 

When neither admonition nor banishment from one’s bed is effective, the situation 

may need a different type of remedy. Practical and psychological indications suggest 

that in certain situations this measure may be the appropriate one to remedy a 

certain perversion and to bring about satisfaction. Even when such a pathological 

perversion exists, a woman may not sufficiently feel the man’s strength for her to 

accept his authority within the family, at least not unless he overcomes her 

physically. This is by no means applicable to all women. What we are saying is that 

such women do exist and that Islam considers this measure a last resort used 

necessarily to safeguard the family. We have to remember here that these measures 

are stipulated by the Creator, who knows His creation. No counter argument is valid 

against what the One who knows all and is aware of all things says. Indeed to stand 

against what God legislates may lead to a rejection of the faith altogether. What we 
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have to understand is that God has laid down these measures within a context that 

describes, in absolute clarity, their nature and aim and the intention behind them. 

Hence, mistaken concepts developing in periods of ignorance cannot be ascribed to 

Islam. In such periods, a man may become a jailer and a woman a slave under the 

pretext of following religious teachings. It may also happen that the man and the 

woman may exchange roles or that both of them are transformed into a third sex 

which is midway between man and woman claiming that this is the result of a new 

understanding of religious teachings. All such situations are not difficult to 

distinguish from the true sense and proper guidance of Islam. 

These disciplinary measures have been approved of in order to deal with early 

signs of rebellion and before attitudes are hardened. At the same time, they are 

accompanied by stern warnings against misuse. 

The practical example given by the Prophet in his treatment of his own family and 

his verbal teachings and directives serve as a restraint against going to excess in 

either direction. The Prophet answers Mu` wiyah ibn aydah, who asked him what 

rights a wife may claim against her husband, by saying: “To provide her with food 

when you eat, and with clothes when you dress. You are not allowed to slap her on 

her face, insult her or banish her from your bed anywhere except at home.” (Related 

by al-Tirmidhī, Abū D wūd, al-Nas ’ī and Ibn M jah.) 

The Prophet is reported to have given this general directive: “Do not beat up the 

women servants of God.” `Umar later went to the Prophet and said that many 

women had become rebellious. The Prophet then allowed that they be beaten. Many 

women then came to the Prophet with complaints against their husbands. The 

Prophet addressed his Companions saying: “Many women have called at 

Mu ammad’s home complaining against their husbands. Certainly these men are not 

the best among you.” (Related by Abū D wūd, al- Nas ’ī and Ibn M jah.) 

The Prophet portrays this horrid picture of a man who beats up his wife: “Do not 

beat your wife like you beat your camel, for you will he flogging her early in the day 

and taking her to bed at night.” He also says: “The best among you are those who are 

best to their family, and I am the best of you to my family.” (Related by al-Tirmidhī 
and al- abar nī.) 

Taken in their proper context, these reports and directives give us a good idea of 

the conflict that existed in the early days of Islam between old habits inherited from 

the days of ignorance and Islamic directives. The same sort of conflict also took place 

in all other spheres before the new Islamic order managed finally to impress its 

values on human conscience. 

God has, however, defined a limit when such measures must stop. Once the 

objective is reached with any one of these measures, then recourse to them is over: 
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“Then, if they pay you heed, do not seek any pretext to harm them. God is indeed Most High, 

Great.” (Verse 34) 

The aim is, thus, stated clearly: it is obedience based on positive response, not 

forced obedience. This latter type of obedience is not suited to the establishment of a 

healthy family. Moreover, the Qur’ nic verse states clearly that to continue to resort 

to any of these measures after the goal of obedience is achieved takes the husband 

beyond his allowed limits: “Do not seek any pretext to harm them.” (Verse 34) This 

prohibition is followed by a reminder of the greatness of God so that people submit 

to His directives and repress any feeling of might or arrogance which they may 

entertain. This fits with the Qur’ nic method of combining temptation with warning: 

“God is indeed Most High, Great.” 

Last Resort to Save Troubled Marriages 

All the measures so discussed apply in a situation where rebellion has not yet 

taken place. These measures are meant to deal with its early signs. When rebellion is 

brought out into the open, these measures are useless. At that stage there is a war 

between two hostile parties, each of them going out to smash the other. Similarly, 

these measures should not be used if it is felt that they will be ineffective or even 

counterproductive. In all such situations, Islam recommends a different process of 

saving this great institution, the family, from collapse: “If you have reason to fear that a 

breach may occur between a (married) couple, appoint an arbiter from among his people and 

an arbiter from among her people. If they both want to set things aright, God will bring about 

their reconciliation. God is indeed All-Knowing, Aware of all things.” (Verse 35) 

The Islamic method, then, does not favour an early split when signs of rebellion 

and hostility begin to appear. Nor does it approve that this institution be left to 

collapse over the heads of its other members who may be caught in a situation over 

which they have no control. This institution is very dear to Islam because it supplies 

the society with its new members whom it needs for its continued development and 

progress. Islam recommends that this last measure be resorted to when a breach is 

feared, not after it takes place. An arbiter from each of the two families of the 

husband and the wife meet in a friendly atmosphere, away from the influences 

which have caused the relationship between the husband and the wife to be strained 

and free from all the complications which overshadow the constructive elements in 

the life of the family. These arbiters must be keen to protect the reputation of both 

families. They care for the welfare of the children. Neither of them may entertain 

thoughts of forcing a submission by the other party. They must try to achieve what is 

best for the husband, the wife and their children. 

They must also keep the family secrets because they belong to the two 
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immediately concerned families. Neither of them has an interest in publicising these 

secrets. Indeed, it is in their interest to keep them secret, unknown to other people. 

The arbiters meet in order to try to achieve reconciliation. If the man and his wife 

truly desire such a reconciliation, but are only prevented from doing so by strong 

feelings of anger, then a serious effort by the arbiters will he successful, with God’s 

help: “If they both want to set things aright, God will bring about their reconciliation.” 

(Verse 35) Their own desire to bring about reconciliation is endorsed by God, who 

responds favourably to their serious wish. This is the relationship between people’s 

efforts and God’s will. It is indeed by God’s will that events take place in people’s 

lives. People, however, are free to try and exert efforts. The end result is decided by 

God on the basis of His knowledge of people’s inner secrets and His awareness of 

what is best for them: “God is indeed All-Knowing, Aware of all things.” (Verse 35) 

Having studied this passage, we have now a good idea of the seriousness with 

which Islam views the relationship between man and woman and the institution of 

the family and the social ties that are established through the family. We can see how 

Islam has taken care to organise this highly important aspect of human life in order 

to elevate mankind to the high standard achievable only by the implementation of 

Divine guidance. That is indeed the only true and right guidance. 
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4 

Unfailing Kindness 

Worship God alone and do not associate 

with Him any partners. Be kind to your 

parents and near of kin, to orphans, the 

needy, the neighbour who is related to you 

and the neighbour who is a stranger, the 

friend by your side, the wayfarer, and those 

whom your right hands possess. God does 

not love those who are arrogant and 

boastful; (36) 

[nor] those who are niggardly and bid 

others to be niggardly, and conceal whatever 

God has bestowed on them of His bounty. 

We have prepared humiliating suffering for 

the unbelievers. (37) 

And [God does not love] those who spend 

their wealth for the sake of ostentation, and 

do not believe in God and the Last Day. 

He who chooses Satan for a companion, an 

evil companion has he. (38) 

What would they have to fear if they would 

only believe in God and the Last Day, and 

spend (for His sake) out of that with which 

He has provided them. Indeed God has full 

knowledge of them. (39) 
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Overview 

A number of factors link the opening of this passage and the central theme of the 

s rah on the one hand, and the main topics discussed in the last passage on the other. 

This passage starts with fresh effort to regulate the life of the Muslim community, 

purging it of the remaining traces of the state of ignorance that prevailed in pre-

Islamic days and giving more prominence to the main features of the new Islamic 

life. It adds a clear warning against the scheming of the people of former religions, 

Indeed God does not wrong anyone by as 

much as an atom’s weight. And if there be 

a good deed, He will multiply it, and will 

bestow a great reward out of His grace. 

(40) 

How will it be [on Judgement Day] when 

We shall bring a witness from every 

community, and call you as a witness 

against these people? (41) 

Those who disbelieved and disobeyed God’s 

Messenger will on that Day wish that the 

earth may swallow them. They shall be 

able to conceal nothing from God. (42) 

Believers, do not attempt to pray when you 

are drunk, [but wait] until you know what 

you are saying; nor when you are in a state 

of ceremonial impurity, except if you are on 

your way, until you have bathed. But if you 

are ill, or travelling, or if one of you has 

come from the toilet, or if you have 

cohabited with a woman and can find no 

water, then have recourse to pure dust, 

passing therewith lightly over your faces and 

your hands. God is indeed Most Lenient, 

Much-Forgiving. (43) 
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particularly the Jews in Madinah. Evil is ingrained in their characters. It is the mark 

of all their dealings with the new Muslim community in Madinah. They exert 

strenuous efforts to disrupt its growth and progress, particularly in morality, in 

mutual co-operation and in solidarity which are the basic source of its strength. 

The new passage reiterates the basic rule that is the central foundation of the new 

Muslim community. That is the belief in the absolute oneness of God. Indeed, the 

very life of the Muslim community and its code of living emanate from this basic 

belief. 

Prior to this passage, the s rah addressed several topics, including the family 

system and the social organisation of the Muslim community. The last passage dealt 

with the family, its structure, the methods for its protection and the ties which 

consolidate its structure. This new passage deals with social ties inside the Muslim 

community that go beyond the family, but which remain related to it. The link 

between these issues is provided by the reference to parents and to relationships that 

go beyond parenthood. Indeed, the perception of these ties takes place as a result of 

the caring and loving relationships within the family. Such care and love soon begin 

to transcend strict family relatives, so as to care for others. Without the love and 

kindness that prevail within the family, people would not be able to show much care 

for others with whom they have no family ties. 

As the new passage includes directives to take good care of the immediate family 

and the large, human family, and to establish values and standards in this regard for 

the kind and generous on the one hand and the miserly on the other, it begins with 

the basic concept which gives rise to all values and standards. This is the concept of 

the oneness of God that is the basis of the Islamic way of life in its totality. The 

Islamic system relates every action, effort and feeling to the basic principle of 

submission to God and of worshipping Him. This is the ultimate objective of every 

human activity in the life of every Muslim. 

As the passage speaks of submission and worship being due to God alone, the 

second part of the passage outlines some of the rulings concerning purity and prayer. 

It also takes the first step towards the prohibition of intoxicating drinks: when this 

s rah was revealed, alcohol had not as yet been prohibited. This first step should be 

seen as a part of the ever-active method of educating the new Muslim society. 

Furthermore, this step is closely related to worship, prayer and belief in God’s 

oneness. This is sufficient to show how all parts of the s rah are inter-related, serving 

its central theme. 

Kindness All Around 
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Worship God alone and do not associate with Him any partners. Be kind to your 
parents and near of kin, to orphans, the needy, the neighbour who is related to you and 
the neighbour who is a stranger, the friend by your side, the wayfarer, and those whom 
your right hands possess. God does not love those who are arrogant and boastful. 
(Verse 36) 

The passage starts with a clear commandment to worship God alone and a clear 

prohibition against associating partners with Him. We note that this verse begins 

with a conjunction which links it with the preceding orders that relate to the family 

and its affairs. This serves to stress the total unity that pervades all aspects of Islamic 

faith. Islam is not merely a number of beliefs that our minds accept, nor is it a host of 

rituals and acts of worship, nor a worldly system divorced from faith and worship. It 

is a way of life that combines all these aspects and unites them together on the basis 

of believing in the Oneness of God and deriving all systems and legislation from Him 

alone. There can be no split between accepting God’s unity and implementing His 

legislation. 

This is followed by an order to extend kind treatment to certain groups of one’s 

immediate family and of the human family at large. Miserliness, conceit, boastfulness 

and suppression of God’s favours, of whichever type, are denounced. This is coupled 

with a warning against following Satan, together with raising the prospect of 

punishment in the hereafter and all that attends on it of public humiliation. Again, all 

this is linked to the belief in God’s oneness and to acknowledging that He is the only 

source of legislation. 

In the Islamic system, all directives, laws, and legislation are derived from faith 

and are based on the basic concept of God’s oneness. Hence, they are interlinked, 

mutually complementary and perfectly coherent. As a result, it is very difficult to 

isolate one part of Islamic legislation from the rest. The study of any one part without 

reference to its essential origin is unscholarly. The implementation of some parts of 

these laws to the exclusion of others falls short of implementing Islam and does not 

yield the full benefits to humanity which are sure to result from the actualisation of 

the Islamic system. 

Under Islam, all concepts of human and universal relationships upon which all 

social, economic, political and moral systems are founded, and which affect all 

aspects of human relations are derived from believing in God. It is these concepts 

which give shape to human conscience and which characterise the basic set-up of 

human society. They make ordinary human dealings acts of worship because they 

are conducted in accordance with the Divine system, and they make worship the 

basis of all dealings because it refines conscience and improves behaviour. Thus, the 

whole of human life becomes a single solid unit, guided by the Divine system and 

seeks its ultimate fulfilment, both in this world and in the world to come, with God, 
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the only source of legislation. 

“Worship God alone and do not associate with Him any partners.” (Verse 36) The first 

commandment is to worship God, which is followed by a prohibition of worshipping 

anyone other than Him. This is a total and absolute prohibition of all sorts of worship 

which man has practised in all ages and communities. False gods, be they animate or 

inanimate objects, angels or devils, have been ascribed as partners to God in one way 

or another. No claim of this sort is ever allowed in Islam. It is absolutely forbidden 

for all time. 

This is followed by a commandment to extend kindness to parents in particular 

and relatives in general. Most Divine orders in this particular area tend to emphasise 

the need to be kind to one’s parents, although they do not overlook the other area of 

requiring parents to be kind to children. God is more merciful and compassionate to 

children than their own parents. But it is children who need to be directed more 

strongly to look after the older generation who stand in need of kindness. In most 

cases, the younger generation direct their feelings, sympathies and concerns to the 

generation which will follow them, not the preceding one, simply because in life 

people tend to look forward without turning back. Hence, these directives from the 

All-Merciful, the Compassionate, who does not neglect a parent or a child. It is He 

who has taught His servants how to be kind and compassionate to one another. 

We also note in this verse, as in many others, that Divine directives begin by 

emphasising the need to be kind to one’s relatives before widening their concern to 

include all those who need to be looked after in society or in humanity at large. This 

fits in perfectly with human nature. Compassion towards others begins at home, in 

one’s own immediate family. A person who has not himself been a recipient of 

compassion in his childhood, within his family, hardly ever feels compassionate 

towards others. Moreover, man tends to look more favourably towards his relations, 

extending his kindness to them. There is no harm in this, as long as such compassion 

is continually enhanced and extended to a wider area so as to benefit more people. 

Moreover, this directive to be kind to parents, relatives and other people fits in 

most coherently with the Islamic view of social organisation. It ensures that social 

security begins within the family before it is carried further to include the whole 

community. It does not entrust it to government machinery except when the smaller, 

more directly involved machinery of the family becomes incapable of meeting the 

challenge. Normally, smaller local units are more able to ensure that mutual social 

security is given at the right time, and with an ease and compassion that make the 

whole social set-up worthy of man. 

In this particular verse, the directive begins by emphasising the need to be kind to 

parents, before widening the area to include kinsfolk, and then at a later stage, 
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extending this to orphans and the needy. These are given precedence over one’s 

neighbours because their need may be more pressing and they must be looked after 

more immediately. Kindness is then urged towards a neighbour who may be a 

relation, and so to any other neighbour. Both take precedence over friends, because a 

neighbour always remains next to us. We meet our friends intermittently. 

Commentators on the Qur’ n have defined this type of friend as the one with whom 

we meet socially and whom we may choose as a travelling companion. The next type 

of person who deserves our kindness is a stranded wayfarer. This is followed by 

slaves who suffer the hardships of bondage, but with whom we have human ties 

common to all mankind. 

This commandment to extend our kindness to all these groups is followed by a 

comment which denounces conceit and arrogance, miserliness, suppression of God’s 

favours, boastfulness and showing off. All these are attributed to one basic cause, 

namely, lack of faith in God and the Day of Judgement. 

Unfavourable Contrast 

The verse which commanded all types of kindness ends with a comment 

denouncing such shameful qualities as arrogance, boastfulness, miserliness, 

concealment of God’s bounty and deliberately giving foul impressions: “God does not 

love those who are arrogant and boastful; [nor] those who are niggardly and bid others to be 

niggardly, and conceal whatever God has bestowed on them of His bounty. We have prepared 

humiliating suffering for the unbelievers. And [God does not love] those who spend their 

wealth for the sake of ostentation, and do not believe in God and the Last Day. He who 

chooses Satan for a companion, an evil companion has he.” (Verses 36-38) 

Here again we note an especially important characteristic of the Islamic way of life 

which relates to all aspects of behaviour, and from which all feelings and all social 

relationships to faith are derived. When a person worships God alone and derives his 

values and principles from Him only, he will definitely extend his kindness to 

people, seeking to please God and hoping to receive reward in the hereafter. His 

kindness is characterised by a humble and gentle attitude which demonstrates his 

genuine belief that he only spends what God has granted him. He does not create his 

wealth. A person who denies God and the Day of Judgement is often arrogant and 

boastful. He is also a niggardly creature who encourages others to be niggardly. He 

tries to conceal the favours that God has bestowed on him, which is the opposite 

attitude of one who demonstrates his gratitude to God by extending his kindness to 

others. He may, on the other hand, spend some of what he has been given by God in 

order to publicise his generosity and to seek praise from others. Essentially, however, 

he does not believe in any other reward than people’s adoration. 
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Here, then, the two opposite types of morality generated by faith and unfaith are 

clearly demonstrated. Motivation to do good and behave in a goodly manner is 

essentially the belief in God and the Day of Judgement and the eagerness to earn 

God’s pleasure which ensures reward in the hereafter. It is indeed a sublime 

motivation, one which is not based in social tradition and which does not expect to 

be rewarded by other people. When faith is absent and a person does not believe in 

the Day of Judgement, the Day when he will receive reward for his actions, worldly 

values predominate. These do not remain constant even during the span of a single 

generation, let alone for all time and all places. When these constitute the basic 

motivation, values change in the same way as people change their likes and dislikes. 

We then have a breeding ground for all the bad qualities thus far mentioned, 

whether boastfulness, arrogance, niggardliness or hypocrisy. 

The Qur’ nic statement says that God “does not love” such people. What we have 

to understand is that love and hate are not responses applicable to God. What is 

meant here is the result that is associated with such feelings in people’s lives§: “We 

have prepared humiliating suffering for the unbelievers.” (Verse 37) Humiliation is the 

proper response to arrogance and boastfulness. The Qur’ nic verse is couched in 

such a way as to arouse contempt of such people and disgust at their attitude, 

especially via the statement that Satan is their intimate friend: “He who chooses Satan 

for a companion, an evil companion has he.” (Verse 38) 

Some reports suggest that these verses refer to a group of Jews who lived in 

Madinah. These qualities certainly apply to Jews as well as to hypocrites. Both types 

were present in the Muslim society at the time. The reference to their concealment of 

the favours God has bestowed on them may also mean their concealment of the truth 

that is recorded in their Scriptures about Islam and the Prophet Mu ammad. The 

verse, however, is expressed as a general statement within the context of charity and 

kind treatment. It is better, therefore, that we understand it in this context. 

This is followed by the rhetorical question: “What would they have to fear if they 

would only believe in God and the Last Day, and spend (for His sake) out of that with which 

He has provided them. Indeed God has full knowledge of them. Indeed God does not wrong 

anyone by as much as an atom’s weight. And if there be a good deed, He will multiply it, and 

will bestow a great reward out of His Grace.” (Verses 39-40) 

Indeed, what do they have to fear from believing in God and the Last Day and 

spending of the provisions given to them by God. Since God knows their motives 

and what they have in their hearts and since He does not deny anyone his due 

reward for even the slightest of actions, then they cannot fear that their good actions 

                                                 
§ For further discussion on the Maĥabbah’ attribute, please refer to section 1.7 of A Critique of ‘In the 
Shade of the Qur’ān.’ 
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will go unnoticed or that their reward will not be forthcoming. Indeed, they will have 

an increase and a multiplication for their good deeds. 

Even in the narrow sense of material loss and gain, faith gives better returns in all 

eventualities. Why should they, then, fear to believe in God and the Last Day and to 

spend of God’s provisions? After all, they do not spend of something that they 

themselves have created. God provides it all for them. He, nevertheless, multiplies to 

them their reward and gives them an unlimited increase of His provisions. It is the 

sort of investment that is only rejected by an ignorant loser. 

An Unhappy Final Wish 

These orders, prohibitions and encouragements are concluded with a scene of the 

Day of Judgement in which we see feelings and attitudes fully animated before our 

eyes. All are portrayed in the Qur’ n’s uniquely vivid style: “How will it be [on 

Judgement Day] when We shall bring a witness from every community, and call you as a 

witness against these people? Those who disbelieved and disobeyed God’s Messenger will on 

that Day wish that the earth may swallow them. They shall be able to conceal nothing from 

God.” (Verses 41-42) 

This scene is depicted immediately after the preparations that began by the 

statement that God does not deny anyone an atom’s weight of what is due to him or 

her. His scales maintain absolute justice. Furthermore, He multiplies good actions 

and gives them a great reward. This equates with mercy and compassion to those 

who deserve them. These are the ones who combine faith with action. As for the 

others, who have neither faith nor good actions, their state will be different. The 

question asked here is what will their state be when God brings a witness from every 

nation, i.e. the Prophet sent specifically to it, and, hence, when the Prophet 

Mu ammad will be a witness against the Arabs? 

The scene is very vivid indeed, portrayed against a panoramic background in 

which every nation is present with its witness. We almost see those unbelievers: 

boastful, hypocritical, arrogant and niggardly people who conceal God’s favours. We 

see them there when God’s Messenger is asked to testify against them. We see them 

in the presence of the Creator whom they denied, the Provider whose favours they 

have concealed, on the Last Day in which they did not believe, and facing the 

Messenger whom they disobeyed. The Qur’ n asks: How then? It is certainly utter 

humiliation. Their shame is too great to bear. They regret what they have done and 

they acknowledge it since denial is of no value. 

The Qur’ n does not describe all this as an apparent attitude. It portrays a mental 

attitude which gives us all these impressions so that we see the effect of humiliation, 

shame and regret: “Those who disbelieved and disobeyed God’s Messenger will on that Day 
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wish that the earth may swallow them. They shall be able to conceal nothing from God.” 

(Verse 42) It is through this fine expression and imagery that we sense all these ideas 

and recognise the unbelievers’ feelings as they experience them. This approach is 

what makes the Qur’ nic style absolutely unique. 

One Step Towards Forbidding Drinking 

As we have seen, this passage started with the commands to worship God alone, 

associating no partners with Him. Prayer is the closest of all rituals to the central 

concept of worship. The following verse outlines some of the rulings connected with 

prayer and the purification which is required for its validity: “Believers, do not attempt 

to pray when you are drunk, [but wait] until you know what you are saying; nor when you 

are in a state of ceremonial impurity, except if are on your way, until you have bathed. But if 

you are ill, or travelling, or if one of you has come from the toilet, or if you have cohabited 

with a woman and can find no water, then have recourse to pure dust, passing therewith 

lightly over your faces and your hands. God is indeed Most Lenient, Much-Forgiving.” 

(Verse 43) 

This verse represents one aspect of the Qur’ nic method for cultivating the 

Muslim community, enhancing its moral sense and refining its values. We should 

remember here that Islam picked up the Muslim community from the depths of 

ignorance, when drinking was a well-established social institution, as it is in almost 

all ignorant societies, ancient and modern. Drinking was a common habit in Roman, 

Byzantine and Persian societies, when they were at the zenith of their civilisation. It 

is also characteristic of contemporary European and American societies which are at 

the same stage. Similarly, it is very common in backward African societies. 

In Sweden, which is considered one of the most civilised of contemporary 

societies, it used to be the case during the first half of the 19th century that every 

family brewed its own wine and other alcohol. On average, an individual consumed 

20 litres.1 The Swedish Government recognised the seriousness of this state of affairs, 

and that it led to major alcohol addiction. It, therefore, monopolised the production 

of intoxicants, thereby limiting individual consumption, and also restricted drinking 

in public places. More recently these restrictions have been relaxed.2 Drinking was 

then allowed in restaurants, provided that wine was taken with a meal. Later, 

drinking was allowed in a limited number of public places until midnight. 

Thereafter, people could only drink beer and similar beverages with a lower alcohol 

content. Nevertheless, the number of alcoholics among teenagers is growing steadily. 

                                                 
1 The author does not mention a time context for this consumption. Presumably it is "per year" — 
Translator's note. 
2 This was written more than 40 years ago. 
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In America, the Government once tried to abolish drinking altogether, and 

promulgated a law to this effect in 1919, which was ridiculed as the “dry” law. It 

remained in force for 14 years until the American government found itself compelled 

to abolish it in 1933. All methods of enhancing public awareness of the harmful 

effects of drinking were utilised, including publications, the radio, cinema and public 

lectures. It is estimated that altogether the American administrations spent over 60 

million dollars in campaigning against drink; a very large sum indeed by the 

standards of that period. Millions of pages were written against drinking in the form 

of books, pamphlets and the like. Moreover, at least 250 million dollars were spent on 

enforcing the law during those 14 years. Three hundred people were executed and 

more than half a million were imprisoned and fines exceeding 16 million dollars 

were imposed. The Government also confiscated properties worth more than 400 

million dollars. In spite of all this, the pressure was too great for the American 

administrations and they were finally forced to cancel their prohibition laws.1 

Islam, on the other hand, was able to successfully eradicate this well- entrenched 

habit, deploying only a few verses of the Qur’ n to do so. This is a striking example 

of the difference between Divine and human methods in dealing with man and in 

treating social ills. Pre-Islamic poetry is full of descriptions by Arab poets which 

show that drinking was a firmly rooted social habit in Arabia. Moreover, certain 

events took place in the early days of Islam, involving personalities from among the 

best renowned of the Prophet’s Companions, such as `Umar, `Alī, amzah and `Abd 

al-Ra m n ibn `Awf. These again indicate how deeply entrenched the drinking of 

intoxicants was in Arabian society. It is sufficient for our purposes here to give only a 

few examples. 

`Umar ibn al-Kha ab begins his report of how he became a Muslim by saying: “I 

used to drink heavily in my pre-Islamic days. I once decided to go to a particular 

public house to drink... “`Umar continued to drink when he became a Muslim until 

the revelation of the Qur’ nic verse stating: “They ask you about drinking and gambling. 

Say: `In both there is great evil although they have some benefits for people, but their evil far 

exceeds their benefit.’’’ (2: 219) When `Umar heard this Qur’ nic verse he said: “My 

Lord, give us a clear, categorical statement on wines.” 

He continued to drink and uttered the same prayer when the Qur’ nic verse, 

which is the subject of this commentary was revealed. When the express prohibition 

stated in S rah 5, entitled The Repast, or Al-Mā’idah was given, `Umar declared his 

submission and stopped drinking. 

There are two reports involving `Alī, `Abd al-Ra m n ibn `Awf [both from the 

Muh jirīn] and Sa`d ibn Mu` dh [from the Anş r] which give the reasons behind the 

                                                 
1 A. Mawdudi, Tangīhāt, Lahore, 1998, pp. 37-8 (Urdu edition) 
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revelation of the present Qur’ nic verse. The first report quotes Sa`d as saying: “Four 

verses were revealed on my account. A man from the Anş r invited a number of the 

Muh jirīn and a number of the Anş r to a meal. We all ate and drank heavily. Some 

of us began boasting about our tribes. One man took the chin bone of a camel and 

pierced it into Sa`d’s nose. Since then, Sa`d has had a pierced nose. This was prior to 

the prohibition of intoxicants. Shortly afterwards, the verse saying, `Believers, do not 

attempt to pray when you are drunk”‘ (Verse 43), was revealed. 

The other report is attributed to `Alī ibn Abī lib who is quoted as saying: “`Abd 

al-Ra m n ibn `Awf invited us to a meal and gave us a great deal to drink. We were 

under the influence of drink when it was time for prayer. One person was asked to 

lead us in prayer and he recited the s rah entitled The Unbelievers, or al-Kāfir n, 

changing its text so as to mean: `Unbelievers, I do not worship what you worship, 

but we do worship what you worship.’ (This is the opposite of its meaning.) God 

then revealed this verse: “Believers, do not attempt to pray when you are drunk, [but wait] 

until you know what you are saying.’” (Verse 43) 

We do not need any more examples or stories to tell us how common the habit of 

drinking was in ignorant Arabian society. Both drinking and gambling were well-

established social habits. How did the Islamic method deal with these phenomena? 

How did it combat this evil which makes it impossible to establish a good healthy 

society? We have to remember that social traditions and economic interests are 

involved in the promotion of such phenomena. 

As we have already said, the Divine method dealt with these evils by simply using 

a few verses of the Qur’ n. Its approach was easy and gradual. It managed to win the 

battle without any need to fight, shed blood or sacrifice. The only thing that was shed 

was the wine itself. All barrels and other containers were spilt. Indeed, some of the 

Prophet’s Companions were in the process of drinking when they heard of the 

prohibition and they spat out what was in their mouths. 

Gradual Eradication of Evil Social Habits 

When Islam did not have a state or the authority to rule in Makkah, there was only 

the authority of the Qur’ n. This was simply a moral authority. Therefore, only an 

indication of the forthcoming attitude towards drinking was given, which we may 

understand when we contemplate the verse which occurs in S rah 16, entitled The 

Bee, or Al-Nahl: “From the fruits of date palm and vines you derive intoxicants as well as 

wholesome sustenance.” (16: 67) Thus, intoxicants were placed as opposites to the 

wholesome sustenance made of the fruits of palm and vineyard trees. This suggests 

that intoxicants were something different from the sustenance described as 

“wholesome”. All in all, this was merely a fine touch influencing an Islamic 
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conscience that was still in its infancy. Drinking, however, was far more than an 

individual’s habit. It was a social tradition with far-reaching economic effects. This 

fine touch was not calculated to end this tradition. 

In Madinah, however, Islam established a state which wielded proper authority. 

Nevertheless, intoxicants were not forbidden by the authority of the state and the 

force of law. The Islamic approach relied on the Qur’ n, working its gentle, steady 

and firm way, to make use of the Divine insight into man and his social realities. 

The Islamic approach is gentle, gradual. It benefits from God’s absolute 

knowledge of man, what is suitable for him and his social environment. The first 

statement in this approach was a verse revealed in S rah 2, entitled The Cow, or Al-

Baqarah. This was given by way of an answer to questions which indicate that people 

with a fine Islamic conscience had begun to feel uneasy about drinking and 

gambling: “They ask you about drinking and gambling. Say: ‘In both there is great evil 

although they have some benefits for people, but their evil far exceeds their benefit.‘“ (2: 219) 

This was the first loud knock on the door that was bound to have its effect on an 

Islamic conscience. The criterion which makes something lawful, discouraged or 

forbidden is whether its harm or evil is greater than its benefit. In this verse we have 

a clear statement that the case is such with regard to intoxicants and gambling. Their 

evil is far greater than their benefit. The question, however, went deeper than that. 

We find `Umar, who was, perhaps, endowed with the finest Islamic sense, uttering 

this prayer: “My Lord, give us a clear, categorical statement on wines.” This shows 

how well entrenched the habit of drinking was in Arabian society. 

Incidents like the ones quoted above took place. Hence, the verse we are now 

discussing was revealed to tell the believers: “Do not attempt to pray when you are 

drunk, [but wait] until you know what you are saying.” (Verse 43) Here we find the wise, 

gentle approach in action, the verse representing the middle stage between showing 

drink as repugnant because its harm is greater than its benefit and a state of total 

prohibition where drink is seen as an impurity of Satan’s work. The purpose of this 

middle stage being to break the habit of drinking by prohibiting it near prayer times, 

which span the whole day. Some prayers are too close to each other to allow anyone 

who is given to alcohol time to take one or two drinks and regain enough sobriety to 

be fully aware of what he is saying. Besides, there were special times for drinking, 

either early in the day or in the evening. Plus there were prayers that must be offered 

both in between these times and following them. Hence, a person with an Islamic 

sense was sure to weigh up the enjoyment he derives from drinking against 

neglecting his duty of prayer. At this stage, a good Muslim would not abandon his 

prayers for anything. Nevertheless, `Umar repeated his prayer: “My Lord, give us a 

clear, categorical statement on wines.” 

Time passed and events took place, and the moment arrived when the gradual 



Al-Nisā’ (Women) | UNFAILING KINDNESS 

 131

approach would give its final verdict. Two verses in the next s rah, The Repast, or Al-

Mā’idah, were revealed to state: “Believers: intoxicants, gambling, idolatrous practices and 

the divining of the future are but a loathsome evil of Satan’s doing. Keep away from them so 

that you may prosper. By means of intoxicants and gambling Satan seeks only to sow the 

seeds of enmity and hatred among you, and to turn you away from the remembrance of God 

and from prayer. Will you not, then, desist?” (5: 90-1) All Muslims stopped drinking. 

Once the commandment was given, all wine containers were emptied and broken 

throughout Madinah. Indeed, those who were in the process of drinking did not 

swallow what was in their mouths when they were informed of the prohibition. It 

was, thus, a great triumph for the Qur’ n and its approach. 

How did it all happen? How was this miracle, unparalleled in human history, 

achieved? It was all made possible because the Islamic approach works on man in a 

unique way. Essentially, it employs God’s authority and a Muslim’s keenness to 

please Him. To a Muslim, God oversees him at all times. Hence, he cannot lose sight 

of his top priority of trying to please God. Moreover, Islam gives its followers greater 

concerns to spend their time on, and these replace that time which was wasted on 

drinking and any pleasure derived from it. Any sense of loss, which weighs heavily 

on people in un-Islamic societies, is replaced with a pleasant feeling of fulfilment in 

the light of Islam, its freedom, and its sense of openness which unites this life with 

the life to come. 

More importantly, Islam gives man the sense of fulfilment generated by faith. To a 

Muslim, this life becomes pleasant, happy, forward looking, enlightened with a sense 

of intimacy with God. Intoxicants, which work on the imagination and generate false 

feelings of happiness and also cause a real headache, no longer present any 

temptation for a Muslim. Like gambling and other such fun, drinking is a craze, 

which is not really different from any other craze, such as sporting events, speed 

races, cinema, fashion and bull fighting. These are simply a manifestation of a 

spiritual emptiness reflected in the absence of faith and a lack of high concern 

consuming one’s energy. They are, in themselves, evidence of the bankruptcy of 

modern civilisation that finds itself unable to fulfil natural needs and to tap the 

natural resources of man in a clean, healthy way. It is such emptiness and 

bankruptcy that leads people to fill the vacuum they feel in their lives with wine and 

gambling. What is more, these social diseases are not only the cause of perversion 

but also of mental and nervous disorders.1  

That miracle, which remains unique in the history of man, was not the result of 

mere words. It was the result of a complete approach defined by those words and 

formulated by the Lord of mankind, not by ordinary human beings. This is what 

distinguishes this approach from all man-made approaches, which, generally 

                                                 
1  The original text is somewhat abridged here — Translator's note. 
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speaking, achieve very little. 

The question is not how a certain idea or rule is stated. Philosophers, intellectuals, 

poets and rulers write extensively and formulate rules and maxims. Any philosopher 

or man of letters may write fine words which may appear to constitute a complete 

approach or a doctrine. However, such a doctrine has but little effect on people’s 

minds and consciences because it has no authority behind it. It is the source of the 

statement that gives it authority. How can the words of a human being acquire an 

authority similar to that which is intrinsic in the system given to us by God? When 

the answer is clear in people’s minds, they will stop formulating for themselves 

systems and rules which are different from those given to us by God, the Lord of 

mankind. Only He knows what is suitable for man and only His wisdom and ability 

are limitless. Yet people’s conceit still prevents them from recognising these facts. 

But if you are ill, or travelling, or if one of you has come from the toilet, or if you have 
cohabited with a woman and can find no water, then have recourse to pure dust, 
passing therewith lightly over your faces and your hands. God is indeed Most Lenient, 
Much- Forgiving. (Verse 43) 

Islamic Worship Made Easy 

Let us now look at this verse in detail: “Believers, do not attempt to pray when you are 

drunk, [but wait] until you know what you are saying; nor when you are in a state of 

ceremonial impurity, except if you are on your way, until you have bathed” (Verse 43) This 

stage of prohibiting intoxicants forbids the believers from even trying to pray when 

they are drunk, until they know fully what they are saying. Furthermore, this verse 

forbids believers from praying when they are in a state of ceremonial impurity, or 

janābah, before they have removed it by washing themselves, except in situations 

when they are “on their way”. 

Different interpretations have been given to the expression translated here as, “on 

your way”. Similarly, different views are expressed with regard to the meaning of 

“attempting to pray” which may be rendered in a strictly literal translation as “do 

not come near to prayer”, which this verse forbids. Some scholars say that a person 

who is in a state of ceremonial impurity, i.e. after sexual intercourse or seminal 

discharge, must not enter a mosque or stay in it until he has taken a bath. An 

exception is made in the case of he who wants only to pass through the mosque 

without staying. A number of the Prophet’s Companions had their houses 

surrounding the Prophet’s mosque, with their doors opening onto it. They had to go 

through the mosque when they wanted to go out or when they came back home. A 

concession, then, is given to those people to pass through the mosque when they are 

in a state of ceremonial impurity, provided that they do not stay in the mosque or 
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pray until they have had a bath. 

Other scholars suggest that what is meant by the prohibition is the prayer itself. 

Muslims are not allowed to pray when they are in a state of ceremonial impurity 

without washing themselves first, unless they are travelling. In this case, a traveller is 

allowed to go to the mosque and pray, without having had a bath first, provided that 

he has had dry ablution, i.e. tayammum, which, in this case, replaces both lesser 

ablution, i.e. wud ’ and full ablution, i.e. ghusl. 

The first view seems to be the weightier one, because travelling is mentioned later 

on in the same verse. To say that the expression “on your way” means “travelling” 

would make the same rule be unnecessarily repeated twice in the same verse: “But if 

you are ill, or travelling, or if one of you has come from the toilet, or if you have cohabited 

with a woman and can find no water, then have recourse to pure dust, passing therewith 

lightly over your faces and your hands. God is indeed Most Lenient, Much-Forgiving.” 

(Verse 43) This part of the Qur’ nic verse mentions a traveller who finds himself in a 

state of ceremonial impurity and who needs to take a bath, or who answers the call of 

nature and thus needs to perform simple ablution in order to pray. The traveller is 

given, in this case, the same concession as a person who is ill and who needs to 

perform either simple or full ablution. The same applies to one who has come from 

the toilet, which is an expression indicating what people do there. 

Different views have also been expressed concerning the meaning of lāmastum-un-

nisā’, which we have translated as meaning “cohabitation with a woman”, while 

some scholars interpret is as “touching a woman”. Some scholars believe that it refers 

to sexual intercourse, which makes it necessary for both partners to have a full bath. 

Another view explains touching women in any simple body contact. According to 

some schools of thought, such contact requires simple ablution, i.e. wuđ ’. Other 

schools of thought do not make such a requirement. The case is discussed in great 

detail in books of Fiqh. We sum up these different views as follows: (1) touching a 

woman in any situation or any place requires ablution; (2) a touch requires ablution 

if the man who touches her is normally excited by such a touch and if she is one to 

excite a man when touched; (3) a touch requires ablution only if that particular touch 

stirs some feeling within the man, as he himself determines in every case; (4) a touch 

does not require ablution in every situation, not, for example, when it involves 

embracing or kissing one’s wife. 

Each of these views is supported by evidence from actions or statements attributed 

to the Prophet. Such differences are common in matters of detail. We are more 

inclined to the view that states “if you have touched women” signifies an action 

requiring full ablution, i.e. a bath, which is cohabitation. In opting for this view, we 

bypass all differences of opinion with regard to simple ablution or wuđ  
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In all the cases mentioned in this verse, whether they require full ablution or a 

simple one before one prays, tayammum or dry ablution is considered adequate 

compensation when water is not available, or when it is available but harmful to use. 

This is what is meant by the statement “then have recourse to pure dust”. (Verse 43) We 

are thus instructed to find a place where we can have pure dust, whether it is soil, 

stone, a wall, or indeed dust which settles on the body of a horse or a donkey or on a 

bed or a piece of furniture. If we strike such a surface with our hands and dust 

appears, then it is a suitable place at which to have dry ablution. The way to do this 

is to strike that dusty surface once with both hands, and to shake the dust off before 

passing one’s hands over one’s face and over one’s hands up to the elbows. Some 

scholars require two strikes, then passing our hands over our faces after the first 

strike. We then follow the second strike by passing each of our palms over our 

opposite hand up to each elbow. There is no need to speak about such differences of 

opinion in detail here. What we know is that this religion of ours is made easy and 

the whole idea of dry ablution is symbolic of the ease with which God wants us to 

follow His instructions. 

“God is indeed Most Lenient, Much-Forgiving.” (Verse 43) This comment at the end of 

the verse stresses how God makes things easier for us. He knows that we are weak 

and assures us that He sympathises with our weaknesses, that He treats us with 

leniency and forgives us our failings. 

Purpose of Islamic Legislation 

Before we conclude our discussion of the present passage we need to reflect a little 

on certain points, and to try to understand the wisdom behind tayammum, or dry 

ablution. 

Sometimes people who try to explain what lies behind certain Islamic legislation 

or aspects of Islamic worship, put their points of view very forcefully, implying that 

they have understood everything there is to understand. This is not the proper way 

to explain Qur’ nic statements and Islamic legislation, except where the reasons for 

such legislation are expressly stated in the Qur’ n or the Sunnah. It is always 

preferable to state our point of view adding that it is all that we have been able to 

understand of the wisdom behind a certain piece of legislation. The possibility 

cannot be excluded that there may be other reasons behind it which we have not 

been able to determine. In this way, we assign our human mind to its proper 

position, vis-a-vis Qur’ nic statements and Divine legislation. 

What motivates me to say this is that some of us, who may have the best of 

intentions, try to present such statements and legislation to people within the context 

of a definite purpose which they may determine according to human knowledge or 
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scientific analysis. This is fine provided that it is put in the right perspective to which 

I have just alluded in the preceding paragraph. It has often been said that the 

purpose of having ablution before prayer is to maintain cleanliness. It may be true 

that cleanliness is intended through ablution, but to emphasise that it is the only 

reason why ablution is required before prayer is to follow an approach which is 

neither correct nor safe. Indeed, there came a time when some people suggested that 

there was no longer any need for this “primitive” method of cleanliness when we 

live in a clean environment, with people taking care of their daily cleanliness. If 

ablution had been legislated for this purpose, then it would no longer be necessary 

before prayer. Indeed, there is no longer any need for prayer itself. 

People have often tried to identify the wisdom behind prayer. At times it has been 

described in terms of a series of exercises which benefit the whole body, and at other 

times as providing a good training to maintain discipline, in timing, movement and 

lining up in congregation. Some people have also suggested that it provides a direct 

relationship with God with what it contains of recitation and supplication. All these 

may be intended in prayer, but to stress that any of them, or indeed all of them put 

together are the only reasons behind the requirement of prayer, is to depart from the 

correct and safe approach. 

There were times when some people suggested that we no longer need the 

physical exercise which prayers provide, since physical exercise has become much 

more sophisticated. Other people suggested that the army provides a better place 

and a better system to give everyone the sense of discipline so needed. Another 

group suggested that there was no need to impose this particular form of prayer, 

since the relationship with God could be better maintained with a more direct, 

personal and private communion with Him, which need not be encumbered with 

physical movement. 

In short, if we try to determine the wisdom behind every aspect of worship or 

piece of legislation, according to a rational analysis or in line with what 

contemporary science may reveal, stressing always that this is the only reason for it, 

we move away from the proper method of understanding religious statements and 

Divine legislation. We, thus, open the way to sophistry and futile argument. In 

addition, we leave ourselves open to mistakes, especially when our analysis is based 

on what contemporary science and research reveal, when it is always changing or 

amending what it used to consider a proven fact. 

With respect to the subject we are discussing, namely, tayammum or dry ablution, 

it seems to me that ablution of both types, simple and full, was not ordered simply 

for the maintenance of cleanliness. Otherwise, the alternative for either type does not 

serve the same purpose. There must be some other purpose which is served by 

simple ablution [wuđ ‘], full ablution [ghusl] as well as by dry ablution [tayammum]. 
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We do not wish to make the same mistake and categorically affirm that our view 

provides the complete answer. We wish merely to say that perhaps ablution has been 

ordered as an intermediate step taking us away from our daily preoccupation in 

order to prepare us psychologically for prayer, which is a great meeting with God. 

Taken in this light, tayammum appears to serve the same purpose as simple or full 

ablution. Having said that, we realise that God’s knowledge is absolute. He knows 

our inner selves as we do not know them. It behoves us well to learn how to think or 

speak of God the Almighty and how to view His commandments. 

We should also reflect a little on the place of prayer in Islam. We realise that it is 

so important to attend to prayers, despite any reasons or circumstances which may 

prevent us from praying. Islam gives us every facility to offer our prayers on time, 

removing all obstacles that may lie in our way. This is particularly apparent in 

replacing dry ablution for either or both types of ablution when water is not available 

or when it is harmful to use, or when the quantity of water available is needed for 

drinking and other essentials, as well as when we are travelling. Later on in this 

s rah, we will speak of how prayers are offered in the battlefield, when soldiers fear a 

treacherous attack by the enemy. All these aspects emphasise how Islam views 

prayer as a most essential duty, which should not be neglected for any reason. This is 

again reflected when one is ill and cannot stand up or sit down. Such a person can 

pray seated, reclining, or lying down. They can even pray by signalling the normal 

movements with their eyes only, if they cannot move any part of their body. 

Prayer is a communion between the Lord and His servants, which He does not 

like them to sever, because He knows how important it is for them. God does not 

need the worship of any of His servants. Indeed, their worship benefits them. They 

feel that prayer helps  them discharge their duties, gives them self satisfaction, 

reassurance and a feeling of happiness as they realise that they have a relationship 

with God which is suitable for them and which they can maintain. Needless to say, 

God knows human nature best and He knows what suits it. 

Perhaps we should reflect a little on how certain points are expressed in this 

Qur’ nic verse. Note for example the expression: “or if one of you has come from the 

toilet”. The Qur’ nic verse does not say when you do this or that; it simply speaks of 

coming back from a certain place in order to refer to what a person does there. 

Moreover, it does not attribute that action to the addressees by saying when you 

come back from the toilet, but it speaks of “one of you” coming back. This is a fine 

touch, which provides us with an example of how to speak about such situations. 

Similarly, the expression “or if you have touched women” refers to the physical 

relationship between man and woman. It is more in keeping with the Islamic 

standards of propriety to use such an expression. Touching a woman may be a 

preliminary step to, or an expression of, the action itself. In either case, we have an 
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example of how such matters should be referred to in conversation when propriety is 

observed. 

Again, pure dust is described as “good” dust, suggesting that what is pure is good 

and what is impure is evil. Again, the expression is most effective, a fine touch. 

Praise be to the Lord, our Creator who knows our human nature best. 
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5 

Battle Resumed 

Are you not aware of those who, having 

been granted a share of Divine revelations, 

now barter it away for error, and want you 

too to lose your way. (44) 

But God knows best who are your enemies. 

God is sufficient for you as a patron, and 

God is sufficient to give succour. (45) 

Among those of the Jewish faith there are 

some who take (revealed) words out of their 

context and say: “We have heard, but we 

disobey” and, “Hear; may you be bereft of 

hearing,” and, “Hearken to us.” Thus 

they distort the phrases with their tongues 

and imply that the true faith is false. Had 

they but said: “We have heard and we pay 

heed,” and “Hear us and have patience 

with us,” it would have been for their own 

good and more proper. God has rejected 

them for their disbelief. It is only a few of 

them that believe. (46) 

O you who have been given revelations! 

Believe in what We have bestowed from on 

high confirming that which you already 

have, lest We obliterate faces and turn 

them backward, or We reject them as We 

rejected the Sabbath-breakers: for God’s 

will is always done. (47) 

öΝ s9 r& ts? ’ n<Î) t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (#θè?ρé& $Y7Š ÅÁtΡ z⎯ ÏiΒ É=≈ tGÅ3ø9 $# 

tβρç tIô±o„ s's#≈ n=Ò9 $# tβρß‰ƒ Ìãƒ uρ βr& (#θ=ÅÒs? 

Ÿ≅‹ Î6 ¡¡9 $# ∩⊆⊆∪  

ª!$# uρ ãΝ n=ôãr& öΝ ä3Í←!# y‰ôãr'Î/ 4 4’ s∀x. uρ «!$$Î/ $wŠ Ï9 uρ 

4’ s∀x. uρ «!$$Î/ # Z ÅÁtΡ ∩⊆∈∪  

z⎯ ÏiΒ t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (#ρßŠ$yδ tβθèùÌhpt ä† zΝ Î=s3ø9 $# ⎯ tã 

⎯ Ïμ ÏèÅÊ# uθ̈Β tβθä9θà) tƒ uρ $oΨ ÷èÏÿxœ $uΖøŠ |Átã uρ 

ôì oÿôœ$# uρ uö xî 8ì yϑó¡ãΒ $uΖÏã≡ u‘ uρ $CŠ s9 öΝ Íκ ÉJt⊥ Å¡ø9 r'Î/ 

$YΨ ÷èsÛuρ ’ Îû È⎦⎪Ïd‰9 $# 4 öθs9 uρ öΝ åκ ¨Ξ r& (#θä9$s% $oΨ ÷èÏÿxœ 

$uΖ÷è sÛr& uρ ôì oÿôœ$# uρ $tΡó ÝàΡ$# uρ tβ% s3s9 # Zö yz öΝ çλ°; 

tΠ uθø%r& uρ ⎯ Å3≈ s9 uρ ãΝ åκ s] yè©9 ª!$# ÷Λ ¿εÌø ä3Î/ Ÿξsù 

tβθãΨ ÏΒ÷σ ãƒ ωÎ) WξŠ Î=s% ∩⊆∉∪  

$pκ š‰ r'̄≈ tƒ t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (#θè?ρé& |=≈ tGÅ3ø9 $# (#θãΨ ÏΒ# u™ $oÿÏ3 $uΖø9 ¨“ tΡ 

$]% Ïd‰|ÁãΒ $yϑÏj9 Ν ä3yètΒ ⎯ ÏiΒ È≅ ö6 s% βr& }§ÏϑôÜ ¯Ρ 

$\δθã_ãρ $yδ̈Š çt∴ sù #’ n?tã !$yδÍ‘$t/ ÷Š r& ÷ρr& öΝ åκ s] yèù=tΡ 

$yϑx. !$̈Ψ yè s9 |=≈ ptõ¾r& ÏM ö6 ¡¡9 $# 4 tβ% x. uρ ãøΒr& «!$# 

»ωθãèø tΒ ∩⊆∠∪  
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God will never forgive that partners are 

associated with Him. He forgives any lesser 

sin to whomever He wills. He who 

associates partners with God indeed 

contrived an awesome sin. (48) 

Are you aware of those who consider 

themselves pure? It is indeed God who 

causes whom He wills to grow in purity. 

None shall be wronged by as much as a 

hair’s breadth. (49) 

Behold how they fabricate lies against God. 

This is enough as an obvious sin [for 

anyone]. (50) 

Are you not aware of those who, having 

been granted a share of Divine revelations, 

now believe in falsehood and arrogant 

deviation [from Divine faith], and they say 

to the unbelievers that they are better guided 

than the believers. (51) 

These are the ones whom God has rejected; 

anyone whom God rejects shall find none to 

succour him. (52) 

Have they, perchance, a share in (God’s) 

dominion? If so, they would not give other 

people so much as [would fill] the groove of 

a date-stone. (53) 

Do they, perchance, envy other people for 

what God has given them out of His 

bounty? We have indeed given revelation 

and wisdom to the House of Abraham, 

and We did bestow on them a mighty 

dominion. (54) 

¨βÎ) ©!$# Ÿω ãÏ øótƒ βr& x8uô³ ç„ ⎯ Ïμ Î/ ãÏ øótƒ uρ $tΒ 

tβρßŠ y7 Ï9≡ sŒ ⎯ yϑÏ9 â™!$t± o„ 4 ⎯ tΒuρ õ8 Îô³ ç„ «!$$Î/ 

Ï‰s) sù #“utIøù$# $̧ϑøOÎ) $̧ϑŠ Ïà tã ∩⊆∇∪  

öΝ s9 r& ts? ’ n<Î) t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# tβθ’. t“ ãƒ Ν åκ |¦àΡr& 4 È≅ t/ ª!$# 
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öΝ s9 r& ts? ’ n<Î) š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# (#θè?ρé& $Y7Š ÅÁtΡ z⎯ ÏiΒ 

É=≈ tGÅ6 ø9 $# tβθãΨ ÏΒ÷σ ãƒ ÏM ö6 Éfø9 $$Î/ ÏNθäó≈ ©Ü9 $# uρ 

tβθä9θà) tƒ uρ t⎦⎪Ï% ©#Ï9 (#ρãx x. Ï™Iωàσ ¯≈ yδ 3“y‰÷δr& z⎯ ÏΒ 

t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (#θãΨ tΒ# u™ ¸ξ‹ Î6 y™ ∩∈⊇∪  

y7 Í× ¯≈ s9 'ρé& t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# ãΝ åκ s] yès9 ª!$# ( ⎯ tΒuρ Ç⎯ yèù=tƒ ª!$# 

⎯ n=sù y‰Åg rB … çμ s9 # · ÅÁtΡ ∩∈⊄∪  
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Overview 

The passages of this s rah which we have discussed so far dealt exclusively with 

the organisation of Islamic society, speaking about marriage, taking care of orphans, 

inheritance and other relevant matters. Beginning with this passage the s rah turns to 

a different subject, providing guidance to the Muslim community on how to face its 

enemies. We have already spoken about this fight when we commented on the two 

preceding S rahs, 2, The Cow, or Al-Baqarah, and 3, The House of `Imr n, or l 

`Imrān. 

The s rah now changes emphasis so as to speak mainly about the external battle 

the Muslim community had and has to fight against surrounding, hostile 

communities. The battle, however, does not begin at this particular point. All that has 

passed in the s rah of social, economic, and family legislation, and all the moral 

values which have been established and the traces of ignorance eradicated so that the 

Muslim community acquires its distinctive Islamic features are all relevant to the 

external battle against that community’s enemies. Whether these enemies be in 

Madinah in particular or in Arabia generally, all was given in preparation for this 

battle. This legislation and these values represent a sustained campaign to lay down 

the foundations of the new society on the basis of Islam so that it may be able to face 

Some of them believe in him and some turn 

away from him. Sufficient scourge is the fire 

of Hell. (55) 

Those who disbelieve in Our revelations 

We shall, in time, cause them to endure 

fire: every time their skins are burnt off, 

We shall replace them with new skins, so 

that they may taste suffering [in full]. God 

is indeed Almighty, Wise. (56) 

but those who believe and do righteous 

deeds We shall admit into gardens through 

which running waters flow, where they shall 

abide beyond the count of time. There they 

shall have pure spouses, and We shall 

admit them into a cool, dense shade. (57) 

Ν åκ ÷] Ïϑsù ô⎯ ¨Β z⎯ tΒ# u™ ⎯ Ïμ Î/ Ν åκ ÷] ÏΒuρ ⎯ ¨Β £‰|¹ çμ ÷Ψ tã 4 
4’ s∀x. uρ tΛ ©⎝ yγ pg ¿2 # · Ïèy™ ∩∈∈∪  
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óΟ ßγ è=Åzô‰ãΖy™ ;M≈ ¨Ψ y_ “Ìøg rB ⎯ ÏΒ $pκ ÉJøt rB ã≈ pκ ÷ΞF{ $# 

t⎦⎪Ï$ Î#≈ yz !$pκ Ïù # Y‰t/ r& ( öΝ çλ°; !$pκ Ïù Ól≡ uρø—r& ×ο t£γ sÜ •Β ( 
öΝ ßγ è=Åzô‰çΡuρ yξÏß ¸ξŠ Î=sß ∩∈∠∪ 
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up to its enemies and overcome them. 

As we have seen in the preceding two s rahs, priority is given to the building of 

the internal structure of the Muslim community, its faith, concepts, moral values, 

laws and systems. The Muslim community is also given a full briefing on the nature 

of its enemies, their methods, designs, and schemes. The believers are sent into the 

battle with reassurance, open eyes, and a strong will, as well as full knowledge of the 

nature of both the battle ahead and their enemies. All these features are true of this 

s rah as well. 

Throughout, the Qur’ n directs the battle on all fronts. In feelings and 

consciousness, the Qur’ n establishes a new faith based on a new concept of God, the 

Lord, the Creator, and on a new concept of existence. It provides new values and 

standards, purifies human nature of all traces of ignorance, eradicates these traces 

from society, and substitutes them with distinctive Islamic features. When it has 

done that, the Qur’ n provides guidance to the Muslim community on how to 

engage its internal and external enemies, be they Jews, hypocrites or idolaters. There 

need be no anxiety about the outcome of the battle since the Muslim community has 

undertaken all preparations to meet and overcome its enemies. It is fully confident of 

the strength of its inner structure, faith, morality and social system. 

The essential superiority of the Muslim community to all surrounding ignorant 

communities, including that of the Jews in Madinah itself, was spiritual, moral and 

social. It never was a military, economic or material superiority. Indeed, it was 

always the enemies of Islam who outnumbered the Muslims, who were better 

equipped, and who enjoyed greater material resources, whether in the Arabian 

peninsula itself or beyond. The superiority of the Muslim community was simply in 

what Islam had given it through its unique system. 

Enjoying this particular type of superiority, which naturally gave the Muslim 

community a far more competent leadership, Islam was able to crush ignorance, first 

in Arabia and then in the two superpowers represented by the Empires of Byzantium 

and Persia. It was then able to carry its message well beyond these territories, having 

sometimes to rely on military power while at other times, relying exclusively on the 

Qur’ n. 

Without such great superiority, the miracle, which has no parallel in history, not 

even in the remarkable conquests of the Tartars in ancient history and the Nazi 

armies in recent days, could not have been accomplished. Islamic conquests were not 

military ones. They represented a conquest of faith, culture and civilisation. Without 

having any recourse to compulsion, the people of the conquered lands, or should we 

say, liberated ones, adopted the faith, language and traditions of Islam. That makes 

Islamic conquest unique in history. 
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It was a complete human victory representing a new birth of humanity. It ushered 

in the birth of a new man who was totally unknown on earth. It imparted its colour 

and character to the areas where Muslims lived. The Islamic tide was, thus, able to 

obliterate all traces of former civilisations which had survived for long centuries in 

certain areas, such as the Pharaonic in Egypt, the Assyrian and Babylonian in Iraq 

and the Phoenician in Syria. It could only do so because it stretches its roots far 

deeper in human nature and deals with man as a whole, uniquely moulding human 

life. 

The adoption of the Islamic language such that it became the native language of 

these countries is a remarkable phenomenon, one that has not been adequately 

studied. In my view, it is more remarkable than the adoption of the Islamic faith by 

the local population. Language is so deeply rooted in man’s constitution and so 

thoroughly intertwined with social life that it is impossible for it to change 

completely except through a perfect miracle. The Arabic language, itself, is not 

responsible for this, for Arabic had been spoken for centuries. Nor could it perform 

any miracle of this sort prior to the advent of Islam. It is for this reason that I have 

called it the “Islamic language”. The new strength Arabic acquired to enable it to 

accomplish this miracle was certainly derived from Islam. 

All talents available in the areas liberated through Islamic conquest began to 

express themselves in the new language of the new faith, i.e. the Islamic language. In 

every field of specialisation, these talents have made a remarkable and original 

contribution. It has never suffered from the constraints familiar when a talented 

person gives expression to that talent in a language other than his mother tongue. 

What this means is that the Islamic language has become the mother tongue of all 

these talents. The essential point is that this language gave those people a cultural 

fund so close to human nature that they could identify themselves with it more than 

with their old cultures and old languages. 

This cultural fund was nothing less than the new faith and the spiritual, moral and 

social structure the Islamic way of life established; all within a very short period. It 

was a great structure, which fitted in perfectly with human nature and which 

imparted an irresistible force to the language of Islam, in the same way as it imparted 

an irresistible power to Islamic armies. 

This is the only explanation that can be given to that remarkable phenomenon 

which is unique in history. This is a subject that merits discussion at greater length. 

What has been said, however, should be sufficient within the context of this 

commentary. 

The present passage begins a portion of the s rah giving numerous directives to 

the Muslim community on how to conduct its fight against those enemy camps who 
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continuously schemed against the newly-established Muslim community in 

Madinah. At first, our attentions are drawn to the attitude of the Jews and what steps 

they took against the new faith and the community advocating it. This is followed by 

a passage explaining the role of the Muslim community, the nature of its 

constitution, and the requirement of accepting the faith upon which its whole 

existence is built. This is then followed by a passage calling on this community to 

defend its constitution and very existence, warning it against the scheming of 

hypocrites who had crept into its ranks. The same passage also explains the nature of 

life and death, which are determined by God. All this is part of the education the 

Muslim community receives in order to prepare it to fulfil its role and succeed 

against its enemies. 

More about the hypocrites is given in the passage that follows. Here, a warning is 

given to the Muslim community against defending the actions or taking a different 

attitude towards the hypocrites. Then follows an explanation of the measures the 

Muslim community should take in order to regulate its relations with other states 

and communities. In effect, this lays down the foundation of the Islamic law of 

international relations. 

Another passage provides an example of the unique Islamic standard, explaining 

how a single Jew should be treated by the Islamic society. A whole passage deals 

with idolatry, showing how weak the foundations of pagan society in Arabia were. 

In the midst of all these directives for the battle ahead, we have brief references to the 

internal organisation of Islamic society. These are closely associated with the earlier 

passages in the s rah devoted to the organisation of the Muslim family. Then follows 

a passage denouncing hypocrisy and the hypocrites, relegating them to the lowest 

grade in Hell. 

Taken together, these brief references reveal to us the multi-sided nature of the 

battle a Muslim community has to face, internally and externally. It also shows that 

the internal and the external battles in the life of the first Muslim community grew, of 

their very nature, side by side and were mutually interdependent. The same applies 

to the challenge every Muslim community has to face at all times. 

Error Multiplied 

Are you not aware of those who, having been granted a share of Divine revelations, 
now barter it away for error, and want you too to lose your way. But God knows best 
who are your enemies. God is sufficient for you as a patron, and God is sufficient to 
give succour. Among those of the Jewish faith there are some who take (revealed) 
words out of their context and say: “We have heard, but we disobey” and, “Hear; may 
you be bereft of hearing,” and, “Hearken to us.” Thus they distort the phrases with 
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their tongues and imply that the true faith is false. Had they but said: “We have heard 
and we pay heed,” and “Hear us and have patience with us, “ it would have been for 
their own good and more proper. God has rejected them for their disbelief. It is only a 
few of them that believe. (Verses 44-46) 

This is the first in a long series of statements which wonder at the attitude taken 

by the Jews. It is addressed to the Prophet (peace be upon him) and to everyone who 

witnesses this singular stance. Since they have been given a portion of the Scriptures, 

namely the Torah, which was conveyed to them by God’s Messenger, Moses, it 

should have given them guidance, steering them away from their erroneous ways. 

They claim this portion and what it entails of Divine guidance, but they, 

nevertheless, barter it away for error. Use of the phrase, “barter it away for”, or more 

literally, “purchase” is very significant, because it implies an action taken after 

deliberation. They have guidance that they ignore and, hence, they prefer to he in 

error. The deal does not come as a result of ignorance or by mistake, but it is 

knowingly concluded. This is highly singular. Hence, the Qur’ n wonders at their 

attitude. 

They do not, however, stop at that. They want that the Muslims who follow 

Divine guidance go astray, and they employ all means and devices to achieve that 

end. They try to obscure every source of guidance so that no one can follow the right 

way. In both respects, a warning is given to the Muslims against the Jews’ schemes. 

The Muslims cherished the fact that they had received guidance from God, were 

proud of following that guidance, and, hence, were naturally hostile to anyone who 

sought to force them back into past ignorance. They were aware of both outlooks but 

now loved Islam and hated ignorance. It is not surprising, therefore, that they took a 

strong view against anyone who tried to lead them away from guidance into error. 

God certainly knew their feelings and addressed them in this way, revealing to them 

the Jews’ intentions and designs. The Qur’ n, then, expressly brands the Jews as 

enemies of the Muslims and reassures the Muslim community that it will receive 

help from its Patron who is none other than God: “But God knows best who are your 

enemies. God is sufficient for you as a patron, and God is sufficient to give succour.” (Verse 

45) 

Distortion of God’s Words 

At first, the wondering question is phrased in a way which means the people of 

the Scriptures in general. It is understood that those who were directly meant by this 

were the Jews of Madinah. Now the Qur’ n specifies the Jews and describes their 

rude behaviour towards the Prophet in the early years of his settlement in Madinah, 

before they were finally subdued: “Among those of the Jewish faith there are some who 
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take (revealed) words out of their context and say: ‘We have heard, but we disobey’ and, 

‘Hear; may you be bereft of hearing,’ and, ‘Hearken to us.’ Thus they distort the phrases with 

their tongues and imply that the true faith is false.” (Verse 46) 

They have been so impudent and rude that they even distort revealed statements. 

Most probably, this is a reference to their different interpretation of statements given 

in the Torah from how they were actually intended. They did this in order to deny 

every reference to the final, Divine message and to remove every piece of legislation 

endorsed by the Qur’ n, God’s final revelation. Obviously, when the same legislation 

is given in both Scriptures, this is evidence of their common source, and, 

consequently, it is evidence emphasising the truthfulness of Mu ammad’s message. 

Distortion of religious statements so that they may be brought in line with people’s 

desires is a phenomenon common to any group of clergy who lose their way and 

who look at their religious knowledge as a profession in the service of the powerful, 

and who try at the same time to appease those elements of the masses wishing to 

release themselves from the discipline of religion. Perhaps the Jews excel all other 

people in this respect, although we have seen in our time some Muslims who take 

their religious knowledge as a profession. Indeed, some of these can compete 

favourably with the Jews. 

Their rudeness towards the Prophet went so far that they said to him bluntly: “We 

hear what you say, Mu ammad! But we disobey it. We are not prepared to believe in 

you or follow you.” Again, this is an indication that these verses were revealed in the 

early period in Madinah. At that time, the Jews might have been so rude and 

offensive in their attitude to the Prophet. This is coupled with their bad manners and 

sly methods. They expressed themselves in a superficially polite way to the Prophet. 

Ostensibly, they said: “Hear, and no one may order you to hear, (this is a polite 

manner of speech), and be considerate to us,” taking account of our status. It is as 

though they wanted to say that since they had Divine revelations, they need not be 

called upon to embrace Islam in the same way as the idolaters were called on to 

believe in it. But they did not say these words in a straightforward manner. They 

twisted their words to distort their meaning, implying: “Hear; may you be bereft of 

hearing.” The other phrase mentioned in the Qur’ nic verse, “Have patience with us”, 

they distorted so as to describe the Prophet as rash. Thus they combined impudence 

with slyness and distortion of God’s revelations. This is typical of the Israelite nature. 

The text then outlines that attitude which is worthy of people given Divine 

revelations. It assures them that they may still be rightly guided and generously 

rewarded if they would but only believe. But then their true nature is revealed: “Had 

they but said: ‘We have heard and we pay heed,’ and Hear us and have patience with us,’ it 

would have been for their own good and more proper. God has rejected them for their disbelief. 

It is only a few of them that believe.” (Verse 46) 



Al-Nisā’ (Women) | BATTLE RESUMED 

 146

Their problem is that they do not face up to the truth frankly and objectively. Had 

they done so and spoken in a straightforward manner, meaning what they said, it 

would have been far better for them and more appropriate for their situation. The 

truth of the matter is that because of their disbelief, they are rejected, outcast. Only a 

few of them ever accept the true faith. 

God always says the truth. In the long history of Islam, only a very small number 

of Jews believed in it. These were people whom God rewarded their hard work in 

pursuit of what pleases Him by guiding them to the true faith. Otherwise, the 

overwhelming majority of Jews continued to be hostile to Islam and the Muslims for 

more than fourteen centuries. Their hostility started with Islam establishing its base 

so close to them in Madinah. Not once did they stop their multifarious scheming 

against Islam, and with a determination that never weakened. No one has ever 

worked against Islam during any period of its history, including the Crusades and all 

forms of colonialism, without having had some help and encouragement from the 

Jews. 

A Warning Not to Be Ignored 

These two verses represent a call made to the people of the Scriptures, particularly 

the Jews, to believe in the Book, which has been sent down confirming what is 

already in their hands. This is coupled with a warning against their being misshaped 

and cursed, which can only be expected if they continue in their obstinate rejection of 

the new Divine faith and in their scheming against it. They are branded as deviant 

from the faith in the absolute oneness of God, which is also the essence of their faith. 

God never forgives associating partners with Him. At the same time, the broad scope 

of God’s forgiveness is outlined. Thus, the enormity of associating other deities with 

God is delineated in sharp relief. 

0 you who have been given revelations! Believe in what We have bestowed from on 
high confirming that which you already have, lest We obliterate faces and turn them 
backward, or We reject them as We rejected the Sabbath-breakers: for God’s will is 
always done. God will never forgive that partners are associated with Him. He 
forgives any lesser sin to whomever He wills. He who associates partners with God 
indeed contrived an awesome sin. (Verses 47-48) 

They are addressed by the quality which should have made them the first to 

respond favourably to Islam: “O you who have been given revelations! Believe in what We 

have bestowed from on high confirming that which you already have.” (Verse 47) Since they 

had received revelations, it was no strange thing to them that Divine guidance 

should be given. The One who has given them those Scriptures is now calling upon 
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them to believe in a message which confirms their own. If this were sufficient to 

provide a clear proof or strong argument to accept the faith, the Jews should have 

been the first to embrace it. But they had their own interests, ambitions, grudges and 

hatreds. Moreover, they themselves were deviant. They are described in the Torah as 

a “stiff-necked people”. Hence, they rejected the faith and they deserved the stern 

warning: “Believe... lest We obliterate faces and turn them backwards, or We reject them as 

We rejected the Sabbath-breakers: for God’s will is always done.” (Verse 47) 

The obliteration of faces means the effacing of their distinctive human features. 

Turning them backward means causing them to walk backwards. This threat could 

be intended literally, which means that they could lose their human appearance and 

proper judgement. It could mean something similar to the curse put on the Sabbath 

breakers, who devised a subtle method to catch fish on the day of the Sabbath, 

despite its strict prohibition. They were actually transformed into monkeys and pigs. 

On the other hand, the warning could mean to obliterate the distinctive elements of 

proper insight and true guidance in their minds causing them to sink back into 

disbelief, i.e. to the state they were in before the Scriptures were given to them. To 

disbelieve after having been given guidance is, indeed, to have faces obliterated and 

to retreat backwards. Whichever meaning is intended, this response to the Jews’ 

obstinate and wicked nature is very stern. One of the few who heeded this warning 

was a man who had previously earned the title “Ka`b al-Ahb r”. He embraced Islam. 

According to a report related by Abū tim on the authority of Abū Idrīs (Aidhull h 

al-Khaul nī, Ka`b’s teacher, Abū Muslim al-Khalīlī used to take Ka`b to task for his 

slow response to God’s Messenger (peace be upon him). He once sent him to the 

Prophet to make sure that he was the Prophet to which reference is made in the 

Jewish sacred books. Ka`b says: “I rode to Madinah where I heard someone reciting 

from the Qur’ n the verse which says: “O you who have been given revelations! Believe in 

what We have bestowed from on high confirming that which you already have, lest We 

obliterate faces and turn them backwards.”  I went straight and had a bath, feeling my 

face with my hands, fearing that it would be obliterated. I then embraced Islam.”12 

The warning is followed by a comment stressing its seriousness. This is done in 

such a way as to take the Jewish nature into account: “God’s will is always done.” 

 Next comes a comment delivering another warning in respect of the Hereafter. 

This new warning excludes any possibility of forgiveness to anyone who associates 

partners with God. At the same time, Divine mercy is shown to be greater than all 

other sins: “God will never forgive that partners are associated with Him. He forgives any 

lesser sin to whomever He wills. He who associates partners with God indeed contrived an 

                                                 
12 It should be mentioned here that there is another report which suggests that Ka`b embraced Islam 
much later, during the reign of `Umar ibn al-Kha b. This report, which may be more accurate, also 
makes his adoption of Islam the result of listening to this verse. 
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awesome sin.” (Verse 48) This verse is stated in a context that implies an express 

accusation against the Jews for associating partners with God. Hence, they are called 

upon to return to the pure faith in His Oneness. 

Nothing is mentioned here about what they said or did to brand them as 

polytheists. Details of that are given elsewhere. The Qur’ n reports that they claimed 

that “Ezra is the son of God”. (9: 30) Such a statement was made in the same vein as 

that of the Christians who claimed that “the Christ is the son of God”. (9: 30) Any 

statement of this type constitutes an act of associating partners with God. The Qur’ n 

also reports that both Christians and Jews “have taken their rabbis and priests as lords 

alongside God’. (9: 31) It has to be said that neither group used to worship rabbis or 

priests. They simply acknowledged their right to legislate for them, and to make 

certain things lawful and to forbid others. The authority to do that belongs 

exclusively to God. It is one of the most essential elements of Godhead. Hence, the 

Qur’ n classifies them among the polytheists. This is particularly significant in light 

of the Islamic concept as to who constitutes a Muslim and who a believer. This point 

will be elaborated upon further in the commentary on the rest of this s rah. 

At any rate, the Jews of Arabia at the time when Islam was revealed had had their 

faith adulterated with polytheistic elements. Hence, they are expressly warned here 

that God may forgive, as He pleases, anyone whatever sin he may have committed, 

other than associating partners with Him. No forgiveness is granted to any person 

who ends his life believing in other gods alongside God, without having repented for 

holding such an erroneous belief. 

When a person associates partners with God, he actually severs all his relations 

with the Lord and Creator. Hence, there is no hope that he may be forgiven if this 

state of a total break of relations is maintained until his death. Anyone who 

maintains such an attitude until death, ignoring all the pointers to God’s oneness — 

in the form of clear proofs throughout the universe, and in the guidance given by 

prophets and messengers — is devoid of all goodness. Such a persistent denial of 

God’s oneness is proof of total, incurable corruption of human nature, sending it to a 

lowly depth from which it cannot rise. Such a person has already prepared himself 

for the life of Hell. 

Apart from this extremely grave sin and this flagrant injustice, God forgives all 

sins, great or small. All these sins, including cardinal ones, may be forgiven, 

according to God’s will, whether one repents or not as some reports tell, as long as 

the person who commits them believes in God, hopes to be forgiven, believes that 

God is able to forgive him and that God’s forgiveness is greater than his sins. This 

shows that God’s mercy is without limit, inexhaustible, and may be granted to all 

and sundry. God’s forgiveness is open to all. We need only to seek it. 
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This principle is supported by numerous aĥādīth and reports about the Prophet. 

Let us consider the following examples. 

Both al-Bukh rī and Muslim quote Abū Dharr, a Companion of the Prophet, 

as saying: “I went out one night only to find God’s Messenger walking alone, 

having none for company. I thought that he did not wish anyone to walk 

with him. I, therefore, walked in the shade, away from the light thrown by 

the moon. Seeing me on turning round, he asked: ‘Who is it?’ I said: ‘It is Abū 

Dharr, may God take my life to protect yours.’ He said: ‘Come forward, Abū 

Dharr.’ I walked with him for some time and he said to me: ‘Those who are 

given plenty are the ones who will have only very little on the Day of 

Judgement, except for one who has been given wealth by God and he gave in 

charity on his right and left, in front of him and behind him, and used it for 

what is beneficial.’ We then walked for some time, before he said to me: ‘Sit 

down here.’ He made me sit in a low spot with plenty of stones. He said: ‘Sit 

down here until I come back to you.’ He walked in the rocky, open area until 

I could see him no more. He stayed a long time. I then heard him talking as 

he came back. He said: ‘Even if he commits adultery and theft.’ When he 

arrived, I could no longer resist the temptation. I, therefore, said to him: 

‘Prophet, may God take my life to protect yours! To whom were you talking 

in the rocky open space? I thought I heard someone answering you.’ He said: 

‘That was Gabriel, the Angel, who met me over there. He said: “Give to your 

followers the happy news that anyone who dies without associating any 

partners with God, shall be admitted to Heaven.” I said: ‘Gabriel, even if he 

commits theft and adultery?’ He answered: ‘Yes’. I said: ‘Even if he steals and 

commits adultery?’ He answered: ‘Yes, indeed. And even if he drinks 

intoxicants.’” 

J bir ibn `Abdull h, a Companion of the Prophet quotes him as saying: “Any 

soul who dies associating no partners with God may benefit by His 

forgiveness. God may punish him if He pleases and may forgive him if He 

pleases. “God will never forgive that partners are associated with Him. He may 

forgive any lesser sin to whomever He wills.” (Related by Ibn Abī tim.) 

`Abdull h ibn `Umar, a learned Companion of the Prophet says: “We, the 

Companions of the Prophet (peace be on him) used to be in no doubt that 

forgiveness could not be extended to a murderer, or one who robs an orphan 

of his money or one who knowingly accuses a chaste woman of adultery, or 

one who is guilty of perjury. The verse was then revealed which states: `God 

will never forgive that partners be associated with Him. He may forgive any lesser sin 

to whomever He wills.’ The Prophet’s Companions then stopped making such 

statements.” (Related by Ibn Abī tim.) 
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Ibn `Abb s quotes the Prophet as saying: “God says: He who knows that I am 

able to forgive sins shall he forgiven by Me and I do not care what offences he 

may have committed, as long as he has not associated any partners with Me.” 

(Related by al- abar nī.) 

This last ĥadīth is particularly significant. What is important is to have a proper 

awareness of God’s true nature. Such an awareness gives rise to a genuine desire to 

do good as well as feelings of hope, fear and being ashamed of one’s faults. If an 

offence is committed, such feelings help one mend one’s ways and bring one nearer 

to forgiveness. 

Fabricating Lies against God 

As the Qur’ n directs the battle of the Muslim community against the Jews in 

Madinah, it wonders at those who claim that they are God’s chosen people. They 

further claim to be pure, yet they continue to distort God’s words and take an 

impudent attitude towards God and His Messenger, and believe in false deities. 

They, thus, assert false claims against God as they allege that they are close to Him 

regardless of the magnitude of their bad deeds. “Are you aware of those who consider 

themselves pure? It is indeed God who causes whom He wills to grow in purity. None shall be 

wronged by as much as a hair’s breadth. Behold how they fabricate lies against God. This is 

enough as an obvious sin [for anyone].” (Verses 49-50) 

That the Jews are God’s chosen people is an age-old claim asserted by them. God 

has indeed chosen them to be the bearers of His message to the rest of mankind, 

giving them at the time a distinguished position above all other nations. He 

destroyed Pharaoh and his people for their sake and allowed them to take over the 

sacred land. They, however, deviated from the path God has chosen for them and 

spread much corruption in the land, perpetrating every evil. Their rabbis made 

lawful for them what God had forbidden and forbade them what God had made 

lawful. The people followed them making no objection to their effective claim to 

Godhead, which they were stating by virtue of their making such legislation. The 

rabbis changed God’s law in order to appease the people in power and to satisfy the 

desires of the masses. When they followed their rabbis, the people effectively 

considered them as lords, alongside God. 

They also devoured usury, and weakened their relationship with God’s faith and 

the Scriptures He revealed to them. Despite all this and much more, they continued 

to claim that they were God’s children and beloved ones. They also claimed that they 

would not be touched by the fire of Hell except for a few days. They further claimed 

that none follows proper guidance and none may be well received by God except the 

Jews. They, thus, depicted the whole question as one of affinity to God and 
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favouritism by Him. Far be it from God to do that! There is no blood relation or 

affinity between God and any of His creation. The only relationship He may have 

with them is that established by adopting the true faith, doing what is good and 

maintaining the system He approves of. Anyone who deviates from this incurs God’s 

displeasure. God is particularly displeased with people to whom He gives true 

guidance and who deliberately turn away from it. 

The case of the Jews is the same as those who nowadays claim to be Muslims, of 

those who think that they belong to the nation of the followers of Mu ammad (peace 

be upon him) and believe that God will undoubtedly give them victory to liberate 

their land from the Jews. This, while they totally abandon the code of living God has 

given to them in the shape of religion. They banish it totally from their lives, giving 

God’s revelation no say in their legal, economic, and social systems, and denying it 

the right to set for them their moral values and traditions. They have nothing of 

Islam but their Muslim names and the fact that they have been born in a land which 

was once inhabited by Muslims who implemented Divine guidance and who 

followed the Islamic way of life. God invites His Messenger to wonder at those Jews 

who continuously claimed to be pure. The situation of contemporary Muslims is an 

even worse spectacle to wonder at. 

It is not up to human beings to consider themselves pure and to testify to their 

own goodness and closeness to God. It is God who causes anyone He wills to grow 

in purity. He knows all hearts and intentions. He will never wrong anyone in any 

way, provided that they leave it up to Him to purify whom He wills while they 

themselves move to do what is required of them, not merely to supplicate. If they do 

such works quietly, maintaining humility and without any boastfulness, they will 

never be wronged by God. He does not forget anything they do. “Are you aware of 

those who consider themselves pure? It is indeed God who causes whom He wills to grow in 

purity. None shall be wronged by as much as a hair’s breadth.” (Verse 49) 

God testifies that when the Jews claim purity for themselves and assert that God is 

pleased with them, they are actually fabricating lies against Him. He denounces what 

they do in no ambiguous terms: “Behold how they fabricate lies against God. This is 

enough as an obvious sin [for anyone].” (Verse 50) 

When we claim to be Muslims simply because we have Muslim names and live in 

a land which was inhabited by Muslims, while at the same time we do not 

implement Islam in any aspect of our lives, we actually give a testimony against 

Islam. When we claim that God has chosen us because we are the nation of 

Mu ammad (peace be upon him) while at the same time we abandon Mu ammad’s 

faith and the system he has given us to implement in our lives, we are actually in the 

same position which God warns us against. 
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The faith given to us by God provides us with a complete way of life. To obey God 

is to implement this way of life. To draw closer to God can only be achieved through 

obeying Him. Let us now reflect on our position towards God and His faith. Let us 

then consider any similarity or dissimilarity between our situation and that of those 

Jews whom God denounces as fabricating lies against Him when they claim purity 

for themselves. The same rule applies to both communities, and the situations are 

particularly similar. No one may claim to have any blood or marriage relationship 

with God, and no one may claim to be given special favours by Him. 

Taking Pride in False Beliefs 

The s rah continues to draw people’s attention to the singular attitude of those 

who claim to be pure, while they believe in falsehood and in arbitrary deviation 

away from Divine guidance. At the same time, they testify that the pagan Arabs were 

better guided than those who believed in God, His message, and the Divine 

constitution. This is followed by an outright denunciation of these people and their 

attitude. They are shown as envious and stingy. The true reason for their opposition 

to Islam which marks their deviation from the faith of Abraham, in belonging to 

which they took pride, is given together with a clear warning to them that 

persistence in such an attitude will inevitably lead to Hell. 

Are you not aware of those who, having been granted a share of Divine revelations, 
now believe in falsehood and arrogant deviation [from Divine faith], and they say to 
the unbelievers that they are better guided than the believers. These are the ones whom 
God has rejected; anyone whom God rejects shall find none to succour him. Have they, 
perchance, a share in (God’s) dominion? If so, they would not give other people so 
much as [would fill] the groove of a date-stone. Do they, perchance, envy other people 
fir what God has given them out of His bounty? We have indeed given revelation and 
wisdom to the House of Abraham, and We did bestow on them a mighty dominion. 
Some of them believe in him and some turn away from him. Sufficient scourge is the 
fire of Hell. (Verses 51-55) 

Those who were given a portion of the Scriptures should have been the first to 

believe in God’s new revelations and to reject the idolatry advocated by those who 

received no guidance from God. They are always expected to put God’s revelations 

into practice and to implement them in their lives. They must not follow arrogant, 

arbitrary deviation, which includes every rule or law that cannot be supported by 

Divine faith. The Jews, who used to claim purity for themselves and boast that they 

were God’s beloved people, followed falsehood, nevertheless, and were guilty of 

associating partners with God when they allowed their priests and rabbis to enact for 

them legislation which could not be sanctioned by Him. Laws which are in conflict 
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with Divine faith are described here as arrogant, as arbitrary deviations because they 

involve the usurpation by man of one of the most essential elements of Godhead, 

namely legislative authority. Moreover, it signifies rebellion against Divine law, 

which ensures that man abides by the rule of right and justice. Those who believe in 

such falsehood and follow such arbitrary and arrogant deviation are either 

unbelievers or idolaters. Hence, the Qur’ n wonders at them having been given a 

part of the Scriptures for they knowingly deviate from it. 

Furthermore, they sided with the pagan idolaters against the believers who were 

given revelations by God: “And they say to the unbelievers that they are better guided than 

the believers.” (Verse 51) 

Ibn Is q reports on the authority of Ibn `Abb s, the Prophet’s cousin and 

Companion: “Those who worked to forge the alliance between the confederate Arab 

tribes of Quraysh and Ghataf n and the Jewish tribe of Qurai ah were uyay ibn 

Akh ab, Sall m ibn al- aqīq Abū R fi`, al-Rabī` ibn al- aqīq, Abū ` mir, Wa w  

ibn `Amir, and awdah ibn Qays. The last three were of the Jewish tribe of W ’il, 

while the rest belonged to the Jewish tribe of al-Nađīr. When they went to the 

Quraysh, the latter thought: `These are the Jewish rabbis who have knowledge of the 

Old Testament. Let us ask them which religion is better, ours or that of Mu ammad.’ 

When they asked them they said: `Your religion is better than his, and you are better 

guided than his followers.”‘ God then revealed the following verses: 

Are you not aware of those who, having been granted a share of Divine revelations, 
now believe in falsehood and arrogant deviation [from Divine faith], and they say to 
the unbelievers that they are better guided than the believers. These are the ones whom 
God has rejected; anyone whom God rejects shall find none to succour him. Have they, 
perchance, a share in (God’s) dominion? If so, they would not give other people so 
much as [would fill] the groove of a date-stone. Do they, perchance, envy other people 
for what God has given them out of His bounty? We have indeed given revelation and 
wisdom to the House of Abraham, and We did bestow on them a mighty dominion. 
Some of them believe in him and some turn away from him. Sufficient scourge is the 
fire of Hell. (Verses 51-55) 

This is in effect a declaration that they have been rejected by God and that they 

will have no support in this life or in the Hereafter, because they had gone to the 

idolaters seeking their support. They told them what they knew to be untrue in order 

to win their support. They achieved their purpose and the Arabian tribes came out 

with them for the Battle of the Moat. The Prophet and his Companions dug the Moat 

around Madinah, and God took care of their enemies: “God repelled the unbelievers and 

caused them to go back frustrated, having achieved nothing. God has spared the believers the 

need to fight, for God is Mighty, Powerful.” (33: 25) 
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It is singular that the Jews should say that idolatry was better than the faith of 

Mu ammad and his Companions, and to claim that the idolaters were better guided 

than those who had believed in the Divine Book and in God’s Messenger. 

Nevertheless, it is a consistent attitude displayed by the Jews, who have always 

opposed the truth and supported the followers of falsehood against them. They have 

their own insatiable ambition and ever-burning grudges. Those who follow the truth 

will never support them to achieve these ambitions or avenge these grudges. They 

can only be supported by those who follow falsehood. For this reason, they have to 

compromise with the latter and to testify in their favour. 

This is a permanent state of affairs which makes it logical for them to describe the 

unbelievers as better guided than those who believe in God’s oneness. They repeat 

the same statement today and will repeat it in the future. They manipulate all the 

media under their control in order to distort the image of every successful Islamic 

movement anywhere in the world. They rush to aid the people of falsehood in 

destroying any Islamic movement, exactly as they helped the pagans of the Quraysh. 

Here too they sought their support to distort the image of the first Islamic movement 

and to destroy it. Their cunning and the circumstances which prevail nowadays, 

however, sometimes make them refrain from openly praising the people of 

falsehood. They continue, however, to distort the image of the truth and undermine 

its followers in order to facilitate their destruction by their enemies. 

They realise that their open praise of their secret allies may create suspicion 

concerning the latter’s motives, who try to crush Islamic movements throughout the 

world. Devious as they are, they take at times an ostensibly hostile attitude towards 

their own allies, who are engaged in a fight against the truth and its people. They 

may appear to be engaged in a war against their allies, but it is only a war of words, 

the aim of which is to dispel any doubt that may be raised about those who are, in 

reality, their best allies. But they never stop working hard to distort the image of 

Islam and its followers. Their grudges and hostilities towards Islam and towards any 

attempt to bring about any Islamic revival is too great to be kept secret, even for 

deceiving their enemies. 

It is the same nature and the same tactics employed for the same aim. It is for this 

that God curses them and ensures that they shall have no one to support them. He 

who is not supported by God has no support whatsoever, even though all the people 

of the world may be on his side: “These are the ones whom God has rejected; anyone whom 

God rejects shall find none to succour him.” (Verse 52) 

We may be overawed when we say that all Western countries are supporting the 

Israelis. This may prompt us to ask: What about God’s promise that He has rejected 

them and, as such, that they will have no support? True support comes from God, 

not from people and states, even though they may have hydrogen bombs and 
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missiles to deliver them. It is God alone who has mastery over His servants, 

including those who own hydrogen bombs and missiles. God supports those who 

support Him. He helps those who truly believe in Him, and follow His method 

closely, implementing it willingly, feeling happy, reassured. 

With these words, God is addressing a community which believes in Him, and 

who follow His constitution. He belittles the importance of the Jews and their 

supporters and promises the Muslims that they will succeed in their battle against 

them. God has fulfilled His promises, which apply only to those who truly believe in 

Him. It is accomplished only by genuine and true believers. Let us, then, not be 

frightened by the support given by the atheists, polytheists and crusaders to the 

Jews. For these have only supported them against Islam. This is not the real support. 

At the same time, we must not be deceived by the present state of affairs. God’s 

promise to the Muslims will undoubtedly come true, when they are truly Muslims. 

Let Muslims try once only to be true Muslims, and let them see for themselves 

whether the Jews will continue to have any supporters, or whether they will benefit 

in any way by such support. 

The Nature of Envy 

The next two verses denounce their opposition to the Prophet and Muslims 

generally, begrudging them God’s favours of revelations, victory and strength. They 

envy them what God has granted them of His grace. They have not given them 

anything of their own. They view as undeserved, any favour God grants to anyone 

other than themselves, although He has bestowed on them and their predecessors 

much of His grace. His bounty has not taught them to be generous, and has not rid 

them of their envy. “Have they, perchance, a share in (God’s) dominion? If so, they would 

not give other people so much as [would fill] the groove of a date-stone. Do they, perchance, 

envy other people for what God has given them out of His bounty? We have indeed given 

revelation and wisdom to the House of Abraham, and We did bestow on them a mighty 

dominion.” (Verses 53-54) 

This is an amazing attitude. They cannot tolerate that God grants any of His 

servants any favour. Are they His partners? Glorified be He to take any partners. Do 

they have any share in His wealth and property, from which He bestows His gifts? 

Had they any such share, they would have not given anyone a trifle. The Arabic 

expression used here for “a trifle” is a term which signifies a little mark which may 

be seen at the back of a date-stone or its groove. The Israelites are too selfish even to 

give that to people, had they any share in God’s wealth. We praise God that they do 

not have any share, otherwise all mankind would have perished. 

Or is it envy? They envied the Prophet and the Muslims the great bounty God 
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gave them when He revealed to them the religion that brought about their rebirth. 

Thus He gave them their distinctive character, as well as confidence, reassurance, 

light, purity, and strength. It is certainly their envy, along with their realisation that 

they had missed out on achieving their ambitions to impose their moral and 

economic authority on the Arabs, a nation that was divided before it had any religion 

worthy of the name. 

But why should the Jews envy anyone on whom God bestows favours when they 

themselves had enjoyed much of such favour ever since the time of Abraham. God 

granted Abraham’s household Scriptures and prophethood as well as a kingdom. It 

was the Israelites who did not appreciate God’s favours, nor did they fulfil their 

obligations. Some of them were truly unbelievers. Nevertheless, people who have 

enjoyed all this grace should never begrudge anyone anything God may grant them. 

“We have indeed given revelation and wisdom to the House of Abraham, and We did bestow 

on them a mighty dominion. Some of them believe in him and some turn away from him.” 

(Verses 54-55) 

It is perhaps the worst type of envy that one who enjoys much of God’s favours 

should envy others what they have been granted by Him. When a person who is 

totally deprived of favours envies others, his envy is a terrible vice. For one who 

enjoys much, envy is a mark of genuine evil. Hence, the warning against an evil 

doom: “Sufficient scourge is the fire of Hell.” (Verse 55) 

Two Contrasting Destinies 

At this point, the s rah, which speaks of adherence to faith or lack of it among 

Abraham’s descendants, states the general rule of reward which applies to believers 

and unbelievers alike, in all religions and at all times. Here it is stated in the form of a 

scene from the Day of Judgement: “Those who disbelieve in Our revelations We shall, in 

time, cause them to endure fire: every time their skins are burnt off, We shall replace them 

with new skins, so that they may taste suffering [in full]. God is indeed Almighty, Wise. But 

those who believe and do righteous deeds We shall admit into gardens through which running 

waters flow, where they shall abide beyond the count of time. There they shall have pure 

spouses, and We shall admit them into a cool, dense shade.” (Verses 56-57) 

 “Every time their skins are burnt off, We shall replace them with new skins, so that they 

may taste suffering [in full].” It is a never- ending scene, placed before our own eyes, 

and repeated time after time. Our minds concentrate on it and we would not stare 

away. It is a fearful scene and what is fearful may attract and hold people’s eyes. 

When the scene is portrayed, its continuous repetition is expressed in two words: 

“Every time”. It is depicted as extremely fearful in half a sentence: “Every time their 

skins are burnt out...” It is amazing, supernatural. This effect is brought out in the 



Al-Nisā’ (Women) | BATTLE RESUMED 

 157

second half of the same sentence: “We shall replace them with new skins”. Then the 

effects of fear are emphasised and perpetuated in the second part of the subjective 

sentence. It is a fitting recompense for disbelief, when all the reasons for believing in 

God have been provided. “So that they may taste suffering din full].”God is certainly 

able to punish them in this way, wise to choose it for them: “God is indeed Almighty, 

Wise.” 

In opposition to this ever-burning fire, with ever-burning skins, we have a full 

picture of the perfect reward granted to those who believe in God and translate this 

belief into action. These are placed in “gardens through which running waters flow”. It is 

a reward given them forever, to emphasise the elements of settlement and continuity: 

“Where they shall abide beyond the count of time.” In addition, they have what re-

emphasises all these elements and what imparts a feeling of total happiness in eternal 

bliss: “There they shall have pure spouses.” We also find a cool shade to add an air of 

ease and freshness to the scene of perfect bliss: “We shall admit them into a cool, dense 

shade.” (Verse 57) 

Thus we have the perfect contrast of reward and punishment, provided by 

contrasting scenes and images. This is typical of the Qur’ nic method in its portrayal 

of highly effective and powerful scenes from the Day of Judgement. 



Al-Nisā’ (Women) | SINCERITY AND TRUE FAITH 

 158

6 

Sincerity and True Faith 

God commands you to deliver whatever you 

have been entrusted with to their rightful 

owners, and whenever you judge between 

people, to judge with justice. Most excellent 

is what God exhorts you to do. God hears 

all and sees all. (58) 

Believers, obey God and obey the Messenger 

and those from among you who have been 

entrusted with authority. If you are in 

dispute over anything, refer it to God and 

the Messenger, if you truly believe in God 

and the Last Day. This is the best [for 

you], and most suitable for final 

determination. (59) 

Are you not aware of those who claim that 

they believe in what has been bestowed from 

on high upon you, as well as in what was 

bestowed from on high before you? They 

seek the judgement of false gods, although 

they are bidden to deny them. But Satan 

wants to lead them far astray. (60) 

When it is said to them, “Come to that 

which God has bestowed from on high, and 

to the Messenger,” you see the hypocrites 

turn away from you with aversion. (61) 
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But how will it be when calamity befalls 

them [on the Day of Judgement] because of 

what their hands have done in this world? 

They would then come to you, swearing by 

God, “Our aim was but to do good, and to 

bring about harmony.” (62) 

As for them — God knows all that is in 

their hearts. So leave them alone, and 

admonish them, and speak to them a word 

to reach their very souls. (63) 

We have sent every messenger so that he 

should be obeyed by God’s leave. If, when 

they have wronged themselves, they would 

but come to you and pray to God to forgive 

them, and the Messenger prayed for their 

forgiveness, they would surely find that God 

is the One who accepts repentance, 

Merciful. (64) 

But no, by your Lord! They do not really 

believe unless they make you judge in all 

disputes between them, and then find in 

their hearts no bar to an acceptance of your 

decisions and give themselves up in total 

submission. (65) 

Yet if We were to order them, “Lay down 

your lives,” or, “Forsake your homelands,” 

only a very few of them would do it; but if 

they would do what they are admonished to 

do, it would indeed be for their own good 

and apt to strengthen them greatly [in 

faith]. (66) 

And We should indeed grant them, out of 

Our grace, a mighty reward, (67) 

and indeed guide them along a straight 

path. (68) 
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Overview 

This passage tackles a very serious issue in the life of the Muslim community. It 

speaks about the conditions that must obtain for faith to exist and the boundaries 

that must be observed, i.e. the system laid down for the Muslim community to 

implement. 

It is important to realise that the Qur’ n actually brings the Muslim community 

into existence and nurtures it to ensure its proper growth: “You are the best community 

that has ever been raised for mankind.” (3:110) Indeed, what the Qur’ n achieved with 

the first Muslim community was man’s re-birth. This was no mere step along the 

way, a stage in development, or even a leap forward. It was rather a definitive re-

birth of the Arabs, and of mankind generally. 

To appreciate this we need first to look at pre-Islamic Arabic poetry, and other 

aspects of the Arabs’ literary heritage, which delineate their outlook on life, existence, 

the universe, man, morality and behaviour, as well as the main features of their social 

life, their feelings, concepts and culture. In short, all that reflects the Arab 

personality. We should then look at all this in the light of the Qur’ n, as also consider 

the realities of Arab society both before and after Islam. This will confirm, in the most 

vivid and clear way, that the Qur’ n initiated a new community. It is God who, to 

use the Qur’ nic term, “raised” this community. That, in itself, was a unique case. To 

our knowledge, it was the only time in history that a complete community, with 

clearly distinctive characteristics, came into existence through the pages of a book. 

But no wonder, for it is God’s Book, containing His own words. 

All who obey God and the Messenger shall 

be among those upon whom God has 

bestowed His blessings: the prophets, and 

those who never deviate from the truth, and 

the martyrs and the righteous ones. How 

goodly a company are these! (69) 

Such is God’s bounty, and sufficient it is 

that God knows all. (70) 
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Anyone who disputes this should tell us where this community was before God 

initiated it with His revealed Book. We certainly know that it was living in the 

Arabian peninsula, but what position did it occupy in the ranking of human 

civilisation? Where could it be placed at humanity’s dining table? What contribution 

did it make in human history? 

This community was nurtured by the religion of Islam and moulded by its perfect 

way of life. Thereafter, it mapped its way, assuming the leadership of mankind, on 

the basis of the Divine Book. Its whole life has borne its mark. It has never had any 

other quality to give it such a position of leadership among mankind. History bears 

witness to all this. What is more is that God fulfilled His promise to the Arabs as He 

says to them: “We have bestowed on you from on high a Book that contains all that you 

ought to bear in mind. Will you not use your reason?” (21: 10) 

It is by reason of the Qur’ n that the Arabs acquired a position on the world stage 

and had a role to play in human history. It is the Qur’ n which has given them their 

status and civilisation. Yet some people, devoid of intelligence, make it their mission 

in life to reject God’s favours showered on the Arabs. They dismiss as irrelevant 

God’s favour, which brought His final message to mankind through the Arabs, and 

in their language. Through this, He gave them an honourable position, a history and 

a true civilisation. Nevertheless, these people want to take off the garment God has 

given them to wear and to tear down the banner under which they achieved all their 

glory. 

As the Qur’ n started to nurture the Muslim community, making prominent its 

Islamic features and erasing the marks of ignorance in its lifestyle and character, re-

organising its whole society, leading its battle against the forces of ignorance that 

worked hard to preserve its old ways and practices, it began by giving the Muslim 

community a totally new concept and outlook. It laid down the basic conditions of 

faith and its limiting boundaries. It linked all this to its distinctive system which 

gives it the characteristics that made it “the best community that has ever been raised 

for mankind,” assigning to it its role of leading mankind to the Divine path and way 

of life. 

This passage defines the source from which the Muslim community derives its 

way of life, how it receives it, the method of understanding what it learns, the 

ultimate arbiter in controversial matters where a clear verdict is needed, and the 

authority to obey and how it derives its mandate. Such definitions clearly set out the 

conditions of faith and the boundaries of Islam. 

This is the central issue which this passage makes absolutely clear. When we study 

it, we wonder how anyone who claims to be a Muslim could argue about it. Here, the 

Muslim community reads that God’s messengers were sent to mankind so that they 
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may be obeyed, by God’s leave, not merely to convey God’s message or to advocate 

the Divine way of lift “We have sent every messenger so that he should be obeyed by God’s 

leave.” (Verse 64) The Muslim community is also told that people will not be true 

believers unless they refer all their disputes to God’s method and constitution. 

During the Prophet’s time, this meant accepting the Prophet’s rulings in all 

situations. After him, this means that reference must be made to the Qur’ n and to 

the Prophet’s sunnah. What is more, it is not enough that they should refer to him in 

order to be accepted as believers; they must accept his rulings without hesitation. 

(Verse 65) 

The s rah also tells the members of the Muslim community that those who want to 

refer their disputes to false gods, i.e. to a law other than God’s law, will not have 

their claims to be believers accepted. Their claim is false, belied by their reference to 

false gods. (Verse 60) The Muslim community is told that their refusal to refer all 

disputes to God’s revelations and His Messenger is a clear mark of hypocrisy. (Verse 

61) 

The s rah also makes it clear to the Muslim community that its faith defines for it a 

Divine way of life and a constitution which, together, stipulate that it must obey God 

by implementing the Qur’ n, obey His Messenger by following his sunnah, and obey 

those believers who have been given power. It is also made aware that the ultimate 

arbiter in matters of controversy and in any question on which we have no definitive 

ruling is God and His Messenger, i.e. God’s law and the Prophet’s practice. Thus the 

Divine method continues to have the final say in whatever question, problem or 

dispute may arise at any time, now and in the future. This is the basic rule of the 

Muslim community without which it cannot be a community of true believers in 

Islam. 

We must not forget what we have explained in our commentary on verse 48, 

which says: “God will never forgive that partners are associated with Him. He forgives any 

lesser sin to whomever He wills.’’ We mentioned there that the Jews were described as 

idolaters because they took their rabbis for gods. They did not worship them as such. 

The fact that they accepted and obeyed what those rabbis legislated, under their own 

claimed authority and with no basis of Divine law, classed the Jews as associating 

partners with God. Thus, they were guilty of that offence which God does not 

forgive. He forgives every other sin, including cardinal ones, such as adultery, theft 

and drinking intoxicants. Thus, the whole issue rests on believing in God’s absolute 

oneness, and that, as such, all sovereignty belongs to Him alone. Sovereignty is, after 

all, the central quality of Godhead. Within these limits, a person remains a Muslim 

and a believer. He may hope to have all his sins, including cardinal ones, forgiven. 

Once these limits are breached, the person who breaches them, in effect, associates 

partners with God, and this is something God does not forgive. Such is the basic 
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condition of faith. 

This is the great issue which is discussed fully in this passage and to which we 

now turn in detail. 

Trust and Justice 

God commands you to deliver whatever you have been entrusted with to their rightful 
owners, and whenever you judge between people, to judge with justice. Most excellent 
is what God exhorts you to do. God hears all and sees all. (Verse 58) 

These are the main obligations placed on the Muslim community and these sum 

up its moral code: namely, fulfilment of trust and maintaining justice. The basic and 

most important trust is that which God has implanted in human nature. This is the 

one which the heavens, the earth and the mountains refused to accept, but which 

man undertook. It is that of willingly and deliberately recognising Divine guidance 

and believing in God. This is the trust that God has given to human beings alone in 

their very nature. Other creatures have been given faith without the need for any 

effort on their part. Thus, they recognise their Lord and worship Him without having 

to make any choice or exerting any special effort. It is man alone who has been given 

this task to fulfil on the basis of his guiding nature, knowledge, reasoning, will and 

effort. He will always receive God’s help in that: “As for those who strive hard in Our 

cause, We shall most certainly guide them to paths that lead to Us; for, indeed, God is with 

those who do good.” (29: 69) 

This is, then, the first trust man has to fulfil. It is that which gives rise to all other 

trusts which God commands people to fulfil. An important one among these being to 

give testimony in favour of Islam. This takes the form firstly of striving hard within 

oneself so that one’s life, feelings, actions and behaviour become a practical 

translation of faith. Thus, when people praise a believer’s behaviour, values and 

manners and moral standards, they realise that it is only because he believes in Islam 

that he is able to attain such high standards. 

Another way of giving testimony in favour of Islam is the realisation of just how 

much more profound and superior Islam is to other human beliefs. With this 

knowledge, a believer begins to call on people to believe in Islam, explaining its 

values and principles. It is not sufficient then for a believer to keep his faith to 

himself. He must fulfil his task of making it known, calling upon others to accept it. 

That is part of his trust and as such he should discharge it. 

Testimony is further given by taking steps to help implement Islam as a code of 

living for the Muslim community, and in human life in general. To do this, believers 

should make use of every means available to them both as individuals and as 
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members of that community. Such a practical implementation is the most important 

trust, second only to accepting the faith itself. No individual and no group are 

exempt from this trust. The Prophet says: “Jihād” continues until the Day of 

Resurrection.” Jih d in this sense is a fulfilment of a specific trust. 

Another trust which is implied in the above is that of dealing with people and 

delivering to them whatever they have entrusted to us. That includes honesty in 

daily transactions, giving honest counsel to rulers and ruled, taking good care of 

young children, protecting the interests of the community and defending it against 

hostile forces and observing all duties and obligations outlined by the Divine code. 

All these are trusts that must be fulfilled. 

The order to maintain justice is stated in the most general terms so as to make it 

obligatory between all people. It does not mean that justice should be confined to 

Muslims only, or to dealings between them and the followers of earlier Divine 

religions alone. Justice is due to every individual human being. The requirement to 

maintain justice only takes into account the fact that people are human beings, and 

that that alone qualifies them for just treatment. Hence, justice should be extended to 

all: believers and non-believers, friends and enemies, white and coloured, Arabs and 

non-Arabs, etc. The Muslim community, whenever it exercises power, is responsible 

for maintaining justice between them all. In fact, humanity has never experienced 

such justice except under Islamic rule, when Muslims were the leaders of mankind. 

Once Muslims lost that leadership, humanity has been unable to experience any 

similar justice that applies to all people, simply because they are human beings. Such 

administration of pure and complete justice is the cornerstone of Islamic government, 

and delivering trusts to their rightful owners is the basic characteristic of life under 

Islam. 

The verse makes it clear that orders both to be true to one’s trust and to maintain 

justice between people are part of God’s admonition. Good and greatly beneficial 

indeed is whatever God directs and admonishes us to do. Besides, this is not a mere 

admonition; it is an order. God only describes it as admonition because that makes it 

easier to fulfil. Hearts and consciences accept admonition more readily, because its 

implementation appears to be more of a voluntary nature. 

The final comment in the verse attaches the whole matter to fear of God and hope 

for His reward: “God hears all and sees all.” There is perfect harmony between the 

duties God imposes on Muslims and the requirements to fulfil trust and maintain 

justice on the one hand and God’s seeing and hearing everything on the other. God is 

certain to hear and see all matters related to the fulfilment of trust. Justice, on the 

other hand, requires good attention, sharp vision and proper evaluation and 

judgement, as well as taking into account all the relevant factors and circumstances 

so as to evaluate them properly. Moreover, the order to do both comes from the One 
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who hears and sees all things. 

Then we ask: What is the standard by which to define, measure and administer 

the fulfilment of trust and the maintaining of justice, in all spheres and aspects of 

life? Is this something to be left to people’s traditions and personal judgement? 

Reason has its position and value as a means of acquiring knowledge and 

recognising guidance; that is true. However, when we speak of reason as a human 

quality, we refer to the reason of individuals and groups in a particular set-up, 

influenced as it may be by a host of factors. There is nothing we may call “human 

reason” as an absolute concept. Every individual or group has a reason and a mind 

of his or its own, at a particular place and time. But all these are subject to various 

influences, pulling them in all manner of directions. 

An Accurate Standard for the Human Mind 

It is imperative that a proper standard should be available for all these minds to 

refer to in order to establish right and wrong in their evaluation and judgement of 

different issues. The human mind is the one tool available to man in order to 

determine the accuracy and fairness of his judgements, for this standard does not 

bend in order to please or appease anyone. The standards people produce for 

themselves cannot be placed on the same level, because these may be faulty or 

defective, leading to an imbalance that affects all values. The only way to avoid such 

imbalance is to refer to the ever-accurate standard God has established for human life 

in order to maintain honesty and justice, and to establish all proper values and 

rulings in all spheres of human activity: “Believers, obey God and obey the Messenger and 

those from among you who have been entrusted with authority. If you are in dispute over 

anything, refer it to God and the Messenger, if you truly believe in God and the Last Day. 

This is the best [for you], and most suitable for final determination.” (Verse 59) 

In this short statement, God explains the conditions for being a believer and the 

boundaries of Islam. At the same time, He outlines the underlying rule of the 

constitution of the Muslim community, the basis of all judgement and the source of 

all authority. All these begin and end with receiving guidance from God alone, and, 

where there is no clear statement, to refer to Him in any detail that may arise in 

human life over which people may differ. 

Sovereignty belongs to God alone in all human life and all its affairs, large and 

small. God has enacted a constitution and a law which He has embodied in His 

revealed Book, the Qur’ n, and sent His Messenger to explain it to people. God’s 

Messenger “does not speak out of his own desire: that [which he conveys to you] is but a 

[Divine] inspiration which he receives.” (53: 3-4) Hence, the Prophet’s sunnah is part of 

God’s law. 
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To obey God is obligatory. One of the essential elements of Godhead is that God 

enacts the law; implementation of this is, thus, obligatory. Believers are required to 

obey God, to start with, and to obey His Messenger, since it is God that has sent him 

with His message. Thus, obedience to the Prophet is part of obeying God Himself. 

Moreover, the Prophet’s sunnah and his judgement are part of the Divine law that 

must be implemented. Whether a person is a believer or not is conditional on such 

obedience and implementation. As the Qur’ n specifies: “If you are in dispute over 

anything, refer it to God and the Messenger, if you truly believe in God and the Last Day.” 

(Verse 59) 

The verse that gives the order to obey God and His Messenger also orders that 

those “entrusted with authority” must also be obeyed. However, these are clearly 

defined as the ones “from among you,” i.e. from among the believers who meet the 

condition of faith and keep within the boundaries of Islam. This requires them to 

obey God and His Messenger, accept sovereignty as belonging to God alone and 

implement only His guidance. The text, as it is phrased, makes obedience to both 

God and the Messenger a basic, unquestionable duty. Obedience to people entrusted 

with authority comes as a corollary of such obedience to God and His Messenger. 

Obeying them applies to that which is known of God’s law, that which is not covered 

by a statement of prohibition and that which is not subject to prohibition when 

referred to God’s law. The sunnah makes the extent of such obedience to those people 

who are “entrusted with authority” very clear: The Prophet says: “Obedience applies 

in what is reasonably equitable.” (Related by al-Bukh rī and Muslim.) Both al-

Bukh rī and Muslim also relate: “A Muslim is required to listen and obey, when he 

likes or dislikes, unless he is ordered to commit what is forbidden. Should he be so 

ordered, then he must neither listen nor obey.” (Related by al-Bukh rī and Muslim.) 

In an authentic ĥadīth related by Muslim, the Prophet is quoted as saying: “When you 

are ruled by a slave who implements God’s Book, listen to him and obey.” 

Thus Islam makes every individual in a position of trust with regard to God’s law 

and the Prophet’s sunnah. That trust covers his own faith, body, soul and destiny in 

this life and in the life to come. No individual, man or woman, is a sheep in the flock, 

one in the crowd, obeying orders from here or there. The law and constitution are 

abundantly clear, and the limits of obedience are also clear. The law and the sunnah 

to be obeyed are the same, thus giving rise to neither division nor confusion. 

- Such obedience to people entrusted with authority applies when we have 

definitive statements in the Qur’ n or the ĥadīth. Where no such definitive statement 

exists, and when we have something new arising as a result of new circumstances, 

and over which people may have differences of understanding and viewpoints — 

such matters have not been left hanging in the air, without the possibility of 

deducing rulings and judgements. In a short statement, the whole basis and 
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operation of arriving at such rulings through scholarly discretion is laid down: “If 

you are in dispute over anything, refer it-to God and the Messenger.” (Verse 59) 

What this means is that in such matters where a ruling is needed, these should be 

referred to whatever implicitly applies to them of Qur’ nic and ĥadīth statements. If 

no such text is applicable, then they should be referred to the general principles of 

God’s law and constitution. These are by no means fluid, confusing or ambiguous, as 

some people may suggest. Indeed, this religion of ours lays down clear, basic 

principles covering all aspects of human life, together providing a clear boundary 

which cannot be breached without any living Islamic conscience recognising the 

breach. 

“If you truly believe in God and the Last Day.” (Verse 59) Thus, obeying God and His 

Messenger, as well as those believers entrusted with authority and trying hard to 

ensure the implementation of God’s law, and referring what is in dispute to God and 

the Messenger, are all a condition and result of believing in God and the Day of 

Judgement. Faith does not come into existence unless this condition is fulfilled and 

its result comes into effect. 

Following the previous admonition to fulfil trust and maintain justice, the verse, 

having explained the issue in such a conditional way, now reiterates it in the form of 

an admonition that makes it genuinely desired: “This is the best [for you], and most 

suitable for final determination.” (Verse 59) It is, indeed, best for you in this life and in 

the life to come, and it works to your own good in the final resolve in both lives. 

Great as it is that following this method ensures God’s pleasure and earns His 

reward in the life to come, it is not the only result. Additionally, it ensures the best 

results for both the individual and the community in this present life. 

By following this constitution man reaps the whole benefit of a code of living 

devised by the Almighty, the Wise whose knowledge is perfect and absolute; a code 

free of human ignorance, desire and weakness. It is a code of living that favours no 

individual, class, nation, race or generation over another, because God is the Lord of 

all mankind who does not entertain any prejudice or favouritism for anyone. 

This code of living has numerous advantages, among which is the fact that its 

author is the Maker of man who knows his nature and its real needs, his inner 

feelings and preferences, and how he responds and reforms. God does not need to go 

through trials and errors in order to learn what suits mankind. Far be it from Him to 

have any such need. When we follow this code of living, we spare ourselves the 

heavy price of following alternative methods that are bound to be defective, invented 

as they are by people who lack solid evidence. It is sufficient for human beings to 

exert their inventive talents in the material world, for this offers them very wide 

scope. On the other hand, human intellect will have much to do in trying to 
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implement God’s constitution, recognising the areas that allow for analogy and 

discretion. 

Another advantage is that its author is the Creator of the universe in which man 

lives. Thus, He produces for man a system that remains in perfect harmony with the 

laws that operate in the universe. This gives man an awareness that he is not in 

conflict with these laws. He only needs to understand and benefit by them. The 

Divine constitution will guide his footsteps and provide him with protection as he 

does so. 

A further advantage is that this Divine constitution treats man with respect and 

honour, allowing him scope for discretion on the basis of scholarship that 

understands the texts and refers what is new to such texts and the principles they lay 

down. Hence, following Divine guidance will always be “the best [for you], and most 

suitable for final determination.” (Verse 59) 

Claims Belied by Action 

Now the s rah refers to those who claim to be believers but who deliberately 

violate the central condition of faith, trying to refer their disputes to false gods for 

arbitration, when they have been commanded to reject such false gods. The s rah 

wonders at their attitude and warns them against Satan’s attempts to lead them far 

astray. It describes their reaction when they show their aversion to being called upon 

to adhere to what God has revealed and to follow His Messenger. The s rah 

considers this an act of hypocrisy, and denounces their reference to false gods as a 

rejection of faith. When their wicked plans end up in misery they try to justify 

themselves, but their justification is shown to be hollow and false. Nevertheless, God 

directs His Messenger (peace be upon him) to give them good counsel and to 

admonish them. The paragraph concludes with a clear statement of God’s purpose in 

sending Messengers, which shows that they must be obeyed. 

Are you not aware of those who claim that they believe in what has been bestowed 
from on high upon you, as well as in what was bestowed from on high before you? 
They seek the judgement of false gods, although they are bidden to deny them. But 
Satan wants to lead them far astray. When it is said to them, “Come to that which 
God has bestowed from on high, and to the Messenger,” you see the hypocrites turn 
away from you with aversion. But how will it be when calamity befalls them [on the 
Day of Judgement! because of what their hands have done in this world? They would 
then come to you, swearing by God, “Our aim was but to do good, and to bring about 
harmony.” As for them — God knows all that is in their hearts. So leave them alone, 
and admonish them, and speak to them a word to reach their very souls. We have sent 
every messenger so that he should be obeyed by God’s leave. If when they have 
wronged themselves, they would but come to you and pray to God to forgive them, and 



Al-Nisā’ (Women) | SINCERITY AND TRUE FAITH 

 169

the Messenger prayed for their forgiveness, they would surely find that God is the One 
who accepts repentance, Merciful. But no, by your Lord. They do not really believe 
unless they make you judge in all disputes between them, and then find in their hearts 
no bar to an acceptance of your decisions and give themselves up in total submission. 
(Verses 60-65) 

This description suggests that all this was in the early stages, after Islam first 

settled in Madinah. At the time, the hypocrites mustered a substantial force and the 

Jews, who co-operated with the hypocrites, commanded real strength. Those who 

did not wish to refer their disputes to God’s law, preferring to refer them to false 

gods instead, might have been a group of hypocrites, as they are clearly described in 

the second verse in this paragraph. Alternatively, they might have been Jews who, 

when they needed arbitration in their dealings with the people of Madinah, were 

invited to refer them to God’s Book, i.e. the Torah, in some cases, or to God’s 

Messenger in others. They declined and preferred to refer them to the local traditions 

that prevailed in pre-Islamic Arabia. After consideration, we feel that the first view is 

more accurate, especially in light of their claims “that they believe in what has been 

bestowed from on high upon you, as well as in what was bestowed from on high before you.” 

(Verse 60) The Jews did not claim to have accepted Islam or to have believed in what 

was revealed to the Prophet. It was the hypocrites who made such claims in the early 

period of Islam, i.e. before their power was severely curtailed with the victories 

achieved against the Jews of Qurai ah and Khaybar. This subsequently led to the 

steady weakening of the hypocrites’ power in Madinah. 

Whatever the case, our understanding of these verses is that they make absolutely 

clear the conditions for faith just as they define the meaning of Islam. We see in them 

a clear declaration that any one who wishes to refer to false gods is a non-believer, 

because God has ordained that people should disbelieve in such false gods. We also 

read in them an oath, by God, that such people will not attain to faith and will not be 

included among the believers until they refer their disputes to the Prophet for 

arbitration, accept his judgement and put it into force. This must be an obedience 

inspired by contented acceptance of his rulings. 

“Are you not aware of those who claim that they believe in what has been bestowed from on 

high upon you, as well as in what was bestowed from on high before you? They seek the 

judgement of false gods, although they are bidden to deny them. But Satan wants to lead them 

far astray.” (Verse 60) Have you seen this most amazing situation? Here are a group 

of people who profess to believe, but immediately negate their own assertions. They 

claim to believe in what has been revealed to Mu ammad and in earlier revelations 

as well, but they will not refer their disputes for arbitration on the basis of such 

revelations. Instead, they want to refer them to a different system, seeking different 

rulings based on nothing that is contained in God’s revelations. That means that they 
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refer them to “false gods”, which claim for themselves an essential attribute of 

Godhead, and, hence, they apply no clear and accurate criteria. 

Moreover, they do not do so out of ignorance or doubt. They know for certain that 

they are forbidden to refer to such false gods, as the verse makes clear: “They seek the 

judgement of false gods, although they are bidden to deny them.” (Verse 60) Hence, their 

claims to believe in God’s revelations cannot be true. The fact is that Satan tries to 

steer them far away from God’s guidance, so that they cannot return to it at any time: 

“But Satan wants to lead them far astray.” (Verse 60) This is, then, the cause behind their 

reference to false gods and the reason for their violation of the essentials of faith. It is 

all stated clearly for them so that they may take heed and mend their ways. It is also 

made clear to the Muslim community so that it realises who inspires and supports 

such people. 

The s rah continues to illustrate their reaction when they are called upon to refer 

co what they profess to believe of Divine revelations given to Mu ammad and earlier 

prophets: “When it is said to them, ‘Come to that which God has bestowed from on high, and 

to the Messenger,’ you see the hypocrites turn away from you with aversion.” (Verse 61) 

It is a certainty that hypocrisy will out. It will inevitably contradict obvious natural 

logic. Otherwise it would not be hypocrisy. An obvious and natural result of belief is 

that a person should refer for arbitration to what and whom he believes in. Hence, 

when a person professes to believe in God and what He has revealed, and in the 

Prophet and the revelations he has received, then he is called upon to refer any 

dispute to them. When he declines and turns away, he contradicts obvious natural 

logic and reveals his hypocrisy. He belies his own claims of believing in God, His 

revelations and Messenger. 

The s rah then portrays one specific aspect of hypocrisy in their behaviour. That is 

when they encounter misfortune or calamity as a result of their refusal to refer 

matters to God’s revelations and to His Messenger, or their reference to false gods. 

They are certain to come up with excuses, but these are only the excuses of 

hypocrisy: “But how will it be when calamity befalls them [on the Day of Judgement! 

because of what their hands have done in this world? They would then come to you, swearing 

by God, ‘Our aim was but to do good, and to bring about harmony.’” (Verse 62) 

Such a calamity could have occurred at the time, as a result of their reality being 

exposed. This would have seen them outcast and boycotted by the Muslim 

community. That community would not have tolerated having in its midst people 

asserting to believe in God, the Messenger and revelation, yet who turn away from 

the same when they are invited to have their disputes adjudged by God’s Messenger. 

Such an attitude would only be accepted in a society where faith does not exist: a 

society whose share of faith is nothing more than the claims asserted by such people 
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and whose share of Islam is no more than names and allegations. 

Another calamity may also befall them, in the form of any injustice they suffer as a 

result of putting their disputes to a system other than that ordained by God to ensure 

full justice to all. Thus, their efforts to ensure fair treatment end up in miserable 

failure. Or they may suffer a calamity as a test to which they are put by God, so that 

they may once again reflect upon and accept His guidance. ‘Whatever the cause of 

the calamity, the s rah wonders at their attitude when it occurs. They realise that they 

have to make their excuses to the Prophet: “They would then come to you, swearing by 

God, `Our aim was but to do good, and to bring about harmony.’” (Verse 62) 

This is a sorrowful state of affairs. They return, aware of the enormity of their 

action, unable to face the Prophet with the true nature of their motives, yet ready 

with their false oaths that their action, which may have been arbitration according to 

pre-Islamic traditions, only aimed at achieving harmony in society and serving its 

interests. These are the claims of all people who refuse to refer to Divine law and its 

way of life. They assert that they only want to avoid problems and difficulties and to 

achieve harmony between different groups and beliefs. Such are the arguments of the 

hypocrites and those who falsely assert to be believers. 

Limitless in His glory, God exposes their reality, and tells His Messenger that He 

knows the reality of what they harbour in their hearts. He, nevertheless, directs him 

to be gentle with them and to admonish them so that they may stop their double 

dealings: “As for them — God knows all that is in their hearts. So leave them alone, and 

admonish them, and speak to them a word to reach their very souls.” (Verse 63) There is no 

doubt that God knows their real beliefs, motives and intentions, and how false their 

excuses are. Yet the policy He tells His Messenger to follow is to overlook their real 

attitude and to continue to treat them gently, so trying to teach and admonish them. 

Here the verse uses a remarkable expression: “Speak to them a word to reach their 

very souls.” (Verse 63) A literal translation would render the sentence: “Tell them, in 

their very souls, something highly effective.” This portrays a very powerful action, 

showing the words as being directed to their very hearts and souls. 

Yet in spite of their unacceptable action and their turning away from God’s 

revelations, they are invited to turn back in repentance and to seek a comfortable and 

stable life, enjoying the care of God and His Messenger. The door is always open for 

repentance. It is certainly not too late for turning back to God, seeking His 

forgiveness. When the Prophet himself requests God to forgive them, they are certain 

to be forgiven, by God’s leave. 

Prophets Must Be Obeyed 



Al-Nisā’ (Women) | SINCERITY AND TRUE FAITH 

 172

A basic fact needs to be asserted here. God has sent His Messengers in order that 

they should be obeyed, by His leave. They may not be disobeyed. Their role is not 

merely that of guides and preachers: “We have sent every messenger so that he should be 

obeyed by God’s leave. If when they have wronged themselves, they would but come to you 

and pray to God to forgive them, and the Messenger prayed for their forgiveness, they would 

surely find that God is the One who accepts repentance, Merciful.” (Verse 64) This is a very 

important fact. God’s Messenger is not merely a day preacher who speaks fine words 

to which no one need pay any heed, as claimed by those who try to distort the role of 

faith and prophets. 

Religion is a code for practical life, with all its systems, situations, values, morality, 

and worship. This requires that God’s message should enjoy proper enforcement 

authority, commanding obedience. In fact, God has sent His messengers so that they 

be obeyed, by His leave and within His law, so that the Divine way of life is properly 

implemented. Thus, obedience of God’s messenger is part of obeying God. He 

certainly has not sent a messenger so that he has only a moral effect on people and 

gets them to offer worship rituals. That would be an erroneous understanding of 

religion, which does not fit with the purpose of God sending His messengers. His 

purpose in so sending them is to establish a proper code in practical life. A world 

where a messenger has only to speak to people, urging them to mend their ways, and 

who then leaves them to throw his admonition behind their backs, is far from 

respectable. 

This explains the true image of Islam in history: a message to be conveyed, a 

regime, an authority, and a system of government to implement the Islamic law and 

constitution after the Prophet has passed away. This ensures continuous obedience of 

the Prophet, generation after generation, and fulfils God’s purpose behind sending 

His messengers. There is no other set-up which may be given the name Islam, or 

which represents the Islamic faith. The essential characteristic of any true Islamic set-

up, regardless of the actual form or system it adopts, is complete acceptance of the 

Divine way of life, referring all matters to God’s law, obeying God’s Messenger in all 

that he has conveyed to us of God’s message, and acknowledging that Godhead 

belongs completely to God alone. This makes all sovereignty, with its essential 

corollary of legislative authority, belong to God. An important result of this is not to 

refer to false gods in any matter, serious or trivial. Reference must always be to God 

and His Messenger in any situation that may come up as a result of life development. 

The s rah then opens up a way back for those who “wrong themselves” by 

deviating from God’s way. This is the same chance as offered to the hypocrites of 

Madinah at the time of the Prophet: “If when they have wronged themselves, they would 

but come to you and pray to God to forgive them, and the Messenger prayed for their 

forgiveness, they would surely find that God is the One who accepts repentance, Merciful.” 
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(Verse 64) When repentance is genuine, God will definitely accept it. He is always 

merciful to those who return to Him. It is He who describes Himself as such and 

promises those who turn to Him in repentance, seeking His forgiveness, that He will 

accept their repentance and turn to them in mercy. Those who were the first to he 

addressed by this statement had the chance of requesting the Prophet to pray for 

their forgiveness. This chance is no longer there, but God’s door remains open at all 

times, and His promise will always come true. No one need have any hesitation, once 

his repentance is sincere. 

We then have a categorical and decisive statement, with God declaring an oath by 

His majestic self, that no one can be a true believer until he accepts the Prophet’s 

rulings over all his life affairs and submits to them willingly, without any hesitation: 

“But no, by your Lord! They do not really believe unless they make you judge in all disputes 

between them, and then find in their hearts no bar to an acceptance of your decisions and give 

themselves up in total submission.” (Verse 65) Again, we have here a reiteration of the 

conditions of faith and the boundaries of Islam. With such a statement from God, no 

one can argue about it in any way. Yet, in an attempt that cannot command any 

degree of respect, some people allege that this applies to a particular period of time, 

and to a certain group of people. By doing so, they betray their total lack of 

understanding of Islam and their complete failure to grasp the meaning of the 

Qur’ nic text. 

What this verse states is a fundamental Islamic principle, expressed in the form of 

a confirmed oath, without any qualification. This cannot be construed as meaning 

that the Prophet, in person, should judge in all disputes between believers at all 

times. His judgement, as referred to here, means a judgement based on his faith and 

implementation of the Divine law. Otherwise, God’s law and the Prophet’s sunnah 

would have no place in the life of the community after the Prophet had passed away. 

Such was the standpoint of the most hardened apostates at the time of Abū Bakr, 

who fought them hard. In fact, he fought them for something much less serious, 

namely their refusal to obey Islam with respect to its obligation of zakāt payment and 

the Prophet’s ruling on how it is paid after his death. 

 If it is sufficient as a proof of accepting Islam that people should refer their 

disputes to God’s law and His Messenger’s rulings. However, such referral is not 

sufficient as proof of having faith, unless it is accompanied by complete satisfaction 

and total and reassured submission. Such is the meaning of being a Muslim and 

having faith [i.e. īmān]. Let everyone consider how far it is true in his or her own 

situation before making any claims under this heading. 

A Law Made Easy 
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Next, the s rah confirms that the code of living people are called upon to 

implement is easy to apply and that the law to judge in their disputes is 

compassionate, returning verdicts full of mercy. It does not impose on them anything 

that is too hard or requiring great sacrifices. God knows how weak man is, and He 

turns to him with mercy. He knows that if people have very tough duties, only a few 

will fulfil such duties. He does not wish to overburden them, or that they should fall 

into sin. Hence, He has not imposed on them what is too hard or what causes many 

of them to fall short of obeying Him. Thus, when people respond to God’s 

admonition and fulfil the easy tasks imposed on them, they receive great benefits 

both in the life of this world and in the life to come. God is certain to help them by 

facilitating their guidance, as He helps everyone who tries his best to follow His 

guidance: “Yet if We were to order them, Lay down your lives,’ or, ‘Forsake your 

homelands,’ only a very few of them would do it; but if they would do what they are 

admonished to do, it would indeed be for their own good and apt to strengthen them greatly 

[in faith]. And We should indeed grant them, out of Our grace, a mighty reward, and indeed 

guide them along a straight path.” (Verses 66-68) 

This religion of Islam is easy for anyone with an uncorrupted nature to follow. It 

does not require any superior will-power, available only to a few. The Islamic 

message is not meant for such a minority; it is a faith for all mankind. People differ in 

their abilities to fulfil obligations. The religion of Islam ensures that they are all able 

to fulfil their obligations and refrain from what is forbidden. 

Killing oneself and forsaking one’s homeland are two types of hardship to 

undergo. Were they made binding tasks, they would only be fulfilled by the smallest 

minority. They have not been imposed, because it is not an objective of Islam to 

impose such stringent obligations that are too difficult for most people to fulfil, or 

that most people turn away from. The objective is that all people should be able to 

fulfil them, so that all those with uncorrupted natures should e able to join the ranks 

of the faithful. In this way, the Muslim community will include people of different 

abilities and talents, which helps Islam to progress and refine itself. 

Ibn Jurayj relates on the authority Abū Is q al-Subay`ī: “When the verse stating 

‘if We were to order them, “Lay down your lives”’ was revealed, one of us said, ‘Had we 

been ordered, we would have done it; but we praise God for having spared us.’ The 

Prophet was informed and he commented, ‘Some of my followers have firmer faith 

than great mountains . 

Ibn Abī tim relates on the authority of `Abdull h ibn al-Zubayr: “When the 

verse stating ‘if We were to order them, “Lay down your lives”’ was revealed, the Prophet 

said, ‘Had it been required, Ibn Umm `Abd would have been one of them.” Another 

report on the authority of Shuray  ibn Ubayd says: “When the Prophet recited the 

verse stating ‘if We were to order them, “Lay down your lives”’ he pointed to `Abdull h 
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ibn Raw ah and said, `Had God ordered this, that man would have been among the 

few who responded.’“ 

God’s Messenger’s knowledge of his followers was both intimate and profound. 

He knew the qualities of each one of them more than they knew themselves. The 

history of his blessed life reveals numerous examples of the Prophet’s intimate 

knowledge of each one of his Companions, as well as his knowledge of the people 

and tribes who were fighting him. His was the knowledge of the leader, aware of the 

minute details of all around him. This aspect of the Messenger’s intimate knowledge 

has not as yet been studied fully. This, however, does not form part of our discussion 

here. 

The Prophet, then, was aware that there were among his followers those who 

would have fulfilled the toughest of tasks, had these been required of them. 

However, he also knew that Divine religion is not meant for such elite among 

humanity. God knows the nature of the human being He has created and the 

limitations of his ability. Hence, He has not imposed on people, in the religion which 

He has revealed for all mankind, anything except what is easy for all people to 

accomplish, provided that they have honesty in their beliefs, a determined desire to 

obey God, and a nature uncorrupted by wicked influences. 

To understand this is exceedingly important when we face evil calls advocating 

immoral behaviour under the pretext that it is part of human nature. Such 

philosophies claim that such are the limits of human nature, and they describe 

religion as an idealistic notion that cannot be implemented in real life. They allege 

that against every person who can fulfil religious obligations, there are one hundred 

who cannot. 

This claim is both false and deceptive, and it betrays ignorance. It is a claim by 

people who neither understand man, nor have his Creator’s knowledge about him. It 

is God, his Creator, who imposes on him religious duties, and He knows that these 

are within the ability of an ordinary human being, because religion is not made for 

the privileged few. It merely requires the sort of resolve an ordinary human being 

has, good intention and taking the first step to start along the Islamic way. This is 

sufficient to ensure the fulfilment of God’s promise: “But if they would do what they are 

admonished to do, it would indeed be for their own good and apt to strengthen them greatly 

[in faith]. And We should indeed grant them, out of Our grace, a mighty reward, and indeed 

guide them along a straight path.” (Verses 66-68) 

Once a start is made, God’s help is certain to come to ensure that steady progress 

is made. This is followed by great reward and guidance along the right path. God 

always tells the truth. He will never deceive His servants or leave His promises to 

them unfulfilled. “Whose word could be truer than God’s?” (Verse 87) 
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When we speak of the easy nature of this religion of Islam, we are not referring to 

the concessions and exemptions it gives. Nor do we mean to gather all such 

concessions and make of them a guiding principle in life. This religion includes both 

hard duties and concessions. The first are essential, because they are what is required 

in the first place. The concessions are given to cater for emergencies and special 

situations. Presenting Islam as a collection of such concessions, some of its well-

intentioned advocates say to other people: “Look how easy to follow this religion is!” 

On the other hand, some of those who are keen to appease the rulers or the masses 

try to find loopholes to satisfy their desires, making such loopholes the essence of 

Islam. 

This religion of Islam is not a set of concessions or loopholes. It is a complete 

whole that includes matters requiring strong resolve as well as concessions. It is 

made easy for people, so that, once he has made his resolve, an ordinary person can 

follow it and attain his personal perfection, within the limitations of his human 

nature. This is analogous to a garden in which grapes, plums, pears, berries, figs and 

cucumber become ripe, but have different tastes. Once each of them becomes ripe, no 

one says it is not ripe simply because its taste is of a different kind from the rest. In 

the garden of Islam all sorts of fruits are grown and ripen, giving different tastes, but 

each attains its perfect stage. Thus, we say that Islam is God’s plant, grown in God’s 

field, under God’s care. 

The Reward of Obedience 

At the end of this passage, the s rah once again tries to arouse people’s feelings, 

raising before them the prospect of the most noble companionship in the life to come: 

“All who obey God and the Messenger shall be among those upon whom God has bestowed 

His blessings: the prophets, and those who never deviate from the truth, and the martyrs and 

the righteous ones. How goodly a company are these! Such is God’s bounty, and sufficient it 

is that God knows all.” (Verses 69-70) It is a prospect to tempt every heart, even with 

the slightest degree of goodness and the faintest hope of attaining a good position in 

the life to come, with noble companions, enjoying God’s endless favours. To be in the 

company of such a group can only come about by God’s grace. No human being, 

devout as he or she may be, can ever hope to attain such a grade merely by their 

devotion. They attain it only through God’s abounding grace. 

It is fitting here that we should reflect on how the Prophet’s Companions yearned 

for his company in the life to come as well. Some of them could not even contemplate 

parting with him, when he was still alive among them. When this verse was 

revealed, their hearts were filled with hope. 

Al- abarī relates on the authority of Sa`īd ibn Jubayr that a man from the Anş r 
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looked depressed when he came to the Prophet. The Prophet asked him the cause of 

his sorrow. He said: “It is something that I have been thinking of.” When the Prophet 

asked him about it, the man said: “We come to see you in the morning and in the 

evening, look at you and sit with you. Tomorrow, you will be raised to be in the 

company of other prophets in Heaven, 

b and we cannot attain to you.” The Prophet gave him no reply. Then this verse 

was revealed, stating: “All who obey God and the Messenger shall be among those upon 

whom God has bestowed His blessings: the prophets...” The Prophet sent someone to the 

man to give him this happy news. 

A different version of this report is given by Abū Bakr ibn Mardawaih on 

` ’ishah’s authority: “A man said to the Prophet, ‘Messenger of God, you are dearer 

to me than myself, my family and my children. I may be at home when I mention 

you, and I cannot wait to come and see you. When I remember my death and your 

death, I realise that when you are admitted to heaven, your position will be high 

among the rest of the prophets. Should I be admitted to heaven, I fear that I may not 

see you.” The Prophet did not answer him until this verse was revealed: “All who 

obey God and the Messenger shall be among those upon whom God has bestowed His 

blessings: the prophets, and those who never deviate from the truth, and the martyrs and the 

righteous ones. How goodly a company are these!” (Verse 69) 

Rabī`ah ibn Ka`b al-Aslamī reports: “I used to stay some nights at the Prophet’s 

home. One night I brought him water for his ablution and purification. He said to 

me, ‘Tell me your request.’ I said, ‘Messenger of God, I seek to be your companion in 

heaven.’ He said, ‘Say something else.’ I said, ‘That is my request.’ He said, `Then 

help me to triumph over yourself by frequent prayer and prostration.” (Related by 

Muslim.) 

Al-Bukh rī relates on the authority of several of the Prophet’s Companions that 

God’s Messenger was asked about a person who loves a certain company, but whose 

actions leave him unable to catch up with them. He said: “A person is grouped [in 

the hereafter] with those whom he loves.” Anas reports, “Muslims were never 

happier than when they heard this ĥadīth.” 

Those Companions of the Prophet were genuinely concerned about the life to 

come and with whom they would be there, because they had experienced the 

Prophet’s company in this life. This is, indeed, a matter of concern to everyone who 

truly loves God’s Messenger. The last ĥadīth spreads its light over us, providing hope 

and reassurance. 
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7 

Fighting for a Noble 

Purpose 

Believers, be fully prepared against danger, 

and go to war either in small groups or all 

together. (71) 

There are indeed among you such as would 

lag behind, and then, if a calamity befalls 

you, say, “God has bestowed His favours 

upon me in that I was not present with 

them!” (72) 

But if good fortune comes to you from God, 

he is sure to say —just as if there had 

never been any question of love between you 

and him — “Oh, would that I had been 

with them; I would surely have had a 

[share in a] mighty triumph.” (73) 

Let them fight in God’s cause — all who 

are willing to barter the life of this world 

for the life to come. To him who fights in 

God’s cause, whether he be slain or be 

victorious, We shall grant a rich reward. 

(74) 

And why should you not fight in the cause 

of God and the utterly helpless men, women 

and children who are crying, “Our Lord! 

Deliver us from this land whose people are 

oppressors, and send forth to us, out of 

Your grace, a protector, and send us one 
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that will help us.” (75) 

Those who believe fight in the cause of God, 

and those who reject the faith fight in the 

cause of evil. Fight, then, against the 

friends of Satan. Feeble indeed is the 

cunning of Satan. (76) 

Are you not aware of those who have been 

told, “Hold back your hands [from 

fighting], and attend regularly to prayer, 

and pay your zakāt [i.e. the purifying 

dues]”? When, at length, the order for 

fighting was issued to them, some of them 

stood in awe of men as one should stand in 

awe of God — or in even greater awe — 

and said, “Our Lord! Why have You 

ordered us to fight? If only You had 

granted us a delay for a little while!” Say, 

“Brief is the enjoyment of this world, 

whereas the life to come is the best for all 

who are God-fearing. None of you shall be 

wronged by as much as a hair’s breadth. 

(77) 

Wherever you may be death will overtake 

you, even though you be in towers built up 

strong and high.” Yet, when a good thing 

happens to them, some [people] say, “This 

is from God,” whereas when evil befalls 

them, they say, “This is from you!” Say, 

“All is from God.” What is amiss with 

these people that they are in no wise near to 

grasping the truth of what they are told? 

(78) 

Whatever good happens to you is from 

God; and whatever evil befalls you is from 

yourself. We have sent you as a Messenger 

to all mankind. Enough is God for a 
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witness. (79) 

He who obeys the Messenger obeys God 

thereby. As for those who turn away—We 

have not sent you to be their keeper. (80) 

And they say, “We do obey you,” but 

when they leave you, some of them devise, in 

secret, something different from what you 

advocate. All the while God records what 

they thus devise in secret. Leave them, then, 

alone, and place your trust in God. 

Sufficient is God for a guardian. (81) 

Will they not, then, try to understand the 

Qur’ān? Had it issued from any but God, 

they would surely have found in it many an 

inner contradiction! (82) 

If any matter pertaining to peace or war 

comes to their knowledge, they make it 

known to all and sundry; whereas, if they 

would only refer it to the Messenger and to 

those from among them entrusted with 

authority, those of them who are engaged in 

obtaining intelligence would know it. Were 

it not for God’s bounty to you, and His 

grace, all but a few of you would certainly 

have followed Satan. (83) 

Fight, then, in God’s cause, since you are 

responsible only for your own self, and 

encourage the believers. God may well curb 

the might of the unbelievers; for God is the 

strongest in might, and in the ability to 

deter. (84) 

Whoever rallies to a good cause shall have 

a share in its [benefit], and whoever rallies 

to an evil cause shall have a share in its 
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Overview 

Most probably, the verses in this passage were revealed early in the Madinah 

period, possibly after the Battle of U ud (626 AD) and before the Battle of the Moat 

(627 AD). The picture of the Muslim community that emerges from these verses 

gives that impression. It suggests the existence of a multiplicity of groups within the 

Muslim community; groups that were yet to mature, or unwilling to embrace the 

faith of Islam, and who resorted to duplicity and hypocrisy. It implies that the 

Muslim community was still in need of an extensive effort of education and 

induction into Islam. A community that required additional motivation and 

encouragement in order to take on the enormous task placed on its shoulders and 

meet its requirements, with respect to the concepts of the faith on the one hand and 

the confrontation with hostile forces on the other. 

This in no way detracts from the fact that there were in that community many 

individuals whose faith, knowledge and understanding had scaled unparalleled 

heights of excellence and distinction. We are referring here to the Muslim community 

as a whole. In its condition at the time, it was a melting pot of different, non-

homogeneous elements and, as these verses appear to indicate, in need of greater 

integration and harmonisation. 

A closer look at the main features of these instructions takes us into the often-

forgotten environment of the Muslim community in its human mode. Once we see 

this, we can perceive that community’s strengths and weaknesses. We can see how 

the Qur’ n conducts the battle against human weakness and fights the effects of 

religious ignorance and other hostile forces on society, all at the same time. We can 

observe the Qur’ nic process of education as it transforms receptive individuals in 

the real world. Furthermore, we witness part of the continuous effort it dedicated to 

this purpose until it was able to pick up that group of human beings, with varying 

calibre and qualities, from the depths of ignorance to such heights of excellence, 

integration and homogeneity, all within the limits of human nature. All this was 

witnessed during the latter part of the Prophet Mu ammad’s life. 

[burden]. God watches over everything. 

(85) 

When a greeting is offered you, answer it 

with an even better greeting, or [at least] 

with its like. God keeps count of all things. 

(86) 
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This treatment is extremely valuable, for it helps us to understand the workings of 

human nature, its propensity to weakness and its predisposition for strength, as seen 

in the model Muslim community which was educated and raised by the Prophet 

himself according to the teachings and guidelines of the Qur’ n. It also helps us 

understand the Qur’ nic approach to education and teaching. We can see how the 

Qur’ n, gently and caringly, guides people in the real world, and how it arranges 

and brings into line the ranks of a society made up, as it was, of various qualities and 

aptitudes. 

We can also benefit from this treatment by comparing our condition, and the 

conditions of other human societies, to the human realities of that select group of 

people. Our awareness of their weaknesses gives us hope against despairing or 

abandoning our own endeavours to reform and develop. This social model, with all 

its merits and virtues, should not live as a mere fleeting vision in our thoughts or as 

an example that is impossible for us to emulate in our efforts to rise from the depths 

of ignorance and regression to the heights of enlightenment and progress. Instead, it 

represents, for us today, a valuable repertoire and benefit. One which we gain from 

living under the shade of the Qur’ n. 

From this passage, we may conclude that the first Muslim community 

encompassed several groups. There were those who sought excuses for not going out 

to fight, and who urged others to do likewise. These gloated when the Muslims 

suffered setbacks but whinged and complained when they triumphed and were 

themselves excluded from the booty. In other words, these were they who traded the 

rewards of the life to come for gains in this life. 

Then, there were some from among those who had immigrated from Makkah, i.e. 

the Muh jirīn, who were eager to fight when they were not obliged to do so in 

Makkah, but who once in Madinah and required to fight, became apprehensive and 

stricken with apathy. They wished that God would grant them a period of grace and 

delay any need for them to fight. 

Others would acknowledge God’s favour when things went well, but blame the 

Prophet for any misfortune. Their attitude was not taken on the basis of strong faith 

in God but was rather an attempt to undermine and vilify the Prophet’s leadership. 

There were also those who showed deference to the Prophet whilst in his presence 

but who, once they had departed, conspired with others against him. Rumour 

mongers were also found seeking to sow confusion and discord. Then, there were the 

sceptics who doubted that Qur’ nic commands and directives originated from God, 

and who thought instead that some of them were Mu ammad’s own ideas and 

thoughts. 

Lastly, there were those who defended some of the hypocrites, as we shall see in 
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due course, and whose actions split the community into two camps. Their behaviour 

indicated deficient harmony and consistency in faith as also in their understanding of 

the role of leadership and their relationship with it. 

All these types can be brought together into a single group of hypocrites, or we 

can classify them into two groups: the hypocrites and those of weak faith. The latter 

group consists of those who had not fully developed their new Islamic character, 

even though some of them belonged to those who had immigrated from Makkah. 

However, the existence of these groups within the Muslim community, as it faced 

hostility from the Jews inside Madinah, the Arab idolaters of Makkah and other 

enemies lurking all over Arabia, was bound to create cracks in its structure, requiring 

a prolonged process of education and intensive application. 

In the present passage, we learn of aspects of that process and application. We 

read of the careful, profound and patient treatment of all the ills that may affect 

individuals as well as the community as a whole. This is manifested in the 

perseverance of the supreme leader and benefactor of that community, the Prophet 

Mu ammad, who was teaching and moulding that community according to the 

guidance of the Qur’ n. 

We find precautionary instructions urging the Muslims to go out to fight in 

groups and squadrons, rather than as single individuals, in view of the risks and the 

hostile environment surrounding them. They were susceptible to ambush by the 

hypocrites living in their midst, and their allies among the Jews and other enemy 

collaborators. 

Those who were dithering are portrayed in a dismal light, exposing their broken 

spirits, their craving for short-term gains, and their shifting loyalties. We find 

astonishment at those who in Makkah were outspoken in their advocacy of 

confrontation but who were overcome with anxiety and apprehension the moment 

they were instructed to take up arms against their enemies after they had settled in 

Madinah. 

We find God’s pledge of a generous reward to those who fight for His cause: “To 

him who fights in God’s cause, whether he be slain or be victorious, We shall grant a rich 

reward.” (Verse 74) 

The passage also portrays the integrity, magnificence and nobility of the aims and 

objectives of the cause the Muslims are urged to fight for: “Fight [for] the cause of God 

and the utterly helpless men, women and children who are crying, ‘Our Lord! Deliver us 

from this land whose people are oppressors, and send forth to us, out of Your grace, a 

protector, and send us one that will help us.’“ (Verse 75) 

The s rah also emphasises the morality and sound objective for which the 

believers are fighting, as well as the fallacy and weakness of the unbelievers’ cause: 
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“Those who believe fight in the cause of God, and those who reject the faith fight in the cause 

of evil. Fight, then, against the friends of Satan. Feeble indeed is the cunning of Satan.” 

(Verse 76) 

We see how the Qur’ n deals with and corrects false beliefs that lead to corrupt 

thoughts and unhealthy behaviour. At times, it asserts the truth about this life and 

the life to come: “Say, ‘Brief is the enjoyment of this world, whereas the life to come is the 

best for all who are God- fearing. None of you shall be wronged by as much as a hair’s 

breadth.” (Verse 77) At others, it stresses the inevitability of death and the way it is 

brought about, no matter how much one may guard against it or evade having to 

fight for God’s cause: “Wherever you may be death will overtake you, even though you be 

in towers built up strong and high.” (Verse 78) It also asserts the reality of God’s will 

and of man’s actions: “Yet, when a good thing happens to them, some [people] say, ‘This is 

from God,’ whereas when evil befalls them, they say, ‘This is from you!’ Say, All is from God.’ 

What is amiss with these people that they are in no wise near to grasping the truth of what 

they are told? Whatever good happens to you is from God; and whatever evil befalls you is 

from yourself.” (Verses 78-9) 

We witness how the Qur’ n stresses the true nature of the relationship between 

God Almighty and His Messenger as we are told that obeying God’s Messenger is 

part of obeying God Himself. It confirms that the whole of the Qur’ n originates with 

God and that it calls on people to reflect on its unity and integrity, both 

demonstrating its single origin: 

He who obeys the Messenger obeys God thereby. (Verse 80)  

Will they not, then, try to understand the Qur’ān? Had it issued from any but God, 
they would surely have found in it many an inner contradiction! (Verse 82) 

Having exposed the rumour-mongers, the Qur’ n goes on to advise the Muslims 

of the safest and proper way for them to act within the collective conventions of the 

community. It says: “...If they would only refer it to the Messenger and to those from among 

them entrusted with authority, those of them who are engaged in obtaining intelligence would 

know it.” (Verse 83) It warns these elements against pursuing that route, as it reminds 

them of God’s favour and grace in guiding them to Islam, saying: “Were it not for 

God’s bounty to you, and His grace, all but  few of you would certainly have followed Satan.” 

(Verse 83) 

One appreciates fully the disruption such phenomena could create within a 

Muslim community in need of such persistent and varied effort. We hear God 

Almighty instructing His Messenger to prosecute the jihād, even if he were the only 

one left in the field, and to press upon the believers to do likewise. The Messenger 
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shall be accountable only for his own actions, while God Almighty will take personal 

command of the battle: “Fight, then, in God’s cause, since you are responsible only for your 

own self and encourage the believers. God may well curb the might of the unbelievers; for God 

is the strongest in might, and in the ability to deter.” (Verse 84) This approach is clearly 

inspiring and motivating, raising people’s hopes of victory and their confidence in 

God’s power and authority. 

Just as the Qur’ n was revealed from on high, so it led the Muslims in battle, 

regardless of which front they had to fight on. Perhaps the most important battle was 

that against their own selves; against their doubts, fears, misconceptions and the 

legacy of their pre-Islamic ignorance, as well as their intrinsic human weakness, none 

of which could be the result of hypocrisy or deviation. It, the Qur’ n, was gently 

steering them towards a position of power and full internal harmonisation, itself, a 

much farther and longer lasting goal. No matter how many really powerful members 

a community has, it is never safe if it has pockets of weakness within its ranks. With 

diversity of calibre, a community requires harmony and consistency, as it faces up to 

the mighty challenges awaiting it. 

Let us now consider the text in detail. 

Taking Proper Precautions 

Believers, be fully prepared against danger, and go to war either in small groups or all 
together. There are indeed among you such as would lag behind, and then, if a 
calamity befalls you, say, “God has bestowed His favours upon me in that I was not 
present with them!” But if good fortune comes to you from God, he is sure to say — 
just as if there had never been any question of love between you and him — “Oh, 
would that I had been with them; I would surely have had a [share in a] mighty 
triumph.” (Verses 71-73) 

This piece of advice is given to the believers by the “high command”, God 

Almighty, who sets out the plan and points the way for believers to go. One is 

always amazed at how often the Qur’ n actually outlines for the Muslims, albeit in a 

general form, the blueprint, or order of battle, for the task they are about to 

undertake. Elsewhere, we find the Qur’ n offering the Muslims a general plan, 

saying: “Believers, fight those unbelievers who are near to you and let them find you 

adamant.” (9: 123) Here it gives advice on the “tactics” to be employed: “...Be fully 

prepared against danger, and go to war either in small groups or all together... “ In S rah 10, 

The Spoils of War, there are many instances of this kind (verses 57 ff.). 

Thus, the Qur’ n not only teaches the Muslims the rules of worship and religious 

rites, or moral and ethical principles, as the pathetic view of religion suggests, but it 
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also deals with their life as a whole, covering all the developments and ramifications 

of life in the real world. On this basis, Islam rightfully demands full hegemony over 

human life. It accepts from Muslims, individuals as well as societies, nothing less 

than total submission and compliance with its way of life and teachings. It 

specifically rejects the idea that Muslims should, individually or collectively, seek 

several sources for organising their life: one for their personal life — religious, ethical 

and moral aspects as well as rituals of worship — based on God’s revelations, and 

another for economic, social, political and international matters taken from different 

sources or based purely on human thought. The duty of such thought is nothing 

more than to derive and deduce from the Qur’ n detailed rules and principles 

applicable to life’s practical and ever-changing situations and developments, as 

outlined in the last passage of this s rah. Otherwise, all claims of true belief in Islam 

are meaningless. Those who adopt such double standards have not fully absorbed 

the faith and spirit of Islam or appreciated its fundamental principles. The first 

among these is the belief that “there is no deity except God”. This is the basis that 

lays down the principles that God is the only and the ultimate ruling and legislating 

authority in the world. 

Here, one sees the Qur’ n outlining part of the battle plan for the Muslims, 

appropriate for the prevailing situation when they were surrounded not only by 

countless external threats but also by the hypocrites and their Jewish allies inside 

Madinah. It first cautions them: “Believers, be fully prepared against danger.” You 

should be on the alert, watch all your enemies, especially those within your ranks 

who discourage you. These will presently be identified. 

“And go to war either in small groups or all together...” The advice here is either to 

fight in small contingents or as a full fighting force, as the battle dictates. Solo 

fighters are easily targeted and taken by an enemy that is widely deployed, 

especially within the Muslim community itself, as was the case with the hypocrites 

and the Jews of Madinah. 

An Eye for Gain 

There are indeed among you such as would lag behind, and then, if a calamity befalls 
you, say, “God has bestowed His favours upon me in that I was not present with 
them!” But if good fortune comes to you from God, he is sure to say — just as if there 
had never been any question of love between you and him — “Oh, would that I had 
been with them; I would surely have had a [share in a] mighty triumph.” (Verses 72-
73) 

The Muslims are advised to mobilise themselves into either small parties or as a 

fully-fledged fighting force, and not to allow any of their numbers to dither or lag 
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behind, as often happened in practice. They must be vigilant, not only with respect to 

their external enemy, but also towards those among them who stayed behind and 

who discouraged others from joining this jihād. 

The Arabic term chosen here to denote the laggards’ position is particularly potent 

and appropriate. It is a word that gives the impression of slowness, as if one 

stumbles when it is pronounced. Its sound gives a strong hint of the meaning it 

conveys. That, itself, is characteristic of the Qur’ n’s powerful and stylistic prose. 

The emphatic structure of the sentence also suggests that these foot draggers, and 

they were only a handful, were persistent and ardent in their pursuit. This indicates 

the serious effect their actions had had on the community. Hence, the Qur’ n focuses 

its attention on them and their intentions outlining, in its own uniquely graphic style, 

their abhorrent characteristics. Their character, intentions, and all their exploits and 

claims are exposed for all to see, as if being scrutinised under a microscope, revealing 

their secrets, aims and motives. 

They are shown then, during the Prophet’s time, as they are shown today to be 

hypocritical, weak, two-faced and small-minded. They perceive nothing other than 

their own immediate self-interests, nor do they ever look farther than their own 

limited and personal interests. They wish that life should revolve around a single 

focal point: themselves, which they never overlook. 

They dither and prevaricate, but never speak in the open, trying, as it were, to play 

a balancing game. Their concept of gain and loss has more in common with that of 

the hypocrites and the small-minded. 

They stay behind so that when Muslim fighters suffer a setback, which sometimes 

occurs, they rejoice and consider the fact that they were able to run away from the 

battlefield and dodge the test of faith. This is, then, their valuable prize. “If calamity 

befalls you, [he would] say, `God has bestowed His favours upon me in that I was not present 

with them!’“ (Verse 72) 

As they assess their position, they consider their evading the battle to be a 

blessing, and they feel no shame in attributing their decision to God whose 

commands they have neglected. Evading the obligation to fight, in such 

circumstances, can never be by the grace of God. This is never gained by disobeying 

Him, even if the eventual outcome is positive. 

It can only be considered a prize by those who do not deal directly with God and 

who do not appreciate why God has created them. Such people do not translate their 

submission to God into practical obedience or into striving to serve His cause and to 

establish His order in human life. It is a prize in the eyes of those who do not aspire 

to higher levels than what is known to them on this earth; those who do not 

appreciate that sacrifice and striving for the establishment of God’s order is a 



Al-Nisā’ (Women) | FIGHTING FOR A NOBLE PURPOSE 

 188

privilege and an honour God bestows upon a select few. He, thus, elevates them in 

this life and liberates them from the shackles of their own weaknesses and the 

limitations of their world. He raises their sights to a higher life in which they are in, 

not under, control. Thus, God Almighty helps them to qualify for an abode closer to 

Him, one which is preserved for martyrs. 

All human beings die, but martyrs who give their lives in God’s cause are called 

upon to testify for God’s faith. This is a great privilege bestowed by the grace of God. 

If the situation is reversed and the Muslims, who are happy to fight and accept 

everything God gives them, are blessed with victory and the spoils of war, those who 

have stayed behind regret their action. 

 They look at it, from their narrow, worldly perspective, as a refusal to join a 

winning battle, according to their narrow and short-term understanding of victory 

and success. “But if good fortune comes to you from God, he is sure to say — just as if there 

had never been any question of love between you and him — ‘Oh, would that I had been with 

them; I would surely have had a [share in a] mighty triumph.” (Verse 73) 

They describe their wish for trivial loot as a “mighty triumph”. Believers do not 

look with disdain at victory or reward; indeed they are urged to implore God 

specifically for them. Nor do believers wish for a hard test. On the contrary, they are 

encouraged to pray to God to save them from it. But a believer’s overall view of such 

matters is different from that of a hypocrite’s as depicted in these verses. 

As already explained, believers do not wish for hardship. On the contrary, they 

appeal to be spared such hardship. But when called upon to fight for God’s cause, 

they respond without hesitation, appealing to God to grant them either victory or 

martyrdom. Either eventuality is a Divine blessing and a great triumph. If granted 

martyrdom, a believer accepts God’s choice and rejoices in that privilege, and if 

granted victory and spoils of war, he thanks God for His blessings and rejoices in the 

victory granted by God, not merely for his being spared. 

This is the level to which God wishes to raise the Muslims when He cites to them 

the example of indecisive elements living in their midst aiming only to save 

themselves, so that they, the Muslims, may beware. From the warning and the 

motivation provided to the Muslim community, a human model of true Muslims 

emerges. This model is ever recurring in all communities and all generations. This 

model is painted in a true to life image, using only a few words. Furthermore, this 

model is seen in all stages of human history. 

Therefore, the enduring moral that Muslims have to contemplate is that the 

existence of such half-hearted people in the community should not lead to despair 

but should rather make the community more vigilant. With more guidance, 

education and enlightenment, the community should seek to remedy the deficiency, 
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overcome the weakness and harmonise and integrate its progress and temper. 

A Good Price for Life 

The s rah moves on, trying to shake these laggards and stimulate in them an 

ambition to gain the better and longer lasting rewards of the hereafter. It spurs them 

on to trade-in this life for the life to come, promising them God’s grace and blessings 

in both worlds and a final outcome of either victory or martyrdom. “Let them fight in 

God’s cause — all who are willing to barter the life of this world for the life to come. To him 

who fights in God’s cause, whether he be slain or be victorious, We shall grant a rich reward.” 

(Verse 74) 

Islam recognises no legitimate fighting other than what is taken in support of 

God’s cause. It does not accept fighting merely for material gain, dominance or glory, 

whether personal or national. Islam does not advocate fighting for the occupation of 

land or the domination of other communities. It does not approve of fighting which 

aims at the acquisition or control of industrial raw materials, or consumer markets or 

for capital and investment. 

Islam does not promote fighting for the glory of a particular individual, dynasty, 

class, state, nation or race. The only fighting it approves of is that undertaken for 

God’s cause, to establish His order and way of life in the world, and to ensure that 

humanity gains from its benefits, blessings and universal justice. Beyond that, 

everyone is free to choose one’s beliefs, according to one’s convictions, under the 

universal, humane and Divine system Islam advocates. 

When a Muslim, fighting for such a purpose, is killed, he is a martyr and will be 

rewarded accordingly by God. If he fought for any other objective, he would not be 

considered a “martyr” and no reward will be stored for him with God. His reward, 

instead, will come from whatever other benefactor he chose to fight for. To call such 

people “martyrs” is false and constitutes an affront to God Almighty. 

The verse is very specific that those seeking the hereafter in preference to material 

and immediate reward, should fight in the cause of God, and only then will they 

receive God’s grace, whether they are killed or achieve victory. “To him who fights in 

God’s cause, whether he be slain or be victorious, We shall grant a rich reward.” 

Thus, the Qur’ n uplifts the souls and characters of Muslims and fills them with 

hope in God’s grace, whatever the outcome. It alleviates fear of death and temptation 

for booty, because life and booty mean nothing in comparison with God’s grace. It 

seeks to dissuade Muslims from going for the losing transaction of trading-in the 

rewards of the life to come for those of the present life. Such a deal incurs inevitable 

loss, regardless of their victory or defeat on the battlefield. No comparison can be 
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made between these two types of reward. 

Taking up the Cause of the Oppressed 

Having portrayed the position of wavering Muslims, the s rah goes on to address 

the whole Muslim community. It appeals to Muslims who are presumably sensitive 

to the cause of weaker men, women and children who suffered at the hands of the 

Makkan unbelievers. Had such weaker elements been able to migrate to Madinah, 

the land of Islam, they would have enjoyed protection and safety. These victims were 

seeking salvation and praying to God to rescue them from the clutches of oppression 

and aggression. The s rah emphasises the nobility, honour and dignity of the 

purpose for which Muslims are called upon to fight without hesitation or vacillation. 

“And why should you not fight in the cause of God and the utterly helpless men, women and 

children who are crying, ‘Our Lord! Deliver us from this land whose people are oppressors, 

and send forth to us, out of Your grace, a protector, and send us one that will help us.’” 

(Verse 75) 

The s rah enquires: How can believers hesitate to fight for God’s cause and rescue 

helpless men, women and children whose poignant conditions stir believer’s 

enthusiasm, dignity and emotion? These were hapless people, suffering the worst 

type of persecution because of their beliefs and religious convictions. Religious 

persecution is far more terrible than making away with material or personal 

possessions, because it strikes at the essence of human life to which all material 

considerations are secondary. 

The image of vulnerable and heart-broken women and children is heart-rending, 

and so is that of the defenceless elderly who are unable to defend their beliefs. These 

images alone are powerful enough to spur believers into action, and so the Qur’ n, 

profoundly and effectively, denounces the inclination to ignore such calls for help. 

It is appropriate here to comment on the concept of homeland and nationality in 

Islam. The land “whose people are oppressors” which, in this context, would be 

considered hostile and from which Muslims are obliged to rescue their oppressed 

fellow-Muslims, was Makkah, the land of the Muh jirīn (those who had immigrated 

to Madinah). The urgency of the call to go and fight the unbelievers is addressed to 

these Makkan immigrants who had settled in Madinah. 

The fact that Makkah was their original homeland did not make any difference, 

since it was not ruled by the laws of Islam and since the Muslims therein were being 

persecuted for their beliefs and religious convictions. On the contrary, it had become 

a “land of hostility” which they should not defend but should, in fact, attack in order 

to rescue their fellow-Muslims. Muslims fight to defend the faith. The homeland they 

fight for is where the laws of Islam are upheld, and the land they protect is the “land 
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of Islam” which adopts Islam as its way of life. All other concepts of nationality or 

citizenship are alien to Islam and emanate from ignorant, non-Islamic beliefs. 

Satan’s Feeble Cunning 

Then follows another psychological touch to inspire enthusiasm and vigour, and 

to define the values and objectives for which each side is fighting. “Those who believe 

fight in the cause of God, and those who reject the faith fight in the cause of evil. Fight, then, 

against the friends of Satan. Feeble indeed is the cunning of Satan.” (Verse 76) 

In one stroke, people are set apart, lines are drawn and objectives are clearly 

identified, as mankind are divided into two distinct and separate camps. “Those who 

believe fight in the cause of God...” and “... those who reject the faith fight in the cause of 

evil.” (Verse 76) 

Believers fight in order to uphold God’s order and establish His laws and justice 

“among people” in the name of God Almighty, rather than under any other banner. 

They acknowledge and attest that God alone is the Lord and, therefore, He is the 

Ruler. 

Unbelievers, however, fight in the cause of evil, advocating various ideologies and 

legal systems, other than that of God Almighty. They uphold various values and 

standards that are different from those laid down by God. In this contest, the 

believers stand supported and protected by God. The unbelievers, with their various 

beliefs, ideologies, values, and methods, rely on Satan’s protection and support. 

Collectively, they are his followers and supporters. 

God instructs the believers to confront Satan’s supporters and not be afraid of 

their power or cunning: “Fight, then, against the friends of Satan. Feeble indeed is the 

cunning of Satan.” (Verse 76) 

Thus, Muslims stand on solid ground with their backs well protected. They are 

confident that they are fighting God’s battle, from which they expect no personal, 

national, racial or ethnic gain or favour. It is a fight that is purely dedicated to God 

and His way of life. They are also convinced that they are facing enemies who are in 

the wrong and who are fighting to replace truth with falsehood. Enemies who are 

seeking to impose non-Islamic laws and systems — and all human systems are non-

Islamic — instead of those of God Almighty. They advocate human injustice — and 

all human dominance is unjust — in place of God’s justice which they are instructed 

to establish in society. 

Muslims go into battle with the confidence that God is supporting them and that 

their enemies are feeble because they are supported by Satan, and Satan’s powers are 

weak. Thus, the outcome of the battle becomes clear in the believer’s mind. Its 
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conclusion is settled before it even starts. If, subsequently, a believer is martyred, he 

is happy with the outcome, or if he triumphs and lives to see victory with his own 

eyes, he is likewise assured of a great reward. 

Such understanding of the reality of the situation, in both cases of victory or 

defeat, has been the source of many miraculous experiences on the battlefield both by 

the first Muslim generation and throughout Islam’s history. There is no need to cite 

any specific incidents here, for they are noted and well documented elsewhere. 

Nonetheless, such understanding was in part responsible for the Muslim successes 

over their enemies, already referred to in this volume, brought about by upholding 

the Divine order. The establishment of this concept represents some of the effort the 

Qur’ n devotes to the education and enlightenment of the early Muslims as it guides 

them through their confrontations with their more powerful enemies. Those 

possessed material and arms superiority but were weak and backward in their 

understanding and concepts, and so were overcome. 

This task, as we can see, was not easy and was certainly not achieved by mere 

words. It was a persistent, relentless effort aimed at defeating selfishness and love of 

life, regardless of the price. Furthermore, it aimed at correcting people’s 

misconceptions of gain and loss. 

Wrong Feeling, Wrong Timing 

The s rah continues to express surprise at the actions of some Muslims. There 

were people, said to be over-zealous Makkans, who, while facing persecution in 

Makkah, asked to be allowed to fight the unbelievers. For reasons known only to 

God Almighty, some of which we will discuss shortly, they had not been permitted 

to take up arms against their tormentors. However, when fighting was made 

obligatory, following the establishment of the Muslim state in Madinah, and once 

God had decided it was advantageous for Muslims and for all mankind, some of 

those very Muslims, as the Qur’ n says, “stood in awe of men as one should stand in awe 

of God — or in even greater awe — and said, ‘Our Lord! Why have you ordered us to fight? 

If only You had granted us a delay for a little while!’“ (Verse 77) There were those who 

attributed fortunate events to God and adverse ones to Mu ammad (peace be upon 

him). Others expressed obedience to the Prophet in his presence but agreed among 

themselves to something different once they left his company, and yet others who 

spread whatever rumours they heard regarding war and peace. 

The Qur’ n vividly portrays the state of mind of all these groups. It corrects for 
them, as well as for others after them, the errors of their understanding of the 
realities of life and death, fate and destiny, good and evil, benefit and harm, gain and 
loss, standards and values. It elaborates all these basic facts in a clear and effective 
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manner. 

Are you not aware of those who have been told, “Hold back your hands [from 
fighting’, and attend regularly to prayer, and pay your zakāt [i.e. the purifying 
dues]’“? When, at length, the order for fighting was issued to them, some of them 
stood in awe of men as one should stand in awe of God — or in even greater awe — 
and said, “Our Lord! Why have You ordered us to fight? If only You had granted us a 
delay for a little while!” Say, ‘Brief is the enjoyment of this world, whereas the life to 
come is the best for all who are God- fearing. None of you shall be wronged by as much 
as a hair’s breadth. Wherever you may be death will overtake you, even though you be 
in towers built up strong and high. “Yet, when a good thing happens to them, some 
[people] say, “This is from God,” whereas when evil befalls them, they say, “This is 
from you!” Say, “All is from God.” What is amiss with these people that they are in 
no wise near to grasping the truth of what they are told? Whatever good happens to 
you is from God; and whatever evil befalls you is from yourself We have sent you as a 
Messenger to all mankind. Enough is God for a witness. He who obeys the Messenger 
obeys God thereby. As for those who turn away — We have not sent you to be their 
keeper. And they say, “We do obey you,” but when they leave you, some of them 
devise, in secret, something different from what you advocate. All the while God 
records what they thus devise in secret. Leave them, then, alone, and place your trust 
in God. Sufficient is God for a guardian. Will they not, then, try to understand the 
Qur’ān? Had it issued from any but God, they would surely have found in it many an 
inner contradiction! If any matter pertaining to peace or war comes to their 
knowledge, they make it known to all and sundry; whereas, if they would only refer it 
to the Messenger and to those from among them entrusted with authority, those of 
them who are engaged in obtaining intelligence would know it. Were it not for God’s 
bounty to you, and His grace, all but a few of you would certainly have followed 
Satan. (Verses 77-83) 

These groups, described in the four sections above, may already have been 
referred to in earlier verses, beginning with verse 72. This would mean that they refer 
to that group of hypocrites who said and did whatever is described here. Initially, we 
were more inclined to go along with this interpretation because the hypocrites’ 
qualities are unmistakable in what these verses describe, and because such action 
and behaviour is closer to their nature and reputation. However, the first of these 
sections, dealing with “those who have been told, ‘Hold back your hands [from fighting], 
and attend regularly to prayer, and pay your zakāt [i.e. the purifying dues]’? When, at 
length, the order for fighting was issued to them... “, suggests that it refers to a group of 
Makkan Muslims whose faith was somewhat lacking. Although this is a quality of 
hypocrisy, they are not themselves hypocrites. Each of the other three passages 
describes a particular group of hypocrites who had infected the Muslim community 
at the time. Taken together, the passages describe the hypocrites in general, 
categorising their actions and behaviour. 

The reason for the interpretation I am putting forward is that some Muslims, from 



Al-Nisā’ (Women) | FIGHTING FOR A NOBLE PURPOSE 

 194

among those who had migrated from Makkah, were over-zealous at times in their 
desire to confront the unbelievers when they were still in Makkah. Yet at that time, 
permission to fight was withheld. They were told: “Hold back your hands [from 
fighting’, and attend regularly to prayer, and pay your zakāt.” 

We may take into consideration here the suggestion made to the Prophet by the 
seventy-two Muslims who were party to the second `Aqabah Covenant (622 AD) to 
wipe out “the people of Min ”, and his reply: “We have not yet been ordered to 
fight.” But even when we do this, we cannot include this group of early Muslims 
from Madinah who were party to the `Aqabah Covenant among the hypocrites 
discussed here. Nor can we include them among the faint-hearted, described in the 
first section. For, not the slightest hint of hypocrisy or weakness was ever known 
about that select group of Muslims. 

The most likely explanation is, therefore, that this group of verses refers to some 
Makkan Muslims who, once safely settled in Madinah, lost heart and their appetite to 
fight. The other attributes do not relate to them but rather to the hypocrites per se. It is 
inconceivable that any of those immigrants, i.e. the Muh jirīn, would say or do what 
the verses here talk about, such as attributing evil to the Prophet or declaring their 
obedience while resolving not to obey. Perhaps the most that they were guilty of was 
talking publicly of sensitive matters relating to war and security. This was a result of 
their lack of discipline rather than duplicity or plain hypocrisy. 

The fact is that we are unable to offer a definitive analysis of these verses. None of 
the information relating to their interpretation is specific, including that in the first 
section which is said to refer to some Makkan Muslims or to a group of hypocrites. 

It is more prudent, therefore, to exonerate the Makkan Muslims from any 
unwillingness to fight, from acting against the best interests of their fellow-Muslims, 
as also from attributing evil events to the Prophet (peace be upon him) and 
harbouring thoughts of disobedience to him. Moreover, anyone who follows the 
thread of the Qur’ nic text will find it exceedingly difficult to break its flow, 
particularly when he is well familiar with the Qur’ nic mode of expression. 

A Very Strange Question 

Are you not aware of those who have been told, “Hold back your hands [from 
fighting], and attend regularly to prayer, and pay your zakāt [i.e. the purifying 
dues]”? When, at length, the order for fighting was issued to them, some of them stood 
in awe of men as one should stand in awe of God— or in even greater awe — and said, 
“Our Lord! Why have You ordered us to fight? If only You had granted us a delay for 
a little while!” Say, “Brief is the enjoyment of this world, whereas the life to come is 
the best for all who are God- fearing. None of you shall be wronged by as much as a 
hair’s breadth. Wherever you may be death will overtake you, even though you be in 
towers built up strong and high.” (Verses 77-78) 
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God Almighty expresses surprise at those Muslims who, while still in Makkah 
facing persecution and abuse and were restrained from fighting, for reasons known 
to God Almighty, were enthusiastically vying for confrontation. Yet when the 
appropriate time, appointed by God, and the right circumstances arrived, and 
fighting was duly prescribed, some of them were so alarmed and terrified to the 
point of fearing the enemy they were ordered to fight. Heart-broken, shocked and 
terrified, all they could say was: “Our Lord! Why have You ordered us to fight?...” A 
strange question to come from a believer, but an indication of the confusion 
regarding the obligations required by Islam and regarding its role in life. The enquiry 
is followed by a pathetic and plaintive wish: “If only You had granted us a delay for a 
little while!” They would rather have had more time before taking up such a heavy 
and terrifying burden. 

The most zealous and reckless of people can also be the most frightened and most 
easily overpowered when the situation becomes critical. This may, in fact, be the rule 
rather than the exception, because over-enthusiasm, recklessness and fanatic fervour 
are often motivated by a lack of judgement of the task ahead, rather than courage, 
patience or determination. Inspired by impetuosity and a lack of stamina some 
people are forced to move and seek action and victory in any way and by any means, 
regardless of the cost. However, once such people come face to face with the task in 
hand, it looks greater than they had anticipated and more demanding than they had 
thought. Thus, they become the first to lose heart, to panic and crumple. It is only 
those who are persevering and restrained, who patiently prepare for battle and who 
fully appreciate the weight of the task ahead, that endure, remain steadfast and 
prepare properly for the mission. Reckless zealots may take such people to be weak 
and sneer at their deliberation and consideration. The battle, however, will decide 
which of the two groups is the stronger and the more far-sighted. 

Most probably, the s rah is referring to that group of Muslims whose dignity did 
not allow them to tolerate harassment and humiliation in Makkah and who, thus, 
requested that the Prophet grant them permission to fight. The Prophet, in such 
matters, was complying with God’s instructions of restraint, patience, careful 
preparation and education, awaiting the right moment. But once they were safely 
settled in Madinah and securely living out of harm’s way, they no longer saw any 
justification or, at least, no great urgency to fight the enemy. 

When, at length, the order for fighting was issued to them, some of them stood in awe 
of men as one should stand in awe of God — or in even greater awe — and said, “Our 
Lord! Why have You ordered us to fight? If only You had granted us a delay for a 
little while!” (Verse 77) 

These people may have been sincere believers, as seen from their plaintive 
appeals. No wonder that underdeveloped faith, confusion and a lack of clear 
understanding of Islam’s true mission in the world, should result in such a wavering 
attitude. Islam’s mission is more than the mere preservation of individuals, nations 
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or countries. It is, first and foremost, the firm establishment of God’s order and just 
system all over the world. It is the institution of a supreme authority that allows no 
impediments to the spread of God’s faith and which refuses to deprive people from 
receiving God’s call wherever they may be. It ensures that no one is persecuted in 
their livelihood or freedom of action, or indeed in any other way, as a result of the 
religious belief they have freely chosen. Safety and security at Madinah, even if one 
accepts these were fully guaranteed, did not, however, mean the Muslims’ mission 
was fulfilled and that jihād was no longer required. 

It is not surprising that weak faith should produce such an attitude. Weak faith 
prevents a person from viewing matters objectively, listening only to God’s 
commands, considering them both cause and effect, reason and result, providing the 
ultimate authority, whether one understands their purpose or not. Nor is it 
surprising that blurred understanding should result in a stance that the Qur’ n 
firmly rejects. It is only a clear understanding of Islam that enables a believer to 
identify Islam’s mission in the world and his own role as God’s instrument to be 
used for whatever purpose He may think fit. 

It is impossible to say why the Muslims in Makkah were not permitted the use of 
force to prevent or resist persecution and oppression, even though many of them 
could not be considered weak or powerless. In fact, some were quite able to defend 
themselves, despite their small number. 

Nor is it possible to be completely certain why the Muslims were instructed to 
observe their prayers and to give alms and be patient, rather than resort to force, 
even though some of them were subjected to unbearable forms of persecution. 
Indeed, some died under torture while others could only escape torture by retracting 
their faith, either in pretence or in the face of force. 

Possible Reasons for Restraint 

It would be presumptuous to state what the exact reasons behind God’s enforced 
order to the Muslims to restrain themselves and not resort to armed conflict might 
have been. If we were to offer certain reasons and say that these were real ones, there 
being no other purpose, then we would be placing ourselves in an untenable position 
in relation to God. Analysis or conjecture may help reveal the real reasons or it may 
not, but believers must refrain from such guesswork regarding any instructions or 
rulings the reasons or justifications for which have not been expressly given. God 
knows they are for the good of mankind. No matter how much speculation the 
human mind may make regarding the reasons behind certain Divine rulings or the 
way in which they ought to be implemented or exercised, it all remains speculative. 
No matter how confident, incisive or knowledgeable one is, one can never state with 
certainty what the Divine reason or wisdom might be. This deference to God 
Almighty is imperative. It is an essential element in differentiating between the 
reality and the nature of knowledge that is God-given and that which is the result of 
human analysis or understanding. 
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 It is from this perspective of reverence that one considers the reasons and the 
wisdom behind the fact that jihād had to wait until the Muslims were settled in 
Madinah before it was made obligatory. The views advanced here are mere 
suggestions. The full and real reasons are known only to God who has chosen not to 
give us a clear statement in this respect. 

The following are some personal views which may be right or wrong, open to 
discussion and revision, and are intended only as reflections on God’s rulings as 
provided and assisted by events and developments. 

i. One reason could be that the Makkan period was one of training, educating and 
preparing a particular group of people under certain conditions. One of the 
aims of such a programme is to discipline the Arab mind to persevere and 
endure personal and collective hardship as a means to transcend personal egos. 
One’s own self and immediate community should no longer be the focus and 
prime movers in one’s life. People needed to be taught restraint and self-control 
and how not to react with immediate rage and anger, as was their nature. They 
needed to learn to behave as members of an organised society with a central 
leadership to be consulted and obeyed in all matters, regardless of how different 
that was from their customs and traditions. This was the cornerstone in 
remodelling the Arab character to establish a civilised, orderly, non-tribal 
Muslim society that recognises a governing leadership. 

ii. Another possible reason is that peaceful action was more effective in that 
particular Arab society of the Quraysh, which attached much importance to self-
image and honour. The use of force in such a situation could only harden 
attitudes and result in fresh bloody grudges, reminiscent of the famous inter- 
Arab feuds of D is and al-Ghabr ’, and of al-Basūs which raged for many 
years, wiping out complete tribes. Such a new conflict would always be 
associated in the Arab memory with Islam as the cause of vengeance and 
bloodshed rather than Islam as a universal Divine mission. The basic essence of 
Islam would, in that case, be forever obscured and obliterated. 

iii. There was also the need to avoid a bloodbath within every Arab household in 
Makkah since there was no organised authority perpetrating the persecution of 
Muslim converts. The harassment was unsystematic, following no specific 
order. Every household dealt with their converts as they saw fit. Prescription of 
armed confrontation in such circumstances would mean battles and massacres 
in every home for which Islam would be blamed. In fact, the Quraysh 
propaganda, spread during the pilgrimage and trading seasons, was already 
blaming Islam for family splits, feuds and divisions among the Arabs even 
before the use of force was eventually permitted. 

iv. Another reason for the delay in prescribing jihād by force of arms could be 
God’s prior knowledge that many of the tormentors and perpetrators of 
maltreatment against the Muslims would, one day soon, themselves be converts 
and ardent defenders, indeed leaders, of Islam. Was not `Umar ibn al-Kha b 
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one such person? 

v. Another reason could be that Arab tribal chivalry was known to provoke 
sympathy with the weak and the oppressed when they persevere in the face of 
adversity, especially if some of these hailed from the noble sections of society. 
This is borne out in several incidents including that whereby Ibn al-Dughunnah 
tried to persuade Abū Bakr, a noble man, not to leave Makkah and offered him 
protection, seeing it as a shame on all the Arabs that he should have to emigrate. 
Another incident was the repeal of the boycott on H shim, Mu ammad’s clan, 
and the ending of their siege in the H shimite quarters in Makkah, after an 
extended period of starvation and hardship. In other ancient civilisations, 
persecution might have led to the adulation of the oppressor and further 
humiliation for the oppressed, but not in Arab society. 

vi. It could have been due to the small number of Muslims at the time and their 
confinement in Makkah when Islam had not spread widely in Arabia, and the 
neutral stand that other Arab tribes would take in an internal conflict within 
Makkah. Confrontation could very well lead to the annihilation of the small 
band of Muslim converts, even, if they were to kill twice as many as their own 
number, and the infidels would thus prevail. In this case, the religion of Islam, 
which was meant to be a universal way of life and a practical and realistic 
system, would no longer exist. 

vii. In the meantime, there was no great urgency to ignore all these factors and 
prescribe resistance and the use of force because the main objective of Islam at 
that time had been achieved. It was the very existence of Islam as represented 
by the person of the Prophet Mu ammad and the protection he enjoyed from 
the H shim clan. His antagonists would be hit hard. The existing tribal system 
encouraged other tribes, who might contemplate attacking Mu ammad, to 
avoid a clash with the H shim clan. Thus, Mu ammad, personally, was able, 
under the protection of the H shim clan, to speak and spread his ideas and 
beliefs openly. He did not have to hide them and no one dared prevent him 
from talking to people at the Ka`bah or al-Saf  or at their public meetings and 
gatherings. No one would dare stop him speak, or kidnap, incarcerate or 
eliminate him. Nor could any one restrict or dictate what he could or could not 
say in public. His opponents asked him to desist from attacking and defaming 
their gods, but he refused; they appealed to him not to criticise or condemn the 
religion of their forefathers and again he refused. He rejected the various 
compromises they offered him. All in all, the foundations and existence of 
Islam, as represented by the Prophet himself and his active advocacy of Islam, 
in various ways and places, were taking full root under the protection of the 
H shim clan. These positive factors which were generally conducive to the 
spread of the call of Islam, could not be readily ignored, and they provided the 
environment in which there was no immediate urgency for all-out 
confrontation. 
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Taken together, the above facts represent, in the present author’s view, some of the 
reasons why God instructed the Muslims in Makkah to refrain from the use of force 
and instead to concentrate on establishing prayer and paying zakāt as a way of 
perfecting their education, enlightenment and preparation. This also provided the 
Muslims with the opportunity to benefit from all the resources available in that 
environment while awaiting the Divine instruction to fight when the right moment 
presented itself. Furthermore, it enabled them to extricate themselves from any hint 
of seeking personal profit in going for all-out confrontation; this so that the whole 
matter would be devoted to God and His noble cause. Meanwhile, Islam had become 
“a reality” and it was being preserved and protected. 

Be that as it may, there were restless Muslims in Makkah urging for a fight, 
awaiting the moment they were given the go-ahead. 

What Does Death Signify? 

When, at length, the order for fighting was issued to them, some of them stood in awe 
of men as one should stand in awe of God or in even greater awe — and said, “Our 
Lord! Why have You ordered us to fight? If only You had granted us a delay for a 
little while!” (Verse 77) 

The mere existence of this group created disruption and discord within the 
Muslim community as some became fearful and dismayed at the prospect of having 
to fight their enemy, while others remained calm and confident. The latter received 
the imposition, of jih d duty with poise, serenity, determination and even 
enthusiasm. Their enthusiasm was well placed because it was necessary for the 
proper execution of their obligation. It was not mere recklessness that evaporated 
immediately on coming face to face with danger. 

The Qur’ n deals with these phenomena in its own inimitable style: “Say, ‘Brief is 
the enjoyment of this world, whereas the lift to come is the best for all who are God-fearing. 
None of you small be wronged by as much as a hair’s breadth. Wherever you may be death 
will overtake you, even though you be in towers built up strong and high.’“ (Verses 77-78) 

They fear death and love life, pathetically pressing their desire that God should 
give them more time and allow them more of this world’s enjoyments. Hence, the 
Qur’ n goes to the root of the problem, revealing the true understanding of life and 
death: “Say, ‘Brief is the enjoyment of this world....” 

All worldly enjoyments, and the world as a whole, are ephemeral, let alone a 
period of days, weeks, months or years. What good is there, in granting a short while 
longer in life if all the pleasures of human life throughout the world and throughout 
all ages are worthless? What can these people hope to achieve in such a short time 
when, in reality all life in this world is short? 
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“Whereas the life to come is the best for all who are God-fearing.” (Verse 77) This life is 
not the be-all and end-all. It is merely a stage of existence beyond which there is a life 
hereafter full of boundless and endless delights that are “best for all who are God- 
fearing” The reference here to consciousness and fear of God is quite appropriate 
because it is God, not men, who should be respected and feared. Those whose hearts 
are filled with fear of God shall have no fear of anyone else; no one can harm them if 
God wishes them no harm. 

“None of you shall be wronged by as much as a hair’s breadth.” (Verse 77) There shall be 
no injustice, prejudice or unfair treatment. Whatever is lost in this life shall be 
generously compensated for in the final account in the life to come with full justice 
and appreciation. 

Nevertheless, some people wish for longer life, even though they believe in the life 
to come and look forward to its precious rewards. This is more so during the early 
days of one’s commitment to Islam, as was the case for those Muslims. 

At this point, a final touch gives the true understanding of the nature of life, death, 
destiny and fate, and relates all this to the obligation to fight. “Wherever you may be 
death will overtake you, even though you be in towers built up strong and high.” Death is 
inevitable, and certain to come at its appointed moment. It is not affected by war or 
peace, or the security of one’s position, nor is its timing affected by whether Muslims 
are ordered to fight or not. The two events are separate and unrelated. Death is only 
dependent on its appointed time as determined by God Almighty. Any wish to defer 
jihād, as also fear of other people have no significance in this regard. With this, the 
Qur’ n takes care of all the suspicions that may linger on in our minds regarding this 
matter, and removes all the fear that results from misunderstanding this basic 
concept. 

This does not mean that people should not take precautions, as best as they can. 
God has already urged the Muslims to beware of their enemies, and elsewhere in this 
s rah, He advised specific precautions while praying in the battlefield, and instructed 
the Muslims to equip and prepare themselves for fighting. But this is quite unrelated 
to the predetermination and timing of death. Taking precautions and preparing 
adequately for battle is an order to be executed and has its own obvious and hidden 
purposes as determined by God’s will. Likewise, formulating a proper concept of 
death and the fact that it occurs at its appointed time, regardless of whatever steps 
one may take to prevent it, is also an instruction that must be obeyed. It has its own 
clear and implicit purposes. All this is characteristic of the Islamic system which is 
moderate and well balanced. It takes all factors into account, ensuring harmony 
between them all. This is true Islam and this is how it educates and enlightens its 
followers, individually and collectively. 

A Highly Prejudiced Attitude 

At this point, attention turns to another of the many different groups making up 
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the Muslim community, without any obvious break in the flow of the text or in the 
arguments. 

Yet, when a good thing happens to them, some [people] say, “This is from God,” 
whereas when evil befalls them, they say, “This is from you!” Say, All is from God. 
“What is amiss with these people that they are in no wise near to grasping the truth of 
what they are told? Whatever good happens to you is from God; and whatever evil 
befalls you is from yourself. We have sent you as a Messenger to all mankind. Enough 
is God for a witness. He who obeys the Messenger obeys God thereby. As for those who 
turn away — We have not sent you to be their keeper. (Verses 78-80) 

The attitude of these people can be understood in a number of different ways: 

1. They considered the Prophet himself an evil portent who brought them 
hardship and misfortune. Whenever they suffered a drought or a bad harvest 
or were defeated in battle, they would attribute the causes to the Prophet. But 
they attributed good fortunes to God. 

2. They deliberately set out to vilify the Prophet in order to criticise his 
leadership and undermine, in particular, his instructions to the Muslims to go 
and fight. Instead of admitting to their weakness and lack of courage, they 
took a perverse approach by pretending to credit God with their fortunes and 
blaming their difficulties and setbacks on the Prophet and his instructions. 
Needless to say, all the fortune and the hardship they mean are of the 
immediate, short-term type. 

3. They entertained a real misconception of what happens to them and to other 
people in this life, and how this relates to the will of God. This makes for a 
further lack of understanding of the nature and status of the Prophet’s 
commands and the nature of his relationship with God. 

The third explanation, if correct, may apply to that group of Makkan immigrants 
whose misunderstanding of the reality of death and fate had led them to fear other 
people as much as they feared God, or even more. It prompted them to cry out: “Our 
Lord! Why have You ordered us to fight? If only You had granted us a delay for a little 
while!” (Verse 77) Nevertheless, it may be more accurate to say that the reference here 
is to another group which satisfies all three criteria. 

The issue being discussed here represents part of a larger one, referred to in the 
history of polemics and philosophy worldwide under the heading: “Fate and 
Predestination” or “Predetermination and Free Will”. It is mentioned in the context 
of correcting certain misconceptions, in a straightforward, unambiguous and clear 
way. Let us look at it as presented in the Qur’ n. 

Yet, when a good thing happens to them, some [people] say, “This is from God,” 
whereas when evil befalls them, they say, “This is from you!” Say, “All is from God.” 
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What is amiss with these people that they are in no wise near to grasping the truth of 
what they are told? (Verse 78) 

God Almighty is the original and sole cause of world events affecting the universe 
and humankind, and He is the cause of people’s actions. People have the power to 
intend and try but actions only take place with the will of God Almighty. Hence, to 
ascribe the instigation of fortune or misfortune, or their occurrence, to the Prophet, 
who is human after all, is erroneous and a sign of complete ignorance. 

Humans may wish and seek, by all the means God has put at their disposal, to 
bring about goodness and good fortune, but the achievement of such wishes only 
takes place by God’s will. In reality, there is no other will capable of making things 
and events happen or bringing things about in the world. Thus, goodness and good 
fortune are acts of Divine will, brought about through human means and 
inclinations. 

The same applies to evil or misfortune. It is God’s will and power that make them 
happen. The Qur’ nic statement affirms that God is the ultimate origin of all that 
happens. 

The next statement affirms another truth, quite independent of the previous one, 
viewed from a completely different perspective: “Whatever good happens to you is from 
God; and whatever evil befalls you is from yourself.” (Verse 79) 

God has ordained a system and laid down a way of life, indicating the means of 
good and the means of evil. He has shown people the good, encouraging them to 
take it up, and warned against evil. When man adheres to this system, seeking the 
good and avoiding evil, God will help and guide him. God says: “Those who exert 
themselves for Our cause We will guide to Our ways.” (29: 69) In this process man is 
given a real reward, regardless of whether people see this as gain or loss. It is a 
reward from God who has laid down the rules, concepts and laws of good and evil. 
When man refuses to adhere to God’s guidance and does not seek the good or keep 
away from evil, misfortune is inflicted upon him, in this life or in the life to come, or 
both, and he only has himself to blame for not heeding God’s guidance. 

It is quite clear that this is yet another interpretation, one quite different from the 
preceding one. However, this does not affect the original assertion that good and evil 
only happen by God’s will and power, as He is the origin and creator of all things, 
regardless of the human contribution or role in what actually takes place.13 

                                                 
13 Regarding the issue of Predestination and Free Will, which these verses bring to our attention, and 
the extent to which the human will may affect events, and the reconciliation of man's accountability 
with an overriding Divine will which creates and determines man's actions, etc., the Qur’ nic view is 
as follows: Everything happens by God's will and predestination. Man wills and acts and is 
accountable for his will and his actions. The Qur’ n is the word of God and can never be self-
contradictory, and there must, therefore, be a certain logical relationship between the two positions. 
Man’s will and actions must extend over a certain area wide enough to make him accountable and 
deserving of reward, without bringing him into conflict with the Divine will and predestination. But 
how is this possible? The answer is that there is no answer, because the human mind is not sufficiently 
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The Limits of the Prophet’s Role 

The s rah goes on to explain the nature of the Prophet’s mission and its 

limitations. It also accounts for his actions and attitude towards people, and their’s to 

him. Ultimately, it refers the whole matter to God Almighty. It says: “We have sent 

you as a Messenger to all mankind. Enough is God for a witness. (Verse 79) He who obeys 

the Messenger obeys God thereby. As for those who turn away —We have not sent you to be 

their keeper.” (Verse 80) 

The Messenger’s duty is to deliver the message and not to bring about fortune or 

misfortune. That is a matter for God to decide and He is witness, and a sufficient 

witness at that, to the fact that He sent the Messenger to carry out that mission. 

Those who obey the Messenger obey God; there is no distinction, in this context, 

between God and His Messenger or between what God says and what the Messenger 

says. Those who reject the Messenger and walk away from him will be referred to 

God for punishment. The Messenger is not commissioned to compel people to 

believe or accept the faith, or to prevent them from committing errors or 

disobedience. To do so is not part of his brief nor is it within his power. 

Thus, the Qur’ n corrects the Muslims’ concept, affirming that everything 

happens by God’s will and predestination. All good and evil, viewed by whatever 

means, originate with God, because nothing happens, occurs or is created by anyone 

else but God. All the good that comes people’s way originates with God because it is 

a consequence of His order and guidance, and the evil that befalls them is due to 

their own departure from God’s guidance. 

The Messenger’s sole status is that of Messenger. He neither creates nor initiates 

things and events. He does not vie with God for a share of Godhead, His sovereignty 

or His essential attribute of creating and causing things and events. He delivers what 

God reveals to Him, which makes obeying him tantamount to obeying God. In 

reality, there is no way of obeying God other than by obeying His Messenger who 

has delivered his message fully and clearly. He is not obliged to cause infidels to 

follow God’s guidance or to protect them against deviation. 

Thus, facts are stated simply, clearly and unequivocally to articulate the concepts 

and reassure the mind. This process of teaching and enlightening the Muslim 

community was part of the necessary preparation for the great role it was required to 

play. 

Contemplating the Qur’ān 

                                                                                                                                                         
capable of comprehending how God Almighty operates. 
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The s rah goes on to portray, in brief statements, the state of another group of 

Muslims, or it may be a group of hypocrites, highlighting with such repugnance new 

aspects of their behaviour. This is also given as part of the process of educating and 

guiding the rest of the Muslims. 

And they say, “We do obey you,” but when they leave you, some of them devise, in 
secret, something different from what you advocate. All the while God records what 
they thus devise in secret. Leave them, then, alone, and place your trust in God. 
Sufficient is God for a guardian. Will they not, then, try to understand the Qur’ān? 
Had it issued from any but God, they would surely have found in it many an inner 
contradiction! (Verses 81-82) 

These people would sit with God’s Messenger, listen to him as he recited the 

Qur’ n and respond in his presence by saying: “We do obey you.” They would say this 

without any hesitation, qualification or objection. But no sooner had they left the 

Messenger than some of them would change their position, conspire to act differently 

and seek to extricate themselves from all obligations. 

It is also possible that the Qur’ n is describing the state of the Muslim community 

as a whole, with the exception of a particular group that follows a different line. This 

would mean that the Muslims, as a whole, would respond to the Messenger by 

affirming their obedience but a certain group would change their stance immediately 

upon leaving his company. The picture is one of evident dislocation within Muslim 

ranks. Those people actually joined the Muslim ranks, and their behaviour was 

bound to harm the whole Muslim community at a time when it was fighting hard on 

several fronts. 

God reassures the Prophet and his sincere followers that He is monitoring the 

treacherous elements. This certainly boosts the Muslims’ confidence and puts their 

minds at rest that no harm shall reach them. The assertion is also a threat to the 

schemers that they will not succeed nor will they escape punishment. “God records 

what they thus devise in secret.” (Verse 81) 

God’s advice to the Prophet in dealing with the hypocrites was to take them at 

face value, rather than judge them by their intentions, and to ignore and overlook 

their behaviour. Eventually, the approach wore them out, debilitated their effect and 

dissipated their influence. The plan, therefore, was to: “Leave them, then, alone....” 

(Verse 81) But also to lean on God and trust Him: “... and place your trust in God. 

Sufficient is God for a guardian.” (Verse 81) Indeed, God is sufficient for a guardian and 

protector. Whoever is under His guardianship is fully protected and shielded against 

any scheming or conspiracy. 

It seems as though the renegades doubted the source of the Prophet’s instructions, 
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and believed that he was the Qur’ n’s author. Once such suspicion is entertained 

even for one moment, the instructions lose their authority altogether. The credibility 

of the Messenger depends completely on the firm and total belief that God is the 

origin of what he delivers, and that he does not act out of personal whim or desire. 

Hence, the strongly repeated emphasis of this fact. 

At this point, the Qur’ n offers them a proposition that indicates God’s highest 

possible regard for man, his intelligence and insight, bestowed upon him by God 

Himself. It invites them to judge the Qur’ n by their own intelligence and intellectual 

appreciation. It points out the proper approach to adopt and identifies the key aspect 

by which they can judge the Qur’ n. When they do this, they will have ample, 

irrefutable evidence that the Qur’ n originates with God Almighty: “Will they not, 

then, try to understand the Qur’ān? Had it issued from any but God, they would surely have 

found in it many an inner contradiction!” (Verse 82) 

This invitation to reflect on the Qur’ n and consider it carefully is particularly 

significant. Full and absolute harmony and integrity is an unmistakeable feature of 

the Qur’ n. It is a feature that allows different people and generations to benefit by 

the Qur’ n according to, and within, their respective aptitudes, education, experience 

and piety. 

This verse addresses all people and all generations, everyone of whom is capable 

of appreciating as much of the harmony and congruity of the Qur’ n as their ability, 

education, experience and piety allow. The first generation of Muslims were being 

addressed with ideas they understood and were able to verify within their own 

existing intellectual environment. 

A Pointer to the Author of the Qur’ān 

The harmony and consistency of the Qur’ n are clear methods of expression and 

literary style. In human expression and language one comes across various levels of 

excellence, power, lucidity and brilliance, as well as constant fluctuation in mood. 

This is clearly apparent when we examine the works of any literary personality, 

thinker, artist, politician or military commander, etc. Variation and inconsistency are 

inherent features of human expression and behaviour. 

The opposite is true of the Qur’ nic literary style. It is harmonious and consistent. 

The surpassing excellence of the language of the Qur’ n maintains the same scope 

and level of perfection throughout without any of the fluctuations or alterations 

known in human language. The Qur’ n carries the stamp of its origin, reflects the 

fact that it comes from God and points to the Creator who is not affected by changes 

and conditions. 
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Perfect consistency and harmony are also manifested in the message of the Qur’ n 

and the system it outlines. It is a message of education and enlightenment for human 

souls and societies. It is a system of organisation and discipline for individual and 

collective human activity in all walks of life throughout history. It is a message for 

the guidance of human understanding itself and for the harnessing of all human 

faculties for the enhancement of that understanding. It is a system for co-ordinating 

and harmonising human beings of all societies, generations and phases and the 

world in which they exist; between man’s life here and in the hereafter. It also 

regulates the countless ramifications and consequences of that relationship in the life 

of every individual and the life of mankind as a whole. 

The difference between Divine and human proficiency is evident enough with 

respect to linguistic and artistic expression; it is even more evident in relation to 

thought, regulation and law-making. Human theories and doctrines remain typically 

human, influenced by partial vision and transient conditions as well as a lack of 

understanding of the inherent contradictions that may exist. This is bound to lead, 

sooner or later, to conflict within the various elements of any theory or doctrine. It 

could also cause damage to certain aspects of the human personality which had been 

ignored. Numerous deficiencies and paradoxes emerge as a result of limited human 

understanding and ignorance of what the future holds, in addition to man’s 

inadequate comprehension of the present. The Qur’ nic approach is totally different, 

being comprehensive and perfect, with firm, solid and universal foundations and 

criteria that allow perpetual motion and progress. 

Examination of these aspects may not be available to everyone or to every 

generation, and it is certain that people will appreciate them at varying levels of 

understanding, each generation making its contribution in one or more fields of 

knowledge or experience. However, beyond all these human differences, a 

universally agreed repertoire of understanding and knowledge accumulates. The 

essence of such knowledge accumulation is that the language of the Qur’ n is not the 

product of any human being. Human literary excellence is one thing and the Qur’ n 

is a totally different thing. It is a perfectly made piece of consistent, coherent and 

homogeneous composition, even though people may differ greatly in their 

understanding of the extent of such harmony. 

In these verses God refers that sceptic group, and everyone else besides, to the 

results of their own reflection. Indeed He invites all people in all generations to judge 

the Qur’ n, on the basis of their common understanding. This is sufficient to reaffirm 

the fact that the Qur’ n can only be from God. It could not have originated from 

anyone else. 

The Role of Human Understanding 
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It may be useful at this point to reflect very briefly on the role of human 

comprehension with respect to this particular point, and with respect to religion as a 

whole. The honour God has granted to human beings in this context ought not to 

tempt man to become arrogant or exceed safe boundaries. If he does, then he will go 

too far astray. 

These Qur’ nic exhortations, and their scope, are so often misunderstood. Some 

Muslim intellectuals, past and present, go so far as to grant the human mind the 

privilege of the final word in the interpretation of religious rules and principles, 

elevating man’s judgement to that of God Almighty, or giving man an overriding 

authority over God’s legislation. 

The truth is rather different. The human intellect is a great faculty, so highly 

respected by God Almighty that He made it the means by which man recognises 

Islam as being a God-given religion. Certain phenomena arc easy to comprehend and 

they are, by themselves, sufficient evidence that Islam originates with God Almighty. 

Once man understands this profound truth, the same rationale leads him to accept 

Islam in its totality, regardless of whether or not he is able to identify or recognise the 

hidden purpose of its individual rules. Since it originates from God, it has a definite 

purpose. Furthermore, the human mind does not stand rival to God. It is certainly 

not qualified to judge God’s wisdom, because its capacity for comprehension 

remains limited. It cannot look at any question from all angles, neither for a single 

moment nor for the rest of time. 

On the other hand, God’s legislation proceeds from an all- encompassing view 

and no judgement on it, or on any of its established rulings, should be entrusted to 

the human intellect. The most that the human mind can aspire to achieve is to 

comprehend the Divine message and how it applies to different situations. It cannot 

determine its purpose and the wisdom behind it. That a Divine rule serves the 

interests of the community is an undoubted fact, because it emanates from God. It is 

when no revealed text is available, with respect to new issues, that the human mind 

may exercise judgement. We have already pointed out that reference must initially 

he made to God and His Messenger. In addition to trying to understand the text, this 

is the other area for the application of human powers of deduction and reasoning, or 

ijtihād. The human intellect is not to be used to determine the purpose of Divine 

statements and rulings but its greatest arena, which is a vast arena indeed, is the 

understanding of the laws of nature and life and the pursuit of excellence in the 

material world. 

We must give the human intellect the credit and reverence God has granted it, 

within its sphere of excellence, and not more than that. When we exaggerate its 

importance, we are liable to lose direction and proceed without guidance. 
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Proper Method of Deduction 

The s rah now portrays another group, or perhaps it only describes another 

practice by a particular group of Muslims. “If any matter pertaining to peace or war 

comes to their knowledge, they make it known to all and sundry; whereas, if they would only 

refer it to the Messenger and to those from among them entrusted with authority, those of 

them who are engaged in obtaining intelligence would know it. Were it not for God’s bounty 

to you, and His grace, all but a few of you would certainly have followed Satan.” (Verse 83) 

The description is that of a group within the Muslim community who lacked 

discipline and who underestimated the effects of rumour in weakening the 

community, or its potentially devastating consequences. This group were not in tune 

with what was happening and did not appreciate the seriousness of the situation. 

They did not understand how a casual word or a slip of the tongue could lead to 

unimaginable and unavoidable repercussions for individuals and the whole society. 

Perhaps because they did not feel complete loyalty to the Muslim community and 

were, therefore, not concerned about the effects on it of the spread of malicious 

rumours at times of both war and peace. 

The danger can be devastating in both cases. The dissemination of news of peace 

in a community ready and preparing for war will spread a degree of relaxation, 

despite orders to be on the alert, because vigilance due to a threat is stronger than 

that due to obeying orders. Such moderation of watchfulness can be fatal. Similarly, 

spreading fear of war in a peaceful self-assured community can disrupt and unsettle 

it, forcing it to take measures that might be unnecessary and could also be fatal. 

These are the features of a community that has not fully completed its 

organisation, or has not demonstrated full loyalty to its leadership, or both. Indeed 

both qualities were evident in the Muslim community at the time, consisting as it did 

of groups of various levels of conviction, understanding, and allegiance. It is this 

disharmony that the Qur’ n deals with here. 

The Qur’ n identifies for the Muslim community the correct path to follow: “If they 

would only refer it to the Messenger and to those from among them entrusted with authority, 

those of them who are engaged in obtaining intelligence would know it.” (Verse 83) Had 

those Muslims referred the disruptive rumours to the Messenger, when he was still 

among them, or to those in authority, the competent and qualified among them 

would have deduced the facts and determined whether its circulation would benefit 

the Muslim community or be detrimental to its interests. 

Decent and disciplined Muslim soldiers, working under a faithful and trusted 

leadership, are obliged to report any news or intelligence to their competent 

superiors rather than pass them around among colleagues or other unconcerned 

parties. A true Muslim leadership is one that is capable of arriving at the truth in all 
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matters, and of assessing the benefit of making certain information public, even if it 

is verified, or withholding it. 

Thus the Qur’ n was teaching the Muslims. It was instilling them with faith in, 

and loyalty to, their trusted Muslim leadership. It encapsulates the essence of 

military discipline in one brief statement. The beginning of the verse depicts an 

unfavourable image of the soldier who spreads rumours and hearsay without any 

attempt at verification or reference to the leadership. The verse then gives the correct 

advice to follow in such a situation, before directing people’s hearts to God, 

reminding them of His grace, urging them to show appreciation of Him, and 

warning them against following Satan who is awaiting the first opportunity to divert 

their hearts away from God. “Were it not for God’s bounty to you, and His grace, all but a 

few of you would certainly lb have followed Satan.” (Verse 83) 

A single verse carries such a tremendous charge, covering all aspects of the 

question, and touching the deepest recesses of the human conscience. At the same 

time, it continues teaching and directing. This is proof that the Qur’ n originates with 

God; otherwise people would find enormous contradictions in it. 

The Limits of Responsibility 

At this point, having relentlessly exposed the faults existing within the Muslim 

community that are liable to affect its ability to fight and conduct its affairs, the s rah 

reaches a crescendo in urging the Muslims to fight. While addressing God’s 

Messenger with the order to fight, there is a personal recommendation not to be 

dissuaded by any dithering, hesitation, disruption or obstacles on the way, even if he 

had to fight alone, as he would only be accountable for his own actions and 

obligations. At the same time, it urges the Muslims to fight, giving them reassurance 

and a prospect of victory as God, who is stronger and swifter in punishment, will 

take charge of the battle. “Fight, then, in God’s cause, since you are responsible only for 

your own self and encourage the believers. God may well curb the might of the unbelievers; 

for God is the strongest in might, and in the ability to deter” (Verse 84) 

This verse, together with the preceding ones, reveal many characteristics of the 

Muslim community at the time of revelation, as well as numerous features of human 

beings at all times. 

I. It exposes the inconsistency within the Muslim community and the deep 

effect on it of dithering, disruption and demoralisation; so much so that the 

Prophet (peace be upon him) is urged to take up arms and fight alone if 

necessary, fulfilling his personal obligations and continuing to motivate the 

believers to join him in the jihād whether they responded or not. Although 
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it was unlikely that they would all refuse to join, putting it in this way 

indicates how critical it is to emphasise these instructions and to incite the 

Muslims to respond. Beyond that, the statement also asserts the 

fundamental Islamic truth that every soul is accountable only for its own 

deeds. 

II. It highlights the fears and hardships associated with fighting the non-

Muslims at that time. Indeed, the utmost prospect of hope given to the 

Muslims is God’s guarantee to deter the enemy and keep them at bay, the 

Muslim forces being a mere manifestation of His power. The passage 

clearly suggests that the non-Muslims were a formidable force and that fear 

was prevalent among the Muslims. This would be a reference to the 

intervening period between the Battles of U ud and the Moat, being the 

most critical period for the Muslims of Madinah. At that time the Muslim 

community had to contend with the hypocrites, the intrigues of the Jews 

and the zeal of the idolaters to fight them. Furthermore, the Muslims had 

yet to perfect their understanding of the basic principles and concepts of 

Islam. 

III. It also brings to light man’s urgent need for strong and close links with God 

Almighty, his need for His reassurance and support, and confidence in His 

power and authority. At times of great danger other powers are of no avail. 

These are facts the Divine approach deploys because, being man’s creator, 

God knows best how to educate, mobilise and encourage human nature, 

and He knows well how human beings respond. 

Different Deeds with Different Results 

In the context of God’s Messenger’s exhortation to the believers to fight, towards 

the end of the passage, and the reference to those who discourage and dampen the 

spirit to fight, at its beginning, the s rah states a general rule regarding intercession. 

The statement implies instruction, advice and co-operation. “Whoever rallies to a good 

cause shall have a share in its [benefit], and whoever rallies to an evil cause shall have a share 

in its [burden]. God watches over everything.” (Verse 85) 

Whoever participates in mobilising and encouraging and supporting others to 

fight for the cause of God will receive his due share of the reward for the fighting 

and its consequences. But those who promote demoralisation and discouragement 

will bear responsibility for the outcome of their exhortations. The Arabic term kill 

chosen in this context suggests liability for the consequences as well as the actions 

themselves. 

This is a universal principle, which applies to intercession for good or for evil. The 
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Qur’ n often establishes a general principle through the discussion of a particular 

issue or event, linking the two together and referring the whole question to God 

Almighty. He is the source of everything and the source of all power, as the Arabic 

word used in commenting on the verse indicates: “God watches over everything.” 

(Verse 85) 

The s rah then gives instructions that a greeting should be answered with a 

similar or better one. Public courtesy, when practised with politeness and civility, is a 

means for a smooth and harmonious social life. This closely relates, in social 

behaviour, to the principle of intercession referred to earlier: “When a greeting is 

offered you, answer it with an even better greeting, or [at least] with its like. God keeps count 

of all things.” (Verse 86) 

Islam introduced a special form of greeting which distinguishes Muslim societies 

and gives a distinct flavour to its daily routine behaviour. It makes Muslims stand 

out among all other human societies. 

Islam has chosen the following forms of greeting: “assalāmu `alaikum” (peace be on 

you) or “assalāmu `alaikum wa rahmatullāh” (peace and God’s mercy be on you) or 

“assalāmu `alaikum wa rahmatullāh wa barakātuh” (peace and God’s mercy and 

blessings be on you). The more gracious reply would be to repeat the same phrase 

with the addition of the supplementary words to the first and second forms, the third 

one being a complete greeting, as follows: “wa `alaikum assalāmu wa rahmatullāh” (and 

peace and God’s mercy be on you too) or “wa `alaikum assalāmu wa rahmatullāhi wa 

barakātuh” (and peace and God’s mercy and blessings be on you too). According to 

the reported practice of the Prophet, the third form is answered by repeating the 

same phrase in full. 

Let us look more closely at the subtle touches implicit in this verse. There is, 

firstly, the distinct identity which Islam emphatically seeks to confer on Muslim 

society to preserve its unique features and traditions, just as it has its own individual 

laws and systems. These aspects were discussed in detail when dealing with the 

change of the qiblah, or direction of prayer. (See Volume I, pp. 112 to 121) 

And, secondly, there is the unremitting endeavour to strengthen the ties of amity 

and friendship among Muslims. The greeting of peace and the better response are 

one of the best means to achieve that close and solid relationship. God’s Messenger 

was once asked: “What is the best thing one can do?” His reply was: “Give out food, 

greet with peace those you know and those you do not know.” (Related by al-

Bukh rī.) This manner of greeting is highly recommended in Muslim societies, and 

the present verse makes the reply, as outlined above, a religious obligation. The 

value of such social tradition becomes clear from its real effect in cleansing people’s 

hearts and bringing people closer together and reinforcing the ties among them. This 
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is clear to all who study closely the effects of this tradition and its amazing 

consequences in society. 

Thirdly, the verse introduces a touch of tranquillity and serenity to a discussion of 

fighting. It may be intended to point out Islam’s fundamental foundation: peace. 

Islam is the religion of peace. It recommends fighting only in order to establish peace 

on earth. It advocates peace in its widest and most comprehensive sense; peace 

emanating from the compliance of human nature with the Divine order of God 

Almighty. 
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8 

Organising External 

Relations 

God, save whom there is no deity, will 
surely gather you all together on the Day of 
Resurrection, which is sure to come, no 
doubt. Whose word could be truer than 
God’s? (87) 

How could you be divided into two groups 
concerning the hypocrites, when God 
Himself has cast them off because of their 
guilt? Do you seek to guide those whom 
God has let go astray? For him whom God 
lets go astray you can never find any way. 
(88) 

They would love to see you disbelieve as 
they themselves disbelieve, so that you may 
be all alike. Do not, therefore, take them 
for your allies, until they migrate for God’s 
cause. If they turn against you, then seize 
them and kill them wherever you may find 
them. Do not take any of them for your 
ally or supporter. (89) 

Except in the case of those of them who 
have ties with people to whom you 
yourselves are bound by a covenant, or those 
who come to you because their hearts 
shrink from the thought of fighting you or 
fighting their own people. Had God so 
willed, He would have given them power 
over you, and they would have fought you. 
Therefore, if they leave you alone, and do 
not make war on you, and offer you peace, 
God has given you no way against them. 
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ô⎯ tΒ ¨≅ |Êr& ª!$# ( ⎯ tΒuρ È≅ Î=ôÒãƒ ª!$# ⎯ n=sù y‰Åg rB 

… çμ s9 Wξ‹ Î6 y™ ∩∇∇∪  

(#ρ–Š uρ öθs9 tβρãà õ3s? $yϑx. (#ρãx x. tβθçΡθä3tFsù 
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(#ρãÅ_$ pκ ç‰ ’ Îû È≅‹ Î6 y™ «!$# 4 βÎ* sù (# öθ©9 uθs? 

öΝ èδρä‹ä⇐ sù óΟ èδθè=çFø% $# uρ ß] ø‹ym öΝ èδθßϑ›?‰y` uρ ( 
Ÿωuρ (#ρä‹Ï‚−G s? öΝ åκ ÷] ÏΒ $wŠ Ï9 uρ Ÿωuρ #· ÅÁtΡ ∩∇®∪  

ωÎ) t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# tβθè=ÅÁtƒ 4’ n<Î) ¤Θöθs% öΝ ä3oΨ ÷ t/ Ν æηuΖ÷ t/ uρ 

î,≈ sV‹ ÏiΒ ÷ρr& öΝ ä.ρâ™!$y_ ôNuÅÇ ym öΝ èδâ‘ρß‰ß¹ βr& 

öΝ ä.θè=ÏG≈ s) ãƒ ÷ρr& (#θè=ÏG≈ s) ãƒ öΝ ßγ tΒöθs% 4 öθs9 uρ u™!$x© ª!$# 

öΝ ßγ sÜ ¯=|¡s9 ö/ ä3ø‹n=tæ öΝ ä.θè=tG≈ s) n= sù 4 ÈβÎ* sù 
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zΝ n=¡¡9 $# $yϑsù Ÿ≅ yèy_ ª!$# ö/ ä3s9 öΝ Íκ ö n=tã Wξ‹ Î6 y™ 



 

 214

(90) 

You will find others who would like to be 

safe from you as well as to be safe from 

their own people. Whenever they are called 

back to sedition they plunge headlong into 

it. If they do not leave you alone, and do 

not offer you peace and do not stay their 

hands, seize them and kill them wherever 

you come upon them. Over these We have 

given you a clear authority. (91) 

Never should a believer kill another 

believer, unless it be by mistake. He who 

kills a believer by mistake must free a 

believing soul from bondage and pay an 

indemnity to his family, unless they forego it 

by way of charity. If the victim belonged to 

a people who are at war with you, while he 

himself was a believer, then let his killer 

free a believing soul from bondage. If he 

(the victim) belonged to a people with whom 

you are bound by a covenant, then the 

penalty is an indemnity to be paid to his 

family and the freeing of a believing soul 

from bondage. He who cannot afford the 

wherewithal must fast for two consecutive 

months. This is the atonement ordained by 

God. God is All-Knowing, Wise. (92) 

He who deliberately kills a believer his 

punishment is hell, therein to abide 

permanently. God will be angry with him, 

and will reject him, and will prepare for 

∩®⊃∪  

tβρß‰ÉftFy™ t⎦⎪Ìyz# u™ tβρß‰ƒ Ìãƒ βr& öΝ ä.θãΖtΒù'tƒ 

(#θãΖtΒù'tƒ uρ öΝ ßγ tΒöθs% ¨≅ ä. $tΒ (# ÿρ–Š â‘ ’ n<Î) Ïπ uΖ÷FÏ ø9 $# 

(#θÝ¡Ï. ö‘ é& $pκ Ïù 4 βÎ* sù öΝ ©9 óΟ ä.θä9 Í”tI÷è tƒ (#þθà) ù=ãƒ uρ 

â/ ä3ø‹s9 Î) zΝ n=¡¡9 $# (# þθ’ ä3tƒ uρ óΟ ßγ tƒ Ï‰÷ƒ r& öΝ èδρä‹ã‚sù 

öΝ èδθè=çGø% $# uρ ß] øŠ ym öΝ èδθßϑçGø É) rO 4 öΝ ä3Í× ¯≈ s9 'ρé& uρ 
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Overview  

This new passage begins with an emphatic reiteration of the central principle of 

Islamic faith, declaring God’s oneness. It goes on to formulate on this basis a number 

of provisions to organise relations between the Muslim community and other 

groupings. The passage includes a denunciation of the division of Muslims into two 

groups with different views with regard to the treatment of hypocrites. It seems that 

this relates to a particular group of hypocrites who did not live in Madinah. These 

provisions, as well as the denunciation, are based on the same central principle of 

Islam which is stated most clearly whenever a piece of legislation or a practical 

directive is mentioned in the Qur’ n. It should be stated that these provisions 

constitute only a part of the rules which Islam was the first to enunciate in human 

history for the regulation of international relations. For the first time ever, these 

relations have a basis other than brute force. 

Despite its international law and all the international organisations that have come 

into existence on the basis of such law, Europe began moving in this direction only in 

the seventeenth century (the eleventh century of the Islamic calendar). Generally 

speaking, this law remains theoretical, and international organisations are, on the 

whole, devices to conceal the ambitions of the great powers. In no way can they be 

described as aiming to ensure that justice is done. They have come into existence as a 

result of disputes between forces of equal strength.14 Whenever this balance is 

heavily tilted one way or the other, international laws become of little value and 

                                                 
14 The author wrote this during the late 1950s. 

him a dreadful suffering (93) 

Believers, when you go on an expedition to 

serve the cause of God, use your 

discernment and do not — out of a desire 

for the fleeting gains of this worldly life — 

say to one who offers you the greeting of 

peace: “You are not a believer”: for with 

God are abundant gains. Thus have you 

been in days gone by. But God has 

bestowed on you His grace. Therefore, use 

your discernment. Indeed God is always 

aware of what you do. (94) 

… çμ uΖyès9 uρ £‰tãr& uρ … çμ s9 $¹/# x‹tã $VϑŠ Ïà tã ∩®⊂∪  

$pκ š‰ r'̄≈ tƒ š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# (# þθãΖtΒ# u™ # sŒ Î) óΟ çFö/ uŸÑ ’Îû 

È≅‹ Î6 y™ «!$# (#θãΖ̈Š u; tF sù Ÿωuρ (#θä9θà) s? ô⎯ yϑÏ9 #’ s+ ø9 r& 

ãΝ à6 øŠ s9 Î) zΝ≈n=¡¡9 $# |M ó¡s9 $YΖÏΒ÷σ ãΒ šχθäótGö; s? 

š⇓ttã Íο 4θuŠ ysø9 $# $u‹ ÷Ρ‘‰9 $# y‰ΖÏèsù «!$# 

ÞΟ ÏΡ$tótΒ ×ο tŠ ÏV Ÿ2 4 šÏ9≡ x‹x. Ν çGΨ à2 ⎯ÏiΒ 

ã≅ ö6 s%  ∅yϑsù ª!$# öΝ à6 ø‹n=tã (# þθãΖ̈ t7 tFsù 4 χÎ) 

©!$# šχ% x. $yϑÎ/ šχθè=yϑ÷ès? #Z Î6 yz ∩®⊆∪ 



Al-Nisā’ (Women) | ORGANISING EXTERNAL RELATIONS 

 216

international organisations have no teeth. 

Islam, the Divine code for human life, established the bases for international 

dealings in the seventh century (the first of the Islamic calendar), initiating them 

without pressure produced by any dispute. It formulated these bases for use by the 

Islamic society as it established its relations with other camps and forces. The Islamic 

aim being to raise the banner of justice high, even with hostile camps unable to 

commit themselves to the same principles. Indeed, Islam took the initiative to 

formulate these bases for the first time ever. We find them in different s rahs of the 

Qur’ n, each of them explained within its proper context. Together, they constitute a 

complete code for international dealings. They provide an authoritative rule for 

every case which may take place between Islamic society and other camps, whatever 

attitude they may take towards Islam, be it one of open warfare, peaceful co-

existence, alliance or neutrality. They also deal with other parties who may have 

some association with a camp that is hostile to, at peace with, in alliance with, or 

neutral to Islamic society. It is beyond the scope of this study to discuss these 

principles and provisions in detail. They should be the subject of a full dissertation 

written by someone specialising in international law. Here, we will only look at what 

is contained in this passage of this s rah. These speak of dealings with the following 

groups and cases: 

1. The hypocrites who lived away from Madinah; 

2. Those who were associated with a community that had a covenant with the 

Muslims; 

3. Neutral people who had an aversion to warfare against the Muslims or 

against their own people, while they continued to follow their own religion; 

4. Those who wished to play games with faith, pretending to be Muslims 

whenever they visited Madinah, but who declared their disbelief when they 

returned to Makkah; 

Cases of accidental and deliberate killing among the Muslims in different 

situations and those belonging to different groups. 

Clear and express provisions are given for all these cases. As we have already said, 

these provisions constitute a part of the principles governing international relations. 

Guiding Principles 

To start with, this passage begins with the basic principle central to the foundation 

of Islamic society. “God, save whom there is no deity, will surely gather you all together on 

the Day of Resurrection, which is sure to come, no doubt. Whose word could be truer than 
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God’s?” (Verse 87) In the cultivation of hearts and the education of people, as well as 

in establishing a Muslim community and giving it a distinctive shape and law, Islam 

begins with the basic principle of declaring the oneness of God and that He is the 

only deity in the universe. The same holds true whether the legislation to be enacted 

is an internal one for the Muslim community or whether it relates to international 

dealings. Hence, the passage which includes a host of provisions for external 

relations opens with the same central principle. It is from believing in the hereafter 

and the gathering by God of all His creatures, so that they may account for what they 

have done with the chances He has offered them in this life, that the Islamic system 

begins its work to cultivate hearts and educate people. 

The aim is to provide Muslims with a keen sense of commitment to Islamic laws 

and directives and their operation in human life. Every little thing is part of the test 

set for every individual. Everyone will be held to account for all his deeds, large or 

small. This is the surest guarantee for the proper enforcement of all laws. It is a 

guarantee that is well rooted in the depths of the human soul. It gives it an ever 

sensitive conscience that remains alert when every external watch guard goes into 

deep slumber. This is God’s Word and His promise: “Whose word could be truer than 

God’s?” (Verse 87) 

These words touch our hearts gently and are indicative of the method followed by 

the Qur’ n in educating the Muslim community. It also makes a clear statement of 

the central principle of the Islamic faith. 

Dealing with Hypocrites 

The next verse criticises the Muslim community’s hesitation to adopt a firm 

attitude towards the hypocrites. The Muslim community was apparently in two 

minds, leading to some controversy with regard to its relationship with a group of 

hypocrites from outside Madinah. The criticism makes it clear that Islam only accepts 

a firm attitude in such matters. It allows for no hesitation in the Muslim community’s 

approach to such a problem. Such hesitation means accepting the pretence they offer. 

This can only be done if it is based on a clearly defined plan of action. 

How could you be divided into two groups concerning the hypocrites, when God 
Himself has cast them off because of their guilt? Do you seek to guide those whom God 
has let go astray? For him whom God lets go astray you can never find any way. 
(Verse 88) 

We have two reports to indicate which group of hypocrites is meant in this 

Qur’ nic verse. The first, related by Im m A mad, quotes Zayd ibn Th bit, a 

Companion of the Prophet, who says that the Prophet (peace be upon him) went out 
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to U ud [with an army]. Some of those who went with him, however, decided to go 

back. His Companions were divided on how to deal with these retractors. One group 

said that they must be killed. Another group objected, saying that they were 

believers. Then this Qur’ nic verse was revealed raising the question that the 

Muslims should adopt a unified attitude. The Prophet said: “This city is aibah 

[another name for Madinah meaning that it is a good and virtuous city]. It throws 

away evil as a smelter throws away foreign elements in iron.” (Related by al-Bukh rī 
and Muslim.) 

The other report quotes Ibn `Abb s as saying that this Qur’ nic verse speaks about 

certain people who indicated that they were Muslims while, at the same time, they 

supported the unbelievers. Once, when they went on a mission away from Makkah, 

they said that they were safe, should they encounter the Prophet’s Companions. 

When the latter were told of their departure from Makkah, some of them suggested 

that they should “mount an expedition to meet those cowards and kill them, because 

they supported your enemies”. Another group of believers said: “How can you kill 

people who have made the same declaration of faith which you have made? Is it 

because they have not migrated to Madinah that their killing and the confiscation of 

their property can be sanctioned?” Both groups maintained their attitudes, and the 

Prophet expressed no disapproval of either. Hence, why this Qur’ nic verse was 

revealed. 

Although the first report appears to be more authentic from the point of view of its 

chain of transmitters and its inclusion in the most authentic collections of aĥādīth, the 

events mentioned in the second report appear to be more correct, considering 

historical events. We know for certain that no directive to fight against the hypocrites 

in Madinah was given to the Muslims. The Prophet never fought against them and 

never ordered their killing. Instead, there was a totally different plan for dealing with 

them, one which tolerated them until they were naturally cast away. Their support 

was weakened with the expulsion of the Jews, who used to encourage them. The 

Jews were forced out of Madinah before they were eventually evacuated from the 

whole of Arabia. 

It may be said that the directive to take them prisoner and to kill them is made 

conditional on their migration to Madinah which is provided for in the following 

verse. It is, then, a warning issued to them to desist from their practices. They might 

have heeded this warning and the Prophet, therefore, would have had no reason to 

carry out this order. The condition, however, that this threat applies until “they have 

migrated”, makes it absolutely clear that they were not of the people of Madinah. 

Their migration to Madinah was, in fact, required, because this whole episode took 

place before the conquest of Makkah. During that period migration meant to move 

out of the land of unfaith into the land of faith, i.e. Madinah, to join the Muslim 
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community and implement Islamic law. Otherwise, the identity of those who did not 

migrate while claiming to be Muslims was questionable. Later in the s rah we have a 

strong denunciation of the attitude of those few Muslims who remained in Makkah 

despite their ability to migrate to Madinah, even though they were citizens of 

Makkah. All this serves to support the second report, describing those hypocrites as a 

group of the people of Makkah or its surrounding area who claimed to be Muslims 

while at the same time supporting the Muslims’ enemies. 

This strong denunciation of the believers’ hesitant attitude towards those people is 

expressed in a rhetorical question: “How could you be divided into two groups concerning 

the hypocrites, when God Himself has cast them off because of their guilt? Do you seek to 

guide those whom God has let go astray?” (Verse 88) This question emphasises that it is 

dangerous for the Muslim community to hesitate when faced with hypocrisy, 

because it points to a lack of clarity with respect to the true nature of this religion. 

One group of believers could not imagine how the hypocrites could be killed when 

they had made verbal statements claiming to be Muslims. Yet those very people were 

aware that they did not belong to the Muslim community. This is clear in their 

statement: “We need fear nothing from Mu ammad’s companions.” This is also 

made clear by the other group of believers who stated that those hypocrites “support 

your enemies”. The fact is that regardless of any verbal claim to belong to Islam, their 

practical support of the Muslims’ enemies proves their hypocrisy beyond any doubt. 

Hence, there is no room for tolerance or overlooking such an attitude. Tolerance here 

is a weakness threatening the Muslim community. Hence, it is strongly denounced in 

the Qur’ n. 

The same is not the case with the hypocrites of Madinah. The believers there were 

clear about their hypocrisy. There was, however, a well-known plan to tolerate them 

and accept their claims for the time being. The difference in the two cases is that in 

the one referred to in this verse, some Muslims advocated tolerance towards people 

living away from Madinah simply because they claimed verbally to be Muslims 

while at the same time practically supported the enemies of Islam. Hence, God’s 

view of those people is stated clearly: “When God Himself has cast them off because of 

their guilt.” (Verse 88) When God adopts a certain attitude there is no way a Muslim 

can adopt a different one. God has cast them off because of their wickedness and bad 

intentions. 

This is followed by another reproach: “Do you seek to guide those whom God has let go 

astray?” (Verse 88) This probably suggests that the group of Muslims who advocated 

tolerance might have suggested that if the Muslims were to give those people a 

chance they might eventually overcome their reluctance in accepting Islam. God tells 

the believers that since these people merited His punishment, theirs was a hopeless 

case. 



Al-Nisā’ (Women) | ORGANISING EXTERNAL RELATIONS 

 220

God allows to go astray only those who choose to do so. This means that when 

people actually do go astray, God allows them to go further away from the right 

path. He lets them continue their erring ways, moving further and further away from 

Divine guidance. It is they who have chosen error in preference to Divine guidance 

and they have done this consciously after being fully aware of the course of action 

acceptable to God. 

Qualifications for Alliance with Believers 

They would love to see you disbelieve as they themselves disbelieve, so that you may be 
all alike. Do not, therefore, take them for your allies, until they migrate for God’s 
cause. If they turn against you, then seize them and kill them wherever you my find 
them. Do not take any of them for your ally or supporter. (Verse 89) 

This verse moves another step closer to exposing the attitude and intentions of the 

hypocrites. It is not only that they have chosen error in preference to Divine guidance 

and that their deeds and bad intentions have merited that God lets them go further 

astray, but they have deliberately tried to divert the believers off their right course 

into error: “They would love to see you disbelieve as they themselves disbelieve, so that you 

my be all alike.” 

Despite the fact that they repeat the same statements as the Muslims, and they 

have made the same declaration of believing in the oneness of God and in the 

messages of Mu ammad (peace be upon him), their practical support to the enemies 

of Islam belie their verbal statements. Nevertheless, they are not satisfied with that. 

One who consciously rejects the true faith does not feel happy when faith continues 

to make its presence felt on earth and attracts believers. He feels that he must work 

hard, utilising all his devices, to turn the Muslims back to disbelief so that they are in 

the same position as he. This is an initial definition of the hypocrite’s real attitude. It 

leaves no room for a “wet” concept of faith. It makes absolutely clear that faith 

requires that action be consistent with verbal statements. Words have no significance 

if actions belie them. 

The wording of the Qur’ nic verse sends a strong shudder into the believers’ 

hearts. It tells them that those hypocrites “would love to see you disbelieve as they 

themselves disbelieve, so that you may be all alike”. (Verse 89) They have only recently 

tasted the sweetness of faith after experiencing for long the bitter taste of unbelief. 

The great transformation which took place in their feelings, concepts and their 

society as a whole, as they moved from ignorance into Islam, was very real to them. 

It only required a light touch to arouse their hostility to anyone who wished them to 

revert to that low depth of ignorance from which Islam saved them and which 



Al-Nisā’ (Women) | ORGANISING EXTERNAL RELATIONS 

 221

elevated them to its sublime heights. Making use of this state of mind, the Qur’ n 

issues its order to them at the moment when they are most alert to the danger posed 

by those hypocrites: “Do not, therefore, take them for your allies, until they migrate for 

God’s cause. If they turn against you, then seize them and kill them wherever you my find 

them. Do not take any of them for your ally or supporter.” (Verse 89) 

The clear prohibition against taking allies from among them suggests that old 

family and tribal ties, and probably economic interests, had left their mark in the 

minds of the Muslims in Madinah. The Qur’ n deals with these traces and states 

clearly to the Muslim community the basis of the ties it establishes with others and 

the principles upon which its concepts are founded. The Muslims are being taught 

that a united community or a nation is founded neither on family, blood relationship 

or tribal ties, nor on the basis of living together in one city or one geographical area, 

nor on the basis of commercial or economic interests. It is only founded on an 

ideology and the social system such an ideology produces. 

In practical terms, this means that there could be no alliance forged between 

Muslims living in the land of Islam and other people living in the land of war. At that 

time, the land of war was Makkah, the place of origin of those early Muslims who 

migrated to Madinah. What this Qur’ nic verse tells us is that there may never have 

been any alliance with those who claimed to be Muslims until they migrated to 

Madinah to join the Muslim society there; that is, until they took the practical step 

bringing them into the Muslim community. Only in this way, was their migration 

manifestly genuine, motivated by their faith, undertaken in service of God’s cause, 

for the purpose of building the Muslim society which implements Islam. There could 

be no other purpose for their migration. 

This is stated with a clarity and precision which leaves no room for any sort of 

ambiguity. If they comply with this requirement, moving into the land of Islam to 

live under the Islamic regime based on the Islamic faith and implementing Islamic 

law, leaving behind their families, interests and homes in the land of war, then they 

are part of the Muslim community and members of the Islamic society. Their refusal 

to migrate renders their verbal claims devoid of any substance: “If they turn against 

you, then seize them and kill them wherever you may find them. Do not take any of them for 

your ally or supporter” (Verse 89) It is this ruling which makes us more inclined to say 

that those hypocrites did not live in Madinah. A different policy was implemented 

with the hypocrites of Madinah themselves. 

Islam is very tolerant with the followers of other faiths and ideologies. It does not 

force itself on anyone. Non-Muslims who live in a Muslim state under an Islamic 

regime may openly state their beliefs, which may be in conflict with the Islamic faith, 

provided that they do not try to win Muslims over to their faith and that they do not 

insult Islam. The Qur’ n denounces hurling abuse on Islam, as was done by the 
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followers of earlier religions, in very clear terms. It leaves no doubt that Islam does 

not allow those who live under its regime to criticise its principles in abusive terms 

or to distort its facts. Some people in our modern times would like us to believe that 

they are allowed this. This is totally untrue. It is sufficient that Islam does not force 

itself on people and that it protects the lives and properties of those who belong to 

other religions and who live in an Islamic society. Islam further affords to them the 

same benefits of Islamic life, without any discrimination between them and Muslims, 

and allows them to implement the rules of their faith in all matters which have no 

bearing on the general system as it applies to all citizens. 

Islam extends this attitude of tolerance to those who openly adopt a different faith, 

but it does not extend it to those who make a claim to be Muslims but whose actions 

belie that claim. Its tolerance cannot accommodate those who declare that they 

believe in God’s oneness, who testify that there is no deity except God, and who, at 

the same time, acknowledge to someone else any attribute which belongs solely to 

God, such as sovereignty and the authority to legislate. It describes as idolaters those 

of the people of earlier Scriptures who take their priests and rabbis as well as Jesus, 

son of Mary, as lords besides God. It is true that they did not worship those priests 

and rabbis, but they certainly followed their lead when they enacted for them 

legislation that makes certain things permissible and prohibits others. 

Nor does Islam tolerate that some hypocrites should he described as believers, 

simply because they have made the verbal declaration that there is no deity other 

than God and that Mu ammad is His Messenger, but, at the same time, remained in 

the land of unfaith, giving their support to the Muslims’ enemies. Tolerance in these 

circumstances is, in fact, complacency. Islam is tolerant but not complacent. It is a 

serious concept working within a serious system. Seriousness admits tolerance but 

has no room for complacency. 

These directives given to the first Muslim community are, indeed, indicative of the 

nature of Islam and reveal a great deal to all Muslim generations. 

Peace with Power 

Having thus given a clear verdict against those who side with the unbelievers 

despite their claims to be Muslims, the s rah states an exception in the case of those 

who seek refuge with people who have a covenant or a treaty with the Muslim 

community. The attitude determined for such a community now also applies to 

them: “Except in the case of those of them who have ties with people to whom you yourselves 

are bound by a covenant.” (Verse 90) 

We see here that Islam prefers peace whenever there is room for peace which does 

not impede its work of freely conveying its message to people and allowing them 
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free choice. Nothing and no one should be in a position to use force against the effort 

to convey Islam to people. The security of the Muslims should be guaranteed. They 

must not be exposed to any danger of sedition or to threats to the Islamic message 

which may cause its efforts to be hampered. For this reason, those who seek refuge 

and live with any group of people who are bound by a treaty or a covenant with the 

Muslims enjoy the same treatment as the people with whom they live. The same state 

of peace applies to them. This is clear evidence of the peaceful nature of Islam. 

Exception from imprisonment and execution is also made in the case of those 

individuals or tribes or communities who take a neutral position, those who do not 

join the fighting which takes place between their people and the Muslims. Their 

hearts shrink from thoughts of either fighting with their people against the Muslims 

or fighting with the Muslims against their own kin. These people stand aside, 

unwilling to enter into any hostilities: “Or those who come to you because their hearts 

shrink from the thought of fighting you or fighting their own people.” (Verse 90) 

Again this ruling is evidence of the Islamic desire to avoid fighting others 

whenever they refrain from fighting the Muslims, choosing neutrality between them 

and their enemies. Those who did not fight on either side were present in Arabia 

and, indeed, within the Quraysh itself. Islam did not pressurise them to take sides for 

or against it. It was sufficient that they did not oppose Islam. At the same time, there 

was hope that they would eventually take the side of Islam, once the circumstances 

which caused their reluctance were removed. This was what actually happened in 

many cases. 

God makes this line towards those neutrals beneficial to the Muslims when He 

reminds them of the other possibility that could have occurred. Those people could 

have sided with the hostile unbelievers and fought against the Muslims. The fact that 

they did not was far more preferable. “Had God so willed, He would have given them 

power over you, and they would have fought you. Therefore, if they leave you alone, and do 

not make war on you, and offer you peace, God has given you no way against them.” (Verse 

90) 

We note here the fine touch delivered by the Qur’ n which restrains those 

Muslims who were full of enthusiasm and who may not have liked these peoples’ 

neutrality. It is a reminder of God’s grace. He has restrained these people from taking 

a hostile attitude that could have increased the Muslims’ burden. The Muslims are 

instructed to accept whatever goodness is offered them and to avoid all evil that God 

has caused to stay away from them. This is, then, to be the attitude of the Muslim 

community, as long as it does not involve any relaxation of Islamic principles or 

complacency in matters of faith or humiliation to the Muslims through a sell out to 

their enemies. A cheap peace is unacceptable. The aim is not to avoid fighting at any 

price. The aim is to achieve a peace that does not encroach on any right of the 



Al-Nisā’ (Women) | ORGANISING EXTERNAL RELATIONS 

 224

Muslims, whether these rights are due to people or to Islam as a message and 

philosophy. 

It is only right and proper that all impediments should be removed from the way 

of conveying the message of Islam to mankind. The point is that everyone who 

receives this message should feel free to accept it without being exposed to any harm, 

and this should apply everywhere in the world. It is also needed so that Islam 

acquires sufficient strength to deter anyone from taking a hostile attitude or inflicting 

harm of any sort on those who believe in it. Beyond that, peace is preferable and jihād 

continues. 

There is another group of people to whom Islam extends no tolerance, because it is 

an evil group of hypocrites with whom Islam has no covenant or treaty. Hence, it is 

free to take the appropriate stance against them: “You will find others who would like to 

be safe from you as well as to be safe from their own people. Whenever they are called back to 

sedition they plunge headlong into it. If they do not leave you alone, and do not offer you 

peace and do not stay their hands, seize them and kill them wherever you come upon them. 

Over these We have given you a clear authority.” (Verse 91) 

A report by Muj hid suggests that this statement concerned a certain group of 

people from Makkah who came to the Prophet to declare that they were Muslims 

without actually being so. They then returned to Makkah where they reverted to idol 

worship. Their purpose was that they should feel safe and secure in both camps. 

Hence, Islam ruled that they be killed unless they stopped their erring ways. The 

verdict in this case is stated clearly: “If they do not leave you alone, and do not offer you 

peace and do not stay their hands, seize them and kill them wherever you come upon them. 

Over these we have given you a clear authority” (Verse 91) 

We note here the clear balance in the Islamic attitude. It is serious and decisive 

but, at the same time, tolerant and forbearing. Each situation is faced with the most 

suitable of attitudes. When we consider both features, we realise that they provide 

every Muslim with a balanced attitude which becomes an essential feature of the 

Islamic system as a whole. When some people move towards extremism, adopting an 

uncompromising, violent attitude, then they do not represent Islam. On the other 

hand, Islam is not represented by those who take an apologetic attitude towards 

jihād, trying to defend Islam, which, in their view, stands indicted of violent 

extremism. They emphasise that Islam prefers peace in all situations and its 

permanent attitude is one of forbearance and forgiveness and that jihād is only 

allowed in the defence of Muslim land or the Muslim community. Thus, they narrow 

it down. Jihād is, indeed, a means of defending the Islamic message and its right to be 

conveyed freely to everyone, everywhere in the world. It is also the means to ensure 

that every individual, anywhere in the world is free to accept Islam. It guarantees the 

supremacy of a virtuous system, which extends security to all people, whether they 



Al-Nisā’ (Women) | ORGANISING EXTERNAL RELATIONS 

 225

accept Islam or not. As we have already said, neither the narrow extremist view, nor 

the complacent apologetic view is correct. Again, these provisions of Islamic 

international law convey a clear message to mankind. 

Indemnity for Accidental Killing 

All the foregoing applies to relations between the Muslim community and other 

camps. The s rah now moves on to speak of internal relations among Muslims, no 

matter how distant their countries are. It is clear that there can be no fighting or 

killing among Muslims except by way of punishment for certain crimes. The point is 

that there can be no situation superseding the relationship of faith that exists 

between Muslims. Hence, no Muslim may ever kill another Muslim, knowing that 

this strong tie of faith exists between them. Such killing may only happen by mistake. 

Since this is a possibility, it requires certain legal provisions. As for deliberate killing, 

it is a crime much too ghastly to be erased by any atonement. It is something that 

transgresses all boundaries of Islam. 

Never should a believer kill another believer, unless it be by mistake. He who kills a 
believer by mistake must free a believing soul from bondage and pay an indemnity to 
his family, unless they forego it by way of charity. If the victim belonged to a people 
who are at war with you, while he himself was a believer, then let his killer free a 
believing soul from bondage. If he (the victim) belonged to a people with whom you are 
bound by a covenant, then the penalty is an indemnity to be paid to his family and the 
freeing of a believing soul ,from bondage. He who cannot afford the wherewithal must 
fast for two consecutive months. This is the atonement ordained by God. God is All-
Knowing, Wise. (Verse 92) 

The s rah provides legal provisions for four cases of killing, three of which may 

happen by mistake among Muslims in the same community or in different 

communities. The fourth is that of deliberate murder which, the Qur’ n insists, 

should never happen in the first place. Nothing should bring the relationship 

between two Muslims so low for a murder of this sort to take place. The relationship 

between two Muslims is too strong, deeply rooted, precious and dearly cherished for 

such a serious breach to be contemplated. Hence, the s rah begins by legislating for 

accidental killing. 

“Never should a believer kill another believer, unless it be by mistake.” (Verse 92) This is 

the only possibility which is acceptable to the Islamic sense and which is possible in 

reality. For a Muslim to live side by side with another Muslim is a truly great 

blessing. It is inconceivable that a Muslim takes a deliberate step, after 

contemplation, to remove this great blessing from his life by committing such a 

horrendous crime. Muslims belong to a very dear race. The one who knows the value 
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of a Muslim is only another Muslim. Hence, killing him makes no sense. This is 

something well known to the people immediately concerned with it. They recognise 

it within themselves and in their feelings. It is God who has given it to them through 

their faith and their ties with God’s Messenger. These ties are further elevated to 

bring them together, united by their bonds with God Himself who has established 

their remarkable unity. 

When accidental killing takes place, there can be one of three cases for which legal 

provisions are made. The first is that when the victim belongs to a Muslim family 

living in the land of Islam. In this case, a slave who is a believer must be set free and 

an indemnity must be paid to the victim’s family. Setting a slave free is a 

compensation made to the Muslim community by the revival of another Muslim 

soul. This is, indeed, how freeing a slave is viewed in Islam. As for the indemnity, it 

is paid in order to pacify those immediately affected by the killing. It compensates 

them for a part of their loss. At the same time, the Qur’ n hints that the victim’s 

family may forego this indemnity, if they so desire, because such an attitude 

promotes feelings of forgiveness within the Muslim community: “He who kills a 

believer by mistake must free a believing soul from bondage and pay an indemnity to his 

family, unless they forego it by way of charity.” (Verse 92) 

The second case is that whereby the victim is, himself, a believer while his own 

people are at war with the Muslim community. In this case, a slave who is a believer 

must be freed to compensate for the believer who has been killed. No indemnity is 

payable to his people who are at war with Islam, because that would strengthen 

them in their fight against the Muslims. Here, there is no attempt to pacify the family 

of the victim or to win favour or to establish friendly relations with them. They are 

hostile to Islam and they fight against the Muslims. 

The third case is one whereby the victim belongs to a people who have a treaty or 

a covenant with the Muslims. The Qur’ nic statement does not specify that the victim 

must be a believer in this case. This has led some commentators on the Qur’ n and 

other scholars to consider the statement a general one, applying to all people who 

have a covenant or a treaty with the Muslims, even if they are not believers. The fact 

that they have such a covenant makes them entitled to the same protection as 

Muslims. 

It appears to us, however, that the whole verse deals with the killing of believers. 

The opening sentence in this Qur’ nic verse states: “Never should a believer kill another 

believer, unless it be by mistake.” This is followed by detailing the various cases in 

which the victim is a believer. The fact that in the second case there is a clear and 

specific reference to the victim being a believer, “If the victim belonged to a people who 

are at war with you, while he himself was a believer”, has special significance. It is made 

in order to dispel any confusion about his identity because his people are at war with 
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the Muslims. The victim, himself, must be a believer, although his people are not. 

This understanding of the third case being applicable to victims of accidental death 

who are Muslims is supported by the fact that the penalty includes the freeing of a 

believing slave. Again this is compensation for the loss of one believer by freeing 

another from bondage. Otherwise, the freeing of any slave, believer or not, would 

have been adequate. 

A number of reports speak of the Prophet paying indemnity to the families of 

victims of accidental death who belonged to tribes bound by covenants or treaties 

with the Muslims. These reports do not speak of the freeing of the same number of 

slave believers. This suggests that in this case the only penalty is the indemnity. This 

ruling is based on what the Prophet did, not on this verse. All three cases identified 

in this verse share a common factor: the victim is a believer, although his family may 

not be believers living in the Muslim community or belong to a hostile camp at war 

with the Muslims, or to a people at peace with Islam having a covenant with the 

believers. This is what appears to us to be a more accurate understanding of this 

verse. 

Punishment for Deliberate Killing 

All the foregoing applies to accidental killing. A deliberate murder of a believer is 

a crime too horrendous to be committed by anyone who has any trace of faith in his 

heart. It cannot be compensated for by any indemnity or by setting slaves free. The 

punishment in this case is exacted by God Himself: “He who deliberately kills a believer, 

his punishment is hell, therein to abide permanently. God will be angry with him, and will 

reject him, and will prepare for him a dreadful suffering.” (Verse 93) 

It is a crime of murder wherein the victim is not merely the human being who is 

killed without any justification whatsoever. It also kills the noble and dearly 

cherished tie established by God between one Muslim and another. It is a crime 

against the very idea of believing in God. For this reason, it is often associated with 

denying faith altogether. Some scholars of high standing including Ibn `Abb s, the 

Prophet’s cousin, are of the opinion that no repentance of such a crime is acceptable. 

Other scholars who disagree, rely for their argument on the Qur’ nic verse which 

states: “God does not forgive that partners should be associated with Him, but He forgives 

any lesser sin to whomever he wills.” (Verse 116) These latter scholars say that a 

deliberate murderer of a Muslim may still hope for God’s Forgiveness. They explain 

the statement that such a killer shall abide permanently in hell as signifying that hell 

will be his abode for a very long time. 

The Prophet’s Companions who graduated in the first Islamic school used to meet 

others who, prior to Islam, killed their fathers, sons or brothers and some of them 
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experienced bitter feelings as a result, but they never contemplated revenge killings. 

This is because they had all embraced Islam, and no thoughts of revenge were 

entertained by the relatives of the victims, even when their sorrow was most painful. 

Indeed, they never thought of depriving them of any right given to them by Islam. 

To guard against accidental killing, and to ensure the purity of those whose hearts 

fight for God’s cause so that they may be totally dedicated to the service of Islam, 

God instructs the Muslims not to fight with anyone or to kill them until they are sure 

of his identity. They must accept his statement if he claims to be a Muslim, since 

there can be no evidence to the contrary. “Believers, when you go on an expedition to 

serve the cause of God, use your discernment and do not — out of a desire for the fleeting 

gains of this worldly life — say to one who offers you the greeting of peace: ‘You are not a 

believer’: for with God are abundant gains. Thus have you been in days gone by. But God has 

bestowed on you His grace. Therefore, use your discernment. Indeed God is always aware of 

what you do.” (Verse 94)  

There are a number of reports that speak of the circumstances in which this verse 

was revealed. They may be summed up in such a way that suggests that a Muslim 

expedition once came across a man with his sheep. He greeted them with the Islamic 

greeting, Assalāmu `alaikum, to indicate that he was a Muslim. Some of them 

considered that this was merely words he spoke to save his life. Therefore, they 

killed him. This Qur’ nic verse was then revealed to indicate that such an action is 

forbidden. Believers must not entertain any thoughts which betray that they are after 

making any worldly gains or which show that they make hasty judgements. Both are 

unacceptable to Islam. When Muslims go out on a campaign of jihād for God’s cause, 

then the gains that they may make must never come into their reckoning. Such gains 

are never a motive for jihād. Similarly, a hasty judgement may lead to the shedding of 

a Muslim’s blood with whom the most cherished tie should exist. God reminds the 

believers of their recent days of ignorance which were characterised by hasty 

judgements and the coveting of worldly gains. He reminds them of His grace when 

He purified their hearts, elevated their ideals and placed their objectives on a sublime 

level. 

     They no longer stage war for any material gain as they used to do in the past. 

They are governed by His legislation, which provides a complete system for them to 

implement. Their judgements must not be based on rash decisions, characteristic of 

their days of ignorance. 

     The same statement may also be understood as implying a reference to the fact 

that they, themselves, used to conceal from their people the fact that they were 

Muslims. This is because they were too weak. They only revealed this when they felt 

secure in the company of other Muslims. The man who was thus killed might have 

concealed the truth of his being a Muslim from his own people. When he met the 
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Muslims, he offered them the greeting of peace characteristic of Muslims, to indicate 

that he, himself, was a Muslim: “Thus have you been in days gone by. But God has 

bestowed on you His grace. Therefore, use your discernment. Indeed God is always aware of 

what you do.” (Verse 94) 

We note how the Qur’ n touches the believers’ most sensitive feelings in order to 

remind them of God’s grace and to make them more conscious of their obligations. It 

is through this sensitivity and consciousness that Islam achieves full commitment by 

its followers to its legal system, after having explained its laws most clearly. It is this 

clarity and purity that characterises external relations between Islam and other 

communities, as explained in this passage. 
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9 

Fighting for the Oppressed 

Those of the believers who remain passive, 

other than the disabled, are not equal to 

those who strive hard in God’s cause with 

their possessions and their lives. God has 

exalted those who strive hard with their 

possessions and their lives far above the 

ones who remain passive. To each God has 

promised the ultimate good, yet God has 

preferred those who strive hard over those 

who remain passive with a mighty reward: 

(95) 

degrees of honour, forgiveness of sins and 

His grace. God is Much- Forgiving, 

Merciful. (96) 

To those whom the angels gather in death 

while they are still wronging themselves, the 

angels will say: “What were you doing?” 

They will answer: “We were oppressed on 

earth.” (The angels) will say: “Was not 

God’s earth so spacious that you might 

have migrated to settle elsewhere?” Such 

will have their abode in Hell, a certainly 

evil end. (97) 

Excepted are the men, women, and 

children who, being truly helpless, can 

devise nothing and can find no way. (98) 
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These God may well pardon, then, for God 

is indeed most Lenient, Much-Forgiving. 

(99) 

Anyone who migrates for God’s cause will 

find on earth many places for refuge and 

great abundance. He who leaves his home, 

fleeing from evil unto God and His 

Messenger, and is then overtaken by death, 

his reward is reserved for him with God. 

God is Much-Forgiving, Merciful. (100) 

When you go forth on earth, you will incur 

no sin by shortening your prayers, if you 

have reason to fear that the unbelievers may 

cause you affliction. Truly, the unbelievers 

are your sworn enemies. (101) 

When you are with the believers and about 

to lead them in prayer, let one group of 

them stand up with you, holding on to their 

weapons. Then, after they have prostrated 

themselves, let them be behind you, while 

the other group, who have not yet prayed, 

shall come forward and pray with you, and 

let these be on their guard, holding on to 

their weapons. The unbelievers would love 

to see you oblivious of your weapons and 

your equipment, so that they might swoop 

on you with one assault. But it is no offence 

for you to lay down your arms [while you 

pray] if you are bothered by heavy rain, or 

suffering from illness; but you must always 

be on your guard. God has prepared 

humiliating suffering for the unbelievers. 
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Overview 

This passage is closely connected to the two passages that precede it. Indeed, it 

complements them. Had it not been for our concern to highlight international 

relations as outlined by Islam, we would have joined all three passages together. The 

subject matter here is migration to the land of Islam. Those who had accepted Islam, 

but who still remained in their homes in the land of war are strongly urged to join 

the Muslim community in Madinah which was striving hard for God’s cause, 

sacrificing their lives and possessions. They are clearly required here to abandon 

their relatively more comfortable positions in Makkah, where they lived with their 

families and clans. These were perhaps the ones who are described in these verses as 

“remaining passive”. For, there was no Muslim “remaining passive” in Madinah, other 

than the hypocrites whose situation was discussed in a totally different tone in the 

preceding passage. 

This first point is followed by a stern warning to those who stay in the land of 

unfaith. This they do despite their ability to join the Muslim community where they 

can add to the strength of the believers. Nonetheless, they remain safe in their homes 

until their souls are gathered by the angels, still in a condition of “wronging 

themselves”. Their abode is hell which is described as an evil destination. 

Following this, we have a guarantee from God to anyone who migrates to serve 

(102) 

And when you have performed your 

prayers, remember God standing, sitting, 

and lying down. When you are again 

secure, observe your prayers [fully]. Indeed, 

prayer is a time- related duty, binding on 

all believers. (103) 

Do not be faint of heart when you seek out 

the [enemy] host. If you happen to suffer 

pain, they also suffer pain as you do; while 

you hope to receive from God what they can 

never hope for. God is indeed All-Knowing, 

Wise. (104) 
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His cause. The guarantee is effected from the moment he leaves home, having no 

purpose other than joining the camp of believers. The guarantee deals with all the 

fears entertained by anyone who undertakes such a risky and costly adventure. It is 

clear that the s rah follows the same thread of jihād, or striving for God’s cause and 

migration by believers to join the ranks of those who are engaged in such striving. It 

also legislates for relations between the Muslim community and others who remain 

outside its land, including Muslims who have chosen not to migrate. 

The passage also discusses prayer in a state of fear whether in the battlefield or on 

the way to the land of the believers. To speak about prayer at these critical times 

shows how seriously Islam views prayers. This creates a psychological state which 

enables believers to face the real dangers posed by their enemies who are always on 

the alert, trying to seize upon any lapse of concentration on the part of the Muslims. 

The passage ends with a strong, highly effective remark, encouraging the believers to 

continue to strive for God’s cause despite what they may face in the way of hardship. 

This is coupled with a clear description of the believers’ mentality and that of their 

enemies: “Do not be faint of heart when you seek out the [enemy] host. If you happen to 

suffer pain, they also suffer pain as you do; while you hope to receive from God what they can 

never hope for. God is indeed All-Knowing, Wise.” (Verse 104) 

It is a description showing two different ways and approaches that have no 

meeting point. To pursue the path of faith means to strive tirelessly, and to think 

little of any difficulty and hardship. Believers should not forget that those in the 

other camp also suffer pain and encounter difficulties, but what believers hope to 

receive from God is incomparable to what the others receive. 

In the various points it discusses and the way it deals with different aspects, this 

passage gives us a picture of what the Muslim community experienced as it faced the 

practical problems associated with its formation as a separate and independent 

community. It describes for us the elements of human weakness, the remaining 

influences of the dark, recent past and other aspects of human nature and their 

bearing on the new Muslim community as it undertook to fulfil its duties. It also 

shows how such pain and hardship are coupled with aspirations and eagerness to 

fulfil those duties. It is the wise, Divine approach that encourages such aspirations 

and urges such eagerness, working always to refine human nature and prepare it for 

its great task. 

All this comes out clearly in the description of the situation, the encouragement 

given to the believers and in dealing with natural fears and real pain suffered by the 

Muslim community. But it is also seen very clearly in the emphasis it lays on 

ensuring appropriate preparation and equipment for battle, particularly by prayer, as 

well as hard work and full alertness. A suitable mentality for the forthcoming 

struggle is further consolidated by the trust the migrants place in God, His reward 
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for those who strive hard, and support for those who leave home to fight for His 

cause. This is strengthened even further by knowledge of the humiliating suffering 

He has prepared for the unbelievers. 

This passage also provides a very good example of how the Qur’ n deals with 

human nature in both situations of strength and weakness, and with the human 

community in both its stages of initial formation and maturity. We see how it pulls 

all the strings together at the same time and in the same verse. Of particular 

significance in this respect is how the Qur’ n fills the Muslim community with 

feelings of superiority over its enemies. But at the same time, it encourages the 

Muslim community to be always on the alert, ready to face any threats and dangers. 

Furthermore, it alerts it to its shortcomings and weaknesses, strongly urging it to 

eliminate all these. 

It is a remarkable method, complete and perfectly suited to human nature. It is 

also extraordinary in the number of strings it pulls together in order to get a holistic 

response and a fine overall tune. Indeed, it was the superiority of the Qur’ nic 

method of educating the Muslim community and the superior social organisation it 

establishes that has ensured the Muslim community’s remarkable distinction over 

other communities. This clear superiority gave the emerging Muslim community, 

despite its adverse circumstances and occasional weaknesses, the ability to 

overwhelm other communities. It was not merely a military victory. It was the 

triumph of a young, vigorous civilisation over one that had grown old. It was the 

ultimate victory of a new method and way of life. It heralded the beginning of a new 

era, a new human being, and a new human community. 

What Elevates People in Rank 

Those of the believers who remain passive, other than the disabled, are not equal to 
those who strive hard in God’s cause with their possessions and their lives. God has 
exalted those who strive hard with their possessions and their lives far above the ones 
who remain passive. To each God has promised the ultimate good, yet God has 
preferred those who strive hard over those who remain passive with a mighty reward: 
degrees of honour, forgiveness of sins and His grace. God is Much-Forgiving, 
Merciful. (Verses 95-6) 

This statement addresses a special case within the Muslim community wherein 

some elements had demonstrated their reluctance to meet the obligations required in 

striving for God’s cause, requiring sacrifice of both possessions and lives. This may 

be a reference to those who preferred to stay at home and not migrate to Madinah, so 

that they could hold on to their property and possessions. The unbelievers did not 

allow anyone who migrated to Madinah to take any part of their wealth. They had to 
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abandon all their possessions. Others may have preferred to stay at home to spare 

themselves the hardship and risks of migration. Rarely did the unbelievers allow the 

Muslims to migrate. In the majority of cases, they imprisoned and ill-treated them, 

or, more accurately, they intensified their ill-treatment when they suspected that they 

intended to leave. We are more inclined to this view with regard to what is meant by 

the reference to those believers who “remain passive”. It may also refer to some people 

within the Muslim community who did not readily show their willingness to 

sacrifice their possessions and their lives for God’s cause. This obviously excludes the 

hypocrites who were mentioned in the preceding passage and who tried to dissuade 

the Muslims from striving for God’s cause. The description could mean both groups 

of people in both lands who were not ready to make the necessary sacrifices. 

Although this verse addresses a special case, it is phrased in the form of a general 

principle that is not restricted to a particular time or a particular community. What 

we have in this verse, then, is a principle, describing how God views the believers at 

any time or place. A distinction is clearly made between true believers and those who 

remain passive, reluctant to sacrifice themselves or their possessions for God’s cause 

despite having no disability to prevent them from joining in the jihād and making the 

necessary sacrifices. These are certainly unlike those who come forward and strive 

hard with all they have. 

The principle is stated in the most general of terms: “Those of the believers who 

remain passive, other than the disabled, are not equal to those who strive hard in God’s cause 

with their possessions and their lives.” (Verse 95) This is followed by a clarification 

which leaves no room whatsoever for ambiguity: “God has exalted those who strive hard 

with their possessions and their lives far above the ones who remain passive.” (Verse 95) 

 The Prophet gives us a feeling of what this distinction in rank actually means. 

Both al-Bukh rī and Muslim relate, on the authority of Abū Sa`īd al-Khudrī, that 

God’s Messenger (peace be upon him) said: “There are one hundred ranks in heaven 

which God has prepared for those who strive hard for His cause. The distance 

between each two ranks is equal to the distance between the earth and the heavens.” 

`Abdull h ibn Mas`ūd, a Companion of the Prophet, quotes him as saying: “He who 

throws an arrow [to serve God’s cause] will be recompensed for it with the 

advancement of one rank.” One man asked him what he meant by a rank? He 

answered: “It is certainly unlike a step in your mother’s home. Between each two 

ranks is a hundred years.” 

Now that we, in our modern times, know something of the distances which 

separate planets in the universe, and understand that it takes hundreds of light years 

for the rays of light to travel from one star to one planet, we are perhaps better able 

to imagine the distances to which the Prophet alludes. The Prophet’s Companions 

who heard him making these statements believed him without question. We 
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obviously believe in the truthfulness of his words in addition to our being in a better 

position now to understand what these distances mean. 

Having stated that there is a distinction among the believers between those who 

remain passive and those who strive hard in God’s cause with their possessions and 

their lives, this Qur’ nic verse states that God has promised a great reward for both: 

“To each God has promised the ultimate good.” (Verse 95) The very fact of believing in 

God has its value which must not be underestimated. Nevertheless, the believers 

have their ranks according to their willingness to fulfil the duties of faith, especially 

in respect of sacrifice of self and property. It is this last statement which tells us that 

those who remain passive are not the hypocrites. They are a group of good believers 

who have taken their positions alongside the other Muslims but have been 

complacent with regard to this particular duty. They are urged here to overcome 

their complacency, since they are genuine believers. 

This is followed by a restatement of the original principle which is here reaffirmed 

and expanded by way of encouragement to seek the great reward which is promised 

to those who strive hard: “Yet God has preferred those who strive hard over those who 

remain passive with a mighty reward: degrees of honour, forgiveness of sins and His grace. 

God is Much-Forgiving, Merciful.” (Verses 95-6) 

The Philosophy of Jihād 

Those who strive hard for God’s cause are certain, by God’s promise, to achieve 

real glory, while those who remain passive cannot aspire to anything similar. 

Moreover, the prospect of great reward, the forgiveness of sins by God and abundant 

mercy is raised high. All this points to two important facts. 

The first is that these verses were dealing with real cases within the Muslim 

community. This should make us better aware of human nature. An individual or a 

community may achieve a high standard of faith, but remain, nevertheless in need of 

constant care to deal with any weakness or complacency which may hamper the 

fulfilment of duties, especially those of striving hard to serve God’s cause with 

complete dedication, sacrificing life and wealth. That such feelings of weakness, 

complacency or failure to come forward with dedicated service should overtake a 

person or a community need not cause us to lose hope of their positive response later 

on or make us look down on them. As long as sincerity and serious willingness to 

remain with the Muslim community and to deal positively with God remain, we 

must not give up on them. Yet we cannot just accept that such weakness, 

complacency and failure are part of human nature without doing anything about it. 

We still have to motivate that nature to seek the sublime and to reach for the highest 

standard. Such motivation can take all possible ways and forms as we see in the 
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Qur’ nic method that, itself, reflects Divine wisdom. 

The other fact is the value which Islam assigns to striving hard to serve God’s 

cause and what that may involve of sacrificing wealth and life. God gives it such a 

high value because He is fully aware of what such a dedicated service means in 

practical terms and He knows human nature and the nature of the forces which are 

always hostile to Islam. 

Jihād, or striving hard in God’s cause, was not something accidental to the 

particular period which witnessed the advent of Islam. It is a permanent need, 

inherent in the nature of the Islamic faith. Some people, influenced by the existing 

situation when great empires ruled the world, have mistakenly expressed the view 

that the early Muslims thought that it was essential for them to be truly powerful, in 

a military sense. Such views betray, to say the least, a total failure to understand the 

true nature of Islam. 

Had jihād been an accidental development, necessitated by temporary 

circumstances, it would not have merited such a lengthy exposition in a large 

number of s rahs and passages in the Qur’ n and the Sunnah and it would not have 

been treated in such an emphatic style. The Prophet would not have made such a 

comprehensive statement, addressed to every Muslim in every period of history, as 

long as human life on earth continues. “He who does not take part or at least 

contemplates taking part in a campaign of jihād until the end of his life meets his 

death holding to a branch of hypocrisy.” 

It is true that the Prophet turned back certain individuals who wanted to join jihād 

campaigns because of their particular family situation. It is authentically reported, 

for example, that a man sought the Prophet’s permission to go on jihād. The Prophet 

asked him whether his parents were alive. When the man answered in the 

affirmative, the Prophet said to him: “Go and strive hard in their service.” This, 

however, was an individual case that does not contradict the general rule. For one 

man to be withdrawn from an army does not weaken that army. The Prophet was 

always aware of the circumstances of his Companions. He might have known 

enough of the particular family circumstances of that man to warrant giving him this 

directive. 

The assumption must never be made that jih d was only incidental to a particular 

situation in a particular place, and that that situation no longer exists. It is not that 

Islam loves to draw its sword and chop off people’s heads with it. The hard facts of 

life compel Islam to have its sword drawn and to be always ready and careful. God 

knows that those who hold the reigns of power are hostile to Islam and that they will 

always try to resist it, because it points to a way and a method different from theirs. 

This does not apply to a particular period of past history. It applies to the situation 
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today and tomorrow, in all places and throughout all generations. 

God also knows that evil is arrogant and can never be fair. It cannot allow the 

seeds of goodness to grow. It does not matter which peaceful tactics the advocates of 

goodness adopt, the very fact that goodness begins to grow represents a threat to 

evil. The very existence of the truth endangers falsehood. Evil will always tend to be 

aggressive and to defend its existence by attempting to smother the truth, never 

hesitating to use brute force. This is part of nature, not something incidental to a 

particular situation. 

Hence, jihād, in every form, is essential. It must start in people’s hearts and emerge 

into the real world. This points the way to the inevitable confrontation between 

armed evil and armed goodness. The forces of falsehood, in their great numbers and 

heavy armament, must be countered with the properly equipped forces of goodness. 

Otherwise it would be a suicidal situation or one that is lacking seriousness. Either 

attitude is unbecoming of believers. Proper preparation for a serious confrontation 

requires sacrificing possessions and lives, as God required the believers to do, 

purchasing all these from them in return for admitting them into heaven. He either 

gives them victory or martyrdom. It is all within His prerogative and He makes His 

decision on the basis of His wisdom. As for them, He has promised them one of the 

two best achievements. All people die when the time comes, but only those who fight 

for God’s cause can be martyrs. 

There are a number of basic principles upon which the foundation of the Islamic 

faith, its practical method and line of action are built. These have nothing to do with 

changing circumstances. They must not be overlooked or underestimated by 

believers in any situation. One of these principles is jihād, or striving hard for God’s 

cause and under His banner. It is the one that earns martyrdom for the one who falls 

in combat. They are the only martyrs honoured by God. 

Misguided or Oppressed? 

The s rah then examines the case of those who remain passive, staying in the land 

of unfaith instead of migrating to the land of Islam. Their motives for so staying 

behind are to look after their property and interests, or an inherent weakness which 

makes them unwilling to undertake the arduous task of migration. Had they been 

willing to sacrifice, they would have been able to migrate, but they stay put until the 

angels are instructed to gather them in death. They are portrayed here in a 

derogatory way, which should have been enough to motivate any one of them to flee 

from the land of evil to join the ranks of the believers. 

To those whom the angels gather in death while they are still wronging themselves, 
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the angels will say: “What were you doing?” They will answer: “We were oppressed 
on earth.” (The angels) will say: “Was not God’s earth so spacious that you might 
have migrated to settle elsewhere?” Such will have their abode in Hell, a certainly evil 
end. Excepted are the men, women, and children who, being truly helpless, can devise 
nothing and can find no way. These God may well pardon, then, for God is indeed 
most Lenient, Much-Forgiving. (Verses 97-99) 

These verses are speaking of a real situation that existed in Makkah and elsewhere 

in the Arabian peninsula after the Prophet’s migration and the establishment of the 

Islamic state. There were still some Muslims who stayed behind, unwilling to 

sacrifice their property and interests because the unbelievers did not allow those who 

migrated to take any possessions with them. Some of them might have feared the 

consequences of migration, because the unbelievers were ever watchful, trying to 

turn hack any Muslim who sought to leave for Madinah. Some, however, were too 

weak to migrate. Among them were the elderly, women, and children who could not 

find a way of escape. 

Unable to seize the Prophet and his Companions when they migrated to Madinah 

and unable to prevent the establishment of the Muslim state, the unbelievers turned 

the screw on those Muslims who stayed behind, especially when the new Muslim 

state began to intercept the Quraysh’s trade caravans. When the Muslims were able 

to score their resounding victory at Badr, the unbelievers in Makkah escalated their 

torture of those Muslims who were left behind, trying to force them to return to idol 

worship. Some of them succumbed to the pressure, feeling compelled to at least 

pretend that they were no longer Muslims and taking part with the unbelievers in 

their idolatrous practices. This facade of having rejected Islam was permitted them 

when they had no state to which they could migrate. However, after the 

establishment of that state, such pretence was no longer acceptable and especially 

when the means to migrate were available. Migration enabled them to declare that 

they were Muslims and to live according to the principles of faith. 

These verses were revealed to address that particular case. They describe the 

people unwilling to migrate for one of the above reasons as “wronging themselves”. 

They have indeed done themselves a great wrong by depriving themselves of the 

opportunity to live in the land of Islam where they could enjoy a clean, healthy, 

blessed life, free from all pressures. Instead, they chose to live in weakness and to 

suffer persecution. Moreover, these verses warn them that their abode will be Hell, 

and describe it as “a certainly evil end”. This suggests that this particular statement 

refers to those who actually turned back from Islam in Makkah. 

In the inimitable fashion of the Qur’ n, this whole situation is portrayed very 

vividly: “To those whom the angels gather in death while they are still wronging themselves, 

the angels will say: ‘What were you doing?’ They will answer: `We were oppressed on earth.’ 
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(The angels) will say: `Was not God’s earth so spacious that you might have migrated to settle 

elsewhere?’“ (Verse 97) 

The Qur’ n is dealing here with human beings in whom it attempts to arouse the 

elements of goodness, courage, and dignity, and to eradicate the elements of 

weakness, miserliness and humility. It, therefore, gives us this portrait delineating a 

true situation. It makes use, however, of that true situation to treat human 

weaknesses. The scene of approaching death is one that sends a shiver into a man’s 

heart. Portraying the angels in the way in which the Qur’ n does makes it more 

vivid, and heightens our fear. Those people have wronged themselves, and the 

angels have arrived to gather them in that condition. This, again, makes one’s heart 

shudder. It is sufficient for anyone to imagine himself with the angels terminating his 

life while he is wronging himself. He has no other chance to redeem himself. 

The angels, however, do not keep quiet as they cause these people to die. They 

review their past history and find a great deal wanting therein. Therefore, they ask 

them what they were preoccupied with during their days and nights. Their 

preoccupation has, after all, meant their utter loss. At the moment of death, they 

provide a humiliating reply, thinking this sufficient justification for their cowardice: 

“We were oppressed on earth.” We were humiliated by the people in power and we 

were unable to do anything about our situation. 

Despite all the self-degradation inherent in this reply, which leads us to despise 

the person who takes such an attitude at the point of death, after having refused to 

migrate throughout his lifetime, the angels confront these people with the reality of 

their situation. They reproach them for not having tried when the chance was there: 

“Was not God’s earth so spacious that you might have migrated to settle elsewhere?” It was 

not helplessness that forced them to accept humility and oppression in preference to 

migrating to the land of Islam. There was something else, namely, their 

unwillingness to sacrifice their property and possessions and interests in the land of 

evil. Holding on to these, they remain in their homes when God’s earth is so spacious 

as to make migration possible if only they are willing to make the necessary sacrifice. 

This highly effective scene concludes with a fearful end: “Such will have their abode in 

Hell, a certainly evil end.” (Verse 97) 

An exception is then made for those who did not have any real chance of leaving 

the land of evil where they were persecuted and deprived of the easy and happy life 

in the land of Islam. These include the elderly, women, and children who are truly 

helpless. To these, the prospect of God’s forgiveness and mercy is raised because 

their reasons are valid: “Excepted are the men, women, and children who, being truly 

helpless, can devise nothing and can find no way. These God may well pardon, then, for God 

is indeed most Lenient, Much-Forgiving.” (Verses 98-99) 
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This ruling remains valid until the end of time. It transcends the case of those 

Muslims who are subjected to pressure and persecution aimed at turning them away 

from their faith, and yet who stay where they are in order to look after their 

possessions and interests or to be with their relatives and friends or because of their 

unwillingness to undertake the hardships of migration. Once there is a place on 

earth, any place, where Islam rules and where one can feel secure declaring one’s 

faith and fulfilling one’s religious duties, then one must migrate in order to live 

under the banner of Islam and enjoy the sublime standard of life Islam affords. 

What Value for Leaving Home 

The s rah continues its task of treating those aspects of human nature that 

continue to raise apprehensions of the difficulties and hardships of migration. It 

depicts those who prefer to suffer persecution in their homeland, which may end in 

their turning away from Islam, in a scene which evokes feelings of contempt and 

fear. The next verse tries to counter that reluctance by giving reassurance to anyone 

who sets out from his homeland only to serve God’s cause, whether he arrives at his 

destination or dies on the way. God guarantees the reward to such a migrant from 

the moment he leaves home and promises him that he will find many places of 

refuge and abundance. “Anyone who migrates for God’s cause will find on earth many 

places for refuge and great abundance. He who leaves his home, fleeing from evil unto God 

and His Messenger, and is then overtaken by death, his reward is reserved for him with God. 

God is Much-Forgiving, Merciful.” (Verse 100) 

We see in this verse how the Qur’ n, in its realistic approach to human problems, 

addresses the normal apprehensions of someone embarking on migration in the sort 

of circumstances which prevailed at that time. The same or similar apprehensions 

may beset anyone who embarks on such a journey at any time. It addresses us with 

remarkable clarity and lucidity. Nothing that the migrant fears is concealed. No 

danger, including that of death, is dismissed out of hand. Reassurance is provided 

through other facts and through a guarantee from God Himself. 

Migration must be “for God’s cause”. This is the only type of migration which 

earns a reward. It is not a journey for financial gain or for evading problems, or for 

indulging in carnal pleasures or for any other worldly concern. When the purpose of 

migration is definitely serving God’s cause, the person who undertakes it will 

inevitably find many places of refuge and great abundance. He does not feel that his 

whole world has shrunk into a small, tight place. Nor is he helpless, unable to earn 

his living: “Anyone who migrates for God’s cause will find on earth many places for refuge 

and great abundance.” (Verse 100) 

It is part of human weakness to think that the chances of a comfortable life are 
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restricted to a particular land or work within certain circumstances, to the extent that 

abandonment of these means the end of life. It is such a false concept of life, earning 

one’s living and escaping danger that leads people to tolerate humility and even 

yield to the pressure to turn away from their faith. All that inevitably leads to the evil 

end preserved for those who are gathered in death by the angels while they are still 

“wronging themselves”. God states here His promise to anyone who migrates for no 

reason other than serving His cause. He will find refuge and abundance and he will 

enjoy God’s care and support wherever he goes. 

Yet, the time appointed for the end of one’s life may arrive during that very 

journey. As has already been explained, death has nothing to do with its apparent 

causes. It only comes at its appointed time, whether the person stays in his homeland 

or leaves. No one can bring forward or put back that appointed time. Nevertheless, 

human beings form their concepts, influenced, as they are, by apparent 

circumstances. This is taken into consideration by the Qur’ nic method of addressing 

human problems. The reward of migration is, therefore, guaranteed from the 

moment one leaves one’s home having no aim other than serving God’s cause: “He 

who leaves his home, fleeing from evil unto God and His Messenger, and is then overtaken by 

death, his reward is reserved for him with God.” (Verse 100) This is a reference to the full 

reward which is preserved for migration, arrival in the land of Islam, and living there 

with the Muslim community. Anything guaranteed by God is certain to be fulfilled. 

Nevertheless, along with this guarantee, we have an increase in the form of a 

reference to God’s forgiveness and mercy: “God is Much-Forgiving, Merciful.” 

It is decidedly a profitable deal. The one who embarks on migration for God’s 

cause is shown to receive his full reward from the moment he leaves. Death comes at 

its appointed time, whether one leaves home or not. Indeed, had the person 

concerned stayed at home he would have still died at that particular time, but he 

would have missed out on this highly profitable deed. Now, he has no reward, no 

forgiveness and no mercy. The angels will gather him in death while he is still 

wronging himself. The difference between the two situations is as great as the 

difference between the two ends. 

The verses we have already looked at in this passage point to several important 

principles which we may sum up in the following words. The first is that Islam views 

the attitude of those who remain passive and unwilling to join the ranks of those who 

are engaged in jihād as highly repugnant. This applies to everyone except the ones 

who are exempted by God either because of their physical disability or a helplessness 

which makes them unable to devise any way of escape. 

Secondly, the duty of jihād is central to the Islamic faith and to the Islamic system. 

Indeed, the Shī`ah include it as one of the pillars upon which the structure of Islam is 

founded. They support this view with Qur’ nic and ĥadīth statements as well as 
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practical considerations which give their argument a considerable measure of 

validity. Against this, we have the ĥadīth which states that the “structure of Islam is 

built on five pillars”. However, the great emphasis placed on the duty of jihād and its 

central importance to Islamic life everywhere and at all times, makes the need for it 

an intrinsic one. It is not related to any circumstantial considerations. 

Thirdly, we note that human beings are the same at all times. They may hesitate 

before any danger or scaling any great impediment. This applies even in the best of 

societies and the best of times. This should not, however, make us lose hope of 

people who may show such a reluctance. We should, indeed, encourage them and 

use both elements of warning and reassurance at the same time, in the same way as 

the Qur’ n does. 

Finally, we note how the Qur’ n faced up to the problems of real life and gave 

directions to the Muslim community on how to engage in battle, on all fronts. 

Needless to say, the most important front is that of human nature. This should give 

us an insight into how to understand the Qur’ n and how to refer to it when we face 

problems in our efforts to call people to accept Islam and implement it. 

Prayer Even on the Battlefield 

When you go forth on earth, you will incur no sin by shortening your prayers, if you 
have reason to fear that the unbelievers may cause you affliction. Truly, the 
unbelievers are your sworn enemies. When you are with the believers and about to 
lead them in prayer, let one group of them stand up with you, holding on to their 
weapons. Then, after they have prostrated themselves, let them be behind you, while 
the other group, who have not yet prayed, shall come forward and pray with you, and 
let these be on their guard, holding on to their weapons. The unbelievers would love to 
see you oblivious of your weapons and your equipment, so that they might swoop on 
you with one assault. But it is no offence for you to lay down your arms [while you 
pray] if you are bothered by heavy rain, or suffering from illness; but you must always 
be on your guard. God has prepared humiliating suffering for the unbelievers. (Verses 
101-102) 

At this particular juncture, the s rah speaks of the concession God gives to those 

who migrate or go forth on earth, either on jihād or on business, should they fear 

being taken prisoner by the unbelievers or fear being subjected to hardship and 

pressure to turn away from their faith. The concession is to reduce prayer. This is 

different from shortening prayers, which is a concession given to any traveller, 

whether he has anything to fear from the unbelievers or not. The concession to which 

the passage refers is a special type. “When you go forth on earth, you will incur no sin by 

shortening your prayers, if you have reason to fear that the unbelievers may cause you 
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affliction. Truly, the unbelievers are your sworn enemies.” (Verse 101) 

A person who goes forth on earth always needs badly to maintain a proper 

relationship with his Lord. Such a relationship helps him to accomplish what he sets 

out to do, and complements his preparations and precautions. Prayer is the closest 

contact a man has with God and it is the weapon with which Muslims are invited to 

equip themselves when they encounter hardships and difficulties. Whenever they 

have something to fear or a difficult task to accomplish, God tells them: “Seek strength 

in perseverance and in prayer.” (2: 45) 

It is, therefore, mentioned here at the appropriate time, when it is most needed. 

Anyone experiencing fear or migrating to a new homeland is in the greatest need of 

refuge with God. Nevertheless, prayer in its ordinary form, including its normal 

movements of bowing and prostration, may deprive a traveller on the road of a 

chance to escape ambush. On the other hand, it may attract the attention of his 

enemies and they may be able to identify him or to take him unawares while he is 

bowing or prostrating. Hence, such travellers are granted the concession to reduce 

prayer when they have reason to be afraid. 

We are more inclined to this understanding of this verse explained by Im m al-

Jaşş ş. He is of the opinion that the concession given here does not mean a reduction 

of the number of rak`ahs, so as to allow such a traveller to pray two rak`ahs instead of 

four. This type of concession is given to all travellers, whether they have such fears 

or not. Indeed, such a shortening is preferred for a traveller, so as to follow the 

example of the Prophet, who shortened his prayers every time he travelled. The 

weightier opinion is that a traveller may not offer his prayer complete when he 

travels. 

Hence, this new concession in situations of fear means a reduction in the form of 

prayer so as to pray, for example, in the standing position only, without adding any 

movement such as bowing, prostration or sitting in the middle or at the end of 

prayer. Such a traveller may offer his prayers while standing, or mounting his horse 

or camel, or travelling in a vehicle. He only needs to signal with his eyes indicating 

other movements. In this way, he does not neglect his contact with God. Nor does he 

neglect his most important weapon in the battle. He is on his guard against his 

enemies: “Truly, the unbelievers are your sworn enemies.” (Verse 101) 

In connection with this reference to prayer as offered by travellers who go forth on 

earth while fearing what the unbelievers may do to them, the form of prayer is 

outlined as offered by those who are on the battlefield. A number of psychological 

and educational touches are added to this particular piece of legislation. “When you 

are with the believers and about to lead them in prayer, let one group of them stand up with 

you, holding on to their weapons. Then, after they have prostrated themselves, let them be 
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behind you, while the other group, who have not yet prayed, shall come forward and pray with 

you, and let these be on their guard, holding on to their weapons. The unbelievers would love 

to see you oblivious of your weapons and your equipment, so that they might swoop on you 

with one assault. But it is no offence for you to lay down your arms (while you pray] if you 

are bothered by heavy rain, or suffering from illness; but you must always be on your guard. 

God has prepared humiliating suffering for the unbelievers.” (Verse 102) 

Anyone who tries to fathom the secrets of the Divine method of education 

represented by the Qur’ n will be amazed at the great number of psychological 

touches which penetrate deep into the human soul. Here we have an example of 

prayer on the battlefield. The Qur’ nic verse which we are looking at does not merely 

aim to explain the rulings concerning prayer in a state of fear. What we have here is 

part of the Qur’ nic efforts to educate the Muslim community in order to help both 

the individual and the community mature and fulfil their responsibilities. 

The first thing which draws our attention is the determination to maintain prayer 

even on the battlefield. Yet, this is only natural from the point of view of faith. Since 

prayer is the main weapon in the battle, its use must be regulated in a way suitable to 

a military battle. Those men whose education was accomplished through the Qur’ n 

and in accordance with the Divine method used to face their enemies with the one 

weapon which gives them superiority over all others. They were superior because 

they believed in One deity whom they knew very well and whom they were certain 

would be with them in battle. Another factor in their superiority is their belief in a 

most noble cause. Moreover, their concept of the universe, life and the purpose of 

human existence, as well as their social system were elements which added to their 

superiority. Prayer symbolised all this and reminded them of it. Hence, it worked as 

a weapon; indeed the most effective weapon in the battle. 

The next point to attract attention in this verse is the total spiritual mobilisation 

against the enemy as well as the warning to the believers to maintain total awareness 

of their enemy and what moves it may take. The enemies maintain a round-the-clock 

watch hoping for a moment of relaxation when the believers may lose sight of their 

weapons and equipment, so that they might swoop on them with one assault. These 

warnings are coupled with reassurance and encouragement to the believers. They are 

told that they are only facing an enemy who are certain to be humbled: “God has 

prepared humiliating suffering for the unbelievers.” (Verse 102) Establishing such a 

balance between warning and confidence, and an emphasis on the need to be extra 

careful and giving reassurance is characteristic of the Divine method of educating 

believers and the Muslim community as a whole. In this way, it prepares them to 

face their wicked enemies. 

Prayer in War and Peace 



Al-Nisā’ (Women) | FIGHTING FOR THE OPPRESSED 

 246

There are various views held by different scholars as to how prayer should be 

conducted in a state of fear, as at the time of fighting. However, they are all based on 

this text. We will limit ourselves to the general outline, without going into the 

various forms suggested. 

When you are with the believers and about to lead them in prayer, let one group of 
them stand up with you, holding on to their weapons. Then, after they have prostrated 
themselves, let them be behind you, while the other group, who have not yet prayed, 
shall come forward and pray with you, and let these be on their guard, holding on to 
their weapons. (Verse 102) 

The verse suggests that when the Prophet leads the believers in prayer in battle, a 

section of them join him in the first rak`ah, while the other section stand behind 

them, weapons in hand, to protect them. When the first group complete the first 

rak`ah, they step back to take over the guard duty, while the other group who were 

guarding them step forward to join the Prophet in praying one rak`ah as well. When 

the im m finishes his two rak`ahs, he concludes his prayers. Then the first group 

complete their prayer with a second rak`ah, guarded by the second group. When 

they have finished, the second group completes their second rak`ah, while they are 

guarded by the first group. In this way, both groups have joined the Prophet in 

prayer, and the same applies to those who succeed him as heads of state or with the 

commanders of the Muslim armies. 

Great emphasis is placed on the fact that Muslims need always to be on their 

guard: “Let these be on their guard, holding on to their weapons. The unbelievers would love 

to see you oblivious of your weapons and your equipment, so that they might swoop on you 

with one assault.” (Verse 102) This statement speaks of a wish always entertained by 

the unbelievers. This has been confirmed across the centuries. It is for this reason 

that God takes care to explain it to the first Muslim generation as He defines their 

general plan of the battle. He even occasionally lays down their operational plan, as 

we have seen in the detailed instructions outlining how the Muslims should offer 

their prayers when they are in a state of fear. 

The extra care required to be taken by the believers, and their total psychological 

mobilisation need not over afflict the believers. They implement it as best they can: 

“But it is no offence for you to lay down your arms [while you pray] if you are bothered by 

heavy rain, or suffering from illness; but you must always be on your guard.” (Verse 102) In 

such cases, taking up one’s arms may incur extra bother. 

It may be sufficient only to be on one’s guard, praying for God’s help and the 

eventual victory: “But you must always be on your guard. God has prepared humiliating 
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suffering for the unbelievers.” (Verse 102) It may be that through the continuous vigil 

and care taken by the believers that God brings about the humiliation and suffering 

which the unbelievers are certain to endure. Thus the believers may be the means 

through which God’s will is done. This, in itself, gives them more reassurance and 

confidence that victory is to be theirs. 

“And when you have performed your prayers, remember God standing, sitting, and lying 

down. When you are again secure, observe your prayers [fully]. Indeed, prayer is a time-

related duty, binding on all believers.” (Verse 103) This is a directive aimed at 

maintaining a relationship with God through prayer and in all situations. Such a 

relationship is the most effective weapon with which the believers equip themselves. 

When security replaces fear again, “observe your prayers [fully]“. This means that 

prayers are then to be offered complete, without any reduction. It is a duty which 

must be offered at particular times. When the reasons for reducing it are removed, 

prayers must be offered in full. 

It is on the basis of the Qur’ nic statement, “Indeed, prayer is a time-related duty,” 

that the scholars of the hirī school of thought advocate their view that no prayer 

may be offered when its time has lapsed. A certain prayer is valid only at the time 

appointed for it. Once it is over, there can be no way for that prayer to be offered. 

Other scholars disagree and maintain that prayers may be offered in compensation 

after their time has lapsed, i.e. Qađā’. All of them, however, encourage attending to 

prayer early in the time range allowed for them. We prefer not to discuss such 

matters of detail here. 

This passage concludes with an encouragement to the believers to continue with 

their jihād, despite the sacrifices they are called upon to offer. An inspiring touch is 

added which penetrates into the believers’ hearts, explaining that the ends of the 

believers and unbelievers are widely different: “Do not be faint of heart when you seek 

out the [enemy] host. If you happen to suffer pain, they also suffer pain as you do; while you 

hope to receive from God what they can never hope for. God is indeed All-Knowing, Wise.” 

(Verse 104) 

These are simple words which draw the distinctive lines and reveal the great gulf 

that separates the two parties. The believers endure pain in the battlefield, but they 

are not alone in that. Their enemies also suffer pain and hardship. But their states are 

different. The believers seek God’s pleasure and await His reward. The unbelievers 

suffer complete loss. They have nothing to expect from God either in this life or in 

the life to come. If the unbelievers remain steadfast in battle, the believers have all the 

more reason to do so. They can endure the pain more willingly and with determined 

perseverance. They need never stop pursuing the enemy until they have achieved 

complete victory. Thus, they can ensure that they live in a world where all 

submission is offered to God alone. 
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In every campaign of struggle, faith plays this great role. There are moments 

where the hardship and the pain are overpowering. It is then that a man needs to tap 

an additional source of strength. It is from faith that he can easily derive such 

strength. 

This directive is given to the believers when they are engaged in an open battle, 

when the two sides are at parity, both have their weapons drawn, and both face the 

prospect of physical pain. It may happen that the believers have to engage in a battle 

in which their enemies enjoy superiority. This rule, however, holds true in all 

situations. Evil never enjoys security even when it triumphs. It suffers pain brought 

about by its internal conflict and by its clash with the very nature of things. The only 

way open to believers is to remain steadfast and not allow themselves to weaken. 

They must realise that their enemies also suffer pain, which may be of a different 

nature. Moreover, “you hope to receive from God what they can never hope for.” (Verse 

104) To remember this provides real consolation. 

“God is indeed All-Knowing, Wise.” (Verse 104) He knows what and how human 

beings feel, and He prescribes for the believers what helps them to overcome their 

pain and suffering. 
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10 

Justice for All 

We have bestowed this book on you from 

on high, setting forth the truth, so that you 

may judge between people in accordance 

with what God has taught you. Hence, do 

not contend with those who betray their 

trust. (105) 

Seek God’s forgiveness, for God is indeed 

Much-Forgiving, Merciful. (106) 

And do not argue on behalf of those who 

are false to their own selves. Indeed God 

does not love those who betray their trust 

and persist in sinful action. (107) 

They conceal their doings from men, but 

they cannot conceal them from God; for He 

is present with them when, in the darkness 

of the night, they agree all manner of 

sayings which displease Him. God certainly 

encompasses [with His knowledge] 

whatever they do. (108) 

You may well argue on their behalf in the 

life of this world, but who is there to argue 

on their behalf with God on the Day of 

Resurrection, or who will be their advocate? 

(109) 

He who does evil or wrongs his own soul, 

and then prays to God to forgive him, shall 

find God Much-Forgiving, Merciful. (110) 

!$̄ΡÎ) !$uΖø9 t“Ρr& y7 ø‹s9 Î) |=≈ tGÅ3ø9 $# Èd,ysø9 $$Î/ zΝ ä3óstGÏ9 

t⎦÷⎫t/ Ä¨$̈Ζ9 $# !$oÿÏ3 y71 u‘ r& ª!$# 4 Ÿωuρ ⎯ ä3s? 

t⎦⎫ÏΖÍ←!$ y‚ù=Ïj9 $Vϑ‹ ÅÁyz ∩⊇⊃∈∪  

ÌÏ øótGó™ $# uρ ©!$# ( χÎ) ©!$# tβ% x. # Y‘θà xî 

$VϑŠ Ïm§‘ ∩⊇⊃∉∪  

Ÿωuρ öΑ Ï‰≈ pg éB Ç⎯ tã š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# tβθçΡ$tFøƒ s† 

öΝ æη|¡àΡ r& 4 ¨βÎ) ©!$# Ÿω = Ït ä† ⎯ tΒ tβ% x. $ºΡ# §θyz 

$VϑŠ ÏOr& ∩⊇⊃∠∪  

tβθà ÷‚tGó¡o„ z⎯ ÏΒ Ä¨$̈Ζ9 $# Ÿωuρ tβθà ÷‚tGó¡o„ z⎯ ÏΒ 

«!$# uθèδuρ öΝßγ yètΒ øŒ Î) tβθçGÍhŠ u; ãƒ $tΒ Ÿω 4©yÌötƒ 

z⎯ ÏΒ ÉΑ öθs) ø9 $# 4 tβ% x. uρ ª!$# $yϑÎ/ tβθè=yϑ÷ètƒ $̧ÜŠ Ït èΧ 

∩⊇⊃∇∪  

óΟ çFΡr'̄≈ yδ Ï™Iωàσ ¯≈ yδ óΟ çFø9 y‰≈ y_ öΝ åκ÷] tã ’ Îû Íο 4θuŠ ysø9 $# 

$u‹ ÷Ρ‘‰9 $# ⎯ yϑsù ãΑ Ï‰≈ yfãƒ ©!$# öΝ åκ ÷] tã uΘöθtƒ 
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Overview 

This passage tells of a story which is unparalleled in the history of mankind. It is a 

story that proves, on its own, that the Qur’ n and this religion of Islam must, by 

necessity, originate with God. Human beings, no matter how sublime or idealistic 

they may be and how high the standard of purity and morality they may achieve, 

cannot on their own raise themselves to the standard drawn in these verses without 

being inspired by God Himself. The standard is as high as a line drawn over the 

horizon which people can only attain under Islam. They will never be able to achieve 

it except through the implementation of Islam. 

It has to be remembered that the Jews in Madinah aimed all their vicious attacks 

against Islam and the Muslim community. This s rah and the preceding two s rahs 

give an account of only some of these attacks and their effect on the Muslim rank and 

file. They spread false rumours, fed the idolators’ hatred of the Muslim community, 

encouraged the hypocrites and assisted their efforts to undermine the Muslims’ 

unity, thereby confusing people. They even attacked the Prophet’s leadership, 

For he who commits a sin, does so to his 

own hurt. God is indeed All-Knowing, 

Wise. (111) 

But he who commits a fault or a sin and 

then throws the blame therefore on an 

innocent person, burdens himself with both 

falsehood and a flagrant sin. (112) 

But for God’s grace to you and His mercy, 

some of them would indeed endeavour to 

lead you astray. Yet none but themselves do 

they lead astray. Nor can they harm you in 

any way. It is God who has bestowed this 

book on you from on high and given you 

wisdom, and has taught you what you did 

not know. God’s favour on you is great 

indeed. (113) 

ÌÏ øótGó¡o„ ©!$# Ï‰Éftƒ ©!$# # Y‘θà xî $VϑŠ Ïm§‘ ∩⊇⊇⊃∪  

⎯ tΒuρ ó= Å¡õ3tƒ $VϑøOÎ) $yϑ̄ΡÎ* sù … çμ ç7 Å¡õ3tƒ 4’ n?tã 

⎯ Ïμ Å¡ø tΡ 4 tβ% x. uρ ª!$# $̧ϑŠ Î= tã $VϑŠ Å3ym ∩⊇⊇⊇∪  
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šχθ=ÅÒãƒ HωÎ) öΝ åκ |¦àΡr& ( $tΒuρ štΡρ•ÛØo„ 

⎯ ÏΒ &™ó©x« 4 tΑ t“Ρr& uρ ª!$# šø‹n=tã |=≈ tGÅ3ø9 $# 

sπ yϑõ3Ït ø:$# uρ šyϑ©=tãuρ $tΒ öΝ s9 ⎯ ä3s? ãΝ n=÷ès? 4 
šχ% x. uρ ã≅ ôÒsù «!$# y7 ø‹n=tã $VϑŠ Ïà tã ∩⊇⊇⊂∪ 
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spreading doubts about his revelations and the message of Islam, trying to sow 

discord within the Muslim society. Their aim has always been to weaken it internally 

while at the same time encouraging its external enemies. All this took place at a time 

when Islam was still new, a young shoot forcing itself out in the midst of persistent 

weeds remaining from the old days of ignorance. Moreover, bonds of kinship and 

common interests uniting some Muslims with some of the idolaters, hypocrites and 

Jews were still strong. All this represented a real danger threatening the cohesion 

and unity of the new Muslim community. 

At that highly critical juncture in the life of the new Muslim community in 

Madinah, this whole passage was revealed from on high giving instructions to God’s 

Messenger and the Muslim community to ensure that justice was done to a Jewish 

person who was wrongly accused of theft. The passage also condemns the actions of 

a particular household among the Anş r, who were at the time the main supporters 

and defenders of the Prophet’s message and faith. 

What standard of purity, justice and morality is this? Indeed, what words could 

justly describe this standard? For a certainty, whatever we say by way of comment or 

explanation is dwarfed by the sublime standards Islam sets and which human beings 

cannot attain on their own. Only when they give and work hard under the leadership 

of the Islamic code can they aspire to such heights. 

Various reports mention the details of the story leading to the revelation of this 

passage. A group of the Anş r, including Qat dah ibn al-Nu`m n and his uncle 

Rif `ah, joined the Prophet on one of his military expeditions. A shield belonging to 

Rif `ah was stolen and suspicions were raised about a man from the Anş rī clan of 

Ubayriq. The shield owner reported this to the Prophet, saying that u`mah ibn 

Ubayriq had stolen his shield. [One report suggests that the man who stole it was 

Bashīr ibn Ubayriq, a hypocrite writing poetry denouncing the Prophet’s 

Companions, but who always attributed his poetry to some bedouins.] 

When the real thief realised what was happening, he took the shield and put it in 

the home of a Jew called Zayd ibn al-Samīn. He then informed some people of his 

clan of what he had done, confirming that if a search was mounted, the shield would 

be found in the Jew’s home. They immediately went to the Prophet and said, 

“Messenger of God, our kinsman is innocent, and we have ascertained that the one 

who stole the shield is a person called —. We request you to declare our kinsman’s 

innocence in public and to defend him. Unless God protects him by your kindness, 

he will be ruined.” When the Prophet realised that the stolen article was found in the 

Jewish man’s home, he declared Ibn Ubayriq’s innocence in public, showing his 

sympathy for him. 

Prior to the discovery of the shield in the Jew’s home, Ibn Ubayriq’s people said to 
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the Prophet: “Qat dah ibn al-Nu`m n and his uncle have made one of our families, 

which is known for strong faith and piety, a target for their accusation of thieving, 

without producing any evidence or proof to support their accusation.” Qat dah 

mentions that he subsequently spoke to the Prophet. The Prophet told him: “How 

could you target your accusation of theft against a family of strong faith and piety, 

without producing any evidence in support of your accusation?” Qat dah reports 

that he went back feeling he would rather have lost a large portion of his property 

than spoken to the Prophet on this issue. His uncle Rif `ah came over to learn of the 

Prophet’s reaction, and when he was told, his only comment was: “I seek only God’s 

help.” It was shortly afterwards that this passage was revealed from on high to the 

Prophet. 

When revelation had made the issues clear, the stolen armour was brought to the 

Prophet, and he returned it to Rif `ah. Qat dah reports: “When I brought the armour 

to my uncle, who was an old man who had lost his eyesight, or much of it, in pre-

Islamic days and whose firmness of belief in Islam was suspect, he said: `I am 

donating this armour for God’s cause.’ I then realised that my uncle’s faith was 

strong and genuine.” 

Bashīr ibn Ubayriq then left Madinah to join the unbelievers. It is with reference to 

him that the following verses in this passage were revealed: “But as for him who, after 

guidance has been plainly conveyed to him, puts himself in contention with God’s Messenger 

and follows a path other than that of the believers — him shall We leave to that which he 

himself has chosen, and shall cause him to endure hell. How evil a journey’s end. For a 

certainty, God does not forgive that partners should be associated with Him, but He forgives 

any lesser sin to whomever He wills. He who associates partners with God has indeed gone far 

astray.” (Verses 115-16) 

The question was not merely the acquittal of an innocent man who was the victim 

of a plot by a small group of people who wanted him to pay for a crime he did not 

commit. Although the acquittal of an innocent person is very serious indeed by 

God’s standards, the question here was far larger. It simply aimed at establishing a 

standard that cannot be tilted to accommodate desire, or support for one’s kin and 

crony. It is a standard that is not swayed by feelings of love or hatred, regardless of 

the circumstances. 

The immediate objective was to purify the newly-emerging Muslim community, to 

treat the elements of human weakness that affected it and to eradicate narrow ties of 

affiliation in all their forms and guises, even though some of these may be based on 

religion itself. Ensuring complete justice between all people was paramount. The new 

community, unparalleled in human history, must be based on a clean and firm 

foundation, unaffected by personal or communal desires or interests and unswayed 

by prejudice or favouritism. 
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Had human or worldly standards or considerations been the deciding factor in the 

Islamic code and its method of implementation, there would have been several 

reasons to overlook the whole event. A cover- up would have been concocted and the 

reality of the matter would not have been exposed in such a way as to approach a 

scandal. The first and clearest reason was that the accused himself was a Jew 

belonging to a Jewish community which was engaged in a tooth and nail fight 

against Islam, using every piece of armament at its disposal. The Muslims of that 

period were suffering much from the Jews wicked designs. [God has willed that the 

Muslims should suffer of from the Jews at all times!] Those Jews in Madinah were 

not restrained by considerations of right or justice. They applied no moral standard 

in their dealings with the Muslim community. 

Another reason stems from the fact that the issue directly concerned a group of the 

Anş r, the Muslims of Madinah who provided the Prophet and his Makkan 

Companions with refuge, support and protection. Such an incident could have easily 

caused much disunity and hatred among their different groups. To direct accusations 

at a Jew would have averted any likelihood of division among them. 

A third reason for approving a cover-up was that it would have avoided giving 

the Jews in Madinah more armament with which to attack the Anş r. Exposure 

would allow the Jews to denounce the Anş r as stealing from one another and then 

falsely and knowingly accusing the Jews of committing their own crimes. The Jews 

were certain not to allow such an opportunity to pass them by. 

But the real issue was far greater than all such considerations, which Islam views 

as trivial. The real issue was that of educating the newly- emerging Muslim 

community so that it could fulfil its duties of leading mankind in building a proper 

human life. The Muslim community could not undertake such tasks until it had 

adopted a unique system and method of implementation that surpassed everything 

that humanity had ever known, and until this system was firmly established in its 

practical life. Furthermore, the new Muslim community needed to be seriously tested 

so as to purge itself of all evil, weakness and ignorant practices. Its standard of justice 

needed to be unblemished by any worldly consideration so that it implemented 

justice between people regardless of any consideration of immediate interest or 

prejudice. 

God, in His wisdom, deliberately chose this particular incident at that particular 

time, involving as it did a Jew belonging to a community continuously scheming 

against the Muslims and aiming to undermine the religion of Islam. Furthermore, it 

was a very critical time for the Muslims in Madinah, for they were facing hostility on 

all fronts, and in all these the Jews were involved. Nevertheless, God chose this 

particular incident and time to make His commands clear to the Muslims and to 

teach them whatever He wanted them to learn. No room was left for considerations 
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of diplomacy, politics or appeasement. No recourse was made to any device to hide 

any embarrassing or unpleasant facts. 

The apparent interests of the Muslim community and its immediate circumstances 

were deliberately left out of consideration. 

The matter was very serious indeed, allowing no room for pretence or deception. 

Its concerns were the Divine system and its basics, the Muslim community being 

prepared to advocate and implement this system, and justice among all people raised 

to the high standard that humanity never attained without God’s revelations and 

support. 

When one looks from such a sublime height at the rest of humanity throughout all 

ages, one finds all communities suffering. Between that height of Islamic justice and 

sinking human standards one also sees hard rocks scattered everywhere; cunning, 

deviousness, politics, skilful manipulation of facts, government, national and 

community interests, etc. When we examine these rocks and look carefully 

underneath them, we find only filth. When we look again, we see the Muslim 

community alone moving upwards, leaving those lowly depths and trying to reach 

sublimity. Such examples abound in human history, guided only by the unique 

system of Islam. As for that which people call, “justice”, as practised in other 

communities, past and present, it is better not to remove the lid from it, in order not 

to let its foul smell disturb the clean and pure atmosphere of Islamic justice. 

A Firm Stand in Support of Justice 

We have bestowed this book on you from on high, setting forth the truth, so that you 
may judge between people in accordance with what God has taught you. Hence, do not 
contend with those who betray their trust. Seek God’s forgiveness, for God is indeed 
Much-Forgiving, Merciful. And do not argue on behalf of those who are false to their 
own selves. Indeed God does not love those who betray their trust and persist in sinful 
action. They conceal their doings from men, but they cannot conceal them from God; 
for He is present with them when, in the darkness of the night, they agree all manner 
of sayings which displease Him. God certainly encompasses [with His knowledge] 
whatever they do. You may well argue on their behalf in the life of this world, but who 
is there to argue on their behalf with God on the Day of Resurrection, or who will be 
their advocate? (Verses 105-109) 

The style here is very firm, smacking of anger in support of the truth. Real concern 

for justice is felt throughout the passage. The first aspect of this is the reminder to 

God’s Messenger of the fact that God’s book was, in truth, bestowed on him from on 

high so that he may arbitrate between people in accordance with what God imparted 

to him of true knowledge. This reminder is followed by an order requiring him never 
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to defend those who betray their trust. He must not contend for them or argue on 

their behalf. He is further directed to seek God’s forgiveness for such arguments in 

their defence: “We have bestowed this book on you from on high, setting forth the truth, so 

that you may judge between people in accordance with what God has taught you. Hence, do 

not contend with those who betray their trust. Seek God’s forgiveness, for God is indeed 

Much-Forgiving, Merciful.” (Verses 105-6) 

This command is then repeated once more. Those who are untrue to their trust on 

whose behalf the Prophet spoke out are further described as false even to themselves. 

The logic behind this order is the fact that God does not love people who engage in 

sinful practices and who betray their trust. “And do not argue on behalf of those who are 

false to their own selves. Indeed God does not love those who betray their trust and persist in 

sinful action.” (Verse 107) 

To all appearances, these people betrayed others, but in truth they have been false 

to themselves when they betrayed their community and the system and principles 

that make it unique among human communities. They also betrayed the trust given 

to the whole community, of which they themselves are a part. They betrayed 

themselves in another way, when they exposed themselves to sin and for which they 

incur severe punishment. Indeed, they incur God’s displeasure and render 

themselves liable to His punishment. This is indeed a case of being false to oneself. A 

third aspect is that they stained themselves when they conspired against someone, 

for their conspiracy involved telling lies and playing false. 

“Indeed God does not love those who betray their trust and persist in sinful action.” 

(Verse 107) This is indeed a punishment far greater than any other punishment. It 

also gives a further impression whereby those whom God does not love cannot be 

defended by anyone. No one can take up their case when God dislikes them for their 

sin and treachery. 

This is followed by a description of their unsavoury behaviour: “They conceal their 

doings from men, but they cannot conceal them from God; for He is present with them when, 

in the darkness of the night, they agree all manner of sayings which displease Him.” (Verse 

108) This is a contemptible situation that earns them nothing but scorn and derision. 

It is contemptible because of all that it shows of weakness and deviousness, 

particularly when they meet in the darkness of the night to devise their wicked plans. 

They do this in order to conceal their objectives and to hide it from people. Yet 

people cause them neither harm nor benefit. The One who is able to harm and benefit 

them, i.e. God, is with them, fully aware of what they scheme and what they try to 

conceal. He knows their intentions which lie behind the falsehood they devise. Thus, 

they incur His displeasure. What situation could be more contemptible than this? 

“God certainly encompasses [with His knowledge] whatever they do.” (Verse 108) This 

applies equally to everything in the universe. How can they, then, conceal whatever 
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they wish to hide when God is with them, aware of all that they do? In fact, He is 

watching over them and they are subject to His will and power. 

The passage goes on to include a censure of all who tried to defend those who 

were untrue to their trust: “You may well argue on their behalf in the life of this world, but 

who is there to argue on their behalf with God on the Day of Resurrection, or who will be their 

advocate?” (Verse 109) There will certainly be no one to speak out for them on the 

Day of Judgement. What is the use, then, of taking up their case in life of this world 

when such defence will change nothing of what happens on that future day? 

Responsibility for Action Taken by Individuals 

Having stated its angry case against individuals who betray their trust, coupled 

with its strong censure of those who argue on their behalf, the s rah states the general 

principles applicable to this deed, its effects, reckoning and reward, as well as the 

overall principle of just reward. It is with absolute justice that God deals with all His 

servants. He requires them to try their best to implement the same rule in their 

dealings and transactions. They should endeavour as hard as they can to adopt these 

standards of perfect justice: “He who does evil or wrongs his own soul, and then prays to 

God to forgive him, shall find God Much-Forgiving, Merciful. For he who commits a sin, does 

so to his own hurt. God is indeed All-Knowing, Wise. But he who commits a fault or a sin 

and then throws the blame therefore on an innocent person, burdens himself with both 

falsehood and a flagrant sin.” (Verses 110-112) 

These three verses lay down the general principles that God applies in the 

treatment of His servants. People are well able to implement these in dealing with 

one another and with God. If they do, they spare themselves much harm. 

The first verse leaves the door for repentance wide open for anyone who seeks 

God’s forgiveness and acceptance. “He who does evil or wrongs his own soul, and then 

prays to God to forgive him, shall find God Much-Forgiving, Merciful.” (Verse 110) God is 

there, ready to forgive and bestow His abundant grace on anyone who turns to Him 

in repentance. Anyone who does evil wrongs himself and others. He may wrong 

only himself if his sinful action affects only his own person. In any case, God, the 

Merciful, the Beneficent, receives those who seek His forgiveness at all times, and 

extends to them His forgiveness and mercy. There is simply no condition, no 

intercession and no barrier between them and Him. Whenever they turn to Him in 

repentance, He turns to them in acceptance and bestows on them His grace. 

The second verse establishes personal responsibility as the basis of the Islamic 

principle of requital for actions. This principle arouses in every heart a sense of 

reassurance mixed with a sense of fear. The fear is a result of what one may do and 

earn, and the reassurance is based on the fact that no one will bear responsibility for 
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anyone else’s actions. “For he who commits a sin, does so to his own hurt. God is indeed 

All- Knowing, Wise.” (Verse 111) 

There is no inherited sin in Islam, such as that which the Church speaks about. No 

atonement is needed except that done by every individual for his or her own actions. 

Hence why everyone should be cautious lest they fall into sin. But at the same time, 

everyone is certain not to answer for others. This is the right balance established by a 

unique concept, based on absolute Divine justice which human beings are required 

to strive to emulate. 

The third verse speaks of the crime of one who commits something sinful and who 

tries to put the blame for it on someone else. This is the situation that applies to the 

case in hand: “But he who commits a fault or a sin and then throws the blame therefore on 

an innocent person, burdens himself with both falsehood and a flagrant sin.” (Verse 112) The 

falsehood is that of knowingly accusing an innocent person and the sin is trying to 

put the blame for it at someone else’s door. Both crimes now become his own 

burden. 

These three rules describe the standard of justice the Qur’ n wants to lay down. It 

is a standard which holds every individual accountable for his or her own actions. It 

does not allow any offender to escape, only because he is able to put the blame for it 

on others. At the same time, it opens the door wide for repentance and forgiveness. It 

gives those who repent an open appointment with God at every moment. They do 

not need to knock on the door; they can enter at any time to find only mercy and 

forgiveness. 

Special Grace for the Prophet 

Finally, God tells His Messenger of the favour He gave him when He protected 

him from deception by the conspirators. He, thus, exposed their plot by which they 

tried to conceal matters so that people would not know what they had plotted. Yet 

they do not hide themselves from God Who is aware of all their plotting. God also 

reminds His Messenger of His favours by which He gave him revelations and 

wisdom, as well as knowledge of what he did not know. This is a favour to all 

mankind represented by the noblest and most honourable one in God’s sight: “But for 

God’s grace to you and His mercy, some of them would indeed endeavour to lead you astray. 

Yet none but themselves do they lead astray. Nor can they harm you in any way. It is God 

who has bestowed this book on you from on high and given you wisdom, and has taught you 

what you did not know. God’s favour on you is great indeed.” (Verse 113) 

This was but one of the numerous and diverse attempts which the enemies of 

Mu ammad, God’s noble Messenger, tried in order to divert him away from the path 

of truth and justice. Each time, however, God bestowed on him grace in abundance, 
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leaving the schemers to rue their actions and sink into error. The history of the 

Prophet Mu ammad, (peace be upon him), is full of such attempts, the failure of his 

enemies and his own success when God guided him every time to the right way. In 

this verse, God reminds him of His grace and favours, reassuring him at the same 

time that such people will not harm him in the least. That in itself is an act of Divine 

grace. 

Just as this particular favour is mentioned, with all its aspects of revealing the 

truth to the Prophet, so the greatest favour of all is also identified. That is, the favour 

of choosing him to be God’s Messenger: “It is God who has bestowed this book on you 

from on high and given you wisdom, and has taught you what you did not know. God’s 

favour on you is great indeed.” (Verse 113) 

It is a favour God has granted to all mankind, heralding a re-birth of man so that 

he may have a new upbringing similar to that he enjoyed when God’s spirit was first 

breathed into him. It is the favour that picked humanity up from the depths of 

ignorance, helping it rise to the highest zenith attainable by man through the Divine 

constitution and the system it lays down for human life. It is a favour that cannot be 

truly appreciated except by one who knows what it means to live under ignorant 

systems, past or present, and under Islam, or one who has experienced both. 

It is because God’s Messenger was the first to realise this favour and the noblest 

and wisest person ever to experience it, that the reminder is given to him personally: 

“It is God who ... has taught you what you did not know. God’s favour on you is great 

indeed.” (Verse 113) 
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11 

Beliefs That Degrade 

Mankind 

No good comes out of much of their secret 

talks; except for one who enjoins charity, or 

justice, or setting things right between 

people. To him who does this out of a 

longing for God’s goodly acceptance We 

shall in time grant a rich reward. (114) 

But as for him who, after guidance has 

been plainly conveyed to him, puts himself 

in contention with God’s Messenger and 

follows a path other than that of the 

believers — him shall We leave to that 

which he himself has chosen, and shall 

cause him to endure hell. How evil a 

journey’s end. (115) 

For a certainty, God does not forgive that 

partners should be associated with Him, 

but He forgives any lesser sin to whomever 

He wills. He who associates partners with 

God has indeed gone far astray. (116) 

In His stead, they invoke only lifeless 

symbols — thus invoking none but a 

rebellious Satan, (117) 

whom God has rejected, for he had said: 

“Of Your servants I shall indeed take my 

due share, (118) 
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and shall certainly lead them astray, and 

fill them with vain desires; and I shall 

command them — and they will slit the 

ears of cattle [in idolatrous sacrifice]; and I 

shall command them — and they will 

corrupt God’s creation.” But all who take 

Satan rather than God for their master do 

incur a manifest loss. (119) 

He [i.e. Satan] holds out promises to them, 

and fills them with vain desires, but 

whatever Satan promises is meant only to 

deceive them. (120) 

Such as these shall have Hell as their 

dwelling place. They shall find no way to 

escape from it. (121) 

Yet those who believe and do righteous 

deeds We shall bring into gardens through 

which running waters flow, wherein they 

will abide beyond the count of time. This is, 

in truth, God’s promise. Whose word could 

be truer than God’s? (122) 

It may not accord with your wishful 

thinking, nor with the wishful thinking of 

the people of earlier revelations. He who 

does evil shall be requited for it, and shall 

find none to protect him from God, and 

none to bring him support. (123) 

But anyone, be it man or woman, who does 

good deeds and is a believer, shall enter 

paradise and shall not suffer the least 

injustice. (124) 
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Overview 

This passage is closely linked to the previous one. Indeed, some of its verses 

comment on the events that followed the incident where an innocent Jew was 

accused of a crime he did not commit. One of the events in question is the apostasy of 

Bashīr ibn Ubayriq and his reversion to old, ignorant beliefs to which reference is 

made in this passage. The passage also talks about the concepts and beliefs of 

Jāhiliyyah, or ignorant society, clearly linking these to Satan. The passage makes it 

absolutely clear that the sin that will never be forgiven is that of associating any 

partner with God. He may forgive anything else, as He pleases. 

The passage also refers to talks people have in secret and their plotting against 

each other, making it clear that much of this secret talk brings no good; a clear 

example being the falsely accused Jew. It outlines the types of secret talks which are 

acceptable to God. These include the urging of one another, in private, to do good, to 

donate to charity, and to bring about reconciliation between people, etc. It also 

outlines the reward for each type of talk as administered by God. 

The passage finally states the absolutely fair rules of requital by God for human 

actions. This is not subject to anyone’s desire or preference. Indeed, it has nothing to 

do with the desires of either the Muslim community or the followers of other Divine 

religions. Requital is based on God’s absolute justice and on the truth which yields to 

no one’s desire. Had truth been subject to people’s desires, the heavens and earth 

would have been set along the road to utter corruption. 

As we see, the whole passage is closely linked, in subject matter and treatment, to 

the preceding one. On the other hand, it formulates a part of the judicious method of 

education that prepares the Muslim community for its guiding role, so that it may 

assume the leadership of humanity by virtue of its superior education and 

Who could be of better faith than he who 

surrenders himself completely to God, does 

what is good, and follows the creed of 

Abraham, who turned away from all that 

is false? For God has taken Abraham for 

a friend. (125) 

To God belongs all that is in the heavens 

and the earth; and indeed God encompasses 

everything. (126) 
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organisation. The passage deals with some aspects of human weakness and some of 

the remaining practices of the old ignorant community. Thus, the Qur’ n helps make 

the Muslim community ready to fulfil its task in the confrontation with opposing 

camps. This is the ultimate objective of this s rah in all its themes, and of the Qur’ n 

as a whole. 

Useless Secret Talking 

No good comes out of much of their secret talks; except for one who enjoins charity, or 
justice, or setting things right between people. To him who does this out of a longing 
for God’s goodly acceptance We shall in time grant a rich reward. (Verse 114) 

The order to refrain from secret talks is repeated more than once in the Qur’ n. 

Here, it is a group of people who meet away from the rest of the Muslim community 

and leadership in order to decide on a certain matter in secret. The Islamic method of 

education and organisation in the Muslim community was such that any person 

could put his question or problem to the Prophet, either in private if the matter was 

personal, or in public, if it was of common interest. The aim was that no “pockets” 

should be formed within the Muslim community and that no groups be isolated by 

concepts, interests, ideas or aims different from the rest of the Muslim community. 

No group within the Muslim community should decide on any matter under the 

cover of darkness, and then either confront the community with it as a fait accompli, 

or conceal it. Whatever such a group may do, it cannot conceal its action from God 

who remains present in all situations. The prohibition of secret talks in this case is 

only one of several Qur’ nic references objecting to such clandestine dealings, away 

from the rest of the Muslim community. 

It was in the mosque that the Muslim community usually met to offer worship 

and to conduct its life affairs. The whole community was an open one, dealing with 

all its problems publicly, unless these pertained to military engagements with the 

enemy, or were of a highly personal and private nature. Hence, this open society 

remained clean, maintaining a pure atmosphere. None but conspiring enemies, 

harbouring ill intentions or trying to subvert Islam’s guiding principles, isolated 

themselves in such a community. Furthermore, these were most likely to be 

hypocrites. Hence, secret talks by small groups have been linked in most cases to 

hypocrisy and the hypocrites. 

This fact is very useful to us. A Muslim community must be free of such actions. 

Individuals in the Muslim community should refer to their leadership with whatever 

thoughts they may have or what occurs to them of ideas or problems. 

The s rah excludes types of secret talks that do not exactly belong to this category, 
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but which may take the same form: “Except for one who enjoins charity, or justice, or 

setting things right between people.” (Verse 114) This means that one good person meets 

another and says, “Let us give something in charity to this or that person, for I have 

come to know from private sources that he is in need.” Or he may urge him to do 

something good to maintain fairness between people, or invite him to work with him 

in order to bring reconciliation between two Muslims who are involved in a dispute. 

Such good people may collaborate to fulfil any of these objectives and they may 

decide in private on their line of action. This sort of thing is neither plotting nor 

conspiracy. Hence, the Qur’ n uses the word “enjoin” to describe it, even though its 

apparent form is the same as clandestine talking, as it involves one good person 

speaking to others in private, urging them to collaborate in some good action. 

It is important, however, that the overriding motive is to earn God’s pleasure: “To 

him who does this out of a longing for God’s goodly acceptance We shall in time grant a rich 

reward.” (Verse 114) There must he no element of holding favour against someone, or 

favouring a particular person with charity, or mending relations between favoured 

individuals. A person who enjoins such actions must not do so in pursuit of earning 

a good reputation for himself as one who loves charity and works hard to mend 

relations between people. Indeed, there must be no element of motive behind such 

good actions other than seeking God’s pleasure. This is the determining factor which 

makes one good action easy to please God and earn a rich reward from Him, and one 

that incurs God’s displeasure and is recorded by Him as a bad deed. The latter action 

may have the same appearance or form, but the difference is that it is undertaken for 

the wrong motives. 

A Sin That Cannot Be Forgiven 

But as for him who, after guidance has been plainly conveyed to him, puts himself in 
contention with God’s Messenger and follows a path other than that of the believers — 
him shall We leave to that which he himself has chosen, and shall cause him to endure 
hell. How evil a journey’s end. For a certainty, God does not forgive that partners 
should be associated with Him, but He forgives any lesser sin to whomever He wills. 
He who associates partners with God has indeed gone far astray. (Verses 115-16) 

It is reported that the reason behind the revelation of these verses was that Bashīr 

ibn Ubayriq, who had joined the Muslim ranks, reverted to disbelief “after guidance 

has been plainly conveyed to him.” Thus, he followed a different path to that of the 

believers. But the statement is general and applicable to every case in which a person 

puts himself in contention with God’s Messenger. To be opposed to the Prophet is to 

disbelieve in God and His message. 

The Arabic expression used in the original text of the Qur’ n and rendered here as 
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being “in contention” with the Prophet means, in its linguistic sense, taking a stand 

opposite to that taken by another. Hence to put oneself “in contention with God’s 

Messenger” is to choose a life other than that followed by the Prophet. God’s 

Messenger has come forward preaching a message that comprises a whole system for 

life, including faith and worship as well as a legal code legislating for all practical 

aspects of daily life. The faith and the legal code together constitute the body of this 

whole system. Should one part of it be adopted and the other neglected, then the 

whole body, and indeed the whole system, are in ruin. A person brings himself in 

contention with God’s Messenger when he denies his system in total, or believes in 

parts of it and denies other parts, implementing the former and ignoring the latter. 

It is an aspect of God’s grace bestowed on mankind that they will not be doomed 

to suffer the punishment of hell until He has sent them a Messenger who explains to 

them His guidance but which they reject and choose falsehood instead. This shows 

the great extent of God’s grace bestowed on man, a weak creature. When man, 

having ascertained the truth of God’s guidance and the system He has revealed, still 

refuses to obey God’s Messenger and implement the Divine system, then he is in 

contention with God’s Messenger. Thus, does God condemn him to error, leaving 

him to follow the path he has chosen and allowing him to join the nonbelievers 

whose path he preferred. This is what condemning him to the punishment 

mentioned in the same verse actually means: “But as for him who, after guidance has 

been plainly conveyed to him, puts himself in contention with God’s Messenger and follows a 

path other than that of the believers — him shall We leave to that which he himself has 

chosen, and shall cause him to endure hell. How evil a journey’s end.” (Verse 115) 

The s rah explains that this depressing end is inevitable because God’s forgiveness 

may include every sin except that partners should be associated with Him. When any 

person continues to associate partners with God until he or she dies, then forgiveness 

will not be granted: “For a certainty, God does not forgive that partners should be 

associated with Him, but He forgives any lesser sin to whomever He wills. He who associates 

partners with God has indeed gone far astray.” (Verse 116) 

As we have explained when commenting on a similar verse earlier, associating 

partners with God may take the form of open polytheism on the lines of old Arabian 

and other pagan beliefs. It may also take the form of denying that certain aspects of 

Godhead belong to God alone and claiming that these also belong to some human 

beings. A case in point is mentioned in the Qur’ n whereby the Jews and Christians 

treated their rabbis and priests as gods in association with God. They certainly did 

not offer any worship rituals to these, but they acknowledged their right to legislate 

for them. When the priests and rabbis enacted such legislation, forbidding certain 

things and making others lawful, and they accepted such legislation, they truly 

became idolaters. This is because they assigned to their priests and rabbis the most 



Al-Nisā’ (Women) | BELIEFS THAT DEGRADE MANKIND 

 265

important of God’s attributes. Thus, God says of them that they have violated the 

orders to believe in God’s oneness: “They have been ordered to take for worship 

none other than a single God.” This means that they should address their worship to 

God alone and receive their laws only from Him. 

Associating partners with God is the one sin that cannot be forgiven, if continued 

until a person dies. Forgiveness is open to all other sins, when God so wills. The 

reason for portraying the sin of associating partners with God as so great as to permit 

no forgiveness is that the perpetrator of such a sin goes beyond the boundaries of all 

goodness. His nature is corrupted beyond redemption: “He who associates partners 

with God has indeed gone far astray.” (Verses 116) If only one thread of upright nature 

remains in sound condition, it will pull a person round to accepting the oneness of 

his Lord, even one hour before his death. But when he continues to associate partners 

with God until his last throes, then he has condemned himself to an awful doom: 

“We ... shall cause him to endure hell. How evil a journey’s end.” (Verse 115) 

Legends and Superstitions 

The s rah now describes some of the superstitions of Arabian ignorance and the 

legends that the Arabs spread about God taking to Himself daughters, i.e. the angels, 

and the Arabs’ worship of Satan, the angels and their idols. It describes some of their 

rituals, such as slitting the ears of some cattle as offerings to their deities, as well as 

their corrupting of God’s creation, and their belief in other deities beside God. All 

this is contrary to the upright nature God has placed in man: 

In His stead, they invoke only lifeless symbols — thus invoking none but a rebellious 
Satan, whom God has rejected, for he had said: “Of Your servants I shall indeed take 
my due share, and shall certainly lead them astray, and fill them with vain desires; 
and I shall command them — and they will slit the ears of cattle [in idolatrous 
sacrifice]; and I shall command them — and they will corrupt God’s creation. But all 
who take Satan rather than God for their master do incur a manifest loss. He [i.e. 
Satan] holds out promises to them, and fills them with vain desires, but whatever 
Satan promises is meant only to deceive them.” (Verses 117-20) 

In their days of ignorance, the Arabs alleged that the angels were God’s daughters. 

They made statues representing these angels and gave them feminine names, such as 

Al-L t, Al-`Uzza, Man t, etc. Then, they worshipped these statues or idols, allegedly 

representing God’s daughters, in order to be closer to God. This was the case at least 

in the beginning, but then they forgot the original legend and worshipped the statues 

themselves. Indeed some of them worshipped the very stone from which the statues 

were made. Some of them also worshipped Satan himself. Al-Kalbī mentions that the 
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clan of Mulai , which belonged to the Khuz `ah tribe, worshipped the jinn. 

The statement here is of wider implication. The fact that they associated partners 

with God means that they actually invoked Satan and derived their beliefs from him. 

It is the same Satan who figures in the story of their original father, Adam, and 

whom God rejected for his disobedience and for his hostility to mankind. When he 

was so accursed, Satan nurtured an unabating hatred towards mankind which 

motivated him to seek permission to lead astray any human who does not seek 

refuge with God. 

In His stead, they invoke only lifeless symbols — thus invoking none but a rebellious 
Satan, whom God has rejected, for he had said: “Of Your servants I shall indeed take 
my due share, and shall certainly lead them astray, and fill them with vain desires; 
and I shall command them — and they will slit the ears of cattle [in idolatrous 
sacrifice]; and I shall command them — and they will corrupt God’s creation. (Verses 
117-19) 

They invoke their old enemy, Satan, and receive from him all that leads them into 

manifest error. He has already declared his intention to divert a section of mankind 

away from Divine guidance, holding for them the prospect of satisfying their vain 

desires, whether it be some fleeting pleasure, false happiness, or of escaping ultimate 

punishment. He has also declared that he will persuade them to commit evil actions 

and perform stupid and legendary rituals, such as the slitting of the ears of cattle so 

that they become forbidden to ride or eat, although God has not prohibited them. He 

will also persuade them to change or corrupt God’s creation by cutting off or altering 

some parts of the body of humans or animals, such as castrating slaves or tattooing a 

person and similarly altering God’s creation. All this God has strictly forbidden. 

When a human being feels that Satan, his old enemy, is actually the one who 

advocates such pagan rituals and practices, he is bound to feel that he must be 

cautious lest he should be tricked by his enemy. Islam makes the battle between man 

and Satan the main battle, and directs all the resources of a believer into combating 

Satan and the evil he spreads on earth. Thus, a believer joins God’s party and fights 

under God’s banner against Satan and his cronies. This is an ever-raging battle; it will 

never end. This because Satan will not stop waging it. A believer, on the other hand, 

will not ignore or withdraw from it. He knows that the choices available to him are 

either to join God’s party or Satan’s lot. There is no middle ground to hold. In this 

battle Satan is represented by all the vain desires he arouses, and by his followers 

who include all non-believers and all advocates of evil. A Muslim fights Satan 

himself and his followers in a long battle which lasts as long as life itself continues. 

Whoever takes God for his patron will achieve success, and whoever takes Satan 

for his patron will end up in ruin: “But all who take Satan rather than God for their 
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master do incur a manifest loss.” (Verse 119) The Qur’ n describes what Satan does 

with those who do his bidding in pursuing their vain desires: “He [i.e. Satan] holds out 

promises to them, and fills them with vain desires, but whatever Satan promises is meant only 

to deceive them.” (Verse 120) 

This is an example of raising the prospect of fulfilling desires which divert human 

nature away from faith into disbelief and associating partners with God. Had it not 

been for this temptation, human nature would have remained pure and responded to 

the guidance of faith. It is Satan’s temptation which adorns the had deeds of a human 

being so that he sees them as fair. He promises man much gain and complete 

happiness when he follows the path of disobeying God. Thus, man joins him along 

that road. Satan then promises man that he will escape punishment in the hereafter, 

but this leads only to man’s inevitable ruin: “but whatever Satan promises is meant only 

to deceive them.” (Verse 120) 

When the whole scene is portrayed in this form, with the old enemy setting the 

traps and tempting his victims, only those who are unwilling to see continue to 

remain oblivious to what is being plotted for them. They do not even try to see the 

destination to which they are being driven, and into what precipice they are being 

pushed. 

This most touching of descriptions puts people on the alert, paints the battle in its 

true colours, and then follows the comment which shows the end result of those who 

succumb to Satan’s temptation. They are the ones with whom he accomplishes his 

declared evil intentions. It also shows the end of those who escape from his wicked 

schemes because they truly believe in God. True believers are immune from Satan’s 

wicked designs because, when he sought permission to try to seduce mankind, he 

received no permission to come near true believers. As they hold tight to God’s 

guidance, Satan is shown to be very weak by comparison: “He [i.e. Satan] holds out 

promises to them, and fills them with vain desires, but whatever Satan promises is meant only 

to deceive them. Such as these shall have Hell as their dwelling place. They shall find no way 

to escape from it. Yet those who believe and do righteous deeds We shall bring into gardens 

through which running waters flow, wherein they will abide beyond the count of time. This 

is, in truth, God’s promise. Whose word could be truer than Gods?” (Verses 120-2) 

The two far apart destinations, then, are hell as an inevitable dwelling place for 

those who patronise Satan and paradise, for ever, for those who are true believers. 

That is God’s promise, and “whose word could be truer than God’s?” (Verse 122) 
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The absolute truth of God’s word is shown in marked contrast to all of Satan’s 

deceptions and false temptations. The gulf is great indeed between one who believes 

in God’s promise and one who is deluded by Satan. 

Action and Reward 

The s rah follows this discussion with a statement of the basic Islamic rule that 

governs action and reward. What determines the type of requital a person receives is 

not wishful thinking. There is a basic principle, a rule to apply to all and a law that 

favours no one. The law applies equally to all communities. No one has any special 

relation of kinship with God. Hence, no one may claim special favour so as to have 

the rule violated or the law suspended for his own sake. Everyone will be requited 

according to his deeds, whether good or evil. 

It may not accord with your wishful thinking, nor with the wishful thinking of the 
people of earlier revelations. He who does evil shall be requited for it, and shall find 
none to protect him from God, and none to bring him support. But anyone, be it man 
or woman, who does good deeds and is a believer, shall enter paradise and shall not 
suffer the least injustice. Who could be of better faith than he who surrenders himself 
completely to God, does what is good, and follows the creed of Abraham, who turned 
away from all that is false? For God has taken Abraham for a friend. (Verses 123-5) 

Both the Jews and Christians claimed to be God’s children and beloved ones. Both 

also claimed: “The fire will not touch us except for a few days.” (2: 80) And the Jews 

continue to assert that they are “God’s chosen people.” It may have occurred to some 

Muslims that they are truly the “best community ever raised for mankind”, and that 

God is certain to forgive them whatever misdeeds they may have perpetrated, 

simply because they are Muslims. 

These verses put the question right for all three communities. The only 

determining factor is a person’s own deeds. All are, thus, referred to the same 

standard and criterion: complete submission to God alone, doing what is good, and 

following Abraham’s creed. Indeed, the best faith is Islam, which is Abraham’s creed 

based on total submission and self-surrender to God. The best deeds are those which 

aim for perfection, defined by the Prophet as “to worship God as though you were 

seeing Him, and to know that if you cannot see Him, He certainly sees you”. Doing 

good, as the Prophet states, is required in all actions, even when we slaughter an 

animal for food. In such instances, we are required to place the animal comfortably 

and to sharpen our blades so that the animal does not suffer much at the point of 

death. 

The Qur’ nic statement ensures equality between the two parts of the single soul 
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from whom all mankind originate with regard to action and requital. It also makes 

acceptance of people’s deeds conditional on their believing in God. “But anyone, be it 

man or woman, who does good deeds and is a believer, shall enter paradise and shall not suffer 

the least injustice.” (Verse 124) This statement is a clearly extends the same treatment 

to men and women. Furthermore, faith is the prerequisite for accepting anyone’s 

deeds. Indeed, no action is of any value in God’s measure unless it is based on, and 

motivated by faith. This is both natural and logical. It is belief in God that gives a 

good deed a proper r concept and a clear purpose. It also makes such a good deed a 

natural and consistent line of action. It is no longer a response to a personal desire or 

a momentary impulse. 

This clear statement is at variance with what Shaikh Mu ammad `Abdu (may God 

bless his soul) stated in his commentary on the verse: “Whoever does an atom’s weight 

of good will see it then.” (99: 7) He considers this statement to be applicable to Muslims 

and non- Muslims alike. The fact is that other clear statements make this totally 

incorrect. The same applies to what Shaikh al-Mar ghī (may God bless his soul) also 

states. We have referred to this in the last volume of this work. 

Requital of Believers’ Bad Deeds 

“He who does evil shall be requited for it, and shall find none to protect him from God, and 

none to bring him support.” (Verse 123) This statement was tough on the Muslims, for 

in it they recognised their weaknesses and the fact that no matter how good a person 

is and how much good works he does, he will inevitably do some evil. They knew 

what it means in reality to be human. Hence, they knew themselves. They did not try 

to delude themselves or hide their own tendencies. Nor did they ignore or conceal 

the weakness they sometimes felt within themselves. Hence, they were very 

apprehensive when they were told that they would be requited for every bad deed 

they committed. They shuddered as though they were facing the results here and 

now. This was their distinctive characteristic: to feel the hereafter as though it were 

here now, and not merely as something that will eventually, without doubt, come. To 

them, it was close, not distant. Hence, their anguish at this most serious of warnings. 

Im m A mad relates: “I am told that Abū Bakr said to God’s Messenger: How is 

anyone to prosper now that this verse has been revealed: ‘It may not accord with your 

wishful thinking, nor with the wishful thinking of the people of earlier revelations. He who 

does evil shall be requited for it.’ We will be requited for every bad deed we commit. 

The Prophet said: `May God forgive you, Abū Bakr! Do you not fall ill? Do you not 

get tired? Do you not feel distress? Do you not experience hardship?’ Abū Bakr 

answered in the affirmative, and then the Prophet said: All that is part of your 

requital.’” (This ĥadīth is also related by al- kim.) 
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Another ĥadīth reports Abū Bakr as saying: “I was with the Prophet when a verse 

was revealed stating: ‘He who does evil shall be requited for it, and shall find none to 

protect him from God, and none to bring him support.’ The Prophet said to me, ‘Shall I 

teach you a verse that has been revealed to me.’ I requested him to teach it to me. I 

had never experienced terrible pain in my back until I had reflected on it. The 

Prophet said, ‘What is wrong with you, Abū Bakr?’ I said: ‘Who of us has not done 

bad deeds? Are we to be requited for every bad deed we perpetrate?’ God’s 

Messenger said: As for you, Abū Bakr, and your friends, the believers, you will be 

requited for all that in the life of this world, so that you will have no sin recorded 

against you when you meet God. As for the others, their deeds will be put together 

so that they will be requited for such deeds on the Day of Judgement.” (Related by 

al-Tirmidhī.) 

` ’ishah, the Prophet’s wife, reports: “I said, `Messenger of God, I know the 

hardest verse in the Qur’ n.’ When he asked me to name it, I said, ‘He who does evil 

shall be requited for it.’ He replied: `That refers to what a believer suffers in this world, 

even every adverse experience.’” (Related by al- abarī.) 

Abū Hurayrah states: “When the verse, ‘He who does evil shall be requited for it,’ was 

revealed, the Muslims felt it too hard. God’s Messenger said to them: `Take it easy 

and do your best. Whatever happens to a Muslim counts as requital, even a thorn 

pricking his skin or an adverse experience. — (Related by Muslim, al-Tirmidhī and 

al-Nas ’ī.] 

At any rate, this was one part of the process of developing a proper and accurate 

concept of the rule of action and reward in Islam. It was of paramount importance in 

making such a concept perfectly accurate and in helping to set believers’ practices on 

the right way. The verse shook them because they took all matters related to their 

faith very seriously. They realised that whatever God promises will come true, both 

in this life and in the life to come. 

Dominion of the Universe 

The passage concludes with a comment on the whole question of action and 

reward, as well as the earlier question of faith and disbelief. This comment makes it 

clear that all the heavens and earth belong to God, who encompasses all that is in life 

and beyond it: “To God belongs all that is in the heavens and the earth; and indeed God 

encompasses everything.” (Verse 126) 

When the oneness of the Godhead is mentioned in the Qur’ n, it is often coupled 

with a mention that all dominion, power and authority also belong to God alone. 

Islamic monotheism does not only relate to God’s being only. It is a positive 

monotheism which applies to action that influences the whole universe and to real 
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and active authority in the universe as well. 

When a person realises that to God belongs all that is in the heavens and earth, 

and that He encompasses everything, so that nothing escapes His knowledge or lies 

beyond His power, he has a strong motivation to acknowledge Him as the only God 

in the universe. This means that all worship is addressed to Him alone and His 

pleasure is sought through the implementation of His constitution and by obeying 

His orders. This is the logical conclusion, for everything belongs to Him, subject to 

His power and under His watchful eye. 

Some philosophies acknowledge that God is one without partners, yet some of 

them negate His will, or His knowledge, or His power, or His dominion, etc. Such 

hollow ideas, calling themselves “philosophies”, abound. However, any such creed is 

negative, having no effect on people’s lives, or their moral values and practices, or 

their feelings and perceptions. It is all hollow, going no further than the words they 

use to express themselves. 

In the Islamic doctrine, however, God is the overall King to whom all the heavens 

and earth belong. With His knowledge and power, He encompasses everything. Such 

a doctrine ensures that human conscience is set on the right track. Hence, people’s 

practices are set right and human life itself prospers as it follows the right method. 
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12 

Watching God in All 

Dealings 

They ask you for rulings concerning 

women. Say, God [Himself] gives you His 

rulings concerning them, as well as what is 

conveyed to you through this Book about 

orphan women whom you deny what has 

been assigned to them, and you are 

disinclined to marry them; and concerning 

helpless children, and about your duty to 

treat orphans with fairness. Whatever good 

you may do, God knows it fully. (127) 

If a woman has reason to fear ill- 

treatment or desertion by her husband, it 

shall not be wrong for the two of them if 

they should try to set things peacefully to 

rights between them; for peace is best. 

Avarice is ever-present in human souls. If 

you act with kindness and are God-fearing, 

surely God is aware of all that you do. 

(128) 

In no way can you maintain equity between 

your wives, even though you may be keen to 

do so. Do not, then, be totally partial 

towards one to the exclusion of the other, 

leaving her, as it were, in a state of 

suspense. If you put things to rights and are 

God-fearing, God is indeed Much-
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Overview 

This passage complements what the early parts of this s rah have set out to do. It 

aims to eradicate all traces of past ignorant days, still manifesting themselves in ideas 

and practices, especially concerning women, their place in society and the treatment 

Forgiving, Merciful. (129) 

But if the two separate, God shall provide 

for each of them out of His abundance: 

God is indeed Munificent, Wise. (130) 

To God belongs all that is in the heavens 

and all that is on earth. We have indeed 

enjoined those who were granted revelations 

before your time, as well as yourselves, to 

always be God- fearing. If you disbelieve, 

know that to God belongs all that is in the 

heavens and all that is on earth. God is 

Self-Sufficient, Praiseworthy. (131) 

And to God belongs all that is in the 

heavens and all that is on earth. God is 

your All-Sufficient Guardian. (132) 

If He so wills, He can take you, mankind, 

and replace you by others. This He surely 

has the power to do. (133) 

If anyone desires the rewards of this world, 

let him remember that with God are the 

rewards of this world and those of the life to 

come. God is indeed All- Hearing, All-

Seeing. (134) 

(#θà) −Gs? uρ  χÎ* sù ©!$# tβ% x. # Y‘θà xî $VϑŠ Ïm§‘ 

∩⊇⊄®∪  

βÎ) uρ $s% §x tGtƒ Ç⎯ øóãƒ ª!$# yξà2 ⎯ ÏiΒ ⎯ Ïμ ÏGyè y™ 4 
tβ% x. uρ ª!$# $·èÅ™≡ uρ $VϑŠ Å3ym ∩⊇⊂⊃∪  

¬!uρ $tΒ ’ Îû ÏN≡ uθ≈ yϑ¡¡9 $# $tΒuρ ’ Îû ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# 3 
ô‰s) s9 uρ $uΖøŠ ¢¹uρ t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (#θè?ρé& |=≈ tGÅ3ø9 $# ⎯ ÏΒ 

öΝ à6 Î=ö6 s% öΝ ä.$−ƒ Î) uρ Èβr& (#θà) ®?$# ©!$# 4 βÎ) uρ 

(#ρãà õ3s? ¨βÎ* sù ¬! $tΒ ’ Îû ÏN≡ uθ≈ yϑ¡¡9 $# $tΒuρ ’ Îû 

ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# 4 tβ% x. uρ ª!$# $†‹ ÏΖxî # Y‰Š ÏΗxq ∩⊇⊂⊇∪  

¬!uρ $tΒ ’ Îû ÏN≡ uθ≈ yϑ¡¡9 $# $tΒuρ ’ Îû ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# 4 
4’ s∀x. uρ «!$$Î/ ¸ξŠ Ï. uρ ∩⊇⊂⊄∪  

βÎ) ù't±o„ öΝ à6 ö7 Ïδõ‹ãƒ $pκ š‰ r& â¨$̈Ζ9 $# ÏN ù'tƒ uρ 

š⎥⎪Í t}$t↔ Î/ 4 tβ% x. uρ ª!$# 4’ n?tã y7 Ï9≡ sŒ #\ƒ Ï‰s% 

∩⊇⊂⊂∪  

⎯ ¨Β tβ% x. ß‰ƒ Ìãƒ z># uθrO $u‹ ÷Ρ‘‰9 $# y‰ΖÏèsù «!$# 

Ü># uθ rO $u‹ ÷Ρ‘‰9 $# Íο tÅzFψ$# uρ 4 tβ% x. uρ ª!$# $Jè‹ Ïϑy™ 

# Z ÅÁt/ ∩⊇⊂⊆∪ 



Al-Nisā’ (Women) | WATCHING GOD IN ALL DEALINGS 

 274

of other vulnerable groups such as orphans and children. The whole Muslim 

community needed to be purged of such traces in order to allow the family to be 

established on the basis that man and woman are two parts of a single soul and they 

both must be given their due and honourable positions. Their interests are to be 

looked after and family ties need to be strengthened. Any dispute that breaks out 

within the family should be settled early, before it develops and leads to a severing 

of ties and the destruction of homes. It is to be remembered that in such cases, the 

first to suffer are young children who are still in their formative years. The Muslim 

community, on the other hand must be established along the lines of looking after its 

vulnerable groups, so that they are not oppressed by those who wield power. 

The present passage deals with certain aspects of family relationships, providing a 

linkage between them and the system that governs the universe. This imparts to us a 

feeling that the question of the status of women, the role of the family and care for 

the helpless and vulnerable in society are very serious matters. This is indeed the 

case. We have already spoken at length, when commenting on the early parts of this 

s rah, on the way Islam views the family and its efforts to eradicate ignorance from 

the Muslim community in order to elevate its psychological, social, and moral 

standards. We should remind ourselves that only through such elevation did the 

Muslim community gain superiority over all other societies which do not believe in 

Islam and which do not conduct themselves according to its unique system. 

The Rights of Orphan Girls 

They ask you for rulings concerning women. Say, God [Himself] gives you His 
rulings concerning them, as well as what is conveyed to you through this Book about 
orphan women whom you deny what has been assigned to them, and you are 
disinclined to marry them; and concerning helpless children, and about your duty to 
treat orphans with fairness. Whatever good you may do, God knows it fully. (Verse 
127) 

The verses with which the s rah opens and which outline a number of regulations 

about women raised many questions in the Muslims’ minds about different aspects 

of the position of women. Those in the newly-established Muslim community 

formulated questions which required rulings on different matters. This indicated a 

genuine desire on their part to know every ruling of their faith in all matters of life. 

The move they have made from ignorance to Islam had a far-reaching effect on their 

hearts. They felt that they needed to question everything they did in their pre-Islamic 

days, fearing that it might have been outlawed or modified by Islam. They wanted to 

be sure of the Islamic view on all matters. It is true that certain traces of ignorance 

lingered with them, but what was much more significant was their genuine desire to 
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make sure that their lifestyle was in conformity with Islam. Hence their questionings 

and their requests for explanations and rulings. 

This was not merely an intellectual exercise, aiming only to learn a little more 

about this religion. They wanted to know in order to practise what they learned. The 

first generation of Muslims realised that they were born anew when they adopted 

this faith. Moreover, they considered the great change which took place in their lives 

as priceless. Hence, they feared to continue with any practices and habits that might 

be in conflict with Islam. Their anxiety and their resolve to follow whatever rulings 

Islam gave earned them a great favour indeed. God Himself took care of them and 

took it upon Himself to answer their queries. 

“They ask you for rulings concerning women. Say, God [Himself’ gives you His rulings 

concerning them.” (Verse 127) They put their questions to God’s Messenger (peace be 

upon him) but God, limitless is He in His glory, extends to them His favours and tells 

the Prophet to say to them: God will answer your questions about women and 

concerning the other matters mentioned in this verse. This is a gesture of great care 

and honour bestowed on the Muslim community, as God addresses them Himself, 

giving them the answers to their questions and explaining what they need in their 

new style of life. The ruling given here portrays a situation that existed in pre-Islamic 

Arabian society and which lingered on. It gives the required directive to elevate the 

Muslim community and to purge it of all traces of ignorance: “Say, God [Himself] gives 

you His ruling concerning them, as well as what is conveyed to you through this Book about 

orphan women whom you deny what has been assigned to them, and you are disinclined to 

marry them; and concerning helpless children, and about your duty to treat orphans with 

fairness.” (Verse 127) 

`Abdull h ibn `Abb s is reported to have made the following comment on this 

verse: “In ignorant days, a man may have an orphan girl in his charge and he throws 

his dress over her. When he does that, no one is allowed to marry her. If she is pretty 

and he likes her, he marries her and takes all her wealth. If she is ugly, he prevents 

her from marrying until she dies, when he inherits her wealth. God has forbidden all 

that.” Ibn `Abb s also explains that the phrase “and concerning helpless children,” refers 

to the fact that in pre-Islamic days, the Arabs used not to give any share of 

inheritance to their children or to their women. This is what is meant by the 

statement: “Whom you deny what has been assigned to them.” Again, God has forbidden 

this. He has assigned to each his or her share, saying that a male inherits a share 

which is equivalent to the shares of two females. This applies to both young and 

grown up alike. 

Sa`īd ibn Jubayr explains that the statement “and about your duty to treat orphans 

with fairness” refers to cases when an orphan girl is pretty. Her guardian may say: I 

am marrying her and taking her for myself. If she is not pretty and has no wealth, he 
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allows her to marry someone else after depriving her of whatever little she may have. 

` ’ishah, the Prophet’s wife, explains that this verse refers to a situation when a 

man is in charge of an orphan girl and he is also her heir. She may enter into some 

partnership with him. He may not want to marry her himself, as she may not be 

pretty. At the same time, he does not want her to marry anyone else, lest her 

husband become his partner. Her guardian, then, prevents her from marrying 

anyone. This verse was revealed to prohibit this practice. (Related by al-Bukh rī and 

Muslim.) 

` ’ishah is also reported to have said: “People began to ask God’s Messenger 

(peace be upon him) for rulings concerning women after the early verses of this s rah 

were revealed. God then sent down this verse, telling the Prophet: “They ask you for 

rulings concerning women. Say, God Himself you His rulings concerning them, as well as 

what is conveyed to you through this Book...” (Verse 127) As for what God refers to as 

being conveyed through this book, it is simply the verse which occurs at the 

beginning of the s rah and states: “If you fear that you may not deal fairly by the orphans, 

you may marry of other women as may be agreeable to you, two or three or four.” (Verse 3) 

Another statement attributed to ` ’ishah suggests that God’s statement about the 

disinclination to marry such orphans refers to the lack of desire on the part of a 

guardian to marry an orphan girl in his charge when she is plain and has little money 

of her own. This is, then, an order prohibiting Muslims to marry those orphans 

whom they desire only for their wealth or beauty, unless such a marriage is 

conducted with fairness and justice. 

Traditional Injustice Removed 

It is clear from these statements, as well as the Qur’ nic text itself, that orphan 

girls had a very raw deal in pre-Islamic Arabia. Such a girl suffered from the greed 

and injustice of her guardian. His greed prompted him to devour her wealth. If he 

decided to marry her, he would not give her a fair dowry. On the other hand, if her 

guardian did not marry her on account of her being plain, she still suffered injustice, 

because he would not allow her to marry someone else, so that her husband could 

not share with him her wealth. 

The same sort of treatment was extended to children. Women and children were 

deprived of their shares of inheritance because they were powerless or they were 

classified as non-fighters. The tribal attitude at the time gave every right to those who 

were able to fight, and left nothing for the powerless who could not take part in the 

battle. 

It is these ignoble traditions which Islam set out to change, replacing them with 

noble and humane traditions. This was not merely a great reform of Arabian society. 
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It was indeed a new birth which gave the Arabs a new character, different from their 

pre-Islamic one. 

What is important to note is that this new birth was not preceded by any steps or 

developments preparing the way for it. Nor did it begin with a sudden economic or 

material change in the life of that Arabian society. The move from assigning rights of 

inheritance and possession on the basis of ability to fight to giving them on a purely 

humane basis was not the result of any newly-discovered ability on their part. Nor 

were children, orphan girls, and women given their rights of inheritance and 

ownership as the fruit of any new period of stability which reduced the importance 

of fighters. Indeed, fighters enjoyed even greater importance in the new regime. 

What had changed was that Islam came into being, and with it, there was a new birth 

of humanity, accomplished through a book and a new code of living. Thus, a new 

society was born in the same land and under the same conditions, without any 

revolutionary raising slogans of increasing national production or material wealth. 

There was only a revolution in concepts which led to this rebirth of humanity. 

It is true that the new Qur’ nic system had to fight hard to erase the elements of 

ignorance within people and their social habits and traditions, and to replace these 

with new Islamic elements. It was also true that ignorance continued to resist such a 

change, leaving lingering traces in society and making their repeated reappearance in 

individual cases, or expressing itself in a variety of ways. What is important to state 

here is that the new system, revealed from on high, and the concept it formulated in 

the minds of its followers, resisted the pressures of the material world and brought 

about a total change in society. This change had far-reaching effects: it overhauled 

concepts, traditions and the whole social set-up. Neither the material conditions nor 

their inner “counter” elements, nor any change in the means of production nor any 

other Marxist hallucinations had any say in such a change. There was only one new 

element in the life of that nation. It was something sent down from on high. Hearts 

responded to it because it addressed their nature. The secret of this rebirth in man led 

to a total change in the whole life of society. It was the natural, positive interaction 

between human nature and the new system formulated by God. 

Hard as the struggle might have been between the new and the old systems, and 

painful as the labour and the sacrifices might have been, the remarkable outcome 

was accomplished because the Divine message and the new faith were the prime 

movers. Moreover, the benefits of this achievement were not confined to Muslim 

society; they were extended to all humanity. 

Therefore, it is only natural that this Qur’ nic statement, which gives the rulings of 

God regarding questions put to the Prophet concerning women, the rights of orphan 

girls, and helpless children, should conclude with further emphasis on the 

relationship between these rights and directives on the one hand, and the source of 



Al-Nisā’ (Women) | WATCHING GOD IN ALL DEALINGS 

 278

this whole system on the other: “Whatever good you may do, God knows it fully.” (Verse 

127) Nothing good you do goes in vain. A believer addresses every action he takes to 

God. It is God’s power that gives these directives their ability to influence people’s 

thoughts and lifestyles. 

It is not so important how directives and systems derive their influence and 

effectiveness in shaping human life. The gulf between directives and systems 

received from God, the Almighty, and ones formulated by fellow human beings is 

great indeed, even if we assume that both sets are equally good and equally valid. 

Needless to say, such an assumption is totally unrealistic. It is sufficient for any 

person to be aware of the source of a certain directive to assign to it its due 

significance. The importance of a Word said by God, the Most High, is different from 

that of a word said by a human being. 

Equity That Cannot Be Maintained 

The s rah then moves a step further with family legislation as part of the general 

organisation of the society Islam wants to establish. It is a society based on the code 

God has bestowed from on high, not on changing worldly factors, which are often 

materialistic in nature and which often are to do with the production of goods and 

material riches. 

If a woman has reason to fear ill-treatment or desertion by her husband, it shall not be 
wrong for the two of them if they should try to set things peacefully to rights between 
them; for peace is best. Avarice is ever-present in human souls. If you act with 
kindness and are God-fearing, surely God is aware of all that you do. In no way can 
you maintain equity between your wives, even though you may be keen to do so. Do 
not, then, be totally partial towards one to the exclusion of the other, leaving her, as it 
were, in a state of suspense. If you put things to rights and are God-fearing, God is 
indeed Much-Forgiving, Merciful. (Verses 128-129) 

Earlier in this s rah, Islamic legislation dealt with the state of rebellion or abuse 

when caused by a wife. It outlined the procedures that should be taken in order to 

preserve the structure of the family. At this juncture, we now have regulations 

dealing with abuse or desertion by the husband, which threatens the security and 

dignity of the woman as well as the security of the whole family. Feelings and 

inclinations might change. Islam is a system for life which deals with every detail 

and caters for every eventuality within the framework of its principles, values and 

the structure of the society it establishes. 

If a woman fears being abandoned, which may be a step leading to divorce, the 

one legitimate thing God dislikes most, or if she fears being left in such a way that 
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gives her neither the status of a wife nor the freedom of a divorcee, then a remedy 

could take the form of her foregoing some of her rights, financial or otherwise. She 

may, for example, choose to forego part or all of her maintenance which her husband 

owes to her as a duty. If he has another wife whom she feels he prefers, while she 

herself may no longer have her feminine appeal, she may forego her right to have her 

husband stay with her on alternate nights. If she foregoes any such right, that 

decision must be made by her on the basis of absolutely free choice. Thus, she makes 

such a decision only if she feels that it is a better option for her: “If a woman has reason 

to fear ill-treatment or desertion by her husband, it shall not be wrong for the two of them if 

they should try to set things peacefully to rights between them.” (Verse 128) By way of 

comment, a general statement follows to the effect that peace is better than quarrels, 

disputes or divorce: “For peace is best.” This should help substitute kindness for hard 

feelings, and strengthen the desire to maintain family relationships. 

In dealing with the human soul, Islam takes man as a whole, and utilises all the 

means it has at its disposal to elevate it to the most sublime level it is equipped to 

achieve by its very nature. At the same time, it neither ignores this nature nor tries to 

force on it anything of which it is not capable. It does not set a target for people and 

tell them: this is what you have to achieve, whether it is in your power or not. On the 

other hand, it does not condone weakness or praise human nature when it sinks to a 

lower depth, under the pretext that it is part of reality. Nor does it tie it to the 

sublime by its neck and leave it swinging in the air, tinder the pretext of elevating 

human nature. Islam is a middle road responding to human nature. It can be 

described as ideal practicality or practical idealism. It recognises that man is a 

singular creature who can put his feet firmly on the ground and, at the same time, 

allow his spirit to look up to heaven. 

In giving this ruling, Islam is dealing with man with all his characteristics, but 

where one in particular is singled out: “Avarice is ever present in human souls.” It is 

there all the time with all its aspects, material and spiritual. There may exist within 

the family certain causes which enhance the husband’s avarice with regard to his 

wife. If she foregoes part of her deferred dowry or other financial rights, she may 

satisfy his greed and preserve her marriage. Similarly, if she foregoes her right to 

have him stay with her on alternate nights, if he has another wife, she may satisfy his 

emotional avarice and save her marriage. But all this can only come about by her free 

choice, according to what she deems to serve her interests best. There is no 

imposition here on her, rather a dispensation which gives her the freedom to decide 

in a matter which concerns her. 

Islam does not stop here with this particular form of avarice, considering that it 

represents all aspects of the human soul and its nature. Instead, it proceeds to touch 

on other feelings and motives: “If you act with kindness and are God-fearing, surely God 
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is aware of all that you do.” (Verse 128) Kindness and consciousness of God are, after 

all, the most important motives. A person who acts on their basis will lose nothing. 

God is aware of all our motives and actions. To arouse feelings of kindness and 

consciousness of God and to address man in the name of God, who is aware of 

everything we do, is a very effective way of influencing behaviour. Indeed, it is the 

sort of appeal which ensures the best results. 

Another example of the ideal practicality or the practical idealism of Islam is 

provided in the next verse: “In no way can you maintain equity between your wives, even 

though you may be keen to do so. Do not, then, be totally partial towards one to the exclusion 

of the other, leaving her, as it were, in a state of suspense. If you put things to rights and are 

God-fearing, God is indeed Much-Forgiving, Merciful.” (Verse 129) 

God, who has created man, knows that he has feelings which he cannot control. 

Therefore, He has given man a way to direct these feelings, not to suppress or 

smother them. One such inclination is to be partial to one wife over and above other 

wives. Such partiality is beyond a man’s control. He cannot easily suppress it. Islam 

does not hold man to account for something which is beyond his control. It does not 

make such partiality a sin incurring punishment. Otherwise, man would be torn 

apart choosing between alternatives with which he cannot cope. Islam takes a 

realistic view and tells people frankly that they cannot maintain equity between their 

wives, keen as they may be to do so, because the matter is beyond their control. 

There are, however, certain matters that are within their ability such as fairness in 

treatment, distribution of time, financial support and other marital obligations. Such 

fairness goes so far as to include the occasional smile and word of kindness. This 

they are required to do in order to regulate their partiality not to smother it. 

“Do not, then, be totally partial towards one to the exclusion of the other, leaving her, as it 

were, in a state of suspense.” (Verse 129) This partiality in outward treatment is what is 

forbidden because it deprives one wife of her rights and places her in a situation 

where she is neither a wife nor a divorcee. The prohibition is coupled with an 

effective appeal to believing hearts and a reassurance of overlooking what lies 

beyond man’s control: “If you put things to rights and are God-fearing, God is indeed 

Much-Forgiving, Merciful.” (Verse 129) Because Islam deals with the human soul with 

its unique temperament, which is the product of mixing a handful of clay with the 

breathing of God’s spirit, and with its ideal practicality or practical idealism, the 

Prophet of Islam (peace be upon him) was the complete example of humanity when 

it attains its utmost perfection. That perfection is achieved when all characteristics 

and abilities within man are allowed to develop in a balanced and mutually 

complementary way within the limitations of human nature. As the Prophet of Islam 

extended his fair treatment to his wives and distributed his time equally between 

them, he did not deny that in love and affection he was more inclined towards some 
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of them than others. He recognised that that was beyond his control. He used to say: 

“My Lord, this is how I divide between them what I can control. Do not blame me for 

that which You control and I do not.” 

But what happens when the marital relationship is so strained that it cannot be 

maintained? It may happen that both man and wife lose everything needed for a 

settled, happy family life. In such a situation, separation is better. Islam does not hold 

marital partners with ropes, chains and fetters. It maintains family life with affection, 

compassion, or else with a sense of duty and forbearance. If none of these elements 

can reconcile estranged hearts, Islam does not condemn them to a prison of hate, nor 

does it try to cover up a real and total breakdown of the marital relationship with a 

pretence of reconciliation that is only skin deep. 

“But if the two separate, God shall provide for each of them out of His abundance: God is 

indeed Munificent, Wise.” (Verse 130) This is a promise by God that He will give to 

each of the separating couple out of His own abundance what will be sufficient for 

them. He provides for all His servants and grants them of His grace what is suitable 

for every situation, according to His wisdom and knowledge. 

When we study the Islamic system as it deals with feelings, motives and 

prejudices and as it provides solutions for practical situations, we are amazed at 

people turning away from such a simple, uncomplicated method devised especially 

for human life. It leads people from their lowly position, along the road to great 

heights, always giving them what is suitable for their nature and capabilities. It does 

not impose on them any course leading to a higher level of sublimity, unless this has 

roots within their own nature. What is more, Islam attains a standard which cannot 

be achieved through any other system, and, all the while, it maintains its ideal 

practicality or practical idealism. 

Family Rules Related to Universal Law 

We have to understand that these rules which are applicable to marriage and 

family life are only a part of an overall system which regulates human life as a whole. 

This system is, in turn, part of the law God has laid down for the whole universe to 

follow. It, therefore, fits well with the nature of the universe as well as with the 

nature of man who lives in the universe. This profound fact is central to the overall 

system. Therefore, rules which provided for the regulation of family life are followed 

by statements which relate them to the universal system, as well as God’s power 

over, and His ownership of, everything in it. We also have a statement that God has 

given the same directive to all mankind in all the messages He has sent them, and a 

reminder of rewards in this life and in the life to come. Indeed, these are the bases 

upon which the whole system is founded: truth, justice, and fearing God. 
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But if the two separate, God shall provide for each of them out of His abundance: God 
is indeed Munificent, Wise. To God belongs all that is in the heavens and all that is on 
earth. We have indeed enjoined those who were granted revelations before your time, 
as well as yourselves, to always be God-fearing. If you disbelieve, know that to God 
belongs all that is in the heavens and all that is on earth. God is Self-Sufficient, 
Praiseworthy. And to God belongs all that is in the heavens and all that is on earth. 
God is your All- Sufficient Guardian. If He so wills, He can take you, mankind, and 
replace you by others. This He surely has the power to do. If anyone desires the 
rewards of this world, let him remember that with God are the rewards of this world 
and those of the life to come. God is indeed All-Hearing, All-Seeing. (Verses -130-134) 

Often rules and injunctions given in the Qur’ n are followed by a statement that to 

God belongs all that is in the heavens and on earth. The two are essentially 

interrelated: he who owns something has all power and authority over it. He alone 

has the right to establish the system he wants and to impose it on those who are 

under his dominion. Since God is the only owner, it follows that He alone has the 

authority to legislate to people. Of all Divine instructions, the one which is 

highlighted here and which has been given to all those who received messages from 

God is that which tells people to always fear God: “To God belongs all that is in the 

heavens and all that is on earth. We have indeed enjoined those who were granted revelations 

before your time, as well as yourselves, to always be God fearing.” (Verse 131) 

The One who has real power is the one to be feared. Fearing Him ensures purity of 

motives and a keenness to implement His constitution and system with all its details. 

The unbelievers are shown their insignificance in the universe which belongs to 

God. In His esteem, they count for little. He is able to replace them with others: “If 

you disbelieve, know that to God belongs all that is in the heavens and all that is on earth. 

God is Self-Sufficient, Praiseworthy. And to God belongs all that is in the heavens and all 

that is on earth. God is your All-Sufficient Guardian.” (Verses 131-2) As God enjoins 

them to be God-fearing, He makes it clear that their refusal to turn their back on His 

admonition will not affect Him in the least. Their disbelief will not decrease His 

kingdom in any way, for: “To God belongs all that is in the heavens and all that is on 

earth... If He so wills, He can take you, mankind, and replace you by others. This He surely 

has the power to do.” (Verses 132-3) Moreover, He is able to substitute them for some 

other people or creature. He only enjoins them to fear Him for their own sake and for 

their own interest. 

Islam states very clearly that man has a special position of honour with God, 

which elevates him over everything in the universe. Equally, Islam states that man 

sinks to abject depths when he disbelieves, transgresses, tyrannises and tries to usurp 

God’s power. These are two opposite situations. 

These comments are concluded with a reminder to those who are keen on having 
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a share of the riches of this life that God’s grace is far greater and more bounteous 

than that. He can give rewards in this life and in the life to come. Those who limit 

their hopes and ambitions to this world only, can look far beyond to a greater reward 

in the hereafter which may he given in addition to what God grants them in this life: 

“If anyone desires the rewards of this world, let him remember that with God are the rewards 

of this world and those of the life to come. God is indeed All-Hearing, All-Seeing.” (Verse 

134) 

It is indeed stupid and highly unbecoming of man to confine himself and his 

ambitions to this life only when he is able to seek and look forward to God’s grace in 

both this life and the life to come. Enjoyment of both is guaranteed by implementing 

the well-integrated Islamic way of life which combines practicality with idealism. He 

is indeed capable of achieving the glory of human life, with his feet on the ground 

and his spirit in heaven. He moves about and conducts his affairs according to the 

rules which govern the earth while, at the same time, looking up to the sublime. 

As these comments relate detailed Islamic legislations to God’s law governing the 

whole of life, they also point to the great importance Islam assigns to the family. 

Otherwise, God would not have related family matters to these great issues and 

would not have emphasised the need to fear Him in all religions. God is able to 

replace erring people with others who follow His system and implement His law. 

This is a frightful prospect for human beings. Its statement here is indicative of the 

seriousness God attaches to the family and its importance in the code He has laid 

down for human life. 



Al-Nisā’ (Women) | THE REALITY OF HYPOCRISY 

 284

13 

The Reality of Hypocrisy 

Believers! Be ever steadfast in upholding 

equity, bearing witness to the truth for the 

sake of God, even though it be against 

yourselves, or your parents and kin. 

Whether the person concerned be rich or 

poor, God’s claim takes precedence over 

[the claims of] either of them. Do not, then, 

follow your own desires, lest you swerve 

from justice. If you distort [the truth] or 

decline to do justice, then [know that] God 

is indeed aware of all that you do. (135) 

Believers! Do believe in God and His 

Messenger, and in the Book which He has 

bestowed from on high upon His 

Messenger, and in the Book which He sent 

down in earlier times. Anyone who denies 

God, His angels, His revealed books, His 

messengers, and the Last Day has indeed 

gone far astray. (136) 

Those who come to believe, then reject faith, 

and again come to believe, and again reject 

the faith, and thereafter grow hardened in 

their disbelief, God will not forgive them, 

nor will He guide them in anyway. (137) 
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Happily announce to the hypocrites that 

grievous suffering awaits them. (138) 

They are those who take unbelievers for 

their allies in preference to believers. Is it 

honour they seek among them? Indeed all 

honour belongs to God. (139) 

Already has He enjoined upon you in this 

Book that whenever you hear people deny 

the truth of God’s revelations and mock at 

them, you shall avoid their company until 

they talk on some other theme; or else, you 

will indeed become like them. Indeed, God 

will gather both the hypocrites and the 

unbelievers together in hell. (140) 

[Hypocrites are] those who wait and watch 

what happens to you: if triumph comes to 

you from God, they say: “Were we not on 

your side?” But if the unbelievers gain a 

success, they say [to them]: “Have we not 

earned your affection by defending you 

against those believers?” It is God who will 

judge between you all on the Day of 

Resurrection. Never will God allow the 

unbelievers a way [to win a complete 

triumph] over the believers. (141) 

The hypocrites seek to deceive God, the 

while it is He who causes them to be 

deceived [by themselves]. When they rise to 

pray, they rise reluctantly, only to be seen 

by people, remembering God but seldom, 
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Overview 

This passage provides another module in the process of the Muslim community’s 

education to achieve the status God has assigned to it. He, Himself, describes it as 

“the best community ever raised for mankind.” At the same time, it is part of the 

consistent line of action aiming to educate the human soul and cure it of all deviation 

(142) 

wavering between this and that, [true] 

neither to these nor to those. For him whom 

God lets go astray you can never find any 

way. (143) 

Believers! Do not take the unbelievers for 

your allies in preference to the believers. Do 

you want to place before God a manifest 

proof against yourselves? (144) 

The hypocrites will be in the lowest depth of 

the fire, and you will find none who can 

give them support. (145) 

Excepted shall be those who repent, live 

righteously, hold fast to God, and are more 

sincere in their faith in God. These shall be 

with the believers. God will in time grant a 

splendid reward for the believers. (146) 

What can God gain by your punishment, if 

you are grateful and you believe? God is 

always responsive to gratitude, All- 

Knowing. (147) 
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and error. It is a line determined by God, the Creator of the human soul who knows 

its complexity, nature, desires, aspirations, ability and potential. 

This module outlines the basic education process which applies to all generations, 

and which aims to elevate people from whatever standard they may be at to the 

heights Islam wants mankind to achieve. At the same time, it gives us a picture of the 

prevailing situation of the first Muslim community addressed by the Qur’ n. It gives 

a true image of that community with all its human aspects, including its strengths 

and weaknesses, traces of their past days of ignorance and their instinctive feelings. It 

shows the Islamic method of treating and strengthening the human soul, and 

encouraging it to stick to the truth of Islam, with all that involves of hard work and 

sacrifice. 

The passage begins with an address to the Muslim community to fulfil the duties 

its role implies. This means to uphold absolute justice, attaining an ideal standard 

never before achieved in history except through this Muslim community. It is a 

standard of justice which requires the community to deal directly with God, 

disregarding every emotion, prejudice or interest, including what is often called 

community or national interests. Its only aim is to maintain the God- fearing path 

which leads to earning His pleasure. It is the sort of justice of which the s rah had 

already given an example of in the case of the wrongly accused Jew related in 

Chapter 10. 

As God makes it clear that the believers are to maintain justice in this particular 

fashion, He knows the hard efforts required to achieve it. People have to overcome 

their natural weaknesses, their own selfishness, feelings towards relatives, the weak, 

the strong, the poor, the rich, parents and close relatives, and overcome their own 

friendships and hostilities. He certainly knows the difficulties involved, as human 

beings attempt to scale great heights, starting from a fine and slippery surface, and 

having no equipment other than their bond with God. 

Another appeal to them is a renewed call to believe in all the constituent parts of 

complete faith, which means to believe in God, His angels, revealed books, 

messengers and the Day of Judgement. Each one of these constituents makes its own 

contribution to the complete faith and the Islamic concept of life. It is a concept 

superior to all concepts humanity has ever known and leads to all aspects of moral, 

social and organisational superiority as achieved by the first Muslim community. The 

seeds of such superiority are always there for any community of believers to achieve. 

It only needs to fulfil the requirements of the Islamic concept of life. Once it has done 

this, it will benefit from God’s promise stated in this passage: “Never will God allow 

the unbelievers a way (to win a complete triumph] over the believers.” (Verse 141) 

The passage then launches a strong campaign against the hypocrites, using a 
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variety of tools. The hypocrites are those who continued with their hypocrisy as well 

as those who declared their unbelief after claiming to have accepted Islam. It 

describes the nature of hypocrisy, painting the ugly sights of what was perpetrated 

within the Muslim community. They would warmly welcome the believers when 

they were victorious, but when victory went the way of the unbelievers, the 

hypocrites would try to impress on them that they themselves, [i.e. the hypocrites], 

had ensured that victory. They approached prayer very reluctantly, putting on a 

show of piety. They vacillated from one side to another, and their vacillation was 

indicative of their shiftiness. 

Included within this campaign are a number of directives and cautions addressed 

to the believers, which indicates the extent of the damage the hypocrites caused. 

From these we can understand how large a force the hypocrites represented and how 

far they could penetrate into the Muslim community and affect its overall situation. 

We should remember that this campaign had to take into consideration the realities 

of the Muslim community’s situation at the time as also the need to take it by the 

hand and isolate it from the hypocrites. Hence, the believers are directed to avoid the 

hypocrites’ social gatherings where the latter often ridiculed God’s revelations 

stating that they did not believe in them. The believers were not commanded to 

impose a direct and complete boycott of the hypocrites. This indicates that there was 

a strong front of hypocrites able to move within the Muslim community in a way that 

rendered such a boycott either impractical or impossible. 

Also included in this campaign are a number of cautions addressed to the 

believers, explaining the symptoms and preludes of hypocrisy so that they may 

avoid these. Most important among these are befriending the unbelievers, seeking 

their support and hoping to achieve honour through them. The s rah makes it clear 

to the believers that all honour belongs to God, and that He will not allow the 

unbelievers to achieve a complete victory over the believers, as long as they fulfil 

their commitments. The passage also paints a horrid picture of the hypocrites both in 

this life and in the life to come, making it clear that they occupy the lowest position 

in hell. 

All these directives and cautions are indicative of the Islamic method of treating 

people and situations. It does so within the prevailing circumstances and the abilities 

of the community, hoping to eventually replace it with a totally new situation. They 

also give us a glimpse of the Muslim community’s situation and its attitude towards 

the unbelievers and the hypocrites who were in close collaboration against Islam. 

From all this we gather a clear idea of the nature of the battle which the Muslim 

community had to fight under the guidance of the Qur’ n, and the methods the 

Qur’ n uses to provide such guidance for its followers. This is a continuing battle 

between faith and unfaith in all generations. The personalities and the methods of the 
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enemy may change, but their nature and standpoint never do. 

All this explains the truth of the book, the Qur’ n, and its role in leading the 

Muslim community. This does not apply only to the past, for the Qur’ n was not 

revealed for one generation in preference to another. It is a revelation that provides 

guidance to the Muslim community in all ages and generations. 

At the end of this passage we have a remarkable statement asserting that God has 

nothing to gain by tormenting His creatures. He does not require anything from 

them apart from to believe and be grateful. In no way does He need their faith or 

gratitude, but when they do demonstrate this, they stand to benefit a great deal and 

to improve their overall lives and conditions. Moreover, they will be prepared for the 

life to come, with the pure happiness they will experience there. However, should 

they reject the faith and sink into error, they only prepare themselves for punishment 

in hell, where the hypocrites are to be found in its lowest depths. 

Justice in All Situations 

Believers! Be ever steadfast in upholding equity, bearing witness to the truth for the 
sake of God, even though it be against yourselves, or your parents and kin. Whether 
the person concerned be rich or poor, God’s claim takes precedence over [the claims of] 
either of them. Do not, then, follow your own desires, lest you swerve from justice. If 
you distort [the truth] or decline to do justice, then [know that] God is indeed aware of 
all that you do. (Verse 135) 

This is an address to the believers, using their new and unique status which 
ensures a true rebirth of their community. Indeed, they have enjoyed a rebirth of 
souls, principles, concepts and goals. They have been given a new trust and assigned 
a new task which places them as mankind’s leaders and requires them to maintain 
justice among all people. Hence, addressing them by the very fact of their being 
believers is of special importance. It is because they are believers that they are being 
prepared to fulfil the duties commensurate with this greatest of trusts. 

Here we see the wise Qur’ nic method of educating the Muslim community in full 
operation, preparing the addressees for their difficult duties: “Be ever steadfast in 
upholding equity, bearing witness to the truth for the sake of God, even though it be against 
yourselves, or your parents and kin. Whether the person concerned be rich or poor, God’s 
claim takes precedence over [the claims of] either of them.” (Verse 135) The trust they have 
been assigned is to maintain justice, in its absolute sense, in every situation. It is the 
sort of fairness which prevents aggression and oppression anywhere on earth. It 
guarantees justice between people, giving everyone, Muslim or non-Muslim, their 
rights. In their entitlement to justice, all people, believers and unbelievers, are equal 
in God’s sight, as we have seen in the incident involving the Jewish man in Madinah. 
Similarly, relative and stranger, friend and foe, poor and rich are treated with 
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absolute equality. 

“Be ever steadfast in upholding equity, bearing witness to the truth for the sake of God.” 
(Verse 135) This is something to be done, dealing directly with God and for His sake. 
It is not for the sake of anyone else for or against whom a testimony is given. Nor is it 
to serve the interests of any individual, group or community. It is not something that 
takes into account the circumstances of any particular case. It is a testimony given for 
God’s sake, free of any desire, prejudice, interest or consideration. 

“Even though it be against yourselves, or your parents and kin.” (Verse 135) At this 
point, the Qur’ nic method of education tries to place a person firstly in opposition to 
himself and secondly against his feelings towards his parents and kin. This is a very 
difficult task, much more difficult than stating it verbally or understanding its 
significance theoretically. To put this into practice is totally different from having a 
mental picture of what it involves. It is only the person who tries to do it practically 
that can understand its difficulty. Nevertheless, the Qur’ nic method prepares the 
hearts of believers for this hard task, because it must be put into effect: the rule must 
be stated and human individuals must abide by it. 

The Qur’ n also puts a person in opposition to his natural and social feelings. This 
when the person against whom one testifies is poor, claims our sympathy and help in 
his testimony or when his social background inherited from earlier days encourages 
witnesses to speak against him. The same applies in reverse. When a person involved 
is rich, social considerations or his own arrogance or other behaviour may encourage 
a testimony for or against him. All such feelings have their pull when encountered in 
reality. The Qur’ n wants us to face all such feelings as it prepares us to stand against 
ourselves or our own parents and relatives. 

“Whether the person concerned be rich or poor, God’s claim takes precedence over [the 
claims of] either of them.” (Verse 135) It is a hard task, just as we have said, time and 
again. When Islam pushed the believers to scale those heights, it produced in reality 
a miraculous situation, one which can never be fulfilled except under this 
magnificent Divine system. 

“Do not, then, follow your own desires, lest you swerve from justice.” (Verse 135) 
Desires are of different types, some of which have already been mentioned. Love of 
oneself, one’s immediate family and other relatives is one type of desire, as is 
sympathy with a poor person when giving testimony or arbitrating. Being courteous 
or hostile to a rich person is another type of desire. In a situation of being a witness 
or making judgement, taking sides with one’s clan, tribe, community, nation or 
motherland is one desire, as is taking sides against one’s enemies, even though they 
are enemies to our faith. Desires have many other forms and God prohibits that we 
be influenced by any one of them in such a way that we deviate from truth and 
justice. 

The verse concludes with a clear warning against twisting the truth in one’s 
testimony: “If you distort [the truth] or decline to do justice, then [know that] God is indeed 
aware of all that you do.” (Verse 135) It is sufficient for a believer to remember that God 
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sees what he does to realise the seriousness of this warning and to tremble at what it 
means. We must not forget that this is addressed to people who really do believe. 

`Abdull h ibn Raw ah was sent by the Prophet to Khaybar to estimate the 
produce of its land. The Prophet had concluded arrangements with its people by 
which they would continue to cultivate the land there in return for half its produce. 
The other half belonged to the Muslims in Madinah. The Jews in Khaybar tried to 
bribe Ibn Raw ah in order that he should give them a favourable estimate. He said 
to them: “I have come to you from the person whom I love most. On the other hand, I 
dislike you more than I dislike your equivalent number of monkeys and pigs. Yet my 
love of him and hatred of you will not cause me to be unfair to you.” They said: “It is 
on the basis of such fairness that the heavens and earth are set to prosper.” 

He was a man who had completed his education in the Prophet’s school and 
under his own supervision, following that unique Divine curriculum. He was simply 
a human being who went through that hardest of experiences completing it 
successfully. He achieved, like many others, the miracle that is possible only through 
that sort of education. 

Centuries then passed by after that special period in human history. Libraries are 
now the home of numerous books on all aspects of the law. Life is full of judicial 
systems, legal procedures and technicalities. Much has been said about justice, and 
many volumes speak about lengthy legal procedures. Theories, administrative 
authorities and systems of different types are available to regulate all this. But the 
proper experience of real justice, seeing it in practice and achieving its highest level 
has only been possible under the Islamic approach and practical system. It was seen 
first during that special period when it was at its zenith. It was then fulfilled by 
successive generations in the land where Islam was implemented, by hearts 
committed to this faith and through individuals and communities living under Islam 
and according to its teachings. 

This fact must be truly appreciated by those who admire modern legal processes 
and procedures and sophisticated legal systems. They often think that all this is more 
conducive to achieving justice than under the simple system of that unique period 
witnessed many centuries ago. They feel that today’s procedures are tighter and 
better controlled than that distant simple form. But all this is a myth entertained by 
those who are often deceived by magnitude and form. They do not realise the truth 
that it was only the Divine system that achieved that highest grade of fairness, 
despite the simplicity of its system and procedure. It is the only system that can 
today achieve the same high standard, taking into consideration all that has been 
introduced of new systems and procedures. 

We do not mean that we need to dismantle modern legal systems. What we 
should know is that it is not the system that creates justice, but the spirit behind the 
system, whatever form and shape it may take and regardless of the time and place 
where it is applied. 
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A Call to Believers to Believe 

“Believers! Do believe in God and His Messenger, and in the Book which He has bestowed 
from on high upon His Messenger, and in the Book which He sent down in earlier times. 
Anyone who denies God, His angels, His revealed books, His messengers, and the Last Day 
has indeed gone far astray.” (Verse 136) This is the second address made in this passage 
to the believers, outlining their roles and duties, and in their capacity which 
distinguishes them from all those around them. It also provides a link for them with 
the source from which they derive strength and receive help in fulfilling their tasks. 

“Believers! Do believe in God and His Messenger, and in the Book which He has bestowed 
from on high upon His Messenger, and in the Book which He sent down in earlier times.” 
(Verse 136) This is an outline of the details in which the believers must believe. Thus, 
it formulates the basic Islamic concept of faith. It requires first a belief in God and His 
Messenger. It provides a bond between the believers and their Lord who created 
them and sent them someone to guide them to Him. This being the Prophet 
Mu ammad (peace be upon him). It also includes belief in his message and accepting 
all that he conveys to us as part of the Divine message. 

This concept of faith also requires belief in the Book God has bestowed on his 
Messenger. This clearly shows the Muslims the system of life God has chosen for 
them, all the details of which are contained in this book. It also requires its full 
implementation, since it comes from the same source and follows the same lines. It is 
not possible to classify some of it as more deserving of acceptance or 
implementation. It is all one. 

Similarly, there is a requirement to believe in the Book that was revealed earlier, 
since all revelations come from the same source, who is God Himself. They also have 
the same basis, namely, submission to God only, attributing Godhead and all its 
attributes to Him alone, acknowledging His system as the only one to be obeyed and 
implemented in human life. This unanimity of all books is the natural result of the 
fact that all these books were, in their original, undistorted form, revealed by God. 
The Divine approach and method are the same. What He wants for mankind has 
always been the same. All other systems lead to error while the Divine system will 
always lead to God’s pleasure. 

Belief in the whole “Book”, in the sense that all Divine revelations are in essence 
one Book, is a special characteristic applicable only to the Muslim nation. The 
concept Islam outlines of God as the only Lord, His one system, approach and 
method are the only ones that fit with the truth of Godhead. They are also consistent 
with the fact that all humanity is the same, the fact that truth is one and that 
whatever is at variance with truth is deviant and erroneous. 

Having made clear the command to believe, the Qur’ nic verse warns those who 
do not believe in all the components of faith. It outlines these again to make them 
clear before mentioning any punishment for disbelief. “Anyone who denies God, His 
angels, His revealed books, His messengers, and the Last Day has indeed gone far astray.” 
(Verse 136) The first order in this verse mentions the need to believe in God, His 
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books and messengers, but does not mention belief in the angels. It is well known 
that God’s books mention the angels and the Day of Judgement. Hence, when a 
person believes in these books, he or she is bound to believe in the angels and in the 
Day of Judgement. But the second order mentions this explicitly because it is an 
order spelling out punishment for failure to comply. Hence, a clear statement of all 
components is perfectly in order. 

The expression of going far astray very often indicates a situation where a person 
is so grossly in error that there is little or no hope that he will ever be guided again. 
To believe in God is something deeply inherent in human nature. It moves us 
naturally to achieve it. Hence, a person who disbelieves in God, and in consequence 
disbelieves in His angels, books, messengers and in the Day of Judgement, is one 
whose nature has been so corrupted that all hope of a return to Divine guidance is 
practically lost. 

Vacillation Between Belief and Disbelief 

After this double address to the believers, the s rah begins its hard campaign 

against hypocrisy and the hypocrites, starting with a description of a certain 

condition pertaining to them at the time. It describes the attitude of some of them, 

which is nearest the attitude of disbelievers: “Those who come to believe, then reject faith, 

and again come to believe, and again reject the faith, and thereafter grow hardened in their 

disbelief God will not forgive them, nor will He guide them in any way” (Verse 137) 

When belief in God is preceded by disbelief, this earlier state is erased by the latter 

one and the person concerned is forgiven whatever he did prior to his acceptance of 

faith. It is understandable though that one who has never seen the light can sink 

further into the darkness. But to disbelieve after having known faith and accepted it, 

and to do it time and time again, is the most cardinal of sins. It cannot be justified or 

forgiven on any account. Disbelief is a thick curtain. When it is dropped, nature 

establishes its links with the Creator. The lost one is returned to the party, the plant is 

watered anew and the soul experiences a sweet taste that it never forgets; that is, the 

sweetness of faith. Hence, those who revert to disbelief, time and again, after having 

experienced faith are in deliberate defiance of their nature. By choice, they prefer to 

go deep into error. Hence, it is only fair that God should never forgive them or 

provide them with any guidance. It is they who, having known the way and 

travelled along it, decided to be misguided, choosing darkness after having seen the 

light. 

Unless a person is dedicated in his following of God’s guidance, he will never be 

free of the pressures of worldly situations, values, needs, interests and greed, or be 

unencumbered by aspirations and temptations. Nor will he feel the honour, dignity 

and exaltation experienced by a heart full of faith when he stands in opposition to 
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worldly values, powers and authority or confronts unfriendly people, events and 

situations. 

This is where the seed of hypocrisy begins to germinate. In essence, hypocrisy 

signifies weakness to hold on to the truth when confronting falsehood. Such a 

weakness is a result of fear and temptation, other than fearing God and hoping for 

His reward. It is the result of holding on to what may be established in isolation from 

the Divine system of life. 

Here we see a clear relationship between talking about faith and giving a truthful 

testimony for God’s sake on the one hand and talking about hypocrisy on the other. 

This is added to the overall occasion provided by the central theme of the s rah, 

which is the education of the Muslim community on the basis of the Islamic system, 

removing the remaining traces of ignorance, mobilising the believers against their 

human weaknesses, and leading the community in its battle against the unbelievers 

and the hypocrites. In this general objective, the line of the s rah is evident and 

consistent from start to finish. 

After the image given in this verse of a group of hypocrites declaring their belief 

then going back on it, only to declare again that they believe before denying the faith 

once more and then growing harder in their disbelief, the rest of the passage is 

devoted to a discussion of hypocrisy and the hypocrites. It is here that the campaign 

against hypocrisy starts, utilising different ways and means worthy of careful 

examination and study. This will show us how this Divine system works in practice, 

producing its effects on people and their hearts. 

Happily announce to the hypocrites that grievous suffering awaits them. They are 
those who take unbelievers for their allies in preference to believers. Is it honour they 
seek among them? Indeed all honour belongs to God. Already has He enjoined upon 
you in this Book that whenever you hear people deny the truth of God’s revelations 
and mock at them, you shall avoid their company until they talk on some other theme; 
or else, you will indeed become like them. Indeed, God will gather both the hypocrites 
and the unbelievers together in hell. [Hypocrites are] those who wait and watch what 
happens to you: if triumph comes to you from God, they say: “Were we not on your 
side?” But if the unbelievers gain a success, they say [to them]: `Have we not earned 
your affection by defending you against those believers?” It is God who will judge 
between you all on the Day of Resurrection. Never will God allow the unbelievers a 
way [to win a complete triumph] over the believers. The hypocrites seek to deceive 
God, the while it is He who causes them to be deceived [by themselves]. When they rise 
to pray, they rise reluctantly, only to be seen by people, remembering God but seldom, 
wavering between this and that, [true] neither to these nor to those. For him whom 
God lets go astray you can never find any way. (Verses 138-43) 
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True Submission, True Freedom 

The campaign begins with clear derision, which appears by using a phrase 

indicating a happy announcement instead of a warning, and in considering grievous 

suffering something to welcome like a very happy piece of news. The reasons that 

bring about such grievous suffering are then outlined. These are their close 

friendship with the non-believers in preference to the believers, their foul thinking of 

God and their misguided concept of the source of honour: “Happily announce to the 

hypocrites that grievous suffering awaits them. They are those who take unbelievers for their 

allies in preference to believers. Is it honour they seek among them? Indeed all honour belongs 

to God.” (Verses 138-139) 

The unbelievers mentioned here are, most probably, the Jews whom the 

hypocrites had befriended, and together they plotted all types of evil schemes against 

the believers. God Almighty asks disapprovingly why they take unbelievers for their 

allies when they profess to be believers? Why do they place themselves in such an 

untenable situation? Do they seek to receive honour and power from the 

unbelievers? All honour is the property of God alone. No one will get any of it unless 

he seeks it from Him and aspires to His protection. 

Thus, the first point exposes the nature of the hypocrites and their first 

characteristic, which is their alliance with the unbelievers in preference to the 

believers. It also shows their lack of understanding of the balance of power. The 

unbelievers have no honour or might to impart to others as the hypocrites believe. It 

declares that all honour belongs to God, and it is to be sought from Him alone. 

People should understand that they have only one source of support. When they 

seek this, they will find honour and protection. They will be able to feel their dignity 

and freedom. Otherwise, they will be enslaved by other values, traditions, people 

and fears. There will be none to protect them from such subjugation. On the other 

hand, submission to God alone imparts a true feeling of dignity and honour which 

frees them from all the humiliation which is attendant on submission to any other 

source or power. The choice is open for us all to make. 

No one seeks honour from someone other than God and remains a believer. No 

one turns to God’s enemies for support, strength and glory if he truly believes in 

God. Some people in our midst who claim to be Muslim and have Muslim names 

seek support from God’s worst sworn enemies on earth. They should reflect on what 

the Qur’ n says, if they truly want to be Muslims. Otherwise, they should know that 

God does not stand in need of anyone. 

A correlative of seeking honour from the unbelievers and making alliances with 

them in preference to the believers is that feeling of affinity to earlier generations 

who lived as unbelievers, holding this tie of ancestry as being of ongoing importance 
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to the present Muslim generation. This we see today when people ignorantly boast 

about the honour they feel as descendants of the Pharaohs, Assyrians, Phoenicians, 

Babylonians and the pagan tribes of Arabia. Im m A mad ibn anbal reports that 

the Prophet says: “Whoever claims descent of nine unbelieving forefathers, seeking 

honour and pride, will be the tenth with them in hell.” What we should know is that, 

from the Islamic point of view, the bond that blends a community is faith. The nation 

comprises all believers in God, from the beginning of history, in all places and across 

all generations. Nation, in Islam, consists of neither a succession of generations nor 

the inhabitants of a geographical area in a particular generation. 

Ridiculing God’s Words 

The first degree of hypocrisy is when a believer sits with other people and keeps 

quiet when he hears God’s revelations being denied and ridiculed. He may call that 

tolerance, or cunning, or broad-mindedness, or acceptance of freedom of thought, or 

whatever! In fact it is nothing but defeatism working within him. At first he may 

delude himself, ashamed to acknowledge his humiliating weakness. 

Standing up to defend God’s faith and revelation is the mark of true faith. When 

the willingness to do that weakens, everything else collapses and gets swept away. 

That anger for God’s sake is deliberately suppressed at first, but then it weakens and 

dies away. A person who hears his faith being ridiculed by others has the choice to 

either stand up in defence of his faith or leave that place altogether. To sit down, turn 

a blind eye and keep quiet is the first stage of defeat. This is, indeed, the bridge of 

hypocrisy which carries a person from faith to disbelief. 

Some Muslims in Madinah attended the gatherings of influential hypocrites. The 

Qur’ n alerts those believers to the fact that attending such gatherings and keeping 

quiet therein is the first sign of defeatism. The Qur’ n wanted to spare the Muslims 

that stage, but the prevailing circumstances did not allow that they should be 

ordered to boycott all these gatherings immediately. Hence, they were ordered to 

boycott them when they heard God’s revelations being denied and ridiculed. 

Otherwise, to sit there would be hypocrisy with its horrible outcome: “Already has He 

enjoined upon you in this Book that whenever you hear people deny the truth of God’s 

revelations and mock at them, you shall avoid their company until they talk on some other 

theme; or else, you will indeed become like them. Indeed, God will gather both the hypocrites 

and the unbelievers together in hell.” (Verse 140) 

This verse refers to an earlier revelation in the Qur’ n itself. The reference is to a 

verse in S rah 6, entitled Cattle, which may be rendered in translation as follows: 

“Whenever you meet people who indulge in [blasphemous] talk about Our revelations, turn 
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your back upon them until they begin to talk of other things.”15 (6: 68) 

The threat here is enough to make a believer tremble with dread: “or else, you will 

indeed become like them”. (Verse 140) The prospect held out as the result of such 

friendship with those who ridicule God’s revelations is so fearful that it does not 

allow for any further hesitation: “Indeed, God will gather both the hypocrites and the 

unbelievers together in hell.” (Verse 140) 

The prohibition is limited to attending gatherings where God’s revelations are 

denied and ridiculed. It does not go further than that so as to impose a total ban on 

all relations with the hypocrites. This is indicative of the nature of the period when it 

was revealed and the stage at which the Muslim community was at the time. This 

could be repeated in later generations and in other environments. It also indicates 

that it is part of the nature of the Islamic system to move gradually, taking account of 

the remaining ties, existing feelings and prevailing circumstances, while moving 

steadily to its ultimate objective of a complete change of situation. 

Characteristics of the Hypocrites 

The s rah moves on to describe the distinctive features of the hypocrites, painting 

a revolting image of them as they take one appearance when they meet the Muslims 

and change it completely when they are with the non-believers. They try to hold the 

stick from the middle, shifting ground like stealthy snakes and horrid worms: 

“[Hypocrites are] those who wait and watch what happens to you: if triumph comes to you 

from God, they say: “Were we not on your side?” But if the unbelievers gain a success, they 

say [to them]: “Have we not earned your affection by defending you against those believers?” 

It is God who will judge between you all on the Day of Resurrection. Never will God allow 

the unbelievers a way [to win a complete triumph] over the believers.” (Verse 141) 

The image drawn here is very ugly, showing first the hatred the hypocrites 

harbour towards the Muslim community and the fact that they are always on the 

look out for an opportunity when they can harm the Muslims. At the same time, they 

pretend to be very friendly towards the Muslims, particularly when they are 

victorious. They even come up with the rhetorical question, “Were we not on your 

side?” What they mean is that they were with them in the battle. Indeed, they 

sometimes went out with the Muslim army, trying to weaken the resolve of the 

fighters and create discord in their ranks. Or they may mean to say simply that they 

were giving them mental support and providing them with much needed backing in 

the rear. 

                                                 
15 Although this verse occurs in a later s rah in the Qur' n, it was revealed earlier. S rah 6 was 
revealed in Makkah, several years before the revelation of S rah 4, which is the subject matter of this 
volume. We will tackle S rah 6 in Volume V, God willing. 
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“But if the unbelievers gain a success, they say [to them]: `Have we not earned your 

affection by defending you against those believers?” (Verse 141) Saying so, they mean that 

they gave the non-believers active support, ensuring that their back was well 

protected, trying at the same time to weaken the Muslim front. Thus, do they shift 

their ground like snakes. In their heart there is poison, and on their tongues there is 

hypocrisy. Yet they are weak, portraying a sickening image that fills any true 

believer with disgust. Such a portrait indicates one of the ways the Qur’ n uses to 

educate believers. 

The policy the Prophet followed with regard to the hypocrites, as directed by God, 

was to overlook their actions and turn away from them, while warning the believers 

as to their designs. This was a first stage towards the overall goal of liquidating that 

hateful front. However, in line with this policy, the Qur’ n leaves judgement in their 

case to the hereafter when they will be completely exposed and receive their fair 

punishment: “It is God who will judge between you all on the Day of Resurrection.” (Verse 

141) On that day there will be no room for evil scheming or conspiracy. Nor will 

there be a chance of concealing what people truly feel. 

The believers are then reassured by a definite promise from God that all such 

stealthy scheming and all conspiratorial activities in collaboration with the non-

believers will in no way change the balance of power. God will not allow the non-

believers to overpower the believers: “Never will God allow the unbelievers a way [to win 

a complete triumph] over the believers.” (Verse 141) 

As regards the meaning of this statement a report suggests that it applies to the 

Day of Resurrection when God will judge between the Muslims and the hypocrites. 

At that point, the non-believers have no means of scoring a triumph against the 

believers. Another report suggests that the statement applies in this life, whereby 

God will never give the unbelievers a chance to eradicate the believers, although they 

may at times score a victory against the Muslims in some battles. 

A Promise That Will Never Fail 

It is perhaps more accurate to read the statement as applicable to both this life and 

the life to come, because it includes nothing to limit its application one way or the 

other. As for the life to come, the question does not need any new emphasis. 

However, in this life, appearances may indicate that this is not the case. But these are 

deceptive appearances which need to be carefully examined. The statement provides 

a definite promise and a clear, permanent ruling: whenever the truth of faith is firmly 

established in believers’ hearts so as to become their way of life, system of 

government, and when it manifests itself in their dedication to God’s cause in all 

respects, and when they address their worship to God in all matters, large and small, 
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then God will not allow the unbelievers to score a triumph over them. This is a fact 

that has never been breached on any occasion in Islamic history. 

Absolutely confident of the truth of God’s promise, I state that the believers were 

never defeated in any engagement in their long history, and will never be defeated in 

the future, unless there is a flaw in their faith. This could be in thought or action. Part 

of true faith is to take careful precautions and to ensure proper preparedness to strive 

as hard as need be for God’s cause and under His banner, with complete dedication. 

Temporary defeat will occur only in proportion to the flaw in the believers’ faith. 

Victory will be sure to return when true faith returns. 

If we take the example of the Battle of U ud, we find a gaping flaw manifesting 

itself in disobedience of the Prophet’s orders and in yielding to the temptation of 

loot. In the Battle of unayn, the flaw was manifest in the Muslims’ being proud of 

their numbers, feeling their own strength and forgetting the true source of power. If 

we study every occasion in Muslim history when victory was slow in coming, we 

will find a flaw in each case, which may or may not be readily identifiable. As for 

God’s promise, it comes true at all times. 

It is true that the believers may be subjected to a trial, but a trial has a definite 

purpose, which is to make them sure of true faith and to perfect it in their hearts so 

as to allow it to be reflected in their actions. This is what happened in U ud as 

related in S rah 3 (see Volume II, pp. 152-260). When the truth of faith has been 

tested and perfected, victory is certain to come; for God’s promise never fails. 

However, when I refer to defeat, I have in mind something much wider than the 

result of a battle. I am speaking of spiritual defeat and weakened resolve. Defeat in a 

military engagement should not be viewed as a complete defeat unless it leads to 

despair and inactivity. If, on the other hand, it awakens people, rekindles their 

resolve, helps them identify their likely slips and gives them a true vision of the 

nature of their faith and the battle they are fighting, then such a defeat should be 

viewed as the prelude to victory, even though it may be slow in coming. 

“Never will God allow the unbelievers a way [to win a complete triumph] over the 

believers.” (Verse 141) When the Qur’ n makes this very clear, it emphasises that the 

believing spirit will always triumph and the ideology of faith will dominate. The 

Qur’ n calls upon the Muslims to perfect the truth of faith in their minds, giving it 

full practical effect in their lives. They must not rely totally on names and labels, 

because victory is never achieved by names hoisted high, but by the facts they 

represent. All that we need to ensure victory at any time or place is to ensure that 

faith is pure and complete in our hearts, and that it is put to practical effect in our 

lives. It is part of true faith to be prepared with every available means of strength and 

to seek our honour only through God. 
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This definite promise from God is in full agreement with the true nature of both 

faith and disbelief. Faith creates a strong bond with the absolute power in the 

universe, which will never weaken or disappear. Disbelief, on the other hand, means 

a break with that power and remaining isolated from it. It is not possible for a 

limited, isolated and exhaustible power to triumph over one that has a strong bond 

with the source of power throughout the universe. 

However, we should make a clear distinction between the truth of faith and its 

appearances. The truth of faith is a real power as constant as all universal laws. It 

influences the human soul and all its actions and activities. It is a great, powerful 

truth, one which is certain to overcome the truth of disbelief whenever the two are in 

confrontation. But when faith is no more than an appearance, then the truth of 

disbelief will overcome it, if it is honest to its nature and works within its domain. 

The truth of anything is stronger than the appearance of anything else, even though 

the first is that of disbelief and the second is an appearance of faith. 

The basic rule of the battle to overcome falsehood is to establish the truth. When 

the truth comes into being, with all its constituent elements and all its force, the 

result of the battle between it and falsehood is a foregone conclusion. Falsehood may 

appear to be awesome, extremely powerful, but all this is deceptive. “We hurl the 

truth over falsehood, and it crushes the latter. Soon it withers away.” (21: 18) “Never will 

God allow the unbelievers a way [to win a complete triumph] over the believers.” (Verse 141) 

Whom Do They Deceive? 

The s rah moves on to paint another ugly picture of the hypocrites, adding further 

facts that show their designs to be hollow. It reiterates God’s warnings to them: “The 

hypocrites seek to deceive God, the while it is He who causes them to be deceived [by 

themselves]. When they rise to pray, they rise reluctantly, only to be seen by people, 

remembering God but seldom, wavering between this and that, [true] neither to these nor to 

those. For him whom God lets go astray you can never find any way.” (Verses 142-143) 

These verses again touch believing hearts, which will undoubtedly feel disgust 

with people who try to deceive God. A believer knows that God, limitless is He in 

His glory, cannot be deceived. How could that be possible when He knows the 

innermost secrets of people’s hearts and what is even more deeply concealed. 

Believers realise that a person who tries to deceive God must have within him a great 

measure of evil, ignorance and naivety. Hence, they are disgusted with such people 

and look upon them with contempt. 

The s rah states that while they try to deceive God, it is indeed He who causes 

them to be deceived. He simply allows them to travel along their erring way, without 

alerting them by a calamity that opens their eyes. He leaves them to go along until 
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they fall into the abyss towards which they aim. Calamities and trials can often be an 

act of mercy, as they deter people from going further into error, or they alert them to 

what they have overlooked. Favours and affluence may also be a temptation for 

those who have been hardened in sin. As a result, they are left without any shock to 

wake them up to the realities of which they have become oblivious to. They continue 

in their sinning ways until they reach their most evil destination. 

The s rah continues to give images of the hypocrites which add to the believers’ 

contempt: “When they rise to pray, they rise reluctantly, only to be seen by people, 

remembering God but seldom.” (Verse 142) They are in no way eager to meet God as 

believers are, standing up in prayer, feeling close to God and deriving strength from 

Him. The hypocrites only rise to pray in order to be seen by people. Hence, they are 

very reluctant as they stand up. To them, prayer is a very hard job. It is not a means 

for God’s remembrance. Indeed, they remember God only rarely. They remember 

people and try to be seen by them. All this adds up to a horrid picture in the eyes of 

the believers, increasing their feelings of disgust and contempt. This inevitably 

widens the gulf between them and the hypocrites, weakening personal and business 

ties between them. This forms an important stage in the Islamic system of educating 

the Muslim community, leading to a complete separation between the believers and 

the hypocrites. 

Further lines are added to this ugly picture of the hypocrites, now shown to be 

“wavering between this and that, [true] neither to these nor to those. For him whom God lets 

go astray you can never find any way.” (Verse 143) A wavering, vacillating position 

without trying to commit oneself to either the camp of the believers or that of the 

unbelievers excites nothing among the believers but contempt. It suggests that the 

position of the hypocrites is inherently weak. It is their weakness that makes them 

unable to take a solid position, openly declaring themselves to belong to this side or 

that. They are too weak to declare a commitment on the basis of conviction. As a 

result of this shakiness they deserve not to be helped by God’s guidance. Hence, no 

one is able to provide them with guidance showing them a straight way: “For him 

whom God lets go astray you can never find any way.” (Verse 143) 

Repentance Opens the Way 

At this point when contempt of the hypocrites is at its strongest and believers’ 

feelings of the hypocrites’ weakness is at its highest, the believers are warned against 

taking the same way as the hypocrites. As we have explained, the way the hypocrites 

follow is that of taking the unbelievers for their allies in preference to the believers. 

They are warned against God’s punishment, and shown the destiny of the hypocrites 

in the hereafter, which is both fearful and humiliating. 
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Believers! Do not take the unbelievers for your allies in preference to the believers. Do 
you want to place before God a manifest proof against yourselves? The hypocrites will 
be in the lowest depth of the fire, and you will find none who can give them support. 
Excepted shall be those who repent, live righteously, hold fast to God, and are more 
sincere in their faith in God. These shall be with the believers. God will in time grant a 
splendid reward for the believers. (Verses 144-146) 

The s rah again addresses the believers by the quality that distinguishes them 

from all other people and distinguishes their system, method and practices. This is 

the quality of faith, which makes them responsive, obeying God’s orders. As 

believers, they are warned against following the ways of the hypocrites and against 

taking the unbelievers for allies. There must have been need in the Muslim 

community at the time for such an address. Relations were still maintained between 

some of the Muslims and the Jews in Madinah, or between some Muslims and their 

pagan relatives in Makkah, even though these may be no more than feelings of 

affinity. We say that this was the case among some Muslims, because there were 

others who severed all their relations with the unbelievers, including their parents 

and children. These followed God’s instructions, making faith the only tie of social or 

family relations. 

Those in the Muslim community who still maintained relations with unbelievers 

in Makkah or Madinah were the ones who needed this reminder that this could be 

the way to hypocrisy. This lesson is even more effective after the hypocrites have 

been depicted in their ugly, disgusting guise. Thus, the reminder serves as a warning 

against exposing themselves to God’s punishment: “Do you want to place before God a 

manifest proof against yourselves?” (Verse 144) A believer’s heart does not fear 

anything more than God’s displeasure and His punishment. Hence, the warning is 

put in the form of a question, which is sufficient to have a telling effect on those who 

believe in God. 

Then comes another loud knock to alert the believers’ hearts. It is not aimed at 

them directly, but by implication. It comes in the form of a statement showing the 

hypocrites fearful and humiliating destiny: “The hypocrites will be in the lowest depth of 

the fire, and you will find none who can give them support.” (Verse 145) They are indeed 

in the lowest depth, which befits their condition in this life, pulling them to the earth, 

making them stick to it, unable to elevate themselves in any way. That is the gravity 

of desire, temptation, caution, weakness and faint-heartedness. It is that which pulls 

them down until they reach a level where they take unbelievers for their allies while 

at the same time they try to win favour with the believers. That is how they justify 

their humiliating attitude: “wavering between this and that, [true] neither to these nor to 

those”. (Verse 143) 

In life on earth, these people actually prepared themselves for their humiliating 
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destiny “in the lowest depth of the fire”; where they could have no helpers or 

supporters. In this world, they befriended the unbelievers. How can the unbelievers 

give them support in the Hereafter? 

Having painted this fearful scene, the s rah opens for them the door to safety; that 

is the door of repentance which is open to anyone who wishes to ensure personal 

safety: “Excepted shall be those who repent, live righteously, hold fast to God, and are more 

sincere in their faith in God. These shall be with the believers. God will in time grant a 

splendid reward for the believers.” (Verse 146) Elsewhere in the Qur’ n the exception is 

outlined for those “who repent and live righteously.” Repentance and righteous living 

include, by necessity, seeking refuge with God and being sincere in one’s faith in 

God. But these two qualities are specified in this instance because the reference here 

is to people who wavered, vacillated, resorted to hypocrisy and allied themselves 

with God’s enemies. Hence, it is more fitting to add here, in the context of repentance 

and righteous living, a specific mention of dedication to God, seeking only His 

refuge and purging oneself of all wavering and vacillation. This demonstration by 

the repentant shows more strength and dedication. 

That is how they are able then to elevate themselves to the ranks of the believers 

who seek honour with Him alone, feeling their elevation through faith, and, by the 

power of faith, rising high above earthly considerations. The reward reserved for the 

believers and those who join them is well known: “God will in time grant a splendid 

reward for the believers.” (Verse 146) 

With such varied touches the reality of the hypocrites in Islamic society and their 

weaknesses are exposed. The believers are warned against following this course of 

action, which will lead to the same fate. The door to repentance is open so that 

anyone who wishes to save himself is able to do so. 

What Need for Punishment 

Finally, we have a remarkable, inspiring and profoundly effective touch. It comes 

after mentioning terrible punishment and great, splendid reward, in order to make 

people realise that God has no need to punish anyone. All glory be to Him. He has 

no axe to grind and He bears no one any grudge. Nor does He need to demonstrate 

His power and authority in this way. He has no self- interest in inflicting torment on 

human beings. It is only in pagan legends that we encounter such claims: It is people 

themselves who receive all benefit when they believe and show their gratitude to 

God. Hence, they are shown the good prospects that encourage them to believe and 

be grateful. For God knows the inner thoughts of everyone and He always responds 

to good action: “What can God gain by your punishment, if you are grateful and you 

believe? God is always responsive to gratitude, All-Knowing.” (Verse 147) 
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Yes, indeed! What would God do with people’s punishment should they believe 

and be grateful? Punishment is only a requital for disbelief and ingratitude. It is also 

a threat so that people may take heed, accept the faith and demonstrate their 

gratitude. There is no desire here for inflicting punishment or torment, or for 

demonstrating power and authority. Far be it from God to entertain any such desire 

or feeling. It is merely a situation where people should seek protection through faith 

and gratitude, and then they will receive forgiveness and reward. Beyond that, God 

is ever responsive, well aware of what His servants feel. 

God’s response to gratitude has a profound effect on our hearts. It is well known 

that when God is thankful, then He is pleased with His servant, and His pleasure is 

given effect through a rich reward. But to say that God, in His glory, is grateful to 

His servants is profoundly inspiring. If God, the Creator, the Initiator who bestows 

endless favours and blessings on His creation — if He is grateful for His servants’ 

faith, righteousness and gratitude when He needs nothing of all that, what should be 

their own attitude? If God Himself is thankful and grateful, what should His servants 

whom He has created and on whom He bestowed great favours do in return? This is 

a touch full of inspiration. When we hear it, our hearts tremble with shyness and 

response. 
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14 

One Religion for All 

Mankind 

God does not love evil to be spoken openly 

unless it be by someone who has been truly 

wronged. God hears all and knows all. 

(148) 

Whether you do good openly or in private, 

or pardon others for evil (done against you), 

God indeed absolves sin and He is 

Powerful. (149) 

Those who deny God and His messengers, 

and want to make a distinction between 

[belief in] God and [belief in] His 

messengers, and say: “We believe in some 

but we deny others”, and want to pursue a 

path in- between (150) 

those, in truth, are unbelievers. We have 

prepared for unbelievers humiliating 

suffering. (151) 

As for those who believe in God and His 

messengers and make no distinction 

between any of them — to them He will 

give their reward. God is indeed Much-

Forgiving, Merciful. (152) 

* ω = Ït ä† ª!$# tôγ yfø9 $# Ï™þθ¡9 $$Î/ z⎯ ÏΒ ÉΑ öθs) ø9 $# 

ωÎ) ⎯ tΒ zΟ Î=àß 4 tβ% x. uρ ª!$# $·è‹ Ïÿxœ $̧ϑŠ Î=tã ∩⊇⊆∇∪  

βÎ) (#ρß‰ö6 è? # ·ö yz ÷ρr& çνθà øƒ éB ÷ρr& (#θà ÷ès? ⎯ tã 

&™þθß™ ¨βÎ* sù ©!$# tβ% x. # vθà tã # ·ƒ Ï‰s% ∩⊇⊆®∪  

¨βÎ) š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# tβρãà õ3tƒ «!$$Î/ ⎯ Ï&Î#ß™ â‘ uρ 

šχρß‰ƒ Ìãƒ uρ βr& (#θè% Ìhx ãƒ t⎦÷⎫t/ «!$# ⎯ Ï&Î#ß™ â‘ uρ 

šχθä9θà) tƒ uρ ß⎯ ÏΒ÷σ çΡ <Ù÷è t7 Î/ ãà ò6 tΡuρ 

<Ù÷è t7 Î/ tβρß‰ƒ Ìãƒ uρ βr& (#ρä‹Ï‚−Gtƒ t⎦÷⎫t/ y7 Ï9≡ sŒ 

¸ξ‹ Î6 y™ ∩⊇∈⊃∪  

y7 Í× ¯≈ s9 'ρé& ãΝ èδ tβρãÏ≈ s3ø9 $# $y) ym 4 $tΡô‰tFôã r& uρ 

t⎦⎪ÌÏ≈ s3ù=Ï9 $\/# x‹tã $YΨŠÎγ •Β ∩⊇∈⊇∪  

t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# uρ (#θãΨ tΒ# u™ «!$$Î/ ⎯ Ï&Î#ß™ â‘ uρ óΟ s9 uρ (#θè% Ìhx ãƒ 

t⎦÷⎫t/ 7‰tn r& öΝ åκ ÷] ÏiΒ y7 Í× ¯≈ s9 'ρé& t∃ôθy™ öΝ Îγ‹ Ï?÷σ ãƒ 

öΝ èδu‘θã_é& 3 tβ% x. uρ ª!$# # Y‘θà xî $VϑŠ Ïm§‘ ∩⊇∈⊄∪  
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The people of earlier revelations ask you to 
have a book sent down to them from 
heaven. They asked Moses for something 
even greater than that, when they said: 
“Make us see God with our own eyes”. 
The thunderbolt smote them for this their 
wrongdoing. After that, they took to 
worshipping the calf, even after clear 
evidence of the truth had come to them. Yet 
We pardoned them that, and We gave 
Moses clear authority. (153) 

We raised Mount Sinai high above them 
in witness of their solemn pledge. And We 
said to them: “Enter the gate, prostrating 
yourselves”; and We also told them: “Do 
not break the Sabbath-law”; and We 
received from them a most solemn pledge. 
(154) 

And so, [We punished them] for the 
breaking of their pledge, their disbelief in 
God’s revelations, their killing of prophets 
against all right, and for their boast, “Our 
hearts are closed.” Indeed God sealed their 
hearts on account of their disbelief. As a 
result they have no faith except for a few of 
them. (155) 

And for their disbelief and the monstrous 
calumny they utter against Mary, (156) 

and their boast: “We have killed the 
Christ Jesus, son of Mary, God’s 
Messenger.” They did not kill him, and 
neither did they crucify him, but it only 
seemed to them [as if it had been] so. Those 
who hold conflicting views about him are 
indeed confused, having no real knowledge 
about it, and following mere conjecture. 
For, of a certainty, they did not kill him. 

šè=t↔ ó¡o„ ã≅ ÷δr& É=≈ tGÅ3ø9 $# βr& tΑ Íi”t∴ è? öΝ Íκ ö n=tã 

$Y7≈ tFÏ. z⎯ ÏiΒ Ï™!$yϑ¡¡9 $# 4 ô‰s) sù (#θä9 r'y™ #©y›θãΒ uy9ø. r& 

⎯ ÏΒ y7 Ï9≡ sŒ (# þθä9$s) sù $tΡÍ‘ r& ©!$# Zο tôγ y_ 

ÞΟ ßγ ø?x‹yzr' sù èπ s) Ïè≈ ¢Á9 $# öΝ Îγ Ïϑù=Ýà Î/ 4 ¢Ο èO (#ρä‹sƒ ªB $# 

Ÿ≅ ôfÏèø9 $# .⎯ ÏΒ Ï‰÷èt/ $tΒ ÞΟ ßγ ø?u™!% ỳ àM≈ oΨ Éi t6ø9 $# 

$tΡöθx yèsù ⎯ tã y7 Ï9≡ sŒ 4 $oΨ ÷ s?# u™uρ 4©y›θãΒ $YΖ≈ sÜ ù=ß™ 

$YΖ Î7 •Β ∩⊇∈⊂∪  

$uΖ÷è sùu‘ uρ ãΝ ßγ s% öθsù u‘θ’Ü9 $# öΝ Îγ É)≈sV‹ ÏϑÎ/ $oΨ ù=è%uρ 

ãΝ ßγ s9 (#θè=äz÷Š $# z>$t7 ø9 $# #Y‰̄g à $oΨ ù=è%uρ öΝçλm; Ÿω 
(#ρß‰÷è s? ’Îû ÏM ö6 ¡¡9 $# $tΡõ‹s{ r& uρ Ν åκ ÷] ÏΒ $̧)≈ sW‹ ÏiΒ 

$Zà‹ Î=xî ∩⊇∈⊆∪  

$yϑÎ6 sù Ν Íκ ÅÕø) tΡ óΟ ßγ s)≈ sV‹ ÏiΒ Ν ÏδÌø ä. uρ ÏM≈ tƒ$t↔ Î/ 

«!$# ãΝ Îγ Î=÷Fs%uρ u™!$uŠ Î; /ΡF{ $# Îö tóÎ/ 9d,ym óΟ ÎγÏ9 öθs%uρ 

$oΨ ç/θè=è% 7#ù=äî 4 ö≅ t/ yì t6 sÛ ª!$# $uηø‹n=tæ öΝ ÏδÌø ä3Î/ 

Ÿξsù tβθãΨ ÏΒ÷σ ãƒ ωÎ) Wξ‹ Î=s% ∩⊇∈∈∪  

öΝ ÏδÌø ä3Î/ uρ öΝ Îγ Ï9öθs% uρ 4’ n?tã zΟ tƒ ötΒ $·Ζ≈ tFöκ æ5 

$VϑŠ Ïà tã ∩⊇∈∉∪  

öΝ Îγ Ï9öθs% uρ $̄ΡÎ) $uΖù= tGs% yx‹ Å¡pR ùQ $# ©|¤Š Ïã t⎦ø⌠ $# 

zΝ tƒ ó tΒ tΑθß™ u‘ «!$# $tΒuρ çνθè=tF s% $tΒuρ çνθç7 n=|¹ 

⎯ Å3≈ s9 uρ tμ Îm7 ä© öΝ çλm; 4 ¨βÎ) uρ t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (#θà n=tG÷z$# Ïμ‹ Ïù 

’ Å∀s9 7e7 x© çμ ÷ΖÏiΒ 4 $tΒ Μ çλm; ⎯ Ïμ Î/ ô⎯ ÏΒ AΟ ù=Ïæ ωÎ) 

tí$t7 Ïo?$# Çd⎯ ©à9 $# 4 $tΒ uρ çνθè=tFs% $KΖŠ É) tƒ ∩⊇∈∠∪  
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(157) 

No! God raised him up to Himself. God is 

indeed Almighty, Wise. (158) 

There is not one of the people of earlier 

revelations but will, at the moment of his 

death, believe in him, and on the Day of 

Resurrection he will bear witness to the 

truth against them. (159) 

So, then, for the wrongdoing of the Jews did 

We forbid them some of the good things of 

life which had been formerly allowed to 

them; and, indeed for their turning away 

often from God’s path, (160) 

and for their taking usury although it had 

been forbidden to them, and their wrongful 

devouring of other people’s property. We 

have prepared for the unbelievers among 

them grievous suffering. (161) 

Yet those of them who are versed in 

knowledge, and the believers, do believe in 

what is bestowed upon you from on high 

and that which was bestowed from on high 

before you. These are the ones who attend 

to their prayers and spend in charity, and 

who believe in God and the Last Day. To 

these We shall give a great reward. (162) 

We have sent revelations to you just as We 

did send revelations to Noah and the 

prophets after him; as We sent revelations 

to Abraham, Ishmael, Isaac, Jacob and 

their descendants, Jesus, Job, Jonah, Aaron 

and Solomon, and as We vouchsafed to 

≅ t/ çμ yèsù§‘ ª!$# Ïμ ø‹s9 Î) 4 tβ% x. uρ ª!$# #¹“ƒÍ• tã 

$\ΚŠ Å3ym ∩⊇∈∇∪  

βÎ) uρ ô⎯ ÏiΒ È≅÷δr& É=≈ tGÅ3ø9 $# ωÎ) ¨⎦s⎞ÏΒ÷σ ã‹s9 ⎯ Ïμ Î/ 

Ÿ≅ ö6 s% ⎯ Ïμ Ï?öθtΒ ( tΠ öθtƒ uρ Ïπ yϑ≈ uŠ É) ø9 $# ãβθä3tƒ öΝ Íκ ö n=tã 

# Y‰‹ Íκ y− ∩⊇∈®∪  

5Ο ù=Ýà Î6 sù z⎯ ÏiΒ š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# (#ρßŠ$yδ $oΨ øΒ§ym öΝ Íκ ö n=tã 

BM≈ t7 ÍhŠ sÛ ôM ¯=Ïmé& öΝ çλm; öΝ ÏδÏd‰|ÁÎ/ uρ ⎯ tã È≅‹ Î6 y™ 

«!$# # Z ÏWx. ∩⊇∉⊃∪  

ãΝ ÏδÉ‹÷{ r& uρ (# 4θt/ Ìh9 $# ô‰s% uρ (#θåκ çΞ çμ ÷Ζtã öΝ Îγ Î=ø. r& uρ 

tΑ≡ uθøΒr& Ä¨$̈Ζ9 $# È≅ ÏÜ≈ t7 ø9 $$Î/ 4 $tΡô‰tGôãr& uρ 

t⎦⎪ÌÏ≈ s3ù=Ï9 öΝ åκ ÷] ÏΒ $¹/# x‹tã $VϑŠ Ï9 r& ∩⊇∉⊇∪  

Ç⎯ Å3≈ ©9 tβθã‚Å™≡ §9 $# ’Îû ÉΟ ù=Ïèø9 $# öΝ åκ÷] ÏΒ tβθãΨ ÏΒ÷σ çR ùQ $# uρ 

tβθãΖÏΒ÷σ ãƒ !$oÿÏ3 tΑ Ì“Ρé& y7 ø‹s9 Î) !$tΒuρ tΑ Ì“Ρé& ⎯ ÏΒ 

y7 Î=ö6 s% 4 t⎦⎫ÏϑŠ É) çR ùQ $# uρ nο 4θn=¢Á9 $# 4 šχθè?÷σ ßϑø9 $# uρ 

nο 4θŸ2̈“9 $# tβθãΖÏΒ÷σ çR ùQ $# uρ «!$$Î/ ÏΘöθ u‹ ø9 $# uρ ÌÅzFψ$# 

y7 Í× ¯≈ s9 'ρé& öΝÍκ Ï?÷σ ãΨ y™ # ·ô_r& $·Κ‹Ïà tã ∩⊇∉⊄∪  

* !$̄ΡÎ) !$uΖø‹ym÷ρ r& y7 ø‹s9 Î) !$yϑx. !$uΖø‹ym÷ρr& 4’ n<Î) 8yθçΡ 

z⎯↵Íh‹ Î; ¨Ζ9 $# uρ .⎯ ÏΒ ⎯ Íν Ï‰÷è t/ 4 !$uΖøŠ ym÷ρr& uρ #’ n<Î) 

zΟŠ Ïδ≡ tö/ Î) Ÿ≅Š Ïè≈ yϑó™ Î) uρ t,≈ ysó™ Î) uρ z>θà) ÷ètƒ uρ 

ÅÞ$t6 ó™ F{ $# uρ 4©|¤Š Ïãuρ z>θ•ƒ r& uρ }§çΡθãƒ uρ 

tβρã≈ yδuρ z⎯≈ uΚø‹n=ß™ uρ 4 $oΨ ÷ s?# u™uρ yŠ… ãρ# yŠ #Y‘θç/ y— 
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David a Book of Divine wisdom, (163) 

and as [We inspired other] messengers 

whom We have mentioned to you 

previously, as well as other messengers 

whom We have not mentioned to you. And 

God has spoken His word directly to 

Moses. (164) 

[These] were messengers sent to bring good 

news and to give warning, so that people 

may have no argument against God once 

these messengers (had come). God is 

Almighty, Wise. (165) 

However it be, God [Himself] bears 

witness to the truth of what He has 

bestowed from on high to you: with His 

knowledge He bestowed it from on high; 

and the angels also bear witness to that; 

although God is sufficient as a witness. 

(166) 

Those who disbelieve and debar others from 

the way of God have indeed gone far astray. 

(167) 

Those who disbelieve and persist in 

wrongdoing will find that God will never 

forgive them, nor will He guide them onto 

any road, (168) 

except the road to hell, wherein they will 

abide beyond the count of time. That is 

indeed easy for God. (169) 

Mankind, the messenger has now come to 

you with the truth from your Lord. Believe, 

then, for it is better for you. But if you 

disbelieve, know that to God belongs all 

∩⊇∉⊂∪  

Wξß™ â‘ uρ ô‰s% öΝ ßγ≈oΨ óÁ|Á s% šø‹n=tã ⎯ ÏΒ ã≅ ö6s% 
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4©y›θãΒ $VϑŠ Î=ò6 s? ∩⊇∉⊆∪  
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ª!$# # ¹“ƒÍ• tã $VϑŠ Å3ym ∩⊇∉∈∪  
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Overview 

As the Qur’ n was being revealed, it undertook the process of establishing a new 
nation out of a great many scattered groups each steeped in their little corners of 
ignorance. After Islam remoulded their characters, the Muslims were led by the hand 
to a much higher human standard. They were then assigned their great role as the 
leaders of mankind. In this way, Islam set a completely new moral standard for its 
followers, one based on a clear conscience and a pure social set-up. 

Once the new Muslim community had attained this standard, its superiority over 
the rest of mankind in personal and social morality was equal to its superiority in 
ideological concepts. The Muslim community was then able to accomplish, by God’s 
will, what He had determined for it, and to assume its role as custodian of the Divine 
system. It, thus, became a guide for mankind bringing them out of darkness into 
light, and providing them with an honest and caring leadership. 

Superiority of moral standards makes a nation naturally fit for the role of 
leadership. It provides the right foundation enabling that nation to achieve a higher 
standard of civilisation and scientific advancement and to formulate a better 
economic and political system. Superiority in these matters comes as a natural result 
of superior beliefs and moral values. This is part of God’s natural law which applies 
to individuals and communities alike. 

No Foul Language 

Part of this conscience purification process on individual and social levels is 
represented by the two opening verses in the present passage: “God does not love evil 
to be spoken openly unless it be by someone who has been truly wronged. God hears all and 
knows all. Whether you do good openly or in private, or pardon others for evil (done against 
you), God indeed absolves sin and He is Powerful.” (Verses 148-149) 

By virtue of its sensitivity, society needs to establish a proper standard of social 
morality. A word said unwittingly and a rumour intended against only one person 
may have highly detrimental effects on society as a whole, its traditions, and values. 
Unless checked by conscience and by the quality common to believers, namely, fear 
of God, it is very easy to use evil language, which inevitably leaves profoundly 
harmful effects on society. It often destroys mutual confidence among people, giving 
a general impression that evil has become commonplace. It also encourages those 

that is in the heavens and all that is on 

earth. God is indeed All-Knowing, Wise. 

(170) 

ª!$# $·Κ‹ Î=tã $VϑŠ Å3ym ∩⊇∠⊃∪ 
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with evil tendencies to bring them out into the open. Since they are not the first to 
start evil, it already being widespread, they need not worry about any reaction. 
Moreover, familiarity removes the initial shock effect of evil. People tend not to 
express their disgust at hearing evil words, or indeed, seeing evil acts, when these 
become widespread. No one will try to change an evil when it becomes 
commonplace. 

Additionally, those who are accused of evil and around whom false rumours are 
spread actually suffer injustice. This is a direct result of the evil language being used. 
Innocent people are grouped together with those who are guilty, accusations fly 
around, psychological and social considerations, which restrain people from using 
foul language and prevent evil action, become ineffective. 

The fact is that the use of evil words starts in the form of individual accusations, 
but it leads to social corruption and moral chaos. No individual or group of people 
are given their due credit and people have no confidence in each other, when 
baseless accusations circulate and scruples are totally disregarded. For these reasons, 
God does not like the Muslim community to allow evil words to become common 
parlance. The only exemption in this regard is given to the one who suffers injustice. 
He is allowed to repel this with a foul word with which he describes the person who 
has wronged him, within the context of what he has suffered: “God does not love evil to 
be spoken openly unless it be by someone who has been truly wronged.” (Verse 148) 

In this case, speaking ill of someone, including using language which may be 
libellous, is no more than an attempt to remove the injustice and retaliation against 
some wrong that has been done to a particular person. It is no more than a 
denunciation of injustice and the wrongdoer, which allows the community to punish 
the latter and restore justice. This works as a deterrent against this sort of action so 
that it is not repeated either by the same person or others. It should be pointed out 
here, that those evil words which are allowed to be spoken openly originate with a 
particular person, who has been wronged, for a particular reason, and are levelled at 
one person in particular, the wrongdoer. The end purpose justifies the exemption 
given in this verse, namely, to restore justice to a person who has been wronged. To 
be sure, Islam does not allow libel in any form. It protects people’s reputation and 
integrity as long as they do not wrong others. If they do so, however, they relinquish 
their rights of protection. 

By enabling this exemption, Islam maintains a balance between its two desires, to 
maintain a high standard of justice which admits no breach and a standard of 
morality which allows no violation of personal or social propriety. Commenting on 
the prohibition and the exemption, the Qur’ n states: “God hears all and knows all.” 
(Verse 148) The conclusion relates the whole matter to God’s law, after it has been 
given at the outset within the context of what God loves and what He dislikes: “God 
does not love evil to be spoken openly.” The comment at the end of the verse emphasises 
that judgement of motive and intention, as well as the truth of the words uttered and 
the accusation so expressed is made by God who hears whatever is said and knows 
what is in people’s hearts. 
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The s rah does not stop at giving an order not to speak evil openly; it encourages 
the positive aspect of doing good generally and pardoning others for any error. It 
reminds people that God Himself is Much- Forgiving, Most Lenient, when He is able 
to punish offenders. This reminder also serves as an incentive to believers to follow, 
within the limits of their ability, God’s example in dealing with people: “Whether you 
do good openly or in private, or pardon others for evil (done against you), God indeed absolves 
sin and He is Powerful.” (Verse 149) 

Here, Islam takes its followers, individuals and communities, up through another 
stage of their educational process, all the while refining their characters. In the first 
stage, it spoke to them about God’s dislike of evil being spoken openly. It provided a 
concession to someone subjected to injustice to speak against the person who had 
wronged him, this so as to remove that wrong. In this second stage, it raises them all 
to the level of doing good. As for the individual who has been wronged, he is 
encouraged to freely pardon and forgive, even though he is legitimately able to 
retaliate in order to remove the injustice. 

Needless to say, such forgiveness is higher and more becoming of believers than 
retaliation. All this helps the spread of good in the Muslim community if it is done 
openly. If it is done in secret, it helps keep hearts and souls pure. Good is beneficial 
when done in public or in private. When forgiveness becomes commonplace, little 
room is left for evil words said in public. The only condition is that forgiveness be 
granted even when one feels able to retaliate. We forgive because we like to be 
forgiven by God who, though, able to punish us, pardons us: “God indeed absolves sin 
and He is Powerful.” (Verse 149) 

Deny One Part, Deny All 

The s rah then moves on to speak about those people who received revelations 

from God prior to the advent of Islam. It then speaks about the Jews in particular 

and, at a later stage, about the Christians. It is well known that the Jews speak openly 

in evil terms about Mary and Jesus. They have no basis whatsoever for what they say 

against them. It is all their own fabrication. Their evil accusations are mentioned in 

this passage which links it to the two preceding verses in which God orders believers 

not to speak evil openly. The whole passage is part of the campaign conducted by the 

Qur’ n against the enemies of the Muslim community in Madinah. Similar parts of 

this campaign were given in this s rah and the two preceding it. We will now discuss 

this campaign as it unfolds in this s rah. 

Those who deny God and His messengers, and want to make a distinction between 
[belief in] God and [belief in] His messengers, and say: “We believe in some but we 
deny others”, and want to pursue a path in-between those, in truth, are unbelievers. 
We have prepared for unbelievers humiliating suffering. As for those who believe in 
God and His messengers and make no distinction between any of them — to them He 
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will give their reward. God is indeed Much-Forgiving, Merciful. (Verses 150-152) 

The Jews claimed that they believed in their prophets, but they denied the 

messages of Jesus and Mu ammad (peace be upon them). The Christians, on the 

other hand, believed in earlier prophets but stopped at Jesus, though they gave him a 

Divine nature. They, however, also denied the message of Mu ammad (peace be 

upon him). The Qur’ n denounces both groups, and explains that the proper and 

comprehensive concept of faith is based on believing in God and His Messenger, 

making no distinction between God on the one hand and His messengers on the 

other, or between the messengers themselves. Embracing such a wide view, Islam is 

then the only religion acceptable to God, because it emphasises the oneness of God 

and its practical effects on people’s lives and beliefs. 

Believing in the absolute unity of God necessitates that we believe that the religion 

His messengers preached to mankind is also a single faith, and that His messengers 

who have been entrusted with conveying it to mankind belong to one group. Any 

denial of the unity of messengers or that the message itself is a single message, is a 

denial of the oneness of God and a misconception of what His oneness means. The 

religion and the code God has given to mankind come from the same source and 

share the same basis and essence. For this reason, those who wish to make a 

distinction between God and His messengers so that they profess to believe in God 

and deny His messengers and those who want to make a distinction between some 

messengers and others, believing in the former and denying the latter, are described 

as ones “who deny God and His messengers”. The two distinctions they want to draw 

represent a denial of them all. 

Faith is one complete whole that cannot be divided into parts. To believe in God 

means to accept that He is One, which, by necessity, means that the religion and the 

constitution which He has devised to serve as a basis on which all human life is built 

is also a single religion. It implies that the messengers who have preached this 

religion in accordance with God’s will and His revelations are also a single unity. 

Attitudes to them all must be the same. Only through absolute disbelief can this 

unity be dismantled, although people may claim that they believe in some 

messengers and deny others. The only reward for them is that God has prepared 

humiliating suffering for them all: “Those, in truth, are unbelievers. We have prepared for 

unbelievers humiliating suffering.” (Verse 151) 

Muslims, on the other hand, are those whose ideological concepts require them to 

believe in God and all His messengers without any distinction. All messengers are 

highly respected by them, and all Divine faiths are true, unless distortion has crept 

into them. In this case, they are no longer Divine, in spite of the fact that parts of 

them may be still maintained in their original forms. Faith is a single unity derived 
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from the fact that there is only one God. It is He who has devised for human beings a 

single faith and a single system and He who has sent His messengers to explain them 

to people. To a Muslim, the procession of believers is ever-continuing, led by Noah, 

Abraham, Moses, Jesus, Mu ammad and all the other messengers, (peace be upon 

them all). Their own affiliation to this procession is very genuine indeed, since they 

are the custodians of this great task and the heirs to an ever- continuing blessing. 

There can be no distinction, no isolation and no splitting asunder. True faith is a 

complete whole. They alone have inherited the religion of the truth, beyond which lie 

only falsehood and error. This is the definition of the religion of Islam, which is the 

only faith acceptable to God. Such are the Muslims who deserve to be rewarded by 

God for their deeds, and deserve to be forgiven for what they may have omitted: “To 

them, He will give their reward. God is indeed Much-Forgiving, Merciful.’’ (Verse 152) 

Islam takes such a strict view on the question of the unity of faith in God and His 

messengers because it is the proper foundation on which a believer builds his 

concept of his Lord, and the well regulated universe where no clash or conflict takes 

place. It is the faith worthy of a man who recognises the same law of creation 

throughout the universe and which groups the believers together in one rank 

opposed to all groups of unbelievers. That rank, however, does not admit those who 

have distorted faiths, though they may have Divine origins. It admits only those who 

advocate the proper, pure, undistorted faith. 

On this basis, Islam is the only true faith and the Muslims are “the best 

community ever raised for mankind”. This description, however, applies only to 

those Muslims who have a proper and pure faith which they implement. It does not 

apply to everyone born into a Muslim family or to anyone who just pays lip-service 

to Islam. 

In this light, those who try to draw a distinction between God and His 

messengers, or between some messengers and others appear to stand far away from 

the rank of believers. They seem to try to break the unity brought about by God and 

seem to deny the concept of Oneness upon which belief in God is founded. 

The Hard-Hearted Nature of the Israelites 

Having established this basic principle of Islamic faith with regard to the truth of 

faith and unfaith, God’s messengers and their messages, the s rah now refers to the 

attitudes adopted by the Jews on a number of occasions and how they openly spoke 

evil. It denounces their attitude towards the Prophet and his message, particularly 

their pigheaded demands asking him to provide them with signs and evidence 

proving his message. It compares this attitude to the one they adopted towards their 

own messenger, Moses (peace be upon him), and to their attitude towards Jesus 
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(peace be upon him) and his mother, Mary. Their stance reveals that the Jews have 

always had the same nature over many generations. The Qur’ n speaks of the Jewish 

generation which opposed the Prophet and that which opposed Jesus and the one 

which opposed Moses in the past as one group, in this way emphasising the fact that 

they all shared the same nature. 

The people of earlier revelations ask you to have a book sent down to them from 
heaven. They asked Moses for something even greater than that, when they said: 
`Make us see God with our own eyes.” The thunderbolt smote them for this their 
wrongdoing. After that, they took to worshipping the calf even after clear evidence of 
the truth had come to them. Yet We pardoned them that, and We gave Moses clear 
authority. We raised Mount Sinai high above them in witness of their solemn pledge. 
And We said to them: `Enter the gate, prostrating yourselves”; and We also told them: 
`Do not break the Sabbath-law”; and We received from them a most solemn pledge. 
(Verses 153-154) 

The Jews living in the Arabian Peninsula took an openly hostile and rigid attitude 

towards Islam and the Prophet. They continuously schemed against Islam to try to 

bring about its downfall. Their attitude and scheming have been described in detail 

in the Qur’ n. We have also discussed certain aspects of it in Volumes I and II as also 

earlier in this volume. Now we have an explanation of other aspects of this attitude. 

Adopting an overbearing manner, they demanded of the Prophet that he should 

bring them a written book sent down from heaven which they could touch with their 

own hands: “The people of earlier revelations ask you to have a book sent down to them from 

heaven.” (Verse 153) 

God gives the answer on behalf of His Messenger, relating to him and to the 

Muslim community a chapter of Jewish history with their own Prophet, leader, and 

saviour, Moses, in whom they claimed to believe while denying the messages of 

Jesus and Mu ammad (peace be upon them all). This arrogance, then is not new. It 

was not characteristic only of that generation of Jews. Ever since the time of Moses, 

they have demonstrated their insensitivity, which has restricted their understanding 

to the material world only, and their stubbornness which has shown that they do not 

yield to the truth except under pressure. They have always been treacherous, 

breaking their covenants not only with people but also with their Lord. They are 

rude and impudent: they do not verify what is being said. Nor do they refrain from 

using evil words. They are always greedy, trying to lay their hands on other people’s 

property though they may have no rightful claim to it. They turn their backs on God 

and the reward He has in store for believers. 

What we have here, then, is a campaign revealing the true nature of the Jews and 

their attitudes. The fact that it tackles in such a powerful way so many different 
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aspects shows us just what the situation in Madinah at the time of the Prophet really 

was like. The same sort of wicked scheming is still going on against Islam and the 

Muslims to this day. 

“The people of earlier revelations ask you to have a book sent down to them from heaven.” 

You need not worry about this rigidity in which there is nothing new: “They asked 

Moses for something even greater than that, when they said: Make us see God with our own 

eyes.’” 

The clear evidence and clear signs God has given them through Moses, their 

Prophet, were not enough to touch their hearts and open their minds or to lead them 

to belief and submission. They wanted to see God directly, with their own eyes. This 

was a demand characterised by rudeness which could not have come from a person 

who knows or feels what faith means. Therefore, “the thunderbolt smote them for their 

wrongdoing”. (Verse 153) God, however, pardoned them, this in answer to the prayers 

of Moses who appealed to God to forgive them. This is explained in another s rah: 

“When violent trembling seized them, he (Moses) prayed: My Lord, had You so willed, You 

would have destroyed them before this, and me with them. Will You destroy us for what the 

weak-minded among us have done? All this is but a trial from You, whereby You allow to go 

astray whom You will and guide aright whom You will. You are Our Master: grant us then, 

forgiveness and have mercy on us. You are the best of all forgivers.” (7: 155) 

“After that, they took to worshipping the calf even after clear evidence of the truth had 

come to them.” The reference here is to the golden calf, made for them by the S mirī 
using the jewellery taken by trickery from Egyptian women as they left Egypt. They 

immediately took to worshipping that calf when Moses was called away from them, 

staying at a place appointed to him by His Lord where He gave him the tablets 

containing guidance for his people. 

“Yet We pardoned them that.” But the Jews are always the same. They succumb by 

force only. “And We gave Moses clear authority.” (Verse 153) That authority is most 

probably the laws contained in the tablets. A law given by God provides direct 

authority from Him. God does not sanction any law other than that. It has no real 

effect on people’s hearts. Consequently, people do not show proper respect to laws 

and regulations that they themselves issue or promulgate. These are only heeded 

when people fear being caught when they break them. God’s laws, on the other 

hand, enjoy genuine respect and people observe them willingly. 

We raised Mount Sinai high above them in witness of their solemn pledge. And We 
said to them: `Enter the gate, prostrating yourselves”; and We also told them: “Do not 
break the Sabbath-law”; and We received Pam them a most solemn pledge. (Verse 
154) 
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Because their hearts had not been truly influenced by faith, the Jews refused to 

submit to what was written on the tablets. Hence, they were brought into submission 

by the sort of physical force suited to their insensitive nature. They beheld the 

mountain raised above their heads, threatening to fall down any moment and 

destroy them all unless they surrendered and pledged to observe the covenant God 

made with them and to carry out their duties as explained on these tablets. Only 

then, when they were forced into submission did they give their pledges to fulfil the 

binding, most emphatic covenant. The covenant is described here in terms fitting the 

horrific image of a mountain raised over their heads and within their hardened 

hearts. Describing the covenant thus also provides an image of its power and effect. 

The covenant stipulated that they should prostrate themselves when they entered 

the gate of Jerusalem, and that they should observe the Sabbath law, after having 

requested that the Sabbath be their day of rest and enjoyment. But what happened 

thereafter? Once their feelings of fear and of being overpowered had weakened, they 

began to disassociate themselves from their pledges. They denied God’s revelations 

and killed their prophets without having any cause to do so. Moreover, they boasted 

arrogantly, saying that their hearts were closed to all words of admonition. 

Furthermore, they did all the things God relates to His Messenger and to the 

Muslims in the Qur’ n: “And so, [We punished them] for the breaking of their pledge, their 

disbelief in God’s revelations, their killing of prophets against all right, and for their boast, 

“Our hearts are closed.” Indeed God sealed their hearts on account of their disbelief. As a 

result they have no faith except for a few of them.” (Verse 155) 

At this point the account of their highly objectionable behaviour is interrupted. 

They would say: “Our hearts are closed”, either to make the Prophet despair of a 

favourable response from them or to deride the fact that they, themselves, were 

being called upon to believe in Islam. An answer is given straight away to silence 

them: “Indeed God sealed their hearts on account of their disbelief As a result they have no 

faith, except for a few of them.” (Verse 155) Their hearts were not sealed by nature. It is 

their disbelief and their rejection of God’s messages which caused them to be 

stamped over and sealed by God. Thus, they are hard-hearted, misguided, incapable 

of appreciating what faith means. Therefore, the overwhelming majority of them 

remained unbelievers. Only a few kept their hearts open, maintained an objective 

judgement and pursued the truth wherever it led them. God has guided these people 

aright and they accepted the faith. But these were very few indeed. Among them 

were `Abdull h ibn Sall m, Tha`labah ibn Sa`yah, Asad ibn Sa`yah and Asad ibn 

`Ubaydill h. 

The Truth About the Crucifixion 
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Having answered this boastful claim, the s rah resumes outlining the causes 

behind their being forbidden certain things which they were previously permitted 

and the preparation of an even more humiliating punishment for them in the 

hereafter: “And for their disbelief and the monstrous calumny they utter against Mary, and 

their boast: ‘We have killed the Christ Jesus, son of Mary, God’s Messenger.’” (Verses 156-

57) 

The fact of their being unbelievers is referred to every time one of their evil actions 

is mentioned. This has already been stated in conjunction with their killing of 

prophets against all right. Needless to say, no prophet could ever be killed rightly. It 

is merely a statement of fact that the killing of prophets is described as absolutely 

wrongful and unjust. Again, they are described as unbelievers in conjunction with 

the monstrous falsehood that they circulated against Mary. Essentially, they accused 

Mary, the pure, of adultery with Joseph the Carpenter. Accursed are they. They then 

boasted that they killed the Messiah and crucified him. They coupled this with 

derision at his statement that he was God’s Messenger. 

At this point, the account is interrupted again in order to answer this claim by the 

Jews and to establish the truth concerning Jesus: “They did not kill him, and neither did 

they crucify him, but it only seemed to them [as if it had been] so. Those who hold conflicting 

views about him are indeed confused, having no real knowledge about it, and following mere 

conjecture. For, of a certainty, they did not kill him. No! God raised him up to Himself. God is 

indeed Almighty, Wise.” (Verses 157-158) 

As regards whether Jesus was killed or crucified, the Jews and the Christians make 

false claims which have no basis other than in their own suspicions. The Jews claim 

to have killed him, ridiculing his assertion that he was God’s Messenger. The 

Christians, on the other hand, claim that he was crucified and buried. But they also 

claim that he was raised three days later. As for history, it states nothing about 

Christ’s birth or his end, almost as if nothing happened. When they make their 

statements, neither the Jews nor the Christians are certain of their truthfulness. 

Events moved fast, and conflicting reports were made and muddled up. The real 

truth could not be discovered, except through Divine guidance. 

The four Gospels which relate the story of the arrest, crucifixion, death, burial, and 

rise of Jesus Christ were all written after a lengthy lapse of time which also witnessed 

the persecution of Christianity and the Christians. In such an atmosphere of secrecy, 

fear and persecution, it is exceedingly difficult to be certain of the truthfulness of the 

reports that circulated. Many other Gospels were written during this period, but 

these four were chosen towards the end of the second century and were given official 

status for reasons that are not entirely above suspicion. 

One of the many Gospels written in this period was that of Barnabas which gives 
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an account of the story and crucifixion of Jesus that is at variance with the four 

recognised Gospels. It states: “When the soldiers, and Judas with them drew near to 

the place where Jesus was, he heard a large number of people coming close. In fear, 

he retreated to the home where all eleven disciples were asleep. When the Lord saw 

His servant in danger, He ordered Gabriel, Michael, Rafael and Oriel, His 

messengers, to take Jesus away from this world. The pure angels came down and 

carried Jesus through the window facing south and placed him in the third heaven in 

the company of angels who glorified the Lord forever. Judas entered violently the 

room from which Jesus was raised. All the disciples were still asleep. At that 

moment, God the Almighty accomplished a miraculous thing. Judas’s face and voice 

changed so that he looked like Jesus. We all thought that he was Jesus indeed. As for 

him, after he awakened us, he began to search for the teacher. We were surprised and 

said: You are our master and teacher. Have you forgotten us?” 

A scholar sifting his material carefully cannot find any confirmed account of this 

remarkable event that took place in the depths of the night, before the break of dawn. 

Hence, no report can be given more credence than another. “Those who hold conflicting 

views about him are indeed confused, having no real knowledge about it, and following mere 

conjecture.” (Verse 157) The Qur’ n, on the other hand, gives its clear account: “They 

did not kill him, and neither did they crucify him, but it only seemed to them [as if it had 

been] so.” (Verse 157) ... “For, of a certainty, they did not kill him. No! God raised him up to 

Himself. God is indeed Almighty, Wise.” (Verses 157-158) The Qur’ n does not give any 

details concerning how Jesus was raised or whether it took place in body and soul 

together in this state of life, or in soul after death. Nor does it tell us when and where 

his death took place, if at all. What we know for certain is that they neither killed nor 

crucified him. Instead, another victim was made to appear similar to him. 

This is the only statement of fact the Qur’ n makes, apart from what it mentions 

elsewhere quoting God’s address to Jesus: “Jesus, I shall gather you and cause you to 

ascend to Me.” (3: 55) In neither statement do we have any details about how Jesus 

was gathered or the nature of this gathering. For our part, we do not like to change 

the method we have followed so far when considering statements and legends which 

we have no way of proving or disproving. 

Actions Meriting Punishment 

The Qur’ nic text has still more to say about Christ, the position of the people of 

earlier revelations towards him and what they believed about him: “There is not one of 

the people of earlier revelations but will, at the moment of his death, believe in him, and on the 

Day of Resurrection he will bear witness to the truth against them.” (Verse 159) 

Early Muslim scholars interpret this verse in different ways, according to the 
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referent, in their view, of the pronoun in the phrase “his death”. Some maintain that 

every single person of the people of earlier revelations will inevitably believe in Jesus 

before his, i.e. Jesus’s death, considering that he will be back on earth before the Day 

of Resurrection. Other scholars maintain that every single one of the people of earlier 

revelations will, before his own death, believe in Jesus. This means that when this 

person is in the throes of death, he will be made to see the truth, when his own 

knowledge will no longer avail him. We are more inclined to take this second view. It 

means that the Jews who have denied Jesus and continued to deny his status, 

claiming to have killed and crucified him, will have this experience which tells them 

that Jesus was truly a messenger from God and that his message was the truth. They 

will then believe in Jesus but it will be too late for their belief to be of any benefit to 

them. On the Day of Resurrection, Jesus will be a witness against them. 

Having established the truth about the alleged crucifixion, the s rah resumes its 

account of the evil deeds perpetrated by the Jews, the punishment they have endured 

in this life and that which they will endure in the life to come: “So, then, for their 

wrongdoing of the Jews did We forbid them some of the good things of life which had been 

formerly allowed to them; and, indeed for their turning away often from God’s path, and for 

their taking usury although it had been forbidden to them, and their wrongful devouring of 

other people’s property. We have prepared for the unbelievers among them grievous 

suffering.” (Verse 160-161) 

This statement adds to the list of evil deeds perpetrated by the Jews some very 

serious ones which were not mentioned earlier. This includes wrongdoing, turning 

away from God’s path, which they do all the time, and their accepting usury, not 

because of lack of knowledge, for they have been forbidden all forms of usury, but 

because they pay no heed to the instruction. The list also includes the fact that they 

devour other people’s property wrongfully, through usury and other methods. For 

all these wrong deeds and the others mentioned earlier, many of the good things of 

this world, which they have been permitted to enjoy, have subsequently been 

forbidden them. God has also prepared grievous suffering for those who disbelieve. 

Thus, the nature of the Jews and their history is revealed. Their thinly disguised 

excuses for not responding favourably to the Prophet are laid bare. If they were 

stubborn with the Prophet, they had been stiff and stubborn with their own Prophet, 

leader and saviour. It is so easy for them to violate God’s laws and to speak ill of 

prophets and righteous people and indeed to kill them and boast about their crimes. 

By bringing all this into the open, the Qur’ n renders futile all their schemes and 

plotting against the Muslims. The Muslim community learns about the nature of the 

Jews, their methods and their opposition to the truth whether its advocates are 

people from among them or from other nations. In all generations and with their 

friends and enemies alike, they oppose the truth and its followers just as they oppose 
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Divine guidance and its advocates. Their hearts are hardened and they do not submit 

to the power of the truth unless the sword is held over their heads. 

It was not only for the benefit of the first Muslim community in Madinah that the 

nature of this type of people was exposed. The Qur’ n is the book of the Muslim 

community, serving as its source of guidance for the rest of time. When this nation 

refers to the Qur’ n for advice and guidance about its enemies, it will certainly 

provide that. It has given the Muslim community the advice and guidance it needs 

concerning the Jews. Therefore, the Muslim community was able to bring them to 

submission. But when the Muslims abandoned the Qur’ n, they had to submit to the 

Jews. We have seen them gather together only to be defeated by a small force of Jews, 

simply because they neglected their book of guidance, the Qur’ n, preferring to 

follow different doctrines and creeds. They will continue to submit to the Jews and 

suffer from their scheming until they turn back to the Qur’ n. 

The s rah, however, does not neglect to give credit to those few Jews who believe 

and submit to the truth. It includes these among believers, states that they will be 

well rewarded, and testifies to their being well versed in knowledge. It states that it is 

their profound knowledge that led them to believe in the Divine faith as a whole, 

including what was revealed to the Prophet and what was revealed before him: “Yet 

those of them who are versed in knowledge, and the believers, do believe in what is bestowed 

upon you from on high and that which was bestowed from on high before you. These are the 

ones who attend to their prayers and spend in charity, and who believe in God and the Last 

Day. To these We shall give a great reward.” (Verse 162) 

Firm knowledge and enlightened belief lead people to accepting faith in its 

entirety. They also lead to the acknowledgement that Divine faith, revealed by God, 

the only deity in the Universe, is essentially a single faith. 

This firm and proper knowledge is described as a way leading to the truth, just the 

same as a belief which opens hearts to light is a most appropriate description of the 

relationship between knowledge and faith. Superficial knowledge and arrogant 

denial of the truth are the two factors that prevent a human being from learning the 

truth. This is true of all generations. Those who acquire profound knowledge and 

become well versed in it find themselves face to face with signs and phenomena all 

over the universe leading them to faith. Or, at least, they have in front of them many 

a question about the universe which can only be answered through believing that 

there is a single Deity who has created the universe and conducts all its affairs and 

who has a consistent will which has established a single and constant law for the 

universe. Similarly, those who genuinely aspire to receive guidance, i.e. believers, 

will undoubtedly have it. 

On the other hand, those who receive scant knowledge, yet think themselves to be 
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great scholars, are the ones whose lack of information prevents them from 

identifying the signs and indicators which lead to faith. These do not see any 

question marks that can only be answered through faith. They are in the same 

position as those whose hearts do not aspire to receive guidance. Therefore, neither 

of these types of people feel the need for reassurance generated by faith. Some of 

them equate being religious with ignorant fanaticism, making distinctions between 

the Divine religions which have been revealed by the same Deity through a long 

procession of noble messengers (peace be upon them all). 

Commentators on the Qur’ n mention that this verse refers in the first place to 

those Jews whom we have named above and who responded to the Prophet’s call 

and accepted Islam. It applies, however, to every one of them who accepts the 

guidance represented by this religion of Islam, whether motivated by profound 

knowledge or enlightened faith. The s rah includes these with the believers who are 

identified here as those who “attend to their prayers and spend in charity and who believe 

in God and the Last Day”. These are qualities which distinguish true Muslims. All such 

people have their reward in store for them with God: “To these We shall give a great 

reward.” 

Finally, we should perhaps mention that the description of those believers as those 

“who attend to their prayers” is stated, from the linguistic point of view, in the objective 

case while all others are subjective in their case marking. According to the rules of 

Arabic grammar, it should normally have been stated in the subjective case, like the 

rest. However, the change denotes stronger emphasis as it signifies those “who 

particularly attend to their prayers”. This mode of expression is not uncommon in 

Arabic. 

The Purpose of Sending Messengers 

The s rah continues its confrontation with the people of earlier revelations, 

particularly the Jews in this instance, condemning their attitude, particularly their 

rejection of the Prophet Mu ammad’s message and their false claim that God did not 

send him as a Messenger. It refers to the distinction they tried to draw between 

messengers and their arrogant demands for proof of this message in the form of a 

book sent to him, Mu ammad, from heaven. This s rah states clearly that revelation 

to a messenger is not something new or strange. Indeed, it is the normal practice with 

all messengers since the time of Noah to that of Mu ammad. All of them have been 

sent as messengers bringing happy news and delivering strong warnings. This is an 

aspect of Divine mercy bestowed by God on His servants that they may have no 

argument to justify their disbelief. They have been amply warned before the Day of 

Judgement. All these messengers were sent for the same aim, and to convey the same 
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message. Hence, to try to distinguish between them is an attitude smacking of 

arrogance and conceit. If people deny this fact, God bears witness to it, together with 

the angels. God is sufficient for a witness. 

We have sent revelations to you just as We did send revelations to Noah and the 
prophets after him; as We sent revelations to Abraham, Ishmael, Isaac, Jacob and their 
descendants, Jesus, Job, Jonah, Aaron and Solomon, and as We vouchsafed to David a 
book of Divine wisdom; and as [We inspired other] messengers whom We have 
mentioned to you previously, as well as other messengers whom We have not 
mentioned to you. And God has spoken His word directly to Moses. [These] were 
messengers sent to bring good news and to give warning, so that people may have no 
argument against God once these messengers (had come). God is Almighty, Wise. 
(Verses 163-165) 

It is then the same procession moving forward throughout human history, 

conveying a single message, bringing the same guidance to warn and to give a piece 

of happy news. It includes a group of chosen men like Noah, Abraham, Ishmael, 

Isaac, Jacob, and their descendants, Jesus, Job, Jonah, Aaron, Solomon, David, Moses, 

as well as others whom God spoke about to His Messenger in the Qur’ n and still 

others about whom He told the Prophet nothing. It is a procession which includes 

people from various nations and various countries, living at different times. Nothing 

gives any of them distinction over others. No consideration of race, nation, place, or 

time divides them. They all give the same guiding light, to warn and motivate, and 

they all try to lead human beings towards the light. This applies to those of them 

who were sent to a particular tribe, community, nation, city, country, or the one who 

was sent to all mankind, namely, Mu ammad, the last of all messengers. 

Every one of them received revelations from God. None of them invented 

anything of his own accord. If Moses was spoken to directly by God, this was simply 

one aspect of revelation and none of us knows how it happened. The Qur’ n, which 

is the only authentic source we have on such matters, has not given us any details. 

The only thing we know is that God gave this revelation in words. How and in what 

manner or in what sense or power Moses used to receive it we do not know. All that 

is part of the knowledge God has kept to Himself. If the Qur’ n does not speak to us 

about it, then any interpretation is simply guesswork lacking foundation.§ 

It is Divine mercy and justice which has required that these messengers tell 

mankind about what God has prepared in the way of happiness and bliss for those 

who respond to Him and obey Him. It is their task also to warn mankind against the 

suffering in hell God has prepared for those who disobey. All this has a definite 

                                                 
§ For further discussion on the Kalām attribute, please refer to section 1.5 of A Critique of ‘In the Shade of 
the Qur’ān.’ 
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purpose: “So that people may have no argument against God once these messengers had 

come.” (Verse 165) 

To God belongs the overriding argument against all creation. God has given man 

intelligence of the type that enables him to understand every sign that points 

towards faith. Nevertheless, Divine mercy is demonstrated in the fact that 

messengers have been sent by God to remind people and show them the way. The 

role of these messengers is to try to liberate human intelligence from the fetters of 

desire, which conceal the signs and indicators leading to faith. God is Almighty, 

which means that He is able to punish people for what they perpetrate. He is also 

“Wise”. He deals with every matter wisely. Both His might and wisdom have their 

role in what He decides and does. 

A multitude of subtle and profound impressions are left in our minds as we read 

the statement: “So that people may have no argument against God once these messengers 

had come.” (Verse 165) We will briefly discuss only three of these impressions so as to 

keep within the framework we have set for ourselves in this commentary. 

There is firstly the question of the value of human intellect and its role in believing 

in God. Man’s life on earth, its substance, form, direction and action, is based on this 

question of faith, as is man’s destiny in the hereafter, which is even more serious and 

everlasting. 

God certainly knows man, his potentials and his limits. Had He known that the 

intellect He granted man is sufficient for him to distinguish guidance and to identify 

his overall interest in this life and the life to come, He would have left him to his 

intellect. This would mean, then, that man would rely entirely on his intellect to 

search for and interpret all signs and indicators that draw him closer to faith. This 

also means that man would be left to draw up a constitution and a way of life which 

keep him away from error, relying solely on his intellect. Had this been true, God 

would not have sent messengers to people throughout history, nor would He have 

assigned them the role of conveying His Divine message. Indeed, the opposite is 

true: had there been no messenger sent by God with His guidance, He would have 

allowed people a powerful argument against Himself: “So that people may have no 

argument against God once these messengers had come.” (Verse 165) 

God knows that the intellect He has given man is inadequate as a tool to achieve 

guidance by itself, without being assisted, directed and disciplined by a Divine 

message. It is also inadequate to draw a course for human life that ensures that man 

achieves his best interest and saves himself from doom in this life and in the life to 

come. Knowing all this, God’s wisdom and mercy have dictated that He sends 

messengers to mankind and He does not hold people to account until His message 

has been conveyed to them: “We would not have punished any community before We have 
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sent a messenger [to them].“ (17:15) Considering this Qur’ nic statement, this seems to 

be readily apparent, or at least an essential requirement. 

This leads to the question: What is the role of human intellect in the question of 

believing in God and determining man’s way of life? 

In short, it is to receive the message and to understand what the messenger 

conveys to it. The role of the messenger is to explain his message and to rescue 

human nature from what blurs its vision and to alert the human intellect to 

everything within man and in the universe which points in the direction of faith. The 

messenger also draws for man the method of receiving Divine guidance and how to 

deal with it. He also shows man the basis on which practical life is conducted 

according to the Divine method, in order to enable man to achieve what is best for 

him in this life and what is best in the life to come. 

The Human Mind and Divine Messages 

It should be clear in our minds that it is not for the human intellect to pass 

judgement on the principles laid down by religion. Nor can we judge through 

normal human reasoning the validity or otherwise of religious orders and 

prohibitions, or indeed decide whether to accept or reject them, after having 

ascertained their meaning and that they have been proclaimed by God. Had it been 

up to the human intellect to reject Divine legislation, because it disapproves of them 

or does not wish to respond to them, no punishment would have been incurred for 

rejecting the Divine faith after it was explained. Man is, indeed, required to accept 

religious teachings once he gets to know them through a proper source and has 

correctly understood their import. 

When we say that this message of Islam addresses the human mind, we mean that 

it awakens our minds and directs us to use a proper method of evaluation. It 

certainly does not mean that it is up to our minds to judge whether the message of 

Islam is right or wrong, acceptable or unacceptable. Once we have an authentic 

statement, it provides the judgement to be obeyed and enforced, whether it sounds 

immediately acceptable or totally strange. We use our minds to understand the 

import of a particular statement, in accordance with linguistic rules and idiomatic 

usage. Once the import of a particular statement is ascertained, it remains valid and 

enforceable because it is a statement given by God. We cannot consider the human 

intellect a deity to evaluate and judge what has been given to us by God. 

A great deal of confusion may occur here. Some people try to give the human 

intellect the role of a deity, giving it the power to judge the validity or otherwise of 

authentic religious instructions. Others try to minimise its importance and the role it 

plays in accepting the faith and following guidance. Neither attitude is correct. It is 
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the middle attitude, which we have already explained, that is the proper and correct 

one. What it means practically is that man cannot put religious teachings against 

premises of his own, which he might have already developed on the basis of human 

logic, observations or experience. The proper attitude is that he should develop and 

establish his premises on the basis of correct and authentic religious statements. 

These are certainly more correct than his own premises and rely on a more accurate 

system than his own. 

It is perfectly acceptable that one intellectual understanding of a religious 

statement may be opposed by another. Once a statement admits more than one 

interpretation according to the principles and methodology approved by Islam, then 

no authority or individual can restrict people or compel them to follow a single 

interpretation or force on them one way of implementation. Again this is part of the 

meaning of our statement that the message of Islam addresses human intellect. 

It is true that Islam is the religion of reason. This means that it does not use any 

supernatural power in order to make our minds submit to it. It explains its 

principles, judgements and teachings in a way that addresses our minds. It calls on 

us to contemplate and reflect on every aspect of creation within ourselves and in the 

universe at large. Such contemplation will undoubtedly point the way in the 

direction of accepting the faith. Thus, it attempts to free the human mind from the 

pressures of familiarity, continuity, laziness, as well as from desires that distract 

minds and distort human nature. Its address to the human mind means that man is 

not compelled to believe in what he cannot understand. It assigns to us the task of 

understanding the statements which express religious teachings. Once we have 

understood these, we have the choice of submission to them — and in this case we 

are believers — or denying them and becoming unbelievers. We cannot pass a 

judgement of validity or invalidity on separate religious statements. Nor do we have 

the right to accept or reject them. We cannot select and choose. Otherwise, we will be 

believing in part of the Divine message whilst denying other parts. Those who do 

this are described in the Qur’ n as unbelievers, and have been warned against 

grievous punishment. When God states something about the universe, man, creation, 

or religious teachings, His commandments must be obeyed and implemented by 

everyone who is aware of them and understands their import. 

God, glorified be He, says: “God is He who has created seven heavens and a similar 

number of the earth.” (65: 12) “Are the unbelievers unaware that the heavens and the earth 

were [once) one single entity and We split them apart? — and that We made out of water 

every living thing?” (21: 30) “God has created all animals out of water” (24: 45) “He has 

created man out of sounding clay, like pottery, whereas the jinn He has created out of 

smokeless fire.” (55: 14-15) He also states many other things about the nature of the 

universe, life and creation. All that He has stated is the truth, no doubt. It is not up to 
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the human intellect to say, after having understood these texts, that their import does 

not agree with human knowledge or experience. That knowledge and experience is 

liable to err, while God’s statements are always true. 

Similarly, God makes in the Qur’ n statements such as: “Those who do not judge 

according to what God has bestowed from on high are indeed unbelievers.”(5: 44) “Believers, 

fear God and give up what remains outstanding of usury gains, if you are true believers. If 

you do not, then war is declared against you by God and His messenger. If you repent, 

however, you shall remain entitled to your principal. Thus, you shall commit no wrong, nor 

suffer any wrong yourselves.” (2: 278-9) “And stay in your homes and do not flaunt your 

charms as women used to do in the old days of pagan ignorance.” (33: 33) “Let [Muslim 

women] draw their head-coverings over their bosoms. And let them not display their charms.” 

(24: 31) He also delivers many other statements and teachings which have a direct 

bearing on people’s way of life. These statements are correct and valid. It is not up to 

the human intellect to say that something which is in conflict with Divine teachings is 

more valid or serves people’s interests better. Intellectual judgement is liable to error 

and can be influenced by desire. What God has determined can only be right. 

As we see, the same rule applies to what God has stated in matters of faith and 

concepts, and to His statement with regard to the way of life which must be 

implemented. Once a statement is authentic, definitive and not restricted to a 

particular time, then it must be implemented. We cannot say: we accept the 

ideological part and what relates to worship, but times have changed and we choose 

our own system. Had it been God’s wish to make a particular ruling or legislation 

limited to a particular time, He would have made that clear. We can use our human 

intellect and discretion in applying a particular statement to a certain case. This is 

different from accepting or rejecting a piece of legislation in principle. 

The foregoing does not limit the role of the human mind or belittle its importance. 

It has wide scope open to it in determining how religious statements apply to new 

situations. It also has wide scope in trying to understand the nature of the universe, 

its potentials and the forces working within it as well as the nature of different 

creatures, and to make use of what God has given us in this universe. It can play a 

great role in improving the quality of life and developing it according to the Divine 

system, not by merely following the dictates of desire which throw the mind off the 

right course. 

Making God’s Argument 

We need to consider from another angle the statement, “so that people may have no 

argument against God once these messengers had come”. (Verse 165) 

It is indeed a great responsibility which has been assigned to God’s messengers, 
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(peace be upon them all) and those who believe in their messages towards humanity. 

For the destiny of mankind, in both this life and the life to come, depends primarily 

on the messengers and their followers. If they convey this message to people, as they 

are required to do, people may achieve reward and happiness in both this world and 

the next. Otherwise, they live in misery and deserve punishment. 

When we describe this as a great responsibility, we are only making a statement of 

fact. Indeed God’s messengers have shown themselves to be keenly aware of the 

great importance of their task. God has pointed out to them the true nature of their 

responsibility. He made it clear to His last Messenger that the message he has been 

assigned is a weighty one, which he needed to prepare himself for: “O you enwrapped 

one, keep awake [in prayer] at night, all but a small part of one half of it, or make it a little less 

than that, or add to it; and recite the Qur’ān calmly and distinctly, with your mind attuned to 

its meaning. We shall bestow on you a weighty message.” (73: 1-5) “It is We who have 

bestowed from on high this Qur’ān on you, step by step, truly a bestowal from on high. 

Await, then, in all patience your Lord’s judgement and pay no heed to any of them who is a 

wilful sinner or an ingrate; and bear in mind your Lord’s name at morning and evening and 

during some of the night, and prostrate yourself before Him, and extol His limitless glory 

throughout the long night.” (76: 23-6) It is this meaning which God makes clear to the 

Prophet and He commands him to make certain statements which show that he truly 

understands the message he has been given and its great importance: “Say; indeed no 

one could ever protect me from God, nor could I ever find a place to hide from Him, if I should 

fail to convey [to the world what has come to me] from God and His messages... He alone 

knows that which is beyond the reach of human perception, and to none does He disclose what 

He has chosen to keep to Himself of His unfathomable knowledge, unless it be to a messenger 

whom He has been pleased to elect... so as to make manifest that it is indeed only their Lord’s 

messages that these [messengers] deliver.” (72: 22-8) 

The question then is that of mankind’s life, happiness and reward, indeed of 

existence itself. Either man accepts the Divine message when it is conveyed to him 

and implements it to achieve happiness in this life and in the life to come, or he 

rejects it and brings misery upon himself in both worlds. Alternatively, if no message 

has been conveyed to him, he has an argument to make against God. In this case, the 

responsibility for the misery he endures in this life lies fairly and squarely on those 

who have been assigned the task of conveying God’s message but who have failed to 

do so. 

As for God’s messengers, (peace be upon them all), they have indeed been faithful 

to their trust and conveyed their message. They have discharged their responsibility 

and gone to their Lord. They have not only conveyed the message by word of mouth, 

but they have also provided a practical example to be followed, and have striven 

hard, day and night, to remove all impediments of every shape and form: suspicions 
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raised, temptations offered and tyrannical forces turning people away from faith. 

This is what Mu ammad (peace be upon him), God’s Messenger and the last of all 

Prophets did. Since his was the final and complete message, he did not merely speak 

of removing impediments, but he actually removed them with action so that “there is 

no more oppression and that submission is made to God”. (2: 193) 

The same hard task continues to be assigned to those who believe in his message. 

Generations come and go and the Divine message must be conveyed to all by the 

Prophet’s followers. They will not fulfil their heavy responsibility, make God’s 

argument against people, and save them from misery in this life and suffering in the 

hereafter, unless they actually convey God’s message, on the same lines followed by 

the Prophet Mu ammad (peace be upon him). People are the same throughout all 

generations and the message is the same. There are, however, diversions, which lead 

us astray, tempting desires and doubts; and there are tyrannical forces which try to 

turn us away from faith, either by deception or by brute force. The same situation 

then, the same impediments and the same people! 

The task must be fulfilled and the message conveyed by word of mouth and 

practical action testifying to the effects brought about by the implementation of the 

message. Moreover, impediments must be removed. Otherwise, the message is not 

properly conveyed. There is simply no way this task can be left undone, otherwise 

the responsibility for mankind’s continued error, their misery in this life and their 

having an argument to make in front of God on the Day of Reckoning must be faced. 

This is indeed a fearsome responsibility, sending a shudder through the entire body 

of anyone who realises that he must face it. No one can take it lightly. 

A person who claims to be a Muslim must either convey the message of Islam in 

the way mentioned above, or he cannot save himself in either this or the next life. 

When he says that he is a Muslim and stops short of conveying God’s message as the 

Prophet did, he is actually testifying against Islam in which he claims to believe. He 

is indeed required to make a testimony for Islam so that the following Qur’ nic verse 

applies to him: “Thus We have made you the community of the middle way, so that you may 

stand witness against the rest of mankind and the Messenger shall be a witness against you.” 

(2: 143) 

The testimony a Muslim has to make for Islam begins with himself, his home, 

family and his immediate society, as he endeavours to make them a living example 

of Islamic life. The second step in this testimony is his advocacy of Islamic life, as he 

calls on all mankind to implement Islam in their personal, social, economic and 

political life. The final step is his striving hard, i.e. jihād, for the removal of 

impediments which cause people to live in error and which turn them away from 

faith, regardless of what these impediments are. If he sacrifices his life for this cause, 

he is then a martyr, or, to use the Arabic term, shahīd, having made his testimony and 
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sought to please His Lord. The term shahīd can only apply to this type of person. 

Grace of the Highest Type 

Before we conclude our comments on this verse, we need to reflect a little with our 

heads bowed in acknowledgement of God’s greatness, His knowledge of man, His 

fairness to him, as well as the care, mercy and grace He extends to him, despite his 

excessive ingratitude. 

Let us first reflect for a moment on God’s thorough and perfect knowledge of man, 

his capabilities and potentials, as well as his inherent susceptibility to follow 

guidance or to go astray. It is on the basis of His knowledge of man that God has not 

left him to what his mind, the great gift He has given him, may dictate, even though 

it makes numerous and clear indicators which point out the way to faith. God knows 

that this great tool He has placed at man’s disposal may be influenced by man’s 

desires and that the indicators He has placed all over the horizon and within man 

himself may be screened from man, deliberately or through ignorance. Therefore, He 

does not hold man’s intellect responsible for following right guidance or for turning 

away from it until He has made it clear to him through His messengers. Moreover, 

even after such a clear message has been given, the task of devising a way of life is 

not assigned to man. What he is assigned is the implementation of the way of life laid 

down by God. Beyond that, God has given man a vast dominion to do with it 

whatever he likes, changing it as he pleases, and analysing it the way he wishes. 

We should also reflect a little on the Divine justice which provides people with an 

argument against God, had He not sent them messengers to raise before them happy 

prospects and also to warn them against the pitfalls in their way. These messengers 

are sent in addition to all the indicators in the universe and within man, testifying to 

God’s oneness, His great creation, profound knowledge and infinite ability. Added to 

this is also the strong inclination of human nature to believe in God and to submit to 

Him. We should also remember in this respect the harmony between the indicators 

in the universe and the natural inclination and ability of man’s mind to collate 

information and arrive at conclusions. God, however, is fully aware of the 

weaknesses that may affect all these factors, clouding their work, bluring people’s 

vision and causing them to arrive at the wrong findings. Therefore, the pointers of 

the universe, human nature and intellect are not judged by God as sufficient on their 

own, unless He sends messengers to make sure that these instruments are not 

influenced by any foreign element as also to control their work according to the right 

standard shown in the Divine message. It is only when this is accomplished that the 

universe, human nature, and intellect will give the right and proper judgement. At 

this point in time, it becomes obligatory for people to submit to God and to obey 
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Him. Their argument for not doing so is rendered futile and they, then, deserve 

punishment. 

We must also reflect a little on the great care God takes of man and the grace He 

bestows on him, knowing, as He does, what weaknesses and shortcomings he may 

have. Nevertheless, He puts him in charge of the earth, which is, to man, a great 

kingdom, although it is no more than a little particle within God’s great dominion. 

God’s care, grace and mercy take man even further. Despite all the indicators and 

the work of God’s messengers, man continues to reject the faith, stubbornly 

following erring ways. Yet God does not withhold from him His grace and favour. 

Nor does He deprive him of the guidance He has made available through His 

messengers. Indeed, He does not inflict punishment on him either in this world or in 

the hereafter until His messengers have conveyed His messages and man continues 

in rejecting them until his death. 

Man very often boasts to himself that he can do without his Lord, His care, mercy, 

guidance, religion and messengers. He claims that he has all he needs for proper 

guidance, making use of his intellect, when God, his Creator, knows that this is not 

sufficient for him, unless it is set on the proper course pointed out by Him. This 

brings to mind the example of a little child just beginning to walk. He feels a little 

strength in his legs and lets go of his mother’s supporting hand. He immediately 

stumbles and falls. The child in this example, however, is wiser and more responsive 

to nature. He is naturally inclined to make use of his latent skill, develop his ability, 

train his muscles and become totally independent. By contrast, the man who lets go 

of God’s supporting hand has no natural inclination to steer away from Divine 

guidance. The best that he can do for himself is to follow Divine guidance, which 

ensures that all his powers are used properly and directed wisely. If he turns away 

from Divine guidance and trusts to his own devices, his powers will be certain to 

malfunction. 

Erroneous, indeed, is every claim which suggests that great minds are not in need 

of God’s message to make great achievements. The fact is that the Divine message 

provides the human mind with the proper method of reflection and deduction to 

arrive at proper conclusions. If it errs, its error is similar to that of a clock set right, 

but later influenced by atmospheric and other factors affecting its movement. It is not 

like the error of a clock that was never properly set, but left to work at random, 

giving the right time only by pure coincidence. The difference between the two is 

great indeed. 

Using his intellect and guided by the Divine message, man can make great 

achievements to which he cannot aspire otherwise. This is evidenced by the fact that 

throughout human history, no great mind has managed to devise the ideological 
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concept, the personal discipline, the code of living or the social system which 

ordinary intellects were able to devise when guided by the Divine message.  

Plato and Aristotle were endowed with great minds. It is even said that Aristotle 

had the greatest mind in human history. When we consider his concept of the Divine 

being as he devised it independently from God’s guidance, we realise how greatly 

inferior it is to the concept of an ordinary Muslim who follows the Divine message. 

In ancient Egypt, Akhenaton advocated monotheism. He might have been 

influenced by the messages of the Prophets Abraham and Joseph, but even then, 

there are gaps and legends in his faith making the monotheistic concept of an 

ordinary Muslim infinitely superior to Akhenaton’s monotheistic religion. 

In moral standards, we find in the early periods of Islam ordinary people, 

educated and disciplined by God’s Messenger, achieving heights to which even the 

greatest of people cannot aspire, when they are not guided by a Divine message. As 

for principles, systems and legislation, Islam achieves a degree of balance and 

harmony which is absolutely unique. The sort of harmony and ease of life which are 

characteristic of Islamic society are never to be found in any other society, prior to 

Islam or after it. 

It is not the standard of material civilisation which we should judge. This is 

something that increases with scientific advancement. The quality of life at any 

particular time is judged by the balance and harmony achieved between all its 

aspects and systems. That balance is the source of happiness which brings out all 

human potentials and gives them a chance to work in harmony, without any 

excesses. As we have already said, humanity has never known a perfect system such 

as that of Islam. Imbalance is characteristic of every non-Islamic system, although it 

may have its bright aspects. It is always the trend that certain aspects of human life 

may be promoted at the expense of others. With such an imbalance, humanity 

continues to suffer. Its only saviour is the perfect, balanced and harmonious system 

of Islam. 

The Supreme Witness 

What we have said so far is sufficient to explain the clear feelings generated by the 

Qur’ nic statement: “[These] were messengers sent to bring good news and to give 

warning, so that people may have no argument against God once these messengers (had 

come). God is Almighty, Wise.” (Verse 165) We will now proceed with our commentary 

on the rest of this passage. 

People however may deny that message for different reasons. People who have 

received earlier revelations from God through earlier prophets may deny the final 
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message given to Mu ammad (peace be upon him), although it follows the same 

pattern of sending messengers to bring happy news to God’s servants and to warn 

them against disbelief. Those who received earlier revelations believe in the 

messengers who were sent before Mu ammad: the Jews acknowledged all 

messengers who came before Jesus (peace be upon him) and the Christians 

acknowledged all these as well as Jesus, to whom they attribute a Divine nature, as 

will be explained later. Addressing the Prophet, God consoles him for facing such 

rejection: “However it be, God [Himself] bears witness to the truth of what He has bestowed 

from on high to you: with His knowledge He bestowed it from on high; and the angels also 

bear witness to that; although God is sufficient as a witness.” (Verse 166) 

This testimony by God and the angels, some of whom were entrusted with 

carrying the message to Mu ammad (peace be upon him), reduces to nothing all that 

may be said by those claiming to follow earlier revelations. What significance have 

they when God Himself gives His testimony and the angels do likewise? Surely 

God’s testimony is enough on its own. Coming when it did, this testimony provided 

consolation to the Prophet for the stern opposition by the Jews to his message and 

their scheming against it. It also provided assurance to the early Muslims in Madinah 

who faced determined assaults from the Jews, the magnitude of which is evidenced 

by the campaign launched in the Qur’ n to repel it. 

This testimony is followed by a stern and fearsome warning to those who deny the 

message of Islam. “Those who disbelieve and debar others from the way of God have indeed 

gone far astray. Those who disbelieve and persist in wrongdoing will find that God will never 

forgive them, nor will He guide them onto any road, except the road to hell, wherein they will 

abide beyond the count of time. That is indeed easy for God.” (Verses 167-169) 

The description of the unbelievers contained in this warning, though general in its 

import, applies primarily to the Jews and describes their attitude towards Islam and 

the Muslims, and indeed towards the truth generally. It applies equally to those of 

them who lived in the early days of Islam in Madinah and those who lived at the 

time of Moses himself, as well as to succeeding generations of Jews up to the present 

day, with the exception of a small number who opened their hearts to Divine 

guidance and followed it. 

Those Jews, as well as any group of people to whom the description of 

disbelieving and debarring others from the way of God applies, have indeed gone far 

astray. They have turned away from God’s guidance and strayed from the proper 

way of life which ensures man’s happiness. They have erred in their concepts and 

beliefs, behaviour and social system, and in every aspect of this life generally. This 

means that their concept regarding the life to come is also erroneous. 

Immense in error as they are, there is little hope that they can recognise Divine 
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guidance and follow it. For they “have indeed gone far astray”. 

They are again described as unbelievers, but this time they are also described as 

wrongdoers. To disbelieve is indeed to act wrongfully and to do injustice to the truth, 

to self and to mankind. Sometimes the Qur’ n describes disbelief as injustice or 

wrongdoing, as in God’s statement: “To associate partners with God is to commit grave 

injustice.” (31: 31) He also says: “They who do not judge in accordance with what God has 

bestowed from on high are indeed wrongdoers.” (5: 45) In the preceding verse, He 

describes them as unbelievers. (This will be discussed in detail in Volume IV, God 

willing.) 

As for those Jews, they did not commit only the injustice of associating partners 

with God but they also persisted in wrongdoing by debarring people from the way 

of God. In other words, they were up to their ears in disbelief and wrongdoing. 

Hence, their just punishment is determined by God: “Those who disbelieve and 

persist in wrongdoing will find that God will never forgive them, nor will He guide them onto 

any road, except the road to hell, wherein they will abide beyond the count of time.” (Verses 

168-169) It is unfair that God should forgive such people after they have gone far 

astray and deprived themselves of every chance of forgiveness. It is also unfair that 

He should guide them to any road other than that leading to hell, because they have 

turned away from every road of guidance and sealed off every route leading 

anywhere other than the one leading to hell. They have gone far along that road, 

deserving to stay in hell for ever, without any hope of being saved again. 

“That is indeed easy for God”, for He has the upper hand over every one of His 

servants. Moreover, He has no special relationship with anyone of His creation to 

make it difficult for Him to exact such a just punishment. Nor can their punishment 

be made less easy by any power or force possessed by His servants. The Jews and the 

Christians used to say that they were God’s own children and His beloved ones. 

They also said: “The fire will not touch us except for a small number of days.” (2: 80) They 

also claimed to be God’s chosen people. The Qur’ n denies all this and puts them 

back in their place among God’s other servants. They have the same prospects as 

anyone else: they receive reward if they do well, and they are punished if they do 

badly, do not repent or pray for forgiveness. All this is easy for God. 

This is followed by a universal call to all mankind, to tell them that God’s 

Messenger has come to them with the truth from their Lord. He who believes in him 

does well. Those who deny him should know that God has no need for any of them 

and He can overpower them all. To Him belongs all that is in the heavens and on 

earth. He is aware of everything, and He runs all affairs according to His knowledge 

and wisdom: 



Al-Nisā’ (Women) | ONE RELIGION FOR ALL MANKIND 

 334

Mankind, the Messenger has now come to you with the truth from your Lord. Believe, 
then, for it is better for you. But if you disbelieve, know that to God belongs all that is 
in the heavens and all that is on earth. God is indeed All-Knowing, Wise. (Verse 170) 

This call to all mankind to believe in the last message was preceded by a recital of 

all the false claims made by people to whom revelations were given at earlier times. 

This together with the unmasking of the true nature of the Jews and their evil deeds 

throughout their history. Their inherent obstinacy, even in their attitude towards 

Moses, their Prophet, leader and saviour, is also exposed. The call is also preceded by 

an explanation of the nature of this last message and its purpose, both of which 

require that God sends messengers and sends Mu ammad to all mankind. Having 

sent a number of messengers with messages to their own nations, it is only logical 

that this process should culminate with a final, universal message to all mankind “so 

that people may have no argument against God, once the messengers had come”. Had this 

final message not been addressed to all mankind, later generations would have had 

an argument against God. But the final and universal message of Mu ammad (peace 

be upon him) has stopped any such argument. To deny that a message should come 

after the Jewish prophets, including or excluding Jesus (peace be upon him), is 

contrary to God’s justice which ensures that no punishment can be exacted without 

having first sent a message. As it happened, there was no universal message prior to 

Islam. Such a universal message was, therefore, inevitable, to ensure God’s justice 

and mercy to mankind. This proves God’s description of His Messenger: “We have 

only sent you as mercy to mankind.” (21: 107) He is, indeed, a manifestation of God’s 

mercy in this life and in the life to come, as appears clearly from this Qur’anic 

statement. 
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15 

The Truth About Jesus 

People of earlier revelations! Do not 

overstep the bounds [of truth] in your 

religious beliefs, and do not say about God 

anything but the truth. The Christ Jesus, 

son of Mary, was no more than a 

messenger from God and His Word which 

He gave to Mary and a soul from Him. So 

believe in God and His messengers and do 

not say, “[God is] a trinity!” Desist, for 

that will be better for you. God is only One 

God. Infinite He is in His Glory! [To 

imagine] that He may have a son! To Him 

belongs all that is in the heavens and all 

that is on earth. Sufficient is God as a 

guardian. (171) 

Never did the Christ feel too proud to be 

God’s servant, nor do the angels who are 

near to Him. Those who feel too proud to 

worship Him and glory in their arrogance 

will He gather all together before Himself; 

(172) 

then, to those who believe and do good 

deeds, He will grant their reward in full, 

and will give them yet more out of His 

bounty; while those who feel too proud and 

glory in their arrogance He will cause to 

suffer a grievous punishment. They shall 

find none to protect them from God and 

none to bring them any help. (173) 
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Overview 

This last passage of this second longest s rah in the Qur’ n is a confrontation with 

the Christians just as the preceding one was a confrontation with the Jews. Both had 

received revelations from God through their prophets in earlier times. They are, 

therefore, addressed in the Qur’ n as “people of the Book”, or “people of earlier 

revelations” in our preferred rendering of the relevant Arabic terms. In the preceding 

passage, the s rah did justice to Jesus, son of Mary, and his pure mother against the 

fabrications of the Jews. It also stated the view of the true faith concerning the alleged 

crucifixion and also did justice to the truth itself against the Jews, their schemes and 

stubborn opposition. In this passage, the s rah also states the view of the true faith 

and does justice to Jesus, son of Mary, against the excesses of the Christians 

themselves. It also shows the fallacy of pagan legends that have crept into 

Mankind, a clear proof has now come to 

you from your Lord, and We have sent 

down to you a glorious light. (174) 

Those who believe in God and hold fast to 

Him, will He surely admit to His mercy 

and grace, and will guide them to Himself 

along a straight path. (175) 

They will ask you for a verdict. Say, God 

Himself gives you His ruling concerning 

[inheritance from] a person who leaves no 

heir in the direct line. If a man dies 

childless and has a sister, she shall inherit 

one-half of what he has left, just as he shall 

inherit all her [property] if she dies 

childless. But if there are two sisters, they 

shall both together have two-thirds of 

whatever he has left; and if there are 

brothers and sisters, then the male shall 

have the equal of two females’ share. God 

makes all this clear to you, lest you go 

astray; and God knows everything. (176) 
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Christianity from all nations and creeds with whom Christianity has come into close 

contact. These include Greek and Roman legends as well as Egyptian and Indian 

mythology. 

Having found the faith of the people of earlier revelations full of distortions and 

rife with alien mythology, the Qur’ n has taken it upon itself to put this faith back 

into its original, true form. It also states the truth concerning the faith of the pagan 

Arabs which combined some remaining traces of the original faith of Abraham, 

(peace be upon him) covered by a great heap of legends and ignorant absurdities. 

Indeed, Islam aims to state the true concept of Godhead to all mankind. It 

eliminates every distortion, excess, and complacency in human thinking. It puts right 

among other philosophies mistaken notions about the concept of God’s oneness in 

the philosophy of Aristotle in Athens before the Christian era, Plotinus in Alexandria 

after Christianity, as well as all intervening and subsequent philosophies and 

concepts. All these grope in the dark, guided only by the flickering ray of the human 

mind which cannot be properly guided without a message from God. 

The main issue discussed in this passage is that of the trinity, including the legend 

of whose son Jesus was. It goes on to state the true concept of God’s oneness. 

At the time when Islam was revealed, the Christian faith, including all 

denominations, was based on the concept of one god in three elements or 

manifestations: the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. Jesus Christ is considered the 

son. Beyond that there are great differences among Christian sects with regard to 

Jesus Christ and whether he has a dual nature: Divine and human, or a single Divine 

nature; whether he has a single will despite his dual nature; whether time does not 

apply to him in the same way as it does not apply to the Father; and whether or not 

he was created. There are numerous concepts which vary much and which have led 

to persecution by one sect or another. 

If we closely follow the history of the Christian faith, we are bound to come to the 

conclusion that the concept of trinity and that of Jesus being the son of God, (limitless 

is God in His glory) were unknown to the early Christians. Also unknown to them 

was the concept of Mary’s Divine nature and her being included in the various 

concepts of trinity. These concepts were introduced into Christianity much later, at 

different times, when pagans embraced Christianity without altogether abandoning 

their pagan and polytheistic concepts. It is perhaps more likely that the concept of 

trinity was imported from ancient Egyptian religions, such as the concept of the 

trinity of Osiris, Isis and Horus, as well as the many other trinities in ancient 

Egyptian religions. 

Unitarian Christians continued to resist every type of persecution which they 

suffered at the hands of Roman emperors and the various synods which followed the 



Al-Nisā’ (Women) | THE TRUTH ABOUT JESUS 

 338

line dictated by the state until the sixth century, suffering in the process untold 

torture. 

The concept of trinity continues to represent an intellectual shock to Christian 

intelligentsia. The Church tries to make it acceptable to them by all means possible, 

including references to something unknown, the secrets of which will not be given to 

man until the day when everything in the heavens and on the earth is laid bare. 

Potter, the author of a treatise entitled “Fundamentals and Details” who is 

considered one of the main commentators on the Christian faith, states in his 

comments on the concept of trinity, “We have understood this as best as our minds 

can do. We however, hope to understand it more clearly in the future, when 

everything in the heavens and on earth is laid bare.” 

It is not our intention to give a historical account of the method and stages by 

which this concept has crept into Christianity. We will confine ourselves to the study 

of the Qur’ nic verses in this s rah which aim at correcting this concept, alien as it is 

to true monotheism. 

Truth and Falsehood in People’s Beliefs 

People of earlier revelations! Do not overstep the bounds [of truth] in your religious 
beliefs, and do not say about God anything but the truth. The Christ Jesus, son of 
Mary, was no more than a messenger from God and His Word which He gave to Mary 
and a soul from Him. So believe in God and His messengers and do not say, “[God is] 
a trinity!” Desist, for that will be better for you. God is only One God. Infinite He is 
in His Glory! [To imagine] that He may have a son! To Him belongs all that is in the 
heavens and all that is on earth. Sufficient is God as a guardian. (Verse 171) 

This verse describes the claim that God has a son as overstepping the bounds of 

truth. It is nothing short of the type of excess which enabled the people who had 

received earlier revelations to make false claims about God and allege that He had a 

son. Far removed is such an idea from Him. They also allege that God is a trinity. 

The concepts of fatherhood and trinity have gone through different stages with 

Christians, according to how advanced or backward the intellectual status of 

different generations may have been. The thought of God having a son sounds 

repugnant to human nature. The higher one’s education, the more absurd that idea 

appears to him. The Christians were compelled, therefore, to try to make their claims 

more plausible by saying that the Son was not born as human beings are. It was 

merely a relationship of love between the father and the son. They have also tried to 

explain away the concept of trinity by saying that the three elements are “attributes” 

of the Divine Being who may have three different states. Hard as they may try, they 
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remain unable to give a rational explanation of these paradoxical concepts. Hence, 

they give them a mysterious outlook and claim that their reality will not completely 

appear until the secrets of the heavens and the earth are revealed. 

Infinite is God in His glory. He neither has nor needs any partner. Nor is anyone 

similar to Him in any way. The very fact that He is the Creator means that He is 

different from all creatures. It stands to reason that the Creator should be different 

from His creation, the owner different from his property. It is to this fact that this 

Qur’ nic verse refers: “God is only One God. Infinite He is in His Glory! [To imagine] that 

He may have a son! To Him belongs all that is in the heavens and all that is on earth. 

Sufficient is God as a guardian.” (Verse 171) 

That the birth of Jesus (peace be upon him) without a father seems miraculous and 

preternatural to human beings is only because it is totally different from what is 

familiar. We must remember that what is familiar to us is certainly not all that is in 

the universe. Nor are the natural laws we know the only laws in the universe. We 

must remember that God creates natural laws and sets them into operation according 

to His will, which is unrestricted, free, absolute. 

As regards Jesus Christ, God says the following, and what He says is always true: 

“The Christ Jesus, son of Mary, was no more than a messenger from God and His Word 

which He gave to Mary and a soul from Him.” (Verse 171) He is, then, definitely and 

undoubtedly “a messenger from God”. He is the same as the rest of God’s 

messengers, Noah, Abraham, Moses and Mu ammad, and the other most 

honourable servants of God whom He selected to convey His message to mankind at 

various points in time. 

“And His Word which He gave to Mary” Perhaps the best explanation of this phrase 

is that God created Jesus through a direct command which is described in various 

places in the Qur’ n and which means that when God wants to create something He 

only says to it “Be”, and there it is. He casts this Word to Mary to create Jesus in her 

womb, without going through the process which is familiar to us humans and which 

involves a woman’s egg being fertilised by a man’s sperm. That is how human 

beings are created, apart from Adam. God’s command can create everything and 

anything from nothing. No wonder that it can create Jesus in Mary’s womb with the 

breathing of His spirit to which reference is made in the following part of the verse. 

“And a soul from Him.” 

The Breathing of God’s Spirit 

Formerly, God breathed of His spirit into the clay from which Adam was made, 

and thus Adam became a man. God says in the Qur’ n: “When your Lord said to the 

angels: I am creating a human being from clay. When I have fashioned him and breathed into 
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him of My spirit, fall down before him in prostration.” (38: 71-2) In the context of the 

creation of Jesus and referring to Jesus’s mother, He also says: “As for the one who 

guarded her chastity, We breathed into her of Our spirit.” (21: 91) The matter is, then, not 

without precedent. The spirit to which reference is made in all these statements is the 

same. None of the people who received revelations before Islam and who believed in 

Adam’s creation and that God breathed into him of His spirit claim that Adam was a 

god, or one of the elements which constitute the Divine Being, as some people allege 

regarding Jesus. The two cases are similar: both have spirit breathed into them and 

both were created in the same fashion. Indeed, Adam was created without either a 

father or a mother, while Jesus was created having a mother. God also states: “The 

case of Jesus in the sight of God is the same as the case of Adam. He created him of dust, and 

then said to him: ‘Be’, and he was, (3: 59) 

We see how clear and simple the whole issue is. We, therefore, wonder how 

personal prejudices and lingering traces of polytheism have added all this 

complexity to the simple issue of the creation of Jesus in the minds of one generation 

after another. The Creator who gave Adam, who had no parents, a human life which 

is different from that of all other creatures by breathing into him of His own spirit is 

the One who has given the same human life to Jesus who had no father. This simple, 

straightforward explanation is far more logical and easier to understand than those 

endless legends which speak of Jesus’s Divine nature simply because he was born 

with no father. These legends, however, do not stop there. They also speak of the 

Divinity of the three elements of the trinity. Far exalted is God above all that. 

“So believe in God and His messengers and do not say, ‘(God is] a trinity!’ Desist, for that 

will be better for you.” (Verse 171) Having given this simple and straightforward 

explanation, the s rah makes this timely call to all mankind to believe in God and His 

messengers, including Jesus, who was only a messenger of God, and including 

Mu ammad, the last of God’s messengers. To do so means to desist from making 

any false claim or advancing any legend or superstition. 

“God is only One God.” (Verse 171) This is a fact to which the consistency of natural 

laws, the unity of creation and its single method testify. It is also endorsed by human 

intellect, for the whole matter is easily appreciated by our minds which cannot 

imagine a creator looking the same as his creation and cannot conceive how three can 

merge into one, nor how one can be three. 

“Infinite He is in His Glory! [To imagine] that He may have a son! To Him belongs all 

that is in the heavens and all that is on earth.” (Verse 171) To have a son is only an 

extension of the existence of someone who dies. It is a sort of survival through 

offspring. God the Eternal has no need to continue His existence in the shape of 

mortals. Whatever exists in the heavens and on earth belongs to Him. It is sufficient 

for all mankind to be God’s servants. He takes care of them all and there is no need 
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to claim or imagine that He may have a closer relationship with them by having a 

son from among their number. The relationship between Him and them is one of 

protection and guardianship: “Sufficient is God as a guardian.” (Verse 171) 

We see that the Qur’ n does not stop at explaining the truth in perfect clarity with 

regard to beliefs. It goes further to reassure people that God looks after them and will 

see to it that they have their needs and interests served. With such reassurance, they 

are able to surrender themselves to Him. 

Was Jesus Too Proud? 

The s rah goes on to establish the most important issue of the true faith. It states 

one direct result of the concept of God’s oneness, namely, that all creatures are His 

servants. This means in effect that there is one Godhead to whom everything in the 

universe, every living creature is a servant. At this juncture, the Qur’ n shows the 

fallacy of Christian concepts as well as every concept which considers angels to be 

the children of God or His partners. 

Never did the Christ feel too proud to be God’s servant, nor do the angels who are near 
to Him. Those who feel too proud to worship Him and glory in their arrogance will He 
gather all together before Himself, then, to those who believe and do good deeds, He 
will grant their reward in full, and will give them yet more out of His bounty; while 
those who feel too proud and glory in their arrogance He will cause to suffer a 
grievous punishment. They shall find none to protect them from God and none to 
bring them any help. (Verses 172-173) 

Islam has taken much care to state God’s oneness in the clearest of terms so that no 

trace of partnership with God or similarity to Him in any shape or form may be 

entertained. It has also taken care to explain that there is absolutely nothing which 

has any similarity with God — limitless is He in His glory. Nothing has any element, 

attribute or quality in common with God. Islam also takes care to explain that the 

true relationship between God and all things, including living creatures, is one 

between the Creator who is the Lord of the universe and His servants, a description 

which applies to everything in the universe. When we study the Qur’ n carefully we 

will not fail to notice the great care it takes to state these facts, or indeed this single 

fact in all its aspects, so that no trace of ambiguity or suspicion is left. 

Islam makes it clear that this is the truth which all God’s messengers have stated 

in the clearest of terms. It includes it in the Qur’ nic account of every messenger and 

his approach to his people. This is the central principle of all Divine messages from 

the time of Noah, to the time of Mu ammad, the last of all prophets. Every single one 

of them has declared very clearly: “My people, worship God alone, for you have no deity 
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other than Him.” (11: 61) 

It is indeed singular that followers of Divine religions which emphasise this fact 

most strongly have distorted it and alleged that God may have sons and daughters 

or may be united with one or more of His creatures in one form or another. In this 

way, they borrow concepts from pagan religions. 

There is, then, an all-pervasive rule that applies to everything in the universe. God 

is the only deity and all creatures are His servants. People’s faith and concepts, and 

indeed their whole lives, will not be set right unless this basic principle is made 

absolutely clear, untarnished, pure. To achieve that clarity, people must realise that 

God is their Lord and they are His servants. He is the Creator and they are creatures; 

He is the Owner and they belong to Him. In relation to Him they are all the same. 

No one is His son and no one has a position of favour with Him except through 

something that is available to all. They only need to have the will to achieve this 

position and then they can easily have it through being God-fearing and doing good 

works. 

Their roles, relationships, and indeed their lives generally will not be set on the 

right footing until the notion has been firmly settled in their minds that they are all 

servants of one Lord, which means that they are all in the same position towards 

Him. The means to draw closer to Him is available to everyone, because all human 

beings are equal and they stand in the same rank towards God. All claims to act as an 

intermediary between people and God are false. Equally false is every privilege 

claimed by any individual, group, family or clan. This is, indeed, essential to give 

credence to the principle that all mankind are equal and their social systems must he 

established on the basis of this equality. 

We are not talking, then, of a mere question of faith considered intellectually 

before it is finally settled on this firm basis. It is a question of a complete system of 

life that defines social ties and establishes a complete code for human relationships. It 

heralds a new birth for man at the hands of Islam, which liberates man from being 

enslaved by other creatures so as to be a servant of only the Lord of all Creatures. At 

no time in the history of Islam was there a clerical order that subjugated people 

under the pretext that it represents God’s son who imparts to it a considerable 

measure of authority. Nor has Islam ever known any form of theocratic government 

claiming a Divine right alleged to be delegated to it by God. 

The Divine right was enjoyed by the Church and popes on the one hand and, on 

the other, by emperors who claimed for themselves a similar right. Both rights were 

exercised under the name of the son until the Crusaders launched their campaigns to 

conquer the land of Islam. On their way back, they carried with them the seeds of 

rebellion against this Divine right. This has led to the revolts of Martin Luther, 
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Calvin, and others, which are given the general title of a Reform Movement. They 

were all influenced by Islam and its clear concept which denies to all human beings 

any holy position and denies the delegation of Divine authority to man or woman in 

any way, shape or form. According to Islam, there is only the general relationship 

which applies to all creatures alike, namely, that Godhead belongs to God alone and 

everyone else is His servant. 

The Ultimate Truth About Jesus 

Now the s rah makes a final and decisive statement concerning the claims about 

the Divine nature of Jesus Christ, his alleged sonship and the divinity claimed for the 

Holy Spirit. It provides a final and decisive word about every legend claiming that 

God has any son whatsoever, or that anyone other than God has any element of 

divinity in any shape or form. This the Qur’ n does by stating that Jesus, son of 

Mary, is only God’s servant who will not disdain to acknowledge his position as 

such. Similarly, the angels who are favoured with being near to God are also His 

servants and they will not disdain to be so named. It also states that all creatures 

shall be gathered together before God and that those who disdain to be described as 

His servants will have grievous suffering awaiting them. As for those who 

acknowledge their servitude to God, these shall have great reward. 

Never did the Christ feel too proud to be God’s servant, nor do the angels who are near 
to Him. Those who feel too proud to worship Him and glory in their arrogance will He 
gather all together before Himself, then, to those who believe and do good deeds, He 
will grant their reward in full, and will give them yet more out of His bounty; while 
those who feel too proud and glory in their arrogance He will cause to suffer a 
grievous punishment. They shall find none to protect them from God and none to 
bring them any help. (Verses 172-173) 

Jesus, son of Mary, will never be too proud to accept his position as God’s servant. 

Being God’s Prophet and Messenger, Jesus (peace be upon him) was the best one to 

recognise the true nature of Divinity and that of servitude and that the two cannot be 

combined. He knew very well that he was only God’s creature and that God’s 

creatures cannot be like God or part of Him. He also knew that it is not merely that 

servitude to God is the only established fact, but also that it does not lower his 

position in any way. Indeed, no one rejects such servitude to God except an 

unbeliever who does not recognise the grace involved in the very process of being 

created. It is also the rank God assigns to His messengers, when they occupy their 

highest positions. The same applies to favoured angels, including Gabriel, the Holy 

Spirit. As has already been said, this is a rank that applies to Jesus as well as to all 

prophets. It is certainly strange that a section of Jesus’s followers do not accept for 
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him what he himself accepts and knows full well. 

“Those who feel too proud to worship Him and glory in their arrogance will He gather all 

together before Himself, then, to those who believe and do good deeds, He will grant their 

reward in full, and will give them yet more out of His bounty.” (Verses 172-173) Their 

pride will not stop them being gathered by God who has the total authority of 

Godhead over His servants. His power over them is the same as His power over 

those who acknowledge their servitude and surrender themselves to Him. Those are 

likely to do good works, because this is the natural result of such knowledge and 

submission. These will be granted their reward in full and will be given an increase 

in addition to that. 

On the other side, “those who feel too proud and glory in their arrogance He will cause to 

suffer a grievous punishment. They shall find none to protect them from God and none to 

bring them any help.” (Verse 173) God — limitless is He in His glory — does not want 

His servants to acknowledge their servitude and to serve Him alone because He 

needs their service or their worship. Nor does that acknowledgement and 

submission increase His kingdom in any way. He only wants them to realise the true 

nature of Divinity and servitude in order to have clear concepts, feelings and 

systems. Human life with all its systems and concepts cannot be established on a 

sound basis without this knowledge, acknowledgement and submission. 

God wants this principle, with all the aspects we mentioned earlier, to be well 

established in people’s minds and lives, so that they free themselves from the 

worship of creatures and worship God alone. They will then know who has the final 

authority in the universe, submit to Him alone and implement His law and system 

which governs their existence anyway. He wants them to realise that all His creatures 

are His servants, so that they can face up to anyone other than Him, and prostrate 

themselves to Him alone. They then stand proud, confident in front of tyrants and 

despots, while at the same time bowing and prostrating themselves to Him, 

glorifying Him alone. He wants them to know that winning favour with Him does 

not come through family relations, but through good works. They will then do well 

and build the earth in order to win favour with God. Moreover, when they 

appreciate the true nature of Divinity and servitude, they will rise to defend God’s 

authority on earth when others try to usurp it for themselves, either in His name or 

otherwise. They will accept nothing of this, but will defer to His authority alone, and 

their life will become nobler and more honourable when it is conducted on this basis. 

When this great principle is fully appreciated, when people’s hearts and minds 

look up to God alone, seeking His pleasure and watching Him before every step or 

action and establishing their systems on the basis of His guidance, it will add to 

human life a great credit of goodness, dignity, freedom, justice and honesty. This is 

the sort of elevation which life on earth experiences as a result of people’s submission 
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to God alone. As for God’s reward to those who acknowledge His Divinity and 

Lordship and exert themselves in doing good, this is certain to come when they meet 

Him. Whatever He gives them is an aspect of His grace that He bestows on whom He 

wills. 

It is in this light that we should look on the issue of faith as it is explained clearly 

and lucidly by Islam. We should remember that this is the true basis of all Divine 

messages and it is the same principle that was central to all Divine messages before 

they were distorted by those who claimed to be their followers. As we have already 

said, it represents a new birth of man guaranteeing him dignity, justice, and 

liberation from all sorts of servitude to creatures, so that he remains free to serve God 

alone. That servitude is reflected in his worship as well as in his system of life. 

Those who disdain to acknowledge their servitude to God are indeed humiliated 

by other forms of servitude that know no end. They submit to their desires and 

succumb to superstition and to human beings as well. They recognise that those are 

human like them, but they nevertheless bow their heads to them and accept their 

authority over their lives, systems, laws, values and standards. Both groups of 

people, the ones who are worshipped and the ones who worship them are alike in 

God’s view. The one group humiliate themselves so as to serve the other in this life, 

but in the life to come, “He will cause [them] to suffer a grievous punishment. They shall 

find none to protect them from God and none to bring them any help.” (Verse 173) 

This is the greatest issue of faith, which is presented in the above passage so as to 

provide the final judgement on the distortion perpetrated by Christians at the time of 

the revelation of the Qur’ n. It continues to be the final word against all distortions 

that may be perpetrated at any future time. 

A Glorious Light to Remove All Doubt 

As the s rah moves to its conclusion, it makes a general call to all mankind, similar 

to the one that followed the confrontation with the Jews earlier in the s rah. It tells 

people that this final message brings its own proof from God and that it is a glorious 

light which removes all doubt. Those who accept its guidance will receive God’s 

mercy and His grace. They will find themselves guided by this light along a straight 

path. 

Mankind, a clear proof has now come to you from your Lord, and We have sent down 
to you a glorious light. Those who believe in God and hold fast to Him, will He surely 
admit to His mercy and grace, and will guide them to Himself along a straight path. 
(Verses 174-175) 
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Again, the Qur’ n brings its own proof to mankind from their Lord: “Mankind, a 

clear proof has now come to you from your Lord.” (Verse 174) The Divine mark is 

apparent in the Qur’ n which distinguishes it from what human beings say or write 

in both construction and message. This is so clear that it is sometimes acknowledged, 

quite remarkably, by people who do not understand Arabic at all. 

We were once travelling by sea across the Atlantic towards our destination, New 

York. We, six passengers from different Arab countries and most of the crew who 

came from Nubia in the remote south of Egypt, organised Friday Prayer. It was left 

to me to deliver the sermon, in which I included several verses from the Qur’ n. All 

the passengers on board gathered around us to watch. 

After we finished Prayer, many passengers came to express to us their admiration 

for our worship. One of them was a Yugoslav lady fleeing the tyranny of 

Communism, hoping to settle in the United States. There were tears in her eyes and 

her voice was trembling as she said in broken English: “I cannot hide my great 

admiration of your remarkable Prayer. However, this is not what I want to say. I do 

not understand a single word of your language but I feel that it has an exceptional 

rhythm which I have not come across in any other language. There were certain 

paragraphs in the sermon which were even more remarkable and had a greater effect 

on me.” 

It was clear that she was referring to the Qur’ nic verses that I had included in the 

speech, because these have their own special rhythm. I do not say that this applies to 

everyone who does not speak Arabic, but it is certainly very significant. 

As for those who know this language and understand its style and can appreciate 

its finer expressions and methods of construction, theirs was a special case when they 

were presented with the Qur’ n by Mu ammad, God’s Messenger, (peace be upon 

him). We know the famous story of al-Akhnas ibn Sharīq, Abū Sufy n and Abū Jahl, 

three of the fiercest opponents of Islam, when they sought to listen to the Qur’ n 

secretly under the cover of darkness. They came only to listen to the Qur’ n, when 

the Quraysh tribe had decided not to listen to anything the Prophet said. 

Nevertheless, these Quraysh leaders came out individually, none knowing anything 

about what the other two were doing, and none realising that he had companions 

doing the same thing as he. They sat there, outside the place where the Prophet and 

his few followers were reading the Qur’ n, to listen to it. At dawn, they went back, 

hoping to arrive home before anyone could see them. But they met on the road and 

each then blamed the others. They pledged to one another that they would never do 

it again. However, all three did the same thing for three consecutive nights, before 

they made a solemn pledge never to repeat their deed. This is only one among many 

similar stories. People who appreciate fine style can understand the unique nature of 

the Qur’ n and its captivating effect on people and the clear proof it provides of the 
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truthfulness of its message. 

We cannot speak in detail here on the subject matter of the Qur’ n, the concept of 

life it presents, its approach to human life and the system it lays down. In each of 

these, we have a clear proof of its origin and that it can never be the word of man. It 

carries the mark of its author, God, the Glorious. 

The Qur’ n also provides light: “And We have sent down to you a glorious light.” 

(Verse 174) It is a light which lays bare the very nature of things, and defines the 

parting of the ways of truth and falsehood within man himself and in human life 

altogether. When it is properly appreciated, this light gives man the ability to see 

himself and everything around him clearly, without anything covering its nature or 

presenting itself in a false light or position. Everything then becomes clear and 

simple so that man wonders how he could not see it so clearly and simply before he 

was able to benefit by the light of the Qur’ n. 

When man allows his soul to be guided by the Qur’ n and receives from it its 

values and standards, he feels that he has acquired a new element, one which allows 

him to see all matters with perfect ease and clarity. Many things that used to worry 

him now fall into place, all appearing as part of a general system, which is simple, 

natural and clear. 

We can dwell at great length on this expression: “and We have sent down to you a 

glorious light”. But whatever we say, we will never be able to describe its message in 

our own words and we cannot impart its significance to anyone who has not 

experienced it. Such concepts can only be appreciated by personal experience. 

“Those who believe in God and hold fast to Him, will He surely admit to His mercy and 

grace, and will guide them to Himself along a straight path.” (Verse 175) Holding fast to 

God is an essential quality of faith, when it is properly understood and held. When 

man appreciates the true nature of God and the fact that all creation are His servants, 

he realises that his own choice is to hold fast to God alone who has all power over all 

things. He admits to His mercy and grace those who hold fast to Him. These aspects 

are shown them in this life as they benefit by the reassurance of faith and spare 

themselves all the worry experienced by those who have no faith. Moreover, it 

provides the basis upon which the life of the community and its system is 

established, clean, free, honest and dignified. Everyone knows his proper place. He is 

a servant of God and a person of great honour in relation to everyone else. This is 

something unique to the system of faith as provided by Islam, the system that frees 

people from service to other creatures, and which makes them submit to God alone. 

It ensures their absolute equality as it gives all sovereignty to God alone. 

The believers, then, enjoy God’s mercy and grace in this life as well as in the life to 

come. He “will guide them to Himself along a straight path.” The phrase, “to Himself”, 
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adds an exceptional measure of vividness to this expression, as it portrays the 

believers being guided by God along the path which is straight and which leads 

them to Him, step by step. Anyone who consciously believes in God and confidently 

holds fast to Him will appreciate this expression for he feels himself being guided at 

every moment in his life and before every step. He or she realises that they are 

drawing closer to God along a straight path. But this cannot be properly appreciated 

except by those who experience it. 

Final Words on Inheritance 

They will ask you for a verdict. Say, God Himself gives you His ruling concerning 
[inheritance from] a person who leaves no heir in the direct line. If a man dies childless 
and has a sister, she shall inherit one-half of what he has left, just as he shall inherit all 
her [property] if she dies childless. But if there are two sisters, they shall both together 
have two-thirds of whatever he has left; and if there are brothers and sisters, then the 
male shall have the equal of two females’ share. God makes all this clear to you, lest 
you go astray; and God knows everything. (Verse 176) 

Thus, this s rah is concluded with a verse that relates to the family system and to 

social security which is provided within the family. This brings the s rah’s conclusion 

in line with its beginning, when many of the rules of this social system were first 

explained. Here in conclusion, we have rules governing the inheritance of a person 

who is described as kalālah. This term, defined by Abū Bakr and all scholars, 

describes someone who has no parents and no children. In other words, he leaves no 

heir in the direct line of inheritance. 

Some of the rules which relate to the estate of such a person were given very early 

in the s rah defining the way his estate is distributed when he has no heirs on his 

father’s side but is inherited by heirs on his mother’s side. In this verse, the rest of the 

rules governing this form of inheritance are provided. If the deceased who has no 

heir in the direct line has a sister, whether by both of his parents or by his father only, 

she inherits half of what her brother leaves behind. In the case of her death, leaving 

behind no children and no parents, her brother takes all her property after the other 

heirs who have apportioned shares have taken their shares. If it happens that the 

deceased person has two sisters by both his parents or by his father only, they share 

together two-thirds of his property. If he has more brothers and sisters, then the 

general rule which gives a male twice the share of a female applies in the distribution 

of his estate. Brothers and sisters by both parents exclude brothers and sisters on the 

father’s side only when both types happen to survive the deceased person. 

This verse, providing for the legislation of inheritance, is concluded with a 

comment that refers all matters to God alone and relates the regulation of duties and 
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rights, financial or otherwise, to God’s law. “God makes all this clear to you lest you go 

astray; and God knows everything.” 

“Everything” means all things, whether they relate to inheritance or to any other 

subject, within family relations or community relations. God provides legislations 

and laws and people have the choice of either following them in all matters or falling 

into error. The choice is simple: what mankind is offered is either to follow clear 

guidance or to go astray. God tells the truth, and He says: “What lies beyond the 

truth except error?” 
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S RAH 5 

Al-Mā’idah 

(The Repast) 

Prologue 

The Qur’ n was bestowed from on high to Mu ammad, God’s Messenger, so that 

he might, by means of it, establish a state, bring a community into being, organise a 

society, cultivate minds and consciences and set moral values. The Qur’ n was also 

to set the bonds that would operate within the Muslim community, as also define the 

international relations the Muslim state might have. All these were to be firmly 

joined together, so that all their parts would form one coherent whole, stemming 

from a single source and referring to a single authority. This is, in fact, the nature of 

religion, as defined by God and practised by Muslims in the days when they were 

indeed truly Muslims. 

Hence, we find in this s rah, as we found in the three long ones preceding it, a 

whole host of topics interlinked by the main goal the Qur’ n was revealed to achieve, 

namely, social organisation on the basis of a well-defined concept formulated by 

faith. Such a concept looks up to God for all its laws, values, standards and code of 

living and maintains that all Godhead, Lordship and authority belong to God alone. 

We also find in this s rah a clear effort to formulate concepts of belief, pure, 

purged of all traces of idolatrous superstition, and distortion perpetrated by 

followers of earlier Divine religions. Moreover, the Muslim community is made fully 

aware of its true nature, its role, the course it must follow and the difficulties that it 

involves. It is also alerted to the wicked designs of its enemies who are certainly 

hostile to its faith. The s rah also includes rulings concerning some of its worship 

rituals, specifically those which aim to give the Muslim individual and the Muslim 

community spiritual purification, consolidating their relations with their Lord. Other 

legislation included in the s rah aims to regulate relations within the Muslim 

community, as well as inter-community relations. Furthermore, the s rah includes 
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legislation permitting or prohibiting certain types of food, drink, marriages and other 

practices. All these form a complete unit, in a single s rah, confirming the true 

meaning of religion, as God intended it and as understood by Muslims who are true 

to their faith. 

In this s rah, as well as in the two preceding s rahs, this idea is not given implicitly 

but is rather stated explicitly and emphatically. Furthermore, the s rah makes clear 

that all these together form the religion of Islam, that accepting it all means faith, and 

that putting it all into practice is the meaning of submission to God or Islam. It 

further states that those who do not judge according to God’s revelations are 

unbelievers, wrongdoers and transgressors. Indeed, by refusing to judge in 

accordance with God’s revelations, they prefer the judgement of ignorance, and this 

is something that a Muslim believer simply cannot do. 

This fundamental principle is given prominence in the s rah together with the 

pure concept of faith on which it is based. It is pertinent to show here how the two 

are intertwined. 

As it emphasises that making God’s revelation the basis of all judgements is the 

true meaning of Islam, and that what God has pronounced as lawful or unlawful is 

the true meaning of religion, the Qur’ n relies on the fact that God is the only deity in 

the universe and has no partner to share in His Divinity; God the only Creator has no 

partner in His creation; the only Owner has no partner in His dominion. Hence, it is 

both logical and inevitable that nothing should be decided except on the basis of His 

law and by His permission. The One who creates all and owns all has all authority to 

determine the constitution to be followed by His creatures in His dominion. He is the 

One to legislate and to be obeyed whatever He may rule. Whoever disputes this is 

guilty of disobedience, rebellion and disbelief. It is He who defines the true concept 

of faith as well as the proper code of living. Those who believe in Him embrace the 

faith He has revealed and implement the system He has outlined. The two go hand 

in hand. They worship Him through offering the worship rituals and through 

implementing the code He has legislated, drawing no distinction between a ritual 

and a legal provision. Both come from God, who alone holds all sovereignty and all 

authority. This is the essence of the belief in Him as the only God, who has all 

dominion and who knows all that takes place anywhere in the heavens and the earth. 

Hence, implementing God’s law is at the core of every prophet’s religion. Indeed, it is 

Divine religion which cannot take any other form. 

Thus, statements come thick and fast in the s rah emphasising God’s oneness and 

repudiating all forms of polytheism, trinity and association of partners with God or 

equals to Him. Such statements also establish the characteristics of Godhead and 

servitude to God in absolute clarity. (See verses 15-17 and 72-3) 
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Because God is the only Lord, Creator and Sovereign, then He is the only one who 

legislates and defines what is lawful and what is forbidden. He is the one to be 

obeyed in what He legislates in the same way as He is the one to whom people 

should address their worship. He has concluded a covenant with His servants to this 

effect. Hence, He requires believers in Islam to fulfil their covenant, and warns them 

against the consequences of breaching it as did the Israelites before them. (Verses 1-2, 

7-8, 12-14) 

The s rah includes a host of legislative rulings on a wide variety of subjects, such 

as which animals are lawful to eat when slaughtered or hunted; what is permissible 

or restricted during the period of consecration, or iĥrām, in pilgrimage and in the 

Sacred Mosque at the Ka`bah; what is permissible or forbidden in marriage; 

purification for worship and prayer; judgement and the administration of justice; 

mandatory punishment for theft and rebellion against a lawful Islamic government; 

wines and intoxicants, gambling, idols and divining arrows; atonement for breached 

oaths and hunting when in the state of consecration; making a will; cattle marked out 

by superstition and set aside from man’s use; and penal provisions in the Torah that 

have been incorporated in Islamic law. Thus, we see how legal provisions 

throughout the s rah are presented hand in hand with teachings concerning worship, 

this without any separating format between them. 

Side by side with such rulings and legal provisions, varied as they are, we are 

commanded to obey God and observe what He has legislated and ordered. We are 

also commanded not to make any verdict of permissibility or prohibition which is 

not sanctioned by God. We also have a statement that Islam is the faith God has laid 

down for the community that submit to Him in all its affairs. It is the faith He has 

perfected in order to make His grace bestowed on the Muslim community complete. 

(Verses 2, 87, 92 and 3) 

The s rah does not express in general terms the commandment of absolute 

obedience with respect to prohibition and permissibility. Rather, it makes an 

absolutely clear statement requiring people to make all judgements based on what 

God Himself has revealed. To place such judgement on any other basis is tantamount 

to disbelief, wrongdoing and transgression. The s rah includes many decisive 

statements in this respect. (Verses 41-50) 

Thus the whole issue is made abundantly clear: there is one God who is the 

Creator and the Owner of all. Hence, there is one judge, legislator and master 

commanding all authority. This, by necessity, means that there is only one legal code 

and one approach. The result of all this is that there can be either obedience and 

judgement in accordance with God’s law, which is the prerequisite of faith, or there 

can be disobedience, rebellion and judgement on some other basis, which is the mark 

of disbelief, wrongdoing and transgression. This is the essence of the Divine religion, 
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the following of which is the subject matter of God’s covenant with mankind. It is the 

same religion preached by all God’s messengers to all believing communities and the 

community of Mu ammad’s followers. 

It is, then, imperative that Divine religion means that all judgement should be in 

accordance with what God has revealed from on high, paying no regard to any other 

consideration. It is only on the basis of such reality that God’s authority and 

sovereignty are seen to operate fully and the declaration of “there is no deity other 

than God” takes practical effect. 

The mutual association between Divine religion and making God’s revelation the 

basis of all judgement is not merely due to the fact that God’s revelation is infinitely 

better than all the laws and regulations human beings may devise and enact. This is 

only one, though not the main, reason for it. The main reason is found in the fact that 

judgement in accordance with God’s revelation is the practical meaning of 

attributing all Godhead to God alone and denying all others any attribute of 

Godhead. This is the meaning of Islam, both linguistically, i.e. submission, and 

religiously, i.e. self-surrender to God alone. 

It is not sufficient, therefore, that human beings should adopt legislation similar to 

Divine law, or indeed that they should adopt Divine law itself but label it as their 

own, without attributing it to Him and implementing it in acknowledgement of His 

sovereignty. What is important here is that people must not claim for themselves any 

authority or sovereignty except in the form of implementing God’s law and 

establishing His authority on earth. 

It is on this principle that the judgement made in the s rah is based: “Those who do 

not judge in accordance with what God has revealed are indeed unbelievers ... wrongdoers ... 

transgressors”. (Verses 44, 45 and 47) This is because those people who have taken for 

their judgement a basis other than what God has revealed are in effect rejecting 

God’s position as the only God in the universe. They express their rejection through 

their actions and practices, even though they may not declare it verbally. Actions 

truly speak louder than words. Hence, the Qur’ n describes them as unbelievers, 

wrongdoers and as iniquitous. These are apt descriptions for their rejection of 

Godhead as they refuse to acknowledge God’s absolute sovereignty, and claim for 

themselves the most essential quality of Godhead, namely enacting legislation for 

people which is at variance with God’s law. This concept is repeatedly emphasised in 

several clear statements made in this s rah. 

Another main theme running throughout the s rah is the outline which is given of 

the nature of the Muslim community, its true role in human life on earth, its attitude 

towards its enemies, and at the same time an expose of those enemies, their deviant 

beliefs as also what they scheme against Islam. As it did in the previous three s rahs, 
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here again we see the Qur’ n leading the Muslim community in battle against hostile 

forces. 

The book that has been revealed to this community is the final message God sends 

to mankind. It confirms previous messages in the essence of faith and the main 

concepts they outline. However, since it is God’s final message, it is the final and 

governing text. It provides the ultimate version of the Divine law God wants 

mankind to implement for the whole duration of human life on earth. Whatever it 

endorses of past law remains part of God’s law, and whatever it abrogates loses this 

status, even though it is stated in one or the other of God’s revealed books. “This day I 

have perfected your religion for you and bestowed on you the full measure of My blessings 

and have chosen Islam as a religion for you.” (Verse 3) “And to you We have revealed the 

Book, setting forth the truth, confirming the Scriptures which had already been revealed 

before it and superseding them.” (Verse 48) 

The role assigned to the Muslim community, then, is that of a trusteeship over 

mankind: it must ensure justice for all, unaffected by feelings of friendship or 

hostility, or by what difficulties others place in its way. To endure difficulties and 

hardships is part and parcel of the discharge of its trust, as is the dismissal of other 

people’s deviation, caprice and desire. The Muslim community must always 

endeavour not to allow even the slightest deviation from its course or its legal code 

to curry favour with, or win the support of anyone. It must always seek to win God’s 

pleasure and implement His law. (Verses 2, 8, and 48-9) 

A consequence of the fact that the Muslim community is the heir to all Divine 

messages, the recipient of God’s final message to mankind and the trustee over 

mankind on the basis of the last religion is that it must never have a patronage 

relationship with those who reject this religion or those who mock its duties and acts 

of worship. Its patrons are only God, His Messenger, and true believers. The bond 

that makes this community is not its race, geographical location or national heritage; 

its only bond is that of faith, the Divine code and final message. (Verses 3, 51, 55, 57-8 

and 105) 

The enemies of the Muslim community are those who reject Divine guidance and 

take a hostile attitude towards the system revealed by God. They remain unwilling to 

see the truth or to moderate their long-standing attitude of hardened hostility to it. 

The Muslim community must always be able to identify them on the basis of their 

past attitude towards God’s messengers and their recent one towards Islam, its 

Messenger and followers. (Verses 12-14, 20-6, 32, 41-3, 59-64, 68, 70-1, and 78-82) 

This sustained attack that exposes the enemies of the Muslim community, with 

particular emphasis on the hostility of the Jews and idolaters and some references to 

the hypocrites and Christians, lead us to another theme the s rah highlights. This 
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theme portrays an attitude that was very much alive in the Muslim community of 

Madinah at the time when the Qur’ n was revealed. It also deals with the attitude of 

the Muslim community throughout its history towards hostile forces, which remain 

the same at all times. 

It is, then, pertinent to ask: at what stage in the history of the Muslim community 

in Madinah was this s rah revealed? A number of reports suggest that this s rah was 

revealed after Sūrah 48, Al-Fatĥ, or The Conquest. It is well known that Sūrah 48 was 

revealed shortly after the Prophet concluded the Peace Treaty of al- udaibiyah in 

Year 6 after his migration to Madinah. Some of these reports also suggest that the 

whole s rah, with the exception of verse 3, was revealed on one occasion. Verse 3, 

according to these reports, was revealed later, during the Prophet’s pilgrimage in 

Year 10. 

However, a careful review of this s rah’s themes and the events that took place 

during the Prophet’s lifetime tends to refute this report. Indeed, one of the events 

that took place shortly before the Battle of Badr conclusively proves that the verses 

that speak about the attitude of the Israelites towards entering the Holy Land with 

Moses were known to the Muslims before that Battle which took place in Year 2 AH. 

Indeed, one report suggests that Sa`d ibn Mu` dh, and another report says that al-

Miqd d ibn `Amr, quoted one of these verses, as one or the other said to the Prophet: 

“We will not say to you what the Israelites said to Moses, ‘Go forth, you and your 

Lord, and fight. We will stay here’. Rather we say: ‘Go forth, you and your Lord, and 

fight; we will indeed fight with you.’” 

Furthermore, in reviewing the themes of the s rah it is clear that when the verses 

speaking about the Jews were revealed, they still commanded a position of strength 

and influence in Madinah, and this could have had a bearing on the Muslim 

community. Hence, the need for this campaign to expose their reality and to render 

their scheming ineffective. It is well known that the position and influence of the 

Jews in Madinah was at a very low ebb after the siege and punishment of the Jewish 

tribe of Qurayżah that followed the Battle of the Moat. By the end of that siege, the 

three main Jewish tribes of Qaynuq `, al-Nađ r and Qurayżah had been evacuated 

from Madinah. All this took place before the signing of the Treaty at al- udaibiyah 

with the Arab idolaters. Hence, once that Treaty came into effect, there was no need 

to give the Jews such importance whereby a whole s rah was devoted to them. 

Moreover, the time of peaceful coexistence with the Jews was over, and could not be 

reinstated after they had violated their pledges time after time. Hence, some verses in 

the s rah must have been revealed before their evacuation. Examples of these are 

verses 13 and 42. 

All this tends to indicate that the opening of the s rah and one or two passages of 

it were most probably revealed after S rah 48, while several of its passages were 
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revealed much earlier. Moreover, verse 3 which includes the statement, “This day I 

have perfected your religion for you and have bestowed on you the full measure of My 

blessings and have chosen Islam as a religion for you”, was revealed much later. In fact, 

this statement was the last of all Qur’ nic revelations, according to the most accurate 

reports. This means that the s rah could not have been revealed all at once, as one 

report suggests. 

We need to re-emphasise here what we said in the Prologues to S rahs 2, 3 and 4. 

As it was being revealed, the Qur’ n was providing leadership for the Muslim 

community in its battle against its enemies who rejected and opposed its faith, 

including the Jews, the idolaters and hypocrites. At the same time and using the 

same approach, it was formulating a proper concept of faith for the believers and 

giving the Muslim community directives and legislation for its internal organisation. 

This was all done by means of the same integrated approach. 

The most basic and important aspect of building this structure was to purge the 

monotheistic faith of all confusion, while making it clear that religion means a system 

for life. It was also intended to illustrate that making God’s revelations the basis of all 

judgement and to be guided in all matters of life by God’s message is the true 

meaning of faith, and that this is Islam in practice. In fact, without all this, the 

concept of God’s oneness will not materialise. As we have already said, the real 

meaning of God’s oneness is to attribute all Godhead, with its essential qualities to 

God alone. Sovereignty and legislation are among these qualities, just like offering 

worship rituals. Hence, they must all be attributed and addressed to God alone. This 

s rah emphasises this point most strongly. 

As is clear from this quick preview, the themes discussed in this s rah are closely 

related to those discussed in the previous three s rahs. However, each s rah has its 

own distinctive character, approach and style. Each is distinguished by the focus it 

maintains, the aspects it highlights and the effects it seeks to achieve. This gives each 

s rah its own quintessential and distinctive style. 

The style that distinguishes this s rah is its decisiveness whether in provisions it 

outlines, which must naturally be free of the legal ambiguity, or in the principles and 

directives it lays down. These may be given in different styles in other s rahs. 

However, in the present s rah they are given in full detail and in a distinctively 

decisive phraseology. 

A word should be added about God’s statement in the third verse of the s rah: 

“This day I have perfected your religion for you and have bestowed on you the full measure of 

My blessings and have chosen Islam as a religion for you.” This statement implies the 

oneness of the source from which the Muslim community receives its code of living, 

social system and the law that governs its relations and ties with others for all time. It 



Al Mā’idah (The Repast) | Prologue 

 8

also implies the completeness of this religion with all its details of belief, worship 

and legal code. None of these may be changed or amended. This religion is now 

completed and finalised. To amend any part of it is tantamount to rejecting it 

altogether, because it implies a contradiction of what God has stated about its 

perfection. To deny or contradict that is to deny the faith altogether. To turn away 

from it and to adopt a different system or legal code need not be described by us; it 

has been fully described by God in this s rah. Hence, it needs no further elaboration 

from us. 

This verse states most decisively that Islam is a religion and a legal code for all 

time; that this version which God has approved as a religion for Muslims is the final 

one. It is the faith and the religion for that time and all time. There need not be a new 

religion for every period of time. What we have is a final message, completed and 

perfected by God who has approved it as a faith for all mankind. Whoever wants to 

change, amend, alter, replace, or develop any part of it is better advised to seek for 

himself a faith other than Islam: “He who seeks a religion other than self-surrender to God, 

it will not be accepted from him, and in the life to come he will be among the lost.” (3: 85) 

This Divine constitution that includes a concept of belief, worship rituals and a 

legal code is meant to govern all human life. It allows life to develop and progress 

without any need to breach any part of the constitution or its detailed provisions. It is 

meant to be like this, because it is God’s final message to mankind. 

This constitution has all the necessary elements that facilitate life’s development 

without breaching any of its fundamental or detailed principles. It also means that 

the constitution has made the necessary provisions for such life development. We 

must remember that as God devised this constitution, with all its details, He was 

fully aware of future developments in life and of the emerging needs and 

requirements of mankind. Hence, when God declares that He has perfected this faith 

and approved it as a religion for mankind, He has made it able to meet all such 

requirements. Whoever thinks otherwise does not give God His due respect and 

status. 

Now we will begin looking at the text of the s rah in detail. 
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1 

Contracts and Their 

Fulfilment 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

Believers, be true to your contracts. Lawful 

to you is the [flesh of the] beasts of cattle, 

other than that which is announced to you 

herein. But you are not allowed to hunt 

while you are in the state of consecration. 

God decrees what He will. (1) 

Believers, do not offend against the symbols 

set up by God, or against the sacred month, 

or the offerings or the garlands, or against 

those who repair to the Sacred House, 

seeking God’s grace and pleasure. Only 

when you are clear of the Sacred Precincts 

and released from the state of consecration 

may you hunt. Do not let your hatred of 

people who would debar you from the 

Sacred Mosque lead you into aggression; 

but rather help one another in furthering 

righteousness and piety, and do not help 

one another in furthering evil and 

aggression. Have fear of God, for God is 

severe in retribution. (2) 

Forbidden to you are carrion, blood, the 
flesh of swine; and that over which any 
name other than God’s has been invoked; 
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and the animal that has been strangled, or 
beaten to death, or killed by a fall, or gored 
to death, or savaged by a beast of prey, 
except that which you may have slaughtered 
when it is still alive; and [forbidden to you 
are] animals that have been slaughtered on 
idolatrous altars. And [forbidden also] is 
the division [of meat] by raffling with 
arrows; for all this is sinful. Today, the 
unbelievers have lost all hope of your 
religion. Have no fear of them, then, but 
fear Me alone. This day I have perfected 
your religion for you and have bestowed on 
you the full measure of My blessings and 
have chosen Islam as a religion for you. He 
who is forced by hunger [to eat of what is 
forbidden], with no inclination to commit 
sin, [will find] God Much- Forgiving, 
Merciful. (3) 

They ask you what is lawful to them. Say: 
Lawful to you are all good things of life. 
As for those hunting animals which you 
train by imparting to them something of the 
knowledge God has imparted to you, you 
may eat of what they catch for you. But 
mention God’s name over it and have fear 
of God; indeed, God is swift in reckoning. 
(4) 

Today, all the good things of life have been 
made lawful to you. The food of those who 
were given revelations is lawful to you, and 
your food is lawful to them. And the 
virtuous women from among the believers 
and the virtuous women from among those 
who were given revelations before you (are 
also lawful to you) when you give them their 
dowers, taking them in honest wedlock, not 
in fornication, nor as mistresses. Anyone 
who rejects the faith (will find that) all his 
works will be in vain. In the life to come he 
shall be among the losers. (5) 

Believers, when you are about to pray, 

wash your faces, and your hands and arms 
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up to the elbows, and pass your wet hands 

lightly over your heads, and wash your feet 

up to the ankles. If you are in a state of 

ceremonial impurity, purify yourselves. But 

if you are ill, or on a journey, or if one of 

you has come from the toilet, or if you have 

been in intimate contact with women and 

can find no water, then have recourse to 

pure dust, passing therewith lightly over 

your faces and your hands. God does not 

want to impose any hardship on you, but 

He wants to purify you, and to bestow on 

you the full measure of His blessings, so 

that you may be grateful. (6) 

Remember always the blessings God has 

bestowed on you and the covenant with 

which He has bound you when you said: 

“We have heard and we obey.” Hence, 

remain God-fearing. Surely God has full 

knowledge of the secrets of people’s hearts. 

(7) 

Believers, be steadfast in your devotion to 

God, bearing witness to the truth in all 

equity. Never allow your hatred of any 

people to lead you away from justice. Be 

just, this is closer to righteousness. And 

remain God- fearing. Surely, God is aware 

of all that you do. (8) 

God has promised those who believe and do 

good works that they shall have forgiveness 

of sins and a rich reward. (9) 

As for those who disbelieve and deny Our 

revelations — they are the ones destined for 
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Hell. (10) 

Believers, remember the blessings God has 

bestowed on you, when certain people 

designed to stretch against you their hands, 

but He stayed their hands from you. 

Remain, then, God-fearing. In God let the 

believers place their trust. (11) 
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Overview 

There must be controls and constraints in life. These may apply to man’s inner life, 

to what he does in his own affairs, and to his life with other human beings, whether 

related to him or not, members of his extended family, clan or tribe, community or 

nation, friends or enemies. These controls and constraints may also govern man’s 

relations with other creatures, whether God has made these subservient to man or 

not, and to inanimate objects which man finds in the world at large. Furthermore, 

there must be controls and constraints to govern man’s life and his relationship with 

his Lord, which is the essence of all life. 

Islam sets up these controls in human life, defines them with clarity and accuracy, 

and imparts to them an authority derived from God, ensuring that they remain well 

respected, observed and obeyed. They are not subject to changing tendencies or 

temporary interests which may be given prominence by an individual, a group, a 

nation or a generation. Indeed, these controls and restraints, set up and defined by 

God, themselves represent the overall “interest”, since they have God’s authority. 

Man’s interest lies clearly in observing them even though an individual, a 

community, a nation or a whole generation may feel otherwise, for it is God who 

knows best, while human beings have, at best, a defective knowledge. What God 

decides is better than what they may decide for themselves. Indeed, if people were to 

maintain the lowest degree of politeness in their relationship with God, they would 

question their own definition of their interest if it were seen to be in conflict with 

God’s definition. True politeness requires that man should have no definition of his 

interest other than that given by God, which he should accept and obey willingly, 

always assured and content that it will work for his benefit. 

These controls and constraints are what is termed by God here as “contracts”. He 
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commands those who believe in Him to remain true to these contracts. 

This s rah opens with a clear order to fulfil these contracts before it proceeds to 

explain what is lawful and what is unlawful of slaughtered animals, types of food 

and drink, and also of family relations. It also explains a large number of legal 

provisions and rules of worship, as well as the true nature of faith, submission to 

God and the nature of Godhead. The s rah also clarifies the type of relations which 

exist between the nation of Islam and other nations and beliefs. It explains the 

obligations of the community of believers in remaining true to their faith, bearing 

witness in all fairness, maintaining a position of leadership among mankind by 

virtue of their revealed Book. Theirs is the Book that supersedes all earlier 

revelations, establishing the rule of God as He has revealed it. They must always be 

on their guard lest they overlook some of what God may have revealed. They must 

also ensure that their personal feelings of love or hostility are not allowed to 

influence the way they administer full justice. 

That the s rah follows this pattern after giving a clear opening gives the term 

“contracts” a much wider sense than what immediately springs to mind. It is evident 

that “contracts” in this particular context means all the controls God has set up for 

human life, the most important of which is the contract of believing in God, 

acknowledging His overall Lordship and submitting to His will. This is the basic 

contract from which all the other contracts and controls in life are derived. 

This contract of believing in God, with all that it entails of total submission and 

absolute obedience to Him, is the contract God made with Adam (peace be upon 

him) when He placed him in charge of the earth according to an agreement stating, 

as we are told in the Qur’ n: “We said: You shall all descend from it [Paradise]. Guidance 

shall reach you from Me. Those who follow My guidance shall have nothing to fear, nor shall 

they grieve. But those who deny and gainsay Our revelations shall have the fire, wherein they 

shall abide.” (2: 38-9) It is, then, an authority given to man on the condition that he 

follows God’s guidance as revealed in His Books which He has vouchsafed to His 

messengers. Otherwise, the very contract which places man in charge of the earth is 

violated. 

Such a violation essentially makes every action that contravenes God’s orders 

invalid and irremediable. Everyone who believes in God and wants to fulfil his 

contract with Him is obliged to repel this evil and refuse to deal with it in principle. 

Otherwise, he is not true to his contract. 

The same contract or covenant was made again with all mankind when they were 

still within the loins of their parents. This is again stated in the Qur’ n: “Your Lord has 

brought forth their offspring from the loins of the children of Adam and called on them to bear 

witness about themselves, Am I not your Lord?’— to which they answered: ‘Yes, we do bear 

witness to this.’ (Of this We remind you) lest you say on the Day of Resurrection, ‘We were 
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indeed unaware of this’; or lest you say, Indeed, it was but our forefathers who, in times gone 

by, began to associate partners with God; and we were but their late offspring: will You, then, 

destroy us for the doings of falsehood inventors?” (7: 172-3) 

This is another contract made with every individual. God states that He has made 

this contract with every one of the children of Adam when they were within the loins 

of their parents. It is not for us to ask how this happened. God knows His creation 

best and He knows how to address them in every stage of their lives in a way that 

makes His address understood and their pledge binding. When He says that He has 

made a contract with them that they will always acknowledge His Lordship, then it 

must be so. If they do not fulfil this contract, they stand accused of being untrue to 

their obligations. 

God also made a covenant with the Children of Israel, as is mentioned later in this 

s rah, when He raised the mountain high above their heads as if to give them cover. 

They thought that it would fall on their heads. We will also learn from this s rah how 

they were in breach of their covenant and how they were made to suffer the 

consequences, just as all those who break their covenants with God eventually suffer. 

Those who believed in the Prophet Mu ammad (peace be upon him) also made a 

covenant with God, pledging themselves to: “obey the Prophet fully in times of ease 

and times of hardship, and in preference to our own comfort and interest. We also 

pledge not to dispute with rulers their authority”. Some of them later made certain 

special contracts supplementing this general one. The second agreement of `Aqabah 

which facilitated the way for the Prophet to migrate to Madinah was a contract made 

between the Prophet and the spokesmen’ of the Anş r. In al- udaibiyah, the pact 

made under the tree came into force, and was later known as the “pact that pleased 

God”. 

It is on the basis of the contract to believe in God and to submit to Him that all 

contracts and covenants are made, whether they relate to all commandments and 

orders included in the Divine law, or to transactions with other people, or to relations 

with other creatures and inanimate objects in the universe. These are all contracts 

believers are required to fulfil. Their essential condition of believing in God makes 

these contracts binding on them and makes their fulfilment a basic duty. Hence the 

opening address: “Believers, be true to your contracts.” (Verse 1) 

Implementing Divine Decrees 

Once the address is made to all believers to honour their contracts, some of these 

are stated in detail: “Lawful to you is the [flesh of the] beasts of cattle, other than that which 

is announced to you herein. But you are not allowed to hunt while you are in the state of 

consecration. God decrees what He will. Believers, do not offend against the symbols set up by 
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God, or against the sacred month, or the offerings or the garlands, or against those who repair 

to the Sacred House, seeking God’s grace and pleasure. Only when you are clear of the Sacred 

Precincts and released from the state of consecration may you hunt. Do not let your hatred of 

people who would debar you from the Sacred Mosque lead you into aggression; but rather 

help one another in furthering righteousness and piety, and do not help one another in 

furthering evil and aggression. Have fear of God, for God is severe in retribution. Forbidden 

to you are carrion, blood, the flesh of swine; and that over which any name other than God’s 

has been invoked; and the animal that has been strangled, or beaten to death, or killed by a fall, 

or gored to death, or savaged by a beast of prey, except that which you may have slaughtered 

when it is still alive; and  [forbidden to you are] animals that have been slaughtered on 

idolatrous altars. And [forbidden also] is the division [of meat] by raffling with arrows; for all 

this is sinful. Today, the unbelievers have lost all hope of your religion. Have no fear of them, 

then, but fear Me alone. This day I have perfected your religion for you and have bestowed on 

you the full measure of My blessings and have chosen Islam as a religion for you. He who is 

forced by hunger [to eat of what is forbidden], with no inclination to commit sin, [will find] 

God Much-Forgiving, Merciful.” (Verses 1-3) 

Whatever is stated here, either prohibiting or making lawful certain slaughtered 

animals, or certain species, or restricting places and times, is part of the “contract” 

believers must fulfil. It is part of the contract of faith that those who are party to it, 

i.e. the believers, must receive their instructions regarding what is lawful and what is 

unlawful only from God. In this respect, they recognise no authority other than His. 

Hence, they are addressed as believers at the outset of this detailed explanation of 

what they may and may not have. 

“Lawful to you is the [flesh of the] beasts of cattle, other than that which is announced to 

you herein.” Only because of this permission by God, not through any other authority, 

is it lawful and permissible for you to eat the flesh of whatever is included under the 

term “beasts of cattle”, whether slaughtered or hunted, with the exception of the 

prohibitions that follow. Such prohibitions can either be temporary, restricted to 

certain places, or are total and applicable at all times and places. The beasts of cattle 

include camels, cows and sheep. Added to these are undomesticated animals like 

zebra, deer, bull and buffalo. 

Thereafter, all other exceptions are detailed. The first pertains to hunting when 

believers are in the state of consecration: “But you are not allowed to hunt while you are 

in the state of consecration. God decrees what He will.” (Verse 1) The prohibition here 

applies to the whole process of hunting. When one enters into the state of 

consecration as one starts pilgrimage or `umrah, one turns to God with one’s whole 

being, turning one’s back to familiar life practices which are a source of 

entertainment and pleasure. One turns one’s face, and one’s whole being, to the 

Sacred House which God has endowed with a feeling of security that applies to all 

those in it. Hence, it is necessary that when we are there, we do not stretch our hands 
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to kill any living thing. Thus, one experiences during this time a necessary feeling of 

the bonds between all living things created by God, the giver of life. All creatures are, 

thus, safe from human aggression. The necessities of life, for which game and 

hunting have been allowed for food purposes, are thus reduced in order to impart to 

man a sense of elevation above what is familiar and lawful to him in ordinary days. 

Before proceeding to add more details of what is excepted from the initial ruling 

of general permission, this contract is linked to the overall contract of faith. The 

believers are also reminded of the source of that covenant: “God decrees what He will.” 

(Verse 1) His will is absolute and He gives His commandments as He wishes. No one 

may have a say in what He decrees and no one can abrogate or overrule His 

judgement. What He outlines in this s rah is His verdict on what is lawful and what 

is forbidden to us. 

The address is again made to the believers to emphasise that they are not allowed 

to violate what God has restricted: “Believers, do not offend against the symbols set up by 

God, or against the sacred month, or the offerings or the garlands, or against those who repair 

to the Sacred House, seeking God’s grace and pleasure. Only when you are clear of the Sacred 

Precincts and released from the state of consecration may you hunt.” (Verse 2) The first 

thing that springs to mind regarding the meaning of “the symbols set up by God” is 

that it is a reference to the rites of pilgrimage and `umrah and the restrictions that 

apply to everyone who enters into the state of consecration when he starts his 

pilgrimage or `umrah and which remain in force until the main part of the pilgrimage 

is over and when animals intended for sacrifice are slaughtered. During the state of 

consecration, a pilgrim does not offend against these restrictions, because such an 

offence represents a desecration of the sanctity imparted to them by God. The s rah 

describes these rites as being set up by God in order to emphasise their sanctity and 

to warn against their desecration. 

Other Restrictions 

The term “the sacred month” as it occurs in this Qur’ nic verse refers to the four 

months of sanctity in the lunar calendar which are: Rajab, Dhu’l-Qa`dah, Dhu’l-

Hijjah and al-Muharram. God has forbidden fighting in these four months, which 

used to be given special sanctity by Arabian tribes prior to Islam. However, they 

manipulated them as they wished, delaying certain months according to a ruling 

given by certain monks or a decree issued by the chiefs of powerful tribes. When 

Islam was revealed, their sanctity was endorsed by God’s legislation. This sanctity is 

based on a Divine order made when God created the heavens and the earth, as 

mentioned in S rah 9, Repentance: “The number of months, in God’s sight, is twelve 

months [laid down] in God’s decree on the day when He created the heavens and the earth. Of 



Al Mā’idah (The Repast) | Contracts and Their Fulfilment 

 17

these four are sacred.” (9: 36) The Qur’ n also states that delaying the sacred months 

and manipulating them is an indication of compounded disbelief. Thus, the correct 

order has been re-established according to God’s decree. These months remain 

sacred unless aggression is waged during them against the Muslims, when they are 

permitted to repel such aggression, without giving the aggressor a chance to escape, 

making use of the sanctity of these months which they do not recognise. The Islamic 

view of fighting in these months is mentioned in S rah 2, The Cow. (In the Shade of the 

Qur’ān, Vol. I, pp. 216-19) 

The offerings mentioned in the s rah refer to sacrificial animals which pilgrims 

slaughter during pilgrimage as part of its rites. This may be a camel, a cow or a 

sheep. To offend against these is to slaughter them for any reason other than the one 

for which they have been consecrated. Nor may they be slaughtered until the day of 

sacrifice during pilgrimage or after the end of `umrah. The major part of any 

sacrificial animal is distributed to the poor of the aram area. Those who offer such a 

sacrifice are encouraged to partake of it. 

The term “the garlands” mentioned in the s rah refers to cattle which are adorned 

with garlands to denote that they have been pledged for sacrifice. They are then left 

alone to graze as they wish until the day when the pledge falls due for their sacrifice. 

Included among these are cattle intended for sacrifice during pilgrimage and which 

are given a special sign to indicate the purpose for which they have been pledged. 

Once such cattle are adorned with garlands, they are no longer available for ordinary 

slaughter. They are slaughtered only for the purpose for which they have been 

pledged. It is also said that the garlands refer to a special type of band or necklace 

worn by those who want to be safe from an enemy or a person who wants to kill 

them for revenge or for any other purpose. They take some leaves or branches from 

the trees of the aram area to make bands and wear them. They then move freely, 

fearing no aggression from anyone. Scholars who advance this view say that the 

immunity given to such people was later abrogated when the verse was revealed 

which states: “The idolaters are impure; let them not come near the Sacred Mosque after this 

year” (9: 28) And by the verse which states: “Take them and kill them wherever you find 

them.” (4: 91) The first view which says that the garlands denote the cattle intended 

for sacrifice is the weightier one, especially since they are mentioned after the 

offerings normally sacrificed during pilgrimage. 

Similarly, God has given special sanctity to those who flock to the Sacred House, 

seeking a share of God’s bounty and grace and aiming to please Him. They come to 

the House to do some legitimate business and to seek God’s pleasure, whether at the 

time of pilgrimage or at other times. When they come to God’s Sacred House, they 

are given security. 

Having explained all these restrictions, this verse makes it clear that once the 
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period of consecration is over, hunting becomes lawful again, provided that it takes 

place outside the aram area:. “Only when you are clear of the Sacred Precincts and 

released from the state of consecration may you hunt.” (Verse 2) This is an area of security 

which God establishes in His Sacred Mosque, as He has indeed established a time of 

security during the Sacred Months. People, animals, birds and trees in this area are 

immune from human aggression. This makes it an area of absolute peace, in response 

to the prayer of Abraham, the noble father of this nation. This period of peace is 

extended to the whole planet for four complete months every year, under the 

guardianship of Islam. People who enjoy the sweetness of this real sense of security 

will be keen to maintain it according to its provisions and to fulfil their covenants 

with God. They will try to extend it so that it encompasses human life throughout the 

year and the whole world over. 

Justice for Friend and Foe 

With the emphasis placed here on sanctity and security, God calls on those who 

believe in Him to fulfil their contracts with Him and to rise to the level which enables 

them to assume the leadership of mankind that has been assigned to them. To fulfil 

this role they must not allow themselves to be influenced by personal feelings, 

emotions or temporary circumstances. God calls on them not to transgress even 

against those who debarred them from entering the Sacred Mosque when they 

sought to visit it in the year known as “the year of aI- udaibiyyah” and earlier. The 

actions of those people left deep scars in the Muslims’ hearts, which were bound to 

arouse emotions of hatred. But all this notwithstanding, the actions of the Muslim 

community must not be guided by such feelings. Its duty fits its great role: “Do not let 

your hatred of people who would debar you from the Sacred Mosque lead you into aggression; 

but rather help one another in furthering righteousness and piety, and do not help one 

another in furthering evil and aggression. Have fear of God, for God is severe in retribution.” 

(Verse 2) 

This is the ultimate standard of self-control and compassion. But it is this very 

ultimate standard that must be attained by the community entrusted by its Lord with 

the task of being the guide and guardian of humanity. Here it is called upon to attain 

a sublime horizon. This is part of the responsibility of leadership. It means that 

believers must overlook what happens to them personally and what they may have 

to endure of harm caused by others, in order to give to mankind a great model of 

righteous behaviour that can be achieved only by following Islam. In this way, they 

give a positive testimony for Islam which is certain to make it appealing to the rest of 

mankind. 

The task outlined here is a great one, but as it is put in this s rah it does not 
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represent a great burden that will weigh heavily on man. There is a recognition that a 

human being may be angry and may harbour feelings of hatred. But human beings 

are not entitled, as a result of fury or hatred, to transgress and be unjust to others. 

Moreover, cooperation within the ranks of the community of believers must further 

righteousness and piety, not evil or aggression. The believers are commanded to 

have fear of God and are reminded that His punishment may be very severe. Such a 

reminder, together with the commandment to fear God, helps the Muslim 

community to control its hatred and to rise above the desire to exact revenge, 

because it is a community always seeking God’s pleasure. How Islam works on 

people is best illustrated by the spectacular results it achieved in moulding the Arabs 

such that this noble behaviour became characteristic of them and, hence, they abided 

by its requirements. Prior to Islam they were far removed from such lofty standards. 

Their unchallenged motto was: “Support your brother, whether he is the victim or 

the perpetrator of injustice.” Tribal loyalty was of paramount importance. To 

cooperate in furthering evil and aggression was more natural to them than 

cooperation in furthering piety and righteousness. They forged alliances, but their 

purpose was more to support evil than to support right. Rare were the pacts made in 

pre- Islamic days which supported what was and is right. This was only natural in an 

environment where traditions, customs and morals were not derived from God’s 

constitution. Perhaps the best expression of this principle was the motto we have just 

quoted. A pre-Islamic poet has also put it in a nutshell when he says: “I am only a 

man of the tribe of Ghuzayyah: I go with my tribe, whether it follows the right way 

or the wrong one.” 

Then the Islamic constitution was revealed to establish new values and to remould 

people’s way of thinking. Islam tells the believers: “Do not let your hatred of people who 

would debar you from the Sacred Mosque lead you into aggression; but rather help one 

another in furthering righteousness and piety, and do not help one another in furthering evil 

and aggression. Have fear of God, for God is severe in retribution.” (Verse 2) Thus, a new 

bond linking hearts to God was established. Values and morals were given a new 

Divine standard. The Arabs, and mankind as a whole, were led out of blind 

fanaticism and the control of personal and tribal feelings in determining who is a 

friend and who is a foe. Man was reborn in the Arabian Peninsula. The new man 

derives his moral standards from God. This heralded the rebirth of man throughout 

the world. Prior to this, there was nothing in Arabia but blind loyalties which say: 

“Support your brother, whether he is the victim or the perpetrator of injustice.” The 

same blind loyalties were known throughout the world. 

It is a great divide that separates a community governed by such blind loyalty and 

fanaticism and a community governed by a constitution stating: “Do not let your 

hatred of people who would debar you from the Sacred Mosque lead you into aggression; but 

rather help one another in furthering righteousness and piety, and do not help one another in 
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furthering evil and aggression. Have fear of God, for God is severe in retribution.” (Verse 2) 

That great divide was removed by the only force that could remove it, namely, Islam. 

Prohibited Meat 

The s rah now begins to give the details of the exceptions made in the first verse of 

cattle that are lawful to eat: “Forbidden to you are carrion, blood, the flesh of swine; and 

that over which any name other than God’s has been invoked; and the animal that has been 

strangled, or beaten to death, or killed by a fall, or gored to death, or savaged by a beast of 

prey, except that which you may have slaughtered when it is still alive; and [forbidden to you 

are] animals that have been slaughtered on idolatrous altars. And [forbidden also] is the 

division [of meat] by raffling with arrows; for all this is sinful. Today, the unbelievers have 

lost all hope of your religion. Have no fear of them, then, but fear Me alone. This day I have 

perfected your religion for you and have bestowed on you the full measure of My blessings 

and have chosen Islam as a religion for you. He who is forced by hunger [to eat of what is 

forbidden], with no inclination to commit sin, [will find] God Much-Forgiving, Merciful.” 

(Verse 3) 

The first three types: carrion, blood and the flesh of swine are mentioned as 

forbidden in verse 173 of S rah 2, The Cow. We commented on this prohibition in 

our discussion of this verse: Vol. I, pp. 182-4. Whether human knowledge will 

eventually be able to determine the reasons for this prohibition or not, Divine 

knowledge has made it clear that these types of food are unwholesome. This is all 

that we need to know, because God only forbids what is evil and what harms human 

life in one way or another, whether such harm is known to man or not. Human 

knowledge remains limited. It does not know everything that causes harm and all 

that is useful. 

Animals on which a name other than that of God has been invoked are forbidden 

to eat because such a practice is essentially contrary to faith, which is based on the 

fact that Godhead belongs to God alone. The first thing that follows from this 

acknowledgement is that the purpose behind every intention and action must be the 

pursuit of God’s pleasure and that every step is made in His name, which is invoked 

before every action. Therefore, when the name of anyone other than God is invoked 

at the slaughtering of an animal, and indeed when no name is mentioned at such 

slaughter, the flesh of that animal is forbidden to eat because such an action is 

basically contrary to faith. It is in this moral respect that it is unwholesome and, 

therefore, added to what is physically unwholesome such as carrion, blood and pork. 

Animals strangled in one way or another, or beaten or gored to death, or killed by 

a fall, or savaged by a beast of prey, are all types of carrion. Unless these are caught 

when still alive and slaughtered in the proper Islamic manner, they are forbidden 
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meat. These details are given here in order to remove any suspicion that these may 

have a separate ruling. Scholars have spoken in detail on these and given different 

rulings with regard to “slaughter”, and when an animal is deemed to have been 

slaughtered. Some scholars consider that if an animal has suffered an injury 

inevitably leading to its death, it cannot be made lawful even when it is slaughtered 

before it dies. Other scholars consider that such a slaughter, when the animal is still 

alive, is appropriate, regardless of the type of injury. These details may be referred to 

in books of Islamic jurisprudence, or Fiqh. 

Before Islam, there were idols in the Ka`bah where the unbelievers used to 

slaughter their animals. They also used to throw some of the blood of their 

slaughtered animals on these idols. Animals slaughtered on such idolatrous altars, 

wherever they may be, are forbidden because of the place of their slaughter, even 

though the name of God may have been mentioned at the time of slaughter. The 

action itself is idolatrous. 

Of the types of meat that are made forbidden in this verse there remains the one 

concerned with the divining of arrows. These arrows were used in pre-Islamic 

Arabia in order to decide whether to undertake a certain action or not. Different 

reports suggest that either three or seven arrows were used, with each indicating a 

different action. The same arrows were also used in gambling, and to divide the meat 

of the camel offered for gambling. Every one of the gamblers had an arrow. The 

arrows were mixed and one is drawn. The person whose name was given to that 

arrow would take the amount of meat apportioned to it. God has forbidden resorting 

to arrows for dividing anything and using these arrows for any division because it is 

just a type of gambling, and all gambling is strictly forbidden. He has also prohibited 

eating the meat divided in this manner. 

“He who is forced by hunger [to eat of what is forbidden], with no inclination to commit 

sin, [will find] God Much-Forgiving, Merciful.” A person who is so hungry that he fears 

for his life may eat of any of these forbidden types, as long as he does not intend to 

do what is forbidden and commit a sin. Scholars have given different rulings on how 

much one is allowed to eat: is it only what is sufficient for someone to stay alive, or is 

one allowed to eat one’s fill? Alternatively, can people in this predicament save 

something for other meals if they fear that they may not find food that is 

permissible? We need not go into these details here. It is sufficient for our purpose to 

understand that this religion of ours always allows for what is easy, and always gives 

situations of necessity the sort of rulings ensuring that no affliction is caused to its 

followers. In the end, matters are left to clear intention and to being conscious of 

what God requires of us. A person who is driven by an extreme situation to eat of 

these forbidden types, having no intention to commit a sin, will suffer no 

punishment. Instead, they will find that God is certainly Much- Forgiving, Merciful. 
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Perfection at its Best 

So far we have discussed the details of forbidden food as detailed in this verse. 

The verse, however, also includes other statements that require proper discussion. 

Today, the unbelievers have lost all hope of your religion. Have no fear of them, then, 

but fear Me alone. This day I have perfected your religion for you and have bestowed 

on you the full measure of My blessings and have chosen Islam as a religion for you. 

(Verse 3) 

This statement, which comes in the middle of a detailed account of which meat is 

forbidden to eat, was the last statement of the Qur’ n to be revealed. It declares the 

completion of the message of Islam and that its blessings have been brought to their 

full. `Umar, the Prophet’s Companion endowed with a keen insight, felt that the 

Prophet’s remaining days on earth were numbered. He had discharged all his duties 

and conveyed his message. He was certain to be called to his appointment with God. 

`Umar’s eyes were tearful as he felt the approach of that departure. 

These great words come within a verse which has as its subject matter the 

prohibition of certain types of animal food, and within a s rah which has the detailed 

purposes we have already mentioned. What we understand from this is that Divine 

law is a single and complete whole that cannot be split into separate parts. Its 

provisions may tackle the concept of faith, or acts of worship, or permissions and 

prohibitions, or social regulations and international relations, but they are all of equal 

value. In their totality they constitute the religion God describes in this verse as 

having been perfected by Him. Moreover, it is the blessing of which He has bestowed 

a full measure on the believers. They represent the code of living God has chosen to 

be implemented by His servants. To reject any part of this code is to reject it all, and 

to reject the Divine faith altogether. 

We have previously stated that to reject any part of this code, which God has been 

pleased to vouchsafe to the community of believers, and to substitute for it 

something made by man has only one clear meaning, namely, that Godhead is 

denied to God and its attributes are given to human beings. This is a rebellion against 

God’s authority on earth and a claim of Godhead, since its main quality, i.e. the 

authority to legislate, is given to someone other than God. This means a rejection of 

Islam altogether. 

“Today, the unbelievers have lost all hope of your religion.” (Verse 3) They have 

reached a point of despair and realised that they cannot distort or detract from this 

religion or invalidate it when God has made it perfect and guaranteed to preserve it. 

They may defeat the Muslims in battle or ain mastery over them for a period of time, 
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but they can never vanquish this religion. It is the only religion that has been 

preserved against all factors of corruption and distortion. Its enemies have tried very 

hard to distort and to scheme against it, and its people were at times totally ignorant 

of its truth. But God never allows the earth to be without a group of true believers 

who recognise the truth of this faith and who dedicate themselves to its advocacy. 

Islam remains with them fully understood and preserved until they hand it over to 

the next generation of true believers. God’s promise that the unbelievers’ despair of 

vanquishing this religion will always come true. 

The believers are then addressed, “Have no fear of them, then, but fear Me alone.” 

(Verse 3) The unbelievers can never detract from the essence of this religion. Nor can 

they gain the upper hand against its advocates, unless these deviate from it and no 

longer give, through their action and behaviour, a practical translation of its method 

of living. In other words, they abandon the duties it assigns to them and neglect to 

fulfil its provisions in their way of life. 

This Divine directive given to the Muslim community in Madinah does not apply 

only to their generation. It is addressed to the believers at all times and in all places. 

It is a directive to the believers who willingly accept the religion God has chosen for 

them, in its totality, and implement it as a constitution covering all aspects of life. It is 

these who are the true believers. 

“This day I have perfected your religion for you and have bestowed on you the full measure 

of My blessings and have chosen Islam as a religion for you.” (Verse 3) The day on which 

God revealed this verse during the Prophet’s pilgrimage of farewell was the day 

when this religion attained its perfection and no room was left for any further 

improvement. The greatest Divine blessings were bestowed on the believers in full 

measure by giving them this all-embracing and comprehensive code. Islam as a faith 

and religion was chosen for them by God. Therefore, anyone who finds it 

unacceptable as a way of life actually rejects what God has determined to be the 

proper faith. 

Grace Abounding 

This is a highly inspiring statement. We may contemplate it for a long while 

without exhausting the essential facts and profound directives it contains or the 

duties and obligations it assigns. 

The first thought that flashes in our minds dwells on the perfection of this religion. 

What does a believer see when he looks at the procession of faith that started ever 

since the early days of human life, led by God’s messengers, the first of whom was 

Adam (peace be upon him), down to Mu ammad, the last of all Prophets conveying 

God’s final message to mankind? He sees a noble procession enlightened by Divine 
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guidance and bringing light to mankind. He also sees clear landmarks defining the 

way. But he realises that every one of God’s Messengers was sent to his own 

community and every message was meant for a certain period of time, with the 

exception of the last Messenger and the last message. Each message was addressed to 

a particular community living in a particular environment. Hence, each was adapted 

to certain conditions. It is true that all of them called for submission to God alone, 

because that is the essence of the Divine faith. They all required that Divine 

instructions be faithfully followed, in an attitude of complete obedience to God 

alone, because this is the essence of Islam in its broader meaning of surrender to God. 

But each one of them had its own code suitable to the prevailing conditions of its 

community at the particular time in which it was revealed. 

When it was God’s will to conclude His messages to human beings, He sent the 

last Prophet with a message to mankind, not to a particular community or a 

particular period. This message addresses the very nature of man which remains the 

same in all periods and across all communities: “This is the natural disposition which 

God has instilled into man. No change shall be made in God’s creation. This is the ever true 

faith. “ (30: 30) This message contains a law addressing all aspects of human life and 

lays down basic principles and guidelines for those aspects which change according 

to the time and the environment, as well as detailed regulations for those that remain 

constant throughout all periods and communities. With such general principles and 

detailed regulations, this law regulates human life from the time of the revelation of 

this message to the end of human life. All directives, laws and controls required to 

help human life to develop and prosper are given within this framework. 

When all this has been established, God tells the believers: “This day I have perfected 

your religion for you and have bestowed on you the full measure of My blessings and have 

chosen Islam as a religion for you.” (Verse 3) Thus, the faith and the law have been 

brought to perfection, since the combination of both constitutes religion. No believer 

may then imagine that religion, in this sense, requires any addition or complement to 

improve on it, or needs some modification or adaptation to suit local conditions. No 

one who entertains such thoughts is a true believer; for a believer accepts what God 

says and is satisfied with His choice. The law of the particular time in which the 

Qur’ n was revealed applies to all time because, according to God’s own statement, 

it is the law of the religion revealed to mankind to be implemented by all 

communities for the rest of time. The detailed regulations and laws will remain the 

same, while the basic principles constitute the framework within which human life 

develops and progresses. When the framework is broken, man abandons faith 

altogether. 

This religion, including this particular legal code, has been chosen for man by 

God, man’s Creator who knows His creation well. Anyone who says that yesterday’s 
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law cannot be implemented today claims to know man’s needs better than God. 

Secondly, a believer is bound to reflect on the fact that God has bestowed the full 

measure of His blessings on believers when He perfected their religion for them. This 

blessing represents not only a rebirth of man, but also the fulfilment and purpose of 

his existence. Man led a life of insignificance prior to knowing his Lord and Creator, 

the universe and his position and role in it. All these are defined for him by Islam, 

the religion his Lord has chosen for him. Before man’s liberation from submission to 

other creatures to attain the state of submission to God alone, and before the 

attainment of true equality in human life through a law devised by God and 

supported by His authority, man could only lead a life next to non-existence. 

Indeed, his new knowledge of these great facts as established by this religion of 

Islam was the herald of man’s new birth. Without this knowledge man could be no 

more than an animal or, at best, a prospective human being still in the process of 

formation and moulding. Only through acquiring this knowledge does man attain 

his most perfect position which is far removed from all man-made concepts that 

might have prevailed during different periods of human history. 

Blessings in Full Measure 

Islam gives man a concept of faith which requires him to believe in God, His 

angels, revelations, messengers and the Day of Judgement. As he formulates this 

concept, he leaves the realm of animals which comprehend nothing beyond the 

extent of their senses to an area which extends well beyond the realm of human 

perception. Thus, man can comprehend the physical and the metaphysical, the 

perceptible and the imperceptible. As man acknowledges God’s oneness, he is 

liberated from submission to any authority other than that of God. He feels that he 

cannot be enslaved by any power other than that of God. He is equal to, if not nobler 

than, any other creature. It is to God alone that man addresses his worship, from God 

alone he receives his laws, systems and constitution, on God alone he relies, and Him 

alone he fears. Through the Divine way of life, laid down by Islam, all human power 

is dedicated to achieve goodness and to improve life. Thus, he is elevated above the 

standard of animals, or the fulfilment of desires. 

Only a person who has known the true nature of the life of darkness, or jāhiliyyah, 

(which is the Islamic term for any system not based on Divine revelations) and its 

oppressive concepts and chaos can appreciate the fact that only through the 

implementation of Islam does man enjoy the full measure of God’s blessings. A 

person who has experienced a life of error, loss and chaos following hollow concepts 

can fully appreciate the blessing of faith. When one reflects on the suffering that 

results from tyranny, confusion and total lack of balance in all sorts of systems 
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human beings devise for themselves, one can state with absolute conviction that life 

with faith and with the implementation of the Islamic system is the greatest blessing 

we may enjoy in this world. 

The Arabs who were first addressed by the Qur’ n were quick to appreciate its 

significance, because it told them of their own experience. In matters of faith, they 

were at the lowest depth of ignorance, believing in idols and considering angels, jinn, 

stars and forefathers as deities equal to the Supreme Lord. With Islam, they came to 

know what it meant to believe in the One God who has power over all things, who 

sees all and knows all, and who is at the same time fair, compassionate and merciful. 

He is close to everyone and answers everyone. There is no intermediary between 

Him and any one of His servants. In this way all of us have been liberated from all 

forms of tyranny, whether that of chiefs, priests or superstition. 

The Arab social make-up established a distinction between different classes and 

allowed everyone with power to tyrannise others. Indeed, to all Arabian chiefs, 

regardless of their relevant positions in the strict tribal hierarchy, oppression was 

synonymous with dignity and high position. An Arabian poet described the 

weakness of someone he was castigating in these terms: “His tribe are never 

unfaithful to their trust and never try to take the smallest of articles unfairly”. `Amr 

ibn Hind was an Arab chief when he imposed his rule that he would only talk to 

people from behind a screen. He further considered it impudent for tribal chiefs to 

refuse that their mothers serve in his palace. Al-Nu`m n ibn al-Mundhir, another 

Arabian king, was so dictatorial in his rule that he chose a day for pleasure when he 

gave his bounty to all and sundry, and chose a day for displeasure when he killed 

everyone he met that day from morning till evening. Examples of such class tyranny 

in Arabia abound. 

In the days prior to Islam, infant girls were buried alive in Arabia; women 

suffered much injustice; drinking, gambling and indecent sexual practices were 

common. Abuse of women, revenge killings, assault, stealing, and looting were 

characteristics of Arabian life; but these went hand in hand with disunity and 

weakness before any external enemy. Arabian tribes were quick to fight one another, 

but when the Abyssinians launched an attack with the aim of destroying the Ka`bah, 

all tribes took a defeatist attitude. 

It is from such depths of iniquity that Islam rescued the Arabs, moulding them 

into a nation, one capable of assuming the leadership of all mankind. It was the same 

generation of Arabs which lived in the depths of ignorance and darkness, before it 

experienced life at the top as envisaged by Islam. Hence, they were quick to fully 

appreciate the significance of the Qur’ nic statement: “This day I have perfected your 

religion for you and have bestowed on you the full measure of My blessings and have chosen 

Islam as a religion for you.” (Verse 3) 
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The Choice Religion 

Finally, a believer is bound to reflect on the fact that it was God who chose Islam 

as a faith for him. This then is a manifestation of God’s care and love for this nation. 

It is He Himself who has laid down its code of living for it. 

These words place a heavy burden on the shoulders of this nation whereby it must 

prove itself equal to this great Divine care. No! I pray God for forgiveness. Nothing 

that this nation in all its generations can give will match the care God has taken of it. 

People can only do their utmost in acknowledging God’s grace and praising Him for 

it. In this way, they show that they are aware of their duty and try to fulfil it as best 

they can, seeking God’s forgiveness at the same time for any slips or failures. 

The fact that God Himself has chosen this religion for the Muslim nation requires 

Muslims to appreciate the value of this choice and to exert every effort to implement 

God’s choice in their lives. How foolish and miserable it would be of anyone to 

ignore, or indeed reject, what God has chosen for him and to try to establish for 

himself a way of life different from that laid down by God. Such an attitude is 

nothing short of a ghastly and punishable crime. Its perpetrator cannot escape scot-

free when he rejects God’s choice. God may leave those who have never known 

Islam to do what they like for a period of time. As for those who have known Islam 

and rejected or abandoned it, choosing for themselves other methods of life, these 

will deservedly suffer the results of their choice. 

Nothing Wholesome is Forbidden 

They ask you what is lawful to them. Say: Lawful to you are all good things of life. As 

for those hunting animals which you train by imparting to them something of the 

knowledge God has imparted to you, you may eat of what they catch for you. But 

mention God’s name over it and have fear of God; indeed, God is swift in reckoning. 

Today, all the good things of life have been made lawful to you. The food of those who 

were given revelations is lawful to you, and your food is lawful to them. And the 

virtuous women from among the believers and the virtuous women from among those 

who were given revelations before you (are also lawful to you) when you give them 

their dowers, taking them in honest wedlock, not in fornication, nor as mistresses. 

Anyone who rejects the faith (will find that) all his works will be in vain. In the life to 

come he shall be among the losers. (Verses 4-5) 

This question from the believers about what is lawful describes the frame of mind 

the chosen community adopted by virtue of the honour of being addressed by God 

Himself. It gives us an impression of the sort of reluctance they had in approaching 



Al Mā’idah (The Repast) | Contracts and Their Fulfilment 

 28

anything that was practised in pre-Islamic days lest it be unacceptable to Islam. They 

felt that they needed to ask about everything to make sure that it fitted with their 

new way of life. 

When we look into the history of that period we cannot fail to recognise the 

profound change Islam brought about in the Arabian mentality. Islam shook the 

Arabs into eradicating all traces of ignorance that might have been left behind. It 

gave the Muslims, whom it had picked up from the depths of darkness to elevate 

into light and a high level of humanity, a feeling that they were reborn and that they 

were living a completely new life. It imparted to them a profound sense of the great 

divide between their present and their past. They recognised the great bounty God 

had bestowed on them and, therefore, they were keen to adapt their lives to the new 

Divine method, the benefits of which they were able to discern in their own lives. 

They were conscious of God’s grace and keen not to violate His orders. The net result 

of all this was their constant reluctance to continue with their old practices, unless 

they made sure that they were acceptable to Islam. 

It is in this context that we should read their question to the Prophet (peace be 

upon him) about lawful food, after they had heard the verses which outlined what 

was forbidden to them: “They ask you what is lawful to them.” The answer was 

especially significant: “Say: Lawful to you are all good things of life.” This imparts to 

them the true feeling that they have not been forbidden anything good or 

wholesome. Indeed, all the good things of life have been made lawful to them. Only 

bad or evil things are forbidden. Needless to say, everything that God forbids 

mankind is either something physically repugnant to uncorrupted human nature, 

such as carrion, blood and the flesh of swine, or something a believer’s heart finds 

nauseating, such as the flesh of animals on which the name of someone other than 

God has been invoked, or what has been slaughtered over idolatrous altars, or 

something that has been divided with the help of arrows, which is a type of 

gambling. 

To the good things mentioned here in general, a special type is also added to 

emphasise that which is good. These are animals caught by beasts and birds of prey 

which have been trained for that very purpose, such as a hawk or a falcon, and 

hunting dogs and lions which have been trained to overpower game animals: “As for 

those hunting animals which you train by imparting to them something of the knowledge God 

has imparted to you, you may eat of what they catch for you. But mention God’s name over it 

and have fear of God; indeed, God is swift in reckoning.” (Verse 4) 

The condition which makes what is caught by such trained hunting animals 

lawful to eat is that they should leave their prey for their master. That is, the hunting 

beast or bird must not eat of the animal it has killed, except when the master has 

gone away. If they eat of their prey at the time of the catch, they have not been 
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properly trained. They are simply killing other animals for themselves not for their 

masters. As such, the master may not eat of the game they kill, even if most of it is 

left, and even if they bring the prey back alive to him. Once they have eaten of it, it 

cannot be made lawful, not even by proper methods of slaughter. 

God reminds the believers of this aspect of His grace, which, is manifested in their 

ability to train their beasts and birds of prey. It is He who has made these hunting 

animals subservient to them and given them the knowledge to train them. This is a 

fine touch, typical of the Qur’ nic method of cultivating believers’ minds. The Qur’ n 

makes use of every occasion and opportunity to impress on people’s hearts the 

fundamental truth that everything we have has been given to us by God. God has 

created us, given us all the knowledge we have and made everything on earth 

subservient to us. It is He whom we should thank for whatever we achieve, every 

gain we make and ability we develop. Thus, in every moment of his life, a believer is 

fully aware that everything within himself and around him is God’s gift to him. He 

does not allow himself to overlook, even for the briefest moment, the fact that he is 

indebted to God for everything he may enjoy, all that he possesses, every action he 

makes. This is what makes him a properly devout person. 

God teaches the believers to mention His name over all game animals caught for 

them by their beasts and birds of prey. This should be done when the hunting animal 

or bird is set free. Since it may kill its prey with its claws or teeth, this killing is 

considered as the slaughter of the animal. As God’s name is mentioned at the time of 

slaughter, it is also mentioned when the beast or bird of prey is set on its hunting 

spree. 

The believers are finally reminded to continue to fear God and that His reckoning 

is very swift. Hence, they should always be on their guard. The question of 

permissibility or prohibition is thus closely related to the more important feeling of 

being conscious of God and of fearing Him. It is the pivot round which every 

intention and every action in the life of a believer turns. Thus, it transforms human 

life into a relationship with God, a recognition of His greatness and a consciousness 

of His presence and power in all situations, whether we are alone or with others: 

“and have fear of God; indeed, God is swift in reckoning.” (Verse 4) 

Good Relations with Other Religions 

The s rah goes on to outline more types of food made permissible for believers, 

and adds to that what is permissible in marriage. “Today, all the good things of life have 

been made lawful to you. The food of those who were given revelations is lawful to you, and 

your food is lawful to them. And the virtuous women from among the believers and the 

virtuous women from among those who were given revelations before you (are also lawful to 
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you) when you give them their dowers, taking them in honest wedlock, not in fornication, nor 

as mistresses.” (Verse 5) 

Again the variety of permissible pleasures are initially described as good: “Today 

all the good things of life have been made lawful to you.” This emphasises the meaning we 

have already stressed, explaining that only evil things have been forbidden to 

Muslims. Within the framework of making good things lawful, we witness a genuine 

manifestation of Islamic tolerance when it comes to dealing with non-Muslim 

communities living side by side with Muslims in the land of Islam, or perhaps 

having a relationship based on a peace treaty or one of simple loyalty. 

Islam does not merely extend religious freedom to these communities allowing 

them to live a life of isolation from the rest of society. It creates a social set-up based 

on partnership and mutual friendship. Their food is lawful to Muslims and the food 

of Muslims is also lawful to them, so that visits and hospitality can be exchanged. 

The whole society will thus enjoy an air of tolerance and friendship. Moreover, 

chaste, virtuous women from among these communities who had previously 

received revelations from God are lawful for Muslims to marry. Indeed, these 

women are mentioned side by side with chaste, virtuous Muslim women. Only the 

followers of Islam show such a degree of tolerance and friendliness towards other 

communities. A Christian Catholic may feel very reluctant at marrying a Christian 

Orthodox or Protestant woman, despite the fact that all these belong to Christianity. 

Only those who are not strictly religious may enter such a marriage. 

This is clear evidence that Islam provides the only system which allows for the 

establishment of a world community where Muslims do not live in isolation from the 

followers of other revealed religions and where barriers are not erected between the 

followers of different religions which exist side by side in Muslim lands. This also 

applies to social relations. As for loyalty and patronage, these are covered by 

different rules which will be outlined later in this s rah. 

The same conditions apply to lawful marriages with either virtuous Muslim 

women or virtuous women of the followers of other Divine religions: “When you give 

them their dowers, taking them in honest wedlock, not in fornication, nor as mistresses.” 

(Verse 5) This means that a dower must be paid for a serious, lawful marriage by 

which a man provides his wife with a home, security and protection. The money 

paid must never be used for an illegitimate relationship that makes a woman 

available to any man as a prostitute or only to one man as a mistress. Both types were 

known in pre-Islamic Arabia and recognised by Arabian society prior to its 

purification by Islam. 

These rulings are followed by a comment which carries an added emphasis 

together with a strong warning against their violation: “Anyone who rejects the faith 
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[will find that] all his works will be in vain. In the life to come he shall be among the losers.” 

(Verse 5) All these regulations are related to faith. To implement them as they are is 

faith, or at least is evidence of faith. A person who abandons them rejects the faith 

altogether. Hence, all his actions will be to no avail. Indeed, whatever good he may 

do will be rejected by God. This state of affairs, i.e. the rejection of the actions of one 

who denies the faith, is described in the Qur’ n in terms of what may happen to an 

animal which grazes in a poisonous area. Its belly is greatly swollen and it dies. This 

is a perfect description of what is rejected of man’s actions. It swells, but it comes to 

nothing. In the life to come, such a person suffers a loss that comes on top of his vain 

actions. 

It is to be noted that this stern warning comes by way of comment on rulings 

outlining what is permissible and what is forbidden in matters of food and marriage. 

This is indicative of the fact that all details of this religion of Islam are closely 

interwoven in one whole. Nothing that is in conflict with its principles and 

regulations, whether relevant to fundamentals or matters of detail, is at all 

acceptable. 

Getting Ready for Prayer 

This discourse about good food and good, virtuous women is followed by a 

reference to prayer and regulations governing purification in preparation for prayer. 

“Believers, when you are about to pray, wash your faces, and your hands and arms up to the 

elbows, and pass your wet hands lightly over your heads, and wash your feet up to the ankles. 

If you are in a state of ceremonial impurity, purify yourselves. But if you are ill, or on a 

journey, or if one of you has come from the toilet, or if you have been in intimate contact with 

women and can find no water, then have recourse to pure dust, passing therewith lightly over 

your faces and your hands. God does not want to impose any hardship on you, but He wants 

to purify you, and to bestow on you the full measure of His blessings, so that you may be 

grateful.” (Verse 6) 

It is not by mere coincidence that regulations on purification are mentioned 

together with regulations on hunting, consecration and dealing with those who 

turned the Muslims away from the Sacred Mosque. Nor is it unrelated to the general 

context of this s rah. Indeed, it comes at the right place to serve a definite purpose. 

Firstly, this is a reference to another aspect of the good things of life: a pure 

enjoyment of the spirit which is mentioned together with good food and virtuous 

women. In prayer, a believer finds enjoyment that surpasses that of all material 

luxuries. It is the enjoyment of a meeting with God in an atmosphere of purity and 

total devotion. When the pleasures of food and marriage have been outlined, 

reference is made to a higher level of enjoyment, namely, purification and prayer. 

Together, both types of enjoyment are necessary for man. 
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Secondly, the regulations governing purification and prayer are the same as other 

regulations outlined in the s rah, whether relating to food and marriage, permissible 

and forbidden hunting, or to human relations in times of peace and war: all these 

regulations are devotional. In their totality, they constitute the religion acceptable to 

God. In Islam, there is no difference between what is termed as “rulings on worship” 

and “rulings governing human transactions”. This division has been established by 

scholars to serve the requirements of classification. It is not essential to the Divine 

way of life or to Islamic law. The Divine way of life comprises both aspects which 

together form the religion and the law God has laid down for people to follow. 

Neither category has any precedence over the other. Indeed, neither can be properly 

fulfilled without the other. Islam cannot be properly implemented in the life of the 

Muslim community unless both sets of rulings are strictly followed. 

All these regulations are “contracts” which the believers are ordered by God to 

fulfil. All of them are devotional in the sense that a Muslim fulfils them in order to 

earn God’s pleasure. They are all manifestations of a Muslim’s submission to God. 

We cannot separate worship from transactions except in scholarly classification. Both 

types indicate aspects of worship, duties and contracts made with God. To violate 

any of them is to violate the basic contract of believing in God. It is to this 

fundamental fact that the Qur’ nic ordering of the regulations outlined in this s rah 

refers. 

Too Valuable an Obligation 

“Believers, when you are about to pray...” Prayer is a meeting with God. Anyone who 

is about to offer a prayer stands up in front of God Himself, makes his supplication 

to Him, and addresses Him in a highly intimate manner. Therefore, it is important to 

prepare for it properly. In this respect, it is necessary to undergo a physical 

purification to help with the spiritual preparation. Perhaps this is the reason, as we 

understand it — though God alone knows the truth — for the requirement of 

ablution, the essential parts of which are detailed in this Qur’ nic verse: to wash 

one’s face, hands and arms to the elbows, to wipe one’s head lightly with one’s wet 

hand and to wash one’s feet up to the ankles. These requirements are the subject of 

very minor differences among scholars, perhaps the most important of which is 

whether they should be done in the order they are mentioned in this verse or done 

without following any particular order. This type of ablution is required for a minor 

invalidation of purity, such as going to the toilet or releasing wind. A shower or a 

bath in which one washes all one’s body is required to remove a state of ceremonial 

impurity which happens as a result of ejaculation whether through a wet dream or 

when awake, sexual intercourse and also women’s menstruation. 
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Having outlined the requirements of ablution in both ordinary and total 

situations, the Qur’ nic verse speaks of dry ablution which may replace either type. 

This is a concession of which Muslims may avail themselves in the following 

situations: when water is not available; when a person is ill and needs to have an 

ordinary ablution, i.e. wuđ ’, or when he is required to have a grand ablution, i.e. 

ghusl, but where water may be harmful to him; and when a person is travelling and 

needs to perform either type of ablution. 

The s rah refers to the reasons requiring ordinary ablution by the phrase: ‘or if one 

of you has come from the toilet’, which indicates answering a call of nature in any way. 

As for what requires total ablution, washing one’s whole body, the s rah uses a 

gentle expression indicating sexual contact: “Or if you have been in intimate contact with 

women.” In any of these situations, a person who cannot find or use water may not 

offer his prayer until he has performed dry ablution. He should select a clean surface, 

on the earth itself or anything associated with it, even if it is the saddle of his horse or 

mule, or a wall. He must make sure that the surface is free from impurity. He strikes 

it with both hands, shakes it and wipes it over his face, and then wipes it over his 

hands up to the elbows. Some scholars say that one strike is sufficient to wipe over 

the face and both hands, while others say two strikes are required, one to wipe the 

face and the other to wipe the hands. There are other differences among scholars 

about what is meant by “or if you have been in intimate contact with women”. Is it any 

touch or contact? Or is it sexual intercourse? Or is it any touch associated with sexual 

thoughts? Similarly, scholars speak about whether any illness allows dry ablution, or 

whether it is only an illness that makes the use of water harmful. Moreover, it is 

perhaps more correct to say that if water is too cold or if the person fears that using 

the water may cause him harm, then dry ablution is permissible. 

The verse concludes with this comment: “God does not want to impose any hardship 

on you, but He wants to purify you, and to bestow on you the full measure of His blessings, 

so that you may be grateful.” (Verse 6) 

As we have already said, purification is an essential requirement before a meeting 

with God. In both ordinary and total ablution, i.e. washing certain parts of one’s 

body or the whole of one’s body, the requirement of purification is met physically 

and spiritually. In dry ablution, only the spiritual part is fulfilled. It is considered 

sufficient when water is not available or can be harmful. God does not want to afflict 

people or to overburden them or cause them any difficulty in meeting their religious 

duties. He simply wants them to be blessed with the grace of purification and to 

make them feel His grace so that they show their gratitude to Him. When they do, 

He increases and even multiplies His grace. This clearly illustrates how the easy 

Islamic code of living combines a gentle and practical approach with Divine 

blessings. 
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This Qur’ nic verse states clearly the Divine purpose behind the requirements of 

ablution, ordinary and total: “He (God) wants to purify you, and to bestow on you the full 

measure of His blessings, so that you may be grateful.” When we reflect on this statement, 

we are bound to see the thread of unity and complementarity Islam establishes 

between worship and other legislation. Washing some parts of our bodies as we do 

in ablution, wuđ ’, or having a full bath, ghusl, as we do in total ablution, are not 

merely meant for physical cleanliness. Otherwise, some pedantic people these days 

might claim that we have no need for the rituals of the primitive Arabs, since our 

standards of civilization mean that we take a bath regularly and keep our bodies 

clean. The fact is that this is a double- fronted exercise to unite the cleanliness of the 

body with the purification of the soul in the same act of worship a believer addresses 

to his Lord. The spiritual side is certainly stronger because when it is not possible or 

inadvisable to use water, dry ablution, which fulfils only this stronger aspect, is 

deemed sufficient. Moreover, this religion of Islam is a complete way of life which 

addresses all situations in all societies and stages with a unified and consistent 

system. In this way, its purpose is realised in all situations in one way or another. Let 

us then make sure that we fully understand the purpose of Islam before passing a 

judgement that may not be based on sound knowledge or Divine guidance. We must 

also maintain an attitude of propriety when we speak about God and His legislation. 

Talking about dry ablution as a substitute for ablution with water leads us to 

consider the fact that Islam is especially keen that obligatory prayer be regularly 

attended to, in other words without fail. This provision added to similar ones 

relating to offering prayer in times of fear, or in the case of illness, when it can be 

offered in seated or reclining positions, shows that every impediment preventing 

anyone from offering prayers is removed. Islam takes extra care that prayer is offered 

at its defined times. Indeed, Islam relies heavily on this particular aspect of worship 

to achieve its educational and reform purposes, so as to mould human nature in a 

satisfactory shape. As prayer is a meeting with God, a believer feels that when he 

stands in front of God, this contact is so profoundly important to him that he would 

not wish to lose it even in the most critical of situations. No difficulty should prevent 

a Muslim from this meeting with his Lord. He derives from it reassurance, happiness 

and a contented heart. To him, this is a treasure too valuable to lose. 

Justice Even When Dealing with Enemies 

So far, the s rah has outlined a number of instructions concerning the types of 

food believers are permitted to eat, purification and other matters. By way of 

commenting on these instructions, the s rah reminds the believers of the blessings 

God has bestowed on them when they have accepted the faith and the covenant He 

has made with them that they will listen and obey. It is indeed this covenant that 
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admits them into the fold of Islam. The next verses remind them to have fear of God 

and that He is aware of all thoughts people may entertain. 

Remember always the blessings God has bestowed on you and the covenant 

with which He has bound you when you said: “We have heard and we obey.” 

Hence, remain God-fearing. Surely God has full knowledge of the secrets of 

people’s hearts. Believers, be steadfast in your devotion to God, bearing witness 

to the truth in all equity. Never allow your hatred of any people to lead you 

away from justice. Be just, this is closer to righteousness. And remain God-

fearing. Surely, God is aware of all that you do. (Verses 7-8) 

The first generation to be addressed by the Qur’ n were fully aware of the extent 

of God’s blessings bestowed on them by His revealing this religion. They felt the 

change within themselves, in their lives, community, and in the position they 

occupied among mankind. A simple reference to this blessing was always sufficient 

to turn their attentions to a great, undeniable fact of life. Similarly, a reference to the 

covenant with which God bound them to listen and to obey aroused in them feelings 

of dignity, since they were the other party in a contract made with God, the 

Almighty. To a believer who contemplates such a relationship, this is something 

great indeed. Hence, it is sufficient to remind them of their duty to remain God-

fearing. They were ever conscious of God: “Hence, remain God-fearing. Surely God has 

full knowledge of the secrets of people’s hearts.” (Verse 7) 

The Qur’ n often uses the highly expressive and evocative statement that God has 

full knowledge of people’s innermost thoughts, or the secrets of their hearts. In 

Arabic, this expression combines accuracy with inspiring beauty. It speaks of 

something that is always present in the heart. This is a reference to secret feelings and 

thoughts. Deep as a person may bury these secrets, they are known fully to God. 

A Gulf Too Wide 

Part of the covenant with which God has bound the Muslim community requires 

it to deal with other people on the basis of absolute justice, which is never affected by 

feelings of love or hatred, or by feelings, interests, or relations of any kind. It is justice 

based on the duty of remaining steadfast in devotion to God alone. No influences are 

ever allowed to tilt the balance of justice, especially when believers are mindful that 

God watches over them and knows what lies at the bottom of their hearts. They fully 

understand this address: “Believers, be steadfast in your devotion to God, bearing witness 

to the truth in all equity. Never allow your hatred of any people to lead you away from justice. 

Be just, this is closer to righteousness. And remain God-fearing. Surely, God is aware of all 

that you do.” (Verse 8) 
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Earlier in this s rah, God forbade the believers to allow their hatred of those who 

prevented them from entering the Sacred Mosque in Makkah to turn into an act of 

aggression against them. This is indeed a tough standard of self-restraint and 

tolerance to which they were elevated by the Divine system. Now they are ordered 

that hatred must never lead them away from justice. This is an even higher standard 

which is much more difficult to attain. The first was a stage requiring them not to 

launch aggression. Here, they are required to maintain justice despite their feelings 

of hatred and hostility. The first stage stopped at a passive attitude requiring self-

restraint. The second is a proactive attitude ensuring justice to people who are hostile 

to the believers and detested by them. 

This Divine system, which brings out the best in man, realises that this is a very 

difficult objective. Hence, it gives a helping introduction: “Believers, be steadfast in 

your devotion to God...” The instructions are also concluded with a comment that helps 

in achieving the objective: “Remain God-fearing. Surely, God is fully aware of all that you 

do.” 

No human being can attain this standard unless he deals in such a matter directly 

with God. This is the result that comes about when people are steadfast in their 

devotion to God, addressing their feelings purely to Him, fearing none but Him, and 

realising that He knows their innermost thoughts. No earthly consideration can lift 

human beings to such a high standard and keep them there. It is a standard 

achievable only through absolute dedication to God. Similarly, no faith or system on 

earth guarantees absolute justice to detested enemies in the same way as this religion 

does. This is because Islam addresses those who believe in it, making it clear to them 

that even when they have to administer justice to their enemies, they are dealing 

with God and they must rid themselves of any other consideration. With these basic 

elements in it, Islam has maintained its role as the last universal religion for 

humanity. Its system guarantees to all mankind, whether they believe in it or not, 

that they will have justice. For absolute justice is a duty incumbent on all Muslims 

and they fulfil this duty to God, no matter what hatred is shown to them by other 

people. 

Difficult and hard as this duty is, it is binding on the Muslim community because 

of its leading role amongst mankind. The role of leadership was fulfilled by this 

community and all its conditions were met when the believers in this faith 

implemented it. To them, these instructions were not mere recommendations or 

ideals, but a reality they should practise in their daily lives. The history of mankind 

has never before, nor indeed ever since, witnessed any such standard being put into 

practice, becoming a reality, except during the shining periods in history when Islam 

was implemented as a way of life. History gives us numerous cases and examples 

which testify that these duties and commandments outlined by God were 
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transformed into a practical system, fully implemented in the daily life of the Muslim 

community. They were not mere ideals to which homage was paid. Nor were they 

individual examples. They left their mark on life practices to the extent that people 

felt that that was the only way to live. 

When we look from that high summit on human life in all periods of darkness, 

everywhere on earth, including the type of darkness we see in modern times, we 

realise how great is the gulf between a system devised by God to be implemented in 

human life and man-made systems. The gap between the effects on people’s lives of 

these manmade systems on the one hand and the Divine system on the other is too 

wide to bridge. 

People may advocate certain principles, but such advocacy is one thing and 

practising these principles in reality is another. Indeed, it is often the case that people 

do not put into effect the principles they call on others to adopt. It is not merely that 

people should be told to implement certain principles, but more importantly where 

this call comes from and what kind of authority it has over consciences and feelings. 

Another hugely instrumental factor is people’s knowledge of the ultimate arbiter on 

the net result of the efforts they put into practising these principles. The true value of 

the call made by religion on people to implement its principles comes from the sway 

religion exercises over people. But when a call is only made by a certain person, we 

have to ask what support such a call has, and what authority it has over people’s 

minds, and what reward it can promise those who work hard to implement these 

principles? Thousands of people may call for justice, purity, liberation, self-denial, 

tolerance, love, sacrifice and so on. Their call, however, motivates no one because it 

lacks the proper support. It is not the call itself that is most important, but rather the 

power behind the call. 

People may listen to others advocating certain ideals, but what is the practical 

outcome of all this? The fact is that they know by nature that the advocacy comes 

from people like them, who share with them the same degree of ignorance and 

weakness and who have similar prejudices of their own. At the end of the day, such 

advocacy has only a minimum effect on their lives. 

Religious directives, on the other hand, are complemented by practical steps 

which aim to shape life in a certain fashion. If religion were to be confined to 

directives and rituals, then the directives would remain unimplemented, as we see 

today everywhere. A complete way of life on the basis of religion is necessary to 

allow its directives to be put into practice in life situations where directives and 

practices complement one another. This is the Islamic view of religion which makes it 

a complete system regulating all aspects of life. 

When this concept of religion was put into practice by the Muslim community, 
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that community occupied the top position in human society. It will do the same 

today, reducing this latter day ignorance to the same lowly level as it did the Arabian 

ignorance of the past. Conversely, when religion was reduced to mere directives 

given on a pulpit, and rituals practised in mosques, and when it no longer regulated 

the system of life, it lost its very existence in human life. 

A Promise That Never Fails 

Moreover, there must be a reward given by God to the believers, who deal with 

Him alone. This reward is needed to give encouragement to people to fulfil their 

obligations and to discharge their trust. The end of those who disbelieve and deny 

God’s revelations must be different from that of those who believe and do well: “God 

has promised those who believe and do good works that they shall have forgiveness of sins and 

a rich reward. As for those who disbelieve and deny Our revelations — they are the ones 

destined for Hell.” (Verses 9-10) 

This is a reward to compensate good believers for what they miss of the luxuries 

and riches of this life when they fulfil their trust. It is a reward that reduces to 

insignificance all the hardship faced by the believers as they face up to human 

obstinacy and determined denial of the truth. It is only fair that Divine justice will 

not deliver to the good and the bad the same treatment. 

Believers need to look up to this Divine system of justice and reward, so that they 

are able to overcome all temptations and impediments when they deal with God. 

Certain people only need to feel that God is pleased with them to appreciate its 

value, as well as the value of discharging their trust. But the Divine system deals 

with all people and with human nature itself. God knows that by nature man needs 

this promise of forgiveness and rich reward and needs to know the end of the 

disbelievers and their punishment. This reassures the believers and enables them to 

face up to the schemes of the evil ones, especially since they are commanded to deal 

justly with those whom they hate because of all the hardship they may have suffered 

at their hands. 

The s rah continues to cultivate this spirit of justice and tolerance among the 

Muslim community, and to weaken feelings of hostility, prejudice and revenge. It 

reminds Muslims of God’s grace which manifested itself in restraining the hands of 

the unbelievers when they intended to make a determined assault against the 

Muslims: “Believers, remember the blessings God has bestowed on you, when certain people 

designed to stretch against you their hands, but He stayed their hands from you. Remain, 

then, God-fearing. In God let the believers place their trust.” (Verse 11) 

Reports give different explanations as to whom this verse refers to. It is perhaps 

more correct to say that it refers to a group of unbelievers who tried to attack the 
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Prophet and the Muslims during the days which led to the peace agreement at al-

udaibiyah, but God foiled their design and enabled the Muslims to take them 

captive instead. The event itself is not as important as the lessons learnt from it. The 

Qur’ n draws on these lessons to reduce the Muslims’ hatred of these people, so that 

they would feel reassured as they reflected on the fact that God Himself takes care of 

them and protects them. In such an atmosphere, self-restraint, tolerance and the 

administration of justice become so much easier. Muslims would be ashamed of 

themselves if they were not to fulfil their covenant with God, especially when it is He 

who protects them from their enemies. 

Perhaps we should say here very briefly that the idea of God’s protection of the 

believers from aggression by their enemies is expressed in an image of hands being 

stretched to launch an aggression and then being stayed by a higher power. This 

charges the expression to its highest, as if the image of the events is placed in front of 

those who listen to the Qur’ nic verse and as if they witness these events right here 

and now. The Qur’ n employs this most expressive way in order to get its message to 

people in the clearest possible way. 
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2 

Broken Pledges 

Indeed, God made a covenant with the 

Children of Israel and We appointed 

among them twelve captains. God said: I 

shall be with you. If you attend to your 

prayers, practise regular charity, believe in 

My messengers and support them and offer 

up to God a generous loan, I shall forgive 

you your sins and admit you into gardens 

through which running waters flow. But 

any of you who, after this, rejects the faith 

will indeed have strayed from the right 

path. (12) 

Then for having broken their covenant, We 

rejected them and caused their hearts to 

harden. They now distort the meaning of 

[revealed] words, taking them out of their 

context. Moreover, they have forgotten 

much of what they have been told to bear in 

mind. From all but a few of them you will 

always experience treachery. But pardon 

them, and forbear. God loves those who do 

* ô‰s) s9 uρ x‹yzr& ª!$# t,≈ sW‹ ÏΒ û_Í_ t/ Ÿ≅ƒÏ™ℜuó  Î) 

$uΖ÷Wyèt/ uρ ÞΟ ßγ ÷ΨÏΒ ó©o_ øO$# u|³ tã $Y7‹ É) tΡ ( tΑ$s%uρ ª!$# 

’ ÎoΤ Î) öΝ à6 yètΒ ( ÷⎦È⌡s9 ãΝ çFôϑs%r& nο 4θn=¢Á9 $# ãΝçF÷ s?# u™uρ 

nο 4θŸ2̈“9 $# Ν çGΨ tΒ# u™ uρ ’Í?ß™ ãÎ/ öΝ èδθßϑè?ö‘ ¨“ tãuρ 

ãΝ çGôÊtø% r& uρ ©!$# $·Ê ös% $YΖ|¡ ym ¨βtÏe Ÿ2c{ 

öΝ ä3Ψ tã öΝ ä3Ï?$t↔ Íh‹y™ öΝ à6 ¨Ζn=Åz÷Š _{ uρ ;M≈ ¨Ψ y_ 

“Ìøg rB ⎯ ÏΒ $yγ ÏFøt rB ã≈ yγ÷ΡF{ $# 4 ⎯ yϑsù tx Ÿ2 

y‰÷è t/ šÏ9≡ sŒ öΝ à6Ψ ÏΒ ô‰s) sù ¨≅ |Ê u™!# uθy™ 

È≅‹ Î6 ¡¡9 $# ∩⊇⊄∪  

$yϑÎ6 sù Ν Íκ ÅÕø) tΡ öΝ ßγ s)≈ sV‹ÏiΒ öΝßγ≈ ¨Ζyès9 $oΨ ù=yèy_uρ 

öΝ ßγ t/θè=è% Zπ u‹ Å¡≈ s% ( šχθèùÌhpt ä† zΟ Î=x6 ø9 $# ⎯ tã 

⎯ Ïμ ÏèÅÊ# uθ̈Β   (#θÝ¡nΣ uρ $yà ym $£ϑÏiΒ (#ρãÏj. èŒ ⎯ Ïμ Î/ 4 
Ÿωuρ ãΑ# t“ s? ßì Î=©Ü s? 4’ n?tã 7π oΨ Í←!% s{ öΝ åκ ÷] ÏiΒ ωÎ) Wξ‹ Î=s% 

öΝ åκ ÷] ÏiΒ ( ß#ôã$$ sù öΝåκ ÷] tã ôxx ô¹$# uρ 4 ¨βÎ) ©!$# = Ït ä† 

š⎥⎫ ÏΖÅ¡ósßϑø9 $# ∩⊇⊂∪  



 

 41

good. (13) 

Likewise, from those who said, “We are 

Christians,” We have they, too, have 

forgotten much of what they had been told 

to bear in mind. Therefore, We have given 

rise among them to enmity and hatred to 

last until the Day of Resurrection. God 

will make clear to them what they have 

done. (14) 

People of earlier revelations, Our Messenger 

has come to you to make clear to you much 

of what you have been concealing of the 

Scriptures, and to forgive you much. There 

has come to you from God a light and a 

clear Book (15) 

Through which God guides those who seek 

His good pleasure to the paths of peace. By 

His grace, He leads them out of darkness 

into light and guides them to a straight 

way. (16) 

Unbelievers indeed are they who say: “God 

is the Christ, son of Mary.” Say: Who 

could have prevailed with God in any way 

had it been His will to destroy the Christ, 

son of Mary, and his mother, and everyone 

on earth? To God belongs the kingdom of 
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the heavens and the earth and all that is 

between them. He creates what He wills 

and God has power over all things. (17) 

Both the Jews and the Christians say: “We 

are God’s children and His loved ones.” 

Say: Why then does He punish you for 

your sins? You are only human beings of 

His creation. He forgives whom He will 

and punishes whom He will. To God 

belongs the kingdom of the heavens and the 

earth and all that is between them, and to 

Him all shall return. (18) 

People of earlier revelations! Now after an 

interval during which no messengers have 

appeared, Our Messenger has come to you 

to make things plain to you, lest you say: 

“No one has come to give us good news or 

to warn us.” Now there has come to you a 

bearer of good news and a warner. God has 

power over all things. (19) 

And so Moses said to his people: “My 

people, remember the favours which God 

has bestowed upon you when He raised up 

prophets among you, made you kings and 

granted you what He has not granted to 

any other community. (20) 

My people, enter the holy land which God 

has assigned to you. Do not turn your 

back, for then you will be lost.” (21) 

“Moses”, they answered, “mighty people 
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Overview 

In the first passage of this s rah, God reminds the Muslims of their covenant with 

Him and directs them to always remember the blessings He has bestowed on them 

when He accepted their covenant and bound them to it. The reminder serves as 

further encouragement to them to fulfil their pledges and to beware of breaking 

God’s covenant. This new passage outlines the attitudes different groups of those 

formerly given Divine revelations had taken towards their covenants with God. The 

passage explains what punishment befell earlier communities as a result of their 

dwell in that land, and we will surely not 

enter it unless they depart from it. If they 

do depart, then we will enter”. (22) 

 Thereupon two men who were God-fearing 

and on whom God had bestowed His grace 

said: “Go in upon them through the gate. 

As soon as you enter it, you shall be 

victorious. In God you should place your 

trust, if you are true believers.” (23) 

They said, “Moses, we will never go in so 

long as they are in it. Go forth, then, you 

and your Lord, and fight, both of you. We 

shall stay here.” (24) 

“Lord”, he said, “I am master of none but 

myself and my brother. Do, then, draw a 

dividing line between us and these wrong-

doing folk.” (25) 

He replied, “This land shall, then, be 

forbidden to them for forty years, during 

which they will wander aimlessly on earth. 

Do not grieve for these wrongdoing folk.” 

(26) 
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violation of their covenants. This serves as a reminder to the Muslim community, 

pointing out that God’s law never fails and admits no favouritism. It also reveals the 

true nature of the people of earlier revelations and their attitude towards Islam. It, 

thus, enables the Muslims to see through them and to counter their wicked designs 

against Islam which they treacherously work out under the guise of following the 

teachings of their religions. In truth, they had turned their backs on their faith and 

violated their pledges to God. 

This passage firstly discusses the covenant God made with the followers of Moses, 

when He saved them from subjugation in Egypt and their subsequent violations of 

this covenant. As a result, they were cursed and rejected by God. They were also 

denied His blessings and guidance. It also refers to the covenant God made with 

those who claimed to be Christians. As a result of their following a course contrary to 

their covenant with God, the seeds of enmity were sewn among them. Hostility 

among their different sects will continue until the Day of Judgement. The passage 

also refers to the attitude of the Jews when they cowardly refused to enter the Holy 

Land, although God had promised them that they would have it for themselves. 

They said to Moses: “Go forth, then you and your Lord, and fight, both of you. We shall 

stay here.” (Verse 24) 

This exposition of these pledges and covenants, and the attitudes of those who 

were previously given revelations, also reveals the distortion that had crept into the 

Jewish and Christian faiths. Included in their covenants was a condition that they 

would continue to believe in God’s oneness and fully submit to Him. By so doing, 

they would fulfil their part of the bargain and earn all the blessings God had 

bestowed on them and the guarantees of victory He had given them. They refused all 

this and, consequently, incurred the scourge of God’s curse and ended up in 

disunity, suffering persecution by others. 

This passage also calls on them anew to follow the Divine guidance embodied in 

the final message from God, conveyed by Mu ammad, His last Messenger. It refutes 

their argument that it had been a very long time since the last of their prophets had 

died and, hence, they had subsequently forgotten everything. A new Messenger who 

warns and gives happy news has now been sent to all mankind. Their argument is 

thus refuted by undeniable evidence. 

Through this new call to them, the unity of the Divine faith becomes clearly 

apparent. God accepts the same covenant from all His servants, which binds them to 

believe in Him alone, and to believe in, and support, His messengers, making no 

distinction between them. It calls upon them to attend regularly to their prayers, to 

regularly pay charity and so financially support God’s cause. These are the terms of 

the covenant with God laying down the essentials of the true faith, defining proper 

worship and outlining the main features of a social system that is suitable to man and 
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acceptable to God. 

The Terms of Covenants Made with God 

Indeed, God made a covenant with the Children of Israel and We appointed among 

them twelve captains. God said: I shall be with you. If you attend to your prayers, 

practise regular charity, believe in My messengers and support them and offer up to 

God a generous loan, I shall forgive you your sins and admit you into gardens through 

which running waters flow. But any of you who, after this, rejects the faith will indeed 

have strayed from the right path. Then for having broken their covenant, We rejected 

them and caused their hearts to harden. They now distort the meaning of [revealed] 

words, taking them out of their context. Moreover, they have forgotten much of what 

they have been told to bear in mind. From all but a few of them you will always 

experience treachery. But pardon them, and forbear. God loves those who do good. 

Likewise, from those who said, “We are Christians, “We have accepted a firm 

covenant, but they, too, have forgotten much of what they had been told to bear in 

mind. Therefore, We have given rise among them to enmity and hatred to last until 

the Day of Resurrection. God will make clear to them what they have done. (Verses 

12-14) 

The covenant God had accepted from the Children of Israel stated a specific 

condition and stipulated certain penalties in case of default. After explaining the 

circumstances leading to the confirmation of this covenant, the s rah mentions its 

terms, conditions and penalties. It was a covenant made with the twelve captains of 

the Israelites, representing all twelve tribes descending from Jacob, or Israel. Each 

tribe descended from one of Jacob’s sons. The terms of the covenant are outlined as 

follows: “God said: ‘I shall be with you. If you attend to your prayers, practise regular 

charity, believe in My messengers and support them and offer up to God a generous loan, I 

shall forgive you your sins and admit you into gardens through which running waters flow. 

But any of you who, after this, rejects the faith will indeed have strayed from the right path.” 

(Verse 12) 

When God says to any group of people, “I shall be with you”, He gives them a great 

promise. He who has God on his side suffers no opposition. Whoever and whatever 

stands against him is of no consequence. Moreover, whoever is with God will not go 

astray. To be with God is sufficient to ensure the right guidance and the proper 

support. Anyone who is sure to be on God’s side will never suffer worry or misery. 

He is reassured and blessed with unfailing happiness. He need not ask for anything 

better than what he already has. 

But God does not give this blessing of being with them as a special favour or a 
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personal gift. This comes only after its conditions are fulfilled. It is, indeed, a contract 

that outlines conditions and specifies penalties. The first condition is to attend to 

prayer. This is more than merely offering prayers. It means that prayers should 

become a manifestation of a true relationship between man and his Lord. This makes 

prayer an educative element which purifies man’s behaviour and dissuades him 

from committing any blatant sin or gross indecency. 

Second is charitable payment, in recognition of God’s favour for having given us 

what we have and by way of acknowledgement of the fact that whatever we may 

own actually belongs to God. The payment of zakāt, or charity, is a manifestation of 

our obedience to God with regard to how to dispense with the money He has given 

us and specified the conditions of our ownership of it. Moreover, a perfect system of 

social security can thus be implemented in a society established on faith. Thus, the 

social economy becomes free of the shackles which result from the concentration of 

national wealth in the hands of a small minority. This leads to a situation where the 

overwhelming majority of the population is unable to buy its needs while a small 

minority enjoys all the wealth. This leads to all sorts of social corruption which can 

he prevented by the zakāt system which ensures the proper distribution of wealth. 

The next condition is to believe in God’s Messengers making no distinction 

between them. Every single one of them was sent by God to preach the same 

message. Therefore, to deny any single one of them is to deny them all and to 

disbelieve in God, who had sent them all. Moreover, believing in them must not be a 

mere mental exercise. To truly believe in them is to be actively involved in 

supporting them in order to ensure that they succeed in their mission. Believing in 

the Divine faith requires that a believer is always ready to do what is necessary and 

within his power to support his faith and to see it well established in human life. The 

Divine faith is not confined merely to a set of beliefs or acts of worship. It is a 

practical system which organises human life in a certain fashion. Hence, it requires 

the support of all its followers to establish and protect it. Otherwise, a believer does 

not fulfil his covenant with God. 

In addition to zakāt, giving generously to support God’s cause is mentioned as a 

loan given to God. It should be pointed out here that it is God who owns what we 

have, but He gracefully describes what we pay to further His cause as a loan given to 

Him. 

These were the conditions of the covenant God accepted from the Children of 

Israel. The reward for the fulfilment of these conditions was to forgive them their 

sins. Human beings will always err, no matter how keen they are to do what is right. 

Therefore, the forgiveness of sins is a great reward and a manifestation of God’s 

endless grace. The reward also includes admission into Heaven which is described in 

the Qur’ n as “gardens through which running waters flow.” (Verse 12) This is again a 
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reward which God bestows on human beings out of His grace. No man can earn this 

reward through his own actions. God, however, has promised this reward to those 

who do their utmost to fulfil their pledges to Him. 

The penalty for failing to honour one’s pledges is specified at the end of this verse: 

“But any of you who, after this, rejects the faith will indeed have strayed from the right path.” 

(Verse 12) Hence, he can have no guidance and no way of return. The pledge had 

already been made, the guidance already provided, the way shown and the penalty 

specified. Nothing can be of any benefit any more. 

Such was the covenant God accepted from the captains of the Children of Israel on 

behalf of their communities. They all accepted it, which made it a covenant 

applicable to every single individual among them, and one with the whole nation 

they constituted. How, then, did the Israelites subsequently fare? 

Hardened Hearts 

They have indeed broken their covenant with God; they killed their prophets for 

no legitimate reason, and they plotted to kill and crucify Jesus (peace be upon him) 

the last of their Prophets. They also distorted their revealed Scriptures, i.e. the Torah, 

and abandoned its laws. They adopted a hostile attitude towards the last of all 

Prophets, Mu ammad (peace be upon him). They schemed against him and betrayed 

him and adopted an uncompromising attitude of hostility towards his message, not 

hesitating to violate the treaty they signed with him. As a result, God denied them 

His guidance and rejected them. Their hearts were caused to harden so that they 

could no longer be the recipients of Divine guidance: “Then for having broken their 

covenant, We rejected them and caused their hearts to harden. They now distort the meaning 

of [revealed] words, taking them out of their context. Moreover, they have forgotten much of 

what they have been told to bear in mind.” (Verse 13) 

Indeed, God tells the truth. These were the distinctive features of the Israelites; a 

curse clearly apparent in their faces and deeply entrenched in their evil character, a 

hardness that left no room for a compassionate smile, and actions that took no heed 

of human feelings. They may appear gentle when they have something to fear or an 

interest to further, or when they try to sow the seeds of discord among people, but 

their hardness will nevertheless surface revealing how, deep at heart, they are cruel, 

devoid of mercy. Such was their essential nature that they distorted revealed words, 

took it all out of context. They distorted their revealed Book and presented it in a 

light different from that given to Moses (peace be upon him). They did this in more 

ways than one. They added to their Book much of what served their devious goals 

and gave them religious justification for pursuing their wicked ends, which they 

falsely attributed to God. They also interpreted such original statements as remained 
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in their Book according to their prejudices, this to fit them to their wicked designs. 

Furthermore, they deliberately abandoned or forgot the tenets of their faith and left 

them unimplemented in their society because such implementation would have 

required them to adhere to a clean and pure method, one acceptable to God. 

“From all but a few of them you will always experience treachery.” (Verse 13) This is an 

address to the Prophet (peace be upon him), describing the attitude of the Jews 

towards the Muslim community in Madinah. They never hesitated to try to betray 

God’s Messenger (peace be upon him). Their treacherous attempts came fast and 

furious, one after the other. Indeed, that was their standard practice during the years 

when they were with the Prophet in Madinah, then in the whole of Arabia. It has 

continued to be their practice whenever they live within a Muslim community, 

despite the fact that the Muslim community has been the only one to provide them 

with safe refuge, allow them a life free of persecution and extend to them kindly 

treatment and a prosperous life. Nonetheless, they have continued to show the same 

attitude they adopted towards the Prophet; characteristics more suited to stealthy 

snakes and cunning foxes. If they are unable to level a direct low to destroy the 

Muslims, they resort to tricks and wicked designs instead. They scheme with every 

enemy of the Muslims until they find a chance to hit them hard, without mercy or 

compassion, paying no heed to any covenant or treaty. This is true of the great 

majority of them, as God described them in His Book and as He has told us of their 

nature which they acquired as a consequence of their breaking their covenant with 

God early on in their history. 

The Qur’ nic description of the situation of the Jews in Madinah and their attitude 

towards God’s Messenger (peace be upon him) is very interesting: “From all but a few 

of them you will always experience treachery.” (Verse 13) Treacherous actions, intentions, 

words and looks are all grouped together in an Arabic expression stating the 

adjective and deleting the noun it qualifies. For “treachery” in the English translation 

we read “treacherous” in the Arabic original, which is a mode of expression 

suggesting a situation so rampant that it is perpetrated by every single one of them. 

This is part of their nature. It is also the essence of their attitude towards the Prophet 

and the Muslim community. 

The Qur’ n is the teacher and the guide of the Muslim nation, and it marks the 

road the Muslims are required to follow throughout history. The Qur’ n tells the 

Muslims about their enemies and their historical attitude towards God’s guidance. 

Had this nation of believers referred to the Qur’ n and listened to its directives and 

implemented its instructions, their enemies would never have been able to win the 

upper hand in any fight against Islam. But when the Muslims broke their covenants 

with their Lord and abandoned the Qur’ n, they suffered the setbacks and calamities 

known to everyone. It is true that they continue to be enchanted with musical 
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recitations of the Qur’ n and may use these as charms, but this is not the purpose for 

which the Qur’ n was revealed. Indeed, when the Qur’ n is not implemented in the 

lives of the Muslim community, it is effectively abandoned by it, regardless of how 

much lip service is paid to it. 

God tells the Muslim community what happened to the Children of Israel and 

how they were cursed, rejected and suffered hardened hearts as a result of breaking 

their covenants with God. Thus, the Muslim community is warned against breaking 

its own covenant with Him lest it should suffer the same fate. It is because Muslims 

have disregarded this warning and followed a way different from that of Islam that 

God has taken away from them the role of humanity’s leadership, leaving them at its 

tail end. They will continue to be in this losing position until they return to their 

Lord, adhere to their covenant, and fulfil their pledges. Then and only then will God 

fulfil His promise to them, give them power and return them to the leadership of 

humanity. God’s promise never fails. 

At the time when this Qur’ nic verse was revealed, God instructed His Messenger 

in these terms: “But pardon them, and forbear. God loves those who do good.” (Verse 13) 

To pardon their evil act is to do good, and to forgive their treachery is to do good. 

But a time came when forgiveness and pardon could no longer be extended. God 

subsequently instructed the Prophet to evacuate them from Madinah and later from 

the Arabian Peninsula altogether. These instructions were carried out. 

The Origins of Enmity Among the Christians 

God also relates to His Messenger (peace be upon him) and to the Muslim 

community that He accepted a covenant from those who described themselves as 

Christians, but they, too, were unfaithful to their covenant and suffered the 

consequences: “Likewise, from those who said, ‘We are Christians’, We have accepted a firm 

covenant, but they, too, have forgotten much of what they had been told to bear in mind. 

Therefore, We have given rise among them to enmity and hatred to last until the Day of 

Resurrection. God will make clear to them what they have done.” (Verse 14) 

This verse begins with a particularly significant description: “Likewise, from those 

who said: ‘We are Christians’, We have accepted a firm covenant.” This mode of expression 

tells us that they simply professed to be Christians without giving practical credence 

to their claims. The essence of their covenant was to believe in God’s oneness. Yet it 

was in regard to this very issue that deviation crept into the history of Christianity. It 

is this central clause in their covenant which became the forgotten part of what they 

had enjoined. When it was forgotten, every deviation became possible and enmity 

broke out between the numberless sects and churches of Christianity, old and new, 

as we will shortly but briefly explain. God tells us that their enmity and hatred will 
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continue until the Day of Resurrection. Moreover, they will suffer the punishment of 

the Hereafter, at the time when they will be shown a clear image of what they have 

done in this life. 

Old and modern history has witnessed much conflict, hostility and enmity 

between those who claim to be Christians. All this gives factual endorsement to what 

God tells us in His truthful Book. Their wars against each other have caused much 

more bloodshed than the wars they fought against non-Christians throughout 

history. They have fought each other because of conflicts over principles of faith, 

disputes over religious supremacy and quarrels over political, economic and social 

issues. Many generations have passed but their hostility and their wars have not 

subsided. They will continue to flare up until the Day of Judgement as stated by the 

One who always says the truth. This is all a natural result of their violation of their 

pledges to God and their negligence of what He commanded them to do. As we have 

already said, the first item in their covenant is to believe in God’s oneness and it is 

this first item that they abandoned shortly after Jesus Christ had been raised by God. 

Perhaps this is not the proper place to discuss the reasons for this deviation in detail. 

Now that the attitude taken by the Jews and Christians towards their covenants 

with God has been made clear, the s rah addresses both communities announcing 

the message of the last of all prophets and that it is addressed to them as well as to 

the Arabs and to all mankind. They are required to follow God’s last Messenger, and 

this requirement is part of the firm covenant they made with God. They are told that 

this last Messenger has come to make public much of what they have concealed of 

God’s revelations which were entrusted to their care, and concerning which they 

were unfaithful to their trust. They are also told that this last 

Messenger will also forgive them much of what they have concealed, because it is 

no longer needed in the new message. It points out some of the deviant beliefs which 

the last Messenger would rectify, such as the claim by the Christians that Jesus 

Christ, son of Mary, was God Himself, and the assertion by both Christians and Jews 

that they were God’s sons and beloved ones. This address is concluded with a clear 

statement that they would have no argument to press after the revelation of this final 

and clear message. Nor could they claim that a long time had lapsed after the 

revelation of their messages, and that this had caused them to forget and become 

confused. 

People of earlier revelations, Our Messenger has come to you to make clear to you 

much of what you have been concealing of the Scriptures, and to forgive you much. 

There has come to you from God a light and a clear Book, through which God guides 

those who seek His good pleasure to the paths of peace. By His grace, He leads them 

out of darkness into light and guides them to a straight way. (Verses 15-16) 
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A Messenger with an Unlikely Background 

Those people who received revelations in the past found it rather hard to accept 

that a Prophet who did not belong to them should call on them to submit themselves 

to God. This Prophet belonged to a nation of illiterate people whom they used to 

despise, on account of their being unlettered while they themselves had Divine 

Scriptures. God wanted to bestow a great honour on those unlettered people and, 

therefore, He chose from among them the individual who was to become the last of 

all Prophets. He also gave them His final message, addressed to all mankind. He 

taught those unlettered people to become the ones with the highest standard of 

knowledge on earth. This transformation made them the ones with the highest 

beliefs, the most consistent and sound way of life, the most complete system and 

legal code, the soundest social set-up and the most sublime standard of morality. All 

this was part of the grace God bestowed on them when He chose Islam to be their 

faith. Those unlettered people could not have aspired to be the guides for humanity 

without this grace they received from God. Indeed, they never had and will never 

have anything to offer humanity except for what their faith gives them. 

In this Divine address to the people of earlier Scriptures, it is made clear that they 

are called upon to accept Islam, believe in Mu ammad and support him, as this has 

been part of their covenant which God accepted from them. They are clearly told that 

God Himself is a witness that this Prophet who could not read and write was His 

Messenger to them as well as to the Arabs and to all mankind. There is no denying 

the fact that his message was given to him by God, and no claim can be admitted that 

his message was addressed to the Arabs only; it is, indeed, addressed also to the 

people of earlier revelations: “People of earlier revelations, Our Messenger has come to 

you to make clear to you much of what you have been concealing of the Scriptures, and to 

forgive you much.” (Verse 15) He has sent a Messenger to you, and his role is to open 

things up to you so that you see them in their reality. You can thus see how he brings 

out into the open what you have conspired to suppress of the basic truth of the 

revelations given to you. 

This applies to both the Christians and Jews. The Christians suppressed the very 

basic and fundamental principle of faith, namely, the concept of God’s oneness, and 

the Jews suppressed many Divine legislations such as the punishment of adulterers 

with stoning and the total prohibition of usury. Both the Christians and the Jews also 

suppressed the news of the future mission of the unlettered Prophet, “whom they find 

mentioned in the Torah and the Gospel in their hands.” (7: 157) He (peace be upon him) 

pardons them for much of what they had distorted or suppressed as it is not 

included in his revelations. God has abrogated many of the rulings of earlier 

Scriptures and Divine codes as these had fulfilled their purpose in the particular 

community to which the message had been revealed. They had no longer any role to 
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play in human society. Now the final, comprehensive and everlasting message has 

been revealed and become well-established as a demonstration of the perfection of 

the grace God has bestowed on man, when He chose self-surrender, or Islam, as the 

basis of the faith acceptable to Him. No abrogation or modification can be introduced 

into this message. 

The Nature of God’s Final Message 

The nature of what the last Messenger has been given, the role it is destined to 

play in human life and its practical effect are then explained: “There has come to you 

from God a light and a clear Book.” (Verse 15) Perhaps nothing expresses the nature of 

the Qur’ n and the Divine message of Islam more accurately and comprehensively 

than stating that it is “a light”. In his heart of hearts, in everything in his life, in his 

evaluation of things, events and people, a believer realises as soon as he accepts the 

truth of faith that he has a light that makes everything clear to him. Everything 

brightens up in front of him. No longer is he confused about anything; no longer 

does he suffer any hesitation before taking a serious decision; no longer is he 

travelling an unmarked road and no longer is he uncertain of his direction. His 

ultimate goal is clear. His way towards it is straight and he is certain of his footsteps. 

Two qualities describe the message which was given to the noble Messenger: “a light 

and a clear book” 

It has been God’s pleasure to choose self-surrender, or Islam, as a religion for 

mankind. Anyone who follows what God has been pleased to choose for him and 

accepts it with pleasure will be guided by God “to the paths of peace”. How true and 

accurate this description is. What this faith imparts to life as a whole is peace, in the 

broadest sense of the term. It is peace within the individual, the community and the 

whole world. It is peace with one’s conscience, with one’s mind and body. It is peace 

within the home and family, society and the community and with humanity at large. 

It is peace with life, the universe and with the Creator, God. Mankind never knew or 

experienced this sort of peace except through following this faith and implementing 

its laws and systems. 

It is a true fact that through this religion of Islam God guides anyone who seeks 

His pleasure by following it “to the paths of peace” in all the aforementioned aspects of 

life. No one can appreciate how profound a blessing this is except a person who has 

experienced what life is like along the paths of war in ignorant societies, old and 

modern, or one who has experienced the turmoil of worry and restlessness generated 

within man’s conscience by deviant faiths, or erroneous laws and systems. Those 

who were the first to be addressed by these Qur’ nic revelations realised, as a result 

of their past experience in ignorant societies, the true meaning of this peace which 



Al Mā’idah (The Repast) | Broken Pledges 

 53

brought happiness into their personal lives. 

We badly need to understand this basic truth. We see ignorance all around us 

playing havoc with man’s life, as it continues to cause wars to flare up within human 

conscience and human society, generation after generation. No one needs to 

understand this true wisdom more than us since we have lived in this state of peace 

for a period of our history, only to leave it for a life of war that crushes our spirits, 

morality, behaviour and society. We put up with being choked by the tightening grip 

of darkness and endure the unabating war it wages against us, all when Islam and 

the peace it imparts to mankind is well within our reach. We only need to accept for 

ourselves what God has chosen for us to enjoy this blessed peace. What a raw deal 

we accept for ourselves when we barter good for evil, truth for error and peace for 

war. 

We can save mankind from the tribulations of ignorance and the war it wages on 

man in all its shapes and forms. But we cannot do so until we save ourselves by 

turning back to what God has chosen for us and seek His pleasure by following it in 

order to be included among those whom God guides along the paths of peace and 

“leads them out of darkness into light” (Verse 16), by His grace. Everything that results 

from abandoning Islam adds to the state of darkness. There is the darkness of 

superstition and ill-conceived beliefs, the darkness of unrestrained desire and 

caprice, the darkness of worry and confusion, the darkness of confused values and 

mistaken judgements and standards. Light on the other hand, is the sort of clarity 

and brightness which lightens up man’s conscience, his mind and his whole life. 

He “guides them to a straight way.” (Verse 16) It is in line with human nature and 

with the universe as well as the laws which govern the existence of both man and the 

universe. It leads straight to God and allows no confusion of issues or blurring of 

facts or errors of direction. 

It is God, the Creator of man, human nature, the universe and its laws, who has 

devised this system for man and chosen this religion for the believers. It is only 

natural, therefore, that this system should show them the straight way, for no other 

system can map it out for them. God always tells the truth. He is in no need of 

anyone. It is neither of any benefit to Him that people follow His guidance, nor of 

any consequence to Him that they should sink into error. It is only because He is 

most gracious that He has given them this faith, which maps out for them the 

straight way. To claim that Jesus Christ is God is a blatant blasphemy. To say that the 

Jews and the Christians are God’s beloved sons is a false fabrication. Such claims are 

pressed by people of earlier revelations who have suppressed the clear essence of the 

concept of God’s oneness. The last Messenger, Mu ammad (peace be upon ‘him), 

was sent to put it back in its clearest form, so that those who have strayed away from 

it may turn back. 
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False Claims Leading to Disbelief 

Unbelievers indeed are they who say: “God is the Christ, son of Mary.” Say: Who 

could have prevailed with God in any way had it been His will to destroy the Christ, 

son of Mary, and his mother, and everyone on earth? To God belongs the kingdom of 

the heavens and the earth and all that is between them. He creates what He wills and 

God has power over all things. (Verse 17) 

The message Jesus (peace be upon him) conveyed as given to him by his Lord was 

the message of God’s absolute oneness which has been given to every messenger. 

Total submission to God alone as the only God and the Lord of the universe was the 

attitude adopted by every messenger. This clear faith, however, later became 

distorted after pagans adopted Christianity, retaining some traces of their old pagan 

beliefs which they were keen to introduce into the faith based on God’s oneness. As 

time passed, these deviant beliefs became an integral part of the whole faith. 

These deviant beliefs were not introduced all at the same time. Ecclesiastical 

councils introduced them at different intervals until they eventually produced this 

singularly confusing mixture of legends and concepts that defies even those of its 

advocates who try to give a logical interpretation of it. 

The basic concept of God’s oneness was preached after Jesus (peace be upon him) 

by his disciples and their followers. The Gospel of Barnabas, one of many written at 

the time, speaks of Jesus Christ as a Messenger of God. Internal differences then 

broke out, with some maintaining that the Christ was not different from other 

messengers sent by God. Others acknowledged that he was a messenger but they 

claimed that he had a special relationship with God, while a third group said that he 

was the son of God because he was created without a father. Nevertheless, he was 

one of God’s creation. A different group claimed that he was God’s son, and that he 

was not created; he shared with the Father the quality of being eternal. 

To settle their differences, a great synod met in 325 AD, attended by 48,000 

patriarchs and bishops who were described by Ibn al-Ba r q, a historian of 

Christianity, as follows: 

They differed greatly in views and faiths. Some of them maintained that both 

the Christ and his mother were gods, while others, Sabilius and his followers, 

viewed the relationship between the Christ and the Father as a brand of fire 

separated from a torch, which continued to burn unaffected by this split. A 

third group, Ilyan and those who followed his lead, claimed that Mary did 

not bear Jesus for nine months, as mothers bear their children. He only 

passed through her belly as water runs through gutters. The Word went 



Al Mā’idah (The Repast) | Broken Pledges 

 55

through her ear and came out instantly through the passage where a child is 

born. Another group claimed that the Christ was a human being created from 

the Divine with an essence similar to that of any one of us. The beginning of 

the son started with Mary, and he was chosen to maintain the human essence. 

Divine grace was bestowed on him with love and Divine will. It is for this 

reason that he was called the son of God. They maintained that God is an 

eternal, single essence and single hypostasis who had three names. They did 

not believe in the Word or in the Holy Spirit. This was the view advocated by 

Paul Shamshati, the patriarch of Antioch and his followers who were called 

the Bulikanians. Yet another group believed in a trinity consisting of three 

deities: good, evil and a middle one in between. This view was advanced by 

Markiun whom they claimed to be Jesus’s Chief Disciple, denying Peter. A 

further group maintained that Jesus Christ had a Divine nature. This was the 

belief advocated by St. Paul and 318 bishops who followed him.1 

The Roman Emperor Constantine, who embraced Christianity without 

understanding anything of it chose this last view and supported its advocates, giving 

them a chance to suppress all other beliefs and views, especially those who 

maintained that the Divine nature belonged only to the father and that Jesus, the 

Christ, was a human being. 

The author of the History of the Coptic Nation has this to say about this decision: 

“The holy community and the apostolic church excommunicated everyone who 

claimed that there was a time when the son of God did not exist, or that he did not 

exist before he was born, or that he was born of nothing or that he was made of a 

substance or an essence other than that of God, the Father. It also excommunicated 

everyone who said that Jesus Christ was created, or that he was liable to change or 

that his shadow differed in shape.” 

By taking these decisions, the ecclesiastical council did not manage to win over the 

Unitarian followers of Aries who managed to gain power in Constantinople, 

Antioch, Babylon, Alexandria and Egypt. 

A new disagreement erupted over the nature of the Holy Spirit, with some people 

maintaining that Jesus was Divine, while others rejected this. The first Synod of 

Constantinople met in 381 to settle these differences. The same historian of 

Christianity tells us of the decisions of this council as reported by the Bishop of 

Alexandria: “The Patriarch of Alexandria, Thimothius said: ‘To us the Holy Spirit 

does not have a meaning other than the spirit of God, and the spirit of God has no 

                                                 
1 Shaikh Mu ammad Abū Zahrah, Muĥāđarāt fī al-Nasrānīyah, or "Lectures on Christianity", 
Cairo. All that we summarise concerning these ecclesiastical councils are based on this book 
and its sources. 
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meaning other than His life. Therefore, if we were to say that the Holy Spirit was 

created, then we are saying that the spirit of God is created, and if we were to say 

that the spirit of God is created, then we are saying that His life is a creation. If we 

were to say that His life is a creation, then we allege that He is not the Living. If we 

were to allege that He is not the Living, then we disbelieve in Him. Whoever 

disbelieves in Him is to be cursed.” 

Hence, the Divinity of the Holy Spirit was established in this ecclesiastical council 

as the Divinity of the Christ, Jesus, was established in the earlier council. Thus the 

Trinity of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit was finally established. 

Yet another dispute broke out on the issue of the combination of the Divine and 

the human natures in the Christ. Nestor, the Patriarch of Constantinople, was of the 

view that there was a hypostasis and a nature. The hypostasis of Divinity was 

derived from the Father, while the humanity came through Mary. Therefore, Mary 

was the mother of man in Jesus, not the mother of God. Of the Christ who mixed 

with people and addressed them, he said, as quoted by the historian of Christianity: 

“This man who says he is the Christ is united with the son through love. It is said 

that he is God and the son of God, not in actuality but through grace.” 

He also says: “Nestor has maintained that our Lord, Jesus Christ, was not God 

himself, but a man full of blessings and grace, or he was inspired by God. He was 

infallible and committed no sin.” 

His view was rejected by the Bishop of Rome, the Patriarch of Alexandria and the 

Bishops of Antioch. They agreed to hold a fourth summit, the Afsis Council. Held in 

431, this Council concluded that “Mary the Virgin was the mother of God and that 

Jesus was a true God and a man at the same time, with two natures united in the 

hypostasis.” The Council cursed Nestor. 

The Church of Alexandria came out with yet another view which was discussed 

by the second synod, which concluded that “The Christ had one nature combining 

both Divinity and humanity.” 

This view was not universally accepted. Disagreement was rife and another 

ecclesiastical council met at Khalqidonia in 451 and determined that “The Christ had 

two natures, not one. Divinity was a nature sacred and different from Humanity. 

Both met in the Christ.” Thus, the second synod of Afsis was totally rejected. 

The Egyptians declared that they did not recognise this decision. A bloody conflict 

erupted between the Egyptian Copts, the Monophysites and the Melkites of Syria 

whose views became the official ones of the Empire. 

This note is sufficient to describe the great variety of deviant concepts about the 

Divinity of Jesus Christ and the enmity and hatred to which it led between various 
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sects. These divisions and hatred continue even today. 

The True Verdict 

The final message gives the ultimate ruling on this whole issue, with the final 

Messenger declaring to the people who received revelations in former times the true 

nature of the Divine faith: “Unbelievers indeed are they who say: ‘God is the Christ, son of 

Mary.‘“ (Verse 17) “Unbelievers indeed are those who claim that God is one of a Trinity.” 

(Verse 73) An effort is made here to persuade them to listen to the voice of reason, 

upright nature and fact: “Say: Who could have prevailed with God in any way had it been 

His will to destroy the Christ, son of Mary, and his mother, and everyone on earth?” (Verse 

17) This represents an absolute and undeniable distinction between God, His nature, 

will and dominion on the one hand and the nature of Jesus (peace be upon him); his 

mother and all beings on the other. The difference is clear and total. God is single; 

nothing is like Him; His will is absolute; His authority is total; no one can do 

anything to reverse His will should He desire to destroy the Christ, son of Mary, his 

mother and everyone on earth. He, the most glorious owns and creates everything, 

while all else are created: “To God belongs the kingdom of the heavens and the earth and all 

that is between them. He creates what He wills and God has power over all things.” (Verse 

17) 

The Islamic faith thus appears to all in its true light: simple, clear, straightforward. 

Its clarity is even more enhanced in comparison to all erroneous concepts, legends 

and pagan beliefs which have crept into the faith of a section of those who were 

given earlier revelations. The first distinctive feature of the Islamic faith becomes 

prominent as it states without any trace of ambiguity the true nature of Godhead, as 

well as servitude and submission to God. It separates the two positions most 

decisively. 

Wishful Thinking That Comes to Nothing 

The s rah then mentions another claim pressed by the Jews and Christians: “Both 

the Jews and the Christians say: ‘We are God’s children and His loved ones.‘“ (Verse 18) 

They allege that some sort of parenthood belongs to God. If this fatherhood is not a 

physical one, then it is spiritual. Whatever it is, it throws an element of doubt on the 

concept of God’s oneness and detracts from the decisive separation between the 

position of God and that of His servants. The fact is that this separation is necessary 

for the clarity of faith and the proper order of human life. It is essential so that all 

worship is addressed to God by all His creation. They, thus, have a single legislative 

authority which sets for them their values, standards, laws and systems, with no 

confusion of authority resulting from a jumble of qualities and positions. It is not 
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merely a question of deviant beliefs, but a question of their consequences that are 

bound to corrupt life as a whole. 

As a logical consequence of their claim that they are the children of God and His 

loved ones, the Jews and Christians claimed that He would not punish them for their 

sins, and that they would not be in Hell for more than a few days, if at all. This 

means in plain terms that God’s justice is not administered properly and that He 

favours a section of His servants by allowing them to spread corruption on earth 

without punishing them as He punishes others who would do the same. Can we 

imagine the sort of corrupt life that may result from such a concept? 

At this point, Islam rejects most decisively such deviant beliefs and their practical 

consequences which corrupt life. It stresses the fact that God’s justice is absolute: 

“Say: Why then does He punish you for your sins? You are only human beings of His 

creation. He forgives whom He will and punishes whom He will.” (Verse 18) Their claims 

of being God’s children are, thus, stated to be false. They are no more than other 

human beings. Forgiveness or punishment is determined by the same rule, based on 

God’s will which has established certain reasons for forgiveness and different ones 

for punishment. Neither is determined by any special relationship with God. 

We then have a reiteration of the fact that everything belongs to God and returns 

to Him: “To God belongs the kingdom of the heavens and the earth and all that is between 

them, and to Him all shall return.” (Verse 18) It goes without saying that the owner is 

different from what is owned. Limitless as He is in His glory, His will is absolute and 

to Him will all return. 

A renewed address is then made to the people given earlier revelations in order to 

allow them no excuse whatsoever. They are made to visualise most clearly their 

eventual destiny: “People of earlier revelations! Now after an interval during which no 

messengers have appeared, Our Messenger has come to you to make things plain to you, lest 

you say: ‘No one has come to give us good news or to warn us.’ Now there has come to you a 

bearer of good news and a warner. God has power over all things.” (Verse 19) 

With such decisive clarity, all issues are made plain. No longer can the people of 

earlier revelations claim that the unlettered Messenger has not been sent to them. 

God tells them: “People of earlier revelations, Our Messenger has come to make things plain 

to you.“ (Verse 19)  No longer can they profess that they have not been warned or 

given good news for a long period which might have allowed forgetfulness or 

deviation to creep in. Now someone to warn them and to give them happy news has 

come to them. 

They are reminded that nothing can resist God’s power; nothing can defy Him. He 

can send a Messenger from among the unlettered nation and He can punish the 

people given revelations earlier for what they may earn: “God has power over all 
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things.” (Verse 19) 

Thus, this round of confrontation with peoples of earlier revelations comes to an 

end. It has exposed their deviant beliefs which they introduced in the true faith 

preached by their messengers. It states most clearly the only faith which God accepts 

from believers and pronounces as false all their excuses which they reiterate in 

justification of their negative attitude to the unlettered Prophet, Mu ammad (peace 

be upon him). It calls on them to follow the Divine guidance on the one hand and 

weakens the effects of their scheming against the Muslim community on the other. 

Moreover, the way the Muslim community and all those who seek guidance must 

follow is clearly marked out. 

An Appeal Mixed with Worry 

At this point in the s rah, the attitude of the Children of Israel towards God’s 

Messenger sent to them, Moses (peace be upon him), is given. Moses was their 

saviour who led them out of Egypt towards the holy land God had assigned to them. 

The s rah also exposes their attitude to the covenant they made with their Lord and 

how they violated it and were punished for that violation. 

And so Moses said to his people: `My people, remember the favours which God has 

bestowed upon you when He raised up prophets among you, made you kings and 

granted you what He has not granted to any other community. My people, enter the 

holy land which God has assigned to you. Do not turn your back, for then you will be 

lost.’” “Moses,” they answered, `mighty people dwell in that land, and we will surely 

not enter it unless they depart from it. If they do depart, then we will enter.” 

Thereupon two men who were God-fearing and on whom God had bestowed His grace 

said: “Go in upon them through the gate. As soon as you enter it, you shall be 

victorious. In God you should place your trust, if you are true believers.” They said, 

“Moses, we will never go in so long as they are in it. Go forth, then, you and your 

Lord, and fight, both of you. We shall stay here.” “Lord, “he said, `I am master of none 

but myself and my brother. Do, then, draw a dividing line between us and these 

wrongdoing folk.” He replied, “This land shall, then, be forbidden to them for forty 

years, during which they will wonder aimlessly on earth. Do not grieve for these 

wrongdoing folk.” (Verses 20-26) 

This is only one episode in the story of the Children of Israel which is related in 

the Qur’ n in extensive detail to serve several purposes. One purpose relates to the 

fact that the Children of Israel were the first to confront the Islamic message with 

wicked designs, plots and open warfare both in Madinah and the whole of Arabia. 

Their hostile attitude could be traced back to the very early days of the Islamic 
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message. It was they who encouraged and nurtured hypocrisy and the hypocrites in 

Madinah, providing them with the means to scheme against Islam and the Muslims. 

They also incited the pagan Arabs to fight the Muslim community and gave them 

their active support. It was they who started the war of false rumours against the 

Muslim community raising among them doubts and suspicions about the Muslim 

leadership and circulating distortions of the Islamic faith before they confronted the 

Muslim community in open warfare. It was necessary, therefore, to expose them to 

the Muslim community so that it knew its enemies: their nature, history, methods 

and means as well as the nature of the battle it had to fight against them. 

Another purpose can be seen in the fact that the Israelites were the followers of a 

Divine faith revealed before the final faith of Islam. They had a long history before 

Islam, during which distortions crept into their faith and they repeatedly violated 

their agreement and covenant with God. The practical consequences of these 

violations and deviations were seen in their lives, their moral values and their 

traditions. As the Muslim nation is the heir to all Divine messages and the custodian 

of the monotheistic Divine faith as a whole, it is necessary that it be made fully aware 

of the history of the Israelites with all its ups and downs. This gave the Muslim 

community an accurate knowledge of the way it should follow, what slips lay ahead 

of it and the consequences of such slips, as these are reflected in the history and 

morality of the Jews. This enabled the Muslim community to add the experience of 

the Jews to the total sum of its own experience and to benefit by it in future. It could, 

thus, avoid the slips and deal effectively with deviation right at the start before it had 

a chance to develop. 

Yet another purpose relates to the fact that over their long history the experience 

of the Jews was highly varied. God is aware that with the passage of time, people 

may change, and certain generations may deviate from the right path. As the Muslim 

nation will continue until the end of life, it is bound to go through certain periods 

which are not dissimilar to what the Jews have gone through. God has, therefore, 

chosen to make available to the leaders of the Muslim community and its reformers 

in different generations, clear examples of what could befall nations so that they may 

be able to diagnose the disease of their particular generation and administer the 

proper cure. It is a fact of life that those who deviate after having known the truth are 

the most resistant to calls and appeals to follow right guidance. Those without any 

prior knowledge of the truth are more responsive because they find something new 

which appeals to them and helps them shake off- the burden of ignorance. They are 

most impressed by the first call that makes its appeal to them. Winning over those 

with an earlier experience requires a much more strenuous effort and a great deal of 

perseverance on the part of advocates of the Divine faith. 

There are other purposes for relating the story of the Jews in such detail, but it is 
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sufficient to make only these brief references here and go back to our commentary. 

And so Moses said to his people: ‘My people, remember the favours which God has 

bestowed upon you when He raised up prophets among you, made you kings and 

granted you what He has not granted to any other community. My people, enter the 

holy land which God has assigned to you. Do not turn your back, for then you will be 

lost.” (Verses 20-21) 

Moses’ words give us the impression that he may have been worried lest his 

people disobey. He had tried them before on several occasions. He had led them out 

of Egypt, liberated them from subjugation with God’s help, who parted the sea for 

them and caused Pharaoh and his soldiers to drown. Nevertheless, when they came 

by a community engaged in pagan worship, they said to him: “Moses, set up a deity for 

us as these people have deities.” (7: 138) On another occasion, he had hardly left them 

for his appointment with his Lord when the Samaritan used the jewellery stolen from 

Egyptian women to make them an effigy of the calf which made a lowing sound. 

They started to worship the calf and claimed that it was the god Moses went to meet. 

Another experience which Moses remembered well was when God made springs 

of water gush out for them in the desert and sent down to them manna and quail, a 

very wholesome food to eat. Nonetheless, they wanted to have the types of food they 

were familiar with in Egypt, the land where they were humiliated. They asked Moses 

to pray to God to bring forth for them herbs, cucumber, garlic, lentils and onions. 

They would not sacrifice their familiar food for a life of dignity, liberation and the 

pursuit of a noble goal. He also tested them when he conveyed to them God’s order 

to slaughter a cow but they kept postponing the implementation of this order. When 

they finally slaughtered it, they did so most reluctantly. When he returned from his 

appointment with his Lord carrying the tablets which outlined the covenant they 

should make with God, they refused to make that covenant and fulfil their pledges to 

their Lord. Despite what God had bestowed on them and the forgiveness of their sins 

which He granted them, they did not give their pledges until they saw with their 

own eyes the mountain raised over their heads, and felt that it was about to fall on 

top of them. 

Moses had tested them on several occasions and now they were close to the holy 

land, their destination. God had promised them they would be the rulers in this land 

and that He would raise up among them prophets so that they remained in God’s 

care. Moses, however, was worried lest they should disobey. He, therefore, coupled 

this, his last appeal with a reminder of the happiest memories, best incentives and 

strongest warnings: 
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And so Moses said to his people: ‘My people, remember the favours which God has 

bestowed upon you when He raised up prophets among you, made you kings and 

granted you what He has not granted to any other community. My people, enter the 

holy land which God has assigned to you. Do not turn your back, for then you will be 

lost.” (Verses 20-21) 

God’s promise never fails. He promises here to raise up prophets among them and 

to make them kings. The fulfilment of this promise brought them what God granted 

to no other nation until that period in time. The holy land, which they were 

approaching, was assigned to them by God’s promise, which meant that they were 

certain to have it. They had already known from experience that God always fulfils 

His promises. Now, they were called upon to meet the conditions for yet another of 

His promises. To turn back was sure to bring them to ruin. But the Israelites never 

changed: their instinctive cowardice, argumentativeness and willingness to breach 

pledges was sure to surface. “’Moses’ they answered, ‘mighty people dwell in that land, 

and we will surely not enter it unless they depart from it. If they do depart, then we will 

enter.” (Verse 22) 

A Typically Cowardly Attitude 

The Israelite nature appears here unmasked, without cosmetics. They were facing 

danger and, therefore, all attempts to put on a brave face were abandoned. Not even 

God’s promise to them to make this land theirs was sufficient to motivate them. They 

wanted an easier prize, without having to pay any price. It should come to them 

from heaven just as manna and quails were sent down for them to eat. “Mighty people 

dwell in that land, and we will surely not enter it unless they depart from it. If they do depart, 

then we will enter” (Verse 22) 

Victory, however, does not come in this manner as the Jews wanted when they 

were devoid of faith: “Thereupon two men who were God- fearing and on whom God had 

bestowed His grace said: ‘Go in upon them through the gate. As soon as you enter it, you 

shall be victorious. In God you should place your trust, if you are true believers.’” (Verse 23) 

The value of having faith and of being God-fearing appears very clearly. These were 

two men who feared God, and being God-fearing made them totally fearless when 

they confronted mighty people. They had all the courage needed to dispel the 

imaginary danger. They made this testimony, highlighting the importance of faith 

and the time of trial and difficulty. They wanted to show what it meant to fear God 

alone at times when people fear each other. God does not combine the two feelings of 

fear in any one man’s heart: fearing Him and fearing human beings. A person who 

fears God fears no one else. 
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“Go in upon them through the gate. As soon as you enter it, you shall be victorious.” 

(Verse 23) This is a basic rule in how to fight the enemy. The Jews are advised here to 

launch an offensive which takes them right through into the other people’s homes. 

Once they are in, the others will be demoralised while their own morale will be high 

indeed. Those attacked will suffer a total loss of confidence and the attackers will 

win. 

“In God you should place your trust, if you are true believers.” (Verse 23) A believer 

relies on no one other than God. This is the distinctive mark and the correlative of 

faith. But who were these two men addressing them with these true words? They 

were after all addressing the Israelites. True to their nature, the Children of Israel 

said: “Moses, we will never go in so long as they are in it. Go forth, then, you and your Lord, 

and fight, both of you. We shall stay here.” (Verse 24) 

Cowardly people are increasingly impudent. They start to kick around like 

donkeys but they never step forward. Often, cowardice and impudence go hand in 

hand. A cowardly person is reminded of his duty, but his strength fails him. His 

neglect of his duty embarrasses him and he abuses this duty as well as the message 

which imposes on him what he does not want. 

“Go forth, then, you and your Lord and fight, both of you. We shall stay here.” (Verse 24) 

A perfect example of rudeness from weak people who realise that rudeness costs 

nothing but words. Fulfilment of their duty, on the other hand, requires them to fight 

in a real war. “Go forth, then, you and your Lord, both of you.” He is, then, not their Lord 

if his lordship means that they will have to fight. “We shall stay here.” We neither 

desire a kingdom, nor sovereignty, nor even the promised holy land, if it means that 

we will have to fight these mighty people. 

This is now the end for Moses (peace be upon him) after the strenuous efforts he 

exerted with the Children of Israel and after bearing all impudence and deviation. 

The result was simply to turn back, to turn away from the holy land when they stood 

at its doors. This was a clear violation of the covenant they had made with God. But 

the covenant applied to Moses also. What should he do now? Whose help should he 

seek? 

“Lord”, he said, I am master of none but myself and my brother. Do, then, draw a dividing 

line between us and these wrongdoing folk.” (Verse 25) This is a prayer uttered in pain. It 

is an appeal to God and one of total submission to Him. It also expresses total 

determination and a total break with those who disobeyed. 

Moses was aware that God knew that he could not account for anyone other than 

himself and his brother. His are the feelings of weakness experienced by a person 

who has suffered a major letdown, the faith of a Prophet who spoke to God directly, 

the determination of an unshakable believer. He could not put his complaint to 
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anyone other than God, to whom he prays to draw a dividing line between him and 

the evil-doers. Nothing could provide a link with them after they had abandoned 

their covenant with God. No relationship of family, ancestry, history or previous 

effort was of any significance. Their only relationship could be one of faith and the 

pledges they had given to God. As they breached them, then all relations had been 

severed. As for him, he was determined to fulfil his own promises to God, while they 

continued to do wrong. 

This is the attitude of humble politeness shown by a Prophet and this is the action 

plan of a firm believer. The tie which could bring believers together was the tie of 

faith. Nationality, ancestry, race, language, history and all other ties known to 

mankind are of no significance when the tie of faith is severed. 

God answered His Prophet’s prayer and pronounced His judgement of the 

wrongdoers: “This land shall, then, be forbidden to them for forty years, during which they 

will wander aimlessly on earth. Do not grieve for these wrongdoing folk.” (Verse 26) As 

they approached the holy land which God had promised them, He abandoned them 

to their aimless wandering. He forbade them the land He had assigned to them. The 

weightier view suggests that the land was forbidden to that particular generation of 

them, until a new generation came of age, aware of the lessons and strengthened by 

their upbringing in the desert. The first generation had long been used to subjugation 

and tyranny in Egypt. As such, it could not shoulder the tough responsibility. 

Tyranny and humiliation corrupt the nature of individuals as well as communities. 

The s rah stops at this point in their history to allow believers to reflect on the 

lessons learned. The Muslims also learned this tough lesson God relates to them. 

When they came face to face with difficulty and they were few in number 

confronting a mightier force of unbelievers in Badr, they said to their Prophet, 

Mu ammad (peace be upon him): “We will not say to you, Messenger of God, what 

the Israelites said to their Prophet, ‘Go forth, then, you and your Lord, and fight, both of 

you. We shall stay here.’ But we will say to you: Go forth, then, you and your Lord, and 

fight; we will fight alongside you.” 

We see how the Qur’ nic method produces results in educating the Muslim 

community through relating stories from past generations of believers. We can also 

see what purpose is served by relating the history of the Children of Israel. 
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3 

The First Murder 

Relate to them in all truth the story of the 

two sons of Adam: how each offered a 

sacrifice, and it was accepted from one of 

them while it was not accepted from the 

other. [The latter] said: “I will surely kill 

you.” [The other] replied: “God accepts 

only from those who are God-fearing. (27) 

Even if you lay your hand on me to kill 

me, I shall not lay my hand on you to kill 

you; for I fear God, the Lord of all the 

worlds. (28) 

I would rather you should add your sin 

against me to your other sins, and thus you 

will be destined for the Fire; since that is 

the just retribution of wrongdoers.” (29) 

His evil soul drove him to kill his brother; 

and he murdered him, and thus he became 

one of the lost. (30) 

God then sent forth a raven which 

scratched the earth, to show him how he 

might conceal the nakedness of his brother’s 

body. He cried out: “Woe to me! Am I 

then too weak to do what this raven has 

done, and to conceal the nakedness of my 

brother’s body?” He was then overwhelmed 

by remorse. (31) 
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Because of this did We ordain to the 

Children of Israel that if anyone slays a 

human being, for anything other than in 

punishment of murder or for spreading 

corruption on earth, it shall be as though he 

had slain all mankind; and that if anyone 

saves a human life, it shall be as though he 

had saved all mankind. Our messengers 

brought them clear evidence of the truth, 

but despite all this, many of them continue 

to commit all manner of excesses on earth. 

(32) 

It is but a just punishment of those who 

make war on God and His Messenger, 

and endeavour to spread corruption on 

earth, that they should be put to death, or 

be crucified, or have their hands and feet 

cut off on alternate sides or that they should 

be banished from the land. Such is their 

disgrace in this world, and more grievous 

suffering awaits them in the life to come; 

(33) 

Except those who repent before you 

overpower them. For you must know that 

God is Much- Forgiving, Merciful. (34) 

Believers, fear God and seek the means to 

come closer to Him, and strive hard in His 

cause, so that you may be successful. (35) 
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Overview 

This passage begins to outline some fundamental legislation concerning human 

life. Some of these are concerned with life protection in a Muslim community that 

applies Divine law. Others relate to the protection of the system against any rebellion 

that may seek to undermine the authority administering Divine law in such a society. 

All in all, these measures aim to provide proper protection for the Muslim 

community, as well as wealth and private property in a social set-up based on Divine 

If those who disbelieve had all that is on 

earth and as much besides to offer as 

ransom from the suffering of the Day of 

Resurrection, it would not be accepted from 

them. Theirs shall be a painful suffering. 

(36) 

They will wish to come out of the Fire, but 

they shall not come out of it. Theirs shall 

be a long- lasting suffering. (37) 

As for the man or the woman who is guilty 

of stealing, cut off their hands in requital 

for what they have wrought, as an 

exemplary punishment ordained by God. 

God is Almighty, Wise. (38) 

But whoever repents after having thus done 

wrong, and makes amends, shall have his 

repentance accepted by God. God is Much- 

Forgiving, Merciful. (39) 

Do you not know that to God belongs the 

kingdom of the heavens and the earth? He 

punishes whom He wills and forgives whom 

He wills. God has power over all things. 

(40) 
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guidance and ruled by Divine law. 

The legislation covering these important aspects of social life take up this whole 

passage, after an introduction relating the story of Adam’s two sons. This story 

exposes the nature of crime and its motives, and reveals its ugly face, showing the 

need to stand up to crime and to stamp it out of the life of Islamic society altogether. 

It stresses the need to punish the criminal and to counter the motives for crime. 

The story appears to be firmly welded to the rulings and legislation that are 

subsequently detailed in this s rah. A reflective reader is bound to feel that the story 

is given at the right place to fulfil an important function, and present a profound 

argument that penetrates the reader’s consciousness. It thus puts hearts and minds in 

the right frame to receive the severe penalties Islam legislates for crimes committed 

against human life, public order, and personal property. These must be put into 

effect in an Islamic society which implements Divine law. 

Islamic society runs all its life affairs, relations and commitments on the basis of 

the Divine constitution, implementing God’s law. Thus, it guarantees for every 

individual, and for the community as a whole, all elements of justice, stability, 

reassurance and needful provisions. It protects both the individual and the 

community against all factors of provocation, oppression, injustice and poverty. 

Hence, in such a just, balanced society that guarantees mutual solidarity, aggression 

against personal life, public order, or individual property becomes a horrid crime, 

without any “extenuating” circumstances. When all factors encouraging a law-

abiding life have been provided and motives for crime removed from the life of both 

individual and society, then a stringent attitude to crime and criminals is totally 

justified. Nevertheless, Islam ensures for the criminal all that guarantees proper 

investigation, interrogation and fair judgement, explaining any doubt in his favour, 

and opening the door to repentance which pardons some crimes in this life and 

ensures forgiveness of all crimes in the life to come. 

We see examples of all this in the present passage and the legislation it puts in 

place. But before we start our discussion of such legislation we need to say a brief, 

general word about the environment and social set-up in which such legislation is 

implemented and the conditions that give its provisions the necessary force. 

The legal provisions included in this passage, whether relating to aggression 

against life, public order or private property have the same status as the rest of 

Islamic law, prescribing mandatory or discretionary punishments. They are all 

applicable in Islamic society, in the “land of Islam”. In order to understand this, we 

need to remember that, from the Islamic point of view, the whole world is divided 

into two parts. The first is the land of Islam, or the land of peace. This includes any 

area where Islamic law is implemented, whether its population are all Muslims, or 
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they include non-Muslims living under Islamic rule, or they are all non-Muslims but 

living under an Islamic government implementing Islamic law.2 It also includes any 

area which has been occupied by non-Muslims, but its local population, who may all 

be Muslims or having non-Muslims among them, are able to implement Islamic law 

in their own life and judge their disputes accordingly. The main criterion in 

considering an area as a “land of Islam” is whether Islamic law is implemented in it 

or not. 

The second is ‘hostile land’ which includes any area where Islamic legal 

provisions and Islamic law in general are not implemented, regardless of what 

population it may have. Thus, even if its population, or the majority of them describe 

themselves as Muslims, or followers of other Divine religions, or non-believers, any 

area that does not implement Islamic law is considered a hostile land to Muslims, 

both individuals and community3. 

Islamic society is that which is established in the land of Islam, as defined above. It 

is such a society which implements Islamic law that deserves to have the full 

protection of life, property and public order. In such a society it is only appropriate 

that the punishments outlined by Islamic law should be inflicted on those whose 

actions threaten its peace and security. It is a noble, free and just society, which 

ensures work and sufficient provisions for everyone whether they are able or unable 

to work. It is a society where motives for goodness are plenty and those encouraging 

evil are few. It is only right that such a society should impose on every one of its 

subjects the duty of protecting this splendid state of affairs, respecting other people’s 

rights to live in peace and security. It is natural that it should preserve the security of 

the “land of Islam” in which everyone lives peacefully, with all his rights and 

privileges guaranteed. Whoever violates the law of such a peaceful society is an evil 

aggressor who deserves severe punishment, allowing him, however, all the 

guarantees that ensure fair trial and which interpret doubt in his favour. 

The people of a hostile land, as defined above, have no right to enjoy the 

guarantees provided by Islamic legal provisions and the deterrent they represent. 

This is because such a land neither implements nor recognises Islamic law. To 

Muslims who live in the land of Islam, such land is not a land of peace unless it 

enters into suitable treaties and agreements with the land of Islam. Moreover, Islamic 

law provides the same guarantees and rights to hostile individuals who come from 

hostile lands when they enter the land of Islam under a pledge of safety. This applies 

for the duration of that pledge, and within the area ruled by a Muslim ruler, 

                                                 
2 A non-Muslim is not bound by the entirety of Islamic law. Rather, a non-Muslim is bound to observe such 

Islamic laws as are not in conflict with his own faith. 
3 This definition, made by scholars and nor used in the Qur' n or ĥadīth, was introduced at a time 
when the overwhelming majority of Muslims lived under the Islamic state. It has recently been 
called into question by a number of scholars. — Translator's note. 
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implementing Islamic law. 

Having made this explanation, we may now discuss this passage in detail. 

A Murder is Committed 

Relate to them in all truth the story of the two sons of Adam: how each offered a 

sacrifice, and it was accepted from one of them while it was not accepted from the 

other. [The latter] said: ‘I will surely kill you.” [The other] replied: “God accepts only 

from those who are God-fearing. Even if lay your hand on me to kill me, I shall not lay 

my hand on you to kill you; for I fear God, the Lord of all the worlds. I would rather 

you should add your sin against me to your other sins, and thus you will be destined 

for the Fire; since that is the just retribution of wrongdoers.” His evil soul drove him 

to kill his brother; and he murdered him, and thus he became one of the lost. God then 

sent forth a raven which scratched the earth, to show him how he might conceal the 

nakedness of his brother’s body. He cried out: “Woe to me! Am I then too weak to do 

what this raven has done, and to conceal the nakedness of my brother’s body?” He was 

then overwhelmed by remorse. (Verses 27-31) 

This story gives us a clear example of the nature of evil and totally unjustified 

aggression. It also gives us an example showing the nature of goodness and a 

peaceful attitude towards everyone. The two examples are set in clear contrast. The 

result is a sordid crime, which makes us feel the need for a legal code to impose just 

retribution and to stop aggressors even before they commit their crimes. If they, 

nevertheless, do commit crimes, they are certain to receive a punishment 

commensurate to their crimes. The legal code will thus be able to protect those who 

are good and ensure their right to live. It is indeed such people that should feel 

secure and safe under the protection of the law that deters crime and administers 

justice. 

The Qur’ n does not specify the time or place of the story it relates. Nor does it 

mention the names of its main characters. Although reports mention the names of 

Cain and Abel as the two sons involved in the story, and although these reports 

mention some details about the conflict between them over two of their sisters, we 

prefer to confine our comments to the story as it is related in the Qur’ n, without 

adding any details. All reports mentioning details have an element of doubt, in the 

sense that they are given by people who follow earlier religions. The story is 

mentioned in the ‘Old Testament with details of names, place and time, as given in 

these reports. The single ĥadīth which refers to the story and has been verified as 

authentic does not give any details. It is a ĥadīth in which `Abdull h ibn Mas`ūd 

quotes the Prophet as saying: “For every soul that is killed unjustly, a share of 
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responsibility is borne by the first son of Adam, who was the first to commit 

murder.” All that we can say about this story is that it took place during humanity’s 

childhood stage. It was the first cold-blooded murder. The perpetrator did not know 

that dead people should be buried. 

Leaving the story in the general terms in which it is given in the Qur’ n ensures 

that the purpose of relating it is fulfilled and its lessons are understood. Providing 

more details does not add anything to these basic purposes. Hence, our preference to 

discuss it as it is given. 

Relate to them in all truth the story of the two sons of Adam: how each offered a 

sacrifice, and it was accepted from one of them while it was not accepted from the 

other. [The latter] said: “I will surely kill you.” [The other] replied: “God accepts only 

from those who are God-fearing.”   (Verse 27) 

Having related to his followers an account of certain events in the history of the 

Children of Israel with their Prophet, Moses, the Prophet Mu ammad (peace be 

upon him) is told by God to relate the story of two people representing two types of 

human being. The account should be given in all honesty, because it tells of the truth 

deeply entrenched in human nature. It also emphasises the need for a deterrent legal 

code to ensure justice. 

Adam’s two sons were in a situation that gives no rise to any thought of 

aggression in a good person’s mind. The situation is one of obedience to God and 

offering a sacrifice to draw closer to God: “How each offered a sacrifice and it was 

accepted from one of them while it was not accepted from the other.” (Verse 27) We note 

that the passive mode is used here to indicate that the acceptance or rejection of the 

offered sacrifice is done by a higher power in a metaphysical way. This mode of 

expression suggests to us two points: the first is that we should not try to determine 

how exactly the offering was accepted. We need not discuss reports mentioned in 

books of commentary on the Qur’ n because these reports are most probably derived 

from Old Testament fables. 

The second point suggests that the one whose offering was accepted had not 

committed any crime that might cause anyone else to be angry with him to any 

extent, let alone that that person should plot a murder. He had no say in the 

acceptance of this offering. The nature of the One who accepted the offering was 

beyond the perception of either of the two brothers. Hence, thoughts of anger or 

murder should have been far removed from the minds of both brothers. They were in 

a situation that is close to worship, since it involves offering a sacrifice for God’s 

sake. 

“[The latter] said: I will surely kill you.‘“ (Verse 27) This is a statement of confirmed 
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intention which is met by our disapproval because it is totally unjustified. Indeed, it 

could only be the result of blind envy which is alien to a good heart. Thus, from the 

very first moment, we take an attitude of total disapproval of aggression. The s rah, 

however, greatly enhances the ghastliness of this act of aggression by showing the 

peaceful, good-natured attitude of the other brother: “[The other] replied: ‘God accepts 

only from those who are God-fearing.’’’   (Verse 27) 

This is a simple statement which puts matters in their proper perspective. It 

indicates that the person saying this is a believer who understands the reason for the 

acceptance of sacrifices offered to God. Also implied in this statement is a gentle 

advice to the aggressor to fear God, because this is the way through which he could 

gain acceptance. It is all done very gently so that his brother might remain responsive 

and unirritated. Adopting a completely peaceful attitude, the good believer of the 

two brothers tries further to pacify his brother and quieten him: “Even if you lay your 

hand on me to kill me, I shall not lay my hand on you to kill you; for I fear God, the Lord of all 

the worlds.” (Verse 28) 

What we have here is a case of a peaceful man making clear that his attitude is 

based on fearing God and implementing His commandments. This attitude fills us 

with enthusiastic support for the victim of aggression, as we admire his calmness, 

reassurance and the fact that he fears God alone. His gentle words should have been 

sufficient to quench his brother’s rage and reduce his anger. A good response would 

have been sufficient to re-establish the feelings of brotherhood and the reassurance of 

faith. To achieve this desirable result, however, the good-natured brother adds a 

word of warning: “I would rather you should add your sin against me to your other sins, 

and thus you will be destined for the Fire; since that is the just retribution of wrongdoers.” 

(Verse 29) 

We may paraphrase this statement by the God-fearing brother as follows: If you 

were to stretch your hand to me to kill me, it is not in my nature to do the same thing 

to you. The thought of murder does not occur to me in the first place, not because I 

cannot do it, but because I fear God, the Lord of all creation. I will leave you to bear 

the sin of murdering me so as to add it to your other sins which have caused your 

offering not to be accepted by God. Thus, you end up with a double burden of sin 

and a double punishment. This is a just reward for a heinous crime. 

He, thus, depicted to his brother how loathsome to him was the very thought of 

committing murder. He did so in the hope that he would help his erring brother to 

resist all evil thoughts towards him, especially when he, himself, was of a peaceful 

disposition. He explained to him that the sinful burden of a murder was too heavy 

and that he would do well to avoid it in order not to end up with a double 

punishment. The only way to rid himself of it was through fearing God. In his 

persuasion, he went as far as any man could go. But the example of an evil man 
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cannot be properly depicted until we know what sort of response he made to such 

persuasion: “His evil soul drove him to kill his brother; and he murdered him, and thus he 

became one of the lost.” (Verse 30) 

A Lesson Provided by a Raven 

After all this admonition and persuasion, in a perfectly peaceful and gentle 

approach, the evil soul prevailed and the crime was committed. His evil soul was 

able to override every hindrance and made him less resistant to the thought of 

killing. Thus, he killed his own brother, only to be doomed: “Thus he became one of the 

lost.” (Verse 30) He lost all as he brought himself into ruin, and lost his brother who 

should have been his friend and support. He also lost his world, since a murderer 

can never be happy in life. Most certainly, he lost his future life as he added his new 

sin to his earlier ones. 

The ghastliness of his crime was made to appear to him in its most physical shape. 

The dead corpse of his brother started to rot and its nakedness became intolerable. 

Murderer as he was, he was soon made to realise his powerlessness, as he did not 

know how to conceal the nakedness of his brother’s corpse. He was weaker than a 

raven among birds: “God then sent forth a raven which scratched the earth, to show him 

how he might conceal the nakedness of his brother’s body. He cried out: ‘Woe to me! Am I 

then too weak to do what this raven has done, and to conceal the nakedness of my brother’s 

body?’ He was then overwhelmed by remorse.” (Verse 31) 

Some reports suggest that there were two ravens and one of them killed the other. 

Other reports suggest that the raven found a dead raven or brought the dead one 

with him and started to scratch the earth and buried the dead one. The murderer 

expressed his feelings in the way reported in the Qur’ n and liked what he saw the 

raven do. It is clear that the murderer had never seen a dead man being buried. 

Otherwise, he would automatically have buried his brother. This may have been 

because the murdered brother was the first of Adam’s children to die on earth, or 

maybe because the killer was still young and had never seen a burial before. Either 

case is probable. It also appears that his remorse was not one of repentance: 

otherwise, God would have accepted it from him. It was the sort of remorse which 

comes with the realisation that one’s action is futile and leads to nothing but trouble. 

It may be that the burial of the dead raven is something that ravens do, as some 

people suggest. It may also be a supernatural action God wanted to show to the killer 

at that particular time. To us, both cases are the same. The Creator who gives every 

species of His creation its nature and habits can accomplish whatever He wills 

through anyone of His creatures. His power is similarly indicated by either course. 
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The Killing of All Humanity 

The s rah then makes use of the profundity of relating this story by enhancing a 

positive response to the legislation enacted to deal with such a crime. The legislation 

achieves the dual purpose of weakening the motive to commit a murder and 

establishing the just punishment for such a crime whenever it takes place: “Because of 

this did We ordain to the Children of Israel that if anyone slays a human being, for anything 

other than in punishment of murder or for spreading corruption on earth, it shall be as though 

he had slain all mankind; and that if anyone saves a human life, it shall be as though he had 

saved all mankind. Our messengers brought them clear evidence of the truth, but despite all 

this, many of them continue to commit all manner of excesses on earth.” (Verse 32) 

This type of person exists and aggression is committed against peaceful and good-

natured people who harbour neither grudges nor ill-feelings towards others. A 

reminder and a warning may achieve nothing with those who have an evil nature. 

Adopting a peaceful attitude may not be sufficient to prevent aggression. For all this, 

the ghastly crime of killing one person is considered so grave and so sordid that it is 

equated with the crime of killing all mankind. On the other hand, efforts to prevent 

killing and to spare the life of one person are considered a great action, equal to 

saving all mankind. The law given to the Children of Israel included this principle 

which equates the life of any human being with every life. The right to live is 

applicable to all. Hence, killing one person is an aggression against the right to live in 

which all people stand equal. Similarly, preventing murder and sparing the life of 

one person, either through defending the would-be victim or inflicting the death 

penalty on the killer in order to prevent the murder of another, is to save the basic 

right of life applicable to all. 

It should be clarified here that this rule applies to people in the land of Islam, 

whether Muslim or not, as long as they are living under the rule and protection of 

the Islamic authority. As for those who are in a land hostile to Islam, neither their 

lives nor their properties are protected unless they have concluded a peace treaty 

with the land of Islam. This legislative rule should be well remembered. We should 

also remember that the land of Islam is that in which the rule of Islam prevails and 

Islamic law is implemented. The hostile land is that which does not implement 

Islamic law. 

God has decreed this principle for the Children of Israel, because at that time, they 

were the recipients of Divine revelation and, as such, they represented the land of 

Islam as long as they implemented the law of the Torah in its fullness, without any 

distortion. But the Children of Israel exceeded their limits after God’s messengers 

came to them with clear proof of the truth. Ever since the time of the Prophet 

Mu ammad (peace be upon him) many of them continue to commit excesses of all 

sorts. The Qur’ n records against them these excesses as well as the fact that they 
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have no argument to justify their errors: “Our [i.e. God’s] messengers brought them clear 

evidence of the truth, but despite all this, many of them continue to commit all manner of 

excesses on earth.” (Verse 32) What excess is greater than distorting or ignoring God’s 

law? 

This explained, we need to point out that God has made the perpetration of 

corruption on earth similar to murder: the perpetrator is put to death because he has 

forfeited his right to live. The security of the Muslim community in the land of Islam 

and maintaining law and order within the system which gives the Muslim 

community the sense of peace and security are essential in the same way as the safety 

of individuals, if not more. Indeed, the safety of individuals cannot be guaranteed 

unless the security of the community is achieved. There is also the added reason of 

protecting this distinguished type of community and providing for it all guarantees 

of stability and continuity so that its people may carry on with their promotion of a 

better standard of human life. It is perhaps appropriate to mention here that this 

community provides to all mankind the guarantees necessary for the promotion of 

life, helps everything good to flourish and repels all evil. Its prime purpose is 

prevention, but it also administers the proper remedy for what could not be 

prevented. It removes every cause tempting human beings to lean towards evil and 

aggression. When it has done all this, anyone who threatens the security of this 

community is an evil element and should be removed unless he returns to his senses. 

The Just Punishment for Rebellion 

The s rah lays down the punishment for the crime that such wicked elements 

commit. This is known in the Islamic legal code as the punishment for waging war 

against Islam: “It is but a just punishment of those who make war on God and His 

Messenger, and endeavour to spread corruption on earth, that they should be put to death, or 

be crucified, or have their hands and feet cut off on alternate sides or that they should be 

banished from the land. Such is their disgrace in this world, and more grievous suffering 

awaits them in the life to come; except those who repent before you overpower them. For you 

must know that God is Much-Forgiving, Merciful.” (Verses 33-34) 

The crime to which this legislative statement refers involves rebellion against a 

Muslim ruler who implements the laws of Islam. The rebels gather in a group 

renouncing the ruler’s authority. They cause fear among the Muslim community 

living in the Muslim land and they commit aggression against their lives and 

property. Some scholars also make it a condition that this should take place away 

from the areas where the ruler’s authority is enforced. Others suggest that the very 

fact that such rebels begin to gather and use force in aggression against the people of 

the land of Islam, makes this legal provision applicable to them wherever they are. 



Al Mā’idah (The Repast) | The First Murder 

 76

This is probably more practical, because Islam adopts a pragmatic approach. 

Such rebels do not merely fight the ruler or the community, but they make war on 

God and His Messenger, since they fight God’s law, wage an assault against the 

community implementing it and threaten the land where the law is implemented. By 

doing so, they also spread corruption on earth. There is no worse corruption than the 

attempt to prevent the implementation of Divine law and to spread fear in a land 

where Divine law is applied. 

It is true that such rebels make war on God and His Messenger, although they 

surely do not fight God with their swords, and they do not fight His Messenger who 

has passed away. But by fighting the Muslim ruler and the Muslim community, they 

actually make war on God as they obstruct His law and prevent its implementation. 

Phrased in this way, the Qur’ nic statement also signifies that the ruler who is 

entitled to enforce these punishments against those who rebel against him is the ruler 

who actually implements God’s law in the land of Islam. Without such qualities, no 

ruler may implement these provisions or enforce these punishments. 

We wish to make this statement very clear, because some of those who are happy 

to be subservient to rulers in all generations try to use this verse for the wrong 

reasons. They find it easy to encourage the enforcement of such punishments by 

rulers who neither implement God’s law nor promote the establishment of the land 

of Islam in their countries, even though they may profess to be Muslims. Moreover, 

they want these punishments to be enforced against people who are not making war 

against God and His Messenger, but who fight a tyrannical power, disobedient to 

God and His Messenger. It must be understood that no authority has the backing of 

God’s law in its suppression of its enemies unless it implements God’s law. Why 

should an authority seek endorsement of its actions by God’s law anyway, when it 

rejects its implementation, thus claiming for itself certain qualities of Godhead? 

Let us consider a situation where an armed group rebels against the authority of a 

Muslim ruler who is implementing Islamic law and threatens the lives and properties 

of Muslims living in the land of Islam. The punishment for those who join such a 

group is death, or crucifixion, (although some scholars say that they should be 

crucified after they are put to death, in order to frighten others) or to cut off their 

right hands and left feet. 

Differing Views on Implementation 

Scholars have widely different views on whether a Muslim ruler may choose any 

of these punishments or whether each punishment is implemented in a particular 

case. According to the anaf , Sh fi`  and anbal  schools of Islam law, these 

punishments are ordered according to the crime committed. A rebel who kills 
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without taking any property is put to death, while another who has taken property 

without killing has his limbs cut off. A person who has committed both crimes is put 

to death and crucified. A rebel who helps spread fear but has neither killed anyone 

nor taken any property, is banished. 

According to Im m M lik, a rebel who has killed must be killed. The Muslim ruler 

does not have a choice to enforce the lesser punishments of cutting off his limbs or 

banishing him. The only choice he has is either to put him to death by a method 

chosen by the state or to crucify him. If he has taken the property of Muslims but 

without killing anyone, he cannot be banished. The choices open to the ruler are to 

kill or crucify him or to cut off his limbs. If he has helped to spread fear, the ruler has 

all four choices and he may use his discretion. If the culprit is one of the organisers of 

rebellion, then cutting off his limbs may not be an adequate enough punishment. He 

should be either killed or crucified. If he is one who helps the rebellion with his 

physical strength, then cutting off his limbs is the appropriate punishment. If he is of 

neither type, then the lesser punishment of sending him into exile should be 

implemented. 

We are more inclined to support Im m M lik’s views, especially the latter part 

which makes the punishment enforceable even in the case of mere rebellion and of 

spreading fear. This gives a Muslim ruler the right to take pre-emptive action to 

forestall any rebellion. Those who threaten the security of the Muslim community in 

the land of Islam, thus, face a stern punishment because the Muslim community is 

the first to deserve to live in peace and security. 

Scholars also differ in their understanding of what is meant by banishing the 

rebels and whether they should be removed from the land where they committed 

their crime or from the land where they have their freedom. In the latter sense, they 

are imprisoned. Or is it that they should be banished from the whole earth, which 

means that they should be put to death? Our preference is that they should be 

banished from the land where they committed their crime to a place where they feel 

lonely and weak. This makes their punishment of the same nature as their crime, 

which involves spreading fear. 

“Such is their disgrace in this world, and more grievous suffering awaits them in the life to 

come.” (Verse 33). This means that their punishment in this life does not waive the 

punishment of the Hereafter, as it is the case in certain other crimes. This emphasises 

the gravity of crime and doubles its punishment. The reason being that the Muslim 

community should live in peace and security in the land of Islam and that the 

Muslim ruler who implements Islamic rules should be obeyed. Such a social set up 

and such a just and perfect system deserves to be protected against any design to 

undermine it. 
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If the rebels come to realise their mistake and turn to God in repentance when they 

still have their strength, then their punishment is waived and the Muslim ruler has 

no way of punishing them. God will forgive them eventually: “Except those who repent 

before you overpower them. For you must know that God is Much-Forgiving, Merciful.” 

(Verse 34) 

The wisdom behind discounting the crime and waiving punishment in this case is 

clear. For one thing, it is an appreciation of their repentance where they still have 

their power. It is taken as evidence of their good intentions. For another, they are 

encouraged to repent so that the Muslim nation is spared the need to fight them. 

Islam deals with human nature in its entirety. God, who has chosen this religion 

for us, is the Creator of human nature. He knows what suits man and what does not 

suit him. “How could it be that He who has created all should not know all? Indeed, He alone 

is unfathomable (in His wisdom), all aware.” (67: 14) 

Man’s Actions Determine His Future 

An important feature of the Divine method of moulding human society is that it 

does not rely solely on legislative action. It certainly arms itself with legal provisions 

in order to deter those who only fear the force of the law. Indeed, it relies primarily 

on educative action which smoothes over the rough edges of people’s characters. It 

provides guidance to the human spirit as it establishes a society that helps the seeds 

of goodness to grow and gives harmful weeds no fertile soil. The previous verses 

spoke of very stern punishments for serious crimes. However, once the punishments 

are outlined, so as to ensure their deterrent effect, the s rah addresses people’s 

consciences and spirits, aiming to strengthen faith and consciousness of one’s 

obligations towards God. It urges people to seek proper ways of moving nearer to 

what pleases God and to strive hard in His cause, so that they may be successful. 

This is coupled with a warning against disbelief and a vivid description of what 

awaits disbelievers in the Hereafter. 

Believers, fear God and seek the means to come closer to Him, and strive hard in His 

cause, so that you may be successful. If those who disbelieve had all that is on earth 

and as much besides to offer as ransom from the suffering of the Day of Resurrection, 

it would not be accepted from them. Theirs shall be a painful suffering. They will wish 

to come out of the Fire, but they shall not come out of it. Theirs shall be a long-lasting 

suffering. (Verses 35-37) 

The Islamic approach makes use of all aspects of human character. It addresses the 

innermost soul of man and touches on his inner motives as it motivates man to obey 
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God and deters him from disobedience. The prime aim is to keep human nature 

upright and to prevent it from deviation. Punishment is only one of many methods 

to be used. It is not the only method, nor is it treated as an aim to be pursued. 

This part of the s rah starts with the story of Adam’s two sons, which is 

particularly inspiring. It is followed by an outline of stern punishments calling on 

people to fear God and to remain conscious of their obligations towards Him: 

“Believers, fear God.” It is God alone who should be feared because this is the type of 

fear which fits in with man’s position of honour. To fear the sword and punishment 

is characteristic of those whose aspirations remain very low. To fear God is much 

more honourable. In the final resort, it is fear of God and consciousness of Him that 

work on man’s conscience both in public and in private. They are the motives that 

deter man from committing evil when no other human being sees him and when he 

is certain that he cannot be brought before the law in this life. Important and 

necessary as the law is, it cannot replace fear of God, because what escapes the hand 

of the law is far greater than the number of cases that are brought to justice. No 

human soul and no society can remain good if it relies only on the law without 

adding to it the fear of a higher, Divine authority that works on human conscience. 

“And seek the means to come closer to Him.” (Verse 35) Fear God and seek the proper 

approaches which bring you nearer to Him. Try always to be in contact with Him. 

`Abdull h ibn `Abb s, a learned scholar and a Companion of the Prophet, is reported 

to have said that seeking the means to come to God means to feel in need of Him. 

When human beings realise that they are in need of God’s help and when they pray 

to Him to answer their needs, they stand in the right position of a servant of God 

towards his Lord. As such, they are in the best position to bring them success in this 

life and in the life to come. Both interpretations are correct as they mean that human 

conscience remains alive and helps man to prosper: “Believers, fear God and seek the 

means to come closer to Him, and strive hard in His cause, so that you may be successful.” 

(Verse 35) 

On the other side, the s rah portrays a scene of the unbelievers who neither fear 

God nor seek the means to come to Him. As such, they will never prosper. It is a very 

vivid description, because the s rah does not only give a statement outlining a 

position, but depicts a full scene with movement and interaction. This is, indeed, the 

Qur’ nic method used in portraying scenes of the Day of Judgement. The Qur’ n 

uses it for most purposes: “If those who disbelieve had all that is on earth and as much 

besides to offer as ransom from the suffering of the Day of Resurrection, it would not be 

accepted from them. Theirs shall be a painful suffering. They will wish to come out of the Fire, 

but they shall not come out of it. Theirs shall be a long-lasting suffering.” (Verses 36-37) 

By the longest stretch of imagination, the most that the disbelievers can have is all 

that is available on the face of the earth. But the s rah goes far beyond that and 
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supposes that they have all that the earth contains twice over, and portrays them 

trying to pay all that as ransom to spare themselves the suffering of the Day of 

Resurrection. It also portrays them as they try to get out of the Fire of Hell, but they 

are unable to do so. They continue to endure their painful, lasting suffering. This is a 

very vivid scene with actions following one another in quick succession. There they 

are at first, having everything that is on earth and as much besides. They offer it all to 

escape punishment. Then we see them disappointed when all their appeals are 

turned down. They are then forced into the Fire, trying to get out, but having no 

means of escape. The curtain then falls and they are left to dwell there permanently. 

A Severe Punishment for Theft 

This is followed by a legislation outlining the punishment for theft: “As for the man 

or the woman who is guilty of stealing, cut off their hands in requital for what they have 

wrought, as an exemplary punishment ordained by God. God is Almighty, Wise. But whoever 

repents after having thus done wrong, and makes amends, shall have his repentance accepted 

by God. God is Much-Forgiving, Merciful. Do you not know that to God belongs the kingdom 

of the heavens and the earth? He punishes whom He wills and forgives whom He wills. God 

has power over all things.” (Verses 38-40) 

Muslim society provides for all inhabitants of the land of Islam, whatever faith 

they may have, enough to keep any thought of stealing far from any healthy mind. It 

guarantees good living, proper education and a system of fair distribution. At the 

same time, it makes private ownership the result of only legitimate means, and 

assigns to it a beneficial social role. Why, then, should any good person entertain any 

thought of stealing? When Muslim society has provided all this, it is only fair that it 

should prescribe a very stern punishment for theft, which represents an aggression 

on private ownership and the security of the community. This strong approach, 

however, is qualified by the fact that the enforcement of punishment is blocked when 

there is doubt as to the crime or its perpetrator. It provides all rights to the accused to 

prove his innocence so that no one is punished unless proven guilty beyond doubt. 

What is left for us to say is that the Islamic system is a fully integrated one. We 

cannot properly understand the wisdom behind particular point of detail in its 

legislation unless we understand the nature of this system, its basic principles and its 

guarantees. Moreover, details of the Islamic system should not be implemented in 

isolation of the rest of the system. We cannot simply take one legal provision or one 

principle of Islam and try to implement it in a non-Muslim social set-up. Such an 

attempt is useless. Such partial implementation of Islamic law cannot be considered 

an implementation of Islam, because Islam cannot be implemented piecemeal. Islam 

has a complete system which affects all aspects of life when implemented. This 
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applies to the legislation regarding theft as well as to all provisions of Islamic law. 

To start with, Islam asserts that every individual in the Muslim community and in 

the land of Islam has the right to live and to have all the safeguards necessary to 

protect his or her life. Every individual is entitled to have enough to eat and drink, 

proper clothing and a home providing him with adequate shelter, where he can rest 

in comfort. The Muslim community represented by the Muslim government must 

provide every individual with all these essentials, firstly through his own work as 

long as he is able to work. The community is responsible to teach him how to work 

and to provide him with the means and the tools to do his work. If he remains 

unemployed, either because jobs or their tools are unavailable or because he is 

unable to work, either partially or totally, temporarily or permanently, then he has a 

claim against the Muslim community. The same applies if his earnings are not 

sufficient to meet his needs. 

This claim gives an individual the right to still have his or her needs satisfied in 

different ways. There is firstly a maintenance allowance, which could be imposed on 

those members of his own household who can afford it. Secondly, his maintenance 

can be imposed on certain people in his locality. Thirdly, he is entitled to be 

supported by the state, since such a person, man or woman, child or adult, qualifies 

as a beneficiary of zakāt. If zakāt funds are insufficient to provide adequate support to 

all people in need, then the Muslim state, which implements the whole of Islamic law 

in the land of Islam, can impose an additional tax on those who are well off in order 

to satisfy the needs of the underprivileged. The condition to be observed in such a 

situation is that what is so imposed must remain reasonable, fair and adequate. It 

must not constitute an injustice to those who make their earnings through legitimate 

means. 

Islam is also strict in its view on legitimate earnings. Private ownership can come 

only through what is permissible. Hence, such ownership does not create a grudge 

motivating those who are deprived to lay their hands on the property of others, 

particularly since the system ensures fair distribution and does not neglect anyone’s 

needs. 

Moreover, Islam works on people’s consciences and strengthens their moral sense. 

It directs their thinking towards earning through work not through theft. If work is 

unavailable or insufficient, the community helps them meet their needs. Thus, Islam 

gives them their right with honour. 

Under such a system, why should anyone steal? Theft cannot be committed to 

satisfy a legitimate need. Its purpose is to get rich without working for it. Wealth 

cannot be sought through depriving the Muslim community in the land of Islam 

from the security to which it is legitimately entitled. Those who have earned their 



Al Mā’idah (The Repast) | The First Murder 

 82

money in a fair and legitimate way are entitled to enjoy their earnings in peace. 

Similarly, every individual in such a community is entitled to earn money fairly 

and legitimately. No usury, cheating, monopoly or wrongful exploitation of labour is 

allowed. Moreover, whoever has money must pay his zakāt liability and pay his 

share of what the community may need. When all this has been fulfilled, it is only 

right that everyone should have security for their property. If someone steals after 

having all his needs satisfied, knowing that theft is forbidden and having no 

reasonable need to lay his hands on the property of others, he commits a crime for 

which he has no justification. Hence, no mercy should be shown to him once he is 

proven guilty. 

However, when there is doubt as to the circumstances of the crime, then the 

general Islamic principle of blocking punishment in cases of doubt comes into 

operation. Hence, when the Muslim state was stricken by famine, `Umar, the second 

Caliph, suspended the enforcement of the punishment for theft. He did the same in 

one particular case, which has been documented. The servants of the son of ib ibn 

Ab  Balta`ah stole a camel which belonged to a man of the tribe of Muzaynah. When 

they were proven guilty, `Umar ordered- their hands to be cut off. However, on 

learning that their master kept them hungry, `Umar stopped the punishment from 

being enforced. He further punished their master, imposing on him a fine equivalent 

to the price of two camels. It is within this context that we should understand the 

punishments imposed by Islam as part of its comprehensive system providing 

guarantees for all, not for a particular class at the expense of another. It is a system 

which relies on protection before it imposes punishment. It only punishes 

wrongdoers who commit totally unjustified crimes. 

Having explained this general rule about the Islamic system, let us discuss the 

particular punishment of theft. Theft is to take surreptitiously the property of others 

which is kept in a private place. What is taken, therefore, must be a property of a 

certain value. The minimum limit which, if taken surreptitiously, constitutes theft is 

agreed by scholars to be equivalent to one quarter of one d n r, which is 

approximately equal to 25 Egyptian piastres in our present currency.4  Moreover, 

what is stolen must be kept in a private place and the thief must take it out of this 

place. This means that a person who steals property which is given to him for safe 

custody is not punished by cutting off his hand. Nor does this punishment apply to a 

servant who is allowed to enter the home of his owner, because what he steals is not 

kept in a place which is restricted from him. Nor is the punishment enforced against 

                                                 
4 The author wrote this commentary in the early 1960s. Twenty-five piastres then were worth at least 
100 times their value at present. Such an estimate should, therefore, be taken as giving a general idea and 
is not meant to be an exact price. It tells us that there is a minimum limit for theft, below which the 
punishment is not enforced —Translator's note. 
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someone who has borrowed a certain property and who then denies having 

borrowed it, nor in the case of someone who steals fruits or crops until they have 

been put in a barn or a store. Similarly, the punishment is not enforced in the case of 

stealing property if it is found lying outside the place where it is normally placed for 

safekeeping. Moreover, the stolen property must belong entirely to someone else. 

Therefore, if one partner steals something which belongs to a partnership his hand is 

not cut off because he has a share in what he has stolen. Nor is a thief punished by 

cutting his hands off if he has stolen something from the state treasury because he 

has a partial claim to it. In all such cases, the thief is given a lesser punishment such 

as flogging, imprisonment or verbal reproach, as the judge may think fit, according 

to the circumstances of the case. 

When a thief is punished, his hand is cut off up to the wrist. If he commits theft 

again, then his left foot is cut off up to the ankle. In case of a third or fourth theft, 

scholars have different views as to what is cut off. 

Where any doubt exists, enforcement of the punishment is blocked. If it is 

suspected that the person concerned stole food to eat when he was hungry, or to 

meet a particular need, or if it is suspected that he had a share in the stolen property, 

then these are reasons which prevent his hands from being cut off. If the theft is 

proven through personal confession without there being witnesses to give evidence, 

then withdrawal of the confession is sufficient to prevent enforcement of the 

punishment. Similarly, if the witnesses recant, punishment is not enforced. 

Leading scholars have different views on what constitutes doubt. Im m Abū 

an fah blocks enforcement of the punishment if what is stolen is considered 

common property in the first place, even though it has been subsequently placed 

within private ownership. This applies to stealing water from someone’s private 

place or stealing game animals after they have been hunted. Abū an fah’s view is 

that since such matters are in the first place co n property, there is doubt as to their 

remaining so after being kept in a private place. M lik, al-Sh fi`  and Ahmad, the 

founders of the other three schools of Islamic law, are of the view that the 

punishment of cutting off a thief’s hand is enforceable in these cases. Abū an fah 

also blocks enforcement of this punishment in the case of stealing something which 

may become rotten after a short period of time, as in the case of stealing raw meat or 

other types of food. The other three schools of law as well as Abū Yūsuf, the second 

highest ranking scholar of the anaf  school, disagree. 

To discuss the different views of scholars in detail is beyond the scope of this 

commentary. They can be easily referred to in books of Filth. We have cited these 

examples to demonstrate how lenient Islam is and how keen it is not to enforce 

punishment in any case of doubt. God’s Messenger (peace be upon him) clearly said: 

“Block the enforcement of prescribed punishments in any case of doubt.” Whilst 
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`Umar ibn al-Kha b said: “To suspend punishment as a result of doubt is much 

more preferable to me than to enforce it despite doubt.” 

A Punishment to Fit the Crime 

Having explained the reasons for imposing such a stern punishment for theft in 

the land where Islamic law is implemented, providing all guarantees of justice and 

fair distribution as well as the means of protection for all, we need to say a word 

about the suitability of this punishment to the crime of theft in a Muslim community. 

When someone thinks of stealing, he actually thinks of increasing what he owns at 

the expense of someone else. He feels that what he earns legitimately is too little for 

him and, therefore, he wishes to add to it in an illegitimate way. The fruits of his own 

labour do not satisfy his greed and he wants to appear to be wealthy or to get himself 

in a position where he does not need to work or where he is assured of a comfortable 

life in future. In short, the motive for stealing is to increase one’s income or one’s 

wealth. Islam counters this motive by prescribing the punishment of cutting off the 

thief’s hand or leg, since such a punishment will markedly decrease the thief’s ability 

to work and reduce his income and wealth. When a thief is punished according to 

Islam, his ability to show off is greatly curtailed and his need to work hard is much 

greater. Moreover, his worry about his future is infinitely greater. 

We see, then, that by prescribing the punishment of cutting off a thief’s hand, 

Islamic law counters the psychological motives of theft with even stronger 

psychological factors which resist the temptation to steal. If a person, nevertheless, 

yields to temptation and is guilty of stealing, the severity of the punishment will 

have lasting effects on him, which will also prevent him from repeating the offence. 

This is the basis for the Islamic punishment of theft. It is indeed the best basis for 

punishing this crime, ever since the creation of mankind. 

Most legal codes punish theft with imprisonment, a punishment that has failed 

miserably in combating crime in general and theft in particular. This failure is due to 

the fact that imprisonment does not strengthen any psychological influence on a thief 

to turn him away from stealing. It does not prevent him from work and earning 

except for the duration of his time of imprisonment, when he has no need to earn 

since his basic needs are met. When he is discharged, he can go back to his work. 

Indeed, he has every chance to increase his wealth by both legitimate and illegitimate 

means. He can easily pretend to be a man of honour and integrity to secure the help 

of others. If eventually, he achieves his goal, well and good; or that is what he thinks. 

If not, his loss is minimal. 

On the other hand, if a person guilty of stealing has his hand cut off, his 
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punishment drastically reduces his ability to work and earn. This means in practical 

terms that his chances of increasing his income are almost lost, while a drastic 

reduction in income is most probable. He will not be able to win people’s confidence 

as his own hand tells of his past crime. The unmistakable result, then, is that a thief 

will definitely end up in a loss situation if he is punished, while he is more likely to 

profit if he receives a prison sentence. It is in human nature that people do not 

hesitate to do what is likely to bring them profit and to refrain from something which 

makes loss a certainty. 

I wonder at those who claim that the Islamic punishment of cutting off the hand of 

a thief is not suitable to our present society, in view of the great advancement 

achieved by mankind. Do progress and advancement mean that we should 

encourage and reward a thief and allow people to live in fear? Or do they mean that 

we should work hard so that thieves and drop-outs get away with the fruits of our 

labour? Or do they mean that we ignore the findings of science and human nature as 

well as the results of human experience and the conclusions of logical thinking in 

favour of an argument which is supported by new evidence, simply because it 

receives much propaganda? 

If effectiveness in reducing crime is the criterion which makes a certain 

punishment fitting to an age of progress and advancement, then imprisonment 

should be abolished as a punishment for theft and replaced by cutting off thieves’ 

hands. This is because the latter is supported by undeniable psychological evidence, 

human nature and experience as well as logic. While imprisonment as a punishment 

is supported by none of these. 

The basis of this Islamic punishment is a thorough study of human nature and 

human thinking. It is then, suitable for both the individual and community because it 

reduces crime and increases security. As such, it is the best and fairest punishment. 

Despite all this, some people object to the Islamic punishment for theft, because 

they find it cruel. Indeed, this is their only argument. But it is indeed a hollow 

argument, because no punishment is effective if it is felt not to be serious. Indeed, a 

punishment must be stern if it is to be a true punishment.5 

God, who is the Most Compassionate of all those who exercise mercy, says as He 

makes the punishment for theft so severe: “Cut off their hands in requital for what they 

have wrought, as an exemplary punishment ordained by God.” (Verse 38) It is, then, a stern 

punishment meant to be a deterrent. To deter someone from committing a crime is 

an act of mercy to that person, because he is prevented from becoming a criminal. It 

is also an act of grace to the whole community, because it ensures peace and security. 

No one may claim to be more merciful to people than God who created them except 

                                                 
5 `Abd al-Q dir `Awdah, al-Tashrī`al Jinā’ī al-Islāmī, Vol. I., pp. 652-4 (Arabic). 
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one with a blind mind and a dull soul. Practical evidence shows that this punishment 

was not enforced except in a handful of cases during a period approaching a whole 

century at the beginning of Islam. This is because Islamic society, with its own 

system and severe punishments and the safeguards it puts in place, did not witness 

any more crimes. 

God then opens the door for anyone who wishes to repent and mend his ways, 

adding to that a demonstration of positive intent through good action: “But whoever 

repents after having thus done wrong, and makes amends, shall have his repentance accepted 

by God. God is Much-Forgiving, Merciful.” (Verse 39) 

Wrongdoing is an active step that produces evil results. Hence, it is not sufficient 

that a wrongdoer should stop his evil action. He should move further and do some 

goodly work that produces good results. But the case is more profound in Islamic 

thinking. A human soul must always be active. If it stops its evil and corrupting 

work, without moving on to produce something good, it continues to lack fulfilment. 

This may bring about a setback returning it to evil. When it moves on to active 

goodness, it is more secure against a return to erring ways. This is, then, the method 

Islam follows in its work to produce a goodly society. It is a Divine method, meant 

by God, the Creator of all who knows what suits all, to produce the desired results. 

Finally the s rah states the overall principle of punishment in this life and in the 

Hereafter. God, the Creator and Owner of the universe, can will anything and 

determine the fate of every creature. It is He who enacts legislation for people to 

implement in their lives, and it is He who rewards them for their actions both in this 

life and in the life to come: “Do you not know that to God belongs the kingdom of the 

heavens and the earth? He punishes whom He wills and forgives whom He wills. God has 

power over all things.” (Verse 40) It is then a single authority of dominion which issues 

legislation in this life and administers reward and retribution in the life to come. 

There is no division or multiplicity of authority. Indeed, human life can only be set 

right when the authority to legislate and to reward is united in both this life and the 

life to come. 
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4 

The Right Basis for 

Judgement 

Messenger, be not grieved by those who 

plunge headlong into unbelief; such as those 

who say with their mouths, “We believe”, 

while their hearts do not believe. Among 

the Jews are some who eagerly listen to 

falsehood, eagerly listen to other people who 

have not come to you. They tamper with 

words out of their context, and say, “If 

such-and-such [a precept] is given you, 

accept it; but if you are not given it, then be 

on your guard.” If God wants to put 

anyone to test, you shall not be able to 

avail him anything against God. Such are 

the ones whose hearts God is not willing to 

purify. They will have disgrace in this 

world, and awesome suffering in the life to 

come. (41) 

They eagerly listen to falsehood and greedily 

devour what is unlawful. Hence, if they 

come to you (for judgement), you may either 

judge between them or decline to interfere. If 

you decline, they cannot harm you in any 

way. But if you do judge, then judge 

between them with fairness. God loves those 

who deal justly. (42) 
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But how is it that they ask you for 

judgement when they have the Torah which 

contains God’s judgement, and they still 

turn away? For certain, they are not true 

believers. (43) 

Indeed, it is We who revealed the Torah, 

containing guidance and light. By it did the 

prophets, who had surrendered themselves 

to God, judge among the Jews, and so did 

the divines and the rabbis: [they gave 

judgement] in accordance with what had 

been entrusted to their care of God’s Book 

and to which they themselves were 

witnesses. So, have no fear of men but fear 

Me; and do not barter away My revelations 

for a paltry price. Those who do not judge 

in accordance with what God has revealed 

are indeed unbelievers. (44) 

We decreed for them in it: a life for a life, 

an eye for an eye, a nose for a nose, an ear 

for an ear, a tooth for a tooth, and a 

similar retribution for wounds. But for him 

who forgoes it out of charity, it will atone 

for some of his sins. Those who do not 

judge in accordance with what God has 

revealed are indeed wrongdoers. (45) 

We caused Jesus, the son of Mary, to follow 

in the footsteps of those (earlier prophets), 

confirming what had already been revealed 

before him in the Torah; and We gave him 

the Gospel, containing guidance and light, 

confirming what had already been revealed 

before it in the Torah and giving guidance 

and admonition to the God-fearing. (46) 

y#ø‹x. uρ y7 tΡθãΚÅj3pt ä† ÞΟ èδy‰ΖÏãuρ èπ1u‘ öθ−G9 $# $pκ Ïù 

ãΝ õ3ãm «!$# ¢Ο èO šχöθ©9 uθtGtƒ .⎯ ÏΒ Ï‰÷è t/ šÏ9≡ sŒ 

4 !$tΒuρ y7 Í× ¯≈ s9 'ρé& š⎥⎫ ÏΖÏΒ÷σ ßϑø9 $$Î/ ∩⊆⊂∪  

!$̄ΡÎ) $uΖø9 t“Ρr& sπ1 u‘ öθ−G9 $# $pκ Ïù “W‰èδ Ö‘θçΡuρ 4 ãΝ ä3øt s† 

$pκ Í5 šχθ–Š Î; ¨Ψ9 $# t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (#θßϑ n=ó™ r& t⎦⎪Ï% ©#Ï9 (#ρßŠ$yδ 

tβθ–Š ÏΨ≈ −/ §9 $# uρ â‘$t6 ômF{ $# uρ $yϑÎ/ (#θÝà Ï ósçGó™ $# ⎯ ÏΒ 

É=≈ tFÏ. «!$# (#θçΡ% Ÿ2uρ Ïμ ø‹n=tã u™!# y‰pκ à− 4 Ÿξsù 

(# âθt±÷‚s? }̈ $̈Ψ9 $# Èβöθ t±÷z$# uρ Ÿωuρ (#ρçtIô± n@ 

©ÉL≈ tƒ$t↔ Î/ $YΨ yϑrO WξŠ Î=s% 4 ⎯ tΒuρ óΟ ©9 Ο ä3øt s† !$yϑÎ/ 

tΑ t“Ρr& ª!$# y7 Í× ¯≈ s9 'ρé'sù ãΝ èδ tβρãÏ≈ s3ø9 $# ∩⊆⊆∪  

$oΨ ö; tFx. uρ öΝ Íκ ö n=tã !$pκ Ïù ¨βr& }§ø ¨Ζ9 $# Ä§ø ¨Ζ9 $$Î/ 

š⎥÷⎫yèø9 $# uρ È⎦÷⎫yèø9 $$Î/ y#ΡF{ $# uρ É#ΡF{ $$Î/ 

šχèŒ W{ $# uρ ÈβèŒ W{ $$Î/ £⎯ Åb¡9 $# uρ Çd⎯ Åb¡9 $$Î/ 

yyρãàfø9 $# uρ ÒÉ$|ÁÏ% 4 ⎯ yϑsù šX£‰|Ás? ⎯ ÏμÎ/ 

uθßγ sù ×ο u‘$¤ Ÿ2 … ã&©! 4 ⎯ tΒuρ óΟ ©9 Ν à6 øt s† !$yϑÎ/ 

tΑ t“Ρr& ª!$# y7 Í× ¯≈ s9 'ρé'sù ãΝ èδ tβθßϑÎ=≈ ©à9 $# ∩⊆∈∪  

$uΖø‹ ¤ s%uρ #’ n?tã Ν ÏδÌ≈ rO# u™ ©|¤Š ÏèÎ/ È⎦ø⌠ $# zΝ tƒ ó tΒ 

$]% Ïd‰|ÁãΒ $yϑÏj9 t⎦÷⎫t/ Ïμ ÷ƒ y‰tƒ z⎯ ÏΒ Ïπ1 u‘öθ−G9 $# ( 
çμ≈ oΨ÷ s?# u™ uρ Ÿ≅Š ÅgΥM}$# ÏμŠ Ïù “W‰èδ Ö‘θçΡuρ 

$]% Ïd‰|ÁãΒuρ $yϑÏj9 t⎦÷⎫t/ Ïμ ÷ƒ y‰tƒ z⎯ ÏΒ Ïπ1 u‘ öθ−G9 $# 

“Y‰èδuρ Zπ sà Ïã öθtΒ uρ t⎦⎫É) −Gßϑù=Ïj9 ∩⊆∉∪  



 

 89

Let, then, the followers of the Gospel judge 

in accordance with what God has revealed 

therein. Those who do not judge in 

accordance with what God has revealed are 

indeed transgressors. (47) 

And to you We have revealed the Book, 

setting forth the truth, confirming the 

Scriptures which had already been revealed 

before it and superseding them. Judge, then, 

between them in accordance with what God 

has revealed and do not follow their vain 

desires, forsaking thereby the truth that has 

come to you. To every one of you We have 

given a code of law and a way of life. Had 

God so willed, He could have made you all 

one community; but (it is His wish) to test 

you by means of that which He has 

bestowed on you. Vie, then, with one 

another in doing good works. To God you 

shall all return. He will then make you 

understand all that over which you now 

differ. (48) 

Hence, judge between them in accordance 

with what God has revealed, and do not 

follow their vain desires and beware of them 

lest they tempt you away from any part of 

what God has revealed to you. If they turn 

away, then know that it is God’s will to 

afflict them for some of their sins. Indeed, a 

great many people are transgressors. (49) 

Do they desire to be ruled by the law of 

pagan ignorance? But for those who are 

firm in their faith, who can be a better law-

giver than God? (50) 
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Overview 

This ten-verse passage discusses the most important issue of the Islamic€ faith and 

its codes of living and justice. The same issue was discussed in the two preceding 

s rahs, the House of `Imr n and Women, but in this s rah it involves a more direct 

and emphatic discussion. The subject is that of government, law and the 

administration of justice in matters of dispute. This is, indeed, a part of a more 

comprehensive issue, namely, faith and God’s oneness. The whole matter can be 

summed up in the answer to this question: Are judgement and litigation to be 

conducted in accordance with covenants made with God, pursuant to His law? The 

task of implementing this law has been accepted by the followers of all Divine faiths. 

Moreover, is it a duty God has assigned to His messengers and those who succeed 

them in positions of authority? Or, will all that be subject to changing views and 

interests that are not based on a firm and constant foundation? In other words, do 

Godhead, lordship and authority in human life on earth belong to God, or do they 

belong, even partially, to any one of His creatures exercising the power to enact laws 

that are not endorsed by God? 

God (limitless is He in His glory) says that He alone is the Godhead and He has no 

partners. His laws, enacted for His servants, mankind, and which they have pledged 

to Him to implement, must be the ones to enforce in this world. All disputes must be 

adjudicated by prophets and rulers on the basis of these laws. 

God (glorified be He) says that no argument or concession can be admitted with 

regard to this principle nor can any deviation, however small, be condoned. Nor can 

anything approved in a particular generation or by a particular community be 

accepted if it is in conflict with what God has decreed. 

God (limitless is He in His glory) says that this whole issue is one of faith or 

unfaith, Islam or non-Islam, Divine law or human prejudice. No compromise or 

reconciliation can be worked out between these two sets of values. Those who judge 

on the basis of the law God has revealed, enforcing all parts of it and substituting 

nothing else for it, are the believers. By contrast, those who do not make the law God 

has revealed the basis of their judgement are unbelievers, wrongdoers and 

transgressors. Rulers can either implement God’s law in total and, thus, they remain 

within the area of faith, or they may enforce some other law. In this latter case, all 

three descriptions of unbelief, wrongdoing and transgression apply to them. If 

people accept God’s rule and judgement, administered by rulers and judges, then 

they are believers. Otherwise, they are not. There is no middle way between the two, 

nor can any justification or claim of serving legitimate interests be admitted. God, the 

Lord of mankind, knows what serves people’s interests and He has enacted His laws 

for that very purpose. No law or system of government is superior to His. No servant 



Al Mā’idah (The Repast) | The Right Basis for Judgement 

 91

of God may reject God’s law or claim to have better knowledge than God with 

regard to what serves people’s interests. If he makes such a claim, by word or deed, 

then he pronounces himself an unbeliever. 

This highly important and fundamental issue is discussed in this passage in 

definitive statements. In addition, the passage describes the attitude of the Jews in 

Madinah and their cooperation with hypocrites in scheming against the Muslim 

community. God’s Messenger is given advice on how to counter such scheming by 

the Jews, which began with the establishment of the Muslim state in Madinah. 

In this passage, the s rah states first that all religions revealed by God agree that 

His law must be implemented and should govern all human life. It is the acceptance 

of this condition that makes all the difference between faith and unfaith, Islam and 

other doctrines, Divine law and human caprice. This is clearly stated in the Torah 

revealed by God to provide guidance and light for mankind. “By it did the prophets, 

who had surrendered themselves to God, judge among the Jews, and so did the divines and the 

rabbis: [they gave judgement] in accordance with what had been entrusted to their care of 

God’s Book and to which they themselves were witnesses. They have the Torah which contains 

God’s judgement. We decreed for them in it: a life for a life, an eye for an eye, a nose for a 

nose, an ear for an ear, a tooth for a tooth, and a similar retribution for wounds.” (Verses 43-

45) 

It is also endorsed by the Gospel God revealed to Jesus, son of Mary, which 

contains “guidance and light, confirming what had already been revealed before it in the 

Torah and giving guidance and admonition to the God-fearing.” (Verse 46) “Let, then, the 

followers of the Gospel judge in accordance with what God has revealed therein.” (Verses 46-

47) 

It is further endorsed by the Qur’ n which God revealed to Mu ammad, His last 

Messenger, “setting forth the truth, confirming the Scriptures which had already been 

revealed before it and superseding them.” (Verse 48) Mu ammad is instructed by God to 

“judge between them in accordance with what God has revealed and do not follow their vain 

desires, forsaking thereby the truth that has come to you.” (Verse 48) 

The ultimate verdict is thus pronounced: “Those who do not judge in accordance with 

what God has revealed are indeed unbelievers. Those who do not judge in accordance with 

what God has revealed are indeed wrongdoers. Those who do not judge in accordance with 

what God has revealed are indeed transgressors. Do they desire to be ruled by the law of 

pagan ignorance? But for those who are firm in their faith, who can be a better law-giver than 

God?” (Verses 44-50) In this way, the borders of faith and conditions of submission to 

God are clearly defined for both rulers and ruled. The criterion for rulers is to judge 

in accordance with what God has revealed, and for people to accept such a 

judgement and not to prefer anything else to it. 
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Stated in these terms, the issue is very serious indeed. Let us, therefore, try to 

identify the reasons for taking matters so seriously either in this particular passage or 

in the Qur’ n as a whole. 

The first consideration is the fact that this whole matter is one of Godhead, 

Lordship and authority over mankind. These belong to God alone, who has no 

partners. Hence, it is a question of faith and submission to God or rejection and 

unfaith. This basic fact is explained throughout the Qur’ n. 

God is the Creator of both the universe and man. He has made everything in the 

heavens and on earth subservient to man. Moreover, He is the only Creator. No one 

else creates anything in the universe. God is also the owner of the universe. To Him 

belongs the kingdom of the heavens and the earth and all that is in between. No one 

else owns anything in the universe. God is also the provider, and no one can provide 

anything for himself or for others. As He is the Creator, the owner and the provider, 

God has all authority over the universe and man. He, indeed, has the absolute power 

to do whatever He wishes. 

To be a believer is to acknowledge that all these attributes belong solely and 

purely to God alone. To believe in Islam is to submit to the practical implications of 

these attributes. This is submission to God’s law, which means, first and foremost, to 

acknowledge His Godhead, Lordship and authority. Refusal of God’s law or the 

adoption of a different law in any small detail of human life is in effect a rejection of 

God’s Godhead, Lordship and authority. Submission and rejection can be made by 

word of mouth or by deed. Hence, the whole issue is, as we have already explained, 

one of faith or unfaith, Islam or ignorance. Hence, the unequivocal statements made 

in this passage of the s rah: “Those who do not judge in accordance with what God has 

revealed are indeed unbelievers ... wrongdoers ... transgressors.” (Verses 44, 45 and 47) 

The other consideration in this whole issue is the fact that God’s law is inevitably 

and absolutely better for mankind than any manmade law. It is to this fact that the 

final verse in this passage refers: “But for those who are firm in their faith, who can be a 

better law giver than God?” (Verse 50) 

This total acknowledgement of the preferability of God’s law in all stages and 

generations is also a part of the whole issue of faith or unfaith. No person can claim 

that the law enacted by a human being is better or equal to God’s law at any stage of 

human life and claim at the same time that he is a believer or that he belongs to 

Muslims. By making such a claim, he is indeed claiming that he has better 

knowledge and superior wisdom than God in understanding mankind and 

conducting their affairs. Or he claims that certain conditions and needs have come up 

in human life and God (limitless is He in His glory) was unaware of them when He 

enacted His law, or was aware of them but did not provide for them in His law. Such 



Al Mā’idah (The Repast) | The Right Basis for Judgement 

 93

a claim cannot be reconciled with that of faith and submission to God, no matter how 

insistently it is made. 

The Superiority of Islamic Legislation 

The wisdom and purpose behind Divine legislation may not appear in full to 

mankind in any particular generation. Furthermore, it is very difficult to give a full 

discussion of what we ourselves see of this wisdom. Therefore, we will only give 

brief hints. 

God’s law represents a complete way of life, which regulates and directs all 

aspects of human life in whatever stage and shape it finds them. This way of life 

relies on an infallible and true knowledge of man and his needs, and of the universe 

in which man lives and the laws that control the universe and human existence. As 

such, it does not ignore any matter of importance to human life. It does not allow or 

give rise to any destructive conflict between the different types of human activity or 

between such activity and natural laws. The reverse is true: it establishes proper 

balance and fine harmony. These can never result from any man-made system, since 

man’s knowledge is confined to what is within human knowledge at a particular 

time. Any system which man devises must reflect human ignorance and lead to some 

conflict between different aspects of human activity. This will inevitably lead to 

violent shake-ups. 

The Islamic system sets absolute justice as its goal. For one thing, it is God alone 

who knows how and by what means absolute justice can be established. For another, 

God is the Lord of all and He can establish justice between all. The system He lays 

down and the law He promulgates are free of prejudice, imbalance, extremism or 

ignorance. This cannot be said of any system or law which man devises, since man is 

influenced by his own prejudices, caprice and desire, and his vision is hampered by 

his imperfect knowledge. This applies to all human laws, whether they are enacted 

by an individual, a class, a nation or a generation. In no situation can man be free of 

his prejudices and desires and in none can he have perfect knowledge or a 

comprehensive, profound and perfect insight, not even in a single case for which a 

law is required. 

Moreover, the Islamic system is in perfect harmony with the laws which govern 

the universe, because it is devised by the Creator of both the universe and man. 

When the Creator legislates for man, He treats him as an agent in this universe who 

has control over certain elements made subservient to him by the will of His Lord, on 

condition that he follows His guidance and learns the nature of these elements and 

the laws regulating them. This produces harmony between man and the universe in 

which he lives. The law which regulates human life acquires, then, a universal aspect 
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to enable man to deal with all living things and objects in the whole universe on the 

basis of this law. Let us not forget in this context that man cannot break away from 

this universe. It is inevitable that he will have to deal with it on the basis of a proper 

and sound system. 

Furthermore, the Islamic system is the only one which liberates man from 

subjugation by others. In all other systems, some people are subservient to others, 

and some look up to others. Only under the Islamic system do all people share the 

same position of being servants of God alone. 

As we have explained, the most fundamental aspect of Godhead is legislation. 

When someone enacts legislation for a human community, he claims for himself the 

position of Godhead. People in that community become his servants instead of being 

God’s servants. By giving the authority to legislate to God alone, Islam declares the 

liberation of mankind, or indeed, the rebirth of man. For man does not come into real 

existence unless he is liberated from subservience to another man and unless all 

human beings stand on an equal footing in front of the Lord of mankind. 

This question which is fully discussed in the present passage is the top and most 

important question of faith. It is the question of Godhood and servitude, justice, 

freedom, equality and proper existence. 

The state of darkness, as used in an Islamic context, does not refer to a particular 

period of history. Rather, it refers to a particular condition, which may be present in 

any period of time. In essence, it signifies making law and legislation subject to 

human desires, not to the Divine system. It is immaterial whether these desires are 

those of an individual, a class, a nation or a generation. They remain human desires. 

An individual may enact laws for a certain community and the result is that the 

community lives in darkness because his desire or his opinion becomes the law. A 

class may legislate for the rest of the community and the result is darkness 

enshrouding its whole life because the interests of that class become law, or let us 

say, the opinion of the parliamentary majority become law. The representatives of all 

classes and all sectors in the nation may legislate for themselves, and the result is the 

same darkness engulfing the whole of life, because the desires of human beings and 

their imperfect knowledge become law, since people cannot be without prejudices 

and cannot acquire perfect knowledge. Or it may be the people’s view that is the law. 

And a group of nations may legislate for mankind, but the result is still the same, 

because the national goals of those nations, or indeed the views of the international 

community become law. In each one of these situations, the difference is only in 

words. 

But when the Creator of individuals, communities, nations and generations, 

legislates for all, the result is a Divine law which does not favour an individual, a 
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community, a nation or a generation at the expense of others. God is the Lord of all 

and He treats them all equally. He knows the nature and the interests of all and He 

makes His law serve all their interests and meet all their needs in absolute justice. 

When anyone other than God legislates for mankind, people become subservient, be 

that person an individual, a class, a nation or the international community. But when 

God legislates for mankind, they are all free and equal. They bow in front of no one 

whatsoever and they submit to God alone. This explains how serious this question of 

legislation in human life and in the life of the universe is. “Should the truth be 

subservient to their desires, the heavens and the earth and all those who are in them will 

become corrupted.” (23: 71) A judgement according to laws other than that revealed by 

God means evil, corruption and turning away from faith, as the Qur’ n itself says. 

Playing Games with Divine Judgement 

Messenger, be not grieved by those who plunge headlong into unbelief such as those 

who say with their mouths, “We believe”, while their hearts do not believe. Among the 

Jews are some who eagerly listen to falsehood, eagerly listen to other people who have 

not come to you. They tamper with words out of their context, and say, “If such-and-

such [a precept] is given you, accept it; but if you are not given it, then be on your 

guard.” If God wants to put anyone to test, you shall not be able to avail him anything 

against God. Such are the ones whose hearts God is not willing to purify. They will 

have disgrace in this world, and awesome suffering in the life to come. They eagerly 

listen to falsehood and greedily devour what is unlawful. Hence, if they come to you 

(for judgement), you may either judge between them or decline to interfere. If you 

decline, they cannot harm you in any way. But if you do judge, then judge between 

them with fairness. God loves those who deal justly. But how is it that they ask you for 

judgement when they have the Torah which contains God’s judgement, and they still 

turn away? For certain, they are not true believers. (Verses 41-43) 

It is apparently clear that these verses were revealed in the early years after the 

Prophet’s settlement in Madinah where the Jews were part of its community. This 

means that they were revealed sometime before the attack on Madinah by the 

confederate tribes, and before severe punishment was inflicted on the Jewish tribe of 

Qurayżah, or even much earlier. Most probably they were revealed when the two 

Jewish tribes of al-Nađ r and Qaynuq ` were still in Madinah. The first of these two 

tribes were evacuated from Madinah after the Battle of U ud in the third year of the 

Islamic calendar and the Qaynuq  were evacuated even before that. In that early 

period, the Jews concocted many of their tricks and manoeuvres, and the hypocrites 

received much support from them. Both groups plunged headlong into disbelief, 

even though the hypocrites might have claimed by word of mouth that they were 
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believers. Their actions grieved the Prophet and caused him much distress. 

God (limitless is He in His glory) consoles His Messenger (peace be upon him) and 

comforts him. He exposes to the Muslim community the truth about those who 

plunge headlong into disbelief, as did some of the Jews and the hypocrites. He 

directs His Messenger to the line of action he should adopt with them when they 

come to him for arbitration, after explaining to the Prophet what plots they have 

concocted before coming to him: “Messenger, be not grieved by those who plunge 

headlong into unbelief such as those who say with their mouths, `We believe’, while their 

hearts do not believe. Among the Jews are some who eagerly listen to falsehood, eagerly listen 

to other people who have not come to you. They tamper with words out of their context, and 

say, If such-and-such (a precept] is given you, accept it; but if you are not given it, then be on 

your guard.” (Verse 41) 

Some reports suggest that these verses speak of a group of Jews who committed 

certain sins including adultery and theft, which carry specific punishments outlined 

in the Torah. The Jews, however, at least in the first place, had established different 

punishments, because they did not want to enforce the provisions of the Torah on 

those of them who were in power. They later wanted to waive these punishments of 

the Torah in all cases. They replaced them with other punishments, as has been done 

by those who claim to be Muslims these days. When some of them committed these 

sins at the time of the Prophet, they thought to seek his judgement. If he judged 

according to the lesser punishments, which they had legislated, they would enforce 

them and justify their action to God by saying that they had enforced the verdict of 

His Messenger. If he judged that they should be punished according to the Torah, 

they would refuse his judgement. They, thus, sent some of their people to seek his 

ruling. This, then, explains their statement, “If such-and-such la precept] is given you, 

accept it; but if you are not given it, then be on your guard.” (Verse 41) 

They had indeed gone that far in playing games with God’s law and in being 

dishonest in their dealings with God and His Messenger (peace be upon him). This is 

a stage which can be reached by any people who, having received Divine revelation, 

have long ignored their duties. In such a situation hearts are hardened and the light 

of faith is stifled. Evasion of the laws and duties of their faith becomes the goal for 

which means are sought and rulings and justifications are found. Does this not apply 

1 today to those who claim to be Muslims and who “say with their mouths, ‘We believe’, 

while their hearts do not believe.” (Verse 41) Do they not seek rulings to evade their 

religious duties, rather than carry them out? Do they not occasionally try to pay lip 

service to religion so that it may approve and endorse their desires? If religion insists 

on the word of the truth and the ruling of justice, they have no need for it: They say: 

“If such-and-such (a precept] is given you, accept it; but if you are not given it, then be on 

your guard.” (Verse 41) The two situations are identical. Perhaps God has given us 
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such an account of the history of the Children of Israel, so that future generations 

may be forewarned of the slips that lie along their way. 

God (glorified be He) says to His Messenger with regard to those who rush into 

disbelief and those conspirators who engage in such schemes that he should not be 

grieved by such people’s actions. They seek to create confusion and they will fall 

victim to it, while he [i.e. God’s Messenger] himself has no say in the matter and 

cannot help them through their test when they have brought confusion upon 

themselves: “If God wants to put anyone to test, you shall not be able to avail him anything 

against God.” (Verse 41) Such people have sunk their hearts into impurity, so God is 

unwilling to purify them: “Such are the ones whose hearts God is not willing to purify.” 

(Verse 41) He will cause them to suffer ignominy in this life and grievous suffering in 

the Hereafter: “They will have disgrace in this world, and awesome suffering in the life to 

come.” (Verse 41) He tells the Prophet not to worry about them, and not to be grieved 

by their disbelief. Their fate is sealed. 

The s rah goes on to give us further details of their situation and how far they 

have sunk into moral corruption, prior to giving guidance to the Prophet on how to 

deal with them: “They eagerly listen to falsehood and greedily devour what is unlawful. 

Hence, if they come to you (for judgement), you may either judge between them or decline to 

interfere. If you decline, they cannot harm you in any way. But if do judge, then judge 

between them with fairness. God loves those who deal justly.” (Verse 42) 

Their listening to falsehood is repeated again, to suggest that this has become an 

established habit of theirs. They are pleased to listen to falsehood, and they are 

annoyed when they hear the voice of truth. This applies to all deviant hearts, corrupt 

souls and communities. To them, falsehood carries much appeal and the truth 

appears too hard. In these miserable days, falsehood sells like hot cakes, while the 

word of truth has no buyers. 

Those people do not only listen to falsehood, but they greedily devour what is 

unlawful, prominent among which are usury, bribes and the price of false rulings 

and false testimony. Again, this evil quality spreads in all communities that deviate 

from God’s law. The term the Qur’ n uses here for “unlawful” also connotes lack of 

blessings. Indeed, blessings are the first thing to be obliterated in deviant 

communities, as we see with our own eyes nowadays. 

God has given the Prophet the choice whether to judge between them or to turn 

away from them, if they ask him for judgement. If he chooses not to pay any 

attention to them, they can harm him in no way. But if he chooses to judge between 

them then his must be a fair judgement, unaffected by their prejudices or their 

rushing into disbelief or by their plots and schemes: “God loves those who deal justly.” 

(Verse 42) 
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God’s Messenger (peace be upon him), Muslim rulers and judges deal directly 

with God in such matters and exert their efforts to establish justice in order to serve 

God because God loves those who deal justly. If people commit injustice or perjury 

or deviate from the truth, justice continues to carry its superior status. Fair 

judgement is not passed in order to please people but to please God. This is, indeed, 

the most effective guarantee provided by Islamic law everywhere and in all times. 

A Baffling Attitude Towards God’s Judgement 

The fact that the Prophet was given this choice with regard to those Jews who 

came to him for judgement further supports our view that this was in the early 

period after the Prophet’s settlement in Madinah. Later on, judgement according to 

Islamic law was compulsory, because the land of Islam does not enforce any law 

other than that of God. All people living there must refer their disputes to this law. 

This, however, does not contradict the Islamic rule which applies to people of earlier 

revelations living side by side with the Muslim community in the land of Islam. This 

principle makes only such laws as are endorsed by their faith or that relate to the 

general social order applicable to them. Permissible to them is what their religions 

permit them, such as owning and eating pork, the possession and drinking of 

intoxicants, but without their selling these Muslims. But they are forbidden all 

usurious transactions because these are also forbidden in their religions. The 

punishments prescribed for adultery and theft are applicable to them, because they 

are stated in their Scriptures. Also enforceable are the punishments prescribed for 

rebellion against the legitimate authority, and for spreading corruption in the land. 

Such enforcement is necessary to guarantee the safety and security of the land of 

Islam and all its inhabitants, Muslims and non-Muslims alike. Such punishments 

cannot be waived in respect of anyone of those living in the land of Islam. 

During that period in which the Prophet had the choice whether to judge between 

them or to ignore them, they used to come with some of their disputes to God’s 

Messenger (peace be upon him). An example of this is reported by `Abdull h ibn 

`Umar: “Some Jews came to God’s Messenger (peace be upon him) and told him that 

a Jewish man and a Jewish woman committed adultery. The Prophet asked them: 

‘What does the Torah say about stoning adulterers?’ They said: ‘We publicise their 

crime and punish them by flogging.’ `Abdull h ibn Sall m (a Jewish rabbi who had 

embraced Islam) said, ‘This is a lie. The Torah prescribes stoning.’ They brought the 

Torah and opened it up. One of them put his hand over the verse that mentioned 

stoning and read the preceding and the following verses. `Abdull h ibn Sall m told 

him to lift his hand off. When he did, the relevant verse on the death punishment by 

stoning was there. They said, ‘He (meaning `Abdull h ibn Sall m) has told the truth. 

It specifies death by stoning.’ 
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The Prophet gave his orders for the two adulterers to be stoned to death. I saw the 

man bending over the woman to shelter her from the stones.” (Related by al-Bukh r  

and Muslim.) 

Another example is given in a ĥadīth related by Im m Ahmad on the authority of 

`Abdull h ibn `Abb s, the Prophet’s learned cousin, who says: “These verses were 

revealed in connection with two groups of Jews, one of which had triumphed over 

the others in pre-Islamic days. They later worked out a reconciliation agreement 

which stated that every victim of the defeated tribe killed by the victorious one 

would be compensated with blood money equal to fifty measures of agricultural 

produce, while every victim of the victorious tribe killed by the defeated one would 

have one hundred measures of agricultural produce as blood money. They operated 

this system until the Prophet (peace be upon him) migrated to Madinah. It so 

happened then that the defeated tribe killed a man of the victorious one. The latter 

sent them a message to prepare the full amount of blood money agreed, which was 

one hundred measures of agricultural produce. The defeated tribe said: ‘How is it 

that two tribes belonging to the same faith, having the same ancestry and living in 

the same land, have two tariffs of blood money with one tariff being double the 

other? We had agreed to this measure of injustice you had imposed on us because we 

feared you. Now that Mu ammad has arrived in Madinah, we will not give you 

that.’ War was about to flare up between the two tribes, before they agreed to refer 

the matter to God’s Messenger for arbitration. The victorious tribe then reflected on 

this matter. Some of them said: ‘Mu ammad will never give you twice the blood 

money you are prepared to give them. They indeed have told the truth when they 

said that they agreed to this as a matter of injustice imposed by us on them. Let us, 

then, sound out Mu ammad, to determine whether he will give us a favourable 

judgement. If so, we will refer the matter to him. If not, we will have been 

forewarned.’ They sent to the Prophet some of their hypocrite friends to sound him 

out. God informed His Messenger of the whole affair and revealed to him the 

passage starting with “Messenger, be not grieved by those who plunge headlong into 

unbelief such as those who say with their mouths, ‘We believe’, while their hearts do not 

believe. Among the Jews are some who eagerly listen to falsehood, eagerly listen to other 

people who have not come to you. They tamper with words out of their context, and say, If 

such-and-such la precept] is given you, accept it; but if you are not given it, then be on your 

guard’“ (Verse 41) (Related by Abū D wūd) Another version of this report names the 

victorious tribe as the al-Nađ r and the defeated one as the Qurayżah. This again 

supports our view that these verses were revealed in the early days of the Madinah 

period before these Jewish tribes were evacuated. 

Indeed, the attitude of the Jews in such matters has always been consistent. Hence, 

the Qur’ n asks this rhetorical question: “But how is it that they ask you for judgement 

when they have the Torah which contains God’s judgement, and they still turn away?” 



Al Mā’idah (The Repast) | The Right Basis for Judgement 

 100

(Verse 43) 

It is indeed a very grave and serious matter. They refer something to God’s 

Messenger for arbitration and he judges between them on the basis of God’s law. 

Moreover, they also have the Torah which contains God’s judgement. Both 

judgements are identical, because the Qur’ n has endorsed Divine judgements 

contained in the Torah. But t nevertheless, turn their backs on God’s judgement, 

either in their dissatisfaction or by not enforcing it. This rhetorical question is 

followed by an Islamic rule in such matters: “For certain, they are not true believers.” 

(Verse 43) 

It is certainly not possible that a true believer will not submit to God’s law or 

would not accept its rulings. Those who claim to themselves or to others that they 

believe and still refuse to implement God’s law in their lives or who are not satisfied 

when it is enforced on them do indeed make false claims. Their attitude is described 

in this definitive statement: “For certain, they are not true believers.” It is not simply a 

question of rulers not implementing God’s law, but also a question of ordinary 

people not being satisfied with God’s law and judgement. Such dissatisfaction takes 

them out of the ranks of believers, no matter how emphatically they claim to believe. 

This Qur’ nic statement confirms a similar one in the preceding s rah, “Women”, 

which states: “But no, by your Lord! They do not really believe unless they make you judge 

in all disputes between them, and then find in their hearts no bar to an acceptance of your 

decisions and give themselves up in total submission.” (4: 65) Both statements speak about 

the ruled, not the rulers. Both classify as unbelievers those who do not accept God’s 

judgement as outlined by His Messenger and turn away from it. 

As we have already said, the point at issue is that of acknowledging God’s 

authority as the only God and His Lordship of mankind and the universe. To accept 

God’s law and to be satisfied by its rules and judgements is the practical 

demonstration of accepting Him as the Supreme Godhead and the Lord of the 

universe. Rejecting the law and being dissatisfied with its judgement is a practical 

demonstration of disbelieving in God as such. 

Light and Guidance Shine from the Torah 

Such is God’s verdict in relation to ordinary people who refuse to accept 

judgement in accordance with God’s law. These have been described as unbelievers. 

Beginning with this verse, the s rah speaks of rulers who do not judge in accordance 

with God’s revelations. As we are soon to realise such judgements are endorsed by 

all religions revealed by God. The first reference is to the Torah: “Indeed, it is We who 

revealed the Torah, containing guidance and light. By it did the prophets, who had 

surrendered themselves to God, judge among the Jews, and so did the divines and the rabbis: 
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[they gave judgement] in accordance with what had been entrusted to their care of God’s Book 

and to which they themselves were witnesses. So, have no fear of men but fear Me; and do not 

barter away My revelations for a paltry price. Those who do not judge in accordance with 

what God has revealed are indeed unbelievers. We decreed for them in it: a life for a life, an eye 

for an eye, a nose for a nose, an ear for an ear, a tooth for a tooth, and a similar retribution for 

wounds. But for him who forgoes it out of charity, it will atone for some of his sins. Those who 

do not judge in accordance with what God has revealed are indeed wrongdoers.” (Verses 44-

45) 

Every religion revealed by God has been meant as a way of life. It has been so 

devised as to assume the leadership of human life and to organise, direct and protect 

it. No religion has been revealed by God only to be a set of personal, moral values or 

a set of rituals that are offered in a temple or a mosque. Necessary as both are for 

human life, and vital as they are in refining human conscience, they are not sufficient 

on their own to reorganise, direct and protect human life. They must provide the 

basis for a complete way of life and a code of law which are implemented and 

enforced. Any offence against them must be accounted for and punished, if 

necessary. 

Human life cannot be properly organised unless it derives its faith, rituals, way of 

life and code of law from a single source which can exercise authority over 

consciences and behaviour alike. It must be able to administer reward and 

punishment according to its law in this life, and reward people in accordance with its 

own system of reckoning in the life to come. 

Multiplicity of authority and source will only bring about results that are highly 

undesirable. If God’s authority over consciences and rituals is recognised, but not 

over the law of the land, when reward in the Hereafter is according to God’s law, but 

in this life it is subject to a different authority, then man is torn between two 

authorities moving in opposite directions. This leads to the total corruption of human 

life, as clearly and repeatedly mentioned in the Qur’ n: “Had there been in heaven or on 

earth any deities other than God, they both would have fallen into ruin.” (21: 22) “If the truth 

were to follow their caprice, the heavens and the earth and all those who live in them would 

have fallen into ruin.” (23: 71) “We have set you on a way by which he purpose [of faith] may 

be fulfilled. Follow it, then, and do not follow the vain desires of those who are devoid of 

knowledge.” (45: 18) 

For this reason every religion revealed by God has been designed to serve as a 

way of life. Whether directed to a single village, or to a particular nation, or for all 

generations of humanity, every religion brought, in addition to a faith setting out the 

proper concept of life and a set of worship rituals providing a strong link with God, a 

code of law to regulate human practices. Certain elements or aspects form the basis 

of every Divine religion. Human life cannot be set on a proper footing unless it 
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follows Divine faith. 

Numerous references in the Qur’ n show that early religions, some of which 

might have been addressed to small communities, contained all three mutually 

complementary aspects in a fashion suitable to that particular community’s stage of 

development. At this point, such complementarity in the three major religions, 

Judaism, Christianity and Islam, is outlined, starting with the Torah: “Indeed, it is We 

who revealed the Torah, containing guidance and light.” (Verse 44) As revealed by God, 

the Torah was the Book providing guidance for the Children of Israel, lighting up the 

way they should follow in life in order to lead them to God’s pleasure. It contained 

the essence of monotheistic faith, and a variety of worship rituals, as well as a code of 

law: “By it did the prophets, who had surrendered themselves to God, judge among the Jews, 

and so did the divines and the rabbis: [they gave judgement] in accordance with what had 

been entrusted to their care of God’s Book and to which they themselves were witnesses.” 

(Verse 44) 

God revealed the Torah to provide guidance and light not only for hearts and 

consciences with the faith and rituals it outlined, but also to provide guidance and 

light generated by the code of law which regulated practical life and protected it in 

accordance with God’s system. The Prophets who had submitted themselves totally 

to God in absolute and complete dedication and who made no claim whatsoever to 

any attribute of Divinity, used to judge among the Jews on its basis. It was the law 

given to that particular community. So did the divines and rabbis, i.e. the Jewish 

scholars and judges, because they had been assigned the task of making sure that 

God’s law was implemented and they were required to be witnesses to its truth. 

They would fulfil this task through organizing their own lives in accordance with the 

directives and laws of the Torah and through implementing its laws within their 

communities. 

Before finishing its reference to the Torah, the Qur’ n addresses the Muslim 

community with regard to judgements in accordance with revelations in general and 

the opposition people may show to such judgements. It also outlines the duty of 

everyone entrusted with the implementation of God’s law and the punishment 

incurred by neglecting this duty: “So, have no fear of men but fear Me; and do not barter 

away My revelations for a paltry price. Those who do not judge in accordance with what God 

has revealed are indeed unbelievers.” (Verse 44) 

God knows that enforcing His revealed law will be met with opposition in every 

period of time and in every community. Some people will not easily submit to it. 

Those who have power, tyrants and despots, and those who claim authority by right 

of inheritance will put up stiff resistance to it, because they realise that its 

enforcement will deprive them of the mask of Godhead they wear and acknowledge 

Godhead as totally belonging to God alone. This is done through depriving them of 
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their claimed authority to legislate and to judge in accordance with their legislation. 

Resistance will also be put up by those whose material interests can only be served 

through exploitation and injustice. God’s just law will never endorse their unjust 

interests. Similarly, there will always be opposition to the implementation of God’s 

law by those who pursue their vain desires and wanton caprice. A Divine religion 

will always require them to purify themselves from such evil, and will eventually 

punish indulgence in them. Further opposition will be put up by other quarters who 

dislike to see goodness, righteousness and justice flourish. 

As God knows that opposition to His law will come from all these quarters, and 

that those to whose care His message is entrusted must face up to this opposition and 

make all the necessary sacrifices for its sake, He addresses them in these words: 

“Have no fear of men but fear Me.” (Verse 44) No fear of tyrants, exploiters or deluded 

masses should deter them from implementing God’s law. It is God alone that they 

should fear, because fearing Him dispels all other fear. 

An Eye for an Eye, a Tooth for a Tooth 

God also knows that some of those who are charged with the safekeeping and 

implementation of God’s law may find worldly temptations too strong to resist. As 

they realise that people with power or money and those who seek all types of 

pleasure oppose God’s legislation, they may flatter them in order to gain something 

of the riches and pleasures of this world. Professional clerics in all generations have 

yielded to such temptation, as did some Jewish rabbis. God addresses all those, 

saying to them: “Do not barter away My revelations for a paltry price.” (Verse 44) That is 

the price they may get in return for their silence or for their distortion of God’s 

revelations or for issuing doubtful rulings. Indeed, every price offered is paltry, even 

if it includes all that is in this world. How could it be described otherwise when it is 

no more than a position, a salary, a title and a petty interest for which faith is 

bartered away and Hell is purchased? 

Nothing is more wicked than treachery by a person who is in a position of trust 

and nothing is more vile than the distortion of facts by a witness. Those who are 

given the title “religious men” do commit such treachery and distortion. They remain 

idle when they are called upon to work for the implementation of God’s revelation 

and they lift words out of their context in order to please those in power at the 

expense of God’s revelation. 

In a most decisive and definitive statement, God tells us: “Those who do not judge in 

accordance with what God has revealed are indeed unbelievers.” (Verse 44) The generality 

of this statement makes it absolutely unrestricted to time or place. The ruling is 

definitive and applicable to everyone who does not judge according to God’s 
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revelations, regardless of where and in which period he lives. 

The reason is the one we have already explained. A person whose judgement is at 

variance with God’s revelations denies that Godhead belongs to God alone. A basic 

quality of Godhead is the authority to legislate as also His sovereignty. Whoever 

observes something other than God’s revelations in his judgement not only rejects a 

particular aspect of Godhead but also claims for himself certain qualities of Godhead. 

If that is not unbelief, I wonder what is. For what use is a verbal claim of being a 

believer or submitting to God, when action denies such a claim? 

Any argument about this definitive and decisive ruling is no more than an attempt 

to avoid facing the reality. To try to give this ruling a different interpretation is 

simply an attempt to lift words out of their context. Such arguments change nothing 

of God’s clear and definitive judgement. 

Having explained this basic rule in all Divine faiths, the s rah gives some 

examples of the law contained in the Torah which God revealed so that on its basis, 

prophets, divines, and rabbis might judge among the Jews: “We decreed for them in it: 

a life for a life, an eye for an eye, a nose for a nose, an ear for an ear, a tooth for a tooth, and a 

similar retribution for wounds.” (Verse 45) 

These provisions outlined in the Torah have been retained as an integral part of 

Islamic law, since it is meant to be the law of all mankind, till the end of time. It is 

true that these provisions may not be implemented except in the land of Islam, but 

this is only for practical reasons. Islamic authority cannot implement these provisions 

beyond the borders of the land of Islam. Whenever and wherever Muslim rulers can 

implement these laws, they are required to do so, since Islamic law is a code for all 

mankind in all generations. One provision has been added to them under Islam. This 

is the one to which reference is made in the following Qur’ nic statement: “But for 

him who foregoes it out of charity, it will atone for some of his sins.” (Verse 45) This was 

not included in the law of the Torah. Retaliation was inevitable. No one could waive 

it or forego it. Hence, atonement of sins could not be achieved through such a 

charitable gesture. 

A word on the concept of retaliation in punishment for injuries will not go amiss. 

The basic principle which is established through this concept is that of the equality of 

human beings and their equality before the law. No law other than Divine law 

acknowledges such an equality so as to make the punishment equal to the crime and 

to remove all considerations of class, position, lineage and race. This principle is 

amplified by its comprehensive application: “A lie for a life, an eye for an eye, a nose for a 

nose, an ear for an ear, a tooth or a tooth, and a similar retribution for wounds.” (Verse 45) 

There is no distinction between one class and another, rulers and ruled. All are equal 

before God’s law, since they all descend from one single soul created by God. 
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This great principle established by God’s law is the true and complete declaration 

of the birth of man when all human beings are considered equal, subject to the same 

law which rules on the basis of absolute equality. It is the first declaration of its kind. 

Human laws lagged behind for tens of centuries before they began to rise to its level, 

but even then, their aspirations have remained partial and theoretical. As for their 

practical application, human laws continue to lag behind. 

The Jews, in whose Scripture, the Torah, this great principle was established, 

deviated from it in their relations with other people. They used to say: “We have no 

obligation to keep faith with Gentiles.” (3: 75) They also deviated from it in their own 

internal relations, as we have already explained when two Jewish tribes in Madinah, 

the Qurayżah and the al-Nađ r established a system of blood money which gave the 

victorious twice as much as it gave the defeated. The Prophet Mu ammad (peace be 

upon him) brought them back to the implementation of God’s law based on equality. 

He put them all on the same level. 

Apart from its being a declaration of the birth of man, retaliation on the basis of 

equality is a most effective deterrent which makes anyone who contemplates killing 

another or causing him bodily harm think twice before putting his thoughts into 

action. He knows that regardless of his position, family connections, class or race, he 

will be executed for killing and he will suffer the same bodily harm as he causes. 

If he cuts off a hand or a leg of another person, he will have his own hand or leg 

cut off; and if he destroys an eye, an ear, a nose or a tooth, he will be similarly 

impaired. But if he were only to face a period of imprisonment, long as it may be, for 

such actions, then he is unlikely to be deterred for long. His own physical agony or 

handicap is so very different from a period of imprisonment. 

Moreover, retaliation on the basis of equality is the sort of punishment which 

appeals to human nature. It quenches the desire for revenge which may be fuelled by 

blind fury and it pacifies hearts and heals wounds. Some people may accept blood 

money while others insist on retaliation. 

Under Islam, Divine legislation takes full account of human nature, just as it did in 

the Torah. Having ensured the satisfactory punishment of retaliation, Islam appeals 

to the benevolent element in human nature to encourage charitable forbearance: “But 

for him who foregoes it out of charity, it will atone for some of his sins.” (Verse 45) It is up 

to the killed victim’s next of kin or to the injured person himself in all cases of 

wounds and injuries to be charitable and forego retaliation. It is up to either person, 

out of his own free choice, to forego his right to retaliation and to accept blood 

money in place of it, or to forego both. If he does, God will forgive him some or all of 

his sins. It should be added, however, that even if such a person foregoes retaliation 

for blood money, the Muslim ruler may enforce a lesser punishment, as he deems fit, 
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on the killer. 

Guidance and Light Given in the Gospel 

Such encouragement to show benevolence to forgive in the hope of being forgiven 

one’s own sins by God may appeal to many a person to whom blood money or 

retaliation may be poor compensation for past losses. A next of kin may reflect on 

what benefit he may draw from having the killer executed, or what blood money 

would be for him. Neither will bring back the person who has been slain. It is true, 

however, that these punishments are the maximum that can be enforced in order to 

establish justice and to safeguard the community. But there remain certain feelings 

which cannot heal unless they look to God for compensation. 

Im m Ahmad relates that “a man from the Quraysh broke the tooth of a man from 

the Anş r. The latter complained to Mu` wiyah, (the overall ruler of the Islamic 

state). Mu` wiyah said that he would satisfy him, (i.e. he was offering financial 

compensation). The Anş r  man insisted on retaliation. Mu` wiyah said: ‘You may 

have your retaliation. Abū al-Dard ’, one of the Prophet’s Companions who was 

present said, `I heard God’s Messenger [peace be upon him] say: Any Muslim who 

suffers a physical injury and forgoes retaliation out of charity will be raised by God 

to a higher rank or will have some of his sins atoned.’ The Anş r  man said, `I forgive 

him.’” 

This is a typical case of readiness to forgive in the hope of receiving reward from 

God. Financial compensation had no similar appeal to the injured man. This gives us 

an idea of how effective God’s law is, since it is based on a perfect knowledge of 

human nature, what motivates and satisfies people, as well as the type of legislation 

that gives people a feeling of peace and security. 

Having explained this part of the law of the Torah, which has been incorporated 

into Qur’ nic law, the s rah gives a general rule: “those who do not judge in accordance 

with what God has revealed are indeed wrongdoers.” (Verse 45) This is again a general 

rule worded in a most general mode. The description used here for those who refuse 

to judge in line with God’s revelations is that they are wrongdoers. This, however, 

does not mean that this is a different case from the preceding one in which the same 

people are described as unbelievers. It is only an additional description of anyone 

who does not judge on the basis of God’s revelations. He is first a disbeliever, since 

he does not acknowledge God’s covenant and that He is the only one who has the 

authority to legislate. Since such a person claims such an authority for himself, he 

actually claims a property of Godhead. Such a claim makes him an unbeliever. 

Moreover, he does wrong when he forces people to accept a law different from that 

laid down by their Lord, which ensures a better life for them. He also wrongs himself 
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by putting himself in a position that incurs the punishment meted out to unbelievers. 

He wrongs his community by exposing its life to corruption. 

The fact that both qualities apply to “those who do not judge in accordance with what 

God has revealed” is necessitated by the fact that the subject in both sentences use the 

same wording. Hence, both parts in the two statements are applicable. 

The s rah goes on to emphasise that this ruling remained in force in the period 

that followed the revelation of the Torah: “We caused Jesus, the son of Mary, to follow in 

the footsteps of those (earlier prophets), confirming what had already been revealed before him 

in the Torah; and We gave him the Gospel, containing guidance and light, confirming what 

had already been revealed before it in the Torah and giving guidance and admonition to the 

God-fearing. Let, then, the followers of the Gospel judge in accordance with what God has 

revealed therein. Those who do not judge in accordance with what God has revealed are indeed 

transgressors.” (Verses 46-47) 

God gave Jesus, son of Mary, the Gospel so that it may serve as a way of life and a 

code of law. The Gospel did not present new legislation, but rather introduced a few 

modifications into the law of the Torah. It, thus, confirmed this earlier law by 

endorsing it with a few modifications. In the Gospel, God gave guidance, light and 

admonition, but only “to the God-fearing”. It is the God-fearing who open their 

hearts to God’s revealed Books and who find in them guidance, light and 

admonition. Hardened hearts, on the other hand, miss the meaning of the words and 

the essence of the directives. They neither appreciate the value of its words, benefit 

by the guidance and light provided, nor do they gain any new knowledge. The light 

is there, but it needs an open heart to benefit from it; guidance is available, but it only 

benefits a searching soul; and admonition is given but it is only picked up by a keen 

intellect. 

As we have already said God has provided in the Gospel guidance, light and 

admonition to the God-fearing. He made it a way of life and a code of law for its 

people. It is not, however, a universal message for all mankind. This is the case of the 

Gospel, the Torah and all books and messages revealed before the final message of 

the Qur’ n. Whatever provisions of legislation in the Gospel or in the Torah agree 

with those of the Qur’ n form part of the Qur’ nic law, as explained in connection 

with the case of retaliation. 

The followers of the Gospel were, then, required to apply the legal code of the 

Torah, which was confirmed and endorsed by the Gospel: “Let then, the followers of the 

Gospel judge in accordance with what God has revealed therein.” (Verse 47) The universal 

rule is to judge in accordance with God’s revelations, to the exclusion of all other 

laws. Neither the Christians nor the Jews can have a sound basis unless they 

implement the Torah and the Gospel. That, however, is what applied prior to Islam. 

After the revelation of Islam, they must also implement all that was revealed by their 
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Lord, because all of it forms a single law to which they must subscribe. “Those who do 

not judge in accordance with what God has revealed are indeed transgressors.” (Verse 47) 

This is again a very general statement which means that the quality of 

transgressing is added to the two earlier qualities of unbelief and wrongdoing, which 

were used to describe those who do not judge in accordance with God’s revelations. 

The new description does not refer to any new case or any new group who are 

separate from those described in the first two verses. All three qualities are 

applicable to all those who reject God’s revealed law, in all generations and in all 

nations. 

They disbelieve when they reject God’s law, and thereby reject that Godhead 

belongs solely to God. They are indeed wrongdoers when they impose on people a 

law other than that of God and help spread corruption in the land. They transgress 

when they deviate from the way of life chosen by God. All three descriptions apply 

to the same person in equal manner and he confirms them all through his actions. 

A Book to Supersede All Scriptures 

Having spoken about earlier Divine messages and laws, the surah now speaks of 

the final message which embodies Islam in its final a complete form. It is the religion 

revealed for all mankind, giving a law which supersedes all preceding laws and 

forms the final arbiter in all affairs and disputes. It outlines a way of life which 

regulates all aspects of all human activities and gives a basis for the formulation of a 

concept of faith, a social system and a code for personal and social behaviour. None 

of this is given as an academic exercise. It must be implemented in full. Nothing of it 

may be substituted by something else. People either accept this and be true Muslims, 

or refuse it and follow ignorance and vain desires. No one may justify any deviation 

by claiming that he is uniting people by being flexible in matters of religion. Had 

God so willed, He would have made all mankind a single community. What tie He 

wants of us is to implement His law and let people decide on how they want to 

conduct their lives. 

And to you We have revealed the Book, setting forth the truth, confirming the 

Scriptures which had already been revealed before it and superseding them. Judge, 

then, between them in accordance with what God has revealed and do not follow their 

vain desires, forsaking thereby the truth that has come to you. To every one of you We 

have given a code of law and a way of life. Had God so willed, He could have made you 

all one community; but (it is His wish) to test you by means of that which He has 

bestowed on you. Vie, then, with one another in doing good works. To God you shall 

all return. He will then make you understand all that over which you now differ. 
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Hence, judge between them in accordance with what God has revealed, and do not 

follow their vain desires and beware of them lest they tempt you away from any part of 

what God has revealed to you. If they turn away, then know that it is God’s will to 

afflict them for some of their sins. Indeed, a great many people are transgressors.) Do 

they desire to be ruled by the law of pagan ignorance? But for those who are firm in 

their faith, who can be a better law-giver than God? (Verses 48-50) 

This is a definitive statement, expressed in the clearest of terms. It takes extreme 

care to forestall any temptation to abandon even a small part of this law, regardless 

of the circumstances. When one reflects on this, one is bound to wonder how a 

person who claims to be a Muslim can abandon God’s law in its totality, justifying 

his action by force of circumstance. How can he find it in himself to continue to claim 

that he is a Muslim after so doing? How can people call themselves Muslims when 

they have refused to acknowledge God’s Godhead, turned their backs on God’s law 

and denied its suitability for all situations! 

“And to you, We have revealed the Book, setting forth the truth.” (Verse 48) Since it is 

revealed by God, the only One who has the authority to enact laws, then it certainly 

sets forth the truth. Everything that it contains of matters of faith, law, directives and 

stories are true. 

Hence, it is the Book of the truth. Moreover, it confirms “the Scriptures which had 

already been revealed before it and superseding them.” (Verse 48) It, thus, provides the 

final version of the Divine faith. It is the final arbiter not only in this regard, but also 

with regard to the way of life mankind should follow, the legislation that should be 

implemented and the system that should be established. No modification is 

admissible. Any disagreement over any of these matters, whether between followers 

of Divine religions or between Muslims themselves, must be referred to this Book. 

No opinion advanced by any human being has any value unless it is supported by 

this final authority. 

As this is an undeniable fact, it must have its practical implementation: “Judge, 

then, between them in accordance with what God has revealed and do not follow their vain 

desires, forsaking thereby the truth that has come to you.” (Verse 48) This command is 

addressed in the first instance to God’s Messenger (peace be upon him) with respect 

to those of the followers of earlier religions who came to him for arbitration. But its 

import is not confined to this particular aspect. It is a general order, applicable till the 

end of time since there will never be a new messenger or a new message to modify 

anything in this final version of God’s message to mankind. 

This religion has been made complete, and through it God has perfected the grace 

He has bestowed on Muslims. Moreover, God has been pleased to choose this 

religion as a way of life for all mankind. As we have repeatedly said, no modification 
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or amendment is possible or admissible. When God chose it for human life, He knew 

its inherent suitability. As God makes it the final arbiter, He knows that it benefits all 

mankind and that it can be implemented in all generations till the Day of Judgement. 

Anyone who seeks to modify it, let alone abandon it altogether, takes himself out of 

the fold of Islam altogether, even though he reiterates a thousand times his claim to 

be a Muslim. 

Twice in this short passage God warns the Prophet (peace be upon him) against 

yielding to the desires of those who come to him for arbitration trying to tempt him 

away from any part of his revelations. At times, the thought may occur to some 

people that under certain circumstances, a certain provision of God’s law may be 

modified or set aside. One such motivation could be the desire to establish a measure 

of unity among all sects and faiths living in the same country. Some people, however, 

may advocate a conciliatory attitude in matters which may not appear to be so 

fundamental. 

Some reports suggest that the Jews in Madinah made an offer to the Prophet 

(peace be upon him) that they would follow him, if he agreed to waive certain 

provisions of the law including that of stoning adulterers. These reports suggest that 

the warning contained in these verses relate to that particular offer. It is perfectly 

clear, however, that the order given here has general application. The followers of 

this Divine faith may face similar temptations and similar offers. God chooses to give 

His final word in such matters and to leave no room for a compromise. He tells His 

Messenger that had He so willed, He would have made all mankind a single 

community. But He has chosen to give each community a code of law and a way of 

life in order to test them according to what He has given them. Each community will 

follow its own way but they will all return to God when He will hold them 

accountable for their actions and the method they had chosen to implement. He will 

tell them the truth over which they differ. As such, no compromise can be pursued in 

order to unite those who differ in method and way of life. Such a unification is out of 

the question: “To every one of you We have given a code of law and a way of life. Had God so 

willed, He could have made you all one community; but (it is His wish) to test you by means 

of that which He has bestowed on you. Vie, then, with one another in doing good works. To 

God you shall all return. He will then make you understand all that over which you now 

differ” (Verse 48) 

As we clearly see, God has left no loophole. Even when a compromise may 

promise good results, such as national unity, it is inadmissible. God’s law is too 

precious for any part of it to be sacrificed in return for something which God knows 

will never happen. People have been created with varying susceptibilities and 

different methods and ways. God has created them so for a particular purpose of His. 

He has offered them His guidance and called on them to vie with one another in 
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doing good works. When they return to Him, He rewards them according to their 

deeds. 

The Temptation to Abandon God’s Law 

It is a false notion to try to unite people at the expense of God’s law. Moreover, the 

attempt is bound to fail. The price asked is too high, since any modification of God’s 

law will lead to corruption on earth, injustice and the subservience of some people to 

others. This is, indeed, a great evil. If no compromise of God’s law is admissible for 

pursuing the noble purpose of uniting people, how can it be justified for something 

which is more petty. Some of those who claim to be Muslims argue that God’s law 

should not be implemented so that we do not lose the tourist trade! Absurdity knows 

no limit! 

Hence, judge between them in accordance with what God has revealed, and do not 

follow their vain desires and beware of them lest they tempt you away from any part of 

what God has revealed to you. If they turn away, then know that it is God’s will to 

afflict them for some of their sins. Indeed, a great many people are transgressors. 

(Verse 49) Do they desire to be ruled by the law of pagan ignorance? But for those 

who are firm in their faith, who can be a better law giver than God? (Verse 50) 

Again, this principle is stated with greater clarity. In the first statement, the 

Prophet is instructed in these words: “Judge, then, between them in accordance with what 

God has revealed, and do not follow their vain desires, forsaking thereby the truth that has 

come to you.” (Verse 48) This statement may be construed as meaning abandoning 

God’s law in total and following their vain desires in preference to it. In the second 

part, the Prophet is warned against compromising even a portion of what has been 

revealed to him: “Judge between them in accordance with what God has revealed, and do 

not follow their vain desires and beware of them lest they tempt you away from any part of 

what God has revealed to you.” (Verse 49) The warning here is more precise, stricter and 

stronger. It also states the matter in its true nature. It is a temptation which must be 

resisted. The choice is either to implement God’s law in full, or to follow vain desires. 

At that time, they had the choice whether to refer their disputes to God’s law, a 

choice which was later abrogated in the land of Islam. God’s law has to be 

implemented except in those areas where the followers of other religions have 

specific provisions. These they are allowed to implement. As this was the case, the 

Prophet is told not to worry about them if they do not like his commitment to every 

detail of God’s law or if they turn away from Islam: “If they turn away, then know that 

it is God’s will to afflict them for some of their sins. Indeed, a great many people are 

transgressors.” (Verse 49) Do not worry about them if they turn away. Do not let their 
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attitude weaken your resolve to implement God’s law in full. It is they who will 

suffer as a result of their turning away because God will then afflict them with their 

sins. Neither the Prophet, nor the Muslim community, nor indeed God’s law will 

come to any harm as a result of their turning away. Moreover, it is in human nature 

that many people will transgress. The Prophet is told that he has no say in this state 

of affairs. Nor is it the fault of God’s law. It is they who will not follow the right path. 

Having made it absolutely clear to all believers that nothing of the provisions of 

God’s law will be compromised for any purpose and under any circumstances, the 

s rah then contrasts the choices available. It is either God’s law or man-made law, 

based on inadequate knowledge and vain desire. There can be no meeting ground 

between the two. “Do they desire to be ruled by the law of pagan ignorance? But for those 

who are firm in their faith, who can be a better law giver than God?” (Verse 50) 

This statement defines the meaning of jāhiliyyah, rendered here as “pagan 

ignorance”, as the term is used in the Qur’ān. Jāhiliyyah means that people are ruled 

by people, because this signifies that they submit to one another. They refuse to 

submit to God alone and reject His Godhead, acknowledging instead that some 

human beings have qualities of Godhead and hence they submit to their authority. 

As such, the term pagan ignorance, or jāhiliyyah, does not refer to a particular period 

of time, but to a certain situation which may come into existence at any time. 

Whenever it exists, it must be described as jāhiliyyah which is in contrast to Islam. 

In all ages and places, people may implement God’s law, yielding no part of it for 

any reason, submitting to it willingly. As such, they follow the religion chosen for 

them by God. Alternatively, they may acknowledge and implement a man-made law 

in any shape or form. As such they follow ignorance. In this latter situation, they 

submit to the one who gives them the law and they cannot be described as following 

God’s religion. Anyone who does not wish to be ruled by God’s law actually desires 

to be ruled by the law of pagan ignorance. It is at this point that the two ways part 

and people are left to their choices. 

The final sentence is a rhetorical question which decries their pursuit of the law of 

jāhiliyyah and emphasises the superiority of God’s law: “For those who are firm in their 

faith, who can be a better law-giver than God?” (Verse 50) Indeed, who can be? Who can 

claim that he can give people a better law than that of God? What argument can be 

given to prove this hollow claim? Can anyone say that he knows mankind’s nature 

better than their Creator? Can he say that he is more compassionate and sympathetic 

to mankind than God? Can he say that he knows their interests better than the God 

of mankind? Or can he say that when God promulgated the final version of His law 

and sent His last Messenger to all mankind, giving him the final and complete 

version of the Divine message, He might have been unaware of future circumstances 

and needs and as a result did not take them into account in His legislation? 
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What can anyone say in justification of setting God’s law aside and substituting 

for it a law of jāhiliyyah, placing in the process his own desires, or those of a 

particular community or generation, above God’s law? What can he say if, in spite of 

this, he still claims to be a Muslim? What is his justification: circumstances, events, 

people’s unwillingness, or fear of the enemy? Were all these not known to God when 

He commanded Muslims to implement His law and follow His way of life and never 

be tempted away from any part of His revelations? Or does he justify his attitude by 

claiming that God’s law does not cater for new needs and new situations? Were these 

needs and situations not known to God when He made this very stern warning? A 

non-Muslim may say anything he wants, but what can those who claim to be 

Muslims say of any of this and imagine that they continue to be within the fold of 

Islam? As we have said: this is the point where the ways part. It is either Islam or 

jāhiliyyah, faith or unfaith, the rule of God or the rule of pagan ignorance. Those who 

choose not to judge in accordance with what God has revealed are unbelievers, 

wrongdoers and transgressors. People who do not accept God’s law are not 

believers. 

This question must be absolutely clear in every Muslim’s mind. Unless it be so, a 

Muslim will not be able to differentiate between truth and falsehood and will not be 

able to take one step in the right direction. If it is still not that clear to some people, it 

cannot remain so in the minds of those who want to claim for themselves the most 

honourable title of being Muslim. 
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5 

Delineation of an Essential 

Relationship 

Believers, do not take the Jews and the 

Christians for your allies. They are allies of 

one another. Whoever of you allies himself 

with them is indeed one of them. God does 

not bestow His guidance on the wrongdoers. 

(51) 

Yet you see those who are sick at heart 

rush to their defence, saying, “We fear lest 

a change of fortune should befall us.” God 

may well bring about victory (for believers) 

or some other event of His own making, 

and those (waverers) will terribly regret the 

thought they had secretly harboured within 

themselves. (52) 

The believers will say: “Are these the self-

same people who swore by God their most 

solemn oaths that they were with you?” All 

their works are in vain and they will lose 

all. (53) 

Believers, if you renounce your faith, God 

will bring forth (in your stead) people 

whom He loves and who love Him, humble 

towards the believers, proud towards the 

unbelievers. They will strive hard for God’s 

cause and will not fear to be censured by 

any critic. Such is God’s favour which He 

grants to whom He wills. God encompasses 

all and knows all. (54) 

* $pκ š‰ r'̄≈ tƒ t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (#θãΨ tΒ# u™ Ÿω (#ρä‹Ï‚−Gs? yŠθåκ u ø9 $# 

#“t≈ |Á̈Ζ9 $# uρ u™!$u‹ Ï9 ÷ρr& ¢ öΝ åκ ÝÕ÷èt/ â™!$uŠ Ï9 ÷ρr& <Ù÷è t/ 4 
⎯ tΒuρ Ν çλ°; uθ tGtƒ öΝ ä3ΖÏiΒ … çμ ¯ΡÎ* sù öΝ åκ÷] ÏΒ 3 ¨βÎ) ©!$# Ÿω 

“Ï‰ôγ tƒ tΠ öθs) ø9 $# t⎦⎫ÏϑÎ=≈ ©à9 $# ∩∈⊇∪  

“utI sù z⎯ƒ Ï% ©!$# ’ Îû Ν Îγ Î/θè=è% ÖÚ ẗΒ 

šχθãã Ì≈ |¡ç„ öΝ Íκ Ïù tβθä9θà) tƒ #©ý øƒ wΥ βr& 

$oΨ t7 ÅÁè? ×ο tÍ←!# yŠ 4 ©|¤yè sù ª!$# βr& u’ ÎAù'tƒ Ëx÷Fx ø9 $$Î/ 

÷ρr& 9øΒr& ô⎯ ÏiΒ ⎯ Íν Ï‰Ψ Ïã (#θßsÎ7 óÁã‹sù 4’ n?tã !$tΒ 

(#ρ•| r& þ’ Îû öΝ Íκ Å¦àΡr& š⎥⎫ ÏΒÏ‰≈ tΡ ∩∈⊄∪  

ãΑθà) tƒ uρ t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (# þθãΖtΒ# u™ Ï™Iωàσ ¯≈ yδr& t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# 

(#θßϑ|¡ø%r& «!$$Î/ y‰ôγ y_ öΝ Íκ È]≈ yϑ÷ƒ r&   öΝ åκ̈Ξ Î) öΝ ä3yèpR mQ 4 
ôM sÜ Î6 ym öΝßγ è=≈ yϑôãr& (#θßst7 ô¹r'sù t⎦⎪ÎÅ£≈ yz 

∩∈⊂∪  

$pκ š‰ r'̄≈ tƒ t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (#θãΖtΒ# u™ ⎯ tΒ £‰s?ö tƒ öΝ ä3Ψ ÏΒ ⎯ tã 

⎯ Ïμ ÏΖƒ ÏŠ t∃öθ|¡sù ’ÎAù' tƒ ª!$# 5Θöθs) Î/ öΝ åκ ™:Ït ä† 

ÿ… çμ tΡθ™6 Ït ä†uρ A'©!ÏŒ r& ’ n?tã t⎦⎫ÏΖÏΒ÷σ ßϑø9 $# >ο ¨“ Ïãr& ’ n?tã 

t⎦⎪ÍÏ≈ s3ø9 $# šχρß‰Îγ≈ pg ä† ’ Îû È≅‹ Î6 y™ «!$# Ÿωuρ 

tβθèù$ sƒ s† sπ tΒöθs9 5Ο Í←Iω 4 y7 Ï9≡ sŒ ã≅ ôÒsù «!$# 
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Your patron is only God, and His 

Messenger and those who believe — those 

who attend to their prayers, pay their 

zakāt (i.e. purifying alms) and bow down 

in worship. (55) 

Those who ally themselves with God and 

His Messenger and the believers (will find 

that) the party of God will be victorious. 

(56) 

Believers, do not take for your friends those 

among the people of earlier revelations who 

mock at your faith and make a jest of it or 

those who are unbelievers. Fear God, if you 

are truly believers. (57) 

For, when you call to prayer, they mock at 

it and make a jest of it. They do this 

because they are people who do not use their 

reason. (58) 

Say: People of earlier revelations! Do you 

find fault with us for any reason other than 

that we believe in God [alone], and in that 

which has been revealed to us as well as 

that which has been revealed previously, 

while most of you are transgressors? (59) 

Say: Shall I tell you who, in God’s sight, 

deserves an even worse retribution than 

these? They whom God has rejected and 

who have incurred His anger, and whom 

He has turned into apes and pigs, and who 

worship false gods. These are yet worse in 

station and they have gone farther astray 

from the right path. (60) 

ÏμŠ Ï?÷σ ãƒ ⎯ tΒ â™!$t±o„ 4 ª!$# uρ ìì Å™≡ uρ íΟŠ Î=tæ ∩∈⊆∪  

$uΚ̄ΡÎ) ãΝ ä3–Š Ï9 uρ ª!$# … ã&è!θß™ u‘ uρ t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# uρ (#θãΖtΒ# u™ 

t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# tβθßϑ‹ É) ãƒ nο 4θn=¢Á9 $# tβθè?÷σ ãƒ uρ nο 4θx. ¨“9 $# 

öΝ èδuρ tβθãèÏ.≡ u‘ ∩∈∈∪  

⎯ tΒuρ ¤Α uθtG tƒ ©!$# … ã&s!θß™ u‘ uρ t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# uρ (#θãΖtΒ# u™ 

¨βÎ* sù z>÷“ Ïm «!$# ÞΟ èδ tβθç7 Î=≈ tóø9 $# ∩∈∉∪  

$pκ š‰ r'̄≈ tƒ t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (#θãΖtΒ# u™ Ÿω (#ρä‹Ï‚−Gs? t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# 

(#ρä‹sƒ ªB $# óΟ ä3uΖƒ ÏŠ #Yρâ“ èδ $Y6 Ïès9 uρ z⎯ ÏiΒ š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# 

(#θè?ρé& |=≈ tGÅ3ø9 $# ⎯ ÏΒ óΟ ä3Î=ö6 s% u‘$¤ ä3ø9 $# uρ u™!$u‹ Ï9 ÷ρr& 4 
(#θà) ¨?$# uρ ©!$# βÎ) Λ ä⎢Ψä. t⎦⎫ÏΖÏΒ÷σ •Β ∩∈∠∪  

# sŒ Î) uρ öΝ çG÷ƒ yŠ$tΡ ’ n<Î) Íο 4θn=¢Á9 $# $yδρä‹ sƒ ªB $# # Yρâ“ èδ 

$Y6 Ïès9 uρ 4 šÏ9≡ sŒ óΟ ßγ ¯Ρr'Î/ ÓΘöθs% ω tβθè=É) ÷è tƒ ∩∈∇∪  

ö≅ è% Ÿ≅ ÷δr'̄≈ tƒ É=≈ tGÅ3ø9 $# ö≅ yδ tβθßϑÉ)Ζ s? !$̈ΖÏΒ HωÎ) 

÷βr& $̈ΖtΒ# u™ «!$$Î/ !$tΒuρ tΑ Ì“Ρé& $oΨ øŠ s9 Î) !$tΒuρ tΑ Ì“Ρé& 

⎯ ÏΒ ã≅ ö7 s% ¨βr& uρ ö/ ä. usYø. r& tβθà) Å¡≈ sù ∩∈®∪  

ö≅ è% ö≅ yδ Νä3ã⁄ Îm; tΡé& 9h|³ Î0 ⎯ ÏiΒ y7 Ï9≡ sŒ ºπ t/θèWtΒ y‰Ψ Ïã 

«!$# 4 ⎯ tΒ çμ uΖyè©9 ª!$# |= ÅÒxîuρ Ïμ ø‹n=tã Ÿ≅ yèy_ uρ 

ãΝ åκ ÷] ÏΒ nο yŠ tÉ) ø9 $# tƒ Î—$uΖsƒ ø:$# uρ y‰t7 tãuρ |Nθäó≈ ©Ü9$# 4 
y7 Í× ¯≈ s9 'ρé& @Ÿ° $ZΡ% s3̈Β ‘≅ |Êr& uρ ⎯ tã Ï™!# uθy™ 
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When they come to you, they say: “We 

believe”, whereas, in fact, they come 

unbelievers and depart unbelievers. God is 

fully aware of all that they would conceal. 

(61) 

You see many of them rushing into sin and 

transgression and in devouring the fruits of 

unlawful gain. Evil indeed is that which 

they do. (62) 

Why do not their divines and their rabbis 

forbid them to make sinful assertions and 

to devour the fruits of unlawful gain? Evil 

indeed is that which they contrive. (63) 

The Jews say: “God’s hand is shackled!” 

It is their own hands that are shackled. 

Rejected [by God] are they for what they 

say. Indeed, both His hands are 

outstretched. He bestows [His bounty] as 

He wills. But that which has been revealed 

to you by your Lord is bound to make 

many of them more stubborn in their 

overweening arrogance and unbelief. We 

have cast enmity and hatred among them, 

[to last] until the Day of Resurrection. 

Every time they light a fire for war, God 

puts it out. They labour hard to spread 

corruption on earth; and God does not love 

those who spread corruption. (64) 

If only the people of earlier revelations 

would believe and be God-fearing, We 

should indeed efface their [past] bad deeds, 

and bring them into gardens of bliss. (65) 

È≅‹ Î6 ¡¡9 $# ∩∉⊃∪  

# sŒ Î) uρ öΝ ä.ρâ™!% y` (# þθä9$s% $̈Ψ tΒ# u™ ‰s%uρ (#θè=yz̈Š 

Ìø ä3ø9 $$Î/ öΝ èδuρ ô‰s% (#θã_tyz ⎯ Ïμ Î/ 4 ª!$# uρ ÞΟ n=÷ær& 

$yϑÎ/ (#θçΡ% x. tβθßϑçFõ3tƒ ∩∉⊇∪  

3“ts?uρ # Z ÏWx. öΝ åκ ÷]ÏiΒ tβθããÌ≈ |¡ç„ ’ Îû ÉΟ øOM}$# 

Èβ≡ uρô‰ãèø9 $# uρ ÞΟ Îγ Î=ò2r& uρ |M ós¡9 $# 4 š[ ø⁄ Î6 s9 

$tΒ (#θçΡ% x. tβθè=yϑ÷ètƒ ∩∉⊄∪  

Ÿωöθs9 ãΝ ßγ8pκ ÷] tƒ šχθ–Š ÏΨ≈ −/ §9 $# â‘$t7 ômF{ $# uρ ⎯ tã 

ÞΟ ÏλÎ; öθs% zΟ øOM}$# ÞΟ ÎγÎ=ø. r& uρ |M ós¡9 $# 4 š[ ø⁄ Î6 s9 

$tΒ (#θçΡ% x. tβθãèoΨ óÁtƒ ∩∉⊂∪  

ÏM s9$s%uρ ßŠθåκ u ø9 $# ß‰tƒ «!$# î's!θè=øótΒ 4 ôM ¯=äî 

öΝ Íκ‰É‰÷ƒ r& (#θãΨ Ïèä9 uρ $oÿÏ3 (#θä9$s% ¢ ö≅ t/ çν# y‰tƒ 

Èβ$tGsÛθÝ¡ö6 tΒ ß, ÏΨ ãƒ y#ø‹x. â™!$t±o„ 4 χy‰ƒ Í”z s9 uρ 

# Z ÏV x. Ν åκ ÷] ÏiΒ !$̈Β tΑ Ì“Ρé& y7 ø‹s9 Î) ⎯ ÏΒ y7 Îi/ ¢‘ 

$YΖ≈ u‹ øóèÛ # \ø ä. uρ 4 $uΖøŠ s) ø9 r& uρ ãΝ æηuΖ÷ t/ nο uρ≡ y‰yèø9 $# 

u™!$ŸÒøót7 ø9 $# uρ 4’ n<Î) ÏΘöθtƒ Ïπ yϑ≈ uŠ É) ø9 $# 4 !$yϑ̄=ä. (#ρß‰s% ÷ρr& 

# Y‘$tΡ É>öysù=Ïj9 $yδr'x ôÛr& ª!$# 4 tβöθ yèó¡tƒ uρ ’ Îû 

ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# # YŠ$|¡sù 4 ª!$# uρ Ÿω =Ït ä† t⎦⎪Ï‰Å¡ø ßϑø9 $# 

∩∉⊆∪  

öθs9 uρ ¨βr& Ÿ≅ ÷δr& É=≈tGÅ6 ø9 $# (#θãΨ tΒ# u™ (#öθs) ¨?$# uρ 
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Overview 

This passage confirms that not all the verses of this s rah were revealed after S rah 

48, The Conquest, or al-Fatĥ, which was revealed after the peace agreement signed at 

al- udaibiyah between the Muslims and the unbelievers of the Quraysh in the sixth 

year of the Islamic calendar. Indeed, several passages in this s rah were, most 

probably, revealed well before that, perhaps before the evacuation from Madinah of 

the Jewish tribe of the Qurayżah in the fourth year, if not even earlier, i.e. before the 

evacuation of the al-Nađ r and Qaynuq ` Jews. A number of verses in this s rah refer 

to events and situations that took place within the Muslim community in Madinah as 

also the circumstances and attitudes adopted by the Jews and hypocrites. These 

could not have taken place after the power of the Jews was finally broken with the 

evacuation of the Qurayżah. 

We have, for example, a clear warning against taking the Jews and the Christians 

as allies. The warning states that whoever establishes an alliance with them actually 

belongs to them. There is another reference to the fact that those who were sick at 

heart maintained an alliance with them protesting that they feared a change of 

fortune. The Muslims are warned against maintaining an alliance with those who 

mock their faith. There is a clear reference to the fact that the Madinah Jews did mock 

the Muslims’ prayer, making a jest of it. None of this could have happened unless the 

Jews enjoyed a degree of power and influence in Madinah. Otherwise, there would 

have been no call for such a clear warning and a threat. Nor would there be any need 

for exposing the true nature of the Jews, condemning them and denouncing their 

scheming in such a manner which uses a variety of styles and expressions. 

Some reports suggest that certain verses in this passage directly relate to specific 

events. Some referring to the confrontation with the Jewish Qaynuq ` tribe which 

If they would observe the Torah and the 

Gospel and all that has been revealed to 

them by their Lord, they would indeed be 

given abundance from above and from 

beneath. Some of them do pursue a right 

course, but many of them are of evil 

conduct. (66) 

$tΡö¤ x6 s9 öΝ åκ ÷] tã öΝ Íκ ÌE$t↔ ÍhŠ y™ óΟ ßγ≈oΨ ù=s{ ÷Š V{ uρ 

ÏM≈ ¨Ψ y_ ÉΟŠ Ïè̈Ζ9 $# ∩∉∈∪  

öθs9 uρ öΝ åκ ¨Ξ r& (#θãΒ$s%r& sπ1 u‘ öθ−G9 $# Ÿ≅‹ ÅgΥM}$# uρ !$tΒuρ 

tΑ Ì“Ρé& Ν Íκö s9 Î) ⎯ ÏiΒ öΝ Íκ Íh5§‘ (#θè=Ÿ2V{ ⎯ÏΒ óΟ Îγ Ï% öθsù 

⎯ ÏΒuρ ÏM øt rB Ο Îγ Î=ã_ö‘ r& 4 öΝ åκ ÷] ÏiΒ ×π ¨Βé& ×ο y‰ÅÁtFø) •Β ( 
× ÏV x. uρ öΝ åκ ÷] ÏiΒ u™!$y™ $tΒ tβθè=yϑ÷ètƒ ∩∉∉∪ 
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followed the Battle of Badr. At that time, `Abdull h ibn Ubayy was keen to 

demonstrate his special relationship with the Jews, and declared, “I am a man who 

fears a change of fortune, and, therefore, I will not disown my alliances.” Even 

without these reports, an objective study of these statements in relation to the events 

that took place in Madinah at the time of the Prophet is sufficient to support our 

view concerning its time of revelation. 

Verses in this passage provide a few glimpses of the Qur’ nic method in educating 

the Muslim community and preparing it to assume the role God assigned to it. They 

also explain some of the constituent elements in this method as well as a few 

principles Islam likes to see established in the minds of individual Muslims as well as 

in the Muslim community. These elements and principles are constant and apply to 

all generations, since they influence the very making of the Muslim individual and 

the Muslim community. 

The cornerstone of the Qur’ nic method of moulding a true Muslim is to instil in 

him that his allegiance must be given, pure and total, to his Lord, God’s Messenger, 

his faith, and the Islamic community. This is coupled with the need to instil in one’s 

consciousness the complete distinction between the Islamic camp and any camp that 

does not raise God’s banner, follow God’s Messenger or belong to God’s party. The 

Muslim is also to be made to feel that he is chosen by God to be a means of 

accomplishing His will in human life and history. Such a choice, with all its attending 

duties, is a demonstration of God’s limitless bounty which He bestows on whom He 

wills. To be in alliance with a community other than that of the Muslims is to turn 

away from God’s faith and reject His choice and bounty. This message is clearly 

given in several places in the forthcoming passage, such as verses 51 and 54-6. 

The Qur’ n also cultivates a Muslim’s understanding of the true nature of his 

enemies and the war they wage against him. It is a battle of faith since faith is the 

permanent issue between a Muslim and all his enemies. They take a hostile attitude 

towards him primarily on account of his faith and because they have deviated from 

Divine faith. Hence, they hate everyone who follows it with diligence and a clear 

conscience: “Say: People of earlier revelations! Do you find fault with us for any reason 

other than that we believe in God [alone], and in that which has been revealed to us as well as 

that which has been revealed previously, while most of you are transgressors?” (Verse 59) 

This is, indeed, the crux of the matter. 

This method and its essential directives are of great importance. To be totally 

dedicated to God and His Messenger, to faith and the Muslim community and to 

know the true nature of the battle and the enemies are conditions of vital importance 

in the fulfilment of the conditions of true faith. They are also a prerequisite in the 

moulding of a true Muslim and the organisation of the Muslim community. Those 

who claim to be advocates of this faith do not truly believe in it and are not able to 
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accomplish anything of value on earth unless they come to feel that they are a 

community apart. They are different from all other communities and camps except 

for those who raise the same Islamic banner, dedicate their total allegiance to God 

and His Messenger and have a leadership who shares their belief in God and His 

Messenger. They will also have to know the true nature of their enemies and their 

motives, and the nature of the battle they have to fight against them. They also need 

to know that all their enemies are in actual alliance against them and that they 

patronise one another in fighting the Muslim community and the Islamic faith. 

In this passage, we are not only told of the true motives of the Muslim 

community’s enemies. Instead, the very nature of those enemies and the extent of 

their transgression are also exposed so that every Muslim is aware of whom he fights 

and is reassured as to the justice and the inevitability of this fight. Verses 51, 57, 58, 

61 and 64 describe these enemies very clearly, highlighting their main characteristics. 

Those who take such an attitude towards the Muslim community, mock at its faith 

and prayer and make a jest of them, must be repelled by every Muslim. 

This passage also defines the outcome of this battle and points out the value of 

faith in the destiny of communities in this life as well as in the life to come: “Those 

who ally themselves with God and His Messenger and the believers (will find that) the party 

of God will be victorious. (Verse 56) “If only the people of earlier revelations would believe 

and be God-fearing, We should indeed efface their [past] bad deeds, and bring them into 

gardens of bliss. If they would observe the Torah and the Gospel and all that has been revealed 

to them by their Lord, they would indeed be given abundance from above and from beneath.” 

(Verses 65-6) 

The passage also tells us of the qualities that must be present in a Muslim whom 

God chooses to be an advocate of His faith, bestowing on him by such choice a 

favour that is great indeed: “Believers, if you renounce your faith, God will bring forth (in 

your stead) people whom He loves and who love Him, humble towards the believers, proud 

towards the unbelievers. They will strive hard for God’s cause and will not fear to be censured 

by any critic. Such is God’s favour which He grants to whom He wills. God encompasses all 

and knows all.” (Verse 54) 

All these statements represent aspects of the Qur’ nic method of moulding the 

Muslim individual and the Muslim community. It is a method that lays down the 

best of foundations. 

Alliances That Cannot Survive 

Believers, do not take the Jews and the Christians for your allies. They are allies of one 

another. Whoever of you allies himself with them is indeed one of them. God does not 

bestow His guidance on the wrongdoers. Yet you see those who are sick at heart rush 
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to their defence, saying, “We fear lest a change of fortune should befall us.” God may 

well bring about victory (for believers) or some other event of His own making, and 

those (waverers) will terribly regret the thought they had secretly harboured within 

themselves. The believers will say: ‘Are these the self-same people who swore by God 

their most solemn oaths that they were with you?” All their works are in vain and 

they will lose all. (Verses 51-3) 

It is most important to begin by defining the meaning of the alliance the believers 

are forbidden by God to maintain with the Jews and Christians. It is to establish a 

relationship of mutual support so as to forge one block with them. It has nothing to 

do with following their faith. It is extremely unlikely that we find among Muslims 

anyone who may be inclined to follow the Jewish or Christian faith. It is rather the 

type of alliance involving mutual help that was unclear to some Muslims who 

initially thought it permissible. It was a fact of life that there were mutual ties and 

interests between the Arabs in Madinah and groups of Jews. These developed into 

alliances between the two prior to Islam and continued in the early days after most 

Arabs in Madinah adopted Islam. Later, God ordered the Muslims not to enter into 

such alliances with the Jews of Madinah. 

The term “alliance”, or its Arabic equivalent walā’, is well known and has a precise 

meaning in Islamic terminology. It occurs in the context of the relationship that the 

Muslims in Madinah were required to have with Muslims who did not migrate to the 

land of Islam. God says in the Qur’ n: “You have no alliance with them until they have 

emigrated.” (8: 72) It is obvious that what is meant here is not support in faith, because 

every Muslim is a supporter in faith to every other Muslim in all situations. The 

reference here is to the sort of alliance and patronage that requires mutual 

cooperation and military assistance. This latter relationship does not exist between 

Muslims in the land of Islam and those who do not join them in their land. It is this 

very sort of relationship which these verses block between believers and Jews and 

Christians in any situation, although it used to exist between them and the Jews in 

the early days of Islam in Madinah. 

Islam insists that its followers maintain an attitude of maximum tolerance towards 

the people of earlier revelations. To take them as allies and patrons, however, is a 

different matter altogether. The two may be confused by those who have not 

formulated a clear concept of the essence of the Islamic faith and its role as a practical 

and methodical movement aiming to establish a particular order in life according to 

the unique Islamic concept. As such, Islam clashes with other concepts and situations 

as it conflicts with people’s desires, and hence their deviation and transgression. 

Thus, it inevitably finds itself engaged in a necessary struggle to establish the new 

situation. 
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Those who are thus confused lack a clear vision of the true nature of this faith and 

a proper understanding of the nature of the battle and the attitude adopted by the 

people of other religions concerning it. They overlook the clear Qur’ nic directives 

relating to it. In their minds, the emphasis Islam places on extending a tolerant 

attitude towards the people of earlier revelations and the need to treat them with 

kindness in the Muslim community in which they live, enjoying all their rights, is, 

thus, confused with the alliance that is owed by every Muslim to God, His 

Messenger and the Muslim community. They forget what the Qur’ n asserts of the 

people of earlier revelations, of their being allied one with another in fighting the 

Muslim community. This is their constant attitude. They are hostile to the Muslims 

because of their faith. They will not be happy with a Muslim unless he abandons his 

religion and follows theirs. Hence, they persist with their fight with Islam and the 

Muslim community. Hostility may be clear in what they may say, but what their 

hearts conceal is much worse. 

A Muslim is required to show tolerance in dealing with the people of earlier 

revelations, but he is forbidden to have a relationship of alliance or patronage with 

them. His path to establish his religion and implement his unique system cannot join 

with theirs. No matter how kind he is to them, they will never be happy to 

implement his faith and establish his system. Nor will it stop them from entering 

other alliances to scheme against and fight the Muslims. It is too naïve to think that 

we and they can ever join forces to support religion in general against unbelievers 

and atheists. For whenever the fight is against Muslims, they join forces with the 

unbelievers and atheists. 

The naïve among us tend to overlook this truth when we think that we can 

establish an alliance with the people of earlier revelations, i.e. the Christians and 

Jews, in order to check the advance of materialism and atheism, since we are all 

people of faith. We forget the teachings of the Qur’ n and the lessons of history. 

Those very people of earlier revelations used to say to the pagan Arabs that they 

were “better guided than the believers”. (4: 51) It is they who stirred the unbelievers and 

mobilised them into launching a determined attack against the Muslim community 

in Madinah. Those people of earlier revelations were the ones who launched the 

Crusades against the land of Islam, which extended over a period of 200 years. It is 

they who organised the Spanish Inquisition. In recent history, they turned the 

Muslim Arabs of Palestine out of their land in order to give it to the Jews. In doing 

so, they were in alliance with atheism and materialism. The same people of earlier 

revelations persecuted the Muslims in Abyssinia, Somalia, Eritrea, and Algeria. They 

further collaborated with atheism, materialism and polytheism in the persecution of 

Muslims in Yugoslavia, China, Turkistan, India and in many other places. 

Nevertheless, totally oblivious to such definitive Qur’ nic statements, some of us 
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may entertain thoughts that we can establish a relationship of alliance or patronage 

with these people of earlier revelations in order to repel the attacks of atheist 

materialism on religion. Such people do not read the Qur’ n. If they do, they confuse 

Islam’s attitude of tolerance with the forging of an alliance with such people. It is 

against this that Islam warns the Muslims. Such people do not actually live Islam as 

the only faith acceptable to God or as an active movement seeking to establish a new 

order on earth. This new order will inevitably stand up to the hostility of today’s 

people of earlier revelations, just as it repelled it in the past. This positive attitude 

cannot change since it is the only natural one. We, therefore, leave such people in 

their confusion to reflect on this clear Qur’ nic directive: “Believers, do not take the Jews 

and the Christians for your allies. They are allies of one another. Whoever of you allies himself 

with them is indeed one of them. God does not bestow His guidance on the wrongdoers.” 

(Verse 51) 

Distinctive Values of the Muslim Community 

In the first instance, this verse is an address to the Muslim community in Madinah. 

It is at the same time directed to every Muslim community which comes into 

existence in any part of the world at any point in time. Its message is meant for every 

group that may be described as “believers”. The particular occasion which 

necessitated this address was the need for the Muslims in Madinah to have a clearer 

view of the ties of allegiance which would mould them into a distinct community, 

totally separate from the people of earlier revelations, especially the Jews. There were 

ties of alliance, financial dealings, neighbourliness, friendship, etc. All this was 

natural in the light of the historical, economical, and social conditions which 

prevailed in Madinah prior to the advent of Islam. This situation, however, allowed 

the Jews to engage in their scheming against Islam and its followers, as exposed in 

many Qur’ nic statements, some of which we discussed in the three earlier volumes 

of this work. The present passage though provides an opportunity to discuss other 

aspects of this scenario. 

As Muslims engage in a fight to establish their new system as a living reality, the 

Qur’ n provides them with the necessary concept to create, in their subconscious, a 

sense of distinction between them and all those who do not belong to their 

community. This distinction does not preclude tolerance and kind treatment; for 

these come naturally to a Muslim. It only precludes a relationship of alliance, of the 

sort a Muslim owes only to God, His Messenger and the community of believers. All 

Muslims, in all generations, have this awareness and feel this distinction: “Believers, 

do not take the Jews and the Christians for your allies. They are allies of one another.” (Verse 

51) 
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 The fact that they are allies of one another has nothing to do with any particular 

period of time because it is rooted in the nature of things. They have never been allies 

with the Muslim community in any land or in any period of history. One generation 

succeeded another, confirming the truth of this accurate statement. Ever since their 

collaboration in fighting the Prophet Mu ammad (peace be upon him) and the 

Muslim community in Madinah, they have maintained their own alliance in all parts 

of the world at all times. Never was there any exception to this rule. Never did this 

planet witness anything other than that stated in the Qur’ n as a universal fact. In the 

original Arabic text the mode of expression selected is the one which is normally 

used to state permanent facts. 

As this is a permanent fact, its consequences are clearly stated. Since the Jews and 

the Christians are allies of one another, they can only be patronised by someone of 

their own kind. If someone from the Islamic camp establishes an alliance with them, 

he actually removes himself from the Muslim camp, abandons the basic quality of 

Islam and joins the other camp. For this is the natural and practical result: “Whoever 

of you allies himself with them is indeed one of them.” (Verse 51) He, thus, wrongs himself 

and wrongs the Divine faith of the Muslim community. Because of his wrongdoing, 

God puts him in the same group with the Jews and Christians to whom he has 

pledged his support and made himself an ally. God neither guides him to the truth 

nor returns him to the Muslim ranks: “God does not bestow His guidance on the 

wrongdoers.” (Verse 51) 

This statement represents a very stern warning to the Muslim community in 

Madinah. Stern it certainly is, but not exaggerated. It simply describes the reality as it 

is. It is not possible for a Muslim to ally himself with the Jews and Christians and still 

retain his faith as someone who truly submits himself to God. He simply cannot keep 

his membership of the Muslim community which acknowledges alliances only with 

God and His Messenger, and with those who believe. 

It is not possible for a Muslim to adopt a “wet” attitude towards the concept of 

complete distinction between himself and the Muslim community on the one side, 

and those who follow a system or raise a banner other than that of Islam on the other. 

If a Muslim does so then he is no longer able to make any contribution or be of any 

value to the overall Islamic movement, whose first and most essential goal is the 

establishment of a unique system based on a truly unique concept. 

A Muslim believes, with an absolute certainty which admits no hesitation or 

wavering, that since the Prophet Mu ammad (peace be upon him) has conveyed his 

message to mankind, his faith is the only one acceptable to God. He believes that the 

system God required him to adopt as the basis of life is a unique system and cannot 

be replaced or substituted by another. It is the only one that can realise the full 

potential of human life. The only way for a Muslim to earn God’s forgiveness and 
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acceptance is to exert his maximum effort in establishing both the ideological and 

social aspects of this system, changing no part of it, however small, and mixing it 

with no other system, be it religious, social or legal. The only exception is made in the 

case of what God has chosen to retain of earlier legislation and revelation, 

incorporating them as He did into the Islamic system. 

When a Muslim believes in all this with absolute certainty, he actually has the 

right motivation to work for the establishment of the system God has chosen for 

human life, knowing what that involves of hard struggle and pain that often goes 

beyond what man can normally bear. He also knows that he has to encounter 

difficult impediments, determined resistance and unending plots. Otherwise, what 

need is there to go to such trouble if ignorant systems, whether polytheistic, atheistic 

or based on deviant doctrines, can be made suitable substitutes? Why do we need to 

trouble ourselves in establishing the Islamic system if the differences between it and 

the systems of people of earlier revelations or other people are minor, cosmetic or 

easily ironed out? , Those who try to advocate a less decisive distinction in the name 

of tolerance and establishing a meeting ground between the followers of Divine 

faiths are actually mistaken in their concept of faith and their concept of tolerance. 

The true faith acceptable to God is the final version of His message to mankind. 

Tolerance remains in the field of personal relations and has nothing to do with 

ideological concepts or with the social system. These people try to weaken a 

Muslim’s conviction that God does not accept any faith other than that of Islam, 

which is based on total submission to God alone. They also try to weaken his belief 

that it is his responsibility to establish the Divine system of Islam and to accept no 

substitute or amendment to it, however minor. Such a firm conviction is established 

in a Muslim’s mind by Qur’ nic statements such as these: “The only true faith 

acceptable to God is [man’s] self-surrender to Him.” (3: 19) “He who seeks a religion other 

than self-surrender to God, it will not be accepted from him.” (3: 85) “Beware of them lest 

they tempt you away from any part of what God has revealed to you.” (Verse 49) “Believers, 

do not take the Jews and the Christians for your allies. They are allies of one another Whoever 

of you allies himself with them is indeed one of them.” (Verse 51) It is the Qur’ n which 

has the final say. A Muslim should pay no heed to the attempts of those who try to 

weaken his resolve or water down his firm beliefs. 

The Best Insurance for the Future 

The Qur’ n describes the conditions which prevailed in Madinah, and against 

which it warns the Muslims: “Yet you see those who are sick at heart rush to their defence, 

saying, We fear lest a change of fortune should befall us.” (Verse 52) 

A report by `A iyyah ibn Sa ‘d mentions that `Ub dah ibn al-Ş mit, a leading 
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figure of the Anş r from the tribe of the Khazraj, came to the Prophet and said: 

“Messenger of God. I have a large number of Jewish allies and I disown all alliances 

with the Jews seeking only the patronage of God and His Messenger.” `Abdull h ibn 

Ubayy (the chief hypocrite in Madinah) said: “I am a man who fears changes of 

fortune. I do not disown my alliances.” God’s Messenger [peace be upon him] said to 

`Abdull h ibn Ubayy: “Abū al- ub b, the alliance with the Jews which you seem to 

value more highly than `Ub dah ibn al-Ş mit is left up to you, but not up to him.” He 

said, “I accept.” In this respect, then, God revealed the Qur’ nic verse: “Believers, do 

not take the Jews and the Christians for your allies.” (Verse 51) 

Another report by al-Zuhr  mentions that after the Battle of Badr in which the 

Muslims achieved a resounding victory, the Muslims said to their Jewish allies: “You 

had better embrace Islam before God punishes you with a defeat like the one that 

befell the idolaters in Badr.” A Jew called M lik ibn al-Şayf said: “Do not be deluded 

by the fact that you could defeat a group of the Quraysh who have no knowledge of 

warfare. If we resolve to collaborate against you, you will have no power to stand up 

to us.” `Ub dah ibn al-Ş mit said: “Messenger of God, my Jewish allies have been 

numerous, well-armed, and very mighty. Nevertheless, I disown all alliances with 

the Jews to pledge allegiance only to God and His Messenger.” `Abdull h ibn Ubayy 

said: “But I do not disown my alliance with the Jews. I am a man who needs them.” 

God’s Messenger, [peace be upon him] said to him: “Abū al- ub b, your Jewish 

alliance which you value much more highly than `Ubad h ibn al-Ş mit is given to 

you as a privilege, but not to him.” He said: “I accept.” 

Mu ammad ibn Is q reports: The first Jewish tribe to violate their treaty with 

God’s Messenger were the Banū Qaynuq `. It is reported that God’s Messenger lay 

siege to them until they submitted themselves to his rule. `Abdull h ibn Ubayy went 

to him then and said: “Mu ammad, be kind to my allies.” The Prophet did not 

answer him immediately, so he said again: “Mu ammad, be kind to my allies.” The 

Prophet turned away from him, and so he put his hand inside the Prophet’s body 

armour, but the Prophet told him to let go. The Prophet was angry and it appeared in 

his face. He said to `Abdull h: “What are you doing? Let me go!” `Abdull h ibn 

Ubayy said: “By God I will not let you go until you are kind to my allies.” There are 

four hundred unarmoured and three hundred with armour, and they have protected 

me from all people and you want to get them all in one morning? I am a man who 

fears changes of fortunes.” The Prophet said to him: “They are yours.” 

Mu ammad ibn Is q also reports: When the Jewish tribe of Qaynuq ` fought 

against God’s Messenger, `Abdull h ibn Ubayy took their case and defended them. 

On the other hand, `Ub dah ibn al-Ş mit, who had the same alliance with them as 

that of `Abdull h ibn Ubayy, went to the Prophet and disowned them. He said: 

“Messenger of God, I release myself from their alliance and pledge allegiance only to 
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God, His Messenger and the believers. I have no need for an alliance with 

unbelievers.” It is concerning him and `Abdull h ibn Ubayy that verses 51-6 of S rah 

5, The Repast, were revealed.  

Im m Ahmad reports on the authority of Us mah ibn Zayd, a young Companion 

of the Prophet: “I went with God’s Messenger [peace be upon him] to visit `Abdull h 

ibn Ubayy, who was ill. The Prophet said to him (during the conversation): “I used to 

counsel you against loving the Jews.” `Abdull h said: “As`ad ibn Zur rah [one of the 

earliest people from Madinah to embrace Islam] used to hate them and he died.” 

Taken together, these reports give us a clear idea of the situation in the Muslim 

community of Madinah, the relations inherited from pre-Islamic days and the 

concepts that were totally clarified about the sort of ties which may and may not exist 

between the Muslim community and the Jews. It is noteworthy that all these reports 

speak of the Jews and none of them mention the Christians. Nevertheless, the 

Qur’ nic verse speaks of both Jews and Christians because it seeks to establish a 

permanent concept about the ties and situations which could prevail between the 

Muslim community and other communities, whether they followed earlier 

revelations or were non-believers, as will be mentioned later in this passage. 

The Qur’ n also refers later in this s rah to the differences between the attitudes of 

the Jews and Christians towards the Muslim community at the time of the Prophet: 

“You will find that of all people, the most hostile to the believers are the Jews and those who 

associate partners with God, and the closest friends are those who say: We are Christians.” 

(Verse 82) Nevertheless, despite the differentiation, the Qur’ n equates the Jews and 

the Christians at this point and equates both groups with the non-believers in a later 

verse with regard to the question of alliance and patronage. This is due to the fact 

that this question relates to a permanent principle which states that a Muslim may 

not have an alliance except with another Muslim. The only patrons for the Muslim 

are God, His Messenger and the Muslim community. Beyond these, all sects and 

groups are the same, although they may adopt different attitudes towards the 

Muslims in different situations. 

When God laid down this uncompromising and decisive principle for the Muslim 

community, He confirmed it on the basis of His own knowledge which encompassed 

all time, not only that particular period during the lifetime of His Messenger and its 

special circumstances. Later events of history have revealed that the hostility of the 

Christians to this religion and to the Muslim community in most parts of the world 

has not been less than the hostility of the Jews. If we single out the attitude of the 

Arab Christians and the Christians of Egypt in extending a warm welcome to Islam, 

we find that, ever since it came into contact with Islam, the wider Christian area in 

the West has always harboured grudges and hatred and waged a determined war 

against it. These cannot be described as different from what the Jews harbour against 
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Islam and the war they have waged against it throughout history. Even Abyssinia, 

whose ruler had received well the Muslims who emigrated to his land at the time of 

the Prophet, is now as hostile to Islam and Muslims as the Jews. 

Since God knew all this in advance, He laid down this general principle, 

regardless of the particular circumstances pertaining at the time of the Qur’ nic 

revelations or any other particular circumstances which may exist at any time in 

history. 

Islam and those who claim to be its followers, highly questionable as their claim 

may be, continue to be at the receiving end of an unabating war launched against 

them and their faith by Jews and Christians all over the globe. This is the practical 

confirmation of what God says: “They are allies of one another.” (Verse 51) Any Muslim 

who respects his intelligence, should pay heed to His Lord’s advice, or indeed His 

clear command, implementing His final decision to establish a complete distinction 

between those who are in alliance with God and His Messenger and those who raise 

a different banner. 

 Islam requires every Muslim to establish his ties with all people on the basis of 

faith. To a Muslim, alliance or hostility can only be in relation to faith. Hence, alliance 

and patronage cannot exist between a Muslim and a non-Muslim, since they cannot 

be allies in faith. Not even against atheism can such an alliance be forged, as 

imagined by some of us who either do not read the Qur’ n or who are too naïve in 

outlook. How can a Muslim and a non-Muslim be allies when there is no common 

ground between them? 

When Hypocrisy is Laid Bare 

Some of those who do not read the Qur’ n properly and do not know the true 

nature of Islam, and some who are deceived may think that all religions are the same 

while all denial of faith is the same. They imagine that all those who “respect 

religion” can stand together in one camp against atheism because atheism opposes 

all religions and stands against the very idea of being religious. This is, however, 

unacceptable to Islamic thinking. Nor does it sound right to a person who 

appreciates Islam as it should be appreciated: as an ideology giving rise to a 

movement seeking to implement the Islamic system. 

In Islamic thinking and to a true Muslim’s understanding, matters are clear and 

simple. Submission to God is the essence of faith. Islam, which means submission, 

does not recognise any religion which is not based on submission to God, because 

God says this in the Qur’ n: “The only true faith acceptable to God is [man’s] self-

surrender to Him.” (3: 19) He also says: “He who seeks a religion other than self-surrender 

to God, it will not be accepted from him.” (3: 85) After the Prophet’s message was 
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delivered there is no longer any religion acceptable to God except this religion of 

Islam in the form preached by the Prophet Mu ammad (peace be upon him). What 

used to be accepted from Christians before the Prophet Mu ammad’s mission is no 

longer acceptable, in the same way as what used to be accepted from the Jews before 

Jesus was no longer acceptable after he was given his message. 

The fact that there have lived, after the mission of the Prophet Mu ammad, Jewish 

and Christian people does not mean that God will accept from them what they do or 

recognise what they follow as a Divine religion. That was the case before God’s last 

Messenger was sent. Now that he has conveyed his message, there is no longer any 

acceptable faith other than Islam. The Qur’ n makes a statement of this fact which 

admits no other interpretation. 

Islam does not force anyone to abandon his faith in order to embrace Islam 

because the Islamic principle is clear: “There shall be no compulsion in religion.” (2: 256) 

This, however, does not mean that Islam acknowledges that they have a faith of their 

own, in the Islamic sense of the word. Hence, there can be no “religious front”, as it 

were, which Islam may join in opposition to atheism. From the Islamic point of view, 

there is a religious faith, which is Islam, and a non-religion which includes 

everything other than Islam. “Non-religion” may take many forms including a faith 

of Divine origin, if distortion has crept into it, or a pagan faith, or an absolute denial 

of faith altogether. These doctrines may have their disagreements, but they are all in 

conflict with Islam and there can be no alliance between them and Islam. 

As has already been explained, every Muslim is required to deal fairly and kindly 

with the people of earlier revelations, unless they persecute him on account of his 

religion. He is permitted to marry from among their chaste women although scholars 

have different views on whether a Muslim is permitted to marry a Christian who 

believes in the divinity of Jesus Christ, or claims that he was son of God, or one who 

believes in the Trinity. Even when we accept the permissibility of marrying a 

Christian woman, fair treatment and inter-marriages do not mean that a relationship 

of alliance and patronage may be forged. Such concessions cannot be construed as 

acknowledgement that, after the message of the Prophet Mu ammad, the religions of 

the people of earlier revelations remain acceptable to God. They are not. Nor can 

Islam be lined up in one front with other religions in opposition to atheism. Islam 

was revealed in order to correct the beliefs of the people of earlier revelations in the 

same way as it corrects the beliefs of pagans and idolaters. It calls on them all to 

accept Islam because it is alone the faith of self-surrender which is acceptable to God. 

When the Jews claimed that they were not called upon to accept Islam, and felt that it 

was beneath them to be so called, the Qur’ n confronted them with a clear statement 

to the effect that if they turned away from Islam, they would be considered 

unbelievers. 
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Every Muslim is required to call on the people of earlier revelations, atheists and 

pagans to submit themselves to God. He is not allowed to compel any of them to 

accept Islam, because faith cannot be accepted through compulsion. Compulsion is 

not only forbidden; it is futile. Such a requirement is only logical. If a Muslim were to 

acknowledge that the beliefs of the people of the Scriptures remained acceptable to 

God after the mission of the Prophet Mu ammad, he would only be contradicting 

himself if he were to call on them to believe in Islam. Such a call can have only one 

basis, namely, that he does not recognise their faith as acceptable to God. Therefore, 

he calls them to the proper faith. Once this premise is accepted, it follows that a 

Muslim cannot be consistent if he joins those who do not submit themselves to God 

in an alliance which aims to establish the faith based on the principle of self-

submission. 

From the Islamic point of view, this is a question of faith and one of strategy. 

Perhaps the faith aspect is clear by now and it can be made clearer by reference to 

Qur’ nic statements which leave us in no doubt that it is not possible to establish an 

alliance between Muslims and people of the Scriptures. The strategy aspect is also 

clear. Every effort made by a believer must have as its aim the establishment of the 

Islamic, way of life as outlined in the message of Islam preached by the Prophet 

Mu ammad. This is a complete system that encompasses all human activities. How, 

then, can a Muslim cooperate in such an effort with one who does not believe in 

Islam as a faith, a way of life and a legal system? Such a person directs his efforts 

towards objectives which are, to say the least, inconsistent with those of Islam, if they 

are not directly opposed to them. Islam does not recognise any objective or effort 

which is not based on faith, although it may appear to serve a good purpose: “As for 

unbelievers, their works are like burnt ashes which the wind blows about fiercely on a stormy 

day.” (14: 18) 

Islam requires a Muslim to dedicate all his efforts to the cause of Islam. Only a 

person who does not understand the nature of Islam and its method can imagine that 

any human activity, however secondary, may be separated from Islam or that there 

are aspects of life which lie outside the Islamic way of life. Such ignorance of the 

nature of Islam may cause people to imagine that a true Muslim may cooperate with 

those who are hostile to Islam or those who will not accept anything from a Muslim 

unless he abandons his faith, as God states of the Jews and Christians in His revealed 

Book. Such cooperation is impossible from both a faith and strategy point of view. 

`Abdull h ibn Ubayy, who was one of those described in the Qur’ n as having 

“disease in their hearts”, justified his support of the Jews and his determination to 

maintain his alliance with them by saying that he feared changes of fortune. His 

argument was indicative of his lack of faith. It is God’s patronage and support that 

should be sought. To seek the support of others is both futile and erroneous. 
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`Abdull h ibn Ubayy’s argument is the same as that of everyone like him; hypocrite, 

sick at heart, ignorant of the true nature of faith. At the other end we find `Ub dah 

ibn al-Ş mit who disclaimed all alliance with the Jews once he realised their true 

feelings. The two positions are at variance, since they rely on diametrically opposed 

concepts and feelings. The same difference exists at all times between a faithful heart 

and one which is devoid of faith. 

The Qur’ n threatens those who seek the support of the enemies of their religion, 

the hypocrites, by bringing about victory for the believers or by revealing the truth 

about the hypocrites: “God may well bring about victory (for believers) or some other event 

of His own making, and those (waverers) will terribly regret the thought they had secretly 

harboured within themselves.” (Verse 52) At this point of victory, whether it is here a 

reference to the conquest of Makkah, or to passing judgement over unclear issues, or 

to the accomplishment of God’s will, those who have disease in their hearts will 

experience terrible regret over their past attitudes. The believers will wonder at the 

state of affairs which befalls the hypocrites: “The believers will say: Are these the selfsame 

people who swore by God their most solemn oaths that they were with you?’ All their works 

are in vain and they will lose all.” (Verse 53) 

God brought about victory in the past, and true intentions were laid bare, efforts 

came to nothing and certain groups of people turned out to be the losers. We have 

here the same promise from God that victory will be brought about every time we 

hold fast to our ties with God and we dedicate ourselves to Him alone. To do this, we 

have to understand the Divine way of life and make it the basis of our life. We have 

to fight our battle in accordance with God’s guidance and seek alliance with no one 

but God, His Messenger and other believers. 

The Qualities of God’s Beloved People 

This passage now completes its first address to the believers, requiring them not to 

seek an alliance with the Jews and Christians and warning them against such 

relationships because they may lead them to an unintentional renunciation of the 

faith of Islam. The second address made in this passage goes on to add a new 

warning to anyone who renounces his faith, either through making such an alliance 

or otherwise. Such a person has no position with God, even though he cannot get 

away from God, and he cannot cause harm to His faith. This faith has its own 

supporters who are well known to God. If the present group turn away from God’s 

faith, He will bring forth others who will take their place. The s rah describes the 

main features of this selected group of supporters in pleasant and reassuring terms. It 

points out the only way to which a Muslim directs his allegiance and it concludes 

with stating the inevitable outcome of the battle between God’s party and other 
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parties. 

Believers, if you renounce your faith, God will bring forth (in your stead) people 

whom He loves and who love Him, humble towards the believers, proud towards the 

unbelievers. They will strive hard for God’s cause and will not fear to be censured by 

any critic. Such is God’s favour which He grants to whom He wills. God encompasses 

all and knows all. Your patron is only God, and His Messenger and those who believe 

— those who attend to their prayers, pay their zakāt (i.e. purifying alms) and bow 

down in worship. Those who ally themselves with God and His Messenger and the 

believers (will find that) the party of God will be victorious. (Verses 54-6) 

This warning, coming in this fashion at this particular point to those who turn 

away from faith, is taken to refer, in the first instance, to an equation which places on 

one side the maintenance of an alliance with the Jews and Christians, and, on the 

other, turning away from Islam altogether. This is highlighted by what has been said 

earlier of classifying anyone who seeks to be in alliance with them as one of them, 

having broken away from the Muslim community: “Whoever of you allies himself with 

them is indeed one of them.” (Verse 51) In this light, this second address serves to 

emphasise the first one. This is further supported by another address which follows 

later in this s rah. This third address forbids alliances with the people of earlier 

revelations and unbelievers, classifying them all in one group. This means that 

seeking an alliance with the Christians and Jews is the same as seeking it with 

unbelievers. Where Islam provides for extending different treatment to the people of 

earlier revelations from that extended to unbelievers does not relate to having an 

alliance with them. Rather, it concerns different matters altogether. 

Believers, if renounce your faith, God will bring forth (instead) people whom He loves 

and who love Him, humble towards the believers, proud towards the unbelievers. They 

will strive hard for God’s cause and will not fear to be censured by any critic. Such is 

God’s favour which He grants to whom He wills. God encompasses all and knows all. 

(Verse 54) 

God has chosen the community of believers to be the tool of His will to establish 

the Divine faith on earth, enforce His rule in human life, and to implement His law in 

people’s affairs and disputes. Thus, they will mould human life on the basis of 

propriety, goodness and progress. The fact that He has chosen the Muslim 

community for this purpose is a manifestation of His grace. Whoever rejects this 

grace and deprives himself of this blessing does so at his own peril. God is in no need 

of him or anyone else. God chooses from among His servants those whom He knows 

to deserve this limitless grace. 
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The chosen people are here given a clear profile, described amidst a bright, 

evocative picture: “God will bring forth people whom He loves and who love Him.” (Verse 

54) Mutual love is the relationship between them and their Lord. It is a love that 

gives an air of compassion, which is pleasant, gentle, bright, and friendly. It provides 

the basis of their relationship with their compassionate Lord. 

No one can appreciate the value of God’s love to any one of his servants except a 

person who knows God with all His attributes as He has described Himself and one 

who feels the effect of these attributes within himself. No one can appreciate the 

value of this bounty except one who truly knows God, the Giver who has created this 

vast universe and created man. Man, small creature as he is, sums up the creation of 

the whole universe. To appreciate the value of God’s love requires that one 

recognises God’s greatness, ability and oneness as the only Lord of the universe. 

How great is the difference between God and man to whom He grants His love. It is 

He — limitless is He in His glory — who has made man, while He remains Majestic, 

Eternal, the First and the Last, the Lord of the Universe. 

For a servant of God to love his Lord is also a great bounty bestowed on that 

servant himself. This is something that can be appreciated by those who have 

experienced it. If God’s love to any of His servants is something great and a clear 

manifestation of endless grace, then, for God to guide one of His servants to love 

Him and appreciate that unparalleled kind of love is also something great and a clear 

manifestation of His endless grace. 

God’s love to any of His servants remains beyond description. At the same time, a 

human being’s love of His Lord is something that is very rarely described adequately 

except, perhaps, in the occasional touch of excellence manifested in a true lover’s 

description. In this respect, a very small number from among a great multitude of 

Sufis have demonstrated their truthfulness and have been able to excel in describing 

their love of God. A few lines of poetry by R b `ah al-`Adawiyah give us a sense of 

her appreciation of this unique type of love. Addressing her Lord, she says: 

How tenderly I wish to feel that You are sweet when life is bitter!  

How dearly I wish to feel that You are pleased when everyone else is angry. 

When the relationship between You and me is sound, I do not care if my 

relationship with all the worlds is left in ruin. 

If You truly grant me Your love, everything else is of no consequence. All those 

who are on earth are nothing but dust. 

God’s love, Majestic as He is in His glory, for one of His servants and the love of 

God, who bestows all grace, by one of His servants spread in this wide universe puts 

its mark on every living creature and on every object. It imparts an air of love to the 
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whole universe and to human existence. This does not refer to something that occurs 

once only or to a passing moment. It speaks of an essential truth and a basic Islamic 

concept: “God will certainly bestow love on those who believe and do righteous deeds.” (19: 

96) “My Lord is Merciful, Loving.” (11: 90) “He is the Forgiving, the Loving.“ (85: 14) 

“When My servants ask you about Me, well, I am near; I answer the prayer of the supplicant 

when he calls to Me.’’ (2: 186) “True believers love God more than all else.” (2: 165) “Say: If 

you love God, follow me; God will love you and forgive you your sins.” (3: 31) Many other 

verses speak in the same vein. 

It is a great wonder that people may read all this and claim that Islamic 

philosophy is stringent and violent. They claim that it visualises the relationship 

between God and man as one of compulsion, punishment, suffering and neglect. 

They compare it with the philosophy that makes of Jesus Christ a son of God and a 

manifestation of Him. Thus, they establish an arbitrary link of duality between God 

and human beings. 

The clarity of Islamic philosophy, as it separates between the nature of Godhead 

and that of servitude, detracts in no way from the pleasant relationship that exists 

between God and His servants. This is a relationship based on compassion, justice, 

love and purity. It is a complete concept which includes all the needs of human 

existence in man’s relationship with the Lord of all the worlds. 

To Love God and Be Loved by Him 

The description of the chosen community of believers is remarkable: “Whom He 

loves and who love Him.” (Verse 54) This mutual love is indeed remarkable, generating 

as it does a feeling of strength the believer needs to fulfil his difficult task. He feels 

that it is a great honour to have been chosen for this task through which he earns his 

position of favour, close to God, the Beneficent, the Almighty. 

The s rah gives further details of this community which is dedicated to the service 

of God’s cause: “Humble towards the believers.” (Verse 54) This humility means that 

they are affable, gentle, and tolerant. When they deal with other believers, they do 

not adopt a difficult attitude or show any stubbornness. They are approachable, 

responsive, friendly. To adopt such an attitude towards believers does not mean any 

self-humiliation. Indeed, it is an aspect of brotherhood which removes barriers and 

formalities. One does not feel that one has anything to withhold from one’s fellow 

brothers. It is self-consciousness that makes someone difficult and unamenable. On 

the other hand, when he feels himself belonging to the group of believers, he has 

nothing to withhold or begrudge. What can he retain for himself when they have all 

been united by faith, loving God and being loved by Him, and feeling this sublime 

love spreading over them? 



Al Mā’idah (The Repast) | Delineation of an Essential Relationship 

 134

“Proud towards the unbelievers.” (Verse 54) When they have to deal with 

unbelievers, they show their dignity and high status. This is the attitude to adopt in 

such a situation. There is no trace of arrogance or conceit. It is being proud of the 

faith they have chosen and being honoured to fight unbelievers under the banner of 

faith. It is their unshakable trust in what they have, which is goodness itself, and 

their knowledge that their role is to make others submit to this goodness. It is not a 

personal submission by one group of people to another. It is rather a matter of 

complete trust that the Divine faith, God’s party, will eventually triumph over all 

creeds based on personal prejudice and also over ignorance. It is they who will 

eventually triumph though they may be defeated in certain battles along the way. 

“They will strive hard for God’s cause and will not fear to be censured by any critic.” 

(Verse 54) To strive hard in order to establish the Divine system and implement it in 

human life so as to achieve all that is good for mankind is a distinctive characteristic 

of the community of believers chosen by God to accomplish His will on earth. They 

strive hard for God’s cause not to serve their own interests, nor the interests of their 

people, country or race, but rather to establish God’s authority through the 

implementation of His law and to achieve all that is good for mankind. Personally, 

they gain nothing for themselves from such hard striving. It is all for God’s sake. 

They strive in this way, fearing no criticism. Why should they worry about being 

blamed by people when they have been guaranteed that the Lord of all people loves 

them? Why should they bother about people’s values and traditions when they 

follow God’s own method and call on people to adopt the Divine way of life? It is the 

person who derives his values and judgement from others’ views and who seeks 

their support that fears to be blamed by them. The one who defers to God’s values 

and standards and tries to make them govern people’s values and inclinations, and 

who derives his power from God’s power, cares nothing for what people may say or 

do, regardless of their position, importance or standard of advancement and 

civilisation. 

We pay so much attention to what people may say, do, or accept, and to their 

values and standards, because we overlook the standard to which we should refer in 

evaluating matters. That standard is God’s law and system. It is only God’s law that 

is right and everything that is contrary to it is wrong, even though it may be accepted 

by millions and millions of people and endorsed by successive generations and 

centuries. The merit of any situation, tradition, or value does not derive from the fact 

that it exists or that millions of people believe in it or implement it in their lives. Such 

reasoning is unacceptable to Islam. No situation, custom or tradition has any value 

unless it is sanctioned by the system revealed by God. 

It is for these reasons that the community of believers strives hard for God’s cause 

without fearing to be criticised or censured by anyone. This is the mark of the chosen 
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believers. Moreover, that those believers are chosen by God, that there is mutual love 

between Him and them, that they have their own distinctive characteristic and the 

reassurance they have to conduct their affairs on the basis of Divine guidance are all 

favours bestowed on them by God: “Such is God’s favour which He grants to whom He 

wills. God encompasses all and knows all.” (Verse 54) He gives in abundance and He 

chooses the ones to whom He grants His favours on the basis of perfect knowledge. 

His grace is abundant, limitless. 

God defines for the believers the only group with whom they may have a 

relationship of patronage and the ones to patronise: “Your patron is only God and His 

Messenger and those who believe — those who attend to their prayers, pay their zakāt (i.e. 

purifying alms), and bow down in worship.” (Verse 55) The definition is made here in 

away which leaves no way for liberal interpretation or confusion. Matters have to be 

so clearly defined because the central issue here is that of faith and its 

implementation through a movement. Hence, submission to God must be complete, 

trust in Him must be absolute, and self-surrender is the only religion. The question 

is, then, one of a complete distinction between the Muslim camp and all other camps 

which do not adopt submission to God as a faith and Islamic law as a way of life. The 

Islamic movement must be serious in its organisation so that it admits no allegiance 

except to its own leadership. Thus, loyalty and support can exist only between 

members of the community of believers, because such loyalty and support are based 

on faith. 

The Party Assured of Triumph 

Islam is not a mere title, slogan or verbal claim nor is it a hereditary relationship or 

a description of people who live in a certain area. The s rah mentions here some 

essential characteristics of believers: “Those who attend to their prayers, pay their zak t 

and bow down in worship.” (Verse 55) 

The first characteristic is that of attending to prayers, not merely offering them. 

This means paying full attention to them so that prayers produce their effects as 

explained by God when He says: “Prayer restrains man from loathsome deeds and from 

all that is bad.” (29: 45) Those who pray but are not prevented by their prayer from 

such indulgence have not attended to it properly. 

Another characteristic is that they pay zakāt, which means that they fulfil their 

financial obligation willingly, without hesitation and in obedience to God. Zakāt is 

not a simple tax; it is an act of worship which may be described as financial worship. 

This is indicative of the Islamic system which achieves several objectives through the 

same duty. This distinguishes it from man-made systems which may achieve one 

goal and remain short of achieving the rest. 
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It is not possible for social welfare to be achieved through the mere imposition of 

civil taxes, or that financial contributions be levied from the rich for the benefit of the 

poor in the name of the state or the people or any other worldly authority. In such a 

pattern, only one goal is achieved, namely, the payment of money to the needy. 

Zakāt, on the other hand, has a specific significance which is indicated by its very 

name, which means “purifying alms”. First and foremost, zakāt is purification and 

growth. It purifies man’s conscience because it is an act of worship and it is paid 

willingly with a feeling of love towards those who need it, because as a worship its 

payer expects to be well rewarded for it in the life to come and hopes that his wealth 

in this life will increase through the implementation of the blessed economic system 

of Islam. There is also a healthy feeling generated by it among the poor who receive 

it because they feel that it is part of God’s grace that He has determined its payment 

to them by the rich. They entertain no grudge against the rich. (It is useful to remind 

ourselves here that under the Islamic system, the rich earn their money through 

legitimate means and do not usurp the right of anyone as they earn their income.) 

Needless to say, zakāt also achieves the objective of financial taxes in a healthy and 

satisfactory atmosphere characterised by purity and growth. 

The payment of zakāt is a characteristic of the believers confirming that they 

implement God’s law in their lives. Its very payment is an acknowledgement that 

God has the authority over all their affairs. This is exactly what is meant by Islam, 

which is based on total submission to God. 

“And bow down in worship.” (Verse 55) The way this phrase is expressed in the 

Arabic original indicates that bowing down in worship is their normal and essential 

condition. The Qur’ nic verse has already stated that they attend to their prayer, but 

this second description is even more comprehensive because it makes it appear as if 

worship is the most prominent characteristic by which they are known. In such 

contexts, Qur’ nic expressions are very powerful indeed. 

In return for having complete trust in Him, and seeking only His support and 

maintaining a tie of patronage with Him only and, in consequence, with His 

Messenger and the believers, and in return for a complete split between them and all 

other camps that do not submit to Him, God promises the believers victory: “Those 

who ally themselves with God and His Messenger and the believers (will find that) the party 

of God will be victorious.” (Verse 56) 

This promise of victory comes only after the basic principle has been outlined. It is 

to be in alliance only with God, His Messenger and the believers. This follows a clear 

warning against having an alliance with the Jews or Christians since it is tantamount 

to leaving the Muslim camp and belonging to the Jews and Christians. In other 

words, it is a complete rejection of faith. 
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What we have here is a consistant Qur’ nic point. God wants people to be 

Muslims because Islam is good, not because they will triumph or gain power in this 

world. These are fruits which come only at their appropriate time, and only as a 

means to accomplish God’s will, manifested in the practical implementation of His 

faith. They are never offered as a temptation to encourage people to accept Islam. 

Moreover, when Muslims triumph, they gain nothing out of their victory for 

themselves. They are simply the means through which God accomplishes His will. 

He grants them victory not as something they add to their personal credit, but to the 

advantage of their faith. As such, they earn the reward for having striven hard to 

achieve this victory and enjoy the results of the implementation of the Divine faith. 

Similarly, God may promise Muslims victory in order to strengthen them and free 

them from the shackles of the present, which may be overwhelming at times. When 

they are assured that the ultimate result will be in their favour, they are more 

determined to overcome the present impediment. In other words, they entertain 

hopes that God will fulfil His promise to the Muslim nation through their own 

efforts. 

The fact that this statement occurs here tells us something about the Muslim 

community’s situation at that time and its need for such reassurance by reiterating 

the rule that God’s party will eventually triumph. This again confirms our view with 

regard to the timing of the revelation of this passage. 

This rule, however, remains true regardless of time or place. We realise that it is 

one of God’s laws which never fail. If the community of believers experiences some 

reversals and loses some battles, the constant rule, which will always remain true, is 

that God’s party will remain victorious. Such a clear promise by God is more true 

than what may appear to be the case at any particular juncture. To maintain a 

relationship of patronage with God, His Messenger and the believers is the only way 

to eventually ensure the fulfilment of God’s promise. 

When Faith and Prayers Are Mocked 

The approach utilised in this s rah adopts several ways to impress on the believers 

the prohibition of taking as allies those who follow a faith different to their own, be 

they followers of earlier revelations or unbelievers associating partners with God. 

The aim of using such different methods is to make this rule of faith well established 

in their minds and consciences. This, in turn, indicates how important this rule is in 

the overall Islamic concept and the methods adopted by the Islamic movement. 

In the first address, as we have seen, a straightforward prohibition has been 

emphasised, coupled with a warning that God may well bring about victory for the 

believers or bring about some other event of His own making, and thus the reality 
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which the hypocrites try hard to cover up will be laid bare. In the second address, a 

warning is given against the renunciation of faith through the establishment of an 

alliance with the enemies of God, His Messenger and the believers. This is coupled 

with raising the far better prospect of belonging to the selected group who love God 

and are loved by Him, with the additional promise of victory to God’s party. 

Now this passage adds a third address to the believers, appealing to them to 

defend their faith, worship and prayers which are mocked at and made a jest of by 

their enemies. Alliances with the people of earlier revelations or with unbelievers is 

forbidden in the same way. This prohibition is made directly relevant to fearing God. 

Belonging to the community of believers is made conditional on compliance with it. 

The actions of the unbelievers and the people of earlier revelations are shown in their 

true light and they are described as having no reason: “Believers, do not take for your 

friends those among the people of earlier revelations who mock at your faith and make a jest of 

it or those who are unbelievers. Fear God, if you are truly believers. For, when you call to 

prayer, they mock at it and make a jest of it. They do this because they are people who do not 

use their reason.” (Verses 57-8) 

This is the sort of action which is bound to infuriate any believer who feels that he 

himself is treated in total disrespect, when an insult is directed against his faith and 

worship, and when his position as he stands to offer his worship is ridiculed. How, 

then, can any alliance or patronage be forged between the believers and anyone who 

shares in such a disgraceful action, simply because his mind is impaired? No man of 

sound mind would ever ridicule the Divine faith or the worship of believers, because 

a sound mind recognises the pointers to faith in everything around it. It is only when 

the mind is impaired or when it deviates from the truth that such pointers are not 

recognised? This because such a person’s attitude towards the whole universe 

around him is unsound. Everything in existence gives the same message that it has a 

Creator who deserves to be worshipped and glorified. A sound mind appreciates the 

beauty of worshipping the Creator of the universe. Hence, it does not make fun of 

something so beautiful and dignified. 

Such mockery and ridicule used to be the work of unbelievers. In particular, it 

used to be the action of the Jews when the Qur’ n was being revealed to God’s 

Messenger, (peace be upon him), so that he would convey it to the Muslim 

community. We have no mention in the history of the period of any single incidence 

of this type by the Christians. However, God is stating for the Muslim community a 

basic principle of faith, as well as the Islamic concept and way of life. God has always 

been aware of what will take place in all future generations and the attitudes of other 

people towards Muslims. 

We have seen that the enemies of this faith and the Muslim community, in all 

generations, from among those who claim to be Christians, have been much greater 



Al Mā’idah (The Repast) | Delineation of an Essential Relationship 

 139

in number than the Jews and unbelievers who have fought against Islam. All those 

groups have taken a hostile attitude against Islam, schemed and fought an unabating 

war against it ever since the Muslim community clashed with the Byzantine Empire 

at the time of Abū Bakr and `Umar, the first two Caliphs. This continued right down 

to the Crusades and then to the “Oriental Question” which witnessed the grouping 

of Christian powers throughout the world in an alliance aimed at destroying the 

Muslim state altogether. This was followed by imperialism, which embodied the 

spirit of the Crusades. Such spirit continued to indicate itself in slips of the tongue 

made by imperialist leaders. Missionary work was initiated to further prepare the 

ground for imperialism and to give it support. This was followed by an unabating 

war against the pioneers of Islamic revival the world over. In all such campaigns and 

efforts, Jews, Christians and unbelievers of all sorts have taken part and joined forces. 

The Qur’ n has been revealed so that it remains the constitution of the Muslim 

community until the Day of Judgement. It gives this community its methodological 

concept of faith, and lays down for it its social order and its method of operation. 

Hence, it teaches the Muslim community that it must never share patronage with 

anyone other than God, His Messenger and the believers. Alliances with Jews, 

Christians or unbelievers are forbidden outright, and their prohibition is repeatedly 

emphasised. 

This religion of ours impresses on its followers the need for tolerance and that 

they must extend kind treatment to the people of earlier revelations, particularly 

those among them who claim to be Christians. It forbids them, however, to have a 

relationship of alliance and patronage with them. Tolerance and kind treatment is a 

question of behaviour and good manners. 

Alliances, on the other hand, are a matter of faith and organisational groupings. 

Patronage and alliance mean mutual support between two camps and groups. This 

cannot take place between Muslims and the people of earlier revelations or with 

unbelievers, because to a Muslim such support is only a support for the cause of faith 

and for striving to establish its methods and system in practical life. How can such 

help and support operate between Muslims and non-Muslims over such a matter? 

This question is clear cut and allows no wavering. Indeed, God does not accept any 

attitude over this issue other than that of complete seriousness, which is the only 

attitude a Muslim may have towards his religion. 

Finding Fault with Dedicated Believers 

When all these addresses to the believers have been completed, the s rah instructs 

the Prophet to put a direct question to the people of the Scriptures: What fault do 

they find with the Muslim community? Do they take anything against it other than 
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the fact that Muslims believe in God and in His past revelations, as well as His 

revelations to the Prophet of Islam? In other words, the only fault they find with the 

Muslims is that the Muslims are believers, while they, i.e. the people of earlier 

revelations, are mostly transgressors. It is a confrontation that is embarrassing and 

decisive at the same time, because it points out the true cause of hostility. 

Say: People of earlier revelations! Do you find fault with us for any reason other than 

that we believe in God [alone], and in that which has been revealed to us as well as 

that which has been revealed previously, while most of you are transgressors? Say: 

Shall I tell you who, in God’s sight, deserves an even worse retribution than these? 

They whom God has rejected and who have incurred His anger, and whom He has 

turned into apes and pigs, and who worship false gods. These are yet worse in station 

and they have gone farther astray from the right path. (Verses 59-60) 

God directs His Messenger to put this question to the people of earlier revelations 

in order to emphasise the actual fact about their motives which shape their attitude 

towards the Muslim community and its faith. It is at the same time a question which 

rebukes them for their attitudes and their motives. Moreover, it seeks to enlighten the 

Muslims so that the idea of binding themselves in an alliance with such people 

becomes repugnant to them. 

The people of earlier revelations never found fault with the Muslim community at 

the time of the Prophet, and they do not find fault today with the advocates of 

Islamic revivalism, except for the fact that Muslims in all ages believe in God and 

what He has revealed to them in the Qur’ n as well as what the Qur’ n endorses of 

the revelations sent down to earlier Prophets. They are hostile to Muslims simply 

because they are Muslims; that is to say, because Muslims do not follow Judaism or 

Christianity. The other reason is that they themselves are transgressors who have 

deviated from what God has revealed to them. The most damning proof of their 

transgression and deviation is the fact that they do not believe in the final message 

which endorses what God has revealed to them, except that which they have 

invented or distorted. Moreover, they do not believe in the final Messenger who has 

come to confirm earlier messages and honour all previous Messengers. 

God states this fact absolutely clearly when He says to His Messenger in another 

s rah: “The Jews and the Christians will never be pleased with you unless you follow their 

faith.” (2: 120) In this s rah, God tells him that it is time to confront the people of 

earlier revelations with the truth which shapes their motives and provides the logic 

behind their attitude: “Say: People of earlier revelations! Do you find fault with us for any 

reason other than that we believe in God [alone], and in that which has been revealed to us as 

well as that which has been revealed previously, while most of you are transgressors?” (Verse 

59) 
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This fact is stated by God in several places. Nevertheless, it is this act which many 

among the people of earlier revelations and among those who call themselves 

Muslims try to dilute or present in a confused way. By so doing, they seek to justify 

what they term as the cooperation of “religious” people against materialism and 

atheism. 

The people of earlier revelations wish to dilute this fact and to cover it up 

altogether, because they want to cheat the people of the Islamic world, or, more 

correctly, the world which claims to be Islamic. They try to distort the penetrative 

vision Islam gives to its followers as they implement its system. Equipped with such 

a sound vision and profound awareness, Muslims were able to tower over the 

imperialism of the Crusaders. Having failed in their direct campaigns, and in their 

open missionary warfare, those Crusaders felt that the only option left to them was 

that of deception. They have tried, therefore, to promote among latter day Muslims 

that the whole episode of religious warfare is over and that it belongs to the dark 

ages. Now that the world has become more “enlightened” and more “advanced”, it is 

unacceptable for people to be involved in religious conflict. Hence, conflicts of today 

are over wealth, resources, markets, and investments. Therefore, Muslims, or more 

correctly their heirs, must remove all thoughts of religion and religious conflict from 

their minds. 

When the people of earlier revelations who colonise Muslim countries are 

reassured that Muslims have been so hypnotised and that the whole question has 

been confused in their minds, then they are reassured that they will not have to face 

the Muslims’ fury when their faith is assaulted. They realise from their history that 

they can never stand up to such fury when it is so motivated. Now that the senses of 

the Muslims have been benumbed, the people of earlier revelations not only win the 

war over religion, but they also win with it the materialistic war, enjoying their loot 

in the shape of investments and resources. 

We also find within the Muslim world, agents for the people of earlier revelations 

repeating the same words. These people claim that the Crusades were not truly 

crusades and they describe the Muslims who fought against the Crusaders under the 

banner of faith as “nationalists”, not Muslims. 

There is a third group who are deluded. They listen to the descendants of the 

Crusaders of the imperialist West making a call to them: let us meet together to 

defend religion against the schemes of the “atheists”. Naïve and well intentioned, 

this deluded group respond favourably, oblivious of the fact that these very 

descendants of the Crusaders have always joined forces with the atheists whenever 

the confrontation was with Muslims. They have not changed in any way. They are 

not concerned about fighting atheist materialism as much as they are concerned 

about fighting Islam. They realise that atheist materialism is a temporary 
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phenomenon, but Islam is, to them, the eternal enemy. This deceptive call aims only 

to undermine the Islamic revival and to make use of those deluded people to fight 

the atheists, the political enemies of imperialism. Both are the same, hostile to Islam 

and Muslims. In this war, a Muslim’s only reliable weapon is the penetrating vision 

imparted to him by the Divine system. 

Those who allow themselves to be deceived and think that the people of earlier 

revelations are serious about joining forces with Muslims in fighting atheism are 

oblivious to what history has shown throughout 14 centuries, which have seen no 

exception to this rule. They are also oblivious to what their Lord has told them most 

clearly and most emphatically on this particular point. When these people read or 

write, they quote only those Qur’ nic verses and pronouncements of the Prophet 

which order the Muslims to treat the people of earlier revelations with kindness and 

to show them maximum tolerance. They, however, prefer to overlook the clear and 

decisive warnings against entering into a relationship of patronage and alliance with 

them. They also ignore the penetrating statement about their motives. They shut their 

minds to the unequivocal instructions relating to the organisation and practical 

movement of Islam prohibiting the establishment of such alliances with non-

Muslims. To a Muslim such an alliance can only be concerned with the establishment 

of the Islamic system in practical life. There is simply no common ground between 

Muslims and the people of earlier revelations with regard to Islam, despite the fact 

that these religions enjoyed the same origins as Islam before they were distorted. 

After all the people of earlier revelations do not find fault with Muslims except for 

that they believe in their faith. They are not satisfied unless Muslims abandon their 

faith, as the Lord of mankind clearly states. 

Such deluded people treat the Qur’ n in an ambivalent way, taking only those 

parts of it which endorse their naive call, assuming that it is innocent, and abandon 

what is in conflict with it. As for us, we prefer to listen to God’s words in this whole 

question. His word is clear, unequivocal, decisive. 

God, however, gives another reason for their grudge against the Muslims, namely, 

that the majority of the people of earlier revelations are indeed transgressors. 

Transgression motivates the transgressor to try to find fault with those who are keen 

to follow Divine instructions and not to violate God’s orders. This is a psychological 

and practical rule confirmed by this remarkable Qur’ nic verse. Indeed, those who 

transgress cannot stand those who follow Divine guidance, because their very 

presence presents them with the ugly sight of their own deviation and transgression. 

Hence, they begrudge them their obedience of God’s orders and try hard to make 

them follow their own deviation, or to smash them if they prove to be difficult to 

control. 

This is a constant rule, which is not limited to the attitude of the people of earlier 
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revelations towards the first Muslim community in Madinah. Indeed, it describes 

their attitude in general towards the Muslims as a whole, and includes the attitude of 

every deviant transgressor towards every group of believers who seriously observe 

Divine orders. It tells us the cause of the unabating war launched against the good, 

the honest and the obedient in any society where the evil, the transgressor, and the 

deviant have the upper hand. Such a war is only natural in view of this rule, stated in 

this remarkable verse. 

God, limitless He is in His glory, knows that goodness and right will always be 

viewed with hostility by wickedness and evil, and that obedience to Him will always 

provoke the anger of transgressors. He also knows that goodness, right and 

obedience will need to defend themselves and fight the war launched against them 

by wickedness, evil and transgression. It is an inevitable battle, which right must 

fight and goodness cannot avoid because wickedness and evil will inevitably try to 

eliminate them. If the advocates of right, goodness and obedience to God imagine 

that they can steer away from this war, or that wickedness, evil or transgression can 

be persuaded to leave them alone to observe some sort of peace or truce between 

them, then they are infinitely naïve. The people of goodness and right must be 

prepared for fighting the inevitable battle, or else they will be vanquished. 

Those in the Worst Position of All 

The s rah then refers to some events pertaining to the history of the people of 

earlier revelations, their past attitude towards their Lord and the painful punishment 

awaiting them: “Say: ‘Shall I tell you who, in God’s sight, deserves an even worse 

retribution than these? They whom God has rejected and who have incurred His anger, and 

whom He has turned into apes and pigs, and who worship false gods. These are yet worse in 

station and they have gone farther astray from the right path.” (Verse 60) 

Here we are face to face with the Jews and their history. It is they whom God has 

rejected and who have incurred His anger, and whom He has turned into apes and 

pigs for worshipping false gods. The first three points to which reference is made 

here are mentioned elsewhere in the Qur’ n. Their worship of false gods needs to be 

explained here because it has particular significance in the context of this s rah. 

The expression “false gods” refers in the Qur’ nic context to every authority that is 

not derived from God’s own authority, every system of government that does not 

have God’s law as its basis, and to every aggression exceeding the boundaries of 

what is right. The worst type of aggression which the Arabic term ţāgh t, rendered 

here as “false gods”, relates is that made against God’s authority, and His Godhead. 

The people of earlier revelations did not worship rabbis and monks, but they 

followed their rule in preference to that of God’s. Therefore, God describes them as 
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their worshippers and terms them polytheists. It is to this fine point that reference is 

made here. They worshipped false gods in the sense that they obeyed tyrannical 

authorities in so far as they exceeded their rightful limits. They worshipped them not 

in the sense of bowing and prostrating themselves before them, but by simply 

obeying and following them. This is, indeed, a type of worship which removes its 

perpetrator from the ranks of God’s worshippers who follow His faith. 

God directs His Messenger to confront the people of earlier revelations with this 

history and the punishment they have incurred, as if they are one generation, since 

they all share the same deviant nature. The Prophet is directed to tell them that the 

result of such an attitude is much worse: “Say: Shall I tell you who, in God’s sight, 

deserves an even worse retribution than these?” (Verse 60) This means that they incur 

something much worse than those people of earlier revelations who preceded them. 

Incomparable indeed is God’s anger and His retribution. Here, we have His verdict 

that those people of earlier revelations have turned away from the right path: “They 

whom God has rejected and who have incurred His anger, and whom He has turned into apes 

and pigs, and who worship false gods. These are yet worse in station and they have gone 

farther astray from the right path.” (Verse 60) 

The Exposure of a Horrid Nature 

The s rah continues to warn the Muslims against fraternising with them, by 

exposing their qualities and features, after having referred briefly to their history and 

punishment. Their schemes are exposed in order that the Muslims be warned against 

them. The Jews feature prominently here because the s rah speaks of actual events, 

most of which were perpetrated by them: 

When they come to you, they say: “We believe,” whereas, in fact, they come 

unbelievers and depart unbelievers. God is fully aware of all that they would conceal. 

You see many of them rushing into sin and transgression and in devouring the fruits 

of unlawful gain. Evil indeed is that which they do. Why do not their divines and their 

rabbis forbid them to make sinful assertions and to devour the fruits of unlawful gain? 

Evil indeed is that which they contrive. The Jews say: “God’s hand is shackled!” It is 

their own hands that are shackled. Rejected [by God] are they for what they say. 

Indeed, both His hands are outstretched. He bestows [His bounty] as He wills. But 

that which has been revealed to you by your Lord is bound to make many of them more 

stubborn in their overweening arrogance and unbelief. We have cast enmity and 

hatred among them, [to last] until the Day of Resurrection. Every time they light a 

fire for war, God puts it out. They labour hard to spread corruption on earth; and God 

does not love those who spread corruption. (Verses 61-4) 
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With these words, the s rah draws moving pictures and living scenes in front of 

our eyes. Despite the passage of centuries, the reader of these verses visualises the 

Jewish people to whom the Qur’ n most probably refers. Although the context 

applies to the Jews, it is possible, however, that it also refers to some of the 

hypocrites in Madinah. Those hypocrites would go to the Muslims claiming to be 

believers. Nevertheless, they held on to their disbelief in all situations, whether 

coming or going, yet all the while their tongues stated something altogether 

different. 

It was most probably the Jews who were trying to create confusion among the 

Muslim community, as they said to one another: let us believe in this Qur’ n at the 

beginning of the day and disbelieve in it at the end of the day, so that those who now 

believe in it may return to their old unbelief. In other words, they hoped that the 

confusion and doubt they raised would cause the Muslims to abandon their faith. 

“God is fully aware of all that they would conceal.” (Verse 61) God makes this 

statement of truth in order to reassure the believers that their Lord will look after 

them and will not abandon them to the schemes of their enemies. He is fully aware of 

their scheming. Hence, He warns its perpetrators, calling on them to abandon their 

nefarious ways. 

A Confirmed Attitude of Unbelief 

The s rah moves on to draw a vivid picture of what these people do, as if we see 

their movements and actions through the words. “You see many of them rushing into 

sin and transgression and in devouring the fruits of unlawful gain. Evil indeed is that which 

they do.” (Verse 62) They are depicted as if they are racing at full speed towards sin 

and aggression, devouring all that is unlawful. Although this picture is drawn here 

to denounce those people and to show how ugly they appear, it depicts a certain 

condition of individuals and communities when they become infested with 

corruption, lose their values, and give in to evil. When we look at communities that 

have so degenerated, it appears to us as if all these people race towards evil, plunge 

into sin and aggression. The strong and the weak among them are alike in such 

actions. In corrupt societies, sin and aggression are not the monopoly of the 

powerful. Even the weak move with the tide of sin. It is true that they cannot assault 

the strong, but some of them can assault others and violate what God has sanctified. 

In corrupt societies, what God has restricted has become subject to violation, because 

neither the ruler nor the ruled are ready to honour God’s action. When a society 

becomes corrupt, sin and aggression feature high among its characteristics. 

Such was the Jewish community in those days, and such was their devouring of 

what was unlawful. Indeed, devouring what is forbidden is characteristic of the Jews 
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at all times. “Evil indeed is that which they do.” (Verse 62) 

The s rah points out another characteristic of corrupt societies, as it denounces the 

silence adopted by divines and rabbis, supposedly those scholars who guard the 

implementation of Divine law. Instead, they remain silent when they see their people 

plunging into sin and aggression and devouring what is unlawful, when they should 

be condemning such practices: “Why do not their divines and their rabbis forbid them to 

make sinful assertions and to devour the fruits of unlawful gain? Evil indeed is that which 

they contrive.” (Verse 63) This is, indeed, a feature of societies that are on the verge of 

collapse, after becoming corrupt. As described in the Qur’ n, the Children of Israel 

used not to counsel each other against committing evil. 

A main feature of a good, virtuous and strong society is the high esteem given to 

enjoining what is right and forbidding what is wrong. Such a society is rich with 

people who undertake this task and with ones who are ready to listen to them. Its 

traditions are such that those who deviate from their path do not turn their back on 

this quality or abuse those who speak out, encouraging what is right and forbidding 

what is wrong. Hence, God’s description of the Muslim community: “You are the best 

community that has ever been raised for mankind: you enjoin the doing of what is right and 

forbid what is wrong and you believe in God.” (3: 110) He describes the Children of Israel 

as people who “would never restrain one another from wrongdoing.” (Verse 79) This is 

the criterion by which the two communities are separated. 

The divines and rabbis, however, do not speak out against sin, aggression or 

devouring what is forbidden. Nor do they fulfil the covenant by which God’s 

revelations were entrusted to them. Hence, they are strongly denounced. This 

denunciation serves as a warning to the people of every religion. For a society to be 

good depends on the fulfilment by its divines and scholars of their duties to enjoin 

what is right and forbid what is wrong. As we have said on more than one occasion 

in this commentary, this requires the presence of an “authority” which commands 

and forbids. This is different from advocacy, which is mainly concerned with 

explaining the message and conveying it to people, for it requires power and 

authority. Therefore, those who enjoin what is right and forbid what is wrong should 

be equipped with the power that makes their task effective, and not confined to 

verbal statements. 

As an example of their most ghastly and sinful assertions, the Qur’ n tells us of 

the following statement made by the Jews: “The Jews say: ‘God’s hand is shackled!’ It is 

their own hands that are shackled. Rejected [by God] are they for what they say. Indeed, both 

His hands are outstretched. He bestows [His bounty] as He wills.” (Verse 64) Such a 

statement is the outcome of the Jews’ wrong concept of God, limitless is He in His 

glory. The Qur’ n has given us many examples of the results of this wrong concept. 

When they were told to give money in charity they said: God is poor and we are rich. 
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Here they say that God’s hand is shackled in order to justify their miserliness. They 

claim that God does not give people enough, and that He gives them very little. 

How, then, could they be required to give money in charity? 

They are too insensitive and too hard-hearted to use the straightforward 

description of the meaning they had in mind, namely, miserliness. False as that is, 

they went further choosing an even more aggressive and blasphemous expression. 

They claimed that God’s hand is shackled! 

The answer to them asserts that they are the ones to be described in such terms, 

and furthermore that they are cursed and deprived of God’s mercy: “It is their own 

hands that are shackled. Rejected [by God] are they for what they say.” (Verse 64) This is 

indeed an apt description, for they are the most stingy and miserly people on earth. 

Then, God is described by His most appropriate attribute, whereby He bestows His 

limitless bounty on His servants: “Indeed, both His hands are outstretched. He bestows 

[His bounty] as He wills.” (Verse 64) His inexhaustible bounty is apparent to everyone. 

It gives irrefutable proof of His limitless grace, giving testimony to His outstretched 

hands. It speaks in every language, but the Jews do not hear it, because they are 

preoccupied with gathering as much gain as they can, using obscene language even 

when they speak of God Himself.§ 

God tells His Messenger (peace be upon him) about what those people will do and 

what will happen to them because of the grudge they harbour against him. He 

further describes the hostility they show the Prophet because God has chosen him to 

be His Messenger and because his message exposes their attitude, both past and 

present: “But that which has been revealed to you by your Lord is bound to make many of 

them more stubborn in their overweening arrogance and unbelief” (Verse 64) Having 

refused to accept the faith, it was inevitable that they should go to the other extreme 

and remain entrenched in their arrogance and disbelief. Hence, God’s Messenger will 

bring mercy to believers and Divine punishment to unbelievers. 

God then tells His Messenger of the inevitability of His will to cause enmity and 

hatred among them, and to render their schemes futile even when they are at their 

strongest. Hence, their war against the Muslim community will end in defeat: “We 

have cast enmity and hatred among them, [to last] until the Day of Resurrection. Every time 

they light a fire for war, God puts it out.” (Verse 64) 

Jewish groups continue to be hostile to one another, even though world Jewry 

may appear to be united at this period of time and capable of launching wars against 

Muslim countries and winning them. We must not, however, look at only a short 

period of time or cast only a partial view. Over 13 centuries, indeed since pre- Islamic 

                                                 
§ For further discussion on the Yad attribute, please refer to section 1.6 of A Critique of ‘In the Shade of 
the Qur’ān.’ 



Al Mā’idah (The Repast) | Delineation of an Essential Relationship 

 148

days, the Jews have been hostile to one another, humiliated, and dispersed all over 

the globe. They will inevitably share the same fate, despite all the support they are 

receiving. The key to the whole matter is the existence of a true Islamic community, 

to whom God fulfils His promise. Where do we find today such a community which 

receives God’s promise and becomes the means by which God accomplishes His 

purpose?  

When the Muslim nation returns to Islam, truly believes in it and conducts its 

whole life in accordance with Islamic law and constitution, God’s warning to His 

most evil creatures will come true. The Jews know this and they use all their power 

and wicked scheming against the advocates of Islamic revival throughout the world. 

They level at them, through their puppets and stooges, brutal blows in total 

disregard of all laws and values. God, will, however, accomplish His will. His 

promise will certainly come true: “We have cast enmity and hatred among them, [to last] 

until the Day of Resurrection. Every time they light a fire for war, God puts it out.” (Verse 

64) 

The evil and corruption which the Jews represent will inevitably be smashed by 

God’s will. For God does not like corruption to spread on earth. What God does not 

like will certainly be removed and uprooted by some of His servants, whom He 

entrusts with this task: “They labour hard to spread corruption on earth; and God does not 

love those who spread corruption.” (Verse 64) 

Advance Results of Implementing Divine Law 

The passage is concluded with a statement of a basic rule that people’s 

implementation of faith in their lives ensures the achievement of goodness and 

prosperity in the life of believers in this world as well as the next. Faith provides a 

single code of living which looks after the material and the spiritual aspects of life. 

This rule is stated in connection with the discussion of the deviation of the people of 

earlier revelations from proper Divine faith, to their devouring unlawful gains, and 

their distortion of God’s words in order to achieve immediate gain. Had they 

followed the Divine faith, they would have benefited in this world as well as in the 

world to come. 

If only the people of earlier revelations would believe and be God- fearing, We should 

indeed efface their [past] bad deeds, and bring them into gardens of bliss. If they would 

observe the Torah and the Gospel and all that has been revealed to them by their Lord, 

they would indeed be given abundance from above and from beneath. Some of them do 

pursue a right course, but many of them are of evil conduct. (Verses 65-6) 
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This is a major concept in Islamic philosophy. Hence, the two verses that state this 

reflect a great truth of human life. In view of the great confusion which engulfs the 

human mind, human standards and situations, and the numerous doctrines that 

compete to influence man’s thinking, the need to explain this concept properly and 

lucidly has never been greater. 

God says to the people of earlier revelations — and His words apply to every 

community that has received Divine revelations — that if they would believe and be 

God-fearing, He would forgive them their sins and admit them into gardens of bliss. 

This is the reward of the Hereafter. Had they implemented in their lives God’s law 

embodied in the Torah and the Gospel and what He had revealed to them, without 

distortion, they would have enjoyed a good life as well as one of prosperity and 

affluence. But they neither believe nor implement God’s law and are not God-fearing. 

Apart from a small group of them, who have pursued a right course in their long 

history, the majority of them are of evil conduct. 

These two verses then tell us that to believe and to be God-fearing, to implement 

God’s law in human life ensures more than the reward of the Hereafter, which is 

certainly the better and longer-lasting reward. To take such a course also ensures a 

healthy type of life and a good reward in this present world in the shape of 

prosperity and affluence. This is described in a tangible form, bringing the meaning 

of affluence before our eyes: “They would indeed be given abundance from above and from 

beneath.” (Verse 66) This shows that ensuring a good reward in the Hereafter does 

not have a special way, separate or independent from that which ensures a good, 

prosperous life in this world. It is the same way, giving the best results in both this 

life and the life to come. If it is abandoned, then life in this world becomes corrupt 

and the life to come is lost. This single way is that of faith, being God-fearing and 

implementing Divine law. 

This approach is not merely a spiritual one, concerned only with beliefs. It is also a 

code for practical human life, the implementation of which, together with a strong 

faith and fear of God, ensure a good, prosperous and affluent life. All people will 

enjoy this abundance and its fair distribution. The code of living that is formulated 

by faith does not make religion a substitute for this world. Nor does it make 

happiness in the Hereafter a substitute for happiness in this life. Nor does it set one 

way for heaven and one for earth. It is sad that this principle has been clouded in 

people’s minds and thoughts. 

In most people’s minds and in their practical lives, the way leading to Heaven is 

different from that which brings about the benefits of this life. Ordinary people, and 

indeed the general human outlook, visualise no meeting place between the two. 

Hence, people tend to choose this world and abandon the Hereafter, or choose the 

road that ensures a good life in the Hereafter and, in consequence, abandon 
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everything to do with this world. This is because everything in people’s lives at this 

point in time tends to support this view. 

It is true that all situations in this ignorant way of life, which is totally removed 

from God and the code He has revealed for human life, tend to widen the gulf 

between working for the benefits of this world and working for those of the 

Hereafter. It is inevitable that those who wish to achieve prominence in their 

communities and good worldly gains sacrifice their moral values and religious 

teachings as also their clean behaviour which religion encourages. It is also inevitable 

that those who wish to achieve a good life in the Hereafter steer away from the main 

current of this life and its dirty and corrupt situations. 

But is this truly inevitable? Is there no meeting ground between the road to doing 

well in this life and the road to Heaven? No, there is nothing inevitable in this. The 

conflict between this life and the life to come, or between the material and spiritual is 

not the ultimate, unchangeable truth. Indeed, it is not part of the nature of this life at 

all. It is an accidental situation which is the consequence of temporary deviation. It is 

inherent in the nature of human life that the roads to prosperity in this life and to 

success in the next should meet and be united. This means that good productivity, 

affluence and hard work in this world, will be the very things which ensure 

prosperity in this life and reward in the Hereafter. Similarly, faith, fearing God, and 

good actions are the means to build human life on earth and guarantee God’s reward 

in the Hereafter. This is what is inherent in the nature of human life but it does not 

demonstrate itself in reality unless human beings conduct their lives on the basis of 

the code God has chosen for mankind. This code makes work and action a part of 

worship. It also makes the building of a human civilisation on the basis of the Divine 

method man’s duty. It is this which ensures prosperity and abundance for all human 

beings. 

Development and Faith Go Hand in Hand 

According to Islamic concepts, man’s role on earth is to be in charge of it, by God’s 

will and permission and according to the conditions God has set. Hence, productive 

work and ensuring prosperity through the utilisation of all potentials and resources 

on earth, as well as universal resources, is the proper way for fulfilling man’s duty. 

Such fulfilment, on the basis of the Divine code, is a demonstration of obedience to 

God, to be rewarded in the Hereafter. At the same time, it ensures enjoyment of all 

the riches of this world, or the enjoyment of abundance from above and from beneath’; 

as the Qur’ n puts it in its inimitable style. 

According to Islamic principles, a man who does not tap the resources of the earth 

and the universe is a disobedient servant of God; he does not work for the purpose 
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for which he has been created. This purpose is defined in God’s statement to the 

angels: “I am appointing a vicegerent on earth.” (2: 30) We should also mention here 

God’s statement, as He addresses mankind: “He has made all that is in heaven and on 

earth subservient to you, as a bounty from Him.” (45: 13) Such a man wastes God’s 

bounty, which has been gifted to mankind. As such, he is an absolute loser both in 

this life and in the life to come. 

As such, the Islamic way of life combines, in absolute coherence, work for this 

world and work for the Hereafter. Hence, man does not need to waste his life on 

earth in order to win a better life in the world to come, nor does he waste the latter in 

order to fulfil the former. Reaping the best of the two is by no way contradictory. 

This applies to mankind in general and to Muslim communities, wherever they 

exist on earth, and as long as they want to implement the Divine method. As for 

individuals, matters are not different. According to Islam, the goals of the individual 

and the community are not in conflict. The Islamic method makes it incumbent on 

the individual to use all his physical and mental abilities in his work to ensure 

maximum productivity and to make his purpose in all that the earning of God’s 

pleasure. Hence, he neither commits injustice, cheating or betrayal, nor does he allow 

himself to take unlawful gain or to retain something he owns when it is needed by 

his brother in the community. 

Islam fully recognises, however, the right of the individual to own what his work 

produces and the right of the community to have a share of what its individuals own, 

in accordance with what God has legislated. The Islamic method also considers an 

individual’s work within these limits and according to these considerations, a sort of 

worship for which he is rewarded with blessings in this life and with Heaven in the 

Hereafter. An individual’s link with his Lord is enhanced with obligatory worship. 

This requires man to remind himself of his link with His Lord five times every day 

through prayers and for 30 days every year during fasting, and on a special occasion 

which is obligatory at least once in his lifetime, namely, pilgrimage, and in every 

season or year when he pays his zakāt. 

This explains to us the importance of obligatory Islamic worship. Such worship, in 

all its different aspects, serves as a renewal of man’s pledge to God to implement the 

way of life He has chosen for man. Islamic worship is, at the same time, a set of 

actions drawing man closer to God as he resorts to fulfil all his obligations under this 

complete system for life. Through them, man feels afresh that God helps him fulfil 

his obligations and overcome his desires, as also people’s opposition and their 

deviant practices which stand in his way. 

These obligatory acts of worship are not separate from ordinary matters such as 

work, productivity, fair distribution, government, justice, and striving to implement 
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the Divine method to establish God’s authority in human life (i.e. jihād). To have 

faith, to be God-fearing, and to discharge obligatory worship are all one part of the 

system which enables man to fulfil the other part. In this way, to be a believer, to be 

God-fearing, and to work for the establishment of the Divine law in human life, 

means to achieve abundance just as God promises in these two verses. In Islamic 

philosophy, and the Islamic systems based on it, the world to come is not offered as a 

substitute for this life, nor is the latter to be preferred to the former. Both can be 

achieved in the same effort. The two cannot co-exist in human life, however, unless 

man follows only the Divine way of life without introducing into it amendments that 

are borrowed from man-made situations or formulated according to man’s own 

thoughts. 

Islamic principles and the Islamic way of life do not offer belief, worship and a 

high standard of piety and morality as a substitute for work, productivity, and 

development in man’s material world. It is not a method which promises people a 

latter-day paradise and shows them the way to it, while leaving them to make their 

own way towards a worldly paradise, as some naïve people tend to think. Work, 

productivity and development represent, according to Islamic principles, man’s way 

to fulfil his task as vicegerent on earth. Faith, worship and fearing God represent, on 

the other hand, the constraints, motives and incentives to implement the Divine way 

of life. The two together lead to the achievement of paradise in this life and in the life 

to come. The same way leads to both and there is no schism between the spiritual 

and the material sides of human life, as it is the case in all non-Islamic situations we 

see today. 

This depressing split between what relates to this world and what relates to the 

Hereafter, between spiritual worship and material creativity, between success in this 

life and success in the life to come is not inevitable. It is simply a depressing tax man 

has imposed on himself as he abandoned God’s constitution in order to adopt a 

variety of constitutions that are in conflict with what God has chosen for man. It is a 

tax people pay with their blood and their whole constitution. 

What they pay for it in the life to come is much worse. In this world, it manifests 

itself in worry, misery and confusion because they lack the reassurance and 

peacefulness of faith. This is the result of abandoning their religion as a whole, 

alleging that such an abandonment is the only way to increase their productivity, 

knowledge and experience and to achieve individual and communal success. The net 

outcome of this state of affairs is that they put themselves in conflict with their own 

nature and try to suppress their natural hunger to have a faith that brings self-

fulfilment into their lives. No social, philosophical or artistic doctrine can satisfy such 

hunger, because it is a hunger to know the Divine Being. 

People’s worry, misery and confusion cannot be dispelled if they try to maintain 
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their faith in God and at the same time be part of the international community which 

adopts a system, concepts, methods of work and standards of success that are in 

conflict with faith and with the moral standards and practices acceptable to faith. 

Humanity will continue to suffer this misery if it adopts materialistic creeds, be they 

atheistic or ones that try to retain religion as a faith, provided it has nothing to do 

with practical life. The enemies of man try to depict a deceptive picture showing that 

religion is a matter between man and God while human life belongs to man alone. 

They claim that religion is faith, feeling, worship and morals while life is a system, 

legal code, work, and productivity. 

Humanity has to pay this hefty tax of worry, misery, confusion, and emptiness 

because it cannot see the benefit of implementing God’s method. It is a method that 

does not separate this life from the life to come, but rather combines them both. It 

does not see affluence in this world to be contradictory with success in the second 

world, rather it sees them both as mutually complementary. 

We must not be deluded by false appearances when we see that nations which do 

not believe or implement the Divine method are enjoying abundance and affluence. 

It is all a temporary prosperity which lasts until the natural laws have produced their 

effects, allowing the consequences of the miserable split between material excellence 

and spiritual fulfilment to appear in full. We see some of these consequences surface 

in a variety of ways. 

We see first mal-distribution within these nations, which allows hatred, grudges, 

misery and fear of the unexpected to take root. This is, indeed, an ominous state of 

affairs, despite prosperity. We also see suppression and fear dominant in those 

nations which have tried to ensure at least a partially fair distribution. To achieve 

this, they have resorted to destruction, suppression, and terror in order to enforce 

their measures of redistribution. In this terrible state of affairs, man is always in fear, 

never reassured. 

We also see the weakening of moral values which leads, sooner or later, to the 

destruction of material prosperity. Work, productivity and fair distribution need to 

be guaranteed by high moral standards. Manmade laws cannot on their own provide 

such guarantees, as human experience has shown throughout the world. 

We also see all types of worry spreading throughout the world, particularly in the 

most affluent of societies. This inevitably makes people less intelligent and reduces 

their tolerance. It then leads to lowering standards of work and productivity and 

eventually helps destroy material prosperity. Very clear indications of this 

impending development can easily be recognised at the present time. 

We see the fear, which engulfs all humanity, of the total ruin which threatens the 

whole world at any moment, as risks of all-out war continue to be in the air. Such 
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fear places great strain on people’s minds, whether they realise it or not. It leads to a 

whole range of nervous disorders. Is it not significant that death through heart 

failure, mental disease and suicide are at their highest rate in affluent societies? 

The clearest example today is the French. But their case is only an example of the 

ultimate effect of a continuous split between the material and spiritual aspects of 

human existence, a split between this life and the life to come, religion and human 

life. Or, to put it another way, by treating the method given by God as the one to 

ensure success in the Hereafter while success in this life comes through the following 

of a different, man-made method. 

Worship Gives a New Face to Human Life 

Before we conclude our comment on this very important truth, we would like to 

emphasise that it is most important to achieve harmony between faith, piety and 

implementation of the Divine method in practical life on the one hand and work, 

productivity and the fulfilment of man’s mission on earth on the other. It is this 

harmony which ensures the fulfilment of God’s promise to the people of earlier 

revelations, and indeed to all communities, that they will have abundance from 

above and from beneath, and that they will be forgiven their sins and admitted into 

gardens of bliss in the Hereafter. Thus, they have paradise on earth and paradise in 

Heaven. We must not forget, however, that the fundamental principle and the 

mainstay of the whole system is faith, piety and the implementation of the Divine 

way of life. This indeed implies hard work, better productivity and development. 

Moreover, when man maintains a constant link with God, all aspects of life will bring 

about better enjoyment, to enhance man’s values and correct his standards. This is 

the starting point from which everything else follows. 

We should also mention that faith, piety, worship and the establishment of God’s 

law in human life yield all their fruits in human life and give their benefits to man 

himself. God is in no need of anyone. It is true that Islam lays strong emphasis on 

these fundamental principles and makes them the basis of all actions and activities. 

Any action which is not based on them is rejected. The reason for this is not that God 

gains anything from people’s worship and piety; He does not. But He knows that 

their life and their affairs cannot be established on the right footing unless His 

method is followed. It is in this light that we should read the sacred ĥadīth in which 

the Prophet relates God’s own words: 

My servants, I have forbidden oppression for Myself and have made it 

forbidden among you, so do not oppress one another. My servants, all of you 

are astray except for those I have guided, so seek guidance from Me and I 

shall guide you. My servants, all of you are hungry except for those I have 

•
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fed, so seek food from Me and I shall feed you. My servants, all of you are 

naked, except for those I have clothed, so seek clothing from Me and I shall 

clothe you. My servants, you sin by night and by day and I forgive all sins, so 

seek forgiveness from Me and I shall forgive you. My servants, you will never 

be able to harm Me and you will never be able to bring Me benefit. My 

servants, were the first of you and the last of you, the human of you and the 

jinn of you to be as pious as the most pious heart of any one of you, that 

would not increase My kingdom in any thing. My servants, were the first of 

you and the last of you, the human of you and the jinn of you to be as wicked 

as the most wicked heart of any one of you, that would not decrease My 

kingdom in anything. My servants, were the first of you and the last of you, 

the human of you and the jinn of you to rise up in one place and make a 

request of Me, and were I to give everyone what he requested, that would not 

decrease what I have, anymore than a needle decreases the sea if put into it. 

My servants, it is but your deeds that I reckon up for you and then 

recompense you for. So let him who finds good praise God and let him who 

finds other than that blame no one but himself. (Related by Muslim.) 

It is on this basis that we should understand the purpose of having a strong faith, 

being pious and devoted and working for the implementation of the code of living 

God has revealed. All these qualities work in our favour, in this life and in the life to 

come. They are essential for the welfare of humanity. 

Needless to say, this condition made by God to the people of earlier revelations is 

not exclusive to them. It is even more applicable to those who have been favoured 

with the revelation of the Qur’ n; those who claim to be Muslims. It is these whose 

faith requires them to believe in what has been revealed to them and what has been 

revealed earlier and to implement all that has been sent down to them, as well as 

those parts of the laws of earlier nations which God has retained in their faith. After 

all, theirs is the only religion that is acceptable to God. All religions have been 

incorporated into it. Hence, they are the ones to have God’s pledge with all its terms 

and conditions. It goes without saying that they should accept what God has given 

them and enjoy what He has promised them of forgiveness of their sins and 

admission into Heaven, and having abundance from above and from beneath. This is 

much more preferable to hunger, disease, fear and poverty which they suffer 

throughout the Muslim world, or more accurately, throughout the world which was 

Islamic. God’s pledge with its conditions is still operative. The way to enjoy its 

benefits is still there, if only we would follow it. 
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6 

Who Follows Divine Faith? 

Messenger, proclaim what has been revealed 

to you by your Lord. For, unless you do it 

fully, you will not have delivered His 

message. God will protect you from all men. 

God does not guide those who reject faith. 

(67) 

Say: People of earlier revelations! You have 

no ground to stand upon unless you observe 

the Torah and the Gospel and that which 

has been revealed to you by your Lord. 

That which is revealed to you by your Lord 

is bound to make many of them even more 

stubborn in their arrogance and disbelief. 

But do not grieve for unbelieving folk. (68) 

Those who believe, and those who are Jews, 

and the Sabians, and the Christians — 

anyone who believes in God and the Last 

Day and does what is right shall have no 

fear, nor shall they grieve. (69) 

,..Surely, We accepted a solemn pledge from 

the Children of Israel, and We sent to 

them messengers. But every time a 

messenger came to them with something 

that was not to their liking, [they rebelled:] 

some they denounced as liars and some they 
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put to death. (70) 

They reckoned no harm would come to 

them, so they were wilfully blind and deaf 

[to the truth]. Thereafter, God accepted 

their repentance: still many of them acted 

blind and deaf. But God sees all that they 

do. (71) 

Unbelievers indeed are those who say: 

“God is the Christ, son of Mary.” The 

Christ himself said: Children of Israel, 

worship God, my Lord and your Lord. 

Whoever associates partners with God, 

God shall forbid him entrance into 

Paradise and his abode will be the Fire. 

Wrongdoers will have no helpers. (72) 

Unbelievers indeed are those who say: 

“God is the third of a trinity.” Of certain, 

there is no god save the One God. Unless 

they desist from so saying, grievous suffering 

will surely befall those of them who are 

unbelievers. (73) 

Will they not, then, turn to God in 

repentance and seek His forgiveness? God 

is Much- Forgiving, Merciful. (74) 

The Christ, son of Mary, was but a 

Messenger: other messengers have passed 

away before him. His mother was a saintly 

woman. They both ate food [like other 

human beings]. Behold how clear We 

make [Our] revelations to them and behold 

(# þθç7 Å¡ymuρ ωr& šχθä3s? ×π uΖ÷GÏù (#θßϑyèsù 

(#θ‘ϑ|¹ uρ ¢Ο èO z>$s? ª!$# óΟ Îγ øŠ n=tæ §Ν èO (#θßϑtã 

(#θ‘ϑ|¹ uρ × ÏV Ÿ2 öΝ åκ ÷] ÏiΒ 4 ª!$# uρ 7 ÅÁt/ $yϑÎ/ 

šχθè=yϑ÷ètƒ ∩∠⊇∪  

ô‰s) s9 tx Ÿ2 š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# (# þθä9$s% χÎ) ©!$# uθèδ 

ßxŠ Å¡yϑø9 $# ß⎦ø⌠ $# zΟ tƒ ó tΒ ( tΑ$s%uρ ßxŠ Å¡ yϑø9 $# û©Í_ t7≈ tƒ 

Ÿ≅ƒ Ï™ℜuó  Î) (#ρß‰ç6 ôã $# ©!$# ’ În1u‘ öΝ à6 −/ u‘ uρ ( … çμ ¯ΡÎ) 

⎯ tΒ õ8Îô³ ç„ «!$$Î/ ô‰s) sù tΠ§ym ª!$# Ïμ ø‹n=tã sπ ¨Ψ yfø9 $# 

çμ1 uρù'tΒuρ â‘$̈Ψ9 $# ( $tΒuρ š⎥⎫ÏϑÎ=≈ ©à=Ï9 ô⎯ ÏΒ 9‘$|ÁΡ r& 

∩∠⊄∪  

ô‰s) ©9 tx Ÿ2 t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (# þθä9$s% χÎ) ©!$# ß] Ï9$rO 

7π sW≈ n=rO ¢ $tΒuρ ô⎯ÏΒ >μ≈ s9 Î) HωÎ) ×μ≈s9 Î) Ó‰Ïn≡ uρ 4 βÎ) uρ óΟ ©9 

(#θßγ tG⊥ tƒ $£ϑtã šχθä9θà) tƒ £⎯ ¡¡yϑu‹ s9 š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# 

(#ρãx x. óΟ ßγ ÷ΨÏΒ ëU# x‹tã íΟŠ Ï9 r& ∩∠⊂∪  

Ÿξsùr& šχθç/θçGtƒ †n<Î) «!$# … çμ tΡρãÏ øótGó¡o„ uρ 4 
ª!$# uρ Ö‘θà xî ÒΟ‹ Ïm§‘ ∩∠⊆∪  

$̈Β ßxŠ Å¡yϑø9 $# Ú∅ö/ $# zΟ tƒ ötΒ ωÎ) ×Αθß™ u‘ ô‰s% 

ôM n=yz ⎯ ÏΒ Ï&Î#ö7 s% ã≅ ß™ ”9 $# … çμ •Βé& uρ ×π s)ƒÏd‰Ï¹ ( 
$tΡ% Ÿ2 ÈβŸξà2ù' tƒ tΠ$yè©Ü9 $# 3 öÝàΡ$# y#ø‹ Ÿ2 

Ú⎥Îi⎫t6 çΡ ÞΟ ßγ s9 ÏM≈ tƒ Fψ$# ¢Ο èO öÝàΡ$# 4†̄Τ r& 

šχθä3sù÷σ ãƒ ∩∠∈∪  



 

 158

how perverted they are. (75) 

Say: Would you worship in place of God 

anything that has no power to harm or to 

benefit you? It is God alone who hears all 

and knows all. (76) 

Say: People of earlier revelations! Do not 

overstep the bounds of truth in your 

religious beliefs, and do not follow the vain 

desires of those who have gone astray in the 

past, and have led many others astray and 

are still straying from the right path. (77) 

Those of the Children of Israel who 

disbelieved were cursed by David and Jesus, 

son of Mary. That was because they 

rebelled and persisted in their transgression. 

(78) 

They would never restrain one another from 

wrongdoing. Vile indeed were the things 

they did. (79) 

Now you can see many of them allying 

themselves with unbelievers. So evil is that 

which their souls make them do. They have 

incurred God’s wrath and in suffering they 

shall abide. (80) 

Had they truly believed in God and the 

Prophet and all that which was revealed to 
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Overview 

These verses begin a passage which further exposes the reality of the people of 

earlier Scriptures, particularly the Jews and Christians. It highlights their deviant 

beliefs and evil deeds and establishes the basis of the relationship that may exist 

between them and the Prophet and the Muslim community, outlining the duties of 

the Prophet and the Muslims in dealing with them. The passage also states a number 

of basic principles of faith and of the actions the Muslim community should take 

against deviant beliefs. 

God addresses the Prophet giving him the task of conveying everything that has 

been revealed to him by His Lord, keeping nothing for himself and delaying nothing 

for any particular reason or circumstance. If he does not act on His instructions, even 

though he may be motivated by the desire to avoid conflict, he would not be 

delivering His message. Part of what the Prophet has been commanded to convey, 

was to tell the people of earlier revelations that they had nothing to stand on unless 

they implemented the Torah, the Gospel, and what had been revealed to them by 

their Lord. He was to make this statement in the clearest and most decisive of terms. 

Moreover, the Prophet was also to declare that by going back on their covenant 

with God and by killing prophets, the Jews had rejected the faith and become 

unbelievers. The Christians did likewise, by claiming that Jesus Christ, son of Mary, 

was God Himself, and by stating that God was one of a trinity. The Prophet was also 

to declare that Jesus, (peace be upon him), warned the Children of Israel against 

associating partners with God. Moreover, God has denied access to Heaven to all 

those who ascribe partners to Him. He was further to declare that the Children of 

Israel have been cursed by both David and Jesus, because of their transgression. 

The passage ends with an expose of the people of earlier revelations’ attitude 

when they supported the idolaters against the Muslims. It declares that this came 

about as a result of their lack of belief in God and the Prophet. They are called upon 

to believe in what has been revealed to Mu ammad, (peace be upon him). Otherwise, 

they will be unbelievers. We will now look at the verses in this passage in detail. 

A Vital Proclamation to Deliver God’s Message 

them, they would not have taken them for 

allies, but many of them are evildoers. (81) 
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Messenger, proclaim what has been revealed to you by your Lord. For, unless you do it 

fully, you will not have delivered His message. God will protect you from all men. God 

does not guide those who reject faith. Say: People of earlier revelations! You have no 

ground to stand upon unless you observe the Torah and the Gospel and that which has 

been revealed to you by your Lord. That which is revealed to you by your Lord is 

bound to make many of them even more stubborn in their arrogance and disbelief. But 

do not grieve for unbelieving folk. Those who believe, and those who are Jews, and the 

Sabians, and the Christians — anyone who believes in God and the Last Day and does 

what is right shall have no fear, nor shall they grieve. (Verses 67-9) 

The Prophet is given clear instructions to convey all that has been revealed to him 

by His Lord, allowing no room for any reservations as he declares the truth. 

Otherwise, he would not be fulfilling his duty as a Messenger entrusted with 

conveying God’s message. It is God who will protect him against all mankind. 

Whoever enjoys God’s protection has nothing to fear from other humans, powerless 

as they are. 

In matters of faith, the word of truth must always be clear and decisive, and must 

be stated in full. Let anyone who opposes it say what he may, and let its enemies do 

what they can; the true word of faith will never make concessions for people’s 

desires. It must be stated clearly so that it penetrates into people’s hearts with power. 

It is a fact of life that when the word of truth is stated clearly, it is immediately well 

received by people willing to accept the faith. When it is surrounded with 

equivocation, it cannot win those reluctant hearts which are the very target of the 

advocates of faith. Hence, clarity is essential in faith advocacy. 

“God does not guide those who reject faith.” (Verse 67) If so, let the word of truth be 

clear, decisive, and final. The truth is accepted by a heart which is open, responsive. 

It is not accepted as a result of patting the shoulders of those who do not possess 

such qualities. 

A powerful and decisive approach to the statement of truth does not have to be 

harsh or overbearing. God has commanded His Messenger (peace be upon him) to 

call all mankind to the path of his Lord using wisdom and goodly exhortation and 

advice. There is no contradiction between Qur’ nic directives. Wisdom, goodly 

advice and exhortation are not contrary to clarity and decisiveness in stating the 

truth. The method of conveying something, however, is different from what is being 

conveyed. The requirement here is not to resort to equivocation in stating the full 

truth about faith and not to seek a middle way with people who do not accept it. 

There can be no compromise when it comes to the essence of faith. 

Right from the very early days of his Islamic call, the Prophet employed wisdom 

and kindly advice in conveying his message, but he made it clear that there could be 
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no compromise in faith. He was commanded to say: “Unbelievers, I shall not worship 

what you worship.” (109: 1-2) He never suggested to anyone that he was simply after 

minor amendments to their beliefs. Instead, he told them that their beliefs were 

totally false and that his faith was the whole truth. He proclaimed the truth in its 

fullness, using a kindly and gentle approach. 

In this s rah, his duty is stated clearly: “Messenger, proclaim what has been revealed to 

you by your Lord. For, unless you do it fully, you will not have delivered His message. God 

will protect you from all men. God does not guide those who reject faith.” (Verse 67) 

It appears from the general context that what is meant here is that the Prophet 

would confront the people of the Scriptures with what they truly were. He would, 

thus, be telling them that they had no faith and indeed had nothing to stand on until 

they implemented the Torah and the Gospel and what had been revealed to them by 

their Lord. As such, their claims that they followed Scriptures and that they had a 

faith were false. “Say: People of earlier revelations! You have no ground to stand upon 

unless you observe the Torah and the Gospel and that which has been revealed to you by your 

Lord.” (Verse 68) 

At that time, when the Prophet was ordered to have such a confrontation with 

them, they used to recite their holy books and they claimed to be Jews or Christians 

and that they were believers. The orders given to the Prophet recognise nothing of 

these claims. Faith is not a word or a verbal statement or books that are recited or 

chanted, nor is it a quality that is passed on from parents to children. Faith is a way 

of life including personal beliefs, formal worship, and another important type of 

worship which is fulfilled through conducting all aspects of human life in accordance 

with faith. Since the people of the Scriptures did not establish their faith on such firm 

foundations, God’s Messenger was ordered to confront them with the fact that they 

had no faith and that they had nothing to stand on. 

The first practical result of implementing the Torah, the Gospel and what was 

revealed to the people of earlier revelations was the acceptance of the faith conveyed 

by the Prophet Mu ammad (peace be upon him). God had made a covenant with 

them to believe in every messenger He sends, and to give that messenger all their 

support. Their books, the Torah and the Gospel, included references and descriptions 

of the Prophet Mu ammad, as God, the most truthful of speakers, states. Hence, they 

would not be implementing the Torah and the Gospel and what was revealed to 

them by their Lord, (whether this phrase means the Qur’ n as some commentators 

say, or other Scriptures such as the Psalms, revealed to David), unless they followed 

the new faith which endorsed all that they had and superseded it. Unless the Prophet 

confronted them with these facts, he would not have conveyed the message 

entrusted to him by his Lord. 
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God was certainly aware that to confront them with this decisive truth would 

make many of them grow in their arrogance and disbelief. That, however, did not 

prevent the Prophet from making such a confrontation, feeling no sorrow at their 

increased arrogance and deviation. It was Divine wisdom that he should proclaim 

the word of the truth, and allow it to produce its effect on people’s hearts. This 

would provide anyone who follows right guidance with the truth. “That which is 

revealed to you by your Lord is bound to make many of them even more stubborn in their 

arrogance and disbelief. But do not grieve for unbelieving folk.” (Verse 68) 

By giving these instructions to the first advocate of the Divine faith, God 

delineated the method of advocacy and explained His purpose behind choosing this 

method. God also comforts His Messenger so that he does not grieve over what 

happens to those who reject the truth and grow even more stubborn in their 

arrogance and disbelief. They deserve their miserable end because their hearts cannot 

tolerate the word of truth. Hence, it is better to confront them with it in order to help 

their reality surface. 

When the Truth is Advocated by the Few 

These two verses with which the passage opens bring us back to the question of 

the possibility of forging an alliance or a relationship of patronage between Muslims 

and those who received revelations from God. We need to look afresh at this 

question in the light of the task assigned to God’s Messenger of delivering His 

message in full and the expected result of his endeavours. This is expected to mean 

that many of them will grow even more stubborn in their arrogance and disbelief. 

We find first of all that God Himself states that the people of earlier revelations 

have nothing to stand on until they have implemented the Torah and the Gospel and 

all that was revealed to them by their Lord. In other words, they have nothing to 

stand on until they have adopted the final religion as a logical consequence of their 

implementation of their Scriptures. This is made absolutely clear by calling on them, 

in several places in the Qur’ n, to believe in God and the Prophet. Hence, in their 

present status, they cannot be described as followers of a Divine faith and they do 

not have a religion acceptable to God. God knows that confronting them with this 

fact will cause many of them to be even more stubborn in their arrogance and in their 

disbelief. Nevertheless, God has commanded His Messenger to confront them with 

this fact in the frankest of manners, feeling no regrets as a result of what it may 

cause. 

If we are to consider God’s word in this matter to be final, as it clearly is, then 

there is no way that we can consider the people of earlier revelations as people of 

faith with whom Muslims can have a relationship of mutual support against atheists 
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and atheism, as advocated by deluded people and those who delude them. It is not 

open for a Muslim to change what God has stated: “It is not open for a believer, man or 

woman, once God and His Messenger have made judgement on a certain matter, to have any 

choice in that matter.” (33: 36) God’s word remains valid for all time, unchanged by 

circumstances. Nor are we permitted to modify our attitude in order to prevent the 

likely outcome of confronting them with this fact, which is bound to make them even 

more aggressive against us. It is not open to us to try to gain favour with them by 

acknowledging that they have a faith which is acceptable to us. Nor can we support 

them in defending their faith against atheism in the same way as we defend our own 

faith, the only one acceptable to God, against atheism. 

God’s instructions do not mark out such a route for us to fallow. Indeed, He 

neither accepts from us such a recognition of the beliefs of the people of earlier 

revelations, nor does He forgive us such an alliance or the concept on which it relies. 

When we choose for ourselves something other than He has chosen for us, we are in 

effect recognising deviant concepts as a Divine faith, akin to our own. But it is God 

who says that the people of earlier revelations have nothing to stand on until they 

observe the Torah, the Gospel and that which has been revealed to them by their 

Lord. It is sufficient for us to look at their situation to realise that they do nothing of 

the sort. 

Those who claim to be Muslims but do not put into practice what their Lord has 

revealed to them are in the same position as those people of earlier revelations: they 

have nothing to stand on. Any person who wants to be a true Muslim must 

implement God’s message in his life, and must follow this through with a clear 

address to those who do not follow suit, telling them that they have nothing to stand 

on until they have implemented their faith. Their claims to be religious are refuted by 

the One who has sent down the religion. Total clarity in this matter is imperative. It is 

also the duty of a Muslim who has implemented God’s message in this life to call on 

such people to embrace Islam anew. To claim to be a Muslim merely by word of 

mouth or by belonging to a Muslim family signifies little. It does not give the 

claimant any endorsement to his assertion that he follows the Divine faith. 

When either group have accepted faith and implemented it in their lives, a Muslim 

may forge out a relationship of patronage and support with them to defend faith 

against atheists and atheism. Without such a condition, all other attempts are futile. 

Faith is not merely a banner or a slogan or something we inherit from our parents. 

It is a fact instilled in people’s consciences and has practical implementation in life. It 

is a belief held deeply in a person’s heart, combined with acts of worship, and a code 

of living. Divine faith must have all these elements. People do not follow Divine 

religion unless all these aspects are equally present in their hearts and minds 4s well 

as in their lives generally. Any other situation is an exercise in self-delusion which no 
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true Muslim attempts. A Muslim must always make this fact plain and establish his 

relationship wit people on its basis. He should not worry over the consequences 

because it is God who protects and it is God who denies true guidance to 

unbelievers. 

An advocate of faith would not have conveyed what God has revealed and would 

not have made God’s argument plain to mankind unless he explained to them the 

nature of faith in full, describing to them their own situation as it is, in all frankness, 

without hesitation. Indeed, he may do them a disservice, if he does not tell them that 

they have nothing to stand on and that all their beliefs and practices are false. He 

must tell them that he is calling on them to accept something totally different from 

what they have, and that they have to make a total departure from their concepts, 

systems and values. It is right that people should know from an advocate of faith 

where they stand in relation to the truth he is calling on them to accept, “so that he 

who would perish might perish in clear evidence of the truth and that he who would live 

might live in clear evidence of the truth. “ (8: 42) 

When an advocate of faith minces his words and does not make the essential 

difference that separates the falsehood people follow and the truth to which he is 

calling them absolutely clear, he actually deceives them and causes them harm. Such 

equivocation does not tell people exactly what they are called upon to accept or what 

they are required to do. Moreover, such an advocate does not fulfil his duty of 

conveying what God requires of him. 

Gentility in calling on people to come to God is confined to the approach an 

advocate of the truth employs, but not to the truth he is conveying to them. The 

approach may be modified according to circumstances, employing wisdom and 

kindly admonition, provided that the truth is stated completely and in full clarity. 

Some of us may consider that the people of earlier revelations have the largest 

following and the greatest material power. Similarly, those who follow pagan faiths 

in various parts of the world number hundreds of millions, and have their say in 

international affairs. Some are also bound to see that the advocates of materialistic, 

atheist creeds command numerical strength and destructive power. On the other 

hand, they see that those who describe themselves as Muslims have nothing to boast 

of, simply because they do not implement the Book God has revealed to them. They 

may, thus, be overawed, feel unable to put a decisive word of truth to mankind’s 

straying majority. They may think it useless to tell all those groups that they have 

nothing to stand on as also explain to them the’ religion of the truth. 

But this is not the proper approach. Jāhiliyyah, or the state of ignorance of the truth, 

remains the same even though it may be widespread throughout the whole world. It 

does not matter what people follow. They continue to be in error, unless they follow 
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the true faith. The duty of an advocate of the truth remains the same, and cannot be 

changed simply because those who have gone astray are too numerous or because 

falsehood appears too strong. Falsehood remains without foundation. The call to the 

truth should be resumed in the same fashion as it started: it must declare to all 

mankind that they have nothing to stand on. It must be clear to us that we now face a 

situation similar to that faced by God’s Messenger, (peace be upon him), when God 

addressed him with these words: “Messenger, proclaim what has been revealed to you by 

your Lord. For, unless you do it fully, you will not have delivered His message. God will 

protect you from all men. God does not guide those who reject faith. Say: People of earlier 

revelations! You have no ground to stand upon unless you observe the Torah and the Gospel 

and that which has been revealed to you by your Lord.” (Verses 67-8) 

The Truth Versus People’s Fancies 

This first part of the present passage concludes with a clear statement of the faith 

which God accepts from people, regardless of what they were called before the 

message of the last Prophet. It was the faith which united people of all creeds and 

doctrines in ancient history. “Those who believe, and those who are Jews, and the Sabians, 

and the Christians — anyone who believes in God and the Last Day and does what is right 

shall have no fear, nor shall they grieve.“ (Verse 69) 

The passage names four groups: “those who believe” refers to Muslims, and the 

Jews are the followers of the Prophet Moses. The term Sabians refers, most probably, 

to those who abandoned the worship of idols before the Prophet Mu ammad’s 

message, worshiping God alone, following no particular creed. There were a handful 

of Arabs among them. The Christians are those who followed the Prophet Jesus 

Christ (peace be upon him). 

This verse states that whatever their creed was, those who believe in God and the 

Last Day and do what is right — and it is implicitly understood here and explicitly 

elsewhere in the Qur’ n that they have done that in accordance with the final 

Prophet’s message — will attain salvation: “shall have no fear, nor shall they grieve.” 

(Verse 69) They need not worry about what they used to do or under what title they 

were classified. The most important title is the last one. 

What we have been describing is implicitly understood from this Qur’ nic verse. It 

comes under that part of our faith which is essentially known to all people. It is a 

primary concept of this faith that the Prophet Mu ammad (peace be upon him) is the 

last of all prophets and a Messenger of God sent to all mankind. All people, 

regardless of their religion, creed, belief, race, and nationality, are called upon to 

believe in his message as he preached it in essence and detail. Anyone who does not 

believe in him as a Messenger and does not believe in the totality and the details of 
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his message remains in error. God does not accept from him the religion he followed 

prior to the revelation of Islam. Nor is he included among those described by God as 

people who “shall have nothing to fear, nor shall they grieve.” (Verse 69) 

It is this primary concept of faith which a Muslim may not compromise on under 

the great pressure of the jāhiliyyah or darkness in which humanity lives today. 

Indeed, a Muslim cannot overlook this concept when he establishes his relations with 

other people of different creeds and religions. He cannot try to reduce the pressure of 

ignorance by coming to terms with the followers of other creeds or doctrines, giving 

them the privilege of having “a faith” acceptable to God and constituting grounds for 

mutual support. 

It is God alone who is the patron of believers: “Those who ally themselves with God 

and His Messenger and the believers (will find that) the party of God will be victorious.” 

(Verse 56) This is certainly true even though appearances may give a different 

impression. Moreover, those who believe in God and the Last Day and do what is 

right, on the basis of the religion of Islam, which is the religion acceptable to God, 

shall have nothing to fear and shall not grieve. 

They need have no fear of the forces of evil and darkness and they need have no 

fear of their own goodly, believing souls. Grief will remain unknown to them. 

Following this, the s rah gives us an account of a part of the history of the 

Children of Israel, the Jews, which shows that they have nothing to stand on and that 

the message of Islam must be conveyed to them so that they have a chance to believe 

in the Divine faith. On the other hand, this history shows the Muslims that the nature 

of the Jews has not changed. Hence, the importance of the Jews will be reduced in 

their minds and they will not condone any alliance or patronage when they have 

such an attitude to the truth and to faith: “Surely, We accepted a solemn pledge from the 

Children of Israel, and We sent to them messengers. But every time a messenger came to them 

with something that was not to their liking, [they rebelled:] some they denounced as liars and 

some they put to death. They reckoned no harm would come to them, so they were wilfully 

blind and deaf [to the truth]. Thereafter, God accepted their repentance: still many of them 

acted blind and deaf. But God sees all that they do.” (Verses 70-1) 

This is a fact of ancient history. Their attitude to the Prophet of Islam (peace be 

upon him) was neither the first nor the last. They have become immersed in sin and 

disobedience and they have repeatedly violated their covenant with God, taking 

their own caprice and fancies as their deity instead of obeying God, following Divine 

faith and the guidance of God’s Messengers. Indeed, sin and aggression against the 

advocates of the truth has become part of their nature: “Surely, We accepted a solemn 

pledge from the Children of Israel, and We sent to them messengers. But every time a 

messenger came to them with something that was not to their liking, [they rebelled:] some 

they denounced as liars and some they put to death.” (Verse 70) Indeed, the history of the 
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Jews and their attitude towards their prophets is full of denunciation and rejection, 

as well as murder and aggression. It is, indeed, a history of following vain desire 

instead of Divine guidance. 

Perhaps this is the reason for giving the Muslim community a long and detailed 

history of the Israelites. God’s purpose is to warn the Muslim nation against 

following in the footsteps of the Israelites. In this way those who have good insight 

and who maintain their bond with God remain aware of these slips and follow the 

example of the Jewish prophets when they encounter similar experiences to theirs. 

This is bound to happen since some generations of Muslims will inevitably end up in 

the same situation as the Jews when the latter strayed away from Divine guidance 

and their hearts hardened. Such generations of Muslims will do likewise: follow the 

dictates of desire, reject guidance, treat some of the advocates of truth as liars and kill 

others. 

The Jews committed all these sins, thinking that God would not put them to trial 

and that He would not punish them. They chose to overlook the laws set in operation 

by God, thinking all the time that they are “God’s chosen people.” 

“They reckoned no harm would come to them, so they were wilfully blind and deaf [to the 

truth].” (Verse 71) God stamped their sight and hearing so that whatever they saw or 

heard was of no benefit to them. “Thereafter, God accepted their repentance,” and He 

granted them His mercy, but they did not desist, nor did they benefit by their 

experience. “Still many of them acted blind and deaf. But God sees all that they do.” (Verse 

71) He will give them, the reward they deserve according to what He sees of their 

actions and what He knows of their intentions. They will never he allowed to escape 

punishment. 

It is sufficient for the believers to know this old history of the Jews and their 

present situation to make their believing hearts disown any alliance with them, in the 

same way as did `Ub dah ibn al-Ş mit. Only hypocrites like `Abdull h ibn Ubayy 

ibn Salūl could bring themselves to remain their allies. 

Misconceptions Leading to Disbelief 

Such was the situation with regard to the Jews among the people of earlier 

revelations. The situation with regard to Christians is explained in the s rah in a most 

decisive manner which clearly fits with its general tone and with the question under 

discussion. 

Early in the s rah, those who claim that the Christ, son of Mary, was God are 

described as unbelievers. At this point, this description is re-emphasised with regard 

to those who claim that God is a third of a trinity or allege that Jesus Christ, son of 
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Mary, was God Himself. The s rah combines this with a testimony by Jesus (peace be 

upon him) that they are unbelievers. He warns them against ascribing Divinity to 

anyone other than God Almighty. He acknowledges very clearly that God is his Lord 

and their Lord. This is concluded by a warning by God Himself against continuing 

with their unbelief represented by their own statements which cannot be uttered by 

people who believe in God and in the right faith. 

Unbelievers indeed are those who say: “God is the Christ, son of Mary.” The Christ 

himself said: Children of Israel, worship God, my Lord and your Lord. Whoever 

associates partners with God, God shall forbid him entrance into Paradise and his 

abode will be the Fire. Wrongdoers will have no helpers. Unbelievers indeed are those 

who say: “God is the third of a trinity.” Of certain, there is no god save the One God. 

Unless they desist from so saying, grievous suffering will surely befall those of them 

who are unbelievers. Will they not, then, turn to God in repentance and seek His 

forgiveness? God is Much-Forgiving, Merciful. The Christ, son of Mary, was but a 

Messenger: other messengers have passed away before him. His mother was a saintly 

woman. They both ate food [like other human beings]. Behold how clear We make 

[Our] revelations to them and behold how perverted they are. Say: Would you worship 

in place of God anything that has no power to harm or to benefit you? It is God alone 

who hears all and knows all. Say: People of earlier revelations! Do not overstep the 

bounds of truth in your religious beliefs, and do not follow the vain desires of those 

who have gone astray in the past, and have led many others astray and are still 

straying from the right path. (Verses 72-7) 

We have already given a brief explanation of how and when these deviant 

assertions crept into the Christian faith, which was preached by Jesus (peace be upon 

him), a Messenger of God. Like his brothers, God’s Messengers, he preached the 

principle of God’s oneness in its purity, unadulterated by even the slightest shred of 

idolatry or polytheism. All Divine messages had the common goal of establishing the 

principle of God’s oneness, calling on mankind to believe in it, and reject all pagan 

beliefs. We will mention ere briefly the conclusions which those synods endorsed, 

advocating the concept of trinity and that of the divinity of Jesus Chris and their 

subsequent disagreements. 

Nawfal ibn Ni`matull h ibn Girg s of Nazareth says: the Christian faith on 

which all churches agree and which represents the basis of the constitution 

agreed by the synod is to believe in the One God: a single father, the 

Almighty, the creator of the heavens and the earth and what is seen and what 

is unseen, and to believe in a single lord, Jesus, the only son born to the father 

prior to all times and created of God’s light. He is a true god originating from 

a true god, born but not created, equal to the father in essence and from 
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whom everything derives its existence. It is for the sake of us human beings 

and for the atonement of our sins he descended from heaven. He took shape 

from the Holy Spirit, and took form from the Virgin Mary, and was crucified 

on our behalf at the time of Pilate, and suffered and was buried and then rose 

from the dead on the third day according to what is written in the books. He 

then rose to heaven and sat to the right of the Lord. He will come down again 

with glory to make the living and the dead submit. His kingdom will be 

everlasting. The Christian faith also requires believing in the Holy Spirit, the 

lord who gives life and who comes from the father. Together with the son he 

submits to Him and glorifies Him. He speaks to prophets. 

In Muĥāđarāt fī al-Naşrāniyah, Mu ammad Abū Zahrah quotes a historian of 

Christian Faith who mentions that the nature of God comprises three equal 

consecutive elements: God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Spirit. To the 

Father, all creation belongs through the Son; the Son has the atonement; and the Holy 

Spirit gives purification. 

Because of the difficulty of formulating a clear concept which combines the three 

elements in one and reconciling God’s oneness with the trinity, Christian theologians 

have always tried to evade rational discussion of this paradoxical question. The 

theologian Potter writes in a paper entitled “Principles and Details”: “We have 

understood this as far as our reason can cope with it. We hope to understand it more 

clearly in future when everything in the heavens and on earth will be revealed to us. 

As for the present, the measure of our understanding is sufficient.” 

God, limitless is He in His glory, says that all these assertions are false and 

represent unbelief. As we have seen, they include the claim that the Christ has a 

Divine nature, and they claim that God is the third of a trinity. God has the final say 

on all questions. He always says the truth and He guides to the right path. 

“Unbelievers indeed are those who say: “God is the Christ, son of Mary.” The Christ 

himself said: Children of Israel, worship God, my Lord and your Lord. Whoever associates 

partners with God, God shall forbid him entrance into Paradise and his abode will be the Fire. 

Wrongdoers will have no helpers.” (Verse 72) We see how Jesus Christ himself (peace be 

upon him) has warned them, but they paid no heed. After he departed from them, 

they followed the deviant path he warned them against, because it is certain to forbid 

them entrance into Paradise and make them suffer in the fire of Hell. They forgot 

what Christ told them: “Children of Israel, worship God, my Lord and your Lord.” He 

declared to them that he and they stood in the same position of servitude to God, the 

One God who has no partners. 

The Qur’ n makes a final judgement on all their blasphemous claims: “Unbelievers 

are those indeed who say: ‘God is the third of a trinity.’” (Verse 73) It states the truth 
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which constitutes the basis of every faith preached by every one of God’s 

Messengers: “Of certain, there is no god save the One God.” (Verse 73) It threatens them 

with the punishment prepared for those who make such blasphemous assertions and 

believe in them: “Unless they desist from so saying, grievous suffering will surely befall 

those of them who are unbelievers.” (Verse 73) The unbelievers are the ones who 

continue to make such assertions which God has ruled to be a clear denial of faith. 

These stern warnings are followed by encouragement and persuasion: “Will they 

not, then, turn to God in repentance and seek His forgiveness? God is Much-Forgiving, 

Merciful.” (Verse 74) The door to repentance and forgiveness is, thus, left open. God’s 

forgiveness and mercy are certain to be forthcoming, if sought before it is too late. 

Mary, the Saintly Woman and Her Son 

The s rah then puts them face to face with this clear fact in the hope that they will 

reason properly and bring themselves to understand things as they are. This is 

coupled with amazement that even after this exposition, they continue to reject the 

facts: “The Christ, son of Mary, was but a Messenger: other messengers have passed away 

before him. His mother was a saintly woman. They both ate food [like other human beings]. 

Behold how clear We make [Our] revelations to them and behold how perverted they are.” 

(Verse 75) 

The verse describes both mother and son as people who ate ordinary food. This 

was a simple fact in the lives of Jesus Christ (peace be upon him) and his saintly 

mother. Eating food is a characteristic of living creatures which proves the humanity 

of Christ and his mother. Food is normally eaten to satisfy an undeniable physical 

need. Whoever needs to eat food in order to live cannot be a deity. God’s life needs 

no food to support it because He lives and remains alive by Himself. He does not 

need to have any created thing like food to enter or leave his body. Limitless is He in 

His glory. 

This logic is so clear and powerful that no one can deny the fact it states. It is 

followed, therefore, by a condemnation of the Christians’ attitude in so far as they 

refuse to accept it: “Behold how clear We make Our revelations to them and behold how 

perverted they are.” (Verse 75) 

This ordinary human life which Christ lived has troubled those who wanted to 

make him a deity in spite of his teachings to the contrary. They went to a great deal 

of trouble and argument about Christ’s nature and whether it was Divine or human, 

as we have already briefly explained. 

Speaking from a different angle, but using the same clear logic, the s rah wonders 

at their objectionable stance: “Say: Would you worship in place of God anything that has 
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no power to harm or to benefit you? It is God alone who hears all and knows all.” (Verse 76) 

It should be noted that the Qur’ nic verse deliberately uses the word “anything” 

rather than “anyone” in order to group together all creatures that have been 

worshipped, including those who have reason. The Qur’ n here refers to the fact that 

they are creatures and, as such, they are far removed in nature from Divinity. Thus, 

Jesus, the Holy Spirit and Mary are included under “anything” because, by nature, 

they are some of God’s creation. The expression contains its own powerful 

connotations implying that it is totally illogical for anything or anyone to be 

worshipped when they can neither harm nor benefit anyone. 

“It is God alone who hears all and knows all.” (Verse 76) As such, it is God who can 

cause harm and bring benefit. It is He who hears the supplication of His servants, 

accepts their worship and knows what they entertain in their minds and what 

intentions they have behind their supplication and worship. Other beings cannot 

answer prayers or supplication since they cannot hear or know everything. 

This part is concluded with a general appeal the Prophet is required to make to the 

people of earlier revelations: “Say: People of earlier revelations! Do not overstep the 

bounds of truth in your religious beliefs, and do not follow the vain desires of those who have 

gone astray in the past, and have led many others astray and are still straying from the right 

path.” (Verse 77) All these deviant beliefs have originated with trying to give Jesus 

(peace be upon him) a supreme position of honour, which caused them to `overstep 

the bounds of truth. 

The vain desires of Roman rulers brought about idolatrous beliefs into Christianity 

and the clerical synods’ same desires gave rise to all those allegations which have 

distorted the Christian faith. It should be remembered that Jesus Christ delivered his 

message in all honesty as a Messenger of God. He said: “Children of Israel, worship 

God, my Lord and your Lord. Whoever associates partners with God, God shall forbid him 

entrance into Paradise and his abode will be the Fire. Wrongdoers will have no helpers.” 

(Verse 72) This last address is a final attempt to save the people of earlier revelations 

and to help them rid themselves of deviation, conflict and vain desire. 

Before concluding our commentary on this section, we should refer briefly to three 

main facts. The first relates to the painstaking effort Islam makes in order to establish 

the correct concept of faith on the clear basis of God’s absolute oneness, and to 

eradicate all the traces of polytheistic beliefs that distorted earlier religions. The true 

nature of Godhead is stated clearly and all Divine attributes are associated with God 

alone. No human being or other creature has any share in these attributes. Islam’s 

great effort in this respect indicates that the correct concept of faith is of vital 

importance in imparting consistency and happiness to human life. It also indicates 

that Islam considers faith the basis for all human activities and relations. 
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The second fact is that the Qur’ n declares unequivocally that those who claim 

that the Christ, son of Mary, is God, or those who claim that God is the third of a 

trinity are unbelievers. Now that God has given His verdict, it is not open to any 

Muslim to consider such people as following a Divine faith. While Islam does not 

compel anyone to abandon his beliefs in order to embrace Islam, it does not approve 

of considering non-Islamic beliefs as a religion acceptable to God. It declares here 

that such beliefs will never be accepted by God, since they are, in their totality, a 

rejection of the Divine faith. 

The third fact is a logical consequence of the preceding ones. It tells us that there 

can be no alliance or patronage with any of the people of earlier revelations who 

entertain such beliefs and a Muslim who believes in God’s oneness as stated clearly 

by Islam. Every Muslim believes that Islam is the final form of the religion of 

submission to God, preached by the Prophet Mu ammad (peace be upon him), and 

that this is the only religion God accepts from mankind. 

As such, any thought of mutual support between the followers of religions against 

atheism appears to be nonsensical. When beliefs differ so radically, there can be no 

meeting ground between them. From the Islamic point of view, everything in life is 

based essentially on faith. 

When Wrongdoing is Condoned 

These verses make a definitive statement of the Jewish Prophets’ attitude towards 

the unbelievers from among the Children of Israel. It is represented by the attitude of 

the Prophets David and Jesus (peace be upon them). Both of them cursed the 

unbelievers among the Children of Israel and their prayers were answered because 

of the aggression of those unbelievers, the spread of immorality among them, their 

turning a blind eye to the spread of evil among themselves, and their patronising of 

other unbelievers. The outcome of all this was that they incurred God’s displeasure 

and were cursed. Their punishment will be everlasting. 

Those of the Children of Israel who disbelieved were cursed by David and Jesus, son of 

Mary. That was because they rebelled and persisted in their transgression. They would 

never restrain one another from wrongdoing. Vile indeed were the things they did. 

Now you can see many of them allying themselves with unbelievers. So evil is that 

which their souls make them do. They have incurred God’s wrath and in suffering they 

shall abide. Had they truly believed in God and the Prophet and all that which was 

revealed to them, they would not have taken them for allies, but many of them are 

evildoers. (Verses 78-81) 
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When we remember that it was Jesus and David who cursed the Children of Israel, 

we realise that theirs is a long history of unbelief, disobedience and rejection of the 

truth. Prophets who were sent to guide and save them were the ones who eventually 

condemned them so that they might not be guided to the truth. God answered their 

prayers and destined the Israelites to a perpetual curse. 

The unbelievers among the Children of Israel were the ones who distorted their 

revealed Scriptures and refused to abide by the rulings of the Divine Code, as we are 

told in several Qur’ nic s rahs. They violated their covenant with God in which they 

pledged themselves to support and follow every messenger He sent: “That was 

because they rebelled and persisted in their transgression.” (Verse 78) 

Jewish history is full of examples of such rebellion and aggression. These were not 

mere individual actions in the Jewish community. Indeed, they were so frequent they 

became characteristic of the whole community, and even those who did not 

perpetrate such crimes either turned a blind eye to them or did not speak out against 

them: “They would never restrain one another from wrongdoing. Vile indeed were the things 

they did.” (Verse 79) 

Rebellion and transgression can occur in any community by those who are corrupt 

and deviant. The world is never free from evil and communities will always contain 

people who transgress. But a good community, by nature, does not allow evil and 

transgression to become commonplace. When wrongdoing becomes more difficult 

than doing good in a community, and when deterrent punishments are prescribed 

and the whole community stands against evil and enforces such punishments, then 

evil shrinks and the motivation to commit it weakens. This gives the community 

stronger ties so that it is more closely knit together. Corruption becomes confined to 

a few individuals or groups who are rejected by the rest of the community and, 

hence, they hold no sway over it. 

As the Qur’ n depicts this phenomenon of Israelite society, condemning it and 

showing it in a bad light, it wants for the Muslim community a solid structure which 

repels every aspect of rebellion and transgression. It wants the Muslim community to 

solidly defend the truth and to be sensitive to any aggression against it. It wants 

those who advocate the implementation of faith to discharge their responsibility by 

standing firm against evil, corruption, tyranny and transgression. The Muslims 

should pay no heed to anyone who blames them for their attitude. They maintain 

their opposition to evil whether it is practised by powerful rulers, influential men of 

wealth, evil people with physical power or the masses swayed by vain desires. God’s 

system remains the true system and those who deviate from it are all alike, be they 

people of high or low position. Islam strongly emphasises the need to fulfil God’s 

trust, and threatens a common punishment to the whole community if it allows evil 

to spread within it. The responsibility is shared by every individual and by the 
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community as a whole. 

`Abdull h ibn Mas`ūd quotes the Prophet as saying: “When the Children of Israel 

began to commit sin, their scholars counselled them to desist, but they continued in 

their erring ways. Their scholars, nevertheless, continued to mix socially with them, 

and to eat and drink with them. God caused one group of them to stand against 

another and they were cursed by David and Jesus, son of Mary.” “That was because 

they rebelled and persisted in their transgression.” (Verse 78) The Prophet was reclining 

when he said this and at this point he sat up and said: “No! By Him who holds my 

soul in His hand, you must push them to follow the truth.” (Related by Ahmad.) 

`Abdull h ibn Mas`ūd quotes the following statement by the Prophet : 

The first defect which occurred in the community of the Israelites was that a 

man would see another and say to him: “Fear God and abandon what you 

have been doing because it is not permissible for you.” However, he meets 

him the following day but still the man persists in his erring ways, but this 

does not prevent the other from eating and mixing socially with him. When 

they did this, God caused division and conflict to occur among them.  

The Prophet then read the Qur’ nic verses: “Those of the Children of Israel who 

disbelieved were cursed by David and Jesus, son of Mary. That was because they 

rebelled and persisted in their transgression. They would never restrain one another 

from wrongdoing. Vile indeed were the things they did. Now you can see many of 

them allying themselves with unbelievers. So evil is that which their souls make them 

do. They have incurred Gods wrath and in suffering they shall abide. Had they truly 

believed in God and the Prophet and all that which was revealed to them, they would 

not have taken them for allies, but many of them are evildoers.” (Verses 78-81) 

The Prophet then said: “No! By God, you shall enjoin what is right, forbid 

what is wrong, stand up to those who are unjust and force them to follow the 

truth.”  ‘(Related by Abū D wūd.) 

The matter is not then one of mere words which enjoin good actions and speak 

against bad ones. It cannot stop at this. It must hammer the point home, boycott the 

evildoer and check evil, corruption, and transgression, with force if need be. The 

Prophet is quoted as saying: “He of you who sees an evil action being committed 

should change it with his own hands. If he cannot, then with his tongue. If he still 

cannot, then with his heart. This last one is the weakest degree of faith.” (Related by 

Muslim.) 

Ahmad relates a ad th which quotes the Prophet as saying: “God does not punish 

the whole community for the actions of a section of it, until the community sees evil 

committed within its ranks and does not speak out against it when its people are able 



Al Mā’idah (The Repast) | Who Follows Divine Faith? 

 175

to do so. If the case reaches that stage, God punishes the whole community and the 

evildoers as well.” 

The Prophet is also quoted as saying: “The best type of jihād is to say a word of 

truth in front of a despotic ruler.” (Related by Abū D wūd and al-Tirmidh .) 

There are plenty of Qur’ nic verses and aĥādīth which confirm this concept. It is 

necessary to establish a sense of common responsibility within the community so 

that none of its members turn a blind eye when they see evil being committed. No 

one just sits idle knowing that society is becoming corrupt and justifies their inaction 

by trying to avoid what may happen. Within the Muslim community, everyone is 

responsible for protecting and maintaining the bonds established by God. 

All this requires the formulation of a proper concept of faith and knowledge of 

what believing entails. It also requires that we know the Divine system we are called 

upon to implement and that it encompasses all aspects of life. We further need to 

take our faith seriously and work hard to establish the Divine system in the life of 

our community. It is only a Muslim community which conducts its affairs on the 

basis of the Divine system and implements God’s law that allows a Muslim 

individual to put into proper practice the principle of enjoining what is right and 

forbidding what is wrong. This principle no longer remains the action of an 

individual which has little impact, as is the case in all jāhiliyyah societies we see 

today. These societies have established social traditions of their own which condemn 

interference in other people’s business and consider transgression and disobedience 

as personal matters. They further allow injustice and tyranny to suppress all opinions 

and voices and punish very severely everyone who declares the word of truth in the 

presence of a tyrant. 

All efforts and sacrifices should be directed first of all to the establishment of a 

good and noble society which implements God’s system. Efforts must not be wasted 

in attempting marginal improvements, which are largely individual in outlook, 

through enjoining what is right and forbidding what is wrong. 

A Change That Must Be Total 

Partial reforms are not sufficient when the whole of society has gone wrong and 

ignorance has prevailed. When society has adopted a law other than that of God, 

efforts must strike at the roots and jihād campaigns must have the clear aim to 

establish God’s authority in society. When this is accomplished, there is a solid basis 

for the fulfilment of the all-important principle which is characteristic of the Muslim 

community: to enjoin what is right and to forbid what is wrong. 

All this requires having strong faith and knowing the true nature of faith and the 
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scope of its work in peoples’ lives. It is through such understanding that advocates of 

the truth come to rely totally on God, confident in His support, hoping to receive 

reward from Him only. They do not look to have reward or appreciation from a 

society that has gone astray or to receive support from those people who choose to 

live in darkness. 

All Qur’ nic statements and aĥādīth that speak of “enjoining what is right and 

forbidding what is wrong” actually refer to the duty of a Muslim individual in a 

Muslim community which acknowledges God’s authority and enforces His law. Such 

a society may at times fall under dictatorship or witness the spread of some sinful 

practices. Hence, the Prophet (peace be upon him) says: “The best type of jihād is to 

say a word of truth in front of a despotic ruler.” The Prophet uses the term “Imām” to 

refer to the ruler because, in the Islamic system, the ruler is the first Imām. No ruler 

can be described as Imām unless he acknowledges God’s authority and his own duty 

to enforce God’s law. A ruler who implements any other law is described in the 

Qur’ n differently: “Those who do not judge in accordance with what God has revealed are 

indeed unbelievers.” (Verse 44) In ignorant societies which refuse to enforce God’s law, 

the most important wrong which gives rise to all other wrongs is the rejection of 

God’s Divinity through rejecting His law. It is to the changing of this basic wrong 

that the efforts of the Muslim community should be directed before tackling 

secondary wrongs. It is useless for good people to try to resist or forbid such small 

wrongs when they, by nature, emanate from the first wrong of attempting to usurp 

God’s Divinity and which reject His authority by ignoring His law. 

It is perhaps pertinent to ask here the following question: according to what 

measure do we describe people’s actions as wrong and tell them to refrain from 

doing them? You may, for example, declare that a particular action is wrong and 

then find ten people rising up against you from different quarters to tell you that it is 

not wrong. They claim that it might have been considered wrong in previous 

generations, but with progress and development, things have to be looked at in a 

different light. It is important, therefore, to have a proper standard and sound values 

by which to judge matters and identify what is right and what is wrong. From where 

though can we derive such values and how do we establish such a standard? If we 

were to rely on the ever- changing judgement of people and societies, or their 

traditions and prejudices, we would end up in a maze where there are no sign posts 

or road markings. Nevertheless, it is so important to establish such a standard and 

that this standard should remain constant, unaffected by people’s prejudices. The 

standard we require, then, is that which God lays down. 

Now let us consider a situation where society does not recognise God’s authority 

in the first place and does not implement His law. Or let us consider a situation 

where society ridicules and persecutes those who advocate the implementation of 
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God’s law. Would it not be a waste of our time and energy to try to correct certain 

details or side issues over which opinions, values and standards differ so widely? It 

is extremely important to reach an initial agreement on a basis, standard and 

authority to which we refer for arbitration over conflicting views. 

We must begin with enjoining the most important “right” of all, namely, the 

acknowledgement of God’s authority and the adoption of the way of life He has laid 

down. It is equally important to forbid the most serious of wrongs which amounts to 

a rejection of God’s Divinity through the rejection of His way of life. When the 

foundation is established, the structure can be built. Let us, then, concentrate all our 

efforts on one front so that we can establish that foundation. It is sad to see good, 

well meaning people spending all their energy in a concerted attempt to correct 

certain details when the basic criterion for the establishment of an Islamic 

community is non-existent. 

What use is it to try to persuade people not to accept or take earnings that are 

unlawful, in a society where the whole community is based on usury? In such a 

society, all money is unlawful and no one can make sure that what he earns is lawful, 

because the whole social and economic system is in conflict with God’s law. 

What use is it to try to persuade people not to be promiscuous in a society which 

does not consider adultery an offence except in cases of rape? Even in such cases, it 

does not enforce the punishment prescribed by God, because it rejects God’s law and, 

consequently, rejects God as the Creator, Ruler and Legislator? It is futile to tell 

people not to drink when the law of the country permits drinking and punishes only 

those who go out in the street totally drunk. Even then, it administers a punishment 

other than that defined by God’s law, which it does not recognise. 

You may try to tell people not to abuse religion, but what good does that achieve 

in a society which does not recognise God’s authority and in which God is not 

worshipped properly. Other deities are recognised and a different law and set of 

values, standards and systems are implemented. In such a situation, the whole 

society, including the person whose faith is abused, submits to those who enact laws 

and set values and standards for it. 

We ask once again, what use is it to enjoin what is right and forbid what is wrong 

in these situations? What benefit do we gain when we tell people to refrain from 

doing these grave sins, let alone small ones, when the most cardinal sin of all, i.e. the 

rejection of God and His law, is not forbidden? The matter is far greater and wider 

than the questions which consume the efforts and energies of well meaning people. 

Details, however important, including cardinal sins, should take a secondary 

position at this stage. Unless God’s authority to legislate is recognised and acted 

upon, all efforts directed to detail are wasted. 
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God’s Messenger, (peace be upon him), says: “Anyone of you who sees something 

wrong being done should change it with his hand. If he cannot, then with a word of 

mouth and if he still cannot, then in his heart. This last one is the weakest degree of 

faith.” Muslims may face a situation where they cannot change wrong physically 

with their own hands and cannot change it by speaking out against it. So what is left 

to them is the weakest degree of faith, which means that they should change it in 

their hearts. This is something that no one can prevent them from doing, if they are 

truly Muslims. 

It should be explained that this is not a negative attitude to wrong, as may be 

thought. The fact that the Prophet describes it as “changing” what is wrong suggests 

that it is a positive action. To object to what is wrong, even in one’s thoughts, means 

maintaining a positive attitude towards that wrong. It suggests that the person 

concerned rejects that wrong and tries to eradicate it and replace it with what is right 

at the first opportunity. A Muslim is required to maintain at least the weakest degree 

of faith which is to object to wrong in private. To submit to wrong, on the other hand, 

simply because it can exert enormous pressure, is to abandon even the weakest 

degree of faith. In such a situation, the same curse that has been incurred by the 

Children of Israel applies. 

Those of the Children of Israel who disbelieved were cursed by David and Jesus, son of 

Mary. That was because they rebelled and persisted in their transgression. They would 

never restrain one another from wrongdoing. Vile indeed were the things they did. 

(Verses 78-9) 

An Essential Requirement of Faith 

The real reason for this attitude of the Jews, despite their having received 

revelations from God, is that they do not really believe in God and His Messenger. 

They have not embraced God’s final message. Hence, they are unbelievers. Had they 

believed, they would not have allied themselves to unbelievers: “Now you can see 

many of them allying themselves with unbelievers. So evil is that which their souls make them 

do. They have incurred God’s wrath and in suffering they shall abide. Had they truly believed 

in God and the Prophet and all that which was revealed to them, they would not have taken 

them for allies, but many of them are evildoers.” (Verses 80-1) 

This statement which describes the position of the Jews at the time of God’s 

Messenger (peace be upon him) also applies today, tomorrow and at all times. It is 

also true of all the peoples of earlier revelations in most parts of the world today. 

Hence, it is our duty to carefully study the Qur’ n and learn the lessons it has for 

every Muslim community throughout all generations. 



Al Mā’idah (The Repast) | Who Follows Divine Faith? 

 179

It was the Jews who allied themselves to the unbelievers and incited them to 

attack the Muslims. God says of them in the Qur’ n: “They say to the unbelievers that 

they are better guided than the believers.” (4: 51) This was most clearly apparent in the 

Battle of the Moat, but it was also clear both before and after it, up to our present 

time. Israel could not have come into existence in Palestine except through the Jews 

allying themselves to present-day unbelievers and atheists. 

As for the other people of earlier revelations, they ally themselves with materialist 

atheism whenever they have to deal with Muslims. They even cooperate with people 

of pagan and idolatrous religions when they have to fight Muslims, even though 

those Muslims do not represent Islam in any way, except through being descendants 

of past Muslim generations. All this goes to show how deeply rooted is the grudge 

against this faith and those who belong to it, though their claims of belonging to it 

may be false. God indeed tells the truth. He says: “Now you can see many of them 

allying themselves with unbelievers. So evil is that which their souls make them do. They have 

incurred God’s wrath and in suffering they shall abide.” (Verse 80) This is the net result of 

what they have done for themselves. Evil indeed is such an outcome. Bitter indeed 

are the fruits they reap from allying themselves with unbelievers. 

Who of us reads or listens to God’s description of those people and still takes 

decisions that cannot be sanctioned by God, concerning alliances and mutual support 

between the followers of this religion and its enemies who are allied with 

unbelievers? What motive could there be for those people to seek an alliance with 

unbelievers, unless it is lack of faith in God and His Messenger: “Had they truly 

believed in God and the Prophet and all that which was revealed to them, they would not have 

taken them for allies, but many of them are evildoers.” (Verse 81) This is indeed the 

reason: they do not believe in God and the Prophet, and the majority of them are 

evildoers. They share the same feelings and directions with unbelievers. Hence, they 

prefer to be allied with them rather than with those who believe in God and His 

Messenger. 

This Qur’ nic comment highlights three important facts. Firstly, that all the people 

of the Scriptures, with the exception of a few who believe in Mu ammad, God’s 

Messenger (peace be upon him), do not believe in God because they do not believe in 

His last Messenger. The Qur’ n does not describe them as people who do not believe 

in the Prophet only, but describes them as non-believers in God as well: “Had they 

truly believed in God and the Prophet and all that which was revealed to them, they would 

not have taken them for allies, but many of them are evildoers.” (Verse 81) This is a clear 

statement from God which does not admit any ambiguity or differing interpretation. 

No matter how strongly they claim that they believe in God, they are unbelievers, 

particularly when we take into consideration their deviant concepts of God as these 

have been outlined in this and other s rahs. 
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Secondly, all the people of earlier revelations are required to embrace the Divine 

faith, as they have been called upon to do so by the Prophet Mu ammad (peace be 

upon him). If they respond, then they are believers and they follow a Divine faith. If 

they reject this call, God’s description of them remains true. 

Thirdly, there can be no bond of alliance or mutual support between them and 

Muslims in any matter, because all matters are, according to Islam subject to faith. 

It is important, however, to point out that Islam instruct its followers to be kind to 

the people of earlier revelations and to extend to them benevolent treatment and to 

protect their lives, honour, and property when they are in the land of Islam. Muslims 

are also required to let them follow their religions, whatever they are, but to call on 

them gently to follow Islam and to argue with them over this in a reasonable manner. 

It is also the duty of Muslims to fulfil their covenants with them as long as they 

remain true to such covenants. They may not at any time be subjected to any form of 

compulsion in matters of faith. 

Such is Islam: clear, straightforward, kind, tolerant. 

God always tells the truth and He guides to the path that is straightest. 
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7 

Relations with Other Faiths 

You will certainly find that, of all people, 

the most hostile to those who believe are the 

Jews, and those who associate partners with 

God; and you will certainly find that the 

nearest of them in affection to the believers 

are those who say, “We are Christians.” 

This is so because there are priests and 

monks among them and because they are 

not given to arrogance. (82) 

When they listen to what has been revealed 

to God’s Messenger, you see their eyes 

overflow with tears because of the Truth 

they recognise. They say: “Our Lord, we do 

believe; so enrol us among those who bear 

witness to the truth. (83) 

“How could we fail to believe in God and 

the truth that has come to us when we 

dearly hope that our Lord will admit us 

among the righteous?” (84) 

And for this their prayer God will reward 

them with gardens through which running 

waters flow, where they will abide. Such is 

the reward of those who do good; (85) 
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Overview 

This short passage complements the discussion which has already taken place in 

this s rah about the attitudes of the Jews, the Christians and those who associate 

partners with God towards His Messenger (peace be upon him) and the Muslim 

community. It includes statements explaining the deviation that has crept into the 

faiths of the Jews and Christians, the ill intentions and wickedness of the Jews 

towards their prophets and towards God’s Messenger, and their support of the 

unbelievers against him. The discussion in this s rah gives the final judgement on the 

Jews and Christians, describing them in terms of unbelief or “unfaith” because they 

have abandoned what their own Scriptures state and denied what God’s Messenger 

has conveyed to them. This s rah also confirms that the Jews and the Christians have 

nothing to stand on unless they implement the Torah and the Gospel and all that has 

been revealed to them by their Lord. Addressing the Prophet (peace be upon him), 

the s rah requires him to convey what has been revealed to him by his Lord to all 

people: idolaters, Jews and Christians alike. All of them follow nothing of the Divine 

faith and all of them are called upon to believe in Islam. The s rah also requires the 

Muslim community to be allied only with God, His Messenger and the believers and 

to seek no alliance with the Jews and the Christians because they are allies of one 

another. The Jews also ally themselves to unbelievers, and for this they have been 

cursed by David and Jesus, son of Mary. 

This short passage explains the attitude of all these groups towards the Prophet 

and the Muslim community. They also state the different rewards awaiting them in 

the Hereafter. 

Who Hates the Believers Most? 

The Muslim community used to receive Qur’ nic revelations in order to 

determine, according to the directives of the Qur’ n, its plan of action, and to adopt 

according to these directives the proper attitudes towards all people. The Qur’ n is 

the Book which gives the Muslim community the guidance it needs and determines 

the course of action it should take. When the Muslim community implemented this 

method, it was able to overcome others and not be beaten by them. This is because it 

While those who disbelieve and deny Our 

revelations are destined for the blazing fire. 

(86) 
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fought its enemies under direct Divine leadership, by virtue of the fact that the 

Prophet, its leader, followed Divine guidance and implemented Divine instructions. 

The Divine directives included in the Qur’ n continue to be operative. The 

advocates of Islam today and tomorrow will do well if they listen to these directives 

and statements as if they are addressed to them now in order to determine on their 

basis their attitudes towards all groups of people and towards different beliefs and 

creeds, situations and systems, values and standards. 

“You will certainly find that, of all people, the most hostile to those who believe are the 

Jews, and those who associate partners with God.” (Verse 82) The way this statement is 

phrased makes it addressed either to the Prophet or to all believers because it states 

something that can be recognised by everyone. Arabic style admits both possibilities. 

In either case, it provides the same meaning. What is noteworthy about the phrasing 

of this statement is the fact that the Jews are mentioned ahead of the idolaters in 

being most hostile to the believers, and that their hostility is open and easily 

recognised by anyone who cares to pay attention. 

It is true that in Arabic usage, the conjunction “and” simply denotes a combination 

without adding any ordering of those which are combined. By mentioning the Jews 

first in this instance, when it would be thought they would be less than the idolaters 

in their hostility to the believers as they have revealed Scriptures of their own, makes 

the ordering particularly significant. Because of the way it is phrased, the statement 

directs attention to the fact that their Scriptures have not changed the Jews and that 

they are just the same as the unbelievers in their ardent hostility towards the 

believers. This is the least that can be said, although it is also possible that the 

statement means that in their hostility to believers, the Jews took the lead, their 

animosity greater than that of the idolaters. 

When we look at the history of Islam ever since its very early days until the 

present moment, we have no doubt that the hostility of the Jews to the believers has 

always been more fierce, determined and longer lasting than the hostility of the 

idolaters and unbelievers. From the very first moment the Muslim state was 

established in Madinah, the Jews adopted a hostile attitude towards it. They schemed 

against the Muslim community from the outset of its very existence. Qur’ nic 

references to this hostility and scheming are sufficient to give a good idea of the 

unabating war the Jews have waged against Islam and its Messenger (peace be upon 

him), and the Muslim community throughout history. Indeed, this war has not 

abated for a single moment throughout fourteen centuries. It continues to rage 

throughout the world even today. 

When the Prophet settled in Madinah, he concluded a treaty of peaceful 

coexistence with the Jews and called on them to believe in Islam, which confirmed 



Al Mā’idah (The Repast) | Relations with Other Faiths 

 184

the Torah that had been revealed to them before. They, however, did not fulfil their 

obligations under this treaty in the same way as they reneged on every pledge they 

made to their Lord or to their prophets. For this reason, God says to the Prophet 

about them: “We have sent down to you clear revelations: none will deny them except the 

evildoers. Is it always to be the case that every time they make a solemn pledge some of them 

renege on it? The truth is that most of them do not believe. And now that a Messenger from 

God has come to them confirming what is already in their possession, some of those who had 

been given the Scriptures cast the Book of God behind their backs as though they know 

nothing about it.” (2: 99-101) 

They harboured hostility towards Islam and the Muslims from the very first day 

when God united the two Arab tribes, al-Aws and al-Khazraj, under Islam, thus 

leaving no room for the Jews to play one group off against the other. They increased 

their hostility from the day the Prophet Mu ammad (peace be upon him) assumed 

leadership of the Muslim community denying the Jews any chance to impose their 

views. They have since then utilised all available weapons and all ways and means 

that their scheming ingenuity could identify to undermine Islam. In this they relied 

on their experience as slaves in Babylon and Egypt and their subservience to the 

Roman Empire. Although Islam was hospitable to them after their humiliation, they 

returned its favours with the most wicked scheming. 

They incited all the forces of pagan Arabia against Islam, and they worked hard to 

forge an alliance with all previously hostile tribes to launch an offensive against the 

Muslim community. They even claimed that the Arab idolaters were a better guided 

people than the believers. 

When Islam was able to overcome them with the force of the truth, they tried to 

scheme against it by incorporating fabrications into their books. The only book which 

remained pure was and is the Qur’ n, God’s book which He has guaranteed to 

preserve intact. They also schemed against Islam by trying to sow discord within 

Muslim ranks and by creating trouble in which they managed to manipulate 

newcomers to Islam and those who had not acquired proper insight into Islamic 

principles or values. Their scheming also entailed inciting Islam’s adversaries 

everywhere to come out in a joint effort against it. 

In recent history, they have been the ones to lead the war against Islam 

throughout the world. It is they who utilised Christian and idolatrous forces in an all-

out effort against Islam. It is they who create heroes who have Muslim names but try 

to suppress Islam with all their might. God tells the truth when He says: “You will 

certainly find that, of all people, the most hostile to those who believe are the Jews, and those 

who associate partners with God.” (Verse 82) 

An alliance of forces hostile to Islam was forged in order to launch a pincer attack 

against the newly-born Muslim state in Madinah. In an attempt to exterminate Islam 
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altogether, this grouping consisted of the Jewish tribe of Qurayżah as well as other 

Jews, the major Arab tribe of the Quraysh in Madinah and other major tribes in the 

rest of Arabia. The person who took it upon himself to bring about this alliance and 

who worked hard for its realisation was a Jew. 

Thirty years later, a group of Jews started a mass uprising bringing together the 

remnants of hostile groups, and spreading all sorts of rumours. They succeeded in 

stirring up trouble to such an extent that it led to the assassination of `Uthm n the 

third Caliph to rule the Muslim state after the Prophet. The Muslim world has often 

faced problems as a result of Jewish conspiracies ever since the early days of Islam. 

The person who then took the lead in fabricating statements and attributing them 

to God’s Messenger (peace be upon him), and fabricating reports about Islamic 

history and leading Muslim personalities was also a Jew. 

In more recent history, it was a Jew who stirred nationalistic feelings and gave 

prominence to them in the last Islamic Caliphate. He was the schemer behind the 

rebellions and coups d’etat which began by replacing Islamic law with a 

“constitution” during the reign of Sultan `Abd al- am d prior to the abolition of 

Islamic rule altogether at the hands of the nationalist hero, ‘Ataturk’. 

The Jews have been the prime movers in the war declared on all fronts against the 

advocates of Islamic revival throughout the world. Moreover, the atheistic, 

materialistic doctrine in our world was advanced by a Jew, and the permissive 

doctrine which is sometimes called, “the sexual revolution”, was advocated by a Jew. 

Indeed, most evil theories which try to destroy all values and all that is sacred to 

mankind are advocated by Jews. 

The war that the Jews have launched against Islam has been much longer lasting 

and wider in spectrum than that launched against it by pagans and unbelievers both 

in old and modern times, although the latter has also been extremely ferocious. The 

fight with the Arabian idolaters in the early days of Islam did not last more than 20 

years. Of similar duration was the battle against the Persian Empire. In modern 

times, we see that the war launched against Islam by paganism in India is and has 

been manifestly ferocious, but it does not equal the ferocity of the Zionist war against 

Islam. [Incidentally, Marxism is only an offshoot of Zionism in this respect.] The only 

battle against Islam which is comparable to that of the Jews in respect of its duration 

and scope was that of the Crusades, to which we will presently refer. 

We remind ourselves of this history in order to appreciate God’s purpose in 

mentioning the Jews ahead of the idolaters in the ranking of those who are hostile to 

Islam: “You will certainly find that, of all people, the most hostile to those who believe are the 

Jews, and those who associate partners with God.” (Verse 82) Theirs is a wicked nature 

which is full of hatred for Islam, its Prophet and its followers. Hence, God warns His 
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Messenger and the believers against its designs. This wicked and most vile nature 

could only be defeated in past history by Islam and its followers when they truly 

followed Islamic principles. Our modern world will not be saved from this wicked 

nature except by Islam, and only when its people implement Islam completely in 

their lives. 

An Attitude Bringing Rich Rewards 

“And you will certainly find that the nearest of them in affection to the believers are those 

who say, `We are Christians.’ This is so because there are priests and monks among them and 

because they are not given to arrogance.” (Verse 82) This verse and the four verses that 

follow it describe a certain condition and make a judgement concerning it. The 

description applies to a group of the followers of Jesus (peace be upon him) who 

describe themselves as Christians, and it states that these are the nearest of all people 

in their affection to the believers. 

Although these verses leave us in no doubt that they describe a particular case to 

which the whole statement applies, many are those who are mistaken in their 

understanding of it. Their mistake causes a serious error in determining the Muslims’ 

attitude towards other camps. Hence, it is important to carefully study these verses 

and understand the particular case to which they apply. 

That particular case applied to a certain group of Christians. They were closest in 

their affection to the believers, “because there are priests and monks among them and 

because they are not given to arrogance”. (Verse 82) Among them were people who were 

fully aware of the true Christian faith, and were prepared to acknowledge the truth 

whenever they realised it. 

The Qur’ n clarifies the fact that this description does not apply to all those who 

claim to be Christians. It provides more details of the attitude of this particular 

group: “When they listen to what has been revealed to God’s Messenger, you see their eyes 

overflow with tears because of the Truth they recognise. They say: `Our Lord, we do believe; 

so enrol us among those who bear witness to the truth. How could we fail to believe in God 

and the truth that has come to us when we dearly hope that our Lord will admit us among the 

righteous?” (Verses 83-4) 

This is a very vivid description of this group. They are so deeply touched when 

they listen to the Qur’ n that tears spring to their eyes in recognition of the truth they 

hear. In the first instance, they cannot express this recognition in any way better than 

allowing their eyes to overflow with tears. No words are adequate to describe their 

feelings. Such a response, indicative of profound effect, is a well-known human 

reaction. 
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Tearful eyes, however, are not enough. They do not wish to adopt a negative 

attitude to the truth they have recognised as a result of listening to the Qur’ n and its 

evident authoritativeness. They take a clear, positive attitude which accepts this 

truth, believes in it and submits to its authority. They declare their acceptance in a 

profound and frank manner, saying: “Our Lord, we do believe; so enrol us among those 

who bear witness to the truth. How could we fail to believe in God and the truth that has come 

to us when we dearly hope that our Lord will admit us among the righteous?” (Verses 83-4) 

Firstly, they declare to their Lord that they believe in this truth they have 

recognised and pray to Him in His glory to include them among those who bear 

witness to this truth and with the community that seeks to implement it. That is the 

community of Muslims, which gives credence to its belief in this truth both by verbal 

declaration and by action to establish it in human life. Those new witnesses thus join 

the Muslim community that submits to the truth and they pray to God to witness 

their belief. Furthermore, they cannot accept that any obstacle should impede them 

from believing in God or submitting to the truth as they listen to it. After all, they 

hope that as a result of their acceptance of the faith, their Lord will be pleased with 

them, assign to them a higher rank and include them among the righteous: “How 

could we fail to believe in God and the truth that has come to us when we dearly hope that our 

Lord will admit us among the righteous?” (Verse 84) 

This is, then, a definitive attitude towards the truth God has revealed to His 

Messenger. It is an attitude of careful listening, unbiased consideration, appropriate 

recognition, profound influence and unhesitating acceptance. The climax is to declare 

their total submission and their joining with the Muslim community, coupled with a 

prayer to God to include them among those who bear witness to the truth. This 

places on them a duty that their testimony should come in the form of action and 

struggle to implement the faith in human life, and a recognition that they can no 

longer adopt any way other than that of believing in God and the truth that He has 

revealed to His Messenger. It is this which causes them to hope that eventually they 

will win God’s acceptance and His pleasure. 

On Recognising the Truth of Islam 

Having described their frank, positive attitude towards the truth revealed to God’s 

Messenger and their declaration of their acceptance of Islam and their willingness to 

bear witness to it by sacrificing their wealth and lives for its cause, praying all the 

time that God may accept them as witnesses and admit them among the righteous, 

the s rah describes their destiny: “And for this their prayer God will reward them with 

gardens through which running waters flow, where they will abide. Such is the reward of 

those who do good.” (Verse 85) 
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God knows that what they have said is true and that they mean it seriously. They 

are determined to follow the path of faith and to bear witness to the truthfulness of 

the new religion they have adopted. He knows that they consider that bearing such 

testimony with all that it requires of personal and financial sacrifice is a favour which 

God grants to those of His servants who He chooses. He also knows that they realise 

that they have no way to follow other than the one they have chosen, hoping that 

their Lord will include them among the righteous. As God knows all this about them, 

He accepts their statement and grants them Heaven as a reward, describing them as 

people who do good and granting them the reward He keeps in reserve for such 

people: “And for this their prayer God will reward them with gardens through which 

running waters flow, where they will abide. Such is the reward of those who do good.” (Verse 

85) Doing good is the highest grade of faith and submission to God. This group of 

people have earned God’s own acknowledgement that they do good. 

The s rah has given us a very clear description of this group of people who are 

“nearest in affection to the believers”, giving prominence to the fact that they are far 

from arrogant and that they respond to the truth once they recognise it. Moreover, 

they are honest, serious and willing to fulfil the requirements of faith. But the s rah 

does not stop at that in identifying this group. It goes on to distinguish them from the 

rest of those who say, “We are Christians”. This latter group listen to the truth, but 

they deny it, turn away from it and have no interest in bearing witness to its 

truthfulness. Indeed, they claim it to be false: “While those who disbelieve and deny Our 

revelations are destined for the blazing fire.” (Verse 86) 

There is no doubt that the description, “those who disbelieve and deny Our 

revelations”, refers here to those who claim to be Christians, yet listen to the truth and 

refuse to respond to it. The Qur’ n describes them as unbelievers as long as they 

adopt this attitude. The description applies to the Jews and Christians who are joined 

with the idolaters in being unbelievers as long as they continue to deny that what 

God revealed to His Messenger as the truth, and as long as they continue to refuse to 

accept Islam which is the only religion acceptable to God. Statements to this effect are 

found in the Qur’ n: “Those who disbelieve among the people of earlier revelations and the 

idolaters could have never departed [from their erring ways] until there had come to them the 

Clear Proof... Those who disbelieve among the people of earlier revelations and the idolaters 

shall be in the fire of hell, wherein they will abide. They are the worst of all creatures.” (98: 1 

and 6) “Unbelievers indeed are those who say: ‘God is the Christ, son of Mary.’” (Verse 72) 

“Unbelievers indeed are those who say: ‘God is the third of a trinity.’” (Verse 73) “Those of 

the Children of Israel who disbelieved were cursed by David and Jesus, son of Mary.” (Verse 

78) 

It is, then, a description repeatedly used in the Qur’ n and a judgement endorsed 

on several occasions. It is used here to distinguish between two groups of those who 
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describe themselves as Christians as they adopt opposing attitudes towards 

believers. It also distinguishes the destiny of one group to that of the other. The first 

group will dwell in Heaven forever, since this is the reward of those who do good, 

while the other will end up in Hell. 

In conclusion, we say that not all those who describe themselves as Christians are 

included among those who are “nearest in affection to the believers”. Anyone who 

suggests otherwise simply tries to make his judgement on the basis of only one part 

of the Qur’ nic statement, paying little attention to the rest. God’s judgement applies 

only to a particular group of Christians of whom God has given us a full description, 

leaving no room for ambiguity or confusion. 

But who are the Christians about whom this statement is made? We have several 

reports which identify them. The first one is given by al-Qur ub , a renowned 

scholar, who includes the following in his well- known commentary on the Qur’ n: 

This verse refers to Negus, the ruler of Abyssinia, and his people. When a 

group of Muslims arrived in their land after the first emigration, as reported 

in detail in biographies of the Prophet, to save themselves from persecution 

by the unbelievers in Makkah. 

The emigrants were a good number of people. God’s Messenger later 

migrated to Madinah and the unbelievers were unable to capture him. 

Subsequently, war broke out between the two camps and the unbelievers 

were unable to harm the Prophet. When the Battle of Badr took place and 

God caused many of the stalwarts among the unbelievers to be killed in that 

Battle, the unbelievers of the Quraysh thought that they could pursue their 

revenge against the Muslim emigrants in Abyssinia. Some of them suggested 

that they should send two wise men to Negus with rich presents to request 

him to extradite the Muslims who had taken refuge in his land. If he 

responded favourably to this request, they would kill those Muslims in 

revenge for those unbelievers killed at the Battle of Badr. 

The Quraysh sent `Amr ibn al-` ş and `Abdull h ibn Ab  Rab `ah with rich 

gifts. When God’s Messenger heard of this, he sent `Amr ibn Umayyah al-

Damr  who carried a letter from the Prophet to Negus. When Negus read the 

Prophet’s letter, he called in Ja`far ibn Ab  lib and his fellow immigrants. 

He also called in his priests and monks. He asked Ja`far to recite a passage 

from the Qur’ n and Ja`far recited S rah 19, entitled Mary. When they 

listened to it, their eyes were full with tears. It is to those people that 

reference is made by God in the following verses: “You will certainly find that, 

of all people, the most hostile to those who believe are the Jews, and those who 

associate partners with God; and you will certainly find that the nearest of them in 
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affection to the believers are those who say, ‘We are Christians.’ This is so because 

there are priests and monks among them and because they are not given to arrogance. 

When they listen to what has been revealed to God’s Messenger, you see their eyes 

overflow with tears because of the Truth they recognise. They say: ‘Our Lord, we do 

believe; so enrol us among those who bear witness to the truth.’” (Verses 82-3) (This 

report is mentioned in a ĥadīth related by Abū D wūd.] 

A different report is given by al-Bayhaq  on the authority of Ibn Is q: 

Twenty people or so of Abyssinian Christians came to meet the Prophet 

(peace be upon him) when he was still in Makkah. They found him in the 

Mosque and they talked to him and asked him questions. Several groups of 

people from the Quraysh were sitting in their usual places around the 

Ka`bah. When the Abyssinians had put all their questions to the Prophet, he 

called on them to believe in his message. He recited to them passages of the 

Qur’ n. When they listened to them, their eyes were tearful. They responded 

positively and declared that they believed in him as God’s Messenger. They 

recognised him as the Prophet described in their Scriptures. When they left 

the Prophet, Abū Jahl, [the most hostile opponent of Islam in Makkah], and a 

number of Quraysh men stopped them and said, ‘What a gullible group of 

people you are! Your people back home have sent you to gather information 

about this man. But you have not been long with him when you disowned 

your own faith and declared your belief in what he said to you. We have 

never seen a more feeble-minded group than you.’ They replied, ‘We leave 

you in peace, as we do not wish to have a slanging match with you. We are 

responsible for our deeds and you for yours. We will let no chance to do 

ourselves good slip away without making use of it.’ It is also said that this 

group of Christians came from Najr n in Southern Arabia. It is reported that 

other verses of the Qur’ n commending their attitude were also revealed 

including the following verses: “Those to whom We have vouchsafed revelations 

in the past believe in it [i.e. the Qur’ān]; and when it is read out to them, they say, 

‘We believe in it, for it is the truth from our Lord. Indeed even before this have we 

surrendered ourselves to Him. These shall receive a twofold reward for having been 

patient in adversity, and having repelled evil with good, and having spent in charity 

out of what We provided for them, and whenever they heard frivolous talk, having 

turned away from it and said: We are responsible for our deeds and you for yours. 

Peace be to you. We do not seek out ignorant people.’’’ (28: 52-5) 

A third report suggests that Ja`far ibn Ab  lib, the Prophet’s cousin, and his 

fellow immigrants in Abyssinia, came back to join the Prophet accompanied by 70 

men wearing woolen clothes. Sixty-two of them were from Abyssinia and the other 
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eight from Syria. The latter group included a monk called Ba r  and the other seven 

were Idr s, Ashraf, Abrahah, Thum mah, Qutham, Durayd and Ayman. The Prophet 

recited to them the full text of S rah 36. When they listened to the Qur’ n, their eyes 

were full of tears and they declared that they believed in its truth. They said, `This is 

very similar to the revelations given to Jesus Christ.’ It is in reference to them that the 

following verses were revealed: “You will certainly find that, of all people, the most hostile 

to those who believe are the Jews, and those who associate partners with God; and you will 

certainly find that the nearest of them in affection to the believers are those who say, ‘We are 

Christians.’ This is so because there are priests and monks among them and because they are 

not given to arrogance. When they listen to what has been revealed to God’s Messenger, you 

see their eyes overflow with tears because of the Truth they recognise. They say: `Our Lord, 

we do believe; so enrol us among those who bear witness to the truth. How could we fail to 

believe in God and the truth that has come to us when we dearly hope that our Lord will 

admit us among the righteous?” (Verses 82-4) This delegation was sent by the 

Abyssinian ruler, Negus, and they were the ones who dedicated themselves to 

worship in isolated places, such as caves. 

Sa` d ibn Jubayr says that God also revealed other verses of the Qur’ n, such as 

verses 52-5 of S rah 28, quoted above, about this group of people. Muq til and al-

Kalb  report that they were 40 Christians from Najr n and 32 from Abyssinia 

together with 68 from Syria. Qat dah says that these verses were revealed in 

reference to a group of Christians who followed the authentic Christian revelations. 

When God sent the Prophet Mu ammad with His last message, they believed in him 

and God praised them for this. 

A Positive Response to God’s Revelations 

What we have stated in respect of the meaning of these verses, as suggested by the 

general sequence of the s rah and confirmed by these reports, fits in well with other 

statements in this s rah and in the Qur’ n as a whole concerning the attitudes of Jews 

and Christians in general towards the Islamic faith and its followers. Moreover, it fits 

in with the history of the Muslim community throughout the fourteen centuries of its 

history. 

The s rah maintains the same trend, atmosphere and objectives throughout. 

Moreover, God’s revelations do not contradict each other: 

“Had it issued from any but God, they would surely have found in it many an inner 

contradiction!” (4: 82) In this same s rah various statements have been given which 

confirm the import of this text which is the subject of our discussion. Of these we 

may quote: “Believers, do not take the Jews and the Christians for your allies. They are allies 

of one another. Whoever of you allies himself with them is indeed one of them. God does not 
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bestow His guidance on the wrongdoers.” (Verse 51) “Say: People of earlier revelations! You 

have no ground to stand upon unless you observe the Torah and the Gospel and that which 

has been revealed to you by your Lord. That which is revealed to you by your Lord is bound to 

make many of them even more stubborn in their arrogance and disbelief. But do not grieve for 

unbelieving folk.” (Verse 68) 

Similarly in S rah 2, The Cow, we read: “The Jews and the Christians will never be 

pleased with you [Muĥammad] unless you follow their faith. Say, ‘God’s guidance is the only 

true guidance.’ And if after all the knowledge you have received you yield to their desires, 

there shall be none to help you or protect you from God.” (2: 120) 

The events of history have confirmed God’s warnings to the Muslim community 

against the designs of both the Jews and Christians. History has recorded the wicked 

opposition of the Jews to Islam right from its first day in Madinah. Their scheming 

against Islam has continued since then to the present moment, and they continue to 

be its leaders, nursing their wicked grudges and always resorting to treacherous 

schemes to undermine Islam. History has also recorded that the crusading Christians 

have taken a hostile attitude to Islam ever since the Battle of al-Yarmūk between the 

Muslim army and the forces of the Byzantine Empire. It must be mentioned here that 

there were exceptional cases such as those described in the verses we have been 

discussing, when some Christians responded to the call of Islam and embraced it. 

There were also other groups of Christians who preferred to live under Islamic 

justice in order to save themselves from the oppression of their co-religionists. The 

general Christian trend towards Islam, however, is epitomised by the Crusades 

which have continued in different shades from the day of the Battle of al-Yarmūk up 

to the present day, although they may occasionally seek to take a low profile. 

The Crusades, which lasted for two centuries, epitomise the Christian grudge 

against Islam. Their attitude is also reflected by the war of extermination launched 

against Islam and Muslims in the Andalus, in the colonisation of Muslim areas in 

Africa and throughout the world, as well as in missionary campaigns throughout the 

Muslim world. 

Despite their mutual hatred of each other, Zionism and the Christian world 

continue to maintain their alliance against Islam. In their campaign against it, they 

have given practical proof to what God, who knows all, has said about them: “They 

are allies of one another.” (Verse 51) They continued their campaigns until they were 

able to break up the state of the last Caliphate and they went on to erode all aspects 

of Islam, one after the other. They managed to undermine the Islamic system of 

government, and they are trying now to undermine the ties generated by Islamic 

prayer, as the Prophet himself has forewarned. 

Moreover, today, they adopt the attitude of the Jews, lending support to paganism 

against Islam, wherever the two are in confrontation. They do this through direct aid 



Al Mā’idah (The Repast) | Relations with Other Faiths 

 193

or through the international organisations which they control. The attitude of 

Christian powers to the conflict between India and Pakistan over Kashmir is proof 

positive of all this. 

In addition, they continue to patronise and lend support to regimes which 

undertake to crush the Islamic revivalist movement everywhere. They try to impart a 

heroic character to these regimes in order to enable them to crush Islam. This is a 

brief summary of what the history of fourteen centuries of Islam tell us about the 

attitude of the Jews and Christians towards Islam. Both are in the same camp, hostile 

to Islam, always trying to undermine it. It is extremely important that the advocates 

of Islam who fight for it today and in the future should realise this, so that they are 

not deceived by reconciliatory calls which take up the first part of the Qur’ nic 

statement and abandon its end, without picking up the thread of the whole s rah or 

the evidence provided by other Qur’ nic statements, or without benefiting from 

historical events that confirm all this. Such movements use the preamble of the 

Qur’ nic text in order to calm the Muslims’ legitimate feelings towards those who are 

hostile to them and scheme against them. All these forces mobilise their efforts in 

order to level a final, devastating blow at the roots of the Islamic faith. 

These forces fear nothing as much as they fear enlightened minds among the 

believers, even though they may be small in number. Those who try to suppress this 

awareness are the worst enemies of Islam. Some of them may be deluded victims but 

the harm they cause is in no way less than the harm which the worst enemies of 

Islam try to inflict. Indeed, it may be even more harmful. 

This Qur’ n guides to the way that is straightest. It is highly consistent, showing 

no contradiction whatsoever. Therefore, we must try to understand its message with 

open minds. 
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8 

Detailed Legislation for 

Believers 

Believers, do not forbid yourselves the good 
things God has made lawful to you. Do 
not transgress; God does not love the 
transgressors. (87) 

Eat of what God has provided for you of 
lawful and wholesome things, and have fear 
of God in whom you believe. (88) 

.ea God will not take you to task for those 
of your oaths which you may utter without 
thought, but He will take you to task for 
oaths which you have sworn in earnest. The 
breaking of an oath must be atoned for by 
the feeding of ten needy persons with more 
or less the same food as you normally give 
to your own families, or by clothing them, 
or by the freeing of one slave. He who 
cannot afford any of these shall fast three 
days instead. This shall be the atonement 
for your oaths when you have sworn [and 
broken them]. But be mindful of your 
oaths. Thus God makes clear to you His 
revelations, so that you may give thanks. 
(89) 

Believers, intoxicants, games of chance, 
idolatrous practices and divining arrows are 
abominations devised by Satan. Therefore, 
turn away from them so that you may be 
successful. (90) 

$pκ š‰ r'̄≈ tƒ t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (#θãΖtΒ# u™ Ÿω (#θãΒÌhpt éB ÏM≈ t6Íh‹sÛ !$tΒ 

¨≅ ymr& ª!$# öΝ ä3s9 Ÿωuρ (# ÿρß‰tG÷ès? 4 χÎ) ©!$# Ÿω 
= Ït ä† t⎦⎪Ï‰ tF÷èßϑø9 $# ∩∇∠∪  

(#θè=ä. uρ $£ϑÏΒ ãΝ ä3x%y— u‘ ª!$# Wξ≈ n=ym $Y7 Íh‹sÛ 4 
(#θà) ¨?$# uρ ©!$# ü“Ï% ©!$# Ο çFΡr& ⎯ Ïμ Î/ šχθãΖÏΒ÷σ ãΒ 

∩∇∇∪  

Ÿω ãΝ ä. ä‹Ï{# xσ ãƒ ª!$# Èθøó̄=9 $$Î/ þ’ Îû öΝ ä3ÏΖ≈ yϑ÷ƒ r& 

⎯ Å3≈ s9 uρ Ν à2ä‹Ï{# xσ ãƒ $yϑÎ/ ãΝ ›?‰¤) tã z⎯≈ yϑ÷ƒ F{ $# 

( ÿ… çμè?t≈ ¤ s3sù ãΠ$yèôÛÎ) Íο u|³ tã t⎦⎫Å3≈ |¡tΒ ô⎯ ÏΒ 

ÅÝy™ ÷ρr& $tΒ tβθßϑÏèôÜ è? öΝ ä3ŠÎ=÷δr& ÷ρr& óΟ ßγ è?uθó¡Ï. 

÷ρr& ãƒ Ìøt rB 7π t6 s%u‘ ( ⎯ yϑsù óΟ ©9 ô‰Åg s† ãΠ$u‹ ÅÁ sù Ïπ sW≈ n=rO 

5Θ$−ƒ r& 4 y7 Ï9≡ sŒ äο t≈ ¤ x. öΝ ä3ÏΨ≈ yϑ÷ƒ r& # sŒ Î) óΟ çFø n=ym 4 
(# þθÝà x ôm$# uρ öΝ ä3oΨ≈ yϑ÷ƒ r& 4 y7 Ï9≡ x‹x. ß⎦Îi⎫t7 ãƒ ª!$# öΝ ä3s9 

⎯ Ïμ ÏG≈ tƒ# u™ ÷/ä3ª=yès9 tβρãä3ô±n@ ∩∇®∪  

$pκ š‰ r'̄≈ tƒ t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (# þθãΨ tΒ# u™ $yϑ̄ΡÎ) ãôϑsƒ ø:$# çÅ£ øŠ yϑø9 $# uρ 

Ü>$|ÁΡF{ $# uρ ãΝ≈ s9 ø—F{ $# uρ Ó§ô_Í‘ ô⎯ ÏiΒ È≅ yϑtã 
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Satan seeks only to stir up enmity and 

hatred among you by means of intoxicants 

and games of chance, and to turn you away 

from the remembrance of God and from 

prayer. Will you not, then, desist? (91) 

Obey God, and obey the Messenger, and be 

ever on your guard. But if you turn away, 

then know that Our Messenger’s only duty 

is a clear delivery of the message [entrusted 

to him]. (92) 

Those who believe and do righteous deeds 

shall have no blame attached to them for 

any food they may have eaten, so long as 

they fear God and truly believe and do 

righteous deeds, and continue to fear God 

and believe, and remain God-fearing and 

persevere in doing good. God loves those 

who do good. (93) 

Believers, God will certainly try you by 

means of game which may come within the 

reach of your hands or your spears, so that 

God may mark out those who truly fear 

Him in their hearts. Whoever transgresses 

after all this will have grievous suffering. 

(94) 

Believers, kill no game while you are on 

pilgrimage. Whoever of you kills game by 

design shall make amends in cattle 

equivalent to what he has killed, adjudged 

by two persons of probity among you, to be 

brought as an offering to the Ka`bah; or 

else he may atone for his sin by feeding 

needy persons, or by its equivalent in 

fasting, so that he may taste the evil 

consequences of his deeds.  

Ç⎯≈ sÜ ø‹ ¤±9 $# çνθç7 Ï⊥ tGô_$$sù öΝ ä3ª=yès9 tβθßsÎ=ø è? ∩®⊃∪  

$yϑ̄ΡÎ) ß‰ƒ Ìãƒ ß⎯≈sÜ ø‹ ¤±9 $# βr& yì Ï%θãƒ ãΝ ä3uΖ÷ t/ 

nο uρ≡ y‰yèø9 $# u™!$ŸÒøót7 ø9 $# uρ ’ Îû Ì÷Κsƒ ø:$# ÎÅ£ ÷ yϑø9 $# uρ 

öΝ ä. £‰ÝÁtƒ uρ ⎯ tã Ìø. ÏŒ «!$# Ç⎯ tãuρ Íο 4θn=¢Á9 $# ( 
ö≅ yγ sù Λä⎢Ρr& tβθåκ tJΖ•Β ∩®⊇∪  

(#θãè‹ ÏÛr& uρ ©!$# (#θãè‹ ÏÛ r& uρ tΑθß™ §9 $# (#ρâ‘ x‹÷n $# uρ 4 
βÎ* sù öΝ çGøŠ ©9 uθ s? (# þθßϑn=÷æ$$sù $yϑ̄Ρr& 4’ n?tã $uΖÏ9θß™ u‘ 

à≈ n=t7 ø9 $# ß⎦⎫Î7 ßϑø9 $# ∩®⊄∪  

}§øŠ s9 ’ n?tã š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# (#θãΖtΒ# u™ (#θè=Ïϑtã uρ 

ÏM≈ ysÎ=≈ ¢Á9 $# Óy$uΖã_ $yϑŠ Ïù (# þθßϑÏèsÛ # sŒ Î) $tΒ 

(#θs) ¨?$# (#θãΖtΒ# u™̈ρ (#θè=Ïϑ tãuρ ÏM≈ ysÎ=≈ ¢Á9 $# §Ν èO 

(#θs) ¨?$# (#θãΖtΒ# u™̈ρ §Ν èO (#θs) ¨?$# (#θãΖ|¡ôm r& ¨ρ 3 ª!$# uρ 

= Ït ä† t⎦⎫ÏΨ Å¡ósçR ùQ $# ∩®⊂∪  

$pκ š‰ r'̄≈ tƒ t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (#θãΖtΒ# u™ ãΝ ä3̄Ρuθè=ö7 uŠ s9 ª!$# &™ó©ý Î/ 

z⎯ ÏiΒ Ï‰øŠ ¢Á9 $# ÿ… ã&è!$oΨ s? öΝ ä3ƒ Ï‰÷ƒ r& öΝ ä3ãm$tΒÍ‘ uρ 

zΟ n=÷èu‹ Ï9 ª!$# ⎯ tΒ … çμèù$ sƒ s† Í= ø‹tóø9 $$Î/ 4 Ç⎯ yϑsù 

3“y‰ tGôã $# y‰÷èt/ y7 Ï9≡ sŒ … ã&s#sù ë># x‹ tã ×Λ⎧ Ï9 r& ∩®⊆∪  

$pκ š‰ r'̄≈ tƒ t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (#θãΨ tΒ# u™ Ÿω (#θè=çGø) s? y‰øŠ ¢Á9 $# 

öΝ çFΡr& uρ ×Π ããm 4 ⎯ tΒuρ … ã&s#tF s% Νä3ΖÏΒ #Y‰Ïdϑyè tG•Β 

Ö™!# t“ yfsù ã≅ ÷W ÏiΒ $tΒ Ÿ≅ tFs% z⎯ ÏΒ ÉΟ yè̈Ζ9 $# ãΝä3øt s† ⎯ Ïμ Î/ 

# uρsŒ 5Α ô‰tã öΝ ä3Ψ ÏiΒ $Nƒ ô‰yδ x Î=≈ t/ Ïπ t7 ÷ès3ø9 $# ÷ρr& 

×ο t≈ ¤ x. ßΘ$yèsÛ t⎦⎫Å3≈ |¡ tΒ ÷ρr& ãΑ ô‰tã y7 Ï9≡ sŒ 
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God has forgiven what is past; but whoever 

repeats his offence, God will inflict His 

retribution on him. God is Almighty, Lord 

of retribution. (95) 

Lawful to you is all water-game, and 

whatever food the sea brings forth, as a 

provision for you and for travellers. 

However, you are forbidden land-game as 

long as you are in the state of consecration 

or iĥrām]. Be conscious of God, to whom 

you shall all be gathered. (96) 

God has made the Ka`bah, the Inviolable 

House of Worship, a symbol for all 

mankind; and so too the sacred month and 

the garlanded sacrificial offerings. This, so 

that you may know that God is aware of 

all that is in the heavens and the earth, 

and that God has full knowledge of 

everything. (97) 

Know that God is severe in retribution and 

that God is Much-Forgiving, Merciful. 

(98) 

The Messenger’s duty is but to deliver the 

message [entrusted to him]. God knows all 

that you reveal, and all that you conceal. 

(99) 

Say: Evil and good are not equal, even 

though the abundance of evil may be 

pleasing to you. Have fear of God, you who 

are endowed with understanding, so that 

you may triumph. (100) 

$YΒ$u‹ Ï¹ s−ρä‹u‹ Ïj9 tΑ$t/ uρ ⎯ Íν Í öΔr& 3  

$x tã ª!$# $£ϑtã y#n= y™ 4 ô⎯ tΒuρ yŠ$tã ãΝ É) tFΖuŠ sù 

ª!$# çμ ÷ΖÏΒ 3 ª!$# uρ Ö“ƒÍ• tã ρèŒ BΘ$s) ÏGΡ$# ∩®∈∪ 

¨≅ Ïmé& öΝ ä3s9 ß‰ø‹|¹ Ìóst7 ø9 $# … çμ ãΒ$yèsÛuρ $Yè≈ tF tΒ 

öΝ ä3©9 Íο u‘$§‹ ¡¡=Ï9 uρ ( tΠ Ìhãmuρ öΝ ä3ø‹n=tæ ß‰ø‹|¹ Îhy9ø9 $# 

$tΒ óΟ çFøΒßŠ $YΒããm 3 (#θà) ¨?$# uρ ©!$# ü”Ï% ©!$# ÏμøŠ s9 Î) 

šχρç |³ øt éB ∩®∉∪  

* Ÿ≅ yèy_ ª!$# sπ t6 ÷ès3ø9 $# |M øŠ t7 ø9 $# tΠ# tysø9 $# $Vϑ≈ uŠ Ï% 

Ä¨$̈Ζ=Ïj9 töκ ¤¶9 $# uρ tΠ# tysø9 $# y“ô‰oλù; $# uρ y‰Í× ¯≈ n=s) ø9 $# uρ 4 
y7 Ï9≡ sŒ (# þθßϑ n=÷ètGÏ9 ¨βr& ©!$# ãΝ n=÷ètƒ $tΒ ’Îû 

ÏN≡ uθ≈ yϑ¡¡9 $# $tΒuρ ’Îû ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# χr& uρ ©!$# 

Èe≅ ä3Î/ >™ó©x« íΟŠ Î=tæ ∩®∠∪  

(# þθßϑn=ôã$# χr& ©!$# ß‰ƒ Ï‰x© É>$s) Ïèø9 $# ¨βr& uρ 

©!$# Ö‘θà xî ÒΟ‹ Ïm§‘ ∩®∇∪  

$̈Β ’ n?tã ÉΑθß™ §9 $# ωÎ) à≈ n=t6 ø9$# 3 ª!$# uρ ãΝ n=÷ètƒ $tΒ 

tβρß‰ö7 è? $tΒ uρ tβθßϑçFõ3 s? ∩®®∪  

≅ è% ω “ÈθtGó¡o„ ß]Š Î7 sƒ ø:$# Ü=Íh‹ ©Ü9 $# uρ öθs9 uρ 

y7 t7 yfôã r& äο uøYx. Ï]Š Î7 sƒ ø:$# 4 (#θà) ¨?$$sù ©!$# ’ Í<'ρé'̄≈ tƒ 
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Believers, do not ask about matters which, 

if made known to you, may cause you 

hardship. If you should ask about them 

while the Qur’ān is being revealed, they 

shall be made plain to you. God will 

forgive you these; for God is Much- 

Forgiving, Forbearing. (101) 

People before your time inquired about 

them, and on that account they came to 

deny the truth. (102) 

It was not God who instituted 

[superstitions like those of] a slit- ear she 

camel, or a she-camel let loose for free 

pasture, or idol sacrifices for twin-births in 

animals, or stallion-camels freed from 

work. It is unbelievers who attribute their 

own lying inventions to God. Most of them 

never use their reason. (103) 

When they are told, “Come to that which 

God has revealed and to the Messenger,” 

they reply, “Sufficient for us are the ways 

we found our fathers following.” Why, even 

though their fathers knew nothing and were 

devoid of all guidance? (104) 

Believers, it is but for your own souls that 

you are accountable. Those who go astray 

can do you no harm if you [yourselves] are 

on the right path. To God you all must 

return. He will then make you understand 

all that you were doing [in life]. (105) 

É=≈ t6ø9 F{ $# öΝ ä3ª=yès9 šχθßsÎ=ø è? ∩⊇⊃⊃∪  

$pκ š‰ r'̄≈ tƒ š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# (#θãΖtΒ# u™ Ÿω (#θè=t↔ ó¡n@ ô⎯ tã 

u™!$u‹ ô© r& βÎ) y‰ö6 è? öΝ ä3s9 öΝ ä. ÷σ Ý¡n@ βÎ) uρ (#θè=t↔ ó¡ n@ 

$pκ ÷] tã t⎦⎫Ïm ãΑ ¨”t∴ ãƒ ãβ# u™öà) ø9 $# y‰ö7 è? öΝ ä3s9 $x tã 

ª!$# $pκ ÷] tã 3 ª!$# uρ î‘θà xî ÒΟŠ Î=ym ∩⊇⊃⊇∪  

ô‰s% $yγ s9 r'y™ ×Πöθs% ⎯ ÏiΒ öΝ à6 Î=ö6 s% ¢Ο èO (#θßst7 ô¹ r& 

$pκ Í5 š⎥⎪ÌÏ≈ x. ∩⊇⊃⊄∪  

$tΒ Ÿ≅ yèy_ ª!$# .⎯ ÏΒ ;ο u Ït r2 Ÿωuρ 7π t6Í←!$y™ Ÿωuρ 

7's#‹ Ï¹ uρ Ÿωuρ 5Θ% tn   £⎯ Å3≈ s9 uρ t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (#ρãx x. 

tβρç tIø tƒ ’ n?tã «!$# z>É‹ s3ø9 $# ( öΝ èδçsYø. r& uρ Ÿω 
tβθè=É) ÷ètƒ ∩⊇⊃⊂∪  

# sŒ Î) uρ Ÿ≅‹ Ï% óΟ çλm; (# öθs9$yès? 4’ n<Î) !$tΒ tΑ t“Ρr& ª!$# ’ n<Î) uρ 

ÉΑθß™ §9 $# (#θä9$s% $uΖç6 ó¡ym $tΒ $tΡô‰ ỳ uρ Ïμ ø‹n=tã 

!$tΡu™!$t/# u™ 4 öθs9 uρr& tβ% x. öΝèδäτ!$t/# u™ Ÿω tβθßϑn=ôètƒ 

$\↔ ø‹x© Ÿωuρ tβρß‰tGöκ u‰ ∩⊇⊃⊆∪ 

$pκ š‰ r'̄≈ tƒ t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (#θãΖtΒ# u™ öΝ ä3ø‹n=tæ öΝ ä3|¡àΡr& ( Ÿω 
Ν ä. •ÛØtƒ ⎯ ¨Β ¨≅ |Ê # sŒ Î) óΟ çF÷ƒ y‰tF÷δ$# 4 ’ n<Î) «!$# 

öΝ ä3ãèÅ_ó tΒ $YèŠ ÏΗsd Ν ä3ã∞ Îm; uΖãŠ sù $yϑÎ/ öΝ çGΖä. 
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Overview 

Believers, let there be witnesses to what you 

do when death approaches you and you are 

about to make bequests: two persons of 

probity from among your own people, or 

two others from outside, if the pangs of 

death come to you when you are travelling 

through the land. Detain them both after 

prayer, and if you have any doubt in mind, 

let them swear by God, “We shall not sell 

this [our word] for any price, even though it 

were for a near kinsman; and neither shall 

we conceal anything of what we have 

witnessed before God; for then we should be 

among the sinful.” (106) 

But if afterwards it should come to light 

that the two [witnesses] have been guilty of 

[this very] sin, then two others should 

replace them from among those immediately 

concerned. Both shall swear by God, “Our 

testimony is indeed truer than that of these 

two. We have not transgressed the bounds 

of what is right; for then we should be 

among the evil-doers.” (107) 

Thus it will be more likely that people will 

offer testimony in accordance with the truth; 

or else they will fear that the oaths of others 

may be taken after their oaths. Have fear 

of God and hearken [to Him]. God does 

not guide those who are iniquitous. (108) 

tβθè=yϑ÷ès? ∩⊇⊃∈∪  

$pκ š‰ r'̄≈ tƒ t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (#θãΖtΒ# u™ äο y‰≈ pκ y− öΝä3ÏΖ÷ t/ # sŒ Î) 

u|Øym ãΝ ä. y‰tn r& ßNöθyϑø9 $# t⎦⎫Ïm Ïπ §‹ Ï¹uθø9 $# 

Èβ$uΖøO$# # uρsŒ 5Α ô‰tã öΝ ä3ΖÏiΒ ÷ρr& Èβ# tyz# u™ ô⎯ ÏΒ 

öΝ ä. Îö xî ÷βÎ) óΟ çFΡr& ÷Λä⎢ ö/ uŸÑ ’ Îû ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# 

Ν ä3÷Gt6≈ |¹r'sù èπ t6Š ÅÁ•Β ÏN öθyϑø9 $# 4 $yϑßγ tΡθÝ¡Î; øt rB 

.⎯ ÏΒ Ï‰÷èt/ Íο 4θn=¢Á9 $# Èβ$yϑÅ¡ø) ãŠ sù «!$$Î/ ÈβÎ) 

óΟ çGö6 s?ö‘ $# Ÿω “ÎtIô±tΡ ⎯ Ïμ Î/ $YΨ yϑrO öθs9 uρ tβ% x. # sŒ 
4’ n1öè%   Ÿωuρ ÞΟ çFõ3tΡ nο y‰≈ pκ y− «!$# !$̄ΡÎ) # ]Œ Î) z⎯ Ïϑ©9 

t⎦⎫ÏϑÏOFψ$# ∩⊇⊃∉∪  

÷βÎ* sù uÏYãã #’ n?tã $yϑßγ ¯Ρ r& !$¤) ystGó™ $# $VϑøOÎ) 

Èβ# tyz$t↔ sù Èβ$ tΒθà) tƒ $yϑßγ tΒ$s) tΒ š∅ÏΒ t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# 

¨,ystGó™ $# ãΝ Íκ ö n=tã Ç⎯≈ uŠ s9 ÷ρF{ $# Èβ$yϑÅ¡ø) ãŠ sù «!$$Î/ 

!$oΨ è?y‰≈ pκ y¶s9 Y ymr& ⎯ ÏΒ $yϑÎγ Ï?y‰≈ uηx© $tΒuρ 

!$oΨ ÷ƒ y‰tFôã $# !$̄ΡÎ) # ]Œ Î) z⎯ Ïϑ©9 t⎦⎫ÏϑÎ=≈ ©à9 $# ∩⊇⊃∠∪  

y7 Ï9≡ sŒ #’ oΤ ÷Š r& βr& (#θè?ù'tƒ Íο y‰≈ pκ ¤¶9 $$Î/ 4’ n?tã 

!$yγ Îγ ô_uρ ÷ρr& (# þθèù$ sƒ s† βr& ¨Š tè? 7⎯≈ oÿ÷‡r& y‰÷èt/ 

öΝ Íκ È]≈yϑ÷ƒ r& 3 (#θà) ¨?$# uρ ©!$# (#θãèyϑó™ $# uρ 3 ª!$# uρ Ÿω 
“Ï‰öκ u‰ tΠ öθs) ø9 $# t⎦⎫É) Å¡≈ x ø9 $# ∩⊇⊃∇∪ 
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This long passage makes it clear that the authority to legislate belongs only to God 

who alone determines what is permissible and what is forbidden. Once this basic 

rule is established, it becomes applicable in all matters, regardless of their degree of 

importance. Anyone who claims the authority to legislate, by word or deed, is 

actually claiming Godhead, which belongs only to God Himself. In other words, he 

does not simply transgress the bounds of what is permitted, he also assaults God’s 

authority. If any legislation is enacted on the basis of social traditions or people’s 

views, then, in practical terms, these are preferred to what God revealed to His 

Messenger. As such, it constitutes a departure from faith altogether. 

This passage provides a long list of legislation in different areas. Every piece 

begins with an address to those who believe. It is a reminder to them of their 

essential quality, which implies unqualified `acknowledgement of God’s supremacy, 

sovereignty and authority to legislate. As such, it is an address which re-emphasises 

the basic quality of faith. This is coupled with a commandment to obey God and His 

Messenger and to beware of turning one’s back on God’s legislation. A warning 

against God’s punishment is added, only to be followed with the prospect of earning 

His forgiveness and mercy. The believers are then told that they have their own way 

to follow. They are to pay no heed to anyone who does not submit to God’s 

authority. 

Then, a clear distinction is drawn between the believers who acknowledge that the 

authority to legislate belongs to God alone on the one hand and on the other those 

who follow a different line, claiming for themselves the right to legislate: “Believers, it 

is but for your own souls that you are accountable. Those who go astray can do you no harm 

if you [yourselves] are on the right path. To God you all must return. He will then make you 

understand all that you were doing [in life].” (Verse 105) 

This makes the believers a community on their own, with its independent course 

of action, code and legal source. When the Muslim community outlines its own 

course of action and declares its determination to follow it, it knows that other 

people’s disagreement and error will not cause it any harm. All will eventually 

return to God. 

Such is the central theme of this long passage. We will look at its detailed points as 

we proceed with our commentary. 

Prohibiting What is Lawful 

The first address in this passage to the believers reminds them that they may not 

exercise any of God’s attributes, since these belong totally to God. As such, they may 

not forbid themselves any of the wholesome and good things that God has made 

lawful to them. It is not open to them to make a demonstration of self-imposed 
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prohibition, refusing to eat of such good food God has given them. They must 

remember that it is God who has provided them with such lawful and wholesome 

sustenance. It is only He who may designate things as permissible or forbidden: 

“Believers, do not forbid yourselves the good things God has made lawful to you. Do not 

transgress; God does not love the transgressors. Eat of what God has provided for you of 

lawful and wholesome things, and have fear of God in whom you believe.” (Verses 87-8) 

The whole question of legislation is closely linked to that of Godhead. It is God 

alone who has the sole authority to regulate for people’s lives. His authority is 

derived from the fact that it is He who has created human beings and provided them 

with food and sustenance. Hence, to Him alone belongs the right to make 

permissible to them whatever He pleases of His own provisions and to declare any 

part of such provisions forbidden to them. Human beings themselves acknowledge 

this logic. Whoever owns something enjoys the right to dispose of it in any way he 

pleases. Anyone who violates this basic principle is undoubtedly a transgressor. It is 

only to be expected that believers do not make an assault on God in whom they 

believe. It is inconceivable that a believer could ever assault God’s authority. 

These two short verses state this principle in absolute clarity. No one may argue 

against this principle unless he is a transgressor, and God does not love 

transgressors. This is a general question which establishes a general principle relating 

to the significance of Godhead and what rights God has against His servants. It also 

relates to the effect of believing in God with regard to the behaviour and practices of 

believers. We have a number of reports which suggest that these two verses and the 

one which follows them (relating to oaths and the various atonements for breaking 

them) were revealed by way of comment on a particular incident that took place 

during the Prophet Mu ammad’s lifetime. While knowledge of the circumstances of 

revelation of a particular verse can throw light on its meaning and significance, we 

have to remember that in general, Qur’ nic statements have a universal application. 

They do not relate to particular incidents only, unless there is a specific case with 

which they deal. 

One report by Ibn Jar r mentions that the Prophet (peace be upon him) one day sat 

to speak with his Companions, reminding them of their duties and the reckoning on 

the Day of Judgement. He did little more than to warn them of the punishment of the 

Hereafter and then left. Some of his Companions then said to each other: “We must 

do something of substance. The Christians forbid themselves certain things and we 

should do likewise.” Some of them declared that they would abstain from eating 

meat or eating any part of the leg of certain animals. While others declared that they 

would not eat during the day and some said they forbade themselves marriage. 

When the Prophet was told of this, he spoke to them again and said: “How is it that 

some people have forbidden themselves marriage, or food or sleep? As for me, I 
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sleep and worship at night, and I fast on some days and abstain from fasting on 

others, and I marry women. Whoever chooses a path other than mine does not 

belong to me.” It is in connection with this incident that this Qur’ nic verse was 

revealed: “Believers, do not forbid yourselves the good things God has made lawful to you. 

Do not transgress; God does not love the transgressors. Eat of what God has provided for you 

of lawful and wholesome things, and have fear of God in whom you believe.” (Verses 87-8) 

Another report confirming the one just quoted is given by Anas, one of the 

Prophet’s Companions, and is related by both al-Bukh r  and Muslim: “Three people 

came to the home of God’s Messenger (peace be upon him), enquiring of his wives 

about his worship. When they were told of it, they felt that it was less than expected. 

Then one of them said: “How can we compare ourselves to God’s Messenger (peace 

be upon him) when God has already forgiven him any sin that he might have 

committed and any which he may commit in future.” Hence, one of them declared: 

“I shall spend all night, every night, in prayer.” The second said: “As for me, I shall 

fast every day of my life.” The third one said: “I shall stay away from women and 

will never get married.” The Prophet went to them and said: “Are you the ones who 

said so and so. You should know that I am the one who fears God most among you. 

Nevertheless, I fast on some days and abstain from fasting on others; I pray, but I 

also go to sleep; and I do get married. Whoever abandons my path does not belong to 

me.” 

Al-Tirmidh  relates on the authority of `Abdull h ibn `Abb s that a man came to 

the Prophet (peace be upon him) and said: “If I eat meat, I want to be with women 

and I am motivated by desire. Therefore, I have forbidden myself eating meat.” God 

revealed the Qūr’ nic verse: “Believers, do not forbid yourselves the good things God has 

made lawful to you...” (Verse 87) 

Atonement for Breaking an Oath 

The verse that follows, which refers to oaths and their atonement, appears to have 

been revealed in order to deal with such cases when people make an oath in order to 

solemnise their abstention from something permissible, as was done by those 

Companions of the Prophet. The Qur’ n also makes it clear that it is not up to human 

beings to declare things forbidden or permissible. That authority belongs to God, in 

whom those Companions of the Prophet believed. This Qur’ nic verse also deals 

with all vows of abstention from doing something good or vows to undertake 

something evil. Whenever it is clear to a person who has made an oath that breaking 

it is better and more conducive to earning God’s pleasure, he should break it and 

atone for it in one of the methods defined by this Qur’ nic verse. 

`Abdull h ibn `Abb s says that it was revealed in connection with those people 
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who forbade themselves wholesome types of food and clothes as well as appropriate 

marriages. They had vowed to abide by these restrictions. When the commandment, 

“Believers, do not forbid yourselves the good things God has made lawful to you,” was 

revealed, they asked: “What shall we do with our oaths?” This verse giving the 

necessary verdict was then revealed. It makes clear that God does not take people to 

task for oaths which they may utter without thought, or those which they may 

pronounce “off the cuff,” as it were, without consciously deciding to make an oath. 

At the same time, Muslims are urged not to devalue their oaths by uttering too many 

of them without thought. An oath by God is a very serious statement. Hence, it must 

not be uttered without thought. 

An oath made solemnly and deliberately requires an atonement if it is to be 

broken. The atonement is given in detail in this Qur’ nic verse: “The breaking of an 

oath must be atoned for by the feeding of ten needy persons with more or less the same food as 

you normally give to your own families, or by clothing them, or by the freeing of one slave. He 

who cannot afford any of these shall fast three days instead. This shall be the atonement for 

your oaths when you have sworn [and broken them]. But be mindful of your oaths.” (Verse 

89) The Arabic term which is used to describe the type of food which should be 

offered to the ten needy persons means literally either “the average” or “the best” 

food a person gives to his own family. However, we can combine both aspects of the 

meaning because the average is normally preferred in Islam. It also applies to 

clothing the ten needy persons which means giving them some of the average type of 

clothes one gives to one’s family. 

An alternative is to free a person from slavery, but it is not specified here whether 

that slave should be a believer. Hence, scholars have different views concerning this 

point, but we will not discuss the details of these views. “He who cannot afford any of 

these shall fast three days instead.” (Verse 89) It is only when a person is unable to meet 

the requirements of any of the above types of atonement that he may atone for his 

broken oath by fasting. Again, scholars have varying views with regard to whether 

these three days must be consecutive or not. Our own approach in this commentary 

is not to discuss such varying views or to evaluate them. Anyone who wishes to 

study them may do so by referring to books of fiqh which discuss them in detail. All 

views of scholars are in agreement on the essential purpose of the atonement, 

namely, attaching proper value to the breached contract and giving proper respect to 

oaths which are pledges or forms of contracts which God has ordered to be 

honoured. Hence, if anyone of us makes an oath and finds out subsequently that it is 

better, from the Islamic point of view, to do otherwise, he both breaks his oath and 

atones for it. The same applies if he makes an oath which he has no authority to 

make, such as an oath of prohibition or permissibility of a particular thing. In this 

case, he breaks the oath and atones for it.  
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Let us now talk about the subject matter of these verses. As for the particular 

circumstances, God makes it plain that what He has made lawful is wholesome and 

what He has forbidden is foul. Hence, it is not for people to choose something 

different from what God has chosen for them, for two basic reasons: firstly, the 

authority to forbid or make lawful belongs to God alone. Any violation of that is a 

transgression which displeases God and contradicts faith. Secondly, God makes 

lawful only what is good and wholesome. Therefore, people may not forbid 

themselves such wholesome things that are beneficial to them and to life in general. 

A human being’s knowledge of life and of himself cannot be matched with God’s 

knowledge who combines perfect wisdom with absolute knowledge. Since God has 

made these things lawful, then they must be good and wholesome. God’s knowledge 

is perfect, based on absolute certainty. Hence we say: had God known that these 

matters were foul or evil, He would have spared His servants their consequences. 

Had He known that abstention from them would be better, He would not have made 

them lawful. 

This religion has been revealed so that it brings about goodness in human life and 

achieves perfect balance and complete harmony between all aspects of human life. It 

does not overlook any natural human need, nor does it suppress any constructive 

human activity within appropriate limits. Hence, Islam denounces monastic 

aestheticism because it amounts to a suppression of nature and an impediment to the 

development of life. Similarly, Islam speaks out against the forbidding of wholesome 

lawful things, because these help the development of life. It must be remembered 

that God has created this life so that it may flourish and develop in accordance with 

the constitution He has laid down for it. Monastic aestheticism and the forbidding of 

wholesome things come into direct conflict with God’s method for human life 

because they bring life to a stop at a certain point under the pretext of seeking 

something more sublime. It should be stated here that attaining the sublime is 

feasible within the system God has laid down and made easy through its 

compatibility with human nature. 

The fact that this verse was revealed to deal with particular circumstances does 

not restrict its general applicability because it relates to the question of Godhead and 

legislation. This is not confined to the statement of which types of food, drink and 

marriage are lawful and which are forbidden. It applies to the authority to legislate in 

all matters of life. 

We try to emphasise this message as much as we can, because the fact that Islam 

has not been allowed to regulate human life for a long while has enabled the 

tendency in people to give Qur’ nic statements a restricted applicability. Thus, many 

people think that terms like “permissible” and “forbidden” apply only to the 

slaughtering of animals, to the types of food, drink and clothing a Muslim may have, 
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and to how marriages should be conducted. Many people tend to refer to Islam only 

within this area. Other general and more substantive matters are considered in light 

of theories, constitutions and laws which have nothing to do with Islam. A 

community’s social set-up, political system and international relations are only some 

examples of serious matters that are determined without reference to Islam. 

Islam is a constitution which regulates all of human life. A person who accepts 

Islam in full and follows all its commandments is a believer, while a person who 

follows some other method, even though this may be in a single question or issue, is 

one who rejects faith and transgresses against God’s authority. As such, he is not a 

believer, although he may profess to respect faith and claims to be a Muslim. When 

he follows a law other than that of God, he falsifies all his claims and takes himself 

out of the realm of faith altogether. 

It is to this central issue that these Qur’ nic verses refer. It puts the question of 

believing in God above all other considerations. As such, it gives it the seriousness 

which it should always enjoy. 

A Categorical Prohibition of Intoxicants 

It is within the context of legislation, permissibility and prohibition, as well as the 

moulding of the Muslim community in Madinah, purging it from all remaining 

traces of past tradition of the dark days, that a clear and decisive verdict is given on 

intoxicating drinks and gambling, coupled with practices of associating partners with 

God. 

Believers, intoxicants, games of chance, idolatrous practices and divining arrows are 

abominations devised by Satan. Therefore, turn away from them so that you may be 

successful. Satan seeks only to stir up enmity and hatred among you by means of 

intoxicants and games of chance, and to turn you away from the remembrance of God 

and from prayer. Will you not, then, desist? (Verses 90-1) 

Drinking, gambling, idols and divining arrows were important aspects of pre-

Islamic Arabia. They were closely related in both practice and tradition. The Arabs 

used to drink to the point of extravagance. They considered that drinking afforded 

people distinction. They often mention drinking in their poetry as a practice to be 

proud of or to praise others with. In social gatherings, drinking was coupled with the 

slaughter of animals which were immediately cooked to provide food to those who 

took part in these drinking bouts, those who served wine and those who frequented 

such gatherings. The animals were slaughtered at the feet of idols which were 

sprayed with the blood of their sacrifice. In such social events, the act of divining 
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arrows was practised in order to determine the sharing out of the sacrificial meat. 

Everyone’s share was determined by his arrow, with the highest arrow giving the 

largest share, and the lowest giving no share whatsoever, even though it might have 

been the arrow of the person who provided the animal for slaughter. This gives us an 

idea of how traditions were intertwined with ignorant ideological concepts. 

Islam did not address such traditions at the start, because they are based on 

mistaken beliefs. To try to reform them at the surface level before establishing the 

right foundation of faith was bound to be a wasted effort, and this a Divine system 

would not even consider. Islam begins its reform with the paramount question for 

every human being, namely, faith. It uproots the very basic ideological concepts of 

ignorance in order to put in place the Islamic concept, which is in complete harmony 

with human nature. It explains to people how grossly mistaken their concepts of God 

are and guides them to recognise their true Lord and Creator. Once they know Him, 

they begin to listen with great attention in order to find out what pleases and 

displeases their Lord. Prior to this they are not even ready to listen or obey an order 

or commandment. They are not prepared to abandon their ignorant practices no 

matter how often they are advised against them. The key to human nature is that of 

faith. Unless the right key is used, nothing of morality or social reform will take root 

in human nature. Thus, it remains closed, unenlightened, and unfathomable. 

The Islamic method of reform did not start with correcting the deviations and 

abominations of the dark ages, or Jāhiliyyah. It addressed the question of faith, 

beginning with the declaration that there is no deity save God. It took around 13 

years to establish this concept of God’s oneness, with all that it entails, in the hearts 

of the early Muslims. In this period, the only aim was its establishment, so that 

people could know their Lord and submit themselves to His authority. When faith 

was clearly established in their hearts and they recognised that they could have no 

choice other than what has been chosen for them by God, then the next phase of 

outlining their duties, including worship, began. This was combined with the process 

of eradicating the social, economic, moral and behavioural traces of ignorance. It 

began in effect at the moment when God’s order could be obeyed without hesitation 

because people realised that God could only order them to do what is good for them. 

In other words, commandments were issued after submission had become clear, 

when every Muslim realised that he had no say other than the say of God. Shaikh 

Abu’l asan `Al  al-Nadw  describes this stage succinctly and clearly in his 

invaluable book Islam and the World, under the subtitle “Highest Pinnacle of 

Development”: 

Once the Gordian knot of unbelief had been cut, it was easy to unfasten the 

other knots that bound them (meaning the early Muslims). Once the Prophet 
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had opened their hearts to Islam, he did not have to struggle at each step to 

make them reject the Wrong and accept the Right. They had entered into the 

new faith heart and soul and submitted themselves without demur to what 

the Prophet decreed. They unhesitatingly confessed before the Prophet such 

crimes as were not known to anyone but themselves. If they committed any 

crime, they voluntarily submitted themselves for punishment. Many of them 

actually had wine cups in their hands when the Qur’ nic injunction against 

the use of intoxicants was revealed, but the Word of God came between them 

and the cups. They threw away the cups at once and broke their wine barrels 

so that the drains of Madinah literally overflowed with their detestable 

contents.6 

Yet, the prohibition of intoxicants and games of chance did not come as a surprise. 

Before this categorical prohibition, some steps were taken to loosen the hold of such 

social traditions which were closely intertwined with personal habits as well as with 

economic aspects. Indeed, this was the third or fourth step Islam took to solve the 

problem of intoxicant drinks. 

The first step was no more than firing a shot in the right direction, when God 

(limitless is He in His Glory) says in S rah 16, The Bee, revealed in Makkah: “And 

from the fruit of date palms and vines you derive intoxicants as well as wholesome food.” (16: 

67) This was the first indication to Muslims whereby intoxicants were placed in 

opposition to wholesome sustenance. 

The second step addressed the Muslims’ religious conscience through legislative 

logic, with the verse revealed in S rah 2, The Cow: “They ask you about intoxicants and 

games of chance. Say: In both there is great evil although they have some benefits for people; 

but their evil far exceeds their benefit.” (2: 219) The import here is clear: since the evil of 

a particular practice is far greater than its benefit, then it is better to abandon it 

altogether. Hardly anything is totally devoid of benefit, but its permissibility or 

prohibition depends on how far its evil outweighs its benefit. 

The third step broke the habit of drinking and put it on a collision course with 

attendance to obligatory prayer. Here we have the verse revealed in S rah 4, Women: 

“Believers, do not attempt to pray when you are drunk, [but wait] until you know what you 

are saying.” (4: 43) Since Muslims offer five obligatory prayers every day, with a close 

time range between them, which is not sufficient to get drunk in and then regain 

sobriety, this instruction practically restricted the times available for drinking. This, 

in effect, abolished the habits of midmorning and mid-afternoon drinking, which 

were part of the traditions of pre-Islamic Arabia. Moreover, it militated against 

                                                 
6 Abu’l asan `Ali Nadw , Islam and the World. Tr. M.A. Kidwai, Lucknow, Academy of Islamic 
Research, 1980, pp. 53-4 
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addiction, which is closely related to the amount of time available for drinking. In 

this way, it became practically impossible for a Muslim to attend to his prayers on 

time, and to drink at his usual times. 

The fourth and final stage was this categorical prohibition which came after 

people had become fully ready to accept it. It needed only a clear order and the 

Muslims were sure to obey it without hesitation. 

Obedience: A Main Characteristic of Muslim Society 

It seems that the first of these verses, i.e. the one in S rah 16, caused `Umar ibn al-

Kha b, who described himself prior to embracing Islam as a man of drink, some 

worry and he wished for a clear-cut ruling on drinking. That verse makes a 

distinction between what people use dates and grapes for, as it describes them as 

“intoxicants and wholesome food.” (16: 67) 

`Umar ibn al-Kha b [may God be pleased with him] reports that he said: “My 

Lord, give us a clear-cut ruling on drinking.” The verse in S rah 2 was then revealed, 

stating: “They ask you about intoxicants and games of chance. Say: In both there is great evil 

although they have some benefits for people; but their evil far exceeds their benefit.” (2: 219) 

`Umar was called in and the verse was recited to him. He said: “My Lord, give us a 

clear-cut ruling on drinking.” The verse in S rah 4 was then revealed: “Believers, do 

not attempt to pray when you are drunk, [but wait] until you know what you are saying.” (4: 

43) `Umar was called in and the verse was recited to him. He once again said: “My 

Lord, give us a clear-cut ruling on drinking.” The verse in this s rah, The Repast, was 

then revealed, stating: “Satan seeks only to stir up enmity and hatred among you by means 

of intoxicants and games of chance, and to turn you away from the remembrance of God and 

from prayer. Will you not, then, desist?” (Verse 91) `Umar was called in once more and 

the verse was recited to him. He said: “We do desist, my Lord! We do desist.” 

(Related by al-Nas ’ , Abū D wūd, al-Tirmidh , and Ibn M jah.) 

When these two verses which make intoxicants absolutely forbidden were 

revealed in the third year of the Islamic calendar, shortly after the Battle of U ud, the 

matter did not require more than sending someone around the places where people 

gathered in Madinah to announce: “All intoxicants are forbidden.” Everyone who 

had a glass of wine in his hand broke it and everyone who was in the actual process 

of drinking threw out what was in his mouth. Barrels and bottles of wine and other 

intoxicants were broken. The whole matter was over as if the people had never 

before drunk intoxicants. 

Let us now look at the way the Qur’ nic statement is phrased, because it tells us 

much about the Qur’ nic method of cultivating people’s minds and reforming their 

behaviour. It begins with the address so familiar in this part of the s rah: “Believers.” 
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This address awakens the hearts of believers on the one hand and reminds them, on 

the other, of the basic requirement of faith, namely, obedience and submission. 

This is followed by a decisive statement on the nature of those practices which 

admit no counter argument: “Intoxicants, games of chance, idolatrous practices and 

divining arrows are abominations devised by Satan.” (Verse 90) These are, then, foul 

practices and cannot be included among good and wholesome things which God has 

permitted. Moreover, they have been devised by Satan, man’s old enemy. It is 

sufficient for a believer to know that something is devised by Satan to make it totally 

repugnant to him. 

At this point, the prohibition is issued, but is combined with the prospect of 

attaining success, which itself has its profound effect on the human mind: “Therefore, 

turn away from them so that you may be successful.” (Verse 90) The Qur’ nic verses go 

on to further expose Satan’s scheme behind the devising of these abominations: 

“Satan seeks only to stir up enmity and hatred among you by meaner of intoxicants and 

games of chance, and to turn you away from the remembrance of God and from prayer.” 

(Verse 91) Satan’s aim and the purpose of his scheming are thus exposed before 

every Muslim. Satan seeks nothing except the stirring up of enmity and hatred 

among believers so as to turn them away from their worship. What a wicked scheme! 

Satan’s aims can easily be recognised in our practical life after we have accepted 

them as true, since God has stated them so. It does not take anyone with an open 

mind long to recognise how Satan actually stirs up enmity and hatred, utilising for 

this purpose intoxicants and gambling. Intoxicants weaken one’s consciousness and 

self-control, heighten tempers and stir up whims and impulses. Gambling and all 

games of chance leave people with a sense of loss and grudges. It is natural that a 

losing gambler nurses a strong grudge against the winner who takes away his money 

from under his nose and leaves him empty handed. It is only natural that such 

matters stir up enmity and hatred, regardless of the impression of happiness they 

initially give off. 

The fact that intoxicants and gambling do turn people away from their 

remembrance of God and from prayer is too clear to require elaboration. Drinking 

makes people forget and gambling makes them oblivious to everything else. Indeed, 

games of chance keep gamblers in a state of intoxication which is not dissimilar to 

that produced by drink. The world of a gambler is akin to that of a drunk: tables, 

glasses and a strike of fortune or misfortune. 

As this clear reference to Satan’s aim in devising these abominations produces its 

effect and awakens the hearts of those who believe, the question is then put which 

admits only the sort of answer `Umar gave when he heard it for the first time: “Will 

you not, then, desist?” His immediate response was: “We do desist, my Lord! We do 
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desist.” 

The s rah goes on to put the whole matter in its proper perspective: “Obey God, and 

obey the Messenger, and be ever on your guard. But if you turn away, then know that Our 

Messenger’s only duty is a clear delivery of the message [entrusted to him].” (Verse 92) 

This is the basic rule to which all matters are referred: obedience to God and His 

Messenger, i.e. submission which leaves no room except for absolute obedience and 

total compliance. There is also an implicit warning in this statement: “If you turn 

away, then know that Our Messenger’s only duty is a clear delivery of the message [entrusted 

to him].” (Verse 92) He has certainly conveyed God’s message with absolute clarity. 

Anyone who disobeys bears full responsibility for his disobedience. This warning, 

implicitly as it is expressed, is indeed very strong. The believers are made aware that 

should they slip into disobedience they only harm themselves. God’s Messenger has 

fulfilled his trust and conveyed his message. Hence, he is no longer responsible for 

them. Nor will he shield them from punishment, since they have disobeyed him. 

Their faith is in the hands of God, who is able to punish those who disobey. Thus 

does the Qur’ nic method open up our hearts and penetrate our depths. 

Why Intoxicants Are So Repugnant 

It is useful to explain here the nature of intoxicants which are meant in this 

prohibition. Abū D wūd relates this ĥadīth on the authority of `Abdull h ibn `Abb s: 

“Everything that is brewed is wine, and every intoxicant is forbidden.” `Umar 

addressed the Muslims, standing on the Prophet’s pulpit, with a group of the 

Prophet’s Companions in attendance. He said: “When the Qur’ nic verse was 

revealed prohibiting drinks, intoxicants were derived from five types of produce: 

grapes, palm dates, honey, wheat and barley. Wine refers to everything that blurs the 

mind.” These statements clearly indicate that intoxicants include every brewed drink 

which causes intoxication. It is not restricted to a particular type. Whatever 

intoxicates is forbidden. 

The lack of consciousness, whichever intoxicant produces it, is diametrically 

opposed to the state of alertness which Islam requires of every Muslim so that he 

consciously feels his link with God at every moment, making sure that all his 

thoughts and actions are of the sort that please God. By being so alert and conscious, 

the Muslim plays a positive role in the proper development of life and in protecting 

it against weakness and corruption. He further protects himself, his property and 

honour and he helps to protect the Muslim community and its system and law 

against all types of aggression. A Muslim is not abandoned so that he cares only for 

himself or his enjoyments. On the contrary, at every moment he has duties to fulfil 

which require that he be always alert. These include duties towards his Lord, 
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himself, his family and the Muslim community of which he is a member and towards 

humanity at large. Even when he enjoys the wholesome pleasures Islam permits, he 

must retain his full consciousness so that he is not enslaved by any type of pleasure 

or desire. He is in control of all his desires and he fulfils them as one who is totally in 

control. Drunkenness is the opposite state. 

Moreover, seeking such unconsciousness is simply an attempt to escape from the 

reality of life at a particular moment in time and a preference for the sort of visions 

which accompany drunkenness. Islam disapproves of all this because it wants people 

to see the realities as they are, to look them in the face and to conduct their lives on 

the basis of reality, not imagination. It is through facing reality that man proves his 

will-power. To escape to the realm of imagination is to prove one’s weakness and 

lack of will. Islam wants its people to have a strong will, unfettered by habit or 

addiction. From the Islamic point of view, this is enough reason to forbid intoxicants 

and all drugs. All these are abominations devised by Satan and their effect is only the 

corruption of human life. 

Scholars have different views with regard to whether intoxicants are impure in 

themselves like other physical impurities, or whether the prohibition applies only to 

drinking them. The majority of scholars are of the first view, while the second view is 

that of Rab `ah, al-Layth ibn Sa`d, al-Muzn  of the Sh fi`  school and a number of 

later scholars of Baghdad. Perhaps this reference to scholarly views on this point is 

adequate for our purposes. 

Self-Surrender and Obedience 

When these verses were revealed totally prohibiting all intoxicants, and describing 

them as an abomination devised by Satan, two groups of people raised a query in the 

same wording but for totally different reasons. A few of the Prophet’s Companions 

who were very scrupulous said: “What about our Companions who died when 

intoxicants were still lawful to drink?” Some of them said: “What about those killed 

in the Battle of U ud, with intoxicants in their bellies?” i.e. before they were 

forbidden to drink. Another group who were keen to seize every chance to sow the 

seeds of doubt among the Muslim community said similar things. Their aim was to 

try to weaken the Muslims’ trust in the reasoning behind Islamic legislation. They 

also wanted to convey the feeling that those who died before the prohibition of 

intoxicants were totally lost, since they died with this abomination in their bodies. 

Hence, the purpose behind the following verse: “Those who believe and do righteous 

deeds shall have no blame attached to them for any food they may have eaten, so long as they 

fear God and truly believe and do righteous deeds, and continue to fear God and believe, and 

remain God-fearing and persevere in doing good. God loves those who do good” (Verse 93) 
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This verse states that what has not been forbidden is lawful and that prohibition 

begins with its statement, not at any moment prior to this. There can be no 

retrospective prohibition and punishment, whether in this life or in the life to come, 

cannot be inflicted without a clear statement of ruling. Those who died before the 

prohibition of intoxicants had nothing to fear, because they did not drink any 

forbidden thing and did not commit any act of disobedience. They feared God and 

did righteous deeds, knowing that He was totally aware of their intentions and 

actions. Such a person neither disobeyed nor drank something forbidden. 

We have no intention of taking part in the controversy raised by the Mu`tazilah 

group concerning the ruling that intoxicants are abominations. What we will say, 

however, is that they raised the question about whether this is a result of its 

prohibition or because of the inherent quality of intoxicants. They also posed the 

question about whether what is forbidden is so ruled because of its inherent 

qualities, or because this quality is attached to it as a result of its prohibition. In my 

view all this controversy is futile and alien to the Islamic approach. When God 

forbids something, He knows why He forbids it, whether He states that reason or 

not. Whether the prohibition is based on the quality of what is prohibited, or on 

something that relates to the individual partaking of it personally, or to the interests 

of the whole community, it is God who knows the whole truth. Obeying His orders is 

an undeniable duty of every Muslim. Any subsequent controversy addresses no real 

need. Realism is an essential aspect of the Divine method. No one can say: “If 

prohibition is the result of an inherent quality in the thing prohibited, how can it be 

permitted in the period leading up to its prohibition?” God must have had a good 

reason for leaving it permissible for a while. After all, this is always determined by 

God alone. This is, indeed, an essential quality of Godhead. Whether man considers 

something to be good or bad is not the determining factor because man can consider 

something to be the determining reason for prohibition when in actual fact it is not. 

The appropriate attitude is to accept God’s legislation and to carry it out whether we 

know the reasons behind them or not. God knows everything and we know little. 

The implementation of God’s law must be based in the first instance on 

submission to Him. This is, indeed, the very meaning of Islam. When man has shown 

his obedience, he can use his mind to identify, as much as he is able to, God’s 

purpose behind His commandment or prohibition, whether this purpose is stated by 

God or not, understood by human intellect or not. It must be remembered, however, 

that God, not man, is the final arbiter on whether something should be included in 

His law. When God has issued His decree, all arguments must stop. His decree must 

be implemented. If a decision is left to human intellect, people become the final 

arbiter on God’s legislation. How then can this fit in with God’s position as the 

ultimate authority, or with man’s submission to Him? 
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Let us now consider the phraseology of this verse: “Those who believe and do 

righteous deeds shall have no blame attached to them for any food they may have eaten, so 

long as they fear God and truly believe and do righteous deeds, and continue to fear God and 

believe, and remain God-fearing and persevere in doing good. God loves those who do good.” 

(Verse 93) 

I admit that I have not found anything stated by commentators on the Qur’ n to 

be totally satisfactory in explaining the way this Qur’ nic verse is phrased, and why 

fear of God is mentioned once in combination with both faith and righteous deeds, 

and repeated once more in combination with faith and on a third occasion combined 

with doing good. Nor do I consider now as satisfactory my own comments on this 

repetition which are included in the first edition of this book. The best that I have 

read, although it too remains somewhat unsatisfactory to me, is that written by al-

abar : “The first reference to fearing God equates this fearing of God to total 

acceptance of His commandment, submission to it and an acting upon it. The second 

reference equates it with an unshakeable acceptance of faith while the third mention 

represents a God-fearing person as always being ready to do good work 

voluntarily.” 

I will quote here what I have written on this particular point in the first, shorter 

edition of this work: “This is a method of confirmation by way of following a general 

statement with a detailed one. The first reference is a general, comprehensive one 

which includes God-fearing, strong faith and righteous deeds. The aspect of God-

fearing is then repeated once in combination with faith and another with doing good, 

righteous deeds, in order to emphasise this sense and to highlight the important rule 

that actions are judged by the inner feelings that accompany them. God-fearing is the 

best expression of a fine sensitivity towards God’s commandments and a constant 

relationship with Him that combines belief in Him with acceptance of His orders. 

Righteous deeds are the practical translation of inner faith. It is interaction between 

deeds and beliefs that is the criterion for judgement. Appearances provide no such 

criterion. It is this basic rule which requires repetition and emphatic statements.” 

At this moment in time I do not find my own words satisfactory, but I cannot 

come up with anything better. I seek God’s help. 

Consecration and Game Killing 

The s rah continues to elaborate on further prohibitions, speaking about game 

when one is in the state of consecration, or iĥrām, and what compensates for its 

killing. It further speaks of the purpose of the sanctity of the House of Worship in 

Makkah, the sacred months, dedicated and garlanded cattle which must not be 

touched as the s rah makes clear in its opening verses. This part concludes with the 
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establishment of a clear standard of values for Muslim individuals and Muslim 

society. According to this standard, a small amount of good is far more valuable than 

evil, plentiful as it may be. 

Believers, God will certainly try you by means of game which may come within the 

reach of your hands or your spears, so that God may mark out those who truly fear 

Him in their hearts. Whoever transgresses after all this will have grievous suffering. 

Believers, kill no game while you are on pilgrimage. Whoever of you kills game by 

design shall make amends in cattle equivalent to what he has killed, adjudged by two 

persons of probity among you, to be brought as an offering to the Ka’ bah; or else he 

may atone for his sin by feeding needy persons, or by its equivalent in fasting, so that 

he may taste the evil consequences of his deeds. God has forgiven what is past; but 

whoever repeats his offence, God will inflict His retribution on him. God is Almighty, 

Lord of retribution. Lawful to you is all water game, and whatever food the sea brings 

forth, as a provision for you and for travellers. However, you are forbidden land game 

as long as you are in the state of consecration [or iĥrām]. Be conscious of God, to 

whom you shall all be gathered. God has made the Ka`bah, the Inviolable House of 

Worship, a symbol for all mankind; and so too the sacred month and the garlanded 

sacrificial offerings. This, so that you may know that God is aware of all that is in the 

heavens and the earth, and that God has full knowledge of everything. Know that God 

is severe in retribution and that God is Much- Forgiving, Merciful. The Messenger’s 

duty is but to deliver the message [entrusted to him]. God knows all that you reveal, 

and all that you conceal. (Verses 94-99) 

At the beginning of this s rah, God says: “Believers, do not offend against the symbols 

set up by God, or against the sacred month, or the offerings or the garlands, or against those 

who repair to the Sacred House, seeking God’s grace and pleasure. Only when you are 

released from the state of consecration may you hunt.” (Verse 2) However, this early 

prohibition of killing game during consecration, or the violation of God’s rites, the 

sacred months, garlanded sacrificial animals, or intercepting those who are on their 

way to the Sacred House did not specify any punishment to be inflicted on 

perpetrators in this life. They only incurred a sin. Now a punishment is outlined in 

the form of an atonement which is sufficient to make the offender taste the evil of 

what he has perpetrated. The verses declare that past offences have been forgiven, 

but anyone who commits fresh violations is threatened with God’s vengeance. 

Like all the other sections of this long passage, this part opens with an address to 

the believers. They are then told that they are about to be set a test concerning game 

that has been prohibited to them while they are in the state of consecration, or iĥrām: 

“Believers, God will certainly try you by means of game which may come within the reach of 

your hands or your spears, so that God may mark out those who truly fear Him in their 
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hearts. Whoever transgresses after all this will have grievous suffering.” (Verse 94) 

It is a very easy game that is brought within their vicinity. They could easily grab 

it with their hands, or with their spears. Some reports suggest that such game would 

come as close as the doors of their tents or homes. This, then, was a trial of 

temptation. Similar in nature to that which the Children of Israel were asked to 

endure in former times, but in which they failed. They had pleaded with their 

Prophet, Moses (peace be upon him), to appoint a day when they would not have to 

attend to any aspect of their daily affairs. Rather, they would rest and spend the 

whole day in worship. Thus, the Sabbath was established for them. They were then 

tempted with water game, whereby fish of all types came right to the sea shore on 

the day of the Sabbath. On other days, it went far into the water in the normal 

behaviour of fish. The Children of Israel, however, could not resist the temptation, 

could not keep their covenant with God. In the end, they resorted to playing tricks 

holding the fish in enclosures without actually taking them out of the water. They 

only captured the fish from those enclosures on the following morning, when the 

Sabbath was over. Indeed, God instructs the Prophet Mu ammad to question them 

about this, confronting them with their trickery: “Ask them about the town which stood 

facing the sea: how its people broke the Sabbath. Each Sabbath their fish appeared before them, 

breaking the water’s surface, but they would not come near them on other than Sabbath days. 

Thus did We try them because of their disobedience.” (7: 163) 

It is this same trial which the Muslim community came through successfully, 

while the Jews did not. This is the proof of God’s description of the Muslim 

community: “You are the best community that has ever been raised for mankind; you enjoin 

the doing of what is right and forbid what is wrong, and you believe in God. Had the people of 

earlier revelations believed, it would have been for their own good. Few of them are believers, 

while most of them are evildoers.” (3: 110) 

In fact the Muslim community has passed the test on numerous occasions whereas 

the Jews did not pass any similar tests. Hence, God deprived them of their leadership 

role and assigned it to the Muslim community, giving it more power to establish its 

entity on earth than He has given to any other community. The fact remains that the 

code of living laid down by God was never implemented in a practical system 

regulating the whole of human life until it was put into practice by the Muslim 

community. But that was when that community was truly Islamic, when it knew and 

accepted that Islam means that the Divine religion and its laws must be implemented 

in human life. It also realised that it was placed in a position of trust, undertaking the 

fulfilment of that great task and providing leadership for mankind in implementing 

the Divine law. 

The Purpose of the Trial 
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The trial of providing easy game at the time when it was prohibited to kill during 

the period of consecration, or iĥrām, was one of the numerous tests that the Muslim 

community successfully passed. The care God took of this Muslim community and 

its education is reflected in such tests. In this particular incident, God tells the 

believers of the purpose beyond His test: “So that God may mark out those who truly fear 

Him in their hearts.” (Verse 94) Being truly God-fearing, or fearing Him in one’s heart, 

is the solid basis on which faith is established in a person’s conscience. It mould’s 

one’s behaviour and it is the essence of putting man’s vicegerency on earth into 

practice. 

Human beings do not see God, but they feel His presence in their hearts when 

they truly believe in Him. To them, He is beyond the reach of all their faculties of 

perception, but their hearts know and fear Him. The certainty of this great truth in a 

firm, unshakeable belief in God, and achieving, without seeing Him or feeling His 

presence with our senses, a strength of belief equal, if not superior, to that based on 

one’s senses is something great indeed. A believer declares that “there is no deity 

other than God” without having seen Him. To have such belief is indicative of a huge 

step forward towards a superior level of humanity that taps man’s natural faculties 

and makes the best use of all his natural abilities. This represents a great departure 

away from the realm of animal existence that cannot look up to anything beyond its 

immediate perception. On the other hand, when man bars his soul from looking up 

to what lies beyond the reach of his faculties of perception and confines his feelings 

to the material world surrounding him, he shuts down his superior faculties and 

lingers permanently in his material and sensual world. 

Hence, God makes this quality of fearing Him in our hearts the crucial point of 

this test, making it clear to the believers so that they are able to use all their powers to 

achieve it. God certainly knows, initially, who fears Him in his heart, but He does not 

hold people to account on the basis of His initial knowledge. They are accountable 

only for what they actually do, which God also knows on the basis of its taking place. 

“Whoever transgresses after all this will have grievous suffering.” (Verse 94) Man is 

thus told of the trial to which he is being put. He is informed of its purpose and 

warned against yielding to temptation. All means of success have been given to him. 

Hence, should he transgress after all this, it is only fair that he should be made to 

endure grievous suffering. This is his own choice. 

Details of the atonement for violation are then given. This starts with a firm 

prohibition and ends with a second warning: “Believers, kill no game while you are on 

pilgrimage. Whoever of you kills game by design shall make amends in cattle equivalent to 

what he has killed, adjudged by two persons of probity among you, to be brought as an 

offering to the Ka`bah; or else he may atone for his sin by feeding needy persons, or by its 

equivalent in fasting, so that he may taste the evil consequences of his deeds. God has forgiven 
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what is past; but whoever repeats his offence, God will inflict His retribution on him. God is 

Almighty, Lord of retribution.” (Verse 95) 

The prohibition applies to killing game deliberately when a person is in the state 

of consecration, or iĥrām. If a game animal is killed by accident, the person in 

consecration neither incurs a sin nor has to give any compensation. For deliberate 

killing, the compensation is an offering of cattle or other animals equivalent to the 

game he has killed. Thus, if a person in consecration kills a deer, the compensation 

may be an offering of a sheep or a goat; for a camel, a cow or an ox is appropriate; for 

an ostrich or a giraffe or a similarly large animal, a camel may be offered; for a rabbit 

or a cat the offering may be a rabbit. What has no equivalent among animals 

however, an offering of its cash value is acceptable in compensation. 

The compensation is adjudged by two Muslim men of probity. Should they rule 

that a particular type of animal be slaughtered, that animal is set loose until it reaches 

the Ka (bah where it is slaughtered and given to the poor to eat. If such an animal is 

not available, the arbiters may rule that the compensation be given in the form of 

food given to the poor, provided that its quantity is equivalent to the value of either 

the animal to be slaughtered or the game animal killed. If the offender who has to 

make this compensation cannot afford this, he should fast a number of days to be 

decided as fair compensation. To do so, the value of the animal is first estimated, 

then the number of poor people that could be fed by this amount is determined. He 

fasts one day for every poor person. As for how much money is sufficient to feed one 

poor person, this is a matter on which scholars have differed. However, it cannot be a 

fixed sum, as it differs according to place, time and conditions. 

The verse states the purpose of this compensation: “So that he may taste the evil 

consequences of his deeds.” (Verse 95) The requirement of compensation implies 

punishment. The offence is a breach of a strict prohibition. Hence, it cannot be left 

unpunished. However, God makes it clear that He has forgiven offences of the past, 

but He threatens those who do not desist from committing such violations with 

severe punishment: “God has forgiven what is past; but whoever repeats his offence, God 

will inflict His retribution on him. God is Almighty, Lord of retribution.” (Verse 95) Thus, 

if the killer of game wants to boast of his hunting ability by killing game animals 

which God wants to enjoy security in the vicinity where all are secure, he should 

know that it is God who is almighty and who exacts retribution. 

All this applies to hunting on land. Fishing, on the other hand, is permissible in all 

situations: “Lawful to you is all water game, and whatever food the sea brings forth, as a 

provision for you and for travellers.” (Verse 96) This means that all types of water 

animals are permissible to catch and use for food whether a person is in the state of 

consecration or not. With this mention of the permissibility of water-game and food 

from the sea, the verse restates the prohibition of killing game on land during 
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consecration: “However you are forbidden land-game as long as you are in the state of 

consecration [or iĥrām].” (Verse 96) 

All scholars are unanimous that killing animal game is forbidden for any person in 

consecration. However, scholars have differing views as to the permissibility of 

eating game, should the animal be killed by another person who is not in 

consecration. Moreover, scholars disagree as to the referent of the term “game” as 

used in this verse: does it apply only to animals that are normally pursued as game; 

or does the prohibition apply to all animals, including those which are not normally 

considered game and are not referred to as game. 

These rules of permissibility and prohibition are concluded with a statement that 

appeals to the believers’ sense of fearing God and reminds us of the Day of 

Judgement and the reckoning We will then have to face: “Be conscious of God, to whom 

you shall all be gathered.” (Verse 96) 

The Reason for Prohibition 

It is perhaps pertinent to ask here about the purpose behind these prohibition 

rules. Well, God wishes to provide a security zone for mankind, where they seek 

refuge from life’s worries. This zone is represented by the Ka`bah, the Inviolable 

House of Worship, and the sacred months. They offer a haven of peace in the midst 

of the raging battle between those in combat through life, regardless of their race and 

ethnic origin. Their desires, ambitions and needs continue to fuel their struggle, but 

this security zone beckons to them so that it may substitute reassurance for their 

worries, love for conflict, brotherhood and security for hostility and fear. What is 

more is that such concepts are not confined to the realm of theories and ideals; 

people are given practical training in real life to grab such feelings and maintain 

them. Thus, they are seen as a reality, not mere words and visions that have no 

bearing on real life. 

God has made the Ka`bah, the Inviolable House of Worship, a symbol for all mankind; 

and so too the sacred month and the garlanded sacrificial offerings. This, so that you 

may know that God is aware of all that is in the heavens and the earth, and that God 

has full knowledge of everything. Know that God is severe in retribution and that God 

is Much-Forgiving, Merciful. The Messenger’s duty is but to deliver the message 

[entrusted to him]. God knows all that you reveal, and all that you conceal. (Verses 

97-9) 

God has made the sanctity of the Ka`bah applicable to man, animals, birds, insects 

and all creatures. They all feel secure there. In the period of consecration, the 
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prohibitions apply even before someone reaches the Ka ‘bah. God has also prohibited 

all fighting and killing in the four sacred months of Dhu’l-Qa`dah, Dhu’l-Hijjah, 

Muharram and Rajab. Even in pre-Islamic days, God made the Arabs highly 

respectful of the sanctity of those sacred months. Thus, they would not frighten 

anyone or seek any vengeance during those times. A man would meet the killer of 

his father, son, or brother and would not take any action against him. Thus, those 

four months became a season for travel and seeking one’s livelihood. God’s purpose 

has been that the Ka`bah should be a place of peace and security, where people are 

not troubled by fear and anxiety. Similarly, He made those four months a time- zone 

of security. He then extended the cover of peace and security beyond geographical 

and time zones so that it included sacrificial animals let loose during the pilgrimage 

and `umrah. None could intercept such animals until they reached the Ka`bah. The 

same security being extended to any person or animal wearing a garland taken from 

the trees of the aram area; this by way of declaring the protection granted by the 

Ka`bah. 

These sanctities were put in place at the time when the Ka`bah was built by the 

Prophets Abraham and Ishmael. It was then that God made the Ka`bah a haven for 

people and a sanctuary. In fact, He reminds the idolatrous Arabs of His favour in 

placing them close to the House which provides security and sanctuary while people 

all around them live in fear. Yet still they do not give thanks or express real 

gratitude. They do not address their worship to God alone even in the House that 

was built as a symbol for God’s oneness. They further said to God’s Messenger who 

called on them to attribute all Godhead to God alone: “If we were to follow the guidance 

you bring us, we will be snatched away from our land.” God reports their claim and 

confronts them with the security and peace they enjoy in the vicinity of the Ka`bah, 

the Sacred Mosque God has sanctified: “They say: If we were to follow the message to 

which you invite us, we would be snatched away from our land.’ Why — have We not 

established for them a secure sanctuary, to which are brought the fruits of all good things, as 

provision from Ourself? But most of them are ignorant.” (28: 57) 

An authentic ĥadīth related by both al-Bukh r  and Muslim quotes the Prophet as 

saying on the day Makkah fell to Islam: “This city is a forbidden city: its trees may 

not be cut, nor its plants sheared; its game may not be deliberately scared, and 

whatever is dropped by people may not be picked up except for identification.” Of 

all living things, only five may be killed in the vicinity of the Ka`bah or by a person 

in consecration. These are: a raven, kite, scorpion, mouse and a biting dog. Al-

Bukh r  and Muslim relate, on the authority of ` ’ishah, that “the Prophet ordered 

the killing of five harmful creatures in the aram and outside it: ravens, kites, 

scorpions, mice and biting dogs.” Snakes were also added in an authentic ĥadīth 

related by Muslim on the authority of `Abdull h ibn `Umar. 
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Madinah was similarly declared a place of sanctity. ‘Al  quotes the Prophet as 

saying: “Madinah is a sanctuary between ` r and Thawr.” A ĥadīth related by al-

Bukh r  and Muslim on the authority of `Abb d ibn Tam m states that the Prophet 

said: “Abraham has consecrated Makkah and prayed for it. I am consecrating 

Madinah just like Abraham consecrated Makkah.” 

Furthermore, it is not merely a time and place security zone for humans and 

animals alone. It is also a security zone for the human conscience, that vast arena of 

the human soul attendant with all its struggles and strains. It is like a volcano that 

sends its smoke, fire and lava to burn the land and mar the clarity of time, harming 

man and animal alike. The Ka`bah and its environs provides the perfect sanctuary in 

the midst of all this conflict. This sanctuary extends its peace and security so as to 

make a person in consecration unwilling to chase an animal or a bird, which would 

otherwise be lawful for them to slay. However, here they are in a sanctuary, in a 

place of security for animals and humans alike. The whole place is a stage for 

training the human soul so that it is purged of all its shady traces and so that it is able 

to attain a standard of clarity and sublimity that enables it to deal with the Supreme 

Society of Heaven. 

Man, terrified, worried and engaged in endless strife as he is, is always in dire 

need of such a security zone which God has provided in the Islamic faith and 

outlined its boundaries in the Qur’ n. 

“This, so that you may know that God is aware of all that is in the heavens and the earth, 

and that God has full knowledge of everything.” (Verse 97) This may sound a rather 

strange comment at this particular juncture, but it is perfectly understandable. God 

has laid down this faith and established this sanctuary so that people may know that 

He knows everything that is in the heavens and the earth and that He is fully aware 

of all things. Thus, they know that God is fully cognizant of human nature, as well as 

people’s aspirations, needs and spiritual longings. He enacts legislation in order to 

satisfy natures, meet needs, fulfil aspirations and answer longings. When people feel 

in their hearts how God’s compassion is evident in His law and appreciate the 

harmony between their nature and God’s law, they realise that God is fully aware of 

all that is in the heavens and the earth and that His perfect knowledge encompasses 

everything. 

It is most remarkable how this religion of Islam meets all the needs and 

aspirations of human nature. It has been moulded in a way that perfectly fits human 

nature. When a person’s heart is responsive to the Islamic faith, it finds in it beauty, 

serenity, comfort and an ease of standards unknown except to those who have 

experienced them. 

The discussion of the permissible and the prohibited, both in consecration and at 
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other times, is brought to its conclusion with a clear warning against incurring 

punishment, while at the same time offering the prospect of forgiveness and mercy: 

“Know that God is severe in retribution and that God is Much-Forgiving, Merciful.” (Verse 

98) The warning is coupled with pointing out that responsibility lies clearly with the 

one who breaches sanctities and does not regret or repent: “The Messenger’s duty is 

but to deliver the message [entrusted to him]. God knows all that you reveal, and all that you 

conceal.” (Verse 99) 

Foul and Wholesome 

At the concluding part of this passage God provides us with a standard so that we 

may give correct judgement of all things. In these scales, only what is good and 

wholesome is weighty, while that which is foul and evil carries no weight. This 

prevents a Muslim from being deceived when he finds that the foul is plentiful and 

the evil too numerous. “Say: Evil and good are not equal, even though the abundance of 

evil may be pleasing to you. Have fear of God, you who are endowed with understanding, so 

that you may triumph.” (Verse 100) 

Evil and good are mentioned here within the context of elaborating which food 

and game are permissible and which are forbidden. What is forbidden is evil, while 

everything that is permissible is good. Certainly the good and the evil cannot be 

equal, even though the evil may come in such plenty that it attracts and tempts 

people. That which is good provides enjoyment that is not followed by foul 

consequences, such as regret, waste, pain or disease. The pleasure gained out of evil 

things cannot be matched even by a modicum of the good things in life. What is 

more is that with the good things, man enjoys safety in this life and in the life to 

come. When the human mind is free of the shackles of desire as a result of its being 

God-fearing and when it has attained a keen watchfulness, it will inevitably prefer 

good to evil. This is bound to end in success and triumph, both in this world and in 

the Hereafter: “Have fear of God, you who are endowed with understanding, so that you 

may triumph.” (Verse 100) 

This verse especially suits the present occasion, but it has a much wider 

implication. It looks to a broad horizon, encompassing life in its totality. 

God, who has raised this community as the best model for mankind, wants it to 

undertake the great trust of establishing His system and constitution on earth, so that 

it maintains it in practical life as no previous community ever did. Hence, this 

community has been in need of long and sustained training that purges it from all 

traces of past ignorance and takes it by the hand from the low ebb of material life 

along the incline of an Islamic life. The training then continues to purify the concepts, 

habits, practices and feelings of the Muslim community, strengthening its will and 
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determination to advocate only the truth. What is more is that it takes place amidst 

all the adversity it has to face and the responsibility it has to shoulder in so doing. 

The final stage is that the Muslim community has to shape and mould its whole life 

in accordance with Islamic values. This places the Muslim community truly on God’s 

side. It gives it the fairest form of humanity, upholding a standard that will never 

equate evil with good, even though the evil is plentiful and replete with temptation. 

The ability to distinguish evil from good and to give each its proper value as shown 

in God’s system makes evil very light in God’s scale and good very much heavier, 

even though it may be much smaller in quantity. When the Muslim community 

attains such a standard, it becomes worthy of shouldering God’s trust, providing 

leadership for humanity, weighing things up according to God’s scales, choosing 

what is good for mankind, and refusing to be tempted by an abundance of evil. 

Another situation in which this standard is found to be most suitable is that when 

falsehood puts on airs and graces so that people think it mighty, plentiful and 

powerful. But a believer looks at such rising falsehood with a firm gaze, remains 

unaffected by its apparent might, and chooses, in preference to it, the truth which 

displays no apparent strength and commands no ready forces. He prefers it only 

because it is the truth, plain and simple, carrying no weight or authority other than 

its being true in God’s measure. 

God subjected the first Muslim community to the Qur’ nic system of education, 

under the supervision of His Messenger (peace be upon him), until it attained the 

standard which He had determined to be necessary for its role as trustee of the 

Divine faith. This standard does not merely apply to conscience and inner belief, but 

also to practices and life affairs. It looks at all desires, attractions, aspirations, and 

conflicting interests with which human life abounds, whether these belong to 

individuals or the community as a whole and then evaluates them by God’s 

standard. This makes it worthy of shouldering the heavy responsibility of trusteeship 

over human life as a whole. 

In His education of the Muslim community, God used all sorts of directives, 

influences, tests, trials and legislation, placing them all in one bunch to fulfil a single 

role, namely, the preparation of this community for its role as guardian of God’s faith 

on earth. This preparation required equipping it with the right concepts, formulating 

the right reactions and responses, adopting the proper morality, legal code and 

system, and following the right practices, etc. When that preparation was completed, 

God achieved with that community whatever He willed. God certainly is able to 

accomplish His purpose at all times. Thus, the earth witnessed a sublime model of 

the Divine faith in practice. Humanity can always emulate that model, provided it 

realises that it has to struggle hard for that purpose. When it is determined to go 

ahead with such a struggle, God will give it His help and support. 
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Politeness in Dealing with the Prophet 

The s rah moves on to draw the attention of the early Muslims to the standard of 

politeness they must adopt with the Prophet. They are told not to ask him about 

matters on which he remains silent, particularly such matters which, should they be 

tackled, may cause hardship or embarrassment to the person raising the question, or 

may impose on him heavy tasks or restrictions that God, out of His mercy, has 

chosen not to impose on the Muslims. 

Believers, do not ask about matters which, if made known to you, may cause you 

hardship. If you should ask about them while the Qur’ān is being revealed, they shall 

be made plain to you. God will forgive you these; for God is Much-Forgiving, 

Forbearing. People before your time inquired about them, and on that account they 

came to deny the truth. (Verses 101-102) 

Some people used to put numerous questions to the Prophet (peace be upon him) 

asking him about matters on which no order or prohibition had been given. Some 

were always asking about the details of matters that the Qur’ n gave in general 

terms, to make them easier for people. Some asked about matters which need not be 

exposed, because exposure would cause a problem either to the person putting the 

question or to others. It is reported, for example, that when the verse establishing the 

duty of pilgrimage was revealed, a man asked the Prophet whether pilgrimage was a 

duty every year. The Prophet disliked the question because the Qur’ nic verse left 

the matter Unspecified: “Pilgrimage to this House is a duty owed to God by all people who 

are able to undertake it.” (3: 97) To offer the pilgrimage once is sufficient for this duty 

to be fulfilled. To ask whether it is a duty required every year is to give the text a 

much harder interpretation and one which God has not imposed. 

A ĥadīth attributed to `Al , without quoting the Prophet, says: “When the verse 

stating that ‘pilgrimage is a duty owed to God by all people who are able to 

undertake it,’ was revealed, some people asked the Prophet: `Is it every year?’ He did 

not answer. They repeated the question and he said: ‘No.’ Had I said, ‘yes,’ it would 

have become an obligation.” Then God revealed the verse stating: “Believers, do not 

ask about matters which, if made known to you, may cause you hardship.” (Verse 101) 

(Related by al-Tirmidh  and al-D raqu n ) 

Al-D raqu n  relates a similar ĥadīth on the authority of Abū Hurayrah who says: 

“The Prophet said: ‘Mankind, Pilgrimage has been made a duty of yours.’ A man 

stood up and asked, ‘Is it every year, Messenger of God?’ The Prophet did not 

answer him, so the man repeated the question. The Prophet asked who the man was 

putting the question. When he was told his name, he said: ‘By Him who holds my 

soul in His hand, had I said, “Yes”, it would have become binding. Had it been made 
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binding, you would not be able to fulfil it, and if you were not able to fulfil it, you 

would be guilty of disbelief.” Then God revealed the verse stating: “Believers, do not 

ask about matters which, if made known to you, may cause you hardship.” (Verse 101) 

According to al- abar , on one occasion people asked the Prophet a great many 

questions. In reference to that occasion Muslim relates in his Sahīh on the authority of 

Anas that “the Prophet said: ‘By God I will answer any question you put to me, as 

long as I am in this position.’ A man stood up and asked: ‘Which will be my place of 

entry?’ The Prophet said, ‘The Fire.’ `Abdull h ibn udh fah asked: ‘Who is my 

father, Messenger of God?’ The Prophet said to him, `Your father is udh fah.’ His 

mother said to him: ‘I have never heard of a more undutiful son. How could you be 

sure that your mother might not have done something which women prior to Islam 

did? You would have, then, exposed her in front of all people.’ He said: ‘Had he said 

that I belonged to a black slave, I would have affiliated myself to him.”‘ It should be 

added here that the second man mentioned in this ĥadīth, `Abdull h ibn udh fah, 

was among the early Muslims in Makkah. He went to Abyssinia with the second 

group of emigrants and took part in the Battle of Badr. He was known for his sense 

of humour. 

Another report by al- abar  on the authority of Abū Hurayrah states: “The 

Prophet came out angry, with his face red, and sat on the pulpit. A man rose and 

asked him: ‘Where will I be?’ He said, `In the Fire.’ Another man asked him: `Who is 

my father?’ The Prophet said: `Your father is udh fah.’ `Umar ibn al-Kha b stood 

up and said: ‘We acknowledge God as our Lord, Islam as our faith, and Mu ammad 

(peace be upon him) as God’s Prophet, and the Qur’ n as our constitution. 

Messenger of God, we only recently abandoned idolatry, and God knows best who 

were our fathers.’ The Prophet’s anger cooled down. “Then the verse was revealed 

stating: “Believers, do not ask about matters which, if made known to you, may cause you 

hardship.” (Verse 101) 

Muj hid quotes Ibn `Abb s as saying that this verse was revealed in answer to 

people who asked about certain superstitious practices involving animals. He quotes 

another scholar, Sa` d ibn Jubayr, as citing in support the verse that follows, stating: 

“It was not God who instituted [superstitions like those of] a slit-ear she camel, or a she-camel 

let loose for free pasture, or idol sacrifices for twin-births in animals, or stallion- camels freed 

from work.” (Verse 103) 

All these reports and similar ones give us a clear picture of the type of questions 

which believers have been ordered not to ask. 

The Qur’ n was revealed from on high not merely to establish a faith or outline a 

legal code, but also to educate a community and establish a society. It also aims to 

reform the attitudes of individuals and to set for them a logical and moral system of 



Al Mā’idah (The Repast) | Detailed Legislation for Believers 

 224

its own. Here the 

Qur’ n is teaching Muslims how and when to put their questions, demarcating the 

boundaries of investigation and the system through which to acquire knowledge. 

Since God is the source of the Islamic code and the One who reveals what is 

unknown, it is only good manners that His servants should leave it to His wisdom 

whether to provide details of the legal provisions or to state them in general terms 

only, and whether to inform them of what is unknown to them or keep it hidden 

away from them. It behoves them well to stop at the limits determined by God whose 

knowledge encompasses all things. It is not in their interest to set for themselves 

stricter limits, through the pursuit of different possibilities. It is wrong that they 

should try to seek to know things that lie beyond the reach of their powers of 

perception when God has determined not to reveal these to them. Their attempts are 

bound to be fruitless, for God knows well the limits of human power and potential. 

He gives them the law that suits them, revealing only that measure of knowledge 

with which they are able to cope. 

Choosing the Hard Way 

God has kept certain matters unknown to man, or He might have expressed 

certain matters in general terms. It does not harm people to leave such matters in the 

form God has left them. To question these at the time of the Prophet might have 

provided them with distressing answers, or might have overburdened both them 

and future generations. Hence, God tells the believers not to ask about certain 

matters which if revealed might be harmful. He also warns them that should they ask 

about these during the Prophet’s lifetime, when the Qur’ n was being revealed, for 

then they would have their answers, but these would impose on them obligations 

that God did not originally make binding: “Believers, do not ask about matters which, if 

made known to you, may cause you hardship. If you should ask about them while the Qur’ān 

is being revealed, they shall be made plain to you. God will forgive you these; for God is 

Much-Forgiving, Forbearing.” (Verse 101) The verse carries a clear instruction not to 

inquire about matters which God has left out or stated without details in order to 

keep duties lighter, as in the case of pilgrimage. 

God then gives the example of former communities that were given revelations. 

Some of them made things harder for themselves by numerous questions about 

rulings and duties. When, as a result, God made new obligations binding on them, 

they failed to perform these, thus rejecting them. Had they left matters as God stated 

them originally, they would have been able to benefit by the easier tasks God wanted 

to assign to them. They would not have had to cope with their failure to fulfil their 

responsibilities. 
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We have seen how the Jews asked too many questions when they were ordered to 

slaughter a cow (Volume I, pp. 63-67). They were not given any conditions initially, 

and as such, slaughtering any cow would have been good enough. However, they 

asked for a description, and then details of that description. With every question, the 

choice before them was narrowed down and the task became harder. Had they 

refrained from putting these questions, the matter would have remained much 

easier. The same was the case when they asked for the Sabbath. When it was granted 

to them, at their request, they could not cope with its obligations. They followed the 

same pattern time and time again, until God forbade them many things either for 

educational purposes or as a punishment. 

An authentic ĥadīth quotes the Prophet as saying: “Whatever I leave out, do not 

pursue it with me. Communities before you were ruined as a result of asking too 

many questions and disputing with their prophets.” In another authentic ĥadīth the 

Prophet states: “God has imposed certain obligations; so do not neglect them. He set 

certain boundaries; so do not transgress them. Furthermore, He has forbidden certain 

things; so do not violate these. And He has left out certain matters as an act of grace, 

forgetting none of them; so do not ask about these.” 

In his authentic collection of aĥādīth Muslim relates that the Prophet said: “Among 

all Muslims, the worst offender against the Muslim community is one who asks 

about something which has not been forbidden them, and as a result of his question, 

it has been made forbidden.” 

A Practical Approach to Knowledge 

Perhaps these aĥādīth we have quoted, together with statements in the Qur’ n, 

delineate the Islamic system of pursuing knowledge. The first point to make clear is 

that, from the Islamic point of view, knowledge is sought to face a real need and to 

satisfy that need. Human powers and faculties are too precious to expend in 

pursuing detailed matters of what Islam calls ghayb, a term which refers to what lies 

beyond the reach of human perception. That is because such knowledge is not 

sought to meet any real or practical need in human life. It is sufficient for the human 

mind to believe in that ghayb as described by the One who has described it. When the 

human mind goes beyond that belief in order to investigate its nature and details, it 

will not attain any true results, because it is simply not equipped with the necessary 

faculties to achieve that knowledge. God has given us all that we need to know about 

it. Any further pursuit is a waste of effort; it is no more than trying to walk in the 

desert without a guide. It is bound to end in total loss. 

As for Islamic rulings, these are sought when needed, to face practical situations 

as and when these take place. This is the proper Islamic approach. 
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Throughout the Makkan period of Islamic revelations, not a single administrative 

ruling was outlined, although orders were given to do certain things and to refrain 

from others. Detailed rulings, such as mandatory and discretionary punishments, 

atonements and the like were only revealed after the establishment of the Islamic 

state in Madinah, because that state was able to carry out these details and put them 

into practice. 

The first generation of Muslims was fully abreast of this approach. Hence, they 

would not give a judgement on any question unless it had taken place. Even then, 

they would only give a judgement within the context of the question, and without 

trying to apply texts to assumed events that had not taken place. They wanted to 

maintain seriousness in both questions and rulings. Al-D rim , a leading scholar of 

Hadīth, reports that `Umar ibn al-Kha b used to rebuke anyone who asked about 

things that had not taken place. He also mentions that Zaid ibn Th bit, a learned 

scholar among the Prophet’s Companions, used to say when a question was put to 

him: “Has this taken place yet?” If he was told that it had, he would give an answer 

on the basis of his knowledge. If he was told that it had not taken place, he would 

say: “Leave it, then, until it takes place.” 

Another report by al-D rim  mentions that `Amm r ibn Y sir, a Companion of the 

Prophet, was asked about a particular matter. He said: “Has it taken place?” They 

answered, “No.” He said: “Do not trouble us with it, then. Should it take place, we 

will look into it for you.” 

Al-D rim  also mentions a report by Ibn `Abbas, stating: “I have never seen a 

community better than the Prophet’s Companions. They asked him only about 13 

matters, the answers for them all are given in the Qur’ n. Among these are, They ask 

you about fighting in the sacred month...’ (2: 217), and, They ask you about menstruation...’ 

(2: 222), and the like. They only asked about what would benefit them.” 

Im m M lik says: “I have lived in this city, [meaning Madinah], and the only 

knowledge available to its people is the Qur’ n and the Sunnah. Should something 

unusual take place, the Governor would call in all scholars available. Whatever view 

they approved, he would implement. But you ask too many questions, a habit the 

Prophet disapproved of.” 

Al-Qur ub , a commentator on the Qur’ n, says in his explanation of this verse [i.e. 

Verse 101] that the Prophet says: “God has forbidden you to be undutiful to your 

mothers, burying your daughters alive, stinginess and greed. He also dislikes three 

qualities: idle speech, asking too many questions and wasting money.” Many 

scholars are of the view that “asking too many questions” refers to asking many 

hypothetical questions about Islamic rulings on theoretical and imaginary matters 

and trying to deduce unnecessary rulings for them. The early Muslims disliked this 
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exercise, considering it to be a pursuit leading to nothing beneficial. They would say 

that should something take place, a scholar would be guided to its ruling. 

This shows the Islamic system to be serious and practical. It provides practical 

rulings deduced from the principles of Divine law for practical problems in life. In its 

approach to these problems, it studies each one according to its circumstances and 

conditions in order to give for it a ruling that covers all its aspects and applies to it 

fully. To ask for rulings on hypothetical questions is neither useful nor necessary. 

Since a matter has not taken place, it is impossible to measure it properly. To issue a 

ruling for it is not suitable, because it cannot cover its aspects which remain 

unknown. In fact, both question and answer in this case imply a loose attitude to 

Islamic law and are in breach of the proper Islamic approach. 

The same applies to questions asking for Islamic rulings in countries which do not 

implement Islamic law, and to the answers given to such questions. Divine law is 

asked for rulings only when these are meant for implementation. Therefore, when 

both the one who asks the question and the one who answers it are aware that they 

live in a country where God’s authority over human life is denied, then what is the 

purpose of the whole process of seeking an Islamic ruling? Such a country does not 

recognise that Godhead means submission to God, His law and authority in this life. 

So, in such a situation, the two parties to the process of deducing an Islamic ruling on 

a particular question are involved in degrading Islamic law, whether they are aware 

of the fact or not. 

We may say the same concerning purely theoretical studies of details of Islamic 

law concerning aspects that remain unimplemented. Such studies are no more than 

an idle pursuit, aiming to give a false impression that Islamic law occupies a place in 

the land where it is studied in academic institutes, although it remains 

unimplemented in the courts. Anyone who is party to giving such a false impression 

may be guilty of sinful action. 

This religion of Islam is serious indeed. It has been revealed so that it governs 

human life. Its aim is to help people so that they submit to God alone and to deprive 

those who usurp God’s authority of what they claim to be theirs so that all authority 

is given to God’s law. It must be remembered that Islamic law is devised to govern 

all aspects of human life. It issues its rulings to deal with practical questions and real 

needs. Hence, it gives a ruling only for questions that actually take place and only 

when they do take place. Its rulings take into account all the aspects and 

circumstances of every problem. This religion of Islam has not been revealed so that 

it becomes a mere slogan, or that its law becomes a subject for academic, theoretical 

study that has no bearing on practical life. It does not indulge in solving hypotheses 

and providing hypothetical answers to them. 
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That is the practical meaning of the seriousness of Islam. Any Islamic scholar who 

wishes to follow its system, with such seriousness, should work hard for the 

implementation of Islamic law in practical life. Otherwise, he should at least refrain 

from issuing theoretical rulings that have no place in reality.  

Freedom for the Human Mind 

We have already mentioned a report in which Muj hid quotes Ibn `Abb s and 

Sa` d ibn Jubayr’s comments on the immediate reason for revealing the verse 

instructing the believers not to put questions concerning certain matters which 

would cause them difficulty or distress should they be stated in detail. The same 

report mentions that their questions included things and practices known in pre-

Islamic days. 

We have not been able to determine which particular things and practices were 

referred to, but the fact that the s rah mentions the dedication of certain types of 

cattle immediately after the instruction not to ask unnecessary questions of detail 

suggests that the two are somehow linked. This is all that we need to say before 

discussing the verse that refers to such idolatrous practices. 

It was not God who instituted [superstitions like those of] a slit-ear she camel, or a 

she-camel let loose for free pasture, or idol sacrifices for twin-births in animals, or 

stallion-camels freed from work. It is unbelievers who attribute their own lying 

inventions to God. Most of them never use their reason. When they are told, “Come to 

that which God has revealed and to the Messenger, “they reply, “Sufficient for us are 

the ways we found our fathers following.” Why, even though their fathers knew 

nothing and were devoid of all guidance? (Verses 103-104) 

The human mind finds itself at a crossroads: it either maintains its proper nature 

with which God has equipped it or takes a different route. Should it take this way, it 

will recognise its one Lord, God, the Lord of the universe. It will submit to Him and 

accept His legislation, rejecting all other types of lordship. This means that it will 

reject any law other than God’s. In this case, the human mind will find contact with 

its Lord to be so easy and worshipping Him to be so simple and clear. Alternatively, 

the human mind could lose its way in the maze of ignorance, facing darkness in 

every way and a myth at every junction. Tyrannical deities demand all sorts of 

worship rituals and sacrifices, which, in time, increase and multiply. An idolater will 

then forget their origins, but continue to offer them by force of habit. He will writhe 

under the demands of worshipping a multitude of deities, which will deprive him of 

all dignity that God has bestowed on man. 
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Islam declares that the authority to which all people must submit is the One God. 

In doing so, it liberates people from bondage to one another, restores man’s dignity 

and frees the human mind from the fetters of rituals offered to multiple deities. 

Hence, Islam fights to eradicate idolatry in all its shapes and forms, pursuing it 

wherever it settles or manifests itself: deep in the human conscience, in worship 

rituals, in social practices, or in government and political systems. 

At this point, the s rah pays attention to one aspect of idolatry in pre-Islamic, 

pagan Arabia. It brings it into focus so as to refute all legends surrounding it. It states 

the basic principles of rational thinking, as well as the principles of law and faith at 

the same time: “It was not God who instituted [superstitions like those of] a slit-ear she-

camel, or a she-camel let loose for free pasture, or idol sacrifices for twin-births in animals, or 

stallion-camels freed from work. It is unbelievers who attribute their own lying inventions to 

God. Most of them never use their reason.” (Verse 103) 

Superstitious Practices 

There were certain types of cattle people consecrated for their deities on 

conditions based in their inherited myths and which people accepted blindly. What 

were these? Who made the regulations concerning them? We have widely differing 

reports explaining each type of cattle. We will mention only a couple of these 

definitions to give an idea of such practices. 

Al-Zuhr  quotes Sa` d ibn al-Musayyib who says that the baĥīrah, or “a slit-ear she-

camel” was one whose milk was dedicated for deities. [Needless to say, the milk was 

taken and used by the custodians of the temples.] The second type, sā‘ibah, was a she-

camel dedicated to deities and let loose to graze wherever it wanted. The third type, 

waşīlah, was a she-camel that gave birth to two she-camels consecutively. This they 

would sacrifice for their deities. The fourth type, hāmī, was a male camel kept for 

breeding. When he had ensured conception for a set number of she-camels, they said 

that his back had warmed and he was freed and let loose. 

Linguists have similar definitions. The first type, baĥīrah, is a she- camel whose ear 

has been widely slit. When a she-camel has given birth five times, producing in the 

fifth a male camel, the Arabs would slit its ear as a mark of consecration, prohibiting 

anyone from riding or slaughtering it for food. It would never be turned away from 

pasture or water. Even when a man suffering from fatigue saw it, he would not ride 

it. The second type, sā’ibah, was a she-camel let loose. When a person wanted to make 

an offering as a gesture of gratitude after his recovery from illness or return from a 

long journey or the like, he would say, “My she-camel is free.” It would, thus, be 

consecrated in the same fashion as the first type. 

According to a number of linguists, the third type of cattle, waşīlah, referred to a 
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female sheep being a twin of a male sheep. The female would, then, be spared 

slaughter. Others say that when a sheep gives birth to a female, they took it. Should it 

give birth to a male, they would slaughter it as an offering to their deities. Now if she 

gave birth to twins: a male and a female, they would say that the female had spared 

its brother and they would not slaughter the male as an offering. The fourth type, 

hāmī, was a male camel when it fathered no less than ten different pregnancies. They 

would say that his back had warmed. Thus, he would not be used to carry anything, 

and he would be let free to drink and graze wherever he wanted. 

Other reports give similar or different definitions but they are all of the same 

nature based in the same superstitious beliefs. It is clear that these are no more than 

idolatrous myths. When myth and personal desire are the ultimate arbiter, there can 

be no logic or proper limits. Rituals will soon diverge, with omissions and additions 

made at will. This took place in pre-Islamic Arabia and it can happen anywhere, at 

any time, once human conscience deviates from absolute, straight and clear 

monotheism. Appearances may differ, but the essence of ignorance remains, 

allowing guidance to be derived from any source other than God Almighty. 

When we speak of the state of ignorance we are not referring to a certain period of 

time. We mean a state that may take different shapes at any time. There can only be 

belief in one God, with total submission to Him, acknowledging His total authority, 

addressing all actions, emotions, thoughts and intentions to Him and deriving all 

values, standards, concepts and laws from Him and setting all systems and situations 

on His guidance. Or else, there will be a state of ignorance, in cane form or another, 

characterised by submission to other people or different creatures, without limits or 

controls. The point here is that the human mind cannot, on its own, be the source of 

proper control, unless it is controlled by true faith. We see at all times that the human 

mind is easily influenced by desires. It loses its power of resistance when it is 

subjected to different pressures, unless it refers to a well-defined standard of control. 

Today, 14 centuries after the revelation of the Qur’ n, we observe that whenever 

the bond that links the human mind to the One God becomes loose, the human mind 

finds itself lost in an endless labyrinth. It then submits to different deities and loses 

its freedom, dignity and strength. I personally have seen in the Egyptian countryside 

numerous forms of myth, in which certain types of animals are consecrated for 

alleged saints and shrines, in the same way as they were consecrated for false deities 

in olden times. 

At the core of such rituals in any state of ignorance we find the basic question that 

sets the starting point: Who is the ultimate judge in human life? Is it God alone, as He 

has stated? Or are there other judges, as people may decide for themselves, setting 

their own values, standards, systems, laws and rituals? In other words: To whom 

does Godhead belong? To God alone, or to some of His creatures, whoever they may 
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be? 

Contradiction in Terms 

As the Qur’ n deals with these aspects, it states first of all that God has not 

initiated those practices of consecrating cattle. Who, then, has set those practices for 

the unbelievers? “It was not God who instituted [superstitions like those of] a slit-ear she-

camel, or a she-camel let loose for free pasture, or idol sacrifices for twin-births in animals, or 

stallion-camels freed from work.” (Verse 103) Those who follow any code or doctrine 

other than the one God has laid down are unbelievers, making false claims against 

God. They may enact their own laws and claim that these are God’s law. Or they 

may claim for themselves the right to promulgate their own laws, allowing no room 

for God’s law in their system, but at the same time, they claim that they do not 

disobey God. All this is no more than fabricating lies against God. “It is unbelievers 

who attribute their own lying inventions to God. Most of them never use their reason.” 

(Verse 103) 

The pagan Arabs used to believe that they were following the faith of Abraham, as 

revealed to him by God. They did not deny God altogether. Indeed they 

acknowledged Him, His power and control over the universe. Nevertheless, they 

enacted their own laws and legislation, claiming that these were all part of God’s 

law. As such they were unbelievers. The same description applies to all people in any 

state of ignorance, when they make their own laws, whether they claim them to be 

part of God’s law or not. 

God’s law is that which He has stated in His book, and which was outlined by His 

Messenger. It is neither vague nor ambiguous. It does not admit, as ignorant people 

claim everywhere, that anyone may invent something and claim it to be part of God’s 

law. Hence, God brands those who make such claims as unbelievers, and then 

describes them as devoid of reason. Had they used their reason, they would not have 

fabricated lies and attributed them to God. Had they had any logic, they would not 

have imagined that their lies could be accepted. 

The irony of what they say and do is made even clearer: “When they are told, ‘Come 

to that which God has revealed and to the Messenger,’ they reply, Sufficient for us are the 

ways we found our fathers following.’ Why, even though their fathers knew nothing and were 

devoid of all guidance?” (Verse 104) 

Divine law is well-defined in God’s revelations, and clarified by the Sunnah. This 

is the point at which Islam takes its course, which is totally different from that of 

unbelief. When people are called to implement what God has revealed and His 

Messenger has explained, they either respond positively and in this case they are 

Muslims, or they reject the call, and in this case they are unbelievers. There is no 
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other choice. Some Arabs, however, used to respond to such a call by saying that 

they were satisfied with what they had inherited from their fathers. Thus, they 

followed laws enacted by human beings in preference to those enacted by the Lord of 

all human beings. They turned a deaf ear to the appeal to free themselves from 

submission to other people. By choice, they made their reason and conscience 

subservient to their forefathers. 

In response to such an attitude the Qur’ n makes this reproachful comment: “Why, 

even though their fathers knew nothing and were devoid of all guidance?” (Verse 104) This 

denunciation of their following their forefathers, even though they were devoid of all 

knowledge, does not mean that had their forefathers had a wealth of knowledge, 

they would be right to follow them in abandoning what God has revealed. The verse 

merely makes a statement of fact, describing their situation and that of their 

predecessors. Yet surely no one would take up his own laws or those of his father, 

when he has access to God’s law and the Sunnah of God’s Messenger unless he is 

totally devoid of all knowledge and all guidance. Let such a person claim what he 

may about his knowledge and enlightenment. God’s statement expresses the truth, 

which is further confirmed by reality. Only an ignorant, deviant unbeliever prefers 

human law to God’s law. 

Individual Responsibility 

When the situation of the unbelievers was explained, the s rah makes a statement 

showing the believers as a separate group, distinguished by the duties and 

obligations they have to fulfil. It defines for them what attitude they should take to 

other people. It tells them that they may look forward to no reward other than that of 

God. They should aspire to no reward in this life. “Believers, it is but for your own souls 

that you are accountable. Those who go astray can do you no harm if you [yourselves] are on 

the right path. To God you all must return. He will then make you understand all that you 

were doing [in life].” (Verse 105) 

It is a case of a complete break between them and those who are hostile to their 

cause. Moreover, they should have a relationship of mutual support among 

themselves, since they form one community: “Believers, it is but for your own souls that 

you are accountable. Those who go astray can do you no harm if you [yourselves] are on the 

right path.” (Verse 105) 

What this verse says to the believers is that they should take care of themselves, 

purifying their souls and committing themselves wholly to their community, paying 

no attention to what others may say or do, even though they may go far astray. As 

believers, they are a separate unit, independent of all others. In this unit, they take 

care of one another, in complete mutual solidarity. Other than this, they have no 
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need for any bonds or ties of loyalty with anyone. 

This single verse establishes some highly important principles with regard to the 

Muslim community and its relations with other communities. The Muslim 

community constitutes God’s party, while those who are opposed to it belong to 

Satan’s party. Hence, no ties of loyalty or solidarity may exist between the two, as 

they do not have any ideology in common, nor do they share in any goal, 

responsibility, means of action or result and reward. 

The Muslim community must demonstrate total solidarity within its ranks, where 

all its members exchange good and sincere counsel, following Divine guidance. This 

makes them a community apart. When this becomes a reality, the Muslim 

community need not worry if everyone else goes astray, since it is committed to 

following God’s guidance. 

This, however, does not mean that the Muslim community should abandon its 

task of calling on all people to follow Divine guidance, represented in its own faith, 

law and system. Once the Muslim community has established its system in its land, 

its continuing duty is to call on all mankind, urging them to follow the guidance God 

has provided for their happiness. It should also discharge its trust, ensuring justice 

among all people, and steering them away from error. 

The fact that the Muslim community is accountable only for itself and that it 

suffers no harm as the result of anyone going astray as long as it follows God’s 

guidance does not mean that it is not accountable if it fails to enjoin what is good and 

forbids what is wrong. This is certainly a task that it must fulfil within its own ranks 

first, and then throughout the whole earth. The first thing in “what is right” is 

submission to God, or Islam, and implementing His law, while the first thing in 

“what is wrong” is to sink into a state of ignorance and usurp God’s authority, 

abandoning His law. Any judgement of ignorance is a judgement of tyranny, which 

is defined as an authority at variance with God’s authority. The Muslim community 

is in a position of trust over its own affairs in the first instance, then over the affairs 

of all humanity. 

The purpose in defining the limits of responsibility in this verse is not to say, as 

some people of old understood and some today understand, that a believer is not 

required individually, to enjoin what is right and forbid what is wrong when he or 

she has ascertained that they follow the right guidance. Nor does it mean that, once 

the Muslim community has set itself on its course following Divine guidance while 

others remain astray, it is not required, collectively, to establish God’s law in the 

land. This verse of the Qur’ n does not absolve Muslim individuals or the Muslim 

community of their ongoing responsibility to combat evil and error and to resist 

tyranny. The worst form of tyranny is to usurp God’s authority and Godhead and to 
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force people to be subservient to any law other than His own. In fact no following of 

guidance whether by individuals or the community is sufficient while such evil 

exists. 

Al-Nas ’ , al-Tirmidh , Abū D wūd and Ibn M jah all report that Abū Bakr once 

said after praising God and glorifying Him: “People often read this verse, `Believers, it 

is but for your own souls that you are accountable,” but they misunderstand it. I have 

heard God’s Messenger (peace be upon him) say: When people see evil and take no 

action to alter it, they render themselves exposed to God’s punishment that 

encompasses them all.” Thus, the first Caliph corrected what some of his 

contemporaries imagined the verse to mean. Today, we are in much greater need for 

this correction, because changing an evil situation has become much harder. Hence, it 

is all too easy for the weak to interpret the verse in a way that exempts them from 

putting up any struggle against evil. 

For certain, this religion cannot establish its roots without effort and struggle. It 

needs followers who spare no effort to guide people to it in order to liberate them 

from subservience to other people so that they may submit to God alone. Such 

followers will do their utmost to establish the right concept of Godhead and to repel 

those who usurp God’s authority so that God’s law is seen to be implemented in 

human life. Such efforts are peaceful when the misguided ones are individuals in 

need of direction. However, force will be needed when there is a tyrannical power 

turning people away from God’s guidance, and standing in the way of establishing 

the Islamic faith and implementing God’s law. It is only then that the believers will 

have fulfilled their responsibility and those who persist in error are punished by 

God: “To God you all must return. He will then make you understand all that you were 

doing [in life].” (Verse 105) 

Witnesses at the Time of Death 

The passage is concluded with an outline of the rulings applicable to witnesses to 

a will, when the testator is away from home and from his society. These are the final 

rulings given in this s rah on certain transactions in Islamic society. They provide 

guarantees to ensure that people receive what is rightly theirs. 

Believers, let there be witnesses to what you do when death approaches you and you 

are about to make bequests: two persons of probity from among your own people, or 

two others from outside, if the pangs of death come to you when you are travelling 

through the land. Detain them both after prayer, and if you have any doubt in mind, 

let them swear by God, “We shall not sell this [our word] for any price, even though it 

were for a near kinsman; and neither shall we conceal anything of what we have 
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witnessed before God; for then we should be among the sinful.” But if afterwards it 

should come to light that the two [witnesses] have been guilty of [this very] sin, then 

two others should replace them from among those immediately concerned. Both shall 

swear by God, “Our testimony is indeed truer than that of these two. We have not 

transgressed the bounds of what is right; for then we should be among the evil-doers. 

“Thus it will be more likely that people will offer testimony in accordance with the 

truth; or else they will fear that the oaths of others may be taken after their oaths. Have 

fear of God and hearken to Him. God does not guide those who are iniquitous. (Verses 

106-108) 

The process outlined in these three verses indicates that a person who feels the 

end to be near and wants to make bequests assigning any money he has to his 

relatives should call in two Muslim witnesses of probity and give them what 

property he has so that they may give it to his relatives who are not present. This 

applies when the person concerned is in his hometown. If he is travelling and does 

not find two Muslim witnesses to entrust his property to, then it is permissible to 

have two non-Muslim witnesses. 

Should the Muslim community, or the family of the deceased, doubt the honesty 

of what the witnesses hand over, or they have reason to suspect that the witnesses 

have been unfaithful to their trust, then the following procedure applies. The 

witnesses are brought forward after having offered prayers, according to their faith, 

and they are asked to testify by God that they would not swear to make any gain for 

themselves or for anyone else, even a close relative, and that they would not conceal 

anything entrusted to them. Should they do so, they acknowledge that they would be 

guilty of committing a sin. Thus, their testimony is approved. 

However, if it later appears that the witnesses have been guilty of a breach of 

trust, giving false testimony under oath, another procedure takes place. The two 

closest heirs of the deceased who have suffered as a result of the false testimony 

come forward and swear that their own testimony is truer than that of the two 

witnesses, and that by stating this fact, they are guilty of no iniquity. Should this take 

place, then the statement of the first two witnesses is considered null and void, while 

the statement of the second two witnesses is upheld. 

The Qur’ nic verses state that these procedures ensure that witnesses remain true 

in their testimony, fearing that the first witnesses are rejected. Hence, they try hard to 

be true to their trust. “Thus it will be more likely that people will offer testimony in 

accordance with the truth; or else they will fear that the oaths of others may be taken after 

their oaths.” (Verse 108) These verses are concluded with a reminder to all people to 

remain God-fearing, and to watch God and obey His commandments. They are 

further reminded that God will not give His guidance to anyone who turns away 
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from His path. “Have fear of God and hearken [to Him]. God does not guide those who are 

iniquitous.” (Verse 108) 

Al-Qur ub , a leading commentator on the Qur’ n, relates the occasion that led to 

the revelation of these three verses: 

I do not know of any disagreement among scholars that these three verses 

were revealed in connection with Tam m al-D r  and `Ad  ibn Badd `. Al-

Bukh r , al-D raqu n  and others quote this report by Ibn `Abb s: Tam m al-

D r  and `Ad  ibn Badd ` used to go frequently to Makkah. Once a young 

man from the Sahm clan went with them and he died in a place where there 

was no Muslim. Just before his death, he put them in charge of his property, 

which they delivered to his family, but they retained a silver article with a 

gold covering. God’s Messenger (peace be upon him) asked them by God 

whether they had withheld or concealed anything. Later on, that silver article 

was found in Makkah. People there said that they bought it from `Ad  and 

Tam m. Two men who were heirs of the man from Sahm stated under oath 

that the article belonged to their relative and that their testimony was truer 

than that of the two witnesses. They also confirmed that they had not 

transgressed. [The Prophet] then took the silver article [to give to the 

deceased man’s relatives]. It was in relation to those people that these verses 

were revealed... [The text quoted here is the one related by al-D raqu n .] 

It is clear that the nature of the society in which these rulings were laid down has a 

bearing on the procedures outlined. The calling of witnesses and entrusting things to 

their care, the taking of an oath in public after offering prayers to enhance one’s 

religious consciousness, the fear of being found out, should one be tempted to lie or 

to act dishonestly, are all measures which suggest their effectiveness in a particular 

type of society. Modern societies may have different methods and measures of proof, 

such as documentation, registration, and bank deposits, etc. 

The question then which can be posed here is: has this text lost its operational 

validity in today’s society? The fact is that we may often be misguided by the 

circumstances that prevail in a particular society. We may think that some 

recommended measures may have lost their validity or effectiveness, or that they 

have become unnecessary, or that they were more suited to past communities. Such 

thoughts may be the result of developments that have taken place in society. 

When we are so misguided, we simply forget that this religion of Islam is meant 

for all mankind, in all places and for all generations. We also forget that a huge 

number of people today still live in semi- primitive or underdeveloped conditions. 

Such communities are in need of legal provisions and procedures to suit their needs 

in all their forms and stages of development. They find in this religion of Islam what 



Al Mā’idah (The Repast) | Detailed Legislation for Believers 

 237

suits their needs in all situations. When they move up along the ladder of 

development and progress, they will still find in it what satisfies their needs in the 

same way. They also find that its legal provisions satisfy their present needs and the 

needs of their development. This is one miracle of this religion and its law. It is a 

proof that it is laid down by God who knows all. 

We may also be misguided when we forget that individuals today living in 

societies that have attained a high standard of development may find themselves in 

some emergency situation when they could rely on the simplicity and 

comprehensiveness of Islamic law. We must not forget that the tools employed by 

the Islamic faith have been devised so that they are effective in all environments, 

applicable to all cases, in bedouin and urban communities, in the desert and the 

jungle, as well as in the town and city. It is a faith for mankind in all ages and 

societies. Again, this is one of its great miracles. 

We are even more grossly misguided when we think that we, human beings, 

know what suits us better than God, our Creator. But we are often reminded by the 

realities that we should be more humble in our approach. We should better 

remember before we face the shock of His reality. We should know what manners 

we should adopt when we refer to God. We should behave like the obedient servants 

of God, the Master of all. 
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9 

About Jesus and the Repast 

On the day when God will gather all [His] 
messengers and ask them, “What response 
did you receive?” they will answer, “We 
have no knowledge. Indeed, it is You alone 
who has full knowledge of all that lies 
beyond the reach of human perception.” 
(109) 

God will say: “Jesus, son of Mary! 
Remember the blessings which I bestowed 
on you and your mother: how I 
strengthened you with the Holy Spirit, so 
that you could speak to people in your 
cradle, and as a grown man; how I 
instructed you in the Book and in wisdom, 
in the Torah and in the Gospel; how, by 
My leave, you fashioned from clay the figure 
of a bird and breathed into it so that, by 
My leave, it became a living bird; how, by 
My leave, you healed the blind man and 
the leper, and by My leave, restored the 
dead to life; how I prevented the Children 
of Israel from harming you when you came 
to them with all evidence of the truth: when 
those of them who disbelieved declared: 
`This is plain sorcery.’ (110) 

And when I inspired the disciples to have 
faith in Me and in My Messenger; they 
said: “We believe; and bear you witness 
that we have surrendered ourselves [to 
God].” (111) 

* tΠ öθtƒ ßì yϑøg s† ª!$# Ÿ≅ ß™ ”9 $# ãΑθà) uŠ sù !# sŒ$tΒ 

óΟ çGö6 Å_é& ( (#θä9$s% Ÿω zΟ ù=Ïã !$uΖs9 ( y7 ¨ΡÎ) |MΡr& 

ÞΟ≈ ¯=tã É>θã‹ äóø9 $# ∩⊇⊃®∪  

øŒ Î) tΑ$s% ª!$# ©|¤Š Ïè≈ tƒ t⎦ø⌠ $# zΝ tƒ ó tΒ öà2øŒ $# 

©ÉLyϑ÷èÏΡ y7 ø‹n=tã 4’ n?tãuρ y7 Ï?t$ Î!≡ uρ øŒ Î) š›?‰−ƒ r& 

ÇyρãÎ/ Ä¨ ß‰à) ø9 $# ÞΟ Ïk=s3è? }̈ $̈Ψ9 $# ’Îû Ï‰ôγ yϑø9 $# 

Wξôγ Ÿ2uρ ( øŒ Î) uρ šçFôϑ̄=tæ |=≈ tFÅ6 ø9 $# 

sπ yϑõ3Ït ø:$# uρ sπ1 u‘ öθ−G9 $# uρ Ÿ≅‹ ÅgΥM}$# uρ ( øŒ Î) uρ ß, è=øƒ rB 

z⎯ ÏΒ È⎦⎫ÏeÜ9 $# Ïπ t↔ øŠ yγ x. Îö ©Ü9 $# ’ ÎΤ øŒÎ* Î/ ã‡ àΖtFsù $pκ Ïù 

ãβθä3 tFsù # Mö sÛ ’ÎΤ øŒ Î* Î/ ( ä— Îö9è?uρ tμ yϑò2F{ $# 

š⇑tö/ F{ $# uρ ’ ÎΤ øŒÎ* Î/ ( øŒ Î) uρ ßlÌøƒ éB 4’ tAöθyϑø9 $# 

’ ÎΤ øŒÎ* Î/ ( øŒ Î) uρ àM ø x Ÿ2 û©Í_t/ Ÿ≅ƒ Ï™ℜuó  Î) 

šΖtã øŒ Î) Ο ßγ tGø⁄ Å_ ÏM≈ uΖÉi t7 ø9 $$Î/ tΑ$s) sù t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# 

(#ρãx x. öΝ åκ÷] ÏΒ ÷βÎ) !# x‹≈ yδ ωÎ) ÖósÅ™ Ñ⎥⎫Î7 •Β 

∩⊇⊇⊃∪  

øŒ Î) uρ àM ø‹ym÷ρr& ’ n<Î) z⎯↵Îiƒ Í‘# uθysø9 $# ÷βr& (#θãΨ ÏΒ# u™ 

†Î1 ’Í<θß™ tÎ/ uρ (# þθä9$s% $̈Ψ tΒ# u™ ô‰pκ ô− $# uρ $oΨ ¯Ρr'Î/ 
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The disciples said: “Jesus, son of Mary! 

Can your Lord send down to us a repast 

from heaven?” He answered: “Fear God, if 

you are truly believers.” (112) 

Said they: “We desire to eat of it, so that 

our hearts are reassured and that we know 

that you have spoken the truth to us, and 

that we may be witness of it.” (113) 

“God, our Lord,” said Jesus, son of Mary, 

“send down upon us a repast from heaven: 

it shall be an ever-recurring feast for us — 

for the first and the last of us — and a 

sign from You. And provide us our 

sustenance, for You are the best provider.” 

(114) 

God replied: “I am sending it down to you. 

But whoever of you disbelieves after this, I 

shall inflict on him suffering the like of 

which I have not inflicted on anyone in the 

world.” (115) 

And God will say: “Jesus, son of Mary! 

Did you say to people, `Worship me and 

my mother as deities beside God?”‘ [Jesus] 

answered: “Limitless are You in Your 

glory! I could never have claimed what I 

have no right to [say]! Had I said this, 

You would certainly have known it. You 

know all that is within myself, whereas I 

do not know what is in Yourself. Most 

certainly, it is You alone who fully knows 

all that lies beyond the reach of human 

tβθßϑÎ=ó¡ãΒ ∩⊇⊇⊇∪  
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ö≅ yδ ßì‹ ÏÜ tGó¡o„ š•/ u‘ βr& tΑ Íi”t∴ ãƒ $oΨ øŠ n=tã 
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$oΨ Ï9 ¨ρX{ $tΡÌÅz# u™uρ Zπ tƒ#u™uρ y7ΖÏiΒ ( $oΨ ø% ã—ö‘ $# uρ 
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Ä¨$̈Ζ=Ï9 ’ ÎΤρä‹Ïƒ ªB $# u’ ÍhΓé& uρ È⎦÷⎫yγ≈ s9Î) ⎯ ÏΒ ÈβρßŠ «!$# ( 
tΑ$s% y7 oΨ≈ ysö6 ß™ $tΒ ãβθä3tƒ þ’Í< ÷βr& tΑθè%r& $tΒ 

}§øŠ s9 ’ Í< @d,ysÎ/ 4 βÎ) àMΖä. … çμ çFù=è% ô‰s) sù 

… çμ tGôϑÎ=tæ 4 ãΝ n=÷ès? $tΒ ’ Îû ©Å¤ø tΡ Iωuρ ÞΟ n=ôãr& $tΒ 



 

 240

Overview 

This whole passage serves as a complement to the efforts undertaken in this s rah 

to keep faith pure and to purge it from all the errors and deviations Christians have 

introduced. They forced their faith away from its Divine origins and fundamental 

principles when they diverted it from belief in the absolute oneness of God. That was 

the belief preached by Jesus (peace be upon him) and by every former messenger of 

God. They introduced into it certain aspects of disbelief which had nothing to do 

with Divine faith. 

As such, this passage aims to establish the truth about Godhead and servitude to 

perception. (116) 

Nothing did I tell them beyond what You 

bade me [to say]: `Worship God, who is 

my Lord and your Lord.’ I was witness to 

what they did as long as I lived in their 

midst. Then when You took me to 

Yourself, You have been watching over 

them. You are indeed a witness to all 

things. (117) 

If You punish them, they are Your 

servants; and if You forgive them, You are 

indeed Almighty, Wise.” (118) 

God will say: “This is the day when their 

truthfulness shall benefit all who have been 

truthful. Theirs shall be gardens through 

which running waters flow, where they will 

abide for ever. God is well-pleased with 

them, and they are well-pleased with Him. 

That is the supreme triumph.” (119) 

To God belongs all sovereignty over the 

heavens and the earth and all they contain. 

He has the power over all things. (120) 

’ Îû y7 Å¡ø tΡ 4 y7 ¨ΡÎ) |MΡr& ãΝ≈ ¯=tã É>θã‹ äóø9 $# ∩⊇⊇∉∪  
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God, as these are conceived by Islam. This truth is presented through a great scene 

portrayed here in which Jesus states in front of all God’s messengers and all 

humanity that he never said to his people anything of what they have alleged that 

both he and his mother were deities. He declares that he could have never said any 

such blasphemy. 

The s rah presents this truth in a vivid scene taken from the Day of Judgement in 

the same way as the Qur’ n presents various scenes of that great day. In all such 

presentations, the picture is portrayed in such an inspiring, vivid and effective way 

that we almost see it before our very eyes. We are moved by each such scene as 

though it were taking place here and now. We see what is taking place, hear what is 

being said and feel every reaction and response. So, what does this scene at the end 

of this s rah present? 

When All Messengers Are Gathered Together 

On the day when God will gather all [His] messengers and ask them, “What response 

did you receive?” they will answer, “We have no knowledge. Indeed, it is You alone 

who has full knowledge of all that lies beyond the reach of human perception. (Verse 

109) 

Those messengers were sent at different times to their respective people, each 

going his own way to his city or village, and belonging to different races and nations, 

all preaching the same message to their communities. Then, the last of them, 

Mu ammad, is given a single message addressed to all people of all races in all 

generations. Those messengers are gathered together by the One who sent them 

individually, and as they come together they bring with them the different responses 

they received. Now, in this scene, those messengers, representing humanity 

throughout its life span on earth, come together and stand before God, the Lord of all 

mankind on an awesome day. 

The scene is full of life: “On the day when God will gather all [His] messengers and ask 

them: `What response did you receive?” (Verse 109) Today, everything is brought 

together, and messengers account for their messages. The results are declared before 

all humanity. 

“What response did you receive?” Messengers are human. They know what they see 

and feel with their senses, but they have no knowledge of what lies beyond. They 

had called on their peoples to follow Divine guidance. Some responded positively 

while others turned away. A messenger does not know the full truth about a person 

responding positively, even though he may know the truth of the one turning away. 

He can only tell by appearances; it is God who knows the full truth and what is 
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concealed. Those messengers are now in the presence of God and, among all human 

beings, they know God best, fear Him most and are too modest to speak out, in His 

presence, on the basis of their limited knowledge when He knows all. 

This is an awesome interrogation, on the day when all creatures are gathered, the 

Supreme Company is present and all humanity is looking on. This is a confrontation, 

when all humanity is put face to face with the Messengers, and especially the 

unbelievers who are now arrayed before those Messengers to whom they used to lie. 

Then the declaration is made that those noble messengers simply preached the 

Divine faith, and that they are now in His presence stating what happened to their 

messages and giving an account of the reaction of their communities which denied 

them. Those messengers declare that true knowledge belongs to God alone. 

Whatever they knew should not, in all modesty and humility, be stated by them to 

God whose knowledge is perfect, absolute. “They will answer: ‘We have no knowledge. 

Indeed, it is You alone who has full knowledge of all that lies beyond the reach of human 

perception.’“ (Verse 109) 

Those messengers who were sent before the time of Jesus were believed by some 

people and denied by others. Their account is thus completed with this general 

answer that they give, leaving all knowledge to God and putting the whole matter 

into His hands. Hence, the s rah adds nothing here about them. The address is made 

to Jesus alone, who was a total wonder to his people. It was Jesus who was 

surrounded with mystery and around whom all sorts of myth and superstition have 

circulated. A great deal of confusion has been made about his qualities, nature, birth 

and end. 

A Hard Confrontation 

The account given in this s rah addresses Jesus, son of Mary, in front of all those 

who attributed to him Divine status, worshipped him and weaved around him and 

his mother all sorts of exaggerated stories. The address reminds him of the grace God 

bestowed on him and on his mother, enumerating the miracles God gave him to help 

people to believe in his message. Yet some people denied his message most violently, 

while others were dazzled with the miracles he was given. On account of such 

miracles they elevated him to the status of a deity, when all miracles are given by 

God, who created him, gave him a message and supported him. 

God will say: ‘Jesus, son of Mary! Remember the blessings which I bestowed on you 

and your mother: how I strengthened you with the Holy Spirit, so that you could 

speak to people in your cradle, and as a grown man; how I instructed you in the Book 

and in wisdom, in the Torah and in the Gospel; how, by My leave, you fashioned from 
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clay the figure of a bird and breathed into it so that, by My leave, it became a living 

bird; how, by My leave, you healed the blind man and the leper, and, by My leave, 

restored the dead to life; how I prevented the Children of Israel from harming you 

when you came to them with all evidence of the truth: when those of them who 

disbelieved declared: ‘This is plain sorcery.’ And when I inspired the disciples to have 

faith in Me and in My Messenger; they said: ‘We believe; and bear you witness that 

we have surrendered ourselves [to God].” (Verses 110-111) 

Here we have a full account of the various aspects of grace bestowed by God on 

Jesus and his mother, Mary. To start with, he was supported by the Holy Spirit in his 

infancy. Then, he was talking to people long before children normally start to talk, 

absolving his mother of all suspicion raised around her on account of his miraculous 

birth that had no parallel in history. He also talked to them later when as a grown 

man he was again supported by the Holy Spirit, Gabriel. He was also given 

knowledge of the Book and wisdom. He was born without knowledge of reading 

and writing, but God gave him that knowledge, as He imparted to him wisdom in 

order to deal with different situations in the best way. God also taught him the Torah 

which had been given to the Children of Israel and the Gospel which God gave him 

to confirm the Torah. 

Furthermore, God gave Jesus several miraculous things that no human being 

could accomplish without God’s support. Thus, he could fashion a bird shape of clay 

and breathe into it, and all at once it became a living bird. How did this happen? We 

do not know, because we still do not know how God creates life. Moreover, he adds 

quality to life: he cures a person born blind, by God’s leave, when medicine does not 

know how to give eyesight to such a person. God, who gives human beings their 

faculty of seeing, is able to open a blind person’s eyes to see the light. Jesus also 

cured the leper without using any medicine. Medication is merely a tool for 

accomplishing God’s will of curing a patient, but the One who has willed to cure the 

patient is able to change the tools by which He accomplishes His purpose, or to 

achieve it without any tool. Again Jesus is able to restore life to the dead, by God’s 

leave. The One who initiates life is able to restore it at any tune. 

God further reminds Jesus of His favours when He extended His protection to him 

against the Israelites who, when he produced all these miracles, denied him claiming 

that they were plain sorcery. On the one hand they did not wish to deny the miracles, 

witnessed by thousands of people, and yet they were too stubborn to submit to the 

message they imparted. God protected him and they were unable to kill or crucify 

him, as they were keen to do. God simply gathered him and elevated him to Himself. 

Another reminder to Jesus speaks of how God inspired the disciples to believe in 

Him and His Messenger, Jesus, and they do so, appealing to him to bear witness to 

their acceptance of the faith and total self-surrender to God. “And when I inspired the 
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disciples to have faith in Me and in My Messenger; they said: ‘We believe; and bear you 

witness that we have surrendered ourselves [to God].’“ (Verse 111) 

All these were favours God, out of His grace, gave to Jesus to serve as clear proof 

of his status and message. Many of his followers, however, used them erroneously, 

deviating from the truth and fabricating falsehood. Here Jesus is reminded of all 

these in the presence of the Supreme Company and in front of all mankind, including 

those people who exaggerated his status and attributed to him what was not his. 

When these favours are held in front of him, those who gave him a status far beyond 

his own humanity will see and hear, and, in consequence, they will be humiliated in 

the full sight of all humanity. 

Favours Granted to Jesus’s Followers 

In addition to the favours bestowed on Jesus and his mother, the s rah relates 

some of the favours God granted to his followers, and the miracles with which God 

supported him, as seen by his disciples. 

The disciples said: “Jesus, son of Mary! Can your Lord send down to us a repast from 

heaven?” He answered: “Fear God, if you are truly believers.” Said they: “We desire 

to eat of it, so that our hearts are reassured and that we know that you have spoken the 

truth to us, and that we may be witness of it.” “God, our Lord,” said Jesus, son of 

Mary, “send down upon us a repast from heaven: it shall be an ever- recurring feast 

for us — for the first and the last of us — and a sign from You. And provide us our 

sustenance, for You are the best provider” God replied: ‘I am sending it down to you. 

But whoever of you disbelieves after this, I shall inflict on him suffering the like of 

which I have not inflicted on anyone in the world.” (Verses 112-115) 

This dialogue reveals to us something about Jesus’s people, and the elite among 

them, i.e. his disciples. What we find is that they differed greatly from our own 

Prophet’s Companions. Those were the disciples inspired by God to believe in Him 

and His Messenger, Jesus, son of Mary. They did so and called on Jesus to witness 

the fact of their faith. Yet even after all the miracles they saw Jesus performing, they 

still requested another miracle so as to reassure themselves about his truthfulness 

and to bear witness about it to those who would succeed them. 

Mu ammad’s Companions, on the other hand, never asked him for a single 

miracle after they had accepted the faith and submitted themselves to God. Their 

hearts were full of faith, once they had experienced the happiness and joy of it. They 

believed God’s Messenger and asked him for no more proof of the truth of his 

message. They testified to his truthfulness with no miracle shown to them other than 
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the Qur’ n. 

Such is the wide gulf between Jesus’s disciples and Mu ammad’s Companions 

(peace be upon them both). Theirs are two widely different levels; yet both have 

submitted to God, and both are accepted by Him, if He so pleases. But their levels 

remain wide apart. 

The story of the Repast, as told in the Qur’ n, is not mentioned in Christian 

Scriptures. It is not reported in the Gospels written long after Jesus. Thus, they 

cannot be taken as a reliable statement of the truth revealed by God Almighty. These 

Gospels are only reports by saints of the story of Jesus. They are not the text of the 

Gospel, or the Injīl that God revealed to Jesus. 

However, these books include a different report on the Repast. In 15: 32 of 

Matthew, the following report is given: “Then Jesus called his disciples to him and 

said, ‘I have compassion for the crowd, because they have been with me now for 

three days and have nothing to eat; and I do not want to send them away hungry, for 

they might faint on the way.’ The disciples said to him, ‘Where are we to get enough 

bread in the desert to feed so great a crowd?’ Jesus asked them, ‘How many loaves 

have you?’ They said, ‘Seven, and a few small fish.’ Then ordering the crowd to sit 

down on the ground, he took the seven loaves and the fish; and after giving thanks 

he broke them and gave them to the disciples, and the disciples gave them to the 

crowd. And all of them ate and were filled; and they took up the broken pieces left 

over, seven baskets full. Those who had eaten were four thousand men, besides 

women and children.” Similar reports are given in other Gospels. 

Some scholars of the generation following the Prophet’s Companions, i.e. Tābi`īn, 

like Muj hid and al- asan, believe that the Repast was not sent down. They say that 

when the disciples were afraid at hearing God’s statement, “I am sending it down to 

you. But whoever of you disbelieves after this, I shall inflict on him suffering the like of which 

I have not inflicted on anyone in the world.” (Verse 115), they no longer asked for it to be 

granted. 

In his commentary on the Qur’ n, Ibn Kath r quotes several statements by 

scholars. He quotes Muj hid as saying: “This was merely a parable given by God, but 

nothing was sent down.” Another quotation by Muj hid says: “They were offered a 

table full of food, but they refused it when they were told that they would be 

severely punished should they disbelieve. They did not want to have anything to do 

with it.” Al- asan also expresses the view that it was not sent down. He is reported 

to have said: “When the disciples were told, ‘Whoever of you disbelieves after this, I shall 

inflict on him suffering the like of which I have not inflicted on anyone in the world,’ they 

said, ‘We have no need for it.’ Thus, it was not sent down.” 

The majority of early scholars, however, agree that it was sent down, because God 
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said: “I am sending it down to you.” God’s promise always comes true. We, therefore, 

take only what the Qur’ n has stated concerning the Repast. 

Thus, God reminds Jesus, son of Mary, of His favours when he stands in front of 

his people on the Day of Judgement, with all creatures looking on: “The disciples said: 

Jesus, son of Mary! Can your Lord send down to us a repast from heaven?’“ (Verse 112) The 

disciples, the closest to Jesus of all his followers, were aware that he was a human 

being, born to Mary. They address him according to his status, which they knew very 

well. They knew that he was neither a son of God nor a deity, but a servant of God. 

They also knew that it was his Lord who accomplished all those miraculous events 

through him. He himself could not do any of them by his own initiative. Hence, 

when they requested a further miracle, they did not ask him to accomplish it himself, 

because they were aware that he could not do so. Their question was: “Jesus, son of 

Mary! Can your Lord send down to us a repast from heaven?” (Verse 112) 

Interpretations vary as to the nature of their question. How is it that they would 

use such a form of question when they had already declared their belief in God and 

asked Jesus to witness their submission to Him? One interpretation of their question 

is that it did not seek to know God’s ability, but rather whether He would give them 

the repast. Another view considers the question to mean, “would your Lord respond 

to you if you were to request Him to send down a repast?” Other interpretations are 

also given. 

The Miraculous Repast 

Be that as it may, Jesus warned them against asking for miracles, because believers 

do not ask for them: “He answered: ‘Fear God, if you are truly believers.’“ (Verse 112) But 

Jesus’s disciples repeated their request stating their reasons for requesting it and 

what they hoped to achieve, should it be granted. “Said they: ‘We desire to eat of it, so 

that our hearts are reassured and that we know that you have spoken the truth to us, and that 

we may be witness of it.’” (Verse 113) 

What they wanted was that they should eat of such food which no human being 

on earth could ever taste. They would have heart-felt reassurance as they would see 

the miracle being enacted in front of their eyes. They would know then that Jesus had 

told them only the truth. This would make of them witnesses to the truth of this 

miracle so that none of their people could ever deny it. All these reasons confirm that 

the level of those disciples was well below that of Mu ammad’s Companions, who 

were of a totally different mould. 

At this point Jesus addressed his appeal to his Lord: “God, our Lord,” said Jesus, son 

of Mary, “send down upon us a repast from heaven: it shall be an ever-recurring feast for us 

— for the first and the last of us — and a sign from You. And provide us our sustenance, for 
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You are the best provider.” (Verse 114) 

We note in Jesus’s supplication how he makes his address with all the humility of 

a servant whose Lord has honoured him. He first makes it clear that he recognises 

Him, saying, “God, our Lord!” Then he states his appeal, requesting Him to give them 

a repast that would bring them joy and goodness, so as to be like a festival for 

everyone of them. He acknowledges that it would all be provided by God, the best of 

all providers. Jesus is thus shown to recognise his own status as a servant of God and 

to recognise God’s status as Lord of all the worlds. This is shown in front of all 

mankind, particularly his people on that great and eventful day. 

God answers the prayer of his good servant, Jesus son of Mary, but with the 

seriousness that befits His majesty. They asked for a miracle, and He will give them 

the miracle they requested, on condition that He will severely punish anyone who 

continues to disbelieve after the miracle is granted. Indeed that punishment will 

surpass in severity any other punishment inflicted on any other of God’s servants. 

“God replied: I am sending it down to you. But whoever of you disbelieves after this, I shall 

inflict on him suffering the like of which I have not inflicted on anyone in the world.’“ (Verse 

115) 

This seriousness is important, so that requests for miracles are not made as idle 

talk. Moreover, those who ask for proof and continue to disbelieve after they have 

been given what they have asked for must not go unpunished. It has been God’s law, 

applicable to all past communities, that those who continued to deny the messages 

preached by God’s messengers after the miracles were given them were annihilated. 

In this instance, however, the statement may mean that they would be punished here 

in this life, or in the life to come. 

Did Jesus Claim Divinity? 

The s rah does not follow the account of the Repast after stating God’s warning. It 

moves on to deal with the central issue of Godhead and Lordship, which permeates 

the whole passage. We go back now to that great scene which continues to be held 

up for all onlookers. We listen now to a straightforward questioning about the 

Divinity claimed for Jesus and his mother. The person now interrogated is none other 

than Jesus, facing those who worshipped him. They listen to him as he, surprised 

and amazed, disclaims before his Lord all knowledge of such a grievous sin they 

attach to him. He is, indeed, innocent and it is all fabrication: 

And God will say: Jesus, son of Mary! Did you say to people, ‘Worship me and my 

mother as deities beside God?” [Jesus] answered: “Limitless are You in Your glory! I 

could never have claimed what I have no right to [say]! Had I said this, You would 
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certainly have known it. You know all that is within myself whereas I do not know 

what is in Yourself. Most certainly, it is You alone who fully knows all that lies 

beyond the reach of human perception. Nothing did I tell them beyond what You bade 

me [to say]: `Worship God, who is my Lord and your Lord.’ I was witness to what 

they did as long as I lived in their midst. Then when You took me to Yourself, You 

have been watching over them. You are indeed a witness to all things. If You punish 

them, they are Your servants; and if You forgive them, You are indeed Almighty, 

Wise.” (Verses 116-118) 

Limitless is God in His glory! He knows very well what Jesus said to people. But 

this worrying interrogation on that fearful day is intended for people other than the 

one to whom it is addressed. Putting it in this form adds to our abhorrence of the 

attitude of those who attributed Divinity to Jesus, God’s noble and great servant. For 

anyone of God’s servants to claim to be God, knowing that he is no more than a 

servant of God, is indeed a horrible offence that no normal human being could 

perpetrate. Is it conceivable, then, that one of God’s messengers who were granted 

the strongest resolve should perpetrate it? Or is it even conceivable that this 

perpetrator should be Jesus son of Mary, when God gave him all those favours 

before and after he was chosen to bear His message? How does he feel when 

questioned about this claim of Godhead, when he is a good servant of God? 

Hence, his answer is tinged with awe and fear. He starts by glorifying God and 

follows this immediately with an absolute denial of any such thoughts or of any such 

claims: “[Jesus] answered: ‘Limitless are You in Your glory! I could never have claimed what 

I have no right to [say]’!” (Verse 116) In his own defence, he seeks God as witness to 

his innocence of such claims. He owns to his humble position of being only a servant 

to God who has all attributes of the Godhead. “Had I said this, You would certainly have 

known it. You know all that is within myself whereas I do not know what is in Yourself. Most 

certainly, it is You alone who fully knows all that lies beyond the reach of human perception.” 

(Verse 116) 

Now, after having made this long praise of God, he is able to state what he did 

and did not say, declaring that he said nothing to his community other than calling 

on them to worship God alone, and stating that, like them, he is no more than God’s 

servant. “Nothing did I tell them beyond what You bade me [to say]: `Worship God, who is 

my Lord and your Lord.” (Verse 117) 

He then disclaims any responsibility for what they did after the end of his time on 

earth. Taken at face value, the Qur’ nic text means that God gathered Jesus then 

elevated him to Himself. Some reports indicate that he is alive with God. In my view, 

there can be no contradiction between the two situations; for God may have 

determined that Jesus had completed his term of life on earth, and He may have 
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taken him so that he be alive with Him. Martyrs die and finish their lives on earth, 

but they are alive with God. We do not know what form their life with God takes, 

nor do we know what form of life Jesus has; but he says here to his Lord that he does 

not know what they did or said after he was gathered from life on earth: “I was 

witness to what they did as long as I lived in their midst. Then when You took me to Yourself, 

You have been watching over them. You are indeed a witness to all things.” (Verse 117) 

He concludes with leaving the fate of his people absolutely to God, stating at the 

same time that they are His servants and at His disposal. God is able to forgive them 

or to punish them. Whether He decides on one course or the other, that decision is 

based on His wisdom, which operates in the same measure whichever fate He 

determines for them. “If You punish them, they are Your servants; and if You forgive them, 

You are indeed Almighty, Wise.” (Verse 118) This is all that Jesus, a model servant of 

God, says in this awesome position. 

But where are those who invented such grave falsehood about Jesus in this whole 

scene? The s rah does not mention them once. They may be feeling their ignominy 

and wish not to show themselves. We, therefore, leave them where the s rah has left 

them. We will only look now at the final part in that remarkable scene: 

“God will say: ‘This is the day when their truthfulness shall benefit all who have been 

truthful. Theirs shall be gardens through which running waters flow, where they will abide 

forever. God is well pleased with them, and they are well pleased with Him. That is the 

supreme triumph.’“ (Verse 119) The appropriate comment on the falsehood fabricated 

by liars against the noble Prophet Jesus, concerning the most serious issue of all, i.e. 

the issue of Godhead, is to state that truth will be of great benefit to its upholders on 

that awesome day. “This is the day when their truthfulness shall benefit all who have been 

truthful.” 

This is God’s word at the end of that interrogation beheld by all creatures. It is the 

final and decisive word. It is coupled with the reward that befits truthfulness and 

those who are truthful: “Theirs shall be gardens through which running waters flow, where 

they will abide forever. God is well pleased with them, and they are well pleased with Him.” 

(Verse 119) Each of these phrases represents a grade above the previous one: the 

gardens with running waters, the everlasting abode there, the fact that God is 

pleased with them, and their pleasure with what they receive from Him. Hence the 

description, “That is the supreme triumph.” (Verse 119) 

We have looked at this scene as it is portrayed in the unique style of the Qur’ n 

and we have paid attention to the final word. We say that we have seen and paid 

attention because the Qur’ nic method of portraying scenes and images does not 

leave it as merely a promise to be fulfilled or sentences and phrases to be read or 

heard. The Qur’ n makes of it something to excite feelings and something to behold 

as if it were taking place now. However, if it is, as far as we human beings are 
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concerned, a future event to be witnessed on the Day of Judgement, it is, for God’s 

perfect knowledge, a present reality. Time and the screen of the future apply to us, 

not to God. 

The Final Note 

At the end of this passage and in contrast to the greatest falsehood ever 

perpetrated by the followers of any messenger, i.e. the falsehood of Christ’s Divine 

nature, which he himself denounces and leaves all decision about which to God 

alone, a statement of truth is made. It provides the final note in the s rah, declaring 

that dominion over the heavens and the earth and all that they contain belongs to 

God, the Lord of the universe who has full control over all things. Nothing limits His 

power: “To God belongs all sovereignty over the heavens and the earth and all they contain. 

He has the power over all things.” (Verse 120) 

This is the finale that suits the great question around which that terrible fallacy has 

been woven. It is an ending that fits that majestic scene where God is seen to be the 

One who has all knowledge, Godhead and all power. To Him alone all messengers 

turn, putting all matters in His hands. Indeed, to Him Jesus son of Mary assigns 

judgement in his own and his people’s affair. He is Almighty, Wise, the Sovereign 

over the heavens, the earth and all they contain. It is a fitting conclusion to the s rah 

which discusses the meaning of religion, showing it to be the implementation of only 

God’s law, receiving guidance from Him alone and judging only on the basis of His 

revelations. Since He is the Sovereign, He is the One to judge, for final judgement 

belongs to whomever has sovereignty: “Those who do not judge according to what God 

has revealed are indeed unbelievers.” (Verse 44) 

It is all one and the same issue: Godhead, the Oneness of God, and judgement on 

the basis of His guidance. 
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S RAH 6 

Al-An`ām 

(Cattle) 

Prologue 

This s rah belongs to the part of the Qur’ n revealed to the Prophet when he was 

in Makkah. Although this part of the Qur’ n was revealed to the Prophet (peace be 

upon him) over a period of thirteen years, it deals with only one question. The nature 

of this question did not change, although the manner of its presentation varied 

according to the style of the Qur’ n. We, therefore, see this question being constantly 

presented in a new light, just as if it were being raised for the first time. What is this 

primary and most fundamental question of this new religion? Essentially, it is the 

question of faith with its two main aspects, Godhead and His servants, and the 

relationship between them. It is addressed to every human being in that particular 

capacity, i.e. as a human being. In this respect, an Arab at the time of the revelation of 

the Qur’ n, or in any other subsequent generation, and a non-Arab of any 

generation, are equal. 

This is the ever-present question with which man must deal; it is the question of 

man’s existence in the universe, his ultimate goal, and his relationship with the 

universe and other creatures. More importantly, it is the question which deals with 

the relationship between man and the Creator of the universe and all creation. We 

say that this question does not change, because it relates to man’s very being. 

The part of the Qur’ n revealed in Makkah explains to man the secret of his 

existence and the secret of the universe surrounding him. It tells him who he is, 

where he has come from, for what purpose and where he will go in the end. Who 

brings him from non-existence into being, who takes him away and to what destiny? 

It also informs man about the nature of the things he can touch and see and the 

things which he can sense and conceive without being able to see. It answers his 

questions concerning the Originator of this universe, which is full of mysteries: Who 

controls it and who brings about changes? Similarly, this part of the Qur’ n tells man 
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how to relate to the Creator, to the physical world, and to other human beings. 

This great question is the pivot around which human existence turns. It will 

continue to occupy this position for the rest of time. The full thirteen years of the 

Makkan period were devoted to explaining and expounding this fundamental 

question. Indeed, all other questions concerning human life may be said to stem from 

it. 

The Qur’ n made this question its only subject without moving on to discuss any 

subsidiary topics concerning human life. This continued to be the case until God had 

decided that the fundamental issue of faith had been fully explained and correctly 

understood by the community chosen by Him to establish the Islamic faith in a 

practical human environment. 

The advocates of the divine faith who work for the establishment of Islam in real 

life should carefully consider this most significant fact. They should reflect on the 

reasons for devoting thirteen full years to the expounding of the central issue of faith, 

without discussing any of the details of the Islamic system or the legislation to be 

implemented in an Islamic society. 

In His infinite wisdom, God willed that the issue of faith and belief should be the 

one addressed by His message right from its very first day. He also willed that His 

Messenger (peace be upon him) should start his first advocacy steps by calling on 

people to believe that there is no deity other than God. He was also to devote all 

efforts to explaining to people who their true Lord is, so that they may submit 

themselves to Him alone. 

From the viewpoint of man’s limited understanding, this does not appear an easy 

way to reach the hearts of the Arabs at that time. The Arabs knew their language well 

and clearly understood the meaning of the term, il h, i.e. deity, and the phrase, l  il h 

ill  All h, i.e. there is no deity other than God. They realized that Godhead signified 

sovereignty, and that when sovereignty was recognized to belong to God alone, this 

meant that all authority exercised by priests, tribal chiefs, and rulers would revert to 

God. Thus, only God’s authority would prevail in people’s hearts and consciences, in 

matters of both religious observance and practical life, such as business, the 

distribution of wealth and the dispensation of justice; in short, the authority over 

man’s body and soul. 

The Arabs at the time of the Prophet knew very well that the declaration that 

‘there is no deity other than God’ was a challenge to the worldly authority that 

usurped the first and foremost attribute of God, namely, sovereignty. It was a 

rebellion against all situations established on the basis of such usurpation, a rebellion 

against any authority that ruled on the basis of a man-made law not sanctioned by 

God Almighty. The Arabs, who knew their language well, were well aware what the 
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message based on `there is no deity other than God’ meant in relation to their 

traditions and the powers they exercised. Hence their hostility towards this message, 

and hence their war against it, determined as they were to nip it in the bud. 

So why did the Islamic call begin in this manner? What was the divine wisdom 

behind allowing it to be faced with such brazen hostility? 

A Call for Freedom? 

When the Prophet Mu ammad (peace be upon him) was given his message, the 

most fertile and wealthiest parts of the Arab lands were not in Arab hands. Syria, in 

the north, was under the control of the Byzantines who appointed puppet Arab 

rulers to conduct its affairs. Similarly, in the south, Yemen was under the tutelage of 

the Persian Empire who appointed local Arab governors. The only independent Arab 

parts were the ij z and Najd, barren deserts with a few oases dotted about here and 

there. 

Mu ammad (peace be upon him) was distinguished in his community for his 

honesty and truthfulness, and for his mature judgement. The leaders of the Quraysh, 

the major Arab tribe, had earlier made him the arbiter in a dispute that threatened to 

cause a major war, and were very pleased with his judgement. Moreover, he 

belonged to the leading family in the top Quraysh clan, the Hashimites. Hence, it 

would have been easy for him to launch an Arab nationalist movement aimed at 

uniting the Arabian tribes that had been weakened by long periods of feuding and 

disputation. He could then have directed them towards the goal of liberating their 

lands from the colonial rule of the Byzantines to the north and the Persians to the 

south. He could then have been in a position to establish a strong and united Arab 

state throughout the Arabian Peninsula. 

It could be argued that had the Prophet (peace be upon him) directed his call in 

this way, all the Arabs would most probably have responded positively to him. In 

turn, this would have spared him thirteen years of tortuous opposition by those who 

wielded power in Arabia. 

It may also be argued that when Arabia had thus responded to the Prophet’s call 

and recognized his leadership, and when he had led the Arabs to such national glory, 

he could have used all his power and standing to convince the Arabs to accept the 

message entrusted to him by his Lord. He could then have preached the faith based 

on God’s oneness. He would have made the Arabs surrender themselves to God after 

they had submitted to his authority. 

But God who knows all did not, in His wisdom, direct his Messenger to follow 

this route. Instead, He directed him to declare that “there is no deity other than 
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God”, and to bear with his few Companions all the ensuing persecution. 

Again why did this happen? It was not God’s purpose to subject His Messenger 

and the believers to oppression. But God knew that replacing Byzantine or Persian 

tyranny with Arab tyranny was not the right way. For all tyranny is the same. The 

earth belongs to God and must submit purely to God. This cannot be achieved unless 

the banner of `no deity other than God’ is unfurled across the earth. Man is servant to 

God alone, and this cannot be maintained except when the banner of `no deity other 

than God’ is raised high. And this must be done in the way an Arab who knows his 

language well understands: all sovereignty belongs to God alone; there is no law 

other than God’s law; all authority belongs to God. The only grouping of people 

which Islam proclaims is based on faith, in which Arabs, Byzantines, Persians and 

people of all races and colours are equal, flying God’s banner. 

And this is the way. 

A Call for Social Justice? 

At the time when the Prophet received the message God entrusted to him, 

Arabian society was in a very bad way with regard to the distribution of wealth and 

social justice. A handful of people monopolized all wealth and commerce. Moreover, 

they were able to multiply their resources through usurious transactions. The great 

majority of people, on the other hand, were poor and hungry. Besides, the wealthy 

ones also enjoyed a position of honour and distinction, while the majority were 

deprived of all that. 

It would have been easy for Mu ammad (peace be upon him) to start a social 

movement, declaring war against the aristocracy, and calling for social justice 

through the redistribution of wealth. Had he done so, Arab society would have been 

split into two: the great majority would have supported him against the tyranny of 

wealth and nobility. This would have been better than the opposition he faced from 

the whole of society when he declared that `there is no deity other than God’. For 

when he did so, only a few noble souls were able to rise to the sublimity of his call. 

It may be said that had Mu ammad (peace be upon him) followed this route, 

gaining the support of the majority and defeating the minority opposing him, he 

could have utilized his power to establish the faith based on God’s oneness which 

God had entrusted to him. He would, thus, have been able to make people submit to 

their Lord after they had submitted to his authority. 

But God, in His infinite wisdom, did not direct His Messenger to follow this path. 

God knows that this is not the way. He knows that social justice can only be achieved 

fully through a comprehensive ideological concept that submits all affairs to God. 
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With such a concept people would willingly accept whatever God rules in respect of 

fair distribution and mutual social solidarity. Thus, both the giver and the recipient 

realize that they are implementing a divine system and hope to be well rewarded for 

their obedience both in this life and in the life to come. Thus, such a society would be 

free of both greed and grudges. Things are not put into effect by strong-handed 

measures that strike terror into people’s hearts. People do not feel desolate, and their 

spirits are not broken, as is the case under systems based on principles other than 

that of God’s oneness. 

Why Not Moral Reform? 

The standards of morality that prevailed in Arabia at the time when the Prophet 

was given his message were at a very low ebb, even though some natural virtues of 

uncorrupted Bedouin life were still retained. 

Oppression was the rule of the day. This is especially clear in the poetry of the 

time, such as that of Zuhayr ibn Abī Sulm  who writes: “Whoever does not defend 

his property with arms will find it plundered, and whoever does not oppress others 

will himself be oppressed.” A motto that was commonly held in pre-Islamic Arabia 

was: “Help your brother, whether he inflicts or suffers injustice.” 

Drinking and gambling were recognized social traditions. Indeed, people took 

pride in such habits. All Arab poetry of the pre-Islamic days of ignorance reflects this 

very clearly. An example may be taken from a poem by arfah ibn al-`Abd: 

Had it not been for three practices a young man enjoys, I would not have cared 

when I meet my death. 

One of these is that I beat those who counsel moderation to a drink of wine 

which is so potent that it bubbles when it is mixed with water. 

Drinking, the pursuit of pleasure and spending whatever I lay my hands on 

have been my life. 

And because of that my whole clan has abandoned me, like a camel with a 

terrible itch. 

Promiscuity in various forms was common practice in society. ` ’ishah, the 

Prophet’s wife, describes in an authentic adīth: 

Four types of matrimonial relationship were common in the days of 

j hiliyyah.1 The first of these was the one we have today: a man makes a 

                                                 
1 J hiliyyah is the term often used in the Islamic context to refer to the situation that prevailed in 
Arabia before the advent of Islam. It is derived from a root that signifies `ignorance'. Thus, when 
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proposal to marry another man’s daughter or his ward, pays her dowry, and 

marries her. A second type was that a man would tell his wife, after she had 

finished a menstrual period, to call on a particular man and become pregnant 

by him. The husband in this case would stay away from his wife not touch 

her until she was clearly pregnant. He would then have intercourse with her 

if he so wished. The husband resorted to this in order to have a son of better 

traits. This relationship was known as istibđ ’. Another type of relationship 

was that a number of men, less than 10, would have one woman and each 

would have sexual intercourse with her. Should she become pregnant and 

give birth to a child, she would send for them after a few nights to come over. 

None of them would be able to stay away. When they gathered at her place, 

she would say to them, “You know what has been going on between us, and 

now I have a child”. She would point to one of them and say, “It is your 

child”. She named whomever she wanted, and the child would be named as 

that person’s child, and he could not deny this. A fourth type of relationship 

was that many men would associate with the one woman, who would not 

refuse anyone. Such women were prostitutes. They used to place a flag on 

their doors as a sign of what they did. Whoever wanted a prostitute was free 

to go to her. Should any prostitute get pregnant and give birth, they would go 

to her and call in an expert in recognizing resemblances. He would ascribe 

the child’s paternity to one of them, and the child would be considered his. 

He would not refuse this. (Related by al-Bukh rī in the Şa īh, Book of 

Marriage.) 

It was certainly possible for Mu ammad, (peace be upon him) to have started a 

movement for moral reform, aiming at purging society of immorality, helping people 

to purify their lives, and establishing higher moral values and standards. Like every 

moral reformer, he would have found a good response from people naturally 

inclined against moral degeneration. They would have supported such a move from 

the outset. 

But God, in His wisdom and perfect knowledge, did not direct His Messenger to 

follow this route, because God knew that this was not the right way. God knows that 

morality must be based on a faith that establishes standards and defines values, 

making clear which authority sanctions these and what reward and punishment such 

authority can administer to those who observe these and those who violate them. 

                                                                                                                                                         
we speak of the days of j hiliyyah, we mean the days of ignorance. But the term does not simply 
signify a period of time, rather it refers to a state or condition where people are unaware of the true 
nature of God and their relationship with Him. In this perspective, the term refers to any human 
situation that does not place belief in God's oneness as its prime concept, and which should be 
reflected in people's behaviour, literature, morality as well as their social, economic and political 
systems. — Editor's note. 



Al-An`ām (Cattle) | PROLOGUE 

 7

Unless such a faith is well established, all values and moral standards remain 

unstable, without accountability, control, authority or reward. 

Results in Abundance 

When, after strenuous efforts, the faith was established in people’s hearts and the 

authority behind it was properly acknowledged; when people recognized their Lord 

and worshipped Him alone; when people were free of the pressures of other 

authorities and the pressures of their own desires; when the concept of `no deity 

other than God’ was imprinted on people’s hearts, God accomplished with it, and 

with those who believed in it, all that people might have suggested in the way of 

reform. 

The land was now free of Byzantium and Persia, but their colonial rule had not 

been replaced by an Arab power. Instead God’s authority took their place. The land 

was now free of all tyranny. 

Society was freed of all social injustice, because the Islamic system was established 

to administer God’s justice, according to the principles approved by God Himself. 

The banner of social justice was raised in God’s name, but it was called the banner of 

Islam, on which was written, `there is no deity other than God’. 

People’s morals were elevated; hearts and souls were purified; and the medium of 

control was people’s own consciences. Hence, the mandatory and discretionary 

punishments prescribed by God were not needed, except in very few cases. People 

were eager to earn God’s reward. They were ashamed to be seen by Him violating 

His orders, feared to incur His punishment. Such feelings took the place of any police 

administration and the various punishments it could impose. 

In its social order, morality and life in general, humanity was raised to a summit it 

had never achieved before. It was not to attain that summit again except under Islam. 

All this happened because those who established Islam, in its state, government 

system, laws and regulations, had already established it in their consciences and lives 

in the form of faith, morality, worship and behaviour. For their efforts in establishing 

this religion, they were promised only one thing which included nothing of victory 

and power, not even for Islam through their efforts. The promise they received had 

nothing to do with the life of this world. They were promised Paradise. That is their 

reward for all their hard striving, withstanding hard trials, unwavering advocacy of 

Islam, confronting the forces of j hiliyyah with the message of `no deity other than 

God’, hateful as it certainly is to those in power at all times and places. 

God put those people to trial and they proved themselves to be steadfast, caring 

little for any personal gain. They showed themselves not to be looking for reward in 
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this world, no matter how valuable it may be, not even victory for Islam through 

their own efforts. They were devoid of pride of lineage, tribe, ethnic origin, 

nationality or country. When they proved all this, God knew that they could fulfil the 

greatest trust, should it be assigned to them. They would be true to the faith which 

assigns all sovereignty to God alone, including authority over hearts and 

consciences, behaviour and worship, body and soul, and all situations. They would 

fulfil the trust granted to them when they were given power to implement God’s law 

and establish total justice. They would not use such power to serve their own 

interests or those of their clan, community, nation or race. They would use that 

power only to serve the divine faith and the divine law, because they knew that only 

God gave them that power. 

This blessed system would not have been established to such a high standard, had 

the work of Islamic advocacy raised any banner other than that of `no deity other 

than God’. It could not have prospered without taking this way, rough and difficult 

as it may appear at first glance, easy and blessed in reality. Had the Islamic message 

started its initial stages as a nationalist movement, or one of social or moral reform, 

or had it raised another banner alongside that of `there is no deity other than God’, 

its system would not have remained pure for the sake of God alone. 

The Faith or Its Detailed Systems 

We now have a clear idea of the reasons behind the fact that the parts of the 

Qur’ n revealed in Makkah concentrated on imprinting the fundamental principle of 

‘there is no deity other than God’ on people’s hearts and minds, even though it 

appeared difficult in comparison to other ways. 

Moreover, it was important that the advocates of Islam should seriously reflect on 

the fact that these Makkan parts of the Qur’ n concentrated on the issue of faith, 

without discussing the details of the system to be based on it or the laws governing 

transactions under this system. 

It is the nature of the Islamic faith that has necessitated this approach. Islam in its 

entirety is based on the belief in God’s oneness: all its systems and laws branch out of 

this essential principle. A high, great tree, with thick and wide branches, must 

establish its roots deep into the earth and spread them over a wide area, in 

proportion to its size. Similarly, the Islamic system extends into all aspects of life, 

dealing with all human affairs, large and small. It regulates human life, not only in 

this present world but also in the life to come, and not merely in our dealings with 

the world we see around us, but with the one beyond, which we sense but cannot 

see. Its legal provisions do not cover only material transactions, but deal also with 

what is kept deep at heart, as well as intentions and ideas. Thus, we see that it 
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represents a huge institution with great and far-reaching dimensions. 

This aspect of the nature of Islam defines the way it is to be founded and 

organized. It makes it clear that the proper establishment of the faith on solid 

foundations and its thorough interaction with all aspects of the human soul are a 

necessary prerequisite for the proper progress of the faith. It is also a guarantee of a 

proper relationship between the stem and branches of the tree and its roots. 

When belief in `there is no deity other than God’ penetrates into the deep recesses 

of people’s hearts, the system based on it is simultaneously well established. It is 

clear that it is the only system acceptable to those who believe in this faith. They will 

submit to this system even before its details and regulations are presented to them. 

Such submission is the corollary of accepting the faith. It is in the spirit of such 

submission that the early Muslims received Islamic laws and regulations. They 

expressed their satisfaction, objecting to no rule or regulation, showing no hesitation 

to implement them as soon as they were issued. Thus, the practices of drinking, 

usury and gambling, as well as other habits of the pre-Islamic days of ignorance, 

were abolished. Indeed, they were eradicated with no more than a few verses of the 

Qur’ n, or a few statements by the Prophet (peace be upon him). Compare this with 

the efforts of secular governments. They try hard to achieve only a small measure of 

such success, devoting all their legal authorities, laws and law-enforcement 

machinery, media and public awareness schemes to it. Yet the maximum they 

achieve is to detect violations done on the surface, while society continues to be 

plagued with illegal practices.2 

A Practical System 

Another aspect of the nature of this religion is reflected by the method of action it 

adopts: this religion of Islam is both practical and serious, aiming to regulate and 

control everyday affairs. It looks at practical matters and determines whether to 

approve, modify or change them    altogether. Therefore, its legislation applies only 

to existing conditions in a community that recognizes God’s sovereignty in the first 

place. 

Islam is not a theory dealing with assumptions. It is a way of life dealing with 

existing situations. Hence, it must be established in a Muslim community which 

believes that `there is no deity other than God’, and acknowledges that sovereignty 

belongs to God alone. It denies the authority of anyone else and refuses legitimacy of 

any situation that is not based on this fundamental principle. 

                                                 
2 For details of how the prohibition of intoxicants was implemented in Islamic society see In the Shade of 
the Qur' n, Vol. IV, pp. 172-77. Refer also to Abu'l Hasan `Alī Nadwī, Islam and the World, for a discussion 
of how the USA has miserably failed to do so — Author's note. 
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Only when such a community comes into existence, and it begins to face its own 

practical problems does this religion begin to establish its systems and formulate its 

laws. These will be implemented by people who in principle have already submitted 

themselves to them and rejected all other systems and laws. It is also necessary that 

those who believe in the Islamic faith should have sufficient power over themselves 

and in their society to enable them to implement Islamic systems and laws. Only in 

this way can the Islamic system be respected and Islamic law appear serious. 

Moreover, the Muslim community will then have practical issues that need to be 

addressed by the enactment of laws and regulations. 

The Muslims in Makkah did not have power to organize their life or the life of 

their community. Nor did they have an autonomous community with its own 

problems that needed to be addressed according to God’s law. Hence, laws and 

regulations were not given to them in God’s revelations. The revelations only gave 

them a faith and a code of morality derived from faith after it had established itself 

firmly in people’s hearts and souls. But when the Muslims established their state in 

Madinah, one which exercised power, the laws were given to them and the system to 

establish them was outlined. Thus Islam began to face the practical needs of the 

Muslim community, because the Muslim state guaranteed respect and 

implementation of the law. 

God Almighty did not wish to send down the details of the system and the laws 

and regulations when they were still in Makkah, so that they would have them in 

place, to be implemented as soon as they established their state in Madinah. This 

would have gone against the nature of the Islamic faith. Islam is far more practical 

and serious than this. It does not provide hypothetical solutions to hypothetical 

problems. It looks at the prevailing conditions and circumstances, determines what 

needs sorting out and interacts with it in its own unique way. 

People today may suggest that Islam should provide models for a political system 

and legal codes and regulations, even though we do not have a single society 

determined to implement God’s law to the exclusion of all other laws and having the 

wherewithal to carry this through. But these people do not understand the nature of 

this religion or how it operates in life as God wants it to operate. They want Islam to 

change its nature, mode of operation and history so that it follows the same pattern 

as man-made theories and methods. They try to force Islam out of its way in order to 

satisfy temporary desires which are the product of a defeatist mentality. They want 

Islam to mould itself in the form of hypotheses and abstractions, dealing with unreal 

assumptions. But God wants this religion to have its own character: a faith to fill 

people’s hearts and rule over their consciences, making sure that people submit to no 

one other than Him, and that they derive their laws from no other source than Him. 

When a community that adopts this faith comes into being and enjoys practical 
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control in society, they will have the laws and regulations that cater for their practical 

needs. 

It must be clear to the advocates of Islam that when they call for Islamic revival, 

they are actually calling on people to adopt the Islamic faith, even though they may 

claim to be Muslims and have birth certificates to support this claim. People should 

be made to understand that Islam means, in the first place, to believe fully and 

completely that `there is no deity other than God’. The practical import of this belief 

is to acknowledge that sovereignty and authority over all human affairs belongs to 

God alone, and a rejection of those who claim such authority for themselves. In this 

way the belief in God’s oneness is firmly established in their hearts and manifested in 

their worship and daily practices. 

This question must be the basis for Islamic advocacy today, just like it was when 

Islam was first revealed. Thirteen years of Qur’ nic revelations in Makkah were 

devoted to this question. 

When a group of people embrace Islam in this, its true sense, they become the 

community well suited to implement Islam in practical life. This is because this 

community has already decided to conduct its life on the Islamic basis, submitting to 

no authority other than God’s. And when such a community is actually in place, it 

begins to look at the fundamental concepts of the Islamic system and to use these 

concepts for the enactment of laws and regulations that meet its practical needs. 

Some undoubtedly sincere people who do not fully understand the nature of the 

Islamic faith and its method of operation are in a hurry. They imagine that 

presenting fundamental Islamic principles, and even detailed Islamic legislation, to 

people will facilitate the task of Islamic advocacy and win a favourable outcome for 

Islam. But this is a myth born out of their haste and impatience. It is the same type of 

myth as that which might have been suggested to the Prophet to start his message 

under a nationalist, social or moral banner, so as to give Islam an easier path. 

It is essential that people’s hearts be totally devoted to God alone, declaring total 

submission to Him and accepting, in principle, only His law, even before they are 

told anything of the details of that law. Their driving point must be their desire to be 

free of any power other than that of God’s. Their acceptance of Islam must not be 

motivated by belief that its system is superior to other systems in such and such 

details. 

There is no doubt that God’s law is intrinsically good, because it is formulated by 

God. Man-made laws will never be as good as God’s law. But this is not the basic 

point in Islamic advocacy. Such advocacy must be based on the fact that accepting 

God’s law, to the exclusion of all other laws, is Islam itself. Indeed, Islam can have no 

other practical meaning. Whoever wants to adopt Islam has made his choice and 
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resolved this issue. He or she will not need to be further persuaded by the beauty 

and superiority of the Islamic system. All this is taken for granted. 

The Qur’ānic Treatment of the Faith Issue 

We need to discuss how the Qur’ n addressed the issue of faith during the 

thirteen years of the Makkan period. Certainly it did not present it in the form of a 

theory or a theological study. Nor was it presented in the form of a scholastic 

discourse of the type which was later to be known as `ilm al-kal m, which dealt 

mainly with the concept of God’s oneness. 

None of this! The Qur’ n simply addresses human nature, utilizing all the signs, 

indicators and pointers within man’s own soul and in the universe at large. Thus it 

liberates human nature from all the pressures that have beclouded its receptive 

faculties and opens up windows to the world. Thus is human nature able to make the 

right and proper response. The s rah we are discussing in this volume provides a 

perfect example of this unique method. 

More specifically, the Qur’ n launched a practical campaign against the pressures 

disrupting the proper functioning of human nature. The field of battle was living 

human souls. Success could not have been achieved without a direct confrontation 

which aimed to rend the curtains that had fallen on people’s hearts and minds and to 

remove the walls and psychological blocks that stood between man and the truth. 

Nor was intellectual argumentation, based on verbal logic, which was the hallmark 

of the scholastic theology of later times, appropriate for the purpose. The Qur’ n 

confronted a whole human environment, with all its conditions and circumstances, 

and addressed the whole human entity within this environment. Similarly, a purely 

`theological’ address was unsuitable. Although Islam is a faith, it also incorporates a 

code to be implemented in practical life. It does not confine itself to the narrow 

spheres of theological discourse. 

As the Qur’ n worked to establish the faith in the hearts and consciences of the 

Muslim community, it also fought a hard and determined battle against the 

surrounding j hiliyyah and against the remaining traces of j hiliyyah in the new 

community’s conscience, morals and practices. Thus, the structure of the Islamic faith 

was raised under these circumstances, but not in the form of a theory or intellectual 

discourse, but in a practical and organized social set-up represented by the Muslim 

community itself. The growth of the Muslim community in its understanding of its 

faith, and its implementation in practice, as well as its awareness and training to 

confront j hiliyyah, mirrored the growth of the ideological structure and gave it 

practical manifestation. Here we see the true Islamic method that reflects its nature 

and spirit. 
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The advocates of Islam need to fully understand this dynamic method of 

operation so that they can realize that the stage of building the faith, which took such 

a long time in Makkah, was not separate from the stage of practical organization in 

which the Muslim community came into existence. It was not a stage of having a 

theory to learn and study. It was a single stage to lay the foundations of the faith, the 

community and its practical structure all at the same time. The same applies every 

time the Islamic structure is raised again. 

The stage of building the faith should be long, moving gradually and steadily. No 

theoretical study of the faith is needed, but rather a single stage that aims to translate 

Islamic beliefs into practical reality, reforming people’s consciences, building a 

community that reflects the growth of faith, and forming a dynamic movement that 

challenges j hiliyyah. This last challenge is fought out in people’s hearts and lives, so 

that Islam is seen to be a living faith growing steadily as the fight rages on. 

An Error to Be Avoided 

From the Islamic point of view, it is a great error, indeed a serious danger, that the 

faith should simply evolve into an abstract theory for academic study. 

It is not because the Qur’ n was being revealed for the first time that it took 

thirteen years to build its faith. Had He so willed, God could have revealed the 

Qur’ n in full at the beginning and allowed the new Muslims a lengthy period to 

study it, until they had fully grasped the `Islamic theory’. 

In His infinite wisdom, however, God wanted something different. He wanted to 

put in place a unique method of operation that laid the foundation of the faith, the 

community and the movement all at the same time. He wanted the community and 

the movement to be founded on faith, and He wanted the faith to grow with the 

dynamic progress of the community. He wanted the practical life of that community 

to be a mirror of the faith. God, limitless is He in His glory, knew that the refinement 

of souls and the building of communities could not be achieved overnight. Hence, it 

was necessary that raising the structure of the faith should take the same length of 

time as the building of the community and the refinement of believers’ souls. Thus, 

when faith had taken its full shape, the community reflected its maturity in practice. 

This is the nature of this religion as defined in the light of the Qur’ nic revelations 

in Makkah. We need to understand its nature and not try to change it under the 

influence of an impatient, defeatist mentality, brought under pressure from man-

made theories and doctrines. It is with this particular nature and with its particular 

qualities that Islam was able to bring the first Muslim community into existence. 

Similarly, it can mould the same type of community, using the same nature and 

qualities, whenever it needs to come into being, by God’s will. 
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We should be aware of the error and danger involved in trying to narrow down 

the dynamic Islamic faith into a `theory’ for intellectual discussion, trying to show its 

superiority over man-made theories. The Islamic faith must take shape in living 

souls, be an active organization and a movement striving against the surrounding 

j hiliyyah. Viewed in this light, the Islamic faith takes up a much larger space in 

people’s hearts and lives, and exercises a much more profound influence on their 

minds, than any theory. Indeed, it produces all the benefits of a theory but does not 

remain confined to it. 

The Islamic concept of Godhead, the universe, man and life is not only perfect and 

comprehensive, but also positive and practical. By nature, it dislikes being reduced to 

a merely intellectual concept, as this is contrary to its nature. It needs to be 

personified in human beings, in an active organization and in a practical situation so 

that it comes into its full shape, theoretically and practically, at the same time. Every 

theoretical progress that moves ahead of, and is not reflected in, practical progress is 

both erroneous and hazardous when viewed from the Islamic perspective. 

God says in the Qur’ n: “We have divided the Qur’ n into parts so that you may recite 

to people with deliberation. We have indeed bestowed it from on high step by step.” (17: 106) 

This shows that the revelation of the Qur’ n one small part at a time is intended, just 

like its recitation with deliberation, so that its structure is raised as God wants it to 

be: a faith represented in a dynamic society, and not a mere theory. 

A Divine Method 

The advocates of Islam must be well aware that just as this religion is a divine 

revelation, its method of operation, which is harmonious with its nature, is also God-

given. It is not possible to separate the truth of Islam and its method of action. They 

must also realize that just like Islam wants to change people’s beliefs and practices, it 

also wants to change their intellectual and operational methods which formulate 

concepts of belief and bring about social change. Islam aims to build a faith at the 

same time as it builds a community and a nation. It also initiates its own independent 

mode of thinking, in the same way as it initiates its own concepts and way of life. All 

are parts of a complete whole. 

Now that we know what method of action Islam adopts, we should also know that 

this method is permanent: it is not applicable to just a certain stage, environment or 

the special circumstances that pertained when the first Muslim community came into 

existence. It is a method of action which is indispensable for Islamic revival. Islam 

has never confined its objective to changing people’s beliefs and conditions; it also 

aims to change their outlook and way of thinking. As a method of action, Islam is 

divine and fundamentally different from all human methods. We cannot achieve the 
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type of life this divine religion wants to establish unless we adopt its divinely-

ordained method, intended by God to reform human thought and practice. 

When we try to give Islam the guise of a theory to be studied, we move away from 

the divine method of operation and thinking. We subject Islam to human modes of 

thinking, as though the divine method is inferior and as though we want to elevate it 

to that superior standard! This is extremely dangerous. 

The function of the divine method is to give us, the advocates of Islam, a new way 

of thinking to dissociate ourselves from j hiliyyah. If we were to impose on Islam a 

way of thinking alien to its nature, popular as it may be, we nullify its function in 

human life and deprive ourselves of a great opportunity to be free of the pressure of 

the ignorant ways of thinking which prevail in our world. Such ways of thinking will 

continue to have their influence on our minds and lives. Again, this is extremely 

dangerous. 

In Islam, the way of thinking and the methods of operation are no less important 

than the conceptual beliefs or the practical system. In fact, these are inseparable. 

Important as we may think it to present Islamic beliefs and systems in a refined, 

expounding form, we must not forget that such presentation will not bring Islam into 

being as a practical reality or a dynamic movement. We must not lose sight of the fact 

that the only people to benefit from such a presentation are those who are already 

working within an Islamic movement. The maximum benefit these people will have 

is to interact with it at the level they have already reached while working for Islam. 

To recap, Islamic belief concepts must materialize in a practical movement which, 

in turn, should be a true representation of its beliefs. This is the natural Islamic 

method of operation, which is superior, more effective and far better suited to human 

nature than trying to formulate theories in an intellectual manner before people are 

engaged in a dynamic movement of Islamic advocacy which aims to put Islam into 

practice. 

If this is true for the fundamental concepts of belief, it is even more so in respect of 

the system on which the Islamic concept is founded, and its legal details. 

The j hiliyyah surrounding us puts some sincere advocates of Islam under pressure 

to hasten the Islamic system. It even tries to confound them by asking: “What are the 

details of the system which you are advocating? What research, details and projects 

have you prepared to put it into effect?” In all this, the j hiliyyah tries to force the 

advocates of Islam off their proper course. It wants them to move beyond the stage of 

building the ideological structure so as to change the nature of the divine method 

whereby the theory takes shape through the dynamic movement, and the system 

develops through practice, and where detailed laws are enacted to meet practical 

needs and solve real problems. 
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It is the duty of the advocates of Islam to expose these tactics and refuse to have a 

system and a method of operation imposed on their religion. They must insist on 

adopting the method of operation Islam has chosen for itself, because it is one of the 

main factors of its strength. It is also the source of their strength. Hence, those who 

are devoid of faith must not be allowed to play tricks on them and divert their 

attention from their true path. 

From the Islamic point of view, the method of operation emanates from the truth 

of Islam, and the two are inseparable. No alien method can raise the structure of 

Islam. Western methods may be suitable for their own man-made systems, but they 

are totally unsuitable for the divine system we believe in. To operate the Islamic 

method is just as necessary as adherence to the faith itself and the system it puts in 

place. This is not confined to the first Muslim community, or first Islamic movement, 

as some people suggest. It applies to every Islamic movement which aims at Islamic 

revival. 

This is my final word on this subject. I hope that by expounding the nature of the 

Qur’ nic method of operation, as outlined in the Makkan parts of the Qur’ n, I have 

done my duty. I hope that the advocates of Islam may now be clear about their 

method, trust that it is the best and the one that leads to success. I hope that they 

realize that through it they will be triumphant. “Surely this Qur’ n shows the way to 

that which is most upright.” (17: 9) 

A Sample of Makkan Revelations 

This s rah, the first Makkan s rah we discuss in this work, provides a complete 

sample of the parts of the Qur’ n revealed in Makkah. We have outlined above the 

nature, characteristics and method of these parts. We see all these in this s rah, its 

main theme, the way it is approached and how it is presented. At the same time, the 

s rah has, like every individual s rah of the Qur’ n, its distinctive character which no 

attentive reader can fail to recognize. Indeed, every s rah has its own character, 

features, central idea, and method of presenting its main theme. Not only so, but 

each s rah uses its own inspiration, images, subtleties of meaning, and general 

ambience. These are all featured in its presentation of its subject matter. Moreover, 

each s rah uses its own special expressions that may be repeated at intervals, even 

when it tackles one theme or several related themes. It is not the theme that 

delineates the character of a s rah, but its special and distinctive features. 

Nevertheless, this s rah tackles its subject matter in a unique way. At every turn, 

in every situation or scene, it brings out in sharp relief all the awesome splendour of 

what is being portrayed, keeping us spellbound, breathless as we follow its scenes 

and hear its changing, powerful rhythm. This is certainly true! I feel it in my heart as 
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I follow the flow of the s rah, its scenes and beats. I think that no reader or listener of 

any degree of intelligence could fail to appreciate something of its awesome 

splendour. 

The whole s rah presents the truth of Godhead as it is reflected in life and the 

universe, human soul and conscience, the secrets of the world around us and the 

secrets of the world beyond the reach of our faculties of perception. It also presents it 

in the scenes of the creation of the universe, life and human creation, as well as in the 

destruction of past communities to allow new ones to take their place. It further 

presents the truth of Godhead in scenes of human nature as it faces the universe, 

different events, turns of fortune, blessings and trials, and in scenes of divine power 

over all aspects of human life, be they apparent or hidden, present or future. It finally 

presents the same truth in scenes of the Day of Resurrection, as creatures are brought 

before their Lord. 

From start to finish, the s rah discusses the theme of faith, in all its features and 

aspects. It takes the human soul, in its totality, by the hand, and roams over the 

whole universe, looking at inspirations of faith, observing light and darkness, the 

sun, the moon, the stars, cultivated gardens and ones growing wild, the rain that falls 

on them and the waters running through them. In this great round, the s rah also 

shows the human soul the doom suffered by past generations and their remains. It 

floats with it through the darkness of land and sea, the secrets of the world beyond 

and those of the human soul itself. It looks at how the living comes out of the dead 

and the dead out of the living, the seed planted in the darkness of the soil and the 

sperm planted in the darkness of the uterus. Then, suddenly, the earth is full of jinn 

and humans, birds, beasts, generations of living things past and present, and angels 

watching over the living at night and during the day. 

It is a huge panorama that overwhelms our souls and sensations. But it is 

presented with fine, creative touches which bring the scenes and meanings before us, 

full of life. Thus, we see every familiar scene and experience every familiar feeling as 

though we experience them for the first time, unseen and unfelt by anyone before us. 

In its quick flow of imagery, inspirations, rhythms, and shades, it resembles a fast, 

wide river, its waves constantly breaking. As one wave reaches its breaking place, 

the next one follows very closely behind, almost reaching out to the one that has just 

gone by. The flow remains continuous, unending. 

In each of these flowing and closely successive waves, the same rich splendour is 

there to see. And in all the scenes portrayed, we have superb harmony. Thus, we are 

absolutely enchanted by it all. The s rah addresses man’s heart and mind from every 

angle and in every possible way. 

We say at the outset that with our own human description and style, we cannot 
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make any headway in presenting the rhythm and beat of the s rah. Instead, we must 

leave the s rah itself, with its own beat, to address human hearts. What we are doing 

here is simply to try to provide a bridge between the Qur’ n and those who, by their 

own life conditions, are isolated from life in the atmosphere generated by the Qur’ n. 

Such life does not mean simply to read the Qur’ n frequently and to study its 

different disciplines. What we mean is that one should live in conditions, 

movements, struggles and concerns similar to those which witnessed the revelation 

of the Qur’ n. This means that a person should confront the j hiliyyah that has spread 

all over the earth, dedicating all his thoughts, feelings and actions to the revival of 

Islam in his own soul and life as well as in the souls and life of mankind. 

Such is the atmosphere generated by the Qur’ n. When we live in this atmosphere, 

we are able to appreciate the Qur’ n fully, because it is in such an atmosphere that it 

was revealed and worked. Those who do not experience this atmosphere remain 

isolated from the Qur’ n, no matter how keenly they study it and how deeply they 

delve into its academic disciplines. 

Our attempt to provide a bridge between the sincere among such people and the 

Qur’ n will not achieve any results unless they cross that bridge and come over to 

live in the atmosphere of the Qur’ n by deed and practice. Only then will they begin 

to experience this blessing with which God favours His servants. 

To Truly Know God 

This s rah tackles the main issue of faith, Godhead and servitude. Its approach is 

to make known to people who their true Lord is, answering questions like: Who is 

He? What is the origin of this existence? What are the secrets beyond it? Who are 

these creatures? Who brings them into being; and who gives them their provisions 

and controls their affairs? Who turns their hearts and sights? Who controls the 

sequence of their days and nights? Who initiates them; and then re-initiates them? 

For what purpose has He created them? What term has He appointed for them? To 

what destiny does He deliver them? And then, as regards this life springing up here 

and there: who initiates it in such a lifeless environment? What about the pouring 

rain, the opening buds, the tightly piled grain, the piercing star, the breaking dawn, 

the darkness of the night as it covers all, and the cosmos beyond: who controls all 

this? What secrets do they hide and what news do they bring? Then again, all these 

generations that come and go, prosper and perish: who gives them power on earth 

and who takes it away and leaves them to perish? Why are they placed in control of 

the world, and why are they left to be ruined? And what remains beyond death of 

reckoning and reward? 

The s rah takes our hearts and minds over such endless horizons and into such 
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depths. There is no attempt to provide a theory of faith, or start a theological 

argument. The s rah simply aims to make known to people who their true Lord is, so 

that they may submit themselves to Him alone, surrendering their consciences, souls, 

efforts, traditions, worship and all their lives to the Almighty, the only deity in the 

universe. 

The whole drift of the s rah, from start to finish, follows this direction: God is the 

Creator, the provider, the owner, the almighty who knows all that is concealed. He 

turns hearts and sights as He turns nights into days. As such, God should be the one 

who rules over human life to the exclusion of all others. No one else can legislate or 

judge, permitting certain things and prohibiting others. Such authority belongs to 

God and may not be exercised by anyone else. For none other than God can create, 

provide, give life, cause death, cause benefit or harm, give or deprive, or exercise any 

control over oneself or others in this life or in the life to come. The s rah provides 

numerous proofs in the scenes and situations it discusses with its unique style, 

bringing in a multitude of effects and inspirations of every sort and type. 

The great issue the s rah addresses is that of Godhead and submission in the 

heavens and on earth, and in its broadest spectrum. However, the immediate 

occasion that brings up this issue and emphasizes the need for its implementation is 

that of food and animal slaughter. The j hiliyyah society exercised the authority to 

make certain things lawful and others forbidden, and established certain rituals 

concerning offerings, agricultural produce and offspring. It is these details that are 

discussed towards the end of the s rah. (See verses 118-21 and 136-40.) 

Permissible or Forbidden 

A host of statements and influences are brought together as the s rah confronts the 

unbelievers with this issue of animal slaughter and offerings, as an example of a 

question requiring legislation. It links this issue to the main theme of faith, Godhead 

and submission, making it one of belief or disbelief, submission to God or rejection of 

Him. 

 This impresses on our minds an essential element in the nature of Islam: that is, 

that every single detail in human life is subject to God’s absolute authority embodied 

in His law. To reject God’s authority over a matter of detail represents rebellion 

against His sovereignty and a rejection of Islam altogether. 

Providing such a host of influences is indicative of the importance Islam attaches 

to purging all aspects of human life of any trace of authority exercised by human 

beings over any matter, no matter how trivial it may be. All matters of human life 

must be related to the fundamental Islamic concept of God’s absolute sovereignty 

and authority, acknowledging His Godhead on earth as it is acknowledged in the 
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universe. 

The s rah comments on the j hiliyyah rituals concerning animal and agricultural 

produce and the offerings made of these. Some of its comments are direct, showing 

the absurdity and contradiction in these rituals, while other comments seek to link 

the exercise by human beings of the authority to prohibit and make permissible with 

the major issue of faith.  They make it clear that to follow God’s directives in these 

matters is to follow His straight path. Whoever turns away from this path abandons 

the Islamic faith altogether. (Verses 141-53) 

We see in these verses that this detailed matter of permissibility and prohibition in 

connection with animal slaughter and offspring, animal and agricultural offerings, as 

used to be practised in j hiliyyah, is linked to much greater issues. These include 

guidance or error, following God’s law or Satan’s footsteps, God’s grace or 

punishment, testifying to God’s oneness or making other people equal to Him, etc. 

The same expressions used when discussing the overall issue of faith are also used 

here. Additionally, the s rah introduces at this particular point a host of inspirations 

and influences such as the scene of creation and life in cultivated and wild-growing 

gardens, the picture of date trees, olives and pomegranates with their myriad colours 

and fruits, the scene of testimony and that of the painful punishment of unbelievers. 

These are the same scenes portrayed earlier in the s rah when it discusses the main 

issue of faith, in its totality. All this carries an unmistakable pointer to the nature of 

the Islamic faith and its outlook in the matter of sovereignty and legislation on 

matters of great or little importance. 

As we are explaining the s rah’s thematic approach in tackling the total issue of 

faith, we might have gone ahead of the s rah to speak about a matter of detail under 

the issue of legislation and sovereignty. 

 We do not say that this matter of detail has required all this host of statements 

and inspirations, or necessitated the splendid exposition of the truth of Godhead in 

its broader area. What we rather say is that this matter of detail has been linked in 

the s rah to all these. This linkage shows the nature of this religion of Islam and how 

it looks at the question of legislation and sovereignty in all matters, large and small. 

Let us now proceed to give a brief outline of the s rah and its special features 

before we begin to discuss it in detail. 

The Sūrah’s Revelation 

Several reports by Ibn `Abb s, Asm ’ bint Yazīd, J bir, Anas ibn M lik and 

`Abdull h ibn Mas`ūd confirm that this s rah was revealed in Makkah on one 

occasion. 
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Nothing in these reports or in the subject matter of the s rah indicates the 

particular time of its revelation in the Makkan period. According to the most likely 

chronological order of revelation, this s rah comes after S rah 15, Al- ijr, which gives 

it number 55 in that order. But as we said in the Prologue to S rah 2 (Vol. I), we 

cannot, on the basis of this information, make any definitive judgement as to the time 

of revelation of different s rahs. The reports we have on this particular point speak 

mainly of the revelation of the beginning, not the whole, of any particular s rah. It 

may be that some later parts of an earlier s rah are revealed after parts of a later 

s rah. The s rah we are discussing in this volume was revealed in its entirety at one 

go, but we cannot define the exact date of its revelation, although we feel it likely that 

it was after the early years of the Islamic message, maybe in the fifth or sixth year. In 

stating this probability we rely only on its number in the order of revelation and the 

wide variety of subjects it tackles at length. All this suggests a long ongoing 

argument with the unbelievers, who persisted in their rejection of the Prophet’s 

message. This is, perhaps, what requires a detailed discussion of issues on the lines 

we have here, and necessitates comforting God’s Messenger so as to remove the 

effects of long and determined opposition to his message. 

Another report by Ibn `Abb s and Qat dah suggests that the entire s rah was 

revealed in Makkah, with the exception of two of its verses which were revealed later 

in Madinah. The first of these is Verse 91, which states: “No true understanding of God 

have they when they say: ‘God has never revealed anything to any human being.’ Say: Who, 

then, revealed the Book which Moses brought to people as a light and a guidance? You 

transcribe it on sheets to show around, while you suppress much. You have been taught [by 

it] what neither you nor your forefathers had ever known. Say: God, and leave them to their 

play and foolish chatter.” The report suggests that it refers to two Jewish men, M lik 

ibn al-Şayf and Ka`b ibn al-Ashraf. The second verse in question is the one stating: “It 

is He who has brought into being gardens — both of the cultivated type and those growing 

wild — and the date palm, and fields bearing different produce, and the olive tree, and the 

pomegranates, all resembling one another and yet so different. Eat of their fruit when they 

come to fruition, and give (to the poor) what is due to them on harvest day. But do not waste, 

for He does not love the wasteful.” (Verse 141) This verse is reported to refer to Th bit 

ibn Qays al-Anş rī, although Ibn Jurayj and al-M wardī suggest that it refers to 

Mu` dh ibn Jabal. 

In so far as the report goes concerning Verse 91, it is possible, considering that it 

mentions the Torah, the book Moses brought as a light and guidance, and that it 

addresses the Jews directly. However, different reports by Muj hid and Ibn `Abb s 

suggest that the reference to those who denied God’s revelation to anyone were the 

idolaters in Makkah and hence the verse is a Makkan revelation. A different reading 

of the verse gives it in the third person, saying, ` They transcribe it on sheets to show 

around, and they suppress much.’ According to this reading, which is admissible and 
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favoured by al- abarī, this statement gives information about the Jews and does not 

address them. Thus, the entire verse is concerned with the unbelievers. 

As for the second verse, it cannot be a Madinan revelation, because it comes in 

between verses revealed in Makkah and if it was to be left out until later, the flow of 

discourse would be interrupted. Thus, the verses before it would be cut off from 

those after it, while the topic discussed does not allow such interruption. 

What has caused some scholars to consider Verse 141 a Madinan revelation is that 

they consider the order included in it, “Eat of their fruit when they come to fruition, and 

give (to the poor) what is due to them on harvest day”, to refer to zak t. Details of zak t 

legislation concerning agricultural produce were given in Madinah. But this is not 

imperative in understanding this statement. We have other authentic reports stating 

that it refers to charity in general, not to zak t in particular, or that it means that 

Muslims are required to feed those who pass by their farms on harvest day or on the 

day when fruits are picked. These reports state that zak t on agricultural produce was 

later specified at the rate of 10 per cent in certain situations and 5 per cent in others. 

This means that this verse is also a Makkan revelation. 

Al-Tha`labī states that this s rah was revealed in Makkah with the exception of 

verses 91-3 and 151-3. As for the first three, we have shown that the first of these 

could only have been revealed in Makkah. The same applies to the other two. As for 

the second group, to the best of my knowledge, there is not a single report attributed 

to any of the Prophet’s Companions or their successors suggesting that they are 

Madinan revelations. Their subject matter does not indicate that either. They speak 

about certain concepts and practices of the days of ignorance. These are closely 

related to the theme of permissibility and prohibition in respect of slaughtered 

animals and offerings to which we have already referred. Therefore, we are inclined 

to consider these verses as Makkan revelations. 

In the Amīrī edition of the Qur’ n it is suggested that verses 20, 23, 91-2, 114, 141 

and 151-3 were revealed in Madinah. We have discussed most of these. The others, 

20, 23 and 114 do not include anything that suggests their revelation in Madinah 

except that the people of earlier revelations are mentioned in them. But this is not 

clear evidence, because we have other references to the people of earlier revelations 

in other Makkan verses. 

In the light of the foregoing, we are more inclined to take the reports stating that 

the entire s rah was revealed in Makkah on the same night. These reports are given 

by two of the Prophet’s Companions, `Abdull h ibn `Abb s and Asm ’ bint Yazīd. 

The report by Asm ’ mentions a particular incident in which she was present. She 

says: “The s rah entitled al-An` m, or Cattle, was bestowed from on high in full to the 

Prophet when I was holding the rein of the Prophet’s she-camel. Its weight almost 
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broke the she-camel’s bones”. (Related by Sufy n al-Thawrī through Layth and Shahr 

ibn Hawshab.) 

Al- abar nī relates the other report by Ibn `Abb s: “The s rah al-An` m was 

revealed at night in full in Makkah, with seventy thousand angels around, raising 

their voices with glorification of God.” 

These two reports are more reliable than those which suggest that some of its 

verses were revealed in Madinah. Our objective analysis supports this. In fact, the 

whole body of the s rah and its flow makes it a complete unit, and suggests that it is 

like a flowing river, or a rushing flood, without barriers or impediments. Its 

construction confirms or at least markedly strengthens these reports. 

The Main Theme 

We have referred briefly to the main theme and overall characteristics of the s rah. 

We need to add here a brief word on them. 

Anas ibn M lik quotes the Prophet as saying: “The s rah al-An` m was bestowed 

from on high, with a great many angels in attendance, blocking the horizon, raising 

their voices with God’s glorification, and the earth shaking under them.” God’s 

Messenger was repeating: “Limitless in His glory is God Almighty.” 

This great procession of angels and this shaking of the earth impart a clear 

impression to the s rah. Indeed, the s rah itself may be described as a procession 

which makes our hearts and the whole universe shake. It provides multitudes of 

situations, scenes, inspirations and rhythms, which flow like waves one after another. 

As one wave reaches its breaking place, the next one follows very closely on its heels, 

almost reaching out to the one that precedes it. The flow remains continuous, 

unending. 

Its central theme is seen as a whole. It is not possible to break the s rah into 

sections, each dealing with a particular aspect of the main theme. What we have is a 

succession of waves, or rounds, each picking up where the previous one left off and 

complementing it. Hence, we are not going to discuss in these introductory remarks 

the topics the s rah touches on. We will only give samples of its successive waves. 

The s rah starts with a confrontation with the idolaters who associate partners 

with God, while the indicators of God’s oneness stare them in the face, presenting 

themselves everywhere, both in the great universe and within their own souls. It 

puts to them the truth of Godhead, presented in panoramic touches depicting the 

whole universe as also their own existence. All this in three quick verses showing 

universal existence at its widest and deepest: “All praise is due to God, who has created 

the heavens and the earth, and brought into being darkness and light; yet those who disbelieve 
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regard other beings as equal to their Lord. It is He who has created you out of clay, and then 

has decreed a term (for you), and there is another term known only to Him. Yet you are still 

in doubt. He alone is God in the heavens and on earth. He has full knowledge of all that you 

keep secret and all that you do openly. He knows what you earn.” (Verses 1-3) Three short 

verses the first comprises the whole universe and its existence, the second speaks of 

the human world in its entirety, and the third shows how Godhead encompasses 

both types of existence. How splendid! How comprehensive! 

Against such a universal view testifying to the Creator’s oneness, idolatry and 

doubt sound extremely singular. They have no place in the universal system or in 

human nature, or in people’s hearts and minds. 

At this very moment the second wave begins by presenting the attitude of those 

who deny all the signs and indicators they see in the world around them and within 

themselves. As this singular attitude is shown, it is immediately followed with a 

warning, coupled with a reminder of the destruction of earlier communities. God’s 

overwhelming power is, thus, seen in full view. The stubborn attitude of those 

rejecting the truth in the face of such manifest truth appears to be strange indeed. We 

realize that it is not proofs that they lack but rather sincerity and an open mind. 

(Verses 4-11) 

Immediately after that another wave begins, defining the truth of Godhead as it is 

clearly reflected in God’s ownership of everything in the heavens and earth, and 

what takes its rest at night or day. It is also seen in the fact that God is the only one 

who provides for all creation, the one who feeds them and is fed by none. Hence, He 

is the only guardian and the only protector, to whom all creatures must submit 

themselves. It is He who punishes the disobedient ones in the life to come, who can 

bring benefit and cause harm, and who has power over all things. (Verses 12-19) 

A fourth wave speaks of the fact that the people of earlier revelations are aware of 

this newly revealed book, i.e. the Qur’ n, which is rejected by the idolaters. It 

describes idolatry as the worst type of wrongdoing. It also shows the idolaters as 

they are gathered on the Day of Judgement. They are asked about the partners they 

used to associate with God, and their surprising answer is to deny having done so. In 

this round, the idolaters are shown with unfunctioning faculties of reception: they 

cannot pick up any inspiration to accept the faith, and their hearts cannot appreciate 

the signs calling on them to believe. Hence they describe the Qur’ n as `fables of the 

ancients’. They are told here that they only ruin themselves when they counsel others 

not to respond to divine guidance. They are shown as they are brought before the 

Fire on the Day of Judgement. In their predicament, they wish that they could be 

returned to this life so that they would not deny God’s revelations, but join the 

believers instead. This round then takes us back to this life to see the unbelievers 

denying resurrection and life after death. By way of comment, they are shown 
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standing before their Lord on the Day of Resurrection, carrying their burdens on 

their backs, and being asked about their denial. It concludes with an unequivocal 

statement that those who deny the meeting with their Lord on the Day of Judgement 

are certainly the losers, and that this present life is too trivial in comparison to what 

the God-fearing receive in the hereafter. (Verses 20-32) 

The fifth wave addresses the Prophet to comfort him and dispel his grief at the 

denial he receives from the unbelievers. He is told that he has a good example in the 

cases of earlier messengers sent by God. They were denied and received hostile 

opposition, but they remained steadfast until God gave them victory. It states that 

the laws God has set in operation will not be changed, but they cannot be hastened 

either. If the Prophet cannot withstand their rejection, then he may try to bring them 

a miracle by his own human endeavour. Had God so willed, He would have brought 

them all to His guidance. But His will has so determined that those whose natural 

receptive faculties are not switched off will respond to divine guidance, while those 

who are dead will not make such a response. He will resurrect them and they will all 

return to Him. (Verses 33-6) 

The s rah goes on wave after wave, along the same lines as the examples we have 

just given. Some of the later waves are even higher than the ones we have cited. In 

dealing with some aspects its rhythm is of an even stronger beat and higher cadence. 

Unique Subject Treatment 

We have already said that this s rah deals with its subject matter in a very unique 

way. At every turn, in every situation or scene, it brings out in sharp relief all the 

awesome splendour of what is being portrayed, keeping us spellbound, breathless as 

we follow it. Now we will refer to particular verses confirming this, and the reader 

needs to carefully consider these for full appreciation. No matter how hard we try to 

describe this effect, we cannot give more than a vague feeling of it. 

The central theme of the s rah is to state the truth of Godhead and to give human 

beings sufficient knowledge about their true Lord so that they submit themselves to 

Him alone. Thus, it has much to say about providing proper witnesses and 

demarcating the lines that separate the believers from the unbelievers. Thus, this 

truth becomes clear in a believer’s mind and he is able to declare it with power and 

firmness in the face of those who take the opposite attitude. (Verses 14-19) 

On warnings, the s rah shows how God’s power encompasses all. When 

confronted with God’s power, human nature is freed of all stifling pressures and 

turns to its true Lord, forgetting the false deities people associate with Him. (Verses 

40-7) 
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The s rah has much to say about God’s knowledge of all that is secret or 

concealed, and the time appointed for the death of every living thing. He has full 

power over everything on land and sea, day and night, in this life and in the life to 

come. (Verses 59-62) 

Human nature will undoubtedly turn towards God once it opens up to receive the 

inspiring guidance seen clearly in the world around us. Numerous are the pointers 

that address human nature appealing to its innate purity. (Verses 74-82) 

The s rah paints several scenes of life opening up. Thus we see images of the break 

of day, the approach of night, the bright stars, the darkness on land and sea, the 

pouring rain, growing vegetation, ripening fruits. In all this the unity of God, the 

only Creator and Originator is seen in perfect clarity. To ascribe partners or children 

to God sounds most absurd indeed. (Verses 95-103) 

Finally on addressing our prayers to God alone, offering our worship, life and 

death purely to Him, denouncing any attempt to seek a Lord other than Him, and 

acknowledging His authority over this life and the designation of man’s role in it, 

and over the hereafter and the question of reckoning and reward, the s rah ends with 

a humble prayer. (Verses 161-5) 

These are only six examples of the breathtaking splendour the s rah employs at 

every turn and in every scene. We should also refer here to the exceptional harmony 

the s rah provides in drawing its different scenes. We will, however, give but three 

examples, leaving the full explanation to our detailed commentary. 

The s rah is full of different scenes and situations, but they all share one aspect in 

common. In each, the s rah practically brings the listener to the scene to look at it 

carefully and to reflect on the situation described. This is done through words that 

almost show us the movement physically. Thus, the scenes painted include people 

whom the listener sees with his own eyes. Consider in this respect verses 27, 30, 93-4 

and also 22-4. 

When the s rah warns the unbelievers against God’s punishment and His 

overwhelming power, they are physically brought before such punishment, as 

though they see how it is inflicted. Consider here verses 40-1 and 46-7. 

In describing the situation of sinking into error after one has recognized the truth 

through divine guidance, the s rah shows us a moving scene which we stop to look 

at very carefully, even though the text does not include any order or suggestion that 

we should do so. This is given in verses 71-3. 

Similarly the s rah brings the listener before the picture of ripening fruit in 

gardens where we see life springing up and manifesting in the colours and fruits that 

could only be produced by God’s hand. All this is seen at its best in Verse 99. Indeed, 
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such perfect harmony is the common feature of all the scenes and situations 

described in the s rah. 

Another aspect of such perfect harmony, which is not unrelated to what we have 

already said, are the scenes bringing in or calling for witnesses. The scenes of the Day 

of Resurrection are portrayed as though they are providing witnesses for what the 

unbelievers do in this life, or scenes denouncing the unbelievers and drawing 

attention to them. Examples of these have been given, and they all start with “If you 

could but see...”. Closely related to these are the scenes calling for witnesses to testify 

to the faith itself, and then to testify to divine law. Both are treated in the same way. 

At the beginning of the s rah witnesses are called to testify to the truth of faith in its 

entirety, as we see in Verse 19. Then when a special occasion arises, concerning the 

question of prohibition and permissibility, the s rah paints a new scene and calls for 

witnesses on this particular issue, in the same way as witnesses are called for the 

faith. This implies that the two are the same and ensures perfect harmony which is 

characteristic of the Qur’ nic style. This call for witnesses occurs in Verse 150. 

Another type of harmony is that of expression, which is seen in repeating certain 

words and phrases in different contexts to indicate that they refer to the same point 

in different ways. Thus, in the first verse of the s rah, the unbelievers are said to 

regard certain beings as equal to their Lord in order to indicate that they associate 

partners with Him. Then in Verse 150, those who formulate legislation for 

themselves are also described as regarding others as equal to their Lord. Thus, the 

same description is given to associating partners with God and to the exercise of the 

authority to legislate. This is especially significant both in the idea it expresses and in 

the way it is expressed. 

The term ‘God’s way’ is used to refer to the Islamic faith in general (Verse 126) and 

in speaking about legislation with regard to permissibility and the prohibition of 

slaughtered animals and agricultural produce. (Verse 153) This indicates that the 

issue of legislation is the same as the issue of faith. To accept God’s legislation is to 

follow His way, and to reject it is to deviate from His way. Thus, it is shown as a 

question of faith or unfaith, j hiliyyah or Islam. 

We move on now to look at the s rah in more detail. However, instead of dividing 

it into chapters as we have done with other s rahs, we will, in this instance, follow 

the natural pattern of this particular sūrah, as it moves through one wave after 

another. 
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1 

The Origin of Life 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

All praise is due to God, who has created 

the heavens and the earth, and brought into 

being darkness and light; yet those who 

disbelieve regard other beings as equal to 

their Lord. (1) 

It is He who has created you out of clay, 

and then has decreed a term (for you), and 

there is another term known only to Him. 

Yet you are still in doubt. (2) 

He alone is God in the heavens and on 

earth. He has full knowledge of all that 

you keep secret and all that you do openly. 

He knows what you earn. (3) 
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A Framework Is Set 

These three opening verses strike the basic notes as they lay the foundation for the 

subject matter of the s rah, namely, faith. “All praise is due to God, who has created the 

heavens and the earth, and brought into being darkness and light; yet those who disbelieve 

regard other beings as equal to their Lord.” (Verse 1) 

The s rah starts with praising God and glorifying Him as only He, the Creator and 
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Originator of all things, deserves to be praised and glorified. Thus, the initial touches 

stress the foremost quality of Godhead, namely, creation. To start with, it refers to 

creation in the two widest expanses of existence, the heavens and earth. It then adds 

the two greatest phenomena that result from the creation of the heavens and the 

earth according to a deliberate plan, namely, darkness and light. This initial touch, 

then, takes into view the magnificent stars and planets which we see in the universe, 

the unimaginable distances separating them and the numerous phenomena which 

result from their orbital movements. It then wonders at those people who behold this 

awesome existence, itself a great testimony to the infinite ability of the Supreme 

Creator and His faultless planning, but who still refuse to believe in God, 

acknowledge His oneness or praise Him. Instead, they associate partners with Him 

whom they allege to be His equals: “Yet those who disbelieve regard other beings as equal 

to their Lord.” All this clear evidence in the universe thus loses its effect on the human 

mind and soul. The irony is of the same magnitude as the stars and the planets, the 

endless distances separating them and the all-enveloping phenomena that result 

from their creation. It is indeed greater. 

The picture continues to unfold with its reference to human existence which 

follows the existence of the universe and the two phenomena of darkness and light. 

This is a remarkable Qur’ nic touch taking us from the darkness of clay to the light of 

active life. We perceive here the full artistic harmony at work, with the reference to 

darkness and light made at the outset. Another closely intertwined subtlety prepares 

us for a first term appointed for death and a second term appointed for resurrection 

known only to God. We, thus, have two contrasting notions to contemplate, namely 

idleness and movement and a dull clay contrasted with life created by God. The gap 

between these opposites both in time and nature, is wide indeed. All this should 

inspire every human heart with the certainty that it is all part of God’s scheme and 

that we will all be gathered to Him. Yet those who are addressed by this s rah 

continue to have doubts: “Yet you are still in doubt.” (Verse 2) 

A third touch in these short verses combines the two previous ones within the 

same framework, making it clear that God is the only deity in the whole universe, 

including the human world: “He alone is God in the heavens and on earth. He has full 

knowledge of all that you keep secret and all that you do openly. He knows what you earn.” 

(Verse 3) 

The One who has created the heavens and the earth is the only God in them. All 

attributes and qualities of Godhead belong to Him alone and both the heavens and 

the earth acknowledge them without hesitation. This acknowledgement is reflected 

in their submission to the laws God has set in operation in them and in their willing 

fulfilment of His commandments. The same should apply to human life. God is the 

Creator of man, the heavens and earth alike. In man’s original making is the clay of 
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this earth. All his qualities which combine to make of him a human being have been 

given to him by God. His physical entity is subject to the laws of nature God has set 

in operation. Man has no say in all this. He is created and given his existence by 

God’s will, not by his parents’ design. They may have intercourse, but they cannot 

effect conception by their own will. Man is born according to the laws God has 

established for the term of pregnancy and the conditions of childbirth. Man uses for 

breathing the air God has placed over the earth in the quantities and ratios He has 

willed. His breathing conforms to the quantity and method God has chosen for him. 

He feels pain, hunger, thirst, happiness, or in short, he lives in accordance with God’s 

law; he has no say in any of it. In all this he is in the same position as the heavens and 

the earth. 

Moreover, God knows what man keeps secret and what he does in the open. He 

knows what he does and what he earns, be it done in public or in private. It is, then, 

more befitting for man to follow God’s laws in that area of his life over which he has 

been given full control. This includes his chosen faith, values and practices. If he 

does, he achieves harmony between his natural life which is subject to God’s law and 

his free-will in those areas where he exercises his free choice. Thus, he precludes 

internal conflict and saves himself from being pulled in opposite directions by two 

unequal laws: one set by God and one made by man. The two cannot be placed on 

the same level. 

This powerful opening to the s rah addresses man’s heart and mind, pointing out 

the evidence derived from creation and from life, for man is able to see such evidence 

in the world around him and within himself. It is an address which moves away 

from theology and philosophy in order to awaken human nature as it portrays the 

movement of creation according to a deliberate scheme and in a manner that states 

facts without indulging in argumentation. The creation of the heavens and the earth, 

their organization according to a clear system, and the creation of life — the most 

important aspect of which is human life — and its movement along its definite 

course, put human nature face to face with the truth and strongly reassure it of God’s 

oneness. God’s oneness is the core topic of the whole s rah. It is what the entire 

Qur’ n aims to establish. The question is not confined to God’s existence, as such. 

Throughout human history, the basic problem was not that of accepting the existence 

of a deity, but rather the inability of recognizing that true deity and giving Him His 

true attributes. 

The pagan Arabs addressed initially by this s rah did not deny God’s existence 

altogether. Indeed, they acknowledged His existence and that He was the Creator 

who provided sustenance to His creation, and who owned the universe and caused 

life and death. They acknowledged many of His attributes as the Qur’ n states. The 

reason then for classifying them as pagans was their unwillingness to come to the 
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logical conclusion of God’s actual existence, in other words, that God must be given 

authority over their whole lives, without their associating any partners with Him in 

that. Nor did they acknowledge their duty to implement God’s law as the only 

acceptable law in human life. It was not enough for them to acknowledge God’s 

existence and to give Him those attributes which would make them believers. Here 

at the beginning of this s rah, the fact that God is the Creator of both man and the 

universe, and that He governs the life of both and has full knowledge of men’s secret 

thoughts and their public actions and what they hide and reveal are stated as an 

introduction which leads to the inevitable conclusion that all sovereignty belongs to 

God alone. 

Both sets of evidence concerning creation and life represented the most perfect 

evidence put to the unbelievers so that they may acknowledge the major concept of 

God’s oneness and sovereignty and act on it in their practical life. Furthermore, both 

concepts represented perfect refutations of all new concepts denying God’s existence, 

hollow or sophisticated as they might be. 

In point of truth, it is exceedingly doubtful that those atheists actually believed 

themselves. Most probably, the whole concept of atheism started as a manoeuvre to 

confront the Church. Zionism then exploited it for its own ends, because it tries to 

demolish the basic foundation of human life, so that no human community other 

than its own can take it as a basis for its code of living. This they state in the Protocols 

of the Elders of Zion. The result they aim to achieve is the collapse of humanity so 

that they can exercise control over it, since they preserve for themselves the source of 

true power, namely faith. 

When Evil Schemes Seem to Triumph 

 No matter how much they scheme, the Zionists cannot overpower human nature 

which, deep at heart, knows that there is a Lord who has created this universe. 

Human nature, however, may not be able to recognise the right attributes of the true 

Lord of the universe and it may deviate through giving authority to others beside 

Him. When such deviation occurs in human nature, it becomes unbeliever or 

idolater. Some individuals, however, may have a corrupt nature that leads to the 

malfunctioning of their natural faculties and responses. It is such individuals who 

may succumb to wicked designs aiming to make them deny God’s existence 

altogether. Such individuals will remain only a small minority. Indeed, the real 

atheists today do not number more than a few millions in Russia and China, 

compared to the hundreds of millions who suffer under the tyranny of those atheists. 

All the efforts which have gone on unabated for over forty years to utilise the means 
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of education and information to spread atheism could not achieve more than this.3 

 The Zionists’ wicked designs have sought to reduce religion to a set of rituals, 

thus seeking to minimise its influence on practical life. In this way, they are able to 

persuade people that they remain believers while acknowledging that other lords 

legislate for them and regulate their practical activities. Hence, the Zionists 

undermine humanity altogether, even though people maintain the delusion that they 

are believers. 

Their ultimate aim has always been to destroy Islam, because they know from 

their own history that they can never overcome it as long as it continues to be 

implemented in practice. They also know that they can overcome Muslims only 

when they do not truly implement Islam, regardless of the fact that they may 

consider themselves Muslim. Presenting the notion that religion is properly followed 

when it actually has little or no influence on people’s life is necessary for the Zionist 

plot to succeed. 

I feel, although God knows best, that the Zionist Jews and the Christian neo-

Crusaders have reached the point of despair in their attempts to uproot Islam from 

its strongholds in Africa, Asia and Europe as well. They have lost all hope that they 

can make Muslim populations adopt atheism through materialistic creeds, and they 

no longer entertain any hope of being able to convert Muslims to other religions 

through missionary work or direct colonialism. This is due to the fact that atheism is 

repugnant to human nature. It is even rejected by pagans, let alone by Muslims. For 

their part, other religions do not even hope or attempt to replace Islam in the mind of 

any Muslim. 

Perhaps it is because of this despair that Zionist Jews and Christian neo-Crusaders 

have changed their tactics. They no longer try to confront Islam openly through 

Communism or missionary work. They have adopted more subtle and wicked 

designs. They now try to establish systems and regimes which give themselves a 

superficial Islamic colour and which pay lip-service to Islam. Once they have donned 

this mask, such regimes start to carry out all the projects and plans recommended by 

missionary conventions and Zionist protocols, which could not be implemented in a 

direct and open manner. 

These regimes may profess to be Muslim, or at least declare that they respect 

religion, but at the same time, they suspend God’s law altogether and replace it with 

a man-made one that makes lawful what God has declared unlawful. They advocate 

concepts of life and moral values that undermine Islamic ones, using in the process 

all methods and media that influence public opinion against religious views and 

beliefs. In strict adherence to the conclusions of missionary conventions and Zionist 

                                                 
3 These comments were written in the early 1960s. — Editor's note. 
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protocols, they force Muslim women out of their homes, pleading the cause of 

progress, civilisation and the interests of development, work and productivity. This 

they do when millions remain unemployed, living below the poverty line. They 

promote permissiveness among both sexes while claiming to respect faith and to 

adhere to it. Despite all this, people continue to think that they live as true Muslims 

in a Muslim society. Is it not true, they ask, that the good among them continue to 

offer their prayers and observe their fasting? The central question of whether 

sovereignty belongs to God alone or to a diversity of deities no longer concerns them 

since they have been tricked into thinking that it has nothing to do with religion and 

that they can continue to be Muslims while conducting their lives on the basis of 

values and laws that are not derived from Islam. 

In order to ensure the success of their trickery and to hide their involvement, 

world Zionism and neo-Crusaders stir up superficial conflicts and hostilities which 

show these regimes to be opposed to them. This they do at the same time as 

providing them with material and moral support, protecting them both discreetly 

and openly, and using their own intelligence services to ensure their survival. In this 

way, they remove all suspicion from their puppets who fulfil for them what they 

have been unable to fulfil for themselves after more than three centuries of effort to 

destroy the faith and moral values of the Muslims. Thus, these regimes do the work 

of the Zionists and Christian missionaries and deprive the Muslims of their first 

source of power, namely, conducting their lives on the basis of their faith. 

A minority of people in the vast area of the Muslim world, nevertheless, remain 

undeluded and cannot be brought round to accept unfaith as an image of Islam. They 

reject the deception that paints transgression and permissiveness as progress and 

civilisation. All sorts of false accusations are levelled at this minority. It is subjected 

to a war of extermination while international news agencies and the mass media 

remain deaf, dumb and blind. Even simple, well-meaning Muslims may think that it 

is only a clash of personalities or a sectarian battle that has nothing to do with the 

unabating fight against the religion of Islam. Those of them who are perturbed to see 

the weakening of religious and moral values are naively preoccupied with trying to 

correct some minor offences, thinking that they fulfil their task by speaking up 

against them. They are fully preoccupied with side issues when the foundations of 

this faith are being destroyed, God’s authority is being usurped and human life is 

governed by false gods that they have been ordered to reject. 

The Zionist Jews and Christian neo-Crusaders are pleased with themselves for 

having pulled off this trick. They had long despaired of managing to undermine 

Islam by spreading atheism or converting Muslims through missionary work. 

We have, however, unlimited hope that God will render their efforts futile. Our 

trust in the power of this religion of Islam knows no limit. They will continue to 
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scheme, but God will foil their schemes. It is He who says: “They devised their plots, 

but their plots are all within God’s grasp, even though their plots are so powerful as to move 

mountains. Never think that God may ever fail to fulfil the promise which He has given to 

His messengers. Indeed God is Almighty, able to exact retribution.” (14: 46-7) 

At the beginning of the s rah, the evidence of creation and life is placed in a 

powerful confrontation with atheism. When it is put to atheists, they find themselves 

driven to false and devious arguments. 

When we consider the existence of this universe and the system that governs it, we 

are bound to conclude that, naturally and logically, it is the work of a Creator who 

has devised its elaborate system. It is impossible for us to perceive that something 

comes into existence out of nothing, unless we acknowledge the existence of a deity 

who creates, originates and brings into existence. By contrast, atheists try to mend 

the flaws in their argument by saying that it is not necessary to suppose that non-

existence preceded existence. One of them even became known as the philosopher of 

spiritualism, as he defends it against materialism. Some naïve Muslims may speak 

highly of him and quote him in support of their faith as if they want to support the 

faith God has revealed by a statement of one of His servants. This philosopher was a 

Jew named Bergson who claimed that the existence of the universe was not preceded 

by non-existence. 

What basis does he provide for his claims? Does he rely on human intellect? 

Certainly not. He himself admits that the human mind can only perceive of existence 

coming after non-existence. Does he rely on inspiration from God? He makes no such 

claim, although he says that by intuition, mystics have always come to the conclusion 

of the existence of a deity. Hence, we must accept this intuition, which has been so 

consistent. [The deity Bergson talks about is not God, as we conceive of Him. The 

deity, to him, is life.] Upon what other source does he rely, then, to prove his theory? 

We simply do not know. 

We must always come back to acknowledging the existence of a creator who has 

made this universe and brought it into existence. We simply cannot explain the 

existence of the universe without resorting to this concept. The point, however, is not 

merely that the universe exists, but rather that it operates according to laws and 

measures which never fail. Every possibility is calculated accurately in devising these 

laws. After long contemplation, the human mind can still only comprehend a small 

portion of them. 

The same applies to life. We cannot explain how the gulf between life and matter 

— whatever definition we give to matter, including radioactivity — is crossed unless 

we admit it to be the work of a deity who creates according to a deliberate and 

elaborate scheme. He has created the universe in a condition which allows the 
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emergence and sustainability of life. With all the remarkable characteristics 

distinguishing human life, it has to be classified as higher than animal life. However, 

man has been created of clay, which means that he is made of the same material as 

this earth. There must then have been a will that gave him life as well as his human 

characteristics according to a definite purpose. 

All attempts by atheists to explain the emergence of life have failed, even by the 

standards of the human mind itself. The latest I have read in this field was an 

attempt by the American philosopher Durant who tries to draw some sort of analogy 

between the type of movement within the nucleus, which he calls a degree of life, 

and the type of life which we know. He, indeed, makes a great effort to bridge the 

gap between dull matter and active life, only to be in a position of denying the 

concept of the creator who gives life to what is lifeless. 

His tireless efforts have not availed him or other materialists of anything. If we 

were to presume that life is an innate quality within matter, and that there is no other 

power endowed with a will to originate life, we have to explain why life, which is 

within matter, manifests itself in several degrees, some of which are higher and more 

sophisticated than others. Why does life manifest itself in a mechanical, unintelligent 

movement in the nucleus, while it appears in an organic form in plants and in a more 

sophisticated organic form in other living things? If all matters have an innate quality 

of life, how is it that some matters take of this quality more than others, in the 

absence of a will and elaborate planning? How is it that life has several degrees? We 

can only understand this gradation if it is the work of a conscious will which plans 

and chooses. If it is left to matter, assuming that it has life, to do according to its own 

designs, our human intellect cannot understand or explain this gradation. 

The Islamic view of the origin of life in its different grades is the only acceptable 

explanation of this phenomenon which cannot be explained by the materialists no 

matter how hard they try. In this commentary, we do not move away from the 

Qur’ nic method. Hence, we confine ourselves to confronting the fallacies of atheism 

by the evidence of creation, life and deliberate planning. The Qur’ n does not 

consider the question of God’s existence as its main question because God knows 

that human nature rejects the premises of atheism. The real question is that of God’s 

oneness and the establishment of His authority on human life. This is the basic 

question elaborated in this s rah, as we have seen in its opening verses. 
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2  

Stubborn Rejection 

Whenever a revelation comes to them from 

their Lord, they [who are unbelievers] turn 

their back upon it. (4) 

Thus they have denied the truth now that it 

has come to them. In time, they shall have 

full information about that which they used 

to deride. (5) 

Do they not see how many a generation We 

have destroyed before them — people whom 

We had made more powerful in the land 

than We have made you, and for whom 

We sent down abundant water from the 

sky, and made rivers flow at their feet? Yet 

We destroyed them for their sins, and 

raised up another generation in their place. 

(6) 

Even if We had sent down to you a book 

written on paper, and they had touched it 

with their own hands, surely the unbelievers 

would still say: “This is nothing but plain 

sorcery”. (7) 

They say: “Why has not an angel been sent 

down to him?” If We had sent down an 

angel, all would have been decided, and 

they would have been allowed no further 
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Overview 

This is the second opening passage of the s rah, following the first that spoke of 

the truth of God’s existence as it is reflected in the creation of the heavens and the 

earth and the origination of darkness and light. It is further reflected in the creation 

of man from the very substance of this earth, determining the term of his first life that 

ends in death while keeping secret another time fixed for resurrection, and in God’s 

full knowledge of what people may do and have done both in public and in private. 

This existence of the Divine Being is unique, unlike any other existence, because 

there is no creator other than God. It is so clear and overpowering that to deny it, in 

spite of all the great signs testifying to it, is an unjustifiable enormity. 

When the s rah portrays the attitude of the unbelievers who oppose the Islamic 

message in the face of such undeniable and overpowering existence, their attitude 

appears singularly insupportable. Thus, the Qur’ n wins this first round, scoring its 

win in the depth of people’s nature, despite their apparent and stubborn rejection. 

This passage of the s rah portrays this unreasonable stubbornness, issuing on the 

one hand a stern warning and on the other a reminder of the fate of earlier rejecters. 

The admonition is stacked with various but highly effective touches that follow the 

initial jolt that shakes people’s hearts at the outset of the s rah. 

respite. (8) 

And even if We had appointed an angel as 

Our messenger, We would certainly have 

made him [appear as] a man, and thus 

We would have confused them just as they 

are now confusing themselves. (9) 

Indeed other messengers have been derided 

before your time, but those who scoffed at 

them were eventually overwhelmed by the 

very thing they have derided. (10) 

Say: Go all over the earth and see what 

was the fate of those who denied the truth. 

(11) 
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Social Attitudes and the Decline of Nations 

Whenever a revelation comes to them from their Lord, they [who are unbelievers] turn 

their back upon it. Thus they have denied the truth now that it has come to them. In 

time, they shall have full information about that which they used to deride. Do they 

not see how many a generation We have destroyed before them — people whom We 

had made more powerful in the land than We have made you, and for whom We sent 

down abundant water from the sky, and made rivers flow at their feet? Yet We 

destroyed them for their sins, and raised up another generation in their place. (Verses 

4-6) 

It is clear that turning away from the truth is an obstinate position taken by the 

unbelievers, and this in the face of all the evidence pointing to its error. They do not 

lack signs and pointers which guide people to faith, nor do they lack evidence to 

prove the truth of the message and the genuine honesty of the Messenger conveying 

it, nor do they lack evidence of Godhead. These are the basic concepts they are called 

upon to accept. All they lack is the will to respond to clear evidence, overcome 

irrational stubbornness and reflect on the truth presented to them: “Whenever a 

revelation comes to them from their Lord, they [who are unbelievers] turn their back upon it.” 

(Verse 4) Such deliberate obstinacy against all evidence and clear signs needs the 

threat of severe punishment to jolt them out of their attitude, remove the barriers of 

their conceit and reawaken their natural responses: “Thus they have denied the truth 

now that it has come to them. In time, they shall have full information about that which they 

used to deride.” (Verse 5) 

The truth has come to them from the Creator of the heavens and the earth, who 

has brought into being darkness and light and created man out of clay. It is He alone 

who is God in the heavens and on earth, and who has full knowledge of all that 

people keep secret or do openly, as well as all that they earn. What has come to them 

from Him is the truth, and they have rejected it, insisting on describing it as false, 

turning away from Divine revelations and deriding the call to faith. Hence, they are 

told to watch for the true information which is certain to come to them concerning 

that which they used to scorn. This is a general threat given without any details of its 

nature or timing. Thus, they are kept in suspense, waiting, expecting at every 

moment to receive what they are threatened with of unspecified suffering. 

Their attentions and minds are drawn to the calamities that befell past nations 

which, like them, rejected the truth. They even had some knowledge of those nations 

and what happened to them in the remains of the people of ` d of al-A q f and 

Thamūd of al- ijr. The Arabs of Makkah used to pass by these remains when they 

went on their winter and summer journeys to Yemen and Syria respectively. They 

also passed by the destroyed towns of the Prophet Lot’s people, Sodom and 
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Gomorrah, and were aware of the tales that were in circulation concerning what 

happened to those people. They should, therefore, reflect on these peoples’ fate: “Do 

they not see how many a generation We have destroyed before them — people whom We had 

made more powerful in the land than We have made you, and for whom We sent down 

abundant water from the sky, and made rivers flow at their feet? Yet We destroyed them for 

their sins, and raised up another generation in their place.” (Verse 6) 

Those earlier generations were well established in the land and given power 

which was much greater than that enjoyed by the Quraysh, the first people 

addressed by the Qur’ n. God also sent them rain which brought into their lives 

fertility, growth and abundance. But they disobeyed their Lord and were 

subsequently destroyed by Him. God then raised up another generation to take over 

and wield power. No matter how powerful a community may be, God can easily 

inflict severe punishment on them. When those people were destroyed, the earth did 

not feel their absence since another generation was raised in their place. Life 

continued as if nothing had happened. 

People tend to overlook this fact when they are prosperous. They forget that it is 

God who gives them power in order to test them to determine how faithful they are 

to their pledges to worship Him alone and to follow His guidance. Will they honour 

their covenant with the One who has placed them in charge of His earth, or will they 

create false deities for themselves which usurp the rights and attributes of Godhead 

and treat what has been entrusted to their charge as their own property? Very often 

people tend to overlook this fact, and consequently deviate from the terms of their 

covenant with God that has placed them in charge of the earth. They, therefore, 

abandon the way of living God has laid down for them, unaware initially of the 

consequences to which they expose themselves. Corruption gradually creeps into 

their lives and they move further away from divine guidance. This continues until 

they reach such a stage that the threats outlined by God are inevitably put into effect. 

Doom may take different processes: God may eliminate some people altogether, 

inflicting on them suffering that engulfs them from above or springs from beneath 

their feet. At other times, God may punish them with famine, a heavy death toll and 

poor harvests. Both types of punishment were inflicted on different nations. God 

may, alternatively, cause some of them to endure the might of others until trust can 

no longer exist between them, and they are considerably weakened. God may give 

power over them to some of His servants, who may or may not abide by God’s code, 

this to weaken their forces and uproot them from the land in which they exercised 

their power. Life continues in this cycle. It is a happy person who realises that it is a 

manifestation of God’s laws in operation and that it is all a test. He is then true to his 

part of his covenant with God. By contrast, it is a miserable person who overlooks 

this fact and deludes himself with thoughts that he has been able to acquire strength 

and prosperity by his own knowledge or methods, or by mere coincidence.  
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People are often deceived when they see a despotic ruler, a corrupt or atheist 

person enjoying power on earth, able to escape punishment. But people are hasty. 

They see only the beginning or the middle of the route but not its end to which such 

person arrives at the appropriate time. We can see examples of it in how ancient 

generations who defied God and His messengers were destroyed. In the Qur’ n, our 

attention is drawn to their fates so that we realise that the end is not what we see at a 

particular point in time. The statement, “We destroyed them for their sins”, is often 

repeated in the Qur’ n in a variety of ways. Such repetition aims to establish a certain 

fact and to clarify a part of the Islamic interpretation of historical events. It shows 

that sins do destroy sinners and that it is God who brings about their destruction. 

This is a law which remains in operation although an individual or a generation may 

not see it within their own limited life span. It simply engulfs nations when they 

allow sins to become an essential part of their lifestyle. 

As we have said, this statement gives us a glimpse of the Islamic interpretation of 

history, because the destruction of past nations and their replacement with new 

generations are due in part to the effect of sin on the constitution of nations. They 

create a condition which inevitably leads to destruction, either through a sudden 

calamity that God causes to befall them as used to happen in ancient history, or 

through natural, progressive decline which weakens nations as they wander 

aimlessly in a sinful maze. 

In relatively recent history, we have enough examples of the effects on nations of 

uncontrolled indulgences, permissiveness, promiscuity and treating women as little 

more than sexual objects. The collapse of the Greek and Roman Empires provide 

such examples, but we can also discern the beginning of the decline of nations that 

still seem to enjoy power and affluence such as France and Britain. 

A materialistic interpretation of history gives this aspect no room whatsoever, 

because it does not recognise the moral aspect of life or the religious foundations on 

which it is based. It is, thus, forced into accepting some laughable justifications of 

events in human history which have their very foundations in the religious and 

moral aspects of human life. 

On the other hand, comprehensive, serious and realistic as it is, the Islamic 

interpretation of history gives the material aspect its due importance while 

recognising other influential factors that are denied by others who stubbornly refuse 

to acknowledge all the facts of life. With the Islamic interpretation, we visualise 

God’s will operating behind all that takes place in the universe. We see how 

consciousness, feelings, beliefs and concepts do change within man and do influence 

human behaviour. This interpretation does not overlook any single factor of God’s 

law which regulates life in general. 
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Stubborn Rejection of Evident Facts 

The s rah goes on to describe the nature of obstinate rejection, delineating for us a 

very strange type of people whom we meet in every age and every community. 

These are people who deny what is so clear and undeniable. The Qur’ n depicts this 

type of people in its own inimitable style, using only a few words to bring it to life in 

front of our eyes: “Even if We had sent down to you a book written on paper, and they had 

touched it with their own hands, surely the unbelievers would still say: ‘This is nothing but 

plain sorcery’.” (Verse 7) 

What causes them to turn away from God’s revelations is not the lack of strong 

and clear evidence of their truthfulness. They are only being unreasonably stubborn. 

Their denial is firmly held as though it was a matter of principle. Such an attitude 

allows no consideration of any evidence or proof. Had God chosen to send down the 

Qur’ n to His Messenger by means other than revelation, which they cannot see, and 

put it on paper which they can feel and see, and had they touched this paper with 

their own hands, they would still reject the evidence of their own hands and eyes. 

They would emphatically claim: “This is nothing but plain sorcery.” (Verse 7) 

This is an image of a singularly contemptible nature, one which invites strong 

hostility. With such a nature there is no room for argument or scholarly discussion. 

Yet we meet such people in all communities and across all generations. Depicting 

their nature in this way serves more than one purpose: it delineates to the rejecters 

themselves their spiteful attitude in its true colours, just like one who lifts the mirror 

in front of a person with an ugly face so that he can see himself and put a stop to his 

overbearing behaviour. It also gives the believers an added incentive to adhere 

strongly to the truth, uninfluenced by the general atmosphere of denial and rejection 

they see around them. They are, thus, more resilient in the face of oppression and 

persecution. 

It also tells us how compassionate and forbearing God is, as He gives those 

rejecters a chance to mend their ways and does not smite them immediately for their 

stubbornness. All these elements were part of the weaponry available to the Muslim 

community in their fight against the unbelievers. 

The s rah then gives us an example of the suggestions made by the unbelievers, 

and this reveals both their hardened stubbornness and their ignorance. They suggest 

that an angel could have accompanied the Prophet in conveying his message to give 

proof that he was truly God’s Messenger. The reply shows how ignorant they were 

of the angels’ nature and why God sent them to do the tasks He assigned to them. It 

is only because of His mercy that God does not act on their suggestion: “They say: 

‘Why has not an angel been sent down to him?’ If We had sent down an angel, all would have 

been decided, and they would have been allowed no further respite. And even if We had 
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appointed an angel as Our messenger, We would certainly have made him [appear as] a man, 

and thus We would have confused them just as they are now confusing themselves.” (Verses 

8-9) 

This was not a new suggestion made by the Quraysh unbelievers. Many 

communities before them had muted the same as we are told in the Qur’ n. The 

suggestion and the Qur’ nic reply to it at this point raise a number of issues, as we 

will presently see. 

Firstly, the pagan Arabs did not deny God altogether, but they wanted proof that 

the Prophet Mu ammad (peace be upon him) was truly His Messenger and that the 

book he recited to them was truly revealed to him by God. They wanted a particular 

proof, namely, that an angel be sent to him to confirm his claim. This was just one of 

the numerous suggestions reported in the Qur’ n. A number of these are mentioned 

in S rah 17, The Night Journey: “They say: ‘We shall not believe in you till you cause a 

spring to gush forth for us from the earth, or [till] you have a garden of date trees and vines, 

and you cause running waters to flow through it, or till you cause the sky to fall upon us in 

pieces, as you have threatened, or till you bring God and the angels face to face before us, or 

till you have a house of gold, or you ascend to heaven. Indeed we shall not believe in your 

ascent to heaven until you bring a book for us to read.’ Say, All glory belongs to my Lord. 

Surely I am only a man and a Messenger.’ Nothing has ever prevented people from believing 

[in God] whenever guidance has come to them except for their saying: ‘Can it be that God has 

sent a human being as His Messenger?’ Say, ‘Had there been angels walking about on earth 

as their natural abode, We would have sent them an angel messenger from heaven.’“ (17: 90-

5) 

Such suggestions betray both obstinacy and ignorance. They had known God’s 

Messenger for a long time and their long experience told them much about his 

honesty and truthfulness to the extent that they gave him the title Al-Amīn, which 

means `the trustworthy’. They continued to deposit their valuables with him for 

safekeeping, even when they were fiercely opposed to him. When he left for 

Madinah, he entrusted his cousin `Alī with the task of returning to the Quraysh the 

valuables they had kept with him. He even did this at the time when they were 

plotting to assassinate him in his own home. 

They were as certain of his truthfulness as they were of his honesty. When, in 

compliance with God’s command, he stood on top of the hill of al-Şaf  to call on 

them, as a community, to believe in his message, he started by asking them whether 

they would believe him if he were to tell them a piece of news of which they were 

totally unaware. They all replied in the affirmative, relying on their experience of 

him as a man who always told the truth. Had they truly wanted to know whether he 

was telling the truth when he said that he was God’s Messenger, his past would have 

been more than sufficient as proof. 
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Later in the s rah, God tells His Messenger that those rejecters do not actually 

reject his message as false: “We know too well that what they say grieves you. Yet it is not 

you that they charge with falsehood; but it is God’s revelations that the wrongdoers deny.” 

(Verse 33) It is, then, just their persistent attitude of rejection, motivated only by a 

stubborn turning away from the truth. They never doubted the truthfulness of the 

Prophet Mu ammad (peace be upon him). 

Moreover, they had in the Qur’ n itself a proof which was more telling than the 

material proofs they demanded. In itself, and in its inimitable style, the Qur’ n tells 

that it has been revealed by God whose existence they did not deny. Most assuredly, 

they realised this and knew it for certain. They possessed a fine literary and artistic 

sense which must have made it clear to them that, in its excellence, the Qur’ n 

greatly surpassed the farthest limits of human ability. A person who has the gift of 

artistic expression is better able to recognise and appreciate this than one who has 

not. Anyone with this gift will tell us clearly that the Qur’ n surpasses all that human 

literary excellence can produce. No one denies this except a person who deliberately 

tries to suppress what he knows. 

Moreover, the contents of the Qur’ n, i.e. the concepts of faith and the method it 

utilises to drive these concepts home to people, as also its touches and influences, 

were all totally new to human minds. They were unknown in human artistic 

expression. The Arabs were not unaware of all these facts. They recognised them 

within themselves. Their statements and attitudes showed that they did not doubt 

that the Qur’ n was revealed by God. 

All this makes it clear that, in point of fact, their suggestions were not made to 

seek a proof. They were simply born out of an unyielding stubbornness. Their 

position was truly as God describes in the preceding verse: “Even if We had sent down 

to you a book written on paper, and they had touched it with their own hands, surely the 

unbelievers would still say: ‘This is nothing but plain sorcery.’” (Verse 7) 

A World of Creation Beyond Human Senses 

The second issue was that the Arabs knew about the angels and requested that 

God should send down an angel to support His Messenger and confirm the truth of 

his message. They knew nothing, however, of the nature of this type of creation, i.e. 

the angels, which is known only to God. Hence, they formulated their own arbitrary 

conceptions of these creatures and the sort of relationship which existed between 

them and their Lord on the one hand, and with the earth and its inhabitants on the 

other. The Qur’ n refers to the Arabian misconceptions about the angels and the 

legends of pagan nations. It points out their errors so that anyone who is guided to 

accept the Islamic faith will revise their concepts about the universe and its creatures. 
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As such, Islam provides a method to set man’s reason, feelings, heart and conscience 

on the right course and to rectify both situations and practices. One of the Arabs’ ill-

conceived concepts, identified in the Qur’ n as having been formulated in their pre-

Islamic days, was their belief that the angels were God’s daughters. Limitless is He in 

His glory and sublimely exalted above anything that people may ascribe to Him! As 

such, they believed angels were able to intercede with God and their intercession was 

never refused. It is thought that some of the more important idols were symbols of 

angels. 

The Qur’ n refutes on several occasions the first erroneous concept the Arabs held. 

For example, in S rah 53, The Star, we read: “Have you ever considered al-L t and al- 

`Uzz  as well as Man t, the third of this tirade? Why for yourselves would you choose only 

male offspring, whereas to Him you assign female: that is indeed an unfair division! These 

[idols] are nothing but empty names which you have invented, you and your forefathers, for 

which God has bestowed no warrant from on high. They who worship them follow nothing 

but surmise and their own wishful thinking, although right guidance has indeed come to them 

from their Lord. Does man imagine that it is his due to have all that he might wish for, despite 

the fact that both the life to come and this present life belong to God alone? For, however 

many angels there be in the heavens, their intercession can be of no avail to anyone, except 

after God has given leave [to intercede] for whomever He wills and with whom He is well- 

pleased. It is only such as do not really believe in the life to come that regard the angels as 

female beings; and since they have no knowledge of that at all, they follow nothing but 

surmise: yet never can surmise take the place of truth.” (53: 19-28) 

The Qur’ n also provides the true facts, correcting the Arab unbelievers’ 

erroneous concept about the angels’ nature. This is provided in these two verses in 

this s rah as it is given elsewhere in the Qur’ n: “They say: ‘Why has not an angel been 

sent down to him?’ If We had sent down an angel, all would have been decided, and they 

would have been allowed no further respite.” (Verse 8) 

This is part of the information provided in the Qur’ n on the nature of the angels 

created by God. The unbelievers proposed that an angel should be sent down, but it 

has been part of God’s law that He sends down angels to this planet only to destroy a 

particular community for having rejected their messenger. Had God responded to 

the Arab unbelievers’ suggestion and sent down an angel, then the whole issue 

would have been resolved and they would have been destroyed without allowing 

them any further time to consider their position. Was this the alternative they wished 

for? Would it not be better for them to realize how limitless God’s grace is when He 

does not respond to their suggestion, because it would have brought about their own 

destruction? They are, thus, made to see the facts with their own eyes, so that they 

may realise how ignorant they are about their own interests and about the process of 

sending down angels. It is their ignorance which has brought them to the edge of 
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ruin and which causes them to reject proper guidance and divine mercy. Hence, they 

persistently demand evidence and proof. 

The other part of the definition of the angels as God’s own servants is provided by 

the second verse: “And even if We had appointed an angel as Our messenger, We would 

certainly have made him [appear as] a man, and thus We would have confused them just as 

they are now confusing themselves.” (Verse 9) 

What they demand is that God sends an angel to confirm the Prophet’s message. 

As creatures, angels are different from human beings. They have their own nature 

which is known only to God. Since we know nothing about them other than what we 

are told by God who has created them, we know that they cannot walk on earth in 

their own form of creation, because they do not live on this planet. However, they 

have the ability to take human form when they undertake a task relevant to human 

life, such as conveying God’s message or destroying those unbelievers whom God 

wishes to destroy, or giving support to believers or fighting against their enemies. 

The Qur’ n tells us of other duties they may be commanded to fulfil, and they do not 

disobey God in whatever He bids them to do. They simply do what they are bid. 

Therefore, if God wanted to send an angel to confirm His Prophet’s message, that 

angel would have appeared to mankind in the form of a man, not in his own angelic 

form. This would have made the confusion persist, especially when Mu ammad 

(peace be upon him) would sometimes say to them, “I am Mu ammad whom you 

have known very well. God has sent me as a messenger to warn you and give you 

happy news”. How much greater would their confusion be if an angel came to them 

in the form of a man whom they did not know and said, “I am an angel sent by God 

to confirm the message preached by His Messenger”? To them, that angel would 

only appear as a man like them. They were confusing simple facts. If God were to 

send an angel, He would have given it human form and would have confused the 

very thing the unbelievers were themselves confusing. They would not have been 

able to see right guidance. 

Thus, God points out their ignorance about the nature of His creation and His law. 

Additionally, their stubborn rejection, which has neither justification nor supporting 

evidence, is also exposed. 

Angels: Their Life and Role 

The third issue raised in these verses is that of the nature of Islamic philosophy, 

particularly with regard to the world we see all around us and the worlds which lay 

beyond our perception. Islam teaches its followers to formulate a particular 

understanding of these worlds and a proper approach to them. One of these is the 

world of angels in whom we believe. Believing in the angels is an essential 
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component of Islamic faith which requires every Muslim to believe in God, His 

angels, books, messengers, the Last Day and destiny,  believe in an imperceptible 

world represents a great departure in man’s life, helping him to break out of his 

limited and narrow physical existence and to perceive the existence of a world 

beyond. 

Thus, man is not limited to the narrow world of physical perception. Indeed, to 

impose such a limitation is to force human perception backwards. This is advocated 

by some materialistic doctrines which claim to be progressive. Fuller treatment of 

this subject follows later on, when we comment on Verse 59 of this s rah. Here, we 

limit our discussion to the angels who are part of the world which lies beyond our 

human senses. 

The Qur’ n tells us about some of the qualities and attributes of the angels. These 

are sufficient for us to formulate a proper concept of them and of our relationship 

with them. They are a species of God’s creation who submit themselves totally to 

God and who obey Him all the time without hesitation. They are near to God 

although we do not know what sort of proximity is meant here. “They say: ‘The Most 

Gracious has taken to Himself a son!’ Limitless is He in His glory! No; they are but His 

honoured servants. They do not speak until He has spoken, and they act at His behest. He 

knows all that lies before them and all behind them. They do not intercede for any but those 

whom He has already graced with His goodly acceptance, since they themselves stand in 

reverent awe of Him.” (21: 26-8) “Those that are with Him are never too proud to worship 

Him and never grow weary of that. They extol His limitless glory by night and day, without 

ever flagging.” (21: 19-20) 

They carry God’s Throne and surround it on the Day of Judgement. We do not 

know how this happens, because we only know what God has revealed to us of the 

world beyond: “Those who bear God’s Throne and those who stand around it extol their 

Lord’s limitless glory and praise and believe in Him.” (40: 7) “You will see the angels 

surrounding the Throne, extolling their Lord’s glory and praise. Judgement would have been 

passed in justice on all, and the word will be spoken: all praise is due to God, the Lord of all 

the worlds.” (39: 75) 

They provide the keepers of the heavens and hell, receive the inhabitants of the 

first with greetings and prayer, while they receive those bound to hell with reproach 

and warnings of great suffering. “In throngs the unbelievers shall be urged on towards 

hell, till, when they reach it, its gates will be opened and its keepers will ask them: Have there 

not come to you messengers from among yourselves who proclaimed to you your Lord’s 

revelations and warned you of the coming of this your Day [of Judgement]?’ They will 

answer: ‘Yes, indeed!’ And thus the sentence of suffering would have already fallen due upon 

the unbelievers. They will be told, ‘Enter the gates of hell, therein to abide!’ How vile an abode 

for those who were given to false pride. But those who were God-fearing will be urged on in 
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throngs to Paradise till, when they reach it, they will find its gate wide open; and its keepers 

will say to them, ‘Peace be to you! Well have you done: enter this Paradise, herein to abide’.” 

(39: 71-3) “We have appointed none but angels to guard the Fire.” (74: 31) 

The angels deal with people on earth in various ways. They watch over them by 

God’s decree and they follow their deeds and keep a record of everything that 

human beings do or say. They also cause them to die when their time is over: “He 

alone holds sway over His servants. He sends forth guardians to watch over you until, when 

death approaches any one of you, Our messengers cause him to die. They leave no part of their 

duty unfulfilled.” (Verse 61) “Each has guardian angels before him and behind him, who 

watch him by God’s command.” (13: 11) “Each word he utters shall be noted down by a 

vigilant guardian.” (50: 18) 

Angels also deliver God’s revelations to His messengers (peace be upon them all). 

God has also informed us that Gabriel (peace be upon him) is the one chosen among 

them to fulfil this task: “He sends down angels with this Divine inspiration, [bestowed] by 

His will on any of His servants He may wish: ‘Warn [mankind] that there is no deity but Me: 

so fear Me’.” (16: 2) `Say: Whoever is an enemy of Gabriel should know that he revealed it 

[the Qur’ n] to your heart by God’s leave...” (2: 97) God describes Gabriel as one who 

has been endowed with power. He confirms that His Messenger, Mu ammad, has 

seen Gabriel in his angelic form twice, while he has seen him in various shapes and 

forms when he gave him other revelations: “Consider the star when it sets, this fellow 

man of yours has not gone astray, nor is he deluded. He does not speak out of his own fancy. 

That [which he conveys to you] is but a revelation with which he is inspired. He is taught by 

one who is very mighty, [an angel] endowed with surpassing power, who manifested himself 

in his true shape and nature, appearing on the uppermost horizon, and then, drew near, and 

came close, until he was within two bows’ length or even closer, and revealed to His servant 

that which he revealed. The servant’s heart did not deny what he saw. Will you, then, contend 

with him as to what he saw? And indeed he saw him a second time, by the lote-tree of the 

farthest limit, near to the garden of promise.” (53: 1-15) 

The angels also join the believers giving them support and help, steadying their 

feet in their great, unabating battle against evil and tyranny. They busy themselves 

with what happens to the believers. They glorify their Lord, pray to Him to forgive 

the sins of those who believe in Him. In their supplication for the believers, which is 

mentioned in the Qur’ n, they appear to be so caring, kind and loving. They also give 

the believers, at the time of their death, the happy news that they are going to 

heaven. When they arrive in the next world, they also give them their happy news 

and greet them in heaven. 

On the other hand, they receive the unbelievers in hell with reproach and warning 

of their impending suffering. They may also fight against them in the battle that 

rages on between truth and falsehood. When they die, they pluck out their souls in a 
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manner which afflicts and humiliates the unbelievers. 

ngels have also had a relationship with human beings ever since the creation of Adam, the first man. 
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ns and reactions in a much wider world. In this way what we witness in our world is closely related to 

orld beyond. 

ose who wish to deprive man of this world, and of the expanse of the realm that lies beyond our human 

ption, have nothing but evil in store. They want to confine man to the narrow, material world, thus 

g him into the animal world. God has given man the ability of conception, which enables him to 

stand what no animal can understand, allowing him to live in a wider realm of knowledge and feeling, 

g him the facility to look at this world through his heart and mind, and helping him to purify himself as 

oves towards this spreading light. 

their pre-Islamic days, the Arabs held all sorts of misconceptions, but they were nevertheless better 

d than the advocates of today’s materialism who deride the whole idea of a world beyond. These 

be believing in an imperceptible world as naive, unscientific. They consider the two mutually 

sive. We will discuss their claims, which are devoid of any scientific or religious substance when we 

ment on Verse 59. Here we are only speaking briefly about the angels. 
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 wonder: what does science divulge to those who claim to believe only in `scientific’ rationalism to 

them categorically deny the existence of the angels, making them outside the realm of belief? Science 

t preclude the existence of life, of a type other than the one that exists on earth, on other planets or 

which differ from earth in nature, conditions and atmosphere. How can they deny the existence of such 

s when they have no single evidence to prove that they do not exist? 

this, we are not asking them to submit to the rule of our faith or to God’s words. We are simply asking 

to submit to the dictates of their own `science’, which they have made into a deity. Although they can 

de no evidence based on their science, they persist in their totally unscientific denial. Yet it is no 

eration to say that the imperceptible world which they deny is the very truth which human knowledge 

ome to recognise, even in our world which we touch and see. 

n God’s Message is Met with Derision 

s passage concludes with a reference to what happened to those who derided God’s messengers. The 

ejecters of the faith are called upon to reflect on the fate of those who preceded them. They are told to 

 all over the earth to see for themselves the fate of earlier unbelievers, because that tells them of God’s 

which never fails: “Indeed other messengers have been derided before your time, but those who scoffed at them 

ventually overwhelmed by the very thing they have derided.” (Verse 10) 

ving shown their attitude as stubborn rejection and their suggestions as marks of total ignorance, and 

g established that God’s refusal to act on their suggestions is an aspect of His mercy and forbearance, 

rah refers to the treatment received by earlier messengers. Such reference has a dual purpose. It firstly 

des some solace to the Prophet who was at the receiving end of their obstinate rejection of the truth. It 

ures him that God will certainly punish those who deride and scoff at His messengers. It tells him that 

rejection is not a new phenomenon. Earlier messengers received similar treatment from their peoples, 

ose who scoffed at them Were soon to suffer God’s punishment. Ultimate victory belongs to the Truth. 

ondly, it reminds the Arabs who rejected the Prophet’s message of the fate of their earlier counterparts. 

ilar fate awaits them if they persist in their ridicule and rejection. God’s punishment destroyed earlier 

ations who were much more powerful and who enjoyed greater wealth. This reference, then, shakes 

hearts violently. 

 us reflect a little here on this Qur’ nic directive: “Say: Go all over the earth and see what was the fate of 

who denied the truth.” (Verse 11) To travel all over the earth for the simple objective of reflection and 

ng lessons on the basis of past events and on history told by one generation to the next was something 

y new to the Arabs. It shows how great was the gulf between their level of ignorance and the much 

r level of intelligence, knowledge and reflection to which Islam carried them. They used to travel for 

and to earn their living. Travelling to gain knowledge and draw lessons was unheard of. This new 

ic method took them by the hand, elevating them from the depths of their ignorance and gently 

ng them along the road to the high zenith they were soon to achieve. 

reover, it was totally new for mankind in that period of time to try to interpret human history 
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ding to methodical and well-defined rules based on cause and effect, such as those pointed out by the 

n to the Arabs. All people can easily observe these laws and formulate their own concept of premises, 

s and results. Up to that period in time, the best that people knew of history was the recording of events 

arratives about customs and social habits. No particular method, whether analytic or synthetic, was 

wed to determine links between events or to relate results to premises. The Qur’ n elevated mankind to 

w horizon and gave them a method to analyse and reflect upon the events of human history. This 

od does not represent a stage in the development of human knowledge. Rather, it is the only method 

h can give us a true picture of human history. 

period of one quarter of a century is insufficient to bring about a dramatic development in economic 

tions. Those who are amazed at the great advances achieved by the Arabs in such a short period of 

rom the outset of the Islamic message will cease to be amazed if they switch their attentions away from 

ng economic factors for this change. They should try instead to discover the secret of this advancement 

 new Divine method which God, in His wisdom, gave them through His Messenger, Mu ammad 

e be upon him). It is in this method that the secret of the miracle experienced by the Arabs lies. Any 

pt to find the secret with the false deity created by modern materialism, namely, economy, will remain 

 For what dramatic economic development took place in Arabia to explain the formulation of new 

pts and beliefs, systems of government, methodical thought, moral values, new social status and new 

of knowledge which the Arabs witnessed within just a quarter of a century? None, it was simply the 

n and its message. 

e Qur’ n established a new system of thought. Totally unknown to man previously, this system was 

s both unique and valid for all times. It is the one pointed out by numerous Qur’ nic verses, such as 

with which this passage concludes: “Say: Go all over the earth and see what was the fate of those who denied 

uth.” (Verse 11) A similar pointer is an earlier verse in this passage: “Do they not see how many a 

tion We have destroyed before them — people whom We had made more powerful in the land than We have made 

nd for whom We sent down abundant water from the sky, and made rivers flow at their feet? Yet We destroyed 

for their sins, and raised up another generation in their place.” (Verse 6) 
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A Commitment to Mercy 

To whom belongs all that is in the heavens and on earth? Say: To God. He has committed Himself to bestow grace 

ercy. He will certainly gather you all together on the Day of Resurrection, about which there is no doubt. Those who 

dered their own souls will not believe. (12) 

m belongs whatever takes its rest in the night or in the day. He alone hears all and knows all. (13) 

Am I to take for my master anyone but God, the Originator of the heavens and the earth, who gives nourishment to 

d Himself needs none? Say: I am commanded to be the first of those who surrender themselves to God, and not to be 

those who associate partners with Him. (14) 

ndeed I would dread, were I to disobey my Lord, the suffering of an awesome day. (15) 

o is spared that shall have received His grace. This will be a manifest triumph. (16) 

d were to expose you to affliction, none can remove it but He. And if He were to bless you with good fortune — well, 

s power over all things. (17) 

ne holds sway over all His creatures, and He alone is truly wise, all-aware. (18) 

What is weightiest in testimony? Say: God is witness between me and you. This Qur’ān has been revealed to me that 

thereby warn you and all whom it may reach. Will you in truth bear witness that there are other deities beside God? 

bear no such witness. Say: He is but one God. I disown all that you associate with Him. (19) 

 s− öθsù 

⎯ 4 
ãΛ⎧Å3pt ø: 

∩⊇∇∪ 

‘“r& 

çt9ø. r& 

( È≅è% 

7‰‹ Íκ y− 

öΝ 4 
¥’ n<Î) 

ãβ 
Ν ä. 

.⎯ tΒuρ 

öΝ ä3§Ψ Î← 

tβρ 

yì tΒ 

ºπ yγÏ9# u™ 

4 ≅è% 



 
 

 52

ß‰pκ− 4 
$yϑ uθèδ 

Ó‰Ïn≡ uρ 

Ö™ü“Ìt/ 

tβθä. Î³ 



 
 

 53

ngels have also had a relationship with human beings ever since the creation of Adam, the first man. 
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 wonder: what does science divulge to those who claim to believe only in `scientific’ rationalism to 

⎯ $̈Β ’ Îû 

ÏN≡ uθ 

ÇÚ ( ≅ è% 

|=G 4’ n?tã 

sπ yϑôm§9 $# 

öΝ ä3̈Ζyèyϑf 

ÏΘöθtƒ 

Ïπ Ÿω 
ÏμŠ Ïù 4 

š⎥ 
(# 
öΝ óΟ ßγ sù 

šχθãΖÏΒ 

… $tΒ 

’ Îû 

‘4 



Al-An`ām (Cattle) | STUBBORN REJECTION 
 

 54

them categorically deny the existence of the angels, making them outside the realm of belief? Science 

t preclude the existence of life, of a type other than the one that exists on earth, on other planets or 

which differ from earth in nature, conditions and atmosphere. How can they deny the existence of such 

s when they have no single evidence to prove that they do not exist? 

this, we are not asking them to submit to the rule of our faith or to God’s words. We are simply asking 

to submit to the dictates of their own `science’, which they have made into a deity. Although they can 

de no evidence based on their science, they persist in their totally unscientific denial. Yet it is no 

eration to say that the imperceptible world which they deny is the very truth which human knowledge 

ome to recognise, even in our world which we touch and see. 

n God’s Message is Met with Derision 

s passage concludes with a reference to what happened to those who derided God’s messengers. The 

ejecters of the faith are called upon to reflect on the fate of those who preceded them. They are told to 

 all over the earth to see for themselves the fate of earlier unbelievers, because that tells them of God’s 

which never fails: “Indeed other messengers have been derided before your time, but those who scoffed at them 

ventually overwhelmed by the very thing they have derided.” (Verse 10) 

ving shown their attitude as stubborn rejection and their suggestions as marks of total ignorance, and 

g established that God’s refusal to act on their suggestions is an aspect of His mercy and forbearance, 

rah refers to the treatment received by earlier messengers. Such reference has a dual purpose. It firstly 

des some solace to the Prophet who was at the receiving end of their obstinate rejection of the truth. It 

ures him that God will certainly punish those who deride and scoff at His messengers. It tells him that 

rejection is not a new phenomenon. Earlier messengers received similar treatment from their peoples, 

ose who scoffed at them Were soon to suffer God’s punishment. Ultimate victory belongs to the Truth. 

ondly, it reminds the Arabs who rejected the Prophet’s message of the fate of their earlier counterparts. 

ilar fate awaits them if they persist in their ridicule and rejection. God’s punishment destroyed earlier 

ations who were much more powerful and who enjoyed greater wealth. This reference, then, shakes 

hearts violently. 

 us reflect a little here on this Qur’ nic directive: “Say: Go all over the earth and see what was the fate of 

who denied the truth.” (Verse 11) To travel all over the earth for the simple objective of reflection and 

ng lessons on the basis of past events and on history told by one generation to the next was something 

y new to the Arabs. It shows how great was the gulf between their level of ignorance and the much 

r level of intelligence, knowledge and reflection to which Islam carried them. They used to travel for 

and to earn their living. Travelling to gain knowledge and draw lessons was unheard of. This new 

ic method took them by the hand, elevating them from the depths of their ignorance and gently 

ng them along the road to the high zenith they were soon to achieve. 

reover, it was totally new for mankind in that period of time to try to interpret human history 

ding to methodical and well-defined rules based on cause and effect, such as those pointed out by the 
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n to the Arabs. All people can easily observe these laws and formulate their own concept of premises, 

s and results. Up to that period in time, the best that people knew of history was the recording of events 

arratives about customs and social habits. No particular method, whether analytic or synthetic, was 

wed to determine links between events or to relate results to premises. The Qur’ n elevated mankind to 

w horizon and gave them a method to analyse and reflect upon the events of human history. This 

od does not represent a stage in the development of human knowledge. Rather, it is the only method 

h can give us a true picture of human history. 

period of one quarter of a century is insufficient to bring about a dramatic development in economic 

tions. Those who are amazed at the great advances achieved by the Arabs in such a short period of 

rom the outset of the Islamic message will cease to be amazed if they switch their attentions away from 

ng economic factors for this change. They should try instead to discover the secret of this advancement 

 new Divine method which God, in His wisdom, gave them through His Messenger, Mu ammad 

e be upon him). It is in this method that the secret of the miracle experienced by the Arabs lies. Any 

pt to find the secret with the false deity created by modern materialism, namely, economy, will remain 

 For what dramatic economic development took place in Arabia to explain the formulation of new 

pts and beliefs, systems of government, methodical thought, moral values, new social status and new 

of knowledge which the Arabs witnessed within just a quarter of a century? None, it was simply the 

n and its message. 

e Qur’ n established a new system of thought. Totally unknown to man previously, this system was 

s both unique and valid for all times. It is the one pointed out by numerous Qur’ nic verses, such as 

with which this passage concludes: “Say: Go all over the earth and see what was the fate of those who denied 

uth.” (Verse 11) A similar pointer is an earlier verse in this passage: “Do they not see how many a 

tion We have destroyed before them — people whom We had made more powerful in the land than We have made 

nd for whom We sent down abundant water from the sky, and made rivers flow at their feet? Yet We destroyed 

for their sins, and raised up another generation in their place.” (Verse 6) 
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A Commitment to Mercy 

To whom belongs all that is in the heavens and on earth? Say: To God. He has committed Himself to bestow grace 

ercy. He will certainly gather you all together on the Day of Resurrection, about which there is no doubt. Those who 

dered their own souls will not believe. (12) 

m belongs whatever takes its rest in the night or in the day. He alone hears all and knows all. (13) 

Am I to take for my master anyone but God, the Originator of the heavens and the earth, who gives nourishment to 

d Himself needs none? Say: I am commanded to be the first of those who surrender themselves to God, and not to be 

those who associate partners with Him. (14) 

ndeed I would dread, were I to disobey my Lord, the suffering of an awesome day. (15) 

o is spared that shall have received His grace. This will be a manifest triumph. (16) 

d were to expose you to affliction, none can remove it but He. And if He were to bless you with good fortune — well, 

s power over all things. (17) 

ne holds sway over all His creatures, and He alone is truly wise, all-aware. (18) 

What is weightiest in testimony? Say: God is witness between me and you. This Qur’ān has been revealed to me that 

thereby warn you and all whom it may reach. Will you in truth bear witness that there are other deities beside God? 

bear no such witness. Say: He is but one God. I disown all that you associate with Him. (19) 
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Overview 

The early passages in this s rah sound like waves following one another in quick 

succession. Rising high and with a deep, mysterious rhythm, this third wave comes 

after a discussion about denying the truth of Islam, turning away from it, meeting its 

advocates with derision and ridicule. The discussion in the earlier passage included 

very strong threats and a reminder of the fate of earlier nations that took a similar 

attitude to God’s messages. The first passage, representing the first wave, discussed 

the truth of Godhead as reflected in the creation of the wide universe and highly 

complex human beings. This new wave also discusses the same truth of Godhead but 

it includes different aspects, employing different rhythms and a new inspiration. 

Thus, the discussion on denying the truth comes in between the opening and the 

present passages, and this adds to its unpleasant reality. 

In the opening passage, Godhead is reflected in the creation of the heavens and 

earth, darkness and light, the creation of man out of clay, his first term of life, and the 

setting of another term for resurrection. It made clear that the whole universe 

submits itself to God, whose knowledge of mankind includes what everyone does 

both in public and in private. None of these qualities is approached in the s rah in a 

theoretical, philosophical or theological way. Rather, the approach aims to establish 

what they mean to human life: complete and total faith in God alone, entertaining no 

doubts about Him whatsoever, and acceptance that His Godhead comprises all 

aspects of the universe and human life. Thus, human submission to God’s 

sovereignty in all affairs becomes the natural and logical option in the same way as 

the universe submits to the same sovereignty. 

In this new wave, the reality of Godhead is shown in a variety of aspects: 

ownership, direct action, the provision of sustenance, care, overwhelming power, 
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bringing benefit and causing harm. Again, we do not see a theoretical, philosophical 

or theological approach here. The aim is to define the meaning of all these aspects in 

human life: namely, the unity of allegiance and worship as a practical demonstration 

of the unity of submission. Thus, when God’s Messenger is directed to denounce the 

very thought of having any master other than God, this denunciation is based first of 

all on the fact that it is God who provides nourishment while He needs none. It is 

also based on the fact that the acknowledgement of a master other than God is 

contrary to His orders requiring him to submit himself to God alone. 

The presentation of the reality of Godhead in this form and for this objective is 

accompanied by a host of powerful and inspiring effects. It starts with explaining 

that God owns all, provides sustenance to all creatures while He needs nothing from 

anyone. It then refers to the great suffering the mere avoidance of which represents 

an act of mercy granted by God and a great success. It also mentions God’s power to 

administer benefit or harm, His authority over all creatures, and His infinite wisdom. 

All this is associated with a powerful rhythm, provided by the repeated Divine 

order, ‘Say... Say... Say...’. 

When the presentation is completed, the conclusion is given with increased 

rhythm, calling out witnesses to God’s oneness and denouncing the very thought of 

associating partners with Him, all this within a clear demarcation of positions. Here 

again the strong rhythm is enhanced by the repeated order, `Say... Say... Say...’. Thus, 

the passage delivers a sense of awe and seriousness. 

A Commitment Made by God 

Say: To whom belongs all that is in the heavens and on earth? Say: To God. He has 

committed Himself to bestow grace and mercy. He will certainly gather you all 

together on the Day of Resurrection, about which there is no doubt. Those who 

squandered their own souls will not believe. To Him belongs whatever takes its rest in 

the night or in the day. He alone hears all and knows all. (Verses 12-13) 

Here, the s rah adopts an attitude of confrontation that aims to state the issues 

very clearly before drawing the lines that separate the believers from all others. It 

gives the Prophet certain instructions to take up this confrontation with those who 

are fully aware that God is the Creator of the whole universe, but who, nevertheless, 

worship other beings even though these have no power to create anything equal to 

Him. That is, they associate partners with Him whom they claim have a say in how 

they conduct their lives. The Prophet is instructed to confront them with a question 

about the ownership, which follows creation, of everything in the heavens and on 

earth. As the question is put, it is meant to include every single element in the whole 
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universe. It is followed by a statement of fact over which they did not and could not 

argue. The Qur’ n tells us elsewhere that they used to acknowledge it fully: “Say: To 

whom belongs all that is in the heavens and on earth? Say: To God.” (Verse 12) 

Despite the depth of their ignorance, which resulted in deviant concepts that 

devalued their quality of life, the Arabs in their pre- Islamic days were superior in 

this particular aspect to later-day j hiliyyah. This new j hiliyyah shuts its mind to this 

fact while the Arabs used to recognise and admit that God owned everything in the 

heavens and on earth. However, they did not bring that recognition to its logical 

conclusion which would have required them to acknowledge God’s total authority 

over what He owns and that the only proper way to use what God has created is to 

obtain His permission and to act according to His law. Because of this, the Arabs 

were described as idolaters and their lifestyle as ignorant. How then should those 

who deny God’s authority to legislate for human existence and, instead, exercise that 

authority themselves, be described? They must be given a description other than that 

of idolatry. God describes them as unbelievers, as wrongdoers and transgressors, no 

matter how strongly they claim to be Muslims and regardless of what religion is 

entered on their birth certificates. 

The Qur’ nic verse follows this statement asserting God’s ownership of the 

heavens and earth by stating that “He has committed Himself to bestow grace and mercy.” 

(Verse 12) He is the sole, undisputed owner of the whole universe. He, however, out 

of His generosity and by His own will, has committed Himself to bestow grace and 

mercy. No one could suggest this exercise of bestowing grace to Him or require it of 

Him, apart from His absolutely freewill and His compassionate lordship over the 

universe. Grace and mercy provide the basic rules in His treatment of, and 

judgement over, His servants both in this present life and in the life to come. 

Believing in this rule is one of the constituents of the Islamic concept of life. Even 

when God tests His servants with hardship, His mercy takes precedence. Indeed, the 

test is meant to prepare a group of them for the fulfilment of the trust He assigns to 

them after they have proven their dedication to His cause and preparedness to 

sacrifice themselves for it. He actually sorts out the good from the bad among them: 

those among them who are keen to follow God’s Messenger distinguish themselves 

from those who turn back on their heels. The exercise of mercy and the bestowing of 

grace in all this are clearly manifest. 

If we were to try to make an exhaustive list of the incidents and occasions wherein 

God bestows His mercy and how it is reflected in life, we would need to devote our 

whole lives to it. Indeed, generations can come and go before this task could be 

accomplished. In every moment God’s grace is showered over people. We have only 

identified that mercy which is reflected in hard tests, because often people do not see 

it as such. We have no intention to attempt a full list of the occasions and the 
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incidents where God’s mercy is brought into action. We will instead only make some 

brief references to it. However, we need to reflect a little on the way this Qur’ nic 

statement is phrased: “He has committed Himself to bestow grace and mercy.” (Verse 12) 

The same statement is repeated again in Verse 54 of this s rah with a slight variation: 

“Your Lord has committed Himself to bestow grace and mercy.” 

What immediately attracts our attention in this statement is the fact that God, the 

Creator, the Owner, the Almighty who has power over all His servants, has granted 

them the favour of making the exercise of His mercy and grace a commitment to 

which He has bound Himself out of His own free-will. This is a great fact, one which 

we can hardly contemplate let alone appreciate. There is, however, yet another 

favour here which attracts our attention. This is manifested in the fact that He has 

also favoured His servants by telling them about this commitment. Who are human 

beings that they deserve the favour of being told of what God has willed, and for the 

communication to be given in God’s own words through His Messenger? It is 

nothing short of a great favour that can only be bestowed by God, the Most Gracious. 

When we reflect on this fact in this way, we feel a mixture of surprise and 

happiness that no words can describe. Indeed, such facts and the effects they have on 

the human mind are indescribable in human language. Humans, however, can 

appreciate these facts even though they may not be able to define them. 

To appreciate this fact forms a part of our understanding of the nature of Godhead 

and the relationship between God and His servants. It is a pleasant, comforting and 

reassuring understanding which makes us wonder at those perverted minds which 

level accusations at Islam because it rejects the very idea of God having a son. Islam 

has no time for such insupportable visions. At the same time, it describes the 

relationship of grace and mercy between God and His servants in a way that has a 

profound effect on peoples’ hearts and minds. God’s mercy is extended to all His 

servants throughout their lives. Here, we can only refer to some of its main aspects. It 

is reflected in the very existence of mankind who originate from where they do not 

know and who are given a noble position, easily recognised in the qualities God 

bestows on many of His servants. It is also reflected in the forces and resources of the 

universe which God has made subservient to man. This is, indeed, the broader view 

of the meaning of the provisions God has given to man to enable him to live in 

comfort and affluence. It is further reflected in granting man the ability to learn and 

to make his talents and abilities responsive to the world around him. The result is the 

knowledge man achieves through God’s grace and on account of which some 

miscreants reject God’s existence. Again, the knowledge God has given to man is 

part of the grace He has bestowed on him. 

God’s grace is clearly seen in the role God has assigned to man as His vicegerent, 

and the care He takes of him by sending messengers to him to give him guidance. 
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Nevertheless, God treats man with forbearance despite his stubborn refusal to listen 

to the warnings of God’s messengers. It is so easy for God to punish him but God’s 

grace oversteps His punishment. 

It is further reflected in the fact that God forgives man his sins every time he 

repents of them. In the same vein, we can mention the fact that when God punishes 

man, His punishment is administered on the basis of what is exactly equivalent to his 

bad deeds. On the other hand, God rewards man for his good deeds at least ten times 

their value and He may increase that manifold for whomever He wills. Furthermore, 

a good deed erases bad ones. All this is part of God’s grace because no human being 

can earn admission into heaven on the basis of his or her actions alone, unless God 

bestows His mercy on them. God’s Messenger states that this also applies to him, 

thereby acknowledging man’s shortcomings and God’s grace. 

It is only appropriate to acknowledge that it is impossible for us to attempt to 

make an exhaustive list of the aspects of God’s mercy and grace. Suffice it to say that 

it is beyond human ability to fully reflect on and appreciate the full significance of 

one moment in which God opens the gates of His mercy to His servant so as to give 

him security and reassurance. To describe such a moment and the feelings it 

generates is a much harder task. 

An Outline of Divine Mercy 

Let us now consider a number of a dīth which give us an insight into how the 

Prophet portrayed God’s grace so as to make it properly appreciated by ordinary 

people. 

Abū Hurayrah quotes the Prophet as saying: “When God created His creation, He 

wrote in a book which He keeps with Him above the Throne: My grace overspeeds 

My anger.” (Related by al-Bukh rī and Muslim with slight variations.) In another 

version related by al- Bukh rī, the last sentence is quoted as, “My grace oversteps My 

anger.” 

Both al-Bukh rī and Muslim relate on the authority of Abū Hurayrah that God’s 

Messenger said that: “God has made mercy into one hundred parts. He then retained 

ninety-nine parts and placed on earth one part. It is from that one part that creatures 

show mercy to one another, to the extent that a female animal lifts its hoof away from 

its young in order not to harm it.” 

Muslim also relates on the authority of Salm n that God’s Messenger said: “God 

has one hundred acts of mercy. One of these is the one by which creatures show 

mercy to one another. The other ninety-nine parts are reserved to the Day of 

Judgement.” 
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In yet another adīth related by Muslim, we read: “When God created the heavens 

and the earth, He also created one hundred mercies, each one of them filled the space 

between the heavens and the earth. He placed one mercy on earth. It is through this 

that a mother is compassionate to her baby, and so are wild beasts and birds. On the 

Day of Judgement, God complements them with this one mercy.” 

This is an inspiring description by the Prophet, one which makes it easy for the 

human mind to visualise the extent of God’s grace. We only need to reflect on how 

mothers are so kind-hearted to their youngsters and the sympathy and kindness 

people show towards the very young and very old, the sick and the invalid, and to 

relatives and friends. We should also contemplate how birds and animals sometimes 

manifest their mercy to one another in amazing ways. Now let us consider that all 

this mercy is the result of a single part out of one hundred parts of God’s mercy. We 

can, thus, appreciate the extent of God’s abounding, and inexhaustible grace. 

Time after time, the Prophet spoke to his Companions about God’s grace, 

reminding them that its benefits go to His servants. `Umar ibn al-Kha b reports that 

once a group of slaves was sent to the Prophet in Madinah. A woman slave was seen 

walking fast with her breast oozing with milk. She found a young boy among the 

slaves, picked him up and put him to her breast to feed him. The Prophet put this 

question to his Companions: “Do you think that this woman would throw her boy in 

the fire?” They replied: “No! By God, she would not if she has any way of avoiding 

that.” He said: “God is more merciful to His servants than this woman to her child.” 

(Related by al-Bukh rī and Muslim.) How could it be otherwise when the woman’s 

kindness to her child is produced by her share of a single mercy God has placed into 

the world out of one hundred He has created? 

Having taught his Companions this important fact and its great significance in 

such an inspiring way, God’s Messenger moved them on another step so that they 

became merciful in their dealings with others and so that they were compassionate to 

one another and to all living things. The Prophet wanted them to enjoy the happiness 

of being merciful, just as they were happy to appreciate the extent of God’s grace. 

`Abdull h ibn `Amr quotes the Prophet as saying: “The merciful are granted 

mercy by God. Show mercy to those on earth so that you are shown mercy by the 

One in heaven.” (Related by Abū D wūd and al- Tirmidhī.) Jarīr quotes God’s 

Messenger as saying: “God does not bestow His grace on those who do not show 

mercy to people.” (Related by al-Bukh rī, Muslim and al-Tirmidhī.) Abū Hurayrah 

quotes the Prophet as saying: “No one but a miserable creature is deprived of 

mercy.” (Related by Abū D wūd and al-Tirmidhī.) 

Abū Hurayrah also reports that God’s Messenger (peace be upon him) kissed al-

asan ibn `Alī, his grandson, when al-Aqra` ibn bis was in the Prophet’s presence. 
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Al-Aqra` said: “I have ten children but I never kissed any one of them.” The Prophet 

looked at him and said: “Mercy is not granted to one who is not merciful.” (Related 

by al- Bukh rī and Muslim.) 

In teaching his Companions, the Prophet did not stop at extending mercy to 

mankind. He was fully aware that God’s grace encompasses everything, and that the 

believers are required to cultivate within themselves the moral principles which form 

the attributes of God. Man does not attain his full humanity unless he is merciful to 

every living thing. The Prophet’s instructions in this regard were, as always, highly 

inspiring. Abū Hurayrah quotes the Prophet as saying: “A man was travelling along 

a road when he was very thirsty. He found a well, so he went down into it to drink. 

As he came up he found a gasping dog who was apparently so thirsty that he licked 

the dust. The man thought, `this dog is now as thirsty as I was a short while ago’. 

Therefore, he went down the well again and filled his shoe with water. Holding it in 

his mouth, he came up and gave the water to the dog to drink. God rewarded him 

for his action by forgiving him. “The Prophet’s audience asked: `Messenger of God, 

are we to be rewarded for kindness to animals?” He answered: “You get a reward for 

every kindness you do to any living creature.” (Related by al-Bukh rī, Muslim and 

M lik.) 

In another report, a prostitute is mentioned as having seen a dog walking to and 

fro in front of a well on a very hot day. His tongue was hanging out because of his 

thirst. She used her shoe to give him water to drink. So, God forgave her because of 

her kindness. 

`Abd al-Ra m n ibn `Abdull h transmits the following report by his father, who 

says: “We were travelling with God’s Messenger when we saw a small bird with two 

chicks. We took the chicks away. The bird came over us lowering her wings and 

flying close to the earth. When the Prophet came over, he asked, `Who has taken the 

chicks of this bird? Give her back her chicks.’ He also saw that we burnt a number of 

ant dwellings. When we owned up to the fact in response to his question, he said, 

`No one may punish any creature with fire except the Lord of the Fire’.” (Related by 

Abū D wūd.) 

Abū Hurayrah quotes the Prophet as saying: “An ant bit one of the earlier 

prophets, so he ordered the ant dwellings to be burnt. Through inspiration God 

asked him: If you are bitten by an ant, would you burn a whole nation which 

glorifies God?” (Related by al-Bukh rī and Muslim.) 

Such was the Prophet’s method in cultivating among his Companions a keen 

sense of appreciation of Qur’ nic guidance. This enabled them to appreciate how 

limitless God’s grace is, through their own mercy to one another. It was clear to them 

that all aspects of mercy in their world come only from one out of a hundred parts of 
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God’s mercy. 

When All Gather for Judgement 

When this concept of mercy is engrained in a Muslim’s thinking, it leaves a 

profound impact on his life, his view of things and his manners and moral values. A 

full study of such impact is beyond the scope of this commentary. Therefore, we have 

to be content with only a few very brief observations. 

When a Muslim truly appreciates the significance of God’s commitment to being 

merciful to His servants, he experiences a profound sense of reassurance which 

remains with him even when he goes through periods of hardship and severe trials 

that are enough to turn people away from their Lord. A believer is certain that at 

every moment and in every situation and condition, God’s grace is present and sure 

to be bestowed. He knows that his Lord does not put him to the test because He has 

abandoned him or denied him His mercy. God does not deny His grace to anyone 

who sincerely hopes to receive it. It is human beings who deny themselves God’s 

mercy when they disbelieve in Him and reject His grace. A believer’s reassurance 

that God’s grace is close at hand fills his heart with strength, perseverance, hope and 

comfort. He knows that he is in good, caring hands and he enjoys the comfort of 

God’s grace as long as he does not go far astray.  

Moreover, when a believer recognises this fact in this particular manner, his sense 

of modesty in front of God is enhanced. Hoping for God’s mercy and forgiveness 

does not motivate people to disobey God as some would have us believe. Indeed, it 

makes a believer very shy in his dealings with God, the Much-Forgiving, the 

Merciful. A person who is tempted to disobey God because of God’s mercy is one 

who has not experienced the true taste of being a believer. For example, some Sufis 

or mystics claim that they deliberately indulge in sin, in order to enjoy the sweetness 

of God’s forbearance, forgiveness and mercy. This is twisted logic, which is alien to 

the proper nature of a believer.  

A true recognition by a believer of God’s unfailing grace is bound to leave a very 

strong influence on his moral values and manners. He knows that he is required to 

cultivate within himself the same manners and values as God. As he recognises that 

despite his shortcomings, slips and mistakes, he still enjoys an abundance of God’s 

grace, he learns that he must show mercy to others, forgive them their mistakes and 

treat them with forbearance. It is to strengthen this principle that the Prophet tried to 

cultivate a sense of mercy in his Companions.  

One of the aspects of God’s mercy which is stated in the Qur’ nic verse is that God 

has decreed that all people will be gathered together on the Day of Judgement. This 

undoubted gathering is certainly an aspect of His grace. It tells us that for certain, 
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God looks after His servants whom He has created for a particular purpose, and 

placed them in charge of this earth for a definite objective. He has not created them in 

vain and has not abandoned them altogether. He has made the Day of Resurrection 

the end of their journey, as travellers arrive at their destination. He will then give 

them the reward of their endeavours and compensate them for their toil in this life. 

Nothing is lost and no one is without reward on the Day of Judgement. In taking 

such care of His servants, an important aspect of God’s grace is discerned. Other 

aspects are manifest in the fact that God’s punishment of any sin is equivalent to it, 

but He rewards a person with ten times the value of his good deeds, and may 

multiply that further to whomever He wills. He may also forgive any slips or sins to 

whom He chooses of His servants. 

Before God favoured the Arabs with this religion and elevated them to its noble 

level, they used to deny the Day of Resurrection in the same way as the proponents 

of the present-day j hiliyyah deny it. Hence, this fact of gathering God’s creatures has 

been expressed in the most emphatic style: “He will certainly gather you all together on 

the Day of Resurrection, about which there is no doubt.” (Verse 12) 

The only losers on that day are those who have not believed during this life. These 

shall not gain anything to compensate for their loss, because they have lost 

everything. Indeed, they have lost themselves and are no longer capable of anything. 

After all, man tries to make a gain for himself. When he has lost his own soul, what 

can he gain? And for whom? “Those who squandered their own souls will not believe.” 

(Verse 12) 

Since they have forfeited their souls, they no longer have what they need in order 

to believe. It is a very apt and accurate description of a real condition. Those who 

reject this religion, in spite of its profound appeal to human nature and despite its 

irrefutable arguments and all the signs and pointers which direct them to faith, must 

have already lost their share of uncorrupted nature. Their receptive and responsive 

systems must have either been totally destroyed or locked up and screened over. In 

such a condition, they lose themselves and they are unable to believe since they no 

longer have the souls that will respond to faith. This is the underlying explanation of 

their refusal to believe despite all the evidence around them supporting faith. Alas! 

This is what determines their destiny on the Day of Resurrection. That destiny is the 

greatest loss of all that comes in consequence of their having lost themselves. 

The s rah then refers to all creatures in terms of time, as it has referred to them in 

terms of place in the preceding verse. It states that God, limitless is He in His glory, 

owns them all, has full knowledge of them and hears everything they say and do: 

“To Him belongs whatever takes its rest in the night or in the day. He alone hears all and 

knows all.” (Verse 13) 
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The Arabic term used in the Qur’ nic verse and rendered here by the phrase `takes 

its rest’ also means `to dwell, stop moving, etc.’ The reference in the verse is then 

made to every creature that rests at night or in the day. As such, it includes all 

creatures. The Qur’ nic verse states the fact that they all belong to God alone. This is 

the second statement of this fact although it came in the first verse in terms of place: 

“Say: ‘To whom belongs all that is in the heavens and on earth?’ Say:’ To God.’” (Verse 12) 

The reference here, in the second verse, is made in terms of time: “To Him belongs 

whatever takes its rest in the night or in the day. He alone hears all and knows all.” (Verse 

13) This tendency to include all, and to use every aspect, is perfectly familiar in the 

Qur’ n. 

The final comment is that which concerns God’s attributes of hearing all and 

knowing all. It implies having complete and perfect knowledge of all these creatures 

and all that is said about them by the unbelievers. The pagan Arabs used to 

acknowledge that the Creator and the Owner is one. Nevertheless, they claimed for 

their false gods a portion of the fruits, cattle and children as will be told later, in 

Verse 136 of this s rah. Hence, their acknowledgement of God’s ownership of 

everything is stated clearly here so that they will be confronted with it later on as 

part of a reference to what they assign to those partners they associate with God. 

Moreover, the establishment of this fact of God’s ownership of everything is given 

here as a prelude to the statement that God has mastery over everything and all 

creatures since He is the owner of all, who hears and knows everything that is said 

and done. 

God’s Oneness: The Fundamental Question 

So far, the basic fact that God is the only Creator and the only owner of everything 

that exists in the universe has been established. This is now followed by a strong 

denunciation of seeking support from, or addressing worship to, anyone other than 

God. All such deeds contradict the fundamental fact of submission to God since they 

are acts of polytheism that do not fit with Islam. A number of God’s attributes are 

also stated here, including that He is the Creator of the heavens and earth, the 

sustainer of all, the Almighty. The general air of awe is enhanced by a mention of 

God’s severe punishment. 

Say: ‘Am I to take for my master anyone but God, the Originator of the heavens and 

the earth, who gives nourishment to all and Himself needs none’? Say: ‘I am 

commanded to be the first of those who surrender themselves to God, and not to be 

among those who associate partners with Him. Say: Indeed I would dread, were I to 

disobey my Lord, the suffering of an awesome day. He who is spared that shall have 

received His grace. This will be a manifest triumph. If God were to expose you to 
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affliction, none can remove it but He. And if He were to bless you with good fortune 

— well, He has power over all things. He alone holds sway over all His creatures, and 

He alone is truly wise, all-aware. (Verses 14-18) 

This is, indeed, the basic issue: taking God alone for our Master, or waliy, in every 

sense of the word. He alone is the Lord to be worshipped. We submit to Him as He is 

the only Sovereign. No support may be sought from anyone other than Him. In every 

grave situation, we appeal to Him alone for help. This is the basic question of faith. 

When we take Him as master, in every sense of the word, and submit to Him alone, 

we are true Muslims. Those who associate others with Him in any aspect of His 

mastery are guilty of associating partners with God. This is something that cannot be 

entertained by any Muslim. 

This fundamental issue is stated in these verses in the strongest terms and is 

contained within a powerful rhythm: “Say: Am I to take for my master anyone but God, 

the Originator of the heavens and the earth, who gives nourishment to all and Himself needs 

none? Say: I am commanded to be the first of those who surrender themselves to God, and not 

to be among those who associate partners with Him.” (Verse 14) 

This Qur’ nic verse reflects human nature’s powerful logic. To whom does 

mastery belong and who alone is to be viewed as patron, if not the Creator who has 

originated the heavens and the earth? To whom, if not to the One who provides 

sustenance and nourishment to every creature in the heavens and on earth while He 

Himself needs none? “Say: ‘Am I to take for my master anyone but God’”, when such are 

His attributes? What logic allows that anyone other than God be taken as master? If it 

is help and support that one needs from a master, then God, the originator of the 

heavens and the earth has the supreme power in both. If the objective of taking a 

master is to get provisions and sustenance, then it is God who provides sustenance to 

all creatures in the universe. How then can mastery be attributed to anyone other 

than the Almighty who provides for all? 

This is followed by another instruction to the Prophet: “Say: I am commanded to be 

the first of those who surrender themselves to God, and not to be among those who associate 

partners with Him.” (Verse 14) To submit oneself to God and not to associate partners 

with Him means that we must not accept anyone other than God as a master. To do 

so is to be guilty of polytheism and polytheism cannot be equated with Islam. 

It is all a single issue that admits no equivocation. Either we turn to God alone, 

receive His instructions, submit to Him and obey Him, seek His support, worship 

Him alone, and acknowledge only His authority over all matters, pledge our loyalty 

and allegiance to Him in both worship and law-making and thus become Muslims, 

or we claim that any one of His creatures has a say or partnership with Him in any of 

these matters and we, thus, become guilty of polytheism. Needless to say, Islam, i.e. 
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submission to God, and the association of partners with Him cannot exist side by 

side. 

God’s Messenger (peace be upon him) was commanded to declare all this without 

ambiguity. He was ordered to face the unbelievers with it, that is those who were 

trying to persuade him to accept a compromise and allow a place in his faith for their 

gods in return for their acceptance of it. They also tried to obtain a concession from 

him such that some of them were allowed certain attributes of Godhead in order that 

they could retain their prestige and safeguard their interests. Had he afforded them 

this concession and allowed them in particular the authority to forbid things or make 

them lawful, they would have offered to stop opposing him, would have made him 

their chief, given him much of their wealth and married him to the prettiest of their 

girls. They tried hard, waving a stick in one hand, representing torture, hardship and 

war, and holding a carrot of reconciliation and peace in the other. 

In reply to this dual attempt, the Prophet was commanded to make this powerful 

and decisive denunciation of their beliefs and to state the principles of Islam in the 

clearest of terms. He was also ordered to warn and frighten them, declaring at the 

same time how seriously he viewed the whole issue and how he dreaded God’s 

punishment, should he be guilty of disobedience to Him: “Say: Indeed I would dread, 

were I to disobey my Lord, the suffering of an awesome day. He who is spared that shall have 

received His grace. This will be a manifest triumph.” (Verses 15-16)  

This verse is a faithful portrayal of the feelings of God’s Messenger in respect of 

the commandments he received from God, and how he truly feared God’s 

punishment. To be spared that punishment is considered an act of grace bestowed by 

God and a clear triumph for the recipient over all temptation. In addition, these two 

verses violently shook the hearts of the unbelievers at that time, as they continue to 

do at all times. They describe the torment of the Day of Judgement as something 

fearsome, moving fast towards its victim and surrounding him before claiming him 

altogether. The only way to avert it is through the power of the Almighty who 

diverts it away. As we view this scene depicted in this verse, we hold our breaths, 

waiting for the final image. 

But why should man take a master for himself other than God? Why does he allow 

himself to sink into paganism when he has been forbidden to do so? Why does he not 

do what he is commanded to do, namely to submit himself to God? Why does he 

expose himself to the grievous torment which follows upon such disobedience? Does 

he think that people will come to his help if he experiences misfortune? Or does he 

hope to receive kindness from them? All this can only be granted to him by God, 

who has supreme power and who can cause everything to happen and who holds 

sway over all His creatures. It is He alone who grants and denies people’s wishes 

according to His wisdom and His knowledge of their conditions: “If God were to 
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expose you to affliction, none can remove it but He. And if He were to bless you with good 

fortune — well, He has power over all things. He alone holds sway over all His creatures, and 

He alone is truly wise, all-aware.” (Verses 17-18) 

Here we see how the Qur’ n penetrates the depth of the human soul to touch on 

its latent desires and innermost fears. It brings all this into the open and subjects it to 

the light of faith which distinguishes good from evil. It presents the issues clearly 

and defines the nature of Godhead succinctly. This fits well with the importance of 

the central question with which the sūrah deals at this point and which the Qur’ n 

tackles on many occasions. 

A Testimony to Settle All Issues 

 Now comes the climax of this passage, which employs a profound rhythm so as to 

re-emphasise the right attitude of a believer. The final verse of the passage serves as a 

clear statement of position, a warning and a move away from everything that has an 

element of setting partners with God. The style here is both strong and decisive: 

“Say: What is weightiest in testimony? Say: God is witness between me and you. This 

Qur’ n has been revealed to me that I may thereby warn you and all whom it may reach. Will 

you in truth bear witness that there are other deities beside God? Say: I bear no such witness. 

Say: He is but one God. I disown all that you associate with Him.” (Verse 19) 

This verse is made up of a series of short statements which follow each other in 

very quick succession. This, to give us quick images of the different attitudes which 

can be held in relation to the central issue. Nevertheless, the painting is so vivid that 

we can see all expressions on the faces of the characters drawn and we can even 

penetrate their thoughts. What we see first is a command given by God to His 

Messenger. This is immediately followed by a scene wherein God’s Messenger 

confronts the unbelievers who are associating partners with God and who want him, 

i.e. the Prophet, to endorse their falsehood before they accept his message. They 

imagine that such an exchange is feasible and that Islam and idolatry can exist side 

by side in someone’s heart. It is sad to say that some people still think that this is 

possible. They argue that a person can submit himself to God while he conducts his 

life on the basis of teachings he receives from other sources and while he 

acknowledges the authority of other powers and seeks the help and patronage of 

other beings. 

Thus, God’s Messenger (peace be upon him) confronts the unbelievers. He makes 

it clear to them that he and they follow two separate roads that cannot meet. He 

outlines the difference between what he advocates of believing in God’s oneness and 

submitting to Him and their beliefs and practices which associate partners with God. 

He tells them that the starting points of both camps are so wide apart that no 
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compromise between them can be worked out unless they abandon their beliefs and 

accept His faith. 

This confrontation is depicted in a public scene calling for an open testimony: 

“Say: What is weightiest in testimony?” (Verse 19) Who is the best witness in the whole 

universe? Who is the One whose testimony refutes every other argument? Who has 

the final word? In order to make the generalisation total so that nothing in the whole 

universe is discounted as a possible witness, the question is asked in this manner: 

“What is weightiest in testimony?” (Verse 19) 

The Prophet is ordered to put the question, and he is also ordered to provide the 

answer. The addressees themselves acknowledge that there is no other answer to 

give: “Say: God.” (Verse 19) Yes, indeed. God — limitless is He in His glory — is the 

One who provides the weightiest testimony. He tells the truth and He is the best to 

provide the final answer to all issues and questions. When He has made His 

testimony, all matters are settled. 

Having declared this indisputable fact, that God’s testimony is strongest and 

weightiest, the Prophet declares that God Almighty is the witness between them and 

Him in this central issue: “God is witness between me and you.” (Verse 19) The Arabic 

text admits a break in this statement, making it more in line with the general scene 

and giving it a more powerful and dramatic effect. In the first instance, the sentence 

is given in the same way as it is rendered in the translation: “Say: ‘God is witness 

between me and you.” (Verse 19) If we break it up, it reads as follows: “Say: ‘What is 

weightiest in testimony? Say: ‘God. is witness between me and you.’” (Verse 19) 

When the principle of referring to God for arbitration in this central issue has been 

established, the Prophet declares to the unbelievers that God’s testimony is included 

in the Qur’ n which He has revealed to him to warn them as well as everyone who 

comes to know of the Qur’ n during the Prophet’s lifetime or subsequently. Thus, the 

Qur’ n is taken in evidence against them and against all those whom it reaches, 

because it contains God’s testimony in this central issue which provides the basis of 

human existence and universal existence as a whole. “This Qur’ n has been revealed to 

me that I may thereby warn you and all whom it may reach.” (Verse 19) 

Thus, every human being who becomes aware of the Qur’ n and what it contains 

in a language he understands has been duly warned. He incurs God’s punishment if 

he rejects the message of Islam after it has been conveyed to him. A person who does 

not know the language of the Qur’ n and, therefore, cannot understand its message 

is not held accountable in the same way. However, Muslims are deemed to be at fault 

for not conveying the message of the Qur’ n to others in a language which they 

know well enough to understand the true meaning of this testimony. 

Having made it clear to them that God’s testimony is included in the Qur’ n, the 
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Prophet goes on to sum up this testimony in a challenging way which discards the 

unbelievers’ own testimony, since it is fundamentally at variance with God’s own. 

The Prophet also declares to them that he totally rejects their assertions and believes 

them to be false. He further declares that he firmly believes in the oneness of God, 

the Supreme Lord of the universe. As such, he parts company with them at the outset 

and dissociates himself most emphatically from their polytheism: “Will you in truth 

bear witness that there are other deities beside God? Say: I bear no such witness. Say: He is 

but one God. I disown all that you associate with Him.” (Verse 19) 

With such powerful rhythm and short, emphatic sentences, the Qur’ nic text 

touches people’s hearts in a way no other style can do. I, therefore, do not wish to 

make any comment which could affect its flow and powerful impact. 

A Perfectly Clear Attitude 

However, I wish to discuss the central question in this passage, namely that of 

faith and its fundamental principle: God’s oneness and the break with unbelievers. 

Those of us today who belong to the Muslim community should reflect very deeply 

on this passage and the way it tackles this central issue. The small community of true 

believers today are faced with well entrenched j hiliyyah throughout the world, in the 

same way as the first generation of Muslims were when these verses were revealed. 

In the light of these verses, the proper attitude to be adopted by the Muslim 

community must be defined now as it was defined then. 

The situation of mankind today is in many ways identical to what it was at the 

time when the Qur’ n was revealed to the Prophet Mu ammad (peace be upon him). 

At that time, Islam, as a faith and a code of living was established on a central 

principle which required people to declare their acceptance that `there is no deity 

other than God’. It is a declaration which has a special meaning as outlined by Rab`ī 
ibn ` mir, a messenger sent by a Muslim army commander to Rustom, the Persian 

commander, before the two armies fought a decisive battle. The latter asked him 

what brought the Muslims out of their land. He answered: “It is God who ordered us 

to march out so that we may help to free those who are willing to be freed from the 

worship of creatures to the worship of God alone, and from the restrictions of this 

present life to the expanse of its universal link with the life to come, and from the 

oppression exercised by other religions to the justice of Islam.” That Muslim 

messenger was keenly aware that Rustom and his people did not consider their 

emperor, Khusraw, as the lord who created the universe, nor did they offer worship 

rituals to him. They simply acknowledged him as the sovereign who enacted laws 

for them. As such, they made themselves subservient to him in the particular sense 

that is diametrically opposed to Islam. Thus, the Muslim messenger informed the 
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Persian commander that the Muslims were fulfilling God’s orders to help free people 

from situations where one group of them worship another. They do so by attributing 

to rulers an essential quality of Godhead, i.e. sovereignty and what it imparts of 

authority to legislate, and implementing their legislation in practice, which is a form 

of religion. The mission of the Muslim armies was to free people so that they would 

worship God alone and enjoy the justice of Islam. 

We are today in a situation similar to that which prevailed when the religion of 

Islam declared to mankind that ‘there is no deity other than God’. Human beings 

have reverted to the worship of other creatures and accepted the oppression of 

different forms of religion and abandoned the principle of God’s oneness in its true 

sense. It is true that some groups of people still make the declaration on mosque 

minarets that `there is no deity other than God’, but they hardly know its true sense, 

and as such, they do not mean it. Nor do they reject the claims of others to 

sovereignty, which is synonymous with Godhead. It does not matter whether 

individuals, legislative councils or nations claim the authority. For none of these is a 

god to exercise that authority. It is only the relapse of humanity into j hiliyyah that 

assigns to such creatures the attributes of Godhead. As such, humanity no longer 

manifests a firm belief in God’s oneness or total devotion to Him alone. 

This applies to all mankind, including those everywhere in the world, who repeat 

the declaration of God’s oneness from minarets without giving it its true meaning or 

putting it into practice. These incur a bigger sin, one which is more severely 

punishable on the Day of Judgement, because they have sunk back into the worship 

of creatures after they have received proper guidance and embraced the true faith. 

The advocates of Islam should reflect deeply on these verses, starting with the one 

which outlines the relationship of patronage: “Say: ‘Am I to take for my master anyone 

but God, the Originator of the heavens and the earth, who gives nourishment to all and 

Himself needs none? Say: ‘I am commanded to be the first of those who surrender themselves 

to God, and not to be among those who associate partners with Him.’” (Verse 14) Such 

reflection would bring home to them that to take anyone other than God for a patron 

or master, submitting to him and seeking his help, is contrary to Islam. It is, indeed, 

the sort of idolatry from which Islam endeavours to free mankind. They will also 

come to know that the first manifestation of such a relationship is to accept laws 

enacted by any being other than God, whether they relate to faith or practical life. 

Needless to say, all mankind are in this position today. Hence, the advocates of Islam 

must define their objective to free all mankind from subservience to other creatures 

so that they submit to God alone. In carrying out their noble task, they face the same 

sort of ignorance as that faced by God’s Messenger when he received the Qur’ n 

from God. 

Moreover, the advocates of Islam need to contemplate the basic facts outlined in 
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the following verses: “Say: Indeed I would dread, were I to disobey my Lord, the suffering 

of an awesome day. He who is spared that shall have received His grace. This will be a 

manifest triumph. If God were to expose you to affliction, none can remove it but He. And if 

He were to bless you with good fortune — well, He has power over all things. He alone holds 

sway over all His creatures, and He alone is truly wise, all-aware.” (Verses 15-18) 

Anyone who faces ignorance, its tyranny, might, deviousness, arrogance, 

corruption and wickedness needs to keep these facts in mind and preserve these 

feelings in his heart as a precaution against falling into sin as also to ward off the 

terrible punishment which awaits sinners. This will enhance his conviction that the 

only one who can benefit or harm him is God, who holds sway over all His servants 

and whose judgement cannot be overturned. The task of establishing Islam anew in 

the face of the overwhelming opposition posed by j hiliyyah is hard indeed, requiring 

a long and enduring struggle. It cannot be undertaken by anyone who does not keep 

the above facts in mind and who does not nurture the aforementioned feelings. 

When the advocates of Islam have made certain what their present task is, they 

need to adopt the same decisive attitude of dissociating themselves totally from the 

type of idolatry practised by societies that are deep in j hiliyyah, and to seek the right 

witnesses for their stand. They should say what God’s Messenger was commanded 

to say in this position, and to confront j hiliyyah with it in the same way as the 

Prophet did in fulfilment of what he was bidden by God: “Say: What is weightiest in 

testimony? Say: God is witness between me and you. This Qur’ n has been revealed to me 

that I may thereby warn you and all whom it may reach. Will you in truth bear witness that 

there are other deities beside God? Say: I bear no such witness. Say: He is but one God. I 

disown all that you associate with Him.” (Verse 19) 

This is the word of truth which must be stated loudly, decisively and without 

ambiguity. When the advocates of Islam have declared it in this way, they must turn 

to God in full realisation that He has power over all things. Even the mightiest of 

tyrants are weaker than flies, for they cannot retrieve anything a fly takes away from 

them. With all their might, they cannot harm or benefit anyone unless God lets them. 

God always prevails in whatever be His purpose. Most people, however, do not 

know this fact. 

The advocates of Islam must also be certain that they will not triumph or enjoy the 

fruits of God’s promise to grant them power or establish them in the land, unless 

they part company with j hiliyyah at the outset. They must first confront tyranny and 

j hiliyyah in the clearest of terms. 

The Qur’ n was not revealed to confront a single situation at a particular moment 

in history. It is an approach which cannot be restricted by the limitations of time and 

place. Whenever the Muslim community finds itself in a situation similar to that 

which prevailed at the time of the revelation of the Qur’ n, it must adopt this 
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approach. As we have already said, we face today the same situation which 

prevailed at the time the Qur’ n was revealed. Therefore, an unshakeable certainty of 

the truth of this religion, a complete awareness of God’s absolute power and a 

categorical rejection of falsehood and its advocates must constitute part of the 

strength of the Muslim community. “God is the best guardian and of those who show 

mercy He is the most merciful.” (12: 64) 
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4 

Preference to Remain Blind 

Those to whom We had given revelations 

know this as they know their own sons. 

But those who have squandered their own 

souls will never have faith. (20) 

Who is more wicked than one who invents 

a falsehood about God or denies His 

revelations? The wrongdoers shall never 

achieve success. (21) 

One day We shall gather them all together, 

then We shall say to those who associate 

partners with God: “Where, now, are those 

partners which you have been claiming?” 

(22) 

They will have no contention then other 

than to say, “By God, our Lord, we have 

never associated partners with Him.” (23) 

Behold how they have lied to themselves 

and how they have been forsaken by 

whatever they have fabricated. (24) 
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Some of them listen to you. But over their 

hearts We have laid veils which prevent 

them from understanding what you say, 

and into their ears, deafness. Were they to 

see every sign, they would still not believe in 

it. When they come to you to contend with 

you, the unbelievers say: “This is nothing 

but fables of the ancients.” (25) 

They forbid [others] to listen to it and go 

far away from it. They ruin none but 

themselves, though they do not perceive it. 

(26) 

If you could but see them when they will be 

made to stand before the Fire! They will 

say: “Would that we could return! Then we 

would not deny our Lord’s revelations, but 

would be among the believers.” (27) 

Indeed, that which in the past they used to 

conceal will manifest itself to them; and if 

they were to return to life they would go 

back to that which they have been 

forbidden. They are indeed liars. (28) 

They say: “There is nothing beyond our life 

in this world, and we shall never be raised 

to life again.” (29) 

If you could but see them when they are 

made to stand before their  Lord! He will 

say: “Is this not the truth?” They will say: 

“Yes, indeed, by our Lord!” He will then 

say, “Taste, then, the suffering in 

consequence of your having refused to 

believe’.” (30) 
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Overview 

This new wave or round takes us back to the confrontation with the unbelievers 

who deny the truth of the Qur’ n and refuse to believe in resurrection and life after 

death. This time, however, it does not describe their stubborn rejection; nor does it 

remind them of the destruction of earlier generations who took the same attitude 

before them. Instead, it holds before their eyes their destiny on the Day of 

Resurrection which they deny, and the recompense they will be made to suffer in 

their next life which they refuse to accept, both described in the most vivid of scenes. 

It confronts them with all this when they are gathered together, putting to them 

questions full of reproach, and loaded with amazement at their attitude: “Where, now, 

are those partners which you have been claiming?” (Verse 22) They are overwhelmed by 

fear, realising their weakness, helpless and bewildered. They swear by God, 

acknowledging that He is the only Lord: “By God, our Lord, we have never associated 

partners with Him.” (Verse 23) 

Once again they are confronted with their past attitude as they stand before the 

fire. Worried, afraid, repentant and full of sorrow, they say: “Would that we could 

return! Then we would not deny our Lord’s revelations, but would be among the believers.” 

(Verse 27) The same confrontation is repeated again as they stand before their Lord, 

overwhelmed by shame, sorrow and fear. He, in His majesty, will ask them: “Is this 

not the truth?” (Verse 30) They will humbly answer: “Yes, indeed, by our Lord!” (Verse 

30) But this admission will have come too late to be of any benefit to them, for God 

will say to them: “Taste, then, the suffering in consequence of your having refused to 

believe.” (Verse 30) 

Lost indeed are they who deny that they 

will have to meet God. When the Last 

Hour comes suddenly upon them, they cry, 

“Alas for us! We have neglected much in 

our lifetime!” And they will be carrying 

their burdens on their backs. Evil indeed is 

that with which they are burdened. (31) 

The life of this world is nothing but a sport 

and a passing delight. Surely the life in the 

hereafter is by far the better for those who 

are God-fearing. Will you not, then, use 

your reason? (32) 
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The same confrontation is made time and again, until eventually they realise that 

they have lost everything. They carry their burdens on their backs, crying in grief for 

having refused to believe in the hereafter and for having squandered their chances. 

Scene after scene the terrible outcome is shown in a way that shakes hearts. It 

opens both eyes and minds to the truth presented to them by God’s Messenger in the 

Book which they deny. However, those who have received revelations in the past 

recognise its truth, just like they know their own children. 

Wilful Denial of Known Facts 

“Those to whom We had given revelations know this as they know their own sons. But 

those who have squandered their own souls will never have faith.” (Verse 20) The Qur’ n 

mentions on several occasions that the people who received earlier revelations, i.e. 

the Jews and the Christians, recognize the Qur’ n and the truthfulness of the Prophet 

Mu ammad’s message as well as the fact that the Qur’ n was revealed to him by 

God. At times, the people of these earlier revelations are confronted by this fact 

because of their hostile attitude towards the Prophet and Islam. At other times, the 

Arab idolaters are told this so that they realize that the people of earlier revelations, 

are fully aware of the nature of revelation, recognize the Qur’ n and that the Prophet 

Mu ammad (peace be upon him) tells only the truth when he states that God 

revealed it to him in the same way as He bestowed messages from on high to earlier 

prophets. 

Since this verse was most probably revealed in Makkah, its reference to the people 

of earlier revelations suggests that it was addressed to the idolaters, emphasizing 

that the people of earlier revelations recognize the Qur’ n as they recognize their 

own sons. It is true that the majority of them do not believe in it but this is only 

because they have squandered their own souls. In this, they are the same as the 

pagan Arabs who rejected this faith and, thereby, also squandered their souls. Both 

the preceding and following verses also speak of the idolaters, a fact which lends 

weight to the view that it is a Makkan revelation. 

Commentators on the Qur’ n generally suggest that this verse means that the 

people of earlier revelations know that the Qur’ n is truly revealed by God, and that 

the Prophet was truly a messenger of God to whom the Qur’ n was bestowed from 

on high. This is undoubtedly part of the meaning of this verse. However, a glance at 

the history and attitude of the people of earlier revelations towards the Islamic faith 

indicates another aspect to the meaning of this verse which God wants the Muslim 

community to fully understand. 

Since the people of earlier revelations recognize the validity of the Qur’ n as a 

message revealed by God, they are fully aware of its powerful effect, undoubted 
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authority, the goodness it produces, the impetus it gives to its followers, and the 

moral values and the system it establishes. They take all this into account and realise 

that they cannot co-exist with the advocates of this faith. They know the truth of this 

message and their own falsehood. It is clear to them that the j hiliyyah into which 

they have sunk and their deviant morals and systems cannot be tolerated by Islam. 

Hence, the battle between their j hiliyyah and Islam is inevitable and it will continue 

to rage until God’s authority prevails on earth and all people spened was another 

miracle. God promised to support him with nine miraculous signs of the type of 

which he had just seen two. At this point Moses is also told of his assignment, for 

which he has been given such preparation. “[This is one of] the nine signs for Pharaoh 

and his people. They are wicked people.” (Verse 12) 

Here, the 

ng full knowledge of it. This 

religion of Islam moves to destroy falsehood and j hiliyyah and repel those who 

usurp God’s authority. Its aim is to make mankind submit to God alone. They, 

however, try to reduce it to a mere academic exercise, lifeless research and futile 

discourse in divinity and theology. They try to find ways and means to mould 

Islamic concepts in forms and colours that are alien to the nature of Islam, raising in 

front of its people the delusion that their faith is respected. They also work tirelessly 

to fill the vacuum that remains when faith is drastically weakened with other 

concepts and concerns. All this, so as to remove the sentimental traces of faith from 

the hearts of Muslims. 

The people of earlier revelations study this religion of Islam in depth, but they do 

not undertake such a study in search of the truth, or to be fair to its followers, as 

some naive Muslims think when they come across a good word about Islam by an 

Orientalist. They are out to discover a vulnerable point in this religion through which 

they hope to put an end to it. They want to block its ability to enter into people’s 

hearts and minds. They want to know how best to resist it and how to utilize its 

methods in order to substitute for it some hollow concepts. It is to achieve these goals 

that they study it in full, to the extent that they recognize it as they do their own 

children. It is our duty to know this and to realise that we should be the ones who 

know our own faith as we know our own children. 

The history of fourteen centuries of Islam gives credence to the fact stated in this 

verse of the Qur’ n: “Those to whom We had given revelations know this as they know their 

own sons.” (Verse 20) This fact, however, appears most true in this period of history, 

when we see that an average of one book a week is written about Islam in a foreign 
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language. All this research testifies to the thorough knowledge of the people of 

earlier revelations of our religion, its nature, history, strengths and the methods to 

resist and distort it. Needless to say, most of these authors do not state their 

intentions openly because they realise that an open attack on Islam has always 

provoked resistance. They are aware that the movements that rose up to repel armed 

aggression against Islam, represented in imperialism, had a religious basis. Even an 

intellectual attack on Islam is bound to make people rally to its defence. Hence, most 

of them resort to more wicked methods, praising this religion in order to win the 

confidence of their readers before presenting their poisonous ideas. This religion, 

they tell us, is great; but it has to develop its concepts and systems in order to match 

those of modern civilization. It must not object to recent developments in social 

practices, methods of government and moral standards. It should demonstrate itself 

in the form of personal faith leaving the theories, practices and experiences of 

modern civilization to regulate our practical lives. In this way, it would give its 

blessings to whatever false lords decree. As such, it would remain great. 

Such authors try further to give an impression of fairness and objectivity by 

extolling the strengths of Islam. They, however, are simply drawing the attention of 

their own people to Islam’s strengths so that they know where to direct their attacks 

in future and how to suppress Islam altogether. 

The secrets of the Qur’ n will continue to reveal themselves to its followers, as 

long as they try to understand it and contemplate its leanings. They, however, should 

go into the battle of faith armed with the lessons of history, aware of the full 

significance of the present and equipped with the light God has provided in order to 

show us the truth and enlighten our way. 

A Contention Contrary to Reality 

Who is more wicked than one who invents a falsehood about God or denies His 

revelations? The wrongdoers shall never achieve success. One day We shall gather 

them all together, then We shall say to those who associate partners with God: 

“Where, now, are those partners which you have been claiming?” They will have no 

contention then other than to say, `By God, our Lord, we have never associated 

partners with Him. “Behold how they have lied to themselves and how they have been 

forsaken by whatever they have fabricated. (Verses 21-4) 

These verses place in front of the idolaters’ eyes the truth of their attitudes and 

practices, as they are viewed by God Almighty. It begins with a rhetorical question to 

establish the fact of their wrongdoing as they fabricate lies against God. They profess 

to follow His faith, as preached by the Prophet Abraham. They further allege that 



Al-An`ām (Cattle) | PREFERENCE TO REMAIN BLIND 
 

 81

what they make lawful or forbidden of meat, food and worship rituals, which will be 

detailed in Verses 136-40, have been ordered by God, when they have not. Similarly, 

some of those who describe themselves as Muslims today falsely claim to follow the 

Divine faith preached by the Prophet Mu ammad (peace be upon him). The fact is 

that they enact rules and laws, bring about situations and establish values by which 

they claim for themselves God’s authority. They allege that all these inventions are 

nothing other than the divine faith. Some people who have bartered away their faith 

for a dwelling in hell also endorse their false claims. They also reject the divine 

revelations which the Prophet brought them, deny their truth, claiming that they 

have not been bestowed from on high. Conversely, they claim that their own 

practices, immersed in j hiliyyah, have been sanctioned by God. All this still happens 

today in many societies. 

God denounces all this and describes it as the worst injustice: “Who is more wicked 

than one who invents a falsehood about God or denies His revelations? The wrongdoers shall 

never achieve success.” (Verse 21) Reference is made here to idolatry as injustice in 

order to enhance its most horrible image. Indeed, it is the most frequent description 

of idolatry in the Qur’ n. Moreover, it is accurate since idolatry is an act of injustice 

perpetrated against the truth, against oneself and against mankind in general. It is an 

offence against God’s own right to be worshipped alone, without partners, and 

against oneself as it leads the perpetrator to ruin. It is also an offence against 

mankind who are thus led away from the path of submission to God alone in order 

to establish regimes and conditions that ruin human life altogether. As such, idolatry 

is a great injustice, as it is described by the Lord of all the worlds. Neither idolatry 

nor the idolaters will, however, achieve any success: “The wrongdoers shall never 

achieve success.” (Verse 21) Here God states the full facts and the end result of idolatry 

and the idolaters, or injustice and the wrongdoers. What short-sighted people may 

see of the affluence that some enjoy in the short run cannot be described as success or 

prosperity because it is no more than a short-lived situation which leads to eventual 

ruin. Who can be more truthful than God? 

As an example of their loss, their situation on the Day of Resurrection is described 

very vividly: “One day We shall gather them all together, then We shall say to those who 

associate partners with God: ‘Where, now, are those partners which you have been claiming.? 

They will have no contention then other than to say, ‘By God, our Lord, we have never 

associated partners with Him.’ Behold how they have lied to themselves and how they have 

been forsaken by whatever they have fabricated.” (Verses 22-4) 

There are numerous forms and types of idolatry and idolaters and the partners 

they associate with God. A naïve image of people worshipping statues, stones, trees, 

etc. is by no means the only form j of idolatry. In essence, associating partners with 

God is to acknowledge any one of the qualities attributable to God alone as 
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belonging to others as well, whether such quality relates to His conduct or control of 

events, destinies, or to the offering of worship rituals, or to the enactment and 

implementation of man-made laws. All these are forms of idolatry practised by 

different groups of unbelievers who associate different forms of partners with God. 

The Qur’ n describes all these forms as polytheism or idolatry. It portrays scenes 

from the Day of Judgement which depict many of these and show that the destiny 

and punishment of different types of idolatry are the same in this life and in the life 

to come. 

The pagan Arabs used to practise all types of idolatry. They believed that some 

types of God’s creation have a say in the conduct of events and the determination of 

destinies, through intercession which is binding on God. These were the angels. 

Others, like the jinn, they claimed, had the ability to harm them, whether they acted 

on their own initiative or were manipulated by sorcerers and fortune-tellers. They 

also assigned abilities to the spirits of their forefathers. Idols were symbols of all 

these creatures. They attributed to fortune-tellers the ability to talk to these idols 

which would then issue their decrees of prohibition or permissibility. The truth, then, 

was that the fortune-tellers themselves were the partners they associated with God. 

Idolatry was practised in the form of addressing worshipful rituals to those idols 

and presenting offerings to them, which actually went to the monks and fortune-

tellers themselves. Some borrowed from the Persians the belief that planets have a 

say in the running of events and, therefore, they addressed their rituals to them. They 

also practised a third type of idolatry by enacting for themselves, through their 

monks and notables, laws of which God does not approve. They used to claim that 

these represented God’s law in the same way as some people do today. 

In this scene of gathering and confrontation, all types of idolaters are questioned 

about the partners they associate with God. These other deities are nowhere to be 

seen, nor can they avail their worshippers of anything: “One day We shall gather them 

all together, then We shall say to those who associate partners with God: ‘Where, now, are 

those partners which you have been claiming.’“ (Verse 22) We almost behold the scene 

with our own eyes: the gathering of all creatures and the question to which no 

answer is given. 

The awesome scene has its effect: human nature is rid of all that has blinded it and 

it realises that no partners with God have ever existed. They have to face up to their 

test and to make the truth appear before all. In that awesome situation, they will 

have no contention other than to say: “By God, our Lord, we have never associated 

partners with Him.” (Verse 23) As they realise the truth, they abandon their past in 

total and acknowledge the Lordship of God alone. They disown their idolatry when 

it is too late. Their acknowledgement of the truth cannot save them because it is time 



Al-An`ām (Cattle) | PREFERENCE TO REMAIN BLIND 
 

 83

for reward or punishment, not for action. They cannot go back to life, rather they are 

faced with what they used to do during their life on earth. The Prophet is invited to 

wonder at their situation as God states that they have lied to themselves when they 

associated partners with God, for He has no partners. On the Day of Judgement, their 

falsehood fails them and they have no option but to acknowledge the truth: “Behold 

how they have lied to themselves and how they have been forsaken by whatever they have 

fabricated.” (Verse 24) 

This is the interpretation I find most logical concerning their oaths on the Day of 

Judgement, made in the presence of God, that they did not associate partners with 

Him. On that Day they dare not utter any falsehood against God and cannot make a 

false oath deliberately. On that Day, they hide nothing from God. It is simply that 

their nature sees the truth for what it is and falsehood leaves no trace whatsoever in 

their senses. Hence, the invitation by God to wonder at their lies to themselves 

which, on the Day of Judgement, leave no mark on their minds or senses. God knows 

best the meaning of His words. Here, we only present a possible interpretation. 

The s rah goes on to describe how some of the unbelievers stubbornly block their 

minds as they listen to the Qur’ n. Having resolved to reject it altogether, they argue 

with the Prophet alleging that the Qur’ n is nothing but fables told by the ancients. 

They turn away from it and they forbid others to listen to it. Having depicted the 

attitude they adopt in this life, the Qur’ n describes their miserable state as they are 

made to stand before the fire of hell, facing the horror of their destiny, powerless, 

and without support. The only thing they can do is wish to go back to life in order to 

change those views and practices which led them to this horrible end. Their wishes, 

however, are rejected as petty and childish. 

“Some of them listen to you. But over their hearts We have laid veils which prevent 

them from understanding what you say, and into their ears, deafness. Were they to see 

every sign, they would still not believe in it. When they come to you to contend with 

you, the unbelievers say: “This is nothing but fables of the ancients.” They forbid 

[others] to listen to it and go far away from it. They ruin none but themselves, though 

they do not perceive it. If you could but see them when they will be made to stand 

before the Fire! They will say: “Would that we could return! Then we would not deny 

our Lord’s revelations, but would be among the believers”. Indeed, that which in the 

past they used to conceal will manifest itself to them; and if they were to return to life 

they would go back to that which they have been forbidden. They are indeed liars. 

(Verses 25-8) 

Here, we have two contrasting scenes: the one in this life is characterized by 

stubborn rejection, while the other, in the hereafter, is a situation of profound regret. 

They are portrayed in such a way so as to help awaken human nature that has been 



Al-An`ām (Cattle) | PREFERENCE TO REMAIN BLIND 
 

 84

left to rust for a long time. If only human nature would open up to the Qur’ n and 

reflect on its message, it would gain the chance to be spared a fearful destiny. 

“Some of them listen to you. But over their hearts We have laid veils which prevent them 

from understanding what you say, and into their ears, deafness. Were they to see every sign, 

they would still not believe in it.” (Verse 25) This is a description of a particular type of 

people who listen but do not understand as if they do not have minds to help them 

comprehend, or ears to help them hear. This type of person may exist any time, 

anywhere. Their listening to what is being said has no effect whatsoever. Their ears 

do not function and their comprehension is sealed, so that the meaning of what they 

hear does not register with them. 

“Were they to see every sign, they would still not believe in it. When they come to you to 

contend with you, the unbelievers say: This is nothing but fables of the ancients.” (Verse 25) 

Their eyes are open, but they do not seem to see, or what they see delivers no 

message to their minds. 

    What has happened to them, then? What prevents them from responding when 

they have ears, eyes, and minds? God tells us: “Over their hearts We have laid veils 

which prevent them from understanding what you say, and into their ears, deafness. Were 

they to see every sign, they would still not believe in it.” (Verse 25) It is God who has 

willed that their faculty of comprehension remains unable to grasp the truth and that 

their hearing does not function. We should try, then, to understand the wisdom 

behind God’s will. 

God, limitless is He in His glory, says: “Those who strive hard for Our cause, We shall 

most certainly guide onto paths that lead to Us.” (29: 69) He also says: “By the Soul and its 

moulding, and inspiration with wickedness and piety. Successful is the one who keeps it pure 

and ruined is the one who corrupts it.” (91: 7-10) It is God’s will that He guides those 

who strive to follow His guidance, and that anyone who purges his soul from 

corruption will be successful. Those people have neither sought guidance nor tried to 

make use of their natural responses. These are the two things people need to do to 

ensure that God will guide them and help them give the proper responses. They 

started by knocking their nature out of action and, in consequence, God has placed a 

veil between them and His guidance. It is God’s will, then, that people should bear 

the consequences of their initial attitude and action. Everything occurs according to 

God’s will. It is His will to guide those who seek guidance and to grant success to 

those who work to purify themselves. It is also His will to place veils over the hearts 

and minds of those who turn away from His message and to make them deaf and 

unresponsive to the signs they see. Those who try to put the blame for their sins and 

their disbelief on God’s will surely make a fraudulent claim. God confronts them 

with the truth as He reports and derides their claims: “Those who associate partners 

with God say, ‘Had God so wished, neither we nor our forefathers would have worshipped any 
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other than Him, nor would we have declared anything forbidden without a commandment 

from Him.’ Those before them said the same. Do the Messengers have to do anything other 

than to clearly deliver the Message? Indeed, We have raised a Messenger in every 

community, [who said to them]: ‘Worship God and shun the Evil One.’ Among them were 

some whom God graced with His guidance, while others were inevitably doomed by their 

error. Go, then, about the earth and observe what was the end of those who gave the lie to the 

truth.” (16: 35-6) It is clear from these verses that God rejects their claims: it was 

inevitable that they should fall prey to grievous error after they had been given 

sufficient warnings to mend their ways. 

People have often raised questions about predestination, compulsion and free 

choice, man’s will, etc. They have made of these topics an academic debate which 

they tackle on the basis of their own assumptions. Their approach is contrary to the 

simple and straightforward Qur’ nic exposition of these questions. The Qur’ n states 

that everything takes place by God’s will, and that man chooses the line he follows 

and that his choice is part of his nature, endowed to him by God. The direction he 

chooses to follow will entail certain consequences in this life and in the life to come. 

These consequences are part of God’s will. Hence, the ultimate power behind 

everything is God’s will which dictates the consequences of the freedom of choice 

God has given to man. Anything that goes beyond this simple statement is false. 

All indicators to the truth and pointers to the right way and to faith were 

displayed in front of the idolaters. The Qur’ n repeatedly drew their attention to 

countless signs and indications which they recognise within themselves and in the 

world around them. Had they only thought objectively about these, they would have 

awakened to the truth and responded to it. But they have made no effort to receive 

guidance. On the contrary, they suppressed their own nature, and in consequence, 

God placed a veil between them and proper guidance. They did not go to the 

Prophet with open hearts, ears and eyes in order to listen, see and reflect. They went 

to argue and dispute: “When they come to you to contend with you, the unbelievers say: 

‘This is nothing but fables of the ancients.’“ (Verse 25) 

They were well aware that the Qur’ n bears no resemblance to such fables or 

legends which speak of supernatural events that happen to heroes and deities and 

which constitute a part of the beliefs of idolatrous communities. In their attempts to 

justify their rejection of the message of Prophet Mu ammad (peace be upon him), 

they give all types of false arguments. Since the Qur’ n recited to them by the 

Prophet contains stories about former prophets and their nations, as well as the fate 

of those who, in the past, denied God’s messages, the unbelievers claimed that the 

Qur’ n was no more than the fables of the ancients. What a futile claim based on the 

least convincing of arguments. 
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Truth and Fables 

In order to give more credence to their false description of the Qur’ n and to turn 

people away from it, a man like M lik ibn al-Nađr, who had learnt some Persian 

epics about Rustom and other Persian legendary heroes, used to sit at a short 

distance from the Prophet when he recited the Qur’ n. After the Prophet 

Mu ammad (peace be upon him) had finished, M lik ibn al-Nađr used to say to his 

audience: “If Mu ammad could tell you some fables of the ancients, I can tell you 

better ones.” He would then relate to them some of the epics and histories he had 

learnt, hoping that in this way, he could prevent them from listening to the Qur’ n. 

Indeed, the chiefs of Makkah who commanded a position of authority and respect 

used to forbid others to listen to the Qur’ n, and they tried to stay away from its 

reading so that they did not submit to its powerful logic and irrefutable argument. In 

other words, they feared to be influenced by it: “They forbid [others] to listen to it and 

go far away from it. They ruin none but themselves, though they do not perceive it.” (Verse 

26) 

In this battle between the powerful authority of truth and the feeble structure of 

falsehood, it was not enough that a man like M lik ibn al-Nađr sat down to relate the 

epics and histories of the ancients. Instead, the Quraysh chiefs forbade their followers 

from listening to the Qur’ n and they also distracted themselves lest they too be 

unable to resist its influence. A story mentioned in the history of the Prophet about 

al-Akhnas ibn Sharīq, Abū Sufy n ibn arb and `Amr ibn Hish m, and their secret 

listening to the Qur’ n is well known.4 

All this effort which they exerted to refrain and prevent others from listening to 

the Qur’ n and allowing themselves to be influenced by it or respond to it was a 

recipe for disaster: “They ruin none but themselves, though they do not perceive it.” (Verse 

26) Whom would a person ruin if all his efforts were geared towards preventing 

himself and others from listening to proper guidance and following the right way 

that ensures salvation? 

Poor and wretched indeed are those who take such a goal for themselves, even 

though they may appear to other people as very powerful and having much 

influence. Wretched indeed they are because their efforts ensure their own ruin both 

in this life and in the life to come. At times, it may appear to them and to others that 

they are on a winning course, but this is all delusion. 

A Wish Availing Nothing 

If we want to know the ultimate end of their efforts, we need only look at the 

                                                 
4 A full report of this incident is given in the next chapter. — Editor's note. 
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result: “If you could but see them when they will be made to stand before the Fire! They will 

say: ‘Would that we could return! Then we would not deny our Lord’s revelations, but would 

be among the believers.’“ (Verse 27) 

This is the scene which contrasts with their situation in this life. Now they are in a 

state of regret, humility and total loss. This is compared with their attitude when 

they turned away from guidance, using their power to force others to also turn away, 

and boasting about their own strength and influence. 

“If you could but see them when they will be made to stand before the Fire!” (Verse 27) 

Now they cannot turn away, use their argumentation, or repeat their falsehoods. If 

we were to see them ourselves in such a position, we would be sure to see something 

fearful. Their dearest wish would be: “Would that we could return! Then we would not 

deny our Lord’s revelations, but would be among the believers.” (Verse 27) They know that 

the Qur’ n is God’s revelation, and their desire to return to earth is such that they 

may have a second chance when they no longer deny these revelations. They claim 

that they would make sure that they would be among the believers. 

All these are wishes that have no way of coming true. They do not know their own 

nature, which will always reject the faith. When they say that if they could return 

they would be believers is nothing but a lie, because it does not match with what 

they would do if their wishes were answered. They only make these assertions 

because they have come to realize how wicked and evil they are. What they used to 

conceal from their followers in order to portray an image of themselves as successful 

and prosperous is now laid bare: “Indeed, that which in the past they used to conceal will 

manifest itself to them; and if they were to return to life they would go back to that which they 

have been forbidden. They are indeed liars.” (Verse 28) 

God knows their nature very well and He is fully aware that they will stubbornly 

continue in their falsehood. He is also fully aware that it is only the fearsome 

situation in which they find themselves as they stand by the fire that causes them to 

utter such wishes and to make these promises. But the real situation is this: “If they 

were to return to life, they would go back to that which they have been forbidden. They are 

indeed liars.” (Verse 28) They are, thus, left to their miserable destiny. This answer 

confronts them with the truth as they endure their humiliation. 

Contrasting Concepts and Values 

The s rah now opens two new pages to draw two contrasting scenes. The first 

looks at this present life where the unbelievers make their assertions that there will 

be no resurrection, accountability or reward. The other is in the hereafter when they 

are stood before their Lord, and He asks them about the positions they adopted in 

their first life: “Is this not the truth?” (Verse 30) The very question jolts them violently. 
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They answer in complete humility: “Yes, indeed, by our Lord!” (Verse 30) They are 

then put face to face with what awaits them of painful suffering. The s rah goes on to 

portray how overwhelmed they are in the Last Hour, caught unawares, after they 

disbelieved in the meeting with their Lord. They are full of sorrow, carrying their 

burdens on their backs. This is concluded with a statement showing the real value of 

this life as opposed to the life to come, according to God’s true measure. 

They say: “There is nothing beyond our life in this world, and we shall never be raised 

to life again.” If you could but see them when they are made to stand before their Lord! 

He will say: “Is this not the truth?” They will say: “Yes, indeed, by our Lord!” He 

will then say, “Taste, then, the suffering in consequence of your having refused to 

believe.” Lost indeed are they who deny that they will have to meet God. When the 

Last Hour comes suddenly upon them, they cry, Alas for us! We have neglected much 

in our lifetime!” And they will be carrying their burdens on their backs. Evil indeed is 

that with which they are burdened. The life of this world is nothing but a sport and a 

passing delight. Surely the life in the hereafter is by far the better for those who are 

God-fearing. Will you not, then, use your reason?” (Verses 29-32) 

The concept of resurrection, reward and retribution in the life to come is central to 

the Islamic faith. Indeed, it ranks second only to the concept of Godhead as the 

foundation upon which the structure of Islam as a faith, law, system and code of 

conduct is built. God tells the believers in the Qur’ n that He has perfected their 

religion for them and completed with it the grace He has bestowed on them and has 

chosen it for them as a faith. It is then, a complete and coherent way of life in which 

the ideological concept is in perfect harmony with the moral values it upholds, as 

well as the laws and regulations it proclaims. All these are based on the same basic 

foundation: the Islamic concept of Godhead and the life hereafter. 

According to Islam, life is not the short period of time which an individual lives, 

nor is it the limited period which represents the lifespan of a nation. Indeed, it is not 

even the longer period of time which represents the duration of human existence in 

this world. Life, in the Islamic view, has a much longer time span, much wider 

horizons and a much deeper and varied context than the period of time which is 

assigned to it by those who overlook the next world and do not believe in it. 

According to Islam, life stretches out to include this present life of ours and the life 

to come, which is of a duration unknown to anyone but God. Compared to it, human 

life on earth is no longer than an hour in a day’s work. It also stretches out in space to 

include this earth on which we live and added to it a paradise which is as vast as the 

heavens and the earth, as well as a hell which can accommodate the majority of 

people across all the generations that have existed and will exist on earth. 
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It stretches out further to add to this world’s existence which we know another 

about which we know nothing except what God has told us. Its true nature is only 

known to God. This latter existence starts from the moment of our birth and reaches 

its fullness in the abode of the hereafter. When we speak of death and the hereafter, 

we are actually speaking of things the nature of which God has kept to Himself. 

Human existence continues in these worlds in forms and patterns known only to 

God alone. 

Life has a further extension in its essence: it includes the type familiar to us in our 

world and other types which will be experienced in the next world, in heaven and 

hell. These types will have tastes and sensations that are different from what we 

know now. Compared to it, this present life is less than even the span of a mosquito’s 

wings. 

In the Islamic concept, humanity extends into these dimensions of time and place 

and into these deeper levels of worlds and existences. It is in proportion to its 

understanding of this fact that its appreciation of all existence, life, bonds, values and 

concerns becomes more profound. By contrast, the people who do not believe in the 

hereafter continue to have a very narrow and limited concept of the universe and 

human existence. They continue to confine their concepts, values and struggle to 

their very narrow corner in this world. 

This difference in outlook leads to the adoption of different values and systems. It 

tells us clearly that this religion of Islam is a complete and coherent way of life. We 

can appreciate the importance of belief in a second life to its conceptual, ideological, 

moral, behavioural and legal structure. A man who lives in such a vast expanse of 

time, place, world and feelings is totally different from one who lives in a narrow 

corner and has to fight others for it, awaiting no compensation for that from which 

he is deprived and no reward for what he does in this present world, apart from his 

life on earth and what he receives during it from his fellow human beings. 

A profound and varied concept will, by nature, elevate human concerns and refine 

human aspirations. This will, by itself, lead to the adoption of moral values and 

behaviour different from those which are characteristic of people living in their own 

narrow corners. When we adopt this profound concept, based on absolute justice in 

the life to come, and when we realize that a much larger compensation awaits us 

than what is here missed out on, then those who adopt this concept work hard to 

establish the truth and ensure that goodness prevails. They know that this is what 

God wants them to do and that reward and compensation are based on the fulfilment 

of God’s bidding. When any human being believes in the hereafter as Islam views it, 

his manners and behaviour are set on the right footing. Similarly, all systems and 

laws acquire the right orientation; and what is more is that people will not allow 

them to be abused or corrupted. This is because people realise that if they keep quiet 
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when they see corruption around them, they not only miss out on the benefits and 

goodness of this life, but they are deprived of reward in the hereafter. Thus, they lose 

in both worlds. 

Some people are quick to speak against belief in the hereafter, claiming that it 

causes people to adopt a negative attitude towards this life, exerting no effort to 

improve it. They abandon it to dictators and their corrupt regimes, because they 

prefer to aspire to the blessings of the hereafter. This is an unfair criticism, one which 

combines injustice with ignorance. They group belief in the hereafter as advocated in 

Church concepts that have deviated from Christianity under the same classification 

as its Islamic concept. In the Islamic view, this life is where you place your 

investment in order to reap the benefits in the hereafter. To strive to put this life on 

the right course, to purge it from evil and corruption, to repel all assaults on God’s 

authority, to smash tyrants and ensure justice and goodness to all people are the keys 

to the hereafter. It opens, for those who so strive, the gates to heaven and 

compensates them for everything they sacrifice during their struggle against evil and 

for the harm they may suffer. 

How is it possible that the followers of such a faith could abandon this life and 

allow it to stagnate, deviate or become corrupt? How could they allow injustice and 

tyranny to establish their roots and spread? How could they allow it to remain 

backward, undeveloped when they aspire to receive reward from God in the 

hereafter? That reward is not given for a negative attitude. 

The Only Faith Worthy of Man 

There were periods of time when people adopted a negative attitude allowing 

corruption, evil, injustice, tyranny, ignorance and backwardness to prevail in their 

life while claiming at the same time that they were Muslims. They did this only 

because their understanding of Islam was faulty and their belief in the hereafter was 

shaken and weakened. Their negative attitude could not be the result of a true 

understanding of this faith or the belief that they have to face God on the Day of 

Judgement. No one who believes in this inevitable meeting with God and 

understands the nature of this religion can adopt a negative attitude towards life or 

allow himself to remain backward or to accept evil, corruption and tyranny. 

While going through life, a true Muslim feels that he is bigger and more sublime 

than life itself. He may enjoy its comforts or ignore them, knowing that they are 

lawful and permissible to him in this life, placed at his disposal on the Day of 

Judgement when no one else can claim them. He strives to promote and improve this 

life and to use its potentials and abilities, happy in the knowledge that this is the 

duty assigned to him by God when He placed him in charge of the earth. He fights 
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evil, corruption and injustice willingly, bearing any hardship and making every 

sacrifice, including his own life, knowing that he is simply adding to his credit in the 

hereafter. Understanding his religion well, he knows that this life is the one in which 

the seeds are planted, for the fruits to be reaped in the hereafter. There is simply no 

way to success in the life to come which does not go through this world of ours. 

True, this life is very small and cheap, but it is part of God’s grace which makes it a 

stage towards the greatest blessings and grace He bestows on man. 

Every detail in the Islamic system takes due account of the life to come, and the 

broadness, beauty and elevation it imparts to people’s visions and concepts. It also 

adds to the refinement, purity and forbearance which are inherent in the Islamic 

moral code. It enhances its followers’ determination to establish what is right and to 

prevent evil and avoid disobedience to God. It helps set human activities on the right 

course. For all that, Islamic life is not properly achieved without a firm belief in the 

hereafter. Hence, the great emphasis placed in the Qur’ n on the fact that we will be 

raised up for our next life. 

In their ignorance, as much as because of it, the pagan Arabs could not conceive of 

a second life or believe in it. They could not simply imagine another world, different 

from this present one of ours. They could not conceive how a human being could 

aspire to horizons beyond the physical world. Their concepts and feelings were not 

much different from those of animals. It is the same situation we witness today in the 

modern type of j hiliyyah, whose exponents describe as ‘scientific’. 

“They say: ‘There is nothing beyond our life in this world, and we shall never be raised to 

life again’.” (Verse 29) God knows very well that beliefs of this type do not allow the 

emergence of a noble type of human life. The limited scope of beliefs makes man 

strongly attached to the earth and to that which is physical and tangible in it, just like 

animals. Our limited time span and area tend to loosen a forceful desire to seek a 

self-aggrandisement which enslaves man to worldly pleasures. His physical desires 

are set loose without restraint. He feels that unless he satisfies his profane desires, 

which can hardly be elevated above those of animals, he misses out on his pleasure 

without hope of compensation. Systems and regimes are established on earth based 

on a very selfish and narrow view of time and space. This leads to a life devoid of 

justice and compassion. War becomes the order of the day with individuals, classes 

and races fighting one another. It is a jungle type of life, not that much different from 

the world of wild animals and brutal beasts. All this is there for us to see in the world 

of modern `civilization’! It is evident everywhere. 

God has been aware all along of these facts. Hence why He wanted to assign to a 

certain community the role of leading mankind to the summit where human dignity 

can be seen in full play in real life. God knows that this community cannot fulfil its 

task unless it brings its concepts and values out of its hole in that narrow corner, the 
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earth, and places them over a vast horizon. That community must move out of the 

narrowness of this world to the expanse which combines this life with the life to 

come. Hence, the emphasis is placed by Islam on the future life; firstly because it is 

real — for God always tells the truth; and secondly because believing in it is essential 

for the completeness of man’s existence, in ideology, morality, behaviour, systems 

and legal code. 

This accounts for the strong and deep rhythm which we notice in this part of the 

s rah which runs like a very fast river. God knows well that it is within human 

nature to respond to such a strong and deep rhythm. It opens up its receptive 

elements, awaiting instructions, in order to respond to them. We must not forget, 

however, that everything that is mentioned about the hereafter is simply the truth. 

If you could but see them when they are made to stand before their Lord! He will say: 

“Is this not the truth?” They will say: “Yes, indeed, by our Lord!” He will then say, 

“Taste, then, the suffering in consequence of your having refused to believe.” (Verse 

30) 

This is the eventual destiny of those who claimed that there was nothing beyond 

our present life and that they would never be raised up again. It is a miserable, 

shameful, humiliating destiny as they are brought before their Lord, having 

persistently denied that they would face Him. They cannot stir. They are depicted as 

if they were led by the neck until they are stood in that awesome surrounding, facing 

the questioning: “Is this not the truth?” (Verse 30) What a humiliating question! There 

is only one possible reply: “Yes indeed, by our Lord!” (Verse 30) Now they are face to 

face with their Lord, on the occasion that they most stubbornly refused to believe in. 

In a summary way, which most befits the awesome scene, the divine order is 

given, sealing their fate: “He will then say: Taste, then, the suffering in consequence of 

your having refused to believe.’“ (Verse 30) This is the most suitable destiny for those 

who denied themselves the comfort of a wider human concept, following instead an 

exceedingly narrow material concept. They have refused to raise themselves to the 

level that fits a noble humanity. They conducted their lives on the basis of their 

profane, hollow concept. By so doing, they actually earned their own punishment 

and this fits with the nature of those who deny the hereafter. 

What the Unbelievers Actually Reject 

The scene portraying the final outcome decreed by God is now complemented 

with a statement of the truth of its causes: “Lost indeed are they who deny that they will 

have to meet God. When the Last Hour comes suddenly upon them, they cry, Alas for us! We 
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have neglected much in our lifetime!’ And they will be carrying their burdens on their backs. 

Evil indeed is that with which they are burdened.” (Verse 31) 

It is indeed an utter loss because it includes the loss of this world, since they have 

spent their lifetime caring only for what is petty, low and profane, and the loss of the 

hereafter as we have already seen. Those deluded, ignorant people have not taken 

any precautions against what comes to them as a sudden shock: “When the Last Hour 

comes suddenly upon them, they cry, Alas for us! We have neglected much in our lifetime!’“ 

(Verse 31) They are then portrayed as overladen donkeys: “And they will be carrying 

their burdens on their backs.” (Verse 31) Indeed, animals are in a better situation 

because they carry ordinary loads, while these have loads of sin. Animals are 

unloaded and set free to relax, while these march with their loads to hell, followed by 

the rebuke: “Evil indeed is that with which they are burdened.” (Verse 31) 

The passage then portrays a terrible scene which strikes fear in the listener’s heart, 

followed by one of complete and utter loss. These two scenes are then followed by a 

statement of the real weight and value of this life and the life hereafter according to 

God’s measure: “The life of this world is nothing but a sport and a passing delight. Surely 

the life in the hereafter is by far the better for those who are God-fearing. Will you not, then, 

use your reason?” (Verse 32) This is the final value of each of the two lives. It could not 

be otherwise, when we compare an hour in a day’s work on this small planet with 

eternity in God’s vast dominion. What value other than a pastime could be attached 

to an hour’s work in this life when it is compared to the seriousness of the great 

world beyond. 

      This evaluation is absolute in nature, but it does not create any tendency to 

neglect this life or approach it in an isolationist or negative way. There has certainly 

been some of this among some Sufi or mystic movements, but this tendency has no 

roots in the proper Islamic vision. 

It is simply borrowed from some Christian clerical concepts, Persian and Greek 

ideologies as they found their way into Islamic society. The great practical examples 

history gives us of how the Islamic concept of life works in practice have never been 

negative or isolationist in attitude. You have only to look at the generation of the 

Prophet’s Companions who were able to subdue the evil tendency within themselves 

and overcome the prevailing systems of j hiliyyah, represented by powerful empires. 

That generation, which understood 

the true value of this life as it is in God’s measure, was the same generation which 

set out to work for the hereafter and accomplished in the process feats that left great 

positive effects on human life. That generation lived a life of immense activity, great 

power and unstoppable 

momentum. 
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The proper evaluation of the two lives according to God’s measure gave them the 

benefit of not being enslaved by the pleasures of this life. They mastered this life and 

made use of it for God’s cause, to ensure that His authority remains supreme. They 

gave worldly pleasures no chance to enslave them. Thus, they were able to fulfil their 

task of building a proper and sound structure for human life. At no time did they 

aim to enjoy more of the pleasures of this world but instead aimed to win in the 

hereafter. With this driving aim, they were able to excel over the rest of mankind in 

this life and to ensure that they will excel them in the hereafter. 

The nature of the hereafter is something which has not been explained to us in 

detail. Therefore, believing in it gives us a broader vision and nobler thinking. To 

work for it ensures better results for the God- fearing which can easily be recognized 

by those who use their reason: “Surely the life in the hereafter is by far the better for those 

who are God- fearing. Will you not, then, use your reason?” (Verse 32) 

Those who deny the hereafter, simply because it is imperceptible, are only 

ignorant people who claim to have sound knowledge. Human knowledge today has 

no longer any certainty other than the certainty of what lies beyond our world and 

what is imperceptible. 
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5 

The Dead Cannot Hear 

We know too well that what they say 

grieves you. Yet it is not you that they 

charge with falsehood; but it is God’s 

revelations that the wrongdoers deny. (33) 

Other messengers were charged with 

falsehood before your time, but they 

patiently endured all those charges and 

abuse, until Our help came to them. There 

is no power that can alter God’s words. 

You have already received some of the 

history of those messengers. (34) 

If you find it so distressing that they turn 

their backs on you, seek, if you can, a 

chasm to go deep into the earth or a ladder 

to the sky by which you may bring them a 

sign. Had God so willed, He would have 

gathered them all to [His] guidance. Do 

not, therefore, allow yourself to be one of the 

ignorant. (35) 

Only those that can hear will surely 

answer. As for the dead, God will bring 

them back to life, then to Him shall they 
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Overview 

In this new round or wave, an address is made to the Prophet (peace be upon 

him). It begins with God, limitless is He in His glory, consoling and comforting him. 

He, honest and truthful, was particularly distressed ‘ at the charges of falsehood that 

were laid at his door. Here, he is told by his Lord that they never thought him a liar, 

but used this as a ploy to maintain their stubborn denial of God’s signs and their 

rejection of the faith. He is also comforted with the information that earlier 

messengers of God were similarly accused of falsehood and subjected to abuse, and 

that they endured all this with patience. Eventually, they were given God’s help to 

triumph, in accordance with the consistent laws He has set in operation. When the 

comforting and reassurance are over, the address makes clear the essential truth 

concerning God’s message. It moves according to God’s will and His laws. Its 

advocates have nothing to do with it other than to convey it to people and to make it 

clear. Other than that, it is God who decides what happens to it. Hence, its advocates, 

including the Prophet himself, have nothing to decide other than to continue with 

return. (36) 

They say: “Why has no sign been sent 

down to him from his Lord?” Say: God is 

well able to send down any sign, but most 

of them are devoid of knowledge. (37) 

There is not an animal that walks on 

earth and no bird that flies on its wings but 

are communities like your own. No single 

thing have We left out of the book. Then to 

their Lord shall they all be gathered. (38) 

Those who deny Our revelations are deaf 

and dumb, groping along in darkness. 

Whomever God wills, He lets go astray; 

and whomever He wills, He guides along a 

straight path. (39) 
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their task, without hastening its moves or suggesting anything to God. They are not 

to pay any attention to people’s suggestions concerning its strategy, the proofs that 

may be given of its truth or the miracles needed to prove it. The point is that those 

who are alive and have the power of hearing will respond. On the other hand, those 

whose hearts are dead will not. The ultimate decision belongs to God: He may give 

people life or keep them dead until they return to Him on the Day of Judgement. 

The people the Prophet was addressing demanded a miracle like the ones granted 

earlier prophets. God is certainly able to give them such a miracle, but He, in His 

wisdom, does not wish to do so. If the Prophet is so distressed by their turning away, 

then let him try, by his own human effort, to bring them such a miracle. God is the 

Creator of all living creatures, and He knows all their secrets and the differences in 

their nature. He leaves those human beings who reject His message to wander in the 

deep darkness, deaf and dumb. He leaves some to go astray and guides others to the 

truth, according to His infallible knowledge of His different creatures. 

Honest No Doubt 

We know too well that what they say grieves you. Yet it is not you that they charge 

with falsehood; but it is God’s revelations that the wrongdoers deny. (Verse 33) 

The pagan Arabs with their idolatrous beliefs, particularly those of them who took 

upon themselves the unworthy task of opposing the message of Islam, had no doubt 

that Mu ammad (peace be upon him) was telling the truth. They have known him to 

be truthful and honest. They knew that he had never told a lie before starting to 

convey God’s message. Those who were most hardened in their opposition to him 

did not doubt the truthfulness of his message either. They knew that the Qur’ n 

could not have been authored by a human being. They, nevertheless, stubbornly 

refused to declare their belief or to embrace a new faith. Their reason for rejecting it 

was not that they could not believe the Prophet; rather, it was their realisation that 

his message threatened their positions and influence. Hence, they decided to deny 

God’s revelations and to stick to their idolatrous beliefs. There are numerous reports 

that clearly state the reasons behind the Quraysh’s attitude. We will now look at just 

a few of these. 

Ibn Is q reports on the authority of al-Zuhrī that three of the Quraysh’s notables, 

namely, Abū Sufy n, Abū Jahl and al-Akhnas ibn Sharīq, protected by the cover of 

darkness, took their separate ways to listen to God’s Messenger as he recited the 

Qur’ n during his night worship. They sat just outside his house, listening to his 

recitation of the Qur’ n. Each was on his own, thinking that no one would know 

about his action. One can only assume that their motivation was either to try to judge 
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Mu ammad’s message objectively, or to learn the truth about it, or to listen to the 

superb literary style of the Qur’ n. As the day began to break, each of them returned 

the way they had come such that their clandestine activities would not be found out. 

However, their individual plans were foiled when the three happened, by chance, to 

meet with each other. There was no need to ask each other what they were doing. 

There was only one reason for their presence there at that particular time. Therefore, 

they counselled each other against such action: “Should some of your followers see 

you”, one of them said, you would stir doubts in their minds”. 

The following night they did the same, and once again they met at the break of 

day. Again they counselled each other against their irresponsible’ action. 

Nevertheless, the third night each of them again went to sit outside the Prophet’s 

home and listen to the Qur’ n. When they met in the morning, they were ashamed of 

themselves. One of them suggested that they should give each other their word of 

honour not to come again. They did so before going home. 

Later that morning al-Akhnas ibn Sharīq went to see Abū Sufy n in his home. He 

asked him what he thought about what he had heard Mu ammad reciting. Abū 

Sufy n said: “I heard things which I know and recognize to be true, but I also heard 

things whose nature I cannot understand.” Al-Akhnas said that he felt the same. He 

then left and went to Abū Jahl’s home to put the same question to him. 

Abū Jahl’s answer was totally different. For once, he was candid and honest with 

himself and his interlocutor: 

I will tell you about what I heard! We have competed with the clan of `Abd 

Man f for honours: they fed the poor, and we did the same; they provided 

generous support to those who needed it and we did the same. When we 

were together on the same level, like two racehorses running neck and neck, 

they said that one of their number was a Prophet receiving revelations from 

on high! When can we attain such an honour? By God, we shall never believe 

in him.5 

Knowing the Truth 

Commenting on the Qur’ nic verse, “We know too well that what they say grieves you. 

Yet it is not you that they charge with falsehood; but it is Gods revelations that the 

wrongdoers deny” (Verse 33), al- abarī quotes the following report on the authority of 

al-Suddī: “On the day of the Battle of Badr, al-Akhnas ibn Sharīq said to his 

tribesmen, the Zuh rah people, `Mu ammad is your sister’s son, and you are the 

                                                 
5 Ibn Is q, Mu ammad, The Life of the Prophet, as quoted in A. Salahi, Mu ammad: Man and 
Prophet, London, 1995, pp. 161-2. 
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ones who defend their nephew. If he is truly a Prophet, why would you fight him 

today? And if he is a liar, you should repel aggression against your nephew. Wait 

until I meet Abū al- akam, i.e. Abū Jahl. Should Mu ammad be victorious, you will 

return home safely, but if he is defeated, your people will do you no harm.’ [It was 

on that day that he was nicknamed al-Akhnas, while his real name was Ubayy.] He 

went to meet Abū Jahl and spoke to him in private: `Tell me about Mu ammad: is he 

telling the truth, or is he a liar? There is no one from the Quraysh listening to this 

conversation between us.’ Abū Jahl said: `By God, Mu ammad is telling the truth. 

Mu ammad never told a lie in his life. But what would happen, should the 

descendants of Quşayy add prophethood to their other honours, such as holding the 

banner in war, providing water for the pilgrims, etc. What will remain for the rest of 

the Quraysh?’“6 All this then explains the statement made in the above verse. 

In considering this report, we have to realise that this incident took place on the 

day of the Battle of Badr, nearly two years after the Prophet had settled in Madinah, 

while the s rah and this verse are Makkan revelations, i.e. they precede this incident. 

To account for this, we have to understand that commentators on the Qur’ n might 

report an event and cite a particular verse in connection with it, but this is not to say 

that the verse in question was revealed on that occasion. Rather it explains the verse 

in relation to life events. 

The following report is given by Ibn Is q in his history of the Prophet’s life: One 

day, as `Utbah was sitting with a group of Quraysh notables, he noticed the Prophet 

sitting alone close to the Ka`bah. `Utbah suggested to his friends: “Shall we go to 

Mu ammad and make him some offers? He may accept one or the other. If he does, 

we will give him that and put an end to our problem with him”. 

This idea was greeted with unanimous approval. As `Utbah sat with the Prophet 

he addressed him: “My nephew, you know you command a position of high esteem 

and noble birth among us. You have brought into the life of your community 

something very serious indeed. You have thus caused disunity to creep into their 

ranks; you have belittled their ideals, ridiculed their gods and their religion and 

spoken ill of their forefathers. Now listen to me. I am making you some offers which 

I would like you to consider. You may, perhaps, find some of them acceptable.” 

The Prophet asked him to make his proposals, and listened attentively. `Utbah 

said: “My nephew, if you have started this affair hoping to make money out of it, we 

are all willing to give you some of our own wealth so that you would be the richest 

among us. If it is honour and position you want, we will make you our master and 

seek your advice in all matters. If it is a throne you are after, we will make you our 

king. If, on the other hand, you are possessed and are unable to resist what 

                                                 
6 Al- abarī, J mi` al-Bay n, Dar al-Fikr, Beirut, 1984, Vol. 7, p. 182. 
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overwhelms you, we will spare no expense in seeking a medical cure for you.” 

When `Utbah stopped speaking, the Prophet asked him whether he had finished. 

As `Utbah affirmed that he had, the Prophet asked him to listen to what he had to 

say. The Prophet then recited the first 38 Verses of S rah 41 of the Qur’ n. `Utbah 

listened attentively. When the Prophet had finished his recitation, he prostrated 

himself in humble devotion to God, before saying to `Utbah: “You have heard what I 

have to say and you can make up your own mind.” 

`Utbah left quietly and went to his people, who realized as they saw him 

approaching that a change had come over him. They looked up at him curiously, 

listening to his words: “I have heard something the like of which I have never heard 

in my life. It is neither poetry nor sorcery. Take up the suggestion I am making to 

you, and lay the blame for the outcome at my door. Leave this man alone. What I 

have heard from him will certainly bring about great events. Should the rest of the 

Arabs kill him, you would have been spared the trouble. If he wins, whatever glory 

he achieves will be yours.” They retorted: “He has certainly bewitched you.” He said: 

“I have stated my opinion, and you can do as you wish.” 7 

In his commentary on the Qur’ n, al-Baghawī reports a different ending for the 

above incident. He mentions that, “as the Prophet recited the opening passage of 

S rah 41, he read up to Verse 13, stating: `Should they turn their backs on you, say to 

them, I am warning you against a calamity like those that befell the peoples of ` d and 

Tham d.’ At this point `Utbah placed his hand on the Prophet’s mouth and appealed 

to him by his blood relationship with the Quraysh. He then went home and did not 

go out to see his people. When they spoke to him about this, he mentioned the 

warning he had heard from the Prophet and said: `I stopped him putting my hand 

on his mouth and appealed to him by our kinship. You know that Mu ammad does 

not lie. I feared that a calamity might befall you.’“8 

Making False Accusations 

Another incident reported by Ibn Is q took place close to the pilgrimage season. 

A meeting attended by a large number of Makkans and chaired, as it were, by al-

Walīd ibn al-Mughīrah, defined their strategy for a defamation campaign. In his 

opening address, al-Walīd said: “Now that the pilgrimage season is approaching, 

people will start arriving from all over the place. They must have heard about your 

friend [meaning the Prophet]. So you had better agree what to say when you are 

                                                 
7 A. Salahi, op. cit., pp. 106-7. 
8 Al-Baghawī, Ma` lim  al-Tanzīl, Vol. 4, p. 110. 
According to Ibn Kathīr, this version is somewhat less authentic as its chain of transmission includes Abdull h al-
Kindī who is classified as rather weak. 
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asked about him. We must guard against having too many opinions, particularly if 

they are mutually contradictory.” 

When his audience asked his advice as to what they should say, he preferred to 

listen to their suggestions first. What concerned al-Walīd most was that the opinion 

they would come out with should take account of the fact that Mu ammad was 

asking people to listen to the Qur’ n, God’s message, expressed in the most beautiful 

language and employing the most powerful of styles. The description they would 

attach to Mu ammad should also account for his persuasive, eloquent argument. 

Descriptions like ‘fortune-teller’, ‘madman’, ‘poet’ and `magician’ were proposed. 

None was considered convincing by al-Walīd, who pointed out weaknesses in each, 

one after the other. He told his people that what Mu ammad said was nothing like 

what was said by such men. When nobody could suggest anything more plausible, 

they asked al-Walīd to come up with a better suggestion. 

He said: “What Mu ammad says is certainly beautiful. It is like a date tree with 

solid roots and rich fruit. Every one of these suggestions you have made is bound to 

be recognized as false. The least disputable one is to claim that he is a magician who 

repeats magic words which make a man fall out with his father, mother, wife and 

clan”. They all approved of al-Walīd’s suggestion and set about preparing their 

propaganda campaign to make the pilgrims wary of Mu ammad and unwilling to 

meet him.9 

Another report mentions that al-Walīd ibn al-Mughīrah met the Prophet once and 

the Prophet read him some passages of the Qur’ n. Al-Walīd seemed to have been 

favourably influenced by what he had heard. News of this was communicated to 

Abū Jahl who went straight to al-Walīd and said: “Uncle, your people are starting a 

collection of money for you!” Surprised, al-Walīd asked the reason for this. Abū Jahl 

said: “They want to give you that money because you went to Mu ammad trying to 

find what you may get out of him.” (Abū Jahl was making this insinuation knowing 

that al-Walīd would be on the defensive because his pride would not allow him to 

appear in this light at all.) Al-Walīd answered: “All the Quraysh are aware that I am 

the richest among them.” Abū Jahl then offered the following advice: “Then you 

should say something about him to reassure your people that you disagree with 

what he says and that you are fully against it.” 

Al-Walīd said: “What shall I say? None of you is a better judge of poetry than I. 

None of you can appreciate the finer points of poetry as I do. By God, what he says 

has no similarity with poetry. It is sweet, fine, overpowering and cannot be excelled.” 

Abū Jahl said: “By God, your people will not be satisfied unless you denounce him.” 

Al-Walīd asked for time to think the matter over. When he had done so, he came up 

                                                 
9 A. Salahi, op. cit., pp. 111-12. 
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with the idea of describing the Qur’ n as sorcery handed down from olden times.10 

There is a reference to this in the Qur’ n: “Leave Me alone [to deal] with the one whom I 

created alone, and to whom I have granted vast wealth and thriving children. I have made his 

progress smooth and easy; yet he greedily desires that I shall give him more. By no means! 

Because he has stubbornly denied Our revelations, I shall constrain him to endure a painful 

uphill climb. He reflects and meditates. Confound him how he meditates! Again, confound 

him how he meditates! He then looks around him, and then he frowns and glares; and in the 

end he turns his back in scornful pride and says: ‘This is but sorcery handed down [from 

olden times]. This is nothing but the word of a mere mortal!’ I shall cast him in the Fire. 

Would that you knew what the Fire is like! It leaves nothing, it spares no one; it burns the 

skin of men. It is guarded by nineteen keepers.” (74: 11-30) 

Another version of this story suggests that when al-Walīd showed signs of 

appreciating the Qur’ n some people in Makkah said: “If al-Walīd will desert his 

religion, all the Quraysh people will follow suit.” Abū Jahl then said: “I will take care 

of him.” He then went to him and said what we have learned of in the above reports. 

When al-Walīd came up with his ill-conceived suggestion, he justified it in the 

following words: “It is sorcery. We all see how it causes friction between a man and 

his family, children and members of his household.” All these reports confirm that 

these unbelievers did not think that the Prophet Mu ammad (peace be upon him) 

was telling them something untrue when he conveyed God’s message to them. They 

only persisted with their disbelief for the sort of reasons indicated in these reports 

and because they realized that the triumph of Mu ammad’s message meant that they 

would have to give up their authority which rightly belonged to God, and which 

they had unfairly and unjustifiably usurped. They knew their language very well 

and they perfectly understood the meaning of the declaration that there is no deity 

other than God, which is the cornerstone of the Islamic faith. They simply did not 

want to put that declaration into practice, because it meant an all-out rebellion 

against any authority, other than that of God, which aimed to regulate human life. 

God certainly tells the truth when He says: “We know too well that what they say grieves 

you. Yet it is not you that they charge with falsehood; but it is God’s revelations that the 

wrongdoers deny.” The term `wrongdoers’ refers to the unbelievers, and is frequently 

used in the Qur’ n in this context. 

Who Gives a Favourable Response? 

Having given the Prophet this consolation, the s rah reminds him of what 

happened to past messengers, some of whose history is given in the Qur’ n. They 

endured abuse and hardship with patience and moved along the way God had 

                                                 
10 Al- abarī, op. cit., Vol. 14, p. 156. 
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shown them until they were granted victory by God. This is, then, an assertion that 

meeting affliction was only natural for God’s messengers. The outcome must never 

be precipitated even though the advocates of the divine message may be subjected to 

torture, abuse, denial and other hardships: “Other messengers were charged with 

falsehood before your time, but they patiently endured all those charges and abuse, until Our 

help came to them. There is no power that can alter God’s words. You have already received 

some of the history of those messengers.” (Verse 34) 

Advocates of God’s message have continued along the same difficult way, 

overcoming numerous hurdles. They move along with steady steps, opposed by 

wrongdoers of all sorts, rejected by those who have chosen to go astray and their 

followers. Harm may be inflicted on some of those advocates, pressure, torture, and 

death. Yet the advocates of the truth will move on, maintaining their way, 

undeterred. The outcome remains the same, long as it may take. At the end of the 

road awaits victory, granted by God: “Other messengers were charged with falsehood 

before your time, but they patiently endured all those charges and abuse, until Our help came 

to them. There is no power that can alter God’s words. You have already received some of the 

history of those messengers.” (Verse 34)  

These are words said by God to His Messenger, Mu ammad, (peace be upon him) 

to remind and console him. However, these words show the advocates of Islam who 

will come after the Prophet the way they have to travel and the role they have to 

play. Indeed, the difficulties they are to expect are held up before their eyes. They are 

also told what to expect at the end of the road. These verses make clear that the same 

rules apply to all divine messages. In fact, these messages constitute a single and 

integral unity. The majority of people reject the message as false and inflict hardship 

on its advocates who, in turn, face all this with patience and perseverance. The 

ultimate outcome, however, is victory, which comes at the time determined by God. 

That outcome is not precipitated by the fact that honest and devoted advocates have 

to bear hardship and rejection, or that hardened criminals are able to inflict torment 

on innocent, defenceless people. Nor is it hastened by the fact that a totally dedicated 

advocate of faith is keen to see his people follow divine guidance, simply because he 

loves them and feels distressed when he sees them in their erroneous ways, knowing 

what punishment awaits them in the life to come. God does not hasten things 

because anyone of His creatures is over enthusiastic to see the end. There is simply 

no way that God’s words can be altered, whether they relate to the ultimate victory 

or the appointed time. What we have here is a statement combining seriousness and 

decisiveness with consolation and reassurance. 

Seriousness is further heightened in order to counter what might have been 

entertained by God’s Messenger of a keen, kindly desire to make his people 

recognise guidance. It also deals with any hope he may have entertained that their 
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request for a sign, so that they may accept God’s message, might be answered. The 

same desire was similarly entertained by other Muslims at the time, as later verses in 

this s rah explain. This was a perfectly natural human desire. However, in order to 

make a final statement about the nature of this message, its method, the roles of 

earlier messengers and people in its promotion and progress, the Qur’ n makes this 

very clear delineation of the right attitude: “If you find it so distressing that they turn 

their backs on you, seek, if you can, a chasm to go deep into the earth or a ladder to the sky by 

which you may bring them a sign. Had God so willed, He would have gathered them all to 

(His] guidance. Do not, therefore, allow yourself to be one of the ignorant. Only those that 

can hear will surely answer. As for the dead, God will bring them back to life, then to Him 

shall they return.” (Verses 35-6) 

These are majestic words, portraying an awesome scene. We cannot appreciate 

fully the whole idea unless we recall vividly that these are words addressed by God, 

the Lord of all worlds, to his noble Prophet who has shown maximum perseverance 

and who is one of the small number of messengers endowed with the strongest 

resolve. He patiently endured all that his people tried to inflict on him. He never 

uttered a prayer akin to that of the Prophet Noah, despite his long and arduous 

suffering. He is being told how God’s law works. If he finds their rejection and 

aversion too much to cope with and wants to bring them a miraculous sign, then he 

is free to do so. He may, in the process, try to find a chasm to go deep into the earth 

or a ladder to ascend to heaven for the purpose. 

That people should follow divine guidance does not depend on their having a 

miraculous sign or receiving any clear proof. This was not what they found lacking 

in Mu ammad’s message. Had it been God’s will, he would have united them all 

under His guidance, either by making their nature akin to that of angels, so that they 

could follow proper guidance, or by directing their hearts to enable them to receive 

such guidance and respond to it. Alternatively, He could, if He so wished, 

accomplish something of a miraculous nature in the face of which they would have 

to give up their stubborn rejection. There are other ways and means and all of them 

are within God’s ability. 

However, in His superior wisdom, God has created man for a particular purpose 

of His own, giving him certain abilities that are different from those of angels. This 

has meant that man should contain within himself a varying ability to receive 

guidance and pointers to faith and able to make different responses to them. He has a 

range of ability to determine his direction so that justice is maintained, as he receives 

reward for following guidance or punishment for his deliberate error. For this 

reason, God has not brought all mankind together to His guidance by a decree He 

promulgates. He has only commanded them to follow His guidance, and given them 

the ability to choose either to obey or disobey Him. At the end, everyone will have 
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his fair reward. The Prophet is told to keep this in mind and not to ignore it: “Had 

God so willed, He would have gathered them all to [His] guidance. Do not, therefore, allow 

yourself to be one of the ignorant.” (Verse 35) What a decisive word given by way of 

comment on a situation which requires such a decisive finality. 

This is followed by an explanation of the nature God has given to mankind, and 

their different attitudes to His guidance which lacks no proof: “Only those that can 

hear will surely answer. As for the dead, God will bring them back to life, then to Him shall 

they return.” (Verse 36) 

In their attitude to the truth sent down by God from on high and preached by His 

Messenger, people can be divided into two groups: one who are alive, opening up 

their receptive faculties and responding to divine guidance. They find such guidance 

to be strong, clear, consistent with human nature and easily heard. Hence, there is no 

problem with responding to it: “Only those that can hear will surely answer.” (Verse 36) 

The other group are dead, their nature out of order and, as such, they cannot listen 

or respond. They do not lack any evidence of the truth, because the evidence is 

inherent in it. Once it touches human nature, response is certain. What this group 

actually lack is to have their nature awakened and their responses activated. The 

Prophet can do nothing to such people. Proofs have no use for them. Their case is left 

to God. He may raise them up if they show that they deserve to be brought to life. By 

the same token, however, He may not raise them up at all in this life. He may leave 

them dead despite their moving about in this world, until they return to Him in the 

hereafter: “As for the dead, God will bring them back to life, then to Him they shall return.” 

(Verse 36) 

This is, then, the full explanation of responding to guidance or rejecting it. It sets 

out all the issues clearly, outlining the role of God’s Messenger and leaving the 

ultimate decision to God who accomplishes what He wills. 

Who Needs Miraculous Evidence? 

The s rah then refers to the unbelievers’ request that a sign in the form of 

something supernatural be sent down to the Prophet. It points out that such a request 

betrays ignorance of God’s law and the mercy He shows them by not responding to 

their request. Were they to continue with their rejection after a supernatural sign is 

given them, they would be destroyed. 

What they requested was a physical miracle such as those given to earlier 

messengers. They were not satisfied with the permanent sign embodied in the 

Qur’ n, which heralds the ultimate stage of mankind’s maturity. It makes a final 

address to man’s mature mind. Moreover, its significance is not limited to the 
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generation that sees it, as is the case with material miracles; its miraculous message 

will continue to address the human intellect until the Day of Judgement. 

As they made their requests for a miracle, they overlooked the divine law which 

brought immediate punishment to those who continued to deny divine messages 

after a miraculous sign had been given them. They simply did not appreciate God’s 

kindness by not responding to their request, when He knew that they would 

continue to deny Him, as earlier people had done. That would have sealed their fate. 

God wanted to give them an extended chance to believe in Him. Those who continue 

to reject faith may have children who grow up as believers. Needless to say, they did 

not thank God for His grace in giving them such an extended chance. 

The s rah mentions their request and comments that most of them do not know 

what it entails or the reason for its rejection. It states that God is certainly able to give 

them the miraculous sign they want, but His wisdom and grace have stopped the 

woeful doom that is certain to follow: “They say: ‘Why has no sign been sent down to him 

from his Lord?’ Say: God is well able to send down any sign, but most of them are devoid of 

knowledge.” (Verse 37) 

The Qur’ n then begins another gentle approach to awaken their senses, inviting 

them to reflect on the numerous pointers to faith which they see all around them: 

“There is not an animal that walks on earth and no bird that flies on its wings but are 

communities like your own. No single thing have We left out of the book. Then to their Lord 

shall they all be gathered.” (Verse 38) 

Human beings are not the only residents of this universe, so as to consider that 

they come into existence by sheer coincidence, or that human life is meaningless. 

There are numerous creatures in the world and they all have their lives regulated in a 

way that indicates careful planning and elaborate design. Moreover, they all confirm 

the oneness of the Creator and the consistency of His law of creation. 

All animals that walk on earth, be they insects, reptiles, or vertebrates and all 

flying creatures, including every winged insect or bird, and indeed every living 

creature, belong to a community which shares certain characteristics and a particular 

way of life, just as human beings do. God has not left any type of His creation 

without providing it with an elaborate plan to organize its existence and without 

taking account of what it does with its life. At the end, all creatures are gathered to 

their Lord for judgement. 

This short verse, which makes an all-important statement about life and the living, 

has a strong effect on our hearts as it describes God’s complete supervision, elaborate 

planning, total knowledge and superior power. We cannot elaborate here on each of 

these aspects, because such elaboration is beyond the scope of this work. What we 

need to say is that directing our attentions to the system of creation, God’s 
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management and knowledge of them and His ultimate gathering of them to Himself, 

is much greater than providing physically miraculous signs, seen only by one 

isolated generation. 

This round concludes with a statement that God’s will and law remain operative 

when people choose either to follow His guidance or to go astray: “Those who deny 

Our revelations are deaf and dumb, groping along in darkness. Whomever God wills, He lets 

go astray; and whomever He wills, He guides along a straight path.” (Verse 39) 

This is indeed a reiteration in a new form, using a different scene, of what has 

been stated earlier in this passage concerning the fact that only those who listen 

attentively will respond, while those who are dead can make no response. Those who 

deny God’s signs which are present all over the universe, and who also deny God’s 

revelations, do so because their receptive faculties have been knocked out of order. 

They are deaf, unable to hear; dumb, unable to speak; groping in total darkness, 

unable to see. This is not a description of their physical status, because they indeed 

have eyes, ears and mouths. It is rather that their faculty of comprehension is not 

working, which makes their senses of no value, as if they cannot receive or transmit 

any signal. This is an apt description because God’s revelations have their own 

inherent effect, if they are only properly received. Only a person whose nature has 

been corrupted turns away from them because he is no longer able to benefit by 

guidance or rise to the higher level of life which divine revelations promote. 

God’s will is seen to work behind all this. It is God’s will which has determined 

that this particular species of creation, known as man, has the dual ability to follow 

guidance or go astray, according to his own free choice, not as a result of any 

compulsion. This is how God lets whomever He wills go astray and how He helps 

whomever He wills follow the straight path. His will helps everyone who strives to 

implement divine guidance, while it abandons and lets go astray anyone who 

stubbornly rejects guidance. It does no injustice to anyone. 

A human being may follow guidance or may allow himself to go astray: both 

possibilities are part of his nature. Both directions have been created by God’s will. 

Similarly, the consequences that follow upon a person’s choice to follow one way or 

the other are also determined by God’s will which is active, absolute. Reckoning, 

judgement and reward are based on man’s choice of the course he follows. That 

choice is of his own making, although the ability to choose either has been planted in 

him by God’s will. 

A System Bearing No Comparison 

Having looked at this passage, we need to take a short pause to point out the 

extent of the directives it contains to all advocates of God’s message throughout all 
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generations. These directives transcend the historical occasion which required them 

to be issued. They delineate a system of advocating God’s faith that applies to all 

advocates, free of all constraints of time and place. We cannot, in this commentary, 

speak about this system in detail. We will only indicate its main features. 

The road the advocates of Islam have to follow is tough and full of hardship. 

Although God will undoubtedly grant victory to the truth, this victory comes at the 

time God, in His wisdom, chooses. Moreover, God keeps the timing of this victory to 

Himself, giving no information of it to anyone, not even His Messenger. The 

hardship along this road has two basic sources. The first is the denial and rejection 

with which the message of Islam is confronted at the beginning, as well as the harm 

inflicted on its advocates. The second source is the natural human desire felt by every 

advocate to guide people to the truth he himself has experienced, his enthusiasm to 

support the truth and his desire to see it victorious. Contending with this desire is no 

less difficult than facing up to denial, rejection and the infliction of harm. 

We see in this passage how the Qur’ n tackles both aspects. It states that those 

who reject this faith and try to suppress it know full well that they are only called 

upon to follow the truth. They realise that the Messenger who conveys it to mankind 

tells the truth. Nevertheless, they refuse to respond. Indeed they persist, for certain 

ulterior motives, in their stubborn rejection. They realize that this truth has an 

intrinsic evidence to support it: it addresses human nature which responds to it 

positively once it is alive and receptive: “Only those that can hear will surely answer.” 

(Verse 36) Those, on the other hand, who oppose the truth have dead hearts and they 

themselves are “deaf and dumb, groping along in darkness”. (Verse 39) The Messenger 

cannot make those who are dead or deaf hear. An advocate of the truth is not 

required to bring the dead back to life. This is something only God can do. On the 

other hand, God is certain to grant victory to His message. But that victory comes at 

the right time, according to God’s law and by His will. God’s law cannot be 

precipitated or changed with regard either to the certainty of ultimate victory, or to 

its timing. God does not hasten things simply because the advocates of His message, 

or even His messengers are made to endure rejection, harm and suffering. Indeed, an 

advocate of God’s cause is required to submit himself to God’s will, without trying to 

precipitate it. He is also required to show patience in the face of adversity and to 

demonstrate his certainty of the ultimate victory. 

The Qur’ n also defines the role of God’s Messenger, as also successive 

generations of advocates of Islam. All that is required of them is to convey God’s 

message and to follow the road God has chosen for them, despite the hardships they 

may have to face. People’s responses to the same are beyond their terms of reference. 

People follow guidance or error in accordance with a divine law that will never 

change, even to accommodate God’s Messenger’s desire to get some of those whom 
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he loves to follow the guidance he brings them from God. Nor will this law change as 

a result of his distress at what is done by those whom he must confront. His own 

person is not considered here. He will not be accountable for the number of those 

who follow guidance as a result of his efforts. He is judged on the basis of his efforts 

and his obedience of his instructions. What happens to people afterwards is 

determined by their Lord: “Whomever God wills, He lets go astray; and whomever He 

wills, He guides along a straight path.” (Verse 39) “Had God so willed, He would have 

gathered them all to [His] guidance. Do not, therefore, allow yourself to be one of the 

ignorant.” (Verse 35) 

As we have already explained, an advocate of God’s message may not act on the 

suggestions of people whom he addresses nor can he force the divine method. He 

must not try to adapt Islam to his own liking. The unbelievers used to request 

miracles, as was expected at their time. Such requests are mentioned in several places 

in this s rah and in other s rahs as well: “They say: ‘Why has not an angel been sent down 

to him?’“ (Verse 8) “They say: ‘Why has no sign been sent down to him from his Lord?’“ 

(Verse 37) “They swear by God most solemnly that if a miracle be shown to them they would 

believe in it.” (Verse 109) 

In other s rahs we have even more amazing suggestions: “They say: ‘We shall not 

believe in you till you cause a spring to gush forth for us from the earth, or [till] you have a 

garden of date trees and vines, and you cause running waters to flow through it, or till you 

cause the sky to fall upon us in pieces, as you have threatened, or till you bring God and the 

angels face to face before us, or till you have a house of gold, or you ascend to heaven. Indeed 

we shall not believe in your ascent to heaven until you bring a book for us to read.’’’ (17: 90-

3) “Yet they say: ‘What sort of messenger is this [man] who eats food and goes about in the 

market place? Why has not an angel been sent down to him, to act as a warner together with 

him? Or, [why has not] a treasure been granted to him? Or, he should at least have a garden, 

so that he could eat from its fruits.’’’ (25: 7-8) 

The Qur’ nic directive in this passage makes it clear to God’s Messenger and the 

believers that they must not entertain any desire to have a miraculous sign given to 

them, regardless of its type. The Prophet is told in plain terms: “If you find it so 

distressing that they turn their backs on you, seek, if you can, a chasm to go deep into the 

earth or a ladder to the sky by which you may bring them a sign. Had God so willed, He 

would have gathered them all to [His] guidance. Do not, therefore, allow yourself to be one of 

the ignorant. Only those that can hear will surely answer. As for the dead, God will bring 

them back to life, then to Him shall they return.” (Verses 35-6) Those believers who 

entertained the desire to have the unbelievers’ request for a sign granted, when those 

unbelievers vowed that they would certainly believe once they saw such a sign, have 

been told: “Miracles are in the power of God alone. How can you tell that even if one is 

shown to them, they may still not believe? We will turn their hearts and eyes away [from the 
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truth] since they did not believe in it the first time. We shall leave them to blunder about in 

their overweening arrogance.” (Verses 109-10) The believers should know that those 

who deny the truth do not lack a sign nor is it true that they cannot find evidence to 

support the truth. The believers also know that this religion follows a set pattern 

which does not change. It is far too sublime to modify its methods in accordance with 

the desires of those who make whatever suggestions come into their heads. 

This leads us to the wider implication of this Qur’ nic directive which is not 

limited to any particular period of time, or concerned with a particular incident or 

suggestion. Times change, and so do people’s desires and suggestions. The advocates 

of the divine faith must not allow themselves to be swayed by people’s desires. 

Indeed, it is the tendency to respond to other people’s suggestions that makes some 

of the advocates of Islam in our time try to shape the Islamic faith into a theory 

similar to man-made ones. These, as we know, are shown, with the passage of time, 

to be full of defects and contradictions. It is the same desire which makes some 

advocates of Islam try to fashion the Islamic system into a theoretical system or draft 

laws regulating certain situations of modern j hiliyyah that have nothing to do with 

Islam. They do this in order to counter what people say about Islam to the effect that 

it is merely a faith that has nothing to do with the practical affairs of society. Some of 

the advocates of Islam try to provide people with such theoretical drafts while the 

people themselves continue to follow their own ways, unwilling to implement God’s 

law or abide by it. All such attempts are contemptible and must not be entertained by 

any advocate of Islam. 

Even more contemptible is the attempt of those who try to impart certain colours 

to Islam because they happen to be popular at a particular period of time, such as 

describing Islam as socialist or democratic, etc. They think that they are doing Islam a 

service by donning it with such colours. Socialism is a man-made economic and 

social doctrine. Like any other such system, whether it be democracy or whatever, it 

may be right or it may be wrong in its details. Islam is a way of life that includes an 

ideological concept and economic, social and executive systems. It is made by God 

and, as such, is free of all defects. How much of a true Muslim is the person who 

seeks to justify God’s system by showing it as akin to human systems, or who seeks 

to make God acceptable to people by endorsing their statements? 

The Islamic Doctrine’s Starting Point 

All that the Arab idolaters did in their ignorant days was that they took for their 

patrons certain creatures hoping that the latter could win them favour with God: 

“And yet they who take for their protectors other beings beside Him, say: ‘We worship them 

for no other reason than that they bring us nearer to God.’“ (39: 3) This manner of seeking 
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favour for oneself with God by being patronized by some of His servants is described 

in the Qur’ n as idolatrous. What description would then fit those who are guilty of a 

much more ghastly practice as they try to win favour for God, limitless is He in His 

glory, with His servants by associating His message with a man-made doctrine or 

code of practice? 

Islam has its own distinctive characteristics while socialism and democracy are 

what they are. Islam is a code of living devised by God and it admits no title or 

description other than that given to it by God Himself. Socialism and democracy are 

man-made systems based on human experience. If people want to choose them, then 

they must be fully aware of the basis of their choice. A believer who advocates the 

implementation of the faith chosen by God must never allow himself to yield to the 

temptation of anything that happens to be temporarily fashionable, deluding himself 

that he is doing the divine faith a favour. 

I would like to put a question to those whose faith has sunk so low in their 

valuation and who have no true understanding of the Divine Being. If you present 

Islam to people today associating it with socialism and democracy because these are 

fashionable trends in this present time, you should remember that capitalism was, for 

a period of time, people’s favourite system when it replaced the feudal system. 

Similarly, there were periods of time when absolute power was a desirable pattern of 

government, particularly when the objective was the unification of small provinces 

into a national set-up as happened in the cases of Germany and Italy under Bismark 

and Mazzini. Only time will tell what sort of social system and method of 

government will be preferred in the future. So, what sort of colour will you be giving 

Islam tomorrow in order to present it to people in the guise they like most? 

It is no coincidence that the Qur’ nic directives make it clear that the advocates of 

Islam must think highly of their faith and refuse to consider futile suggestions. They 

must not try to delude themselves and present this faith to people under any name or 

description which does not belong to it, or to give it any method other than its own. 

God has no need of anyone. Those who do not respond to Islam by way of 

submitting themselves to God alone are not needed by this faith, nor does God have 

any need of anyone, be he obedient or disobedient to Him. 

Moreover, this religion has its own distinctive characteristics and constituent 

elements which God wants to prevail in human society. Similarly, it has its own 

distinctive method of operation and its particular style of addressing human nature. 

The One who bestowed this religion from on high and gave it its distinctive 

characteristics and constituent elements, as well as its method of operation, is the 

One who has created man and who knows what man’s innermost soul whispers 

within him. All glory and praise be to Him. 
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In this passage, we have one of the various ways in which the Qur’ n addresses 

human nature. It establishes a link between human nature and the existence of the 

universe, leaving the latter to work its full inspiration on it. God knows that when 

such inspiration, profound and strong as it is, touches human nature it will certainly 

respond: “Only those that can hear will surely answer.” (Verse 36) 

The pattern which we have in this passage begins in this way: “They say: ‘Why has 

no sign been sent down to him from his Lord?’ Say: God is well able to send down any sign, 

but most of them are devoid of knowledge.” (Verse 37) This verse reports what is said by 

those who denied God’s revelations and demanded a miracle which would have had 

a temporary effect on their own generation. It then refers to the destruction which 

would have followed, had the suggestion been acted upon. God is certainly well able 

to accomplish any miracle, but it is the bestowing of His mercy that prevents it. It is 

His wisdom that precludes acting on their suggestion. Then, suddenly, their 

attention is made to turn from their little world to the wide expanse of the universe 

with all the great signs which they see in the universe around them and which are far 

greater than the one they demanded. The signs in the universe are permanent, 

available for all generations to behold: “There is not an animal that walks on earth and 

no bird that flies on its wings but are communities like your own. No single thing have We 

left out of the book. Then to their Lord shall they all be gathered.” (Verse 38) 

This is a great fact which at that time, when humanity had not developed and 

regulated its branches of science, they could understand by mere observation alone. 

They could see animals, birds and insects grouping in communities, each of which 

has its own characteristics and rules. As human knowledge develops, this fact has 

greater application, but human knowledge cannot add to its basis. Relevant to it, 

however, is the fact that God’s knowledge is absolute and total and it is He who 

manages everything in the universe. The facts that people can observe around them 

testify to the great truism of God’s oneness and His Lordship over all the universe. 

Could the physical miracle they demanded provide more than that? They have the 

great miracle of creation in front of them. They see its manifestations and effects in 

every direction they turn. 

In this particular example, the Qur’ nic method presents human nature neither 

with theoretical or dialectic argument, nor any material or logical theory. It only puts 

it face to face with practical existence, what is perceptible of it and what is 

imperceptible. It then invites human nature to react to it and respond to its 

inspiration within a well-defined and regulated system, so that it does not lose its 

way. 

It then provides the following comment on the attitudes of those who deny such 

magnificent signs; “Those who deny Our revelations are deaf and dumb, groping along in 

darkness. Whomever God wills, He lets go astray; and whomever He wills, He guides along a 
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straight path.” (Verse 39) What an apt description of the rejecters for they are indeed 

deaf and dumb, groping along in darkness. The Qur’ nic verse states God’s law with 

regard to guidance and error, stating that God’s will operates either way in 

accordance with the nature God has given to man. 

We, thus, have a full concept of man’s position. We have a clear idea of the 

appropriate method of presenting Islam to others. We also have a definitive 

statement of how an advocate of Islam should operate and make his address to 

human beings in all situations and at all times. 
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6 

To Avert Sudden 

Punishment 

Say: If God’s punishment befalls you or the 

Hour comes upon you, can you see 

yourselves calling upon anyone other than 

God? [Answer me] if you are truthful! 

(40) 

No, on Him alone you will call, whereupon 

He will, if He so wills, remove the ill which 

caused you to call on Him; and you will 

have forgotten all those you associate as 

partners with Him. (41) 

Indeed We sent messengers before your time 

to other nations, and visited them with 

misfortune and hardship so that they might 

humble themselves. (42) 

If only, when the misfortune decreed by Us 

befell them, they humbled themselves! 

Rather, their hearts were hardened and 

Satan made their deeds seem goodly to 

them. (43) 

Then, when they had clean forgotten what 

they had been reminded of, We threw open 

to them the gates of all good things, until 

just when they were rejoicing in what they 

had been granted, We suddenly took them 

to task; and they were plunged into utter 
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Overview 

In this new wave, the s rah puts the idolaters’ nature face to face with God’s 

might; indeed, it puts them face to face with their own nature when it confronts the 

prospect of being smitten by God’s might. What happens to human nature when it is 

overwhelmed by the terrible prospects ahead? It is certain to shed all its burdens, 

whether of false concepts or false deities, and turn to its true Lord, whom it knows 

well. It appeals to Him alone for help to be saved from the impending doom. 

The s rah takes the idolaters by the hand to show them how earlier communities 

were destroyed. Along the way, it describes how God’s law and His will operate. It 

makes clear how, after those earlier communities had rejected God’s messengers and 

despair. (44) 

Thus the last remnant of the wrongdoing 

people was wiped out. All praise is due to 

God, the Lord of all the worlds. (45) 

Say: Do but consider, if God should take 

away your hearing and your sight and seal 

your hearts, what deity but God is there to 

restore them to you. See how varied and 

multifaceted We make Our signs, and yet 

they turn away! (46) 

Say: Do but consider, if God’s punishment 

befalls you suddenly or in a perceptible 

manner, would any but the wrongdoing 

folk be destroyed? (47) 

We send Our messengers only as bearers of 

good news and as warners. Those who 

believe and act righteously shall have 

nothing to fear, nor shall they grieve. (48) 

But those that deny Our revelations shall 

be afflicted with suffering as a result of their 

sinful deeds. (49) 
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denied their messages, they were set one test after another, sometimes with hardship 

and misfortune, and sometimes with comfort and affluence. They were given chance 

after chance to wake up from their deep slumber. When they had had all their 

chances, remained oblivious to trials and hardship, and were deluded by the 

comforts and pleasures they enjoyed, God’s will came into operation. Punishment 

overtook them suddenly: “Thus the last remnant of the wrongdoing people was wiped out. 

All praise is due to God, the Lord of all the worlds.” (Verse 45) 

Just as this scene that violently shakes people’s hearts begins to disappear, a new 

scene shows them exposed to God’s might. Their hearing and sight are taken away 

and their hearts are sealed off. They cannot find a deity other than God to replace 

their faculties of hearing, seeing and comprehension. 

Against the background of these two awesome scenes, they are told about the role 

of the messengers who are sent to give good news and to warn. That is all they are 

required to do. They do not bring any miraculous events, or respond to suggestions 

and requests. They simply convey the messages entrusted to them. Some people 

believe and do well, and, as a result, they are safe, experiencing no fear or grief. 

Others deny the messengers and turn away, and, in consequence, they are exposed to 

punishment. The choice is open to all: either to believe or disbelieve. The end result is 

made clear. 

The Only Hope 

Say: If God’s punishment befalls you or the Hour comes upon you, can you see 

yourselves calling upon anyone other than God? [Answer me] if you are truthful! No, 

on Him alone you will call, whereupon He will, if He so wills, remove the ill which 

caused you to call on Him; and you will have forgotten all those you associate as 

partners with Him. (Verses 40-1) 

Here we have one of the various methods the Qur’ n employs to address human 

nature in order to present to it the Islamic faith. We have already seen how the 

Qur’ n draws people’s attentions to the elaborate system of life and the multitude of 

living creatures, and how God’s knowledge is total, flawless, absolute. Here, the 

Qur’ nic address makes use of God’s power and how human nature reacts when it 

reflects on any aspect of God’s might, shaking off all traces of idolatry. Thus, human 

nature regains its freedom and tears off what used to prevent it from acquiring 

proper knowledge of its Lord and believing in His oneness: “Say: If God’s punishment 

befalls you or the Hour comes upon you, can you see yourselves calling upon anyone other 

than God? [Answer me] if you are truthful!” (Verse 40) 

Human nature is, thus, put face to face with the possibility of total destruction 
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which may come as punishment in this life, or with the totally unexpected arrival of 

the Last Hour. Once human nature is made to visualize this eventuality, it responds 

positively to the truth. God knows that such a positive response remains latent 

within it. Human nature is shaken as it must own up to the truth it knows. God puts 

the question to the unbelievers, demanding a verbal answer to express their true, 

natural feelings: “can you see yourselves calling upon anyone other than God? [Answer me] 

if you are truthful!” (Verse 40) 

The s rah then states the true answer which corresponds to their natural feelings, 

although they may not give it verbal expression: “No, on Him alone you will call, 

whereupon He will, if He so wills, remove the ill which caused you to call on Him; and you 

will have forgotten all those you associate as partners with Him.” (Verse 41) 

Thus, all thoughts of idolatry are forgotten. The fearful prospect lays human 

nature bare, and thus it turns to God alone for security. Its knowledge of the true 

Lord is deeply rooted within it. Idolatrous beliefs are no more than a superficial, thin 

covering that beclouds human nature through external factors. When human nature 

is shaken by this fearful prospect, this covering falls off and the truth comes to the 

surface. Thus, man’s natural reactions operate and he turns to His Lord, praying to 

be spared that fate to which it has no answer. 

Within this description of the natural human reaction to the prospect of God’s 

punishment, we are told of God’s response. He may, if He so pleases, respond to 

their supplication and remove what they fear. His will is free, unrestrained. It is His 

choice whether to respond to them or not and whether to remove the ill they fear in 

full or in part. In this, the only operative factors are His knowledge, wisdom and 

will. 

Having outlined the attitude of human nature towards idolatry, into which it sinks 

as a result of deviation from the right path, it is pertinent to ask about its attitude 

towards atheism and the denial of God’s existence altogether. As I have said on 

several occasions, I have serious doubts that those who profess to be atheists, 

completely denying the existence of God, truly believe what they say. I doubt that 

anyone created by God can sink so deep into ignorance as to obliterate totally the 

distinctive mark of the hand that originated him, when he continues to have within 

him the same mark reflected in every one of his cells. Atheism is simply the result of 

long suffering at the hands of the Church, and the brutal struggle against it. The 

Church resorted to oppressive practices and denied natural human impulses at the 

same time as churchmen indulged in deviant pleasures. 

That long history of suffering, endured for centuries by Europe, was responsible 

for pushing the Europeans into their professed atheism, simply to flee from their 

tormentors. Besides, Jewish forces have exploited this historical legacy to tempt the 
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Christians away from their faith so that they spread immorality and its attendant 

misery among them. This facilitates what the Zionist Jews see as the manipulation of 

the `asses’, to use the expression as contained within the Talmud and the Protocols of 

the Elders of Zion. It would have been impossible for those evil forces to achieve any 

of this, or to drive people to atheism, without the exploitation which occurred during 

that grim period of European history. 

These tireless efforts have been given their most striking picture in the efforts of 

Communism, itself a Jewish invention. Despite all the work of the Soviet 

Communists, over more than half a century, using all the state suppressive agencies, 

to spread atheism, the Russian people themselves continue to indicate that deep at 

heart they yearn to have a faith based on belief in God. Stalin himself, described by 

his successor Khrushchev as exceedingly brutal, was forced into a period of truce in 

his fight against the Church. This was during the Second World War when Stalin was 

forced to release the Russian Archbishop. The war left him no option but to admit 

that faith in God was deeply entrenched in human nature. His own view and that of 

the few atheists wielding power with him was of little account. 

The Jews have tried, with the help of the `asses’ from among the Christians they 

used, to spread atheism among the nations which professed to follow the Islamic 

faith. Although Islam was considerably weakened among the people of the Muslim 

world, their attempt, pioneered by Kemal Ataturk, the hero of Turkey, could achieve 

very little despite all the praise and glory they heaped on it and its hero. Numerous 

books have been written in praise of this leading experience. More recently, they 

have tried to benefit from the lessons of the Ataturk experience. They no longer give 

any new experience an atheistic colour. Indeed, they give it an Islamic banner so that 

it does not represent a shock to human nature as was the case with Ataturk’s 

experience. However, they put under that banner everything they want of 

immorality, promiscuity and all that filth, as well as all the machinery which works 

to destroy the proper human element in the Muslim world. 

The fact remains that human nature recognises its Lord well and submits to Him 

declaring its belief in His oneness. Should it fall for a while under a covering that 

screens facts and prevents it from seeing them, all that covering will fall off once 

human nature is shaken by a calamity. It regains its vision and returns to its Lord, 

humble, submissive, believing. All the schemes of the enemies of faith require no 

more than a clear declaration of the truth, and they will soon collapse. Human nature 

thus returns to faith. Evil will not have total mastery while there remains on the face 

of this earth people who will make this declaration. By the grace of God, there will 

always remain people to make this declaration of the truth, no matter how the 

advocates of falsehood try to wipe them out. 
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Trials Serve as Reminders 

Indeed We sent messengers before your time to other nations, and visited them with 

misfortune and hardship so that they might humble themselves. If only, when the 

misfortune decreed by Us befell them, they humbled themselves! Rather, their hearts 

were hardened and Satan made their deeds seem goodly to them. Then, when they had 

clean forgotten what they had been reminded of We threw open to them the gates of all 

good things, until just when they were rejoicing in what they had been granted, We 

suddenly took them to task; and they were plunged into utter despair. Thus the last 

remnant of the wrongdoing people was wiped out. All praise is due to God, the Lord of 

all the worlds. (Verses 42-5) 

These verses place before our eyes an historical example of how people expose 

themselves to God’s might and what happens to them in consequence. God gives 

them one chance after another and issues them with successive reminders, but they 

still forget. If the trials they encounter do not persuade them to turn to God and 

implore Him, and if His grace which they enjoy does not prompt them to be grateful 

and to guard against evil, then their nature has become irremediably corrupt and 

their lives are no longer worth extending. God’s punishment befalls them and their 

world is destroyed: “Indeed We sent messengers before your time to other nations, and 

visited them with misfortune and hardship so that they might humble themselves. If only, 

when the misfortune decreed by Us befell them, they humbled themselves! Rather, their hearts 

were hardened and Satan made their deeds seem goodly to them.” (Verses 42-3) 

Human history has known many such nations and the Qur’ n gives us accounts of 

them which date back to periods long before recorded history. Such history is new 

and it contains only a small portion of human history on earth. Short as it is, this 

history recorded by human beings is full of misrepresentation and falsehood. It is 

also marked by its inability to take full account of all factors which influence the 

movement of human history. Some of these lie deep in the human soul, while others 

remain beyond the realm of what is perceptible by man. Only some of these factors 

are made visible, but these are nevertheless not identified or interpreted properly or 

correctly. Indeed, people cannot distinguish the false from the true in these factors. 

For any human being to claim that he has full knowledge of human history, can 

interpret it ‘scientifically’ and is able to predict its inevitable future events is to say 

the greatest lie a human being may utter. Nevertheless, some people do make such 

claims. What is even more amazing is that some people believe such claims. Had the 

claimant said that he is mainly relating what he ‘expects’ to happen, not what is 

‘inevitable’, his claim may be reasonable. When a liar finds people gullible enough to 

believe him, he will certainly invent lies to tell them. 

God certainly tells the truth. He also knows what happened and the reasons that 
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led to it. Out of His grace, He tells His servants some aspects of the working of His 

law and how His will operates, so that they may take heed. They are, thus, placed in 

a position of knowing the interaction of inner factors and manifest reasons that have 

led to the events of history. They can then have a realistic expectation of what will 

happen in accordance with God’s law which God has revealed to them and which 

never changes. 

In these verses we have a full outline of an example that has repeated itself several 

times: communities that have received God’s messengers but rejected their messages. 

God then tested them with hardship and tribulation that involved their lives, 

properties and general situations. Such hardship and tribulation obviously fell short 

of the punishment of total destruction to which reference is made in the preceding 

verse. 

The Qur’ n mentions a specific example of these communities and the tribulations 

visited upon them in the account it gives of Pharaoh and his people: “Most certainly 

did We afflict Pharaoh’s people with drought and poor harvests, so that they might take heed. 

But whenever something good came their way, they would say, `This is but our due’; and 

whenever affliction befell them, they would blame their evil fortune on Moses and those who 

followed him. Surely, their ill fortune had been decreed by God, though most of them did not 

know it. They said [to Moses]: ‘Whatever sign you may produce before us in order to cast a 

spell on us, we will not believe in you.’ So We plagued them with floods, locusts, lice, frogs, 

and blood: clear signs all; but they continued in their arrogance, for they were evil-doing 

folk.” (7: 130-3) 

This is just one of numerous examples to which this Qur’ nic verse refers. God 

visited these people with hardship and tribulation so that they might awaken to the 

truth. He wanted them to examine their situation. The hardship might have 

prompted them to appeal to God in all humility, and might have helped them to get 

rid of their arrogance and to pray with open, sincere hearts. Had they done so, God 

would certainly have opened the gates of His mercy to them. But they did not turn 

back to God. The hardship did not soften their hearts, open their minds and help 

them rid themselves of their stubbornness. Satan continued to portray their erring 

ways to them as fair and appealing: 

“Their hearts were hardened and Satan made their deeds seem goodly to them.” 

(Verse 43) 

When hardship fails to make a human being turn to God for help, that person’s 

heart is certainly hardened. Its natural receptive quality is no longer functioning. It 

does not feel the compunction which normally brings life back to hearts and makes 

them fully receptive. God puts His servants through a test of hardship. He who is 
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alive will be awakened by it and it is he who returns to his Lord. The hardship is, 

thus, an act of mercy which God has committed Himself to bestow on His servants. 

He who is dead will benefit nothing by it. Indeed, it leaves him without any excuse 

for his attitude. He is made more miserable by it since it serves as an introduction to 

God’s punishment. 

The communities whose history God relates to His Messenger and his followers 

have benefited nothing by the trials to which they were put. They made no appeal to 

God. They did not mend their erring ways but persisted with their rejection of the 

truth, which Satan portrayed to them as good and proper. God then allowed them a 

respite and gave them provisions in plenty: “Then, when they had clean forgotten what 

they had been reminded of We threw open to them the gates of all good things, until just when 

they were rejoicing in what they had been granted, We suddenly took them to task; and they 

were plunged into utter despair.” (Verse 44) 

People may be tested with a life of plenty just as they may be tested with hardship. 

Indeed, God may test both His obedient servants and those who are disobedient, 

either with abundance or with hardship. The test of abundance is even harder and 

more difficult to endure. A believer who is tested with hardship perseveres and 

shows his steadfastness, and when he is tested with abundance, he is grateful to his 

Lord. Thus, whatever happens to him, the result is certainly good. The Prophet says: 

“Wonderful is the lot of a believer. Whatever may happen brings him good. This 

applies to no one other than a believer, because when good fortune comes his way, 

he is grateful and that is good for him. When misfortune befalls him, he endures 

patiently and that is good for him.” (Related by Muslim.) 

Those communities who rejected God’s messengers and whose histories are given 

in the Qur’ n were on a different course. They were reminded of the proper attitude 

but they ignored it. When their destruction was inevitable, God visited them with 

hardship and tribulation so that they would awaken and mend their ways, but they 

did not. He then put them to the test of abundance. The Qur’ n gives us a very vivid 

description of how they were put to that test: “We threw open to them the gates of all 

good things.” (Verse 44) All provisions, luxuries and power are shown here flowing 

like unhindered floods. They come to them without any need for them to put in even 

the smallest of effort. 

We have here a wonderful scene depicting a state full of life in the inimitable style 

of the Qur’ n. “We threw open to them the gates of all good things, until just when they 

were rejoicing in what they had been granted.” (Verse 44) They enjoyed abundance of 

provisions and endless luxuries, but showed no gratitude to God for the grace He 

had bestowed on them. All they cared for was to indulge in the pleasures of this 

world, leaving no room in their lives for higher concerns. This corruption of their 

hearts and morals was followed by a corruption of their systems, and this naturally 
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led to corruption being the mark of their lives. That was enough to trigger God’s law 

which never fails: “We suddenly took them to task; and they were plunged into utter 

despair.” (Verse 44) 

God’s punishment befell them when they were fully drunk with the pleasures of 

this life. They were left confused, hopeless, unable to think where to turn. They were 

destroyed: “Thus the last remnant of the wrongdoing people was wiped out.” (Verse 45) 

The Arabic text refers to the very last one of each of these communities. If this one 

was wiped out then everyone else faced the same destiny. The phrase, `the 

wrongdoing people’, means here those who associated partners with God. This is a 

frequently used expression in the Qur’ n referring to idolatry as wrongdoing and 

idolaters as wrongdoers. 

“All praise is due to God, the Lord of all the worlds.” (Verse 45) This comes by way of 

commenting on the destruction of the people who did wrong, or rather those who 

associated partners with God, after they were put to different tests. Can we think of 

any blessing greater than the eradication of the wrongdoers from the face of the earth 

or imagine an act of grace shown to God’s servants better than such a purge? Praise, 

then, must be offered to God for this blessing. 

God allowed this law to operate for the people of Noah, Hūd, Ş lih, Lot, as well as 

the followers of Pharaoh, the Greeks, the Romans and many others. Beyond the rise 

of each of these civilizations and their decline and destruction lies this secret destiny 

and the operation of God’s law. This is the proper and true interpretation of the 

events of history known to us. 

These communities attained standards of civilization, power and affluence which 

were equal, if not in certain respects superior, to what is enjoyed today by the mighty 

communities of the world, intoxicated as they are with their power. Their might 

deceives those who do not know God’s law that operates tests of hardship and 

abundance. These communities cannot even imagine that God is simply putting 

them to a test. As they look at them, other communities may be dazzled with the 

great power and affluence they enjoy. They think that God has given these 

communities everything when they refuse to worship Him, rebel against His 

authority, claim His attributes for themselves, spread corruption on earth and deal 

unjustly with people after they have usurped God’s authority. 

When I was in the United States,11 I could see with my own eyes, the practical 

manifestation of this Qur’ nic statement: “Then, when they had clean forgotten what they 

had been reminded of We threw open to them the gates of all good things.” (Verse 44) The 
                                                 
11 The author was given an Egyptian government scholarship in the US to do a Masters Degree. He 
lived there for two years, from 1949-51, and wrote a book on his observations of American society, 
but it was never published in full. Extensive quotations from it are made in his other works. — Editor's 
note. 
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scene portrayed in this verse of provisions flowing unchecked cannot be seen 

anywhere on earth as clearly as it can be seen there. I also witnessed the arrogance of 

these people, imparted to them by their wealth. They behaved as if that abundance 

was always exclusive to the white man. I saw them treating coloured people, 

especially those who were Muslim, with hateful arrogance and much brutality. Their 

conceit surpassed by far that of the Nazis of whom the Jews have made a symbol of 

arrogance. 

As I witnessed all this, I used to remember this Qur’ nic verse, expecting God’s 

law to come into operation. Indeed, I could see it coming to catch people unaware: 

“Until just when they were rejoicing in what they had been granted, We suddenly took them 

to task; and they were plunged into utter despair. Thus the last remnant of the wrongdoing 

people was wiped out. All praise is due to God, the Lord of all-worlds.” (Verses 44-5) 

After the Prophet Mu ammad’s mission, God suspended the punishment of total 

destruction. However, other types of punishment remain in force. Mankind today, 

particularly those nations enjoying abundance, experience different types of 

punishment, in spite of their affluence. 

The psychological problems, spiritual vacuum, sexual perversion and immorality 

suffered by these communities today almost negate the effects of the great 

productivity and affluence they enjoy. They impart to the lives of these communities 

an air of worry, stress and total misery. In addition, we hear every now and then 

about political scandals when state secrets are sold in return for enjoying pleasures or 

indulging in perversion. These are simply the forerunners that herald unfailing 

punishment. 

This is only the beginning. The Prophet certainly tells the truth as he says: “When 

you see that God has given a person plenty of what he likes in this world, despite his 

sinful practices, know that it is only a temptation and a test.” He then quoted the 

Qur’ nic verse: “Then, when they had clean forgotten what they had been reminded of We 

threw open to them the gates of all good things, until just when they were rejoicing in what 

they had been granted, We suddenly took them to task; and they were plunged into utter 

despair.” (Related by Ibn Jarīr and Ibn Abī tim.) 

It is necessary to point out that God’s law of destroying falsehood and evil 

requires that the truth be established on earth in the shape of a community. When 

this happens, God causes the truth to overwhelm falsehood and it is, thus, totally 

destroyed. The advocates of the truth must never sit idle, waiting for God’s law to 

operate, without putting in any effort. If they do this, then they disqualify themselves 

as advocates of the truth. The truth can only be represented by a community that 

exerts all its efforts to implement God’s law and overpower those who claim for 

themselves God’s attributes and authority. This is the most basic element of the truth. 

“Had it not been for the fact that God repels one group of people by another, the earth would 
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have been utterly corrupted.” (2: 251) 

Important Points for Reflection 

As the s rah moves on, it puts those who associate partners with God face to face 

with His might and how it may strike them personally, taking away their hearing 

and eyesight and sealing their hearts. They are defenceless against it, and they can 

find no deity other than God to return what God may take away from them. The 

scene depicted here is very vivid, showing them their total powerlessness against 

God’s might. It also paints for them the stark reality of those partners they associate 

with God when they have to face a truly grave situation. The scene shakes them 

violently. God, the Creator of human nature knows how far it is affected by this 

scene and the truth it describes. Human nature realizes that God is able to take away 

people’s hearing and sight and seal their hearts. None of these organs can then 

function at all. Should He do this, there is no other deity to reverse what He has 

done. 

As this scene sends a shiver into people’s hearts, it shows how hollow and 

erroneous the concept of idolatry is. The s rah wonders at those who are shown 

different, wide-ranging and multi-faceted signs, beckoning them to faith, and yet still 

they turn away. Here, their attitude is painted in the image of a camel which has a 

particular disease in its legs, causing it to limp outwardly as it walks. The scene was 

familiar to the Arabs who were the first to be addressed by the Qur’ n. It fills us with 

a feeling of contempt for those who turn away: “See how varied and multifaceted We 

make Our signs, and yet they turn away!” (Verse 46) 

They are hardly allowed to take their breath before they are put face to face with 

another possibility that may well not be far away from them. They are shown their 

own destruction as they are indeed the wrongdoers, a term which is often used 

interchangeably with those who associate partners with God. The scene here paints 

the destruction of the wrongdoers when they are taken unawares or when God’s 

punishment is inflicted on them in open daylight: “Say: Do but consider, if God’s 

punishment befalls you suddenly or in a perceptible manner, would any but the wrongdoing 

folk be destroyed?” (Verse 47) 

Divine punishment may come in any form and in any situation. Whether it comes 

suddenly when least expected or it comes gradually, in broad daylight when they are 

fully prepared, total destruction would be the lot of the wrongdoing folk, a 

description often used in the Qur’ n to refer to the idolaters. This punishment will be 

visited on them alone. They cannot protect themselves against it whether it comes 

suddenly or openly, for they are too weak to repel it. Nor can any of the partners 

they associate with God spare them this punishment, because those partners are 
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among God’s servants who are equally weak and powerless. 

The s rah raises this prospect before them, so that they may take the necessary 

steps to avoid it before it happens. Limitless is God in His glory: He knows that this 

prospect touches certain cords within human nature which know and truly fear what 

it entails. 

When this passage of warning has reached its peak, having portrayed several 

scenes, making inspiring comments on each of them and giving serious warnings 

which have their effect on people’s hearts, it is concluded with a statement outlining 

the task of God’s messengers. Their communities demand supernatural miracles but 

their duty is merely to convey a message, bringing happy news and giving stern 

warnings. They have no say in people’s fate, which is determined by the attitudes 

people choose to adopt for themselves: “We send Our messengers only as bearers of good 

news and as warners. Those who believe and act righteously shall have nothing to fear, nor 

shall they grieve. But those that deny Our revelations shall be afflicted with suffering as a 

result of their sinful deeds.” (Verses 48-9) 

This faith of Islam began by preparing mankind for a stage of maturity which 

would enable it to use fully God’s great gift. With such usage people recognise and 

understand the truth which the Qur’ n reveals and to which it directs human 

intellect. Numerous signs pointing to this truth are present everywhere in the 

universe, as well as in the different stages of life and in every aspect of creation. 

To attain such maturity requires a complete departure from the stage of physical 

miracles which confront those who deny the truth with what forces them to submit. 

Instead, the human intellect is directed to observe the final touches of what God 

creates in the whole universe. These are indeed miraculous, but they are permanent 

miracles upon which the whole universe is founded. The human mind is addressed 

with a superb book revealed by God, which is absolutely miraculous in its style, 

method and the social set-up it aims to create. This set-up remains unique, with 

nothing similar having ever existed previously or since. 

For the human intellect to be familiar with this new high level which the departure 

from physical miracles represents, man has undergone careful education and 

instruction. This was necessary for man to begin to read the open book of the 

universe with his mind, under divine guidance and according to Qur’ nic directives 

and the Prophet’s teachings. Such reading should combine positive realism with the 

recognition of what lies beyond the realm of human perception. It should steer away 

from those abstract concepts that characterise a part of Greek and Christian 

philosophies, as well as the materialistic concepts which pervaded parts of Greek 

philosophy as well as Indian, Egyptian, Buddhist and Magian philosophies. Needless 

to say, it also required the discarding of naïve materialism characterized by some 
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ignorant Arabian beliefs. 

Part of that education was represented by the definition of the task of God’s 

Messenger and the nature of his role with regard to the divine message. The 

Messenger is a human being to whom God assigned the task of giving happy news 

as well as warnings. When he had completed that, his task was fulfilled and the 

response was left to human beings to determine. God’s will operates through this 

response and the reward or punishment is determined on its basis. He who believes 

and does good works need not worry about what he may encounter, or grieve over 

what he might have done. If he has slipped, he will be forgiven. If he has done well, 

he will be rewarded for it. But those who deny the signs the Prophet has brought, 

and to which their attention has been drawn, will have to be punished for their 

disbelief, or for “their sinful deeds”, to use the relevant reference in this passage. We 

should remember that the Qur’ n often uses the terms `wrongdoing’ and `sinful 

deeds’ to denote associating partners with God and total disbelief. 

The result is a plain concept, which has no complication or ambiguity, and a clear 

outline of the Prophet’s task and his terms of reference. According to this concept, all 

attributes of Godhead are given to God alone. Everything happens by God’s will. But 

within that framework, man is given freedom of action and is required to account for 

what he chooses. The divergent destinies of God’s obedient servants and those who 

disobey Him are described in perfect clarity. All legends and arbitrary concepts that 

have prevailed in j hiliyyah societies about the role of the Messenger are shown to be 

false. All this helps elevate mankind to maturity without letting it drift into the maze 

of abstract philosophies and futile arguments which continue to waste the energy of 

the human mind for generation after generation. 
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7 

Accountability and Grace 

Say: I do not say to you that God’s 

treasures are with me; nor do I know what 

is beyond the reach of human perception; 

nor do I say to you that I am an angel. I 

only follow what is revealed to me. Say: 

Can the blind and the seeing be deemed 

equal? Will you not reflect? (50) 

Warn with this [Qur’ān] those who fear 

that they will be gathered to their Lord, 

when they shall have none to protect them 

from Him or to intercede with Him, so 

that they may be God-fearing. (51) 

Do not drive away those who call on their 

Lord morning and evening, seeking only to 

win His pleasure. You are in no way 

accountable for them, just as they are in no 

way accountable for you. Should you drive 

them away, you would be among the 

wrongdoers. (52) 

It is in this way that We try some of them 

by means of others, so that they may say: 

“Are these the ones upon whom God has 

bestowed His favour from among us?” 

Does not God know best as to who is truly 

grateful? (53) 
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Overview 

Yet another round of confrontation with the idolaters concerning the truth of the 

divine message and the nature of the Messenger gets underway in this passage. It 

seeks to rectify preconceived ideas among mankind generally about God’s messages 

and messengers. Such ideas had been further distorted during periods of ignorance 

among the Arabs and other communities, such that they had moved away from the 

truth of prophethood, revelation, and messengers. They had even added legends, 

superstitions, myths and the like to confuse the whole issue with sorcery, fortune-

telling, the jinn and even with madness. Thus, a Prophet would be asked to predict 

the future, produce miracles and do what a medium or a sorcerer normally does. 

The Islamic faith does away with all this nonsense, presenting its ideology in clear, 

simple and practical terms. It purges the concept of prophethood of all the myths and 

superstitions that had been attached to it in practically all j hiliyyah communities, 

including those introduced by different Jewish and Christian sects. All these had 

badly distorted the image of prophets and prophethood. 

The Qur’ n then presents the Islamic faith to people free of all temptations or 

adornments that are alien to it. The Messenger advocating it is an ordinary human 

being, who has no access to God’s treasures, no knowledge of what lies beyond the 

reach of human perception, and who makes no claim to be an angel. He receives his 

message only from his Lord, and follows nothing other than what is revealed to him. 

Those who accept his message are the most honourable in God’s view. It is his duty 

to be with them, welcome them and convey to them the fact that God has committed 

Himself to bestow mercy and grace and to grant forgiveness. He must also warn 

those whose consciences are alert to the truth of the life to come, so that they may 

When those who believe in God’s 

revelations come to you, say: Peace be upon 

you. Your Lord has committed Himself to 

bestow grace and mercy: if any of you does a 

bad deed out of ignorance, and then repents 

and mends his ways, He will be much-

forgiving, merciful. (54) 

Thus do We make plain Our revelations; 

so that the path of the evildoers may be 

clearly distinct. (55) 
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work hard and become God-fearing. So, these two aspects represent his full role, in 

the same way as the facts of his humanity and of his being the recipient of revelations 

represent the nature of his status as a messenger of God. When we bear this in mind, 

we have the correct concept of both his nature and role. What is more, the path 

followed by the evil-doers becomes very distinct. Truth and falsehood go their 

separate ways, all confusion and ambiguity are clarified, and believers and 

unbelievers are aware of what separates them. 

Intertwined with these facts, the s rah outlines certain aspects of Godhead and 

how they relate to God’s Messenger and to people generally. It adds certain points 

about following God’s guidance, and going astray. To be aware of the truth of 

Godhead is to have good sight and to be unaware of what it is to be blind. Moreover, 

God has committed Himself to mercy, which means that He forgives those of His 

servants who ignorantly slip into error but then repent and mend their ways. He 

wants the way of the evil-doers to be clearly marked, so that those who believe or 

choose to turn their backs on faith may do so after having received clear evidence of 

the truth. Everyone takes his stance once all confusion has been removed. 

A Call for Proper Reflection 

Say: I do not say to you that God’s treasures are with me; nor do I know what is 

beyond the reach of human perception; nor do I say to you that I am an angel. I only 

follow what is revealed to me. Say: Can the blind and the seeing be deemed equal? Will 

you not reflect? (Verse 50) 

Stubborn in their rejection of Islam, the people of the Quraysh demanded that the 

Prophet (peace be upon him) perform a miracle for them so as to win their 

acceptance. As we have already mentioned, they were certain that he was truthful. 

Indeed, they had no doubt about that. Nevertheless, they demanded, on occasion, 

that he transform the two hills of al-Şaf  and al-Marwah into gold! At times, they 

demanded that both hills be removed from Makkah altogether so as to have in their 

place a fertile area which could yield crops and fruits. At other times, they demanded 

that they be informed of what would happen in the future. Alternatively, they 

demanded that an angel be sent down to endorse the Prophet’s message, or that a 

written statement be sent down to him from on high. 

All these demands were simply a cover-up for their stubborn rejection. They were 

born out of the myths, superstitions and legends which were associated with the 

status and role of a prophet, as conceived by j hiliyyah societies. The closest of these 

to them were the myths and legends held by the Jews and Christians after they had 

deviated from the truth preached to them by God’s messengers. 
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A number of false prophecies were commonly held in j hiliyyah societies, claimed 

by false prophets and believed by those deceived by them. These included 

prophecies with origins based in sorcery, fortune- telling, astrology and 

hallucination. Such false prophets claimed access to withheld information through 

contact with the jinn and other spirits. They further claimed an ability to influence 

natural phenomena through prayers, supplications, charms or other methods. 

Falsehood is a common feature of all these, although they may differ in type, form, 

rites and methods. 

Prophecies based on magic are largely concerned with the manipulation of 

evil spirits in order to gain knowledge of the world beyond or to manipulate 

events. On the other hand, prophecies by fortune-tellers are assumed to be 

the fruit of a relationship with the gods who do not obey the fortune-teller. 

They answer his prayers and supplication by granting access to the world of 

the unknown, when he is either asleep or awake, or by giving him some 

guidance through special features or dreams. Nevertheless, not all prayer and 

supplication are answered. Both types of prophecy remain different from that 

associated with being possessed. Sorcerers and fortune-tellers are fully aware 

of what they request and they try to achieve it through supplication and 

insistent prayer. A possessed person or a madman has no control of himself. 

He simply hallucinates and repeats what he does not mean or may not even 

understand. When this type of prophecy is common in a particular 

community, it is often the case that such a possessed person is accompanied 

by an interpreter who claims to know what he means and explain his 

symbols. In ancient Greece, they called such a possessed person manti and his 

companion who spoke for him ‘prophet’. European languages have borrowed 

this term in all its connotations to refer to prophets and prophecies. Fortune-

tellers and possessed people rarely agree, unless the fortune-teller is the one 

who interprets what the possessed person says and provides the key to his 

symbols. More often, however, they fall into dispute because they have two 

different social roles and widely different backgrounds. A possessed person 

is a rebel who does not conform to social values and traditions. A fortune-

teller, on the other hand, is conservative by nature and often receives his 

knowledge from his parents and forefathers. Fortune- telling is normally seen 

in areas where there are temples and hermitages in nearby and remote areas. 

Possession is not limited to this area, because it may occur in the wilderness 

as well as in urban areas.12 

                                                 
12 A.M. Al-`Aqq d, Haq 'iq al-Isl m wa Ab tīl Khuş mih, [Arabic], Cairo, p. 60. We should mention here 
that we disagree with the author's line explaining the development of human concepts of Godhead and 
prophethood as reflected in different religions, including the divine ones, until it reaches its full 
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Prophets were numerous among the Israelite tribes. It is understood that in their 

successive generations, they were similar to the Sufi shaikhs of modern times. In 

certain cases, they were numbered in their hundreds. They used similar methods to 

those used nowadays by Sufis who aspire to being possessed, through physical 

mortification or through listening to music. In Samuel, Book I: 19 we read that, “Saul 

sent messengers to take David. When they saw the company of the prophets in a 

frenzy, with Samuel standing in charge of them, the spirit of God came upon the 

messengers, and they also fell into a prophetic frenzy. When Saul was told, he sent 

other messengers, and they also fell into a frenzy... He [i.e. Saul] too stripped off his 

clothes, and he too fell into a frenzy before Samuel. He lay naked all that day and all 

that night.” 

Also in Samuel we read this promise: “You shall meet a group of prophets 

descending from the hill, with a tambourine, a flute and a lute in front of 

them. They will be in a prophetic frenzy and the spirit of God will come upon 

them. You will be in a prophetic frenzy with them and will become a 

different man.” 

Prophecy was passed from father to son, as mentioned in the Second Book of 

Kings: “the prophet’s children said: Eliasha, ahead of you is the place where 

we are staying. It has become too small for us. Let us go to Jordan.” 

They also had a service attached to the army in certain places. It is mentioned 

in Chronicles I: “David and the army commanders assigned the tribe of Asaf 

for service together with other prophets and gave them lutes, rebabs and 

cymbals.”13 

Ignorant communities, including those that deviated from the proper concept 

elaborated by the divine messages, were rife with such false ideas about the nature of 

prophethood and prophet. People expected anyone who claimed to be a prophet to 

come up with such miracles. They required him at times to make prophecies and at 

other times to influence natural phenomena, either through fortune-telling or 

sorcery. Indeed, it was in this vein that the pagan Arabs in Makkah made their 

demands of the Prophet Mu ammad (peace be upon him). To rectify such 

misconceptions, the Qur’ n makes repeated statements on the nature of the divine 

message and the Messenger conveying it. One of these statements is the one we are 

currently discussing: “Say: ‘I do not say to you that God’s treasures are with me; nor do I 

                                                                                                                                                         
maturity under Islam. The fact is that these concepts are the same in all true divine messages, 
regardless of the distortions that crept into them over time. The Qur' n, a perfect record, establishes 
this very clearly. We uphold this and disregard what Western theologists may assume. — Author's 
note. 
13 Al- `Aqq d, ibid., p. 66. 
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know what is beyond the reach of human perception; nor do I say to you that I am an angel. I 

only follow what is revealed to me’. Say: ‘Can the blind and the seeing be deemed equal? Will 

you not reflect?’” (Verse 50) 

The Prophet (peace be upon him) is commanded by his Lord to introduce himself 

as an ordinary human being who entertains nothing of the misconceptions that 

prevailed in j hiliyyah communities about the nature of prophets and prophethood. 

He is further commanded to present his faith free of any temptation: no wealth is 

promised and no wild claims are made. It is simply a faith conveyed by a Messenger 

who is granted divine guidance. He follows nothing but divine revelations informing 

him of things that he has not known. He does not possess God’s treasures in order to 

make rich gifts to those who follow him. Nor does he know what has been hidden in 

order to inform his followers of what may happen in the future. Nor is he an angel, 

nor can he meet their demands that God sends them an angel. He is simply a human 

Messenger preaching a faith that is clear, pure and simple. 

This faith is the one to which human nature responds. It is the foundation of this 

life and the guide to happiness in the life to come and to earning God’s pleasure. It 

requires neither decoration nor adornment. Whoever wants it for itself may have it, 

and it will be to him the most supreme of all values. On the other hand, a person who 

wants quick material gain out of it does not understand it or appreciate its value. 

Hence, it gives him nothing. 

Which Path the Prophet Follows 

The Prophet is, therefore, ordered to present it to people as it is, without 

adornment or temptation. It requires none of these. Those who adopt it should know 

that they are not going to gain any material wealth or position by it. They shall have 

no distinction over other people except through their good actions. They are only 

opting for divine guidance which is much more valuable than wealth, position or 

distinction. “Say: ‘I do not say to you that God’s treasures are with me; nor do I know what 

is beyond the reach of human perception; nor do I say to you that I am an angel. I only follow 

what is revealed to me.’” (Verse 50) 

When they accept and adopt this, they should know that they bring themselves 

out of darkness and blindness into light and enlightenment: “Say: Can the blind and 

the seeing be deemed equal? Will you not reflect?” (Verse 50) Besides, following divine 

revelations is, in itself, following proper guidance. A person who is left without such 

guidance remains blind. This is stated plainly in this verse. What role, then, is left to 

the human mind? 

From the Islamic point of view, the answer to this question is very simple. The 

mind with which God has endowed man is able to receive His revelation and 
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comprehend it. This is its role. Moreover, it is the opportunity available to man to 

follow God’s guidance and to be equipped with the proper, infallible criterion. 

When the human mind is left to its own devices, isolated from divine guidance, it 

is exposed to deviation, blurred vision, miscalculation and error. This is due to its 

very nature, which tends to look at the universe as small, separate parts, and not as a 

complete whole. It limits its outlook to individual events, experiences and situations. 

As such, it cannot acquire a comprehensive view of the universe from which to 

derive conclusions and establish a comprehensive and balanced system. Isolated 

from divine guidance, the human mind continues to experiment, change views and 

systems, vacillate between action and reaction, wavering between one extreme and 

another. In doing so it tramples over some honoured human beings and destroys 

noble human faculties. If it would only follow divine revelations, it would spare 

humanity all this evil. Experiments and changes would then be limited to things, 

materials, appliances and machines, which constitute the natural field where the 

human mind can have its full play. Any losses incurred in this field are material 

losses, not human beings. 

There is another factor which exposes the human mind to all this. That is the 

desires and whims that have been made part of the human constitution. These 

require a discipline that guarantees that they play their part in the continuity and 

development of human life. They must not be allowed to go beyond that level, 

because they would then contribute to the erosion and destruction of human life. The 

discipline cannot come from our human mind alone, because it wavers under the 

pressures of desires and whims. A discipline to control the human mind and to 

protect it from error is needed. Only this can serve as a point of reference before any 

new experience for the purposes of evaluating such experience. 

Some people claim that the human mind is essentially right, just like divine 

revelations. They maintain that since both the mind and revelation have been made 

by God, they must be in agreement. Such arguments are advanced by human 

philosophers, but they have no divine foundations. 

Other people claim that the human mind can play the role of revelation. But even 

if they claim this for the most intelligent person to have ever walked the earth, they 

contradict what God has said. God has made His own revelation and His message 

the basis for accountability. He has not defined that basis as the human mind or as 

human nature, despite the fact that human nature tends to seek its Lord and believe 

in Him. God knows that when left to its devices, the human mind may err, and 

human nature may deviate. The only way to prevent such error and deviation is to 

follow the guidance provided by God’s revelations, because with this guidance we 

have both light and enlightenment. 
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Likewise, some people claim that philosophy can put the human mind in a 

position where it has no need for religion, or that humanity will not need divine 

guidance if it opts for science, which is, after all, a product of the human mind. Such 

claims rely on no true evidence and no practical example in the real world. Practical 

life testifies to the fact that human systems, based either on philosophical doctrines 

or scientific progress, have led man to endure a most miserable life, even in the most 

affluent of societies where production and income are at their maximum and where 

the means of comfort are plentiful. The alternative to this is not a life based on 

ignorance and spontaneity. Anyone who claims this must have vested interests. 

Islam offers a way of life that provides the human mind with safeguards against its 

own defects and against the pressures of desires and whims. It also establishes for 

man foundations and rules to ensure a direct and honest approach to wider 

knowledge and progressive scientific achievements. It also ensures a straightforward 

and clean, practical life based on divine law. As such, man becomes free from any 

pressure that leads to the adoption of deviant concepts or methods. 

Equipped with divine revelation and guidance, the human mind can see things 

clearly. Deprived of them, it is blind. We note that in the Qur’ nic verse, the 

statement that the Prophet follows only what is revealed to him from on high is 

immediately followed by a reference to blindness and clear sight. It concludes with 

an exhortation to think and reflect: “I only follow what is revealed to me. Say: Can the 

blind and the seeing be deemed equal? Will you not reflect?” (Verse 50) Such a sequence is 

particularly significant. Reflection is certainly needed, and the Qur’ n calls on people 

to reflect. However, reflection must be guided by divine revelation so that it remains 

enlightened. There is no virtue in reflection that is blind, groping in the dark, without 

guidance. 

When the human mind uses its faculties within the framework provided by divine 

revelation, it has a very wide field in which to play its role. It has the whole universe 

to reflect upon, which includes both the realms of the perceptible and the 

imperceptible, as well as the whole human soul and all aspects of life. Divine 

revelation does not restrain the movement of the human mind except to prevent it 

from following a deviant method or from succumbing to evil desires. Indeed, divine 

revelation provides continuous motivations for the working of the human mind. 

When God has endowed man with his great gift, the mind, He has required him to 

use it actively and provided him with guidance so that he can steer himself away 

from deviation and error. 

A Warning Loud and Clear 

Warn with this [Qur’ n] those who fear that they will be gathered to their Lord, when 
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they shall have none to protect them from Him or to intercede with Him, so that they 

may be God-fearing. Do not drive away those who call on their Lord morning and 

evening, seeking only to win His pleasure. You are in no way accountable for them, 

just as they are in no way accountable for you. Should you drive them away, you 

would be among the wrongdoers. It is in this way that We try some of them by means 

of others, so that they may say: ‘Are these the ones upon whom God has bestowed His 

favour from among us?” Does not God know best as to who is truly grateful? When 

those who believe in God’s revelations come to you, say: Peace be upon you. Your Lord 

has committed Himself to bestow grace and mercy: if any of you does a bad deed out of 

ignorance, and then repents and mends his ways, He will be much forgiving, merciful. 

(Verses 51-4) 

It is a mark of the Islamic faith that it pays little regard to worldly values and petty 

human considerations. God’s Messenger (peace be upon him) has been commanded 

to present it to human beings as it is, without decoration, adornment or tempting 

promises. He was also commanded to pay particular attention to those who are likely 

to respond positively to his call and to ally himself with those who receive it well, 

willing to make a sincere effort to win God’s pleasure. He was not to attach any 

weight to the values of a j hiliyyah society. His task was to warn those who fear what 

may happen to them when they are gathered to their Lord, on the Day of 

Resurrection, when they shall have none to support or intercede for them. The fact 

remains that no one can intercede with God unless he is given permission to do so. 

Even with this permission, he can only intercede on behalf of those for whose benefit 

God allows intercession. Those who genuinely fear what will happen on that day 

have a strong claim to know the warning with which God’s Messenger has been sent. 

They are more likely to benefit by it and respond to it. 

If the Prophet explains it to them, they may be able to avoid in this life what may 

expose them to God’s punishment in the life to come. The warning with which the 

Prophet has been sent outlines to them what they must avoid and gives them the 

motivation to do so: “Warn with this [Qur’ n] those who fear that they will be gathered to 

their Lord, when they shall have none to protect them from Him or to intercede with Him, so 

that they may be God-fearing.” (Verse 51) 

 “Do not drive away those who call on their Lord morning and evening, seeking only to 

win His pleasure.” (Verse 52) The Prophet is also ordered not to drive away those who 

pray to God and who call on Him with sincerity, every morning and every evening, 

seeking only to please Him. This is an example of dedication, love and good 

manners. A person does not address his worship and supplication to God alone 

unless he is truly dedicated. He does not seek only God’s pleasure unless he 

profoundly loves Him. When he combines the two qualities of worshipping God 

alone and seeking only His pleasure, he will have adopted the sort of manners 
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worthy of a true believer. 

It is reported that some of the Arabian ‘notables’ felt it unbecoming of them to 

respond to the Islamic call because the Prophet Mu ammad (peace be upon him) 

kept his door open to poor and unsupported people such as Şuhayb, Bil l, `Amm r, 

Khabb b, Salm n, Ibn Mas`ūd and others. These were poor people who could not 

change their sweat-stained clothes when they visited him. Their social position did 

not qualify them to be in the same meeting place as the Quraysh chiefs. Therefore, 

the chiefs asked the Prophet to drive them away, but he refused. They suggested to 

him that he should meet the two groups separately in order to give the chiefs their 

privileges, just as they enjoyed them in pre-Islamic society. Keen as he was to 

persuade them to accept Islam, the Prophet considered the possibility of granting 

their request. His Lord made His command clear to him: “Do not drive away those who 

call on their Lord morning and evening, seeking only to win His pleasure.” (Verse 52) 

Sa`d ibn Abī Waqq ş, a prominent Companion of the Prophet, reports: “Six of us 

were with the Prophet (peace be upon him) when the unbelievers said to him: drive 

away these so that they are not encouraged to go above their standing with us. With 

me were `Abdull h ibn Mas`ūd, a man from the Hudhayl, Bil l and two others.” The 

Prophet felt whatever God might have let him feel. He was deep in thought when 

God revealed to him the verse stating: “Do not drive away those who call on their Lord 

morning and evening, seeking only to win His pleasure”. [Related by Muslim.] Those 

Quraysh chiefs spoke ill of the poor whom the Prophet received well. They pointed 

to their poverty and weakness and claimed that their presence with God’s Messenger 

was the reason behind the negative attitude adopted by the upper classes towards 

Islam. God gave his final ruling on this question, totally refuting their claims: “You 

are in no way accountable for them, just as they are in no way accountable for you. Should 

you drive them away, you would be among the wrongdoers.” (Verse 52) 

Each is accountable for himself. If those individuals were of straitened means, then 

that is what God gave them. You, Prophet, have nothing to do with it. Similarly, 

whether you are rich or poor is not of anyone else’s concern. Wealth or poverty have 

nothing to do with faith and its criterion for determining people’s positions. The 

Prophet is told that if such people were driven away from his company on account of 

their financial status, he would not be attaching to such considerations their value as 

determined by God’s measure. Hence, he would be a wrongdoer. Far be it from the 

Prophet to be so. 

The result of this was to let those who were rich in character, although financially 

poor, remain with the Prophet, occupying their rightful positions which they had 

earned by virtue of their faith and their pursuit of God’s pleasure. They did so 

through calling on Him and by appealing to Him. Islamic values were thus given 

supremacy. 
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The arrogant Quraysh chiefs were not impressed. They wondered: how could God 

choose the poor and the weak to grant them guidance in preference to us? Had it 

been true that the message Mu ammad preached was a message of goodness, they 

would not have been ahead of us in embracing it. God would have certainly guided 

us to it before them. They wondered: is it possible that God would grant them His 

favours in preference to us, when we are the people exercising power and enjoying 

wealth and high position in this city. This was, indeed, a test God set for those proud 

people. They were hardened on account of their wealth and distinguished family 

backgrounds. Yet they fared very badly because they could not appreciate the true 

nature of this faith and the type of social order it wanted people to establish. 

Needless to say, the social order that Islam establishes takes humanity by the hand to 

elevate it to heights it cannot attain through any other means. When Islam was 

allowed to have its full play in the life of Arabia, the Arabs rose to heights they could 

not have imagined possible at the time. Indeed, even today, they cannot be imagined 

possible even by the most advanced of democratic systems. 

The Most Deserving of God’s Grace 

“It is in this way that We try some of them by means of others, so that they may say: Are 

these the ones upon whom God has bestowed His favour from among us?’“ (Verse 53) This 

is a rhetorical question asked by the arrogant Arab chiefs. The Qur’ n provides the 

perfect answer: “Does not God know best as to who is truly grateful?” (Verse 53) It is an 

answer loaded with pointed connotations. It clearly suggests that following right 

guidance is a reward given by God to those whom He knows to be truly grateful. In 

this way, they are favoured with this particular aspect of divine grace. No amount of 

gratitude is sufficient in return for this act of grace. God, however, accepts the best 

that His servants can do and rewards them for it. His reward is always exceedingly 

generous. 

The answer also suggests that accepting faith is a blessing that has nothing to do 

with the values that may prevail in any society following man-made systems. God 

bestows it on those whom He knows to be grateful for it, even though they may be 

poor and have no influence. Human values have no weight on God’s scales. 

It is clear from God’s answer to that arrogant question that it is those people’s 

sheer ignorance that gives rise to their objection to the selection of people on whom 

God bestows His grace. Those who raise the question do not realise that God bestows 

this favour on the basis of His perfect knowledge. It is He who knows those who 

deserve such a favour from among His servants. Such ignorant objections also betray 

the objectors’ bad manners. 

God commands His Messenger to be the one who starts by greeting those on 
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whom God has bestowed the grace of being among the early Muslims; the very ones 

whom the Quraysh chiefs ridiculed. The Prophet is further commanded to give them 

the happy news that God has committed Himself to grant them His mercy, as He will 

forgive those among them who mend their ways after having committed any bad 

deed out of ignorance. “When those who believe in God’s revelations come to you, say: 

Peace be upon you. Your Lord has committed Himself to bestow grace and mercy: if any of 

you does a bad deed out of ignorance, and then repents and mends his ways, He will be much 

forgiving, merciful.” (Verse 54) 

Having given them the blessing of adopting the faith, and promised them easy 

reckoning on the Day of Judgement, God now honours them with His mercy. Indeed, 

He commits Himself to showing mercy to those who believe in Him. He also 

commands His Messenger (peace be upon him) to convey to them this commitment. 

God’s grace is so plentiful that it ensures forgiveness of all bad deeds, once those 

who commit them repent and mend their ways. The qualification mentioned here, 

which describes a bad deed as being committed `out of ignorance’, is interpreted by 

scholars as intrinsic to committing sins. All human sins are committed `out of 

ignorance’. According to this interpretation, this statement includes every bad deed: 

once the person who has done it repents and mends his ways, he will be forgiven. 

Other statements support this interpretation as they describe forgiveness as surely 

forthcoming upon repentance and doing well. This is the practical exercise of grace, 

which God has committed Himself to bestow. 

It is useful to mention here some of the reports about the circumstances which led 

to the revelation of these verses. Together with the Qur’ nic statements, these reports 

indicate the great departure Islam brought about in human life. It enables human 

beings to attain a summit far higher than any they would otherwise be able to reach. 

Al- abarī relates on the authority of Ibn Mas`ūd: “A group of Quraysh notables 

passed by the Prophet when he was with a group of Muslims who were of low status 

in Makkan society, including Şuhayb, `Amm r, Bil l and Khabb b. The notables said 

to the Prophet: `Mu ammad, are you happy to be with these from among your 

people? Are these the ones upon whom God has bestowed His favour from among 

us? Are we to follow these? Drive them away, for if you do so, we may follow you’. 

God then revealed the Qur’ nic verses which states: “Do not drive away those who call 

on their Lord morning and evening, seeking only to win His pleasure.” (Verse 52) “It is in 

this way that We try some of them by means of others, so that they may say: Are these the 

ones upon whom God has bestowed His favour from among us?’ Does not God know best as 

to who is truly grateful?”“14 (Verse 53) 

Al- abarī also attributes to Khabb b, one of the Prophet’s Companions, the 

                                                 
14 Al- abarī, J mi` al-Bay n, D r al-Fikr, Beirut, 1984., Vol. 7, p. 200. 
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following report of the incident which led to the revelation of Verse 52: 

Al-Aqra ibn bis of the tribe of Tamīm and `Uyaynah ibn işn of the Faz r 

once found the Prophet sitting with Bil l, Şuhayb, `Amm r, Khabb b and 

others who commanded no influence in Arabian society. They looked on 

them with contempt. They said to the Prophet: “We would like you to 

establish a special time for us so that the Arabs will recognize our high 

position. Delegations come to you from all parts of Arabia and we feel 

ashamed to be seen with such people. When we come to see you, tell them to 

leave. When we depart, you may sit with them if you wish.” The Prophet 

agreed. They said: “Could you put this in writing for us.” The Prophet asked 

for a sheet of writing material and called `Alī to write the same down. We 

were sitting a little further away. Then Gabriel, the angel, was sent down 

with these verses: “Do not drive away those who call on their Lord morning and 

evening, seeking only to win His pleasure. You are in no way accountable for them, 

just as they are in no way accountable for you. Should you drive them away, you 

would be among the wrongdoers. It is in this way that We try some of them by means 

of others, so that they may say: Are these the ones upon whom God has bestowed His 

favour from among us?’ Does not God know best as to who is truly grateful? When 

those who believe in God’s revelations come to you, say: ‘Peace be upon you. Your 

Lord has committed Himself to bestow grace and mercy.’“ (Verses 52-4) The 

Prophet dropped the sheet and called us. We went to him and he said: “Peace 

be upon you. Your Lord has committed Himself to bestow grace and mercy”. 

Thereafter, we used to sit with him. When he wished to leave, he would stand 

up and go. But then God revealed to him the verse: “Contain yourself in 

patience with those who call on their Lord morning and evening, seeking His 

countenance. Let not your eyes pass beyond them in quest of the beauties of the life of 

this world.” (18: 28) After that God’s Messenger would sit with us. When it 

was his usual time to leave, we would leave first so that he could leave, if he 

so wished.15 

                                                 

15 Al- abarī, ibid., Vol. 7, p. 201 
In his famous commentary on the Qur' n, Ibn Kathīr comments: "The authenticity of this hadīth is 
questionable, because this verse was revealed in the Makkan period, while al- Aqra` ibn bis and 
`Uyaynah embraced Islam long after the Prophet's migration to Madinah." I cannot agree with Ibn 
Kathīr's comments. There is no doubt that these two men said what they did before they embraced 
Islam. They could not after all have said such a thing after they had become Muslims. Hence, it might 
be that they did not accept Islam when their suggestion was refused, but then they embraced it much 
later. — Author's note. 
 I may add that Ibn Kathīr's objection is perhaps more valid, because when the Prophet was still in 
Makkah he went to meet pilgrims from other tribes. He did not receive Arab delegations referred to in 
this report until late in his Madinan period. — Editor's note. 
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Subsequent to the revelation of these verses, the Prophet would always be the first 

to greet them, every time he saw them. He would say: “Praise be to God who has 

made among my followers some people whom I am ordered to be the first to greet”. 

An authentic report related by Muslim mentions that Abū Sufy n passed by 

Salm n, Şuhayb, Bil l and others. They said: “The swords of God’s soldiers have not 

taken their dues from this enemy of God.” Abū Bakr said: “Do you say this about the 

leader of the Quraysh?” He then mentioned this to the Prophet who said: “Abū Bakr, 

you may have offended them. If you have, then you have offended your Lord.” Abū 

Bakr then went to them and said, “Brothers! Have I offended you?” They said, “No. 

May God forgive you, brother.” 

To Bridge a Wide Gulf 

We need to cast another long look at this whole passage, as it is of exceeding 

importance to humanity as a whole. Its verses have a much greater significance than 

the listing of values and theoretical principles on human rights. They represent 

something great that has been achieved in human life when this faith took humanity 

by the hand to bridge a very wide gulf. In just one stage of history, humanity 

attained the brightest summit. Despite its long retreat from that summit, the 

greatness and reality of that achievement cannot be taken lightly. Since humanity has 

reached that summit once, it can certainly repeat its performance. The summit 

remains there. Human beings and the religion of Islam remain the same. What is 

needed is the determined resolution to try again and the confidence that the summit 

is once again attainable. 

These verses draw for humanity the rising curve, marking each stage in order to 

show the low level of ignorance at which the Arabs were situated before Islam took 

them to the highest summit. When they attained it, they took the rest of mankind 

with them. 

The depths in which the Arabs, and the whole of humanity, lived in their days of 

ignorance is brought before our eyes as the Quraysh chiefs say to the Prophet, with 

an overtone of reproach: “Mu ammad, are these the ones you have chosen for 

company from among your people? Are these the ones upon whom God has 

bestowed His favour from among us? Are we to be the followers of these? Drive 

them away for, then, we may consider following you.” We see it again in the way al- 

Aqra` and `Uyaynah looked contemptuously on the early Companions of the 

Prophet such as Bil l, Şuhayb, `Amm r, Khabb b and other seemingly unsuitable 

people. The two chiefs said to the Prophet: “We would like you to establish a special 

time for us so that the Arabs will recognize our high position. Delegations come to 

you from all parts of Arabia and we feel ashamed to be seen with such people. When 
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we come to see you, tell them to leave. When we depart, you may sit with them if 

you wish.” 

This is the uglier face of ignorance and its petty values, which attach importance to 

social standing and considerations of wealth and class. Those individuals despised 

by the Arabian chiefs were either non-Arabs, or they lacked wealth and social 

standing. The same values prevail in all j hiliyyah societies, even modern ones. 

Islam attaches no value whatsoever to all these considerations. For Islam has come 

from on high, and did not spring from the earth. Indeed, the earth represents that 

low level which could not have supported such a new and noble plant. Islam gives a 

specific order to the first person to carry out Islamic orders, Mu ammad (peace be 

upon him), the recipient of divine revelations who belonged to the leading family of 

the top clan, H shim, of the leading Arabian tribe, the Quraysh, and to Abū Bakr, the 

Prophet’s Companion and successor, concerning those people of very low status. For 

these individuals abandoned allegiance to anyone and dedicated themselves to the 

service of God alone. That enabled them to attain all those spectacular achievements. 

If the low depth of ignorance is represented by the suggestions of the Quraysh 

chiefs and the feelings of al-Aqra` and `Uyaynah, the great height of Islam is 

delineated by God’s order to His Messenger (peace be upon him): “Do not drive away 

those who call on their Lord morning and evening, seeking only to win His pleasure. You are 

in no way accountable for them, just as they are in no way accountable for you. Should you 

drive them away, you would be among the wrongdoers. It is in this way that We try some of 

them by means of others, so that they may say: Are these the ones upon whom God has 

bestowed His favour from among us?’ Does not God know best as to who is truly grateful? 

When those who believe in God’s revelations come to you, say: ‘Peace be upon you. Your Lord 

has committed Himself to bestow grace and mercy: if any of you does a bad deed out of 

ignorance, and then repents and mends his ways, He will be much forgiving, merciful.’“ 

(Verses 52-4) It is also highlighted by the Prophet’s attitude towards those weaker 

individuals whom God has ordered him to be the first to greet and to stay with until 

they leave. This order is given to none other than Mu ammad ibn `Abdull h, God’s 

Messenger, the best and most noble creature that ever lived. 

The height of Islam is also represented by the way those individuals looked at 

their position with God. They considered their swords as God’s swords and they 

were not impressed by Abū Sufy n, the elder and chief of the Quraysh. His rank 

among Muslims was a low one, since he was among those pardoned by the Prophet 

as they accepted Islam when Makkah surrendered to him. Their high position was 

earned by their early acceptance of Islam, when that acceptance exposed them to a 

great deal of suffering. When Abū Bakr took issue with them concerning Abū 

Sufy n, the Prophet warned him that he might have angered them and by so doing 

he might have incurred God’s displeasure. How splendid. No comment is adequate 
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here. We can only reflect on this totally new outlook on social status. Abū Bakr goes 

to those very individuals to make sure that he has not angered them. He says to 

them: “Brothers! Have I offended you?” They said, “No. May God forgive you, 

brother.” 

What a great achievement for humanity! What a great divide separates the new 

situation, with all its new values, concepts and feelings from what prevailed in the 

days of ignorance! The earth remained the same, with the same environment, the 

same people, and the same economy. The only difference is that something has been 

sent down from on high to human beings. The revelations combined power and 

authority. They addressed human nature in its purity. It signalled those lurking at 

the bottom to start their march up to the great heights, the scaling of which was 

made possible with Islam. 

Yet humanity has now retreated from that summit and has tumbled back to its 

lower depths. We see in New York, Washington, Chicago, Johannesburg and other 

centres of `civilisation’ a later-day prevalence of the same stinking bigotry based on 

ties of race, colour, nationhood and class. 

At the same time, Islam remains at the summit telling mankind that, by God’s 

grace, it can lift itself out of the mud and aspire to a bright, glorious future. To do 

this, it has to listen to the divine guidance and to implement the code embodied in 

this religion of Islam. For it is this that ensures for mankind a place up there at the 

summit. 

Within the approach I have set myself in this work, I cannot elaborate much 

further. Nevertheless, I repeat my call on people to reflect in depth on these Qur’ nic 

statements in order to visualize the great expanse which opens up for human beings 

as they start to climb up from the depths of ignorance to the great heights, guided by 

Islam. They should then reflect on the great difference between that and how low 

they can sink when they respond to the beckoning of materialistic civilisation, which 

is totally devoid of faith and its spiritual dimensions. Such reflection should be 

enough to make people understand where the implementation of Islam will lead 

them today, after they have experienced the multiple failure of a great many 

doctrines, creeds, systems, concepts and situations. All these have been invented by 

men in isolation from divine guidance. Hence, they have failed to guide mankind 

again to the summit or to ensure a proper standard of human rights. In contrast, we 

see Islam giving people a sense of reassurance as it accomplishes that great departure 

without strife, persecution, conflict or extraordinary measures that deny people their 

basic rights. It employs no special measures of terror, torture, hunger, poverty or any 

element of suffering which people experience as they try to move from one man-

made system to another. Nevertheless, under all these systems, people subjugate one 

another and endure much misery. 
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We have to satisfy ourselves with these comments and try to appreciate the 

powerful effect of the Qur’ nic statement and its strong implications. 

Tearing Off the Masks of Evildoing 

Now we come to the conclusion of this passage which has outlined very clearly 

the nature of the last message revealed by God and the task assigned to His last 

Messenger. It has further outlined the essentials of faith as they are, unadorned, 

giving us an insight into the values and principles Islam wants to establish in human 

life and those it wants to abolish. At the conclusion of this passage we are reminded 

that this detailed outline is given on purpose in order to lay down everything very 

clearly and to leave no room for confusion. Thus, the truth will be known to 

everyone, without any need for miraculous proofs. Such clarity is provided by the 

Qur’ nic approach, of which this passage is an example. 

The final verse in this passage is expressed in two short clauses: the first refers to 

all signs of guidance, pointers to faith and statements of the truth that have been 

given so far in this s rah: “Thus do We make plain Our revelations”. The second clause 

in this short verse fills us with wonder: “So that the path of the evildoers may be clearly 

distinct.” (Verse 55) 

This statement tells us that the Qur’ nic approach endeavours to clarify the truth 

and states it very plainly, but its purpose is not merely to make the path of the 

believers clearly distinct. It also endeavours to clearly and plainly portray falsehood 

so that the path of the evildoers is also clearly distinct. Clarity of the one necessitates 

clarity of the other. 

This approach of the Qur’ n has been chosen by God as it is most effective with 

the human mind. God knows that believing in the truth requires knowledge of 

falsehood and adding total certainty to faith requires a clear-cut distinction between 

falsehood and evil on the one hand and truth and goodness on the other. The 

momentum a believer requires in his advocacy of the truth is not merely generated 

by his feeling that he follows the truth. The extra power is given by realizing that 

opposition to his efforts comes from falsehood, advocated by the evildoers, who have 

always been the ones to oppose prophets. As God states in another verse: “Thus, 

against every prophet We have set up an enemy from among the evildoers.” (25: 31) Thus, 

the Prophet Mu ammad and the believers know for certain that those opposing them 

are none other than evildoers. 

It is an important objective of the Qur’ nic approach that evil and falsehood be 

very clearly identified, so that the truth and goodness become clear and distinct. 

Confusion about the first may lead to confusion about the second because the two 

move along paths that cannot meet. Therefore, every Islamic movement should begin 
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with a clear identification of the methods and features of the believers, as well as 

those of the evildoers. This identification should be based on what we see in the real 

world, not confined to theories and an abstract world. The advocates of Islam should 

be able to know who are the believers in their community and who are the evildoers. 

Such total clarity and complete distinction was witnessed when Islam confronted 

the unbelievers in Arabia. The path of Muslims was that marked out by God’s 

Messenger and those supporting him. Those who did not join them followed the 

path of the unbelievers and evildoers. Even with this clear demarcation, the Qur’ n 

was being revealed, in absolute clarity, to make the path of the evildoers readily 

apparent and clearly distinct. Moreover, whenever Islam confronted polytheism, 

atheism or other creeds that have deviated from earlier religions distorted by human 

beings, each of the two paths was clearly marked out. No confusion was possible. 

The greatest difficulty that confronts the Islamic movements of today is 

represented by what we see in the lands that used to belong to Islam, where the 

Islamic faith was supreme. We find all over this area people of Islamic descent, but 

both the land and its people have abandoned Islam in reality, although they continue 

to claim to be Muslims. They disown the basic Islamic principles in faith and 

practice, although they may think that they still believe in Islam as a faith. We know 

that Islam is essentially the belief outlined by the declaration that there is no deity 

other than God. This declaration entails an unshakeable belief that God alone is the 

Creator of the whole universe who manages all its affairs, and that to Him alone all 

acts of worship, and indeed all human activities, should be addressed. From Him 

alone should people receive their laws and according to His wishes they should 

conduct all their affairs. Anyone who does not declare his belief that there is no deity 

other than God, realizing the full significance of this declaration does not actually 

bear witness to this fact and has not yet become a Muslim, although he may have a 

Muslim name. Any land that does not implement the declaration that, “There is no 

deity other than God”, in its full significance is not a land which submits to Islam. 

The real difficulty encountered by the Islamic movements of today is represented 

by the ambiguity and lack of clarity associated nowadays with the concept of God’s 

oneness as the basic principle of Islam. This has led to a corresponding ambiguity of 

what constitutes this belief. Thus, the path of the true believers is not as clearly 

distinct from the path of the evildoers as it should be. Titles and features have been 

muddled up. No clear demarcation of ways and methods is made. 

The forces hostile to Islam are aware of this and they are busy adding to the 

confusion and deepening it. Thus, when Muslims nowadays raise their voices 

advocating clear distinction, a grave accusation is levelled at them, namely, that they 

consider fellow Muslims as unbelievers! They face severe punishments for their 

`crime’, as social tradition is given the final say on who is a Muslim and who is not. 
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Needless to say, the ultimate arbiter in all this is God and His Messenger. 

The greatest difficulty facing the advocates of Islam in every new generation is 

represented by this first stumbling block. Advocacy of a faith must begin by making 

the path of the believers clearly distinct from that of the evildoers. The advocates of 

Islam must raise their voices loud with the word of the truth. They must fear no 

blame or reproach. They must pay no attention to anyone who claims that they 

classify Muslims as unbelievers. 

Islam is not as wet as some people think. It has its clearly distinctive features. It is 

represented by the declaration that there is no deity other than God, bearing fully the 

significance we have just outlined. Anyone who does not believe in it fully, and does 

not implement it in human life as it should be, runs the risk of being judged by God 

and His Messenger as unbeliever, evildoer and transgressor: “Thus do We make plain 

Our revelations; so that the path of the evildoers may be clearly distinct.” (Verse 55) 

The advocates of Islam must pass this hurdle and must have a clear view of the 

basic issues. This enables them to pool all their efforts and use all their potential in 

the service of the call they advocate, unimpeded by any confusion or ambiguity. 

They cannot achieve this unless they believe with full certainty that they themselves 

are the Muslims and those who oppose them and turn people away from God’s path 

are evildoers. The point is that they will not be able to endure the difficulties along 

their way unless they are clear in their minds that they are fighting the battle of faith 

against unfaith. They must realize to the full that they follow one religion while the 

rest of their people follow another: “Thus do We make plain Our revelations; so that the 

path of the evildoers may be clearly distinct.” (Verse 55) God always tells the truth. 
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The Extent of God's 

Knowledge 

Say: I am forbidden to worship those beings 

whom you invoke instead of God. Say: I do 

not follow your whims, for then I would 

have gone astray, and would not be on the 

right path. (56) 

Say: I take my stand on a clear evidence 

from my Lord, yet you deny Him. It is not 

in my power to produce] that which you so 

hastily demand. Judgement rests with God 

alone. He declares the truth and He is the 

best of arbiters. 57) 

Say: If that which you so hastily demand 

were in my power, the case between me and 

you would have been decided. But God 

knows best as to who are the wrongdoers. 

(58) 

With Him are the keys to what lies beyond 

the reach of human perception: none knows 

them but He. He knows all that the land 

and sea contain; not a leaf falls but He 

knows it; and neither is there a grain in the 

earth’s deep darkness, nor anything fresh or 

dry but is recorded in a clear book. (59) 
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It is He who causes you to be like the dead 

at night, and knows what you do in the 

daytime. He raises you again to life each 

day in order that a term set by Him be 

fulfilled. In the end, to Him you must 

return; and then He will tell you all that 

you have done. (60) 

He alone holds sway over His servants. He 

sends forth guardians to watch over you 

until, when death approaches any one of 

you, Our messengers cause him to die. They 

leave no part of their duty unfulfilled. (61) 

They are then brought back to God, their 

true Lord Supreme. Indeed, His alone is 

all judgement; and He is most swift in 

reckoning. (62) 

Say: Who is it that saves you from the 

dark dangers of land and sea, when you 

call out to Him humbly and in secret: “If 

He will but save us from this peril, we will 

most certainly be grateful”? (63) 

Say: God alone saves you from these and 

from every distress; and still you associate 

partners with Him. (64) 

Say: It is He alone who has the power to 

let loose upon you suffering from above you 

and from beneath your feet, or to divide you 

into disputing groups, causing the one to 

suffer at the hands of the other. See how 

We make plain Our revelations so that 

they may understand. (65) 
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Overview 

In this new round the s rah again picks up the theme of the true nature of 

Godhead, after having discussed in the previous passage the nature of God’s 

message and the Messenger to whom it is entrusted. The discussion in Chapter 7 

ended with a clear demarcation of the separate paths followed by the believers and 

the evildoers. 

In this passage the nature of Godhead is brought out clearly in a number of areas 

which we will first outline very briefly. It is first of all clear in the Prophet’s heart as 

he knows that he has clear evidence given him by God. He is absolutely certain of 

this evidence, and his firm belief will not admit any doubts as a result of the attitude 

of unbelievers who deny his message. Hence, he devotes himself to his faith, and 

takes his stand away from his people. His certainty that they are in deep error is as 

strong as his certainty of the truth that he is rightly guided. (Verses 56-7) 

The nature of Godhead manifests itself in God’s forbearance when He does not act 

on the unbelievers’ requests for a physical miracle. Should He give them such a 

miracle and should they continue to disbelieve, their continued rejection of the truth 

would ensure their total destruction. Had the Prophet been able to grant them what 

they hastily demanded, he would have done so. As a human being, he would have 

been fed up with their stubborn rejection. To allow them an indefinite chance is an 

aspect of God’s grace, one which reflects His Godhead. (Verse 58) 

Again, the nature of Godhead is clearly reflected in God’s knowledge that 

encompasses everything that takes place throughout the universe. This is described 

in a way that cannot apply to anyone other than God, and cannot be painted by 

anyone but Him. (Verse 59) 

Moreover, the truth of Godhead is seen in the fact that God holds sway over all 

His creatures in all situations, whether asleep or awake, in life and after death, in this 

present world and in the next one. (Verses 60-2) 

Finally, it is manifested in the nature of the unbelievers themselves. When they are 

overwhelmed by serious danger, they call for help on none other than God. Yet, they 

associate partners with Him, forgetting that the one to whom they appeal for 

delivery from danger is able to inflict punishment on them that none can remove. 

(Verses 63-5) 

A Law Not to Be Violated 

Say: I am forbidden to worship those beings whom you invoke instead of God. Say: I 
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do not follow your whims, for then I would have gone astray, and would not be on the 

right path. Say: I take my stand on a clear evidence from my Lord, yet you deny Him. 

It is not in my power [to produce] that which you so hastily demand. Judgement rests 

with God alone. He declares the truth and He is the best of arbiters. Say: If that which 

you so hastily demand were in my power, the case between me and you would have 

been decided. But God knows best as to who are the wrongdoers. (Verses 56-8) 

This passage is particularly inspiring. It seeks to influence the addressees by 

stating the true nature of Godhead, explaining its different aspects, using varying 

cadences and a most effective style. One particularly inspiring feature is the use of 

the address form, “Say... Say... Say...” making it profoundly clear that this is an 

address to God’s Messenger (peace be upon him). He is required to deliver his Lord’s 

message as it is revealed to him. We are told with absolute clarity that the Messenger 

does not have or follow anything other than this message and seeks none other than 

its guidance: “Say: ‘I am forbidden to worship those beings whom you invoke instead of 

God’. Say: ‘I do not follow your whims, for then I would have gone astray, and would not be 

on the right path.’” (Verse 56) 

God commands His Messenger to declare to the unbelievers that his Lord forbids 

him to worship those beings on whom they call instead of God and whom they make 

partners with God. He is forbidden to follow their whims. The fact is that they 

invoke those beings, giving them a divine status, as a result of their whims and 

caprice. This cannot be the outcome of any certain knowledge or any truth. If he 

responded to their whims, he too would then go astray and find no guidance 

whatsoever. Their whims can only cause him and them to deviate from the path of 

the truth and to lose their way altogether. 

God instructs his Messenger to put the issues so clearly to the unbelievers and to 

explain to them how his way and their way cannot meet. Indeed, this is not the first 

time God issues such an order to His Messenger in this s rah. Earlier, He ordered 

him to say: “Will you in truth bear witness that there are other deities beside God? Say: ‘I 

bear no such witness’. Say:’ He is but one God. I disown all that you associate with Him.’” 

(Verse 19) 

The unbelievers used to try to tempt God’s Messenger (peace be upon him) to 

endorse their beliefs in return for their endorsement of his faith. They suggested to 

him that he should bow to their deities and, likewise, they would prostrate 

themselves before his, as if this could ever happen, and as if idolatry and Islam, with 

its emphasis on submission to God alone, could exist side by side in the heart of any 

one person, or worship of God alone could join hands with the worship of other 

beings. Nothing of this could ever be imagined. God is the One who is least in need 

of any partners. He requires His servants to submit to Him alone. He makes it clear 
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to them that He will never accept their submission if they allow any traces of 

polytheism to creep into it. 

Let us now consider an important linguistic usage in this verse: “Say: ‘I am 

forbidden to worship those beings whom you invoke instead of God.’” (Verse 56) This 

statement makes it clear that the Prophet must tell the unbelievers that he is 

forbidden to worship any of their idols or any other beings they worship. This 

applies to whatever being is invoked besides God. However, the rules of Arabic 

grammar indicate that use of the relative pronoun ‘whom’ in this statement is 

significant. Normally, its usage is limited to beings with minds of their own. Had the 

prohibition only meant idols and similar inanimate objects, the relative pronoun 

`what’ would have been used instead. The reference here must, then, include some 

intelligent beings to justify the use of the relative pronoun ‘whom’. This 

interpretation is consistent with the practical facts and with general Islamic 

terminology in this respect. 

In practice, the Arab idolaters did not only worship idols. They also associated 

jinn, angels and human beings as partners with God. The partnership they ascribed 

to human beings manifested itself only in giving those human beings the authority to 

legislate. They set for them their norms and traditions and arbitrated in their 

disputes, in accordance with the prevailing customs and what they thought fit. We 

need, then, to look at how this is described in Islamic terminology. Islam considers 

all this as a form of idolatry. When human beings are given the authority to regulate 

people’s affairs in accordance with their own legislation, they are actually considered 

equal to God. This is as strongly forbidden in Islam as any actual prostration before 

idols. Both actions are manifestations of polytheistic beliefs. Both ascribe divinity to 

beings other than God. 

The Prophet is then ordered by God to declare to those idolaters who deny the 

absolute oneness of their Lord his own firm belief and unshakable conviction that 

God is the only Lord in the universe and that He sends down revelations to him: 

“Say: ‘I take my stand on a clear evidence from my Lord, yet you deny Him. It is not in my 

power [to produce] that which you so hastily demand. Judgement rests with God alone. He 

declares the truth and He is the best of arbiters.’” (Verse 57) 

This is, indeed, what earlier prophets and messengers felt. They expressed it in 

similar terms. The Prophet Noah used practically the same wording: “Think, my 

people! If I take my stand on a clear evidence from my Lord and He has favoured me with 

grace from Himself, to which you have remained blind, can we force it upon you when you are 

averse to it?” (11: 28) Similarly did the Prophet Ş li  speak to his people, the Thamūd: 

“Think, my people! If take my stand on a clear evidence from my Lord and He has bestowed 

on me His grace, who will save me from God, should I disobey Him? You are, in such case, 

only augmenting my ruin.” (11: 63) Abraham said it somewhat differently: “His people 
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argued with him. He said: ‘Do you argue with me about God, when it is He Who has given 

me guidance?” (Verse 80) The Prophet Jacob stated the same idea to his children: 

“When the bearer of good news arrived [with Joseph’s shirt], he laid it over his face; and he 

recovered his sight. He said: Did I not say to you that I know from God something that you do 

not know?” (12: 96) 

This is, then, the nature of Godhead as it is fully understood by God’s most 

obedient servants. They feel its truth bringing them total reassurance and 

unshakeable faith. When the unbelievers in Arabia demanded miracles from the 

Prophet Mu ammad (peace be upon him), God commanded him to declare this truth 

as he felt it, putting it clearly in front of those unbelievers: “Say: ‘I take my stand on a 

clear evidence from my Lord, yet you deny Him.’” (Verse 57) 

They also demanded that the Prophet accomplish for them some miracle or let 

God’s scourge loose on them so that they could believe that what he preached was 

revealed by God. He was ordered, in response, to declare to them the true nature of 

his message and what it meant to be God’s Messenger. He was commanded to make 

an absolutely clear distinction between this and the nature of Godhead. He had to 

declare that he had no control whatsoever over what they tried to hurry. It is 

controlled only by God. He himself was only a messenger, not a deity: “It is not in my 

power [to produce] that which you so hastily demand. Judgement rests with God alone. He 

declares the truth and He is the best of arbiters.” (Verse 57) 

Hastening the punishment of the unbelievers when they continued to deny God 

even after miraculous proof had been given them is in effect a judgement put into 

effect. Hence, it belongs to God who tells the truth and who arbitrates between the 

one who advocates the truth and those who deny His message. No creature has been 

given any such authority to judge others. 

The Prophet thus denies that he himself has any power or any say in what 

judgement God passes against His servants. The Prophet is no more than a human 

being who receives revelations which he conveys, discharging his duty as a warner. 

God alone passes judgement. That is the perfect distinction between the nature of 

God and His attributes on the one hand and the nature of His servants on the other. 

The Prophet is then ordered to explain to them a particularly effective argument 

about how the whole affair rests with God and operates according to His will. Had 

the accomplishment of miracles, including the subsequent administration of 

punishment been within his power, then, as a human being, he could not have 

refused it as they were insisting so strongly on a miracle. Since such a decision 

belongs to God alone, He treats them with forbearance and withholds miracles so 

that they do not put themselves in a position whereby their own destruction becomes 

inevitable, as happened to earlier communities: “Say: ‘If that which you so hastily 

demand were in my power, the case between me and you would have been decided. But God 
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knows best as to who are the wrongdoers.” (Verse 58) Human beings have a limited 

capacity for forbearance. It is only God, the Supreme, the Almighty who can show 

such forbearance to human beings when they persist with their disobedience and 

boastful rejections. 

God certainly tells the truth. We see some people behaving in a way which totally 

exhausts our patience and makes us absolutely angry. Nevertheless, God forbears 

with them, lets them enjoy His provisions, feeds them and gives them abundance. In 

such a situation, one can only say: “My Lord, how forbearing You are!” This is, 

indeed, what Abū Bakr said when the unbelievers in Arabia beat him so badly that 

his nose could not be distinguished from his eye. God forbears with them when He 

knows them full well: “God knows best as to who are the wrongdoers”. When He gives 

them a respite, He certainly has a purpose behind His decision. He forbears with 

them when He is certainly able to respond to their suggestions and to let loose His 

scourge to destroy them.  

Knowledge Unlimited 

Developing the point of God’s knowledge of who are the wrongdoers, and 

continuing with the explanation of the nature of Godhead, the s rah gives us an 

image of this knowledge as it pertains to one of its unique areas, namely, that of 

ghayb. This term will be explained presently. 

“With Him are the keys to what lies beyond the reach of human perception: none 

knows them but He. He knows all that the land and sea contain; not a leaf falls but He 

knows it; and neither is there a grain in the earth’s deep darkness, nor anything fresh 

or dry but is recorded in a clear book.” (Verse 59) 

This is an image of God’s complete knowledge that leaves out nothing in terms of 

time or place, land, sea or sky, in the depths of the world or in the wild expanse of 

space, including what is dead or alive, dry or fresh, green or withering away. But 

how prosaic is our own description as compared to the fine Qur’ nic portrayal? 

Wholly inadequate when the latter combines within itself a purely arithmetic 

statement with a profoundly inspiring image! 

This short verse causes our human imagination to come to life trying to explore 

the horizons of what we know and what lies beyond our knowledge. We try to 

imagine the limitless nature of God’s knowledge as it encompasses the whole 

universe and goes far beyond what we know of that universe. We are in awe as we 

receive one image after another from all directions and as we try to lift the curtains 

drawn over what is kept hidden, whether it relates to the past, the present or the 
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future. This is a complete world extending beyond our imagination. But the keys to 

all of it are with God, and He alone knows them. Our minds may try to discover 

what has so far been unknown to us in the land or at sea, realizing that everything in 

them is perfectly known to God. We visualize the leaves that drop from the trees: 

innumerable as they are, yet every single one of them, wherever it falls, is seen by 

God. Every single grain, buried in the darkest depths of the earth, is beheld by God 

who sees everything, whether fresh or dry, dead or alive, anywhere in the universe. 

Nothing escapes God’s knowledge. 

Minds are left dizzy as they contemplate the picture this verse draws of God’s 

knowledge. Its lines are infinite, stretching endlessly in time and place, across the 

visible and the unseen. This endless expanse, which exhausts our minds to just 

imagine, is painted with absolute precision in only a few words. 

Every time we look at this short verse, we cannot fail to recognize its miraculous 

style which tells of the author of the Qur’ n. One look at its subject matter is 

sufficient to make us absolutely certain that this is something no human being would 

say. Human intelligence does not stretch to limitless horizons when it describes 

perfect, unfailing knowledge. Instead, the human intellect has different 

characteristics and set limits, because its images reflect its own concerns. Why should 

human beings care about the number of leaves falling from the trees all over the 

globe? Why should they bother about grains buried in the deep dark recesses of the 

earth? What concern is it to them to know everything that is fresh or dry? People 

simply do not care about falling leaves, let alone about counting them. They care 

about the seeds they plant, hoping to have a good harvest. Otherwise, they would 

not care about the grains buried in the earth. They certainly like to use what they 

have of fresh and dry things, but none of these matters is thought of as evidence of 

perfect knowledge. It is only the Creator who knows and cares about every falling 

leaf, buried grain and the like, as He does about other things, fresh or dry. 

No human being could ever contemplate that each falling leaf, each buried grain, 

every fresh object and also every dry one should be recorded in a clear book. They 

cannot see any benefit to them from keeping such a record. But the Sovereign of the 

whole universe is the One who has all that recorded because everything in the whole 

universe, large or small, visible or hidden, distant or close, apparent or unknown, is 

part of His dominion and, as such, is accounted for. 

This is an expansive scene, one which leaves a profound effect on the human 

mind. The human intellect does not even try to paint such a scene comprising the 

leaves falling from every tree throughout the world and every grain hidden in the 

soil and every fresh and dry thing on earth. Indeed, neither our eyes nor our 

imagination care to visualize it in the first place. Nevertheless, it is a powerful scene 

that tells us much about God’s knowledge, reminding us that God oversees and 
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records everything. His will takes care of what is large or small, highly important or 

infinitely insignificant, visible or hidden, distant or close, apparent or unknown. 

Those of us who react to what we experience and have the talent of expression are 

keenly aware of our human limitations to visualize and express things. We know 

from personal experience that it does not occur to any human mind to paint such a 

scene and that no human being can use such a mode of expression. I invite anyone 

who disputes this to look into everything that human beings have ever written in an 

attempt to see if human literary talent has ever ventured in this direction. Indeed, 

this verse and similar ones in the Qur’ n are sufficient for us to know the Author of 

this glorious book. 

If we look at the artistic excellence in this verse, we soon realize that it surpasses 

everything that human beings have ever attempted: “With Him are the keys to what lies 

beyond the reach of human perception: none knows them but He.” (Verse 59) The verse 

takes us first into the unfathomable reaches of the world beyond, stretching into time 

and place, as well as the past, present and future and into what takes place both in 

this life and in our imagination. 

“He knows all that the land and sea contain.” (Verse 59) The picture here is of the seen 

world, stretching infinitely over the horizon so that the world we see is stretched into 

an infinite existence to provide harmony with the limitless nature of the world 

beyond. 

“Not a leaf falls, but He knows it.” (Verse 59) This depicts the movement of death, 

the fall from above and disappearance after the end of life. 

“Neither is there a grain in the earth’s deep darkness.” (Verse 59) This depicts the 

movement of growth and life, starting in the deep and going up onto the surface. We 

see how the dead quickens and the moving forward with vigour. 

“Nor anything fresh or dry but is recorded in a clear book.” (Verse 59) This is an overall 

generalization that comprises both life and death, the thriving and the withering 

away of everything that lives on earth. Who other than God would begin with such 

material in order to paint such an expansive scene? And who would give it such 

beauty and harmony to add to its excellence? Who other than God can do that? 

 Beyond Our Perception 

We need now to say a word about the first clause in this verse, which states: “With 

Him are the keys to what lies beyond the reach of human perception: none knows them but 

He.” (Verse 59) 

It is important to define what we describe in English as lying “beyond the reach of 

human perception” and the keys to it as being known only to God. This expression is 
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given in the Arabic text in one word, ghayb, which is an essential element of the 

Islamic concept of faith, existence and life. The term is derived in Arabic from a root 

which denotes “absence, disappearance, hiding, shielding from people’s senses and 

understanding”.1  

We need to speak about ghayb because it is frequently contrasted nowadays with 

`science’ and what is ‘scientific’. The Qur’ n states that there is something to describe 

as ghayb which lies beyond the reach of human perception, and that the keys to this 

world are known only to God. The Qur’ n also states that the knowledge man has 

been given is scanty, but sufficient for man and appropriate for his potential. Beyond 

the factual knowledge given them by God, people only indulge in guesswork, which 

is no substitute for the truth. God states that He has set into operation certain laws 

for this universe, and He has taught man how to understand some of these laws and 

deal with them according to his ability. He further states that He will reveal to man 

of these laws what strengthens his faith. This does not violate the unchangeable laws 

of nature or affect the world that remains beyond the reach of human perception. 

Nor does it affect God’s absolute will or the fact that everything occurs in accordance 

with His will. We will now touch briefly on these facts. 

In the Qur’ n, God often describes the believers as those who believe in what lies 

beyond the reach of human perception. This quality is indeed essential to faith: “This 

[the Qur’ n] is the Book, there is no doubt about it, a guidance for the God-fearing, who 

believe in what lies beyond the reach of human perception, observe prayers and give of what 

We bestow upon them. [They are] those who believe in what has been revealed to you and 

what was revealed before you, and are certain of the hereafter. Those follow their Lord’s 

guidance, and they shall surely prosper.” (2: 2-5) 

To believe in God (limitless is He in His glory) is to believe in what lies beyond the 

reach of human perception. It is not possible for human beings to comprehend the 

nature of God. When they believe in Him, they recognize the results of His actions, 

but they cannot conceive His nature or what He works. Similarly, the life to come 

also lies beyond the reach of human perception. Everything that relates to the Day of 

Judgement: the reckoning, the reward, and the punishment — all belong to the world 

beyond. We believe in all these because God has told us about them. 

The ghayb which we are required to accept in order to have true faith includes 

other facts mentioned in the Qur’ n as God describes the believers and their faith: 

“The Messenger believes in what has been revealed to him by his Lord, and so do all the 

believers. Each one of them believes in God, His angels, His books, and His messengers. We 

                                                 
1 Many translators of the Qur' n have chosen to render it in English as "unseen, invisible or 
hidden". I feel that the rendering of Mu ammad Asad, "What lies beyond the reach of human 
perception", is closer to its true sense, because ghayb suggests a world that we cannot fathom by any 
means of knowledge acquisition. — Editor's note. 
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make no distinction between any of His messengers. And they say, `We hear and we obey. 

Grant us Your forgiveness, our Lord; to You we shall all return.” (2: 285) Every believer, 

then, must also believe in what God has revealed to His Messenger (peace be upon 

him) which includes some knowledge of the ghayb which God imparts to His 

Messenger, in a measure He determines, as explained in another Qur’ nic verse: “He 

alone knows what lies beyond the reach of human perception, and He does not reveal it to 

anyone except those whom He chooses to be His messengers.” (72: 26-7) 

Believing in the angels is also part of believing in the imperceptible, because we 

only know about angels what God has chosen to tell us. In addition, we have to 

believe in God’s will and its operation. That is also part of ghayb. 

Man is, however, surrounded by imperceptibles in every direction. Part of this 

relates to time: past, present and future. Another part exists within man himself, and 

more is available in the universe. What does man know about the origin of this 

universe, its existence, nature and motion? What does he know about life and its 

cycles? All this lies beyond his perception. Indeed, man does not know what occurs 

within him at the present moment, let alone what occurs during the next moment or 

in the universe with its atoms and electrons, etc. 

The human intellect floats in an ocean of the unknown, stopping every now and 

then at little islands which, to him, represent the landmarks of his world. Without 

God’s grace and His will to make this world subservient to man and to teach him a 

number of the rules of nature, man would not have been able to do anything. But he 

remains ungrateful to God: “Few of My servants are truly grateful.” (34: 13) Indeed, 

some men these days boast of the scanty knowledge God has given them and the 

laws of nature He has shown them to claim that “man stands alone”1 and that he is in 

no need of God. Sometimes, man’s boasting suggests that science is the opposite of 

the imperceptible and that scientific thinking contrasts with imperceptibility. The 

two, as he claims, are opposite extremes. 

It is useful here to cast a glance at what some scientists have said about ghayb, 

remembering that man has only been given scanty knowledge. We do not need to 

look at what they say in order to confirm what God has said. A believer does not 

confirm a divine statement by a human one. We simply quote these scientists in 

order to put their statements in front of the eyes of those who are always talking 

about science, as the opposite of ghayb or the imperceptible. In this way, they may 

realize that they need to increase their knowledge in order to live in their world, and 

not to be left behind. This enables them to realize that the existence of ghayb is the 

only scientific fact that is proven by human experience and scientific achievement.  

They would thus realize that, in the light of recent discoveries and experiments, 

                                                 
1 This is the title of a book by Julian Huxley, an atheist author. — Author's note 
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`scientific’ goes hand in hand with `imperceptible’. What truly contrasts with 

believing in what lies beyond the reach of human perception is ignorance. It is a sort 

of ignorance that might have been acceptable in the last three centuries, but it is 

certainly unacceptable in the twentieth century. 

Describing the ‘facts’ proven by science generally, a contemporary American 

scientist says: 

Science is tested knowledge, but it is still subject to human vagaries, illusions 

and inaccuracies. It is legitimate only within the confines of its own areas. It is 

rigidly restricted to quantitative data for description and prediction. It begins 

and ends with probability, not certainty. Its results are approximations subject 

to ‘probable error,’ especially in measurements and correlations. Its products 

are tentative and are modified frequently by new data. There is finality in 

scientific inferences. The scientist says: “Up to the present, the facts are thus 

and so.”1 

This sums up the nature of all scientific conclusions. Since these conclusions are 

the ones which man arrives at, working with his available means and within his own 

world which remains limited in comparison to the everlasting existence, these 

conclusions have a human mark. Like man, they are of limited scope, liable to error 

and admit of amendment. 

Man arrives at his conclusions through experiment and analogy. He begins with a 

limited experiment and then generalizes his conclusions by comparison, all of which 

can only lead a scientist to admit a probability, not a certainty. One way of arriving at 

a certainty is to apply the result of a particular experiment to everything with the 

same nature, occurring at any time and under any conditions. This is not available to 

man. The only way to arrive at a certainty and absolute truism is through divine 

guidance. What this boils down to is that we have the certainties that God has chosen 

to give us through His messengers. Beyond these, human knowledge remains within 

the range of what is probable, not what is certain. 

Scientific and Imperceptible 

Ghayb exists all around us, beyond the realm of our knowledge which continues to 

be based on probabilities. Man looks at the universe around him and continues to 

work out hypotheses and theories about its origin, nature and movement, and about 

time and place, their inter-relationship with each other and with what takes place in 

                                                 
1 Merritt Stanley Congdon, "The Lesson of the Rosebush", a paper in The Evidence of God in an 
Expanding Universe, Ed. J.C. Monsma, G.P. Putnam's Sons, New York, 1958, p. 34. 
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the universe. Man also tries to think about life: its source, origin, nature, continuity, 

the factors and forces that influence it and how it relates to material existence. He 

also thinks about himself: how is man different from matter and what distinguishes 

him from other living things? How did he come to exist on this earth; and how does 

he behave? What is human intellect, and what are its distinctive features? What 

happens to him after death? Even if we take the human body: what occurs inside it of 

chemical interactions at every moment and how do such interactions happen? 

All these belong to the realm of ghayb. Science stops at its peripheries, unable to 

penetrate through them even to assign relative probabilities to different hypotheses. 

We will leave aside for the moment the subjects which scientists do not care to enlist 

among their priorities and preoccupations, such as the nature of Godhead and the 

nature of God’s other creatures, such as angels and jinn, the nature of death, and the 

hereafter. It is sufficient for our purposes to speak only about that sort of ghayb which 

is closer to us. Here also we find science acknowledging its limited ability. Let us 

take one or two examples. 

The first example concerns the atom which, according to modern science, is the 

basic unit in the structure of the universe. Yet it is not the smallest unit, because it 

consists of protons with a positive electric charge, electrons with a negative charge 

and neutrons with a static charge. With an atomic fusion, electrons are released, but 

they do not stick to a uniform behaviour in a laboratory. At one time, they move like 

waves of light, and at another like missiles. We cannot determine their future 

behaviour in advance. This is subject to the law of probability. The same differences 

of behaviour apply to a single atom and a group of atoms forming a small unit. 

Sir James Jeans, a prominent British physicist says: 

The old science had confidently proclaimed that nature could follow only one 

road, the road which was mapped out from the beginning of time to its end by 

the continuous chain of cause and effect; state A was inevitably succeeded by 

state B. So far the new science has only been able to say that state A may be 

followed by state B or C or D or by innumerable other states. It can, it is true, 

say that B is more likely than C, C than D, and so on; it can even specify the 

relative probabilities of states B, C and D. But, just because it has to speak in 

terms of probabilities, it cannot predict with certainty which state will follow 

which; this is a matter which lies on the knees of the gods — whatever gods 

there be.1 

This, then, is what is meant by ghayb, which relates to God’s will into which 

human knowledge cannot penetrate. All that human knowledge and scientific 

                                                 
1 James Jeans, The Mysterious Universe, Cambridge University Press, 1931, pp. 18-19. 
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experiment can reach are only peripheries. Further than that, it cannot go. Professor 

Jeans gives the example of radiation and how the atoms of the radium are 

transformed into lead and helium. Throughout this process, they are subject to laws 

which remain closed to human knowledge: 

It is known that the atoms of radium, and of other radioactive substances, 

disintegrate into atoms of lead and helium with the mere passage of time, so 

that a mass of radium continually diminishes in amount, being replaced by lead 

and helium. The law which governs the rate of diminution is very remarkable. 

The amount of radium decreases in precisely the same way as a population 

would if there were no births, and a uniform death-rate which was the same for 

every individual, regardless of his age. Or again, it decreases in the same way as 

the numbers of a battalion of soldiers who are exposed to absolutely random 

undirected fire. In brief, old age appears to mean nothing to the individual 

random atom; it does not die because it has lived its life, but rather because in 

some way fate knocks at the door.1 

To take a concrete illustration, suppose that our room contains two thousand 

atoms of radium. Science cannot say how many of these will survive after a 

year’s time, it can only tell us the relative odds in favour of the number being 

2000, 1999, 1998, and so on. Actually the most likely event is that the number 

will be 1999; the probabilities are in favour of one, and only one, of the 2000 

atoms breaking up within the next year. 

We do not know in what way this particular atom is selected out of the 2000. We 

may at first feel tempted to conjecture it will be the atom that gets knocked 

about most or gets into the hottest places, or what not, in the coming year. Yet 

this cannot be, for if blows or heat could disintegrate one atom, they could 

disintegrate the other 1999, and we should be able to expedite the disintegration 

of radium merely by compressing it or heating it up. Every physicist believes 

this to be impossible; he rather believes that every year fate knocks at the door of 

one radium atom in every 2000, and compels it to break up; this is the 

hypothesis of “spontaneous disintegration” advanced by Rutherford and Soddy 

in 1903.2 

What example may illustrate the imperceptible operation of God’s will better than 

the disintegration of atoms, in which neither the atoms nor anyone on earth has any 

                                                 
1 This is what this scientist says, but we are concerned only with the scientific conclusion he is 
describing. His view that the death of radium atoms occurs at random does not concern us. We 
know that these atoms die by God's will at a specified time, which He has set for a particular purpose. 
"Every age has a term decreed." (13: 38.) This law stated in the Qur' n applies to the atom of radium 
and to every living thing. People die when the time appointed for each one of them is over. 
2 James Jeans, op. cit., pp. 18-19. 
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say or choice. 

We observe that the scientist who has given us this example is not trying to prove 

the operation of God’s will. Indeed, he tries hard to counter the pressure of the 

conclusions to which scientific research leads. The truth of ghayb in the Islamic sense 

stares him and all scientists in the face. 

The truism of ghayb, or the imperceptible, also imposes itself on the rules 

governing the emergence of life. Professor Russell Charles Artist, Professor of 

Biology at Frankfurt-on-the-Main, Germany, says: 

Many theories have been brought forward in the attempt to derive living cells 

from inanimate matter. Certain investigators are claiming that life has 

originated through the protogene, or through an aggregation of large protein 

molecules, which may leave the impression that at last the gap between the 

lifeless and the living has been spanned. Actually it must be admitted that all 

attempts to produce living matter experimentally from inanimate matter have 

failed utterly. 

Furthermore, it is not by direct evidence that the one who denies the existence 

of God proves to a waiting world that a fortuitous aggregation of atoms and 

molecules is life, capable of maintaining and directing itself as do the cells 

described here. Not at all. He accepts this as a belief. It is his private 

interpretation of the facts visible to us all, that an accidental concourse brought 

the first cell into being. But this is to accept an even greater miracle than to 

believe that Intelligence called it into being! 

I maintain that each of these single cells (each a system so intricate and delicate 

that its complete functioning has so far escaped our study), and all the trillions 

of them on this earth, definitely present a justifiable inference — one of Mind, 

or Intelligence, or Thought, which we call God. Science both admits and accepts 

this inference. 

I believe firmly that there is a God.1 

We have quoted this example here only to emphasise that the secret of life and its 

origin belongs to the realm of what God has withheld from our knowledge. All 

human explanations are only hypothetical. God tells the truth when He says: “I did 

not call them to witness at the creation of the heavens and the earth, nor at their own 

creation.” (18: 51) 

We take a giant stride to look at man and his life. One drop of man’s semen 

                                                 
1 R.C. Artist, "Trillions of Living Cells Speak Their Message", in The Evidence of God in an Expanding 
Universe, op. cit., p. 124. 
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contains about 60 million sperms, all of which race to fertilize the female egg. No one 

knows which of these millions will win the race, because that is part of God’s will to 

which human beings have no access, not even the couple involved. The fertilized egg 

produces the foetus. The chromosomes in the female egg are all female, while those 

in the sperm have male and female characteristics. Hence, the sex of the child is 

determined by the male chromosomes. This is again subject to God’s will. No human 

being can influence it in any way, not even the child’s parents: “God knows what every 

female bears, and by how much the wombs may fall short [in gestation], and by how much 

they may increase. With Him every thing has its definite measure. He knows all that lies 

beyond the reach of human perception and all that anyone may witness. He is the great One, 

the highly exalted.” (13: 8-9) “To God alone belongs the dominion over the heavens and the 

earth. He creates whatever He wills: He bestows the gift of female offspring on whomever He 

wills, and the gift of male offspring on whomever He wills; or He gives both male and female 

(to whomever he wills), and causes to be barren whomever He wills: truly, He is all-knowing, 

infinite in His power.” (42: 49-50) “He creates you in your mothers’ wombs, one act of 

creation after another, in threefold depths of darkness. Thus is God, your Lord: to Him 

belongs all dominion; there is no deity other than Him. How, then, can you lose sight of the 

truth?” (39: 6) 

The above are three examples showing how human knowledge in the twentieth 

century recognizes ghayb, acknowledging what lies beyond the reach of human 

perception. Those who remain influenced by the attitude of past generations 

continue to say that ghayb and science are contradictory. Science in this twentieth 

century readily admits that its conclusions are only statements of probabilities. The 

only certainty is that there is a world that cannot be reached by human perception. 

The Imperceptible and the Nature of Islamic Faith 

Before we conclude we need to say a few words on the nature of ghayb as 

understood in the Islamic faith. 

The Qur’ n, the basic source of Islamic faith, states very clearly that there is a 

world beyond the reach of human perception and another world that can be 

perceived. Not everything around man is ghayb, and not all forces of the universe are 

unknown. There are certain laws that operate in the universe without fail. Man can 

know some of these in as much as this knowledge can be tolerated or is needed by 

him to fulfil his role on earth. 

God has given him the power to know this much of the laws of the universe and 

to manipulate these forces in accordance with these laws. He will then be able to 

accomplish his mission and make use of the potentials of the earth and promote life. 

Side by side with these constant laws, God’s will operates free of all restrictions. It 
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is God’s will that sets these laws in operation every time they operate. Theirs is not a 

purely automatic motion. Although they operate in accordance with the rules God 

has set for them, it is God’s will that operates them. That will is part of ghayb, which 

is not known to anyone with any degree of certainty. The maximum that people can 

know of it remains within the range of assumptions and probabilities. Science readily 

admits this. 

Millions of processes and interactions occur within man at every given moment, 

all of which are, to him, imperceptible, while he is also unaware of millions of 

processes and interactions occurring in the world around him. Indeed, the 

imperceptible engulfs the past, the present and the future as they relate to man or to 

the universe. This works side by side with the constant laws of nature some of which 

are known to man, who benefits by them regularly and scientifically as he works to 

fulfil his role. Man comes into this world against his will and without any prior 

knowledge of his arrival here. He departs from it unwillingly and without any 

knowledge of his departure time. This applies to every living thing. No matter how 

much man increases his knowledge, this will remain the same. The Islamic mentality 

is a scientific one and it believes in the imperceptible, because science recognizes the 

imperceptible and accepts its existence. 

Denying it is an exercise of ignorance in spite of all the claims of those who make 

such a denial. The Islamic mentality combines believing in what lies beyond the 

reach of human perception, the secrets of which are known only to God, with the 

belief in the constant laws of nature. Hence, a Muslim benefits by scientific 

achievements. At the same time, he remains at peace with the fact that there is a 

complete world which our faculties cannot fathom, and which is known only to God 

who determines how much He reveals of it to those whom He chooses. 

It is animals that cannot comprehend anything beyond the reach of their senses. 

When a person believes in ghayb, he elevates himself to the rank of man who realizes 

that the universe is far greater and wider than the limited scope of his senses. Such a 

belief represents a great departure in an individual’s perception of the nature of 

existence, the forces operating in the universe, and the Power which controls all that. 

This belief has a profound effect on man’s own life. A person confining his concerns 

to the limited field in which his senses operate has a much narrower outlook than 

that of one who recognizes his place in the spacious universe which is far greater, in 

time and space, than whatever he can imagine in his limited life. He, therefore, 

recognizes that beyond all this existence there is a greater Truth, namely, the 

Supreme Being who gives the universe its existence, whom we cannot see with our 

eyes and whose nature we cannot comprehend with our minds. 

Believing in the imperceptible is the point which signals the elevation of man high 

above the world of animals. However, those among us who have a materialistic 
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outlook, and these can be found in every age, want man to sink back to the rank of 

animals where there is no recognition of anything beyond what the senses can 

perceive. Yet they call this progress, when it is actually a set-back against which God 

protects the believers. Their distinctive characteristic is that “they believe in what lies 

beyond the reach of human perception”. Praise be to God for His grace. 

Those who reject the belief in the imperceptible as contrary to scientific progress 

also speak of `historical inevitability’, as if the future is certain. As we have seen, 

scientists today speak of probabilities, and tell us that there are no inevitabilities. Karl 

Marx used to speak about inevitabilities, but which of his prophecies has been 

realized? He predicted that England was certain to become communist, because it 

was the leading nation in industrial progress. As such, it was the leading capitalist 

country where the labour force suffered most. Communism was adopted instead by 

countries which were industrially backward, such as Russia, China and a handful of 

other nations. Likewise, Lenin and Stalin predicted that war was inevitable between 

the capitalist and the communist blocs. Their successor, Khrushchev, raised instead 

the banner of peaceful coexistence. 

We need not dwell much on these prophecies. They are too trivial to merit any 

discussion. There is only one certainty, which is that of the world that lies beyond the 

reach of human perception. Everything else belongs to the world of probabilities. 

There is also one inevitability, which is that God’s will shall come to pass. His will is 

part of the ghayb known only to Him. Nevertheless, there are constant laws of nature 

which man may study and recognize, and even utilize for his benefit. At the same 

time, the door remains open for God’s will to operate as He chooses. This is the 

absolute certainty. “This Qur’ n guides to the path that is straightest.” (17: 9) 

Having emphasized that God’s knowledge includes everything in the universe, 

the s rah cites one aspect of this absolute knowledge which relates to man himself, 

and another aspect which asserts God’s absolute power over everything in the 

universe: “It is He who causes you to be like the dead at night, and knows what you do in the 

daytime. He raises you again to life each day in order that a term set by Him be fulfilled. In 

the end, to Him you must return; and then He will tell you all that you have done.” (Verse 

60) In a few simple words, this verse explains that all human life is in God’s hands, 

within His knowledge and subject to His will. This includes people’s sleep and 

awakening, death and resurrection, reckoning and judgement. The description 

follows the inimitable method of the Qur’ n in portraying everything vividly, alive. 

Thus it is able to touch people’s hearts with every image drawn and every movement 

described. 

“It is He who causes you to be like the dead at night.” (Verse 60) It is then a form of 

death that occurs to people when they are overtaken by sleep. Their senses do not 

operate, their minds stop functioning and their consciousness stops. Human beings 
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cannot yet discover the secret of what happens to them when they sleep, although 

they know its effects. This is, then, one of the numerous forms of ghayb that engulfs 

human life. As they sleep, human beings lose all their power, including their 

consciousness. They are in God’s hands, as they are certainly all the time. He alone 

can bring them back to life. How weak we are in comparison to Him. 

“He knows what you do in the daytime.” (Verse 60) Whatever good or evil we do, and 

whatever our hands take or leave, is known to God. None of our movements is left 

out. 

“He raises you again to life each day in order that a term set by Him be fulfilled.” (Verse 

60) It is He who awakens you in the day from your slumber so that you complete the 

term He has appointed for each one of you. This covers the status of human beings 

within the range set by God. His will is inescapable. 

“In the end, to Him you must return.” (Verse 60) You return to Him just like sheep 

coming back to their shepherd at the end of the day. “Then He will tell you all that you 

have done.” (Verse 60) This is when the record that includes everything is laid open. 

Absolute justice is then administered to all. 

Although this is a short verse composed of a few words, it nonetheless includes a 

long sequence of scenes and images, statements of fact and wide-ranging 

connotations. Who other than God can produce such a style? What is miraculous if 

this is not a miracle? Yet those who reject the faith choose not to see it in its true 

colour. They demand instead a physical miracle despite the fact that this would 

inevitably be followed by God’s punishment, should they continue to reject Him 

afterwards. 

When All Efforts Are of No Avail 

An important feature of Godhead is that which combines absolute power over all 

creation and a constant, alert watch. That which combines the predetermination of 

the life span of every individual, and our inescapable destiny with the final 

reckoning which is both prompt and unfailing. All this belongs to the realm of those 

imperceptibles which encompass human life. 

He alone holds sway over His servants. He sends forth guardians to watch over you 

until, when death approaches any one of you, Our messengers cause him to die. They 

leave no part of their duty unfulfilled. They are then brought back to God, their true 

Lord Supreme. Indeed, His alone is all judgement; and He is most swift in reckoning. 

(Verses 61-2) 

“He alone holds sway over His servants.” (Verse 61) All power belongs to Him, and 
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all creatures are subject to His power. In front of Him, they are powerless. In front of 

the Almighty, they are no more than submissive slaves. This is the truth confirmed 

by the realities of human life. Despite all the freedom of action they are given and the 

degree of knowledge they are allowed, and the ability instilled in them to fulfil the 

task assigned to them, their every breath is allowed them in accordance with a 

specific measure; their every action is subject to God’s power. Such is the basic law of 

human life which they cannot violate, although this law may manifest itself each 

time in accordance with a specific divine will. This even applies to every individual 

breath or action.§ 

“He sends forth guardians to watch over you.” (Verse 61) The nature of those 

guardians is not mentioned here. Elsewhere in the Qur’ n, we are told that they are 

angels who record everything we do. The point here is to impart a feeling that there 

is a close supervision over everyone. No single person is left all alone, not even for a 

moment. Watchers count and record every word we say, every action we do and 

every movement we make. When we imagine this, we are at the height of our 

alertness. 

“Until, when death approaches any one of you, Our messengers cause him to die. They 

leave no part of their duty unfulfilled.” (Verse 61) The same atmosphere is generated 

again by a different image. Every soul is left until a particular moment which always 

remains unknown to it, although it is specified by God. It can be neither advanced 

nor delayed. Every soul has an angel close at hand watching over it, counting its 

every breath, mindful of his task and never neglecting anything. He is a guardian 

angel. At the appointed moment, when the human soul is fully preoccupied with its 

affairs the guardian completes his task and the messenger delivers his message. As 

we think of this, we are bound to shiver as we feel that we are totally in the hands of 

a destiny which remains unknown to us. We realize that we could meet death at any 

moment. 

“They are then brought back to God, their true Lord Supreme.” (Verse 62) He is indeed 

our true Lord, while all other deities are false. It is He who has originated us and 

given us our lives, keeping us all the time under His unfailing supervision. He then 

gathers us back to Him for final judgement: “Indeed, His alone is all judgement; and He 

is most swift in reckoning.” (Verse 62) It is He alone who reckons and judges. Both His 

judgement and reward are readily delivered. The reference to His speed here is 

meant to make us feel that we are not given even a short period of grace before we 

are held to account. 

This sort of image which is outlined by the basic Islamic concept of life, death, 

                                                 
§ For further discussion on the Fawqiyyah and `Uluw attribute, please refer to section 1.2 in A Critique of 
‘In the Shade of the Qur’ n.’ 
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resurrection, reckoning and reward, is sufficient to ensure that a Muslim 

acknowledges without hesitation God’s authority to rule over people’s lives on earth. 

The reckoning, reward and judgement in the hereafter are based on what people 

actually do in this life. People cannot be held to account for what they do here in this 

world unless they are given a law which details for them what is lawful and what is 

forbidden. This explains the need for a single authority over both this life and the life 

to come. 

When a law other than that of God’s is enforced in this world, how can people be 

judged in the hereafter? According to the law they implemented here? Or according 

to the divine law which they did not implement? 

Human beings must realize that God will hold them to account on the basis of His 

own law. They must be aware that if they do not conduct their lives and establish 

their relationships as well as their worship, according to God’s law, then this will be 

the first thing for which they have to account. They will be questioned why have 

they not chosen God as their Lord on earth, preferring instead to claim other deities? 

This means that they will have to account for denying God or associating partners 

with Him. This they do by following God’s law in matters of worship but adopting a 

different law in their social, political and economic systems as well as their 

interactions, dealings and relationships. We know that God forgives whomever He 

pleases, but only that which is short of associating partners with Him. 

The Only Saviour 

They are then called upon to listen to the voice of their very nature. Indeed, 

human nature recognizes the truth of Godhead and turns to God alone when it faces 

dangers and difficulties. The s rah paints for them their nature when they are in 

distress, and describes how they go against its appeals when they go through a 

period of ease and comfort. 

This is all portrayed in a short, fast, clear scene, producing a profound effect. They 

are reminded that great distress is not limited to the Day of Resurrection when they 

have to face their reckoning. They, indeed, go through periods of great distress in the 

deep darkness of land and sea. At such moments, they turn only to God, recognizing 

that only He can save them. Still they revert to their erring ways in periods of ease: 

“Say: ‘Who is it that saves you from the dark dangers of the land and sea, when you call out 

to Him humbly and in secret: If He will but save us from this peril, we will most certainly be 

grateful? Say: God alone saves you from these and from every distress; and still you associate 

partners with Him.” (Verses 63-4) At times, it is sufficient to visualize danger and 

remember distress to soften people’s hearts and help them restrain their wild desires. 

People can then remember their feelings of weakness as they remember God’s grace 
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when He alleviates their distress. 

“Say: Who is it that saves you from the dark dangers of land and sea, when you call out to 

Him humbly and in secret: ‘If He will but save us from this peril, we will most certainly be 

grateful?’“ (Verse 63) Such an experience is well known to everyone who has gone 

through a period of distress or witnessed and observed what people in distress feel. 

There are indeed many types of darkness involving perils of different types on land 

and at sea. It is not necessary that the night should spread its mantle for darkness to 

prevail: losing one’s way and danger are two types of darkness and what awaits 

people on land and at sea is screened from them by darkness. Wherever people find 

themselves in the midst of darkness they realize that they must turn only to God, 

praying to Him in earnest or appealing to Him in private. At such a moment, human 

nature sheds its burden and comes face to face with the truth implanted deep inside 

it, that is the truth of God’s oneness. Therefore, it turns to God alone, addressing Him 

without any partners, because it recognizes then the absurdity of idolatry and 

polytheism and the non-existence of any partners with God. At such a moment, those 

who are in distress are quick to make solemn pledges: “If He will but save us from this 

peril, we will most certainly be grateful.” (Verse 63) 

God commands His Messenger to remind them of the truth: “Say: God alone saves 

you from these and from every distress.” (Verse 64) There is no one to respond to them 

other than He, and no one else to remove their distress. But the Prophet is also 

commanded to remind them of their singularly queer attitude: “Still, you associate 

partners with Him.” (Verse 64) 

Diverse Ways to Expound Revelations 

The s rah reminds them of God’s power which could smite them after they have 

been saved. It is not like a momentary distress which is not replaced once it is over. 

They are reminded of God’s unlimited ability to bring about suffering that they 

cannot endure: “Say: It is He alone who has the power to let loose upon you suffering from 

above you and from beneath your feet, or to divide you into disputing groups, causing the one 

to suffer at the hands of the other. See how We make plain Our revelations so that they may 

understand.” (Verse 65) 

To visualize suffering coming from above or from beneath in overwhelming force 

has a much more powerful effect on the human mind than to visualize it coming 

from the right or the left. Anyone may imagine that he can resist the latter type 

coming sideways, but the type of suffering which is brought down from above or 

which overwhelms people from beneath must be irresistible. In its inspiring style, the 

s rah adds this forceful effect as it states in plain terms that God is able to overwhelm 

people with suffering from any direction and in any method He chooses. It then adds 



Al-An`ām (Cattle) | THE EXTENT OF GOD’S KNOWLEDGE 
 

 168

another type of suffering which is slow and long lasting. This type does not destroy 

them all in a flash, but lingers with them so that they experience it day after day and 

night after night: “[He has the power] to divide you into disputing groups, causing the one 

to suffer at the hands of the other.” (Verse 65) 

This is an image of long-lasting suffering which they bring upon themselves and 

make each other experience. God allows them to split into hostile groups which can 

hardly be distinguished, one from the other. There is no clarity of separating lines. 

These groups are in a state of constant hostility, argument and dispute. Therefore, 

they bring suffering upon one another. 

In many periods of its history, humanity has experienced this type of suffering, 

whenever it deviated from the divine method, allowing people, in their weakness 

and ignorance, to conduct human life in accordance with their desires. Thus we find 

people groping in the dark as they devise their own systems, laws and values for 

human life. This is followed by one group trying to impose these systems, laws and 

values on others. The result is that one group may resist and those who have power 

try to crush their resistance. The desires, ambitions and concepts held by different 

groups would thus be involved in a bitter conflict, with one group made to suffer the 

tyranny of another. Thus, mutual hatred becomes widespread. When you analyze 

this state of affairs, you are bound to conclude that it is caused by the fact that 

humanity does not apply the same standard given them by their Supreme Lord to 

whom all human beings must submit. While people may not find it easy to recognise 

the authority of others, none of them feels himself humiliated when he submits to 

God alone. 

The most terrible situation in human life is that in which some human beings 

claim for themselves the rights of Godhead and try to impose these in practice on the 

rest of mankind. This is the sort of confused situation which splits people into hostile 

groups: on the surface, they may appear to be one community, but in reality some of 

them are subservient to others. One group wields power, using it in a tyrannical way 

because they are not restrained by God’s law. The others are embittered and nurse 

their grudges. Both groups are made to suffer the might and tyranny of each other. 

They do not form a single nation although they may not be easily distinguished, one 

from the other. When we look at mankind today, we realize that the whole world is 

engulfed by this slow, long-lasting suffering. 

This leads us to consider the attitude of the advocates of Islam. They must form a 

community which moves swiftly to distinguish itself from the state of j hiliyyah 

surrounding it from all directions. J hiliyyah refers to every situation, regime, 

community and society which does not implement God’s law or which does not 

recognize that Godhead and sovereignty belong to God alone. The advocates of 

Islam must abandon any j hiliyyah society, fully aware that they are completely 
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distinguished as a community from those in their society who prefer to maintain 

ways and implement laws, systems and values different from those bestowed from 

on high. 

Only if the advocates of Islam distinguish themselves in this way can they spare 

themselves the suffering with which God threatens those who reject His call: “[He has 

the power] to divide you into disputing groups, causing the one to suffer at the hands of the 

other.” (Verse 65) This mental distinction of the advocates of Islam applies by 

necessity to faith, feelings and code of living. It must continue until Islam is 

established in a geographical area and is an authority that extends protection to all 

advocates of Islam. Those advocates of the divine faith must feel themselves to be the 

Muslim community, and that all others who refuse to accept their method belong to 

the world of j hiliyyah. 

They should make their attitude clear to all people, telling them that their dispute 

with them is over faith and their code of living. They then pray to God to judge 

between them and their people in accordance with the truth. Unless the advocates of 

Islam make this distinction, the threat made here by God applies to them. They 

remain a group in a society which is not clearly distinguished from others. They are 

then made to endure the slow, long-lasting suffering. 

Such total distinction may require the advocates of Islam to make sacrifices and 

endure hardships. But these will never be anywhere near what happens to them if 

their attitude is not distinguished from the rest of the community, and if they are lost 

in the un-Islamic society surrounding them. 

When we review the history of the call to the divine faith pioneered by God’s 

messengers, we are certain that God will not grant victory to his messengers and 

their followers until the advocates of the divine faith have distinguished themselves 

from the rest of their people over the basic issue of submission to God alone. They 

must also implement the code of living He has chosen for His servants. Such a split 

over faith and a practical constitution is always the starting point. 

We must realize that the divine method has only a single way to follow. It cannot 

choose today a path other than that followed by God’s messengers (peace be upon 

them all) throughout history: “See how We make plain Our revelations so that they may 

understand.” (Verse 65) We pray to God to include us among those who understand 

as He expounds to them His revelations. 
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9 

Point of Separation 

Your people have rejected this [i.e. the 

Qur’ān], although it is the very truth. Say: 

I am not responsible for you. (66) 

Every piece of news has a time set for its 

fulfilment, as you will come to know. (67) 

Whenever you see those who indulge in vain 

discourse about Our revelations, turn away 

from them until they talk of other things. 

Should Satan ever cause you to forget, do 

not, once you remember, stay with such 

wrongdoing folk. (68) 

Those who are God-fearing are in no way 

accountable for them. It is their duty, 

however, to admonish them, so that they 

may become God-fearing. (69) 

Stay away from those who, beguiled by the 

life of this world, take their religion for a 

pastime and a sport; but remind them with 

this (Qur’ān), lest every human being 

should be held in pledge for whatever he has 

done, when he shall have none to protect 

him from God, and none to intercede for 

him. If he were to offer any conceivable 

ransom, it shall not be accepted from him.  
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Overview 

This passage re-endorses the issues elaborated upon in Chapter 8. It was the 

Prophet’s own people who rejected his message although it was the very truth. 

Hence, all relations between him and his people were severed. He is instructed to 

declare to them that he could not be responsible for their erring ways. He had to 

leave them to their inevitable destiny. He is further instructed not to sit with them 

when they engage in idle talk about religion, taking it as a sport and fun, showing no 

due respect to it. His instructions are very clear: he has to remind and warn them, 

convey his message to them and explain to them what they will have to face on the 

Day of Judgement. However, he must realize that although they are his people, they 

belong to two different nations. No considerations of nationality, race, clan or family 

are of much value in Islam. It is faith that causes relationships to be established or 

severed. When the bond of faith is established all other bonds may establish their 

roots. When the bond of faith is severed, however, no other ties can be established. 

Consistent Attitude 

Your people have rejected this [i.e. the Qur’ n], although it is the very truth. Say: I am 

not responsible for you. (Verse 66) 

The passage starts with an address to God’s Messenger (peace be upon him) 

which gives him and all believers who follow him complete confidence and 

reassurance that his message is the very truth. His people may persist in rejecting it 

and describing it as lies. This should not, however, affect him in any way. His people 

are not to arbitrate on this. The final word belongs to God. He states that this 

message is the truth. Hence, its rejection by any group of people is of no 

consequence. 

God then instructs His Messenger to dissociate himself from his people, making 

his attitude clear to them. He is also to inform them that he has no say over their fate. 

Neither is he responsible for their behaviour, nor can he guide their hearts. That is 

not up to him. Once he has conveyed to them his message, he has discharged his 

Those are the ones who are held in pledge 

for what they have done. Scalding water 

shall they drink, and grievous suffering 

awaits them because they were unbelievers. 

(70) 
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duty and he has to leave them to their inevitable destiny. Everything comes to its 

appointed end, and they will come to know the result of their efforts: “Every piece of 

news has a time set for its fulfilment, as you will come to know.” (Verse 67) Although this 

is a very general statement, providing no details, it is nonetheless intimidating. 

The believers have that reassurance imparted to them by their knowledge that 

what they follow is the very truth and that evil is doomed to failure, even though it 

may appear very powerful. They are confident that God will destroy those who deny 

His message, at the time He has appointed for them. They realise that what God has 

said will undoubtedly come true, and that every living thing is certain to meet its 

destiny. The advocates of Islam who face a similar rejection from their own people 

and who are made to feel as though they are strangers among their own families and 

who, as a consequence, endure much hardship and endless affliction need such 

confidence and reassurance and this the Qur’ n gives them in plenty. 

The Prophet is further commanded not to sit with the unbelievers, even for the 

sake of explaining his message or reminding them of God and their need to believe 

in Him, especially if he finds them engaged in idle talk about divine revelations. If 

they talk about religion in any way other than with respect and seriousness, or make 

it, by word or deed, an object of fun, he must remove himself from their company. 

If he were to do otherwise, his action could be construed as an implicit acceptance 

of what they do. Alternatively, it may be taken as a carelessness with the faith, when 

a Muslim should place his religion at the top of what he cherishes. Should he forget 

all this and sit with them, he must immediately upon remembering the correct 

approach rise up and leave their company: “Whenever you see those who indulge in vain 

discourse about Our revelations, turn away from them until they talk of other things. Should 

Satan ever cause you to forget, do not, once you remember, stay with such wrongdoing folk.” 

(Verse 68) 

This order to the Prophet, which could be interpreted as applying to all Muslims, 

was issued in Makkah where the Prophet’s task was limited to the advocacy of his 

faith. At that time, the Prophet was not ordered to fight anyone. Indeed, the 

approach was to avoid all physical conflict with the unbelievers wherever that was 

possible. Nevertheless, the Prophet was ordered not to sit with them if they spoke 

disrespectfully of God’s revelations. Should he forget and sit with them, then, he 

should leave them immediately upon remembrance. All Muslims, according to some 

reports, were ordered likewise. The term, `wrongdoing folk’, used here refers to the 

unbelievers, as it is frequently used in the Qur’ n. 

When Islam established its state in Madinah, the Prophet’s attitude towards the 

unbelievers was totally different. The Prophet could resort to every type of struggle, 

even war, in order to ensure that submission to God prevailed. No one was to be 
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allowed to engage in idle talk or vain discourse concerning God’s revelations. 

The s rah then asserts the complete separation between believers and unbelievers, 

in the same way as this was established between the Prophet (peace be upon him) 

and those who associate partners with God. Responsibilities are different and so are 

destinies: “Those who are God-fearing are in no way accountable for them. It is their duty, 

however, to admonish them, so that they may become God-fearing”. This means that there 

is simply no common responsibility between the God-fearing and the unbelievers. 

They are two separate communities or nations, although they may belong to the 

same race and the same nationality. These considerations are of little consequence in 

God’s view. The God- fearing are a nation on their own, and the unbelievers are a 

totally different nation. Those who fear God share nothing of the burden of the 

wrongdoers and they are accountable for none of their deeds. They only try to 

remind them of their duty towards God in the hope that they follow suit and join 

their camp. If they continue to reject the faith based on God’s oneness, then there is 

nothing to share between the two camps. 

This is indeed, the attitude of Islam as stated clearly by God. Anyone may choose 

a different stance, but he must know first that by so doing he abandons the divine 

faith altogether. 

When Support is in Short Supply 

The s rah continues to reiterate the complete distinction between the two 

communities, outlining the limits within which dealings and interactions may be 

conducted. 

Stay away from those who, beguiled by the life of this world, take their religion for a 

pastime and a sport; but remind them with this (Qur’ n), lest every human being 

should be held in pledge for whatever he has done, when he shall have none to protect 

him from God, and none to intercede for him. If he were to offer any conceivable 

ransom, it shall not be accepted from him. Those are the ones who are held in pledge 

for what they have done. Scalding water shall they drink, and grievous suffering 

awaits them because they were unbelievers. (Verse 70) 

This verse re-emphasises the distinction between the two communities, making 

several important points. 

1. The Prophet, and indeed every Muslim, is commanded to ignore, by word and 

deed, those who treat religion as a pastime and as idle play. This description 

applies to anyone who does not give his faith respect by making it the basis of 

all aspects of his life: worship, beliefs, practices, moral values, and a legal 
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code. It also applies to anyone who describes the principles and legislations of 

this faith in derogatory terms, such as those who ridicule the concept of ghayb, 

or believing in the world beyond the reach of human perception, which is an 

essential part of the Islamic faith. The same is the case with people who talk 

disrespectfully of zak t which is one of the pillars upon which the structure of 

Islam is built, or describe morality and chastity as the values of rural and 

feudal societies, and those who speak disapprovingly of the Islamic rules of 

marriage, or describe as fetters the sort of guarantees God has given to 

Muslim women to help them maintain their chastity. It applies above all to 

those who deny God’s absolute sovereignty and His authority to legislate for 

human life in political, social, economic and legal fields, claiming that human 

beings may legislate for themselves without reference to God’s law. All those 

are included as ones who, `take their religion for a pastime and a sport’. Every 

Muslim is commanded to stay away from them except to remind them of their 

duty towards God. They are among the wrongdoers and unbelievers 

described in this verse as ones who are held in pledge for what they have done’. 

They are threatened with having to drink boiling water and having to endure 

painful suffering for their disbelief. 

2. The Prophet, and indeed every Muslim is further instructed to remind these 

people of God and warn them against being held in pledge and destroyed in 

consequence of what they have done. They are to be reminded that they 

cannot enjoy any support against God, and no one can intercede with Him on 

their behalf. No ransom will be accepted from them. The Qur’ nic style here is 

exceedingly beautiful and effective: “Remind them with this (Qur’ n), lest every 

human being should be held in pledge for whatever he has done, when he shall have 

none to protect him from God, and none to intercede for him. If he were to offer any 

conceivable ransom, it shall not be accepted from him.” (Verse 70) Every single soul 

will have to account for itself, without support, and when no ransom is of any 

use. As for those who have taken their religion in jest and been beguiled by 

the life of this world, they are already held in pledge for what they have done. 

Their doom is sealed: “Those are the ones who are held in pledge for what they have 

done. Scalding water shall they drink, and grievous suffering awaits them because 

they were unbelievers.” The scalding water, which boils in their throats and 

stomachs, and the painful suffering which ensues are a fitting recompense for 

their ridicule of faith. 

3. Speaking of the unbelievers, God describes them as ‘Those who take their 

religion for a pastime and a sport’. Is it truly their religion? This description fits 

perfectly those who declared their acceptance of Islam and then treated their 

religion as an object of ridicule. There were some people like that to whom the 

appellation `hypocrites’ was given, but they were in Madinah. Can the same 
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statement apply to unbelievers who did not embrace Islam in the first place? 

Well, Islam is the religion of all mankind, including those who do not believe 

in it, since it is the only faith God accepts from human beings ever since the 

revelation of the message preached by the Prophet Mu ammad, the last of all 

messengers. Hence, anyone who rejects it actually rejects his own faith. Hence, 

it is significant that the possessive pronoun is used in the beginning of this 

verse: “Stay away from those who take their religion for a pastime and a sport.” It is 

most probably, and God knows best, a reference to the fact that Islam is a 

religion for all mankind. Whoever makes fun of it, even though he may be an 

idolater, actually makes fun of his own religion. 

We probably still need to explain who are meant by the term `idolaters’. They 

are those who claim that any being has a share of God’s attributes. This may 

take the form of believing in the existence of deities other than God, or 

offering worship and performing rituals to anyone other than God, or 

acknowledging the authority to legislate to anyone besides God. Needless to 

say, the term idolaters also includes those who claim for themselves any of 

these, however strongly they may profess to be Muslims. We should then be 

clear about who belongs to our faith. 

4. The last point concerns the limits within which it is permissible to sit with the 

wrongdoers, or idolaters, and those who take religion as an object of fun and 

ridicule. As we have already mentioned, this is permissible only when it is 

done to remind them of divine faith and to warn them against disobeying 

God. It can have no other purpose. Once we realize that they engage in idle 

talk about God’s revelations or treat them as an object of ridicule we must 

leave their company immediately. In commenting on this verse, al-Qur ubī 
explains the rulings mentioned in the Qur’ n: “This verse provides an answer 

in God’s Book to anyone who claims that high standing Imams and their 

followers may have social contacts with wrongdoers, or may try to protect 

themselves by pretending to accept their views as correct.”23 

Our view is that the Qur’ nic verse allows mixing with the wrongdoers in order to 

admonish and warn them, and to correct their erring views. Mixing with them and 

keeping quiet about what they say and do in order to protect ourselves is 

unacceptable, because it imparts an impression of accepting falsehood and rejecting 

the truth. In addition, it deceives people and degrades the divine faith and its 

advocates. Such a situation is totally unacceptable. 

Al-Qur ubī quotes a few statements by other scholars: “Ibn Khuwayz Mind d 

says: `Anyone who engages in vain discourse about God’s revelations should be 

                                                 
23 Al-Qur ubī, J mi` li-Ahk m al-Qur' n, Vol. 7, p. 12. 
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boycotted, whether he is a believer or an unbeliever. Our colleagues also disallow 

entry into the land ruled by the enemy or entry into their churches and temples, as 

well as mixing socially with unbelievers and those who invent deviant practices and 

claim them to be Islamic. It is also not permissible to be sympathetic to them or to 

argue with them. One of these inventors once said to Abū `Imr n al-Nakha`ī: “Let me 

say one word to you”. Al-Nakha`ī turned away, saying: “Not even half a word”. The 

same attitude was reported of Ayyūb al-Sakhtiy nī. Al-Fuđayl ibn `Iy d says: “If one 

loves a person who practises deviant inventions, God will cause his good actions to 

be wasted and will cause his conviction to be shaky. A person who gives his 

daughter in marriage to a deviant inventor is unkind to her, and one who mixes with 

such a person has no share of wisdom. If God knows a person to truly dislike deviant 

inventors, I hope He will forgive him his sins.” The Prophet is quoted by his wife, 

` ’ishah as saying: He who respects a person practising deviant inventions actually 

helps to destroy Islam’.24 

All these statements speak about a person who practises deviant inventions, 

although he continues to believe in the divine faith. Needless to say, he is in a much 

better position than the person who claims for himself the attributes of Godhead by 

promulgating laws that are in conflict with divine law, or one who acknowledges his 

authority to do so. Such claims indicate total disbelief or polytheism. Early scholars 

did not have to deal with such situations after the establishment of Islam. No one 

made any such claims while saying at the same time that he was Muslim. This was 

unknown until the French occupation of Egypt under Napoleon when the majority of 

people turned their backs on their faith. Obviously, the statements of past scholars do 

not apply to the present situation which exceeds by far what they have described and 

the rulings they made concerning it. 

                                                 
24 Al-Qur ubī, ibid., p. 133. 
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10 

Sovereign of All the 

Worlds  

Say: Shall we invoke, instead of God, 

something that can neither benefit nor harm 

us, and shall we turn back on our heels 

after God has given us guidance, like one 

whom the satans have lured away in the 

land, blunders along perplexed. Yet he has 

companions who call out to him, “Come to 

us for guidance.” Say: In truth, God’s 

guidance is the only guidance. We are 

commanded to surrender ourselves to the 

Lord of all the worlds. (71) 

And to attend regularly to prayers and to 

fear Him. It is to Him you all shall be 

gathered. (72) 

He it is who has created the heavens and 

the earth in truth. Whenever He says, 

“Be,” it shall be. His word is the truth. 

All sovereignty shall be His on the Day 

when the trumpet is blown. He knows all 

that is beyond the reach of human 

perception, and all that is manifest. He 

alone is truly wise, all-aware. (73) 
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Overview 

This short passage of three verses is characterized by a powerful rhythm. It begins 

with a statement of the essential characteristics of Godhead and a denouncement of 

those who turn away from guidance to sink back into disbelief and their associating 

partners with God. It portrays a person who is totally lost, bewildered, not knowing 

where to turn, and this emphasizes the meaning of turning away from faith after 

having believed in God. The passage then emphasizes that God’s guidance is the 

only true guidance. It ends on a high note as it speaks of God’s total sovereignty and 

His complete authority over all creation. On the Day of Resurrection, even the most 

hardened atheists cannot entertain any doubt about His complete sovereignty, and 

then to Him all creation returns. 

Bewilderment After Guidance 

Say: Shall we invoke, instead of God, something that can neither benefit nor harm us, 

and shall we turn back on our heels after God has given us guidance, like one whom 

the satans have lured away in the land, blunders along perplexed. Yet he has 

companions who call out to him, “Come to us for guidance.” Say: In truth, God’s 

guidance is the only guidance. We are commanded to surrender ourselves to the Lord 

of all the worlds.” (Verse 71) 

The passage starts with the instruction, `Say’. This is used often in this s rah to 

formulate a recognition that all authority belongs to God and that the Prophet 

Mu ammad (peace be upon him) is the one chosen to convey a message and warn 

people against its rejection. As it imparts a feeling of the seriousness of the message, 

we are also made to understand that the Prophet does no more than what he is 

bidden. He implements his instructions with complete dedication. 

“Say: Shall we invoke, instead of God, something that can neither benefit nor harm us?” 

(Verse 71) This is an order to the Prophet to tell the unbelievers that what they do is 

to invoke and appeal to beings other than God, allowing those beings to lead them 

where they please, when they cannot actually benefit or harm them in any way. This 

is true, whether those beings whom they invoke are idols of stone, trees, spirits, 

angels, devils or other human beings. They only have one quality in common, 

namely, that they can bring no benefit and cause no harm. Every movement in the 

universe occurs by God’s will. Hence, what God does not sanction cannot take place. 

Nothing happens except what He approves of. Thus, the Prophet is instructed to 

denounce every type of worship, submission or appeal to anyone other than God 

and to make it clear that every action of this sort is absolutely absurd. 
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This instruction to the Prophet might have been given by way of reply to the 

suggestions made by the unbelievers to the Prophet for working out a compromise 

whereby he would join them in invoking their deities in return for their joining him 

in worshipping his Lord. On the other hand, it might have been an outright 

denunciation of the practices of the idolaters and a declaration by the Prophet and 

the believers that their way could have no meeting point with that followed by the 

unbelievers. Either way, the final result is the same. We have a strong denunciation 

of this absurdity which no human intellect can accept once it is freed of inherited 

traditions and prevailing values and is allowed to judge objectively for itself. 

To emphasise the association of partners with God and to strengthen its 

denunciation, the s rah portrays these beliefs in contrast to the concept of God’s 

oneness and submission to Him alone. It is to this concept that He has guided the 

believers: “Say: ‘Shall we invoke, instead of God, something that can neither benefit nor 

harm us, and shall we turn back on our heels after God has given us guidance?’” (Verse 71) 

To revert to idolatry is, then, a turning back on one’s heels in a retrogressive 

movement after one has achieved considerable progress. 

This is followed by a vividly realistic and inspiring scene: “Like one whom the satans 

have lured away in the land, blunders along perplexed. Yet he has companions who call out to 

him, ‘Come to us for guidance.’” (Verse 71) The scene is full of life. It describes the loss 

and bewilderment that inevitably overwhelms any person who reverts to idolatry 

after having believed in God’s oneness. He finds himself torn between believing in 

the Supreme Lord who has no partners, and numerous deities who are powerless. He 

is confused, unable to determine where to turn for guidance. He is lost, bewildered. 

How miserable is his lot for being lured away, perplexed and for committing 

blunders. The word `lure’ is highly descriptive. The person we see in this scene does 

not follow the direction into which he is lured in order to establish a well-defined 

objective, even though it leads to error. He has, on the other side, friends and 

companions who have followed proper guidance, and who beckon him to come over 

to them. Between the lure of the devils and the beckoning of his guided companions 

this person continues to blunder along, unable to determine where to go and which 

side to join. His psychological suffering looms large, so much so that we actually feel 

it as it is described. 

Every time I read these verses I can see this scene in front of me and feel all the 

confusion, hesitation and bewilderment with which it overflows. But that was merely 

a mental exercise. More recently, I have known real-life cases that answer this 

description very accurately. All the confusion was there to see and all the suffering to 

feel. These were examples of people who had known the faith and experienced what 

it meant to believe, but who then turned back on their heels in order to worship false 

deities, under the pressure of fear or temptation. No matter how strong or otherwise 
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their faith was, their turning back subjected them to this utter misery. As I saw these 

people, the full import of these verses became much clearer to me. 

The scene is followed by a clear statement outlining the right way which all people 

should follow: “Say: ‘In truth, God’s guidance is the only guidance. We are commanded to 

surrender ourselves to the Lord of all the worlds, and to attend regularly to prayers and to 

fear Him.’” (Verses 71-2) This decisive statement fits perfectly with the psychological 

situation described here. When someone fully appreciates the type of bewilderment 

the Qur’ nic verse describes and the suffering of anyone who so experiences such 

bewilderment, he is ready to receive with reassurance such a decisive statement and 

accept it without hesitation. “Say: ‘In truth, God’s guidance is the only guidance.’” (Verse 

71) This is an absolute certainty. Whenever people abandon this guidance and 

replace it with man-made concepts, regimes, laws and values they find themselves 

lost in absolute bewilderment. 

Guidance Followed by Complete Submission 

God has given man the ability to recognize and appreciate some of the laws of 

nature, its forces and potentials so that he may be able to use these in discharging the 

task assigned to him of building the earth and promoting human life and civilization. 

But man has not been granted by God the ability to get to the core of the absolute 

truths of the universe or to fathom the world which lies beyond the reach of his 

perceptions. This world includes the workings of his own mind and soul, and even 

the workings of his own organs and the causes which enable his body to function 

properly, according to a definite system and a particular fashion. 

Hence, man is in need of divine guidance concerning everything that relates to his 

own nature, including faith, morals, values and standards, systems and laws. Only 

with such guidance can man regulate his life as it should be regulated. Whenever 

man adopts God’s guidance, he finds himself following the right track, because 

“God’s guidance is the only guidance”. Whenever man abandons God’s guidance 

completely or deviates from it partially in order to replace it with something else, he 

loses his way. This is due to the fact that whatever is in conflict with God’s guidance 

represents error and loss. There is simply no third cause: “What is in conflict with the 

truth other than error.” (10: 32) 

Humanity continues to endure the terrible effects of going astray, for these are 

inevitable when mankind moves away from God’s guidance. Indeed, this is the one 

historical inevitability which is certain to take place because, unlike those 

inevitabilities claimed by the advocates of different philosophies, this one is 

determined by God. Anyone who wishes to look closely at the misery to which 

people expose themselves when they deviate from God’s guidance does not need to 
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look far. That misery is everywhere for us to see. Those who are endowed with 

insight and intelligence continue to raise their voices to warn against it. 

The Qur’ nic verse states clearly that human beings must submit themselves to 

God alone, offer worship to Him and continue to fear Him alone: “We are commanded 

to surrender ourselves to the Lord of all the worlds, and to attend regularly to our prayers and 

to fear Him.” (Verses 71-2) 

The instructions given to the Prophet Mu ammad (peace be upon him) are such 

that he has to declare in absolute clarity that God’s guidance is the only guidance. As 

such, we are commanded to submit to the Lord of all the universe, because to Him 

alone all the worlds submit. Why should man be the only exception out of all 

creation when everything in the universe submits to God’s absolute Lordship? The 

reference made here to the fact that God is `the Lord of all the worlds’ comes at the 

right time. It emphasizes an undeniable fact that all the worlds, whether known or 

unknown to us, submit to the laws God has set in operation and cannot break away 

from them. Biologically, man is also subject to the laws of nature. What he needs to 

do, then, is to submit also in the area in which he has been given a choice: to follow 

guidance or to sink in error. When man chooses to submit to God in the same way as 

he does biologically, all his affairs will be set aright, because harmony will be 

established between his constitution and his action, between his body and his soul, 

between his present life and his life to come. The declaration made by God’s 

Messenger and his followers that they have complied with the commandment to 

surrender themselves to God is enough to inspire anyone to open his mind and make 

himself ready to respond to the divine instruction. 

After the declaration of surrender to the Lord of all the worlds is given, some of 

the duties required of man are given in terms of acts of worship and attitudes: 

“Attend regularly to prayers and to fear Him.” (Verse 72) The most essential thing, then, 

is complete submission to God and the acknowledgement of His Lordship over the 

universe. The offering of worship and the moulding of conscious attitudes follow 

from this, because these cannot be done properly unless they are based on the solid 

foundation of man’s submission to God. 

The final note in this passage brings together a number of essential components of 

the concept of faith, namely, resurrection, creation, wisdom and awareness of all that 

takes place in the universe. All these are attributes so that our concept of God is 

properly formulated: “It is to Him you all shall be gathered. He it is who has created the 

heavens and the earth in truth. Whenever He says, Be,’ it shall be. His word is the truth. All 

sovereignty shall be His on the day when the trumpet is blown. He knows all that is beyond 

the reach of human perception, and all that is manifest. He alone is truly wise, all-aware.” 

(Verses 72-3) 
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Since all creation will be gathered before the Lord of all the worlds, submission to 

Him alone is absolutely essential. It is only wise that people should consider their 

future in the light of the fact that they will inevitably be gathered to God. They better 

submit to Him, as all the worlds and all creation do, before they are brought to 

account in front of Him. We see how the fact of resurrection is used here to convince 

people that it is in their best interests to submit to God right at the beginning. 

Especially since they have no option but to submit to Him in the end. 

“He it is who has created the heavens and the earth in truth.” (Verse 73) This is another 

undeniable fact mentioned here to influence people into choosing the right course of 

submission to God. If they do, they only surrender to the One who has created the 

heavens and the earth. Needless to say, the one who creates is the one who owns, 

controls and determines the destiny of the heavens and the earth and all that lives in 

or on them. Moreover, this creation has been made `in truth’. This is to refuse all the 

conjectural theories advanced by philosophers, particularly Plato and the Utopians, 

which suggest that this physical world of ours is a delusion and has no real 

substance. The Qur’ nic statement goes further than refuting such theories. It makes 

it clear that the truth is an essential element in the foundation, as well as the destiny 

of this universe. The truth which people seek and to which they turn is supported by 

the truth which is essential in the nature of existence. Thus, it becomes an 

overpowering force which sweeps all falsehood away. Indeed, falsehood cannot 

establish any roots in the structure of the universe. It is only `like an evil tree torn out of 

the earth and shorn of all its roots’. Falsehood is like swelling foam surfacing over 

running water: it has no substance. This is again a profoundly powerful statement of 

fact. 

A believer feels that the truth which he advocates and feels within himself is 

directly linked to the greater truth manifested in the universe, and this, in turn, is 

directly linked to the absolute truth of God. In another s rah, we read this Qur’ nic 

statement: “Indeed, God is the ultimate truth.” (22: 62) Equipped with this realization a 

believer views falsehood as no more than a large bubble which is certain to explode. 

Falsehood may indeed manifest itself as large and powerful and able to cause 

believers much harm. The fact remains, however, that it has no root to support its 

structure. It soon disappears and becomes forgotten as if it never existed. 

When an unbeliever contemplates this truth, he is bound to experience a feeling of 

awe. He may give up his falsehood and accept God’s guidance. 

“Whenever He says, ‘Be,’ it shall be.” (Verse 73) His power dominates all, and His 

will is unrestrained. He creates, changes and replaces as He pleases. This fact is 

mentioned here for a dual purpose: it helps the proper formulation of the correct 

concept of faith in the believers’ hearts and it inspires those who are called upon to 

submit to God, the Lord of all the worlds, the Creator of everything, the One who 



Al-An`ām (Cattle) | SOVEREIGN OF ALL THE WORLDS 
 

 183

says to anything He wishes to create, “Be”, and it is instantly there. 

“His word is the truth.” (Verse 73) This fact applies to God’s word, “Be”, which 

causes creation. This His commandment that all creation should submit to Him 

alone, this His word providing legislation for mankind to implement, and this His 

word which tells us about the past, present and future, the origin of creation, 

resurrection, reckoning and reward. In all this, His word is the truth. Hence, those 

who associate with Him partners that can cause no benefit or harm, those who follow 

the bidding of anyone other than Him, or who adopt any philosophy other than that 

of the divine faith, or who implement any legislation other than His code are advised 

to surrender themselves to Him alone. 

“All sovereignty shall be His on the Day when the trumpet is blown.” (Verse 73) On the 

Day of Resurrection, the trumpet is sounded in a way that no human being has thus 

far heard. It is part of what God has kept to Himself. The nature of that trumpet and 

how people respond to it remain unknown to anyone other than God. The reports 

available to us suggest that it is a horn-like trumpet, made of light. It is blown by an 

angel. As the dead in their graves hear it, they immediately rise up. Indeed, this is the 

second blow given on that trumpet. The first one causes all creatures in the heavens 

and on earth to be stunned, with the exception of those God chooses to exempt. This 

is mentioned in verse 68 of S rah 39: “The trumpet will be sounded, and all creatures that 

are in the heavens and all that are on earth will fall down senseless, unless they be such as 

God wills to exempt. And then it will be sounded again, and they all stand up and will begin 

to see.” These descriptions of the trumpet and the effects of its blowing make it clear 

to us that it is something different from what human beings have seen or heard on 

this earth or what they visualize. It belongs to the world that lies beyond the reach of 

human perception. We know about it only by virtue of what God has chosen to 

inform us of its shape and effect. We confine ourselves to this information so as not 

to indulge in speculation which lacks solid foundation. 

On that day when the trumpet is sounded, even the rejecters and the blind will 

begin to see and realize that all sovereignty belongs to God alone. No one has any 

power other than Him. No will can operate other than His. Hence, those who in this 

life refuse to submit to Him willingly are well advised to change their attitude before 

they have to submit to His absolute power on the day when the trumpet is blown. 

“He knows all that is beyond the reach of human perception, and all that is manifest.” 

(Verse 73) His knowledge is perfect, absolute. It includes everything that is kept 

away from us as well as that which we see in the universe. Nothing of people’s 

affairs and no part of their lives can be hidden from Him. Again, they will follow 

good counsel if they surrender themselves to Him, worship Him and be God-fearing. 

This fact is mentioned here for its own sake and is used as something with which to 

influence those who reject the faith. 
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“He alone is truly wise, all-aware.” (Verse 73) He conducts all the affairs of the 

universe which He has created, as well as the affairs of the creatures over whom He 

has absolute power in this life and in the life to come. All that He does is 

characterized by wisdom and is based on unbounded knowledge. When they submit 

to His law, they will enjoy the happiness that is imparted to their lives by His 

wisdom. They will bring themselves out of their loss and bewilderment to enjoy His 

guidance and learn happiness from His wisdom. 
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11 

Guidance for All Nations 

Thus Abraham said to his father Azar: 

“Do you take idols for gods? I see that you 

and your people have obviously gone 

astray.” (74) 

Thus did we give Abraham an insight into 

[God’s] mighty dominion over the heavens 

and the earth; so that he may become a 

firm believer. (75) 

When the night drew its shadow over him, 

he saw a star; and he exclaimed: “This is 

my Lord!” But when it set, he said: “I do 

not love things that set.” (76) 

Then when he beheld the rising moon, he 

said: “This is my Lord!” But when it set, 

he said: “If my Lord does not guide me, I 

will most certainly be one of those who go 

astray.” (77) 

Then when he beheld the sun rising, he 

said: “This is my Lord! This is the greatest 

of all!” But when it also set, he said: “My 

people, I disown all that you associate with 

God.” (78) 
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“I have turned my face with pure and 

complete devotion to Him who brought the 

heavens and the earth into being. I am not 

one of those who associate partners with 

God.” (79) 

His people argued with him. He said: “Do 

you argue with me about God, when it is 

He who has given me guidance? I do not 

fear those beings you associate with Him, 

[for no evil can befall me] unless my Lord 

so wills. My Lord embraces all things 

within His knowledge; will you not, then, 

reflect?” (80) 

“And why should I fear anything you 

worship side by side with Him, when you 

are not afraid of associating with God 

partners without His ever giving you any 

warrant? Which of the two parties has a 

better right to feel secure, if you happen to 

know?” (81) 

“Those who believe and do not taint their 

faith with wrongdoing are the ones who will 

feel secure, as they follow the right path.” 

(82) 

This was Our argument with which We 

furnished Abraham against his people. We 

raise whom We will, degree after degree. 

Your Lord is Wise, All- Knowing. (83) 

We bestowed on him Isaac and Jacob, and 

We guided each of them as We had guided 

Noah before them. Among his offspring 

were [the Prophets] David, Solomon, Job, 

Joseph, Moses and Aaron. Thus do We 

reward those who do good. (84) 

’ ÎoΤ Î) àM ôγ§_uρ }‘ Îγ ô_uρ “Ï% ©#Ï9 tsÜ sù 

ÅV≡ uθ≈ yϑ¡¡9 $# š⇓ö‘ F{ $# uρ $Z‹ ÏΖym ( !$tΒuρ O$tΡr& 

š∅ÏΒ š⎥⎫Ï. Îô³ ßϑø9 $# ∩∠®∪  

… çμ §_!% tn uρ … çμãΒöθs% 4 tΑ$s% ’ ÎoΤ þθ’f̄≈ pt éB r& ’ Îû «!$# 

ô‰s%uρ Ç⎯1y‰yδ 4 Iωuρ ß∃% s{ r& $tΒ šχθä. Îô³ è@ 

ÿ⎯ Ïμ Î/ HωÎ) βr& u™!$t± o„ ’ În1u‘ $\↔ ø‹x© 3 yì Å™ uρ ’În1u‘ 

¨≅ à2 >™ó©x« $̧ϑù=Ïã 3 Ÿξsùr& tβρã2x‹tFs? ∩∇⊃∪  

y#ø‹ Ÿ2uρ ß∃% s{ r& !$tΒ öΝ çGò2uõ° r& Ÿωuρ 

šχθèù$sƒ rB öΝ ä3̄Ρr& Ο çGø. uõ° r& «!$$Î/ $tΒ öΝ s9 

öΑ Íi”t∴ ãƒ ⎯Ïμ Î/ öΝ à6 ø‹n=tæ $YΖ≈ sÜ ù=ß™ 4 ‘“r'sù 

È⎦÷⎫s)ƒ Ìx ø9 $# ‘,ymr& Ç⎯ øΒF{ $$Î/ ( βÎ) ÷Λ ä⎢Ζä. 

šχθßϑn=÷ès? ∩∇⊇∪  

t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (#θãΖtΒ# u™ óΟ s9 uρ (# þθÝ¡Î6 ù=tƒ Ο ßγ uΖ≈ yϑƒ Î) AΟ ù=Ýà Î/ 

y7 Í× ¯≈ s9 'ρé& ãΝßγ s9 ß⎯ øΒF{ $# Ν èδuρ tβρß‰ tGôγ •Β ∩∇⊄∪  

y7 ù=Ï?uρ !$uΖçF¤fãm !$yγ≈ oΨ øŠ s?# u™ zΟŠ Ïδ≡ tö/ Î) 4’ n?tã 

⎯ Ïμ ÏΒöθs% 4 ßì sùötΡ ;M≈ y_u‘ yŠ ⎯̈Β â™!$t±®Σ 3 ¨βÎ) 

š−/ u‘ íΟ‹ Å3ym ÒΟŠ Î=tæ ∩∇⊂∪  

$uΖö6 yδuρuρ ÿ… ã&s! t,≈ ysó™ Î) z>θà) ÷ètƒ uρ 4 ˆξà2 

$oΨ ÷ƒ y‰yδ 4 $·mθçΡuρ $oΨ ÷ƒ y‰yδ ⎯ ÏΒ ã≅ ö6 s% ( ⎯ ÏΒuρ 

⎯ Ïμ ÏG−ƒ Íh‘ èŒ yŠ… ãρ# yŠ z⎯≈ yϑø‹n=ß™ uρ šUθ•ƒ r& uρ 

y#ß™θãƒ uρ 4©y›θãΒuρ tβρã≈ yδuρ 4 y7 Ï9≡ x‹x. uρ “Ì“ øg wΥ 



 

 187

And Zachariah, John, Jesus and Elijah; 

who were all righteous. (85) 

And Ishmael, Elisha, Jonah and Lot. 

Every one of them did We favour above all 

people. (86) 

And [We exalted likewise] some of their 

forefathers, their offspring and their 

brethren. We chose them and guided them 

to a straight path. (87) 

Such is God’s guidance; He bestows it on 

whomever He wills of His servants. Had 

they associated partners with Him, in vain 

would certainly have been all that they ever 

did. (88) 

On these did We bestow revelation, wisdom 

and prophet- hood. If this generation were 

to deny this truth, We have certainly 

entrusted it to others who will never deny it. 

(89) 

Those are the ones whom God has guided. 

Follow, then, their guidance, [and] say: 

“No reward do I ask of you for this. It is 

but an admonition to all mankind.” (90) 

No true understanding of God have they 

when they say: “God has never revealed 

anything to any human being.” Say: Who, 

then, revealed the Book which Moses 

brought to people as a light and a 

guidance? You transcribe it on sheets to 

show around, while you suppress much. 

You have been taught [by it] what neither 

you nor your forefathers had ever known. 

Say: God, and leave them to their play and 
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Overview 

Here begins a very long passage which stretches across twenty-one verses but 

which constitutes a single unit, tackling one subject, which is indeed the main theme 

foolish chatter. (91) 

This is a blessed book which We have 

revealed, confirming what came before it, 

that you may warn the Mother City and 

all who dwell around it. Those who believe 

in the life to come do believe in it, and they 

are ever- mindful of their prayers. (92) 

Who could be more wicked than one who 

invents a falsehood about God, or says: 

“This has been revealed to me,” when 

nothing has been revealed to him? Or one 

who says, “I can reveal the like of what 

God has revealed”? If you could but see the 

wrongdoers when they are in the throes of 

death and the angels stretch out their hands 

[and say]: “Give up your souls!” Today 

you shall be rewarded with a humiliating 

punishment for having attributed to God 

something that is untrue and, in your 

arrogance, scorned His revelations. (93) 

And now, indeed, you have come to Us 

individually, just as We created you in the 

first instance; and you have left behind all 

that We conferred on you. Nor do We see 

with you those intercessors of yours whom 

you had claimed to be partners in your 

affairs. Broken are the ties which bound 

you, and that which you have been asserting 

has failed you. (94) 
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running throughout the whole s rah. As has already been explained, the s rah 

establishes this theme on a solid foundation, strengthened by a comprehensive 

explanation of the nature of Godhead, servitude to God and the links between them. 

The approach adopted here, however, is different from the one we encountered 

earlier in the s rah. Here, we find a story followed by comments, coupled with a 

number of inspiring elements. One element used here that deserves particular 

mention is an elaborate scene depicting our approaching deaths. 

This long passage provides a vivid picture of the long procession of the faithful, 

beginning with the Prophet Noah and travelling down the ages until the time of the 

Prophet Mu ammad (peace be upon them both). Before this procession is shown, the 

nature of Godhead is outlined as instinctively perceived by a saintly servant of God, 

the Prophet Abraham (peace be upon him). We have a splendid scene of unperverted 

human nature seeking the true Lord, whose presence it clearly senses, although at 

the surface it comes face to face with distortions and misconceptions. It continues its 

search until it can formulate a proper and correct concept that corresponds to the 

true image it has deep down of its true Lord. From within it, it has strong proof of 

that concept which is more firmly founded than what is superficially apparent. This 

is outlined in the argument Abraham advances to refute his people’s theories, after 

he has been reassured that his new concept is the true one. 

The s rah continues with the long procession of the faithful, led by the noble 

prophets and messengers. As we look attentively at this procession, all concepts of 

polytheism and all the arguments of those who reject the truth are shown to be 

worthless. All the faithful across all ages are seen as constituting one nation and one 

community, the later generations of which follow the same guidance received by 

earlier generations. Thus, considerations of time, place, race, nationality, lineage or 

colour are seen to be of no value whatsoever. The tie that links all the faithful is the 

single faith preached by the noble prophets (peace be upon them all). 

This is a splendid picture followed by a powerful commentary making it clear that 

whoever turns his back on God’s guidance shall find that all his deeds avail him 

nothing. People are required to follow the divine guidance outlined by the prophets 

who seek no wages for teaching their people. They only fulfil the mission entrusted 

to them by God. 

This is followed by a denunciation of those who claim that God neither sent 

messengers nor vouchsafed revelations to any human being. 

It denounces those who do not hold God in the position He deserves, because they 

claim, in effect, that He abandons people to their own devices. These are they who 

rely on their finite reason, influenced as it is by their desires and shortcomings, to 

come up with codes and concepts to implement in their lives. Needless to say, this 
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does not fit with God’s Lordship, knowledge, wisdom, justice and grace. Indeed, all 

these attributes of Godhead require that He sends messengers to His servants and 

that He gives some of them revelations so that they guide mankind to their Lord and 

keep their nature pure from any influences that blind them to the truth. An example 

of this is the book revealed to Moses. Another example is the Qur’ n which endorses 

all past divine revelations. 

As this long passage draws to a close, it denounces those who indulge in false 

fabrications, claiming that they receive revelations when they do not, or who claim 

that they are able to produce revelations similar to those God has given to His 

messengers. Some of the opponents of Islam have indeed made such claims: from 

receiving inspiration and revelation from God to claiming full prophethood. 

The passage concludes with a picture of the unbelievers facing the moment of 

truth as death approaches them. “And now, indeed, you have come to Us individually, 

just as We created you in the first instance; and you have left behind all that We conferred on 

you. Nor do We see with you those intercessors of yours whom you had claimed to be partners 

in your affairs. Broken are the ties which bound you, and that which you have been asserting 

has failed you.” (Verse 94) It is a scene that sends fear into people’s hearts and shows 

the unbelievers’ humiliation as part of their punishment for rejecting the truth and 

concocting false fabrications. 

An Instinctive Rejection of Idolatry 

Thus Abraham said to his father Azar: “Do you take idols for gods? I see that you and 

your people have obviously gone astray.” Thus did we give Abraham an insight into 

[God’s] mighty dominion over the heavens and the earth; so that he may become a firm 

believer. When the night drew its shadow over him, he saw a star; and he exclaimed: 

“This is my Lord!” But when it set, he said: “I do not love things that set.” Then 

when he beheld the rising moon, he said: “This is my Lord!” But when it set, he said: 

‘If my Lord does not guide me, I will most certainly be one of those who go astray.” 

Then when he beheld the sun rising, he said: “This is my Lord! This is the greatest of 

all!” But when it also set, he said: “My people, I disown all that you associate with 

God. I have turned my face with pure and complete devotion to Him who brought the 

heavens and the earth into being. I am not one of those who associate partners with 

God.” (Verses 74-9) 

This is a splendid scene which the s rah uses to portray healthy human nature 

initially rejecting all ignorant concepts of idolatry. To undistorted nature, idolatry is 

no more than an unfounded and totally unacceptable superstition. Rejecting it 

without hesitation, human nature begins to seek its true Lord with vigorous activity. 
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It has an innate feeling of the Lord, although it has no well-formulated concept of 

Him. Hence, it looks up to anything that presents itself as a possible manifestation of 

God. Soon it discovers that such an object cannot be the true Lord. It does not 

correspond to what is deeply implanted within human nature of the reality and 

nature of God and His attributes. 

It then experiences the truth revealing itself and shining within. This gives man his 

greatest joy. He declares his unshakeable belief as he realizes the complete and total 

correspondence between his innate picture of the Lord and the reality he has 

consciously discovered. All this is shown in the splendid scene of Abraham and his 

search for his Lord. In a few short verses, the great experience of Abraham is 

outlined. As faith establishes its firm roots within him, he declares his belief, fearing 

no opposition or objection. He is not prepared to make any compromise with his 

father, family, clan or nation. Every believer must, then, adopt the same attitude as 

Abraham who faced up to his father and his people with undeniable firmness: “Thus 

Abraham said to his father Azar: ‘Do you take idols for gods? I see that you and your people 

have obviously gone astray.’“ (Verse 74) 

This is the instinctive argument of nature voiced by Abraham who had not yet 

consciously recognized his true Lord. When human nature is free of deviation and 

perversion, it simply cannot accept that those idols worshipped by Abraham’s 

people were gods. It should be remembered here that the ancient Chaldeans, who 

lived in Iraq at that time, used to worship idols as well as the stars and planets. To 

Abraham, the deity to be worshipped, to whom people turn for help in all situations, 

and who has created all living things, cannot be an idol made of stone or wood. It is 

obvious that those idols cannot create, listen, respond or provide sustenance. Hence, 

they are not worth worshipping. Indeed, they cannot be considered as deities even if 

they are given the limited role of being intermediaries between the Lord of the 

universe and human beings. Such a set-up and practices are, then, all erroneous. 

Abraham (peace be upon him) recognized this instinctively at the first instant. 

Indeed, he provides a complete example of human nature as created by God: pure, 

and free of perversion. It confronts error and deviation with clarity and decisiveness, 

stating the whole truth, since the matter is one of faith: “Do you take idols for gods? I see 

that you and your people have obviously gone astray.” (Verse 74) 

Abraham, the best natured of all people, forbearing, tolerant and fine-mannered, 

as we gather from his frequent descriptions in the Qur’ n, makes a clear and strong 

declaration to his father. It would have been expected that his attitude towards his 

father would be rather different but the question here is one of faith. This supersedes 

all ties of parenthood and the duties of a son towards his father. It simply overrules 

the dictates of parenthood and generosity. We should not forget that Abraham is the 

example that God orders Muslims to follow. This story is related here in the Qur’ n 
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so that it should be followed by Muslims for all generations to come. 

As he demonstrated such a fine, pure nature dedicated to the truth, Abraham 

deserved that God reveal to him some of the secrets of the universe and some of the 

pointers to the truth that He has placed everywhere around us. “Thus did we give 

Abraham an insight into [God’s] mighty dominion over the heavens and the earth; so that he 

may become a firm believer.” (Verse 75) 

Nature’s Way to the Truth 

When Abraham demonstrated that he was not prepared to pervert his nature or 

becloud his vision, and that he was determined to reject falsehood and follow the 

truth, God showed him some aspects of the kingdom of the heavens and the earth. 

He let him into some of the secrets of the universe, so that he could reflect on some of 

the great signs of the truth with which the world around us abounds. Thus, he would 

be able to make the correct linkage between his pure nature and the pointers to the 

right faith and guidance. This would then enable him to move from the stage of 

rejecting falsehood to the stage of conscious recognition of God, the true Lord. 

This is indeed the proper line to be followed by human nature. It should 

demonstrate a consciousness unaffected by false ideas and an open mind which 

studies the miraculous working of God’s power. Such contemplation is certain to 

benefit by the lessons of what God has created in the universe and receive proper 

guidance from God as a result. 

Let us follow this very interesting journey with Abraham’s pure nature. Easy and 

comfortable as it may appear, it is certainly a tough and demanding journey starting 

from the point of instinctive belief and ending with a conscious acceptance of faith. It 

is the sort of faith that initiates action, defining a task to fulfil and a law to 

implement. God does not abandon human beings or require them to achieve that 

degree of faith using their reason alone. He shows it to them, clearly outlined in the 

messages with which He sends His messengers. Thus, He makes the message, not 

human nature or intellect, the basis of their accountability and the determinant of 

their destiny. In this, His perfect knowledge of human nature works in conjunction 

with His justice and His grace. 

We should remember that Abraham was God’s chosen friend, the father of the 

nation that includes all people who surrender themselves totally to God Almighty. 

“When the night drew its shadow over him, he saw a star; and he exclaimed: ‘This is my 

Lord.” But when it set, he said: ‘I do not love things that set.’” (Verse 76) The s rah 

portrays here an image of Abraham as he begins to have serious doubts and then 

rejects the idols worshipped by his community. He was fully preoccupied with the 
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question of faith. As we read the Qur’ nic expression, `When the night drew its shadow 

over him’, we see the whole image rising before our eyes. It is as if the night covers 

Abraham alone, isolating him from all other beings, so that he remains alone with his 

thoughts and the issue that preoccupies him: “When the night drew its shadow over him, 

he saw a star; and he exclaimed: ‘This is my Lord.” (Verse 76) 

As we have already said, his people worshipped the stars and planets as well as 

idols. As he despaired of recognizing his true Lord among those idols, he might have 

hoped to find Him among the other things which his people worshipped. He was 

certainly aware of the sort of beliefs his people entertained particularly the worship 

of stars. Nor was this the first time he saw a star. On this night, however, the star 

spoke to him in an entirely new fashion. The inspiration of the star was in line with 

Abraham’s preoccupations: “He said: ‘This is my Lord. “‘Its shining light and its 

elevation made the star more plausible to be the Lord than the idols worshipped on 

the ground. But he soon realized the error in his thinking: “But when it set, he said: I do 

not love things that set.’“ (Verse 76) The star, then, sets and can no longer be seen by 

ordinary creatures. Who, then, will take care of all these creatures when it sets? 

 Certainly the star cannot be the Lord, because the Lord is always present. This is 

the simple logic of nature. It cares nothing for theoretical hypotheses or questions of 

logic. It is simple and decisive. It expresses the instinctive, natural reaction: “I do not 

love things that set.” (Verse 76) The relationship that exists between nature and the 

Lord is one of love, and Abraham’s nature has no love for things that set. The deity 

that nature loves does not set at any time. 

 “Then when he beheld the rising moon, he said: ‘This is my Lord!’ But when it set, he said: 

‘If my Lord does not guide me, I will most certainly be one of those who go astray.’“ (Verse 

77) This is a very similar experience, as if Abraham has never seen the moon before, 

and does not know that his people worshipped the moon. To him on that particular 

night, it was something new: “He said: ‘This is my Lord.’“ Its light spreads all over the 

place: it is a beautiful light singling it out in the sky. Nevertheless, it sets, while the 

Lord, as Abraham knows Him instinctively through his unadulterated nature, does 

not set. 

 At this moment, Abraham realizes that he needs help from his true Lord, the 

existence of whom he feels in the depths of his soul. He loves his Lord although he 

has not yet recognized Him in his consciousness. Therefore, he feels he will remain 

astray unless his Lord helps him with His guidance and shows him the way. Hence, 

when he sees the moon setting, he says: “If my Lord does not guide me, I will most 

certainly be one of those who go astray.” (Verse 77) 

Then when he beheld the sun rising, he said: “This is my Lord! This is the greatest of 

all!” But when it also set, he said: “My people, I disown all that you associate with 
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God. I have turned my face with pure and complete devotion to Him who brought the 

heavens and the earth into being. I am not one of those who associate partners with 

God.” (Verses 78-9) 

 This is Abraham’s third experience with stars, and it is with the sun, the largest, 

brightest and hottest of visible stars. The sun rises and sets every day, but now it 

appears to Abraham as something brand new. He is searching for the Lord whom he 

can recognize with certainty and who can give him reassurance. After his long 

search, he feels that now he can make a decision: “This is my Lord! This is the greatest 

of all!” (Verse 78) But the sun also sets. 

 At this moment, everything becomes clear. Contact is made between pure nature 

and God, the true Lord. Light shines within his searching heart and spreads over the 

visible world and over man’s reason and consciousness. At this moment, Abraham 

finds his true Lord and realizes that there is complete identity between what he feels 

deep in his heart and his new, clear concept. He realizes that his Lord is not a bright 

planet, a rising moon or a shining sun. He is not one to be seen with the human eye or 

felt with other physical senses. He is the one recognized by man’s heart, nature, 

reason and consciousness all alike. He is the one seen everywhere in the universe, the 

creator of everything eyes behold, senses feel and intellects recognize. 

At this point Abraham realizes that there can be no meeting point between him 

and his people while they continue to worship their false deities. With complete 

clarity, he dissociates himself from all that they worship and from their methods and 

philosophies. It should be remembered that they were not atheists who denied God 

completely, but were rather used to associating those false deities as partners with 

God. Abraham, on the other hand, turned to God alone. Thus, when the sun set, he 

said: “My people, I disown all that you associate with God. I have turned my face with pure 

and complete devotion to Him who brought the heavens and the earth into being. I am not one 

of those who associate partners with God.” (Verses 78-9) 

This is a firm and decisive decision taken by Abraham who now turns with 

complete devotion to God, entertaining no hesitation or doubt. How can he do 

otherwise, when the identity is complete between what he feels deep in his heart and 

the conclusions he has arrived at after such a long and meaningful search? 

A Stronger Claim to Security 

Once again we see with our eyes the splendid scene of faith when it is clearly 

manifest, with established roots and shining over man’s whole being. Man is thus 

reassured, at ease with himself and with the universe around him. The full splendour 

of this scene comes to its climax in the verses that follow. 



Al-An`ām (Cattle) | GUIDANCE TO ALL NATIONS 
 

 195

We witness the case of the Prophet Abraham as he realizes with all his 

consciousness the truth of his Lord. He has complete peace of mind as he feels that 

God has taken him by the hand to guide him to the straight path. His people come to 

him with their arguments about his declared belief in God’s oneness and to warn 

him against what their idols and deities might inflict on him: “His people argued with 

him. He said: Do you argue with me about God, when it is He who has given me guidance? I 

do not fear those beings you associate with Him, [for no evil can befall me] unless my Lord so 

wills. My Lord embraces all things within His knowledge; will you not, then, reflect? And 

why should I fear anything you worship side by side with Him, when you are not afraid of 

associating with God partners without His ever giving you any warrant? Which of the two 

parties has a better right to feel secure, if you happen to know?” (Verses 80-1) 

When human nature departs from the right path, it goes astray, and then it is 

automatically led further astray. The angle between its line and the right path 

becomes wider and wider, to make any return far more difficult. Abraham’s people 

used to worship idols, planets and stars. They could not appreciate the great divide 

that separated them from Abraham after he had been helped by God and guided 

aright. In spite of the clear flimsiness of their concepts and beliefs, they came to him 

with their arguments. 

 Abraham, who could feel God within himself and in the universe around him, 

confronted them with decisiveness and reassurance: “Do you argue with me about God, 

when it is He who has given me guidance?” (Verse 80) He tells them that God Himself 

has helped him, opened his mind and shown him the right guidance. He has seen 

Him clearly, consciously in everything He has placed in the universe. How can they, 

then, argue with him about something he feels deep down within himself? The fact 

that God has guided him provides all the evidence and argument he needs. 

“I do not fear those beings you associate with Him.” (Verse 80) This is both natural and 

logical. Having known God, what and whom would any person fear, when every 

power other than God’s is of no consequence? However, with his strong faith, 

Abraham does not make any final statement without attaching it to God’s free-will 

and perfect knowledge, “[for no evil can befall me] unless my Lord so wills. My Lord 

embraces all things within His knowledge.” (Verse 80) He, thus, entrusts himself to God’s 

care, reassured of His protection. He declares that he fears nothing whatsoever from 

their deities, since he knows that nothing befalls him except by God’s will and with 

God’s knowledge. 

“And why should I fear anything you worship side by side with Him, when you are not 

afraid of associating with God partners without His ever giving you any warrant? Which of 

the two parties has a better right to feel secure, if you happen to know?” (Verse 81) This is 

the logic of a believer who has a true understanding of the truth to be found in the 

universe. If anyone should entertain fear, that person is certainly not Abraham who 
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believes in God and follows His guidance. How could he fear deities that are 

powerless, no matter what they are, even though they may wear the mask of 

tyrannical powers? After all, compared to God’s power, theirs is insignificant. How 

could Abraham, then, fear such powerless deities while his people do not entertain 

fear as a result of having associated partners with God whom He has not sanctioned? 

Which party has a stronger claim to security: those who believe in God’s oneness and 

reject the notion of Him having any partners, or a person who ascribes divinity to 

anything which has no power whatsoever? He tells them that they should answer 

him if they have any knowledge or true understanding. 

But the answer is given by God who passes His verdict with absolute clarity: “ 

Those who believe and do not taint their faith with wrongdoing are the ones who will feel 

secure, as they follow the right path.” (Verse 82) Those who believe and submit 

themselves purely to God, associating with Him no partners whom they obey or 

worship, are the ones who deserve security and receive guidance. 

“This was Our argument with which We furnished Abraham against his people. We raise 

whom We will, degree after degree.” (Verse 83) This was the argument with which God 

inspired Abraham to refute all his people’s arguments. He showed him how petty 

and worthless were their concepts and claims that their deities could harm him. It is 

clear that Abraham’s people did not deny God’s existence altogether, and did not 

deny that He had the ultimate power and authority in the universe. They only 

associated those partners with Him. Abraham confronted them with the fact that a 

person who submits himself totally to God does not fear anyone besides Him. On the 

other hand, a person who ascribes divinity to beings other than God is the one to 

experience fear. Thus, their arguments collapsed while Abraham’s argument was 

triumphant. Abraham was thus raised above his people in rank, faith, argument and 

position. God thus raises in rank whomever He wills, in accordance with His 

knowledge and wisdom: “Your Lord is Wise, All-Knowing.” (Verse 83) 

 Before we move on to the next verses in this passage, let us reflect on the sort of 

life led by the Prophet’s Companions as they were addressed by the Qur’ n. They 

certainly contemplated its meaning, appreciated its teachings and requirements, 

abiding by its instructions and committing themselves not to deviate from them. We 

cannot but admire their serious commitment which moulded their generation of 

believers in a way that enabled them to achieve, by God’s will, and in a very short 

period of time, heights that were superior to anything humanity had ever known. 

A report quoted by al- abarī on the authority of `Abdull h ibn Mas`ūd, says: 

“When this verse was revealed, speaking of Those who believe and do not taint their faith 

with wrongdoing’, the Prophet’s Companions felt down-hearted and wondered: who 

of us does not wrong himself? God’s Messenger told them: `It is not as you think. 

This is a reference to what Luqm n said to his son: Do not associate partners with God; 
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for, to associate partners with God is serious wrongdoing.25 

 Al- abarī also reports that after `Umar ibn al-Kha b once read, `Those who believe 

and do not taint their faith with wrongdoing’, he was much alarmed. He went to Ubayy 

ibn Ka`b and asked him: “Who is safe after the revelation of this verse? Who of us 

does not wrong himself? Ubayy said: “May God forgive you. Have you not heard 

what God says: To associate partners with God is indeed serious wrongdoing. (31: 13) This 

verse means that true believers do not taint their faith by the association of partners 

with God”.26 

Al- abarī also reports that a man said to Salm n, one of the Prophet’s 

Companions: “I am very scared by a Qur’ nic verse I read, saying: Those who believe 

and do not taint their faith with wrongdoing.” Salm n said: “It refers to associating 

partners with God.” The man said: “To hear this from you is far more welcome to me 

than having twice as much of everything I own.”27 

These incidents give us an idea of how those people treated the Qur’ n very 

seriously. They took it as direct commandments which must be implemented and as 

a final judgement that could not be contested. If they felt that their limited ability 

could not cope with what was assigned to them, they were scared lest they should be 

held accountable for it. Their worry would not quieten until they were reassured by 

God and His Messenger. In their attitude we also recognize the nature of those 

people whom God has used to accomplish His will in human life. 

The Bearers of Divine Guidance 

The s rah goes on to provide us with a glimpse of the procession of the faithful, 

led by the noble messengers, from the time of Noah and Abraham to the last of all 

prophets and messengers, Mu ammad (peace be upon them all). This procession is 

shown to be continuous, uninterrupted, particularly since the time of Abraham and 

the prophets among his offspring. Those prophets are not given here in chronological 

order, which is the case elsewhere in the Qur’ n, because it is the fact that the 

procession has been a continuous one that is given importance here, not its historical 

order. 

We bestowed on him Isaac and Jacob, and We guided each of them as We had guided 

Noah before them. Among his offspring were [the Prophets] David, Solomon, Job, 

Joseph, Moses and Aaron. Thus do We reward those who do good. And Zachariah, 

John, Jesus and Elijah; who were all righteous. And Ishmael, Elisha, Jonah and Lot. 

                                                 
25 Al- abarī, J mi ` al-Bay n, Dar al-Fikr, Beirut, 1984, Vol. 7, p. 255. 
26 Ibid., Vol. 7, p. 257. 
27 Ibid., Vol. 7, p. 256. 



Al-An`ām (Cattle) | GUIDANCE TO ALL NATIONS 
 

 198

Every one of them did We favour above all people. And [We exalted likewise] some of 

their forefathers, their offspring and their brethren. We chose them and guided them to 

a straight path. Such is God’s guidance; He bestows it on whomever He wills of His 

servants. Had they associated partners with Him, in vain would certainly have been 

all that they ever did. On these did We bestow revelation, wisdom and prophethood. If 

this generation were to deny this truth, We have certainly entrusted it to others who 

will never deny it; those are the ones whom God has guided. Follow, then, their 

guidance, (and] say: ‘No reward do I ask of you for this. It is but an admonition to all 

mankind.’“ (Verses 84-90) 

These verses mention altogether seventeen messengers and prophets in addition 

to Noah and Abraham. There is also a reference to others among `their forefathers, 

offspring and brethren’. The verses which name these prophets are concluded with the 

comments, “Thus do We reward those who do good.” (Verse 84) “Every one of them did We 

favour above all people.” (Verse 86) “We chose them and guided them to a straight path.” 

(Verse 87) All these comments endorse the nobility of this group of honourable 

prophets and the fact that they have been chosen by God and have been guided to 

the right path. All this, however, is made by way of an introduction to the three 

statements that follow. 

“Such is God’s guidance; He bestows it on whomever He wills of His servants. Had they 

associated partners with Him, in vain would certainly have been all that they ever did.” 

(Verse 88) This first statement limits the sources of guidance in this world to what 

has been preached by God’s messengers. The part of which we are absolutely certain 

and which we must follow is the Qur’ n, the single source which God Himself 

declares to be His guidance, and to which He guides whomever He wills of His 

servants. If those guided human beings deviate from the path of believing in God’s 

oneness and change the source from which they receive their guidance, associating 

partners with God, in faith or worship, then they will see all their labours go to 

waste. The Arabic expression draws on an image of cattle grazing in a poisoned area: 

their bellies swell and then they die. This is the linguistic association of the 

expression used here for the wasting of their labours. 

“On these did We bestow revelation, wisdom and prophethood. If this generation were to 

deny this truth, We have certainly entrusted it to others who will never deny it.” (Verse 89) 

The first statement defines the source of guidance, limiting it to what has been given 

to God’s messengers and conveyed by them. The second statement makes it clear 

that those messengers mentioned in the preceding verses were the ones to whom 

God has given the Book, wisdom, authority and prophethood. The Arabic word used 

for wisdom in this context also connotes power and authority. Both aspects are 

acceptable within the context of this verse. Some of these messengers were given 

scriptures, such as the Torah given to Moses, the Psalms given to David and the 
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Gospel given to Jesus. Others were given power, such as David and Solomon. All of 

them were given authority in the sense that their revelations detailed God’s verdict, 

and the religion they preached outlined God’s authority over their hearts and all 

affairs. God has sent His messengers to be obeyed and revealed His book to be 

implemented, as clearly stated in other verses. 

All these prophets and messengers were also given wisdom and prophethood. 

They have been entrusted with God’s message: to convey it to mankind and to 

supervise its implementation. If the Arab idolaters deny it, God has no need of them. 

Those prophets and the people who have followed them and believed in them are 

more than sufficient. This is an old fact that had established its roots and spread them 

wide. It is a long procession that continues uninterrupted. The same message has 

been conveyed by one messenger after another, accepted by those whom God has 

guided, knowing that they deserve His guidance. 

This statement gives reassurance to the believers, although they may be few in 

number. Their community does not stand alone, isolated. It forms a branch of a huge 

tree with some roots and branches reaching to the sky. They are a group forming part 

of an honourable and noble procession that enjoys God’s guidance. Every individual 

believer, everywhere on earth and in every generation is strong indeed and enjoys a 

noble position. He belongs to a community of believers that has continued for 

countless generations throughout human history. 

“Those are the ones whom God has guided. Follow, then, their guidance, [and] say: No 

reward do I ask of you for this. It is but an admonition to all mankind.” (Verse 90) Those 

noble leaders of the procession of faith are the ones who have been given God’s 

guidance. What they received from God provides an example to be followed by 

God’s Messenger, the Prophet Mu ammad, and those who follow him. He should 

follow only that guidance and submit only to its ruling. It is the only guidance which 

he preaches. As he does so, he says to those who are called on to believe in it: “No 

reward do I ask of you for this. It is but an admonition to all mankind.” (Verse 90) It is not 

the monopoly of any community, race or generation. It is God’s guidance given to 

mankind in all ages and generations. The Messenger seeks no reward for his effort. 

His reward comes only from God. 

Acknowledgement of God’s Glory 

 The s rah continues with the theme of God’s messengers and their messages, and 

denounces those who deny the divine messages, describing them as having no true 

understanding of God, His wisdom, grace and justice. It states that the final message 

follows the same pattern of earlier messages, and that the Qur’ n, the last of the 

Books revealed by God, endorses earlier scriptures. All this fits beautifully with the 
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procession of the faithful, led by the noble prophets, which was the subject matter of 

the preceding verses. 

“No true understanding of God have they when they say: ‘God has never revealed 

anything to any human being.’ Say: Who, then, revealed the Book which Moses 

brought to people as a light and a guidance? You transcribe it on sheets to show 

around, while you suppress much. You have been taught [by it] what neither you nor 

your forefathers had ever known. Say: God, and leave them to their play and foolish 

chatter. This is a blessed book which We have revealed, confirming what came before 

it, that you may warn the Mother City and all who dwell around it. Those who believe 

in the life to come do believe in it, and they are ever- mindful of their prayers.” 

(Verses 91-2) 

 The unbelievers used to stubbornly argue that God had never sent a human 

messenger, nor had he ever revealed anything to a human being. They maintained 

this in spite of the fact that there lived alongside them in the Arabian Peninsula a 

number of Jewish communities. The Arab idolaters did not deny that the Jews had a 

revealed book or that the Torah was sent down to Moses (peace be upon him). Those 

Arabs made this argument in the midst of their stubborn refusal to accept the 

message given to the Prophet Mu ammad (peace be upon him). Hence, the Qur’ n 

denounces their claims and reminds them of Moses’s scriptures. 

“No true understanding of God have they when they say: ‘God has never revealed 

anything to any human being.’“ (Verse 91) This claim by the ignorant unbelievers in 

Makkah is reiterated by unbelievers in every period of history. It is even reiterated 

nowadays by those who claim that religions where invented by human beings and 

that they developed and became more sophisticated with the progress of human 

civilization. Such people make no distinction between man-made ideologies, such as 

idolatrous and pagan beliefs past and contemporary, which are indeed influenced by 

the stage of progress of their adherents, and divine religions preached by God’s 

messengers. They ignore the fact that the main principles of these divine religions are 

the same, and that they are elaborated by every messenger. In each case, the divine 

religion was accepted by a community of believers and rejected by other people. As 

time passed, deviation occurred and distortion crept in. Thus, people reverted to 

their days of ignorance, awaiting the appearance of a new messenger to preach the 

divine faith. 

This claim is reiterated in all ages by people who do not have any clear and true 

understanding of God and who are blind to God’s grace, mercy and justice. They 

may say, as the Arabs at the time of the Prophet used to say, that God would not 

send a human messenger. Had He willed to send anyone, He would have chosen an 

angel for a messenger. Or they may say that the creator of this vast and great 
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universe would not pay any attention to man, an insignificant creature in an 

exceedingly small planet called earth, to the extent of sending him messengers and 

revelations to guide him in his small world. This view was advanced by some 

philosophers in the past as also in modern times. Or they may say with the atheists 

that there is neither God nor a message to be revealed to anyone. They claim all this 

is the product of human fancies to enable some people to deceive others using the 

guise of religion. 

All this betrays a shameful lack of understanding of God: His justice, mercy, 

wisdom, knowledge and grace. For it does not fit with God’s grace to abandon man 

completely, when it is God who has created him and who knows his abilities and 

weaknesses. When it is God who knows his need for a proper standard by which to 

evaluate his concepts, notions, views, actions, traditions and systems, in order to 

choose what is right of all these and abandon what is bad or false. God also knows 

that the human mind is subjected to enormous pressures from a whole host of 

desires, whims and ambitions. Besides, man has been placed in charge of the earth, 

which God has made subservient to him. It is not his task to formulate an absolute 

concept of the universe or the essential principles of life. This is part of the domain of 

faith which God gives him so that he can formulate a proper concept of life and 

existence. 

God does not abandon man to his own reason. Nor does He make his guidance to 

the truth dependent only on what He has planted in human nature of an innate 

yearning to know the true Lord. He does not leave him to reflect only on the fact that 

in times of great distress and hardship, man turns instinctively to God for help. 

Human nature may become distorted by internal and external pressures, and by the 

great variety of temptations. Therefore, God provides human beings with His 

revelations and sends them His messengers to put their nature back on a straight 

course and to keep their minds on the right track. It is part of the task assigned to 

God’s messengers that they should remove all traces of distortion and delusion that 

may creep into human nature, whether of internal or external origin. 

This is indeed what fits with God’s grace, mercy, justice, wisdom and knowledge. 

He would not have abandoned human beings after having created them. Nor would 

He hold them to account on the Day of Judgement without first sending them a 

messenger: “We would not have punished (people) without first sending (them) a 

messenger.” (17: 15) Hence, a true understanding of God requires an acceptance that 

He has sent messengers to save mankind from a multitude of philosophies and 

pressures so that the mind remains free to contemplate and evaluate. It also requires 

that we believe that those messengers have been given the method of advocating 

faith and that some of them have been given scriptures to be maintained by their 

people for a period of time, as is the case with the scriptures of Moses, David and 
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Jesus, or maintained for all time, as in the case of the Qur’ n. 

Since the message of Moses and the people of earlier scriptures were known to the 

Arabs, God instructs His Messenger, Mu ammad (peace be upon him), to confront 

the unbelievers who denied revelation altogether with these facts. Thus, he asks 

them: “Who, then, revealed the Book which Moses brought to people as a light and a 

guidance? You transcribe it on sheets to show around, while you suppress much. You have 

been taught [by it] what neither you nor your forefathers had ever known.” (Verse 91) 

One interpretation suggests that this particular verse was revealed in Madinah 

and was addressed to the Jews. Another interpretation, which the present author 

prefers,28 maintains that this verse was, like the rest of the s rah, revealed in Makkah. 

It addresses the unbelievers among the Arabs, telling them how the Jews used to 

play games with the Torah, showing only certain parts of it, which endorsed their 

treacherous methods and allowed them to change divine rulings. They suppressed 

much which censured their behaviour. The Arabs knew only a little of that, but God 

has told them in the Qur’ n much of what they did not know. Although this 

reference is made in the form of an address, another authentically reported reading 

of it makes it in the form of a reported speech, which endorses the view we prefer. 

Thus, the Prophet is instructed to ask the Arabs: “Who revealed the Book which Moses 

brought to people as a light and a guidance?” The Jews show of it only some parts but 

suppress others in order to achieve their own selfish ends. The Prophet is further 

instructed to remind them that God has taught them much that they did not know. It 

behoves them, then, to show their gratitude to God for revealing the Qur’ n, not to 

deny its truth by claiming that God has not sent down any revelations to His 

messengers. 

They have not been given a chance to answer the question. God instructs His 

messenger to put a decisive end to this argument, in order not to allow it to become 

protracted. “Say: ‘God, and leave them to their play and foolish chatter.’” (Verse 91) It is 

God who has revealed it. The Prophet is instructed not to pay any attention to their 

arguments, described here as play and foolish chatter. This description implies a 

contemptuous look at their arguments and a serious threat. When foolishness is 

carried so far as to cause people to make such claims, the appropriate course of 

action is to make a final and decisive statement that leaves no room for any further 

argument. 

Endorsement of Earlier Revelations 

The s rah now speaks of the new Book, the Qur’ n, whose revelation the 

                                                 
28 This view is expressed most clearly by Ibn Jarīr al- abarī, ibid., Vol. 7, pp. 268-9. 
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unbelievers continue to deny. They are told that it is only a stage in a continuing 

chain. It is no new invention, but only one of the books God has revealed to His 

chosen messengers. 

This is a blessed book which We have revealed, confirming what came before it, that 

you may warn the Mother City and all who dwell around it. Those who believe in the 

life to come do believe in it, and they are ever-mindful of their prayers. (Verse 92) 

That God should send messengers and give them revelations and scriptures is one 

of the laws He has set in this world. The new Book is blessed indeed, as God 

describes. It is blessed in its origin, since God has given it His blessings when He 

revealed it. It is also blessed in its destination, as it is engraved on Mu ammad’s 

pure, large and noble heart. Furthermore, it is blessed in its size and contents. 

Compared to voluminous works written by human beings, it comprises a small 

number of pages; but its inspiration, impact, directives and meaning are far superior 

to those contained in scores of those books, each one of which is several times its size. 

A person who has been preoccupied with the art of expression and dealt with the 

relationship between words and meanings is better able to appreciate the fact that the 

Qur’ n, with its unique style, is blessed. It is simply impossible that human beings 

could express all the meanings, concepts and inspiration of the Qur’ n in a work 

which is a great many times its size. Many a single verse includes the meanings, facts 

and concepts that make it quotable in a variety of situations and for numerous 

purposes. This is a unique quality of the Qur’ n which has no parallel in the works of 

human beings. 

The Qur’ n is also blessed in its effect. It addresses human nature and man as a 

whole, in a way which is remarkable, direct and gentle. It puts its facts before human 

nature in every direction, taking care of all its aspects. Its effect on it cannot be 

matched by the effect of anything else. The fact remains that it enjoys the authority of 

God. No other speech enjoys a similar authority. 

We are constrained to go any further in describing the blessings of this Book. 

Whatever we say remains far short of the fact that God Himself describes it as a 

blessed Book. This is indeed the truth. 

The next quality of the Qur’ n mentioned in this verse is that it confirms “what 

came before it”. It confirms all that has been revealed by God in its original, 

undistorted form. This confirmation is based on the fact that all those revelations 

established the basic truth about the question of faith. Apart from this, God has given 

every nation its own code and constitution within the framework of the basic belief 

in Him. 

Those who write about Islam saying that it is the first religion to preach the whole 
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faith of God’s oneness, or the complete concept of the message and the Messenger, or 

the resurrection, reckoning and reward in the life to come, do so in an attempt to 

praise Islam. Yet these people do not read the Qur’ n. Had they read it carefully, 

they would have realized that God Himself states that all His messengers (peace be 

upon them all) preached the message of His absolute oneness, and that their 

messages, in all their forms, admitted no form or trace of polytheism whatsoever. All 

of them informed their communities, and mankind at large, that a messenger is a 

human being, like them. 

 He has no power to bring benefit or cause harm to them, or even to himself. He 

does not know what God has not informed mankind about, and cannot increase or 

reduce what God chooses to give to any one of His servants. They all warned their 

peoples about the resurrection and the life to come as well as the accountability, 

reward and punishment. The basic concept of faith, based on complete submission to 

God, has been preached by every messenger. The last message, the Qur’ n, confirms 

the Books revealed before it. 

 Those writers think that they are giving Islam a higher position when they claim 

that it is the most developed monotheistic faith. In this they are greatly influenced by 

European culture which claims that the human faith, including divine religions, have 

evolved and progressed in parallel with the evolution and progress of human 

communities. However, it is not permissible to defend Islam by undermining its 

fundamental concept, stated in the Qur’ n. Writers and readers alike should be 

cautious of such pitfalls. 

The purpose of revealing this last message is so that the Prophet (peace be upon 

him) can use it to warn the people of Makkah, the Mother City, and its neighbouring 

areas: “That you may warn the Mother City and all who dwell around it.” (Verse 92) 

 Makkah was called the Mother City because it is honoured by the first house ever 

to be built for mankind where they worship God alone, associating no partners with 

Him; a sanctuary where everyone enjoys peace. It is from that House that the 

universal call to every human being on earth was announced. It was never 

previously so universal. It is to that House that believers go on pilgrimage declaring 

their submission to God and honouring the House which is the birthplace of His call. 

Some Orientalists who are hostile to Islam try to twist the meaning of this 

Qur’ nic statement in order to assert that the Islamic call was meant only for the 

people of Makkah and its surrounding area. They single out this statement to claim 

that in the early period, Mu ammad (peace be upon him) did not intend to address 

his message to anyone other than the people of Makkah and a few nearby towns. 

They claim that his ambition could not go beyond this area. They further say that he 

only broadened his scope to include the whole Arabian Peninsula, and then to carry 
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it further, as a result of certain coincidences which he could not have envisaged at the 

outset. These coincidences only came about as a consequence of his migration to 

Madinah, where he established his state. All these claims are lies. In the Qur’ nic 

s rahs revealed at Makkah, in the early period of Islam, we read statements 

addressed by God (limitless is He in His glory) to His Messenger asserting that his 

message is addressed to all mankind: “We have sent you forth but as a blessing to 

mankind.” (21: 107) “We have sent you forth to all mankind, so that you may give them good 

news and forewarn them.” (34: 28) When these verses were revealed, the Islamic call 

was still confined to small enclaves in Makkah where its advocates endured much 

persecution. 

“Those who believe in the life to come do believe in it, and they are ever-mindful of their 

prayers.” (Verse 92) It is true that those who believe in the life to come, when people 

will have to account for their deeds and be rewarded or punished for them, also 

believe that God will no doubt send to mankind a messenger to convey to them His 

revelations. They have no problem in believing in this messenger. Indeed, they are 

inclined to believe in him. 

Because they believe in the life to come and in the Qur’ n, they are always mindful 

of their prayer, so that they continue to maintain a close link with God and continue 

to demonstrate their obedience to Him. This is, then, all a part of human nature. 

When we believe in the hereafter, we accept that this Book, the Qur’ n, is revealed by 

God and we are keen to obey Him in order to enhance our closeness with Him. We 

need only to look at different types of human beings to be sure that all this is 

absolutely true.  

The last two verses in this long passage portray a very vivid image of those 

wrongdoers, i.e. the unbelievers, who fabricate falsehood against God. Some of them 

go as far as to make blatantly false claims that they receive revelations from on high 

or that they can produce something similar to the Qur’ n. They are painted here 

when they are actually in the throes of death, with the angels coming to them, hands 

outstretched, to inflict their punishment, requiring them to yield up their souls. They 

face such a strong reproach when they leave everything behind them.  

Who could be more wicked than one who invents a falsehood about God, or says: “This 

has been revealed to me”, when nothing has been revealed to him? Or one who says, `I 

can reveal the like of what God has revealed”? If you could but see the wrongdoers 

when they are in the throes of death and the angels stretch out their hands [and say]: 

“Give up your souls!” Today you shall be rewarded with a humiliating punishment 

for having attributed to God something that is untrue and, in your arrogance, scorned 

His revelations. And now, indeed, you have come to Us individually, just as We 

created you in the first instance; and you have left behind all that We conferred on 
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you. Nor do We see with you those intercessors of yours whom you had claimed to be 

partners in your affairs. Broken are the ties which bound you, and that which you 

have been asserting has failed you. (Verses 93-4) 

A number of scholars like Qat dah and Ibn `Abb s say that the first verse refers to 

Musaylamah, the Liar, his wife Saj  bint al- rith and al-Aswad al-`Ansī. All three 

made claims during the Prophet’s lifetime that they themselves were also prophets 

and that they received revelations from God. Another report attributed to Ibn `Abb s 

suggests that the one who boasted that he would reveal something similar to God’s 

revelations, or said that he received revelations himself, was Abdull h ibn Sa`d ibn 

Abī Sar . He had embraced Islam and the Prophet used to ask him to write down 

Qur’ nic revelations as he received them. He was once called in by the Prophet to 

write down some verses which are included in S rah 23, The Believers. `Indeed, We 

create man out of the essence of clay, then We place him, a living germ, in a safe enclosure. 

Then We create out of this living germ a clot of congealed blood, and out of the clot We create 

an embryonic lump. Then We create within the embryonic lump bones, then We clothe the 

bones with flesh. We then bring this into being as another creation. Exalted be God, the best of 

creators.” (23: 12-14) When the Prophet dictated these verses, up to the phrase, “We 

then bring this into being as another creation”, `Abdull h marvelled at the details given 

in the Qur’ n about the creation of men. He said, “Exalted be God, the best of 

creators.” The Prophet said to him: “This is exactly what has been revealed to me.” 

This stirred up doubts in `Abdull h’s mind. He thought: “If Mu ammad was 

truthful, I have received the same revelations, but if he was a liar, I have said the 

same as he did.” He turned away from Islam and rejoined the unbelievers. 

According to this report, it is to him that reference is made by the sentence, “Or one 

who says, I can reveal the like of what God has revealed.’“ (Verse 93) 

The scene painted here of the punishment administered to those wrongdoers, i.e. 

the idolaters, fills us with awe and fear. The wrongdoers are shown when they are in 

the throes of death, totally overwhelmed, and angels stretching their hands out to 

punish them. They demand that they yield up their souls and reproach them for their 

misdeeds: “If you could but see the wrongdoers when they are in the throes of death and the 

angels stretch out their hands [and say]: ‘Give up your souls!’ Today you shall be rewarded 

with a humiliating punishment for having attributed to God something that is untrue and, in 

your arrogance, scorned His revelations.” (Verse 93) The humiliating punishment is a 

fitting reward for arrogance, and the public reproach answers their falsehood, which 

they invent against God. All this imparts to the scene shades of total misery and 

depression. 

This is followed by a strong rebuke by God Himself about whom they asserted 

their fabrications. They stand in front of Him in a position of total misery: “And now, 

indeed, you have come to Us individually, just as We created you in the first instance.” 
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(Verse 94) 

You have nothing except your own selves, and you come as individuals, each one 

for himself. That is how you face your Lord, just as He created you: each is born 

alone, naked, helpless. You have left behind everything you have had; everybody 

else has deserted you; you have no power or authority over anything God had given 

to you: “You have left behind all that We conferred on you.” (Verse 94) All your wealth, 

children, prestige, position and power you have left behind because you could not 

bring them with you, even if you had so wished. 

“Nor do We see with you those intercessors of yours whom you had claimed to be partners 

in your affairs.” (Verse 94) You used to claim that those beings would intercede on 

your behalf anytime you go through a hardship. You used to assign to them a 

portion of your lives and a share of your wealth, claiming that they would intercede 

for you with God. This is similar to their claim in defence of their idolatrous 

practices, when they said: “We only worship these (idols) so that they may bring us 

closer to God.” These assumed intercessors may take different shapes and forms. 

They may be human, such as priests and people of power and authority, or they may 

be statues of stone, idols, jinn, angels, planets or indeed any being, which symbolized 

their gods. Yet they even went further than this, assigning to these beings a share of 

their lives, wealth and offspring, as will be explained later in this s rah. (Verses 136-

9) 

Now that they have come to their Lord individually, each on his or her own, they 

are asked where have those partners and intercessors gone? The answer is given in 

the Qur’ nic verse in these terms: “Broken are the ties which bound you.” (Verse 94) 

Every link, and every tie has been broken. There is no longer anything to group them 

together in any way or form. “And that which you have been asserting has failed you.” 

(Verse 94) They used to make all sorts of assertions, including what they maintained 

about those beings whom they claimed to be partners with God or whom they 

alleged to be able to intercede with God. All these claims are now proven false. All 

trust they had put in anyone or anything has failed them. They are totally powerless. 

This scene violently shakes the human heart as it holds out a vivid and awesome 

image, imparting its overtones to us so that we are able to contemplate its powerful 

message. This is just one example of the inimitable style of the Qur’ n. 
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12 

The Miracle of Creation 

It is God who splits the grain and the 

fruit-stone. He brings forth the living out of 

that which is dead and the dead out of that 

which is alive. Such is God. How, then, 

are you deluded away from the truth? (95) 

He is the One who causes the day to 

break. He has made the night to be [a 

source of stillness], and the sun and the 

moon for reckoning. All this is laid down 

by the will of the Almighty, the All-

Knowing. (96) 

It is He that has set up for you the stars, 

so that you may be guided by them in the 

deep darkness of land and sea. We have 

made Our revelations plain indeed to 

people who have knowledge. (97) 

He it is who has brought you all into being 

from a single soul and has given you a 

dwelling and a place of sojourn. We have 

made Our revelations plain indeed to 

people of understanding. (98) 

And He it is who sends down water from 

the sky with which We bring forth plants 

of every type and out of these We bring 

forth verdure from which We bring forth 
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grain piled tight, packed on one another;  

and out of the spathe of the palm tree, dates 

in thick clusters; and gardens of vines; and 

the olive tree, and the pomegranate: all so 

alike, and yet so different. Behold their 

fruit when they come to fruition and ripen. 

Surely in these there are clear signs for 

people who truly believe. (99) 

Yet they make the jinn equals with God, 

although He created them; and in their 

ignorance they invent for Him sons and 

daughters. Limitless is He in His glory, 

and sublimely exalted above all that which 

they attribute to Him. (100) 

He is the Originator of the heavens and the 

earth. How can He have a child when He 

has never had a consort? He has created 

everything and has full knowledge of all 

things. (101) 

Such is God, your Lord; there is no deity 

other than Him, the Creator of all things, 

so worship Him alone. He is the 

Guardian of everything. (102) 

No power of vision can encompass Him, 

whereas He encompasses all vision; He is 

above all comprehension, yet is all-aware. 

(103) 

Means of insight have come to you from 

your Lord. Therefore, whoever chooses to 

see does so for his own good, and whoever 

chooses to remain blind only himself does he 
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hurt. I am not your keeper. (104) 

Thus do We spell out Our revelations in 

diverse ways, that they may say, “You have 

studied this”, and that We may make it 

clear to people of knowledge. (105) 

Follow what has been revealed to you by 

your Lord, other than whom there is no 

deity, and turn your back on those who 

associate partners with God. (106) 

Had God so willed, they would not have 

associated partners with Him. We have not 

made you their keeper, nor are you 

responsible for them. (107) 

Do not revile those whom they invoke 

instead of God, lest they revile God out of 

spite, and in ignorance. Thus have We 

made the actions of every community seem 

goodly to them. Then to their Lord shall 

they all return, and He will explain to 

them all that they have been doing. (108) 

They swear by God most solemnly that if a 

miracle be shown to them they would believe 

in it. Say: “Miracles are in God’s power.” 

For all you know, even if one is shown to 

them, they may still not believe? (109) 

We will turn their hearts and eyes away 

since they did not believe in it the first time. 

We shall leave them to blunder about in 

their overweening arrogance. (110) 

Even if We were to send down angels to 

them, and if the dead were to speak to 

them, and even if We were to range all 

things before them, they would still not 
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×π tƒ# u™ ¨⎦ä⎞ÏΒ÷σ ãŠ ©9 $pκ Í5 4 ö≅ è% $yϑ̄ΡÎ) àM≈ tƒFψ$# y‰ΖÏã 

«!$# ( $tΒuρ öΝ ä. ãÏèô±ç„ !$yγ ¯Ρr& # sŒ Î) ôNu™!% y` Ÿω 
tβθãΖÏΒ÷σ ãƒ ∩⊇⊃®∪ 

 Ü= Ïk=s) çΡuρ öΝ åκsEy‰Ï↔ øù r& öΝèδt≈ |Áö/ r& uρ $yϑx. óΟ s9 

(#θãΖÏΒ÷σ ãƒ ÿ⎯ Ïμ Î/ tΑ ¨ρr& ;ο §sΔ öΝ èδâ‘ x‹tΡuρ ’Îû 

óΟ Îγ ÏΖ≈ uŠ øóèÛ tβθßγ yϑ÷ètƒ ∩⊇⊇⊃∪  

  

* öθs9 uρ $oΨ ¯Ρr& !$uΖø9 ¨“ tΡ ãΝ Íκ ö s9 Î) sπ x6 Í× ¯≈ n=yϑø9 $# 

ÞΟ ßγ yϑ̄=x. uρ 4’ tAöθpR ùQ $# $tΡ÷|³ ymuρ öΝ Íκ ö n=tã ¨≅ ä. &™ó©x« 

Wξç6 è% $̈Β (#θçΡ% x. (# þθãΖÏΒ÷σ ã‹ Ï9 HωÎ) βr& u™!$ t±o„ ª!$# 

£⎯ Å3≈ s9 uρ öΝ èδusYò2r& tβθè=yγ øg s† ∩⊇⊇⊇∪ 



 
 

 211

Overview 

We need to remind ourselves here of what we said in our Prologue to this s rah. 

Most of all we need to remember how its waves follow close on the heels of each 

other in an endless flow, and how its scenes are portrayed in a breathtaking 

splendour, coupled with a superbly inspiring rhythm. 

This s rah tackles its subject matter in a unique way. At every turn, in every 

situation or scene, it brings out in sharp relief all the awesome splendour of what is 

being portrayed, keeping us spellbound, breathless. We follow its scenes and 

changing, powerful rhythm. 

In its quick flow of scenes, inspirations, rhythms, images and shades, it resembles 

a fast, wide river flowing with white water. As one wave reaches its breaking place, 

the next one follows very closely, almost reaching out to the one that has just gone 

by. The flow remains continuous, unending. 

In every one of these flowing and closely successive waves, the same rich 

splendour is there to see. And in all the scenes portrayed, we have superb harmony. 

Thus, we are absolutely enchanted; first by the splendid scenes, then their lively 

images, the powerful music, the inimitable expression, the flood of inspiring figures 

of speech. The s rah addresses man’s heart and mind from every angle and in every 

way possible. 

All these features are seen at their clearest in this passage. The reader feels as 

though the scenes spring to life, with all their colour and brightness, jumping up in 

front of us just as the rhythm flows with the words that are recited, striking a note of 

perfect harmony. Each scene spreads itself before us like a bright spark appearing 

from the distance, and gradually exhibiting its full, captivating splendour before our 

very eyes. Another spark is then produced by the very expressions that are used, and 

its rhythm strikes harmony between the scenes portrayed and the meanings 

illustrated. Consistency is felt in the flow of expression and harmony is unmistakable 

in the brilliantly painted scenes. 

Beauty is the main feature here: the s rah attains its breathtaking climax, with 

scenes that are chosen for their beauty and wording and construction that are 

meticulously selected for their rhythm and power of expression. In addition, even the 

believe unless God so willed. Yet most of 

them are ignorant. (111) 
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ideas floated here address the basic truth of the Islamic faith, with its infinitely rich 

meaning, and all from the angle of beauty. Thus, this truth appears to swim in a sea 

of absolute perfection. 

The passage includes specific directives for us to appreciate the beauty which is all 

too visible in the flourish of life: “Behold their fruit when it comes to fruition and ripens.” 

(Verse 99) This draws our attention directly to this splendid beauty, so that we may 

look and appreciate, but with open minds. 

The beauty is brought to its perfect, enthralling climax at the end of those scenes 

which describe the universe and which reach out to the One beyond. In this way we 

behold the Originator of the heavens and earth who has placed all these wonderful 

things in the universe. The s rah speaks of Him in images and expressions the beauty 

of which cannot be intimated except by the Qur’ nic text itself: “No power of vision can 

encompass Him, whereas He encompasses all vision; He is above all comprehension, yet is all-

aware.” (Verse 103) 

In this passage we see the open book of the universe. People pass by it all the time 

without pausing for a moment to look at its miraculous features, its telling signs and 

wonderful features. The Qur’ n takes us on a tour of this universe, and we feel as if 

we see it for the first time. We want to look at its wonders, contemplate its beauty 

and enjoy its splendour. 

It stops us in front of the miracle that occurs at every moment of the night and 

day: the miracle of life as it stirs in the midst of the dead world around it. How does 

it start? Where does it come from? It simply comes from God, and starts by His will. 

No human being can fathom its nature, let alone originate it. 

It then stops us in front of the great, accurate movement of the cosmos. This is 

superior to all the miracles people demand. What is more is that it goes on at every 

moment without fail. 

It then stops us again at the initiation of human life, from a single soul, and its 

procreation in the familiar way. We also stop at the origination of life in plants, rain 

pouring in torrents, growing plants of every type and colour, ripening fruits. All 

these give us a picture of the whole range of life which is so very worthy of 

reflection, if we could only see it all with open minds. 

Then we look at the universe as a whole, and it is presented to us as if we are 

seeing it for the first time. It is alive, moving, interacting with us, remarkable in its 

effect on our senses and feelings, testifying to its Creator, displaying its features one 

by one all of which clearly point to God’s great power. 

As the s rah places this rich and varied tapestry in front of unbelievers, the very 

concept of polytheism is felt to be infinitely absurd. Indeed, everyone who 
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contemplates the great many signs pointing to the truth and indicating the source of 

guidance will find this concept too hideous to deserve even a moment’s 

consideration. The whole argument of those unbelievers who associate partners with 

God falls to pieces. 

In its presentation of the truth of God’s existence and nature to mankind the 

Qur’ n demonstrates God’s power which creates, provides and manages all matters, 

without partners, as the inspiring evidence to prove what it advocates. It simply calls 

on people to surrender themselves to God, purge their beliefs of any trace of 

polytheism, offer their worship to God alone and submit to His will. In this passage 

we are also required to offer all worship to God alone. This means that all Godhead 

belongs to Him alone, and that He is the ultimate arbiter in all affairs of human life. 

In this passage we find an example of the linkage the Qur’ n makes between pure 

worship and recognizing that Godhead belongs only to God, the Creator and 

guardian of all: “Such is God, your Lord; there is no deity other than Him, the Creator of all 

things, so worship Him alone. He is the Guardian of everything.” (Verse 102) 

At the end of the passage, the demand to produce miracles is shown to be stupid, 

and betrays the obstinate nature of the unbelievers. They do not reject the faith on the 

grounds of insufficient evidence of the truth. They reject it because of their twisted 

nature. Miraculous signs are everywhere in the universe, if they could only see them. 

The Early Signs of Life 

It is God who splits the grain and the fruit-stone. He brings forth the living out of that 

which is dead and the dead out of that which is alive. Such is God. How, then, are you 

deluded away from the truth? (Verse 95) 

This is the great miracle whose secret remains unknown to all creatures and which 

cannot be emulated by anyone. This is the miracle of life, its initiation and progress.29 

At every moment, a grain or seed splits open to produce a shoot of plant and a fruit-

stone breaks open to begin the life of a tree. This life which remains latent in the seed, 

grain and the fruit-stone, and which is evident in plant and tree remains, is in both 

                                                 
29 Atheists nowadays make a great fuss about man's ability to produce some substances which until 
recently could not have been produced except through interactions taking place within a living 
creature. They should know that there is a great difference between an organic substance and a 
living one. Moreover, this processed substance has been made out of material that has been 
created by God. Human beings will never be able to create it themselves. — Author's note. 
This was written in the early 1960s, before the recent developments in various aspects of life 
study and the new techniques in genetic engineering. Still his view is valid, as none of these 
techniques attempts anything close to creation, not even cloning. These techniques rely on using 
what is created by God to modify the process of reproduction. — Editor's note. 
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substance and source, a secret which is known only to God. Having observed all the 

various characteristics and stages of life, mankind remains today in the same position 

as the first man on earth. We know the outer aspects of life and its purpose, but its 

source and substance remain an unknown secret. Yet life goes on and the miracle of 

starting life occurs every second. 

Right at the beginning, God brought forth the living out of the dead. The universe, 

or at least our planet earth, existed, but there was no life on it. Then life began after 

God originated it from something that was dead. How did He do that? We certainly 

do not know. Ever since that moment, life has been created out of what is dead. Dead 

particles are transformed every moment, through living creatures, into organic living 

substances that form part of living bodies. Although they are originally dead 

particles, they are transformed into living cells. The reverse also takes place. At every 

moment, living cells become dead particles, until one day a complete living entity 

becomes a dead body. “He brings forth the living out of that which is dead and the dead out 

of that which is alive.” (Verse 95) 

No one can do this other than God. It is God alone who can originate life from 

something that is dead, and it is He alone who gives a living entity the ability to 

transfer dead particles into living cells. Again, He alone can complete the cycle and 

transform the living cells into dead particles. No one has ever acquired certain 

knowledge of this cycle: when did it start and how does it proceed? We only have 

assumptions, theories and probabilities. 

Every attempt to explain the origination of life in any way other than its being 

created by God has ended in total failure. At one stage, Europeans ran away from the 

Church in a flight similar to the one described by the Qur’ n as a flight of those who 

wilfully turn away from divine guidance “like terrified asses, fleeing from a lion.” (74: 

50-1) Ever since, they have been trying to find an explanation for the evolution of the 

universe and for life without having to admit that it is all God’s work. All their 

attempts, however, have ended in miserable failure. In the twentieth century, there 

remained only a few lingering attempts, all totally devoid of sincerity. They all share 

a distinctive characteristic, namely, pigheadedness. 

An increasing number of scientists admit that there is no way to explain the 

beginning and progress of life except by a clear acknowledgement that it is all God’s 

work. What these scientists say is characteristic of the present attitude of modern 

science to this whole question. Nevertheless, some people in our part of the world 

continue to feed on the leftovers of eighteenth and nineteenth century Europeans. 

They turn away from religion because it speaks of `imperceptibles’, while they claim 

to be `scientific’. Their assertions need no comment from us. What they really need to 

do is to refer to what scientists nowadays acknowledge and that is that the origins of 

life lie with God alone. We will select only a few quotations from some Western 
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scientists. 

Frank Allen, Professor of Biophysics at the University of Manitoba, Canada, says: 

If in the origin of life there was no design, then living matter must have arisen 

by chance. Now chance, or probability as it is termed, is a highly developed 

mathematical theory which applies to that vast range of objects of knowledge 

that are beyond absolute certainty. This theory puts us in possession of the 

soundest principles on which to discriminate truth from error, and to 

calculate the likelihood of the occurrence of any particular form of an event. 

Proteins are the essential constituents of all living cells, and they consist of the 

five elements, carbon, hydrogen, nitrogen, oxygen and sulphur, with possibly 

40,000 atoms in the ponderous molecule. As there are 92 chemical elements in 

Nature, all distributed at random, the chance that these five elements may 

come together to form the molecule, the quantity of matter that must be 

continually shaken up, and the length of time necessary to finish the task, can 

all be calculated. A Swiss mathematician, Charles Eugene Guye, has made the 

computation and finds that the odds against such an occurrence are 10160 to 1, 

or only one chance in 10160, that is 10 multiplied by itself 160 times, a number 

too large to be expressed in words. The amount of matter to be shaken 

together to produce a single molecule of protein would be millions of times 

greater than that in the whole universe. For it to occur on the earth alone 

would require many, almost endless billions (10243) of years. 

Proteins are made from long chains called amino acids. The way those are put 

together matters enormously. If in the wrong way they will not sustain life 

and may be poisonous. Professor J.B. Leathes (England) has calculated that 

the links in the chain of quite a simple protein could be put together in 

millions of ways (1048). It is impossible for all these chances to have coincided 

to build one molecule of protein. 

But proteins as chemicals are without life. It is only when the mysterious life 

comes into them that they live. Only Infinite Mind,30 that is God, could have 

foreseen that such a molecule could be the abode of life, could have 

constructed it, and made it live.31 

Irving William Knobloch, Professor of the Natural Sciences at Michigan State 

University, says: 

                                                 
30 This is a philosophical expression used by the author as it is part of his culture. A Muslim does not 
refer to God Almighty except by the attributes He has outlined. — Author's note. 
31 Frank Allen, "The Origin of the World — By Chance or Design?" in The Evidence of God in an expanding 
Universe, (edited by John Clover Monsma), G.P. Putnam's Sons, New York, 1958, pp. 23-4. 
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Science has no adequate explanation for the origin of the many sub-

microscopic particles of matter known to exist. It cannot explain, solely upon 

the laws of chance, how atoms and molecules could have come together to 

form life. The theory which states dogmatically that all higher forms of life 

have evolved to their present state by chance mutations, recombinations, 

polyploidy or hybridization, requires an act of faith for adherence to it, an act 

of unreasoned acceptance.32 

Albert McCombs Winchester, Chairman of the Department of Biology at Stetson 

University and former President of Florida Academy of Sciences, says: 

My field of study has been in the broad field known as biology, the science of 

the study of life. Of all the magnificent creations of God, there is none which 

can surpass the living things which inhabit our planet. 

Consider a small clover plant growing by the roadside. Where among all the 

marvellous man-made machines can we find its equal? Here we have a living 

“machine” which unobtrusively, but consistently, day in and day out, brings 

about thousands of complex chemical and physical reactions, all under the 

direction of protoplasm, the material of which all physical life is composed. 

From whence came this complex, living “machine”? God did not personally 

mould it with His own hands and shape every leaf and root on it. No — He 

has created life with the ability of self- perpetuation; the ability to continue 

the species down through the generations with all the characteristics which 

make it recognizable as a clover plant. To me, this is the most fascinating 

branch of biology and the greatest revelation of the majesty of God. Here we 

are dealing with a world of infinite smallness, because the pattern for the 

construction of a new clover plant must be contained within a portion of a 

single cell, so small that it can be seen only with a powerfully lensed 

microscope. Every vein, every hair, and every branch on the stems, roots and 

leaves have been formed under the direction of tiny engineers within the one 

cell from which the plant grew.33 

There is a definite beauty in the way this Qur’ nic verse relates the operation of 

the life and death cycle to God alone. It first makes a clear statement: “It is God who 

splits the grain and the fruit-stone. He brings forth the living out of that which is dead and 

the dead out of that which is alive.” (Verse 95) It then attributes all to God: “Such is God.” 

He is the originator of this ever-renewable miracle which remains covered with 

secrecy. He is the Creator and the Lord to whom everyone should submit themselves 

                                                 
32 I.W. Knobloch, in The Evidence of God in an Expanding Universe, ibid., pp. 87-8. 
33 A.M. Winchester, in The Evidence of God in an Expanding Universe, ibid., pp 165-6. 
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and obey without hesitation: “Such is God. How, then, are you deluded away from the 

truth?” (Verse 95) This is the truth which is clearly apparent to eyes, hearts and 

minds. How can anyone pretend not to see it or refuse to admit it? 

The Qur’ n frequently mentions the miracle of bringing life out of that which is 

dead, as also the creation of the universe in order to turn our attentions to the nature 

of Godhead and the manifestations of the oneness of the Creator. The inevitable 

conclusion is that submission must be to God alone who is the only God and the only 

Lord. People must, then, address all their worship to Him alone and refer to Him in 

order to make their laws and formulate their code of living. 

None of these aspects is mentioned in the Qur’ n in a form of an abstract, 

philosophical theory or religious dogma. This religion of Islam is too serious to allow 

people to waste their energies in such discussions. It aims to give people a proper 

concept, outlining true beliefs for them, so that they can enjoy a proper and sound 

life both in public and in private. This can only be achieved by freeing people from 

enslavement to other creatures so that they worship God alone and submit 

themselves only to Him in this life, in all its entirety. People will then refuse to 

acknowledge any authority claimed by usurpers who supposedly exercise the rights 

of Godhead, making their own laws and legislation for human life. Such people try 

to make of themselves false gods. By doing so, they undermine human life and cause 

people to be enslaved. Hence, this verse which begins with a wonderful description 

of the miracle of life concludes with this comment: “Such is God. How, then, are you 

deluded away from the truth?” (Verse 95) 

Such is God who alone deserves to be acknowledged as the overall Lord who 

sustains life, provides guidance, exercises control and rules over the whole universe. 

Hence, no one else can be acknowledged as Lord. 

Perfectionism at Its Best 

He is the One who causes the day to break. He has made the night to be [a source of 

stillness], and the sun and the moon for reckoning. All this is laid down by the will of 

the Almighty, the All-Knowing. (Verse 96) 

He who splits the grain and the fruit-stone is the One who causes the break of 

dawn. He has made the night a period of time when living things have their repose. 

Moreover, He has given the sun and the moon cycles that can be calculated with 

great accuracy. It is His power that controls everything in the universe. His 

knowledge overlooks nothing. 

In the Arabic text the word used to denote the break of dawn is the same that 
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describes the splitting of grains and fruit-stones. Life begins to spread as a result of 

dawn breaking in the same way as a plant shoots out of a grain that has been split. 

Aspects of vigour, liveliness and beauty are common to both phenomena. Moreover, 

there is an added link between these two phenomena and the stillness of the night. 

The cycles of morning and evening, activity and stillness in this planet have a direct 

bearing on plants and life. The fact that the earth revolves on its axis in front of the 

sun, the sizes given to the sun and the moon, the distances between them and the 

earth and the temperature of the sun are all determined by the Almighty who is in 

full control of all things and whose knowledge is faultless. Had these been different, 

life would not have sprung out of this earth in this fashion. We would not have had 

plants and trees sprouting forth from grains and fruit-stones. 

Everything in the whole universe has been calculated and determined most 

accurately in order to determine the type and degree of life that exists in each part of 

it. There is simply no room for any coincidence in the universe. Indeed, even what 

some people call coincidence, or the result of chance, is subject to a definite law and 

is accurately calculated. 

Some people say that life has been no more than a side affect in a small corner of 

the universe, to which the rest of the universe is blind or even hostile. They maintain 

that the fact that this type of life has taken place on a very small planet confirms the 

same. Indeed, some of them go further and say that the smallness of the earth 

suggests that had there been a god in control of the universe, he would not have 

bothered himself with this life. They assert such absurdities describing them at times 

as ‘scientific logic’ or ‘philosophical theories’, when they do not merit any discussion 

whatsoever. 

Such people allow their prejudices to dictate their views. They do not pay heed to 

the results of their own scientific work which stares them in the face. When you read 

their writings you sense that they do everything in their power in order to evade a 

truism which they have already decided not to face. They see all the pointers 

asserting God’s existence, His oneness and absolute power everywhere in the 

universe, but they flee from acknowledging these facts. Every time they take a route 

hoping to avoid such a confrontation and manage to reconcile themselves to the 

universal fact, they find that they come to the same end. Agitated and scared, they 

hurriedly try another route, but again they come to the same end. They find that they 

must acknowledge God’s existence and His absolute power. Poor and helpless is 

what they are. One day they broke loose from the tyrannical rule of the Church, 

which was in the habit of imposing its fetters on people’s minds and souls. In their 

flight, they behaved “like terrified asses, fleeing from a lion.” (74: 50-1) But they 

continued in their flight until the early decades of the twentieth century, not daring 

to turn back and find out whether the Church was pursuing them, or whether it too 
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was breathless like them. 

They are indeed poor and helpless, because they have to face today the 

inescapable conclusions of their scientific work. Where can they flee? 

Frank Allen, the Biophysicist whom we have already quoted, says in the same 

article: 

The adjustments of the earth for life are far too numerous to be accounted for 

by chance. First, the earth is a sphere freely poised in space (“He hangeth the 

earth upon nothing” — Job 26: 7), in daily rotation on its polar axis, giving the 

alternation of day and night, and in yearly revolution around the sun. These 

motions give stability to its orientation in space, and, coupled with the 

inclination (23 degrees) of the polar axis to the plane of its revolution (the 

ecliptic), affords regularity to the seasons, thus doubling the habitable area of 

the earth and providing a greater diversity of plant life than a stationary 

globe could sustain. 

Secondly, the atmosphere of life-supporting gases is sufficiently high (about 

500 miles) and dense to blanket the earth against the deadly impact of twenty 

million meteors that daily enter it at speeds of about thirty miles per second. 

Among many other functions the atmosphere also maintains the temperature 

within safe limits for life; and carries the vital supply of fresh water- vapour 

far inland from the oceans to irrigate the earth, without which it would 

become a lifeless desert. Thus the oceans, with the atmosphere, are the 

balance-wheel of Nature.34 

Scientific evidence piles up in front of them and scientific facts support one 

another confirming that the theory of coincidence cannot give any plausible 

explanation for the origin of life. For life to begin, develop, progress, continue, be 

sustained and varied requires an endless number of balances and compatibilities in 

the design of the whole universe. Every scientist is aware of many of these in his own 

field, but beyond the total sum of these there are countless other balances and 

compatibilities that are required. How could they have come about except by the will 

and determination of the Almighty, the All-Knowing, who has given everything its 

shape and form, and guided it along its course of life, and who has created 

everything according to an established measure? 

The s rah continues with this awe-inspiring scene of the universe and relates it to 

human life and people’s interests and concerns. The whole space, with its sun, moon 

and stars, is portrayed as directly relevant to people’s lives: “It is He that has set up for 

you the stars, so that you may be guided by them in the deep darkness of land and sea. We 

                                                 
34 Frank Allen, Evidence of God in an Expanding Universe, ibid., pp. 20-1. 
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have made Our revelations plain indeed to people who have knowledge.” (Verse 97) 

On land and at sea people continue to find themselves lost at times and feel 

themselves to be in total darkness, and they continue to be guided by the stars. This 

used to be the case in ancient times, and it continues to be so today. Methods of being 

guided by stars may vary, and may indeed be wider in scope as a result of scientific 

discoveries, but the rule remains the same: these stars provide guidance out of 

darkness, whether the darkness be of the physical or mental type that affects people’s 

thinking and colours their concepts. The Qur’ nic statement remains valid at all 

times. It addresses mankind in their primitive days, and they find its address true in 

their lives. It also addresses human beings after they have made great scientific 

advances and far-reaching discoveries relating to man and the universe. They 

continue to find the Qur’ nic statement true in their practical world.  

The Qur’ nic method remains unique. As it addresses men, it does not portray 

universal facts in the form of a theory. It portrays them as they are, so that we see 

beyond them the work of the Creator: His elaborate design and His grace. It, thus, 

addresses people’s hearts and minds, urging them to reflect and to make use of 

whatever knowledge they have in order to arrive at the great truth beyond. Hence, 

the verse which refers to the stars God has made to provide people with guidance in 

the darkness of land and sea is concluded with this inspiring comment: “We have 

made Our revelations plain indeed to people who have knowledge.” (Verse 97) 

In order to be guided by the stars, people need to have knowledge of their 

positions, orbits and cycles as well as knowledge of how all these point to the Creator 

and His wisdom. As we have already said, the guidance is provided out of the 

physical darkness as well as the mental one. Those who make use of the stars to 

determine their route, without relating the information they receive from the stars to 

their Creator, do not receive their full benefit and do not have their full guidance. 

Such people overlook the relationship between the marvels of this universe and their 

definite pointer to the great Creator. 

He it is who has brought you all into being from a single soul and has given you a 

dwelling and a place of sojourn. We have made Our revelations plain indeed to people 

of understanding.” (Verse 98) 

This time the s rah provides a direct touch referring to the single human soul in 

which both the male and the female have one nature. With that single soul life begins 

its first step towards procreation with a fertilized cell. Thus we have a soul which 

provides a dwelling place for this cell in the body of the male and a soul which gives 

it its place of sojourn in the female’s uterus. Life then begins its cycle of development, 

progress and procreation. The result is different races, tribes, nations, characteristics, 
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colours and languages: countless patterns and widely different communities. 

“We have made Our revelations plain indeed to people of understanding.” (Verse 98) A 

quality of understanding is necessary here in order to appreciate what God does with 

each single soul in order to bring out of it all those diverse communities and endless 

patterns. It also helps men to understand the remarkable compatibilities which are 

necessary to make conception the means for procreation and to always provide the 

appropriate numbers of human males and females, in order to establish the 

institution of marriage within which the process of conception and procreation 

operates. Marriage also provides the proper conditions for children to grow up 

within so that they, in turn, become fit to play their roles in promoting human life. 

It is beyond the scope of this commentary to go deeper into this notion of 

necessary compatibilities. That would require a more specialized study. It is 

sufficient for our purposes here to mention that the sperm originates with male or 

female characteristics, and then the proper distribution dictated by God ensures that 

sufficient numbers of males and females are produced to sustain life and ensure its 

progress. We have mentioned earlier in this commentary that God’s will, which is 

free and absolute, determines whether the fertilized egg produces a male or a female 

child. 

As God operates His will every time a human conception takes place, giving 

whomever He wills of His servants daughters or giving them sons, He ensures that a 

permanent balance is maintained between the numbers of males and females in the 

whole world. There may be local or temporary variations, but at the level of 

humanity as a whole, the balance is never disturbed. Its function is not merely to 

ensure procreation, but it also serves for the establishment of stable marital life. 

Conception and procreation can take place with a minimum number of males. 

However, God does not wish to make the preservation of the human species the sole 

purpose of the union between the male and the female. The purpose which 

distinguishes human beings from animals is the creation of a stable marital life 

between a man and a woman. Such stability ensures the most important result of 

allowing young children to be taken care of by their parents within a family 

atmosphere. In this way, the parents do not merely provide food and physical 

protection for their offspring, as animals do, but they also prepare them for their 

human role which requires that the children stay a much longer time with their 

parents than young animals do. 

Maintaining such a permanent balance is a sufficient indication of the Creator’s 

elaborate planning and wisdom, provided people are endowed with understanding: 

“We have made Our revelations plain indeed to people with understanding.” (Verse 98) But 

the obstinate rejecters of the truth, particularly those who boast of their scientific 

approach and ridicule the notion of a world beyond, continue to persist in their 
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obstinate rejection: “Even though they may see every sign of the truth, they do not believe in 

it.” (7: 146) 

The Ever-Renewable Miracle of Creation 

The s rah now begins to draw our attention to scenes of life as they open up 

everywhere around us. We see life with our eyes and feel it as it springs out. As we 

contemplate it, we see the beauty of God’s creation. The s rah portrays these scenes 

as they actually are. It draws our attention to what they show of the various stages, 

shapes and forms of life. All this gives us a very distinct awareness of life as it grows 

and spreads, and also of the power that originates life. It also gives us a strong desire 

to look at and enjoy the beauty of life. 

And He it is who sends down water from the sky with which We bring forth plants of 

every type and out of these We bring forth verdure from which We bring forth grain 

piled tight, packed on one another; and out of the spathe of the palm tree, dates in thick 

clusters; and gardens of vines; and the olive tree, and the pomegranate: all so alike, 

and yet so different. Behold their fruit when they come to fruition and ripen. Surely in 

these there are clear signs for people who truly believe. (Verse 99) 

Water is frequently mentioned in the Qur’ n within the context of life and 

vegetation: “He it is who sends down water from the sky with which We bring forth plants 

of every type.” (Verse 99) That water is necessary for the growth of every type of plant 

is something that all human beings know, whether they are primitive or civilized, 

illiterate or educated. Yet water plays a far greater and more important role than that, 

and the Qur’ n here reminds us of this. By God’s will, water was instrumental in 

making the face of the earth of the type of soil we know, which is plant-supporting. 

(This assumes that the theory which suggests that the face of the earth burned for a 

period of time, before it solidified but could still not support plant life is correct. 

Then water and other atmospheric elements combined to transform it into soft soil) 

Water has then continued to play an important role in making this soil fertile by 

causing nitrogen to fall on it from the atmosphere. Every time there is lightning, the 

electric sparkle separates the nitrogen which dissolves in water. It thus falls with the 

rain to give the soil added fertility. Nitrogen is the main component of the fertilizers 

people now produce in the same way, learning from the laws of nature. Indeed, 

nitrogen is so essential for vegetation that without it the face of the earth would be 

completely barren. 

“And He it is who sends down water from the sky with which We bring forth plants of 

every type and out of these We bring forth verdure from which We bring forth grain piled 

tight, packed on one another; and out of the spathe of the palm tree, dates in thick clusters; 
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and gardens of vines; and the olive tree, and the pomegranate: all so alike, and yet so 

different.” (Verse 99) All plants begin green, but the Arabic text uses for the 

description for the colour of the plants a word which imparts a gentler and more 

familiar sense than would be understood by the word `green’. Out of this green 

vegetation God brings forth grain piled tight, as we see in ears of wheat and corn 

which are “packed on one another”. We then have an image of the palm tree and its 

spathe: “Out of the spathe of the palm tree, dates in thick clusters.” (Verse 99) Here the 

Qur’ n uses in its description a term which generally denotes a small branch, but in 

the palm tree it refers to the stick on which the dates grow. These sticks are described 

as bending down, bearing the clusters of dates to impart a sense of beauty and 

tranquillity. “And gardens of vines, and the olive tree and the pomegranate”, (Verse 99), 

which are mentioned here as examples of different types and species of plants. All of 

them are “so alike and yet so different”. 

The Qur’ n invites us to look at these and attentively contemplate with open 

minds how God causes all of them to grow, adds to their beauty and watches over 

them when they come to fruition: “Behold their fruit when they come to fruition and 

ripen.” (Verse 99) We are not invited to eat of its fruit, but rather to contemplate the 

beauty of that ripening fruit because the emphasis here is on the splendid aspects of 

creation and on the perfection which is the essential characteristic of God’s work. 

“Surely in these there are clear signs for people who truly believe.” (Verse 99) It is faith 

which opens people’s hearts and minds and alerts them to the close link between 

themselves and the universe. It then invites us to believe in God, the Creator of all. 

Yet numerous are the hearts which remain closed, the eyes which choose not to see 

and the natures which determine not to respond. They look at all this splendid 

creation and all these inspiring signs but they remain unresponsive. It is as the 

Qur’ n says: “Only those that can hear will surely answer.” (Verse 36) These signs 

inspire only those who believe. 

Once the s rah has portrayed this universal scene with all its pointers to God’s 

existence and His ability and perfect design, it then describes the beliefs of those who 

ascribe partners to God. Against this inspiring set up, these beliefs appear so 

singular. Their assertions are shown to be revolting delusions, and they are strongly 

denounced: “Yet they make the jinn equals with God, although He created them; and in 

their ignorance they invent for him sons and daughters. Limitless is He in His glory, and 

sublimely exalted above all that which they attribute to Him.” (Verse 100) 

Some of the Arabs in the pre-Islamic days of ignorance used to worship the jinn 

while not knowing exactly who those jinn were. These were merely the delusions of 

paganism. When a human being deviates from believing in the absolute oneness of 

God, even partially, he is bound to increase his deviation. At first, the point of 

diversion seems to be too small to notice, but then the gap grows wider and wider. 



Al-An`ām (Cattle) | THE MIRACLE OF CREATION 
 

 224

Those ancient Arabs used to follow the faith preached by the Prophet Ishmael, which 

was based on the belief in God’s oneness as preached by the Prophet Abraham. They 

subsequently deviated from this sound concept. Their deviation must have started in 

a small way, but then it went as far as to consider the jinn partners with God, when 

He Himself created them: “Yet they make the jinn equals with God, although He created 

them.” (Verse 100) 

Different forms of pagan communities were aware that there were evil beings, i.e. 

something similar to devils, and they feared those beings, whether they considered 

them evil spirits or evil creatures. Therefore, they used to provide offerings to them 

in order to circumvent their fury. Thereafter, they began to worship them. This form 

of paganism that prevailed in Arabia before Islam is just one of many forms in which 

such misconceptions flourished and led to the worship of the jinn describing them as 

God’s partners. The s rah uses a very simple sentence, conveyed in the Arabic text by 

just one word, to describe the stupidity of such beliefs: “Although He created them”. 

(Verse 100) The sarcasm here is very clear. If it is God, the Glorious who has created 

them, how is it, then, that they are His partners, sharing with Him the qualities of 

Godhead and Lordship of the universe? 

Their misconceptions were not confined to this aspect alone. Once idolatry or 

polytheism takes root, deviation never stops and delusions become rife. Those 

idolaters used to allege that God — limitless is He in His glory — had sons and 

daughters: “in their ignorance they invent for him sons and daughters.” (Verse 100) It is 

all their inventions. The Qur’ n uses here a particularly expressive word to denote 

‘invention’, one which gives an impression of physical and noisy fabrication. 

Among those who have invented sons for God were the Jews who claimed that 

Ezra was so and for the Christians it was Jesus Christ. As for the pagan Arabs, they 

claimed that the angels were God’s daughters, even though they had no way of 

knowing what gender, if any, the angels took. None of these claims is based on any 

measure of sound knowledge. They are all the product of total ignorance. Hence, the 

Qur’ nic comment: “Limitless is He in His glory, and sublimely exalted above all that 

which they attribute to Him.” (Verse 100) 

A Clear Concept of the Creator 

The s rah puts these allegations face to face against the absolute truth of God. It 

makes its arguments against these misconceptions in such a way that reveals how 

hollow they are: “He is the Originator of the heavens and the earth. How can He have a 

child when He has never had a consort? He has created everything and has full knowledge of 

all things.” (Verse 101) 

He who originates the whole universe out of nothing is in no need of a son. 
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Offspring are needed by mortals as an extension of their existence and they are 

needed by the weak who want help and by the dull who can invent nothing. 

Moreover, those inventors were aware of how procreation takes place. Anyone who 

desires offspring must have a mate or a female consort from his own species. How, 

then, can God have a son when He has never had a consort, and when He is one, 

single, and has no similarities with anyone or anything? How can any offspring be 

born without a mate? 

Here the s rah makes use of a recognized fact in order to address their minds, 

giving them examples that are relevant to their own lives and what they see around 

them. Moreover, the s rah gives special emphasis to the fact that all beings are 

created in order to disprove any suggestions of a multiplicity of gods. What is 

created can never be a partner to the Creator. The essence of the Creator and that of 

the created are totally different. The s rah speaks of God’s knowledge as absolute, 

while the unbelievers’ knowledge is based on delusions and guesswork: “He has 

created everything and has full knowledge of all things.” (Verse 101) 

The same truth of creation is re-emphasized in order to assert another aspect. It 

tells that the One who is worshipped and obeyed and to whom submission is made 

is the creator of all things. Hence, there is no deity save Him, the only Lord in the 

universe: “Such is God, your Lord; there is no deity other than Him, the Creator of all 

things, so worship Him alone. He is the Guardian of everything.” (Verse 102) 

The fact that God, the Almighty, is the only Creator makes Him the only sovereign 

of the universe, and that, consequently, makes Him the only one who takes full care 

of His creation. As He is the Creator of all, He also provides sustenance to all using 

resources in which He has no partners. Whatever all creatures eat and whatever they 

enjoy in this life is part of what is the sole property of God. When it has been 

confirmed that God has all these qualities of creation, sovereignty and provision of 

sustenance, another fact is also established; that is, His Lordship of the universe. No 

one else shares with Him these qualities: He controls everything, His is the authority 

to which everything submits, and He operates the system by which He takes care of 

His servants. So He is the One to be worshipped in the full sense of the word, which 

denotes obedience and full submission. 

In their days of ignorance, the Arabs did not deny that God was the Creator of the 

universe and human beings. Nor did they deny that He was the One who provided 

sustenance to all of them, or that there was no place or dominion other than His from 

where to obtain provisions and sustenance. Other deviant communities did not deny 

these facts either, apart from a few Greek philosophers who advocated materialism. 

The materialist creeds of today have spread much wider than those advanced by 

Greek philosophers. This meant that in Arabia Islam faced the sort of deviation 

which allowed worship to be offered to different deities, who were claimed to be 
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God’s partners, in the hope that they would intercede with God on behalf of those 

who worshipped them. It also faced the other form of deviation by which people 

received their legislation and traditions from other sources. In other words, Islam did 

not face in Arabia the sort of atheism which some people profess today. Such people 

deny the very existence of God, making boastful claims that have no basis in 

knowledge, and no guidance or revelation on which they are founded. 

The truth remains that those who argue about the existence of God are few, and 

they will remain so. The basic deviation continues to be the same as that which 

prevailed in the days of pre-Islamic ignorance — that people receive legislations and 

laws concerning their lives from sources other than God. This is the traditional and 

basic form of idolatry that flourished in ignorant Arabia, and indeed in all j hiliyyah 

communities. 

The deviant minority which today disputes God’s existence may boast about being 

scientific, but they have no scientific basis for their claims. Human knowledge cannot 

justify atheism or prove it, and cannot provide evidence for it based on science or the 

nature of the universe. It is all a misconception caused initially by the desire to break 

with the Church and its God whom it tried to impose on people and by means of 

which it subjugated them in a way that could not be approved of by faith. There is 

also the added reason of the nature of those who advance these arguments, which 

leads to a disuse of the basic functions of human beings. 

The truth of creation and its deliberate design, as well as the truth of the 

origination of life, are not cited in the Qur’ n in order to prove God’s existence. 

Arguments against His existence are too petty to merit any attention by the Qur’ n. 

Instead, these truths are given in order to help people return to the path of truth, so 

that they can implement in their lives what is entailed by the fact that God is the only 

God and the only Lord who has power and control over all things. This means that 

they have to submit to Him alone and worship Him alone, associating with Him no 

partners whatsoever. Nevertheless, the truths of creation and the origination of life 

provide irrefutable arguments against those who dispute God’s existence. 

Confronted with this, they have no escape except through boastfulness and futile 

argument which borders on absolute stupidity. 

We do not wish to refer such people who grope in the dark to the Qur’ n, nor do 

we wish to impose on them our logic which is guided by the Qur’ n. We refer them 

to some eminent scientists who make a serious and rational approach to this whole 

question based on human knowledge. 

John Cleveland Cothran, Professor of Chemistry and Chairman of Science and 

Mathematics Division, Duluth Branch, University of Minnesota, says: 

Can any informed and reasoning intellect possibly believe that insensible and 
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mindless matter just chanced to originate itself and all this system, then 

chanced to impose the system upon itself, whereafter this system just chances 

to remain imposed? Surely the answer is “No!” When energy transforms into 

“new” matter, the transformation proceeds “according to law” and the 

resulting matter obeys the same laws that apply to the matter already 

existing. 

Chemistry discloses that matter is ceasing to exist, some varieties exceedingly 

slowly, others exceedingly swiftly. Therefore the existence of matter is not 

eternal. Consequently matter must have had a beginning. Evidence from 

chemistry and other sciences indicates that this beginning was not slow and 

gradual; on the contrary, it was sudden, and the evidence even indicates the 

approximate time when it occurred. Thus at some rather definite time the 

material realm was created and ever since has been obeying law, not the 

dictates of chance.35 

Now, the material realm not being able to create itself and its governing laws, 

the act of creation must have been performed by some non-material agent. 

The stupendous marvels accomplished in that act show that this agent must 

possess superlative intelligence, an attribute of mind. But to bring mind into 

action in the material realm, as, for example, in the practice of medicine and 

in the field of parapsychology, the exercise of will is required, and this can be 

exerted only by a person. Hence our logical and inescapable conclusion is not 

only that creation occurred but that it was brought about according to the 

plan and will of a Person endowed with supreme intelligence and knowledge 

(omniscience), and the power to bring it about and keep it running according 

to plan (omnipotence). That is to say, we accept unhesitatingly the fact of the 

existence of “the supreme spiritual Being, God, the Creator and Director of 

the universe,” mentioned in the beginning of this chapter. 

The advances that have occurred in science since Lord Kelvin’s day would 

enable him to state more emphatically than ever: “If you think strongly 

enough, you will be forced by science to believe in God.”36 

A further quotation from biophysicist Frank Allen is also useful: 

It has often been made to appear that the material universe has not needed a 

Creator. It is undeniable, however, that the universe exists. Four solutions of 

its origin may be proposed: first, that it is an illusion — contrary to the 

                                                 
35 We have already said that all conclusions made by science remain within the sphere of 
probability. We do not use these quotations to prove the truth of Islam. We only put them as a 
counter argument for those who rely only on science. — Author's note. 
36 J.C. Cothran, in The Evidence of God in an Expanding Universe, ibid., pp. 41-2. 
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preceding statement; second, that it spontaneously arose out of nothing; 

third, that it had no origin but has existed eternally; fourth, that it was 

created. 

The first proposed solution asserts that there is no problem to solve except 

the metaphysical one of human consciousness, which has occasionally itself 

been considered an illusion! The hypothesis of illusion has been lately 

revived in physical science by Sir James Jeans37 who states that from the 

concepts of modern physics “the universe cannot admit of material 

representation, and the reason, I think, is that it has become a mere mental 

concept.” Accordingly, one may say that illusory trains apparently filled with 

imaginary passengers cross unreal rivers on immaterial bridges formed of 

mental concepts! 

The second concept, that the world of matter and energy arose of itself out of 

nothing, is likewise too absurd a supposition for any consideration. 

The third concept, that the universe existed eternally, has one element in 

common with the concept of creation: either inanimate matter with its 

incorporated energy, or a Personal Creator, is eternal. No greater intellectual 

difficulty exists in the one concept than in the other. But the laws of 

thermodynamics (heat) indicate that the universe is running down to a 

condition when all bodies will be at the same extremely low temperature and 

no energy will be available. Life would then be impossible. In infinite time 

this state of entropy would already have happened. The hot sun and stars, the 

earth with its wealth of life, are complete evidence that the origin of the 

universe has occurred in time, at a fixed point of time, and therefore the 

universe must have been created. A great First Cause, an eternal, all-knowing 

and all-powerful Creator must exist, and the universe is His handiwork. 38 

The fact that God is the Creator of all and that He is the only deity in the universe 

is the basic rule given in the Qur’ n for the need to worship and submit to God alone. 

It explains the fact that He is the Lord who controls everything and directs the whole 

universe: “Such is God, your Lord; there is no deity other than Him, the Creator of all 

things, so worship Him alone. He is the Guardian of everything.” (Verse 102) He not only 

controls human beings; rather, He controls everything, since He has created all 

things. This is the reason for stating this fact which the unbelievers do not deny. They 

simply do not recognize what it entails: submission to God, obedience of His laws 

and acknowledgement of His absolute authority. 

                                                 
37 James Jeans, The Mysterious Universe, Cambridge University Press, 1931, p. 169. 

38 Frank Allen, in The Evidence of God in an Expanding Universe, op. cit., pp. 19-20. 



Al-An`ām (Cattle) | THE MIRACLE OF CREATION 
 

 229

The Choice to Remain Blind 

The s rah follows this with a description of God which is so powerful that it 

impresses man’s whole being with connotations which I believe to be indescribable 

by any human language. Let us then allow these impressions to formulate as we 

behold the scene which allows God’s reassuring attributes to be more prominent 

than His fear-inspiring attributes: “No power of vision can encompass Him, whereas He 

encompasses all vision; He is above all comprehension, yet is all-aware.” (Verse 103) 

Those who demonstrate their naivety by demanding to see God are the same as 

those who demonstrate their arrogance by demanding tangible evidence of His 

existence. Neither group understand what they say. The senses and mental faculties 

of human beings have been created so that they can interact with the world around 

them, fulfil their task of building human life on earth, and observe and understand 

what the world and the universe contain of pointers to God’s existence and His 

work. As for the nature of God Himself, they have not been given the power to 

conceive of it, because a created mortal cannot comprehend what is ever present and 

immortal. Besides, such comprehension is not an essential requirement for them to 

fulfil their task on earth. They have, indeed, been given what they need for its 

fulfilment and are fully equipped for the same. 

It may be possible to understand that ancient people were naive, but the arrogance 

of later groups is totally unacceptable. They talk about the atom, electrons, protons 

and neutrons when none of them has ever seen any of these. It has not been possible 

yet to make a microscope powerful enough to allow scientists to see such infinitely 

small particles.39 Nevertheless, those people accept their theoretic existence and 

determine the practical effect of their presence. When they see these effects, they 

declare with absolute certainty that such particles are present. They do so in spite of 

the fact that the ultimate conclusion to which their experiment leads is `the 

possibility’ of the presence of those particles. But when they are told of God’s 

existence and are directed to the evidence of His presence, they dispute that fact, 

giving arguments that have no basis in scientific knowledge, proper guidance or 

revelation. They demand tangible evidence which they can see with their own eyes, 

as if this whole universe and all the wonders of life are not sufficient evidence. 

The s rah then comments on what it has already listed of signs and evidence 

available everywhere in the universe, and within the human soul itself. What follows 

serves also as a comment on the statement that concerns God’s nature: “No power of 

vision can encompass Him, whereas He encompasses all vision; He is above all 

comprehension, yet is all-aware.” (Verse 103) 

                                                 
39 The author wrote this in the early 1960s. — Editor's note. 
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We have already said that no human language can explain or commentate on such 

a description. It imparts its own clear sense to our minds. However, it is followed by 

a significant comment: “Means of insight have come to you from your Lord. Therefore, 

whoever chooses to see does so for his own good, and whoever chooses to remain blind only 

himself does he hurt. I am not your keeper.” (Verse 104) What God has given us is indeed 

the means of insight which provides guidance and points to the right way. The 

choice is then left to every individual. He who chooses to see will find himself in the 

light, equipped with guidance. Inevitably, the alternative is total blindness. No one 

deliberately persists in error after having seen these signs and received these insights 

except one who shuts out his senses, suppresses his feelings, stifles his conscience 

and remains blind. The Prophet is instructed to declare that he dissociates himself 

from them: “I am not your keeper.” (Verse 104) 

Perhaps it is important to draw the readers’ attention to the fact that in the Arabic 

text these verses use, in addition to their powerful rhythm, a few unmistakeable and 

beautiful stylistic elements, such as alliteration and the juxtaposition of opposites. 

Thus, their effect, as we read them in Arabic, is immeasurably enhanced. 

The s rah then addresses the Prophet, pointing out how revelations and signs of 

God’s existence have been spelled out and explained in a way that could not fit with 

the Prophet’s social environment or the fact that he could not read and write. For any 

open-minded person, this, in itself, is sufficient evidence to prove that these 

revelations were from God. But the idolaters did not wish to have such convincing 

evidence. Hence, they used to say that Mu ammad had studied these questions of 

faith and those aspects of the universe with a Christian or a Jewish scholar. They did 

not realize that no Christian or Jew could have attained the standard of knowledge 

which remotely approached what the Prophet said to them. Indeed, no one on earth 

today can hope to reach anywhere near this level, superior as it is to all human 

knowledge. Hence, the Prophet is instructed to follow what has been revealed to him 

and to turn away from the unbelievers: “Thus do We spell out Our revelations in diverse 

ways, that they may say, ‘You have studied this’, and that We may make it clear to people of 

knowledge. Follow what has been revealed to you by your Lord, other than whom there is no 

deity, and turn your back on those who associate partners with God. Had God so willed, they 

would not have associated partners with Him. We have not made you their keeper, nor are 

you responsible for them.” (Verses 105-7) 

God spells out His revelations at a level that was totally unknown to the Arabs, 

because it did not originate from their social environment or indeed from any human 

environment. His explanation leads to two opposing results: those who accept and 

those who reject God’s guidance. The latter who do not wish to learn or strive to 

know the truth will try to find some sort of argument to explain the superior 

excellence which characterizes the Prophet’s address to them. They allege what they 
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know to be false. They were aware of every detail in Mu ammad’s life before he 

began to receive his message and after that. Nevertheless, they said to him: 

“Mu ammad, you have studied all this with Christian and Jewish scholars and 

learned it from them.” No Christian or Jew had ever known anything like the Qur’ n. 

Their books are still available to us now. The gulf between what they have and the 

Qur’ n is very wide indeed. Now, all they have is merely a few inconsistent accounts 

of the histories of Prophets and Kings, mixed with legends and superstitions 

invented by unknown authors. This is the essence of what we find in the Old 

Testament. 

As for the New Testament, it also contains some reports related by the disciples of 

Jesus Christ (peace be upon him), several decades after he was raised to heaven. 

Synods then introduced amendments and distortions of these. Even moral and 

spiritual teachings were subjected to distortions, amendments and omission. How 

does all this compare with the Glorious Qur’ n? In their ignorance, the Arab 

idolaters used to make such statements. What is most singular is that some ignorant 

people of our present day, including some Orientalists and some who claim to be 

Muslims, repeat such impudent claims. What is even more singular is that their 

claims are alleged to be the result of `scientific study’ or `scholarly research’, which 

only Orientalists are equipped to pursue!  

As for those who have true knowledge, the spelling out of revelations in the 

Qur’ nic way allows them to realize the truth: “That We may make it clear to people of 

knowledge.” (Verse 105) As a result, the separation occurs between people endowed 

with knowledge and insight who know the truth, and people who are blind and 

ignorant. 

Well-Defined Attitudes 

This is followed by a divine order to the Prophet to follow what God has revealed 

to him and to turn away from pagan people who associate partners with Him. He is 

not to pay any attention to them or their petty arguments and not to worry about 

their stubborn rejection of his message. His task is to implement his message by 

moulding his life and the attitudes of his followers on the basis of the divine 

message. He is to care nothing for the unbelievers: “Follow what has been revealed to 

you by your Lord, other than whom there is no deity, and turn your back on those who 

associate partners with God.” (Verse 106) 

Had God so willed, He would have imposed His guidance on them. He could, if 

He so willed, have created them knowing no way other than that of His guidance, in 

the same way as angels are bound always to obey Him. He, however, has created 

man with the ability to follow either right guidance or error. He has left him to 



Al-An`ām (Cattle) | THE MIRACLE OF CREATION 
 

 232

choose his way and has held him accountable for his choice. All this is, of course, 

within the framework of God’s absolute free will which governs everything that 

occurs in the universe, without imposing a choice on any human being. God has 

created man in this fashion for a purpose He knows. He has a role to play assigned to 

him by God, using his abilities and talents: “Had God so willed, they would not have 

associated partners with Him.” (Verse 107) 

The Prophet is not responsible for their actions, and he has not been assigned as a 

watchdog over their hearts: “We have not made you their keeper, nor are you responsible 

for them.” (Verse 107) This instruction to the Prophet defines the area around which 

he should concentrate his efforts. The Prophet’s successors and those who advocate 

his faith in every generation and every community are also made aware of their area 

of activity and its limits. 

An advocate of God’s message must not attach too much importance to, or pin his 

hopes on, those who turn their backs on His call and who do not respond to the 

pointers to faith and divine guidance. He should give top priority to, and concentrate 

his hopes on, those who listen and respond to his call. These are the ones who need 

to mould their whole existence on the basic rule of faith, which is the cornerstone of 

their religion. They also need to formulate a total concept of existence and life, and to 

regularize their moral values and conduct, and indeed all the affairs of their 

community, on the same basis. These tasks require and deserve all efforts the 

advocates of Islam can exert. Those who choose to remain in the opposing camp after 

having had God’s message conveyed to them, deserve nothing but to be ignored. As 

the cause of the truth acquires strength, the rules God has set in operation complete 

their cycle when God hurls the truth at falsehood, and when the truth triumphs and 

falsehood is no more. What is extremely important is that the truth should exist in its 

completeness. When it does, falsehood has no sway: it just disappears, totally. 

Moreover, the believers are instructed to adopt, as they turn away from the 

unbelievers, an attitude of propriety, decency and refinement which suits those who 

believe in God. They are instructed not to revile the idols or deities of the unbelievers 

so that the latter do not start to revile God, without knowing His true position and 

His majesty. Thus any abuse by the believers of their worthless deities would be 

taken as an excuse to abuse God, the Almighty: “Do not revile those whom they invoke 

instead of God, lest they revile God out of spite, and in ignorance. Thus have We made the 

actions of every community seem goodly to them. Then to their Lord shall they all return, and 

He will explain to them all that they have been doing.” (Verse 108) 

It is human nature that when a person does something, whether good or bad, he 

thinks that he has done well and he defends his actions. If he follows guidance, he 

finds it good; and if he is in error, he still believes that his error is good. The 

unbelievers ascribed partners to God and appealed to them instead of appealing to 
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Him; yet they accepted that God is the One who creates and provides sustenance. If 

the Muslims had reviled the unbelievers’ deities, the latter would have disregarded 

what they believed of God’s position and abused God Himself in order to defend 

their concepts and worship of other deities. Hence, the believers are required to let 

them alone: “Then to their Lord shall they all return, and He will explain to them all that 

they have been doing.” (Verse 108) 

This is the sort of decent attitude which is worthy of a believer who is sure that the 

faith he follows is that of the truth and who does not indulge in what is useless or 

unbecoming. Abusing the deities worshipped by unbelievers will not put those 

unbelievers on the course of guidance. Instead, it will only add to their stubbornness. 

Why, then, should believers engage in what is useless, when it could lead them to 

hearing what they do not like, as the unbelievers begin to retaliate by abusing God? 

The passage concludes by mentioning those unbelievers who used to swear most 

solemnly that if only a miracle, like those given to earlier prophets and messengers, 

were shown them they would certainly believe. On hearing such assurances, some 

Muslims suggested to the Prophet (peace be upon him) that he should pray to Cod to 

show them such a miracle. Here they are given a clear answer, which shows the 

nature of those people and their obstinate rejection of the divine faith: “They swear by 

God most solemnly that if a miracle be shown to them they would believe in it. Say: ‘Miracles 

are in God’s power’. For all you know, even if one is shown to them, they may still not 

believe? We will turn their hearts and eyes away since they did not believe in it the first time. 

We shall leave them to blunder about in their overweening arrogance. Even if We were to 

send down angels to them, and if the dead were to speak to them, and even if We were to range 

all things before them, they would still not believe unless God so willed. Yet most of them are 

ignorant.” (Verses 109-11) 

A person who does not believe when his attention has been drawn to the 

miraculous nature of creation and to all the pointers in the world around him 

directing him to faith adopts a very strange attitude. A person who looks at all the 

signs and indicators that he sees within himself and everywhere around him and still 

does not turn to his Lord and declare his belief in Him is one who follows a twisted 

logic. What hinders such people from believing in the truth in the first instance will 

certainly stop them from accepting the faith after a miracle has been shown to them. 

How could Muslims who suggested showing them a miracle tell that it could be 

otherwise? It is God alone who knows the nature of those people. He leaves them to 

blunder about in their arrogance, because He knows that they will not respond. They 

actually deserve the punishment their rejection of the faith incurs. God knows that 

they would not believe even if He did send down the angels or resurrect the dead to 

speak to them, in response to their suggestions. Nor would they believe even if He 

ranged everything in the universe in front of them to call on them to accept the faith. 
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They do not believe unless God wills, and He does not will that because they do not 

strive to find guidance. This fact describes in a nutshell the nature of their hearts and 

minds. What those who stubbornly follow error and turn away from faith lack is not 

a proof or a sign. They are simply sick at heart, having shut down their natural 

responses and stifled their consciences. Guidance is a reward deserved only by those 

who strive for it. 

Basic Facts on Faith and God’s Power 

Moreover, these verses outline certain basic facts that we must consider. The first 

of these facts is that to accept the faith or to deny it, to follow the right guidance or to 

remain in error, does not depend on the provision of proofs and evidence of the 

truth. The truth is its own proof and it can easily prevail over the human mind to 

accept it and submit to it with reassurance. There are impediments that may prevent 

a person from accepting the truth. Indeed, God refers to these as He addresses the 

believers: “For all you know, even if one [i.e. a miracle] is shown to them, they may still not 

believe? We will turn their hearts and eyes away since they did not believe in it the first time. 

We shall leave them to blunder about in their overweening arrogance.” (Verses 109-10) 

What prevented them the first time round from accepting divine guidance could 

happen again even after a miracle is shown them, and they could, thus, continue to 

go astray and reject guidance. 

The pointers to faith are latent within man himself and are inherent within the 

truth itself. They do not relate to any external factor. It is imperative, therefore, that 

man’s heart is purged of all external factors impeding its acceptance of the faith. 

The second fact is that God’s will is the ultimate factor which determines who 

follows guidance and who goes astray. God has willed that human beings be tested, 

allowing us the freedom of choice to determine which course we follow. Anyone 

who utilizes this freedom in order to seek guidance with the intention of following it 

once it is received, though he may not know at that moment where he stands, will 

find that God, by His will, is helping him and showing him the right way. 

Conversely, a person who uses this freedom of choice to turn away from guidance 

and the pointers to faith, will find himself further away from the truth, because 

God’s will has determined that he should drift further astray and continue to grope 

in the dark. God’s will prevails over human beings in all situations. It is He who 

determines everything in the end. 

It is to this fact that the passage we are discussing refers: “We will turn their hearts 

and eyes away since they did not believe in it the first time. We shall leave them to blunder 

about in their overweening arrogance. Even if We were to send down angels to them, and if 

the dead were to speak to them, and even if We were to range all things before them, they 



Al-An`ām (Cattle) | THE MIRACLE OF CREATION 
 

 235

would still not believe unless God so willed. Yet most of them are ignorant.” (Verses 110-11) 

Indeed, two earlier verses in this passage also refer to this fact: “Follow what has been 

revealed to you by your Lord, other than whom there is no deity, and turn your back on those 

who associate partners with God. Had God so willed, they would not have associated partners 

with Him. We have not made you their keeper, nor are you responsible for them.” (Verses 

106-7) 

A further reference to this fact is provided in the verse that begins the next 

passage: “Thus We have set up against every prophet enemies: the evil ones among human 

beings and the jinn, who inspire each other with varnished and deluding falsehood. Had your 

Lord willed otherwise, they would not have done it. Therefore, leave them to their own 

inventions.” (Verse 112) 

Everything is thus left to God’s will. It is He who has willed not to guide them, 

because they did not take the necessary measures to seek and follow His guidance. 

He has also willed to allow them this measure of freedom to test them. It is He who 

guides them if they strive for guidance and leaves them to go astray if they choose to 

do so. According to the Islamic concept, there is no contradiction between the fact 

that God’s will is absolutely free and that He has allowed human beings this measure 

of freedom to test them. 

The third fact is that those who obey God and those who disobey Him are equally 

subject to His power; He controls everyone’s destiny. They cannot do anything 

except in accordance with God’s will which has determined the laws that govern 

human life. In the area of choice left for man, a believer achieves harmony between 

the fact that he is inevitably subject to God’s authority in the way he is made, his 

physical and spiritual constitution, the function of every part of his body, etc. and his 

willing submission to God as the natural result of choosing to follow God’s guidance. 

Thus, a believer lives at peace with himself because what is inevitable and what is the 

result of free choice in his life follow the same law and submit to the same authority. 

The unbelievers cannot break away from God’s law which governs their constitution 

and their natural needs. They have to submit to God’s law. However, where they 

have freedom of choice, they rebel against God’s authority and refuse to implement 

His law and constitution. This conflict leaves them miserable. Ultimately, they 

remain within God’s power and He controls their destinies. They indeed cannot do 

anything Without His will. 

This last fact is particularly relevant to the issues which will be presented in the 

remaining part of this s rah. Hence, it is going to be repeated in different forms. The 

rest of the s rah tackles the question of God’s authority over people’s lives and the 

law they implement. Hence, the s rah repeatedly emphasizes that all authority 

belongs to God who continues to govern the destiny of those who disobey Him and 

turn away from His constitution. These people cannot do any harm to believers, 



Al-An`ām (Cattle) | THE MIRACLE OF CREATION 
 

 236

unless God so wills. Indeed, they are too weak to have any authority over 

themselves, let alone over believers. What takes place in life is simply the fulfilment 

of God’s will as it relates to both those who obey Him and those who refuse to do so. 

“Even if We were to send down angels to them, and if the dead were to speak to them, and 

even if We were to range all things before them, they would still not believe unless God so 

willed. Yet most of them are ignorant.” (Verse 111) Al- abarī, a famous scholar and 

commentator on the Qur’ n says of this verse: “God says to His Messenger (peace be 

upon him): Mu ammad, you should give up any hope of success for those who 

equate idols with their Lord and who claim that they would believe if they are given 

a sign. Even though We would send the angels down to them so that they may see 

them with their own eyes, and if we cause the dead to come back to life and speak to 

them supporting you and confirming your prophethood and assuring them that your 

message is the truth, and even if we would range everything in front of them 

testifying to your message, they would still refuse to believe in you and would 

continue to deny your message, unless God wills otherwise. Most of those 

unbelievers are ignorant of this fact. They think that accepting the faith or denying it 

is their prerogative. This is not true. It is all within My power. Only those I guide to 

success accept the faith, and those I turn away deny it.” 

What al- abarī says here is true, but it requires the clarification that we have 

given, taking into account the import of all Qur’ nic statements relevant to guidance, 

error, God’s will and man’s endeavour. To accept the faith is an event, and so is 

rejecting it. No event takes place in the universe except by God’s will: “Indeed, We 

have created everything in due measure and proportion.” (54: 49) 

The law which operates God’s will, so that one person becomes a believer and one 

rejects the faith, is explained by the total sum of the relevant Qur’ nic statements. 

Every man is tested with a measure of free choice which determines his direction. If 

he sets himself on the route to guidance and strives to achieve it, he will certainly be 

guided by God’s will. If he chooses the other way and turns away from guidance, 

God will send him further astray. In this respect, both following God’s guidance and 

turning away from it are accomplished by God’s will. Man remains within God’s 

power and his life continues according to God’s will, which is free, absolute and 

unrestrained. 
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13 

On Permissibility and 

Prohibition 

Thus We have set up against every prophet 

enemies: the evil ones among human beings 

and the jinn, who inspire each other with 

varnished and deluding falsehood. Had 

your Lord willed otherwise, they would not 

have done it. Therefore, leave them to their 

own inventions, (112) 

o that the hearts of those who do not believe 

in the life to come may be inclined to what 

they say and, being pleased with it, persist 

in their erring ways. (113) 

Am I to seek for judge anyone other than 

God, when it is He who has revealed the 

Book to you, clearly spelling out the truth. 

Those to whom We previously gave 

revelations know that it is the truth 

revealed by your Lord. So, do not be 

among the doubters. (114) 

Perfected are the words of your Lord in 

truth and justice. No one can change His 

words. He hears all and knows all. (115) 
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If you were to pay heed to the greater part 

of those on earth, they would lead you away 

from God’s path. They follow nothing but 

conjecture and they do nothing but guess. 

(116) 

Your Lord surely knows best who strays 

from His path, and best knows He those 

who are right-guided. (117) 

Eat, then, of that over which God’s name 

has been pronounced, if you truly believe in 

His revelations. (118) 

And why should you not eat of that over 

which God’s name has been pronounced 

when He has clearly spelled out to you 

what He has forbidden you (to eat) unless 

you are driven to do so by sheer necessity? 

Many people lead others astray by their 

errant views and lack of knowledge. Your 

Lord is fully aware of those who transgress. 

(119) 

Abstain from all sin, be it open or secret. 

Those who commit sins will be requited for 

what they have committed. (120) 

Hence, do not eat of that over which God’s 

name has not been pronounced; for that is 

sinful. The evil ones do whisper to their 

friends to argue with you. Should you pay 

heed to them, you will end up associating 
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partners with God. (121) 

Is he who was dead and whom We have 

raised to life, and for whom We set up a 

light to see his way among men, to be 

compared to one who is in deep darkness 

out of which he cannot emerge? Thus do 

their deeds seem goodly to the unbelievers. 

(122) 

And thus in every city have We placed 

arch-criminals so that they weave their 

schemes there. But it is only against 

themselves that they scheme, though they do 

not perceive it. (123) 

When a sign comes to them, they say: “We 

shall not believe unless we are given the 

same as God’s messengers were given.” But 

God knows best whom to entrust with His 

message. Humiliation before God and 

severe suffering will befall those guilty of 

evildoing for all their scheming. (124) 

Whomever God wills to guide, He makes 

his bosom open wide with willingness 

towards self- surrender (to Him); and 

whomever He wills to let go astray, He 

causes his bosom to be tight and constricted, 

as if he were climbing up into the skies. 

Thus does God lay the scourge on the 

unbelievers. (125) 

Such is the path of your Lord, a straight 

path. We have made Our revelations plain 

for people who reflect. (126) 

Theirs shall be an abode of peace with their 

Lord. He will be their patron in reward for 
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Overview  

 With this passage we begin discussion of the great issue treated in the remainder 

of this s rah. The groundwork for this discussion has been prepared throughout the 

s rah, including the discussion of major faith concepts. Further preparation is given 

in the first two verses of this passage which speak of the continuing battle launched 

against every prophet by the evil ones among human beings and the jinn, and how 

this battle is resolved. The preparation may also be seen in earlier references to the 

rules that govern divine guidance and how people react to it. Now the s rah dwells 

on the issue of what is lawful or forbidden of slaughtered animals, and whether 

God’s name is invoked at the time of their slaughter or not. This theme reiterates the 

basic Islamic concept acknowledging God’s absolute authority over everything in the 

universe, and His unquestionable sovereignty and right to legislate. Human beings 

are denied any share of this authority and sovereignty. Within the framework of this 

concept, every violation, large or small, acquires the same degree of importance. A 

ruling may relate to a very simple issue such as the definition of which slaughtered 

animals to eat from, or it may be very serious, relating to the state, the system of 

government and social relations. Within the light of the basic principle, both equally 

concern the recognition or rejection of God’s absolute authority and His Lordship 

over the universe. 

The Qur’ n emphasizes this principle on every occasion. It is reiterated when any 

new legislation is outlined. This is because this principle is central to faith and 

submission to God. Once this principle is settled, what remains is its implementation 

in matters of detail. 

We will see in this passage, and in the rest of the s rah, that this principle is 

repeated in various ways, as the s rah refers to some of the laws and traditions of 

pre-Islamic society. The relationship between these laws and traditions on the one 

hand and a rejection of Islam on the other is made clear by virtue of the fact that their 

enactment and practice is possible only when Godhead is attributed to an entity 

other than God Almighty. Hence, the Qur’ n launches a sustained attack on them, 

using different ways and methods, but always linking its campaign to the basic issue 

of faith and submission to God alone. 

what they have been doing. (127) 
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Enemies of the Prophets 

The first two verses complement the passage discussed in the previous chapter. 

They also serve as a prelude to the important issues that relate to authority, law and 

sovereignty which take up the remaining part of this s rah. 

Thus We have set up against every prophet enemies: the evil ones among human 

beings and the jinn, who inspire each other with varnished and deluding falsehood. 

Had your Lord willed otherwise, they would not have done it. Therefore, leave them to 

their own inventions, so that the hearts of those who do not believe in the life to come 

may be inclined to what they say and, being pleased with it, persist in their erring 

ways. (Verses 112-13) 

The first word here reminds us that God has ruled that those unbelievers who 

demand miracles in order to believe and who turn away from the pointers to faith 

which are present everywhere around them do not actually ever come to accept the 

faith, even though they may be shown every miracle they can possibly imagine. By 

God’s same free-will, He has assigned to every prophet enemies who are the evil 

ones among human beings and the jinn. Those evil ones inspire each other with 

varnished falsehoods, half-truths and delusive whispers in order to resist God’s 

guidance and combat His messengers. It is God’s will also that those who do not 

believe in the hereafter shall listen attentively to such deceptive falsehood and half-

truths and be pleased with what they hear. This enables them to continue with their 

opposition to God’s messengers and the truth they preach, endeavouring to spread 

corruption on earth. 

All this occurs as God has determined and according to His freewill. Had he 

willed otherwise, they would not have done so. His will is accomplished in the 

manner which pleases Him, leading to different results. In a nutshell, nothing of 

what happens in the universe comes about as mere coincidence, or through human 

power or authority. When we realize that everything that takes place on earth 

actually happens according to God’s will, including the unabating fight between 

truth and falsehood, God’s messengers and evil forces, then we should try to 

understand God’s purpose in so letting it take place: “Thus We have set up against 

every prophet enemies: the evil ones among human beings and the jinn, who inspire each 

other with varnished and deluding falsehood.” (Verse 112) 

It was God’s will and planning that every prophet faced enemies, and that those 

enemies were the evil ones among the human race and jinn. The Arabic term used 

here for `the evil ones’ is ‘satans’. From a linguistic point of view, to be a satan is to 

rebel, to follow every error and to give oneself up completely to evil. This can be true 

of human beings as well as the jinn. If such rebellion and dedication to evil by 
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anyone from the jinn makes him a satan, the same title is given to any human being 

who does likewise. Indeed, this description can be applied to an uncontrollable 

animal that causes endless harm. It is said in Arabic: “The black dog is a Satan.” 

Those satans, be they human or jinn, whom God has made enemies to every 

prophet, deceive one another by falsehood that is given a bright and unreal glitter. 

Thus, they urge one another to continue in their rebellion, evil and disobedience to 

God. Evil human beings are easily identifiable; and their work is familiar.  

All the different patterns of their hostility towards prophets, the truth they preach 

and to the believers who follow them are well known. The satans among the jinn, 

and indeed all the jinn, are creatures about whom we know only what God, who 

knows all, has chosen to tell us. In principle, we accept without hesitation what God 

has told us about the existence of creatures other than man and the living species 

known to man. We accept God’s statement as it is, within the limits He has set for it. 

Those who claim to follow a scientific approach and who use this in order to deny 

what God has stated in this regard do not base their argument on any solid 

foundation. They do not claim that their knowledge is aware of every type of living 

species on this planet, let alone what exists on other planets. All that human science 

can assume is that the type of life which exists on earth may or may not exist on other 

planets and stars. Even if these assumptions prove to be true, they cannot preclude 

the possibility that other types of life and beings may inhabit other parts of the 

universe which remain totally unknown to man. Therefore, it is far too arrogant for 

anyone to deny the existence of such a living world on the basis of human 

knowledge or science.  

The nature of the jinn, some of whom like Iblīs and his offspring give themselves 

up totally to evil, remains unknown to us except in as far as God tells us in the 

Qur’ n and His Messenger in the adīth. On the basis of these accurate statements we 

know that the jinn have been created out of fire and that they are able to live on the 

face of the earth, inside it or even outside it. They can move much more swiftly than 

human beings. They include some who are good believers and some who reject the 

faith totally. They can see human beings, while human beings cannot see them in 

their original form. This is not surprising, because there are numerous species that 

see man while man does not see them. We know also that satans have access to 

human beings and that they tempt them to stray. We do not know how this is done, 

but we know that these satans have no power over true believers. A Satan constantly 

remains with a believer: when the believer remembers God, the satan shrinks and 

disappears, but when the believer is absorbed with worldly matters, the satan tries to 

tempt him. All satanic scheming is hollow and weak if the believer continues to 

remind himself of God. The jinn will also be resurrected at the same time as human 

beings, and all will be held to account. The jinn will either be rewarded with heaven 
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or punished in hell, in the same way as human beings. Compared to angels, the jinn 

are very weak and powerless. 

From this verse we learn that God has set up enemies for every prophet from 

among the evil ones, human and jinn alike. Had it been God’s will, they would have 

done nothing of this. They would not have rebelled, given themselves up to evil, 

fought against the prophets, harmed the believers and tried to turn people away 

from God’s path. God could have compelled them to follow His guidance, or made it 

easy for them to follow it, should they have shown the inclination to do so. 

Furthermore, He could have made them totally incapable of standing up to the 

prophets and the believers. He has, however, left them this measure of free choice, 

and enabled them to cause His servants harm in order to test them. Likewise, He 

tests His enemies by the choice He has given them. They certainly can cause no 

servant of God any harm beyond what God has willed. “Had your Lord willed 

otherwise, they would not have done it.” (Verse 112) 

The Limits of Evil Power 

What conclusions can we draw from the statements made in this verse? The first is 

that those who are hostile to every prophet and who try to cause harm to those who 

follow the prophets are evil whether they belong to the human race or to the jinn. 

They all work for the same end. Some of them may deceive others, but they all rebel 

against God’s guidance, follow evil ways and maintain their hostility towards the 

believers. 

 Second, these devils cannot do any of this through any inherent ability of their 

own. They are subject to God’s will. He uses them to test those who believe in Him 

for a definite purpose of His own. He puts the believers to such a test so that they 

may show how determined they are to defend the truth entrusted to them. He also 

wants their hearts to be purged of anything that is unacceptable to Him. When they 

come through the test with their heads raised high, He stops their enemies from 

harming them any further. These enemies, who are indeed God’s own enemies, find 

themselves powerless, humiliated, shouldering their heavy burdens and lacking the 

support of others. 

Third, it is God’s wisdom that has allowed these evil ones to give themselves up 

totally to evil. God tests them within the limits of the ability and choice He has 

allowed them, and He leaves them, for a while at least, with some ability to harm the 

believers. By the same process, He tests believers so that they show their 

perseverance and dedication to the cause of the truth they serve. When falsehood 

seems to have complete power over them, are they able to show that they have 

completely dedicated themselves to God and that they are willing to sacrifice their all 
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for His cause? Those who persevere in times of both hardship and ease can thus 

distinguish themselves. All this is part of God’s purpose. Otherwise, He is always 

able to prevent anything from happening. 

Lastly, those devils, be they human or jinn, and the scheming and harm they cause 

are not to be given any great importance. They have no independent power of their 

own. Indeed, they cannot exceed the limits God has allowed them. When a believer 

realizes that it is his Lord who has all the power and who determines everything 

according to a definite measure, he should look down upon the devils who set 

themselves up in hostility to Him whatever power and authority they claim to 

command. Hence, the divine instruction to God’s Messenger (peace be upon him): 

“Therefore, leave them to their own inventions.” (Verse 112) Let them do whatever they 

want, because I, the Lord of the universe, am able to smite them whenever I wish. 

Their retribution is kept in store for them. 

There is another purpose for this enmity, which differs from testing both the 

believers and the evil ones. This is stated clearly in the second verse in this passage: 

“So that the hearts of those who do not believe in the life to come may be inclined to what they 

say and, being pleased with it, persist in their erring ways.” (Verse 113) This means that 

those who do not believe in the hereafter will listen to such glittering and deluding 

falsehood. Such people attach all importance to the life of this world. As they see the 

devils standing up to every prophet, inflicting harm and hardship on their followers 

and deluding one another with sweet words and deceptive action, they are ready to 

follow these devils wherever they lead them. They admire their power, unreal as it is, 

and they are impressed by their deception. They thus commit sin and error, and 

indulge in disobedience and corruption. 

This is also something that God has willed and has allowed to happen because of 

what it involves of testing people. Thus, everyone has a chance to prove himself, do 

what he likes and earn his reward or punishment in all fairness. Human life is thus 

maintained, the truth is shown distinctly, and goodness is identified through 

perseverance in times of hardship. The evil ones will shoulder all their burdens on 

the Day of Judgement. Everything takes place in accordance with God’s will whether 

it is a matter that relates to God’s enemies or to His obedient servants. 

The scene painted in the Qur’ n showing the battle between the evil ones, human 

and jinn, on the one side and the prophets and their followers on the other, as well as 

God’s overpowering will, is certainly worth contemplating. It is a battle in which the 

universal forces of evil combine, with determined cooperation and coordination, to 

achieve a definite objective. Their uniting force is their enmity to the truth, which is 

represented by the messages God has sent down through His prophets. To achieve 

their objective, they have a well-defined plan in which they employ specific methods: 

they “inspire each other with varnished and deluding falsehood.” (Verse 112) They supply 
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one another with the means of temptation, and at the same time they try to cause one 

another to yield to temptation. This phenomenon applies to every evil force which 

aims to suppress the truth and subdue its advocates. The evil ones cooperate among 

themselves and they help one another to persist in error. They never try to guide one 

another to the truth. Indeed, they always counsel each other to persist with their 

hostility to the truth. 

But nothing of this scheming is free of restraints. It remains within the realm of 

God’s will. The evil ones cannot accomplish any part of it beyond the extent that 

God’s will allows. Great and overpowering as their scheming may seem, mustering 

the combined forces of evil, it remains constrained, unable to have a free rein. It 

cannot help anyone, nor can it escape questioning or being held to account. Indeed, 

dictators and tyrants try to convince their subjects that they are not accountable to 

anyone so that their subjects remain submissive towards them. This, however, is 

false. These tyrants’ will and power are indeed subject to God’s will and can operate 

only within the limits God has allowed them. They cannot cause any of God’s 

servants any harm except within the limits God has allowed them in order to test that 

servant. Eventually, all power belongs to God.  

The advocates of the truth are well advised to look carefully at the scene which 

portrays the evil ones working together to carry out a unified plan, so that they can 

realize the nature of that plan and its method. They also should contemplate that 

scene which portrays God’s controlling power and His overpowering will because 

this should give them confidence and reassurance. They should always look up to 

God’s will, which cannot be resisted, and His authority to which the whole universe 

submits. When they do so, they will not care for what the evil ones desire. The 

believers will then be able to continue along the way God has chosen for them. They 

continue to establish the truth in their everyday life after having established it in 

their hearts. The hostility of the evil ones does not worry them, because they leave it 

all to God who will certainly take care of it: “Had your Lord willed otherwise, they would 

not have done it. Therefore, leave them to their own inventions.” (Verse 112) 

A Revelation to Explain All Issues 

The passage then emphasizes once more that the authority to legislate in all 

matters that relate to human life belongs to God alone. This is preliminary to stating 

that it is God who determines which slaughtered animals are lawful to eat and which 

are forbidden. Those who associate partners with God often exercise this authority in 

blatant aggression against God and His sovereignty. We note that a long prelude is 

included here before the issue is clearly tackled: “Am Ito seek for judge anyone other 

than God, when it is He who has revealed the Book to you, clearly spelling out the truth. 
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Those to whom We previously gave revelations know that it is the truth revealed by your 

Lord. So, do not be among the doubters. Perfected are the words of your Lord in truth and 

justice. No one can change His words. He hears all and knows all. If you were to pay heed to 

the greater part of those on earth, they would lead you away from God’s path. They follow 

nothing but conjecture and they do nothing but guess. Your Lord surely knows best who 

strays from His path, and best knows He those who are right guided.” (Verses 114-17) 

These four verses serve as a long preamble, introducing the main subject and 

closely relating it to the central issue of acceptance or denial of the faith: “Eat, then, of 

that over which God’s name has been pronounced, if you truly believe in His revelations. And 

why should you not eat of that over which God’s name has been pronounced when He has 

clearly spelled out to you what He has forbidden you (to eat) unless you are driven to do so by 

sheer necessity?” (Verses 118-19) 

Before the discussion of the question of permissibility and prohibition is 

completed, the s rah gives a number of instructions with strong overtones of 

authority and warning: “Many people lead others astray by their errant views and lack of 

knowledge. Your Lord is fully aware of those who transgress. Abstain from all sin, be it open 

or secret. Those who commit sins will be requited for what they have committed:” (Verses 

119-20) 

The question of permissibility and prohibition is then resumed and linked directly 

to the question of submission to God alone, as opposed to associating partners with 

Him: “Hence, do not eat of that over which God’s name has not been pronounced; for that is 

sinful. The evil ones do whisper to their friends to argue with you. Should you pay heed to 

them, you will end up associating partners with God.” (Verse 121) 

This is followed by further discussion on the nature of faith and disbelief, which 

too serves as a comment on the question of permissibility and prohibition. Such 

emphasis and re-emphasis as well as the links between matters of detail and major 

issues serves to outline how Islam views the basic issue of legislation for matters of 

ordinary day-to-day life. 

“Am I to seek for judge anyone other than God, when it is He who has revealed the Book to 

you, clearly spelling out the truth. Those to whom We previously gave revelations know that 

it is the truth revealed by your Lord. So, do not be among the doubters.” (Verse 114) This 

verse comes in the form of a question asked by God’s Messenger, denouncing the 

very idea of seeking anyone other than God for judgement in any matter whatsoever. 

It follows this with stating that the authority to legislate in all matters belongs 

indisputably to God alone. There is simply no one other than God to turn to for 

judgement in any matter of human life: 

“Am Ito seek for judge anyone other than God?” (Verse 114) This initial rhetorical 

question is supplemented by an outline of the factors which make turning to 
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someone other than God for judgement an extremely singular attitude. God has 

explained all things, leaving nothing obscure or confusing. There is absolutely no 

need for human beings to turn to any other authority to judge over any matter or 

question: “It is He who has revealed the Book to you, clearly spelling out the truth.” (Verse 

114) 

This Book has been revealed in order to settle human disputes in all fairness. It 

outlines God’s authority to legislate and explains what Godhead means practically. 

Moreover, this Book sets forth, in detail, the basic principles which serve as the 

foundation for the Islamic constitution regarding human life. It also includes detailed 

rulings for those questions which God wants to settle, regardless of the economic and 

scientific progress of any human community. Together, these give the revealed Book 

its status, removing any need to refer to anyone other than God for judgement on 

any matter of life. This is what God states in His Book. Let anyone, then, claim that 

during a particular stage of development, mankind does not find this Book sufficient 

for their purposes. But he should also say in conjunction with this claim that he does 

not believe in this religion, and that he rejects what the Lord of this universe states. 

There is another factor which makes any attempt to seek a judgement other than 

God’s ruling, on any matter, exceedingly strange. Those who were given divine 

revelations in the past recognize that this Book, the Qur’ n, is revealed by God. They 

should know, since they were also given scriptures: “Those to whom We previously gave 

revelations know that it is the truth revealed by your Lord.” (Verse 114) This factor was 

present in Makkah and the Arabian Peninsula. Hence, God mentions it to the 

unbelievers, whether the people of earlier revelations acknowledge it or not. Indeed, 

some of them did acknowledge it and these were guided to the truth of Islam. Others 

denied it. However, the truth of this Book has been established by the fact that God 

tells us that the people who received earlier revelations know that the Qur’ n is 

revealed by God with the truth. Indeed, the truth is its subject matter and it is 

revealed by God simply to explain that truth. 

The fact is that the people of earlier revelations continue to realize that the Qur’ n 

is revealed by God and that the strength of Islam comes from the fact that there is 

nothing in the Qur’ n but the truth. Knowing all this, they continue in their 

unabating war against this religion and its Book. This war is most determined when 

it comes to the attempt to usurp God’s authority to legislate by abandoning the law 

of the Qur’ n and replacing it with man-made laws. In this way, someone other than 

God is called upon for judgement. The end result is that God’s Book is not 

implemented and faith disappears. It is to this end that the people of earlier 

revelations, be they Crusaders or Zionists, support every system and government 

which aims to change the character of the land of Islam, distinguished by its people’s 

submission to God alone and their implementation of the law outlined in His Book. 
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The s rah then addresses God’s Messenger and, by implication, those who believe 

in His message, telling them not to take to heart the determined opposition they 

encounter from those who disbelieve or the suppression of the truth by some of the 

people of earlier revelations: “So, do not be among the doubters.” (Verse 114) The truth 

is that God’s Messenger has never entertained any doubt. An authentic report states: 

“When God revealed to him the verse which says, If you are in doubt concerning what 

We have sent down to you, ask those who have read the Scriptures before you. It is surely the 

truth that has come to you from your Lord. Do not, then, be among the doubters’. (10: 94) 

God’s Messenger said, `I do not doubt, and I am not going to ask anyone.’“ 

This directive, however, and similar ones in the Qur’ n which aim to strengthen 

the Prophet’s resolve to advocate the truth, give us an impression of the size of the 

opposition, denial and scheming the Prophet and the early Muslim community had 

to put up with. They also show how kind God was to them, constantly giving them 

this reassurance. 

The s rah then tells us that God’s decisive word has been passed and it cannot be 

altered by human efforts, no matter what means they employ: “Perfected are the words 

of your Lord in truth and justice. No one can change His words. He hears all and knows all.” 

(Verse 115) Indeed, God’s word is perfect. Whatever He says is the truth and 

whatever ruling or legislation He pronounces is just. Hence, no one else may say 

anything different whether it relates to faith, concepts, principles, values, law, 

custom or tradition. No one may amend His rulings or revise them. Indeed, He hears 

everything His servants say and He knows their every intention. He knows what is 

good for them and what establishes their life on the right basis: “He hears all and 

knows all.” (Verse 115) 

All Erring Ways to be Abandoned 

Having stated that the truth is simply what is contained in the Book revealed by 

God, the s rah states that what human beings legislate is the result of following 

conjecture which is devoid of all certainty. To follow it leads to one clear outcome: 

error. It also explains that human beings cannot be certain of the truth and cannot 

follow it unless they receive it from its only source. The s rah also warns God’s 

Messenger (peace be upon him) against obeying people in what they say or advocate, 

no matter how great their number may be. Ignorance remains the same even though 

it gathers a very large following: “If you were to pay heed to the greater part of those on 

earth, they would lead you away from God’s path. They follow nothing but conjecture and 

they do nothing but guess.” (Verse 116) 

At the time when the Qur’ n was revealed, most people on earth belonged to the 

world of j hiliyyah, as is certainly the case today. They did not refer to God for 
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judgement in all their affairs. Nor did they make the divine law contained in His 

revealed Book the law which they implemented. Nor did they derive their concepts, 

ideas, thoughts and code of living from God’s guidance. Hence, they followed the 

way of ignorance, as they certainly do today. They could not formulate any opinion 

or advocate any ruling based on the truth, and they could not lead anyone who 

followed them except into error. Just as people do today, they abandoned certitude in 

order to follow conjecture and guesswork. Hence, God warns His Messenger and his 

followers against obeying them so that they do not stray from His path. This warning 

has a general import, although it is given in connection with the prohibition of 

certain types of slaughtered animals and permitting others, as is later explained. 

The Qur’ n then states that it is God alone who decides which of His servants 

follow right guidance and which go astray. It is God alone who knows what is in 

people’s inmost hearts, and it is He who determines what constitutes proper 

guidance and what takes people away from it: “Your Lord surely knows best who strays 

from His path, and best knows He those who are right-guided.” (Verse 117) 

It is necessary, then, to have a proper rule to evaluate people’s beliefs, concepts, 

values, standards, activities and actions. This rule will determine what is true and 

what is false, so that nothing of it is judged according to people’s changing desires or 

ill-founded criteria. It is also necessary that a sovereign authority establishes 

standards to evaluate all these matters so that people may refer to it for verdicts.  

Here God declares that He alone has that authority as well as the authority to 

judge people as to whether they follow guidance or error. It is not `human society’ 

that is empowered to issue such verdicts according to its changeable values. Society 

changes its forms and material foundations, and such changes are bound to lead to 

an amendment of its values and verdicts. Human beings have held different values 

and moral standards depending on whether society is based on agricultural, 

industrial, capitalist, socialist or communist lines. The criteria to judge people and 

their actions differ in accordance with the different bases adopted by these societies. 

But Islam does not recognize this at all. Islam establishes its own values which are 

determined by God and which remain constant despite the different forms human 

society may take. Any society which abandons these has its own title according to 

Islamic terminology: it is un-Islamic, j hilī, unbelieving because it allows human 

beings to establish criteria, values, concepts, systems and situations other than those 

established by God. This is the only classification of societies, values and moral 

standards Islam acknowledges. These can be either Islamic or j hiliyyah, regardless of 

their shape or form. 

Having made this long factual introduction, the s rah moves on to discuss the 

question of slaughtered animals based on the fundamental principle: “Eat, then, of 
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that over which God’s name has been pronounced, if you truly believe in His revelations. And 

why should you not eat of that over which God’s name has been pronounced when He has 

clearly spelled out to you what He has forbidden you (to eat) unless you are driven to do so by 

sheer necessity?” (Verses 118-19) Before discussing the details of the legislation 

contained in these verses, we should point out the basic principles of faith to which 

these verses refer. 

There is first an order to eat of animals over which God’s name has been 

pronounced at the time of their slaughter. Such a pronouncement determines 

people’s direction and highlights the relationship between accepting the faith and 

obeying this directive given to them by God: “Eat, then, of that over which God’s name 

has been pronounced, if you truly believe in His revelations.” (Verse 118) They are then 

asked why they should not eat of such animals over which God’s name has been 

mentioned. They are reminded that God has detailed for them what He has 

forbidden them, unless they are compelled to eat it out of necessity. With such 

explanation, every argument concerning the permissibility or prohibition of meat is 

over: “And why should you not eat of that over which God’s name has been pronounced 

when He has clearly spelled out to you what He has forbidden you (to eat), unless you are 

driven to do so by sheer necessity?” (Verse 119) 

These statements directly addressed a major issue in Arabian society. The 

unbelievers used to forbid themselves the eating of certain animals which God had 

made lawful, and they made lawful certain animals which God had forbidden. They 

claimed that their action relied on God’s legislation. Hence, the s rah gives its verdict 

concerning those who made false claims and who sought to exercise an authority 

that belongs to God alone. It states that what they legislated was a manifestation of 

their own vain desires, one based on total ignorance. They led people astray by the 

laws they issued and usurped God’s authority to legislate: “Many people lead others 

astray by their errant views and lack of knowledge. Your Lord is fully aware of those who 

transgress.” (Verse 119) 

They are then commanded to abandon all sin, whether open or secret. Part of that 

sin was to lead people astray with vain desires and errant views, all totally baseless. 

They actually compelled them to implement laws that God had not promulgated, 

falsely claiming that these were divine laws. They are, therefore, warned against this 

grave sin: “Abstain from all sin, be it open or secret. Those who commit sins will be requited 

for what they have committed.” (Verse 120) 

Eating Meat with God’s Permission 

This is followed by a strict order not to eat from any slaughtered animal over 

which God’s name has not been pronounced at the time of slaughter. The Arabs in 
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pre-Islamic days used to pronounce the names of some of their idols when they 

slaughtered animals for eating, or when they slaughtered them for gambling or 

drawing lots. This prohibition covers the eating of carrion, which refers to animals 

that die naturally. The unbelievers used to argue with the Muslims about this 

prohibition, claiming that such animals had been killed by God. Thus, they 

wondered that the Muslims would eat of what they themselves slaughtered but 

would not eat of what God had slaughtered. This is just one of the infinitely stupid 

arguments that people of ignorance may advance, prompted by the evil ones among 

them and the jinn. Hence, the command given in this verse is coupled with a 

warning: “Hence, do not eat of that over which God’s name has not been pronounced; for 

that is sinful. The evil ones do whisper to their friends to argue with you. Should you pay 

heed to them, you will end up associating partners with God.” (Verse 121) 

This statement requires some reflection, for it is decisive in its reference to the 

authority every Muslim should obey. It clearly demonstrates that even in matters of 

detail, obedience by a Muslim to anyone who orders him to do something which is at 

variance with God’s law and which does not recognize God’s sovereignty and 

authority to legislate takes that Muslim out of Islam and leads him to associate 

partners with God. 

In discussing the statement, “should you pay heed to them, you will end up associating 

partners with God” Ibn Kathīr says: This means that when you have abandoned God’s 

law, disregarded His commandments and preferred someone else’s law, then you are 

guilty of associating partners with Him. This is comparable to God’s description of 

the followers of earlier religions: “They have taken their rabbis and their monks for their 

lords beside God.” (9: 31) In his interpretation of this verse, al-Tirmidhī reports that 

`Adī ibn tim said to the Prophet: “Messenger of God, they did not worship them.” 

The Prophet said: “Yes, indeed. They (meaning the rabbis and monks) made lawful 

to them what God has made unlawful, and they have forbidden them what God has 

made lawful, and they (meaning the followers of those religions) followed them. 

That is indeed their worship of them.” 

Similarly, Ibn Kathīr quotes al-Suddī in his commentary on the Qur’ nic 

statement, They have taken their rabbis and monks for lords beside God.’ Al-Suddī says: 

“They have taken the views of human beings, abandoning God’s Book and His law. 

Hence, God follows this with the statement, `they have been ordered only to worship the 

one God’, (9: 31) referring to the One who has the authority to forbid and make lawful 

and who must be obeyed whatever He legislates.”40 

Both distinguished scholars, al-Suddī and Ibn Kathīr, state with total clarity, that 

whoever obeys any man-made law which is at variance with God’s law, even in a 

                                                 
40 Ibn Kathīr, Tafsīr al-Qur' n al-Azīm, Vol. 2, p. 159. 
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matter of detail, associates partners with God. If he is a Muslim yet continues to do 

so, he actually leaves the fold of Islam altogether, even though he declares verbally 

that he believes in God’s oneness. This is because he receives his laws from an 

authority other than God’s. When we look everywhere on earth today, we find 

ignorance and the association of partners with God among all peoples, with the 

exception of those God has guided to His path. These are the ones who refuse to 

accept the claims of all deities to any of the attributes of Godhead. They reject all 

such laws and legislation, except when they are compelled to accept them by force. 

Let us now consider the implication of the divine statement, “Do not eat of that over 

which God’s name has not been pronounced; for that is sinful.” (Verse 121) We need to 

learn from this statement which animals are lawful to eat and which are not, and 

whether God’s name is pronounced or omitted at the time of slaughter. Ibn Kathīr 

sums up the various views of a large number of scholars as follows: 

This Qur’ nic verse provides the evidence supporting the view that when 

God’s name is not pronounced at the time of the slaughtering of any animal, 

it becomes unlawful to eat, even though the man carrying out the slaughter is 

a Muslim. Leading scholars have three different views in this respect. The 

first view is that such an animal is unlawful to eat, whether the omission of 

pronouncing God’s name at its slaughter has been deliberate or out of 

forgetfulness. This view is supported by Abdull h ibn `Umar, N fi`, ` mir al-

Sha`bī and Mu ammad ibn Sīrīn. It is also reported to be one view held by 

Im ms M lik and A mad ibn anbal. Some early and later scholars of the 

anbalī school support this view. It is also supported by Abū Thawr and 

D wūd al- hirī. It is the preferred view of Mu ammad al- ’ī, of the Sh fi`ī 
school in his book, Al-Arba`īn. These scholars support their view with this 

verse and the verse concerned with the permissibility of hunted animals 

which states: “you may eat of what they catch for you. But mention God’s name 

over it.” (5: 4) This prohibition is further confirmed by the statement, “for that 

is sinful.” (Verse 121) The pronoun, ‘that’, is understood to refer either to the 

eating or the slaughtering without pronouncing God’s name. This view is 

also supported by the a dīth ordering the pronouncement of God’s name at 

slaughter and hunting, such as: “If you set your trained dog and mention 

God’s name, you may eat of what it catches for you.” (Related by al-Bukh rī 
and Muslim.) “You may eat of animals whose blood is spilled and over which 

God’s name has been pronounced.” (Related by al- Bukh rī and Muslim.) 

The second view is that the pronouncement of God’s name at the time of 

slaughter is recommended, and not obligatory. If it is omitted, whether 

deliberately or through forgetfulness, it does not affect the fact that the 

animal is permissible to eat. This is the view of Im m al-Sh fi`ī and all his 
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disciples. It is also reported to have been expressed by Im ms A mad and 

M lik, as well as Ibn `Abb s, Abū Hurayrah and `At ’. As for the Qur’ nic 

statement, “Do not eat of that over which God’s name has not been pronounced; for 

that is sinful,” (Verse 121), al-Sh fi`ī interprets this as referring to animals 

dedicated to deities or beings other than God. Im m al-Sh fi`ī’s view is 

considered to be strongly supported. A report attributed to Ibn Abb s 

suggests that the statement, “Do not eat of that over which God’s name has not 

been pronounced’, refers to carrion. A adīth related by Abū D wūd quotes the 

Prophet as saying: “An animal slaughtered by a Muslim is permissible to eat, 

whether he pronounces God’s name or not, because if he is to mention any 

name, he would pronounce only God’s name.” This adīth is not strongly 

authentic, but it is endorsed by one related by al-D raqu nī who quotes Ibn 

`Abb s as saying: “If a Muslim slaughters an animal without pronouncing 

God’s name, he may eat of it, because a Muslim bears a name of God.” 

The third view makes it clear that if the pronouncement of God’s name is 

omitted out of forgetfulness, the animal is lawful to eat; while if it is omitted 

deliberately, the slaughtered animal is unlawful. This is the view most 

commonly associated with the M likī and anbalī schools. It is the one to 

which Im m Abū anīfah and his school subscribe. It is supported by many 

other scholars, such as Is q ibn R hawayh, `Alī, Ibn `Abb s, Sa`īd ibn al-

Musayyib, `A ’, awūs, al- asan al-Başrī, Abū M lik, Ibn Abī Layl , Ja`far 

al-Ş diq, and Rabī `ah ibn `Abd al-Ra m n. 

Ibn Jarīr al- abarī mentions that scholars hold different views with regard to 

whether any part of the rulings in this verse have been abrogated. Some of 

them say that no abrogation has taken place; its import is certainly clear. This 

is the view of Muj hid and most scholars.41 However, `Ikrimah and al- asan 

al-Başrī, two prominent scholars, refer to the verses in this s rah: “Eat, then, of 

that over which God’s name has been pronounced, if you truly believe in His 

revelations.” (Verse 118) “Hence, do not eat of that over which God’s name has not 

been pronounced; for that is sinful.” (Verse 121) They also refer to a verse in 

another s rah:” The food of those who were given revelations is lawful to you, and 

your food is lawful to them.” (5: 5) These scholars quote Makhūl as saying: “God 

revealed in the Qur’ n, “Do not eat of that over which God’s name has not been 

pronounced’. Then God abrogated it out of mercy shown to Muslims, saying: 

“Today, all the good things of life have been made lawful to you. The food of those 

who were given revelations is lawful to you, and your food is lawful to them”. (5: 5) 

Thus, the abrogation of the first verse is effected as God has made the animals 

slaughtered by people of earlier revelations lawful for Muslims to eat.” Al-

                                                 
41 Al- abarī, J mi` al-Bay n, D r al-Fikr, Beirut, 1984, Vol. 8, p. 21. 
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abarī adds: “The fact is that there is no conflict between making the food of 

the people of earlier revelations lawful and prohibiting the meat of animals 

over which God’s name has not been pronounced.” His view is certainly 

right. Those early scholars who say that the earlier ruling has been abrogated 

actually mean that it has been qualified.42 

Incomparable Situations 

Next we have a full treatment of the nature of both faith and disbelief. The 

following verses speak of God’s will that manifests itself in every community, even 

where the most hardened of criminals scheme and give themselves airs. Their 

arrogance prevents them from accepting the faith. This concludes with a splendid 

image portraying the faith that opens people’s hearts and minds, contrasting it with 

the oppressive situation of disbelief, which weighs heavily on people’s minds. The 

whole passage relates to the question of prohibition and permissibility concerning 

slaughtered animals, in the same way as a basic rule is related to a detailed 

application. 

Is he who was dead and whom We have raised to life, and for whom We set up a light 

to see his way among men, to be compared to one who is in deep darkness out of which 

he cannot emerge? Thus do their deeds seem goodly to the unbelievers. And thus in 

every city have We placed arch-criminals so that they weave their schemes there. But 

it is only against themselves that they scheme, though they do not perceive it. When a 

sign comes to them, they say: “We shall not believe unless we are given the same as 

God’s messengers were given.” But God knows best whom to entrust with His 

message. Humiliation before God and severe suffering will befall those guilty of 

evildoing for all their scheming. Whomever God wills to guide, He makes his bosom 

open wide with willingness towards self-surrender (to Him); and whomever He wills 

to let go astray, He causes his bosom to be tight and constricted, as if he were climbing 

up into the skies. Thus does God lay the scourge on the unbelievers. (Verses 122-5) 

These verses delineate the nature of faith and divine guidance in a factual 

statement describing a true fact. The apparent allegory magnifies this in an inspiring 

way, but the statement itself expresses a practical fact. Indeed, the nature of that fact 

requires the use of such splendid images. We are speaking here of a spiritual and 

intellectual fact, one which can only be appreciated when experienced. Its description 

brings this whole experience into full relief, particularly to those who have actually 

gone through it. 

                                                 
42 Ibn Kathīr, op. cit., Vol. 2, pp. 157-8. 
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It is true that faith revives people’s hearts after they have been dead and gives 

them light to bring them out of darkness. Their new life enables them to appreciate 

and evaluate all things in a new light and according to a new measure they did not 

previously know. The light they are given makes everything appear new. It is as if it 

has never been seen by those hearts that now bask in the light of faith. 

This experience cannot be described in words, because it is known only to those 

who have actually gone through it. The Qur’ nic statement is the strongest that can 

express for us the nature of this experience, because it depicts it in its true colours. 

Rejection of the divine faith is indeed a break with the true life which is ever 

present, eternal. It is a self-imposed isolation from the effective power that influences 

the whole of existence, and a breakdown of all natural systems of reception and 

response. Hence, it is an effective death. Faith, on the other hand, is a real bond of 

communication and response. As such, it is life.  

Denial of the divine truth is a cover that prevents the soul from looking around, a 

screen over human powers and feelings, and a state of complete loss. Hence, it is 

darkness. Faith, on the other hand, means opening up, looking around, appreciating 

and understanding. As such, it is the true light.  

Disbelief means shrinking within oneself, so it signifies narrowness. It is a 

deviation from the natural, easy method; hence, it signifies difficulty and affliction. It 

is a deprivation of security and reassurance; hence, it signifies worry. Faith, on the 

other hand, signifies openness, ease and reassurance.  

How do we describe an unbeliever? He is no more than a parasitic growth that has 

no real roots in the soil of this universe. He is an isolated individual who has no tie 

with the Creator of the universe. Consequently, his ties with the universe are very 

flimsy, extending only within the limitations of his own existence. In other words, 

unbelievers are confined to the limitations placed on the physical world of animals.  

When a believer establishes his bond with the Creator and makes faith the basis of 

all his ties with other people, he actually reaches out, within his short life, to that 

existence which was there before the beginning of time and to immortality which has 

no end. He also establishes firm ties with the universe and with all aspects of life. He 

also establishes ties with the procession of the faithful who constitute a single nation 

whose history stretches back to time immemorial and extends far into the future, 

indeed for as long as human life continues. Thus, a believer has a great treasure of 

ties going well beyond his own limited lifetime.  

As a believer feels the light in his heart, he begins to discover the basic facts of this 

religion and its method of action. The scene that extends before man’s eyes is 

breathtaking because it portrays the unique harmony in the nature and the details of 

this religion and the elaborate complementarity of its method of action. The believer 
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then begins to look at this religion, not as a set of beliefs, acts of worship, laws and 

directives but as a complete whole which is alive, interacting with nature like an 

intimate and loving friend.  

 With this light in his heart, a believer begins to discover the facts behind 

existence, life, people and the facts of the events that take place on earth and in the 

universe. Again, within this wonderful scene he sees the perfect divine laws that 

relate starting premises to their natural conclusions in an elaborate, but natural and 

easy system. He sees how God’s free-will determines the law and its operation, while 

continuing to be free, absolute. He sees that people and events react to natural laws 

which remain subject to God’s will.  

This light also gives man complete clarity in all matters and events. He is clear 

about the thoughts and intentions he entertains and the actions he plans. He sees 

with absolute clarity the events that take place around him, whether they are the 

result of the laws of nature or of people’s actions and plans. To him, the whole 

history of mankind and the universe becomes an open book that he reads with 

absolute transparency. His thoughts and feelings become bright; he has no worry 

about his existence or his future; events and happenings take place and he is relaxed, 

reassured.  

The Qur’ n describes all this with inspiring touches: “Is he who was dead and whom 

We have raised to life, and for whom We set up a light to see his way among men, to be 

compared to one who is in deep darkness out of which he cannot emerge?” (Verse 122)  

This verse describes the situation of Muslims before they came to believe in this 

religion, and before faith breathed life into their souls to release within them their 

great store of ability, action and forward- looking qualities. Their hearts were dead, 

and their spirits were in darkness, but when faith touched their hearts they 

quickened and light brightened their souls. Thus they were able to bring guidance, 

reassurance and freedom to mankind, showing them the way and making an all-

important declaration that man has been reborn. With faith, man is liberated, 

enlightened, submitting to no authority other than that of God’s.  

Can they be compared: the one in whom God has breathed life and to whom He 

has given light, and the one who lingers in darkness, knowing no way out of it? The 

two worlds are set widely apart. Why do people, then, linger in darkness when the 

light is bright all around them? “Thus do their deeds seem goodly to the unbelievers.” 

(Verse 122)  

This is the secret then. Disbelief, darkness and even death have been made to seem 

good to the unbelievers. This is part of God’s will which has made men, by nature, 

susceptible to the dual lure of light and darkness. Thus, man is put to a test to find 

out whether he chooses darkness or light. When he chooses darkness, it is made to 
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look good to him so that he goes deeper and deeper into it. Additionally, the evil 

ones among both human beings and jinn continue to inspire each other with 

fabricated falsehoods and continue to make their actions seem goodly to the 

unbelievers. A heart that has been cut off from life, faith and light listens to evil 

whispers in the dark, because it cannot see or feel or distinguish guidance from error. 

How can it make such a distinction in the depth of the darkness into which it has 

sunk? 

Who May be Entrusted with a Divine Message? 

By the same token and for the same reasons, God has placed in every land 

criminals who enjoy a position of power so that they can scheme and plot. Their 

scheming allows the test to be completed, and God’s will to take effect. Everyone is 

thus able to follow the path made easy and reap his reward at the end of the day: 

“And thus in every city have We placed arch-criminals so that they weave their schemes 

there. But it is only against themselves that they scheme, though they do not perceive it.” 

(Verse 123)  

It is an aspect of the law God has set in operation that in every main or capital city, 

a group of those who have power and are hardened in sin take a very hostile attitude 

towards divine faith. This is due to the fact that divine faith begins by depriving such 

people of the power which enables them to establish their authority over others, 

making them subservient and for whom they claim they have the power to legislate. 

It re-establishes God’s authority as He is indeed the Lord, King and God of mankind. 

It is part of the laws of human nature that God sends His messengers with the truth 

which deprives those who claim Godhead of every aspect of lordship and authority 

over mankind. Hence, such people declare their opposition to the divine faith and to 

God’s messengers. They weave their schemes and try to inspire one another with 

deceptive falsehoods, cooperating with the evil ones among the jinn to try to win 

their battle against the truth and divine guidance. Thus they work hard spreading 

falsehood and error, deceiving people with their scheming. 

The fight is inevitable because it is caused by the inherent and complete 

opposition between the basic principle of faith, which declares that all sovereignty 

belongs to God, and the ambitions of those criminals occupying positions of power. 

Every prophet will inevitably fight this battle because he cannot avoid it. Similarly, 

those who believe in a prophet will inevitably be engaged in this battle to the end. 

God reassures the believers that no matter how great and powerful the scheming of 

these criminals may appear to be, it will inevitably turn against them in the end. The 

believers are not alone in this battle, because God is their patron. That is sufficient for 

them, because it is He who makes the scheming of the criminals turn against them: 
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“But it is only against themselves that they scheme, though they do not perceive it.” (Verse 

123) Let the believers then be reassured. 

The s rah then reveals the arrogant nature of those who are hostile towards God’s 

messengers and His religion. It is their arrogance which prevents them from 

surrendering themselves to God because that would place them on the same level as 

the rest of God’s servants. They want a place of distinction to preserve their positions 

among their followers. They feel that it is beneath them to believe in the Prophet after 

having enjoyed a position of lordship over others. Hence, they come out with their 

singularly stupid declaration: “When a sign comes to them, they say: ‘We shall not believe 

unless we are given the same as God’s messengers were given.’“ (Verse 124) 

Al-Walīd ibn al-Mughīrah, one of the tribal chiefs of the Quraysh, said to the 

Prophet: “Had prophethood been true, I would have been more entitled to it than 

you, because I am older and richer than you.” Abū Jahl, the most hardened opponent 

of Islam among the Quraysh said: “By God, we shall never accept or follow 

Mu ammad, unless we are given revelations just as he receives.” 

It is clear that their self-esteem and the special position they enjoyed among their 

followers and the fact that their orders were obeyed were the real reasons to justify 

their opposition and hostility to God’s messengers and the divine faith. God replies 

to their singular statement by making it clear first that the question of choosing 

messengers to be entrusted with His message is something that He determines in 

accordance with His knowledge of who may be trusted with it. He then warns them 

that they will suffer great humiliation: “God knows best whom to entrust with His 

message. Humiliation before God and severe suffering will befall those guilty of evildoing for 

all their scheming.” (Verse 124) 

The divine message is something very serious because it provides a link between 

God’s will and a single one of His servants, and between the supreme society and the 

limited world of human beings. Through the message a linkage is made between 

heaven and earth, this life and the life to come. The eternal truth is placed in human 

hearts and implemented in human society and becomes the initiator of historical 

events. A human being is purged of every trace of self-interest so that he or she may 

be totally dedicated to God, not only in intention, purpose and action, but in their 

whole being. Thus, God’s Messenger (peace be upon him) has a direct link with this 

truth and its source. Such a direct link can only be established with a soul that is 

worthy of this honour, of receiving the truth directly without impediments. God 

alone knows whom to entrust with His message. He chooses that person from among 

billions of people, and assigns to him his mission. 

Those who aspire to be given that honour or demand that they be given similar 

revelations are unsuitable by their very nature for this task, because they think 
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themselves to be the pivot around which the whole universe turns. Messengers are of 

a totally different nature, because they receive their message with complete 

surrender, dedicate themselves to it and have no aspirations or ambitions of their 

own: “You could never aspire to that this Book would be offered to you, but it [came to you] 

only by the grace of your Lord.” (28: 86) Moreover, such people are ignorant of the 

seriousness of the divine message and do not know that it is God alone who chooses 

His messengers. Hence, God gives them His decisive answer: “God knows best whom 

to entrust with His message.” (Verse 124) He certainly chose for it the noblest souls 

among His creation and the most dedicated of them. These were the messengers of 

whom Mu ammad was the last. 

This is followed with a warning that humiliation and severe suffering awaits those 

criminals: “Humiliation before God and severe suffering will befall those guilty of evildoing 

for all their scheming.” (Verse 124) The humiliation is an answer to their arrogance and 

their impudent aspiration to be given divine messages. Their severe suffering is a 

fitting retribution for their scheming and hostility towards God’s messengers and the 

believers. 

Choosing Divine Guidance 

The whole passage concludes with a description of the state that ensues when 

divine guidance is followed, when the faith is accepted and the effect it has on 

people’s hearts. “Whomever God wills to guide, He makes his bosom open wide with 

willingness towards self-surrender (to Him); and whomever He wills to let go astray, He 

causes his bosom to be tight and constricted, as if he were climbing up into the skies. Thus 

does God lay the scourge on the unbelievers.” (Verse 125) 

God has set in operation a law that ensures guidance for everyone who wishes to 

be guided and who takes the necessary action to achieve that guidance. All this 

remains within the limits of choice given to human beings by way of a test. Within 

this law, when God wishes to guide a person, “He makes his bosom open wide with 

willingness towards self- surrender (to God).” (Verse 125) He thus receives the concept of 

surrendering himself to God with willingness and reassurance. Again, in accordance 

with God’s law that He leaves anyone who turns his back on guidance and closes his 

mind to it to his own devices, it is said of God that: “He causes his bosom to be tight and 

constricted.” (Verse 125) His mind is shut and he finds difficulty in accepting God’s 

guidance. He is just like one who “is climbing up into the skies.” (Verse 125) This is a 

mental state described in terms of a physical condition which combines difficult 

breathing, stress and the exhaustion which accompanies climbing up stage after stage 

into the skies. The very word chosen here to denote `climbing up’ imparts a sense of 

difficulty and strenuous physical effort. Thus, the whole scene is in perfect harmony 
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both with the physical condition and the verbal expression describing it. 

The scene is concluded with a fitting comment: “Thus does God lay the scourge on the 

unbelievers.” (Verse 125) Just as it is God’s will to cause the bosom of a person who 

wishes to be guided to open wide with willingness to surrender himself to God, and 

causes the one who chooses to go astray to find things hard and difficult, so does 

God lay a scourge on those who do not believe. The Arabic term which is rendered 

here as `scourge’ has a variety of meanings. It denotes `suffering, blight, ignominy, 

etc.’ Together, its nuances give us a picture of a person who is completely incapable 

of rescuing himself. He continues to endure most severe suffering without any hope 

of salvation. 

We need to say something further about this verse: “Whomever God wills to guide, 

He makes his bosom open wide with willingness towards self-surrender (to Him); and 

whomever He wills to let go astray, He causes his bosom to be tight and constricted, as if he 

were climbing up into the skies. Thus does God lay the scourge on the unbelievers.” (Verse 

125) 

This verse and similar ones in the Qur’ n refer to the essential relationship 

between God’s will and people’s choices, and what befalls them of either being 

guided or going astray and the consequent reward or punishment they receive. To 

fully appreciate the facts such verses describe requires a level of human 

understanding different from that of intellectual logic. All the controversy that has 

taken place around this issue over the years, in the history of Islamic thought, 

particularly between the Mu`tazilah, the Murji’ah and the mainstream Sunnīs, and in 

the history of divinity and philosophy, and all that has been written about it have a 

distinct intellectual drift. 

But as we have said, this whole question requires the use of a different level of 

understanding. It also requires us to deal with practical facts, not intellectual 

arguments. The Qur’ n describes the true facts within the human self and the 

universe at large. These portray distinctly the close interrelation between what God 

determines and man’s choice and action in a way that cannot be properly 

appreciated by intellectual logic. 

To say that God’s will pushes man into taking one of two ways, either guidance or 

error, is not compatible with practical reality. Nor is this reality compatible with 

saying that man’s will determines his destiny. Instead, the practical reality is made 

up of an elaborate mixture which combines the freedom and authority of God’s will 

on the one hand and man’s free choice on the other, without these being in conflict 

with each other. 

As has already been stated, understanding this reality cannot be done within the 

confines of intellectual logic or argument. It is the nature of a certain reality that 
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determines how it should be approached and expressed. Understanding this reality 

as it is also requires going through a complete spiritual and psychological experience. 

When people move towards surrendering themselves to God, they find that their 

hearts open up warmly to such surrender. This is certainly of God’s own doing. To 

feel inclined to something takes place only by God’s will. On the other hand, a 

person who prefers the path which leads astray feels his bosom tightening and 

constricted. This is again of God’s own doing, because it is an event that cannot come 

about unless God wills it to be. But this is not the will of force. It is the will that has 

set a particular law in operation so that man is tested with the measure of choice he 

has been given. Moreover, it is God’s will to determine the consequences of the type 

of choice man makes and whether he follows guidance or error.  

When one intellectual issue is set against another, and when the benefit of 

practical experience of how to deal with these intellectual issues is not made use of, 

we cannot have a complete and accurate understanding of the practical reality 

involved. This is the shortcoming of all intellectual arguments on these issues, 

whether we find them in Islamic philosophy or elsewhere. Hence, a different 

approach is needed.  

Let us now pick up the thread of our commentary on this passage, which is stated 

as a comment on the question of which slaughtered animals it is permissible to eat. 

All these issues form a single unit in the Qur’ n, in a Muslim’s mind and in the 

structure of the Islamic faith. The question of which meat is lawful is a question of 

legislation, and this is a question of authority, which is, in turn, a question of faith. 

This means that this approach to faith is the right one, given in the right place.  

The final comment in this passage provides the last link between the issues of faith 

and legislation. Together they form God’s straight path. To violate either of them is 

to abandon the path set by God. To stick to them both is to follow the path which 

leads to the abode of peace and ensures God’s patronage to those who do well: “Such 

is the path of your Lord, a straight path. We have made Our revelations plain for people who 

reflect. Theirs shall be an abode of peace with their Lord. He will be their patron in reward for 

what they have been doing.” (Verses 126-7)  

The path is described as `the path of your Lord’ to add a sense of reassurance 

about the outcome. His law governing guidance and error has been outlined, and His 

legislation concerning permissibility and prohibition has been spelled out. Both enjoy 

equal importance in God’s sight. Both are approached in the same way in His Book, 

the Qur’ n.  

God has made plain His revelations, but it is those who take heed and do not 

overlook these revelations that benefit by such a detailed statement. A believer’s 

heart is always alert, wide open, happy, alive, responsive. Those who reflect and take 
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heed will enjoy the abode of peace with their Lord. Their reward will not fail to 

come. God will grant them His support as He takes good care of them to reward 

them for what they have been doing. They have passed the test well and their reward 

is generous indeed.  

Once more we find ourselves looking at one of the fundamental issues of this 

faith, showing God’s straight path to reflect the recognition of His sovereignty and 

the following of His code. Beyond both lies faith. Together they define the nature of 

the Islamic faith as stated by the Lord of the universe. 
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14 

Judgement According to 

Deeds 

On the day when He shall gather them all 

together, (He will say): “0 you company of 

jinn! A great many human beings have you 

seduced.” Those who were their close friends 

among human beings will say: “Our Lord, 

we have enjoyed each other’s fellowship, and 

we have now reached the end of our term 

which You have appointed for us.” He will 

say: “The fire shall be your abode, where 

you shall remain, unless God wills it 

otherwise.” Indeed, your Lord is wise, all-

knowing. (128) 

In this manner do We cause the 

wrongdoers to be close allies of one another, 

because of that which they do. (129) 

“0 you company of jinn and humans! Have 

there not come to you messengers from 

among yourselves who related to you My 

revelations and warned you of the coming of 

this your day?” 

They will reply: “We bear witness against 

ourselves.” The life of this world has 

beguiled them. So they will bear witness 

against themselves that they were 

unbelievers. (130) 
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Overview 

 This whole passage is a continuation of the previous one. Since the s rah 

previously outlined the destiny of those who follow the path acceptable to God, it 

now outlines the fate of satans, be they human or jinn. On the other hand, it 

continues to tackle the great issue of faith and its rejection, which is mentioned here 

within the framework of God’s sovereignty and authority to legislate. It links the 

issue of sovereignty with the main issues of the Islamic faith, including that of 

reward in the life to come for what people do in this present life. Other issues linked 

with this are God’s ability to remove all satans, their friends and all mankind, and to 

replace them with others, as also mankind’s weakness in the face of God’s irresistible 

power. All these faith issues are mentioned here within the context of the prohibition 

and permissibility of animal food, which has already been discussed, and the 

forthcoming discussion of offerings of crops, animals and offspring, as well as other 

And so it is that your Lord would never 

destroy a community for its wrongdoing, 

while they remain unaware. (131) 

They all shall have their grades in 

accordance with their deeds. Your Lord is 

not unaware of what they do. (132) 

Your Lord is the self-sufficient One, the 

Merciful. If He so wills, He may remove 

you altogether and cause whom He wills to 

succeed you, just as He brought you into 

being out of other people’s seed. (133) 

That which you are promised will 

inevitably come, and you cannot elude it. 

(134) 

Say: “My people! Do all that may be in 

your power, and I will do what I can. You 

shall come to know to whom the future 

belongs. Never will the wrongdoers attain 

success. (135) 
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ignorant traditions and j hiliyyah concepts. Thus all these issues appear to be closely 

related. They are seen in their appropriate positions as designated by Islam. That is, 

they are all faith questions, equally treated according to God’s measures established 

in His revealed Book. 

The Power of the Wicked 

The previous passage of the s rah contained a full discussion of the situation of 

those whose hearts God opens up to receive the message of surrender to Him. They 

remain conscious of God and continue to watch Him in all their actions, move 

towards a life of peace, assured that they will have the patronage of their Lord. As it 

is customary in the Qur’ n for contrasting scenes of the Day of Judgement to be 

portrayed, we now have a sketch showing the lot of the evil ones among humans and 

jinn. These spend their lives inspiring one another with deceptive falsehood, 

supporting one another in their hostility to every prophet and messenger pointing 

out to each other what arguments to use with the believers in order to raise doubts in 

their minds about what God has made lawful and what He has forbidden. All this is 

portrayed in a very vivid sketch, characterized by dialogue, confession and reproach.  

On the day when He shall gather them all together, (He will say):”O you company of 

jinn! A great many human beings have you seduced.” Those who were their close 

friends among human beings will say: “Our Lord, we have enjoyed each other’s 

fellowship, and we have now reached the end of our term which You have appointed 

for us.” He will say: “The fire shall be your abode, where you shall remain, unless God 

wills it otherwise.” Indeed, your Lord is wise, all-knowing. In this manner do We 

cause the wrongdoers to be close allies of one another, because of that which they do. 

“O you company of jinn and humans! Have there not come to you messengers from 

among yourselves who related to you My revelations and warned you of the coming of 

this your day?” They will reply: “We bear witness against ourselves.” The life of this 

world has beguiled them. So they will bear witness against themselves that they were 

unbelievers.” (Verses 128-30) 

Full of life, the scene is shown first to be one of the future, when all creation will 

be gathered before God. Yet it soon becomes a scene of the present, held in front of 

the eyes of every listener. This is achieved by the omission of one Arabic word which 

means in English, “He will say”, included in the translation between brackets for 

clarity. The omission of this phrase, expressed in a single Arabic word, brings the 

whole scene right into the present so as not to speak of something to be awaited in 

future but of something that is taking place now. This method is characteristic of the 

inimitable style of the Qur’ n. 



Al-An`ām (Cattle) | JUDGEMENT ACCORDING TO DEEDS 
 

 266

Let us now look at what is sketched out in this scene. It begins with an address to 

the jinn: “On the day when He shall gather them all together, (He will say): ‘O you company 

of jinn! A great many human beings have you seduced.” (Verse 128) You have managed to 

gather a large following from among human beings who listen to your inspiration, 

follow in your footsteps and obey your suggestions. Although this is given in the 

form of a factual statement, it is not meant to merely impart information. The jinn 

know what they have done. Rather, the statement is intended to record the crime of 

leading such a large number of humans astray and to reproach the jinn for so doing. 

In this gathering of all humans and jinn on the Day of Judgement, all evidence of the 

crime is shown. Therefore, the jinn do not make any reply. However, the imbeciles 

among human beings who take satanic inspiration lightly are the ones to answer: 

“Those who were their close friends among human beings will say: ‘Our Lord, we have 

enjoyed each other’s fellowship, and we have now reached the end of our term which You have 

appointed for us.’“ (Verse 128)  

The answer betrays their lack of awareness, and demonstrates to them how Satan 

finds his way into their thinking. They used to enjoy the ideas, the lack of discipline, 

the pleasures and the sinful ways which the jinn portrayed to them in attractive 

colours. It was their keenness to enjoy themselves that provided Satan with the 

opportunity to lure and play tricks on them. Thus were they made to work for the 

fulfilment of Satan’s goal.  

Yet those imbeciles also used to think that the enjoyment was mutual and that 

they were giving as much pleasure as they were receiving. Hence they state in their 

answer: “Our Lord, we have enjoyed each other’s fellowship.” (Verse 128) That enjoyment 

lasted for the duration of their life on earth. On the day when they are gathered, they 

will know that they have always been subject to God’s power and that it was He who 

gave them this span of time to reflect and respond: “We have now reached the end of our 

term which You have appointed for us.” (Verse 128) With that knowledge, the judgement 

is made so that they receive their fair punishment: “He will say: ‘The fire shall be your 

abode, where you shall remain, unless God wills it otherwise.’“ (Verse 128)  

The fire is, then, their abode. Abodes are meant for continuity. But the 

qualification is added, “unless God wills it otherwise.” (Verse 128) This qualification is 

in line with the fact that God’s will is free, subject to no restraining factor. Indeed, it 

is not subject even to what it has determined. This is a basic principle of the Islamic 

faith.  

“Indeed, your Lord is wise, all-knowing.” What He determines for people is based on 

His unflawed and perfect knowledge.  

A comment on this part of the scene is inserted here before the dialogue is 

resumed to complete it: “In this manner do We cause the wrongdoers to be close allies of 
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one another, because of that which they do.” (Verse 129)  

It is in the manner that established the fellowship between the jinn and the human 

beings and the ultimate end to which this fellowship has come that wrongdoers get 

to be closely allied, on account of what they do. The similarity of their nature, the 

unity of their direction and goal, and the fact that their end will be the same 

establishes an alliance between them. This is a statement that goes beyond its 

immediate occasion. It speaks of the nature of the fellowship between all evil ones, 

jinn and human. The wrongdoers who associate partners with God in one form or 

another gather together in one camp to oppose the truth and divine guidance. They 

establish a relationship of mutual support against every prophet and those who 

believe in Him. It is not only that they share the same nature, despite their different 

appearances, but they also have the same interest which can only be served by 

usurping the rights of Lordship over mankind and giving unrestrained rein to their 

desires. 

Indeed, we see them in every age supporting one another in every fight against 

faith and believers, despite their own internal rivalry and differences. Hence, their 

common nature and common objectives help to establish their alliance. The evil they 

do and the sins they commit determine that they will suffer the same fate in the 

hereafter, as is portrayed in this scene. 

In our present day we see a grand alliance of evil, in which Zionists, Crusaders, 

pagans and Communists work together despite their great differences. This alliance 

has been going on for centuries, united by its hostility to Islam and its determination 

to crush Islamic revivalist movements wherever they function. It is, indeed, a mighty 

alliance. It benefits from its experience of long centuries of combat against the 

principle of submission to God. Furthermore, it mobilizes material and cultural 

forces and makes use of systems and machinery available within the Muslim world 

to serve its evil plans. It is a confirmation of God’s own words: “In this manner do We 

cause the wrongdoers to be close allies of one another, because of that which they do.” (Verse 

129) 

But the reassurance given by God to His Messenger also applies here: “Had your 

Lord willed otherwise, they would not have done it. Therefore, leave them to their own 

inventions.” (Verse 112) This reassurance, however, requires that the community of 

believers continues to follow in the footsteps of God’s Messenger recognizing that 

they have to hold the banner and defend the cause of Islam and Muslims, whatever 

sacrifice they may have to make. 

Let us consider now the last part of this scene: “’O you company of jinn and humans! 

Have there not come to you messengers from among yourselves who related to you My 

revelations and warned you of the coming of this your day?’ They will reply: ‘We bear 
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witness against ourselves.’ The life of this world has beguiled them. So they will bear witness 

against themselves that they were unbelievers.” (Verse 130) 

The question here is not meant to seek information but to provide it and record the 

facts as they took place. God who is infinite in His Glory knows what their situation 

in this life was. Their answer to this question is simply an acknowledgement on their 

part that they deserve the punishment of the hereafter. 

This question is addressed to the jinn as well as humans. Does this mean that God 

has sent messengers to the jinn from among themselves, in the same way as He sent 

messengers to human beings? God alone knows the nature of this species of His 

creation, the jinn, who remain unknown to us human beings. However, the Qur’ nic 

statement may be interpreted to mean that the jinn have been able to listen to the 

revelations sent down to God’s Messenger and to convey it to their people, warning 

them against continuing in their disbelief. An example of this is reported in S rah 46, 

The Sand Dunes, or al A q f: 

Tell how We sent to you a band of jinn who, when they came and listened to the 

Qur’ n, said to each other: “Listen attentively.” As soon as its recitation was ended, 

they betook themselves to their people and gave them warning. “Our people”, they 

said, “We have just been listening to a revelation bestowed from on high after that of 

Moses, confirming what was revealed before it, and guiding to the truth and to a 

straight path. Our people, answer the call of the one who summons unto God and 

believe in Him! He will forgive you your sins and deliver you from a woeful scourge. 

Those that give no heed to the one who calls unto God can never elude Him on earth, 

nor can they have any to protect them besides Him. Surely they are in evident error.” 

(46: 29-32) 

It is probable that the question put by the jinn and human beings and the answer 

they receive are based on this fact. The whole matter is part of the knowledge God 

has kept for Himself. It is useless to try to go any further in establishing any clear 

answer on this point. 

Anyhow, those of the jinn and humans who are addressed in this way recognize 

that the question is not meant to solicit information but to record it and to add an 

element of reproach for their attitude. Therefore, they make a full confession and 

state that they deserve the punishment they are bound to receive: “They will reply: 

‘We bear witness against ourselves.’“ (Verse 130) At this point we have a comment to 

make: “The life of this world has beguiled them. So they will bear witness against themselves 

that they were unbelievers.” (Verse 130) This comment describes their situation in this 

life, lured on by pleasures, with an arrogance that has led them to be unbelievers. On 

the Day of Judgement, they testify against themselves because they realize that 
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denial is of no use. Can there be any situation more miserable than to find oneself in 

a fix where one cannot say in one’s own defence even a word of denial, let alone a 

word of justification? 

Let us reflect for a moment on the remarkable Qur’ nic style which paints future 

events so that we can visualise them now, as if they were taking place in front of our 

very eyes. The Qur’ n is revealed so that it is read to people in this life, in their own 

surroundings. But it portrays the scenes of the life to come as if they are taking place 

now, while scenes of this life belong to an era which has long since passed. In this 

way, we forget that the Day of Judgement is still to come. We feel that it is here, now. 

This is only made possible by the remarkable style of the Qur’ n: “The life of this world 

has beguiled them. So they will bear witness against themselves that they were unbelievers.” 

(Verse 130) 

When the scene is complete, the address is made to God’s Messenger (peace be 

upon him), his followers and to mankind generally. The address includes a comment 

on the judgement made against evil human beings and jinn and the fact that such a 

great multitude are condemned to the fire. Their fate is sealed only after they have 

testified against themselves that they continued to disbelieve despite receiving 

messengers who related to them God’s revelations and warned them against what 

awaited them of God’s punishment if they continued to reject the faith. The comment 

here makes it clear that God’s punishment does not befall anyone without warning. 

God does not hold people accountable and does not punish them for their disbelief 

until after they have been shown the fact and received warnings from God’s 

messengers who relate His revelations to them: “And so it is that your Lord would never 

destroy a community for its wrongdoing, while they remain unaware.” (Verse 131) 

God’s grace is such that in spite of the fact that He has shaped human nature in a 

way which makes it always keen to seek its Lord, and the fact that He has given 

human beings intelligence and understanding, He does not punish them for their 

disbelief until He sends them messengers to warn them. Their nature may deviate 

and their intellect may be lured away. Indeed, all human responses may be defective 

despite all the signs and indicators man sees in the world around him. Hence, God 

has assigned to His messengers the task of saving human nature and intellect from 

deviation and of making their receptive qualities open to what He has placed of 

indicators so that they can give the right responses. Punishment only comes after 

deliberate denial and rejection of the faith despite God’s warnings and messages. 

So man’s nature and intellect do not provide immunity from error nor do they 

guarantee guidance to the truth and resistance to desire. Rather, all these must be 

supported by faith. 

Another rule is stated concerning reward and punishment. It is applicable to 



Al-An`ām (Cattle) | JUDGEMENT ACCORDING TO DEEDS 
 

 270

believers and evil ones in equal measure: “They all shall have their grades in accordance 

with their deeds. Your Lord is not unaware of what they do.” (Verse 132) The believers 

have their grades, one above the other, while the evil ones have their own grades, 

one sinking below the other. They attain or sink into their grades according to their 

deeds which have been monitored to the finest detail: “Your Lord is not unaware of 

what they do.” (Verse 132) 

Emphasis on Practical Details 

God sends His messengers to human beings as a gesture of His grace. He Himself 

has no need of them, their worship or even their belief in Him. When they do well, 

they only benefit themselves both in this life and in the life to come. His grace is also 

seen in the fact that He grants a chance to the disobedient generation which 

continues to do wrong and to deny Him altogether, while He is able to destroy it 

completely and bring in its place a different generation: “Your Lord is the self-sufficient 

One, the Merciful. If He so wills, He may remove you altogether and cause whom He wills to 

succeed you, just as He brought you into being out of other people’s seed.” (Verse 133) 

Therefore, human beings must never forget that they survive only by God’s grace, 

and that their existence depends on His will. Whatever power they enjoy, has been 

given to them by God. Theirs is not an intrinsic power or a self-determined existence. 

No one has any choice with regard to their coming into being, and no one determines 

what sort of power he can exercise. To remove them altogether and to bring another 

community in their place is very easy for God. After all, it is He who has brought 

them into being from the seed of a past generation so that they succeed that 

generation by His will. 

This verse shakes the hearts of those wrongdoers who scheme, exceed their 

bounds, claim for themselves the authority to forbid things and make others lawful, 

and who argue about the validity of God’s law. Yet they remain all the time within 

God’s grasp. He can let them be or remove them altogether when He wills, and bring 

about whomever He pleases to succeed them. At the same time, these strong tones 

reassure the Muslim community of the rightness of its course of action, at a time 

when it faces the wicked designs, power and hostility of those who are evil. All are 

powerless when it comes to resisting God’s will. 

This is followed by another strong warning note: “That which you are promised will 

inevitably come, and you cannot elude it.” (Verse 134) You are all the time within God’s 

grasp and subject to His will. It is He who determines your fate, and you cannot 

resist Him or escape from your fate. The Day of Resurrection, a scene from which has 

just been painted, awaits you. It will inevitably come. When it does, nothing will 

avail you against God Almighty. 
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The final comment includes an implicit, but highly effective warning: “Say: ‘My 

people! Do all that may be in your power, and I will do what I can. You shall come to know to 

whom the future belongs. Never will the wrongdoers attain success.” (Verse 135) 

This is a warning made by one who is certain that he follows the truth and who 

has complete trust in the power of the truth, and of the great power that supports the 

truth. The warning is made by God’s Messenger (peace be upon him) who says that 

he is disclaiming any responsibility for them, confident that what he has is the truth, 

absolutely certain of his way. He is also certain that what they follow is error and 

their prospects are very gloomy indeed: “Never will the wrongdoers attain success.” 

(Verse 135) This is an unfailing rule. Those who associate partners with God will 

never be successful, because success is granted only by God. Those who do not 

follow His guidance are in deep error and will end up as miserable losers. 

Why the Method of Slaughter is Important 

This passage falls between two passages which differ greatly: the first speaks of 

slaughtered animals and the need to mention God’s name at the time of slaughter, 

while the next passage speaks about fruit, cattle and children which are pledged for 

charity or made as offerings. This middle passage includes a number of facts which 

relate to pure faith and a number of scenes and statements that relate to the nature of 

believing in God or denying Him. It also speaks of the battle between those who are 

evil on the one side and the prophets and those who follow them on the other. It also 

contains a large number of inspirational elements similar to those included earlier in 

the s rah when it spoke of the basic principles of faith. 

It is worth our while to reflect on the fact that the Qur’ n attaches such importance 

to practical details of human life and how they are brought in line with God’s law. It 

also emphasizes that they must always be based on the fundamental principle that 

the authority to legislate, or indeed the overall lordship in the universe, belongs only 

to God. It is pertinent perhaps to ask here why the Qur’ n gives such importance to 

this question.  

The answer from the Islamic point of view, is that it is the summing-up of the 

question of faith and religion. In Islam, the central principle is belief in God’s 

oneness: He is certainly the only God in the universe. When a Muslim declares that 

he believes that there is no deity other than God, he purges his mind of all traces of 

any concept that assigns Godhead to anyone other than God Almighty. 

Consequently, he is absolutely clear that all sovereignty and the authority to legislate 

belong solely to God. Making laws and regulations on matters of detail is the same as 

making them on larger issues: it is an exercise of the authority to legislate, which 

means that it is an exercise of Godhead. A Muslim can never accept this. Religion in 
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the Islamic lexicon means that people submit in their practical life, as well as in their 

faith, to God alone. They accept no submission to anyone else. If issuing legislation is 

an exercise of Godhead, accepting such legislation is submission to that Godhead. A 

Muslim cannot attain the status of a believer, unless he submits to God alone in all 

matters, and rejects all submission to anyone else.  

It is in this light that we should view the emphasis given in the Qur’ n to these 

principles of faith. We see an example of this emphasis in this s rah which was 

revealed in Makkah, before the Prophet’s migration to Madinah. As we have already 

said, the parts of the Qur’ n which were revealed in the Makkan period did not 

tackle the question of the Islamic system of government or the laws that govern the 

life of the Muslim community. They simply tackled the question of faith. 

Nevertheless, the s rah attaches such great importance to the establishment of this 

basic principle concerning God’s sovereignty and His authority to legislate for 

human life. This is profoundly significant in itself. 
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15 

Intertwining Laws and 

Concepts 

Out of the produce and the cattle He has 

created, they assign a portion to God, 

saying: “This is for God” — or so they 

pretend — “and this is for the partners we 

associate [with Him] “. Whatever they 

assign to their partners never reaches God, 

but that which is assigned to God does 

reach their partners. How ill they judge! 

(136) 

Thus have the partners they associate [with 

God] made the killing of their own children 

seem goodly to many idolaters, seeking to 

bring them to ruin and to confuse them in 

their faith. Had God willed otherwise, they 

would not have done so. Leave them, then, 

to their false inventions. (137) 

They say: “Such cattle and crops are 

forbidden. None may eat of them save those 

whom we permit” — so they falsely claim. 

Other cattle they declare to be forbidden to 

burden their backs; and there are cattle 

over which they do not pronounce God’s 

name, inventing [in all this] a lie against 

Him. He will surely requite them for their 

inventions. (138) 

(#θè=yè y_uρ ¬! $£ϑÏΒ r& u‘ sŒ š∅ÏΒ Ï^ öysø9 $# 

ÉΟ≈ yè÷ΡF{ $# uρ $Y7Š ÅÁtΡ (#θä9$s) sù # x‹≈ yδ ¬! 
óΟ Îγ Ïϑôãt“ Î/ # x‹≈ yδuρ $oΨ Í←!% x. uà³ Ï9 ( $yϑsù šχ% Ÿ2 

öΝ Îγ Í←!% Ÿ2uà³ Ï9 Ÿξsù ã≅ ÅÁtƒ †n<Î) «!$# ( $tΒuρ 

šχ% Ÿ2 ¬! uθßγ sù ã≅ÅÁtƒ 4†n<Î) 

óΟ Îγ Í←!% Ÿ2uà° 3 u™!$ y™ $tΒ šχθßϑà6 óstƒ 

∩⊇⊂∉∪  

šÏ9≡ x‹Ÿ2uρ š⎥̈⎪y— 9 ÏWx6 Ï9 š∅ÏiΒ 

š⎥⎫ Å2Îô³ ßϑø9 $# Ÿ≅ ÷Fs% öΝ ÏδÏ‰≈ s9 ÷ρr& 

öΝ èδäτ!$Ÿ2tä© öΝ èδρßŠ ÷ã Ï9 (#θÝ¡Î6 ù=u‹ Ï9 uρ óΟ Îγ ø‹n=tæ 

öΝ ßγ uΖƒ ÏŠ ( öθs9 uρ u™!$ x© ª!$# $tΒ çνθè=yèsù ( öΝ èδö‘ x‹sù 

$tΒuρ šχρçtIø tƒ ∩⊇⊂∠∪  

(#θä9$s%uρ ÿ⎯ Íν É‹≈ yδ ÒΟ≈yè÷Ρ r& î^ öymuρ ÖôfÏm ω 
!$yγ ßϑyèôÜ tƒ ωÎ) ⎯ tΒ â™!$t±®Σ öΝ Îγ Ïϑôãt“ Î/ íΟ≈ yè÷Ρr& uρ 

ôM tΒÌhãm $yδâ‘θßγ àß ÒΟ≈yè÷Ρ r& uρ ω tβρãä. õ‹ tƒ zΟ ó™ $# 

«!$# $yγ øŠ n=tæ ¹™!# uÏIøù$# Ïμ ø‹n=tã 4 Ο ÎγƒÌ“ ôfu‹y™ $yϑÎ/ 
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They also say: “That which is in the 

wombs of these cattle is reserved to our 

males and forbidden to our women.” But if 

it be stillborn, they all partake of it. He 

will requite them for all their false 

assertions. He is wise, all-knowing. (139) 

Losers indeed are those who, in their 

ignorance, foolishly kill their children and 

declare as forbidden what God has 

provided for them as sustenance, falsely 

attributing such prohibitions to God. They 

have gone astray and they have no 

guidance. (140) 

It is He who has brought into being 

gardens — both of the cultivated type and 

those growing wild — and the date- palm, 

and fields bearing different produce, and the 

olive, tree, and the pomegranates, all 

resembling one another and vet so different. 

Eat of their fruit when they come to 

fruition, and give (to the poor) what is due 

to them on harvest day. But do not waste, 

for He does not love the wasteful. (141) 

And of the cattle some are reared for work 

and others for food. Eat of that which God 

has provided for you as sustenance and do 

not follow Satan’s footsteps; he is your open 

foe. (142) 

Of cattle you have eight in [four] pairs: a 

pair of the sheep and a pair of the goats. 

Say: Is it the two males that He has 

forbidden, or the two females, or that which 

the wombs of the two females may contain? 

Tell me plainly if you are men of truth. 

(#θçΡ$Ÿ2 šχρç tIø tƒ ∩⊇⊂∇∪  

(#θä9$s%uρ $tΒ †Îû ÈβθäÜ ç/ Íν É‹≈ yδ ÉΟ≈yè÷ΡF{ $# 

×π |ÁÏ9% s{ $tΡÍ‘θà2ä% Îk! îΠ §pt èΧ uρ #’ n?tã $uΖÅ_≡ uρø—r& ( 
βÎ) uρ ⎯ ä3tƒ Zπ tGø‹ ¨Β óΟ ßγ sù Ïμ‹ Ïù â™!% Ÿ2uà° 4 

öΝ ÎγƒÌ“ ôfuŠ y™ öΝ ßγ x ô¹uρ 4 … çμ ¯ΡÎ) íΝŠ Å6 ym ÒΟŠ Î=tæ 

∩⊇⊂®∪  

ô‰s% uÅ£ yz t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (# þθè=tG s% öΝ èδy‰≈ s9 ÷ρr& $Jγ x y™ Îö tóÎ/ 

5Ο ù=Ïæ (#θãΒ§ymuρ $tΒ ÞΟ ßγ s%y—u‘ ª!$# ¹™!# uÏIøù$# ’ n?tã 

«!$# 4 ô‰s% (#θ=|Ê $tΒ uρ (#θçΡ$Ÿ2 š⎥⎪Ï‰tGôγ ãΒ 

∩⊇⊆⊃∪  

* uθèδ uρ ü“Ï% ©!$# r't±Σr& ;M≈ ¨Ψ y_ ;M≈ x©ρá ÷è̈Β 

uö xîuρ ;M≈ x©ρâ ÷êtΒ Ÿ≅ ÷‚̈Ζ9 $# uρ tíö‘ ¨“9 $# uρ $̧ Î=tFøƒ èΧ 

… ã&é#à2é& šχθçG÷ƒ ¨“9 $# uρ šχ$̈Β”9 $# uρ $\κ È:≈t±tFãΒ 

uö xîuρ 7μ Î7≈ t±tFãΒ 4 (#θè=à2 ⎯ ÏΒ ÿ⎯Íν Ìyϑ rO !# sŒ Î) tyϑøOr& 

(#θè?# u™ uρ … çμ ¤) ym uΘöθtƒ ⎯ Íν ÏŠ$|Áym ( Ÿωuρ (# þθèùÎô£ è@ 4 
… çμ ¯ΡÎ) Ÿω = Ït ä† š⎥⎫ ÏùÎô£ ßϑø9 $# ∩⊇⊆⊇∪  

š∅ÏΒuρ ÉΟ≈yè÷ΡF{ $# \'s!θßϑym $V© ó sùuρ 4 (#θè=à2 

$£ϑÏΒ ãΝ ä3x%y—u‘ ª!$# Ÿωuρ (#θãèÎ7 −Fs? ÏN≡ uθäÜ äz 

Ç⎯≈ sÜ ø‹ ¤±9 $# 4 … çμ ¯ΡÎ) öΝä3s9 Aρß‰tã ×⎦⎫Î7 •Β ∩⊇⊆⊄∪ 

 sπ uŠ ÏΖ≈ yϑrO 8l≡ uρø—r& ( š∅ÏiΒ Èβù'Ò9 $# È⎦÷⎫uΖøO$# 

š∅ÏΒuρ Ì“ ÷èyϑø9 $# È⎦÷⎫uΖøO$# 3 ö≅ è% È⎦ø⎪tŸ2©%!!# u™ 

tΠ §ym ÏΘr& È⎦÷⎫uŠ s[ΡW{ $# $̈Βr& ôM n=yϑtGô© $# Ïμ ø‹n=tã 

ãΠ% tn ö‘ r& È⎦÷⎫uŠ s[ΡW{ $# ( ’ÎΤθä↔ Îm7 tΡ AΟ ù=ÏèÎ/ βÎ) óΟ çGΖà2 
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(143) 

And, likewise, a pair of camels and a pair 

of oxen. Say: Is it the two males that He 

has forbidden, or the two females, or that 

which the wombs of the two females may 

contain? Is it, perchance, that you were 

witnesses when God gave you these 

commandments? Who could be more 

wicked than one who, without any real 

knowledge, invents lies about God in order 

to lead people astray? God does not guide 

the wrongdoers( 144) 

Say: In all that has been revealed to me, I 

do not find anything forbidden to eat, if one 

wishes to eat thereof, unless it be carrion, or 

blood poured forth, or the flesh of swine for 

all that is unclean — or a sinful offering 

over which any name other than God’s has 

been invoked. But if one is driven by 

necessity, neither intending disobedience nor 

exceeding his bare need, then know that 

your Lord is much- forgiving, merciful. 

(145) 

To those who followed the Jewish faith did 

We forbid all animals that have claws; and 

We forbade them the fat of both oxen and 

sheep, except that which is in their backs 

and entrails and what is mixed with their 

bones. Thus did We requite them for their 

wrongdoing. We are certainly true to Our 

word. (146) 

If they accuse you of lying, then say: 

Limitless is your Lord in His grace; but 

His punishment shall not be warded off 

t⎦⎫Ï% Ï‰≈ |¹ ∩⊇⊆⊂∪  

z⎯ ÏΒuρ È≅ Î/ M}$# È⎦÷⎫uΖøO$# š∅ÏΒuρ Ìs) t7 ø9 $# È⎦÷⎫uΖøO$# 3 
ö≅ è% È⎦ø⎪tŸ2©%!!# u™ tΠ §ym ÏΘr& È⎦÷⎫u‹sVΡW{ $# $̈Βr& 

ôM n=yϑtGô© $# Ïμ ø‹n=tã ãΠ% tn ö‘ r& È⎦÷⎫u‹sVΡW{ $# ( ÷Π r& 

óΟ çGΨ à2 u™!# y‰pκ à− øŒÎ) ãΝ à68¢¹uρ ª!$# # x‹≈ yγ Î/ 4 
ô⎯ yϑsù ÞΟ n=øß r& Ç⎯ £ϑÏΒ 3“utIøù$# ’ n?tã «!$# $\/ É‹Ÿ2 

¨≅ ÅÒã‹ Ïj9 }̈ $̈Ζ9 $# Îö tóÎ/ AΟ ù=Ïæ 3 ¨βÎ) ©!$# Ÿω “Ï‰öκ u‰ 

tΠ öθs) ø9 $# š⎥⎫ÏϑÎ=≈ ©à9 $# ∩⊇⊆⊆∪  

≅ è% Hω ß‰É` r& ’ Îû !$tΒ z©Çrρé& ¥’ n<Î) $·Β§pt èΧ 4’ n?tã 

5Ο Ïã$sÛ ÿ… çμ ßϑyèôÜ tƒ HωÎ) βr& šχθä3tƒ ºπ tGøŠ tΒ ÷ρr& 

$YΒyŠ % ·nθà ó¡̈Β ÷ρr& zΝ óss9 9ƒ Í”∴ Åz … çμ ¯ΡÎ* sù 

ê[ ô_Í‘ ÷ρr& $̧) ó¡Ïù ¨≅ Ïδé& Îö tóÏ9 «!$# ⎯ Ïμ Î/ 4 
Ç⎯ yϑsù §äÜ ôÊ $# uö xî 8ø$t/ Ÿωuρ 7Š$tã ¨βÎ* sù š−/ u‘ 

Ö‘θà xî ÒΟ‹ Ïm§‘ ∩⊇⊆∈∪  

’ n?tãuρ š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# (#ρßŠ$yδ $oΨ øΒ§ym ¨≅ à2 “ÏŒ 

9à àß ( š∅ÏΒuρ Ìs) t7 ø9 $# ÉΟ oΨ tóø9 $# uρ $oΨ øΒ§ym öΝ Îγ ø‹n=tæ 

!$yϑßγ tΒθßsä© ωÎ) $tΒ ôM n=yϑym !$yϑèδâ‘θßγ àß Íρr& 

!$tƒ# uθysø9 $# ÷ρr& $tΒ xÝn=tG÷z$# 5Ο ôà yèÎ/ 4 y7 Ï9≡ sŒ 

Ο ßγ≈oΨ ÷ƒ z• y_ öΝ Íκ È øót7 Î/ ( $̄ΡÎ) uρ tβθè% Ï‰≈ |Á s9 ∩⊇⊆∉∪  

βÎ* sù x8θç/ ¤‹Ÿ2 ≅ à) sù öΝ à6 š/ §‘ ρèŒ 7π uΗ÷q u‘ 

7π yèÅ™≡ uρ Ÿωuρ –Š tãƒ …çμ ß™ ù't/ Ç⎯ tã ÏΘöθs) ø9 $# 
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from evildoing folk. (147) 

Those who associate partners with God will 

say: Had God so willed, neither we nor our 

fathers would have associated any partners 

with Him; nor would we have declared 

anything as forbidden. In like manner did 

those who have lived before them deny the 

truth, until they came to taste Our 

punishment. Say: Have you any certain 

knowledge which you can put before us? 

You follow nothing but conjecture, and you 

do nothing but guess. (148) 

Say: With God alone rests the final 

evidence. Had He so willed, He would 

have guided you all aright. (149) 

Say: Bring forward your witnesses who will 

testify that God has forbidden this. If they 

so testify, do not you testify with them; and 

do not follow the wishes of those who deny 

Our revelations, and those who do not 

believe in the life to come and who consider 

others as equal to their Lord. (150) 

Say: Come, let me tell you what your Lord 

has forbidden to you: Do not associate 

partners with Him; [do not offend against 

but, rather,] be kind to your parents; do 

not kill your children because of your 

poverty — We provide for you and for 

them; do not commit any shameful deed, 

whether open or secret; do not take any 

human being’s life — which God has 

made sacred, except in the course of justice. 

This He has enjoined upon you so that you 

š⎥⎫ÏΒÌôfßϑø9 $# ∩⊇⊆∠∪  

ãΑθà) u‹y™ t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (#θä. uõ° r& öθs9 u™!$x© ª!$# !$tΒ 

$oΨ ò2 uõ° r& Iωuρ $tΡäτ!$ t/# u™ Ÿωuρ $uΖøΒ§ym ⎯ ÏΒ 

&™ó©x« 4 šÏ9≡ x‹Ÿ2 z>¤‹x. š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# ⎯ ÏΒ 

óΟ Îγ Ï=ö7 s% 4©®Lym (#θè%# sŒ $uΖy™ ù't/ 3 ö≅ è% ö≅ yδ 

Ν à2y‰ΖÏã ô⎯ ÏiΒ 5Οù=Ïæ çνθã_Ì÷‚çGsù !$uΖs9 ( βÎ) 

šχθãèÎ7 −G s? ωÎ) £⎯ ©à9 $# ÷βÎ) uρ óΟ çFΡr& ωÎ) 

tβθß¹ãøƒ rB ∩⊇⊆∇∪  

ö≅ è% ¬Tsù èπ ¤fçt ø:$# èπ tóÎ=≈ t6 ø9 $# ( öθn=sù u™!$x© öΝ ä31 y‰yγ s9 

t⎦⎫ÏèuΗød r& ∩⊇⊆®∪  

ö≅ è% §Ν è=yδ ãΝ ä. u™!# y‰uηä© t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# šχρß‰ yγ ô±o„ ¨βr& 

©!$# tΠ §ym # x‹≈ yδ ( βÎ* sù (#ρß‰Íκ y− Ÿξsù ô‰yγ ô±n@ 

óΟ ßγ yètΒ 4 Ÿωuρ ôì Î6 −Fs? u™!# uθ÷δr& š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# (#θç/ ¤‹x. 

$uΖÏG≈ tƒ$t↔ Î/ š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# uρ Ÿω tβθãΖÏΒ÷σ ãƒ Íο tÅzFψ$$Î/ 

Ν èδuρ óΟ Îγ În/ tÎ/ šχθä9 Ï‰÷è tƒ ∩⊇∈⊃∪  

* ö≅ è% (# öθs9$yès? ã≅ ø?r& $tΒ tΠ §ym öΝ à6 š/ u‘ 

öΝ à6 øŠ n=tæ ( ωr& (#θä. Îô³ è@ ⎯ Ïμ Î/ $\↔ ø‹x© ( 
È⎦ø⎪t$ Î!≡ uθø9 $$Î/ uρ $YΖ≈ |¡ômÎ) ( Ÿωuρ (# þθè=çFø) s? 

Ν à2y‰≈ s9 ÷ρr& ï∅ÏiΒ 9,≈ n=øΒÎ) ( ß⎯ ós̄Ρ öΝ à6 è% ã—ötΡ 

öΝ èδ$−ƒ Î) uρ ( Ÿωuρ (#θç/ tø) s? |·Ïm≡ uθ x ø9 $# $tΒ tyγ sß 

$yγ ÷Ψ ÏΒ $tΒuρ š∅sÜ t/ ( Ÿωuρ (#θè=çGø) s? š[ ø ¨Ζ9 $# 

©ÉL©9 $# tΠ §ym ª!$# ωÎ) Èd,ysø9 $$Î/ 4 ö/ ä3Ï9≡ sŒ Ν ä38¢¹uρ 
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Overview 

This long passage speaks of legislation and the authority to promulgate laws and 

regulations. What is surprising about this passage, together with the two preceding it 

and the comments interspersed within them, is that they are included in a s rah 

revealed in Makkah, when the subject matter of all Qur’ nic revelation was faith. 

Indeed, portions of the Qur’ n revealed in Makkah do not tackle any Islamic laws, 

except to establish the ideological basis of such legislation. This was due to the fact 

that there was no Islamic government to implement Islamic law. Hence, God did not 

wish that His law become a matter of theoretical discourse or academic study before 

the establishment of a society that submitted to God alone and which worshipped 

Him by obeying His law, or before the existence of a sovereign state to implement 

that law in everyday life. Thus, outlining the legal details was linked to people’s 

practical ability to implement them. This is just one aspect of the serious and yet 

practical nature of the Islamic faith. 

The fact that this long passage of detailed legislation occurs in a Makkan s rah is 

indicative of the nature of this question. It is indeed a question of faith, one which 

may use your reason. (151) 

Do not touch the property of an orphan 

before he comes of age, except to improve it. 

Give just weight and full measure. We do 

not charge a soul with more than it can 

bear. When you speak, be just, even though 

it be against one of your close relatives. Be 

true to your covenant with God. This He 

has enjoined upon you so that you may 

bear it in mind. (152) 

Know that this is the way leading to Me, a 

straight path. Follow it, then, and do not 

follow other ways, for they cause you to 

deviate from His way. All this He has 

enjoined upon you so that you may remain 

God-fearing. (153) 

⎯ Ïμ Î/ ÷/ ä3ª=yès9 tβθè=É) ÷ès? ∩⊇∈⊇∪  
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acquires added seriousness in the general outlook of this religion of Islam. It is 

indeed its principal issue. However, before we comment on this passage and its 

provisions in detail, we would like to provide a general overview of its contents and 

a foretaste of its import. 

The passage begins with a brief reference to a host of concepts that prevailed in 

j hiliyyah days, and the pagan practices of the Arabs concerning their agricultural 

produce, livestock and children. In other words, these practices related to their 

economic and social set-up. The following are given by way of example: 

1. They divided the provisions of sustenance God gave them, their crops and 

cattle into two portions, assigning one to God and claiming that they did this 

in accordance with God’s law. They assigned the other portion to the deities 

they invented and who they considered as partners with God, having power 

over their lives, wealth and children: “Out of the produce and the cattle He has 

created, they assign a portion to God, saying: ‘This is for God’— or so they pretend— 

and this is for the partners we associate [with Hind.’” (Verse 136) 

2. Having done so, they deal unfairly with the portion they assigned to God. 

They add a part of it to the portion assigned to their other deities or partners 

and never do the same with the other portion: “Whatever they assign to their 

partners never reaches God, but that which is assigned to God does reach their 

partners.” (Verse 136) 

3. They willingly kill their children, having been induced to do so by their 

partners. The partners in this case are their priests and lawmakers who initiate 

traditions which acquire a force of their own, relying on social pressure and 

ancient legends with their religious overtones. Such killing of children claimed 

the lives of their daughters in the first place for fear of poverty and shame. 

Occasionally, it claimed the life of a son, particularly when the slaughter of a 

son was made in the form of a religious offering. An example of this was the 

pledge made by `Abd al-Mu alib, the Prophet’s grandfather, that should God 

give him ten sons to protect him, he would slay one of them as an offering to 

the gods: “Thus have the partners they associate [with God] made the killing of their 

own children seem goodly to many idolaters, seeking to bring them to ruin and to 

confuse them in their faith.” (Verse 137) 

4. They consecrated certain portions of their livestock and certain types of 

produce, falsely claiming that they could not be eaten without special 

permission from God. They also made certain animals unlawful to ride, and 

prohibited that God’s name be mentioned over them at the time of slaughter 

or riding. They also prohibited such animals from being ridden at pilgrimage 

time, because pilgrimage involved glorifying God. They further claimed that 
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all these restrictions had been ordered by God Himself: “They say: ‘Such cattle 

and crops are forbidden. None may eat of them save those whom we permit’— so they 

falsely claim. Other cattle they declare to be forbidden to burden their backs; and there 

are cattle over which they do not pronounce Gods name, inventing [in all this] a lie 

against Him.” (Verse 138) 

5. They also consecrated what was in the bellies of their cattle to their men, 

prohibiting them to their women. However, if it happened to be stillborn, they 

would allow both males and females to partake of it. They attributed such 

absurdities to God: “They also say: “That which is in the wombs of these cattle is 

reserved to our males and forbidden to our women.” But if it be stillborn, they all 

partake of it. He will requite them for all their false assertions. He is wise, all-

knowing.” (Verse 139) 

Such were the concepts and traditions which characterized Arabian society in 

ignorant, pre-Islamic days. This long passage, occurring in a Makkan s rah, seeks to 

put an end to them and to purge people’s hearts and souls of their effects. The 

Qur’ n follows a deliberate, slow and detailed approach in order to achieve its 

purpose. 

It begins first by declaring that those who in their ignorance kill their children and 

forbid themselves what God has provided for them are indeed losers. These concepts 

they attribute to God are declared to be both absurd and erroneous. 

The Qur’ n then draws their attention to the fact that it is God who has given 

them their wealth which they misuse. It is He who has given them gardens, both of 

the cultivated and wild types. It is He who has created their cattle for them. The one 

who provides sustenance in this way is the one who exercises control and 

promulgates laws concerning the use of what He has provided. The Qur’ n uses here 

a host of images, such as scenes of produce, fruits as well as cultivated and wild 

gardens. It also reminds them of the cattle God has created, making some for riding 

and carrying goods and others for eating, with their hide, wool and hair usable in 

various ways. The Qur’ n refers to the life-long enmity between human beings and 

Satan. How is it, then, that they follow the footsteps of Satan and fulfil his bidding 

when he is their declared enemy? 

The s rah then speaks in full detail of the absurdity of their concepts concerning 

their cattle. These concepts are made to appear hollow, stupid and inconsistent. It 

concludes by asking them what basis they have for such absurd laws: “Is it, perchance, 

that you were witnesses when God gave you these commandments?” (Verse 144) Was it, 

then, a secret that you have been let into, or a commandment given specially to you? 

It follows this by describing the ghastly nature of the crime of inventing falsehood 

against God and trying to lead people astray. This condemnation is one of the most 
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effective aspects of the Qur’ nic method. 

The Qur’ n then states clearly who has the authority to legislate, outlining what 

this authority has actually made forbidden to Muslims.  

It also mentions what God forbade the Jews in particular, while making it lawful 

to Muslims. It then discusses how the Arab idolaters used to attribute to God’s will 

the fact that they lived in ignorance, evidenced by their association of partners with 

God and the forbidding of what God had made lawful. Both actions carry the same 

legal status in God’s view. It quotes their statements: “Had God so willed, neither we 

nor our fathers would have associated any partners with Him; nor would we have declared 

anything as forbidden.” (Verse 148) The s rah makes it clear that such a statement can 

only be made by an unbeliever who denies the truth. Earlier generations of 

unbelievers maintained the same assertions until they were struck with God’s might: 

“In like manner did those who have lived before them deny the truth, until they came to taste 

Our punishment.” (Verse 148) To associate partners with God is the same as the 

unauthorized declaration of anything as forbidden. Both are done by those who deny 

God’s revelations. A rhetorical question is put to them concerning the basis of their 

assertions: “Say: Have you any certain knowledge which you can put before us? You follow 

nothing but conjecture, and you do nothing but guess.” (Verse 148) 

The discussion is brought to a conclusion by inviting them to make an 

unequivocal declaration and clear testimony of their stand. This is the same 

invitation as the one made at the beginning of the s rah concerning the very basis of 

faith. In both cases, the same expression, indeed the same terminology is used in 

order to indicate that the two aspects are the same: associating partners with God 

and legislating without His permission: “Say: ‘Bring forward your witnesses who will 

testify that God has forbidden this.’ If they so testify, do not you testify with them; and do not 

follow the wishes of those who deny Our revelations, and those who do not believe in the life 

to come and who consider others as equal to their Lord.” (Verse 150) This verse makes it 

clear that those who promulgate these legislations are indeed the ones who follow 

their own desires, deny God’s revelations and disbelieve in the life to come. Had they 

believed in what God has revealed and in the Day of Judgement, and had they 

followed God’s guidance, they would not have legislated for themselves or for 

mankind anything that God has not permitted. Nor would they have described 

things as lawful or unlawful without God’s permission. 

The s rah goes on to outline what God has actually forbidden. Here we have a 

collection of the basic principles of social life, beginning with the belief in God’s 

oneness. Some of these principles include certain orders, but the prohibitions form 

the larger part. Therefore, they provide the overall title. God has forbidden that 

divinity be ascribed to anyone other than Him. He has commanded all people to be 

kind to their parents and He has forbidden the killing of children out of poverty, 
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reassuring people that He provides for them. He has also forbidden all types of 

indecency and shameful sin, whether committed in the open or in secret, as well as 

the killing of other human beings except in a just cause. He has also forbidden any 

tampering with the property of an orphan, except to improve it, until he has come of 

age. He has ordered that people should deal in fair weights and measures and 

ordered that justice be maintained in all types of statements and testimony. He has 

further ordered that people should fulfil their covenants with God. All this has been 

enjoined by God on people. Hence, they are reminded that it is their duty to fulfil it.  

The passage as a whole gives prominence to the basic concept of faith and to the 

principles of Islamic legislation. The two aspects are closely intertwined in a perfectly 

consistent exposition, the significance of which is made clear to everyone who 

understands the Qur’ nic approach and what it drives at. At the end of this passage, 

with all that it has to say about faith and legislation, God’s statement is absolutely 

clear: “Know that this is the way leading to Me, a straight path. Follow it, then, and do not 

follow other ways, for they cause you to deviate from His way. All this He has enjoined upon 

you so that you may remain God- fearing.” (Verse 153) The import of this whole passage 

is thus highlighted in a single statement which combines clarity with decisiveness.  

Islamic law is just the same as Islamic faith with regard to describing a person or a 

situation as pagan or Islamic. Indeed, the law is part of the faith in this respect, or 

indeed it is the faith, since it is concerned with its practical implementation. This is a 

basic fact that is made clear in several Qur’ nic statements.  

The concept of faith in the minds of those who believe in this religion of Islam has 

consistently moved away from this basic fact over a period of centuries. A great 

variety of evil means and methods have been used for this purpose. The result is that 

a great number of those who enthusiastically believe in this religion, let alone its 

opponents and those who are careless about religion altogether, have come to 

consider the question of legislation as separate from that of faith. Hence, their hearts 

do not warm to the question of legislation as they do to faith. Nor do they consider 

its cancellation or abrogation a departure from faith in the same way as the 

cancellation of a certain belief or a certain act of worship. This religion of Islam does 

not recognize any separation between faith, worship and law. What we see today is 

the result of a progressive departure induced by well- trained forces over a number 

of centuries. Their aim has always been to reduce the importance of the question of 

law and make it fade away in the minds of even those who are enthusiastic 

supporters of Islam. This is the central question in this Makkan s rah, which is not 

meant to discuss the Islamic system or Islamic law, but rather devote itself to the 

discussion of the Islamic faith. The s rah employs all manner of literary and linguistic 

stylistics and makes all sorts of statements when discussing a matter of detail 

concerned with social traditions. The reason is that this small matter is related to the 
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much wider question of sovereignty which, in turn, has a direct bearing on the very 

basis of this religion and its very existence. 

Those who describe idolaters as pagan and do not give the same description to 

those who receive their legislation from any oppressive authority, or claim that this 

description applies to the first but not to the second, neither read the Qur’ n properly 

nor understand the nature of Islam. They need to read the Qur’ n as it has been 

revealed and to take seriously what God states clearly: “Should you pay heed to them, 

you will end up associating partners with God.” (Verse 121) 

Some of those of who try to defend Islam with zeal and vigour make much ado 

about whether a particular law, regulation or even statement is in harmony with the 

divine law or in conflict with it. They are aggrieved when they see some offences 

being committed here and there. Their attitude suggests that Islam is actually being 

implemented, but its application needs some improvement by preventing such 

offences. Enthusiastic and committed to Islam as these people are, they unwittingly 

do Islam a disservice, damaging its cause by concentrating on such petty 

preoccupations. What they actually do is to divert the power of faith that remains in 

society, concentrating it on such side issues. By so doing, they implicitly endorse the 

prevailing j hiliyyah systems suggesting that they have an Islamic character and that 

they only need to make certain modifications or take some corrective measures in 

order to be fully Islamic. The fact is that in such societies, the Islamic faith is non-

existent since it does not express itself in a set-up that gives sovereignty to God 

alone. 

For Islam to come into existence requires that sovereignty belongs to God alone. If 

this basic rule does not exist in practice, then the entire religion of Islam is non-

existent. The problem which Islam faces today is the fact that certain tyrannical 

powers usurp God’s authority and give themselves the right to promulgate laws, 

making certain allowances and restrictions concerning people’s lives, fortunes, 

wealth and children. It is indeed the same problem the Qur’ n addresses with such 

clear and decisive statements, establishing a direct link between it and the concept of 

Godhead and people’s submission to God. It is the issue that separates Islam from 

j hiliyyah. 

The main battle which Islam fought in order to establish itself was not against 

atheism, nor did it aim at the mere adoption of certain Islamic practices. 

Furthermore, the fight was not against social or moral corruption. These battles came 

later, after the battle seeking to establish the very existence of faith had been won. 

The main battle Islam fought in order to establish itself was over sovereignty and to 

whom it belonged. This was indeed the battle fought in Makkah, when Islam was 

striving to establish the faith, making no reference to its law or social system. The 

aim of that effort was to establish in people’s minds that sovereignty cannot be 
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claimed by a Muslim, nor can a Muslim accept that it belongs to anyone other than 

God. When this basic concept of faith was truly established in the minds of the small 

Muslim community in Makkah, God facilitated for them its implementation when 

they migrated to Madinah. Let those enthusiastic advocates of Islam today take 

another look at what they do and what they should do, after they properly 

understand the true meaning of Islam. 

Let us now consider the verses of this passage in detail. 

Temptation on the Way to Ruin 

Out of the produce and the cattle He has created, they assign a portion to God, saying: 

“This is for God”— or so they pretend — “and this is for the partners we associate 

[with Him]”. Whatever they assign to their partners never reaches God, but that 

which is assigned to God does reach their partners. How ill they judge!” (Verse 136) 

In discussing the concepts and traditions of ignorant Arabian society in relation to 

agricultural produce and cattle, the s rah states clearly that it is God who creates 

crops and cattle. No one other than God provides sustenance for people, whether 

originating in the earth or emanating from the sky. The s rah then follows this with a 

reference to their practices in respect of what God has provided for them. They 

divided it into parts, assigning a portion to God and another portion for the idols and 

deities they associated with Him. Needless to say, that portion ended up in the 

homes of the guards or the custodians attending those deities. Yet they deal unfairly 

with the portion they assign to God, as the Qur’ nic verse explains. 

Ibn `Abb s, the Prophet’s cousin and Companion, reports: “When those people 

have taken stock of the food they have, they make it in lots, assigning a portion of it 

to God and another portion to their deities. If the wind blows from the side of the 

portion they have assigned to their deities so as to carry some of it and place it on top 

of what they have assigned to God, they take it back and put it where it was. 

However, if the wind blows in the other direction, they take no action, leaving what 

has been carried by the wind from God’s portion to the portion of their deities where 

it landed. That is why God says about their action: `How ill they judge!” (Verse 136) 

Muj hid reports: “They used to set aside a portion of their crops for God, and 

another portion for the partners they associated with Him. If the wind took 

something from the first portion to land it on the portion of their partners, they left it 

there. On the other hand, if something of the portion of their partners was 

transferred by wind to God’s portion, they took it back. They justified their action by 

saying that God was in no need of this.” 
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Qat dah reports: Some ignorant people in the days of j hiliyyah used to assign a 

portion of their crops and cattle to God, and a portion to the partners they associated 

with Him. If a part of what they kept to God was transferred accidentally to the 

portion they gave to their partners, they left it there. It the reverse happened, they 

would take back what came by accident to God’s portion. If they suffered a drought 

or shortage of crops, they would not touch what they assigned to their partners, but 

they would use up what they assigned to God. Hence God says: `How ill they judge!” 

(Verse 136) 

Al-Suddī reports: They used to give a portion of their property to God and assign 

to Him a certain area of their agricultural land and a similar one to their deities. 

Whatever crops were yielded in the portion of their deities was spent on those 

deities, and what was yielded in the portion left to God was given to charity. Should 

the portion given to their deities be used up or give a small yield, while the one 

going to God gave abundant yield, they would say: our deities need to be properly 

served and that requires funds. Therefore, they would take what they had assigned 

to God and spend it on their deities. On the other hand, if the land assigned to God 

delivered a poor yield, while the one given to their deities gave in abundance, they 

would say: had God so willed, He would have made His land yield more. They 

would not transfer to Him anything of what had been yielded to their deities. God 

says that had they been honest in their division, they would not have judged ill. How 

is it that they take from Me but they do not give to Me? That is the meaning of the 

concluding comment in this verse: “How ill they judge!” (Verse 136)43 

Ibn Jarīr says: “The comment at the end of this verse, `How ill they judge’, is a 

description by God of what those unbelievers did. God the Almighty says that they 

have judged ill, since they take from His portion to give to their partners, and do not 

give Him any part of their partners” share. Thus God denounces them for their 

ignorance and lack of fairness. They not only set up partners which they claimed to 

be equal to the One who created them, but they also provided them with sustenance 

and bestowed His grace on them. Those deities which they claimed to be equal to 

Him can cause them no harm or benefit. Nevertheless, they give preference to them 

in what they assign”44  

It is such absurdities that evil human beings and jinn referred to so that they could 

argue with the believers concerning their cattle and crops. It is evident that these 

practices served only their evil interests. For example, pagan priests and custodians 

of those deities and other chiefs, have vested interests in maintaining their influence 

on their followers, so as to make them adhere to false concepts and beliefs. They also 

                                                 
43 All four reports are quoted by Al- abarī, J mi` al-Bay n, D r al-Fikr, Beirut, 1984, 
Vol. 8, pp. 40-1. 
44 Al- abarī, ibid., Vol. 8, p. 42. 
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have their own personal interests to serve. As a result of what they implant in their 

followers’ minds, they are able to take to themselves what the unthinking masses 

assign to their deities. On the other hand, the evil jinn have a vested interest in 

leading human beings astray so that they bring them to ruin and confuse them in 

their faith. In this way, they lead human beings to ruin in this life and to hell in the 

life to come. 

Such practices prevailed in the ignorant Arabian society, but similar practices 

prevailed in other j hiliyyah societies in Greece, Persia and Byzantium. Similar ones 

continue to be practised in Africa, India and a number of Asian countries. All these 

are simply methods of using one’s property in a way that God does not sanction. 

Since such practices continue to be followed in today’s j hiliyyah societies, these latter 

ones are the same in their polytheism as the old ones. Ignorance is the basis of any 

situation which allows people’s affairs to be conducted in conflict with what God has 

legislated. What form the conducting of such affairs takes is immaterial. The essence 

is the same although forms and appearances may differ. 

Thus have the partners they associate [with God] made the killing of their own 

children seem goodly to many idolaters, seeking to bring them to ruin and to confuse 

them in their faith. Had God willed otherwise, they would not have done so. Leave 

them, then, to their false inventions. (Verse 137) 

The s rah says that in the same way as the evil ones made it acceptable for people 

to assign part of their crops and cattle in a particular fashion, they also made the 

killing of their own children seem goodly to them. This is a reference to what people 

in Arabia used to do, when they buried their daughters alive for fear of poverty or 

shame. They even went beyond this and killed some of their sons in fulfilment of 

pledges they made to their deities. It is well known that `Abd al-Mu alib, the 

Prophet’s grandfather, pledged to slaughter one of his sons, if God would favour him 

with ten sons. 

It is clear that all these practices were accepted as normal in the ignorant society of 

Arabia. These were traditions established by human beings and followed by human 

beings. The partners mentioned in this verse are the evil ones among human beings 

and jinn, including the priests, the guards of temples and tribal chiefs as well as the 

evil ones among the jinn who whisper to their partners. The s rah makes the purpose 

of all this deception very clear: “Seeking to bring them to ruin and to confuse them in their 

faith.” (Verse 137) Thus, they not only bring them to ruin but they also place them in 

utter confusion with regard to their faith, so that they lack a clear concept. 

The ruin is evident. They kill their own children and they corrupt their own social 

life. As a result, people become like animals led by corrupt shepherds in whichever 
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way those shepherds find their interest. The evil ones are thus able to exercise 

complete authority over the lives, the children and the property of the masses, killing 

and ruling them, while the masses are forced to submit with humility. This is the 

result of the mutual effects produced by confused concepts of faith and their 

influence on human beings and the prevalent social traditions. Together those 

concepts and traditions exercise enormous pressure to which people have to submit, 

unless they seek protection in a clearly outlined faith and unless they place all their 

affairs within a consistent standard. 

False Absurdity or Absurd Falsehood? 

 Such blurred, confused concepts and the social traditions they establish to weigh 

heavily on the masses are not limited to the types known in bygone ignorant or 

j hiliyyah societies. We find clearer versions of them in modern societies, in the form 

of customs and traditions which people feel to be inescapable, even though they are 

very hard to observe. Take, for example, the case of fashion and other observances 

which impose themselves on people, costing them at times what they cannot afford, 

taking a high position on their list of concerns and ultimately corrupting their moral 

values and whole lives. Nevertheless, people feel that they must comply with all 

these dictates: a particular fashion for morning, another for afternoon, and a different 

one for evening. One fashion imposes short dress, another dictates tight clothes, and 

a third makes people wear that which is ridiculous. In addition, there is an endless 

variety of cosmetics, and hair styles, etc. Who imposes all this humiliating 

subjugation and who lends it support and backing? When we look for the facts we 

find that it is backed by the major fashion houses, manufacturers and dressmakers, 

as well as the usurious banks and finance companies who lend money to the 

industry in order that they themselves win a large share of the profits. It is also 

supported by the Zionists who work hard to weaken all mankind so that they 

become the masters of the world. They do not give their support in the shape of 

heavy armour and military prowess. They support it by the concepts and values they 

initiate and then formulate in the shape of theories and cultural beliefs. Then they 

help to translate these into a code of social behaviour. They realize that theories are 

of little effect unless they are seen in practice in the shape of systems of government, 

a social structure and an unambiguous social code that people accept without 

question because its roots and branches are irretrievably interlinked.  

 It is all perpetrated by evil human beings and the jinn. The result is different 

forms and shapes of j hiliyyah, but they all have the same roots and origins.   

 We certainly do not give the Qur’ n its due position if we read and understand it 

as a reference only to ancient forms of j hiliyyah. It, indeed, refers to its countless 
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forms in all periods of human life. It confronts every deviant situation, trying to put 

it back on the straight path defined by God.  

 Wicked as their schemes against the divine message are, and heavy as the 

pressures on it are, the Qur’ n makes little of the might of j hiliyyah. It exposes its 

reality, something which could easily be overlooked because of its apparent strength. 

The fact remains that these evil ones and their patrons and supporters are within 

God’s grasp and subject to His authority. They have no power of their own to enable 

them to do what they want. They can only do it because God has enabled them to 

play their game for a while in order to accomplish His purpose in putting His 

servants to a test. Had God willed otherwise, they would not have been able to do or 

achieve anything. Hence, the Prophet and the believers should pay little attention to 

those evil ones and should pursue their own objectives. As for the evil ones, the 

believers should leave them to God to punish them for their invented falsehood: 

“Had God willed otherwise, they would not have done so. Leave them, then, to their false 

inventions.” (Verse 137) 

We need to mention here that they dare not admit that they originated these 

concepts and practices. Instead, they lie to God, alleging that He originated them, 

asserting that these concepts and practices were derived from the religion preached 

by the Prophets Abraham and Ishmael. 

The evil ones in modern j hiliyyah do the same. The vast majority of them feel 

unable to deny God publicly and denounce His faith as atheist Communists do. They 

resort instead to the same old tactics of the evil ones in ignorant Arabia, asserting 

that they respect religion, and alleging that their own legislation is based on that 

religion. This approach is all the more wicked because it blurs religious feelings in 

people’s hearts. It must be re-emphasized that these feelings do not represent Islam, 

because Islam is a clear, practical code of living which must be implemented in real 

life. It is not an ambiguous emotion. By their wicked approach, evil people these 

days channel other’s intrinsic religious zeal into non-Islamic structures. 

With all this we find that people who are most enthusiastically religious 

concentrate all their power and efforts on the denunciation of some practical details 

which are largely marginal. They find these details highly objectionable, not realizing 

that the whole set-up is a non-Islamic one, totally usurping God’s authority and 

denying His Godhead. By their naïve enthusiasm they actually promote these non- 

Islamic set-ups, imparting to them an Islamic colour. They, thus, implicitly endorse 

them as having a religious basis, although they deviate from religion in such matters 

of detail. Those enthusiastic people, then, play their part in strengthening those 

systems, serving in the same capacity as official religious institutions which claim to 

speak for Islam. 
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 It is well known that the religion of Islam has no clerical order and has no official 

spokesmen who wear the guise of priests, monks, or indeed any other guise. 

They say: ‘Such cattle and crops are forbidden. None may eat of them save those whom 

we permit” — so they falsely claim. Other cattle they declare to be forbidden to burden 

their backs; and there are cattle over which they do not pronounce God’s name, 

inventing [in all this] a lie against Him. He will surely requite them for their 

inventions. (Verse 138)  

Al- abarī, a leading commentator on the Qur’ n, says: “Here God Himself, 

limitless is He in His Glory, is telling us that those idolaters used to forbid certain 

things and make others lawful, at their own behest, without referring to any 

authority or permission from God.”45 

As has already been mentioned, those usurpers of God’s authority who claimed to 

derive their legislation from God’s law, assigned certain portions of their agricultural 

produce and cattle, dedicating them to the partners they associated with God. Then 

they said that such assigned cattle and produce were forbidden to them to eat. 

Indeed, they asserted that none would be permitted to eat from them except those 

which God permitted. Needless to say that the decision in such matters was usually 

left to priests, clerics and chiefs. They also assigned certain types of cattle and 

determined that they were forbidden to ride. It is said that those were mentioned in 

the previous s rah and given the Arabic titles Bahīrah, S ’ibah, Waşīlah and H mī. 
They also assigned other cattle and prohibited God’s name from being mentioned 

over them when they were ridden, milked or slaughtered. This is because they 

consecrated these to partners they associated with God and whose names they did 

mention. All these claims were lies they had fabricated against God. 

Al- abarī says: “God describes their action saying that by their practices, they 

invent a lie against God. This means that when they outlined their prohibitions and 

made their claims, they were simply lying to God and asserting falsehoods against 

Him. This is because they attributed their prohibitions, as described in God’s Book, 

to His own authority, claiming that it is He Who had forbidden them. God denies 

this, making their lies appear as they are, and telling His Messenger and the believers 

of their false claims.”46 

The Absolute Losers 

Once again we find here a repeated example of the people of ignorance and their 

                                                 
45 Al- abarī, ibid., Vol. 8, p. 44. 
46 Al- abarī, ibid., Vol. 8, p. 47. 
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thoughts, some arrogantly boasting that life is matter, with others, unable to deny 

God altogether, claiming that faith is merely a matter of beliefs and has nothing to do 

with social, economic or political systems. 

We should always be aware, however, that ignorant societies like these which 

establish a system giving sovereignty and the authority to legislate to human beings, 

rather than to God, claim at the same time that they respect religion and derive their 

system from it. Theirs is a very sly and wicked approach. International Zionist and 

Christian forces hostile to Islam have adopted this method in areas that used to be 

the home of the Islamic faith where God’s law was implemented. These forces have 

now realized that their experience in Turkey, carried out by the false hero they 

created, has ended in failure. Nonetheless, their efforts played an important part in 

destroying the Islamic Caliphate, the last symbol of Islamic unity. But the experience, 

adopting an open secular stand as it did, failed to provide a model system to be 

emulated by other countries in the region. By wrenching itself totally from religion, it 

gave itself an alien colour which was too hard for people still entertaining some 

religious sentiments to accept. Hence, in their subsequent attempts to achieve the 

same goal, international Zionist and Christian forces hostile to Islam tried not to 

repeat the mistake they made with Kemal Ataturk. They began to dress their new 

experiments around a religious mask. They allowed their new heroes to establish 

institutions with a superficially religious character. They stressed that in two ways: 

by direct, straightforward propaganda or by allowing these institutions to denounce 

some unimportant details so as to give the impression that the system’s major aspects 

were religiously sound. 

These Christian and Zionist institutions which we see mobilizing their forces, 

harnessing their alliance and benefiting from their past experience, continue to try to 

repair the damage which followed the Turkish experience. They claim that Ataturk’s 

initiative was essentially an Islamic revivalist movement, that it was not secular in 

nature and, therefore, could not be said to have nothing to do with religion. 

Orientalists, who provide intellectual support to Christian and Zionist 

imperialism, continue to exert strenuous efforts in order to show that Kemal 

Ataturk’s experience was not an atheist one. But once we expose the Kemalist 

experience as essentially atheistic we curtail its role, confining it to its destruction of 

the last vestige of Islamic unity. This is certainly important, but Ataturk’s efforts 

failed to produce anything further unlike other experiments in the region which 

aimed at channelling religious concepts and enthusiasm into endorsing un-Islamic 

systems and situations. These later experiments sought to change the very essence of 

Islam while at the same time claiming to be Islamic. They wanted to corrupt sound, 

well-established values in the name of Islam. Indeed, they wanted to impart an 

Islamic colour to j hiliyyah itself, so that it could fulfil its task wherever ill-defined 
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religious sentiments provided the necessary driving force. In this way, they offer a 

false leadership which seeks to drive the Muslim world astray and eventually deliver 

it to Zionist and Christian forces. Thus they hope to achieve the same goal which past 

Crusading and Zionist efforts, launched over a period of 1300 years, failed to achieve. 

“They also say: ‘That which is in the wombs of these cattle is reserved to our males and 

forbidden to our women’. But if it be stillborn, they all partake of it. He will requite them for 

all their false assertions. He is wise, all-knowing.” (Verse 139) They had gone too far in 

adopting false concepts and misguided practices based on polytheism and idolatry. 

They had gone even further in giving human beings the authority to make certain 

types of cattle lawful and others forbidden, claiming that what they did was 

sanctioned by God. Thus they claimed that what was in the wombs of those cattle 

should be given to their men and forbidden for their women. However, if any of 

these were stillborn, it was shared out by all. Try as you may to find a reason or 

justification for this, you are bound to find nothing. It is merely the whims of those 

who invent a confused sort of religion. 

The Qur’ nic comment here gives an implicit warning to those who have enacted 

these laws and falsely claimed that they form a part of divine faith: “He will requite 

them for all their false assertions. He is wise, all-knowing.” (Verse 139) He knows the facts 

as they are, and deals with them in accordance with His infallible wisdom. 

When we look at these practices and the losses and sacrifices made willingly by 

those who adopted them, we wonder at the costs people are prepared to incur when 

they deviate from the straight path established by God. We wonder at the heavy 

burden imposed by superstition and the delusions of those who have gone astray. 

How can people accept to fetter themselves with false beliefs? How is it that they can 

accept that these beliefs claim the lives of their own children and create endless 

complications in their own lives? How is it that they accept such deviant beliefs 

when they have in front of their eyes the surety of faith and God’s Oneness; a faith to 

release human minds from the chains of delusion, superstition and blind imitation. It 

releases human society from ignorance and its imposed burden. It liberates men from 

servitude to other creatures in the form of man-made laws and man-made values 

and standards. In place of all this, it establishes a well-defined, clearly understood, 

logical and disciplined faith and a practical code of living. It provides a clear vision 

of the truth of existence and human life. It not only liberates man from subservience 

to other creatures but it elevates him to the position of God’s servant. That is the 

summit only prophets can achieve.  

When humanity deviates from the straight path provided by God and sinks into 

ignorance, accepting subservience to false gods, it suffers a great loss here in this life, 

before the one it incurs in the life to come: “Losers indeed are those who, in their 

ignorance, foolishly kill their children and declare as forbidden what God has provided for 
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them as sustenance, falsely attributing such prohibitions to God. They have gone astray and 

they have no guidance.” (Verse 140) 

They are absolute losers, because they have lost both this life and the life to come. 

They have lost their children, their own souls and minds and the position of dignity 

which God gave them when He released them from subservience to beings other 

than Himself. Instead, they willingly submit themselves to other deities which are 

themselves subject to God’s power. Above all, they lost God’s guidance when they 

lost His faith. Their loss is doubly confirmed and now they can hope for no guidance 

whatsoever: “They have gone astray and they have no guidance.” (Verse 140) 

The Originator of All Creation 

The s rah then puts them face to face with the eternal truth that they strayed away 

from. It has already referred to it when speaking of how the Arabs assigned a portion 

of their agricultural produce and cattle to God and another portion to the false deities 

which they associated with Him. Now the s rah states clearly to them that although 

they dispense of such produce and cattle in ways suggested by evil beings, human 

and jinn, these have had no say whatsoever in their creation. It is God who created 

them all so that people could benefit from them and praise God for what He has 

created and worship Him alone. It must be stated here that God does not need their 

praise or worship, for He has no need of anything or anyone. He is compassionate 

and He knows that through praising and worshipping Him alone, people achieve 

what sets their world on the right course as they adopt the right faith. How is it then 

that they allow those who have created nothing to rule over the produce and cattle 

God has created? How is it that they give a portion of these to God and another 

portion to other beings, and even cheat with the portion they assign to God? 

The Creator who gives sustenance is the Lord who owns all. Hence, it is not 

permissible for anyone to have any authority over the use of what He has created 

except by His permission stipulated in the law He has laid down. This law is fully 

explained in the message conveyed by His Messenger, not in what is claimed by 

those deities trying to usurp God’s authority: “It is He who has brought into being 

gardens — both of the cultivated type and those growing wild — and the date palm, and 

fields bearing different produce, and the olive tree, and the pomegranates, all resembling one 

another and yet so different. Eat of their fruit when they come to fruition, and give (to the 

poor) what is due to them on harvest day. But do not waste, for He does not love the wasteful. 

And of the cattle some are reared for work and others for food. Eat of that which God has 

provided for you as sustenance and do not follow Satan’s footsteps; he is your open foe.” 

(Verses 141-2) 

All praise is due to God who has created all those gardens, bringing life out of 
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what is dead. Some of these gardens are of the cultivated type which human beings 

tend and support with trellis, posts and weed killing, and some are of the wild type 

that requires little or no attention or help from man. God has also made the palm tree 

and other types of cultivation, giving them different colours, tastes and shapes. It is 

God who has created the olives and the pomegranates with a wide range of varieties 

and yet all so similar. Furthermore, God has created the cattle and made some of 

them stand on high legs so that they can carry large loads and made others of shorter 

height and supplied them with wool or hair which can be used for making clothes. 

It is God who has originated life on earth and given it such wide variety so as to 

satisfy the needs of human beings in their life on earth. In spite of these clear facts of 

creation, people still refer to beings other than God for rulings over the distribution 

of crops, cattle and wealth. We often find references in the Qur’ n to the fact that it is 

God alone who provides the means of sustenance for people. This fact is often given 

as an argument in support of the principle that people should refer to God alone to 

determine how they conduct their affairs. The Creator who alone provides 

sustenance is, without question, the One who alone combines the overall Lordship of 

human life with total sovereignty, including the full authority to rule and legislate. 

At this point, we are given a variety of scenes showing growing plants, the yielding 

of fruits, cattle and what God has provided for us in them all. These are given in 

order to add strength to the Islamic point of view concerning the authority to 

legislate just as they are also used to support the fact that Godhead belongs to God 

alone. In this way, both questions are made to appear a complete unit, as indeed they 

are in the Islamic faith. When plants and fruits are mentioned, God says: “Eat of their 

fruit when they come to fruition, and give (to the poor) what is due to them on harvest day. 

But do not waste, for He does not love the wasteful.” (Verse 141) The order to give to the 

poor what is due to them on harvest day is perhaps the reason why some reports 

suggest that this verse was revealed in Madinah. We have said in the Prologue to this 

s rah, however, that this verse was also revealed in Makkah, because it is not 

possible that the Makkan parts of the s rah could have been revealed without this 

verse. Had it been delayed until revelation was given in Madinah, there would be a 

gap in the passage. The order to give to the poor what is their due on harvest day 

does not necessarily refer to zak t. Some reports suggest that this simply refers to 

charity which is not specified. Zak t, however, and its specified measures were 

outlined in the second year after the Prophet’s settlement in Madinah.  

The Qur’ nic statement: “Do not waste, for He does not love the wasteful”, can be 

construed as referring to charitable donations or to eating and personal use. It has 

been suggested that the early Muslims competed in giving to charity to a degree 

which made their action wasteful. Hence God orders them not to be prodigal.  

Referring to cattle, God says to them: “Eat of that which God has provided for you as 
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sustenance and do not follow Satan’s footsteps; he is your open foe.” (Verse 142) Thus God 

reminds them that all the sustenance they have been given is provided by Him, the 

Creator of all. Satan has created nothing. How is it, then, that people follow Satan’s 

dictates on how they should use what God has provided for them? He follows this 

with a reminder that Satan is their manifest enemy. How, then, can they follow 

Satan’ s footsteps?  

The s rah then sheds ample light on the points around which ignorant 

misconceptions concentrate. These are examined in detail in order to expose their 

unjustifiable and indefensible absurdity. They realize that with regard to such 

misconceptions they have no leg to stand on: “Of cattle you have eight in [four] pairs: a 

pair of the sheep and a pair of the goats. Say: Is it the two males that He has forbidden, or the 

two females, or that which the wombs of the two females may contain? Tell me plainly if you 

are men of truth. And, likewise, a pair of camels and a pair of oxen. Say: Is it the two males 

that He has forbidden, or the two females, or that which the wombs of the two females may 

contain? Is it, perchance, that you were witnesses when God gave you these commandments? 

Who could be more wicked than one who, without any real knowledge, invents lies about God 

in order to lead people astray? God does not guide the wrongdoers.” (Verses 143-4) 

The cattle over which all this controversy is about, and which is certainly created 

for them by God, as stated in the previous verse, are eight types, made in four pairs. 

Thus we have a pair of sheep and a pair of goats. Which of them has God forbidden? 

Or has He made what is in their wombs forbidden? “Tell me plainly if you are men of 

truth.” (Verse 143) There is no room in such matters for guesswork. No legislation 

may be put into effect concerning them without clear authority.  

As for the other types, we have a male and a female camel, as well as a male and a 

female cow. Again the question is asked: which of the two has God forbidden? Or is 

it that He has forbidden what is in their wombs? Besides, what authority is there to 

support such a prohibition? “Is it, perchance, that you were witnesses when God gave you 

these commandments?” (Verse 144) Were you present to witness God’s 

commandments? The fact is that there is no prohibition without a clear order by God. 

He alone has the authority to forbid anything. Clear evidence must be given in 

support of any prohibition.  

Thus all legislation must come from the same source. Since they falsely claimed 

that their laws enjoyed the backing of God’s authority, they are immediately given a 

very stern warning: “Who could be more wicked than one who, without any real knowledge, 

invents lies about God in order to lead people astray? God does not guide the wrongdoers.” 

(Verse 144) There can be no one more unjust or wicked than a person who invents a 

law which is not sanctioned by God and then claims that it is God’s law in order to 

lead people astray. Such a person has no real knowledge. He only relies on his own 

conjecture or desire. Such people can never receive God’s guidance, because they 
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have severed themselves from all means of guidance. They have attributed partners 

to God without His approval. God does not grant guidance to those who are 

wrongdoers. 

Prohibitions by the Most Gracious 

The Arabs’ absurdity exposed, they are now made to realize that the false concepts 

they held before Islam have no foundation whatsoever. They are given an example to 

reflect upon in that God has brought into existence all their crops and cattle, yet they 

felt they had the right to determine how these were allocated, either by following 

their own whims or acting on the inspiration of evil ones. They did so knowing that 

those who were evil did not create the crops and cattle, but that these were of God’s 

creation. Hence, it is He who determines what use is to be made of His creation given 

to His servants as sustenance or property. 

In these verses God spells out clearly to them what He has actually forbidden, 

making His prohibition clear through revelations, not through guesswork and 

imagination. It goes without saying that God has the authority to legislate, and that 

what He forbids is totally forbidden and what He makes lawful is absolutely lawful. 

No human being can have any say in this, and He has no partners to make a similar 

decision or to add to or amend His prohibition. Within the same context, we have 

here an explanation of what God has forbidden the Jews in particular, although He 

has made it lawful to the Muslims. This prohibition was by way of punishment to the 

Jews for their wrongdoing and their deviation from God’s law. 

Say: ‘In all that has been revealed to me, I do not find anything forbidden to eat, if one 

wishes to eat thereof unless it be carrion, or blood poured forth, or the flesh of swine — 

for all that is unclean — or a sinful offering over which any name other than God’s 

has been invoked. But if one is driven by necessity, neither intending disobedience nor 

exceeding his bare need, then know that your Lord is much forgiving, merciful. To 

those who followed the Jewish faith did We forbid all animals that have claws; and We 

forbade them the fat of both oxen and sheep, except that which is in their backs and 

entrails and what is mixed with their bones. Thus did We requite them for their 

wrongdoing. We are certainly true to Our word. If they accuse you of lying, then say: 

“Limitless is your Lord in His grace; but His punishment shall not be warded off from 

evildoing folk.” (Verses 145-7) 

Al- abarī, a leading early commentator on the Qur’ n, says: 

God, limitless is He in His glory, gives here clear instructions to His Prophet 

Mu ammad (peace be upon him). He is to say to those who had assigned a 
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portion of God’s creation of crops and cattle to Him and another portion to 

the partners they associated with Him, who had made certain types of cattle 

and crops forbidden so that none may eat of them save those whom they 

permitted, who made some cattle forbidden to ride, or made what was in the 

wombs of their cattle forbidden to their women, lawful to their men, who 

made unlawful what God provided for them as sustenance, falsely attributing 

such prohibitions to God; he should ask them all: “Has a messenger sent by 

God come to you with such prohibitions? If so, then tell us about that. Or is it 

that you yourselves have been present, witnessing the issuing of God’s 

commandments of prohibition? Or could it be that you heard Him as He 

made the prohibition and you acted on that? If so, then you are liars 

inventing falsehood against God. Should you make any such claim, people 

will know that you are liars. 

The Prophet is further instructed to make it clear to them that he does not 

find in what has been revealed to him of God’s Book anything forbidden to 

eat, including all that they claimed to be unlawful, except for four types: 

“carrion”, which refers to an animal dying by itself without being properly 

slaughtered, or “blood poured forth, or the flesh of swine”. All three types are 

pronounced to be “unclean” which means that they are impure. The fourth 

forbidden type is “a sinful offering” which refers to an animal slaughtered by 

an idolater and consecrated to one of the idols they associated with God. Such 

an offering is forbidden to make and to eat by anyone who believes in God. 

Thus God, limitless is He in His glory, tells those unbelievers who argued 

with the Prophet and his Companions concerning the prohibition of carrion 

that God has made forbidden the very thing they were arguing about. As 

such, it is unlawful. On the other hand, that which the idolaters claimed to be 

forbidden remains lawful, since God has made it so. They were lying when 

they claimed that their prohibition relied on God’s authority.47 

Al- abarī then explains the proviso made in the concluding part of the same verse, 

“But if one is driven by necessity, neither intending disobedience nor exceeding his bare need, 

then know that your Lord is much forgiving, merciful.” (Verse 145) 

This means that if a person finds himself in a position which drives him to eat 

something of what God has forbidden: either carrion, or blood, or pork, or a 

sinful offering, he may eat that. The condition is that he must not intend any 

enjoyment by his eating or merely to satisfy an ordinary case of hunger, and he 

must not intend any transgression by eating what God has forbidden or eating 

                                                 
47 Al- abarī, ibid., Vol. 8, p. 69. 



Al-An`ām (Cattle) | INTERTWINING LAWS AND CONCEPTS 

 296

more than what is absolutely necessary to save himself from starving to death. 

God tells us that He is much-forgiving, merciful. He forgives him what he has 

done, although He could punish him if He so willed. His mercy is manifested 

by the fact that He has allowed that person to eat something forbidden when he 

is driven to it by sheer necessity. Again, God could have made that forbidden 

even in these extreme cases.48 

There are considerable differences among scholars with regard to the degree of 

necessity which allows a Muslim to eat forbidden food and the limits of what he may 

eat of that food. Some scholars say that what is permitted is simply an amount which 

ensures that one does not perish, and only when the fear of death is real. Other 

scholars say that a person in such a situation may eat a full meal, while others allow 

him to carry with him a further quantity to eat again, if he fears that he may still be 

without food for a long time. We do not wish to discuss these views in detail. This 

brief reference to them is sufficient for our purposes. 

Other things were forbidden to the Jews such as animals that have undivided 

hoofs. These included camels, ostrich, geese and ducks. The fat of oxen and sheep 

was also forbidden, except for that in certain parts of their bodies. The entirety of this 

prohibition was a punishment for their transgression beyond the limits set by God: 

“To those who followed the Jewish faith did We forbid all animals that have claws; and We 

forbade them the fat of both oxen and sheep, except that which is in their backs and entrails 

and what is mixed with their bones. Thus did We requite them for their wrongdoing. We are 

certainly true to Our word.” (Verse 146)  

Here the reason for this prohibition is made absolutely clear. It is a special case for 

the Jews only. It is emphasized here that this is the truth, not what is claimed by the 

Jews that their grandfather Jacob, who was also called Israel, had forbidden himself 

all this and that they followed in his footsteps. All this was perfectly permissible to 

Jacob. It was forbidden to them after they transgressed. They were simply forbidden 

to have such types of food which were wholesome.  

“If they accuse you of lying, then say: ‘Limitless is your Lord in His grace; but His 

punishment shall not be warded off from evildoing folk.’” (Verse 147) Your Lord is most 

gracious, and His grace is bestowed on us and on every believer, as well as on other 

people. Indeed His grace is extended to those who are God-fearing and to evildoers. 

He does not inflict His punishment straightaway on those who deserve it, but leaves 

them for a while as a gesture of His grace. Some of them may repent and mend their 

ways. However, when He decides to inflict His punishment on those who 

deliberately do evil, they cannot ward it off in any way. If He delays it, He only does 

so until He inflicts it at the time He chooses. This should be enough to ensure people 
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pray for God’s grace because God’s power is limitless. His punishment is so severe. If 

they fear the prospect of His punishment, then they should seek to avoid it through 

His grace. God, who has created people and who knows how we think, touches on 

both our hopes and fears so that we may consider, reflect and respond. 

The Ultimate Argument in Defence of Falsehood 

At this point in the passage, their last argument with which they tried to justify 

their erroneous beliefs and misguided practices comes under close scrutiny. They 

claim that they did not adopt those ill- founded beliefs by choice; rather, they were 

compelled to do so. Had God wished that they did not believe in these other gods 

and deities, He would have prevented them from doing so, since He is certainly able 

to accomplish whatever purpose He has in mind: “Those who associate partners with 

God will say: ‘Had God so willed, neither we nor our fathers would have associated any 

partners with Him; nor would we have declared anything as forbidden.’ In like manner did 

those who have lived before them deny the truth, until they came to taste Our punishment. 

Say: Have you any certain knowledge which you can put before us? You follow nothing but 

conjecture, and you do nothing but guess. Say: With God alone rests the final evidence. Had 

He so willed, He would have guided you all aright.” (Verses 148-9)  

The question of free-will, free choice or compulsion has been the subject of lengthy 

and intense argument in the history of Islamic thought. Different schools of thought 

and intellectual groups and sects were always ready to defend their points of view. 

Greek philosophy and logic and Christian schools of divinity provided further 

ammunition  in this fierce argument, complicating it still more and making it totally 

alien to the Islamic standpoint. Had those people on all sides of the argument 

adopted the simple, uncomplicated, serious and direct method of the Qur’ n, their 

arguments would not have taken this complicated course. Instead, they would have 

been spared much of their futile effort. 

For our part, we examine the unbelievers’ argument and the Qur’ nic reply only 

to find that the whole question is clear, simple and precise: “Those who associate 

partners with God will say: ‘Had God so willed, neither we nor our fathers would have 

associated any partners with Him; nor would we have declared anything as forbidden’.” 

(Verse 148) In other words, they argue that their idolatrous beliefs, their 

unsanctioned prohibitions as well as their false assertions are all part of divine law, 

and they blame it all on God’s will and what He has determined for them. Had He 

willed otherwise, they would not have associated any partners with Him and would 

not have made anything unlawful.  

What is the Qur’ nic reply to this claim? The Qur’ n declares that they lie the 

same way as those who had gone before them lied and denied the truth. Those 
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earlier people who persisted with their denial of the truth were made to suffer God’s 

punishment and experience His might. The same fate awaits the new liars who 

follow in their footsteps: “In like manner did those who have lived before them deny the 

truth, until they came to taste Our punishment.” (Verse 148) This statement should 

shake and awaken people so that they reflect on the lessons that can be learned from 

the experience of earlier peoples.  

The second point in the Qur’ nic reply aims at correcting the human method of 

reflection and deliberation. God has given people certain orders to fulfil and 

forbidden them certain things. They can have absolutely certain knowledge of all 

this. As for God’s will, it belongs to the realm that lies beyond the reach of human 

thought or human perception. They have no way of knowing it for certain. If this is 

the case and they cannot know the dictates of God’s will for certain, how is it, then, 

that they use this argument? “Say: ‘Have you any certain knowledge which you can put 

before us? You follow nothing but conjecture, and you do nothing but guess.’” (Verse 148) 

God’s orders and prohibitions are known to all with certainty. Why, then, do these 

people ignore such truth, in order to indulge in guesswork and follow paths that can 

lead them nowhere?  

This is all that can be said on this question. God does not require people to know 

what He has chosen to keep to Himself of His will and how it operates. He only 

wants them to know what commandments He has issued to them and what things 

He has forbidden them so that they conduct their lives in accordance with these 

orders and prohibitions. When they try to acquire this knowledge, God states that He 

will guide them to it and open their hearts to receive it so that they may declare their 

submission to God. This is all that human beings need, it is all so clear and simple, 

and free from all the ambiguity imparted by endless controversy.  

God is able, should He so will, to create human beings with a nature that can only 

follow His guidance. He is certainly able to force them to follow His guidance or to 

put His guidance in their minds so that they follow it without compulsion. However, 

He has willed otherwise. It is His will that He tests us by giving us the ability to 

follow His guidance or to remain in error. He wants to extend His help to those who 

wish to follow His guidance and make it easy for them, and, on the other hand, He 

wants to let those who follow error continue in their misguided ways. His will is 

done and it is manifested in the situation that shapes human life.  

“Say: With God alone rests the final evidence. Had He so willed, He would have guided 

you all aright.” (Verse 149) The whole issue is very clear and expressed in a plain and 

simple statement to ensure that it is perfectly understood by all human beings. The 

endless debates and arguments about it are alien to the Islamic approach. Not a 

single school of philosophy or divinity has been able to arrive at a comfortable 

conclusion as a result of its treatment of this question. This is due to the fact that the 
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methods adopted by these schools have always been unsuitable to the nature of the 

question.  

It is the nature of any fact that determines the method of its treatment and how it 

should be expressed. When we deal with a material truism, we cannot adopt the 

laboratory approach. Similarly, a mathematical truth cannot be the subject of 

intellectual hypotheses. Hence, a truth that relates to the realm beyond human 

perception must be treated in a totally different way, relying, as we have already 

explained, on the practical manifestation and appreciation of this truth in its own 

field. It is most important that this question of choice and compulsion should be 

expressed in a way that is different from the type of intellectual approach that has 

given rise to all kinds of controversy in most communities and generations.  

This religion of Islam has been revealed in order to establish a practical situation 

governed by clear commandments and prohibitions. To try to involve divine will, 

which cannot be perceived by our senses, is to try to traverse uncharted regions 

without guidance. It is a total waste of effort, which can be used more constructively 

elsewhere. 

A Very Clear Course to Follow 

Finally, God instructs His Messenger (peace be upon him) to confront the idolaters 

asking them to bring witnesses who can support them over the question of 

legislation, in the same way as He challenged them at the beginning of the s rah to 

produce witnesses over the question of Godhead. Early in the s rah, God says to His 

Messenger: “Say: ‘What is weightiest in testimony?’ Say: ‘God is witness between me and 

you. This Qur’ n has been revealed to me that I may thereby warn you and all whom it may 

reach. Will you in truth bear witness that there are other deities beside God?’ Say: ‘I bear no 

such witness’. Say: ‘He is but one God. I disown all that you associate with Him.’” (Verse 

19) At this particular point, God gives him this instruction: “Say: Bring forward your 

witnesses who will testify that God has forbidden this. If they so testify, do not you testify 

with them; and do not follow the wishes of those who deny Our revelations, and those who do 

not believe in the life to come and who consider others as equal to their Lord.” (Verse 150)  

This is a tremendous and decisive challenge, giving a clear idea of the nature of 

this religion of Islam which treats all forms of associating partners with God on the 

same level. Thus, the open and manifest form of claiming that certain beings are 

deities is equal to the implicit one represented by usurping the authority to legislate 

and enacting laws that are not sanctioned by God. Their claim that their legislation is 

God’s law is totally discounted. The Qur’ n also denounces as liars those who make 

such an attempt to usurp God’s sovereignty and His authority to legislate, who deny 

God’s revelations, who do not believe in the life to come, and who consider others as 
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equal to Him. The expression used here is the same as that used in the opening verse 

of this s rah to describe the unbelievers: “All praise is due to God, who has created the 

heavens and the earth, and brought into being darkness and light; yet those who disbelieve 

regard other beings as equal to their Lord.” (Verse 1)  

This, then, is God’s verdict concerning those who usurp His sovereignty and 

exercise His authority to legislate. The verdict is made without any consideration of 

those people’s claims that their laws are part of God’s law. When God has given His 

verdict, no one can voice any different opinion.  

If we want to understand why God makes such a verdict, and why He considers 

them as liars denying His revelations, and as unbelievers denying the life to come, 

the door is open to us to deliberate on this. Indeed, such deliberation is required of 

Muslims.  

Perhaps it should be explained first that the Arabic term used in this verse to mean 

God’s `revelations’ is often used to refer to `the signs’ God has placed in the universe 

pointing to Him, or to refer to His `revelations’ vouchsafed to His Messenger. If we 

take the first meaning, and consider that God describes them as liars denying His 

signs in the universe, then the description is true, because all these signs give the 

same message and the same testimony that God alone is the Creator who has no 

partners and who gives sustenance to all His creation. Hence, He is the owner of the 

universe, which means that He alone has the power to conduct all the affairs of the 

universe as He wishes. Therefore, anyone who does not acknowledge that 

sovereignty belongs solely to God is an unbeliever in all these signs in the universe. 

On the other hand, if we take the verse to mean that they do not believe in the 

Qur’ nic revelations, the description is again true. All these revelations are clear and 

decisive. They require people to believe that all sovereignty and authority to legislate 

for human life belongs to God alone. It is His law that should be implemented, and 

we should submit to His authority and rule.  

They are also denounced as unbelievers in the life to come. A person who believes 

in such a life and is certain that he will come face to face with his Lord on the Day of 

Judgement will never make an act of aggression against God and His most essential 

quality of Godhead. He will never claim for himself something that belongs to God 

alone, namely, the right to legislate.  

They are finally denounced as people who consider other beings as equal to their 

Lord. In other words they are idolaters in the same way as those Arabs who 

worshipped idols were unbelievers. Had they believed in God’s oneness, they would 

not have attributed sovereignty and the authority to legislate to anyone else. Nor 

would they have accepted any claim by anyone that he has such an authority. 

This is what appears to me to be the reason for God’s judgement of those people 
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who usurp His authority to legislate and who enact laws not sanctioned by Him. As 

has already been explained, the verdict describes them in three ways: as liars, 

denying God’s signs or revelations, as liars who do not believe in the life to come and 

as idolaters. No Muslim can argue with this verdict. It is the final word which needs 

no further comment. Let every Muslim take heed and speak in a becoming manner 

about the verdict of the Almighty, the Wise. 

Detailed Commandments for Human Life 

Having challenged the unbelievers to produce their witnesses and rejected their 

claims concerning what they considered as forbidden, the s rah gives a detailed 

outline of what God has truly forbidden. Side by side with the list of prohibitions, we 

find some positive commandments that must be observed. Failure to act on these is 

also forbidden. The list begins with the most important prohibition of all, namely, 

associating partners with God. Indeed, the first article of faith which establishes the 

principle of God’s oneness provides the foundation for all prohibitions. 

Say: Come, let me tell you what your Lord has forbidden to you: Do not associate 

partners with Him; [do not offend against but, rather,] be kind to your parents; do not 

kill your children because of your poverty — We provide for you and for them; do not 

commit any shameful deed, whether open or secret; do not take any human being’s life 

— which God has made sacred, except in the course of justice. This He has enjoined 

upon you so that you may use your reason. Do not touch the property of an orphan 

before he comes of age, except to improve it. Give just weight and full measure. We do 

not charge a soul with more than it can bear. When you speak, be just, even though it 

be against one of your close relatives. Be true to your covenant with God. This He has 

enjoined upon you so that you may bear it in mind. Know that this is the way leading 

to Me, a straight path. Follow it, then, and do not follow other ways, for they cause 

you to deviate from His way. All this He has enjoined upon you so that you may 

remain God-fearing. (Verses 151-3) 

When we reflect on these commandments, we find that they provide an outline of 

our religion as a whole. They form the most essential element in the life of the human 

conscience as they establish the principle of God’s oneness. They are also most 

essential for the life of the human family and human community since they ensure 

mutual security within society and make cleanliness an important quality of all social 

transactions. They are indeed pivotal for human life, since they guarantee the rights 

of every individual, linking them to the need to fulfil the covenant that exists 

between God and His servants. This keeps these commandments on the right course 

outlined by the starting principle of believing in God’s oneness.  



Al-An`ām (Cattle) | INTERTWINING LAWS AND CONCEPTS 

 302

When we look at the comment made at the end of these commandments, we find 

that God, limitless is He in His glory, states that they constitute the right path leading 

to Him. All other routes and tracks are deviant, leading away from Him.  

It is an especially important issue that these three verses tackle. They follow 

immediately after the discussion on what may appear to be only a side issue 

regarding the practices of jaīhiliyyah society. But this issue relates, in fact, to the most 

fundamental question of faith. Hence why it is linked to this most important list of 

commandments.  

“Say: ‘Come, let me tell you what your Lord has forbidden to you.’” (Verse 151) The 

Prophet is here instructed to speak to people and tell them what their Lord has 

forbidden to them, not what they allege to have been forbidden. It is their Lord who 

has made the following items forbidden, because His alone is the position of 

Lordship which includes the aspects of fostering and directing, as well as issuing 

legislation. Hence, He is only exercising His authority, because He is the Lord. God 

alone is the one who enjoys all rights of Lordship. 

“Do not associate partners with Him.” (Verse 151) This is the foundation upon which 

the structure of faith is built. It is to this rule that all duties and obligations should 

refer and from which all rights and privileges are derived. It must be properly 

established before any discussion of commandments, prohibitions, obligations, 

systems and laws can take place. The first and most important requirement is that 

people should acknowledge that God is their Lord who governs their lives in the 

same way as they believe in His oneness. No partner can be associated with Him 

either as a deity or as a Lord. People must acknowledge that God alone controls the 

universe and conducts its affairs, as He indeed holds them accountable on the Day of 

Judgement for what they have done in this life and rewards them accordingly. They 

must also acknowledge at the same time and in the same measure that He alone has 

the authority to provide the law which human beings must administer and enforce. 

This guiding principle, then, purges human conscience of all traces of associating 

partners with God, purges the human mind from all traces of superstition, human 

society from the traditions of ignorance and purifies human life from people’s 

submission to one another. 

All forms of associating partners with God are included under the first and most 

important thing to be forbidden, because they lead to every objectionable thing. It is 

the practice which should be most forcefully denied so that people can acknowledge 

that God is their only God, Lord, King and Sovereign. Hence, they address all their 

acts of worship to Him alone. Believing in God’s oneness is, thus, the most important 

rule which cannot be replaced by any type of worship, moral value, human quality 

or action. Hence, the list of commandments begins with it: “Do not associate partners 
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with Him.” (Verse 151) 

It is important that we should consider what this Qur’ nic passage tells us before 

it details these commandments. In other words, we should know exactly what is 

meant by associating partners with God, which is the first of all forbidden things. 

The whole drift of this s rah focuses on a single issue, which is God’s sovereignty 

and authority to legislate. The verse preceding these three verses challenges the 

unbelievers to produce their witnesses. It begins with this instruction to the Prophet: 

“Say: ‘Bring forward your witnesses who will testify that God has forbidden this’. If they so 

testify,  do not you testify with them; and do not follow the wishes of those who deny Our 

revelations, and those who do not believe in the life to come and who consider others as equal 

to their Lord.” (Verse 150) 

We need to remember this verse and what we said earlier in order to understand 

what is meant by associating partners with God. It is indeed the association of 

partners with respect to Godhead and to God’s sovereignty. 

We need this constant reminder because Satan and his disciples’ strenuous efforts 

to split this faith from its most essential concept have unfortunately resulted in the 

separation of two intertwined questions, namely sovereignty and faith. This is the 

reason that makes some well-meaning people who are keen to serve Islam focus their 

efforts on establishing the proper form of a particular act of worship or denouncing a 

certain moral aspect or legal violation. They seldom speak about the concept of 

legislation and to whom it belongs or its central position in the Islamic faith. They 

give importance to malpractices of secondary importance, but little do they care 

about the most important violation of God’s law which seeks to establish human life 

on a principle different from the one that assigns to God alone the whole authority to 

legislate.  

Before giving man any order, God states His commandment that partners must 

not be associated with Him. He states this at a point in the s rah which demonstrates 

precisely what is meant by such an association. This is the rule which provides 

enlightenment between human beings and God, and provides the life of the 

community with a standard to which it must refer in all situations. It imparts to 

human life its basic values, so that it is no longer subject to human whims or to 

traditions based on such whims. 

“Be kind to your parents; do not kill your children because of your poverty —We provide 

for you and for them.” (Verse 151) This highlights the family tie between human 

generations. God knows that He is more kind and compassionate to human beings 

than their parents or children. Hence, He enjoins upon children to be kind to their 

parents and on parents to be kind to their children. He links this commandment to 

the recognition of His absolute Godhead and the acknowledgement of His unique 
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Lordship. He tells them that He alone provides for their sustenance. Hence, they 

must not impose any severe conditions on parents in their old age or on children in 

their tender years. They must not fear poverty, because God provides sustenance for 

parents and children alike. 

Forbidden to People of Sound Mind 

“Do not commit any shameful deed, whether open or secret.” (Verse 151) Since God has 

urged His servants to take good care of their families, He has also impressed upon 

them the need to maintain the family foundation, which is also the basis of society. 

This equates with purity, decency and chastity. Hence, they are forbidden to commit 

all types of indecency, whether openly or secretly. This prohibition is then closely 

related to the commandment immediately preceding it and to the first 

commandment. No family can survive and no community can prosper if they sink 

into shameful indecency, whether open or secret. Purity, cleanliness and chastity are 

the basic essentials for the healthy living of both the family and the community. 

Those who like to see indecency spread throughout the community are the ones who 

try to weaken the structure of the family and to bring about society’s collapse.  

The Arabic term translated here as ‘shameful indecency’ refers, from the linguistic 

point of view, to everything that goes beyond its proper limits. The term is also 

frequently used to denote a particular type of indecency, namely adultery and 

fornication. It is most probably in this sense that the term is used here. The present 

context is one of enumerating certain forbidden beliefs and practices. Adultery is the 

one particularly meant here. If we were to take the general meaning of the word, we 

should remember that, murder and the squandering of an orphan’s property are both 

indecencies, but associating partners with God is the greatest indecency of all. Hence, 

giving the term ‘indecency’ the narrower sense of adultery in this context is perhaps 

more fitting to the general drift of the s rah. It also explains why the plural form is 

used here. The crime of adultery is normally preceded by actions and circumstances 

that are also indecent. Clothing which is too revealing, wanton behaviour, 

uninhibited flirtation with the opposite sex, shameless behaviour, speech and 

laughter, deliberate temptation and inviting adornments are all indecencies, leading 

to the ultimate one of adultery. All these may be brought into the open or kept secret. 

Some may be entertained within oneself, while others are expressed in words and 

actions. They all work together to destroy the structure of the family and to weaken 

the community from within. In addition, they leave their stains on people’s 

consciences and limit their concerns to what is petty and abject. Hence, this 

prohibition follows immediately upon the commandments concerned with the 

relationship between parents and children.   
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Because all these indecencies have their own attraction and temptation, the s rah 

tells us not to go near them. Staying away from them is the best way to avoid the 

preliminaries and attractions which could weaken one’s resolve. Hence, to cast a 

second, penetrative look at a woman, after the first casual one, is forbidden, while 

mixing between men and women is kept within the limits of what is necessary. 

Wearing too many adornments, even using perfumes when going out are forbidden 

for women. Tempting movements and loud laughter are also disallowed in a pure 

Islamic social life. Islam does not like people to expose themselves to attraction as it 

only makes resistance harder. Islam believes in taking protective measures before 

there is any need to inflict punishments. It protects consciences, feelings and senses. 

God knows His creation best and He helps protect them, for He is compassionate 

and all-knowing.  

Those who provide all types of temptation and attraction, trying to unleash wild 

desires, utilizing verbal expression, pictures, films, stories, mixed camps as well as 

other methods of communication have a certain objective in mind. We know the 

purpose of their schemes, and we know what they would love to do with this 

religion and what they try to do to the life of the family and the community.  

“Do not take any human being’s life — which God has made sacred, except in the course of 

justice.” (Verse 151) These three offences, associating partners with God, adultery and 

murder are frequently mentioned in the Qur’ n in quick succession as things to 

avoid. This is because they are, in a sense, crimes of murder. The first, associating 

partners with God, murders sound human nature, while the second, adultery, is a 

murder of the community, and the third is a murder of individuals. When human 

nature is not nurtured by belief in God’s oneness, it becomes dead.49 The community 

which allows adultery to spread is a dead community, heading straight for 

destruction. We need only to remember the examples of the Greek, Roman and 

Persian civilizations, which all provide historical evidence supporting this fact. We 

can also see the beginnings of collapse and the eventual demise of the modern 

Western civilization after it has allowed this plague to corrupt its very structure and 

social fabric. Again, a society in which killing and vengeance killing are tolerated is 

one which is threatened with destruction. Hence, Islam prescribes very severe 

punishments for all these crimes, because it wants to protect its community from 

destruction.  

Killing children by reason of poverty has already been forbidden. This is now 

followed by a prohibition of killing any human being. The way this prohibition is 

                                                 
49 Reference may be made to the comments given on Verse 122, which states: "Is he who was dead and whom 
We have raised to life, and for whom We set up a light to see his way among men, to be compared to one who is in deep 
darkness out of which he cannot emerge? Thus do their deeds seem goodly to the unbelievers." [Chapter 13, pp. 298-
301]. 
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phrased suggests that every individual crime of murder seeks to kill the human soul 

in general. This is supported by the verse in the preceding s rah which states: “If 

anyone slays a human being, for anything other than in punishment of murder or for 

spreading corruption on earth, it shall be as though he had slain all mankind; and if anyone 

saves a human life, it shall be as though he had saved all mankind.” (5: 32) The aggression 

used in killing is against the right to life and against humanity in general. It is on the 

basis of this rule that God has guaranteed that human life shall always be considered 

sacred. In addition, the Muslim community feels safe and secure in the land of Islam. 

Every individual in that community feels secure as he works and contributes to the 

life of that community. He is exposed to no risk except by the dictates of justice. Such 

justice which allows a human being to be killed is clearly explained in God’s law. 

This is not left to anyone’s decision or interpretation. Furthermore, its detailed 

explanation only became law after the Muslim state was established and had 

acquired enough power to be able to implement its laws. 

This last point tells us something about the nature of this religion and how it 

operates in practical life. These rules which are essential to society were only 

explained in the Qur’ n at the appropriate time. 

Before continuing with the list of prohibitions and commandments, the s rah 

separates what has already been mentioned from what is to come by highlighting 

God’s directives and commandments: “This He has enjoined upon you so that you may 

use your reason.” (Verse 151) 

This comment is given in accordance with the Qur’ nic method which makes it 

clear that every instruction and every prohibition is given by God. This serves to 

enhance the impression that the authority which bids and forbids in human life 

belongs to God alone. This adds much weight to the effectiveness of these 

instructions and prohibitions. There is also a reference here to using our reason. 

Indeed, it is only logical that this authority is the only one to whom people submit. 

We have already mentioned that this authority belongs to God, the Creator, who 

provides sustenance and who controls every aspect in human life and in the life of 

the universe.  

One last word remains which is to point out that the first group of commandments 

are perfectly harmonious within themselves, while the second group also contains its 

own harmony. Hence, each group is outlined in a separate verse, but the two verses 

maintain a perfect rhythm. 

Maintaining the Path Leading to God 

“Do not touch the property of an orphan before he comes of age, except to improve it.” 

(Verse 152) Every orphan feels weak within the community because he has lost his 
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father who is supposed to bring him up well and protect him. His weakness, then, 

imposes a duty on the Muslim community, on the basis of the principle of mutual 

social solidarity which is central to the Islamic social system. An orphan used to find 

himself in total loss in pre-Islamic Arabian society. The frequent and varied Qur’ nic 

directives concerning the care that should be taken of orphans, and the stern warning 

occasionally added to these directives give us an impression of how orphans used to 

be badly treated in society. This continued to be the case until God selected an 

honoured orphan from that community to entrust him with the most noble task of 

all. He made that orphan, Mu ammad (peace be upon him), the bearer of His final 

message to mankind. He also made taking proper care of orphans one of the 

practices encouraged by Islam which gives its followers this kind of directive: “Do 

not touch the property of an orphan before he comes of age, except to improve it.” (Verse 152)  

Therefore, anyone who is looking after an orphan must not touch that orphan’s 

property except in a way which is certain to bring a good return to the orphan. He 

must protect that property and try to improve it until the orphan comes of age and 

becomes physically and mentally able to receive his property and make good use of 

it. Thus, the community adds to its ranks a useful member who obtains his full 

rights.  

Scholars have different views concerning the stage when a person comes of age. 

According to `Abd al-Ra m n ibn Zayd and Im m M lik, it signifies the attaining of 

puberty. According to Im m Abū anīfah, a person comes of age when he is twenty-

five, while al-Suddī raises that higher to the age of thirty. Scholars of Madinah set 

two criteria for that stage: attaining puberty and showing maturity. No particular age 

is specified.  

“Give just weight and full measure. We do not charge a soul with more than it can bear.” 

(Verse 152) This clearly applies to commercial transactions and requires people to do 

their best to ensure that everyone gets what is due to them. The s rah provides a 

direct link between these transactions and faith, because this is the Islamic attitude. It 

is God who gives this directive and who urges people to give just weight and full 

measure.  

Commercial transactions thus have a very real link with the question of Godhead 

and servitude. They are mentioned here in a context which clarifies that faith has a 

direct relationship with all aspects of life. J hiliyyah societies, past and present, 

separate faith and worship on the one side and laws and human dealings and 

transactions on the other. An example of this separation is related in the Qur’ n as it 

tells us about the Prophet Shu`ayb’s people who said to him: “shu`ayb, does your 

praying require you to demand of us that we give up all that our forefathers used to worship, 

or that we refrain from doing whatever we please with our property?” (11: 87) Hence, the 

Qur’ n makes this link between the rules governing financial and commercial 
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transactions on the one hand and faith on the other, in order to make it clear that 

Islam makes both faith and human dealings integral parts of it, firmly established 

within its constitution.  

“When you speak, be just, even though it be against one of your close relatives.” (Verse 

152) Here the Qur’ n elevates the human conscience, already refined through a sense 

of watching God, to the even higher level of being guided by belief in God and the 

need to fulfil His commandments. Within the context of blood relations there lies a 

human weakness. People tend to think that family relations dictate mutual support 

in all situations. A human being knows that he himself is weak and lives only a 

limited period of time. With his relatives he finds strength. The wider his relations 

extend, the more firmly established is his existence. It is through his relations that his 

presence in this world is extended to future generations. For all this, a man is weak 

when it comes to testifying for or against his relatives or to making a judgement 

between them and other people. Hence, the Qur’ n provides the necessary support 

so that a Muslim’s conscience prompts him to say words of truth and justice, 

thinking only of his relationship with God and watching Him alone. This gives him 

the strength which outweighs by far any support he may have from his relatives, as 

he places his obligation towards God above his duties to his relatives.  

Again this particular instruction seeks to remind people of their covenant with 

God: “Be true to your covenant with God.” (Verse 152) It is part of that covenant that 

people should speak the truth, even when it affects their relatives. This covenant also 

requires people to give just weight and full measure and that they do not come near 

the property of an orphan except to improve it, and to treat human life as sacred, 

killing no one except in the course of justice. But before all this, the covenant which 

exists between human beings and God dictates that they must associate no partners 

with Him. This is a pledge made by them and is strongly impressed on their nature 

by its very constitution. It is God who has made human nature firmly related to its 

Creator, feeling His presence through the laws that cover its own existence and the 

existence of the universe. 

The Qur’ nic comment on all these directives is a most appropriate one: “This He 

has enjoined upon you so that you may bear it in mind.” (Verse 152) They must always 

remember this covenant with God in all its details and its binding duties.  

These basic rules are made crystal clear. They also provide a summary of the 

Islamic faith and its social legislation. They start with God’s oneness and they 

conclude with the mention of man’s covenant with God. They were preceded by a 

long discourse on sovereignty and the fact that it belongs to God alone. These rules, 

then, outline the straight path leading to God. Any path that deviates from this one 

can only lead to complete loss: “Know that this is the way leading to Me, a straight path. 

Follow it, then, and do not follow other ways, for they cause you to deviate from His way. All 



Al-An`ām (Cattle) | INTERTWINING LAWS AND CONCEPTS 

 309

this He has enjoined upon you so that you may remain God-fearing.” (Verse 153)  

With this verse, a long part of the s rah is concluded. It starts with the verse 

saying: “Is he who was dead and whom We have raised to life, and for whom We set up a 

light to see his way among men, to be compared to one who is in deep darkness out of which 

he cannot emerge? Thus do their deeds seem goodly to the unbelievers.” (Verse 122) The 

conclusion, as we can observe, is highly inspiring and leaves us with a general but 

profound effect. Between the outset and the conclusion the question of sovereignty 

and the authority to legislate is presented in full clarity. As its discussion 

concentrates on certain points of detail, such as those concerned with agricultural 

produce, cattle, slaughtered animals and offerings, it is closely linked to the central 

question of faith in order to make it clear that it is part of it. This is why the Qur’ n 

deals with this question of sovereignty at such length and relates it to all other 

aspects of the s rah which discusses the whole question of faith and explains basic 

issues of Godhead and servitude to God in a most unequivocal way.  

God’s path is a single one leading to Him. This is the path of maintaining that 

Lordship belongs only to God and that people must submit to Him alone. People 

must realize fully that sovereignty belongs only to Him and they must translate this 

into practice by accepting only His legislation in their practical life. Any path that 

differs with this can only lead them astray.  

“All this He has enjoined upon you so that you may remain God- fearing.” (Verse 153) It 

is being conscious of God and fearing Him that ensures purity of faith and action. It 

is through remaining conscious of God and fearing Him that people can strengthen 

their resolve to always turn to God alone. 
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16 

The Law of Divine 

Retribution 

Moreover, We gave Moses the Book in 

fulfilment [of Our favour] upon him who 

would do right, clearly spelling out every-

thing, and providing guidance and grace, so 

that they might believe in the meeting with 

their Lord. (154) 

And this is a Book which We have 

bestowed from on high, a blessed one. 

Follow it, then, and be conscious of God, so 

that you might be graced with His mercy. 

(155) 

[It has been given to you] lest you say, 

“Only two groups of people before our time 

have received revelations from on high; and 

we were unaware of what they learned.” 

(156) 

Or lest you say, “If a Book had been 

revealed to us, we would surely have 

followed its guidance better than they did.” 

Now then a clear evidence of the truth has 

come to you from your Lord, and guidance, 

and grace. Who could be more wicked than 

he who denies God’s revelations and turns 

away from them in disdain?  
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We shall punish those who turn away from 

Our revelations in disdain with grave 

suffering for so turning away. (157) 

Are they waiting for the angels to come to 

them, or for your Lord [Himself], or 

certain of your Lord’s signs to appear? On 

the day when certain of your Lord’s signs 

do appear, believing will be of no avail to 

any human being who did not believe 

before, or who did not put its faith to good 

uses. Say: Wait if you will; we too are 

waiting. (158) 

As for those who have broken the unity of 

their faith and have become sects, you 

certainly have nothing to do with them. 

Their case rests with God. In time He will 

tell them the truth of what they were doing. 

(159) 

Whoever does a good deed shall be credited 

with ten times as much; and whoever does 

an evil deed will be requited with no more 

than its like. None shall be wronged. 

(160) 

Say: My Lord has guided me to a straight 

way, to an ever-true faith; the way of 

Abraham, who turned away from all that 

is false, and was not of those who associate 

partners with God. (161) 

Say: My prayers, my worship, my living 

and my dying are for God alone, the Lord 
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Overview 

The main theme in the last part of the s rah, which concentrates on God’s 

sovereignty, authority to legislate, and their inter-relation with faith, continues in this 

passage. It speaks of the main principles of faith with regard to sovereignty and 

legislation, while the first part of the s rah dealt with these main principles as they 

relate to faith. In this way the s rah makes it clear that the issues relevant to law and 

sovereignty are the same as those that are relevant to faith. The Qur’ n asserts this 

fact most emphatically. As we study the s rah, we realize that the same inspirations, 

scenes and expressions used in the first part are employed again in the second part. 

This means that this second part of the s rah 

• Refers to divine books, God’s messengers, revelation and the miracles 

unbelievers demanded; 

of all the worlds. (162) 

He has no partner. Thus have I been 

commanded, and I shall be the first of those 

who surrender themselves to Him. (163) 

Say: Am I, then, to seek a lord other than 

God, when He is the Lord of all things? 

Whatever wrong any human being commits 

rests upon himself alone. No one shall be 

made to bear the burden of another. In 

time, to your Lord you all must return; 

and then He will tell you the truth of all 

that over which you were in dispute. (164) 

He it is who has made you inherit the 

earth and has raised some of you by degrees 

above others, so that He might try you by 

means of what He has bestowed upon you. 

For certain, your Lord is swift in 

retribution; yet, He is indeed much- 

forgiving, merciful. (165) 
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• Speaks of the destruction that follows denying the truth after miracles have 

been shown; 

• Speaks of the life to come and the rules concerning accountability and reward 

and punishment there; 

• Refers to the total separation between God’s Messenger (peace be upon him) 

and his people who regard certain beings as equal to their Lord, acknowledge 

other deities besides Him and accept the laws these deities enact for them. It 

directs the Prophet to declare decisively the true nature of his faith, clear, free of 

all equivocation and ambiguity; 

• Makes it clear that there is one Lord for all the worlds. No believer may 

acknowledge any other lordship whatsoever; 

• States God’s ownership and control of everything in the universe. He assigns 

the role He wants human beings to play. It makes it clear that God is able to 

remove any group or community as He wills. 

These very issues were also employed earlier in the s rah when dealing with the 

greater question of faith in its totality and the relationship between God and His 

servants. That they are employed in both parts of the s rah is clearly significant and 

easily appreciated by anyone who studies how the Qur’ n addresses its concerns. 

This last passage of the s rah begins by speaking about the book revealed to 

Moses, i.e. the Torah. This continues the discussion of God’s straight way at the end 

of the last passage which concluded with the verse stating: “Know that this is the way 

leading to Me, a straight path. Follow it, then, and do not follow other ways, for they cause 

you to deviate from His way.” (Verse 153) This suggests that God’s way stretches long 

in history, as was outlined in previous divine messages. The most recent code of law 

given in these messages prior to Islam was that of Moses. To him, God revealed a 

book in which He spelled out everything, providing guidance and bestowing grace, 

in the hope that his people would believe in the resurrection and the meeting with 

their Lord: “Moreover, We gave Moses the Book in fulfilment [of Our favour] upon him who 

would do right, clearly spelling out everything, and providing guidance and grace, so that 

they might believe in the meeting with their Lord.” (Verse 154) 

The s rah then moves on to mention the new blessed book, which is closely related 

to the one revealed to Moses. It gives full details of the faith and the law which 

people are required to accept and implement consciously. This will ensure that 

people receive God’s grace in both this life and the life to come: “And this is a Book 

which We have bestowed from on high, a blessed one. Follow it, then, and be conscious of God, 

so that you might be graced with His mercy.” (Verse 155) 

This new book, the Qur’ n, was revealed so as to refute any argument the Arabs 
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would have had. Thus, they would not be able to claim that they had not received a 

book similar to those vouchsafed to the Jews and Christians, or that they would have 

done better than them had they received such revelations. Now that they have a 

book revealed by God, anyone who denies it deserves a painful punishment: “[It has 

been given to you] lest you say, ‘Only two groups of people before our time have received 

revelations from on high; and we were unaware of what they learned.’ Or lest you say, `If a 

Book had been revealed to us, we would surely have followed its guidance better than they 

did.’ Now then a clear evidence of the truth has come to you from your Lord, and guidance, 

and grace. Who could be more wicked than he who denies God’s revelations and turns away 

from them in disdain? We shall punish those who turn away from Our revelations in disdain 

with grave suffering for so turning away.” (Verses 156-7) 

All arguments are ended with the revelation of this new book, but they continued 

to assign partners to God and enact legislation which they claimed to be part of 

God’s law. How can they do this when God’s book is readily available, containing 

nothing of what they allege to be God’s law? Moreover, they persist in demanding 

miracles so that they can believe in God’s book. Had these miracles been given to 

them, they would have spelled their inevitable doom: “Are they waiting for the angels 

to come to them, or for your Lord [Himself], or certain of your Lord’s signs to appear? On the 

day when certain of your Lord’s signs do appear, believing will be of no avail to any human 

being who did not believe before, or who did not put its faith to good uses. Say: Wait if you 

will; we too are waiting.’“ (Verse 158) 

At this point, God demarcates the line between His Prophet and all religions that 

do not acknowledge God’s oneness, in both faith and law. He makes it clear that they 

will all return to Him when He will hold them to account and will reward them in 

accordance with His justice and grace: “As for those who have broken the unity of their 

faith and have become sects, you certainly have nothing to do with them. Their case rests with 

God. In time He will tell them the truth of what they were doing. Whoever does a good deed 

shall be credited with ten times as much; and whoever does an evil deed will be requited with 

no more than its like. None shall be wronged.” (Verses 159-60) 

The remaining verses of the s rah provide its final rhythm in a devotional but 

decisive glorification of God. It sums up the most profound truism of the Islamic 

faith: God’s absolute oneness and man’s total submission to Him. It reflects the 

seriousness of the hereafter and individual responsibility and accountability in this 

life. It describes God’s sovereignty as the Supreme Lord of all, and His assignment of 

vicegerency to whom He pleases. This extended glorification of God also gives us a 

splendid image of how the truth of Godhead is viewed in the purest and most 

sincere human heart; the heart of Mu ammad, God’s Messenger (peace be upon 

him). It is an image only the Qur’ n can describe: “Say: ‘My Lord has guided me to a 

straight way, to an ever-true faith; the way of Abraham, who turned away from all that is 

false, and was not of those who associate partners with God. Say: My prayers, my worship, 
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my living and my dying are for God alone, the Lord of all the worlds. He has no partner. Thus 

have I been commanded, and I shall be the first of those who surrender themselves to Him. 

Say: Am I, then, to seek a lord other than God, when He is the Lord of all things? Whatever 

wrong any human being commits rests upon himself alone. No one shall be made to bear the 

burden of another. In time, to your Lord you all must return; and then He will tell you the 

truth of all that over which you were in dispute. He it is who has made you inherit the earth 

and has raised some of you by degrees above others, so that He might try you by means of 

what He has bestowed upon you. For certain, your Lord is swift in retribution; yet, He is 

indeed much forgiving, merciful.” (Verses 161-5) 

Let us now look at this passage in detail. 

A Book to Bring Mercy to Mankind 

“Moreover, We gave Moses the Book in fulfilment [of Our favour] upon him who would do 

right, clearly spelling out everything, and providing guidance and grace, so that they might 

believe in the meeting with their Lord.” (Verse 154) This verse starts with the 

conjunction, ‘moreover’, while in Arabic the conjunction used signifies `then’, but 

there is no time gap in the text here. The conjunction relates the statement following 

it to what occurs before it. That is, the instruction to the Prophet: “Say: Come, let me 

tell you what your Lord has forbidden to you.” (Verse 151) This is followed by the 

statement: “Know that this is the way leading to Me, a straight path.” (Verse 153) The 

present statement starting with `moreover’ is added to the two earlier statements as 

part of what the Prophet is instructed to convey to people, detailing with what God 

has forbidden, outlining the path to follow and showing the continuity from earlier 

messages. 

The interpretation of the next clause, “in fulfilment [of Our favour] upon him who 

would do right”, according to al- abarī, is as follows: “We have given the Torah to 

Moses so as to complete the favours We have bestowed on him. Thus We perfect the 

honour We have granted him in reward for his obedience to his Lord and 

implementation of his religion. It spells out every thing he and his people need to 

know in order to put their faith in practice.”50 

According to Qat dah, the phrase, clearly spelling out everything’, means that it 

gives a detailed outline of what is permissible and what is forbidden. Moreover, the 

Torah revealed to Moses provides his people with guidance and ensures mercy to 

them so that they may believe that they will meet their Lord and receive His grace 

that wards off His punishment. 

The same purpose applies to the Book addressed to you. With it you may have 

                                                 
50 Al- abarī, J mi' al-Bay n, D r al-Fikr, Beirut, 1984, Vol. 8, p. 92. 
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guidance in addition to God’s mercy: “And this is a Book which We have bestowed from 

on high, a blessed one. Follow it, then, and be conscious of God, so that you might be graced 

with His mercy.” (Verse 155)  

The Qur’ n is indeed a blessed book, as we have explained in Chapter 11: “This is 

a blessed book which We have revealed, confirming what came before it, that you may warn 

the Mother City and all who dwell around it. Those who believe in the life to come do believe 

in it, and they are ever-mindful of their prayers.” (Verse 92) This Book was mentioned 

there within the context of faith in general. It is mentioned here in a similar 

statement, but in the context of jurisprudence. People are ordered to follow it, 

because receiving God’s grace is made conditional on such following.  

The Arabs who were the first to be addressed by the Qur’ n are told that with the 

revelation of this blessed book spelling out everything most clearly, all arguments 

and excuses are useless. Now that you have the Qur’ n, you do not need to refer to 

anything else. It covers all aspects of life. Therefore, they do not need to legislate for 

any purpose without guidance: “[It has been given to you] lest you say, ‘Only two groups 

of people before our time have received revelations from on high; and we were unaware of 

what they learned.’ Or lest you say, If a Book had been revealed to us, we would surely have 

followed its guidance better than they did.’ Now then a clear evidence of the truth has come to 

you from your Lord, and guidance, and grace. Who could be more wicked than he who denies 

God’s revelations and turns away from them in disdain? We shall punish those who turn 

away from Our revelations in disdain with grave suffering for so turning away.” (Verses 

156-7)  

It has been God’s will that every messenger was sent to his people, speaking their 

language. When He willed to send His final message, He sent the last of all prophets, 

Mu ammad, to all mankind. As His final Messenger, it is only right that he should 

address all mankind equally.  

God forestalls the Arabs’ argument should they say that Moses and Jesus were 

sent to their own people, while they, i.e. the Arabs, were oblivious of what the Jews 

and the Christians studied in their Books. They might have argued that had they 

received a book in their own language, addressed to them and providing guidance 

and warnings, they would have been better guided than the Jews and the Christians. 

Now this Book has been revealed and given to them by a Messenger from among 

them, even though he is a Messenger to all mankind. The Book he brings is, in itself, 

a clear proof of its truth. It gives them some very clear, unambiguous and 

unequivocal information. It provides them with guidance out of the error in which 

they live, and ensures God’s grace will be bestowed on them in this life as well as in 

the life to come. 

Bearing all this in mind, who could be more in the wrong than one who denies 

God’s revelations and turns his back on them when they show him the way to 
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goodness and success? Who is more unjust to himself and to mankind by denying 

himself and others all these blessings, and by spreading corruption on earth through 

upholding ignorant concepts and laws? Those who turn away from the truth have a 

malignant nature, just like the disease that affects a camel’s hoof, causing it to 

become lop-sided. They are lop-sided in the sense that they cannot maintain a 

straight path to the truth. Their attitude qualifies them for the worst punishment: 

“We shall punish those who turn away from Our revelations in disdain with grave suffering 

for so turning away.” (Verse 157) 

The Qur’ n uses this particular expression, borrowed from a physical condition to 

describe a mental one, so that the original sense imparts an added connotation. This 

is frequently employed in the Qur’ n. It describes an arrogant person as one who 

`turns his cheek away from people’ (31: 18). This is borrowed from the image of a 

disease affecting camels and humans, giving them a stiff neck, so that they lift their 

cheeks and turn them away. It also describes the useless deeds of the unbelievers as 

swelling and coming to nothing, giving an image of a camel grazing in a poisoned 

area. Its belly swells then it dies. In all this, the physical image is used to describe a 

mental situation in a highly vivid and inspiring manner. 

Further Warnings 

More warnings are added to answer their demands for physical miracles in order 

to believe in God’s revelations. Similar warnings were given earlier in the s rah 

where it addressed their denial of the faith altogether. Here the warnings are in 

relation to their denial of God’s law and the need to implement it in life. Earlier in the 

s rah we read: “They say: ‘Why has not an angel been sent down to him?’ If We had sent 

down an angel, all would have been decided, and they would have been allowed no further 

respite.” (Verse 8) Here, at the end of the s rah, the matter is clearly explained: “Are 

they waiting for the angels to come to them, or for your Lord [Himself], or certain of your 

Lord’s signs to appear? On the day when certain of your Lord’s signs do appear, believing 

will be of no avail to any human being who did not believe before, or who did not put its faith 

to good uses. Say: Wait if you will; we too are waiting.” (Verse 158) 

This is a very clear and decisive warning. It has always been God’s law that 

should a miracle been given and the unbelievers continue to reject the truth, they will 

inevitably be destroyed. Here, God tells them in plain terms that if only some of the 

signs they ask for were shown to them, they would be destroyed thereafter should 

they continue to disbelieve. They are further told that when some of God’s signs are 

shown, they spell the end that renders all subsequent actions futile. Accepting the 

faith should come before this, and should be translated into practical action. Good 

action is always associated with true faith, as it is, in the Islamic view, the practical 
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translation of faith.  

A number of reports suggest that what is meant by the phrase, ‘when certain of your 

Lord’s signs do appear’, (Verse 158), is certain signs of the Day of Judgement, the 

appearance of which renders the acceptance of the faith and doing good works of no 

avail. Some scholars even mention some particular signs of the Day of Judgement. 

However, it is better to interpret this verse according to God’s law that operates in 

this life. A similar warning was given earlier in the s rah: “They say: ‘Why has not an 

angel been sent down to him?’ If We had sent down an angel, all would have been decided, 

and they would have been allowed no further respite.” (Verse 8) 

It should be noted that the s rah repeats what it has said within the context of faith 

and belief when it speaks about God’s sovereignty and law. This is clearly seen and 

intentionally used to emphasize a particular fact. Hence, it is better to interpret the 

statements that occur here at 

the end of the s rah in the same light as those which occur at its beginning, 

reading them as referring to the laws of nature God has set in operation. This is 

sufficient to understand the Qur’ nic statements without having to resort to 

something that we cannot fathom because it is beyond the reach of our perception. 

Only One of a Kind 

At this point the s rah addresses God’s Messenger, Mu ammad (peace be upon 

him), singling him out with his faith, law, way of life and operational mode. His faith 

is different from all creeds and religions known to mankind, including the erring 

ways of the Arab idolaters: “As for those who have broken the unity of their faith and have 

become sects, you certainly have nothing to do with them. Their case rests with God. In time 

He will tell them the truth of what they were doing.” (Verse 159) 

This is the parting point between God’s Messenger and his faith on the one hand 

and all other doctrines and creeds on the other. In the latter group we may include 

the idolaters who were divided into groups, sects, tribes and clans on the basis of the 

myths, traditions and disputes of j hiliyyah, the Christians and Jews with their 

unending disputes and rivalries which break them into quarrelling blocs and states, 

as well as other creeds, ideologies, theories, and regimes that may surface at any time 

until the Day of Judgement. 

God’s Messenger has nothing to do with any of these. His faith is Islam, his law is 

God’s book and his way of life is unique and independent. The Islamic faith cannot 

mix with any sort of belief or ideology; its law and system cannot merge with other 

systems and theories. No legal system or regime can carry a dual status of being 

Islamic and something else at the same time. Islam is independent of all creeds and 
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colours; its legal, social, political and economic systems are clearly Islamic and have 

no other description. The Prophet has nothing to do with any other situation or 

condition at any time. 

When a Muslim is faced with any faith other than Islam, his attitude to it is that of 

outright rejection. The same applies to any regime or situation where sovereignty is 

not acknowledged to God alone; or, in other words, where Godhead and Lordship 

are not recognized as belonging only to God. A Muslim takes a clear stand at the 

outset, rejecting all these creeds before trying to identify any similarities or conflict 

between them and Islam. According to God’s standard, true religion is that of self-

surrender to Him alone. The Prophet has nothing to do with anything produced by 

those who differed over their faith and did not establish their attitudes on the 

principle of self-surrender to God.  

In God’s sight, religion incorporates a law and a way of life. And God’s Messenger 

has nothing to do with anyone who adopts a law and a way of life other than those 

approved by God. The question is viewed in its totality, without pausing to look at 

different details. 

As for those who have split into groups over their faith, and about whom God has 

declared that His Messenger will have nothing to do with them, they will be judged 

by God, and then they will have to account for all their deeds: “Their case rests with 

God. In time He will tell them the truth of what they were doing.” (Verse 159) 

As accountability and reward are mentioned here, God states what mercy He has 

committed Himself to show to His servants. He will reward every good deed done 

by a believer ten times its value. It is a condition that such a good deed is done by a 

believer, because with rejection of faith no deed remains good. On the other hand, a 

person who does a bad deed is requited with its like only. God will never be unjust 

to anyone or stint his or her reward: “Whoever does a good deed shall be credited with ten 

times as much; and whoever does an evil deed will be requited with no more than its like. 

None shall be wronged.” (Verse 160) 

A Heart-Felt Appeal 

At the end of the s rah with its long discourse on legislation and sovereignty we 

have a devotional glorification of God which carries with it a pleasant rhythm and a 

decisive verdict. The beat is repeated in each verse as it starts with the same word, 

‘Say’. Each verse touches the heart, where the core of oneness lies: the oneness of the 

creed, goal, Lord and worship. It also provides a total look at the universe and its 

laws: “Say: ‘My Lord has guided me to a straight way, to an ever-true faith; the way of 

Abraham, who turned away from all that is false, and was not of those who associate partners 

with God’. Say: ‘My prayers, my worship, my living and my dying are for God alone, the 
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Lord of all the worlds. He has no partner. Thus have I been commanded, and I shall be the 

first of those who surrender themselves to Him.’ Say: ‘Am I, then, to seek a lord other than 

God, when He is the Lord of all things? Whatever wrong any human being commits rests 

upon himself alone. No one shall be made to bear the burden of another. In time, to your Lord 

you all must return; and then He will tell you the truth of all that over which you were in 

dispute. He it is who has made you inherit the earth and has raised some of you by degrees 

above others, so that He might try you by means of what He has bestowed upon you. For 

certain, your Lord is swift in retribution; yet, He is indeed much- forgiving, merciful.” 

(Verses 161-5)  

This long and final comment, together with the opening of the s rah, plays a 

fascinating, perfectly harmonious tune. Yet it is a comment which concludes the 

discourse on animal slaughtering, offerings, agricultural produce and all the 

regulations alleged by the people of ignorance to be laid down by God. All that they 

say is a shameless lie. So, what do we make of this comment? In fact we do not need 

to make any further explanation after all that we have already said on the subject.  

“Say: ‘My Lord has guided me to a straight way, to an ever-true faith; the way of 

Abraham, who turned away from all that is false, and was not of those who associate partners 

with God.’” (Verse 161) This declaration expresses gratitude and trust, and overflows 

with certainty. We see the certainty in both the verbal expression in worship and its 

mental effect. The trust is derived from the bond with the Lord who guides and takes 

care of His servants. The gratitude is felt for being guided to a straight way that is 

free of diversion and crookedness. This straight way is the `ever true faith’ of 

Abraham, the father of this community who submitted himself to God in total 

devotion: “the way of Abraham, who turned away from all that is false, and was not of those 

who associate partners with God.” (Verse 161)  

“Say: ‘My prayers, my worship, my living and my dying are for God alone, the Lord of all 

the worlds. He has no partner. Thus have I been commanded, and I shall be the first of those 

who surrender themselves to Him.’” (Verses 162-3) This expresses complete dedication, 

with every pulse and every life movement. It is a form of glorification of God and 

submission to Him in the most absolute of terms: it combines obligatory and 

voluntary prayer, life and death. All is dedicated to God alone, the Lord of all the 

worlds, who controls and sustains them all and conducts and determines all their 

affairs. It is the sort of submission to God that leaves out nothing within oneself, 

one’s conscience or in life, without dedicating it totally to God. “Thus have I been 

commanded”, and I understood and obeyed, and “I shall be the first of those who 

surrender themselves to Him.” (Verse 163) 

“Say: ‘Am I, then, to seek a lord other than God, when He is the Lord of all things? 

Whatever wrong any human being commits rests upon himself alone. No one shall be made to 

bear the burden of another. In time, to your Lord you all must return; and then He will tell 
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you the truth of all that over which you were in dispute.” (Verse 164) This is a word that 

encompasses all the heavens and earth as well as all that is in or on them, every 

creature known or unknown to man, everything to be done or to take place in public 

or private. It puts them all under the umbrella of God’s Lordship of everything in the 

universe. They must all submit to God’s absolute sovereignty in faith, worship and 

law. 

This verse asks rhetorically and in amazement: “Am I, then, to seek a lord other than 

God, when He is the Lord of all things?” (Verse 164) Am I to seek a lord other than God 

to be my master who conducts my affairs and determines my course in life, when I 

am accountable to God for my intentions and actions, and will be rewarded for 

whatever obedience or disobedience to God I do? Am I to seek a lord other than God 

when this whole universe is in His hand, and both you and I are sustained by Him? 

Am I to seek a lord other than God when everyone will be requited for his or her 

sins? No one shall bear responsibility for anyone else’s actions. “Whatever wrong any 

human being commits rests upon himself alone. No one shall be made to bear the burden of 

another.” (Verse 164) Am I to seek a lord other than God when to Him you must all 

return and face His reckoning of all that over which you are in dispute? 

Am I to seek a lord other than God when it is He who has placed human beings on 

earth to inherit it, and placed some of them above others in their mental and physical 

abilities and in the provisions they receive. He does all this to test them, so that they 

may prove whether they are grateful or ungrateful to Him.  

Am I to seek a lord other than God when He is swift in retribution, and He is the 

One who grants grace and forgiveness to all those who repent of their misdeeds? Am 

I to seek a lord other than God so as to replace his law, orders and rulings for those 

of God, when I have all these indications, inspirations and evidence pointing to the 

truth of God being the only Lord of the universe? 

As we have said, these verses are a devotional prayer and a glorification of God’s 

oneness, reflecting the splendid image of pure faith as God’s Messenger (peace be 

upon him) feels it in his heart. It is an image the splendour of which cannot be 

expressed in human terms. Only the Qur’ n, God’s own word, can express it fully in 

its unique style. 

And as we have said, this last beat in the s rah addressing the question of 

sovereignty and legislation is in full harmony with the early part of the s rah where 

the issue addressed was that of faith. We see this clearly in verses like these: “Say: 

‘Am I to take for my master anyone but God, the Originator of the heavens and the earth, who 

gives nourishment to all and Himself needs none?’ Say: ‘I am commanded to be the first of 

those who surrender themselves to God, and not to be among those who associate partners 

with Him.’ Say: ‘Indeed I would dread, were I to disobey my Lord, the suffering of an 
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awesome day. He who is spared that shall have received His grace. This will be a manifest 

triumph.’” (Verses 14-16) 

A Final Word 

We do not need to repeat here what we have said time and again about the 

significance of such pairs of thoughts, expressions and rhythms that occur in both the 

early and later parts of the s rah. They are simply different facets of the same truth, 

reflected at one time as a belief and faith, and at another as a code of living. 

Now that the s rah is completed, if we look back at its great dimensions, the wide 

range it covers and the profound depths it goes into, we are overwhelmed. It all takes 

a small number of pages, 165 verses and a limited number of clauses and sentences. 

Had this space been used by a human being, it would not have covered one-

hundredth of this great panorama of scenes, truths, inspirations and indications, let 

alone the sublime level it attains and the superb expression it uses. 

The s rah has taken us on a fascinating and breathtaking journey, to look at the 

great truths of existence. It is a journey that covers the major and fundamental 

Islamic concepts. 

It portrays the truth of Godhead in all its awesome glory, majesty, splendour and 

beauty. It holds in front of our eyes the truths of the universe, life and what lies 

beyond life which we cannot perceive with our limited faculties. It shows us the truth 

of God’s will and how it initiates and obliterates, gives life and causes death, and 

runs the universe and all living things. It reflects the truth of the human soul: its 

depths, apparent and hidden pathways, desires and leanings, the guidance it follows 

and the errors it commits, how it reacts to the whispers of evil humans and jinn, as 

well as how it is led along the right or wrong way. 

It portrays scenes of the Day of Judgement, the gathering of all creatures, their 

moments of great distress and moments of hope and happiness. It gives us scenes of 

human history on earth, and shots of the history of life and the universe. 

The panorama it shows us is vast and extensive. We cannot sum it up in words. It 

can only be seen through the s rah itself, with its surpassing excellence and 

inimitable style of expression. No wonder it is part of this blessed book. 

All praise is due to God, the Lord of all the worlds. 

He it is who has made you inherit the earth and has raised some of you by degrees 

above others, so that He might try you by means of what He has bestowed upon you. 

For certain, your Lord is swift in retribution; yet, He is indeed much forgiving, 

merciful.” (Verse 165) 
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S RAH 7 

Al-A‘rāf 
(The Heights) 

Prologue1 

Like the preceding s rah, al-An` m, or Cattle, this s rah2 was revealed in Makkah. 

Hence, its main subject matter is faith, which runs throughout Makkan revelations. 

But the two domains in which these two s rahs work are widely different. 

Every s rah of the Qur’ n has its unique character and distinctive features. It 

adopts a special approach, uses a particular style and allows itself a specialized area 

in explaining its theme, making it clearly understood. All Qur’ nic s rahs have a 

common theme and share in a common objective. Each, however, has its special 

characteristics and unique approach. They are similar, in this respect, to human 

beings who all share the same characteristics and biological and physiological 

constitution. Apart from that, they exhibit an endless range of variety. We may see 

similarities between them in certain details, but we find each of them making a 

special pattern of his or her own which would have made him or her absolutely 

unique, had it not been for common human qualities and characteristics. 

I have reflected on, and dealt with, the Qur’ nic s rahs in this light, after having 

‘lived’ with them and recited them over a very long period of time. I have thus been 

able to identify the distinctive characteristics of each. As a result, I find in the 

Qur’ nic s rahs a great variety resulting from different patterns, a friendliness which 

can be attributed to the close personal approach, and an enjoyment that is ever 

renewed. All of these s rahs are friends imparting an air of friendliness, love and 

                                                 
1 This prologue is an amalgamation of the two Introductions the author gives: the first at the 
beginning of the s rah, and the second at the start of S rah7. The Arabic edition is arranged on the 
basis of what is known as the ajz ’ of the Qur’ n, dividing God’s book into 30 parts of equal length. 
Many of these begin in the middle of a s rah. In the English edition, we have followed the given 
division into s rahs of different lengths, because every s rah is a unit on its own. (Editor’s note.) 
2 In Arabic, this s rah is given the title, al-A`r f, which most translators render as The Heights. 
However, the name also connotes `understanding, or discernment’ — Editor’s note. 
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enjoyment. Each gives you a different set of inspirations to impress on you its 

uniqueness. To take a journey with a s rah from beginning to end involves looking at 

a great many worlds, contemplating a large number of facts and truisms, and delving 

into the depths of the human soul as well as contemplating the great scenes of the 

universe. However, each is a special journey that is bound to give you something 

unique. 

Mankind’s Long Journey 

As has already been said, the subject matter of both this s rah and the preceding 

one is faith. However, the preceding S rah, Cattle or al-An` m, outlines the nature 

and essence of faith. It confronts the j hiliyyah, or the state of ignorance which 

prevailed in Arabia at the time, as well as every type of j hiliyyah, in any community, 

with the attitude of a person who knows the truth and advocates it. In this 

confrontation, the s rah makes use of all inspiring indicators available all around us 

in the universe. These have already been discussed in detail.3 

On the other hand, the present s rah adopts a totally different approach as it 

discusses the same question of faith. It provides for it with the panoramic setting of 

human history. It starts with mankind’s journey as it begins in heaven and where it 

aims to return. Along this great expanse, we see the procession of faith starting with 

the Prophet Adam (peace be upon him) to the last of all prophets and messengers, 

Muhammad (peace be upon him). The procession holds the banner of faith and 

advocates, throughout human history, that the only way to human happiness is for 

people to adopt the faith based on God’s oneness. The s rah outlines what reception 

this call received in different periods of history; how the leaders of this procession 

put the message across to mankind, and the responses they received; how the people 

in power went about conducting their campaigns of opposition and how the 

procession of believers brushed them aside and went along its way. This s rah also 

portrays the fate that befell opponents of faith in this life and the different destinies 

in the hereafter of both believers and unbelievers. 

It is a very long journey, but the s rah takes us along, stage by stage, making a 

stop at every landmark to indicate that the road is clearly demarcated with well-

known starting and finishing lines. All mankind travels along, aiming to return to the 

point where it started, in heaven, with the Supreme society. 

Mankind began at the starting point with two individuals, Adam and Eve, the first 

human beings on earth. Satan also started along with them, having been granted 

God’s permission to try to lead them and their offspring astray. At the same time, 

                                                 
3 See the Prologue to S rah 6 in Vol. V, pp. 1-27. 
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Adam and Eve are bound with a covenant with God that applies to their offspring as 

well. They are given a measure of choice so that they can either fulfil their covenant 

with God with strong resolve or lean towards Satan, their enemy who drove their 

parents away from heaven. They either listen to the revelations conveyed to them by 

the noble group of messengers God sends them, or they listen to Satan’s temptation 

who mobilizes all his power to undermine their position. 

Thus, man’s march starts with his Lord, before he descends to earth. Here on 

earth, every human being is supposed to work hard, repair or undermine, build or 

destroy, compete, fight, and, in general, play his or her part in the toil which no 

human being can escape. Humanity then returns to its Lord who had set it on its 

journey. Each individual returns carrying what they have earned on their trip, be it 

bright or shameful, precious or cheap, good or evil. It is the end of the day at the 

dawn of which humanity started its march. 

As it comes towards the end, we see that humanity carrying a very heavy burden 

that bends its back. When it arrives at the finishing line, all human beings put their 

loads on the scales, with a sense of worry, apprehension and expectation. Everyone 

comes alone, without support. If the burden is too heavy and help is needed in its 

carriage, no such help is to be found. Everyone receives his or her results on his or 

her own and realizes what prospect that result signifies for him or her. The s rah, 

however, continues to follow one group or community of mankind after another, 

until the doors are closed after the last human beings have completed their journey. 

They have returned to discover whether their end is in heaven or in hell. After all, on 

earth they were only visitors and their time there now is up: “As it was He who 

brought you into being in the first instance, so also [to Him] you will return: some [of you] 

He will have graced with His guidance, whereas for some a straying from the right path will 

have become unavoidable. For, they will have taken Satans for their protectors in preference to 

God, thinking all the while that they have found the right path.” (Verses 29-30) 

In between the stages of this journey, with humanity going forward or suffering 

setbacks, the battle between truth and falsehood is portrayed. The fighters include 

messengers and believers on the one side and arrogant tyrants and their subjugated 

followers on the other. Of these the s rah portrays similar scenes and similar 

destinies. The images portrayed show the faithful in a clearly relaxed and highly 

inspiring situation, while the images of Satans and unbelievers are gloomy, 

particularly when they show the destruction of certain groups of unbelievers. These 

are given in the s rah as a reminder to present and future generations. 

At the end of each stage we have a suitably placed pause. It is as if the s rah stops 

to say a couple of words by way of comment, just as a reminder to future 

generations, before it continues with its message. 
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This is the story of mankind representing the march of this faith, right from the 

beginning of human history, and outlining the results it achieves in its endless 

endeavour. It finally arrives at the finishing line, which was also the starting point. 

Thus, in presenting the great issue of faith, this s rah moves along a totally different 

route to that followed by the preceding S rah, Cattle, or al-An` m. The two converge 

at certain points when they present scenes of how unbelievers receive God’s 

messages, scenes of the Day of Judgement, and others of the universe. However, the 

methods of image painting used in the two s rahs are completely different. 

A few words need to be said about the style employed in both s rahs. In the 

preceding S rah, al-An` m, the style moves in successive waves sometimes 

presenting an impression of glitter, accompanied by a powerful rhythm that at times 

reaches a very high pace. In this s rah, the approach is much slower and calmer with 

a reassuring rhythm that is deliberate and weighted. It is similar to that of one who, 

with melodious voice, drives a caravan along, step by step, and stage by stage. At 

times the rhythm is given extra pace, particularly when it comments on certain 

events, but it soon returns to its original slow lilt. The two s rahs still belong to the 

same period, for both were revealed in Makkah before the Prophet’s migration to 

Madinah. 

Telling a Story to Face Reality 

The s rah does not present the history of faith or the journey of mankind from its 

first origins to its ultimate return in story fashion. Rather, it presents it as a battle 

with j hiliyyah, the state of ignorance that affects individuals and communities. 

Hence, its theme is presented in scenes and attitudes, showing us a living community 

standing in opposition to the Qur’ n. The Qur’ n, therefore, confronts that 

community with this long story, pointing out the lessons to be drawn from it, 

reminding and warning people, and engaging them in a real battle. Hence, the 

comments given after every important stage are addressed in the first instance to 

those first combatants, as also to all people who adopt the same attitude to faith in 

every future generation. 

The Qur’ n relates a story only to use it as a means of dealing with an existing 

situation. It only states a truth in order to remove a falsehood. It takes practical 

measures within a living environment. It neither makes a premise for academic 

purposes, nor relates a story for intellectual pleasure. 

In this s rah we note that, in its comments, it lays special emphasis on reminders 

and warnings on the one hand, and on the starting and finishing lines in the human 

journey on the other. It gives accounts of the peoples of Noah, Hūd, Ş li , Lot and 

Shu`ayb, but treats the history of Moses at much greater length and with stronger 
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emphasis. 

In this Prologue, we can only give brief examples of the points of emphasis in the 

s rah. It opens in the following manner: “Alif. L m. Mīm. Ş d. This is a book that has 

been bestowed on you from on high — so do not entertain any doubt about it — in order that 

you may warn people with its message, and admonish the believers. Follow what has been sent 

down to you by your Lord, and follow no masters other than Him. How seldom do you keep 

this in mind.” (Verses 1-3) Thus, right from the outset, it takes the form of an address 

to the Prophet and to the people to whom he directs his efforts, equipped with the 

Qur’ n. All that is subsequently presented in the s rah, including the historical 

accounts of past communities, the long human journey and its final destination, the 

scenes portrayed of the universe and the Day of Judgement, is an indirect address, 

though it takes at times a direct stance, to the Prophet and his people, serving as a 

warning and a reminder. 

The statement addressed to the Prophet, “This is a book that has been bestowed on you 

from on high — so do not entertain any doubt about it,” describes a practical situation 

which is only appreciated by one who lives in a state of j hiliyyah and advocates 

Islam, knowing that his goal is hard and his way full of difficult obstacles. What he 

aims to achieve is to establish a faith that provides a new set of standards and values, 

and a social set-up that differs with what exists anywhere in the world. But he 

encounters j hiliyyah with its lingering concepts, values and standards exercising 

enormous pressures on people’s minds, souls, feelings and social practices. He then 

discovers that the truth he is advocating sounds strange, objectionable, too 

demanding, because it seeks a total change in people’s ideas, values, laws, traditions, 

bonds and social relations. Hence, he finds himself reluctant to confront people with 

this truth and its heavy demands. This reluctance creates that doubt which God tells 

His Messenger not to entertain. Instead, he should go ahead, warning and 

reminding, caring little for whatever he meets with of people’s surprise, objection, 

opposition and even active resistance. 

Taking into consideration all such objection, opposition, resistance and active 

hostility to the change faith wants to bring about in human life, the s rah then 

delivers an early and strong warning. It reminds the addressees of the fate of earlier 

communities, before it begins to give detailed historical accounts of such 

communities: “How many a community have We destroyed, with Our punishment falling 

upon them by night, or at midday while they were resting. And when Our punishment fell 

upon them, all they could say was: `We have indeed been wrongdoers.’ We shall most 

certainly question those to whom a message was sent, and We shall most certainly question 

the messengers themselves. And most certainly We shall reveal to them Our knowledge [of 

what they have done]; for never have We been absent. On that day, the weighing will be true 

and accurate: and those whose weight [of good deeds] is heavy in the balance are the ones who 
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are successful; whereas those whose weight is light in the balance are the ones who have lost 

their own souls because of their wilful rejection of Our revelations.” (Verses 4-9) 

Having made this introduction, the s rah talks of how mankind has been given 

power on earth. It is God who has established rules and balances in the universe 

allowing human life to continue and flourish on earth. He has also given man certain 

qualities that fit with the universe and which enable man to understand universal 

laws and phenomena and to utilize them for his benefit: “We have established you 

firmly on earth and We have provided you there with means of livelihood. How seldom are 

you grateful.” (Verse 10) 

On the Starting Line 

All this is preliminary to giving an account of how human life came into being, 

showing its starting point and where it began its long journey. The s rah concentrates 

on this point. It also uses it by way of reminder and warning, utilizing every element 

that strikes a strong note in human consciousness. (Verses 11-25) 

In this starting point scene, the entire outcome of the journey and the destinies of 

the travellers are outlined. We see the making of the great fight, which continues 

with no respite, between all mankind and their declared enemy. We also see man’s 

weaknesses and how Satan tries to exploit these. Therefore, the s rah uses this scene 

to provide long comments, warning human beings against falling into the same trap 

set for their first parents by their avowed enemy. Also, in the light of this scene in 

which we see Satan standing face to face with Adam and Eve, and the results of this 

first encounter, the s rah addresses its reminders to all mankind, warning people 

against heading to the same fate. 

Children of Adam, We have sent down to you clothing to cover your nakedness, and 
garments pleasing to the eye; but the robe of God- consciousness is the finest of all. In 
this there is a sign from God, so that they may reflect. Children of Adam, do not allow 
Satan to seduce you in the same way as he caused your [first] parents to be turned out 
of the Garden. He stripped them of their garment in order to make them aware of their 
nakedness. Surely, he and his tribe watch you from where you cannot perceive them. 
We have made the devils as patrons for those who do not believe. (Verses 26-27) 
Children of Adam! Whenever there come to you messengers from among yourselves to 
relate to you My revelations, then those who are conscious of Me and live righteously 
shall have nothing to fear, nor shall they grieve. But those who deny and scorn Our 
revelations are the ones destined for the fire, where they shall abide. (Verses 35-36) 

We note how the scene of nakedness, as a result of disobedience to God, and 

Adam and Eve’s attempt to cover themselves with leaves from the Garden, is 

followed by a reminder of God’s blessing of fine clothing. People are warned that 
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they must not allow Satan to tempt them to uncover themselves as he did with their 

first parents. We also note that this part of the story and the comments given after it 

addressed a practical situation in the idolatrous Arabian society. Influenced by 

certain deviant traditions and myth, some Arabs used to do their ţaw f around the 

Ka`bah naked. They prohibited themselves certain types of clothes and food during 

the pilgrimage period, alleging that this was all part of God’s law, and that it was 

God who enforced such prohibitions. Hence, in this story of mankind and the 

accompanying comments we find suitable answers to this practical situation in 

Arabian j hiliyyah, and indeed in every state of j hiliyyah. A common feature of all 

states of j hiliyyah is to undress, lose one’s sense of modesty and to have no fear of 

God. 

This points to an important feature of the Qur’ nic approach. Even when the 

Qur’ n employs a story, it only does so to deal with an existing situation. Since it 

always deals with a different situation, the portions of the story related each time are 

those which fit with the particular situation the Qur’ n is addressing, giving it the 

sort of emphasis that draws the lesson required. As we said in the Prologue to the 

preceding s rah,4 the Qur’ nic approach does not include anything that is not needed 

to address an existing situation. It does not store information, rulings, or even stories, 

so that they may be used when the need arises. 

The Ultimate Finish 

Before the travellers set out on their long journey; before God’s messenger 

provides them with guidance; before giving any details of the history of faith after 

Adam and Eve and their first experience; the s rah provides a scene of the ultimate 

end of the entire journey. This method is often used in the Qur’ n: the two ends of 

the journey are set in contrast, in the life of this world and in the life to come, 

showing it to be one uninterrupted trek. 

Here we have one of the richest and most detailed scenes of the Day of 

Resurrection given in the Qur’ n. The scene portrays a long succession of images and 

gives details of dialogues that take place then. This scene, occurring as it does 

immediately after man’s fall from heaven and God’s warning to mankind against 

listening to Satan’s promptings, serves as a confirmation of what God’s messengers 

have said to their peoples. Thus, those who obey Satan and do his bidding are 

forbidden admission into heaven, just like their first parents who were turned out of 

heaven by Satan. By contrast, those who obey God and turn their backs on Satan are 

returned to heaven after their long journey. The scene is too long to be quoted here in 

the Prologue but we will be discussing it in detail at its appropriate place. 

                                                 
4 Vol. V, pp. 1-25. 
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Nonetheless, the s rah also uses this scene to warn those who disbelieve in the 

Qur’ n, requiring miracles so that they can accept that it is God’s word. It warns 

them against a greatly miserable end. (Verses 52-53) 

After showing this long trip, from first creation to resurrection, the s rah pauses 

for comments, stating the nature of Godhead and Lordship in the universe with 

breathtaking scenes. This is all in line with the Qur’ nic method of using the universe 

as a field in which the truth of Godhead appears in full view, producing its great 

inspiration to any human heart that warms to it. The aim of this portrayal of 

universal scenes is to present the central issue of faith, namely that the entire 

universe submits to, and worships God alone, its only Lord. It behoves man not to be 

the only jarring note in the superb symphony of faith played by the universe. He 

must not be the only creature to disclaim himself a servant of God, the overall Lord 

of the universe, the Lord of all the worlds. (Verses 54-58) 

One Message and Many Messengers 

So the journey continues and the story unfolds. The long line of noble advocates of 

faith, formed by God’s messengers, call out with compassion to erring mankind, 

reminding them of the truth and warning them against following a course that is 

certain to lead to ruin. But those who are deep in error confront this compassionate 

address with rejection at first and later with force, persecution and tyranny. When 

God’s messengers have fulfilled their duties of reminding and warning, standing up 

to opposition and persecution by their peoples, ultimately moving away and 

declaring their allegiance to faith, God Himself takes over the conduct of the fight. 

The s rah gives accounts of the prophets Noah, Had, Ş li , Lot and Shu`ayb with 

their respective communities. They all present one never-changing truth: “My people, 

worship God alone: you have no deity other than Him.” (Verses 59, 65, 73, 85) Their 

peoples argued with them, rejecting the very concept of God’s oneness and His being 

the only Lord in the universe. They also wondered about God sending human 

messengers. Some of them argued that religion had nothing to do with people’s lives 

or with the regulation of financial and business transactions. This is echoed by some 

people in today’s j hiliyyah, despite the passage of many centuries. They describe 

their old, ignorant and futile argument as `liberalism,’ and `progress’. At the end of 

each account, the s rah shows the fate of those who rejected God’s message. 

When we look carefully at the way these stories are presented, we cannot fail to 

note that all messengers said the same words to their communities: “My people, 

worship God alone: you have no deity other than Him.” Every messenger presents this 

central truth to his people in the manner of a caring and honest adviser who fears for 

his people the inevitable doom of which they remain oblivious. None of these 
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communities appreciated the advice given by their messenger. None thought about 

their fate. None recognized the profound sincerity of their messenger, nor of his 

having no personal interest in the matter. 

At this point we may refer to the first account of the Prophet Noah (Verses 59-64) 

and the last one referring to the Prophet Shu`ayb (Verses 85-93). These two show the 

truth of the single faith which all God’s messengers preached, each to his own 

people. All received the same rejection by people in power and their weak followers. 

In each account we cannot fail to note the clarity and power of faith in the hearts of 

the messenger and the believers who follow him, or the messenger’s keen desire to 

guide his people to the truth, or his taking a stand away from them after having 

completed his mission. 

At this point the s rah pauses for comment. It outlines God’s law of dealing with 

people who receive a message from Him but who continue to deny the truth. He 

tests them first with tribulation and hardship so that they may be alerted to the truth 

and respond to it. If they continue in their rejection, then He tries them with 

affluence, which is an even harder test. Thus, they may be confused and mistake 

God’s law. Ultimately, He takes them suddenly, when they are totally unaware. 

When this law has been outlined, they are strongly alerted to the danger engulfing 

them. How could they be sure that God’s law is not about to strike them while they 

remain heedless? Should they not reflect on the fate of earlier generations when they 

are living in the old dwellings of those past communities? (Verses 94-102) 

Between Moses and Pharaoh 

The s rah then moves on to relate the story of Moses, giving first an account of the 

events that took place between Moses and Pharaoh, before it gives a detailed account 

of the struggle Moses had to undertake against his own people, the Children of 

Israel. The history of Moses related in this s rah is the longest and most detailed of 

any account given of it in any other s rah. It should be remembered that certain 

episodes of the story of Moses are given in many places in the Qur’ n, in addition to 

brief references to it in several other s rahs. It is the story mentioned most frequently 

in the Qur’ n. The great details of the history of this particular nation are perhaps 

given in the Qur’ n for the reasons we have already outlined. Let us remind 

ourselves of these purposes here: 

One purpose relates to the fact that the Children of Israel were the first to confront 

the Islamic message with wicked designs, plots and open warfare both in Madinah 

and the whole of Arabia. Their hostile attitude could be traced back to the very early 

days of the Islamic message. It was they who encouraged and nurtured hypocrisy 

and the hypocrites in Madinah, providing them with the means to scheme against 
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Islam and the Muslims. They also incited the pagan Arabs to fight the Muslim 

community and gave them their active support. It was they who started the war of 

false rumours against the Muslim community raising among them doubts and 

suspicions about the Muslim leadership and circulating distortions of the Islamic 

faith before they confronted the Muslim community in open warfare. It was 

necessary, therefore, to expose them to the Muslim community so that it knew its 

enemies: their nature, history, methods and means as well as the nature of the battle 

it had to fight against them. 

Another purpose can be seen in the fact that the Israelites were the followers of a 

Divine faith revealed before the final faith of Islam. They had a long history before 

Islam, during which distortions crept into their faith and they repeatedly violated 

their agreement and covenant with God. The practical consequences of these 

violations and deviations were seen in their lives, their moral values and their 

traditions. As the Muslim nation is the heir to all divine messages and the custodian 

of the monotheistic divine faith as a whole, it is necessary that it be made fully aware 

of the history of the Israelites with all its ups and downs. This gave the Muslim 

community an accurate knowledge of the way it should follow, what slips lay ahead 

of it and the consequences of such slips, as these are reflected in the history and 

morality of the Jews. This enabled the Muslim community to add the experience of 

the Jews to the total sum of its own experience and to benefit by it in future. It could, 

thus, avoid the slips and deal effectively with deviation right at the start before it had 

a chance to develop. 

Yet another purpose relates to the fact that over their long history the experience 

of the Jews was highly varied. God is aware that with the passage of time, people 

may change, and certain generations may deviate from the right path. As the Muslim 

nation will continue until the end of life, it is bound to go through certain periods 

which are not dissimilar to what the Jews have gone through. God has, therefore, 

chosen to make available to the leaders of the Muslim community and its reformers 

in different generations, clear examples of what could befall nations so that they may 

be able to diagnose the disease of their particular generation and administer the 

proper cure. It is a fact of life that those who deviate after having known the truth are 

the most resistant to calls and appeals to follow right guidance. Those without any 

prior knowledge of the truth are more responsive because they find something new 

which appeals to them and helps them shake off the burden of ignorance. They are 

most impressed by the first call that makes its appeal to them. Winning over those 

with an earlier experience requires a much more strenuous effort and a great deal of 

perseverance on the part of advocates of the Divine faith.5 

Certain episodes in the history of Moses and the Children of Israel are discussed in 
                                                 
5 Vol. IV, pp. 59-61. 
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this commentary on the Qur’ n,6 which is arranged according to the final order of the 

Qur’ nic s rahs, and not the chronological order of their revelation. In looking at the 

order of revelation, however, we should point out that the parts of the story given in 

this s rah were revealed earlier than those given in s rahs revealed in Madinah, such 

as S rahs 2, 3 and 5, discussed in volumes 1, 2 and 4 respectively. This is evident in 

the way the story is told here and in the s rahs revealed in Madinah. Here it is related 

like a story, while there it confronts the Jews in Madinah, reminding them of its 

events and the attitudes of their ancestors to each event. 

The story is told in more than 30 places in the Qur’ n, but it is given in detail in 

ten s rahs, six of which are more detailed than the others. The parts revealed in this 

s rah represent the first detailed account, making the longest exposition. However, 

the episodes related here are less than those in S rah 20,  H . 

In the present s rah, the story begins with Moses presenting his message to 

Pharaoh and his people. In S rah 20, it begins with Moses receiving his Lord’s call by 

Mount Sinai, while in S rah 28, The Story, or al-Qaşaş, it starts with the birth of 

Moses during the time when the Children of Israel were exposed to persecution. In 

perfect harmony with the general ambience of the s rah and its objectives, the story 

opens by drawing attention to the fate suffered by Pharaoh and his people as a result 

of their rejection of God’s message: “Then after those We sent Moses with Our signs to 

Pharaoh and his people, but they wilfully rejected them. Behold what happened in the end to 

those spreaders of corruption.” (Verse 103) Then the story unfolds, showing scenes of 

Moses confronting first Pharaoh and his clique, then confronting the deviousness 

and corruption of the Israelites. As we will be discussing the story in detail in due 

course, we will only refer here very briefly to its main features and general import. 

The Central Issue 

Moses (peace be upon him) faces Pharaoh and the chiefs of his people, declaring 

the fact that he, Moses, is a Messenger of God, the Lord of all the worlds: “Moses said: 

‘Pharaoh, I am a Messenger from the Lord of all the worlds, and may say about God nothing 

but the truth. I have come to you with a clear evidence from your Lord. So, let the Children of 

Israel go with me.’” (Verses 104-105) The same fact is driven home to Pharaoh when 

Moses wins the confrontation with Pharaoh’s sorcerers and they declare their 

acceptance of God’s oneness: “The sorcerers fell down prostrating themselves, and said: 

`We believe in the Lord of all the worlds, the Lord of Moses and Aaron.” (Verses 120-122) 

Again when Pharaoh threatens them with severe punishment, they turn to their Lord 

and declare that they will always turn to Him in life, death and future life: “They 

replied: `To our Lord we shall indeed return. You want to take vengeance on us only because 

                                                 
6 Volumes I-IV. 
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we have believed in the signs of our Lord when they were shown to us. Our Lord, grant us 

abundance of patience in adversity, and let us die as people who have surrendered themselves 

to You.’” (Verses 125-126) 

As Moses teaches his people their faith, we frequently see him emphasizing to 

them who their true Lord is. This is the case when Pharaoh threatens them with 

general persecution, and later when they deviate and ask him to make them a deity 

like those of the people they came across after their salvation from Pharaoh. (Verses 

128-129 and 138-140) Such Qur’ nic statements made within the story confirm the 

true nature of the religion preached by the Prophet Moses (peace be upon him) and 

the sort of beliefs that result from it. These are the same beliefs Islam calls for and 

which are advocated by every divine message. Moreover, these Qur’ nic statements 

prove the fallacy of the theories advanced by Western `experts’ in the history of 

religion, and the error of anyone who adopts their method and premise about the 

development of human faith. 

These Qur’ nic statements also show the different sorts of deviation that occurred 

in Jewish history and the perverted nature of the Israelites, even after Moses was 

given his message. Examples of this are seen in their request: “Moses, set up a god for 

us like the gods they have.” (Verse 138); and in their adoption of the calf when Moses 

went for his appointment with his Lord; and in their demand to see God in order to 

believe in Him. None of these represents the faith Moses preached. These are 

deviations which may not be attributed to the faith. The claim that these were part of 

the Jewish religion which later developed into a monotheistic faith is indeed false. 

The confrontation between Moses and Pharaoh illustrates the nature of the battle 

between the divine faith, in its totality, and j hiliyyah, in all its forms and aspects. It 

shows how the evil forces look at this faith, feeling the danger it represents to the 

very existence of these forces. It further shows how believers view the battle between 

them and tyrannical evil forces. 

The s rah reports how Moses said to Pharaoh: “I am a Messenger from the Lord of all 

the worlds, and may say about God nothing but the truth. I have come to you with a clear 

evidence from your Lord. So, let the Children of Israel go with me.” (Verses 104-105) At that 

very moment, the aim was clear. It is a call to believe in `the Lord of all the worlds’, 

which means that all sovereignty belongs to God alone. It was under this clear 

principle that Moses demanded the release of the Israelites. Since God is the Lord of 

all the worlds, then it is not up to any servant of His — the tyrant Pharaoh in this 

case — to impose his authority over them. They submit only to God. Moreover, the 

declaration that God is the Lord of all the worlds means that all sovereignty, which is 

a manifestation of Lordship, belongs to Him alone. It is clearly demonstrated when 

all creatures submit to Him. Hence, people do not truly acknowledge God’s Lordship 

and sovereignty unless they submit to Him alone. Should they accept anyone else’s 
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sovereignty, implementing his laws, they deny God’s Lordship over them. 

Pharaoh and his chiefs realized what danger the message declaring God as the 

Lord of all the worlds represented. They felt that to accept God as the only Lord 

meant depriving Pharaoh of his authority and, consequently, the loss of their own 

authority derived from his. They expressed their fear in this way: “The great ones 

among Pharaoh’s people said: ‘This man is indeed a sorcerer of great skill, who wants to drive 

you out of your land!’ [Said Pharaoh] ‘What, then, do you advise?’” (Verses 109-110) “The 

great ones among Pharaoh’s people said: ‘Will you allow Moses and his people to spread 

corruption in the land and to forsake you and your gods?’” (Verse 127) What they really 

meant is that the only import of this call advocating God’s Lordship of all the worlds 

was that all authority is taken away from people and returned to its rightful owner, 

God Almighty. To them, this was an act of spreading corruption in the land. 

Today, in contemporary forms of j hiliyyah, this same call is described as an 

attempt to overthrow the government. To such regimes which practically exercise 

God’s sovereignty, even though they may not say so verbally, the success of this call 

means the overthrow of government. In every j hiliyyah system, government means 

the assignment of Lordship to one of God’s servants, enabling him to rule over 

others. By contrast, acknowledging God’s Lordship over all the worlds means that 

only God is the Lord of mankind. 

Then, the sorcerers were overwhelmed by the truth and declared their belief in 

God, the Lord of all the worlds, freeing themselves from subjugation to Pharaoh. At 

this point, Pharaoh accused them of scheming to drive the people out of their land, 

threatening them with the worst type of torture and persecution: “Pharaoh said: ‘You 

believe in Him even before I have given you permission! This is indeed a plot you have 

contrived in this city in order to drive out its people, but you shall soon come to know [the 

consequences]. I shall have your hands and feet cut off on alternate sides, and then I shall 

crucify you all.” (Verses 123-124) 

On the other hand, those sorcerers, who believed in God, submitting to Him alone 

and declaring their freedom from subjugation by those who usurped God’s 

authority, realized the nature of the battle between them and the tyrannical forces of 

falsehood. They knew that it was a battle over faith. Once the declaration of God’s 

Lordship over all the worlds is made, this faith poses a threat to all tyrants, aiming to 

strip them of their usurped authority. Hence, their reply to Pharaoh’s accusation was: 

“You want to take vengeance on us only because we have believed in the signs of our Lord 

when they were shown to us.” (Verse 126) Then they turned to their Lord with this 

prayer: “Our Lord, grant us abundance of patience in adversity, and let us die as people who 

have surrendered themselves to You.” (Verse 126) Thus, when true submission to God 

took hold of their hearts, it became their distinctive criterion. 
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Sealed Hearts, Closed Minds 

The story also relates how God subjected Pharaoh’s people to several trials, 

allowing different types of hardship to afflict them. Nevertheless, they persist in their 

rejection of God’s message, making all types of excuses. Eventually destruction 

befalls them. (Verses 130-136) 

In this passage we realize how adamantly and persistently tyranny clings to its 

falsehood, resisting with all its might the message declaring God’s Lordship over all 

the worlds. These tyrants realize, with perfect certainty, that such a message 

undermines their position. Indeed, it does not recognize their claims to such a 

position. Tyranny will never allow the declaration of God’s oneness, or His Lordship 

over all the worlds, unless these words lose their true meaning, becoming mere 

words of little significance. In such a situation, they represent no threat to tyranny. 

On the other hand, when a group of people adopt these words and take them 

seriously, in their true meaning, tyranny will not tolerate them. It immediately 

realizes the threat they represent to its usurped authority which enables it to exercise 

sovereignty and lordship over its subject people. Thus, Pharaoh could not tolerate 

that Moses should advocate faith in God, the Lord of all the worlds, or that the 

sorcerers should declare their belief in Him. He and his chiefs persisted with their 

rejection of this truth when signs were shown to them, and then when different types 

of hardship afflicted them, one after another. To them, all this was easier to tolerate 

than to acknowledge God as the Lord of all the worlds, because that would have 

ended their usurped authority. 

We see also in the way the s rah speaks of the signs and the trials how God deals 

with those who deny His messages. He first tries them with hardship and tribulation, 

then with affluence and plenty, before He finally smites them with a severe 

punishment. The believers, who have been weak and subjugated, are then given 

power and established in the land. “We caused the people who were persecuted and 

deemed utterly low to inherit the eastern and western parts of the land which We had blessed. 

Thus your Lord’s gracious promise to the Children of Israel was fulfilled, because they were 

patient in adversity; and We destroyed all that Pharaoh and his people had wrought, and all 

that they had built.” (Verse 137) 

But the Israelites soon succumbed to their deviant nature, and they disobeyed 

God, as the Qur’ n makes clear. They played tricks on Moses, their Prophet and 

saviour, remained ungrateful for God’s blessings, and turned away from the straight 

path of faith. This happened time after time, with God forgiving them on each 

occasion, until eventually they earned God’s punishment: “Then your Lord declared 

that He would most certainly raise against them people who would cruelly oppress them till 

the Day of Resurrection. Your Lord is swift indeed in His retribution, yet He is certainly 

much forgiving, merciful.” (Verse 167) God’s warnings came true, and they will 
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continue to come true in the future. They may have their day in the cycle of history, 

but when they spread corruption and resort to injustice, God will raise against them 

people who will punish them severely. This will continue to be the case until the Day 

of Judgement. 

Our last point in this Prologue on the history of the Israelites is that this s rah, 

revealed in Makkah, tells us much about the Children of Israel, their deviation, 

disobedience, and wicked nature. Yet many Orientalists, Christians and Jews alike, 

allege that Muhammad, (peace be upon him), did not attack the Jews in the Qur’ n 

until he had settled in Madinah. These Orientalists claim that the Prophet tried to 

maintain good relations with the Jews when he was in Makkah and in his early 

period in Madinah. They further allege that the Qur’ n which Muhammad preached 

at that time spoke about their common ancestry as descendants of Abraham, hoping 

that they would accept his message. But when he gave up on them, he attacked them 

in no uncertain terms. These Orientalists are certainly lying. Here we have in a 

Makkan s rah the whole truth about the Jews. It follows the same lines as S rah 2, 

The Cow, which was revealed later in Madinah, in stating the truth. 

Verses 163-170 of this s rah, which include the warning to the Jews that they 

would be repeatedly subjected to punishment by other people, are undoubtedly 

Madman revelation, while the rest of the s rah was revealed in Makkah. However, 

the verses that immediately precede and directly follow this Madman passage state 

the same truth about the Israelites. They mention their worship of the calf, their 

demand that Moses should set up a deity for them when they had left Egypt for the 

sake of God, the only deity in the universe. They also include the punishment 

inflicted on them because of their declared stand that they would not believe unless 

they saw God, and their alteration of God’s words when they were told to enter the 

city. All this goes to show these Orientalists distorting history in addition to their 

fabrication of falsehood against God and His Messenger. Yet some writers who speak 

about Islam are willing to take such Orientalists for their teachers! 

Drawing the Lines 

This story of Moses is given in such detail for another purpose. It depicts the 

nature of faith and unbelief as reflected by the personalities and events of that 

history. It concludes with the scene of accepting the covenant of the Children of 

Israel after they have witnessed how God’s might strikes. This is followed by the 

great scene showing human nature making its covenant with God. We then have a 

scene showing the one who reneges on this covenant as he discards God’s revelations 

after he has learnt them. It is a very powerful scene serving to warn against such a 

line of action. A comment follows this scene describing the nature of divine guidance 
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and the nature of unbelief, making clear that the latter indicates a failure of man’s 

faculties of perception, leading to utter ruin. (Verses 171-179) 

The s rah then turns to the unbelievers in Makkah who were denying the truth of 

the message of Islam, distorting God’s names in order to coin up names for their false 

deities. It warns them against suffering God’s punishment. It also invites them to 

reflect deeply and clearly on the status of God’s Messenger who called on them to 

follow divine guidance. When they do so, they should remove their prejudices that 

cause them to accuse the Prophet of madness. They should contemplate the 

kingdoms of heaven and earth and what they contain of pointers to the truth of 

divine guidance. A touch is added reminding them of death that could come when 

they are totally unaware. (Verses 180-186) 

The s rah takes on the unbelievers who deny the Last Hour signalling the arrival 

of the Day of Resurrection and their questions about its timing. It shows that this is a 

grave matter, but they refer to it lightly. It states the nature of God’s message and the 

role of the Messenger who delivers it. It states the truth of Godhead and that all its 

attributes belong to God alone, including the knowledge of the realm that lies 

beyond man’s perception, and the bringing about of the Last Hour at its appointed 

time. (Verses 187-188) 

Within the context of this confrontation with the unbelievers, the s rah gives an 

outline of the nature of idolatry and the story of deviation from the covenant made 

with human nature to always believe in God’s oneness. It shows how such deviation 

occurs within man, as if it is describing the deviation of that very generation which 

opposed the Prophet, while their early ancestors followed Abraham’s faith. (Verses 

189-192)  

Since it aims to describe the situation of those particular idolaters whom the 

Qur’ n was addressing at the time of its revelation, the s rah moves immediately 

from the case it outlines to a direct address to them. It directs the Prophet to 

challenge them and their deities. (Verses 193-198) 

As the s rah comes to its conclusion, it addresses the Prophet and the Muslim 

community to deal gently with people as they present God’s message to them. They 

must not give way to anger at people’s slackness. They need to seek refuge with God 

against Satan who tries to fuel their anger. (Verses 199-203) This directive reminds us 

of what is stated at the beginning of the s rah: “This is a book that has been bestowed on 

you from on high — so do not entertain any doubt about it — in order that you may warn 

people with its message, and admonish the believers.” (Verse 2) It makes it clear that the 

task is tough, because it involves calling on all people to accept the faith, putting up 

with all their impediments, including traces of erroneous beliefs, deviation, desire, 

negligence, etc. It requires much perseverance and tolerance. 
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It also requires moving along the road to its final destination. Hence, the s rah 

reminds us of what helps us to overcome the difficulties involved. Here we are 

reminded of the need to read the Qur’ n and listen attentively to it, remembering 

God in all situations and never to be heedless. We should take our cue in this from 

the angels who do not tire of remembering God and worshipping Him: “When the 

Qur’ n is recited, hearken to it, and listen in silence, so that you may be graced with God’s 

mercy. And bethink yourself of your Lord humbly and with awe, and without raising your 

voice, in the morning and evening; and do not be negligent. Those who are near to your Lord 

are never too proud to worship Him. They extol His limitless glory, and before Him alone 

prostrate themselves.” (Verses 204-206) This is the best equipment along the road. It 

outlines the manner of worship that good believers should adopt. It is the one 

followed by God’s best servants. 
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1 

The Purpose of the Divine 

Message 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

Alif. L m. Mīm. Ş d. (1) 

This is a book that has been bestowed on you 

from on high — so do not entertain any doubt 

about it — in order that you may warn people 

with its message, and admonish the believers. (2) 

Follow what has been sent down to you by your 

Lord, and follow no masters other than Him. 

How seldom do you keep this in mind. (3) 

How many a community have We destroyed, 

with Our punishment falling upon them by night, 

or at midday while they were resting. (4) 

And when Our punishment fell upon them, all 

they could say was: “We have indeed been 

wrongdoers.” (5) 

We shall most certainly question those to whom a 

message was sent, and We shall most certainly 

question the messengers themselves. (6) 
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And most certainly We shall reveal to them Our 

knowledge [of what they have done]; for never 

have We been absent. (7) 

On that day, the weighing will be true and 

accurate: and those whose weight [of good deeds] is 

heavy in the balance are the ones who are 

successful; (8) 

whereas those whose weight is light in the balance 

are the ones who have lost their own souls because 

of their wilful rejection of Our revelations. (9) 
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Issues Spelt Out 

The s rah begins with four separate letters, similar to those that occur at the 

beginning of the second and third s rahs. When we discussed such separate letters in 

our commentary on these s rahs, we expressed our support of the view that these 

letters are meant as a reference to the fact that the Qur’ n is composed of words 

made up of the Arabic alphabet which Arabs use in their language. Nevertheless, it is 

impossible for them to make up from these letters and sounds a discourse similar to 

that of the Qur’ n. This in itself proves that the Qur’ n is not composed by a human 

being. How else can we explain the fact that these letters, sounds and words were 

available to the Arabs and yet they could not make of them anything similar to the 

Qur’ n. There must be, then, some other element which gives the Qur’ n its unique 

character. We feel that this is perhaps the most likely interpretation of these separate 

letters occurring at the beginning of some s rahs. God knows best the purpose He has 

in mind for using them. It is possible, therefore, to consider these four letters together 

as the subject of a sentence, which is given in the translation as, “this”, which means 

that those letters and what is composed of them and of other letters are “the book 

bestowed from on high”. On the other hand, we may take these letters as sounds 

serving to alert us to the meaning that follows which suggests that the book has been 

revealed from on high. 

“This is a book that has been bestowed on you from on high.” (Verse 2) This book, then, 

is revealed for warning, so that the Prophet is able to confront with its message all 

mankind, although they may not like to be so confronted. Its message is thus set in 

opposition to beliefs, traditions, social norms and set-ups. This is reason enough for 

entertaining feelings of doubt and hardship with regard to the duty it imposes. This 

can only be appreciated by those who wish to implement this instruction and raise 

the message of this book high in society. In so doing, they aim to achieve a complete 

and total change of the social set-up of the human community, beginning with its 

foundations and finishing with its outward appearance and points of detail. Hence, 

the Prophet, the one who was to deliver the message of this book for the first time, 

must have felt all this when he confronted the state of ignorance, or j hiliyyah, 

prevailing in Arabia and throughout the world. 

This state of affairs is not limited to the situation that prevailed in the Arabian 

Peninsula at the time, or to what prevailed in surrounding areas. Islam is not a mere 

event of history which took place at a particular point in time. It is a permanent 

confrontation that continues to the end of time. Today, Islam puts its message before 

humanity, as it did the first time, and as it does whenever humanity reverts to 

j hiliyyah in a repeated `reactionary’ cycle. Whenever this happens, Islam comes 

forward to pick up humanity from the mud of reaction and to set it along the way to 
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progress and civilization. Every time the advocates of Islam warn people on the basis 

of the Qur’ nic message, they face the same difficulty and hardship endured by the 

first advocate of Islam, the Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him). It was he who 

first warned people that their lives were a continuing endurance of the darkness of 

j hiliyyah which combined the blindness of erring concepts, unrestrained desires, 

with the oppression of tyranny and subjugation to momentary—whims and fleeting 

pleasures. Whoever takes up the duty of conveying the Islamic message in order to 

try to save mankind from the depth of its ignorance will inevitably appreciate the 

significance of this directive to the Prophet: “This is a book that has been bestowed on you 

from on high — so do not entertain any doubt about it — in order that you may warn people 

with its message.” (Verse 2) 

It is real facts that tell us who the believers to be admonished with the Qur’ nic 

revelations are and who the unbelievers to whom the warning is addressed are. To 

the advocate of Islam, the Qur’ n is always a new message, revealed at this moment 

in time, to confront a situation which is bound to impose on him a very hard 

struggle. 

Today, mankind is in a similar position to that which prevailed when the Prophet 

Muhammad (peace be upon him) was instructed by his Lord to start his warning and 

admonition, entertaining no feeling of anxiety or difficulty, aiming to bring about a 

very radical change in the life of humanity as a whole. Time has moved full circle 

since that day, and mankind has reverted to a state of complete ignorance which 

affects the basis and practical aspects of all its values, norms and practices. In its very 

concept of faith, humanity has reverted back to some absurdities that prevailed in the 

past. This applies even to those whose fathers and forefathers used to believe in this 

religion of Islam, submit themselves to God and associate no partners with Him. The 

concept of faith held by these new generations has also been distorted. 

This religion of Islam has been revealed so that it changes the face of the world, in 

order to establish a new world order which acknowledges God’s absolute authority 

and removes the authority of all tyrants. In this world order, worship, in its very 

comprehensive sense, is offered to God alone. When this world order is established, 

God enables whomever He pleases of His servants to submit himself to God alone 

instead of submitting to other authorities. In this world order, a new human being is 

born, who is free and noble, having overcome the tyranny of his desires and the 

authority of anyone other than God. 

This religion of Islam is meant to establish a solid foundation. Indeed, every 

prophet, in all periods of history, subscribed to this foundation, declaring its motto 

loud and clear: “There is no deity other than God.” This declaration has only one 

meaning, which is that sovereignty in human life, and indeed in the entire universe, 

belongs only to God alone. It is He who rules over the universe as He exercises His 
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will, and it is He who controls the lives of human beings in accordance with the law 

He has laid down and the way of living He has prescribed. On the basis of this rule, a 

Muslim is a firm believer in God’s oneness and that He controls the whole universe. 

He addresses his worship to God alone. From Him he receives his laws and values. 

By correlation, he rejects every authority that seeks to replace God’s authority in any 

way. 

This is the basic foundation of the religion of Islam. How far away from it does 

humanity stand today? Mankind can be classified into several groups all of which 

belong to the realm of j hiliyyah. To start with, there is an atheist group which denies 

God’s existence altogether. Their case needs no elaboration. Another group are 

idolaters. They recognize the existence of God but associate with Him other partners 

and deities as we see in India, Central Africa and other parts of the world. 

A third group are normally described in the Qur’ n as “the People of the Book”, 

which is a reference to the Jews and Christians. These reverted to polytheism when 

they claimed that God had begotten a son. They also considered their priests and 

rabbis as lords alongside God, since they acknowledged their authority to legislate 

and accepted whatever legislation those priests and rabbis gave them. It is true that 

the Christians and Jews did not worship those people, but they acknowledged their 

legislative authority. Today, they deny God’s authority to legislate altogether, 

establishing instead capitalist or socialist systems and adopting democratic or 

dictatorial styles, etc. By doing so, they abandon the rule of faith altogether and 

revert to an ignorant system similar to that which prevailed in ancient Rome or 

Greece.  

A fourth group claims to be Muslim, but it nevertheless follows those systems of 

the “People of the Book” step by step. Thus they remove themselves from the proper 

Islamic system and adopt a different one. The religion acceptable to God includes a 

code of living, a law, a system and a complete constitution for life. The religions of 

human beings include their own systems and laws and their own setups. 

Time has come full circle, and we are today in a situation similar to that which 

prevailed when God revealed this religion of Islam. None of these human groupings 

follows the divine faith. The Qur’ n is now confronting humanity in the same way as 

it confronted it the first time. It wants humanity to adopt Islam anew as a faith, 

before it starts to implement its laws and regulations. Hence, any person who 

advocates such a revival is bound to feel the hardship and difficulty felt by the 

Prophet as he started his call to mankind. Today the advocates of Islam aim at 

establishing the faith in the minds of people, so that they can consciously and 

positively make the declaration: “I bear witness that there is no deity other than 

God.” This will inevitably lead to the establishment of a new social order in which 

God is worshipped by people. This signals another rebirth for man, where man is 
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liberated from worshipping human beings or worshipping his own caprice and 

desire and is made free to enjoy the worship of God alone. 

A Revelation to Admonish Believers 

Islam is not a mere event of history that took place at a particular point in time and 

completed its role. Today it has a role to play similar to that which it played when it 

first confronted humanity. Indeed, the circumstances, social systems, beliefs, values 

and traditions that prevail in the world today are not dissimilar to those which 

prevailed when Islam first addressed mankind. The term j hiliyyah refers to a state of 

affairs, not to a particular period in history. Today, it prevails everywhere and 

applies to all types of beliefs, doctrines, systems and circumstances. It is based on 

assigning sovereignty and legislative authority to human beings instead of 

acknowledging that such authority belongs to God alone. The very foundation of this 

state of ignorance, or j hiliyyah, makes human caprice or desire or thought the 

ultimate arbiter in human affairs instead of adopting the divine code as the law to 

implement. J hiliyyah may take different shapes and forms, adopt different names, 

follow a variety of creeds, but in all its versions it has the same basic role determining 

its nature. 

Adopting this criterion, it is clear that a state of ignorance, or j hiliyyah, prevails 

today throughout the world. Islam, on the other hand, has ceased to exist as an 

entity. Its advocates have the same objective for which the Prophet Muhammad, 

God’s Messenger (peace be upon him) dedicated himself. They face the same type of 

opposition he faced. Hence, they should listen to the same reminder contained in this 

Qur’ nic verse: “This is a book that has been bestowed on you from on high — so do not 

entertain any doubt about it — in order that you may warn people with its message, and 

admonish the believers.” This fact needs some elaboration. 

Human communities today are, generally speaking, overwhelmed by j hiliyyah, 

and as such, they are `backward’ or `reactionary’, in the sense that they have reverted 

to a state of ignorance after Islam had saved them from it. It is Islam that is called 

upon today to save these communities from their backwardness and reaction and to 

set them along the road to progress and civilization which makes the divine values 

and standards prevail. It is only when a community acknowledges that the top 

authority belongs to God, and when this is manifested in practice by the 

implementation of God’s law, that human beings in that community are truly free 

from subjugation to their own desires or to those of other human beings. 

This is indeed the only true image of Islam or civilization, according to the divine 

standard, because the civilization God wants human beings to enjoy must be based 

on total freedom and dignity for every individual. How can an individual enjoy such 
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freedom and exercise such dignity if he must submit himself to other human beings? 

Dignity and freedom cannot truly exist in a community in which some individuals 

exercise sovereignty and claim to be the ultimate arbiters while others have to submit 

to them. When we speak of sovereignty in this sense we do not only refer to the 

authority to legislate and the process of law making. Rather, values, standards, 

morals and traditions also come under the same heading of legislation, because 

people submit to them consciously or subconsciously. Such a society can only be 

described as reactionary and backward, or, to use the Islamic terminology, j hilī’, or 

unbeliever.  

When the bond in a community is that of faith, and when intellectual concepts and 

the way of life are derived from divine revelations, not subject to the will of any 

human being, then that community is progressive and civilized, or, to use the Islamic 

terminology, `a Muslim community that surrenders itself to God.’ The basis of such a 

community, then, reflects the highest qualities of man which shape his spirit and 

intellect. On the other hand, when the bond that unites a community is that of race, 

colour, tribe or geographic area, the community is then backward and reactionary, 

or, to use the Islamic terminology, an ignorant community. Such bonds do not relate 

to any of the supreme qualities of man, because a human being retains his human 

status regardless of his race, colour, tribe, nation or country, while beyond his spirit 

and intellect, he has no human existence. 

On the other hand, by his own free will — which is the highest blessing God has 

given him — man can change his faith, intellectual concepts or mode of living. He 

can adopt divine guidance once he has taken care to try to understand it and reflect 

on its blessings. He can never change his race, colour or nation. He cannot determine 

beforehand where he will be born or in what nation or to which parents he will 

belong. A community where people come together on the basis of something they 

choose by their own free will is much higher and more civilized than one in which 

people are united on the basis of something over which they have no control. 

On the other hand, when materialism in any shape or form, is considered the 

supreme value, either theoretically as in Marxism, or in the shape of material 

production as in America, Europe and other capitalist societies, then that community 

is, in Islamic terminology, both j hilī and idolatrous, or reactionary and backward in 

the broadest sense. This is due to the fact that such a society sacrifices all human 

values, particularly moral values, for its supreme bond of materialism. 

It is important to remember here that a Muslim community does not despise or 

deride matter or materialism, either in the form of theory or in that of productivity. 

What people produce helps man to fulfil the task that has been assigned to him when 

God made him vicegerent on earth. To enjoy what is wholesome and useful of 

human production is something that Islam encourages, as this s rah makes clear. 
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However, it cannot be considered the supreme value in society. 

It is the values and morals which prevail in a community that determine its 

character and whether it is civilized and progressive, or, to use the Islamic 

terminology, Islamic. Such human values and morals are neither vague nor 

changeable. These are the morals and values that promote the qualities of man which 

distinguish him from animals, not the ones which he has in common with them. 

When the question is placed on this basis, we can easily visualize a clear line of 

demarcation which negates the whole concept of evolution. We will not have then 

agricultural morals as opposed to industrial ones, or capitalist morals as opposed to 

socialist ones. Nor can there be pauper values contrasting with those of the 

bourgeoisie. Morals will not be the product of the environment and the standard of 

living, treating these as independent factors shaping moral values and traditions, or 

following an inevitable course of development. There can only be sound human 

values and morality which Muslims adopt in their civilized community. These may 

only contrast with morality and values that we may loosely describe as `animal’. 

These latter ones can only be adopted by a backward community. To use the Islamic 

terminology, there can only be Islamic values and morality, and reactionary or 

ignorant ones, i.e. j hiliyyah. 

The communities in which `animal’ values, morality and desires prevail cannot be 

civilized communities, no matter how scientifically advanced they are. In modern 

j hiliyyah societies, the concept of morality has become so weak that it is no longer 

concerned with what distinguishes man from animals. In these communities, for 

example, illegitimate sexual relationships, and indeed perverted ones, are not 

considered immoral. Moral values are only confined to personal or economic or 

political transactions, and even these are sometimes limited to the interest of the 

country itself. In such communities, writers, journalists, novelists, the media and all 

sources of education and information make it clear to young people of both sexes 

that free sex is not immoral. Such communities, then, are, from the human point of 

view, backward, not civilized. If we are to consider human progress, we describe 

these communities as non-Islamic as well. The line Islam follows is that of liberating 

man from his desires, lust, and other animal inclinations in order to enhance and 

develop within him his human qualities. 

Perhaps this is all that we can say for the present in describing such human 

communities and how they sink deep in j hiliyyah. Indeed, j hiliyyah characterizes all 

aspects of these communities, from faith to morality and from concepts to practices. 

What we have said is sufficient to make it clear that these communities are indeed in 

a state of ignorance or j hiliyyah. It also makes it clear that the objective of the Islamic 

message today is the same as it was at the beginning: to call on people to adopt Islam 

as a faith, a moral system and a way of life. It is the objective which the Prophet set 
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for himself when he started to fulfil the task assigned to him by God. The advocates 

of Islam today have to adopt the same attitude and set themselves the same objective, 

remembering what God said to the Prophet at the beginning: “This is a book that has 

been bestowed on you from on high — so do not entertain any doubt about it — in order that 

you may warn people with its message, and admonish the believers.” (Verse 2) 

A Sudden Inflection of Punishment 

As God assigns this task to His Messenger, He follows it with an order given to 

the Arabs addressed by the Qur’ n for the first time, and indeed to all nations and 

communities whom Islam tries to save from the shackles of j hiliyyah. All such 

communities are ordered to follow what is revealed in this divine scripture and to 

refrain from following any masters other then God. This is the crux of the matter: 

whom are we, human beings, to follow in conducting our lives? If we follow divine 

orders, then we are Muslims who submit ourselves to God. Those who follow the 

orders of other beings are idolaters. The two situations are diametrically opposed 

and there cannot be any meeting point between them. This is the central issue in the 

message of Islam: “Follow what has been sent down to you by your Lord, and follow no 

masters other than Him. How seldom do you keep this in mind” (Verse 3) 

It should be noted here that when the Prophet was addressed in person, the hook 

is described as having been sent down to him personally: “This is a book that has been 

bestowed on you from on high.” (Verse 2) At the same time, when all mankind are 

addressed, the book is described as having been sent down to them from their Lord: 

“Follow what has been sent down to you by your Lord.” (Verse 3) In the case of the 

Prophet (peace be upon him), the book is revealed to him so that he believes in it and 

warns people and reminds them with its message. In the case of other human beings, 

the book is revealed to them so that they believe in it and follow it to the exclusion of 

any other source. In both cases, honour is made by this revelation. A human being to 

whom God sends down a book, choosing him for this task and bestowing on him all 

this bounty and blessings, should remember and should be thankful. He must also 

address himself to the task with strength and resolution. 

The task is great. It aims to bring about a total change in human communities, 

encompassing their concepts, ideals, values, moral standards, traditions, social 

systems, economic set-ups as well as their relationships with God, the universe and 

other human beings. Hence, the s rah seeks to strongly shake people’s consciences so 

that they wake up to the task and start examining their situation. This is achieved by 

portraying the destinies of past communities who denied the divine message, how 

they were destroyed in this life and the sort of destiny awaiting them in the life to 

come. 
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How many a community have We destroyed, with Our punishment falling upon them 
by night, or at midday while they were resting. And when Our punishment fell upon 
them, all they could say was: “We have indeed been wrongdoers.”We shall most 
certainly question those to whom a message was sent, and We shall most certainly 
question the messengers themselves. And most certainly We shall reveal to them Our 
knowledge [of what they have done]; for never have We been absent. On that day, the 
weighing will be true and accurate: and those whose weight [of good deeds] is heavy in 
the balance are the ones who are successful; whereas those whose weight is light in the 
balance are the ones who have lost their own souls because of their wilfull rejection of 
Our revelations. (Verses 4-9) 

The destruction of past nations and communities serves as a very good reminder 

and warner. The fact that they were so severely punished is utilized in the Qur’ n as 

an inspiring element which should alert human minds that have so far been 

oblivious of their situation and their duty. Numerous have been those communities 

which were destroyed because of their rejection of the message of the truth. 

Invariably, they were taken unawares, either in the dead of the night or at midday 

when people relax and sleep, feeling a sense of security: “How many a community have 

We destroyed, with Our punishment falling upon them by night, or at midday while they 

were resting.” (Verse 4) 

Both the depth of the night and the middle of the day when people have their 

siesta are normally thought of as periods of security, when people can relax and 

sleep. To be punished so severely at this particular time sounds much more horrific. 

It should also serve as a stronger reminder, helping people to take more heed. 

What happened then? Those people who were taken unawares could do nothing 

other than to own up to their situation and confess to the attitude they had taken: 

“And when Our punishment fell upon them, all they could say was: `We have indeed been 

wrongdoers.” (Verse 5) 

Normally a human being makes every sort of claim, but does not confess his 

crime, particularly if it means that he faces a terrible prospect. But in their situation, 

those communities could do nothing other than admit their guilt and condemn 

themselves as `wrongdoers’. It is a very terrible situation in which they have found 

themselves, because the maximum they could do to try to alleviate their situation is 

to make a full confession. Besides, the `wrongdoing’ to which they refer here means 

the rejection of the faith and the adoption of idolatrous beliefs. This is the most 

frequent usage of this term in the Qur’ n. To be an idolater or polytheist is to do 

wrong and to be unjust. The reverse is also true: to do wrong and insist on injustice is 

to deny God and associate partners with Him. Is there any greater injustice or 

wrongdoing than the association of partners with God? 

When this confession is made, it avails them of nothing, because the time for 
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repentance has lapsed. When God’s punishment is administered, there can be no 

return and no more chance to mend one’s ways. When the scene of punishment in 

this life is portrayed, the s rah immediately moves on with its audience to portray 

this situation in the life to come. There is no intermission between the two scenes. 

The move seems to bypass all considerations of time and place in order to link this 

life with the life to come showing us the punishment in this world strongly linked to 

the suffering in the hereafter. In no time, we are looking at the scene on the Day of 

Judgement: “We shall most certainly question those to whom a message was sent, and We 

shall most certainly question the messengers themselves. And most certainly We shall reveal 

to them Our knowledge [of what they have done]; for never have We been absent. On that 

day, the weighing will be true and accurate: and those whose weight [of good deeds] is heavy 

in the balance are the ones who are successful; whereas those whose weight is light in the 

balance are the ones who have lost their own souls because of their wilful rejection of Our 

revelations.” (Verses 6-9) 

This style which relies on portraying images in succession is peculiar to the 

Qur’ n. The journey human beings take, representing their life on earth, is thus 

portrayed in a quick image, taking only a line in a book, so that this life is 

intertwined with the life to come. Thus the beginning is tied to the end. When those 

who suffered God’s punishment in this life are brought in front of God for 

questioning, their confession made at the time when they were destroyed in this 

world is not sufficient. They have to face a new line of questioning which makes their 

wrongdoing known to all generations of mankind who are gathered together on that 

great day: “We shall most certainly question those to whom a message was sent, and We 

shall most certainly question the messengers themselves. And most certainly We shall reveal 

to them Our knowledge [of what they have done]; for never have We been absent.” (Verses 6-

7) 

This line of questioning is detailed and seeks to throw everything out in the open. 

It will be directed to those who received messages and to the messengers themselves, 

so that the whole story, with all its details and hidden aspects is fully publicized. The 

people who received messengers are asked first and they make their full confession. 

The messengers themselves are then questioned and they give their full answers. 

Then the Lord who knows everything and who is fully aware of every detail will 

relate to them every point they had overlooked but was always well known to Him. 

He has been witness to it all. This touch is a profound reminder to all mankind, 

warning them against rejecting God’s faith. 

“On that day, the weighing will be true and accurate.” (Verse 8) There is no room for 

deception, wrong judgement or arguments. “Those whose weight [of good deeds] is heavy 

in the balance are the ones who are successful.” (Verse 8) This means that what those 

people bring to weigh on God’s accurate scales will be found heavy. Thus they have 
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earned their great reward which ensures their ultimate success. What success can be 

greater than avoiding Hell and the return to Heaven at the end of a journey that has 

extended throughout one’s life? 

“Whereas those whose weight is light in the balance are the ones who have lost their own 

souls because of their wilful rejection of Our revelations.” (Verse 9) This is because what 

they bring to weigh on God’s absolutely accurate scales is seen to be unmistakably 

light. They have lost their own souls. What gain can they make thereafter? Human 

beings try to gather wealth and make gains in order to ensure their own future. 

When they have lost their own souls, what is left for them? This loss has been made 

“because of their wilful rejection of Our revelations” (Verse 9). Here the Qur’ nic verse 

uses the same word as ‘wrongdoing’ which also means `injustice’. As we have 

already explained, these two terms are frequently used in the Qur’ n as synonymous 

with disbelief or associating partners with God: “To associate partners with God is 

indeed an act of great injustice.” (31: 13) 

We have no intention of discussing the nature of the weighing that takes place or 

the nature of the scales with which this weighing is made. There has been much 

argument about these over the long period of Islamic history, but such argument has 

been approached in a rather un-Islamic manner. What we know is that what God 

does cannot be resembled or likened to anything else, because there is simply no one 

who bears any similarity to God. It is sufficient for us to state the facts mentioned in 

the Qur’ n, emphasizing that the reckoning on the Day of Judgement will be most 

fair and accurate, and no one shall suffer any injustice. Every action, little as it may 

be, shall be taken into account. 
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2 

The Start of Human Life 

We have established you firmly on earth and We 

have provided you there with means of livelihood. 

How seldom are you grateful. (10) 

We have indeed created you, and then formed 

you. We then said to the angels: “Prostrate your-

selves before Adam!” They all prostrated 

themselves, except for Iblīs: he was not one of those 

who prostrated themselves. (11) 

And [God] said: “What has prevented you from 

prostrating yourself when I commanded you?” 

Answered [Iblīs]: “I am nobler than he: You 

created me out of fire, while You created him out 

of clay.” (12) 

[God] said: “Off with you hence! It is not for you 

to show your arrogance here. Get out, then; you 

will always be among the humiliated.” (13) 

Said he: “Grant me a respite until the Day when 

all will be raised [from the dead].” (14) 

God replied: “You shall indeed be among those 

granted respite.” (15) 

[Iblīs] said: “Since You let me fall in error, I 

shall indeed lurk in ambush for them all along 

Your straight path, (16) 
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and I shall most certainly fall upon them from the 

front and from the rear, and from their right and 

from their left; and You will find most of them 

ungrateful.” (17) 

[God] said: “Get out of here, despised, disgraced. 

As for those of them that follow you, I shall fill 

Hell with you all. (18) 

And (as for you), Adam: dwell you and your 

wife in this Garden, and eat, both of you, 

whatever you may desire; but do not come near 

this tree, lest you become wrongdoers.” (19) 

But Satan whispered to them both, so that he 

might show them their nakedness, of which they 

had previously been unaware. He said to them: 

“Your Lord has only forbidden you this tree lest 

you two become angels or immortals.” (20) 

And he swore to them: “I am indeed giving you 

sound advice.” (21) 

Thus he cunningly deluded them. And when they 

both had tasted the fruit of the tree, their 

nakedness became apparent to them, and they 

began to cover themselves with leaves from the 

Garden. Their Lord called out to them: “Did I 

not forbid you that tree and tell you both that 

Satan is your open enemy?” (22) 
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Overview 

This is the starting point of the great journey of human life. It begins by giving the 

human race power so that it can settle on earth. Here the reference is to an absolute 

fact that precedes the creation of mankind. 

“We have established you firmly on earth and We have provided you there with means of 

livelihood. How seldom are you grateful.” (Verse 10) The Creator of both the earth and 

man is the One who has made it possible for the human race to establish itself on 

earth. It is He who has given the earth its qualities and characteristics and made all 

these balances which allow human life to prosper and provide people with 

sustenance and other means of livelihood. 

It is indeed He who has made the earth suitable for sustaining human life, by 

giving it its atmosphere, its particular size, shape and make-up, its appropriate 

distance from the sun and the moon. It is He who has set it in its orbit in order to 

enable it to move round the sun, and given it its particular speed and determined the 

angle it makes with its axis. All these balances are as important as giving the earth 

the potential to produce sustenance and sources of energy to enable human life to 

continue and prosper. It is also God who has made man the master of all creation on 

earth, giving him the ability to utilize the earth’s potential and resources by his 

ability to identify and use the laws of nature. 

Had it not been for the fact that God has established man on earth and given him 

all these qualities, man, a weak creation as he certainly is, would not have been able 

to make his `conquest of nature’, as people in j hiliyyah communities, past and 

present, say. He would not have been able to stand up to the enormous, 

overwhelming forces that operate in the universe. 

Said they: “Our Lord! We have wronged 

ourselves; and unless You grant us forgiveness and 

bestow Your mercy upon us, we shall certainly be 

lost.” (23) 

Said He: “Get you down hence, [and be 

henceforth] enemies to one another, having on 

earth your abode and livelihood for a while.” (24) 

“There shall you live,” He added, “and there 

shall you die, and from there shall you be brought 

forth [on the Day of Resurrection].” (25) 
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It is unfortunate that ancient Greek and Roman concepts continue to impart their 

colour to present-day j hiliyyah. It is these concepts that portray the universe as 

hostile to man, and universal forces as opposed to man’s existence and action. They 

try to show man engaged in a fight against natural forces, with every discovery of 

natural law man makes portrayed as a triumph of man against nature. 

All these concepts are both absurd and evil. Had it been true that the natural laws 

of the universe are hostile to man and that they work in opposition to what man 

does, and had it been true that these forces operate without any control by a wise 

will, man would have never come into existence in the first place. How could he have 

existed? How could he survive in a hostile universe and environment when these are 

subject to no external will or power whatsoever? How could he have sustained his 

life, when all these great forces are opposed to him? The question becomes even 

more forceful if we are to accept the claim that these forces are subject to no control 

other than their own. 

Only the Islamic concept of life provides a coherent concept that relates all these 

details to their original and consistent line. It is God who has created both man and 

the universe. His will and wisdom has determined the nature of this universe 

making it possible for human life to maintain itself and prosper. He has also 

endowed man with the ability that makes it possible for him to identify certain 

natural laws and utilize them for his own needs. This perfect coherence and harmony 

is the one worthy of God’s creation, because God’s work is characterized by its 

perfection in every aspect. He does not place His creation on a war footing so that 

they are always hostile to one another. 

Under this concept, man lives in a friendly universe, enjoying the care of a wise, 

supreme power. He is at peace with himself, reassured, able to move steadily in 

order to fulfil his task as vicegerent on earth. He feels that he can rely on unfailing 

help and he deals with the universe in an attitude of mutual friendship. He praises 

God every time he is able to discover a new secret or a new law of the universe 

which enables him to fulfil his task and makes it possible for him to make progress 

and increase his comfort. 

This concept does not discourage man from working to discover the secrets of the 

universe and identify its laws. On the contrary, it encourages him to do so with 

confidence and reassurance. He is not in confrontation with a hostile universe that 

guards its secrets from him and withholds its help. He is not in conflict with an 

enemy who tries to forestall his efforts, his hopes and ambitions. 

The great tragedy of the philosophical creed known as existentialism is this ill-

conceived principle which describes the universe, and indeed, the collective existence 

of humanity, as naturally hostile to the existence of the human individual, trying 
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with all its might to crush it. It is a sick concept that is bound to lead to an inward-

looking approach giving little value to one’s existence, or to a careless, rebellious and 

self-centred attitude to life as a whole. Both situations cause much worry and misery, 

both physical and mental. They leave man in total loss, although the sense of loss 

may differ a little in each situation. 

But the tragedy is not that of a single European intellectual creed; it is indeed the 

tragedy of all European intellectual thought, with all its creeds and doctrines. 

Furthermore, it is also the tragedy of j hiliyyah as a whole, in all times and 

environments. Islam stops this tragedy altogether by its comprehensive faith that 

lays the foundation of a correct concept of this universe and the wise power that 

controls it. 

Man is the son of this earth and this universe. God has created him out of this 

earth and established him on it, and He has provided him with the means of 

sustenance and livelihood. Moreover, He has enabled him to acquire knowledge and 

discover the secrets of the universe. He has made the laws of nature move in 

harmony with human existence, so that man is able to make use of these laws in 

order to set his life on the road to progress. What he needs for this is to try to identify 

these laws with an open mind. 

But human beings are seldom grateful, because when they are in the depths of 

ignorance, they do not know what blessings God has given them. Even those who 

know are unable to thank God in full for the grace He has bestowed on them. How 

can they ever thank Him enough? It is an aspect of God’s grace that He accepts from 

them what they can do. In both situations, the Qur’ nic statement is true: “How 

seldom are you grateful.” 

The Start of Human Life on Earth 

What we are about to learn is the story of human life with all its exciting events. It 

begins with an announcement of the forthcoming birth of mankind. The 

announcement is made in a majestic celebration attended by the Supreme Society, a 

Qur’ nic term that refers to the angels. As a further evidence of honour, no one other 

than God Almighty makes the announcement when the angels are gathered, and 

Iblīs is present, though he is not one of the angels. The whole event is witnessed by 

the heavens and the earth and all that God has created. It is indeed a great event in 

the history of the universe: 

We have indeed created you, and then formed you. We then said to the angels: 
“Prostrate yourselves before Adam!” They all prostrated themselves, except for Iblīs: 
he was not one of those who prostrated themselves. And [God] said: “What has 
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prevented you from prostrating yourself when I commanded you?” Answered [Iblīs]: 
“I am nobler than he: You created me out of fire, while You created him out of clay.” 
[God] said: “Off with you hence! It is not for you to show your arrogance here. Get 
out, then; you will always be among the humiliated. “Said he: “Grant me a respite 
until the Day when all will be raised [from the dead].” God replied: “You shall indeed 
be among those granted respite.” [Iblīs] said: “Since you let me fall in error, I shall 
indeed lurk in ambush for them all along Your straight path, and I shall most 
certainly fall upon them from the front and from the rear, and from their right and 
from their left; and You will find most of them ungrateful.” [God] said: “Get out of 
here, despised, disgraced. As for those of them that follow you, I shall fill Hell with you 
all. “(Verses 11-18) 

This is the first scene, which is both exciting and very serious indeed. It is perhaps 

more appropriate to look properly at the scenes in this story, making our comments 

at the end when we can better try to understand its importance. 

We have indeed created you, and then formed you. We then said to the angels: 
“Prostrate yourselves before Adam!” They all prostrated themselves, except for Iblīs: 
he was not one of those who prostrated themselves. (Verse 11) 

‘Creation’ may mean initiation, while `formation’ may mean the assigning of a 

particular form and special characteristic. These are grades not stages of existence. 

The conjunction `then’ may signify giving a higher status without having any 

element of a chronological order. To give something a form is more advanced than 

its mere existence, for the latter may be limited to the raw material only. Formation, 

in the sense of giving a special human form and characteristic, is certainly much 

more significant than mere existence. Hence, the Qur’ nic statement should be 

understood as not signifying mere existence but also giving that existence a number 

of higher characteristics. This is akin to the Qur’ nic statement which refers to God 

Himself as the One “who has given everything that exists its true form and then guided 

them.” (20: 50). 

Everything has been given its characteristics and tasks and was guided to its 

fulfilment at the time of its creation. There was no time gap between the creation of 

everything and the assigning of its characteristics and duties and then the guidance 

to the fulfilment of those duties. The meaning remains the same if ‘guided’ in the 

above Qur’ nic statement refers to their knowledge of their Lord. Again, that form of 

guidance has been given to all creation at the time when it came into existence. Adam 

was also formed and fashioned and given his human characteristics when he was 

created. Hence, it is much more correct to say that in the Qur’ nic verse which states. 

“We have indeed created you and then formed you,” the conjunction, ‘then’, signifies 

enhancement of grade not allowing for a time gap. 
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The total import of Qur’ nic statements that speak of the creation of Adam (peace 

be upon him) and the start of human life indicates very strongly that this particular 

creation was given its human characteristic and special tasks at the time of its coming 

into existence. Evolution in human history took the form of developing these 

characteristics and gaining further experience in utilizing them. It is not an evolution 

of existence which suggests, as Darwinism would like us to believe, that a process of 

evolution of species has reached its climax with the advent of man. 

There might have been stages of advanced animals, with one coming after the 

other, as evidenced by the theory of natural selection. But this is no more than a 

theory that does not aspire to any degree of certainty, because the estimation of the 

ages of rocks in geological strata is again a theoretical process. It is the same as 

estimating the ages of different stars and planets on the basis of the characteristics of 

their rays. Future discoveries may amend or change these theories. 

But even if we were to learn the ages of rocks with absolute certainty, there is 

nothing to prevent the existence of different species of animals, some of which are 

higher than others, in different time periods, and that their advancement makes them 

particularly suited for the prevailing circumstances. Some of them may disappear 

when circumstances change drastically to make it difficult for the earth to sustain 

their existence. That does not make it inevitable that these species have evolved one 

from the other. All the studies and observations of Charles Darwin and those who 

followed him cannot prove more than that. They cannot say with any certainty that 

one species evolved from a preceding one, on the basis of fossils and where they 

have been found. It simply proves that a subsequent species was higher than a 

preceding one. This can easily be explained as we have already said: the prevailing 

circumstances at one particular time allowed the existence of one species. The 

circumstances subsequently prevailing allowed the existence of another species and 

the disappearance of the first one. 

All this means that the appearance of human beings was independent of other 

species. It took place at a time when the prevailing circumstances on earth facilitated 

the existence, development and advancement of this particular type of creation. This 

is the total sum of the Qur’ nic statements on the creation of man. 

The fact that biologically, physiologically, mentally and spiritually, man has 

unique characteristics is so clear that it has been acknowledged by neo-Darwinists 

who include a number of atheists. This uniqueness also supports the view that 

human existence was totally independent of the existence of all other species. It 

simply has no biological interrelationship with them. 

Be that as it may, God Himself, in all His Majesty, made the announcement of the 

birth of man in a great gathering of the Supreme Society: “We then said to the angels: 
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‘Prostrate yourselves before Adam!’ They all prostrated themselves, except for Iblīs: he was 

not one of those who prostrated themselves.” (Verse 11) 

The angels are a different type of God’s creation who have their distinctive 

characteristics and special tasks. We do not know anything about them except what 

God has told us, which we have stated earlier.7 Iblīs belongs to yet another type of 

creation, different from the angels. God states in the Qur’ n, in reference to Iblīs: “He 

belonged to the jinn and acted contrary to his Lord’s command.” (18: 50) The jinn are also a 

type of creation different from the angels and we have already summarized earlier8 

what God has told us about them. It will be stated later in this s rah9 that Iblīs was 

created out of fire. Hence, most certainly he never was an angel, although he was 

commanded to prostrate himself to Adam together with the angels in that great 

event when the Almighty announced the forthcoming appearance of man, the unique 

creature. 

As for the angels, who never disobey God in whatever He may order them and 

simply do what they are bid, they all prostrated themselves in total obedience to 

God. None hesitated; none showed any indication of arrogance, because none 

contemplated disobedience of God for any reason. Such is their nature and such are 

their characteristics. Here we see clear evidence of the honour God has given to man, 

and of the total obedience that is always shown by the type of God’s servants to 

whom we refer as the angels. 

As for Iblīs, he wilfully disobeyed God, defying His orders. We will soon learn 

what thoughts were in his mind and what caused him to take this stance although he 

was perfectly aware that the One who was giving the orders was his Lord who had 

created him and who had control of his destiny as also of the destiny of the whole 

universe. Iblīs never entertained any doubt about all this. Nevertheless, he still 

disobeyed God. 

Three Different Natures 

The scene portrays three different types of God’s creation: the first is that given to 

absolute obedience and complete self-surrender. In this scene, its role is completed 

with the submission it makes which manifested itself in the angels prostrating 

themselves, one and all, to Adam as commanded by their Lord. The second type is 

that of absolute disobedience and spiteful arrogance, while the third is that of human 

nature. We will be discussing shortly the characteristics of these latter types and how 

they work. 

                                                 
7 Vol. V, pp. 45-47. 
8 Vol. V, pp. 263.  
9 Verse 12 
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And [God] said: “What has prevented you from prostrating yourself when I 
commanded you?” Answered [Iblīs]: “I am nobler than he: You created me out of fire, 
while You created him out of clay” (Verse 12) 

Iblīs here claims for himself a private opinion and a right of discretion to consider 

whether to comply with an order given by God or not. He wants to base his action on 

what appears to him to be justifiable. Needless to say, when a clear order is given by 

God no one has the right of discretion. The only thing that is left is complete 

obedience and perfect compliance. However, fully aware that God is the Creator and 

Sustainer of all creation and who controls the universe to the extent that nothing 

takes place without His permission and consent, Iblīs refuses to comply, justifying 

his disobedience by his own logic: “I am nobler than he: You created me out of fire, while 

You created him out of clay.” (Verse 12) Immediately, he received the right answer to 

his arrogance: “[God] said: Off with you hence! It is not for you to show your arrogance 

here. Get out, then; you will always be among the humiliated.” (Verse 13) 

Neither his knowledge of God nor his belief in God’s existence and attributes were 

of any benefit to Iblīs. The same applies to anyone who receives a divine order and 

claims for himself a degree of discretion about whether to accept or refuse that order, 

or claims the right to refuse God’s ruling on any question whatsoever. For this entails 

disbelief in spite of knowledge and certitude. Iblīs was not at all lacking in either his 

knowledge of God or his certainty of His attributes. He was expelled from Heaven 

and deprived of God’s grace. He incurred God’s displeasure and was condemned to 

permanent humiliation. 

Evil and obstinate as he is, Iblīs does not forget the cause of his expulsion and 

God’s displeasure with him: namely, Adam. He does not want to accept his 

miserable fate without trying to avenge himself. Furthermore, he wants to fulfil his 

task in accordance with the evil nature which he has come to symbolize: “Said he: 

‘Grant me a respite until the Day when all will be raised [from the dead].’ God replied: ‘You 

shall indeed be among these granted respite.’ [Iblīs] said: ‘Since You let me fall in error, I shall 

indeed lurk in ambush for them all along Your straight path, and I shall most certainly fall 

upon them from the front and from the rear, and from their right and from their left; and You 

will find most of them ungrateful.’” (Verses 14-17) 

His attitude, then, is one of complete determination to follow the evil path, and 

absolute insistence on trying to lead people astray. Here we see his nature revealing 

its main characteristic of a deeply entrenched, deliberate evil, and not a passing or 

temporary one. 

We also see here a concrete outline of thoughts, concepts and reactions, all 

portrayed with exceptional vividness. Iblīs requests his Lord to give him respite until 

the Day of Resurrection, knowing that what he is asking can only be granted by 
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God’s will. God granted his request and gave him respite until the “Day of the 

appointed time” as it is described in another s rah. A number of reports explain that 

this is a reference to the Day of the blowing of the Trumpet when everything that 

exists in the heavens and the earth is stunned unconscious, with the exception of 

whomever God wills. In other words, his respite does not extend to the Day of 

Resurrection. 

As he has been granted prolonged life, Iblīs announces with wicked arrogance that 

he will concentrate his efforts in leading astray the very creature on whom God has 

bestowed His honour and who was the cause of Iblīs’s own tragedy and rejection. 

His endeavour to tempt human beings away from the right path is shown here by 

drawing the practical import of what he declared: “I shall indeed lurk in ambush for 

them all along Your straight path, and I shall most certainly fall upon them from the front 

and from the rear, and from their right and from their left.” (Verses 16-17) 

He wants always to be close to God’s straight path watching for Adam and his 

offspring, trying to turn away any human being who tries to pass along. The way to 

God cannot be a concrete one, because God is above being confined to a certain place. 

It is, then, the road of faith and obedience which leads to God’s pleasure. Iblīs, then, 

will have to come at human beings from every direction: “I shall most certainly fall 

upon them from the front and from the rear, and from their right and from their left.” (Verse 

17) His aim will always be to try to prevent them from believing in God and obeying 

Him. This is a very lively portrait of Iblīs falling upon human beings in his never-

ending endeavour to tempt them away from God’s path so that they cannot believe 

in God or show their gratitude to Him, except for a small number of them who 

manage to escape Iblīs’s efforts: “You will find most of them ungrateful” 

Gratitude is mentioned here because it is in harmony with what was mentioned 

earlier in this s rah: “How seldom are you grateful.” (Verse 10) We have here the reason 

for this lack of gratitude on the part of human beings. Its real cause is Iblīs’s 

endeavour and the fact that he lurks in ambush for human beings to prevent them 

from believing in God. Human beings are then alerted to the designs of their enemy 

who tries to stop them from following divine guidance. They should be on their 

guard, since now they know the reason for their ingratitude. 

Iblīs’s request has been granted because God has willed human beings to find 

their own way since their nature is susceptible to good and evil. Furthermore, man 

has been given a mind to think, reflect and choose, and he has been given reminders 

and warnings through God’s messengers. Furthermore, he has been given the means 

to control and correct himself. It is God’s will that he receives signals of right 

guidance and error, and that goodness and evil should have their fight within him so 

that his faith is determined in accordance with the law God has set in operation. 

God’s will is thus accomplished by testing human beings. Whether they follow right 
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guidance or go astray, God’s law is thus accomplished. 

The s rah here does not state clearly that any permission has been given to Iblīs to 

put his threat into effect. At least not in the same way as it clearly states that his 

request to be given respite has been granted. Rather, we are not told the result of that 

threat. But we are informed of Iblīs’s humiliating expulsion and that he had fallen 

completely from grace. Furthermore, the s rah tells us that God has warned that He 

will fill hell with Iblīs’s offspring and all those human beings who follow him into 

error: “[God] said: ‘Get out of here, despised, disgraced. As for those of them that follow you, 

I shall fill Hell with you all.’” (Verse 18) 

His followers among human beings may simply follow him in his knowledge of 

God and his belief that God is the supreme deity and overall Lord, but they may, 

nevertheless, reject God’s sovereignty and legislative authority. They may follow 

Iblīs in claiming that they have discretion to look into God’s orders and to determine 

whether to implement them or not. On the other hand, Iblīs’s human followers may 

simply follow his footsteps and thus they are turned away from guidance altogether. 

Both situations represent following Iblīs and both earn hell as a reward. 

God has granted Iblīs and his offspring the chance to lead people away from the 

right path. He has also given Adam and human beings in general the freedom of 

choice so that He can put them to the test. It is this choice which makes man a special 

type of creation: he belongs neither to the realm of angels who obey God in all 

situations nor to the world of satans who disobey Him all the time. Man has a totally 

different role to play. 

Temptation of the Forbidden Tree 

Fast on the heels of the scene ending with Satan’s expulsion from Heaven follows 

a scene in which we see God looking at Adam and his wife. Only at this point do we 

realize that Adam has a wife of his own species. We do not know how she came to 

exist. This passage which relates this story of the creation of man and similar 

passages in the Qur’ n do not tell us anything about the creation of the female 

human being. All the reports that speak of her being created out of Adam’s rib 

belong to Israelite literature. As such, they are not totally reliable. What we can say 

without fear of being contradicted is that God created for Adam a spouse of his own 

type, to make them a couple. Making all species in couples is the law applicable to all 

creation. God says in the Qur’ n: “Of all things We have created couples so that you may 

reflect.” (51: 49) Keeping this rule in mind, it seems to us that it was not long before 

Eve was created, and that it must have been in the same manner as Adam’s creation. 

Be that as it may, both Adam and his wife are now addressed to outline God’s 

commandment to them. They are to be given their experiences so that they are 
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prepared for the fulfilment of their basic role for which they have been created. This 

is the role of vicegerency on earth, as is stated clearly in the second s rah, The Cow, 

or, Al-Baqarah, in which we are told: “Your Lord said to the angels: I am appointing a 

vicegerent on earth.” (2: 30) 

“And (as for you), Adam: dwell you and your wife in this Garden, and eat, both of you, 

whatever you may desire; but do not come near this tree, lest you become wrongdoers.” 

(Verse 19) The Qur’ n remains silent about what kind of tree it was, because 

providing any specific information on this point does not add any particular 

information about the purpose of its prohibition. Withholding such information 

lends weight to the view that the prohibition itself was the objective. God has 

permitted Adam and his wife the enjoyment of what He has made lawful, and 

commanded them to steer away from what has been forbidden. It was necessary to 

identify something as forbidden so that the human race could learn that people must 

not exceed their limits. Thus man’s will is restrained such that he controls his desire 

and caprice. He is thus able to elevate himself above the level of animals who 

respond involuntarily to their desires and cannot control them. This is indeed the 

quality that distinguishes man from animals. 

Now Satan begins to play the role for which he dedicated himself. This against a 

unique creation whose birth God so graciously announced Himself before the 

Supreme Society in grand celebration. Furthermore, He ordered the angels to 

prostrate themselves to him, and expelled Satan from heaven on his account. We are 

told how God created man with a dual nature, capable of following both the right 

and wrong paths. He has inherent weaknesses and desires which can lead him 

astray, unless he observes God’s commandments. 

Thus Satan saw his chance and began to play on human desires: “But Satan 

whispered to them both, so that he might show them their nakedness, of which they had 

previously been unaware. He said to them: ‘Your Lord has only forbidden you this tree lest 

you two become angels or immortals.’ And he swore to them: ‘I am indeed giving you sound 

advice.’” (Verses 20-21) 

We do not know how the whisperings of Satan took place, because we do not even 

know Satan’s nature or from what he is made, let alone understand how he acts. We 

cannot say how he establishes his contact with man or how he tempts him. But we 

know for certain, on the basis of true information given to us by the only source 

acceptable in connection with such matters known only to God, that temptation to do 

what is evil does actually happen in order to encourage man to do what he is 

forbidden. Such temptation relies on the weaknesses in human nature, but such 

weakness can be transformed into strength through faith and remembrance of God. 

None of Satan’s schemes can be of any effect with a believer who remains conscious 

of his Lord. 
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Thus Satan whispered to them in order to show them their nakedness. This was 

his aim. They certainly had unsightly parts of which they were unaware because they 

were made not to see them. We will soon learn from the Qur’ nic passage that these 

were in their physical constitution, requiring to be covered. Hence, we may 

understand this as a reference to their private parts. Satan did not reveal to them his 

objective but continued to play on their desires: “He said to them: ‘Your Lord has only 

forbidden you this tree lest you two become angels or immortals.’” (Verse 20) He knew the 

inner desires of man who loves to be immortal or at least to have a very long life. He 

also loves to be an angel who is not limited to a short lifespan. 

The Arabic word in the Qur’ nic text which refers to ‘angels’ is also read in a 

different form so as to make it mean ‘kings’. Only a change of a short vowel, which is 

not normally written in Arabic script, is needed to make the word denote either 

meaning. This second reading is further supported by the statement reporting 

Satan’s word in S rah 20, “  H ”, when Satan is quoted as saying to them: “Adam, 

shall I lead you to the tree of life eternal, and to a kingdom that will never decay?” (20: 120) 

According to this reading, the temptation offered by Satan was that of everlasting 

wealth and immortality. They represent man’s two strongest desires. It may be said 

that sexual desire itself is only a means to fulfil a desire for immortality, perpetuating 

human existence one generation after another. If we take the first reading which 

makes Satan’s words refer to angels: “Your Lord has only forbidden you this tree lest you 

two become angels or immortals”, then the temptation is slightly different. He is 

tempting them with removal of the limitations of their bodies so that they are like 

angels and with unending life. Although the first reading, speaking of an everlasting 

kingdom, is less well-known, it is more in line with the other Qur’ nic statement 

quoted above and fits more perfectly with Satan’s scheming when he tries to play on 

man’s desires. 

The Fall from Heaven 

Wicked as he is and knowing that prohibition of that tree was firmly rooted in 

their minds, Satan thought to shaken its effect by assuring them that they had 

nothing to fear. He coupled that by tempting them with the fulfilment of their 

desires. He swore to them that he only gave them sound advice and that he was 

sincere in that advice: “And he swore to them: I am indeed giving you sound advice.” 

(Verse 21). 

Upon the influence of their desires and the reassuring effect of his oath, Adam and 

his wife forgot that Satan was their enemy who would never point out something 

good to them. They became oblivious of the fact that God had issued a 

commandment to them which they had to obey, whether they recognized its purpose 
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or not. They further forgot that everything takes place in accordance with God’s will. 

If it is God’s will that they should not be immortal or should not have an everlasting 

kingdom, then they will have neither. They forgot all this and yielded to Satan’s 

temptation. “Thus he cunningly deluded them. And when they both had tasted the fruit of 

the tree, their nakedness became apparent to them, and they began to cover themselves with 

leaves from the Garden. Their Lord called out to them: `Did I not forbid you that tree and tell 

you both that Satan is your open enemy?” (Verse 22) 

The temptation was thus complete and yielded its bitter fruit. With their error, 

Satan brought them down from the level of obeying God to that of disobeying Him. 

Thus he caused their delusion: “Thus he cunningly deluded them.” (Verse 22) Now they 

realized that they were naked after they were unaware of those bodily parts which 

should remain covered. They began to gather leaves from the trees of heaven and 

patch them together to cover their nakedness. The way all this is expressed in the 

Qur’ n suggests that it is a reference to the physical private parts which a human 

being is naturally too shy to expose. He only exposes them when his nature is 

corrupted under the pressure of traditions and practices that may prevail in j hiliyyah 

societies. 

Their Lord called out to them: “Did I not forbid you that tree and tell you both that 

Satan is your open enemy?” (Verse 22) They heard their Lord’s reproach for their 

disobedience and for taking no heed of His advice. As to how this reproach was 

made and how they heard it, these are matters of which we have no knowledge other 

than that they took place. We accept that as we accept the statement that their Lord 

spoke to them the first time and also spoke to the angels and to Iblīs. God does what 

He wants. 

With this address from on high, the other side of man’s nature is revealed. He is 

liable to forget and to err. He has a weakness which gives Satan the opportunity to 

delude him. He does not always maintain the right path. However, he recognizes his 

mistake and regrets it, and seeks God’s help and forgiveness. He is ready to turn 

back to God. He does not insist on his disobedience as Satan did, nor does he request 

his Lord to help him sink deeper into error: “Said they: ‘Our Lord.’ We have wronged 

ourselves; and unless You grant us forgiveness and bestow Your mercy upon us, we shall 

certainly be lost.’” (Verse 23) This is one of man’s main characteristics, establishing his 

bond with his Lord. This opening of the doors leading to his Lord involves 

recognition of his error, repentance, seeking forgiveness, feeling his own weakness, 

seeking God’s help and mercy. He is all the time certain that his own power is of no 

avail unless God helps him and bestows His mercy on him. Otherwise he is lost. 

Thus the first experience is completed. Man’s main characteristics are thus 

outlined. He has become aware of these characteristics and he has gone through this 

experience. It all provides him with the necessary equipment to fulfil his task as 
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vicegerent on earth. He can now enter into the battle against his enemy which is 

meant to be an unabating battle: “Said He: ‘Get you down hence, [and be henceforth] 

enemies to one another, having on earth your abode and livelihood for a while.’” (Verse 24) 

“There shall you live, “ He added, ‘and there shall you die, and from there shall you be 

brought forth [on the Day of Resurrection].” (Verse 25) They all fell down, descending to 

this earth. But where were they? Where is Heaven? All that belongs to the realm 

which remains unknown to us except in so far as God, who holds the keys to that 

realm, tells us. Any attempt to discover that realm after revelations have ceased is 

bound to be futile. Any denial of it based on what is familiar or what is known today 

to human beings is a mark of arrogance. Man’s knowledge certainly falls short of 

trying to discover this unknown world without the proper tools and means. Man is 

both conceited and arrogant when he denies the existence of that realm which lies 

beyond the perception of his senses, when it is all around him. In the world of 

matter, which is within man’s own world, what is unknown is much greater than 

what is known. 

All of them: Adam and his wife, Iblīs and his host, fell down to earth where they 

began their fight fuelled with hostility. The battle rages between two natures, one of 

them devoted completely to evil while the other has a dual aspect which responds to 

good and evil. Thus the test begins and God’s will is done. 

Adam and his offspring are destined to remain on earth where they have the 

power to build it and to enjoy its comforts for a while. On earth they live and they 

die, before they are resurrected, when they return to their Lord at the end of their 

great journey. He then assigns them either to heaven or to hell. 

The first round in the battle is over, but it is to be followed by numerous rounds. 

Man will also be victorious when he seeks help from his Lord and follows the path 

He has shown him. He will end up in defeat whenever he defers to his enemy. 

Full Harmony in the System of Creation 

What we are told in this s rah about Adam’s creation is not a mere story. It is a 

presentation outlining the truth of the creation of man, explaining his nature and 

origin as well as the world around him and what control he has over his life. It also 

seeks to explain the code which God wants him to implement, the test to which he is 

put and the destiny awaiting him. All these are basic elements in the Islamic concept 

of life. We will tackle these only briefly in our commentary, because they are tackled 

in greater depth in a separate book.10 

                                                 
10 This work by the author, in two volumes, is entitled Khaş ’is al-Taşawwur al-Isl mī wa 
Muqawwim tuh, or The Main Characteristics and Basic Principles of the Islamic Concept, Dar al-
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The first fact which we derive from studying the history of human existence and 

how man came into being demonstrates that there is full and complete harmony 

between the nature of the universe and the creation of man. Divine planning, which 

is characterized by being elaborate and careful, encompasses both man and the 

universe. It is this planning which makes man’s existence the outcome of a deliberate 

plan, not a mere coincidence. It also makes harmony between man and the universe 

the norm. 

Those who do not have a proper concept of God and do not properly understand 

His nature or give Him the respect due to Him, apply their own human measures to 

His will and actions. When they realize that man is only one of numerous creatures 

which live on earth, and discover that the earth is no more than a small particle in the 

ocean of the universe, they claim that “it does not stand to reason” that man’s 

existence has a definite purpose or that man has a role to play in the overall universal 

system. Some claim that human existence was a mere coincidence and that the 

universe is hostile to human existence and life in general. These are no more than 

blind thoughts that result from imposing human standards on God’s actions. 

Clearly, had man been the owner of this vast universe, he would have paid no 

attention whatsoever to this earth, or to man, the creature walking here and there on 

the face of the earth. That is because human concerns cannot be addressed to 

everything that exists in this great creation or to the establishment of harmony 

between them. But the Lord of the universe is God (limitless is He in His glory) who 

does not allow a single particle in any part of the heavens or the earth to escape His 

attention. He is the sovereign of this great kingdom in which nothing can exist 

without His will or survive without His care. The problem with man is that when he 

deviates from divine guidance and follows his own desires, which he may call 

occasionally as science and knowledge, he forgets what God is like and gives Him a 

picture of his own making. He then starts to measure His actions by his own 

standards. As a result, he imposes the dictates of his desire, thereby distorting the 

truth. 

As an example of the many erroneous human concepts let us look at this statement 

by Sir James Jeans: 

Standing on our microscopic fragment of a grain of sand, we attempt to 

discover the nature and purpose of the universe which surrounds our home 

in space and time. Our first impression is something akin to terror. We find 

the universe terrifying because of its vast meaningless distances, terrifying 

because of its inconceivably long vistas of time which dwarf human history to 

the twinkling of an eye, terrifying because of our extreme loneliness, and 

                                                                                                                                                         
Shurūq, Cairo. — Editor’s note. 
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because of the material insignificance of our home in space — a millionth part 

of a grain of sand out of all the sea sand in the world. But above all else, we 

find the universe terrifying because it appears to be indifferent to life like our 

own; emotion, ambition and achievement, art and religion all seem equally 

foreign to its plan. Perhaps indeed we ought to say it appears to be actively 

hostile to life like our own. For the most part, empty space is so cold that all 

life in it would be frozen; most of the matter in space is so hot as to make life 

on it impossible; space is traversed, and astronomical bodies continually 

bombarded, by radiation of a variety of kinds, much of which is probably 

inimical to, or even destructive of, life. 

Into such a universe we have stumbled, if not exactly by mistake, at least as 

the result of what may properly be described as an accidents11 

We have already explained that to assume that the universe is hostile to the 

emergence of life, together with the assumption that there is no deliberate planning 

or controlling force, and the fact that life exists in spite of all this cannot be 

entertained by any man of reason, let alone a scientist. How is it possible that life 

could appear in a hostile environment assuming there is no controlling power that 

determines what takes place? Is life stronger than the universe so as to emerge 

despite its hostility to it? Is it possible to imagine that, even before he comes into 

existence, man is stronger than the universe which already exists? This is the only 

meaning of their statement that man existed despite the hostility of the universe. 

Such concepts do not deserve a moment’s attention. Had those `scientists’ limited 

their role to telling us about what they see and discover, through the means available 

to them, in the universe, without venturing into such metaphysical concepts that 

have no basis whatsoever, they would have played a constructive role, limited as it 

may be, in making the nature of the universe known to mankind. But they go beyond 

the area of safe knowledge into the maze of theories and assumptions, without any 

guidance other than their own whims and caprice. 

Praise be to God for His guidance! We, for our part, do not feel any sense of fear 

when we look at this great universe. We certainly have a sense of awe when we 

consider the creation of this universe and we feel the greatness of its Creator, and the 

beauty of His creation. We feel safe and secure with this friendly universe in which 

God has placed us and with which He made our existence harmonious. We are 

overawed by its greatness and its elaborate systems, but we fear nothing. Nor do we 

experience any sense of loss or forthcoming destruction. The Lord of the universe is 

God, our Lord. With the universe we deal with ease, friendship and confidence. We 

expect to find in it provisions to sustain our life and comforts to make it more 

                                                 
11 Sir James Jeans, The Mysterious Universe, Cambridge University Press, 1931, pp. 2-3. 
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enjoyable. We hope to remain always grateful to God: “We have established you firmly 

on earth and We have provided you there with means of livelihood. How seldom are you 

grateful.” (Verse 10) 

Man’s Honour and Role 

The second fact to be concluded from the story of the start of human life is that 

man is not only unique among living creatures, he is also noble and honoured. 

Moreover, a great task has been assigned to him. He moves within a wide expanse 

and deals with a variety of worlds, within the framework of his submission to God 

alone. This concept is diametrically opposed to man-made materialistic philosophies 

which ignore his role in the universe and give all importance to matter and its 

inevitable influence. It is also opposed to the theory of evolution which sends man 

down to the animal world and cares little for his unique and distinctive 

characteristics. Similarly, it is contrary to the Freudian philosophy which uses 

psychiatric analysis to depict man as totally lost in the quagmire of sex, to the extent 

that he can only sublimate himself through sexual behaviour. But the nobility and 

honour Islam assigns to man does not make of him a god, as he is depicted by the 

philosophical theories formulated in the Age of Enlightenment. The Islamic concept 

is distinguished by being factual and balanced at the same time. 

Based on the import of all the Qur’ nic statements that speak of man’s existence, 

we are more in favour of the view that man’s existence was an independent one, but 

we cannot say that with absolute certainty. The birth of this unique species was 

announced in a great gathering witnessed by the Supreme Society. The 

announcement was made to this noble gathering and to the whole universe by God 

Almighty. In another account of this event, related in the second s rah, man’s mission 

as vicegerent on earth is also announced at the beginning of his creation. Then he 

faced his first test in heaven to prepare him for discharging the duties of vicegerency. 

Qur’ nic statements in other s rahs also make it clear that God has made the whole 

universe, not only the earth, helpful to him. He has made all things in the heavens 

and on earth subservient to him. 

In this we note the great task assigned to man by his Creator. To build life on a 

whole planet and to be in charge of it by God’s will, regardless of the size of the 

planet, is certainly a great honour. 

What appears from this story and from other statements in the Qur’ n, is that man 

is a unique creature, not only in respect of this planet of ours but also in the universe. 

Other worlds of creation like the angels and the jinn, and other types known only to 

God, have other tasks, and have been created with suitable natures that differ from 

that of man. Man has his own characteristics and tasks giving him a unique position 
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in God’s system of creation. This is further supported by God’s statement in the 

Qur’ n: “We offered Our trust to the heavens, and the earth, and the mountains, but they 

refused to bear it because they were afraid of it. Yet man took it up, for he has always been 

prone to be a wrongdoer and foolish.” (33: 72) This makes man a species on his own, with 

unique characteristics which include being a wrongdoer and foolish. He has also 

been given freedom of choice within limits, the ability to learn and acquire 

progressive knowledge, and a free will of his own. He has the ability to maintain 

justice and acquire great knowledge in the same way as he has the ability to be unjust 

and sink into ignorance. This dual ability is indeed his distinctive quality. 

All this shows how false is the view of man, based on the very small size of the 

planet on which we live, compared to other great entities in the universe. Size counts 

for little. The qualities of a knowledge- absorbing mind, a will that is independent, 

within the limits of submission to God, the freedom of choice and the ability to weigh 

up things are all far more important elements than the size of the earth upon which 

Sir James Jeans and others base their views of man and his role. 

The importance which this story and other Qur’ nic statements give to mankind is 

not limited to man’s role as vicegerent on earth, with all his unique characteristics. 

That importance is complemented by a careful look at the vastness of the world 

within which man moves to fulfil his task and the worlds with which he deals. To 

start with, he has a direct relationship with his Lord, limitless is He in His Glory. It is 

his Lord who made man with His own hand, and it is He who has announced his 

birth to the Supreme Society and throughout the universe, and then placed him in 

heaven to eat of its fruit as he pleases, with the exception of the forbidden tree. It is 

his Lord who then put him in charge of the earth and gave him the basis of 

knowledge, as related in S rah 2, The Cow, in which God states: “He taught Adam the 

names of all things.” (2: 31) We understand that statement as referring to man’s ability 

to assign verbal symbols and names to matters and ideas. That is the basis which 

enables human beings to exchange knowledge and make it available throughout the 

human race. His Lord then gave him His instructions while still in Heaven and later 

after he came down to earth. He gave him all the abilities making the human race 

unique. He then sent him messengers with His guidance, and committed Himself to 

bestow mercy on man, forgive him his slips and accept his repentance. Indeed the 

blessings God has bestowed on this unique creation are endless. 

Man also deals with the Supreme Society, for God has ordered the angels to 

prostrate themselves to him. He also assigned angels to guard man, and gave some 

of them the task of delivering revelations to His messengers. He sends down some of 

the angels to give happy news to those who declare that God is their Lord and 

maintain an attitude of obedience to Him. Angels are also sent to support those who 

fight for God’s cause. He gives some angels the task of fighting unbelievers, killing 
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them and taking away their souls. The dealings between angels and human beings 

continue in this life and in the life to come as well. 

And man also deals with the jinn, whether believers or unbelievers. The Qur’ n 

portrays in vivid scenes the first battle between man and Satan. That battle still rages 

and will continue until the appointed day when the life of this world comes to an 

end. Man’s dealing with the believers among the jinn is mentioned in other Qur’ nic 

statements. Making the jinn serve man is also stated clearly in the story of the 

Prophet Solomon (peace be upon him). 

Man also deals with this material world, particularly the earth and the not-too-

distant planets and stars. He is God’s vicegerent placed in charge of the earth. God 

has made all potential sources, provisions and latent powers available to him. He has 

the ability to uncover some of its secrets, and identify some of its laws which help 

him in discharging his great role. Hence, he deals with all that lives on and in the 

earth. Finally, with his dual nature and ability, he has an unlimited scope within 

himself. He can be so sublime as to elevate himself above the rank of angels when he 

makes his submission to God pure, absolute. And he sinks down far below the level 

of animals when he makes himself subservient to his desire. For then he sheds his 

human characteristics and sinks into a bottomless pit. Between these two the gap is 

far greater than that separating the heavens from the earth in our material sense. 

Nothing of all this is available to any creature other than man, as we understand 

from this story and other Qur’ nic accounts. 

The Battle Rages On 

The third fact which we can deduce from this story is that despite the uniqueness 

of man, or because of it, he is weak in certain aspects of his constitution. His 

weakness makes it possible for him to be led by his desire to evil and to bottomless 

depths. His two main weaknesses are his love of survival and his possessive desire. 

He is at his weakest when he leaves God’s guidance and submits to his desire or to 

his sworn enemy who has taken it upon himself to try to seduce him and never let 

him go. 

But God has shown His grace to man by not leaving him alone to carve his path on 

the basis of the dictates of his nature and reason without any further help. God has 

sent him messengers to remind and warn him, as we will see in a following verse. 

This represents man’s salvation indeed. He is saved from his caprice and desire by 

turning to God, and he is saved from his enemy who flies away whenever man 

remembers his Lord and seeks His mercy and reward. 

All these elements strengthen man’s resolve and help him elevate himself above 
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his desires and weaknesses. He received his first training in this area whilst still in 

heaven. He was told then that a particular tree was forbidden him. That training 

aimed to strengthen his will and to highlight its opposition to temptation and 

weakness. If he failed in his first experience, that experience should stand him in 

good stead in the future. 

By the grace of God, the door of repentance and return remains open to man at 

every moment. Should he remember after a slip or a lapse of memory, and should he 

repent after having fallen into sin, then he finds the door open. God will accept his 

repentance and forgive him his slips. When he maintains the right path thereafter, 

God substitutes good deeds for bad ones and multiplies his reward as many times as 

He pleases. God has not made man’s original sin a curse that chases him and his 

offspring, for there is simply no permanent, everlasting or inherited sin. No one 

bears the burden of another. 

This basic element in the Islamic concept relieves mankind of the burden and the 

myth of original, inherited sin which forms the basis of Church concepts in 

Christianity. It also provides the basis for a great mass of rituals and superstitions. It 

depicts Adam as a sinner whose sin becomes a curse threatening mankind all the 

time. The only way to save man, according to this concept, is for God to take the form 

of the son of man, the Christ who, bearing the burden of atonement for this inherited 

sin, is allegedly crucified. Thus, forgiveness is granted only to those who are in 

communion with Jesus Christ who sacrificed himself to atone for Adam’s sin 

inherited by his offspring. 

The Islamic concept is much simpler and much easier. Adam forgot his 

instructions and slipped into sin, but he then repented and prayed for forgiveness. 

God accepted his repentance and forgave him. That puts an end to that first sin. 

What remains of it is the experience which helps mankind in its ongoing fight against 

sin and temptation. How simple, how clear and how easy. 

The fourth and final conclusion to be derived from this story is that man’s battle 

with Satan is real, serious and unabating. As it is related, the story tells us of the 

great persistence of this avowed enemy to chase man in all situations and to try to 

delude him at every moment and attack him from every corner: “[Iblīs] said: ‘Since 

You let me fall in error, I shall indeed lurk in ambush for them all along Your straight path, 

and I shall most certainly fall upon them from the front and from the rear, and from their 

right and from their left; and You will find most of them ungrateful.’” (Verses 16-17) The 

evil one has chosen to be given a very long life in which to continue his wicked 

scheming. He opted for this wickedness in preference to turning to God in sincere 

repentance, praying to Him to forgive him his sin committed openly in public after 

he heard His command in person. He made it clear that he would lie in ambush for 

human beings trying to turn them away from God’s path, and attack them from 
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every corner in order to divert them from God’s guidance. 

Satan can only play on man’s weaknesses and tempt him with fulfilling his 

desires. Man cannot protect himself against Satan except through consolidating his 

strength with faith and remembrance of God and by raising himself above desires 

and making these desires subject to the guidance he has received from God. 

The battle with Satan is the major encounter, because it is a fight against desire 

through the following of divine guidance, and a fight against caprice through 

enhancing will-power, and a fight against evil and corruption to which Satan leads 

those who befriend him. It is a fight conducted through following the divine law 

which sets life on earth on the right path. This fight takes place within man’s 

conscience and in his daily life, with the two linked together because Satan continues 

to stir the fight on both its fronts. 

Tyrants who try to subjugate people to their rules, laws, standards and values and 

exclude those derived from divine faith are evil human beings who listen to the 

whispering of the evil ones among the jinn. The fight against those tyrants is the 

same as the fight against Satan himself. 

This means that the major battle which rages on is that fought against Satan 

himself and those who befriend him. As a Muslim engages in the fight against his 

caprice and profane desires, against Satan’s friends who tyrannize on earth, their 

servants and soldiers, and against the evil, corruption and immorality they spread in 

the land, he realizes that it is all a single, ferocious battle fought in earnest, because 

his enemy, Satan, is intent to fight him to the bitter end. Thus the fight goes on and 

jih d, or the struggle for God’s cause, continues until the Day of Judgement, taking 

numerous forms and shapes. 

Finally, the story and the comments that follow it refer to an intrinsic aspect of 

human nature, which makes man too shy to willingly appear naked: “But Satan 

whispered to them both, so that he might show them their nakedness, of which they had 

previously been unaware.” (Verse 20) “Thus he cunningly deluded them. And when they 

both had tasted the fruit of the tree, their nakedness became apparent to them, and they began 

to cover themselves with leaves from the Garden.” (Verse 22) “Children of Adam, We have 

sent down to you clothing to cover your nakedness, and garments pleasing to the eye; but the 

robe of God-consciousness is the finest of all. In this there is a sign from God, so that they may 

reflect. Children of Adam, do not allow Satan to seduce you in the same way as he caused 

your (first) parents to be turned out of the Garden. He stripped them of their garment in order 

to make them aware of their nakedness.” (Verses 26-27) 

These verses emphasize the importance of this question showing that it touches on 

something deeply rooted in human nature. Clothing is not merely an adornment to 

man, but it also covers his physical nakedness, in the same way as fearing God 
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covers his mental nakedness. 

Sound, uncorrupted human nature abhors revealing its physical and mental 

nakedness. Those who try to persuade people to cast off their clothes and the 

garment of God-consciousness and fearing Him, in order to make them appear 

naked, unashamed, aim only to deprive man of some of his basic natural qualities. 

This attempt is supported by many who speak up or write or utilize the media in 

order to paint this nakedness as normal, using every means for this evil end. Their 

goal is to deprive man of some aspects of his humanity which distinguishes him 

from other creatures. They all want to put man at the mercy of his enemy, Satan, who 

has always wanted to undress him and expose his nakedness. Such people are only 

putting into practice some evil Zionist schemes, aiming to destroy humanity, and 

spread promiscuity so that all mankind submits without resistance to the kingdom of 

Zion, after they have lost their distinctive human characteristics. 

Nakedness is a quality of animal nature. Man does not prefer nakedness except 

when he sinks down to a level below that which befits man. Those who find 

nakedness beautiful suffer from a distortion of human taste. Some primitive peoples 

in the heartland of Africa are always nude, but when Islam penetrates into these 

areas, the first aspect of civilization it imparts to them is that they start to wear 

clothes. In modern, `progressive’ j hiliyyah people sink into the depths from which 

Islam rescues those who are backward and puts them on the road to civilization in 

the Islamic sense, which promotes the distinctive characteristics of man. 

Psychological and mental nakedness, which sheds the sense of shame and fear of 

God, is strongly advocated by many people in the media, but it is simply a step back 

into j hiliyyah. It is a far cry from the superior level of advancement and civilization, 

although its advocates try to depict it as so. 

The story of the creation of man as told in the Qur’ n emphasizes these values and 

standards and explains them fully. We praise God for having guided us and saved us 

from following the whispers of Satan and rescued us from the quagmire of ignorance 

and j hiliyyah. 
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3 

Man’s Finest Garment 

Children of Adam, We have sent down to you 

clothing to cover your nakedness, and garments 

pleasing to the eye; but the robe of God-

consciousness is the finest of all. In this there is a 

sign from God, so that they may reflect. (26) 

Children of Adam, do not allow Satan to seduce 

you in the same way as he caused your [first] 

parents to be turned out of the Garden. He 

stripped them of their garment in order to make 

them aware of their nakedness. Surely, he and his 

tribe watch you from where you cannot perceive 

them. We have made the devils as patrons for 

those who do not believe. (27) 

When they commit a shameful deed, they say, 

“We found our fathers doing it,” and, “God has 

enjoined it upon us.” Say: “Never does God 

enjoin what is indecent. Would you attribute to 

God something of which you have no 

knowledge?” (28) 

Say: “My Lord has enjoined justice, and that you 

set your whole selves [to Him] at every time and 

place of prayer, and call on Him, sincere in your 

faith in Him alone. As it was He who brought 

you into being in the first instance, so also [to 

Him] you will return: (29) 

û©Í_ t6≈ tƒ tΠ yŠ#u™ ô‰s% $uΖø9 t“Ρr& ö/ä3ø‹n=tæ $U™$t7 Ï9 “Í‘≡ uθãƒ 

öΝ ä3Ï?≡ u™öθ y™ $W±„ Í‘ uρ ( â¨$t7 Ï9 uρ 3“uθø) −G9 $# y7 Ï9≡ sŒ 

×ö yz 4 šÏ9≡ sŒ ô⎯ÏΒ ÏM≈ tƒ# u™ «!$# óΟ ßγ ¯=yès9 

tβρã©. ¤‹tƒ ∩⊄∉∪  

û©Í_ t6≈ tƒ tΠ yŠ# u™ Ÿω ãΝà6 ¨Ψ t⊥ ÏFø tƒ ß⎯≈sÜ ø‹ ¤±9 $# !$yϑx. 

ylt÷zr& Ν ä3÷ƒ uθt/ r& z⎯ ÏiΒ Ïπ ¨Ζyfø9 $# äíÍ”∴ tƒ $yϑåκ ÷] tã 

$yϑåκ y$t7 Ï9 $yϑßγ tƒ Îã Ï9 !$yϑÍκ ÌE≡ u™öθy™ 3 … çμ ¯ΡÎ) öΝ ä31 ttƒ 

uθèδ … çμ è=‹ Î6 s%uρ ô⎯ ÏΒ ß] ø‹ym Ÿω öΝ åκ tΞ ÷ρts? 3 $̄ΡÎ) 

$uΖù=yèy_ t⎦⎫ÏÜ≈ uŠ ¤±9 $# u™!$u‹ Ï9 ÷ρr& t⎦⎪Ï% ©#Ï9 Ÿω tβθãΖÏΒ÷σ ãƒ 

∩⊄∠∪  

# sŒ Î) uρ (#θè=yèsù Zπ t±Ås≈ sù (#θä9$s% $tΡô‰ ỳ uρ !$pκ ö n=tæ 

$tΡu™!$t/# u™ ª!$# uρ $tΡzsΔr& $pκ Í5 3 ö≅ è% χÎ) ©!$# Ÿω 
â ßΔù'tƒ Ï™!$t±ósx ø9 $$Î/ ( tβθä9θà) s?r& ’ n?tã «!$# $tΒ Ÿω 

šχθßϑn=÷ès? ∩⊄∇∪  

ö≅ è% z sΔr& ’În1u‘ ÅÝ ó¡É) ø9 $$Î/ ( (#θßϑŠ Ï%r& uρ öΝ ä3yδθã_ãρ 

y‰ΖÏã Èe≅ à2 7‰Éfó¡tΒ çνθãã ÷Š $# uρ š⎥⎫ÅÁÎ=øƒ èΧ 

ã&s! t⎦⎪Ïe$!$# 4 $yϑx. öΝ ä. r& y‰t/ tβρßŠθãès? ∩⊄®∪  
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Overview 

This passage provides a pause for comment, which is one of a few instances in this 

some [of you] He will have graced with His 

guidance, whereas for some a straying from the 

right path will have become unavoidable. For, 

they will have taken satans for their protectors in 

preference to God, thinking all the while that they 

have found the right path. (30) 

Children of Adam, dress well when you attend 

any place of worship. Eat and drink but do not 

be wasteful. Surely He does not love the wasteful. 

(31) 

Say, “Who is there to forbid the beauty which 

God has produced for His servants, and the 

wholesome means of sustenance? Say, They are 

[lawful] in the life of this world, to all who believe 

— to be theirs alone on the Day of Resurrection. 

Thus do We make Our revelations clear to 

people of knowledge. (32) 

Say, My Lord has only forbidden shameful 

deeds, be they open or secret, and all types of sin, 

and wrongful oppression, and that you should 

associate with God anything for which He has 

given no authority, and that you attribute to God 

any- thing of which you have no knowledge. (33) 

For every community a term has been set. When 

[the end of] their term approaches, they can 

neither delay nor hasten it by a single moment. 

(34) 

$̧)ƒ Ìsù 3“y‰yδ $̧)ƒ Ìsùuρ ¨,ym ãΝ Íκ ö n=tã ä's#≈ n=Ò9 $# 3 
ÞΟ ßγ ¯ΡÎ) (#ρä‹sƒ ªB $# t⎦⎫ÏÜ≈ uŠ ¤±9 $# u™!$uŠ Ï9 ÷ρr& ⎯ ÏΒ ÈβρßŠ 
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s rah. It is a long pause after the first scene in the great story of mankind. A similar 

pause is made at the end of every stage, as if we are told: let us stop here to reflect on 

the lessons of the previous epoch before we go further on our unique journey. 

This pause comes at the beginning of the battle which is about to rage between 

Satan and man. It is meant as a warning against Satan’s schemes and exposes the 

numerous ways and fashions his scheming may take. But the Qur’ n does not issue 

any directive unless it is needed to face a practical situation, and does not relate a 

story unless it is relevant to the day-to-day life of the Islamic movement. It does not 

relate a story for the sake of literary enjoyment, and does not state a fact only to place 

it in a theoretical context. Islam is serious and practical, and its statements and 

directives are meant only to deal with realities which the Islamic movement may 

have to face. 

This comment on the story of man’s fall from heaven is given here by way of 

facing up to the Arabian j hiliyyah when, prior to the advent of Islam, the Quraysh, 

the major tribe in Arabia, had claimed for itself certain rights against the unbelievers 

of the rest of Arabia who went to Makkah for pilgrimage and paid homage to the 

idols which were placed in the Ka`bah. The Quraysh based its claims on concepts 

which it alleged to be part of the divine faith. It formulated these in laws, claiming 

them to be part of the divine law. How else could the Quraysh have won acceptance 

to its claim by the rest of Arabia? It had to resort to the same tactics followed by 

priests, chiefs and leaders in every ignorant community. The Quraysh gave itself a 

special name, al-Hums, and claimed for itself special privileges, some of which relate 

to the ritual of aw f which takes the form of walking round the Ka`bah, the first 

house ever to be dedicated for worshipping God. They claimed that al-Hums, or the 

Qurayshīs, were the only people to have the privilege of doing aw f wearing 

ordinary clothes. The rest of the Arabs could not do ţaw f wearing clothes that had 

previously been worn. Instead, they had to borrow clothes from al-Hums people, or 

wear brand new clothing. Otherwise, they had to do ţaw f in the nude, even though 

they had their women with them. 

In his commentary on the Qur’ n, Ibn Kathīr states: 

The Arabs, other than the Quraysh, did not do aw f around the Ka`bah 

wearing clothes that they had already used. Their argument was that they 

could not do ţaw f wearing clothes that they had worn when committing 

disobedience to God. The Quraysh, who called themselves al-Hums, were the 

only ones to wear their ordinary garments when they did aw f. If anyone 

was able to borrow a garment from a Qurayshī man, he could use it for ţaw f 

Anyone who had a brand new garment could also use it in ţaw f, provided 

that he threw it away on finishing his ritual and that no one else used it 
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afterwards. Otherwise, he had to do ţaw f naked. Even women were naked 

when they did ţaw f, but they could partially cover their private parts. 

However, women mostly did aw f at night. This was something they 

invented, following the footsteps of their fathers, and believing that what 

their fathers did was based on divine orders. God reproached them for that, 

saying: “When they commit a shameful deed, they say, `We found our fathers doing 

it,’ and, `God has enjoined it upon us.’” (Verse 28) In reply God tells His 

Messenger, Muhammad, to answer their claims by saying: “Never does God 

enjoin what is indecent. Would you attribute to God something of which you have no 

knowledge?” (Verse 28) 

Thus, he condemns their practice as unacceptable indecency. God would 

never enjoin anything like that: “Would you attribute to God something of which 

you have no knowledge?” Would you allege that God has said something when 

you do not know it to be correct? God also instructs His Messenger to tell his 

people that He only orders justice, the maintaining of the right path and 

sincere devotion: “Say: My Lord has enjoined justice, and that you set your whole 

selves [to Hind at every time and place of prayer, and call on Him, sincere in your 

faith in Him alone.” (Verse 29) That is to say that wherever you wish to 

worship God, you have to be sincere in your worship, following in the 

footsteps of messengers to whom God gave miracles to endorse the laws they 

gave you. Moreover, you have to be truly sincere in your worship, because 

God does not accept any action unless it combines these two essentials: that it 

is in line with His law and dedicated purely to Him alone.12 

To deal with this practical state of ignorance and its manifestations in the shape of 

regulations for worship, ţaw f and dress, as well as similar traditions concerning 

food, and all that is claimed to be part of God’s law, the Qur’ n gives these 

comments on the first stage in the life of humanity. This stage involves the 

permission to eat of the fruit of the garden of heaven, except for what God has 

forbidden, and mentions man’s need to have clothes. We have learned how Satan 

seduced Adam and his wife and persuaded them to eat of the forbidden tree in order 

to expose their nakedness. Their natural shyness is also mentioned and the fact that 

they tried to cover their nakedness with leaves. 

What is related of the events of the story and the comments made on those events 

are thus meant as an answer to a particular situation that prevails in an ignorant 

community unity. The story is mentioned elsewhere in the Qur’ n, addressing other 

situations. Every time certain scenes and events are emphasized in order to give 

comments and statements that relate to those other situations. Everything that is 

                                                 
12 Ibn Kathīr, Tafsīr al-Qur’an al-Azīm, Beirut, Vol. 2, pp. 193-194 
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mentioned is true and accurate but the choice is made at each time to confront a 

relevant situation. Thus harmony is established on every occasion with the subject 

matter to be emphasized. 

Children of Adam, We have sent down to you clothing to cover your nakedness, and 
garments pleasing to the eye; but the robe of God-consciousness is the finest of all. In 
this there is a sign from God, so that they may reflect. (Verse 26) 

This address contrasts with the scene of exposed nakedness and the patching up 

of leaves from the garden to cover that nakedness. That exposure came as a result of 

disobeying an express order given by God and eating something He had forbidden. 

It is not the sin mentioned in certain legends which has inspired endless artistic 

images in the West as also Freud’s poisonous suggestions. That sin was not eating 

the fruits of the tree of knowledge, as claimed in the legend of the Old Testament. 

There is no truth in the absurd claim that God felt jealous of man and feared that 

he would eat of the tree of life and become a God as well. Nor is the sin the sexual 

pleasure around which much of the European artistic imagery is concentrated in 

order to interpret all life activities in terms of sexual pleasure as Freud’s disciples try 

to affirm. 

A Warning to Be Always Heeded 

In contrast to the nakedness that followed Adam’s sin we have here a fitting reply 

to the arbitrary impositions of nakedness practised by the unbelievers in the days of 

ignorance in Arabia. In His address, God reminds people of His grace as He taught 

them and made things easy for them, and made it a law for them that they should 

wear garments to cover their nakedness so that they replace naked ugliness with the 

beauty of dressing up. In the Arabic text, the term used here for dressing with 

clothes, “We have sent down to you clothing”, is often used to denote `revelation’. This 

gives the Qur’ nic statement added connotations so as to mean, “We have legislated 

in the revelations We have sent down to you, etc.” The term used in the Arabic text 

for `clothing’ may denote underwear which covers the private parts, and may also 

denote general clothing, and the term denoting `garments’ gives the sense of top 

outfits normally selected for their beautiful appearance. It may also connote wealth 

and comfortable living. These meanings often go hand in hand: 

“Children of Adam, We have sent down to you clothing to cover your nakedness, and 

garments pleasing to the eye.” (Verse 26) This is followed by a mention of the robe of 

piety, described here as ‘fine’: “But the robe of God-consciousness is the finest of all. In 

this there is a sign from God, so that they may reflect.” (Verse 26)  
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`Abd al-Ra m n ibn Aslam, an early scholar, says: “When a person fears God, he 

covers his nakedness. Thus he clothes himself with the robe of piety.” In divine law, 

then, there is a close relationship between garments that a person wears to cover his 

nakedness and to give himself a fine appearance on the one hand and fearing God 

and being pious on the other. Both are garments, with one covering mental or 

abstract nakedness and the other physical nakedness. Both give a human being a fine 

appearance and both go together. When a person is conscious of God and feels 

ashamed to appear in a way which is unpleasing to Him, he feels physical nakedness 

to be abhorrent and shies away from it. On the other hand, a person who feels no 

sense of shame in front of God and does not fear Him is one who does not hesitate to 

appear naked or to call people to do likewise. Being modest and covering one’s body 

are not matters of social tradition, as claimed by those who try to destroy the 

humanity of people by attacking their sense of shame and chastity in order to carry 

out the wicked designs of the Protocol of the Elders of Zion. To have a sense of 

shame is something that God has implanted in human nature and embodied in His 

law which He sent down to be implemented in human life. He has made them able to 

implement this law by giving them talents, abilities and provisions. 

God reminds the children of Adam of His grace as He requires them to cover their 

nakedness with dress in order to protect their humanity against sinking to the level 

of animals. Everything He has facilitated for them is also an aspect of His grace. He 

reminds them of it “so that they may reflect.” (Verse 26) A Muslim, then should never 

overlook the clear link between the attacks on people’s morality and sense of shame 

while calling for physical nudity in the name of friendliness and civilization, and the 

Zionist scheme which aims to destroy their humanity and spread immorality as a 

prelude to forcing them to submit to Zion’s power. He should also realize that there 

is a direct link between all this and the schemes trying to uproot even the vague 

religious sentiments that remain in the hearts of Muslim people. Even these vague 

sentiments are not tolerated. The aim is to eradicate them all. Hence, a wicked and 

shameless campaign advocating physical and mental nudity is launched with the 

support of writers and media working in the service of world Zionism. Human 

beauty is that of dress and cover while animal beauty is that of nudity. Human 

beings in this day and age are sinking into the depth of ignorant reaction that sends 

them down to the level of animals. Hence they do not remember God’s grace which 

enables them to protect and maintain their humanity. 

Children of Adam, do not allow Satan to seduce you in the same way as he caused 
your [first] parents to be turned out of the Garden. He stripped them of their garment 
in order to make them aware of their nakedness. Surely, he and his tribe watch you 
from where you cannot perceive them. We have made the devils as patrons for those 
who do not believe. When they commit a shameful deed, they say, “We found our 



Al-A`rāf (The Heights) | MAN’S FINEST GARMENT 

 59

fathers doing it,” and, “God has enjoined it upon us.” Say... Never does God enjoin 
what is indecent. Would you attribute to God something of which you have no 
knowledge? Say... My Lord has enjoined justice, and that you set your whole selves 
[to Him] at every time and place of prayer, and call on Him, sincere in your faith in 
Him alone. As it was He who brought you into being in the first instance, so also [to 
Him] you will return: some [of you] He will have graced with His guidance, whereas 
for some a straying from the right path will have become unavoidable. For, they will 
have taken satans for their protectors in preference to God, thinking all the while that 
they have found the right path. (Verses 27-30) 

This is the second address to the children of Adam in this passage. It provides 

comments on the story of their first parents and their experience with Satan, and the 

scene of nakedness in which he placed them after they had forgotten their Lord’s 

commandment and listened to this wicked whispering. This address becomes easier 

to understand when we bear in mind the traditions of pagan Arabia, particularly 

those relating to the nudity imposed by the people of Makkah on the rest of the 

Arabs in aw f rituals. What made their action worse was that they alleged that the 

practices of their fathers must be part of religion and must have been ordered by 

God. 

The first address to the children of Adam speaks of the affliction caused to their 

first father, and of God’s grace when He ordered human beings to wear clothes, to 

cover their nakedness, and gave them fine garments pleasing to the eye. In this 

second address there is a warning to human beings in general and most directly to 

the pagans whom Islam addressed at the time of its revelation. This warning makes it 

clear to them that they must not obey Satan in whatever laws they enact for 

themselves and any traditions they may observe. If they do, he will certainly seduce 

them just as he seduced their first parents when he caused them to be driven out of 

heaven and exposed their nakedness showing them what had previously been 

hidden. Hence revealing much of the body, which is characteristic of all ignorant 

societies, past and present, is the direct result of listening to Satan’s whisperings. He 

is a most persistent enemy who utilizes nudity to achieve his goal of seducing Adam 

and his offspring. This is part of the unabating battle that rages on between man and 

Satan. Human beings, then, should be wise enough not to allow their enemy to 

seduce them. For his victory means that he will cause hell to be filled with a great 

many of mankind. 

When the Enemy is the Protector 

In order to emphasize the urgency of His warning, their Lord tells mankind that 

Satan and his tribe can see them whereas they cannot see or perceive satans. Satan, 

then, has a greater ability to seduce them, utilizing his subtle means. They need to be 
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on their guard all the time so that they are not taken unawares: “Surely, he and his 

tribe watch you from where you cannot perceive them.” (Verse 27) Then follows an 

increased heightening of the effect by saying that God has allowed a relationship of 

patronage to develop between satans and unbelievers. Doomed indeed is the one 

whose patron is his enemy. For this enables his enemy to direct him the way he 

wishes, when he has no real help or support and cannot resort to God’s patronage 

since he is an unbeliever: “We have made the devils as patrons for those who do not 

believe.” (Verse 27) 

It is a true fact that Satan is the patronizing friend of the nonbelievers, while God 

is the protector of believers. 

The effect of this state of affairs is far-reaching, but it is mentioned here in absolute 

terms before the pagans are given an example of its operation in their real world. We 

are thus made to feel how Satan’s patronage can distort people’s concepts and ruin 

their lives: “When they commit a shameful deed, they say, ‘We found our fathers doing it,’ 

and, ‘God has enjoined it upon us.’” (Verse 28) 

That was indeed what the pagan Arabs used to do and say. They performed aw f 

around God’s sacred house in the nude, accompanying their women. This they 

claimed God had ordered them to do, just as He had ordered their fathers: in other 

words, they inherited the practice from them. Despite their paganism, the Arabs did 

not make boastful claims similar to those used by people of latter day ignorance who 

wonder why religion should interfere with human life. They claim that they are the 

only ones who have any authority to enact laws, develop values and standards, and 

endorse habits and traditions while the pagan Arabs used to make their false 

inventions and claim that God ordered them to do so. That may be a more sly and 

cunning method because it deceives those who still maintain some religious 

sentiment to the extent that they imagine that their practices are acceptable to God. 

Nevertheless, it is less impudent than the attitude of those who claim that they have 

the right to enact legislation in preference to God’s. 

God commands the Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him) to make it clear to 

them that their inventions are false and that their claims to have God’s endorsement 

are insupportable. He is further ordered to declare that God’s law is incompatible 

with indecency. God would not command anything that is indecent: “Say: ‘Never does 

God enjoin what is indecent. Would you attribute to God something of which you have no 

knowledge?’” (Verse 28) 

The word `indecency’ refers to any act which goes beyond the limits of what is 

acceptable. Nudity is one such act. Hence, God does not enjoin it, for how would He 

enjoin the transgression of the limits He laid down, and the violation of His orders to 

cover one’s nakedness and to be always modest and God-fearing? Besides, who told 
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them that God enjoined that? What God orders and enjoins cannot be the subject of 

unsupported claims. These are contained in the Books He has revealed to His 

messengers. There is simply no other source from which to learn what God says and 

enjoins. No one can describe any matter as belonging to divine law unless he can rely 

on a statement in the divine book or by God’s Messenger. This is the only way to 

know for certain what God enjoins. If everyone claims that whatever he sees fit 

belongs to God’s law, then humanity will end up in endless chaos. 

J hiliyyah is a state of ignorance that always maintains its essential characteristics. 

Every time people revert to j hiliyyah, they make similar allegations and uphold 

similar concepts despite the great differences in time and place. 

In the j hiliyyah of our contemporary times, we find that every now and then a liar 

comes up with whatever whims he has and claims that they belong to God’s law. 

Time after time, a shameless impudent person, stands up to deny the clearly stated 

divine orders and commandments, claiming that divine religion could not order this 

or that. He has no justification for his claim other than his own prejudices. Hence the 

rhetorical question: “Would you attribute to God something of which you have no 

knowledge?” (Verse 28) 

Having denounced their claims that God has ordered them to follow such 

indecent practices, God tells them that His commandments run in the opposite 

direction. God has enjoined justice and moderation in all matters, not indecency. He 

has also ordered people to follow what He has laid down in matters of worship, and 

to derive their laws and values from what He has revealed to His Messenger. He has 

not left matters disorganized, allowing everyone to state what he wants and then 

claim that his prejudices are endorsed by God. He has also commanded that 

submission to Him should be pure and complete so that no one submits to anyone 

else. 

Say: ‘My Lord has enjoined justice, and that you set your whole selves [to Him] at 
every time and place of prayer, and call on Him, sincere in your faith in Him alone.’ 
(Verse 29) 

This is what God has enjoined. It runs opposite to their practices in which they 

follow their fathers and implement their man-made laws. It is also contrary to 

exposing one’s nakedness after God has given human beings, out of His grace, 

clothing to cover themselves and garments with which they appear beautiful. 

Furthermore, it is contrary to having two different sources of reference in their lives, 

one for lawmaking and another for worship; for that is a practical form of associating 

partners with God. 

At this point they are given a reminder and a warning. They should always 
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remember that they will return to God after they have finished their present life 

which is meant as a test for them. When they return to God they will be in two 

groups: those who followed God’s commandments and those who followed Satan: 

“As it was He who brought you into being in the first instance, so also [to Him] you will 

return: some [of you] He will have graced with His guidance, whereas for some a straying 

from the right path will have become unavoidable. For, they will have taken satans for their 

protectors in preference to God, thinking all the while that they have found the right path.” 

(Verses 29-30) 

This is a remarkable picture showing the starting point and the finishing line in 

the great journey of life: “As it was He who brought you into being in the first instance, so 

also [to Him] you will return.” (Verse 29) 

When they started the journey, they were in two groups: Adam and his wife in 

one group, and Satan and his tribe in the other. They will return in the same 

classification: the obedient will return together with their father, Adam, and their 

mother, Eve, who were both believers, submitting themselves to God, and following 

His commandments. In the other group, the disobedient will return together with 

Satan and his tribe and they will fill Hell because of their mutual patronage of Satan. 

What is singular is that these people always think that they follow the right path. 

God guides whoever seeks His patronage, and He leaves anyone who takes Satan 

for patron to go astray. In the end they come back to their different destinations: 

“some [of you] He will have graced with His guidance, whereas for some a straying from the 

right path will have become unavoidable. For, they will have taken satans for their protectors 

in preference to God, thinking all the while that they have found the right path.” (Verse 30) 

Forbidding What Is Lawful 

A new address is now made to mankind, serving as a pause to comment on the 

events related earlier before resuming the main theme in the s rah: “Children of Adam, 

dress well when you attend any place of worship. Eat and drink but do not be wasteful. Surely 

He does not love the wasteful. Say, ‘Who is there to forbid the beauty which God has produced 

for His servants, and the wholesome means of sustenance?’ Say, ‘They are [lawful] in the life 

of this world, to all who believe — to be theirs alone on the Day of Resurrection.’ Thus do We 

make Our revelations clear to people of knowledge. Say, ‘My Lord has only forbidden 

shameful deeds, be they open or secret, and all types of sin, and wrongful oppression, and that 

you should associate with God anything for which He has given no authority, and that you 

attribute to God anything of which you have no knowledge.’” (Verses 31-33) 

In this address, we note the emphasis on the basic principle of faith in order to 

stress the falsehood of the practices of the pagan Arabs. One of the clearest examples 

is to link their arbitrary prohibition of good wholesome things God has provided for 
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His servants with ascribing partners to God. This is indeed the proper description of 

anyone who falsely claims the authority to make such a prohibition, attributing to 

God things of which he has no knowledge. 

God tells mankind to don their best clothes, which He has given them and taught 

them how to make, whenever they attend to any act of worship, including ţaw f, 

which means walking round the Ka`bah glorifying God, acknowledging His 

Lordship and asking Him to grant our wishes. Those Arabs used to do aw f naked, 

forbidding themselves the wearing of any garments when God did not forbid them 

that. On the contrary, He made the provision of such clothes an aspect of His grace. 

The proper thing to be expected is that they should obey Him and make use of what 

He has given them, not taking off their clothing in a grossly indecent manner: 

“Children of Adam, dress well when you attend any place of worship.” (Verse 31) He also 

tells them to enjoy the wholesome provisions He has given them, without being 

extravagant: “Eat and drink but do not be wasteful. Surely He does not love the wasteful.” 

(Verse 31) 

It has been reported that the Arabs also used to forbid themselves certain types of 

food in a similar manner to their prohibition of certain types of clothing. All these 

were inventions perpetrated by the Quraysh, the ruling tribe in Makkah. 

In an authentic report related by Muslim on the authority of `Urwah who quotes 

his father, a companion of the Prophet, as saying: “The Arabs used to do aw f 

around the Ka`bah completely naked with the exception of the Hums, a title given to 

the Quraysh people and their descendants. They would go around the Sacred House 

in the nude unless they wore clothes given them by the Hums. Some of the men of 

Quraysh might give some of their clothes to other men and their women might give 

to other women. During pilgrimage, the Hums would stay at Muzdalifah, going no 

further, while the rest of the pilgrims would go as far as ‘Arafat. They justified this 

by saying: `We, the Quraysh, are the dwellers of the aram (i.e. the sacred area). No 

person from the rest of Arabia may do aw f wearing any clothes other than our 

clothes or eating any food other than ours.’ Thus, any Arab who did not have a 

friend in Makkah to lend him a garment, or did not have the money to hire such a 

garment, faced the choice of either doing ţaw f naked or wearing his own clothes 

which he must throw away after he completed his aw f. No one else was allowed to 

touch those clothes after they had been thrown away. Such clothes were considered 

as discarded clothes, or liq .” 

In his commentary known as Aĥk m al-Qur’ n, al-Qur ubī, a famous scholar, says: 

“It has been reported that in pre-Islamic days, the Arabs used not to eat any rich food 

during their pilgrimage, limiting themselves only to eating very little, and they used 

to do ţaw f naked. They were told: ‘Dress well when you attend any place of worship. Eat 

and drink but do not be wasteful.” (Verse 31) This is a clear indication that they must not 
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forbid themselves what is lawful. From the linguistic point of view, the term used for 

‘being wasteful’ could mean extravagance and could also denote the prohibition of 

what is lawful. In each case, the practice involves going beyond the proper limits.” 

The s rah does not stop at calling on people to dress well when they attend to any 

act of worship or to enjoy wholesome food and elegant dress. It censures the 

prohibitions of such adornment which God has provided for His servants as well as 

the prohibition of wholesome provisions. The authority to prohibit any thing belongs 

only to God who has given us the details of what He has forbidden and what He has 

made lawful in the legal code He has enacted for human life. “Say: ‘Who is there to 

forbid the beauty which God has produced for His servants, and the wholesome means of 

sustenance?’” (Verse 32) 

This clear disapproval is followed by a statement making clear that such 

adornment and means of sustenance are for the enjoyment of believers on account of 

their belief in God, their Lord, who has produced them for the believers. If such 

matters are also made available in this life to unbelievers, they will be reserved 

exclusively for believers on the Day of Resurrection. Unbelievers will have no share 

in them: “Say, ‘They are [lawful] in the life of this world, to all who believe — to be theirs 

alone on the Day of Resurrection.’” (Verse 32) This could not have been the case if such 

adornments and provisions were forbidden. God would not have given them 

something forbidden to be theirs alone in the life to come. “Thus do We make Our 

revelations clear to people of knowledge.” (Verse 32) Indeed, those who know the essence 

of this faith well are the ones to benefit by this explanation. 

God has certainly forbidden neither what is reasonable of adornment and clothing 

nor wholesome food and drink. What He has truly forbidden is what those 

unbelievers used to practise: “Say: ‘My Lord has only forbidden shameful deeds, be they 

open or secret, and all types of sin, and wrongful oppression, and that you should associate 

with God anything for which He has given no authority, and that you attribute to God 

anything of which you have no knowledge.’” (Verse 33) 

This is in a nutshell the total sum of what God has forbidden. It includes every 

excess that goes beyond the limits God has laid down, whether committed openly or 

in secret. It also includes sin, which denotes every disobedience to God, and 

oppression, which denotes every type of injustice or violation of other people’s rights 

which God has made clear to all. It further includes ascribing the qualities of 

Godhead to any being other than God. This includes what used to be practised in 

ignorant Arabia and what happens in every ignorant society when people accept 

legislation from any source other than God. God has also forbidden that people 

should attribute to God something of which they have no knowledge. This includes, 

by way of example, what they used to assert of prohibition and attributing that to 

God Himself without any true or sound basis. 
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A most amazing example of the reaction of the unbelievers who were the first to 

be addressed by these verses, considering the denunciation of their false 

prohibitions, is given by al-Kalbī, a renowned scholar in the early generations of 

Islam: “When Muslims went on their aw f around the Ka`bah wearing their clothes, 

the unbelievers criticized their action and ridiculed them. This verse was then 

revealed to answer their ridicules. This is a most amazing example of how ignorance 

can twist human logic. Here we have human beings who go around the sacred house 

of worship in the nude. Their nature has been corrupted and moved far away from 

sound human nature to which the Qur’ n refers in the story of Adam and Eve and 

their experience in heaven: “When they both had tasted the fruit of the tree, their nakedness 

became apparent to them, and they began to cover themselves with leaves from the Garden.” 

(Verse 22) But when these unbelievers see the Muslims doing their worship around 

the Ka`bah wearing their clothes, they criticize and ridicule them. Yet what have the 

Muslims done except put on their garments which God has given them. He wants 

them to appear dignified and well covered, so that their sound human qualities are 

given a chance to grow and be firmly established, and animal nakedness becomes 

abhorrent to them.” 

Such is the effect of ignorance, or j hiliyyah, on people. It distorts their nature, 

taste, concepts and values. If we look at the j hiliyyah prevailing today in our world 

we find that it affects people in the same way as the pre-Islamic ignorance affected 

the pagan Arabs, Greeks, Romans, Persians and all other pagan nations. Modern 

j hiliyyah also fools people so that they take off their clothes and shed their sense of 

shame. Moreover, it describes that as progress and civilization. Chaste Muslim 

women are described as reactionary and old fashioned, simply because they 

maintain their standard of propriety when they appear in public. It is the same 

twisted logic which distorts human nature and turns values and standards upside 

down. It is also coupled with the same type of arrogance that insists on adhering to 

what is false and what is unlawful. It is as the Qur’ n says: “Have they, perchance, 

handed down this [way of thinking] as a legacy to one another? Nay, they are filled with 

overweening arrogance.” (51: 53) 

Distortion of Concepts and Values 

The question that arises here concerns the link between such nakedness, twisted 

logic, overweening arrogance by associating partners with God and accepting laws 

from deities other than God. 

Those pagan Arabs received their notions concerning their nakedness from false 

lords who were able to fool them and manipulate their ignorance to ensure their 

supremacy in Arabia remained unchallenged. Other ancient j hiliyyah societies 
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followed the same pattern and received their notions from their priests and chiefs. 

The same applies to the unbelievers of today who cannot challenge the concepts that 

false lords are keen to establish. 

Fashion houses and designers, and cosmetic manufacturers and sellers are the 

lords who advocate the stupidity which is blindly followed by men and women in 

the j hiliyyah societies of today. Those lords have only to set their standards, and they 

are slavishly obeyed by the multitude of fools throughout the world. Whether this 

year’s fashion or the cosmetics in vogue are suitable to a particular woman or not, 

she must still obey, or be subjected to the ridicule of other fools who have no say in 

their own affairs. 

It is important to ask who controls those fashion houses and cosmetic companies? 

Who feeds the campaign promoting nakedness? Who promotes all those films, 

pictures, novels, magazines and papers that are in the forefront of this campaign? 

Some of these are nothing less than an epitomized brothel. Indeed it is important to 

ask, who controls all this? The answer is that the main control is in the hands of 

Zionism. It is the Zionist Jews who usurp the qualities of God’s lordship, subjugating 

all these fools to their bidding. They achieve their aims, for which they organize 

sustained campaigns throughout the world, trying to keep the whole world 

preoccupied with such filth. They try hard to spread immorality and corrupt human 

nature so that it can be moulded by fashion designers and cosmetic manufacturers. 

Beyond that, they also have economic objectives which they achieve through the 

wasteful usage of dress material, cosmetics and other ancillary products. 

The question of dress and fashion is not separate from God’s law and the way of 

life He has laid down for mankind. Hence, it is linked in the s rah to the question of 

faith. There are indeed several aspects linking it to faith and divine law. It has, first of 

all, a direct relationship with the question of Lordship and the authority which has 

the power to issue legislation in these matters that have a profound influence on 

morals, the economy and other aspects of life. Fashion and dress also have a direct 

bearing on enhancing the human qualities in man and giving them prominence over 

carnal qualities. 

J hiliyyah distorts concepts, values and tastes, making nakedness, which is an 

animal quality, an aspect of progress and advancement, while considering propriety 

backward and old fashioned. There can be no clearer distortion of human nature. 

We find some people advocating such j hiliyyah and protesting: what has religion 

got to do with fashion, cosmetics and how women dress? This is only the twisted 

logic that is characteristic of j hiliyyah everywhere and in all generations. 

Because this question, which often appears to be only a side issue, has such great 

importance in the Islamic view — since it relates to the question of faith and to 
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promoting sound human nature and proper human values — the s rah concludes its 

discussion with a very strong and inspiring comment that is normally used with 

major issues of faith. The comment reminds human beings that their term on earth is 

limited, and that when it draws to a close, they cannot delay or hasten it at all: “For 

every community a term has been set. When [the end of] their term approaches, they can 

neither delay nor hasten it by a single moment.” (Verse 34) 

This is a basic concept of faith which serves here as a reminder so that dormant 

hearts wake up and realize that they must not let themselves be deluded by an 

apparently unending life. 

The term mentioned in this verse could apply to the end of every generation, 

which is determined by death, or the term that is allowed for every nation to be 

strong and prosperous. Whichever meaning we apply to the Qur’ nic verse, the term 

is pre-determined, and they cannot either delay their deadline or hasten it. 

Before we finish our commentary on this passage, we better remind ourselves of 

the great similarity in how the Qur’ n deals with j hiliyyah concepts, whether they 

relate to slaughtered animals, what is lawful of them and what is forbidden, as 

explained in the previous s rah, and the way it deals with ignorance and its arbitrary 

concepts concerning dress and food. 

When the previous s rah discussed the question of slaughtered animals and crops 

that are pledged for certain purposes, it explained the practices of the Arabian 

j hiliyyah society and its false claims that such practices were sanctioned by God. It 

then challenged them to produce evidence supporting their claim that God has 

forbidden what they claimed to be forbidden and made lawful what they considered 

as such: “Is it, perchance, that you were witnesses when God gave you these 

commandments? Who could be more wicked than one who, without any real knowledge, 

invents lies about God in order to lead people astray? God does not guide the wrongdoers.” (6: 

144) It then confronted them face to face when they tried to evade giving a proper 

answer, claiming that it all belonged to God’s will, and that it was God’s will that 

caused them to maintain their practices: “Those who associate partners with God will say: 

`Had God so willed, neither we nor our fathers would have associated any partners with Him; 

nor would we have declared anything as forbidden.’ In like manner did those who have lived 

before them deny the truth, until they came to taste Our punishment. Say: Have you any 

certain knowledge which you can put before us? You follow nothing but conjecture, and you 

do nothing but guess. Say: ‘With God alone rests the final evidence. Had He so willed, He 

would have guided you all aright.’ Say: ‘Bring forward your witnesses who will testify that 

God has forbidden this.’ If they so testify, do not you testify with them; and do not follow the 

wishes of those who deny Our revelations, and those who do not believe in the life to come and 

who consider others as equal to their Lord.” (6: 148-150) 

When S rah 6 has totally refuted their false claims, it offers to give them a detailed 
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account of what God has ordered them to do and what He has forbidden them. It 

proceeds to outline such prohibitions in three very clear verses: 151-153. 

This s rah follows the same pattern. First it describes their indecent practices, 

promoting nakedness and associating partners with God. 

Thus, they assume for themselves the authority to pronounce certain types of 

dress and food as lawful or forbidden. It then warns them against these, reminding 

them of the painful lessons their first parents learned in heaven and their suffering as 

a result of Satan’s scheming against them. It also reminds them of God’s grace, as He 

has provided them with fine garments. It denounces their claims that what they 

practised was part of God’s law: “Say, ‘Who is there to forbid the beauty which God has 

produced for His servants, and the wholesome means of sustenance?’ Say, ‘They are [lawful] 

in the life of this world, to all who believe — to be theirs alone on the Day of Resurrection. 

Thus do We make Our revelations clear to people of knowledge.’” (Verse 32) This is coupled 

with a reference to the absolutely certain knowledge upon which concepts of faith, 

acts of worship and laws must be established. When all their claims have been 

refuted, the s rah reiterates what God has actually forbidden: “Say, ‘My Lord has only 

forbidden shameful deeds, be they open or secret, and all types of sin, and wrongful 

oppression, and that you should associate with God anything for which He has given no 

authority, and that you attribute to God anything of which you have no knowledge.’” (Verse 

33) Prior to that, the s rah clarified divine instructions concerning dress and food: 

“Children of Adam, dress well when you attend any place of worship. Eat and drink but do 

not be wasteful.” (Verse 31) 

In both types of confrontation, the whole question is linked directly to the question 

of faith. This is due to the fact that in essence, the question is that of sovereignty and 

to whom it belongs, and people’s servitude and to whom it should be addressed. It is 

the same question, treated in the same manner, following the same steps. This unity 

of approach appears to be much more important when we remember the different 

natures of the two s rahs and the scope each of them takes in dealing with the 

question of faith. That difference of scope does not affect the adoption of the same 

approach in dealing with basic questions and the confrontation with j hiliyyah over 

these questions. Limitless is God in His glory who has revealed this Qur’ n. 
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4 

Much Pleading, Little Use 

Children of Adam! Whenever there come to you 

messengers from among yourselves to relate to you 

My revelations, then those who are conscious of 

Me and live righteously shall have nothing to fear, 

nor shall they grieve. (35) 

But those who deny and scorn Our revelations are 

the ones destined for the fire, where they shall 

abide. (36) 

Who is more wicked than one who invents lies 

about God or denies His revelations? These shall 

have whatever has been decreed to be their lot [in 

life]. When Our messengers come to carry off their 

souls, they will say: “Where, now, are those 

whom you used to invoke besides God?” They 

will reply: “They have forsaken us!” Thus, they 

will bear witness against themselves that they had 

been unbelievers. (37) 

[God] will say: “Enter into the fire to join the 

hosts of the jinn and humans who have gone 

before you.” Every time a host enters [the fire], it 

will curse its fellow host. When all are gathered 

there, the last of them will say of the first: “Our 

Lord, these are the ones who have led us astray, 

so give them double suffering in the fire.” He will 

answer: “Every one of you shall have double 

suffering, although you may not know it.” (38) 

©Í_ t6≈ tƒ tΠ yŠ# u™ $̈ΒÎ) öΝ ä3̈Ζt Ï?ù'tƒ ×≅ ß™ â‘ öΝ ä3ΖÏiΒ 

tβθÁà) tƒ ö/ ä3ø‹n=tæ ©ÉL≈ tƒ# u™   Ç⎯ yϑsù 4’ s+ ¨?$# yxn=ô¹r& uρ 

Ÿξsù ì∃öθyz öΝ Íκ ö n=tã Ÿωuρ öΝ èδ tβθçΡt“ øt s† ∩⊂∈∪  

š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# uρ (#θç/ ¤‹x. $uΖÏG≈ tƒ$t↔ Î/ (#ρçy9õ3tFó™ $# uρ !$pκ ÷] tã 

y7 Í× ¯≈ s9 'ρé& Ü=≈ ysô¹r& Í‘$̈Ψ9 $# ( öΝ èδ $pκ Ïù tβρà$ Î#≈ yz 

∩⊂∉∪  

ô⎯ yϑsù ÞΟ n=øß r& Ç⎯ £ϑÏΒ 3“utIøù$# ’ n?tã «!$# $¹/ É‹x. ÷ρr& 

z>¤‹x. ÿ⎯ Ïμ ÏG≈ tƒ$t↔ Î/ 4 y7 Í× ¯≈ s9 'ρé& öΝ çλé;$oΨ tƒ Ν åκ â: ÅÁtΡ 

z⎯ ÏiΒ É=≈ tGÅ3ø9 $# ( #©̈Lym # sŒ Î) öΝ åκøEu™!% ỳ $uΖè=ß™ â‘ 

öΝ åκ tΞ öθ©ùuθ tGtƒ (# þθä9$s% t⎦ø⎪r& $tΒ óΟ çGΨ ä. tβθããô‰s? ⎯ ÏΒ 

ÂχρßŠ «!$# ( (#θä9$s% (#θ=|Ê $̈Ζtã (#ρß‰Íκ y−uρ 

#’ n?tã öΝ Íκ Å¦àΡr& öΝ åκ ¨Ξ r& (#θçΡ% x. t⎦⎪ÌÏ≈ x. ∩⊂∠∪  

tΑ$s% (#θè=äz÷Š $# þ’ Îû 5Ο tΒé& ô‰s% ôM n=yz ⎯ ÏΒ 

Ν à6 Î=ö6 s% z⎯ ÏiΒ Çd⎯ Éfø9 $# Ä§ΡM}$# uρ ’Îû Í‘$̈Ζ9 $# ( 
$yϑ̄=ä. ôM n=yzyŠ ×π̈Βé& ôM uΖyè©9 $pκ tJ÷zé& ( #©̈Lym # sŒ Î) 

(#θà2 u‘# ¨Š $# $pκ Ïù $YèŠ ÏΗsd ôM s9$s% óΟ ßγ1 t÷zé& 

öΝ ßγ9s9ρT{ $oΨ −/ u‘ Ï™Iωàσ ¯≈ yδ $tΡθ=|Êr& öΝ Íκ ÌE$t↔ sù 

$\/# x‹tã $Z ÷èÅÊ z⎯ ÏiΒ Í‘$̈Ζ9 $# ( tΑ$s% 9e≅ ä3Ï9 ×#÷èÅÊ 

⎯ Å3≈ s9 uρ ω tβθßϑn=÷ès? ∩⊂∇∪  
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And the first of them will say to the last: `In no 

wise were you superior to us. Taste, then, this 

suffering on account of what you have been doing.’ 

(39) 

For those who deny Our revelations and scorn 

them the gates of heaven shall not be opened; nor 

shall they enter paradise any more than a thick, 

twisted rope can pass through a needle’s eye. Thus 

do We reward the evil-doers. (40) 

Hell shall be their resting place, and sheets of fire 

shall cover them. Thus do We reward the wrong-

doers. (41) 

As for those who believe and do righteous deeds, 

We never burden a soul with more than it can 

bear. They are destined for paradise, where they 

will abide. (42) 

We shall remove any rancour that may be 

lingering in their hearts. Running waters will flow 

at their feet; and they will say: “All praise is due 

to God who has guided us to this. Had He not 

given us guidance, we would certainly have not 

found the right path. Our Lord’s messengers have 

certainly brought us the truth.” [A voice] will call 

out to them: “This is the paradise you have 

inherited by virtue of what you used to do.” (43) 

ôM s9$s%uρ óΟ ßγ9s9ρé& óΟßγ1 t÷zT{ $yϑsù šχ% x. 

ö/ ä3s9 $uΖøŠ n= tã ⎯ ÏΒ 9≅ ôÒsù (#θè%ρä‹ sù z># x‹yèø9 $# 

$yϑÎ/ óΟ çGΨ ä. tβθç7 Å¡õ3s? ∩⊂®∪  

¨βÎ) š⎥⎪É‹©9 $# (#θç/ ¤‹x. $uΖÏG≈ tƒ$t↔ Î/ (#ρçy9õ3 tFó™ $# uρ 

$pκ ÷] tã Ÿω ßx−Gx è? öΝçλm; Ü>≡ uθö/ r& Ï™!$uΚ¡¡9 $# Ÿωuρ 

tβθè=äzô‰tƒ sπ ¨Ψ yfø9 $# 4©®Lym ykÎ=tƒ ã≅ yϑpg ø:$# ’ Îû ÉdΟ y™ 

ÅÞ$u‹ Ïƒ ø:$# 4 šÏ9≡ x‹Ÿ2uρ “Ì“ øg wΥ t⎦⎫ÏΒÌôfßϑø9 $# 

∩⊆⊃∪  

Μ çλm; ⎯ ÏiΒ tΛ ©⎝ yγ y_ ×Š$yγ ÏΒ ⎯ÏΒuρ óΟ Îγ Ï% öθsù 

:\# uθxî 4 y7 Ï9≡ x‹x. uρ “Ì“ øg wΥ t⎦⎫ÏϑÎ=≈ ©à9 $# ∩⊆⊇∪  

š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# uρ (#θãΖtΒ# u™ (#θè=Ïϑtãuρ ÏM≈ ysÎ=≈ ¢Á9 $# Ÿω 
ß#Ïk=s3çΡ $²¡ø tΡ ωÎ) !$yγ yèó™ ãρ šÍ× ¯≈ s9 'ρé& Ü=≈ ptõ¾r& 

Ïπ ¨Ζpg ø:$# ( öΝ èδ $pκ Ïù tβρà$ Î#≈ yz ∩⊆⊄∪  

$uΖôãt“ tΡuρ $tΒ ’ Îû Ν ÏδÍ‘ρß‰ß¹ ô⎯ ÏiΒ 9e≅ Ïî “Ìøg rB ⎯ ÏΒ 

ãΝ Íκ ÉJøt rB ã≈ pκ ÷Ξ F{ $# ( (#θä9$s%uρ ß‰ôϑpt ø:$# ¬! “Ï% ©!$# 

$uΖ1 y‰yδ # x‹≈ yγ Ï9 $tΒuρ $̈Ζä. y“Ï‰ tFöκ s] Ï9 Iωöθs9 ÷βr& 

$uΖ1 y‰yδ ª!$# ( ô‰s) s9 ôNu™!% y` ã≅ ß™ â‘ $uΖÎn/ u‘ Èd,pt ø:$$Î/ ( 
(# ÿρßŠθçΡuρ βr& ãΝ ä3ù=Ï? èπ̈Ψ yfø9 $# $yδθßϑçGøOÍ‘ρé& $yϑÎ/ 

óΟ çGΨ ä. tβθè=yϑ÷ès? ∩⊆⊂∪“yŠ$tΡuρ  
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The dwellers of paradise will call out to the 

inmates of the fire: “We have found what our 

Lord promised to be true. Have you, too, found 

the promise of your Lord to be true?” They will 

answer: “Yes,” whereupon someone from their 

midst will proclaim: “Cursed indeed are the 

wrongdoers (44) 

who turn others away from God’s path and try to 

make it appear crooked, and who reject the truth 

of the life to come.” (45) 

Between the two parties there will be a barrier, 

and on the Heights there will be men who 

recognize everyone by their looks. They will call 

out to the dwellers of paradise: “Peace be upon 

you”, — not having entered it themselves, but 

longing still [to be there]. (46) 

And whenever their eyes are turned towards the 

inmates of the fire, they will say: “Our Lord, do 

not place us alongside such wrongdoing people.” 

(47) 

Then those on the Heights will call out to certain 

people whom they recognize by their looks, saying: 

“What have your great throngs and your false 

pride availed you? (48) 

“Are these the self-same people whom you swore 

that God would never show them mercy?” (Now 

they have been told,) “Enter Paradise. You have 

nothing to fear, nor will you grieve.” (49) 

Ü=≈ ptõ¾r& Ïπ ¨Ψ pg ø:$# |=≈ ptõ¾r& Í‘$̈Ζ9 $# βr& ô‰s% $tΡô‰ỳ uρ 

$tΒ $tΡ y‰tã uρ $uΖš/ u‘ $y) ym ö≅ yγ sù Ν ›?‰ỳ uρ $̈Β y‰tã uρ 

öΝ ä3š/ u‘ $y) ym ( (#θä9$s% óΟ yètΡ 4 tβ©Œ r'sù 8βÏiŒ xσ ãΒ öΝ æηuΖ÷ t/ 

χr& èπ uΖ÷è©9 «!$# ’ n?tã t⎦⎫ÏϑÎ=≈ ©à9 $# ∩⊆⊆∪ 

 t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# tβρ‘‰ÝÁtƒ ⎯ tã È≅‹ Î6 y™ «!$# $pκ tΞθäóö7 tƒ uρ 

% [` uθÏã Ν èδuρ Íο tÅzFψ$$Î/ tβρãÏ≈ x. ∩⊆∈∪  

$yϑåκ s] ÷ t/ uρ Ò>$pg Éo 4 ’ n?tãuρ Å∃# z ÷äF{ $# ×Α% ỳ Í‘ 

tβθèùÍ ÷êtƒ Dξä. öΝ à‰8yϑ‹ Å¡Î0 4 (# ÷ρyŠ$tΡuρ |=≈ ptõ¾r& 

Ïπ ¨Ψ pg ø:$# βr& íΝ≈ n=y™ öΝ ä3ø‹n=tæ 4 óΟ s9 $yδθè=äzô‰tƒ öΝ èδuρ 

tβθãèyϑôÜ tƒ ∩⊆∉∪  

* # sŒÎ) uρ ôM sùÎÝÀ öΝ èδã≈ |Áö/ r& u™!$s) ù=Ï? É=≈ ptõ¾r& 

Í‘$̈Ζ9 $# (#θä9$s% $uΖ−/ u‘ Ÿω $uΖù=yèøg rB yì tΒ ÏΘöθs) ø9 $# 

t⎦⎫ÏΗÍ>≈ ©à9 $# ∩⊆∠∪  

#“yŠ$tΡuρ Ü=≈ ptõ¾r& Å∃# { ôãF{ $# Zω% ỳ Í‘ 

Ν åκ tΞθèùÍ ÷è tƒ ÷Λàι9yϑ‹ Å¡Î0 (#θä9$s% !$tΒ 4©o_ øîr& öΝ ä3Ζtã 

ö/ ä3ãèôϑy_ $tΒuρ öΝ çGΨ ä. tβρçÉ9õ3tGó¡ n@ ∩⊆∇∪  

Ï™Iωàσ ¯≈ yδr& t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# óΟ çFôϑ|¡ø%r& Ÿω ãΝ ßγ ä9$oΨ tƒ ª!$# 

>π yϑômtÎ/ 4 (#θè=äz÷Š $# sπ ¨Ψ pg ø:$# Ÿω ì∃öθyz ö/ ä3ø‹n=tæ 

Iωuρ óΟçFΡ r& šχθçΡt“ øt rB ∩⊆®∪ 
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Preview 

The previous passage in the s rah provided a long comment on the story of man’s 

creation and the confrontation with the ignorant Arabian society, and indeed all 

j hiliyyah societies, over the question of propriety and decency. Such values require 

that bodies be covered with appropriate dress and that souls be adorned with fear of 

God. The whole question relates directly to the major issue of faith. 

And the inmates of the fire will cry out to the 

dwellers of paradise: “Pour some water on us, or 

give us some of the sustenance God has provided 

for you.” They will reply: “God has forbidden 

both to the unbelievers, (50) 

who have taken their religion for a pastime and 

an idle sport, and who have been beguiled by the 

life of this world.” Today We shall be oblivious of 

them as they were oblivious of the meeting on this 

day of theirs, and as they used to deny Our 

revelations. (51) 

We have indeed given them a Book which We 

have clearly and wisely spelled out, a guidance and 

a grace for people who have faith. (52) 

Are they waiting for its final meaning to unfold? 

On this Day when its final meaning unfolds, 

those who previously were oblivious of it will say: 

“Our Lord’s messengers have surely told us the 

Truth. Have we, then, any intercessors who could 

plead on our behalf? Or could we live our lives 

again, so that we may act differently from the way 

we used to act.” They have lost their souls and all 

that which they invented has failed them. (53) 

 #“yŠ$ tΡuρ Ü=≈ ysô¹r& Í‘$̈Ζ9 $# |=≈ ysô¹r& Ïπ ¨Ψ pg ø:$# 

÷βr& (#θàÒŠ Ïùr& $uΖøŠ n=tã z⎯ ÏΒ Ï™!$yϑø9 $# ÷ρr& $£ϑÏΒ 

ãΝ à6 s%y—u‘ ª!$# 4 (# þθä9$s% χÎ) ©!$# $yϑßγ tΒ§ym 

’ n?tã š⎥⎪ÍÏ≈ s3ø9 $# ∩∈⊃∪ 

 š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# (#ρä‹sƒ ªB $# öΝ ßγ uΖƒ ÏŠ # Yθôγ s9 $Y7 Ïès9 uρ 

ãΝ ßγ ø?§xîuρ äο 4θu‹ysø9 $# $u‹ ÷Ρ‘‰9 $# 4 tΠ öθu‹ ø9 $$sù óΟ ßγ8|¡⊥ tΡ 

$yϑŸ2 (#θÝ¡nΣ u™!$s) Ï9 óΟ Îγ ÏΒöθtƒ # x‹≈ yδ $tΒ uρ 

(#θçΡ$Ÿ2 $uΖÏG≈ tƒ$t↔ Î/ šχρß‰ysøg s† ∩∈⊇∪  

ô‰s) s9 uρ Ν ßγ≈uΖ÷∞ Å_ 5=≈ tGÅ3Î/ çμ≈ oΨ ù=¢Ásù 4’ n?tã AΟ ù=Ïæ 

“W‰èδ Zπ uΗ÷q u‘ uρ 5Θöθs) Ïj9 tβθãΖÏΒ÷σ ãƒ ∩∈⊄∪  

ö≅ yδ tβρãÝàΖ tƒ ωÎ) … ã&s#ƒ Íρù's? 4 tΠ öθtƒ ’ ÎAù'tƒ … ã&é#ƒ Íρù's? 

ãΑθà) tƒ š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# çνθÝ¡ nΣ ⎯ ÏΒ ã≅ ö7 s% ô‰s% ôNu™!% ỳ 

ã≅ ß™ â‘ $uΖÎn/ u‘ Èd,ysø9 $$Î/ ≅ yγ sù $uΖ©9 ⎯ ÏΒ u™!$yèx ä© 

(#θãèx ô±uŠ sù !$uΖs9 ÷ρr& –Š tçΡ Ÿ≅ yϑ÷èuΖsù uö xî “Ï% ©!$# 

$̈Ζä. ã≅ yϑ÷ètΡ 4 ô‰s% (# ÿρçÅ£ yz öΝ åκ |¦àΡr& ¨≅ |Êuρ 

Ν åκ ÷] tã $̈Β (#θçΡ$Ÿ2 šχρçtIø tƒ ∩∈⊂∪ 
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This new address to mankind tackles the central issue to which the question of 

dress was related in the previous passage. It deals with the question of whom to 

follow in connection with religious rites and practices, as well as in legal issues, and 

indeed in all matters of life. Mankind must follow the messengers who bring them 

revelations from their Lord. It is on the basis of their response to those messengers 

that accountability and reward on the Day of Judgement will be determined. 

“Children of Adam! Whenever there come to you messengers from among yourselves to relate 

to you My revelations, then those who are conscious of Me and live righteously shall have 

nothing to fear, nor shall they grieve. But those who deny and scorn Our revelations are the 

ones destined for the fire, where they shall abide.” (Verses 35-36) 

It is the covenant God has made with Adam and his children, and the condition 

that He stipulated for man to be given the task of vicegerency on earth. After all, it is 

God who has created the earth and made it suitable to support life before assigning 

the task of building it to mankind and giving them the necessary talents, aptitudes 

and means to fulfil their obligations in accordance with God’s covenant. Unless 

human beings follow the messengers God sends them, then whatever they do in this 

life will be rejected. No one who submits himself to God will accept such actions 

which will become on the Day of Judgement a burden that will inescapably lead to 

hell: “Children of Adam! Whenever there come to you messengers from among yourselves to 

relate to you My revelations, then those who are conscious of Me and live righteously shall 

have nothing to fear, nor shall they grieve.” (Verse 35) 

Fearing God helps human beings to steer away from sin and indecency. Indeed, 

the most wicked aspect of gross indecency is to associate partners with God and to 

claim for oneself God’s authority and Godhead qualities. Fearing God also helps 

human beings maintain the path of obedience and to do only what is right. Thus, it 

brings a sense of security which is totally free from worry about one’s eventual 

destiny. “But those who deny and scorn Our revelations are the ones destined for the fire, 

where they shall abide.” (Verse 36) This is only because denying God’s revelations and 

scorning the duty of abiding by God’s covenant puts any person in one camp with 

Satan who most unashamedly scorned his duty of submission to God. Thus, God’s 

warning to Satan and his followers shall come to pass: “As for those of them that follow 

you, I shall fill Hell with you all.” (Verse 18) 

The s rah moves on to portray the scene of approaching death, or the term to 

which the last verse in the previous passage refers: “For every community a term has 

been set. When [the end of] their term approaches, they can neither delay nor hasten it by a 

single moment.” (Verse 34) This is followed by the scene of resurrection and 

reckoning, judgement and reward. These come by way of setting in detail what was 

at first briefly stated. It describes what happens to those who fear God and those who 

deny His revelations after their term has been completed. The description uses the 
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unique Qur’ nic method of depicting vivid scenes that are held before our eyes as if 

we see them now and hear what takes place. 

The Qur’ n has taken good care in describing the scenes on the Day of Judgement, 

including resurrection, accountability, eternal bliss and horrifying suffering. What 

God has promised and warned against is no longer a far-away scene which is 

described to us in words. Indeed, it is painted before our eyes in a way that brings it 

to life so that we actually see and feel it. Muslims feel as if they actually experience 

that world beyond: their hearts warm at one point; they shiver at another. They 

experience fear at one scene and feel secure at another. They actually feel the heat of 

the fire and experience the fresh breeze of Heaven. Hence, they are fully aware of 

what the life to come shall bring, even before their promised day arrives. When you 

consider what believers say about their feelings concerning the life to come, you will 

realize that they actually live in that world beyond more than they live their present 

life. All their feelings move towards the next world in the same way as man moves 

from one home to another or from one country to another. The life to come is no 

longer a distant future; it is experienced here and now. 

Perhaps the scenes the s rah portrays are the longest scenes of the Day of 

Judgement in the Qur’ n. They are perhaps the most vivid, portraying a succession 

of images coupled with extensive dialogue. Our amazement is endless at how simple 

words can replace vision and paint with sounds and words a complete scene that we 

actually visualize. 

These scenes of the Day of Judgement are given in the s rah by way of 

commentary on the story of Adam and Eve and their fall from Heaven as a result of 

yielding to Satan’s temptation. Human beings are warned by God against temptation 

from Satan who drove their first parents out of Heaven. They are warned against 

following their old enemy in whatever he whispers to them. This is coupled with a 

threat that Satan will be their patron and guardian if they choose to obey him in 

preference to obeying God’s messengers and their proper guidance. The s rah then 

portrays the scene of approaching death followed by scenes of the Day of Judgement 

as if these come immediately after that of the approaching death without any time 

interval. What actually takes place confirms what those messengers have told. Those 

who obeyed Satan are denied admittance into heaven, because they have been 

tempted away from it in the same way as their first parents were driven out of it. On 

the other hand, those who disobeyed Satan choosing instead obedience to God are 

returned to heaven after they have been addressed from on High: “This is the paradise 

you have inherited by virtue of what you used to do.” (Verse 43) Their entry into heaven is 

thus a return of a person who had spent a long time away from home. 

The harmony between the previous story and the comments on it, on the one 

hand, and the scenes of the Day of Judgement from start to finish on the other, adds 
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much beauty to this style and to this s rah as a whole. The story begins up there with 

the Supreme Society, in the presence of angels who witness God’s creation of Adam 

and his wife and their dwelling place in heaven. It was Satan who brought them 

down from their position of complete obedience and submission to God so as to 

drive them out of heaven. The story also ends with the Supreme Society in the 

presence of angels. Thus, the beginning and the end are directly linked. They are 

separated by this period of human life on earth and the scene of death at its end. 

Thus the middle part is linked directly with the beginning and the end. 

To Testify Against Oneself 

We have now a series of scenes portraying the end of this life and the beginning of 

the next one. We see first a scene of death as it overwhelms those who fabricate false 

claims against God, alleging that their inherited concepts and philosophies and the 

traditions and laws they enact for themselves have been sanctioned by God. Such 

people deny God’s revelations when they are conveyed to them by His messengers 

although these contain a perfect divine code. Thus, they prefer their suspect, 

unconfirmed knowledge to the confirmed truth of God’s revelations. They have 

already received what was decreed to be their lot of the comforts of this world. They 

have completed the period of test God had willed them to go through, and received 

their part of the revelations God has given to His messengers who, in turn, conveyed 

it to them: “Who is more wicked than one who invents lies about God or denies His 

revelations? These shall have whatever has been decreed to be their lot [in life]. When Our 

messengers come to carry off their souls, they will say: `Where, now, are those whom you used 

to invoke besides God?’ They will reply: ‘They have forsaken us!’ Thus, they will bear witness 

against themselves that they had been unbelievers.” (Verse 37) 

Here we see portrayed before our eyes the scene of those who invented lies 

against God and denied His revelations. The angels come to gather their souls and 

cause them to die, at which point certain remarks are exchanged between the two 

groups. The angels ask them: “Where, now, are those whom you used to invoke besides 

God?” (Verse 37) What happened to the fabricated claims you used to emphasize? 

Where are the gods you invoked and worshipped, which caused you to turn away 

from the truth conveyed to you by God’s messengers? Where are they now at this 

very critical point in time when your lives have come to an end, and you find no one 

to give you an extra hour beyond the deadline appointed to you by God? 

They have only one answer to make. It is a clear, unambiguous and factual 

answer: “They have forsaken us!” They have simply gone away, far away. We do not 

know where they are, nor do they have a clear way of returning to us. Lost indeed 

are those whose gods cannot find them or who cannot help them in their hour of 
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need. Worthless are the gods who know no way to reach their servants when they 

need them most. 

“Thus, they will bear witness against themselves that they had been unbelievers.” (Verse 

37) This is the same attitude described earlier in the s rah showing their reaction at 

the time when God’s might overwhelms them in this life. Their reply then was a clear 

acknowledgement of being in the wrong: “When Our punishment fell upon them, all 

they could say was: ‘We have indeed been wrongdoers.” (Verse 5) 

When this scene of approaching death is over, we are immediately presented with 

another scene showing those who were about to die having been thrown in to hell. 

The s rah drops completely the period between their actual death and their 

resurrection and gathering on the Day of Judgement. Thus, it gives the impression 

that those who are about to die will actually be taken from their homes directly to 

hell. 

[God] will say: “Enter into the fire to join the hosts of the jinn and humans who have 
gone before you.” Every time a host enters [the fire], it will curse its fellow host. When 
all are gathered there, the last of them will say of the first: “Our Lord, these are the 
ones who have led us astray, so give them double suffering in the fire.” He will 
answer: “Every one of you shall have double suffering, although you may not know 
it.” And the first of them will say to the last: “In no wise were you superior to us. 
Taste, then, this suffering on account of what you have been doing.” (Verses 38-39) 

“Enter into the fire to join the hosts of the jinn and humans who have gone before you.” 

(Verse 38). Join, then, your colleagues and patrons from among the jinn and human 

beings, here in hell. After all, is it not Iblīs who disobeyed his Lord? Is he not the one 

who drove Adam and his wife out of heaven? Is he not also the one who has led 

astray so many of Adam’s children? It is also he whom God has promised to gather 

in hell with all those who do his bidding and go astray. Enter, then, all of you, into 

the fire, whether you belong to the earlier or later generations. All of you are equal 

and patrons to one another. 

In this life of ours all these communities and nations are in the same camp, with 

the latter ones following in the footsteps of those who preceded them. Those who 

were in a position of power were able to dictate to those who were weaker. 

Let us find out what sort of attitude they take towards one another there, after 

knowing their fate: “Every time a host enters [the fire], it will curse its fellow host.” (Verse 

38) What a dreadful end is that which makes a son condemn his father and a 

beneficiary deny his patron! 

“When all are gathered there,” and the last of them joins the first, and the distant 

becomes near to the one who is close, arguments and disputes among them become 
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rife. Thus, “the last of them will say of the first: ‘Our Lord, these are the ones who have led 

us astray, so give them double suffering in the fire.’” Thus, their comic tragedy begins. We 

see those who were allies and friends taking a hostile attitude towards one another, 

exchanging accusations and curses. Each prays to ‘Our Lord’ to give the other double 

punishment. Note how they make this appeal to ‘Our Lord’ about whom they used 

to fabricate lies and whose revelations and messages they denied. Today they turn to 

Him alone. The answer is to grant their request, but in a special manner. 

“He will answer: ‘Every one of you shall have double suffering, although you may not 

know it.’” (Verse 38). The double suffering you have requested will apply both to you 

and to them. 

This shows that those who are condemned maliciously show some rejoicing at the 

misfortune of those who condemned them as they hear God’s answer to them. They 

speak to them, pleased that they all have the same fate: “The first of them will say to the 

last: In no wise were you superior to us. Taste, then, this suffering on account of what you 

have been doing.” (Verse 39) Thus the painful scene is concluded. It is followed by an 

emphatic assertion that this will be the end of all those who turn their backs on God’s 

message and deny His revelations. 

For those who deny Our revelations and scorn them the gates of heaven shall not be 
opened; nor shall they enter paradise any more than a thick, twisted rope can pass 
through a needle’s eye. Thus do We reward the evil-doers. Hell shall be their resting 
place, and sheets of fire shall cover them. Thus do We reward the wrongdoers. (Verses 
40-41) 

Reflect as you wish on this remarkable scene, with a very thick twisted rope held 

opposite to a needle’s eye. When that tiny hole allows the twisted rope to go through 

it, then and only then, will the gates of heaven be opened to those arrogant people 

and their supplications or repentance be accepted. The fact is that the time allowed to 

them has lapsed. Hence, until such a rope goes through a needle’s eye they will 

remain in the fire of hell where they are all gathered, cursing one another and trying 

to get their punishment doubled. Such is the retribution God has in store for the evil-

doers. [It should perhaps be noted that the Arabic word used here for ‘thick, twisted 

rope’ also means ‘camel’. Thus, the scene acquires a sarcastic touch as we visualize a 

camel trying to go through a needle’s eye — Editor.] 

Their situation in the fire is then described: “Hell shall be their resting place, and 

sheets of fire shall cover them.” (Verse 41). The fire actually engulfs them from above 

and from beneath. Thus they have beneath them a raging fire which is sarcastically 

described as a resting place or a couch, when it bears nothing of such characteristics. 

Moreover, from above they have sheets of fire drawn over them. “Thus do We reward 

the wrongdoers.” (Verse 41) This last description means the criminals and also refers to 
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unbelievers who deny God’s revelations and invent falsehood against God. All these 

descriptions are synonymous in Qur’ nic usage. 

A Scene in Contrast 

Let us now look at the opposite scene: “As for those who believe and do righteous 

deeds, We never burden a soul with more than it can bear. They are destined for paradise, 

where they will abide. We shall remove any rancour that may be lingering in their hearts. 

Running waters will flow at their feet; and they will say: All praise is due to God who has 

guided us to this. Had He not given us guidance, we would certainly have not found the right 

path. Our Lord’s messengers have certainly brought us the truth.’ (A voice) will call out to 

them: ‘This is the paradise you have inherited by virtue of what you used to do.’” (Verses 42-

43) 

Here we have a description of the destiny of those who believe and do righteous 

deeds as best they can. These return to paradise, because they are, by God’s grace, its 

rightful owners. He has granted it to them as a reward for their good deeds which 

are motivated by faith. It is they who followed God’s messengers, obeyed the 

commandments of their Lord, the Almighty, the Merciful and disobeyed Satan, their 

age- old enemy. Had it not been for God’s grace, their actions would not have been 

sufficient, considering their limited ability. The Prophet says in an authentic ĥadīth 

related by Muslim: “No one of you will be admitted into heaven by virtue of his 

action.” His companions asked: “Not even you, Messenger of God?” He replied: 

“Not even me, unless God bestows His mercy and grace on me.” 

There is no contradiction or discrepancy between what God says in this regard 

and what is stated in this ĥadīth by His Messenger, who does not say anything 

related to religion on his own initiative. All scholastic debate that has taken place 

among Islamic schools of thought concerning this question did not rely on an 

accurate understanding of this religion. God knows that human beings are too weak 

to earn admittance into heaven by virtue of their own actions. Indeed, whatever they 

do is insufficient to repay for a single aspect of His grace which God bestows on 

them in this life on earth. Therefore, He has committed Himself to bestow His mercy 

on them and accept from them their meagre efforts and give them heaven as a 

reward, but only through His grace. Thus they earn it by their action combined with 

God’s mercy and grace. 

In contrast to the scene of mutual hatred surfacing among the evildoers in hell, 

even against their former close and intimate friends, we see the believers 

demonstrating their perfect love for one another in heaven. They are brethren who 

harbour no ill-feeling to anyone. They enjoy perfect peace and bliss: “We shall remove 

any rancour that may be lingering in their hearts.” (Verse 43) They are only human, and 
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they lived the life of human beings. In this life on earth they may have had some 

disagreements and disputes that brought about ill-feeling. As believers, they tried 

hard to overcome these feelings and allowed their brotherhood to predominate. 

Nevertheless, there might have remained some lingering traces of rancour. 

Al-Qur ubī, a leading commentator on the Qur’ n, says: “God’s messenger (peace 

be upon him) says: `Rancour stays at the doorstep of heaven just like camels are 

seated outside people’s dwellings. God removes it from believers’ hearts.’ It is also 

reported that Alī said: `I hope that `Uthm n, al ah, al-Zubayr and myself are 

among those about whom God says: “We shall remove any rancour that may be lingering 

in their hearts.” 

As already stated, the people of hell are engulfed by fire that overwhelms them 

from above and beneath. By contrast, the people of heaven have running waters 

which give an air of freshness to the whole scene: “Running waters will flow at their 

feet.” (Verse 43). While the former group is always quarrelling and exchanging 

accusations, the people of heaven praise God and acknowledge their own 

shortcomings: “They will say: ‘All praise is due to God who has guided us to this. Had He 

not given us guidance, we would certainly have not found the right path. Our Lord’s 

messengers have certainly brought us the truth.’” (Verse 43). 

The former group is strongly rebuked and told: “Enter into the fire to join the hosts of 

the jinn and humans who have gone before you.” (Verse 38). The latter are addressed with 

respect and given a warm welcome: “A voice will call out to them: ‘This is the paradise 

you have inherited by virtue of what you used to do’.” (Verse 43) 

Dialogue Across the Divide 

The contrast between the two groups is total, but the s rah moves on to raise 

before our eyes a scene that comes later than the one we have just witnessed. Now 

we see the people of heaven having settled down comfortably in their dwelling 

place, while the people of hell are now certain of their doom. The former group calls 

out to the latter asking them about God’s promise: “The dwellers of paradise will call out 

to the inmates of the fire: ‘We have found what our Lord promised to be true. Have you, too, 

found the promise of your Lord to be true?’ They will answer: ‘Yes,’ whereupon someone from 

their midst will proclaim: ‘Cursed indeed are the wrongdoers who turn others away from 

God’s path and try to make it appear crooked, and who reject the truth of the lift to come.’” 

(Verses 44-45) 

The question itself is full of irony. The believers are absolutely certain that what 

God has warned against has actually come to pass in the same way as His promise 

has been fulfilled. Nevertheless, they ask the people of hell about it. The answer is 

given in a single word: “Yes”. 
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Thus the dialogue that takes place across the great divide between heaven and hell 

comes to a stop as a voice is heard by the two groups. Someone will proclaim in their 

midst: “Cursed indeed are the wrongdoers who turn others away from God’s path and try to 

make it appear crooked, and who reject the truth of the lift to come.” (Verses 44-45) This 

statement clearly defines the meaning of `the wrongdoers’ which is often used in the 

Qur’ n as a synonym for `unbelievers’. It is the ones who are devoid of faith that turn 

people away from God’s path and try hard to make it appear crooked. They do not 

believe in the life to come. 

The description of the wrongdoers as the ones who “try to make it appear crooked,” 

points out the true aim of those who turn people away from God’s path. They prefer 

the crooked way to the straight path. There is simply one straight way which follows 

what God has revealed and implement His law. Every other way is crooked. As these 

people prefer it that way, they are in the same line as unbelievers. No one who 

believes in the Day of Judgement and who ascertains in his mind that he will return 

to his Lord will ever try to turn people away from God’s path or select for himself a 

path that moves away from it. It is a description that clearly delineates the nature of 

those who reject God’s law. 

The Heights 

At this juncture, the s rah draws our attention to something additional painted in 

this scene. We see that the two camps are separated by a barrier over which stand 

some people who recognize the dwellers of heaven and the inmates of the fire by 

their looks and features. It is important to find out who these people are and what 

have they got to do with the two groups destined either for heaven or hell. 

Between the two parties there will be a barrier, and on the Heights there will be men 
who recognize everyone by their looks. They will call out to the dwellers of paradise: 
“Peace be upon you” — not having entered it themselves, but longing still [to be 
there]. And whenever their eyes are turned towards the inmates of the fire, they will 
say: “Our Lord, do not place us alongside such wrongdoing people.” Then those on the 
Heights will call out to certain people whom they recognize by their looks, saying: 
“What have your great throngs and your false pride availed you? Are these the self-
same people whom you swore that God would never show them mercy?” (Now they 
have been told,) “Enter Paradise. You have nothing to fear, nor will you grieve.” 
(Verses 46-49) 

It has been reported that those people on the Heights which separate heaven and 

hell are human beings whose good deeds are equal in weight and measure to their 

bad ones. Hence, their good deeds are not enough to guarantee their admission into 

heaven, nor have their sins condemned them to the fire. They remain in between, 
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waiting for God’s grace to be bestowed on them. They recognize the people of 

paradise by their looks, probably by the fact that their faces are white and bright, or 

by the light which accompanies them. They also recognize the people destined to the 

fire by their features, probably by their dark faces or the marks printed on their noses 

which they used to raise as a gesture of arrogance. The printing of this mark on their 

noses is mentioned in S rah 68, The Pen. They greet the people of heaven with the 

greeting of peace, clearly entertaining hope that God will bestow His mercy on them 

and admit them to heaven as well. When their eyes fall on the people of the fire, 

whom they are deliberately made to see, they plead to be spared their destiny. 

Between the two parties there will be a barrier, and on the Heights there will be men 
who recognize everyone by their looks. They will call out to the dwellers of paradise: 
“Peace be upon you”, — not having entered it themselves, but longing still [to be 
there]. And whenever their eyes are turned towards the inmates of the fire, they will 
say: “Our Lord, do not place us alongside such wrongdoing people.” (Verses 46-47) 

They then see some leading figures among the wrongdoing people and they 

recognize them by their features. They rebuke them for what they have been doing: 

“Then those on the Heights will call out to certain people whom they recognize by their looks, 

saying: ‘What have your great throngs and your false pride availed you?’” (Verse 48) You 

see now that you are in Hell, where your armies and great multitude are of no use to 

you, nor indeed are your arrogance and vain pride. 

They remind them of what they used to say about the believers in this life, 

accusing them of being in error and that they would never be granted God’s mercy: 

“Are these the self-same people whom you swore that God would never show them mercy? 

(Now they have been told,) ‘Enter Paradise. You have nothing to fear, nor will you grieve.’” 

(Verse 49) 

Then from the direction of the fire we hear a voice, begging, imploring: “And the 

inmates of the Fire will cry out to the dwellers of Paradise: ‘Pour some water on us, or give us 

some of the sustenance God has provided for you.’” (Verse 50). From the other side comes 

a reproachful reminder in reply: “God has forbidden both to the nonbelievers, who have 

taken their religion for a pastime and an idle sport, and who have been beguiled by the life of 

this world.” (Verses 50-51) 

All human voices then die down and the Almighty, the Lord of the universe 

whose rule is final, gives His judgement: “Today We shall be oblivious of them as they 

were oblivious of the meeting on this day of theirs, and as they used to deny Our revelations. 

We have indeed given them a Book which We have clearly and wisely spelled out, a guidance 

and a grace for people who have faith. Are they waiting for its final meaning to unfold? On 

this Day when its final meaning unfolds, those who previously were oblivious of it will say: 

‘Our Lord’s messengers have surely told us the Truth. Have we, then, any intercessors who 
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could plead on our behalf? Or could we live our lives again, so that we may act differently 

from the way we used to act.’ They have lost their souls and all that which they invented has 

failed them.” (Verses 51-53) 

The scene moves in quick succession, with a glimpse of what happens in the 

hereafter and a glimpse of what takes place in this world. At one moment we see the 

sufferers in hell who have been forgotten because they themselves forgot about the 

meeting on the Day of Judgement and because they denied God’s revelations which 

were given to them in a clearly spelled out book. It is God Himself who has stated it 

clearly on the basis of His knowledge, but they nevertheless abandoned it and 

preferred to follow their caprice and held on to their own misconceptions. Then we 

look at them again when they are still in this world waiting for the final outcome of 

this book and whether its warnings will come true. But they are warned against this 

final outcome, because it is exactly what they are made to see in this scene. It is 

certainly a remarkable scene which cannot be so vividly painted except in this 

miracle of a book. 

Thus this panoramic preview comes to a close, followed by comments that are in 

complete harmony with the opening. We have a reminder of the Day of Judgement 

and its awesome scenes, and a warning against denying God’s revelations and taking 

a hostile attitude towards His messengers. There is also a warning against waiting 

for the full meaning of this book, the Qur’ n, to unfold, because once it is unfolded, 

there will be no time for repentance, no return for a retest and there will be no 

intercession on behalf of anyone to reduce his or her sufferings. 

As the panoramic preview is over, we come back to ourselves after having been 

fully absorbed in contemplation of a spectacular scene. We find ourselves back in this 

present life, after having made a very long return trip. It is the trip of this whole life, 

as well as the gathering, resurrection, reckoning and reward that follow it. At the 

beginning we saw man as he was created and then we witnessed his fall to this world 

and his life on it. 

Thus the Qur’ n makes us travel throughout the universe and across time. It 

shows us the past, the present and the future in quick snippets so that we may get 

the warning and heed the reminder: “This is a book that has been bestowed on you from 

on high — so do not entertain any doubt about it — in order that you may warn people with 

its message, and admonish the believers.” (Verse 2) 
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5 

To Whom All Authority 

Belongs 

Your Lord is God who has created the heavens 

and the earth in six aeons, and is established on 

the throne. He covers the day with the night in 

swift pursuit. The sun, the moon and the stars are 

made subservient to His command. Surely all 

creation and all authority belong to Him. Blessed 

is God, the Lord of the worlds. (54) 

Call upon your Lord with humility, and in the 

secrecy of your hearts. He does not love those who 

transgress the bounds of what is right. (55) 

Do not spread corruption on earth after it has 

been so well ordered. Call on Him with fear and 

hope. Truly, God’s grace is ever near to the 

righteous. (56) 

He it is who sends forth the winds heralding His 

coming mercy, and when they have gathered up 

heavy clouds, We may drive them towards dead 

land and cause the water to fall upon it, and thus 

We cause all manner of fruit to come forth. Thus 

shall We cause the dead to come to life, so that 

you may keep this in mind. (57) 
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Preview 

The s rah has taken us along a trip that extends over epochs and generations, from 

the very beginning of human life to resurrection after death. Now it takes us along 

another trip to the depths of the soul of the universe and what appears of it before 

our eyes. It tells us about the creation of the heavens and the earth after having told 

us of the creation of mankind. Our attentions are drawn to what the universe 

contains, its secrets, aspects and phenomena, referring to the night as it follows the 

day in quick pursuit, and to the sun, moon and stars which are subservient to God’s 

will, and the winds that move along in space, carrying the clouds to a land that is 

dead, and in no time, it quickens and becomes full of life, yielding all types of fruit. 

This reflection on different aspects of God’s kingdom comes immediately after 

relating the story of the creation of mankind and describing both the beginning and 

the end of man’s life journey. The s rah also refers to the attitude of those who follow 

Satan and who arrogantly refuse to follow God’s messengers. It also describes some 

concepts of j hiliyyah, or ignorance that may prevail in human society, and the 

traditions people invent for themselves having no sanction by God’s law. All this the 

s rah portrays in order to motivate human beings to return to their Lord who created 

the universe and made it subservient to His will and who runs it according to His 

laws and will. Indeed, to Him alone belong all creation and all authority. 

This places strong emphasis on the fact that all creation and all existence submit to 

God’s will. In such an atmosphere of complete obedience to God and perfect 

submission to His will, man’s arrogance sounds extremely singular. 

When these scenes have been portrayed and its strong rhythm has ensured even 

greater effectiveness, the s rah calls on human beings to attend to their duties: “Call 

upon your Lord with humility, and in the secrecy of your hearts. He does not love those who 

transgress the bounds of what is right. Do not spread corruption on earth after it has been so 

well ordered. Call on Him with fear and hope. Truly, God’s grace is ever near to the 

righteous.” (Verses 55-56) 

To submit to God with dedication and to admit complete servitude to Him are no 

Good land brings forth its vegetation in 

abundance, by its Lord’s leave, but from the bad 

land only poor and scant vegetation comes forth. 

Thus do We expound Our revelations in various 

ways for the benefit of those who are grateful. (58) 
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more than the natural correlative of the submission and servitude of the whole 

universe to God’s authority. It is this concept which the Qur’ n seeks to establish in 

people’s minds. Any person who reflects with an open mind on what God has 

created in the universe, the laws of nature which operate in it along with the physical 

and apparent outcome of the working of these laws is bound to recognize that it is 

God who runs, plans and controls this universe and everything that takes place in it. 

This realization is bound to leave a great effect on him as he acknowledges that all 

creation and authority in the universe belong to God alone. This is the first step to 

motivate the human mind to respond positively to God’s call, and submit to His 

authority along with everything else in the universe. 

The Qur’ nic method uses the universe as its main domain to explain the nature of 

Godhead and make people realize the true essence of submission to God. They begin 

to recognize its full effect with the reassurance generated by their realization that 

everything else speaks the same language and uses the same wavelength. The Qur’ n 

does not portray all this in order to provide some rational evidence in support of 

man’s need to submit to God. Indeed, alongside this rational evidence the Qur’ n 

wants man to feel the reassurance and happiness generated by his sharing the same 

faith with the whole universe. This gives submission and servitude to God a different 

colour and taste. A Muslim is happy and content to be God’s servant and to submit 

to Him. There is no compulsion in the matter, no force used to achieve that status. 

The basic motive for this attitude, even before the divine order, is a believer’s love, 

reassurance and the objective of being in harmony with the rest of the universe. 

Thus, a Muslim does not try to rebel or avoid compliance with what he has been 

ordered to do. By his servitude to God, he is only fulfilling a natural need which 

contributes to his happiness. Submission to God enables man to be free from 

subjugation by, or servitude to, any other being. He submits with dignity and 

nobility to God alone, the Lord of the universe. 

Such submission gives us the practical meaning of faith and gives belief its 

distinctive colour and taste. It tells us what Islam really means and imparts to it its 

nature and spirit. It is the basic rule that must be established before any order is 

given, before any aspect of worship is laid down, and before any law is enacted. This 

is the reason for the great importance the Qur’ nic method attaches to this basic rule 

which is clearly elucidated and firmly established in believers’ minds. 

A Clear Concept of God 

Your Lord is God who has created the heavens and the earth in six aeons, and is 
established on the throne. He covers the day with the night in swift pursuit. The sun, 
the moon and the stars are made subservient to His command. Surely all creation and 
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all authority belong to Him. Blessed is God, the Lord of the worlds. (Verse 54) 

The monotheistic Islamic faith allows no room for any attempt by human beings to 

work out by themselves any particular concept of God: what He is like or how He 

acts. There is simply nothing similar to God in any way whatsoever. Hence, it is not 

up to human intellect to try to picture the Supreme Being. A human concept can only 

be worked out within the framework that the human intellect can define, on the basis 

of what it makes out of the world around it. Since there is simply nothing similar to 

God, then the human intellect cannot draw any definite picture of what God is like. 

Moreover, it simply cannot visualize how His actions take place. The only alternative 

available to man is to reflect on the effects of God’s actions in the universe around 

him. 

Hence, questions like: `How did God create the heavens and the earth?, `In what 

form is He established on the throne?’, and `What sort of throne is this on which He 

has established Himself?’ do not arise in a believer’s mind. In fact, all these and 

similar questions are totally irrelevant and meaningless. To try to give answers to 

such questions is even more irrelevant and cannot be attempted by a person who 

properly understands the basic rule we have explained. Unfortunately, some Islamic 

groups who have tried hard to discuss such questions and wasted much time over 

them were influenced in their attempts by Greek philosophy.§ 

The Qur’ n uses the expression yawm, which means ‘day’, as it speaks of the span 

of time in which God created the heavens and the earth. Their creation was over six 

such yawm, or six days. Again, this belongs to the realm that lies beyond the reach of 

human perception. Nothing of this creation has been witnessed by any human being 

or indeed by any creature: “I did not call them to witness at the creation of the heavens and 

the earth, nor at their own creation.” (18: 51) 

Whatever is said about these six days is not based on any certain knowledge. They 

may be six stages of creation or six epochs, or six of God’s days which cannot be 

measured by our time which is the result of the movement of certain planets and 

stars. Before these were created, time, as we know it, did not exist. Still, the six days 

to which the Qur’ nic verse refers may be something totally different. Hence, no one 

may claim that he has certain knowledge of what this figure truly means.1 

Any attempt to interpret this statement, and similar ones, on the basis of human 

                                                 
§ For further discussion on the Istiw ’ attribute, please refer to section 1.1 of A Critique of ‘In the Shade of 
the Qur’ n. 
1 This is the reason for choosing ‘aeon’, i.e. an extremely long period, in our English rendering of the 
verse. In his translation of the Qur’ n, Muhammad Asad writes in a footnote: “The word yawm, 
commonly translated as ‘day’, but rendered above as `aeon’, is used in Arabic to denote any period, 
whether extremely long (aeon) or extremely short (moment): its application to an earthly ‘day’ of 
twenty-four hours is only one of its many connotations.” — Editor’s note. 
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theories, and to justify that as being `scientific’ is simply arbitrary. It betrays 

defeatism under the pressure of ‘science’ which can do no more in this area than the 

formulation of theories that cannot be proven. 

We, for our part, prefer not to go into such discussion because it contributes 

nothing to our understanding of the Qur’ nic statement. 

We move along with the s rah in its inspiring journey through depicting what we 

see of the universe and its hidden secrets. 

Your Lord is God who has created the heavens and the earth in six aeons, and is 
established on the throne. He covers the day with the night in swift pursuit. The sun, 
the moon and the stars are made subservient to His command. Surely all creation and 
all authority belong to Him. Blessed is God, the Lord of the worlds. (Verse 54) 

God, who has created this vast and awesome universe and established His own 

high position, conducting the operation of the universe and administering its affairs, 

is the One who throws the veil of the night over the day in swift pursuit. Thus, the 

night follows the day in quick succession. It is He who has made the sun, the moon 

and the stars subservient to His will and He is the Creator and the controller of all. It 

is He, then, who is worthy of being “your Lord”, giving you sustenance. He gives 

you the system which ensures your unity and the legislation which settles your 

disputes. To Him belongs all creation and all authority. Since He is the only Creator, 

He is also the only one who has any authority. It is this question of Godhead, 

Lordship and sovereignty, as well as the fact that all belong to God alone which 

constitute the theme of this passage, and indeed the whole s rah. Its correlative is the 

question of submission by human beings to God and their implementation of His law 

in their lives. This is outlined in this s rah in relation to questions of dress and food, 

as was discussed in the previous s rah, Cattle, [Volume V], in relation to questions of 

animals, crops, rituals and pledges. 

The great issue that the Qur’ n wants to settle should not make us overlook the 

remarkable nature of the scenes portrayed, their liveliness and powerful inspiration. 

Indeed, the greatness of the scene is on the same level as the greatness of the 

objective. 

Our minds move along with the cycle of the day and night as they succeed each 

other in quick pursuit. Our consciousness cannot just be idle without following this 

cycle, overwhelmed with awe, almost out of breath, waiting with great interest for 

what will come next. 

There is such finesse as these verses reflect the liveliness and beauty of the 

movement, portraying the day and the night in the form of persons with a clear aim 

and with a will to achieve the same. Such finesse of style and expression is far 
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beyond the reach of human artistic talent. 

Long familiarity kills the beauty of the majestic scenes of the universe in our 

minds and makes us look at them in a dull and uninterested way. But this familiarity 

is easily cast away here to make us look at the scene as if we see it for the first time. 

The night and day are not simple, natural phenomena that we see in endless 

repetition. They come alive with feeling, clear direction and a definite purpose. They 

have sympathy with human beings as they share with them the same movement of 

life and its essential aspect of struggle and competition. 

The same is the case with the sun, the moon and the stars. We see them as living 

entities that have lives and souls. They receive their orders from God and carry them 

out in full submission. They are made subservient in the sense that they do what they 

are bid just as living believers obey God. 

All this has its profound effect on the human conscience, motivating it to join the 

rest of living things that respond to God’s call. This gives the Qur’ n its great effect 

on the human mind which no other literary style can achieve. It addresses human 

nature with the great authority that belongs to the One who has revealed the Qur’ n 

and who is fully aware of what touches human hearts and makes them responsive. 

Calling on God with Fear and Hope 

Thus, the human consciousness is overawed by the lively scenes of the universe 

which it used to look at in a dull inattentive way. Coupled with this is the realization 

that all these great creatures submit to the authority of the Creator. At this point, the 

s rah reminds human beings of their only Lord and directs them to call upon Him 

with humility and full submission. They must acknowledge His Lordship in order to 

keep within the limits of their submission to Him, recognizing His authority and 

refraining from creating or spreading corruption in the land by abandoning His law 

and following their own capricious desires. “Call upon your Lord with humility, and in 

the secrecy of your hearts. He does not love those who transgress the bounds of what is right. 

Do not spread corruption on earth after it has been so well ordered. Call on Him with fear and 

hope. Truly, God’s grace is ever near to the righteous.” (Verses 55-56) 

This directive is made at the most appropriate point, with human beings in the 

proper frame of mind. They are directed to call upon their Lord and address Him 

with humility and submission. They should also call on Him in the secrecy of their 

hearts, not making loud noises. A secret appeal to God is much more befitting 

because it affirms the close relationship between man and his Lord. Muslim, the 

renowned ĥadīth scholar, relates this authentic ĥadīth on the authority of Abū Mūs  

who reports: “We were with God’s Messenger on one of his travels — (in one version 

it is stated that this took place when they were on a military expedition) — and 
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people started to glorify God out loud. God’s Messenger said to them: O you people, 

gently and quietly. You are not calling on someone who is deaf or absent. You are 

calling on the One who hears all and is close at hand. He is indeed with you.” 

The Qur’ nic drift stresses the consciousness that God, in His Majesty, is so close 

to man. This is described here in its practical form as we make our supplication to 

God. A person who is conscious of God’s majesty feels too modest to appeal to Him 

in a loud voice. If we realize that He is so close to us we can have no reason for 

appealing to Him loudly. Along with this scene of sincere supplication to God and 

complete humiliation before Him, an order is issued not to try to usurp His authority 

as the Arabs used to do in their days of ignorance, when they claimed sovereignty for 

themselves, while all sovereignty belongs to God alone. They are further 

commanded not to spread corruption in the land by following their capricious 

desires, after God has set the earth in proper order and laid down the law to govern 

both the earth and human life. A believing soul, which calls on its Lord with humility 

and in secrecy, feeling His closeness and ready response, is not given to aggression 

and corruption. The two attitudes are closely related in the depth of the human soul 

and feelings. In its approach, the Qur’ n touches on those feelings. It is an approach 

designed by the Creator who knows His creation and is fully aware of everything. 

“Call on Him with fear and hope,” (Verse 56), fearing to incur His anger and 

punishment, and hoping to earn His pleasure and reward. “Truly, Gods grace is ever 

near to the righteous,” (Verse 56), who worship God as though they actually see Him. 

If they do not see him, they are fully aware that He sees them. This is the attitude 

defined by the Prophet as belonging to the righteous. 

Bringing the Dead Back to Life 

Once more the s rah gives us a panoramic scene of the universe raising it before 

our eyes to contemplate, but people often pay little attention to it and remain 

unaware of what it conveys. The idea that we have just discussed speaks of God’s 

grace, and the new scene provides an example of God’s grace in action. We see and 

feel it in the rain that pours down, the growing vegetation and the life that quickens: 

“He it is who sends forth the winds heralding His coming mercy, and when they have 

gathered up heavy clouds, We may drive them towards dead land and cause the water to fall 

upon it, and thus We cause all manner of fruit to come forth. Thus shall We cause the dead to 

come to life, so that you may keep this in mind.” (Verse 57) 

All these are manifestations of what God’s Lordship brings about in the universe, 

in accordance with an elaborate plan. They are all of God’s own making. He, then, 

should be acknowledged by all human beings as their only Lord. It is He who creates 

and provides sustenance through the operation of the natural laws which He sets in 
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motion as a sign of His mercy which He bestows on His servants. At every moment 

winds blow and cause the clouds to gather up, prompting a rainfall. But attributing 

all this to God’s action, as it is indeed the case, is the new element outlined most 

vividly in the Qur’ n as if we actually see it as we contemplate the portrayed scenes.  

It is God who sends the winds as heralds of His forthcoming grace. The winds 

blow according to the natural laws which God has set in place in the universe, for it 

is a basic fact that the universe could not have initiated itself and set for itself these 

laws dictating its movement. The Islamic concept of existence, however, is based on 

the belief that everything that takes place in the universe is the result of a special act 

of will which brings it into the realm of reality, although it actually happens as a 

product of the operation of the natural laws God has set in operation. The initial 

commandments for these laws to operate is in no way contradictory with the belief 

that every single event that takes place in accordance with these laws is the result of 

God’s will. The blowing of the wind, in accordance with natural laws, is a single 

event that occurs as a result of a separate act of will. 

Similarly, when winds gather up heavy clouds, they do so in accordance with the 

natural laws God has devised for the universe. Yet, this also happens by a separate 

act of will. Then God may drive these clouds, by yet another separate act of will, to a 

land that is dead, such as a barren desert, and He may cause the water in the clouds 

to fall upon it, by yet again a separate act of will, and thus He causes crops and fruits 

to come forth, by His own will. Nevertheless all these aspects happen as a result of 

the operation of the laws God has set in motion to give the universe and life their 

nature. 

The Islamic concept of existence rules out the possibility that anything could 

happen in the universe involuntarily or by blind coincidence. This applies to the 

universe coming into existence for the first time, and to every single movement, 

change or amendment that takes place anywhere in the universe. It also rules out 

that it could take place in an impulsive, mechanical way, which would imagine the 

universe as a machine that has been set to operate in a particular method and left to 

run automatically. 

The Islamic concept makes it absolutely clear that creation takes place by God’s 

will and according to a plan. It acknowledges the laws of nature that have been set in 

operation, but adds to these the conscious will that determines every application and 

operation of these laws. That divine will is free, unrestrained by the laws it has put in 

place. 

Thus, our hearts are freed from the dullness of the involuntarily mechanical 

concept of events. They remain always alert and watchful. Whenever something 

happens in conformity with the divine laws of nature, our minds are quick to see 



Al-A`rāf (The Heights) | TO WHOM ALL AUTHORITY BELONGS 

 91

God’s hand behind it and His will being done. Thus, we glorify God and we cannot 

lose sight of His greatness. Thus, the Islamic concept keeps hearts alive and minds 

alert. We see God’s action taking place all the time, and we glorify the Creator whose 

active hand controls every movement and every event that takes place at any time of 

the day and night. 

The Qur’ nic text links the reality of life that has come into being by God’s will 

and His control of all that takes place on the face of this earth, with the second 

creation that will also take place by God’s will in the same manner as we see in the 

initiation of this first life: “Thus shall We cause the dead to come to life so that you may 

keep this in mind.” (Verse 57) 

The miracle of life with all its forms, aspects and circumstances has the same 

nature. This is implied in the final comment we have just quoted with which the 

Qur’ nic verse concludes. Just as God initiates life out of the dead on this planet of 

ours, He will also bring the dead to life at the end of the journey. The will that blows 

life into every living thing on earth is the same that causes them to quicken after they 

have been dead. The analogy is given here so that “you may keep this in mind.” (Verse 

57). People tend to overlook this reality and lose sight of it, entertaining instead 

countless misconceptions. 

At the end of this journey that encompasses the whole universe and touches on 

the secrets of existence, the s rah gives an example of good and evil hearts. But the 

analogy relies heavily on the scene that has just been portrayed in order to maintain 

harmony between what we see and what is outlined of different natures: “Good land 

brings forth its vegetation in abundance, by its Lord’s leave, but from the bad land only poor 

and scant vegetation comes forth. Thus do We expound Our revelations in various ways for 

the benefit of those who are grateful.” (Verse 58) 

A good heart is often likened in the Qur’ n and the ĥadīth to a good land and good 

soil, while an evil heart is likened to a bad land and soil. For both the heart and the 

soil can support plants that come forth and yield fruits. The heart is the place where 

intentions and feelings, reactions and responses, directions and wills are translated 

into actions that give their results in practical life. The land, on the other hand, 

supports plants that give fruits of different colours, shapes and tastes. 

“Good land brings forth its vegetation in abundance, by its Lord’s leave.” The vegetation 

is wholesome, growing easily and giving its goodness in abundance. “But from the 

bad land only poor and scant vegetation comes forth.” (Verse 58) It brings with it harm, 

difficulty and hardship. Revelation, guidance, good counsel and admonition have the 

same effect on the heart as rainfall on soil. If the heart is good, it opens up with a 

newly felt freshness and gives its goodness to its owner and those around, in the 
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same way as good land does. If the heart is evil, it can only harden up and deliver 

nothing but evil, in the same way as bad land brings forth thorny, harmful plants. 

“Thus do We expound Our revelations in various ways for the benefit of those who are 

grateful.” (Verse 58) Gratitude only comes out of a good heart, indicating a 

welcoming reception and a goodly reaction. It is to those who are grateful and who 

receive good counsel well that God’s revelations are expounded, because it is they 

who benefit by these revelations and work according to their guidance in order to 

make their benefits available to all. 

Gratitude is often mentioned in this s rah, side by side with warnings and 

reminders. This is not the first time it has been mentioned in the s rah, but we will 

have more of it as we move along, in the same way as more reminders and warnings 

are given. 



 

 93

6 

The Qur’ nic Approach to 

Faith 

We sent Noah to his people, and he said: “My 

people, worship God alone: you have no deity 

other than Him. I fear lest suffering befall you on 

an awesome day.” (59) 

The great ones among his people replied: “We 

certainly see that you are in obvious error.” (60) 

Said he: “My people, I am not in error, but I am 

a Messenger from the Lord of all the worlds. (61) 

I am delivering to you my Lord’s messages and 

giving you sincere counsel, for I know [through 

revelation] from God what you do not know. 

(62) 

Do you think it strange that a reminder from 

your Lord should come to you through a man 

from among yourselves, so that he might warn 

you, and that you may keep away from evil and 

be graced with His mercy?” (63) 

But they accused him of lying, so We saved him 

together with all those who stood by him, in the 

ark, and caused those who rejected Our 

revelations to drown. Surely they were blind 
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people. (64) 

And to ` d [We sent] their brother Had. He 

said: “My people, worship God alone, you have 

no deity other than Him. Will you not, then, be 

God- fearing.” (65) 

Said the great ones among his people who 

disbelieved: “We clearly see that you are weak- 

minded, and, truly, we think that you are a liar.” 

(66) 

Said [Hal]: “Weak-minded I am not, my 

people”, he said: “I am a Messenger from the 

Lord of all the worlds. (67) 

I am delivering to you my Lord’s messages and 

giving you sincere and honest counsel. (68) 

Do you think it strange that a reminder from 

your Lord should come to you through a man 

from among yourselves, so that he might warn 

you? Do but remember that He has made you 

successors of Noah’s people, and given you a 

larger stature than other people. Remember, then, 

God’s favours so that you may attain success.” 

(69) 

They answered: “Have you come to tell us to 

worship God alone, and give up what our 

forefathers used to worship? Bring about, then, 

whatever you are threatening us with, if you are a 
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man of truth.” (70) 

Said [Hūd]: “You are already beset by 

loathsome evil and by your Lord’s condemnation. 

Are you arguing with me about some names you 

and your forefathers have invented, and for which 

God has given no warrant? Wait, then, if you 

will. I too am waiting.” (71) 

So, by Our grace, We saved him together with all 

those who stood by him, and We wiped out the 

last remnant of those who denied Our revelations 

and would not believe. (72) 

And to Thamūd [We sent] their brother S lih. 

He said: My people, worship God alone: you 

have no deity other than Him. Clear evidence of 

the truth has come to you from your Lord. This 

she-camel belonging to God is a token for you, so 

leave her alone to pasture on God’s earth and do 

her no harm, lest grievous punishment befall you. 

(73) 

Remember that He has made you the successors 

of ` d and settled you firmly in the land. You 

build for yourselves palaces on its plains and carve 

out houses on the mountains. Remember, then, 

God’s favours and do not go about spreading 
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corruption in the land.” (74) 

The great ones among his people who gloried in 

their arrogance towards all who were deemed 

weak, said to the believers among them: “Do you 

really know that Ş liĥ is a Messenger sent by his 

Lord?” They answered: “We do believe in the 

message he has been sent with.” (75) 

The arrogant ones said: “For our part, we reject 

what you believe in.” (76) 

They cruelly slaughtered the she- camel, and 

insolently defied the commandment of their Lord, 

and said: “Ş liĥ, bring about the (punishment) 

with which you have threatened us, if you are truly 

one of (God’s) messengers.” (77) 

Thereupon an earthquake overtook them and the 

morning found them lying lifeless on the ground in 

their very homes. (78) 

He turned away from them, and said: “My 

people, I delivered to you my Lord’s message and 

counselled you sincerely, but you do not like those 

who give sincere counsel.” (79) 

And Lot said to his people: “Will you persist in 
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the indecencies none in all the world had ever 

committed before you? (80) 

With lust you approach men instead of women. 

Indeed, you are given to excesses.” (81) 

His people’s only answer was: “Drive them out of 

your land; for they are indeed people who would 

keep chaste.” (82) 

We saved him together with his household, except 

his wife: she was one of those who stayed behind. 

(83) 

We let loose a heavy rain upon them. Behold 

what happened in the end to those criminal 

people.” (84) 

And to Madyan [We sent] their brother 

Shu`ayb. He said: “My people, worship God 

alone: you have no deity other than Him. Clear 

evidence of the truth has come to you from your 

Lord. Give full measure and weight [in your 

dealings], and do not deprive people of what 

rightfully belongs to them. Do not spread corrup-

tion on earth after it has been so well ordered. 

That is best for you, if you are true believers. (85) 

Do not squat on every road, threatening and 

turning away from God’s path anyone who 

believes in Him, and trying to make it appear 
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crooked. Remember when you were few and how 

He caused you to rapidly increase in number. 

Behold what happened in the end to those who 

spread corruption. (86) 

If there be some among you who believe in the 

message with which I am sent, and others who do 

not believe, then be patient until God shall judge 

between us. He is the best of all judges.” (87) 

Said the great ones among his people, who gloried 

in their arrogance: “We shall indeed expel you, 

Shu`ayb, and your fellow believers from our land 

unless you return to our fold.” He said: “Even 

though we are unwilling? (88) 

We should be guilty of fabricating lies against 

God, if we were to return to your ways after God 

has saved us from them. It is not conceivable that 

we should return to them, unless God, our Lord, 

so wills. Our Lord has full knowledge of 

everything. In God we place our trust. Our Lord, 

lay open the truth between us and our people; for 

You are the best to lay open the truth.” (89) 

The great ones who disbelieved among his people 

said: If you follow Shu`ayb, you shall indeed be 

losers.” (90) 

Thereupon an earthquake overtook them and the 

morning found them lying lifeless on the ground in 
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Preview 

In this long passage we have a glimpse of the history of the procession of faith, 

with the prophets as its leaders and their actions marking its way. We have a detailed 

account of what is to be expected along this road. It is the history of faith and how it 

addresses itself to humanity as it travels along its long journey on this planet. It 

makes its address every time human beings stray away from the straight path, laid 

down by God, in order to follow other paths, tempted by the fulfilment of carnal 

desires. It is indeed Satan who seeks to satisfy his grudge against mankind, fulfil his 

threats and lead human beings by the collar, through these desires, to hell. In the 

opposite camp, the noble procession of prophets and messengers hold out guidance 

for humanity, give it light and present it with the prospect of endless happiness in 

heaven, warning it against the schemes of its old, accursed enemy, Satan. 

It is an awesome scene portraying the age-old struggle that encompasses the 

whole of life and continues along the whole length of the journey. Human history is 

so complex because man has a dual nature and a highly sophisticated constitution. 

He is made of two totally different elements, brought together by God’s will: the clay 

of which he is made and the breath of the divine spirit which made of this clay a 

human being. This unique being moves along, with his unique nature, and deals 

with highly complicated and mutually interactive elements, as well as different 

worlds. He deals with the Divine Being, His will, irresistible might, boundless grace 

and forthcoming mercy. He also deals with the Supreme Society, the angels, and 

with Satan and his tribe. Furthermore, he deals with this world and its operative 

laws, as well as the living things on this earth; and with other human beings. In all 

his dealings, he relies on this same human nature, served also by his talents and 

abilities that may pull in one or opposite directions. 

their homes, (91) 

as if those that rejected Shu`ayb had never 

prospered there. Those that rejected Shu`ayb were 

indeed the losers. (92) 

He turned away from them and said: “My 

people, I delivered to you my Lord’s messages and 

counselled you sincerely. How, then, could I grieve 

for people who persist in unbelief.” (93) 
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It is in this complicated multitude of links and relations that human history is 

formed, influenced by man’s strengths and weakness, the guidance he receives, the 

righteousness he tries to maintain, his contacts with this world and with the world 

beyond, and his dealings with the material and the spiritual in this universe, and 

ultimately with God’s will. It is from all these dealings that his history is formed, and 

in the light of this extreme complexity that his history should be explained. 

Those who try to explain human history in either economic, political, biological, 

spiritual, psychological or rational terms look only at one aspect of the interactive 

elements that influence man, or the distinctly separate worlds with which he deals. 

Only the Islamic explanation of human history takes such a broad view which 

encompasses all this complexity and looks at human history in such a perspective. 

Here we have some real scenes of this greatly complex history. In the first scene of 

creation, at which we have already looked, all the worlds and the elements, apparent 

and hidden, which man will have to deal with were present right in the first moment. 

We have seen the essential abilities given to man, and his honour in the Supreme 

Society, when the angels were ordered to prostrate themselves to him and God 

Himself announced his birth. We have also seen his weakness and how it has been 

exploited by his enemy. We have seen his fall to earth and how he has to deal with its 

elements and the laws of nature as they operate in it.  

We then saw that as man fell to earth, he was a believer in his Lord, appealing for 

forgiveness, and giving the pledge of his vicegerency on earth, which committed him 

to follow the guidance that he would receive from his Lord and not to follow Satan 

or his own caprice. In order to help him fulfil that pledge, the first experience was 

granted to him. Time passed and man had to swim in the sea of the universe, with 

waves taking him this way and that. All the complicated elements both within him 

and in the universe continued to have an impact on his life. Here we see him having 

been led to a state of ignorance, or j hiliyyah. It is true that man may forget or he 

overcome by his weakness. That gives power to his enemy, Satan, and hence man 

must be rescued. 

When man fell to earth, he repented and sought forgiveness for his sin, pledging 

to follow guidance and always to believe in God’s oneness, but here we find him 

having strayed far away, associating partners with God. He has been thrown far off 

course, but he has still the guidance which could bring him back. He has the divine 

message. Indeed God’s mercy has dictated that man is never left without guidance. 

Here in this s rah we see the procession of faith, with its standard bearers, God’s 

noble messengers, Noah, Hūd, Ş li , Lot, Shu`ayb, Moses and Muhammad peace be 

upon them all. We see how these noble messengers try, by God’s guidance, to rescue 

mankind from the precipice into which Satan attempts to sink them. Scenes of the 

struggle between guidance and error, truth and falsehood, the noble messengers and 
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the evil ones from among the jinn and humans are portrayed here. We also see at 

every stage how the unbelievers are destroyed and how the believers are rescued. 

It is not always that stories are related in the Qur’ n according to chronological 

order, but here in this s rah they are, because the s rah gives a glimpse of the line 

followed by humanity ever since its first creation. It also portrays how those in the 

procession of faith try to rescue man every time he strays far away from the right 

path. As we look at this panoramic scene we can detect certain broad lines which 

deserve to be discussed briefly before we look at the passage in detail. 

Fallacy in the Study of Comparative Religion 

1. Human beings often stray from the path of guidance from where they started 

in order to sink into a state of ignorance, or j hiliyyah, that is characterized by 

associating partners with God. This happens as a result of the interplay of the 

complex elements that exist in man’s own constitution and the elements which 

he has to deal with. When this state of affairs is reached, God sends a 

messenger to human beings explaining to them the very same truth they had 

had before sinking into j hiliyyah. Some of them write their own destruction, 

while others are able to spare themselves by returning to the truth of faith. 

These are the ones who accept that they have a single God and submit 

willingly and totally to Him alone. It is they who listen to their messenger as 

he says to them: “My people, worship God alone: you have no deity other than 

Him.” (Verses 59, 65, 73, 85) This is indeed the essence of the divine faith 

throughout human history. Every messenger preached this same message to 

his people who had succumbed to Satan’s design and associated partners with 

God, although these partners may differ in different j hiliyyah societies. It is 

this basic truism that is at the core of the battle between truth and falsehood. It 

is people’s attitudes to this basic fact that puts them in the camp of those who 

are destroyed, or those who are saved by God. The Qur’ n relates how all 

these messengers expressed this essential fact in their various languages, 

using the same wording throughout: “My people, worship God alone: you have no 

deity other than Him.” This serves to emphasize the unity of the divine faith 

throughout history, even in its verbal expression. The wording itself is so 

precise in expressing the essence of faith, and its repeated usage portrays in a 

very tangible way the unity of this faith. This is in itself significant. 

This emphasis the Qur’ n places on the unity of the divine faith serves to 

show the great divide between the Qur’ nic method and the approach of 

comparative religion. We can see very clearly that there has never been any 

gradual approach to the basic concept of faith, or development of that concept, 
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which all messengers have preached as they received it from God. Those who 

speak of the development or progress of human faith and include the divine 

message in this gradual development make a claim that is at variance with 

what God states. As we see clearly in the Qur’ n, divine faith has always 

stressed the same basic concept which the Qur’ n relates in the same wording: 

“My people, worship God alone: you have no deity other than Him.” This God, to 

whom all messengers refer, is “the Lord of all the worlds” who will gather all 

human beings for the reckoning on a great day. No messenger sent by God 

has ever preached a belief in a Lord of a particular tribe, nation or race, and no 

messenger preached a belief in a duality or multiplicity of Godhead. No 

messenger urged his people to worship totems, stars, spirits or idols. No 

religion sanctioned by God omitted to speak of a life to come, as claimed by 

so-called ‘religious experts’ who study the different forms of ignorance and 

claim that such ignorant beliefs were the religions known to humanity in those 

particular periods of time. 

All messengers, one after the other, preached the message of God’s absolute 

oneness and His Lordship over the universe, as well as the reckoning and 

reward on the Day of Judgement. But the deviation that took place with every 

new form of j hiliyyah led to a multitude of ignorant concepts. It is these 

concepts that are studied by ‘experts in religion’ who claim that they form the 

line of religious progress. 

At any rate, we have here what God states, and it is the truth that we should 

follow, particularly those of us who tackle this subject when they explain the 

Islamic faith or defend it. Those who do not believe in the Qur’ n may say 

what they want, but God tells the truth and His word is final. 

2. Every one of God’s messengers peace be upon them all came to his people 

after they had deviated from the principle of monotheism which was already 

established in their community by their earlier prophet or messenger. The first 

generation of human beings were monotheists, believing in God, the supreme 

Lord of the universe. This was the faith in which Adam and his wife believed. 

When the Prophet Noah (peace be upon him) was sent after humanity had 

deviated into polytheism, he called on his people to return to the monotheistic 

faith and to believe in God alone. Then the floods destroyed the unbelievers 

and only the believers survived to repopulate the earth believing in God 

alone, as they were taught by the Prophet Noah. Succeeding generations did 

likewise but after a long period of time, they began to deviate into ignorance 

as did those who lived earlier. With the Prophet Hūd, the same story 

happened again with the unbelievers being destroyed by great storms. The 

story was repeated again and again. 
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Every one of these messengers was sent to his people and he said to them: 

“My people, worship God alone: you have no deity other than Him.” Every one also 

said: “I am giving you honest counsel.” In this way, every messenger made it 

clear to his people that the matter was very serious, and that their arrogant 

refusal to accept the faith could land them in great trouble in this life and 

expose them to a heavier punishment in the hereafter. He also expressed his 

keen desire that his people should follow divine guidance. However, on each 

occasion the notables in the community and those who were in leading 

positions stood against the truth, refusing to submit themselves to God, the 

Lord of all mankind. It is submission to God alone which is the central issue in 

the divine faith in all its forms of expression contained in the messages 

delivered by God’s messengers. Faced with such a stubborn refusal, each one 

of those messengers declared his stand, totally opposed to tyranny and evil. In 

the case of each messenger, his people were split into two communities on the 

basis of faith. Thus, the ties of nationality and family relations were severed to 

be replaced by the ties of faith. With such a split, God made a judgement 

between the community following his guidance and the one deviating from 

the truth. This judgement brought about the destruction of the unbelievers 

and rescued those who submitted to God. It is God’s law that no such 

judgement be passed until the respective community is divided into two on 

the basis of faith, with its followers declaring their submission to God alone, 

disassociating themselves from their compatriots who followed some other 

faiths and making their own stand very clear. This is endorsed by the history 

of the divine faith ever since the early days of human life. 

3. The central issue in every message was the same: that all people should 

submit to God alone, their Lord and the Lord of the universe. Such submission 

and the removal of authority from all its usurpers is the foundation of every 

good thing in human life. The Qur’ n does not go into any great details of 

those earlier messages, after explaining this common denominator in all 

divine messages. The details are based on this basic principle. The importance 

of this central issue is the reason why the Qur’ n highlights it in this way, and 

singles it out in painting the main features of the procession of faith. We 

should remember here what we have said in our Prologue to the sixth s rah, 

Cattle, or al-An` m, [Vol. V], that this central issue provided the subject matter 

of all Qur’ nic revelations in Makkah, while the revelations vouchsafed to the 

Prophet in Madinah outlined Islamic law as it addressed the needs of the 

community of believers. 

This religion of ours has a central truth, and it adopts a very distinctive 

approach in outlining this truth. The approach is in no way less important 
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than the truth itself. Therefore, we must know the basic truth outlined by 

Islam and follow the approach in which it is outlined. This approach 

highlights, frequently repeats and endorses the fact of God’s oneness. This is 

the reason why this basic issue stands out in the stories given in this s rah. 

4. These accounts describe the nature of faith and the nature of unbelievers 

among human beings. It shows two types of hearts: one ready to receive the 

faith and another ready to deny it. In the case of every messenger, those who 

believed were willing to submit themselves to God and obey His messenger. 

They did not find it surprising that God chose one of them to deliver His 

message warning them against disbelief. The unbelievers in each case were 

those unwilling to relinquish the authority they had usurped and to 

acknowledge that it belonged to God alone, to whom all creation and all 

authority belonged. They were unwilling to listen to a single person among 

them. Those were the great ones, the chiefs who enjoyed positions of authority 

and leadership among their people. Thus we can recognize the central point in 

this faith, namely, that of sovereignty and authority. Those leaders were 

always aware of the meaning of what each messenger said: “Worship God 

alone: you have no deity other than Him”; and his statement: “I am only a 

messenger from the Lord of the universe.” 

They felt that acceptance of God’s oneness meant that sovereignty would be 

acknowledged to belong to its rightful owner, God, the only Lord, in the 

universe. What they had usurped of it would have to be restored to Him. They 

were ready to resist that even to the point of their destruction. They were not 

prepared to learn the lessons of earlier communities. On the contrary, they 

were prepared to follow in their footsteps to destruction and even to hell. The 

doom that befell those communities follows the same consistent pattern: a 

community forgets God’s message and moves away from His guidance; a 

messenger is sent to deliver a message of warning; the same community 

adopts an arrogant attitude refusing to submit to God; the lure of affluence 

causes further disregard of the warning and even an invitation to hasten 

doom; persecution of the believers who are determined to stick to their faith; 

and finally destruction of the arrogant unbelievers in accordance with God’s 

law that has remained in operation throughout history. 

5. Equipped with power, falsehood does not tolerate even the mere existence of 

the truth. Even when the truth wants to stay well away from falsehood, 

leaving judgement between them to God, falsehood will not accept this 

attitude. It will continue to chase the truth and persecute it. The Prophet 

Shu`ayb said to his people: “If there be some among you who believe in the message 

with which I am sent, and others who do not believe, then be patient until God shall 
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judge between us. He is the best of all judges.” (Verse 87) But they did not accept 

this offer from him. They could not tolerate seeing the truth in existence, or 

seeing a group of people freed from the tyranny of evil and submitting to God 

alone. “Said the great ones among his people, who gloried in their arrogance: ‘We 

shall indeed expel you, Shu`ayb and your fellow believers from our land unless you 

return to our fold.’” (Verse 88) At this juncture, Shu`ayb declared his 

commitment to the truth, and refused the tyrants’ offer: “He said: ‘Even though 

we are unwilling? We should be guilty of fabricating lies against God, if we were to 

return to your ways after God has saved us from them. ‘(Verses 88-89) 

This will teach the advocates of Islam that the battle against tyranny is 

imposed on them. They simply cannot avoid it, no matter how they try, 

because the forces of evil will never let them alone unless they abandon their 

faith and accept the beliefs of tyrannical forces. They must remember, 

however, that God has rescued them from those beliefs as soon as they 

declared their submission to God alone and freed their hearts from submission 

to tyranny. Hence, they must, by necessity, fight their battle, remaining 

steadfast, until God grants them victory. They have to say, as the Prophet 

Shu`ayb said: “In God we place our trust. Our Lord, lay open the truth between us 

and our people; for You are the best to lay open the truth.” (Verse 89) Then, they 

should let God’s law run its course as it has done before in all periods of 

history. 

Putting Human Life Back on the Right Course 

The procession of faith, led by the noble messengers God has sent to mankind, is 

clearly demonstrated in the s rah. This is preceded by the greater procession of faith 

in the whole universe: “Your Lord is God who has created the heavens and the earth in six 

aeons, and is established on the throne. He covers the day with the night in swift pursuit. The 

sun, the moon and the stars are made subservient to His command. Surely all creation and all 

authority belong to Him. Blessed is God, the Lord of the worlds.” (Verse 54) 

All messengers sent by God advocated submission to the Supreme Being who 

created the heavens and the earth, and established Himself on the throne, and who 

set the night to pursue the day, and set the sun, moon and stars in motion making 

them subservient to His will. It is He who has created all and possesses authority 

over all. Indeed, His messengers call on all mankind to submit to God, the Lord of all 

the worlds, striving to save mankind from Satan’s schemes who endeavours to divert 

humanity away from God and to a state of ignorance. That state has endless forms, 

but all these forms have in common the characteristic of associating partners with 

God, claiming that they share Lordship with Him. 
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The Qur’ nic method often links the submission of the universe to God and the 

call on people to be in harmony with the universe and to submit to God as the rest of 

the universe has done and by whose will the universe is set in motion. This universal 

fact is bound to violently shake man’s heart, urging him from within to join in this 

willing submission, in order not to be the only odd note in the whole universal 

system. 

The noble messengers do not call on mankind to do anything odd. Indeed, they 

call on mankind to believe in the truth implanted in the universe and forming the 

basis of its existence. It is the same truth implanted in human nature. When people 

are swayed by their carnal desires they enable Satan to take them away from the 

original truth, and it is then that Satan becomes certain that they have blinded their 

eyes and closed their minds to the truth. 

This is a fundamental fact that clearly manifests itself when we listen to historical 

accounts as they are given in proper order in this s rah. 

Noah Rejected by Blind People 

We sent Noah to his people, and he said: “My people, worship God alone: you have no 
deity other than Him. I fear lest suffering befall you on an awesome day.” The great 
ones among his people replied: “We certainly see that you are in obvious error. “Said 
he: “My people, I am not in error, but I am a Messenger from the Lord of all the 
worlds. I am delivering to you my Lord’s messages and giving you sincere counsel, for 
I know [through revelation] from God what you do not know. Do you think it strange 
that a reminder from your Lord should come to you through a man from among 
yourselves, so that he might warn you, and that you may keep away from evil and be 
graced with His mercy?” But they accused him of lying, so We saved him together 
with all those who stood by him, in the ark, and caused those who rejected Our 
revelations to drown. Surely they were blind people. (Verses 59-64) 

This first historical account gives us a brief history of Noah. It does not include the details 

given elsewhere in the Qur’ n where these are required by the main theme under discussion in 

S rahs, Had and Noah. The main purpose of giving it here is to describe the main features 

which we have already discussed, the nature of faith, how to deliver God’s message, how 

people receive it and the messenger’s reaction to the response he gets, and finally the infliction 

of the punishment against which they were warned. Hence, only those aspects of the story 

which outline these points are mentioned here, following the general method of 

Qur’ nic historical accounts. 

This passage opens with the statement, “We sent Noah to his people.” (Verse 59) This 

follows the pattern adopted by God, which meant that a messenger was chosen from 

among his own people, speaking their own language in order to win over those 
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whose nature remained undistorted and to facilitate discussion and communication. 

Those whose nature is already distorted wonder at this pattern and feel it beneath 

them to respond to human beings, demanding that the message be delivered to them 

by angels. This is no more than an excuse, because they would not have responded 

positively to divine guidance, whatever its means of delivery. 

As Noah was sent to his people, he stressed the central point of all divine 

messages: “He said: ‘My people, worship God alone: you have no deity other than Him.’” 

(Verse 59) This is the solid unchangeable basis of divine faith, the mainstay of human 

life that guarantees the unity of direction and goal. It ensures that human beings are 

free from enslavement by their desires or by other human beings. It helps those who 

accept it to rise above all that they desire and to resist all temptation and threats. 

The divine faith is a code for living based on the fundamental principle that all 

authority in human life belongs to God alone. This is the essential meaning of 

worshipping God alone and that God is the only deity acknowledged by human 

beings. When we speak of authority we include the belief that He is the Lord of both 

the universe and mankind who has originated them and conducts their affairs by His 

will and power. At the same level, we include belief in God’s Lordship over man’s 

day-to-day practical life and that man should conform to God’s will and abide by His 

law, in the same way as worship is offered to Him alone. All this is one integral 

whole. Otherwise, we come very close to associating partners with God, worshipping 

others alongside Him, or instead of Him. 

Noah conveyed this single message to his people, and warned them against 

rejecting it, speaking to them as a brother deeply concerned for their well-being and 

as a herald giving them honest counsel: “I fear lest suffering befall you on an awesome 

day.” (Verse 59) Here we note that the faith preached by Noah, which is the most 

ancient faith, included belief in the hereafter and the reckoning and reward on an 

awesome day, with Noah fearing for his people what punishment and suffering may 

await them. Here we realize the clear divergence between God’s system and what it 

tells us about the origin of faith on the one hand, and, on the other, the system of the 

`religious specialists’ who grope in the dark and ignore what the Qur’ n says. 

How was this clear, straightforward address received by Noah’s deviant people? 

“The great ones among his people replied: ‘We certainly see that you are in obvious error.’” 

(Verse 60) This is also how the idolatrous Arabs responded to the Prophet 

Muhammad (peace be upon him) when they accused him of being an apostate who 

had renounced the faith of Abraham. 

Deviation can extend as far as making a person believe that the one who advocates 

a return to divine guidance is in error! When human nature is corrupted, and 

standards are perverted and personal desire reigns supreme, then people can be so 
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insolent and describe divine guidance as erroneous. Consider, if you will, what 

ignorant societies of today say about those who follow God’s guidance. They are 

often described as having gone astray, and they are always offered some temptation 

to bring them back to the fold. That is, the fold of the filth in which j hiliyyah finds its 

pleasure. Besides, what does contemporary j hiliyyah say to a young woman who 

covers her body, and to a young man who looks with contempt at cheap flesh? Their 

purity is described as reactionaryism, backwardness and primitiveness. Indeed, 

j hiliyyah employs all means of influence and all media outlets at its command to 

drag them from their clean standard down into the filth by which it surrounds itself. 

Again, what does contemporary j hiliyyah say about a person who chooses for 

himself serious preoccupations and refuses to be football crazy or television and 

video crazy, or refuses to waste his time in parties and discotheques? He is described 

as reserved, introvert, inflexible, uncultured, etc. He is offered a variety of 

temptations to toe the line. All j hiliyyah is essentially the same, although 

appearances and circumstances may differ. 

Noah denies that he is in error, and explains to his people the true nature of his 

call and its origin. He has not invented it, but he is simply a messenger bearing a 

message from the Lord of mankind, and delivering it with honest advice, based on 

the fact that he knows of God what they do not know. He feels that knowledge 

within himself, because he has his link with God: “Said he: ‘My people, I am not in 

error, but I am a Messenger from the Lord of all the worlds. I am delivering to you my Lord’s 

messages and giving you sincere counsel, for I know [through revelation] from God what you 

do not know.’” (Verses 61-62) 

Here we note a gap in the story. It seems that they have wondered that God 

should choose a human being, one of their number, to bear a message from Him to 

them, and that this human messenger should find within himself knowledge about 

his Lord which is not available to those who are not similarly chosen. This gap is 

indicated by what comes next: “Do you think it strange that a reminder from your Lord 

should come to you through a man from among yourselves, so that he might warn you, and 

that you may keep away from evil and be graced with His mercy?” (Verse 63) 

There is nothing strange about this choice. Indeed, everything about human 

beings is amazing. Man deals with all the worlds and can have a direct link with his 

Lord because of what God has imparted to him and settled in his nature as a result of 

breathing into him of His soul. God certainly knows best whom to choose as His 

messenger. If God chooses a human being to bear His message, then this honoured 

person can receive the message through his latent ability to be in contact with God 

who gives him his special status as a human being receiving honours no other 

creature receives. 

Noah reveals to them the goal of his message: “That he might warn you, and that you 
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may keep away from evil and be graced with His mercy.” (Verse 63) There is first the 

warning so that their hearts respond and steer away from evil, as a prelude to 

eventually receiving God’s grace. Noah himself has no personal interest or purpose 

other than this noble one. 

But when human nature reaches a certain limit of corruption, it ceases to reflect 

and use its reason. At this stage, no warning or reminder is of any use: “But they 

accused him of lying, so We saved him together with all those who stood by him, in the ark, 

and caused those who rejected Our revelations to drown. Surely they were blind people.” 

(Verse 64) We have already seen how blind they are, that they cannot recognize right 

guidance, honest warning or sincere advice. Indeed, it is their blindness which 

caused them to reject the truth and let them suffer their inevitable destiny. 

When All Argument Is Futile 

History moves along and the s rah moves on to another stage. We are now face to 

face with the people of ` d, to whom the Prophet Had was sent. 

And to ` d [We sent] their brother H d. He said: “My people, worship God alone, 
you have no deity other than Him. Will you not, then, be God-fearing.’”  Said the 
great ones among his people who disbelieved: “We clearly see that you are weak-
minded, and, truly, we think that you are a liar.” Said [H d]: “Weak-minded I am 
not, my people’, he said: “I am a Messenger from the Lord of all the worlds. I am 
delivering to you my Lord’s messages and giving you sincere and honest counsel. Do 
you think it strange that a reminder from your Lord should come to you through a 
man from among yourselves, so that he might warn you? Do but remember that He 
has made you successors of Noah’s people, and given you a larger stature than other 
people. Remember, then, God’s favours so that you may attain success.” They 
answered: `Have you come to tell us to worship God alone, and give up what our 
forefathers used to worship? Bring about, then, whatever you are threatening us with, 
if you are a man of truth.” Said [H d]: “You are already beset by loathsome evil and 
by your Lord’s condemnation. Are you arguing with me about some names you and 
your forefathers have invented, and for which God has given no warrant? Wait, then, 
if you will. I too am waiting.” So, by Our grace, We saved him together with all those 
who stood by him, and We wiped out the last remnant of those who denied Our 
revelations and would not believe. (Verses 65-72) 

It is the same message, the same dialogue and the same end. God’s law applies to 

all people in all generations. The people of ` d were descendants of Noah and those 

who survived with him in the ark. Some reports put their number at only thirteen. 

There is no doubt that the descendants of those believers, saved in the ark, followed 

the faith preached by the Prophet Noah (peace be upon him) which is based on 

complete submission to God. They definitely worshipped God alone, acknowledging 
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no deity other than Him and believing that He is the Lord of all the worlds. That was 

what Noah told them. Then with the passage of time, their descendants travelled and 

settled in different parts of the world. Satan continued to try to lead them away from 

divine guidance, and exploited their desires, particularly for wealth and enjoyment. 

Thus they abandoned God’s law. Those people of ` d found it strange that the 

Prophet sent to them should call on them to worship God alone. 

“And to ` d [We sent] their brother H d. He said: ‘My people, worship God alone, you 

have no deity other than Him. Will you not, then, be God-fearing.’” (Verse 65) This is 

exactly what Noah said to his people earlier, and they refused to accept it and 

suffered their well-known destiny. God has given power to the people of ` d, but 

the s rah does not mention here where they lived, although we learn from another 

s rah that they were settled at al-A q f, which is a reference to the high sand dunes 

close to the Yemen border between Yam mah and adramawt. They followed the 

same pattern as Noah’s people, rejected the warnings, and refused to reflect on what 

happened to those who went along before them. Therefore, Mild adds in his address 

to them this sentence: “Will you not, then, be God-fearing.” (Verse 65) This implies a 

strong criticism of their attitude as they show no fear of God and no worry about a 

terrible destiny. 

The elders and the chiefs of his people found it too much that one from among 

them should call on them to follow divine guidance and denounce them for not 

fearing God. They found his attitude rather impudent, exceeding the limits and 

showing them little respect. Hence, they started to accuse their Prophet with being 

both foolish and a liar, paying him no respect. Without proper reflection, deliberation 

or sound evidence, they made their accusations: “Said the great ones among his people 

who disbelieved: ‘We clearly see that you are weak-minded, and, truly, we think that you are a 

liar.’” (Verse 66) But he replied decisively: “’ Weak-minded I am not, my people’, he said: 

`I am a Messenger from the Lord of all the worlds. I am delivering to you my Lord’s messages 

and giving you sincere and honest counsel.” (Verses 67-68) 

His denial of being foolish or weak-minded combines simplicity with truthfulness, 

just in the same way as Noah denied that he was in error. Also like Noah before him, 

Hūd explains to them the source and goal of his message and that as he delivers it to 

them, he is giving them sound advice and ensuring honesty in its delivery. He says 

all that to them with the compassion of a person giving advice, and the truthfulness 

which is the mark of a trustworthy person. But like Noah’s people before them, they 

wondered that he should be chosen as God’s messenger, and at the message 

entrusted to him. Thus, we find Hūd saying to them the same words Noah had said 

before him, as if the two persons had one soul: “Do you think it strange that a reminder 

from your Lord should come to you through a man from among yourselves, so that he might 

warn you?” (Verse 69) 



Al-A`rāf (The Heights) | THE QUR’ĀNIC APPROACH TO FAITH 

 111

He then adds something relevant to their own situation as the successors of the 

people of Noah and the fact that they had been given greater strength and larger 

stature which fits with their mountainous area: “Do but remember that He has made you 

successors of Noah’s people, and given you a larger stature than other people. Remember, 

then, God’s favours so that you may attain success.” (Verse 69) All that they have been 

given should have made them grateful and should have warned them against being 

cocky and conceited so that they would not suffer the same fate as earlier nations. 

They had not made a covenant with God to suspend the laws of nature He had set in 

operation, in accordance with His design for life on earth. To remember God’s 

favours encourages gratitude for them, and to be grateful for God’s blessings 

requires that what has led to them should be assiduously maintained and preserved. 

Only in this way can we ensure prosperity in this life as well as in the life to come. 

However, when human nature deviates, it ceases to think, reflect and heed 

warnings. Those elders behaved in the most arrogant of manners. They stopped the 

argument and precipitated God’s punishment, showing boredom with sincere, 

honest advice and paying little heed to God’s messenger’s serious warning. Their 

answer shows that they can hardly tolerate the manner their Prophet spoke to them 

in. They do not want to even consider it: “They answered: ‘Have you come to tell us to 

worship God alone, and give up what our forefathers used to worship?’” (Verse 70) 

This is a depressing scene of how familiar traditions exercise a blinding pressure 

over hearts and minds. This pressure deprives man of one of the most basic of his 

human qualities: that is, the freedom to think, reflect and choose his beliefs. Thus, 

man is enslaved by custom and tradition and by what his own and other people’s 

desires impose on him. Every window of knowledge and every light of hope is 

closed. Those people precipitated their own doom because they did not wish to face 

the truth or to reflect on the absurdity of their falsehood. They said to their Prophet 

who gave honest advice: “Bring about, then, whatever you are threatening us with, if you 

are a man of truth.” (Verse 70) 

The Prophet’s answer was quick and decisive, as he said: “You are already beset by 

loathsome evil and by your Lord’s condemnation. Are you arguing with me about some 

names you and your forefathers have invented, and for which God has given no warrant? 

Wait, then, if you will. I too am waiting.” (Verse 71) 

He thus told them what fate was about to befall them and which they could no 

longer avoid. It was his Lord who told him of the suffering they would inevitably 

endure, together with God’s condemnation. He also made it clear to them that their 

beliefs were absurd: “Are you arguing with me about some names you and your forefathers 

have invented, and for which God has given no warrant?” (Verse 71) What you have 

associated with God has no reality. They are mere names invented by you or your 

forefathers. God has never given any sanction for their worship. Hence, they have no 
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power and no proof to support their status. 

A short sentence that is often repeated in the Qur’ n is particularly significant. 

God says, in connection with the worship of anyone or anything other than Him that 

‘God has given no warrant’ for such worship. This refers to a fundamental principle 

which tells us that every word, law, tradition or concept which is not sanctioned by 

God has little or no effect and will soon disappear. Human nature receives all this 

lightly, but when a word comes from God, it acquires additional weight, causing it to 

penetrate right through people’s minds, because it derives its power from God. 

Numerous are the theories, doctrines and concepts which received a great deal of 

publicity backed by strong authority. But once they found themselves face to face 

with God’s word, they soon appeared as they truly are: weak, hollow and 

insupportable. 

With all the confidence of a true believer, Hūd challenges his people: “Wait then, if 

you will. I too am waiting.” (Verse 71) It is this confidence that gives strength to the 

advocates of faith who are certain that falsehood is truly weak although it may 

temporarily have the appearance of material power and great following. The 

advocates of faith are certain that the power and authority of the truth they advocate 

will eventually triumph because it is derived from God’s power. 

In the story of Hūd and his people, the waiting is not long: “So, by Our grace, We 

saved him together with all those who stood by him, and We wiped out the last remnant of 

those who denied Our revelations and would not believe.” (Verse 72) It is total destruction 

from which no one is saved. This is understood from the expression, “wiped out the 

last remnant.” In the Arabic text, the term used signifies the last person in a caravan 

who moves a short distance behind it. 

Another page of the history of communities denying the truth is thus turned, with 

the warning given full effect after all reminders have been rejected. This s rah does 

not go into details of how the destruction took place. This is explained in other 

s rahs. Therefore, we leave its discussion for now. 

Most Flagrant Defiance 

And to Tham d [We sent) their brother Ş liĥ. He said: ‘My people, worship God 
alone: you have no deity other than Him. Clear evidence of the truth has come to you 
from your Lord. This she-camel belonging to God is a token for you, so leave her alone 
to pasture on God’s earth and do her no harm, lest grievous punishment befall you. 
Remember that He has made you the successors of ` d and settled you firmly in the 
land. You build for yourselves palaces on its plains and carve out houses on the 
mountains. Remember, then, God’s favours and do not go about spreading corruption 
in the land.” The great ones among his people who gloried in their arrogance towards 
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all who were deemed weak, said to the believers among them: “Do you really know 
that Ş liĥ is a Messenger sent by his Lord?” They answered: “We do believe in the 
message he has been sent with.” The arrogant ones said: “For our part, we reject what 
you believe in.” They cruelly slaughtered the she-camel, and insolently defied the 
commandment of their Lord, and said: “Ş līĥ, bring about the (punishment) with 
which you have threatened us, if you are truly one of (Gods) messengers.” Thereupon 
an earthquake overtook them and the morning found them lying lifeless on the ground 
in their very homes. He turned away from them, and said: `My people, I delivered to 
you my Lord’s message and counselled you sincerely, but you do not like those who 
give sincere counsel.” (Verses 73-79) 

This is yet another episode in the history of mankind. Yet another sinking into 

ignorance and a confrontation between the truth and falsehood that ends in another 

destruction of the unbelievers. 

“And to Tham d [We sent) their brother Ş liĥ. He said: My people, worship God alone: 

you have no deity other than Him.’” (Verse 73) It is the same single statement with 

which the creation of man started and to which humanity will certainly return. It is 

also the same method of belief, direction, confrontation and delivery of the message. 

Here we also have an addition referring to the miracle which was given with the 

Prophet Ş li ’s message when his people demanded it in order to believe in him: 

“Clear evidence of the truth has come to you from your Lord. This she-camel belonging to God 

is a token for you.” (Verse 73) 

As the s rah gives a quick presentation of the history of faith, the results of 

believing in it and the consequences of its rejection, it does not go into the details of 

the people’s request for a miracle. It simply refers to its existence as soon as it has 

outlined the essence of the message given by the Prophet Ş li . Nor does this s rah 

give us any details about the she-camel other than describing it as “a clear evidence of 

the truth ... from your Lord ... a she-camel belonging to God ... a token from Him.” From all 

this we realize that she was a very special she- camel, or that she was brought up for 

them in an extraordinary way to make of her a clear proof, and to make its belonging 

to God particularly significant, confirming Ş li ’s prophethood. We refrain from 

adding anything about the she-camel which is not mentioned in this most accurate of 

sources. Indeed, what is mentioned here is more than sufficient. 

“So leave her alone to pasture on God’s earth and do her no harm, lest grievous 

punishment befall you.” (Verse 73) Since she is God’s camel, then she should be left 

alone to graze on God’s earth, or else the warning will take effect. 

After having given them the miracle and made the warning clear, Ş li  begins to 

counsel his people to remember and reflect, bearing in mind the fate of past nations. 

He also reminds them that it is their duty to show their gratitude for the power they 

have been given as successors to those nations: “Remember that He has made you the 
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successors of ` d and settled you firmly in the land. You build for yourselves palaces on its 

plains and carve out houses on the mountains. Remember, then, God’s favours and do not go 

about spreading corruption in the land.” (Verse 74) 

We are not told here in which area the people of Thamūd lived, but we are told in 

another s rah that they were at al- ijr, which lies between ij z and Greater Syria. 

From Ş li ’s reminder we realize that the Thamūd were given power and affluence, 

and we can also visualize the nature of the area in which they lived. It incorporates 

plains and mountains, and they used to have their palaces in the plains and their 

homes in the mountains. We can conclude from this short statement that they were a 

civilized nation that excelled in architecture. Ş li  also reminds them that they were 

chosen to succeed the people of ` d, although they did not live in the same area. It 

seems that theirs was the architectural civilization that flourished after that of ` d. It 

also seems that their power extended beyond their own area, giving them added 

strength and making them feared by other nations. Hence, Ş li  warns them against 

being arrogant and conceited. He tells them not to spread corruption in the land, as 

the lesson of ` d and their fate must not be lost on them. 

Here again we notice a gap in this story necessitated by the need for brevity. A 

section of Ş li ’s people have accepted the faith, while another section rejected it 

with arrogance. Those of high position are the last to believe in a faith which 

deprives them of personal power and attributes all power to God, the Lord of all the 

worlds. Hence, they inevitably try to punish the believers who have rebelled against 

tyranny by declaring their servitude to God alone, submitting to no one other than 

Him. Thus, we find the proud and arrogant chiefs of Thamūd very clear in their 

threats to those who have believed, particularly those who are weak: “The great ones 

among his people who gloried in their arrogance towards all who were deemed weak, said to 

the believers among them: Do you really know that Ş liĥ is a Messenger sent by his Lord?’” 

(Verse 75) 

It is clear that the question here implies a threat. The elders simply denounce them 

for their beliefs and ridicule them for accepting his statement that he has been sent by 

God. But those believers are no longer weak. Their faith has given them strength and 

self confidence as well as a powerful argument. They are certain of their position. So, 

what effect will the denunciation and the ridicule by the elders signify? “They 

answered: ‘We do believe in the message he has been sent with.’” (Verse 75) 

At this moment, the arrogant chiefs clearly identify their attitude which implies a 

strong warning: “For our part, we reject what you believe in.” (Verse 76) This is, then, 

what they say despite the clear proof given to Ş li , which leaves no doubt in 

anybody’s mind. It is not the proof which those people needed in order to believe in 

the message. What turns them away from faith is the fact that their power and 

authority are threatened when they submit to the only Lord in the universe. It is their 
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lust for power, a deeply rooted desire, which Satan manipulates in order to lead 

people astray. 

They did not wait long before carrying out their threat. They targeted for their 

assault the she-camel which was a token from God giving support to His Messenger. 

They slaughtered it despite their Prophet’s warnings that they would be severely 

punished if they harmed her: “They cruelly slaughtered the she-camel, and insolently 

defied the commandment of their Lord, and said: ‘Ş liĥ, bring about the (punishment) with 

which you have threatened us, if you are truly one of (God’s) messengers.’” (Verse 77) 

This is a clear example of the arrogance which goes hand in hand with 

disobedience, described here as ‘insolent defiance’ in order to point out those 

people’s frame of mind when they actually slaughtered the she-camel. It is this frame 

of mind that leads them to adopt their careless attitude, challenging the Prophet Ş li  

to bring about their doom. 

The s rah immediately declares the outcome, which is not given here in any detail: 

“Thereupon an earthquake overtook them and the morning found them lying lifeless on the 

ground in their homes.” (Verse 78) The earth quake and their lying lifeless are shown 

as a punishment that befits their arrogance. With an earthquake, fear strikes people. 

The way they laid lifeless shows total powerlessness. It is most fitting that an 

arrogant and insolent person should tremble with fear, and that an aggressor is 

deprived of all power. The punishment fits the crime and the image given here of 

their destiny is highly expressive. 

They are left in that position, lifeless on the ground to show us Ş li  as he saw 

those who had rejected and challenged him: “He turned away from them, and said: My 

people, I delivered to you my Lord’s message and counselled you sincerely, but you do not like 

those who give sincere counsel.” (Verse 79) 

He is simply seeking witnesses for his honesty and sincerity in delivering his 

message and giving sound advice to his people. He also makes it clear that he could 

not be blamed for the fate they brought upon themselves by their insolent defiance 

and rejection of God’s message. 

Yet another page of the history of the nations that rejected God’s message is 

turned over. Those who reject it anew must heed God’s warnings. 

Taking the Lead in Perversion 

As history moves on we come to the time of the Prophet Abraham (peace be upon 

him), but the s rah does not refer here to Abraham’s history, because it only wants to 

discuss the fate of those nations who rejected the divine message. This is in line with 

the fourth verse in the s rah which says: “How many a community have We destroyed, 
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with Our punishment falling upon them by night, or at midday while they were resting.” 

(Verse 4) These stories of earlier communities give some details of what this 

statement sums up. Abraham’s people were not destroyed because the Prophet 

Abraham (peace be upon him) did not request his Lord to destroy them. Instead, he 

abandoned them and the deities they worshipped instead of God. We have here a 

brief account of the story of the people of Lot, who was Abraham’s nephew and 

contemporary, because the story involves giving warnings, rejection by unbelievers, 

and destruction. It thus fits in with what the s rah is all about. 

And Lot said to his people: “Will you persist in the indecencies none in all the world 
had ever committed before you? With lust you approach men instead of women. 
Indeed, you are given to excesses. His people’s only answer was: “Drive them out of 
your land; for they are indeed people who would keep chaste.” We saved him together 
with his household, except his wife: she was one of those who stayed behind. We let 
loose a heavy rain upon them. Behold what happened in the end to those criminal 
people. (Verses 80-84) 

The story of Lot’s people tells us about one special aspect of perverted human 

nature and tackles an issue different from that of Godhead and God’s oneness which 

was the central point in the earlier stories. However, it is not far removed from it. 

Believing in God, the only Lord in the universe, is bound to lead the believer to 

accept God’s law and conform to the rules of nature He has set in operation. It has 

been God’s will to create human beings in two sexes, male and female, who perfectly 

complement each other. Survival of this species is effected through reproduction that 

results from intimate contact between male and female. Hence, it is part of their 

nature to be physically and psychologically attracted to each other and to make the 

contact that leads to reproduction. The pleasure they receive from it is profound, and 

the desire to have that pleasure is deeply rooted. Both desire and pleasure provide 

the motive for them to seek that contact despite the difficulties they are sure to 

encounter later with pregnancy, childbirth, breast-feeding, maintenance, and the 

upbringing and education of children. It also ensures that the male and female 

remain united in a family where the offspring are reared, because they require 

fostering over a much longer period than animal offspring. Moreover, it fulfils God’s 

will for human life to continue. 

This is the way God has ordained things. To understand it and conform to it is 

directly related to believing in God and His wisdom in planning and creation. 

Therefore, to deliberately deviate from this norm is closely related to deviation from 

faith and from the code of living God has laid down. 

Perversion of human nature is presented so clearly in the story of Lot’s people. It 

is clear that Lot, the Prophet, does not mince words about the fact that they are the 
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abnormal ones among God’s creation, and that their ugly perversion is 

unprecedented: “And Lot said to his people: ‘Will you persist in the indecencies none in all 

the world had ever committed before you? With lust you approach men instead of women. 

Indeed, you are given to excesses.’” (Verses 80-81) 

The excess to which Lot is referring is that they go beyond the limits of the divine 

order of things which is reflected in upright human nature. They indeed go to excess 

with regard to the energy God has given them in order to play their role in the 

survival and progress of human life, by expending it wastefully in a place other than 

that of fertilization. It thus becomes no more than a perverted lust. God has made 

both man and woman derive proper and natural pleasure in the fulfilment of natural 

law. When a person finds his pleasure in something contrary to this natural law, then 

that is a mark of the perversion and corruption of nature, let alone its being a 

corruption of moral values. Indeed, there is no difference between the two, because 

Islamic morality is an embodiment of natural moral values, free of corruption and 

perversion. 

Just like her psychology, woman’s physical constitution is the one that allows the 

male to have his proper and natural pleasure when the two share contact which is 

not meant merely to satisfy a desire. Indeed, the pleasure that attends such a contact 

is an aspect of God’s grace and blessing. It is He who has made this activity the 

source of pleasure, equal to its attendant responsibility. At the same time it fulfils His 

will that ensures the continuity of life. The male’s physical constitution cannot 

provide uncorrupted human nature with pleasure if this desire is to be fulfilled with 

another male. Indeed, a feeling of disgust is immediately generated which blocks 

such a leaning as long as human nature is normal and upright. 

The nature of the faith on which a particular system is based has a decisive 

influence in this respect. We need only to look at contemporary j hiliyyah in Europe 

and America to find the same sexual perversion rapidly increasing. No justification 

may be advanced for it other than the fact that people there have deviated from the 

right beliefs and the way of life that can be based on them. The media, often 

controlled by Zionist interests, is directed to undermine human life through the 

spreading of immorality and promiscuity. Hence it has been trying hard to stress the 

misconception that women’s adoption of a position of conservative propriety is the 

reason for the spread of such abnormal indecencies. But the facts contradict this most 

glaringly. In Europe and America, there is no longer any impediment to complete 

social and private contacts between men and women. People there often justify this, 

taking their lead from the animal world. Nevertheless, perverse sexual practice 

continues to increase. Indeed, it is no longer limited to homosexuality between 

males; lesbians are also on the increase. Anyone who still wants to argue in the face 

of these glaring facts should read first, “Men’s sexual behaviour” and “Women’s 
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sexual behaviour” in the McKenzie Report. The controlled media nevertheless 

continues to repeat this falsehood, attributing perversion to women’s religious dress. 

In this way, they are only fulfilling the aims of the protocols of the Elders of Zion and 

implementing the recommendations of missionary conventions. 

Let us now turn our attention to Lot’s people to find perversion staring us in the 

face as we listen to their reply to the Prophet Lot: “His people’s only answer was: ‘Drive 

them out of your land; for they are indeed people who would keep chaste.’” (Verse 82) How 

amazing! The person who prefers to be chaste and maintains the path of purity is 

driven out of town, so that only those immersed in filth remain. 

But why should we wonder when we see modern j hiliyyah doing the same thing. 

It chases those who maintain their chastity and refuse to sink into the filth of 

j hiliyyah societies, falsely described as progress and as liberation of women from 

bondage. Such people are exposed to enormous pressures at home and at work and 

they are condemned personally and intellectually. Their presence in society is hardly 

tolerated, because only those who are prepared to sink into the filth of ignorance are 

welcome. The same logic of ignorance wherever and whenever j hiliyyah exists! 

The fate of those people is mentioned briefly in the same way as the fate of other 

nations and communities: “We saved him together with his household, except his wife: she 

was one of those who stayed behind. We let loose a heavy rain upon them. Behold what 

happened in the end to those criminal people.” (Verses 83-84) 

Those who were threatened by the criminals are saved, and the issue is settled on 

the basis of faith and the way of life it lays down. Lot’s wife, the closest person to 

him, is not saved because she belonged to his people and shared their beliefs and 

practices. A rain was sent pouring down over them, accompanied by powerful 

storms. We wonder, was this torrential rain meant to purify the earth from their filth 

and impurity? It may be so, but another case of rejection of the divine faith was thus 

settled forever. 

Maintaining Justice in All Transactions 

The next account of communities rejecting the divine faith in those ancient days is 

the last given in this s rah. It speaks about the people of Madyan and their Prophet, 

Shu`ayb. 

And to Madyan [We sent] their brother Shu`ayb. He said: “My people, worship God 
alone: you have no deity other than Him. Clear evidence of the truth has come to you 
from your Lord. Give full measure and weight [in your dealings], and do not deprive 
people of what rightfully belongs to them. Do not spread corruption on earth after it 
has been so well ordered. That is best for you, if you are true believers. Do not squat on 
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every road, threatening and turning away from God’s path anyone who believes in 
Him, and trying to make it appear crooked. Remember when you were few and how He 
caused you to rapidly increase in number. Behold what happened in the end to those 
who spread corruption. If there be some among you who believe in the message with 
which I am sent, and others who do not believe, then be patient until God shall judge 
between us. He is the best of all judges.” 

Said the great ones among his people, who gloried in their arrogance: “We shall indeed 
expel you, Shu`ayb, and your fellow believers from our land unless you return to our 
fold. “ He said: “Even though we are unwilling? We should be guilty of fabricating 
lies against God, if we were to return to your ways after God has saved us from them. 
It is not conceivable that we should return to them, unless God, our Lord, so wills. 
Our Lord has full knowledge of everything. In God we place our trust. Our Lord, lay 
open the truth between us and our people; for You are the best to lay open the truth. 
“The great ones who disbelieved among his people said: “If you follow Shu`ayb, you 
shall indeed be losers.” Thereupon an earthquake overtook them and the morning 
found them lying lifeless on the ground in their homes, as if those that rejected 
Shu`ayb had never prospered there. Those that rejected Shu`ayb were indeed the losers. 
He turned away from them and said: “My people, I delivered to you my Lord’s 
messages and counselled you sincerely. How, then, could I grieve for people who 
persist in unbelief” (Verses 85-93) 

Compared to the other accounts given in this s rah, we note that this one is rather 

longer because, in addition to the question of faith, it includes a reference to business 

transactions. Nevertheless, the account follows the same pattern of concentration on 

the main issues. 

“And to Madyan [We sent] their brother Shu`ayb. He said: ‘My people, worship God 

alone: you have no deity other than Him.’” (Verse 85) It is the same, consistent basis of 

the divine faith that admits no change or modification. But then we have some 

details about the message of the new Prophet, starting with a statement: “Clear 

evidence of the truth has come to you from your Lord.” (Verse 85) 

The s rah does not mention the type of that clear proof or its nature, as it did in the 

account given of the history of the Prophet Ş li . Nor can we ascertain its nature 

from the other accounts of this history given in other s rahs. We are simply told that 

clear proof was given to the Prophet Shu`ayb, confirming his statement that he had 

been sent by God. Clear evidence of the truth has been shown to them as the basis of 

the commandments given to them by their prophet. These required them to give full 

and just measure and weight, refrain from spreading corruption on earth and from 

threatening people as they go about their business, and to stop their efforts to 

persuade believers to change their faith: “Give full measure and weight [in your 

dealings], and do not deprive people of what rightfully belongs to them. Do not spread 

corruption on earth after it has been so well ordered. That is best for you, if you are true 
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believers. Do not squat on every road, threatening and turning away from God’s path anyone 

who believes in Him, and trying to make it appear crooked. Remember when you were few and 

how He caused you to rapidly increase in number. Behold what happened in the end to those 

who spread corruption.” (Verses 85-86) 

We understand from these injunctions that Shu`ayb’s people were unbelievers 

who associated partners with God and did not implement in their own dealings the 

divine law which ensures justice for all. Instead, they devised their own rules and 

regulations for their business transactions. It may be that in this particular aspect that 

they associated partners with God, and that made them very unpleasant to deal with 

in business. In addition, they were the perpetrators of corruption, threatening people 

and preventing them from attending to their business. They were also wrongdoers, 

trying to turn those who believe away from their faith, making it difficult for them to 

follow the right path and trying to show God’s straight path as crooked. 

Shu`ayb begins by calling on them to worship God alone, submitting to His 

authority over every aspect of their lives, and attributing Godhead purely to Him 

alone. Shu`ayb knows that this forms the basis that gives rise to every good system 

and deals with every situation. It also forms the basis for regulations governing 

personal behaviour, morals and human dealings. He seeks to give more effectiveness 

to his admonition by certain reminders which, to them, must have been particularly 

inspiring, recalling to their minds some of God’s blessings: “Remember when you were 

few and how He caused you to rapidly increase in number.” (Verse 86) He also warns them 

against suffering the fate of corrupt communities that lived before their time: “Behold 

what happened in the end to those who spread corruption.” (Verse 86) 

Shu`ayb also wants them to exercise patience and tolerance, and to maintain 

justice. They must not tempt those who have favourably responded to divine 

guidance away from their faith, and must not squat on every road, issuing threats 

and manipulating their might to strike fear in people’s hearts. The proper course for 

them, if they do not wish to accept the faith and believe in God, is to wait until God 

has judged between the two parties: “If there be some among you who believe in the 

message with which I am sent, and others who do not believe, then be patient until God shall 

judge between us. He is the best of all judges.” (Verse 87) 

This is indeed the fairest plan. Shu`ayb made every reconciliatory move and took 

his stand at the last position behind which he could not retreat an inch. He called on 

them to accept a plan of peaceful coexistence, with every party leaving the other to 

practise their religion and implement their faith, until God judged between the two. 

Needless to say, God is the fairest of all judges. His is the judgement that shows no 

favouritism whatsoever. 

But the tyrants do not accept that faith should have a following and that believers 
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should form a community that rejects tyranny. The very existence of a community 

that submits totally to God, acknowledging no authority other than His, and 

implementing no code of living other than the one He has laid down represents a 

threat to the authority of those tyrants. Even if this community of believers should 

mind its own business, leaving the tyrants to God’s judgement, its existence is 

conceived as a threat. 

Tyranny will dictate that a battle is fought with the Muslim community, even 

though it prefers not to engage in such a battle. It is in the nature of things that the 

very existence of the truth is a source of trouble to falsehood, making a battle 

between the two inevitable. This is how God has ordained things. Hence, the 

unbelievers among the people of Shu`ayb rejected his offer and insisted that no mode 

of peaceful coexistence was acceptable to them: “Said the great ones among his people, 

who gloried in their arrogance: `We shall indeed expel you, Shu`ayb, and your fellow believers 

from our land unless you return to our fold. “ (Verse 88) Thus, the battle was set. The 

believers with Shu`ayb could not avoid a confrontation, because the unbelievers 

refused every mode of coexistence between the two parties. 

No Retreat Contemplated 

Threats and warnings cannot shake or intimidate a strong faith. Shu`ayb made his 

stand taking a position from which he could not budge an inch. That was the 

position of peaceful coexistence which would allow every individual to adopt the 

faith of his or her choice and submit to the authority which he or she acknowledged, 

awaiting God’s judgement between the two groups. No advocate of a divine faith 

can make even the smallest compromise beyond this point, great as the pressures to 

which he is exposed may be. Otherwise, he would betray the truth he advocates. 

When the arrogant chiefs of his people responded to his offer by threats of expulsion 

from their land unless he toed their line, Shu`ayb stood up for the truth, declaring 

that he would not go back to the false faith after God had rescued him from it. He 

turned to his Lord and protector, appealing to Him for support against the advocates 

of evil: “He said: ‘Even though we are unwilling? We should be guilty of fabricating lies 

against God, if we were to return to your ways after God has saved us from them. It is not 

conceivable that we should return to them, unless God, our Lord, so wills. Our Lord has full 

knowledge of everything. In God we place our trust. Our Lord, lay open the truth between us 

and our people; for You are the best to lay open the truth. “(Verses 88-89)  

These few words epitomize the nature of faith and its effect on the believers as 

well as the nature of j hiliyyah and its hateful effects. We also see clearly how the 

divine truth makes the Prophet’s heart come alive: “He said. ‘Even though we are 

unwilling?’” (Verse 88) His attitude is one of total denunciation of their despotic 

threats: “We shall indeed expel you, Shu`ayb, and your fellow believers from our land unless 
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you return to our fold.” (Verse 88) He asks them whether they are prepared to go all 

the way and force him and his fellow believers to return to their faith after God has 

saved them from it: “We should be guilty of fabricating lies against God, if we were to 

return to your ways after God has saved us from them.” (Verse 89) 

A person given guidance by God but who reverts to false beliefs which do not 

require people to submit themselves totally to God and to obey Him alone makes 

false testimony against God and His faith. The sum of that testimony is that he could 

not find anything good in divine faith, so he abandoned it to readopt the creed of the 

tyrants. Or at least his testimony means that the tyrants’ creed also has the right to 

exist and exercise power, and can exist side by side with divine faith. Thus, he 

returns to it and recognizes it after he has believed in God. Such a testimony is far 

more serious than that of a person who has not experienced God’s guidance and 

declared his submission to God. It acknowledges as legitimate the tyrants who usurp 

God’s authority over human life. 

Shu`ayb also denounces the tyrants’ threats to force him and his followers back 

into erroneous faith: “It is not conceivable that we should return to them.” (Verse 89) It is 

simply impossible. Shu`ayb makes this statement in the face of threats backed by the 

might of the tyrants. Indeed, tyranny adopts the same attitude towards every 

Muslim community, wherever it exists, once it declares its rejection of tyranny and 

submits at the same time to God alone, associating no partners with Him. 

Hard as the cost of rejecting tyranny and submitting to God alone may be, it is far 

easier to bear than the burden of submitting to tyrants. The latter submission may 

appear to ensure safety, security and a life of peace where a person can work and 

earn his living, but its cost is too hard and long lasting. The cost is paid out of man’s 

very humanity, because man does not fulfil himself if he submits to another human 

being. What submission is worse than yielding to the laws enacted by another 

human being? What submission is worse than attaching one’s destiny to the will of a 

fellow human being and to his pleasure and capricious desire? What could be worse 

than a human being with a bridle by which another person leads him wherever he 

wishes? 

But the matter does not rest at this high level of beliefs and authority. It becomes 

more and more mundane so as to claim, under tyranny, people’s property which will 

not be safeguarded by any law. It claims also their very children who are brought up 

to accept whatever concept, ideas, morals, traditions and customs, tyranny wishes 

them to adopt. In addition, tyranny imposes its control over their souls and lives, 

making of them an offering for its own caprice and erecting of their skulls and 

remains a monument for its glory. It then claims their honour. Under tyranny, no 

father can protect his daughter from disgrace, either by being flagrantly raped, as 

happens throughout history, or through implanting in her mind certain concepts that 
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facilitate for her promiscuity under any guise and make her an easy target for 

unscrupulous seducers. Whoever imagines that he protects his property, honour, life 

and the lives of his sons and daughters under tyranny which usurps God’s authority 

is living in self delusion. Under tyranny people lose their sense of reality. 

To submit to tyranny is to burden oneself with an extremely heavy cost in terms of 

personal esteem, honour and property. Whatever burden a person finds himself 

required to bear for submitting himself to God is far easier and more profitable even 

by the standards of this present world. This is not to speak of what submission to 

God is worth by God’s own measure. 

The Meaning of True Submission 

Maulana Mawdūdī says in his scholarly work The Moral Foundation of the Islamic 

Movement: 

Even a person with superficial insight into human life cannot fail to realize 

that the whole question of human well-being depends entirely on who 

exercises control over human affairs. A train runs only to the destination 

determined by its driver. All passengers can travel only to the same 

destination, whether they like it or not. In the same way, the train of human 

civilization travels to where those who exercise power dictate. It is only too 

apparent that humanity as a whole cannot refuse the plan imposed by those 

who are in obvious control of all power throughout the world. It is those who 

conduct human affairs, and up to whom the masses look for the achievement 

of their goals and ambitions. Such people have the means of shaping ideas 

and theories, formulating them in an appealing fashion. They can influence 

personal habits, control social systems and mould moral values. If such 

leaders are good believers who fear God and who hope to receive reward 

from Him on the Day of Judgement, then the whole system of life will 

inevitably be set on the course of goodness and proper guidance. Evil people 

will be easily reformed and will realize that the path charted by faith is the 

proper one. Every good value becomes well established and begins to yield 

its fruit. The least benefit of social influence is that evil will be contained if not 

vanquished. On the other hand, if leadership is assumed by people who have 

deviated from the path laid down by God and His Messenger, and followed 

instead their own desires, exceeded their limits and led an undisciplined life, 

then the whole system of life will be based on tyranny, excesses and 

indecencies. Corruption will creep into concepts, theories, education, 

morality, politics, culture, civilization, as well as business transactions, law 

and justice. Evil will spread unchecked... 
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It is clearly apparent that the first thing divine faith requires of its followers is 

that they serve God alone, submitting to Him totally, so that they 

acknowledge no authority other than His and feel themselves to be free of all 

subjugation. It also requires that they recognize no law in their lives other 

than that laid down by God Himself and communicated to us and explained 

by God’s Messenger, the Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon Him). Islam 

also requires people to ensure the eradication of all corruption and 

elimination of all evil practices that incur God’s displeasure. Nothing of these 

noble goals can be achieved while the leadership over human beings and the 

control over their affairs continue to be in the hands of unbelievers. In such a 

situation those who follow the divine faith are forced to accept the authority 

of those unbelievers and submit to their tyranny, staying in their own little 

sanctuaries where they glorify God, isolating themselves from people’s lives, 

benefiting by any pardon or reprieve or guarantee the tyrants may feel 

pleased to grant them. This shows clearly the importance of good 

government and how it is instrumental in the implementation of divine law. 

Hence, the establishment of such good government that undertakes such a 

task is one of the objectives of faith. It is a fact that man cannot achieve God’s 

pleasure through his own actions if he is to neglect this duty. Consider, if you 

will, what the Qur’ n and the ĥadīth say about being always part of the 

Muslim community and obeying its leadership. Indeed, people expose 

themselves to capital punishment if they were to abandon the community of 

believers, even in a small way, although they may pray, fast and claim to be 

Muslims. This is because the true aim of faith is the establishment of a proper 

Islamic system and well-guided leadership. This cannot be achieved except 

by the unity of the community. Whoever weakens the community does Islam 

and Muslims a great disservice that cannot be compensated for through 

prayer or even through the verbal acknowledgement of God’s oneness. 

Consider also the high position Islam gives to jih d, so that the Qur’ n 

describes as hypocrite those who are too lazy to join in a campaign of jih d. It 

should be remembered that jih d denotes the exertion of continuous effort for 

the establishment of the system of the truth. The Qur’ n considers this jih d 

the measure which is used to ascertain that a person is a believer. In other 

words, a person who believes in God and His Messenger cannot accept a 

system based on falsehood and cannot hesitate to sacrifice his life and 

property for the establishment of the truth. If a person appears to be reluctant 

or too weak to join in such an effort, then he lacks strength of faith. How is 

such a person to benefit by any of his actions? 

The establishment of good government in God’s earth is of vital importance 

in the Islamic system. A person who believes in God and His Messenger and 
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submits himself properly to God in accordance with the true faith does not 

discharge all his obligations if he concentrates his full efforts on moulding his 

own life in accordance with Islamic teachings. As a believer, he must utilize 

everything within his power to remove unbelievers, wrongdoers and 

transgressors from power so that it can be assumed by pious people who fear 

God and realize that they are going to meet Him when He will hold them to 

account for what they do in this life. That is the way to ensure that the proper 

system which God has approved will be implemented, because it is the 

system which sets this life on its proper course.14 

No Sorrow for Unbelievers’ Fate 

As Islam calls upon people to retrieve all authority usurped by human beings in 

order to return it all to God, it simply calls on them to rescue their humanity and 

save themselves from submission to fellow creatures. When they make a positive 

response, they actually save their souls and their property from the designs of 

tyrants, that serve their desires. In so doing, Islam requires its followers to bear the 

full burden of fighting tyranny, under its own banner, giving all the sacrifices such a 

fight may require. But at the same time, it spares them having to give sacrifices that 

are much more costly and humiliating. It protects their dignity and ensures their own 

safety at the same time. Hence, the Prophet Shu`ayb [peace be upon him] makes his 

statement loud and clear: “We should be guilty of fabricating lies against God, if we were 

to return to your ways after God has saved us from them. It is not conceivable that we should 

return to them.” (Verse 89) 

Thus Shu`ayb stands up to the arrogant chiefs of his people, making his attitude 

absolutely clear and with his head raised high. Yet at the same time, he hangs his 

head down before his Lord, declaring his submission to Him alone, recognizing that 

His knowledge encompasses everything in the universe. As he refers to his Lord, he 

makes no final statement concerning what may happen. He simply declares that he 

has surrendered himself completely to God: “It is not conceivable that we should return 

to them, unless God, our Lord, so wills. Our Lord has full knowledge of everything.” (Verse 

89) 

This is an indication of complete submission to God by Shu`ayb and the believers 

who followed him. He makes clear that he can, at his own behest, refuse what tyrants 

require him to do of returning to their faith. He declares that he and his followers 

have no desire for such a return which sounds in principle totally unacceptable. But 

he, nevertheless, makes no categorical statement concerning what God may do with 

                                                 
14 Mawdūdī’s detailed view appear in The Islamic Movement: Dynamics of Values, Power and Change, 
Leicester, Islamic Foundation, 1998. 
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him or his followers. God’s will is free and absolute. Neither he, nor those who have 

believed with him, have any knowledge of what God may decide to do with them, 

while their Lord has full knowledge of everything. Hence, they submit to God’s will 

and knowledge. This is the mark of good manners which believers are keen to 

demonstrate in their dealings with God. 

At this point, Shu`ayb leaves his people and their threats aside, declaring that he 

relies totally, and with absolute confidence, on God who is certain to judge between 

him and his people in accordance with the truth: “In God we place our trust. Our Lord, 

lay open the truth between us and our people; for You are the best to lay open the truth.” 

(Verse 89) 

These few words portray a fascinating scene when the truth of Godhead is clearly 

seen and properly felt by His friend and Prophet. The Prophet knows the source of 

all power and the secure refuge that can be found there, and he realizes that it is his 

Lord who can judge in truth between faith and tyranny. He places his trust 

completely in his Lord before he goes into the battle that is imposed on him and his 

followers. He realizes that he cannot win that battle unless his Lord grants him 

victory. 

At this moment, the unbelievers turn to those who have believed with Shu`ayb to 

warn and threaten them, hoping to turn them away from their faith: “The great ones 

who disbelieved among his people said: ‘If you follow Shu`ayb, you shall indeed be losers.” 

(Verse 90) 

The same aspects of the continually raging battle are seen very clearly. The tyrants 

try first with the advocates of divine faith hoping to stop them. If they stand firm, 

showing that they trust only in their Lord and that they are determined to fulfil their 

task and deliver His message, paying little heed to the warnings of unbelievers and 

to the power they may possess, then the tyrants turn to those who have accepted 

such advocacy, trying to turn them away from their faith with stern warning and 

serious threats. Those tyrants have no solid argument to justify their falsehood, but 

they have brute force. They cannot win hearts over to their j hiliyyah, particularly the 

hearts of those people who have recognized the truth and no longer pay respect to 

falsehood. But the tyrants can still persecute those who insist on following the divine 

faith and submitting to God alone. 

But it is a rule that God has established in human life that when truth and 

falsehood have adopted their respective stands and become clearly distinct, 

confronting each other on the basis of principle, then God’s law will come into 

operation. This was what took place with Shu`ayb and his people: “Thereupon an 

earthquake overtook them and the morning found them lying lifeless on the ground in their 

very homes.” (Verse 91) 
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The earthquake and their lying lifeless clearly contrast with their threats and 

arrogance and with their persecution of believers. Thus, the punishment seems to 

perfectly fit the arrogant attitude. The s rah also replies to their earlier warnings to 

the believers that if they follow Shu`ayb, they will be losers. This was a serious threat 

that they intended to carry out. But the s rah states with clear derision that it was not 

Shu`ayb’s followers that turned out to be losers. “As if those that rejected Shu`ayb had 

never prospered there. Those that rejected Shu`ayb were indeed the losers.” (Verse 92) It was 

only a split second and they were lying lifeless, motionless, in their homes, as if they 

had never lived. 

The account is concluded with remonstrations and a declaration of dissociation by 

the Prophet sent to them. He used to be their brother, but then they parted company 

and, in consequence, their respective destinies were totally different. He no longer 

felt any sadness or sorrow for what befell them. “He turned away from them and said: 

‘My people, I delivered to you my Lord’s messages and counselled you sincerely. How, then, 

could I grieve for people who persist in unbelief.’” (Verse 93) They belonged to two 

different phases, and thus they were two separate communities. Ties of family and 

nationhood are of no consequence in this faith and of no weight in God’s measure. 

The only solid tie is that of faith. True bonds between human beings can only be 

established on the basis of their strong ties with God’s faith. 
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7 
Lessons to Learn 

Never have We sent a prophet to any city without 

trying its people with tribulations and hardship 

that they may supplicate with humility. (94) 

We then replaced the affliction with good fortune 

till they throve and said, “Hardship and good 

fortune befell our forefathers as well.’ We then 

smote them, all of a sudden, while they were 

totally unaware. (95) 

Yet had the people of those cities believed and been 

God-fearing, We would indeed have opened up 

for them blessings out of heaven and earth. But 

they disbelieved, so We smote them on account of 

what they had been doing. (96) 

Do the people of these cities feel secure that Our 

might would not strike them at dead of night 

when they are asleep? (97) 

Or do the people of these cities feel secure that Our 

might would not strike them in broad daylight 

when they are playing around? (98) 
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Preview 

This passage of the s rah comments on the accounts that have just finished of the 

histories of the communities to whom the Prophets Noah, Hūd, Ş li , Lot and 

Shu`ayb were sent. We have here an explanation of the rule God has laid down 

which ensures that His will is done when He punishes those who deny His 

messages. It is the same rule and principle which shapes human history in one very 

important aspect. God inflicts tribulations and hardship on those who reject His 

messengers so that their hearts may soften and they turn to God, acknowledging His 

oneness and recognizing that the only course of action open to them is to submit to 

His overpowering authority. If they do not respond, then He tries them with 

affluence and good fortune. He opens up for them all types of blessings and leaves 

Do they feel themselves secure from God’s designs? 

None feels secure from God’s designs except those 

who are losers. (99) 

Is it not plain to those who have inherited the 

earth in succession of former generations that, if 

We so willed, We can punish them for their sins 

and seal their hearts, leaving them bereft of 

hearing. (100) 

We have related to you parts of the history of 

those communities. Messengers from among 

themselves came to them with clear evidence of the 

truth; but they would not believe in what they had 

formerly rejected. Thus does God seal the hearts of 

the unbelievers. (101) 

We found that most of them were untrue to their 

commitments; indeed We found most of them to 

be transgressors. (102) 
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them for a while to enjoy their prosperity. All this, however, is a means of trial. 

People’s prosperity causes them to lead a life of recklessness, negligence and 

heedlessness, because they tend to think that fortunes change by themselves, and a 

life of plenty is simply bound to follow a period of hardship, without any particular 

purpose or design. 

When they feel that what they have experienced is the same as was experienced by 

their forefathers, without any particular purpose in all this design, God’s punishment 

is certain to take them unawares. They do not understand God’s purpose when He 

tries them with affliction and prosperity. They cannot comprehend why people’s 

situations change every now and then. They have not guarded against incurring 

God’s anger, preferring to live like animals until they are smitten by God’s 

punishment. Had they believed in God and followed the right course, their situation 

would have changed and blessings would have opened up to them. God would have 

bestowed His grace on them and they would have been made to receive His 

blessings from everywhere, giving them reassurance and a happy future. 

 God then warns the new generations against a life of recklessness. He calls on 

them to be alert and to appreciate the lessons of past generations and how they met 

their doom. They themselves are also subject to God’s laws of nature, which will 

remain in operation, exercising their influence on human history across all periods 

and generations. 

This short commentary concludes with an address to the Prophet Muhammad 

(peace be upon him), telling him that these histories are being related so that he 

learns how God’s law has been given effect. It tells him of the true position of those 

communities: “We found that most of them were untrue to their commitments; indeed We 

found most of them to be transgressors.” (Verse 102) He is the last Messenger, and his 

followers are the nation which inherits the divine message in its totality. They are the 

ones to benefit by past lessons. 

Trials of Adversity 

Never have We sent a prophet to any city without trying its people with tribulations 
and hardship that they may supplicate with humility. We then replaced the affliction 
with good fortune till they throve and said, `Hardship and good fortune befell our 
forefathers as well.’” We then smote them, all of a sudden, while they were totally 
unaware. Yet had the people of those cities believed and been God-fearing, We would 
indeed have opened up for them blessings out of heaven and earth. But they 
disbelieved, so We smote them on account of what they had been doing. (Verses 94-96) 

We are not told here of any particular incident, but an important aspect of the 
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natural law God has set in operation is highlighted. We are told how fate is 

determined. We thus learn that there is a law which sets matters into a particular 

pattern, dictating events, and shaping human history on earth. We learn that the 

divine message itself, important as it is, can be regarded as one of the means of 

implementing the divine constitution, which is far greater in scope than the message. 

Matters do not simply happen by themselves. Man does not stand alone, as alleged 

by later day atheists. Whatever takes place in the universe is part of an elaborate 

scheme, and has a definite purpose, serving an ultimate aim. The law of nature is 

devised by an absolutely free will which has shaped the constitution. It was in 

accordance with that law, operated by God’s free will, that those communities, 

whose history was related in this s rah, met their fate. 

According to the Islamic concept, man’s will and action are factors of great 

importance in determining the direction of his history and how it is to be interpreted. 

But man’s will and action must be seen within the context of God’s free will and 

absolute power. Within this context, man’s will and action come into direct 

interaction with the entire universe. This means that there are many factors and 

situations which have a strong bearing on human history giving it greater scope and 

depth. When we understand this, then, any attempt to explain human history in 

purely economic, biological or geographical terms is far too narrow and petty. 

“Never have We sent a prophet to any city without trying its people with tribulations and 

hardship that they may supplicate with humility.” (Verse 94) Far be it from God to punish 

His servants physically or cause them to go through adversity that affects their 

persons or their property for idle play. Such trials could never be motivated by 

hatred or the desire for revenge, as pagan legends make out. God tries with 

tribulations and adversity those who deny His message. By nature, such a trial 

reawakens human hearts and rekindles the light of goodness encouraging weak 

human beings to turn to God Almighty, their Creator, humbly appealing to Him to 

grant them forgiveness and bestow His mercy on them. By such humble supplication 

they declare their submission to Him, which is the ultimate aim of human existence. 

God does not need that human beings should supplicate humbly to Him and declare 

their submission: “I have not created the jinn and human beings to any end other than that 

they may worship Me. No sustenance do I ever demand of them, nor do I demand that they 

feed Me. Truly, God Himself is the provider of all sustenance, the Lord of all might, the 

eternal.” (51: 56-58)  

As clearly stated in a sacred, or qudsī ĥadīth, if all human beings and jinn were as 

pious and obedient to God as the most pious and obedient person that ever lived, 

that would not increase God’s kingdom in any way. Conversely, if all human beings 

and jinn were as wicked as the most wicked person that ever lived, that would not 

decrease God’s kingdom in any way. But people’s supplication and submission to 
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God is of great benefit to them. It sets their lives on the right course. When human 

beings declare that they submit to God alone, they actually free themselves from 

submission to anyone else, particularly to Satan who tries hard to lead them astray, 

as mentioned earlier in this s rah. They also free themselves from the yoke of their 

desires. They break the shackles of subjugation to other people and feel too ashamed 

to follow Satan’s guidance or to incur God’s displeasure through any action or 

purpose, particularly when they realize that they seek His help to remove any 

affliction they may suffer. This helps them follow the right course. 

It is because of this that God’s will is such that He tries any community who 

rejects His guidance, provided through His prophets and messengers, causing them 

to experience physical adversity and loss of property. Such pain may open up the 

elements of goodness in their nature and awaken their consciences. Thus, they may 

turn to God, seeking His mercy and appealing to Him to replace their affliction with 

comfort and reassurance. 

But then God may decide to change the type of trial: “We then replaced the affliction 

with good fortune.” (Verse 95) Thus, every aspect of difficulty is replaced by an aspect 

of comfort and happiness. People begin to enjoy affluence, ease, blessings, good 

health, fertility, numerical strength and security after they had experienced poverty, 

hardship, depression, poor health, sterility, numerical weakness and fear. But the 

change of fortunes is no more than a new trial. 

A test exposing people to hardship may be met with perseverance, because 

hardship may sharpen the elements of determined resistance. It may remind those 

who are good at heart of God, so they turn to Him with earnest supplication which 

gives them hope, reassurance and a promise of better things to come. A trial with 

affluence is withstood by only a few, because affluence makes people forget and 

riches cause them to feel self-sufficient. Hence, they indulge themselves seeking 

every type of pleasure. Such a test is passed only by a very small number of people. 

“We then replaced the affliction with good fortune till they throve and said, Hardship and 

good fortune befell our forefathers as well:” (Verse 95) This statement indicates that they 

had increased in numbers and enjoyed an easy life, tasting every pleasure, to the 

extent that they no longer hesitated to do anything they desired, nor did they feel 

embarrassed by any action. The Arabic term which is translated here as “they 

throve” also connotes a certain attitude of mind which is rather careless, even 

bordering on recklessness. It views everything as easy, and acts on impulse. This 

attitude is very common among affluent people who enjoy riches for a long period, 

whether at the individual or community level. It is an attitude that suggests a 

blunted sensitivity and a care-free attitude. They spend and enjoy themselves with 

recklessness and they care little for the rights of others. No cardinal sin or ghastly 

crime seems to worry them. They do not care if they incur God’s wrath or people’s 
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criticism. They do not reflect on the trials to which other people have been exposed. 

They think that life just goes on, without a purpose or a definite goal. 

“They throve and said, ‘Hardship and good fortune befell our forefathers as well.’” (Verse 

95) They look at it as if it is the turn of a repeated cycle. They have had their turn in 

adversity and now they are due for some good fortune. This all just happens without 

any particular consequence. At this moment, when they are totally heedless, 

indulging themselves in all sorts of transgression, their fate is sealed in accordance 

with God’s law: “We then smote them, all of a sudden, while they were totally unaware.” 

(Verse 95) They had gone so far astray that they no longer felt ashamed of anything 

they did. To fear God does not occur to them at all. 

Thus we see how God’s law operates, fulfilling His will. Human history thus 

moves by human will and human action, within the context of God’s will and the 

laws He has set in operation. The Qur’ n reveals this fact to human beings and warns 

them that they must prove themselves when they are subjected to a trial of adversity 

or a test of affluence. It kindles in them a state of alertness which brings back to them 

a sense of fearing the outcome which befits what they do in this life. Those who do 

not respond, and continue in their erring ways wrong only themselves because they 

expose themselves to God’s punishment which is certain to engulf them. No one will 

suffer any injustice. 

A Sure Way to Receive God’s Blessings 

“Yet had the people of those cities believed and been God fearing, We would indeed have 

opened up for them blessings out of heaven and earth. But they disbelieved, so We smote them 

on account of what they had been doing.” (Verse 96) This is the other part of the natural 

law God has set in operation. Had the people of those cities believed instead of 

denying God’s messages, and had they been God-fearing instead of being careless, 

God would have opened up for them blessings from heaven and earth. They would 

have been given such blessings in abundance, without restriction. God’s blessings 

would have come to them from above and beneath. The Qur’ nic expression is so 

general that it imparts a sense of great abundance that is not limited to what is 

familiar to human beings of provisions and sustenance. 

This statement and the one preceding it put in front of our eyes certain facts that 

relate to faith on the one hand and to human life in this world on the other. They also 

touch on a factor that has a great influence on human history, even though it is often 

overlooked and indeed denied by man-made theories and philosophies. That fact 

tells us that the question of having faith in God and fearing Him is not isolated from 

the reality of life and the course of human history. To believe in God and to fear Him 

qualify people to receive blessings from heaven and earth. This is a promise given by 
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God, and God is always true to His promises. 

We who believe in God accept this promise as true without having to ask first 

about its reasons or causes. We have no hesitation in expecting that it will come true. 

We believe in God, and consequently in what lies beyond human perception; 

therefore, we believe in the fulfilment of God’s promises. But when we reflect on 

God’s promise, as indeed we are ordered to do by our faith, we soon realize its 

causes. A person who believes in God has an alert nature, sound natural reception, 

accurate understanding, a healthy human constitution and a keen interaction with 

the universe. All these elements tend to ensure success in real life. 

Moreover, faith in God represents a strong motivation. It streamlines all aspects of 

the human constitution and directs them to a single goal, allowing them to derive 

strength from God’s power and release them to implement His will in building 

human life on earth and safeguarding it from all elements of corruption. Again, all 

this tends to ensure success in practical life. 

To believe in God is to be free from being enslaved by desire or by other people. 

There is no doubt that a human being who achieves his freedom through submission 

to God is, as a result, better able to fulfil man’s task of building human life on earth. 

To fear God is to combine awareness with wisdom so that we can steer away from 

rashness, recklessness and conceit as we go about our business in this life. It is a 

quality that directs human effort sensibly and carefully so that whoever has that 

quality does not transgress or exceed the limits of acceptable behaviour. 

When people maintain a balance between incentives and restraints, working on 

earth but always looking up to heaven, free from the tyranny of human desire, 

submitting to God Almighty, human life maintains a steady course and yields 

wholesome fruits. In this way people deserve God’s help after having earned His 

pleasure. Hence, it will be a blessed life that earns success and prosperity. Viewed 

from this angle, the whole question is one of visible facts that have their 

unidentifiable causes, in addition to its being part of God’s promise. 

The blessings God promises to those who believe in Him and fear Him are given a 

strong emphasis. They come in a wide variety of shapes and forms but they are not 

outlined in detail or mentioned in name. The Qur’ nic statement, however, gives an 

impression of abounding grace that comes from every direction, without any limiting 

definition. Hence, the reference is to all types and forms of blessings, whether those 

that are familiar to human beings or those that can only be visualized in their 

imagination. But they also include what human beings cannot conceive or imagine. 

Those who imagine that faith in God and steering away from what incurs His 

anger are questions of pure worship and have no bearing on practical life have no 

true knowledge of faith or life. They are better advised to look at this very real 
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relationship which God Himself confirms. Needless to say, His testimony is more 

than enough to prove anything. Nevertheless, this relationship can be recognized by 

people if they will only look at different situations in life and recognize their causes: 

“Yet had the people of those cities believed and been God fearing, We would indeed have 

opened up for them blessings out of heaven and earth. But they disbelieved, so We smote them 

on account of what they had been doing.” (Verse 96) 

Nevertheless, we see communities and people who claim to be Muslims going 

through hard times when they experience drought and very poor crops. At the same 

time, we see communities who are devoid of faith and have no fear of God, yet they 

enjoy abundance, power and influence. These contrasting situations lead people to 

ask: where is this unfailing law of nature, and why does it not operate? 

But all this is mere delusion based on appearances. The people who claim to be 

Muslim are not believers in reality, nor do they truly fear God. They do not sincerely 

submit to God alone, nor do they implement in practical life the basic article of faith 

which requires them to declare that there is no deity other than God. They submit 

themselves to fellow human beings who claim for themselves a position of Godhead 

and begin to legislate laws for them and set values and standards. Such people are 

not believers, because a believer will never acknowledge that any creature can fill the 

position of Godhead. He will never allow a fellow human being to determine the 

laws that shape his life. When the predecessors of those who today claim to be 

Muslims were true believers, they became the masters of the world. Blessings from 

heaven and earth were opened up for them in fulfilment of God’s promise. 

Those others enjoying a life of affluence are only going through a different stage of 

the operation of the law of nature: “We then replaced the affliction with good fortune till 

they throve and said, ‘Hardship and good fortune befell our forefathers as well.’” (Verse 95) 

It is then a test of plenty, which is far more difficult than a trial of adversity. There is 

an essential difference between what such people enjoy and the blessings God 

promises to those who believe in Him and fear Him. Blessings can be given with 

limited means if people can use those means well and combine them with goodness 

and a sense of reassurance, security and happiness. Many a rich and powerful 

community goes through a life of misery, insecurity and hollow ties between its 

people. The people themselves are worried, apprehensive of losing their power. It is 

a situation of strength without security, affluence without contentment, plenty 

without goodness. It is a bright present to be followed by a miserable future. It is a 

test that is certain to lead to doom. 

The blessings that come with faith and a God-fearing attitude can be experienced 

in all situations, both within the human being himself and in his feelings, as well as 

within all enjoyable aspects of life. These blessings give growth and elevate life to a 

higher standard. They are so different from affluence that is combined with misery 
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and immorality. 

A False Sense of Security 

The s rah has thus established the fact that God’s law is set in operation and will 

never fail, as confirmed by the history of former communities. Now that feelings are 

high about the doom that befell those who rejected the faith and overlooked the 

purpose of their test, the s rah addresses those who have so far overlooked these 

facts of life. It tries to awaken in them a sense of expectation, alerting them to the fact 

that God’s might may strike them at any time of day or night, when they are asleep, 

at work or having fun: “Do the people of these cities feel secure that Our might would not 

strike them at dead of night when they are asleep? Or do the people of these cities feel secure 

that Our might would not strike them in broad daylight when they are playing around? Do 

they feel themselves secure from God’s designs? None feels secure from God’s designs except 

those who are losers. Is it not plain to those who have inherited the earth in succession of 

former generations that, if We so willed, We can punish them for their sins and seal their 

hearts, leaving them bereft of hearing.” (Verses 97-100) 

Having been told of God’s law that exposes people and communities to tests of 

adversity and affluence, and having seen the doom that befell those who rejected the 

divine message in former times, do the people of the present generation feel so 

secure that they assume that God’s might will not strike when they are totally 

unaware? Do they feel so immune against God’s might striking at dead of night 

when they are fast asleep? They should remember that a sleeping person is 

powerless, unable to take precautions or even repel a weak, small insect. How could 

he prevent a mighty strike from God, when no human being, however alert and 

strong can resist or prevent it? 

Or do they feel secure that God’s might will not strike in broad daylight when 

they are engaged in their play? Enjoyable activities, or play and fun, normally 

preoccupy man and totally distract his attention. A person who is absorbed in his 

play, having fun, can hardly resist an enemy’s strike. How can he resist a strike from 

God when no human being, at his most alert and highest state of preparedness can 

avert it? 

The fact is that God’s might is far too powerful to be resisted by all human beings, 

whether they are asleep or awake, preoccupied or alert, but the s rah points out the 

moments of human weakness to shake people and attract their attention. This is the 

effect of expecting a strike at a moment of weakness when one is totally unaware 

while realizing that people cannot escape such a strike even at their moments of 

strength. In both situations, man is totally powerless when confronted by God’s 

might. 
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“Do they feel themselves secure from God’s designs?” (Verse 99) Can they have any 

immunity against what God plans for human beings when He does not reveal those 

plans to them so that they can guard against them? If they feel so secure, then the fact 

is that “none feels secure from God’s designs except those who are losers.” (Verse 99) 

Utter loss is indeed the result of an attitude that continues to overlook the facts of 

history and prefers a sense of false security. Those who adopt such an attitude earn 

such a loss. How can they feel secure, when they have inherited the earth from 

people that have been destroyed as a result of their erring ways, and who were 

punished for adopting the same attitude of disregarding those basic facts? The 

destiny of those nations should have taught them some good lessons. 

Is it not plain to those who have inherited the earth in succession of former generations 
that, if We so willed, We can punish them for their sins and seal their hearts, leaving 
them bereft of hearing. (Verse 100) 

The laws of nature God has set in operation will never fail, and His will is certain 

to always be done. So what guarantees people’s security against the punishment God 

may inflict on them for the sins they have committed, in the same way as He 

punished earlier communities? How can they be safe from having their hearts sealed 

so that they cannot even listen to divine guidance? For that would ensure that they 

receive punishment for following the wrong path. The fate of earlier communities 

and the fact that the laws of nature remain operative should give them sufficient 

warning to make them fear God and follow His guidance. This would require them 

to get rid of their sense of false security and to be on their guard. They should benefit 

by the lessons of earlier communities so that they do not have to suffer the same fate. 

In giving this warning in the Qur’ n, God does not want people to always live in 

fear, worrying that He may cause their immediate destruction at any moment of the 

night or day. Such a constant fear of the unknown, and permanent worry about the 

future, and such an expectation of destruction may paralyse people, deprive them of 

their abilities and lead them to a state of despair. They would then stop working and 

refrain from fulfilling the task of building human life on earth. What God wants from 

them is that they should always be on the alert, watching their own actions, paying 

heed to other people’s experience, identifying the elements that shape human history 

and remain always in touch with God, not allowing prosperity to make them lead an 

easy, careless life. 

God promises human beings a life of security, reassurance and prosperity in this 

world and in the world to come, if they would only submit to His will and fear Him 

enough to avoid everything that leaves a stain on human life. He invites them to 

enjoy security under His protection, trusting to His might, rather than their own 
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material power. They should seek what He has in store for His obedient servants, 

rather than the luxuries of this world. 

Life has known generations of believers who feared God and never thought 

themselves immune from His will or trusted to anyone other than Him. Such people 

had a keen sense of their faith, and because they enjoyed God’s support they felt 

reassured, able to overcome Satan and his designs. They lived a goodly life, 

implementing God’s guidance, fearing no human beings, because they feared God 

alone. 

This is how we should understand the constant warnings against the 

overwhelming might of God and His designs that cannot be foiled. We will then 

realize that such warnings should not lead us to worry and fear, but to be keenly 

alert. These warnings do not paralyse life but make sure that it does not sink into a 

state of carelessness and transgression. 

At the same time, the Qur’ nic method addresses all human situations and stages 

of development, at the individual and community levels, providing the right 

treatment to each one of them, at the right time. It administers a dose of security, 

trust and reassurance that God’s help will be forthcoming whenever they are 

threatened by hostile forces. At the same time, it provides a sense of keen 

apprehension that God’s punishment may be forthcoming whenever people yield to 

worldly forces and temptations. God certainly knows best how His creation responds 

to all elements and influences. 

A History Recorded by God 

Having outlined, with highly inspiring touches, the operative rules of nature, the 

s rah addresses God’s Messenger (peace be upon him) informing him of the net 

outcome of putting those communities to trial, pointing out certain facts about the 

nature of faith and disbelief, as well as the nature of human beings, as seen in those 

communities: “We have related to you parts of the history of those communities. Messengers 

from among themselves came to them with clear evidence of the truth; but they would not 

believe in what they had formerly rejected. Thus does God seal the hearts of the unbelievers. 

We found that most of them were untrue to their commitments; indeed We found most of 

them to be transgressors.” (Verses 101-102)  

This history is clearly stated to have been revealed by God. The Prophet could not 

have learnt it from any source other than revelation. 

“Messengers from among themselves came to them with clear evidence of the truth.” 

(Verse 101) But no evidence was of benefit to them, because they continued to reject 

the message after having received that evidence in the same way as they rejected it 
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before such evidence was given them. They simply would not believe in what they 

had already rejected. No matter how clear the evidence of the truth is, it will not lead 

such people to adopt the faith. What those people lacked was not plain proof of the 

truth, but rather open hearts and minds, and a keen desire to receive guidance. They 

lacked an active nature that receives and responds. When they refused to open their 

minds to elements of guidance, God sealed their hearts and they could no longer give 

any proper response: “Thus does God seal the hearts of the unbelievers.” (Verse 101) 

The history of those communities reveals a predominant fact: “We found that most 

of them were untrue to their commitments; indeed We found most of them to be 

transgressors.” (Verse 102) The commitment mentioned in this verse may refer to the 

pledge God has received from human nature and to which reference is made later in 

the s rah: “Your Lord brought forth their offspring from the loins of the children of Adam, 

and called them to bear witness about themselves: Am I not your Lord?’— to which they 

answer: ‘Yes, indeed, we do bear witness that You are.’” (Verse 172) It may also refer to 

the commitment to faith given by their forefathers who followed God’s messengers, 

but subsequent generations deviated, as happens indeed in every community. 

Successive generations deviate gradually until they go out of the fold altogether and 

sink back into ignorance, or j hiliyyah. 

Whatever the commitment is to which the s rah is referring here, the fact remains 

that most of those communities were untrue to it. They followed their own fleeting 

whims and shifting desires. They could not fulfil their pledges. 

“Indeed we found most of them to be transgressors.” (Verse 102) They deviate from 

God’s faith and from their original commitment. This is the result of following one’s 

capricious desires and taking solemn commitments lightly. Whoever turns away 

from God’s guidance, lacking the determination to fulfil the commitments he has 

made to Him, is hound to move away from faith into corruption and transgression. 

That was true of the people of those communities, and that was their end. 
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8 

A Confrontation with 

Pharaoh 

Then after those We sent Moses with Our signs 

to Pharaoh and his people, but they wilfully 

rejected them. Behold what happened in the end to 

those spreaders of corruption. (103) 

Moses said: “Pharaoh, I am a Messenger from 

the Lord of all the worlds, (104) 

and may say about God nothing but the truth. I 

have come to you with a clear evidence from your 

Lord. So, let the Children of Israel go with me.” 

(105) 

He answered: “If you have come with a sign, 

produce it then if you are so truthful.” (106) 

Moses threw down his staff, and it immediately 

became a plainly visible serpent. (107) 

And he drew forth his hand, and it was [shining] 

white to the beholders. (108) 

The great ones among Pharaoh’s people said: 

“This man is indeed a sorcerer of great skill, 

(109) 
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who wants to drive you out of your land!” [Said 

Pharaoh] “What, then, do you advise?” (110) 

They said: “Let him and his brother wait a 

while, and send heralds to all cities (111) 

to bring before you every sorcerer of great skill.” 

(112) 

The sorcerers came to Pharaoh and said: “Surely 

there will be a handsome reward for us if it is we 

who prevail.” (113) 

Answered [Pharaoh]: “Yes; and you will 

certainly be among those who are close to me.” 

(114) 

They said: “Moses! Either you shall throw [first] 

, or we shall be the first to throw?” (115) 

He answered: “You throw [first].” And when 

they threw [their staffs], they cast a spell upon 

people’s eyes and struck them with awe, making 

a display of great sorcery. (116) 

We then inspired Moses: “Throw your staff”. 

And it swallowed up their false devices (117) 

Thus the truth prevailed and all their doings were 

proved to be in vain. (118) 

They were defeated there and then, and became 

utterly humiliated. (119) 
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The sorcerers fell down prostrating themselves, 

(120) 

and said: “We believe in the Lord of all the 

worlds, (121) 

the Lord of Moses and Aaron.” (122) 

Pharaoh said: “You believe in Him even before I 

have given you permission! This is indeed a plot 

you have contrived in this city in order to drive out 

its people, but you shall soon come to know [the 

consequences]. (123) 

I shall have your hands and feet cut off on 

alternate sides, and then I shall crucify you all.” 

(124) 

They replied: “To our Lord we shall indeed 

return. (125) 

You want to take vengeance on us only because 

we have believed in the signs of our Lord when 

they were shown to us. Our Lord, grant us 

abundance of patience in adversity, and let us die 

as people who have surrendered themselves to 

You.” (126) 

The great ones among Pharaoh’s people said: 

“Will you allow Moses and his people to spread 

corruption in the land and to forsake you and 

your gods?” He replied: “We shall put their sons 

to death and shall spare only their women. We 
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shall certainly overpower them.” (127) 

Moses said to his people: “Turn to God (alone) 

for help and remain steadfast. The whole earth 

belongs to God. He allows it to be inherited by 

whomever He wills of His servants. The future 

belongs to those who are God-fearing.” (128) 

They said: “We have been oppressed before you 

came to us and since you have come to us.” He 

replied: “It may well be that your Lord will 

destroy your enemy and leave you to inherit the 

earth. He will then see how you conduct 

yourselves.” (129) 

We afflicted Pharaoh’s people with drought and 

poor harvests, so that they might take heed. (130) 

Whenever something fine came their way, they 

would say: “This is our due”, but whenever 

affliction befell them, they attributed their ill omen 

to Moses and those who followed him. Surely, 

whatever befalls them has been decreed by God, 

though most of them do not know it. (131) 

They said [to Moses]: “Whatever sign you may 

produce before us in order to cast a spell on us, we 

shall not believe in you.” (132) 

So We plagued them with floods, and locusts, 

and lice, and frogs, and blood: clear signs all; but 

they gloried in their arrogance, for they were evil-
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doing folk. (133) 

Whenever a plague struck them, they would cry: 

“Moses, pray to your Lord for us on the strength 

of the covenant He has made with you. If you lift 

the plague from us, we will truly believe in you, 

and we will let the Children of Israel go with 

you.” (134) 

But when We had lifted the plague from them, 

for a term they were sure to reach, they broke their 

promise. (135) 

So We inflicted Our retribution on them, and 

caused them to drown in the sea, because they 

denied Our signs and were heedless of them. 

(136) 

We caused the people who were persecuted and 

deemed utterly low to inherit the eastern and 

western parts of the land which We had blessed. 

Thus your Lord’s gracious promise to the 

Children of Israel was fulfilled, because they were 

patient in adversity; and We destroyed all that 

Pharaoh and his people had wrought, and all 

that they had built. (137) 
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Preview 

This passage relates much of the history of Moses with Pharaoh and his people. It 

starts when Pharaoh and the leading figures among his people are confronted with 

the fact that God is the Lord of all the universe, and ends with the drowning of 

Pharaoh and his army. In between these events, the s rah tells us of the contest 

between Moses and the magicians which ends up with a triumph for the truth, and 

the declaration by the sorcerers that they believe in the Lord of all the worlds, 

according to the concept preached by Moses and his brother Aaron. The s rah tells us 

of Pharaoh’s threats to punish those magicians and to put them to death. 

Nevertheless, the truth had taken such a hold of their hearts that they no longer 

cared for Pharaoh. They were prepared to sacrifice their lives for their faith. 

The s rah also tells us of the persecution to which the Children of Israel were 

subjected and how God punished Pharaoh and his people with poor harvests and 

also inflicted on them floods, and pests of locusts, ants, frogs and blood. Each time, 

they appealed to Moses to pray to his Lord to lift the punishment. However, 

whenever a punishment was lifted, they reverted to their erring ways, declaring that 

they would not believe, no matter what signs they were shown. Eventually, God’s 

law overtook them and they were drowned because of their rejection of the clear 

evidence shown to them and because they overlooked the purpose of the tests to 

which God may subject any community. According to God’s law, He tests 

unbelievers with hardship and affluence before destroying them. Then, power in the 

land was given to Moses’s people as a reward for their perseverance through the test 

of hardship. That meant a new test with affluence. 

We have chosen to divide the story of Moses, as related in this s rah, into two 

passages, devoting the second passage to the events that took place after the 

Israelites were saved and Pharaoh and his people were drowned. 

The story opens here with a brief outline of its beginning and end, highlighting the 

purpose for which it is related in this s rah: “Then after those We sent Moses with Our 

signs to Pharaoh and his people, but they wilfully rejected them. Behold what happened in the 

end to those spreaders of corruption.” (Verse 103) 

Thus, we are clearly told the purpose behind relating this history here. It is to tell 

šχθä© Ì÷è tƒ ∩⊇⊂∠∪ 
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us about the end faced by the spreaders of corruption. Having made this brief 

outline, the s rah goes on to relate one episode after another, in clear and detailed 

scenes that serve the overall purpose. 

The story is divided into a number of vivid scenes, each of which is full of life, 

employing significant dialogue. Each is clearly inspiring, with certain distinctive 

features. In between, we have some relevant instructions pointing out the lessons 

that should be learned from the story. In essence, the passage demonstrates in sharp 

relief the nature of the battle between the call to faith, which declares that God is the 

Lord of all the worlds, and the tyrants who impose their authority on mankind, 

claiming to have lordship over the world. We also see how faith asserts itself, paying 

little heed to tyrannical power and caring nothing for threats of impending 

punishment. 

As the Story Begins 

“Then after those We sent Moses with Our signs to Pharaoh and his people, but they 

wilfully rejected them. Behold what happened in the end to those spreaders of corruption.” 

(Verse 103) We first learn that Moses’s mission came after those communities to 

whom earlier prophets were sent. The s rah has given us an account of each of those 

communities and what happened to their people who rejected the messages of those 

Prophets. 

The s rah now begins the story of Moses from when he confronted Pharaoh and 

the leaders of his government with the divine message. It then tells us very briefly 

the sum of their response, and refers to the fate they suffered. Pharaoh’s people 

wilfully and wrongfully rejected the signs shown to them by God, without proper 

consideration or reflection. We find that the Qur’ n often uses terms like, `wrongful, 

unjust, oppression or transgression’ in place of `disbelief’ or `associating partners 

with God’. Here the Arabic text uses the phrase `resorted to injustice’ for what is 

rendered in the translated text as `wilful rejection’. The fact is that the association of 

partners with God or rejecting divine faith is the worst type of injustice and the most 

ghastly transgression. Those who reject faith adopt a wrongful attitude towards the 

basic truism of God’s oneness. They also wrong themselves by exposing themselves 

to destruction in this life, as well as severe punishment in the life to come. They are 

also unjust to other human beings because they try to take them away from 

submission to God, the only Lord in the universe, in order to force them to submit to 

different deities and authorities. There can be no worse injustice than this. Hence, to 

disbelieve in God is to be unjust, and, as the Qur’ n states, “Truly, the unbelievers are 

the wrongdoers.” (2: 254) Similarly, a person who rejects faith is a transgressor, 

because he turns away from the straight path leading to God in order to follow other 
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paths that lead only to hell. 

Pharaoh and his people certainly took a wrongful and oppressive attitude, 

rejecting God’s signs and revelations. Hence, “Behold what happened in the end to those 

spreaders of corruption.” (Verse 103) Their fate will be presently outlined in the s rah. 

Let us for now reflect on the import of the term, ‘spreaders of corruption’, which is 

used here as a synonym for `unbelievers’ and ‘wrongdoers’. 

Here they are described as ‘spreaders of corruption’ because of their wrongful 

rejection of God’s signs. The fact is that to disbelieve is the worst type of corruption 

and indeed a wilful spreading of such corruption. Human life cannot flourish and 

prosper unless it is built on the foundation of believing in God as the only deity in 

the universe, and on submission to Him alone. Life on earth will certainly suffer 

corruption when people refrain from such submission, which means that there is 

only one master for mankind, to whom they address their worship. They will then 

submit to His law alone which frees their lives from submission to fleeting human 

desires. When human beings acknowledge the Lordship of several deities in 

preference to that of God alone, corruption does not affect merely their social lives, 

but also their concepts and beliefs. The fact is that human life on earth was not set on 

the proper footing and did not prosper except when they declared that they submit 

only to God in faith, worship and law. Man did not achieve his liberation except 

under the single Lordship of God. Hence, God says in reference to Pharaoh and his 

people: “Behold what happened in the end to those spreaders of corruption.” (Verse 103) 

Every tyrant who imposes his law on human beings in preference to God’s law is a 

spreader of corruption. 

The Truth, the Whole Truth 

This opening of the story represents a particular Qur’ nic method of relating 

historical accounts. It is certainly the most appropriate method for this s rah, because 

it fits in well with its central theme. It tells us the outcome right at the beginning. It 

then moves on to give the details, so that we may follow the events right up to their 

conclusion. What happened, then, between Moses and Pharaoh?  

Moses said: ‘Pharaoh, I am a Messenger from the Lord of all the worlds, and may say 
about God nothing but the truth. I have come to you with a clear evidence from your 
Lord. So, let the Children of Israel go with me.” He answered: “If you have come with 
a sign, produce it then if you are so truthful.” Moses threw down his staff and it 
immediately became a plainly visible serpent. And he drew forth his hand, and it was 
[shining] white to the beholders. The great ones among Pharaoh’s people said: “This 
man is indeed a sorcerer of great skill, who wants to drive you out of your land!” [Said 
Pharaoh] “What, then, do you advise?” They said: “Let him and his brother wait a 
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while, and send heralds to all cities to bring before you every sorcerer of great skill.” 
(Verses 104-112) 

Here is the first encounter between truth and falsehood, faith and rejection. It is a 

scene which brings the Messenger, who calls on people to believe in the Lord of all 

the worlds, face to face with the tyrants who claim, and indeed practise, lordship 

over their people. 

“Moses said: ‘Pharaoh, I am a Messenger from the Lord of all the worlds, and may say 

about God nothing but the truth. I have come to you with a clear evidence from your Lord. So, 

let the Children of Israel go with me.’” (Verses 104-105) He addresses him with his plain 

title, “Pharaoh”. He does not call him, “My lord”, as do those who do not really 

know who the true Lord is. Moses combines good manners with self assurance, 

addressing Pharaoh with his simple title in order to point out to him his true position 

while asserting at the same time the greatest fact in the universe: “I am a Messenger 

from the Lord of all the worlds.” (Verse 104) 

Moses reasserts the fact stated by every messenger that preceded him. It is the fact 

that God is the only Lord of the universe: just one God and one Lord, and total 

submission by the whole universe to Him alone. This is contrary to what is advanced 

by `comparative religion’ specialists and their disciples who grope in the dark as they 

make their claims about the development of religion, making no provision for the 

messages given by God to all His messengers. The faith preached by all those 

messengers is the same, repeated by every single one of them, stating that God is the 

Lord of all the worlds. This faith has not developed from a primitive pagan one 

which believed in numerous deities, progressing then to dualism, before eventually 

reaching its highest form of belief in one god. For when people deviate from divine 

faith and sink into a state of ignorance, or j hiliyyah, there is no end to chaos. They 

then have a multitude of erring beliefs, ranging from the worship of totems, spirits, 

multiple gods to the worship of the sun and stars, to dualism, and to a monotheism 

that retains traces of paganism. No such deviant form of belief could ever be placed 

on the same level as the divine messages which consistently preached clear 

monotheism. 

Moses (peace be upon him) confronted Pharaoh and his powerful clique with this 

basic truth which every Prophet before or after him proclaimed in the face of all 

types of deviant beliefs. He stated it clearly to his face, knowing that it meant 

revolution against Pharaoh, his regime and government. A primary result of God’s 

Lordship of the universe and all the worlds is that every regime and form of 

government, which exercises power over human beings without following God’s law 

or abiding by His commandments, is illegitimate. It also means the removal of every 

form of tyranny that seeks to subjugate people to its own laws. Moses confronted 
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Pharaoh with this great fact in his own capacity as a Messenger from the Lord of the 

universe, committed to stating the truth about God who gave him his message: “I am 

a Messenger from the Lord of all the worlds, and may say about God nothing but the truth.” 

(Verses 104-105) A messenger who knows the true nature of God can only say the 

truth about Him. How can he say anything else when he knows God’s power and 

authority? 

“I have come to you with a clear evidence from your Lord.” (Verse 105) It tells you that I 

am truly a Messenger from the Lord of the universe. In his capacity as a Messenger, 

and under the authority of the Lord of the universe, Moses demanded that Pharaoh 

should release the Children of Israel to him. 

The Children of Israel are God’s own servants. It is not up to Pharaoh, then, to 

proclaim himself as their master. Human beings must not serve any masters other 

than God. Whoever is God’s own servant cannot serve anyone beside Him. Because 

Pharaoh subjugated the Children of Israel to his own will, Moses declares to him that 

God is the only Lord of the universe. Such a declaration renders Pharaoh’s action 

invalid. 

The declaration that God is the Lord of all the worlds implies that man is free from 

subjugation and servitude to anyone other than God. He is released from the tyranny 

of man-made laws, traditions and from human desires and authority. This 

declaration of God’s Lordship over the universe is incompatible with submission by 

any human being to anyone other than God. It is also diametrically opposed to the 

assigning of sovereignty to anyone who may implement any law other than divine 

law. Those who think themselves to be Muslims while submitting to man-made laws 

only delude themselves. They cannot be believers in divine faith for a single moment 

while acknowledging the sovereignty of anyone other than God or implementing 

any law other than His. They would be followers of their ruler, whoever that ruler 

may be. It is on this basis that Moses was commanded to demand that Pharaoh 

should release to him the Children of Israel: “Pharaoh, I am a Messenger from the Lord of 

all the worlds... so let the Children of Israel go with me.” (Verses 104-105) The first 

statement is the preamble to the logical conclusion given in the second. The two go 

hand in hand and cannot be separated. 

Pharaoh and the leaders of his government were fully aware of the import of the 

declaration that God is the Lord of all the worlds. They were aware that the 

declaration implied the termination of Pharaoh’s authority, the overthrow of his 

government and the end to his tyranny. They felt, however, that they had a chance to 

denounce Moses as a liar. Hence, Pharaoh demands a sign to prove Moses’s claim: “If 

you have come with a sign, produce it then if you are so truthful.” (Verse 106) 
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Confrontation and Mobilization 

Pharaoh felt that if he could prove that Moses was a liar, then all his claims could 

be refuted and all danger would be removed. But Moses had the complete answer: 

“Moses threw down his staff, and it immediately became a plainly visible serpent. And he 

drew forth his hand, and it was [shining] white to the beholders.” (Verses 107-108) This 

came as a complete surprise to Pharaoh and the elders of his people. The staff 

became a real serpent which was “plainly visible”. It is described in another s rah as 

“a scurrying snake”.15 (20: 20) Moreover, Moses was a man of dark complexion, but 

when he took his hand out of his pocket, it was seen as very white, without any sign 

of illness. This in itself was a miraculous sign, because he only had to put his hand in 

his pocket again for it to regain its original dark complexion.16 

So, Moses had the signs and proofs to confirm his statement that he was a 

Messenger from the Lord of the universe, but would Pharaoh and his people accept 

such a dangerous claim and acknowledge God, the Lord of all the worlds? What 

basis would Pharaoh then have for his rule as the king of Egypt? What justification 

would his aides have for occupying such influential positions when these were given 

them by Pharaoh himself? How could the whole system be justified if all authority in 

the universe belonged to its Lord, the only God? If this Lordship is acknowledged, 

then God’s law must prevail, and God would be the only one to be obeyed. What 

then would be Pharaoh’s position when his rule is neither based on God’s law nor 

relies on His commandments? When people acknowledge God’s Lordship, they can 

have no other lord who imposes on them his rule and legislation. They submit to 

Pharaoh’s law when Pharaoh is their lord. Whoever can impose his legislation on a 

community is the Lord of that community, and they simply accept his religion 

whatever he tells them. 

It is not in the nature of falsehood to surrender easily or to admit that it has no 

legitimacy. Pharaoh and the great ones among his people were certainly aware of the 

import of the great truth declared by Moses. They indeed declared it plainly, but they 

also tried to divert attention from it by accusing Moses of sorcery: “The great ones 

among Pharaoh’s people said: ‘This man is indeed a sorcerer of great skill, who wants to drive 

you out of your lane [Said Pharaoh], `What, then, do you advise?’” (Verses 109-110) The 

net result of this clear declaration is thus stated openly: it is to be driven out of the 

land, to relinquish power, or, to use modern terminology, to overthrow the 

government. 

The whole earth belongs to God, and so do all creatures. So, if sovereignty in 

                                                 
15 Animal specialists differentiate between serpents and snakes, but they belong to the same species. 
16 This means that the transformation of Moses’s hand was only temporary, as his hand would resume 
its original colour until he needed to show God’s sign again. — Editor’s note. 
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God’s land is acknowledged to belong to God alone, then no shred of sovereignty 

will belong to those who impose a law other than that of God. In real terms, this 

means that not a particle of sovereignty can belong to claimants of lordship who 

exercise Godhead by subjugating people to their own laws. Thus, people given high 

positions by Godhead claimants have no real authority. After all, they are given such 

positions in order to ensure that people acknowledge the lordship of their deities. 

Pharaoh and his aides were aware of the danger represented by Moses’s message. 

Indeed, tyrants always recognize that danger. As a simple bedouin Arab, totally 

unsophisticated, remarked after hearing the Prophet Muhammad calling on people 

to accept that there is no deity other than God and that Muhammad is His 

Messenger: “This is something that kings dislike.” Another similarly unsophisticated 

bedouin said to the Prophet: “You will be opposed by Arabs and non- Arabs alike.” 

Both of them were keenly aware of what those words signified. They understood that 

the declaration of God’s oneness means a rebellion against every ruler who does not 

implement God’s law. The Arabs felt the seriousness of this declaration. They 

realised that to make this declaration and accept a rule based on any law other than 

that of God was a contradiction in terms. Their understanding of the declaration of 

God’s oneness was totally different from that of those who today claim to be 

Muslims. The understanding of later day Muslims cannot be supported. 

Hence, the great ones began their consultations with Pharaoh: “This man is indeed a 

sorcerer of great skill, who wants to drive you out of your land!’ [Said Pharaoh], `What, then, 

do you advise?” (Verses 109-110) Their consultations were concluded with agreement 

on a certain procedure: “Let him and his brother wait a while, and send heralds to all cities 

to bring before you every sorcerer of great skill.” (Verses 111-112) 

At that time Egypt was full of priests in all types of temples, and those priests 

actually practised sorcery. In all pagan beliefs, religion was closely linked with 

sorcery. Hence, those who specialize in comparative religion speak of magic and 

sorcery as a stage in the development of human faith. Those among them who are 

atheists claim that religious beliefs will one day be abandoned in the same way as 

sorcery was abandoned. They claim that science will put an end to the reign of faith 

just as it put an end to the reign of sorcery. Their confusion knows no limit, yet they 

call it science. 

Pharaoh’s aides determined, after their lengthy discussions, that Pharaoh should 

gain time and fix an appointment with Moses. Meanwhile, he would send heralds to 

summon to his presence all skilful sorcerers, so that they could overpower what they 

claimed to be Moses’s sorcery. Despite all that we know about Pharaoh’s tyranny, his 

action in this regard was much milder than what twentieth-century tyrants did when 

they confronted the advocates of divine faith who proclaimed that God is the only 

Lord in the universe, and thereby threatened the authority of self-proclaimed 
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rulers.17 

Squaring Up to Sorcery and Falsehood 

The Qur’ nic account skips over all the measures taken by Pharaoh and his aides 

in gathering all the sorcerers from every corner of the kingdom. The curtain falls after 

the first scene to be raised again with the contest progressing in full view in order to 

show this history as if it is happening now, in front of us. This is a characteristic of 

the inimitable style of the Qur’ n. 

“The sorcerers came to Pharaoh and said: ‘Surely there will be a handsome reward for us if 

it is we who prevail.’ Answered [Pharaoh]: ‘Yes; and you will certainly be among those who 

are close to me.’” (Verses 113-114) They are mere professionals. To them, both sorcery 

and priesthood are professions. Their ultimate aim in carrying on with both 

vocations is to enjoy a handsome financial reward. Being in the service of rulers and 

overpowering tyranny is the task undertaken by professional clergy. Whenever the 

general situation in a country or a community moves away from pure submission to 

God, acknowledging all sovereignty to Him alone, and whenever a form of false, 

arbitrary authority replaces God’s law, those exercising such an authority find 

themselves in need of such professional clergy. The false authority is always ready to 

remunerate such clergy for their services. It is a deal which serves the mutual 

interests of both parties; the clergy acknowledge that false authority in the name of 

religion, and those exercising power provide them with wages and give them high 

positions. 

Pharaoh assured them that they would be paid for their services, and promised 

them positions in the circle closest to him to increase the temptation and to 

encourage them to make their best efforts. Neither Pharaoh nor the sorcerers realized 

that the situation did not call for any professional expertise, skill or deception. They 

were placing themselves in confrontation with a miracle given by God who has 

power over all things, and a message revealed by Him. No sorcerer or tyrant can 

stand up to these. 

Pharaoh’s sorcerers were reassured that they would have a generous reward, and 

they looked forward to be in positions close to Pharaoh. They came ready for the 

match, and began by an open challenge to Moses. Little did they realize that God was 

storing for them something far better than their promised wages: “They said: Moses! 

Either you shall throw [first], or we shall be the first to throw?’ He answered: ‘You throw 

[first].’” (Verses 115-116) It is a clearly apparent challenge. As they gave Moses the 

choice, they demonstrated their confidence that they would triumph. But we also see 

                                                 
17 The author was writing in the second half of the twentieth century. Needless to say, his remark 
about contemporary dictators applies today in the same manner. — Editor’s note. 
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Moses unperturbed by the challenge, full of confidence as he answered: “You throw 

first.” That short answer reveals how completely assured Moses was. We often find 

the Qur’ n using a single word to impart such rich connotations. 

But then the s rah delivers a surprise. Indeed, Moses himself was surprised as he 

found himself face to face with very skilful sorcery that strikes awe in people’s 

hearts: “And when they threw [their staff], they cast a spell upon people’s eyes and struck 

them with awe, making a display of great sorcery.” (Verse 116) 

It is sufficient for us that the Qur’ n describes their work as “great sorcery” to 

imagine how skilful they truly were. It is also enough that we should know that they 

could “cast a spell upon people’s eyes”, in order to be able to imagine the nature of 

the situation. Indeed, the Qur’ n uses here a very vivid term to describe that the 

sorcerers were able to create a very real feeling of fear among all beholders. We also 

learn from another Qur’ nic statement that Moses himself felt fear creeping into his 

heart. 

But something totally unexpected takes place to surprise Pharaoh and his aides, 

these sorcerers and the masses gathered in the large square which served as a stage 

for this contest: “We then inspired Moses: ‘Throw your staff’ And it swallowed up their 

false devices. Thus the truth prevailed and all their doings were proved to be in vain. They 

were defeated there and then, and became utterly humiliated.” (Verses 117-119) 

Falsehood may appear powerful. It may dazzle people’s eyes, strike fear in their 

hearts and give the majority of people the impression that it is unstoppable and that 

it has its own rights. But once it comes into confrontation with the truth, with its 

intrinsic characteristics of calmness and self confidence, falsehood’s bubble bursts 

and its fire dies down. The truth is thus seen to be much weightier, with firmer roots 

and a more solid foundation. The Qur’ nic expression here makes all these 

connotations clear as it describes the triumph of the truth as an accomplished fact, 

solid and stable. Everything else disappears and all the sorcerers’ doings prove to be 

in vain. Falsehood and its advocates are vanquished, humiliated. This contrasts with 

the great display they tried to put out: “They were defeated there and then, and became 

utterly humiliated.” (Verse 119) 

But the surprise is not over yet. The scene brings yet another, even greater 

surprise: “The sorcerers fell down prostrating themselves, and said: `We believe in the Lord 

of all the worlds, the Lord of Moses and Aaron.’” (Verses 120-122) 

How does this happen? It is simply the truth exercising its authority over people’s 

feelings and consciences. It opens up hearts to prepare them to receive its light and 

accept its reassurance. The sorcerers are the best people to know how far their skill 

can go, and they are the best to evaluate the nature of what Moses worked out and 

whether it was an act of skilful sorcery or something brought about by a power far 
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greater than any human being can have. A learned specialist in any field is the first to 

acknowledge the truth in that field whenever it appears clearly to him, because he 

can recognize the truth much quicker than those who have only superficial 

knowledge of his specialty. This explains how the sorcerers moved from open 

challenge to total submission, after having recognized the truth with open minds. 

No Permission to Believe in God 

No tyrant enjoying absolute power can ever understand how light penetrates 

human hearts, or how people can enjoy the reassurance of faith and experience the 

happiness it imparts. Tyrants continue to exercise power for a long time, seeing that 

people accept whatever they say. With the passage of time they come to believe that 

their authority extends over people’s minds, hearts and souls, when these actually 

submit only to God. Hence, Pharaoh was totally surprised to see the sorcerers accept 

the faith so quickly, especially as he could not see the faith penetrating into their 

hearts and could not realize how their minds worked. But he was quick to recognize 

how serious this development was and that it threatened his very authority. Those 

sorcerers, who were actually the attendants in temples throughout Egypt, were 

gathered in order to prove Moses’s and Aaron’s message as false. It was those same 

sorcerers who accepted that message and declared their  submission to God, the Lord 

of the universe and of Moses and Aaron. 

Pharaoh felt his throne shake, and it is well known that the throne and the crown 

represent all that is in the life of a tyrant. Tyrants are always ready to commit any 

crime, without hesitation, in order to retain power: “Pharaoh said: ‘You believe in Him 

even before I have given you permission! This is indeed a plot you have contrived in this city 

in order to drive out its people, but you shall soon come to know [the consequences]. I shall 

have your hands and feet cut off on alternate sides, and then I shall crucify you all.’” (Verses 

123-124) 

He haughtily exclaims: “You believe in Him even before I have given you permission!” 

(Verse 123) He really expects them to seek his permission before their hearts, 

consciences and souls open up to receive the truth, when they themselves have no 

control over these and cannot prevent anything from touching or penetrating them. 

Perhaps Pharaoh wanted them to repel the truth as it penetrated their souls, or to 

stifle their faith as its shoots began to spring up and blossom inside their souls, or to 

cover their eyes so that they could not see the light. That is tyranny: ignorant and 

stupid, but at the same time arrogant and conceited. 

There is another element which influences Pharaoh’s attitude: namely, fear that his 

power is threatened. “This is indeed a plot you have contrived in this city in order to drive 

out its people.” (Verse 123) Elsewhere in the Qur’ n where the history of Moses and 
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Pharaoh is related, Pharaoh is quoted as saying to the sorcerers in reference to Moses: 

“He is your chief who has taught you sorcery.” (20: 71) 

The whole question is absolutely clear. It is the fact that Moses calls on people to 

believe in `God, the Lord of all the worlds’ that causes all this worry and fear. The 

tyrants realize that they can have no peace of mind if they allow that message to be 

preached. Their power relies on dismissing God’s Lordship of mankind through 

ignoring His law. Instead, they appoint themselves as deities enacting legislation for 

human society and forcing people to submit to the laws they enact. These two 

methods can have no meeting point, because they move in opposite directions. They 

are two contradictory religions addressing worship to different lords. Pharaoh and 

the elders among his people were aware of this, and they were frightened when they 

realized that Moses and Aaron advocated submission to the Lord of the universe. 

Now that the sorcerers prostrated themselves in submission to God, Pharaoh and his 

elders were increasingly alarmed. Those sorcerers were the clergy in a pagan faith 

that attributed Godhead to Pharaoh himself. They were the ones who ensured that he 

exercised absolute power in the name of religion. 

Hence, it was only expected that Pharaoh should issue his fearful warning: “You 

shall soon come to know [the consequences]. I shall have your hands and feet cut off on 

alternate sides, and then I shall crucify you all.” (Verses 123-124) Torture, disfigurement 

and unabating persecution: these are the methods to which tyranny resorts when it 

finds itself in confrontation with the truth. The tyrants realize that they cannot refute 

the argument of the truth, therefore they have to suppress it by force. 

But when the truth of faith takes hold of a human being, he looks with contempt at 

the tyrants and their power. Faith takes over as the top priority, even ahead of life 

itself. A firm believer feels this life contemptible when it is compared to the eternal 

life of the hereafter. A human being who believes in the message of the truth does 

not stop to inquire: “What shall I gain and how much will I benefit?” He will not 

even think of what cost he will have to incur or what sacrifices he is called upon to 

give. The bright horizon opens up for him right in front of his eyes, so he does not 

look to anything along the way: “They replied: ‘To our Lord we shall indeed return. You 

want to take vengeance on us only because we have believed in the signs of our Lord when 

they were shown to us.’” (Verses 125-126) It is the unshakeable faith that will not 

submit to any worldly power. It is the faith which is reassured about the future, in 

the knowledge that all human beings will return to their Lord. With faith, people 

have the reassurance of being close to Him: “To our Lord we shall indeed return.” (Verse 

125) 

When a person realizes the nature of the battle against tyranny, and that it is a 

battle over the central issues, he takes his stand firmly, without hesitation. He would 

never seek the clemency of an enemy who is not prepared to accept anything from 
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him short of abandoning his faith altogether, because, after all, that is the issue over 

which the fight takes place: “You want to take vengeance on us only because we have 

believed in the signs of our Lord when they were shown to us.” (Verse 126) When anyone 

realizes what the battle is all about and to whom he should turn for help, he will not 

ask his enemy to ensure his own safety. He will only pray to his Lord to give him 

patience and perseverance in times of adversity, and to help him to continue in an 

attitude of submission to God until he dies: “Our Lord, grant us abundance of patience 

in adversity, and let us die as people who have surrendered themselves to You.” (Verse 126) 

Tyranny stands helpless as it finds itself in confrontation with faith based on clear 

understanding. Tyranny realizes that it can do nothing to human hearts although it 

used to think that even hearts and consciences were subject to its power as human 

bodies are. Now it discovers that only God can have power over people’s hearts and 

consciences. What can human power do to any heart or soul that seeks God’s 

protection and prefers to wait for God’s reward?  

As attitudes were shaping up between Pharaoh and his elders on the one side and 

Moses and those who believed with him on the other, human history was witnessing 

one of its most decisive moments. It was a moment when faith triumphed over life 

and when souls became stronger than pain, and man overpowered Satan. It was a 

moment when true freedom was born. What does freedom mean if not defeating 

tyranny with the power of faith? When a person is free, he thinks very lightly of a 

brute force that cannot subjugate his heart and soul, although it can inflict physical 

pain and cause death. When brute force is unable to subjugate hearts, true freedom is 

actually born. 

A Decisive Victory 

It was a decisive moment in the history of mankind because it witnessed the 

bankruptcy of brute force. Those free individuals who only a few moments earlier 

were asking Pharaoh for their reward and hoping to win favour with him were now 

able to rise above Pharaoh’s standard, having no fear of him, paying little attention to 

his threats and preparing themselves to face persecution. Nothing in their lives or in 

the material world around them had changed. Only a subtle touch that connects a 

mortal human being to the power of immortality. Hearts and souls were now able to 

feel God’s power, and consciences were ready to receive divine guidance and its 

light. That subtle touch brings about a fundamental change in the material world and 

elevates man to a standard he could never have dreamed possible. Warnings and 

threats, then, sound hollow, meaningless. Faith goes along its way steadily, 

unhesitatingly and with complete reassurance. 

At this point the curtain falls and the Qur’ nic account of this encounter is over. 
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The scene has reached its climax. Its powerful description serves the psychological 

purpose behind relating this account. It is the method of the Qur’ n that addresses 

hearts and souls with the message of faith and the language of artistic expression in a 

degree of harmony that only the Qur’ n can achieve. 

The first point to be made as we conclude our discussion of the scene that 

witnessed how the sorcerers declared their submission to God is that Pharaoh and 

his top aides recognized immediately that this represented a threat to their system of 

government. This is due to the fact that the foundation of faith is in conflict with the 

basis upon which Pharaoh established his authority. We have discussed this 

previously, but we wish to restate here this fundamental principle. There can be no 

coexistence either in one person’s mind or in the same land or under the same regime 

between the two concepts of God’s Lordship over all the worlds and the exercise of 

power by a human being who proceeds to enact his own legislation for his people. 

These are aspects of two different faiths that have no common ground. 

We should also note that once the sorcerers felt the light of faith penetrating their 

hearts, they began to recognize that the ensuing battle between them and Pharaoh’s 

regime was over faith. He had nothing to take against them except the fact that they 

believed in God, the Lord of the universe, a faith representing a threat to his power, 

and the position and authority he confers on his -aides. In other words, it threatened 

Pharaoh’s claimed lordship and the values of that pagan community. It is imperative 

that advocates of divine faith, who call on people to believe in God as the only Lord 

in the universe, should be fully aware of the nature of the battle. Such awareness 

enables believers to think little of all that they may be forced to endure for the sake of 

their faith. They will be able to face death with fortitude because they are certain that 

they are the ones who believe in the Lord of the universe while their enemy follows a 

different religion. Indeed the very way that their enemy exercises power and 

subjugates people to his will is a denial of God’s lordship. Thus, the enemy is an 

unbeliever. It is not possible for believers to advocate the divine message, with all 

that awaits them of persecution along the way, unless they have both these issues 

clear in their minds: that they are the believers while their enemies are unbelievers, 

and that they are being so persecuted because of their faith, which is the only issue 

taken against them. 

We also have to note how remarkable and fascinating is the scene which describes 

the triumph of faith over life, human will over agony and man over Satan. Indeed, it 

is a breathtaking scene which we simply cannot adequately describe in human 

language. Let us, then confine ourselves to admiring its description in God’s own 

language as He paints it in the Qur’ n. 

What Constitutes Corruption 
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Let us now pickup the thread of the story as the curtains are drawn back to reveal 

a fourth scene where conspiracy is taking place. Pharaoh’s advisers felt that they 

simply could not allow Moses and those who believed with him, a small minority as 

they were, to go unpunished. They began to plot and instigate. They wanted Pharaoh 

to take strong action against Moses and his followers, raising before him the spectre 

of losing all his power and position, should he take a lenient attitude. They warned 

him against the possibility that the new faith, based on God’s oneness and Lordship 

of the universe, could be allowed to establish roots in society. Pharaoh was furious 

and began to issue his warnings feeling that he had the power to suppress the 

rebellion: “The great ones among Pharaoh’s people said: `Will you allow Moses and his 

people to spread corruption in the land and to forsake you and your gods?’ He replied: ‘We 

shall put their sons to death and shall spare only their women. We shall certainly overpower 

them.’” (Verse 127) 

Pharaoh did not claim Godhead in the sense that he was the creator and controller 

of the universe, or that he had power over natural forces. He simply claimed to be 

the god of his subjugated people, in the sense that he ruled them according to his 

own law and that they were subject to his will in all their affairs. This is still claimed 

by every ruler who enforces his own law and imposes his own will. This is lordship 

in both its linguistic and practical senses. 

Nor did the Egyptians serve Pharaoh in the sense that they addressed their 

worship rituals to him. They had their own deities as did Pharaoh himself. This is 

clearly understood from his aides’ statement where he is warned against being 

abandoned by Moses and his followers: “And to forsake you and your gods.” (Verse 127) 

This is also confirmed by what we know of the history of ancient Egypt. They served 

Pharaoh in the sense that they accepted his authority and never violated his law or 

disobeyed his orders. This is the practical and linguistic meaning of worship. Hence, 

if people in any community receive their laws from a human being and obey him, 

then they actually worship him. Indeed this is what the Prophet himself indicated 

when he interpreted the Qur’ nic verse which says in reference to the Jews and 

Christians: “They make of their clerics and monks lords besides God.” (9: 31) `Adiy ibn 

tim, who was formerly a Christian tribal chief, heard this verse at the time he 

accepted Islam. He said to the Prophet: “Messenger of God, they did not worship 

them.” The Prophet said to him: “Yes, indeed they did. They permitted them what 

was forbidden and forbade them what was lawful, and they accepted that. This is 

their worship of those clerics and monks.” (Related by al-Tirmidhī) 

At one time, Pharaoh says to the elders of his nation: “Nobles, you have no other God 

that I know of except myself” (28: 38) But this statement is interpreted by yet another 

reported in the Qur’ n: “My people, is the kingdom of Egypt not mine, and are these rivers 

which flow at my feet not mine also? Can you not see? Am I not better than this despicable 
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wretch, who can scarcely make his meaning plain? Why have no bracelets of gold been given 

him, or angels sent down to accompany him?” (43: 51-52) It is clear that he was 

comparing his authority and the gold that he had as a king with Moses’s plain 

appearance. His proclamation, “You have no other God that I know of except myself” (28: 

38) was simply an assertion that he was the only one to have the authority to make 

any order, and that he was the one to be obeyed at all times. Exercising such power 

is, in the linguistic sense and in practical terms, a claim to Godhead. The one who 

legislates for people and imposes his will on them exercises Godhead, whether he 

claims it verbally or not. It is in this light that we should understand the instigation 

of Pharaoh’s aides as they said to him: “Will you allow Moses and his people to spread 

corruption in the land and to forsake you and your gods?” (Verse 127) 

In their view, to declare that God is the only Lord in the universe is to spread 

corruption, because it entails that Pharaoh’s regime is illegitimate and his rule 

invalid. That regime was founded on giving all sovereignty to Pharaoh, or, to use a 

synonymous term, making him lord of his people. Hence, to them, corruption is 

spread in the land by overthrowing that regime and destroying the social set-up 

based on the lordship of human beings in order to establish a totally different 

situation which assigns lordship only to God. It is for this reason that they equated 

Moses’ forsaking of Pharaoh and his gods with spreading corruption in the land. 

How the Truth Unnerves Tyrants 

Pharaoh used to derive his authority from the religion based on the worship of 

those gods, making out that he was the favourite son of those gods. It was not a 

physical parenthood, because people knew very well that Pharaoh was born to a 

human couple. It was a symbolic relationship, which ensured for him the authority 

to exercise his power. If Moses and his people were to worship God, the Lord of all 

the worlds, forsaking those deities worshipped by the Egyptians, then they are 

practically destroying the foundation of Pharaoh’s spiritual authority over his 

people. We must remember here that the people themselves were transgressors, and 

hence their obedience to Pharaoh, as God Himself states: “Thus did he make fools of his 

people, and they obeyed him. They were indeed transgressors.” (43: 54) 

This is indeed the correct interpretation of history. Pharaoh could not have been 

obeyed by his people when he made fools of them, had they not been transgressors. 

A believer simply does not allow tyranny to fool him and will not obey tyranny in 

any respect, because he knows such obedience cannot be endorsed by true faith. This 

was what represented a threat to Pharaoh’s regime and power, as Moses called on 

people to believe in God, the Lord of all the worlds. The threat was embodied by the 

sorcerers’ positive response, coupled with the acceptance of the new faith by a 
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minority of Moses’s own people. Similarly, every social set-up established on the 

lordship of some human beings over others feels threatened by any call that aims to 

acknowledge the Lordship of God alone, or declaring that there is no deity other than 

God. We are speaking here of the true sense of this declaration which brings people 

into the fold of Islam, not its watered-down sense that prevails these days. 

We can now understand why Pharaoh was enraged by these words, feeling that 

his whole regime was seriously threatened. Hence, he made his brutal intentions 

clear: “We shall put their sons to death and shall spare only their women. We shall certainly 

overpower them.” (Verse 127) 

The Children of Israel suffered persecution on a similar scale by Pharaoh and his 

clique, as stated in S rah 28, The Story, in which we read: “Pharaoh made himself a 

tyrant in the land. He divided his people into casts, one group of which he persecuted, putting 

their sons to death and sparing only their daughters. Truly, he was an evildoer.” (28: 4) This 

is characteristic of tyranny everywhere, in all periods of history. It still resorts today 

to the same methods it employed centuries ago. 

To Whom the Future Belongs 

The s rah leaves Pharaoh and his clique to cook up their conspiracy and portrays a 

new scene that imparts to us the impression that Pharaoh put his threats and 

warnings into effect. Now we see the Prophet Moses speaking to his people in the 

language and with the passion of a prophet who truly knows His Lord and how His 

will works. He impresses on them the need to endure adversity with patience and to 

seek God’s help to overcome it. He enlightens them about the rules God has put in 

place in the universe, making it clear to them that the whole earth belongs to God 

alone and that He causes it to be inherited by any group of His servants according to 

His will. The ultimate trial will inevitably be given to those who fear none other than 

God. They complain to him that before he came they endured a wave of persecution 

and torture similar to that which they now suffer after his arrival. They feel that such 

persecution is endless. He declares that he sincerely hopes that God will destroy their 

enemy and cause them to be the heirs of the land to see how they conduct themselves 

when they are given the trust of building human life on earth: “Moses said to his 

people: ‘Turn to God (alone) for help and remain steadfast. The whole earth belongs to God. 

He allows it to be inherited by whomever He wills of His servants. The future belongs to those 

who are God-fearing.’ They said: ‘We have been oppressed before you came to us and since 

you have come to us.’ He replied: It may well be that your Lord will destroy your enemy and 

leave you to inherit the earth. He will then see how you conduct yourselves.” (Verses 128-

129) 

This is how a prophet sees the nature of Godhead and how it enlightens his heart. 
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He is aware of what takes place in the universe, the forces operating in it, the laws 

God has established in it and what those who remain steadfast, holding firmly to 

their faith, may hope for the future. The advocates of the true faith have only one safe 

haven and one protector who is God Almighty. They have to be patient in adversity 

until God, their protector, in His perfect wisdom, determines the time when He 

grants them victory. They may not precipitate matters because they cannot foretell 

the future and they do not know what will work for their own good. 

The whole earth belongs to God; while Pharaoh and his people are there only for a 

transitory period. God will allow, in His wisdom and according to the rules He has 

established, the earth to be inherited by whomever He chooses of His servants. 

Hence, the advocates of the true faith may not judge by appearances, which could 

give the impression that tyranny is firmly established on earth and cannot be driven 

out. It is the owner of the earth who decides when to kick those tyrants out. The God-

fearing will sooner or later be triumphant. Hence, the advocates of the true faith 

must not worry about the future or consider for a moment that those unbelievers will 

continue to have the upper hand for ever. 

Such is a prophet’s vision of the essential facts that govern what happens in the 

universe. But the Children of Israel have their typical characteristics: “They said: ‘We 

have been oppressed before you came to us and since you have come to us.’” (Verse 129) 

These words carry an implicit complaint. They are telling him that his coming to 

them as a Prophet has not changed anything. Their oppression seems to be 

everlasting. 

But the noble Prophet does not change his characteristic attitude: he continues to 

remind them of God. He counsels them to put all their trust in Him and raises before 

them the prospect that God may destroy their enemy and grant them victory. He 

couples this with a warning that victory brings to them a new test, which they have 

to take in order to prove themselves: “He replied: ‘It may well be that your Lord will 

destroy your enemy and leave you to inherit the earth. He will then see how you conduct 

yourselves.’” (Verse 129) 

 Moses’s vision is that of a Prophet who recognizes the laws of nature God has 

established, and how they operate in line with what He has promised both to those 

who remain steadfast and to those who deny Him. He can see as a reality that 

tyranny will be destroyed and that those who show steadfastness and who turn to 

God alone for help will be given victory. He thus points out the way to his people, 

which is sure to give them what they want. He tells them right at the outset that 

when they are allowed to inherit the earth, they are actually being put to a test. They 

will not be given it because they claim to be God’s favourite sons. Nor should they 

assume that He will not punish them for their sins, or that their power will continue 

for ever. It is all a test in which they have to prove themselves: “He will then see how 
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you conduct yourselves.” (Verse 129) Needless to say, God knows what is going to 

happen even before it happens. But His justice determines that He does not put 

human beings to account until they have actually done what He already knows they 

will do. He is certainly the One who knows all, and He is the most fair of judges. 

Who Brings Bad Omen 

We afflicted Pharaoh’s people with drought and poor harvests, so that they might take 
heed. Whenever something fine came their way, they would say: “This is our due”, but 
whenever affliction befell them, they attributed their ill omen to Moses and those who 
followed him. Surely, whatever befalls them has been decreed by God, though most of 
them do not know it. (Verses 130-131) 

Here we have another scene in the story whereby Pharaoh and his people begin to 

taste the fruits of injustice and tyranny, while the promises Moses has given to his 

people, based on his trust in his Lord, come true. The warnings, stressed in the entire 

s rah and endorsed throughout the story, are also seen to be true. 

The scene starts on a quiet note, but we can feel the storm gathering slowly. When 

the curtains are about to fall, the storm is at its highest, wreaking destruction and 

wiping the tyrants out. We also learn that the Children of Israel have been well 

rewarded for their steadfastness, while Pharaoh and his people were punished for 

their transgression. Both God’s promises and warnings have come true. The law of 

nature which He has established, sentencing unbelievers to destruction after testing 

them with hardship and affluence, has also operated in full: 

We afflicted Pharaoh’s people with drought and poor harvests, so that they might take 
heed. Whenever something fine came their way, they would say: “This is our due”, but 
whenever affliction befell them, they attributed their ill omen to Moses and those who 
followed him. Surely, whatever befalls them has been decreed by God, though most of 
them do not know it. They said [to Moses]: “Whatever sign you may produce before us 
in order to cast a spell on us, we shall not believe in you.” So we plagued them with 
floods, and locusts, and lice, and frogs, and blood: clear signs all; but they gloried in 
their arrogance, for they were evil-doing folk. Whenever a plague struck them, they 
would cry: `Moses, pray to your Lord for us on the strength of the covenant He has 
made with you. If you lift the plague from us, we will truly believe in you, and we will 
let the Children of Israel go with you. “But when We had lifted the plague from them, 
for a term they were sure to reach, they broke their promise. So We inflicted Our 
retribution on them, and caused them to drown in the sea, because they denied Our 
signs and were heedless of them. We caused the people who were persecuted and 
deemed utterly low to inherit the eastern and western parts of the land which We had 
blessed. Thus your Lord’s gracious promise to the Children of Israel was fufilled, 
because they were patient in adversity; and We destroyed all that Pharaoh and his 
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people had wrought, and all that they had built. (Verses 130-137) 

The shift in the sequence of the story suggests that Pharaoh and his group actually 

put their warnings into effect, killing men and sparing women. Moses and his 

followers where patient when this adversity befell them, proving that they were true 

believers hoping for intervention by God to lift their affliction. Thus, the whole 

situation was clearly identified: faith versus rejection of God’s message, tyranny 

against steadfastness, and human force opposing God. 

At this stage in the conflict, the Supreme Power intervenes to settle the issue 

between the two camps. “We afflicted Pharaoh’s people with drought and poor harvests, so 

that they might take heed.” (Verse 130) This was a first warning given in the form of 

drought and poor harvests. In the richly fertile land of Egypt, this was a highly 

worrying situation that called for reflection and reconsideration. But the tyrants, and 

those who are fooled by tyrants because of their own transgression, do not wish to 

reflect or reconsider. They simply do not accept that poor harvests and drought came 

in fulfilment of God’s warnings. They do not wish to admit the close relationship 

between the values of faith and practical life, because that relationship belongs to the 

realm that lies beyond human perception. They have been too hardened in their 

ignorant ways to be able to see anything beyond the material world. When they see 

some aspect of a world beyond, they cannot recognize God’s hand in it, or His free 

will. They attribute everything to blind coincidence.18 

Similarly, Pharaoh’s people preferred to overlook the early signs that should have 

awakened them as they pointed to the fact that God’s mercy is bestowed on people, 

even when they continue to disbelieve in Him. Paganism and its superstitions had 

corrupted their nature, so that they could not recognize or understand the elaborate 

laws maintaining the fine order of the universe and influencing human life. These are 

only recognized and appreciated by true believers; for they realize that the universe 

has not been created in vain, and that it is governed by strict and well-defined laws. 

This is indeed the correct scientific mentality, which does not deny what lies beyond 

our perception, because there is simply no conflict between scientific facts and such a 

world beyond. Nor does it deny the relationship between the values of faith and 

practical life, because these have been set by God Himself who wants His servants to 

believe in Him and to build human life on earth. He lays down for them laws that are 

in harmony with those operating in the universe so that there is no conflict between 

their existence and their world. 

                                                 
18 When the former Soviet Union and the Communist Bloc suffered poor harvests, Khrushchev could 
find no explanation other than to say, “nature is opposing us.” This came from the man who insisted 
on denying any unseen force and claimed to believe in scientific socialism. His attitude was one of 
deliberate blindness. Otherwise, what is this “nature” which has a will to oppose human beings? 
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So, Pharaoh’s people did not see the connection between their transgression and 

the oppression they wreaked on God’s servant on the one hand, and their affliction 

with drought and poor harvests in the richly fertile land of Egypt on the other. It was 

a gesture of God’s mercy to raise this fact before their very eyes, so that they could 

reflect. They should have remembered that the land of Egypt could always feed its 

people, except at times when God decided to try them with poor harvests after they 

had transgressed. Pharaoh’s people considered every good fortune that came their 

way as their due. Affliction and poor harvests were attributed to Moses and his 

followers as people who brought bad omen: “Whenever something fine came their way, 

they would say: ‘This is our due’, but whenever affliction befell them, they attributed their ill 

omen to Moses and those who followed him.” (Verse 131) 

When human nature turns away from faith, it cannot see God’s hand conducting 

its affairs, or His will initiating events. At this stage, it loses all its appreciation of the 

constant laws of the universe. It starts to give events isolated, disjointed 

interpretations and accepts all sorts of superstition, which lack even the slightest 

degree of coherence. A simple example is the statement made by Khrushchev, the 

advocate of scientific socialism, explaining poor harvests in the Soviet Union as the 

opposition of nature to the socialists. Those who try to explain events in allegedly 

`scientific’ terms, while denying God’s will, provide another example. What is 

singular is that some of them still claim to be Muslims when they deny the 

foundations of faith altogether. 

It was in the same vein that Pharaoh and his people interpreted events. Good 

fortune was their due, and it came to them because they deserved it, while affliction 

was the ill-omen Moses and his followers brought about. The word used here for “ill-

omen” has the same root as a “flying bird”. The connection originates from an 

Arabian pagan practice. When an Arab wanted to choose a course of action, he came 

to a bird’s nest and frightened the bird inside. If the bird flew to the right, the man 

felt that was a good omen and he followed his chosen line of action. If the bird flew 

to the left, the man considered that a bad omen and he stopped short. Islam stopped 

all this superstition and replaced it by a truly scientific line of thinking. It attributed 

matters to the laws God operates in the universe, and to God’s will ensuring the 

operation of all these laws. Events are valued on a scientific basis, which takes note of 

man’s intention, action and effort. All these are placed within the context of God’s 

free will: “Surely, whatever befalls them has been decreed by God, though most of them do 

not know it.” (Verse 131) 

Whatever happens to human beings has the same source, because it is decreed by 

God. It is to this source that their trial with affliction is attributed, as well as their trial 

with affluence: “We test you all with evil and good by way of trial. To Us you all must 

return.” (21: 35) The same source causes their punishment when they are punished 
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for their misdeeds. But most of them do not recognize this. These ancient unbelievers 

were the same as those who in our present day claim for themselves `scientific 

pragmatism’ in order to justify their denial of God’s will and His control of what lies 

beyond our world. Similar to them are those ‘scientific socialists’ who attribute their 

poor harvests to an antagonistic nature! All of them are ignorant, devoid of 

knowledge. 

The Promises of Unbelievers 

But Pharaoh’s people were too arrogant, always persisting with their evil ways 

and paying no heed to God’s signs or to any test to which they were put. They said to 

Moses: “Whatever sign you may bring before us in order to cast a spell on us, we shall not 

believe in you.” (Verse 132) It is an attitude of arrogance that will heed no reminder 

and will not respond to any proof. It is the attitude of a person who does not want to 

look or evaluate, because he declares his insistence on rejecting the message, even 

before proof is shown to him. Thus, he feels able to dismiss the proof altogether. This 

is an attitude which is frequently demonstrated by unbelievers after they have been 

overwhelmed by the truth and its clear proofs, while they recognize that their 

interests, wealth, authority and power belong elsewhere and are better served by 

denying the truth altogether. 

At this juncture, the supreme power of God intervenes: “So We plagued them with 

floods, and locusts, and lice, and frogs, and blood: clear signs all.” (Verse 133) All these 

clear signs were meant as a test and a warning. Their import was very clear, and all 

of them gave the same message, with each subsequent one endorsing what had gone 

beforehand. These clear signs were shown to them separately, but the s rah mentions 

them altogether here. Each time one of these plagues afflicted them, they rushed to 

Moses imploring him to pray to his Lord to save them. Every time they promised to 

let the Children of Israel go with him, if he would only relieve their affliction. They 

recognized that they themselves had no means of lifting their hardship: “Whenever a 

plague struck them, they would cry: ‘Moses, pray to your Lord for us on the strength of the 

covenant He has made with you. If you lift the plague from us, we will truly believe in you, 

and we will let the Children of Israel go with you.’” (Verse 134) Every time they broke 

their promise and resorted to their same ways and practices before the plague had 

smitten them. But the plague was lifted only in accordance with God’s will so as to 

let them alone for a while until their appointed term had come: “When We had lifted 

the plague from them for a term they were sure to reach, they broke their promise.” (Verse 

135) 

As we have already said, the s rah groups all these signs together, as if they came 

all at once, and as if they broke their promises once only. The fact remains that all 
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these trials were essentially one, and their ultimate result was the same as well. This 

is a method of presentation often employed in the Qur’ n in relating different events 

and their consequences to indicate that they are the same. It is in the nature of a 

sealed heart that it will always look at various experiences as one, benefiting nothing 

from them and learning no lesson. 

Now, how did these miraculous signs take place? We have only the Qur’ nic 

statement, and we have not found in authentic ĥadīths any further details. We 

maintain our method that we have followed in this work, going only as far as the 

Qur’ nic or authentic ĥadīths go. This ensures that we steer away from any 

superstition or unfounded report. Many of these have found their way into some 

older commentaries on the Qur’ n. Indeed, the commentary written by Im m al-

abarī and the one written by Ibn Kathīr, valuable indeed as they are, have not 

escaped such pitfalls. 

Al- abarī includes in his work on history and in his commentary on the Qur’ n 

several reports attributed to earlier scholars, explaining these signs. We will mention 

only one of these, given on the authority of Sa`īd ibn Jubayr, a famous scholar from 

the generation that followed the Prophet’s companions: 

When Moses asked Pharaoh to release to him the Children of Israel, Pharaoh 

refused. God plagued Pharaoh’s people with flooding rain. When they feared 

that it might have been a penalty, they said to Moses: “Pray to your Lord to 

cause this rain to cease, and we will send the Children of Israel with you.” He 

prayed to his Lord, and the rain stopped, but they, nevertheless, refused to 

believe in him. And did not let the Children of Israel go with him. 

God gave them that year plentiful harvests which gave them fruits and crops 

as they had never known before. They said: “We now have all that we ever 

wished for.” God then plagued them with the locusts which started ruining 

their meadows. When they saw what the locusts were doing to their 

meadows, they realized that they would also ruin all their harvest. Therefore, 

they appealed to Moses to pray to his Lord to lift the plague of locusts and 

promised that they would believe in him and let the Children of Israel go 

with him. He prayed to his Lord and the locusts went away. Nevertheless, 

Pharaoh’s people refused to believe in him or to release the Children of Israel. 

Thus, they had their harvest safe, and stored all their crops at their homes 

and storehouses. When they completed their work, they were very pleased 

with themselves. God then sent on them lice. A person would take out ten 

full sacks of his grains to the mill, but he would not get even one sack of 

flour. Once again, they rushed to Moses, imploring him to pray to his Lord to 

lift this plague. They again promised to believe in him and to release the 
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Children of Israel. Once more, he prayed to his Lord and He lifted their 

hardship, but they nevertheless rejected his message and refused to release 

the Children of Israel. 

Moses was sitting with Pharaoh when he heard the sound of a frog. He said 

to Pharaoh: “You and your people will soon suffer from this.” Pharaoh said: 

“What harm could this one do?” They hardly reached the evening when the 

frogs were all over them. A man would be up to his neck in frogs. If he 

opened his mouth to speak, frogs would jump into it. They again appealed to 

Moses to pray to his Lord to make the frogs go away. They again promised 

solemnly to believe in him and to release the Children of Israel. When that 

plague was lifted, they reverted to their hardened attitude. 

Now, God plagued them with blood. Every time they collected water from 

any river or any well, and indeed all the water they had in their containers, it 

turned into blood. They complained to Pharaoh and said that they had 

nothing to drink. He suggested that Moses had cast a spell on them. They 

said: “How could he have done that, when we find every drop of water that 

has been in our containers has turned into blood?” Again, they rushed to 

Moses and implored him to pray to his Lord, making the same solemn 

promises. He prayed as they had requested, and God answered his prayer 

and lifted the plague of blood off them. Nevertheless, they continued to 

refuse to believe in Moses and would not release the Children of Israel.19 

God knows best which of these stories corresponded to fact, and in what form 

each one of these signs was given. Any differences that might have occurred would 

not affect the message of these verses. God sent these signs by His own will, at a time 

He had determined, in order to test a particular people according to His law which 

punishes the rejecters so that they may turn to Him. 

Wreaking Vengeance on Hardened Unbelievers 

Despite their pagan religion, their total ignorance, and their transgression which 

enabled Pharaoh to take them as fools, they still rushed to the Prophet Moses, time 

and again, beseeching him to pray to his Lord on account of the covenant he had 

with Him. They felt that was the only way for the plague to be lifted. But those in 

power refused to honour their promises because their whole authority was based on 

their claim that Pharaoh was the Lord of his people. They feared what would have 

happened if God’s Lordship was to be recognized. That would have meant that the 

                                                 

19 Al- abarī, Ibn Jarīr, j mi` al-Bay n, Beirut, Vol. 6, p. 34 
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entire system, which assigned sovereignty and legislative authority to Pharaoh, 

would collapse, giving way to a system which recognized sovereignty as belonging 

only to God. 

In present-day j hiliyyah, God may allow pests to threaten harvests, but people do 

not turn back to God at all. If the farmers experience the natural feeling which occurs 

to human beings, even unbelievers, in times of hardship, that it is God who sends 

these plagues, and if they turn to God praying to Him to lift this affliction, the 

advocates of false `science’ tell them that their action is deeply rooted in superstition 

and metaphysics. They adopt a very sarcastic attitude in order to turn them back to a 

state of rejection that is far worse than that of ancient pagans. 

The end then takes place in accordance with God’s law of punishing unbelievers 

after having tested them both with affliction and affluence. 

Having given Pharaoh and his people every chance, and assigned for them a term 

which they were certain to reach, God destroyed Pharaoh and his clique. He also 

fulfilled His promise to the oppressed who remained patient in adversity: “So We 

inflicted Our retribution on them, and caused them to drown in the sea, because they denied 

Our signs and were heedless of them. We caused the people who were persecuted and deemed 

utterly low to inherit the eastern and western parts of the land which We had blessed. Thus 

your Lord’s gracious promise to the Children of Israel was fulfilled, because they were patient 

in adversity; and We destroyed all that Pharaoh and his people had wrought, and all that they 

had built.” (Verses 136-137) 

The s rah refers very briefly here to the drowning of Pharaoh and his people. The 

details are not given here in a relaxed pattern as they are given in other s rahs. What 

happens here instead is to give an air of swift punishment after the unbelievers have 

had a long time to reconsider. Hence, the details are overlooked. The swiftness of the 

punishment has its effect which fills us with awe. “So We inflicted Our retribution on 

them, and caused them to drown in the sea.” (Verse 136) Just one strike and they are all 

destroyed. Proud, arrogant and despotic they certainly were, and suddenly they sink 

right to the bottom of the sea. It is certainly a fitting recompense, “Because they denied 

Our signs and were heedless of them.” (Verse 136) The compatibility is made clear 

between their attitude of denying God’s signs, choosing to remain heedless of them 

and this fitting destiny. We are clearly told that events do not come as a result of 

coincidence. They do not just happen haphazardly, as simple people tend to think. 

To enhance the atmosphere of swiftness and decisiveness, the s rah also portrays 

the opposite picture of giving power to the oppressed. This is brought forward 

because the Children of Israel were not given power in Egypt, where Pharaoh and 

his people lived. Instead, they were given power when they were at their best in 

following divine guidance, before they deviated and incurred the punishment of 

humiliation and dispersal. Their kingdom was in Palestine, several decades after the 
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drowning of Pharaoh, and long after the Prophet Moses had passed away, and 

indeed after their forty years in the wilderness which is mentioned elsewhere in the 

Qur’ n. But the s rah glides over all these events and shifts from one period of time 

to another in order to highlight the fact that they were established and given power 

to be free to conduct their own affairs. This provides a clear contrast with their state 

of weakness when they endured Pharaoh’s persecution: “We caused the people who 

were persecuted and deemed utterly low to inherit the eastern and western parts of the land 

which We had blessed. Thus your Lord’s gracious promise to the Children of Israel was 

fulfilled, because they were patient in adversity; and We destroyed all that Pharaoh and his 

people had wrought, and all that they had built.” (Verse 137) 

Restricted by the limitations of time as we are, we, human beings, speak of a time 

order because we record events in accordance with their occurrence and the moment 

when we note their happening. For this reason, we say that the power that was given 

to those who were oppressed came after the event of Pharaoh’s drowning. That is 

our own understanding of events. What could “before” and “after” signify to God in 

His absolute knowledge, we cannot tell. All that takes place clearly appears to Him in 

full vision, with nothing partially or totally screened by limitations of time and place. 

To Him everything is known absolutely perfectly, while our knowledge remains 

scanty indeed. 

Thus the curtain falls with the scene of total destruction on the one side and that of 

a new power to build a new civilization on the other. Pharaoh, yesterday’s tyrant, is 

drowned with his people. All that they had built in this life, and all the edifices and 

towers they raised on great pillars, and all their construction, vineyards and riches lie 

in ruin. All this takes place in a fraction of a moment, and all is portrayed in a few 

short words. 

This is an example given by God to the small band of believers in Makkah who 

suffered persecution by the pagan Arabs. It also provides a wider perspective to 

every group of believers suffering persecution at the hands of the new pharaohs of 

this world. They can always look at the oppression they suffer in the same light as 

those believers suffered at Pharaoh’s hands. They remained steadfast and showed 

patience in adversity, so God caused them to inherit the blessed land to see how they 

would conduct themselves. 
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9 
Relapse into a State of 

Ignorance 

We led the Children of Israel across the sea; and 

thereupon they came upon people who were 

dedicated to the worship of some idols of theirs. 

Said [the Children of Israel]: “Moses, set up a 

god for us like the gods they have.” He replied: 

“You are indeed an ignorant people. (138) 

As for these people: their method will inevitably 

lead to destruction, and worthless is all that they 

have been doing.” (139) 

[And] he said: “Am I to seek for you a deity 

other than God, although He has favoured you 

above all other people?” (140) 

We have indeed saved you from Pharaoh’s people, 

who oppressed you cruelly: they slew your sons and 

spared your women. Surely that was an awesome 

trial from your Lord. (141) 
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We appointed for Moses thirty nights, to which 

We added ten, whereby the term of forty nights set 

by His Lord was complete. Moses said to his 

brother Aaron: “Take my place among my 

people and act righteously. Do not follow the path 

of those who spread corruption.” (142) 

When Moses came for Our appointment and his 

Lord spoke to him, he said: “My Lord, show 

Yourself to me, so that I may look at You.” Said 

[God] : “You shall not see Me. But look upon 

the mountain; if it remains firm in its place, then, 

only then, you shall see Me.” When his Lord 

revealed His glory to the mountain, He sent it 

crashing down. Moses fell down senseless. When 

he came to himself, he said: “Limitless You are 

in Your glory. To You I turn in repentance. I am 

the first to truly believe in You.” (143) 

He said: “Moses, I have chosen you of all 

mankind and favoured you by entrusting My 

messages to you and by My speaking to you. 

Take then what I have given you and be 

thankful.” (144) 

We wrote for him on the tablets all manner of 

admonition, clearly spelling out everything, and 

(said to him): “Implement them with strength 

and determination, and bid your people to observe 

what is best in them. I shall show you the abode 

of the transgressors. (145) 
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“I will turn away from My revelations those who, 

without any right, behave arrogantly on earth: for, 

though they may see every sign, they do not believe 

in it. If they see the path of righteousness, they do 

not choose to follow it, but if they see the path of 

error, they choose it for their path; because they 

disbelieve in Our revelations and pay no heed to 

them. (146) 

“Those who deny Our revelations and the 

certainty of the meeting in the hereafter will see all 

their works collapse. Are they to be rewarded for 

anything other than what they have done?’ (147) 

In his absence, the people of Moses took to the 

worship of the effigy of a calf made of their 

ornaments, which gave a lowing sound. Did they 

not see that it could neither speak to them nor give 

them any guidance? Yet they took to worshipping 

it, for they were evildoers. (148) 

When they were later afflicted with remorse, 

having realized that they had gone astray, they 

said: “If our Lord does not have mercy on us and 

forgive us, we shall certainly be losers.” (149) 
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When Moses returned to his people, full of wrath 

and sorrow, he said: “What an evil thing you 

have done in my absence! Have you tried to hurry 

up your Lord’s command?” He put down the 

tablets and, seizing his brother by the head, he 

pulled him to himself. Cried Aaron, “Son of my 

mother, the people felt I was weak and they 

almost killed me. Do not let our enemies rejoice 

over my affliction, and do not count me among the 

evil-doing folk.” (150) 

Said [Moses]: “My Lord, forgive me and my 

brother, and admit us to Your grace: for You are 

indeed the most merciful of those who are 

merciful.” (151) 

Those who took to worshipping the calf have 

surely incurred their Lord’s wrath, and disgrace 

[will be their lot] in this life. Thus do We reward 

those who invent falsehood. (152) 

But those who do evil deeds and, later repent and 

truly believe will surely, after such repentance, find 

your Lord to be much-forgiving, most merciful. 

(153) 

Then when his wrath had subsided, Moses took 

up the tablets, upon which was inscribed a text of 

guidance and grace to those who stood in awe of 

their Lord. (154) 

$£ϑs9 uρ yì y_u‘ #©y›θãΒ 4’ n<Î) ⎯ Ïμ ÏΒöθs% z⎯≈ t7 ôÒxî 

$Z Å™ r& tΑ$s% $yϑ|¡ø⁄ Î/ ’ ÎΤθãΚçFø n=yz .⎯ ÏΒ ü“Ï‰÷èt/ ( 
óΟ çFù=Éftã r& z öΔr& öΝ ä3În/ u‘ ( ’ s+ ø9 r& uρ yy# uθø9 F{ $# x‹s{ r& uρ 

Ä¨ ù& tÎ/ Ïμ‹ Åzr& ÿ… çν ”èg s† Ïμ ø‹s9 Î) 4 tΑ$s% t⎦ø⌠ $# ¨Π é& ¨βÎ) 

tΠ öθs) ø9 $# ’ÎΤθà yèôÒoK ó™ $# (#ρßŠ% x. uρ ©Í_ tΡθè=çGø) tƒ Ÿξsù 

ôM Ïϑô±è@ š†Î1 u™!# y‰ôã F{ $# Ÿωuρ ©Í_ ù=yèøg rB yì tΒ 

ÏΘöθs) ø9 $# t⎦⎫ÏϑÎ=≈ ©à9 $# ∩⊇∈⊃∪  

tΑ$s% Éb>u‘ öÏ øî $# ’ Í< ©ÅL{ uρ $oΨ ù=Åz÷Š r& uρ †Îû 

y7 ÏGuΗ÷q u‘ ( |MΡr& uρ ãΝ ymö‘ r& š⎥⎫ÏΗ¿q≡ §9 $# ∩⊇∈⊇∪  

¨βÎ) t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (#ρä‹sƒ ªB $# Ÿ≅ ôfÏèø9 $# öΝ çλé;$uΖt y™ Ò= ŸÒxî 

⎯ ÏiΒ öΝ Îγ În/ §‘ ×'©!ÏŒ uρ ’Îû Íο 4θuŠ ysø9 $# $u‹ ÷Ρ‘‰9 $# 4 
y7 Ï9≡ x‹x. uρ “Ì“ øg wΥ t⎦⎪ÎtIø ßϑø9 $# ∩⊇∈⊄∪  

t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# uρ (#θè=ÏΗxå ÏN$t↔ Íh‹ ¡¡9 $# ¢Ο èO (#θç/$s? .⎯ÏΒ 

$yδÏ‰÷èt/ (# þθãΖtΒ# u™uρ ¨βÎ) y7 −/ u‘ .⎯ ÏΒ $yδÏ‰÷èt/ 

Ö‘θà tós9 ÒΟ‹ Ïm§‘ ∩⊇∈⊂∪  

$£ϑs9 uρ |M s3y™ ⎯ tã ©y›θ•Β Ü= ŸÒtóø9 $# x‹s{ r& 

yy# uθø9 F{ $# ( ’ Îûuρ $pκ ÉJy‚ó¡èΣ “W‰èδ ×π uΗ÷q u‘ uρ t⎦⎪Ï% ©#Ïj9 

öΝ èδ öΝ ÍκÍh5tÏ9 tβθç7 yδö tƒ ∩⊇∈⊆∪  
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Moses chose out of his people seventy men to come 

at a time set by Us. Then, when they were seized 

by violent trembling, he said: “My Lord, had it 

been Your will, You could have destroyed them, 

and myself too, long ago. Would You destroy us 

because of what the weak-minded among us have 

done? This is only a trial You have ordained, 

whereby You allow to go astray whom You will, 

and You guide aright whom You will. You alone 

are our guardian: grant us, then, forgiveness and 

bestow mercy on us. You are the best of all those 

who do forgive. (155) 

Ordain for us what is good, both in this world 

and in the life to come. To You alone we turn.” 

[God] answered: “I afflict anyone I wish with 

My torment while My grace encompasses all 

things; so I will confer it on those who steer away 

from evil, and spend in charity, and who believe in 

Our signs— (156) 

those who follow the Messenger, the unlettered 

Prophet whom they shall find described in the 

Torah and the Gospel that are with them. He 

commands them to do what is right and forbids 

them to do what is wrong, and makes lawful to 

them the good things of life and forbids them all 

that is foul. He lifts from them their burdens and 

the shackles that weigh upon them. Those, 

therefore, who believe in him, honour and support 

him, and follow the light that has been bestowed 

from on high through him shall indeed be 

successful.” (157) 

u‘$tG÷z$# uρ 4©y›θãΒ … çμ tΒöθs% t⎦⎫Ïèö7 y™ Wξã_u‘ 

$oΨ ÏG≈ s)‹ ÏϑÏj9 ( !$£ϑn=sù ãΝ åκ øEx‹s{ r& èπ x ô_§9 $# tΑ$s% Éb>u‘ 

öθs9 |M ø⁄ Ï© Ο ßγ tFõ3n=÷δr& ⎯ ÏiΒ ã≅ö6 s% }‘≈ −ƒÎ) uρ ( 
$uΖä3Î=öκ èEr& $oÿÏ3 Ÿ≅ yèsù â™!$yγ x ¡9 $# !$̈ΖÏΒ ( ÷βÎ) }‘ Ïδ ωÎ) 

y7 çGt⊥ ÷GÏù ‘≅ ÅÒè? $pκ Í5 ⎯ tΒ â™!$t±n@ ”Ï‰öκ sEuρ ⎯ tΒ 

â™!$t±n@ ( |MΡr& $oΨ •‹ Ï9 uρ öÏ øî $$sù $uΖs9 $uΖ÷Η xq ö‘ $# uρ ( 
|MΡr& uρ çö yz t⎦⎪ÌÏ≈ tóø9 $# ∩⊇∈∈∪  

* ó= çGò2$# uρ $uΖs9 ’ Îû ÍνÉ‹≈ yδ $u‹ ÷Ρ‘‰9 $# Zπ uΖ|¡ym 

’ Îûuρ Íο tÅzFψ$# $̄ΡÎ) !$tΡô‰èδ y7 ø‹s9 Î) 4 tΑ$s% þ’ Î1# x‹tã 

Ü=Š Ï¹é& ⎯ Ïμ Î/ ô⎯ tΒ â™!$x© r& ( ©ÉLyϑômu‘ uρ ôM yèÅ™ uρ 

¨≅ ä. &™ó©x« 4 $pκ â: çGø. r'|¡sù t⎦⎪Ï% ©#Ï9 tβθà) −Gtƒ 

šχθè?÷σ ãƒ uρ nο 4θŸ2̈“9 $# t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# uρ Ν èδ $uΖÏG≈ tƒ$t↔ Î/ 

tβθãΖÏΒ÷σ ãƒ ∩⊇∈∉∪  

t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# šχθãèÎ7 −Ftƒ tΑθß™ §9 $# ¢©É< ¨Ζ9 $# ¥_ÍhΓW{ $# 

“Ï% ©!$# … çμ tΡρß‰Åg s† $¹/θçGõ3 tΒ öΝ èδy‰Ψ Ïã ’ Îû 

Ïπ1 u‘öθ−G9 $# È≅‹ ÅgΥM}$# uρ Ν èδããΒù'tƒ Å∃ρã÷èyϑø9 $$Î/ 

öΝ ßγ8pκ ÷] tƒ uρ Ç⎯ tã Ìx6Ψ ßϑø9 $# ‘≅ Ïtä†uρ ÞΟ ßγ s9 

ÏM≈ t6 Íh‹ ©Ü9$# ãΠ Ìhpt ä†uρ ÞΟ Îγ øŠ n=tæ y] Í× ¯≈ t6 y‚ø9 $# ßì ŸÒtƒ uρ 

öΝ ßγ ÷Ζtã öΝ èδuñÀÎ) Ÿ≅≈n=øñF{ $# uρ ©ÉL©9 $# ôM tΡ% x. 

óΟ Îγ øŠ n=tæ 4 š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$$sù (#θãΖtΒ# u™ ⎯Ïμ Î/ çνρâ‘ ¨“ tãuρ 

çνρã|ÁtΡuρ (#θãè t7 ¨?$# uρ u‘θ‘Ζ9 $# ü“Ï% ©!$# tΑ Ì“Ρé& ÿ… çμ yètΒ   
y7 Í× ¯≈ s9 'ρé& ãΝèδ šχθßsÎ=ø ßϑø9 $# ∩⊇∈∠∪  
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Say: Mankind, I am indeed God’s Messenger to 

you all. It is to Him that sovereignty over the 

heavens and the earth belongs. There is no deity 

other than Him. He alone grants life and causes 

death. Believe, then, in God and His Messenger, 

the unlettered Prophet, who believes in God and 

His words. And follow him, so that you may be 

rightly guided. (158) 

Yet among the folk of Moses there are some who 

guide (others) by means of the truth and act justly 

in its light. (159) 

We divided them into twelve tribes, each a 

community. And when his people asked Moses 

for water to drink, We inspired him: “Strike the 

rock with your staff.” Twelve springs gushed forth 

from it, and each tribe knew its drinking- place. 

We caused the clouds to draw their shadow over 

them and sent down for them manna and quails, 

[saying]: “Eat of the good things We have given 

you as sustenance.” Yet they could do Us no 

wrong, but they certainly wronged themselves. 

(160) 

It was said to them: “Dwell in this city and eat of 

its food whatever you may wish, and say: “Lord, 

relieve us of our burden,” and enter the gate in 

humility. We will forgive you your sins, and We 

will richly reward those who do good.” (161) 

ö≅ è% $yγ •ƒ r'̄≈ tƒ ÚZ$̈Ζ9 $# ’ ÎoΤ Î) ãΑθß™ u‘ «!$# 

öΝ à6 ö‹s9 Î) $·èŠ ÏΗsd “Ï% ©!$# … çμ s9 Ûù=ãΒ 

ÏN≡ uθ≈ yϑ¡¡9 $# ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# uρ ( Iω tμ≈ s9Î) ωÎ) uθèδ 

⎯ Ç‘ ósãƒ àM‹ Ïϑãƒ uρ ( (#θãΨ ÏΒ$ t↔ sù «!$$Î/ Ï&Î!θß™ u‘ uρ 

Äc©É< ¨Ψ9 $# Çc’ÍhΓW{ $# ”Ï% ©!$# Ú∅ÏΒ÷σ ãƒ «!$$Î/ 

⎯ Ïμ ÏG≈ yϑÎ=Ÿ2uρ çνθãèÎ7 ¨?$# uρ öΝ à6 ¯=yès9 
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( (#θè=à2 ⎯ ÏΒ ÏM≈ t6 ÍhŠ sÛ $tΒ óΟ à6≈ oΨ ø%y—u‘ 4 $tΒuρ 

$tΡθßϑn= sß ⎯ Å3≈ s9 uρ (#þθçΡ% Ÿ2 öΝ åκ |¦àΡr& 

šχθßϑÎ=ôà tƒ ∩⊇∉⊃∪  
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But the wrongdoers among them substituted other 

words for those which they had been given. 

Therefore We let loose against them a scourge 

from heaven in requital for their wrongdoing. 

(162) 

Ask them about the town which stood by the sea: 

how its people profaned the Sabbath. Each Sab-

bath their fish appeared before them breaking the 

water’s surface, but they would not come near 

them on other than Sabbath days. Thus did We 

try them because of their disobedience. (163) 

When some among them asked: “Why do you 

preach to people whom God is certain to destroy, 

or at least to punish severely?” [others] replied: 

“So that we may be free from blame in the sight 

of your Lord, and that they may become God-

fearing.” (164) 

When they had forgotten all the warnings they 

had been given, We saved those who had tried to 

prevent evil, and overwhelmed the transgressors 

with dreadful suffering for their iniquitous deeds. 

(165) 

And when they insolently persisted in doing what 

they had been forbidden to do, We said to them: 

“Turn into despicable apes.” (166) 

Then your Lord declared that He would most 

certainly raise against them people who would 

cruelly oppress them till the Day of Resurrection. 

Your Lord is swift indeed in His retribution, yet 

tΑ £‰t6 sù š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# (#θßϑn=sß öΝ åκ ÷] ÏΒ »ωöθs% uö xî 

”Ï% ©!$# Ÿ≅Š Ï% óΟ ßγ s9 $uΖù=y™ ö‘ r'sù öΝ ÎγøŠ n=tæ # Y“ ô_Í‘ 

š∅ÏiΒ Ï™!$yϑ¡¡9 $# $yϑÎ/ (#θçΡ$Ÿ2 šχθßϑÎ=ôà tƒ 

∩⊇∉⊄∪  

öΝ ßγ ù=t↔ ó™ uρ Ç⎯ tã Ïπ tƒös) ø9 $# ©ÉL©9 $# ôM tΡ$Ÿ2 nο uÅÑ% tn 

Ìóst7 ø9 $# øŒ Î) šχρß‰÷è tƒ ’ Îû ÏM ö6 ¡¡9 $# øŒÎ) óΟ ÎγŠ Ï?ù's? 

öΝ ßγ çΡ$tF‹ Ïm tΠ öθtƒ öΝ Îγ ÏFö; y™ $Yã §ä© tΠ öθtƒ uρ Ÿω 
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Ν èδθè=ö6 tΡ $yϑÎ/ (#θçΡ% x. tβθà) Ý¡ø tƒ ∩⊇∉⊂∪  

øŒ Î) uρ ôM s9$s% ×π ¨Βé& öΝ åκ ÷] ÏiΒ zΝ Ï9 tβθÝà Ïès? $·Βöθs%   ª!$# 
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Ïπ yϑ≈ uŠ É) ø9 $# ∅tΒ öΝ ßγ ãΒθÝ¡o„ u™þθß™ É># x‹ yèø9 $# 3 
¨βÎ) š−/ u‘ ßìƒ Ì|¡s9 ÅU$s) Ïèø9 $# ( … çμ ¯ΡÎ) uρ Ö‘θà tó s9 

ÒΟ‹ Ïm§‘ ∩⊇∉∠∪  
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Preview 

This passage discusses a new episode in the history of Moses and the Children of 

Israel, after God has saved them from their enemy. In the previous passage we see 

He is certainly much forgiving, merciful. (167) 

We dispersed them all over the earth as separate 

communities; some of them were righteous, and 

some far from that, and We tried them with 

blessings and misfortunes, so that they might 

mend their ways. (168) 

They were succeeded by generations who inherited 

the Book. Yet these are keen to enjoy the fleeting 

pleasures of this lower world and say, “We shall 

be forgiven.” Should some similar pleasures come 

their way, they would certainly be keen to indulge 

them. Have they not solemnly pledged through 

their Scriptures to say nothing but the truth about 

God? And have they not studied well what is in 

[the Scriptures]? Surely the life in the hereafter is 

better for all who are God-fearing. Will you not 

use your reason? (169) 

As for those who hold fast to the Scriptures and 

attend regularly to their prayers, We shall not fail 

to reward those who enjoin the doing of what is 

right. (170) 

We suspended the mountain over them as if it 

were a shadow, and they thought that it would 

fall down on them [We said]: Hold fast with all 

your strength to what We have given you and 

bear in mind all that it contains, so that you may 

remain God- fearing. (171) 

÷Λ àι≈ oΨ ÷è©Ü s%uρ †Îû ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# $VϑtΒé& ( ÞΟ ßγ ÷Ψ ÏiΒ 

šχθßsÎ=≈ ¢Á9 $# öΝ åκ÷] ÏΒuρ tβρßŠ šÏ9≡ sŒ ( 
Ν ßγ≈tΡöθ n=t/ uρ ÏM≈ oΨ |¡ysø9 $$Î/ ÏN$t↔ Íh‹ ¡¡9 $# uρ öΝ ßγ ¯=yès9 

tβθãèÅ_ötƒ ∩⊇∉∇∪  

y#n=y⇐ sù .⎯ ÏΒ öΝ ÏδÏ‰÷è t/ ×#ù=yz (#θèOÍ‘ uρ |=≈ tGÅ3ø9 $# 

tβρä‹è{ ù'tƒ uÚ ztä # x‹≈ yδ 4’ oΤ÷Š F{ $# tβθä9θà) tƒ uρ 

ãx øóã‹y™ $uΖs9 βÎ) uρ öΝ Íκ ÌEù'tƒ ÖÚ { tã … ã&é#÷W ÏiΒ 

çνρä‹è{ ù'tƒ 4 óΟ s9 r& õ‹s{ ÷σ ãƒ Ν Íκö n=tã ß,≈ sV‹ ÏiΒ É=≈ tGÅ3ø9 $# 

βr& ω (#θä9θà) tƒ ’ n?tã «!$# ωÎ) ¨,ysø9 $# (#θß™ u‘ yŠ uρ 

$tΒ ÏμŠ Ïù 3 â‘#¤$!$# uρ äο tÅzFψ$# ×ö yz š⎥⎪Ï% ©#Ïj9 

tβθà) −Gtƒ 3 Ÿξsùr& tβθè=É) ÷è s? ∩⊇∉®∪  

t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# uρ šχθä3Åb¡yϑãƒ É=≈ tFÅ3ø9 $$Î/ (#θãΒ$s% r& uρ 
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* øŒ Î) uρ $uΖø) tG tΡ Ÿ≅ t6 pg ø:$# ôΜ ßγ s% öθsù … çμ̄Ρr( x. ×'©#àß 

(# þθ‘Ζsß uρ … çμ ¯Ρr& 7ì Ï%# uρ öΝÍκ Í5 (#ρä‹è{ !$tΒ Ν ä3≈ oΨ ÷ s?# u™ 

;ο §θà) Î/ (#ρãä. øŒ $# uρ $tΒ ÏμŠ Ïù ÷/ä3ª=yès9 tβθà) −Gs? ∩⊇∠⊇∪ 
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how Pharaoh and his people were drowned in the sea and all that they had done and 

built was destroyed. In this episode, Moses does not confront the tyranny of Pharaoh 

and his people, for that battle is over. He fights a different sort of battle, which may 

be longer and more ferocious. He is fighting against the human self. Traces of 

ignorance and humiliation still had their effects on the nature of the Children of 

Israel, allowing traits of deviousness, cruelty, cowardice and weakness to reveal 

themselves in their attitude. These traits are bound to take their toll on human 

nature, because nothing corrupts human nature more than living for a long while 

under tyranny and in an atmosphere of terror and fear that compels people to resort 

to devious scheming in order to avoid trouble. 

The Children of Israel lived under this type of suffering for a long while. They 

endured a reign of terror, coupled with Pharaoh’s idolatrous faith. At first, Pharaoh 

killed their sons but spared their women. When this type of brutal tyranny abated, it 

only gave way to a life of humiliation and subjugation. A long life in these conditions 

was certain to corrupt their nature, leading them to wrong concepts and filling them 

with cowardice and a cruel bitterness. Equipped with the fine insight granted by God 

to His best servants, `Umar ibn al-Kha b, recognized the interactions of human 

nature when he gave his instructions to those whom he appointed as governors of 

various provinces, urging them to take good care of their subjects, and saying: “Do 

not thrash them, because that would humiliate them.” He realized that a physical 

beating is likely to humiliate people. His Islamic faith wanted him to make sure that 

people living under an Islamic government should have their integrity preserved. 

They must never be beaten by rulers, because they are not slaves to be subjugated by 

their rulers. They are servants of God only and their integrity is clearly evident when 

they deal with anyone else. 

The Children of Israel were beaten and thrashed under Pharaoh’s rule until they 

became too humble and submissive. Indeed, physical beating was the mildest type of 

humiliation they suffered in peaceful times. The Egyptians were also beaten and 

thrashed until they also became submissive and Pharaoh could make fools of them. 

They were beaten under Pharaoh’s tyranny as also under Roman tyranny. It was 

under Islam that they were saved from all this humiliation, because Islam granted 

them their freedom and made them serve only the Lord of all mankind. During `Amr 

ibn al- ` s’s reign, who liberated Egypt and brought it under the rule of Islam, his 

own son thrashed a young Coptic Egyptian who probably still bore the marks of 

flogging by the agents of the Byzantine authority. The Copt’s father was furious 

because his son had suffered one lash from the whip of the governor’s son. He 

travelled for a month on camel’s back to put his complaint to `Umar ibn al-Kha b, 

the Caliph, who was the overall ruler of the Muslim state. Yet only a few years earlier 

the father endured endless flogging under the Byzantines. 
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This transformation was a miracle achieved by Islam when it reawakened the 

feeling of integrity in the hearts of the Egyptian Copts and all those who came under 

Islamic rule wherever they were. Even those who did not come to accept Islam 

regained their integrity. This was indeed a miracle, reclaiming those hearts and souls 

after they had endured centuries of humiliation and submissiveness. Their 

rediscovered integrity could only have been given back to them by Islam. 

It is within this reclamation process of the hearts and minds of the Children of 

Israel that we will witness sin in this forthcoming passage of the s rah. It represents 

Moses’s task in this new episode, after he has crossed the sea with the Children of 

Israel, leaving Egypt behind them. In the Qur’ nic account we will see how the 

Israelites had to cope with the responsibilities of freedom and the divine message 

after having endured submissiveness and ignorance for a very long time. We will see 

them dealing with Moses with all the deviousness, ignorance and transgression that 

had left their marks on their nature. We will also see how Moses (peace be upon him) 

faced up to this mammoth task, and the troubles he had to endure as he tried to 

reform their natures. 

These troubles are encountered by every advocate of the divine message when he 

tries to reform people that have for long lived under tyranny and acquired a 

submissive nature. The situation is even worse if those people have known the divine 

faith but have forgotten it following years of abandonment. In such a situation, the 

message of the divine faith appears lifeless to such people. Hence, the advocate of 

divine faith needs to double his efforts and his patience. He needs an inexhaustible 

wealth of patience in order to cope with such people’s deviousness, transgression, 

rigid nature and petty concerns. He also needs to be able to cope with sudden 

setbacks that will jolt him at every stage as he finds those people trying time and 

again to relapse into ignorance. 

This is perhaps one reason why the Qur’ n frequently relates to the Muslim 

community the history of the Children of Israel in such detail. Their history and 

experience are of benefit to the advocates of the divine faith in every generation. 

Trampling Over God’s Favours 

We led the Children of Israel across the sea; and thereupon they came upon people who 
were dedicated to the worship of some idols of theirs. Said [the Children of Israel]: 
“Moses, set up a god for us like the gods they have.” He replied: “You are indeed an 
ignorant people. As for these people: their method will inevitably lead to destruction, 
and worthless is all that they have been doing. “[And] he said: `Am I to seek for you a 
deity other than God, although He has favoured you above all other people?” We have 
indeed saved you from Pharaoh’s people, who oppressed you cruelly: they slew your 
sons and spared your women. Surely that was an awesome trial from your Lord. 
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(Verses 138-141) 

This picture of the Children of Israel after having crossed the sea is the seventh 

scene in this story. We clearly see here the deviant, incorrigible nature of those 

people encumbered by their long history. It has not been long since they were 

subjected to cruel oppression under the paganism of Pharaoh and his people. A short 

while earlier, they were saved from that oppression at the hands of their Prophet and 

leader, Moses, in the name of God, the only Lord in the universe, who destroyed 

their enemy and parted the sea for them to cross. Yet hardly had they crossed the sea 

than they came upon pagan people, dedicated to the worship of idols. At that 

moment, they asked Moses, the Prophet sent by the Lord of the universe preaching 

self-surrender to the One God, to set up for them a deity to worship. “We led the 

Children of Israel across the sea; and thereupon they came upon people who were dedicated to 

the worship of some idols of theirs. Said [the Children of Israel]: ‘Moses, set up a god for us 

like the gods they have.’” (Verse 138) 

Diseases of the soul are contagious just like diseases of the body, yet the infection 

cannot be passed on except to souls that are ready to receive it. As accurately and 

faithfully portrayed in the Qur’ n, the nature of the Children of Israel is weak, totally 

lacking in resolve. It hardly begins to follow proper guidance when it relapses into 

deviation. Scarcely does it begin to elevate itself before it tumbles again. When it has 

gone only a short distance along the straight path, it suffers a sudden setback. All this 

is accompanied by a rigid and hardened attitude that will not abide by the dictates of 

the truth. Here we see their nature brought out in full relief. Hardly had they come 

across people engaged in worshipping deities than they began to overlook what they 

had been taught over a period extending more than twenty years since Moses first 

called on them to believe in God’s oneness. Some reports mention that Moses spent 

twenty-three years in Egypt from the day when he first put his message to Pharaoh 

and his people to the day when he crossed the sea with the Children of Israel. They 

even forgot the miracle that had only a short while ago saved them from Pharaoh 

and drowned him and his army. Those who were with Pharaoh subjugated and 

oppressed the Children of Israel in the name of idolatry. Pharaoh’s aides tried to 

provoke him so that he would punish Moses and his followers. They said to him: 

“Will you allow Moses and his people to spread corruption in the land and to forsake you and 

your gods?” (Verse 127) Yet those very Children of Israel forgot all this and made 

their singular request of Moses, the messenger sent by the Lord of the universe, to set 

up a god for them! Had they themselves made such gods, the matter would appear 

less strange than asking Moses to provide them with one. But such is the nature of 

the Israelites. 

Motivated by his faith in God, the Lord of the universe, Moses was very angry. He 

could not understand how his people could relapse into paganism. He said to them: 
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“You are indeed an ignorant people.” (Verse 138) He did not specify what they were 

ignorant of, because he wanted this description to apply in its fullest sense. In the 

Arabic original, the term “ignorant” is used in two senses, contrasting with 

knowledge and wisdom. Such a request betrays a total lack of both. This tells us that 

deviation from the faith based on God’s oneness into paganism can only happen to 

those who are both ignorant and stupid. Knowledge and wisdom will inevitably lead 

to believing in God’s oneness. No true knowledge or true wisdom can lead anywhere 

else. When science and reason look at this universe and the laws that operate in it 

they understand that all these laws point to the single Creator who has set 

everything in motion. These laws do not reflect only God’s careful planning, but also 

the unity, the complementarity and coherence between these laws and the effects of 

their operation. All this would readily appear to anyone who reflects properly on the 

universe and what takes place in it. No one will turn a blind eye to all that except 

ignorant and stupid people, although they may claim to have knowledge, as they 

often do. 

Moses explains to his people what may result out of their request, pointing to the 

terrible end that awaits those whom they wanted to imitate, making gods similar to 

theirs: “As for these people: their method will inevitably lead to destruction, and worthless is 

all that they have been doing.” (Verse 139) 

Their idolatry, and the type of life they lead on the basis of such beliefs are in vain. 

The large army of functionaries and clerics, and the rulers who derive their authority 

from such a chaotic mess and all the erroneous concepts and corrupted life that result 

from deviating away from belief in one God are of no avail. They will all end in ruin. 

But Moses’s anger at his people’s attitude takes an even stronger expression and in 

a higher pitch that also wonders at how they could so quickly forget God’s grace 

when its manifestations are still there: “Am I to seek for you a deity other than God, 

although He has favoured you above all other people?” (Verse 140) 

That they were favoured above all mankind in their own time was reflected in the 

fact that they were chosen to be the bearers of the divine message of God’s oneness. 

This is the greatest favour of all. They were also chosen to be the heirs to inherit the 

blessed land, which was at that time in pagan hands. How could they, after all this, 

request their Prophet to seek for them a deity other than God, when they were at that 

very moment enjoying God’s grace? As typical of the Qur’ n, the s rah follows the 

argument made by Moses with an address by God Himself: “We have indeed saved you 

from Pharaoh’s people, who oppressed you cruelly: they slew your sons and spared your 

women. Surely that was an awesome trial from your Lord.” (Verse 141) Such a direct link 

between the two speeches is a gesture of sublime honour to those prophets and 

advocates of the divine message. 
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This favour given to the Children of Israel was still present in their minds at that 

time. It should have been enough to remind them of their duty to be grateful to God 

for His blessings. God draws their attention to the lessons that they should have 

learnt from their suffering and trials, followed by their salvation. It was a trial of 

affliction followed by a trial of peace and security: “Surely that was an awesome trial 

from your Lord.” (Verse 141) None of this happened aimlessly. It was all a lesson 

which should equip them for a great test. If the test fails to set their minds and hearts 

on the right course and they incur, as a result of that failure, God’s punishment, then 

they know that the punishment is well deserved. 

An Appointment with the Supreme Lord 

Now we move on to witness the eighth scene in the story when Moses is 

preparing himself for a meeting with his great Lord in this life. He gives specific 

instructions to his brother, the Prophet Aaron, before he leaves for that meeting: “We 

appointed for Moses thirty nights, to which We added ten, whereby the term of forty nights 

set by His Lord was complete. Moses said to his brother Aaron: `Take my place among my 

people and act righteously. Do not follow the path of those who spread corruption.’” (Verse 

142) 

The first stage of the mission assigned to Moses had been completed. He had 

saved the Children of Israel from a life of affliction, humiliation and subjugation by 

Pharaoh and his people. He crossed over with them from the land of tyranny and 

humiliation into the open desert, on the way to the Holy Land. They, however, were 

not yet prepared to undertake the great task awaiting them, which was the 

implementation of God’s law on earth. We have seen how they wanted to revert to 

paganism once they saw a group of people dedicated to the worship of their idols. 

The faith preached by Moses, based on God’s absolute oneness, was shaken in their 

hearts after only a short while. It was necessary for those people to have a detailed 

message to prepare them to shoulder their forthcoming responsibilities. It was to 

give Moses that detailed message that God appointed those nights for him. The 

appointment would prepare Moses himself for the great meeting ahead. 

The period of preparation was thirty nights, to which ten more were added in 

order to complete forty nights during which Moses would be completely free from 

all preoccupations of this world in order to concentrate on dedicating himself to God 

alone. Thus, his soul would achieve purification and refinement, and his resolve 

would be strengthened to fulfil the great trust which was about to be given to him. 

Just before leaving for his period of seclusion and dedication, Moses gave his 

instructions to the man who was to deputize for him: “Moses said to his brother Aaron: 

‘Take my place among my people and act righteously. Do not follow the path of those who 
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spread corruption.’” (Verse 142) Moses was aware that his brother, Aaron, was also a 

Prophet sent alongside him by his Lord. But a believer always gives good counsel to 

other believers. This is the right and duty of Muslims. Moses was aware of the heavy 

burden Aaron was about to shoulder, and of the nature of the Children of Israel. 

Aaron welcomed the good advice given him by his brother. Advice is felt to be a 

burden only by wicked people who want to break loose, or by arrogant people who 

feel that to take advice is beneath them. It is a small man who refuses to take a 

supporting hand in order to show that he can cope on his own. 

As regards the thirty nights and the addition of ten more, Ibn Kathīr states in his 

commentary on the Qur’ n: “God mentions in His book that He appointed thirty 

nights for Moses. Commentators say that Moses (peace be upon him) fasted during 

these days and ate practically nothing. When the term was over, Moses took the skin 

of a tree and rubbed his teeth with it. God commanded him then to continue for ten 

more days.” 

A Request to See the Lord 

Then we come to the ninth scene which is unique. In this scene we find that God 

has chosen His Prophet Moses [peace be upon him] to talk to him directly, without 

any intermediary. It is a scene where an insignificant mortal makes contact with the 

everlasting existence, without any catalyst or intermediary. A human being is thus 

able to receive instructions directly from God, the eternal, when that human being is 

still on earth. As for us, we do not know how this took place. We do not know how 

God spoke to His servant Moses, nor do we know with what sense or organ Moses 

received God’s commandments. To try to describe this for certain is impossible for 

us, human beings, because we are limited by our own experience and confined 

within our own practical world.§ What we can do is to utilize that aspect of our 

constitution which results from the fact that God has breathed of His soul into man 

in order to look up to that great horizon. When we do this, we must not ruin that 

experience by asking how it all took place, trying to limit it to our own experience. 

When Moses came for Our appointment and his Lord spoke to him, he said: “My Lord, 
show Yourself to me, so that I may look at You.” Said [God]: “You shall not see Me. 
But look upon the mountain; if it remains firm in its place, then, only then, you shall 
see Me.” When his Lord revealed His glory to the mountain, He sent it crashing 
down. Moses fell down senseless. When he came to himself he said: “Limitless You are 
in Your glory. To You I turn in repentance. I am the first to truly believe in You.” He 
said: “Moses, I have chosen you of all mankind and favoured you by entrusting My 

                                                 
§ For further discussion on the Kal m attribute, please refer to section 1.5 of A Critique of ‘In the Shade of 
the Qur’ n.’ 
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messages to you and by My speaking to you. Take then what I have given you and be 
thankful.” We wrote for him on the tablets all manner of admonition, clearly spelling 
out everything, and (said to him): “Implement them with strength and determination, 
and bid your people to observe what is best in them. I shall show you the abode of the 
transgressors. I will turn away from My revelations those who, without any right, 
behave arrogantly on earth: for, though they may see every sign, they do not believe in 
it. If they see the path of righteousness, they do not choose to follow it, but if they see 
the path of error, they choose it for their path; because they disbelieve in Our 
revelations and pay no heed to them. Those who deny Our revelations and the 
certainty of the meeting in the Hereafter will see all their works collapse. Are they to 
be rewarded for anything other than what they have done?’” (Verses 143-147) 

We need to concentrate all our mental ability into visualizing this great and 

unique scene in order to begin to understand what Moses must have felt: “When 

Moses came for Our appointment and his Lord spoke to him, he said: ‘My Lord, show 

Yourself to me, so that I may look at You.’” (Verse 143) In that awesome scene when 

Moses was receiving his Lord’s commandments, his soul was looking up to 

something greater, eager to reach out to what is most desirable. He forgets himself 

and his nature, and requests what no one can have or can tolerate while on earth. He 

requests to see the Lord Himself, prompted by his hope, genuine love and keenness 

to have the greatest prize of all. But he is brought back to reality by a decisive word: 

“Said [God]: ‘You shall not see Me.’” (Verse 143) 

But then the great Lord is kind to him, so He explains to him why he cannot see 

Him. His constitution cannot tolerate it: “But look upon the mountain; if it remains firm 

in its place, then, only then, you shall see Me.” (Verse 143) A mountain is certainly much 

firmer and less affected by outside powers than a human being. But what happened? 

“When his Lord revealed His glory to the mountain, He sent it crashing down.” (Verse 143) 

How did God reveal His glory to the mountain? We simply cannot describe or 

understand this. We can only have a feeling of it when we use that secret aspect of 

our constitution which holds a bond between us and God, when our souls are 

purified, with all filth purged away, and we concentrate all our thinking and 

understanding on God and His power. Simple words cannot express it at all. 

Therefore, we will not try to describe with words how God revealed His glory to the 

mountain. We prefer to discount all the reports that try to explain it, because none of 

them is authentically attributed to the Prophet himself, while the Qur’ n has said 

nothing on it. 

“When the Lord revealed His glory to the mountain, He sent it crashing down.” (Verse 

143) The whole mountain was thus levelled down with no obtrusions on the surface 

of the earth. Moses was overawed and “Moses fell down senseless.” (Verse 143) He was 

completely unconscious. 
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“When he came to himself” realizing the limits of his ability, and recognizing that he 

overstepped his limits when he made his request, “he said: ‘Limitless You are in Your 

glory.’” He thus realized that God is too glorious to be seen by the naked human eye. 

“To You I turn in repentance,” for having overstepped my limit in making such a 

request. “I am the first to truly believe in You.” (Verse 143) God’s messengers are 

always the first to believe in the greatness of their Lord and in His revelations. God 

commands them to declare that they are the first to believe. The Qur’ n reports in 

several instances that they comply and make that declaration. 

Once more God’s grace was bestowed on Moses in abundance. He soon received 

the happy news of his being chosen to carry God’s message to his people after they 

had been saved. His message to Pharaoh and his people focused on that deliverance: 

“He said: Moses, I have chosen you of all mankind and favoured you by entrusting My 

messages to you and by My speaking to you. Take then what I have given you and be 

thankful.” (Verse 144) 

We understand from this statement that Moses was favoured over all his 

contemporaries. Messengers were sent before Moses and other messengers were sent 

after his time. It is, then, a favour over a whole generation of mankind. What was 

unique to Moses alone was the fact that God spoke to him directly. Moses was also 

commanded by God to take what he was given and to be grateful for being favoured 

and for having been given God’s message. Thus he was instructed how to react to 

God’s favour. All messengers [peace by upon them] provide guidance to people and 

present them with a good example. Hence, all people should accept whatever is 

given to them by God and show their gratitude for it so that they can receive more 

blessings and guard against arrogance and conceit, and maintain a good relationship 

with God. 

A Serious Approach to Divine Law 

The s rah then tells us how Moses was given the message and its contents: “We 

wrote for him on the tablets all manner of admonition, clearly spelling out everything.” 

(Verse 145) Reports and commentators give different accounts of these tablets. Some 

of them give very detailed descriptions which we imagine to have been taken from 

Jewish sources. Such accounts have found their way into commentaries on the 

Qur’ n. None of these details is authentically reported to have been given by God’s 

Messenger (peace be upon him). Therefore, we confine ourselves to the true Qur’ nic 

statement, not going an inch beyond it. Those descriptions neither add to, nor detract 

anything from the nature of those tablets. What were these tablets and how they 

were written are matters that do not concern us, since no authentic report has 

provided us with any details. What is important is the contents of those tablets. They 
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included all aspects that were of the essence of the divine message, its aim of 

providing a true concept of God and details of His law, and the instructions needed 

to reform the Israelite community whose nature had been corrupted by enduring 

tyranny and humiliation for a long time. 

“Implement them with strength and determination, and bid your people to observe what is 

best in them.” (Verse 145) This is a divine order to Moses (peace be upon him) to take 

those tablets and implement their contents with strength and determination. 

Moreover, he was to bid his people to fulfil their tough obligations because these 

were the best for them and the most certain to bring about a great transformation in 

their situation. The way this order is given suggests that this was the proper 

approach to reform the nature of the Israelites. They needed to show seriousness and 

determination to fulfil their obligations outlined to them in God’s message. But the 

order given to Moses also suggests that this is the approach to be followed by every 

community towards divine faith. 

Faith is a matter of great importance in God’s view, and in as far as this universe is 

concerned and how God conducts its affairs by His will. It is also a matter of great 

importance in human history, man’s life on earth, and in the hereafter as well. The 

code of living detailed by the divine faith is based on the basic concept of God’s 

oneness, the only Lord in the universe, to whom all mankind are servants. It thus 

transforms human life in general, giving it a direction that is totally different from all 

courses chartered by ignorance that assign lordship in the universe to beings other 

than God. 

What is viewed so seriously by God and enjoys such importance in the universe, 

human life and history must be taken seriously and cannot but have a strong effect 

on people. It simply cannot be trifled with or taken lightly. It is a serious matter in 

itself, and it demands serious action. But such seriousness cannot be tolerated by 

people who, by their nature, take everything very lightly. This does not mean any 

rigidity, complexity or extremism. None of these have anything to do with divine 

faith. It simply means that the approach must be serious and the implementation 

must be carried out with strength and determination. 

The nature of the Children of Israel in particular required such a serious 

instruction after it had been corrupted by a long period of humiliation in Egypt. It is 

noted that all commandments given to the Children of Israel were coupled with 

added emphasis in order to train them to be serious, straightforward and 

determined. This applies to any community that may have suffered a long period of 

subjugation, humiliation and tyranny. After such a period, it is only natural that 

people should become devious in the way they approach all matters, because their 

priority has been to avoid trouble and do only that which is easy. We can see this 

very clearly in many contemporary communities which try to evade faith in order 
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not to fulfil its obligations. They simply join the crowd, because being one of a crowd 

does not cost much. 

In return for carrying out God’s orders, God promises Moses and his people to 

establish them in the land and to cause them to inherit the land which was then in 

the hands of a transgressor community: “I shall show you the abode of the transgressors.” 

(Verse 145) 

Most probably this is a reference to the Holy Land which was at the time in the 

hands of a pagan community. Thus, this was happy news given to the Israelites that 

they were certain to take over the Holy Land. It is true that the Children of Israel did 

not enter the Holy Land in Moses’s lifetime, but that was because their reformation 

was as yet incomplete, and their nature not yet straightened. We should remember 

that they stood at its borders, saying to their Messenger: “Mighty people dwell in that 

land, and we will surely not enter it unless they depart from it. If they do depart, then we will 

enter.” (5: 22) When two believers who truly feared God urged them to force their 

way into the Holy Land, they spoke to Moses with all the rudeness only cowards can 

command, just like a mule that kicks its driver, saying: “We will never go in so long as 

they are in it. Go forth, then, you and your Lord, and fight, both of you. We shall stay here.” 

(5: 24) This describes their cowardly nature which cannot stand up to any serious 

obligation. The faith and the law given to the Prophet Moses (peace be upon him) 

and the divine commandment that he should take it seriously and implement it with 

strength and determination aimed at transforming that nature. Hence, he was also 

ordered to bid his people to stand up to the difficulties involved in implementing 

God’s law. 

A Deliberately Wrong Choice 

At the end of this scene we have a clear statement of what will eventually happen 

to those who defy every right and behave arrogantly, turning away deliberately from 

every sign God has given and every directive He has issued. The statement plainly 

and accurately describes the nature of this type of people, using all the artistic 

touches of the Qur’ nic style. 

I will turn away from My revelations those who, without any right, behave arrogantly 
on earth: for, though they may see every sign, they do not believe in it. If they see the 
path of righteousness, they do not choose to follow it, but if they see the path of error, 
they choose it for their path; because they disbelieve in Our revelations and pay no 
heed to them. Those who deny Our revelations and the certainty of the meeting in the 
Hereafter will see all their works collapse. Are they to be rewarded for anything other 
than what they have done? (Verses 146-147) 



Al-A`rāf (The Heights) | RELAPSE INTO A STATE OF IGNORANCE 

 188

God declares that it is His will to turn such people away from His revelations so 

that they cannot respond to them. Thus, they will not benefit by His signs in the open 

book of the universe, or by His revelations that He has sent down to His messengers. 

This is the result of their own action, because it is they who have disbelieved in 

God’s revelations and paid no heed to them. 

Such people are brought vividly before our own eyes so that we can see through 

the Qur’ nic words how they move about and how they smile, for they “without any 

right, behave arrogantly on earth.” (Verse 146) Needless to say, no one can be rightfully 

arrogant and proud. Indeed, pride is an attribute that belongs to God alone, and He 

shares it with no other partner. Whenever a human being makes pride the mark of 

his behaviour, he does so without any right. The worst type of pride is to claim 

lordship over other people, enacting legislation that is at variance with God’s law, 

and forcing people to submit to such false legislation. It is from this basic aspect of 

pride that all arrogant behaviour emanates. All other aspects are secondary to it: “If 

they see the path of righteousness, they do not choose to follow it, but if they see the path of 

error, they choose it for their path.” (Verse 146) 

This is then an erring nature that moves away from the path of righteousness 

whenever it sees it, and prefers the path of error at every opportunity. It seems to 

have a mechanism that prompts it in such a fashion. This is the main characteristic of 

such arrogant people whom God has willed to punish for rejecting His signs. Thus, 

He turns them away from these signs forever. We meet such people and recognize 

them by their features and characteristics. It is as if they turn away from 

righteousness and choose error without effort or contemplation. They are blind to the 

right indicators, always receptive of what leads to error. At the same time, they are 

turned away from God’s signs and revelations, so that they will never respond to 

them. 

Limitless is God in His Glory. Through quick touches and simple Qur’ nic 

expressions, these people appear in front of us so vividly that we almost declare: yes 

we know them. In other words, the description perfectly fits someone we know by 

name. 

The punishment that ensures ruin in this life as well as in the life to come is indeed 

the just and fitting punishment for this type of person. It is the type who rejects 

God’s revelations and turns away from them, behaving arrogantly on earth and 

moving away from the path of righteousness whenever they see it, rushing always to 

follow the path of error. It is their own action that merits such punishment and leads 

them to ruin: “Because they disbelieve in Our revelations and pay no heed to them.” (Verse 

146)  
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“Those who deny Our revelations and the certainty of the meeting in the hereafter will see 

all their works collapse. Are they to be rewarded for anything other than what they have 

done?” (Verse 147) The Qur’ nic statement uses a special term for the “collapse” of 

those people’s works. It is derived from what happens to a she-camel which eats 

poisonous plants causing her belly to swell before she dies. This is an apt description 

which fits the falsehood reiterated by those who deny God’s revelations and the 

certainty of the meeting in the hereafter. They give themselves airs, trying to impress 

people of their assumed greatness. Their falsehood leads them to ruin just like the 

she-camel which eats poisonous plants. But how will the works and actions of those 

rejecters collapse? 

From the point of view of faith, we believe that God’s warnings will certainly 

come true, regardless of any contrary appearances. Whoever denies God’s 

revelations and the certainty that all people will be gathered to Him in the hereafter 

will have all his works ruined. In practice, we find that this is truly the case in human 

life. Those who deny the signs God has placed all over the universe or deny the 

revelations He has vouchsafed to His Messenger, and consequently deny the 

certainty of meeting God on the Day of Judgement, have gone astray. They 

continuously move away from the nature of the universe, because the universe 

submits to God’s law. They have no link with the universe and have no motivation to 

link themselves with the action that fulfils the purpose of universal existence. Hence, 

every action that such people perpetrate will certainly collapse, even though it may 

appear to be flourishing. This is because such action is not linked to the motives that 

are deeply rooted in the very basis of the universe or its goal. It is just like a little 

stream that gets cut off from the main spring. It will eventually dry out. 

Those who see no close relationship between the values of faith and the movement 

of human history, and those who overlook God’s will which defines the destiny of 

everyone that denies such values are indeed the ones who continue to pay no heed to 

God’s signs and revelations. It is to those that God’s declaration applies. They are the 

ones whom God will turn away from His revelations and leave them to their 

inevitable destiny. 

Those who admire the apparent success achieved by some unbelievers, unaware 

that it is only a short term success, are like those who admire the swollen belly of a 

she-camel that has eaten poisonous plants, thinking it to be indicative of good health, 

unaware that its death is so close. Past nations provide very clear examples. Those 

who have succeeded them should learn the lessons to be derived from their 

experience and watch how God’s law never fails. God’s will is certain to be done. 

Miserable Return to Old Ways 
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When Moses was on this unique trip, attending with all his faculties to his meeting 

with his Lord, something else was happening with his people. He was fully engaged 

with a mission that our minds can only contemplate but we cannot visualize; a 

mission our thoughts cannot conceive, but to which our spirits warm. But at that 

very same time, his people were relapsing into paganism, and taking to themselves a 

lifeless calf that issues a lowing sound, making of it a deity for worship in place of 

God. There is, then, a wide gulf between the ninth and tenth scenes of the story. The 

former took us into a sublime horizon in which we look up to the resplendent glory 

of God, while the latter brings us to a low depth of deviation, superstition and 

disbelief: 

In his absence, the people of Moses took to the worship of the effigy of a calf made of 
their ornaments, which gave a lowing sound. Did they not see that it could neither 
speak to them nor give them any guidance? Yet they took to worshipping it, for they 
were evildoers. When they were later afflicted with remorse, having realized that they 
had gone astray, they said: ‘if our Lord does not have mercy on us and forgive us, we 
shall certainly be losers.” (Verses 148-149) 

That was typical of the nature of the Israelites who could hardly move one step 

along the straight path before they deviated. They were hardly able to elevate 

themselves, in their beliefs and concepts, above what is physical and tangible. Even a 

short lull in exhortation and reminders could see them relapsing into disbelief. 

We saw earlier how they tried to persuade their Prophet to set up a deity for them 

to worship. They did so only because they saw pagan people worshipping idols. 

Their Prophet rebuked them severely for entertaining such thoughts. But when they 

were left to themselves and saw a mere body of a calf of gold made by the Sämirī in a 

way that allowed the calf to make a lowing sound, they were so excited and 

addressed their worship to it. The Sarnia said to them: “This is your and Moses’s 

God, whom Moses has gone to meet, but has forgotten his appointment.” Perhaps 

this was said because of the ten extra nights that were added to the period appointed 

for Moses, of which his people were not aware. When Moses did not return after the 

thirty original nights, the Sarnia said to his people: “Moses has forgotten his 

appointment with his God, so now his God is here. This is it.” The strange thing is 

that those people forgot all the teachings of their Prophet who had repeatedly told 

them that they must only worship their Lord, the Lord of the universe, who cannot 

be seen by the naked human eye. They did not even reflect on the nature of that calf 

which was shaped and fashioned by a man among them. They belonged to a 

disgraceful type of people. The Qur’ n wonders at such people as they are presented 

to the unbelievers in Makkah who worshipped idols and statues. 

“Did they not see that it could neither speak to them nor give them any guidance? Yet they 
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took to worshipping it, for they were evildoers.” (Verse 148) Who is a worse evildoer than 

one who worships something made by a human hand, when it is God who has 

created human beings and all that they do? 

Aaron, the Prophet (peace be upon him) was still among them, but he was unable 

to stop them from sinking into this stupid idiocy. There were also a few wise people, 

but these could not restrain the masses who scrambled to touch the golden calf, 

particularly because it was made of gold, the true idol of the Israelites. 

Eventually, the farce died down, the truth was clear to all, and it was plain to 

everyone how far into stupid error they had sunk. Error gave way to remorse: “When 

they were later afflicted with remorse, having realized that they had gone astray, they said: ‘If 

our Lord does not have mercy on us and forgive us, we shall certainly be losers.’” (Verse 149) 

The original Arabic statement gives an impression that they were at a total loss, 

unable to determine how to get out of the trouble in which they had landed 

themselves. They realized that this relapse could not be corrected, because it had 

actually taken place. Hence, their admission: “If our Lord does not have mercy on us and 

forgive us, we shall certainly be losers.” (Verse 149) This statement suggests that they 

had still retained some willingness to follow the right guidance. Their hearts had not 

yet hardened to the extent of their being harder than stones, as God describes them 

in the Qur’ n (2: 74). When they recognized their error, they were afflicted with 

remorse and realized that they could only be saved by God’s mercy. 

A Sad Return for Moses 

All this took place when Moses was with his Lord, addressing his appeal to Him. 

He was unaware of what his people had done in his absence. At this point, scene 

eleven is raised before our eyes: “When Moses returned to his people, full of wrath and 

sorrow, he said: ‘What an evil thing you have done in my absence! Have you tried to hurry up 

your Lord’s command?’ He put down the tablets and, seizing his brother by the head, he 

pulled him to himself. Cried Aaron, ‘Son of my mother, the people felt I was weak and they 

almost killed me. Do not let our enemies rejoice over my affliction, and do not count me 

among the evil-doing folk.’ Said [Moses]: ‘My Lord, forgive me and my brother, and admit us 

to Your grace: for You are indeed the most merciful of those who are merciful.‘“ (Verses 

(Verses 150-151) 

We see how terribly angry Moses was. Anger can be felt in both what he said and 

did, particularly seizing his brother by the head and dragging him: “’What an evil 

thing you have done in my absence! Have you tried to hurry up your Lord’s command?’ 

Seizing his brother by the head, he pulled him to himself” (Verse 150) 

Yet it was only right that Moses should feel very angry. He had received a terrible 

shock and a painful surprise. Hence he exclaimed: “What an evil thing you have done in 
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my absence!” (Verse 150) I left you following right guidance, and you relapsed into 

error. Before I left, you were worshipping God alone, and while I was away you took 

to the worship of a mere lifeless calf that gave a lowing sound. “Have you tried to 

hurry up your Lord’s command?” (Verse 150) This could mean that they were trying to 

hurry God’s judgements and punishment, or it could mean that they tried to hasten 

his appointment. 

“He put down the tablets and, seizing his brother by the head, he pulled him to himself” 

(Verse 150) This is a very strong reaction. Those tablets contained the law God had 

given him. Moses would not put those tablets down except in a state of extreme 

anger which caused him to lose control of himself. Again, dragging his brother by the 

head is indicative of the same reaction, because Aaron was a noble Prophet, full of 

faith and piety. 

Aaron appeals to the bond of brotherhood that he had with Moses, in order to cool 

his temper. He explained his attitude and that he spared no effort in trying to give 

good counsel to his people: “Cried Aaron, ‘Son of my mother, the people felt I was weak 

and they almost killed me.’“ (Verse 150) 

This statement gives us an impression of how the Israelites scrambled to worship 

the golden calf. They almost killed Aaron when he tried to restrain them. “Son of my 

mother!” That address is an appeal to a bond of compassion. “The people felt I was weak 

and they almost killed me.” (Verse 150) That is a vivid description of his own attitude. 

“Do not let our enemies rejoice over my affliction.” (Verse 150) Again, Aaron is appealing 

to a bond that should ensure mutual support between the two brothers, because their 

enemies would gloat over his affliction. 

“And do not count me among the evil-doing folk.” (Verse 150) I did not share in their 

error or evil deeds. I dissociated myself from their action. 

At this point, Moses begins to cool down, because his brother did not meet anger 

with anger. He simply explained himself and his attitude. Therefore, Moses turns to 

his Lord and seeks forgiveness for himself and his brother from the most merciful. 

“Said [Moses]: ‘My Lord, forgive me and my brother, and admit us to Your grace: for You are 

indeed the most merciful of those who are merciful...’” (Verse 151) 

A Fitting Judgement 

At this point, the final judgement is passed by the One who has the authority to 

give such a judgement. God’s words follow directly on what the Qur’ n relates of the 

words in the familiar Qur’ nic fashion: “Those who took to worshipping the calf have 

surely incurred their Lord’s wrath, and disgrace [will be their lot] in this life. Thus do We 

reward those who invent falsehood. But those who do evil deeds and later repent and truly 
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believe will surely, after such repentance, find your Lord to be much-forgiving, most 

merciful.” (Verses 152-153) 

This is a judgement and a promise. The people who worshipped the calf were 

certain to incur God’s anger and were certain to be at the receiving end of disgrace in 

this life. At the same time, God’s rule remains valid: those who repent after having 

misbehaved are certain to receive God’s forgiveness and His mercy. This means that 

God is fully aware that those who worshipped the calf would never turn back to God 

in sincere repentance. They were sure to do enough to make that permanent rule 

inapplicable to them. History shows that this was the case. The Children of Israel 

continued to do one sinful act after another, and God continued to forgive them time 

after time, until eventually they incurred God’s permanent rejection: “Thus do We 

reward those who invent falsehood.” (Verse 152) This applies to all the inventors of 

falsehood. Whenever the crime is repeated, time after time, whether by the Children 

of Israel or any other people, then its punishment is certain to apply. 

God’s promise will certainly come true. He has condemned those who took to 

worshipping the calf to be subject to His anger and to be disgraced. The last part of 

His condemnation was that He would be sending them, time after time, until the Day 

of Judgement, people who would inflict on them great suffering. It may happen that 

in a certain period of history they appear to exercise so much power and influence 

which enables them to behave arrogantly towards the Gentiles. They may appear to 

have enormous wealth which gives them so much power. They may be able to 

control the world’s media; and they may even have a decisive say in bringing in 

governments, in different countries, that do their bidding. We may see all this and a 

great deal more, but this does not contradict God’s warning to them or His 

condemnation. All these actions will work against them, as people will nurture their 

hatred which will eventually destroy them. 

They can overcome the people in Palestine, for example, because those people 

have abandoned their faith and are no longer Muslims. They do not rally under the 

banner of the Islamic faith, but instead they hoist a nationalist or racist banner. Their 

efforts end in failure and Israel is able to overcome them. But this state of affairs will 

not last forever. These Arab people have been in a state of total unawareness of the 

only method, weapon and banner which saw them victorious for a thousand years, 

and which is certain to make them victorious again. When they abandon them, they 

are sure to be defeated. Such lack of awareness comes as a result of the poison 

injected in the Muslim community by Zionist and Christian imperialist forces, which 

try to perpetuate such a state of affairs through the regimes they establish in the 

Muslim world. But all this will not last. There will be a re-awakening of the Muslim 

community. Future Muslim generations will equip themselves with the same 

weapons as their forefathers. Who knows, but humanity will one day wake up to 
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recognize the tyranny of the Zionist Jews. They will then act to make God’s warnings 

come true and return the Zionist Jews to the state of humiliation and disgrace to 

which God has condemned them. If humanity will not wake up, then certainly future 

Muslim generations will. We are absolutely certain of this. 

Those two verses serve as a pause in order to comment on the ultimate destiny of 

those who worshipped the calf inventing falsehood against God. They come in the 

middle of this scene, but then the s rah picks it up again: “Then when his wrath had 

subsided, Moses took up the tablets, upon which was inscribed a text of guidance and grace to 

those who stood in awe of their Lord.” (Verse 154) 

The Qur’ nic style personifies anger as if it is a living thing that exercises control 

over Moses, dictating his actions. But when it subsides and its promptings die down, 

Moses regains his self-control. He picks up the tablets, which, as we are told again, 

contain the guidance and mercy for those who fear God and open their hearts to 

receive His guidance and mercy. Indeed, the very provision of guidance is an act of 

grace. No one is more miserable than a deviant person who cannot see the light, or a 

soul that is lost without faith and without guidance. It is the fear of God that opens 

hearts to receive guidance and prepares them to respond properly. It is God, the 

Creator of hearts, who states this fact. Who knows these hearts better than the Lord 

who created them? 

The Seventy Chosen Israelites 

The s rah then begins a new scene, in which we see Moses selecting seventy men 

from among his people: “Moses chose out of his people seventy men to come at a time set 

by Us. Then, when they were seized by violent trembling, he said: ‘My Lord, had it been Your 

will, You could have destroyed them, and myself too, long ago. Would You destroy us because 

of what the weak-minded among us have done? This is only a trial You have ordained, 

whereby You allow to go astray whom You will, and You guide aright whom You will. You 

alone are our guardian: grant us, then, forgiveness and bestow mercy on us. You are the best 

of all those who do forgive. Ordain for us what is good, both in this world and in the lift to 

come. To You alone we turn. [God] answered. I afflict anyone I wish with My torment while 

My grace encompasses all things; so I will confer it on those who steer away from evil, and 

spend in charity, and who believe in Our signs — those who follow the Messenger, the 

unlettered Prophet whom they shall find described in the Torah and the Gospel that are with 

them. He commands them to do what is right and forbids them to do what is wrong, and 

makes lawful to them the good things of life and forbids them all that is foul. He lifts from 

them their burdens and the shackles that weigh upon them. Those, therefore, who believe in 

him, honour and support him, and follow the light that has been bestowed from on high 

through him shall indeed be successful.’“ (Verses 155-157) 
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Reports differ as to the reason for this appointment. It may have been set so that 

they would declare their repentance and pray to God to forgive the Children of Israel 

after they had sunk back into error and disbelief. In the second s rah, The Cow, we 

learn that the penance imposed on the Israelites was that they should kill themselves, 

which means that the good ones among them should kill those who were 

disobedient. They did just that until God told them to stop and accepted their 

penance. Those seventy men were the best among them. The way the choice is 

expressed in Arabic makes them stand out from the whole community of Israelites. 

Nevertheless, what happened to this choice group? They were seized by a violent 

trembling and dropped unconscious. The reason for this, as mentioned in another 

s rah, was that they asked Moses to show them God so that they would believe him 

and accept the law He has given them in the tablets. This is typical of the nature of 

the Children of Israel. It applies to all of them, whether good or bad, in different 

measures. The most singular thing is that they should make such a request when 

they were supposed to declare their repentance and seek God’s forgiveness. 

Moses, on the other hand, turned to his Lord imploring Him to bestow His 

forgiveness and mercy, declaring his total submission to Him: “When they were seized 

by violent trembling, he said: ‘My Lord, had it been Your will, You could have destroyed 

them, and myself too, long ago.’“ (Verse 155) That is the mark of total submission to 

God’s power. Moses makes sure to declare his own submission as he addresses his 

supplication to God to forgive his people, end their test and to spare them from 

destruction because of the deed perpetrated by some fools among them: “Would You 

destroy us because of what the weak- minded among us have done?” (Verse 155) Moses puts 

his appeal in a questioning form to emphasize his request that God does not destroy 

them. It is as if he is saying: my Lord, Your grace makes it absolutely unlikely that 

You should destroy us on account of what some fools among us have done. “This is 

only a trial You have ordained, whereby You allow to go astray whom You will, and You 

guide aright whom You will.” (Verse 155) 

Thus Moses declares his understanding of what was taking place, that it was all a 

trial. In every trial, God guides those who understand its nature and recognize it as a 

test. He also lets those who ignore it to go deeper into error. Moses reiterates his 

recognition as a prelude to an appeal to God for His help to enable him and his 

people to pass the trial successfully: “You alone are our guardian.” (Verse 155) Give us 

your help so that we pass the test, and earn Your forgiveness and Your grace: “Grant 

us, then, forgiveness and bestow mercy on us. You are the best of all those who do forgive.” 

(Verse 155) 

“Ordain for us what is good, both in this world and in the life to come. To You alone we 

turn.” (Verse 156) We are returning to You in repentance. We seek Your protection 

and support. 
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We see here how the appeal for forgiveness and mercy by Moses was preceded by 

a declaration of full submission to God and recognition of the purpose of his trial. It 

is concluded with a declaration of a return to God to seek His protection. Thus, it 

serves as an example for supplication to be followed by every good servant of God, 

the glorious, the beneficent. 

This is followed by God’s reply: “God answered: ‘I afflict anyone I wish with My 

torment while My grace encompasses all things.’“ (Verse 156) This is a statement of God’s 

free will which chooses a rule and implements it as a matter of free choice. It is true 

that the rule is always enforced in accordance with the truth and justice, but this is 

also a matter of choice. Justice is an attribute of God which is seen in every aspect of 

the working of His will, because this is His choice. His punishment is visited only on 

those who deserve it, as a matter of will. His mercy encompasses all, but it is given 

only to those who deserve it; again as a matter of choice. He does not will to punish 

or show mercy to anyone in a haphazard manner. Far be it from God to do so. 

The Recipients of God’s Mercy 

Having thus informed His Prophet, Moses, of this rule, God then tells him 

something about the future and the community which will advocate the final version 

of His message and who will earn His mercy that encompasses everything. The 

expression here shows that God’s grace and mercy is far greater than the whole 

universe whose dimensions are impossible for human beings to visualize. Great 

indeed is the mercy whose measure is only known to God Himself. 

My grace encompasses all things; so I will confer it on those who steer away from evil, 
and spend in charity, and who believe in Our signs — those who follow the 
Messenger, the unlettered Prophet whom they shall find described in the Torah and 
the Gospel that are with them. He commands them to do what is right and forbids 
them to do what is wrong, and makes lawful to them the good things of life and forbids 
them all that is foul. He lifts from them their burdens and the shackles that weigh 
upon them. Those, therefore, who believe in him, honour and support him, and follow 
the light that has been bestowed from on high through him shall indeed be successful. 
(Verses 156-157) 

This is an extremely important piece of news confirming that the Children of Israel 

had been given, most emphatically, confirmed information of the advent of the 

unlettered Prophet. This was given them by their Prophets Moses and Jesus (peace 

be upon them both) a long time ago. Both informed them of his mission, description, 

the method his message would follow and the distinctive features of his faith. He is 

`the unlettered Prophet’ who enjoins people to do what is good and forbids them 

what is evil. He will also lift off the shoulders of those among the Children of Israel 
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who will believe in him the burdens and shackles God knew would be imposed on 

them because of their disobedience. They will continue to apply to them until the 

unlettered Prophet lifts them from those who believe in him. His followers fear their 

Lord, steer away from evil, pay zak t and believe in God’s signs. The Children of 

Israel have also received the most certain news that those who believe in this 

unlettered Prophet, honour and support him and follow the light that has been sent 

down with him “shall indeed be successful.” 

This early information given to the Children of Israel by their Prophet Moses 

(peace be upon him) makes it clear what future form God’s message will take, who 

will bear its banner, who will follow that standard bearer and what course of action 

will ensure receiving His mercy. Thus, there is no excuse for the followers of earlier 

religions not to follow the message of Islam, having received such an early warning 

of it. 

This absolutely true piece of information, given by the Lord of the universe to 

Moses (peace be upon him) when he and the seventy chosen people were at their 

appointment with their Lord, reveals the extent of the crime perpetrated by the Jews 

and their attitude to the unlettered Prophet and the religion revealed to him. They 

adopted an uncompromisingly hostile attitude to him and his message in spite of 

what it contained of reducing their burden and giving his followers the certain 

promise of success. They have perpetrated this crime despite their being fully aware 

of the facts. They have spared no effort in pursuing their hostility. History records 

that the Children of Israel have been the most hardened opponents of this Prophet 

and his religion. 

The Jews come first, followed closely by extremist Christians. The war they have 

launched against this Prophet, his faith and followers is an ugly, wicked, determined 

and cruel war. 

We need only refer to what the Qur’ n mentions about the way the people who 

received earlier Scriptures fight Islam and Muslims. There are detailed accounts of 

this in S rahs 2, 3, 4 and 5. Such references give us a glimpse of the broad front over 

which they have conducted their wicked war with this religion. Reference to 

historical events, ever since the first day Islam established its state in Madinah, to the 

present moment is sufficient to reveal their unhesitating and obstinate resolve to 

fight this religion and to try to exterminate it altogether. 

Zionism and Christian Imperialism have employed in these modern times various 

methods of combat, scheming and plotting against this religion which are far 

superior to what they used over past centuries. In our modern time, they are trying 

to put an end to the Islamic faith altogether, thinking that they are fighting their final 

decisive battle. Therefore, they re-employ the methods and schemes they used in the 
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past, in addition to what the present advancements enable them to use. At the same 

time, some naïve people, who claim to belong to Islam, call in a most simplistic and 

naïve way for cooperation between Muslims and the followers of other religions 

against the tide of atheism and materialism. They overlook the fact that those 

followers of other religions are slaughtering Muslims everywhere and waging 

against them a war that combines all the ugliness of the Crusades and the Spanish 

Inquisition, either using their own forces in their colonies in Asia and Africa, or 

through the regimes they support in so-called independent states. They try hard to 

replace Islam with secular creeds which claim to be `scientific’, in order to deny 

everything that lies beyond the reach of common perception. These creeds also call 

for the `modernization’ of moral values in order to adopt animal `freedom’ and a 

standard of `morality’ that only fits animals. They want also to `modernize’ Islamic 

law, convening Orientalists’ seminars and conferences for this purpose, with the aim 

of finding ways to legalize usury, promiscuity and other practices that Islam forbids. 

All these are aspects of the ferocious war fought against this religion by those who 

claim to follow earlier Scriptures, although they are the ones who were given the 

news of this final religion and the Prophet who calls for it. 

That news was given to them a very long time ago, but they nevertheless have 

chosen to oppose this religion with evil and hardened determination. 

God’s Messenger to All Mankind 

The s rah pauses at this point in its relating of Moses and the Children of Israel’s 

story to address the unlettered Prophet himself, giving him God’s order to declare 

that his message applies to all mankind, in fulfilment of God’s promise: “Say: 

‘Mankind, I am indeed God’s Messenger to you all. It is to Him that sovereignty over the 

heavens and the earth belongs. There is no deity other than Him. He alone grants life and 

causes death. Believe, then, in God and His Messenger, the unlettered Prophet, who believes 

in God and His words. And follow him, so that you may be rightly guided.’” (Verse 158) 

This is, then, the final, universal message that is not confined to a particular 

community, area or generation. Earlier messages were limited to a certain 

community or a certain period of time which extended until the appearance of a new 

messenger. Mankind made certain limited progress in the light of those messages, in 

preparation for this last message. Every new message incorporated certain 

modifications of the divine law that took into account human progress. The final 

message is complete and perfect in essence leaving room for flexibility in the 

implementation of its details. It is meant for all mankind, and there will be no 

subsequent local messages for any particular community or generation. It responds 

to basic human nature, which means that it is suitable for all mankind. Hence, it was 
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conveyed by the unlettered Prophet whose nature remained pure, refined only by 

the care he received from God. Hence, the Prophet’s pure nature conveyed the 

naturally pure message, addressing the very nature that is common to all mankind: 

“Say: ‘Mankind, I am indeed Gods Messenger to you all.’” (Verse 158) 

This Qur’ nic verse which commands God’s Messenger (peace be upon him) to 

address his message to all mankind was revealed in Makkah. It thus provides the 

perfect answer to the falsehood alleged and promoted by some followers of earlier 

divine religions who claim that Muhammad could not have contemplated, when he 

was in Makkah, to address his message to anyone outside it. They further claim that 

he only started to go beyond the tribe of Quraysh, and then to move to a larger area 

in order to address his message to the followers of earlier religions, and then to go 

beyond the Arabian Peninsula after the successes he was fortunate to achieve. This is 

merely a lie that serves them in their age-long war against his religion and its 

followers, and which continues unabating even today. 

It is not surprising that the followers of earlier religions should mobilize their 

forces against Islam, or that the Orientalists who write such lies take the lead in the 

unabating onslaught against the followers of Islam. What is surprising and most 

unfortunate is that many simpleminded and naive people among those who claim to 

be Muslims are happy to be students to those who invent falsehood against the 

Prophet of Islam and who continue to fight Muslims and the Islamic faith itself. They 

are happy to accept their ideas about Islam and to quote them on the history of this 

faith. Those naïve people have the audacity to describe themselves as `intellectuals’. 

Having commanded the Prophet to declare that his message applies to all 

mankind, the Qur’ nic verse continues to make it clear that the Prophet’s role is to 

make people fully aware of who is their true Lord: “It is to Him that sovereignty over 

the heavens and the earth belongs. There is no deity other than Him. He alone grants life and 

causes death.” (Verse 158) 

The Prophet, then, is a Messenger to all mankind from their Lord who is the 

Sovereign of the whole universe to which they themselves belong. He is the only God 

to whom everything in the universe submits. The clearest manifestation of His 

Godhead and His power is seen in the fact that He alone grants life and causes death. 

His religion, which His Messenger conveys to mankind, is the one that deserves to be 

accepted by all humanity because it is the religion that makes people fully aware of 

the true nature of their Lord. Thus, their submission to Him is an enlightened one, 

entailing complete obedience to God’s Messenger: “Believe, then, in God and His 

Messenger, the unlettered Prophet, who believes in God and His words. And follow him, so 

that you may be rightly guided.” (Verse 158) 
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This final address makes some important, though subtle, points which should be 

outlined. To start with, this address implies an order to believe in God and His 

Messenger. This is the same implication as the declaration that there is no deity other 

than God and that Muhammad is God’s Messenger. This is certainly the essence of 

faith. This order is preceded by an outline of God’s essential attributes: “It is to Him 

that sovereignty over the heavens and the earth belongs. There is no deity other than Him. He 

alone grants life and causes death.” (Verse 158) Hence, it is an order to believe in God, 

having learnt His true and essential attributes, and learnt that this message applies to 

all mankind. 

It also implies that the unlettered Prophet (peace be upon him) believes in God 

and His word. While this goes without saying, drawing attention to it here is quite 

important. Before a person advocates a certain cause, he himself must believe in it 

and must have its essentials clear in his mind so that he knows the true nature of 

what he advocates. Hence, the Prophet sent as God’s Messenger to all mankind is 

described as one “who believes in God and His words.” (Verse 158) This is exactly what 

he calls on people to believe. 

The address also refers to the practical requirements of the faith which the Prophet 

calls on people to accept. When they have accepted faith, they are required to abide 

by its law and to follow its teachings. This is stated clearly in God’s own words: “And 

follow him, so that you may be rightly guided.” (Verse 158) There is simply no way that 

people can benefit by the guidance given to them through God’s Messenger unless 

they follow in practice what that Messenger says. It is not sufficient that they should 

believe in it, unless that belief is endorsed by practice. This is the essence of Islam. 

This faith of Islam makes its own nature clear at every occasion. It is not simply a 

set of beliefs that find their way into people’s minds and hearts. Nor is it merely a set 

of rituals that have to be observed. It means the complete adherence in practice to 

everything that God’s Messenger has conveyed to us as part of his message. The 

Prophet has not confined himself to telling people to believe in God and His 

Messenger, or merely to do the various aspects of worship, but he has also conveyed 

to them, in word and deed, God’s law which must be implemented in human life. 

There is no way that people can have full guidance unless they follow the Prophet in 

all these aspects, which, together, form the religion God has given them. This religion 

of Islam has no version other than that indicated by the command to believe in God 

and His Messenger, coupled with this order: “And follow him, so that you may be rightly 

guided.” (Verse 158) Had the Islamic faith been merely a matter of beliefs only, it 

would have been sufficient to say: “Believe, then, in God and His Messenger.” (Verse 

158) But God has followed this by the order to follow the Prophet in everything that 

he has given us. 
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Straying Away from God’s Commandments 

The s rah resumes its account of the certain aspects of the history of the Israelites, 

picking it up after the violent trembling that seized the seventy people Moses had 

chosen for the appointment set by God. Moses was absorbed in a heartfelt 

supplication to his Lord to save them. We know from the accounts given in other 

s rahs that these seventy people were resurrected and returned to their folk, full of 

faith. The s rah picks up the thread of this story, but begins first by stating that not 

everyone among the Israelites was in error: “Yet among the folk of Moses there are some 

who guide (others) by means of the truth and act justly in its light.” (Verse 159) 

This describes their situation at the time of Moses, and after him, which meant that 

there was among them a group who were keen to follow the truth and show its 

guidance and maintain justice. It was such people who received the Prophet 

Muhammad’s message with ready acceptance, since they were informed in the Torah 

of his forthcoming appearance. The most notable of these was `Abdull h ibn Sall m 

(may God be pleased with him), a companion of the Prophet who stood up to the 

Jews in Madinah pointing out to them what the Torah says about the unlettered 

Prophet as well as the fact that Islamic law endorsed a number of Jewish laws. 

The s rah then resumes its account of the historical events: “We divided them into 

twelve tribes, each a community. And when his people asked Moses for water to drink, We 

inspired him: ‘Strike the rock with your staff’ Twelve springs gushed forth from it, and each 

tribe knew its drinking-place. We caused the clouds to draw their shadow over them and sent 

down for them manna and quails, [saying]: ‘Eat of the good things We have given you as 

sustenance.’ Yet they could do Us no wrong, but they certainly wronged themselves.” (Verse 

160) 

These are aspects of God’s care which continued to be extended to Moses and his 

people, even after they strayed away and worshipped the calf, then atoned for their 

error as God told them and He accepted their repentance. This also comes after they 

demanded to see God Himself and were stunned by the trembling, before God 

brought them back to life in answer to Moses’s prayers. God’s care is demonstrated 

here in organizing them into twelve communities, according to their ancestry. Each 

community traced their ancestry to one of the children of the Prophet Jacob, who was 

also known as Israel. They confirmed their allegiance on tribal lines: “We divided them 

into twelve tribes, each a community.” (Verse 160) 

God’s care is also manifest in assigning a spring to each community so that none 

of them would try to take what belonged to others: “When his people asked Moses for 

water to drink, We inspired him: ‘Strike the rock with your staff’. Twelve springs gushed 

forth from it, and each tribe knew its drinking place.” (Verse 160) 

Another aspect of God’s care was to send clouds to give them shade from the 
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burning desert sun, and to bestow on them from on high manna, a kind of wild 

honey, and quails to provide them with food after their drink had been guaranteed: 

“We caused the clouds to draw their shadow over them and sent down for them manna and 

quails.” (Verse 160) A further aspect of God’s care was the fact that all these good 

things were made lawful to them, as nothing had been forbidden them yet in 

punishment for their disobedience: “Eat of the good things We have given you as 

sustenance.” (Verse 160) 

God’s care is manifest in all that, but the Israelite nature continued to be 

rebellious, unwilling to keep to the path of guidance, as clearly appears from the final 

comment of this verse which mentions all these blessings that gave them water out of 

the rock, shade in the burning desert sun and wholesome, delicious food: “Yet they 

could do Us no wrong, but they certainly wronged themselves.” (Verse 160) Disobedience 

to God and straying away from His path were the manifestations of their wronging 

themselves. Such disobedience could cause God no harm, because God has no need 

of the Israelites or anyone else. Indeed, His kingdom is not affected at all even if they 

and all creatures were to unite in total disobedience to Him. Nor is His kingdom 

increased in any way, if all creatures were to continue to obey Him without fail. 

People simply wrong themselves by disobedience to God and straying away from 

His path. 

Response to God’s Care 

How did the Children of Israel respond to God’s care? What steps did they take on 

the long road pointed out to them? “It was said to them: Dwell in this city and eat of its 

food whatever you may wish, and say: “Lord, relieve us of our burden,” and enter the gate in 

humility. We will forgive you your sins, and We will richly reward those who do good.’ But 

the wrongdoers among them substituted other words for those which they had been given. 

Therefore We let loose against them a scourge from heaven in requital for their wrongdoing.” 

(Verses 161-162) 

God forgave them their sin of worshipping the calf, and He also forgave them 

after they were seized by the trembling when they were on the mountain. He has 

given them all His blessings; yet again their nature takes them away from the straight 

path. Again they disobey and change God’s words. They are told to enter a particular 

city, the name of which is not given in the Qur’ n because knowing its name does not 

add to the significance of the story, and God makes lawful for them all its fruits and 

provisions, provided that as they enter they say a particular supplication and 

prostrate themselves on entry. That last gesture was required as a declaration of their 

submission to God at the time of victory when they felt very powerful, just as the 

Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him) prostrated himself many centuries later, 

on the back of his camel, when Makkah fell to Islam. In return for their obedience, 
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God promised to forgive them their sins and to increase the reward of those among 

them who did well. But why would they disobey? There is no explanation other than 

the fact that deviation was in their nature: “But the wrongdoers among them substituted 

other words for those which they had been given.” (Verse 162) 

At this point, God let loose against them a scourge from heaven. It was the same 

heaven from which He sent down manna and quails, and which carried the clouds 

that gave them shade and comfort: “Therefore We let loose against them a scourge from 

heaven in requital for their wrongdoing.” (Verse 162) Thus, the fact that a group of them 

disbelieved constituted what is termed in the Qur’ n as ‘wronging themselves’ and 

made them liable to God’s punishment. The Qur’ n does not tell us exactly the 

nature of the suffering to which they were subjected, because the purpose of this 

account is achieved without specifying it. All that is needed here is to explain that 

disobedience entails the enforcement of the threats, giving the guilty their fair 

punishment. 

Temptation Overcomes Willpower 

Once more the Children of Israel are guilty of sinful disobedience. In this 

particular case, they do not openly contravene God’s law, but they try to find 

loopholes to evade what the law requires. They cannot remain steadfast in the face of 

the trial to which they are exposed, because steadfastness requires a nature that can 

control desires and ambitions: “Ask them about the town which stood by the sea: how its 

people profaned the Sabbath. Each Sabbath their fish appeared before them breaking the 

water’s surface, but they would not come near them on other than Sabbath days. Thus did We 

try them because of their disobedience. When some among them asked: ‘Why do you preach to 

people whom God is certain to destroy, or at least to punish severely?’ [others] replied: So that 

we may be free from blame in the sight of your Lord, and that they may become God-fearing.’ 

When they had forgotten all the warnings they had been given, We saved those who had tried 

to prevent evil, and overwhelmed the transgressors with dreadful suffering for their 

iniquitous deeds. And when they insolently persisted in doing what they had been forbidden 

to do, We said to them: ‘Turn into despicable apes.’ Then your Lord declared that He would 

most certainly raise against them people who would cruelly oppress them till the Day of 

Resurrection. Your Lord is swift indeed in His retribution, yet He is certainly much 

forgiving, merciful.” (Verses 163-167) 

There is a change of style here as the method of reporting historical events is 

dropped in preference for confronting the descendants of the Israelites who opposed 

the Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him) in Madinah. The passage beginning 

with this verse up to verse 171 was revealed in Madinah to give answers to its Jewish 

population. However, it is incorporated in this Makkan s rah to complete the history 

of the Israelites with their Prophet Moses. 
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Here God orders His Messenger (peace be upon him) to ask the Jews about this 

well-known event in their former history. They are questioned about it here because 

they were keen to assert their ancestry and that they belonged to a nation with a 

history extending over many generations. It reminds them of their old disobedience 

and the fact that their disobedience doomed a group of them to a complete change of 

form in this life, and condemned them all to a long history of humiliation. The only 

exceptions are those ready to follow the last Prophet who would certainly relieve 

them of the burdens and the shackles that tied them down. 

The name of the city by the sea is not mentioned, because it was well known to the 

addressees. The event itself was perpetrated by a group of Jews who were living in a 

coastal city. The Children of Israel had requested that a day should be assigned to 

them for rest and total devotion, so that none of them would need to work on that 

day. Hence the appointment of the Sabbath for them. They were then subjected to a 

test so that they would learn how to demonstrate their willpower and resist 

temptation. They certainly needed to learn how to fulfil their commitments, 

particularly in the case of a conflict between duty and desire. That was absolutely 

necessary for the Children of Israel whose characters were badly weakened as a 

result of the humiliation they had long suffered. Their will needed to be liberated 

after such a long history of subjugation, so that they could get used to facing 

challenges and resisting temptations. 

Besides, this is needed by everyone who aspires to be an advocate of God’s 

message, and to fulfil the trust God has given to human beings on earth. Indeed, the 

test of willpower was the first to which Adam and Eve were subjected. They could 

not stand up to it, and were tempted by Satan to eat of the fruit of the tree, which he 

described to them as the tree of everlasting life and imperishable wealth. Every 

community of advocates of God’s cause must go successfully through this test before 

they can be trusted with the task assigned to mankind as they are placed in charge of 

the earth. The nature of the test remains the same, but its methods may vary. 

A group of the Children of Israel were unable to face the challenge and pass the 

test this time. This was the result of their repeated disobedience. Fish of different 

types used to come very close to the shore on Sabbath days, appearing to be so easy 

to catch. Yet they could do nothing to catch them because of the sanctity of the 

Sabbath, which they needed to observe. When the Sabbath day ended the fish were 

no longer there. They had gone deep into the sea. This is the event which the Prophet 

Muhammad was ordered to remind them of, in addition to giving them a reminder 

of what they did and what happened to them as a result: “Ask them about the town 

which stood by the sea: how its people profaned the Sabbath. Each Sabbath their fish appeared 

before them breaking the water’s surface, but they would not come near them on other than 

Sabbath days. Thus did We try them because of their disobedience.” (Verse 163) 
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How did all this happen? What made the fish behave in this way? How could the 

fish out-manoeuvre them? This is a miracle that takes place by God’s will at the time 

He chooses. Those who are devoid of knowledge are keen to deny that God’s will 

can operate in any way other than what they describe as ‘the laws of nature’. But the 

Islamic concept, endorsed by the facts of life, has a different view. It is God (limitless 

is He in His glory) who has created this universe and set its laws in operation, in 

accordance with His absolute, free will. This means that God’s law is not restrained 

by those laws of nature, or that it must operate within them. God’s will remains free 

and absolute after these laws have come into operation, just as it was before them. 

This is the fact ignored by those who are devoid of knowledge. It is certainly an 

aspect of God’s grace which He bestows on His servants that these laws of nature 

remain constant, but that does not mean that His will becomes subject to them or 

restrained by them. Whenever He, in His wisdom, wants something to take place in a 

fashion that breaks these laws of nature, His will is certainly done. Moreover, every 

time these constant laws operate, their operation takes place by a new act of God’s 

will, which is specific to that particular instance. These laws do not operate 

automatically, of their own accord, or without God’s will. This is indeed the case, 

despite the fact that the laws of nature remain constant, unless God determines 

otherwise. Whether the constant laws of nature operate or some other laws operate 

in their place, whatever actually happens in the universe is subject to a special act of 

God’s will. Hence, the operation of the laws of nature and the accomplishment of 

something supernatural are equal and at the same level. There is nothing in the 

system of the universe that happens automatically, not even once, as those who are 

devoid of knowledge are keen to assert. In fact, they have recently started to 

recognize this.   

Be that as it may, the temptation was too strong for those people of the city facing 

the sea. A group of them found the temptation irresistible, and all their willpower 

collapsed. They forgot their covenant with their Lord and began, as is typical of the 

Jews, to try to find subtle ways of fishing on the Sabbath. When faith is weak in 

people’s hearts, many a deviant way can be found, since people start to deal with the 

law as a mere restriction which they need to evade. No law can be properly enforced 

by its mere statements, or by a police force. A law is safeguarded by God-fearing 

hearts who are keen to please God and to avoid His punishment. People will 

continue to try to evade the law when they have an interest in evading its provisions. 

Therefore, a law cannot be safeguarded by material power or a police force. No 

strong-handed tactics can give a government enough power to appoint a policeman 

to watch every individual to ensure observance of the law. That can only be achieved 

through faith, when people are God-fearing, keen to abide by God’s law in public 

and private. 
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Abundant Grace, Swift Punishment 

Hence, all situations which do not rely on the inner motivation of God-fearing 

hearts are bound to fail. Also doomed to failure are all man-made theories and 

regimes which do not rely on God’s authority. Hence, all human systems to ensure 

the enforcement of the law remain ineffective, because no police force can watch over 

all people, all the time. 

In this particular case mentioned in the s rah, the inhabitants of that city began to 

seek ways and means to get around the prohibition of fishing on the Sabbath day. It 

has been reported that they put up certain barriers on the Sabbath day so that the fish 

could not return to the sea, and on the Sunday they would be quick to take their 

catch. They claimed that they did not do the fishing on the Sabbath, because the fish 

remained in the water, behind the barriers. A second group recognized the 

deviousness in all this, and warned those people who perpetrated it against God’s 

punishment, dissociating themselves from their schemes. 

A third group said to the ones urging their community to comply with God’s 

orders: what use is your admonition to those erring people, when they persist in 

their erring ways? God is certain to destroy them or to inflict severe punishment on 

them: “When some among them asked: ‘Why do you preach to people whom God is certain to 

destroy, or at least to punish severely?’” (Verse 164) Warnings and admonition are no 

longer of use, after they have condemned themselves to destruction or severe 

punishment by violating God’s law. The second group replied: “So that we may be free 

from blame in the sight of your Lord, and that they may become God-fearing.” It is a duty on 

us to enjoin what is right and warn against what is evil and against violating God’s 

law. When we have done our duty, we hope to be free from blame. Besides, it may be 

that our admonition will touch a sensitive heart and cause at least some disobedient 

people to repent. 

Thus, the inhabitants of that city were divided into three groups, or three 

communities. In Islamic terminology, a nation or a community is a group of people 

who believe in one faith, have the same concept, and admit allegiance to a single 

leadership. It is thus different from the definitions given to it in non-Muslim 

societies, ancient and modern, which make a nation any group of people living in a 

particular area and governed by a particular regime. This concept is alien to Islam. 

Hence, we say that the inhabitants of that city were divided into three groups: a clearly 

disobedient one, and one opposed to the sly schemes of disobedience to God, taking a 

positive action or denouncing disobedience and giving admonition. A third group adopted a 

negative attitude, disapproving of those disobedient schemes but taking no positive action to 

repel them. Each group had its own concept and line of action, which made each of them a 

separate nation. 
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When warnings and admonition were apparently useless, and the disobedient group 

persisted with their erring ways, God’s warnings had to be fulfilled. Those who 

admonished them were saved, while the disobedient community suffered a very severe 

punishment, as will be explained presently. The s rah does not mention what happened to the 

third group or community, perhaps in order to indicate that they were of no consequence, 

because they refrained from taking positive action and were satisfied to disapprove of God’s 

disobedience only in a negative way. Hence, they deserved to be ignored although they did 

not incur punishment: “When they had forgotten all the warnings they had been given, We saved those 

who had tried to prevent evil, and overwhelmed the transgressors with dreadful suffering for their iniquitous 

deeds. And when they insolently persisted in doing what they had been forbidden to do, We said to them: 

`Turn into despicable apes.’” (Verses 165-166)  

We note here how the Qur’ n equates disobedience with denying the faith, and refers 

to this as `wrongdoing’, or `transgression’. This occurs very frequently in the Qur’ n, which 

gives these terms a different concept to what is used in the works of scholars of later 

generations.   

The dreadful suffering inflicted on those scheming people who disobeyed God was 

to transform them into despicable apes. They forfeited their humanity when they 

abandoned their will, which could control their desires. They simply sank into the world 

of animals.  

Hence, it was a befitting punishment that they should be given the appearance of apes.  

How did they become apes, and what happened to them thereafter? Did they perish, as would 

every creature that is transformed into another  shape? Or did they procreate in the form of apes? 

There are so many different reports in books of Qur’ nic commentary. However, none of 

these questions is given an answer in the Qur’ n, and we do not have any authentic statement 

by the Prophet to give answers to them.   

Hence, we will not delve into these areas. 

The same order which initiates creation and gives creatures their forms and shapes 

was given in order to bring about a change of form or a transformation. The word 

used in all these cases is, “Be”, and whatever God desires immediately takes place. 

“We said to them: ‘Turn into despicable apes,’” with the Arabic text using the formula, 

“Be despicable apes”. (Verse 166) That was sufficient for them to be apes that are 

despicable, and to live in humiliation. That was the order that no power could repel, 

issued by the One who always accomplishes His purpose. 

This was followed by an everlasting curse, which spared only those who would 

believe in the unlettered Prophet and follow him. This curse was also earned because 

of their long persistence in disobeying God. Hence, God issued the verdict that was 

certain to be implemented: “Then your Lord declared that He would most certainly raise 

against them people who would cruelly oppress them till the Day of Resurrection. Your Lord 
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is swift indeed in His retribution, yet He is certainly much forgiving, merciful.” (Verse 167) 

That declaration will last for ever, although its fulfilment started the day it was 

issued. In different periods of history, there were those who dealt very severely with 

the Jews and were ready to oppress them. The declaration will continue to operate, 

and there will from time to time be those who will deal cruelly with them. Whenever 

the Jews gain power and tyrannize in disobedience of God, they will certainly come 

to suffer at the hands of people whom God will raise against them. This is because 

they will continue to move from one act of disobedience of God to another, and will 

not mend their ways before they start with new erring ways. 

At times we may think that the curse is no longer operative, and that the Jews 

have gathered so much power and influence. The fact is that this will only be for a 

limited period of history. It is God alone who knows whom He will raise against the 

Jews in the next round, and the round to follow that, until the Day of Resurrection. 

God has made this declaration, and informed His Messenger of it in His own book, 

the Qur’ n, and concluded this declaration with a statement outlining the two 

attributes of God that He is at the same time swift in retribution, much forgiving and 

merciful: “Your Lord is swift indeed in His retribution, yet He is certainly much forgiving, 

merciful.” (Verse 167) With His swift punishment, He overwhelms those who earn 

that punishment, as happened to those dwellers of that city by the seaside. With His 

forgiveness and mercy He accepts the repentance of those of the Israelites who are 

ready to follow the unlettered Prophet who is clearly described in the Torah and the 

Gospel. His punishment is not the result of any grudge, but it is the fitting retribution 

for those guilty of disobedience. God’s mercy and forgiveness are always there to be 

extended to those who earn them. 

A Strong Motivation for Believers 

The Qur’ nic account follows the historical events after Moses. It refers to 

succeeding generations up to the Jewish generation that lived in Madinah at the time 

when the Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him) established the first Muslim 

community there. 

We dispersed them all over the earth as separate communities; some of them were 
righteous, and some far from that, and We tried them with blessings and misfortunes, 
so that they might mend their ways. They were succeeded by generations who 
inherited the Book. Yet these are keen to enjoy the fleeting pleasures of this lower 
world and say, “We shall be forgiven.” Should some similar pleasures come their way, 
they would certainly be keen to indulge them. Have they not solemnly pledged 
through their Scriptures to say nothing but the truth about God? And have they not 
studied well what is in [the Scriptures]? Surely the life in the hereafter is better for all 
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who are God-fearing. Will you not use your reason? As for those who hold fast to the 
Scriptures and attend regularly to their prayers, We shall not fail to reward those who 
enjoin the doing of what is right. We suspended the mountain over them as if it were a 
shadow, and they thought that it would fall down on them. [We said]: Hold fast with 
all your strength to what We have given you and bear in mind all that it contains, so 
that you may remain God-fearing. (Verses 168-171) 

These verses, revealed in Madinah and added to this Makkan s rah, serve as a 

complement to the history of the Children of Israel after the Prophet Moses had 

passed away. The Jews were dispersed across the earth, divided into groups of 

varying concepts and different schools, trends and leanings. Some of them were 

righteous indeed, while others were not. In His wisdom, God continued to set them 

one test after another, trying them at times with ease and comfort, and at others with 

affliction and misfortune. All these tests were meant to help them see things in the 

right perspective and choose the path of righteousness: “We tried them with blessings 

and misfortunes, so that they might mend their ways.” (Verse 168) It is an act of divine 

mercy that God puts His servants to one test after another, because these tests serve 

as reminders to them so that forgetfulness will not let them think too highly of 

themselves. Such thoughts can easily lead people to self-condemnation. 

“They were succeeded by generations who inherited the Book. Yet these are keen to enjoy 

the fleeting pleasures of this lower world and say, `We shall be forgiven.’ Should some similar 

pleasures come their way, they would certainly be keen to indulge them.” (Verse 169) This 

new generation of Israelites have certain characteristics that are described in the 

Qur’ n. They have inherited the Scriptures and learned them well. However, they 

did not take the Scriptures to heart, so that they would bring their behaviour and 

practices in line with their dictates. In other words, their approach to faith was an 

academic one, taking their faith as mere knowledge to be learned, but having no 

practical purpose. Whenever a worldly pleasure offered itself to them, they took it up 

and indulged in it. They then claimed that they would be forgiven by God. 

This state of affairs was repeated time after time. Hence, the Qur’ n poses this 

rhetoric question: “Have they not solemnly pledged through their Scriptures to say nothing 

but the truth about God? And have they not studied well what is in [the Scriptures]?” (Verse 

169) In their very Scriptures they pledged never to try to manipulate the provisions 

of divine law, or give them a false interpretation. They also vowed not to say 

anything about God but the plain truth. How is it possible, then, for them to claim 

that they will be forgiven when they are keen to indulge in every worldly pleasure 

that presents itself to them? How can they justify such indulgence by making a false 

statement about God, assuring themselves of His forgiveness, when they are well 

aware that God forgives only those who truly repent of their mistakes and resolve 

not to repeat them? This does not apply to them, because having studied the 
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Scriptures well and known everything they contain, they remain ready to indulge in 

every fleeting pleasure of this low world. 

A mere academic study of religion is of little benefit, as long as faith does not 

establish itself in the heart of the person studying it. Many of those who study 

religion let their hearts drift away from it. They simply study it in order to find 

justification for their deeds by twisting the meaning of religious statements. Thus 

they try to find loopholes to justify their indulgence in worldly pleasures. Indeed, the 

true enemies of religion are those who have an academic approach to it, without 

truly believing in it and without fearing God. 

“Surely the life in the hereafter is better for all who are God-fearing. Will you not use your 

reason?” (Verse 169) Indeed, the abode of the hereafter is the one to seek. Its value, as 

it is recognized by those who are God-fearing, is bound to tilt the scales. Seeking it 

provides the determination to resist the fleeting pleasures that present themselves 

now, in the life of this world. It is the motivation to gain admission into that abode of 

the hereafter that mends hearts and sets life on the proper footing. Without observing 

the requirements for such future life, this present life will go awry. How else can a 

human being resist the great pressure of indulging the immediate pleasures of this 

life? What stops a human being from indulging his greed or taking away what 

belongs to others? What can tame people’s urges, cravings and powerful aspirations? 

What can give people the reassurance that what is lost in this life struggle will not 

have been totally lost at the point of death? Rather, there is still more to come in a 

future, everlasting life. What gives the believers support in the battle between good 

and evil, truth and falsehood, when they see life’s pleasures slipping away from their 

hands, and find evil gaining increased power and imposing tyrannical authority? 

Nothing can give such strength and help to believers to remain steadfast in the 

face of misfortunes and changing circumstances during an unabating battle with 

falsehood except the firm belief in the life to come and that it is far better and 

superior for those who are God- fearing. That abode belongs to those who forgive, 

rise above the fleeting pleasures of this world, show determination to follow the 

truth and to do what is good, remain unshakeable, as they go along the way, 

reassured that what God has for them is infinitely better than what they may have in 

this world. 

This abode of the hereafter is something that lies beyond the reach of our human 

perception. The advocates of `scientific socialism’ want to obliterate the belief in it 

from our hearts, faith and life in order to replace it with an ignorant, atheistic 

concept, which they describe as ‘scientific’. But their attempt relates to the corruption 

of hearts and souls, and the corruption of life itself. So many social ills, such as 

bribery, greed, oppression, negligence, apathy and treachery break loose, but nothing 

can check them except faith. To place what is ‘scientific’ in opposition to what is 
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‘imperceptible’ is no more than an ignorant phenomenon that spread in the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, but human knowledge has abandoned it 

altogether. In the twentieth century, it has only been upheld by a small minority. This 

whole phenomenon is in conflict with human nature. Hence, it corrupts lives to the 

extent that it exposes all mankind to the risk of destruction. It is part of the Zionist 

plan, which tries to rob humanity of the most important factors that give it health 

and strength. In this way, they hope to eventually make the whole world submissive 

to the kingdom of Zion. Such flimsy ideas are repeated by some human parrots, 

scattered here and there, while the regimes that Zionism has put in power in most 

parts of the world continue to implement the wicked Zionist plan. What is worse is 

that they implement it knowing its aim and purpose. 

Unfailing Reward 

Because the questions of the hereafter and fearing God are central to faith and life, 

the Qur’ n tells those who are keen to indulge in the fleeting pleasures of this world 

to use their minds: “Surely the lift in the hereafter is better for all who are God-fearing. Will 

you not use your reason?” (Verse 169) Had reason had the final say, and had the final 

verdict been that of true knowledge, rather than ignorance given the guise of 

knowledge, the hereafter would have been seen as far superior to the fleeting 

pleasures of this lower world. Fearing God would have been seen as strengthening 

faith and achieving success in this life: “As for those who hold fast to the Scriptures and 

attend regularly to their prayers, We shall not fail to reward those who enjoin the doing of 

what is right.” (Verse 170) 

Clear criticism of those who have given their pledges through the Scriptures and 

who have studied them thoroughly is implied. That is because they do not hold fast 

to the Scriptures they studied, and do not implement their teachings, or refer to them 

in formulating their concepts and deciding their behaviour. However, this verse 

remains general in its import, addressing all generations and all situations. 

The very expression, “hold fast to the Scriptures”, gives a vivid image that we can 

almost see and feel. It is the image of holding the book with strength and seriousness. 

This is how God likes His book to be approached, without rigidity or narrow-

mindedness. Strength and seriousness are totally different from rigidity and narrow-

mindedness. They are not opposed to ease, broad vision and compatibility with day-

to-day life, but they are opposed to looseness, carelessness, and giving human 

practices precedence over God’s law. Indeed, what people do must always be subject 

to God’s law. 

Holding fast with strength and seriousness to what God has revealed and 

attending regularly to prayers, which is here a reference to all aspects of worship, are 
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the twin essential factors of the divine method that aims at setting human life on the 

right footing. The way this Qur’ nic verse clearly links holding fast to the Scriptures 

with attending to worship is significant. It shows that implementing divine 

revelations in human life gives it the right basis, and that proper worship reforms 

human rights. Thus, the two operate in everyday life as well as in human hearts and 

set them both aright. This is further emphasized by the reference to doing right at the 

conclusion of the Qur’ nic verse: “As for those who hold fast to the Scriptures and attend 

regularly to their prayers, We shall not fail to reward those who enjoin the doing of what is 

right.” (Verse 170) 

The plain fact is that all human life suffers as a result of abandoning these two 

essential factors of the divine method. When the revealed message is taken lightly, it 

has no effect on everyday life, and when worship is abandoned, people’s hearts 

become prone to corruption. This leads to evading the law, as was the practice of the 

people of earlier Scriptures. The same applies to the followers of any Scripture when 

their hearts take worship lightly, and in consequence, their fear of God weakens. 

The divine system is a complete whole, which establishes life on the basis of a 

divine writ, and reforms hearts through worship. Thus, hearts are healthy and 

human life is also wholesome. That is the divine method, which is abandoned in 

preference for another only by those who are bound to suffer misery in this world 

and punishment in the life to come. 

At the end of the story, as related in this s rah, an account is given of how God 

accepted the pledges of the Children of Israel: “We suspended the mountain over them as 

if it were a shadow, and they thought that it would fall down on them. [We said]: Hold fast 

with all your strength to what We have given you and bear in mind all that it contains, so 

that you may remain God-fearing.” (Verse 171) That covenant cannot be forgotten, 

because it was taken in unforgettable circumstances. It was taken at a time when God 

suspended the mountain over the Children of Israel’s heads, just as though it was a 

shadow. For all intents and purposes, they thought it was going to fall on them. Just 

prior to that, they were reluctant to give any pledges, but when they experienced that 

supernatural event, they hastened to make their pledges. That in itself should have 

prevented any relapse on their part. With such a miracle taking place before their 

eyes, they were ordered to take their pledges seriously, and to fulfil them 

conscientiously. They were warned against any slackness or complacency. They must 

always remember their pledges and work for their fulfilment, so that their hearts 

soften and remain conscious of God. But the nature of the Israelites remains the 

same. They soon broke their pledges and sank into disobedience. Thus, they incurred 

God’s wrath. They proved that they could not be grateful for God’s favours and the 

grace He had bestowed on them. Hence, they incurred God’s punishment on account 

of breaking their pledges to Him. God never deals unjustly with anyone. 
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10 

Bearing Witness 

Your Lord brought forth their offspring from the 

loins of the children of Adam, and called them to 

bear witness about themselves. [He said]: “Am I 

not your Lord?” They replied: “Yes, indeed, we 

bear witness to that.” [This He did] lest you 

should say on the Day of Resurrection, “We were 

truly unaware of this;” (172) 

or lest you say, “It was our forefathers who, in 

times gone by, associated partners with God, and 

we were only their late offspring. Will You destroy 

us on account of what those inventors of falsehood 

did?” (173) 

Thus We make plain Our revelations so that 

they may return [to the right path]. (174) 

Tell them of the man to whom We give Our 

revelations, and who then discards them. Satan 

catches up with him and he strays, like many 

others, into error. (175) 

Had We so willed, We would have exalted him 

by means of those (revelations), but he clings to the 

earth and succumbs to his desires. He may be 

compared to a dog: no matter how you drive him 

off, he pants on away, and if you leave him alone, 

he still pants on. That is what the people who 

reject Our revelations are like. Tell them, then, 

such stories, so that they may take heed. (176) 

øŒ Î) uρ x‹s{ r& y7 •/ u‘ .⎯ ÏΒ û©Í_ t/ tΠ yŠ# u™ ⎯ ÏΒ óΟ ÏδÍ‘θßγ àß 
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 214

A dismal example is that provided by those who 

reject Our revelations; for it is against their own 

selves that they are sinning. (177) 

He whom God guides is on the right path; 

whereas those whom He lets go astray are indeed 

losers. (178) 

We have destined for Hell many of the jinn and 

many human beings; they have hearts they cannot 

understand with, and they have eyes with which 

they fail to see, and ears with which they fail to 

hear. They are like cattle; indeed, they are even 

further away from the right way. They are the 

truly heedless. (179) 

God has the finest names, so appeal to Him by 

these and stay away from those who blaspheme 

against His names. They shall be requited for all 

they do. (180) 

Among those whom We have created there is a 

community who guide others by means of the 

truth and with it establish justice. (181) 

As for those who deny Our revelations, We will 

lead them on, step by step, from whence they 

cannot tell; (182) 

for although I may give them respite, My subtle 

scheme is mighty. (183) 

Have they not thought things over? Their 

companion is no madman; he is only a plain 

warner. (184) 

u™!$y™ ¸ξsWtΒ ãΠ öθs) ø9 $# z⎯ƒ Ï% ©!$# (#θç/ ¤‹x. $uΖÏG≈ tƒ$t↔ Î/ 
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⎯ tΒ Ï‰öκ u‰ ª!$# uθßγ sù “Ï‰tGôγ ßϑø9 $# ( ⎯ tΒuρ ö≅ Î=ôÒãƒ 

y7 Í× ¯≈ s9 'ρé'sù ãΝ èδ tβρçÅ£≈ sƒ ø:$# ∩⊇∠∇∪  

ô‰s) s9 uρ $tΡù& u‘ sŒ zΟ ¨Ψ yγ yfÏ9 # Z ÏW Ÿ2 š∅ÏiΒ Çd⎯ Ågø:$# 

Ä§ΡM}$# uρ ( öΝ çλm; Ò>θè=è% ω šχθßγ s) ø tƒ $pκ Í5 öΝ çλm; uρ 

×⎦ã⎫ôãr& ω tβρçÅÇö7 ãƒ $pκ Í5 öΝ çλm; uρ ×β# sŒ# u™ ω 
tβθãèuΚó¡o„ !$pκ Í5 4 y7 Í× ¯≈ s9 'ρé& ÉΟ≈ yè÷ΡF{ $% x. ö≅ t/ öΝ èδ ‘≅ |Êr& 

4 y7 Í× ¯≈ s9 'ρé& ãΝ èδ šχθè=Ï≈ tóø9 $# ∩⊇∠®∪ 

 ¬!uρ â™!$oÿôœF{ $# 4©o_ ó¡çt ø:$# çνθãã ÷Š $$sù $pκ Í5 ( (#ρâ‘ sŒ uρ 

t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# šχρß‰Åsù=ãƒ þ’ Îû ⎯ Ïμ Í× ¯≈ yϑó™ r& 4 tβ÷ρt“ ôfã‹y™ 

$tΒ (#θçΡ% x. tβθè=yϑ÷ètƒ ∩⊇∇⊃∪  

ô⎯ £ϑÏΒuρ !$oΨ ø) n=yz ×π ¨Βé& tβρß‰öκ u‰ Èd,ysø9 $$Î/ ⎯ Ïμ Î/ uρ 

šχθä9 Ï‰÷è tƒ ∩⊇∇⊇∪  

t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# uρ (#θç/ ¤‹x. $uΖÏG≈ tƒ$t↔ Î/ Ν ßγ ã_Í‘ ô‰tGó¡t⊥ y™ ô⎯ ÏiΒ 

ß] ø‹ym Ÿω tβθßϑn=ôè tƒ ∩⊇∇⊄∪  

’ Í?øΒé& uρ öΝ ßγ s9 4 χÎ) “Ï‰ø‹ x. î⎦⎫ÏGtΒ ∩⊇∇⊂∪  

öΝ s9 uρr& (#ρã©3x tGtƒ 3 $tΒ Ν Íκ È: Ïm$|ÁÎ/ ⎯ ÏiΒ >π ¨ΖÅ_ 4 ÷βÎ) 

uθèδ ωÎ) ÖƒÉ‹tΡ î⎦⎫Î7 •Β ∩⊇∇⊆∪  



 

 215

Have they not considered [God’s] dominion over 

the heavens and the earth, and all that God has 

created, and [reflected] that it may well be that 

their own term is drawing near? In what other 

message after this will they, then, believe? (185) 

Those whom God lets go astray will have no 

guide; and He leaves them in their overweening 

arrogance to stumble along blindly. (186) 

They ask you about the Last Hour: “When will 

it come to pass?” Say: Knowledge of it rests with 

my Lord alone. None but He will reveal it at its 

appointed time. It will weigh heavily on the 

heavens and the earth; and it will not fall on you 

except suddenly. They will ask you further as if 

you yourself persistently enquire about it. Say: 

Knowledge of it rests with God alone, though 

most people remain unaware. (187) 

Say: It is not within my power to bring benefit to, 

or avert evil from, myself, except as God may 

please. Had I possessed knowledge of what lies 

beyond the reach of human perception, I would 

have availed myself of much that is good and no 

evil would have ever touched me. I am no more 

than one who gives warning, and a herald of good 

news to people who believe. (188) 

It is He who has created you all from a single 

soul, and out of it brought into being its mate, so 

that he might incline with love towards her. When 

he has consorted with her, she conceives a light 

burden, which she carries with ease. Then, when 

she grows heavy, they both appeal to God, their 

Lord: “Grant us a goodly child and we will be 

truly grateful.” (189) 
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Yet when He has granted them a goodly child, 

they associate with Him partners, particularly in 

respect of what He has granted them. Exalted is 

God above anything people may associate with 

Him as partners. (190) 

Do they associate with Him those that can create 

nothing, while they themselves have been created, 

(191) 

and neither can they give them any support nor 

can they even help themselves. (192) 

If you call them to guidance they will not follow 

you. It is all the same whether you call them or 

keep silent. (193) 

Those whom you invoke beside ‘ God are God’s 

servants, just like you. Invoke them, then, and let 

them answer you, if what you claim is true. (194) 

Have they, perchance, feet on which they could 

walk, or hands with which to grasp things, or eyes 

with which to see, or ears with which to hear? 

Say: Appeal to those you claim to be partners 

with God, and scheme against me, and give me 

no respite. (195) 

My guardian is God who has bestowed this 

Book from on high. It is He who is the guardian 

of the righteous. (196) 

Those whom you invoke beside Him cannot give 

you any support, nor can they even help 

themselves. (197) 
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Preview 

The historical accounts given in this s rah have centred on the theme of God’s 

oneness. In all these accounts, God’s messengers emphasized the truth of God’s 

oneness to their peoples, and warned them against associating partners with Him. In 

each account we see how the warnings of those messengers came to pass. Now the 

s rah moves on to deal with the central issue of God’s oneness from a different angle, 

which refers particularly to human nature as created by God. It speaks of a firm 

pledge with far-reaching implications for human nature and its constitution. Indeed, 

acknowledging God as the only Lord in the universe is ingrained in human nature, 

which admits to it by its very existence and by what it feels deeply at heart. Divine 

messengers bring reminders and warnings to those who deviate from their essential 

nature. Believing in God’s oneness is the basic issue of a covenant between human 

nature and the Creator of human beings. Therefore, they have no justification for 

breaking this covenant, even if God did not send them any messenger to remind and 

warn them. But it is God’s grace that dictates that human beings should not be left to 

their nature alone, because it may deviate, or to their minds because they may err. 

Hence, He sends them messengers to bring them happy news and to warn them so 

that people may not have an argument to press against God after He sent them those 

messengers. 

Tackling the question of God’s oneness from this angle the s rah follows several 

lines. The first of these is a narrative speaking of a situation that, according to some 

reports, took place in the past history of the Children of Israel. More accurately, its 

speaks of a type of people that may exist at any time or place. In any society or 

generation, we come across those who have enough knowledge to lead them to the 

truth and to follow guidance, but they nevertheless defy their own knowledge and 

sink into error just as those who are devoid of all knowledge. Indeed, their own 

knowledge adds to their misery and deviation because they remain devoid of the 

faith, which makes knowledge a guiding light. 

Another narrative line describes how nature moves gradually away from 

believing in God’s oneness to associating partners with Him. Here we have a married 

couple who are full of hope with respect to the child they are expecting. By nature, 

they turn to their Lord making all pledges to Him to be very grateful if He would 

If you pray to them for guidance, they will not 

hear you. You may see them looking at you but 

they do not see. (198) 
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give them a healthy and dutiful child. When their wishes are granted, they begin to 

deviate and associate partners with God. 

A third line is descriptive, showing how receptive human systems stop 

functioning until people go a very long way into error so as to sink below the level of 

animals. This deservedly turns them into fuel for Hell. They have minds, eyes and 

ears, but they understand, see and hear nothing. This leaves them hardened in error. 

A further line is inspirational, trying to resuscitate those receptive systems so that 

people may think and reflect. They are encouraged to look at what is in the heavens 

and the earth and to contemplate God’s creation. It also reminds them of the 

predetermined moment of death and invites them to reflect on the position of the 

noble Messenger who calls on people to follow guidance. Yet those who have gone 

astray describe him as mad. And we have a line that disputes their claims about their 

alleged deities, which lack all qualities of Godhead, and indeed lack the essential 

qualities of life. 

All this ends with a directive to the Prophet to challenge them and their deities, 

and to declare that he dissociates himself from their community, beliefs, deities and 

worship, and turns to the only true patron and guardian “who has bestowed this Book 

from on high. It is He who is the guardian of the righteous.” (Verse 196) 

The previous passage concluded the story of the Children of Israel with the scene 

of the pledges they gave to God in the shadow of the suspended mountain. This new 

passage follows on that final scene and begins with a discussion of the broader 

covenant God has taken from human nature. The scene is even more awesome and 

splendid than that of the suspended mountain. 

A Scene to Defy All Imagination 

Your Lord brought forth their offspring from the loins of the children of Adam, and 
called them to bear witness about themselves. [He said]: “Am I not your Lord?” They 
replied: “Yes, indeed, we bear witness to that.” [This He did] lest you should say on 
the Day of Resurrection, “We were truly unaware of this;” or lest you say, It was our 
forefathers who, in times gone by, associated partners with God, and we were only 
their late offspring. Will You destroy us on account of what those inventors of 
falsehood did?” Thus We make plain Our revelations so that they may return [to the 
right path]. (Verses 172-174) 

In this short passage we have the central issue of faith and human nature 

portrayed in a uniquely vivid scene that shows the generations of the faraway future, 

as they are still in the loins of human beings, before they make their appearance in 

this visible world. All of them are gathered in front of their Creator who asks them: 
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“Am I not your Lord?” (Verse 172) They all acknowledge His Lordship, admit their 

position as obedient servants and His status as the only Lord. They are no bigger 

than small atoms held in the hand of the great Creator. 

This is a sublime scene with no equivalent in human language or its imaginative 

portraits. Its remarkable nature becomes even greater when our minds try, as hard as 

we can, to visualize it, looking at all these countless cells being gathered together and 

brought forth. They are then addressed as rational beings, on account of the innate 

qualities God has placed in them. They respond like rational beings, acknowledging 

their position and status and giving their pledges when they are still in the loins of 

their ancestors. We are filled with awe as we contemplate this splendid scene, 

looking at these tiny cells, each holding a potential life. Each is the seed of a complete 

human being, with unique qualities, waiting for permission to grow and appear in its 

special form reserved for it in the world beyond. It gives its pledge and enters into a 

covenant before it appears into this world of ours. 

The Qur’ n portrays this splendid scene describing a great truth, which is deeply 

established in human nature. This Qur’ nic description was made fourteen centuries 

ago, when no human being had any vision of the reality of human creation, apart 

from myth that had no foundation. Now after all these centuries, human beings have 

come to know some rudimentary elements of that truth. Today, biological science 

tells us that genes keep a record for every human being, showing his or her qualities 

or characteristics when they are still in the loins of their ancestors. These genes, 

which keep the records of no less than three thousand million human beings, may be 

pooled together in a space not exceeding one cubic centimetre. Had this fact been 

stated at that time, it would have been met with derision and incredulity. But God 

certainly says the truth, as He states: “In time We shall make them see Our signs in the 

utmost horizons (of the universe) and within themselves so that it will become clear to them 

that this revelation is the truth.” (41: 53) 

Ibn `Abb s, a companion of the Prophet who is renowned for his scholarship, 

reports: “Your Lord went over Adam’s back with His hand, and out came every 

human being He would be creating until the Day of Resurrection. He took their 

pledges and made them bear witness about themselves, saying to them: “Am I not 

your Lord? They replied ‘Yes, indeed.’” (Verse 172) 

How did this event take place? How did God take the offspring of Adam’s 

children from their loins to make them testify? How did He ask them, “Am I not 

your Lord?” And how did they reply, “Yes, indeed.” The answer to all these 

questions is that our human perception cannot understand how God acts, since it 

cannot perceive God’s own nature. Perceiving the `how’ is subsequent to perceiving 

the nature of the one who does. There are numerous actions that the Qur’ n 

attributes to God, such as the following few examples: “He then applied His design to 
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the skies, which were yet but smoke” (41:11); “He is established on the throne of His 

Almightiness” (10: 3); “God annuls or confirms whatever He pleases” (13: 39); “The heavens 

will be folded up in His right hand” (39: 67); “Your Lord comes down with the angels, rank 

upon rank” (89: 22); and “Never can there be a secret confabulation between three persons 

without His being the fourth of them.” (58: 7) All these actions and many others reported 

in authentic ĥadīths as having been done, or will be done by God must be accepted as 

perfectly true, without any attempt on our part to understand how. It is just as we 

have mentioned that the perception of ‘how’ is subsequent to perceiving the nature 

of the one who does it. There is simply nothing that resembles God in any way. 

Hence, there is no way that we can perceive His nature or how He accomplishes His 

deeds. There is no possibility that we can resemble His action to anything we know, 

since there is nothing that resembles God in any way. Any attempt to do so will end 

in error and failure. All philosophers who tried to describe how God acts could do no 

more than come up with theories of endless confusion. 

One interpretation of this statement suggests that the pledge God has taken from 

the offspring of Adam’s children relates to their nature. He has established in their 

nature the tendency to acknowledge His Lordship as the only God in the universe. 

They grow up with this tendency until they deviate as a result of external factors of 

one sort or another. 

In his commentary on the Qur’ n, Ibn Kathīr reports that many scholars are of the 

view that this testimony from the offspring of Adam’s children refers to the fact that 

in their very nature, they have a tendency to accept God’s oneness. This is why the 

Qur’ nic statement says, “Your Lord brought forth their offspring from the loins of the 

children of Adam”, rather than saying, “from the loins of Adam himself or from his 

loins.” And the statement speaks of “their offspring”, to indicate the succession of 

their generations, one after another. This is similar to the Qur’ nic statement: “It is He 

who has given you the earth to inherit.” (27: 62) God also says: “He brought you into being 

out of other people’s seed.” (6: 133) Here, in the verse we are discussing, God goes on to 

say: “And called them to bear witness about themselves. [He said]: ‘Am I not your Lord?’ 

They replied: ‘Yes, indeed’.” (Verse 172) This means that He has created them admitting 

this fact, testifying to it at the very moment of their existence. Scholars also say that 

testimony is sometimes given verbally as in the Qur’ nic verse: “They will reply: `We 

bear witness against ourselves.’ The life of this world has beguiled them. So they will bear 

witness against themselves that they were unbelievers.” (6: 130) At other times, the 

testimony can be made by adopting a certain position or attitude, as that described in 

the Qur’ nic verse stating: “It is not for the idolaters to visit or tend God’s houses of 

worship, while they bear witness against themselves for being unbelievers.” (9: 17) This 

means that their situation testifies against them, not that they make a statement to 

this effect. The same applies to the Qur’ nic verses: “Man is surely ungrateful to his 

Lord, and of this he himself is a witness.” (100: 6-7) 
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Requests also can be made verbally or by adopting a particular position. This is 

evidenced by the Qur’ nic verse stating: “He gives you of everything you ask Him for.” 

(14: 34) Scholars say that a factor that supports this view is the fact that this 

testimony is counted against them as they associate partners with God. Had this 

taken place in the way some people suggest, then everyone would have remembered 

it, and it would have been taken against them. It is suggested that its being reported 

by the Prophet is sufficient as a proof of its taking place. This is true, but we should 

remember that those unbelievers rejected everything that God’s messengers have 

stated. Since this is stated as an argument against them, it must be a reference to their 

nature, which admits God’s Lordship and oneness. For this reason, the Qur’ nic 

passage goes on to say: “[This He did] lest you should say on the Day of Resurrection, `We 

were truly unaware of this;’ or lest you say, ‘It was our forefathers who, in times gone by, 

associated partners with God.’” (Verses 172-173) 

A Pledge Given by Human Nature 

The ĥadīths to which Ibn Kathīr refers as confirming this Qur’ nic statement are 

quoted here. Both al-Bukh rī and Muslim relate in their authentic collections, the 

Şahīh, a ĥadīth narrated by Abū Hurayrah who quotes the Prophet as saying: “Every 

human being is born with upright nature. [One version puts the statement as: every 

human being is born believing in this faith.] His parents then make him a Jew, a 

Christian, or a Magian.” 

A ĥadīth related by Muslim quotes the Prophet as saying: “God says I have created 

My servants following the pure faith. Satans then assaulted them and removed them 

from their faith, forbidding them what I have made lawful.” 

Al-Aswad ibn Sarī`, one of the Prophet’s companions who belonged to the Sa`d 

clan reports: “I joined God’s Messenger in four expeditions. Once, when our people 

had killed enemy fighters, they also attacked their children. On hearing this, the 

Prophet was very angry and rebuked them, saying: ‘How is it that some people 

attack children?’ One man said: ‘Messenger of God, are they not the children of 

unbelievers?’ He said: `The best among you have been born to unbelievers. Let it be 

known that every human being is born following the right faith. He will continue to 

do so until he is able to express himself. His parents then make of him a Jew or a 

Christian.’” 

For our part, we do not exclude the possibility that the event related in this 

Qur’ nic verse took place as is described, i.e. literally: “Your Lord brought forth their 

offspring from the loins of the children of Adam, and called them to bear witness about 

themselves.” (Verse 172) We believe that it could easily happen as God has described, 

because there is nothing to stop it happening when God wills. But at the same time 
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we do not exclude the interpretation outlined by Ibn Kathīr and approved by other 

scholars. At any rate, we can conclude that there is a pledge made by human nature 

to God Himself, declaring that human nature believes in His oneness and will 

continue to do so. This means that the essence of God’s oneness is well established in 

human nature, and every human child is born with this clear tendency. It deviates 

from it only when an external factor corrupts its nature by the manipulation of the 

dual susceptibility of human beings to follow right guidance or to deviate from it. 

This is a latent susceptibility which can be influenced by external factors and 

circumstances. 

We go beyond this to say that the truth of God’s oneness is also well established in 

the nature of all existence, of which human nature forms only a part. It continues to 

be a part of that whole existence, governed by the same laws and reacting to 

whatever takes place. The great truth of God’s oneness is acknowledged by the 

nature of the whole universe, as it is also established within human nature itself. 

The law of unity which governs the whole existence is clearly evident in the outer 

appearance of the universe as well as its coherence, the perfect compatibility between 

its different parts and components, as well as its consistent movement and action. It 

is also reflected in the complete absence of conflict between the various rules and 

laws operating in the universe and their practical effects. Furthermore, we see it in 

the unity of the essence of atoms, according to the latest findings of human 

knowledge. That essence is radiation that results from all matters when their atoms 

are made to split and release their charge. 

As human knowledge advances, it uncovers more and more of the law of unity 

that applies to this whole universe, and the rules that dictate its actions and reactions, 

not automatically, but by God’s free will that operates consistently at every moment 

and every turn. However, we do not rely merely on what is uncovered by human 

knowledge, which can never be absolute, considering the means available to human 

beings. We simply take this human knowledge as supporting evidence. Our foremost 

basis in establishing any universal truth is what is stated by the Creator Himself who 

knows perfectly what He has created. The Qur’ n leaves no room for doubt that the 

law which governs this whole universe is the law of unity, set in operation by the 

consistent will of the single Creator who is limitless in His glory. Nor does the 

Qur’ n leave any room for doubt that this whole universe submits to its Lord, 

acknowledges His oneness and worships Him in the way and fashion known to God. 

Of these we only know what God has told us. We certainly see the effects of this 

worship in the consistency and coherence that we observe in the universe and its 

operation. 

This same law also applies to man who is, after all, a creature living in this 

universe. It is firmly rooted in human nature, which feels it instinctively and acts in 
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consistency with it, as long as it remains sound, far from corrupting influences. When 

human nature suffers corruption, it becomes less instinctively aware of this law and 

allows fleeting desires to dictate its action, instead of following its perfect law that is 

well established within its own constitution. 

This law is a covenant that has been made between human nature and its Creator. 

It is established in every single living cell from the moment it comes into existence. It 

predates God’s messages and messengers. According to this covenant every cell 

testifies to the Lordship of the one God who has a consistent will that has established 

a single law to govern the whole universe as well as its own actions and reactions. 

With such a covenant made with human nature, no one can argue that he is unaware 

of God’s revelations that explain the divine faith or that he knows nothing of God’s 

messages that call on people to believe in His oneness. There is no validity in the 

argument advanced by anyone who says: “I was born into a family of unbelievers. 

Therefore, I had no chance of knowing the faith based on belief in God’s oneness. I 

had to follow the footsteps of my forefathers who had erred and caused me to err. 

Therefore, the responsibility is theirs, not mine”. Hence, the Qur’ nic comment on 

the testimony given by the offspring of Adam’s children is stated most clearly: “[This 

He did] lest you should say on the Day of Resurrection, `We were truly unaware of this;’ or 

lest you say, ‘It was our forefathers who, in times gone by, associated partners with God, and 

we were only their late offspring. Will You destroy us on account of what those inventors of 

falsehood did?’” (Verses 172-173) 

But God knows that human nature is likely to go astray when subjected to the 

pressures exercised by satans, whether human or jinn, who manipulate human 

weaknesses. He is fully aware that human beings can go far astray once they are set 

on the way to error. Hence, He has determined, out of His grace, not to hold them to 

account merely on the basis of this covenant with their nature or the reason He has 

given them to judge and evaluate matters. He has determined to send them 

messengers who are given plain revelations, and to make His signs clear so that 

human nature can be saved from the effects of pressure. In the same way, the human 

intellect is freed from the shackles of its weaknesses and desires. Had God’s 

knowledge shown that nature and reason were sufficient for people to follow the 

right path without sending them messengers and messages, He might have made 

these the basis of accountability. But God’s grace has dictated that this basis must be 

His message: “Thus We make plain Our revelations so that they may return [to the right 

path].” (Verse 174) 

They may turn back to their nature and honour their covenant with God. When 

they operate the faculties of perception and understanding God has established 

within their souls and constitution, the reality of God’s oneness becomes so clear in 

their minds and causes them to adhere firmly to the faith based on that reality. 
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Hence, we have to look on those messages and messengers sent by God as an aspect 

of His grace. 

An Analogy to Leave Everyone Speechless 

The s rah then gives an example of the practical effects of deviation from sound 

human nature, betraying its covenant and abandoning God’s revelations after having 

learnt them. The example is shown through a person who has been given God’s 

revelations, plain, direct and easy to grasp. However, he discards them, turning 

away, clinging to the life of this world and following his desire. This means that he 

neither fulfils his first covenant nor follows the revelations providing him with clear 

guidance. Hence, Satan overpowers him and he stands rejected by God, unable to 

enjoy security or peace. 

In its inimitable style, the Qur’ n does not describe this example in such terms. It 

brings it within a very lively scene, with violent movement, distinctive lines, clear 

reactions combining both the effect of a bustling life with that of a highly inspiring 

style: “Tell them of the man to whom We give Our revelations, and who then discards them. 

Satan catches up with him and he strays, like many others, into error. Had We so willed, We 

would have exalted him by means of those (revelations), but he clings to the earth and 

succumbs to his desires. He may be compared to a dog: no matter how you drive him off he 

pants on away, and if you leave him alone, he still pants on. That is what the people who 

reject Our revelations are like. Tell them, then, such stories, so that they may take heed. A 

dismal example is that provided by those who reject Our revelations; for it is against their 

own selves that they are sinning.” (Verses 175-177) 

This is a remarkable scene, absolutely new to all that human language knows of 

vocabulary, expression and image. Here we see a man on whom God bestows His 

grace, giving him His revelations and favouring him with knowledge to give him a 

perfect chance to follow the right path and to exalt himself. But he discards it all. The 

Qur’ nic description shows this man’s action as if he is peeling God’s guidance off 

his own body, as if those revelations form a skin that gives him his appearance. 

Therefore, discarding them requires a very strong action and the exercise of much 

effort. It is like taking the skin off of a person who is still alive. But this is an apt 

description, because believing in God is so essential to human existence as a skin to a 

living creature. Nevertheless, this man, given God’s revelations, is exercising a strong 

effort to take off his protective shield in order to follow his desire and deviate from 

God’s guidance. Thus he falls from the bright and sunny horizon in order to cling to 

the dark clay. He becomes easy prey for Satan, without any protection from his 

designs. Satan thus catches up with him and exercises his power over him. 



Al-A`rāf (The Heights) | BEARING WITNESS 

 225

We then look at a miserable and horrific scene in which this creature appears 

covered with mud, clinging to the earth, taking the shape of a dog that pants away 

whether he is driven off or left alone. All these scenes follow in quick succession and 

we follow the rapid change from one scene to the other with complete amazement. 

When the last scene of a dog always panting away is raised before our eyes, we have 

the highly significant comment on the whole panorama: “That is what the people who 

reject Our revelations are like. Tell them, then, such stories, so that they may take heed. A 

dismal example is that provided by those who reject Our revelations; for it is against their 

own selves that they are sinning.” (Verses 176-177) 

That example is certainly applicable to them. Signs indicating guidance and 

pointers guiding to faith have been provided for them in such a way that these are 

felt within their own nature and constitution as well as the whole universe around 

them. They, nevertheless, discard all these to corrupt their own souls and to fall from 

the position of man to the position of animals. They find themselves just like a dog 

covered with mud. Faith would have provided them with wings to fly up to an 

elevated position, and their nature would have ensured for them the fairest form and 

the best position, but they have chosen instead to come down and occupy a position 

that can only be described as ‘the lowest of the low.’ 

“A dismal example is that provided by those who reject Our revelations; for it is against 

their own selves that they are sinning.” (Verse 177) Can there be a more dismal example 

than that? Can there be a worse action than discarding guidance and pulling oneself 

away from divine revelations? Is there anything more disgraceful than clinging to the 

lowly life of this earth and succumbing to desires? Can any human being cause 

himself more wrong than the one who does this? By so doing, he tears apart that 

protective shield which could have ensured his safety. Instead, he leaves his soul 

easy prey for Satan and sinks to the level of animals, with all that it entails of worry 

and uncertainty. He is soon seen as a dog constantly panting away. 

Can we think of a more vivid, lively and inspiring description of this case? The 

Qur’ nic style is at its most effective when it gives such descriptions and examples. 

It is pertinent to ask here whether these verses tell a story that actually took place 

or whether they refer to a particular case that happens frequently. If it is the latter, 

then it is perfectly right to tell it as a story. 

The Example and Its Application 

There are reports which tell that these verses speak of a man from Palestine who 

used to lead a very pious life, prior to the arrival of the Children of Israel in the Holy 

Land. These reports describe in great detail how he deviated from the truth and then 

rejected it altogether. No one who has studied the numerous reports that have been 
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derived from the books of Jewish history, some of which found their way into the 

commentaries on the Qur’ n, could discount the possibility that the story of this 

person is just another of these unauthentic reports. It is impossible to be certain of all 

the details that are given in this story. Moreover, these reports suffer from a great 

deal of contradiction, compelling us to approach them very cautiously. Some reports 

suggest that the man belonged to the Children of Israel, and that his name was 

Bel`am ibn B `ūr ’. It is also reported that he belonged to the powerful Philistines. 

Yet in some other reports he is said to have been an Arab named Umayyah ibn al-

Şalt. It is even suggested that the description applies to a man who was 

contemporary with the Prophet and that his name was Abū ` mir who earned the 

title, ‘al-F siq’, which means `the transgressor’. Other reports suggest that he was a 

contemporary of the Prophet Moses, while still others mention that he lived at the 

time of Joshua, who, with the Israelites, fought the Philistines and defeated them. 

This took place when the Children of Israel had completed forty years in the 

wilderness after having refused to enter Palestine with Moses. The Qur’ n reports 

that they said to the Prophet Moses, at that time: “Go forth, then, you and your Lord, 

and fight, both of you. We shall stay here.” (5: 24) It is mentioned also that the revelations 

which this man was given included the greatest name of God which ensures the 

answering of any supplication. On the other hand, it is mentioned that he was given 

scriptures and that he himself was a prophet. More conflicting details are given. 

For our part we have chosen not to go into the details of any of these reports, since 

there is nothing in the Qur’ nic text itself to support any of them and there is no 

authentic ĥadīth attributing to the Prophet any statement to give any of them more 

probability. This is in line with our approach which we have chosen in this 

commentary. We concentrate on the significance of this story describing the 

conditions of those who deny God’s revelations after they have recognized them and 

deviated from the line they demarcate. This is a frequently encountered state of 

affairs in human life. Many are those who receive religious education but turn their 

backs on the guidance it provides. They simply use their knowledge in order to twist 

the meaning of Qur’ nic revelations so that it can serve the interests of those who are 

in power, and consequently, their own worldly interests as they see them. 

We have seen many a scholar ready to state that Islam, God’s religion, adopts a 

certain attitude when they fully know that what they are saying is in conflict with the 

truth. They manipulate their knowledge in order to issue rulings that aim to support 

a ruler that has usurped God’s authority and violated His law. 

Some of these acknowledge that the authority to legislate belongs to God alone, 

and that whoever claims such an authority actually claims Godhead and he is, 

therefore, an unbeliever. They go on to state that whoever acknowledges that 

authority as belonging to such a person is also an unbeliever. But contrary to their 



Al-A`rāf (The Heights) | BEARING WITNESS 

 227

knowledge of this fact, which is essentially known to all believers, such scholars are 

ready to include such tyrannical rulers in their prayer, describing them as Muslims 

and their practices as the highest form of Islam. They conveniently forget their earlier 

statements that classify such rulers as unbelievers. We have also seen some of these 

scholars writing lengthy theses on the prohibition of usury, and yet a nod is enough 

to make them spend long hours writing articles and theses that claim usury to be 

lawful. Some of them are ready to bless wanton practices and promiscuity giving it a 

religious guise. 

What can all these be other than examples confirming the story of the person who 

had discarded God’s revelations after having received them? Hence, Satan is able to 

catch up with him and push him further into error. How can such a person be 

described except in the terms stated by God about the original person in the Qur’ nic 

example: “Had We so willed, We would have exalted him by means of those (revelations), 

but he clings to the earth and succumbs to his desires. He may be compared to a dog: no 

matter how you drive him off he pants on away, and if you leave him alone, he still pants on.” 

(Verse 176) 

Had it been God’s will to exalt him by means of the knowledge he had received, 

He would have done so, but He has not, because the person who has received 

knowledge of God’s revelations had chosen to cling to the earth and to follow his 

own desires in preference to following God’s teachings. He is, then, an example of 

everyone who turns his back on divine religion after having learnt it. Instead of 

following God’s guidance, he pulls himself away from God’s blessings in order to be 

a humiliated follower of Satan and ends up in the derogatory state of animals. 

What about the panting that never ceases? As we understand the story and 

contemplate its various scenes as painted in the Qur’ n, we feel that it refers to that 

continuous coveting of the worldly pleasures of this life. It is for such pleasures and 

other trivialities of this world that people discard their knowledge of God’s 

revelations. It is a worried coveting that is never satisfied. Whatever advice you give 

to such covetous people, they will continue to run after these pleasures and 

trivialities. 

Every day we see new examples of such people everywhere and in all 

communities. Long periods of time may pass and we hardly see a scholar who does 

not follow this example. Only a small minority cling to God’s guidance and refuse to 

succumb to Satan or follow their desires. They seek God’s support in order not to 

covet the trifling pleasures of this world that can be bestowed by those who are in 

power. Hence, the example given in the Qur’ n is not limited to a single case, but 

occurs in every society and in every generation. 

God has commanded His Messenger (peace be upon him) to tell his community, 
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who were receiving God’s revelations, of this type of person so that they may guard 

against falling to the same temptation. This story is meant to be in the Qur’ n so that 

it continues to be recited. It may, thus, serve as a warning to those who are given any 

amount of knowledge, so that they are aware of the need to protect themselves 

against ending up in such a miserable condition if they run after trivial pleasures. If 

they do this, they will wrong themselves in a way that no enemy can match. If they 

allow themselves to move towards such a miserable end, they hurt none but 

themselves. 

In our present time, we have seen some of these imitations of the person 

mentioned in the Qur’ n. They appear so keen to wrong themselves and so eager to 

preserve for themselves a position in the depths of hell, as if they fear that their 

competitors may take it away from them. Every morning they come up with 

something that puts them firmly in their place in hell. They continue to pant on, 

coveting this position until they depart from this life. 

In comment, we only say: Our Lord, protect us from such a situation; grant us 

patience and perseverance; strengthen our resolve to follow Your guidance and 

gather us to You at the end of our lives as true believers who submit themselves to 

You. 

We need now to have another look at this story and how the Qur’ n relates it. 

Losers by Choice 

What we have here is an example of knowledge that does not provide support or 

protection against the pressure of desires. Therefore, the person who has such 

knowledge will nevertheless cling to the earth, unable to free himself from its 

attractions, and will thus succumb to his desires. Satan then catches up with him and 

leads him by a leash made of such desires. 

Because mere knowledge is not sufficient for protection, the Qur’ n tries to shape 

Muslim souls and Islamic life on the basis of knowledge formulated into a faith that 

provides the motive for implementation in everyday life. The Qur’ nic method does 

not present the faith in the form of a theory to be studied. Such knowledge has no 

practical effect, either in people’s consciences or in life. It does not help man to repel 

Satan and his schemes. Indeed, it sometimes facilitates Satan’s work. 

Nor does the Qur’ n present the Islamic faith in the form of a series of studies in 

Islamic legal or economic systems, or studies in other disciplines relating to the 

universe or to the human soul. It presents it as a living faith that imparts life to 

people’s hearts and minds and makes its followers aspire to a higher standard. Once 

this faith is firmly established in a person’s heart, it gives him the motivation to put it 
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into practice. It alerts the system of reception and response in human nature, in order 

to put man back on the right track. Thus, human nature can respond to its original 

covenant with God. In fact, the Qur’ n draws human nature to higher concerns and 

aims, and gives it freedom from worldly concerns, so that it never clings to the life of 

this world, or to use the Qur’ nic expression, it does not cling to the earth. 

The Qur’ n also presents the Islamic faith as a system for reflection and reasoning 

that is far superior to all human systems. It has indeed been laid down to save 

human beings from the defects inherent in their own systems that suffer from errors 

and a deliberate twisting to facilitate desire-satisfaction and surrender to Satan’s 

temptations. 

The Qur’ n also presents this religion as a criterion for the truth, putting human 

minds on the right course and allowing them to evaluate their thoughts, concepts 

and actions. Whatever is judged as correct by this criterion should be pursued, and 

whatever is rejected must be abandoned as erroneous. 

This religion of Islam is also presented by the Qur’ n as a plan for action that leads 

humanity step by step along the road that climbs up it to its highest standard and 

noblest situation. Each step is determined by the Qur’ n itself and in accordance with 

its concepts and values. Through this practical action it provides human beings with 

a code of living, basic principles of law, as well as the foundation of an economic, 

social and political system. When human thinking has been moulded by the Qur’ n, 

people are able to formulate their own legislation, and their approaches to scientific 

disciplines that study the universe and human psychology, as well as all that they 

need in their practical lives. They approach all this from the standpoint of believing 

in this religion, and strengthen it with the seriousness and practicality of the Islamic 

law on the one hand and with the requirements of practical life on the other. 

Such is the Qur’ nic approach to moulding Muslim minds and Islamic life. An 

academic study gives only mere knowledge that does not protect people from the 

temptation of desire and Satan’s schemes. It simply cannot do any good for human 

life.20 

The s rah then makes a short pause to comment on the example provided in this 

scene of a person to whom God has given His revelations, but who discards them. In 

this comment, the s rah tells us that true guidance is provided by God alone: “He 

whom God guides is on the right path; whereas those whom He lets go astray are indeed 

losers.” (Verse 178) God certainly guides those who make an effort to find guidance. 

God says in another s rah: “Those who strive for Us, We shall certainly guide along Our 

ways.” (29: 69) He also says elsewhere in the Qur’ n: “God does not change the condition 

of a certain people until they themselves initiate change.” (13: 11) He further says: “By the 

                                                 
20 For further discussion, reference may be made to the Prologue of S rah 6, Cattle, in Vol. V. 
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soul and its moulding and inspiration with knowledge of wickedness and piety. Successful is 

the one who keeps it pure, and ruined is the one who corrupts it.” (91: 7-10) 

Similarly, God lets go astray anyone who wishes to go astray. He allows him to 

turn away from the elements of guidance and pointers to the right faith, sealing his 

heart, ears and eyes in order that he does not hear, see or understand. The next verse 

in the s rah states: “We have destined for Hell many of the jinn and many human beings; 

they have hearts they cannot understand with, and they have eyes with which they fail to see, 

and ears with which they fail to hear. They are like cattle; indeed, they are even further away 

from the right way. They are the truly heedless.” (Verse 179) They are described in 

another s rah as follows: “There is sickness in their hearts, and God has aggravated their 

sickness.” (2: 10) God also says in the Qur’ n: “Those who disbelieve and persist in 

wrongdoing will find that God will never forgive them, nor will He guide them onto any road, 

except the road to hell, wherein they will abide beyond the count of time.” (4: 168-169) 

When we study carefully all the texts that mention guidance and going astray, 

relating them to one another and taking them as a whole, we find a consistent line 

that abandons all the controversy of the different Muslim sects or the controversies of 

Christian scholastic debate and the various philosophies concerning the whole 

question of predestination. God’s will, which applies to human beings, is that God 

creates every man and woman with equal ability to follow guidance or go astray. In 

addition, God plants in human nature the ability to recognize the truth of the One 

God and to follow it, and He gives every human being a mind to distinguish 

guidance from error. Furthermore, He sends messengers with plain revelations to 

reawaken human nature when it lies dormant, and to provide guidance to the 

human mind when it goes astray. After all this there remains the dual susceptibility 

to follow guidance or error, for man has been created with this in his very nature. 

God’s will has also determined that whoever strives for guidance shall have it. On 

the other hand, anyone who chooses not to use the mind God has given him, or not 

to use his sight and hearing in understanding the signs and pointers that are placed 

everywhere in the universe, and those contained in divine messages, shall be left to 

go astray. 

Thus, in all situations, it is only God’s will that is fulfilled. This means that 

everything happens only by God’s will, not by the power of anyone else. This would 

not have been so, except for the fact that God has so willed. Then, in the universe 

there is no other will to initiate matters and events. Within the framework of this 

great work, man chooses his line of action and reaps the results of either following 

right guidance or going astray. 

This is the Islamic concept, which is derived from the numerous Qur’ nic 

statements when taken together as mutually complementary. These statements must 

never be taken individually according to the prejudices of different sects. They must 
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never be set in opposition to each other for argument and debate. 

Sealing All Means of Perception 

“He whom God guides is on the right path; whereas those whom He lets go astray are 

indeed losers.” (Verse 178) This verse sets out the terms very clearly. According to this 

law, which has already been explained in detail, whoever has God’s guidance is truly 

on the right path, and will surely attain his goal. He will be able to follow guidance 

in order to attain success and prosperity in the hereafter. Conversely, a person whom 

God lets go astray, in accordance with the same law, is indeed the loser, because he 

has lost everything and gained nothing, no matter how much he has in this life. All 

this accounts for nothing. We need only to remember that such a person has lost 

himself. What gain can such a person have after incurring such a loss? 

This explanation of this verse is supported by the next verse: “We have destined for 

Hell many of the jinn and many human beings; they have hearts they cannot understand 

with, and they have eyes with which they fail to see, and ears with which they fail to hear. 

They are like cattle; indeed, they are even further away from the right way. They are the truly 

heedless.” (Verse 179) Those large numbers of jinn and human beings are destined for 

hell. Why? And what for? There are two aspects to consider here. The first is that 

God’s perfect knowledge shows that such creatures will inevitably go to hell. For 

God to know this does not require that actions which earn the punishment of hell 

actually take place. God’s knowledge is absolute, free from the constraints of time, 

action and place. Nothing is added to God’s knowledge as a result of a motion or an 

action that takes place in our world. 

The second aspect to consider is that God’s perfect knowledge does not in any 

way direct these creatures to go astray so as to incur the punishment of hell as a 

result. It is they who are just like the Qur’ nic verse describes: “They have hearts they 

cannot understand with, and they have eyes with which they fail to see, and ears with which 

they fail to hear.” (Verse 179) It is they who have not opened their hearts and minds to 

learn and understand. Proofs, signs, indications and pointers of all sorts are available 

throughout the universe and in the divine messages, providing guidance which can 

easily be understood by hearts and minds that are kept open. It is they who have 

chosen not to open their ears to listen to God’s revelations. They have kept all these 

means of perception and understanding idle and unused. As a result, they live a life 

of wilful ignorance: “They are like cattle; indeed, they are even further away from the right 

way; they are the truly heedless.” (Verse 179) 

Those who are heedless of the signs God has placed in the universe and in life 

itself, and choose not to reflect on the events that take place around them, and do not 

see God’s will behind them all, are indeed further astray than cattle. Animals have 
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natural tendencies to guide them. Human beings and jinn have been given hearts, 

minds, eyes and ears to hear, look and understand. If they choose not to open their 

means of perception, and prefer instead to go about life without reflecting about its 

meaning and aim, and without looking at its events and what they signify, or hearing 

its messages, they place themselves below animals who have only been given their 

natural tendencies. As a result, they are destined for hell. It is God’s will that drives 

them there ever since He has given them their dual susceptibility and made the law 

of punishment and reward. God knows right at the beginning that their action and 

attitude will lead them to hell. 

The s rah follows this with a clear instruction to the believers to ignore those who 

deviate from the right path and go astray. At the time of the Prophet, those were the 

unbelievers who used to maintain idolatry in opposition to the Islamic message. 

They used to blaspheme against God’s names, twist His attributes, and assign them 

to some of the idols they ascribe as partners to God. “God has the finest names, so appeal 

to Him by these and stay away from those who blaspheme against His names. They shall be 

requited for all they do.” (Verse 180) 

The Arabic word in this Qur’ nic verse which is translated here as ‘blaspheme 

against His names’ signifies also twisting and distortion. The idolaters among the 

Arabs distorted God’s fine names and gave them to their alleged deities. They 

distorted the name Allah so as to call one of their idols al-L t, and twisted His 

attribute, al-`Azīz, which means the Mighty, to call another idol, al-`Uzz . The 

Qur’ nic verse states clearly that these fine names and attributes belong to God 

alone. It instructs the believers to call Him alone by these names, without any 

distortion or twisting. They are also instructed to ignore the twisters who have gone 

far astray, and not to bother about them. They are left to God who determines their 

punishment. This is a very serious warning indeed. 

This instruction to ignore those who blaspheme against God is not limited to that 

particular occasion or to those who twist and distort God’s names and attributes, or 

who assign them to their alleged deities. It applies to all sorts of blasphemy, such as 

those who adopt a twisted or deviant concept of Godhead. These include those who 

claim that God has a son or those who allege that His will is subject to the laws of 

nature, or those who claim that His actions are similar to the actions of human 

beings, when there is no-one and nothing like Him. It also applies to those who claim 

that He is the deity in heaven who conducts the affairs of the universe and who 

determines people’s destiny in the hereafter, but who negate at the same time His 

position as the deity on earth and in human life. Such people claim that He may not 

legislate for human life, because people are the ones who legislate for themselves in 

the light of their experience and guided by their interests, as they themselves see 

these interests. In this respect, the people are their own deities, or some of them are 



Al-A`rāf (The Heights) | BEARING WITNESS 

 233

the deities of others. All this is deviation and blasphemy against God, His names and 

attributes. Muslims are commanded to ignore all this and not to bother about it. The 

blasphemers and deviants are warned here that they will receive the right 

punishment for what they do. 

A Community with a Well Defined Purpose 

The s rah has so far described types of people, particularly those whom God has 

destined to abide in hell. These are described as ones who “have hearts they cannot 

understand with, and they have eyes with which they fail to see, and ears with which they fail 

to hear.” (Verse 179) A group of them are described as ones who `blaspheme against 

God’s names’ and distort them. The s rah goes on to describe other types of people, 

telling us about a community which holds fast to the truth and calls on people to 

believe in it, and implement it with determination and conscientiousness. At the 

other extreme there is a community of people who deny the truth and reject God’s 

revelations. The s rah tells us clearly that the first community exists without a shred 

of doubt. They guard the truth and hold tight to it when other people abandon it and 

deviate far away from it. When others reject the truth as a lie, they remain steadfast. 

The s rah further explains that the others shall have a dreadful end, as God will 

punish them through His mighty schemes: “Among those whom We have created there is 

a community who guide others by means of the truth and with it establish justice. As for 

those who deny Our revelations, We will lead them on, step by step, from whence they cannot 

tell; for although I may give them respite, My subtle scheme is mighty.” (Verses 181-183) 

Humanity would not have deserved any honour had it not been for the fact that 

there will always be, even in the worst circumstances, that community which God 

calls by its Islamic term, ummah. By definition, the ummah is a community which 

believes in the same faith that remains its basic bond, and obeys the same leadership 

that supervises the implementation of that faith. It is then the community that 

adheres to, and implements the truth, in all situations. It is the guardian of God’s 

trust, the witness to His covenant with people, and it is the community to provide 

God’s evidence against those who go astray turning their backs on His covenant. 

The description given here of this community deserves reflection. It is a 

community “who guide others by means of the truth and with it establish justice.” (Verse 

181) This community will continue to be present at all times, even though it may at 

certain periods be very small in number. Its main characteristic is that those who 

belong to it “guide others by means of the truth”. (Verse 181) They call on people to 

accept the truth, and will never relinquish their task of advocating the truth. They are 

not happy to keep it to themselves, or to be inward looking. They try to publicize the 

truth they know, and guide other people to it. Thus, they have a role of leadership 
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among those around them who have strayed away from this truth, and who have 

violated their covenant. They adopt a positive attitude, which is not limited to 

knowing the truth but goes beyond that knowledge in order to advocate the truth 

and guide to it. 

But this is not all that they do about the truth. Their other characteristic is that they 

`establish justice’ with the truth. This means that they go well beyond knowing the 

truth and advocating it, to take positive steps to implement the truth in human life 

and make it the criterion for judgement in order to establish justice that cannot be 

based on anything other than the truth. The crux of the matter is that the truth has 

not been revealed only to remain a mere branch of knowledge studied by scholars, or 

even an admonition to point out the right path. The truth has been revealed so that 

people conduct their lives according to it. It should govern people’s concepts so that 

these are moulded in accordance with it, and it should govern people’s rites of 

worship so that these provide a practical image of the truth in as far as the 

relationship between human beings and their Lord is concerned. The truth has also 

been revealed in order to mould practical life so that all systems are in line with its 

principles and subject to the laws derived from it. It also shapes people’s habits, 

traditions, moral values and behaviour, as well as their philosophical doctrines, 

culture and all branches of knowledge, providing the criteria to evaluate all these. 

When all this takes place, the truth is present in human life, and justice, which can 

only be based on the truth, is established. Thus, the establishment of the truth in 

human life is the task undertaken by this community, after having made the truth 

known and worked to guide other people to it. 

This religion of Islam has a nature that is too plain to admit any ambiguity, and 

too solid to allow any equivocation. Those who stand against this faith find it 

exceedingly hard to force it out of its clear and solid nature. Therefore, they exert 

tireless efforts and mount ceaseless campaigns, utilizing all means and methods, in 

order to change its direction and obscure its nature. They resort to unrestrained 

brutality to crush the advocates of Islamic revival in any part of the world, utilizing 

certain regimes that they establish and support. They even utilize professional 

scholars to work against this faith, distorting God’s words, and making lawful what 

God has forbidden. These professional scholars try to make God’s law appear 

equivocal and they bless indecency and promiscuity, even giving them Islamic labels. 

They pat on the back those who are fascinated by materialistic culture and admire its 

theories and systems. Their aim is to manoeuvre Islam into imitating these theories 

and situations and to borrow materialistic laws and methods. The Islamic faith, 

which provides a system to govern all aspects of life, is described by such people as a 

historical event that took place in the past and cannot be brought back! At the same 

time, they lavish praise on this past to pacify the Muslims of today. They then tell 
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them that Islam should remain alive today in the hearts of its followers as a set of 

beliefs and acts of worship, not as a law or code of living. Islam and Muslims should 

be satisfied with their glorious past. Alternatively, they go on, Islam should be 

subject to evolution, so that it submits to the realities of life, endorsing everything 

that people wish to adopt of concepts and laws. 

To consolidate the regimes they create in the world that was Islamic, they provide 

theories that take the form of a faith and religion to replace the old Islamic faith. They 

even provide for these theories a Qur’ n to be recited and studied so that it can 

replace the Qur’ n revealed by God. As a last resort, they try to change the nature of 

society in these countries, in the same way as they try to change the nature of this 

religion, so that Islam will not find receptive hearts to accept its guidance. They 

transform communities into human beings that are lost in the quagmire of pleasure, 

sex and lust, preoccupied with the necessities of life to ensure their survival, and 

unable to find these necessities without hard toil. Thus they ensure that after having 

worked hard for food and sex, people are unable to listen to any voice of guidance or 

to think of religion. 

It is a ferocious fight against this faith and the community who guide others by 

means of its truth and try to establish justice with it. It is a fight where no qualms are 

shown about using any type of weapon, in which all means are used and for which 

all the forces, talents, media and international organizations and machinery are 

mobilized. Indeed, it is merely to sustain this fight and add to its fuel that we see 

certain regimes supported and patronized by world powers. Needless to say, such 

regimes would not survive for a day without such support. 

Nevertheless, the clear and solid nature of this religion stands firm in this 

ferocious battle. The Muslim community that guards the truth despite its small 

number and poor equipment, continues to resist with success the brutal efforts that 

aim to crush and exterminate it. God will certainly accomplish His purpose. 

Points for Reflection 

“As for those who deny Our revelations, We will lead them on, step by step, from whence 

they cannot tell; for although I may give them respite, My subtle scheme is mighty.” (Verses 

182-183) This is indeed the power they do not reckon with when they launch their 

ferocious battle against this faith and the community that follows it with 

conscientiousness and makes it its basic bond. Those who deny God’s revelations 

remain always unaware of this power, and can never think that whatever means they 

are given are no more than something with which to lead them on, step by step. They 

are only given respite for a while. They do not believe in the might of God’s subtle 

schemes. They support one another, and they only believe in the power they see with 
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their eyes on earth. As a result, they forget about the Almighty, the One who 

commands all the power. But God’s law in respect of those who deny His revelations 

remains the same. He gives them free rein, and allows them time to indulge in their 

excesses and disobedience. But all this only leads them along the road to ruin. A 

subtle but mighty scheme is being prepared for them. The question is: by whom? It is 

by the Almighty who has all power. While they remain unaware, the great prize is 

prepared for the believers who guide others by means of the truth and work for the 

establishment of justice on its basis. 

This serious and alarming threat was directed first of all at certain people in 

Makkah who denied God’s revelations, but Qur’ nic statements always go beyond 

the immediate occasion to have a more general import. It threatens these people 

because of their attitude towards the Muslim community, described here according 

to Islamic terminology as a nation or ummah. They are warned that they are only 

being given respite, and led on by a mighty scheme. This threat is followed by calling 

on them to use their hearts, eyes and ears, in order to spare themselves the fate of 

Hell. The Qur’ n also calls on them to reflect on the position of God’s Messenger who 

explains the truth to them and guides them to it, and to consider God’s dominion of 

the heavens and the earth and the indicators placed in this kingdom. It draws their 

attention to the fact that time passes and that their appointed hour is drawing near, 

while they remain unaware. 

Have they not thought things over? Their companion is no madman; he is only a plain 
warner. Have they not considered [God’s] dominion over the heavens and the earth, 
and all that God has created, and [reflected] that it may well be that their own term is 
drawing near? In what other message after this will they, then, believe? (Verses 184-
185) 

The Qur’ n shakes them and wakes them up in order to rescue their nature, minds 

and feelings from the pressures that weigh heavily on them. It addresses their 

humanity with all its systems of reception and response. It does not make an 

academic argument, but tries to address their whole nature: “Have they not thought 

things over? Their companion is no madman; he is only a plain warner.” (Verse 184) 

In their propaganda campaign against the Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon 

him), the notables of the Quraysh21 tried to deceive the public by saying that 

Muhammad was a madman who uttered strange words, unfamiliar to normal 

human beings. 

Those notables of the Quraysh were fully aware that they were lying. Numerous 

reports suggest that they were fully aware of the truth concerning the Prophet and 

                                                 
21 The Prophets tribe which lived in Makkah and which was dominant in Arabia. — Editor’s note. 
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his message. They could not even stop themselves listening to the Qur’ n and 

responding to its appeal. A well-known report mentions that three of them, al-

Akhnas ibn Sharīq, Abū Sufy n and Abū Jahl met one another on three consecutive 

nights after having sat for a long while during the night listening to the Qur’ n.22 

Another well-known report describes how `Utbah ibn Rabī`ah was deeply touched 

when the Prophet recited to him a long passage of S rah 41.23 There is also a famous 

report describing how they held a conference as the pilgrimage season approached, 

to discuss what to say to pilgrims from faraway areas about the Qur’ n. Al-Walīd ibn 

Al- Mughīrah finally instructed them to say that the Qur’ n was the product of 

sorcery.24 All these reports confirm that they were not unaware of the truth of this 

faith. They only adopted an arrogant attitude and feared for their authority which 

they felt to be threatened by the declaration that there was no deity other than God 

and that Muhammad was His Messenger. That declaration constituted a threat to all 

types of human tyranny as it put an end to all human attempts to force people to 

submit to anyone other than God. 

They manipulated the unique style of the Qur’ n and the fact that it was so 

different from all familiar human styles. They also made use of the common belief 

concerning a relationship between prophecy and madness that originates from the 

fact that a mad person may say incomprehensible words and utterances which 

someone close to him might interpret any way he likes, claiming that it was given 

him from another world. Those Arabs manipulated that legacy in order to deceive 

people alleging that what Muhammad said was the product of madness.25 

The Qur’ n calls on them to consider and reflect: they had known this companion 

of theirs, i.e. the Prophet Muhammad, (peace be upon him), for a long time and they 

had never experienced any fault with him. Indeed, they themselves testified to his 

honesty, truthfulness and wisdom. They accepted him as an arbiter when a quarrel 

erupted between them over which tribe was to have the honour of putting the Black 

Stone back in its position. They accepted his judgement which spared them a 

potentially very costly battle. They trusted him with their valuables which they kept 

in his custody until the day when he left Makkah to migrate to Madinah. His cousin, 

`Alī, returned every valuable article to its owner. 

The Qur’ n calls on them to consider and reflect on all this. They had known 

Muhammad for a very long time and were fully aware of his character. Was he a 

man to experience any madness? Were any of his words or actions indicative of 

                                                 
22 Vol. III, p. 346, and Vol. V, pp. 92-93. 
23 Vol. V, pp. 94-95. 
24 This will be discussed in detail in our commentary on S rah 74. 
25 For further discussion of the link between prophethood and madness in j hiliyyah communities, see 
Vol. V, pp. 124-127. 
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madness? Certainly not: “Their companion is no madman; he is only a plain warner.” 

(Verse 184) There is certainly nothing wrong with his mind or with his speech. He 

speaks plainly to warn people about what is awaiting them. His statements could 

never be confused with those of mad people and his actions were certainly the 

actions of a very wise person. 

Reflect and Consider 

And then comes this inviting question: “Have they not considered [God’s] dominion 

over the heavens and the earth, and all that God has created?” (Verse 185) This serves as 

another deeply touching call. They are invited to open their eyes and hearts to this 

vast kingdom with all that it contains. Reflection with open heart and mind is 

sufficient to revive human nature and make it receptive to the truth underlined by 

God’s inimitable creation and all its miraculous aspects testifying to its being the 

work of God, the only Creator. Reflection over anything God has created — and His 

creation is so greatly varied in the kingdoms of heaven and earth — is bound to leave 

both heart and mind in a genuine state of speechless amazement. The mind will then 

start to look for the origin of this creation, and the power that has made it all in such 

a perfect system. Why has each creature taken its present shape and not taken an 

alternative form from among the countless shapes which exist in nature? Why has 

the system of creation followed this particular route to the exclusion of all other 

possible ones? Why have all creatures persisted in following this particular way, 

without changing it over the centuries? What is the secret behind the unity that we 

can detect in the nature of all creation, unless it is the result of a single will that gives 

practical manifestation to a consistent act of creation? 

A living body, indeed a single living cell is so miraculous in its existence, make-up 

and behaviour. Its process of transformation continues all the time, yet it preserves 

its existence and has the means to give birth to new generations of its kind. 

Moreover, it knows its function and manages to keep it up in its successive 

generations. Who can reflect on the existence of a single cell and make a statement 

that this universe is run without God, or that God has partners to do the job with 

Him? Who can be rationally at ease when he makes such a statement? How can he 

make his nature and conscience agree with it? 

The very fact that life continues through marriage and procreation is a testimony 

to the elaborate scheme of creation made by God, the only Creator. This should be 

reflected upon by every thinking human being. If it was not for God, who would 

guarantee that life would always enjoy the proper ratio of males and females, 

generation after generation, to ensure the continuity of marriage and procreation? 

How is it that there never comes a time when life produces only the male or the 
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female variety? Should this ever happen, then procreation would come to an end. It 

is important to ask: who maintains the right balance in every generation? 

Yet balance is clearly visible throughout God’s dominion of the heavens and the 

earth, not merely in this single life phenomenon. We recognize it in the make-up of 

the atom, just as we see it in the constitution of the galaxy. Proper balance is also 

noticeable between living things and inanimate objects as well. Should this balance 

be tilted by a fraction one way or the other, this whole universe would instantly 

collapse. Who maintains this fine balance in the heavens and the earth? 

The Arabs who were the first to be addressed by the Qur’ n did not have the 

knowledge to realize the extent of this balance and coherence in the heavens and the 

earth and in all God’s creation. But human nature itself responds to the universe in 

an unspoken language that it certainly feels in its depth. It is sufficient that a human 

being should reflect over what he sees in the universe, with an open eye and a 

receptive mind in order to receive its guidance and inspiration. 

When they received these signals, human beings recognized by their nature that 

God had created them. They were never unaware of this fact, but they were drawn to 

error in identifying their true Lord, until they were provided with guidance through 

God’s messages. However, the neo-atheists, who advocate so-called `scientific 

socialism’, are nonentities who have corrupted their nature. Indeed, they deny their 

own nature and reject its consistent pointers. When one of them, an astronaut, went 

into space and beheld that dazzling scene of the earth looking as a ball suspended in 

mid-air, he cried out naturally, “Who holds it in position like that?” But when he 

returned to earth and remembered the tyranny of the Communist state, he said that 

he did not find God over there.26 He simply suppressed the discourse of his nature as 

he reflected on an aspect of the kingdom of the heavens and the earth. 

God who addresses man with the Qur’ n is the One who has created man and 

knows his nature. He concludes this invitation to reflect and consider with a 

reminder of death that may come suddenly taking them unawares: “Have they not 

considered [God’s] dominion over the heavens and the earth, and all that God has created, and 

[reflected] that it may well be that their own term is drawing near?” (Verse 185) Can they 

tell that their term is not fast drawing to a close? Why do they prefer to remain 

heedless of God’s reminders when they cannot fathom what God has kept hidden 

and when they cannot break loose from His will? 

This last touch on the unknown end that may come suddenly shakes the human 

heart violently, so that it may wake up, think and reflect. God, who has revealed the 
                                                 
26 This is a reference to the astronaut sent on the second Soviet manned space mission, when the Soviet 
authorities made a fuss about this statement. It is noted that the author refers to scientific socialism as 
the epitome of atheism. This was the trend when he was writing, particularly in Egypt which adopted 
such policies in the early 1960s. — Editor’s note. 
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Qur’ n and created man, knows that this emphasis is bound to re-awaken every 

heart and open every mind. Yet some people may still choose to deliberately deny 

the truth: “In what other message after this will they, then, believe?” (Verse 185) This 

message is the final one, and there will not be any following message to soften the 

hearts of those who choose to disbelieve. 

We note how a single verse uses several ways and means to show us that when 

the Qur’ n addresses human nature, it does not leave any aspect of it untouched. It 

does not present a cold, logical argument, nor does it ignore the human intellect 

either. Indeed, it ensures that the mind is awakened just as the Qur’ n puts its 

message to the whole human being. When the human mind has been reawakened, it 

is invited to think, consider and reflect as life begins to send messages to it. This must 

remain the method of those who advocate faith. Human beings remain in their 

human status. They have not evolved into a different species. The Qur’ n remains 

the eternal work of God. God’s address to man remains the same, even though 

human knowledge may have developed and greatly increased. 

A Question That Needs No Answer 

Now, the s rah takes a short pause to restate God’s law that is concerned with 

guidance and error. God has willed to provide guidance to everyone who seeks it 

and works for it. On the other hand, anyone who turns away from guidance and 

closes his mind and heart to the pointers to faith will be left alone to go astray. This 

law is restated here in connection with the situation of those people who were the 

first to be addressed by the Qur’ n. As we have seen, the Qur’ n makes use of a 

single case or a particular example in order to state a consistent law. 

“Those whom God lets go astray will have no guide; and He leaves them in their 

overweening arrogance to stumble along blindly.” (Verse 186) Those who go astray do so 

because they choose not to consider and reflect. When people turn their minds away 

from the signs placed by God in the universe, they will be left to go astray. They will 

have none to guide them after that: “Those whom God lets go astray will have no guide.” 

(Verse 186) And whoever is so left alone in accordance with God’s law that we have 

explained will continue with his arrogance and will, therefore, be left to stumble 

along blindly. There is no injustice in that. Those people have chosen to keep their 

eyes and hearts shut, and not to reflect on the miraculous aspects of creation and the 

secrets of the universe. They have decided not to listen to the testimony of everything 

that God has created. Wherever one looks in the universe, one is bound to find a sign 

or a telling message pointing one in the right direction. Whatever man looks at, either 

within himself, or in the world around him, he is bound to recognize God’s hand and 

His inimitable way of creation. If he chooses to remain blind to all this, he is left in 
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his blindness. If he chooses to adopt an attitude of arrogance and to ignore the truth, 

he is left to his own devices, until he finally lands himself in ruin: “He leaves them in 

their overweening arrogance to stumble along blindly.” (Verse 186) 

Some of those arrogant, misguided and blind people who prefer not to see what is 

around them, questioned the Prophet (peace be upon him) about the final Hour, the 

timing of which God has chosen not to reveal. They are the same as the one who does 

not see what is under his feet but wants to see what lies beyond the horizon. Hence, 

their questioning: “They ask you about the Last Hour: ‘When will it come to pass?’ Say: 

‘Knowledge of it rests with my Lord alone. None but He will reveal it at its appointed time. It 

will weigh heavily on the heavens and the earth; and it will not fall on you except suddenly’. 

They will ask you further as if you yourself persistently enquire about it. Say: Knowledge of it 

rests with God alone, though most people remain unaware.” (Verse 187) 

The call to believe in the hereafter and its related concept of punishment and 

reward came as a complete surprise to the idolatrous Arabs. Although this concept is 

fundamental to Abraham’s faith, the grandfather of those idolatrous people, and also 

to the faith of their noble father, Ishmael, their links with the faith of submission to 

God preached by Abraham and Ishmael were completely severed. The concept of the 

hereafter had been erased from their minds and they received it again with total 

amazement and complete surprise. They wondered at the Prophet Muhammad 

(peace be upon him) because he told them about life after death, resurrection, 

reckoning, punishment and reward. This is stated clearly in the Qur’ n: “The 

unbelievers would say: ‘Shall we point out to you a man who will tell you that [after your 

death,] when you will have been scattered in countless fragments, you shall be in a new act of 

creation? Does he attribute his own lying inventions to God, or is he a mad man?’ Truly, 

those who deny the life to come are doomed, for they have gone far astray.” (34: 7-8) 

God knows that no community may be able to assume the leadership of mankind 

and bear testimony against them, as is the task of the Muslim community, unless the 

concept of the hereafter is clear in their minds, deeply entrenched in their 

consciences. To think of life as only this limited period confined to this world will not 

raise such a community to assume such a task. 

To believe in the hereafter provides broadness of concept and vision as well as a 

wider perspective. It also opens up life to make it go beyond this limited world. This 

is necessary for the formation of the human self so that it is fit to assume its great 

role. It is also necessary to enable human beings to control their desires and narrow 

ambitions. Moreover, it gives human beings the sense of broadness they need to 

overcome the feeling of despair when they encounter short-term adverse results, or 

when they have to make painful sacrifices. If believers were to despair, they would 

not be able to continue with the propagation of the truth and all its goodness, or to 

lead mankind to all that is good. All such qualities are necessary to fulfil man’s great 
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task. 

Believing in the hereafter is the dividing line between the broadness and 

narrowness of vision and perspective. Their broadness is natural to man, while their 

narrowness results from concentrating only on the physical and the carnal. Adopting 

an animal perspective can never be suitable for assuming the leadership of humanity, 

or the fulfilment of God’s trust given to man as the creature God has placed in charge 

of the earth. 

For all this, strong emphasis has been laid on believing in the hereafter in all 

divine religions. This is brought to its climax in Islam which gives such belief in the 

hereafter its greatest clarity, broadness and depth. This is what makes the sense of 

the hereafter much stronger among the Muslim community than its sense of this 

world in which we actually live. That is indeed what makes the Muslim community 

fit to lead mankind and to make its leadership characterized by wisdom and right 

guidance. 

The Hour That Will Come to Pass 

At this point in the s rah we look at the scene of the unbelievers’ surprise, wonder 

and incredulousness towards the concept of the hereafter. This is all seen in their 

questioning that is given in overtones of ridicule and derision: “They ask you about the 

Last Hour: `When will it come to pass?” (Verse 187) 

That Hour is part of a store of knowledge that God has kept to Himself and 

revealed to no creature. But the unbelievers questioned the Prophet about it either to 

test his knowledge, or to express their surprise and amusement, or to portray their 

contempt and derision. They ask about the time when it will take place: “When will it 

come to pass?” (Verse 187) 

But the Prophet (peace be upon him) is a human being who never made any claim 

to know anything that lies beyond the reach of human perception. He is instructed to 

leave that to the Lord, and to tell people that its knowledge is part of the attributes of 

Godhead. As a human being, he does not make any claim to anything that goes 

beyond the limits of humanity. He knows only what his Lord has vouchsafed to him 

of divine revelations. 

“Say: ‘Knowledge of it rests with my Lord alone. None but He will reveal it at its 

appointed time.’” (Verse 187) God, who alone knows the Hour and its timing, will not 

reveal it until its appointed time. No one else can say anything about it with any 

degree of certitude. 

Their attentions are turned away from asking about its time to consider its nature 

and to reflect on its seriousness. It is certainly a matter of great importance, and its 
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burden is heavy indeed. Its weight is felt in the heavens and the earth. Besides, it 

comes suddenly when people who do not pay attention to it are still unaware of its 

approach: “It will weigh heavily on the heavens and the earth; and it will not fall on you 

except suddenly.” (Verse 187) Therefore, it is only wise to be prepared for it before it 

comes suddenly, when no precaution will be of use. Preparations and precautions 

must be taken well in advance, when time is ample and people still expect to live 

longer. No one knows when it will exactly arrive. Therefore, everyone should 

prepare for it now, without losing a moment or an hour, because it may come at any 

time. 

The s rah wonders at those who question the Prophet (peace be upon him) about 

the Hour. They do not understand the nature of the divine message or the 

Messenger, and they do not know the nature of Godhead, and the attribute of 

humility the Prophet adopts towards his Lord. “They will ask you further as if you 

yourself persistently enquire about it.” (Verse 187) They always ask about it, as if you 

are required to disclose its time. But God’s Messenger does not ask his Lord about 

something when he is aware that God has chosen to keep it to Himself: “Say: 

‘Knowledge of it rests with my Lord alone.’” (Verse 187) He has chosen to keep that 

information to Himself and not to reveal it to any of His creatures, “though most people 

remain unaware.” (Verse 187) 

But this does not apply to knowledge of the Hour only. It applies to everything in 

the realm which lies beyond the reach of human perception. It is God alone who 

knows all that there is in that realm. He does not give knowledge of any of it, except 

to someone He chooses, at the time and in the measure He determines. Hence, 

people do not have the ability to cause themselves any benefit or harm. They may do 

something which they hope to be beneficial to them, but they soon discover its 

consequences to be very harmful. Or they may take an initiative to remove some 

harm but they do not reckon with its adverse results. Or they may do something 

reluctantly, because they are forced to do it, and then discover it to be very beneficial 

for them. Alternatively, they may approach something with enthusiasm, only to 

discover that it results in their own suffering: “It may well be that you hate a thing 

although it is good for you, and love a thing although it is bad for you.” (2: 216) 

This is summed up by an Arab poet who says: “Would that someone shows me 

my destination before I start my journey! How could that be when one has to 

complete a journey to get to one’s destination.”27 This is the human position in 

relation to what lies beyond human perception. Human beings may achieve great 

progress, but when it comes to what God has chosen to keep away from them, they 

will remain confined to the limitation of their human knowledge. 

                                                 
27 Ibn al-Rūmī. 
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In his great position of honour and his closeness to his Lord, the Prophet (peace be 

upon him) is commanded to declare to mankind that when it comes to the realm that 

lies beyond our perception, he is only a human being who can cause himself neither 

benefit nor harm. This is because he is not given that knowledge, nor is he one to 

know the destination before starting the journey, or the consequences of actions 

before they take place. Hence, he cannot choose his actions on the basis of their 

consequences, because these are withheld from him. He has to choose his actions, 

and then the result takes place as God has determined: “Say: ‘It is not within my power 

to bring benefit to, or avert evil from, myself, except as God may please. Had I possessed 

knowledge of what lies beyond the reach of human perception, I would have availed myself of 

much that is good and no evil would have ever touched me. I am no more than one who gives 

warning, and a herald of good news to people who believe.’” (Verse 188) 

With this declaration, the monotheistic faith of Islam is completely and absolutely 

purged of every trace of idolatry of whatever shape or form. God has His ‘unique 

attributes in which no human being has any share, not even Muhammad, God’s 

chosen and beloved Messenger (peace be upon him). Human power and knowledge 

stop at the point of ghayb, which is the Islamic term for what lies beyond the reach of 

human perception. Within the limitations of humanity, God’s Messenger himself 

stands, and his role is well-defined: “I am no more than one who gives warning, and a 

herald of good news to people who believe.” (Verse 188) 

God’s Messenger is indeed a warner and a bearer of good news to all mankind. 

But the believers alone benefit by the warnings he conveys and the good news he 

brings. They are the ones to understand and appreciate his message, and they realize 

what it is all about. Moreover, they are the elite of all mankind. After all, from among 

all mankind, they are the ones to follow God’s Messenger. 

A statement does not impart its true significance except to an open heart and a 

receptive mind. The Qur’ n does not open its treasures or give its secrets except to 

true believers. Some of the Prophet’s companions used to say that they had faith 

before they were given the Qur’ n. It is that faith which enabled them to grasp the 

meaning of the Qur’ n so fully and understand its meanings and objectives so 

comprehensively. Thus they were able to scale the unscaleable in the shortest 

imaginable period of time. 

That unique generation of the Prophet’s companions found the Qur’ n so 

charming, enlightening and decisive to a degree that can only be appreciated by 

people who attain to the same standard of faith. It is true that the Qur’ n directed 

their souls to faith, but it was faith that opened for them in the Qur’ n treasures that 

could have never been opened through any other means. They lived by the Qur’ n 

and for the Qur’ n. Hence, they became a unique generation the like of which history 

has never witnessed again in the same standard and in the shape of a whole, large 
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community. However, throughout history, there have been individuals who follow 

in the footsteps of that uniquely great generation. They dedicated themselves for a 

very long period to the Qur’ n alone. Its clear spring remained untainted by any 

human ideas. In addition to the Qur’ n, there was only the guidance provided by 

God’s Messenger (peace be upon him) and that guidance drew on the same lines as 

the Qur’ n. Hence, that generation could easily make its remarkable achievements. 

Any community of people who aspire to make similar achievements should follow 

in the footsteps of that generation. They should conduct their lives on the basis of the 

Qur’ n and live for it over a long period of time, freeing their hearts and minds from 

any other human ideas. Only in this way can they begin to be like that generation. 

All Created From One Soul 

The s rah then begins a new drive to re-emphasize the question of God’s oneness. 

It starts first with a story which describes the initial deviation within the human 

mind from believing in God’s oneness to associating partners with Him. This story 

serves as a model for the deviation of the Arab idolaters from the faith of their first 

father, the Prophet Abraham. They are then put face to face with their own practices 

and the deities they associate with God. That all this is false and ludicrous is instantly 

apparent. Then God’s Messenger is directed to challenge those pagan Arabs and the 

deities they worship, declaring at the same time, that, for his part, he believes in God 

alone, his patron and protector. 

It is He who has created you all from a single soul, and out of it brought into being its 
mate, so that he might incline with love towards her. When he has consorted with her, 
she conceives a light burden, which she carries with ease. Then, when she grows 
heavy, they both appeal to God, their Lord: “Grant us a goodly child and we will be 
truly grateful.’ Yet when He has granted them a goodly child, they associate with Him 
partners, particularly in respect of what He has granted them. Exalted is God above 
anything people may associate with Him as partners. Do they associate with Him 
those that can create nothing, while they themselves have been created, and neither can 
they give them any support nor can they even help themselves. If you call them to 
guidance they will not follow you. It is all the same whether you call them or keep 
silent. Those whom you invoke beside God are God’s servants, just like you. Invoke 
them, then, and let them answer you, if what you claim is true. Have they, perchance, 
feet on which they could walk, or hands with which to grasp things, or eyes with 
which to see, or ears with which to hear? Say: Appeal to those you claim to be partners 
with God, and scheme against me, and give me no respite. My guardian is God who 
has bestowed this Book from on high. It is He who is the guardian of the righteous. 
Those whom you invoke beside Him cannot give you any support, nor can they even 
help themselves. If you pray to them for guidance, they will not hear you. You may see 
them looking at you but they do not see. (Verses 189-198) 
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This whole drive explains that once people start to adopt deviant ideas and move 

away from believing in, and worshipping God alone, their foolishness and deviation 

will know no limit, and they can no longer think and reflect properly. We see how 

deviation that starts on a small scale takes people far away from the truth of the right 

path. 

It is He who has created you all from a single soul, and out of it brought into being its 
mate, so that he might incline with love towards her. When he has consorted with her, 
she conceives a light burden, which she carries with ease. Then, when she grows 
heavy, they both appeal to God, their Lord: “Grant us a goodly child and we will be 
truly grateful.” (Verse 189) 

It is the pure nature with which all human beings are born. By nature, they turn to 

God, acknowledging that He is their only Lord, in situations of fear and hope alike. 

The example given here for human nature begins with the origin of creation and the 

make-up of couples and families: “It is He who has created you all from a single soul, and 

out of it brought into being its mate, so that he might incline with love towards her.” (Verse 

189) 

It is thus a single soul and a single nature, although it has different functions for 

the male and the female. These differences also serve as a means to make a man 

incline with love towards his wife and find comfort with her. This is the Islamic 

outlook on the nature of man and the role of marriage. It is a complete, integrated 

and honest outlook stated by this religion over fourteen centuries ago when other 

religions that had deviated from the right path used to consider the woman as the 

root of human misery. She was looked on as a curse, an impurity and a tool for 

seduction that man should guard against as much as he could. Pagan beliefs continue 

even today to consider the woman as little more than an article at home, or, at best, a 

servant who is not to be given any status at all. 

The original purpose of the meeting of a human couple is to provide love, comfort, 

and a settled happy life, which provides an ideal setting for the rearing of young 

children. It is in such a happy and loving environment that a new human generation 

is prepared to take over the task of promoting and adding to human civilization. The 

meeting of a human couple is not meant only to satisfy a fleeting desire or give a 

temporary pleasure. Nor is it made the basis of a quarrel, or a stage for a conflict 

between rules and specializations, or for a duplication of such rules and 

specializations. Ignorant communities, past and contemporary, have often fallen into 

such traps. 

The story then begins, right at the first stage: “When he has consorted with her, she 

conceives a light burden, which she carries with ease.” (Verse 189) The Qur’ n employs a 
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highly refined expression, particularly in the Arabic text, when it describes the initial 

relationship between a married couple, “When he has consorted with her.” It selects 

such fine expressions to provide, and to impart refinement to the meeting itself so 

that it is not felt as merely physical. This gives human beings an impression that their 

approach to their physical desire has a human element that distinguishes it from the 

rough and physical form of animals. Conception is described as “light” in its initial 

stage, when a mother carries it with ease, practically unnoticed. 

The second stage is then described: “Then, when she grows heavy, they both appeal to 

God, their Lord: ‘Grant us a goodly child and we will be truly grateful.’” (Verse 189) Now 

that the pregnancy is ascertained, it gives great hopes to the parents-to-be. They now 

pin their hopes that the newborn will be healthy, pretty, cute, etc., bringing into 

reality all that parents wish to have in their children when they are still in the 

embryonic stage. With such hopes, pure human nature is awakened, and it turns to 

God acknowledging that He is the only Lord, and appealing to Him to bestow His 

grace. This they do because they truly feel that God is indeed the only source of 

strength, blessings and grace in the whole universe. Hence, they make their heartfelt 

appeal “to God, their Lord: ‘Grant Us a goodly child and we will be truly grateful.’” (Verse 

189) 

Sophisticated Paganism 

“Yet when He has granted them a goodly child, they associate with Him partners, 

particularly in respect of what He has granted them. Exalted is God above anything people 

may associate with Him as partners.” (Verse 190) Some reports mentioned in 

commentaries on the Qur’ n suggest that this is a true story that occurred to Adam 

and Eve, whose children used to be deformed when born. Satan came to them and 

persuaded Eve to call the child she was carrying `Abd al- rith, when al- rith was 

the name of Satan himself. He told her that she would then ensure that her child 

would be healthy and would survive. She did so, persuading Adam to agree with 

her. Needless to say, this report can only have an Israelite origin. Distorted Jewish 

and Christian concepts blame Eve for all human error. This is contrary to the correct 

Islamic concept. 

We have no need for such Israelite reports to interpret this Qur’ nic statement. 

The Qur’ nic account describes the stages of deviation in human beings. The 

idolaters at the time of the Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him), and prior to his 

time, used to pledge their children to serve their deities or be servants in temples and 

houses of worship. They did so in order to gain favour with God. Although at the 

beginning they used to turn to God alone, they then deflected from the summit of 

believing in God’s oneness and fell into the depths of abject idolatry. In their error, 
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they used to pledge their children to such idols and deities, hoping that by doing so 

their children would have a healthy life and would be protected against dangers. It is 

the same as some people do today when they make pledges to saints dedicating to 

them certain parts of their children’s bodies. Some people may keep a boy’s hair to 

grow, pledging that his first hair cut will be undertaken at the tomb or shrine of a 

saint, or they keep the boy uncircumcised until his circumcision is undertaken at 

such a tomb or shrine. Yet these people acknowledge that God is one, but follow this 

acknowledgement with such idolatrous practices. Human beings remain the same. 

“Exalted is God above anything people may associate with Him as partners.” (Verse 190) 

Rejected is all the idolatry they believe and practise. 

Today we see various aspects of idolatry practised by people who claim to believe 

in God’s oneness and say that they submit to Him. These practices provide an 

example of the stages of paganism depicted in the Qur’ nic verses. Today, people 

glorify certain gods which they may call, `the nation’, or `the motherland’, or `the 

people’, or a host of other names. These are no more than unshaped idols similar to 

the stupid forms of idols the pagans of old had. They are deities assigned a share of 

God’s creation and to which children are pledged in the same way as they were 

pledged to the old idols. Sacrifices are offered to these deities on a wide scale in the 

same way as sacrifices used to be offered in temples. 

People acknowledge God as their Lord; it is true. But they then abandon His 

commandments and His laws while they consider the orders and requirements of 

their own idols and deities as sacred. For the implementation of the latter, God’s laws 

are contravened, and even totally disregarded. If such practices of later day j hiliyyah 

are not to be considered as paganism, then what does constitute paganism? How are 

deities adopted? And how are they given a portion of people’s children? Indeed, 

ancient paganism used to be even more polite with God. It used to acknowledge 

certain deities to which offerings of children, crops, fruits and sacrifices were made 

only as a means for them to draw closer to God. Today’s j hiliyyah considers the 

orders of its deities as having greater priority than what God commands. Indeed, it 

abandons His commandments altogether. 

We deceive ourselves when we limit paganism to the stupid old form of having 

idols and statues, treating them as deities, and to the practices of worship which 

people used to offer to those deities, appealing to them for support. It is only the 

shape and form of deities and paganism that has changed, and practices of worship 

that have become more sophisticated, offered under different headings. The essence 

of paganism remains the same behind all these. We must not lose sight of this fact. 

God — limitless is He in His glory — issues a clear commandment that human 

beings should observe chastity, dress modestly and lead a virtuous life. But the 

`motherland’ or `productivity’ requires women to go out revealing their beauty, all 
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made up, and to work as hostesses in hotels in a way that is not much different from 

that of the geisha girls in pagan Japan. Which deity’s orders are those people 

following? Are they abiding by God’s commandments? Or by those of their false 

deities? God — most exalted is He — commands that people should come together 

with the bond of faith forming the basis of their community. But `nationalism’ or `the 

motherland’ orders that religion be totally disregarded and replaced by ties of race 

and nation. Do people then follow God’s orders or those of the partners they 

associate with Him? Similarly, God orders that His law should be implemented, but 

a single human being, or a group of people reject this and claim that human beings 

have the authority to legislate and whatever laws they enact must be implemented. 

Which orders then should people follow: those of God or those of their false deities? 

All these are but examples of what takes place today the whole world over. These 

examples show the true nature of the prevailing paganism and the nature of the idols 

that are worshipped in place of the old idols and statues in the old pagan days. We 

must never allow changing shapes and practices to blind us to the true nature of 

idolatry and j hiliyyah. 

The Qur’ n argues with those who advocated the earlier form of naive paganism 

and clear ignorance. It addresses their minds so that they can abandon unbecoming 

naivety and wake up to the truth. It comments on that form of j hiliyyah and how 

paganism creeps into human beings by saying: “Do they associate with Him those that 

can create nothing, while they themselves have been created, and neither can they give them 

any support nor can they even help themselves.” (Verses 191-192) 

It is only the Creator who deserves to be worshipped. The partners they associate 

with God can create nothing. Indeed, they themselves are created. How can they be 

raised to the status of deities? How come they assign to those deities a portion of 

themselves and their children? Power and authority are amongst the most essential 

attributes of Godhead. The One who can support His servants and protect them with 

His power is the One who deserves to be worshipped. All their alleged deities are 

powerless and without authority. How can they give them support when they cannot 

even help themselves? How are they to be treated as partners with God? 

Hence, humanity today stands in the same old position and needs to be addressed 

by the Qur’ n anew. It needs someone to rescue it from its new j hiliyyah, and 

present Islam to it; someone to take it from darkness into light and to save its hearts 

and minds from the new paganism and idolatry. This religion saved it the first time 

and it can certainly save it from the new folly into which it has sunk. 

The way this Qur’ nic verse is phrased suggests that it also serves as a strong 

reproach to them for having adopted human deities: “Do they associate with Him those 

that can create nothing, while they themselves have been created, and neither can they give 
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them any support nor can they even help themselves.” (Verses 191-192) 

The Arabic text uses the plural form that refers only to a group which includes 

human beings. This suggests that there are some human beings who are considered 

or treated as gods. It has never been suggested that, in their pagan days, the Arabs 

used to have human deities whom they treated as gods or to whom they offered 

worship. They only gave them the position of deities in the sense that they accepted 

the social laws they had enacted for them and accepted their arbitration in their own 

quarrels, which meant that they gave them the status of Godhead. The Qur’ n refers 

to all this as associating partners with God. It equates it with idolatry that offers 

worship to statues and idols. Indeed, Islam treats both forms of paganism in the 

same way, just as the Qur’ n considers those who accepted the laws and verdicts 

given to them by rabbis and priests as polytheists, associating partners with God. 

They definitely did not believe that those rabbis and priests were gods or deities, and 

they did not offer any act of worship to them. Nevertheless, all such attitudes deviate 

from the concept of God’s oneness, which is the cornerstone of the divine faith. That 

concept takes its clearest form in the declaration that “there is no deity other than 

God.” This endorses what we have already stated, that the new forms of j hiliyyah 

are just as idolatrous as its old form. 

A Call Foolishly Turned Down 

The reference in the Qur’ n to deviation from the truth starting within the human 

soul as represented in the story of a married couple and the birth of their baby, 

applies to every form of polytheism and idolatry. It is intended to alert those who are 

to be addressed by the Qur’ n to the absolute folly of their idolatry that leads them to 

believe in those deities, which can neither create anything nor support their 

worshippers. They are indeed created; and they are powerless, unable to help 

themselves. This is their state whether they are human beings or of any other type. 

None of them can create or provide help. Now the s rah changes the mode of relating 

a story in order to adopt a style that fits a direct confrontation with the pagan Arabs, 

but it continues the previous address. 

If you call them to guidance they will not follow you. It is all the same whether you 
call them or keep silent. Those whom you invoke beside God are God’s servants, just 
like you. Invoke them, then, and let them answer you, if what you claim is true. Have 
they, perchance, feet on which they could walk, or hands with which to grasp things, 
or eyes with which to see, or ears with which to hear? (Verses 193-195) 

Arab paganism was, as we have already explained, too foolish by the standards of 

any stage of the human intellect. Hence, the Qur’ n tries to alert the Arabs’ minds to 
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their folly as they ascribed divinity to such deities. Those idols did not have feet with 

which to walk, hands with which to grasp, eyes with which to see, or ears with 

which to hear. Yet they themselves had these senses. How could they then worship 

statues made of stone that could not even do the things they themselves could do? 

Sometimes they considered these idols as symbols of the angels or of their own 

forefathers. Yet these were creatures like themselves who could not create anything 

or give support to anyone, because they themselves are created and cannot help 

themselves. 

There was this apparent element of applying double standards in the beliefs of the 

pagan Arabs, vacillating between the physical idols and what they symbolized. We 

assume that this is the reason for the frequent change in the Qur’ nic address as it 

refers sometimes to these idols using the animate pronoun to point to the symbols 

behind them, and at others using the pronoun for inanimate objects to denote that 

the idols themselves are lifeless. Yet the whole concept of idolatry is apparently false 

by the pure standards of the simple human mind. Hence, the Qur’ n alerts our minds 

to the need to steer away from this unbecoming lack of awareness. 

At the end of this argument, God directs His Messenger to challenge them 

together with all their powerless deities, and to declare his clear faith, acknowledging 

the patronage of God alone: “Say: ‘Appeal to those you claim to be partners with God, and 

scheme against me, and give me no respite. My guardian is God who has bestowed this Book 

from on high. It is He who is the guardian of the righteous. Those whom you invoke beside 

Him cannot give you any support, nor can they even help themselves. If you pray to them for 

guidance, they will not hear you. You may see them looking at you but they do not see.” 

(Verses 195-198) 

This is the type of challenge, which an advocate of the true faith would throw to 

j hiliyyah. God’s Messenger (peace be upon him) said it exactly as his Lord directed 

him, and put the challenge to all his contemporary idolaters and their alleged deities: 

“Appeal to those you claim to be partners with God, and scheme against me, and give me no 

respite.” (Verse 195) 

He invites them to muster all their scheming powers, and those of their deities, 

and to strike against him without waiting for a moment. As he threw out this 

challenge, he was fully confident, reassured that God would protect him against all 

their scheming: “My guardian is God who has bestowed this Book from on high. It is He 

who is the guardian of the righteous.” (Verse 196) He thus declares what sort of support 

He relies on. He simply trusts to God who has revealed the Book. By this revelation, 

God has indicated His will that His Messenger should confront people with the truth 

embodied in that Book, and that He has willed that this truth will triumph over all 

falsehood. He has also willed to protect his righteous servants who convey His 

message believing in its truthfulness. 
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The same challenge should be thrown down by every advocate of God’s message 

who follows in the footsteps of God’s Messenger (peace be upon him). It is the same 

challenge everywhere and at all times: “Say: ‘Appeal to those you claim to be partners 

with God, and scheme against me, and give me no respite. My guardian is God who has 

bestowed this Book from on high. It is He who is the guardian of the righteous.’” (Verses 

195-196) An advocate of the divine faith must not rely on any earthly power, instead 

he must rely only on God’s power. This will enable him to rise above all earthly 

powers. These are certainly of no substance, no matter how strong they may appear 

at first sight: “Mankind, an analogy is given here; so listen to it: Those whom you invoke 

instead of God will never create (as much as] a fly, even though they would join all their 

forces for the purpose. And if a fly robs them of anything, they cannot retrieve it. Weak indeed 

is the seeker, and weak the sought.” (22: 73) “Those who take beings other than God for their 

protectors may be compared to the spider which makes for itself a house. Surely the frailest of 

all houses is that of the spider, if they could only understand this.” (29: 41) 

Patronage That Never Fails 

An advocate of the truth relies on God. What use can other forces and masters be 

to him? What respect do they command, even though they may be able to cause him 

harm? Such harm can only be caused with God’s will, and God is his patron. It is not 

as though God was unable to protect him, or that God lets His servants down. Far be 

it from God to do so. But he permits this as a test and training to His servants, and 

also to lead the wrongdoers on, giving them their chance before He strikes at them 

with force. 

Abū Bakr, the Prophet’s closest companion, was subjected to much harm. The 

idolaters hit him in the face with their shoes, and directed their strikes at his eyes, so 

that when they left him, his eyes were indistinguishable from his mouth. Despite this 

wicked assault, he kept repeating: “My Lord, how forbearing You are! How great is 

Your forbearance!” Deep at heart, he realized what lay behind this attack on him and 

how forbearing God is. He was certain that God was fully able to destroy his enemies 

and that He would never let His good servants down. 

`Abdull h ibn Mas`ūd, one of the Prophet’s companions, went close to the pagan 

Arabs when they were meeting in the Ka`bah and recited the Qur’ n aloud so that 

they could hear it. They attacked him so badly and left him unable to stand. After 

this attack, he said: “By God, I had no respect whatsoever for them then.” He 

realized that they were standing in opposition to God Himself, and he knew that 

whoever does this is certain to be vanquished. Hence, they could earn no respect 

from the advocates of God’s message. 

Another of the Prophet’s companions, `Uthm n ibn Maz`ūn, felt it unbecoming for 
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him, a believer, to be under the protection of an unbeliever, `Utbah ibn Rabī`ah, 

when some of his own brethren were tortured for no reason other than faith. 

Therefore, he disclaimed `Utbah’s protection. Immediately, the idolaters gathered 

around him, causing him physical harm and badly injuring his eye. `Utbah offered 

him his protection again, but he said to him: “I am under the protection of one who is 

much more powerful than you.” `Utbah said to him: “My nephew, you could have 

spared your eye all this harm.” But `Uthm n replied: “No. By God, my other eye is 

eager to have the same treatment in the service of God’s cause.” He was absolutely 

certain that the protection given him by God is much more effective than that offered 

by human beings. He knew that his Lord would not let him down. If He allowed him 

to be harmed in this manner, then it was only to help him rise to such a sublime 

standard that enabled him to say what he did about his other eye in so far as he was 

eager to make that a similar sacrifice for God’s cause. 

These were examples of that great generation which was brought up in line with 

the Qur’ nic teachings, under the guidance of Muhammad, the Prophet (peace be 

upon him), who fully understood his Lord’s instructions as He said to him: “Say: 

‘Appeal to those you claim to be partners with God, and scheme against me, and give me no 

respite. My guardian is God who has bestowed this Book from on high. It is He who is the 

guardian of the righteous.’” (Verses 195-196) 

What happened after they had willingly tolerated all this aggression from 

scheming idolaters? What happened to them when they sought only the shelter of 

God who revealed the Book, and who is the patron of the righteous? This is well 

known in history. The eventual triumph and power belonged to God’s servants. 

Defeat and misery were the lot of the tyrants. Those of them who eventually 

responded positively to Islam joined the Muslim community where they had a lower 

position than those who were ahead of them in accepting the faith and who endured 

all hardship with a great trust in God. The advocates of the divine faith, wherever 

they may be and in whichever generation they may live, will not achieve anything 

unless they have such trust in God and such firm resolve to serve His cause: “My 

guardian is God who has bestowed the Book from on high. It is He who is the guardian of the 

righteous.” (Verse 196) 

God’s Messenger (peace be upon him) was commanded to challenge the idolaters, 

and he did so. He was ordered to explain to them the powerlessness of their deities 

and the folly of believing in such deities, and he acted on his instructions: “Those 

whom you invoke beside Him cannot give you any support, nor can they even help 

themselves.” (Verse 197) Just as this statement applied to the primitive form of idols 

the Arabs used to have in their ancient ignorant days, it applies in equal measure to 

all deities claimed by modern states of ignorance, or j hiliyyah. 

The advocates of neo-paganism address their appeals to those who have physical 
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power on earth, taking them as patrons instead of God. But these patrons cannot 

offer them any support or even help themselves when God’s will is done at its 

appointed time. If the primitive deities of the pagan Arabs could not hear, and their 

eyes were made of pearls or diamonds giving the appearance of looking without 

actually seeing, some of the new deities are also unable to see or hear. We need only 

to think of the motherland, nation, national production, machines and the inevitable 

process of history and the rest of the endless list of alleged deities to which new 

j hiliyyah pay homage. Human beings who are given the status of Godhead in the 

form of the authority to enact ultimate legislation may have seeing and hearing 

senses, but even these do not actually hear or see. They are among those in reference 

to whom God says in the Qur’ n: “We have destined for Hell many of the jinn and many 

human beings; they have hearts they cannot understand with, and they have eyes with which 

they fail to see, and ears with which they fail to hear. They are like cattle; indeed, they are even 

further away from the right way. They are the truly heedless.” (Verse 179) 

An advocate of the divine faith normally finds himself confronting one of the 

numerous forms of j hiliyyah. He must always adopt the attitude God has instructed 

His Messenger (peace be upon him) to adopt. He should always be ready to declare: 

“Appeal to those you claim to be partners with God, and scheme against me, and give me no 

respite. My guardian is God who has bestowed this Book from on high. It is He who is the 

guardian of the righteous. Those whom you invoke beside Him cannot give you any support, 

nor can they even help themselves. If you pray to them for guidance, they will not hear you. 

You may see them looking at you but they do not see.” (Verses 195-198) Indeed they are 

the same everywhere, and at all times. 
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11 

The Road to Mercy 

Make due allowance for man’s nature, and 

enjoin the doing of what is right; and turn away 

from those who choose to remain ignorant. (199) 

If a prompting from Satan stirs you up, seek 

refuge with God; He hears all and knows all. 

(200) 

If those who are God-fearing experience a 

tempting thought from Satan, they bethink them-

selves [of God]; and they begin to see things 

clearly. (201) 

Their [evil] brethren try to draw them into error 

with unceasing determination. (202) 

When you do not bring them a sign, they say: 

“Why do you not seek to have one?” Say: “I only 

follow what is revealed to me by my Lord: this 

[revelation] is a means of clear insight from your 

Lord, and a guidance and grace for people who 

will believe.” (203) 

When the Qur’ n is recited, hearken to it, and 

listen in silence, so that you may be graced with 
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Preview 

This last passage of the s rah contains very important directives from God to those 

under His patronage, i.e. His Messenger and those who have accepted His message. 

They were still in Makkah, facing the onslaught of the ignorant society in Arabia, 

supported by ignorant, or j hiliyyah, societies all over the world. These directives 

define the attitude of the believers in their confrontation with j hiliyyah and human 

beings who have gone astray. God’s Messenger (peace be upon him) is called upon 

to show forbearance and to encourage everything that simple human nature can 

recognize as good, without any need for complication or rigidity. He is further 

directed to turn away from the advocates of j hiliyyah and not to engage in futile 

argument with them. If they go beyond the limits of reason, so as to infuriate him by 

their obstinate attitude, and Satan stirs up this anger further, then he should seek 

refuge with God who alone can give him reassurance: “Make due allowance for man’s 

nature, and enjoin the doing of what is right; and turn away from those who choose to remain 

ignorant. If a prompting from Satan stirs you up, seek refuge with God; He hears all and 

knows all. If those who are God-fearing experience a tempting thought from Satan, they 

bethink themselves [of God]; and they begin to see things clearly.” (Verses 199-201) 

He is then given clear information about the nature of those ignorant people and 

what prompts them to go further astray. A brief reference is made to their attitude to 

the Prophet and how they demand miracles from him. He is then given instructions 

on what to say to them so that they can understand the nature of the message and the 

Messenger, and his relationship with his Lord: “Their [evil] brethren try to draw them 

into error with unceasing determination. When you do not bring them a sign, they say: ‘Why 

do you not seek to have one?’ Say: ‘I only follow what is revealed to me by my Lord: this 

God’s mercy. (204) 

And bethink yourself of your Lord humbly and 

with awe, and without raising your voice, in the 

morning and evening; and do not be negligent. 

(205) 

Those who are near to your Lord are never too 

proud to worship Him. They extol His limitless 

glory, and before Him alone prostrate themselves. 

(206) 
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[revelation] is a means of clear insight from your Lord, and a guidance and grace for people 

who will believe.’” (Verses 202-203) 

With this reference to the Qur’ nic revelations vouchsafed to the Prophet, the 

believers are given relevant instructions on how to listen to the Qur’ n and the 

proper attitude to adopt when they remember their Lord, as they should always do. 

The angels who do not commit any sin are always glorifying God and prostrating 

themselves to Him. Human beings who are liable to slip and commit sins have better 

reasons to be always in remembrance of God, and to glorify Him and prostrate 

themselves to Him: “When the Qur’ n is recited, hearken to it, and listen in silence, so that 

you may be graced with God’s mercy. And bethink yourself of your Lord humbly and with 

awe, and without raising your voice, in the morning and evening; and do not be negligent. 

Those who are near to your Lord are never too proud to worship Him. They extol His limitless 

glory, and before Him alone prostrate themselves.” (Verses 204-206) 

When and Where to Seek Refuge 

Make due allowance for man’s nature, and enjoin the doing of what is right; and turn 
away from those who choose to remain ignorant. If a prompting from Satan stirs you 
up, seek refuge with God; He hears all and knows all. If those who are God-fearing 
experience a tempting thought from Satan, they bethink themselves [of God]; and they 
begin to see things clearly. (Verses 199-201) 

The first directive given in this passage is to make allowances for the weaknesses 

of human beings and accept what is decent and easy from them. The Prophet is 

instructed not to require perfection or expect a very high standard of morality. He 

should overlook their shortfalls and weaknesses. But all that applies in personal 

matters, not in questions of faith or religious duties. There can be no overlooking of 

the essentials of faith or Islamic law. Forbearance can apply in business and personal 

dealings. Such forbearance is the appropriate attitude to be shown by those who are 

strong towards people who are weak. God’s Messenger (peace be upon him) is a 

guide and a teacher. Hence, forbearance and forgiveness are appropriate qualities for 

him. Indeed, these were distinctive qualities of the Prophet Muhammad. He never 

showed anger over personal matters. But if something related to the faith made him 

angry, then his anger was feared by all. All advocates of the divine faith are required 

to follow the Prophet’s suit. An advocate of the divine message, who inevitably deals 

with human beings, must be kind and easy, but without being negligent. 

“Enjoin the doing of what is right.” (Verse 199) This order applies to everything that 

is clearly good and generally accepted as such by honest people with sound, 

uncorrupted nature. When people get used to doing what is good, they become 

ready to do it voluntarily, feeling that it is no burden. Nothing stops people from 
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doing what is good like rigidity and complication particularly in the early days of 

being aware of their religious duties. In the early stages, they should be given duties 

that are easy and common to all so that they get used to responding properly. This 

enables people to get ready for what requires more effort and approach it without 

difficulty. 

“And turn away from those who choose to remain ignorant.” (Verse 199) As used here, 

ignorance may be understood as the opposite of wisdom, or the opposite of 

knowledge. Both meanings are closely related. Turning away from them is just to 

ignore them and show how petty all their ignorant actions are. One must not enter 

into any argument with them because that is a waste of time. Ignoring them 

altogether may get them to revise their attitude and soften their hearts. Argument, on 

the other hand, may lead to polarization and stubbornness. Even if it does not soften 

their hearts, they remain isolated from anyone who is good at heart. The latter will 

realize that the advocates of the divine message are forbearing, unwilling to enter 

into a slanging match while ignorant people continue with their stupid attitude. 

Every advocate of faith should realize the importance of this divine directive, 

because God knows what influences people and what may get through to them. 

But God’s Messenger is a human being. He may be infuriated by people’s 

ignorance and stupidity. If he can deal with such a situation, it may be too much for 

his followers. When a person is too angry, Satan might find a chance to stir him up. 

In such a situation, he is commanded to seek refuge with God so that he will cool 

down and forestall Satan’s design: “If a prompting from Satan stirs you up, seek refuge 

with God; He hears all and knows all.” (Verse 200) This final remark states that God 

hears whatever the ignorant people say and all the stupidities they may utter, and He 

knows what the advocates of the faith may experience as a result. That should be 

enough to set people’s hearts at ease. It is sufficient that God hears all and knows all. 

When we know that God is aware of everything that happens to us, what else do we 

need? 

The s rah takes a different approach in order to emphasize to the advocates of 

faith that they should face all situations with resigned acceptance, and they should 

remember God when they are angry so that Satan will not be able to get the better of 

them: “If those who are God-fearing experience a tempting thought from Satan, they bethink 

themselves [of God]; and they begin to see things clearly.” (Verse 201) 

This short verse is highly inspiring, pointing out some profound facts within the 

human soul. This is made possible only through the unique Qur’ nic style. The way 

the verse is concluded adds new meanings to its beginning, which are not indicated 

by the opening words. The conclusion, “and they begin to see things clearly,” suggests 

that Satan’s thoughts can cause people to be blind, unable to see anything clearly. But 

fearing God and guarding against incurring His anger keeps hearts alert and 
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reminds them of God’s guidance. When they are so reminded, they begin to see 

things clearly. A tempting thought from Satan is, then, a cause of blindness while the 

remembrance of God is a cause of opening eyes and hearts. Satan’s thoughts send 

people into darkness and turning to God gives them light. When people equip 

themselves with following divine guidance, Satan can have no power over them. 

The Means for Clear Insight 

The God-fearing, then, remind themselves of God whenever they experience an 

evil thought that may tempt them away from the right path. But this is given as a 

side issue that intervenes between the divine order to the Prophet to turn away from 

ignorant people and an explanation of who and what motivates them to adopt 

ignorance which determines all their behaviour. When the attitude of the God- 

fearing has been explained, the s rah goes back to explaining the motivation of the 

ignorant: “Their [evil] brethren try to draw them into error with unceasing determination. 

When you do not bring them a sign, they say: `Why do you not seek to have one?’ Say: ‘I only 

follow what is revealed to me by my Lord: this [revelation] is a means of clear insight from 

your Lord, and a guidance and grace for people who will believe.’” (Verses 202-203) 

Their brethren who try to sink them deeper into error are the satans from among 

the jinn. They may well be the satans of human beings as well. These satans never 

tire of driving them deeper into error. Hence they continue to act in folly, unaware of 

where they are being led. 

The unbelievers were very persistent in demanding miracles from God’s 

Messenger (peace be upon him). The s rah quotes here some of their statements that 

betray their ignorance of the nature of God’s message and the role of His Messenger: 

“When you do not bring them a sign, they say: ‘Why do you not seek to have one?’” (Verse 

203) They suggest to the Prophet that he should pray to God to give them a miracle, 

or they even suggest to him that he himself should perform a miracle. To them, he 

should be able to do so, since he claims to be a Prophet. This shows that they do not 

understand the Prophet’s role. They certainly could not appreciate his humble 

attitude towards his Lord, nor that he only takes what God gives him. He does not 

suggest approaches or measures to his Lord, nor does he initiate matters at his own 

behest. God orders him to explain this to them: “Say:’ I only follow what is revealed to 

me by my Lord.’” (Verse 203) I am not one to suggest to Him or to invent matters. I 

only have what is revealed to me, and I only do what I am commanded. For their 

part, they could only think of those impostors who claimed to be prophets in every 

period of ignorance. Hence, their demands. 

The Prophet is also commanded to explain to them the nature of the Qur’ n that 

has been revealed to him. If they would only consider the plain guidance that is 
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contained in the Qur’ n, they would certainly stop making foolish requests for signs 

and miracles: “This [revelation] is a means of clear insight from your Lord, and a guidance 

and grace for people who will believe.” (Verse 203) It provides clear insight and it is an 

aspect of overflowing blessings and grace. But that is the case only for those who 

believe and avail themselves of its unending blessing. 

In their ignorance, the Arabs at the time of the Prophet turned away from the 

Qur’ n and sought to have a physical miracle like the ones given to earlier prophets. 

Those earlier prophets preached the divine message when humanity was still in its 

infancy, and were sent to certain communities, not to mankind as a whole. Their 

miracles could serve their purpose only at the time and place they were given, and 

could be appreciated only by those who witnessed them. What can be said about 

later generations and nations? 

No physical miracle can be as superb or miraculous as the Qur’ n, no matter what 

type of miracle people required. Besides, it gives its message to all mankind in all 

generations till the end of time. 

Given the importance the Arabs attached to fine, literary style, which was a source 

of pride for them, the artistic expression of the Qur’ n was perhaps the most 

immediately apparent aspect of its miraculous nature. But the Qur’ n remains a book 

of surpassing excellence, posing a challenge that defies human ability. God 

challenged the Arabs then, and the challenge continues today, to produce anything 

similar to it. Human beings who have the gift of fine expression and appreciate the 

depth of human ability in this field are the ones who can best recognize that the 

Qur’ nic style is uniquely superb, refined, outstanding. This applies to all people 

with a natural taste for fine speech, whether they believe in Islam or not. The 

challenge is based on objective criteria that challenge believers and unbelievers alike. 

In their ignorance, the elders of the Quraysh found themselves utterly powerless 

when faced with the Qur’ n. They hated such a position but they could not help it. 

The same thing is experienced today and will continue to be experienced by 

everyone who adopts the same attitude. 

Beyond that great secret of this unique book and its excellence, there remains its 

overpowering attraction to human nature, once it is allowed to put its address freely 

to people. Even those who are hardened in their opposition to the Qur’ n often find 

its logic too powerful. They cannot but recognize its truth when they listen to it. 

Many are those who speak out with eloquence. They may express principles, 

doctrines, ideas and philosophies of all sorts. But the Qur’ n has a unique and 

overpowering appeal to human nature in everything that it says. The elders of the 

Quraysh used to say to their followers, and indeed to themselves: “Do not listen to this 

Qur’ n, but cut short its reciting with booing and laughter, so that you may gain the upper 
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hand.” (41: 26) They did so because they felt that the Qur’ nic logic was irresistible. 

Many of those in power today try to turn people away from the Qur’ n, offering 

them instead their own ideas. But in spite of all this, the Qur’ n remains 

overpowering. Whenever a verse or passage of the Qur’ n is quoted in the context of 

human speech, it stands out by its rhythm and logic, appealing directly to the hearts 

of its audience. The rest of human speech that might have been finely composed 

seems, by comparison, of little use. 

But beyond all this, the subject matter of the Qur’ n remains its outstanding 

strength. A few pages in this book cannot aspire to give justice to explaining the 

subject matter of the Qur’ n. Whatever we may say here is too little. Besides, how 

much can we say in a few pages? We can possibly give a brief outline, but a fair 

treatment takes volumes. 

The Undeniable Appeal of the Qur’ān 

The fact is that the Qur’ n has a remarkable method in presenting the truth of 

existence to human nature. It appeals to it as a whole, yet it addresses every one of its 

aspects in every single context. It goes through every opening in human nature, deals 

with all its thoughts and feelings. The Qur’ nic method is also remarkable as it 

tackles the main issues of existence, revealing certain aspects of it which are readily 

acknowledged both by human nature and the human intellect. They respond to these 

and formulate their clear vision on them. It also answers the needs of human nature, 

releases its potentials and puts it on the right course. 

We cannot but marvel at the unique Qur’ nic approach as it takes human nature 

by the hand and moves up with it gently, step by step, yet with much energy and 

clarity of vision. It takes it to a sublime height, giving it true knowledge, definite 

response, firm reassurance, consistency of action and a clear and relaxed awareness 

of the fundamental truths of existence. 

The Qur’ nic approach is unparalleled as it appeals to human nature from angles 

where no response could have been imagined to come. Yet we find human nature 

ready with its positive response. The fact is the One who has revealed the Qur’ n is 

the Creator of man who knows His creation. He is closer to man than his jugular 

vein. 

So far for the approach, but what about the subject matter the Qur’ n tackles? 

Here we find ourselves looking at an expanse that no words can adequately describe: 

“Say: ‘If the sea were ink for my Lord’s words, the sea would surely dry up before my Lord’s 

words are exhausted, even though we were to add to it another sea to replenish it.’” (18: 109) 

“If all the trees on earth were pens, and the sea were ink, with seven more seas yet added to it, 

the words of God would not be exhausted. God is almighty, wise.” (31: 27) 
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The present author spent, by God’s grace, twenty-five years with this Book as his 

companion, studying carefully the fundamental facts it addresses and the way it 

tackles various aspects of human knowledge. He has been reading at the same time 

what human beings have attempted to reveal in some of these aspects. He could see 

the great wealth and openness of the Qur’ n compared to the attempts of human 

beings. Compared to the great ocean of the Qur’ n, these attempts are no more than 

small, isolated lakes, tiny pools or even stagnant pits. 

Take, if you will, the Qur’ n’s holistic approach to existence, its nature, truth, 

aspects, origin, secrets and hidden things, as well as what it contains of living entities 

and potential life. Human philosophy tackles some of these aspects. 

Reflect also on how the Qur’ n takes man as a complete entity, and explains his 

origin, potentials, fields of action, moulding, reactions and responses, as well as his 

different modes and inner self. Biology, psychology, sociology, education and 

religious studies address certain aspects of these. Consider also the unique Qur’ nic 

approach to the system of human life, its practical activities, areas of collaboration, 

renewed human needs and how these should be organized. Social, economic and 

political theories and doctrines may address some of these. 

In all these areas a careful student of the Qur’ n is bound to find an amazing 

wealth of statements and directives that are comprehensive, profound, rich and 

truthful. Not once did I find myself in need of a single statement from outside the 

Qur’ n, concerning any of these fundamental issues, with the exception of God’s 

Messenger’s ĥadīths. These may be collectively described as an explanatory 

memorandum of the Qur’ n. Indeed, no other statement, correct though it may be, 

will appear of much value compared to what a careful student finds in this 

remarkable book. This is due to the practical nature of these statements. It is also the 

result of long reflection on, and study of, how these topics are tackled. Yet I am not 

attempting to praise this book. Who am I, and who are human beings to add 

anything to God’s book by their praise? 

This book, the Qur’ n, was the source of knowledge, education and proper 

moulding of a unique generation of human beings that was never repeated in human 

history. That was the generation of the Prophet’s companions who brought about a 

greatly profound development in human history that has not yet been properly 

studied. This Book was responsible, by God’s will, for this great miracle in human 

history. All supernatural miracles that testified to earlier divine messages appear 

small in comparison to this miracle that was practised in a human society. Indeed, 

that generation was an unparalleled historic phenomenon. 

The society that was formed for the first time by their generation survived for 

more than one thousand years. It was governed by the law stated in this book and 
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firmly based on its standards, values and directives. That very society was a human 

miracle. We have only to compare it to other human societies which, as a result of 

human material progress, surpassed it in material abilities, but could not come near 

to it in human civilization. 

Nowadays, in modern j hiliyyah societies, people seek to satisfy their own needs as 

well as the needs of their communities in isolation of the Qur’ n. People in ignorant 

Arabia used to require miracles other than the Qur’ n. Their naive outlook, profound 

ignorance and their various interests prevented the old Arabs from appreciating the 

great miracle represented by this remarkable book. The people of contemporary 

j hiliyyah have different obstacles preventing them from appreciating the miracle of 

the Qur’ n. These include the arrogance derived from their superior material 

knowledge, their sophisticated organization of human life, its apparent progress and 

maturity, which all come naturally with the accumulation of experience of one 

generation after another and with more complex and sophisticated needs. But they 

are also prevented from appreciating the Qur’ n by the die-hard Zionist and 

imperialist opposition that has continued to scheme and plot against this faith and its 

revealed message for fourteen centuries. They continue with their unceasing 

attempts to divert Muslims away from the Qur’ n and its directives. This is because 

the Zionists and the imperialists have learnt through long experience that they 

cannot be a match for the Muslims as long as they adhere to the Qur’ n in the same 

way as the first generation of Muslims did. It is not sufficient that Muslims continue 

to pay lip service to the Qur’ n while they conduct their lives in a fashion that is in 

conflict with it. 

Such scheming continues today with more resolve and wickedness. The final 

outcome of this scheming is the sort of societies in which people who claim to be 

Muslims live today, when they cannot be truly Muslims unless they implement 

Islamic law. We see the outcome of this scheming in various attempts all over the 

world to remove every trace of Islam, putting in place of the Qur’ n some other sort 

of constitution, giving it the status of ultimate arbiter in all disputes and on all issues 

of life. True Muslims refer only to God’s book in all such matters. 

The Qur’ n is ignored today by its people who know it only as hymns to be 

chanted and charms to be worn. They have been diverted away from it for centuries 

and driven deep into a state of j hiliyyah that corrupts minds and hearts. The people 

of old j hiliyyah used to divert the masses away from the Qur’ n, demanding 

physical miracles. The people of modern j hiliyyah try to divert the masses away 

from the Qur’ n by putting in its place a false bible which they promote through all 

mass media and information channels. Yet it is the Qur’ n that is described in these 

words by God who knows all: “This [revelation] is a means of clear insight from your 

Lord, and a guidance and grace for people who will believe.” (Verse 203) It is then a means 
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of clear insight, providing true guidance and abounding grace and blessings for true 

believers. It is only those who truly believe that find all this in the Qur’ n. 

Mercy Through Listening to the Qur’ān 

Because the Qur’ n is such, the believers are given an express directive: “When the 

Qur’ n is recited, hearken to it, and listen in silence, so that you may be graced with God’s 

mercy.” (Verse 204) This verse comes towards the end of the s rah which begins with 

a clear reference to the Qur’ n: “This is a book that has been bestowed on you from on high 

— so do not entertain any doubt about it — in order that you may warn people with its 

message, and admonish the believers.” (Verse 2) 

There are various reports suggesting different situations when the order applies to 

listen attentively and in silence to Qur’ nic recitation. Some scholars are of the view 

that it applies in obligatory prayer when the im m reads aloud. An authentic ĥadīth 

related by Im m A mad as well as Abū D wūd, al-Tirmidhī, al-Nas ’ī and Ibn 

M jah mentions a report by Abū Hurayrah that one day, on finishing a prayer in 

which he recited aloud, the Prophet said: “Has any of you read something of the 

Qur’ n while I was reading?” A man said: “Yes, Messenger of God!” The Prophet 

said: “I was wondering why the Qur’ n was being pulled away from me.” From that 

day, people stopped reading the Qur’ n in prayer when the Prophet was reading 

aloud. Another report mentions that `Abdull h ibn Mas`ūd, a leading scholar among 

the Prophet’s companions, was praying when he heard some people in the 

congregation reading the Qur’ n with the im m. When he finished, he said: “When 

will you understand? When will you use your reason? You must do as God has 

commanded you: “When the Qur’ n is recited, hearken to it and listen in silence.” (Verse 

204) 

Other scholars say that this was a directive to the Muslims so that they do not do 

like the unbelievers who used to come to the Prophet when he stood for prayer and 

would say to one another in Makkah: “Do not listen to this Qur’ n. Cut short its recital 

with booing and laughter, so that you may gain the upper hand.” (41: 26) In reply to them, 

God revealed this verse: “When the Qur’ n is recited hearken to it and listen in silence.” 

(Verse 204) Al-Qur ubī mentions this and says that it was revealed in relation to 

prayer. 

Another reason for revealing this verse is mentioned by Ibn Jarīr al- abarī who 

quotes `Abdull h ibn Mas`ūd as saying: “Some of us used to greet others in prayer, 

but then the Qur’ nic verse was revealed which says, “When the Qur’ n is recited, 

hearken to it, and listen in silence, so that you may be graced with God’s mercy.” In his 

commentary on the Qur’ n, al-Qur ubī mentions a report by Muhammad ibn Ka`b 

al-Qurażī who says, “When God’s Messenger used to read the Qur’ n aloud in 
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prayer, those in the congregation read with him. When he said, `In the name of God, 

the Merciful, the Beneficent,’ they would say likewise, until he finished reading the 

F i ah and another s rah. The situation continued like that for some time until the 

verse was revealed which says, “When the Qur’ n is recited, hearken to it, and listen in 

silence, so that you may be graced with God’s mercy.” This suggests that the order to 

listen attentively to the Qur’ n means to stop reading it aloud with the Prophet when 

he recited it in prayer. 

Al-Qur ubī also mentions a report by Qat dah concerning this verse, which says: 

“A man may come when a prayer is in progress and ask people in the congregation: 

`How many rak`ahs have you completed? How many are left?’ Then God revealed 

this verse: `When the Qur’ n is recited, hearken to it, and listen in silence, so that you may 

be graced with God’s mercy.’” Muj hid also mentions that they used to speak in prayer, 

and then God ordered them to listen so that they may be graced with mercy. 

Those who consider this verse to apply only to recitation in prayer quote a report 

mentioned by al- abarī which mentions that a man named al ah saw `A ’ ibn Abī 
Rab , a leading scholar, talking to `Ubayd ibn `Umayr when a man was reading the 

Qur’ n. al ah said to them: “should you not be listening to the recitation so that 

you receive what has been promised? (i.e. referring to God’s mercy which is 

promised to those who listen attentively to the Qur’ n). They looked at me, and 

continued their conversation. I repeated what I said, and they looked at me and said: 

that relates to prayer.” In his commentary on the Qur’ n, Ibn Kathīr also mentions 

that Sufy n al-Thawrī, a leading scholar of the early period of Islam, also mentions 

that this verse applies to prayer only. Several scholars are of the view that if a man is 

reading the Qur’ n in any situation other than prayer, then people may speak if they 

wish. 

Other scholars, such as Sa`īd ibn Jubayr, `Amr ibn Dīn r, Yazīd ibn Aslam and 

`Abdull h ibn al-Mub rak suggest that the Qur’ nic verse applies to recitation in 

prayer and in sermons that are given on Fridays and on weekdays. Al-Qur ubī says 

that such a suggestion “is not practically sound, because the Qur’ n constitutes only 

a small portion of such sermons, when people are required to listen to all the sermon. 

Besides, this verse is a Makkan revelation, when there was no sermon or Friday 

prayer held in Makkah.” 

Al-Qur ubī mentions in his commentary on the Qur’ n a report by al-Naqq sh 

who says: all commentators on the Qur’ n are unanimous that listening attentively to 

the Qur’ n in obligatory and voluntary prayer is a binding duty. Al-Na s says: 

from the linguistic point of view, this attentive listening must apply in all situations, 

unless we have cause to believe that it is restricted. 

For our part, we do not feel that any of the causes for the revelation of this verse 
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restricts it to recitation in prayer, whether obligatory or voluntary. The verse 

mentions a general statement that need not be restricted by the cause of its 

revelation. It is more appropriate to say that this is a general statement, unrestricted 

in application. Whenever the Qur’ n is recited, listening attentively to it is the proper 

course of action, because it demonstrates people’s respect of the Qur’ n, the word of 

God the Almighty. When God speaks, it behoves human beings to listen attentively. 

Besides, this listening is in the hope of being graced with mercy. What restricts that 

to prayer only? Whenever the Qur’ n is recited, and people listen attentively to it, 

they may understand and respond to it. This puts them in a position which may 

bring them mercy in this life and in the life to come as well. 

People incur a great loss that cannot be compensated when they turn away from 

the Qur’ n. At times, listening to one verse of the Qur’ n brings about remarkable 

interaction, response, clear insight, appreciation, reassurance together with an 

enlightened understanding that can only be appreciated by a person who has had a 

similar experience. When the Qur’ n is listened to carefully, not merely heard for 

enchantment and pleasure by its recitation, it provides the listener with a clear, 

penetrative insight, reassurance, knowledge, energy and a firmly positive attitude 

that cannot be produced by any other means. 

To view the fundamental facts of existence and the basic realities of life, through 

the Qur’ nic description, and to view human life itself, its nature and needs, through 

Qur’ nic statements, is of immense value. It provides clear and accurate insight that 

helps man to approach life in a totally different spirit from that provided by all 

human philosophies and doctrines. All that invites God’s mercy. It can take place in 

prayer and in other situations as well. We do not find any reason to restrict this 

general Qur’ nic directive to prayer only, as mentioned by al-Qur ubī and others. 

Staying Permanently Close to God 

The s rah then gives a final directive: “And bethink yourself of your Lord humbly and 

with awe, and without raising your voice, in the morning and evening; and do not be 

negligent. Those who are near to your Lord are never too proud to worship Him. They extol 

His limitless glory, and before Him alone prostrate themselves.” (Verses 205-206) 

In his commentary on the Qur’ n, the famous scholar, Ibn Kathīr says: “God gives 

this general order that we should remember Him often at the beginning and end of 

each day, just as He ordered that we should worship Him at these two times, when 

He says: “Extol your Lord’s limitless glory and praise before the rising of the sun and before 

its setting.” (50: 39) This used to be the case before the daily prayers were made 

obligatory during the Prophet’s night journey.” This present verse was revealed in 

Makkah. Here God says that we should remember Him “in the morning and evening”, 
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and this should be done humbly, and with awe, without raising our voices; this is the 

best way to remember God, not to address Him loudly. The Prophet’s companions 

asked him: “Is our Lord near to be addressed softly, or distant so that we should 

appeal to Him aloud?” In reply God revealed the Qur’ nic verse: “When My servants 

ask you about Me, well, I am near. I answer the prayer of the supplicant when he calls to 

Me.” (2: 186) Both al-Bukh rī and Muslim relate in their Şahīh collections on the 

authority of Abū Mūs  al-Ash`arī: “Once on a journey, people raised their voices 

when they made their supplication. The Prophet (peace be upon him) said to them: 

`People, watch what you do. You are appealing to someone who is neither deaf nor 

far away. The One whom you are calling hears all that is said, and He is close at 

hand. Indeed, He is closer to each one of you than the neck of his camel.” 

Ibn Kathīr does not accept the interpretation of Ibn Jarīr al- abarī and others who 

say that this statement is an order to anyone who is listening to the Qur’ n to 

remember God in this particular fashion. He says that this view has not been 

endorsed. What is meant here is to emphasize the importance of people 

remembering God at all times, particularly in the morning and evening, so that they 

may not be among the negligent. The angels are praised because they glorify God at 

all times, without hesitation or slackening. Hence, they are described here as follows: 

“Those who are near to your Lord are never too proud to worship Him. They extol His 

limitless glory, and before Him alone prostrate themselves.” (Verse 206) Their action is 

praised here so that people can follow their suit in their worship and obedience of 

God. 

We feel that what Ibn Kathīr says and the ĥadīths he quotes show how the Qur’ n 

and the Prophet’s guidance were able to give the Arabs true knowledge of their Lord 

and the nature of the universe around them. From their questioning and the reply 

given to them we recognize how far they were brought by means of the glorious 

Qur’ n and the Prophet’s instructions. They were far removed from their past, and in 

this they recognized God’s blessings and mercy. 

God’s remembrance is not the mere mentioning of His name verbally; it can only 

be achieved when both heart and mind are brought into it. It is the type of 

remembrance that makes hearts tremble and minds respond. Unless it is coupled 

with a feeling of humility and awe, it will not be true remembrance of God. Indeed, it 

could border on impoliteness towards God. When we remember God, we should 

think of His greatness, fear His punishment and hope for His mercy. Only in that 

way, can we achieve spiritual purity. When we mention His name as we remember 

His greatness, and we join the physical action with the spiritual, we must show our 

humility, speaking in a low voice, without singing or showing off. 

“And bethink yourself of your Lord humbly and with awe, and without raising your voice, 

in the morning and evening.” (Verse 205) This is to ensure that our hearts remain in 
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contact with God at both ends of the day. Remembering God is not limited to these 

two times; indeed it must be present all the time. We should be constantly on our 

guard against slipping into error. But in these two particular periods we can observe 

the clear change that takes place in the universe as the night changes into day, and 

the day changes into night. Human hearts feel in touch with the universe around 

them, as they witness how God accomplishes this transition of day and night and the 

great change that takes place as one gives way to the other. 

God — limitless He is in His glory— knows that at these two particular times, 

human hearts are most likely to be impressed and to respond positively. There are 

frequent directives in the Qur’ n to remember God and glorify Him at the time when 

the whole universe appears to interact with the human heart, sharpen its 

impressions, and motivate it to remain in touch with God Almighty: “Bear with 

patience whatever they may say, and extol your Lord’s limitless glory and praise before the 

rising of the sun and before its setting, and in the night too, extol His glory, and at every 

prayer’s end.” (50: 39-40) “Extol His glory, too, during the hours of the night as well as 

during the hours of the day, so that you may attain a state of contentment.” (20: 130) “Bear 

in mind your Lord’s name early in the morning and before sunset, and during some of the 

night, and prostrate yourself to Him, and extol His limitless glory throughout the long 

night.” (76: 25-26) 

There is no need to say that this order to remember God at this particular time was 

before the daily prayers were made obligatory at their appointed times, because this 

may give the impression that these obligatory prayers have superseded this order. 

The fact is that this remembrance of God is wider than obligatory prayers. Its timing 

and its form are not limited to obligatory prayer. It may be a remembrance in private, 

or something in which both heart and mouth share without the movements that 

prayer includes. It is indeed wider than that, because it involves constant 

remembrance of God’s Almightiness, when one is alone or with people, before any 

action, large or small, and before resolving to do anything. However, the early 

morning, the end of the day as the sun begins to set, and the depth of the night are 

mentioned because these are times that have special appeal to human hearts. God 

who has created man and who knows his nature is fully aware of all this. 

“Do not be negligent”. (Verse 205) This is a reference to people who neglect to 

remember God, not by word of mouth, but in their hearts and minds. It is the 

remembrance that keeps the heart alive to deter man from doing anything or 

following any course in which he feels embarrassed to be seen by God, and who 

watches God before doing anything. This is the type of remembering God that is 

ordered here. Otherwise, it would not be true remembrance of God if it does not lead 

to obeying Him and implementing His orders. 

Do not let yourself be negligent of remembering God and watching your actions. 
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Man needs to remain in constant touch with his Lord so that he is able to resist the 

temptation that Satan may place before him: “If a prompting from Satan stirs you up, 

seek refuge with God; He hears all and knows all.” (Verse 200) In its early part, the s rah 

painted a panoramic scene of the battle between man and Satan. Throughout, it 

showed the procession of faith as the satans from among the jinn and human beings 

tried to force it out of its way. Satan was also mentioned in the story of the person to 

whom God gave His signs, but he pulled himself away from them, and chose to 

remain in error. At its end, it mentions the temptations of Satan and how people 

should seek shelter from him with God, who hears all and knows all. 

Here we see a constant line that concludes with the instruction to remember God 

humbly and with awe, and not to be among the negligent. This order comes as part 

of the divine instruction to the Prophet to “make due allowance for man’s nature, and 

enjoin the doing of what is right; and turn away from those who choose to remain ignorant.” 

(Verse 199) Thus it adds to the landmarks along the way which God approves. It also 

equips those who follow His guidance with what enables them to overcome all 

difficulties that they encounter along the way. 

God then gives the example of angels commanding a high position. They do not 

entertain any tempting or evil thought, because Satan has no influence on their 

nature. They have no overpowering desire or fleeting whim. Nevertheless, they 

constantly glorify God and extol His praises. They are never too proud to worship 

Him. Man has a much more pressing need to remember God, glorify Him and 

worship Him. He has a difficult road to cover. By nature, he is susceptible to Satan’s 

temptation. Negligence may lead him to ruin. He has a limited ability which can only 

be increased through worshipping God and glorifying Him: “Those who are near to 

your Lord are never too proud to worship Him. They extol His limitless glory, and before Him 

alone prostrate themselves.” (Verse 206) 

Worship and the remembrance of God constitute a basic element in the practical 

application of this religion. Its method does not rely on theoretical knowledge or 

philosophical argument. It adopts a practical approach aiming to bring about a 

drastic change in human society which, inevitably, has rules that are well established 

in people’s minds and practices. Changing this situation into the type which God 

wants people to follow is a difficult task that requires sustained efforts and much 

perseverance. With the limited ability human beings have, an advocate of this 

religion can only approach this difficult task if added strength is granted to him by 

his Lord. Knowledge on its own does not provide such strength, unless it is coupled 

with proper worship and with seeking God’s help. 

This s rah begins with an address by God to His Messenger: “This is a book that has 

been bestowed on you from on high — so do not entertain any doubt about it — in order that 

you may warn people with its message, and admonish the believers.” (Verse 2) The s rah 
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also gives glimpses of the procession of faith, led by God’s messengers, and the 

impediments placed in its way through the scheming of Satan and his helpers from 

among the jinn and human beings, as well as arrogant people and tyrants who try to 

exercise absolute power. This last directive points out the proper equivalent for those 

who want to join this noble procession along its hard way. 
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S RAH 8 

Al-Anfāl 
(The Spoils of War) 

Prologue 

 

Like S rahs 2-5, discussed in Volumes I—IV, this s rah was revealed in the 

Madinah period of the Prophet’s mission, while S rahs 6 and 7, discussed in Volumes 

V and VI, were revealed earlier when the Prophet was still in Makkah. As is already 

clear, our approach in this commentary is to follow the order adopted in the Qur’ n, 

in preference to the chronological order of revelation. For one thing, it is not possible 

to be absolutely certain about the time of revelation of each s rah, except in general 

terms indicating that one s rah is a Makkan revelation and another belongs to the 

Madinah period, but even then there are some differences of views. To try to 

determine the exact order of when each verse, passage or s rah was revealed is 

practically impossible, despite the fact that in the case of a small number of verses we 

have confirmed reports concerning the exact time of revelation. 

 Valuable as the endeavour to trace the chronological order of revelation may be in 

trying to establish the pattern of progress of the Islamic movement at the time of the 

Prophet, the lack of clear and firm evidence makes this endeavour both hard and 

problematic. The conclusions that we may arrive at will always remain uncertain, 

and could lead to serious or erroneous results. Therefore, I have chosen to present 

the Qur’ n in the traditional order given in the original copy finalized at the time of 

`Uthm n, the third Caliph. However, I try to look at the historical events associated 

with the revelation of each s rah, knowing that this can only be done in general and 

tentative terms. In so doing, I am only trying to give a general and tentative idea of 

the circumstances leading to the revelation of each s rah. 

 This s rah, al-Anf l, or The Spoils of War, was revealed after S rah 2, The Cow, 

shortly after the Battle of Badr which took place in Ramađ n, in the second year of 

the Islamic calendar, approximately 19 months after the Prophet’s migration to 
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Madinah. However, when we say that it was revealed after S rah 2, our statement 

does not give a complete picture, because S rah 2 was not revealed in full on one 

occasion. Some of its passages were revealed early in the Madinan period, and some 

towards its end, stretching over a period of nearly nine years. The present s rah, al-

Anf l, was revealed sometime between these two dates, while S rah 2 was still in the 

process leading to its completion. This meant that a passage would be revealed and 

placed in its appropriate position, according to divine instruction given through the 

Prophet. Normally, however, when we say that a particular s rah was revealed on 

such and such date, we are simply referring to the beginning of its revelation. 

 Some reports suggest that verses 30-36 were revealed in Makkah, since they refer 

to events that took place there before the Prophet’s migration to Madinah. This, 

however, is not a sufficient reason to draw such a conclusion. Many are the verses 

revealed in Madinah that refer to past events from the Makkan period. In this s rah, 

verse 26 provides such a case. Moreover, verse 36, the last one in the passage claimed 

to have been revealed in Makkah, speaks of how the idolaters allocated funds to 

prepare for the Battle of U ud, which took place after their defeat at Badr. 

The reports that claim that these verses were a Makkan revelation also mention a 

conversation that is highly improbable. They mention that “Abū lib, the Prophet’s 

uncle who provided him with protection, asked the Prophet: ‘What are your people 

plotting against you?’ He answered: ‘They want to cast a magic spell on me, or to 

banish or kill me.’ He said: ‘Who told you this?’ The Prophet replied: `My Lord.’ Abū 

lib then said: ‘Your Lord is a good one. Take care of him.’ The Prophet said: ‘I take 

care of Him! No, it is He who takes good care of me.’ By way of comment on this, 

verse 26 was revealed, saying: “Remember when you were few and helpless in the land, 

fearful lest people do away with you: how He sheltered you, strengthened you with His 

support and provided you with many good things so that you might be grateful.” (Verse 26) 

Ibn Kathīr mentions this report and discounts it, saying: “This is highly 

improbable, because this verse was revealed in Madinah. Besides, the entire event, 

when the Quraysh convened a meeting of its notables to discuss how they could get 

rid of the Prophet and the suggestions they made of imprisoning, banishing or killing 

him, took place on the eve of the Prophet’s migration, about three years after Abū 

lib’s death. When Abū lib died, the Prophet lost his uncle who had given him 

full support and protection. The Quraysh were thus able to abuse him and concoct a 

plot to kill him.” 

Mu ammad ibn Is q, a very early biographer of the Prophet, transmits a couple 

of long reports on the authority of Ibn `Abb s, the Prophet’s cousin who was an 

eminent scholar, concerning these plots by the Quraysh. He concludes by saying: 

“God then gave him permission to depart. After he settled in Madinah, He revealed 

to him the s rah entitled al-Anf l, reminding him of His grace: “Remember how the 
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unbelievers were scheming against you, seeking to keep you in chains or have you slain or 

banished. Thus they plot and plan, but God also plans. God is above all schemers.” (Verse 30) 

This report by Ibn `Abb s fits well with the general text of the complete s rah, and its 

reminders to the Prophet and his companions of His grace. When they remember 

these aspects of God’s grace, they are motivated to fulfil their duty, fight the enemies 

of their faith and stand firm. Hence, to say that the whole s rah was revealed after 

the Muslims’ migration to Madinah is more accurate. 

Characteristics of the Islamic Approach 

 This s rah takes up the Battle of Badr as its subject matter. This battle, its 

circumstances, results and effects on human history constitute a major landmark in 

the progress of the Islamic movement. God describes this battle as “the day when the 

true was distinguished from the false, the day when the two hosts met in battle.” (Verse 41) 

He also makes it the parting point not merely in this life or in human history, but also 

in the life to come. He says in the Qur’ n: “These two adversaries have become engrossed 

in contention about their Lord. For the unbelievers garments of fire shall be cut out; and 

scalding water will be poured over their heads, melting all that is in their bellies and their 

skin. In addition, there will be grips of iron for them. Whenever, in their anguish, they try to 

get out, they are returned there, and will be told: ‘Taste the torment of fire.’ God will certainly 

admit those who believe and do righteous deeds into gardens through which running waters 

flow, wherein they will be adorned with bracelets of gold and pearls, and where silk will be 

their raiment. For they were guided to the best of words; and so they were guided to the way 

that leads to the One to whom all praise is due.” (22: 19-24) Some reports suggest that 

these verses speak of the two hosts that met in battle at Badr. This confirms that this 

battle provides the criterion by which people shall be distinguished in the life to 

come. This statement by God Almighty is sufficient to give us a clear idea of the 

importance of that day of battle. We will try to give an idea of its great value as we 

discuss the battle, the events leading to it and its outcome. 

 Exceptionally important as that battle is, its true value cannot be clearly seen 

unless we understand its nature and realize that it was merely one episode of jih d. 

To appreciate it fully we also need to understand the motives and objectives of jih d; 

and we certainly cannot understand those unless we fully understand the nature of 

Islam itself. 

 In his priceless book Z d al-Ma` d, Im m Ibn al-Qayyim includes a chapter with 

the title, The Progress of the Prophet’s Guidance on Dealing with the Unbelievers 

and the Hypocrites from the Start of His Mission to the End of His Life. This is given 

below in a highly summarized form: 

 The first revelation given to the Prophet by his Lord — limitless is He in 
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His glory — was his order to him, “Read in the name of your Lord who created 

man out of a germ-cell.” (96: 1-2) This was the start of his prophethood. The 

instruction to him was to read within himself. At that point, He did not order 

him to convey anything to anyone. He subsequently revealed to him: “You 

who are enfolded, arise and warn!” (74: 1-2) This means that God made him a 

prophet by telling him to read, and He gave him his mission by saying, “You 

who are enfolded, arise and warn!” (74: 1-2) God then ordered him to warn his 

immediate clan. Subsequently, he gave the same warning to his own people, 

then to the surrounding Arabian tribes, then all Arabs, then mankind 

generally. 

 For more than a decade after the start of his prophethood, Mu ammad 

[peace be upon him] continued to advocate the faith without resorting to 

fighting or the imposition of any loyalty tax, i.e. jizyah. Throughout this 

period he was ordered to stay his hand, forbear patiently and overlook all 

opposition. Later, God gave him permission to migrate [from Makkah to 

Madinah] and permitted him to fight. He then instructed him to fight those 

who wage war against him and to maintain peace with those who refrain 

from fighting him. At a later stage, God ordered him to fight the idolaters 

until all submission is made to God alone. 

 After the order was given to the Prophet to strive and fight for God’s cause 

[i.e. jih d], unbelievers were in three categories with regard to their relations 

with him: those with whom he was in peace and truce, combatants fighting 

him, and those under his protection [i.e. ahl al-dhimmah]. God ordered him to 

honour his treaties with those whom he had a peace treaty, as long as they 

honoured their commitments. If he feared treachery on their part, he was to 

revoke the treaty but would not fight them until he had informed them of the 

termination of their peace treaty. On the other hand, he was to fight those 

who violated their treaties with him. 

When S rah 9, al-Tawbah, was revealed, it outlined the policy towards all 

these three categories. The Prophet is ordered there to fight his enemies from 

among the people of earlier faiths until they submit to his authority, paying 

the loyalty tax, jizyah, or embrace Islam. He is also ordered in the same s rah 

to strive hard against the unbelievers and the idolaters. He strove against the 

unbelievers with arms, and against the hypocrites with argument and proof. 

 A further order to the Prophet in S rah 9 was to terminate all treaties with 

unbelievers, classifying such people into three groups. The first group he was 

ordered to fight, because these were the ones who violated their treaties with 

him and who were untrue to their commitments. He fought them and was 

victorious. The second group consisted of those with whom he had a peace 

treaty which they had honoured fully, and the treaty was to run for a specific 
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term. They had given no support to any person or group who opposed the 

Prophet. With these he was to honour the peace treaty until it had run its 

course. The third group included those with whom the Prophet had no treaty 

and no previous fighting engagements, as well as those who had an open-

ended agreement. The Prophet was instructed to give these groups four 

months’ notice, after which he was to fight them. The Prophet acted on these 

instructions, fought those who violated their treaties, and gave four months 

notice to those who had no treaty or had one without a specific term. Those 

who honoured their treaty were to have it honoured by the Prophet until the 

end of its term. All these embraced Islam before the end of their term. As for 

those who pledged loyalty to him, they were to pay the loyalty tax, jizyah. 

 Thus, after the revelation of S rah 9, the unbelievers were in three different 

categories with regard to the Prophet’s relations with them: combatants, or 

bound by a specified-term treaty, or loyal. The second category embraced 

Islam shortly thereafter, leaving the other two groups: combatants who 

feared him, and those who were loyal. Thus, all mankind were divided into 

three classes: Muslims who believed in the Prophet’s message; those at peace 

with him who enjoyed security; and those who were hostile and feared him. 

As for the hypocrites, he was instructed to accept from them what they 

professed, leaving the final verdict on them to God. He was to strive against 

them with informed argument. He was further instructed to turn away from 

them and to be hard so that he would deliver his message to them in a way 

that they could not refute. He was forbidden to pray for them when they 

died, or to visit their graves. He was informed that if he were to pray for them 

to be forgiven, God would not forgive them. 

Such was the Prophet’s policy towards his opponents, both unbelievers and 

hypocrites.1 

 This excellent summary of the different stages of the development of jih d, or 

striving for God’s cause, reveals a number of profound features of the Islamic 

approach which merit discussion; but we can only present them here very briefly. 

 The first of these features is the serious realism of the Islamic approach. Islam is a 

movement confronting a human situation with appropriate means. What it confronts 

is a state of ignorance, or j hiliyyah, which prevails over ideas and beliefs, giving rise 

to practical systems that are supported by political and material authority. Thus, the 

Islamic approach is to confront all this with vigorous means and suitable resources. It 

presents its arguments and proofs to correct concepts and beliefs; and it strives with 

power to remove the systems and authorities that prevent people from adopting the 

                                                 
1 Ibn al-Qayyim, Z d al-Ma` d, Mu’assasat Al-Ris lah, Beirut, 1994, Vol. 3, pp.133-136. 
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right beliefs, forcing them to follow their errant ways and worship deities other than 

God Almighty. The Islamic approach does not resort to the use of verbal argument 

when confronting material power. Nor does it ever resort to compulsion and 

coercion in order to force its beliefs on people. Both are equally alien to the Islamic 

approach as it seeks to liberate people from subjugation so that they may serve God 

alone. 

 Secondly, Islam is a practical movement that progresses from one stage to the 

next, utilizing for each stage practically effective and competent means, while at the 

same time preparing the ground for the next stage. It does not confront practical 

realities with abstract theories, nor does it use the same old means to face changing 

realities. Some people ignore this essential feature of the Islamic approach and 

overlook the nature of the different stages of development of this approach. They cite 

Qur’ nic statements stating that they represent the Islamic approach, without 

relating these statements to the stages they addressed. When they do so, they betray 

their utter confusion and give the Islamic approach a deceptive appearance. They 

assign to Qur’ nic verses insupportable rules and principles, treating each verse or 

statement as outlining final Islamic rules. Themselves a product of the sorry and 

desperate state of contemporary generations who have nothing of Islam other than 

its label, and defeated both rationally and spiritually, they claim that Islamic jih d is 

always defensive. They imagine that they are doing Islam a service when they cast 

away its objective of removing all tyrannical powers from the face of the earth, so 

that people are freed from serving anyone other than God. Islam does not force 

people to accept its beliefs; rather, it aims to provide an environment where people 

enjoy full freedom of belief. It abolishes oppressive political systems depriving 

people of this freedom, or forces them into submission so that they allow their 

peoples complete freedom to choose to believe in Islam if they so wish. 

Thirdly, such continuous movement and progressive ways and means do not 

divert Islam from its definitive principles and well-defined objectives. Right from the 

very first day, when it made its initial address to the Prophet’s immediate clan, then 

to the Quraysh, and then to the Arabs and finally putting its message to all mankind, 

its basic theme remained the same, making the same requirement. It wants people to 

achieve the same objective of worshipping God alone, submitting themselves to none 

other than Him. There can be no compromise over this essential rule. It then moves 

towards this single goal according to a well-thought-out plan, with progressive 

stages, and fitting means. 

 Finally, we have a clear legal framework governing relations between the Muslim 

community and other societies, as is evident in the excellent summary quoted from 

Z d al-Ma` d. This legal framework is based on the main principle that submission to 

God alone is a universal message which all mankind must either accept or be at 
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peace with. It must not place any impediment to this message, in the form of a 

political system or material power. Every individual must remain free to make his or 

her absolutely free choice to accept or reject it, feeling no pressure or opposition. 

Anyone who puts such impediments in the face of the message of complete 

submission to God, must be resisted and fought by Islam. 

The Liberation of Mankind 

 Writers with a defeatist and apologetic mentality who try to defend Islamic jih d 

often confuse two clearly different principles. The first is that Islam comes out clearly 

against forcing people to accept any particular belief, while the second is its approach 

that seeks to remove political and material forces that try to prevent it from 

addressing people, so that they may not submit themselves to God. These are clearly 

distinct principles that should never be confused. Yet it is because of their defeatism 

that such writers try to limit jih d to what is called today ‘a defensive war’. But 

Islamic jih d is a totally different matter that has nothing to do with the wars people 

fight today, or their motives and presentation. The motives of Islamic jih d can be 

found within the nature of Islam, its role in human life, the objectives God has set for 

it and for the achievement of which He has sent His final Messenger with His perfect 

message. 

We may describe the Islamic faith as a declaration of the liberation of mankind 

from servitude to creatures, including man’s own desires. It also declares that all 

Godhead and Lordship throughout the universe belong to God alone. This 

represents a challenge to all systems that assign sovereignty to human beings in any 

shape or form. It is, in effect, a revolt against any human situation where sovereignty, 

or indeed Godhead, is given to human beings. A situation that gives ultimate 

authority to human beings actually elevates those humans to the status of deities, 

usurping God’s own authority. As a declaration of human liberation, Islam means 

returning God’s authority to Him, rejecting the usurpers who rule over human 

communities according to manmade laws. In this way, no human being is placed in a 

position of Lordship over other people. To proclaim God’s authority and sovereignty 

means the elimination of all human kingship and to establish the rule of God, the 

Lord of the universe. In the words of the Qur’ n: “He alone is God in the heavens and 

God on earth.” (43: 84) “All judgement rests with God alone. He has ordered that you should 

worship none but Him. That is the true faith, but most people do not know it.” (12: 40) “Say: 

‘People of earlier revelations! Let us come to an agreement which is equitable between you and 

us: that we shall worship none but God, that we shall associate no partners with Him, and 

that we shall not take one another for lords beside God.’ And if they turn away, then say: 

‘Bear witness that we have surrendered ourselves to God.’“ (3: 64) 
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Establishing the rule of God on earth does not mean that sovereignty is assigned 

to a particular group of people, as was the case when the Church wielded power in 

Christian Europe, or that certain men become spokesmen for the gods, as was the 

case under theocratic rule. God’s rule is established when His law is enforced and all 

matters are judged according to His revealed law. 

Nothing of all this is achieved through verbal advocacy of Islam. The problem is 

that the people in power who have usurped God’s authority on earth will not 

relinquish their power at the mere explanation and advocacy of the true faith. 

Otherwise, it would have been very simple for God’s messengers to establish the 

divine faith. History, however, tells us that the reverse was true throughout human 

life. 

This universal declaration of the liberation of man on earth from every authority 

other than that of God, and the declaration that all sovereignty belongs to God alone 

as does Lordship over the universe, are not a theoretical, philosophical and passive 

proclamation. It is a positive, practical and dynamic message which seeks to bring 

about the implementation of God’s law in human life, freeing people from servitude 

to anyone other than God alone. This cannot be achieved unless advocacy is 

complemented with a movement that confronts the existing human situation with 

adequate and competent means. 

In actual life, Islam is always confronted with a host of obstacles placed in its way: 

some belong to the realm of beliefs and concepts, others are physical, in addition to 

political, social, economic, racial obstacles. Deviant beliefs and superstitions add 

further obstacles trying to impede Islam. All these interact to form a very complex 

mixture working against Islam and the liberation of man. 

Verbal argument and advocacy face up to beliefs and ideas, while the movement 

confronts material obstacles, particularly political authority that rests on complex yet 

interrelated ideological, racial, class, social and economic systems. Thus, employing 

both verbal advocacy and its practical movement, Islam confronts the existing 

human situation in its totality with adequately effective methods. Both are necessary 

for the achievement of the liberation of all mankind throughout the world. This is a 

very important point that merits strong emphasis. 

This religion of Islam is not a declaration for the liberation of the Arabs, nor is its 

message addressed to the Arabs in particular. It addresses itself to all humanity, 

considering the entire earth its field of work. God is not the Lord of the Arabs alone, 

nor is His Lordship limited to Muslims only. God is the Lord of all worlds. Hence, 

Islam wants to bring all mankind back to their true Lord, liberating them from 

servitude to anyone else. From the Islamic point of view, true servitude or worship, 

takes the form of people’s submission to laws enacted by other human beings. It is 
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such submission, or servitude, that is due to God alone, as Islam emphasizes. 

Anyone that serves anyone other than God in this sense takes himself out of Islam, 

no matter how strongly he declares himself to be a Muslim. The Prophet clearly 

states that adherence to laws and authorities was the type of worship which 

classified the Jews and Christians as unbelievers, disobeying God’s orders to worship 

Him alone. 

 Al-Tirmidhī relates on the authority of `Adiy ibn tim that when the Prophet’s 

message reached him, he fled to Syria. [He had earlier accepted Christianity.] 

However, his sister and a number of people from his tribe were taken prisoner by the 

Muslims. The Prophet [peace be upon him] treated his sister kindly and gave her 

gifts. She went back to her brother and encouraged him to adopt Islam, and to visit 

the Prophet. People were speaking about his expected arrival. When he came into the 

Prophet’s presence, he was wearing a silver cross. As he entered, the Prophet was 

reciting the verse which says: “They [i.e. the people of earlier revelations] have taken their 

rabbis and their monks, as well as the Christ, son of Mary, for their lords beside God.” (9: 31) 

`Adiy reports: “I said, `They did not worship their priests.’ God’s Messenger replied, 

‘Yes they did. Their priests and rabbis forbade them what is lawful, and declared 

permissible what is unlawful, and they accepted that. This is how they worshipped 

them.”‘ 

The explanation given by the Prophet is a clear statement that obedience to man-

made laws and judgements constitutes worship that takes people out of Islam. It is 

indeed how some people take others for their lords. This is the very situation Islam 

aims to eradicate in order to ensure man’s liberation. 

When the realities of human life run contrary to the declaration of general human 

liberation, it becomes incumbent on Islam to take appropriate action, on both the 

advocacy and the movement fronts. It strikes hard against political regimes that rule 

over people according to laws other than that of God, or in other words, force people 

to serve beings other than God, and prevent them from listening to the message of 

Islam and accepting it freely if they so desire. Islam will also remove existing powers 

whether they take a purely political or racial form or operate class distinction within 

the same race. It then moves to establish a social, economic and political system that 

allows the liberation of man and man’s unhindered movement. 

It is never the intention of Islam to force its beliefs on people, but Islam is not 

merely a set of beliefs. Islam aims to make mankind free from servitude to other 

people. Hence, it strives to abolish all systems and regimes that are based on the 

servitude of one person to another. When Islam has thus freed people from all 

political pressure and enlightened their minds with its message, it gives them 

complete freedom to choose the faith they wish. However, this freedom does not 

mean that they can make their desires their gods, or that they choose to remain in 
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servitude to people like them, or that some of them are elevated to the status of 

lordship over the rest. The system to be established in the world should be based on 

complete servitude to God alone, deriving all its laws from Him only. Within this 

system, every person is free to adopt whatever beliefs he or she wants. This is the 

practical meaning of the principle that `all religion must be to God alone.’ Religion 

means submission, obedience, servitude and worship, and all these must be to God. 

According to Islam, the term `religion’ is much wider in scope than belief. Religion is 

actually a way of life, and in Islam this is based on belief. But in an Islamic system, it 

is possible that different groups live under it even though they may choose not to 

adopt Islamic beliefs. They will, however, abide by its laws based on the central 

principle of submission to God alone. 

How Defensive Is Jihād? 

 When we understand the nature of Islam, as it has already been explained, we 

realize the inevitability of jih d, or striving for God’s cause, taking a military form in 

addition to its advocacy form. We will further recognize that jih d was never 

defensive, in the narrow sense that the term `defensive war’ generally denotes today. 

It is this narrow sense that is emphasized by the defeatists who succumb to the 

pressure of the present circumstances and to the Orientalists’ wily attacks. Indeed the 

concept of striving, or jih d, for God’s cause represents a positive movement that 

aims to liberate man throughout the world, employing appropriate means to face 

every situation at every stage. 

 If we must describe Islamic jih d as defensive, then we need to amend the 

meaning of the term `defence’ so that it means the defending of mankind against all 

factors that hinder their liberation and restrict their freedom. These may take the 

form of concepts and beliefs, as well as political regimes that create economic, class 

and racial distinctions. When Islam first came into existence, this world was full of 

such hindrances, some forms of which persist in present- day j hiliyyah. 

 When we give the term `defence’ such a broader meaning we can appreciate the 

motives for Islamic jih d all over the world, and we can understand the nature of 

Islam. Otherwise, any attempt to find defensive justification for jih d, within the 

contemporary narrow sense of defence, betrays a lack of understanding of the nature 

of Islam and its role in this world. Such attempts try to find any evidence to prove 

that early Muslims went on jih d to repel aggression by their neighbours against the 

Muslim land, which to some people is confined to the Arabian Peninsula. All this 

betrays stark defeatism. 

Had Abū Bakr, `Umar and `Uthm n, the first three Caliphs, felt secure against any 

attack on Arabia by the Byzantine or the Persian Empires, would they have refrained 
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from carrying the message of Islam to the rest of the world? How could they present 

Islam to the world when they had all types of material obstacles to contend with: 

political regimes, social, racial and class systems, as well as economic systems based 

on such social discrimination; and all these are guaranteed protection by the state? 

Jih d is essential for the Islamic message, if it is to be taken seriously as a declaration 

of the liberation of man, because it cannot confine itself to theoretical and 

philosophical arguments. It must confront existing situations with effective means, 

whether the land of Islam is secure or under threat from neighbouring powers. As 

Islam works for peace, it is not satisfied with a cheap peace that applies only to the 

area where people of the Muslim faith happen to live. Islam aims to achieve the sort 

of peace which ensures that all submission is made to God alone. This means that all 

people submit themselves to God, and none of them takes others for their lords. We 

must form our view on the basis of the ultimate stage of the jih d movement, not on 

the early or middle stages of the Prophet’s mission. All these stages led to the 

situation described by Im m Ibn al-Qayyim as follows: 

 Thus, after the revelation of S rah 9, the unbelievers were in three different 

categories with regard to the Prophet’s relations with them: combatants, or bound by 

a specified-term treaty, or loyal. The second category embraced Islam shortly 

thereafter, leaving the other two groups: combatants who feared him, and those who 

were loyal. Thus, all mankind were divided into three classes: Muslims who believed 

in the Prophet’s message; those at peace with him who enjoyed security; and those 

who were hostile and feared him.2 

Such is the attitude that is consistent with the nature of Islam and its objectives. 

When Islam was still confined to Makkah, and in the early period of the Prophet’s 

settlement in Madinah, God restrained the Muslims from fighting. They were told: 

“Hold back your hands [from fighting], and attend regularly to prayer, and pay your zak t.” 

(4: 77) They were later permitted to fight, when they were told: “Permission to fight is 

given to those against whom war is being wrongfully waged. Most certainly, God has the 

power to grant them victory. These are the ones who have been driven from their homelands 

against all right for no other reason than their saying, ‘Our Lord is God’ Were it not that God 

repels some people by means of others, monasteries, churches, synagogues and mosques — in 

all of which God’s name is abundantly extolled — would surely have been destroyed. God will 

most certainly succour him who succours God’s cause. God is certainly most Powerful, 

Almighty. They are those who, if We firmly establish them on earth, attend regularly to their 

prayers, give in charity, enjoin the doing of what is right and forbid the doing of what is 

wrong. With God rests the final outcome of all events.” (22: 39-41) They were then 

required to fight those who fight them, but not other people: “Fight for the cause of God 

those who wage war against you, but do not commit aggression.” (2: 190) But then they 

                                                 
2 Ibn al-Qayyim, Ibid, p. 161. 
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were ordered to fight against all idolaters: “fight against the idolaters all together as they 

fight against you all together.” (9: 36) They were also told: “Fight against those among the 

people of the scriptures who do not believe in God or the Last Day, and do not forbid what 

God and His Messenger have forbidden, and do not follow the religion of truth until they pay 

the submission tax with a willing hand and are utterly subdued.” (9: 29) This means, as Ibn 

al-Qayyim puts it, that “fighting was first forbidden, then permitted, then ordered 

against those who fight Muslims, and finally against all unbelievers who associate 

partners with God.” 

 The seriousness that is characteristic of the Qur’ nic texts and the Prophet’s 

traditions on jih d, and the positive approach that is very clear in all events of jih d in 

the early Islamic periods and over many centuries make it impossible to accept the 

explanation concocted by defeatist writers. They have come up with such an 

explanation under pressure from the present weakness of the Muslim community 

and the unsavoury attacks on the concept of jih d by Orientalists. 

 When we listen to God’s words and the Prophet’s traditions on jih d, and follow 

the events of early Islamic jih d, we cannot imagine how anyone can consider it a 

temporary measure, subject to circumstances that may or may not come into play, or 

having the limited objective of securing national borders. 

 In the very first Qur’ nic verse that gives Muslims permission to fight for His 

cause, God makes it clear to believers that the normal situation in this present life is 

that one group of people is checked by another so as to prevent the spread of 

corruption on earth: “Permission to fight is given to those against whom war is being 

wrongfully waged. Most certainly, God has the power to grant them victory. These are the 

ones who have been driven from their homelands against all right for no other reason than 

their saying, ‘Our Lord is God.’ Were it not that God repels some people by means of others, 

monasteries, churches, synagogues and mosques — in all of which God’s name is abundantly 

extolled — would surely have been destroyed.” (22: 39-40) We thus see that it is the 

permanent state of affairs for truth to be unable to co-exist with falsehood on earth. 

Hence, when Islam makes its declaration for the liberation of mankind on earth, so 

that they may only serve God alone, those who usurp God’s authority try to silence 

it. They will never tolerate it or leave it in peace. Islam will not sit idle, either. It will 

move to deprive them of their power so that people can be freed of their shackles. 

This is the permanent state of affairs which necessitates the continuity of jih d until 

all submission is made to God alone. 

A Stage of No Fighting 

Holding back from fighting in Makkah, by divine order, was only a stage in a 

long-term strategy. The same was the case in the early days after the Prophet’s 
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migration to Madinah. However, what made the Muslim community in Madinah 

take its stance was not merely the need to defend Madinah and make it secure 

against attack. This was certainly a primary objective, but it was by no means the 

ultimate one. Achieving this objective provided the means and the secure base from 

which to remove the obstacles that fettered man and deprived him of his freedom. 

 Besides, it is perfectly understandable that Muslims should refrain from taking up 

arms in Makkah. Advocacy of Islam was reasonably free. Assured of protection by 

his own clan, the H shimites, the Prophet was able to declare his message, 

addressing it to individuals and groups and putting to them its clear principles and 

beliefs. There was no organized political power to stop him from doing so, or to stop 

individuals from listening to him. Hence, there was no need at this stage to resort to 

force. There were other reasons which we outlined in Volume III, pp. 197-198, when 

commenting on the verse that says: “Are you not aware of those who have been told, ‘Hold 

back your hands [from fighting], and attend regularly to prayer, and pay your zak t... ?’” It 

may be useful to quote here a part of what we stated there: 

1. One reason could be that the Makkan period was one of training, educating 

and preparing a particular group of people under certain conditions. One of 

the aims of such a programme is to discipline the Arab mind to persevere and 

endure personal and collective hardship as a means to transcend personal 

egos. One’s own self and immediate community should no longer be the focus 

and prime movers in one’s life. People needed to be taught restraint and self-

control and how not to react with immediate rage and anger, as was their 

nature. They needed to learn to behave as members of an organized society 

with a central leadership to be consulted and obeyed in all matters, regardless 

of how different that was from their customs and traditions. This was the 

cornerstone in remodelling the Arab character to establish a civilized, orderly, 

non-tribal Muslim society that recognizes a governing leadership. 

2. Another possible reason is that peaceful action was more effective in that 

particular Arab society of the Quraysh, which attached much importance to 

self-image and honour. The use of force in such a situation could only harden 

attitudes and result in fresh bloody grudges, reminiscent of the famous inter- 

Arab feuds of D is and al-Ghabr ’, and of al-Basūs which raged for many 

years, wiping out complete tribes. Such a new conflict would always be 

associated in the Arab memory with Islam as the cause of vengeance and 

bloodshed rather than Islam as a universal Divine mission. The basic essence 

of Islam would, in that case, be forever obscured and obliterated. 

3. There was also the need to avoid a bloodbath within every Arab household in 

Makkah since there was no organized authority perpetrating the persecution 
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of Muslim converts. The harassment was unsystematic, following no specific 

order. Every household dealt with their converts as they saw fit. Prescription 

of armed confrontation in such circumstances would mean battles and 

massacres in every home for which Islam would be blamed. In fact, the 

Quraysh propaganda, spread during the pilgrimage and trading seasons, was 

already blaming Islam for family splits, feuds and divisions among the Arabs 

even before the use of force was eventually permitted. 

4. Another reason for the delay in prescribing jih d by force of arms could be 

God’s prior knowledge that many of the tormentors and perpetrators of 

maltreatment against the Muslims would, one day soon, find themselves be 

converts and ardent defenders, indeed leaders, of Islam. Was not `Umar ibn 

al-Kha b one such person? 

5. Another reason could be that Arab tribal chivalry was known to provoke 

sympathy with the weak and the oppressed when they persevere in the face of 

adversity, especially if some of these hailed from the noble sections of society. 

This is borne out in several incidents including that whereby Ibn al-

Dughunnah tried to persuade Abū Bakr, a noble man, not to leave Makkah 

and offered him protection, seeing it as a shame on all the Arabs that he 

should have to emigrate. Another incident was the repeal of the boycott on 

H shim, Mu ammad’s clan, and the ending of their siege in the H shimite 

quarters in Makkah, after an extended period of starvation and hardship. In 

other ancient civilizations, persecution might have led to the adulation of the 

oppressor and further humiliation for the oppressed, but not in Arab society. 

6. It could have been due to the small number of Muslims at the time and their 

confinement in Makkah when Islam had not spread widely in Arabia, and the 

neutral stand that other Arab tribes would take in an internal conflict within 

Makkah. Confrontation could very well lead to the annihilation of the small 

band of Muslim converts, even if they were to kill twice as many as their own 

number, and the infidels would thus prevail. In this case, the religion of Islam, 

which was meant to be a universal way of life and a practical and realistic 

system, would no longer exist. 

As for the early period in Madinah, the treaty the Prophet agreed with the Jews 

and the Arab unbelievers in the city and the neighbouring areas was a suitable 

arrangement at this stage. Besides, there was an open opportunity for delivering 

God’s message, with no political authority standing in opposition to it. All groups 

recognized the new Muslim state and the Prophet as its leader who conducted its 

political affairs. The treaty stipulated that no party or group could wage war against, 

or make peace or establish any relations with, any outside group without the express 
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permission of the Prophet. Moreover, it was clear that real power in Madinah was 

wielded by the Muslim leadership. Hence, God’s message could be freely addressed 

to people and they could choose to accept it if they so wanted. 

Moreover, the Prophet wanted to concentrate his efforts at this stage on the 

struggle against the Quraysh, whose relentless opposition to Islam constituted a hard 

obstacle preventing its spread to other tribes. Most Arabian tribes adopted a wait-

and-see attitude to the struggle which they viewed as an internal conflict between the 

Quraysh and a group of its own members. Hence the Prophet started to send out 

expeditions, beginning in Ramađ n, only seven months after his migration to 

Madinah when his uncle amzah ibn `Abd al-Mu alib was the first commander. 

Other expeditions followed, with the second taking place nine months after the 

Prophet’s migration, and another after 13 months, and a fourth three months later on. 

Shortly after that the Prophet sent a small company commanded by `Abdull h ibn 

Ja sh, 17 months after his migration. It was on this particular expedition that fighting 

took place for the first time and one man was killed. This was in one of the four 

sacred months. In a comment on this incident the Qur’ n says: “They ask you about 

fighting in the sacred month. Say, ‘Fighting in it is a grave offence, but to turn people away 

from God’s path, to disbelieve in Him and in the Sacred Mosque, and to expel its people from 

it — [all this] is far more grave in God’s sight.’ Religious persecution is worse than killing. 

They shall not cease to fight you until they force you to renounce your faith, if they can.” (2: 

217)3 

 In Ramađ n of the same year, the Battle of Badr took place, on which the present 

s rah provides detailed commentary. 

What Justification for Jihād? 

 When we review the situation with all its relevant circumstances, we realize that 

the argument that jih d is nothing more than a defensive war, in the narrow sense of 

the term, cannot hold. Those who try to find pure defensive reasons to justify the 

expansion of Islam find themselves cornered by Orientalists’ attacks at a time when 

Muslims are powerless. Indeed Muslims today are far removed from Islam, except 

for a small minority who are determined to implement the Islamic declaration of 

man’s liberation from all authority except that of God. 

 The spread of Islam does not need to find any justification other than those stated 

in the Qur’ n:  

Let them fight in God’s cause — all who are willing to barter the life of this world for 

                                                 
3 For details of this expedition with our commentary on this verse please refer to Vol.I, Chapter 13. 
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the life to come. To him who fights in God’s cause, whether he be slain or be victorious, 

We shall grant a rich reward. And why should you not fight in the cause of God and 

the utterly helpless men, women and children who are crying, “Our Lord! Deliver us 

from this land whose people are oppressors, and send forth to us, out of Your grace, a 

protector, and send us one that will help us.” Those who believe fight in the cause of 

God, and those who reject the faith fight in the cause of evil. Fight, then, against the 

friends of Satan. Feeble indeed is the cunning of Satan. (4: 74-76) 

Say to the unbelievers that if they desist, all that is past shall be forgiven them; but if 

they persist [in their erring ways], let them remember what happened to the like of 

them in former times. Fight them until there is no more oppression, and all 

submission is made to God alone. If they desist, God is certainly aware of all they do. 

But if they turn away, know that God is your Lord Supreme. How splendid is this 

Lord Supreme, and how splendid is this giver of support. (8: 38-40) 

Fight against those among the people of earlier revelations who do not believe in God 

or the Last Day, and do not forbid what God and His Messenger have forbidden, and 

do not follow the religion of truth until they pay the submission tax with a willing 

hand and are utterly subdued. The Jews say: “Ezra is the son of God”, while the 

Christians say: “The Christ is the son of God.” Such are the assertions they utter with 

their mouths, echoing assertions made by the unbelievers of old. May God destroy 

them! How perverse they are! They make of their rabbis and their monks, and of the 

Christ, son of Mary, lords besides God. Yet they have been ordered to worship none 

but the One God, other than whom there is no deity. Exalted be He above those to 

whom they ascribe divinity. They seek to extinguish God’s light with their mouths, 

but God will not allow anything to interfere with His will to bring His light to 

perfection, however hateful this may be to the unbelievers. (9: 29-32) 

The justification carried in these verses is that of the need to establish the truth of 

Godhead on earth, and implement the way of life God has decreed in human life. 

Moreover, satanic forces and methods must be chased out and abolished; and the 

lordship of one man over others must be ended. Human beings are God’s creatures 

and they serve Him alone. No one may be allowed to hold authority over them so as 

to make them his servants or enact arbitrary laws for them. This is sufficient 

justification, not forgetting at the same time the main principle that “there shall be no 

compulsion in religion.” (2: 256) No one will ever be compelled or pressurized to adopt 

the Islamic faith after the liberation of all people and the acknowledgement that all 

submission must be to God alone, and that all authority belongs to Him. 

It is sufficient to remember that Islam aims to free all mankind from servitude to 

creatures so that they may serve God alone to justify Islamic jih d. This was clearly in 
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the minds of the early Muslims when they went out to fight the Byzantine and the 

Persian Empires. None of them justified their action by saying, ‘We want to defend 

our country against external threats,’ or, `We want to repel Byzantine or Persian 

aggression,’ or, ‘We want to annex land and add to our wealth.’ Their 

representatives, Rib`iy ibn ` mir, udhayfah ibn Mu sin and al-Mughīrah ibn 

Shu`bah, each met Rustam, the Persian army commander in the Battle of al-

Q disiyyah, alone on three successive days. In response to Rustam’s question about 

their objectives, they all said the same thing: “It is God who has commanded us so 

that we may liberate anyone who wishes from servitude to human beings into the 

service of God alone, from the narrowness of this world into the expanse of this 

world and the hereafter, and from the injustices of different religions to the justice of 

Islam. God has sent His Messenger to deliver His message to His creatures. Whoever 

accepts it from us, we let him be, turn back and give him his land. We fight only 

those who rebel until we achieve martyrdom or victory.” 

The justification for jih d is inherent in the nature of this faith, its declaration of 

man’s liberation, and its confrontation with existing human situations using 

adequate and effective means, suitably adapted and renewed for every stage. This 

justification exists in the first place, even though there may be no threat to the 

Muslim land or the Muslim community. It is of the essence of the Islamic approach 

and the nature of the practical obstacles that stand in its way in different 

communities. Islamic jih d cannot be linked merely to some limited and temporary 

defensive needs. 

It is sufficient that a Muslim goes out on jih d laying down his life and sacrificing 

all his money, for God’s cause, not for any considerations of any personal gain. 

Before going out on jih d a Muslim would have won the greater battle within 

himself, against his own desires, ambitions, personal and national interests and 

against any motive other than serving God and establishing His authority on earth 

after winning it back from rebellious usurpers. 

People who try to justify Islamic jih d on the grounds of protecting or defending 

the Islamic homeland underrate the Islamic way of life, placing its importance below 

that of the homeland. Theirs is a new consideration that is alien to the Islamic 

outlook. The faith, the way of life based on it and the community that implements it 

are the considerations valued by Islam. The land in itself has no significance. It 

acquires its value when the Islamic way of life is implemented in it, so as to become 

the cradle of the faith, the practical model, the homeland of Islam, and the starting 

point for the liberation of mankind. 

It is true that defending the homeland of Islam means protecting the faith, the way 

of life and the Muslim community, all at the same time; but this is not the ultimate 

objective of Islamic jih d. Defending the homeland of Islam is the means to establish 
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God’s authority within it, and to use it as the base from which to address all 

mankind. Islam is a message to all humanity, and the whole earth is its sphere of 

action. 

As already stated, any effort that tries to spread the Islamic way of life is bound to 

meet obstacles created by the power of the state, the social system and the general 

environment. Islam aims to remove all these obstacles so that it can address people 

freely, appealing to their minds and consciences, after breaking their fetters so that 

they have genuine freedom of choice. 

We must not be intimidated by the Orientalists’ attacks on the concept of Islamic 

jih d, or allow the pressures of world political powers to weigh heavily on us, so as 

to seek justifications for jih d that do not fit with the nature of Islam. 

When we look at historical events, we must not lose sight of the inherent factors in 

the nature of Islam, its universal declaration and practical way of life. We must not 

confuse these with temporary defensive needs. It was inevitable that Islam would 

defend itself against aggression, because its very existence, general objective, the 

movement it forms under a new leadership, and the birth of a new community which 

recognizes only God’s sovereignty — all this is bound to provoke other societies, 

based on j hiliyyah, into trying to smash it in order to defend their own interests. It is 

inevitable that the new Muslim community will also have to defend itself. This is an 

inescapable situation that arises with the advent of Islam in any society. There is no 

question that Islam wants to fight such a battle; it is imposed on it, and the struggle 

that follows is a natural one, between two systems that cannot co-exist for long. All 

this is undeniable. Hence, Islam has no choice but to defend itself against aggression. 

A much more important fact, however, is that, by nature, Islam will take the 

initiative and move to save humanity and free people throughout the world from 

servitude to anyone other than God. It is not possible that Islam will confine itself to 

geographical boundaries, or racial limits, abandoning the rest of mankind and 

leaving them to suffer from evil, corruption and servitude to lords other than God 

Almighty. 

A time may come when enemies of Islam may find it expedient not to try to 

suppress Islam if it is willing to leave them alone, practising within their national 

boundaries their own systems that allow some people to be lords over others. They 

may offer such a state of coexistence if Islam is willing not to extend its declaration of 

universal freedom to their people. But Islam will not accept such a truce, unless they 

are willing to acknowledge its authority in the form of paying the loyalty or 

submission tax, jizyah, to guarantee that the message of Islam may address their 

people freely, without putting any material obstacle in its way. 

Such is the nature of Islam and its role of liberating all mankind from servitude to 
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anyone other than God. The gulf is wide indeed between this understanding and 

confining Islam to a local status within national borders or racial limits, acting only to 

defend itself against outside aggression. To think of Islam in this light is to deprive it 

of its reasons for action. 

The underlying reasons for jihad are clearly identified when we remember that 

Islam is the way of life God has given to man. It is not a system devised by an 

individual or a group of people, nor is it the ideology of a certain race. It is only 

when we begin to lose sight of this fundamental truth of God’s absolute sovereignty 

and people’s servitude to Him that we try to find external reasons to justify jihad. No 

one who is fully cognizant of this basic Islamic principle will need to look for any 

other justification for jihad. 

The gulf may not seem too great between thinking that Islam had to fight a war 

imposed on it by the very fact of its existence alongside j hiliyyah societies, which 

were bound to attack it, and the recognition that Islam would have taken the 

initiative and embarked on its struggle. In both situations, Islam would have had to 

fight. But at the end the gulf between the two views is very wide indeed. It gives 

Islamic ideas and concepts a totally different colour. This is very serious indeed. 

A Gulf Too Wide! 

Islam is a system given by God and it aims to establish the fundamental principle 

of God’s sovereignty and people’s servitude to Him alone. It gives practical 

implementation of this principle in the form of a human society where people are 

totally free from servitude to anyone other than God. Thus, people are governed 

only by God’s law, demonstrating His authority, or, in other words, His Godhead. 

As such, Islam has the right to remove all obstacles in its way and address people 

freely, without any impediments such as a political system or social customs and 

traditions. Viewing Islam in this way is far removed from viewing it as a local 

system of a particular country or nationality, having the right to defend itself within 

its national borders. 

The two views are worlds apart, even though in both cases Islam would have 

had to fight. However, the reasons, motives, objectives and results of jihad under 

the two concepts are widely different. Our understanding of these is part of our 

beliefs, strategies and aims. 

It is the right of Islam to take the initiative. It is not the creed of a particular 

people or the system of a particular country. It is a system given by God for the 

entire world. As such, it has the right to take action to remove all obstacles that 

fetter man’s freedom of choice. It is a faith that does not force itself on any 

individual; it only attacks situations and regimes in order to free individuals from 
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deviant influences that corrupt human nature and restrict man’s freedom. 

It is right that Islam should liberate people from servitude to other individuals in 

order that they serve God alone. It thus puts into practice its universal declaration 

of God’s Lordship over the entire universe and the liberation of all mankind. 

Servitude to God alone cannot be realized, from the Islamic point of view and in 

practice, except under the Islamic system. It is only under this system that God’s 

law applies equally and in the same way to all people, rulers and ruled, white and 

black, rich and poor. Under all other systems, people serve other people who enact 

laws for them. Legislation is a most fundamental attribute of Godhead. Any human 

being who claims the right to decree laws of his own for a community of people 

actually and practically claims Godhead, even though he may not put such a claim 

in words. Anyone who recognizes such an authority as belonging to a human being 

admits that Godhead belongs to that human being, whether he calls it as such or 

not. 

Islam is not a mere ideology to be explained to people by normal ways of 

communication. It is a way of life represented in a social setup that takes the 

necessary action to liberate mankind. Other communities try to prevent it from 

addressing their individuals to convince them of adopting its way of life. Therefore, 

it becomes imperative that Islam should try to remove those regimes that impede the 

freedom of mankind. As stated earlier, this is the meaning of ensuring that all 

submission is made to God alone, so that no submission or obedience is given to any 

human being on account of his own position or status, as is the case with all other 

systems. 

Defeated by the combined pressures of the present situation and Orientalists’ 

attacks, some contemporary Muslim writers feel too embarrassed to state these facts. 

Orientalists have tried to paint a false picture of Islam, showing it to have been 

spread by the sword. These Orientalists know very well that this is absolutely false, 

but they deliberately try to distort the underlying reasons for Islamic jih d. In reply, 

some of our people try to disprove this charge by seeking defensive justifications for 

jih d, overlooking the nature of Islam, its role in human life and its right to take the 

initiative to liberate mankind. Such defeatist writers are heavily influenced by the 

Western outlook and how it views religion as a mere set of beliefs that have nothing 

to do with day-to-day life. Hence, to fight for a religious cause means fighting to 

compel people to adopt a particular faith. 

But this is not the case with Islam, which is a way of life given by God for all 

mankind, ascribing Lordship and sovereignty to God alone, and providing a system 

for the conduct of all life affairs. To fight for Islam is to fight for the implementation 

of this way of life and its systems. Faith, on the other hand, is a matter for free 

personal conviction, after the removal of all pressures and obstacles. The whole issue 
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thus appears in a totally different light. 

Thus, whenever an Islamic community comes into existence and begins to 

implement the Islamic way of life, God gives it the right to move, take power and 

establish that system, guaranteeing total freedom of belief. The fact that God held 

back the early Muslim community from fighting at a particular stage is only a 

question of strategy, not a matter of principle. 

When we have this fundamental principle clear in our minds, we can easily 

understand the different Qur’ nic texts, applicable to different historical stages, 

without being confused as to their overall significance in relation to the constant 

Islamic approach. 

A Further Point of View 

Further explanation of the nature of jih d and the nature of Islam itself is given in a 

paper written by the great Muslim scholar, Abū’l A`l  Mawdūdī, which we will 

quote here at length.4 This is very important for anyone who wishes to formulate a 

clear understanding of this issue which is central to the way of thinking of the 

Islamic movement. 

In common parlance the word jih d’ equates with holy war in English. For a 

considerable time now unfriendly interpreters have been adding spin to it as 

if it were nothing but pure zealotry — giving an image of a horde of religious 

fanatics surging forward, swords in hands, beards tucked under their lips, 

and chanting All hu Akbar (God is great). To intensify this imagery, their eyes 

are shown as filled with blood. Wherever they see an infidel (non- Muslim) 

they lay their hand on him and force him to declare that there is no deity 

except God or face execution. The spin masters have thus painted us masterly 

with their tag: “This nation’s history smells of blood.” 

Ironically, our picture makers are our old well wishers who have themselves 

been involved in an unholy war for the past many centuries against the poor 

and the wretched of the earth. History reveals a very ungainly picture of 

Westerners: equipped with all kinds of deadly weapons, they have thrown 

themselves on the peoples of the world establishing markets for their goods, 

searching for raw material resources, looking for lands to colonize, and 

                                                 
4 This translation of Mawdūdī’s quote relies on the Urdu version of his paper, which was originally a 
speech given in Lahore in 1939. Sayyid Qu b quoted from an Arabic translation which appears to have 
been expanded in some places and abridged in others. It also appears that the Arabic translation 
utilizes an expansive style, using many synonymous phrases and expressions. Hence, a reader who 
compares this text with the Arabic quote is bound to notice differences in many paragraphs. However, 
the ideas expressed are the same, and the lines the two versions follow are identical. — Editor’s note. 
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minerals to exploit so that they can fuel their never-ending lust for other 

people’s wealth. Their war is not for God but for greed to satisfy the demands 

of their baser selves. For them, it is enough of a reason for their bloodletting 

pursuits if others have resources to enrich them. Worse, they have annexed 

other people’s lands where they have settled their surplus manpower. Some 

people even qualified themselves for such punitive action if their 

geographical areas provided access to a territory that they wanted to 

overpower. 

What we, Muslims, have done is now history while the West’s 

accomplishments are part of the contemporary scene witnessed by humanity 

every day. Asia, Africa, Europe, America — which part of the world is left 

unsoiled with the blood of the innocents owing to the West’s unholy war? 

Horrible as it is, it redounds to their painting skills that they have brushed us 

in such exaggerated colours. Ghastly as it may be, they have succeeded in 

concealing their own ugly face behind ours. And so great is our naivety that 

when we see our portrait thus made we are so terrified that we forget to see 

the faces of the painters behind it. Worse, we become apologetic, pleading: 

“Your Excellencies, we do not have anything to do with war; we are as 

peaceful a missionary as the Buddhists and the priests are. All we do is to 

refute a few beliefs and replace them with some others. Weapons are not our 

business. We do, however, admit that occasionally when someone comes to 

beat us we counter him against our will. But now we have discarded even 

our right to self-defence. To please your Excellencies we have officially 

proscribed weapon-wielding jih d. Now jih d is an effort waged with our 

mouths and pens. To fight with weapons is your prerogative.” 

Misgivings about jihād 

 Rhetoric aside, when we try to analyze the causes that have made jih d for 

God’s sake an ungainly proposition for the non-Muslims as well as Muslims, 

we find two primary misconceptions behind it. The first lies in the fact that 

Islam has been misconceived as just another religion. The second centres 

around the fact that the Muslims are being viewed as a nation in the sense 

that this noun is generally perceived. Thus, two misconceptions have 

distorted not only the concept of jih d but have also damaged the whole 

complexion of Islam, giving Muslims a very bad image. 

In common parlance, religion is nothing but a combination of a few articles of 

faith, and a few worship rituals. In this sense religion is doubtless a matter of 

private concern. One has the right to choose any faith one likes. One can also 
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follow one’s conscience in worshipping any deity one wants. And if one feels 

comfortable with it, one can even become part of the effort to spread it across 

the globe engaging others in polemics. This kind of faith does not need a 

sword for support. The proponents of traditional religion may rightly ask: 

“Do you want to beat people into embracing your faith?” This is a valid 

question that will inevitably be asked if one reduces Islam to a religion, in the 

common nuance of the word. In fact, once Islam is reduced to just another 

faith, then jih d invalidates itself in the overall scheme of Islam. 

Likewise, what is a nation other than a homogeneous group of people which 

assumes distinction from other groups on account of its shared belief in some 

foundational values. In this sense a group having become a nation may rise in 

arms only for two reasons: when others attempt to deprive it of its legitimate 

rights or when it invades others to divest them of their rights. In the first 

situation, it has the moral ground to fight back; but even then some pacifists 

may disapprove. The second situation lacks moral content to justify armed 

invasion. None, other than a ruthless dictator, tries to justify such aggression. 

Indeed, intellectuals and statesmen of modern-day empires like France and 

Britain would not try to justify it. 

The essence of jihād 

 Thus, if Islam is a religion and the Muslims are a nation, then jih d loses its 

most significant qualities that make it an important part of Islamic worship. 

Strictly speaking, Islam is neither a mere religion in the common sense, nor is 

the denomination “Muslim” the name of a nation. 

So what is Islam? Islam is a revolutionary concept and a way of life, which 

seeks to change the prevalent social order and remould it according to its 

own vision. Based on this definition, the word `Muslim’ becomes the name of 

an international revolutionary party that Islam seeks to form in order to put 

its revolutionary programme into effect. Jih d signifies that revolutionary 

struggle involving the utmost use of resources that the Islamic party 

mobilizes in the service of its cause. 

Like other revolutionary concepts, Islam avoids common words already in 

currency and opts for a more precise terminology so that its radical aspects 

stand distinct. As part of this special terminology, jih d serves a clear 

purpose. Islam deliberately discards words denoting war. Instead, it uses the 

word jih d, which is the equivalent of the English word “struggle”. The 

Arabic word, however, is far more expressive and carries broader 

connotations, as it stands for exerting one’s utmost endeavour to promote a 
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cause. 

One may ask why the old words were discarded and new expressions 

coined? The answer lies in the fact that the word `war’ has always been used 

for armed conflict between nations and empires aiming to achieve personal or 

national interests, devoid of any ideology or higher principles. Since Islam is 

not concerned with such mundane considerations, it dropped the old 

vocabulary altogether. Nor does Islam feel itself bound by a national concern. 

It has no interest in who occupies a particular piece of land. The only thing 

that matters for Islam is the well-being of humanity, for which it has its own 

particular perspective and action plan. Wherever there are governments 

opposed to its perspective, Islam aims to change them, regardless of where 

they function and the people they govern. Its ultimate objective is to establish 

its way of life and to put in place governments that implement its 

programme. Islam wants space — not a piece of the earth but the whole 

planet. It has no wish to monopolize resources for the benefit of a particular 

community; on the contrary, it wants to give all humanity spiritual and moral 

elevation through the implementation of its unique programme. To make it 

happen, it marshals every bit of manpower and material resource. 

Islam gives the name jih d to such cumulative efforts. This includes efforts to 

change people through verbal advocacy. It also includes the possible armed 

struggle to end an oppressive system and establish justice. Spending money 

for the cause and physical exertion are also jih d. 

For God’s cause 

 Islamic jih d is not the mere exertion of effort; it has to be for God alone. 

Thus, it is imperative that jih d be undertaken only for God’s cause, or to use 

the Arabic phrase, `fī sabīlill h’. This is a special phrase that belongs to the 

particular repertoire of terminology that I have mentioned. Literally 

translated, it means `in the way of God.’ True as this translation is, some 

narrow- minded people imagine that coercing others to accept Islam falls 

under this heading. Such understanding only betrays their rigidly narrow 

concepts. The fact remains that in the Islamic lexicon it has much wider 

connotations and implications. 

For example, any work that involves collective well-being with no worldly 

considerations is for God. That is why a charity dispensed by a person for a 

moral or material return is not altruistic. If, however, the intention is to please 

God by helping the poor, it will fall within the purview of fisabīlill h. Thus, 

this term is specific to those works that are unsoiled by selfish considerations, 
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solely motivated by the desire to help improve the human situation. And that 

in doing so will please God the Exalted, who is the end-all of all human 

endeavours. This is the sole reason for adding the condition of ft sabīlill h. 

Meaning thereby that when a person aims at replacing a system of life with 

Islam he should have no self-centred considerations. In other words, he 

should not seek to replace Caesar with another Caesar. Nor should his 

struggle for the mission bear even a shade of seeking wealth, fame, or honour 

for himself. Instead, his whole effort and sacrifice should be directed toward 

establishing a just system for humanity, and to please no one but God. 

Says the Qur’ n: “Those who believe fight in the cause of God, and those who reject 

the faith fight in the cause of evil. Fight, then, against the friends of Satan. Feeble 

indeed is the cunning of Satan.” (4: 76) 

The word ţagh t has its root in ţughy n, which means crossing the limits. 

When a river swells outgrowing its banks, we say it is flooded. Likewise, 

when a person goes beyond his limits and uses power to become god over 

humanity or garners for himself monetary and other benefits then he follows 

the way of ţagh t. Opposed to this is fighting in the way of God to establish 

His laws of justice, and which calls for a sense of altruism not found 

elsewhere. 

Thus says the Qur’ n: “As for that happy life in the hereafter, We grant it only to 

those who do not seek to exalt themselves on earth, nor yet to spread corruption. The 

future belongs to the God- fearing.” (28: 83) 

A adīth says that a person asked the Prophet “what does fighting in the way 

of God mean? One person fights for booty, another fights to prove his 

bravery; and a third fights for enmity toward someone or because he has a 

bias for his nation. Among them whose fight is in God’s way?” The Prophet’s 

reply was as follows: “Nobody’s. The fight fī sabīlill h is only of a person who 

has no other considerations but that the word of God prevails.” 

Another adīth says “if a person fought and had the intention to secure for 

himself even a camel’s halter, he would lose his reward.” God accepts only 

that deed which is performed solely for Him without any personal or group 

considerations. Thus, the conditionality of fī sabīlill h is crucial from the 

Islamic viewpoint. For every living being (animal or human) is engaged in 

the jih d of survival with the full vigour of its existence. 

Among the radical concepts of the revolutionary party named “Muslim” the 

most foundational is to engage every rebellious force that comes in Islam’s 

way: fight them, muster everything possible to replace them. But make sure 

that you do not become rebellious instead. Your mandate is contingent on 
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your cleansing the world of rebellion and wickedness and subjecting it to 

God’s laws of justice and fair play. 

After spelling out jih d’s meaning and its link with fī sabīlill h, I will now deal 

with Islam’s revolutionary message so that you may understand the reason 

for waging jih d as a tool for the spread of Islam. 

Islam’s revolutionary message 

One can summarize the Islamic message as follows: “Mankind, worship your 

Lord who has created you and those who lived before you, so that you may become 

God-fearing.” (2: 21) Islam does not address itself to the farm holders and the 

moneyed class of industrialists, or to the peasants and industrial workers, but 

rather to the whole of mankind. Its audiences are human beings (not classes): 

for if you are subservient to someone other than God, then you should give 

this up. If you crave to be a deity over humanity, then push this out of your 

mind for none has the right to exalt himself over others. You must all enter 

into God’s servitude as equals. Thus, the Islamic call is universal, inviting a 

total change. It is to God alone that the right to rule belongs, and none else. 

Expressed differently, nobody has the authority to become the master of 

others, dictating to them what he thinks is right and wrong. To acknowledge 

anyone as such is to attribute Godhead to him, which undoubtedly 

complicates the human situation. 

What causes distortion in the true human self and derails humans from the 

God-given straight path is that they lose sight of Him in their lives and thus 

forget their true nature. The result it formulates is equally disastrous. On the 

one hand, some people, class or group rise with claims to divinity and by 

virtue of their power reduce others into their servitude. On the other hand, 

because of this tendency to oust God from our lives and the consequent 

distortion of our true nature, a large number of people surrender themselves 

to the divinity of the powerful, accepting their right to decide for them. This, 

as I said, is the source of oppression in the world: Islam makes its first strike 

at this apparatus of divinity. It says loudly and clearly: “Pay no heed to the 

counsel of those who are given to excesses — those who spread corruption on earth 

instead of setting things to rights.” (26: 151-152) “Contain yourself in patience with 

those who call on their Lord morning and evening, seeking His countenance. Let not 

your eyes pass beyond them in quest of the beauties of the life of this world. Pay no 

heed to any whose heart We have left to be negligent of all remembrance of Us because 

he had always followed his own desires, and whose case has gone beyond all bounds.” 

(18: 28) “Those [are the ones] who debar others from the path of God and would have 
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it crooked, and who deny the life to come.” (11: 18) 

Islam asks people: do you want to continue with a servitude forced upon you 

by these small and petty multitude of deities or do you want one God who is 

all-powerful? If you refuse to return to the worship of one God, you will 

never liberate yourselves from the slavery of these hordes of self-made gods. 

They will overpower you one way or the other and cause disruption 

throughout human life. “She said: `Whenever kings enter a country, they corrupt 

it, and turn the noblest of its people into the most abject. This is the way they always 

behave.’” (27: 34) “Yet, no sooner does he turn his back than he strives to spread 

corruption in the world, destroying crops and progeny. God does not love 

corruption.” (2: 205) 

Without elaborating upon it further, I will be brief in presenting to you the 

fact that Islam’s advocacy of God’s oneness was not toward a religion, which 

invites people to certain articles of belief constituting a faith. 

In fact, it was a social revolution that gave a direct blow to the stratified 

classes, which had institutionalized themselves into a priesthood, a kingship, 

moneylenders, feudal lords and cartel owners reducing people to bondage. 

In some places they had even become gods unto themselves asking people in 

the name of their birth or class right to surrender themselves to their worship. 

In other places, while making use of the masses’ ignorance, the ruling regime 

had carved for them artificial gods and built temples inducing them to accept 

their claims to divinity, under the patronage of those gods. 

Thus, when Islam, opposed to idol worship and polytheism, invited 

humanity to worship one true God, the people in power and those who 

supported them and shared the privileges arising from power felt threatened. 

Hence why whenever a prophet raised the call of “My people, worship God 

alone, for you have no God other than Him,” it triggered opposition towards 

him. The power elite along with the exploitative classes combined to crush 

the message, for they knew it was not merely a metaphysical proposition but 

a call for social change. In its very first reverberation they smelled rebellion of 

a political nature. 

Characteristics of the call for an Islamic change 

There is not a shadow of doubt that all the prophets were revolutionary 

leaders. And the most revolutionary among them was Mu ammad (peace be 

upon him). However, what separated the prophets from the rest of the 

revolutionaries is their balanced approach towards life, their untainted sense 
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of justice and equality. The non-prophet revolutionaries, despite their being 

well intentioned, had a tilted sense of justice and equality. [The problem 

being their relative backgrounds.] 

Either such revolutionaries came from the oppressed classes or they rose with 

their support. Small wonder then that they viewed everything from a class 

perspective. Their vantage was coloured by their class bias and not by 

humanity considerations or impartiality. They swung between hatred for a 

particular class and their bias for the class that supported them. Hence why 

their solution for oppression was reactive, leading them to fall into the same 

trap and making them a new class of oppressors. For them to formulate a 

balanced collective system was an impossible proposition. Contrary to this, 

no matter how much the prophets and their companions were persecuted, 

their revolutionary movement remained free from resentment and bitterness. 

This was possible for they worked under the direct supervision of God, the 

Exalted, who does not suffer from any human weakness nor does He have a 

particular relation with any class of people or a grudge against anyone. This 

is why the prophets viewed things with justice. Their sole desire was to make 

sure that humanity’s interests were served by bringing about a system in 

which people could exercise their due rights while living within legitimate 

means, and by creating a perfect balance between individual and societal 

interests. This perhaps explains why the prophet-led movements never 

turned into class warfare. Their reconstruction programme was not designed 

to impose one class over another. Rather, they followed the course of justice 

in a manner that people had equal space for their material and spiritual 

growth. 

The need for jihād and its objective 

In this short presentation it is difficult for me to spell out the entire socio-

political order of Islam. Keeping within the constraints of my subject, I wish 

to emphasize the point that Islam is not merely the amalgamation of certain 

dogmas and rituals but rather a comprehensive code of life that seeks to blot 

out all oppressive modes of life and introduce its own programme for human 

welfare. 

To meet this end, Islam seeks a wider audience by embracing humanity and 

not just a particular group. In fact, it even goes to the extent of inviting 

oppressors, including kings and the super rich, to come and live within the 

legitimate bounds fixed by their Creator. If they accept the truth, it says, they 

will have peace and security. Here, there is no enmity toward human beings. 
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If there is hostility, it is towards oppression, social disorder, and immorality. 

In other words, it is towards those who by taking what is not theirs, 

transgress their natural limits. 

Besides, whoever embraces this message no matter to what class, race, nation, 

and state he or she belongs, will have equal rights and status in the Islamic 

society, creating thus that universal revolutionary party which the Qur’ n 

describes as “Hizb All h” or what is also known as the “Islamic party” or “the 

Muslim ummah”. 

The moment this party comes into being, it takes up jih d to pursue the 

objectives of its creation. This should not be surprising for it is logical to the 

demand of its existence — that it will strive to replace paganism in human life 

with a balanced code of social reconstruction that the Qur’ n alludes to as 

kalimatull h, or God’s word. 

Thus, sluggishness on its part to any change in the current administrative set-

up aiming at substituting it with Islamic governance will deny it its 

justification to continue, for that is the sole purpose of its inception. 

Explaining the reason for its birth, the Qur’ n says: “You are the best 

community that has ever been raised for mankind; you enjoin the doing of what is 

right and forbid what is wrong, and you believe in God.” (3: 110) 

 It is not a party of preachers and missionaries but rather of divine enforcers. 

Its mission is to blot out, by force if necessary, oppression, moral anarchy, 

social disorder and exploitation so as to finish the so-called divine role of self-

styled gods and replace evil with good. “Fight them,” the Qur’ n says, “until 

there is no more oppression, and all submission is made to God alone.” (Verse 39) 

“Unless you do likewise, there will be oppression on earth and much corruption.” 

(Verse 73) “He it is who has sent forth His Messenger with guidance and the 

religion of truth, to the end that He may cause it to prevail over all religions, however 

hateful this may be to those who associate partners with God.” (9: 33) 

Thus, this Muslim party has no choice but to go for and control the power 

centres, for the simple reason that an oppressive immoral civilization derives 

its sustenance from an immoral governmental set-up. Likewise, a righteous 

state apparatus cannot be implemented unless the reins of government pass 

from the mischief-makers to the peacemakers. 

That being the case, not to talk of reforming the world, this party will not be 

able to live up to its convictions if the ruling system is tied to some other 

mode of thought. For example, a person of a socialist bent will not be able to 

live by the norms of his preferred system if he resides under the capitalist 

systems of Britain and the United States. Likewise, if a Muslim seeks to live in 
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a non-Islamic ambience, his desire to live a Muslim life will be hard to realize. 

This is due to the fact that the laws he considers defective, the taxes he 

considers wrong, the matters he considers illegitimate, the culture he 

considers ridden with immorality, the education system he considers horrible 

will be imposed upon him and his family, and he will not find a way out. 

Thus a person or a group who believes in a value system is forced by the 

logic of its truth to seek its establishment in place of the opposing value 

system. If he does not become part of the effort to change the situation, he 

will prove himself to be false in his faith. “May God forgive you (Prophet)! Why 

did you grant them permission to stay behind before you had come to know who were 

speaking the truth and who were the liars? Those who believe in God and the Last 

Day will not ask you to exempt them from striving with their wealth and with their 

persons. God has full knowledge as to who are the God-fearing. Only those who do 

not truly believe in God and the Last Day ask for exemption. Their hearts are filled 

with doubt, and so do they waver.” (9: 43-45) 

In the preceding words the Qur’ n gives a clear verdict that an Islamic party 

must strive to make its value system reign supreme for that is the only 

touchstone to validate its sincerity. Should it accept the supremacy of the 

opposite value system, the falsity of its claim starts to unravel itself. That such 

a group will eventually lose even its alleged faith in Islam is only natural, 

though this happens in phases. It starts with the tacit acceptance of the 

reigning value system as a compulsive situation which is hard to change 

followed by an imperceptible shift of feeling from discomfort to ease with a 

non-Islamic situation. So much so that you will become part of the auxiliary 

forces supporting the system. You will give your wealth and your life in the 

cause of sustaining the reigning value system and opposing the call of Islam. 

At this point, there will hardly remain any difference between you and the 

unbelievers other than some hypocritical claims to belief in Islam. In a adīth, 

the Prophet clearly describes the consequence of such a state: “By Him who 

holds my soul in His hand, you will either call for goodness [to the people] 

and restrain them from evil and hold the hand of the evildoer and turn him 

toward the truth by force or God’s natural law will move to its inexorable 

result: the evildoers will affect your hearts as well and like them you will 

become the accursed ones.” 

The universal revolution 

The discussion so far should clarify the point that Islamic jih d seeks to 

replace the dominance of non-Islamic systems. This revolution is not 

territorial but international, though as a starter the members of the Muslim 



Al-Anfāl (The Spoils of War) | PROLOGUE 

 31

party, wherever they live, should focus on that place. Their eventual goal 

should, however, be a world revolution for the simple reason that any 

revolutionary ideology, which is humanity specific and seeking universal 

welfare, cannot reduce itself to a particular state or nation. It is innate in its 

nature to embrace the whole world, for the truth refuses to be confined to 

geography. For it, truth is indivisible: if it is truth on one side of a river, it is 

the same truth on the other side as well. No segment of humanity should be 

barred of its compassion. Wherever humans are oppressed, it must come to 

their rescue. Such is the dictate of its message. The Qur’ n says the same: 

“And why should you not fight in the cause of God and the utterly helpless men, 

women and children who are crying, ‘Our Lord! Deliver us from this land whose 

people are oppressors, and send forth to us, out of Your grace, a protector, and send 

us one that will help us.’“ (4: 75) 

Besides, split as the peoples are into national confines, human relations are 

universal by their nature. In fact, no state can live up to its ideological 

moorings if neighbouring states do not share its vision of humanity. For the 

spread of the Muslim party’s mission of improving the human situation, it is 

thus inevitable that the Islamic system should rise above the parochial 

outlook and embrace the universal. On the one hand, it should seek a global 

reach for its message inviting everyone to its fold for a better life. On the 

other hand, depending on its power resource, it should force non-Islamic 

governments to clean their stables or face the cleansing sweep of Islamic 

governance. 

This was the policy that the Prophet [peace be upon him] and his successors 

followed. Arabia, the birthplace of the Muslim party, was Islamized first, and 

this was followed by extending the Islamic call to neighbouring states. It was 

only when they refused to accept the call and set on a direct course of 

opposing it that military action was taken against them. The Tabūk 

Expedition was the beginning of this policy. After the Prophet, his successor 

Abū Bakr engaged the non-Islamic empires of Rome and Persia. `Umar 

concluded the conquest. At first, the Egyptians and Syrians took the new 

event in history as an extension of Arabian imperialism. Looking for its 

parallel in the past, they thought that like previous nations which annexed 

other lands to enslave their populations, it wanted to tread the same path. For 

this very reason the Egyptians and Syrians came out to fight the Muslims 

under the banners of Caesar and Kisr . But when they came to know the 

revolutionary message of the Muslim party they could not believe it: the 

Muslims were not the bearers of an aggressive nationalism; they were above 

national interests and had come to deliver them from the inhuman yoke of 

their tyrant rulers. Those who were exploited thus felt themselves inclined 
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toward the Muslim party and thus began a process of disenchantment in 

Caesar’s and Kisra’s camps. Where they were forced to fight the Muslims, 

they fought without any real zest, paving the way for those spectacular 

strings of victories in the early period of Muslim history. This is also because 

once the Islamic system was introduced and people saw it functioning they 

willingly joined the cadres of this international Muslim party and embraced 

its cause to facilitate its spread elsewhere. 

The Battle of Badr 

 In the light of this exposition of the nature of Islam, the role of jih d and its 

importance, as well as the way of life Islam seeks to implement and its strategy of 

jih d and what it involves of progressive stages we can now consider the Battle of 

Badr and its importance. This was a battle which God describes as the Day of 

Distinction. We can also look at this s rah, al Anf l, which comments on this battle. 

    As stated earlier, the Battle of Badr was not the first action of Islamic jih d. Prior to 

it, a number of expeditions were sent out, but fighting took place during only one of 

these, involving the small company led by `Abdull h ibn Ja sh, 17 months after the 

Prophet’s migration to Madinah. All of these were in line with the fundamental 

principle underlying the concept of Islamic jih d, which I have fully discussed in this 

Prologue. They were all, it is true, directed against the Quraysh which drove the 

Prophet and his noble companions away from their homes, violating the sanctity of 

the Inviolable House of worship that was rightly observed under Islam and prior to 

its advent. But this was not the basis upon which the concept of Islamic jih d is 

founded. The basis is that Islam wants to liberate all mankind from servitude to any 

creature, so that they may serve only the Creator. It wants to establish Godhead as 

belonging to God alone, and remove all tyrannical authority that enslaves human 

beings. The Quraysh was the immediate tyrannical power which prevented people in 

Arabia from turning to the worship of God alone and acknowledging only His 

sovereignty. Hence, in line with its overall strategy, Islam had no option but to fight 

this tyrannical power. This had the added advantage of removing the injustice 

suffered by the noble companions of the Prophet in Makkah, and ensuring the 

security of the Muslim homeland in Madinah against any possible aggression. 

However, when we state these immediate or local causes, we must not lose sight of 

the nature of Islam and its strategy that allows no power to usurp God’s sovereignty, 

bringing people into servitude to anyone other than God. 

 We need to give a brief outline of the events of the Battle of Badr5 before 

                                                 
5 For a full discussion of the Battle of Badr, its events and consequences, see Adil Salahi, Mu ammad. 
Man and Prophet, The Islamic Foundation, Leicester, 2002, pp. 253-295. — Editor’s note. 
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discussing this s rah which comments on it. This will enable us to appreciate the 

general atmosphere prevailing at the time of its revelation, understand the meaning 

of its text, its practicality both in dealing with events and in explaining them. 

Qur’ nic statements cannot be properly understood on the basis of their linguistic 

import alone. Their proper understanding requires, first and foremost, that we try to 

live in their historical atmosphere, appreciate their practical and positive approach to 

events and circumstances. Although their significance stretches well beyond the 

historical reality they deal with, Qur’ nic statements do not reveal the full extent of 

their significance except in the light of such historical reality. Thus, they will continue 

to have their permanent significance and inspiration for those who work for the 

implementation of Islam, facing situations and circumstances that are not unlike 

those faced by the early Muslims. The Qur’ n will never reveal its secrets to those 

who passively deal with its statements on the basis of their linguistic import alone. 

Mu ammad ibn Is q6 reports: 

Intelligence was brought to the Prophet (peace be upon him) that a large 

trade caravan, in which almost every household in the Quraysh had a share, 

was returning from Syria, led by Abū Sufy n ibn arb, and travelling with 30 

or 40 men from the Quraysh. He suggested to his Companions: “Here is a 

caravan of the Quraysh, with much of their wealth. If you intercept it, God 

may reward you with it.” People began to get ready, while others did not. No 

one thought that the Prophet would have to fight a battle. 

In Z d al-Ma` d and in Imt ` al-Asm ` it is mentioned that the Prophet only ordered 

those whose mounts were ready to move immediately to march, without giving too 

much importance to numbers. Ibn al-Qayyim states: 

The total number of Muslims to take part in Badr was 317 men, 86 of them 

were from the Muh jirīn, 61 from the Aws and 170 from the Khazraj. The 

number of the Aws people was much less than the Khazraj, despite the fact 

that the Aws were the stronger fighters and more steadfast, because their 

quarters were further away from the city, and the call to get ready came as a 

surprise. 

The Prophet said that he wanted only those who were ready to move, and 

had their mounts available. Some people who lived in the outskirts requested 

him to wait until they got their mounts, but he refused. Indeed, there was no 

                                                 
6 Mu ammad ibn Ish q was one of the earliest biographers of the Prophet. His report of the Battle of 
Badr is the basis of its account in al-Bid yah wa’l-Nih yah by Ibn Kathīr. In his book, Imt  ` al-Asm `, al-
Maqrīzī provides more or less the same account. Similarly, Im m Ibn al-Qayyim gives a summarized 
version of it in Z d al-Ma` d, as does Im m ‘Ali ibn Hazm in Jaw mi` al-Sīrah. We have incorporated 
parts of all these accounts into our summary of the events of this battle. 
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intention to fight a battle, and no preparations were taken for such an 

eventuality, but God caused them to meet their enemy when they were 

totally unprepared.7 

As Abū Sufy n drew near the Hijaz, he tried to obtain intelligence, seeking 

information from any traveller he met on his way. He was worried for the safety of 

people’s property he carried with him. Some travellers told him that Mu ammad 

had mobilized his followers to intercept his caravan. Abū Sufy n hired Damdam ibn 

`Amr al Ghif rī, sending him to Makkah to alert its people to the need to defend their 

property and to tell them that Mu ammad and his Companions were about to 

intercept the caravan. Damdam moved very fast towards Makkah. Al-Maqrīzī 
reports: 

The people of Makkah were alarmed to hear Damdam shouting: “People of 

the Quraysh! Descendants of Lu’ayy ibn Gh lib! A tragedy! A disaster! Your 

property with Abū Sufy n is being intercepted by Mu ammad and his 

Companions. I doubt whether you can save the caravan. Help! Help!” To 

indicate the gravity of his message Damdam cut his camel’s ears, and tore his 

own shirt. The Quraysh immediately started to mobilize all their resources, 

getting ready in three days, and in only two days according to some reports. 

The strong among them helped those who were weak. Suhayl ibn `Amr, 

Zam`ah ibn al-Aswad, Tu`aymah ibn `Adiy, anżalah ibn Abī Sufy n and 

`Amr ibn Abī Sufy n were all urging people to join the Quraysh army. Suhayl 

said to his people: “Are you going to allow Mu ammad and the apostates 

from Yathrib to confiscate your property and caravan? Whoever needs 

money or power, he may have these.” Umayyah ibn Abī al- Şalt praised him 

in a short poem. 

Nawfal ibn Mu` wiyah al-Dīlī spoke to a number of rich people urging them 

to make financial contributions so as to provide mounts for people to join the 

army, who did not have their own. ‘Abdull h ibn Abī Rabī`ah gave him 500 

Dinar [a gold currency] to spend in the way he wished in strengthening the 

army. He also received 200 Dinars from uway ib ibn `Abd al-`Uzz , and a 

further 300 Dinars to buy arms and mounts. Tu`aymah ibn `Adiy provided 20 

camels and undertook to look after the fighters’ families. Anyone who did not 

wish to join the army in person sent someone in his place. They spoke to Abū 

Lahab, but he refused to join or send anyone in his place, but it is also 

reported that he sent in his place al-` şī ibn Hish m ibn al-Mughīrah, who 

owed money to him, saying to him that he would write off his debt if he went 

in his place, which he did. 

                                                 
7 Ibn al-Qayyim, Ibid, p. 188. 
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`Add s,8 a Christian slave, tried hard to dissuade his masters, `Utbah and 

Shaybah, sons of Rabī`ah, as well as al-` ş ibn Munabbih from joining. 

Umayyah ibn Khalaf, on the other hand, decided not to join the army, but 

`Uqbah ibn Abī Mu`ay  and Abū Jahl rebuked him severely. He said to them: 

“Buy me the best camel in this valley.” They bought him a camel for 300 

Dirhams [a silver currency], but it was part of the spoils of war taken by the 

Muslims. 

None was less enthusiastic to go than al- rith ibn ` mir. Đamđam ibn `Amr 

had seen the valley of Makkah with blood running from both of its two ends. 

` tikah bint `Abd al-Mu alib, the Prophet’s aunt, had seen in her dream, 

warning of death and blood in every home. Hence, people known for sound 

judgement were disinclined to march for war. They began to exchange views. 

Among those unwilling to go were al- rith ibn ` mir, Umayyah ibn Khalaf, 

`Utbah ibn Rabī`ah, Shaybah ibn Rabī`ah, akīm ibn iz m, Abū al-Bakhtarī 
ibn Hish m, `Alī ibn Umayyah ibn Khalaf, and al-` ş ibn Munabbih, but Abū 

Jahl rebuked them all, aided in this task by `Uqbah ibn Abī Mu`ay  and al-

Nađr ibn al- rith ibn Kildah. Thus the Quraysh settled for marching to meet 

the Muslims. 

The Quraysh army left in a festive mood, with singers and music playing, 

and feeding themselves well. Their army was 950 men strong, with 100 horses 

mounted by 100 heavily armoured soldiers, and a large number of body 

armour for those who were walking. They had 700 camels. They were most 

aptly described in the Qur’ n: “Do not be like those who left their homes full of 

self-conceit, seeking to be seen and praised by others. They debar others from the path 

of God; but God has knowledge of all that they do.” (Verse 47) 

As they marched, they were nursing great hatred against the Prophet and his 

Companions because of their intention to intercept their trade caravan. The 

Muslims had earlier killed `Amr ibn al-Hađramī and took the small caravan 

he was leading.9 Abū Sufy n was leading the caravan accompanied by 70 

men,10 among whom were Makhramah ibn Nawfal and `Amr ibn al-` ş. The 

caravan had no less than 1000 camels, loaded with merchandise. When they 

were near to Madinah, they were extremely alarmed, particularly because 

they felt that Damdam ibn `Amr and the help from the Quraysh were slow in 

                                                 
8 When the Prophet went to ’if some four years earlier to address its people with the message of 
Islam, they treated him very badly, and set on him their slaves and children to stone him, and his two 
feet bled as a result. He sought refuge in an orchard belonging to `Utbah and Shaybah, and when they 
saw him, they sent `Add s to him carrying a bunch of grapes. When Add s spoke to the Prophet he 
recognized his position and kissed his hands and feet. 

9 That was the incident in which the expedition led by `Abdull h ibn latish was involved. 
10As mentioned earlier, they were only 30-40 men according to Ibn Is q’s report.  
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coming. As Abū Sufy n arrived in Badr at the head of the caravan, he was 

worried lest he should be detected. Therefore, he changed route and took his 

caravan closer to the sea, leaving Badr to his left and marching with speed. 

Meanwhile, the Quraysh army was marching at leisure, feeding anyone who 

caught up with them and slaughtering many camels for food. Then Qays ibn 

Imri’ al-Qays came to them with a message from Abū Sufy n advising them 

to go back “so that you do not leave yourselves liable to be killed by the 

people of Yathrib [i.e. the old name of Madinah]. You have only marched to 

protect your trade caravan and your property. Now that it is safe by God’s 

help, you have no further purpose.” He tried to persuade the Quraysh to go 

back, but they refused. Abū Jahl said: “We will not go back, but we shall 

march on to Badr, where we shall stay for three days to celebrate. We shall 

slaughter camels for food, feed whoever cares to come to us, drink wine in 

abundance and be entertained by singers and dancers. The whole of Arabia 

shall hear about us and hold us in awe for the rest of time.”11 

Qays went back to Abū Sufy n and told him that the Quraysh army marched on. 

He said: “Woe to my people! This is all the work of `Amr ibn Hish m [i.e. Abū Jahl]. 

He does not want to go back because he assumed leadership and went too far. Excess 

spells a bad omen. If Mu ammad gets the upper hand, we will be humiliated.”12 

Mu ammad ibn Is q reports: 

Al-Akhnas ibn Sharīq, who was an ally of the Zuhrah clan, said to his people: 

“God has saved your property and spared your tribesman, Makhramah ibn 

Nawfal. You have mobilized to save him and his property. Put the blame on 

me if you are accused of cowardice, and let us go back. There is no need for 

you to go on a fighting course for nothing. Do not listen to what this man 

[meaning Abū Jahl] says.” They accepted his advice and went back home. 

Not a single man from Zuhrah took part in the Battle of Badr. The rest of the 

Quraysh clans succumbed to the pressure and had some of their men 

participating, except for the clan of `Adiy ibn Ka`b. Moreover, lib ibn Abī 
lib was with the Quraysh army, but some people said to him: “We know 

you, the H shimites, well. Even though you may come with us, your 

sympathy is with Mu ammad.” Therefore, he went back home without 

continuing with the marchers. 

Meanwhile, the Prophet marched with his Companions in the month of 

Ramađ n. They had only 70 camels which they rode in turns. The Prophet, 

                                                 
11 Al-Maqrīzī, A mad ibn `Alī, Imt ` al-Asm `, D r al-Kutub al-`Ilmiyyah, Beirut, 1999, Vol. 1, pp. 85-89 
12Ibn Sayyid al-N s, `Uy n al- th r, D r al-Tur th, Madinah, Vol. I, p. 389.  
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`Alī ibn Abī lib and Marthad al-Ghanawī shared one camel. amzah ibn 

`Abd al-Mu alib, Zayd ibn rithah, and the two servants of the Prophet, 

Abū Kabshah and Anasah had one camel to share, while Abū Bakr, `Umar 

and `Abd al-Ra m n ibn `Awf shared another.13 

In Imt ` al-Asm `, al-Maqrīzī reports: 

The Prophet marched on until he approached Badr when he received 

intelligence of the march of the Quraysh army. He consulted his Companions. 

Abū Bakr was the first to speak, and his words were reassuring to the 

Prophet. `Umar was next, and he spoke in the same vein, before adding: 

“Messenger of God! It is indeed the Quraysh defending its honour. They have 

never been humiliated since they achieved their present honourable position, 

and they have never believed ever since they sunk into disbelief. By God, 

they would never compromise their position of honour and they will most 

certainly fight you. Hence, you had better be prepared.” 

Al-Miqd d ibn `Amr, the next to speak, said: “Messenger of God! Go ahead 

and do whatever you feel is best. We will never say to you as the Israelites 

said to Moses: `Go with your Lord and fight the enemy while we stay 

behind!’ What we will say is: `Go with your Lord and fight the enemy and we 

will fight alongside you.’ By Him who has sent you with the message of 

truth, if you ask us to march with you to Bark al-Ghim d [a remote place in 

Yemen] we will fight with you anyone who stands in your way until you 

have got there.” The Prophet thanked him and prayed for him. 

But the Prophet continued to say to his Companions: “Give me your advice.” 

He particularly wanted to hear from the Anş r, because he felt they might 

think that they were only bound to defend him against those who attacked 

him in Madinah when they pledged to protect him as they protected their 

women and children.14 Sa`d ibn Mu` dh stood up and said: “I will answer for 

the Anş r. You seem to want to know our opinion, Messenger of God?” When 

the Prophet indicated that it was so, Sa`d said: “It seems to me that you might 

have set out for a certain objective and then you received revelations 

concerning something different! We have declared our faith in you and 

accepted your message as the message of truth. We have made firm pledges 

to you that we will always do as you tell us. Go ahead, therefore, Messenger 

of God, and do whatever you wish, and we go with you. By Him who has 

sent you with the message of truth, if you take us right to the sea, we will ride 

                                                 
13  Ibn Hishām, Al-Sīrah al-Nabawiyyah, Dār al-Qalam, Beirut, Vol. II, pp. 264-270 
14 That pledge was given at the time of the second `Aqabah commitment, which was the basis of the 
migration to Madinah by the Prophet and his Companions.— Editor’s Note 
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with you. None of us shall stay behind. Make peace with whomever you will 

and cut relations with whomever you will, and take from our wealth and 

property what you may. Whatever you take is better placed than what you 

leave. By Him who holds my soul in His hand, I have never come this way, 

and I do not know it. Yet we have no qualms about encountering our enemy 

tomorrow. We fight hard and with strong determination when war breaks 

out. We pray to God to enable us to show you what would please you. You 

march, then with God’s blessings.” 

Another report mentions that Sa ‘d said to the Prophet: “We have left behind 

some of our people who love and obey you as much as we do; but they did 

not turn up because they thought it was only the trade caravan. Shall we erect 

for you a shed to stay in, and we will have your mount ready? We will then 

fight our enemy. If we win by God’s grace, then that is what we want. If it is 

the other eventuality, then you will ride your horse to join the rest of our 

people.” The Prophet said some kind words to him and added: “Or God may 

will something better.” 

The Prophet then said to his Companions: “March on, with God’s blessings. 

God has promised me one of the two hosts. By God, it is as if I can see the 

place where some of them will be killed.” As they heard these words, the 

Prophet’s Companions realized that they would be involved in a battle, and 

that the trade caravan would manage to escape. As they heard the Prophet’s 

words, they hoped for victory. The Prophet assigned banners to three people, 

one he gave to Muş`ab ibn `Umayr, and two black ones were given to `Alī 
and a man from the Anş r, [said to be Sa ‘d ibn Mu` dh]. He put out the 

weapons. When the Prophet left Madinah, he had no banner holder. 

The Prophet arrived at the bottom of the Badr plain on Friday night, 17 

Ramađ n. He later sent `Alī, al-Zubayr, Sa ‘d ibn Abī Waqq ş and Basbas ibn 

`Amr to gather intelligence around water wells. He pointed out a knoll and 

said: “You may get some news there.” They found there a number of camels 

for carrying water, belonging to the Quraysh. Most of the men with the 

camels fled. One of them called `Ujayr shouted to the Quraysh: “Your man 

[meaning the Prophet] has taken your water carriers. This sent an air of 

disturbance among them. Rain was pouring over them. That night, they took 

with them Abū Yas r, a slave belonging to `Ubaydah ibn Sa`īd ibn al-‘ ş, 
Aslam who belonged to Munabbih ibn al-Hajj j and Abū R fi` who belonged 

to Umayyah ibn Khalaf. All three were brought to the Prophet when he was 

praying. They declared that they were responsible for fetching water to the 

Quraysh, but the Prophet’s Companions disliked that and beat them. So, they 

said that they were travelling with Abū Sufy n and his caravan. So they left 
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them and waited. As the Prophet finished his prayer, he said to his 

Companions: “If they tell you the truth, you beat them; and if they lie, you 

leave them alone!” He then asked the captives about the Quraysh, and they 

told him that they were beyond the hill, and that they slaughtered nine or ten 

camels every day for food, and named some of those who were in the army. 

The Prophet said: “The host is between 900 and 1,000 strong. Makkah has 

sent you its dearest children.” 

The Prophet consulted his Companions about the place to encamp. Al- ub b 

ibn al-Mundhir ibn al-Jamū  said: “Take us forward, right to the nearest well 

to the enemy. I know this place and its wells. One of its wells is plentiful in 

fine water, where we can encamp, make a basin and throw in our containers. 

We will thus have water to drink when we fight. We will also close the rest of 

the wells.” The Prophet said to him: “You have given good counsel.”15 He 

rose and marched on to encamp at the well indicated by al- ub b. 

The Prophet spent that night, Friday 17 Ramađ n, praying with his face 

turned towards the stem of a felled tree. There was a rainfall, but it was light 

where the Muslims were, making the ground firm but not difficult to walk 

on, but the rain was much heavier where the Quraysh were, although the two 

hosts were not far apart. Indeed the rain was a blessing for the believers and a 

real adversity for the unbelievers. That night the Muslims experienced deep 

slumber, so much so that a man might have his head on his chest and not feel 

it until he fell to one side. A young man, Rif `ah ibn R fi` ibn M lik had a wet 

dream and managed to bathe before the night was out. The Prophet sent 

`Amm r ibn Y sir and `Abdull h ibn Mas`ūd to go around the place where 

the Quraysh encamped. When they came back, they told him that the 

unbelievers were in fear and it was pouring with rain. 

A shed was erected for the Prophet near the well, and Sa`d ibn Mu` dh stood 

at the door with his sword in his hand. The Prophet went around the area 

where the battle was to take place, and pointed out certain places to his 

Companions, saying this person will be killed here and that person will be 

killed there. None of the ones he named was killed beyond the place the 

Prophet indicated. The Prophet marshalled his Companions and went back to 

the shed with Abū Bakr.16 

                                                 
15 This exchange is reported somewhat differently by Ibn Is q. According to him, al- ub b asked the 
Prophet: `Are we encamping here because God has told you to do so and we are not to move forward 
or backward from here? Or is it your own judgement that this is the right place to gain advantage 
against the enemy?" The Prophet answered that it was the latter. Therefore, al- ub b said that it was 
not the right place, and gave the Prophet his advice as reported in the text. — Editor’s Note 
16 Al-Maqrīzī, Ibid, pp. 93-98 
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Rejecting Wise Counsel 

 Ibn Is q reports: 

The Quraysh marched on in the morning to draw near to the Muslims. When 

the Prophet saw them coming into the valley, he said: “My Lord, this is the 

Quraysh demonstrating all its conceit to contend against You and call Your 

Messenger a liar. My Lord, grant me the victory You have promised me. My 

Lord, destroy them today.” The Prophet saw `Utbah ibn Rabī`ah riding a red 

camel, and said: “If any of these people has some wisdom, it is the man with 

the red camel. If they obey him, they will follow good counsel.” 

Khuf f ibn Aym ’ ibn Ra đah al-Ghif rī, or his father, sent to the Quraysh 

some slaughtered animals he had prepared for them as a gift as they passed 

close to his quarters. He also sent them a message that he was ready to 

support them with men and arms. They sent him a message of thanks, and 

added: “You have done more than your duty. If we are fighting men like us, 

we are more than a match for them, but if we are fighting God, as 

Mu ammad says, then no one can stand up to God.” 

When the Quraysh encamped, some of their men, including akīm ibn 

iz m, came up to the Prophet’s basin and the Prophet ordered his 

Companions to let them do what they wanted. Every one of them who drank 

from the basin was killed in Badr, except for akīm ibn iz m who later 

became a good Muslim. Subsequently, if he wished to swear very firmly, he 

would say: “By Him who saved me on Badr day.” 

When the Quraysh had encamped, they sent `Umayr ibn Wahb of Juma  to 

make a good guess at the number of Muslim troops. He went around the 

troops on his horse before returning to his people to say: “They are three 

hundred, give or take a few. But hold on a while and I will see if they have 

any hidden support.” He went far into the valley, but found nothing. He 

came back with this report: “I have found no hidden support, but I can see a 

catastrophe and much killing. They simply have no protection apart from 

their swords. I think that we will not kill any one of them without him killing 

one of us first. Should they be able to kill their number from our side, life 

would not be worth living. You make your own decision.” 

When akīm ibn iz m heard that, he went to `Utbah ibn Rabī`ah and said 

to him: “You are the honourable man of the Quraysh and its obeyed master. 

Shall I tell you something which would bring you high praise for the rest of 

time?” When `Utbah showed his interest, akīm said: “Tell the Quraysh to 

go back and you will pay the indemnity for the death of Ibn al- adramī, for 
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he was your ally. You also bear the loss of his looted caravan.” Recognizing 

the great advantages of this course of action `Utbah immediately accepted 

and asked akīm to act as his witness. He also said to him: “Go to Ibn al-

anżaliyyah [meaning Abū Jahl], because I fear that he is the only one to 

oppose that.” 

`Utbah then stood up and addressed the Quraysh, saying: “Take it from me 

and do not fight this man [meaning the Prophet] and his Companions. You 

will gain nothing by fighting them. Should you win, many a man among us 

will look around and see the killer of his father or brother. This will lead to 

much enmity and hostility in our ranks. Go back and leave Mu ammad to 

the rest of the Arabs. If they kill him, they will have done what you want. If 

they do not, you will meet him without having such barrier of enmity.” 

akīm reports: “I went up to Abū Jahl and I found him preparing a spear. I 

said to him: ‘Abū al- akam’, `Utbah has sent me with this message to you.’ 

And I told him what `Utbah said. He said: `His cowardice has surfaced now 

that he has seen Mu ammad and his Companions. We shall not go back until 

God has judged between our two parties. `Utbah does not believe what he 

says. It is simply that having seen that they are few in number and that his 

son is among them, he fears that his son may be killed.” 

Abū Jahl also sent a message to ` mir ibn al- ađramī, saying: “Your ally is 

trying to take the people back now that you have the chance to get your 

revenge. Stand up and appeal to the Quraysh by your brother’s blood to get 

your revenge.” ` mir did that and shouted, `Woe to `Amr’. Thus, the air was 

one of war, and people were more determined to fight. Abū Jahl frustrated 

the good counsel `Utbah had given. When `Utbah was told what Abū Jahl 

had said, he answered: “This woman-like person will soon know whose 

cowardice has surfaced: mine or his.” 

As the army moved, one of its number, al-Aswad ibn `Abd al-Asad of the 

Makhzūm clan, a vulgar ill-bred man, sprang out from the ranks, saying: “I 

pledge to God to drink from their reservoir, or I will pull it down, or I will die 

in my attempt.” amzah ibn `Abd al-Mu alib, the Prophet’s uncle struck 

him with his sword, chopping off his leg. Al-Aswad, however, continued to 

crawl towards the reservoir and amzah followed him until he killed him at 

the reservoir. 

`Utbah ibn Rabī`ah, his brother Shaybah and his son al-Walīd came out of the 

Quraysh army and offered a six-man duel. Three young men from the Anş r, 

`Awf ibn al- rith and his brother Mu`awwadh and a third man said to be 

`Abdull h ibn Raw ah, answered the challenge. The challengers asked them 
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who they were, and when they told them that they were from the Anş r, they 

said that they had no business with them. It is said that `Utbah said to them: 

“You are honourable equals, but we only want some of our own people.” One 

of them shouted: “Mu ammad, let our equals come out for a duel.” The 

Prophet sent out three of his own relatives: amzah, his uncle, and his two 

cousins `Alī and `Ubaydah ibn al- rith. `Ubaydah, the eldest of the three 

fought `Utbah, amzah fought Shaybah and ‘Ali fought al-Walīd. In no time, 

amzah and ‘All succeeded in killing their two opponents, while `Utbah and 

`Ubaydah struck each other at the same time. Both fell to the ground 

wounded. amzah and `Alī then made sure that `Utbah was killed, and 

carried `Ubaydah with them to the Prophet. 

The two armies began to draw near to each other. The Prophet ordered his 

companions not to move forward until he had given them the order. “When 

they approach, try to repel them with your arrows.” He then marshalled 

them and went to his shed with Abū Bakr. His prayers included: “My Lord, I 

appeal to you for the fulfilment of Your promise to me. Should this company 

of believers be overrun, You will not be worshipped again on earth.” Abū 

Bakr said to him: “Messenger of God! Not so hard with your appeal to Your 

Lord. He will surely grant you what He has promised you.”17 

Al-Maqrīzī mentions in Imt ` al-Asm `: 

Abdull h ibn Raw ah said to the Prophet: “Messenger of God! I counsel you 

— knowing that God’s Messenger is far greater and more knowledgeable 

than to need counsel — that God is too great in His majesty to be appealed to 

for the fulfilment of His promise.” The Prophet said to him: “Should I not 

appeal to God to fulfil His promise? God never fails to fulfil a promise.”18 

Ibn Is q continues: 

The Prophet was momentarily overtaken by sleep. When he woke up he was 

markedly cheerful. He said to his companion: “Rejoice, Abū Bakr. Victory is 

certainly coming from God. This is the Angel Gabriel holding the rein of his 

horse with dust all over it.” 

Mahja`, a slave belonging to `Umar ibn al-Kha b, was killed when he was 

hit by an arrow, and thus he was the first casualty among the Muslims. 

rithah ibn Sur qah, from the Najj r clan was also hit in his neck by an 

arrow as he was drinking from the reservoir, and he died. 

                                                 
17 Ibn Hish m, Ibid, pp. 191-195 
18 AI-Maqrīzī, Ibid, p.103 
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The Prophet went on encouraging his Companions, saying: “By Him who 

holds Mu ammad’s soul in His hand, anyone who is killed fighting these 

people, dedicating his life for the cause of God, moving forward not 

backward, shall be admitted by God into heaven.” On hearing this, `Umayr 

ibn al- am m from the Salamah clan, said as he held a few dates in his hand 

and was eating them: “Well, Well! All that separates me from heaven is that 

these people should kill me!” 

`Awf ibn al- rith asked the Prophet: “What would make God smile at a 

servant of His?” The Prophet said: “His determined fight without 

protection.” He took off his body armour and threw it away, picking up his 

sword and fighting until he was killed. 

As the two armies drew closer, Abū Jahl said: “Lord! Let the side which 

severs relations of kinship, and invents falsehood, be destroyed today.” His 

was a prayer to ensure his own ruin. 

The Prophet took a handful of dust and said: “Let these faces be hung down.” 

He then blew the dust at the Quraysh. He then ordered his Companions to 

fight hard, and they did to ensure the defeat of the Quraysh. God caused the 

killing and capture of so many of the Quraysh’s nobility. 

When the Muslims started to take enemy prisoners, the Prophet, who was in 

his shed with Sa ‘d ibn Mu` dh and a group of the Anş r standing at the door, 

swords in hands, guarding him, the Prophet noticed that Sa`d looked 

displeased. He said to him: “You do not seem to be pleased with what our 

people are doing?” He said: “Indeed. This is the first defeat God has inflicted 

on the idolaters. I would have preferred killing their men rather than sparing 

them.” 

At one point the Prophet said to his Companions: “I have come to know that 

a few men from the H shim clan and others have been made to join the army 

against their will. They have no quarrel with us. Any one of you who meets 

any H shimite should not kill him. If you come across Abū al-Bakhtarī ibn 

Hish m, do not kill him. If you meet al- `Abb s ibn `Abd al-Mu alib, do not 

kill him. He came out against his will.” Abū udhayfah ibn `Utbah ibn 

Rabī`ah said on hearing this: “Are we to kill our fathers, sons, brothers and 

tribesmen and let al-`Abb s alone? By God, if I see him, I will certainly hit 

him with my sword.” The Prophet said to `Umar ibn al-Kha b: “Abū afş19 

Is God’s Messenger’s uncle to be hit with the sword in his face?” `Umar said: 

                                                 
19 Umar comments as he reports on this incident that it was the first time the Prophet called him Abū 

afş, following the Arabian tradition of calling a man as the father of his child, with Abū meaning 
father and Hafş a short version of his daughter’s name. 
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“Messenger of God! Allow me to kill him, for he is a hypocrite.”20 Abū 

udhayfah used to say afterwards: “I am always worried about what I said 

that day, and fear that it may condemn me, unless it is atoned if I gain 

martyrdom.” He was to die a martyr in the Battle of al-Yam mah. 

The Prophet singled out Abū al-Bakhtarī ibn Hish m, ordering that he should 

not be killed, because he was the most moderate among the Quraysh in his 

attitude towards the Prophet. Never did he try to harm the Prophet, or say 

something against him. Besides, he was one of the five men who successfully 

mounted the campaign to end the three-year boycott of the Prophet’s clan by 

the rest of the Quraysh.21 

`Abd al-Ra m n ibn `Awf reports: “Umayyah ibn Khalaf was a friend of 

mine when we were in Makkah. My name at the time was `Abd `Amr, but 

when I became a Muslim, I changed my name to `Abd al-Ra m n. He said to 

me once when we were still in Makkah: `Abd `Amr! Do you reject a name 

given to you by your father?’ I confirmed that. He said: `I do not know who is 

al-Ra m n. Let us agree on a name I call you by, so that you do not reply to 

me if I call you by your original name and I do not call you by what I do not 

know.’ Afterwards, if he called me `Abd `Amr, I would not reply. Then I said 

to him: ‘Abū `Alī, you choose whatever you are comfortable with.’ He said: `I 

will call you `Abd al-Il h [another name of God].’ I agreed. After that, when I 

passed by him, he would call me `Abd al-Il h, and I would respond and have 

some conversation with him. 

On the Day of Badr, I passed by him as he was standing with his son `Alī, 
holding his hand. I was carrying some body armour which I had looted. 

When he saw me, he called me `Abd `Amr, and I did not respond. He called 

me again `Abd al-Il h and I responded. He said: `Would you rather have me, 

for I am a better gain for you than this body armour.’ I agreed and told him to 

come with me, and threw the body armour away. I took him and his son 

prisoners and walked away. He said: `I have never seen a day like this! Do 

you not need milk?’22 I proceeded leading them away. 

Umayyah asked me as I walked between him and his son, holding both their 

hands: ` `Abd al-Il h, who is the man in your host who has an ostrich feather 

                                                 

20
 The Prophet refused `Umar’s request, as he refused to allow any killing of people that professed to 

be Muslims, even though they were known to be hypocrites. Abū Hudhayfah might have said this 

after seeing his father, brother and uncle being killed at the start of the battle, but he was a good 

Companion of the Prophet. May God be pleased with him. 
21 Abū al-Bakht rī was nevertheless killed in this battle, because he refused to be taken prisoner. 
22 What he meant was that if he was taken prisoner, he would then buy his freedom by several camels 
that would produce much milk. 



Al-Anfāl (The Spoils of War) | PROLOGUE 

 45

on his chest?’ I told him that he was amzah ibn `Abd al-Mu alib. He said: 

`He is the one who has done us a great deal of harm.’ Then, as I was leading 

them away, Bil l saw him with me. It was Umayyah who used to torture Bill 

in Makkah to force him to abandon Islam. He would take him out to the 

sandy area when it was extremely hot, and cause him to lie back on the sand, 

and place a large rock on his chest, telling him that he would remain so until 

he abandoned Mu ammad’s faith. Bil l’s reply was always: `He is One! He is 

One!’ Now, when Bil l saw him, he shouted: `Umayyah, head of idolatry, 

may I perish if he survives!’ I said to him: `Bil l! Would you kill my two 

prisoners?’ He said: `May I perish if he survives.’ I said: `Do you hear me, you 

son of a black woman!’ He repeated his words. Bil l appealed to the Anş r: 

`Supporters of God’s cause! Here is Umayyah, head of idolatry. May I perish 

if he survives.’ A group of the Anş r surrounded us forming a circle and I was 

trying to defend him, but one of the men struck Umayyah’s son’s leg and he 

fell down. Umayyah uttered a loud cry, the like of which I never heard 

before. I said to him: `Try to escape, but there seems to be no escape for you. 

By God, I cannot defend you.’ They soon killed both of them.” `Abd al-

Ra m n used to say afterwards: `May God forgive Bil l! I lost my loot and he 

killed my two prisoners.’23 

Ibn Is q later adds: 

When the battle was over, the Prophet instructed some people to look for 

Abū Jahl among the dead. The first man to meet Abū Jahl in the battle was 

Mu` dh ibn `Amr ibn al-Jamū  of the Salamah clan. He reports: “I noticed a 

group of men standing around him like a siege, saying to one another: ‘Abū 

al- akam24 shall not be reached.’ When I heard them saying that, I resolved 

to get to him. I made a determined attack towards him and when he was 

within my reach I struck him with my sword once, which was enough to 

send half his leg high into the air, as a date stone flies from underneath the 

date-stone crusher. His son, `Ikrimah, struck back at me and cut off my arm, 

which remained attached to my body by a thin piece of my skin. I was 

prevented by the raging battle from coming back on him. I, however, kept on 

fighting for the rest of the day, pulling my arm behind me. When it became 

too troublesome I bent down and put my hand under my foot and stood up 

to cut off my arm.” 

As Abū Jahl was wounded, Mu`awwadh ibn al- rith passed by him and hit 
                                                 
23 Ibn Hish m, Ibid, pp. 196-199 
24 Abū al- akam was Abū Jahl’s name among the Quraysh, and it has the opposite meaning of the 
nickname given to him by the Muslims, i.e. Abū Jahl, which means `the father of ignorance.’ — 
Editor’s note. 
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him hard until he could not get up. He then left him, not quite dead. 

Mu`awwadh went on fighting until he was killed. 

When the Prophet ordered a search for Abū Jahl among the dead, `Abdull h 

ibn Mas‘ūd found him. The Prophet had told his Companions: `If you cannot 

identify him among the dead, look for a cut on his knee. When we were 

young, he and I pushed each other when we were attending a banquet held 

by `Abdull h ibn Jud` n. I was a little thinner than him. When I pushed him, 

he fell on his knees, badly injuring one of them.’ `Abdull h ibn Mas`ūd 

reports: “I found him at his last breath. When I recognized him, I put my foot 

over his neck. Once in Makkah he had attacked and hurt me. Now I said to 

him: `You enemy of God, haven’t you been humiliated?’ He said: `How? Am 

I not a man of merit you have killed? Tell me, who is victorious today?’ I said: 

`God and His Messenger.” Some people from Abū Jahl’s clan of Makhzūm 

later claimed that Ibn Mas`ūd mentioned that Abū Jahl said to him as he put 

his foot over his neck: `You have climbed high, you little shepherd.’25 

`Abdull h ibn Mas`ūd continues his report: “I chopped off his head and took 

it to the Prophet and said: `Messenger of God! This is the head of Abū Jahl, 

God’s enemy.’ He said: `God is One. There is no deity other than Him.’ I put 

his head before the Prophet and he praised God.”26 

Ibn Hish m says: 

It is reported that `Umar ibn al-Kha b said to Sa`īd ibn al-` ş when he 

passed by him: `I see that you harbour some feelings and that you may think 

that I killed your father. Had I killed him, I would not apologize to you; but I 

killed my uncle al-` ş ibn Hish m ibn al-Mughīrah. As for your father, I 

passed by him as he was searching like a bull with his horns and I 

sidestepped him. His cousin `Alī went to him and killed him.’27 

Ibn Is q reports on the authority of ` ’ishah, the Prophet’s wife: 

When the Prophet ordered that the killed be buried, they were all buried in 

one grave except for Umayyah ibn Khalaf, whose body swelled inside his 

armour. When they tried to remove it, his flesh was cut. So, they left it on him 

and buried him. When they were all buried, the Prophet stood at the grave 

and said to them: `People in the grave! Have you found out that what your 

Lord has promised you to be true? I have found that His promise to me has 

                                                 
25 This is a reference to Abdull h ibn Mas`ūd’s background who was a small man working as a 
shepherd in Makkah. 
26 Ibn Hish m, Ibid, pp. 201-202 
27 Ibn Hish m, Ibid, p. 202 
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come true.’ Some of his Companions asked him: `Messenger of God! Do you 

speak to dead people?’ He said: `They have known that what God has 

promised is true.’ Some people mention that he said, `They hear what I say to 

them.’ But the Prophet only said, `They have known.”‘... 

When the Prophet ordered that they should be buried, the body of `Utbah ibn 

Rabī`ah was drawn towards the grave. The Prophet looked at his son Abū 

udhayfah and saw that he was sad. He asked him: “Abū udhayfah! You 

may be experiencing some misgivings concerning what happened to your 

father.” He said: “No, Messenger of God. I have no doubt about my father 

and his death. But I knew him to be a sagacious and honourable man and I 

hoped that this would guide him to accept Islam. When I saw what happened 

to him and remembered that he died an unbeliever, I felt sad.” The Prophet 

prayed for Abū udhayfah and said some kind words... 

The Prophet then ordered that all the booty picked up by the Muslims be 

collected together. As it was collected, people differed concerning it. Those 

who picked up the booty claimed it, while those who were fighting and 

chasing the enemy said to them: “Had it not been for us, you would not have 

picked it up. We kept the people preoccupied while you took it away.” A 

third group providing a guard to the Prophet said: “You do not have a claim 

stronger than ours. We had the booty close to us, and we could have picked it 

up, but we feared that the enemy would attack the Prophet and kept 

guarding him.” 

Asked about S rah al-Anf l, or The Spoils of War, `Ub dah ibn al-Ş mit 

answered: “It was revealed concerning us, the people of Badr, when we 

disputed about the booty and were impolite about it. God removed it from us 

and gave it up to His Messenger who divided it equally among the 

Muslims.”... 

When the Prophet arrived in Madinah, he assigned the prisoners to various 

groups of his Companions and said to them: “Look after the prisoners well.” 

Among the prisoners was Abū `Azīz ibn `Umayr ibn H shim. He reports that 

his brother, Muş`ab passed by him as he was being taken captive by a man 

from the Anş r. Muş`ab said to the Anş rī man: “Hold tight to him. His 

mother is rich and she might give a good ransom for him.” Abū `Azīz says: “I 

was assigned to a group of the Anş r. When they laid out their lunch or 

dinner, they would give me the bread while they themselves ate dates 

without bread.28 This was because of the Prophet’s instructions to them. 

                                                 
28 Dates were the most common food in Madinah, while bread was not always available. Bread is also 
filling; thus someone who ate bread would not feel the pangs of hunger like someone who ate only 
dates. — Editor’s note. 
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Every time any one of them had a piece of bread he would give it to me. 

Sometimes I felt embarrassed by their hospitality and I gave the bread to any 

one of them who was around. He would return it without taking a single 

bite.” 

Ibn Hish m explains: Abū `Azīz was the holder of the banner of the 

unbelievers in Badr, next to al-Nađr ibn al- rith. When his brother Muş`ab 

ibn `Umayr said this to Abū al-Yusr, the man who held him captive took hold 

of him tightly, whilst Alma `Azīz remonstrated with him: “Is this what you 

recommend about me?” Muş`ab said: “He is my brother, ahead of you.” His 

mother asked what the highest ransom paid for a man from the Quraysh was, 

and she was told that it was 4000 dirhams. She sent that amount as his 

ransom. Then the Quraysh sent ransom for other prisoners.29 

Qur’ānic Comments 

 It was in comment on the Battle of Badr, of which we have given a brief outline, 

that this s rah was revealed. It portrays the obvious events of this battle, and also 

shows the ultimate power behind the events and how God determined the sequence 

of events. Beyond that, it shows the line followed throughout human history. It 

describes all this in the unique language of the Qur’ n and its inimitable style. We 

will speak about all these in detail as we discuss the text. Here we will only highlight 

the main lines of the s rah. 

 A particular event reported by Ibn Is q on the authority of `Ub dah ibn al-Ş mit, 

the Prophet’s Companion who says in reference to this s rah: “It was revealed 

concerning us, the people of Badr, when we disputed about the booty and were 

impolite about it. God removed it from us and gave it up to His Messenger who 

divided it equally among the Muslims.” 

     This event sheds ample light on the opening of the s rah and the line it takes. The 

Prophet’s Companions disputed over the little booty they gained in a battle that God 

considered a landmark in human history for the rest of time. But God wanted to 

teach them, and all humanity in succeeding generations, some highly important 

facts. 

The first thing He wanted them to understand was that this battle was far more 

important than the spoils of war over which they were in dispute. Therefore, He 

called the day that witnessed it “the day when the true was distinguished from the false, 

the day when the two hosts met in battle.” (Verse 41) 

He also wanted them to know that this greatly important event was accomplished 

                                                 
29 Ibn Hish m, Ibid, pp.204-209 
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by God’s will and planning, in every step and every move. He had a purpose which 

He wished to accomplish. This means that they had nothing to do with the planning 

and accomplishment of this great victory or with its outcome and consequences. Both 

its small booty and great consequences were the result of God’s will and design. He 

only put the believers, by His grace, through a fair test of His own making. 

He wanted to show them the great gulf between what they wished for themselves, 

which was to take the caravan, and what He wanted for them, and for all humanity, 

through the escape of the caravan and the encounter with the Quraysh army. 

 The s rah starts with recording their questions about the spoils of war, and 

explains God’s ruling concerning them. It gives the spoils of war to God and His 

Messenger, calling on the believers to remain God-fearing and set to right their 

internal relations, after they were impolite concerning the booty, as `Ub dah ibn al-

Ş mit, the Prophet’s Companion describes. They are further called upon to obey God 

and His Messenger, reminding them of their faith which requires them to be so 

obedient. Furthermore, right at the outset, the s rah paints a highly inspiring and 

awesome picture of the believers: “They ask you about the spoils of war. Say: The spoils of 

war belong to God and the Messenger. So, have fear of God and set to right your internal 

relations. Obey God and His Messenger, if you are true believers. True believers are only 

those whose hearts are filled with awe whenever God is mentioned, and whose faith is 

strengthened whenever His revelations are recited to them. In their Lord do they place their 

trust. They attend regularly to their prayers and spend on others some of what We have 

provided them with. It is those who are truly believers. They shall be given high ranks with 

their Lord, and forgiveness of sins and generous provisions.” (Verses 1-4) 

 This is followed by a reminder of what they wished and hoped for themselves 

and what God wanted for them. It describes what they see of what is happening on 

earth and God’s unlimited power beyond them and the events they see. (Verses 5-8) 

This is followed by a further reminder of the support God had given them, the 

victory He facilitated for them, and the reward He has, by His grace, set for them. 

(Verses 9-14) 

 Thus the s rah proceeds, recording that the whole battle was fought by God’s will 

and under His direction, with His help and support. It is all by His will, and for His 

sake and to serve His cause. Thus, the fighters have no claim to the spoils of war, as 

they belong to God and His Messenger. Thus, when God gives them back the spoils 

of war, this becomes an act of His grace. They must be purged of any desire to gain 

such booty, so that their jih d and struggle is undertaken purely for God’s sake. 

(Verses 17-18, 26, 41-44) 

Why Believers Fight 
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 Since every battle believers fight is of God’s own planning, under His command 

and for His cause, the s rah mentions time and again the need to remain steadfast, 

prepare well for it remembering that God’s support is certain to come, guard against 

the lure that keeps believers away from it, including property and offspring. They 

have to observe all values related to it, and guard against any element of showing 

off. The Prophet is ordered to encourage the believers to fight it. (Verses 15-16, 24, 27-

28, 45-47, 60, 65) 

While orders are given to remain steadfast and stand firm in battle, the s rah 

provides clarifications of different aspects of the Islamic faith, strengthening its roots, 

making it the source of every commandment and every judgement. Thus, orders are 

not left as individual and unrelated items; they are seen to be stemming from the 

same clear, consistent and profound source. 

1. On the question of the spoils of war, the believers are reminded of the need to 

remain God-fearing, to feel their hearts filled with awe when He is mentioned, 

and of the close and permanent manifestation of faith by obedience to God 

and His Messenger: “They ask you about the spoils of war. Say: The spoils of war 

belong to God and the Messenger. So, have fear of God and set to right your internal 

relations. Obey God and His Messenger, if you are true believers. True believers are 

only those whose hearts are filled with awe whenever God is mentioned, and whose 

faith is strengthened whenever His revelations are recited to them. In their Lord do 

they place their trust. They attend regularly to their prayers and spend on others some 

of what We have provided them with. It is those who are truly believers. They shall be 

given high ranks with their Lord, and forgiveness of sins and generous provisions.” 

(Verses 1-4) 

2. On the battle strategy, they are reminded of God’s will, power and planning. 

It is He who intervened to direct every stage: “[Remember the day] when you 

were at the near end of the valley and they were at the farthest end, with the caravan 

down below you. If you had made prior arrangements to meet there, you would have 

differed on the exact timing and location. But it was all brought about so that God 

might accomplish something He willed to be done.” (Verse 42) 

3. On the events and results of the battle, they are reminded of God’s leadership, 

help and support: “It was not you who slew them, but it was God who slew them. 

When you threw [a handful of dust], it was not your act, but God’s, so that He might 

put the believers through a fair test of His own making.” (Verse 17) 

4. When the order is given to the believers to remain steadfast, they are 

reminded of the fact that God wants them to have a true and worthy life, and 

that He is able to stand between a man and his heart. It is He who guarantees 

victory to those who place their trust in Him alone: “Believers, respond to the call 
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of God and the Messenger when he calls you to that which will give you life, and know 

that God comes in between a man and his heart, and that to Him you shall all be 

gathered.” (Verse 24) “Believers, when you meet an enemy force, be firm, and 

remember God often, so that you may be successful.” (Verse 45) 

5. Defining the ultimate objective of the battle, God commands: “Fight them until 

there is no more oppression, and all submission is made to God alone.” (Verse 39) “It 

does not behove a Prophet to have captives unless he has battled strenuously in the 

land.” (Verse 67) “God promised you that one of the two hosts would fall to you. It 

was your wish that the one which was not powerful to be yours, but it was God’s will 

to establish the truth in accordance with His words and to wipe out the unbelievers. 

Thus He would certainly establish the truth firmly and show falsehood to be false, 

however hateful this might be to the evildoers.” (Verses 7-8) 

6. On the organization of the Muslim community’s international relations, faith 

is seen as the basis of the community and its distinctive character. It is faith 

values that determine position and loyalty. (Verses 72-75) 

In this s rah, the line that is seen to be clearly prominent, side by side with the line 

of faith, is that of jih d. It is given its high value both in concept and in strategy. It is 

also purged of all personal elements. Its essential justification is clarified so that it is 

well understood by all those who fight for God’s cause at any time. They reiterate 

this justification with confidence, reassurance and pride. Overall, the s rah gives this 

impression, but we may refer to some verses that are particularly relevant and will 

elaborate upon it when we discuss them. These are verses 15-16, 55-57, 60, 65, 67, 74. 

The s rah also sets the Muslim community’s international relations on the basis of 

faith, as we have already stated. It outlines the rules that form the basis of such 

relations with other communities in times of war and peace, up to the time when this 

s rah was revealed. It details rulings on the distribution of the spoils of war; and also 

on international treaties, providing fundamental principles that govern all these 

areas. (Verses 1, 15-16, 20-21, 24, 27, 38-39, 41, 45-47, 55-62, 64-71, 72-75) 

To Sum up 

Such are the main lines of the s rah. When we remember that it was revealed to 

comment on the Battle of Badr, we can appreciate some aspects of the method the 

Qur’ n follows in the education of the Muslim community, preparing it for the 

leadership of humanity. We can also recognize how Islam looks at what happens on 

earth and in human life, in order to give Muslims the right perception. 

Badr was the first major battle when the Muslims inflicted a very heavy defeat on 

their idolater enemies. But the Muslims did not leave their homes for this purpose or 
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with this intention. They only marched to intercept a trade caravan belonging to the 

Quraysh, the tribe that confiscated all their homes and property. They wanted to 

regain some of their losses, but God wanted something else. He wanted the caravan 

to escape and the Muslims to meet in battle their most hardened enemies who were 

able to place Islam under siege in Makkah. They further plotted to kill God’s 

Messenger [peace be upon him] after they had mounted an uncompromising 

campaign of persecution against his companions. 

God willed that this battle would be the criterion that separates the truth from 

falsehood, and that it be a landmark in the line of Islamic history and, consequently 

in human history. He willed that this battle should show the great gulf between what 

people may plan for themselves, believing it to serve their best interests, and what 

God chooses for them, even though they may think little of it at first sight. He 

wanted the emerging Muslim community to properly learn the factors that bring 

victory and those that bring defeat, receiving these directly in the battlefield, from 

none other than God, their Lord and protector. 

     The s rah includes highly inspiring directives pointing to these highly important 

issues, as well as much of the rules that govern states of peace and war, captives and 

booty, treaties and pacts, and what ensures victory or defeat. All these are given in 

the most enlightening and instructive style of the Qur’ n which begins by 

expounding the faith and its main concepts, making it the prime mover in all human 

activity. This is characteristic of the Qur’ nic method of looking at events and 

evaluating them. 

     The s rah also portrays scenes of the battles and images of thoughts and feelings 

before, during and after the battle. These scenes and images are so vivid and lifelike 

that they enable the reader and the listener to interact with them. 

     At times, the s rah gives glimpses of the life the Prophet and his companions lived 

in Makkah, when they were few in number, weak, fearing that others may do away 

with them. Now when they remember what their life was like then, they will realize 

the extent of God’s grace in giving them this great victory. They know that they can 

only achieve victory with God’s help, and by following the faith they preferred to 

their own life and property. The s rah also portrays some images of the life of the 

unbelievers before and after the Prophet’s migration to Madinah, as well as images of 

the doom suffered by earlier unbelievers such as Pharaoh and his people. These are 

given in order to establish the law that never fails, which gives victory to believers 

and defeat to God’s enemies. 

     The second half of the s rah mirrors the first, beginning with a definitive ruling on 

the sharing out of the spoils of war, coupled with a call to believe in God and His 

revelations. It expounds on God’s planning in this battle that gave the Muslims such 
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spoils of war, portraying images of what actually took place in the battle. We clearly 

see that the believers were only a means through which God accomplished His 

purpose. Believers are then urged to always remain steadfast when they meet their 

enemy in battle, remembering to glorify God, obey Him and His Messenger, and 

steer away from internal conflict, lest they weaken and be defeated. They must also 

guard against showing off and against being deceived by Satan’s wicked schemes. 

They must always place their full trust in God who alone can bring them victory. It 

tells them of the rule God has established in punishing unbelievers for their sins. 

     In the first half, the s rah mentioned how the angels were ordered to support the 

believers and strike the unbelievers’ necks and hands. Here in the second half, we see 

them striking the unbelievers on their faces and backs. The description of the 

unbelievers as the worst of all animals which occurs in the first half is repeated in the 

second in the context of their violation of every treaty or promise they make. This 

leads to the rules defined by God for the conduct of international relations by the 

Muslim community, both with those who take a hostile attitude and those who wish 

to live in peace with it. Some of these rules are provisional and some final. 

Up to this point, the nature and sequence of issues discussed in the second half of 

the s rah mirror the first half, with some more details on rules governing relations 

with other communities. As the s rah draws to its close, it adds certain issues and 

rules to complete the picture. God reminds His Messenger and the believers of His 

favour of bringing about unity of their hearts, which could not have been 

accomplished except through God’s will and grace. The Prophet and the believers are 

also reassured that God will protect them. God then commands His messenger to 

encourage his followers to fight, making it clear that, with their faith and if they 

remain steadfast, they are a good match to a force of unbelievers ten times their 

number, because the unbelievers are devoid of understanding, since they do not 

believe. When they are at their weakest, the believers are equal to twice their 

number, provided they remain steadfast. God is sure to support those who are 

steadfast in the defence of His cause. 

God then takes issue with the believers because of their taking ransom from their 

prisoners of war, in return for their release, when the Muslims had not yet fought 

hard to irretrievably weaken their enemy and establish their own authority. Thus the 

policy of the Islamic movement in different stages and conditions is established and 

shown to be flexible, looking at every stage and what responses are suitable for it. 

The s rah tells the believers how to treat prisoners of war, and how to present the 

Islamic faith to them in a fair manner to encourage them to embrace it. God makes it 

clear to the prisoners of war that to resort to treachery again is futile. It was God who 

gave the believers mastery over them when they played false to Him by refusing to 

believe in Him and His Messenger. Should they try to play false to the Prophet, God 
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will most certainly hand them over to him. 

The final passage in the s rah organizes internal relations within the Muslim 

community, and its relations with groups that embrace Islam but remain away from 

the land of Islam. It also regulates relations between the Muslim community and 

unbelievers in certain cases, and in general. These rules clearly show the nature of 

the Muslim community and the Islamic approach to its relations with others. It is 

absolutely manifest that Islam will always exist in a positive, forward- looking and 

proactive community. All the rules governing its internal and external relations are 

based on this fact. It is simply not possible to separate the faith and the law from the 

positive, proactive approach and the sound structure of the Muslim community. 
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1 

Different Types of Victory 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

They ask you about the spoils of war. Say: 

The spoils of war belong to God and the 

Messenger. So, have fear of God and set 

right your internal relations. Obey God 

and His Messenger, if you are true 

believers. (1) 

True believers are only those whose hearts 

are filled with awe whenever God is 

mentioned, and whose faith is strengthened 

whenever His revelations are recited to 

them. In their Lord do they place their 

trust. (2) 

 They attend regularly to their prayers and 

spend on others some of what We have 

provided them with. (3) 

It is those who are truly believers. They 

shall be given high ranks with their Lord, 

and forgiveness of sins and generous 

provisions. (4) 

Just as your Lord brought you forth from 

your home for the truth, even though some 
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of the believers were averse to it. (5) 

They would argue with you about the truth 

even after it had become manifest, just as if 

they were being driven to certain death and 

saw it with their very eyes. (6) 

God promised you that one of the two hosts 

would fall to you. It was your wish that the 

one which was not powerful to be yours, but 

it was God’s will to establish the truth in 

accordance with His words and to wipe out 

the unbelievers. (7) 

Thus He would certainly establish the 

truth firmly and show false- hood to be 

false, however hateful this might be to the 

evildoers. (8) 

When you implored your Lord for help, He 

answered: `I will reinforce you with a 

thousand angels advancing in ranks.’ (9) 

God made this only as good news with 

which to reassure your hearts, for victory 

comes only from God. Indeed, God is 

Almighty, Wise. (10) 

He made slumber fall upon you, as an 

assurance from Him, and He sent down 

water from the sky to cleanse you and to 

remove from you Satan’s filth, to strengthen 
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your hearts and steady your footsteps. (11) 

Your Lord inspired the angels, saying: `I 

am with you. So, give courage to the 

believers. I shall cast terror into the hearts 

of the unbelievers. Strike, then, their necks 

and strike off their every fingertip.’ (12) 

This is because they have defied God and 

His Messenger. Whoever defies God and 

His Messenger [will find out that] God is 

severe in retribution. (13) 

This is for you, [enemies of God]! Taste it, 

then. The unbelievers shall be made to 

suffer the torment of fire. (14) 

Believers, when you meet in battle those 

who disbelieve, do not turn your backs to 

them in flight. (15) 

Anyone who turns his back to them on 

that day, except when manoeuvring for 

battle or in an endeavour to join another 

troop, shall incur God’s wrath, and hell 

shall be his abode: how vile a journey’s end. 

(16) 

It was not you who slew them, but it was 

God who slew them. When you threw [a 

handful of dust], it was not your act, but 
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God’s, so that He might put the believers 

through a fair test of His own making. 

Indeed, God hears all and knows all. (17) 

That is so; it is God who shall make feeble 

the schemes of the unbelievers. (18) 

If you were seeking a judgement, then a 

judgement has come to you. If you desist, it 

will be best for you; and if you revert to 

your erring ways, We will also be back 

[with Our punishment]. Your host, 

numerous as it may be, shall avail you 

nothing; for God is with the believers. (19) 

Believers, obey God and His Messenger, 

and do not turn away from him now that 

you have heard [his message]. (20) 

Do not be like those who say: `We have 

heard,’ while they do not listen. (21) 

Indeed, the worst of all creatures, in 

God’s sight, are the deaf and dumb who 

are devoid of reason. (22) 

If God had known of any good in them, 

He would certainly have made them hear. 

But even if He were to make them hear, 

they would have turned away and 

refused to listen. (23) 

Believers, respond to the call of God and 

the Messenger when he calls you to that 
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which will give you life, and know that 

God comes in between a man and his 

heart, and that to Him you shall all be 

gathered. (24) 

Beware of temptation that does not lure 

only those among you who are 

wrongdoers. Know that God is severe in 

retribution. (25) 

Remember when you were few and helpless 

in the land, fearful lest people do away with 

you: how He sheltered you, strengthened 

you with His support and provided you 

with many good things so that you might be 

grateful. (26) 

Believers, do not betray God and the 

Messenger, nor knowingly betray the trust 

that has been reposed in you. (27) 

Know that your worldly goods and your 

children are but a trial, and that with God 

there is a great reward. (28) 

Believers, if you remain God- fearing, He 

will give you a standard by which to discern 

the true from the false, and will wipe off 

your bad deeds, and forgive you. God’s 

bounty is great indeed. (29) 
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Muslims may gain in their campaigns to serve God’s cause. Those who fought in the 
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first major battle that took place at Badr between the newly-established Muslim state 

and the pagan Arabs disputed among themselves over its distribution. God gives 

here His ruling and reminds them of their need to fear and obey Him, and also obey 

His Messenger. He reminds them of their faith and that they need to live up to its 

values. 

God also reminds them that they had hoped to gain a trade caravan, but God 

wanted something much better for them: strength and victory. He further puts before 

their eyes the factors that made the battle go in their favour when they were facing 

an enemy who was far superior to them in numerical strength and equipment. They 

were given support by angels. Rain gave them water to drink, and made the terrain 

firmer so that they were not impeded by a sandy battleground. Slumber 

overwhelmed them to give them calmness and reassurance. Their enemies were 

overwhelmed with fear, and ended up suffering stern punishment. 

The believers are commanded to remain steadfast in every battle, no matter how 

strong and unassailable their enemies may initially appear to be. It is God who plans, 

acts and kills. They are merely a means with which He accomplishes His will. He 

may do with them what He pleases. 

The s rah then ridicules the unbelievers who, before the battle, were keen to 

precipitate God’s will, appealing to God to bring about the defeat of the party which 

was far more astray and ready to sever relations of kinship. He tells them that their 

appeal is granted. It also warns the believers against behaving like the hypocrites 

who hear God’s message but do not listen or respond to it. 

The passage concludes with appeals to the believers to respond to God and His 

Messenger when he calls on them to follow the path that gives them life, although it 

may appear at first sight to involve death and being killed in battle. It reminds them 

of the days when they were few in number, oppressed, living in fear, but God gave 

them shelter and granted them support and victory. It promises them that God will 

give them a clear criterion if they continue to fear Him. That will be in addition to 

forgiveness of their sins and abounding grace that makes all spoils of war appear 

petty and trivial. 

Dispute Over the Spoils of War 

They ask you about the spoils of war. Say: “The spoils of war belong to God and the 

Messenger. So, have fear of God and set right your internal relations. Obey God and 

His Messenger, if you are true believers.” True believers are only those whose hearts 

are filled with awe whenever God is mentioned, and whose faith is strengthened 

whenever His revelations are recited to them. In their Lord do they place their trust. 
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They attend regularly to their prayers and spend on others some of what We have 

provided them with. It is those who are truly believers. They shall be given high ranks 

with their Lord, and forgiveness of sins and generous provisions. (Verses 1-4) 

 We mentioned in the Prologue a number of reports speaking about the reasons for 

the revelation of these verses. It is useful to add here some more reports in order to 

be fully aware of the prevailing atmosphere at the time when the s rah was revealed, 

particularly those verses that speak of the spoils of war. This will give us a clear view 

of the actual situation of the Muslim community after its first major battle since the 

establishment of the Muslim state in Madinah. 

In his commentary on the Qur’ n, Ibn Kathīr quotes a report related by Abū 

D wūd, al-Nas ’ī and others on the authority of Ibn `Abb s who says: “On the day of 

the Battle of Badr, the Prophet said: `Whoever does this or that shall have so and so.’ 

The young ones among the Muslims fought hard to establish their claims, while the 

older people held the banners. When it was time to distribute the booty, they pressed 

their claims. The older people said: `Do not take it all for yourselves, for we were 

providing you with support. Had you suffered a setback, you would have needed 

our cover.’ There was a dispute over the matter between them. So God revealed the 

opening verse of the s rah.” 

Another report by Ibn `Abb s goes as follows: “On the day of Badr, the Prophet 

said: `Whoever kills an enemy soldier shall have this and that, and whoever brings a 

prisoner shall have so and so.’ A man called Abū al-Yasīr brought two men he had 

taken prisoner and said: `Messenger of God, you have promised us.’ Sa`d ibn 

`Ub dah said: `Messenger of God, if you were to give only to these people, nothing 

will be left for your Companions. We did not stay behind because we thought little of 

the reward or out of cowardice. We only stayed behind to provide you with 

protection, should the enemy attack you from behind.’ A dispute broke out, and the 

first verse of the s rah was revealed. God also revealed Verse 41 which outlines the 

distribution of the spoils of war. 

Im m Ahmad relates on the authority of Sa`d ibn Abī Waqq ş: “On the day of the 

Battle of Badr, my brother, `Umayr, was killed. However, I managed to kill Sa`īd ibn 

al-` ş and took his sword which was called Dhu’l-Kuthayfah. I brought it to the 

Prophet, but he said: `Go and put it with the rest of the booty.’ As I went back, only 

God could know how distressed I was as a result of the killing of my brother and 

being deprived of my gain. I walked only a short distance before the s rah entitled al-

Anf l was revealed. God’s Messenger said to me: `Go and claim your gain.”‘ 

Im m Ahmad also relates a different version on the authority of Sa’d himself who 

says: “I said to the Prophet: `Messenger of God, by God’s grace I have taken my 

revenge against the unbelievers. Grant me this sword.’ He said: `This sword belongs 
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neither to you nor to me. Put it down.’ I did, and went away saying to myself that he 

may give the sword to someone who might not have fought as hard as I did. A voice 

was then calling me from behind. I said: `Has God revealed something concerning 

me?’ He said: `You asked me to give you the sword when it was not mine. Now it 

has been given to me, and I gift it to you.’ He added that it was then that the opening 

verse of the s rah was revealed.” 

These reports describe the general atmosphere that prevailed at that time. Some of 

us may wonder at the fighters at Badr disputing over the spoils. These fighters were 

the followers of Islam in its very early days. They belonged either to the Muh jirīn, 

who migrated from Makkah, their hometown, leaving behind all their possessions 

for no reason other than to serve God’s cause, or to the Anş r of Madinah who 

received the Muh jirīn and shared with them their homes and property, denying 

them nothing. These were the ones who are described by God in the Qur’ n as ones 

“who love those who have come over to them; they harbour in their hearts no grudge for 

whatever the others have been given, but rather give them preference over themselves, even 

though poverty be their lot.” (59: 9) But these reports give us part of the answer. Being 

given something of the spoils of war was in itself a testimony for having fought hard. 

Those people were keen to have such a testimony from God’s Messenger and from 

God Himself, in the first major battle which saw them triumph over the unbelievers. 

That keenness overshadowed something of great importance, namely, to maintain 

kindly relations and to promote bonds of brotherhood among themselves. When 

these verses were revealed, they recognized their fault. `Ub dah ibn al-Ş mit says: 

“These verses speak about us, the people of Badr, when we disputed over the spoils 

of war and behaved in an unbecoming way. God took it away from us and gave it to 

His Messenger (peace be upon him).” 

God gives them a verbal and practical lesson. The whole question of dividing the 

spoils of war was taken away from them and given to the Prophet himself. Then He 

revealed His verdict on how all spoils of war should be shared out. It was no longer 

the right over which they might dispute. It was something that was given to them by 

God’s grace, and the Prophet would divide it among them in accordance with his 

Lord’s instructions. In addition to this edifying experience, they were given 

directives that begin with this opening verse: “They ask you about the spoils of war. Say: 

‘The spoils of war belong to God and the Messenger. So, have fear of God and set right your 

internal relations. Obey God and His Messenger, if you are true believers.’” (Verse 1) 

Essential Qualities of Believers 

Thus, the opening verse of the s rah reminds the hearts of those who disputed 

over the booty that they should maintain fear of God. Glory be to the Creator who 



Al-Anfāl (The Spoils of War) | DIFFERENT TYPES OF VICTORY 

 63

knows all hearts’ secrets. It is only the fear of God and the desire to earn His pleasure 

in this life, as well as in the life to come, that turns human hearts away from valuing 

the riches and pleasures of this world and disputing over them, even though such a 

dispute should also have an overtone of having a testimony for fighting hard to serve 

God’s cause. A heart that does not turn in its totality to God, fearing to incur His 

anger and seeking to earn His pleasure, will never be able to get rid of the temptation 

of worldly comforts and riches. Fearing God is what makes people’s hearts willing to 

be guided with ease and humility so that they can maintain friendly relations and 

promote bonds of brotherhood between them: “So, have fear of God and set right your 

internal relations.” (Verse 1) It is through fearing God that they are led to total 

obedience of God and His Messenger: “Obey God and His Messenger, if are true 

believers.” (Verse 1) 

The first aspect of obedience in this connection is to submit to His ruling over the 

spoils of war. It no longer belonged to any one of the fighters. The entire booty 

belongs to God and His Messenger, and they have sole discretion over its use. Those 

believers could only submit to God’s ruling and the Prophet’s division of the booty 

with easy hearts and happy minds. They also needed to maintain their brotherly 

relationship which nothing could weaken, provided that “you are true believers”. 

(Verse 1) 

Faith must have a practical example to testify to its applicability and to 

demonstrate how it works. The Prophet says: “Faith does not come about through 

wishful thinking or maintaining appearances. True faith is that which establishes 

roots in people’s hearts and to which action gives credence.” This is the reason for 

frequently repeating this final phrase in the Qur’ n in order to stress the meaning of 

faith outlined by the Prophet. It thus becomes a practical definition of faith so that it 

is no longer thought to be a mere verbal statement that has no practical correlative. 

This is followed by an outline of the qualities of true faith, as God wants it to be: 

“True believers are only those whose hearts are filled with awe whenever God is mentioned, 

and whose faith is strengthened whenever His revelations are recited to them. In their Lord do 

they place their trust. They attend regularly to their prayers and spend on others some of 

what We have provided them with. It is those who are truly believers. They shall be given high 

ranks with their Lord, and forgiveness of sins and generous provisions.” (Verses 2-4) 

     The Qur’ nic style is extremely accurate in its choice of words, in order to provide 

a very clear statement of the meaning it wants to impart. Here we have the phrase 

“only those” in order to limit the meaning of having faith to those who have these 

qualities. When we have such a limiting expression, no one could try to give a 

subjective interpretation of these qualities, claiming for example that they refer to 

`people with complete faith’. Had God meant it that way He would have said it. 

What we have here is a highly definitive statement which tells us that only the 
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people who have such qualities and who act and feel in this way are believers. Those 

who do not have all these qualities are not believers. At the end of these opening 

verses, a repeat statement is given to re-emphasize this fact: “It is those who are truly 

believers.” (Verse 4) People who are not `truly’ believers do not believe at all. Qur’ nic 

expressions and statements interpret one another. God says elsewhere in the Qur’ n: 

“What may differ with the truth other than error.” Hence, only error stands opposite to 

the truth. Those who do not belong to the `truly believers’ cannot be described as 

`having faith, though it may be less than complete’. A definitive Qur’ nic statement 

cannot be interpreted at will in such an ambiguous manner. 

The early Muslims realized that a person who does not have such qualities and 

whose actions do not conform to these descriptions is not a believer at all. 

Commenting on the Qur’ nic verse that states, “True believers are only those whose 

hearts are filled with awe whenever God is mentioned,” Ibn `Abb s says: “When 

hypocrites perform worship duties, nothing touches their hearts as they mention 

God. They do not believe in any of God’s signs, and they do not rely on Him. When 

they are alone, they neither pray nor pay zak t. Hence, God describes them as 

unbelievers, and then He describes the believers, saying: “True believers are only those 

whose hearts are filled with awe whenever God is mentioned.” Hence, they do the duties 

He requires them to do. “And whose faith is strengthened whenever His revelations are 

recited to them.” They feel the truth of these revelations as they listen to them. “In their 

Lord do they place their trust.” They rely only on Him, seeking nothing from anyone 

else.” 

As we proceed with our commentary, we will see clearly that without such 

qualities, faith does not exist. It is not a matter of having complete or less than 

complete faith, but whether faith exists or not. 

“True believers are only those whose hearts are filled with awe whenever God is 

mentioned.” (Verse 2) It is a feeling of awe that fills a believer’s heart when God’s 

name is mentioned in connection with any duty. The believer feels God’s greatness 

and majesty, and he remembers God’s greatness and how imperfect his own attitude 

is. All this provides strong motivation for him to act. Or it may be described in the 

words of Umm al-Dard ’, a lady Companion of the Prophet who said: “A feeling of 

awe is similar to a burning sensation that causes you to tremble. When you 

experience that, then pray to God, for such prayer is sure to give you comfort.” It is a 

situation that leaves its effect on people’s hearts, and they need to appeal to God for 

comfort. This is exactly what a believer experiences when he is reminded of God in 

connection with any order. He will then do what he is bid and refrain from what he 

is forbidden. 

“And whose faith is strengthened whenever His revelations are recited to them.” (Verse 2) 

A believing heart is sure to find in the Qur’ nic verses what gives him strength of 
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faith and reassurance. The Qur’ n deals directly with human hearts, without any 

intermediary. Only disbelief can place a barrier between human hearts and the 

Qur’ n. When the barrier is removed by faith, a believing heart will begin to 

appreciate the Qur’ n and watch his faith grow stronger until he finds complete 

reassurance. Just as the Qur’ nic effect strengthens the faith of a believer, a believing 

heart is the only one to appreciate the Qur’ nic directives. Hence, this fact is often 

stressed in statements like: “Surely, in this there are signs for believers.” And “Certainly, 

in this there are signs for people who believe.” This is succinctly expressed by one of the 

Prophet’s Companions who describes their community as one which was given faith 

before it was given the Qur’ n. 

Practising What We Preach 

The Prophet’s Companions were indeed models of true believers. The Qur’ n had 

a special effect on them, enhanced by the general atmosphere in their community in 

which people tried their best to practically live by the Qur’ n and not confine 

themselves to an intellectual appreciation of its meaning. We have mentioned certain 

reports that relate the incident leading to the revelation of the opening verse of the 

s rah. These reports speak of Sa`d ibn M lik30 who requested the Prophet to give him 

a particular sword before the revelation that gave the Prophet complete control over 

the spoils of war and how they were to be distributed. The Prophet said to him: “This 

sword belongs neither to you nor to me. Put it down.” When Sa`d complied with this 

instruction and went away, and was then called back, he feared that his request 

might have been answered by revelation. Quoting Sa`d, the report goes on: “I said: 

Has God revealed something concerning me?” The Prophet told him: “You asked me 

to give you this sword when it was not mine. Now it has been given to me, and I gift 

it to you.” Thus did they live with their Lord and with the Qur’ n which was being 

revealed. That was great indeed, taking place in a remarkable period of human 

history. Those Companions of the Prophet were thus able to appreciate the Qur’ n in 

their own exemplary way. The fact that they conducted their own practical affairs, 

guided by the Qur’ nic directives made their own appreciation of the Qur’ n both 

practical and highly effective. While no repeat of the first aspect is possible in the 

sense that no human community could receive the Qur’ n directly anymore, yet the 

type of interaction with the Qur’ n that characterized the community of the 

Prophet’s Companions can certainly be repeated. It only requires a community of 

believers to try to establish this religion of Islam in practical life just like the first 

Muslim community did. Such a community of believers will certainly have the same 

type of appreciation of the Qur’ n and will have their faith increased whenever it is 

recited, because, to start with, it is a believing community. For them, true faith 
                                                 
30 M lik is also known as Abū Waqq ş. Therefore Sa`d is often referred to as Sa`d ibn Abī Waqq ş. 
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requires that they take action to establish this religion in practice after j hiliyyah had 

regained control over the whole world. To them, faith is not confined to wishful 

thinking, but it means something that is deeply rooted in one’s heart and to which 

credence is given through action. 

 “In their Lord do they place their trust.” (Verse 2) The way this statement is phrased 

signifies that they rely on God alone, associating no one with Him from whom to 

request help. Ibn Kathīr explains the significance of this statement fully as he says: 

“They place their hopes in none other than Him, turn to no one other than Him, seek 

no one else’s protection, address their appeals only to Him and turn for help to no 

one other than Him. They know that whatever He wishes will be accomplished and 

what He does not will never take place. They also know that He alone has complete 

control over the whole universe, with no one needed to endorse, ratify, or confirm 

His judgement. He is also fast in reckoning. For this reason, Sa`īd ibn Jubayr says: 

“True reliance on God is the net sum of faith.” 

This is the practical meaning of pure faith in God’s oneness, addressing all 

worship completely and purely to Him alone. It is not possible for any person to 

have true faith in God as the only Lord in the universe and yet rely on someone other 

than Him. Those who find themselves relying on someone other than God must first 

of all search in their own hearts to discover whether they truly believe in God. 

To rely on God alone does not prevent anyone from taking action or precaution. A 

believer takes precautions against any eventuality as a sign of believing in God and 

obeying Him, as He has ordered us to do so. But a true believer does not consider his 

actions and precautions as the only causes to give the effects they produce, to the 

extent that he relies only on such actions and precautions. What produces these 

effects, and indeed brings their causes into being, is God’s will. In a believer’s heart, 

the cause and effect relationship is not self-enforcing. A believer takes action in order 

to obey God. But the results and effects come about by God’s own will which is 

totally independent from the causes leading to it. Such will is determined by God 

alone. In this way, a believer does not feel controlled by such actions and causes. 

Nevertheless, he tries his best to take every precaution hoping that he will be 

rewarded for doing so in obedience to God. 

Modern j hiliyyah which describes itself as `scientific’ has tried hard to emphasize 

the “inevitability of natural laws”, in order to deny God’s will and whatever God has 

chosen not to make known to us. All its attempts and the manipulation of all means 

at its disposal have shown it to be powerless in the face of God’s will. It was 

eventually forced to admit its inability to make future predictions with any degree of 

certainty or inevitability. It then resorted to what it terms `the theory of probabilities’ 

in the material world. Whatever used to be `inevitable’ in its lexicon has come to be 

considered only `probable’. Ghayb, which is the Qur’ nic term for what lies beyond 
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the reach of human perception, remains a sealed secret. Furthermore, God’s will 

remains the only true certainty. The only inevitable law is that expressed in the 

Qur’ nic statement: “You never know but God may well cause something new to come 

about.” (65: 1) This statement refers to the fact that God’s will is free, unrestrained. It 

lies behind the natural laws which God has set into operation to control the universe 

according to His will. 

Sir James Jeans, a renowned British physicist says: 

The old science had confidently proclaimed that nature could follow only one 

road, the road which was mapped out from the beginning of time to its end by the 

continuous chain of cause and effect; state A was inevitably succeeded by state B. So 

far the new science has only been able to say that state A may be followed by state B 

or C or D or by innumerable other states. It can, it is true, say that B is more likely 

than C, C than D, and so on; it can even specify the relative probabilities of states B, C 

and D. But, just because it has to speak in terms of probabilities, it cannot predict 

with certainty which state will follow which; this is a matter which lies on the knees 

of the gods — whatever gods there be.31 

When a person has rid his mind of the pressure of apparent causes, it is left with 

the only alternative of relying completely on God. It realizes that God’s will is the 

only cause for all that happens, and that this is the only true certainty. Apparent 

causes produce only probabilities. With this truth, Islamic faith enables the human 

mind to bridge a great gulf. Modern j hiliyyah has spent three centuries in order to 

arrive at the first intellectual stage in bridging that gulf. But it has not made any 

progress towards bridging it in as far as beliefs are concerned, or with regard to the 

far-reaching practical effects that result from it, in accepting God’s will and dealing 

with it as apparent causes and forces. Bridging that gulf means the total liberation of 

mankind, intellectually, politically, socially and morally and, above all, in matters of 

faith. It is not possible for man to achieve this freedom if he were to remain under the 

yoke of `inevitabilities’ that would undoubtedly lead him to submission to the will of 

human beings or the will of nature. Any inevitability other than that of God’s will 

serves as a basis for submission to something else. Hence, the Qur’ n emphasizes the 

need to rely on God alone, making it an essential condition of faith. In Islam, the 

basic concept of belief is a complete whole. It must interact as such in the practical 

model which this religion of Islam provides for human life. 

“They attend regularly to their prayers.” (Verse 3) In this quality we find a visible 

aspect of faith, after we had seen some of its invisible ones. Faith is defined as that 

which is deeply rooted in one’s heart and to which credence is given through action. 

Action is, therefore, the practical aspect of faith which appears to all people 

                                                 
31 Sir James Jeans, The Mysterious Universe, Cambridge University Press, 1931, pp. 18-19. 
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signifying that the person who takes such action is a person of faith. Regular 

attendance to prayer does not signify its mere performance. It is the performance 

which befits a servant standing in the presence of his Master (limitless is He in His 

glory). It is not the mere recitation, movement, bowing and prostration when one’s 

mind is totally oblivious to what one is actually doing. In its proper performance, 

prayer is a true evidence of faith. 

“And (they) spend on others some of what We have provided them with.” (Verse 3) This 

applies to zak t and other forms of charity. These people spend on others `some of 

what We have provided them with.’ It is God who is the provider, and whatever 

they donate is part of His provision. Qur’ nic statements are always rich in their 

connotations and the impressions they leave. Those people have not created their 

wealth. It is only part of the countless abundance which God has provided for them. 

Whatever they may spend is only part of it. They retain the rest; for whatever they 

have has been provided for them by God alone.  

These are the qualities God mentions here as signifying faith. They include 

believing in God’s oneness, responding to the mentioning of His name, being 

influenced by His revelations, placing one’s trust only in Him, offering prayer to 

Him alone and donating to others some of what He has provided for them. These 

qualities do not represent the details of faith as they have been explained elsewhere 

in the Qur’ n; but they deal with a certain situation when the Prophet’s companions 

disputed with one another over the spoils of war, allowing ill feelings to develop 

between themselves. Hence, only those qualities of the believers which are 

particularly relevant to dealing with such a situation are mentioned here. At the 

same time, they outline certain essential qualities of proper faith. If all these qualities 

are lacking, a person cannot be a true believer. It is not necessary to enlist all the 

qualities of faith here. The Qur’ nic method of cultivating the finer human qualities 

with the Qur’ n tackles only those aspects and provides only those directives that are 

useful in dealing with certain practical situations. Besides, the Qur’ n provides a 

practical method for human life, not a mere theory that it wishes to present. Hence, 

the final comment on these qualities is as follows: “It is those who are truly believers. 

They shall be given high ranks with their Lord, and forgiveness of sins and generous 

provisions.” (Verse 4) 

Here we find highlighted those qualities of true believers which are particularly 

relevant to the situation prevailing at the time of their revelation. Those companions 

of the Prophet were keen to attain martyrdom through fighting hard for God’s cause. 

A clear reference to this is given in the fact that those whose qualities are such “shall 

be given high ranks with their Lord.” (Verse 4) We also have a reference to what 

`Ub dah ibn al-Ş mit describes as bad manners and unbrotherly relations being 

clearly apparent. The passage tells us that those believers who have all these qualities 
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shall be given forgiveness by their Lord. The s rah also refers to the dispute over the 

spoils of war that took place after the battle, stating that people with such qualities of 

true believers shall have `generous provisions’ given to them by their Lord. Thus, all 

aspects of the situation are covered, whether they appeared in practical attitudes or 

were confined to feelings only. At the same time, this passage makes it very clear that 

a person who does not have any of these qualities is certainly not a true believer. 

“It is those who are truly believers.” (Verse 4) The first Muslim community was being 

taught that faith has an essence which must be felt by every believer. Faith is not 

merely a claim or a verbal statement, or wishful thinking. In an authentic adīth, a 

man from the Anş r named al- rith ibn M lik is reported to have met the Prophet 

who asked him: “How do you feel this morning, rith?” The man said: “I feel 

myself to be a true believer.” The Prophet said: “Reflect on what you say, for 

everything has an essence. What is the essence of your faith?” He answered: “This 

world is no longer of much appeal to me. Therefore, I am staying up at night and 

enduring thirst by day. (This means that he spent much of his nights in worship and 

he frequently fasted voluntarily.) I feel as though I am looking at my Lord’s throne in 

full view. I almost see the dwellers of heaven visiting one another there, and the 

people of hell uttering cries of anguish. “The Prophet said: “ rith, you have come to 

know the facts, so maintain your attitude.” He repeated his advice three times. 

This Companion of the Prophet deserved the Prophet’s testimony that he was in 

full knowledge of the facts. Yet, when he answered the Prophet’s question he not 

only mentioned his feelings, but the type of action he did in response to his 

knowledge. A person who can almost see his Lord’s throne in full view, and the 

dwellers of heaven visiting one another, and the people of hell making their cries of 

anguish will not merely look at these scenes. They leave very strong impressions on 

him that generate powerful feelings characterizing every move and action he makes. 

It is because of what he has experienced that he spends so much of his time in night 

worship and he fasts frequently, trying to refine his nature. 

True faith must be taken very seriously. It is not a mere word that people say 

while practice remains in conflict with what is said. Taking true faith seriously and 

approaching it with determination are highly important, particularly for any 

community of believers who try to re-establish the faith of Islam in practice after 

j hiliyyah has imparted its ugly colour to human life everywhere. 

Better than the Believer’s Desire 

 Now that the sūrah has established at the outset the nature of true faith, it refers 

to the battle which allowed the Muslim community to gain the spoils of war that 

became the subject of their dispute to the extent that their behaviour was not all that 
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becoming, as the Prophet’s Companion, `Ub dah ibn al-Ş mit, candidly states. The 

sūrah refers in a general way to the various events that took place, and how the 

Prophet’s companions felt and behaved in response. This reference makes it clear 

that the Prophet’s Companions were merely the means through which God’s will 

was accomplished. It is clear that all those events, and the situation that arose from 

them, including the spoils of war over which they disputed, were only made possible 

through God’s will, His planning and the help He gave to those believers. What they 

had hoped to achieve from this battle was only a small, limited gain. It could not be 

compared to what God wanted for them, to be the ones through whom the great 

divide between truth and falsehood is established in the heavens and on earth. It is 

this great criterion which is the main preoccupation of the Supreme Society in heaven 

as well as the preoccupation of the people on earth and human history generally. The 

sūrah reminds them that a group of them went into the battle against their preferred 

choice. Another party did not like that the spoils of war should be divided among 

them. Now God wanted them to realize that what they had preferred is not to be 

compared with what God prefers or what He chooses to accomplish. He knows the 

results of all matters.  

Just as your Lord brought you forth from your home for the truth, even though some 

of the believers were averse to it. They would argue with you about the truth even after 

it had become manifest, just as if they were being driven to certain death and saw it 

with their very eyes. God promised you that one of the two hosts would fall to you. It 

was your wish that the one which was not powerful to be yours, but it was God’s will 

to establish the truth in accordance with His words and to wipe out the unbelievers. 

Thus He would certainly establish the truth firmly and show falsehood to be false, 

however hateful this might be to the evildoers. When you implored your Lord for help, 

He answered: I will reinforce you with a thousand angels advancing in ranks.’ God 

made this only as good news with which to reassure your hearts, for victory comes 

only from God. Indeed, God is Almighty, Wise. He made slumber fall upon you, as an 

assurance from Him, and He sent down water from the sky to cleanse you and to 

remove from you Satan’s filth, to strengthen your hearts and steady your footsteps. 

Your Lord inspired the angels, saying: I am with you. So, give courage to the 

believers. I shall cast terror into the hearts of the unbelievers. Strike, then, their necks 

and strike off their every fingertip.’ This is because they have defied God and His 

Messenger. Whoever defies God and His Messenger [will find out that] God is severe 

in retribution. This is for you, [enemies of God]! Taste it, then. The unbelievers shall 

be made to suffer the torment of fire. (Verses 5-14) 

 God willed that the spoils of war be totally left to God and His Messenger, so that 

the Messenger (peace be upon him) would distribute them equally among them after 

retaining one-fifth which would be spent in a way to be outlined later in the s rah. 



Al-Anfāl (The Spoils of War) | DIFFERENT TYPES OF VICTORY 

 71

That would ensure that the community of believers would no longer entertain any 

thoughts about the spoils of war, which would mean that no dispute would ever 

arise over them. The Prophet would have complete authority over their distribution, 

in accordance with what God taught him. Thus, those who actually took the spoils of 

war and found themselves receiving the same shares as others would not entertain 

any ill feeling. 

God gives them this example of what they wanted for themselves and what He 

wanted for them, and accomplished through them. Thus, they know now that God’s 

choice is best for them, whether it relates to the spoils of war or to anything else. 

People know only what they have in front of them. Their knowledge does not stretch 

far beyond their own immediate world. The example given is taken from their 

practical situation, the battle that gave them their booty. What did they hope for 

when they went into battle? What did God want to establish for and through them? 

How do the two compare? The gulf between the two eventualities is wide indeed, 

stretching far beyond what human beings can visualize. 

Just as your Lord brought you forth from your home for the truth, even though some 

of the believers were averse to it. They would argue with you about the truth even after 

it had become manifest, just as if they were being driven to certain death and saw it 

with their very eyes. (Verses 5-6) 

Giving authority over the spoils of war to God and His Messenger, their 

subsequent distribution equally among all soldiers, despite expressed reservations 

by some of them is similar in a sense to the fact that God brought His Messenger 

forth from his home to fight the well-armed host when some of the believers were 

very reluctant to go into such a battle. 

In our narration of the events of the battle, as related in history books, we 

mentioned that Abū Bakr and `Umar spoke well and the Prophet consulted his 

companions after the trade caravan of the Quraysh was able to slip away and evade 

its pursuers. The battle looked imminent after it was known that the Quraysh had 

raised a large, well- equipped army. Al-Miqd d ibn `Amr also spoke well, saying: 

“Messenger of God, go ahead and do whatever you feel is best. We will never say to 

you as the Israelites had said to Moses: `Go with your Lord and fight the enemy 

while we stay behind!’ What we will say is: go with your Lord and fight the enemy 

and we will fight alongside you.” We also mentioned that all this determination was 

expressed by people from among the Muh jirīn. When the Prophet asked again for 

the views of his Companions, the Anş r recognized that he wanted to hear their view. 

Sa`d ibn Mu` dh spoke out in a very decisive and highly assuring manner. 

But all that was said by Abū Bakr, `Umar, al-Miqd d and Sa`d ibn Mu` dh (may 
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God be pleased with them all) was not shared by all those who came out of Madinah 

with the Prophet. Some of them were very reluctant to fight. They did not have the 

necessary equipment and did not have the necessary preparation for a major battle. 

They came out chasing a trade caravan, expecting to confront only a relatively small 

band that guarded it. When they learned that the Quraysh had mobilized its forces 

and brought forth its best fighters, they strongly disliked the prospect of confronting 

that army. Their dislike is described so vividly in the inimitable style of the Qur’ n: 

“Just as your Lord brought you forth from your home for the truth, even though some of the 

believers were averse to it. They would argue with you about the truth even after it had 

become manifest, just as if they were being driven to certain death and saw it with their very 

eyes.” (Verses 5-6) 

A report by Abū Ayyūb al-Anş rī runs as follows: “God’s Messenger said to us 

when we were in Madinah: `I have been told that the great caravan led by Abū 

Sufy n is on its way. What would you say to going out to intercept it? It may be that 

God will gift it to us.’ We agreed and went out with him. After we had marched for a 

day or two, he said to us: `What do you say to fighting the enemy? They have been 

told about you coming out to intercept the caravan.’ We said most firmly that we 

were not a match for the enemy, and that we wanted the trade caravan. He then 

repeated the same question, asking us what we would say to fighting the enemy. We 

repeated the same answer. Al-Miqd d ibn `Amr, however, said: `We will not say to 

you, Messenger of God, what Moses was told by his people when they said, “Go 

with your Lord and fight while we stay behind.” We, the Anş r, wished that we had 

said the same as al-Miqd d ibn `Amr. That would have been far more preferable to 

us than being in great wealth.” God then revealed to His Messenger the verses 

starting with: “Just as your Lord brought you forth from your home for the truth, even 

though some of the believers were averse to it.” (Verse 5) 

Such, then, were the feelings of some Muslims. To them fighting was unwelcome. 

The Qur’ n describes their attitude in these words: “As if they were being driven to 

certain death and saw it with their very eyes.” (Verse 6) That was the situation when the 

truth was clearly manifest, and when they knew that God had promised them that 

one of the two enemy hosts would fall to them. They realized that they had no choice 

left after one host, the trade caravan, had escaped them. Their only choice was to 

confront the other host, the Quraysh army, which God willed to fall to them, 

regardless of the disparity between the two parties in terms of fighters and military 

equipment. 

This is a situation where human weakness is exposed in the face of imminent 

danger. Here we see the effect of actual confrontation, despite firm conviction. The 

picture the Qur’ n paints should make us more realistic when we assess the 

requirements of conviction in the face of practical pressures. We must not overlook 
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human ability at the time of confrontation. We must not despair when people 

generally, including our own group, shake as they face danger, although they are 

true believers at heart. It is sufficient that people proceed along the proper way and 

face up to the danger, making a solid stand after the initial hesitation. Those people 

were the ones who fought the Battle of Badr and concerning whom the Prophet said: 

“How can you tell? It may be that God has looked at the people of Badr and said: `Do 

as you please, for I have forgiven you all.” That is all that may be said here. 

An Aim Superior to All Human Hopes 

 The Muslim group continued to wish that they would have to face the less 

powerful host, rather than the Quraysh army. “God promised you that one of the two 

hosts would fall to you. It was your wish that the one which was not powerful to be yours.” 

(Verse 7) This was their wish, but God wanted a different prospect for them. He 

wanted to accomplish a different purpose through them: “But it was God’s will to 

establish the truth in accordance with His words and to wipe out the unbelievers. Thus He 

would certainly establish the truth firmly and show falsehood to be false, however hateful this 

might be to the evildoers.” (Verses 7-8) 

By His grace, God did not want the encounter to be one that brings materialistic 

gains. He wanted it to be a full-fledged battle between truth and falsehood, so that 

the truth could triumph and be well established, and falsehood be proven and seen 

as false. He wanted the unbelievers to be routed, suffering heavy losses and many of 

them to be taken captive. Thus, they would be humiliated and their power greatly 

weakened while the banner of Islam would remain hoisted high and God’s will 

enforced. In this way, God gives power to the Muslim community which implements 

the code of living God has revealed. Through such implementation, the principle of 

God’s oneness is firmly established, while tyranny and falsehood are completely 

shattered. God wanted all this to be earned and merited through endeavour and 

hard struggle both in practical life and on the battlefield, not to be a gift granted 

haphazardly, for God does not do anything haphazardly. 

Yes, God willed that this Muslim community should become a nation and a state 

having power and authority. He wanted it to measure its true power against that of 

its enemies, and to gain the upper hand using only a portion of its power. Thus, it 

would learn that victory is not guaranteed by numerical strength, heavy armament, 

material power or wealth. True victory is guaranteed by the strength of the bond that 

links believers’ hearts and minds with God’s might which overpowers everything. 

God’s will was such that all this should come through practical experience, and not 

be limited to a conceptual belief. Such an experience would give the small Muslim 

community a guiding line for its whole future. Every Muslim group, whenever and 

 



Al-Anfāl (The Spoils of War) | DIFFERENT TYPES OF VICTORY 

 74

wherever it lives, can be certain that it can overcome its enemies, no matter how 

greatly superior they may be in numbers and equipment. This fact could not have 

been so profoundly impressed on the believers’ minds without that experience of a 

decisive battle between faith and tyranny. 

Anyone can see at any time the vast gulf between what that small Muslim 

community wanted for itself and what it thought to be of benefit on the one hand, 

and the much better outcome God willed for it on the other. As he appreciates the 

difference, he knows how mistaken people are when they think that they can choose 

for themselves better than what God chooses for them, or when they are deeply hurt 

by taking some small risks or experiencing minor harm to which God may expose 

them, while it is calculated to bring them unthinkable and immeasurable benefit. 

How do the hopes of that Muslim community compare with what God willed and 

chose for them? Had they been given the trade caravan, or the band with little 

power, their encounter would have been nothing more than a small raid that gained 

them a caravan. The Battle of Badr, on the other hand, remains and will always be 

remembered in history as a story of faith, a profound victory that distinguishes truth 

from falsehood. It is the story of the triumph of truth, supported by a small, poorly 

equipped host over enemies that boasted great superiority in numbers and 

equipment. It is the story of the triumph of hearts that have been purged from their 

own weakness and that have established a firm bond with God. Not only so, but it is 

the story of the triumph of a small band of hearts that included quite a few who were 

reluctant to fight. As these hearts still had firm conviction of the soundness of the 

values of the message they believed in and were certain where true power lay, they 

were able to triumph first over their own desires. They went into the battle when 

every indication showed the side of falsehood to be overpowering, but through faith 

that community overturned the scales and the truth was triumphant. 

In all its particular circumstances, the Battle of Badr sets a great example in human 

history, setting out the law that brings victory or defeat and revealing the true factors 

of each. It is an open book to be read by all generations at all times and in all places, 

giving the same message that remains always true. It speaks of a law that God willed 

to remain operative as long as the heavens and the earth remain in existence. The 

Muslim community that struggles today for the rebirth of Islam on earth, after the 

whole world has succumbed to j hiliyyah, should reflect deeply on Badr and the 

decisive values it presents. This community must reflect on the great difference 

between what human beings may wish for themselves and what God may will for 

them: “God promised you that one of the two hosts would fall to you. It was your wish that 

the one which was not powerful to be yours, but it was God’s will to establish the truth in 

accordance with His words and to wipe out the unbelievers. Thus He would certainly 

establish the truth firmly and show falsehood to be false, however hateful this might be to the 
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evildoers.” (Verses 7-8) 

 The Muslim community which tries today to re-establish Islam in human life may 

not have attained the standard of that small Muslim community that fought the 

Battle of Badr. However, the standards, values and general directives that applied to 

Badr, its circumstances and outcome, as well as the Qur’ nic comments on that 

Battle, remain applicable to it. They point out the attitude the Muslim community 

should adopt at every stage, because those standards, values and directives remain 

valid as long as life continues in the heavens and on earth, and as long as there 

remains on this planet a Muslim community facing up to j hiliyyah and trying to re-

establish Islam in practice. 

An Appeal and a Response 

 At this point, the s rah recalls the atmosphere of the Battle of Badr, the 

circumstances leading to it and the attitudes adopted prior to the Battle and during 

it. It paints a complete picture of the conditions that the Muslims were in, what God 

planned for them and how the victory they attained was part of His planning. In the 

inimitable style of the Qur’ n, the whole situation is brought back to them with its 

different scenes, events, feelings and reactions so that they could relive it, but this  

time in the light of Qur’ nic directives. Thus they are able to appreciate its true 

dimensions that go far beyond Badr, the Arabian Peninsula and the whole earth to 

stretch across the universe and reach up to the Highest Society. It also goes beyond 

the day of Badr, Arabian and human history in general, and beyond this life to reach 

to the time of reckoning in the life to come and the perfect reward. The Muslim 

community is thus enabled to appreciate its value in God’s sight, and how He values 

the moves and actions of individuals and communities in the service of their faith. 

 When you implored your Lord for help, He answered: “I will reinforce you with a 

thousand angels advancing in ranks.” God made this only as good news with which to 

reassure your hearts, for victory comes only from God. Indeed, God is Almighty, Wise. 

He made slumber fall upon you, as an assurance from Him, and He sent down water 

from the sky to cleanse you and to remove from you Satan’s filth, to strengthen your 

hearts and steady your footsteps. Your Lord inspired the angels, saying: “I am with 

you. So, give courage to the believers. I shall cast terror into the hearts of the 

unbelievers. Strike, then, their necks and strike off their every fingertip.” This is 

because they have defied God and His Messenger. Whoever defies God and His 

Messenger [will find out that] God is severe in retribution. This is for you, [enemies of 

God]! Taste it, then. The unbelievers shall be made to suffer the torment of fire. 

(Verses 9-14) 
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The whole battle is conducted by God’s will and according to His careful 

planning. The actors are God’s soldiers whom He directs and commands. The whole 

scene is painted so vividly through the Qur’ nic expressions that bring it alive as if it 

is happening here and now. 

As for the appeal for God’s help, Im m Ahmad relates on `Umar ibn al-Kha b’s 

authority: “On the Day of Badr, the Prophet looked at his Companions who 

numbered a little over three hundred, and he looked at the unbelievers who were 

over one thousand. The Prophet turned his face towards the qiblah (i.e. the direction 

faced by Muslims in prayer), wearing both his garments and prayed earnestly, 

saying: `My Lord, fulfil Your promise to me. My Lord, if this group of believers are 

left to perish, You will not be worshipped on earth.’ He continued his imploring 

prayer until his top garment fell off his shoulders. Abū Bakr took his garment and 

put it back on him. He held him from behind and said: `Messenger of God, not so 

hard in your appeal to your Lord. He will surely grant you what He has promised 

you.’ The verse was then revealed which says: “When you implored your Lord for help, 

He answered: ‘I will reinforce you with a thousand angels advancing in ranks.’” (Verse 9) 

There are numerous detailed reports that mention the angels who came to support 

the Muslims on the day of Badr, their number, how they took part in the battle, what 

they said to reassure the believers and what they said to dishearten the unbelievers. 

Following our method in this work, we confine ourselves in all matters that relate to 

the realm that lies beyond the reach of human perception only to the authentic 

statements in the Qur’ n and the adīth. The Qur’ nic text in this connection gives us 

enough information: “When you implored your Lord for help, He answered: ‘I will reinforce 

you with a thousand angels advancing in ranks.’” (Verse 9) This is then the angels’ 

number. “Your Lord inspired the angels, saying: ‘I am with you. So, give courage to the 

believers. I shall cast terror into the hearts of the unbelievers. Strike, then, their necks and 

strike off their every fingertip.’” (Verse 12) Such is, then, the task assigned to them. We 

need not go into any details beyond this statement. It is sufficient for our purposes 

that we should know that God did not abandon the Muslim community to their own 

devices on that day, when they were much inferior in number to their enemies. The 

Highest Society played an active part in the determination of what happened to the 

Muslim army and to Islam, along the lines described by God Himself in the Qur’ n. 

In a chapter entitled, The Angels’ Presence at Badr, al-Bukh rī relates on the 

authority of Rif `ah ibn R fi`: “Gabriel came to the Prophet (peace be upon him) and 

said: ‘What status do you assign to the people of Badr among you?’ He answered: 

‘They are among the best Muslims’, or he might have said something similar. Gabriel 

said: `And so do we count the angels who were present at Badr.’’ [Related by al-

Bukh rī]. 

 “When you implored your Lord for help, He answered: ‘I will reinforce you with a 
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thousand angels advancing in ranks.’ God made this only as good news with which to 

reassure your hearts, for victory comes only from God. Indeed, God is Almighty, Wise.” 

(Verses 9-10) Their Lord, then, answered their appeal and informed them that He 

had decided to reinforce them with a thousand angels moving in close ranks. Greatly 

significant as this decision is, indicating the great value assigned by God to those 

believers and the faith of Islam, God does not want the Muslims to understand that 

there is a mechanical process of a direct cause leading to a definite effect. The whole 

matter is referred back to Him so that the Muslims maintain the right beliefs and 

concepts. This whole response, enforcement, and the revelation announcing it were 

merely given as happy news to reassure the believers’ hearts. Victory itself comes 

only from God. This is a basic fact of faith restated here so that Muslims do not attach 

undue importance to any particular cause or factor. 

It was sufficient that the Muslims should do their best and exert their maximum 

effort, overcoming the initial shock some of them experienced as they found 

themselves facing real danger. All they needed to do was to actually proceed in 

obedience of God, assured of His support. In other words, they needed to fulfil their 

part and leave the rest to God’s will. It is He who plans matters for them and dictates 

the final outcome of their efforts. The rest was merely a piece of happy news, giving 

reassurance to the believers to calm their hearts and enable them to face up to the 

real danger. A community of believers does not need more than to feel that they are 

supported by God’s soldiers for their hearts to be set at rest and to go into battle with 

courage and perseverance. Victory then comes from God, who alone can grant it. He 

is, mighty indeed, able to accomplish His purpose, and He is wise, putting everyone 

and everything in the proper place. 

He made slumber fall upon you, as an assurance from Him, and He sent down water 

from the sky to cleanse you and to remove from you Satan’s filth, to strengthen your 

hearts and steady your footsteps. (Verse 11) 

This slumber that overcame the believers before the battle is a manifestation of a 

remarkable state that can only take place by God’s will. The Muslims were shaken 

when they saw themselves facing a much superior force and taking a risk they had 

not reckoned with and for which they had not prepared themselves. Slumber 

momentarily falls upon them and they presently wake to find themselves in 

complete reassurance, with their hearts set at rest. 

The same took place at the Battle of U ud when the Muslims experienced fear. 

The same condition of slumber was repeated and the same reassurance was given. I 

used to read these verses mentioning this slumber, and I used to understand it as an 

event reported to us by God who alone knows its secret. I then experienced a hard 
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situation when I went through a period of stifling stress and worried apprehension. 

It was around sunset when I was overtaken by slumber that lasted only for a few 

moments. I woke up to find myself a totally different man, reassured, at peace with 

everything around me. It was a profound feeling that set me at ease. I simply cannot 

tell how it all happened, or how this whole transformation took place. After this 

experience, I have come to appreciate what happened at Badr and U ud, not merely 

mentally, but by my whole being. I go through this whole experience again, not 

merely visualize it. I see in it God’s hand at work, and I am reassured. 

God’s Support in All Forms 

This slumber and reassurance were part of the reinforcement God granted to the 

Muslim host at Badr. “He made slumber fall upon you, as an assurance from Him.” (Verse 

11) The wording here is very significant; “fall upon you”, “slumber”, “assurance” are 

all words that impart a feeling of confidence and friendliness. The s rah paints the 

complete picture and highlights the great value of that moment which separated two 

opposite situations experienced by the Muslim host. 

The water or the rain was, then, another form of support given to the Muslim 

fighters. A report by `Abdull h ibn `Abb s tells the story as follows: “When the 

Prophet marched towards Badr, he and his Companions stopped at a barren area 

with the unbelievers closer to the wells. The Muslims were apparently exhausted. 

Satan began to whisper into their ears trying to create doubts and suspicions. He 

said: ‘How can you claim that God is your patron and His Messenger is among you, 

when the idolaters have beaten you to the water to the extent that you now offer 

your prayers when you are in the state of ceremonial impurity?’ God sent rain 

pouring down which enabled the Muslims to drink and cleanse themselves. God 

thus removed Satan’s filth from them. The sandy area where they were became much 

firmer to enable people and animals to walk easily. They marched towards their 

enemies. God then supported His Messenger with one thousand angels, with the 

angel Gabriel leading five hundred of them on one side, and the angel Michael 

leading another five hundred on the other side.” 

This was before the Prophet carried out the advice given him by his Companion, 

al- ub b ibn al-Mundhir, who suggested that they should encamp right at the main 

well of Badr and that they should dump the other wells. Ibn Kathīr reports: “It is well 

known that when the Prophet arrived at Badr, he encamped at the nearest well he 

found. Al- ub b ibn al-Mundhir came forward and asked him: `Messenger of God, 

has God ordered you to encamp here so that we are not allowed to move further, or 

have you chosen this place as part of your strategy for the battle?’ The Prophet told 

him that it was his own choice and strategy. Al- ub b then said: `Messenger of God, 
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this is not the proper place to encamp. Take us forward until we reach the source of 

water closest to them, and then we dump all the other wells. We can also fill the 

reservoirs so that we have water while they do not.’ The Prophet acted on his 

advice.” 

On that night, then, and before al- ub b ibn al-Mundhir gave his advice, the 

Muslims were in this situation of which they are here reminded. The support they 

received was of a material and spiritual nature. In the desert, water is the source of 

life and a means to achieve victory. An army without water in the desert is bound to 

be demoralized even before the battle starts. Besides, there was this psychological 

uncertainty that came as a result of Satan’s whispering, with the believers feeling 

uneasy about praying when they were in a state of ceremonial impurity and had no 

water to wash themselves. At that time, they had not been granted the concession of 

dry ablution, or tayammum. That concession was given in a later battle they fought in 

the fifth year of the Islamic calendar. In such a situation, worries and uncertainties 

abound. Satan may try to go through the door of faith in order to increase such 

worries. When people go into a battle experiencing worry and doubt of this type, 

they can easily be defeated. At this moment, support is very timely: “He sent down 

water from the sky to cleanse you and to remove from you Satan’s filth, to strengthen your 

hearts and steady your footsteps.” (Verse 11) Thus, the spiritual support comes together 

with the material one. The worry is removed as water becomes abundant, and 

uncertainty is replaced by assurance after they had cleansed themselves. Their march 

is steadier as the land becomes firmer. 

In addition to this, God inspired the angels to encourage the believers and 

promised to strike fear in the hearts of the unbelievers. He also commanded the 

angels to take an active part in the battle: “Your Lord inspired the angels, saying:’ lam 

with you. So, give courage to the believers. I shall cast terror into the hearts of the unbelievers. 

Strike, then, their necks and strike off their every fingertip.’” (Verse 12) 

This is indeed the greatest aspect of this whole battle. It is the fact that God 

Almighty was with the angels in this battle, and the angels took part in it alongside 

the Muslim army. We must not lose sight of the importance of this fact by trying to 

find out how the angels took part. How many enemy soldiers did they kill? Or how 

they killed them? The great fact is that when the Muslim community takes action to 

establish God’s faith in the land, their action is valued so highly as to deserve God’s 

presence with the angels in battle and the angels’ participation in it. 

We believe that among God’s creation there is a type called the angels. We know 

of their nature only what God, their Creator, has told us. We cannot fathom how they 

participated in the Muslim victory at Badr except in as far as the fact is stated in the 

Qur’ n. Their Lord inspired them saying that He was with them and commanded 

them to encourage the believers. They complied, because they always do what they 
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are commanded. We, however, do not know how they fulfilled this task. God also 

ordered them to strike the unbelievers over their necks and strike off their fingertips. 

So they did all this, but in a fashion unknown to us. Knowledge of all this is merely a 

detail of knowing the nature of the angels, but we know of this nature only what God 

has chosen to tell us. Furthermore, God promised to strike terror in the hearts of the 

unbelievers, and this was certainly the case because God always fulfils His promises. 

However, we do not know how this was done. It is God who is the Creator, and He 

knows His creation. Indeed, God may cause a split between a person and his heart, 

and He is closer to any person than his own jugular vein. 

To try to go into the details of all these matters is contrary to the serious nature of 

this faith and its practical approach. But these questions have featured prominently 

among the concerns of different Muslim schools and scholastic theology generally in 

later generations when people were no longer seriously interested in this faith. 

Instead, they pursued intellectual luxury. Reflection on the great significance of 

God’s presence with the angels in the battle and the active participation of the angels 

in the battle itself is much more beneficial. 

At the end we have a statement clarifying the reality beyond the battle and the 

rule that shapes events to bring about victory or defeat: “This is because they have 

defied God and His Messenger. Whoever defies God and His Messenger [will find out that] 

God is severe in retribution.” (Verse 13) It is not by mere coincidence that God has 

granted support to the Muslim army and has stricken terror into the hearts of its 

enemies and commanded the angels to fight them in support of the Muslims. All this 

took place because they had defied God and His Messenger, adopting a line of action 

and an attitude that was in opposition to those of God and His Messenger, trying to 

prevent the code of living God had revealed from being established. 

“Whoever defies God and His Messenger [will find out that] God is severe in retribution.” 

(Verse 13) He is certainly able to punish severely those who defy Him and His 

Messenger. They are too weak to show any resistance. 

This is an established rule, not merely a coincidence. Whenever a Muslim 

community takes active steps to establish the principle of God’s oneness and to 

implement His message, it will be granted victory against any enemy that opposes it 

in defiance of God and His Messenger. Terror will be stricken in the hearts of those 

engaged in such defiance, and they will end up in defeat as long as the Muslim 

community holds on to its principles, relying totally on God, certain of His support. 

At the end of the scene, the unbelievers who defied God and His Messenger are 

told directly that the terror they felt and the defeat they experienced were not all. The 

whole question of this faith, its implementation, and the opposition to it are not of 

the concerns of this world alone. It goes further, extending to the life to come. Its 
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dimensions go far beyond our immediate world: “This is for you, [enemies of God]! 

Taste it, then. The unbelievers shall be made to suffer the torment of fire.” (Verse 14) This is 

the real end. That torment is incomparable to what they had already experienced of 

terror, defeat and the striking off of their necks and their fingertips. 

Thus far, the s rah has reminded the Muslims of the conditions in which the Battle 

of Badr took place, showing them different scenes of the battle itself and what 

preceded it. It makes clear to them that at every step, it was God who dictated events 

and moved them in the direction He wanted, in order to accomplish His purpose. 

Except for Tactical Reasons 

 Now that the decisive victory has been attributed to its true factors: God’s 

planning, support, the believers’ reliance on Him alone and acceptance of whatever 

eventuality He determines — now with all minds visualizing the whole event, and 

all hearts ready for the best response, the believers are given an order to remain 

steady whenever they meet unbelievers in battle. They must never run away, since 

victory or defeat are determined by God’s will and the factors contributing to either 

of them are different from the factors people may see. The whole battle and all its 

events are of God’s own making and planning: “Believers, when you meet in battle those 

who disbelieve, do not turn your backs to them in flight. Anyone who turns his back to them 

on that day, except when manoeuvring for battle or in an endeavour to join another troop, 

shall incur God’s wrath, and hell shall be his abode: how vile a journey’s end.” (Verses 15-

16) 

These verses begin with a strong warning, a fearsome threat. Should the believers 

face their enemies who may in essence present themselves in a great show of power, 

they must not, under any circumstances, turn away, except for tactical reasons. These 

may include choosing a better position, carrying out a more effective plan, joining 

another group of believers, or moving to another Muslim stronghold in order to 

resume the fight. Deserters and people who turn away in flight deserve the most 

terrible double punishment of incurring God’s wrath and being thrown into hell. 

Some scholars have expressed the view that this ruling applies only to the people 

of Badr, or to a battle in which the Prophet himself took part. But the overwhelming 

majority of scholars have emphasized its general application. They consider fleeing 

from battle as one of the gravest sins. In the two Şahīh, the most authentic collections 

of the Prophet’s adīth, al-Bukh rī and Muslim relate, on the authority of Abū 

Hurayrah, that God’s Messenger says: “Steer away from the seven ruining sins.” 

When he was asked which these were, the Prophet answered: “Associating partners 

with God, black magic, killing a human being except for a legitimate cause, 

devouring usury, pilfering an orphan’s property, running away from battle and 
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falsely accusing chaste believing women of adultery.” 

In his scholarly work, A k m al-Qur’ n or Qur’ nic Rulings, al-Jaşş ş, a leading 

anafī scholar, explains in detail the different views on this point. It is useful to 

quote here what he says: 

God says: “Anyone who turns his back to them on that day, except when 

manoeuvring for battle or in an endeavour to join another troop...” (Verse 16) Abū 

Nađrah mentions that this statement applies only to the Battle of Badr. Abū 

Nađrah argues that had they turned away on that day, they could only have 

joined the unbelievers, because there were no other Muslims on that day. But 

this statement is not particularly accurate, because there were numerous 

Muslims in Madinah who were not ordered by the Prophet to join the army. 

They had not gone out with the Prophet because they believed that no battle 

was imminent and the whole affair would merely be a case of intercepting a 

trade caravan. The Prophet was joined by those who were ready and quick to 

move out with him in the circumstances. Hence, Abū Nađrah’s view that 

there were no other Muslims at that time and that they would have only 

joined the unbelievers is wrong. 

It has also been said that they were not permitted to join any other group on 

that day because the Prophet was with them and they were not allowed to 

leave him, as God says in the Qur’ n: “It is not open for the people of Madinah 

and those Bedouins living nearby to hold back from following God’s Messenger or to 

care for their own selves more than for him.” (9: 120) This shows that they could 

not let God’s Messenger down or abandon him, even though God had taken 

it upon Himself to protect him as He clearly states in the Qur’ n: “God will 

protect you from all men.” (5: 67) That was imperative on them, whether their 

enemies were small or large in number. Moreover, the Prophet himself was 

the rallying force for the Muslims on that day. Anyone turning away could 

only do so for tactical reasons, in an endeavour to join a company of 

believers. On the day of Badr, they could only join the Prophet. Ibn `Umar 

reports: “I was with an army when we had a quick round before returning to 

Madinah. People accused us of fleeing, but the Prophet said: `I am your 

group.’ This means that a person who is in a position away from the Prophet 

and wants to turn away from the unbelievers could only do so in order to join 

the Prophet. If the Prophet was in the army, then there was no group other 

than his. In such a case, no turning away was possible. Al- asan says that 

this verse, beginning with “Anyone who turns his back to them”, defined the 

situation for the people of Badr. God says in the Qur’ n: “Those of you who 

turned away on the day when the two hosts met in battle, Satan caused them to slip 

only in consequence of something that they themselves had done.” (3: 155) This is 
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due to the fact that they turned away leaving the Prophet in battle. Similarly, 

on the day of unayn, they deserved God’s punishment for leaving the 

Prophet and turning away: “On the Day of unayn, when you took pride in your 

great numbers and they proved of no avail whatever to you. The earth, despite its 

vastness, became too narrow for you and you turned back, retreating.” (9: 25) This 

was then the ruling applicable when they were with the Prophet fighting any 

enemy that mustered small or large forces. In another verse, God says: 

“Prophet, urge the believers to fight. If there are twenty steadfast men among you, 

they will overcome two hundred, and if there are a hundred of you, they will defeat a 

thousand of those who disbelieve, for those are devoid of understanding.” (Verse 65) 

This applied perhaps — and God knows best — to a situation when the 

Prophet was with them. A company of twenty had to fight two hundred, 

remaining steadfast. If the hostile force was greater than that, then they were 

allowed to try to join another group in order to resume the fight. But this was 

later abrogated by the Qur’ nic statement: “Now God has lightened your burden, 

for He knows that you are weak. So, if there are a hundred steadfast men among you, 

they will overcome two hundred, and if there are a thousand of you they will, by 

God’s will, defeat two thousand.” (Verse 66) 

According to Ibn `Abb s: It was a commandment that one man must not turn 

away in flight if he was facing ten enemy soldiers. This was then reduced by 

the Qur’ nic verse, “God has lightened your burden, for He knows that you are 

weak.” You are now commanded that one hundred may not flee from two 

hundred unbelievers. Ibn `Abb s states: “If one man runs away from two 

enemy soldiers, then he is a deserter. If he flees when he faces three, he is 

not.” Desertion refers to turning away in flight as mentioned in the Qur’ nic 

verse. 

The verse makes it compulsory for a Muslim soldier to fight when he faces 

two unbelievers. If they are more than two, then it is permissible for a single 

soldier to try to join a company of Muslims that may give him support. If he 

wants to join a group of Muslims who will not support him in the fight, he is 

under the threat mentioned in the Qur’ nic verse: “Anyone who turns his back 

to them on that day, except when manoeuvering for battle or in an endeavour to join 

another troop, shall incur God’s wrath.” (Verse 16) For this reason the Prophet 

says: “I am company to every Muslim.” When `Umar ibn al-Kha b heard 

that Abū `Ubayd ibn Mas‘ūd fought hard without thinking of retreat until he 

was killed, `Umar said: “May God have mercy on Abū `Ubayd. Had he joined 

me, I would have been company for him.” When Abū `Ubayd’s fellow 

soldiers arrived, `Umar said to them: “I am your company.” He did not take 

issue with them over their retreat. This ruling is confirmed in our school of 

law, [i.e. the anafī school], and it remains in force unless the Muslim army is 
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12,000 in number, in which case they may not flee from a force which is more 

than double their size, except for tactical reasons. They may move to a 

position where they can engage their enemy better, or may take a different 

step that does not constitute fleeing from battle, or join a group of Muslims 

who will fight with them. Mu ammad ibn al- asan (a leading anafī 
scholar) mentions that if a Muslim army is 12,000 in number, they may not 

turn away in flight, although their enemy may be much greater. There is no 

difference among our scholars (i.e. anafī scholars) on this point. In support 

of this view, a adīth reported by Ibn `Abb s is cited in which the Prophet is 

quoted as saying: “The best group of friends is four, and the best expedition 

is 400, and the best host is 4,000. An army of 12,000 shall not suffer on account 

of inferior numbers, and shall not be defeated.” In another version: “An army 

of 12,000 shall not be defeated if they are truly united.” M lik was asked: “Is 

it open for us not to join a battle against those abandoning God’s law in 

favour of a different law?” M lik answered: “If you have 12,000 with you, 

you may not stay behind. Otherwise, staying behind is permissible.” The 

person who put the question to him was `Abdull h ibn `Umar ibn `Abd al- 

`Azīz ibn Abdull h ibn `Umar. This confirms what is stated by Mu ammad 

ibn al- asan. The authentic reports attributed to the Prophet with regard to 

an army of 12,000 constitute a basic principle in this respect. An army of such 

numbers may not turn away in flight from any enemy, even though that 

enemy may be several times their number, because the Prophet says: “If they 

are truly united.” God has commanded believers to be always truly united.32 

Ibn al-‘Arabī also comments on this difference of views. He writes in his book 

bearing the same title, A k m al-Qur’ n or Qur’ nic Rulings: 

People have disputed whether the turning away in flight applies only to the 

Battle of Badr or to all battles Muslims may fight at any time until the Day of 

Judgement. Abū Sa‘īd al-Khudrī reports that this order applies only to the 

Battle of Badr, when the Muslims had no other company or troop other than 

God’s Messenger. This view is supported by N fi`, al- asan, Qat dah, Yazīd 

ibn abīb and al-Đa k. Ibn Abb s and all other scholars are of the view 

that this Qur’ nic verse applies at all times until the Day of Judgement. Those 

who have taken a different view, saying that it applies to Badr only have 

misinterpreted the statement, “Anyone who turns his back to them on that day,” 

making the phrase ‘on that day’ a reference to the Day of Badr only. But this 

is not so. It refers to the day of battle whenever a battle takes place. In 

evidence we take the fact that this Qur’ nic verse was revealed after the Battle 

of Badr was over with all that it involved. The Prophet is authentically quoted 
                                                 
32 Al-Jaşş ş, A mad Ibn `Alī, A k m al-Qur’ n. D r al-Kit b al-`Arabī, Beirut, Vol. III, pp. 47-48 
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to list fleeing from battle as one of the worst cardinal sins. In itself, this adīth 

should settle all disputes and make the ruling absolutely clear. We have 

clarified how the confusion arose that led some scholars to think that it 

applied to Badr only.33 

For our part, we support Ibn `Abb s’s view and all other scholars as reported by 

Ibn al-`Arabī. To flee from battle deserves such condemnation because of the 

magnitude of its serious consequences on the one hand, and because it has a bearing 

on the very question of having faith. A believer should be firm and resolute, able to 

resist any force on earth, since he believes that God’s power can overcome all 

powers. If a believer’s heart experiences a tremor at a moment of danger, such a 

tremor should not go as far as making him flee from battle. The moment of anyone’s 

death is determined by God alone. Hence, no believer may flee from battle fearing 

for his life. This should not constitute too much of a burden for anyone. A believer is 

a human being who encounters an enemy, who, in turn, is a human being. Hence, 

they are of the same nature. The believer, however, has the advantage of relying on 

the overpowering might of God Himself. Moreover, he is under God’s care while he 

is alive, and he entrusts himself to God’s care if he attains martyrdom. This means 

that in all situations he is stronger than his enemy who defies God and His 

Messenger. Hence this absolute ruling: “Anyone who turns his back to them on that day, 

except when manoeuvering for battle or in an endeavour to join another troop, shall incur 

God’s wrath, and hell shall be his abode: how vile a journey’s end.” (Verse 16) 

We should reflect a little here on the mode of expression and its remarkable 

connotations. The statements, “Do not turn your backs to them in flight”, and, “Anyone 

who turns his back to them on that day”, portray a sense of defeat as it manifests itself 

physically. They also add a strong condemnation as the whole action is shown to be 

repugnant, particularly the image of turning one’s back to one’s enemies. Then we 

have the expression, “shall incur God’s wrath.” In the Arabic text, there is a 

connotation that a defeated person is carrying with him God’s wrath right to his 

abode in hell, which is an awful end to his journey. Thus these connotations add to 

the sense and effectiveness of the statement. Together they spread a feeling of 

abhorrence of the very act of fleeing from battle. 

God’s Planning and Human Implementation 

 The s rah then moves on to show God’s hand as He dictates events, killing the 

enemies of the believers, and throwing whatever is thrown. The believers, 

nevertheless, receive the reward, because God wants to perfect His grace on them, 

                                                 
33 Ibn al-`Arabī, Mu ammad Ibn `Abdull h, A k m al-Qur’ n. D r al-Ma`rifah, Beirut, Vol. II, pp. 843-
844 
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helping them to pass well the test He has set for them, and to reward them well for it: 

“It was not you who slew them, but it was God who slew them. When you threw [a handful of 

dust], it was not your act, but God’s, so that He might put the believers through a fair test of 

His own making. Indeed, God hears all and knows all.” (Verse 17) 

     Many authentic reports explain that the throwing mentioned here refers to the 

handful of dust the Prophet threw in the direction of the unbelievers, saying “Ugly 

are those faces! Ugly are those faces!”‘ The dust hit the faces of those God had 

predetermined to be killed. But the Qur’ nic statement has a much wider import. It 

refers to God’s planning of the whole affair, beyond the actions of the Prophet and 

his Companions. This is the reason for following it with God’s words: “So that He 

might put the believers through a fair test of His own making.” (Verse 17) This means that 

God guides the believers to prove themselves by going through the test with great 

determination, so that He grants them victory through it and gives them reward for 

it. This is the sort of abounding grace that God bestows on His servants. 

     “Indeed, God hears all and knows all.” (Verse 17) He listens to your appeals and 

knows your situation. He makes of you a means to accomplish His purpose when He 

is certain that you are dedicated to His cause. He grants you victory and reward, just 

as He bestowed both on you at Badr. 

“That is so; it is God who shall make feeble the schemes of the unbelievers.” (Verse 18) 

This follows on the heels of the first aspect of grace. God’s planning does not end by 

letting you kill your enemies with your own hands, hitting them with what His 

Messenger threw at them. Nor is it over with granting you strength to enable you to 

make a good showing in the test He set for you, and to reward you handsomely for 

it. He adds to all that the frustration of the designs of the unbelievers. There is no 

room, then, for fear or defeat. Nor is there any reason for the believers to turn their 

backs to the unbelievers in flight. 

These statements are related to all the circumstances of the battle. Since it is God 

who killed the unbelievers, threw everything at them, helped the believers to put up 

this good show, and frustrated the designs of the unbelievers, then how come that 

they dispute over the spoils of war? The whole battle was conducted according to 

God’s plan and by His will. Their role in it was merely to act as a manifestation of 

God’s planning and His will. 

Much Power, Little Avail 

 When the s rah has clearly stated that God is certain to make feeble the 

unbelievers’ scheming it directs its address to certain people among the unbelievers. 

Just before the start of battle, those unbelievers sought a divine judgement, praying 

that the party which they described as more astray, fabricating what was unheard of 
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and severing ties of kinship should end in miserable defeat. That was exactly Abū 

Jahl’s prayer, seeking God’s judgement. Defeat was then the outcome of the 

unbelievers’ endeavours. Now they are addressed directly and their prayer for a 

judgement is decried. They are assured that what happened at Badr was the rule not 

the exception. Their forces, numerous as they may be, will avail them of nothing, 

because it is a consistent rule that God will always be on the side of the believers: “If 

you were seeking a judgement, then a judgement has come to you. If you desist, it will be best 

for you; and if you revert to your erring ways, We will also be back [with Our punishment]. 

Your host, numerous as it may be, shall avail you nothing; for God is with the believers.” 

(Verse 19) 

You have sought God’s judgement between the Muslims and yourselves, and you 

have prayed to Him to destroy the party which was in error and which severed ties 

of kinship. God has responded, and defeat was your lot, as you have requested. Now 

you know for certain which party is more erring and which severs ties of kinship. 

With facts giving clear pointers, they are invited to abandon their rejection of the 

truth and their hostile attitude to Muslims, as well as their defiance of God and His 

Messenger: “If you desist, it will be best for you.” (Verse 19) These are words of 

persuasion coupled with a clear warning: “And if you revert to your erring ways, We 

will also be back [with Our punishment].” The outcome is well known and cannot be 

changed by any gathering of forces and equipment no matter how great these are: 

“Your host, numerous as it may be, shall avail you nothing.” (Verse 19) Of what use can 

any great force be, when God is decidedly on the side of the believers? “For God is 

with the believers”. (Verse 19) Such a battle will never be even. On one side there will 

be the believers who have God Himself with them. On the other, there will be the 

unbelievers who have only human beings fighting with them. The outcome of such a 

battle is a foregone conclusion. 

The unbelievers among the Arabs were well aware of these facts. Their knowledge 

of God was neither ambiguous nor superficial as those influenced by the 

generalizations of history books tend to think. Disbelief among the Arabs did not 

take the form of a denial of God’s existence or total ignorance of the truth. It was 

mostly represented in the fact that they did not submit totally to Him and derived 

their laws and their code of living from sources other than Him. That was certainly 

inconsistent with their acknowledgement of God and their knowledge of Him as the 

Supreme Lord. 

When the Quraysh army was moving across the desert, a man called Khuf f ibn 

Aym ’ ibn Ra đah al-Ghif rī, or his father, sent them a gift consisting of a number of 

camels he had slaughtered for food. He also sent them a message that he was 

prepared to supply them with equipment and fighters. They only had to ask. They 

sent him this reply with his son: “You have done more than your duty and we are 
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very grateful to you. If we are going to fight human beings, we are certainly a match 

for them. But if we are going to fight God, as Mu ammad alleges, then no force may 

stand up to God.” 

As we reported earlier, al-Akhnas ibn Sharīq, an unbeliever, said to his clan of 

Zuhrah: “God has spared you the loss of your property and saved your man, 

Ma raqah ibn Nawfal, etc.” Likewise, Abū Jahl who is described by the Prophet as 

the Pharaoh of the Arabs, said: “Our Lord, destroy this day the party which is more 

guilty of severing ties of kinship and fabricating what is false.” When `Utbah ibn 

Rabī`ah sent him a man to persuade him not to fight, Abū Jahl, said: “No. By God we 

shall not return until God has made a judgement between us and Mu ammad.” 

These examples show their concept of God’s nature and how it was present in 

their minds on all serious occasions. It was not a question of total ignorance of God 

or lack of awareness that He is overpowering or that He can make a complete 

judgement between the two parties. It was a question of associating partners with 

Him. This was represented initially through deriving their code of living and their 

laws from sources other than God. The same type of disbelief is practised today by 

people who think themselves to be Muslims, following the faith of the Prophet 

Mu ammad (peace be upon him). Indeed, the non-believers of Makkah thought that 

they were following the faith of the Prophet Abraham. It was that misguided belief 

which prompted Abū Jahl himself to seek that judgement, praying to God to destroy 

the party which was deeper in error and more guilty of severing ties of kinship. 

It is true that they worshipped idols, but they never attributed to those idols any 

concept of godhead similar to that which they recognized as belonging to God. The 

Qur’ n explains their concepts of such idols and the basis of their rituals of worship 

which they offered to them: “Those who took for themselves patrons other than God (would 

say): We only worship them so that they may bring us closer to God.’“ (39: 3) This then was 

the basis of their idolatry: they felt that their idols could intercede with God on their 

behalf. But the essence of their polytheistic beliefs were not these. Nor was it enough 

for any of them to simply abandon such a concept of intercession by those idols in 

order to be a Muslim. Otherwise, the people known as al- unaf ’, or the pure, who 

dissociated themselves from the worship of those idols and believed in God alone, 

would have been considered Muslims. But they were not. Islam comprises 

conceptual beliefs, the offering of worship to God and attributing all sovereignty to 

Him alone. Those who do not acknowledge Him as the overall sovereign, wherever 

and whenever they may happen to live, are polytheist, even though they 

acknowledge that there is no deity other than God and offer worship to Him. When 

they stop at that, they are the same as those people known as al- unaf ’ whom no 

one describes as Muslims. People become Muslims when they complete the circle 

and add to their concepts and worship the acknowledgement of God’s sovereignty 
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which entails a rejection of any law, set-up, value or tradition that is not derived 

from God. This is the only true meaning of Islam because it is the true import of the 

declaration that there is no deity other than God and that Mu ammad is His 

Messenger. Moreover, those people who have this understanding of the declaration 

must join a single movement under an Islamic leadership that separates itself from 

the society of j hiliyyah and its leadership. 

 This must be fully understood by those people who want to be Muslims so that 

they are not deceived by the thought that they are Muslims in belief and practice. 

This is not sufficient for people to become Muslims unless they acknowledge that all 

sovereignty belongs to God alone. This is represented in practice by rejecting all 

claims that sovereignty belongs to anyone else and until they have no loyalty 

whatsoever to j hiliyyah societies and their leaderships. 

Many good-natured and well-meaning people who want to be true Muslims fall 

prey to this trick. It is important, therefore, that they make certain of the only true 

form of Islam. They should also know that the idolatrous Arabs were no different 

from them. They knew who God was and made of their idols partners who could 

intercede with Him on their behalf. Thus, their true disbelief centred around 

sovereignty and to whom it belonged. 

Moreover, the Muslim community which strives to re-establish this religion in 

daily life must be fully and clearly aware of this fact. They must also make it 

decisively clear to all people. This is the starting point. If an Islamic movement 

deviates from this fact at any moment, it is bound to go astray, even though it may 

have abundance of sincerity, perseverance, and determination to fulfil its duties. 

Response to a Call to Life 

 Earlier, the s rah mentioned the believers making it clear that God is on their side. 

Now they are addressed repeatedly to encourage them to obey God and His 

Messenger and to warn them against turning away from Him. Should they do so 

they will be in the same position as those who hear God’s revelations being recited 

and who pay no heed to them. They are deaf and dumb although they may have ears 

to hear with and tongues to speak with. These are the vilest of all creatures on earth 

because they are not guided by what they hear. 

Believers, obey God and His Messenger, and do not turn away from him now that you 

have heard [his message]. Do not be like those who say: ‘We have heard,’ while they do 

not listen. Indeed, the worst of all creatures, in God’s sight, are the deaf and dumb 

who are devoid of reason. If God had known of any good in them, He would certainly 

have made them hear. But even if He were to make them hear, they would have turned 
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away and refused to listen. (Verses 20-23) 

The believers are asked to obey God and His Messenger and not to turn away 

when they listen to His revelations. This address follows a number of inspiring 

introductions and an account of the events of the battle in which God’s hand was 

clearly seen at work as He determined the course of events and provided help and 

support. All this reassured the believers that God was with them and He was certain 

to foil the schemes of the unbelievers. Thereafter the only proper course of action was 

for them to listen and obey. To turn away from God’s Messenger and pay no heed to 

his orders after all that had happened would clearly be seen as totally unbecoming of 

anyone who has a mind to think and reflect. 

The mention of animals occurs at its appropriate place. The Arabic term used here 

to refer to animals includes human beings because this is derived from the act of 

walking. Human beings also walk on earth. However, the term used here is most 

commonly used for quadruped animals. Hence, its usage gives clear connotations so 

as to make those who are `deaf, dumb and devoid of reason’ appear like animals. 

Indeed, they are the worst type of animals. Animals do have ears, but they only hear 

unintelligible words, and they have tongues but they can only make unintelligible 

noises. Yet by their nature, animals are guided to what is needed for their lives. 

Those humans, on the other hand, do not make use of their faculty of understanding. 

As such, they are fittingly described in the Qur’ nic verse: “The worst of all creatures, 

in God’s sight, are the deaf and dumb who are devoid of reason.” (Verse 22) 

“If God had known of any good in them, He would certainly have made them hear.” 

(Verse 23) This means that He would have made their minds receive well what they 

hear with their ears. But He — limitless is He in His Glory — does not know of any 

goodness in them or any desire to follow proper guidance. They have perverted their 

natural receptive faculty. Therefore, God does not open their hearts which they have 

shut down or repair their nature which they have perverted. Even if God made them 

understand the truth of what is being presented to them, they would not open their 

hearts to it and they would not respond to what they understood. “But even if He were 

to make them hear, they would have turned away and refused to listen.” (Verse 23) A 

person may understand something with his mind, but he may still keep his heart 

closed, unresponsive. Even if God were to make these people understand, they 

would turn away and refuse to respond. A positive response is the outcome of 

proper listening. Many are those who may understand or choose to keep their hearts 

closed, unresponsive. 

A further address is made to the believers calling on them to respond to God and 

His Messenger, providing encouragement for a positive response and warning them 

against turning away. They are reminded of God’s blessings which they have 
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enjoyed when they responded to God and His Messenger. “Believers, respond to the 

call of God and the Messenger when he calls you to that which will give you life, and know 

that God comes in between a man and his heart, and that to Him you shall all be gathered. 

Beware of temptation that does not lure only those among you who are wrongdoers. Know 

that God is severe in retribution.” (Verses 24-25) 

God’s Messenger (peace be upon him) calls on them to follow what would 

certainly give them life. It is a call to life in its fullness, with all its connotations. He 

calls on them to believe in a faith that keeps hearts and minds alive, free from the 

restrictions of j hiliyyah, ignorance and superstition, the pressures of legends, 

misconceptions and submission to superficial causes and inevitabilities. It is a faith 

that frees them from submission to anyone other than God and from being 

humiliated or subjugated by human beings or desires. 

God’s Messenger also calls on them to implement a divine law that proclaims 

man’s freedom. In itself, this imparts a great honour to man because he will then 

believe in something that comes from God directly, and before which all human 

beings are equal. There is no room for the tyranny of a single person over a whole 

community, or a race or nation over another. All human beings are made free, 

enjoying equal status before the law that has been formulated and laid down by God, 

for the benefit of mankind. God’s Messenger also calls on them to adopt a code of 

living and a set of thoughts and beliefs that set them free from every bondage other 

than checks of nature established by God. It is He who created man and knows what 

He has created. These checks are meant to preserve the constructive potential of man 

and make the best use of it, without wasting any part of it or deviating from its 

constructive operation. 

He also calls on them to have power and to feel exalted through their faith and 

constitution, having full confidence in their religion and their reward. This will 

enable them to fulfil their duty, to take appropriate initiative aiming at the liberation 

of the human race as a whole, breaking the chains of submission to creatures in order 

to acknowledge submission to God alone. Thus the honoured position of man which 

tyrants have taken away will be retrieved and re-established. 

God’s Messenger further calls on them to strive for God’s cause so that the 

position of God as the Supreme Lord in this world and in human life will be re-

established. All claims to Godhead would thus be refuted. Usurpers of God’s 

authority, sovereignty and power would be chased away, until they have submitted 

to God’s sovereignty. When this takes place all submission is acknowledged to God 

alone. If believers die when they strive in this way, they achieve martyrdom. A new 

life is thus imparted to them. 

This is in a nutshell what God’s Messenger calls on them to do. This is indeed a 
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call to life in the full sense of the word. This religion is a complete way of living, not a 

mere concept of belief. It is a practical method that allows life to flourish and prosper. 

Hence, it is a call to life in all its connotations, forms and aspects. The Qur’ n sums 

up all this in a few inspiring words: “Believers, respond to the call of God and the 

Messenger when he calls you to that which will give you life.” (Verse 24) Make this 

response willingly, with obedience. After all, God is able to force you to follow His 

guidance if He so desires. 

“Know that God comes in between a man and his heart.” (Verse 24) This is an awesome 

picture of God’s power and its subtle operation. He thus forces a split between a 

human being and his heart and mind, making that heart His property, so that He 

directs it wherever He wishes. The person himself will be totally unable to influence 

the heart that beats within him. This is certainly an awe-inspiring image that our 

hearts can contemplate as we listen to it in the Qur’ n. Human expression, however, 

cannot describe its effects on our hearts and how we respond to it. But the ultimate 

message of this statement should always keep us on the alert, so that we watch our 

feelings and guard against any tendency that may lead us to slip, or any fleeting 

thought that may push us along the way to disobedience of God. We must always be 

on guard so that we maintain the path that earns God’s pleasure and not deviate 

from it during any moment of self-indulgence or negligence. 

God’s Messenger (peace be upon him) who was immune to sin often used to say 

in his supplication: “My Lord. You are the One who changes people’s hearts. Make 

my heart constant in following Your faith.” Compared to this, what should the 

attitude of ordinary people be when they are neither given a message, nor granted 

immunity to sinful temptation? 

A believer is bound to feel his heart shiver as he contemplates this image, looking 

at his own heart placed in God’s own hand, while he himself has no power to 

influence it in any way, although it remains inside him beating all the time. 

This image is presented to the believers as they are called upon to respond to God 

and His Messenger when He calls on them to accept what will give them life. He is 

thus telling them that God can make them give the response He wants and force 

them to follow His guidance. But God honours them by giving them the choice and 

calling on them to respond willingly, so that they can earn a reward from Him, and 

exercise their own will which enhances their position and brings them up to the level 

worthy of God’s trust. This is the trust of following God’s guidance and exercising 

the role He has assigned to them on earth, as He placed them in charge of it. When 

people do this, they exercise their freedom of choice on the basis of clear knowledge 

and well-defined objectives. 

“To Him you shall all be gathered.” (Verse 24) You cannot escape Him, either in this 
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world or in the Hereafter, because your hearts are in His hands and to Him you shall 

all be gathered. Nevertheless, He calls on you to respond to Him by your free choice 

to earn His reward. A forced response is not worthy of man. 

Victory Coming on the Heels of Hardship 

They are then warned against adopting a negative attitude to jih d, or making a 

negative response to the call to life, or refraining from the fulfilment of their duty to 

change what is wrong, whatever form it may take: “Beware of temptation that does not 

lure only those among you who are wrongdoers. Know that God is severe in retribution.” 

(Verse 25) A community that allows a section of its members to be unjust will be 

guilty of injustice or wrongdoing. When a community does not stand up to 

wrongdoers, when it does not take any positive steps to punish transgressors, it 

deserves to share in the punishment of those wrongdoers and transgressors. It 

should be said that the worst type of wrongdoing is to abandon God’s law which He 

has laid down to be implemented in human life. As a system, Islam has a serious 

outlook based on mutual help and solidarity within the community. Islam does not 

allow its followers to sit idle when injustice, corruption and wrongdoing continue on 

the rampage, let alone sees God’s faith abandoned and His Godhead denied in order 

to be substituted by false claims. Such people cannot hope to be spared trial and 

temptation simply because they are good within themselves. 

Since resistance to injustice and wrongdoing requires great sacrifices of lives and 

property, the Qur’ n reminds the first Muslim community of its own weakness, 

small numbers, the fear and persecution it endured. It also reminds those early 

Muslims of how God extended His shelter to them and granted them security and 

good provision. It must never, then, hesitate to respond to the type of life to which 

God’s Messenger calls it, or to meet the responsibilities of this life that ensures its 

dignity, freedom and independence: “Remember when you were few and helpless in the 

land, fearful lest people do away with you: how He sheltered you, strengthened you with His 

support and provided you with many good things so that you might be grateful.” (Verse 26) 

You must remember this in order to be absolutely certain that God’s Messenger 

calls you to that which will give you life. Remember it so that you do not ever feel 

reluctant to resist injustice of any type or form. Remember the days when you were 

weak and afraid. These were the days before God instructed you to fight the 

unbelievers, and before His Messenger called on you to face the mighty host in spite 

of your reluctance. Reflect on your situation after you have responded to this call and 

how you are now enjoying victory, God’s reward, and the many good things He has 

provided for you. When you reflect on all this, you will then express your gratitude 

and gain further reward for that gratitude. 
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The s rah paints a very powerful image of their inferior numbers and strength, as 

well as their worry and fear: “fearful lest people do away with you.” (Verse 26) The 

Arabic expression emphasizes the connotations of worry, apprehension and fearful 

expectation that we can almost see their worried features, restless eyes and clear 

apprehension. 

 However, a transformation takes place and we have a scene of security, strength, 

victory and enjoyable provision, all granted by God who has extended His protection 

to them: “How He sheltered you, strengthened you with His support and provided you with 

many good things.” (Verse 26) Coupled with this is a directive to them to demonstrate 

their gratitude in order to earn more reward: “So that you might be grateful.” (Verse 26) 

Who can contemplate this great transformation and decline to respond to a call to a 

secure life that enjoys strength and affluence? This is the call of the noble Prophet 

who conveys God’s message. Who can enjoy such a transformation without showing 

his gratitude to God for all His grace, when both scenes of weakness and strength, 

worry and security are held up in front of his eyes? 

Yet those people actually lived both situations. They are reminded of their past 

and present. Hence they appreciated fully what the Qur’ n said. 

 The Muslim community which strives today to re-establish this faith in human 

life may not have gone through both stages or experienced both states. The Qur’ n, 

nevertheless, describes this transformation to this and every Muslim community. If a 

Muslim community finds itself in the stage of weakness such as that described in the 

Qur’ n: “Remember when you were few and helpless in the land, fearful lest people do away 

with you,” then it will do well to respond to the call to life conveyed by God’s 

Messenger. It can await with certainty the fulfilment of God’s promise. He fulfilled it 

to the first Muslim community and He has promised to fulfil it to every community 

that follows the same course of action and makes the required sacrifices. It can then 

look forward to a situation to which the same description applies: “He sheltered you, 

strengthened you with His support and provided you with many good things so that you 

might be grateful.” (Verse 26) In all this, a Muslim community is actually dealing with 

God and His promise that will always come true. They need be in no doubt of that. 

A Reassuring Criterion 

 Another address to the believers follows. God knows that property and children 

may discourage people from giving the proper response to such a call as they tend to 

enhance traits of fear and miserliness. Therefore, the Qur’ n highlights the fact that 

property and children may be the subject of a trial and warns against weaknesses 

that may cause people to fail in such a trial. They may feel too reluctant to respond to 

the call of jih d, or to shoulder the responsibilities of the trust God placed in them 
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and the pledges of loyalty they have given. To refrain from the fulfilment of such 

duties is a betrayal of God and His Messenger, and a betrayal of the trust God has 

assigned to the Muslim community on earth. This trust requires the Muslim 

community to strive to make God’s word triumphant, establish His Godhead as 

absolute, and maintain truth and justice. Coupled with this warning is a reminder of 

the great reward that God has in store for them which outweighs by far the value of 

property and children: “Believers, do not betray God and the Messenger, nor knowingly 

betray the trust that has been reposed in you. Know that your worldly goods and your 

children are but a trial, and that with God there is a great reward.” (Verses 27-28) 

 To abandon the duties God has assigned to the Muslim community is a betrayal 

of God and His Messenger. The basic issue in the Islamic faith is that of attributing 

Godhead purely and solely to God alone, following only what has been conveyed to 

us by His Messenger, the Prophet Mu ammad (peace be upon him). Throughout 

human history, people did not deny God altogether, but they mostly associated 

partners with Him. On a few occasions, this took the form of beliefs and worship, but 

the form of attributing sovereignty and authority to others beside Him was much 

more common. Therefore, the basic issue is not to make people believe in God, but to 

make such a belief pure of all distortion. The declaration that “there is no deity other 

than God” means that He is the sovereign over their life on earth, as they 

acknowledge His sovereignty in the universe. This is embodied in the Qur’ nic 

statement: “It is He alone who is God in heaven and God on earth.” (43: 84) This basic 

issue also entails that God’s Messenger is the only source to convey what God wants 

of human beings, and this means that they must follow all his orders and directives. 

As this includes both conviction and action, the Muslim community, which has 

declared its belief in God, is warned against abandoning this whole issue. To do so is 

equal to betraying God and His Messenger. 

Believers are also warned against betraying the trust they have accepted when 

they pledged their loyalty to God’s Messenger and declared their acceptance of 

Islam. Islam means submission to God. This is not merely a verbal statement, but a 

complete code of living that must be implemented, even though such 

implementation faces numerous obstacles and difficulties. It is a code that aims to 

build human life on the basis of the declaration that there is no deity other than God. 

This means that people should submit only to their true Lord, and the whole 

community should accept His sovereignty and implement His law. The usurpers 

who tyrannize people and claim sovereignty for themselves must be taken to task. 

Right and justice must be maintained for all people. Human life must be built 

entirely on the basis of the divine constitution. All these are aspects of the trust God 

has placed in the Muslim community. Those who do not fulfil their trust actually 

betray their pledges to God and His Messenger. 
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It is, then, a fully integrated code that comprises concepts of beliefs, directives and 

education, as well as duties and responsibilities. It is a code that has been devised by 

God who knows what suits man, because it is He who has created man: “Does He not 

know what He has created when He is fully aware of all things?” (67: 14) 

The last address to the believers in this passage of the s rah requires them to 

remain God-fearing. People cannot fulfil such heavy responsibilities unless they are 

fully aware of their true position, equipped with light that clears all 

misunderstandings and a determination that steadies their footsteps along the road 

they have to traverse. They can only have that when they have the sensitivity 

imparted by fearing God and benefit by the light He provides: “Believers, if you remain 

God-fearing, He will give you a standard by which to discern the true from the false, and will 

wipe off your bad deeds, and forgive you. God’s bounty is great indeed.” (Verse 29) 

This is, then, the equipment needed along the road. It is the sense of fearing God 

which makes people’s hearts alive and keeps them fully alert. With God’s light they 

can see clearly; their vision is not clouded by anything. Besides, fearing God is the 

proper equipment which ensures forgiveness for errors and sinful deeds. It provides 

reassurance and security, as well as great hope for a great bounty from God on the 

Day of Judgement when people discover that their actions have fallen short of 

expectation. 

It is a fact of life that fearing God provides people with a standard to distinguish 

truth from falsehood. Like all facts of faith, however, this can only be appreciated by 

those who have experienced it. Description cannot begin to give a feeling of this fact 

to those who have no experience of it. Matters remain intermingled in people’s 

minds and thoughts, and falsehood tries to always cling to the truth, particularly at 

points of divergence. Argument may silence objections, but cannot provide 

conviction, and polemics remain futile unless people are equipped with a sense of 

fearing God. When such a God-fearing sense is present, minds are open to see the 

truth, and the way ahead is defined. Thus, people can enjoy security and 

reassurance, and walk along with steady steps. 

The truth itself may not be lost to human nature because God has made this nature 

responsive to the truth. But people’s desires may force a separation between the truth 

and human nature. It is such desires that becloud people’s vision and cause them to 

lose their way. People’s desires are not overcome by argument, but by a sense of 

fearing God. Hence, the standard to discern truth from falsehood is all important to 

enlighten the way to those who wish to follow it. It is a priceless gift from God. God’s 

grace, however, does not stop at that. God adds to it the forgiveness of sins as well as 

a great bounty. This can only be provided by the Lord whose grace is great, limitless, 

unceasing. 
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2 

In Defiance of the Truth 

Remember how the unbelievers were 

scheming against you, seeking to keep you 

in chains or have you slain or banished. 

Thus they plot and plan, but God also 

plans. God is above all schemers. (30) 

Whenever Our revelations are recited to 

them, they would say: ‘We have heard 

them. If we wanted, we could certainly 

compose the like of this. This is nothing 

but fables of the ancients.’ (31) 

They would also say: ‘God, if this be 

indeed Your revealed truth, then rain down 

upon us stones from the skies, or inflict 

grievous suffering on us.’ (32) 

But God would not punish them while you 

were present in their midst, nor would God 

punish them when they may yet ask for 

forgiveness. (33) 

What [plea] have they now that God 

should not punish them, when they debar 

other people from the Sacred Mosque, 

although they are not its rightful 

guardians? Its only guardians are those 

that fear God; but of this most of these 

[evildoers] are unaware. (34) 

øŒ Î) uρ ãä3ôϑtƒ y7 Î/ z⎯ƒ Ï% ©!$# (#ρãx x. x8θçGÎ6 ø[ãŠ Ï9 ÷ρr& 

x8θè=çGø) tƒ ÷ρr& x8θã_Ìøƒ ä† 4 tβρãä3ôϑtƒ uρ ãä3ôϑtƒ uρ 

ª!$# ( ª!$# uρ çö yz t⎦⎪ÌÅ6≈ yϑø9 $# ∩⊂⊃∪  

# sŒ Î) uρ 4‘ n=÷Gè? óΟ Îγ ø‹n=tæ $oΨ çF≈ tƒ# u™ (#θä9$s% ô‰s% $oΨ ÷èÏϑy™ 

öθs9 â™!$t±nΣ $oΨ ù=à) s9 Ÿ≅ ÷W ÏΒ !# x‹≈ yδ   ïχÎ) !# x‹≈ yδ HωÎ) 

ç ÏÜ≈ y™ r& t⎦⎫Ï9 ¨ρF{ $# ∩⊂⊇∪  

øŒ Î) uρ (#θä9$s% ¢Ο ßγ ¯=9 $# βÎ) šχ% x. # x‹≈ yδ uθèδ 

¨,ysø9 $# ô⎯ ÏΒ x8Ï‰ΖÏã öÏÜ øΒr'sù $uΖøŠ n=tã Zο u‘$yfÏm 

z⎯ ÏiΒ Ï™!$yϑ¡¡9 $# Íρr& $oΨ ÏK ø $# A># x‹yèÎ/ 5ΟŠ Ï9 r& ∩⊂⊄∪  

$tΒuρ šχ% Ÿ2 ª!$# öΝ ßγ t/ Éj‹yèã‹ Ï9 |MΡr& uρ öΝ Íκ Ïù 4 
$tΒuρ šχ% x. ª!$# öΝ ßγt/ Éj‹yèãΒ öΝ èδuρ tβρãÏ øótGó¡o„ 

∩⊂⊂∪  

$tΒuρ óΟ ßγ s9 ωr& ãΝ åκ u5Éj‹yèãƒ ª!$# öΝèδuρ 

šχρ‘‰ÝÁtƒ Ç⎯ tã Ï‰Éfó¡ yϑø9 $# ÏΘ# tysø9 $# $tΒuρ 

(# þθçΡ% Ÿ2 ÿ… çν u™!$uŠ Ï9 ÷ρ r& 4 ÷βÎ) ÿ… çν äτ!$u‹ Ï9 ÷ρr& ωÎ) 

tβθà) −Gßϑø9 $# £⎯ Å3≈ s9 uρ öΝ èδusYò2r& Ÿω tβθßϑn=ôètƒ 
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Their prayers at the House are nothing but 

whistling and clapping of hands. Taste then 

this punishment in consequence of your 

disbelief. (35) 

The unbelievers spend their riches in order 

to turn people away from the path of God. 

They will go on spending them, and then 

this will become a source of intense regret 

for them; and then they shall be defeated. 

The unbelievers shall into hell be driven. 

(36) 

God will separate the bad from the good. 

The bad He will place one upon another, 

so He may heap them all up together, and 

then cast them into hell. Those indeed are 

the losers. (37) 

Say to the unbelievers that if they desist, all 

that is past shall be forgiven them; but if 

they persist [in their erring ways], let them 

remember what happened to the like of 

them in former times. (38) 

Fight them until there is no more 

oppression, and all submission is made to 

God alone. If they desist, God is certainly 

aware of all they do. (39) 

But if they turn away, know that God is 

your Lord Supreme. How splendid is this 

Lord Supreme, and how splendid is this 

∩⊂⊆∪  

$tΒuρ tβ% x. öΝ åκ èEŸξ|¹ y‰Ψ Ïã ÏM ø t7 ø9 $# ωÎ) [™!% x6 ãΒ 

Zπ tƒ Ï‰óÁs?uρ 4 (#θè%ρä‹ sù z># x‹yèø9 $# $yϑÎ/ óΟ çFΖä. 

šχρãà õ3s? ∩⊂∈∪  

¨βÎ) š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# (#ρãx x. tβθà) ÏΖãƒ óΟ ßγ s9≡ uθøΒr& 

(#ρ‘‰ÝÁu‹ Ï9 ⎯ tã È≅‹ Î6 y™ «!$# 4 $yγ tΡθà) ÏΖãŠ |¡sù §Ν èO 

Üχθä3s? óΟ Îγ ø‹n=tæ Zο tó¡ym §Ν èO šχθç7 n=øóãƒ 3 
z⎯ƒ Ï% ©!$# uρ (# ÿρãx x. 4’ n<Î) zΟ ¨Ψ yγ y_ šχρç|³ øt ä† ∩⊂∉∪  

u” Ïϑu‹ Ï9 ª!$# y]Š Î6 y‚ø9 $# z⎯ ÏΒ É= Íh‹ ©Ü9 $# Ÿ≅ yèøg s† uρ 

y]Š Î6 y‚ø9 $# … çμ ŸÒ÷èt/ 4’ n?tã <Ù÷è t/ … çμ yϑà2÷z sù 

$YèŠ ÏΗsd …ã&s#yèôfuŠ sù ’ Îû tΛ ©⎝ yγy_ 4 šÍ× ¯≈ s9 'ρé& ãΝ èδ 

šχρçÅ£≈ y‚ø9 $# ∩⊂∠∪  

≅ è% z⎯ƒ Ï% ©#Ïj9 (#ÿρãx Ÿ2 βÎ) (#θßγ tG⊥ tƒ öx øóãƒ Ο ßγ s9 

$̈Β ô‰s% y#n=y™ βÎ) uρ (#ρßŠθãètƒ ô‰s) sù ôM ŸÒtΒ 

àM ¨Ψ ß™ š⎥⎫ Ï9 ¨ρF{ $# ∩⊂∇∪  

öΝ èδθè=ÏG≈ s%uρ 4©®Lym Ÿω šχθä3s? ×π uΖ÷GÏù 

tβθà6 tƒ uρ ß⎯ƒ Ïe$!$# … ã&—#à2 ¬! 4 ÂχÎ* sù 

(# öθyγ tGΡ$#  χÎ* sù ©!$# $yϑÎ/ šχθè=yϑ÷ètƒ × ÅÁt/ 

∩⊂®∪  

βÎ) uρ (# öθ©9 uθs? (# þθßϑn=÷æ$$ sù ¨βr& ©!$# öΝ ä39s9 öθtΒ 4 zΝ ÷èÏΡ 
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Overview 

     The s rah continues its address showing glimpses from the past and compares 

them with the present. It paints a scene showing a great gulf between the two 

situations for the benefit of the Muslim community which fought the battle and 

achieved a great victory. Thus Muslims are able to appreciate God’s grace as 

manifested in what He had planned for them. Compared to that, all the spoils of war 

appear trivial and all sacrifices of little consequence. 

The first passage described the general situation of the Muslims in Makkah, and 

also in Madinah before the battle. They were small in number, poor in equipment to 

the extent that they always feared their enemies could launch an onslaught against 

them. However, by God’s grace all that was changed to a situation of strength, 

security and good provision. In the present passage, the s rah describes the attitude 

of the unbelievers as they scheme against God’s Messenger shortly before his 

departure to Madinah. They turn away from God’s revelations, claiming that they 

could produce something similar if they so wished. Their attitude is so stubborn that 

they appeal for God’s punishment to come sooner if Mu ammad’s message from 

God is true. They prefer this to accepting it and following its guidance. The passage 

also includes a reference to the fact that they allocate their resources so as to turn 

people away from God’s guidance and pool their money in order to launch an 

onslaught on God’s Messenger. They are warned that all their efforts will end in total 

failure in this life, and then they will be driven to hell in the life to come. Loss in both 

worlds will be the result of their scheming and plotting. 

Ultimately God directs the Prophet to confront the unbelievers with a choice 

between two alternatives. The first is that they stop their stubborn denial of the truth 

and their hostility to God and His Messenger, in which case God will forgive them all 

the sins and evil deeds they committed in the past. Alternatively, they continue with 

their attitude, in which case the fate that engulfed earlier communities will befall 

them too. They will then suffer the punishment God will determine for them. 

God then commands the Muslims to fight them until all their power is destroyed. 

Thus, they will no longer be able to scheme against the Muslims and turn them away 

from their faith. The fight should continue until all Godhead is recognized 

giver of support. (40) 4’ n<öθyϑø9 $# zΝ ÷èÏΡuρ ç ÅÁ̈Ζ9 $# ∩⊆⊃∪ 
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throughout the earth as belonging to God alone, and all submission is made to Him. 

If they, then, give up and surrender, the Prophet (peace be upon him) will accept that 

from them. As for their thoughts and intentions, these are known to God. He will 

hold them accountable for these. However, if they turn away and continue with their 

campaign against the Muslim community, denying God’s Lordship over the whole 

universe and refusing to submit to Him, the Muslims will then continue to fight 

them, trusting to God, their Master, who will provide them with His support. 

A Scheme to Put an End to Islam 

“Remember how the unbelievers were scheming against you, seeking to keep you in chains 

or have you slain or banished. Thus they plot and plan, but God also plans. God is above all 

schemers.” (Verse 30) This is a reminder of the situation in Makkah before things 

underwent a total transformation. This reminder serves also as a reassurance 

concerning the future, and draws attention to the wisdom behind the operation of 

God’s will. Those Muslims who were the first to be addressed by the Qur’ n were 

fully aware of both situations, having experienced both. A reminder of their 

immediate past, as well as the fear and worry they experienced in those days, was 

sufficient to make them appreciate the safety and security of the present. They were 

aware of the unbelievers’ scheming and what they planned to do with the Prophet. 

But not only their schemes were totally foiled; the unbelievers also suffered a 

humiliating defeat. 

The unbelievers were considering alternatives: they thought of arresting God’s 

Messenger and putting him in chains until he died, and they also considered killing 

him so that they could get rid of him once and for all. They also thought of driving 

him away, sending him into exile. Having considered the pros and cons of each of 

these alternatives, they chose to kill him, entrusting the task to a number of young 

men, each belonging to a different tribe, so that all tribes would share in his 

assassination. His own clan, H shim, would thus be unable to fight all the Arabs at 

once. They would then accept an offer of blood money and the whole matter would 

finish at that. 

Commenting on this verse, Im m Ahmad relates on the authority of `Abdull h ibn 

`Abb s: “The Quraysh were in consultation one night in Makkah. Some of them 

suggested that the following morning they should put the Prophet in chains; but 

others suggested that they should kill him, while still others suggested that it was 

sufficient to have him banished. God revealed to the Prophet what they were 

scheming. That night, `Alī slept in the Prophet’s bed, while the Prophet (peace be 

upon him) moved out of the city until he reached the cave. The unbelievers spent the 

night watching `Alī, but thinking him to be the Prophet. In the morning, they rushed 
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to him, but instead they discovered `Alī sleeping in his bed. They realized that their 

scheming had been foiled. They asked him: ‘Where is your companion?’ He 

answered: `I do not know.’ They traced his footsteps, but when they reached the 

mountain, they could no longer distinguish his trace. They climbed up the mountain 

and passed by the cave and saw that spiders had weaved their webs over its 

entrance. They thought that if he had gone into the cave, there would be no spider’s 

web at the entrance. All in all he stayed in that cave three nights.” 

“They plot and plan, but God also plans. God is above all schemers.” (Verse 30) These 

words paint a picture that leaves a profound effect, particularly when we stretch our 

minds to imagine that meeting of Quraysh idolaters and how they held their 

consultations discussing alternatives, looking at the advantages and disadvantages of 

every suggestion that was put forward. Yet, God Almighty was fully aware of all 

they said and decided. He rendered their schemes futile, but they were totally 

unaware of His planning. The whole scene is full of acute irony. But it is at the same 

time an awe-inspiring scene. How could those human beings, weak and clumsy as 

they were, be compared to God? Could anything they devised be compared to His 

design, able as He is to accomplish every purpose of His? The Qur’ nic style paints 

this image in the same inimitable method of the Qur’ n, bringing it alive so that it 

shakes hearts and set minds thinking. 

 After this brief but highly suggestive reference to the scheming of the Quraysh 

and what they plotted against the Prophet, the s rah moves on to describe the 

attitude of the unbelievers, their deeds, fabrications and claims. They went as far as 

claiming they were able to produce something similar to the Qur’ n, if only they 

chose to do so. At the same time, they described the Qur’ n as fables of the ancients. 

“Whenever Our revelations are recited to them, they would say: ‘We have heard them. If we 

wanted, we could certainly compose the like of this. This is nothing but fables of the 

ancients.’“ (Verse 31) 

Feeble Manoeuvres 

In his scholarly commentary on the Qur’ n, Ibn Kathīr mentions that the person 

who said this was al-Nađr ibn al- rith: 

Al-Nađr had been to the Persian Empire where he learnt Persian history and 

read accounts of past Persian kings, such as Rustam and Isfandayar. When he 

returned home, he saw God’s Messenger (peace be upon him) after he had 

been entrusted with God’s message, and he listened to him reciting the 

Qur’ n to people. When the Prophet finished talking to any group of people, 

al-Nađr would sit with them and tell them stories of those ancient kings. He 

would then ask them: ‘Tell me, by God, who tells better stories: I or 
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Mu ammad?’ Hence, when he fell captive on the day of the Battle of Badr, 

the Prophet ordered that he should be executed. His order was carried out, 

thank God.34 

The Prophet’s Companion who had taken him prisoner was al- Miqd d ibn al-

Aswad, as Ibn Jarīr al- abarī reports: 

The Prophet ordered the execution of `Uqbah ibn Abī Mu`ay , Tu`aymah ibn 

`Adiy and al-Nađr ibn al- rith. When he ordered the killing of al-Nadr, al-

Miqd d, the Prophet’s Companion who had taken him prisoner, said: 

‘Messenger of God, he is my prisoner!’35 The Prophet said: ‘He used to say 

things against God’s book.’ The Prophet again ordered al-Nadr’s execution. 

Al-Miqd d again said: `Messenger of God, he is my prisoner!’ The Prophet 

said: `My Lord, enrich al-Miqd d with Your bounty.’ Al-Miqd d commented 

that all he had hoped for was to have such a prayer by the Prophet. 

It was in reference to al-Nađr and what he used to say about the Qur’ n that 

this verse was revealed: “Whenever Our revelations are recited to them, they 

would say: ‘We have heard them. If we wanted, we could certainly compose the like of 

this. This is nothing but fables of the ancients.’“ (Verse 31)36 

The unbelievers’ claims that the Qur’ n was nothing but the tales of ancient 

people is mentioned several times in the Qur’ n. In another s rah we read: “And they 

say: ‘Fables of ancient times which he has caused to be written down, so that they might be 

read out to him in the morning and the evening.’“ (25: 5) 

This was only one episode in a chain of manoeuvres which they attempted in 

order to resist the Qur’ n and stop its profound effect. They realized that the Qur’ n 

put its address to human nature, based on the truth implanted in its very 

constitution. Hence, its response was bound to be positive. It confronted minds with 

its overpowering authority and they yielded to its irrefutable logic. Therefore, the 

elders of the Quraysh concocted some manoeuvres which they knew to be without 

foundation. Nevertheless, they tried to find in the Qur’ n something similar to the 

fables and legends of ancient communities in order to spread confusion among the 

masses. Their aim was simply to maintain their sway over those masses. 

Those elders of the Quraysh recognized the nature of the Islamic message, because 

they were fully aware of the meaning of its terms and expressions in their language. 

                                                 
34Ibn Kathīr, Tafsīr al-Qur’ n al- `Azīm, Beirut, Vol. II, p. 279  
35 Al-Miqd d’s words were meant as a reference to the ransom he would have collected in return for 
al-Nađr’s release. He was not objecting to the Prophet’s order, but he hoped for something different as 
is clear from the report. — Editor’s note. 
36 Ibn Jarīr al- abarī, J mi` al-Bay n, D r al-Fikr, Beirut, Vol. VI, pp. 231-232 
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They recognized that the declaration, ‘there is no deity other than God, and 

Mu ammad is God’s Messenger,’ signified a rebellion against all human authority, a 

complete rejection of the sovereignty of human beings and an acknowledgement that 

all sovereignty belonged to God alone. It also signified that putting such submission 

into practice meant following the teachings of Prophet Mu ammad, God’s 

Messenger, to the exclusion of all those who claimed to speak for God. They were 

aware that those of them who made that declaration rebelled immediately against 

the Quraysh’s authority, leadership and sovereignty. Without hesitation, they joined 

the community led by the Prophet, acknowledging his authority. They no longer 

entertained any feeling of loyalty to family, clan, tribe, leadership or human 

authority. All their loyalty was given to this new leadership and the community 

under its care. 

This is certainly the true significance of the declaration that there is no deity other 

than God and that Mu ammad is God’s Messenger. This was a reality witnessed by 

the elders of the Quraysh who recognized the threat it constituted to their social, 

political, economic and religious set-up. The new Muslims’ declaration did not have 

the hollow and feeble significance demonstrated by those who nowadays claim to be 

Muslims. They make such a claim only because they repeat this declaration verbally 

and offer some worship rituals. However, they pay little heed to the fact that God’s 

Lordship no longer has any practical significance in human life, since human beings 

allow man-made laws and ignorant leadership to conduct and manage all society 

affairs. 

It is true that in Makkah, Islam had neither a legal code to put forward nor a state 

to implement such a code, had it been there. However, those who made the 

declaration that brought them into the fold of Islam immediately acknowledged the 

leadership of the Prophet Mu ammad and gave all their loyalty to the Muslim 

community. They rebelled against the leadership of the Arabian j hiliyyah society, 

and disclaimed any loyalty to family, clan, tribe, etc. Hence, their declaration had its 

true political significance. 

This was indeed what worried the Quraysh’s elders as they recognized the threat 

posed by Islam and the Qur’ n. In earlier days, they were not at all worried when 

some individuals of foresight disowned the beliefs and rituals of the unbelievers, 

declaring that they believed in God’s oneness and worshipped Him alone. Those 

individuals disowned all idolatry, offering no worship ritual to any of the Arabian 

idols. If the whole matter is confined to this, those who wield authority in any 

j hiliyyah society would not care, because they do not see any threat to their authority 

in mere beliefs and worship rituals. Unlike what some kind and sincere people who 

wish to be Muslims may think, Islam is not confined to this. Islam is a positive 

movement that accompanies this declaration. It requires its followers to dissociate 
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themselves from j hiliyyah society, its conceptual beliefs, values, leadership, laws and 

authority. It also requires its followers to acknowledge loyalty only to the Muslim 

leadership which wants to bring Islam into practice. This was extremely worrying to 

the elders of the Quraysh, so they tried to resist it by various means, including their 

false claim that the Qur’ n was nothing but fables of the ancients, and that they could 

produce something similar to it. They certainly had no power to do so. The Qur’ n 

has challenged them time and again to produce even one s rah similar to it. Every 

time they tried, their attempts ended in miserable failure. 

A Sophisticated Version of an Old Ploy 

A fable is an old tale that includes some superstitious beliefs about deities and the 

supernatural courage of legendary heroes. It speaks of imaginary events that involve 

so much superstition. 

Those Quraysh elders referred to the accounts given in the Qur’ n of earlier 

nations and communities, the miracles shown to them and to the Qur’ nic 

descriptions of how God destroyed the unbelievers and saved the believers and said 

to the masses that such accounts were only fables of ancient people. They alleged that 

Mu ammad had it all written down in order to relate the same to the Arabs in 

Makkah, claiming that they had been revealed to him by God. Al-Nađr ibn al- rith 

would take the Prophet’s place after he had finished speaking to people, and would 

relate to them fables and legends which he had learnt on his travels in Persia. At 

times, al-Nađr would even have a group of people in a circle sitting next to the group 

addressed by the Prophet. He would then say to his audience: “These legends are 

similar to the fables related by Mu ammad, but I do not claim to be a Prophet or to 

receive any revelations. His are all fables and legends of the same type.” 

Such claims must, no doubt, have created some confusion among people, 

particularly at the beginning, before those legends were clearly seen as totally 

different from the Qur’ n. Hence, we appreciate why the Prophet issued an 

announcement before the Battle of Badr that al-Nađr ibn al- rith should be killed. 

Then, when he was taken prisoner, the Prophet ordered his execution along with a 

couple of other prisoners for whom the Prophet was not prepared to accept ransom. 

However, such matters did not last long in Makkah. These ploys were seen for what 

they really were. With its overpowering logic and profound truth that directly 

appealed to human nature, the Qur’ n could easily overcome all such ploys and 

manoeuvres. Nothing of them was able to resist the Qur’ n in any way. Hence, the 

elders of the Quraysh were in terrible fear and called on all their followers: “Do not 

listen to this Qur’ n. Cut short its recitation with booing and laughter, so that you may gain 

the upper hand.” (41: 26) But their leaders, such as Abū Sufy n, Abū Jahl and al-
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Akhnas ibn Sharīq went secretly at night, each on his own, to listen to the Qur’ n 

being recited. None of them could bring himself to refrain from being there night 

after night, to listen to the Prophet as he recited God’s revelations. Each one of them 

thought he was totally alone. When they discovered each other, they made a firm 

pledge of honour not to do it again. They feared that they would be seen by young 

people who would then listen to the Qur’ n and accept the Islamic faith. 

Al-Nađr’s attempt to attract people’s attention to his stories in order to turn them 

away from the Qur’ n was not the last of its kind. It was repeated in different shapes 

and forms, and it will continue to be repeated. In our present times, the enemies of 

this faith have also tried to turn people’s attentions away from the Qur’ n. But when 

they realize that all their attempts end in failure, they try to reduce the Qur’ n to a 

collection of hymns that reciters sing to enchant their audience. They also make of it 

charms and talismans which people wear or put in their pockets or under their 

pillows. When people do so, they imagine that they are Muslims and they think that 

they have paid the Qur’ n all its due respect. 

The Qur’ n is no longer the guideline for human life. The enemies of this religion 

have managed to provide flimsy substitutes for it to which people refer for directives 

concerning all matters of life. Indeed, it is from such flimsy alternatives that people 

derive their concepts, laws, values and standards. These enemies then tell the masses 

that religion is held in a position of respect and that the Qur’ n is intact. It is being 

recited for you morning and evening, and at all times. You may listen to such 

recitations and be enchanted with them. What else do you want the Qur’ n to do for 

you? As for your concepts, systems, laws, constitutions, values and standards, you 

may refer to other things which are the authority for all that. 

It is the same ploy as employed by al-Nađr ibn al- rith, but with more 

sophistication to suit modern life with all its complexities. Indeed, it is just one of 

numerous forms. Throughout its history, this religion of Islam has never been short 

of enemies scheming against it. 

What is remarkable about the Qur’ n is that it remains overpowering, despite the 

ever more sophisticated schemes that seek to undermine it. This divine book has 

such remarkable characteristics and such great appeal to human nature that it is able 

to overcome all the scheming of the forces of evil on earth, as well as the scheming of 

the Zionist Jews and imperialists, with all the international centres of power they 

erect everywhere and at all times. This book continues to crush its enemies the world 

over, forcing them to allocate a slot for it on all radio stations addressing the Muslim 

world. We listen to it being broadcast from Jewish and Christian radio stations as 

well as those controlled by their agents who falsely claim to be Muslims. 

It is true that they broadcast it only after they have succeeded in reducing it in the 
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minds of the Muslim masses to little more than hymns and recitals, or charms and 

talismans. They have also succeeded in dislocating it in the minds of the Muslim 

masses, so that it is no longer their guideline for life. They have replaced it with other 

sources of guidance. Nevertheless, this book continues to do so and there will 

continue to be a Muslim community that assigns to the Qur’ n its proper position, 

making it its only source of guidance. This community awaits the fulfilment of God’s 

promise of victory so that they can re-establish Islam on earth. This had happened 

once and will certainly happen again, despite all persecution and extermination 

attempts to which the Muslim community is being subjected in many areas of the 

world. 
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No Limit to Human Folly 

The s rah goes on to describe an attitude of most amazing stubbornness by the 

unbelievers. They try to wrestle with the truth and they are defeated. Pride, however, 

prevents them from acknowledging the truth and its authority or submitting to it. 

Hence, they appeal to God to rain down stones over them or to smite them with 

grievous suffering, if the Qur’ n were the truth revealed by Him. Instead of praying 

to God to guide them to the truth and enable them to follow it, they pray for their 

own undoing: “They would also say: ‘God, if this be indeed Your revealed truth, then rain 

down upon us stones from the skies, or inflict grievous suffering on us.’“ (Verse 32) 

This is certainly a very strange appeal which betrays a state of unwavering 

stubbornness that prefers total ruin to yielding to the truth, even when it is the 

absolute truth. When sound human nature experiences doubt, it prays to God to 

show it the truth and guide it to it. Sound human nature does not find that at all 

demeaning. But when it is corrupted by uncontrolled pride, arrogance drives it into 

sin to the extent that it prefers suffering and ruin to acknowledging the truth when it 

becomes clear, irrefutable. It is with this type of obstinacy that the unbelievers in 

Makkah resisted the Prophet’s message. But this message was victorious in the end, 

despite such persistent obstinacy. 

The s rah makes it clear that they certainly deserved that stones be rained on them 

from the skies, or that painful suffering be inflicted on them, just as they had prayed 

for. Nevertheless, God willed not to inflict on them the type of extermination He had 

inflicted on earlier communities. This is because God’s Messenger was still in their 

midst, calling on them to follow His guidance. Nor would God punish them for their 

sins if they continued to seek forgiveness after committing them. 

It is untrue that their punishment was postponed because they were the guardians 

of the Sacred Mosque. Indeed, they were not its true guardians, because its rightful 

guardians are those who fear God: “But God would not punish them while you were 

present in their midst, nor would God punish them when they may yet ask for forgiveness. 

What [plea] have they now that God should not punish them, when they debar other people 

from the Sacred Mosque, although they are not its rightful guardians? Its only guardians are 

those that fear God; but of this most of these [evildoers] are unaware. Their prayers at the 

House are nothing but whistling and clapping of hands. Taste then this punishment in 

consequence of your disbelief” (Verses 33-35) 

It is, then, through God’s grace that they are not punished for their arrogance and 

obstinacy, or for turning people away from the Sacred Mosque. They were indeed 

debarring Muslims from offering pilgrimage to the Sacred Mosque, the while they 

did not prevent anyone else from visiting the Mosque. It is through God’s grace that 
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they were given respite, so that, perchance, some of them might on a later date find 

faith creeping into their hearts and that they might follow divine guidance. As long 

as God’s Messenger remained among them, calling on them to believe in God, then 

the possibility that some would have a positive change of heart remained. Hence, the 

respite they are given is in honour of God’s Messenger. The way remains open for 

them to avoid the punishment of extermination. They only have to give a positive 

response and seek God’s forgiveness for what they have done in the past: “But God 

would not punish them while you were present in their midst, nor would God punish them 

when they may yet ask for forgiveness.” (Verse 33) 

If God were to treat them on the basis of their present situation, they would 

certainly deserve to be punished: “What [plea] have they now that God should not punish 

them, when they debar other people from the Sacred Mosque, although they are not its 

rightful guardians? Its only guardians are those that fear God; but of this most of these 

[evildoers] are unaware.” (Verse 34) 

What delays their punishment is not their claim that they are the heirs of Abraham 

and the custodians of the Sacred Mosque. This is merely a claim that has no 

substance or foundation. They are not the owners or the guardians of this House of 

worship, i.e. the Ka`bah. Indeed, they are its enemies. God’s Sacred Mosque, the Ka 

`bah, is not a place of property which one generation inherits from its predecessor. It 

is God’s own house which is inherited by those who fear God. False also is their 

claim that they are the heirs of the Prophet Abraham (peace be upon him). It is not 

through blood and lineage that Abraham’s legacy is inherited. It is only inherited 

through faith and religion. Those who fear God are the only ones to inherit Abraham 

and the House he built for God’s sake. But those unbelievers were turning away 

from it, its true guardians who believed in Abraham’s faith. Hence, they could not be 

guardians of this Sacred Mosque, although they may offer their prayers there. 

Indeed, theirs was not a true prayer. It was no more than whistling and hand 

clapping. It involved much chaos that imparted no air of serenity or atmosphere of 

humility before God. It did not inspire any feeling of sacredness of that mosque. 

`Abdull h ibn `Umar says: “They used to place their cheeks on the ground, 

whistling and clapping. This brings to mind the image of musicians who produce a 

great deal of noise, and who put their heads at the feet of those in high position in 

many countries which claim to be Muslim. This is no more than an aspect of 

j hiliyyah that is highlighted here. It is shown here after a clear picture of j hiliyyah 

has been raised, showing how people impose a sort of divine authority on earth, and 

claim sovereignty over people. When this type of j hiliyyah occurs, all other forms 

and styles of j hiliyyah may follow. 

“Taste then this punishment in consequence of your disbelief” (Verse 35) This refers to 

the suffering inflicted on them in the Battle of Badr at the hands of the Muslim 
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community. As for the suffering they prayed for, which involves extermination, it is 

simply postponed by God’s mercy, as a gesture of honour to God’s Messenger and 

his great position. It may be that they will eventually repent what they have been 

doing and pray to God to forgive them. 

Separating the Good from the Bad 

It is a common characteristic of unbelievers that they spend their money to 

cooperate in turning people away from God’s path. This they did on the day of the 

Battle of Badr. They did the same thing again after Badr to prepare for the next battle. 

God warns them that their purpose will be foiled and that they will come to rue the 

loss of their money. He promises them defeat in this life and the punishment of hell 

in the life to come: “The unbelievers spend their riches in order to turn people away from 

the path of God. They will go on spending them, and then this will become a source of intense 

regret for them; and then they shall be defeated. The unbelievers shall into hell be driven. God 

will separate the bad from the good. The bad He will place one upon another, so He may heap 

them all up together, and then cast them into hell. Those indeed are the losers.” (Verses 36-

37) 

Mu ammad ibn Is q and others report: 

 When the Quraysh suffered their major setback at the Battle of Badr, and 

their defeated army arrived back in Makkah, Abū Sufy n and his trade 

caravan had already returned there. ‘Abdull h ibn Rabī`ah, `Ikrimah ibn Abī 
Jahl, Şafw n ibn Umayyah and a number of other people from the Quraysh 

who suffered the loss of their fathers, brothers or sons at Badr went to Abū 

Sufy n and his fellow merchants who had major shares in that trade caravan. 

They said to them: `Elders of the Quraysh, Mu ammad has levelled a heavy 

blow on you and killed a number of the best people among you. Help us to 

fight him by donating this money to the war effort. This may enable us to 

secure revenge against him. All of them agreed. It is in comment on their 

action that God revealed this Qur’ nic verse: “The unbelievers spend their riches 

in order to turn people away from the path of God. They will go on spending them, 

and then this will become a source of intense regret for them; and then they shall be 

defeated.” (Verse 36) 

What happened before and after Badr was only an example of this continuous 

effort by the enemies of this faith. They spend their money, concentrate their efforts 

and use all their ability to turn people away from the path of God. They set up 

obstacles to impede the progress of this religion and to suppress the Muslim 

community everywhere and at all times. 
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This war against Islam will not cease. Hostile forces will not leave this religion of 

Islam alone. They will not allow its advocates any time of peace and security. Hence, 

the method of this religion is to move forward to attack j hiliyyah. It is the duty of its 

advocates to take pre-emptive measures to smash the ability of j hiliyyah to wage 

aggression, and then to raise God’s banner high, immune from attacks by its 

enemies. 

God warns those unbelievers who spend their money to turn people away from 

His path that they will come to rue their actions. They allocate their resources for a 

futile purpose. They will eventually be defeated and the truth will be triumphant. 

They will suffer the fate of hell, where they will taste the greatest regret. All this has 

the purpose outlined in the following statement: “God will separate the bad from the 

good. The bad He will place one upon another, so He may heap them all up together, and then 

cast them into hell. Those indeed are the losers.” (Verse 37) But how will this come about? 

The money and other resources that are so allocated enable evil to sustain its 

aggression. The truth counters such aggression with a determined struggle, i.e. jih d, 

and moves to smash the ability of evil and falsehood to sustain their aggression. In 

this hard fought battle, natures crystallize and the truth is separated from the evil, as 

are the advocates and supporters of each side. Indeed, such separation takes place 

even within the ranks that initially join the side of the truth, and this before it begins 

to endure trials and hardship. Those who are firm believers, determined fighters and 

unwavering in their support of the truth are distinguished. These deserve to be 

granted victory by God, because they are well able to undertake the trust of its 

message. They will not abandon it under any circumstances, no matter what 

pressures and trials they are made to endure. 

At this stage, God groups all the evil ones together and casts them into hell, where 

they suffer the greatest loss. The Qur’ nic expression shows evil as a sizeable mass, 

as if it is nothing more than a huge heap of dirt which is cast in hell with little regard: 

“The bad He will place one upon another, so He may heap them all up together, and then cast 

them into hell.” (Verse 37) This image gives the expression a stronger impact on our 

minds, as is always the case with Qur’ nic imagery. 

With this clear outline of the destiny of heaped evil and allied falsehood, the s rah 

directs the Prophet to issue a final warning to the unbelievers. The Muslim front is 

also commanded to fight until there is no more oppression on earth and human 

beings are all free to submit to God alone. The Muslim fighters are reassured that 

they receive support from God, their protector. Hence, they will not be overcome by 

any force or devious ploy. 

Say to the unbelievers that if they desist, all that is past shall be forgiven them; but if 

they persist [in their erring ways], let them remember what happened to the like of 
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them in former times. Fight them until there is no more oppression, and all 

submission is made to God alone. If they desist, God is certainly aware of all they do. 

But if they turn away, know that God is your Lord Supreme. How splendid is this 

Lord Supreme, and how splendid is this giver of support. (Verses 38-40) 

The Prophet is ordered to make it clear to the unbelievers that they have an open 

chance to mend their ways, to stop forming alliances against Islam and its advocates, 

and allocating resources to turn people away from God’s path. The way is open to 

them to turn to God in repentance. If they do, God promises to forgive them all their 

past actions. The adoption of Islam waives all that a person has done in his past. He 

is just as innocent as a new-born child. But if they revert to their erring ways and 

continue with their aggression and rejection of the faith, then the laws God has set in 

operation in the universe will have their effect. These laws brought God’s 

punishment on the unbelievers of the past after they were warned and given clear 

proof of the truth. It is also God’s law to grant victory to the believers and to 

establish them in a position of power. This law will never fail. The unbelievers may 

make their choice now that they are at the crossroads. Thus the address to the 

unbelievers is concluded. 

A Positive Approach to Reality 

     The s rah now addresses the believers: “Fight them until there is no more oppression, 

and all submission is made to God alone. If they desist, God is certainly aware of all they do. 

But if they turn away, know that God is your Lord Supreme. How splendid is this Lord 

Supreme, and how splendid is this giver of support.” (Verses 39-40) 

     This is the purpose and the limit of jih d, or struggle for God’s cause, not only at a 

particular period in time, but at all times. The statements related to jih d and the laws 

of war and peace in this s rah are not the final ones. The final version is that included 

in S rah 9, Repentance, or al-Tawbah. On the other hand, Islam is a positive 

movement which deals with human situations employing means that are suitable for 

different situations. Moreover, it is a well structured movement that uses fitting 

means and methods for every stage. Nevertheless, we have here a statement that lays 

down a permanent principle that defines the objectives of the confrontation between 

Islam and un-Islamic social set-ups. This is embodied in the verse which says: “Fight 

them until there is no more oppression, and all submission is made to God alone.” (Verse 39) 

In our Prologue to this s rah we mentioned that Islam is a general declaration of 

the liberation of man on earth from subjugation to other creatures, including his own 

desires, through the acknowledgement of God’s Lordship over the universe and all 

creation. We also pointed out that this declaration signifies a total revolution against 
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assigning sovereignty to human beings, whatever forms, systems and situations such 

sovereignty may take. There are two essential prerequisites for the achievement of 

this great goal. The first is to put an end to all oppression and persecution which 

targets the followers of this religion who declare their own liberation from human 

sovereignty and submit themselves to God alone. This cannot take place unless a 

community of believers establish their own movement and their own leadership that 

tries to put this general declaration into practice. This movement will be ready to 

continue its struggle against every tyrant who persecutes the followers of this 

religion or uses force, pressure and oppression to turn people away from it. 

The second prerequisite is the destruction of every force that is established on the 

basis of submission to human beings, in any shape or form. This will guarantee the 

achievement of the first goal and put into effect the declaration that all Godhead and 

Lordship on earth belong to God alone. Thus, there will be no submission to anyone 

other than God and no authority except His. We are talking here about submission to 

God’s authority, not merely believing in Him. 

We need to add here a point of clarification, because some people may feel uneasy 

about what we say, particularly in the light of the Qur’ nic verse: “There shall be no 

compulsion in [matters of] religion. The right way is henceforth distinct from error.” (2: 256) 

What we have mentioned about the nature of jih d in Islam, particularly what we 

have quoted from Mawdūdī’s book Jih d for God’s Cause is clear enough. 

Nevertheless, some further clarification is in order, because of the great fuss that has 

been made about it by the enemies of Islam. 

The statement, ‘all submission is made to God alone,’ means the removal of physical 

impediments to people’s submission to God. These impediments take the form of 

tyrannical authorities that impose their will on individuals. When these physical 

impediments are removed, all authority on earth will belong to God and human 

beings will not be subjugated by any tyrannical authority. Human beings will then 

be able to make their individual choices of what faith to adopt, in total freedom, 

without any pressure. Any faith other than Islam that people may choose must not 

establish a grouping that acquires physical force to exercise pressure on others and 

prevent them from following divine guidance. It must never resort to oppression 

against those who dissociate themselves from any power other than that of God. As 

individuals, human beings are free to choose the faith they want. But they are not 

free to establish a tyrannical authority to subjugate other human beings. Every 

human being must be free to submit himself, or herself, to the Lord of mankind, the 

Lord of the universe. 

Human beings will not achieve the position of honour God has guaranteed them, 

nor will mankind all over the earth be liberated unless submission is made to God 

alone, to the exclusion of anyone and anything else. It is for this noble objective that 
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the Muslim community fights: “Fight them until there is no more oppression, and all 

submission is made to God alone.” (Verse 39) Whoever accepts this principle and abides 

by it will be at peace with the Muslims who will accept such a position, making no 

attempt to search into motives and intentions. They will leave all that to God. “If they 

desist, God is certainly aware of all they do.” (Verse 39) But whoever persists in opposing 

God’s authority will be fought by the Muslims who rely on God’s help: “But if they 

turn away, know that God is your Lord Supreme. How splendid is this Lord Supreme, and 

how splendid is this giver of support.” (Verse 40) 

Such is the positive, practical and serious attitude of this religion of Islam as it 

moves to establish itself in practical life and ensure that Lordship is acknowledged to 

God alone by all mankind. This religion is not a theory that people learn from a book 

to enjoy its intellectual subtleties and to boast about their knowledge. Nor is it a 

negative faith that is confined to a relationship between human beings and their 

Lord. On the other hand, it is not merely a set of worship practices which people 

offer to their Lord. This religion is a general declaration for the liberation of 

mankind. It takes a realistic and practical approach that employs suitable means to 

confront any human situation. When it is impeded by obstacles of understanding, it 

speaks out, making its message absolutely clear. But when it faces the impediments 

of social systems and tyrannical authorities, it confronts them with a physical 

struggle, launching a campaign of jih d to destroy all tyranny and establish God’s 

authority in its place. 

This religion of Islam moves within a human practical situation. Its struggle 

against ignorance is not one between theories. As j hiliyyah is represented in a social 

order and an authority, then this religion must have its own social order and 

authority in order to confront j hiliyyah with equal and suitable means. Moreover, it 

must begin its struggle to ensure that religion belongs entirely to God, which means 

that no submission may be offered to anyone else. 

Such is the positive and practical approach of this religion of Islam. It is nothing 

like the defeatists say, even though they may be sincere and well intentioned. They 

may even wish to be Muslims but the true image of this religion may be obscure in 

their minds. 

For our part, we praise God for having guided us to this understanding. We 

would not have been able to have such clarity of understanding without God’s 

guidance. 
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3 

God’s Will at Work 

Know that one-fifth of whatever booty you 

may acquire in war is for God and the 

Messenger, and for the near of kin, the 

orphans, the needy and the traveller in 

need. [This you must observe] if you believe 

in God and what We revealed to Our 

servant on the day when the true was 

distinguished from the false, the day when 

the two hosts met in battle. God has power 

over all things. (41) 

[Remember the day] when you were at the 

near end of the valley and they were at the 

farthest end, with the caravan down below 

you. If you had made prior arrangements to 

meet there, you would have differed on the 

exact timing and location. But it was all 

brought about so that God might 

accomplish something He willed to be done, 

and so that anyone who was destined to 

perish might perish in clear evidence of the 

truth and anyone destined to live might live 

in clear evidence of the truth. God certainly 

hears all and knows all. (42) 

God made them appear to you in your 

dream as few in number. Had He shown 

them to you as a large force, you would 

have lost heart and would surely have been 

in dispute about what to do. But this God 

has spared you. He has full knowledge of 

what is in people’s hearts. (43) 
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When you actually met, He made them 

appear few in your eyes, just as He made 

you appear as a small band in their eyes, so 

that God might accomplish something He 

willed to be done. To God shall all things 

return. (44) 

Believers, when you meet an enemy force, be 

firm, and remember God often, so that you 

may be successful. (45) 

Obey God and His Messenger and do not 

dispute with one another, lest you lose heart 

and your moral strength. Be patient in 

adversity, for God is with those who are 

patient in adversity. (46) 

Do not be like those who left their homes 

full of self-conceit, seeking to be seen and 

praised by others. They debar others from 

the path of God; but God has knowledge of 

all that they do. (47) 

Satan made their deeds seem fair to them, 

and said: ‘No one can overcome you today, 

and I will stand firm by you.’ But when 

the two hosts came within sight of each 

other, he turned on his heels and said: ‘I 

am done with you, for I can see what you 

cannot. I fear God, for God is severe in 

retribution.’ (48) 
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The hypocrites and those in whose hearts 

there was disease said: `Their faith has 

deluded these people.’ But he who puts his 

trust in God knows that God is Almighty, 

Wise. (49) 

If you could but see how the angels gather 

up the souls of the unbelievers. They strike 

them on their faces and their backs and 

[say]: `Taste the punishment of burning, 

(50) 

in return for what your own hands have 

committed. Never does God do any 

injustice to His servants.’ (51) 

Like Pharaoh’s people and those who lived 

before them, they denied God’s revelations; 

so God took them to task for their sins. 

God is Mighty, severe in retribution. (52) 

This is because God would never alter the 

favours He bestows on a community unless 

they change what is in their hearts. God 

hears all and knows all. (53) 

Like Pharaoh’s people and those who lived 

before them, they disbelieved in their Lord’s 

revelations; so We destroyed them for their 

sins, as We caused Pharaoh’s people to 

drown. They were wrongdoers all. (54) 
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Overview 

 The transition from the end of the previous passage to the beginning of the 

present one is very smooth. The beginning here continues to outline rulings 

concerning fighting, which were started with the last couple of verses in the previous 

passage. Those ran as follows: “Say to the unbelievers that if they desist, all that is past 

shall be forgiven them; but if they persist [in their erring ways], let them remember what 

happened to the like of them in former times. Fight them until there is no more oppression, 

and all submission is made to God alone. If they desist, God is certainly aware of all they do. 

But if they turn away, know that God is your Lord Supreme. How splendid is this Lord 

Supreme, and how splendid is this giver of support.” (Verses 38—40) The opening verse in 

this passage continues these rulings, outlining those that apply to spoils that are 

gained as a result of victory in battle. 

The ultimate objective of any campaign of jih d was clearly stated in the statement 

instructing the believers to “fight them until there is no more oppression, and all 

submission is made to God alone.” (Verse 39) It is undertaken for the sake of God, and 

for well-defined goals that are related to the faith God has revealed and the code of 

living He has laid down. Ownership of the spoils of war has also been settled, with a 

statement that they belong to God and His Messenger. The fighters themselves are 

given no say in this, so that their effort is made purely for God’s sake, to earn His 

pleasure. Nevertheless, the Qur’ nic approach provides practical regulations for 

practical situations. The fact remains that there are fighters and spoils of war. The 

fighters go on a campaign of jih d ready to sacrifice their lives and property, paying 

for their own arms and equipment, and also providing equipment for other fighters 

who cannot buy their own weapons. Those same fighters take the booty which is 

only the result of their own steadfastness and determination. Since God has already 

purged their hearts of any greedy thoughts concerning this booty, declaring that it 

belongs totally to God and His Messenger, it is now appropriate that they are given 

part of it. They feel that this new gift is being made to them by God and His 

Messenger to meet practical needs and satisfy real feelings, leaving no room for any 

dispute over its division. 

Such is the nature of the code of living laid down by God who is well aware of 

human nature. It is finely balanced, holistic in its approach, satisfying real needs and 

feelings, and ensuring no ill feelings over such material gains. 

When the Fighting is Over  

 “Know that one-fifth of whatever booty you may acquire in war is for God and the 

Messenger, and for the near of kin, the orphans, the needy and the traveller in need. [This you 
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must observe] if you believe in God and what We revealed to Our servant on the day when the 

true was distinguished from the false, the day when the two hosts met in battle. God has 

power over all things.” (Verse 41) Much controversy is found in reports and among 

scholars on several points relating to the meaning of this verse. The main points of 

debate are as follows: 

• Are the “spoils of war” mentioned in the opening verse of the s rah the same as 

the “booty” mentioned here or are they two different things? The Qur’ nic text 

uses two different terms to refer to them. 

• Since four-fifths are given to the fighters and divided among them, how is the 

remaining portion of one-fifth to be divided? Is the one-fifth portion that belongs 

to God to be divided in turn into five equal shares? If so, one of these belongs to 

God, but is this share the same as that which belongs to God’s Messenger? Or is 

the Messenger’s share a separate one? 

• Does the Messenger’s share (i.e. one-fifth of one-fifth of the whole booty) belong 

to him personally? Or is it transferred to every Muslim ruler after him? 

• Is the share assigned to “the near of kin” exclusive to the Prophet’s relatives of the 

clans of H shim and `Abd alMu alib, as was the case during the Prophet’s time? 

Or does a Muslim ruler have any discretion over its distribution? 

• Are these fixed and equal shares into which the original portion of one-fifth of the 

booty must be divided? Or do the Prophet and the Muslim rulers who succeed 

him have discretionary authority over its usage and spending? 

There are further points of debate over other matters of detail. Following our 

usual approach in this commentary, we prefer not to discuss such controversial 

points, leaving them to be pursued in specialized studies. Moreover, the whole 

question of spoils of war is far removed from the practical realities of the Muslim 

world today. This is not something that is facing us at the present time. We do not 

have a Muslim state led by an Islamic leadership, fighting a campaign of jih d which 

may give it spoils of war that need to be divided according to Islamic regulations. 

Our situation today is similar to the period when Islam was addressing humanity for 

the first time. Human beings have reverted to the type of j hiliyyah, or ignorance, that 

prevailed then, associating partners with God that give them their man-made laws. 

This religion has gone back to its starting point calling on human beings to adopt it 

anew. It wants them to declare that they believe that “there is no deity other than 

God and Mu ammad is God’s Messenger.” This means in practical terms that 

Godhead, sovereignty and all authority belong to God alone. In all these aspects we 

receive guidance from God’s Messenger only. We acknowledge allegiance only to an 

Islamic leadership that strives to re-establish Islam in practical life, dissociating 
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ourselves from all other types of society and leadership. 

This is the real issue that confronts the Islamic faith today. At the outset there is no 

other issue to consider. There is no question of booty because no campaign of jih d is 

being launched. Indeed there is no single organizational or community issue, either 

at the internal or external level. The reason for this is very simple: there is no 

independent Islamic entity in need of specific rules to regulate its relations with other 

communities and societies. 

Islam employs a very practical and realistic method. It does not preoccupy itself 

with issues that have no significance in reality. Hence, it does not concern itself with 

providing rules for such issues. Its outlook is too serious for that. Such an exercise 

may be pursued by those who devote their spare time to academic discussion that 

has no bearing on reality. Their time, however, would have been much more 

fruitfully utilized, had they dedicated it for the re-establishment of Islamic society 

according to the practical Islamic approach, starting with a call on people to believe 

in God’s oneness and the message of the Prophet Mu ammad. For this leads to a 

situation where some people accept the faith. They, thus, establish a community that 

has its own leadership, allegiance and independent entity. God then settles the 

dispute between this community and other people on the basis of truth. Only at this 

stage would scholars need to deduce rules and regulations to address the various 

questions that may confront that community, internally and externally. This is when 

such scholarly exercise has real value, because it is relevant to practical and real 

questions and issues. 

Recognizing this serious approach of Islam, we do not wish to engage in any 

discussion of the juristic details concerning the question of booty and spoils of war 

until the time is right for such discussion. That is when God wills to bring into being 

an Islamic society which launches a campaign of jih d that leads to the acquisition of 

spoils of war. When that occurs, regulations will be needed to divide such spoils. In 

this commentary it is sufficient for our purposes to concentrate on the basic issue of 

faith in the historical progress of the Muslim community and the method of 

education to which it is exposed. This is a constant factor we find in God’s book 

which is not subject to change at any time. Everything else is of secondary value. 

The general rule outlined in the Qur’ nic verse states: “Know that one-fifth of 

whatever booty you may acquire in war is for God and the Messenger, and for the near of kin, 

the orphans, the needy and the traveller in need.” (Verse 41) This rule assigns four-fifths 

of anything gained in battle to the fighters themselves. The remaining one-fifth is left 

to God’s Messenger (peace be upon him) and Muslim leaders implementing God’s 

law and striving to further God’s cause. They are required to dispense with it only 

“for God and the Messenger, and for the near of kin, the orphans, the needy and the 

traveller in need,” so as to satisfy real needs when such booty has been gained. 
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If You Truly Believe 

Following this, we have a permanent directive in the following statement: “[This 

you must observe] if you believe in God and what We revealed to Our servant on the day 

when the true was distinguished from the false, the day when the two hosts met in battle. God 

has power over all things.” (Verse 41) 

True faith has certain essential indicators to prove it. God makes His recognition 

of true faith for the fighters in Badr conditional on their acceptance of His ruling on 

the question of the spoils of war. If they accept then they are truly believers in God 

and what He revealed to His Messenger. In fact such acceptance is a practical 

demonstration of faith. 

The real meaning of faith is thus stated clearly in the Qur’ n, without 

equivocation. It does not admit anything of the wide variety of interpretations and 

controversial details introduced by the different schools and sects. Such schools 

opened the way for argument, academic controversy and logical debate, which led, 

in turn, to accusations and counter accusations. It then became possible to brand 

someone as an unbeliever and for the refutation of such an allegation to no longer 

rely on the clear and basic essentials of faith. Instead, they relied on prejudice and the 

need to score a point against opponents. Thus people began to accuse others of 

unbelief because of disagreement on points of detail, while others sought to refute 

such accusations by following very strict lines of thought and action. Both attitudes 

were products of historical circumstances. The divine faith is clear, well defined, free 

from ambiguity and extremism. The Prophet says: “To be a true believer does not 

come about through wishful thinking. True faith is that which is firmly rooted in 

one’s heart and to which credence is given by practice.” To be a true believer 

presupposes acceptance of God’s law and its implementation in real life. Conversely, 

the rejection of God’s law and the implementation of a law other than the one He has 

laid down, in matters large or small, constitutes unbelief. 

God’s law provides rulings that are clear and decisive. One example of these is 

provided in this verse: “Know that one-fifth of whatever booty you may acquire in war is 

for God and the Messenger, and for the near of kin, the orphans, the needy and the traveller in 

need. [This you must observe] if you believe in God and what We revealed to Our servant on 

the day when the true was distinguished from the false, the day when the two hosts met in 

battle.” (Verse 41) The same applies to all categorical statements that delineate the 

nature of true faith and its framework which we read in the divine book. 

God has taken away the ownership of the spoils of war from those who actually 

collected them on the battlefield, and assigned that ownership to God and His 

Messenger, as stated clearly at the opening of the s rah. His purpose was that those 

who fight for God’s cause may have only pure motives. Thus, they would be able to 
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remove from their minds all thoughts and temptations that relate to the life of this 

world. They would be able then to submit themselves totally to God, fighting the 

battle for God’s cause, under His banner, in obedience to Him and to earn His 

pleasure. They accept His rule over their lives as they accept it over all their affairs, 

making no dissent or objection. This is the practical meaning of true faith, as clearly 

explained in the first verse of the s rah which vested all authority over the spoils of 

war in God and the Messenger: “They ask you about the spoils of war. Say: ‘The spoils of 

war belong to God and the Messenger. So, have fear of God and set right your internal 

relations. Obey God and His Messenger, if you are true believers.’” (Verse 1) 

 When they accepted God’s ruling, demonstrating that faith is deeply rooted in 

their hearts, God gave them back four-fifths of the spoils of war, and retained one-

fifth in its original ownership, i.e. belonging to God and His Messenger. The Prophet 

was then to dispense with it for the welfare of those in the Muslim community who 

needed help, be they near of kin, orphans, needy or wayfarers. When the share of 

four- fifths was given back to them, the Muslims were well aware that they did not 

own it by right of fighting or victory. They went to war for God’s sake, and achieved 

victory for His faith. They only deserved this share of four-fifths because God 

granted it to them, just as He determined the outcome of the battle and indeed all 

their affairs, and just as He granted them victory. They are reminded here anew that 

obeying this new order is a manifestation of faith. It is indeed both the condition and 

the outcome of being true believers: “Know that one- fifth of whatever booty you may 

acquire in war is for God and the Messenger, and for the near of kin, the orphans, the needy 

and the traveller in need. [This you must observe] if you believe in God and what We revealed 

to Our servant on the day when the true was distinguished from the false, the day when the 

two hosts met in battle.” (Verse 41) We see clearly how Qur’ nic statements support 

one another in confirming an essential and decisive principle of Islam that relates to 

the true meaning of having faith. 

Let us now reflect for a moment on God’s description of His Messenger (peace be 

upon him) as “Our servant”, at this particular point where the ownership of the 

spoils of war is stated as clearly belonging to God and the Messenger: “If you believe 

in God and what We revealed to Our servant on the day when the true was distinguished 

from the false, the day when the two hosts met in battle.” (Verse 41) It is indeed an 

inspiring description. Being a truly obedient servant of God is the essence of faith, 

and, at the same time, the highest position any human being can achieve when being 

honoured by God. Hence it is expressly mentioned at the point when God’s 

Messenger is required to convey God’s orders and assign the task of dispensing what 

God placed at his disposal. 

This is indeed the case in real life: being a servant of God is not merely a position 

of honour; it is the highest position to which a human being can aspire. True 
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submission to God alone protects people from being enslaved by their own desires or 

by other human beings. No human being can attain this highest position unless he 

refuses to submit to his own desires or to anyone other than God. 

Those who are too proud to submit themselves to God alone are automatically 

enslaved by their own desires and caprice, which is the worst type of slavery. They 

lose their sense of free will with which God has favoured human beings. They sink to 

the level of animals and soon descend to the worst rank of animals. They take 

themselves down to a level that God describes as “the lowest of the low,” (95: 5) after 

they have been created “in the fairest form.” (95: 4) They are willing to accept 

enslavement by others like them when they allow such people to conduct their lives 

according to narrow-minded theories and philosophies that are ignorant, deficient 

and arrogant. 

Such people are also ready to submit to `certainties’ which they are told to be 

inevitable and to admit no discussion, such as the certainties of history, economic 

development and evolution! There is indeed a long list of such materialist certainties 

and inevitabilities which enslave man and keep his head in the sand. 

A Criterion of Distinction 

We need now to discuss the description of the Battle of Badr as the “day when the 

true was distinguished from the false,” as it occurs in the first verse of the present 

passage. 

The Battle of Badr, which started and finished according to God’s own planning, 

direction and help, was indeed a criterion of distinction between truth and falsehood, 

as most commentators say. However, we are speaking here of a distinction that is 

much wider and far more profound. The truth, as meant here, is that original truth 

on the basis of which the whole structure of the heavens and the earth is established, 

as also the nature of all living things. It is the truth represented in the concept of 

God’s oneness, and His being the only deity who has the overall sovereignty, and 

authority over the universe. It is He who plans all that takes place. Everything in the 

universe: the heavens, the earth, animate and inanimate objects submit to His 

authority that admits no partnership with anyone. His will is enforceable without 

question. Falsehood, on the other hand, is incidental, although at the time of Badr it 

spread over the whole earth, beclouding people’s vision so that they could not 

distinguish the original truth. It also created tyrannical deities that ruled over 

people’s lives and conducted their affairs. That was the nature of the distinction that 

took place at Badr, when the original truth was distinguished from the tyrannical 

falsehood so that they could no longer be confused. 

The far-reaching and profound significance of the distinction between the truth 
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and falsehood that took place at Badr was multidimensional. It separated the truth 

from falsehood within people’s hearts and consciences. This provided, in effect, a 

complete distinction between absolute monotheism that assigns authority over 

human feelings, behaviour, morals, worship and submission to God alone, and 

polytheism in all its shapes and forms. This certainly includes mental submission to 

anyone other than God, be that a human being, a desire, a social value or a tradition. 

Badr also separated truth from falsehood in daily life situations. It provided a clear 

separation between people’s practical enslavement by other people, desires, values, 

laws and traditions on the one hand, and accepting, in all these matters, God’s 

judgement, recognizing that He has no associate or partner, and that He is the only 

Lord and legislator. Thus human beings were able to raise their heads high, rejecting 

all tyranny and bending to no authority other than that of God, the only law-giver. 

The Battle of Badr also separated two different stages in the history of the Islamic 

movement: the stage of grouping, perseverance and steadfastness, and the stage of 

strength, pre-emption and taking the initiative. The religion of Islam represents a 

new concept of life, a code of living, a social order and a system of state and 

government. All these are results of the liberation of humanity all over the world 

which Islam achieves through the establishment of God’s sovereignty in human life 

and by rejecting all tyranny. As such, Islam must always acquire strength and take 

the initiative. It is not in the nature of Islam to remain in waiting for events and 

developments. It cannot remain a collection of beliefs that are represented in worship 

rituals and moral behaviour. It must take action to establish its new concept, practice 

its code of living and lay the foundation of its new social order and state. This 

requires the removal of all physical and material impediments that hinder the 

practical implementation of its constitution in the life of the Muslim community at 

first, and later in human life as a whole. Needless to say, God has given us all these 

for practical implementation. 

Badr also separated two epochs in human history. Prior to the establishment of the 

Islamic system, humanity as a whole was a totally different entity. The new Islamic 

concept of life and the new Muslim community meant a rebirth of humanity, while 

the new set of values provided the foundation of a new social order and a new code 

of law. After Badr, these were no longer the sole property of the Muslims alone. They 

gradually became the property of all humanity, which came to be profoundly 

influenced by them, within the land of Islam and outside it. This applied to those 

who adopted a friendly attitude to Islam, and also to those who were hostile. The 

Crusaders who marched from the West to exterminate Islam in its own territory were 

strongly influenced by the traditions of the Muslim society they came to destroy. 

When they went home, they put an end to the feudal system that prevailed in 

Europe, after they had seen the lingering traditions of the Islamic system. 
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Encouraged by the Jews and Crusaders living in the Muslim areas, the Tartars 

marched from the East to put an end to Islam. They, however, were eventually 

influenced by the Islamic faith. They not only adopted Islam, but went further to 

spread it across vast new areas and establish a new Islamic state that flourished close 

to the European hinterland from the fifteenth to the twentieth centuries. Ever since 

the Battle of Badr, human history is strongly influenced by that great distinction 

between the truth and falsehood, whether in the land of Islam or in the land of its 

opponents. 

Badr also provided a clear distinction between two outlooks defining the causes of 

defeat and victory. The battle took place at a time when all apparent factors clearly 

indicated a victory for the unbelievers and predicted a defeat for the Muslims. The 

hypocrites and those sick at heart declared: “Their faith has deluded these people.” 

(Verse 49) Since it was the first major battle between the unbelieving majority and the 

Muslim minority, God willed that it should take place in this particular fashion in 

order to provide a clear distinction between causes of victory and defeat. Strong faith 

was thus able to overcome numerical strength and superior equipment so that people 

should know that victory belongs to the faith that has the elements of strength and is 

designed to bring out the best in human beings. Those who believe in the true faith 

must strive hard and join the battle against falsehood, without waiting until they 

have the same material strength as their enemy. They should be aware that they have 

another type of strength that can tip the balance in their favour. These are not idle 

words. This is an evident reality. 

The Battle of Badr was also a distinction between the truth and falsehood in a 

different sense, which we derive from God’s statement in the early part of the s rah: 

“God promised you that one of the two hosts would fall to you. It was your wish that the one 

which was not powerful to be yours, but it was God’s will to establish the truth in accordance 

with His words and to wipe out the unbelievers. Thus He would certainly establish the truth 

firmly and show falsehood to be false, however hateful this might be to the evildoers.” (Verses 

7-8) 

Those Muslims who marched with the Prophet from Madinah wanted only to 

capture the trade caravan led by Abū Sufy n. God, however, wanted something else 

for them. He wanted them to miss out on capturing the trade caravan and to meet in 

battle the army led by Abū Jahl. He wanted them to go through a hard battle when 

fighters are killed and prisoners are taken. He did not want them to have an easy 

mission which ended in the capture of handsome booty. Furthermore, He told them 

that He willed this in order to “establish the truth firmly and show falsehood to be false.” 

(Verse 8) 

This is a clear reference to a fundamental issue. In human society, the truth cannot 

be established and falsehood cannot be clearly seen as false on the basis of any 
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theoretical exposition of each, or even by an academic belief that the one is true and 

the other is false. The establishment of truth and the eradication of falsehood in the 

real world can only come about when the might of falsehood is smashed and the 

authority of truth is triumphant. This takes place when victory is achieved by the 

army of truth over the forces of falsehood. This religion is not a mere theory for 

debate. It is a practical code of living. 

God’s purpose was certainly achieved with the truth firmly established as true 

and falsehood clearly seen as false. He has indeed stated His purpose behind 

bringing His Messenger out of his hometown with the truth, allowing the caravan 

(the host of little might) to escape its chasers and bringing about the encounter with 

the mighty host, so that the battle could take place. 

All this is a criterion of distinction characteristic of the method of operation of 

Islam. We are thus able to clearly see the nature of this method of operation and how 

it is perceived by Muslims. Today we feel the need and the importance of this 

criterion as we witness ambiguity creeping into people’s perception of basic Islamic 

concepts. Indeed some of those who call others to embrace this religion are not free 

from such ambiguity. 

The Battle of Badr was indeed a way to separate the true from the false in the 

sense of this whole range of concepts. 

“God has power over all things.” (Verse 41) The Battle of Badr was an indisputable 

example of the working of God’s power. It was an event that cannot be explained in 

any way other than its being brought about by God’s power which can easily 

accomplish whatever He wants. 

In Clear Evidence of the Truth 

 At this point the s rah refers once more to the Battle of Badr, portraying its scenes 

and events in a splendid style, to bring it all alive before our eyes. It also points out 

the fact that it was God who conducted the battle, so that we almost see God’s hand 

shaping events as they take place. Moreover, the s rah tells us the purpose behind 

God’s determination of the course of events. 

[Remember the day] when you were at the near end of the valley and they were at the 

farthest end, with the caravan down below you. If you had made prior arrangements to 

meet there, you would have differed on the exact timing and location. But it was all 

brought about so that God might accomplish something He willed to be done, and so 

that anyone who was destined to perish might perish in clear evidence of the truth and 

anyone destined to live might live in clear evidence of the truth. God certainly hears 

all and knows all. God made them appear to you in your dream as few in number. Had 
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He shown them to you as a large force, you would have lost heart and would surely 

have been in dispute about what to do. But this God has spared you. He has full 

knowledge of what is in people’s hearts. When you actually met, He made them appear 

few in your eyes, just as He made you appear as a small band in their eyes, so that God 

might accomplish something He willed to be done. To God shall all things return. 

(Verses 42-44) 

The battle is about to start, with each of the two combatants taking position, and 

with a clear pointer to the subtle and elaborate planning behind it all. We can 

visualize how God’s hand brings each party to its position, while the caravan 

manages to slip away. The very words unveil God’s planning as the Prophet sees his 

dream, and as each party sees the other as small in number, which tempts each party 

with the prospect of victory. Only the Qur’ nic style can portray scenes so vividly, 

and bring them alive in such a concise method of expression. 

Reference has already been made to the scenes portrayed in this part of the s rah. 

When the Muslims left Madinah, they finally encamped at the end of the valley that 

was closer to Madinah, while the army of unbelievers took its position at the other 

end. There was a small hill separating the two sides. As for the caravan, Abū Sufy n 

managed to slip away with it to the coastal area, below the positions of both hosts. 

Neither of the two armies was aware of the position of the other. It was God who 

brought them both to their positions by the hill, in order to accomplish a certain 

purpose of His own. Indeed, had they made prior arrangements to meet, they would 

not have taken their positions so close to each other and they would not have arrived 

there at the same time, as they actually did. God reminds the Muslim community of 

all this so that they always remember how God can accomplish any purpose He may 

have at any point in time. “[Remember the day] when you were at the near end of the valley 

and they were at the farthest end, with the caravan down below you. If you had made prior 

arrangements to meet there, you would have differed on the exact timing and location. But it 

was all brought about so that God might accomplish something He willed to be done.” (Verse 

42) Behind such an unplanned meeting there was certainly a purpose which God 

made the Muslim community the means to achieve. Moreover, He arranged all the 

circumstances that helped its accomplishment. 

What is this matter for the accomplishment of which God arranged all the 

necessary circumstances? It is the one which He describes in these terms: “So that 

anyone who was destined to perish might perish in clear evidence of the truth and anyone 

destined to live might live in clear evidence of the truth.” (Verse 42) The verb `perish’ may 

be used to express its direct meaning, or may be used to denote disbelief and 

rejection of the faith. The same applies to `live’ which could express life and may 

refer to faith itself. The latter meaning is nearer and clearer in this particular instance. 
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In the same sense God says in the Qur’ n: “Is he who was dead and whom We have raised 

to life, and for whom We set up a light to see his way among men, to be compared to one who 

is in deep darkness out of which he cannot emerge?” (6: 122) Here denial of the true faith 

is described as death, while embracing the divine faith is portrayed as having life. 

This is indeed how Islam views the nature of faith and denying it. The basis for 

giving more weight to this meaning in this particular instance is the fact that the 

Battle of Badr was, as God describes it, a day which separated truth from falsehood. 

Hence, anyone who denies the faith after Badr does so in clear evidence of the truth. 

Likewise, anyone who believes does so on the basis of the clear evidence pointing to 

the truth provided by the battle itself. 

With all the circumstances surrounding the Battle of Badr, the battle itself 

provided an irrefutable evidence of elaborate planning that dwarfs, by comparison, 

any plans human beings may devise, and points to a power that is totally different 

from that of human beings. It proved that this faith is supported by the Lord who 

takes care of its advocates when they demonstrate their sincerity and remain 

steadfast in their struggle for its cause. Had material strength been the decisive factor 

the unbelievers would not have been vanquished on the day of Badr, and the 

believers would not have scored such a great and decisive victory. 

The unbelievers themselves said to their own ally who offered to support them 

with a battalion of his tribesmen: “If we are fighting men like us, we are more than a 

match to them. But if we are fighting God, as Mu ammad claims, then no human 

force can stand in opposition to God.” Had mere knowledge been sufficient, they 

were certainly aware that they were taking a stand in opposition to God Himself, as 

they were told by Mu ammad, the man who personified honesty and spoke nothing 

but the truth. They were certain that no one was a match for God Almighty. If after 

all this they perished on account of their denial of the faith, they perished after 

having had very clear evidence of the truth. 

A Purpose to Be Accomplished 

Such are the thoughts that come immediately to mind when we try to understand 

God’s statement: “So that anyone who was destined to perish might perish in clear evidence 

of the truth and anyone destined to live might live in clear evidence of the truth.” (Verse 42) 

However, the statement also imparts a different sense. 

That the truth achieved victory in the battle between its advocates and the 

supporters of falsehood, after it had also triumphed in people’s hearts, helps to put 

matters clearly in front of our eyes. No ambiguity or confusion is left after the victory 

at Badr has clarified all issues. Anyone who chooses to perish, i.e. rejects the true 

faith, no longer has any doubt concerning the truth after it had made its presence so 
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clearly felt. Similarly, anyone who chooses life, i.e. embraces the faith, has no doubt 

that he is making his choice in favour of the truth which will always enjoy God’s 

support against the tyrants who try to suppress it. 

This takes us back to what we mentioned in our introduction when we spoke of 

the need to launch a jih d campaign to destroy the forces of evil and tyranny, and to 

enable the truth to triumph. Such jih d helps to make the truth clear to all, “so that 

anyone who was destined to perish might perish in clear evidence of the truth and anyone 

destined to live might live in clear evidence of the truth.” (Verse 42) Again, this 

understanding of the statement makes it easier for us to understand the significance 

of a later statement in this s rah, in which the following directive is given: “Make 

ready against them whatever force and war mounts you can muster, so that you may strike 

terror into the enemies of God who are also your own enemies.” (Verse 60) Putting forces 

on the alert to frighten the enemy may help to make the truth clear in certain hearts 

and minds which only understand the language of force. 

The comment that follows on this aspect of God’s planning and execution of the 

battle and the purpose behind it all takes the following form: “God certainly hears all 

and knows ail.” (Verse 42) Nothing that is said by the parties supporting truth or 

falsehood, and nothing that they may harbour in their hearts behind their words or 

actions escapes God as He puts His plan into action in full knowledge of all that is 

hidden or apparent. He does indeed hear all and know all. 

This statement and the comment that follows occur in the middle of the account 

given in the s rah of the events of the battle and its course. The next verse continues 

with this account: “God made them appear to you in your dream as few in number. Had He 

shown them to you as a large force, you would have lost heart and would surely have been in 

dispute about what to do. But this God has spared you. He has full knowledge of what is in 

people’s hearts.” (Verse 43) Part of God’s planning for the battle was that His 

Messenger should see the unbelievers in his dream as small in number, having no 

real strength. He told his companions of this and it gave them encouragement. Here 

God’s Messenger is told the reason for this vision. Had God shown him a large force, 

it would have demoralized his Companions, who were no more than a small group 

of believers who joined him on an expedition, neither expecting a battle nor prepared 

for one. This would have weakened them and caused them to be in dispute over 

whether to fight or to avoid a confrontation. Such a dispute is the worst thing to 

happen to an army on the verge of meeting an enemy force: “But this God has spared 

you. He has full knowledge of what is in people’s hearts.” (Verse 43) 

It was an aspect of God’s grace that He, knowing the weakness of the Muslim 

group in that particular situation, showed the unbelievers to His Messenger as small 

in number, whereas they were truly a much larger force. That dream had true 

significance. Their numerical strength was of little consequence, as their minds were 
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devoid of broad vision, and their hearts deprived of faith. It was this true picture that 

God showed to His Messenger to reassure the small Muslim force. God was fully 

aware of their feelings and their inmost thoughts, as they were aware of their 

numerical weakness and lack of equipment. He was also aware of what would be the 

effect on them of their knowledge of their enemy’s numerical superiority. Needless 

to say, they would have been reluctant to confront the enemy. It was, then, part of 

God’s planning that they should think their enemy to have a smaller fighting force 

than it actually had. 

When the two hosts actually met face to face, that which the Prophet saw in his 

true dream was repeated, but it was this time by actual eyesight and by both sides. 

This was again part of God’s elaborate planning of which the believers are reminded 

in this review of the battle and its events: “When you actually met, He made them appear 

few in your eyes, just as He made you appear as a small band in their eyes, so that God might 

accomplish something He willed to be done. To God shall all things return.” (Verse 44) This 

particular aspect of God’s scheme encouraged both parties to go to war. The 

believers saw their enemies as a small force because they were looking at them from 

the viewpoint of real strength, while the unbelievers considered the believers to be of 

little consequence, because they judged them only by appearances. With the two 

facts shaping the way each party looked at the other, the purpose of God’s planning 

was accomplished and His will was done. “To God shall all things return.” (Verse 44) 

This is the appropriate comment on the accomplishment of what God willed. This is 

a matter that rests with God alone. He brings it into being by His will and shapes it 

with His power. It is never removed from His will or His divine wisdom. Indeed 

nothing takes place in the whole universe except what He has willed. 

Since all things are conducted by God and victory is granted by Him, while 

neither numerical strength nor superior firepower can resolve a confrontation or 

determine the outcome of a battle, the believers should remain steadfast and 

persevere when they meet unbelievers in battle. What they should do, however, is to 

have the proper equipment for the battle and take the measures that keep on the 

right footing their relationship with God who has the final say over all matters. It is 

He who grants effective support and commands all power and authority. They must 

also avoid the causes of defeat which led the unbelievers to be vanquished despite 

their great numbers and superior equipment. They must rid themselves of conceit, 

arrogance and falsehood. They should guard against falling prey to Satan’s 

deception, for it was he who led the unbelievers to their destruction. They must place 

their trust in God alone. 

Eliminating Causes of Failure 
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Believers, when you meet an enemy force, be firm, and remember God often, so that 

you may be successful. Obey God and His Messenger and do not dispute with one 

another, lest you lose heart and your moral strength. Be patient in adversity, for God 

is with those who are patient in adversity. Do not be like those who left their homes 

full of self-conceit, seeking to be seen and praised by others. They debar others from the 

path of God; but God has knowledge of all that they do. Satan made their deeds seem 

fair to them, and said: No one can overcome you today, and I will stand firm by you. 

‘But when the two hosts came within sight of each other, he turned on his heels and 

said: ‘I am done with you, for I can see what you cannot. I fear God, for God is severe 

in retribution.’ The hypocrites and those in whose hearts there was disease said: Their 

faith has deluded these people.’ But he who puts his trust in God knows that God is 

Almighty, Wise. (Verses 45-49) 

In these verses we have a host of inspiring touches, rules, directives, scenes and 

attitudes; all relating to the battle. Ideas, feelings and inner thoughts are portrayed 

which normally need much greater space to describe, but they are all most vividly 

delineated here in the unique style of the Qur’ n. They start with an address to the 

believers, which is one of many in the s rah, instructing them to stand firm when 

they meet their enemy. They should also try to acquire all that is needed to ensure 

victory. This includes a steadfast attitude, frequent remembrance of God to maintain 

their relationship with Him, obedience to God and His Messenger, avoidance of 

internal conflict and dispute, patience in adversity, perseverance in battle, and 

steering away from conceit, showing off and persecution of others. 

Steadfastness is the first step to victory, and the party that is more steadfast is the 

one which has the upper hand. Although the believers cannot tell, their enemy may 

be suffering even more than what they themselves are suffering. Their enemy may 

even be enduring more pain, although that enemy could not hope to receive support 

from God as they hope to do. It may be that if the believers only remain steadfast for 

a moment longer, their enemy will collapse and be vanquished. Why should the 

believers ever feel shaken when they are certain that they will have either one of the 

best two alternatives: victory or martyrdom? Their enemy, on the other hand, aims at 

nothing further than the life of this world. This explains why unbelievers are so keen 

to achieve material superiority in this life which is the ultimate they hope for, since 

they have no hope in the life to come. 

Frequent remembrance of God at the time when an encounter with the enemy is 

imminent is a constant directive to believers. It is a consistent teaching that becomes 

well engraved in the hearts of believers. Indeed the Qur’ n shows it as a feature of 

the community of believers in their long history. 

The Qur’ n tells us about the sorcerers Pharaoh gathered for a contest with Moses. 
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When they submitted to the faith after they had realized that it represented the truth, 

Pharaoh issued them with a highly frightening warning outlining the punishment 

which he would inflict on them, unless they abandoned their new faith. Their 

response was: “You want to take vengeance on us only because we have believed in the signs 

of our Lord when they were shown to us. Our Lord, grant us abundance of patience in 

adversity, and let us die as people who have surrendered themselves to You.” (7: 126) The 

Qur’ n also mentions the case of a small band of believers among the Children of 

Israel who were facing the might of Goliath and his army: “When they came face to face 

with Goliath and his troops, they prayed, ‘Our Lord, grant us patience, make firm our steps, 

and grant us victory over the unbelievers.’” (2: 250) 

In the Qur’ nic accounts of the attitudes of believing communities as they were 

fighting their battles we read the following statement: “Many a Prophet has fought with 

many devout men alongside him. They never lost heart on account of what they had to suffer 

in God’s cause, and neither did they weaken nor succumb. God loves those who are patient in 

adversity. All that they said was this: ‘Our Lord! forgive us our sins and our excesses in our 

affairs. Make firm our steps, and give us victory over the unbelievers.’”(3: 146-147) 

This type of education was well taken by the early Muslim community. They 

adopted the same attitude whenever they had to meet an enemy in battle. Later, the 

Qur’ n speaks about those who suffered a reversal in the Battle of U ud. When they 

were required to go on a new campaign the following day, they showed that they 

could rise to the highest level of steadfastness: “When other people warned them: ‘A big 

force has gathered against you, so fear them,’ that only strengthened their faith and they 

answered: `God is enough for us; He is the best Guardian.” (3: 173) 

Remembering God at the time of encountering an enemy is useful in a variety of 

ways. To start with, it provides a direct link with the Power that can never be 

overcome. It is a demonstration of placing all trust in God who is certain to support 

His servants. At the same time it brings to the forefront the nature of the battle, its 

causes and goals. It is a battle for God, to establish His authority on earth and to 

overthrow all tyrants who try to usurp this authority. In short it is a fight to make 

God’s word supreme. It has no motive of imposing the authority of any person, 

group or nation, or making any personal or national gain. It also emphasizes the 

importance of the duty of remembering God even at the most difficult time. 

Obedience to God and His Messenger ensures that the believers go into the battle 

submitting themselves totally to God. There will be no room for any cause of conflict 

or dispute: “Do not dispute with one another, lest you lose heart and your moral strength.” 

(Verse 46) People fall into dispute when they have different authorities which they 

look to for leadership and guidance, or when desire is the ultimate factor that shapes 

people’s views and ideas. When people obey only God and His Messenger, the main 

cause of dispute between them disappears, no matter how much their views differ 
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over the question under discussion. Having different views is never a cause of 

dispute and conflict. What causes conflict is desire, making everyone insist that his 

view is the one to follow, even when it appears to be wrong. Desire causes ‘self’ to be 

placed in opposition to ‘right’ and attaching more importance to self in the first place. 

For this reason, Muslims are given this directive to obey God and His Messenger at 

the time of battle. It is a question of discipline that is essential in battle. It is an 

obedience to the High Command which reflects itself in a genuine obedience to the 

leader in command of the Muslim forces. Thus it is different from the rigid and 

superficial discipline in the ranks of armies that do not fight for God’s cause, and in 

which loyalty to commanders is not based on loyalty and submission to God. The 

gulf between the two is great indeed. Steadfastness and patience in adversity are also 

essential in any fight, whether internal within oneself, or on the battlefield: “Be 

patient in adversity, for God is with those who are patient in adversity.” (Verse 46) Being 

with God will certainly ensure success and victory for those who are steadfast. 

The last directive is given as follows: “Do not be like those who left their homes full of 

self-conceit, seeking to be seen and praised by others. They debar others from the path of God; 

but God has knowledge of all that they do.” (Verse 47) The purpose of this directive is to 

protect the community of believers against going out to fight, with an attitude of 

conceit, keen to show off, boasting of their own strength and using the blessing of 

power God has granted them for a purpose other than that of which He approves. 

Believers go out to fight for God’s cause, to establish His authority and Lordship 

over human life, and to ensure people’s submission to Him alone. They seek to 

destroy the tyrants who usurp God’s authority and claim sovereignty for themselves, 

having no basis for their claim in the form of a permission granted by God or His 

law. They fight to declare the liberation of mankind throughout the world from any 

bondage to any authority, since such bondage represents a humiliation of man. 

Believers fight in order to protect people’s rights, freedom and integrity, not to 

humiliate other races and peoples through the abuse of the power God has granted 

them. They go out to fight seeking no personal gain whatsoever. Victory brings them 

nothing other than having obeyed God’s command to go on jih d, to establish the 

code of living He has revealed, to make God’s word supreme and to seek His grace 

and pleasure. Even the spoils of war that believers may gain are viewed as an aspect 

of grace bestowed by none other than God. 

False Pretences, False Promises 

     The believers had just seen the Quraysh leave their homes full of self-conceit, 

eager to be praised by others. They also witnessed the consequences of such an 

arrogant demonstration. The Quraysh mustered all their pride, power and prestige to 

defy God and His Messenger. By the end of the day the Quraysh returned home with 
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their pride tarnished, their prestige shattered and their might totally destroyed. Here 

God reminds the community of believers of a recent situation that gave them much 

to think about: “Do not be like those who left their homes full of self-conceit, seeking to be 

seen and praised by others. They debar others from the path of God; but God has knowledge of 

all that they do.” (Verse 47) 

     All the arrogance, self-conceit, and praise-seeking were clear in what Abū Jahl, 

who commanded the Quraysh forces in the battle, said to Abū Sufy n’s messenger. 

The latter was the leader of the trade caravan the Muslims sought to intercept in 

compensation for their property confiscated by the Quraysh. When he and his 

caravan managed to escape unharmed by his Muslim pursuers, he sent a message to 

Abū Jahl asking him to return with the Quraysh army, as there was no longer any 

reason for the Quraysh to fight the Muslims. Abū Jahl said: “No. By God we will not 

go back home until we have reached Badr. We will stay there for three days, 

slaughtering camels for food, feeding whoever comes to us, drinking wine and 

listening to music and singers. The Arabs will then hold us in awe for the rest of 

time.” When Abū Sufy n’s messenger told him of Abū Jahl’s answer, he said: “Pity 

to my people. This is the action of `Amr ibn Hish m (i.e. Abū Jahl). He does not wish 

to come back because he put himself at the helm and acted unjustly. Injustice brings 

shame and bad omen. If Mu ammad wins the fight, we will be humiliated.” Abū 

Sufy n was a man of foresight: Mu ammad (peace be upon him) scored a great 

victory and the unbelievers were badly humiliated as a result of their arrogance, 

injustice and debarring of other people from God’s path. The Battle of Badr was a 

very severe blow to them. “God has knowledge of all that they do.” Nothing escapes 

Him. Nor can their might stand up to His power. He overpowers them and knows all 

their actions. 

The s rah goes on to describe how Satan persuaded the unbelievers to go out for a 

fight that led to their defeat and humiliation: “Satan made their deeds seem fair to them, 

and said: ‘No one can overcome you today, and I will stand firm by you.’ But when the two 

hosts came within sight of each other, he turned on his heels and said: ‘I am done with you, for 

I can see what you cannot. I fear God, for God is severe in retribution.’“ (Verse 48) 

We have several reports that refer to this verse and to what it relates. However, 

none of these is attributed to the Prophet himself, with the exception of one that is 

graded as poor in authenticity. This report attributes the following statement to the 

Prophet: “Iblīs is never seen to be more insignificant, humiliated or depressed as he 

normally is on the day of attendance at `Araf t, as he witnesses God’s forgiveness, 

mercy and grace being bestowed on people; except for what he saw on the day of 

Badr.” People asked the Prophet: ‘What did he see on the day of Badr?’ He answered: 

“He saw Gabriel marshalling the angels.” 

The other reports quote `Abdull h ibn `Abb s, `Urwah ibn al-Zubayr, Qat dah, al-
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asan and Mu ammad ibn Ka`b. Here are some examples of these, related by al-

abarī: “Ibn `Abb s reports: Iblīs came on the day of Badr with a company of satans 

raising a banner in the form of a man from the Mudlij clan, while Satan himself took 

the form of Sur qah ibn M lik. He said to the unbelievers, ‘No human host can 

overcome you today, and I will stand firm by you.’ When the two armies were 

marshalled, the Prophet took a handful of dust and threw it at the unbelievers. They 

started to flee. Jubayr came to Iblīs only to find him holding a man from the 

unbelievers by the hand. Iblīs withdrew his hand quickly and retreated with his 

assistants. The man said: `Sur qah, have you not pledged to stand firm by us?’ He 

said: `I see what you cannot see. I fear God, for God is severe in retribution.’” 

`Urwah ibn al-Zubayr reports: “When the Quraysh made up their minds to go out 

in defence of the caravan, they remembered the conflict between them and the Bakr 

tribe. They were so worried that they began to have second thoughts. Iblīs appeared 

to them in the shape of Sur qah ibn M lik of the Mudlij clan, who was a highly 

respected chief of the Kin nah tribe. He said to them: `I shall stand firm by you and 

make sure that the Kin nah will not try to attack you from behind while you are 

away.’ They continued with their preparations and moved fast.” 

Qat dah reports on the subject of the verse mentioning how Satan persuaded the 

unbelievers to take up arms against the Muslims: “We have been told that he 

(meaning Satan) saw Gabriel with the angels coming down to support the believers 

and he claimed that he had no power to counter that of the angels. He said as he saw 

them: “I am done with you, for I can see what you cannot. I fear God.” (Verse 48) He was 

certainly lying for he, a sworn enemy of God, had no fear of God in his heart. He 

realized that he had no power and could extend no protection to anyone. It is in his 

nature to let down those who believe in him and do his bidding. Once the truth 

comes face to face with falsehood, he turns away, unscrupulously letting them down 

and declaring that he has nothing to do with them.” 

Following our chosen approach in this commentary, we prefer not to discuss 

matters which relate to the world that lies beyond our human perception in any 

degree of detail, when we do not have a Qur’ nic statement or a highly authentic 

adīth to explain them. Such matters require a statement of this type to formulate a 

conceptual belief. However, we do not adopt a negative attitude either. In this 

particular case, we have a Qur’ nic statement that tells us that Satan did make their 

deeds seem fair to the unbelievers and encouraged them to raise an army and march 

to fight the Muslims, promising them support and protection. Later when the two 

hosts were within sight of each other, “he turned on his heels and said: ‘I am done with 

you, for I can see what you cannot. I fear God, for God is severe in retribution.’’’ (Verse 48) 

Thus he let them down, keeping no promise he had given them, and leaving them to 

suffer the outcome of their actions on their own. We have no idea how he made their 
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actions seem fair to them, nor how he said to them that they could not be overcome 

by any human power on that particular day. Neither do we have any idea how Satan 

promised them support and assured them of his protection, nor how he turned on 

his heels and said what is reported in the Qur’ n of his statements. 

We cannot say anything about `how’ all these matters took place and in what form 

they were done. Everything that concerns Satan belongs to the realm that lies beyond 

the reach of our human perception. We have no way of knowing exactly `how’ such 

matters occur, except in as much as the Qur’ nic statement relates. The statement we 

have here confirms the event but does not mention how it happened. We prefer not 

to go any further than that. 

We do not support the line of thinking advocated by the school of Sheikh 

Mu ammad `Abduh which tries to find an interpretation that denies any physical 

presence or effect for anything that belongs to the world beyond. In connection with 

this particular verse, Shaikh Rashīd Rid  says: 

“Satan made their deeds seem fair to them, and said: No one can overcome you today, 

and I will stand firm by you.” The verse implies an order to the Prophet to tell 

the believers how Satan made the deeds of the unbelievers seem fair to them 

by his whispering to them and giving them the impression that no force 

could overcome them, whether it be the weak band of Mu ammad’s 

followers or any other tribe, because they could command a larger and more 

courageous force. He further impressed on them that he was going to give 

them firm support. Al-Bayd wī says in his commentary: `Satan misguided 

them into believing that by following him in such actions as they might have 

thought to earn God’s pleasure would be sufficient to protect them. They 

were so deceived that they prayed to God to give victory to the group which 

followed the better of the two religions.’ 

“When the two hosts came within sight of each other, he turned on his heels.” When 

the two armies drew close to each other and each could have a clear idea of 

what situation the other was in, and before the actual battle started, he drew 

back and turned away. Commentators who say that `coming within sight of 

each other’ means drawing close to each other are rather mistaken. What is 

meant here is that at this juncture he stopped his whisperings to them and his 

attempts to delude them. The statement is figurative in the sense that Satan’s 

whispering is depicted in terms of a movement similar to that of a person 

coming towards something he wants, and the stopping of these whispers as 

leaving that thing alone and turning away from it. The Qur’ nic account goes 

further to indicate that Satan abandons them and disassociates himself from 

them altogether: “(He) said: I am done with you, for I can see what you cannot. I 
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fear God, for God is severe in retribution.’’’ This means that as he declared he had 

nothing to do with them, he feared that they were doomed, particularly since 

he saw that God had sent the angels to support the Muslims. The phrase 

ending this verse, “God is severe in retribution,” may be part of Satan’s own 

statement and it may be a new statement commenting on the event itself... 

The meaning of these statements, then, is that the disciples of the evil one 

were active among the unbelievers, working on their evil souls, whispering to 

them to delude them and to give them a false sense of power. At the same 

time the angels were working on the noble souls of the believers to give them 

support and to increase their confidence that God’s promise of victory would 

certainly come true.37 

There is a clear tendency here to interpret the actions of the angels as merely 

making an impression on the souls of the believers. This commentator also states 

firmly that the angels did not take part in the fighting, despite the fact that God says 

to the angels: “Strike, then, their necks and strike off their every fingertip.” (Verse 12) He 

further describes Satan’s actions as working on the unbelievers’ souls. Such 

interpretation is typical of the line this school follows. It is similar to the 

interpretation given by Shaikh Mu ammad `Abduh when he comments on S rah 105 

which describes how God destroyed the Abyssinians who came with a large army to 

destroy the Ka`bah and at the head of the army marched an elephant. The s rah 

states: “Have you not seen how your Lord dealt with the people of the elephant? Did He not 

cause their treacherous plan to be futile, and send against them flights of birds, which pelted 

them with stones of sand and clay? Thus He made them like devoured dry leaves.” (105: 1-5) 

In his commentary Shaikh Mu ammad `Abduh says that those ‘stones of sand and 

clay’ could be only the smallpox virus. Such an approach carries matters too far. It 

unnecessarily seeks to interpret matters that belong to the world beyond in terms of 

what is familiar to us in our world, when there is nothing to prevent these statements 

from meaning exactly what they say. All that is needed is not to try to go further than 

the clear meaning of every such statement. This is our chosen approach.38 

Deception Compounded by Short-Sightedness 

While Satan was working hard, trying to delude the unbelievers and encouraging 

them to go out in force to fight the believers then abandoning them at their time of 

need, the hypocrites and those who were sick at heart thought the worst of what fate 

the Muslims would be facing. They looked at the small band of believers facing up to 

                                                 
37 M. Rashīd Rid , Tafsīr al-Man r. D r al-Ma`rifah, Beirut, Vol. X, pp. 27-28 
38 The author comments on this s rah in detail and discusses Shaikh `Abduh’s view in Vol. XVIII pp. 
252-257. — Editor’s note. 
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a much superior force. Thinking only in material terms, they felt that the believers 

brought upon themselves a woeful doom, deluded by their faith, thinking that faith 

would bring them victory or at least give them protection: “The hypocrites and those in 

whose hearts there was disease said: ‘Their faith has deluded these people.’“ (Verse 49) Some 

scholars say about this group that they were Makkans who looked favourably upon 

Islam but who stopped short of accepting it. They went out with the Quraysh army, 

uncertain of their own attitude. When they realized how superior the forces of the 

unbelievers were they said this about the Muslims. 

The hypocrites and those who are sick at heart are unable to understand the true 

causes of defeat or victory. They only look at appearances and have no means of 

understanding the true nature of anything that is not physically apparent. They 

cannot appreciate the power of faith and what effect trusting God and relying on 

Him bring about. They cannot see how believers cannot be overawed by forces that 

do not rely on a firm belief in God. Hence it is understandable that they should think 

the believers to be deluded by their faith, bringing themselves to ruin as they faced a 

far superior force. 

Any situation may have the same physical appearance in the eyes of believers and 

those whose hearts are devoid of faith. What is different, however, is how they look 

at any situation and how they evaluate it. Unbelievers do not see anything beyond 

the physical appearance, while those who have faith see the reality that lies beyond 

it. They are able to see all the forces that have an influence on it and balance between 

them accurately. The fact that believers understand and from which they derive 

reassurance is that to which the conclusion of this verse alludes: “But he who puts his 

trust in God knows that God is Almighty, Wise.” (Verse 49) But this fact is withheld from 

those hearts that have no faith. Yet it is the one that tilts the balance and determines 

the outcome of the conflict between the two groups every time and everywhere. 

On the day of Badr the hypocrites and those who were sick at heart said about the 

Muslim group, “their faith has deluded these people.” This is the same thing that such 

people say whenever they see the advocates of Islam confronting the mightier forces 

of tyranny, when their main equipment is basically this religion, their unshakeable 

faith in its truth, their burning desire to defend what God has made sacred and their 

reliance on God and trust in Him. 

The hypocrites and those who are sick at heart stand idle, watching the advocates 

of Islam as they firmly stand up to the forces of falsehood, deriding their attitude that 

makes little of the dangers to which they expose themselves when they take on such 

mightier forces. At the same time, they are full of admiration for such people who are 

willing to take such great risks for their cause. They cannot understand why anyone 

should be willing to be exposed to such great dangers. They view everything in life, 

including faith and religion, as little more than a business deal. If they feel they can 
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profit by it then they will take it up without question, but if it involves risk taking, 

then they do not want to have anything to do with it. They are unable to see matters 

from the point of view of a believer, and they cannot evaluate matters using the 

perspective of faith. From a believer’s point of view, the deal is a highly profitable 

one in all circumstances. It leads to one of the two best eventualities: victory which 

brings about the implementation of faith in practical life or martyrdom which 

ensures admittance into heaven. Besides, the balance of power is viewed differently 

by the believer. God Himself is involved, but the hypocrites and those who are sick 

at heart do not take God’s power into account. 

The advocates of Islam, wherever they may be and in whichever period in history 

they live, are called upon to use the standard of faith when they evaluate matters. 

They must look at everything in the light of God’s guidance. They must not be 

overawed by the mighty forces of evil, thinking that they have little power of their 

own. How could they think themselves to be weak when they have God on their 

side? They must always pay heed to the instructions God gives to the believers: “He 

who puts his trust in God knows that God is Almighty, Wise.” (Verse 49) 

Divine Justice for All 

     At this juncture the s rah portrays a scene of God’s direct intervention in the 

battle. We see the angels acting on God’s instructions and by His permission, 

reproaching the unbelievers and meting out punishment to them. They gather their 

souls in a very harsh manner and dole out to them the sort of treatment that befits 

their arrogance and conceit. Even in the most difficult of times they remind them of 

their evil deeds and tell them of their inevitable destiny. There is no injustice in what 

they are about to suffer. It is only what they deserve. When this scene is painted, the 

s rah follows it by a statement making clear that punishing the unbelievers for their 

misdeeds is a constant law that God has set into operation: “Like Pharaoh’s people and 

those who lived before them.” (Verses 52 and 54) “This is because God would never alter the 

favours He bestows on a community unless they change what is in their hearts.” (Verse 53) 

It is according to this law that He took Pharaoh and his people to task, and 

according to it He takes to task any person or community guilty of the same type of 

action: “If you could but see how the angels gather up the souls of the unbelievers. They 

strike them on their faces and their backs and [say]: ‘Taste the punishment of burning, in 

return for what your own hands have committed. Never does God do any injustice to His 

servants.’ Like Pharaoh’s people and those who lived before them, they denied God’s 

revelations; so God took them to task for their sins. God is mighty, severe in retribution. This 

is because God would never alter the favours He bestows on a community unless they change 

what is in their hearts. God hears all and knows all. Like Pharaoh’s people and those who lived 

before them, they disbelieved in their Lord’s revelations; so We destroyed them for their sins, 
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as We caused Pharaoh’s people to drown. They were wrongdoers all.” (Verses 50-54) 

The first two of these verses may be intended to refer to what the unbelievers were 

made to suffer at the Battle of Badr when the angels took part in the fighting carrying 

out God’s orders. He had issued to them an express order: “Strike, then, their necks and 

strike off their every fingertip. This is because they have defied God and His Messenger. 

Whoever defies God and His Messenger [will find out that] God is severe in retribution.” 

(Verses 12-13) When we commented on this statement, we mentioned that we do not 

know how the angels strike the necks of human beings or how they strike off their 

fingertips. However, our ignorance of how this is done should not tempt us to try to 

give this statement any meaning other than its apparent one, which makes it clear 

that there was an order from God to the angels to strike. We know that the angels “do 

not disobey God in whatever He commands them, but always do whatever they are bidden to 

do.” (66: 6) In this case these two verses serve as a reminder of what the angels did on 

the day of Badr and an explanation of what they actually did to the unbelievers. 

These two verses, however, may also be taken as a reference to a continuing 

situation that applies whenever the angels gather the souls of unbelievers. In this 

case the opening phrase, “if you could but see”, may be understood as an address to 

anyone with eyes to see. This type of address is used frequently to direct attention to 

certain matters that need to be contemplated. 

Whichever possibility we take, the Qur’ nic statement portrays a fearful picture of 

the unbelievers as the angels gather their souls, adding humiliation to their misery 

and combining physical suffering with death: “If you could but see how the angels gather 

up the souls of the unbelievers. They strike them on their faces and their backs.” (Verse 50) 

The mode of expression then changes from that of reporting to an address: “Taste the 

punishment of burning.” This serves to bring the scene alive as though it is happening 

now in front of our eyes. We almost see the fire of hell and how it burns fiercely. The 

unbelievers are severely reproached as they are pushed into it: “[this is] in return for 

what your own hands have committed.” (Verse 51) It is all a fitting recompense. You 

deserve it all on account of what you have done: “Never does God do any injustice to 

His servants.” (Verse 51) 

This statement and the scene of the punishment of burning it portrays raise the 

question: is it a warning the angels give to the unbelievers pointing out to them what 

they are going to suffer and showing it as if it is taking place now? Or do they 

actually suffer the punishment of burning as soon as their souls are gathered by the 

angels? Both situations are possible. There is no reason to preclude either. We do not 

wish to add anything further because this is again something that belongs to the 

world that lies beyond human perception. It is known only to God. As for us, we 

only need to believe that it will definitely take place. Indeed there is nothing to stop it 

happening. But when will that be? The answer is known only to God whose 
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knowledge is absolute, encompassing the universe and all that it contains. 

The sūrah then states a fundamental fact that is relevant to this scene. The 

infliction of suffering and humiliation on the unbelievers is a permanent law that 

does not change. It was set into operation a long time ago and it continues to operate 

without fail: “Like Pharaoh’s people and those who lived before them, they denied God’s 

revelations; so God took them to task for their sins. God is mighty, severe in retribution.” 

(Verse 52) God does not determine the fate of human beings haphazardly or on the 

basis of sudden whims. Their fate follows a law that is meant to apply at all times. 

What happened to those unbelievers at Badr is likely to happen to them at all times. 

The same type of thing happened to Pharaoh’s people and to other communities 

before them, because “they denied God’s revelations; so God took them to task for their 

sins.”(Verse 52) They could not protect themselves against His punishment: “God is 

mighty, severe in retribution.” (Verse 52) 

What Changes God’s Blessings? 

     God had bestowed His grace on them, giving them plenty of provisions, granting 

them power, and allowing their generations to follow one another. All this God 

grants to human beings to test them so that they may choose whether to be grateful 

to Him for His blessings or not. But they chose to be ungrateful, denying God and 

using His blessings to tyrannize. They felt that the power they were given was theirs 

by right and they denied God’s revelations. Hence they deserved their severe 

punishment in accordance with the law God had set in operation. Therefore, God 

altered the blessings with which He had favoured them, and destroyed them 

altogether: “This is because God would never alter the favours He bestows on a community 

unless they change what is in their hearts. God hears all and knows all. Like Pharaoh’s people 

and those who lived before them, they disbelieved in their Lord’s revelations; so We destroyed 

them for their sins, as We caused Pharaoh’s people to drown. They were wrongdoers all.” 

(Verses 53-54) 

     God destroyed them only after they had denied His revelations. He did not 

punish them with destruction prior to that, although they were unbelievers, because 

He is Compassionate, Merciful: “We would never inflict punishment on anyone until We 

have sent a Messenger.” (17: 15) Pharaoh’s people and those who had gone before them 

adopting the same attitude of denying God’s revelations and suffering the 

punishment of destruction are described here as “wrongdoers”. This is a very 

frequent usage in the Qur’ n, depicting the rejection of the faith or the association of 

partners with God as “wrongdoing”. 

We need to reflect a little on the statement that this verse makes: “This is because 

God would never alter the favours He bestows on a community unless they change what is in 
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their hearts.” (Verse 53) It confirms the essential aspect of fairness in God’s treatment 

of human beings. He does not deprive them of any favour He has granted them 

unless they change their intentions, attitudes, behaviour and general situation. By 

doing so, they deserve that God should alter what He has given them by way of 

testing them and withdrawing the favours and blessings He has bestowed on them. 

They have shown no gratitude for such blessings and favours. On the other hand, 

God bestows a great honour on man when He makes His will applicable to man on 

the basis of man’s own actions. A change in the fate of human beings depends on a 

practical change in their own intentions, behaviour, practices and general situation. 

All this they choose for themselves. Moreover, human beings are given a great 

responsibility, commensurate to the great honour God has granted them. They can 

ensure that the grace and favours God grants them remain permanently with them 

and that they are given an increase of this by knowing, appreciating and showing 

gratitude. On the other hand, they can ensure that all these are removed from them if 

they behave with arrogance, deny God’s favours, entertain evil intentions and adopt 

deviant practices. 

This great fact is central to the Islamic concept of man, how God’s will applies to 

him as well as his relationship with the universe and what takes place in it. Here we 

see the position of honour granted by God to man and we appreciate the latitude 

man has been given in determining his own destiny and shaping the events that take 

place around him. He is indeed an actor who makes his contribution by God’s 

permission. Indeed the working of God’s will takes place through his deeds and 

actions. Thus man is freed from the humiliating state of passivity imposed on him by 

materialistic philosophies which regard him as a passive creature who has no 

influence on the major trends that continue their inevitable movement with total 

disregard to him and his actions. These include economy, history and evolution. 

According to these philosophies, man has no option other than to submit to these 

trends with all humility. 

The same fact makes it absolutely clear that there is an inevitable relationship in 

human life between action and reward. It also gives us a clear idea of God’s absolute, 

unfailing justice that transforms this relationship into a law set into operation by 

God’s will. It ensures that not a single one of God’s servants will suffer the slightest 

injustice: 

Never does God do any injustice to His servants. (Verse 51) 

This is because God would never alter the favours He bestows on a community unless 

they change what is in their hearts. (Verse 53) 
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We destroyed them for their sins, as We caused Pharaoh’s people to drown. They were 

wrongdoers all. (Verse 54) 

All praise be to God, the Lord of all the worlds. 
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4 

Delineation of Loyalties 

Indeed, the worst of all creatures in God’s 

sight are the ones who have denied the 

truth, and therefore will not believe; (55) 

those with whom you have concluded a 

treaty, and then they break their treaty at 

every occasion, entertaining no sense of 

fearing God. (56) 

Should you meet them in battle, make of 

them a fearsome example for those who 

follow them, so that they may reflect and 

take it to heart. (57) 

And if you fear treachery from any folk, 

cast [your treaty with them] back to them 

in a fair manner. God does not love the 

treacherous. (58) 

Let not those who disbelieve reckon that 

they shall escape. They can never be beyond 

[God’s] grasp. (59) 

Make ready against them whatever force 

and war mounts you can muster, so that 

you may strike terror into the enemies of 

God who are also your own enemies, and 

others besides them of whom you may be 

unaware, but of whom God is well aware. 

Whatever you may spend in God’s cause 

shall be repaid to you in full, and you shall 

not be wronged. (60) 

¨βÎ) §Ÿ° Éb>!# uρ£‰9 $# y‰Ψ Ïã «!$# t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (#ρãx x. 

ôΜ ßγ sù Ÿω tβθãΖÏΒ÷σ ãƒ ∩∈∈∪ 

 š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# £N‰yγ≈ tã öΝ åκ ÷] ÏΒ §Ν èO šχθàÒà)Ζtƒ 

öΝ èδy‰ôγ tã ’ Îû Èe≅ à2 ;ο §sΔ öΝ èδuρ Ÿω šχθà) −Ftƒ 

∩∈∉∪ 

 $̈ΒÎ* sù öΝ åκ̈] x s) ÷Ws? ’ Îû É>öysø9 $# ÷Š Î h|³ sù Ο ÎγÎ/ ô⎯ ¨Β 

öΝ ßγ x ù=yz óΟ ßγ ¯=yès9 šχρã2¤‹tƒ ∩∈∠∪ 

 $̈ΒÎ) uρ  ∅sù$sƒ rB ⎯ ÏΒ BΘöθs% Zπ tΡ$uŠ Åz õ‹Î7 /Ρ$$sù 

óΟ Îγ ø‹s9 Î) 4’ n?tã >™!# uθy™ 4 ¨βÎ) ©!$# Ÿω = Ït ä† 

t⎦⎫ÏΨ Í←!$sƒ ø:$# ∩∈∇∪ 

 Ÿωuρ ¨⎦t⎤|¡øt s† t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (#ρãx x. (#þθà) t7 y™ 4 öΝ åκ̈Ξ Î) Ÿω 
tβρâ“ Éf÷èãƒ ∩∈®∪ 

 (#ρ‘‰Ïãr& uρ Ν ßγ s9 $̈Β Ο çF÷èsÜ tGó™ $# ⎯ ÏiΒ ;ο §θè% 

∅ÏΒuρ ÅÞ$t/ Íh‘ È≅ ø‹y⇐ ø9 $# šχθç7 Ïδöè? ⎯Ïμ Î/ 

¨ρß‰tã «!$# öΝ à2̈ρß‰tãuρ t⎦⎪Ìyz# u™uρ ⎯ÏΒ 

óΟ Îγ ÏΡρßŠ Ÿω ãΝ ßγ tΡθßϑn=÷ès? ª!$# öΝ ßγ ßϑn=÷è tƒ 4 $tΒuρ 

(#θà) ÏΖè? ⎯ ÏΒ &™ó©x« †Îû È≅‹ Î6 y™ «!$# ¤∃uθãƒ 

öΝ ä3ö‹s9 Î) óΟçFΡ r& uρ Ÿω šχθßϑn=ôà è? ∩∉⊃∪  
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If they incline to peace, then incline you to 

it as well, and place your trust in God. He 

alone hears all and knows all. (61) 

Should they seek to deceive you, God is all-

sufficient for you. He it is who has 

strengthened you with His help and rallied 

the believers round you, (62) 

uniting their hearts. If you were to spend 

all that is on earth you could not have so 

united their hearts, but God has united 

them. He is Mighty and Wise. (63) 

Prophet, God is enough for you and those 

of the believers who follow you. (64) 

Prophet, urge the believers to fight. If there 

are twenty steadfast men among you, they 

will overcome two hundred, and if there are 

a hundred of you, they will defeat a 

thousand of those who disbelieve, for those 

are devoid of understanding. (65) 

Now God has lightened your burden, for 

He knows that you are weak. So, if there 

are a hundred steadfast men among you, 

they will overcome two hundred, and if 

there are a thousand of you they will, by 

God’s will, defeat two thousand. God is 

with those who are steadfast. (66) 

* βÎ) uρ (#θßsuΖy_ ÄΝ ù=¡¡=Ï9 ôxuΖô_$$sù $oλm; ö≅ ©. uθs? uρ 

’ n?tã «!$# 4 … çμ ¯ΡÎ) uθèδ ßìŠ Ïϑ¡¡9 $# ãΛ⎧ Î=yèø9 $# ∩∉⊇∪  

βÎ) uρ (# ÿρß‰ƒ Ìãƒ βr& š‚θãã y‰øƒ s†  χÎ* sù 

y7 t7 ó¡ym ª!$# 4 uθèδ ü“Ï% ©!$# š‚y‰−ƒ r& ⎯Íν ÎóÇuΖÎ/ 

š⎥⎫ÏΖÏΒ÷σ ßϑø9 $$Î/ uρ ∩∉⊄∪  

y#©9 r& uρ š⎥÷⎫t/ öΝ Íκ Í5θè=è% 4 öθs9 |M ø) xΡr& $tΒ ’ Îû 

ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# $YèŠ ÏΗsd !$̈Β |M ø ©9 r& š⎥÷⎫t/ óΟ Îγ Î/θè=è% 

£⎯ Å6≈ s9 uρ ©!$# y#©9 r& öΝ æηuΖ÷ t/ 4 … çμ ¯ΡÎ) î“ƒ Í• tã 

ÒΟŠ Å3ym ∩∉⊂∪  

$pκ š‰ r'̄≈ tƒ ©É< ¨Ζ9 $# šç7 ó¡ym ª!$# Ç⎯ tΒuρ y7 yèt7 ¨?$# z⎯ ÏΒ 

š⎥⎫ÏΖÏΒ÷σ ßϑø9 $# ∩∉⊆∪  

$pκ š‰ r'̄≈ tƒ ©É< ¨Ζ9 $# ÇÚ Ìhym š⎥⎫ ÏΖÏΒ÷σ ßϑø9 $# ’ n?tã 

ÉΑ$tFÉ) ø9 $# 4 βÎ) ⎯ ä3tƒ öΝ ä3ΖÏiΒ tβρçô³ Ïã tβρçÉ9≈ |¹ 

(#θç7 Î=øótƒ È⎦÷⎫tG s ($ÏΒ 4 βÎ) uρ ⎯ ä3tƒ Ν à6ΖÏiΒ ×π s ($ÏiΒ 

(# þθç7 Î=øótƒ $Z ø9 r& z⎯ ÏiΒ š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# (#ρãx x. óΟ ßγ ¯Ρr'Î/ 

×Π öθs% ω šχθßγ s) ø tƒ ∩∉∈∪ 

 z⎯≈ t↔ ø9 $# y#¤ yz ª!$# öΝ ä3Ψ tã zΝ Î=tæuρ χr& 

öΝ ä3Š Ïù $Z ÷è|Ê 4 βÎ* sù ⎯ ä3tƒ Ν à6ΖÏiΒ ×π s ($ÏiΒ 

×ο tÎ/$|¹ (#θç7 Î=øótƒ È⎦÷⎫tGs ($ÏΒ 4 βÎ) uρ ⎯ ä3tƒ öΝ ä3ΖÏiΒ 

×#ø9 r& (# þθç7 Î=øótƒ È⎦÷⎫x ø9 r& ÈβøŒ Î* Î/ «!$# 3 ª!$# uρ yì tΒ 

t⎦⎪ÎÉ9≈ ¢Á9 $# ∩∉∉∪  
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It does not behove a Prophet to have 

captives unless he has battled strenuously in 

the land. You may desire the fleeting gains 

of this world, but God desires for you the 

good of the life to come. God is Almighty, 

Wise. (67) 

Had it not been for a decree from God that 

had already gone forth, you would have 

been severely punished for what you have 

taken. (68) 

Enjoy, then, what you have gained, as 

lawful and good, and remain God-fearing; 

indeed God is much Forgiving, most 

Merciful. (69) 

Prophet, say to the captives who are in your 

hands: If God finds goodness in your 

hearts, He will give you something better 

than all that has been taken from you, and 

He will forgive you your sins. God is much 

Forgiving, Merciful. (70) 

Should they seek to play false with you, 

they were previously false to God Himself, 

but He gave [you] mastery over them. God 

is All-knowing, Wise. (71) 

Those who believe and have migrated and 

striven hard, with their possessions and 

their lives, for God’s cause, as well as those 

who give them shelter and support — these 

are friends and protectors of one another. 

As for those who believe but have not 

migrated [to join you], you owe no duty of 

protection to them until they have migrated. 

$tΒ šχ% x. @c©É< oΨ Ï9 βr& tβθä3tƒ ÿ… ã&s! 3“uó r& 4©®Lym 

š∅Ï‚÷W ãƒ ’ Îû ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# 4 šχρß‰ƒ Ìè? uÚ ttã 

$u‹ ÷Ρ‘‰9 $# ª!$# uρ ß‰ƒ Ìãƒ nο tÅzFψ$# 3 ª!$# uρ î“ƒÍ• tã 

ÒΟŠ Å3ym ∩∉∠∪  

Ÿωöθ©9 Ò=≈ tGÏ. z⎯ ÏiΒ «!$# t,t7 y™ öΝ ä3¡¡yϑs9 !$yϑ‹ Ïù 

öΝ è?õ‹s{ r& ë># x‹tã ×Λ⎧ Ïà tã ∩∉∇∪  

(#θè=ä3sù $£ϑÏΒ öΝ çFôϑÏΨ xî Wξ≈ n=ym $Y7 Íh‹sÛ 4 (#θà) ¨?$# uρ 

©!$# 4 χÎ) ©!$# Ö‘θà xî ÒΟ‹ Ïm§‘ ∩∉®∪  

$pκ š‰ r'̄≈ tƒ ©É< ¨Ζ9 $# ≅ è% ⎯ yϑÏj9 þ’ Îû Νä3ƒ Ï‰÷ƒ r& š∅ÏiΒ 

#“tó™ F{ $# βÎ) ÄΝ n=÷ètƒ ª!$# ’ Îû öΝ ä3Î/θè=è% # Zö yz 

öΝ ä3Ï?÷σ ãƒ # Zö yz !$£ϑÏiΒ x‹Ï{ é& öΝ à6ΖÏΒ öÏ øótƒ uρ 

öΝ ä3s9 3 ª!$# uρ Ö‘θà xî ÒΟ‹ Ïm§‘ ∩∠⊃∪  

βÎ) uρ (#ρß‰ƒ Ìãƒ y7 tGtΡ$u‹ Åz ô‰s) sù (#θçΡ$ yz ©!$# ⎯ ÏΒ 

ã≅ ö6 s% z⎯ s3øΒr'sù öΝ åκ ÷] ÏΒ 3 ª!$# uρ íΟŠ Î=tæ íΟŠ Å3ym ∩∠⊇∪  

¨βÎ) z⎯ƒÏ% ©!$# (#θãΖtΒ# u™ (#ρãy_$yδuρ (#ρß‰yγ≈ y_uρ 

óΟ Îγ Ï9≡uθøΒr'Î/ öΝ Íκ Å¦àΡr& uρ ’ Îû È≅‹ Î6 y™ «!$# t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# uρ 

(#ρuρ# u™ (# ÿρç|ÇtΡ̈ρ y7 Í× ¯≈ s9 'ρé& öΝ åκÝÕ÷èt/ â™!$u‹ Ï9 ÷ρr& 

<Ù÷è t/ 4 t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# uρ (#θãΖtΒ# u™ öΝ s9 uρ (#ρãÅ_$pκ ç‰ $tΒ 

/ ä3s9 ⎯ ÏiΒ Ν Íκ ÉJu‹≈ s9 uρ ⎯ÏiΒ >™ó©x« 4©®Lym (#ρãÅ_$pκ ç‰ 4  
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Overview 

This final passage of the s rah includes a number of rules for dealing with other 

camps and communities in times of peace and war. It also speaks of the internal 

organization of the Muslim community and the regulation of its relations with other 

communities. It speaks of the Islamic view of pledges and covenants in all situations, 

as well as the ties of blood, race, homeland and faith. This gives us a host of rules and 

regulations in all these matters. Some of these are final and apply in all situations, 

while others are provisional, dealing with the situation that prevailed at the time. 

These were to be amended later, when S rah 9, Repentance, was revealed towards 

the end of the Madinan period. These rules and regulations include: 

 Yet, should they appeal to you for support, 

on grounds of faith, it is your duty to 

support them, except against a people with 

whom you have a treaty. God sees all that 

you do. (72) 

The unbelievers are allies of one another. 

Unless you do likewise, there will be 

oppression on earth and much corruption. 

(73) 

Those who believe and have migrated and 

striven hard for God’s cause, as well as 

those who give them shelter and support are 

indeed the true believers. Forgiveness of 

sins, and most generous provisions await 

them. (74) 

And those who subsequently come to 

believe, and migrate and strive hard with 

you [for God’s cause] shall also belong to 

you. Those who are bound by ties of blood 

have the first claim on one another in 

accordance with God’s decree. God has full 

knowledge of everything. (75) 

ÈβÎ) uρ öΝ ä.ρç|ÇΖoK ó™ $# ’ Îû È⎦⎪Ïd‰9 $# ãΝ à6 ø‹n=yèsù 

çóÇ̈Ζ9 $# ωÎ) 4’ n?tã ¤Θöθs% öΝ ä3oΨ ÷ t/ Ν æηuΖ÷ t/ uρ ×,≈ sVŠ ÏiΒ 3 
ª!$# uρ $yϑÎ/ tβθè=yϑ÷è s? × ÅÁt/ ∩∠⊄∪  

t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# uρ (#ρãx x. öΝ åκ ÝÕ÷èt/ â™!$uŠ Ï9 ÷ρr& CÙ÷è t/ 4 ωÎ) 

çνθè=yèø s? ⎯ ä3s? ×π uΖ÷GÏù †Îû ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# ×Š$|¡sùuρ 

× Î7 Ÿ2 ∩∠⊂∪  

š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# uρ (#θãΖtΒ# u™ (#ρãy_$yδuρ (#ρß‰yγ≈ y_uρ ’ Îû 

È≅‹ Î6 y™ «!$# t⎦⎪É‹©9 $# uρ (#ρuρ# u™ (# ÿρç|ÇtΡ̈ρ šÍ× ¯≈ s9 'ρé& 

ãΝ èδ tβθãΖÏΒ÷σ ßϑø9 $# $y) ym 4 Ν çλ°; ×ο tÏ øó̈Β ×− ø—Í‘ uρ 

×ΛqÌx. ∩∠⊆∪  

t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# uρ (#θãΖtΒ# u™ -∅ÏΒ ß‰÷èt/ (#ρãy_$yδuρ 

(#ρß‰yγ≈ y_uρ öΝ ä3yètΒ y7 Í× ¯≈ s9 'ρé'sù óΟ ä3ΖÏΒ 4 (#θä9 'ρé& uρ 

ÏΘ% tn ö‘ F{ $# öΝ åκ ÝÕ÷èt/ 4’ n<÷ρr& <Ù÷è t7 Î/ ’ Îû É=≈ tFÏ. 

«!$# 3 ¨βÎ) ©!$# Èe≅ ä3Î/ >™ó©x« 7Λ⎧ Î=tæ ∩∠∈∪ 
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• Those who enter into a treaty with the Muslims and then break their treaty are 

the worst creatures. The Muslims should, therefore, teach them a lesson that 

strikes fear in their hearts and in the hearts of those who follow them, 

contemplating a similar breach of their own treaty or thinking of launching a 

treacherous attack on the Muslim community. 

• Those groups who have concluded a treaty with the Muslims, but the Muslim 

leadership has reason to believe that they may be involved in treacherous 

action, may be put on notice of termination of their treaty. When this is done, 

the Islamic leadership is free to fight them, teach them a lesson and make of 

them an example for those who take a similar attitude. 

• The Muslim community, which represents the camp following God’s 

guidance, must always be prepared, maintain a position of strength, be as well 

equipped as possible, so that it is always held in awe by other communities. 

This will ensure better security for the land of Islam, as hostile forces will 

think twice before launching an attack on it. It will also make such forces 

submit to the requirement of allowing the advocates of the faith to fulfil their 

task of making God’s message known to people and calling on them to accept 

it. They will also refrain from trying to prevent anyone in their land from 

accepting the faith if he wishes to do so. Sovereignty will thus be 

acknowledged to belong to God alone, and no one other than Him may lay 

claim to it. 

• If any party of unbelievers is inclined to have an agreement of peaceful co-

existence with the Muslim community, the Muslim leadership will accept this 

and conclude such an agreement. If they entertain thoughts of treachery, and 

there is no visible evidence of such thoughts, the Muslims will entrust the 

whole matter to God who will take care of any would-be traitors. 

• Jih d is a duty of Muslims, even when they are heavily outnumbered. With 

God’s help, they can achieve victory. Each one of them is equal to ten of the 

enemy. In the worst situations when the Muslims are at their weakest, 

everyone of them is equal to two of the enemy force. The duty of jih d does 

not wait until parity with the enemy is achieved. All that the Muslims should 

do is to mobilize their best forces, place their full trust in God, remain patient 

in adversity and steadfast in battle. Moreover, they must leave the rest to God. 

After all, they have a power that other camps do not have. 

• The first goal of the Muslim community is to destroy the power of tyranny by 

all available means. If the taking of captives in battle and releasing them for 

ransom does not help achieve that, then such measures are to be discounted. It 

is a permanent rule that God’s Messengers and their followers should not take 

captives until they have demonstrated their power, destroyed the might of 
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their enemy and established their own authority. When that has been 

accomplished, there may be no harm in taking captives and receiving ransom 

for their release. 

• Spoils of war are permissible for the Muslims to take. The same is the case 

with ransom in return for the release of any captives they might have taken 

after they have strenuously battled and demonstrated their power. 

• When captives are taken by the Muslims, these captives should be given a 

good idea of Islam. They should also be encouraged to accept it. They should 

be told that God promises them what is superior to what is taken from them, 

whether in spoils of war or in ransom. They should also be warned against 

any attempt of treachery. 

• The central bond that brings people together in Muslim society is that of faith. 

Loyalty and allegiance in that society are based on faith and organization at 

the same time. Those who have accepted the faith and migrated to its land and 

those who welcomed them into their land, giving them full support, are one 

single group with mutual ties of faith and duties of protection. By contrast, 

those who accepted the faith without moving to the land of Islam have no 

commitment of mutual protection with the Muslim camp. This means that 

there is no duty binding the Muslim state to give them support. The Muslim 

community will give them active support only when they are attacked 

because of their faith by a group who have no covenant with the Muslims. 

• The fact that the central bond in Muslim society is faith does not preclude that 

relatives have an added bond of loyalty when the two main requirements of 

faith and organization are fulfilled. Blood relationship does not initiate any tie 

of loyalty when the bond of faith is not in existence. 

This is a brief outline of the rules and regulations included in this final passage of 

the s rah, outlining the most important elements of the Islamic system dealing with 

internal and external affairs. 

When Treaties Are Breached 

Verses 55-63 at the beginning of this passage deal primarily with a real situation 

that the Muslim community had to come to grips with at the time when the first 

Muslim state was established in Madinah. These verses provided the Islamic 

leadership with guidance and rules to apply in dealing with that situation. They 

represent a basic element in the international relations between the Muslim 

community and other groups. They remained in force, with minor amendments that 

were subsequently incorporated. 
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These verses make it clear that it is perfectly appropriate to conclude agreements 

of peaceful co-existence with other communities and groups, as long as such 

agreements are certain to be taken seriously, respected and honoured. If the other 

camp manipulates these agreements and uses them as a shield to cover up its 

treacherous designs, taking steps to launch an assault against the Muslims, then the 

Muslim leadership is fully entitled to terminate these agreements, making the other 

side fully aware of that termination. Once this is done, the Muslim leadership is free 

to choose the time when to attack, making sure that any such attack is powerful 

enough to strike fear in the heart of all who contemplate a hostile attitude towards 

the Muslim society, whether openly or in secret. On the other hand, those who are 

interested in a genuine peace with the Muslim camp, have no intention of opposing 

the Islamic message or stopping its advocacy, and demonstrate their inclination to 

peace, may enjoy such a relationship of real peace. 

All this was clearly meant to deal with real situations that affected relations 

between the Muslim state and neighbouring camps. When the Muslim state enjoys 

security, having no physical impediments to its task of conveying God’s message to 

people everywhere, it has no reason to refuse peaceful co-existence. At the same 

time, it does not allow for peace agreements to be used as a cover-up for intended 

treachery. 

The practical situation in Madinah that these verses addressed resulted from the 

circumstances of the early period of the Prophet’s settlement in that city. These are 

outlined by Im m Ibn al-Qayyim in his priceless rook Z d al-Ma` d. Although this 

summary is quoted in the Prologue to this volume, it is useful to repeat it here. 

This is a chapter setting an outline of the Prophet’s attitude to the unbelievers and 

the hypocrites, right from the time when he first received his message until he 

departed from this life: 

The first revelation bestowed on him was “Read in the name of your Lord who 

created.” (96: 1) This was the point at which he became a Prophet. It was an order to 

him to read, alone. No order was given at this point that he should deliver any 

message. Later on, God revealed to him: “You that are wrapped up in your cloak! Arise 

and warn.” (74: 1-2) Thus He made him a Prophet when He said to him, `Read’, and 

then made him a Messenger when He told him, `Arise and warn.’ He then ordered 

him to warn his immediate clan. He followed this by warning his own people, then 

the other Arab tribes close to Makkah, then all the Arabs, and finally all mankind. 

The Prophet thus spent more than a dozen years after his initial prophethood 

advocating his message, without fighting. He was ordered throughout this period 

not to take up arms; rather, he should remain patient and forbearing. Then he 

received permission to migrate, and another permission to fight. God then ordered 
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him to fight those who wage war against him, and not to fight those who stand aside, 

refraining from such a fight. Later, the Prophet was ordered to fight the unbelievers 

until all submission is made only to God. 

At this point, the unbelievers were divided into three categories with regard to 

their relationship with the Prophet (peace be upon him). In the first category were 

those with whom he concluded a peace treaty. The second category included those 

who were at war with the Prophet, while the third were those who had submitted to 

his authority and were under his protection. 

The Prophet was ordered to fulfil his obligations under any peace treaty as long as 

the other party fulfilled their obligations. Should he fear that they may resort to 

treachery, he should give them notice of the termination of their treaty. He must not 

fight them until he had informed them of such termination. He was also ordered to 

fight any parry which violated their peace treaty with him. 

When S rah 9, Repentance, was revealed, it outlined the rulings applicable to each 

of the three categories. Thus, the Prophet was ordered to fight those of the people of 

earlier revelations who waged war against him until they had been subdued and 

agreed to pay submission tax, or jizyah, or accept Islam. He was further ordered to 

strive hard against the unbelievers and the hypocrites. Thus, he struggled against the 

unbelievers with sword and spear, and against the hypocrites with logic and 

argument. He was also ordered in S rah 9 to declare a general disavowal, 

terminating all treaties with unbelievers. 

However, the people who held peace treaties with the Prophet were divided into 

three groups. The first were those who had been unfaithful to their treaties and were 

in clear violation of them: these he was ordered to fight. He actually fought them and 

was victorious. The second group included those with a treaty lasting for a specific 

time. If these had honoured their obligations under the treaty and did not aid others 

against the Prophet and the Muslim community, the Prophet was ordered to honour 

their treaty for as long as it lasted. The third group included those who had no treaty 

with the Prophet but had not fought with him and also those who had an open treaty 

specifying no time. He was ordered to give all these groups four months’ notice, after 

which he could fight them. 

Thus, the Prophet fought and killed those who were treacherous, violating their 

treaty, and put on four-months’ notice those without a treaty or with an open-ended 

one. He was also to honour his obligations to those who honoured theirs under their 

treaties. All those in this category adopted Islam before the end of their respective 

terms. He imposed jizyah or submission tax on those under his authority.39 

                                                 
39 Ibn al-Qayyim, Z d al-Ma ‘ d, Mu’assasat al-Ris lah, Beirut, 1994, Vol. 3, pp. 158-161. 
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When we closely examine this scholarly summary in the light of the events of the 

period and the dates of the revelation of the different Qur’ nic verses and s rahs 

outlining these rules and regulations we definitely conclude that the verses we are 

looking at in this s rah represent a middle stage between the situation in the early 

days of the Islamic reign in Madinah and that which prevailed after the revelation of 

S rah 9, Repentance. All relevant statements must be studied in this light. Although 

the verses we have here include some very basic rules, they do not put these in their 

final form. These are finally stated in S rah 9. The events which took place later in the 

Prophet’s lifetime represent a practical example of how these rules are to be 

implemented. 

The Worst of All Creatures 

Indeed, the worst of all creatures in God’s sight are the ones who have denied the 

truth, and therefore will not believe; those with whom you have concluded a treaty, 

and then they break their treaty at every occasion, entertaining no sense of fearing 

God. (Verses 55-56) 

The Arabic term used in this verse for “creatures” signifies walking, which makes 

the description sound like, “the worst of those that walk on earth.” This term applies 

to all walking creatures, particularly animals, but includes human beings. However, 

it has clear additional connotations when it refers to humans. It makes those to 

whom it refers appear like animals. Thus those humans become the worst of all 

animals that walk on earth. These are the hardened unbelievers who will not accept 

the faith. They are the ones who break their treaties all the time and do not entertain 

any sense of fearing God. 

Several reports speak of which groups were meant in this statement. Different 

reports mention the three Jewish tribes of Qaynuq `, al- Nađīr and Qurayżah, while 

other reports suggest that they were the Bedouin Arabs in the areas around Madinah. 

Historical events and the statement itself admit all these possibilities, as all of these 

groups did break their treaties with the Prophet, one after the other. The pagan Arabs 

were guilty of this on several occasions. What is important is that we should know 

that these verses speak of actual events that took place before the Battle of Badr and 

after it, till the time when these verses were revealed. However, the rule that they 

outline, which also explains the nature of those who break their treaties, applies to all 

such situations. Those who have become hardened in disbelief “will not believe.” Their 

very nature has gone awry and they have become the worst of creatures. They break 

every agreement they make. Thus they shed yet another human characteristic, 

namely, faithfulness. They run loose, like animals, except that animals are restricted 
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by their nature while these know no restriction. In God’s sight, they are the worst of 

all creatures. 

Those people who cannot be trusted to honour an agreement they make must not 

be allowed to feel secure, just like they deprived others of enjoying a sense of 

security. Their punishment is that they should live in fear and that they should 

become an example to those who follow their suit. God’s Messenger and his 

followers in succeeding generations are commanded to mete out punishment to them 

on every occasion: “Should you meet them in battle, make of them a fearsome example for 

those who follow them, so that they may reflect and take it to heart.” (Verse 57) 

This verse paints an image of a ferocious attack that is bound to strike fear into the 

hearts of the enemies. The image is so powerful that hearing it is enough to make 

people flee. We need not ask about those who are at the receiving end of such 

punishment. God commands His Messenger to level such a powerful strike against 

those who are in the habit of violating their treaties and who have broken all human 

restraints. Such a strike has the dual purpose of protecting the Muslim community 

and destroying the power of those who try to undermine its position. This should 

deter all people from trying to stop the Islamic march. 

Striking Terror into the Enemy 

Those who believe in Islam should have a clear understanding of the nature of its 

method of operation. It is essential that Islam should have real power as well as a 

reputation of power. Thus, as it starts its mission to liberate mankind all over the 

world from tyranny, it strikes fear into the hearts of all tyrants who do their utmost 

to check its tide. Those who think that this religion will confine itself to preaching 

and to the explanation of its message when the forces of evil try to put every type of 

impediment in its way have little understanding of its true nature. 

This is the first ruling which deals with the case of actual violation of treaties that 

have been concluded with the Muslim community. The violators are to be dealt a 

heavy blow so that they, as well as those who sympathize with them, are intimidated 

and are actually overawed by the Muslims. 

The second ruling deals with a different situation: that of fearing and expecting 

treachery. There should be clear signs that a particular group or community are 

actually contemplating such violation of a treaty. In this case the Prophet is directed 

to take the following approach: “And if you fear treachery from any folk, cast [your treaty 

with them] back to them in a fair manner. God does not love the treacherous.” (Verse 58) 

Islam here sets out a code of practice. When a treaty is concluded, the Muslim 

community will undoubtedly honour it. If they fear that the other party is about to 
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violate it, then the Muslims declare the termination of the treaty, without any 

attempt to cheat or deceive the other party. What is meant here is an open and clear 

termination of a treaty so that each party realizes that peaceful relations are over. 

Islam attaches a very high value to honesty and integrity in order to ensure peace 

and security. Launching a treacherous attack on people who rely on covenants that 

remain in force is alien to the nature of Islam. Islam does not terrorize those who 

have not taken precautions even when it fears treachery from them. However, when 

a treaty has been publicly terminated, then trying to outwit the enemy is perfectly 

acceptable because each side should be on its guard. If an enemy falls for a trick, they 

pay the price of naivety. No method of outwitting the enemy can then be described 

as treachery. 

Islam wants humanity to rise above worldly temptations and to be sublime. 

Hence, it does not allow treachery for the sake of achieving a cheap victory at a time 

when it strives for the noblest of causes and aims. People who have honourable aims 

cannot utilize dishonourable means. Islam finds treachery repugnant and looks at 

traitors who violate their treaties with contempt. Therefore, it does not accept that 

Muslims violate their covenants for the achievement of any objective, noble as it may 

be. The human soul is a complete whole. When it allows itself to resort to disgraceful 

means it cannot maintain its noble aims. He is not a Muslim who claims that the ends 

justify the means. Such a principle is alien to Islamic thinking and cannot fit with 

Islamic sensitivities. Within the human self there can be no gulf to separate the ends 

from the means. Reaching a clean shore does not tempt a Muslim to walk through a 

muddy pool, because the shore will not remain clean after dirty feet have walked 

there. Hence, “God does not love the treacherous.” (Verse 58) 

We should remember that these regulations were revealed at a time when the 

whole of the humanity could not have aspired to such a high level. The law of the 

jungle, which meant that the powerful could use their power without restraint, was 

the one that prevailed. The same law of the jungle continued to dominate in all 

j hiliyyah communities until the eighteenth century. Europe had no concept of 

international codes and laws except for what it learnt through its dealings with the 

Muslim world. Yet in practical reality Europe has not attained any level approaching 

this high peak, not even after it adopted, only in theory, something it calls 

`international law’. Those who admire so- called ‘advanced law making’ should try 

to understand the realities as they compare Islamic law to all contemporary legal 

codes. 

In return for such clear honesty God promises victory to the Muslims and He tells 

them that the unbelievers have no real power: “Let not those who disbelieve reckon that 

they shall escape. They can never be beyond [God’s] grasp.” (Verse 59) Their treachery will 

not enable them to take the lead and outstrip the Muslims, because God will not 
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abandon the Muslims or allow the traitors to triumph. The unbelievers are too weak 

to escape from God when He moves against them. Nor can they escape from the 

Muslims when God is supporting them. Hence those who resort only to clean and 

lawful means, seeking God’s pleasure, need not worry when they see others who 

employ foul means surging ahead. They achieve victory through God’s help, because 

they strive to implement His law and make His word supreme. Their efforts aim to 

liberate humanity from the worship of creatures, so that it may worship only the 

Creator. 

Islam, however, sets out to make real preparations that are within the capability of 

the Muslims so that victory becomes achievable. It does not raise the sights of the 

Muslim community towards that sublime horizon without making sure that it has 

firm ground on which it can stand. Islam also takes every practical step which has 

been proven through experience to be of immense value in the achievement of 

victory. Islam also makes sure that the Muslim community is well prepared for its 

practical tasks that serve its sublime objectives: “Make ready against them whatever force 

and war mounts you can muster, so that you may strike terror into the enemies of God who 

are also your own enemies, and others besides them of whom you may be unaware, but of 

whom God is well aware. Whatever you may spend in God’s cause shall be repaid to you in 

full, and you shall not be wronged.” (Verse 60) 

To make all practical preparations is a duty that goes hand in hand with the duty 

of jih d. The verse gives a clear order to prepare all forces and power within the 

means of the Muslim community. It makes special mention of cavalry because that 

was then the main equipment in war. Had the Qur’ n ordered them to prepare 

equipment that was unknown to them, they would have found these a complete 

mystery. Far be it from God to address anyone with mysteries. What is most 

important to remember here is that the directive is of a very broad nature. Hence, in 

our translation of the verse we use the expression `war mount’ to denote every 

necessary type of feasible equipment: “Make ready against them whatever force and war 

mounts you can muster.” (Verse 60) 

Getting All Forces Ready 

Islam certainly needs physical might which is kept ready to use for the fulfilment 

of its mission of liberating mankind throughout the world. The first purpose that this 

power serves is to establish peace and security for those who choose to accept the 

Islamic faith so that they do not suffer any persecution as a result of their choice. 

Secondly, it deters the enemies of Islam from contemplating aggression against it the 

land of Islam. Thirdly, such enemies should be so intimidated that they do not ever 

entertain any thought of trying to check the tide of Islam as it goes about the 
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fulfilment of its mission of liberation. Lastly, this power is to be used to break any 

force that claims the attributes of God and enforces its laws and legislation on human 

beings and refuses to accept that all sovereignty belongs to God alone. 

Islam is not merely a system of divinity that is established once it has been 

consciously accepted as a faith and practised as a set of worship rituals. Islam is a 

practical code of living which stands face to face against other codes and systems that 

are supported by physical force. Hence, Islam has no option but to break those forces 

and remove the authorities that implement those codes which stand in opposition to 

its code of living devised and revealed by God Himself. 

No Muslim should ever mince words when he declares this basic truth. There is 

nothing to be ashamed of in the nature of the Islamic approach. Islam does not have 

a man-made system, and does not seek to establish the authority of a leader, a state, a 

class, or a race. It does not try to enslave serfs so that they cultivate the plantations of 

the aristocracy, like the Romans used to do. Nor does it try to exploit markets and 

raw materials, as Western capitalism has been doing. It is not the aim of Islam to 

impose a human system devised by a shortsighted, narrow-minded and ignorant 

human being, as Communism was keen to do. Islam has a system devised by God 

whose knowledge and wisdom are absolute. It aims to establish God’s absolute 

sovereignty in order that all mankind be free from subjugation to any worldly 

authority. 

This is the fundamental truth which needs to be driven home to those defeatists 

who put Islam on the defensive, trying to seek excuses for jih d in Islamic history. 

It is pertinent to know the limits of the Muslim community’s duty to prepare its 

forces. The Qur’ nic verse states: “Make ready against them whatever force and war 

mounts you can muster.” This goes as far as the maximum ability of the Muslims, so 

that they do not overlook any element of power which they are able to get ready. The 

verse also makes clear the prime purpose for which such forces are mobilized: “So 

that you may strike terror into the enemies of God who are also your own enemies, and others 

besides them of whom you may be unaware, but of whom God is well aware.” 

The objective, then, is to strike terror into the hearts of God’s enemies who are also 

the enemies of the advocates of Islam throughout the world, be they open with their 

hostility and known to the Muslim community, or others who may be discreet with 

their real feelings, not openly stating their hostile attitude to Islam. God is certainly 

aware of their true feelings and sympathies. Such people are intimidated by the 

might of Islam even though they may not suffer its consequences directly. The 

Muslims are required to gather all the strength they can have so that they remain 

feared by other people. This is essential so that God’s word remains supreme and all 

submission is to God alone. 
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Acquiring such forces and having them ready can only be done if the resources are 

there. Since the Islamic system lays much stress on collective responsibility and 

mutual support, the duty of jih d goes hand in hand with the duty of spending 

money for God’s cause: “Whatever you may spend in God’s cause shall be repaid to you in 

full, and you shall not be wronged.” (Verse 60) Both jih d and spending money for God’s 

cause are thus purged of all worldly and personal aims and purposes as well as all 

national and community feelings and aspirations. They must always be pure, 

undertaken `for God’s cause,’ to establish His authority and to earn His pleasure. 

Thus, right at the outset, Islam rules out any war undertaken for the glory of 

individuals and states. It rejects all campaigns that seek to exploit resources and open 

markets, or to subjugate and humiliate other communities. Islam has nothing to do 

with any war that tries to establish the superiority of one class, race, nation, or state 

over another. The only type of campaign which Islam approves of is one undertaken 

for God’s cause. Needless to say, God does not wish to grant supremacy to any one 

race, nation, class, or individual. He only wants His own sovereignty and authority 

to be recognized by all people. God is in no need of anyone or any community. The 

recognition of His sovereignty and submission to Him alone bring honour, freedom, 

goodness and blessings to all mankind. 

When Peace is a Real Prospect 

The third ruling given in this passage deals with the case of those who wish to live 

in peace with the Muslim community and give clear indications by word and action 

that they are genuine in their desire to have a friendly and peaceful relationship with 

the Muslims. With respect to these, the Prophet is instructed: “If they incline to peace, 

then incline you to it as well, and place your trust in God. He alone hears all and knows all.” 

(Verse 61) The use of the term `incline’ here is very apt as it gives connotations of a 

gentle attitude that prefers peace and friendly relations. The instruction to be inclined 

to peace is coupled with that of placing our trust in God who hears and knows 

everything and is certainly aware of all that is harboured behind words and 

appearances. Placing our trust in God is sufficient for ensuring protection and 

security. 

     It is important to recall here Im m Ibn al-Qayyim’s summary which we quoted 

earlier, outlining the various categories of unbelievers and their attitudes to the 

Prophet Mu ammad and his attitude to each of them, from the time when he first 

settled in Madinah to the Battle of Badr when this new ruling was revealed. 

Referring to this summary, we realize that this particular ruling applied to those 

unbelievers who did not fight against the Prophet, preferring to have peaceful 

relations with the Muslim community. God instructs His Messenger here to leave 
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this group alone, and to extend friendly and peaceful relations to them. This 

remained in effect until the revelation of S rah 9, several years later. That s rah gives 

a four-months’ notice to all groups which had no treaty with the Prophet or had a 

treaty with no specific time limit to define their attitudes. Their decisions would then 

determine what their relations with the Muslim state would be like in the future. 

Hence the ruling we have here is not final. Its provisions do not apply to all people. 

We have to consider it within the framework of its relevant circumstances and the 

attitude taken by the Prophet later in his life, as he received new revelations on the 

subject. 

     The ruling, however, had a kind of general application at the time. The Prophet 

implemented it until the revelation of S rah 9, Repentance. One aspect of its 

implementation was the conclusion of the peace treaty of al- udaybiyah in the sixth 

year after the Prophet’s settlement in Madinah. 

     Some scholars tend to consider this ruling final and permanent. They explain the 

inclination to peace as the acceptance of jizyah,40 or submission tax. This 

interpretation, however, does not fit with the historical events of the period. The 

provisions that regulate levying jizyah are included in the next s rah, revealed 

sometime after the eighth year of the Islamic calendar, while the present verse was 

revealed in the second year, after the Battle of Badr, when the rules of jizyah had not 

yet been outlined. When we review events and the dates of various revelations and 

consider the practical nature of the Islamic approach, we come to the conclusion that 

it is perhaps more accurate to say that this particular ruling was not meant to be final 

at the time. It was amended later when the final rulings were revealed in S rah 9, 

which classified all people according to their attitude to Islam into three groups: 

those who are hostile and fighting Islam, those who are Muslims implementing 

God’s law, and those who accept the Islamic rule, paying jizyah and honouring their 

agreements with Muslims. These are the final rules that represent the final outcome 

of Islamic jih d. Any other situation should be changed into one of these three in 

order to fall in line with the final pattern. These three situations are outlined by the 

following adīth related by Muslim and Im m Ahmad on the authority of Yazīd ibn 

al-Kha īb:  

When the Prophet despatched an expedition or an army, he would enjoin its 

commander to remain God-fearing and to take good care of the Muslims 

under his command. He would then say to them: “Set out on your campaign 

in the name of God and to serve His cause. Fight those who deny God. When 

you meet your enemies call on them to accept one of three options. Accept 

                                                 
40 Jizyah is a submission tax paid by non-Muslims in areas which accept the rule of the Muslim state in 
return for protection by the Muslims from any outside aggression. — Editor’s note. 
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from them whichever option they prefer and leave them alone. Call on them 

to accept Islam. If they respond favourably, then accept that from them and 

call on them to move from their land to that of the Muh jirīn [i.e. the 

Prophet’s Companions who migrated with him to Madinah]. Inform them 

that if they do so, they will have the same obligations and privileges that 

apply to the Muh jirīn. If they choose to remain in their own land, then make 

it clear to them that they will be in the same position as the desert Arabs who 

are Muslims. All rules that apply to believers are also applicable to them but 

they will have no share of any spoils gained in war or without a fight unless 

they join forces with the Muslims in their jih d campaigns. If they refuse, then 

make it clear to them that they have to pay jizyah. If they are willing to do so, 

then accept that from them and leave them alone. If they refuse then pray for 

God’s help and fight them.” 

This adīth is problematic in one aspect, namely because it mentions the Muh jirīn 

and jizyah at the same time. It is confirmed that the jizyah was not imposed until the 

eighth year. It was not levied from the Arabs who were unbelievers because they 

accepted Islam before its provisions were revealed. It was applied to the Magians 

who were similarly unbelievers. Had those provisions been revealed at a time when 

there were unbelievers in the Arabian Peninsula, it would have been levied from 

them, as Im m Ibn al-Qayyim points out. This is also the view of Abū Hanīfah and 

one of two views attributed to Im m Ahmad. 

     Be that as it may, what we conclude is that there is no final rulings of universal 

application in this verse: “If they incline to peace, then incline you to it as well, and place 

your trust in God. He alone hears all and knows all.” (Verse 61) At the time when this 

s rah was revealed, God instructed His Messenger to remain at peace with those 

groups who refrained from fighting him and the Muslims, whether they entered into 

a formal treaty with the Muslims or not. The Prophet continued to accept a peaceful 

relationship with unbelievers and people of earlier revelations until S rah 9 was 

revealed, when he could only accept one of two alternatives: either they embraced 

Islam or paid jizyah which indicated a state of peace. Otherwise, the only alternative 

was war, whenever this was feasible for the Muslims to undertake, so that all people 

submit to God alone. 

Where to Place All Trust 

I have dwelt rather extensively on the provisional nature of the rule outlined in 

this verse, which requires the Prophet and the Muslims to reciprocate any inclination 

to peace by the unbelievers. My aim is to clarify a certain aspect of confusion that 

arises from the spiritual and intellectual defeatism reflected in the work of many of 
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those who write about Islamic jih d. Such people feel the pressure of modern values 

that prevail in international relations. Lacking a clear understanding of the true 

nature of Islam as they are, they find it too much for the divine faith to adopt a single 

and permanent approach towards all humanity, giving all people a choice between 

three alternatives: acceptance of Islam, payment of jizyah or being at war with Islam. 

They realize that all forces of j hiliyyah are mobilized against Islam and its followers, 

while those who profess to be Muslims, without fully understanding or seriously 

appreciating the true nature of Islam, are too weak to stand up to the combined 

forces of other creeds and religions. They also feel that those at the forefront of 

Islamic advocacy are too small in number and have little power to reckon with. 

Hence, such writers try to impose a different interpretation on Qur’ nic statements 

and a adīth so that they can be seen to be in line with the situation in our present 

world with all its pressures on contemporary Muslims. They find the single approach 

of Islam and the three choices it offers too hard to swallow. 

Such writers often interpret statements that have a provisional nature or qualified 

application as final, permanent and having general and universal application. When 

they tackle the final statements they interpret these in the light of those provisional 

ones to which they have applied a final import. Thus, they come up with the idea 

that Islamic jih d is merely a defensive operation to protect Muslim people and their 

land when they are attacked, and that Islam will always accept any offer of peace. To 

them, peace is merely a state of non- belligerence which, in practical terms, means 

that the other camp will not attack the land of Islam. According to their 

understanding, Islam should shrink inside its borders at all times. It has no right to 

call on others to accept its message or to submit to God’s law, unless such a call takes 

the form of a speech, statement or bulletin. When it comes to material forces, Islam 

has no right to attack the ruling forces in j hiliyyah societies unless it first comes 

under attack, in which case Islam is right to defend itself. 

Had those spiritually and intellectually defeatist people wanted to find in the rules 

and laws of their faith elements which can deal with a situation like the present one, 

without imposing any arbitrary interpretation on any statement, they would have 

been able to understand how Islam faced a situation that is not dissimilar to what we 

face today. They would then have been able to say that in similar situations Islam 

adopted such and such policy, but that does not constitute the final or the permanent 

Islamic attitude. It was merely a set of temporary measures that were necessary in a 

special situation or in an emergency. Within the same context, it is useful to look at 

examples of rulings and practices of a transitional nature, undertaken to meet 

emergencies. 

• In the early days after his settlement in Madinah, the Prophet 

concluded a peace and defence treaty with the Jews and the 
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unbelievers in and around Madinah. The treaty made it clear that the 

supreme authority in Madinah belonged to the Prophet, and 

committed the other groups to defend the city against the Quraysh. The 

signatories agreed that they would not extend any support to any 

aggressor who attacked Madinah. None would make any pact with the 

unbelievers who were hostile to the Muslims without the prior 

agreement of the Prophet. At the same time, God instructed the 

Prophet to extend peaceful and friendly treatment to any group who 

were inclined towards peace, even though they did not sign a treaty 

with him. He was to maintain that peaceful situation as long as they 

were committed to peace. All this changed later, as already explained. 

• When the events known as the Expedition of the Moat took place, with 

the Arab unbelievers mobilizing large forces and surrounding 

Madinah, the Qurayżah Jews violated their treaty with the Muslim 

state. The Prophet was worried that the Muslims might be in very 

serious trouble as a result of a planned pincer attack. To ease the 

situation the Prophet offered to make a deal with the chiefs of the 

second largest force, namely the Gha af n tribe, which would have 

them withdrawing all their forces in return for having one-third of 

Madinah’s harvest. That agreement would have left the Quraysh alone 

in the position of attack and the Muslims would most probably have 

been able to gain a quick victory against them. This was only an offer 

and no agreement was signed. 

• Before having the agreement signed and witnessed, the Prophet 

consulted the two leaders of the Anş r, Sa`d ibn Mu` dh and Sa`d ibn 

`Ub dah. They asked him: “Is this something you would like us to do? 

In this case, we will accept it for your sake. Or is it something God has 

ordered and we have to accept it? Or is it something you are doing for 

our sake?” The Prophet answered: “I am doing it for you, having seen 

all the Arabs joining forces against you.” He added that all he wanted 

was to break up the unity of their enemies for the present. 

Sa`d ibn Mu` dh said: 

Messenger of God, when we were, like these people, idolaters, unaware of 

any religion other than the worship of idols, they did not hope to get a single 

fruit from Madinah except as a present from us or if we sold it to them. Now 

that God has honoured us with Islam and guided us to it and has given us the 

honour and strength of having you in our midst, would we willingly give 

them our goods? We have no need for this agreement. We will give them 
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nothing but the sword until God makes His judgement between us. 

The Prophet was pleased with this reply and said: “You do what you wish.” 

Turning to the Gha af n chiefs, he said: “You may go now, for we have 

nothing to offer you except the sword.” What the Prophet thought of doing 

on this occasion was merely a temporary measure in an emergency situation. 

It was by no means indicative of a final rule. 

• The Prophet also concluded the peace agreement at al- udaybiyah 

with the Quraysh when they were still associating partners with God. 

The terms of the agreement were far from satisfactory to many 

Muslims. The agreement stipulated that neither party would go to war 

against the other for ten years. People would live in peace and 

security. The Prophet and his companions would go back without 

entering Makkah, to return in a year’s time when they would be 

allowed in the city for three days only, having no armament other than 

swords in their shields. If an unbeliever should seek to join the 

Muslims, they would turn him back, but if a Muslim sought to join the 

unbelievers, they would not have to send him back. Acting on God’s 

instruction, the Prophet accepted those seemingly unfair conditions for 

a definite purpose known to Him. In similar circumstances the leaders 

of the Muslim community could take action on a similar basis. 

The practical nature of the Islamic faith makes it necessary to face up to any 

situation with adequate means. Islam takes a practical and flexible approach which is 

at the same time clear and firmly based. If we seek in Islamic teachings a basis for 

positive action to deal with any practical situation, we will not need to twist Qur’ nic 

or a adīth statements, or give them arbitrary interpretations. What is needed is to fear 

God and to refrain from any attempt to make His faith subservient to evil and 

ignorant realities. We must also guard against adopting a defeatist attitude which 

puts Islam on the defensive when it is a faith that is meant to govern and regulate 

people’s lives. It satisfies, from a position of strength, all the needs of practical life. 

Praise be to God for having guided us to His faith. 

Uniting Believers’ Hearts 

     When God instructed His Messenger, the Prophet Mu ammad (peace be upon 

him), to accept the state of non-belligerency from any community which offered him 

it and to incline to peace whenever they so inclined, He also directed him to rely on 

Him and place his trust in Him. He further reassured him that He knows precisely 

what all people hide as guarded secrets: “If they incline to peace, then incline you to it as 
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well, and place your trust in God. He alone hears all and knows all.” (Verse 61) 

     Furthermore, God assured him that they would not be able to deceive him, should 

they try to do so. If their peace offer was merely a cover- up for their real intentions 

of treachery, he could always rely on God who is sure to protect him. It was He who 

granted him victory in the Battle of Badr, when He strengthened him with His own 

help and with the believers. It was He who established their brotherhood based on 

faith and united their hearts which could not have been united by any other means: 

“Should they seek to deceive you, God is all-sufficient for you. He it is who has strengthened 

you with His help and rallied the believers round you, uniting their hearts. If you were to 

spend all that is on earth you could not have so united their hearts, but God has united them. 

He is Mighty and Wise.” (Verses 62-63) 

 The Prophet is here reassured that he would not need anything other than God’s 

help, for that is more than sufficient for protection from any treachery. It was He who 

gave strength and support to His Messenger in the first place, when he rallied the 

believers round him. They were true to their pledges. They came to be a united force, 

after they had had divergent loyalties. They were often in open hostility against one 

another and fought their tribal wars with determined ferocity. The reference here 

may be to the two tribes of Madinah, the Aws and the Khazraj, who constituted the 

Anş r. In pre-Islamic days, their enmity and protracted disputes were so fierce that 

there could not be any sort of peace between them, let alone a bond of brotherhood 

which Islam forged. However, this verse may also be intended as a reference to the 

Muh jirīn, who migrated with the Prophet from Makkah to Madinah. They also had 

the same sort of internal disputes and enmity as the Anş r. Or it may be that the 

verse means them all together. Indeed the whole of Arabia was alike in its internal 

hostilities. 

It was a great miracle which could never have been accomplished by anyone other 

than God, through the faith He revealed. Hearts that had always been hostile, and 

natures that had been rebellious, were solidly united. Their hostility was replaced by 

love and unity of a standard that serves as a symbol for life in heaven: “We shall have 

removed from their hearts any lurking feelings of malice, [and they shall rest] as brothers, face 

to face, on raised couches.” (15: 47) 

This faith is remarkable indeed. When it touches people’s hearts, it pours into 

them a mixture of love, familiarity and compassion that is certain to soften them and 

establish between them a firm and deeply- rooted bond. Words, looks, touches and 

heartbeats all become lyrics and odes expressing mutual love, compassion, loyalty, 

support and forbearance. What is the secret of such a profound transformation? The 

secret is known only to God. However, its effects are clear to the believers 

themselves. 
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The faith of Islam makes its appeal to mankind on the basis of pure love that has 

its roots in faith in God and is nourished by dedication to His cause. When human 

beings make a favourable response to that appeal, the miracle that can only be 

worked out by God takes place in reality. 

The Prophet (peace be upon him) said: “Some of God’s servants who are neither 

prophets nor martyrs shall have on the Day of Judgement a position so close to God 

that prophets and martyrs would love to have.” His Companions said: “Messenger 

of God, will you please tell us who these people are.” He said: “These are people 

who love one another for God’s sake only. They have no relation of kinship or 

business interests with one another. By God, their faces are radiant with light, and 

they have light. They shall experience no fear or sadness when other people are 

overtaken by fear and sadness.” [Related by Abū D wūd.] 

The Prophet also said: “When a Muslim meets his Muslim brother and they shake 

hands, their sins shall fall off just like leaves fall off a dry tree on a windy day. Their 

sins shall be forgiven them, even though they appear to be as huge as sea foam.” 

[Related by al- abar nī.] 

God’s Messenger made several statements on this point. His actions confirm that 

such love, and unity constitutes an essential factor in his message. The community 

that he built on the basis of love provides the best proof that such love was not 

merely flowery words or idealistic actions by a few individuals. It was a firmly 

established reality that came into being by God’s will. It is only He who can bring 

about such a real unity of hearts. 

Matching Superior Forces 

     The s rah moves on to reassure the Prophet and the Muslim community yet again 

that God is on their side. This is more than enough for them to ensure their victory. 

The Prophet is also instructed to encourage the believers to fight for God’s cause. 

They are equal to a force that outnumbers them by ten to one. Even at their weakest, 

the believers are more than a match for twice their number. 

Prophet, God is enough for you and those of the believers who follow you. Prophet, 

urge the believers to fight. If there are twenty steadfast men among you, they will 

overcome two hundred, and if there are a hundred of you, they will defeat a thousand 

of those who disbelieve, for those are devoid of understanding. Now God has lightened 

your burden, for He knows that you are weak. So, if there are a hundred steadfast men 

among you, they will overcome two hundred, and if there are a thousand of you they 

will, by God’s will, defeat two thousand. God is with those who are steadfast. (Verses 

64-66) 
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     We pause here a little to contemplate the difference between God’s invincible, 

overwhelming power and the small force which tries to suppress the advocates of the 

divine message. The difference is too huge to allow any meaningful comparison. 

Hence, the outcome of the battle is a foregone conclusion. This is what is implied in 

the statement: “Prophet, God is enough for you and those of the believers who follow you.” 

(Verse 64) 

This is followed by an order to the Prophet to urge the believers to fight for God’s 

cause, now that every soul is ready for the engagement, every heart is full with 

expectation and all are confident, reassured: “Prophet, urge the believers to fight.” 

(Verse 65) Rouse them to arms, for they are a match for their enemies, even though 

they may be much inferior in number: “If there are twenty steadfast men among you, they 

will overcome two hundred, and if there are a hundred of you, they will defeat a thousand of 

those who disbelieve.” (Verse 65) The reason for such a great difference in real power 

comes as a surprise, but it is true, incisive: “For those are devoid of understanding.” 

(Verse 65) 

What is the link between understanding and victory? There may be very little on 

the surface, but the link is very real and strong. The believers are distinguished by 

the fact that they know their way which they have chosen after deep thought. They 

understand the course they follow in this life and they are well aware of the purpose 

of their existence and their goals. They have a perfect understanding of the nature of 

Godhead and the nature of servitude to God. They know that God must be the only 

master in the universe, and that none of His servants can associate any partners with 

Him. They realize that they, the Muslim community, are the group that follow divine 

guidance, whose task is to liberate humanity, by God’s will, from servitude to 

creatures so that they worship God alone. They are the ones to be entrusted with 

power on earth, not to exercise superiority over others, but to ensure that the word of 

God reigns supreme. Their mission is to struggle for God’s cause, build a proper 

human civilization, and establish the rule of justice among all people. 

All this understanding pours enlightenment, confidence, strength and reassurance 

into the believers’ hearts. They are thus motivated to go into their campaigns of jih d 

with certainty of the outcome. This alone multiplies their strength. Their enemies, on 

the other hand, are “devoid of understanding”. Their hearts are sealed, and their 

eyes are blinded. Their forces are without power, although they may appear to be 

superior. That is because their link to the source of real power has been severed. 

This relative power of one to ten is the original balance of power between the 

believers who are full of understanding and the unbelievers who are devoid of it. 

Even when the Muslims who remain steadfast are at their weakest, this ratio is two 

to one: “Now God has lightened your burden, for He knows that you are weak. So, if there 

are a hundred steadfast men among you, they will overcome two hundred, and if there are a 
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thousand of you they will, by God’s will, defeat two thousand. God is with those who are 

steadfast.” (Verse 66) 

Some scholars and Qur’ nic commentators have taken these verses to imply a 

commandment to the believers that, when they are strong, no one may run away 

from ten of the unbelievers, or from two in the case of weakness. There are 

considerable differences on points of detail, which we prefer not to go into. It is our 

considered opinion that these verses make a statement of fact in estimating the 

believers’ strength when they confront their enemies. This is an estimate made 

according to God’s own measure, which is the true measure. These verses are also 

meant to inform the believers of this fact so that they have more confidence and 

reassurance. God certainly knows best, but in our considered view, these statements 

do not stipulate rules to be implemented. 

Rulings on Captives of War 

 The s rah moves on to outline certain rulings that are relevant to taking prisoners 

of war and what to do with them. This comes in the context of the Prophet’s action 

with regard to the captives taken in the Battle of Badr. The captives themselves are 

invited to accept the faith, which provides them with a prospect giving them more 

than fair compensation for the loss they suffered: 

It does not behove a Prophet to have captives unless he has battled strenuously in the 

land. You may desire the fleeting gains of this world, but God desires for you the good 

of the life to come. God is almighty, wise. Had it not been for a decree from God that 

had already gone forth, you would have been severely punished for what you have 

taken. Enjoy, then, what you have gained, as lawful and good, and remain God-

fearing; indeed God is much forgiving, most merciful. Prophet, say to the captives who 

are in your hands: ‘If God finds goodness in your hearts, He will give you something 

better than all that has been taken from you, and He will forgive you your sins. God is 

much forgiving, merciful.’ Should they seek to play false with you, they were 

previously false to God Himself but He gave [you] mastery over them. God is All-

knowing, Wise. (Verses 67-71) 

 Ibn Is q relates within the context of his account of the events of the Battle of 

Badr: “The Prophet was in the shed erected for him, with Sa`d ibn Mu` dh and a 

number of the Anş r close on hand guarding the Prophet against any possible 

surprise attack by the unbelievers. When the Muslim fighters started to take 

prisoners, the Prophet noticed that Sa`d did not look very pleased. He asked him: 

‘You do not seem very happy, Sa`d with what our Companions are doing?’ Sa`d 

answered: `That is true, Messenger of God. This is the first major defeat God has 
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inflicted on the unbelievers. I would have preferred to do away with their men, 

rather than keep them alive.”‘ 

     Im m Ahmad relates on the authority of `Umar ibn al-Kha b: “On the day of the 

battle, God inflicted a heavy defeat on the unbelievers, with 70 of them killed and 70 

taken prisoner. The Prophet consulted some of his companions about what to do 

with the prisoners. Abū. Bakr said: `Messenger of God, these are our cousins and 

tribesmen. I suggest that you take ransom from them, which we could use to 

improve our position vis-à-vis the unbelievers. Besides, they will still have a chance to 

follow God’s guidance and thus come to support us.’ The Prophet then asked `Umar 

ibn al-Kha b for his view, and `Umar said: `I do not share Abū Bakr’s view. I 

suggest that you give me my relative to kill, and you give `Aqīl ibn Abī lib to his 

brother `Alī to kill, and you give amzah his brother to kill. We thus demonstrate in 

front of God that we have no sympathy whatsoever with the unbelievers. After all, 

these are their elite.’ The Prophet felt more inclined to Abū Bakr’s view and accepted 

ransom from them.” 

`Umar continues his account of this event: “On the next day, I went to the Prophet 

to find him and Abū Bakr with tears in their eyes. I said: `What makes you and your 

Companion cry? If I find it in me to cry, I will, and if not, I will pretend to join you in 

your crying.’ The Prophet said that they were crying `because of what our 

Companions advised of taking ransom. I have been shown the punishment you 

would have suffered closer to you than this tree, (pointing to a nearby tree.)’ Soon 

afterwards, these verses were revealed: “It does not behove a Prophet to have captives 

unless he has battled strenuously in the land. You may desire the fleeting gains of this world, 

but God desires for you the good of the life to come. God is Almighty, Wise. Had it not been 

for a decree from God that had already gone forth, you would have been severely punished for 

what you have taken. Enjoy, then, what you have gained, as lawful and good, and remain 

God-fearing; indeed God is much Forgiving, most Merciful.” (Verses 67-69) This last verse 

makes it clear that the spoils of war are lawful to take.” [This adīth is also related by 

Muslim, Abū D wūd, and al-Tirmidhī with different chains of transmission] 

Im m Ahmad relates on Anas’s authority: “The Prophet consulted his companions 

concerning the captives taken in the Battle of Badr, saying to them: ‘God has given 

you power over them.’ `Umar stood up and said: `Messenger of God, kill them.’ The 

Prophet turned away from him, and then said: ‘God has given you power over them, 

and only yesterday they were your brethren.’ `Umar repeated his suggestion, but the 

Prophet turned away from him and repeated his question. Abū Bakr stood up and 

said: ‘Messenger of God, it may be wise to pardon them and accept ransom from 

them.’ The Prophet’s face cheered up. Then God revealed the verse saying: “Had it 

not been for a decree from God that had already gone forth, you would have been severely 

punished for what you have taken.’” (Verse 68) 
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God’s Preferred Option 

     Yet another adīth reported by `Abdull h ibn Mas`ūd explains this incident. “On 

the day of Badr the Prophet asked his Companions what they thought he should do 

about prisoners of war. Abū Bakr said: `Messenger of God, they are your own people 

and your tribesmen. Spare them and offer them the chance to repent of their past 

attitude.’ `Umar said: `Messenger of God, they have accused you of lying and they 

have chased you out of your city. Put them to death.’ `Abdull h ibn Raw ah said: 

`Messenger of God, you are now in a valley where there is a lot of wood. Light a big 

fire and throw them into it.’ The Prophet remained silent making no rejoinder, then 

he went into his home. Some people thought he would take Abū Bakr’s view, and 

others thought `Umar’s view would be upheld, while still others felt that the Prophet 

might adopt the view of `Abdull h ibn Raw ah. The Prophet then came out and 

said: `God makes some people’s hearts so soft that they become softer than milk, and 

He makes other people’s hearts harden until they become harder than bricks. Abū 

Bakr, your attitude is similar to that of Abraham (peace be upon him) as he said, ‘he 

that follows me belongs to me. As for him who disobeys me, well, You are surely most 

Forgiving, Merciful.’ (14: 36) And you are also like Jesus (peace be upon him) as he 

said: ‘If You punish them, they are Your servants; and if You forgive them, You are indeed 

Almighty, Wise.’ (5: 118) As for you `Umar, you are like Moses (peace be upon him) as 

he said: ‘Our Lord, wipe out their wealth and firm up their hearts so they would not believe 

until they see painful torment.’ (10: 88) And you are also like Noah (peace be upon him) 

as he said: ‘My Lord, do not leave on earth a single unbeliever.’ (71: 26) You are in 

poverty, so no one may be set free without a ransom, or else, he should be 

beheaded.” 

`Abdull h ibn Mas`ūd reports: “I said: ‘Messenger of God, except Suhayl ibn 

Bayđ ’. For he is considering becoming a Muslim.’ The Prophet was silent for a 

while. Never until that day did I fear that rocks could fall on my head from the sky. I 

remained so worried until the Prophet said: `With the exception of Suhayl ibn 

Bayđ ’.’ Shortly afterwards God revealed the verses: “It does not behove a Prophet to 

have captives unless he has battled strenuously in the land. You may desire the fleeting gains 

of this world, but God desires for you the good of the life to come. God is Almighty, Wise. Had 

it not been for a decree from God that had already gone forth, you would have been severely 

punished for what you have taken. Enjoy, then, what you have gained, as lawful and good, 

and remain God-fearing; indeed God is much Forgiving, most Merciful.” (Verses 67-69) 

The killing mentioned in these verses aims to give strength to the Muslims and 

weaken their enemies, until the Muslims reached a stage when they could set 

prisoners free either as a favour or for a ransom. Hence the reproach of the Muslims. 

The Battle of Badr was the first major battle between the Muslims and the 

unbelievers. The Muslims were still small in number, compared with the unbelievers. 



Al-Anfāl (The Spoils of War) | DELINEATION OF LOYALTIES 

 169

Hence, any reduction of the number of fighters among the unbelievers would have a 

weakening effect on them, and would hurt their pride, deterring them from 

launching another campaign against the Muslims. This would have achieved a much 

higher objective than they could achieve by taking ransom, poor as they were. 

There was another concept to establish in people’s hearts, which was beautifully 

stated by `Umar: “We demonstrate in front of God that there is no sympathy 

whatsoever in our hearts with the unbelievers.” 

We feel — and God knows best — that these are the two main reasons why God 

did not like the Muslims to take prisoners at Badr and then set them free for ransom. 

It was in the light of these circumstances that God said: “It does not behove a Prophet to 

have captives unless he has battled strenuously in the land.” (Verse 67) Hence the Qur’ nic 

reproach of the Muslims who accepted ransom in return for setting the prisoners 

free: “You may desire the fleeting gains of this world.” (Verse 67) Because of this 

preference for the fleeting good of the present life you have taken them prisoners 

instead of killing them, and you accepted ransom in return for their freedom. “But 

God desires for you the good of the life to come.” (Verse 67) Needless to say, the Muslims 

should prefer the option God prefers, because it is always the one to bring them 

good. To seek the hereafter means to abandon the pursuit of the fleeting comforts of 

this world. 

“God is Almighty, Wise.” (Verse 67) He has enabled you to achieve victory for a 

specific, wise purpose which He accomplishes through inflicting such a heavy defeat 

on the unbelievers. “Thus He would certainly establish the truth firmly and show falsehood 

to be false, however hateful this might be to the evildoers.” (Verse 8) “Had it not been for a 

decree from God that had already gone forth, you would have been severely punished for what 

you have taken.” (Verse 68) 

God had previously decreed that He would forgive the believers who took part in 

the Battle of Badr whatever they might subsequently do. That preceding decree 

spared them the punishment which would have attended their acceptance of the 

ransom. God then showered on them more of His grace, by making the spoils of war 

lawful for them to take, while it was forbidden to the followers of earlier prophets. 

He reminds them of their need to remain God-fearing as He also reminds them of 

His grace and forgiveness. Thus their feelings towards their Lord remain well 

balanced. They are not tempted by God’s mercy to the extent that they lose sight of 

their need to remain always God-fearing: “Enjoy, then, what you have gained, as lawful 

and good, and remain God-fearing; indeed God is much-Forgiving, most Merciful.” (Verse 

69) 

Seeking to Deceive God 
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Now the s rah addresses those captives, giving them hope and promising a future 

which is far better than the life they used to lead. They are also promised what is 

superior to the property they lost, in addition to forgiveness and mercy: “Prophet, say 

to the captives who are in your hands: ‘If God finds goodness in your hearts, He will give you 

something better than all that has been taken from you, and He will forgive you your sins. 

God is much-Forgiving, Merciful.’” (Verse 70) But all this depends on them opening 

their hearts to the light of faith. God will then find goodness in them. That goodness 

is the very fact of believing in God. It is goodness at its purest. Indeed all goodness 

stems from it. 

From the Islamic point of view, keeping prisoners of war in the hands of believers 

is only a means of opening up the essence of goodness that may be deep in their 

hearts. Thus their nature becomes recipient to the call to accept the divine faith and 

follow guidance. No vengeance is to be exacted on those prisoners of war. Such was 

the practice of the Byzantines and other conquerors. But Islam follows a totally 

different approach. 

Al-Zuhrī relates that the Quraysh sent people to pay the ransom of their prisoners. 

Each clan paid whatever was accepted from them in ransom. Al-`Abb s (the 

Prophet’s uncle who was among the captives) said: “Messenger of God, I have been a 

Muslim.” The Prophet said: “God knows better whether you were truly a Muslim. If 

it is true, He will certainly reward you. To all appearances, you were against us. 

Therefore, you have to pay ransom for yourself, your two nephews, Nawfal and 

`Aqīl, and also for your ally `Utbah ibn `Amr.” He said: “I do not have enough for all 

this, Messenger of God.” The Prophet said: “What about the money you and your 

wife, Umm al-Fađl, have hidden underground. You said to her: If I am killed on this 

trip of mine, this money is to be shared between my three sons, al-Fađl, `Abdull h 

and Qutham.” He said: “I do know for certain that you are God’s Messenger. This is 

something of which no one has any knowledge except myself and my wife. Will you 

please, then, count as advance payment the 20 ounces of gold your companions have 

taken from me?” The Prophet said: “No. That is something God has given to us.” Al- 

`Abb s then paid the ransom money for himself, his two nephews and his ally. God 

then revealed the verse which says: “Prophet, say to the captives who are in your hands: If 

God finds goodness in your hearts, He will give you something better than all that has been 

taken from you, and He will forgive you your sins. God is much-Forgiving, Merciful.” 

(Verse 70) Al-`Abb s later said: “God has replaced my loss, giving me for those 20 

ounces twenty slaves who carry on with my business. I am still hoping for God’s 

forgiveness as well.” 

At the same time that the captives are given this prospect of hope, they are warned 

against any attempt to play false with God’s Messenger (peace be upon him). They 

have already experienced the outcome of playing false to God: “Should they seek to 
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play false with you, they were previously false to God Himself but He gave [you] mastery over 

them. God is All-knowing, Wise.” (Verse 71) Their treachery to God took the form of 

associating partners with Him after He had formed their nature to always recognize 

Him as the only Lord, but they were never true to their pledges. If they seek to play 

false with God’s Messenger when they are captives in his hands, they should 

remember the result of their first treachery which led them to be taken prisoner and 

gave mastery over them to God’s Messenger and his followers. God is certainly 

aware of the thoughts they harbour and He is wise as He inflicts punishment on 

them: “God is All-knowing, Wise.” (Verse 71) 

In his commentary on the Qur’ n, al-Qur ubī quotes Ibn al-`Arabī’s comments: 

When those unbelievers were taken prisoners, some of them started talking 

about adopting Islam, without showing any real intention to do so, nor did 

they make any unequivocal acknowledgement of its being the true faith. It 

looked as if they might have wanted to win favour with the Muslims without 

moving themselves away from the unbelievers. Our scholars have made it 

clear that when an unbeliever does that and only pays lip service to Islam 

without taking steps to be a true believer, he remains an unbeliever. If the 

same is done by a believer, he is not a believer at all, unless it all be only 

thoughts that occur to him and he is unable to get rid of them. God has 

pardoned people such fleeting thoughts. God tells His Messenger the truth as 

He says to him: “Should they seek to play false with you,” which means that if 

they are only trying to deceive you with what they say about Islam and their 

willingness to accept it, then this is only their habit. “They were previously false 

to God Himself,” when they disbelieved and tried to kill you and then waged 

war against you. However, should what they are saying be honest and there 

is true goodness in their hearts, God will certainly be aware of that and will 

accept it from them. He will then reward them with something which is far 

superior to what was taken from them and with His forgiveness of their past 

treachery.41 

Definition of Relations 

The s rah’s final passage outlines the internal and external relations of the Muslim 

community. Rulings concerning these relations are also outlined. This gives us a clear 

idea of the nature of the Muslim community itself and the basis on which it is 

founded. The essential ties which bring that community together are not those of 

blood, land, race, history, language or economy. Ties of family, country, nation or 

                                                 
41 M. al-Qurtubī, Al-J mi` li-A k m al-Qur’ n, Vol. VIII, p. 55 
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financial interests are of no importance. The only ties which are given weight and 

importance are those of faith, organized movement and its leadership. Hence, those 

who believe, migrate to the land of Islam, abandon all their earlier links with their 

own land, homes and nation, sacrifice their lives and possessions and strive for God’s 

cause, as well as those who give them shelter and support and join them in their faith 

under the same leadership and in the same movement — all those are friends and 

protectors of one another. On the other hand, those who believe but have not yet 

migrated may not aspire to such status that provides for mutual protection. This is 

because they have not yet pledged their full loyalty to the Islamic leadership and 

have not yet abandoned all ties with the unbelievers, except the bond of faith. Within 

the Muslim community itself, blood relations have priority in inheritance and other 

matters. The unbelievers, on the other hand, are also patrons and allies of one 

another. 

These are the main lines delineating loyalties and relationships as shown in these 

very clear verses: “Those who believe and have migrated and striven hard, with their 

possessions and their lives, for God’s cause, as well as those who give them shelter and 

support — these are friends and protectors of one another. As for those who believe but have 

not migrated [to join you], you owe no duty of protection to them until they have migrated. 

Yet, should they appeal to you for support, on grounds of faith, it is your duty to support 

them, except against a people with whom you have a treaty. God sees all that you do. The 

unbelievers are allies of one another. Unless you do likewise, there will be oppression on earth 

and much corruption. Those who believe and have migrated and striven hard for God’s cause, 

as well as those who give them shelter and support are indeed the true believers. Forgiveness 

of sins, and most generous provisions await them. And those who subsequently come to 

believe, and migrate and strive hard with you [for God’s cause] shall also belong to you. Those 

who are bound by ties of blood have the first claim on one another in accordance with God’s 

decree. God has full knowledge of everything.” (Verses 72-75) 

Loyalty in a Muslim Community 

In the early days of Islam, until the major Battle of Badr, the social bond that tied 

Muslims together involved inheritance and obligatory mutual support, sharing in the 

payment of any blood money for accidental killing. These ties replaced those of 

blood and family. When the state was established and acquired additional strength 

after God enabled it to score its most remarkable victory at Badr, the obligation of 

giving loyalty and support was maintained. As for inheritance and help in the 

payment of blood money, these were now confined, by God’s order, to blood 

relatives within the Muslim community itself. 

The migration mentioned here as a condition of such mutual commitment, in its 

special and general aspects, refers to the physical departure, by those who can, from 
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the land of the unbelievers to the land of Islam. Those who were able to migrate but 

chose not to do so, because they did not want to abandon their ties, whether financial 

or family, with the unbelievers had no claim for protection by the Muslim 

community. This provision applied to some Bedouins and some individuals in 

Makkah who were not prevented from migrating. The Muslim community had an 

obligation to come to the support of those believers, particularly when they appealed 

for help on account of being harassed or persecuted on grounds of faith. The only 

exception was if they wanted such help against a people with whom the Muslim 

community had a treaty, as such treaties had a stronger claim to be honoured by the 

Muslims. 

These statements and the rulings and provisions they outline give us a clear idea 

of the nature of the Muslim community, its essential factors and basic values. 

Nevertheless, a word about the emergence of this community and its foundation, 

method of action and commitments will clarify that better. 

The message of Islam conveyed by God’s Messenger, the Prophet Mu ammad 

(peace be upon him), is the last link in the long history of the call advocating 

submission to God alone undertaken by the noble prophets. Throughout history, this 

message has remained the same: that human beings should recognize their true Lord 

and Sustainer, God the only deity, and that they should submit to Him alone. All 

claims to lordship by human beings are null and void. Except for a few individuals 

here and there in history, mankind as a whole has never denied the existence of God 

or His sovereignty over the universe. It has rather erred in its understanding of His 

real attributes, or associated partners with Him, either in belief and worship or in 

assigning sovereignty. Both of these are forms of polytheism which take people out 

of the faith altogether. Each one of God’s Messengers taught humanity the religion 

God wants people to follow. After a long while, people would start to deviate and 

steer away from it, back into j hiliyyah, ignorance and polytheism, i.e. associating 

partners with God, either in belief and worship or in attributing sovereignty to them 

or both. 

Throughout history the call to believe in God has had the same nature. Its purpose 

is self-surrender to God, which means to bring human beings into submission to the 

Supreme Lord alone, to free them from servitude to human beings so that they may 

devote themselves to the one true God. Thus, they would be freed from the clutches 

of human lordship and man-made laws, value systems and traditions. They would 

be able to acknowledge the sovereignty and authority of the one true God and follow 

His law in all spheres of life. This is the central issue of the message of Islam as 

preached by the Prophet Mu ammad and all the noble prophets and messengers 

sent before him (peace be upon them all). It wants people to acknowledge God’s 

sovereignty, which is readily acknowledged by all the universe. Human life must be 
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regulated by the same authority that regulates the entire universe. Thus, human 

beings will not have their own code of living and will not submit to an authority 

other than those governing the whole universe, including those aspects of human life 

over which human beings have no say. 

As is well known, human beings are subject to the laws of nature God has set into 

operation in matters that affect their birth, growing up, health, illness, death and also 

those that determine the consequences of their own choices in the areas where they 

can exercise their free-will. They cannot change God’s laws governing the universe 

or these aspects of their own life. It is only wise then for them to submit to God in 

those aspects of their life in which they have a free choice. When they do so they 

make God’s law govern both aspects of their life, the one which follows God’s 

natural laws and the one subject to their own will. They thus bring harmony into 

their life.  

 J hiliyyah, which may be defined as a state of ignorance based on giving 

sovereignty to human beings, is bound to bring about a clash between the natural 

and the free-will aspects of human life. To counter j hiliyyah in human life all 

prophets, including Mu ammad, God’s final Messenger, advocated submission to 

God alone. It must be said that ignorance is not represented by an abstract theory. In 

certain periods of history, ignorance had no theoretical representation whatsoever. 

However, it always takes the form of a living movement in a society which has its 

own leadership, its own concepts and values, and its own traditions, habits and 

feelings. It is an organized society and there is close co-operation and loyalty 

between its individuals. It is always ready to defend its existence consciously or 

unconsciously. It crushes all elements which seem to be dangerous to its personality. 

  Since j hiliyyah takes the form of an active movement in this fashion, rather than of 

a theory, then any attempt to abolish j hiliyyah and bring people back to God through 

representing Islam merely as a theory is both useless and ineffective. j hiliyyah 

controls the practical world, and for its support there is a living and active 

organization. In this situation, mere theoretical efforts cannot be a match for it. When 

the purpose is to abolish the existing system and to replace it with a new one that is 

different in character, principles, as well as in all general and particular aspects, it 

stands to reason that this new system should come into the battlefield as an 

organized movement and a viable community. It must also have the advantage of a 

more powerful strategy, social organization and firmer ties between its individuals. 

Only then can it hope to replace the existing system. 

The Practical Manifestation of Islamic Theory 

The theoretical foundation of Islam, in every period of history, has been the 
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declaration by which a human being bears witness that `there is no deity other than 

God.’ This means that God is the sustainer, the ruler and the real sovereign. This 

must take the form of a firm belief that is deeply rooted in one’s heart and manifested 

in both addressing all worship to God alone and putting His laws into practice. This 

declaration cannot be deemed to have been truly made with such complete 

acceptance of its meaning. It is only when a person accepts its significance fully that 

he is deemed to be a true Muslim. 

From the theoretical point of view, the establishment of this rule means that 

people must refer to God in conducting any aspect of their lives. They cannot decide 

on any affair without first referring to God’s injunctions that may be relevant to it 

and implement them. There is only one source to know God’s guidance; that is, His 

Messenger. Thus, in the second part of the declaration by which a person becomes a 

Muslim we declare that we `bear witness that Mu ammad is God’s Messenger.’ 

This theoretical basis of the Islamic doctrine provides a complete code of living for 

the entirety of human life. A Muslim approaches every aspect of his individual or 

social life, whether within or outside the Islamic community, from the perspective of 

this code of living which also regulates the internal and external relations of the 

Muslim community. 

As has already been explained, Islam cannot confine itself to a mere theory which 

people accept as a belief practised merely as worship rituals while remaining within 

the structure of the existing j hiliyyah society. If true believers, numerous as they may 

be, do that, their presence within the j hiliyyah society cannot lead to a real and 

practical existence of Islam. Those ‘theoretical’ Muslims who are part of the structure 

of the j hiliyyah society will inevitably have to respond to its requirements. Whether 

they like it or not, they will try, consciously or subconsciously, to fulfil its basic needs 

and defend its existence, and they will try to counter whatever forces or factors are 

threatening that existence. Any living entity will always complete these tasks using 

all its organs without even consulting them. In practical terms, those individuals, 

who are theoretically Muslims, will continue to practically support and strengthen 

the j hiliyyah society which they should, in theory, be trying to dismantle. They will 

remain living cells within its structure, supporting its continuing existence with all 

their talent, experience and capability. Their efforts should in fact be directed to 

using all their power, talent and experience for the establishment of an Islamic 

society. 

For this reason, it is necessary that the theoretical foundation of Islam, i.e. the 

belief, should take in practice the form of an organized and active group right at the 

outset. It is also necessary that this group should separate itself from j hiliyyah 

society and remain independent of, and distinct from it. After all, Islam aims to 

dismantle j hiliyyah society altogether. At the centre of this new group there should 
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be a new leadership. Such leadership first came in the person of the Prophet himself. 

In later generations, it has been delegated to those who strive for bringing people 

back to believing in God as the only deity in the universe and who accept His 

sovereignty, authority and laws. Every person who bears witness that there is no 

deity other than God and that Mu ammad is God’s Messenger should cut off 

relations of loyalty to j hiliyyah society, which he has forsaken, and its ignorant 

leadership, whether it takes the guise of priests, magicians or astrologers, or in the 

form of political, social or economic leadership, as was the case with the Quraysh at 

the time of the Prophet. Full and complete loyalty must be given to the new Islamic 

movement and the new Muslim leadership. This decisive step must be taken at the 

very moment when a person makes this verbal declaration bearing witness that 

`there is no deity other than God and Mu ammad is God’s Messenger.’ A Muslim 

society cannot come into existence without this. It does not become a reality when it 

is no more than a belief held by individual Muslims, numerous as they may be. They 

must form themselves into an active, harmonious and cooperative group with a 

separate and distinct existence. Like the limbs of a human body, all individuals in 

this group work together to strengthen its foundation, and to enable it to expand and 

defend itself against any external attack which threatens its existence. In all this, they 

must work under a leadership that is independent of that of j hiliyyah society. The 

role of this leadership is to regulate, harmonize and direct their efforts to the 

strengthening of their Islamic character and to resist and abolish the hostile, j hiliyyah 

set-up. It was in this way that Islam was established the first time. It was founded on 

a creed which, though concise, encompassed all life. This creed immediately brought 

into action a viable and dynamic group of people who became independent and 

separate from the j hiliyyah society that rose to challenge it. It never came as an 

abstract theory devoid of practical existence. Similarly, it can be brought about in the 

future only in the same manner. There is no other way for the survival of Islam, in 

any area or period of time, unless it wants to remain under the yoke of j hiliyyah. 

Efforts to bring about a revival of Islam must always be equipped with a thorough 

understanding of its character which tries to be represented in a movement and in an 

organic system.  

When we understand these basic elements in the nature of Islam and its method of 

action we can fully understand the import of the provisions that we read in the final 

passage of this s rah. These organize relations within the Muslim community 

between those who migrated from Makkah and those who provided them with 

shelter and support in Madinah, and the relations of these together with those who 

did not migrate. All these relations are based on the understanding of the active and 

organized emergence of Islamic society. 

Equipped with this understanding, we can now look at the relevant passage 

and the provisions it outlines. 



Al-Anfāl (The Spoils of War) | DELINEATION OF LOYALTIES 

 177

Demarcation of Loyalties in Islamic Society 

Those who believe and have migrated and striven hard, with their possessions and 

their lives, for God’s cause, as well as those who give them shelter and support — 

these are friends and protectors of one another. As for those who believe but have not 

migrated [to join you], you owe no duty of protection to them until they have 

migrated. Yet, should they appeal to you for support, on grounds of faith, it is your 

duty to support them, except against a people with whom you have a treaty. God sees 

all that you do. The unbelievers are allies of one another. Unless you do likewise, there 

will be oppression on earth and much corruption. (Verses 72-73) 

Everyone in Makkah who declared his or her belief that `there is no deity other 

than God and that Mu ammad is God’s Messenger’ also disclaimed all loyalty to 

their family, clan, tribe or to the leadership of the j hiliyyah society represented by 

the Quraysh. At the same time, they pledged every loyalty to Mu ammad, God’s 

Messenger, and to the nucleus of the new society emerging under his leadership. 

On the other hand, the j hiliyyah society tried to defend itself against the danger 

represented by the new group which broke away from it even before they clashed 

in the battlefield. It certainly tried to crush the new group in its early days. 

At the same time, the Prophet established a bond of brotherhood between the 

members of the new group. In other words, he transformed those individuals who 

broke away from the j hiliyyah society into a new community where a new bond of 

mutual loyalty was established. In the new community, the bond of faith replaced 

that of blood and family in other societies. Everyone in that community pledged 

their total loyalty to the new leadership and the new entity, thus replacing all past 

bonds and loyalties. 

When a number of people in Madinah accepted Islam and pledged their total 

loyalty to the Islamic leadership, they made it clear that they would obey that 

leadership in all situations. They also pledged to strive to protect God’s Messenger 

against his enemies, in the same way as they protected their own women, children 

and property. When all this was set in place, God allowed the Muslims of Makkah 

to migrate to Madinah. Thus, the new Muslim state was established in Madinah 

under the leadership of God’s Messenger. The Prophet again established a bond of 

brotherhood between the Muhaījirīn, i.e. the migrants, and the Anş r, i.e. the 

supporters. Again this brotherhood replaced the bonds of blood and family with 

all that they entailed, including inheritance, payment of blood-money and other 

compensations for which the family and the clan were liable. “Those who believe and 

have migrated and striven hard, with their possessions and their lives, for God’s cause, as 

well as those who give them shelter and support — these are friends and protectors of one 
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another.” (Verse 72) They are mutual protectors in as much as they provide one 

another with support, and they are friends in as much as they inherit one another 

and provide help in the payment of blood-money for accidental death, and other 

compensations, as well as fulfilling the commitments and honouring the pledges 

that result from blood relations. 

Other individuals then accepted Islam as a faith without practically joining the 

Muslim community, because they did not migrate to the land of Islam where God’s 

law was implemented and the Muslim leadership was in full control. Those 

individuals were not part of the Muslim community which was able to fulfil its 

whole existence in its own land. 

These individuals were in Makkah or were Bedouins living in the areas 

surrounding Madinah. This means that they adopted the faith but did not join the 

Islamic society, nor did they pledge their full loyalty to its leadership. These were not 

regarded as part of the Muslim community. With these, God did not require that the 

Muslim community have full loyalty, in all its aspects, because they were not, in 

practical terms, part of Islamic society. Hence, the rule regarding these individuals 

stated: “As for those who believe but have not migrated [to join you], you owe no duty of 

protection to them until they have migrated. Yet, should they appeal to you for support, on 

grounds of faith, it is your duty to support them, except against a people with whom you have 

a treaty.” (Verse 72) 

This rule is perfectly understandable because it fits with the nature of Islam and its 

practical method of action. Those individuals were not part of the Muslim society 

and, therefore, they could not have a relationship of allegiance with it. Nevertheless, 

there is the bond of faith which, alone, does not provide for duties towards such 

individuals which the Islamic society is bound to fulfil. However, in the case where 

these individuals suffer aggression or an attempt to turn them away from their faith 

a provision in their favour is clearly stated. Should they in such a situation appeal to 

Muslims in the land of Islam for support, the Islamic society must support them. The 

only proviso is that giving such support should not violate any provision of a treaty 

the Muslim society might have with another party, even though that party might be 

the aggressor. What we have to understand here is that the first priority is given to 

what serves the interests of the Muslim community and its method of action with 

whatever contracts or transactions that this might produce. These have to be 

honoured even in the case where aggression is made against believers who have not 

joined the Islamic society which represents the practical existence of the Islamic faith. 

This shows the great importance Islam attaches to its own active organization. The 

comment on this rule added at the end of the verse says: “God sees all that you do.” 

(Verse 72) Whatever human beings may do, God is aware of all their actions. He 

knows the preliminaries, incentives, motivations, the deeds as well as their effects 
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and consequences. 

     Thus, Islamic society is an active and organic grouping where individuals are 

united by their loyalty, allegiance and mutual support of one another. The same 

characteristics apply to ignorant or j hiliyyah societies: “The unbelievers are allies of one 

another.” (Verse 73) By nature, a j hiliyyah society does not act as mere individuals. It 

behaves like a living entity whose organs move by nature to defend its existence and 

independence. Hence, the people in that society are, to all intents and purposes, 

friends and protectors of one another. Therefore, Islam must confront them as a 

society which demonstrates the same characteristics to a stronger and firmer degree. 

Should the Muslims refrain from confronting them as a community whose 

individuals are united by mutual ties of loyalty and friendship, these Muslims would 

be subject to persecution by the j hiliyyah society. They would not be able to resist 

that society since it moves against them as an integrated whole. Thus, j hiliyyah 

would gain the upper hand against Islam, sovereignty would be given to human 

beings and people would be forced to submit themselves to other people. All this 

leads to much persecution and the worst type of corruption. “Unless you do likewise, 

there will be oppression on earth and much corruption.” (Verse 73) 

This is a very serious warning. Muslims who do not establish their existence on 

the solid foundation of an active organization bound by a single loyalty and working 

under a single leadership shall have to answer to God for all the oppression and the 

corruption that results from their actions, in addition to what they suffer in their own 

lives as a result. 

True Believers 

Once more, the s rah states the true nature of faith: “Those who believe and have 

migrated and striven hard for God’s cause, as well as those who give them shelter and support 

are indeed the true believers. Forgiveness of sins, and most generous provisions await them.” 

(Verse 74) This is the true picture reflecting true faith. This verse tells us exactly how 

Islam gains its real existence. Islam does not become a reality with a declaration of its 

theoretical basis, or its adoption as a conceptual belief, or even with offering its 

worship rituals. The religion of Islam is a code of living which needs an active 

organization to implement it and put it into practice. When it remains in the form of 

beliefs only, its existence remains abstract. It does not become a true and practical 

existence without such an active organization dedicated to its implementation. 

Those who belong to such an active organization are the true believers who are 

promised forgiveness and generous provisions. The provisions are mentioned here in 

relation to their striving, sacrificing their wealth, supporting their brethren and 

giving them shelter, with all the costs they bear in meeting these responsibilities. But 
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in addition to such generous provisions, they are given forgiveness of sins, which 

counts as the best type of God’s bounty. 

Grouped with the first Muslim community of the Muh jirīn and the Anş r are all 

those who later migrate and strive for God’s cause, but the first community had its 

degree of excellence, as stated in other Qur’ nic verses. The addition is stated here to 

make it clear that these also belong to the Muslim community, and give it their 

allegiance. “And those who subsequently come to believe, and migrate and strive hard with 

you [for God’s cause] shall also belong to you.” (Verse 75) 

The requirement of migration continued to apply until Makkah had fallen to 

Islam. At that time, the whole of Arabia acknowledged the Islamic leadership and its 

entire population formed the Islamic community. The Prophet made it clear then that 

the requirement of migration was no longer operative, but people were required to 

work for Islam and strive hard in serving its cause. That was in the first round of 

Islamic triumph which ushered in a period of Islamic rule that continued for nearly 

twelve centuries. Throughout that period, Islamic law was implemented and the 

Muslim leadership acknowledged God’s sovereignty and fulfilled its obligations 

under Islamic law. Today, when the whole world has reverted to j hiliyyah, God’s 

law is no longer implemented, sovereignty is usurped by tyrants everywhere and 

one group of people submit themselves to another, a new round begins. In this 

round, all provisional laws that applied in the first round may be applicable. Thus, a 

land may be established where Islam is implemented and to where Muslims should 

migrate. At a later stage, the rule of Islam will, by God’s will, stretch over a wide area 

when migration will no longer be required. The duty of individual Muslims at this 

stage is again to work and strive hard for the Islamic cause, just as was the case in the 

first round. 

The first period of building the Islamic existence had its own provisional laws and 

special duties. Loyalty on the basis of faith replaced blood and family relations in all 

shapes and forms, as well as rights and duties, including inheritance and mutual 

support in the payment of penalties and compensation for accidental killing. When 

the structure of Islamic society became well established after the resounding victory 

at Badr, the provisional laws applicable to that special period of construction were 

amended. The amendments re-established inheritance and mutual support in 

financial liabilities on the basis of family relationships, but only within the Muslim 

community in the land of Islam: “Those who are bound by ties of blood have the first claim 

on one another in accordance with God’s decree.” (Verse 75) 

To give priority in such matters to family and relatives, within the general 

framework of the Muslim community, after the practical existence of Islam has been 

firmly established meets a certain need of human nature. There is no harm in 

satisfying people’s natural feelings as long as there is no conflict between such 
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satisfaction and the fulfilment of Islamic duties. Islam does not negate or obliterate 

natural feelings, but it controls them so that they work in line with the more 

important requirements of its own existence as a faith. Thus, the satisfaction of 

people’s natural needs and feelings is provided within the general framework of 

Islam and its requirements. This means that some special periods may have special 

provisions which are not included among the final provisions of Islamic law which 

are applicable in a well-established and secure Islamic community. This is how we 

must understand the requirements of the initial building stage as well as the general 

nature of Islam and its laws. 

“God has full knowledge of everything.” (Verse 75) This is the appropriate comment 

on all these laws and regulations and how they interact and are coordinated. They 

have their basis in God’s knowledge which is flawless, perfect and absolute. 

The Nature of Islamic Society 

As it builds the Muslim community on the basis of its unique approach, 

establishing its active organization which is bound together by the bond of faith, 

Islam aims to highlight and enhance the human qualities of man, giving them 

prominence in all aspects of life. We cannot fail to notice the clear consistency of the 

Islamic approach, with all its rules, regulations and laws. 

There are certain aspects which man has in common with other animate objects, 

and some which he shares even with inanimate objects. These have caused those who 

advocate what may be termed as ‘scientific ignorance’ to claim on occasions that man 

is just another animal and on others that he belongs to the world of matter, like 

inanimate objects. Yet besides these features which man has in common with animals 

and matter, he has his own qualities and characteristics that distinguish him from 

both and make him absolutely unique. Ultimately, and under the pressure of 

undeniable facts, those who belong to `scientific ignorance’ have acknowledged 

man’s uniqueness. 

With its special approach defined by God Almighty, Islam highlights, enhances 

and strengthens the qualities that contribute to man’s unique status. This is indeed 

the reason for making the bond of faith the basis of unity in the Muslim community 

and the mainstay of its organization. 

Faith appeals to the highest human qualities and characteristics. Islam does not 

establish the Muslim community on any bond of descent, language, land, race, 

colour, interests or common destiny. These are ties which men have in common with 

animals. 

These ties bring together flocks of animals and they can be seen in operation in 
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stables, grazing land and in animal language. Faith, on the other hand, provides man 

with a full and complete explanation of his origin, existence and destiny, as well as 

those of the universe in which he lives. It makes him a creature far superior to matter. 

Faith is something which relates to man’s spirit and understanding, the two qualities 

that make him unique and raise his humanity to its highest level to which no other 

creature can aspire. 

The bond of faith and ideology is a free one which human beings choose by their 

own free-will, after proper consideration and study. The other ties are not only more 

fitting for animals, but are also imposed on man and he has no say in them. No 

human being can change his family descent or the race to which he belongs. Nor 

does he have any choice of the colour of his skin. All these matters are settled before 

he is even born. The same applies to the land or the country of his birth, and the 

language he speaks as a result of being raised within his particular community. Man 

has certain material interests and a common destiny with others, but these are also 

very difficult to change, because they apply to him as well as to his community. 

There is little room for man’s free-will in all these matters. For this reason, Islam does 

not adopt any of these as the basic bond uniting its community. Faith, ideology and 

its practical approach of implementation are all matters of free choice. At any 

moment, a human being can declare his choice of these and determine the 

community to which he wishes to belong. No restriction is imposed on this choice as 

a result of man’s colour, language, race, descent, the land of his birth or his material 

interests which may change from one community to another. This sums up the great 

honour assigned to man in Islamic philosophy. 

A Community of Mankind 

This Islamic approach making faith the basic social tie in Islamic society has 

produced remarkable results. Instead of stressing those traits which are common to 

both man and animal, the Islamic approach promotes and nurtures man’s human 

qualities so that they become the dominant factors. The concrete remarkable result of 

this attitude was that the Islamic society became an open and all-inclusive 

community in which people of various races, nations, languages and colours were 

members. No obstacle prevented them from forming a coherent and open society. 

The rivers of higher talents and various abilities of all races of mankind flowed 

together into this vast ocean and worked in perfect harmony. Such a coherent mix 

gave rise to a high level of civilization in a very short period of time. It harnessed the 

capabilities, ideas and wisdom of all those peoples to produce a great civilization, in 

spite of the fact that in those times, travel was difficult and the means of 

communication were slow. 
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In this unique Islamic society Arabs, Persians, Syrians, Egyptians, Moroccans, 

Turks, Chinese, Indians, Romans, Greeks, Indonesians, Africans and people of other 

nations and races were gathered together. Their various characteristics were united, 

and with mutual cooperation, harmony and unity they took part in the construction 

of the Islamic community and the Islamic culture. This marvellous civilization was 

not an `Arab’ civilization but an Islamic one. At no time did it acquire a nationalistic 

guise, but was instead always based on faith. 

All these peoples came together on an equal footing in a relationship of love, with 

their minds set on a single goal. They used their best abilities, developed the qualities 

of their races to the fullest, and brought the essence of their personal, national and 

historical experiences for the development of this united community, to which they 

all belonged as equal members and in which their common bond was through their 

relationship with their Lord. In this community their `humanity’ developed without 

any hindrance. Such characteristics were never witnessed in any other community in 

the entire history of mankind. 

The best known society in ancient history was that of the Roman Empire. Peoples 

of various races, languages and characteristics lived in that society. But nothing of 

this was based on `human relationship’, nor did it aspire to any sublime ideal such as 

faith. Their society was ordered on a class system which provided for a class of 

`nobles’ and one of `slaves’. Moreover, the Roman race, in general, had the 

leadership, and the other races were considered its subjects. Hence, this society could 

not rise to that high level of Islamic society, nor could it produce results and 

blessings of the type produced by Islamic society. 

In recent history there have appeared other societies grouping together different 

peoples. We may cite the example of the British Empire. It bore a strong resemblance 

to the Roman society to which it was an heir. It was based on national greed, in 

which the British nation had the leadership because it was able to exploit the 

territories which it colonized. The same is true of other European empires. The 

Spanish and Portuguese Empires in their time, and the French Empire were equally 

oppressive. They all shared the same contemptible and ugly outlook. 

Communism, on the other hand, wanted to establish a new type of society, 

demolishing the walls of race, colour, nation and land. But its society was not 

established on the basis of a universal human relationship, but on a class system. 

Thus, Communist society only reverses the emphasis of the old Roman society: 

nobles had the distinction in Rome, while in Communist society the proletariat 

dominate. The underlying emotions in this society are envy and hatred. Such a 

selfish and vengeful society cannot generate in its individuals anything except base 

emotions. Its very basis aims to excite, develop and strengthen animalistic 

characteristics. In its view, the most fundamental needs of human beings are those 
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which they share with animals. These are food, shelter and sex. To Communism, the 

whole of human history is nothing but a struggle for food. 

Islam, then, is the only divine way of life which brings out the noblest human 

characteristics, developing and using them for the construction of human society. In 

this respect, Islam has always remained unique. Those who opt for any other system, 

whether based on nationalism, colour and race, or on class struggle, or similar 

corrupt theories, are truly enemies of mankind. They are the ones who do not want 

man to develop those noble characteristics which have been given to him by his 

Creator. Nor do they wish to see a human society benefit from the harmonious 

blending of all those capabilities, experiences and characteristics which have been 

developed among the various races of mankind. Such people swim against the 

current and try to reverse the tide of human development. They wish human society 

to be based on the same factors which group animals together: a stable and a grazing 

land. They are not happy with that sublime level to which God has raised man and 

which provides a fitting basis for uniting human society. 

It is most odd that a society based on the harnessing of the best human qualities is 

labelled as fanatic and reactionary, while the one that promotes animal 

characteristics is hailed as progressive and civilized. All values and considerations 

are turned upside down only to avoid making faith the basis of human society, when 

belief is the highest human characteristic. 

But God will most certainly accomplish His purpose. This type of reversal into 

j hiliyyah, or ignorance, and its animal values will not survive for ever in human life. 

God’s will is certain to prevail. Humanity will try one day to establish its society on 

the basis by which God has honoured man and which provided the foundation of the 

first Islamic society that attained a highly distinctive position in human history. The 

image of that society will continue to loom large on the horizon and mankind will 

aspire to attain the same high level which it had experienced at a particular stage in 

history. 
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S RAH 9 

Al-Tawbah 
(The Repentance) 

Prologue 

Revealed in Madinah, this s rah is one of the last, if not actually the last1 Qur’ nic 

revelation. Hence, it contains final rulings on relations between the Muslim 

community and other people. It also includes the classification of the Muslim 

community itself, establishing its values together with a full description and outline 

of the status of each of its groups or classes.2 

As such, the s rah has a particular importance in clarifying the nature of the 

Islamic method of action, its different steps and stages. However, we need to review 

its final rulings in the light of the provisional ones given in earlier s rahs. Such a 

review will show this method of action to be at one and the same time both flexible 

and firm. Yet without such a holistic reading, rules, pictures and judgements become 

very confused. This is what happens whenever verses that outline provisional 

rulings are taken to be final, while the verses giving final rulings are read in such a 

way as to match provisional ones, particularly in relation to jih d and the relations 

between the Muslim community and other groups. We pray to God to enable us to 

set the record straight and present a full and clear picture, both in this Prologue and 

in the discussion of the s rah and its passages. 

                                                 
1 According to the weightier opinion, S rah 110, Victory, was the last to be revealed. 
2 The classes we are referring to here are not the same as the narrow sense of the term ‘social 
classes’suggests. These are classes based on purely Islamic values, as in the case of the very early 
Muslims among the Muh jirīn and the Anş r, the People of Badr, and those who pledged their lives to 
the Prophet, those who fought and donated generously before the al-Hudaybiyyah peace treaty or 
after it, and, by contrast, the people who did not join campaigns of jih d, the hypocrites, etc. 
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From an objective study of the text of the s rah in the light of the reports giving the 

immediate circumstances leading to the revelation of its different parts, as well as 

the various events during the Prophet’s lifetime, we can conclude that the s rah as a 

whole was revealed in the ninth year of the Prophet’s settlement in Madinah. 

However, we also have to say that it was not revealed in one single instance. 

Although we cannot give a conclusive judgement of the accurate timings of the 

revelation of the different passages of the s rah, we can say that its revelation 

occurred over three time stages: the first was prior to the expedition to Tabūk, which 

took place in Rajab of year 9, while the second stage extended over the period of 

preparation for the expedition until it was actually in progress. The third stage 

occurred after the Muslims had returned home. However, the first passage, from 

verse 1 to verse 28, was the last of its passages to be revealed, towards the end of 

that year, shortly before the pilgrimage season, i.e. either in the month of Dhu’l-

Qa`dah or even in Dhu’l-Hijjah. This is in short what we believe to be the case. 

In its first section, verses 1-28, the s rah defines the final shape of relations 

between the Muslim community and the idolaters in the Arabian Peninsula, 

highlighting the practical, historical and ideological bases of these relations. All this 

is given in the inimitable Qur’ nic style, with its strong rhythm and the powerful 

impressions it creates. (See in particular verses 1-16, 23-24, and 28.) 

The style employed in these verses, and in the passage as a whole, and the strong 

emphasis laid on fighting the idolaters in Arabia and the encouragement to take part 

in such fighting make it clear that at least a section of the Muslim community was 

very reluctant to take such a decisive step. We will explain here, and in the 

subsequent commentary, the different factors that came into play to cause such 

reluctance. 

The second section defines the final shape of relations between the Muslim 

community and the people of earlier revelations generally, also outlining their 

practical, historical and ideological bases. The passage also shows the independent 

nature of Islam, as well as the deviation of the people of earlier revelations from the 

divine faith, both in beliefs and behaviour. Hence, from the Islamic point of view, 

they are no longer following a divine faith. (Verses 29-35) 

The Qur’ nic style in this passage shows very clearly that the Muslims were 

particularly reluctant to adopt the type of relations defined in the first verse of this 

passage towards the people of earlier revelations generally, or the great majority of 

them. The fact is that the confrontation was initially intended with the Byzantines 

and their allies, the Arab Christians in Syria and beyond. This is clearly intimidating, 

considering that the Byzantine Empire was the main superpower of the day. Yet the 

texts apply to all the people of earlier revelations who have the same qualities and 
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characteristics given in this verse. More of this later. 

The third section begins its denunciation of those who have been called upon to 

get ready for the expedition, but who hesitated or were too lazy to join. Not all of 

these were hypocrites, as will be seen. This fact explains how hard the whole affair 

was for the Muslims. When we discuss the passage, we will, God willing, explain the 

factors making it so hard. (Verses 38-41) 

We note in this passage the repeated reproaches, coupled with threats and 

reminders to the believers that God had supported His Messenger when the idolaters 

drove him out of his home town. No human being had taken part in providing such 

support. We also note the uncompromising order to the believers to join the Prophet 

and march with him, no matter what their position might be. All this gives us a clear 

indication of the hardships involved, leading to much reluctance, fear and an 

inclination to stay behind. Hence, the repeated reminders, reproaches and clear 

orders to the community of believers. 

The fourth section, the longest in the s rah, is devoted to exposing the hypocrites 

and their methods in undermining the Muslim community. It describes their 

psychology, as well as their attitude at the time of the Tabūk Expedition, as well as 

their previous and later attitudes. It exposes their true intentions, scheming and 

devious methods, as well as their flimsy excuses with which they try to justify their 

staying behind and their attempts to weaken the believers’ morale. 

It also speaks about how they tried to hurt the Prophet and devoted believers. This 

exposure of the true nature of the hypocrites is further emphasized by a warning to 

the believers against the hypocrites’ schemes. The s rah defines the nature of the 

relations between the two camps, which must be set on a clear basis that 

distinguishes each group through its own actions. This section, taking up more than 

half of the s rah, shows that hypocrisy was more widespread after the fall of Makkah 

to Islam, while it had almost disappeared prior to that. We will explain the reasons 

for this later. (Verses 42, 47-50, 56-59, 61-68, 73-77, 79-85) 

This sustained attack reveals the extent of the hypocrites’ scheming to undermine 

the Muslim community and to divert the attentions of the Muslims from pursuing 

their goals by means of false claims. It also shows that there were certain weaknesses 

within the ranks of the Muslim community during that period. This is indicated by 

the statement: “There are among you some who would have lent them ear.” (Verse 47) 

Another indication is seen in the emphatic order not to pray for the hypocrites or 

appeal to God for their forgiveness. This situation was a by-product of the fact that 

large groups declared their acceptance of Islam, when they were not yet committed 

to the new faith. They had not acquired the proper Islamic attitudes. All this will 

come in for detailed discussion when we look at the classification the s rah provides 
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of the groups living within the Muslim community at the time of the Prophet. 

We find this classification in the fifth section of the s rah. We learn in this section 

that in addition to the leading group of the Muh jirīn and the Anş r, which 

constituted the solid base of the Muslim community, there were several other 

groups. There were, for example, the Bedouin Arabs among whom there were some 

good believers and others who were either hypocrites or unbelievers. There were 

also hypocrites among the people of Madinah. Others were those who mixed good 

and bad deeds and had not yet fully integrated into the Muslim community. Another 

group was of unknown status. This group is left to God to judge on the basis of His 

knowledge of their true nature. There were also some who conspired against the 

Muslim community under a religious guise. The s rah speaks about all these groups 

in a brief but adequate way. It defines how they should be treated within the Muslim 

community, directing the Prophet and the believers to respond to them in the way so 

described. (Verses 97-103, 106-108) 

That such a multiplicity of groups, classes and standards existed within the 

Muslim community at the time points to the extent of incoherence that existed after 

Makkah had fallen to Islam. Prior to the conquest of Makkah, the Muslim community 

in Madinah had almost rid itself of such weaknesses. 

The sixth and final section of the s rah provides a clear definition of the nature of 

the Islamic pledge the believers give to God to strive for His cause. It also defines the 

nature of this struggle, or jih d, and the duty of the people of Madinah and the 

Bedouins living close to them. It makes it clear that they cannot stay behind when the 

Prophet marches forth, seeking their own safety. They need to disassociate 

themselves from unbelievers and hypocrites. Within the context of this section a 

judgement is given on the cases of those who did not join the Muslim army, although 

they were good believers who entertained no hypocrisy. It also describes certain 

aspects of the attitude of the hypocrites towards Qur’ nic revelations. (Verses 111, 

113-114, 117-118, 120-123, 127) 

The s rah then concludes with a description of God’s Messenger (peace be upon 

him) and a directive to him to place His trust in God alone. (Verses 128-129) 

We have cited here numerous verses to refer to before discussing them in detail. 

This is done deliberately because the s rah paints a full picture of the Muslim society 

in Madinah in the days following the conquest of Makkah, describing its organic 

composition. It is clear from this picture that there was a lack of consistency in the 

way people approached faith, in addition to structural weaknesses. Certain 

phenomena are described, such as apathy, unwillingness to sacrifice, hypocritical 

attitudes, reluctance to do one’s Islamic duties, confusion with regard to relations 

between the Muslim community and others. None of this, however, detracts from the 
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fact that the Muh jirīn and the Anş r constituted a solid base that showed no sign of 

weakness. 

We have already mentioned that this state of affairs was due to the fact that after 

the conquest of Makkah large and divergent groups of people declared their 

acceptance of Islam, but did not receive the kind of education necessary for full 

integration within the Muslim community. But this general statement cannot be fully 

understood unless we review the historical situation before and after the conquest of 

Makkah, which we will now turn to. 

A Historical View 

The Islamic movement in Makkah encountered difficulties right from the time 

when it was born. J hiliyyah, represented in this instance by the Quraysh, soon sensed 

the danger it was facing from the message declaring that `there is no deity other than 

God, and Mu ammad is God’s Messenger.’ It realized that this new message was an 

outright revolution against all authority not derived from God’s own. It was a 

rebellion against all tyranny, seeking God’s protection. J hiliyyah also sensed that the 

new message, led by God’s Messenger, began to form a new organic grouping 

pledging sole and complete allegiance to God and His Messenger. Thus, it rebelled 

against the leadership of the Quraysh and the situation prevailing under j hiliyyah. 

No sooner did the Quraysh sense this danger than it launched a determined attack 

on the new message, grouping and its leadership. It utilized in this attack all its 

power to inflict physical harm and to sow discord through intrigue and wicked 

designs. 

In fact this j hiliyyah society sought every means to defend itself against a danger 

it felt to threaten its very existence. This is the normal state of affairs whenever a 

movement begins to advocate God’s Lordship in a community where Lordship is 

exercised by some people over others. Whenever such advocacy is undertaken by an 

organized movement that has its own leadership, it will be in direct confrontation 

with j hiliyyah society, as the two cannot be accommodated within the same 

community.3 

At this stage, every individual in the new Islamic grouping was subjected to 

oppression and persecution in every way, to the extent that many were killed. At the 

time, only a person who had dedicated himself and his life to God, and who was 

willing to endure persecution, hunger and even a ghastly death would join the new 

group, declaring his belief that there is no deity other than God and that Mu ammad 

is God’s Messenger. 

                                                 
3 For a full discussion of this, refer to the commentary of Verses 8: 72-75, in Vol. 7, Chapter 4. 
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In this way a solid foundation was established for Islam, comprising the most 

determined individuals in Arabian society. Others who could not endure the 

hardship succumbed to the pressure and reverted to unbelief. But there were very 

few of these because the issues were clear at the outset. It was only people of 

distinction that were willing to take the decisive step and join Islam, despite the great 

danger that such a move involved. 

This is how God chose those rare elements to be the early supporters of His 

message and to form the solid foundation of Islam in Makkah, i.e. the Muh jirīn, then 

to join the early Anş r to form its core group in Madinah. Although the Anş r were 

not subjected to the same pressures and persecution as the Muh jirīn, the pledge they 

gave to the Prophet at `Aqabah indicated that they were equal to the task required by 

Islam. On that night when the pledge was given, as Ibn Kathīr reports, `Abdull h ibn 

Raw ah said to the Prophet: ‘Stipulate whatever you wish for your Lord and 

yourself.’ He said: As for my Lord, my condition is that you worship Him alone, 

associating no partners with Him. And as for myself, my condition is that you 

protect me as you would protect yourselves and your property.’ They asked: `What 

will be our reward in return?’ He said: `Paradise.’ They said: `It is a profitable deal. 

We accept no going back and we will not go back on it ourselves.’ 

Those who made this deal with God’s Messenger, seeking no reward other than 

Paradise, and declaring that they would accept no going back, either by themselves 

or the Prophet, were aware that it was no easy option they were undertaking. In fact, 

they were certain that the Quraysh would fight them determinedly, supported by all 

the other Arabs. They realized that they would never again be able to live in peace 

with j hiliyyah which had its roots deep in the whole of Arabia, including the areas 

adjoining Madinah. 

J bir ibn `Abdull h, a Companion of the Prophet, reports: For ten years in 

Makkah, God’s Messenger continued to approach people in their 

encampments at `Uk z, al-Majannah and in the pilgrimage season. He would 

ask: ‘Who will give me shelter and support until I have delivered my Lord’s 

message, and he will be in Paradise in return?’ No one would extend to him a 

hand of support. Indeed, a man would be about to set out from the Yemen, or 

from his tribe of Muđar, and his people and relatives would warn him, 

‘Beware lest the Qurayshi man tempt you.’ He would go among them and 

they would point to the Prophet with their hand. This continued to be the 

case until God sent us to him from Yathrib, when we gathered to him and 

believed in him. A man from among us would go to him and declare his 

acceptance of his message. The Prophet would teach him the Qur’ n, and the 

man would come back to his people and they would follow his suit and 

embrace Islam. Indeed, every quarter of the Anş r had a number of Muslims 
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who declared their faith. 

Then we all conferred and said: ‘Until when are we going to leave the 

Prophet approaching different people, being chased around and in fear?’ A 

group of 70 people from among us went out to meet him in the pilgrimage 

season.4 We agreed to meet him at `Aqabah. We went there individually or 

two men at a time, until we all gathered there. We asked him: ‘Messenger of 

God! What pledge do we give you?’ He said: ‘You pledge to me to obey and 

comply in situations of ease and hardship, and to donate for God’s cause in 

times of poverty and plenty, and to enjoin what is right and forbid what is 

evil, and to stand up for God’s cause fearing no blame from anyone, and to 

support me and protect me when I come to you as you protect yourselves, 

your wives and children. Your reward will be Paradise.’ 

We stood up to give him our pledges, but As`ad ibn Zur rah, who was one of 

the youngest among them,5 said: ‘Cool it, people of Yathrib. We have not 

travelled all this distance to meet him without knowing that he is certainly 

God’s Messenger. However, to take him from his people will be an act of 

confrontation with all the Arabs, which could mean that the best among you 

may be killed and that swords will be put into you. If you accept to take all 

that patiently, you take him and seek your reward from God. On the other 

hand, if you fear that you may slacken, leave off now, and explain your 

reasons. This may be better for you in God’s sight.’ They said: ‘Step aside, 

As`ad. By God, we will not turn away from our pledge, and we will not let 

anyone take it away from us.’ We stood up and gave him our pledges. He 

stipulated his conditions, and promised us that we will be rewarded with 

Paradise.6 

The Anş r, then, were fully aware of the likely consequences of their pledge once 

they had given it. They were also aware that they were not promised anything in this 

world in return for their efforts. They were not even promised victory over their 

enemies. The only reward they were promised was admittance into heaven. Yet they 

were still keen to offer their pledges. Hence, they were definitely with the early 

Muh jirīn in taking the necessary preparations so that they would constitute the solid 

foundation of the first Islamic society in Madinah. 

Early Indications of Weakness 

                                                 
4 The fact is that they were 72, but the Arabs often round their figures. 
5 In al-Bayhaqī's version, ‘He was the youngest of the 70 apart from me.' 
6 Reported by Ibn Kathīr in his book Al-Bid yah wal-Nih yah, Maktabah al-Ma` rif, Beirut and Riyadh, 
1996, Vol. 3, p. 159, as related by Im m Ahmad. There are several versions of this adīth, reported by 

adīth scholars. 
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But the Madinah society did not maintain this level of purity despite the spread of 

Islam. Many people, especially those who were in positions of influence, felt they 

had to take a similar stand to their people in order to maintain their positions. When 

the Battle of Badr took place, the leading figure among these, `Abdull h ibn Ubayy 

ibn Salūl, thought that Islam had established firm roots and could not be easily 

dislodged. Hence, he pretended to be a Muslim. It was perhaps inevitable that many 

accepted Islam in order to keep abreast of their people. They were not hypocrites, but 

they had not fully understood Islam or moulded themselves according to it. This 

meant that the community in Madinah had different levels of commitment to the 

new faith. 

At this point, the unique Islamic method of education began its work under the 

Prophet’s supervision in order to mould these new elements. It aimed to achieve 

coherence within the Muslim community at the ideological, moral and behavioural 

levels. 

When we read the s rahs revealed in Madinah, in the approximate order of their 

revelation, we note the great effort that aimed to absorb and remould the new 

elements in the Muslim community, particularly because there were always 

newcomers. This was the case despite the determined opposition of the Quraysh and 

its attempts to win other Arabian tribes to its side, and despite the wicked designs of 

the Jews and their efforts to marshal hostile forces to the new faith and its advocates. 

Hence, the effort to bring newcomers to the same level as the elite, for this was 

needed if they were to continue with determination. 

Nonetheless, weaknesses continued to surface, particularly in times of difficulty. 

There were indications of hypocrisy, reluctance, unwillingness to make physical or 

financial sacrifices, and a general turning away from danger. There were also signs of 

confusion concerning the relationship between a Muslim and his non-Muslim 

relatives. Qur’ nic texts in different s rahs provide a clear idea of these phenomena 

and the method the Qur’ n employed to deal with them. Examples of these texts are 

given below: 

Just as your Lord brought you forth from your home for the truth, even though some 

of the believers were averse to it. They would argue with you about the truth even after 

it had become manifest, just as if they were being driven to certain death and saw it 

with their very eyes. God promised you that one of the two hosts would fall to you. It 

was your wish that the one which was not powerful to be yours, but it was God’s will 

to establish the truth in accordance with His words and to wipe out the unbelievers. 

Thus He would certainly establish the truth firmly and show falsehood to be false, 

however hateful this might be to the evildoers. (8: 5-8) 
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He it is who has sent down to you the Book, containing verses which are clear and 

precise — and these are the essence of the Book — and others are allegorical. Those 

whose hearts have swerved from the truth pursue that part of it which is allegorical, 

seeking to create dissension and trying to give it an arbitrary meaning. None save God 

knows its final meaning. Those who are firmly grounded in knowledge say: ‘We 

believe in it; it is all from our Lord.’ But only those who are endowed with insight take 

heed. ‘Our Lord, let not our hearts swerve from the truth after You have guided us; 

and bestow on us mercy from Yourself. You are indeed the great giver. Our Lord, You 

will indeed gather mankind together to witness the Day of which there is no doubt. 

Surely, God never fails to keep His promise.’ (3: 7-9) 

Are you not aware of how the hypocrites speak to their unbeliever brethren from 

among the people of earlier revelations: ‘If you are driven away, we shall most 

certainly go forth with you, and shall never pay heed to anyone against you; and if 

war is waged against you we shall most certainly come to your succour.’ But God 

bears witness that they are most flagrantly lying. Indeed, if those are driven away, 

they will not go forth with them; and if war is waged against them, they will not come 

to their succour; and even if they succour them, they will most certainly turn their 

back in flight, and in the end will themselves find no succour. You strike more fear in 

their hearts than God. This, because they are people who fail to grasp the truth. (59: 

11-13) 

Believers! Remember the blessings which God bestowed on you when [enemy] hosts 

came down upon you, whereupon We let loose against them a stormwind and hosts 

that you could not see. Yet God saw all that you did. They came upon you from above 

you and from below you, and when your eyes became dim and your hearts came up to 

your throats, and when most conflicting thoughts about God passed through your 

minds. It was there and then that the believers were tried, and severely shaken. The 

hypocrites and those whose hearts are diseased said, ‘God and His Messenger have 

promised us nothing but delusions.’ A group of them said, ‘People of Yathrib! You 

cannot withstand the enemy here. Therefore, go back.’ A party among them asked 

leave of the Prophet, saying, ‘Our houses are exposed!’ The fact is that they were not 

really exposed. They simply wanted nothing but to flee. Now if their town had been 

stormed, and they had been asked to commit apostasy, they would have done so 

without much delay... (33: 9-14) 

Believers, be fully prepared against danger, and go to war either in small groups or all 

together. There are indeed among you such as would lag behind, and then, if a 

calamity befalls you, say, ‘God has bestowed His favours upon me in that I was not 

present with them!’ But if good fortune comes to you from God, he is sure to say — 

just as if there had never been any question of love between you and him —  ‘Oh, 
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would that I had been with them; I would surely have had a [share in a] mighty 

triumph.’ (4: 71-73) 

Are you not aware of those who have been told, ‘Hold back your hands [from fighting], 

and attend regularly to prayer, and pay your zak t [i.e. the purifying dues]? When, at 

length, the order for fighting was issued to them, some of them stood in awe of men as 

one should stand in awe of God — or in even greater awe — and said, ‘Our Lord! 

Why have you ordered us to fight? If only You had granted us a delay for a little 

while!’ Say, ‘Brief is the enjoyment of this world, whereas the life to come is the best 

for all who are God-fearing. None of you shall be wronged by as much as a hair’s 

breadth. Wherever you may be death will overtake you, even though you be in towers 

built up strong and high.’ Yet, when a good thing happens to them, some [people] say, 

‘This is from God,’ whereas when evil befalls them, they say, ‘This is from you!’ Say, 

All is from God’ What is amiss with these people that they are in no wise near to 

grasping the truth of what they are told? (4: 77-78) 

The life of this world is but a play and a passing delight. But if you believe and are 

God-fearing, He will grant you your deserts, and will not demand of you to sacrifice 

your property. If He were to demand it of you, and urge you, you would niggardly 

cling to it, and so He would bring out your moral failings. Now, you are called upon 

to spend freely in God’s cause; but there are among you those who turn out to be 

niggardly! He who acts niggardly [in God’s cause] is but niggardly towards his own 

self. For God is indeed self-sufficient, whereas you stand in need of Him. And if you 

turn away from Him, He will cause other people to take your place, and they will not 

be the likes of you. (47: 36-38) 

Are you not aware of those who would be friends with people whom God has 

condemned? They are neither of you nor of those others. They knowingly swear to a 

falsehood. God has readied for them severe suffering. Evil indeed is what they are wont 

to do. They have made their oaths a cover, and thus they turn others away from God’s 

path. Hence, shameful suffering awaits them. Neither their worldly possessions nor 

their offspring will be of the least avail to them against God. It is they who are destined 

for the fire, therein to abide. On the Day when God will raise them all from the dead, 

they will swear before Him as they now swear before you, thinking that they are on 

firm ground. They are indeed the liars. Satan has gained mastery over them, and has 

caused them to remain oblivious of the remembrance of God. Such as these are Satan’s 

partisans. Most certainly, the partisans of Satan will truly be the losers. Those who 

contend against God and His Messenger shall find themselves among the most abject. 

God has ordained: ‘I shall most certainly prevail, I and My messengers.’ God is indeed 

Powerful, Almighty. You cannot find people who believe in God and the Last Day and 

[at the same time] love anyone who contends against God and His Messenger, even 
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though they be their fathers, sons, brothers or their kindred. It is they [the believers] in 

whose hearts He has inscribed faith, and whom He has strengthened with inspiration 

from Himself and whom He will admit into gardens through which running waters 

flow, therein to abide. Well- pleased is God with them, and they with Him. They are 

God’s partisans. Most certainly, God’s partisans shall be the ones who are successful. 

(58: 14-22) 

Believers, do not take the Jews and the Christians for your allies. They are allies of one 

another. Whoever of you allies himself with them is indeed one of them. God does not 

bestow His guidance on the wrongdoers. Yet you see those who are sick at heart rush 

to their defence, saying, ‘We fear lest a change of fortune should befall us.’ God may 

well bring about victory [for believers] or some other event of His own making, and 

those [waverers] will terribly regret the thought they had secretly harboured within 

themselves. The believers will say: Are these the self-same people who swore by God 

their most solemn oaths that they were with you?’ All their works are in vain and they 

will lose all. (5: 51-53) 

Believers, do not take My enemies, who are your enemies as well, for your allies, 

showing them affection even though they do not believe in the truth that has come to 

you. They have driven the Messenger and yourselves away, only because you believe 

in God, your Lord! If you have gone forth from your homes to strive in My cause, and 

out of a longing for My goodly acceptance, [do not] incline towards them in secret 

affection. I am fully aware of all that you may conceal and all that you do openly. Any 

of you who does this has already strayed from the right path. If they could but 

overcome you, they would remain your foes, and would stretch forth their hands and 

tongues against you with evil intent; for they desire that you should be unbelievers. 

Neither your kinsfolk nor your own children will be of any benefit to you on 

Resurrection Day when He will decide between you. God sees all that you do. Indeed, 

you have had a good example in Abraham and those who followed him, when they said 

to their people: ‘We are quit of you and of all that you worship instead of God. We 

deny whatever you believe; and between us and you there has arisen enmity and 

hatred, to last until such a time as you come to believe in the One God.’ The only 

exception was Abraham’s saying to his father, I shall pray for God’s forgiveness for 

you, although I do not have it in my power to obtain anything from God on your 

behalf. Our Lord! In You have we placed our trust, and to You do we return. To You 

is all journey’s end.’ (60: 1-4) 

These ten quotations, each drawn from a different s rah are sufficient to give us a 

fair idea of the weaknesses that might naturally and inevitably appear in the Muslim 

community as a result of the constant influx of new elements. For it takes time and 

effort before they are fully integrated with the solid base of the community. 
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The Process of Integration 

However, the structure of the Muslim community in Madinah remained generally 

sound, because it essentially relied on its solid foundation, made up of the elite of the 

Muh jirīn and the Anş r. This foundation gave the Muslim community its strong 

constitution that withstood all weakening elements and overcame all hazards that 

might have been brought in by newcomers who had not yet been integrated into it. 

Gradually, these new elements were integrated into the solid core, and the 

numbers of the weak, the hypocrites, and those who lacked the ideological clarity 

that serves as the basis of all relations and ties dwindled. Shortly before the conquest 

of Makkah, the Muslim community in Madinah was very close to complete 

integration, providing the closest model of society Islamic education seeks to bring 

into existence. 

There undoubtedly remained different levels of participation according to the 

various actions different individuals undertook for Islam. Some groups were 

distinguished by the dedication, work and sacrifice they made to serve God’s cause. 

Examples of these were the earliest to believe in Islam among the Muh jirīn and the 

Anş r, the people of Badr, those who were party to the pledge given to the Prophet at 

al- udaybiyyah, and generally those who donated and fought before the conquest of 

Makkah. Qur’ nic and adīth texts, as well as the practical situation in the Muslim 

community confirmed these distinctions that resulted from action taken for Islam. 

• “As for the first to lead the way, of the Muh jirīn and the Anş r, as well as those who 

follow them in [the way of] righteousness, God is well pleased with them, and well 

pleased are they with Him. He has prepared for them gardens through which running 

waters flow, where they shall abide for ever. That is the supreme triumph.” (9: 100) 

• “It may well be that God has looked at the people of Badr and said: `Do as you 

like, for heaven is indeed your deserved reward.” (This occurs in an authentic 

adīth related by al-Bukh rī. It comes as the Prophet’s reply to `Umar when he 

requested the Prophet’s permission to kill ib ibn Abī Balta`ah who, in a 

moment of weakness, sent word to the Quraysh telling them of the Prophet’s 

intention to march to Makkah.) 

• “Well pleased indeed was God with the believers when they pledged their allegiance to 

you under that tree. He knew what was in their hearts; and so He bestowed inner 

peace upon them from on high, and rewarded them with the happy news of a victory 

soon to come and of many war gains which they would achieve. God is indeed 

Almighty, Wise.” (48: 18-19) 

• “Not equal are those of you who spent and fought in God’s cause before the victory. 

They are of a higher rank than those who would spend and fight after it, although God 
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has promised the ultimate good to both. God is aware of all that you do.” (57: 10) 

• “Take it easy, Kh lid! Leave my Companions alone. By God, had you had 

Mount U ud in gold and you spent it all for God’s cause, you could not match 

a single trip of any one among my Companions, nor a return trip.” (This adīth 

is mentioned by Ibn al-Qayyim in Z d al-Ma’ d. It is the Prophet’s reply to 

Kh lid ibn al-Walīd when he fell out with `Abd al-Ra m n ibn `Awf — may 

God be pleased with them both. There is no doubt that Kh lid ibn al-Walīd is 

the man given the title Sayf All h, or God’s Sword, for his great achievements 

as a commander of Muslim armies. `Abd al-Ra m n, however, was one of the 

very first people to accept Islam. Hence, the Prophet’s words in describing 

such a group of special distinction in the Muslim community of Madinah.) 

That there were these different grades on the basis of strength of faith was no 

barrier to bridging the gap between them in the Madinah society before the conquest 

of Makkah. In fact, most of the apparent weaknesses within the ranks of the Muslim 

community were remedied, and their symptoms disappeared. Hence the whole of 

Madinah society could be considered as forming a solid Islamic basis. 

However, when Makkah fell to Islam in year 8, followed by the surrender of the 

Haw zin and the Thaqīf tribes, which were the last two large tribes to put up 

resistance to Islam, this ushered in a great influx of new Muslims. Needless to say, 

these were of different levels with regard to their outlook. Some among them were 

hypocrites, while others simply adopted Islam, the new overpowering force. Others 

still needed to be won over to Islam. Mostly, however, these were people who had 

not yet understood the fundamentals of Islam and their souls had not yet interacted 

with its values and principles. 

The stubborn opposition of the Quraysh continued to act as a barrier preventing 

the advance of Islam into the rest of Arabia. The Quraysh tribe had the ultimate say 

in all religious matters in Arabia, and it exercised a very strong influence over 

economic, political and social matters. Hence its determined and uncompromising 

opposition to the new faith ensured that the rest of Arabia turned away from it, or at 

least adopted a wait and see attitude until the fight between the Quraysh and one of 

its children had produced a clear winner. When the Quraysh declared its submission, 

followed by the major tribes of Haw zin and Thaqīf, and when the three main Jewish 

tribes in Madinah had previously been subdued, and those of Khaybar had been 

defeated, people embraced the new faith in flocks. The whole of Arabia submitted to 

Islam within one year. 

Advances and Weaknesses 

This rapid expansion in the geographical area of Islam heralded the resurgence, on 
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an even more intensive scale, of all the symptoms experienced after the resounding 

victory the Muslims achieved in the Battle of Badr. The Muslim community had 

almost managed to rid itself of those, thanks to the seven-year-long education 

process it had enjoyed after that battle. The rapid geographical expansion of Islam in 

Arabia could have had some serious negative effects, had it not been for the fact that 

Madinah had become, in its entirety, the solid base of Islam. It was God Almighty 

who looked after the new faith and charted its course. He had prepared the first core 

of believers, the Muh jirīn and the Anş r, to be the first solid base of Islam after the 

relatively important expansion that followed the victory at Badr. He also made the 

whole of Madinah the solid base which would withstand the great expansion 

brought about by the splendid triumph achieved when Makkah was won over to 

Islam. God certainly knows what forces to mobilize in support of His message. 

The first symptom of the new dangers appeared on the day of the Battle of 

unayn, mentioned in this s rah: “God has granted you His support on many a 

battlefield, and also in the Battle of unayn, when you took pride in your numerical strength, 

but it availed you nothing. For all its vastness, the earth seemed too narrow for you, and you 

turned back in flight. God then bestowed from on high an air of inner peace on His Messenger 

and on the believers, and He sent down forces whom you could not see, and punished those 

who disbelieved. Such is the reward for the unbelievers.” (Verses 25-26) 

One of the apparent reasons for the defeat at the beginning of the battle was that 

2,000 of those the Prophet had pardoned in Makkah, and who embraced Islam after 

the fall of that city, had joined the 10,000-strong army which originally travelled from 

Madinah to subdue the Quraysh in Makkah. The presence of those 2,000 men 

alongside the others who came from Madinah was a cause of imbalance in the 

Muslim ranks. There was also the fact that the Haw zin took the Muslims by 

surprise. What that meant was that the army did not wholly belong to the solid, well-

knit base which had been nurtured over the several years separating the Battle of 

Badr and the conquest of Makkah. 

Similarly, the negative symptoms that appeared at the time of the Tabūk 

Expedition were a natural result of this rapid expansion and the great influx of new 

Muslims with varying standards of faith. These symptoms are discussed fully in this 

s rah in a long exposition with varied styles and methods of treatment. 

We now go on to review the historical events in the Muslim community within 

two years of the fall of Makkah. When the Prophet passed away, most parts of 

Arabia abandoned Islam. Only the Muslim society in Madinah, the solid base of 

Islam, remained steadfast. Now we can easily explain this phenomenon. Two years 

were not sufficient to allow the truth of Islam to settle in the hearts of the great 

multitude of people who declared their acceptance of Islam after the fall of Makkah. 

With different levels of faith, the Prophet’s death sent a shock wave throughout 



Al-Tawbah (The Repentance) | PROLOGUE 

 15

Arabia, leading to uncertainty. The solid base, however, remained firmly committed. 

Pure, strong and united, it was able to reverse the tide of apostasy and return all 

Arabia back to Islam. 

This fact gives us a clear idea that God allowed the campaign of persecution 

mounted against the Muslims in Makkah to continue for many years for a definite 

purpose. In His wisdom, God left the tyrants of idolatry to continue their persecution 

to the extent of bloodshed, killing some Muslims and torturing many others. God 

knew that this was part of the proper education of the first Muslim community to 

form the solid base for Islam. Without such a long trial, people do not grow 

sufficiently solid to withstand great pressures. It is such a degree of steadfastness, 

dedication and commitment — in the face of torture, hardship, and killings, with 

people turned away from their homes, suffering hunger and hardship, yet being 

small in number and without any human support — that is needed by the hard core 

of the new faith as it makes its first march. 

This hard core of the early Muh jirīn was subsequently joined by the early Anş r, 

and both groups formed the solid base in Madinah, before the Battle of Badr. They 

were the ones who remained strongly committed when elements of weakness 

appeared following the influx of newcomers who accepted Islam after the Badr 

victory, but who had not had time to integrate with the hard core or achieve its level 

of commitment. 

The solid base itself grew in numbers so as to include, just before the fall of 

Makkah, the whole Madinah society. Again, this solid base was the one to protect 

Islam and spare it several pitfalls after the Makkan victory, and then again at the 

time of the Prophet’s death, when most parts of Arabia rebelled against Islam. 

While this fact explains the wisdom behind allowing the hard trial the Muslims 

endured in Makkah and the great dangers faced by the Muslim society in Madinah, 

up to the time of signing the al- udaybiyah peace treaty, it also gives us an insight 

into the method of action the Islamic message follows at all times and in all societies. 

All efforts should be directed at first to establish the hard core of true believers, 

who withstand trials and cannot be shaken. They need further education in their 

faith so as to grow in strength and awareness. Extreme caution should be exercised in 

order to guard against horizontal expansion before this hard core comes into being: 

solidly committed and having profound insight. Indeed, shallow horizontal 

expansion represents grave dangers that threaten the very existence of any Islamic 

movement, because it would then be following a different way from that of the first 

Islamic community and adopting a different method of action. 

Yet it is God who ensures that His message follows the right way. Whenever He 

wishes to allow a truly Islamic movement to emerge, He exposes its early advocates 
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to a long trial. He lets victory be slow coming, and leaves them few in number, with 

other people taking a negative attitude towards them, until they show their 

steadfastness and firm commitment. Thus, they prove that they are able to form the 

hard, enlightened core who can be trusted with His message. He will then show 

them their way ahead. God is able to achieve His purpose, but most people do not 

know this. 

Jihād and its Final Rulings 

Now we will have a brief look at the main topics addressed in the s rah, 

particularly the final rulings concerning relations between the Muslim community 

and other communities. Since the rulings given in this s rah are the final ones, they 

represent the ultimate line of action. 

We need to quote here what we stated in the Prologue to S rah 8 (Volume 7) about 

the nature of the Islamic method of action. We can only understand the present final 

rulings in the light of the earlier, provisional ones. Even though this may be 

repetitive in this book, a reminder of these is certainly both useful and important. 

In his priceless book Z d al-Ma’ d, Im m Ibn al-Qayyim includes a chapter with 

the title, `The Progress of the Prophet’s Guidance on Dealing with the Unbelievers 

and the Hypocrites from the Start of His Mission to the End of His Life’. This is given 

below in a highly summarized form: 

The first revelation given to the Prophet by his Lord — limitless is He in His 

glory — was His order to him, “Read in the name of your Lord who created man 

out of a germ-cell.” (96: 1-2) This was the start of his prophethood. The 

instruction to him was to read within himself. At that point, He did not order 

him to convey anything to anyone. He subsequently revealed to him: “You 

who are enfolded, arise and warn!” (74: 1-2) This means that God made him a 

prophet by telling him to read, and He gave him his mission by saying, “You 

who are enfolded, arise and warn!” (74: 1-2) God then ordered him to warn his 

immediate clan. Subsequently, he gave the same warning to his own people, 

then to the surrounding Arabian tribes, then to all Arabs, then to mankind 

generally. 

For more than a decade after the start of his prophethood, Mu ammad [peace 

be upon him] continued to advocate the faith without resorting to fighting or 

the imposition of any loyalty tax, i.e. jizyah. Throughout this period he was 

ordered to stay his hand, forbear patiently and overlook all opposition. Later, 

God gave him permission to migrate [from Makkah to Madinah] and 

permitted him to fight. He then instructed him to fight those who wage war 
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against him and to maintain peace with those who refrain from fighting him. 

At a later stage, God ordered him to fight the idolaters until all submission is 

made to God alone. 

After the order was given to the Prophet to strive and fight for God’s cause 

[i.e. jih d], unbelievers were in three categories with regard to their relations 

with him: those with whom he was in peace and truce, combatants fighting 

him, and those under his protection [i.e. ahl al-dhimmah]. God ordered him to 

honour his treaties with those whom he had a peace treaty, as long as they 

honoured their commitments. If he feared treachery on their part, he was to 

revoke the treaty but would not fight them until he had informed them of the 

termination of their peace treaty. On the other hand, he was to fight those 

who violated their treaties with him. 

When S rah 9, Repentance, was revealed, it outlined the policy towards all 

these three categories. The Prophet is ordered there to fight his enemies from 

among the people of earlier faiths until they submit to his authority, paying 

the loyalty tax, jizyah, or embrace Islam. He is also ordered in the same s rah 

to strive hard against the unbelievers and the idolaters. He strove against the 

unbelievers with arms, and against the hypocrites with argument and proof. 

A further order to the Prophet in S rah 9 was to terminate all treaties with 

unbelievers, classifying such people into three groups. The first group he was 

ordered to fight, because these were the ones who violated their treaties with 

him and who were untrue to their commitments. He fought them and was 

victorious. The second group consisted of those with whom he had a peace 

treaty which they had honoured fully, and the treaty was to run for a specific 

term. They had given no support to any person or group who opposed the 

Prophet. With these he was to honour the peace treaty until it had run its 

course. The third group included those with whom the Prophet had no treaty 

and no previous fighting engagements, as well as those who had an open-

ended agreement. The Prophet was instructed to give these four months’ 

notice, after which he was to fight them. The Prophet acted on these 

instructions, fought those who violated their treaties, and gave four-months’ 

notice to those who had no treaty or had one without a specific term. Those 

who honoured their treaty were to have it honoured by the Prophet until the 

end of its term. All these embraced Islam before the end of their term. As for 

those who pledged loyalty to him, they were to pay the loyalty tax, jizyah. 

Thus, after the revelation of S rah 9, the unbelievers were in three different 

categories with regard to the Prophet’s relations with them: combatants, or 

bound by a specified-term treaty, or loyal. The second category embraced 

Islam shortly thereafter, leaving the other two groups: combatants who 
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feared him, and those who were loyal. Thus, all mankind were divided into 

three classes: Muslims who believed in the Prophet’s message; those at peace 

with him who enjoyed security; and those who were hostile and feared him. 

As for the hypocrites, he was instructed to accept from them what they 

professed, leaving the final verdict on them to God. He was to strive against 

them with informed argument. He was further instructed to turn away from 

them and to be hard so that he would deliver his message to them in a way 

that they could not refute. He was forbidden to pray for them when they 

died, or to visit their graves. He was informed that if he were to pray for them 

to be forgiven, God would not forgive them. 

Such was the Prophet’s policy towards his opponents, both unbelievers and 

hypocrites.7 

This excellent summary of the different stages of the development of jih d, or 

striving for God’s cause, reveals a number of profound features of the Islamic 

approach which merit discussion; but we can only present them here very briefly. 

The first of these features is the serious realism of the Islamic approach. Islam is a 

movement confronting a human situation with appropriate means. What it confronts 

is a state of ignorance, or j hiliyyah, which prevails over ideas and beliefs, giving rise 

to practical systems that are supported by political and material authority. Thus, the 

Islamic approach is to confront all this with vigorous means and suitable resources. It 

presents its arguments and proofs to correct concepts and beliefs; and it strives with 

power to remove the systems and authorities that prevent people from adopting the 

right beliefs, forcing them to follow their errant ways and worship deities other than 

God Almighty. The Islamic approach does not resort to the use of verbal argument 

when confronting material power. Nor does it ever resort to compulsion and 

coercion in order to force its beliefs on people. Both are equally alien to the Islamic 

approach as it seeks to liberate people from subjugation so that they may serve God 

alone. 

Secondly, Islam is a practical movement that progresses from one stage to the 

next, utilizing for each stage practical, effective and competent means, while at the 

same time preparing the ground for the next stage. It does not confront practical 

realities with abstract theories, nor does it use the same old means to face changing 

realities. Some people ignore this essential feature of the Islamic approach and 

overlook the nature of the different stages of development it contains. They cite 

Qur’ nic statements stating that they represent the Islamic approach, without 

relating these statements to the stages they addressed. When they do so, they betray 

                                                 
7 Ibn al-Qayyim, Z d al-Ma` d, Mu'assasah al-Ris lah, Beirut, 1994, Vol. 3, pp. 158-161. 



Al-Tawbah (The Repentance) | PROLOGUE 

 19

their utter confusion and give the Islamic approach a deceptive appearance. They 

assign to Qur’ nic verses insupportable rules and principles, treating each verse or 

statement as outlining final Islamic rules. Themselves a product of the sorry and 

desperate state of contemporary generations who have nothing of Islam other than 

its label, and defeated both rationally and spiritually, they claim that Islamic jih d is 

always defensive. They imagine that they are doing Islam a service when they cast 

away its objective of removing all tyrannical powers from the face of the earth, so 

that people are freed from serving anyone other than God. Islam does not force 

people to accept its beliefs; rather, it aims to provide an environment where people 

enjoy full freedom of belief. It abolishes oppressive political systems depriving 

people of this freedom, or forces them into submission so that they allow their 

peoples complete freedom to choose to believe in Islam if they so wish. 

Thirdly, such continuous movement and progressive ways and means do not 

divert Islam from its definitive principles and well-defined objectives. Right from the 

very first day, when it made its initial address to the Prophet’s immediate clan, then 

to the Quraysh, and then the Arabs and finally putting its message to all mankind, its 

basic theme remained the same, making the same requirement. It wants people to 

achieve the same objective of worshipping God alone, submitting themselves to none 

other than Him. There can be no compromise over this essential rule. It then moves 

towards this single goal according to a well-thought-out plan, with progressive 

stages, and fitting means. 

Finally, we have a clear legal framework governing relations between the Muslim 

community and other societies, as is evident in the excellent summary quoted from 

Z d al-Ma’ d. This legal framework is based on the main principle that submission to 

God alone is a universal message which all mankind must either accept or be at 

peace with. It must not set up any impediment to this message, in the form of a 

political system or material power. Every individual must remain free to make his or 

her absolutely free choice to accept or reject it, feeling no pressure or compulsion. 

Anyone who puts such impediments in the face of the message of complete 

submission to God, must be resisted and fought by Islam. 

The Final and Provisional Rulings 

In the light of this excellent exposition we can understand the reasoning behind 

the final rulings outlined in this s rah. These include the termination of treaties with 

idolaters, except for the ones with treaties specifying a term of expiry, provided that 

they had not violated their treaties or collaborated with others against Islam. Others 

who had open-ended treaties, or with no treaties, or who had violated the terms of 

their treaties are given a period of four months grace, during which they are safe. 
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When this grace period was over, they were to be taken and killed wherever they 

happened to be found. They could not move in safety. We can also understand the 

rulings about fighting the people of earlier revelations who had deviated from the 

true divine religion until they are humbled and agreed to pay the submission tax. We 

understand the final rulings concerning jih d against the hypocrites, together with 

the unbelievers, and being harsh to them, unwilling to pray for their dead or stand 

over their graves. All these rulings amend earlier, provisional ones given before the 

revelation of the present s rah. We believe that this amendment is now clear. 

We cannot speak here in detail about these final rulings, or even about the 

provisional ones, or about other topics addressed in this s rah. All this will come in 

for detailed discussion as we comment on the Qur’ nic text. 

However, we need to clarify that those provisional rulings have not been 

abrogated in the sense that they can no longer be implemented in any situation the 

Muslim community finds itself in. The fact is that the practical situation faced by the 

Muslim community in different circumstances, places and times may determine, 

through absolute scholarly effort and discretion, which ruling is most suited to a 

particular situation, time and place. However, sight must not be lost of the final 

rulings to which the community should revert whenever it is able to implement 

them, as was the case at the time when this s rah was revealed. These rulings were 

subsequently implemented during the Islamic conquests, in the treatment of both 

unbelievers and the people of earlier revelations. 

Some defeatist elements are overwhelmed by the pressures resulting from the 

desperate situation of present-day Muslims, who have nothing of Islam other than its 

name, and from the wicked attack by the Orientalists on the concept of jih d. Hence 

they try to find excuses by relying on provisional rulings and ignoring the true basis 

of the Islamic approach that moves forward to liberate mankind from servitude to 

other human beings, so that they can worship God alone. Its aim is to destroy 

tyrannical forces and regimes which force people to submit to a rule different from 

that of God, and apply a law other than His own. 

Such defeatists quote verses like: “If they incline to peace, then incline you to it as well, 

and place your trust in God.” (8: 61) “As for such [of the unbelievers] who do not fight 

against you on account of your faith, and neither drive you forth from your homelands, God 

does not forbid you to show them kindness and to behave towards them with full equity.” (60: 

8) “Fight for the cause of God those who wage war against you, but do not commit 

aggression. Indeed, God does not love aggressors.” (2: 190) “Say: ‘People of earlier 

revelations! Let us come to an agreement which is equitable between you and us: that we shall 

worship none but God, that we shall associate no partners with Him, and that we shall not 

take one another for lords beside God.’ And if they turn away, then say: ‘Bear witness that we 

have surrendered ourselves to God.’” (3: 64) 
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They go on to say that Islam, then, does not fight anyone other than those who 

fight against the people in the land of Islam, within its area, or those who threaten it 

from outside. They further cite the fact that the Prophet signed the peace treaty with 

the idolaters at al- udaybiyah, and prior to that he had a treaty with the Jews and 

idolaters in Madinah. This defeatist logic means that Islam has nothing to do with the 

rest of mankind. It does not, or should not, care what deities they worship, or if one 

group of people are made lords over others, as long as it is safe within its own 

territory. This smacks of disrespect for Islam and God Almighty, resulting from a 

feeling of utter defeat. 

What is worse, when these people feel unable to change the miserable conditions 

of today’s Muslims, or face up to international forces hostile to Islam, they do not see 

that their weakness is the result of their moving away from Islam. On the contrary, 

they persistently try to attribute their own weakness and defeat to Islam, the noble 

faith God has laid down for mankind. 

The texts to which they resort are provisional ones, addressing a particular 

situation. The state of affairs they addressed may happen again. In such conditions, 

the provisional rulings may be applied because the Muslim community lives a 

similar situation to the one they addressed the first time. But this does not mean that 

these are the ultimate rulings, and the approach they follow is the final one Islam 

provides. What it means is that the Muslim community needs to persist in trying to 

improve its situation, removing any impediments standing in its way, until it can 

apply the final rulings given in this last s rah. Needless to say, these addressed a 

situation entirely different from that addressed by the provisional ones. 

In relation to the idolaters, the final statements say: 

Disavowal by God and His Messenger [is hereby announced] to those of the idolaters 

with whom you have made a treaty. [Announce to them:] You may go freely in the 

land for four months, but you must realize that you can never escape Gods judgement, 

and that God shall bring disgrace upon the unbelievers. And a proclamation from God 

and His Messenger is hereby made to all mankind on this day of the greater 

pilgrimage: God is free from obligation to the idolaters, and so is His Messenger. If 

you repent, it shall be for your own good; and if you turn away, then know that you 

can never escape Gods judgement. Give the unbelievers the news of grievous suffering, 

except for those idolaters with whom you have made a treaty and who have honoured 

their obligations [under the treaty] in every detail, and have not aided anyone against 

you. To these fulfil your obligations until their treaties have run their term. God loves 

those who are righteous. When these months of grace are over, slay the idolaters 

wherever you find them, and take them captive, besiege them, and lie in wait for them 

at every conceivable place. Yet if they should repent, take to prayer and pay the zak t, 
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let them go their way. For God is Much- forgiving, Merciful. If any of the idolaters 

seeks asylum with you, grant him protection, so that he may hear the word of God, 

and then convey him to his place of safety. That is because the idolaters are people who 

lack knowledge. (Verses 1-6) 

And in relation to the people of earlier revelations, the final rulings are: “Fight 

against those who — despite having been given scriptures — do not truly believe in God and 

the Last Day, and do not treat as forbidden that which God and His Messenger have 

forbidden, and do not follow the religion of truth, till they [agree to] pay the submission tax 

with a willing hand, after they have been humbled.” (Verse 29) 

If the Muslims today, in their present situation, cannot implement these final 

rulings, then they are not, now and for the time being, required to do so. For God 

does not charge anyone with more than he or she can do. They may resort to the 

provisional rulings, approaching them gradually, until such a time when they are 

able to implement these final rulings. But they may not twist the final texts in order 

to show them as consistent with the provisional ones. They may not impose their 

own weakness on the divine faith, which remains firm and strong. Let them fear God 

and not attempt to weaken God’s faith under the pretext of showing it to be a 

religion of peace. It is certainly the religion of peace, but this must be based on saving 

all mankind from submission to anyone other than God. Islam is the code God has 

given to mankind so that they may elevate themselves to be worthy of it, and to 

enjoy its good fruits. It is not devised by any human being. Hence, its advocates must 

not be ashamed of declaring that their ultimate goal is to destroy all forces that stand 

in its way of liberating mankind from any shackle that prevents the free choice of 

adopting Islam. 

When people follow human codes and apply man-made laws to regulate their 

lives, every doctrine and code has the right to live in peace within its own area, as 

long as it does not entail aggression against others. In this case, coexistence of 

different creeds, regimes and social orders should be the norm. But when there is a 

divine code requiring complete submission to God alone, and there are alongside it 

systems and conditions that are man-made, advocating submission to human beings, 

the matter is fundamentally different. In this case, it is right that the divine system 

should move across barriers to liberate people from enslavement by others. They will 

then be free to choose their faith in a situation where people surrender themselves to 

God alone. 

Those defeatists twist texts in order to save themselves from their imagined 

embarrassment in trying to explain why Islam moves beyond its original borders to 

save mankind from submission to anyone other than God. They forget the great truth 

of a divine system based on submission to God alone facing man-made systems 
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under which people submit to one another. 

From the Islamic point of view, jih d has its own justification, derived from its 

own system. Defeatists will be well advised to examine this justification. Perhaps 

when they do so, God will give them added strength and a criterion which He has 

promised to His God-fearing servants. 

Special to This Sūrah 

Finally, unlike all other s rahs, this one does not have the usual phrase we find at 

the beginning of each s rah in the original master copies written at the time of 

`Uthm n. 

Al-Tirmidhī reports that `Abdull h ibn `Abb s, a close and learned 

Companion of the Prophet, said that he had asked `Uthm n ibn `Aff n, the 

third Caliph who is universally recognized as having authorized the 

compilation of the Qur’ nic text as we have it today, why S rah 8, al-Anf l, 

consisting of less than 100 verses, was placed before S rah 9, al-Tawbah, 

which comprises over 100 verses, and which, unlike other s rahs, does not 

contain the usual opening phrase of “In the name of God, the Compassionate, the 

Merciful”? He further enquired of him why S rah 8 was grouped with the 

seven long s rahs [that appear at the beginning of the Qur’ n]? 

`Uthm n answered, “The Prophet (peace be upon him) used to receive verses 

or passages from several s rahs at the same time. He would call the scribes 

and instruct them to put specific verses at specified places in their respective 

s rahs. Al-Anf l was one of the earliest s rahs revealed in Madinah while al-

Tawbah was one of the latest, but their subject matter was very similar that I 

suspected they might be one s rah. The Prophet passed away without 

clarifying this particular point. Therefore, I placed them one after the other 

without separation.” 

This report is the most acceptable explanation for the juxtaposition of the two 

s rahs without separating them by the normal line of In the name of God, the 

Compassionate, the Merciful. It also gives us a clear statement that the position of each 

verse in all s rahs and the order they were placed in the Qur’ n was made on the 

basis of instructions given by the Prophet himself. More than one s rah might be in 

the process of revelation at the same time. Hence, when one or more verses were 

revealed to address a particular situation or to outline or prepare for a definitive 

ruling, according to Islam’s practical approach and method of action, the Prophet 

would order that these verses be placed in their particular position in the s rah in 

which they should be included. Thus, every verse was given its position, and every 
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s rah was given its proper order. 

We have repeatedly said that each s rah has its own character and features. 

Moreover, each has its own ambience, and employs particular phrases that bring out 

in full relief its character and distinctive features. Perhaps the preceding paragraph 

and the adīth quoted before it explain this clear Qur’ nic phenomenon. 
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1 

The Basis of Inter-

Communal Relations 

Disavowal by God and His Messenger [is 

hereby announced] to those of the idolaters 

with whom you have made a treaty. (1) 

[Announce to them:] You may go freely in 

the land for four months, but you must 

realize that you can never escape God’s 

judgement, and that God shall bring 

disgrace upon the unbelievers. (2) 

And a proclamation from God and His 

Messenger is hereby made to all mankind 

on this day of the greater pilgrimage: God 

is free from obligation to the idolaters, and 

so is His Messenger. If you repent, it shall 

be for your own good; and if you turn away, 

then know that you can never escape God’s 

judgement. Give the unbelievers the news of 

grievous suffering, (3) 

except for those idolaters with whom you 

have made a treaty and who have honoured 

their obligations [under the treaty] in every 

detail, and have not aided anyone against 

you. To these fulfil your obligations until 

their treaties have run their term. God loves 

those who are righteous. (4) 

×ο u™!# tt/ z⎯ ÏiΒ «!$# ÿ⎯ Ï&Î!θß™ u‘ uρ ’ n<Î) t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# 

Ν ›?‰yγ≈ tã z⎯ ÏiΒ t⎦⎫Ï. Îô³ ßϑø9 $# ∩⊇∪  

(#θßs‹ Å¡ sù ’ Îû ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# sπ yèt/ ö‘ r& 9åκ ô−r& (# þθßϑn=÷æ$# uρ 

ö/ ä3̄Ρr& çö xî “Ì“ Éf÷èãΒ «!$#   ¨βr& uρ ©!$# “Ì“ øƒ èΧ 

t⎦⎪ÍÏ≈ s3ø9 $# ∩⊄∪  

×β≡ sŒ r& uρ š∅ÏiΒ «!$# ÿ⎯ Ï&Î!θß™ u‘ uρ ’ n<Î) Ä¨$̈Ζ9 $# 

tΠ öθtƒ Ædkpt ø:$# Îy9ò2F{ $# ¨βr& ©!$# Ö™ü“Ìt/ z⎯ ÏiΒ 

t⎦⎫Ï. Îô³ ßϑø9 $#   … ã&è!θß™ u‘ uρ 4 βÎ* sù öΝ çFö6 è? uθßγ sù ×ö yz 

öΝ à6 ©9 ( βÎ) uρ öΝ çGøŠ ©9 uθ s? (# þθßϑn=÷æ$$sù öΝ ä3̄Ρr& çö xî 

“Ì“ Éf÷èãΒ «!$# 3 ÎÅe³ o0uρ t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (#ρãx x. >U# x‹yèÎ/ 

AΟŠ Ï9 r& ∩⊂∪  

ωÎ) š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# Ν ›?‰yγ≈ tã z⎯ ÏiΒ t⎦⎫Ï. Îô³ ßϑø9 $# §Ν èO 

öΝ s9 öΝ ä.θÝÁà)Ζtƒ $\↔ ø‹x© öΝ s9 uρ (#ρãÎγ≈ sà ãƒ öΝ ä3ø‹n=tæ 

# Y‰tn r& (#þθ‘ϑÏ?r' sù öΝ Îγ øŠ s9 Î) óΟ èδy‰ôγ tã 4’ n<Î) öΝ Íκ ÌE£‰ãΒ 4 
¨βÎ) ©!$# = Ïtä† t⎦⎫É) −Gßϑø9 $# ∩⊆∪  
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When these months of grace are over, slay 

the idolaters wherever you find them, and 

take them captive, besiege them, and lie in 

wait for them at every conceivable place. 

Yet if they should repent, take to prayer 

and pay the zak t, let them go their way. 

For God is Much-forgiving, Merciful. (5) 

If any of the idolaters seeks asylum with 

you, grant him protection, so that he may 

hear the word of God, and then convey him 

to his place of safety. That is because the 

idolaters are people who lack knowledge. 

(6) 

How can there be a treaty with God and 

His Messenger for the idolaters, unless it be 

those of them with whom you have made a 

treaty at the Sacred Mosque? So long as 

they are true to you, be true to them; for 

God loves those who are God-fearing. (7) 

How [else could it be] when, should they 

prevail over you, they will respect neither 

agreement made with you, nor obligation of 

honour towards you? They try to please you 

with what they say, while at heart they 

remain adamantly hostile. Most of them 

are transgressors. (8) 

They barter away God’s revelations for a 

paltry price and debar others from His 

path. Evil indeed is what they do. (9) 

# sŒ Î* sù y‡ n=|¡Σ$# ãåκ ô− F{ $# ãΠ ãçt ø:$# (#θè=çGø% $$sù 

t⎦⎫Ï. Îô³ ßϑø9 $# ß] ø‹ym óΟ èδθßϑ›?‰ ỳ uρ óΟ èδρä‹äz uρ 

öΝ èδρçÝÇôm$# uρ (#ρß‰ãèø% $# uρ öΝ ßγ s9 ¨≅ à2 7‰|¹ó sΔ 4 
βÎ* sù (#θç/$s? (#θãΒ$s%r& uρ nο 4θn=¢Á9 $# (#âθs?# u™uρ 

nο 4θŸ2̈“9 $# (#θ=y⇐ sù öΝßγ n=‹ Î; y™ 4 ¨βÎ) ©!$# Ö‘θà xî 

ÒΟ‹ Ïm§‘ ∩∈∪  

÷βÎ) uρ Ó‰tn r& z⎯ ÏiΒ š⎥⎫Ï. Îô³ ßϑø9 $# x8u‘$yftFó™ $# 

çν öÅ_r' sù 4©®Lym yì yϑó¡o„ zΝ≈ n=x. «!$# ¢Ο èO çμ øóÎ=ö/ r& 

… çμ uΖtΒù'tΒ 4 y7 Ï9≡ sŒ öΝ åκ̈Ξ r'Î/ ×Π öθs% ω šχθßϑn=ôètƒ 

∩∉∪  

y#ø‹ Ÿ2 ãβθä3tƒ t⎦⎫Å2Îô³ ßϑù=Ï9 î‰ôγ tã y‰Ψ Ïã 

«!$# y‰ΖÏãuρ ÿ⎯ Ï&Î!θß™ u‘ ωÎ) š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# óΟ ›?‰yγ≈ tã 

y‰Ψ Ïã Ï‰Éfó¡yϑø9 $# ÏΘ# tpt ø:$# ( $yϑsù (#θßϑ≈ s) tFó™ $# 

öΝ ä3s9 (#θßϑŠ É) tGó™ $$sù öΝ çλm; 4 ¨βÎ) ©!$# = Ït ä† 

š⎥⎫É) −Gßϑø9 $# ∩∠∪  

y#ø‹ Ÿ2 βÎ) uρ (#ρãyγ ôà tƒ öΝ à6 ø‹n=tæ Ÿω (#θç7 è% ötƒ 

öΝ ä3‹Ïù ~ωÎ) Ÿωuρ Zπ ¨ΒÏŒ 4 Ν ä3tΡθàÊ öãƒ öΝÎγ Ïδ≡ uθøùr'Î/ 

4’ n1ù's? uρ óΟ ßγ ç/θè=è% öΝ èδçsYò2r& uρ šχθà) Å¡≈ sù 

∩∇∪  

(# ÷ρutIô© $# ÏM≈ tƒ$t↔ Î/ «!$# $YΨ yϑrO WξŠ Î=s% (#ρ‘‰|Ásù 

⎯ tã ÿ⎯ Ï&Î#‹ Î6 y™ 4 öΝ åκ ¨Ξ Î) u™!$y™ $tΒ (#θçΡ$Ÿ2 
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They respect neither agreement nor 

obligation of honour with regard to any 

believer. Those indeed are the aggressors. 

(10) 

Yet, if they repent, take to prayers and pay 

the zak t, they are your brethren in faith. 

Clear do We make Our revelations to 

people of knowledge. (11) 

But if they break their pledges after having 

concluded a treaty with you, and revile your 

religion, then fight these archetypes of 

faithlessness who have no [respect for a] 

binding pledge, so that they may desist. 

(12) 

Will you not fight against people who have 

broken their solemn pledges and set out to 

drive out the Messenger, and who were the 

first to attack you? Do you fear them? It is 

God alone whom you should fear, if you 

are true believers. (13) 

Fight them: God will punish them at your 

hands, and will bring disgrace upon them; 

and will grant you victory over them and 

will grant heart-felt satisfaction to those 

who are believers, (14) 

removing all angry feelings from their 

hearts. God will turn in His mercy to 

whom He wills. God is All-knowing and 

tβθè=yϑ÷ètƒ ∩®∪ 

 Ÿω tβθç7 è% ötƒ ’ Îû ?⎯ ÏΒ÷σ ãΒ ~ωÎ) Ÿωuρ Zπ ¨ΒÏŒ 4 
šÍ× ¯≈ s9 'ρé& uρ ãΝèδ šχρß‰ tG÷èßϑø9 $# ∩⊇⊃∪  

βÎ* sù (#θç/$s? (#θãΒ$s%r& uρ nο 4θn=¢Á9 $# (#âθs?# u™uρ 

nο 4θŸ2̈“9 $# öΝ ä3çΡ≡ uθ÷zÎ* sù ’ Îû Ç⎯ƒ Ïe$!$# 3 ã≅Å_Áx çΡuρ 

ÏM≈ tƒ Fψ$# 5Θöθs) Ï9 tβθßϑn=ôètƒ ∩⊇⊇∪  

βÎ) uρ (#þθèWs3̄Ρ Ν ßγ uΖ≈ yϑ÷ƒ r& .⎯ ÏiΒ Ï‰÷èt/ öΝ ÏδÏ‰ôγ tã 

(#θãΖyè sÛuρ ’Îû ôΜ à6 ÏΖƒ ÏŠ (# þθè=ÏG≈ s) sù sπ £ϑÍ←r& 

Ìø à6 ø9 $#   öΝ ßγ ¯ΡÎ) Iω z⎯≈ yϑ÷ƒ r& óΟ ßγ s9 öΝ ßγ ¯=yès9 

šχθßγ tG⊥ tƒ ∩⊇⊄∪  

Ÿωr& šχθè=ÏG≈ s) è? $YΒöθs% (# þθèWs3̄Ρ óΟ ßγ uΖ≈ yϑ÷ƒ r& 

(#θ‘ϑyδuρ Æl# t÷zÎ* Î/ ÉΑθß™ §9 $# Ν èδuρ öΝ à2ρâ™y‰t/ 

š^̈ρr& Bο §tΒ 4 óΟ ßγtΡöθ t±øƒ rB r& 4 ª!$$ sù ‘,ymr& βr& 

çν öθt±øƒ rB βÎ) Ο çFΖä. š⎥⎫ÏΖÏΒ÷σ •Β ∩⊇⊂∪  

öΝ èδθè=ÏF≈ s% ÞΟ ßγ ö/ Éj‹yèãƒ ª!$# öΝ à6ƒ Ï‰÷ƒ r'Î/ 

öΝ ÏδÌ“ øƒ ä†uρ öΝ ä.÷ÝÇΖtƒ uρ óΟ ÎγøŠ n=tæ É#ô±o„ uρ u‘ρß‰ß¹ 

7Θöθs% š⎥⎫ ÏΖÏΒ÷σ •Β ∩⊇⊆∪  

ó= Ïδõ‹ãƒ uρ xáø‹xî óΟ Îγ Î/θè=è% 3 Ü>θçF tƒ uρ ª!$# 4’ n?tã 
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Wise. (15) 

Do you think that you will be left alone, 

unless God takes cognizance of those of you 

who strive hard for His cause and establish 

close association with none other than God, 

His Messenger and the believers? God is 

well aware of what you do. (16) 

It is not for the idolaters to visit or tend 

God’s houses of worship; for they are self-

confessed unbelievers. Vain shall be their 

actions and they shall abide in the fire. 

(17) 

If God’s houses of worship may be tended 

only by those who believe in God and the 

Last Day, are constant in prayers, pay 

zak t (i.e. the obligatory charity) and fear 

none other than God. It is those who are 

likely to be rightly guided. (18) 

Do you, perchance, consider that the 

provision of drinking water to pilgrims and 

tending the Sacred Mosque are equal to 

believing in God and the Last Day and 

striving for God’s cause? These are not 

equal in God’s sight. God does not provide 

guidance for people who are wrongdoers. 

(19) 

Those who believe, and leave their homes 

and strive hard for God’s cause with their 

property and their lives stand higher in 

⎯ tΒ â™!$t± o„ 3 ª!$# uρ îΛ⎧Î=tæ íΟŠ Å3ym ∩⊇∈∪  

ôΘr& óΟ çFö6 Å¡ym βr& (#θä. uøIè? $£ϑs9 uρ ÄΝ n=÷ètƒ ª!$# 

t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (#ρß‰yγ≈ y_ öΝ ä3ΖÏΒ óΟ s9 uρ (#ρä‹Ï‚−Gtƒ ⎯ ÏΒ 

ÈβρßŠ «!$# Ÿωuρ ⎯ Ï&Î!θß™ u‘ Ÿωuρ t⎦⎫ÏΖÏΒ÷σ ßϑø9 $# 

Zπ yf‹ Ï9 uρ 4 ª!$# uρ 7 Î7 yz $yϑÎ/ šχθè=yϑ÷ès? ∩⊇∉∪  

$tΒ tβ% x. t⎦⎫Ï. Îô³ ßϑù=Ï9 βr& (#ρãßϑ÷ètƒ y‰Éf≈ |¡ tΒ «!$# 

z⎯ƒ Ï‰Îγ≈ x© #’ n?tã Ν ÎγÅ¡àΡr& Ìø ä3ø9 $$Î/ 4 y7 Í× ¯≈ s9 'ρé& 

ôM sÜ Î7 ym óΟ ßγ è=≈ yϑôãr& ’ Îûuρ Í‘$̈Ζ9 $# öΝ èδ 

šχρà$ Î#≈ yz ∩⊇∠∪  

$yϑ̄ΡÎ) ãßϑ÷è tƒ y‰Éf≈ |¡ tΒ «!$# ô⎯ tΒ š∅tΒ# u™ «!$$Î/ 

ÏΘöθu‹ ø9 $# uρ ÌÅzFψ$# tΠ$s%r& uρ nο 4θn=¢Á9 $# ’ tA# u™ uρ 

nο 4θŸ2̈“9 $# óΟ s9 uρ |·øƒ s† ωÎ) ©!$# ( #†|¤yè sù 

y7 Í× ¯≈ s9 'ρé& βr& (#θçΡθä3tƒ z⎯ ÏΒ š⎥⎪Ï‰tFôγ ßϑø9 $# ∩⊇∇∪  

* ÷Λä⎢ ù=yèy_r& sπ tƒ$s) Å™ Ædl!$pt ø:$# nο u‘$yϑÏãuρ 

Ï‰Éfó¡ yϑø9 $# ÏΘ# tpt ø:$# ô⎯ yϑx. z⎯ tΒ# u™ «!$$Î/ ÏΘöθu‹ ø9 $# uρ 

ÌÅzFψ$# y‰yγ≈ y_uρ ’ Îû È≅‹ Î6 y™ «!$# 4 Ÿω tβ… âθtFó¡ tƒ 

y‰ΖÏã «!$# 3 ª!$# uρ Ÿω “Ï‰öκ u‰ tΠ öθs) ø9 $# t⎦⎫ÏΗÍ>≈ ©à9 $# 

∩⊇®∪  

t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (#θãΖtΒ# u™ (#ρãy_$yδuρ (#ρß‰yγ≈ y_uρ ’ Îû 

È≅‹ Î6 y™ «!$# ôΜ ÏλÎ;≡ uθøΒr'Î/ öΝ ÍκÅ¦àΡ r& uρ ãΝ sà ôãr& 

ºπ y_u‘ yŠ y‰Ψ Ïã «!$# 4 y7 Í× ¯≈ s9 'ρé& uρ ç/ èφ tβρâ“ Í←!$x ø9 $# 
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rank with God. It is they who shall 

triumph. (20) 

Their Lord gives them the happy news of 

bestowing on them His grace, and 

acceptance, and of the gardens of eternal 

bliss (21) 

where they shall reside for ever. God’s 

reward is great indeed. (22) 

Believers, do not take your fathers and 

brothers for allies if they choose unbelief in 

preference to faith. Those of you who take 

them for allies are indeed wrongdoers. (23) 

Say: ‘If your fathers, your sons, your 

brothers, your spouses, your clan, and the 

property you have acquired, and the 

business in which you fear a decline, and 

the dwellings in which you take pleasure, 

are dearer to you than God and His 

Messenger and the struggle in His cause, 

then wait until God shall make manifest 

His will. God does not provide guidance to 

the evildoers.’ (24) 

God has granted you His support on many 

a battlefield, and also in the Battle of 

Ĥunayn, when you took pride in your 

numerical strength, but it availed you 

nothing. For all its vastness, the earth 

seemed too narrow for you, and you turned 
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Overview 

This opening passage was revealed later than the rest of the s rah. We have 

explained in earlier volumes that the final ordering of the verses in each s rah 

followed instructions given by the Prophet himself. This means that such ordering is 

final and done on the basis of instructions received by the Prophet from on high. 

This passage terminates treaties and agreements that were in force at the time 

between the Muslims and the unbelievers. A notice of four months is given to those 

who have treaties running indefinitely, or those who have violated their treaties. 

Others who have treaties running for a specified term and have honoured their 

obligations under those treaties, without ever backing or aiding anyone against the 

Muslims, are promised to have their treaties honoured by the Muslims to the end of 

their specified terms. Thus, the final outcome is the termination of all treaties with 

back in flight. (25) 

God then bestowed from on high an air of 

inner peace on His Messenger and on the 

believers, and He sent down forces whom 

you could not see, and punished those who 

disbelieved. Such is the reward for the 

unbelievers. (26) 

God will then turn in His mercy to whom 

He wills, for God is Much-forgiving, 

Merciful. (27) 

Believers, know that the idolaters are 

certainly impure. So, let them not come 

near to the Sacred Mosque after this year is 

ended. If you fear poverty, then in time 

God will enrich you with His own bounty, 

if He so wills. Truly, God is All-knowing, 

Wise. (28) 
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unbelievers in the Arabian Peninsula, and an end to the very concept of having a 

treaty with idolaters. This takes the form of a disavowal of all obligations towards 

idolaters and questioning the very idea of idolaters having a treaty or covenant with 

God and His Messenger. 

The passage also includes a ban on idolaters from doing the ţaw f, which is the 

ritual walk around the Ka`bah, or visiting it for worship in any way or form. This 

abrogates the earlier mutual pledges of security between the Prophet and the 

idolaters ensuring the safety of all people in the Ka`bah and during the sacred 

months. 

When we review the events that took place during the Prophet’s lifetime so as to 

draw an outline of the historical progress and nature of the proactive approach of 

Islam, its progressive stages and ultimate goals, we see very clearly that this decisive 

step was taken at its most appropriate time. It was now possible to reorganize 

relations between the Islamic community and other camps, whether idolaters or 

people of earlier revelations. 

Stage after stage and event after event, it was practically demonstrated that it was 

impossible to achieve coexistence between two diametrically opposed ways of life 

with such deep-rooted and fundamental differences that affect every detail of 

concepts, beliefs, moral values, social behaviour, as well as social, economic and 

political structures. 

Such fundamental differences were bound to surface as a result of the differences 

in beliefs and concepts. We have one way of life based entirely on submission of all 

mankind to God alone who has no partners, and another that makes people submit 

to other human beings and false deities. The two are bound to be in conflict at every 

step and in every aspect of life. 

It was not just a coincidence that the Quraysh should take such a permanently 

hostile attitude to the Islamic call which raised the banner that “there is no deity 

other than God, and Mu ammad is God’s Messenger.” Its hostility continued 

throughout the period when the Prophet was in Makkah and sought to crush it in 

open warfare after he migrated to Madinah. Nor was it by coincidence that the Jews 

in Madinah should stand up in opposition to the Islamic message or that they should 

join forces with the idolaters, in spite of the Scriptures in which they professed to 

believe. Both the Quraysh and the Jews tried to forge an alliance grouping all Arab 

tribes in an all-out effort to exterminate the whole Muslim community. They felt that 

the establishment of the Muslim state in Madinah on the basis of faith and its 

implementation of the divine way of life represented a danger that threatened them 

and which they felt they had to remove. 

We will learn presently that the same can be said for the Christians’ attitude 
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towards the Islamic message despite the fact they also had divine Scriptures. This 

was the case in Yemen, Syria and beyond both these areas, and at all times. It is all in 

the nature of things. 

Those who adopt other creeds and philosophies know that it is in the nature of the 

Islamic approach to insist on the establishment of a state based on belief in God. It 

aims to liberate all mankind from submission to other creatures so that they may 

submit to God alone, and to remove all physical and material impediments that 

prevent human beings from exercising their right to freedom of choice. It is also 

natural that those who follow other creeds try to crush the divine way of life in 

which they see a real threat to their very existence, their systems and social set-ups. 

Such a polarization is, then, inevitable. 

Such hostility, inevitable as it certainly is, surfaced in a variety of forms, time after 

time, and served to emphasize the need for this final step announced in this s rah. 

The immediate causes mentioned in some reports were only episodes in a long chain 

of events that had been going on ever since the early days of the Islamic message. 

When we adopt such a broad perspective and try to delve into the root causes 

dictating attitudes and actions, we can properly understand the need for this final 

step. We must not overlook the immediate causes because these, in turn, were only 

episodes in a long series of events.  

In his commentary on the Qur’ n, Im m al-Baghawī quotes earlier commentators 

as saying: “When the Prophet set out on his expedition to Tabūk, the hypocrites 

started to spread rumours while the idolaters began to violate the treaties they had 

with the Muslims. God then revealed this verse which is applicable to the latter 

group. He gave them four months’ notice if their treaties were of shorter duration, 

and announced the termination of longer-lasting treaties after four months.” 

Reviewing the views of other commentators, Im m al- abarī says: 

As for the notice given by God permitting idolaters with a treaty to ‘go freely 

in the land for four months,’ perhaps the more accurate view is to say that this 

notice is given by God to those idolaters who, despite having peace treaties, 

collaborated with others against the Prophet and the Muslim community 

violating their treaties before they ran out. As for those who fulfilled their 

obligations under such treaties and refrained from collaborating with others, 

God — limitless is He in His glory — ordered His Messenger to honour his 

treaty with them until their term had been completed. This is clear in the 

Qur’ nic statement: “Except for those idolaters with whom you have made a treaty 

and who have honoured their obligations [under the treaty] in every detail, and have 
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not aided anyone against you. To these fulfil your obligations until their treaties have 

run their term. God loves those who are righteous.” (Verse 4)8 

Al- abarī also quotes Muj hid as saying: 

In the statement, ‘Disavowal by God and His Messenger [is hereby announced] to 

those of the idolaters with whom you have made a treaty,’ the reference here is 

made to the tribe of Mudlij and the Arabs bound by a treaty with the 

Muslims and all other peoples with similar treaties. It is reported that when 

the Prophet returned from Tabūk, he wanted to go on pilgrimage. He then 

thought, ‘the Ka`bah is visited by idolaters who do the ţaw f naked. I would 

rather delay my pilgrimage until such a practice is stopped.’ He sent Abū 

Bakr and `Alī who went to see people at Dhu’l-Maj z and other markets, as 

well as their encampments in pilgrimage. They gave notice to all people who 

had treaties with the Prophet that they would have four months of peace. 

When those four consecutive months, beginning with the twenty days 

remaining of Dhu’l-Hijjah to the tenth day of Rabī` II, were over, the treaties 

would come to an end. All people in Arabia would then be in a state of war 

with the Muslims unless they believed in God and His Messenger. The whole 

Arab population of Arabia became Muslims and none continued with their 

old religion.9 

A number of immediate causes were naturally a factor in taking this final and 

decisive step. Nevertheless they were only links in a long chain which arises from the 

basic conflict between the two ways of life which cannot coexist except for short 

periods and which are bound to come to an end sooner or later. 

Peace or No Peace 

The late Shaikh Mu ammad Rashīd Riđ ’, a leading scholar of the late nineteenth 

and early twentieth centuries, tries to identify these links in the chain right from the 

early days of the Islamic message. However, he does not try to outline the basic and 

permanent conflict which gives rise to the whole episode, leading eventually to the 

natural result outlined in this s rah. In his commentary, al-Man r, he writes: 

An indisputable fact known to all people is that God sent His Messenger, 

Mu ammad, the last of all prophets, with the message of Islam that provides 

a complete and final version of the divine faith. His greatest proof is the 

Qur’ n, which defies human beings with a multifaceted challenge that we 

                                                 
8 Mu ammad ibn Jarīr al-Tabarī, J mi` al-Bay n, D r al-Fikr, Beirut, 1984, Vol. 10, pp. 62-63. 
9 Al-Tabarī, ibid., pp. 61-62. 
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have outlined in our commentary on verse 3 of S rah 2. The essence of 

advocacy of the divine message is based on irrefutable rational and scientific 

evidence.10 He has also established clearly that compulsion could in no way 

be adopted as a means of spreading the faith. This has been outlined in our 

commentary on verse 256 of S rah 2. 

The idolaters took an attitude of resistance, subjecting the believers to a 

campaign of persecution and torture to force them to turn away from Islam. 

They also tried to forcibly prevent the Prophet from conveying his message to 

people. No one who accepted the new faith and believed in the Prophet’s 

message felt safe or secure from death and torture unless he enjoyed the 

protection of an ally or a relative. Hence they had to migrate time after time. 

Then they escalated their campaign against the Prophet. They considered 

arresting him permanently, and they also thought of banishing him, and they 

also considered killing him openly in their meeting place. They finally opted 

to murder him. God then ordered him to emigrate, as we have explained 

when commenting on verse 30 of S rah 8.11 The Prophet emigrated with those 

of his Companions who were able to do so. They settled in Madinah where 

they found support by the Anş r who were believers in God and His 

Messenger, showing their love of those who migrated to settle in their land, 

and extended to them fine hospitality and a most generous treatment. 

The conditions that prevailed between them and the idolaters of Makkah and 

other areas in Arabia were naturally war conditions, as would have been 

expected at the time. The Prophet entered into a peace treaty with the Jews in 

Madinah and the surrounding area. But they violated their treaty and forged 

an alliance with the idolaters, supporting them in their campaigns against the 

Prophet and Islam. We have outlined all this in commenting on S rah 8. 

At al- udaybiyah, the Prophet entered into a peace treaty with the idolaters 

which provided for peace and security for ten years. He accepted conditions 

which were most favourable to the idolaters, but this was an act of 

magnanimity, not weakness. He wanted peace to prevail so that he could 

ensure the propagation of his faith through clear argument and irrefutable 

evidence.12 The tribe of Khuz `ah entered into a treaty with the Prophet, 

                                                 
10 It should be stated here that Shaikh Rashid Riđ ’was a proponent of the same school of Im m 
Mu ammad `Abduh, which is clearly influenced by Descartes and his philosophy, which is alien to 
Islam. This school places very strong emphasis on reason, allowing it great scope in matters of faith. 
Hence, it is important to add to rational and scientific proofs the simple, instinctive and natural 
evidence which appeals to the entire human make up, including mind and feeling. 
11 S rah 8 is discussed in Volume 7. — Editor's note. 
12 This is true if it means that the initial and basic standpoint is to try to spread the faith by argument 
and conviction. However, it goes too far if it means to argue that jih d is only a defensive strategy to 
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while the tribe of Bakr joined an alliance with the Quraysh. The latter 

launched an aggression against the former and they were helped in this by 

the Quraysh who supported them with arms, thus violating their treaty with 

the Prophet. 

This was the cause for ending the peace and returning to a situation of war 

which resulted in the Prophet’s campaign that ended with Makkah falling 

peacefully to Islam. This was an event that considerably weakened and 

humiliated the idolaters. However, they continued to fight against the 

Prophet whenever they felt strong enough to do so. Experience had shown 

that they could never be relied upon to honour their pledges, whether their 

position was one of strength or weakness. We will presently see, in verse 7, 

the exclamation, “How can there be a treaty with God and His Messenger...” 

leading to the instruction in verse 12: “Fight these archetypes of faithlessness who 

have no [respect for a] binding pledge, so that they may desist.” This means that 

they will never honour their pledges or fulfil their obligations. What the s rah 

emphasizes here is that Muslims cannot coexist with them under the 

provisions of their treaties, in order to ensure peace and security, while they 

remain idolaters, observing no well-defined law which would have 

committed them to fulfil the conditions of their treaty. Indeed, the people of 

earlier Scriptures, who should have demonstrated a greater degree of 

integrity and honour, were even quicker to violate their covenants and breach 

their treaties.13 

This is the basis of the provisions outlined in this s rah which abrogated their 

open-ended treaties, and allowed other treaties to run their course, provided 

they remained faithful to such treaties. The reason for this was to remove 

idolatry from the Arabian Peninsula so that it became wholly and purely for 

the Muslims. All this is done while observing at the same time and as far as 

possible the earlier rules, such as ‘Fight for the cause of God those who wage war 

against you, but do not commit aggression,’ (2: 190), and ‘If they incline to peace, 

then incline you to it as well.’ (8: 61) Nevertheless, many scholars are of the 

view that this latter verse has been abrogated by the verse instructing the 

                                                                                                                                                         
protect the Muslims, and that peace is obligatory in any other situation as Shaikh Mu ammad Rashid 
Riđ ’(may God shower His mercy on him) seems to have maintained. 
13 Shaikh Riđ ’ (may God bless his soul) touches here on the fundamental truth that it is impossible for 
the Muslims to coexist with idolaters and the people of earlier revelations on the basis of treaties, 
except for a certain period. Nevertheless, he is more inclined to argue that relations between the 
Muslim state and other camps should generally be based on peace agreements, unless the Muslims are 
victims of aggression in their own land. He feels that this is always possible while the lack of such 
peace treaties is the exception. He says that the whole question concerns the idolaters in Arabia at the 
time of the Prophet. While this is basically true, what applied to them applies to all idolaters 
everywhere. 
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Muslims to abrogate treaties with the idolaters and to fight them.14 

It is clear from this presentation and the subsequent comments, as well as what 

follows in Shaikh Mu ammad Rashīd Riđ ’s commentary that he properly defines 

the real cause of this long series of treacherous actions by the idolaters who were 

always on the look-out for an opportunity to suppress Islam and overpower its 

advocates. Nevertheless, he does not dig deep enough to see how outstretched the 

roots behind this attitude were. Nor does he visualize the fundamental quality in the 

nature of this religion and its method of action, or the nature of radical differences 

between the divine way of life and those devised by God’s creatures. Such 

differences make a meeting between the two practically impossible. Hence, there can 

be no permanent peaceful coexistence between a community implementing God’s 

law and other communities. 

Under Strong Pressure 

By contrast, in his book, al-Tafsīr al- adīth, Mu ammad `Izzat Darwazah goes far 

beyond the root causes on which the Islamic attitude to other communities is based. 

Like other contemporary authors writing under oppressive pressures of the 

miserable conditions of today’s Muslims and the all-too-visible strength of 

contemporary idolaters, atheists and followers of other religions, he has a clear 

purpose in mind. Hence, he tries hard to prove that Islam is a religion of peace, 

aiming at nothing more than to live within its borders in peace. Wherever it is 

possible to make a peace treaty, Islam should be keen to put it in place, making it its 

clear objective. 

Hence, Mu ammad `Izzat Darwazah finds no reason for these new and final 

provisions, included in this present s rah, other than the violation by some idolaters 

of their treaties. As for those who honoured their treaties, whether these were of 

limited or indefinite duration, the s rah gives instructions to the Muslims to honour 

them. Indeed, he claims that new treaties may be concluded with them after the 

expiry of their present ones. The same applies, in his view, to the violaters of their 

present treaties. He considers the verses giving provisional rulings to prevail over 

the principles given in the final verses. 

In his discussion of the first passage of the s rah he identifies the following verses: 

“except for those idolaters with whom you have made a treaty and who have honoured their 

obligations [under the treaty] in every detail, and have not aided anyone against you. To these 

fulfil your obligations until their treaties have run their term. God loves those who are 

righteous. When these months of grace are over, slay the idolaters wherever you find them, 

                                                 
14 Mu ammad Rashid Riđ ’, Tafsīr al-Man r, D r al-Ma`rifah, Beirut, Vol. 10, pp.149-150. 
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and take them captive, besiege them, and lie in wait for them at every conceivable place. Yet if 

they should repent, take to prayer and pay the zak t, let them go their way. For God is Much- 

forgiving, Merciful.” (Verses 4-5) He then says: 

In these two verses and the ones preceding them we have scenes of life 

towards the end of the Madinah period at the time of the Prophet. We note 

from these verses that there were peace agreements between Muslims and 

unbelievers which were in force after the fall of Makkah to Islam, and 

perhaps were signed before that event. We note that some idolaters honoured 

their agreements while others violated them, or contemplated such violations. 

We stated earlier that commentators describe the second of these two verses 

as ‘the verse of the sword’, and treat it as abrogating every previous verse 

which gives instructions to adopt a reconciliatory attitude towards the 

idolaters and allowing them time to make their position clear, and to forbear 

and let matters take their course. They consider this verse to order fighting 

them as the proper attitude. Some commentators make an exception in the 

case of those who have a treaty allowing such treaties to run to the end of 

their terms. Others do not make such exceptions, saying that their only option 

after the revelation of this verse is that they must embrace Islam. We also 

made it clear that such an explanation is too extreme and contradicts a 

number of definitive rulings that prohibit fighting anyone other than enemies 

and orders fair and kindly treatment of those who adopt a peaceful attitude. 

When discussing this verse, commentators repeatedly quote reports 

attributed to the earliest commentators on the Qur’ n. Ibn Kathīr, for 

example, quotes Ibn `Abb s’s view that the verse contains an order to the 

Prophet to take up arms against those with whom he had a treaty until they 

have embraced Islam. He is further ordered to terminate the conditions he 

approved when negotiating such treaties. The same commentator quotes a 

singular view attributed to Sulaym n ibn `Uyaynah which groups these 

verses together with other verses in this and other s rahs that do not refer to 

fighting and calls these verses, the swords. He claims that the Prophet sent 

his cousin `Alī ibn Abī lib to convey these verses to people on the day of 

the greater pilgrimage. These included this verse which he describes as a 

sword on the Arab idolaters. Another sword was against the hypocrites, and 

it is included in the later verse: “Fight against those who — despite having been 

given Scriptures — do not truly believe in God and the Last Day, and do not treat as 

forbidden that which God and His Messenger have forbidden, and do not follow the 

religion of truth, till they [agree to] pay the submission tax with a willing hand, after 

they have been humbled” (Verse 29) A third sword against the hypocrites is 

included in this verse: “Prophet, strive hard against the unbelievers and the 
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hypocrites, and press on them. Their ultimate abode is hell, and how vile a journey’s 

end.” (Verse 73) A fourth sword is levelled against rebels, which is included 

in S rah 49: “If two groups of believers fall to fighting, make peace between them. 

But then, if one of the two goes on acting wrongfully towards the other, fight against 

the one that acts wrongfully until it reverts to God’s commandment.” (49: 9) What 

is most singular is that al- abarī expresses the view that this present verse 

(i.e. Verse 5) applies equally to those who are bound by a treaty and those 

with no treaty. Yet he himself takes a different view when commenting on the 

following verse: “For such of the unbelievers as do not fight against you on account 

of your faith, and neither drive you forth from your homelands, God does not forbid 

you to show them kindness and to behave towards them with full equity. Surely God 

loves those who act equitably.” (60: 8) He says that this last verse is definitive, 

making clear that God does not forbid extending kindly and fair treatment to 

those who adopt an attitude of peaceful coexistence and neutrality, whatever 

their faith may be. These may not even be bound by a treaty. 

All this when it is clear that the verse refers, in context and import, to fighting 

only the idolaters who violate their treaties. It is reasonable to say that 

considering it a sword pointed at all idolaters, regardless of their position and 

attitude, is to impose on it an interpretation it cannot admit. The same may be 

said about the claim that it abrogates several earlier statements given in a 

form of definitive principles, such as the prohibition of compulsion in matters 

of religion and faith, the advocacy of the divine message with wisdom, kindly 

admonition and fair argument, the order to extend kindly and fair treatment 

to those who do not fight against the Muslims and not to drive them out of 

their homeland. A few verses on, the s rah also includes a clear order to all 

Muslims to remain faithful to their commitments towards people with whom 

they have concluded treaties in the vicinity of the Sacred Mosque, as long as 

the latter continue to honour their obligations. This last verse gives clear 

support to our view. 

Two points may be raised concerning the rulings included in the two verses 

quoted above. The first refers to the exception made in the first verse in 

respect of the completion of the term of a treaty. The question asked here is 

whether the idolaters who have such a treaty will be included in the 

disavowal declared by God and His Messenger, and in this case must they be 

fought? Commentators generally seem to answer this question in the 

affirmative. We for our part have not seen any authentic report attributed to 

the Prophet on this particular point. Hence, what commentators say may be 

questioned if they treat it as universally applicable. The whole matter 

requires clarification. 
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Those unbelievers who are party to a treaty with the Muslims could have 

been prior to the treaty either enemies who fought the Muslims in war and 

then negotiated a peace treaty with them, as was the case with the Quraysh 

when they signed the al- udaybiyah peace treaty, or else they might have 

wished to have such a peace treaty without ever having been at war against 

the Muslims. Consider this following verse: “Except in the case of those of them 

who have ties with people to whom you yourselves are bound by a covenant, or those 

who come to you because their hearts shrink from the thought of fighting you or 

fighting their own people. Had God so willed, He would have given them power over 

you, and they would have fought you. Therefore, if they leave you alone, and do not 

make war on you, and offer you peace, God has given you no way against them.” (4: 

90) We believe that this verse speaks of a true situation. 

In the Prophet’s history we have several examples, such as the report by Ibn 

Said to the effect that the Prophet made an agreement with the Şakhr clan of 

the Kin nah tribe that neither party would raid the other, and that they 

would never aid any party against the Prophet and his Companions. All this 

was put in a written agreement. There is nothing in this verse, or indeed in 

any other verse, to prevent the renewal of the treaty or extending its term, 

should the other party desire that, without having ever given any indication 

of violating their commitments. Muslims may not refuse such an extension 

because they are ordered to fight only those who wage war or launch an 

aggression against them. A later verse in the s rah includes an express order 

to the Muslims to remain true to their treaties with idolaters as long as those 

idolaters continue to honour such treaties. This supports our view. 

The second point concerns the last part of the second verse which makes 

releasing the idolaters and stopping the fight against them that resulted from 

their treaty violations conditional upon a fundamental change indicated by 

turning away from idolatry, attending regularly to prayer and paying the 

obligatory charity, i.e. zak t. 

What appears to me is that by violating their original treaties and fighting the 

Muslims, the idolaters actually forfeited their right to have a new treaty. It is 

right that the Muslims should now impose the condition that guarantees their 

safety and security, which is that they should accept Islam and fulfil its 

worship requirements, ritual and financial. This does not constitute any 

compulsion to force them to become Muslims. Suffice it to say that idolatry 

represents a very low ebb to which humanity may sink when it allows its 

reason to be subservient to ideas and forces that have no trace of truth or 

logic. Besides, idolatry is an ignorant system governed by oppressive 

tradition and bizarre habits. When they embrace Islam, they are certain to rid 
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themselves of all that and rise to a position of respectability in thought, 

morality, faith, belief, worship and daily practices. Besides, we do not see any 

reason to prevent the renewal of treaties with those whom the Muslims have 

fought for violating their original treaties, should the interests of the Muslim 

community require such renewal. 

These paragraphs and many similar ones in the author’s commentary make it clear 

that he does not even consider that Islam has an inalienable and absolute right to 

move forward to liberate mankind from the evil of submission to other human 

beings so that people may submit themselves to God alone. Islam does so whenever 

it is feasible, regardless of whether the Muslim community is under attack or not. 

This concept, which is the basis of jih d in Islam, does not figure at all in this author’s 

thinking. Without it Islam is denied its right to remove physical obstacles impeding 

its progress, and it loses its serious, practical approach which requires facing 

obstacles with suitable and adequate means. It will have to confront physical powers 

with verbal advocacy. This is far from satisfactory.15 

It is also clear that this author does not pay sufficient attention to the method of 

action Islam adopts, which requires that any situation should be faced with adequate 

means. He attaches final rulings to provisional texts and rulings which were given 

earlier. In so doing, he does not take into consideration the fact that the earlier 

rulings dealt with practical situations different from the ones that prevailed at the 

time of the revelation of the final verses. It is true that the earlier rulings are not 

abrogated in the sense that makes them inapplicable to any situation. They remain in 

force but only to face new situations that are largely similar to the ones they 

originally addressed. However, these earlier rulings do not restrict the Muslims 

should they face situations similar to the ones that prevailed at the time when the 

final rulings were revealed. The whole question requires broader knowledge, and a 

good understanding of the nature of Islam and its method of action. 

The Nature of Islamic International Relations 

At the beginning of our commentary we said: “When we review the events that 

took place during the Prophet’s lifetime so as to draw an outline of the historical 

progress and nature of the proactive approach of Islam, its progressive stages and 

ultimate goals, we see very clearly that this decisive step was taken at its most 

appropriate time. It was now possible to reorganize relations between the Islamic 

community and other camps, whether idolaters or people of earlier revelations.” 

One experience after another had revealed the nature of the law that governs 

                                                 
15 Reference may be made to the Prologue of Vol. 7, pp. 1-54, where this is discussed at length. 
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relations between Islamic society which attributes Godhead, Lordship, sovereignty 

and the authority to legislate to God alone, and ignorant or, to use the Islamic term, 

j hiliyyah societies which assign all this to some beings other than God, or claim that 

God has partners sharing with Him all these attributes. This law is essentially one of 

conflict, which is expressed in God’s statements in the Qur’ n: “Were it not that God 

repels some people by means of others, monasteries, churches, synagogues and mosques — in 

all of which God’s name is abundantly extolled — would have been destroyed.” (22: 40) “Had 

it not been for the fact that God repels one group of people by another, the earth would have 

been utterly corrupted’’ (2: 251) 

The practical results of this essential law were manifested in two practical 

phenomena. The first was that Islam moved from one step, expedition and stage to 

the next following the divine approach and conveying God’s message to one area 

and tribe after another. This was a necessary step towards conveying the message to 

all mankind and removing all material obstacles that prevented the divine message 

from reaching all people. This continued to be the case until Makkah fell to Islam and 

the Quraysh tribe, the major obstacle in the face of the Islamic march, was 

vanquished. The large tribes of Haw zin and Thaqīf, which were akin to the Quraysh 

in strength, also surrendered to the Muslim state. Islam had then enough power to 

strike fear in the hearts of its enemies. It was thus able to take the final and decisive 

step in the Arabian Peninsula, in preparation for taking the same step across the rest 

of the world, as and when circumstances allowed. The ultimate aim being that there 

should be no strife on earth and all submission be made to God alone. 

The other phenomenon was the violation of treaties and covenants which were 

made with the Muslims in different circumstances, whenever a chance presented 

itself to violate such treaties with impunity. At the first suggestion that the Muslims 

were going through some difficulty which made the idolaters, and even the people of 

earlier revelations, feel they could safely violate their treaties, such violations were 

certain to come. The treaties were not made in the first place as a result of any keen 

desire to live in peace with the Muslims. The enemies of Islam were compelled, by 

force of circumstance, to go into such treaties to serve their own interests. J hiliyyah, 

which is the name Islam gives to any society that rejects God’s law, does not like to 

see Islam establishing its solid presence when it contradicts the very basis of its 

existence and every detail of the programmes of such societies. J hiliyyah knows that 

by virtue of the active nature of Islam, and its instinctive desire to stamp out tyranny 

from human life, it will work hard to bring people back to the worship of God alone.  

It is to emphasize this last phenomenon that God says with reference to the 

unbelievers: “They shall not cease to fight you until they force you to renounce your faith, if 

they can.” (2: 217) He also says about the people of earlier revelations: “Many among 

the people of earlier revelations would love to lead you back to unbelief now that you have 
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embraced the faith. This they do out of deep-seated envy, after the truth has become manifest 

to them.” (2: 109) Concerning them He also says: “Never will the Jews nor yet the 

Christians be pleased with you unless you follow their faith.” (2:120) In all these categorical 

statements God makes it clear that all those in the camp of j hiliyyah have the same 

objectives when it comes to dealing with Islam and Muslims. They pursue their goals 

with clear persistence that never fades with the passage of time, nor does it change as 

a result of changing circumstances. 

Unless we understand this essential law that is inherent in the nature of the 

relationship between the Muslim community and the camp of j hiliyyah, we cannot 

understand the nature of Islamic jih d, or the motives for that long struggle between 

the two. Nor can we, without such understanding of this law, comprehend the 

motives of the early Muslims, or the secrets of Islamic conquests, or the war that has 

been waged against Islam by hostile forces over the 14 centuries of Islamic history. It 

continues to be waged against the children of Muslim communities, despite the fact 

that these have sadly abandoned true Islam, with its holistic approach to life, and are 

content to keep it in name only. The war continues to be waged against those latter-

day Muslim communities, even those living in the midst of hostile creeds such as 

communism and idolatry of all forms, whether in Russia, China, Yugoslavia, 

Albania, India, Kashmir, Ethiopia, Zanzibar, Cyprus, Kenya, South Africa or the 

United States. All this comes on top of the brutal attempts to exterminate the 

advocates of Islamic revival in the Muslim World, or more accurately, the world 

which used to be Muslim. Communism, idolatry, and other world powers 

collaborate with, and give active support to, the regimes that undertake such 

extermination efforts against the advocates of Islamic revival. They pour their aid on 

these governments to the extent that they practically give them every type of help to 

ensure that they stay in power. Their support often takes the form of tacit or silent 

approval of what they are doing to those noble believers who seek to persuade 

people to believe in God and implement His law. 

Such understanding of all these aspects can only be achieved when we understand 

the essential law we have talked about and the phenomena it brings into our life. 

This law demonstrated itself in the period leading to the conquest of Makkah, in the 

two phenomena we have outlined. At that time, it appeared clearly that a decisive 

step must be taken in the Arabian Peninsula, against the idolaters, which we will 

discuss presently, and against the people of earlier revelations which we will discuss 

in Chapters 2 and 3. 

Crystallizing Attitudes 

The need for such a decisive step might have been very clear for the Islamic 
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leadership at the time, but that did not necessarily mean that it was similarly clear to 

all groups in the Muslim community, particularly the newcomers to Islam and those 

who were only on friendly terms with the Muslims. 

Some people in the Muslim community, perhaps among the noblest and most 

dedicated Muslims, might have felt uneasy about the termination of all treaties with 

the unbelievers on the terms outlined in the s rah: after four months for those who 

violated their treaties, and those with treaties that did not specify a term, and those 

whose treaties ended in less than four months and those who had no treaties and 

were not at war with the Muslims. Those who had treaties with specified terms and 

continued to honour their obligations would have their treaties respected and 

observed for the remainder of their terms. Such conscientious Muslims might have 

understood that the treaties with the violators and those from whom violation was 

expected should be terminated, as was clear in the provisional instructions given to 

the Prophet in the previous s rah: “if you fear treachery from any folk, cast [your treaty 

with them] back to them in a fair manner. God does not love the treacherous.” (8: 58) 

However, the termination of treaties after four months or after their term was over 

might have appeared to those people contrary to the familiar practice of maintaining 

peaceful relations with those who did not adopt any hostile attitude. God, on the 

other hand, had a far greater objective than maintaining what was familiar practice. 

Other people in the Muslim community, perhaps also among the noblest and most 

dedicated Muslims, might have felt that there was no longer any need to fight the 

idolaters generally after Islam had attained supremacy in Arabia, leaving only 

scattered pockets of resistance which represented no threat whatsoever. On the 

contrary, they were expected to change their attitude to Islam gradually after peace 

would have been maintained for sometime in Arabia. Such Muslims might have felt 

particularly uneasy about fighting against relatives and friends as well as people 

with whom they might have had social and economic relations. After all there was 

still hope that such people would still see the light of Islam without resorting to such 

a drastic measure. But God wanted faith to be the basic bond that united people in a 

cohesive community. He also wanted the Arabian Peninsula to be a secure base for 

Islam, as He was aware of the plots the Byzantines were preparing against the 

Muslim state. This will be explained later. 

Yet others in the Muslim community, some of whom might have been among the 

noblest and most dedicated Muslims, might have feared economic depression 

ensuing from the disruption to business transactions in Arabia as a result of 

declaring war against all Arabian idolaters. That was bound to affect the pilgrimage 

season, particularly after it had been announced that no idolater would be allowed to 

go on pilgrimage after that year, and that idolaters would not be allowed to enter 

into mosques and places of worship. Such people’s fears were made even greater by 
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the fact that such a step was not particularly necessary. Its outcome could have been 

reached in a slower but more peaceful way. But, as we have said, God wanted the 

basic bond to unite people in the Muslim community to be the bond of faith, so that 

faith should be felt to have far greater weight than blood relationships, friendships 

and economic interests. He also wanted the Muslims to realize that He alone gave 

them all the provisions they had and was their only provider. The means they might 

have had to earn their living were not the only ones He could have granted them. 

There were others in the Muslim community who lacked strength of faith, or were 

hesitant, or who were hypocrites, or who might have been among the large numbers 

who embraced Islam but had not yet fully absorbed its truth. Most of these feared the 

possibility of open warfare with the idolaters, the economic depression that might 

result from war, the lack of security for trade and travel, the disruption of contacts 

and transport and worried about the likely costs of mounting a jih d campaign. Such 

people might have not reckoned with such a prospect of full-scale war. They might 

have been encouraged to embrace Islam by the fact that it appeared victorious, and 

that it would have enjoyed security and stability. To them, embracing Islam might 

have seemed the best alternative that allowed them to gain much for a little outlay. 

Newcomers to Islam as they were, they felt ill at ease with what was required of 

them. God, on the other hand, wanted to test people’s intentions and their 

commitment and determination. He says to the believers: “Do you think that you will 

be left alone, unless God takes cognizance of those of you who strive hard for His cause and 

establish close association with none other than God, His Messenger and the believers? God is 

well aware of what you do.” (Verse 16) 

All these aspects made it necessary to give a detailed account which employs 

various modes of expression and produces varied effects which are calculated to 

remove the traces of weakness in people’s hearts and remove whatever doubts they 

might be entertaining. Hence the s rah opens with a general announcement of 

disavowal by God and His Messenger of all dealings with the idolaters. The same 

disavowal is repeated another time, with similar forcefulness and clarity after only 

one verse in the s rah so that no believer will entertain any thought of maintaining 

relations with such people when God and His Messenger are acquitting themselves 

of any dealings with them. “Disavowal by God and His Messenger (is hereby announced) 

to those of the idolaters with whom you have made a treaty.” (Verse 1) And a proclamation 

from God and His Messenger is hereby made to all mankind on this day of the greater 

pilgrimage: God is free from obligation to the idolaters, and so is His Messenger.” (Verse 3) 

The believers are also reassured while the unbelievers are threatened with misery 

and humiliation. Those who turn away are warned that they cannot escape God’s 

judgement: “You may go freely in the land for four months, but you must realize that you 

can never escape God’s judgement, and that God shall bring disgrace upon the unbelievers.” 
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(Verse 2) “If you repent, it shall be for your own good; and if you turn away, then know that 

you can never escape Gods judgement. Give the unbelievers the news of grievous suffering.” 

(Verse 3) 

The very idea that idolaters may have a treaty with God and His Messenger is 

questioned, except for those who had shown true commitment in observing their 

treaty with honesty. With these the existing treaties were to be honoured for the rest 

of their terms, as long as the unbelievers remained faithful to them. The believers are 

warned, however, that the idolaters would try to do them harm whenever they could 

as also feeling that they would escape punishment. “How can there be a treaty with God 

and His Messenger for the idolaters, unless it be those of them with whom you have made a 

treaty at the Sacred Mosque? So long as they are true to you, be true to them; for God loves 

those who are God-fearing. How [else could it be] when, should they prevail over you, they 

will respect neither agreement made with you, nor obligation of honour towards you? They 

try to please you with what they say, while at heart they remain adamantly hostile. Most of 

them are transgressors. They barter away God’s revelations for a paltry price and debar others 

from His path. Evil indeed is what they do. They respect neither agreement nor obligation of 

honour with regard to any believer. Those indeed are the aggressors.” (Verses 7-10) 

The believers are further reminded of their own bitter experiences with them, and 

their feelings of happiness at the crushing of their enemy by God’s might. “Will you 

not fight against people who have broken their solemn pledges and set out to drive out the 

Messenger, and who were the first to attack you? Do you fear them? It is God alone whom 

you should fear, if you are true believers. Fight them: God will punish them at your hands, 

and will bring disgrace upon them; and will grant you victory over them and will grant heart 

felt satisfaction to those who are believers, removing all angry feelings from their hearts. God 

will turn in His mercy to whom He wills. God is All-knowing and Wise.” (Verses 13-15) 

They are told that they must cut themselves off, as far as family relations with the 

unbelievers were concerned. They are required to weaken the effects of their family 

ties with the unbelievers. They are told to choose between those ties of blood and 

friendship on the one hand and God and His Messenger on the other. “Believers, do 

not take your fathers and brothers for allies if they choose unbelief in preference to faith. Those 

of you who take them for allies are indeed wrongdoers. Say: ‘If your fathers, your sons, your 

brothers, your spouses, your clan, and the property you have acquired, and the business in 

which you fear a decline, and the dwellings in which you take pleasure, are dearer to you than 

God and His Messenger and the struggle in His cause, then wait until God shall make 

manifest His will. God does not provide guidance to the evildoers.’’’ (Verses 23-24) 

They are also reminded of the numerous victories they achieved with God’s help, 

the most recent of which was the Battle of unayn. They were able to achieve victory 

only when God provided them with His help and gave reassurance to His Messenger 

who remained steadfast: “God has granted you His support on many a battlefield, and also 
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in the Battle of unayn, when you took pride in your numerical strength, but it availed you 

nothing. For all its vastness, the earth seemed too narrow for you, and you turned back in 

flight. God then bestowed from on high an air of inner peace on His Messenger and on the 

believers, and He sent down forces whom you could not see, and punished those who 

disbelieved. Such is the reward for the unbelievers.” (Verses 25-26) 

They are also reassured about their provisions, and that they should not fear any 

loss of trade or lack of business. What they get is subject to God’s will, not to the 

apparent causes people associate with profitable business: “Believers, know that the 

idolaters are certainly impure. So, let them not come near to the Sacred Mosque after this year 

is ended. If you fear poverty, then in time God will enrich you with His own bounty, if He so 

wills. Truly, God is All-knowing, Wise.” (Verse 28) 

All these concerns which required reassurance and clear judgement are indicative 

of the situation that prevailed in the Muslim state in Madinah. Had it not been for the 

fact that the Muslim community in Madinah was firm in its belief, stable and 

enlightened, these conditions might have represented a serious threat to it, and to the 

very existence of Islam itself. 

Having given this detailed preview, we now begin to discuss the verses of this 

passage in more detail. 

An Announcement is Made 

Disavowal by God and His Messenger [is hereby announced] to those of the idolaters 

with whom you have made a treaty. (Announce to them:) You may go freely in the 

land for four months, but you must realize that you can never escape God’s 

judgement, and that God shall bring disgrace upon the unbelievers. And a 

proclamation from God and His Messenger is hereby made to all mankind on this day 

of the greater pilgrimage: God is free from obligation to the idolaters, and so is His 

Messenger. If you repent, it shall be for your own good; and if you turn away, then 

know that you can never escape God’s judgement. Give the unbelievers the news of 

grievous suffering, except for those idolaters with whom you have made a treaty and 

who have honoured their obligations [under the treaty] in every detail, and have not 

aided anyone against you. To these fulfil your obligations until their treaties have run 

their term. God loves those who are righteous. When these months of grace are over, 

slay the idolaters wherever you find them, and take them captive, besiege them, and lie 

in wait for them at every conceivable place. Yet if they should repent, take to prayer 

and pay the zak t, let them go their way. For God is Much-Forgiving, Merciful. If any 

of the idolaters seeks asylum with you, grant him protection, so that he may hear the 

word of God, and then convey him to his place of safety. That is because the idolaters 

are people who lack knowledge. (Verses 1-6) 
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These verses and the following ones, up to verse 28, provide a framework 

demarcating relations between the Muslim community, now well established in 

Madinah and the Arabian Peninsula generally, and the unbelievers in Arabia who 

chose not to accept Islam. Relations were thus regulated with those Arabs who had 

violated their treaties with the Prophet when they felt that the Muslims were about to 

meet their match from the Byzantines at Tabūk. Relations were also put on a proper 

footing with those Arabs without a treaty but who maintained good relations with 

the Muslims, and those who had a treaty which they continued to observe, 

entertaining no thoughts of treachery. 

The style employed in these verses takes the form of a general declaration coupled 

with high resonance to ensure perfect harmony between the subject matter, the 

general atmosphere surrounding the whole issue and the mode of expression. 

Several reports speak of the general conditions prevailing at the time when this 

declaration was made, as well as the method and the person chosen for its 

announcement. Perhaps the most accurate and more fitting with the prevailing 

situation of the Muslim community and the nature of the Islamic approach is the one 

chosen by Ibn Jarīr al- abarī, an early commentator on the Qur’ n. We will quote 

here some of his comments on the various reports which support our view of the 

event and how it took place. The following report he attributes to Muj hid: 

In the statement, ‘Disavowal by God and His Messenger [is hereby announced] to 

those of the idolaters with whom you have made a treaty,’ the reference is made to 

the tribe of Mudlij and the Arabs bound by a treaty with the Muslims and all 

other peoples with similar treaties. It is reported that when the Prophet 

returned from Tabūk, he wanted to go on pilgrimage. He then thought, `the 

Ka`bah is visited by idolaters who do the ţaw f naked. I would rather delay 

my pilgrimage until such a practice is stopped.’ He sent Abū Bakr and `Alī 
who went to see people at Dhu’l-Maj z and other markets, as well as their 

encampments in pilgrimage. They gave notice to all peoples who had treaties 

with the Prophet that they would have four months of peace. When those 

four consecutive months, beginning with the twenty days remaining of 

Dhu’l-Hijjah to the tenth day of Rabī` II, were over, the treaties would come 

to an end. All people in Arabia would then be in a state of war with the 

Muslims unless they believed in God and His Messenger. All the population 

of Arabia became Muslims and none continued with their old religion.16 

Examining the views of other commentators, Im m al- abarī says: 

As for the notice given by God permitting idolaters with a treaty to ‘go freely 

                                                 
16 Al-Tabarī, op.cit., p. 62. 
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in the land for four months,’ perhaps the more accurate view is to say that this 

notice is given by God to those idolaters who, despite having peace treaties, 

collaborated with others against the Prophet and the Muslim community 

violating their treaties before they ran out. As for those who fulfilled their 

obligations under such treaties and refrained from collaborating with others, 

God — limitless is He in His glory — ordered His Messenger to honour his 

treaty with them until their term had been completed. This is clear in the 

Qur’ nic statement: “Except for those idolaters with whom you have made a treaty 

and who have honoured their obligations [under that treaty] in every detail, and have 

not aided anyone against you. To these fulfil your obligations until their treaties have 

run their term. God loves those who are righteous.” (Verse 4) 

Some people may feel differently, taking the order to mean that once the 

truce was over, the Muslims were meant to kill all unbelievers. They may 

quote in support of their view the next verse which states: ‘When these months 

of grace are over, slay the idolaters wherever you find them.’ (Verse 5) But this view 

is wrong. Verse 7 confirms our view and shows the opposite as wrong: ‘How 

can there be a treaty with God and His Messenger for the idolaters, unless it be those 

of them with whom you have made a treaty at the Sacred Mosque? So long as they are 

true to you, be true to them; for God loves those who are God-fearing.’ Those people 

to whom this verse refers are idolaters, and God commands the Prophet and 

the believers to remain faithful to their treaty with them as long as they kept 

their part and fulfilled their obligations. 

Numerous are the reports which confirm that when the Prophet sent `Alī to 

declare the disavowal of treaties to people, he also commanded him to make 

it clear that “whoever had a treaty with the Prophet, that treaty continued 

until its specified expiration date.” This provides the clearest support of our 

view. God did not order the Prophet to terminate a treaty with any group of 

people who remained faithful to it. He only put on four-month notice those 

who had violated their treaties and those whose treaties had no specified 

term. The treaties which ran for a specific term and were observed properly 

by the other side were to remain in force until their term was over. The 

Prophet sent his Companions to announce this during the pilgrimage, for this 

would ensure the announcement was well publicized.17 

In another comment on the various reports concerning treaties, al- abarī says: 

The four-month notice was made to those whom we have mentioned. As for 

those whose treaties specified a term of expiry, God did not allow the 

Prophet and the believers to terminate such treaty in any way. Hence, the 
                                                 
17 Al- abarī, ibid., pp. 62-63. 
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Prophet fulfilled God’s order and honoured his commitments under these 

treaties to their final dates. This is clearly stated in God’s revelations, and 

confirmed by many reports attributed to the Prophet.18 

If we discard the reports which are doubtful and overlook those which might have 

been coloured by the political differences between the Shiah and the Sunnis, we may 

say with confidence that the Prophet sent Abū Bakr as the leader of pilgrimage that 

year. The reason for that was that the Prophet did not like to perform the pilgrimage 

when the idolaters continued with their abominable practice of doing the ţaw f, or 

the ritual walk around the Ka`bah in the nude. After Abū Bakr had left for 

pilgrimage, the opening passage of this s rah, Repentance, was revealed. The Prophet 

despatched `Alī to join Abū Bakr and make the declaration. He did this outlining all 

its final provisions at the gathering which ensured that all people in Arabia would be 

aware of them. Among these provisions was the one which made it clear that no 

idolater would be allowed in Makkah to do the ţaw f or the pilgrimage. 

Al-Tirmidhī relates a report which quotes `Alī as saying: “God’s Messenger sent 

me after the revelation of the s rah Repentance to announce four points: no one may 

do the ţaw f naked, and no idolater may come near the Sacred Mosque after that 

year, and whoever had a treaty with God’s Messenger, their treaty would be 

observed until it had expired, and that no one may enter heaven except one who 

submits totally to God.” This report is the most authentic in this connection. 

The Principles of International Relations 

“Disavowal by God and His Messenger [is hereby announced] to those of the idolaters with 

whom you have made a treaty.” (Verse 1) This is a general declaration, carrying a sharp 

rhythm, which outlines the basic principles that governed relations between the 

Muslims and the idolaters at the time, throughout the Arabian Peninsula. The 

treaties to which it refers were those that the Prophet had concluded with the 

idolaters in Arabia. The disavowal of these treaties by God and His Messenger 

defines the attitude of every Muslim. It generates a very strong impression on 

Muslim minds to leave no room whatsoever for hesitation or second thought. 

This general statement is followed by qualifications and explanations: “[Announce 

to them:] You may go freely in the land for four months, but you must realize that you can 

never escape God’s judgement, and that God shall bring disgrace upon the unbelievers.” 

(Verse 2) This statement clarifies the terms now given to the unbelievers: they are 

given a period of four months during which they can move about freely to carry out 

business transactions, fulfil their commitments and modify their situations in peace. 

                                                 
18 Al- abarī, ibid., p. 66. 
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Those were four months when they would be sure that their treaties would be 

scrupulously honoured. That included even those idolaters who were quick to 

violate their treaties, when they felt that the Prophet and his followers would never 

return from their expedition to Tabūk, but would instead be taken captive by the 

Byzantines. That was also the eventuality expected by the hypocrites in Madinah. 

It is pertinent to ask here: when was this notice outlining this period of truce and 

security given? It followed a long period of treaty violations by the unbelievers, 

whenever they felt that they could get away with it and remain immune from 

punishment. It came after a long series of events which showed clearly that the 

idolaters would continue to fight the Muslims until they had turned them away from 

their faith, if they could. At what period in history was it announced? It was at a time 

when humanity was governed by the law of the jungle. What dictated relations 

between communities was merely the ability to invade others: no notice was given, 

no hint was dropped, no commitment was considered binding. Once the opportunity 

was there, it was taken mercilessly. 

Islam maintains the same position it adopted at the outset, when it was first 

revealed. Its constitution is outlined by God and its principles and foundations are 

not meant to be influenced or modified by the passage of time. Time allows human 

beings to develop and improve their conditions within the framework of Islamic 

principles. Islam deals with changing human conditions using appropriate methods. 

With this four-month notice period, the idolaters are reminded of God’s will 

which in turn sends fear into their hearts. They are meant to open their eyes to the 

fact that they can never escape God’s judgement. They cannot seek refuge against 

what God has determined for them, which was certain disgrace and humiliation: 

“You must realize that you can never escape God’s judgement, and that God shall bring 

disgrace upon the unbelievers.” (Verse 2) How could they escape God’s judgement and 

what refuge could they seek when they, and the whole world, were in His grasp? He 

has predetermined to inflict misery and disgrace on the unbelievers. No power can 

ever stop God’s will. 

This is followed by specifying the time when this disavowal was to be announced 

to the unbelievers, so that they would be fully aware of the time limits it included: 

“And a proclamation from God and His Messenger is hereby made to all mankind on this day 

of the greater pilgrimage: God is free from obligation to the idolaters, and so is His Messenger. 

If you repent, it shall be for your own good; and if you turn away, then know that you can 

never escape God’s judgement. Give the unbelievers the news of grievous suffering.” (Verse 

3) 

Reports vary on which is the day of the greater pilgrimage: the day of `Araf t or 

the day of sacrifice? It is perhaps more accurate to say that it is the day of sacrifice. 
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The Arabic term used in this passage for `proclamation’ signifies an assurance that 

those to whom the proclamation is made have received it. This properly took place 

during the pilgrimage, when the disavowal by God and His Messenger of all treaties 

with all idolaters was made. An exception was then added in the next verse which 

allowed certain treaties to run their term. This is most appropriate. First the general 

principle is outlined because it is the one which constitutes the permanent situation. 

Then the exception is made because it applied to specific cases that would end once 

the term specified had been reached. 

With the termination of all treaties and the proclamation of absolute disavowal, 

the unbelievers are encouraged once again to seek and follow divine guidance and 

warned against the consequences of remaining in error: “If you repent, it shall be for 

your own good; and if you turn away, then know that you can never escape God’s judgement. 

Give the unbelievers the news of grievous suffering.” (Verse 3) 

This warning and encouragement to the unbelievers to mend their ways, coming 

as they do in this particular context of disavowal of treaties, are indicative of the 

Islamic approach. It is first and foremost an approach seeking to give guidance to 

people. The idolaters are given this four-month grace period not only because Islam 

does not like to take them by surprise but also because it does not want to inflict on 

them unnecessary humiliation. These have always been the essence of power 

relations, except under Islam. The truce also gives the idolaters a chance to reflect 

and reconsider their options. Hence they are encouraged to choose divine guidance 

and turn back to God in submission. They are warned against turning away and 

shown that it will inevitably lead them to a position of grievous suffering in the 

hereafter, which compounds their humiliation in this life. 

At the same time it provides reassurance to the Muslims which removes any 

lingering worries or fears of what may happen. The whole matter has been 

determined by God Himself. The eventual outcome has been sealed. 

Honouring Commitments 

The exception is then made in the case of treaties specifying a term of validity. 

These were allowed to remain in force for the rest of their term: “Except for those 

idolaters with whom you have made a treaty and who have honoured their obligations [under 

the treaty] in every detail, and have not aided anyone against you. To these fulfil your 

obligations until their treaties have run their term. God loves those who are righteous.” 

(Verse 4) 

Perhaps the most accurate report concerning the identity of those people who 

benefited by this exception is that they were a clan of Bakr, named the Khuzaymah 

ibn ` mir clan of the Bakr ibn Kin nah tribe. They were party to the Treaty of al-
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udaybiyah which the Prophet had concluded with the Quraysh and their allies. 

This clan did not take part in the attack made by the Bakr against the Khuz `ah tribe. 

That aggression, in which the Bakr were aided by the Quraysh, violated the al-

udaybiyah peace treaty. Thus, that treaty which was to last for ten years, was 

treacherously breached after only two years. This Khuzaymah clan continued to 

observe the terms of their agreement while other unbelievers did not. The Prophet is 

here instructed to honour his obligations under the treaty to those people for the rest 

of the term agreed. 

This report which we endorse is related by Mu ammad ibn `Abb d ibn Ja`far, 

who quotes al-Suddī as saying: “These were two clans of Kin nah known as Đamrah 

and Mudlij.” Muj hid, an authoritative early scholar says: “The tribes of Mudlij and 

Khuz `ah had entered into treaties and these were the ones meant in the instruction: 

“To these fulfil your obligations until their treaties have run their term. God loves those who 

are righteous.” (Verse 4) It should be noted, however, that the Khuz `ah tribe 

embraced Islam after the conquest of Makkah, but this statement of exception 

applied to the idolaters who did not accept Islam. 

Our view is confirmed by a statement that follows: “How can there be a treaty with 

God and His Messenger for the idolaters, unless it be those of them with whom you have made 

a treaty at the Sacred Mosque? So long as they are true to you, be true to them; for God loves 

those who are God-fearing.” (Verse 7) These two clans from Kin nah were among those 

who were party to the peace treaty at al- udaybiyah. They did not violate their 

treaty and were true to their obligations under it, aiding no party against the 

Muslims. It is to these, then, that the exception applies, as confirmed by early 

scholars and commentators on the Qur’ n, and by Shaikh Mu ammad Rashīd Riđ . 

Mu ammad `Izzat Darwazah, however, expresses his opinion that the phrase, 

“with whom you have made a treaty at the Sacred Mosque,” refers to a group of people 

other than those mentioned in the first exception. This is in line with his view which 

permits the negotiating and concluding of permanent treaties with idolaters. Relying 

on the instruction, “so long as they are true to you, be true to them,” he concludes that 

Islam does not object to the negotiation of treaties with unbelievers. This view seems 

extremely odd and does not fit with the nature of the Islamic method of operation 

and general attitudes. 

Islam has honoured its obligations to those who were true to theirs. It did not give 

them notice of termination, as it did with all others. It allowed their treaties to run 

their term in recognition of their faithful observance of their obligations. This was the 

Islamic attitude, although Islam was in urgent need of eradicating all idolatry from 

the whole of Arabia, so that the Peninsula could become its safe base. The enemies of 

Islam in neighbouring countries were alerted to the danger to themselves that Islam 

represented. They began to make preparations for an eventual encounter with the 
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Muslims, as we will explain in our discussion of the Tabūk Expedition. Indeed, the 

earlier Battle of Mu`tah served as a warning of the preparations the Byzantines had 

started for a battle with Islam. Moreover, they were in alliance with the Persians in 

Yemen, in southern Arabia. 

Subsequent events, as mentioned by Ibn al-Qayyim, witnessed that all those in 

whose favour the exception was made and with whom treaties were to be observed 

embraced Islam before their treaties expired. Indeed the others who were keen to 

violate their treaties as well as the rest of those put on four-month notice also opted 

for acceptance of Islam. No one remained an idolater for the rest of the four-month 

notice. 

As He determined the path of the Islamic message and the various steps it would 

take in practical matters, God was aware that it was time for this decisive step which 

represented a final attack at the roots of idolatry. Suitable preparations were made 

for such a decisive step, which took place in accordance with God’s design for the 

progress of His message. 

It is important to reflect on the comment which concludes the verse that requires 

the Muslims to remain true to their obligations: “To these fulfil your obligations until 

their treaties have run their term. God loves those who are righteous.” (Verse 4) It relates 

the fulfilment of obligations to righteousness and to God’s love of the righteous. 

Thus, God makes the fulfilment of obligations to people an act of worship addressed 

to Him and an aspect of the righteousness He loves. This is the basis of Islamic ethics. 

Islam does not act on the basis of gain and interest, or on the basis of constantly 

changing traditions. All Islamic ethics are based on worshipping God and fearing 

Him, which is the essence of righteousness. A Muslim brings his behaviour in line 

with that which he knows to please God. His aim is to win God’s pleasure and to 

ensure that He is not displeased with him. This is the essence of the strong hold 

Islamic ethics have on Muslims. These ethics also serve people’s interests and work 

for their benefit. They establish a society in which friction and contradiction are 

reduced as much as possible. They also help human beings in their continuous march 

to a higher standard of humanity. 

When the Period of Grace is Over 

Thus the opening verses of the s rah make it clear that God and His Messenger 

would have no dealings whatsoever with the idolaters, whether or not they had a 

treaty with the Prophet. They were given a four-month period of grace in which they 

were safe. When this period was over, treaties would continue to be observed to the 

end of their terms, but only with those who were true to their obligations under 

those treaties, and did not collaborate with any enemy of the Muslims. Now the s rah 
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mentions what the Muslims were to do when the four-month grace period was over. 

The Qur’ nic instruction is very clear. A state of all-out war was then to be 

declared: “When these months of grace are over, slay the idolaters wherever you find them, 

and take them captive, besiege them, and lie in wait for them at every conceivable place. Yet if 

they should repent, take to prayer and pay the zak t, let them go their way. For God is Much 

forgiving, Merciful.” (Verse 5) 

The word which is used here to describe those four months in the Qur’ nic text is 

‘ urum’, which is the one that describes the four months when fighting is not allowed 

except to repel aggression. These form two periods every year when people can go 

freely, secure from any danger of war. Because of the same usage scholars have 

disagreed in their interpretations of this statement here, on whether the four months 

meant the same ones observed annually, i.e. Dhu’l-Qa`dah, Dhu’l- ijjah, Mu arram 

and Rajab. In that case, the remaining period of grace given after the declaration of 

the termination of treaties would only be the rest of Dhu’l-Hijjah and Mu arram, i.e. 

50 days. Or were these four months, when fighting was forbidden, to start on the day 

of sacrifice and to end on 10 Rabī` II? A third point of view suggests that the first 

interpretation applies in the case of those who had violated their treaties and the 

second applies to those who did not have any treaty and those who had treaties with 

an unspecified duration. 

The correct interpretation, in our view, is that the four months meant here are 

different from the four sacred months observed annually. The same description is 

given to both because fighting during them is forbidden. This new period of grace 

also applied to all, except in the case of those who had treaties lasting for a specified 

length of time, in which case such treaties were to be honoured in full. Since God has 

said to them: “You may go freely in the land for four months,” then the four months must 

start from the day when the announcement was made to them. This fits with the 

nature of this announcement. 

God’s instructions to the Muslims were clear: when the four months were over, 

they were to kill any idolater wherever he was found, or they were to take him 

captive, or besiege him if he was in a fortified place, or lie in wait for him so that he 

could not escape without punishment, except for those to whom obligations were to 

be observed for as long as their treaties remained in force. Indeed the idolaters were 

given enough notice, which meant that they were not taken by surprise. Nor did they 

fall victim to any treachery. Their treaties were terminated publicly and they were 

made fully aware of what was to be done with them. 

Moreover, this was not meant as a campaign of vengeance or extermination, but 

rather as a warning which provided a motive for them to accept Islam. “If they should 

repent, take to prayer and pay the zak t, let them go their way. For God is Much-Forgiving, 
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Merciful.” (Verse 5) For 22 years they had been listening to the message of Islam put 

to them in the clearest possible way. For 22 years they were, nevertheless, trying to 

suppress the message of Islam by persecution, open warfare and forging alliances to 

destroy the Islamic state. This was a long history that contrasted with the never 

failing tolerance of Islam, as demonstrated by God’s Messenger and his Companions. 

Nevertheless, Islam was now opening its arms to them. Instructions are here issued 

to the Prophet and the Muslims, the very victims of persecution who were driven out 

of their homeland and suffered a war of aggression, to extend a hand of welcome to 

those idolaters should they turn to God in repentance. Such repentance should be 

genuine, confirmed by their observance of the main duties of Islam. That is because 

God never rejects anyone who turns to Him in sincere repentance, no matter how 

great his sins are: “For God is Much forgiving, Merciful.” (Verse 5) 

We do not here want to go into any of the arguments which are frequently found 

in books of commentary on the Qur’ n or Islamic jurisprudence, i.e. fiqh, concerning 

the proviso mentioned in this verse: “If they should repent, take to prayer and pay the 

zak t, let them go their way.” (Verse 5) These arguments discuss whether these are the 

essential conditions of being a Muslim, in the sense that a person who does not 

observe them is considered an unbeliever. They also discuss whether these are 

sufficient for the acceptance of anyone who declares repentance without going into 

the other basic duties of Islam. We do not feel this verse is concerned with any such 

argument. Rather, it simply tackles a real situation involving the idolaters in Arabia 

at the time. None of these would have declared their repentance, prayed regularly 

and paid the zak t without the full intention of submitting themselves to God and 

being Muslims in the full sense of the word. Hence the Qur’ nic verse specifies the 

declaration of repentance, regular prayers and zak t payment as a mark of the 

acceptance of Islam in full with all its conditions and significance. The first of these is 

naturally the submission to God by declaring one’s belief that there is no deity other 

than God and belief in the Prophet Mu ammad’s message by declaring that 

Mu ammad is God’s Messenger. This verse is not, then, about making any rulings 

on legal matters, but it outlines practical steps to deal with a particular situation 

where certain circumstances applied. 

Asylum for the Enemy 

Yet despite the declaration of war against all the idolaters after the four months 

are over, Islam continues to demonstrate its grace as well as its serious and realistic 

approach. It does not seek to exterminate all idolaters. On the contrary, it also 

declares a campaign of guidance whenever that is possible. Individual idolaters who 

are not part of a hostile and belligerent community are guaranteed safety in the land 

of Islam. God instructs His Messenger to give them asylum so that they may listen to 
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God’s word and become aware of the nature of the Islamic message before they are 

given safe conduct to their own domiciles. All this, even though they are still 

idolaters: “If any of the idolaters seeks asylum with you, grant him protection, so that he may 

hear the word of God, and then convey him to his place of safety. That is because the idolaters 

are people who lack knowledge.” (Verse 6) 

This shows how Islam was keen to reach out to every heart with its guidance. No 

single case was to be taken lightly. Whoever appeals for protection shall be granted 

it. Anyone who seeks such asylum cannot at the same time try to join a hostile force 

seeking to undermine the Muslim community. Hence granting protection to such a 

person provides him with the opportunity to listen to the Qur’ n and to get to know 

the true nature of the Islamic faith. When God’s word is heard in such an 

atmosphere, hearts may well respond positively. Even if they do not, the Muslims 

are still required to ensure the safety of anyone who appeals for their help until he is 

returned to a place where he feels secure. 

This is one of the sublime heights to which Islam raises its community. Protection 

is provided for an idolater, an enemy who might have participated in persecution of 

the Muslims themselves. Now they are required to give him safe conduct until he has 

reached a place where he feels secure outside the Muslim state. This is a mark of the 

Islamic method of action. It is a method of guidance, and guidance remains its 

ultimate goal even when its efforts are concentrated on the protection of the land of 

Islam. 

Yet some people claim that the purpose of Islamic jih d was to compel people to 

accept Islam. There are others who try to defend Islam against such a charge by 

claiming that jih d was merely a war of self defence within national borders. Both 

need to look at this great instruction given to the Prophet and the Muslim 

community: “If any of the idolaters seeks asylum with you, grant him protection, so that he 

may hear the word of God, and then convey him to his place of safety. That is because the 

idolaters are people who lack knowledge.” (Verse 6) 

This religion seeks to provide knowledge to those who lack such knowledge, and 

to give protection to whoever appeals for protection, even though they may belong 

to the enemy camp and who might have fought to suppress the Islamic message. It 

resorts to the use of force only to destroy physical forces that prevent people from 

listening to God’s word and stop them from knowing what He has revealed. Such 

forces deprive them of the chance to follow God’s guidance and force them into 

submission to beings other than God. When such physical forces have been 

destroyed and impediments have been removed, individuals are given protection, 

despite choosing to remain unbelievers. Islam only informs them of God’s word 

without subjecting them to fear or pressure, and grants them protection and security, 

the fact that they continue to reject God’s message notwithstanding. 
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There are countless regimes extant today where the dissenter has no sense of 

security for his life, property, honour or human rights. Yet people who see this 

taking place in front of their own eyes try to defend Islam against this false charge by 

distorting the image of the divine message. They try to portray Islam as nothing 

more than a passive message that confronts swords and guns with nothing more 

than words, whether in our own time or at any other time. 

This is, then, an outline of the final rulings that determine the relations between 

the Muslim community and the remaining idolaters in Arabia. They mean an end to 

the state based on peace agreements with all idolaters, after four months in some 

cases and at the end of their specified terms in others. The eventual outcome of these 

rulings is that there will only be one of two situations: either repentance, mending of 

ways, attending to prayers and payment of zak t, which in essence means the 

acceptance of Islam, or fighting idolaters, taking them captive and chasing them out 

of their hiding places. 

This termination of the state of peace based on treaties and agreements is followed 

by a rhetorical question stating that it is just not possible that idolaters should have 

such covenants with God and His Messenger. The very principle of having such 

agreements is rejected outright: “How can there be a treaty with God and His Messenger 

for the idolaters?” (Verse 7) 

This outright denunciation, coming as it does in the verses that follow the opening 

ones, may be understood to abrogate the first rulings which allowed the continued 

observance of treaties with those who fulfilled their obligations under those rulings 

and did not provide any assistance to any group hostile to the Muslim community. 

In order to dispel any such misunderstanding, the ruling is restated once more: 

“Unless it be those of them with whom you have made a treaty at the Sacred Mosque? So 

long as they are true to you, be true to them; for God loves those who are God-fearing.” 

(Verse 7) 

This restatement adds a new provision. The first instruction required the Muslims 

to honour their obligations to those who had shown their true commitment to their 

peace agreements and fulfilled their own obligations under such agreements. Now 

the instruction to keep faith with them is qualified, making it clear that the Muslims 

were to honour their obligations to them for as long as they themselves continued to 

observe their treaties in full, as they did in the past. Here we note the careful 

phraseology of texts relating to dealings, transactions and relations with others. 

Implicit understanding is not sufficient. It is followed by a clear statement. 

Considering the different aspects that prevailed in the Muslim community at the 

time and the way this decisive step was likely to be received by the Muslim 

community, the s rah reminds the Muslims of the true nature of the idolaters, their 
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feelings, intentions and attitudes towards the Muslims. We are told by God Himself 

that the idolaters will never respect an agreement or honour an obligation or observe 

a moral value or a tradition once they are sure they can get away with such 

treachery. Hence, they cannot be trusted to honour their obligations. The only way is 

for them to accept Islam and show their commitment to it. 

No Peace Possible 

“How can there be a treaty with God and His Messenger for the idolaters?” (Verse 7) The 

idolaters do not submit themselves truly to God, nor do they acknowledge His 

Messenger or the message he conveys to them. How could they, then, have a treaty 

with God and His Messenger? They do not simply deny a creature like themselves, 

or a constitution devised by human beings. Rather, they deny the One who has 

created them and continues to provide them with sustenance to preserve their lives. 

By so doing they place themselves in opposition to God and His Messenger. How is 

it conceivable, then, that they should have a treaty with them? The rhetorical 

question posed by the s rah addresses the very principle of having such a treaty. It is 

not concerned with any particular application of the principle. 

It may be said here that some of the idolaters had such treaties and God ordered 

that some of these treaties must be honoured. There were also treaties concluded 

after the establishment of the Muslim state in Madinah, some of which were with the 

idolaters and some with the Jews. Moreover, the peace agreement of al- udaybiyah 

was signed in the sixth year of the Islamic calendar. Earlier s rahs included verses 

that clearly permitted such treaties, although they also permitted the termination of 

such treaties in case of surmised or actual treachery. So if it is the very principle of 

having agreements that is condemned here, how was it possible that such treaties 

were permitted and concluded? 

Such an argument does not stand when we understand the nature of the Islamic 

method of operation, which we discussed in the introductions to this s rah and the 

preceding one, The Spoils of War. These treaties dealt with existing situations with 

adequate means. The final ruling, however, is that the idolaters should not have any 

treaty with God and His Messenger. These treaties were made under provisional 

rulings. Otherwise, the ultimate goal of the movement which aims to establish Islam 

is that there should not be any idolatry on the face of the earth. All submission must 

be to God alone. Islam has declared this ultimate goal from the very first day, 

deceiving no one. The prevailing circumstances in a certain period made it necessary 

to conclude a peace agreement with those who wanted peace so that it could deal 

with those hostile forces trying to suppress its message. Islam does not lose sight of 

its ultimate goal. It does not overlook the fact that the idolaters themselves looked at 
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those agreements as only temporary. They were bound to launch new aggressions 

against the Muslim community. They would not leave the Muslims alone when they 

were aware of the aim of Islam. They would not remain at peace with the Muslim 

community for long when they had completed their preparations for a new 

confrontation. God said to the believers right at the beginning: “They shall not cease to 

fight you until they force you to renounce your faith, if they can.” (2: 217) This continues to 

be their attitude at all times. The verse describes a permanent situation, not one that 

applies in certain circumstances. 

Although the principle itself is denounced, God has permitted the honouring of 

treaties with those who continued to honour their obligations. He only made the 

proviso that this should be reciprocated, which means that treaties were to be 

honoured by the Muslims as long as the idolaters continued to honour them: “Unless 

it be those of them with whom you have made a treaty at the Sacred Mosque? So long as they 

are true to you, be true to them; for God loves those who are God- fearing.” (Verse 7) 

Unlike what some contemporary commentators have understood, those people 

who had a treaty signed at the Sacred Mosque were the same group as they to whom 

reference was made earlier in the s rah: “Except for those idolaters with whom you have 

made a treaty and who have honoured their obligations (under the treaty) in every detail, and 

have not aided anyone against you. To these fulfil your obligations until their treaties have 

run their term. God loves those who are righteous.” (Verse 4) The two verses refer to the 

same group. However, the first reference makes an exception in their case as 

opposed to all those whose treaties are terminated. They are mentioned again in 

verse 7, in connection with the denunciation of the principle of making peace 

agreements with idolaters. Their second mention is necessary to make it clear that 

there is no abrogation of the first ruling in their favour. The righteous and the God-

fearing are mentioned on both occasions, using the same Arabic word for both, and 

highlighting the fact that God loves those who are righteous and God-fearing, to 

indicate that the subject matter is the same. The second statement completes the 

conditions stated earlier. In the first, their past attitude of honouring their obligations 

is mentioned, and in the second the condition of their continued observance of these 

obligations is made clear. The careful phraseology requires that both statements are 

taken together to grasp the meaning in full. 

The principle of making peace with the idolaters is then denounced on historical 

and practical grounds, after it had been denounced on grounds of faith. Both sets of 

reasons are grouped together in the verses that follow: “How (else could it be) when, 

should they prevail over you, they will respect neither agreement made with you, nor 

obligation of honour towards you? They try to please you with what they say, while at heart 

they remain adamantly hostile. Most of them are transgressors. They barter away God’s 

revelations for a paltry price and debar others from His path. Evil indeed is what they do. 
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They respect neither agreement nor obligation of honour with regard to any believer. Those 

indeed are the aggressors.” (Verses 8-10) 

How is it conceivable that the idolaters should have a covenant with God and His 

Messenger when they do not make any agreement with you unless they are unable to 

overcome you? Should they prevail over you, they would subject you to their wrath, 

observing no agreement, honouring no commitment and heeding no moral or ethical 

value. They would respect no pledge and allow no limit in the punishment they 

would inflict on you if only they could prevail against you in war. They would not 

even respect the values of their own society, risking any criticism they might incur 

for not abiding by these limits. No matter what agreements they may have with you, 

their blind hatred of you causes them to trespass all limits and violate all 

commitments, if only they can prevail over you. What prevents them from doing that 

now is not the sort of agreements they have with you. They are only prevented by 

the fact that they cannot achieve victory over you in battle. Now that you are too 

strong for them, they try to please you with what they say and by showing that they 

are true to their commitments. But in truth, their hearts are full of grudges against 

you. With such heart-burning animosity, they will always wish you ill. They have no 

desire to be in a relation of friendship with you and they harbour no good intention 

towards you. 

No Obligation Honoured 

“Most of them are transgressors. They barter away God’s revelations for a paltry price and 

debar others from His path. Evil indeed is what they do.” (Verses 8-9) There is a basic 

reason for their treacherous attitude: that they are transgressors who have deviated 

widely from God’s guidance. They have bartered away God’s revelations for a paltry 

price in the shape of fleeting pleasures and temporary comforts. They fear that 

adopting Islam will deny them some or all of these interests or that it may involve 

some financial cost. Hence they do not merely refuse to accept Islam, but they also 

try to debar others from its path. This is, then, the result of the deal they made when 

they exchanged God’s message for a paltry price. Hence, they turn away from God’s 

path and debar others from following it. What they do is evil indeed, as God Himself 

states: “Evil indeed is what they do.” (Verse 9) 

The grudge they harbour is not directed against you personally, nor are their evil 

actions levelled at you as individuals or a particular group. Their grudge is against 

every believer, and their evil deeds shall always be levelled against every Muslim. It 

is an animosity directed at the very Duality of faith, or indeed against faith itself. 

This has always been the case with the enemies of faith, in all periods of history. 

Thus said the sorcerers to Pharaoh when he threatened them with torture, vengeance 
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and a woeful doom: “You want to take vengeance on us only because we have believed in 

the signs of our Lord when they were shown to us.” (7: 126) The same was said by the 

Prophet, on God’s instructions, to the people of earlier revelations who opposed him: 

“Say: ‘People of earlier revelations! Do you find fault with us for any reason other than we 

believe in God alone?’” (5: 59) In reference to the People of the Pit who in former times 

burned the believers with their women and children, God says: “They took vengeance 

on them for no reason other than that they believed in God, the Almighty, the Praised One.” 

(85: 8) 

Faith is then the cause of all their hatred for the believers. Hence their ill-will and 

atrocities are directed against every believer: “They respect neither agreement nor 

obligation of honour with regard to any believer. Those indeed are the aggressors.” (Verse 10) 

It is in their nature that they are aggressors. Their aggression begins with their hatred 

of the divine faith and their rejection of its message. It is their aggression that leads 

them to stand in opposition to faith and adopt a hostile attitude to the believers, 

respecting no treaty or obligation of honour. Hence, should they prevail and feel that 

they can get away with what they want, they will resort to any atrocity without limit. 

God then gives His instructions on how the believers should react to this state of 

affairs: “Yet, if they repent, take to prayers and pay the zak t, they are your brethren in faith. 

Clear do We make Our revelations to people of knowledge. But if they break their pledges after 

having concluded a treaty with you, and revile your religion, then fight these archetypes of 

faithlessness who have no [respect for a] binding pledge; so that they may desist.” (Verses 11-

12) 

In view of such a long history as well as the nature of the inevitable battle between 

God’s message, which seeks to free mankind from subjugation by other creatures in 

order that they submit to God alone, and j hiliyyah systems which seek to make some 

people tyrannize over others, God gives a very clear and decisive directive to the 

Muslims: “Yet, if they repent, take to prayers and pay the zak t, they are your brethren in 

faith. Clear do We make Our revelations to people of knowledge. But if they break their 

pledges after having concluded a treaty with you, and revile your religion, then fight these 

archetypes of faithlessness who have no respect for a binding pledge, so that they may desist.” 

(Verses 11-12) 

The choice before them, then, is clear. They may accept what the Muslims have 

accepted and repent of whatever aggression and transgression they have committed. 

In this case, the Muslims will forgive them for whatever they might have committed 

against them in the past. A new relationship will then be established which makes 

these new Muslims brothers of the older Muslims and the past is forgiven and 

forgotten altogether: “Clear do We make Our revelations to people of knowledge.” (Verse 

11) These rulings are best appreciated and acted upon by the people of knowledge 

who are the believers. 
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Having made pledges and concluded a treaty with the believers, the other choice 

they had was to violate their pledges and speak ill of the Islamic faith. In such a 

situation they would assume the leadership of disbelief and faithlessness. No treaty 

would be valid in their favour and no obligation to them need be respected. The 

Muslims are required then to fight them, for they may, perchance, reflect on their 

situation and see the truth for what it is. As we have already said, the strength of the 

Islamic camp and its success in jih d may influence people to recognize its truth. 

They would thus see that the truth is triumphant because of its being the truth and 

because it relies on God’s power and support. They would recognize that the Prophet 

(peace be upon him) was only saying the truth when he told them that God, and His 

Messenger, are overpowering. That should lead them to repentance for their past 

misdeeds and a resolve to follow divine guidance, not by force and compulsion, but 

through conviction that often comes as a result of seeing the truth triumphant. 

An Attitude Confirmed by History 

It is now pertinent to ask: to what stages of history and to what communities do 

these statements apply? What sort of historical and social dimensions apply to them? 

Are they valid only in the case of Arabia at the time of revelation? Or do they extend 

to other times and places? These verses reflect a situation that prevailed at the time in 

Arabia between the Muslims and the camp of idolatry. There is no doubt that the 

rulings they outline deal with that situation; the idolaters they mention are those in 

Arabia at that particular time. All this is true; but how far are they applicable and in 

which situations? In order to answer these questions, we need to review the attitudes 

idolaters have adopted towards the believers throughout history. 

As for the Arabian stage, the events that took place during the lifetime of the 

Prophet are sufficient to give us a clear answer. In our commentary on this s rah 

alone we have enough information to describe the attitude of the idolaters towards 

this religion and its followers ever since its early days in Makkah up to the time of 

the revelation of these verses. It is true that the later and much longer-lasting conflict 

was between Islam on the one hand and the Jews and Christians on the other, rather 

than between Islam and idolatry. Nevertheless, the idolaters have always adopted 

the same attitude towards Muslims as described in these verses: “How [else could it be] 

when, should they prevail over you, they will respect neither agreement made with you, nor 

obligation of honour towards you? They try to please you with what they say, while at heart 

they remain adamantly hostile. Most of them are transgressors. They barter away God’s 

revelations for a paltry price and debar others from His path. Evil indeed is what they do. 

They respect neither agreement nor obligation of honour with regard to any believer. Those 

indeed are the aggressors.” (Verses 8-10) As for the people of earlier revelations, i.e. the 

Jews and Christians, and their attitude towards the Muslims, this will be discussed at 
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length in Chapter 2 of this volume. We need to reflect now on the history of the 

idolaters with the Muslims. 

If we consider that Islam, which is the faith based on the principle of submission 

to God alone, concluded, rather than started, with the message of the Prophet 

Mu ammad, we are bound to recognize that the attitude of idolaters towards every 

one of God’s Messengers and to divine messages reflects the attitude of idolatry 

towards faith. This should place matters in the right perspective. We see this attitude 

for what it is in reality, as truthfully described in these Qur’ nic verses. It is an 

attitude that we recognize in all periods of history. 

What did the idolaters do to those noble prophets and messengers: Noah, Hūd, 

Ş li , Abraham, Shu`ayb, Moses, Jesus, (peace be upon them all), each in his own 

time? And what did they do to the Prophet Mu ammad and his followers? They 

certainly respected no agreement or obligation of honour, until they had been 

overcome. Again, what did the idolaters do to the Muslims in the second great 

campaign mounted against Islam, when the banner of idolatry was this time hoisted 

by the Tartars? Even today, fourteen centuries after the revelation of these verses, 

what is being done to the Muslims by the idolaters and the atheists everywhere? 

They simply do what the Qur’ n states: “They respect neither agreement nor obligation of 

honour with regard to any believer” (Verse 10) 

When the Tartars won victory over the Muslims in Baghdad, an unprecedented 

massacre took place. We will mention here only a brief account of what is recorded 

by the historian Ibn Kathīr in his book, al-Bid yah wa’l-Nih yah, as he describes the 

events of the year 656 H. (1258 CE): 

When the Tartars descended on the city of Baghdad, they killed whomever 

they met of men, women and children, young and old. Many people tried to 

hide in wells, rubbish dumps and sewers, where they stayed for several days. 

Some people locked themselves in inns and guesthouses, but the Tartars 

broke into every such house, and chased the people they found there to the 

roofs where they killed them. Gutters and alleys were overflowing with 

blood, and so were mosques and other places of worship. The only survivors 

were the Jews and the Christians in the city and those who sought refuge 

with them, and those who were given shelter in the house of Ibn al-`Alqamī, 
the Shi`ite minister. A group of businessmen were also spared and given 

safety after they had paid large sums of money for the purpose. Baghdad, 

which used to be the most friendly and peaceful of cities, was totally in ruin, 

inhabited only by a small portion of its original population, and even these 

were living in fear, hunger and humiliation. 

Reports on the number of the Muslims killed in Baghdad in this battle vary, 
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with some estimating the dead to be eight hundred thousands, while other 

reports suggest the dead numbered a million, and still others putting the 

estimate at two million people. We can only say what Muslims are 

recommended to say at the time of a calamity: “To God we belong and to Him do 

we return... All power belongs to God, the Most High, the Almighty.” 

The Tartars entered Baghdad towards the end of the month of Mu arram, 

and continued the killing of its population for forty days. The Caliph, Al-

Musta`şim Bill h, was killed on Wednesday, 14 Şafar and his grave was 

erased. On the day of his death he was 46 years of age and 4 months. His 

reign lasted for 15 years, 8 months and a few days. His eldest son, A mad 

Abū al-`Abb s, was killed at the same time at the age of 25, while his middle 

son, `Abd al-Ra m n, who was 23, was killed a short while later. His 

youngest son, Mub rak, and his three sisters, F imah, Khadījah and 

Maryam, were taken prisoner. 

The most prominent scholar in Baghdad, Shaikh Yūsuf ibn Shaikh Abū al-

Faraj ibn al-Jawzī, who was hostile to the Minister, was killed together with 

his three sons, `Abdull h, `Abd al-Ra m n and `Abd al-Karīm. All the 

nobility in the city were killed one by one. Prominent among these were 

Muj hid al-Dīn Aybak, and Shih b al-Dīn Sulaym n Sh h and many others. 

Anyone who belonged to the `Abb s ruling family might be called out, and 

he would have to go with his women and children to al-Khall l graveyard, 

where he would be slaughtered like a sheep. The Tartars might choose some 

of his daughters or other women in his household to keep as prisoners. The 

most prominent and eldest scholar in Baghdad, `Alī ibn al-Nayy r, who had 

educated the Caliph when he was young, was also killed as well as most 

im ms and scholars in the city. Mosques were abandoned and no 

congregational or Friday prayer was held in any mosque for several months 

in Baghdad. 

After forty days, when the massacre was over, Baghdad was in total ruin, 

with only the odd person walking about. Dead bodies were placed in heaps 

in the streets. Rain had changed their colour and their bodies had begun to 

rot. The smell in the city was most awful and there were outbreaks of several 

diseases which moved far and wide, reaching as far as Syria. People were 

then facing scarcity of necessary commodities, an unabating massacre, as well 

as epidemics. Those were indeed hard times. 

When safety was announced for the survivors, those who were hiding in 

holes and graveyards came out. They looked so pale as though they were 

brought back from the dead. They were practically unrecognizable, to the 

extent that a father might not recognize his son, and brothers might not 
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recognize each other. They were vulnerable to any disease and many of them 

soon died....19 

Hostility Unabated 

Such were the facts of history when the idolaters overpowered the Muslims. They 

respected no provision of any treaty, nor any obligation of honour. The question to 

be asked here is whether this was an isolated episode of ancient history, typical only 

of the Tartars at that particular period of time? 

The answer is certainly a negative one. In modern history we find examples of 

similarly ghastly atrocities. What the Indian idolaters did at the time of the partition 

of India is by no means less hideous or appalling than what the Tartars of old did. 

Eight million Muslims decided to migrate to Pakistan when they were in fear of their 

lives as a result of the barbaric attacks launched against those Muslims who decided 

to stay in India. Only three million of them managed to reach the Pakistani borders. 

The other five million were killed on the way. They were attacked by well organized 

Hindu militia. These were well known to the Indian government, and indeed were 

controlled by some highly placed officials in the Indian government itself. Those five 

million Muslims were slaughtered like sheep. Their bodies were left along the roads 

after many of them were disfigured in a way which was no less horrendous than 

what the Tartars of old did in Baghdad. 

The most horrible single incident was that involving the train which carried no 

less than 50,000 Muslim employees from different parts of India on their way to 

Pakistan. It was agreed at the time when the partition agreement was made that any 

government official who wanted to migrate to Pakistan would be allowed to do so. 

The train carried all those thousands of employees. It had to travel through a tunnel 

at the Khaybar Pass close to the borders, but when the train came out of the tunnel, it 

carried no living soul. Its cargo was nothing other than the dead bodies of all its 

passengers, having been torn to pieces. What happened was that those same Hindu 

militia stopped the train inside the tunnel and killed all its passengers. The train was 

allowed to proceed only when this most ghastly massacre was over. God certainly 

tells the truth as He says: “Should they prevail over you, they will respect neither 

agreement made with you, nor obligation of honour towards you?” (Verse 8) Such 

massacres continue to be committed in a variety of ways. 

We then ask what have Communist Russia and China done to their Muslim 

populations? Within a quarter of a century they exterminated 26 million of them, 

with an average of one million a year. The policy of exterminating the Muslims is still 

                                                 
19 Ibn Kathīr, al-Bid yah wal-Nih yah, Beirut, 1996, Vol. 13, pp. 199-203. 
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going on. This is not to say anything about the horrible methods of torture that have 

become common practice in those countries. Only this year,20 the Chinese sector of 

Muslim Turkmanistan witnessed events that outbid all the Tartars’ atrocities. A 

leading figure of the Muslim community was placed in a hole specially dug for him 

in the middle of the road. Members of his community were forced to bring their 

stools, which were normally used by the state in the manufacture of fertilizers, and 

throw them on their leader standing in his hole. This continued for three days until 

the man slowly suffocated and died. 

Communist Yugoslavia has also been guilty of similar atrocities against its Muslim 

population. One million Muslim people have been killed there since the Communist 

takeover in that country at the end of the Second World War. Muslim men and 

women were thrown into meat mincers to come out as a minced whole. This is only 

an example of the continuing massacres and torture being committed there. 

The same sort of evil tactics are employed by all Communist and pagan countries, 

even today in the twentieth century. True indeed is God’s statement: “Should they 

prevail over you, they will respect neither agreement made with you, nor obligation of honour 

towards you.” (Verse 8) “They respect neither agreement nor obligation of honour with 

regard to any believer. Those indeed are the aggressors.” (Verse 10) 

God’s description of the unbelievers’ attitude towards the Muslims is not limited 

to a special situation that prevailed in Arabia at a particular period of history. Nor 

was what happened in Baghdad at the hands of the Tartars an isolated case. Indeed 

that statement describes a typical attitude that we meet everywhere, whenever a 

community of believers who submit themselves to God alone are confronted by 

idolaters or atheists who submit to beings other than God. 

Hence, although these statements were meant to deal with a particular situation in 

the Arabian Peninsula, and outlined a framework for dealing with the idolaters in 

Arabia, they have far greater significance. They, in fact, address any similar situation, 

wherever it takes place. They are to be acted upon whenever their implementation is 

possible as was the case in Arabia. It is the Muslims’ ability to put them into effect 

that counts, not the particular circumstances that led to their revelation. 

Doubts Dispelled 

Will you not fight against people who have broken their solemn pledges and set out to 

drive out the Messenger, and who were the first to attack you? Do you fear them? It is 

God alone whom you should fear, if you are true believers. Fight them: God will 

punish them at your hands, and will bring disgrace upon them; and will grant you 

                                                 
20 This was written in 1962 or 1963. — Editor's note. 
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victory over them and will grant heart felt satisfaction to those who are believers, 

removing all angry feelings from their hearts. God will turn in His mercy to whom He 

wills. God is All-knowing and Wise. Do you think that you will be left alone, unless 

God takes cognizance of those of you who strive hard for His cause and establish close 

association with none other than God, His Messenger and the believers? God is well 

aware of what you do. (Verses 13-16) 

These verses come immediately after questions have been raised over the very 

principle of a treaty or a covenant being granted to the idolaters by God and His 

Messenger. In the same verses the idolaters were given the choice either to accept the 

faith based on submission to God alone or open warfare, except for the person who 

may seek refuge with the Muslims. Such a person is given shelter and made to listen 

to God’s revelations before he is given safe conduct to his place of security. The 

reason for questioning the principle itself is that the idolaters will never respect any 

agreement or obligation of honour with regard to any believer when they prevail 

over the Muslims. 

These verses are given here to answer any doubts felt within the Muslim 

community, at all levels, and the reluctance of some of the believers to take such 

drastic action by terminating existing treaties. It also responds to the desire felt on 

the part of some believers that the remaining idolaters in Arabia would eventually 

come round to recognize the truth of the Islamic message and accept it without the 

need to fight them, with all that a war involves of risk to life and property. 

The Qur’ n answers all these feelings and fears by reminding the Muslims of their 

own experiences of the idolaters’ attitude to their treaties with the believers. It 

reminds them of the time when the idolaters tried to expel God’s Messenger from 

Makkah before he left to settle in Madinah. It also reminds them that it was the 

idolaters who were the aggressors when they first attacked the Muslims in Madinah. 

It then arouses their sense of shame if they fear confronting the idolaters on the 

battlefield. If they are true believers, then they should fear God alone. It encourages 

them to fight the unbelievers, so that God may inflict punishment on them at their 

hands. This means that the believers would be the means to accomplish God’s will 

when He determines to punish His enemies and bring about their humiliation, 

giving at the same time satisfaction to the believers who have suffered at their hands. 

These verses also answer the excuses that are made to justify a reluctance to fight 

those idolaters, including the hope that those unbelievers might eventually accept 

Islam without the need to fight them. The Muslims are told that true hope should be 

pinned on the victory of the Muslims in the war against them. When the idolaters are 

defeated by God’s will, some of them may turn to God in repentance and accept 

Islam. Finally, these verses draw the attentions of the believers to the fact that it is 

only God’s will that He tests believers with such duties so that they may prove 
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themselves. Such laws which God has set in operation will continue to apply as long 

as human life on earth remains. 

“Will you not fight against people who have broken their solemn pledges and set out to 

drive out the Messenger, and who were the first to attack you? Do you fear them? It is God 

alone whom you should fear, if you are true believers.” (Verse 13) The whole history of the 

idolaters with the believers is one of violating solemn pledges and breaching 

agreements. The most recent example was the violation of the peace treaty concluded 

at al- udaybiyah. Acting on instructions from his Lord, the Prophet accepted in that 

agreement their conditions which were felt by some of his best Companions to be 

totally unfair to the Muslims. He fulfilled his obligations under that agreement as 

meticulously as possible. For their part, the idolaters did not respect their agreement, 

nor did they fulfil their obligations. Within two years, and at the first opportunity, 

they committed a flagrant breach of their obligations, extending active support to 

their allies who launched a treacherous attack against the Prophet’s allies. 

Moreover, it was the idolaters who tried to expel the Prophet from Makkah, and 

who were determined finally to kill him. This was before he migrated to Madinah. It 

was in the Sacred Mosque, the Inviolable House of Worship, where even a murderer 

was sure to be unharmed. Anyone might meet there someone who had killed his 

father or brother and he would not lift a finger against him. In the case of 

Mu ammad, God’s Messenger who advocated submission to God alone and the 

following of His guidance, they did not respect even that obligation of honour. They 

did not even respect their traditions which they observed even with vengeance 

killers. They went as far as plotting to kill him in the Sacred Mosque itself. 

It was also the idolaters who tried to fight the Muslims in Madinah. Under Abū 

Jahl’s leadership, they insisted on fighting the Muslims after their trade caravan had 

been able to escape. They went on the offensive in the Battles of U ud and the Moat, 

and they mobilized other tribes against the believers in the Battle of unayn. All 

these encounters and events were still fresh in the memories of the believers. They all 

confirm the persistent attitude of the idolaters which is described by God in the 

Qur’ n: “They shall not cease to fight you until they force you to renounce your faith, if they 

can.” (2: 217) This is clear in the nature of the relationship between the camp which 

worships all sorts of deities and the one which worships God alone. 

After this reminder, God asks them: “Do you fear them?” (Verse 13) They should 

not refrain from fighting the idolaters, after this long history of treachery, unless they 

were afraid of them. But this question is followed by a statement which stirs new 

feelings of determination and courage: ‘It is God alone whom you should fear, if you are 

true believers.” (Verse 13) A true believer fears no creature whatsoever, because he 

only fears God. So they should examine their true feelings, because if they are true 

believers they will fear no one other than God. 
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An Order to Fight 

The feelings of those early Muslims were heightened when they were reminded of 

those events: how the idolaters plotted to assassinate the Prophet, and how they 

repeatedly violated their agreements with the Muslims and launched a treacherous 

attack against them, taking them by surprise whenever a chance presented itself. 

They also remembered how the idolaters, in their despotic insolence, were the first to 

attack them. With their feelings so heightened, they are encouraged to fight the 

idolaters and are promised victory over them: “Fight them: God will punish them at 

your hands, and will bring disgrace upon them; and will grant you victory over them and will 

grant heart felt satisfaction to those who are believers, removing all angry feelings from their 

hearts.” (Verses 14-15) 

When you fight them, God will make you the means of the execution of His will, 

and He will bring about their punishment by your hands, causing them to be 

defeated and humiliated after they have arrogantly been demonstrating their power. 

With the victory He will grant you, God will make the believers who had been at the 

receiving end of the idolaters’ repression and persecution happy. This happiness will 

come about as a result of the complete victory of the truth and the defeat of falsehood 

and its advocates. 

But this is not all. There is more good news and more reward for certain people: 

“God will turn in His mercy to whom He wills.” (Verse 15) When the Muslims achieve 

victory some of the idolaters may open their hearts to the truth. They may be able to 

recognize that this victory was achieved with the help of a power that is totally 

superior to all that human beings can muster. They may appreciate the effects faith 

brings about in the outlook and behaviour of the believers and feel that faith makes 

its followers better people. All this takes place in reality. Hence the believers receive 

the reward for their jih d and struggle against disbelief, and they are rewarded for 

enabling unbelievers to see the truth of faith. Islam will gain in strength as a result of 

those who join its ranks after the victory of the believers: “God is All-knowing and 

Wise.” (Verse 15) He knows the outcome of events before they even take place, and in 

His wisdom, He is aware of the results and effects of forthcoming actions and moves. 

The emergence of the power of Islam and its establishment as a force to be 

reckoned with will inevitably attract the hearts and minds of people who may prefer 

to turn away from Islam when it is weak or when its power and influence are not 

clearly demonstrated. The advocates of Islam will have a much easier task in trying 

to make the truth of Islam clear to people when they have the sort of power which 

causes their community to be held in awe by others. It must be remembered, 

however, that when God educated the small, persecuted Muslim community in 

Makkah, implanting the Qur’ nic principles in their hearts, He promised them only 

one thing, which was heaven, and He made only one requirement of them, which 
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was perseverance. When they demonstrated their perseverance and sought the prize 

of admittance into heaven and nothing else, God granted them victory and 

encouraged them to achieve it so that it would soothe their hearts and bring them full 

satisfaction. In such circumstances, victory is not granted to the Muslim community 

as individuals or as a community; it is granted to God’s message. The Muslims are 

only the means for the execution of His will. 

It was also necessary that the Muslims should launch their struggle against all the 

idolaters as one camp, and that all treaties with all the idolaters should be terminated 

at the same time, and that the Muslims would form a solid, united camp against all 

idolaters. Thus, those who had harboured different intentions and sought excuses of 

business, blood relations or other interests to justify their continued dealings with the 

idolaters should make their true position clear, free of all ambiguity. All such excuses 

had to be tested so that those who make of them a means to maintain close relations 

with the idolaters, in preference to their association with God, His Messenger and the 

believers should be known. If such excuses could be made in the past when relations 

between different camps had not crystallized, there was no room for any ambiguity 

now: “Do you think that you will be left alone, unless God takes cognizance of those of you 

who strive hard for His cause and establish close association with none other than God, His 

Messenger and the believers? God is well aware of what you do.” (Verse 16) 

As happens in all communities, there was a group among the Muslims that was 

skilled in manoeuvres, climbing over fences and making plausible excuses. Making 

use of the fluid situation when relations between the different camps had not 

crystallized, such people continued to make contacts with the enemy behind the 

backs of the Muslim community, seeking to serve only their own interests. Now that 

the situation was finally outlined, with each camp making its standpoint very clear, 

all such loopholes and back doors were finally and firmly closed. 

It is certainly in the interest of the Muslim community and the interest of the 

Islamic faith to make the situation clear and to lay all intentions bare, so that those 

who strive hard for no reason other than earning God’s pleasure are distinguished by 

their sincerity. Similarly those who have different intentions, and those who try to 

circumvent Islamic rules in order to pursue their own interests with the unbelievers 

are also known. 

God has known such people all the time. Nothing is added to God’s knowledge as 

a result of any event or action. “God is well aware of what you do.” (Verse 16) He, 

however, holds people to account only for what appears of their reality through their 

own actions. It is His method to test people so that their true feelings and what they 

harbour in their innermost hearts are made to appear. The best way to do this is to 

test them with hardship. 
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Who May Tend God’s Houses 

It is not for the idolaters to visit or tend God’s houses of worship; for they are self-

confessed unbelievers. Vain shall be their actions and they shall abide in the fire. God’s 

houses of worship may be tended only by those who believe in God and the Last Day, 

are constant in prayers, pay zak t (i.e. the obligatory charity) and fear none other than 

God. It is those who are likely to be rightly guided. Do you, perchance, consider that 

the provision of drinking water to pilgrims and tending the Sacred Mosque are equal 

to believing in God and the Last Day and striving for God’s cause? These are not 

equal in God’s sight. God does not provide guidance for people who are wrongdoers. 

Those who believe, and leave their homes and strive hard for God’s cause with their 

property and their lives stand higher in rank with God. It is they who shall triumph. 

Their Lord gives them the happy news of bestowing on them His grace, and 

acceptance, and of the gardens of eternal bliss where they shall reside for ever. God’s 

reward is great indeed. (Verses 17-22) 

With the declaration and disavowal made at the beginning of the s rah concerning 

the termination of the treaties with the unbelievers, there can be no excuse for 

anyone who refuses to fight the idolaters. Moreover, there might have been some 

hesitation to forbid them entry to the Sacred Mosque in Makkah, which they used to 

enjoy in pre-Islamic days. The s rah questions the claims of the idolaters to visit the 

Sacred Mosque, for that is an exclusive right of the believers who attend to their 

duties of worshipping God alone. That the idolaters used to visit the Mosque and 

provide drinking water to the pilgrims did not alter the situation in any way. These 

verses address those troubled Muslims who might not as yet have fully understood 

this basic Islamic principle. 

“It is not for the idolaters to visit or tend God’s houses of worship, for they are self-

confessed unbelievers.” (Verse 17) It is totally wrong that this should ever happen 

because it is contrary to the nature of things. God’s houses of worship belong to Him 

alone, and only His name should be glorified in them. No other name should be 

invoked beside His name. How could it be acceptable then that those who associate 

partners with Him should ever tend these houses of worship when they are self-

confessed unbelievers. “Vain shall be their actions.” (Verse 17) Whatever they do is 

without value, including their tending of the Ka`bah, the Inviolable House of 

Worship. That is because none of their actions is based on the fundamental principle 

of God’s oneness. As a result of their open and clear rejection of the truth of faith, 

“they shall abide in the fire.” (Verse 17) 

Worship is simply an expression of faith. If the faith is wrongly based, then the 

worship offered on its basis is wrong as well. Hence any act of worship, including 

the visiting and tending of the houses of worship, is of little benefit unless hearts are 
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full of faith which translates itself into action that is totally dedicated to God alone. 

“God’s houses of worship may be tended only by those who believe in God and the Last Day, 

are constant in prayers, pay zak t (i.e. the obligatory charity) and fear none other than God.” 

(Verse 18) We note that the two conditions relating to belief and action are coupled 

with a third stipulating that those believers who do good deeds must fear none other 

than God. This is not an idle condition. It is important that a believer should be 

totally dedicated to God alone and should rid himself of all traces of idolatry in his 

feelings, beliefs and behaviour. To fear anyone beside God is a subtle aspect of 

polytheism. Hence the s rah warns against it specifically so that believers may make 

sure that their faith is pure and that their actions are intended to earn God’s pleasure. 

When they do that they deserve to tend houses of worship and to be graced with 

God’s guidance: “It is those who are likely to be rightly guided.” (Verse 18) 

First, concepts are formulated and beliefs are held, then action is undertaken on 

the basis of faith. God will then reward people with His guidance and with success 

and prosperity. 

This is a criterion which God states clearly to the believers and unbelievers alike, 

because it determines who may tend God’s houses and provides a basis for the 

evaluation of actions of worship and rituals. Those who tended the Ka`bah and 

provided drinking water for pilgrims in pre-Islamic days when their faith was not 

based on submission to God alone cannot be placed in the same position as those 

who have accepted the divine faith and striven hard for God’s cause to help make 

His word supreme: “Do you, perchance, consider that the provision of drinking water to 

pilgrims and tending the Sacred Mosque are equal to believing in God and the Last Day and 

striving for God’s cause? These are not equal in God’s sight.” (Verse 19) It is God’s scale 

and His measure that are the important ones. Nothing else is of any value. 

“God does not provide guidance for people who are wrongdoers.” (Verse 18) The 

wrongdoers meant here are the idolaters who reject the true faith, even though they 

may tend and maintain the Ka`bah, the Sacred Mosque, and provide drinking water 

for pilgrims. The point here is concluded with a statement which speaks of the high 

position of those believers who strive hard to make God’s word triumph. We are also 

told of the eternal bliss and great reward that await them: “Those who believe, and leave 

their homes and strive for God’s cause with their property and their lives stand higher in rank 

with God. It is they who shall triumph. Their Lord gives them the happy news of bestowing 

on them His grace, and acceptance, and of the gardens of eternal bliss where they shall reside 

for ever. God’s reward is great indeed.” (Verses 20-22) 

It should be pointed out here that the comparative stated in this verse, “stand 

higher in rank with God,” does not imply two positions on the same scale, or that the 

others have a lesser rank with God. It indicates an absolute preference. We have 

already been told about the others, i.e. the idolaters, and that “vain shall be their 
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actions and they shall abide for ever in the fire.” (Verse 17) Hence the two situations 

cannot be compared. 

The s rah continues to stress the need to purge feelings and relations within the 

Muslim community of any influence other than that of faith. It calls on the believers 

to give no importance to ties of kinship or to other interests. It groups together all 

worldly pleasures as well as family and social ties in order to weigh them against 

loving God and His Messenger and striving for His cause. The choice is then left to 

Muslims to make: “Believers, do not take your fathers and brothers for allies if they choose 

unbelief in preference to faith. Those of you who take them for allies are indeed wrongdoers. 

Say: ‘If your fathers, your sons, your brothers, your spouses, your clan, and the property you 

have acquired, and the business in which you fear a decline, and the dwellings in which you 

take pleasure, are dearer to you than God and His Messenger and the struggle in His cause, 

then wait until God shall make manifest His will. God does not provide guidance to the 

evildoers.’” (Verses 23-24)  

     The Islamic faith cannot accept any partners in its followers’ hearts and minds. 

A person can be either totally dedicated to it or can leave it altogether. There is no 

requirement here to cut off all ties with one’s children, family, clan or 

neighbourhood, nor to reject wealth or different types of pleasure and enjoyment. 

That is not the point meant here. What is required is total dedication and 

wholehearted love. This means in practical terms that the faith becomes the prime 

mover and the paramount motivation. When this is the case, people may have their 

pleasures and enjoyment because they will be able to sacrifice all these whenever 

such sacrifice is required by their faith. 

The determining factor is whether faith has the overall control over man’s 

attitudes and actions or not. Would the final decision in any situation be based on 

considerations of faith or on some other interests or worldly matters? When a 

Muslim is certain that he has given all his heart to his faith then he may enjoy his 

family life and have all the happiness of having a wife and children. He may 

maintain and strengthen his social ties as he wishes and he may have his business 

and fine dwelling. He may enjoy all the pleasures of this world, without being too 

extravagant or adopting an arrogant attitude. Indeed to enjoy these pleasures is 

encouraged as a means of showing gratitude to God for His bounty. 

Attitudes Shaped by Feelings 

“Believers, do not take your fathers and brothers for allies if they choose unbelief in 

preference to faith.” (Verse 23) All ties of blood and family relations are severed if the 

tie of belief does not take its place in people’s hearts. Family loyalty is nullified when 

loyalty based on faith is nonexistent. The first bond is that which exists between man 
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and God. It is the bond which unites all humanity. When this is severed, no 

relationships, ties or bonds may exist. “Those of you who take them for allies are indeed 

wrongdoers.” (Verse 23) The term `wrongdoers’ here means the idolaters, because to 

maintain ties of loyalty and alliance with family and community when they prefer 

unbelief to faith is a form of idolatry which believers may not entertain. 

The s rah does not merely state the principle. It goes on to list all types of ties, 

ambitions and pleasures, grouping them all together and putting them in the scale 

against faith and its requirements. Thus we have in the first group fathers, children, 

brothers, spouses and clan (i.e. ties of blood and family), property and business (i.e. 

the natural desire to have money), and comfortable houses and dwellings (i.e. the 

pleasures of affluence). Against all this is placed love of God and His Messenger and 

striving for God’s cause. It is important to realize that striving here implies a great 

deal of hardship and sacrifice. It may mean suffering oppression, going to war and 

sacrificing one’s life altogether. Moreover, all this striving must be purged of any 

desire to be known or to be publicly appreciated or recognized. Once this striving 

aims at such recognition, it earns no reward from God. 

“Say: ‘If your fathers, your sons, your brothers, your spouses, your clan, and the property 

you have acquired, and the business in which you fear a decline, and the dwellings in which 

you take pleasure, are dearer to you than God and His Messenger and the struggle in His 

cause, then wait until God shall make manifest His will.’” (Verse 24) What is required 

here is certainly hard, and it is certainly of great importance. But thus are God’s 

requirements. Otherwise, “wait until God shall make manifest His will.’’ (Verse 24) The 

only alternative is to have the same fate as those who perpetrate evil: “God does not 

provide guidance to the evildoers.” (Verse 24) This requirement is not obligatory merely 

on individuals. The whole Muslim community, and indeed the Muslim state, are also 

required to make the same choice. There is no consideration or bond which may have 

priority over those of faith and the struggle for God’s cause. 

God does not impose this obligation on the Muslim community unless He knows 

that its nature can cope with it. It is indeed an aspect of God’s grace that He has 

given human nature this strong ability to cope with great demands when motivated 

by dedication to a noble ideal. Indeed He has given it the ability to feel a more 

sublime pleasure which is far superior to all the pleasures of this world. This is the 

pleasure or the ecstasy of having a tie with God Himself and the hope of winning His 

pleasure. It is also the pleasure of rising above human weaknesses, family and social 

pressures while looking forward to a bright horizon. If human weakness sometimes 

pulls us down, the bright horizon that looms large will give us a renewed desire to 

break loose of all worldly pressures to give faith its due importance. 

Reminder of a Great Event 
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The s rah follows this with a quick reminder of some of the events that the first 

Muslim generation experienced. The Muslims are reminded of the many battles 

when they were weak and poorly equipped but where God granted them victory. 

They are also reminded of the Battle of unayn when they were defeated despite 

their numerical strength, but then God granted them His support. On that day, the 

army which achieved the conquest of Makkah was joined by 2,000 of its people who 

were pardoned by the Prophet. On that day, there was a time when, for a few 

seconds, the Muslims overlooked their reliance on God to admire their strength and 

large following. The events of that day taught the Muslims the lesson that complete 

dedication to God’s cause and strengthening their ties with Him are the best 

equipment for victory. These will never fail them, while wealth, friends and even 

closest relatives may do so. 

God has granted you His support on many a battlefield, and also in the Battle of 

unayn, when you took pride in your numerical strength, but it availed you nothing. 

For all its vastness, the earth seemed too narrow for you, and you turned back in 

flight. God then bestowed from on high an air of inner peace on His Messenger and on 

the believers, and He sent down forces whom you could not see, and punished those 

who disbelieved. Such is the reward for the unbelievers. God will then turn in His 

mercy to whom He wills, for God is Much forgiving, Merciful. (Verses 25-27) 

The victories they achieved in many battles were still fresh in their memories, 

requiring only a brief reference to bring them back in all clarity. The Battle of 

unayn took place shortly after the conquest of Makkah, in the eighth year of the 

Islamic calendar. 

When the Prophet settled matters after Makkah had fallen to him, and its 

people accepted Islam and were pardoned by the Prophet, he was informed 

that the tribe of Haw zin were mobilizing forces to fight him, under the 

leadership of M lik ibn `Awf al-Nađrī. They were joined by the whole Thaqīf 
tribe as well as the tribes of Jusham and Sa ‘d ibn Bakr. Also allied with them 

were some forces of the clans of Hil l, `Amr ibn ` mir and `Awf ibn ` mir. 

They marched bringing with them their women and children as well as their 

cattle and property to make it a battle to the bitter end. 

The Prophet marched at the head of the army which conquered Makkah, 

estimated at the time to be around 10,000 strong, composed mostly of the 

Muh jirīn and the Anş r. He was joined by 2,000 of the pardoned people of 

Makkah. The two hosts met at a valley known as unayn. The battle started 

before the break of day, as the Muslim army was going down into the valley. 

The Haw zin forces had been lying in ambush. They took the Muslims by 
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surprise and showered them with arrows and put up a determined fight. In 

no time, the Muslim soldiers were on the retreat, as God says here. 

The Prophet remained steadfast, mounting his she-camel, with his uncle, al-

`Abb s, holding its rein on the right and his cousin, Abū Sufy n ibn al- rith 

holding it on the left, trying to slow her. He was calling out to his followers to 

come back to him, mentioning his name and saying: “You, God’s servants, 

rally to me, for I am God’s Messenger.” He also said out loud: “I am the 

Prophet, no doubt. I am the son of `Abd al-Mu alib.” A number of his 

Companions who might have been no more than 80 or 100, according to 

various reports, stood firm by him. Among these were Abū Bakr, `Umar, al-

`Abb s and his son, al-Fađl, `Alī, Abū Sufy n ibn al- rith, Ayman and 

Us mah ibn Zayd. The Prophet then asked his uncle, al-`Abb s, who had a 

loud voice, to shout to the Muslims reminding them of the pledge they had 

given under the tree, which was a pledge to fight with him until death, and 

for which they earned God’s pleasure. He did so, adding some variations to 

remind the Muslims of their position. As they heard him, they would 

respond verbally and rally to the Prophet in his position. If any of them found 

his camel unwilling to turn round in the confusion, he would take his 

armament and dismount to join the Prophet. 

When a core group of them had rallied, the Prophet told them to fight with 

total dedication. Soon the idolaters were in flight, and the Muslims were 

chasing them, killing some of them and taking others prisoner. By the time 

the rest of the Muslim army had regrouped and rallied, the prisoners were in 

chains in front of God’s Messenger.21 

Large Forces Avail Nothing 

Such was the battle in which the Muslims had for the first time an army which 

was 12,000 strong. They felt confident when they looked at their numbers. They 

overlooked the most essential cause of victory. So God allowed defeat to befall them 

at first so that they might remember. He then granted them victory at the hands of 

the small group which remained steadfast with the Prophet and defended him with 

all the bravery they could muster. The s rah portrays some scenes of the battle in 

order to recall the feelings experienced by those who were on the battlefield: “When 

you took pride in your numerical strength, but it availed you nothing. For all its vastness, the 

earth seemed too narrow for you, and you turned back in flight.” (Verse 25) 

This describes how the excessive confidence felt by a large force led to spiritual 

                                                 
21 Ibn Kathīr, Tafsīr al-Qur' n al-`Ażīm, Beirut, AI-Maktabah al-`Aşrīyah, 1996, Vol. 2, p. 314. 
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defeat causing the Muslims to feel such a heavy burden that made the vast earth 

seem too narrow. This then led to a physical defeat and those large forces were on 

the retreat. But what happened next? 

“God then bestowed from on high an air of inner peace on His Messenger and on the 

believers.” (Verse 26) This `inner peace’ seems as if it were a garment which people 

wore to pacify their feelings and give them tranquillity. ‘And He sent down forces 

whom you could not see.” (Verse 26) We do not know the nature of these forces and 

whom they really were. No one other than God Himself knows what forces He may 

bring in. “And He punished those who disbelieved. Such is the reward for the unbelievers.” 

(Verse 26) The killing of some of their soldiers and taking others captive, and the 

defeat that befell them all were part of the punishment they received in this life, 

which is only a fitting reward for their denial of God and rejection of the faith. 

However, the door to repentance is always open to receive those who wish to mend 

their ways. “God will then turn in His mercy to whom He wills, for God is Much forgiving, 

Merciful.” (Verse 27) 

The s rah refers to the Battle of unayn in order to portray the consequences of 

turning away from God and relying on any power other than His. The events of the 

battle, however, highlight the real forces on which every faith should rely. Numerical 

strength is of little importance. Power lies with the hard core who are totally 

dedicated to their faith and cannot be shaken. Sometimes the multitude may cause 

defeat, because some people may join in without really knowing the truth of the faith 

they profess. At times of hardship, courage deserts them and this may lead to 

confusion within the ranks of believers. Besides, large numbers may lead to a feeling 

of complacency which causes people to overlook the need to strengthen their ties 

with their Lord. The triumph of faith has always come about through the efforts of 

the hard core of firm believers who are ready to sacrifice all for their faith. 

At this point the s rah concludes its statement on the unbelievers who associate 

partners with God and gives its final verdict concerning them. This verdict remains 

valid for the rest of time: “Believers, know that the idolaters are certainly impure. So, let 

them not come near to the Sacred Mosque after this year is ended. If you fear poverty, then in 

time God will enrich you with His own bounty, if He so wills. Truly, God is All-knowing, 

Wise.” (Verse 28) 

The s rah emphasizes the abstract impurity of the idolaters to make it their 

essential quality. This shows them to be totally and completely impure. This 

statement gives the feeling that we should seek to purify ourselves when we have 

anything to do with them, although their impurity is abstract. Their bodies are not 

really impure. In its unique style, the Qur’ n often resorts to magnification, giving 

abstract matters a physical shape and entity. “The idolaters are certainly impure. So, let 

them not come near to the Sacred Mosque after this year is ended.” (Verse 28) Here we 
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have the strictest injunction prohibiting their presence in the Haram area. The order 

implies that they must not even come near it, because they are impure while the 

Haram is a source of purity. 

The whole commercial season which the people of Makkah await every year, and 

their business which provides livelihood for most people and the two business trips 

in summer and winter which are so essential for the continued prosperity of the 

people of Makkah will all be jeopardized as a result of banning the idolaters from 

pilgrimage and declaring jih d against them all. This may be true, but when it comes 

to faith, God wants people’s hearts to be totally dedicated to their faith. When they 

do this, they will not worry about their livelihood, because God ensures that 

everyone gets his or her share in the normal way and through recognized means: “If 

you fear poverty, then in time God will enrich you with His own bounty, if He so wills.” 

(Verse 28) When God wills, He may replace certain causes with others, and He may 

close certain doors in order to open others. “Truly, God is All- knowing, Wise.” (Verse 

28) He manages all matters and conducts all affairs in accordance with His 

knowledge and wisdom. 

In this s rah the Qur’ n is addressing the Muslim community as it was composed 

immediately after the conquest of Makkah, when standards of faith were not at the 

same level. We can see from reading the s rah carefully that there were gaps in that 

community, and we can also see how the Qur’ n has set about filling these gaps and 

the great effort made to educate the Muslim community. 

The method of the Qur’ n was to guide the footsteps of the Muslim community to 

bring it up to the high summit of total dedication to God and to the divine faith. Faith 

becomes the standard by which any relationship or source of pleasure in life is 

accepted or rejected. All this was accomplished through educating people in the real 

difference between God’s method which makes all people serve God alone and the 

methods of j hiliyyah which enable some people to enslave others. The two are 

essentially different and they cannot be reconciled. 

Without this proper understanding of the nature of this religion and its method, 

and also the nature of j hiliyyah, or the state of ignorance that Islam always comes up 

against, we cannot recognize the true value of Islamic rules and regulations that 

govern dealings and transactions between the Muslim community and other 

communities. 
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2 

Relations with Other 

Religions 

Fight against those who — despite having been 

given Scriptures — do not truly believe in God 

and the Last Day, and do not treat as forbidden 

that which God and His Messenger have for-

bidden, and do not follow the religion of truth, till 

they [agree to] pay the submission tax with a 

willing hand, after they have been humbled. (29) 

The Jews say: ‘Ezra is the son of God,’ while the 

Christians say: ‘The Christ is the son of God.’ 

Such are the assertions they utter with their 

mouths, echoing assertions made by the un-

believers of old. May God destroy them! How 

perverse they are! (30) 

They make of their rabbis and their monks, and 

of the Christ, son of Mary, lords besides God. 

Yet they have been ordered to worship none but 

the One God, other than whom there is no deity. 

Exalted be He above those to whom they ascribe 

divinity. (31) 

(#θè=ÏG≈ s% š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# Ÿω šχθãΖÏΒ÷σ ãƒ «!$$Î/ Ÿωuρ 

ÏΘöθu‹ ø9 $$Î/ ÌÅzFψ$# Ÿωuρ tβθãΒÌhpt ä† $tΒ tΠ §ym ª!$# 

… ã&è!θß™ u‘ uρ Ÿωuρ šχθãΨƒ Ï‰ tƒ t⎦⎪ÏŠ Èd,ysø9 $# z⎯ ÏΒ 

š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# (#θè?ρé& |=≈ tFÅ6 ø9 $# 4©®Lym (#θäÜ ÷èãƒ 

sπ tƒ ÷“ Éfø9 $# ⎯ tã 7‰tƒ öΝ èδuρ šχρãÉó≈ |¹ ∩⊄®∪  

ÏM s9$s%uρ ßŠθßγ u‹ ø9 $# í÷ƒ t“ ãã ß⎦ø⌠$# «!$# ÏM s9$s%uρ 

“t≈ |Á̈Ψ9 $# ßxŠ Å¡yϑø9 $# Ú∅ö/ $# «!$# ( šÏ9≡ sŒ 

Ο ßγ ä9öθs% óΟ Îγ Ïδ≡ uθøù r'Î/ ( šχθä↔ Îγ≈ ŸÒãƒ tΑ öθs% 

t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (#ρãx Ÿ2 ⎯ ÏΒ ã≅ ö6 s% 4 ÞΟ ßγ n=tG≈ s% ª!$# 4 4’̄Τ r& 

šχθà6 sù÷σ ãƒ ∩⊂⊃∪  

(# ÿρä‹sƒ ªB $# öΝ èδu‘$t6 ômr& öΝ ßγ uΖ≈ t6 ÷δâ‘ uρ $\/$t/ ö‘ r& ⎯ ÏiΒ 

ÂχρßŠ «!$# yx‹ Å¡yϑø9 $# uρ š∅ö/ $# zΝ tƒ ötΒ !$tΒ uρ 

(# ÿρãÏΒé& ωÎ) (# ÿρß‰ç6 ÷èu‹ Ï9 $Yγ≈ s9 Î) # Y‰Ïm≡ uρ ( Hω tμ≈ s9 Î) 

ωÎ) uθèδ 4 … çμ oΨ≈ ysö7 ß™ $£ϑtã šχθà2Ìô±ç„ 

∩⊂⊇∪  
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Overview 

This second passage of the s rah provides the final rulings concerning the relations 

between the Muslim community and the people of earlier revelations, just like the 

first passage defined the final rulings on relations between the Muslim community 

and the idolaters in Arabia. However, the first passage addressed the situation that 

prevailed at the time in Arabia, speaking about the Arab idolaters and referring to 

their attitudes and events relating specifically to them. In this second passage we 

They want to extinguish God’s light with their 

mouths, but God will not allow anything but to 

bring His light to perfection, however hateful this 

may be to the unbelievers. (32) 

It is He who has sent His Messenger with 

guidance and the religion of truth, so that He may 

cause it to prevail over all [other] religions, 

however hateful this may be to the idolaters. (33) 

Believers, some of the rabbis and monks 

wrongfully devour people’s property and turn 

people away from God’s path. To those who 

hoard up gold and silver and do not spend them 

in God’s cause, give the news of a painful 

suffering, (34) 

on the day when it will all be heated in the fire of 

hell, and their foreheads, sides and backs will be 

branded with them. [They will be told]: ‘This is 

what you have hoarded up for yourselves. Taste, 

then, what you have been hoarding.’ (35) 

šχρß‰ƒ Ìãƒ βr& (#θä↔ Ï ôÜ ãƒ u‘θçΡ «!$# óΟÎγ Ïδ≡ uθøù r'Î/ 

†p1ù'tƒ uρ ª!$# HωÎ) βr& ¢ΟÏFãƒ … çν u‘θçΡ öθs9 uρ oν ÌŸ2 

šχρãÏ≈ s3ø9 $# ∩⊂⊄∪  

uθèδ ü”Ï% ©!$# Ÿ≅ y™ ö‘ r& … ã&s!θß™ u‘ 3“y‰ßγ ø9 $$Î/ È⎦⎪ÏŠ uρ 

Èd,ysø9 $# … çν tÎγ ôà ã‹ Ï9 ’ n?tã Ç⎯ƒ Ïe$!$# ⎯ Ï&Íj#à2 öθs9 uρ 
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note that its statements are more general in phraseology and import, and are 

applicable to all people of earlier revelations, whether in Arabia or elsewhere. 

These new rulings include a number of substantial amendments to the rules 

governing relations between the Muslim community and people of earlier 

revelations, particularly the Christians. By the time this s rah was revealed, all 

encounters and military conflicts with the Jews had already taken place, but no such 

conflict took place with any Christian community. 

The main amendment the new rulings include is the order given to fight those 

who deviate from the divine faith until they pay the jizyah, or submission tax, after 

they have been humbled. No peace agreement may be made with them except on 

this basis of submission evident by the payment of a special tax which gives them the 

right to live in peace with the Muslims. On the other hand, if they become convinced 

of the truth of Islam and accept it, they are considered part of the Muslim 

community. 

Never will they be forced to accept the Islamic faith. A basic and definitive Islamic 

rule states: “There shall be no compulsion in religion.” (2: 256) But they are not given a 

peaceful status unless they are bound by covenant with the Muslim community on 

the basis of paying the submission tax. 

This last amendment cannot be clearly understood unless we are fully aware of 

the nature of the inevitable relations between the divine system and other systems 

opposed to it. We must also understand the nature of the Islamic method of action, 

with its progressive stages and the different means it employs to face up to a 

changing situation in human life. 

Inevitably, coexistence between the divine system and human systems opposed to 

it is possible only in certain situations and under specific conditions. These ensure 

that no material impediments are placed in the way of the implementation of the 

universal Islamic declaration of the liberation of man from submission to any 

authority other than God. The divine system wants to prevail so that people are 

liberated from submission to other human beings and can submit to God alone. By 

contrast, the other systems want to defend their own status by crushing the 

movement aiming to establish the divine system in human life. 

By nature, the Islamic method of action will confront this human situation with 

similar and more powerful action, progressing from one stage to another and 

employing the proper methods that suit every stage. These methods and means are 

represented in the provisional and final rulings governing relations between the 

Muslim community and other communities. In order to define the nature of these 

relations the s rah explains in this passage the beliefs and attitudes adopted by the 

people of earlier revelations, making it clear that these are `a form of idolatry, 
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representing disbelief and are certainly false.’ The passage cites the basis of this 

judgement. We find that it relies on the actual beliefs of those people and the 

similarity between these beliefs and those of the unbelievers of old. It also relies on 

their actions and behaviour. 

The Truth of People of Earlier Revelations 

The present text states that those people of earlier revelations: 

1. Do not truly believe in God and the Last Day; 

2. Do not forbid what God and His Messenger have made forbidden; 

3. Do not follow the religion of truth; 

4. The Jews among them claim that Ezra was the son of God, while the 

Christians claim that Jesus Christ was the son of God. In making these false 

claims they are merely echoing the false claims of the unbelievers of old times, 

Greeks, Romans, Indians and Egyptians, or other idolaters. [We will show that 

the concept of the Trinity was borrowed by the Christians from old idolatrous 

beliefs, as were the Christian and Jewish claims that God has a son. None of 

these was part of the origin of Christianity or Judaism.] 

5. They treated their rabbis and monks, as well as Jesus himself, as lords 

alongside God. Thus they transgressed the principles of God’s oneness they 

were bid to uphold. As such, they are idolaters; 

6. They are hostile to God’s faith, trying to put out God’s light with their mouths. 

As such, they are unbelievers; and 

7. Many of their monks and rabbis devour people’s money and property against 

all right, and they turn people away from God’s path. 

It is on the basis of such beliefs and practices that the truth of the people of earlier 

revelations is stated, and the final rulings governing their relations with the believers 

who implement God’s message are defined. 

This definitive statement may come as a surprise and may be seen as contrary to 

what the Qur’ n had stated previously about the people of earlier revelations. 

Certainly the Orientalists and the Christian missionaries, as well as their disciples 

make such claims, saying that the Prophet changed his attitude when he felt he was 

strong enough to confront them. 

However, a thorough review of Qur’ nic statements, revealed both in Makkah and 

Madinah, concerning the people of earlier revelations will clearly show that nothing 

has changed in the Islamic view about their beliefs. The Qur’ n has always made it 
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clear that they upheld deviant, false and polytheistic beliefs, while they disbelieved 

in the true divine religion, or even its portion given to them. The new amendments 

are confined to the way the Muslim community should deal with them. This is 

subject to the prevailing practical conditions, which change all the time. 

We will look now at some of the Qur’ nic statements about the people of earlier 

revelations and the concepts and beliefs they uphold. We will then consider their 

practical attitude to Islam and its followers which led to the final rulings on how to 

deal with them. 

There were no Jewish or Christian communities to reckon with in Makkah. There 

were only some individuals whom the Qur’ n states to have been overjoyed when 

they heard of the new message and they believed in Islam. They confirmed that the 

Prophet Mu ammad was God’s Messenger who confirmed what they had of God’s 

revelations. Those must have been among the minority of Jews and Christians who 

continued to believe in God’s oneness. It is in reference to these that Qur’ nic verses 

like the following ones were revealed: “Those to whom We vouchsafed revelation in 

former times believe in this; and whenever it is recited to them, they say: ‘We believe in it, for 

it is the truth from our Lord. Even before this have we surrendered ourselves to Him.’” (28: 

52-53) “Say, ‘You may believe in it or you may not.’ Those who were given knowledge before 

it has been revealed fall down on their faces in humble prostration when it is recited to them, 

and say, ‘Limitless in His glory is our Lord. Truly has the promise of our Lord been fulfilled.’ 

And upon their faces they fall down, weeping, and [its recitation] increases their humility.” 

(17:107-109) “Say, ‘Consider, if this be truly [a revelation] from God and yet you deny its 

truth? — even though a witness from among the Children of Israel bears witness to one like 

it, and has believed while you glory in your arrogance.’ God does not grace evildoers with His 

guidance.” (46: 10) “Thus have We bestowed this Book on you from on high. Those to whom 

We previously gave revelations believe in it, just as some among these do believe in it. None 

will reject Our revelations other than those who deny the truth.” (29: 47) “Am I to seek for 

judge anyone other than God, when it is He who has revealed the Book to you, clearly spelling 

out the truth. Those to whom We previously gave revelations know that it is the truth 

revealed by your Lord. So, do not be among the doubters.” (6: 114) “Those to whom We have 

given this revelation rejoice at what has been bestowed on you from on high, but among 

different factions there are some who deny part of it. Say: ‘I have only been bidden to worship 

God, and not to associate partners with Him. To Him I pray, and to Him do I return.’” (13: 

36) 

Similarly, a positive response was given by a number of individuals in Madinah, 

and we find mention of these in some s rahs revealed in Madinah. These references 

make it clear that those people were Christians. The Jews in Madinah, apprehensive 

about the rise of Islam, took a different attitude to that adopted by some individual 

Jews in Makkah. “There are indeed among the people of earlier revelations some who believe 
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in God and in what has been bestowed from on high upon you and in what has been bestowed 

upon them, humbling themselves before God. They do not barter away God’s revelations for a 

trifling price. They shall have their reward with their Lord. Swift is God’s reckoning.” (3: 

199) “You will certainly find that, of all people, the most hostile to those who believe are the 

Jews, and those who associate partners with God; and you will certainly find that the nearest 

of them in affection to the believers are those who say, ‘We are Christians.’ This is so because 

there are priests and monks among them and because they are not given to arrogance. When 

they listen to what has been revealed to God’s Messenger, you see their eyes overflow with 

tears because of the Truth they recognize. They say: ‘Our Lord, we do believe; so enrol us 

among those who bear witness to the truth. How could we fail to believe in God and the truth 

that has come to us when we dearly hope that our Lord will admit us among the righteous?’ 

And for this their prayer God will reward them with gardens through which running waters 

flow, where they will abide. Such is the reward of those who do good.” (5: 82-85) 

Denying a Known Truth 

However, the attitude of these individuals was not representative of the attitude of 

the majority of the people of earlier revelations in the Arabian Peninsula, particularly 

the Jews. Once they felt that Islam represented a threat to them, the Jews in Madinah 

launched a wicked campaign against it, using all the methods mentioned in several 

places in the Qur’ n. Needless to say, they refused to adopt Islam, and denied the 

references in their own Scriptures to the Prophet Mu ammad (peace be upon him), 

and the fact that the Qur’ n confirmed what remained with them of their true 

revelations. By contrast, those goodly and honest individuals acknowledged all that 

openly. The Qur’ n records all their denials and points out their deviation and 

corruption. However, the Qur’ n also includes clear statements of the beliefs of the 

people of earlier revelations, such as: “When Jesus came with all evidence of the truth, he 

said: I have now come to you with wisdom, and to make clear to you some of that on which 

you are at variance. Hence, fear God and pay heed to me. God is indeed my Lord and your 

Lord; so worship Him alone: this is a straight way!’ But factions from among them began to 

hold divergent views. Woe, then, to the evildoers for the suffering [they will endure] on a 

painful day!” (43: 63-65) “They broke up their unity, through their own wickedness, only 

after knowledge was given to them. And but for a word that had already gone forth from your 

Lord, [postponing a decision] until an appointed term, all would have been decided between 

them. Those who inherited the Scriptures after them are now in grave doubt.” (42: 14) “It was 

said to them: Dwell in this city and eat of its food whatever you may wish, and say: “Lord, 

relieve us of our burden,” and enter the gate in humility. We will forgive you your sins, and 

We will richly reward those who do good. ‘But the wrongdoers among them substituted other 

words for those which they had been given. Therefore We let loose against them a scourge 

from heaven in requital for their wrongdoing. Ask them about the town which stood by the 

sea: how its people profaned the Sabbath. Each Sabbath their fish appeared before them 
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breaking the water’s surface, but they would not come near them on other than Sabbath days. 

Thus did We try them because of their disobedience.” (7: 161-163) “Then your Lord declared 

that He would most certainly raise against them people who would cruelly oppress them till 

the Day of Resurrection. Your Lord is swift indeed in His retribution, yet He is certainly 

Much forgiving, Merciful.” (7: 167) “They were succeeded by generations who inherited the 

Book. Yet these are keen to enjoy the fleeting pleasures of this lower world and say, ‘We shall 

be forgiven.’ Should some similar pleasures come their way, they would certainly be keen to 

indulge them. Have they not solemnly pledged through their Scriptures to say nothing but the 

truth about God? And have they not studied well what is in [the Scriptures]? Surely the life 

in the hereafter is better for all who are God-fearing. Will you not use your reason?” (7: 169) 

The Qur’ nic s rahs revealed in Madinah provide the final word about the people 

of earlier revelations and their attitudes. The Qur’ n describes in detail the wicked 

tactics and the spiteful methods they employ in their campaign against Islam. 

Examples of these are found in long passages of S rahs 2-5 and elsewhere in the 

Qur’ n. In this s rah the final verdict on them is given. Here are only a few examples 

of what the Qur’ n says about them: 

Do you hope that they will accept your message when some of them would listen to the 

word of God then, having understood it, knowingly distort it? When they meet the 

believers, they say, ‘We believe,’ but when they find themselves alone, they say to one 

another, Need you inform them that which God has disclosed to you? They will only 

use it in argument against you before your Lord? Will you not use your reason?’ Do 

they not know that God is well aware of all that they conceal and all that they reveal? 

There are among them illiterate people who have no real knowledge of the Scriptures, 

entertaining only wishful beliefs and conjecture. Woe, then, to those who write down, 

with their own hands, [something which they claim to be of] the Scriptures, and then 

say, ‘This is from God’, in order to get for it a trifling price. Woe to them for what 

their hands have written and woe to them for what they earn. (2: 75-79) 

We gave Moses the Book and caused a succession of messengers to follow him. To 

Jesus, son of Mary, We gave clear proofs and supported him with the Holy Spirit. 

Why is it that every time a messenger comes to you with a message that does not suit 

your fancies, you glory in your arrogance, charging some (messengers) with lying and 

slaying others? They say, ‘Our hearts are sealed. ‘No! God has cursed them for their 

disbelief. They have but little faith. And now that a Book confirming their own has 

come to them from God, and they had repeatedly forecast its coming to the unbelievers, 

they have denied what they know to be the truth. God’s curse be upon the unbelievers! 

Vile is that for which they have bartered their souls, because they have denied what 

God has revealed, grudging that He should, by His grace, send down His revelations 

to whom He chooses from among His servants. Thus they have incurred God’s wrath 

over and over again. Ignominious suffering is in store for the unbelievers. When it is 



Al-Tawbah (The Repentance) | RELATIONS WITH OTHER RELIGIONS 

 86

said to them, ‘Believe in what God has revealed,’ they say, ‘We believe in what has 

been revealed to us.’ They deny everything else, although it is the truth, corroborating 

the revelations they have. Say, ‘Why, then, did you in the past kill God’s prophets, if 

you were true believers?’ (2: 87-91) 

Say: People of earlier revelations, why do you disbelieve in God’s revelations, when 

God Himself is witness to all that you do?’ Say: ‘People of earlier revelations, why do 

you try to turn those who have come to believe away from the path of God, seeking to 

make it appear crooked, when you yourselves bear witness [to its being straight]? God 

is not unaware of what you do. (3: 98-99) 

Are you not aware of those who, having been granted a share of Divine revelations, 

now believe in falsehood and arrogant deviation [from Divine faith], and they say to 

the unbelievers that they are better guided than the believers. These are the ones whom 

God has rejected; anyone whom God rejects shall find none to succour him. (4: 51-52) 

Unbelievers indeed are those who say: ‘God is the Christ, son of Mary’ The Christ 

himself said: Children of Israel, worship God, my Lord and your Lord. Whoever 

associates partners with God, God shall forbid him entrance into Paradise and his 

abode will be the Fire. Wrongdoers will have no helpers. Unbelievers indeed are those 

who say: ‘God is the third of a trinity’ Of certain, there is no god save the One God. 

Unless they desist from so saying, grievous suffering will surely befall those of them 

who are unbelievers. Will they not, then, turn to God in repentance and seek His 

forgiveness? God is Much-Forgiving, Merciful. The Christ, son of Mary, was but a 

Messenger: other messengers have passed away before him. His mother was a saintly 

woman. They both ate food [like other human beings]. Behold how clear We make 

[Our] revelations to them and behold how perverted they are. (5: 72-75) 

A review of these texts and many similar ones in the Qur’ n is sufficient to show 

that these latest revelations maintain the same view concerning the deviation of the 

people of earlier revelations from the true divine faith. Their description in this s rah 

as deviant, transgressors, unbelievers and idolaters is by no means a new 

development. We also note that the Qur’ n continues to praise those of them who 

accept God’s guidance and follow it. Thus we find statements like: “Yet among the folk 

of Moses there are some who guide [others] by means of the truth and act justly in its light.” 

(7: 159) “Among the people of earlier revelations there is many a one who, if you trust him 

with a treasure, will return it to you intact; and there is among them many a one who, if you 

trust him with a small gold coin, will not return it to you, unless you keep standing over him. 

For they say: ‘We have no obligation to keep faith with Gentiles.’ Thus they deliberately say of 

God what they know to be a lie.” (3: 75) “Ignominy shall be pitched over them wherever they 

may be, save when they have a bond with God and a bond with men. They have incurred the 
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wrath of God and humiliation shall overshadow them. That is because they persisted in 

denying God’s revelations and killing the Prophets against all right. That is because they 

persisted in their disobedience and transgression. They are not all alike. Of the people of 

earlier revelations there are some upright people who recite the revelations of God in the depth 

of night, and prostrate themselves in worship. They believe in God and the Last Day and 

enjoin the doing of what is right and forbid what is wrong and vie with one another in doing 

good works. These belong to the righteous. Whatever good they do, they shall never be denied 

its reward. God knows those who fear Him.” (3: 112-115) 

The modifications which were introduced concerned the rules on how to deal with 

the people of earlier revelations. The changes occurred stage after stage, as events 

took place, and in line with the practical Islamic approach to other people and their 

behaviour towards Muslims. 

There was a time when Muslims were given instructions like: “Do not argue with 

the people of earlier revelations except in a most kindly manner — unless it be such of them as 

are bent on evildoing. And say: ‘We believe in that which has been bestowed on us from on 

high, as well as that which has been bestowed upon you. For our God and your God is one and 

the same, and it is to Him that We all submit ourselves.’” (29: 46) “Say [all of you], ‘We 

believe in God and in what has been revealed to us, and in what was revealed to Abraham, 

Ishmael, Isaac, Jacob and their descendants, and in what was given to Moses and Jesus, and in 

what all prophets have been given by their Lord. We make no distinction between any of them, 

and to God we have surrendered ourselves.’ If they come to believe in the way you believe, 

they will be rightly guided; but if they turn away, they will be in schism, but God will protect 

you from them; He hears all and knows all.” (2: 136-137) “Say: ‘People of earlier revelations. 

Let us come to an agreement which is equitable between you and us: that we shall worship 

none but God, that we shall associate no partners with Him, and that we shall not take one 

another for lords beside God.’ And if they turn away, then say: Bear witness that we have 

surrendered ourselves to God.’” (3: 64) “Many among the people of earlier revelations would 

love to lead you back to unbelief now that you have embraced the faith. This they do out of 

deep-seated envy, after the truth has become manifest to them; so forgive and forbear until 

God makes known His decree. Indeed, God has power over all things.” (2: 109) 

And then God issued His decree to the believers: events took place, rulings were 

modified and the practical Islamic method of action followed its course leading to the 

final rulings we have in this s rah. Nothing was modified in the way Islam views the 

deviant beliefs of the people of earlier revelations, their disbelief and association of 

partners with God. What were modified were the rules regulating dealings with 

them. These are governed by the principles we have outlined at the beginning of this 

Overview: this last amendment cannot be clearly understood unless we are fully 

aware of the nature of the inevitable relations between the divine system and other 

systems opposed to it, and we understand the nature of the Islamic method of action, 

with its progressive stages and the different means it employs to face up to the 
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changing situation in human life. 

Clarity of Attitudes 

We will now discuss the nature of relations between the Muslim community and 

the followers of earlier religions, putting it in both its substantial and historical 

contexts. These were the major elements in defining the final rulings governing these 

relations. 

In order to form a clear and accurate idea of the nature of such relations, it is 

important first to study what God states concerning these relations in His Book 

which is the absolutely true word that admits no error or falsehood. Such statements 

are free of errors resulting from human bias and faults of reasoning and deduction. 

Then we have to look at the events and attitudes which confirm these statements. 

The nature of the attitude of the people of the earlier revelations towards the 

Muslims is stated several times in the Qur’ n. On certain occasions, God speaks of 

them alone, while on others, He groups them with the unbelievers, since the two 

groups are united in their attitudes towards Islam and the Muslim community. At 

times, the Qur’ n speaks of certain positions they have taken which expose their 

alliance against Islam. The statements themselves are too clear and decisive to 

require any comment: ‘Neither the unbelievers among the people of earlier revelations nor 

the idolaters would like to see any blessing ever bestowed upon you by your Lord.” (2: 105) 

“Many among the people of earlier revelations would love to lead you back to unbelief now 

that you have embraced the faith. This they do out of deep-seated envy, after the truth has 

become manifest to them.” (2: 109) “Never will the Jews nor yet the Christians be pleased 

with you unless you follow their faith.” (2: 120) “A party of the people of earlier revelations 

would love to lead you astray.” (3: 69) “A party of the people of earlier revelations say [to one 

another]: ‘Declare at the beginning of the day that you believe in what has been revealed to the 

believers, and then deny it at the end of the day, so that they may go back on their faith. But 

do not really trust anyone who does not follow your own faith.” (3: 72-73) “Believers, if you 

pay heed to some of those who have been given revelations, they will cause you to renounce 

the truth after you have accepted the faith.” (3: 100) “Are you not aware of those who, having 

been granted a share of divine revelations, now barter it away for error, and want you too to 

lose your way? But God knows best who are your enemies.” (4: 44-45) “Are you not aware of 

those who, having been granted a share of divine revelations, now believe in falsehood and 

arrogant deviation [from divine faith], and they say to the unbelievers that they are better 

guided than the believers.” (4: 51) 

These examples are sufficient to make the attitude of the people of earlier 

revelations towards the believers absolutely clear. They would dearly love the 

believers to sink back into disbelief, although they know them to be following the 
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truth. Their only motive is selfishness. They define their final and irrevocable attitude 

towards the believers in terms of insistence that they must become Jews or 

Christians. They will not enter into true peace with them unless the believers do so 

and thus abandon their faith altogether. They go further than this and testify to the 

idolaters that their idolatry is better guided than Islam. 

To determine the ultimate objectives of their attitudes towards Islam and the 

Muslims, we may recall the following statements God has revealed in the Qur’ n: 

“They shall not cease to fight you until they force you to renounce your faith, if they can.” (2: 

217) “The unbelievers would love to see you oblivious of your weapons and your equipment, 

so that they might swoop on you with one assault.” (4: 102) “If they could overcome you, they 

would surely remain your enemies, and would stretch forth their hands and their tongues 

against you with evil intent. They dearly desire that you should disbelieve.” (60: 2) “Should 

they prevail over you, they will respect neither agreement made with you, nor obligation of 

honour towards you.” (Verse 8) “They respect neither agreement nor obligation of honour 

with regard to any believer” (Verse 10) 

When we review God’s statements, we find that the unbelievers’ ultimate 

objectives towards the believers are identical to the objectives of those who are 

described as the people of earlier revelations. Indeed both sets of statements are 

expressed in more or less the same words. This shows that the nature of the attitudes 

of both groups is exactly the same. 

The Qur’ nic statements concerning both groups are expressed as if they are 

stating established facts. God says about the unbelievers: “They shall not cease to fight 

you until they force you to renounce your faith, if they can.” (2: 217) He also says about 

the people of earlier revelations: “Never will the Jews nor yet the Christians be pleased 

with you unless you follow their faith.” (2: 120) This method of expression suggests that 

these are definitive statements describing permanent attitudes not individual or 

temporary cases. 

When we cast a quick glance at the history of these relations, on the basis of the 

attitudes adopted by the Jews and the Christians towards Islam and the Muslims in 

all periods of history, we will appreciate the full import of these true statements by 

God Himself. We also realize that such hostile attitudes are the rule, not the 

exception. 

There have certainly been some exceptions. Indeed the Qur’ n reports, and 

historical facts speak of, the cases of certain individuals or small communities who 

have been friendly to the Muslims, and who made it clear that they believed in the 

truth preached by the Prophet Mu ammad, and in his message. They eventually 

adopted Islam. However, beyond these instances, we find nothing but a long history 

of determined hostility to, and wicked scheming against, this faith of Islam which 
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have continued unabated ever since God vouchsafed His message to His final 

Messenger, the Prophet Mu ammad (peace be upon him). 

Jewish Attitudes towards Islam 

Several s rahs in the Qur’ n refer to the Jews’ hostility towards Islam which 

manifested itself in wicked scheming and conspiracies aiming to undermine the 

Muslim community. Indeed this hostility has always been manifest, ever since their 

first confrontation with Islam in Madinah up to the present moment. It is beyond the 

scope of this commentary to provide a full account of such a hostile history, but we 

will make only a few brief references to episodes of the unabating war the Jews have 

launched against Islam. 

When the Prophet migrated to Madinah, the Jews there gave him the worst 

reception that could have been given by the followers of a divine message to a 

Messenger of God whom they knew to be honest and conveying a true message. 

They invented lies and raised doubts among the followers of the new faith, resorting 

to the most devious means to spread these fabrications. They expressed doubts about 

the Prophet himself when they were certain of his honesty and true position. They 

allied themselves with the hypocrite Arabs and taught them how to make false 

accusations and spread them around. They manipulated every possible event, such 

as the change in direction when Muslims offer their prayers and the false accusations 

levelled against the Prophet’s wife, as well as numerous other instances. Several 

comments in the Qur’ n, in S rahs 2, 3, 4, 5, 9, 33 and 59, refer directly to such 

incidents. Here are some examples: 

And now that a Book confirming their own has come to them from God, and they had 

repeatedly forecast its coming to the unbelievers, they have denied what they know to 

be the truth. God’s curse be upon the unbelievers! Vile is that for which they have 

bartered their souls, because they have denied what God has revealed, grudging that 

He should, by His grace, send down His revelations to whom He chooses from among 

His servants. Thus they have incurred God’s wrath over and over again. Ignominious 

suffering is in store for the unbelievers. (2: 89-90) 

Now that a Messenger from God has come to them, confirming what is already in 

their possession, some of those who had been given the Scriptures cast God’s Book 

behind their backs as though they know nothing. (2: 101) 

The weak-minded among people will say, ‘What has turned them away from the 

direction of prayer which they have so far observed?’ Say, ‘To God belong the east and 

the west. He guides whomever He wills to a straight path.’ (2: 142) 
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People of earlier revelations! Why do you disbelieve in God’s revelations when you 

yourselves bear witness [to their truth’? People of earlier revelations! Why do you 

cloak the truth with falsehood, and knowingly conceal the truth? A party of the people 

of earlier revelations say [to one another]: ‘Declare at the beginning of the day, that 

you believe in what has been revealed to the believers, and then deny it at the end of 

the day, so that they might go back on their faith.’ (3: 70-72) 

There are some among them who twist their tongues when quoting the Scriptures, so 

that you may think that [what they say] is from the Scriptures, when it is not from the 

Scriptures. They say: ‘It is from God,’ when it is not from God. Thus, they deliberately 

say of God what they know to be a lie. (3: 78) 

Say: ‘People of earlier revelations, why do you disbelieve in God’s revelations, when 

God Himself is witness to all that you do?’ Say: ‘People of earlier revelations, why do 

you try to turn those who have come to believe away from the path of God, seeking to 

make it appear crooked, when you yourselves bear witness [to its being straight’? God 

is not unaware of what you do.’ (3: 98-99) 

The people of earlier revelations ask you to have a book sent down to them from 

heaven. They asked Moses for something even greater than that, when they said: Make 

us see God with our own eyes.’ The thunderbolt smote them for this their wrongdoing. 

After that, they took to worshipping the calf even after clear evidence of the truth had 

come to them. (4: 153) 

They want to extinguish God’s light with their mouths, but God will not allow 

anything but to bring His light to perfection, however hateful this may be to the 

unbelievers. (Verse 32) 

History witnessed repeated violations by the Jews of their treaties with the 

Muslim state in Madinah, as also their scheming against the Muslims. These 

violations led to the encounters with the Jewish tribes of Qaynuq `, al-Nadīr and 

Qurayzah and also the Battle of Khaybar. Their efforts to bring together all the forces 

hostile to Islam in an unholy alliance, with the aim of exterminating Islam altogether, 

are well known. 

They have continued to scheme against Islam and the Muslim community ever 

since. They were instrumental in the chaotic events that led to the assassination of the 

third rightly-guided Caliph, `Uthm n ibn Aff n, and to the emergence of division in 

the Muslim community. They were the main culprits in the conflict that took place 

between `Alī and Mu` wiyah. They led the way in the fabrication of false statements 

attributed to the Prophet, historical reports and baseless interpretations of Qur’ nic 
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statements. They also paved the way to the victory of the Tartars and their conquest 

of Baghdad and the fall of the Islamic Caliphate. 

In modern history, the Jews have been behind every calamity that has befallen the 

Muslim communities everywhere. They give active support to every attempt to crush 

the modern Islamic revival and extend their protection to every regime that 

suppresses such a revival. 

History Tells its Tale 

The other people of earlier revelations, the Christians, have been no less hostile. 

Enmity between the Byzantines and the Persians went back for centuries. 

Nevertheless, as soon as the Church felt that Islam, the new faith, represented a 

threat to its concocted version of Christianity, which was no more than a collection of 

ancient pagan legends, misguided inventions and a handful of statements from the 

Prophet Jesus, both camps buried all their past enmity and age-old hatred to confront 

the new faith together. 

The Byzantines, and their puppet Arab regime of Ghass n, started to raise forces 

to fight the new faith. They killed the Prophet’s messenger, when messengers were 

traditionally given full protection. When the Prophet sent a force of 3,000 men to stop 

the provocation, they were confronted by an army that included, according to 

historical reports, 100,000 of the Byzantines and a similar force of Christian Arabs 

under their rule. This was the Battle of Mu’tah, which took place in year 8 H, 

corresponding to 630 CE, and in which three Muslim commanders, Zayd ibn 

rithah, Ja`far ibn Abī lib and `Abdull h ibn Raw ah, fell as martyrs. 

Then the expedition to Tabūk, which is the major subject of discussion in this 

s rah, took place, followed by the march of the army commanded by Us mah ibn 

Zayd. This was prepared by the Prophet and dispatched by his successor, Abū Bakr, 

in a demonstration of power to confront the Byzantine forces being mobilized to 

suppress the voice of Islam. Then the Muslims achieved a great victory in the Battle 

of Yarmūk against the Byzantines. This ushered in the liberation of wide areas of 

Syria, Egypt, North Africa and the Mediterranean from Byzantine colonialism, and 

the consolidation of an Islamic base in Andalusia. From then on the hostility of the 

Crusaders to Islam was in full swing. 

Everybody has heard of the campaigns known as the Crusades, but these were not 

the only ones launched by the Church against Islam. Indeed there were much earlier 

campaigns, which started when the Byzantines patched up their long hostility with 

the Persians to lend them a helping hand against Islam in the southern areas of 

Arabia. The Battle of Mu’tah was another early confrontation, but there were more 

battles to come after the great victory achieved by the Muslims in Yarmūk. This 
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hostility was at its most brutal when Europe, motivated by Crusader zeal, swept over 

the Islamic base in Spain and committed atrocities without parallel in history. The 

same sort of hatred and unscrupulous brutality were demonstrated during the 

Crusades that showed no respect for any value or pledge of honour. 

Gustav Le Bon, a French Christian author who wrote a book speaking favourably 

of the Arab Civilization refers to the compassionate treatment Muslims extended to 

their enemies. He states that during the Crusades, the first thing Richardo did was 

that he killed at the Muslim camp 3,000 prisoners who had surrendered to him after 

he had given them his pledges of honour to spare them. He then ran riot with his 

soldiers killing and looting. This angered Saladin who had extended noble and 

compassionate treatment to the Christians in Jerusalem, and went as far as sending 

medicines, drinks and provisions to Philip and Richard, the Lion-Heart when they 

were ill. 

Another Christian writer also quoted in Arabic sources reflects that the Crusaders 

made the worst start to their march to Jerusalem. A group of Christian pilgrims went 

about killing those whom they found in the palaces that fell to them. They 

demonstrated their brutality by opening their victims’ stomachs to look for any gold 

articles they might have swallowed. In contrast, when Saladin conquered Jerusalem, 

he granted security to the Crusaders, and fulfilled all his pledges to them. The 

Muslims showed their beaten enemies unparalleled magnanimity. King al-` dil, 

Saladin’s brother, set 1,000 prisoners free, and ensured the safety of all the 

Armenians. He allowed the Patriarch to hold and carry the Cross and all church 

ornaments. The Queen and the princesses were also allowed to visit their husbands. 

A proper examination of the long line of Christian hostility to Islam over the 

centuries is beyond the scope of this commentary. We will only say, however, that 

this hostility has never ended. We need only recall what happened recently in 

Zanzibar, when an extermination campaign was launched against the Muslims there. 

About 12,000 were killed and the remaining 4,000 Muslims were put to sea to go into 

exile. We may also recall the brutality witnessed in Cyprus where neither food nor 

drink was allowed to reach the Muslim areas, with the aim of starving the Island’s 

Muslim inhabitants to death. We only need to remember the atrocities committed by 

Ethiopia in Eritrea and other Muslim areas, and the persecution of about 100,000 

Muslims of Somali origin in Kenya, only because they wanted to join their people in 

Somalia. Indeed we need go no further than what the Christian missionaries have 

been trying to do in the south of the Sudan.22 

                                                 
22 The author is referring here to events that took place in the early 1960s in these different places. For 
example, a coup took place in Zanzibar against its Muslim rulers, encouraged by the government of 
Tanganyika, and shortly afterwards the Island of Zanzibar joined its African mainland neighbour to 
form Tanzania. In Cyprus, persecution of the Muslim minority continued after the Island's 



Al-Tawbah (The Repentance) | RELATIONS WITH OTHER RELIGIONS 

 94

To describe the Christians’ hostile view of Islam we may quote the following 

paragraph by a European author, George Brown, writing in 1944:23 

We used to be warned against dangers posed by different nations, but 

experience has shown that there is no cause for worry. We were warned 

against the Jewish threat and the threat of the yellow races and the Bolshevik 

threat. But none of these warnings has come true. We have found the Jews to 

be very good friends, which means that anyone who persecutes them is our 

enemy. We have also found out that the Bolsheviks are our allies. The yellow 

races are being taken care of by powerful democracies. The only real threat is 

that of Islam because of its dynamism and ability to spread and attract new 

followers. It is the only real obstacle that stands up to Western imperialism. 

We cannot go much further than this to review the various aspects of the 

determined war that continues to be launched by Christianity against Islam. We have 

referred on various occasions to the nature of this age-long war and its various 

aspects. The preceding remarks should be sufficient and further details may be 

sought elsewhere. 

Let us now recall that, on the one hand, Islam represents a general declaration for 

the liberation of mankind and that, on the other, the camp of j hiliyyah the world over 

seeks to crush any implementation of this declaration. With this in mind, we realize 

that the final rulings contained in this s rah on the relationship between Islam and 

other camps are the cumulative and natural reaction to all these facts. They are not 

limited to a particular period or a special case. At the same time, the earlier 

provisional rulings are partially abrogated, in the sense that they can be 

implemented in situations and conditions similar to those which prevailed at the 

time of their revelation. It is in the nature of Islam that real situations are faced with 

attitudes and actions that are suited to them. 

These final rulings, as they are stated in this s rah, deal with a specific situation 

that obtained in Arabia, and serve, in a sense, as a legislative prelude to the Tabūk 

campaign, the central issue of the s rah, which sought to confront the Byzantine 

mobilization close to the Arabian borders. But the attitude of the people of earlier 

revelations and their hostility to Islam and the Muslim community were not the 

result of any particular historical event, or limited to any stage. That is a permanent 

reality. They will continue to be at war with Islam until the Muslims have abandoned 

their faith altogether. This hostility and the war it launches will continue to be fed by 

all possible means. Hence, the rulings outlined in this s rah remain in full effect, 

                                                                                                                                                         
independence. In Sudan, a very large contingent of Christian missionaries were encouraging civil 
strife, which forced the government of General Abboud to expel 300 missionaries. — Editor's note. 
23 As quoted by Mus af  Khãlidī and `Umar Farrūkh in Al-Tabshīr wal-Isti`m r fi al-Bil d al-`Arabīyyah. 
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unlimited to a particular period of history. However, implementation of rulings must 

come within the framework of putting into effect the proactive Islamic approach. 

People must study this approach fully before they start to talk about the rulings 

themselves and before those latter-day Muslims, who know nothing about Islam 

except its name, blame Islam for their weakness and subjugation. 

Legal Islamic rulings have always been, and will continue to be, the result of 

action taken in accordance with the Islamic method and approach. There is a great 

deal of difference between looking at Qur’ nic statements as theoretical models and 

looking at them within the context of action taken according to the Islamic approach. 

This last qualification, `according to the Islamic approach’, is extremely important. 

We are not talking here about any action, in which any situation is acceptable as a 

basis. Any human situation will become an important factor if it results from the 

implementation of Islam. 

If we keep this rule in mind, we can see the final rulings determining 

the relationship between the people of earlier revelations and the Muslim 

community. We will now look more closely at the verses included in the present 

passage. 

A Fight Until Submission 

Fight against those who — despite having been given Scriptures — do not truly 

believe in God and the Last Day, and do not treat as forbidden that which God and His 

Messenger have forbidden, and do not follow the religion of truth, till they [agree to] 

pay the submission tax with a willing hand, after they have been humbled. (Verse 29) 

This verse and the ones that follow were meant to prepare the Muslims for their 

expedition to Tabūk and the confrontation with the Byzantines and their puppet 

regime of Christian Arabs, known as the Ghass nīd. This suggests that the 

descriptions we have here were true of the people on the other side of the 

confrontation. They simply show the reality of those people. These descriptions are 

not mentioned here as conditions for fighting the people of earlier revelations, but as 

qualities inherent in their distorted beliefs and the actual reality of those people. 

Hence they provide the justification for fighting them. The ruling also applies to all 

those who share the same beliefs and characteristics. 

This verse specifies three such characteristics. (1) They do not believe in God and 

the Last Day; (2) they do not treat as forbidden what God has forbidden; and (3) they 

do not believe in the religion of truth. The verses that follow show how these 

characteristics apply to them. 
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Firstly, the Jews claim that Ezra is the son of God, and the Christians assert that 

Christ is His son. These claims echo similar ones made by the pagans of former 

times. Hence, they are to be treated on the same basis as people who do not believe 

in God and the Last Day. 

Secondly, they treat their rabbis and their monks, as well as Jesus Christ, as their 

Lords, in place of God. This is in total conflict with the principles of the faith of truth 

which is based on total submission to God alone, who has no partners. As they make 

such claims they demonstrate that they are idolaters who do not follow the true faith. 

Thirdly, they try to put out the light of God’s guidance with their mouths. In other 

words, they are at war with the divine faith. No one is ever at war with the divine 

faith if he truly believes in God. 

Fourthly, many of their monks and rabbis devour people’s property without any 

justification. They do so knowing that their claims to such property are false. Hence 

they do not treat as forbidden what God and His Messenger have made forbidden, 

whether we take this statement as referring to the Messenger sent to them or to the 

Prophet Mu ammad. 

All these characteristics were true of the Christians in Syria and the Byzantines, as 

well as other Christians ever since Church Synods distorted the faith preached by 

Jesus Christ and claimed that he was the son of God and invented the concept of the 

Trinity, the conflict between the different sects and churches over the concept of 

Trinity notwithstanding. 

What we have here then is a general order stating a universal rule that applies to 

all those among the people of earlier revelations who share the same characteristics 

as the Christians of Syria and Byzantium. This general application is not restricted by 

the exceptions the Prophet made with regard to how Muslims behave in war towards 

women, children, the elderly, or monks who stay in places of worship, on account of 

the fact that these are not fighters. Islam indeed does not allow attacks against such 

non-fighters whatever their religion may be. 

These exceptions were not made by the Prophet because such groups did not 

launch an aggression, but rather because they do not normally launch any aggression 

at all. Therefore it is not right to try to interpret this exception as restricting the 

general order by saying that it applies only to aggressors, as done by those who 

adopt an apologetic attitude in trying to defend Islam. Aggression has been 

committed in the first place, against God’s Lordship of the universe and against 

human beings who are forced to submit to deities other than God. As Islam tries to 

defend God’s Lordship and human dignity, ignorance will try to stop it by 

aggression and war. This is the reality we have to realize. 

This Qur’ nic verse commands the Muslims to fight against those among the 
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people of earlier revelations who “do not believe in God and the Last Day.” A person 

who claims that Ezra or Jesus is the son of God cannot be described as a believer in 

God. The same applies to a person who says that the Christ is the Lord, or that God is 

one of a Trinity, or that He manifested Himself in Jesus. It further applies to all 

concepts formulated by the Synods, diverse as these concepts are. 

Nor can we describe as believers in God and the Last Day those who say that they 

will suffer God’s punishment only for a few days no matter what sins they may 

commit because God loves them as His sons and daughters, or because they are 

God’s chosen people. The same applies to those who claim that all sins are forgiven 

through a holy communion with Jesus Christ, which is the only way to achieve 

forgiveness. Neither of these two groups can be described as believers in God or in 

the Last Day. 

This verse also describes the people of earlier revelations as ones who do not treat 

as forbidden what God and His Messenger have made forbidden. Whether the term 

‘His Messenger’ refers to the Messenger whom God sent to them in particular or to 

the Prophet Mu ammad, the import is the same. The following verses explain this by 

saying that they devour other people’s property by false claims, an action which has 

been forbidden in all divine messages and by all God’s messengers. Some of the 

clearest examples of this are usurious transactions, the sale of bonds of forgiveness 

by the Church, opposition to the divine faith with brutal force as well as trying to 

turn believers away from their faith. Another clear example is forcing people to 

submit to beings other than God, and forcing them to implement laws other than 

those revealed by God. All these examples are covered by the description: “who do 

not treat as forbidden what God and His Messenger have forbidden.” All this applies today 

to the people of earlier revelations as was applicable to them when this verse was 

revealed. 

The Qur’ nic verse also describes them as not following `the religion of truth.’ 

This is clear from what we have already said. It is not part of the religion of truth to 

believe in the Lordship of anyone other than God, or to apply a law different from 

God’s law, or to accept legislation enacted by any authority other than God, or to 

submit to anyone other than Him. All these qualities are today true of the people of 

earlier revelations, as it was true of them then. 

When Scriptures are Ignored 

The condition which the Qur’ nic verse lays down for not fighting them is not that 

they should accept Islam. No. There is simply no compulsion in matters of faith, and 

no one is forced to accept Islam at any time. The condition is simply that they should 

pay the tribute, or the submission tax, with a willing hand and that they be utterly 
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subdued. What is the purpose of this condition, and why is it the end at which all 

fighting must stop? 

The answer is found in the fact that with such characteristics, the people of earlier 

revelations place themselves at war with the divine faith, both in belief and in 

practical terms. They are also at war with Islamic society because of the inherent 

conflict between the codes of living derived from the divine faith on the one hand 

and ignorance, or j hiliyyah, on the other. As described in these verses, the people of 

earlier revelations belong to j hiliyyah in both beliefs and practices. History also 

proves the nature of conflict, and the impossibility of coexistence between the two 

codes. The people of earlier revelations were determined in their opposition to the 

Islamic faith in the period preceding the revelation of this verse, and in the period 

following it, up to the present day. 

As the only religion of truth that exists on earth today, Islam takes appropriate 

action to remove all physical and material obstacles that try to impede its efforts to 

liberate mankind from submission to anyone other than God. That submission is 

translated in following the religion of truth, provided that every human being is 

given free choice. There must be no pressure either from the religion itself or from 

those forces putting up the physical obstacles. 

The practical way to ensure the removal of those physical obstacles while not 

forcing anyone to adopt Islam is to smash the power of those authorities based on 

false beliefs until they declare their submission and demonstrate this by paying the 

submission tax. When this happens, the process of liberating mankind is completed 

by giving every individual the freedom of choice based on conviction. Anyone who 

is not convinced may continue to follow his faith. However, he has to pay the 

submission tax to fulfil a number of objectives: 

Firstly, by paying this tax, known as jizyah, he declares that he will not stand in 

physical opposition to the efforts advocating the true Divine faith. Secondly, he 

contributes to the defence expenses for himself, his property, honour and family. 

Islam guarantees such protection for those who pay the jizyah to place themselves 

under Islamic protection. To ensure this, Islam defends those under its protection 

against all internal and external enemies with its own soldiers. Thirdly, he 

contributes to the treasury of the Muslim state which guarantees a decent standard of 

living for all those who are unable to work, including those who pay the submission 

tax, without any distinction between them and those Muslims who pay zak t. We do 

not here want to enter into polemics on who should pay the submission tax and who 

are exempt from it, and how much each one or each category should pay, and the 

methods of imposing this tax and its collection. The whole question is not under 

discussion today as it was at the time when Muslim scholars gave their different 

rulings on these matters on the basis of scholarly discretion, or ijtih d. So today this 
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question is considered historic rather than practical. Nowadays Muslims do not 

engage in jih d, because there is practically no Muslim community in the real sense of 

the term. Indeed the issue to be discussed is that of the existence of Islam and 

Muslims. 

As we have said on several occasions, Islam takes a very serious approach which 

refuses to enter into any discussion of hypothetical matters. It is simply against the 

nature of this approach to engage in academic discussion on matters that have no 

practical relevance, since there is no single Islamic society that conducts all its affairs 

in accordance with God’s law. Indeed Islam has little time for people who occupy 

themselves with issues that are far removed from the realities of the present day. 

Such people are given a funny Arabic nickname which means `the hypothesists’, 

because they are always putting forward hypotheses and trying to find answers to 

them. 

The starting point today is the same as it was in the early days of Islam. There 

must be a group of people, living in a certain area, who believe in the religion of 

truth and declare that they believe in God’s oneness and in Mu ammad as God’s 

Messenger. They also believe that all sovereignty belongs to God, which means that 

He alone has the authority to legislate. They implement all this in their lives and 

move on to implement Islam’s general declaration to liberate mankind. Only when 

this happens will there be a chance to implement Islamic rules governing the 

relations between the Muslim community and other societies and communities. At 

that time it is possible to enter such discussions about the rules that are applicable to 

situations that the Muslim community face in practice. 

We have only discussed this verse in principle because it relates to a question of 

faith and to the nature of the Islamic approach. We limit our discussion to this aspect, 

without entering into the legal differences out of respect for the Islamic approach 

which is always serious, practical and realistic. 

A Claim Only Unbelievers Make 

As we have seen, God issued His order to the Muslims to fight the people of 

earlier revelations, i.e. the Jews and the Christians, “till they pay the submission tax with 

a willing hand, after they have been humbled.” (Verse 29) When this order was given 

certain circumstances, discussed in the Prologue to this s rah, affected the Muslim 

community in Madinah at that time. These circumstances required that this order 

should be reiterated and emphasized. Its reasons needed to be clarified. The 

uneasiness felt by some Muslims about its purpose required reassurance. To obey 

this order meant opposing the Byzantines in southern Syria. Before the advent of 

Islam, the Arabs held the Byzantines in awe, particularly because they held control 
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over the north of Arabia for a long time. Some Arab tribes collaborated with them, 

and they had a puppet state where the Ghass n tribe assumed power. 

This was not the first encounter the Muslims had with the Byzantines. With Islam, 

God gave the Arabs a sense of dignity which enabled them to stand up to both the 

Persians and the Byzantines. Formerly, all the bravery they demonstrated was in 

internal conflict and the looting raids they launched against one another, tribe 

against tribe. Yet there was still a lingering fear of the Byzantines, particularly among 

those who had not yet acquired the true Islamic attitude. Moreover, the last major 

encounter with the Byzantines had not gone in favour of the Muslims. In that battle, 

the Byzantines and their Arab stooges marshalled large forces which some reports 

put at no less than 200,000 men. 

All these circumstances, whether relating to the structure of the Muslim 

community at the time, or to the old fear of the Byzantines, or to the expedition itself 

which was termed ‘the expedition of hardship,’ and also the feeling that the 

Byzantines and the Christian Arabs allied with them followed earlier Scriptures 

required further clarification and more categorical statements to show that the fight 

against them was inevitable. All doubts had to be removed and unease needed to be 

countered with reassurance by explaining the reasons for that inescapable 

eventuality. 

In this verse, the Qur’ n makes it clear why those people of earlier revelations 

were following deviant beliefs which echoed those of the Arab idolaters, Roman 

idolaters of old as also other nations and communities. They had not maintained the 

right faith which was outlined in their Scriptures. Hence they could not be 

considered as followers of any divine message, since they held beliefs contrary to all 

messages revealed by God. What is worth noting is the mention of the Jews and their 

assertion that Ezra was the son of God when these verses are meant to prepare the 

Muslims for a confrontation with the Byzantines and their Arab Christian allies. Most 

probably there are two reasons for this: 

The first relates to the fact that these verses are given as a general statement, and 

the order to fight the people of earlier revelations until they pay the submission tax 

with a willing hand and are subdued is also of general import. In view of this it is 

necessary to outline the ideological basis of this general order that applies to both 

Christians and Jews. 

The second reason is that the Jews had to be included in this order because they 

were in a position to put up obstacles to impede the Muslim expansion into southern 

Syria. They had moved from Madinah to areas close to Syria after a hard fight 

against the Muslims which had led to the evacuation of the tribes of Qaynuq ` and 

al- Nadīr. 
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The Christian claim that Jesus Christ is the son of God is well known. This has 

been their belief ever since Paul distorted the Christian faith. On the other hand, the 

claim by the Jews that Ezra was the son of God is not known today. What we find 

today in Jewish religious writings about Ezra is a description which shows him as a 

skilful scribe of the Torah and that he dedicated himself to the pursuit of knowledge 

of the Lord’s law. Nevertheless, the fact that the Qur’ n attributes to them this 

assertion that Ezra was the son of God is irrefutable evidence that at least some of 

them, particularly the Jews of Madinah, used to believe so and that this was 

commonly accepted among them. The Qur’ n faced the Jews and the Christians in an 

open and clear way. Had there been anything untrue in what it attributed to them, 

they would have found in it a valid argument to support their denial of the truth of 

the Prophet’s message. 

The late Shaikh Rashīd Riđ ’ gives a useful summary about Ezra’s position and 

status as viewed by the Jews and adds his own comments. It is useful to quote a few 

of these paragraphs here so that we have an insight into what the Jews believe.24 

The Jewish Encyclopaedia (1903 edition) mentions that Ezra marks the 

springtime in the national history of Judaism. “The flowers appear on the 

earth” refers to Ezra and Nehemiah. Ezra was worthy of being the vehicle of 

the Law, had it not been already given through Moses. It was forgotten but 

Ezra restored it. But for its sins, Israel in the time of Ezra would have 

witnessed miracles as in the time of Joshua... Ezra re-established the text of 

the Pentateuch, introducing therein the Assyrian or square characters, 

apparently as a polemical measure against the Samaritans. He showed his 

doubts concerning the correctness of some words of the text by placing points 

over them... the beginnings of the Jewish calendar are traced back to him. 

In the Dictionary of the Bible, Dr George Box says that Ezra was a Jewish priest, 

a famous scribe who lived for a time in Babylon in the reign of Artaxerxes, of 

the long hands. In the seventh year of his reign he permitted Ezra to take a 

large number of the Jewish people to Jerusalem around 457 BC. (Ezra p. 7) 

The journey took them four months... 

`In Jewish tradition, Ezra’s position is comparable to that of Moses and Iliya. 

It is said that he founded the large assembly, collected the books of the Holy 

                                                 
24 This quotation is translated from Arabic. It contains portions which were originally in English or 
other languages. I have tried hard to find the quoted parts in their original language, but I met with 
only little success. What also hampered my efforts was the fact that in the early part of the twentieth 
century, when Shaikh Riđ ’was writing, referencing in Arabic writings lacked any standard pattern. 
Besides, we often find a quoted text unmarked because it was sufficient that an author mentions the 
name of the author he was quoting. Moreover, the spelling of many of the names mentioned could be 
easily mistaken. — Editor's note. 
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Book, introduced the Chaldean alphabet in place of the old Hebrew alphabet, 

and wrote the books of Chronicles, Ezra and Nehemiah of the Old Testament. 

The book of Ezra (pp. 4: 8, 6: 19 and 7: 1-27) is written in the Chaldean 

language because when the people returned from exile, they could 

understand Chaldean better than Hebrew.’ 

It is widely known to historians, including Jews and Christians, that the 

Torah which Moses wrote and kept in or near the casket was lost before the 

time of Solomon. When the casket was opened during his reign, there was 

nothing in it other than the two tablets containing the ten commandments,25 

as seen in the first book of Kings. It was Ezra who, after the end of slavery, 

wrote the Torah and other things in Chaldean letters, and the Chaldean 

language mixed with whatever was left of the old Hebrew, which the Jews 

had largely forgotten. The people of earlier revelations maintain that Ezra 

wrote it as it originally was, having been inspired by God. But this is not 

accepted by other communities. Many objections are raised which we find at 

the appropriate place in specialized books, even those authored by them, 

such as Dhakhīrat al-Alb b for Catholics, written originally in French. The 

author devotes Chapters 11 and 12 to objections to the view that the five 

books were those of Moses. Concerning this, he says: 

`It is mentioned in the book of Ezra (4: 14.21) that all holy books were burnt 

with fire at the time of Nebuchadnezzar, when he said: “The Law is burnt, 

and no one knoweth the works that thou hast done,26 or what thou art about 

to do.”27 It is added that with inspiration by the Holy Spirit, Ezra re-wrote the 

five books burnt with fire, and he was assisted by five contemporary scribes. 

Therefore, we see St Thertholianus, St Irinaous, St Ironemus, St John the 

Golden, St Basilius and others call Ezra `the one who revived Jewish holy 

books’28 

Shaikh Rashīd Riđ ’ further: 

This is sufficient for our purposes. We wish to make it clear that all the people 

of earlier revelations are indebted to Ezra with regard to the foundation of 

their faith and their holy books. We wish also to show that this foundation is 

feeble, relying on weak support. This has been clearly shown by European 

                                                 
25 As regards this event, the Qur' n says: "The portent of his kingship is that a casket shall be brought to you, 
wherein you shall have peace of reassurance from your Lord, and a legacy left behind by the House of Moses and 
the House of Aaron. It will be borne by angels." (2: 248) 
26 G.H. Box, The Apocalypse of Ezra, London, 1917, p. 110. 
27 We say that what the Qur' n mentions is the truth, and the Qur' n states that a `legacy’was left 
behind. 
28 M.R. Riđ ', Tafsīr al-Man r, D r al-Ma`rifah, Beirut, Vol. 10, 1930, pp. 322-324. 
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freethinking scholars.29 Under his entry in the Encyclopaedia Britannica his 

writing of the law — confirmed in the books of Ezra and Nehemiah — is 

mentioned. Then the entry says that later reports claim that he did not merely 

re-write for them the law that had been burnt, but also all the Hebrew books 

which had been lost. He further re-wrote 70 unauthorized books. The writer 

of the entry comments that this legend about Ezra has been written by some 

historians of their own accord, relying on no other reference. Hence, modern 

writers consider it as mere fabrication. 

To sum up, the Jews venerated and still venerate Ezra, to the extent that some 

of them call him the son of God. We do not know if using this description 

was a kind of honouring Ezra, in the same way as Israel, David and others 

were honoured, or it was akin to what their philosopher Philo later claimed. 

This latter claim is close to Indian philosophy, which is the origin of Christian 

beliefs.30 Qur’ nic commentators are in agreement that the claim attributed to 

the Jews about Ezra being the son of God was made by some Jews, not all of 

them. 

The Jews who said this were some of those who lived in Madinah. It is the 

same as the Qur’ nic reference: “The Jews say: ‘God’s hand is shackled!’ It is their 

own hands that are shackled. Rejected [by God] are they for what they say. Indeed, 

both His hands are outstretched. He bestows [His bounty] as He wills.” (5:64) The 

same applies to others whom the Qur’ n mentions in the following verse: 

“God has certainly heard the words of those who said: ‘God is poor, and we are 

rich.— (3:181) These people uttered this mouthful in reply to God’s invitation: 

“Who is it that will offer up to God a goodly loan, which He will amply repay?” 

(57:11) It may be that some earlier ones said the same thing, but it was not 

reported to us. 

Ibn Is q and others report: “Sall m ibn Mishkam, Nu`m n ibn Awf , Abū 

Anas, Sh s ibn Qays and M lik ibn al-Sayf said to the Prophet: `How can we 

follow you when you have abandoned our qiblah [i.e. the direction faced in 
                                                 
29 Perhaps we should say here that terms like `free-thinking scholars’are used by writers who followed 
Shaikh Mu ammad `Abduh and his way of thinking. This school was generally influenced by 
Western ideas and thoughts that are alien to the Islamic approach. It is this influence that made this 
school praise opponents to the Church and those who advocated freedom and democracy as free-
thinking. It also spoke approvingly of the European way of life, saying that we should adopt `what is 
good of European ideas and traditions.’This is a very slippery road. It should be said that Lord 
Cromer and other colonialists encouraged this trend. The matter requires much more careful 
consideration, based on an independent Islamic approach. 
30 For our part we find no justification for this uncertainty. The Qur' nic statement makes it clear that 
the Jewish claim, `Ezra is the son of God,’is the same as the Christian assertion that `Jesus is the son of 
God.’Both echo the assertions of the unbelievers of old times, alleging that God has a son. Anyone 
who makes such a claim takes himself out of the fold of divine religion and joins the unbelievers and 
the idolaters. 
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prayer] and you do not accept that Ezra was the son of God.” 

It is well known that some Christians who claimed that Jesus was the son of 

God were originally Jews. Philo, a Jewish philosopher from Alexandria who 

was a contemporary of Jesus, says that God has a son who is His word with 

which He creates all things. Hence, it is perfectly possible that some Jews 

claimed prior to the advent of Islam that Ezra was the son of God.31 

By quoting this Jewish assertion in this context the Qur’ n makes clear that some 

of the people of earlier revelations held such distorted beliefs as could not fit with 

their being believers in God or their following the religion of truth. These are the 

main characteristics which form the basis for the ruling given to the Muslims to fight 

them. The purpose of such a fight is not to compel them to be Muslims, but to 

subdue them so that they do not stand in opposition to Islam and so that they accept 

its authority. Thus individuals would be free of all influences restricting their 

freedom to make a choice to believe in God and follow His message. 

As we have said, the Christian assertion about Jesus being the son of God is very 

widely known. Indeed all Christian churches have been making this assertion ever 

since Paul distorted the message of Jesus Christ which, like all divine messages, was 

based on God’s oneness. The Church Synods carried the distortion further and 

practically killed the concept of God’s oneness. 

For a summary of Christians’ beliefs we will similarly quote from Shaikh 

Mu ammad Rashīd Riđ ’s commentary on the Qur’ n, Al-Man r. Under the heading 

‘Trinity’, we read: 

The Trinity is a term used by Christians to refer to three manifestations of 

God. These are the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. This is part of the 

teachings of the Catholic and Eastern Churches, as well as almost all 

Protestants. Those who adhere to this concept allege that it is absolutely in 

line with the Holy Bible. Scholars of Divinity have written extensively in 

interpreting and explaining this concept, based on the teachings of the old 

Synods and the writings of the former fathers of the Church. Much of their 

writings discuss the way the second manifestation was born and how the 

third manifestation came about, and the relationships of the three 

manifestations, their distinctive qualities, names and titles. The term, 

`Trinity’, is not used in the Bible. No verse of the Old Testament specifically 

mentions the Trinity. Yet old Christian writers cite many verses that refer to a 

collective presence of God. The point here is that if these verses admit more 

than one interpretation, they cannot be cited as clear evidence in support of 

                                                 
31 Mu ammad Rashid Riđ ', op.cit., pp. 326-327. 
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the concept of the Trinity. They are used as reference to clear revelations they 

believe to be included in the New Testament. Two large sets of verses from 

the New Testament are quoted in support of this concept. The first set 

consists of verses that mention the Father, Son and Holy Spirit together, and 

the second mentions them separately, emphasizing some of their attributes 

and the relationship between them. 

Dispute about the three persons of the Trinity started at the time of the 

Apostles. Most probably it emanated from the ideas of Hellenic philosophers. 

Theophilus, the second century Bishop of Antioch, used the Greek word 

trinus, while subsequently Tertiliyanus was the first to use its synonym 

trinitas, which means three. Much dispute about this concept took place prior 

to the Council of Nicea, particularly in the East. The Church branded many 

views as heretic. Among these were the views of the Abionians who believed 

that Christ was no more than a human being, the Sabilians who believed that 

the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit were three different manifestations by 

which God shows Himself to people, the Airisis who believed that the Son 

was not ever present like the Father; rather, the Father created the Son before 

creating the universe. Hence, the Son has a lower status and is subject to the 

Father’s will, and the Macedonians deny that the Holy Spirit is a person of 

God. 

The Church concept was approved by the Council of Nicea in 325 CE, and the 

Constantinople Synod in 381. Both ruled that the Son and the Holy Spirit are 

equal to the Father in the Trinity, and while the Son was born through the 

father before the start of time, the Holy Spirit emanated from Him. The 

Toledo Synod of 589 CE also ruled that the Holy Spirit emanated from the 

Father. The Latin Church unanimously accepted this addition and held on to 

it. As for the Greek Church, it showed little resistance at the beginning, but 

later gave its argument against changing the law, considering that as heresy. 

The phrase ‘And also from the Son’ continues to be a barrier preventing the 

unity between the Greek and Catholic Churches. The writings of the 

followers of Martin Luther and the Reformist churches adopt the same 

concept of the Trinity as the Catholic Church. However, beginning with the 

thirteenth century, a large number of divinity specialists have opposed this, 

as also some new groups such as the Susinians, Germans, Unitarians and the 

Universalists, who all consider that concept contrary to the Holy Bible and to 

reason. Suweid Tiragh makes the Trinity the Christ given a tri-mark. He 

speaks of one in three, not three in one. What he understands is that the 

divine in Christ is the Father, while the divine which is in union with the 

human in Christ is the Son, and the divine that emanated from Him is the 
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Holy Spirit. The influence of the rationalists on the Protestant and Reformist 

churches weakened the Trinity concepts among many German divines. 

Kant considers that the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit signify three 

essential attributes of God, which are power, wisdom and love, or three main 

activities, which are creation, protection and control. Both Higgins and Shling 

tried to establish an abstract basis to the concept of the Trinity, and they were 

followed by later German divines who tried to defend the concept on abstract 

lines. Some divines who rely on the Scriptures do not strictly follow the 

Church line as stated by the Nicea and Constantinople Councils. In later 

years many tried to defend the views of the Sabilians in particular.32 

Indeed, no longer do any Christian churches believe in the religion of truth based 

on God’s oneness; nor do they accept that nothing and no one is similar to Him in 

any way, or that He does not beget anyone; limitless indeed is He in His glory. 

It is often mentioned that some groups of Christians, particularly those referred to 

in Islamic literature as the Arīsīs, believed in God’s oneness. To say this is inaccurate. 

This group is not unitarian in the sense we find in the divine faith. Their concepts are 

rather confused. While they state that, unlike God, Jesus Christ is not eternal — 

which is true — they also claim that he is the Son, and that he has been created by the 

Father before the universe. All this has nothing to do with the proper concept of 

God’s oneness. 

Indeed a clear verdict has been given by God that those who say that Christ is the 

son of God, or say that Christ is God, or say that God is one of a Trinity are 

unbelievers. The same faith cannot lead to belief and unbelief at the same time. No 

one can simultaneously be a believer and an unbeliever. 

Clear Order and Perverse Response 

Commenting on the assertions by the Jews and the Christians that Ezra or Jesus is 

the son of God, the Qur’ n emphasizes that they echo the assertions and concepts of 

unbelievers in former times: “Such are the assertions they utter with their mouths, echoing 

assertions made by the unbelievers of old.” (Verse 30) First of all this comment 

emphasizes that these assertions were made by them and not reported by others. 

This is the reason for mentioning `their mouths’ to add a physical image, following 

the Qur’ nic method of expression. It is evident that whatever they say or assert 

must be said by word of mouth. The deliberate mention of their mouths is neither 

redundant — far be it from God to unnecessarily add what is redundant — nor does 

it make the statement verbose. The Qur’ nic style pictures how they make their 

                                                 
32 M.R. Riđ ', ibid., pp. 329-331. 
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assertions and gives us a very real image that we can see as we listen to the 

statement. There is also an additional connotation stressing that the words do not 

describe any thing that exists in reality. These are merely words uttered and have no 

real significance. 

Then we have another aspect of the uniqueness of the Qur’ n which points to its 

origin and that it is God’s revelation. This we find in the statement: “echoing assertions 

made by the unbelievers of old.” (Verse 30) Commentators on the Qur’ n used to say 

that this means that their assertions about God having a son are similar to what the 

Arab idolaters used to say that the angels were God’s daughters. The similarity 

between the two assertions is true, but this statement has a wider implication which 

has transpired only recently when the faiths of idolaters in India, ancient Egypt and 

Greece were studied. The study has brought to light the origins of the distorted 

beliefs of the people of earlier revelations, particularly the Christians. They were 

simply derived from those forms of pagan faiths which found their way firstly into 

Paul’s teachings and finally into those of the Church Synods. 

The Egyptian trinity of Osiris, Isis and Horus forms the basis of Pharaonic 

idolatry, with Osiris representing the ‘father’ while Horus represents the ‘son’. In the 

Alexandrian divinity, which was taught many years before Christ, the assertion is 

made that “the word is the second deity,” and it is also called “the first son of God”. 

The Indians believed that God might take three different states: Brahma which 

signified creation, Vishnu which signified lordship and the provision of sustenance, 

and Siva which signified destruction. In this faith Vishnu is considered the son of 

Brahma. 

The Assyrians believed in the ‘Word’ which they called Mardookh whom they 

described as the first son of God. 

The Greeks also believed in three states of God. When their priests slaughtered for 

sacrifice, they sprinkled the alter with holy water three times, and they handled 

incense from the censer with three fingers, and they splashed those around the alter 

with the holy water three times. All these rituals are symbols of the trinity. Together 

with the pagan beliefs they represented, these rituals were introduced by the Church 

into Christianity, to echo the beliefs of the unbelievers of old times. 

A careful look at the ideologies of the ancient idolaters, which were not known to 

people at the time when the Qur’ n was revealed, in the light of this Qur’ nic 

statement: “echoing assertions made by the unbelievers of old, “ (Verse 30) will prove two 

points. It shows that the people of earlier revelations do not follow the faith of truth 

and do not have the right concepts of God. It also reveals a certain aspect of the 

uniqueness of the Qur’ n, pointing to its source and that it is revealed by God whose 

knowledge is perfect, absolute. 
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This verse, which makes it clear that the people of earlier revelations have adopted 

idolatrous beliefs, is concluded with these words: “May God destroy them! How 

perverse they are!” (Verse 30) Yes indeed. “May God destroy them!” How they 

overlook the simple truth which is clear and straightforward to adopt ambiguous 

and complex idolatrous concepts which have no logical or coherent basis. 

The s rah then describes another type of deviation from the truth manifested by 

the people of earlier revelations. This time the deviation is not confined to verbal 

statements and beliefs only; it translates itself into practices based on erroneous 

beliefs: “They make of their rabbis and their monks, and of the Christ, son of Mary, lords 

besides God. Yet they have been ordered to worship none but the One God, other than whom 

there is no deity. Exalted be He above those to whom they ascribe divinity.” (Verse 31) 

This verse comes at its most appropriate place in this passage which dispels all 

lingering doubts that those people may still be following a divine faith. For this verse 

states that they are no longer following any religion revealed by God. This is proven 

by their beliefs and practices. They were ordered to worship God alone, but they 

took their rabbis and monks as lords besides God. They also made Jesus Christ the 

Lord. All this is a form of idolatry which associates partners with God. From the 

standpoint of beliefs, they are not true believers in God, and in practice, they do not 

follow the religion of truth. 

An Order and its Distorted Application 

Before we explain how they took their monks and rabbis for lords, we wish to 

mention some authentic reports which include the Prophet’s own interpretation. His 

is undoubtedly the correct and final interpretation. 

Al-Tirmidhī and several major scholars of adīth report on the authority of `Adiy 

ibn tim, who was a Christian before he met the Prophet and adopted Islam: 

“When I first came to see the Prophet, he was reciting this verse of the s rah entitled 

Repentance: ‘They make of their rabbis and their monks, and of the Christ, son of Mary, 

lords besides God.’ He explained: “They certainly did not worship these (rabbis and 

monks). But when they permitted them something they treated it as permissible, and 

when they prohibited something they treated it as forbidden.” 

A second authentic report is transmitted by Im m A mad, al- Tirmidhī and al-

abarī on the authority of `Adiy ibn tim: 

When `Adiy, who in pre-Islamic days was a Christian, heard of the Islamic 

message, he fled to Syria. His sister was taken prisoner together with a group 

of his tribesmen. The Prophet treated his sister kindly, granted her freedom 

and gave her some gifts. She went to her brother and urged him to adopt 
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Islam and to meet the Prophet. `Adiy took his sister’s advice and travelled to 

Madinah. He used to be the chief of his tribe, ayyi’, and his father was 

widely renowned for his unparalleled generosity. People were speaking 

about his arrival in Madinah. When he went to see the Prophet he was 

wearing a silver crucifix which he hung around his neck. The Prophet was 

reading this verse: ‘They make of their rabbis and their monks...lords besides God.’ 

‘Adiy said: `They have not worshipped them.’ The Prophet said: `Yes, indeed 

they did. They followed them when they forbade them what was lawful and 

permitted them what was forbidden. That is how they worshipped them.’ 

Al-Suddī, a learned commentator on the Qur’ n says: “They have sought the 

advice of human beings and abandoned God’s Book. Hence He says: ‘Yet they have 

been ordered to worship none but the One God,’ which means the One who may forbid 

something and it is treated by all as forbidden and may permit another and it is 

treated as lawful. His law is to be obeyed and His verdict is final.” 

In his commentary on the Qur’ n, al- lūsī, a scholar of the modern period says: 

“That they made them lords does not mean that they treated them as if they were 

gods in control of the universe. What is meant is that they obeyed them in what they 

have bidden and forbidden.” 

From the very clear Qur’ nic statement and its interpretation by the Prophet, 

which provides the ultimate judgement, and also from the observations of scholars, 

old and new, we may deduce a number of very important conclusions concerning 

religion and beliefs which we will state here very briefly: 

• According to the Qur’ n and the Prophet’s interpretation, worship means the 

following of the law. The Jews and the Christians did not make their rabbis 

and monks as lords in the sense that they treated them as gods or that they 

offered their worship rituals to them. Yet God describes them in this verse as 

`associating partners with Him’ and, in a later verse in the s rah, as 

`unbelievers’ only because they followed the laws they devised for them. This 

alone, regardless of beliefs and rituals, is sufficient to make anyone who does 

it a person who associates partners with God, which takes him out of faith 

altogether and puts him in the category of unbelievers. 

• The Qur’ nic statement attaches the descriptions of `associating partners with 

God’ and `unbelief’ to both the Jews who accepted the laws made for them by 

their rabbis and put those laws into practice and the Christians who believe 

that Christ is their Lord and offer worship rituals to him. Both actions are the 

same in the sense that both make their perpetrators polytheists ascribing 

lordship to beings other than God. 

• Polytheism, or idolatry, comes into being merely by assigning the authority to 
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legislate to anyone other than God, even though this is not accompanied by a 

belief that such a legislator is a deity or by offering worship rituals to it. 

The primary aim of pointing out these facts is to deal with the circumstances of the 

Muslim society at the time, particularly the reluctance to confront the Byzantines and 

the feeling that they were believers on account of their having received revelations. 

Yet these facts are of general application and serve to emphasize the nature of the 

true religion. 

The religion of truth which is the only one that is acceptable to God from any 

human being is ‘self surrender’. Such surrender is manifested by implementing 

God’s law, after having believed in His oneness, and offering worship to Him alone. 

If people are to implement a law other than that of God, then what God has said 

about the Jews and the Christians will apply to them as well. In other words, they 

would be idolaters and unbelievers, no matter how emphatically they assert that they 

believe in God. Those descriptions will apply to them once they willingly implement 

a law devised by human beings in total disregard of God’s law, unless they protest 

that they only follow such laws against their will and they have no power to repel 

that compulsion. 

The term ‘religion’ has nowadays lost much of its significance in the minds of 

most people, so much so that they confine it to beliefs to which they may hold and 

rituals they may offer. This was exactly the situation of the Jews who are described 

by this categorical verdict, as interpreted by the Prophet (peace be upon him), as 

unbelievers, associating partners with God and disobeying His clear command not to 

worship anyone besides Him. This same Qur’ nic statement tells us that they have 

taken their rabbis as lords besides God. 

The most essential meaning of ‘religion’ is `to submit and to follow’. This is most 

clearly evidenced by following the law as it is proven by offering worship. The 

matter is very serious. It admits no ambiguity of the sort that considers people who 

follow laws other than God’s law, without being compelled to do so, as believers and 

as Muslims, simply because they profess to believe in God and because they offer 

their worship to Him. 

This ambiguity is perhaps the most serious threat to this religion of Islam at the 

present time. It is the worst weapon levelled at it by its enemies who depict some 

people and situations as Muslim and Islamic, even though these people are similar to 

the ones God describes as unbelievers taking as lords beings other than God and 

turning away from the religion of truth. If the enemies of this religion try to associate 

such people and situations with Islam, then it is the duty of the advocates of Islam to 

deny them that description and to uncover their reality. They would thus show them 

as they are: people who do not believe in God’s oneness and who take for themselves 
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lords other than God when “they have been ordered to worship none but the One God, 

other than whom there is no deity. Exalted be He above those to whom they ascribe divinity.” 

(Verse 31) 

A True Promise 

The s rah goes a step further in encouraging the believers to fight: “They want to 

extinguish God’s light with their mouths, but God will not allow anything but to bring His 

light to perfection, however hateful this may be to the unbelievers. It is He who has sent His 

Messenger with guidance and the religion of truth, so that He may cause it to prevail over all 

[other] religions, however hateful this may be to the idolaters.” (Verses 32-33) 

The people of earlier revelations do not stop at mere deviation from the religion of 

truth and worshipping lords and other beings instead of God, as well as refusing to 

believe in God and the Last Day in the true sense of such a belief. They go further by 

declaring war against the religion of truth and trying hard to extinguish God’s light, 

represented by this religion, the movement advocating it and the system it provides 

for human life. 

“They want to extinguish God’s light with their mouths.” (Verse 32) So, they are hostile 

to God’s light, trying to prevent its spread. They fabricate lies and sew the seeds of 

discord and division. They also mobilize their followers to stand in opposition to this 

religion and its followers, as was the case when these verses were revealed. This has 

continued to be the case ever since. Although this statement aimed primarily at 

enhancing the determination of the Muslims at the time, it also describes the true 

nature of the attitude the people of earlier revelations always adopt towards God’s 

light as reflected by His true faith providing guidance for mankind. 

“But God will not allow anything but to bring His light to perfection, however hateful this 

may be to the unbelievers.” (Verse 32) This is a true promise by God reflecting His 

permanent law which ensures that His light will always be perfected and that His 

religion will always prevail in spite of the unbelievers’ attempts to stifle it. This 

promise will reassure the believers and motivate them to continue along their way, 

full as it may be with hardships, and to stand up to all the unbelievers’ wicked 

scheming. In this instance, the term `unbelievers’ refers to those people who were 

given Scriptures in former times. The promise also implies a clear threat to those 

unbelievers and all who follow in their footsteps. 

The s rah re-emphasizes the promise and the threat at the same time: “It is He who 

has sent His Messenger with guidance and the religion of truth, so that He may cause it to 

prevail over all (other) religions, however hateful this may be to the idolaters.” (Verse 33) 

It is clear from this statement that the religion of Islam, preached by God’s last 
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Messenger, is the one to which reference is made in the previous Qur’ nic statement: 

“Fight against those who — despite having been given Scriptures — do not truly believe in 

God and the Last Day, and do not treat as forbidden that which God and His Messenger have 

forbidden, and do not follow the religion of truth, till they [agree to] pay the submission tax 

with a willing hand, after they have been humbled.” (Verse 29) It is also clear that this 

order to fight is targeted against those who do not believe in this religion. 

This is true however we may interpret this verse. Generally speaking, the religion 

of truth means submission to God alone as reflected in beliefs, worship rituals and 

laws. This is the basic foundation of all divine faith which takes its final form in the 

message of the Prophet Mu ammad (peace he upon him). Any individual and any 

community who do not clearly submit totally to God alone in beliefs, worship and 

laws may be described as ones who do not believe in the religion of truth. Therefore, 

they are included among those to whom the verse of fighting applies. However, we 

have always to consider the nature of the Islamic method of action, and the different 

stages the message of Islam may go through and the tools and means it may employ. 

“It is He who has sent His Messenger with guidance and the religion of truth, so that He 

may cause it to prevail over all [other] religions, however hateful this may be to the idolaters.” 

(Verse 33) This statement confirms God’s first promise: “But God will not allow 

anything but to bring His light to perfection, however hateful this may be to the unbelievers.” 

(Verse 32) The confirmation, however, takes a much more specific form. The light 

which God, who is limitless in His glory, has decided to bring to full perfection is the 

religion of truth with which He has sent His last Messenger so that He may cause it 

to prevail over all other religions. 

As we have already explained, the religion of truth is submission to God in beliefs, 

worship and laws altogether. It is represented in every divine message given to any 

former prophet. Needless to say, it does not include any form of the distorted 

versions that the Jews and Christians of today profess, as these have been adulterated 

with pagan beliefs. Nor can be included under it any situation that raises the banner 

of faith while at the same time assigning lordship to beings other than God, and 

associating partners with God in the form of following laws and legislations enacted 

by those partners without reference to God’s law. 

God, limitless is He in His glory, says that He has sent His Messenger with 

guidance and the religion of truth in order to make it prevail over all other religions. 

We must take the term ‘religion’ in its broader sense which we have outlined in order 

to appreciate the scope of God’s promise. Since ‘religion’ means ‘submission’, then it 

includes every creed and system which requires people to submit to its edicts and 

follow its rules. God also declares His ruling that the religion of truth will surely 

prevail over all religion, in this broad sense of the word. This means that all 

submission will be to God alone, and the final triumph will be for the system which 
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reflects this total submission. 

This promise was fulfilled once at the hands of God’s Messenger (peace be upon 

him) and his successors, as well as those who succeeded them, for a very long period 

of time when the religion of truth was the one which prevailed. All other religions, 

which were not based on true submission to God alone, stood in awe. Then there 

followed a time when those who professed to believe in the religion of truth started 

to abandon it, step by step, due to various factors relevant to the internal structure of 

Muslim societies on the one hand, and to the long war against this religion by its 

different enemies. In this war a wide variety of weapons and tactics are employed in 

order to suppress Islam. But this is not the end of the road. God’s promise will 

always come true. It will be fulfilled by the Muslim community which will raise the 

banner of Islam and start its activities at the very beginning where the Prophet 

himself started when he began his call, preaching the religion of truth and guided by 

God’s light. 

The s rah takes the final step in this passage, describing how the people of earlier 

revelations do not treat as forbidden what God and His Messenger have declared 

forbidden. A reference to this fact has already been made in the statement: “They 

make of their rabbis and monks, and of the Christ, son of Mary, lords besides God.” (Verse 

(Verse 31) We have already mentioned the Prophet’s explanation of this statement: 

“They (i.e. the rabbis and monks) permitted them what is forbidden and forbade 

them what is lawful, and they followed them.” This means that they listen to their 

monks and rabbis, not to God and His Messenger, in determining what is lawful and 

what is forbidden. 

Hoarding Gold and Silver 

This last step in exposing the reality of those people of earlier revelations who 

have distorted God’s message is given in two verses addressed to the believers: 

“Believers, some of the rabbis and monks wrongfully devour people’s property and turn 

people away from God’s path. To those who hoard up gold and silver and do not spend them 

in God’s cause, give the news of a painful suffering, on the day when it will all be heated in 

the fire of hell, and their foreheads, sides and backs will be branded with them. [They will be 

told]: ‘This is what you have hoarded up for yourselves. Taste, then, what you have been 

hoarding.’” (Verses 34-35) 

The first verse elaborates on the roles of the rabbis and monks whom those people 

of earlier revelations have made as lords, following their bidding in their day-to-day 

transactions, and also in their worship. 

Indeed the rabbis and monks enjoy being treated as lords whose orders are always 

obeyed. In what they legislate for their followers, they devour people’s property on 
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the basis of false claims and they also turn people away from God’s path. 

Devouring people’s property always takes various forms. One of these is the 

money they receive in return for issuing rulings that make lawful what is really 

forbidden and prohibiting what is permissible. Such rulings are always meant to 

serve the interests of those who possess wealth or power or both. Another way is 

what a priest might receive for listening to people’s confessions and his forgiveness 

of their sins, using the authority allegedly given to the Church. The worst and most 

common way of devouring people’s property without lawful basis is usury. There 

are, however, many other methods. 

Another method of such wrongful devouring of people’s wealth is the raising of 

funds which they use to fight the religion of truth. Many were the priests, bishops, 

cardinals and popes who raised millions and millions to finance the successive 

Crusades. They continue to do so in order to finance missionary work and Orientalist 

research, all of which aim at turning people away from God’s path. 

It is important to note here the care exercised in giving an accurate and honest 

statement which is characteristic of divine justice. In this verse, God says: “Many of 

the rabbis and monks...” This is to guard against making a generalization that would be 

unfair to the few who do not indulge in such wrongful practices. In any community 

there will always be good individuals who maintain virtuous and honest practices. 

God will never do any injustice to anyone. 

Many of those rabbis and monks hoard up the wealth they acquire by wrongful 

means. The history of those communities has seen great wealth amassed by rabbis, 

clerics and churches. In certain periods of history they were wealthier than despotic 

kings and emperors. The Qur’ n describes in detail how they will be punished in the 

hereafter and the suffering of all those who hoard up gold and silver and do not 

spend them to serve God’s cause. This is portrayed in a very vivid way that produces 

an awesome effect: “To those who hoard up gold and silver and do not spend them in God’s 

cause, give the news of a painful suffering, on the day when it will all be heated in the fire of 

hell, and their foreheads, sides and backs will be branded with them. [They will be told]: ‘This 

is what you have hoarded up for yourselves. Taste, then, what you have been hoarding.’” 

(Verses 34-35) 

The scene is portrayed in full detail, with the whole operation described from its 

first step to its conclusion. Thus the scene is deliberately made to linger in our minds 

so that we contemplate it longer. 

The description starts with a general statement: “To those who hoard up gold and 

silver and do not spend them in God’s cause, give the news of a painful suffering.” (Verse 34) 

The verse ends here with a general reference to the punishment of the hereafter. But 

then the full details are given: “On the day when it will all be heated in the fire of hell.” 
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(Verse 35) As we listen we wait for the heating up to be completed, then we see it red 

hot and gathered in readiness. Now the suffering starts with foreheads being 

branded with all that gold and silver. When all foreheads have been branded, those 

who are being punished are made to turn on their sides so that they can be branded 

there as well. With that over, they are made to turn yet again in order to brand them 

a third time with the red hot gold and silver on their backs. When this type of their 

punishment is completed, they are severely rebuked: “This is what you have hoarded up 

for yourselves.” (Verse 35) It is the very thing you were keen to have and keep for your 

pleasure and enjoyment. It is now a means to inflict on you this grievous suffering: 

“Taste, then, what you have been hoarding.” (Verse 35) Taste it in reality, because it is the 

very thing which is branding your foreheads, sides and backs. 

It is a horrifying scene, portrayed at length, in full detail, so as to bring the image it 

describes in sharp relief. The scene is portrayed here in order to explain first the 

destiny that awaits many of the rabbis and monks. It also describes in detail the 

destiny of those who hoard gold and silver without spending to serve God’s cause. 

Portraying it at this juncture also serves as a prelude to the ‘expedition of hardship’, 

which is the subject matter of the longer part of the s rah. 

We need to pause a little here to comment on God’s statement which explains the 

true nature of the faith of the people of earlier revelations, the religion to which they 

adhere, the moral values they adopt and also their practices. We have referred to 

these previously, but we need to add more here. 

Making the reality of the people of earlier revelations clear is a more pressing need 

than showing the truth of the idolaters who openly admit their idolatry, and 

participate in rituals based on such beliefs. Exposing the reality that those people of 

earlier revelations are devoid of any true belief in God is necessary because the 

Muslims will not wholeheartedly confront j hiliyyah unless they are aware of its 

absolute reality. Such a reality is well known in the case of the idolaters, but it is not 

so commonly accepted in the case of the people of earlier revelations. (This also 

applies to people who similarly claim to follow the divine faith, as is the case with 

the majority of today’s Muslims.) 

Setting out to confront the idolaters has required that a long portion of this s rah 

be devoted to explaining their true situation and attitude. We have explained the 

reasons for this in the Prologue and in the Overview of Chapter 1. In the opening 

passage, God says to the believers: 

How can there be a treaty with God and His Messenger for the idolaters, unless it be 

those of them with whom you have made a treaty at the Sacred Mosque? So long as 

they are true to you, be true to them; for God loves those who are God-fearing. How 

[else could it be] when, should they prevail over you, they will respect neither 
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agreement made with you, nor obligation of honour towards you? They try to please 

you with what they say, while at heart they remain adamantly hostile. Most of them 

are transgressors. They barter away God’s revelations for a paltry price and debar 

others from His path. Evil indeed is what they do. They respect neither agreement nor 

obligation of honour with regard to any believer. Those indeed are the aggressors. 

(Verses 7-10) 

Will you not fight against people who have broken their solemn pledges and set out to 

drive out the Messenger, and who were the first to attack you? Do you fear them? It is 

God alone whom you should fear, if you are true believers. Fight them: God will 

punish them at your hands, and will bring disgrace upon them; and will grant you 

victory over them and will grant heart felt satisfaction to those who are believers, 

removing all angry feelings from their hearts. God will turn in His mercy to whom He 

wills. God is All-knowing and Wise. (Verses 13-15) 

It is not for the idolaters to visit or tend God’s houses of worship; for they are self-

confessed unbelievers. Vain shall be their actions and they shall abide in the fire. 

(Verse 17) 

Believers, do not take your fathers and brothers for allies if they choose unbelief in 

preference to faith. Those of you who take them for allies are indeed wrongdoers. 

(Verse 23) 

The Truth will Out 

Although the reality of the idolaters was very clear, confronting them on the 

battlefield required a carefully prepared campaign by the Muslim community. By 

contrast, the confrontation with the people of earlier revelations required an even 

stronger and more profound campaign which aimed, at the outset, to expose the 

reality of those people. It also required the removal of their nameplate which no 

longer reflected their reality. They needed to appear as they truly were: unbelievers, 

associating partners with God, and at war with God and His message. Moreover, 

they were too far astray, devouring people’s wealth and property without 

justification and turning people away from God’s path. This exposure comes in 

statements like the following: 

Fight against those who — despite having been given Scriptures — do not truly 

believe in God and the Last Day, and do not treat as forbidden that which God and His 

Messenger have forbidden, and do not follow the religion of truth, till they [agree to] 

pay the submission tax with a willing hand, after they have been humbled. The Jews 
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say: Ezra is the son of God,’ while the Christians say: ‘The Christ is the son of God.’ 

Such are the assertions they utter with their mouths, echoing assertions made by the 

unbelievers of old. May God destroy them! How perverse they are! They make of their 

rabbis and their monks, and of the Christ, son of Mary, lords besides God. Yet they 

have been ordered to worship none but the One God, other than whom there is no 

deity. Exalted be He above those to whom they ascribe divinity. They want to 

extinguish God’s light with their mouths, but God will not allow anything but to 

bring His light to perfection, however hateful this may be to the unbelievers. It is He 

who has sent His Messenger with guidance and the religion of truth, so that He may 

cause it to prevail over all [other] religions, however hateful this may be to the 

idolaters. Believers, some of the rabbis and monks wrongfully devour people’s property 

and turn people away from God’s path... (Verses 29-34) 

To this should be added all the decisive statements in several s rahs, some of 

which are of the Makkah period while others were revealed in Madinah. These 

explain the ultimate reality of the people of earlier revelations and that they no 

longer belong to the divine faith preached by their prophets. Added to this must be 

their attitude to God’s final message. It is on the basis of this attitude that it may be 

determined whether they are believers or not. 

Earlier s rahs confronted them with the fact that they no longer had any solid 

foundation of divine faith to support their claims to be believers: “Say: ‘People of 

earlier revelations, you have no ground to stand upon unless you observe the Torah and the 

Gospel and that which has been revealed to you by your Lord’ That which is revealed to you 

by your Lord is bound to make many of them even more stubborn in their arrogance and 

disbelief But do not grieve for unbelieving folk.” (5: 68) 

Other Qur’ nic statements describe them, Jews or Christians or both, as having no 

belief in God and group them with the idolaters. As examples of these we may cite 

the following: “The Jews say: ‘God’s hand is shackled!’ It is their own hands that are 

shackled. Rejected [by God] are they for what they say. Indeed, both His hands are 

outstretched. He bestows [His bounty] as He wills. But that which has been revealed to you 

by your Lord is bound to make many of them more stubborn in their overweening arrogance 

and unbelief” (5: 64) “Unbelievers indeed are those who say: ‘God is the Christ, son of 

Mary.’” (5: 72) “Unbelievers indeed are those who say: ‘God is the third of a trinity.’” (5: 73) 

“Those who disbelieve among the people of earlier revelations and the idolaters could have 

never departed [from their erring ways] until there had come to them the Clear Proof.” (98: 1) 

We have also cited other examples. Indeed statements of this nature are numerous in 

the Qur’ n. It is true that the Qur’ n also gives certain privileges to the people of 

earlier revelations which are not given to the idolaters, such as allowing the Muslims 

to eat of their food and to marry their chaste women. Such privileges are not based 

on any acknowledgement that the beliefs they profess have any basis in divine faith. 
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Most probably, they have been given such privileges because originally they had 

divine Scriptures and a true faith, although they no longer implemented that faith. It 

is then possible to deal with them on the basis of that original code they claim to 

follow. In this respect, they are different from the idolaters who have no scriptures 

and no original faith to be taken as a basis. As to the present beliefs and religion of 

the people of earlier revelations, the Qur’ nic statements are very clear and decisive 

in maintaining that they have nothing to do with the faith revealed by God. They had 

indeed abandoned that in order to follow their rabbis, clerics, monks, synods and 

churches in what they had devised for them. What God says is the final verdict 

which may not be subject to any argument. 

The Reality Outlined 

What does this exposure by God of the beliefs of the people of earlier revelations 

signify? 

The deceptive front they present acts as a check on the advocates of the Islamic 

message in their confrontation with the j hiliyyah. Hence, it must be removed, so that 

they can no longer present a false image. We must not overlook the importance of the 

prevailing circumstances of the Muslim community at the time, including the organic 

structure of that community and the fact that the Tabūk Expedition took place at a 

time of economic hardship which was not made any easier by the extreme heat of the 

Arabian summer. Moreover, the Muslims were reluctant to confront the Byzantines 

in open warfare, because the Arabs had always held them in awe. They were even 

more uneasy about the general order given to them to fight the people of earlier 

revelations, when they were following divine Scriptures revealed by God. 

The enemies of this faith who are watching carefully the Islamic revivalist 

movements of today are fully aware of what may influence human nature, and of the 

history of Islam as well. Therefore, they are keen to give an outward `Islamic’ 

appearance to the regimes, movements, values, traditions and philosophies they 

nurture and support in order to crush the Islamic revivalist movements the world 

over. They do so, because this outward `Islamic’ appearance may prevent the true 

advocates of Islam from confronting the j hiliyyah reality that lies behind this false 

appearance. 

They were forced, in certain instances, to reveal the reality of such regimes and 

movements and their hostility to Islam. The clearest example of these was in the case 

of Ataturk and his movement in Turkey which was uncompromising in its enmity to 

everything Islamic. They needed to reveal its reality because of the urgency they felt 

to bury the Caliphate system which was the last aspect of Muslim unity. Although it 

was merely a formal aspect, they needed to do away with it before they could attack 
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more fundamental aspects such as worship and prayer. This reminds us of the 

Prophet’s statement: “This religion will be undermined, one aspect after another. The 

first aspect to be undermined is government and the last is prayer.” 

Once the need for open hostility was over, those atheists and self- proclaimed 

followers of earlier religions, who revive their alliance only when they fight Islam, 

reverted to their secret ways. They were now even keener to give an Islamic 

appearance to other regimes which were in reality of the same orientation in 

opposing Islam as Ataturk’s. They have become so inventive in hiding the reality of 

these regimes which they support politically, economically and culturally. Their 

intelligence services, wide-reaching media and other resources are all used to protect 

such regimes. Atheists and religious enemies of Islam alike cooperate in supporting 

such regimes which try to achieve for them the task left unfulfilled by the Crusades, 

old and new. 

Some Muslims, including many of those who advocate the need for an Islamic 

revival, are deceived by this `Islamic’ appearance which is portrayed by present-day 

j hiliyyah. Hence they are reluctant to unmask these hostile regimes and show them 

as they truly are. All this impedes an open confrontation with j hiliyyah. Thus the 

false `Islamic’ appearance exercises a sedative influence on the Islamic revivalist 

movements. It creates a barrier that prevents the launching of a determined effort to 

stand up to contemporary j hiliyyah which tries to pull out the last remaining roots of 

this faith. 

In my view, those naïve advocates of Islam present a more serious threat to the 

Islamic revivalist movement than the sly enemies of Islam who give a false `Islamic’ 

appearance to regimes, set-ups, movements, values, traditions and social trends 

which they manipulate so that they can crush Islam for them. 

This religion of Islam will always be victorious when its advocates, in any 

generation and any place, achieve a certain degree of awareness of its reality and the 

reality of the j hiliyyah trying to suppress it. The real danger to this religion does not 

come from strong and skilful open enemies. The real danger is that posed by naïve 

friends who allow its enemies to wear an Islamic mask while they mount their 

unwavering efforts to uproot it. Indeed the first duty of the advocates of Islam is to 

remove these masks so that the reality of regimes and set-ups hostile to Islam and 

determined to crush it is laid bare. Indeed the starting point for every truly Islamic 

movement is to remove the false attire of j hiliyyah and expose it for what it is: 

unbelief and idolatry. It must describe people as they really are. Only then can the 

Islamic movement go onwards to achieve its goals. Indeed, these people themselves 

will only then be aware of their own situation, which is similar to that with which the 

people of earlier revelations ended up, as we are told by the One who is aware of all 

things and who knows the reality of all situations. Who knows but such a new 
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awareness may provide such people with a motive to mend their ways hoping that 

God will then replace their misery and suffering with happiness and bliss. 

This unnecessary reluctance and unwise acceptance of false appearances can only 

delay the initial march of any Islamic movement. Consequently, it serves the goals of 

the enemies of Islam for which they have given such regimes a false `Islamic’ 

appearance. Such enemies are well aware that when Ataturk and his movement were 

exposed and appeared for what they truly were, they could not serve any new 

purpose after they had ended the last forum to unite the Muslims of the world on the 

basis of faith. Indeed a very sly, shrewd and cunning Orientalist has tried to give 

Ataturk’s movement a cover to hide its reality. In his book, Islam in Modern History, 

Wilfred Cantwell Smith tries to deny that the Ataturk movement was of atheistic 

orientation. He describes it as the greatest and wisest movement of Islamic revival in 

modern history. 
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3 

A Higher Degree of 

Unbelief 

Overview 

These two verses form a short passage that continues the process of removing 

obstacles that impeded the fight against the Byzantines and their Christian Arab 

allies in the northern parts of Arabia. Mobilization for this expedition took place in 

the month of Rajab, which is one of the four sacred months. However, due to a 

certain ploy, Rajab in that year did not fall at its right time because of postponement, 

The number of months, in God’s sight, is twelve 

as set by God’s decree on the day when He 

created the heavens and the earth. Of these, four 

are sacred, according to the ever-true law [of God]. 

Therefore, do not wrong yourselves by violating 

them. But fight against the idolaters all together as 

they fight against you all together, and know that 

God is with those who are God- fearing. (36) 

The postponement [of sacred months] is only an 

excess of unbelief, in which the unbelievers are led 

astray. They declare it permissible one year and 

forbidden another year, so that they may make up 

the number of the months which God has 

sanctified, and thus they make lawful what God 

has forbidden. The evil of their deeds thus seems 

fair to them. God does not guide those who are 

unbelievers. (37) 
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which is denounced in the second verse of this passage. According to reports, the 

month of Dhu’l-Hijjah that year was also out of place, and it was meant to fall in the 

preceding month of Dhu’l-Qa`dah, which meant that Rajab was actually in Jum d  

II. This mess was due to the fact that the j hiliyyah society had played about with its 

traditions and only outwardly honoured sanctities. There will always be 

interpretations and views to support any transgression as long as the question of 

permissibility and prohibition is assigned to human beings, as is the case in all 

j hiliyyah societies. 

It may be useful to give a more detailed account of how this situation arose. God 

has made four months in the year sacred: three consecutive ones which are Dhu’l-

Qa`dah, Dhu’l-Hijjah and al-Mu arram and a single one occurring later, which is the 

month of Rajab. It is clear that this sanctity started when the pilgrimage was 

ordained as a duty at its appointed time every year since the time of Abraham and 

Ishmael. Much as the Arabs have distorted the faith of Abraham and wide as their 

deviation from its teachings was, they continued to treat these months as sacred 

because their sanctity related to the pilgrimage which was a season so vital to the 

livelihood of the Arabs of Hijaz, particularly the people of Makkah. In these sacred 

months Arabia was free from all fighting. Peace was observed and this allowed 

pilgrims to travel and conduct useful business during the season. 

However, at times certain needs were so important to some Arab tribes and these 

could not be met while observing the sanctity of these sacred months. Here personal 

needs came into play, and there would have been no shortage of advocates for 

making one of the sacred months unsacred by postponing it one year or putting it 

forward in another. In this way they kept the sacred months as four in number, 

although their identity changed, in order to keep the numbers as God had ordained. 

However, this process meant in effect making lawful what God had forbidden. In the 

ninth year of the Islamic calendar, the true month of Rajab and the true month of 

Dhu’l-Hijjah did not fall at their respective times. Rajab was observed when the 

month was that of Jum d  II and Dhu’l-Hijjah was in Dhu’l-Qa`dah. Thus 

mobilization for this expedition truly took place in Jum d  II which was nominally 

declared to be Rajab because of the practice of postponing months. 

These verses outlaw the practice of postponement and show it, in essence, to be a 

violation of the divine faith which assigns the authority to make things lawful or 

forbidden to God alone. For human beings to practise this authority in any way 

which is not sanctioned by God is actually an act of unbelief, and indeed “an excess of 

unbelief” as God describes. Thus this passage in the s rah removes any reluctance to 

mobilize felt by some Muslims because it gave the impression of violating the 

sanctity of Rajab. At the same time, the passage establishes a basic principle of Islam 

which gives the authority to legislate and make things lawful or forbidden to God 
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alone. It also relates this principle to the basic truth on which the whole structure of 

the universe is founded ever since God created the heavens and the earth. What God 

legislates for mankind is only part of His overall legislation for the universe and all 

His creation. Deviating from it is, then, a violation of the basic principle on which the 

universe is founded. Hence it is “an excess of unbelief in which the unbelievers are led 

astray.” (Verse 37) 

Another fundamental fact stated here relates to what has been explained in the 

preceding passage which made it clear that the people of earlier revelations are 

unbelievers. They are grouped together with the idolaters as hostile people whom 

the Muslims should fight as one united community, as they themselves do fight the 

Muslims all together. This assertion is borne out by historical events exactly as it is 

stated by God. It shows that they are all united by their goals of suppressing Islam 

and crushing its followers. It also shows that they all stand in the same camp when 

the battle is against Islam and the Muslims. They find it easy to overlook their 

differences and work together to stem Islamic jih d and destroy the Muslim 

community. 

These two verses express two basic facts. The first is that the people of earlier 

revelations have sunk into idolatry and have joined the idolaters in fighting the 

Muslims so as to form one united front. Hence all Muslims must fight them together. 

The second fact is that the postponement of sacred months is an excess of unbelief 

because it involves legislating for mankind things that God has not legislated. Hence 

it adds a practical aspect to unbelief. It is by these two basic facts that this passage is 

linked to what precedes it and what follows it in this s rah which addresses various 

factors impeding a general mobilization to confront all opponents, be they idolaters 

or people of earlier revelations. 

Changing the Order of Time 

The number of months, in God’s sight, is twelve as set by God’s decree on the day 

when He created the heavens and the earth. Of these, four are sacred, according to the 

ever-true law [of God]. (Verse 36) 

This Qur’ nic statement refers the origin of time and the way it runs to the nature 

of the universe and how God created it, and to the origin of creation of both the 

heavens and the earth. It tells us that there is a permanent cycle of time consisting of 

twelve months. That it is permanent is evident from the fact that in every cycle there 

are twelve months. This is included in God’s decree, which means that it is part of 

the divine law for the universe. Hence, the cycle is permanent and the months are 

twelve, without any possibility of increase or decrease. Its movement is in 
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accordance with the divine law set into operation when God created the heavens and 

the earth. 

The reference to the fact that this time cycle is permanent serves as a prelude to 

making certain months sacred. Their selection and sanctity is part of God’s decree or 

His law which cannot be changed at will. It simply cannot be made subject to 

people’s desires who may wish to bring one month forward and put another back. Its 

permanence is similar to that of the seasons which follow one another according to a 

constant law: ‘according to the ever-true law of God.” (Verse 36) This religion is, then, in 

perfect harmony with the law which governs the creation of the heavens and the 

earth and their functions. 

This short passage refers to a series of important aspects that follow and 

strengthen one another. It includes certain universal facts which contemporary 

scientific research tries hard to explain through its own experiments. It establishes a 

firm link between the laws of nature and the requirements and obligations of this 

religion of Islam, so that people truly appreciate its solid foundation and deep roots. 

In the Arabic text of the Qur’ n, all this takes no more than 21 simple words which 

are easy to understand. 

All this about the number of months and those of them which are sacred is 

“according to the ever-true law [of God]. Therefore do not wrong yourselves by violating 

them.” (Verse 36) You should not wrong yourselves in these four sacred months, the 

sanctity of which relates to a law of nature which applies to the whole universe. This 

law makes it clear that God is the Legislator in human life and in the universe at 

large. Do not wrong yourselves by violating the sanctity of these months which God 

has willed to be a period of peace and security for all. Whenever human beings 

violate God’s rules they wrong themselves because they actually expose themselves 

to punishment in the life to come and to fear and worry in this life when all months 

become a period of war without intermission. 

“But fight against the idolaters all together as they fight against you all together.” (Verse 

36) This obviously applies throughout the rest of the year, not in the sacred months, 

except when the unbelievers launch an attack, in which case the Muslims must repel 

the aggression in these months. To take a unilateral decision not to fight will weaken 

the forces of goodness which are required to defend sanctities and repel aggression 

by forces of evil. It will also lead to the spread of corruption in the land and the 

disruption of the laws of nature. Repelling aggression in the sacred months is a 

means to preserve their sanctity and prevent their violation. 

“But fight against the idolaters all together as they fight against you all together.” (Verse 

36) Fight them all without exception, because they do not make any exception of any 

single person or community when they fight you. The battle is truly between idolatry 

L .  



Al-Tawbah (The Repentance) | A HIGHER DEGREE OF UNBELIEF 

 125

and believing in God’s oneness, between proper guidance and going astray. It is a 

battle between two clearly distinguished camps which cannot come to a complete 

agreement or make permanent peace because the differences between them are not 

over details or over conflicting interests where a compromise could be worked out, 

or over borders which may be demarcated anew. The Muslim community would be 

deluded if it believes, or is led to understand, that its battle with the idolaters, 

whether pagan or people who had distorted their Scriptures, is over issues of politics 

or economics, national independence or strategy. It is first of all an ideological battle, 

and it is over the system laid down by this ideology, which means religion. Such a 

battle cannot be sorted out by compromises worked out through negotiations. It is 

sorted out only by jih d and dedicated struggle. This is God’s law which never 

changes, and over which the whole universal system is founded. It is the law at the 

core of the divine faith and which controls the operation of conscience. It has been set 

in operation on the day when God created the heavens and the earth. 

“And know that God is with those who are God fearing.” (Verse 36) Those who fear to 

violate God’s sanctities or to make lawful what He has forbidden, or to disrupt His 

laws are the ones who will be granted victory. Muslims then must never hesitate to 

fight the unbelievers all together, or fear to engage in an all-out campaign of jih d. 

Theirs is a campaign of struggle for God’s cause, in which they do not violate its 

rules or moral standards. They dedicate their struggle to God and watch Him when 

they are alone as much as they do when they are with other people. Victory is theirs 

because God is with them, and whoever is on God’s side shall certainly be victorious. 

A Change Not Sanctioned by God 

The postponement [of sacred months] is only an excess of unbelief in which the 

unbelievers are led astray. They declare it permissible one year and forbidden another 

year, so that they may make up the number of the months which God has sanctified, 

and thus they make lawful what God has forbidden. The evil of their deeds thus seems 

fair to them. God does not guide those who are unbelievers. (Verse 37) 

Muj hid, an authoritative commentator on the Qur’ n, says that a man from the 

tribe of Kin nah used to come every year to the pilgrimage riding his donkey and 

say: “I am not one who may be criticised or return with failure. No one may reject 

what I say. We have made al-Mu arram sacred and let Şafar come later.” The 

following year he would come again and say: “We have made Şafar sacred and let al-

Mu arram come later.” This is the reference in God’s statement to their making up 

the number of months God has sanctified, which are four. When they delay a sacred 

month they actually make lawful what God has forbidden. 
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`Abd al-Ra m n ibn Zayd ibn Aslam, another leading commentator on the 

Qur’ n, mentions that this was done in pre-Islamic days by a man from the tribe of 

Kin nah called al-Qulummus. In those days the Arabs would stop fighting or 

launching raids on one another in the sacred month. A man would meet his father’s 

killer and he would not lift a hand to harm him. One day this man gave orders to set 

out for a raid. When he was told that it was the month of al-Mu arram, he said: “We 

will delay it this year. There are two Şafar months this year. Next year we will 

compensate for this by making them two Mu arrams.” Indeed the following year, he 

told them not to launch any raid in Şafar, so that it too was made sacred. 

These are two interpretations of the verse and two versions of postponement. In 

the first version Şafar is made sacred in place of al-Mu arram to make the sacred 

months four in number, but not the ones which God has specified since al-Mu arram 

is made unsacred. In the other version three months are made sacred one year and 

five the next year to make up eight, with an average of four a year. This means in 

effect that the sanctity of al-Mu arram is lost one year and Şafar is made sacred in 

another. Both actions represent a violation of God’s law, making lawful what He has 

forbidden. Both are, as God says, “an excess of unbelief,” because they involve an 

assumption of the authority to legislate which is an act of unbelief that is added to 

the actual rejection of the faith. 

In this act which is described as an ‘excess of unbelief,’ “the unbelievers are led 

astray.” (Verse 37) They actually deceive themselves with their ploys and tricks. ‘The 

evil of their deeds thus seems fair to them.” (Verse 37) They see as fair what is evil and 

they think deviation from the truth to be a virtue. They are totally unaware of how 

far astray they have gone and to what depths of unbelief they have sunk. 

“God does not guide those who are unbelievers.” (Verse 37) They have placed a shield 

between their hearts and divine guidance. Hence God abandons them to their 

unbelief in which they live in total darkness, far removed from God’s guidance. 
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4 

The Supreme Word of God 

Believers, what is amiss with you that, when it is 

said to you: ‘Go forth to fight in God’s cause,’ you 

cling heavily to the earth? Are you content with 

the comforts of this world in preference to the life to 

come? Paltry indeed are the enjoyments of life in 

this world when compared with those to come. 

(38) 

If you do not go forth to fight [in God’s cause], 

He will punish you severely and replace you by 

other people. You will not harm Him in any 

way, for God has power over all things. (39) 

If you do not help him [the Prophet]; God [will, 

as He] supported him at the time when the 

unbelievers drove him away. He was only one of 

two. When these two were alone in the cave, he 

said to his companion: ‘Do not grieve, for God is 

with us.’ Thereupon God bestowed on him the 

gift of inner peace, and sent to his aid forces which 

you did not see. He brought the word of the 

unbelievers utterly low, while the word of God 

remained supreme. God is Mighty, Wise. (40) 
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Overview 

It is perhaps most likely that the present passage was revealed after the order was 

given for general mobilization for the Tabūk Expedition. The Prophet received 

intelligence that the Byzantines were deploying large forces in southern Syria near 

the borders with Arabia. He was also informed that the Byzantine Emperor had 

ordered that all soldiers taking part should be given their salaries a year in advance. 

A number of Arab tribes in the area, such as Lukham, Jud m, `Amilah and Ghass n 

had also joined the Byzantine forces, and advance units had already been deployed 

in al-Balq ’ in Palestine. Therefore, the Prophet issued an order to prepare for war 

against the Byzantines. 

It was the Prophet’s standard strategy when he set out of Madinah to confront an 

enemy that he kept his destination unknown in order to maintain an element of 

surprise. This time, however, he made his objective very clear because of the long 

travelling expected and the difficult circumstances. The timing of this expedition 

coincided with the burning heat of summer, when people would seek the shade and 

be keen to enjoy the summer fruits. At such a time all physical activity, let alone 

military confrontation a long way from home, was to be avoided. Hence, the 

symptoms we mentioned in the Prologue started to appear among the Muslims. The 

hypocrites felt this to be their chance to dissuade the Muslims from joining the 

Prophet. They advised them not to march in the hot summer, and warned them 

against the might of the Byzantines and the long, weakening travel they would have 

to endure. Hence some people began to feel uneasy. This passage, then, deals with 

this type of reluctance. 

A Slackening Resolve 

The passage begins with a word of reproach and a warning against the reluctance 

to join the campaign of jih d, or struggle for God’s cause. The believers are reminded 

of the help God gave to His Messenger even before any one of them had joined him, 

and also of His ability to help him to victory without them. In such an eventuality 

they would have nothing except their disobedience of God and their failure to 

support His Messenger. 

Go forth, whether you be lightly or heavily armed, 

and strive in God’s cause with your wealth and 

your lives. This will be best for you if you but 

knew it. (41) 
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Believers, what is amiss with you that, when it is said to you: ‘Go forth to fight in 

God’s cause,’ you cling heavily to the earth? (Verse 38) 

Such reluctance to march forth in support of God’s cause is only motivated by 

worldly considerations and ambitions. People may fear for their lives and their 

property. They are keen to protect their interests and preserve their pleasures, and 

would prefer a settled life of ease and comfort. They think primarily of their present 

life, immediate objectives, close relatives and physical needs. The words chosen here 

give a vivid impression of “clinging heavily to the earth”. It is as if we are looking at 

a heavy object that has been in its position for a long time. It is lifted up by a group of 

people, but it soon falls down with a strong gravitational pull. 

Joining a jih d campaign for God’s cause represents freedom from the shackles of 

this earthly life and physical pleasures. It emphasizes the yearning for freedom after 

the shedding of narrow needs, and the expanse of eternity after getting rid of this 

limited worldly life: “Are you content with the comforts of this world in preference to the 

life to come? Paltry indeed are the enjoyments of life in this world when compared with those 

to come.” (Verse 38) 

No one who believes in God would hesitate to set out to fight for God’s cause 

unless there is some weakness in his faith. The Prophet says: “A person who dies 

without having ever joined an expedition fighting for God’s cause or having thought 

about joining such an expedition must surely have a characteristic of hypocrisy.” 

Hypocrisy, which is essentially a weakness of faith, is the characteristic which holds 

a person who claims to believe in God from joining a fight for God’s cause, because 

he fears death or poverty when life and death are determined by God, and all 

provisions and wealth are granted by Him. Besides, all the comforts and pleasures of 

this life are petty and meaningless when compared with what is in store for the 

believers in the life to come. 

A stern threat then follows: 

If you do not go forth to fight [in God’s cause], He will punish you severely and 

replace you by other people. You will not harm Him in any way, for God has power 

over all things. (Verse 39) 

The address here is made to certain people at a certain period of time, but its 

import applies to all those who believe in God. The punishment with which they are 

threatened is not limited to the life to come, but it also includes a punishment in this 

life. They will suffer the humiliation which afflicts all those who refrain from fighting 

for God’s cause when their enemies have power over them. They are also deprived of 

the enjoyments and comforts of this life which will be taken up by their enemies. In 
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addition their loss of life and property is far greater than what they will lose when 

they fight in support of God’s cause. Whenever a community abandons jih d and 

refuses to fight for God’s cause, it is bound to suffer humiliation. Its eventual loss is 

much greater than it would need to sacrifice when it fights with the spirit of jih d. 

“He will ... replace you by other people,” (Verse 39) who will guard their faith and 

who are prepared to make the necessary sacrifices without ever submitting to God’s 

enemies. “You will not harm Him in any way,” (Verse 39) and you can have no effect on 

the outcome. “For God has power over all things.” (Verse 39) He can easily cause you to 

perish and bring about a different community to take your place. In the final balance 

you will count for nothing. 

To elevate oneself above the shackles of the earth and over one’s own weaknesses 

is to enhance one’s noble existence. It represents the higher meaning of life. To give 

in to fears for one’s life and the attractions of this worldly life is to condemn one’s 

humanity to extinction. This is the real death knell of the spiritual aspect which 

distinguishes human life. 

The Best Choice for Believers 

God then gives them an example of the history which they themselves had 

witnessed, showing them how He supported His Messenger and gave him a great 

victory without need for their support. After all, victory is granted by God to whom 

He pleases: 

If you do not help him [the Prophet]; God [will, as He] supported him at the time 

when the unbelievers drove him away. He was only one of two. When these two were 

alone in the cave, he said to his Companion: Do not grieve, for God is with us.’ 

Thereupon God bestowed on him the gift of inner peace, and sent to his aid forces 

which you did not see. He brought the word of the unbelievers utterly low, while the 

word of God remained supreme. God is Mighty, Wise. (Verse 40) 

This is a reference to the time when the Quraysh had lost all patience with 

Mu ammad and his message. It is the same with every tyrannical authority when it 

loses patience with the message of the truth after it realizes that it cannot stifle or 

suppress it. They held their consultations and decided to assassinate Mu ammad. 

God then informed the Prophet of what the Quraysh had plotted and instructed him 

to leave. He set out of Makkah alone except for his trusted Companion, Abū Bakr. He 

had neither troops nor weapons with which to confront his numerous enemies. The 

odds were heavily against him. 

The s rah describes vividly the situation of the Prophet and his friend: “When these 
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two were alone in the cave,” (Verse 40) with several bands of the Quraysh chasing them 

in all directions. Abū Bakr had no fear for his own life, but he feared for the Prophet. 

The pursuers were so close to them at one point that he said to the Prophet: “Should 

any one of them look down where he is standing, he would surely see us.” But the 

Prophet had all the calmness of the inner peace bestowed on him by God. He 

reassured his Companion, saying to him: “Abū Bakr, what do you think of two men 

who have God on their side?” 

What was the result of this confrontation when all the material power was on one 

side while the Prophet and his Companion stood alone with no such power? A 

fantastic victory was granted, employing troops whom no human being could see. A 

humiliating defeat engulfed the unbelievers: “He brought the word of the unbelievers 

utterly low.” (Verse 40) God’s word remained mighty, victorious, supreme: “while the 

word of God remained supreme.” (Verse 40) God is certainly ‘Mighty” and those who 

advocate His cause will never be humiliated, and He is “Wise, “which means here 

that He determines when to grant victory to those who deserve it. 

That confrontation was an example of God’s help to His Messenger and how His 

word remains supreme. God is certainly able to repeat such a victory at the hands of 

other people who do not cling heavily to the earth and who are not reluctant to fight 

for His cause. This is an example from the near history which the Muslims 

themselves had witnessed. Yet no evidence is needed when God has stated His 

word. 

They are then called upon to mobilize their forces and not to allow any 

impediment to stand in their way. If they wish to attain what is best for them in this 

life as well as in the life to come, then they should not allow any factor to interfere 

with their response to such a call: 

Go forth, whether you be lightly or heavily armed, and strive in God’s cause with your 

wealth and your lives. This will be best for you if you but knew it. (Verse 41) 

They must march whatever the circumstances, and must strive hard, and be ready 

to sacrifice their wealth and their lives, seeking no excuses and allowing no 

impediments to stand in their way: “This will be best for you if you but knew it.” (Verse 

41) 

The sincere believers realized that this is best and they set forth on their campaign 

in support of God’s cause. All sorts of impediments stood in their way and they had 

no shortage of excuses if they wished to justify staying behind, but they sought none 

and marched on. Hence, God enabled them to liberate the hearts and minds of other 

communities and to liberate their lands as well. He allowed His word to triumph at 

their hands and enhanced their position by being its advocates. He thus enabled 
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them to achieve miraculous victories, unparalleled in history. 

Abū al ah, one of the Prophet’s Companions, after reading this verse, said to his 

sons: “I see that God has ordered us to go on jih d whether we are young or elderly. 

Prepare my equipment.” His sons protested: “You fought in all the battles with the 

Prophet until he passed away, and you fought with Abū Bakr until he died, then 

with `Umar until his death. Now let us fight do your behalf.” He refused and insisted 

on doing his share. He joined an expedition by sea, but soon he died. No island was 

near where he could be buried. His body remained in the boat for nine days without 

showing any change of colour. They then came to an island where he was buried. 

Abū R shid al- arr nī reports: “I visited al-Miqd d ibn al-Aswad, a great warrior 

and a Companion of the Prophet. I found him sitting on a wooden box, looking so 

thin, but he nevertheless wanted to join an army on an expedition. I said to him: `You 

are certainly excused by God.’ He said: `I have been reading this s rah and read 

God’s order, Go forth, whether you be lightly or heavily armed, and strive in God’s cause 

with your wealth and your lives.’” (Verse 41) 

Al- abarī, the famous historian also reports on the authority of ayy n ibn Zayd 

al-Shar`abī: “We went on a campaign with Şafw n ibn `Amr, the Governor of Hums, 

until we reached a place called al-Jar jimah when I saw a man looking very old with 

his eyebrows practically covering his eyes. He was from Damascus, riding his camel 

and taking part in the fight. I went to him and said, `Uncle, God has certainly 

excused those who are like you.’ He lifted his eyebrows and said: `Nephew, God has 

called upon us to go forth and strive in His cause, whether we be lightly or heavily 

armed. God will test a person whom He loves, and then He will let him live. God 

tests those of His servants who thank and praise Him and those who remain 

steadfast in adversity, as well as those who worship God alone.’” 

It is with such a serious attitude to God’s words that Islam was able to march on in 

the land, carrying its message which sought to liberate mankind from submission to 

other creatures so that they would submit to God alone. The result was the greatest 

victories ever achieved in the history of mankind. 
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5 

Manifestations of 

Hypocrisy 

Had there been [a prospect of] an immediate 

gain, and a short journey, they would certainly 

have followed you; but the distance was too far for 

them. Yet they will swear by God: ‘Had we been 

able, we would surely have joined you.’ They bring 

ruin upon themselves. God knows indeed that 

they are liars. (42) 

May God forgive you [Prophet]! Why did you 

grant them permission [to stay behind] before you 

had come to know who were speaking the truth 

and who were the liars (43) 

Those who believe in God and the Last Day will 

not ask you to exempt them from striving with 

their property and with their lives. God has full 

knowledge as to who are the God-fearing. (44) 

Only those who do not truly believe in God and 

the Last Day ask you for exemption. Their 

hearts are filled with doubt; and troubled by 

doubt, they do waver. (45) 
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Had they really intended to set out [with you], 

they would surely have made some preparations 

for that. But God was averse to their going, so He 

caused them to hold back; and it was said to 

them: ‘Stay behind with those who stay.’ (46) 

Had they set out with you, they would have added 

nothing to you but trouble, and would have 

scurried to and fro in your midst, seeking to sow 

discord among you. There are among you some 

who would have lent them ear. Certainly God 

has full knowledge of the wrongdoers. (47) 

They had, even before this time, tried to sow 

discord, and devised plots against you, until the 

truth was revealed and the will of God prevailed, 

no matter how hateful it is to them. (48) 

There is among them [many a] one who may say: 

‘Give me leave to stay behind, and do not expose 

me to temptation.’ Surely they have succumbed to 

temptation. Hell is certain to engulf the 

unbelievers. (49) 

Your good fortune grieves them; but if a disaster 

befalls you, they will say: ‘We are lucky to have 

taken our precautions.’ Thus they turn away 

rejoicing. (50) 

Say: ‘Nothing will befall us except what God has 

decreed. He is our Guardian. In God alone 

should the believers place their trust.’ (51) 
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u‘θãΒW{ $# 4©®Lym u™!$y_ ‘,ysø9 $# tyγ sß uρ â öΔr& «!$# 

öΝ èδuρ šχθèδÌ≈ Ÿ2 ∩⊆∇∪ 

Ν ßγ ÷ΖÏΒuρ ⎯ ¨Β ãΑθà) tƒ βx‹ø $# ’ Ík< Ÿωuρ û©Íh_ ÏGø s? 4 Ÿωr& 

’ Îû Ïπ uΖ÷GÏ ø9 $# (#θäÜ s) y™ 3 χÎ) uρ zΟ ¨Ψ yγ y_ 

8π sÜŠ Åsßϑs9 š⎥⎪Í Ï≈ x6 ø9 $$Î/ ∩⊆®∪  

βÎ) šö7 ÅÁè? ×π uΖ|¡ ym öΝ èδ÷σ Ý¡s? ( βÎ) uρ 

šö7 ÅÁè? ×π t6Š ÅÁãΒ (#θä9θà) tƒ ô‰s% !$tΡõ‹s{ r& $tΡtøΒr& 

⎯ ÏΒ ã≅ ö6s% (#θ©9 uθtG tƒ uρ öΝ èδ̈ρ šχθãmÌsù ∩∈⊃∪  

≅ è% ⎯ ©9 !$uΖu;‹ ÅÁãƒ ωÎ) $tΒ |= tFŸ2 ª!$# $uΖs9 uθèδ 

$uΖ9s9 öθ tΒ 4 ’ n?tãuρ «!$# È≅ 2uθtG uŠ ù=sù 

šχθãΖÏΒ÷σ ßϑø9 $# ∩∈⊇∪  
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Say: ‘Are you waiting for something [bad] to 

happen to us?; but [nothing may happen to us 

except] one of the two best things. On our part we 

are waiting for God to inflict upon you a scourge, 

either directly from Himself or by our hands. 

Wait, then, if you will; we shall also be waiting.’ 

(52) 

Say: ‘Whether you spend willingly or unwillingly, 

it will not be accepted from you; for you are indeed 

wicked people.’ (53) 

What prevents their spending from being accepted 

from them is that they have disbelieved in God 

and His Messenger, and they only come to prayer 

with reluctance, and never donate anything [for a 

righteous cause] without being resentful. (54) 

Let neither their riches nor their children rouse 

your admiration. God only wishes to punish them 

by means of these in this worldly life, and that 

their souls perish while they are unbelievers. (55) 

They swear by God that they belong to you, when 

certainly they do not belong to you, but are people 

overwhelmed by fear. (56) 

If only they could find a place of shelter, or cavern, 

or any hiding place, they would rush headlong into 

it. (57) 

ö≅ è% ö≅ yδ šχθÝÁ−/ ts? !$uΖÎ/ HωÎ) “y‰÷n Î) 

È⎦÷⎫uŠ t⊥ ó¡ßsø9 $# ( ß⎯ øt wΥuρ ßÈ−/ utI tΡ öΝ ä3Î/ βr& 

â/ ä3t7Š ÅÁãƒ ª!$# 5># x‹yèÎ/ ï∅ÏiΒ ÿ⎯ ÍνÏ‰ΖÏã ÷ρr& 

$oΨƒ Ï‰÷ƒ r'Î/ ( (# þθÝÁ−/ utI sù $̄ΡÎ) Ν à6 yètΒ 

šχθÝÁÎn/ utI•Β ∩∈⊄∪  

ö≅ è% (#θà) ÏΡr& % ·æöθsÛ ÷ρr& $\δöx. ⎯©9 Ÿ≅ ¬6 s) tGãƒ 

öΝ ä3ΖÏΒ ( öΝ ä3̄ΡÎ) óΟ çFΖà2 $YΒöθs% t⎦⎫É) Å¡≈ sù ∩∈⊂∪ 

 $tΒ uρ óΟ ßγ yèuΖ tΒ βr& Ÿ≅ t6 ø) è? öΝ åκ ÷] ÏΒ óΟ ßγçG≈ s) x tΡ HωÎ) 

óΟ ßγ ¯Ρr& (#ρãx Ÿ2 «!$$Î/ ⎯ Ï&Î!θß™ tÎ/ uρ Ÿωuρ tβθè?ù'tƒ 

nο 4θn=¢Á9 $# ωÎ) öΝ èδuρ 4’ n<$|¡à2 Ÿωuρ tβθà) ÏΖãƒ 

ωÎ) öΝ èδuρ tβθèδÌ≈ x. ∩∈⊆∪  

Ÿξsù y7 ö7 Éf÷èè? óΟßγ ä9≡ uθøΒr& Iωuρ öΝ èδß‰≈ s9 ÷ρr& 4 $yϑ̄ΡÎ) 

ß‰ƒ Ìãƒ ª!$# Ν åκ u5Éj‹yèã‹ Ï9 $pκ Í5 ’ Îû Íο 4θuŠ ysø9 $# $u‹ ÷Ρ‘‰9 $# 

t,yδ÷“ s? uρ öΝ åκ ß¦àΡr& öΝ èδuρ tβρãÏ≈ x. ∩∈∈∪ 

 šχθà Î=øt s†uρ «!$$Î/ öΝ åκ̈Ξ Î) öΝ à6ΖÏϑs9 $tΒuρ Ν èδ 

óΟ ä3ΖÏiΒ öΝ ßγ ¨ΖÅ3≈ s9 uρ ×Πöθs% šχθè%tø tƒ ∩∈∉∪  

öθs9 šχρß‰Åg s† $·↔ yfù=tΒ ÷ρr& BN≡ t≈ tótΒ ÷ρr& 

Wξyz£‰ãΒ (# öθ©9 uθ©9 Ïμø‹s9 Î) öΝ èδuρ tβθßsyϑøg s† ∩∈∠∪ 
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Among them there are those who speak ill of you 

concerning the distribution of charity. If they are 

given a share of it, they are pleased, but if no share 

is given to them, they are enraged. (58) 

Yet [how much better it would have been for 

them] had they contented themselves with what 

God and His Messenger have given them, and 

said: ‘God is sufficient for us. God will give us out 

of His bounty, and so too will His Messenger. To 

God alone do we turn in hope.’ (59) 

Charitable donations are only for the poor and 

the needy, and those who work in the 

administration of such donations, and those whose 

hearts are to be won over, for the freeing of people 

in bondage and debtors, and to further God’s 

cause, and for the traveller in need. This is a duty 

ordained by God, and God is All- knowing, 

Wise. (60) 

And among them are others who hurt the 

Prophet and say: ‘He is all ear.’ Say: ‘He is an 

ear listening to what is good for you. He believes 

in God, trusts the believers and he is a mercy to 

those of you who are true believers.’ Those who 

hurt God’s Messenger shall have painful 

suffering. (61) 

They swear to you by God in order to please you. 

Yet it is God and His Messenger that they 

should strive to please, if indeed they are believers. 

Ν åκ ÷] ÏΒuρ ⎯ ¨Β x8 â“ Ïϑù=tƒ ’ Îû ÏM≈ s%y‰¢Á9 $# ÷βÎ* sù 

(#θäÜ ôã é& $pκ ÷] ÏΒ (#θàÊu‘ βÎ) uρ öΝ ©9 (# öθsÜ ÷èãƒ !$pκ ÷] ÏΒ # sŒ Î) 

öΝ èδ šχθäÜ y‚ó¡tƒ ∩∈∇∪ 

 öθs9 uρ óΟßγ ¯Ρr& (#θàÊu‘ !$tΒ ÞΟ ßγ9s?# u™ ª!$# … ã&è!θß™ u‘ uρ 

(#θä9$s%uρ $uΖç6 ó¡ym ª!$# $oΨŠÏ?÷σ ã‹y™ ª!$# ⎯ ÏΒ 

⎯ Ï&Î#ôÒsù ÿ… ã&è!θß™ u‘ uρ !$̄ΡÎ) ’ n<Î) «!$# šχθç6 Ïî≡ u‘ 

∩∈®∪  

* $yϑ̄ΡÎ) àM≈ s%y‰¢Á9 $# Ï™!# ts) à ù=Ï9 È⎦⎫Å3≈ |¡yϑø9 $# uρ 

t⎦, Î#Ïϑ≈ yèø9 $# uρ $pκ ö n=tæ Ïπ x ©9 xσ ßϑø9 $# uρ öΝ åκ æ5θè=è% †Îûuρ 

É>$s% Ìh9 $# t⎦⎫ÏΒÌ≈ tóø9 $# uρ †Îûuρ È≅‹ Î6 y™ «!$# È⎦ø⌠ $# uρ 

È≅‹ Î6 ¡¡9 $# ( ZπŸÒƒ Ìsù š∅ÏiΒ «!$# 3 ª!$# uρ íΟŠ Î=tæ 

ÒΟ‹ Å6 ym ∩∉⊃∪  

ãΝ åκ ÷] ÏΒuρ š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# tβρèŒ ÷σ ãƒ ¢©É< ¨Ζ9 $# šχθä9θà) tƒ uρ 

uθèδ ×βèŒ é& 4 ö≅ è% ãβèŒ é& 9ö yz öΝ à6 ©9 ß⎯ ÏΒ÷σ ãƒ «!$$Î/ 

ß⎯ ÏΒ÷σ ãƒ uρ š⎥⎫ ÏΨ ÏΒ÷σ ßϑù=Ï9 ×π uΗ÷q u‘ uρ z⎯ƒ Ï%©#Ïj9 (#θãΖtΒ# u™ 

öΝ ä3ΖÏΒ 4 t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# uρ tβρèŒ ÷σ ãƒ tΑθß™ u‘ «!$# öΝ çλm; 

ë># x‹ tã ×Λ⎧ Ï9 r& ∩∉⊇∪ 

 šχθà Î=øt s† «!$$Î/ öΝ ä3s9 öΝ à2θàÊ ÷ã Ï9 ª!$# uρ 

ÿ… ã&è!θß™ u‘ uρ Y ymr& βr& çνθàÊ öãƒ βÎ) (#θçΡ$Ÿ2 

š⎥⎫ ÏΖÏΒ÷σ ãΒ ∩∉⊄∪  
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(62) 

Do they not know that anyone who defies God 

and His Messenger shall have the fire of hell, 

therein to abide? That is the ultimate disgrace. 

(63) 

The hypocrites dread lest a sūrah be revealed 

about them, making clear to them what is really 

in their hearts. Say: ‘Scoff, if you will; God will 

surely bring to light the very thing you are 

dreading.’ (64) 

Should you question them, they will say: ‘We 

have only been indulging in idle talk and jesting.’ 

Say: ‘Was it, then, at God, His revelations and 

His Messenger that you have been mocking?’ 

(65) 

Make no excuses. You have disbelieved after you 

have professed to be believers. Though We may 

pardon some of you, We shall punish others, on 

account of their being guilty. (66) 

The hypocrites, both men and women, are all of a 

kind. They enjoin what is wrong and forbid what 

is right, and tighten their fists. They have forgotten 

God and so He has chosen to forget them. Surely 

the hypocrites are the transgressors. (67) 

God has promised the hypocrites, both men and 

women, and the unbelievers the fire of hell, where 

öΝ s9 r& (# þθßϑn=÷ètƒ … çμ ¯Ρr& ⎯ tΒ ÏŠ ÏŠ$pt ä† ©!$# … ã&s!θß™ u‘ uρ 

χr'sù … çμ s9 u‘$tΡ zΟ ¨Ζyγ y_ #V$ Î#≈ yz $pκ Ïù 4 
šÏ9≡ sŒ ß“÷“ Ï‚ø9 $# ÞΟŠ Ïà yèø9 $# ∩∉⊂∪  

â‘ x‹øt s† šχθà) Ï≈ uΖßϑø9 $# βr& tΑ ¨”t∴ è? óΟ Îγ øŠ n=tæ 

×ο u‘θß™ Ν ßγ ã∞Îm; uΖè? $yϑÎ/ ’ Îû öΝ ÍκÍ5θè=è% 4 È≅ è% (# ÿρâ™Ì“ öκ tJó™ $# 

χÎ) ©!$# ÓlÍ øƒ èΧ $̈Β šχρâ‘ x‹øt rB ∩∉⊆∪  

⎦È⌡s9 uρ óΟ ßγ tFø9 r'y™  ∅ä9θà) u‹s9 $yϑ̄ΡÎ) $̈Ζà2 

ÞÚθèƒ wΥ Ü= yèù=tΡ uρ 4 ö≅ è% «!$$Î/ r& ⎯ Ïμ ÏG≈ tƒ# u™uρ 

⎯ Ï&Î!θß™ u‘ uρ óΟ çFΨ ä. šχρâ™Ì“ öκ tJó¡n@ ∩∉∈∪  

Ÿω (#ρâ‘ É‹tG÷è s? ô‰s% Λän öx x. y‰÷èt/ óΟ ä3ÏΨ≈yϑƒ Î) 4 βÎ) 

ß#÷è̄Ρ ⎯ tã 7π x Í←!$sÛ öΝ ä3ΖÏiΒ ó>Éj‹yèçΡ Oπ x Í←!$sÛ 

öΝ åκ ¨Ξ r'Î/ (#θçΡ$Ÿ2 š⎥⎫ÏΒÌøg èΧ ∩∉∉∪  

tβθà) Ï≈ uΖßϑø9 $# àM≈s) Ï≈ oΨ ßϑø9 $# uρ Ο ßγ àÒ÷èt/ .⎯ÏiΒ 

<Ù÷è t/ 4 šχρããΒù' tƒ Ìx6Ζßϑø9 $$Î/ šχöθ pκ ÷] tƒ uρ 

Ç⎯ tã Å∃ρã÷èyϑø9 $# šχθàÒÎ6 ø) tƒ uρ öΝ åκ u‰ Ï‰÷ƒ r& 4 
(#θÝ¡nΣ ©!$# öΝ åκ u Å¡t⊥ sù 3 χÎ) t⎦⎫É) Ï≈ oΨ ßϑø9 $# ãΝ èδ 

šχθà) Å¡≈ x ø9 $# ∩∉∠∪  

y‰tãuρ ª!$# š⎥⎫É) Ï≈ oΨ ßϑø9 $# ÏM≈ s) Ï≈ oΨ ßϑø9 $# uρ 

u‘$¤ ä3ø9 $# uρ u‘$tΡ tΛ ©⎝yγ y_ t⎦⎪Ï$ Î#≈ yz $pκ Ïù 4 }‘ Ïδ 

óΟ ßγ ç6ó¡ym 4 ÞΟ ßγ uΖyès9 uρ ª!$# ( óΟ ßγ s9 uρ Ò># x‹ tã 

×Λ⎧É) •Β ∩∉∇∪  
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they shall abide. It shall be sufficient for them. 

God has rejected them, and theirs is a lasting 

torment. (68) 

Yours is just like the case of those before you. 

They were more powerful than you and had 

greater wealth and more children. They enjoyed 

their share. And you have been enjoying your 

share, just as those who preceded you enjoyed their 

share; and you have been indulging in idle talk 

just like they did. Their works have come to 

nothing in this world and shall come to nothing in 

the life to come. They are indeed the losers. (69) 

Have they not heard the histories of those who 

preceded them, such as Noah’s people, ‘ d and 

Thamūd, and Abraham’s people, and the folk of 

Madyan and the ruined cities? Their messengers 

came to them with clear evidence of the truth. It 

was not God who wronged them; it was they who 

wronged themselves. (70) 

The believers, men and women, are friends to one 

another: they enjoin what is right and forbid what 

is wrong; they attend to their prayers, and pay 

their zak t, and obey God and His Messenger. 

It is on these that God will have mercy. Surely, 

God is Almighty, Wise. (71) 

God has promised the believers, men and women, 

gardens through which running waters flow, where 

they will abide, and goodly dwellings in the garden 

š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$% x. ⎯ ÏΒ ôΜ ä3Î=ö6 s% (# þθçΡ% Ÿ2 £‰x© r& öΝ ä3ΖÏΒ 

Zο §θè% tsW ø. r& uρ Zω≡ uθøΒr& # Y‰≈ s9 ÷ρr& uρ (#θãètFôϑtGó™ $$sù 

óΟ Îγ É)≈n=sƒ ¿2 Λä⎢ ÷ètGôϑtGó™ $$sù ö/ ä3É)≈ n=sƒ ¿2 $yϑŸ2 

yì tFôϑ tFó™ $# š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# ⎯ ÏΒ Ν ä3Î=ö6 s% óΟ Îγ É)≈n=sƒ ¿2 

÷Λ ä⎢ôÒäz uρ “É‹©9 $% x. (# þθàÊ$yz 4 y7 Í× ¯≈ s9 'ρé& 

ôM sÜ Î7 ym öΝ ßγ è=≈ yϑôãr& ’Îû $u‹ ÷Ρ‘‰9 $# Íο tÅzFψ$# uρ ( 
šÍ× ¯≈ s9 'ρé& uρ ãΝèδ tβρçÅ£≈ y‚ø9 $# ∩∉®∪  

óΟ s9 r& öΝ Íκ ÌEù'tƒ é't6 tΡ š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# ⎯ ÏΒ óΟ ÎγÎ=ö6 s% ÏΘöθs% 

8yθçΡ 7Š$tãuρ yŠθßϑrOuρ ÏΘöθs%uρ tΛ⎧ Ïδ≡ tö/ Î) 

É=≈ ysô¹r& uρ š⎥t⎪ô‰ tΒ ÏM≈ x6 Ï s?÷σ ßϑø9 $# uρ 4 
öΝ ßγ ÷Gs?r& Ν ßγ è=ß™ â‘ ÏM≈ uΖÉi t7 ø9 $$Î/ ( $yϑsù tβ% Ÿ2 ª!$# 

öΝ ßγ yϑÎ=ôà u‹ Ï9 ⎯ Å3≈ s9 uρ (#þθçΡ% x. öΝ åκ |¦àΡr& tβθãΚÎ=ôà tƒ 

∩∠⊃∪ 

 tβθãΖÏΒ÷σ ßϑø9 $# uρ àM≈ oΨ ÏΒ÷σ ßϑø9 $# uρ öΝ ßγàÒ÷è t/ â™!$uŠ Ï9 ÷ρ r& 

<Ù÷è t/ 4 šχρâ ßΔù'tƒ Å∃ρã÷èyϑø9 $$Î/ tβöθyγ ÷Ζ tƒ uρ 

Ç⎯ tã Ìs3Ζßϑø9 $# šχθßϑŠ É) ãƒ uρ nο 4θn=¢Á9 $# 

šχθè?÷σ ãƒ uρ nο 4θx. ¨“9 $# šχθãèŠ ÏÜ ãƒ uρ ©!$# 

ÿ… ã&s!θß™ u‘ uρ 4 y7 Í× ¯≈ s9 'ρé& ãΝ ßγ çΗxq ÷z y™ ª!$# 3 ¨βÎ) ©!$# 

î“ƒÍ• tã ÒΟŠ Å3ym ∩∠⊇∪  

y‰tãuρ ª!$# š⎥⎫ ÏΖÏΒ÷σ ßϑø9 $# ÏM≈oΨ ÏΒ÷σ ßϑø9 $# uρ 

;M≈ ¨Ζy_ “Ìøg rB ⎯ ÏΒ $yγ ÏGøt rB ã≈ yγ÷ΡF{ $# t⎦⎪Ï$ Î#≈ yz 

$pκ Ïù z⎯ Å3≈ |¡tΒ uρ Zπ t6ÍhŠ sÛ †Îû ÏM≈̈Ζy_ 5βô‰tã 4 
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of Eden. Yet God’s acceptance is the greatest 

blessing of all. This is indeed the supreme 

triumph. (72) 

Prophet, strive hard against the unbelievers and 

the hypocrites, and press hard on them. Their 

ultimate abode is hell, and how vile a journey’s 

end. (73) 

They swear by God that they have said nothing 

[wrong]. Yet they certainly uttered the word of 

unbelief, and disbelieved after they had professed to 

submit to God, for they aimed at something which 

they could not attain. They had no reason to be 

spiteful, except that God and His Messenger had 

enriched them out of His bounty. If they repent, it 

will be for their own good; but if they turn away, 

God will cause them to endure grievous suffering 

both in this world and in the life to come. They 

shall find none on this earth to be their friend or 

to give them support. (74) 

Some of them have pledged to God: ‘If He gives 

us of His bounty, we will certainly spend in 

charity, and we will be among the righteous.’ (75) 

But when He had given them of His bounty they 

grew niggardly and turned away, heedless [of their 

pledges]. (76) 

In consequence, He caused hypocrisy to take root 

in their hearts till the Day on which they will meet 

Him, because they have been untrue to the pledges 

they made to God, and because of the lies they 

×β≡ uθôÊ Í‘ uρ š∅ÏiΒ «!$# çt9ò2r& 4 y7 Ï9≡ sŒ uθèδ 

ã—öθx ø9 $# ÞΟŠ Ïà yèø9 $# ∩∠⊄∪  

$pκ š‰ r'̄≈ tƒ ©É< ¨Ζ9 $# Ï‰Îγ≈ y_ u‘$¤ à6 ø9 $# t⎦⎫É) Ï≈ oΨ ßϑø9 $# uρ 

õáè=øñ$# uρ öΝ Íκö n=tã 4 öΝ ßγ1uρù'tΒuρ ÞΟ ¨Ψ yγ y_ ( }§ø♥ Î/ uρ 

ç ÅÁyϑø9 $# ∩∠⊂∪ 

 šχθà Î=øt s† «!$$Î/ $tΒ (#θä9$s% ô‰s) s9 uρ (#θä9$s% 

sπ yϑÎ=x. Ìø ä3ø9 $# (#ρãx Ÿ2uρ y‰÷èt/ ö/ ÏSÏϑ≈ n=ó™ Î) 

(#θ‘ϑyδuρ $yϑÎ/ óΟ s9 (#θä9$oΨ tƒ 4 $tΒuρ (# þθßϑs) tΡ HωÎ) ÷βr& 

ãΝ ßγ9uΖøîr& ª!$# …ã&è!θß™ u‘ uρ ⎯ ÏΒ ⎯ Ï&Î#ôÒsù 4 βÎ* sù 

(#θç/θçG tƒ à7 tƒ #Zö yz öΝ çλ°; ( βÎ) uρ (# öθ©9 uθtGtƒ ãΝ åκ ö5Éj‹yèãƒ 

ª!$# $¹/# x‹tã $VϑŠ Ï9 r& ’Îû $u‹ ÷Ρ‘‰9 $# Íο tÅzFψ$# uρ 4 $tΒuρ 

öΝ çλm; ’ Îû Ä⇓ö‘ F{ $# ⎯ ÏΒ <c’Í<uρ Ÿωuρ 9 ÅÁtΡ ∩∠⊆∪  

* Ν åκ ÷]ÏΒuρ ô⎯̈Β y‰yγ≈ tã ©!$# ï⎥È⌡s9 $oΨ9s?# u™ ⎯ ÏΒ 

⎯ Ï&Î#ôÒsù £⎯ s% £‰¢ÁoΨ s9 £⎯ tΡθä3 uΖs9 uρ z⎯ ÏΒ 

t⎦⎫ÅsÎ=≈ ¢Á9 $# ∩∠∈∪  

!$£ϑn=sù Ο ßγ9s?# u™ ⎯ ÏiΒ ⎯ Ï&Î#ôÒsù (#θè=Ïƒ r2 ⎯ ÏμÎ/ 

(#θ©9 uθs?uρ Νèδ̈ρ šχθàÊ Ì÷è•Β ∩∠∉∪ 

 öΝ åκ z: s) ôãr'sù $]%$x ÏΡ ’ Îû öΝ Íκ Í5θè=è% 4’ n<Î) ÏΘöθtƒ 

… çμ tΡöθs) ù=tƒ !$yϑÎ/ (#θà n=÷zr& ©!$# $tΒ çνρß‰tãuρ $yϑÎ/ uρ 

(#θçΡ$Ÿ2 šχθç/ É‹õ3tƒ ∩∠∠∪  

óΟ s9 r& (# þθçΗs>÷ètƒ χr& ©!$# ãΝ n=÷ètƒ óΟ èδ§Å  
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used to tell. (77) 

Do they not realize that God knows both their 

secret thoughts and what they talk about in 

private, and that God has full knowledge of all 

things that are hidden away? (78) 

It is those hypocrites that taunt the believers who 

donate freely, as well as those who have nothing to 

give except what they earn through their toil, and 

deride them all. God derides them, and grievous 

suffering awaits them. (79) 

You may pray for their forgiveness or may not 

pray for them, [for it will all be the same]. Even if 

you were to pray seventy times for their forgiveness, 

God will not forgive them, for they have denied 

God and His Messenger. God does not guide 

those who are transgressors. (80) 

Those who were left behind rejoiced at having 

stayed at home after [the departure of] God’s 

Messenger, for they were averse to striving with 

their property and their lives in God’s cause. They 

said [to one another]: ‘Do not go to war in this 

heat.’ Say: ‘The fire of hell is far hotter.’ Would 

that they understood. (81) 

They shall laugh but a little, and they will weep 

much, in return for what they have earned. (82) 

If God brings you back and you meet some of 
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them, and then they ask leave to go forth with 

you, say: ‘Never shall you go forth with me, nor 

shall you fight an enemy with me. You were 

happy to stay behind on the first occasion, so you 

stay now with those who remain behind.’ (83) 

You shall not pray for any of them who dies, and 

you shall not stand by his grave. For they have 

denied God and His Messenger and died as 

hardened sinners. (84) 

Let neither their riches nor their children excite 

your admiration. God only wishes to punish them 

by means of these in the life of this world, and that 

their souls perish while they are unbelievers. (85) 

When a sūrah was revealed from on high calling 

on them to believe in God and to strive alongside 

His Messenger, those of them who were well able 

to do so asked you to give them leave and said to 

you: Allow us to stay with those who remain 

behind.’ (86) 

They are well-pleased to remain with those who 

are left behind. And their hearts are sealed, so 

that they are unable to understand the truth. (87) 

But the Messenger and those who have believed 

with him strive hard in God’s cause with their 

property and their lives. These shall have all the 
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good things. These shall certainly prosper. (88) 

God has prepared for them gardens through 

which running waters flow, where they shall abide. 

That is the supreme triumph. (89) 

Some of the Bedouins who had excuses to offer 

turned up, begging to be granted exemption; while 

those who denied God and His Messenger stayed 

behind. Grievous suffering shall befall those of 

them that disbelieved. (90) 

No blame shall be attached to the weak, the sick 

or those who do not have the means, if they are 

sincere towards God and His Messenger. There 

is no cause to reproach those who do good. God is 

Much-forgiving, Merciful. (91) 

Nor shall those be blamed who, when they came 

to request you for transport and you said: ‘I have 

no means of transporting you’, turned away with 

their eyes overflowing with tears, sad that they did 

not have the means to cover their expenses. (92) 

But blame shall certainly attach only to those who 
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Distinguishing True Believers from Liars 

At this point the s rah speaks about certain groups that demonstrated weakness, 

but it reserves more space for exposing the hypocrites who pretended to believe in 

ask you for exemption even though they are rich. 

They are well pleased to be with those who are left 

behind. God has sealed their hearts, so that they 

have no knowledge. (93) 

They shall come to you with their excuses when 

you return to them. Say: ‘Do not offer any 

excuses, for we shall not believe you. God has 

already enlightened us about you. God will see 

how you act, and so will His Messenger; and in 

the end you shall be brought before Him who 

knows all that is beyond the reach of human 

perception, and all that is manifest when He will 

tell you what you used to do.’ (94) 

When you return to them they will swear to you 

by God so that you may let them be. Let them be, 

then: they are unclean. Hell shall be their abode 

in recompense for what they used to do. (95) 

They swear to you trying to make you pleased 

with them. Should you be pleased with them, 

God shall never be pleased with such transgressing 

folk. (96) 
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order to join the Muslim ranks after Islam had shown its strength and looked certain 

to triumph. They felt it safer to bow their heads to Islam so as to acquire whatever 

they might by way of other gain. Simultaneously, and with open hostility no longer 

feasible, they could also undermine the Muslim community from within. Here, then, 

we will encounter all those aspects of weakness to which we referred in the Prologue. 

Had there been [a prospect of] an immediate gain, and a short journey, they would 

certainly have followed you; but the distance was too far for them. Yet they will swear 

by God: ‘Had we been able, we would surely have joined you.’ They bring ruin upon 

themselves. God knows indeed that they are liars. May God forgive you [Prophet]! 

Why did you grant them permission [to stay behind] before you had come to know 

who were speaking the truth and who were the liars. Those who believe in God and the 

Last Day will not ask you to exempt them from striving with their property and with 

their lives. God has full knowledge as to who are the God-fearing. Only those who do 

not truly believe in God and the Last Day ask you for exemption. Their hearts are 

filled with doubt; and troubled by doubt, they do waver. Had they really intended to 

set out [with you], they would surely have made some preparations for that. But God 

was averse to their going, so He caused them to hold back; and it was said to them: 

Stay behind with those who stay.’ Had they set out with you, they would have added 

nothing to you but trouble, and would have scurried to and fro in your midst, seeking 

to sow discord among you. There are among you some who would have lent them ear. 

Certainly God has full knowledge of the wrongdoers. They had, even before this time, 

tried to sow discord, and devised plots against you, until the truth was revealed and 

the will of God prevailed, no matter how hateful it is to them. (Verses 42-48) 

The first thing highlighted here is that had the situation involved the prospect of 

immediate gain or the undertaking of a short journey, which represented no serious 

risk, they would have joined the Prophet. But the undertaking was not an easy one. 

The destination was much too far for those with a weak resolve and a frail aptitude 

for glory. The effort required was not for those with weak hearts. People were called 

upon to rise to a great occasion, one which would prove their metal. Hence we find 

in the community a type of people that we encounter across all generations: “Had 

there been [a prospect of] an immediate gain, and a short journey, they would certainly have 

followed you; but the distance was too far for them.” (Verse 42) 

Countless people turn their backs when they see a road leading to a high summit. 

When they realize that it is a long way that they must traverse, they withdraw, 

preferring to seek immediate gain, petty as it may be. Such people are found in every 

community and in all generations. They are not a small group found in the Madinah 

community only; they are encountered everywhere. They languish on the margins of 

life, although they may think that they have attained their goals without having to 
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pay a hefty price. A paltry price can only buy what is trivial, worthless. 

“They will swear by God: ‘Had we been able, we would surely have joined you.’” (Verse 

42) Lying goes hand in hand with cowardice and weakness. Only the weak and faint-

hearted resort to lies, even though they may occasionally appear to command 

considerable power. A strong person will not hesitate to face any eventuality head 

on, while the weak will always remain evasive. It is a rule that never fails. “They bring 

ruin upon themselves.” (Verse 42) They certainly ruin themselves by their false 

swearing which they imagine will save them in the eyes of other people. However, 

God knows the truth and He reveals it to mankind. Thus the liar is ruined in this life 

by the effects of his falsehood and he ruins himself in the hereafter when he cannot 

deny his true motives before God, because “God knows indeed that they are liars.” 

(Verse 42) 

“May God forgive you [Prophet]! Why did you grant them permission [to stay behind] 

before you had come to know who were speaking the truth and who were the liars?” (Verse 

43) Here we have an example of God’s kindness as He begins with stating His 

pardon before His reproach. Those hypocrites who stayed behind were able to hide 

their true colours when the Prophet allowed them to stay behind after they had 

presented their excuses. This was a chance to expose their falsehood, because they 

would have stayed behind anyway, even though the Prophet would have withheld 

his permission. They would have been seen as they truly were, without their false 

guise. 

But since this did not happen, the Qur’ n exposes them and states clearly the rules 

which distinguish the true believers from the hypocrites: “Those who believe in God and 

the Last Day will not ask you to exempt them from striving with their property and with their 

lives. God has full knowledge as to who are the God-fearing. Only those who do not truly 

believe in God and the Last Day ask you for exemption. Their hearts are filled with doubt; and 

troubled by doubt, they do waver.” (Verses 44-45) 

This is the rule which will never fail. Those who believe in God and in the Day of 

Judgement do not wait for permission in order to fight for God’s cause. They will not 

hesitate to answer the call to strive hard, offering their wealth and their lives. They 

will rush to respond, whether they are lightly or heavily armed, as God has 

commanded. They obey Him, assured that they will meet Him on the Day of 

Judgement, certain of His reward, and hoping to win His pleasure. They are quick to 

volunteer, and so they do not need any encouragement, let alone special permission. 

Those who seek permission are the ones whose hearts have little faith. Hence they 

slacken, seeking all kinds of excuses. Indeed they hope for something to happen 

which will prevent them from fulfilling the tasks required by the faith they pretend 

to have, when they are waverers, full of doubt. 
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The way leading to God’s pleasure is straight and clearly marked. Only a person 

who does not know the way, or one who knows it but tries to avoid its hardship, is 

reluctant to follow it. Those who stayed behind at the time of the Tabūk Expedition 

were able to join the army, had they wished to do so. They had all the means at their 

disposal. Among them were people like `Abdull h ibn Ubayy and al-Jadd ibn Qays, 

both of whom were rich and from among the nobility. “Had they really intended to set 

out [with you], they would surely have made some preparations for that. But God was averse 

to their going.” (Verse 46) 

This is due to what He knew of their nature and their hypocrisy, as well as their ill 

intentions towards the believers, as we will see. Hence, “He caused them to hold back,” 

and did not give them the motivation to set forth with the believers. So, “it was said to 

them: ‘Stay behind with those who stay.’’’ (Verse 46) Thus they stayed behind with the 

elderly, the women and the children who were not required to fight. This is the right 

place for faint-hearted waverers who lack faith. 

However, this was certainly better for Islam and the Muslims: “Had they set out 

with you, they would have added nothing to you but trouble, and would have scurried to and 

fro in your midst, seeking to sow discord among you. There are among you some who would 

have lent them ear. Certainly God has full knowledge of the wrongdoers.” (Verse 47) 

Wavering hearts are likely to spread cowardice and reluctance to meet the enemy. 

Traitors are a real danger to any army. Had those hypocrites set out with the Muslim 

army, they would not have added to the strength of the Muslims. Indeed they would 

only have added chaos and trouble, and they would have scurried to and fro, sewing 

discord and counselling retreat. At that time, there were among the Muslims some 

who would listen to them, thinking them to be honest in their counsel. However, 

God who takes care of His message and extends His protection to those who are 

dedicated believers, spared the Muslims all this by letting the hypocrites stay behind: 

“Certainly God has full knowledge of the wrongdoers.” (Verse 47) The description, 

wrongdoers, in this instance means ‘the idolaters,’ which in effect means that they 

also belong to the idolaters. 

Their past confirms their evil intentions and their lack of faith. They had opposed 

God’s Messenger exerting their utmost in such opposition. When all their opposition 

and schemes were foiled, they declared their acceptance of his message, but deep at 

heart they lacked belief: “They had, even before this time, tried to sow discord, and devised 

plots against you, until the truth was revealed and the will of God prevailed, no matter how 

hateful it is to them.” (Verse 48) 

This was at the time the Prophet Mu ammad (peace be upon him) migrated to 

Madinah and before God enabled him to achieve victory over his enemies. Then the 

truth triumphed and God’s word was supreme. The hypocrites had to bow before it, 
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hateful as that was to them. However, they remained on the look out for a chance to 

cause trouble for the Muslims. 

Absurdity Carried Too Far 

The s rah goes on to report some of their fabricated excuses and to expose their ill 

intentions towards the Prophet and the Muslim community: “There is among them 

[many a] one who may say: ‘Give me leave to stay behind, and do not expose me to 

temptation.’ Surely they have succumbed to temptation. Hell is certain to engulf the 

unbelievers. Your good fortune grieves them; but if a disaster befalls you, they will say: ‘We 

are lucky to have taken our precautions.’ Thus they turn away rejoicing. Say: ‘Nothing will 

befall us except what God has decreed. He is our Guardian. In God alone should the believers 

place their trust.’ Say: ‘Are you waiting for something [bad] to happen to us?; but [nothing 

may happen to us except] one of the two best things. On our part we are waiting for God to 

inflict upon you a scourge, either directly from Himself or by our hands. Wait, then, if you 

will; we shall also be waiting.’” (Verses 49-52) 

It is authentically reported by several authorities that one day when the Prophet 

was making preparations for the Tabūk Expedition, he said to al-Jadd ibn Qays, of 

the Salamah clan: “What would you say, Jadd, to a confrontation with the 

Byzantines?” He answered: “Or would you rather excuse me, Messenger of God, so 

that I am not exposed to temptation? My people are aware that no one is more fond 

of women than me. I fear that should I see the Byzantine women, I would not be able 

to resist them.” The Prophet turned away from him and said: “You are excused.” It is 

to al-Jadd ibn Qays that this verse refers. 

This is typical of the absurd excuses proffered by the hypocrites. What answer has 

the Qur’ n for them? “Surely they have succumbed to temptation. Hell is certain to engulf 

the unbelievers.” (Verse 49) The s rah portrays here a scene in which temptation is 

shown like an abyss in which the tempted fall, and behind them stands hell ready to 

engulf them, blocking all openings for escape. This image suggests that they have 

committed an unmitigated sin and that their punishment is inevitable. It is a 

punishment for their falsehood, staying behind at a time of war and offering such 

absurd excuses. It confirms their total lack of faith, despite the fact that they were 

keen to pretend that they believed in God and His Messenger. 

They certainly do not wish the Prophet or the Muslims well. They are grieved 

when the Prophet and the Muslims meet good fortune: “Your good fortune grieves 

them.” (Verse 50) Indeed they are so happy when misfortune or a disaster befalls the 

believers, or when they encounter hardship: “If a disaster befalls you, they will say: ‘We 

are lucky to have taken our precautions.” (Verse 50) Thus they consider having stayed 

behind when the Muslims left to fight the Byzantines a wise precaution. “Thus they 
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turn away rejoicing.” (Verse 50) They are so pleased that they have ensured their own 

safety and did not expose themselves to the hardship the Muslims endured.  

Their attitude shows their superficial outlook. They consider any hardship to be 

evil which must be avoided at all costs. They think that they make great gain by 

staying behind. Their hearts are devoid of any element of submission to God and 

accepting His will, believing it to be for their own good. A true believer does his best, 

fearing no outcome, because he believes that whatever good or evil he experiences is 

tied to God’s will, and that God will help him and grant him success: “Say: ‘Nothing 

will befall us except what God has decreed. He is our Guardian. In God alone should the 

believers place their trust.’” (Verse 51) 

God has promised the Muslims eventual victory. Therefore whatever hardship 

they are made to suffer, and however hard their test appears to be, they are being 

prepared for their promised victory. The believers will certainly have their victory 

after they have passed their test. It will come by the means God has ordained so that 

it is treated as a valuable, not a cheap, victory. Thus the Muslims will defend their 

position of honour, ready to give any sacrifice for it. It is God who gives help and 

grants victory: “In God alone should the believers place their trust.” (Verse 51) 

To believe in God’s will and to rely on Him totally are in no way contradictory 

with making all the necessary preparations. God gives us a very clear order when He 

says: “Make ready against them whatever force and war mounts you can muster.” (8: 60) 

Placing one’s trust in God truly means carrying out His orders, taking all necessary 

precautions, and understanding the laws He has set into operation without allowing 

them to deviate from their respective courses in order to please any human being. 

It should be mentioned that a believer will only get what is good for him, whether 

he achieves victory or martyrdom. An unbeliever will only end up with what is evil, 

whether he is made to taste God’s punishment directly or at the hands of the 

believers: “Say: ‘Are you waiting for something [bad] to happen to us?; but [nothing may 

happen to us except] one of the two best things. On our part we are waiting for God to inflict 

upon you a scourge, either directly from Himself or by our hands. Wait, then, if you will; we 

shall also be waiting.’” (Verse 52) 

What do the hypocrites expect to happen to the believers? It will be something 

good anyway. They will either achieve victory which causes God’s word to triumph, 

and this would be the believers’ reward in this life; or else, they will achieve 

martyrdom, which secures for them the highest position with God. What do the 

believers expect to happen to the hypocrites? It will only be a calamity which 

overpowers them as happened to earlier unbelievers; or else, they will be defeated 

and humiliated at the hands of the believers, as happened to the idolaters. They are 

to wait, then, because the Muslims will be waiting as well. The end will certainly be 
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in favour of the believers. 

Possessed by Fear 

Some of the hypocrites who tried to stay behind, hoping to spare themselves 

hardship, offered to help finance the campaign. In this way, they were holding the 

stick in the middle, like all hypocrites do at all times. God foiled their attempt and 

instructed His Messenger to declare that their spending was unacceptable by God. 

Their offers were motivated by fear and hypocrisy, not by genuine faith. Hence, even 

if the offer were made voluntarily to deceive the Muslims, or they were forced to 

make it for fear of being exposed for what they truly were, it was of no value. It was 

rejected by God and earned them no reward whatsoever: ‘Say: ‘Whether you spend 

willingly or unwillingly, it will not be accepted from you; for you are indeed wicked people.’ 

What prevents their spending from being accepted from them is that they have disbelieved in 

God and His Messenger, and they only come to prayer with reluctance, and never donate 

anything [for a righteous cause] without being resentful.” (Verses 53-54) 

This detailed description is true of all hypocrites wherever they happen to be. 

They are always full of fear, sly, deviant, making pretences that are void of all 

substance. They are keen to give a false impression in order to escape confrontation. 

The Qur’ n describes them very accurately: “They only come to prayer with reluctance.” 

(Verse 54) They only put up false appearances, and do not approach prayer with 

sincerity which would enhance their honesty. Hence, they are reluctant when they 

pray, because they are forced to do it. They have no real motivation to pray, except to 

impress the Muslims that they belong to them, when in reality they do not. The same 

is the case with what they spend. It is all a question of appearances. 

God does not accept such false pretences which are not motivated by true faith. 

Indeed it is the motive which gives value to any action, and the intention behind it 

provides the standard by which it is judged. 

Many of those hypocrites were people of affluence, having many children and 

occupying positions of nobility and honour in their tribes. All this counts for nothing 

with God and so it should be with His Messenger and the community of believers. 

Such privileges were not a bounty given to them by God to enjoy; they were only a 

means of trial which would ensure their punishment: “Let neither their riches nor their 

children rouse your admiration. God only wishes to punish them by means of these in this 

worldly life, and that their souls perish while they are unbelievers.” (Verse 55) 

Wealth and children may be a blessing that God grants to any one of His servants 

when He guides them to be grateful for what they have been granted and to use it for 

good purposes. Whatever they do with God’s bounty, it is motivated by their desire 

to please God, and this gives them a feeling of security and reassurance. They are 
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thus certain of the outcome: whenever they donate something they feel it a saving for 

their life to come, and when a calamity befalls their children or their wealth, they 

accept it with resignation. This gives them new reassurance and hope that God will 

replace their loss with something better. 

On the other hand, wealth and children may be a trial by means of which God 

tests any of His servants whom He knows to be wicked at heart. Concerns about his 

wealth and children will soon give him a taste of hell, while his desire to protect 

what he has been given and to increase it gives him many a sleepless night. He 

spends his money on what will hurt him and cause his soul to perish. He will be 

miserable when his children fall ill, and he will be miserable when they recover. 

Numerous indeed are the ones who suffer in different ways on account of their 

children. 

The hypocrites at the time of the Prophet, and those who are like them 

everywhere, may have plenty of wealth and plenty of children, which people may 

admire. Yet to them they are only a cause of suffering in one way or another. This 

suffering is their lot in this life. What is worse is that, because of their hypocrisy 

which is perfectly known to God, they are certain to end up dying as unbelievers. 

This abyss is the worst outcome that any human being can experience. 

The statement, “and that their souls perish,” imparts its connotations to give us a 

sense of restless, perturbed souls, lacking all sense of security. They try to escape but 

are lost, perished. This impression fits in well with that of suffering as a result of 

having wealth and children. It is, then, all worry and misery in this life as well as the 

life to come. No one can be envied for such appearances which involve a very hard 

test indeed. 

The hypocrites tried to place themselves in the ranks of believers, not because of 

their faith — for they had none — but because of fear coupled with hope and 

expectation. Hence they would swear that they were believers and that they were 

convinced of the truth of Islam. This s rah exposes their reality. Hence it is described 

as `the s rah which reveals the reality,’ since it shatters falsehood and tears off the 

mask of hypocrisy: “They swear by God that they belong to you, when certainly they do not 

belong to you, but are people overwhelmed by fear. If only they could find a place of shelter, or 

cavern, or any hiding place, they would rush headlong into it.” (Verses 56-57) 

They are indeed cowards, and here we are presented with a very vivid picture of 

their cowardice. It is painted in a physical and mental sweep: “If only they could find a 

place of shelter, or cavern, or any hiding place, they would rush headlong into it.” (Verse 57) 

They will always look for a shelter, whatever it may be, a fort or a cave or even a 

tunnel, as long as it gives them protection from an imminent calamity. They are in 

terrible fear, chased by internal and spiritual cowardice. Hence, “They swear by God 
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that they belong to you,” (Verse 56) using all means of emphasis and assertion in order 

to cover up what they harbour at heart. They only hope to ensure their safety. It is a 

very miserable picture of cowardly fear which only the unique style of the Qur’ n 

can depict as it shows the inner feelings of hearts vividly brought before our eyes. 

Contented with God’s Gifts 

The s rah continues its discussion of the hypocrites’ attitude and what they may 

say or do, betraying their real feelings and intentions, hard as they may try to hide 

them. Some of them speak ill of the Prophet’s way of distributing charitable 

donations, with an implicit accusation of injustice, when he always maintained the 

highest moral standard. Some say that he listens to any speaker and believes 

whatever is said to him, when he is in fact most discerning, wise and thoughtful. 

Some utter a wicked mouthful in private, and when it becomes known, he tries to 

shelter himself by lies, making false oaths to escape punishment. Some are always in 

fear lest revelations should give them away, and their reality become known to all 

Muslims. 

Here, the s rah exposes the true nature of both hypocrisy and the hypocrites. Their 

case is linked to that of the unbelievers which was discussed earlier. Those 

unbelievers were destroyed after having enjoyed their portion for a time. Thus the 

difference between them and the believers is clearly shown. 

Among them there are those who speak ill of you concerning the distribution of 

charity. If they are given a share of it, they are pleased, but if no share is given to them, 

they are enraged. Yet [how much better it would have been for them] had they 

contented themselves with what God and His Messenger have given them, and said: 

‘God is sufficient for us. God will give us out of His bounty, and so too will His 

Messenger: To God alone do we turn in hope.’ Charitable donations are only for the 

poor and the needy, and those who work in the administration of such donations, and 

those whose hearts are to be won over, for the freeing of people in bondage and debtors, 

and to further God’s cause, and for the traveller in need. This is a duty ordained by 

God, and God is All-knowing, Wise. (Verses 58-60) 

Some of the hypocrites may hurt the Prophet accusing him of injustice when it 

comes to the distribution of charitable donations, implying that he favours certain 

people. They do not say this for any love of justice, or to express their enthusiasm for 

the truth and the values of faith. They only make their claims for vested interests and 

ulterior motives: “If they are given a share of it, they are pleased.” (Verse 58) They would 

not care then about justice, the rights of others or about religious values, because they 

would have had their share, and that is all that counts with them. “But if no share is 
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given to them, they are enraged.” (Verse 58) 

There are several reports about the immediate incident which led to the revelation 

of this verse. They refer to particular people who spoke ill of the Prophet and his 

undoubtedly fair distribution of material benefits. One of these reports is related by 

al-Bukh rī and al-Nas ’ī on the authority of Abū Sa`īd al-Khudrī who said: “The 

Prophet was sharing out something when Dhu’l-Khuwayşir al-Tamīmī came forward 

and said: “Be fair, Messenger of God.” The Prophet said to him: “Who would be fair 

if I am unfair?” `Umar ibn al-Kha b said to the Prophet: “Allow me to strike his 

head off.” The Prophet said: “Leave him alone. He has companions compared to 

whom you may think very little of your prayer and fasting, yet they split away from 

the faith as an arrow penetrates into game.” Abū Sa`īd says that it is concerning them 

that this verse was revealed. 

Another report quotes `Abdull h ibn Mas`ūd, the Prophet’s Companion, as 

saying: “When the Prophet distributed the spoils of war after the Battle of unayn, I 

heard a man saying, ‘This distribution has not been done for God’s sake.’ I went to 

the Prophet and mentioned this to him. He said: ‘May God bestow His mercy on 

Moses. He was accused of what is worse than this, but he tolerated it patiently.’ 

Following this incident this verse was revealed: “Among them there are those who speak 

ill of you concerning the distribution of charity.” (Verse 58) 

Another report attributed to D wūd ibn Abī ` şim says: “A sum of money given 

in charity was brought to the Prophet and he sent a share of it here and a share there 

until it was all gone. A man from the Anş r who saw this said: `This is unfair.’ This 

verse was then revealed.” 

Qat dah, a leading commentator on the Qur’ n, says in his explanation of this 

verse: “Some of them would criticize the Prophet as to the distribution of charity. It 

has been mentioned that a Bedouin who had only recently embraced Islam came to 

the Prophet when he was sharing out some gold and silver. He said to him: 

`Mu ammad, if God has ordered you to be fair, then you have not been fair.’ The 

Prophet said: “Look what you are saying! Who would be fair to you if I am not?’” 

Be that as it may, the Qur’ n tells us that the statement was made by some 

hypocrites who had no qualms about the implementation of religious values. They 

only expressed their anger at not having been given a share. This is the clearest proof 

of their hypocrisy. No one who truly believes in Islam would entertain any doubt 

about the fairness of the Prophet Mu ammad (peace be upon him) who was 

renowned for his truthfulness and honesty long before he started to receive the 

divine message. Fairness and justice is a branch of the trust God has assigned to all 

believers, but more so to His messengers who call on mankind to be believers. It is 

clear that these Qur’ nic statements refer to certain events and incidents that had 
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happened earlier. However, they relate these within the context of the expedition to 

Tabūk in order to describe the nature of all hypocrites at all times. 

Within the same context, the s rah outlines the attitude that befits true believers: 

“Yet [how much better it would have been for them] had they contented themselves with what 

God and His Messenger have given them, and said: ‘God is sufficient for us. God will give us 

out of His bounty, and so too will His Messenger. To God alone do we turn in hope.’” (Verse 

59) 

Such are the attitudes and the manners that befit true believers. They accept with 

complete satisfaction whatever division is made by God and His Messenger. It is not 

a forced acceptance. They feel that whatever God gives them is good and sufficient, 

and He will certainly give His servants what will satisfy them. They hope for God’s 

grace and bounty, and seek His pleasure with complete devotion, free from any 

expectation of material gain. Such are the proper manners of true believers. Of course 

these manners are unknown to hypocrites who have never experienced the 

happiness generated by faith in God and His Messenger. Never had the light of faith 

shined in their hearts. 

Fair Distribution Ordered by God 

Having established the right attitude a Muslim should have towards God and His 

Messenger, which is an attitude of total acceptance of their judgement in all 

situations, the s rah makes clear that the final decision on the distribution of charity 

does not belong to the Prophet. It is all God’s decision, and it is He who determines 

which groups of people are entitled to receive a share. The Prophet’s role is only to 

execute what God has ruled. Obligatory donations are taken from the rich in 

fulfilment of God’s commandment, and they are given to the poor also in fulfilment 

of His same commandment. Its beneficiaries are certain groups of people specified in 

the Qur’ n. There can be no addition to, or reduction from, these groups by anyone, 

not even the Prophet himself. 

Charitable donations are only for the poor and the needy, and those who work in the 

administration of such donations, and those whose hearts are to be won over, for the 

freeing of people in bondage and debtors, and to further God’s cause, and for the 

traveller in need. This is a duty ordained by God, and God is All-knowing, Wise. 

(Verse 60) 

Thus zak t, which is referred to here as `charitable donations’, occupies its 

important position in Islamic law and the Islamic social system. It is not given as a 

favour by those from whom it is due, but is rather an incumbent duty. Nor is it given 
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as a gift in an amount determined by the one who distributes it, but rather its amount 

is properly calculated. It is a major Islamic duty collected by the state in order to fulfil 

a particular social service. The one who gives it does not hold a favour for doing so, 

and the beneficiary does not have to beg for it. No, the Islamic social system could 

never be based on begging. 

The basis of the Islamic system is work, in all its various ways. It is the duty of the 

Muslim state to make sure that anyone who is able to work has a job. It should 

provide training opportunities, and it should take the necessary measures for job 

creation. Furthermore, it should ensure that those who work receive fair wages. 

Those who are able to work have no claim to zak t, because zak t is a social security 

tax that functions between those who are able and those who are deprived. The state 

administers its collection and distribution when any society runs its affairs on the 

basis of Islam, putting God’s law into effect, seeking no law or social system other 

than that devised by God. 

`Abdull h ibn `Umar quotes the Prophet as saying: “Charity is not lawful to be 

given to anyone who is rich or to anyone who is strong and fit.” Two men came to 

the Prophet and asked him to give them a share of zak t. When he looked at them 

carefully, he found them strong and able. He said to them: “If you wish I will give 

you, but you should know that no one who is rich or able to work and earn has any 

claim to a share in it.” 

Zak t is a branch of the Islamic system of social security, and this system is far 

wider and more comprehensive than zak t, because it works along several lines that 

comprise all aspects of life and all sides of human ties. Zak t is only an important one 

of these lines. 

Zak t is collected at the rate of one-tenth, or a half or a quarter of one-tenth of the 

principal property, depending on the type of property held. It is collected from 

everyone who owns more than the threshold of zak t when a year has passed since 

he or she has had that threshold. This means that most members of the community 

make their contribution to the Zak t Fund. The proceeds are then spent according to 

the system outlined in the verse we are discussing. The first groups of its 

beneficiaries are the poor and the needy. The poor are those who have less than what 

they need to live on. The needy are also in the same position, but they do not show 

their need or ask for help. 

Some among the people who qualify as zak t payers and pay their zak t one year 

may find their position has changed the following year. Their property may have 

decreased and they may not have enough for their needs. Thus they qualify as zak t 

beneficiaries. Some may not have ever paid any zak t but they nevertheless qualify as 

beneficiaries. In both these cases we see zak t as a means of social security. However, 
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it is first and foremost a duty imposed by God. A human soul is purified as one pays 

zak t as a form of worship. It is purged of all traces of miserliness, and it triumphs 

over its love to retain money and property. 

The Beneficiaries of Zakāt 

Let us now look at the groups who should benefit by zak t. “Charitable donations are 

only for the poor and the needy, and those who work in the administration of such donations.” 

(Verse 60) We have already explained who the poor and the needy are. The third 

group of beneficiaries are the people who actually work in the collection and 

distribution of zak t. 

“And those whose hearts are to be won over.” This description applies to several 

groups of people. Among them may be people who are newcomers to Islam and it is 

felt that they may be helped to consolidate their conviction of its truth. Also included 

in this category are those whom we hope to win over to the faith. Similarly, we may 

include here people who have already become Muslim, but we may give them zak t 

money to win over some of their colleagues and friends who may start to think about 

Islam when they see that those who have become Muslim are being given gifts. 

There are differences among scholars as to whether this category of beneficiaries 

still exists, given the fact that Islam has firmly established itself. The fact is that, given 

the nature of the Islamic system and the various situations in which the Muslim 

community may find itself, there may often be a need to pay zak t to some 

individuals or group of people under this heading. The purpose may be either to 

strengthen their resolve to follow Islam, if they are being subjected to discrimination 

on account of having adopted Islam, or to help them formulate a favourable idea 

about Islam. This may apply to people who are not Muslim themselves, but may 

render some service to Islam by speaking favourably of it in their own circles. When 

we consider this we recognize how God’s wisdom takes good care of the Muslims in 

all situations. 

“For the freeing of people in bondage.” In olden days, slavery was an international 

system where captives of war were enslaved. There was no escape from this system 

where it had to be applied on the basis of `an eye for an eye,’ until the world could 

get rid of that system and replace it with something that does not involve enslaving 

anyone. This portion of zak t funds was used to help anyone who could buy his own 

freedom in return for a sum of money which he would pay to his master. 

Alternatively, slaves would be bought with zak t funds and then set free by the 

Muslim authorities. 

“And debtors.” This category includes anyone who has incurred debts for a 

purpose that does not involve committing a sin. They are helped in the repayment of 
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their debts, instead of forcing them to go bankrupt, as happens in a materialistic 

civilization where business people who are unable to repay their debts have no other 

option. Islam is a system based on social security, where no honourable human being 

is left to go by the wayside, and no honest person is lost. Under man-made law, or 

should we say the law of the jungle, people are allowed to eat one another like fish, 

although they give the process a legal guise. 

“To further Gods cause.” Under this heading any activity which brings benefit to the 

Muslim community and serves the advancement of God’s cause may be included. 

“And for the traveller in need.” This includes anyone who might have spent or lost 

his money while on a journey. He is given what will see him home, even though he 

may be rich in his hometown. 

This is then the zak t system which some people criticize these days, describing it 

as a system of begging and handouts. It is simply a social duty, discharged in the 

form of an act of Islamic worship, to purge people’s hearts of all traces of miserliness 

and a grudging love of money. It establishes a bond of mutual care and compassion 

between all people in the Muslim community. It gives human life an element of 

loving care while providing a comprehensive system of social security. It retains at 

the same time its essential nature of being an act of worship which strengthens the 

bond between man and God, as well as the social human bond. 

It is after all: “a duty ordained by God,” who knows what is good for humanity and 

who provides the best system for it based on His wisdom. For, “God is All-knowing, 

Wise.” 

The Prophet’s Care 

This explanation of the zak t system and how zak t is to be distributed shows at 

the same time how ignorant and ill-mannered were those people who criticized the 

Prophet and made unfavourable remarks about his honesty. The s rah gives further 

examples of hypocrites and what they used to say and do: “And among them are others 

who hurt the Prophet and say: He is all ear.’ Say: He is an ear listening to what is good for 

you. He believes in God, trusts the believers and he is a mercy to those of you who are true 

believers.’ Those who hurt God’s Messenger shall have painful suffering.” (Verse 61) 

Here their extremely bad manners in their dealings with the Prophet appear in a 

different way. They find him extremely accessible, listening to all people with full 

attention, and always making them welcome. He treats them as they profess to be, 

without judging their intentions, as he is indeed required to do according to the 

principles of his faith. They describe his exemplary attitude and refined manners by 

the wrong adjectives. Describing the Prophet (peace be upon him), they say: “He is all 
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ear.” By this they mean that he listens to all people, and that he can easily be taken in 

by lies and false assertions. He believes anyone who is ready to swear to him, and he 

accepts whatever is being said to him with a false air of conviction. 

They say this to one another in order to reassure themselves that he will not see 

their reality or discover their hypocrisy. They may also say it in criticism of the 

Prophet because he believes the true believers who would report to him whatever 

they might come to learn of the reality of the hypocrites and what they might say 

about Islam, or about God’s Messenger and his genuine Companions. Various 

reports confirm both attitudes as a reason for the revelation of this verse. Indeed it 

may be taken to refer to either attitude. As for the hypocrites, they said these words 

intending either meaning at different times. 

The Qur’ n uses their very words to silence them with its reply: “And among them 

are others who hurt the Prophet and say: ‘He is all ear’’’ (Verse 61) Yes, indeed, but what 

sort of ear? “Say: ‘He is an ear listening to what is good for you.’” (Verse 61) He is a good 

ear, listening to what God reveals and communicating it to you as it is. In it you have 

what is most beneficial to you, ensuring a very good outcome for you. Besides, he 

listens to you most politely, without confronting you with your hypocrisy and 

scheming, aware of all that as he certainly is. 

Moreover, he “believes in God.” (Verse 61) He certainly believes what God tells him 

about you and about any other people. He also “trusts the believers,” (Verse 61) and he 

believes what they tell him. He knows them to be true believers and he knows that 

true faith deters its adherents from saying anything false or putting up any false 

appearance. But above all the Prophet is: “a mercy to those of you who are true believers.” 

(Verse 61) He leads them by the hand to all that is good. “Those who hurt God’s 

Messenger shall have painful suffering.” (Verse 61) That suffering will undoubtedly be 

inflicted by God on anyone who hurts His Messenger. He will not allow anyone who 

hurts His Messenger to escape punishment. 

Dreading Exposure 

“They swear to you by God in order to please you. Yet it is God and His Messenger that 

they should strive to please, if indeed they are believers.” (Verse 62) They are always ready 

to swear by God in order to persuade others to believe them. Here the aim of their 

swearing is also to please the believers. This is typical of the hypocrites everywhere. 

They say and do whatever they want behind people’s backs, but they are too 

cowardly to admit to their real attitude. They will not say openly what should be 

said. Hence, they try to seek every sort of cover and put on any false appearance in 

the hope of pleasing other people. 

“Yet it is God and His Messenger that they should strive to please, if indeed they are 
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believers.” (Verse 62) Why should they care about other human beings? What power 

or influence do they have? But a person who does not believe in God and does not 

submit to Him will always fear and submit to a human being like him. He would be 

much better off submitting to God in front of whom all people are alike. A person 

who submits to God will never suffer any humiliation. The only people who are 

humiliated and who feel their own inadequacy are those who turn away from God 

and fear their fellow human beings. 

“Do they not know that anyone who defies God and His Messenger shall have the fire of 

hell, therein to abide? That is the ultimate disgrace.” (Verse 63) This is a question of 

censure and rebuke. They profess to be believers, and a believer knows for certain 

that there can be no offence greater than defying God and His Messenger and taking 

a stand in opposition to Him. Hell stands in waiting for anyone who commits such 

an offence. Moreover, humiliation is the fitting reward of rebellion. If they are truly 

believers, as they claim to be, how is it then that they do not know such an 

elementary fact? 

They fear God’s creatures and swear to them in order to please them and to deny 

what the others have heard about them. How is it, then, that they do not fear the 

Creator when they hurt His Messenger and oppose the faith He has chosen for 

human beings? Their attitude is the same as being at war with God Himself. Most 

sublime is God for anyone to choose to be at war with Him. These verses, then, 

simply magnify their wickedness and aim to strike fear into the hearts of those who 

hurt God’s Messenger and scheme against His faith. 

They are much too cowardly to confront the Prophet and the believers openly. 

They fear that God will expose their reality and reveal their intentions to His 

Messenger: “The hypocrites dread lest a s rah be revealed about them, making clear to them 

what is really in their hearts. Say: Scoff if you will; God will surely bring to light the very 

thing you are dreading.’ Should you question them, they will say: ‘We have only been 

indulging in idle talk and jesting.’ Say: ‘Was it, then, at God, His revelations and His 

Messenger that you have been mocking?’ Make no excuses. You have disbelieved after you 

have professed to be believers. Though We may pardon some of you, We shall punish others, 

on account of their being guilty.” (Verses 64-66) 

This is a general statement that applied to all hypocrites who feared that 

revelations might be sent down to expose what they entertained in their hearts. They 

would then be out on a limb, with all that they had carefully concealed being brought 

out into the open. However, we have several reports of certain events that led to the 

revelation of these verses. 

One report tells that one of the hypocrites said: “I see that those among us who are 

most keen to read the Qur’ n are gluttons, liars and cowardly.” This was reported to 

the Prophet. When the man learned of this, he went to the Prophet to find him 
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having mounted his camel, ready to depart. He said to him: “Messenger of God, we 

were only engaged in idle talk and jesting.” The Prophet said to him: “Was it, then, at 

God, His revelations and His Messenger that you have been mocking? Make no excuses. You 

have disbelieved after you have professed to be believers. Though We may pardon some of you, 

We shall punish others, on account of their being guilty.” (Verses 65-66) As the Prophet 

replied, he did not face the man who kept holding on to the Prophet’s sword, his feet 

hitting the rocks. 

Another report mentions that a group of hypocrites, including Wadī`ah ibn Th bit, 

as well as a man called Makhshī ibn imyar, an ally of the tribe of Salamah, were 

with the Muslim army when the Prophet headed for Tabūk. Some of them tried to 

frighten the believers and spread doubt in their ranks. They said: “Do you think 

fighting the Byzantines the same as internal warfare between Arabian tribes? We can 

even now see how you will all be taken captive tomorrow and be put in chains.” 

Makhshī said: “I wish we could escape with only 100 lashes each, without having 

verses of the Qur’ n revealed to expose us as a result of what you have said.” 

The Prophet was informed of this and he said to `Amm r ibn Y sir: “Rush to those 

people for they are burnt. Ask them about what they have said and if they deny it, 

tell them that they have said these very words.” `Amm r went to them and told them 

exactly what the Prophet said. They came to the Prophet to apologize. Wadī`ah ibn 

Th bit said to the Prophet as he mounted his camel, and Wadī`ah holding its reins: 

“Messenger of God, we were only talking idly and jesting.” Makhshī said: 

“Messenger of God, my name and my father’s name prevented me from leaving 

these people.” (This is a reference to the fact that he was only an ally occupying a 

weak position.) He was the one, among those to whom this verse refers, who was 

pardoned. He changed his name to `Abd al-Ra m n and appealed to God to grant 

him martyrdom where his body would not be found. He was killed when he was 

fighting with the Muslim army at Yam mah against the apostates. His body was lost 

without trace. 

Another report says that a group of hypocrites were in the army going to Tabūk, 

and some of them said: “Does this man (meaning the Prophet) hope to take hold of 

the palaces and forts of Syria? Far be it from him.” God informed His Messenger of 

what they said. The Prophet ordered his Companions to have them isolated and he 

came to them and confronted them with what they had said. They replied: 

“Messenger of God, we were only engaged in idle talk and jesting.” God then 

revealed these verses. 

“We have only been indulging in idle talk and jesting.” (Verse 65) As if such important 

matters which are closely related to the very fundamentals of faith can at all be the 

subject of idle talk and careless jesting. Hence the reply: “Say: ‘Was it, then, at God, His 

revelations and His Messenger that you have been mocking?’” (Verse 65) Their offence is 
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grave indeed. Hence they are confronted with the reality that they have disbelieved 

after they had professed to be believers. They are warned of grave suffering which 

some of them might escape because they have hastened to declare their repentance 

and were keen to maintain the path of the faithful. Others who remained hypocrites 

and continued to mock at God’s revelations as well as His Messenger and His faith 

could never escape that torment, on account of their being genuinely guilty. 

The Trodden Path of Hypocrisy 

So far, the s rah has given us a number of examples of what the hypocrites said 

and did, as well as the way their concepts and views are formulated. Now it moves 

on to describe their true nature and their distinctive qualities which set them as a 

class apart from true believers. It also defines the punishment awaiting all hypocrites: 

“The hypocrites, both men and women, are all of a kind. They enjoin what is wrong and forbid 

what is right, and tighten their fists. They have forgotten God and so He has chosen to forget 

them. Surely the hypocrites are the transgressors. God has promised the hypocrites, both men 

and women, and the unbelievers the fire of hell, where they shall abide. It shall be sufficient for 

them. God has rejected them, and theirs is a lasting torment.” (Verses 67-68) 

So, all the hypocrites have the same nature and the same characteristics, regardless 

of the time and the place where they are found. Their actual actions and statements 

may differ but they all share the same essence and go back to the same roots. They all 

have the same essential characteristics: wickedness at heart, ill intentions towards 

others, and evil scheming against them, because they feel themselves to be too weak 

and cowardly to enter into an open confrontation, etc. Their behaviour is similarly 

wicked: they urge others to do what they know to be wrong, and discourage them 

from doing what is right. They are also tight-fisted with their money. They will not 

give financial support to any good cause except when they need to do so in order to 

give a false impression about themselves. 

At the same time, they deride those who do right and belittle the committing of 

wrong deeds. But in all that, they conceal their motives and notions. Whatever they 

say about right and wrong, they say it in whispers, or sly remarks, ridiculing people 

and slandering them, because they have no courage to confront anyone with their 

true convictions. Only when they feel secure do they come out with what is truly in 

their hearts. 

“They have forgotten God,” (Verse 67) so they only consider their own interests and 

weigh up other people’s reactions. They only fear those who are powerful among 

fellow human beings. With such, they are humble and submissive. They try their best 

to please them and to carry favour with them. As a result, God “has chosen to forget 

them.” (Verse 67) He gives them no weight and no consideration. Such indeed is their 
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situation in this life, and so it is in the life to come. People only give due importance 

to those who are strong, ready to speak up and make their position clear, defending 

their beliefs and trying to impress others with their ideas, and who fight or make 

peace in open daylight. Such people pay little attention to human beings in order to 

give all importance to the Lord of mankind. As they take their position in support of 

the truth, they fear no one. Such people are given their due respect by others. 

“Surely the hypocrites are the transgressors.” (Verse 67) They have abandoned the 

path of faith, and chosen the path of error. Hence God promises them the same fate 

as that He promised the unbelievers. That is indeed a sorrowful destiny: “God has 

promised the hypocrites, both men and women, and the unbelievers the fire of hell, where they 

shall abide. It shall be sufficient for them.” (Verse 68) It is a fitting recompense for their 

crimes. There is no need for any other punishment. Nevertheless, they are denied 

access to God’s mercy: “God has rejected them, and theirs is a lasting torment.” (Verse 68) 

Such a wicked nature is not something new; it has its parallels and forerunners in 

history. Previous communities had their own cases of hypocrisy. Those hypocrites of 

old faced a doom which befitted their offences, after they had their apportioned 

share of what this earthly life had to offer. Despite the fact that those were even more 

powerful than the hypocrite Arabs and possessed greater wealth and had more 

numerous children, nothing of all this was of any use to them when God inflicted His 

punishment on them. 

Hence the Qur’ n reminds those Arabs of what happened to those communities 

before them, and warns them that as they follow the same route, they are likely to 

face the same outcome. If heeded, such warnings should be enough to guide them to 

follow the message of truth: “Yours is just like the case of those before you. They were more 

powerful than you and had greater wealth and more children. They enjoyed their share. And 

you have been enjoying your share, just as those who preceded you enjoyed their share; and 

you have been indulging in idle talk just like they did. Their works have come to nothing in 

this world and shall come to nothing in the life to come. They are indeed the losers.” (Verse 

69) 

They are deluded by the fact that they have power, wealth and children. Hence 

they adopt such an attitude. However, those who recognize the greatest power of 

God have no such delusions about any earthly or material power. They only fear the 

One who has the greatest power, and, therefore, they use their own power in 

demonstrating their obedience to Him and ensuring that His word reigns supreme. 

Their wealth and children do not give them any false sense of power, because they 

realize that it is God who has given them these. They are keen to show their gratitude 

to Him and to use what He has given them in what pleases Him. It is only those who 

have taken themselves away from the source of real power that are ungrateful and 

arrogant. Their style of life is that of eating and enjoyment, just like animals. 
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“Their works have come to nothing in this world and shall come to nothing in the life to 

come.” (Verse 69) Indeed whatever they do is worthless, because it is the same as a 

plant which has no roots: it cannot stand, grow or blossom. “They are indeed the 

losers.” (Verse 69) They have ended with complete loss with nothing left for them. 

The s rah now makes a general address, wondering at those who follow in the 

footsteps of those communities which suffered God’s punishment without learning 

the lesson: “Have they not heard the histories of those who preceded them, such as Noah’s 

people, ` d and Tham d, and Abraham’s people, and the folk of Madyan and the ruined 

cities? Their messengers came to them with clear evidence of the truth. It was not God who 

wronged them; it was they who wronged themselves.” (Verse 70) 

The s rah then puts a question with regard to those who just seek enjoyment and 

tread the path of destroyed nations: “Have they not heard the histories of those who 

preceded them?” There were many of them who suffered painful doom. There were 

first the people of Noah, destroyed by the great flood; and the people of ` d, victims 

of a furious wind storm, and the people of Thamūd, overwhelmed by a stunning 

blast. There were also the people of Abraham whose despotic ruler was destroyed, 

while Abraham himself was saved by God. The folk of Madyan suffered the violent 

quake and were suffocated, and the people of Lot had their cities ruined. Now have 

these latter day hypocrites not heard the histories of those communities to whom 

“their messengers came to them with clear evidence of the truth.” (Verse 70) But they 

choose to deny such clear evidence and follow the path of error instead. Hence God 

punished them for what they did: “It was not God who wronged them; it was they who 

wronged themselves.” (Verse 70) 

Yet the lessons of the past benefit only those who open their hearts and minds for 

the contemplation of the working of the laws God has set in operation. These laws 

make allowances for no one, regardless of their position. Many of those whom God 

tests with power and affluence choose to overlook what happened to those before 

them. So they are doomed when God’s law applies to them, and God takes them 

with a mighty hand. It is often the case that those given power and wealth are 

blinded to realities. Only those who serve God sincerely are spared such a blinding 

attitude which spells a miserable doom. 

The Believers’ Dwelling Place 

In contrast to the unbelievers and the hypocrites stand the true believers. They are 

characterized by their totally different nature, different behaviour and different 

destiny: “The believers, men and women, are friends to one another: they enjoin what is right 

and forbid what is wrong; they attend to their prayers, and pay their zak t, and obey God and 

His Messenger. It is on these that God will have mercy. Surely, God is Almighty, Wise. God 
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has promised the believers, men and women, gardens through which running waters flow, 

where they will abide, and goodly dwellings in the garden of Eden. Yet God’s acceptance is 

the greatest blessing of all. This is indeed the supreme triumph.” (Verses 71-72) 

While the hypocrites are all of a kind, having the same characteristics, the 

believers are by nature a community united in furthering every good thing and 

promoting what is right. Despite having the same qualities, the hypocrites cannot 

achieve a status of friends or community. That requires mutual solidarity which is 

alien to the nature of hypocrisy. Such solidarity cannot be achieved even within a 

group of hypocrites, who remain weak individuals, despite their identical qualities 

and behaviour. The Qur’ n points this out in describing both groups: “The hypocrites, 

both men and women, are all of a kind.” (Verse 67) “The believers, men and women, are 

friends to one another.” (Verse 71) An individual believer has the same qualities of the 

community, where the values of solidarity and mutual care are upheld to promote 

what is good and prevent what is wrong: “They enjoin what is right and forbid what is 

wrong.” (Verse 71) 

To achieve the goals of promoting what is good, enjoining what is right and 

fighting what is wrong and evil requires close ties within the community, mutual 

solidarity and true co-operation. Thus the community stands united allowing no 

divisive element to have any influence on it. 

Whenever division appears within the community, it must be a signal pointing to 

the existence of a strange factor which is alien to its nature and its faith. There must 

be a purpose or an ailment which prevents the first characteristic of the Muslim 

community from taking root. That characteristic is described by God, the All-

knowing who is aware of all details: “The believers, men and women, are friends to one 

another.” Their friendship motivates them to enjoin what is right and to censure and 

forbid what is wrong. Their aim is to make God’s word reign supreme, and to make 

their community fulfil its role in human life. 

“They attend to their prayers,” for prayer gives them their bond with God. ‘And pay 

their zak t,” for zak t is the duty which cements the bonds within the Muslim 

community. It reflects the material and spiritual solidarity within this community. 

“And obey God and His Messenger.” (Verse 71) They have no desire other than to 

discharge God’s orders and obey Him and His Messenger. They have no law other 

than that revealed by God, and no constitution other than the faith revealed by God 

to His Messenger. When God and His Messenger determine something concerning 

their affairs, they accept it realizing that this is the choice they have. This gives them 

unity of goals, approaches and methods of action. They have a single course which 

they follow, paying no attention to other courses of action which may cause disunity 

in their ranks. 
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  “It is on these that God will have mercy.” (Verse 71) Mercy is not bestowed only in 

the hereafter. It is first bestowed in this life, and it is granted first to the individual 

who fulfils his duties of enjoining what is right and forbidding what is evil, attends 

to his prayer and pays his zak t. It is also granted to the community which is made 

up of individuals of such qualities. It is manifested in the reassurance felt by such 

people and in their bond with God who looks after them and spares them much 

strife and friction. God’s mercy is also seen in the unity and co-operation which are 

characteristic of such a community where every individual enjoys a contented life, 

and is reassured by God’s acceptance. 

  These four characteristics of the believers: enjoining what is right, forbidding 

what is wrong, attending to prayer and paying zak t are contrasted with four 

characteristics of the hypocrites, namely, enjoining what is wrong, forbidding what is 

right, forgetting God and tightening their fists. God’s mercy which He bestows on 

the believers is shown here in contrast to His rejection of the hypocrites and the 

unbelievers. It is for maintaining these characteristics that God has promised the 

believers victory and establishment in the land. Thus they will be able to put them 

into effect when they exercise their role as the leaders of mankind. 

“Surely, God is Almighty, Wise.” (Verse 71) He is able to give power to the believers 

so that they can help one another to discharge their duties. His wisdom is also seen 

in granting victory to such a community which sets human life on the right footing, 

and ensures that God’s word reigns supreme. 

As we have seen, suffering in hell is the destiny awaiting the hypocrites and 

unbelievers. They cannot escape God’s curse. The fact that He will forget them shows 

that they are of little importance, suffering deprivation. In contrast, the happiness of 

being in heaven is what awaits the believers: “God has promised the believers, men and 

women, gardens through which running waters flow, where they will abide, and goodly 

dwellings in the garden of Eden.” (Verse 72) That is then their dwelling place. 

But there is something much greater that awaits them: “Yet God’s acceptance is the 

greatest blessing of all.” (Verse 72) Indeed, heaven and all the bliss and happiness that 

are assured for those who are admitted into it appear to be so small when compared 

to being accepted by God: “Yet God’s acceptance is the greatest blessing of all.’’ Indeed 

one moment of being in communion with God, contemplating His majesty; a 

moment of release from the restraints of a physical constitution, and the limitations 

of this earth and its petty concerns; a moment when a ray of that light which cannot 

be seen by our eyes lightens our hearts; a moment when the human soul is 

enlightened by a glimpse of God’s mercy; any moment of these which are 

experienced only by a small number of people when they have clear, undisturbed 

vision is far greater than all enjoyments and all aspirations. How do people feel when 

His acceptance overwhelms their souls and they receive it without interruption? 
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Hence these verses conclude with a highly appropriate comment: “This is indeed the 

supreme triumph.” (Verse 72) 

All Out Effort to Fight Unbelievers 

Thus the s rah has given us a clear outline of the essential characteristics of true 

believers and those of the hypocrites who claim to be believers. This is now followed 

by an order from God to His Messenger to strive against the unbelievers and the 

hypocrites. The Qur’ n makes it clear that the hypocrites certainly disbelieved after 

they had claimed to be Muslims. They tried something that only their disbelief could 

have led them to contemplate, but God foiled their attempts. It wonders at their 

hostile attitude to the Prophet when they have gained nothing but good from his 

message. It invites them to repent and change their attitude. 

Prophet, strive hard against the unbelievers and the hypocrites, and press hard on 

them. Their ultimate abode is hell, and how vile a journey’s end. They swear by God 

that they have said nothing [wrong]. Yet they certainly uttered the word of unbelief 

and disbelieved after they had professed to submit to God, for they aimed at something 

which they could not attain. They had no reason to be spiteful, except that God and 

His Messenger had enriched them out of His bounty. If they repent, it will be for their 

own good; but if they turn away, God will cause them to endure grievous suffering 

both in this world and in the life to come. They shall find none on this earth to be their 

friend or to give them support. (Verses 73-74) 

The Prophet had been very lenient with the hypocrites, turning a blind eye to 

much of what they did and forgiving them much. At this point, however, such 

leniency is no longer useful. He is commanded by his Lord to start a new phase in his 

dealings with them. They are grouped here with the unbelievers; and the Prophet is 

ordered to strive against both as hard as he can. There are times when it is more 

suitable to take a hardened attitude while at others it is wiser to take the side of 

leniency. When a period of patience and tolerance is no longer advisable, then it is 

time to be tough. A practical movement has different requirements at different times, 

and its method of action may move from one stage to another. A soft attitude may 

sometimes bring about more harm than good. 

Early scholars differ on what is meant by pressing hard in striving against the 

hypocrites, and whether it means fighting them with arms as suggested by `Alī ibn 

Abī Nib, or by general treatment and clear disapproval which make the reality of 

their position clear to all. This latter view is expressed by Ibn `Abb s. In practical 

terms, the Prophet did not kill any hypocrite. 
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“They swear by God that they have said nothing [wrong]. Yet they certainly uttered the 

word of unbelief, and disbelieved after they had professed to submit to God, for they aimed at 

something which they could not attain.” (Verse 74) Taken in general terms, this 

statement portrays the consistent attitude of the hypocrites reflected in a whole range 

of incidents. It also refers to various attempts they made to cause harm to the Prophet 

and the Muslim community. There are, however, several reports which mention a 

specific incident in connection with the revelation of this verse. 

Qat dah says: “This verse refers to `Abdull h ibn Ubayy concerning an event 

when a man from the tribe of Juhaynah quarrelled with a man from the Anş r, with 

the first gaining the upper hand. `Abdull h said to the Anş rī man: ‘Will you not 

support your brother? Our position with Mu ammad is similar to that of a man who 

feeds his dog until the dog becomes so fat and eats him.’ He further said: ‘When we 

go back to Madinah, the honourable among us will drive out the humble.’ A Muslim 

heard what he said and informed the Prophet who sent someone to ask him about it 

and he swore that he did not utter those words. God then revealed this verse making 

clear that he did. 

Al- abarī reports that the Prophet was once sitting in the shade of a tree when he 

said to his Companions who were with him: “A man will come soon, looking at you 

with the eye of the devil. Do not talk to him.” Shortly afterwards a blue looking man 

came over. The Prophet asked him: “Why do you and your friends speak ill of me?” 

The man went away and brought his friends who repeatedly swore that they had 

said nothing, until the Prophet pardoned them. God then revealed the verse which 

quotes their assertions: “They swear by God that they have said nothing wrong.” (Verse 

74) 

`Urwah ibn al-Zubayr and others report that this verse concerns a man called Al-

Jall s ibn Suwayd who had a stepson called `Umayr ibn Sa`d. Al-Jall s once said: “If 

what Mu ammad says be true, then we are worse than these donkeys of ours.” 

`Umayr said: “You know that you are the dearest of all people to me, and I would 

rather spare you all harm. But you have said something which would put me in a 

very bad light if I report it, and would destroy me if I keep it to myself. One of these 

alternatives is easier than the other.” He went to the Prophet and told him, but al-

Jall s denied having said it and swore to that effect. When these verses were 

revealed, he retracted and said: “I have certainly said this, but I am offered a chance 

to repent. I regret what I said and turn to God in repentance.” This was accepted. 

All these reports, however, do not take account of the next statement in this verse, 

“They aimed at something which they could not attain.” (Verse 74) This supports the 

other reports which say that the verse refers to a group of hypocrites who plotted to 

kill the Prophet on his way back from Tabūk. It is useful to mention one of these 

reports. 
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Im m A mad reports: “When the Prophet was on his way back from the 

expedition to Tabūk, he ordered someone to announce that he himself had taken a 

narrow climbing route and no one else should take it. The Prophet went along with 

the help of two of his Companions, udhayfah and `Amm r. A group of masked 

men soon came and attacked `Amm r as he was leading the Prophet’s camel, but 

`Amm r chased them hitting the faces of their camels. The Prophet told udhayfah 

to be patient with his camel until he dismounted. When `Amm r came back to the 

Prophet, he asked him whether he was able to recognize those people. `Amm r said: 

‘I could recognize most of the camels but the people themselves were masked.’ The 

Prophet asked him whether he could find out what they wanted. `Amm r said: ‘God 

and His Messenger know best.’ The Prophet said: ‘They wanted to frighten the camel 

of God’s Messenger so that he would fall to the ground.’ `Amm r went to one of the 

Prophet’s Companions and said: ‘I appeal to you by God Almighty, do you know 

how many people were in that narrow route?’ The man said that they were fourteen. 

`Amm r said to him: ‘If you were with them, then they were fifteen.’ The Prophet 

named three of them who said: ‘By God we did not hear the Prophet’s announcer 

when he made the announcement and we were totally unaware what those people 

were up to.’ `Amm r said: ‘I bear witness that the other twelve are enemies of God 

and His Messenger in this life and on the Day of Judgement.’ 

This event betrays what those people harboured of ill intentions. Whether this 

event or a similar one is meant here, it remains very surprising that they should be so 

treacherous. The Qur’ n wonders at their attitude: “They had no reason to be spiteful, 

except that God and His Messenger had enriched them out of His bounty.” (Verse 74) Islam 

had caused them no harm to justify such hostility. The only reason that could be 

thought of was perhaps the wealth they were able to gain as a result of the advances 

made by Islam. It may be that the easy life they were able to lead accounted for their 

hostility! 

This is followed by a clear verdict concerning their case: “If they repent, it will be for 

their own good; but if they turn away, God will cause them to endure grievous suffering both 

in this world and in the life to come. They shall find none on this earth to be their friend or to 

give them support.” (Verse 74) 

The door to repent and mend one’s ways remains wide open. Whoever is keen to 

do himself good, let him get in through that open door. But those who wish to 

continue along their evil path should also know their fate. They will be made to 

suffer God’s severe punishment in this life and in the life to come, while they can rely 

on no one’s support in this whole world. Since the alternatives have been made clear, 

they can make their choice. 

Lying to God 
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The s rah goes on to portray more cases of hypocrisy and how the hypocrites 

behave. “Some of them have pledged to God: ‘If He gives us of His bounty, we will certainly 

spend in charity, and we will be among the righteous.’ But when He had given them of His 

bounty they grew niggardly and turned away, heedless [of their pledges].” (Verses 75-76) 

Some of these hypocrites pledge solemnly to God that if He would bestow His 

grace on them and give them some of His bounty, they would be very charitable to 

the poor and behave in the way expected of righteous people. Such a pledge, 

however, is given at a time when those people are poor, when their poverty makes 

them yearn for a time of plenty. Yet when God answers their prayers, and favours 

them with His bounty, they forget all about their pledges, and behave like misers. 

They turn away unwilling to honour their pledges. This violation of their promises 

and lying to God make hypocrisy take root in their hearts. Hence they continue to be 

hypocrites until they die. 

Human beings are weak and niggardly, except for the few who manage, by God’s 

grace, to elevate themselves. They cannot rid themselves of their miserliness unless 

their hearts become full of faith, raising them above the needs of this world and 

freeing them of their eagerness to protect their immediate interests. This is easy if 

they hope to achieve something better in the hereafter, and aspire to receive God’s 

acceptance, which is far superior to all comforts and enjoyments. A believer’s heart is 

reassured by faith, does not fear to be poor as a result of spending in charity or for 

God’s cause, because he knows that what people may have will be exhausted and 

what God has in store is inexhaustible. His knowledge motivates him to pay in 

furthering God’s cause willingly, without any fear that he will be left in need. Even if 

he becomes without money, what he hopes to receive from God is infinitely better 

and far greater. 

When a person’s heart is devoid of true faith, his natural instinct to keep his 

wealth for himself is aroused whenever he is called upon to give in charity or to 

spend something for God’s cause. The fear of poverty overrides his weaker desire to 

respond to such a call. He is imprisoned within his niggardliness, feeling insecure. A 

person who makes a pledge to God and then reneges on his pledge and lies to God is 

not free from hypocrisy. The Prophet is authentically quoted as saying: “The mark of 

a hypocrite is threefold: he lies when he speaks, reneges on his promises and betrays 

his trust.” 

Hence their deliberately unfulfilled pledges and their repeated lies breed 

hypocrisy which settles permanently in their hearts, as the Qur’ nic verse describes: 

“In consequence, He caused hypocrisy to take root in their hearts till the Day on which they 

will meet Him, because they have been untrue to the pledges they made to God, and because of 

the lies they used to tell.” (Verse 77) 
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“Do they not realize that God knows both their secret thoughts and what they talk about in 

private, and that God has full knowledge of all things that are hidden away?” (Verse 78) 

Since they claim to be believers, do they not know that God knows all that there is in 

people’s innermost hearts, and what they may say to each other even in the most 

private of situations? He is certainly aware of all that is kept hidden, and aware of 

the most secret of intentions. Since they know all this, they should not try to conceal 

any bad intention, hoping that God will not be aware of it. They should not have 

harboured any thoughts of leaving their pledges unfulfilled, or of lying to Him. 

There are several reports on the incident or incidents which led to the revelation of 

this verse. Whichever one is correct,33 the statement is general in its import. It 

describes a general condition and a pattern of people who have not let faith establish 

its roots in their hearts. If we compare the attitude of such people with that of the 

early Muslims, we find that those Muslims considered the payment of zak t an aspect 

of God’s grace. If a person did not pay it or if it was not accepted from him, he was 

the loser who should be pitied for his loss. They fully understood the meaning of the 

following verse which gives this order to the Prophet: “Take a portion of their money as 

charity, so that you may cleanse and purify them thereby.” (Verse 103) Indeed the 

payment of zak t was a gain not a loss. This is the difference between a duty fulfilled 

for the sake of God in the hope of earning His pleasure and a tax which is imposed 

by the law and paid to avoid punishment under the law. 

The s rah then describes another version of the hypocrites’ view of zak t which is 

contrary to that of the true believers. It also shows how the hypocrites are always 

given to taunting and slandering others, an indication of their perverted nature: “It is 

those hypocrites that taunt the believers who donate freely, as well as those who have nothing 

to give except what they earn through their toil, and deride them all. God derides them, and 

grievous suffering awaits them.” (Verse 79) 

The story associated with the revelation of this verse describes the hypocrites’ 

crooked outlook on spending for God’s cause. It is reported that the Prophet 

encouraged the believers to spend freely for equipping the army which was to go to 

Tabūk. `Abd al-Ra m n ibn `Awf carried 4,000 dirhams and said to the Prophet: 

                                                 
33 The author mentions one of these reports, concerning Tha`labah ibn ib. It is a long and detailed 
story which is often quoted. It shows that Tha`labah pledged to give much in charity if he were given 
wealth. When his wealth was enormous, he refused to pay zak t at first, but when he repented and 
tried to pay it, it was not accepted from him. However, a piece of scholarly research has clearly 
concluded that the story is greatly lacking in authenticity. Moreover, it runs against the established 
Islamic principle that God accepts genuine repentance, and in the story Tha`labah appears to have 
genuinely repented. Since the story is clearly suspect with regard to its authenticity, and since the 
person involved is one of the Prophet's Companions, I feel it is better left out, since the message of the 
verses is, as the author says, general and abundantly clear. Perhaps I should add that the research I 
have referred to was published long after the author's death. Nevertheless, the author seems doubtful 
about its authenticity. — Editor's note. 



Al-Tawbah (The Repentance) | MANIFESTATIONS OF HYPOCRISY 

 170

“Messenger of God, I have 8,000, of which I have brought you half and kept half for 

my family.” The Prophet said to him: “May God bless you for what you have kept 

and what you have given.” Abū `Aqīl came with a small quantity of dates and said: 

“Messenger of God, all I have is some dates of which I have brought half and kept 

the other half for my family.” The hypocrites derided them both and said: “Abd al-

Ra m n only gave that much to show off; but do God and His Messenger need such 

a small quantity of dates?” Other reports suggest that they scoffed at Abū `Aqīl 
suggesting that he only brought his dates to remind the Prophet of his poverty. 

This is how they scoffed at the believers who were prompt in giving what they 

could, willingly and generously, eager to contribute as best as they could to the jih d 

campaign. They simply do not understand the motives of any true believer and why 

he gives willingly, nor do they understand that a believer’s conscience urges him to 

do so. They do not appreciate the pure feelings which respond readily to the call to 

sacrifice. Hence, they describe the one who gives much as showing off and say of the 

one who has only little to give away that he reminds others of his poverty. They thus 

abuse the rich person because he gives generously, and deride the poor person 

because he has only very little to give. Thus, no one who gives freely is immune from 

their derision. They do all this while they themselves stay behind, give nothing and 

remain niggardly. If they give anything away, they do it only out of hypocrisy. That 

is the only motive they understand. 

Hence they are given the decisive answer: “God derides them, and grievous suffering 

awaits them.” (Verse 79) What a painful ridicule which they will suffer. How can we 

imagine a few weak individuals suffering the ridicule of the Almighty and destined 

for His punishment. That is a woeful end no doubt. 

Never to be Forgiven 

You may pray for their forgiveness or may not pray for them, [for it will all be the 

same]. Even if you were to pray seventy times for their forgiveness, God will not 

forgive them, for they have denied God and His Messenger. God does not guide those 

who are transgressors. (Verse 80) 

This verse refers to the hypocrites who deride the true believers when they come 

forward with their contributions and donations. Such people have a well-known 

destiny which will not change. They shall not benefit by any request for forgiveness. 

“God will not forgive them,” whether such requests are made on their behalf or not. It 

seems that the Prophet used to pray to God to forgive those who committed mistakes 

or sins in the hope that they would mend their ways and earn God’s forgiveness. As 

for the hypocrites, their fate has been sealed. There is no going back, and that is for a 
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very good reason: “For they have denied God and His Messenger. God does not guide those 

who are transgressors.” (Verse 80) 

These are the ones who have deviated so widely that there can be no hope of them 

ever mending their ways. Hence, God tells His Messenger: “Even if you were to pray 

seventy times for their forgiveness, God will not forgive them.” (Verse 80) The number 

seventy is normally mentioned to indicate a large, not specific, number. Hence the 

statement means that they cannot hope for forgiveness, because there is no way they 

will repent and mend their ways. That is because when a human heart reaches a 

certain stage of corruption, it becomes impossible to reform. Similarly when a person 

has gone so far astray, he cannot follow guidance. It is God who knows best how 

hearts respond. 

Pleased with One’s Misdeeds 

The s rah resumes its comments on the attitude of those who stayed behind when 

the Prophet had marched to Tabūk: 

Those who were left behind rejoiced at having stayed at home after [the departure of] 

God’s Messenger, for they were averse to striving with their property and their lives 

in God’s cause. They said [to one another]: ‘Do not go to war in this heat. ‘Say: The 

fire of hell is far hotter.’ Would that they understood. They shall laugh but a little, and 

they will weep much, in return for what they have earned. If God brings you back and 

you meet some of them, and then they ask leave to go forth with you, say: ‘Never shall 

you go forth with me, nor shall you fight an enemy with me. You were happy to stay 

behind on the first occasion, so you stay now with those who remain behind.’ You 

shall not pray for any of them who dies, and you shall not stand by his grave. For they 

have denied God and His Messenger and died as hardened sinners. Let neither their 

riches nor their children excite your admiration. God only wishes to punish them by 

means of these in the life of this world, and that their souls perish while they are 

unbelievers. (Verses 81-85) 

Such people are so keen to ensure their continued personal comfort and are 

unwilling to spend anything of their wealth for God’s cause. They are devoid of all 

desire to strive because their hearts are devoid of faith. The adjective used in the 

Arabic text to refer to them has the added connotation of showing them to be left 

behind as if they were dispensable articles of little value. They are delighted at 

having secured their own safety when they stayed at home after the Prophet and his 

Companions had departed on their blessed mission. They spared themselves the toil 

and hardship willingly undertaken by the believers who were ready to strive for 

God’s cause, thinking that personal safety is a goal coveted by all men. Hence: “They 
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were averse to striving with their property and their lives in God’s cause. They said [to one 

another]: ‘Do not go to war in this heat.’” (Verse 81) Such words are only said by a 

person who is keen to indulge himself in every luxury. Such a person is not fit to do 

anything which only men of endurance can undertake. 

They are a fitting example of people with no will power. Numerous indeed are 

those who dislike to go through any hardship and turn away when they are required 

to make a real effort, preferring cheap comfort to noble effort and humble safety to a 

position of honour that involves taking risks. They collapse in utter exhaustion 

behind the rows of believers who move on with seriousness, knowing that the 

advocacy of the true message requires great sacrifices. Nevertheless, those believers 

march forth and pay little attention to the size of the opposition or the tough 

impediments they face, because they know that it is part of human nature to try to 

overcome impediments. This is far more befitting and satisfying to man than staying 

behind, betraying ineptitude and lack of will. 

The s rah answers them coupling the truth with sarcasm: “They said [to one 

another]: Do not go to war in this heat.’ Say: ‘The fire of hell is far hotter.’ Would that they 

understood.” (Verse 81) If they fear the heat of the summer and prefer the comfort of 

staying in the shade, how will they tolerate the heat of the Are of hell, when it is 

much more intense and longer lasting? Although this sounds like a remark full of 

derision, it only states the truth. The choice they had to make was between striving 

for a certain period in defence of God’s cause, tolerating the heat of the earthly 

summer or being thrown in hell for an extended period the length of which is known 

to God alone. 

“They shall laugh but a little, and they will weep much, in return for what they have 

earned.” (Verse 82) Their laughter takes place in this life which lasts only for a certain 

number of days, but their tears are poured in the hereafter with its much longer days. 

Indeed each one of God’s days is equal to one thousand years of ours. Their tears are 

“in return for what they have earned.” It is then a befitting and just reward. 

Those hypocrites who preferred to stay behind during a time of hardship, when 

all Muslims were called upon to join the jih d campaign, are not fit to join any 

campaign or to take part in any effort undertaken for God’s cause. Hence, leniency is 

not the proper policy to follow with them. They are not to be given the chance of 

earning the honour of participating in jih d at any time. The Prophet is directed to 

make this clear to them whenever the occasion arises: “If God brings you back and you 

meet some of them, and then they ask leave to go forth with you, say: ‘Never shall you go forth 

with me, nor shall you fight an enemy with me. You were happy to stay behind on the first 

occasion, so you stay now with those who remain behind.’” (Verse 83) 

Every message or ideology is in need of people who are dedicated, willing to 

undertake any effort in their support and advocacy. When the ranks of any such 
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ideology are infiltrated by weak elements, it cannot tolerate hardship. Hence, such 

weaklings must be isolated from its ranks which need to remain steadfast. If those 

who join the ranks at a time of ease and desert them at a time of hardship are to be 

easily tolerated, their continued presence will work to the detriment of the whole 

message and its true advocates. Hence, the Prophet is instructed to make it clear to 

them that they have no place in the ranks of the believers: “Say: ‘Never shall you go 

forth with me, nor shall you fight an enemy with me.’” (Verse 83) And the reason for this 

attitude is also made clear: “You were happy to stay behind on the first occasion.” (Verse 

83) That deprived them of the privilege of being able to join the ranks of the fighters 

for God’s cause and the honour of going forth with the Prophet. Going on jih d is a 

responsibility which may only be shouldered by those who are fit to undertake it. 

This religion of Islam does not admit any partiality or favouritism. Hence they are 

told: “Stay now with those who remain behind.” (Verse 83) You may stay with such 

people as are like you in their attitude. You all prefer to absent yourselves when the 

occasion requires sacrifices. 

This way of continuous striving, marked out by God Himself for His Messenger, 

remains the one to be followed by the advocates of this religion of Islam for as long 

as life continues on earth. Advocates of Islam should remain aware of this at all 

times. 

Staying Behind at a Time of Mobilization 

This last instruction to the Prophet meant that he was not to allow those 

hypocrites who stayed behind when he called on all Muslims to join him on the 

expedition to Tabūk to be part of any subsequent campaign. They were to be 

deprived of the privilege of joining any effort aimed at defending God’s cause. The 

Prophet is also commanded not to give such people any semblance of honour: “You 

shall not pray for any of them who dies, and you shall not stand by his grave. For they have 

denied God and His Messenger and died as hardened sinners.” (Verse 84) 

Commentators on the Qur’ n have mentioned certain events to which this verse 

relates, but the message of this verse is much wider in application than any 

individual event. The verse sets out a principle which denies any aspect of honour in 

the system implemented by a community which strives for God’s cause to those who 

prefer laziness to struggle, and comfort to making an effort. There is to be no 

favouritism in giving each individual his rank in the community. The standard by 

which this is determined is based on dedication, steadfastness, perseverance and 

unwavering determination. 

The s rah gives here the reason for this instruction: “For they have denied God and 

His Messenger and died as hardened sinners.” (Verse 84) This explanation applies to the 
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order not to pray for the dead among them and for the Prophet not to stand at any of 

their graves. But the principle itself has a wider application. Prayer and standing at 

the grave of a deceased person are aspects of honour. The Muslim community must 

not accord such an honour to anyone who stays behind at a time of jih d. The 

standing of any person in the Muslim community is related to what that person is 

ready to give, do or sacrifice at the time when he is called upon to do so. True 

Muslims give their all, remain steadfast at times of hardship and are always ready to 

strive with their wealth and persons. Hence they receive the honour they deserve. 

On the other hand, those who stay behind deserve neither the apparent honour 

seen by everyone in the community, nor the type of mental appreciation that is felt 

by people though may not be demonstrated in any action: “Let neither their riches nor 

their children excite your admiration. God only wishes to punish them by means of these in 

the life of this world, and that their souls perish while they are unbelievers.” (Verse 85) The 

general meaning of this verse has already been explained when a similar one was 

mentioned earlier in the s rah. It is repeated here for a different reason. What is 

meant here is that no significance should be attached by the Muslim community to 

the wealth or the children of these hypocrites, because to admire these is to give such 

people a degree of mental honour or appreciation which they do not deserve. The 

only thing they deserve is to be ignored and looked upon with contempt. 

When a s rah was revealed from on high calling on them to believe in God and to 

strive alongside His Messenger, those of them who were well able to do so asked you to 

give them leave and said to you: Allow us to stay with those who remain behind.’ They 

are well- pleased to remain with those who are left behind. And their hearts are sealed, 

so that they are unable to understand the truth. But the Messenger and those who 

have believed with him strive hard in God’s cause with their property and their lives. 

These shall have all the good things. These shall certainly prosper. God has prepared 

for them gardens through which running waters flow, where they shall abide. That is 

the supreme triumph. (Verses 86-89) 

These verses tell of two different natures, one of hypocrisy, weakness, and self-

abasement, and another full of faith, strength and sacrifice. These give rise to two 

different attitudes: one of deviousness, humbleness and lack of self-respect, and 

another which is straightforward, dignified and ready to sacrifice. 

When a s rah or a passage of the Qur’ n is revealed from on high, giving an 

explicit order to the believers to strive for God’s cause, then those who have the 

means to give physical and financial sacrifices come forward. They do not show up 

in order to take their positions in the front, as their ability and gratitude to God 

would require. They come forward to make stupid excuses and to request exemption 

so that they can stay behind with women, doing nothing to defend sanctity or home. 
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They do not realize how abject and humiliating their request is. They are only 

interested in their own safety. Those who make their own safety paramount do not 

feel any shame, because “they are well- pleased to remain with those who are left behind. 

And their hearts are sealed, so that they are unable to understand the truth.” (Verse 87) Had 

they been able to understand it, they would have realized that it is when one strives 

for God’s cause that one feels strong, leading a life of dignity and honour, and when 

one stays behind, one lives in weakness and abject humiliation. 

Humility imposes its tax on human beings like dignity does. However, the tax 

imposed by humility is often heavier by far. Weak people may think that the tax of 

dignity is much too heavy, and try to evade it by accepting an abject position of 

humility. They live in fear and anxiety, thinking each loud cry a call to attack them. 

They remain in constant fear for their lives. Such people pay a far heavier tax than 

that which would have been required by a dignified life. The tax they pay for their 

humble living is taken from their honour, prestige, social standing, reputation, 

security and often also from their lives, although they may not readily perceive this. 

But who are these? They are the ones who “are well pleased to remain with those who are 

left behind, and their hearts are sealed, so that they are unable to understand [the truth].” 

(Verse 87) 

“But the Messenger and those who have believed with him” are a totally different type 

of people. These “strive in God’s cause with their property and their lives.” (Verse 88) 

They fulfil the duties imposed on them by their faith and work hard to achieve the 

dignity which cannot be attained while one stays behind. Hence, “these shall have all 

the good things.” (Verse 88) Such good things are of both the type enjoyed here in this 

life and the one attained in the life to come. In this world they enjoy dignity, honour 

and a position which guarantees that people respect what they say. In the hereafter, 

they receive the best and fullest reward, as they attain God’s acceptance. “These shall 

certainly prosper.” (Verse 88) They prosper in this life as they enjoy good living, and 

they prosper in the life to come as they receive their mighty reward. “God has prepared 

for them gardens through which running waters flow, where they shall abide. That is the 

supreme triumph.” (Verse 89) 

Some of the Bedouins who had excuses to offer turned up, begging to be granted 

exemption; while those who denied God and His Messenger stayed behind. Grievous 

suffering shall befall those of them that disbelieved. (Verse 90) 

The first group are the ones who have real excuses which merit their exemption. 

Hence no blame is attached to them for their request. The others have no real excuse. 

They stay behind and lie to God and His Messenger. The unbelievers among these 

have grievous punishment awaiting them. Those who repent and do not disbelieve 
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are not discussed here because they may face a different fate. 

Eager but Without Means 

The s rah then provides a definitive statement with regard to who should join the 

army when there is a general call of mobilization. It is not obligatory that all people, 

whether able or not, should fight. Islam is a religion that does not overburden 

people. God does not charge anyone with more than he or she can bear. Those 

without the means or the ability to fight cannot be blamed because of their situation: 

No blame shall be attached to the weak, the sick or those who do not have the means, if 

they are sincere towards God and His Messenger. There is no cause to reproach those 

who do good. God is Much forgiving, Merciful. Nor shall those be blamed who, when 

they came to request you for transport and you said: I have no means of transporting 

you turned away with their eyes overflowing with tears, sad that they did not have the 

means to cover their expenses. (Verses 91-92) 

Those who are weak because of a certain disability or old age, and those who are 

ill and do not have the physical strength to move and make the sort of effort required 

in war, and those who do not have the financial means to pay for their food and 

transport will not be blamed if they stay behind. They are, however, required to be 

sincere, providing honest advice and making whatever effort they can to protect the 

land of Islam, such as keeping guard or looking after the women and children of the 

fighters, or any other jobs that are of benefit to the community. No blame can be 

attached to them because they do the best they can. Blame is only attached to those 

who do wrong. 

Nor is there any blame to be attached to those who may be physically able to fight 

but have no means of transport to take them to the battlefield. When they realize that 

they are unable to join the army for this reason, their eyes overflow with tears of 

sadness. Their feelings are genuine as they grieve at their inability to take part in a 

struggle for God’s cause. This was true of a number of people at the time of the 

Prophet whose names are variously given in different reports but which all agree 

that the event was real indeed. 

A report attributed to Ibn `Abb s mentions that “the Prophet ordered his 

Companions to get ready for a campaign. A group of his Companions, among whom 

was `Abdull h ibn Mughaffil al-M zinī, went to him and said: `Messenger of God, 

could you give us some mounts, for we have none.’ The Prophet said to them: “I have 

no means of transporting you.” (Verse 92) They were weeping as they went away, 

because it hurt them not to be able to join the campaign and they could not find any 
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means of transport nor cover their own expenses. Hence God states their exemption 

in His revelation. 

Muj hid says that this verse refers to a group from Muqarrin, a clan of Muzaynah. 

Mu ammad ibn Ka`b mentions seven people whom he lists by name and tribe. Ibn 

Is q says in his report on the expedition to Tabūk: “A group of Muslims, seven in 

number, including S lim ibn `Umayr, `Ilyah ibn Zayd, `Abd al-Ra m n ibn Ka ID, 

`Amr ibn al- am m ibn al-Jamūh, `Abdull h ibn Mughaffal, aramī ibn `Abdull h 

and `Iy d ibn S riyah, requested the Prophet for mounts as they were too poor to be 

able to find their own transport. He said to them: “I have no means of transporting you.” 

(Verse 92) When they heard this they left with tears in their eyes, saddened at their 

inability to cover their own expenses. 

With this spirit Islam was able to be victorious and establish its power. We should 

reflect on our own commitment in comparison to such people. If we believe that we 

possess some of their attributes, we may appeal to God for victory. Otherwise we 

should concentrate on improving our situation. 

The issue is clear, then. The weak, disabled, ill and also those who are too poor to 

pay their own expenses and for whom the Prophet cannot provide transport will not 

be blamed for staying behind. The real blame attaches to those who come to the 

Prophet with their thinly disguised excuses, when they have the means to go to 

battle and have no real reason for staying behind. “But blame shall certainly attach only 

to those who ask you for exemption even though they are rich.” (Verse 93) 

It is the ones happy to stay behind that are to be blamed, because they have no real 

desire to take part in a struggle for God’s cause. They do not give what is due to God 

when He has given them wealth and ability, nor do they fulfil their duties to Islam 

when it has given them power and dignity, or to their community which gives them 

protection and honour. Hence God’s description of them: “They are well pleased to be 

with those who are left behind.” (Verse 93) They are then weak of heart, spineless, and 

content, though without reason, to remain with those who stay behind for valid 

reasons such as women, children and disabled men who are exempt from jih d. 

In view of this: “God has sealed their hearts, so that they have no knowledge.” (Verse 93) 

With what they have preferred for themselves of laziness and inactivity, staying 

away from active participation in efforts that open new horizons for the Islamic 

cause, God has sealed their means of reception, feeling and understanding. No one 

prefers idle safety and miserable inactivity unless he has no aspiration for higher 

things and no motivation to participate in a community which seeks to make its 

mark on life and influence its direction. Indeed idleness and cheap comforts seal 

minds and hearts and inactivate feelings and interaction. Action is the mark of life 

and it also inspires life. Facing danger heightens senses, taps latent capabilities, 
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enhances physical ability and makes use of all potential. It makes human beings 

better able to utilize all their resources whenever there is a need to do so. All these 

may be included under the heading of knowledge of which those who prefer lazy 

comfort are deprived. 

Hollow Excuses 

The s rah continues its description of those people of plentiful means who prefer 

to stay behind at a time when the Prophet and the Muslim community are marching 

to face a powerful enemy. There is something behind such preference with what it 

entails of adopting a humiliating attitude and being always evasive when asked to 

come clean and state their position openly. 

“They shall come to you with their excuses when you return to them.” (Verse 94) This is 

a piece of information which God gives to His Messenger and the faithful among his 

Companions. It tells them of what those hypocrites will be doing when the Muslims 

return from their arduous expedition. This confirms that these verses were revealed 

when the Muslim army was on its way back from the expedition, and before they 

had arrived in Madinah. The hypocrites would come with their excuses, because they 

would be ashamed to let their action be seen in its true light. It would be disgraceful 

to let it be seen with its real motives, which were a weak faith, a preference for 

personal safety and an unwillingness to fight a great power: “Say: ‘Do not offer any 

excuses, for we shall not believe you. God has already enlightened us about you.’” (Verse 94) 

The Prophet is instructed to tell them to spare themselves the trouble of offering 

excuses, because they are not to be believed. It is no longer the case that these 

hypocrites can be taken on the basis of appearances. God has revealed the truth 

about them to His Messenger and He has informed him of their motives which are 

now seen for what they truly are. The Arabic expression used here is highly 

significant. The words indicating refusal to accept the excuses of the hypocrites are 

identical to those used in reference to being believers. This connotes verbal 

acceptance, rational trust, and inner faith and reassurance. It also involves a 

believer’s trust in his Lord, and a mutual trust between all believers. 

Those offering their excuses are told not to do so, because words are of no use. 

They need to show what they do. If their action confirms what they say, then their 

assertions will be true. If not, there can be no trust or acceptance. “God will see how 

you act, and so will His Messenger.” (Verse 94) God sees every action and knows every 

secret hidden in every heart. He knows the real intentions of all His creation. The 

Prophet was to take what people say in conjunction with what they do. That would 

be the basis of internal relationships in the Muslim community. 

Moreover, matters will not end in this life on earth. There will eventually come the 
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reckoning and the reward which will be based on God’s absolute knowledge of what 

is done openly and what remains in people’s hearts: “In the end you shall be brought 

before Him who knows all that is beyond the reach of human perception, and all that is 

manifest when He will tell you what you used to do.” (Verse 94) 

The phrase “beyond the reach of human perception” means what people do not know, 

while “what is manifest” refers to what they see and what comes to their knowledge. 

God knows all this when the statement is read in this simple sense, but it also has a 

wider and more profound sense. God knows everything in this world which is seen 

and experienced, and He knows everything in the worlds beyond, of which we know 

nothing. There is an intended meaning in what God says to those whom He 

addresses in this verse: “He will tell you what you used to do.” (Verse 94) They know 

what they do, but God — limitless is He in His glory — knows their doings better 

than they, and He will tell them about these. It is often the case that a person may not 

be aware of an inner motive for something he does. God knows it better than he. An 

action may very often produce an outcome that may remain unknown to the person 

who performed it. What is meant here is that God gives people the results of what 

they used to do. That is the reward they will have for their actions. Here, though, 

they are only informed and the reward itself is not specified. 

When you return to them they will swear to you by God so that you may let them be. 

Let them be, then: they are unclean. Hell shall be their abode in recompense for what 

they used to do. (Verse 95) 

This is another piece of information given by God to His Messenger, telling him 

what the hypocrites will be doing when he and his faithful Companions return to 

Madinah; an encounter the hypocrites thought they would never return from. God 

knew, and He told His Messenger as much, that they would try to make their 

excuses easier to accept by swearing to their truth. By doing so, they hoped to make 

the Muslims overlook what they had done so that they might forgive them their 

negligence without question. 

God instructs His Messenger to leave them alone, not as a sign of forgiveness, but 

as a sign of turning away from them, because they are abominable: “Let them be, then: 

they are unclean.” (Verse 95) This gives a physical expression of mental impurity. 

They are not physically or bodily unclean, but they are unclean mentally, as a result 

of their actions. The physical description gives an image that is much more 

abominable, revolting and contemptible. They are more concerned with their 

personal safety than striving for the cause of the community and are hence described 

as unclean. Their impurity contaminates souls, spreads disease and fills people with 

disgust, just like a rotten, dead body left in their midst. 
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“Hell shall be their abode in recompense for what they used to do.” (Verse 95) They feel 

that they gain by staying behind, securing their safety and comfort and enjoying their 

wealth. The fact is that in this life they are unclean, while they waste their share of 

the life to come. They end up in utter loss. God certainly tells the truth. 

The s rah goes on to tell more of what they will do after the Muslim fighters return 

home: “They swear to you trying to make you pleased with them. Should you be pleased with 

them, God shall never be pleased with such transgressing folk.” (Verse 96) They first 

request the Muslims to overlook what they have done. Then, they gradually ask for 

more, trying to make the Muslims feel easy with them so that they can secure their 

own safety within the community. They want to ensure that the Muslims continue to 

accept their outward appearances, treating them on that basis, and not mounting a 

campaign against them as God has ordered them in this final, definitive description 

of relations between Muslims and hypocrites. 

God makes it clear that they have transgressed by staying behind because their 

action is motivated by their lack of faith. He also tells the Muslim community that He 

will never be pleased with wrongdoing people, even though they may be able to win 

acceptance with the Muslims through their swearing and excuses. It is God’s verdict 

that is final. People’s acceptance, though they may be Muslims, will not change their 

position with God and will avail them nothing. The only way to win God’s 

acceptance is to change their attitude and to embrace the true faith leading to God’s 

pleasure. 

God has thus revealed the true situation of those living among the Muslim 

community and staying behind without having any real cause for exemption. He has 

also defined the sort of relations that should prevail between the Muslim community 

and the hypocrites in the same way as He defined the relationship between this 

community and the idolaters on the one hand, and between it and the followers of 

earlier revelations on the other. This s rah gives the details of this final verdict. 
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6 

A Mosque for the 

Hypocrites 

The desert Arabs are more tenacious in unbelief 

and hypocrisy, and more likely to be ignorant of 

the ordinances which God has revealed to His 

Messenger. But God is All- knowing, Wise. 

(97) 

Some desert Arabs regard what they may spend 

[for God’s cause] as a loss, and wait for some 

misfortune to befall you. The evil turn of fortune 

will be theirs. God hears all and knows all. (98) 

till other desert Arabs believe in God and the 

Last Day, and regard what they spend [for 

God’s cause] as a means to bring them closer to 

God and of [their being remembered] in the 

Messenger’s prayers. It shall certainly be for them 

a means of drawing near to God. God will admit 

them to His grace, for God is Much- forgiving, 

Merciful. (99) 

As for the first to lead the way, of the Muh jirīn 

and the Anş r, as well as those who follow them 

in [the way of] righteousness, God is well-pleased 

with them, and well-pleased are they with Him. 

He has prepared for them gardens through which 

running waters flow, where they shall abide for 
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ever. That is the supreme triumph. (100) 

Some desert Arabs around you are hypocrites, 

and so are some of the people from Madinah, who 

are indeed persistent in their hypocrisy. You do 

not know them, but We know them. Twice shall 

We punish them, and then they will be given over 

to a grievous suffering. (101) 

There are others who have acknowledged their 

sins, after having mixed righteous deeds with evil 

ones. It may well be that God will accept their 

repentance. God is Much- forgiving, Merciful. 

(102) 

Take a portion of their money as charity, so that 

you may cleanse and purify them thereby; and 

pray for them: for your prayers are a source of 

comfort for them. God hears all and knows all. 

(103) 

Do they not know that it is God alone who 

accepts repentance from His servants, and He is 

truly the One who takes charitable offerings, and 

that God is the only One to accept repentance and 

bestow mercy? (104) 

Say to them: ‘Do as you will. God will see your 

deeds, and so will His Messenger, and the 

believers; and in the end you shall be brought 

before Him who knows all that is beyond the 

reach of human perception and all that is manifest 

when He will tell you what you used to do.’ 

(105) 

And yet there are others who must await God’s 
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Overview 

judgement. He will either punish them or turn to 

them in His mercy. God is All- knowing, Wise. 

(106) 

And there are those who have established a house 

of worship out of mischievous motives, to promote 

unbelief and disunity among the believers, and to 

provide an outpost for those who have already 

been warring against God and His Messenger. 

They will certainly swear: ‘We have only the best 

of intentions.’ God bears witness that they 

certainly are liars. (107) 

Never set a foot there. Only a house of worship 

that from the very first day has been founded on 

piety is worthy of you standing to pray there. In it 

are men who love to grow in purity, for God loves 

those who purify themselves. (108) 

Who is better: a man who founds his building 

[motivated by a sense of] being God-fearing and 

seeking His goodly acceptance, or one who founds 

his building on the edge of a crumbling precipice, 

so that it tumbles with him in the fire of hell? 

God does not guide the wrongdoers. (109) 

The structure which they have built will continue 

to be a source of disquiet in their hearts, until their 

hearts are torn to pieces. God is All-knowing, 

Wise. (110) 
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This new passage gives an account of the different groups and classes that lived 

within the Muslim community at the time of the Tabūk Expedition. It describes those 

groups which were part of its overall structure and their true attitudes to faith as well 

as their deeds and distinctive characteristics. 

We have outlined, in the Prologue to this s rah, the historical causes that led to the 

presence of such different standards of acceptance of the faith among the Muslim 

community in Madinah. We will quote here the last few paragraphs in that 

introduction in order to remind ourselves of the general situation at the time and the 

circumstances influencing it in this way. 

The stubborn opposition of the Quraysh continued to act as a barrier 

preventing the advance of Islam into the rest of Arabia. The Quraysh tribe 

had the ultimate say in all religious matters in Arabia, and it exercised a very 

strong influence over economic, political and social matters. Hence its 

determined and uncompromising opposition to the new faith ensured that 

the rest of Arabia turned away from it, or at least adopted a wait-and-see 

attitude until the fight between the Quraysh and one of its children had 

produced a clear winner. When the Quraysh declared its submission, 

followed by the major tribes of Haw zin and Thaqīf, and when the three 

main Jewish tribes in Madinah had previously been subdued, and those of 

Khaybar had been defeated, people embraced the new faith in flocks. The 

whole of Arabia submitted to Islam within one year. 

This rapid expansion in the geographical area of Islam heralded the 

resurgence, on an even more intensive scale, of all the symptoms experienced 

after the resounding victory the Muslims achieved in the Battle of Badr. The 

Muslim community had almost managed to rid itself of those, thanks to the 

seven-year-long education process it had enjoyed after that battle. The rapid 

geographical expansion of Islam in Arabia could have had some serious 

negative effects, had it not been for the fact that Madinah had become, in its 

entirety, the solid base of Islam. It was God Almighty who looked after the 

new faith and charted its course. He had prepared the first core of believers, 

the Muh jirīn and the Anş r, to be the first solid base of Islam after the 

relatively important expansion that followed the victory at Badr. He also 

made the whole of Madinah the solid base which would withstand the great 

expansion brought about by the splendid triumph achieved when Makkah 

was won over to Islam. God certainly knows what forces to mobilize in 

support of His message. 

The first symptom of the new dangers appeared on the day of the Battle of 

unayn, mentioned in this s rah: “God has granted you His support on many a 
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battlefield, and also in the Battle of unayn, when you took pride in your numerical 

strength, but it availed you nothing. For all its vastness, the earth seemed too narrow 

for you, and you turned back in flight. God then bestowed from on high an air of 

inner peace on His Messenger and on the believers, and He sent down forces whom 

you could not see, and punished those who disbelieved. Such is the reward for the 

unbelievers.” (Verses 25-26) 

One of the apparent reasons for the defeat at the beginning of the battle was 

that 2,000 of those the Prophet had pardoned in Makkah, and who embraced 

Islam after the fall of that city, had joined the 10,000-strong army which 

originally travelled from Madinah to subdue the Quraysh in Makkah. The 

presence of those 2,000 men alongside the others who came from Madinah 

was a cause of imbalance in the Muslim ranks. There was also the fact that the 

Haw zin took the Muslims by surprise. What that meant was that the army 

did not wholly belong to the solid, well-knit base which had been nurtured 

over the several years separating the Battle of Badr and the conquest of 

Makkah. 

Similarly, the negative symptoms that appeared at the time of the Tabūk 

Expedition were a natural result of this rapid expansion and the great influx 

of new Muslims with varying standards of faith. These symptoms are 

discussed fully in this s rah in a long exposition with varied styles and 

methods of treatment. 

Where Hypocrisy is Hardest 

Bearing this in mind, we can now discuss the verses included in this passage: “The 

desert Arabs are more tenacious in unbelief and hypocrisy, and more likely to be ignorant of 

the ordinances which God has revealed to His Messenger. But God is All-knowing, Wise. 

Some desert Arabs regard what they may spend [for God’s cause] as a loss, and wait for some 

misfortune to befall you. The evil turn of fortune will be theirs. God hears all and knows all. 

Still other desert Arabs believe in God and the Last Day, and regard what they spend [for 

God’s cause] as a means to bring them closer to God and of [their being remembered] in the 

Messenger’s prayers. It shall certainly be for them a means of drawing near to God. God will 

admit them to His grace, for God is Much forgiving, Merciful.” (Verses 97-99) 

These verses begin with mentioning different classes of desert Arabs, some of 

whose tribes lived close to Madinah. Earlier, they had attacked the land of Islam in 

Madinah, but later, when they accepted Islam, they belonged to either one of the two 

groups mentioned in this passage. The descriptive outline of these groups begins 

with establishing a rule about their general nature: “The desert Arabs are more tenacious 

in unbelief and hypocrisy, and more likely to be ignorant of the ordinances which God has 



 

 186

revealed to His Messenger. But God is All-knowing, Wise.” (Verse 97) 

This description outlines a constant characteristic of desert and nomadic people, or 

bedouins. It is in their nature that they should be more tenacious in their unbelief 

and hypocrisy, and that they should be ignorant of God’s directives as He reveals 

these to His Messenger. Their ignorance stems from their life circumstances and the 

way these affect them. Thus they grow up rather hostile, having little knowledge and 

less inclination to abide by rules and regulations, developing a strongly materialistic 

outlook. Faith modifies their nature, elevates their values and brings them to a wider 

and more sublime horizon. 

There are countless reports which mention the bedouin’s lack of refinement. Ibn 

Kathīr mentions some of these in his commentary on the Qur’ n: 

A bedouin attended the circle of Zayd ibn Şū n, a scholar who had a hand 

injured in the Battle of Nih wand.34 The bedouin said to him: “What you say 

is admirable, but your hand makes me worried.” Zayd said: “What worries 

you about my hand? It is my left hand anyway.” The bedouin said: “I am not 

sure which hand they cut, the right or the left.” [He was referring to the 

punishment for theft which implied his suspicion that this respected scholar 

might have been punished for stealing.] Zayd said: “God certainly tells the 

truth, and so does His Messenger: “The desert Arabs are more tenacious in 

unbelief and hypocrisy, and more likely to be ignorant of the ordinances which God 

has revealed to His Messenger.” (Verse 97) 

Im m A mad relates on the authority of Ibn `Abb s that the Prophet said: 

“Whoever lives in the desert develops a rough edge, and whoever chases 

game loses concentration, and whoever attends rulers may yield to 

temptation.” Because desert people are rough, God has not selected His 

Messengers from among them. Prophets have always been chosen from 

among city dwellers: “We have only sent before you men from among city dwellers 

to whom We send down Our revelations.” (12: 109) 

When a bedouin gave a present to the Prophet, the Prophet gave him back a 

much more valuable gift so that he was well pleased. He then said: “I feel I 

should not accept any gift unless it comes from a man from the Quraysh, 

Thaqīf, the Anş r or the Daws.” Needless to say that these were far more 

gentle in character and behaviour, because they were the dwellers of the main 

centres in Arabia at the time, Makkah, ’if, Madinah and in Yemen 

respectively. 

                                                 
34 The Battle of Nih wand was a major battle the Muslims fought against the Persian Empire only a 
few years after the Prophet had passed away. 
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Muslim reports on the authority of ` ’ishah: “Some desert Arabs came in a 

delegation to meet God’s Messenger. They asked whether the people of 

Madinah used to kiss their sons. When they were given an answer in the 

affirmative, they said: ‘But we definitely would not kiss our sons.’ The 

Prophet said: ‘What can I do for you if God has taken mercy out of your 

hearts?’”35 

The rough nature of the desert Arabs is well established, even after they had 

accepted Islam. It is only natural, therefore, that they would be harder in their 

stubborn rejection of the faith or in their hypocrisy. They were too brutal when 

victorious, and very hypocritical when subdued. They were aggressive and would 

observe no limits. 

“God is All-knowing, Wise.” (Verse 97) He knows His creation, their circumstances, 

characteristics and nature. He has given them a variety of talents, capabilities and 

specialities, and He made them into races, communities and nations. All this is in 

manifestation of His wisdom. 

The Gap Separating Faith and Hypocrisy 

Having given a general description of the desert Arabs, the s rah classifies them 

further on the basis of what changes in their characteristics the faith has produced, 

and the gap that has emerged between hearts that have experienced the happiness 

generated by faith and those that remained unbelieving, hypocritical. This 

description is drawn against the background of the situation of the Muslim 

community at that time: “Some desert Arabs regard what they may spend [for God’s cause] 

as a loss, and wait for some misfortune to befall you. The evil turn of fortune will be theirs. 

God hears all and knows all.” (Verse 98) Most probably the hypocrites among the desert 

people are mentioned first in order to group them with the hypocrites in Madinah 

who were the subject of discussion in the previous passage. This complements the 

discussion of hypocrites from both areas. 

“Some desert Arabs regard what they may spend [for God’s cause] as a loss.” (Verse 98) 

Such a person needs to give some of his money in zak t and to contribute to the jih d 

campaigns. In this way he gives evidence of his being a Muslim and is thus able to 

enjoy the comforts of life in the Muslim community. He is also able to win favour 

with the Muslims who were the major power in Arabia. To him, what he spends is a 

clear loss which he is forced to pay. He does not give it out of any good will towards 

Islam or the Muslims. He does not like that they are victorious. Indeed his real 

attitude is quite different. He “waits for some misfortune to befall you.” (Verse 98) He 

                                                 
35 Ibn Kathīr, Tafsīr al-Qur' n al-`Ażīm. Al-Maktabah al-`Aşrīyah, Beirut, 1996, Vol. 2, pp. 348-349. 
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would love to see the Muslims return from battle soundly defeated. He would be 

thrilled if misfortune befell them. 

Hence a supplication against them is stated here. A supplication by God signifies 

certainty. Hence the supplication is given here in the form of a statement: “The evil 

turn of fortune will be theirs.” (Verse 98) The Arabic expression describes evil as if it 

has a circle which closes in on them and from which they can have no escape. It turns 

them round and they are seized in the middle with no let up. This abstract notion, 

described in vivid and concrete terms, brings the meaning closer to our minds. “God 

hears all and knows all.” (Verse 98) His hearing and knowledge are attributes which fit 

in perfectly with the atmosphere of ill intention, the waiting for misfortune to befall 

the Muslim community, and the hypocrisy that fills their hearts, although they try 

hard to conceal it. God certainly hears what they say, and He knows what they hide 

and what they keep in the open. 

Another group however have experienced the happiness and delight that come 

with faith: “Still other desert Arabs believe in God and the Last Day, and regard what they 

spend [for God’s cause] as a means to bring them closer to God and [of their being 

remembered] in the Messenger’s prayers. It shall certainly be for them a means of drawing 

near to God. God will admit them to His grace, for God is Much forgiving, Merciful.” (Verse 

99) What motivates these people to spend their money is their belief in God and the 

Day of Judgement. They have no fear of people, and they feel no need to flatter those 

in power. They make no calculation of profit and loss which they are likely to make 

in this world. 

This group of believers wish that what they spend of their wealth will bring them 

closer to God and are eager to be remembered in the Prophet’s prayers. That 

remembrance would demonstrate that he is pleased with them. His prayers are 

certainly answered by God as he devotes them to believers who spend their money 

for God’s sake. The s rah states clearly that what they give is indeed a means to give 

them what they wish of being close to God: “It shall certainly be for them a means of 

drawing near to God.” (Verse 99) They are further given the news of an even happier 

destiny as a certain promise by God: “God will admit them to His grace.” (Verse 99) 

Again mercy is described in rather concrete terms to set it in contrast with the `evil 

turn’. Mercy is described here as if it is a house into which they are admitted. “God is 

Much forgiving, Merciful.” (Verse 99) He accepts repentance and charity. He forgives 

past sins and bestows His mercy on those who seek it. 

Those Who Lead the Way 

Having classified the desert Arabs, now the s rah classifies the whole community, 

in urban and desert areas alike, into four groupings: the vanguard who took the lead 
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among the Muh jirīn and the Anş r as well as those who followed in their footsteps, 

those who were hardened in their hypocrisy whether they lived in Madinah or in the 

desert nearby, those who combined good deeds with bad ones, and those whose 

cases were deferred for judgement. These groups are outlined in the following 

verses: 

As for the first to lead the way, of the Muh jirīn and the Anş r, as well as those who 

follow them in [the way of] righteousness, God is well pleased with them, and well 

pleased are they with Him. He has prepared for them gardens through which running 

waters flow, where they shall abide for ever. That is the supreme triumph. Some desert 

Arabs around you are hypocrites, and so are some of the people from Madinah, who 

are indeed persistent in their hypocrisy. You do not know them, but We know them. 

Twice shall We punish them, and then they will be given over to a grievous suffering. 

There are others who have acknowledged their sins, after having mixed righteous deeds 

with evil ones. It may well be that God will accept their repentance. God is Much 

forgiving, Merciful. Take a portion of their wealth as charity, so that you may cleanse 

and purify them thereby; and pray for them: for your prayers are a source of comfort 

for them. God hears all and knows all. Do they not know that it is God alone Who 

accepts repentance from His servants, and He is truly the One who takes charitable 

offerings, and that God is the only One to accept repentance and bestow mercy? Say to 

them: Do as you will. God will see your deeds, and so will His Messenger, and the 

believers; and in the end you shall be brought before Him who knows all that is beyond 

the reach of human perception and all that is manifest when He will tell you what you 

used to do.’ And yet there are others who must await God’s judgement. He will either 

punish them or turn to them in His mercy. God is All-knowing, Wise. (Verses 100-

106) 

It appears that these verses, making this classification, were revealed after the 

Prophet’s return from Tabūk. By that time, different people, most of whom were 

hypocrites, had presented their excuses. The true believers who did not join the 

expedition made their real regret apparent, and some of them tied themselves to a 

pillar in the mosque declaring that they would not release themselves until the 

Prophet himself released them. Others did not make any excuses, hoping that God 

would accept their sincere repentance. These were three of the Prophet’s 

Companions whose cases were not settled until God accepted their repentance, as 

will be discussed in full in Chapter 7. Together these groups represented the total 

variety of people around the Muslim area in Arabia after the expedition. God wanted 

to reveal the whole of the battlefield in front of His Messenger and the true believers 

with him. They would then understand the situation that prevailed at the time, 

which was close to the end of the first epoch, close to the time and birth place of this 

religion of Islam. 
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Such a revelation was necessary before the Islamic message made its move to 

liberate the whole of mankind throughout the globe. All communities needed to be 

liberated from serving any deities other than God, and from submitting themselves 

to anyone beside God. Before making such a move, the Muslim community needed 

to fully understand the prevailing situation so that it would be able to chart its course 

of action with clarity and a thorough perception of what was needed. 

“As for the first to lead the way, of the Muh jirīn and the Anş r, as well as those who 

follow them in [the way of] righteousness, God is well- pleased with them, and well pleased 

are they with Him. He has prepared for them gardens through which running waters flow, 

where they shall abide for ever. That is the supreme triumph.” (Verse 100) This class of 

Muslims, with its three groupings, the Muh jirīn, the Anş r and those who followed 

closely in their footsteps, formed the hard core of the Muslim community in Arabia 

after the conquest of Makkah. This was the group that ensured the unity of the 

Muslim community in every hardship as well as every period of ease and comfort. It 

is often the case that a trial of ease and comfort is more difficult to overcome than a 

trial of hardship. 

In our view, this description of “the first to lead the way” refers to those of the 

Muh jirīn who migrated to Madinah before the Battle of Badr and the Anş r who 

embraced Islam in the same period as well. Those who “follow them in the way of 

righteousness” refers to those who followed the same course, were true believers, 

strove hard for God’s cause and shared with them the sublime heights of faith. The 

earlier ones still enjoy a higher position on account of their response to the call of 

Islam in the early, hard period that preceded Badr. 

Scholars have expressed different views about who were the ‘first to lead the way.’ 

Some suggest that they were the ones to migrate or give their support before Badr, 

and others say they were the ones who were believers before the direction of prayer 

was changed from Jerusalem to Makkah. Some also say that these were the ones who 

fought at Badr, while others are of the opinion that they were the believers before the 

signing of the peace agreement at al- udaybiyah, and still others say that they were 

the ones who accepted to fight to the finish in the pledge known as Riđw n. In our 

close study of the various stages of the building of the Muslim community, we feel 

that the view which we expressed earlier is the correct one, but God knows best. 

We will quote here a few pages from the Prologue describing the different stages 

of building the first Muslim community for ease of reference: 

The Islamic movement in Makkah encountered difficulties right from the 

time when it was born. J hiliyyah, represented in this instance by the Quraysh, 

soon sensed the danger it was facing from the message declaring that `there is 

no deity other than God, and Mu ammad is God’s Messenger.’ It realized 
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that this new message was an outright revolution against all authority not 

derived from God’s own. It was a rebellion against all tyranny, seeking God’s 

protection. J hiliyyah also sensed that the new message, led by God’s 

Messenger, began to form a new organic grouping pledging sole and 

complete allegiance to God and His Messenger. Thus, it rebelled against the 

leadership of the Quraysh and the situation prevailing under j hiliyyah. No 

sooner did the Quraysh sense this danger than it launched a determined 

attack on the new message, grouping and its leadership. It utilized in this 

attack all its power to inflict physical harm and to sow discord through 

intrigue and wicked designs. 

In fact this j hiliyyah society sought every means to defend itself against a 

danger it felt to threaten its very existence. This is the normal state of affairs 

whenever a movement begins to advocate God’s Lordship in a community 

where Lordship is exercised by some people over others. Whenever such 

advocacy is undertaken by an organized movement that has its own 

leadership, it will be in direct confrontation with j hiliyyah society, as the two 

cannot be accommodated within the same community.36 

At this stage, every individual in the new Islamic grouping was subjected to 

oppression and persecution in every way, to the extent that many were killed. 

At the time, only a person who had dedicated himself and his life to God, and 

who was willing to endure persecution, hunger and even a ghastly death 

would join the new group, declaring his belief that there is no deity other 

than God and that Mu ammad is God’s Messenger. 

In this way a solid foundation was established for Islam, comprising the most 

determined individuals in Arabian society. Others who could not endure the 

hardship succumbed to the pressure and reverted to unbelief. But there were 

very few of these because the issues were clear at the outset. It was only 

people of distinction that were willing to take the decisive step and join Islam, 

despite the great danger that such a move involved. 

This is how God chose those rare elements to be the early supporters of His 

message and to form the solid foundation of Islam in Makkah, i.e. the 

Muh jirīn, then to join the early Anş r to form its core group in Madinah. 

Although the Anş r were not subjected to the same pressures and persecution 

as the Muh jirīn, the pledge they gave to the Prophet at `Aqabah indicated 

that they were equal to the task required by Islam. On that night when the 

pledge was given, as Ibn Kathīr reports, `Abdull h ibn Raw ah said to the 

                                                 
36 For a full discussion of this, refer to the commentary of Verses 8: 72-75, in Vol. 7, Chapter 4, pp. 169-
182 
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Prophet: ‘Stipulate whatever you wish for your Lord and yourself.’ He said: 

As for my Lord, my condition is that you worship Him alone, associating no 

partners with Him. And as for myself, my condition is that you protect me as 

you would protect yourselves and your property.’ They asked: ‘What will be 

our reward in return?’ He said: ‘Paradise.’ They said: ‘It is a profitable deal. 

We accept no going back and we will not go back on it ourselves.’ 

Those who made this deal with God’s Messenger, seeking no reward other 

than Paradise, and declaring that they would accept no going back, either by 

themselves or the Prophet, were aware that it was no easy option they were 

undertaking. In fact, they were certain that the Quraysh would fight them 

determinedly, supported by all the other Arabs. They realized that they 

would never again be able to live in peace with j hiliyyah which had its roots 

deep in the whole of Arabia, including the areas adjoining Madinah... 

The Anş r, then, were fully aware of the likely consequences of their pledge 

once they had given it. They were also aware that they were not promised 

anything in this world in return for their efforts. They were not even 

promised victory over their enemies. The only reward they were promised 

was admittance into heaven. Yet they were still keen to offer their pledges. 

Hence, they were definitely with the early Muh jirīn in taking the necessary 

preparations so that they would constitute the solid foundation of the first 

Islamic society in Madinah. 

Early Indications of Weakness 

But the Madinah society did not maintain this level of purity despite the 

spread of Islam. Many people, especially those who were in positions of 

influence, felt they had to take a similar stand to their people in order to 

maintain their positions. When the Battle of Badr took place, the leading 

figure among these, `Abdull h ibn Ubayy ibn Salūl, thought that Islam had 

established firm roots and could not be easily dislodged. Hence, he pretended 

to be a Muslim. It was perhaps inevitable that many accepted Islam in order 

to keep abreast of their people. They were not hypocrites, but they had not 

fully understood Islam or moulded themselves according to it. This meant 

that the community in Madinah had different levels of commitment to the 

new faith. 

At this point, the unique Islamic method of education began its work under 

the Prophet’s supervision in order to mould these new elements. It aimed to 

achieve coherence within the Muslim community at the ideological, moral 

and behavioural levels. 
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When we read the s rahs revealed in Madinah, in the approximate order of 

their revelation, we note the great effort that aimed to absorb and remould 

the new elements in the Muslim community, particularly because there were 

always newcomers. This was the case despite the determined opposition of 

the Quraysh and its attempts to win other Arabian tribes to its side, and 

despite the wicked designs of the Jews and their efforts to marshal hostile 

forces to the new faith and its advocates. Hence, the effort to bring 

newcomers to the same level as the elite, for this was needed if they were to 

continue with determination. 

Nonetheless, weaknesses continued to surface, particularly in times of 

difficulty. There were indications of hypocrisy, reluctance, unwillingness to 

make physical or financial sacrifices, and a general turning away from 

danger. There were also signs of confusion concerning the relationship 

between a Muslim and his non- Muslim relatives. Qur’ nic texts in different 

s rahs provide a clear idea of these phenomena and the method the Qur’ n 

employed to deal with them.... 

The Process of Integration 

However, the structure of the Muslim community in Madinah remained 

generally sound, because it essentially relied on its solid foundation, made up 

of the elite of the Muh jirīn and the Anş r. This foundation gave the Muslim 

community its strong constitution that withstood all weakening elements and 

overcame all hazards that might have been brought in by newcomers who 

had not yet been integrated into it. 

Gradually, these new elements were integrated into the solid core, and the 

numbers of the weak, the hypocrites, and those who lacked the ideological 

clarity that serves as the basis of all relations and ties dwindled. Shortly 

before the conquest of Makkah, the Muslim community in Madinah was very 

close to complete integration, providing the closest model of society Islamic 

education seeks to bring into existence. 

There undoubtedly remained different levels of participation according to the 

various actions different individuals undertook for Islam. Some groups were 

distinguished by the dedication, work and sacrifice they made to serve God’s 

cause. Examples of these were the earliest to believe in Islam among the 

Muh jirīn and the Anş r, the people of Badr, those who were party to the 

pledge given to the Prophet at al- udaybiyah, and generally those who 

donated and fought before the conquest of Makkah. Qur’ nic and adīth texts, 

as well as the practical situation in the Muslim community confirmed these 
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distinctions that resulted from action taken for Islam... 

That there were these different grades on the basis of strength of faith was no 

barrier to bridging the gap between them in the Madinah society before the 

conquest of Makkah. In fact, most of the apparent weaknesses within the 

ranks of the Muslim community were remedied, and their symptoms 

disappeared. Hence the whole of Madinah society could be considered as 

forming a solid Islamic basis. 

However, when Makkah fell to Islam in year 8, followed by the surrender of 

the Haw zin and the Thaqīf tribes, which were the last two large tribes to put 

up resistance to Islam, this ushered in a great influx of new Muslims. 

Needless to say, these were of different levels with regard to their outlook. 

Some among them were hypocrites, while others simply adopted Islam, the 

new overpowering force. Others still needed to be won over to Islam. Mostly, 

however, these were people who had not yet understood the fundamentals of 

Islam and their souls had not yet interacted with its values and principles. 

This account clearly shows the position of the Muh jirīn and the Anş r and those 

who followed them with regard to their strength of faith and readiness to sacrifice 

their all for God’s cause. Theirs is a highly significant role in the building of the 

structure of the Muslim community and giving the message of Islam a practical 

manifestation. Their role will continue to influence every group of people who want 

to live their lives in accordance with the teachings of Islam. 

“God is well pleased with them and well pleased are they with Him.” (Verse 100) That 

God is pleased with them means that He will be rewarding them generously. Indeed 

His pleasure with them is the highest reward to which they may aspire. That they are 

pleased with Him means that they are reassured by being on His side, confident that 

whatever He determines for them is right and good. They are grateful when they 

receive His bounty and they remain steadfast when they endure hardship. However, 

usage of the term “well pleased” in both conditions imparts an air of total happiness, 

which is mutual between God and this elite group of His servants. It elevates this 

group to a high position in which they reciprocate God’s feelings towards them 

when He is their supreme Lord and they are His servants whom He created. 

Language cannot adequately describe such a situation; it is merely felt as we read the 

Qur’ nic expression and reflect on it with an open mind and a spirit that aspires to 

the sublime. 

That is their situation with their Lord. It is a permanent situation: “God is well 

pleased with them and well pleased are they with Him.” The signs of this mutual pleasure 

await them: “He has prepared for them gardens through which running waters flow, where 

they shall abide for ever. That is the supreme triumph.” (Verse 100) What triumph can be 
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greater than this? It is indeed the supreme triumph. 

Mixing Good Deeds with Bad Ones 

The second group is in total contrast with the one we have just described: “Some 

desert Arabs around you are hypocrites, and so are some of the people from Madinah, who are 

indeed persistent in their hypocrisy. You do not know them, but We know them. Twice shall 

We punish them, and then they will be given over to a grievous suffering.” (Verse 101) We 

have discussed at length the nature of the hypocrites, whether they lived in Madinah 

or in the Arabian desert. The s rah has given numerous examples of their attitude. 

Here, however, it points to a special type of hypocrite who acquired great skill in 

hiding their true attitude to the extent that they remain unknown to the Prophet, 

despite his profound insight and great experience. What is so special about such 

hypocrites? 

God declares that such hypocrites were in Madinah, as well as among the nearby 

desert Arabs. He reassures His Messenger and the believers that the hypocrites’ 

scheming will come to nothing. He also warns the hypocrites who were adept at 

hiding their true position that they will not escape God’s punishment. Indeed their 

punishment will be doubled in this life as well as in the life to come. “You do not know 

them, but We know them. Twice shall We punish them, and then they will be given over to a 

grievous suffering.” (Verse 101) Perhaps the closest interpretation of the double 

punishment in this life is that they worry lest their reality be discovered by the 

Muslim community, and the punishment inflicted on them by the angels when they 

gather their souls, hitting them on their faces and backs. Alternatively, it refers to the 

pain they feel when they see the Muslims triumph over the forces of falsehood and 

their fear lest their true feelings are discovered. God knows best the precise meaning 

of His statement. 

If those were the two extreme groups, there is a third one in between: “There are 

others who have acknowledged their sins, after having mixed righteous deeds with evil ones. It 

may well be that God will accept their repentance. God is Much forgiving, Merciful. Take a 

portion of their wealth as charity, so that you may cleanse and purify them thereby; and pray 

for them: for your prayers are a source of comfort for them. God hears all and knows all. Do 

they not know that it is God alone who accepts repentance from His servants, and He is truly 

the One who takes charitable offerings, and that God is the only One to accept repentance and 

bestow mercy? Say to them: ‘Do as you will. God will see your deeds, and so will His 

Messenger, and the believers; and in the end you shall be brought before Him who knows all 

that is beyond the reach of human perception and all that is manifest when He will tell you 

what you used to do.’” (Verses 102-105) 

The fact that God instructs His Messenger to take a certain action with this group 
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suggests that they were known in person to the Prophet. It is reported that these 

verses refer to a particular group who did not join the Prophet on the Tabūk 

Expedition, but soon regretted their action, admitted their guilt and repented. Their 

bad action was to stay behind, and their good action was their regret and repentance. 

Al- abarī reports in his commentary on this verse: “It refers to Abū Lub bah and 

his companions who did not join the Prophet when he set out to Tabūk. When the 

Prophet approached Madinah on his way back they blamed themselves for staying 

behind. They said: `Do we stay behind enjoying food, comfort and the company of 

our women while the Prophet strives for God’s cause enduring much hardship!’ 

They tied themselves to pillars, determining not to release themselves unless the 

Prophet himself untied them. Only three among them did not tie themselves to 

pillars. When the Prophet saw what they did, he was told of their regret and their 

determination that they would be released only by him. He said: `I will not release 

them until I am commanded to do so, and I will not excuse them until God has 

accepted their regrets. They preferred to spare themselves the hardship of joining a 

campaign of Muslims.’ God then revealed the verse: “There are others who have 

acknowledged their sins, after having mixed righteous deeds with evil ones. It may well be 

that God will accept their repentance. God is Much forgiving, Merciful.” (Verse 102) When 

God uses the expression ‘it may well be’, it signifies certainty. 

There are several other reports, one of which suggests that it refers only to Abū 

Lub bah who alerted the Jews of Qurayżah to the death sentence awaiting them by 

making a sign of cutting his throat. This is highly unlikely, because these verses were 

revealed long after what happened then. Other reports suggest that it refers to the 

desert Arabs. 

Al- abarī comments on these reports: “Perhaps the nearest to the truth is that 

which suggests that they refer to those who acknowledged their mistake when they 

stayed behind and did not join the jih d campaign with the Prophet when he 

marched out to face the Byzantines. Those were a group of people among whom was 

Abū Lub bah. We say that this is the closest to the truth because God — limitless is 

He in His glory — refers in this verse to a group of people who acknowledged their 

guilt. This means that they were not one person. All the reports we have make it clear 

that the only group to do so consisted of people who did not join the Prophet when 

he went on his expedition to Tabūk. We say that Abū Lub bah was among them 

because all commentators say so.” 

Having described this group of people who regretted their staying behind and 

repented having done so, the s rah goes on to say: “It may well be that God will accept 

their repentance. God is Much forgiving, Merciful.” (Verse 102) As al- abarī has 

explained, when God says, ‘it may well be,’ the expression suggests realization. It is a 

prospect raised by the One Who can fulfil it. The acknowledgement of error in this 
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way and feeling one’s guilt are indications of an alert and sensitive conscience. 

Hence, repentance is likely to be accepted and forgiveness is likely to follow. God has 

certainly accepted their repentance and forgiven them. 

God says to His Messenger, Mu ammad (peace be upon him): “Take a portion of 

their money as charity, so that you may cleanse and purify them thereby; and pray for them: 

for your prayers are a source of comfort for them. God hears all and knows all.” (Verse 103) 

Those were people with alert consciences which prompted their regret and 

repentance for what they had done. Hence they deserved to be reassured and to 

receive the sympathy which opened up for them hopeful prospects. As the Prophet 

was moulding a whole community and establishing a system, he felt he needed to 

wait for instructions from God regarding their cases. Al- abarī reports on the 

authority of Ibn `Abb s: “When the Prophet released Abū Lub bah and his two 

Companions, they brought him some money and said: ‘Take this money of ours and 

give it away as Şadaqah, i.e. charity, and pray for us.’ In other words they requested 

him to pray for their forgiveness and for the purity of their souls. The Prophet said: `I 

am not taking any of it until I have received instructions.’ God then revealed this 

verse: ‘Take a portion of their money as charity, so that you may cleanse and purify them 

thereby; and pray for them: for your prayers are a source of comfort for them.’ (Verse 103) 

The Prophet then did as he was instructed.” 

 Thus we see how God favoured them with His acceptance as He knew that they 

were good at heart, sincere in their repentance. He ordered His Messenger to take 

some of their money for charitable uses, and to pray for them. Taking charity from 

them brought them back as full members of the Muslim community. They could once 

again share in its duties and participate in meeting its responsibilities. They were 

thus neither rejected nor expelled. Their charitable donation added to the purity of 

their hearts. The Prophet’s prayer on their behalf gave them reassurance. 

“God hears all and knows all.” (Verse 103) He hears supplications and prayers, and 

He knows what is in peoples’ hearts. He judges all in accordance with what He hears 

and knows, for He is indeed the One who hears all and knows all. It is He who 

makes the final judgement on His servants, accepting their repentance and their 

charity. His Messenger, the Prophet Mu ammad (peace be upon him), carries out 

what God commands. He does not initiate any part of this himself. 

To establish this fact God says in the following verse: “Do they not know that it is 

God alone who accepts repentance from His servants, and He is truly the One who takes 

charitable offerings, and that God is the only One to accept repentance and bestow mercy?” 

(Verse 104) This is a form of question which signifies an emphatic statement, 

meaning: let them know that it is God who accepts repentance, takes charitable 

offerings and bestows mercy on His servants. None of this belongs to anyone beside 

God. As al- abarī says: “When the Prophet refused to release those who tied 
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themselves to the pillars after they had stayed behind, and when he did not accept 

their charity after their release, he was simply making it clear to all that none of this 

was within his authority. It all belonged to God alone. The Prophet himself would 

only do these things if he were authorized to do so.” 

Finally those who had repented after they had stayed behind are addressed 

directly: “Say to them: ‘Do as you will. God will see your deeds, and so will His Messenger, 

and the believers; and in the end you shall be brought before Him who knows all that is 

beyond the reach of human perception and all that is manifest when He will tell you what you 

used to do.’” (Verse 105) The Islamic system is based on faith as well as action that 

gives credence to professed beliefs. The real proof of their repentance is their action 

which is apparent to all. It is seen by God, His Messenger and the believers. In the 

hereafter, they are returned to the One whose knowledge encompasses what is 

manifest and what is thought to be hidden, as well as physical actions and inner 

feelings. 

Regretting slips and mistakes and repenting past errors do not represent the end. 

It is the action that follows such repentance that counts. It may either give credence 

to such feelings of regret and build new actions on their basis or undermine them 

and deprive them of their value. 

Islam is a practical code of living in which feelings and intentions count for little 

unless they are transformed into real action. A good intention has its place, but the 

final verdict is not determined on its basis. A good intention is added to the action 

following it in order to determine its value. This is the import of the adīth in which 

the Prophet says: “Actions are but by intentions.” So intention on its own is of little 

value unless it is acted upon. 

Awaiting God’s Judgement 

The fourth group of people in the society that lived in Madinah and its 

surrounding area at the time of the revelation of this s rah are left to God to judge in 

their case: “And yet there are others who must await God’s judgement. He will either punish 

them or turn to them in His mercy. God is All-knowing, Wise.” (Verse 106) 

This is the fourth group of people who did not join the expedition, and whose 

cases were deferred for judgement. These were different from the hypocrites, the 

apologetic, and the repentant who admitted their error. Until the revelation of these 

verses, nothing had been determined in the case of this group. Their cases were left 

to God for judgement. Neither they nor anyone else were aware of what decision 

would be taken. It is reported that this verse speaks specifically about Mur rah ibn 

al-Rabī`, Ka`b ibn M lik and Hil l ibn Umayyah. These three did not take part in the 

expedition out of laziness and in preference for the comforts of life at home to 
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marching in the desert heat. They were treated differently by the Prophet, and their 

cases will be discussed in full later. 

Al- abarī reports on the authority of Ibn `Abb s: “After the revelation of the verse 

which says, “Take a portion of their money as charity, so that you may cleanse and purify 

them thereby,” the Prophet took money from Abū Lub bah and his companions and 

gave it away in charity on their behalf. There remained three more who did not chain 

themselves like Abū Lub bah. They were neither excused nor given any mention. 

They were in dire trouble and felt the whole earth too tight for them. It is in reference 

to these that God says: “And yet there are others who must await God’s judgement. He will 

either punish them or turn to them in His mercy. God is All-knowing, Wise.” (Verse 106) 

Some people said that these people were ruined as no acceptance of their repentance 

had been mentioned, while others continued to hope that they would be forgiven by 

God. Thus, their cases were deferred for judgement by God Himself. Then the later 

verses were revealed which state: “God has assuredly turned in His mercy to the Prophet, 

the Muh jirīn and the Anş r, who followed him in the hour of hardship, when the hearts of a 

group of them had almost faltered. Then again He turned to them in mercy; for He is 

compassionate towards them, merciful. And [so too] to the three who were left behind.” 

(Verses 117-118) Thus they were included among those to whom God has turned in 

His mercy. This report sounds more authentic. 

Since their cases were deferred for judgement, we prefer to postpone discussion of 

their cases till we discuss these later verses, God willing. 

A Mosque to Promote Unbelief 

And there are those who have established a house of worship out of mischievous 

motives, to promote unbelief and disunity among the believers, and to provide an 

outpost for those who have already been warring against God and His Messenger. 

They will certainly swear: ‘We have only the best of intentions.’ God bears witness 

that they certainly are liars. Never set a foot there. Only a house of worship that from 

the very first day has been founded on piety is worthy of you standing to pray there. 

In it are men who love to grow in purity, for God loves those who purify themselves. 

Who is better: a man who founds his building [motivated by a sense of] being God-

fearing and seeking His goodly acceptance, or one who founds his building on the edge 

of a crumbling precipice, so that it tumbles with him in the fire of hell? God does not 

guide the wrongdoers. The structure which they have built will continue to be a source 

of disquiet in their hearts, until their hearts are torn to pieces. God is All-knowing, 

Wise. (Verses 107-110) 

The story of this mosque intended for mischief is prominent in the events of the 
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expedition to Tabūk. This is the reason for making specific mention of the hypocrites 

who built it. Their case is discussed at length after completing the discussion of the 

various groups of people in the Muslim society at the time. 

In his commentary on the Qur’ n, Ibn Kathīr reports: 

The reason for the revelation of these verses is that before the Prophet’s 

arrival in Madinah, there lived in it a man from the tribe of the Khazraj called 

Abū ` mir and nicknamed al-R hib. He had adopted Christianity and read 

the Bible. He used to be a man of devotion before the advent of Islam, and he 

enjoyed a position of great honour among the Khazraj. When the Prophet 

arrived in Madinah and the Muslims there rushed to his support, Islam began 

to gather strength. Then the Prophet and his Companions achieved their 

resounding victory in the Battle of Badr, but Abū ` mir was in distress at 

their success and he was now open with his hostility. He then left Madinah 

secretly and joined the unbelievers in Makkah encouraging them to fight 

God’s Messenger. They gathered their forces and were joined by other tribes 

to attack Madinah for the Battle of U ud which was a test for the believers 

and the final outcome was in favour of those who were God-fearing. 

This evil man dug large holes in the ground in the area separating the two 

hosts. The Prophet fell into one of them and received an injury to his face, and 

his right lower front tooth was broken. There was a cut on his forehead. At 

the beginning of the battle, Abū ` mir stepped forward and addressed his 

clansmen among the Anş r, calling on them to support him. When they 

recognized him and understood his purpose, they abused him, describing 

him as an enemy of God. He went back to the Quraysh saying some evil had 

befallen his people after he had left them. 

Before Abū ` mir left Madinah, the Prophet had called on him to believe in 

God and he recited the Qur’ n to him, but he stubbornly refused. The 

Prophet then prayed that he would die in a far away land, without support. 

That was indeed his end. When the Battle of U ud was over and the Muslims 

were able to overcome its effects, he felt that the Prophet would move from 

strength to strength. He then fled to join Hercules, the Byzantine Emperor, 

and tried to persuade him to fight the Prophet. He promised him something 

to satisfy him and Abū ` mir stayed in his court. He started to write to a 

group of hypocrites from his tribe, promising them that he would come at the 

head of a large army to defeat the Prophet. He asked them to establish an 

outpost where anyone he would be sending could stay, and where he himself 

would establish residence when he came. They started to build what 

ostensibly was a mosque at a place not far away from the Qub ’ Mosque. 
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The building was completed before the Prophet marched towards Tabūk. The 

hypocrites who built it came to the Prophet and asked him to come over and 

pray in their mosque, hoping that they would use that prayer as an 

endorsement of their action. They told the Prophet that they intended it to be 

used by the weak and the ill on a rainy night. However, God protected him 

against praying in such a place. He said to them: “We have embarked on a 

travel. So let it be until we come back, God willing.” When the Prophet was 

on his way back from Tabūk, and at a distance of one day’s travel from 

Madinah, or even less, the Angel Gabriel came down with the true story of 

this mosque intended for evil and to sow seeds of discord among the 

believers who used to pray in the Qub ’ Mosque which was founded right 

from the first day on piety. The Prophet dispatched some of his Companions 

to pull this other mosque down before he arrived in Madinah.37 

This is then the story of the mosque which was built by the hypocrites to further 

their designs against Islam. The Prophet was instructed not to pray there, but to pray 

in the first mosque built in the Islamic period, i.e. the Qub ’ Mosque which was 

founded on piety right from the first day. It was frequented by people who were 

keen to do everything that helped them to grow in purity, and “God loves those who 

purify themselves.” (Verse 108) 

Houses of False Worship 

It was then at the time of the Prophet that a mosque for mischief making was built 

by the hypocrites, intended to scheme against Islam and to undermine the position of 

the Muslims. Its purpose was to promote unbelief and to provide a cover for those 

who plotted against the Muslim community, co-operating with the enemies of Islam 

while pretending to be believers. The same types of mosque are still being 

established in a great variety of forms, making use of advanced evil. These may take 

the form of an activity which ostensibly seeks to promote Islam, but works in reality 

to obliterate or disform it or to deprive it of its true character. They may also establish 

regimes or social orders which raise a false religious banner, when in reality they 

undermine Islam. They can also take the form of organizations, books and research 

which take on a religious guise in order to pacify those who feel ill at ease as they see 

Islam being attacked by its enemies. These organizations and books try to quieten 

their worries, reassuring them that Islam is still in a healthy position. 

Because there are so many masks and disguised places of mischief, it is important 

that they should be known and identified. They should be made to appear in their 

                                                 
37 Ibn Kathīr, op.cit., p. 353. 
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true colours, and their reality laid bare. If we do this, we will only be doing what was 

done to this mosque once its true nature was unmasked so clearly and powerfully: 

“And there are those who have established a house of worship out of mischievous motives, to 

promote unbelief and disunity among the believers, and to provide an outpost for those who 

have already been warring against God and His Messenger. They will certainly swear: ‘We 

have only the best of intentions.’ God bears witness that they certainly are liars. Never set a 

foot there. Only a house of worship that from the very first day has been founded on piety is 

worthy of you standing to pray there. In it are men who love to grow in purity, for it God 

loves those who purify themselves. Who is better: a man who founds his building [motivated 

by a sense of] being God-fearing and seeking His goodly acceptance, or one who founds his 

building on the edge of a crumbling precipice, so that it tumbles with him in the fire of hell? 

God does not guide the wrongdoers. The structure which they have built will continue to be a 

source of disquiet in their hearts, until their hearts are torn to pieces. God is All-knowing, 

Wise.” (Verses 107-110) 

The inimitable Qur’ nic style draws here a very vivid picture showing the end 

which awaits every deceptive structure built close to a real mosque or centre of piety, 

and intended to play the same role as that of the first such mosque built by the 

hypocrites of Madinah. It reassures the true advocates of faith who are keen to purge 

themselves of the evil designs of the enemies of Islam: “Who is better: a man who 

founds his building [motivated by a sense of] being God-fearing and seeking His goodly 

acceptance, or one who founds his building on the edge of a crumbling precipice, so that it 

tumbles with him in the Fire of Hell? God does not guide the wrongdoers.” (Verse 109) 

Let us pause for a moment to look at the solid foundations of a building 

established on fear of God. It is firm, solid and well established. Let us then look at 

the other side and see the swift and violent movement which shakes the deceptive 

structure. It is founded on the edge of a precipice which is crumbling, about to 

collapse. We see it now shaking, sliding and falling into a deep precipice. And that 

precipice is the fire of hell. For God provides no guidance for the unbelievers who 

have built this edifice to use it as a place of scheming against Islam and the Muslims. 

This remarkably vivid scene which is full of movement is painted and brought 

alive with just a few words, which reassure the advocates of the truth that the 

scheming of the hypocrites and the unbelievers will come to nought. Thus those who 

build their structure on a proper foundation of fear of God will be able to face up to 

others who scheme against this religion of Islam. 

The s rah paints another remarkable scene showing the effects on the evil builders 

of their deceptive structure: “The structure which they have built will continue to be a 

source of disquiet in their hearts, until their hearts are torn to pieces. God is All-knowing, 

Wise.” (Verse 110) The edge has crumbled and the ill-intended structure built on it 

has collapsed and fallen into the precipice, into the fire of hell, and good riddance! 
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Yet the effects of that building remain in the hearts of its builders in the form of 

doubt, worry and confusion. It will continue to deprive them of any comfort and 

stability until their hearts are torn into pieces and collapse from their positions. 

The image of a collapsing building is complementary to that of doubt, instability 

and worry. The first depicts a physical picture and the other a mental one. Both are 

held side by side in the remarkable scene painted by the inimitable Qur’ nic style. 

They also complement each other in practical human situations in every age. The 

deviant schemer will always be shaken, confused, unstable, worried lest his reality is 

unmasked. This is perhaps the secret of the surpassing excellence of the Qur’ n. It 

depicts feelings with artistic beauty and remarkable complementarity and contrast. 

At the same time it maintains simplicity and clarity of expression and vividness in its 

imagery. 

Beyond all this there is a definite purpose served by the unmasking of the true 

nature of the mosque built by the hypocrites, and by the classifying of the 

community into those levels of belief. Thus the path is charted for the Islamic 

movement and its field of operation is clearly drawn. 

As it was revealed, the Qur’ n was providing leadership, direction and education 

for the Muslim community, and preparing it to undertake its great task. The Qur’ n 

will not be properly understood unless it is taken within its great field of operation. It 

will only be understood by people who undertake to move with it along its clear 

path. 
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7 

The Earth’s Suffocating 

Expanse 

God has bought of the believers their lives and 

their property, promising them heaven in return: 

they fight for the cause of God, kill and be killed. 

This is a true promise which He has made 

binding on Himself in the Torah, the Gospel and 

the Qur’ n. Who is more true to his promise 

than God? Rejoice, then, in the bargain you have 

made with Him. That is the supreme triumph. 

(111) 

[It is a triumph for] those who turn to God in 

repentance, who worship and praise Him, who 

contemplate [God and His creation], who bow 

down and prostrate themselves, who enjoin the 

doing of what is right and forbid the doing of what 

is wrong, and keep within the limits set out by 

God. Give you [Prophet] glad tidings to the 

believers. (112) 

It is not for the Prophet and the believers to pray 

for the forgiveness of those who associate partners 

with God, even though they may be their close 

relatives, after it has become clear that they are 

* ¨βÎ) ©!$# 3“utIô© $# š∅ÏΒ š⎥⎫ÏΖÏΒ÷σ ßϑø9 $# 
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destined for the blazing fire. (113) 

Abraham prayed for the forgiveness of his father 

only because of a promise he had made to him. 

But when it became clear to him that he was 

God’s enemy, he disowned him; Abraham was 

most tender-hearted, most clement. (114) 

Never will God let people go astray after He has 

given them guidance until He has made plain to 

them all that they should avoid. God has perfect 

knowledge of all things. (115) 

To God belongs the kingdom of the heavens and 

the earth; He alone gives life and causes death. 

Besides God, you have none to protect or support 

you. (116) 

God has assuredly turned in His mercy to the 

Prophet, the Muh jirīn and the Anş r, who 

followed him in the hour of hardship, when the 

hearts of a group of them had almost faltered. 

Then again He turned to them in mercy; for He 

is compassionate towards them, Merciful. (117) 

And [so too] to the three who were left behind: 

when the earth, vast as it is, seemed to close in 

upon them, and their own souls had become too 

constricted, they realized that there was no refuge 

from God except by returning to Him. He then 

turned to them in mercy, so that they might 

repent. God is indeed the One who accepts 
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repentance, the merciful. (118) 

Believers, have fear of God and be among those 

who are truthful. (119) 

It does not behove the people of Madinah and the 

bedouins who live around them to hold back from 

following God’s Messenger, or to care for 

themselves more than for him; for, whenever they 

endure thirst, stress, or hunger for the sake of 

God, or take any step which would irritate the 

un- believers, or inflict any loss on the enemy, a 

good deed is recorded in their favour. God does not 

suffer the reward of those who do good to be lost. 

(120) 

And whenever they spend anything for the sake of 

God, be it little or much, or traverse a valley [in 

support of God’s cause], it is recorded for them, so 

that God will give them the best reward for what 

they do. (121) 

It is not desirable that all the believers should go 

out to fight. From every section of them some 

should go forth, so that they may acquire a deeper 

knowledge of the faith and warn their people 

when they return to them, so that they may take 
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heed. (122) 

Believers, fight those of the unbelievers who are 

near you, and let them find you tough; and know 

that God is with those who are God-fearing. 

(123) 

Whenever a sūrah is revealed, some of them say: 

‘Which of you has this strengthened in faith?’ It 

certainly strengthens the believers in their faith, 

and so they rejoice. (124) 

But as for those whose hearts are diseased, it only 

adds wickedness to their wickedness, and so they 

die unbelievers. (125) 

Do they not see that they are tested once or twice 

every year? Yet they do not repent, and they do 

not take warning. (126) 

‘Whenever a sūrah is revealed, they look at one 

another [as if to say]: ‘Is anyone watching?’ Then 

they turn away. God has turned their hearts 

away, for they are people devoid of understanding. 
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Overview 

This final passage of the s rah outlines a number of final rulings that govern the 

Muslim community’s relations with other groups and communities. It starts with 

defining the relationship between a Muslim and his Lord, the nature of Islam and an 

outline of Islamic duties and methods of action. 

• Embracing Islam is described as a deal in which the buyer is God while the 

believer is the seller. Since it is a sale to God, believers have no say over 

anything in their lives. Neither their property nor their person can be withheld 

from serving God’s cause. The final product is that God’s word should be 

supreme, and all submission is made to God alone. The price a believer 

receives in this deal is admittance into heaven, which is far superior in value 

to the commodity he offers. Therefore, he receives it as a favour from God: 

“God has bought of the believers their lives and their property, promising them heaven 

in return: they fight for the cause of God, kill and be killed. This is a true promise 

which He has made binding on Himself in the Torah, the Gospel and the Qur’ n. Who 

is more true to his promise than God? Rejoice, then, in the bargain you have made 

with Him. That is the supreme triumph.” (Verse 111) 

• The people who enter into this deal are a select few with distinctive qualities, 

some of which apply to them in their direct relationship with God, their 

(127) 

Indeed there has come to you a Messenger from 

among yourselves: one who grieves much that you 

should suffer; one who is full of concern for you; 

and who is tender and full of compassion towards 

the believers. (128) 

Should they turn away, then say to them: “God 

is enough for me! There is no deity other than 

Him. In Him have I placed my trust. He is the 

Lord of the Mighty Throne. (129) 
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feelings and the worship they offer. Their other qualities are concerned with 

the duties under this deal, which requires them to work for the establishment 

of the divine faith on earth, enjoin what is right and forbid what is wrong, and 

to see to it that God’s bounds are respected: “[It is a triumph for] those who turn 

to God in repentance, who worship and praise Him, who contemplate [God and His 

creation], who bow down and prostrate themselves, who enjoin the doing of what is 

right and forbid the doing of what is wrong, and keep within the limits set out by God. 

Give you [Prophet] glad tidings to the believers.” (Verse 112) 

• The verses that follow in this passage show that relations between the 

believers who make this deal and all others, including their close relatives, are 

severed. The two groups move in opposite directions, towards opposite ends. 

Those who are party to this deal go to heaven, while the others go to hell. The 

two meet neither in this world nor in the next. Hence, blood relationships 

cannot establish a bond between the two: “It is not for the Prophet and the 

believers to pray for the forgiveness of those who associate partners with God, even 

though they may be their close relatives, after it has become clear that they are destined 

for the blazing fire. Abraham prayed for the forgiveness of his father only because of a 

promise he had made to him. But when it became clear to him that he was God’s 

enemy, he disowned him; Abraham was most tender-hearted, most clement.” (Verses 

113-114) 

• A believer’s loyalty must be purely to God. It is on the basis of this unified 

loyalty that all ties and bonds are established. Here we have a clear statement 

by God clarifying all issues and leaving no room for error. It is more than 

enough for the believers that they have God’s protection and support. With 

these promised by the One who is the master of the universe, they need 

nothing from anyone else: “Never will God let people go astray after He has given 

them guidance until He has made plain to them all that they should avoid. God has 

perfect knowledge of all things. To God belongs the kingdom of the heavens and the 

earth; He alone gives life and causes death. Besides God, you have none to protect or 

support you.” (Verses 115-116) 

• With the nature of the deal being such, reluctance to join an expedition 

serving God’s cause is a very serious matter. However, God has pardoned 

those whom He knew to have good intentions and a firm resolve to do their 

duty after having once failed. Thus, He turned to them in mercy: “God has 

assuredly turned in His mercy to the Prophet, the Muh jirīn and the Anş r, who 

followed him in the hour of hardship, when the hearts of a group of them had almost 

faltered. Then again He turned to them in mercy; for He is compassionate towards 

them, merciful. And [so too] to the three who were left behind: when the earth, vast as 

it is, seemed to close in upon them, and their own souls had become too constricted, 
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they realized that there was no refuge from God except by returning to Him. He then 

turned to them in mercy, so that they might repent. God is indeed the One who 

accepts repentance, the Merciful.” (Verses 117-118) 

• This is followed by a clear definition of the duties of the people of Madinah 

and the Bedouins that live nearby on account of’ their pledges given to the 

Prophet. It should be remembered that those formed the solid base of the 

Muslim community that was the standard-bearer of Islam. Strong objections 

are raised to staying behind, coupled with a clear statement of the terms of the 

deal and the actions to be taken in fulfilment of those pledges: “It does not 

behove the people of Madinah and the bedouins who live around them to hold back 

from following God’s Messenger, or to care for themselves more than for him; for, 

whenever they endure thirst, stress, or hunger for the sake of God, or take any step 

which would irritate the unbelievers, or inflict any loss on the enemy, a good deed is 

recorded in their favour. God does not suffer the reward of those who do good to be 

lost. And whenever they spend anything for the sake of God, be it little or much, or 

traverse a valley [in support of God’s cause], it is recorded for them, so that God will 

give them the best reward for what they do.” (Verses 120-121) 

• This encouragement to go forth on jih d for God’s cause is coupled with a 

clarification that shows the limits of general mobilization, particularly after 

the land area of the Muslim state had become much bigger and the number of 

Muslims increased manifold. It is now feasible that only some of them should 

go to fight the enemy and acquire a more profound knowledge of the faith. 

The rest should stay behind to look after the needs of the community, provide 

logistic support and discharge other duties. All these efforts converge at the 

end: “It is not desirable that all the believers should go out to fight. From every 

section of them some should go forth, so that they may acquire a deeper knowledge of 

the faith and warn their people when they return to them, so that they may take heed.” 

(Verse 122) 

• The next verse defines the line the jih d movement should follow after the 

entire Arabian Peninsula has become the base of Islam. Now jih d should 

mean fighting the unbelievers all together, so that all oppression is ended and 

people submit only to God. The same applies to jih d against the people of 

earlier revelations until they pay the submission tax: “Believers, fight those of the 

unbelievers who are near you, and let them find you tough; and know that God is with 

those who are God-fearing.” (Verse 123) 

• Now that a full clarification of the pledge and the responsibilities it lays down, 

and the line the Muslim community should follow is given, the s rah provides 

two contrasting pictures showing the opposite attitudes of the believers and 

unbelievers towards the Qur’ n as it is being revealed. Needless to say, the 
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Qur’ n opens up positive responses to faith within people’s hearts, outlines 

practical duties, and censures the hypocrites for their paying no heed to 

reminders and tests: “Whenever a s rah is revealed, some of them say: ‘Which of 

you has this strengthened in faith?’ It certainly strengthens the believers in their faith, 

and so they rejoice. But as for those whose hearts are diseased, it only adds wickedness 

to their wickedness, and so they die unbelievers. Do they not see that they are tested 

once or twice every year? Yet they do not repent, and they do not take warning.” 

(Verses 124-126) 

• The final two verses of the s rah describe the Prophet’s concern and 

compassion for the believers. The Prophet himself is directed to place his trust 

totally in God and to pay little heed to those who reject God’s guidance: 

“Indeed there has come to you a Messenger from among yourselves: one who grieves 

much that you should suffer [in the life to come]; one who is full of concern for you; 

and who is tender and full of compassion towards the believers. Should they turn 

away, then say to them: ‘God is enough for me! There is no deity other than Him. In 

Him have I placed my trust. He is the Lord of the Mighty Throne.” (Verses 128-129) 

This brief outline of this final passage reflects the strong emphasis placed on jih d, 

the alignment of loyalties on the basis of faith, the advocacy of the Islamic faith 

throughout the world, in line with the terms of the pledge of loyalty required of 

believers. This pledge is shown here as a deal by which believers sell their lives and 

property in return for heaven. This means fighting to establish the divine order, with 

the emphasis on God’s sovereignty over people and land. No acknowledgement of 

sovereignty to anyone else can be condoned. 

Perhaps this quick outline of the passage shows the extent of defeatism that 

overwhelms people who try hard to explain the Qur’ n in such a way that limits jih d 

to the narrow sense of defending the `land of Islam’. Yet the verses here declare very 

clearly the need to fight unbelievers who live next to this land of Islam, without 

reference to any aggression they might have perpetrated. Indeed their basic 

aggression is the one they perpetrate against God as they submit themselves and 

other people to deities other than Him. It is this type of aggression that must be 

fought through jih d by all Muslims. 

A Very Special Contract 

God has bought of the believers their lives and their property, promising them heaven 

in return: they fight for the cause of God, kill and be killed. This is a true promise 

which He has made binding on Himself in the Torah, the Gospel and the Qur’ n. Who 

is more true to his promise than God? Rejoice, then, in the bargain you have made 

with Him. That is the supreme triumph. (Verse 111) 
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I have heard this verse recited and have read it myself countless times over a long 

period starting from when I first memorized the Qur’ n and later when I used to 

recite and study it over a period of more than a quarter of a century. But when I 

began to reflect on it in order to write about it in this commentary, I began to 

understand it in a way that did not occur to me previously. 

It is an inspiring verse, revealing the nature of the relationship between the 

believers and God, and the nature of the deal they make with God when they adopt 

Islam and which remains in force throughout their lives. Whoever makes this deal 

and remains true to it is the one who may truly be described as a believer reflecting 

the nature of faith. Otherwise his claim to be a believer remains short of proof. 

The nature of this deal, or this contract of sale, as God graciously describes it, is 

that He has taken for Himself the souls and property of the believers, leaving them 

nothing of all that. They do not retain any part of that which they would feel too dear 

to sacrifice for His cause. They no longer have any choice whether to spend it in 

furthering His cause or not. It is indeed a deal that has been concluded and sealed. 

The buyer may do what He likes, as He pleases, with what He has bought. The seller 

has no option other than to fulfil the terms of the deal. He cannot argue or make any 

choices. He can only do what the deal specifies. The price given for this purchase is 

paradise, and the way to be followed by the sellers is that of jih d, fighting and 

sacrificing their lives, and the end result is either victory or martyrdom. 

“God has bought of the believers their lives and their property, promising them heaven in 

return: they fight for the cause of God, kill and be killed.” (Verse 111) Whoever is party to 

this deal, signing the contract, paying the price agreed is a true believer. It is with the 

believers that God has made this deal of purchase. He has bestowed His grace on 

them by specifying a price. He is, after all, the One who gives life and property to all 

His creation, and He has also given human beings the ability to make a choice. He 

then bestowed further grace on human beings by making them able to make 

contracts, even with God Himself, and holding them to their contracts. He makes the 

honouring of their contract an evidence of their humanity, while going back on it is 

evidence of sinking back to the level of animals, and the worst of animals: “Indeed, the 

worst of all creatures in God’s sight are the ones who have denied the truth, and therefore will 

not believe; those with whom you have concluded a treaty, and then they break their treaty at 

every occasion, entertaining no sense of fearing God.” (8: 55-56) He has also made the 

honouring or violation of such deals the criterion of reckoning and reward. 

It is indeed an awesome deal, but it remains binding on every believer who is able 

to honour its terms. He is not to be exempt from it unless he goes back on his faith. 

Hence the sense of dread that I feel now as I am writing these words. “God has bought 

of the believers their lives and their property, promising them heaven in return: they fight for 

the cause of God, kill and be killed.” (Verse 111) My Lord, we certainly need Your help. 
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The deal fills us with awe. Yet those who are claiming to be Muslims everywhere, 

from the far east to the far west are sitting idle, unwilling to strive hard in order to 

establish the fundamental truth of God’s Lordship on earth, or to remove the tyranny 

which usurps the qualities of Lordship over human life on earth. They are unwilling 

to fight, kill and be killed for God’s cause, and unwilling to undertake a struggle that 

does not involve fighting and sacrificing one’s life. 

These words touched the hearts of the early Muslims at the time of the Prophet 

and were transformed into a reality that they would experience in life. They were not 

mere words carrying certain abstract meanings for contemplation and reflection. 

They were meant for immediate implementation. This is how `Abdull h ibn 

Raw ah felt at the time of the second pledge given by the Anş r to the Prophet at 

`Aqabah as reported by Mu ammad ibn Ka`b al-Qurażī and others: “ `Abdull h ibn 

Raw ah asked God’s Messenger to specify God’s conditions and his own 

conditions. The Prophet said: `As for God, the condition is that you worship Him 

alone, associating no partners with Him. And as for myself, the condition is that you 

protect me like you protect yourselves and your property.’ He said: ‘What do we get 

in return if we fulfil these terms?’ The Prophet said: ‘Paradise.’ They all said: ‘This is 

a profitable deal. We accept no going back and we will not go back on it ourselves.’” 

That is how they felt about the whole contract: it was a profitable deal that allows 

no going back by either party. They treated it as a final deal concluded and sealed, 

with no opting out clause. The price, which is paradise, is paid, not deferred. Is it not 

a promise made by God Himself? Is He not the purchaser? Is He not the One who 

has made an old promise specifying the price in all His revelations: “This is a true 

promise which He has made binding on Himself in the Torah, the Gospel and the Qur’ n.” 

(Verse 111) 

“Who is more true to his promise than God?” (Verse 111) Indeed a promise by God is 

certain to be honoured. No one fulfils his promises like He does. 

Jih d, or striving for God’s cause, is a deal made by every believer, ever since the 

first Messenger was sent to mankind with a religion setting out the principles of 

faith. It is a course of action that is necessary to put life on a proper footing. Without 

it human life will not follow its right course. It is as God says in the Qur’ n: “Had it 

not been for the fact that God repels one group of people by another, the earth would have been 

utterly corrupted.” (2: 251) And He also says: “Had it not been for the fact that God repels 

one group of people by another, monasteries, temples, houses of worship and mosques, 

wherein God’s name is often praised, would have been pulled down.” (22: 40) 

A True Promise and a Profitable Deal 

The truth must certainly move along its well-known way, and it is inevitable that 
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falsehood should try to obstruct its march. The true faith revealed by God must set 

forth to liberate all mankind from submission to other creatures and to return them 

to serve and submit to God alone. Tyranny is certain to try to stop it and foil its 

efforts. The aim of the faith is to reach all corners of the world and liberate all 

mankind. The truth must set out along its way, without hesitation in order to prevent 

falsehood from gaining access to it. As long as unbelief and falsehood continue to 

exist anywhere in the world, and as long as people continue to submit to beings other 

than God, thus causing man to be humiliated, then striving for God’s cause must 

continue. The deal made by every believer must be fulfilled, or else he is not a 

believer. The Prophet is quoted as saying: “Whoever dies without having joined a 

campaign of jih d, or at least considered joining it, betrays an aspect of hypocrisy.” 

[Related by A mad, Muslim, Abū D wūd and al-Nas ’ī.] 

“Rejoice, then, in the bargain you have made with Him. That is the supreme triumph.” 

(Verse 111) Yes, people should rejoice at having dedicated their souls and their 

property for God’s cause in return for admittance into heaven, as God Himself has 

promised. What does a believer miss out on when he honours his part of the deal? 

He certainly does not miss out on anything. He is certain to die anyway, and his 

wealth is certain to go, whether he spends it to serve God’s cause or in any other 

way. Being in paradise is a great gain which a believer actually gets for nothing, since 

the price he offers would be gone anyway, whichever course of action he follows. 

We need not mention the position of honour man attains when he conducts his life 

in line with what God requires of him. If he attains victory, then it is a victory 

achieved to make God’s word supreme, to establish the faith God has revealed and 

to liberate God’s servants from subjugation by human beings. If he attains 

martyrdom, then he is a martyr sacrificing his life for God’s cause, making a 

testimony that he values his faith as more precious than his life. At every moment 

and at every step he feels himself to be stronger than the shackles and bonds of life, 

and that the burdens of this earthly life cannot stop his march. His faith triumphs 

over pain, and over life itself. 

On its own this is a great victory, because it represents the fulfilment of man’s 

humanity through his release from the burdens of his needs. When admittance to 

heaven is added as a reward, then the sale he has made calls for him to rejoice as it 

represents a great triumph indeed: “Rejoice then in the bargain you have made with Him. 

That is the supreme triumph.” (Verse 111) 

We need to pause here a little to reflect on God’s statement which says: “This is a 

true promise which He has made binding on Himself in the Torah, the Gospel and the 

Qur’ n.” (Verse 111) The promise God has made in the Qur’ n to those who strive for 

His cause is well known and is repeated several times. It leaves no room for any 

doubt about the fact that striving for God’s cause is an essential part of the Islamic 
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way of life as revealed by God Himself. Such striving is indeed the means to counter 

any human situation, at any place or time. It is to be remembered that the state of 

ignorance, or j hiliyyah, is found in a human grouping or community that resorts to 

physical force to protect itself. It is not a theoretical concept standing in opposition to 

another. It takes practical steps to resist the divine faith and to overcome any Islamic 

grouping that upholds it. It prevents people from listening to the general declaration 

Islam makes which emphasizes that God is the only Lord to whom all human beings 

should submit; the declaration that ensures the liberation of all mankind throughout 

the world from submission to creatures of any sort. It actually stops people from 

joining the liberated Islamic community. Hence Islam has no choice but to confront 

the physical power that protects j hiliyyah groupings, which, in turn, try their utmost 

to crush the Muslim revivalist groups and suppress their declaration announcing the 

liberation of mankind. 

God’s promise in the Torah and the Gospel to those who strive for His cause needs 

clarification. The Torah and the Gospel that are today in circulation cannot be 

described as the ones which God — limitless is He in His glory — revealed to His 

Messengers, Moses and Jesus (peace be upon them both). Even the Jews and the 

Christians do not claim that. They agree that the original versions of these Scriptures 

are not in existence. What they have today was written long after the revelation of 

these books, when all that was left was the little committed to memory after more 

than one generation. Much was added to that small memorized portion. 

Nevertheless there remain in the Old Testament clear references to jih d and much 

encouragement to the Jews to fight their pagan enemies in order to ensure the 

triumph of their faith. Having said that, we should remember that distortion has 

crept into their concept of God and what striving for His cause means. 

On the other hand, the Gospels that circulate among Christians today do not 

include any reference to jih d. We must, however, revise the concepts people have of 

the nature of Christianity, because these are taken from those Gospels which are not 

authentic, a fact conceded by Christian scholars. Besides, their lack of authenticity 

has been stated by God Himself in His last book, the Qur’ n, which admits no 

falsehood whatsoever. And in the Qur’ n God says clearly that His promise to grant 

heaven to those who strive for His cause, kill and be killed, was spelled out in the 

Torah, the Gospel and the Qur’ n. This is, then, the true fact which no counter 

argument can disprove. 

What this statement means is that jih d, or striving for God’s cause, is a deal 

binding on everyone who believes in God, ever since God sent messengers to 

mankind to preach His faith. But striving for God’s cause does not mean rushing to 

fight the enemy. It is the practical translation of a principle of faith which influences 

the feelings, attitudes, behaviour and worship of the believers. Those with whom 
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God has made this deal reflect their faith by their true characteristics outlined in the 

next verse. 

The Characteristics of True Believers 

Those who turn to God in repentance, who worship and praise Him, who contemplate 

[God and His creation], who bow down and prostrate themselves, who enjoin the 

doing of what is right and forbid the doing of what is wrong, and keep within the 

limits set out by God. Give you [Prophet] glad tidings to the believers. (Verse 112) 

The first of these qualities is that they “turn to God in repentance.” They appeal to 

Him for forgiveness, regretting any slip they may make and resolving to turn to Him 

and follow His guidance in their future days. They will not revert to sin. They will 

endeavour to do only good actions in order to make their repentance a reality. It is 

then a means of purging themselves of the effects of temptation and of mending their 

ways so that they can earn God’s acceptance. 

“Who worship and praise Him.” (Verse 112) They submit and dedicate their worship 

to Him alone, acknowledging that He is God, the only Lord. This is a basic quality of 

theirs which is manifested by their worship, and also by their dedicating all their 

actions and statements to the pursuit of God’s pleasure. Their worship, then, is 

meant as a practical confirmation of their belief in God’s oneness. They praise God 

acknowledging His grace which He bestows on them. They praise Him continuously, 

in times of happiness and in times of adversity. When they are happy they praise 

God for His blessings, and when they go through difficult times they praise Him 

because they know that the difficulty is a test which they need to pass. They realize 

that God will show them His mercy when they prove their metal by going through 

the test with their faith unshaken. True praise is not that expressed only in times of 

ease and happiness. It is the praise genuinely expressed in times of adversity, 

recognizing that God, the Just and Merciful, would not put a believer through a trial 

unless it is eventually for his own good. A believer may not know that at the time, 

but God certainly knows it. 

“Who contemplate [God and His creation.]” (Verse 112) The meaning of the Arabic 

term which is translated here in this fashion is not readily apparent. There are several 

interpretations of what it means. 

Some people suggest that it refers to those who leave their homes to support 

God’s cause, while others suggest that it refers to those who strive hard for its 

triumph. Other scholars suggest that it refers to those who travel in pursuit of 

knowledge, and still others say that it refers to people who fast. We feel that the 

interpretation we have chosen is closer to its meaning. It is in reference to such a 
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quality that God says elsewhere in the Qur’ n: “In the creation of the heavens and the 

earth, and in the succession of night and day, there are indeed signs for men endowed with 

insight, who remember God when they stand, sit and lie down, and reflect on the creation of 

the heavens and the earth: ‘Our Lord, You have not created all this in vain. Limitless are You 

in Your glory. Guard us, then, against the torment of the fire.’” (3: 190-191) The quality of 

contemplation and reflection is better suited to the context here. With repentance, 

worship and praising of God comes the quality of reflecting on God and His 

dominion which will inevitably lead to turning to Him, acknowledging His wisdom 

manifested in all His creation. The contemplation and reflection are not meant for 

their own sake or for gaining more knowledge of the world around us, but they 

should be made the basis on which human society is built. 

“Who bow down and prostrate themselves.” (Verse 112) They attend to their prayers 

which becomes an essential part of their life. Praying is thus made one of their 

distinctive characteristics. 

“Who enjoin the doing of what is right and forbid the doing of what is wrong.” (Verse 

112) When a Muslim community that conducts its life in accordance with God’s law 

is established, making clear that it submits to God and no one else, then the quality of 

enjoining the doing of what is right and forbidding what is wrong is seen to be fully 

operative within this community. It addresses any errors of implementation of, or 

deviation from, the code of living God has revealed. But when there is no Islamic 

community which gives supremacy to the implementation of God’s law, then this 

quality of enjoining what is right should be addressed totally to the most important 

thing, which is acceptance of God’s oneness, submission to His authority and the 

establishment of a truly Islamic community. 

Similarly, the forbidding of what is wrong should also address the greatest wrong, 

namely, submission to authorities other than God’s through enforcing laws that are 

at variance with His law. Those who responded to the Prophet Mu ammad (peace be 

upon him) and believed in his message, migrated, and strove to establish the Muslim 

state that implements God’s law and a Muslim community that is governed on its 

basis. When this was achieved, they continued to enjoin what is right and forbid 

what is wrong, addressing matters that related to the details of worship or violation 

of the Islamic code of living. They never spent any time addressing these details 

before the establishment of the Islamic state and its Muslim community, because 

these details only arose as a later and practical development. The concept of doing 

what is right and forbidding what is wrong must be understood in the light of 

reality. No matter of detail, whether right or wrong, need be addressed before the 

basic and essential one is completed, as happened when the first Islamic community 

came into being. 

“And keep within the limits set out by God.” (Verse 112) That is to say, they make sure 
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of the implementation of God’s law in their own life and in the life of the community, 

and they resist anyone who tries to forestall it. Like the previous one, this quality can 

only work in a Muslim community governed by God’s law in all its affairs. By 

definition, such a community acknowledges God’s sovereignty as the only God, Lord 

and Legislator, and rejects any authority which seeks to implement laws that are not 

revealed by God. Efforts must concentrate first of all on the establishment of such a 

community. Only when it comes into being, will those who “keep within the limits set 

out by God” have their rightful place in it, as happened in the first Islamic community. 

Such is the Islamic community with whom God has made this deal, and such are 

its distinctive qualities: repentance brings a human being back to God’s way, stops 

him from committing sin and motivates him to do what is right; worship maintains a 

close relationship with God and sets the winning of His pleasure as people’s aim; 

praising God in times of happiness and in adversity is a manifestation of total 

submission to Him alone and complete trust in His justice and wisdom; reflecting on 

God’s attributes and the signs that indicate His wisdom and perfection of creation; 

enjoining what is right and forbidding what is wrong to expand people’s role so as to 

ensure that the whole community is set on the right course; and keeping within the 

limits set out by God to ensure their implementation and to prevent any violation. 

Such is the believing community which is bound by a deal with God which 

guarantees heaven in return for their lives and property which they sell to God. It 

thus implements a rule that has been in force since the start of the divine faith, and 

the revelation of God’s first message to mankind. The deal means fighting for God’s 

cause with the aim of making His word supreme, killing those who stand in 

opposition to God’s message or falling as martyrs in the continuing battle between 

the truth and falsehood, Islam and j hiliyyah, God’s law and tyranny, divine 

guidance and error. 

Life is not all play, or all enjoyment and eating as animals eat. Nor is it cheap, 

humble safety and comfort. True living means doing what is necessary in support of 

the truth, striving for the cause of goodness, the achievement of victory for God’s 

cause or sacrificing one’s life for that, and then earning God’s pleasure and 

admittance into heaven. This is the true life which the believers are called upon to 

seek: “Believers, respond to the call of God and the Messenger when he calls you to that 

which will give you life.” (8: 24) 

An Example to Follow 

The believers whose lives and property God has bought in return for His promise 

to admit them to paradise are a unique community, because faith is their only bond 

which unites them and makes of them a well-knit community. This s rah which 
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outlines the relationship between the Muslim community and others who do not 

belong to it also makes a final judgement in respect of relationships not based on this 

bond, particularly after the rapid expansion of the Muslim community following the 

conquest of Makkah, when large numbers of people embraced Islam without being 

fundamentally affected by its way of life. They continued to attach great importance 

to blood relations. The verses that follow sever the ties that existed in the past 

between the believers who have made this deal and those who have not taken part in 

it, even though they may be related to them by blood. This is because they have two 

different courses to follow and two widely different ends in the hereafter. 

It is not for the Prophet and the believers to pray for the forgiveness of those who 

associate partners with God, even though they may be their close relatives, after it has 

become clear that they are destined for the blazing fire. Abraham prayed for the 

forgiveness of his father only because of a promise he had made to him. But when it 

became clear to him that he was God’s enemy, he disowned him; Abraham was most 

tender-hearted, most clement. Never will God let people go astray after He has given 

them guidance until He has made plain to them all that they should avoid. God has 

perfect knowledge of all things. To God belongs the kingdom of the heavens and the 

earth; He alone gives life and causes death. Besides God, you have none to protect or 

support you. (Verses 113-116) 

It appears that some Muslims used to pray to God to forgive their parents who 

were unbelievers, and to request the Prophet to pray for their forgiveness. These 

verses were then revealed to state that such prayer was evidence of their continued 

attachment to blood relations which was unacceptable from true believers. It was not 

right or up to them to do so. But the question arises here: how can the believers be 

certain that those relatives were destined for hell-fire? Most probably that ensues 

once those relatives die without having accepted the divine faith, when they can no 

longer believe. 

Faith is the great bond that regulates all human bonds and relationships. If it is 

severed then all other bonds are uprooted. There can be no more value for bonds of 

blood or marriage relationships, or bonds of race and nationality. It is either that faith 

unites people and maintains their bonds, or there are no relationships when faith 

does not exist: “Abraham prayed for the forgiveness of his father only because of a promise 

he had made to him. But when it became clear to him that he was God’s enemy, he disowned 

him; Abraham was most tender-hearted, most clement.” (Verse 114) 

Abraham’s example in this regard should not be followed, because he was only 

fulfilling a promise which he made to his father to pray for his forgiveness in the 

hope that he would follow God’s guidance. At the time Abraham said to his father: 

“Peace be on you. I shall pray to my Lord to forgive you; for He has always been very kind to 
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me. But I shall withdraw from you all and from whatever you invoke instead of God, and I 

shall pray to my Lord alone. Perhaps, by my prayer to my Lord I shall not be unblest.” (19: 

47-48) When his father died an unbeliever and Abraham realized that he was an 

enemy of God, he disowned him and severed all relations with him. 

“Abraham was most tender-hearted, most clement.” (Verse 114) He used to pray to 

God very often and with great sincerity. He was also clement and he would forgive 

those who treated him badly. His father ill-treated him but he was forbearing. Yet 

only when he realized that there was no hope that he would ever believe in God, did 

he give up on him. 

It has been reported that when these verses were revealed those believers who 

were in the habit of praying for the forgiveness of their relatives feared that they 

might have gone far astray because their action was against God’s law. The following 

verse was then revealed to reassure them that no punishment could be incurred prior 

to a clear definition of error: “Never will God let people go astray after He has given them 

guidance until He has made plain to them all that they should avoid. God has perfect 

knowledge of all things.” (Verse 115) 

God does not hold against people anything He has not made clear that they 

should avoid. He does not let them go astray because of certain actions unless these 

are of a type which He has clearly forbidden them in advance. Human knowledge is 

limited and it is God alone who has perfect knowledge of all things. God has made 

this religion easy to follow, explaining what should be done and what should be 

avoided with all clarity. He has left certain things without giving a clear verdict on 

them. This is done on purpose to make things easier for people. He has made it clear 

that we need not ask about those matters where a clear verdict has not been given, 

lest such questioning should lead to more restrictions. Hence no one may forbid 

what God has not clearly forbidden. 

At the end of this passage, in an atmosphere which calls for abandoning blood ties 

and being ready to sacrifice one’s life and property, the s rah makes a clear statement 

that it is God alone who protects and supports the believers. He is the One who has 

sovereignty over the heavens and the earth and it is He who controls life and death: 

“To God belongs the kingdom of the heavens and the earth; He alone gives life and causes 

death. Besides God, you have none to protect or support you.” (Verse 116) All property, all 

human beings and all creation, the heavens and the earth, life and death, support and 

protection are all in God’s hands. To maintain a strong tie with Him is sufficient for 

anyone. 

These categorical statements concerning blood relations indicate the hesitation 

that some people might have shown and their leaning at one time to such ties and at 

another to their bond of faith. It is fitting that this final definition is made in this s rah 
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which outlines the final shape of the relationship between the Muslim community 

and other communities. It was not permissible to pray to God to forgive those who 

died unbelievers. This is meant to purge the hearts of believers from any lingering 

bonds. The only tie to unite the advocates of Islam is that of faith. It is an aspect of 

their conceptual beliefs and also of their method of action. This is made abundantly 

clear in this s rah. 

Acceptance of Repentance 

With the nature of the deal between God and the believers being such, to refrain 

from joining a jih d campaign by people who are able to do so is a very serious 

matter indeed. Hence it was necessary to examine why some people were reluctant 

to join such an expedition. The passage we are looking at explains how much grace 

God bestows on the believers, overlooking their hesitation and their slips, serious as 

these may be. It also speaks of the three people whose cases were deferred for 

judgement. 

God has assuredly turned in His mercy to the Prophet, the Muh jirīn and the Anş r, 

who followed him in the hour of hardship, when the hearts of a group of them had 

almost faltered. Then again He turned to them in mercy; for He is compassionate 

towards them, merciful. And [so too] to the three who were left behind: when the earth, 

vast as it is, seemed to close in upon them, and their own souls had become too 

constricted, they realized that there was no refuge from God except by returning to 

Him. He then turned to them in mercy, so that they might repent. God is indeed the 

One who accepts repentance, the merciful. (Verses 117-118) 

That God turned in His mercy to the Prophet should be understood with reference 

to the events of this expedition as a whole. It seems to be in line with what God said 

earlier to the Prophet: “May God forgive you [Prophet]! Why did you grant them 

permission [to stay behind] before you had come to know who were speaking the truth and 

who were the liars?” (Verse 43) That was when some of them who were really able to 

join the expedition came to him with fabricated excuses and he allowed them to stay 

behind. God pardoned him for his attitude which was based on his own discretion. 

He is told that it would have been better to wait until he had learnt who really had 

valid reasons for staying behind. 

As for turning in mercy to the Muh jirīn and the Anş r, the verse outlines its 

causes. They are the ones “who followed him in the hour of hardship, when the hearts of a 

group of them had almost faltered.” (Verse 117) Some of them were slow to join the 

Muslim army, but they joined as it marched, as will be given in detail. These were 

among the most sincere of believers. Others listened to the hypocrites as they tried to 
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dissuade the believers from going out to confront the Byzantines whom they 

described as fearsome fighters. Those, however, joined the army after their initial 

reluctance. 

We will review briefly some of the events of this expedition in order to capture a 

sense of the prevailing atmosphere which God describes as `the hour of hardship.’ 

This may give us an insight into the feelings and actions that shaped the different 

attitudes.38 

An earlier verse in the s rah gives the following instructions: “Fight against those 

who — despite having been given Scriptures — do not truly believe in God and the Last Day, 

and do not treat as forbidden that which God and His Messenger have forbidden, and do not 

follow the religion of truth, till they [agree to] pay the submission tax with a willing hand, 

after they have been humbled.” (Verse 29) Upon receiving this revelation the Prophet 

instructed his Companions to get ready to fight the Byzantines. [It should be noted 

here that the first engagement against the Byzantines was at the Battle of Mu’tah 

which preceded the revelation of these verses. Hence, these orders simply outline a 

permanent course of action which the Muslim community should always follow.] 

This call to arms occurred at the height of the summer, when resources were 

scarce, the weather was extremely hot, and when fruits had ripened. At such a time 

people would prefer to stay at home and do very little work; travelling in the desert 

was almost unbearable. It was the Prophet’s habit, whenever he intended to attack 

any people that he would not specify the particular place he was going to, or the 

particular people he wanted to attack, hoping to take his enemies by surprise. This 

time, the difficulties presented by the journey made him inform the Muslims exactly 

where they were going, so that they could prepare themselves as best as they could 

for the difficult task ahead. 

Some hypocrites went to the Prophet seeking leave to stay behind, giving the 

absurd excuse that they might be infatuated with Byzantine girls when they saw 

them, and he let them stay. It is in connection with this that God remonstrated with 

the Prophet, but this remonstration opens with the statement that God has pardoned 

the Prophet and turned to him in mercy: “May God forgive you [Prophet]! Why did you 

grant them permission [to stay behind] before you had come to know who were speaking the 

truth and who were the liars?” (Verse 43) In their reluctance to join the campaign of 

jih d, and the doubts they raised about the truth of the Islamic message and their 

hostility to the Prophet, the hypocrites advised one another not to join the army 

because the hot summer was not a suitable time for war. Commenting on this, the 

following verse was revealed: “They said [to one another]: ‘Do not go to war in this heat.’ 

                                                 
38 This account is a consolidated summary of the detailed reports of the Tabūk Expedition given in Al-
Sīrah al-Nabawiyyah by Ibn Hish m, Imt ` al-Asm ` by al-Maqrīzī, as well as Al-Bid yah wa'l-Nih yah 
and Tafsīr al-Qur' n al-`Ażīm, both by Ibn Kathīr. 
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Say: ‘The fire of hell is far hotter’ Would that they understood. They shall laugh but a little, 

and they will weep much, in return for what they have earned.” (Verses 81-82) 

The Prophet was informed that a group of hypocrites were meeting in the house of 

a Jew called Suwaylim to discourage people and dissuade them from joining the 

expedition. He sent al ah ibn `Ubaydull h with a group of his Companions giving 

them instructions to burn the house down. al ah carried out the Prophet’s 

instructions. One of the people inside called al-Da k tried to run away from the 

back of the house and he fell and broke his leg, but later repented. The others also 

jumped to safety. 

The Prophet then gave orders to his Companions to speed up their preparations 

and urged those with money and property to spend generously, and to provide 

camels and horses for those who had none. Many of those who were rich came 

forward with generous donations. The one who gave the greatest donation was 

`Uthm n ibn `Aff n. One report suggests that `Uthm n’s donation was 1,000 dinars 

(which was the gold currency). The Prophet said: “My Lord, be pleased with 

`Uthm n, for I am pleased with him.” 

Another report transmitted by A mad ibn anbal says: “When the Prophet made 

his speech encouraging his Companions to donate generously, `Uthm n said: `My 

commitment is to provide 100 camels with all their equipment.’ As the Prophet 

descended one step from the pulpit, `Uthm n made a further equal commitment. The 

Prophet came one step further down and `Uthm n increased his commitment to 300 

camels, fully equipped. The Prophet was so deeply touched by the donation made by 

`Uthm n that he waved with his hand to express his admiration. He also said: 

“`Uthm n will not suffer in consequence of anything he does in future.’ 

Other reports mention the donations given by various people, each according to 

his means. `Abd al-Ra m n ibn `Awf brought a donation of 4,000 dirhams (the silver 

currency at the time). He said to the Prophet: “All I own is 8,000 dirhams. I brought 

one half and kept the other half.” The Prophet said to him: “May God bless you for 

what you have kept and what you have donated.” Abū `Aqīl brought a quantity of 

dates and said: “Messenger of God, I have only some dates and I brought half of 

what I have, retaining the other for my family.” The hypocrites spoke ill of him, 

saying he only did this to remind the Prophet of his poverty. They further asked: 

would God and His Messenger be in need of this amount of dates? 

A Turn of Mercy 

Some Muslims were so poor that they could not find transport for themselves to 

join the army. There were seven people, mostly from the Anş r, who could obtain 

neither a camel nor a horse. They, therefore, went to the Prophet to explain their 
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situation and requested him to provide them with some transport. The Prophet 

explained that he had nothing available. All the horses and camels were allotted to 

other people and he had none left. The seven men went back to their homes with 

tears in their eyes. They were made entirely helpless by their poverty. 

Two of the seven men, `Abd al-Ra m n ibn Ka`b and `Abdull h ibn Mughaffil, 

were still in tears when they met a man called Y mīn ibn `Umayr. He asked them 

why they were crying and they told them that they were prevented from joining the 

army by their poverty and the fact that the Prophet did not have any spare camels to 

give them. He offered them a camel of his own to share between them and also gave 

them some dates to eat on their journey. Thus they were able to join. 

Another report speaks of another man among the seven, `Ilbah ibn Zayd. That 

night, knowing he could not join the army, he prayed for a long while. He reflected 

on the situation and tears sprang to his eyes. Then he addressed God with this 

emotional prayer: “My Lord, You have commanded us to go on jih d and You have 

encouraged us not to abandon this duty. Yet You have not given me what I need in 

order to be able to go on this campaign. Your Messenger cannot give me any means 

of transport. I, therefore, give in charity to every Muslim any right which I hold 

against him for a wrong he has done to me, whether in matters of money or self or 

honour.” 

The following morning, the man joined the dawn prayers as he always did. The 

Prophet asked, “Where is the man who was charitable last night?” Nobody replied. 

The Prophet repeated the question and said, “Let this man stand up.” `Ilbah stood up 

and explained to the Prophet what he had done. The Prophet said, “By Him Who 

holds my soul in His hand, this has been credited to you as zak t accepted by God.” 

The Prophet then ordered the Muslims who joined him to march. There were 

about 30,000 in the army, made up of the people of Madinah and the bedouin tribes 

in the surrounding area. A few individuals among the Muslims did not join the 

army, although they did not entertain any doubt about the truth of Islam, or their 

duty to be in the army. Among these were Ka`b ibn M lik, Mur rah ibn al- Rabī` and 

Hil l ibn Umayyah, [these were the three whose cases will be discussed in detail 

shortly] and also Abū Khaythamah and `Umayr ibn Wahb al-Juma ī. The Prophet 

ordered his forces to encamp at a place called Thaniyyat al-Wad `, just outside 

Madinah, while Abdull h ibn Ubayy, known as the chief of the hypocrites, 

encamped with his followers separately a short distance apart. One report by Ibn 

Is q suggests that his group was claimed to be of similar strength, but this was 

highly unlikely. Other reports confirm that those who actually stayed behind were 

less than one hundred. When the Prophet moved on, `Abdull h ibn Ubayy stayed 

behind along with other hypocrites. 
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The Prophet and his army then started their march. The going was very tough 

indeed. It was only natural that among the 30,000 who were in the army, there would 

be some who might not be able to keep pace with the rest. Every time a man fell 

behind, his case was reported to the Prophet. Every time the Prophet gave the same 

answer: “Leave him alone. If he is good, God will see to it that he will catch up with 

you. If he is otherwise, good riddance.” 

At one stage of the journey, a man of no lesser standing in the Muslim community 

than Abū Dharr, one of the Muh jirīn and also among the earliest of them to accept 

Islam, was falling behind. His camel was no longer able to keep pace with the army. 

Some people went to the Prophet to report the fact, but he gave them the same 

answer: “Leave him alone. If he is good, God will see to it that he will catch up with 

you. If he is otherwise, good riddance.” 

Abū Dharr gave his camel every chance to pick up strength. He then realized that 

it was useless: the camel was absolutely exhausted. Feeling that there was no 

alternative, Abū Dharr dismounted, took his belongings off his camel and walked at 

a fast pace, hoping to catch up with the Prophet. 

Soon, the Prophet stopped for a short while to allow the army a little rest. This 

stop gave Abū Dharr the chance to catch up. Someone standing near the Prophet 

pointed to the direction from which Abū Dharr was coming and said, “Messenger of 

God, there is a man walking alone in our trail.” The Prophet said, “Let it be Abū 

Dharr.” When the man drew nearer, they said: “Messenger of God, it is indeed Abū 

Dharr.” The Prophet said, “May God have mercy on Abū Dharr: he walks alone, dies 

alone and will be resurrected alone.” 

One of the few believers who stayed behind in Madinah was Abū Khaythamah. A 

few days after the army had moved out, he went back home to rest on a day when it 

was extremely hot. He had two wives. 

At home, there were all the comforts one needed on such a hot day. Each of his 

two wives had prepared her sitting place in a well-shaded area of the yard. Each had 

prepared food and cold water for her husband. When he came in, he looked at his 

two wives and what they had prepared for him. He reflected a little, then he said to 

his wives: “God’s Messenger (peace be upon him) is suffering the burning sun and 

the stormy wind, while I, Abū Khaythamah, enjoy the cool shade and delicious food 

in the company of two pretty women in my own home? This is unfair. By God, I will 

not enter either of your two places until I have caught up with God’s Messenger. 

Prepare some food for me to keep me going on my journey.” When the food was 

prepared, he mounted his camel and went as fast as he could. He did not manage to 

catch up with the army until it arrived at Tabūk. 

On his way, Abū Khaythamah met `Umayr ibn Wahb al-Juma ī, who was also 
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travelling fast to catch up with the army. Apparently, `Umayr had some good reason 

for his delay. The two travelled together until they were close to Tabūk. Abū 

Khaythamah then said to `Umayr: “I have perpetrated something bad. It may be 

advisable for you to slow down a little until I catch up with the Prophet (peace be 

upon him).” 

`Umayr slowed down and Abū Khaythamah continued to travel at speed. When 

his figure was visible to the army encamping at Tabūk, some of the Prophet’s 

Companions drew his attention to the person travelling alone. The Prophet said: “Let 

it be Abū Khaythamah.” When the man drew nearer, they said: “Messenger of God, 

it is indeed Abū Khaythamah.” 

When he reached the place where the Prophet was, he dismounted and greeted 

the Prophet. The Prophet spoke to him a phrase which implied warning. Interpreters 

suggest that it meant that he, Abū Khaythamah, had brought himself very close to 

destruction. Abū Khaythamah related his story, and the Prophet prayed to God to 

forgive him. 

The Hour of Difficulty 

One factor that contributed to the difficulty facing the Muslims was the attitude of 

the hypocrites who not only tried to seek excuses for themselves to stay behind, but 

also tried to show the decision to fight the Byzantines as lacking careful planning and 

consideration. 

A report mentions that a group of hypocrites, including Wadī`ah ibn Th bit, as 

well as a man called Makhshī ibn imyar, an ally of the tribe of Salamah, were with 

the Muslim army when the Prophet headed for Tabūk. Some of them tried to frighten 

the believers and spread doubt in their ranks. They said: “Do you think fighting the 

Byzantines the same as internal warfare between Arabian tribes? We can even now 

see how you will all be taken captive tomorrow and will be put in chains.” Makhshī 
said: “I wish we could escape with only 100 lashes each, without having verses of the 

Qur’ n revealed to expose us as a result of what you have said.” 

The Prophet was informed of this and he said to `Amm r ibn Y sir: “Rush to those 

people for they are burnt. Ask them about what they have said and if they deny it, 

tell them that they have said these very words.” `Amm r went to them and told them 

exactly what the Prophet said. They came to the Prophet to apologize. Wadī`ah ibn 

Th bit said to the Prophet as he mounted his camel, and Wadī`ah holding its reins: 

“Messenger of God, we were only talking idly and jesting.” Makhshī said: 

“Messenger of God, my name and my father’s name prevented me from leaving 

these people.” (This is a reference to the fact that he was only an ally occupying a 

weak position.) He was the one among those to whom this verse refers who was 
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pardoned. He changed his name to `Abd al-Ra m n and appealed to God to grant 

him martyrdom where his body would not be found. He was killed when he was 

fighting with the Muslim army at Yam mah against the apostates. His body was lost 

without trace. 

Another report suggests that when the Prophet and the Muslim army were on the 

way back from Tabūk, a group of hypocrites tried to assassinate him by throwing 

him from the top of a high peak along the road. He was informed of their design. He 

ordered the bulk of the army to travel through the valley, while he went up the 

mountain trail, instructing two of his trusted Companions, `Amm r ibn Y sir and 

udhayfah ibn al-Yam n, to go with him. `Amm r held the rein of his she-camel 

while udhayfah drove it. They were followed by that group of hypocrites trying to 

catch up with them, having drawn their headcovers over their faces to hide their 

identities. When the Prophet heard the sound of their camels travelling close behind, 

he was angry. udhayfah recognized how angry he was, and he went back towards 

them. He held out his shield to stop their camels. When they saw him, they thought 

that their scheming was discovered. So they made haste to join the bulk of the army 

and mix among them. udhayfah went back to the Prophet who instructed him and 

`Amm r to make haste until they passed the peak of the trail, and rejoined the road. 

They stopped for the army to catch up with them. 

The Prophet asked udhayfah whether he recognized those people? He said: “I 

could only see their camels as it was dark when I met them.” The Prophet asked both 

his Companions: “Do you know what those people were after?” When they 

answered in the negative, he told them of their conspiracy, and named them asking 

his two Companions to keep that information to themselves. They wondered: 

“Messenger of God, should you not order their execution?” He said: “I hate that 

people should say that Mu ammad is killing his Companions.” Another report 

suggests that the Prophet told only udhayfah of their names. 

As for the hardship encountered by the Muslims in this expedition, a number of 

reports give us a clear picture of it. Some of these emphasize that the expedition took 

place at a time of scarcity, in the height of a very hot summer, when provisions and 

water were in extremely short supply. Qat dah, an early scholar, says: “They set out 

to Tabūk when it was burning hot, and they encountered great difficulty. It is 

reported that two men would share a single date. Indeed a few men would all share 

one date, with one of them sucking it a little and drinking some water, then he would 

give it to another to do the same, and so on. God then turned to them in mercy and 

brought them back safely.” 

Al- abarī, a leading historian and scholar, mentions a report that `Umar was 

asked about the difficulty. He answered: “We marched with the Prophet to Tabūk. 

We encamped at a place where we were so thirsty that we felt our throats were 
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cracking with thirst. Any one of us might go out looking for water, and by the time 

he came back he would have felt his throat cut. Any of us might slaughter his camel 

and take out its inside, extracting all the fluid to drink. He would place the rest over 

his belly.” 

In his commentary on the Qur’ n, al-Tabarī mentions the following comments on 

this verse: “God has assuredly turned in His mercy to the Prophet, the Muh jirīn and the 

Anş r, who followed him in the hour of hardship.” (Verse 117) This refers to the scarcity 

of funds, transport, equipment, provisions and water. “When the hearts of a group of 

them had almost faltered.” (Verse 117) They almost deviated from the truth. With all the 

difficulties they encountered, doubts might have crept in about the Prophet’s 

message. “Then again He turned to them in mercy.” (Verse 117) He guided them to 

revert to the truth and to show real steadfastness. “He is compassionate towards them, 

Merciful.” (Verse 117) 

These reports depict for us a picture of the reality of the Muslim community at the 

time. We see a whole spectrum of different standards of faith. We see those who had 

unshakeable faith, and those who were seriously shaken as a result of the hardship, 

as well as those who stayed behind, although they had no doubt about the truth of 

Islam or their duty to join the expedition. We also see a whole range of hypocrisy, 

with some hypocrites adopting a soft attitude and others speaking out bluntly, and 

still others conspiring to kill the Prophet. This gives us an impression of the overall 

structure of society at the time. It also shows us how hard this expedition was, not 

only in respect of a fearsome enemy but also in terms of the hardship faced by the 

Muslim community. It was a test to the core so that people could prove their metal. 

Perhaps it was intended by God to serve as such. 

The Case of One Honest Man 

Such was the hardship which some people tried to evade. The majority of these 

were hypocrites, and their case has already been discussed. Some, however, were 

believers who entertained no doubt about Islam or the Prophet’s message. They were 

simply people who preferred the comforts of home when the going got tough. These 

include two groups, one of whom received their judgement earlier. They had added 

some bad deeds to their good ones and acknowledged their mistake. The case of the 

second group was deferred for judgement: “God would either punish them or turn to 

them in His mercy.” (Verse 106) This group included three people whose case now 

comes in for detailed treatment. 

Before we say anything about the statement describing their case, and before we 

speak about the artistically miraculous picture the s rah paints in describing it, let us 

look at the account given by one of them, Ka`b ibn M lik: 
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I have never stayed behind when the Prophet went on any expedition, except 

that of Badr. Neither God nor the Prophet blamed anyone for staying behind 

at the time of Badr, because the Prophet set out from Madinah to intercept a 

trade caravan which belonged to the Quraysh. The battle took place without 

any preparation or prior planning. On the other hand, I had attended the 

pledge of the Anş r to the Prophet at `Aqabah when we made our 

commitment to Islam absolutely clear. I would not exchange my attendance 

there with taking part in the Battle of Badr, although Badr is the more famous 

occasion. 

Nevertheless, I failed to join the army of the expedition of Tabūk. I was never 

in better circumstances or more physically able than I was then. At no time 

did I have two means of transport except on that occasion. It was the habit of 

the Prophet to keep his destination secret. This time, however, setting his 

destination so far away, and moving in an exceptionally hot climate, he made 

it clear to the people that he intended to attack the Byzantines. Those who 

joined the Prophet were in such large numbers that no register of them could 

have been kept. 

In the circumstances, anyone who wished to stay behind might have thought 

that he would not be noticed, unless God chose to inform the Prophet about 

him by revelation. The Prophet decided to launch that attack at a time when 

fruits were abundant and people preferred to stay in the shade. The Prophet 

and the Muslims, however, were busy getting ready for their impending task. 

I went out day after day to the marketplace in order to get my equipment, but 

I always came back having done nothing. I always thought that I was able to 

get whatever I needed in no time. Nevertheless, I continued in that condition 

until it was time to move. The Prophet and the army with him started their 

march and I had not got my preparations under way. I thought to myself: ‘I 

can still get myself ready in a day or two and should be able to catch up with 

them.’ When they had covered quite a distance, I went out to the market and 

came back having done nothing. This continued day after day. By this time, 

the army must have covered quite a long distance. I thought I must make a 

move now and catch up with them. I wish I had done that, but I did not. 

Every time I went out after the Prophet and the army had left, I was troubled 

by the fact that I saw only people who were known to be hypocrites or people 

who were physically unable to join the army. My place was not with either 

group. I was told that the Prophet did not mention me until he had arrived at 

Tabūk. He remarked once to those who were present at Tabūk: ‘What has 

happened to Ka`b ibn M lik?’ A man from the tribe of Salamah said to him: 

`Messenger of God, his wealth and arrogance made him stay behind.’ 
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Mu` dh ibn Jabal said to him: ‘What a foul remark! Messenger of God, we 

have known nothing bad of the man.’ The Prophet made no comment. 

I soon heard that the Prophet and his Companions had started on their 

journey back from Tabūk. I felt very sad. To tell a lie was paramount in my 

mind. I started thinking about what to say to the Prophet tomorrow, after his 

arrival, in order to spare myself his anger. I sought the help of everyone in 

my household. When it was mentioned that the Prophet was soon to arrive, 

all thoughts of seeking a false excuse disappeared from my mind. I realized 

that the only way to spare myself the Prophet’s anger was to tell the truth. I 

was determined, therefore, to say exactly what happened. 

The Prophet then arrived in Madinah. It was his habit when he came back 

from travelling to go first to the mosque and pray two rak`ahs before sitting to 

meet the people. When he did that, those who had stayed behind went to him 

and stated their excuses, swearing to their truth. They were over 80 people. 

The Prophet accepted their statements and oaths and prayed to God to 

forgive them, leaving it to God to judge them by His knowledge. I then 

followed and greeted the Prophet. He met my greeting with an angry smile. 

He then told me to come forward. I went to him and sat down facing him. He 

said, ‘What caused you to stay behind? Have you not bought your transport?’ 

I said to him, ‘Messenger of God, had I been speaking to anyone on the face 

of the earth other than you, I would have been able to avoid his anger by 

giving some sort of an excuse. I can make a case for myself. But I know for 

certain that if I were to tell you lies in order to win your pleasure, God would 

soon make the truth known to you and I would incur your displeasure. If, on 

the other hand, I tell you the truth and you are not happy with me because of 

it, I would hope for a better result from God. By God, I have no excuse 

whatsoever. I have never been more physically able or in better circumstances 

than I was when I stayed behind.’ The Prophet said to me: ‘You have 

certainly said the truth. You await God’s judgement.’ 

After I left, some men from the clan of Salamah followed me and said: `We 

have never known you to commit a sin before this. You could certainly have 

given the Prophet an excuse like all those who stayed behind. You would 

have been spared this trouble had the Prophet prayed to God to forgive you, 

as he would surely have done.’ They continued pressing me on this to the 

extent that I wished to go back to the Prophet and tell him that I was lying. 

Before I did that, however, I asked whether anyone else said the same thing 

as I did. They replied that two more people said the same and were given the 

same answer. When I asked their names, they mentioned Mur rah ibn al-

Rabī` and Hil l ibn Umayyah. I knew these two to be men of faith and sincere 
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devotion. I realized that the proper attitude for me was to be in their 

company. I therefore made no further move. 

The Prophet ordered all his Companions not to speak to us three. He made 

no similar instruction concerning anybody else of those who stayed behind. 

All people were now evading us. Their attitude was changed. It was very 

hard for me that I did not even know myself or the place I was in. This was 

no longer the town I lived in. My world had changed. We continued in this 

condition for 50 days. 

My two Companions, Mur rah ibn al-Rabī` and Hil l ibn Umayyah, stayed at 

home. I was the youngest of the three. I continued to go out and attend the 

congregational prayers with other Muslims. I frequented all the markets, but 

nobody would speak to me. I would also go to the Prophet and greet him as 

he sat down after prayers. I would always think to myself: ‘Have I detected 

any movement on his lips suggesting that he has answered my greeting?’ I 

would pray close to him and look at him stealthily. When I was preoccupied 

with my prayers, he would look at me, but when I looked towards him, he 

would turn his face the other way. 

When this boycott by all the Muslim community seemed to have lasted too 

long, I climbed the wall of an orchard which belonged to a cousin of mine 

named Abū Qat dah, who was very close to me. I greeted him, but he did not 

answer. I said to him: Abū Qat dah, I beseech you by God to answer me: do 

you know that I love God and His Messenger?’ He did not answer. I repeated 

my question three times, but he still did not answer. 

I then beseeched him once again, and his answer came: ‘God and His 

Messenger know better.’ Tears sprang to my eyes and I came down. I went to 

the market and as I was walking I saw a man, apparently a stranger from 

Syria, enquiring about me. People pointed me out to him. He came to me and 

handed me a letter from the King of Ghass n, the Arab tribe in Syria. The 

letter was written on a piece of silk and read: ‘We have learnt that your friend 

has imposed a boycott on you. God has not placed you in a position of 

humiliation. If you join us, we will endeavour to alleviate all your troubles.’ 

When I read it, I thought it to be yet another test of my sincerity. I have 

reached so low that an unbeliever hopes that I would willingly join him. I put 

the letter in an oven and burnt it. 

When we had spent 40 nights in that situation, a messenger from the Prophet 

came to me and said: ‘God’s Messenger (peace be upon him) commands you 

to stay away from your wife.’ I asked whether that meant that I should 

divorce her and he answered in the negative. He told me only to stay away 
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from her. My two Companions also received the same instruction. I told my 

wife to go to her people’s home and stay there until God had given His 

judgement in this matter. 

Hil l ibn Umayyah was an old man. His wife went to the Prophet and said, 

`Messenger of God, Hil l ibn Umayyah is very old and has no servant. Do 

you mind if I continue to look after him?’ He said, ‘That is all right, but do not 

let him come near you.’ She said, ‘By God, these things are far from his mind. 

He has not stopped crying ever since this has happened to him. I indeed fear 

for his eyesight.’ Some people in my family suggested that I should seek the 

Prophet’s permission to let my wife look after me. I said, ‘I am not going to 

ask him that. I do not know what his answer would be, considering that I am 

a young man.’ 

Another ten nights passed, to complete 50 nights since the Prophet instructed 

the Muslims not to talk to us. At dawn after the 50th night I prayed at the top 

of one of our houses. I was still in that condition which I have described: the 

world seemed to me suffocatingly small and I did not recognize myself any 

more. As I sat down after the dawn prayers, however, I heard a voice from 

the direction of Mount Sal saying: ‘Ka ‘b ibn M lik! Rejoice!’ I realized that 

my hardship was over, and I prostrated myself in gratitude to God. 

What happened was that the Prophet informed the congregation after 

finishing the dawn prayer that God has pardoned us. People moved fast to 

give us that happy news. A man came at speed on horseback to bring me the 

news, while another from the tribe of Aslam went on top of the mountain to 

shout it to me. His voice was quicker than the horse. When I heard that man’s 

voice giving me the happiest piece of news I ever received, I gave him my 

two garments as a gesture of gratitude. By God, they were the only clothes I 

had at the time. I borrowed two garments and went quickly to the Prophet. 

People were meeting me in groups, saying, ‘Congratulations on being 

forgiven by God.’ I entered the mosque and saw the Prophet sitting with a 

group of people around him. al ah ibn `Ubaydull h came quickly towards 

me, shook my hand and congratulated me. He was the only one from the 

Muh jirīn to do that. I will never forget al ah’s kindness. 

When I greeted the Prophet, he said to me, with his face beaming with 

pleasure, ‘Rejoice, for this is your happiest day since you were born!’ I asked 

him: ‘Is my pardon from you, Messenger of God, or is it from God?’ He said, 

`It is from God.’ When the Prophet was pleased at something, his face would 

light up and look like the moon. We always recognized that.” 

When I sat down facing him, I said to him, ‘Messenger of God, I will make 
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my repentance complete by giving away all my property in charity.’ The 

Prophet said, ‘Keep some of your property, for that is better for you.’ I 

answered that I would keep my share in Khaybar. I then added that I was 

forgiven only because I told the truth, and I would make my repentance 

complete by never telling a lie at any time in my life. 

I feel that the greatest grace God has bestowed on me ever since He guided 

me to accept Islam is my telling the truth to the Prophet on that day. Had I 

invented some false excuse, I would have perished like all those who told 

him lies. God has described those people in the worst description ever. He 

says in the Qur’ n: ‘When you return to them they will swear to you by God so that 

you may let them be. Let them be, then: they are unclean. Hell shall be their abode in 

recompense for what they used to do. They swear to you trying to make you pleased 

with them. Should you be pleased with them, God shall never be pleased with such 

transgressing folk.’ (Verses 95-96) I have never knowingly or deliberately told a 

lie ever since I said that to the Prophet. I pray to God to help me keep my 

word for the rest of my life.39 

Vacillating between Extremes 

This is then the story of the three people whose cases were deferred, as related by 

one of them, Ka`b ibn M lik. There is a lesson in it at every juncture. It gives us a 

very distinct picture of the solid base of the Muslim community, how closely knit it 

is, the purity of its people, the clarity of their vision with respect to their community 

and their duties towards their faith, the importance of the commands issued to them 

and their need to obey these commands. 

Those three people stayed behind at a time of hardship. Human weakness got the 

better of them when they preferred the shade and comfort of their own homes. That 

seemed much more preferable than enduring the summer heat and a long traverse. 

Yet when the Prophet and his Companions had left Madinah, Ka`b felt that he was 

committing a terrible error. Everything around him pointed to it: “Every time I went 

out after the Prophet and the army had left, I was troubled by the fact that I saw only 

people who were known to be hypocrites or people who were physically unable to 

join the army.” Those in the latter group were people who were either sick or 

weakened by old age, or those who could not find any means of transport. This 

means that the hardship did not cause the Muslims to give a cold shoulder to the 

Prophet’s command to get ready for a very tough expedition. The only ones who 

                                                 
39 This account is related in detail in all early biographies of the Prophet Mu ammad (peace be upon 
him) but we have retained its English account as given by Adil Salahi, Mu ammad: Man and Prophet, 
The Islamic Foundation, Leicester, 2002, pp. 711-717. — Editor's note. 
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stayed behind were those suspected of hypocrisy, or those who had genuine excuses. 

The solid base of the Muslim community was strong enough to overcome the 

hardship and to give the right response. 

The second point is that of fearing God. When a sinner is truly God-fearing, he 

will certainly acknowledge his error, and leave judgement in his case to God. In his 

account Ka`b states why he did not try to give the Prophet a false excuse: “Had I 

been speaking to anyone on the face of the earth other than you, I would have been 

able to avoid his anger by giving some sort of an excuse. I can make a case for myself. 

But I know for certain that if I were to tell you lies in order to win your pleasure, God 

would soon make the truth known to you and I would incur your displeasure. If, on 

the other hand, I tell you the truth and you are not happy with me because of it, I 

would hope for a better result from God. By God, I have no excuse whatsoever. I 

have never been more physically able or in better circumstance than I was when I 

stayed behind.” 

This shows how an errant believer was keen to watch God and seek not to incur 

His anger. He was certainly keen to win the Prophet’s pleasure, which in those days 

could lift a person to the highest standard or allow him to fall into an abyss, and 

make a Muslim enjoy high esteem or leave him in total oblivion. Nevertheless, 

fearing God was a stronger motivation, and the hope to win His forgiveness was 

more deeply entertained. 

Let us look at another aspect of the story: “The Prophet ordered all his 

Companions not to speak to us three. He made no similar instruction concerning 

anybody else of those who stayed behind. All people were now evading us. Their 

attitude was changed. It was very hard for me that I did not even know myself or the 

place I was in. This was no longer the town I lived in. My world had changed. We 

continued in this condition for 50 days. 

“My two Companions, Mur rah ibn al-Rabī` and Hil l ibn Umayyah, stayed at 

home. I was the youngest of the three. I continued to go out and attend the 

congregational prayers with other Muslims. I frequented all the markets, but nobody 

would speak to me. I would also go to the Prophet and greet him as he sat down 

after prayers. I would always think to myself: ‘Have I detected any movement on his 

lips suggesting that he has answered my greeting?’ I would pray close to him and 

look at him stealthily. When I was preoccupied with my prayers he would look at 

me, but when I looked towards him he would turn his face away. 

“When this boycott by all the Muslim community seemed to have lasted too long, 

I climbed the wall of an orchard which belonged to a cousin of mine named Abū 

Qat dah, who was very close to me. I greeted him, but he did not answer. I said to 

him: Abū Qat dah, I beseech you by God to answer me: do you know that I love God 



Al-Tawbah (The Repentance) | THE EARTH’S SUFFOCATING EXPANSE 

 235

and His Messenger?’ He did not answer. I repeated my question three times, but he 

still did not answer. I then beseeched him once again, and his answer came: ‘God and 

His Messenger know better.’ Tears sprang to my eyes and I came down.” 

These details give us a clear impression of the level of discipline and obedience in 

the Muslim community, despite all the looseness that crept in after the fall of Makkah 

to the Muslims, and the confusion that accompanied the preparations for the 

expedition to Tabūk. The Prophet gave his instructions that nobody should speak to 

those three, and hence no one uttered a word to them. None would even meet Ka`b 

with a smiling face, and none would give or take anything from him. Even his closest 

cousin and friend would not return his greeting or answer his question, after Ka`b 

had climbed the fence to enter his garden. When he answered after much beseeching, 

his answer was far from reassuring. He only said: “God and His Messenger know 

better.” 

In his eagerness to know his position, after his whole world had changed, Ka`b 

would try to detect a faint movement on the lips of the Prophet to know whether he 

had answered his greetings. He would look sideways to find out whether the 

Prophet had looked at him in a way which would renew his hopes, and tell him that 

his situation was not totally desperate. 

Left all alone, with no one saying a word to him even as a gesture of charity, he 

receives a letter from the King of Ghass n offering him a position of honour and 

influence. He turns his back on all this in a single movement. His only reaction is to 

throw the letter into the fire, considering this tempting offer as part of his trial. 

Yet the boycott is extended and he is ordered not to go near to his wife, so that he 

is totally alone, isolated, hanging in the air. He feels too shy to request the Prophet to 

let his wife look after him, because he was unsure what the answer would be like. 

The Whole World Seems Too Narrow 

This should be contrasted with the piece of really happy news subsequently given 

to the three offenders. It is the news of rehabilitation, acceptance of the three men’s 

repentance and their return to the fold and to life. Let us remind ourselves of Ka`b’s 

own account of that happy moment: 

I was still in that condition which I have described: the world seemed to me 

suffocatingly small and I did not recognize myself any more. As I sat down 

after the dawn prayers, however, I heard a voice from the direction of Mount 

Sal `saying: ‘Ka`b ibn M lik! Rejoice!’ I realized that my hardship was over, 

and I prostrated myself in gratitude to God. 

What happened was that the Prophet informed the congregation after 
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finishing the dawn prayer that God had pardoned us. People moved fast to 

give us that happy news. A man came at speed on horseback to bring me the 

news, while another from the tribe of Aslam went on top of the mountain to 

shout it to me. His voice was quicker than the horse. When I heard that man’s 

voice giving me the happiest piece of news I ever received, I gave him my 

two garments as a gesture of gratitude. By God, they were the only clothes I 

had at the time. I borrowed two garments and went quickly to the Prophet. 

People were meeting me in groups, saying, ‘Congratulations on being 

forgiven by God.’ I entered the mosque and saw the Prophet sitting with a 

group of people around him. al ah ibn `Ubaydull h came quickly towards 

me, shook my hand and congratulated me. He was the only one from the 

Muh jirīn to do that. I will never forget al ah’s kindness. 

Such was the true value of events in that community. An accepted repentance was 

given such importance that a man would ride on horseback to deliver the news to its 

recipient, and another would go to the top of a mountain to shout it over so that he 

could be faster than the herald on horse. Joy felt by a brother and genuine 

congratulations are felt as a kindness that will never be forgotten by yesterday’s 

outcast who has just been rehabilitated. His is a day that is fittingly described by the 

Prophet: “Rejoice, for this is your happiest day since you were born!” As Ka`b says, 

the Prophet’s face was shining with delight. How kind and compassionate the 

Prophet was that his face beamed with pleasure because three of his Companions 

had been returned to the fold. 

This, then, was the story of the three people who were left behind until God 

accepted their repentance. We have highlighted some of the impressions it gives us 

of the life of the early Muslim community and its values. As related by one of the 

three people who went through its experience, the story brings clear before our 

minds the meaning of the verse which states: “when the earth, vast as it is, seemed to 

close in upon them, and their own souls had become too constricted, they realized that there 

was no refuge from God except by returning to Him.” (Verse 118) 

“When the earth, vast as it is, seemed to close in upon them.” (Verse 118) What is the 

earth? Its world is that of its inhabitants and the values that are upheld by them. Its 

expanse is as vast as the relationships between its people make it to be. Hence the 

description here is very truthful in its practical significance, as much as it is truthful 

in its artistic beauty. It shows the whole expanse of the earth becoming too narrow 

for those three. Its outer limits are brought too near to make it extremely tight, 

closing in on them. “And their own souls had become too constricted.” (Verse 118) It is as 

if their souls are a sort of a container that has become too small and tight. They can 

hardly breathe as it tightens over them. What happened then was that “they realized 

that there was no refuge from God except by returning to Him.” (Verse 118) That applies to 
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all creation. None can have any refuge from God except in Him, because He has 

power over the whole universe. Yet stating this fact at this point, in an atmosphere of 

sadness imparts an air of stress and despair that can only be cleared by God Himself. 

Then hope is restored and release is granted: “He then turned to them in mercy, so 

that they might repent. God is indeed the One who accepts repentance, the Merciful.” (Verse 

118) He has turned to them in mercy with regard to this particular error, so that they 

might make a general repentance which covers all their past sins. This means that 

they would watch God eagerly to guard against any future error. This is explained 

by Ka`b: 

When I sat down facing him, I said to him, ‘Messenger of God, I will make 

my repentance complete by giving away all my property in charity.’ The 

Prophet said, ‘Keep some of your property, for that is better for you.’ I 

answered that I would keep my share in Khaybar. I then added that I was 

forgiven only because I told the truth, and I would make my repentance 

complete by never telling a lie at any time in my life. I feel that the greatest 

grace God has bestowed on me ever since He guided me to accept Islam is 

my telling the truth to the Prophet on that day... I have never knowingly or 

deliberately told a lie ever since I said that to the Prophet. I pray to God to 

help me keep my word for the rest of my life. 

That is all that we can say in comment on this highly inspiring story and the 

unique style in which it is reported in the Qur’ n. We praise God for what He 

has guided us to write about it here, and we hope to make a longer discussion 

of it in future.40  

A Reward for Every Little Thing 

The element of truth is highly significant in the story of those three Companions of 

the Prophet. To give this element its due importance, all believers are advised to fear 

God and to align themselves with those truthful people of the early believers. On the 

other hand those people in Madinah and the surrounding desert who stayed behind 

are strongly criticized. This is followed by a promise of generous reward to those 

who strive for God’s cause: “Believers, have fear of God and be among those who are 

truthful. It does not behove the people of Madinah and the bedouins who live around them to 

hold back from following God’s Messenger, or to care for themselves more than for him; for, 

whenever they endure thirst, stress, or hunger for the sake of God, or take any step which 

                                                 
40 The author apparently intended to write a whole book discussing the events that took place at the 
time of the Prophet and his Companions and highlighting the lessons that could be learnt from them 
and how Muslims today can benefit by them in shaping their lives in accordance with Islamic 
guidance. He did not live to see that project implemented. — Editor's note. 
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would irritate the unbelievers, or inflict any loss on the enemy, a good deed is recorded in 

their favour. God does not suffer the reward of those who do good to be lost. And whenever 

they spend anything for the sake of God, be it little or much, or traverse a valley [in support of 

God’s cause], it is recorded for them, so that God will give them the best reward for what they 

do.” (Verses 119-121) 

The people of Madinah were the ones who rushed to support the Islamic message, 

which meant that they were truly its basic core of supporters. They had given shelter 

to God’s Messenger, pledged their total loyalty to him and constituted the hard 

nucleus of the Islamic faith in the Arabian Peninsula. The bedouin Arabs in the 

surrounding area, having also adopted Islam as a faith and a way of life, formed the 

outer belt of defence. Hence those two groups could not refrain from joining the 

Prophet or spare themselves from any risk to which they might be exposed. When 

God’s Messenger set out to attend to a certain task that served Islamic interests, then 

the people of Madinah, the vanguard of the Islamic message, and those of the 

surrounding area could not but join him. Whether this happened to be in the burning 

summer heat or the extreme winter cold, in times of strict hardship or easy affluence, 

it does not behove them, being so close to the Prophet, to try to spare themselves a 

difficulty that God’s Messenger is undertaking. They could not excuse themselves by 

protesting ignorance or lack of awareness of the real task in hand. 

The s rah appeals to them to fear God and to join the truthful believers who have 

never entertained any thoughts of staying behind and who have maintained their 

strong commitment to their faith at times of hardship. Those were the cream among 

the early believers and those who followed in their footsteps: ‘Believers, have fear of 

God and be among those who are truthful.” (Verse 119) 

The s rah follows this appeal by a strong censure of the very thought of staying 

behind when God’s Messenger is setting out: “It does not behove the people of Madinah 

and the bedouins who live around them to hold back from following Gods Messenger, or to 

care for themselves more than for him.” (Verse 120) The statement implies a strong 

reproach. No Companion of God’s Messenger can be reproached in a stronger way 

than by saying that he puts his own safety ahead of the Prophet’s. How could he 

when he is the Prophet’s Companion and follower? The same applies to the 

advocates of Islam in all generations and periods. It does not behove a believer to try 

to spare himself a risk that the Prophet himself was willing to undertake for the 

cause of Islam. How could he when he claims that he is an advocate of the cause of 

Islam, and a follower of the Prophet Mu ammad (peace be upon him)? 

Taking up such a responsibility is a duty imposed by God’s order and emphasized 

by our love of the Prophet that makes any believer too ashamed to put himself ahead 

of him. At the same time it earns a very generous reward indeed: “Whenever they 

endure thirst, stress, or hunger for the sake of God, or take any step which would irritate the 
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unbelievers, or inflict any loss on the enemy, a good deed is recorded in their favour. God does 

not suffer the reward of those who do good to be lost. And whenever they spend anything for 

the sake of God, be it little or much, or traverse a valley [in support of God’s cause], it is 

recorded for them, so that God will give them the best reward for what they do.” (Verses 120-

121) 

Every feeling is rewarded, be it thirst, hunger or mere stress and tiredness. Taking 

up a position which irritates the unbelievers and inflicting any loss or damage on 

them is credited as a good deed. When a believer goes out on a jih d campaign, he is 

included among those who do good. God will not suffer the reward of such servants 

of His to be lost. Furthermore, any financial contribution, be it little or much, and the 

mere walking across a valley are also rewarded as God rewards the best of His 

servants. By God, this is a rich reward indeed. It is a reward by God whose 

generosity is beyond any limit. How embarrassing to us all that such a great reward 

is given for something that is much less than the hardship suffered by the Prophet 

himself for the cause of Islam. It is the advocacy of this cause that we should now 

assume. Most certainly, we must be true to our trust. 

A Task Akin to Fighting 

As we have seen in this s rah, the Qur’ n repeatedly denounces, in very clear 

terms, those who stay behind at the time when a jih d campaign is announced, 

particularly those from Madinah and the bedouins in the surrounding area. This 

denunciation made people come to Madinah in large numbers, particularly from the 

tribes living nearby, so that they would be ready to join the Prophet at any moment. 

Hence it was necessary to spell out the limits of all-out mobilization at the 

appropriate time. 

The Muslim area had expanded. With the whole of Arabia practically adopting 

Islam, large numbers were ready to fight. At Tabūk, there were about 30,000 of them, 

which was a much larger number than at any earlier battle the Muslims had fought. 

It was time that different people should attend to different tasks, so that no area, such 

as agriculture or trade or social concerns, was neglected. All these are necessary for 

an emerging nation, whose needs are far more sophisticated than those of a tribal 

community. Hence the present verse was revealed to set out certain limits: “It is not 

desirable that all the believers should go out to fight. From every section of them some should 

go forth, so that they may acquire a deeper knowledge of the faith and warn their people when 

they return to them, so that they may take heed.” (Verse 122) 

Several reports have been mentioned in explaining the meaning of this verse, 

giving different views on which group is to acquire deeper knowledge in faith so as 

to warn their people when they return. The view which we find to be soundest 
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suggests that a section from each group in the Muslim community should go out to 

fight, with a system that allows alternation between the fighters and those who stay 

behind to attend to other tasks. The group of fighters acquires a more profound 

understanding of this faith as they take practical action seeking to consolidate its 

base. Hence these fighters are the ones who, on their return, warn their people 

against any complacency in attending to their duties. 

This interpretation is based on views expressed by such leading commentators as 

Ibn `Abb s, al- asan al-Başrī and Ibn Kathīr. It is also the view of Ibn Jarīr al- abarī. 
Its central point is that this faith has its own method of action, and it cannot be 

properly understood except by those who actively implement it. Hence those who go 

out to fight for its cause are the ones most likely to understand it best. Its underlying 

meanings, its implications, its practical implementation and its main features unfold 

to them as they move under its banner. Those who stay behind are the ones who 

need to be informed by those who take practical action, because the latter are the 

ones who witness and learn all these aspects. They are the ones who probe its secrets. 

This is particularly so, if the campaign they join is one led by the Prophet himself. 

However, every jih d campaign is a means to acquire a better understanding of this 

faith. 

This is perhaps the reverse of what may appear at first sight, with those who are 

not on a jih d campaign being the ones who devote time to studying and 

understanding this faith. But this is a delusion that does not fit with the nature of this 

faith, which makes action one of its basic requirements. Hence it is understood more 

profoundly by those who take action and strive to establish it as a code of living in 

spite of the opposition they encounter from the forces of j hiliyyah. Experience 

confirms that those who are not involved in the method of action to serve this faith 

do not understand it properly, no matter how much time they spend in studying it 

from books. That is a cold study, while real insight is acquired only by those who join 

the efforts aiming to establish it as a practical code of living. It is never acquired by 

those who only look at books and papers. 

Proper understanding of this faith does not evolve except where action is taken to 

serve its cause. It cannot be taken from a scholar who stays idle when action is 

needed. Those who occupy their time with studying books to deduce rulings and 

`renew’ or `develop’ Islamic law, as the Orientalists say, do not really understand the 

nature of this faith. They take no part in the movement which aims to liberate 

humanity from different tyrannical authorities, and from submission to others, so 

that they may submit to God alone. With such lack of action, they cannot put its laws 

and concepts into their proper form. 

Islamic law came about after Islamic action had moved ahead. First, submission to 

God was properly established when a community had determined to submit itself to 
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God alone and to abandon the laws, customs and traditions of j hiliyyah. That 

community also decided that no aspect of its life could be governed by human law. 

The community then started to shape its life on the basis of the main Islamic laws, 

without neglecting the details outlined in the sources of this law. As the community 

continued to do so, new issues came up in its practical life that needed to be sorted 

out on the basis of Islamic law. At this point new rulings were deduced and Fiqh, or 

the formal study of Islamic law, started to develop. It is then the action itself which 

allowed Fiqh to develop and flourish. It did not develop as a cold academic study 

that had no bearing on active and practical life. Thus scholars were able to develop a 

profound insight into this faith based on interaction with a real community shaping 

its life on the basis of this religion and striving to make its cause triumphant. 

What do we find today in place of that? No one can claim that a proper Islamic 

community, determined to submit to God alone and to live by His law, rejecting any 

laws and regulations that are not based on His guidance exists anywhere. Hence no 

true Muslim who has an insight into this religion of Islam, its method of action and 

its history would try to ‘develop’ or ‘renew’ Islamic law in communities that are 

unwilling to declare that they recognize no other law. Serious Islamic action should 

start by making submission to God alone the first step, followed by acknowledging 

that sovereignty belongs only to Him. Hence no legislation is acceptable unless it is 

based on His law. To do otherwise is no more than a silly joke. Moreover, to imagine 

that one can have a proper understanding of this faith looking only at books and 

papers, without being involved in real action to serve the Islamic cause betrays deep 

ignorance of this religion. 

Submission to God alone gives rise to an Islamic community, which in turn helps 

Islamic scholarship to flourish. This is the proper order. There can be no situation 

where specially tailored Islamic laws are prepared in advance for an Islamic 

community that is expected to be established. The fact is that every ruling seeks to 

implement the Islamic law, and its basic principles, in a practical case that has its 

own clear shape, dimensions and circumstances. Such cases arise from practical life 

within the Islamic community which gives it its particular shape, dimensions and 

circumstances. Hence a ruling that addresses each particular case is deduced. The 

rulings that we find today in books of Fiqh addressed similar practical cases in the 

past, when Islamic law was implemented by an Islamic community. They were not 

ready made in advance. Today we need to have similar rulings that address our own 

issues, provided that the community decides first of all to submit to God alone and to 

accept no ruling unless based on God’s law. 

When this happens, then our efforts will yield proper fruits. Striving for God’s 

cause, or jih d, will open people’s eyes and give them real knowledge and 

understanding of the faith. Unless we do this, then we are evading our real duty of 
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jih d, seeking flimsy excuses of ‘developing’ or ‘renewing’ the study of Islamic Fiqh. 

It is far better to acknowledge our weakness and lack of effort, seeking God’s 

forgiveness, than to resort to such evasiveness. 

Uncompromising Fight 

We then have a verse outlining the plan and extent of jih d, which was 

implemented by the Prophet Mu ammad (peace be upon him) and his successors 

generally. The only exceptions were limited cases dictated by special circumstances: 

“Believers, fight those of the unbelievers who are near you, and let them find you tough; and 

know that God is with those who are God-fearing.” (Verse 123) 

The jih d movement marched on, confronting those who were near to the land of 

Islam, one stage after another. When practically the whole of Arabia had adopted 

Islam, after Makkah itself fell to Islam, leaving only scattered individuals and groups 

who did not form any threat to the land of Islam, the Tabūk Expedition took place, 

threatening the outer areas of the Byzantine Empire which were closest to the 

Muslim state. This was followed by open warfare, with the Muslim armies moving 

far into the lands of both the Byzantine and Persian Empires, leaving no pockets 

behind them. The areas that were now under Islam were united, having continuous 

borders. It was a vast land area with solid loyalty to one authority. 

Weakness only crept in after its division into different units, with artificial borders 

to allow the governments of certain ruling families or certain races and nationalities. 

This was the outcome of plans that the enemies of Islam tried hard to bring to 

fruition, as they still do today. The different ethnic communities which Islam united 

in a single nation or community in the land of Islam, superseding the divisions of 

race, language and colour, will continue to suffer from inherent weaknesses until 

they return to their faith. Only when they once again follow the guidance of God’s 

Messenger, the Prophet Mu ammad (peace be upon him), and allow only a single 

banner to unite them shall they recognize the implications of divine leadership which 

will once again bring them power and victory. When that happens, it will ensure that 

they are held in awe by other nations and powers. 

Let us now reflect on this verse: “Believers, fight those of the unbelievers who are near 

you, and let them find you tough; and know that God is with those who are God-fearing.” 

(Verse 123) What we find here is an order to fight those unbelievers who are near to 

the Muslim state, without specifying whether these have launched any aggression on 

the Muslims or their land. We understand that this is the final situation which makes 

the need to carry Islam forward the basis of the principle of jih d. This will ensure 

that Islam is available to mankind. It does not have a defensive outlook, as was the 

case with the provisional orders in the early days after the establishment of the 
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Muslim state in Madinah. 

Some of those who speak about the Islamic view of international relations or about 

the rulings that govern jih d, as well as those who write essays interpreting the 

Qur’ nic verses speaking about jih d, try to show this verse, which is the final one, 

limited by the earlier provisional rules. Hence they impose on it a restriction, limiting 

its application to cases of aggression being launched or expected against the Muslim 

community. But this statement is general and has no restriction attached to it. 

Besides, it is the final one. What we have learnt is that when the Qur’ n lays down 

legal provisions, it states them in a clear and precise way, without referring one 

situation to another. It resorts to precise expression, adding at the same point any 

exceptions, limitations or restrictions it wants the Muslim community to observe. 

We have already commented in detail, in the Prologue and Chapters 1 and 2, on 

the meanings of the verses and the final rulings they provide, shedding light on the 

nature of the Islamic method of action. 

However, those speakers and writers find it incomprehensible that Islam lays 

down such an order commanding the believers to fight those unbelievers who are 

near to them, and to continue to do so as long as there remain unbelievers in their 

vicinity. Hence they try to find limits restricting this general statement, but they can 

only find these in the earlier statements which were, by nature, provisional. 

We understand why they find it so incomprehensible. They simply forget that 

jih d is meant to serve God’s cause. It aims to establish God’s authority and to 

remove tyranny. It liberates mankind from submission to any authority other than 

that of God. “Fight them until there is no more oppression, and all submission is made to 

God alone.” (8: 39) jih d does not aim to achieve the hegemony of one philosophy or 

system or nation over another. It wants the system laid down by God to replace the 

systems established by His creatures. It does not wish to establish a kingdom for any 

one of God’s servants, but to establish God’s own kingdom. Hence it has to move 

forward throughout the earth in order to liberate the whole of mankind, without 

discrimination between those who are within the land of Islam and those who are 

outside it. The whole earth is populated by human beings who are being subjected to 

different types of tyrannical authority wielded by fellow human beings. 

When they lose sight of this fact they find it odd that one system and one nation 

should move forward to remove all systems and dominate all communities. If things 

were such, that would be odd indeed. But the systems that exist today are all man-

made. None of them has any right to say that it alone should dominate the others. 

The same does not apply to the divine system which sets out to overthrow all man-

made systems in order to liberate all mankind from the humiliation of submission to 

other human beings, so that they can submit to God alone and worship Him only 
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without any partners. Moreover, they find it odd because they face a concentrated 

and wicked crusade which tells them that the Islamic faith managed to spread only 

because it used the sword. Jih d, it claims, wanted to force other people to accept 

Islam, depriving them of the freedom of belief. 

Had things been so, they would have been odd indeed. But the truth is totally 

different. Islam lays down a rule stating that “There shall be no compulsion in religion. 

The right way is henceforth distinct from error.” (2: 256) Why does Islam, then, move 

forward to fight, and why has God bought the believers’ souls and property, so that 

“they fight for the cause of God, kill and be killed”? (Verse 111) The answer is that jih d 

has a reason which is totally different from compelling other people to accept Islam. 

Indeed jih d seeks to guarantee the freedom of belief. 

As we have stated on several occasions, Islam is a declaration which liberates 

mankind throughout the earth from submission to human beings. As such, Islam 

always faces tyrannical forces and systems which seek to subjugate people and 

dominate their lives. These systems are backed by regimes and powers of different 

sorts, which deprive people of the chance to listen to the Islamic message and to 

adopt it if they are convinced of its truth. Or they may force people, in one way or 

another, to turn away from the Islamic message. That is an ugly violation of the 

freedom of belief. For these reasons, Islam moves forward, equipped with suitable 

power, to overthrow these systems and destroy their forces. 

What happens then? It leaves people entirely free to adopt the faith they like. If 

they wish to be Muslims, they will have all the rights and duties that apply to all 

Muslims. They will have a bond of real brotherhood with those who have been 

Muslims long before them. On the other hand, if they wish to maintain their 

religions, they may do so. They only have to pay a tribute, i.e. jizyah, which has a 

clear purpose: to acknowledge the freedom of movement for Islam among them, to 

contribute to the treasury of the Muslim state which is required to protect them 

against any outside aggression, and to look after those of them who are ill, disabled 

and elderly in the same way as Muslims are looked after. 

Never in its history did Islam compel a single human being to change his faith. 

That is alien to Islamic beliefs and practice. On the other hand, crusades were 

launched to kill, slaughter and eliminate entire communities, such as the people of 

Andalusia in the past and the people of Zanzibar in recent history, in order to compel 

them to convert to Christianity. Sometimes, even conversion was not accepted. They 

were killed only because they were Muslims, or because they followed a brand of 

Christianity which was different from that of the dominating Church. For example, 

12,000 Egyptian Christians were burnt alive only because they differed with the 

Byzantine Church over matters of detail, such as whether the soul originated with 

the Father alone, or with the Father and the Son together, or whether Jesus had a 



Al-Tawbah (The Repentance) | THE EARTH’S SUFFOCATING EXPANSE 

 245

single divine nature or a united one in which both the divine and the human 

combine. These are basically the causes which make some writers about Islam find 

the general statement in this verse rather odd, and they try to explain it away by 

limiting the jih d movement to a defensive strategy only. 

Moreover, the thought of moving forward to confront the unbelievers who are 

near to the Muslim state sounds too awesome to those defeatists who look at the 

world around them today and find this requirement totally impractical. Are those 

who have Muslim names in communities that are weak, or subject to foreign 

domination, to move forth in the land, challenging all nations in open warfare, until 

there is no more oppression and all submission is declared to God alone? That is 

totally unrealistic. It cannot be imagined that God would give such an order. 

All such people forget the timing and the circumstances leading to this order. It 

was given after Islam had established its state, and the whole of Arabia adopted the 

Islamic faith and started to organize its life on its basis. Prior to that a community 

was established which dedicated itself totally to its cause, with everyone in that 

community ready to sacrifice his life and property in order for Islam to triumph. This 

community was given victory in one battle after another, stage after stage. Today we 

are in a situation which is highly similar to that which prevailed at the time when 

Prophet Mu ammad was sent to call on mankind to believe in God’s oneness and to 

declare that “There is no deity other than God, and Mu ammad is His Messenger.” 

Together with the small band who believed in him, the Prophet strove hard until he 

managed to establish the first Muslim state in Madinah. The orders to fight the 

unbelievers were modified stage after stage, facing the prevailing situation at each 

stage, until it reached its final version. 

The gulf that separates people today from that final version is wide indeed. Hence, 

they have to start again at the beginning, with the declaration that “There is no deity 

other than God, and Mu ammad is His Messenger.” They will have to move forward on 

the basis of this declaration until they reach, in their own good time and with God’s 

help, the final stage. At that time they will not be the sort of powerless multitude 

divided by a variety of creeds and desires, and declaring their affiliation to different 

races and nationalities, as they are today. They will be a united Muslim community 

that accepts no banner, or manmade creed or system. They will only move with 

God’s blessings to serve His cause. 

Encumbered with their pathetic weakness, people will not understand the rules of 

this religion. It is only those who strive in a movement dedicated to the 

establishment of God’s sovereignty on earth, and the removal of false deities, that 

fully understand its rules. Understanding this religion in its true nature cannot be 

taken from those who deal only with books and papers. Academic study is 

insufficient on its own to formulate any real understanding of Islam, unless it is 
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coupled with striving in a movement. 

Finally, this verse, giving such a clear order, was revealed in circumstances that 

suggest that the first to be meant by it were the Byzantines, who belonged to an 

earlier religion, or, to use the Islamic term, People of the Book. The s rah, however, 

has already made it clear that they had distorted their faith and obeyed man-made 

laws and systems, so they were truly unbelievers. We should reflect here on the line 

of action Islam takes towards communities of the People of the Book who have 

turned away from their faith and adopted manmade laws. This line of action applies 

to all such communities everywhere. God has commanded the believers to fight 

those unbelievers who are near to them, and to be tough on them, but then 

concluded the verse making this order by saying: “Know that God is with those who are 

God-fearing.” (Verse 123) This is a significant comment on the order preceding it. The 

type of fearing God that He appreciates and gives His support to those who have it is 

the same that emboldens believers to show toughness in fighting the unbelievers. 

This means that there is no compromise “until there is no more oppression and all 

submission is made to God alone.” (8: 39) 

Nevertheless, everyone should know that this toughness is directed against only 

those who fight, and it remains controlled by Islamic ethics. Before Muslims fight, 

they give a warning and offer the other party a choice between three alternatives: to 

adopt Islam, or to pay the tribute, i.e. jizyah, or to fight. If there is a treaty between 

the Muslim state and another community and the Muslim state fears that there may 

be treachery on the latter’s part, then a notice terminating the treaty should be served 

on them. It is useful to mention here that treaties may be given only to communities 

that are ready to be bound by a peace agreement and to pay the jizyah. The only other 

situation where a treaty may be signed is that when the Muslim community is 

lacking in power. In this situation, some provisional rules are applicable to it. 

The Prophet himself set out the ethics of war which must be observed by the 

Muslim community in any battle it may fight. 

Islamic War Ethics 

Buraydah, a Companion of the Prophet, reports: 

When the Prophet appointed someone to command an army or an 

expedition, he would recommend him to be God-fearing in his public and 

private affairs, and to take good care of those who were under his command. 

Then he would tell them: ‘March by God’s name and to serve His cause. Fight 

those who deny God. March on; but do not be unfair, and do not commit any 

treachery. Do not disfigure the bodies of any enemy soldiers killed in battle. 
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Never kill any children. When you meet your enemies, call upon them to 

choose one of three alternatives. If they choose one of them, accept it from 

them and do not fight them. Call on them first to accept Islam. If they agree, 

accept their pledges and do not fight them. Then ask them to move over to 

the land of the Muh jirīn, and tell them that they would then have the same 

duties and privileges of the Muh jirīn. If they do not wish to move from their 

quarters, tell them that they would then be in the same position as the 

bedouin Muslims. They will be subject to God’s orders that are applicable to 

all believers, but they will have no share of any booty that is gained through 

war or peaceful campaigns, unless they fight with the Muslims. If they refuse 

to accept Islam, then offer them the alternative of paying jizyah [or tribute]. If 

they agree, accept it from them and do not fight them. If they refuse, then 

seek God’s help and fight them. 

`Abdull h ibn `Umar, a Companion of the Prophet reports: “A woman was found 

killed in one of the Prophet’s expeditions. He immediately issued an order that no 

women or children may be killed.” [Related by al-Bukh rī and Muslim.] 

The Prophet sent his Companion Mu` dh ibn Jabal to the Yemen to teach the 

people there. As he departed the Prophet said to him: “You will be among people 

who follow earlier revelations. Call on them to believe that there is no deity other 

than God and that I am God’s Messenger. Should they accept that from you, then tell 

them that God has commanded them to pray five times every day. If they accept that 

from you, then tell them that God has imposed on them the payment of zak t, i.e. a 

charity which is to be levied from the rich and given to the poor among them. If they 

accept that, then do not touch their good earnings. Guard against an appeal to God 

by a person who suffers injustice, for such an appeal goes straight to God, without 

any hindrances.” 

Abū D wūd relates that the Prophet said: “You may fight some people and 

overcome them. They may then try to protect themselves and their children from you 

by their money, and they may make an agreement with you. Do not take anything 

from them over that, for it is not lawful to you.” 

Al-Irb d ibn Ş riyyah reports: “We arrived at Khaybar Castle with the Prophet 

when he had a large number of Muslims with him. The chief of Khaybar, an arrogant 

gigantic man, came to the Prophet and said, ‘Mu ammad! Do you permit yourselves 

to slaughter our cattle, devour our produce, and force our women?’ The Prophet was 

very angry. He said, `Ibn `Awf! Mount your horse and announce: Only believers are 

admitted into heaven. Then, gather around for prayers.’ They were all gathered and 

the Prophet led the prayers. When he finished, he stood up and said, ‘Does any of 

you think as he reclines over his couch that God has not forbidden anything other 
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than what is stated in the Qur’ n? I have certainly admonished you, given certain 

orders and forbidden certain things. These are as much prohibited as those in the 

Qur’ n or even more so. God has not permitted you to go into the homes of the 

people of the earlier revelations without first having permission, nor has He allowed 

you to force their women or devour their produce when they have paid what is due 

from them.” 

After a certain battle, it was reported to the Prophet that a few boys were killed 

during the fighting. He was very sad. Some of his Companions said, “Why are you 

so sad when they are only the sons of unbelievers?” The Prophet was angry and said 

words to this effect: “These were better than you, because they still had uncorrupted 

natures. Are you not the children of unbelievers. Never kill boys. Never kill boys.” 

These instructions by the Prophet were strictly followed by his successors. Abū 

Bakr is reported to have said: “You will find people who claim that they have 

dedicated themselves to God. Leave them to their dedication. Never kill a woman, a 

child or an elderly man.” Zayd ibn Wahb reports that the army he had joined 

received written instructions from the Caliph, `Umar, in which he said: “Do not be 

unjust; or commit treachery; or kill a young person. Fear God in your treatment of 

peasants.” His instructions to his commanders always included the following: “Do 

not kill an elderly person, a woman or a child. Guard against accidentally killing 

them when you engage your enemy in battle and when you launch any attack.” 

Reports are numerous which make clear the general method Islam adopts in 

fighting its enemies, as well as its commitment to a high standard of ethics in war, 

giving high respect to human dignity. Fighting is targetted only against real forces 

which prevent people’s liberation from subjugation by other creatures, so that they 

submit to God alone. Kind treatment is extended even to enemies. As for toughness, 

this applies only to fighting when Muslims are expected to fight hard. It has nothing 

of the barbarism against children, women and elderly people who do not fight in the 

first place, or the disfigurement of dead bodies. These practices are often committed 

by the barbaric armies of countries which these days claim to be highly civilized. 

Islam has given more than adequate orders to ensure the safety of those who do not 

fight, and to respect the humanity of the fighters. The toughness required is that sort 

of attitude which ensures that the confrontation does not fizzle away. As Muslims 

have been ordered time and again to show mercy and kindness, an exception needs 

to be made in the state of war, in as much as that state requires, without allowing any 

extreme practices of torture or disfigurement of bodies. 

Hypocritical Attitudes 

Since the s rah has spoken extensively about the hypocrites, we have here some 
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verses showing how those hypocrites used to receive any new revelation outlining 

certain duties imposed by the faith they falsely claimed to accept. This is contrasted 

with the way believers used to receive the revelation of new verses of the Qur’ n: 

“Whenever a s rah is revealed, some of them say: ‘Which of you has this strengthened in 

faith?’ It certainly strengthens the believers in their faith, and so they rejoice. But as for those 

whose hearts are diseased, it only adds wickedness to their wickedness, and so they die 

unbelievers. Do they not see that they are tested once or twice every year? Yet they do not 

repent, and they do not take warning. Whenever a s rah is revealed, they look at one another 

[as if to say]: ‘Is anyone watching?’ Then they turn away. God has turned their hearts away, 

for they are people devoid of understanding.” (Verses 124-127) 

It is a strange and suspicious question the first verse quotes: “Which of you has this 

strengthened in faith?” It is asked only by one who has not felt the impact of the new 

s rah as it is revealed. Otherwise he would have spoken about its effect on him 

instead of wondering how it has affected other people. At the same time, it betrays a 

sense of belittling the importance of the new revelation and its effect on people’s 

hearts and minds. Hence a decisive reply is given by the One who has the ultimate 

knowledge: “It certainly strengthens the believers in their faith, and so they rejoice. But as 

for those whose hearts are diseased, it only adds wickedness to their wickedness, and so they 

die unbelievers.” (Verses 124-125) 

The believers receive with every new s rah and new revelation a new pointer to 

the truth of the faith. They also remember their Lord when they listen to His 

revelations, and they appreciate the care He takes of them by sending down these 

revelations. All this adds to the strength of their faith. On the other hand, those who 

have sickness in their hearts, the hypocrites, will have their wickedness increased. 

They will die unbelievers. This is a true piece of information given by God who 

knows everything. 

Before the s rah portrays the opposite picture, it wonders at those hypocrites who 

never take an admonition, and never reflect on an event to gather the lesson that may 

be learnt from it: “Do they not see that they are tested once or twice every year? Yet they do 

not repent, and they do not take warning.” (Verse 126) The test may have taken the form 

of exposing their reality, or that the believers achieve victory without those 

hypocrites taking any part. There could be many other forms of test, which were all 

too frequent at the time of the Prophet. Still hypocrites today are tested and they pay 

no heed. 

The next verse portrays a vivid scene, full of details, showing their behaviour: 

“Whenever a s rah is revealed, they look at one another [as if to say]: ‘Is anyone watching?’ 

Then they turn away. God has turned their hearts away, for they are people devoid of 

understanding.” (Verse 127) 

When we read this verse, the scene of these hypocrites is large in front of us. We 



Al-Tawbah (The Repentance) | THE EARTH’S SUFFOCATING EXPANSE 

 250

see them at the moment when a new s rah is revealed, with some of them looking at 

each other winking and wondering: “Is anyone watching?” (Verse 127) Then they feel 

that the believers are preoccupied with their own business, so they go out stealthily, 

hoping not to be noticed: “Then they turn away.” (Verse 127) But the eye which never 

loses sight of anything follows them with a curse that suits their suspicious deed: 

“God has turned their hearts away.” (Verse 127) Their hearts are turned away from the 

right guidance. They deserve to remain deep in error, “for they are people devoid of 

understanding.” (Verse 127) This is because they have kept their hearts and minds 

idle, unable to function properly. All of this scene is portrayed so skilfully and 

vividly using only a few words. 

The Prophet’s Relationship with the Believers 

The s rah concludes with two verses which different reports suggest were 

revealed in Makkah or Madinah. We are inclined to support the latter view, as these 

verses fit with various aspects of the last passage in the s rah and with its general 

message. The first of these two verses explains the bond between God’s Messenger 

and his people, and how compassionate and full of concern he was for them. This is 

perfectly fitting with the tasks assigned to the Muslim community who are required 

to support the Messenger, convey his message, fight his enemies and endure 

whatever trouble or hardship they may face in doing so. The final verse directs the 

Messenger to rely only on his Lord when people turn away from him. It is sufficient 

for him to have God’s help and support. 

“Indeed there has come to you a Messenger from among yourselves: one who grieves much 

that you should suffer; one who is full of concern for you; and who is tender and full of 

compassion towards the believers. Should they turn away, then say to them: ‘God is enough 

for me! There is no deity other than Him. In Him have I placed my trust. He is the Lord of the 

Mighty Throne.’” (Verses 128-129) The statement here does not say ‘a Messenger from 

among you’ has come to you. Instead it describes the Messenger as being one ‘from 

among yourselves’ to add connotations of closer contact and firmer ties. It shows the 

type of bond that exists between them and their Messenger. He is one of them, with 

very close contact between them, and he feels for them. 

Another characteristic of this Messenger is that he is “one who grieves much that you 

should suffer.” (Verse 128) He is keen that you should come to no hardship. He is also 

“full of concern for you... tender and full of compassion towards the believers.” (Verse 128) 

He would never lead you to ruin. If he calls on you to strive for God’s cause, and to 

endure any difficulty in doing so, then you should know that he does not take this 

lightly, and that there is no cruelty in his heart. His call is a manifestation of 

compassion. He simply does not like to see you humiliated. He is too concerned that 

you should not suffer the ignominy of sin. He is keen that you should have the 
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honour of conveying this message, earn God’s pleasure and admittance into heaven. 

The s rah then addresses the Prophet, showing him what attitude to take when 

people turn away from him and his message. It points to the source of power which 

gives him all the protection he needs: “Should they turn away, then say to them: ‘God is 

enough for me! There is no deity other than Him. In Him have I placed my trust. He is the 

Lord of the Mighty Throne.’” (Verse 129) To Him belong all power, dominion, 

greatness and honour. His support is sufficient for everyone who seeks His 

patronage. 

The s rah which concentrates mainly on fighting and striving for God’s cause is 

thus concluded with the directive to rely on God alone, trust Him and seek His 

powerful support. After all “He is the Lord of the Mighty Throne.” (Verse 129) 

Conclusion 

This s rah outlines the final rulings on the permanent relations between the 

Muslim community and the outside world, as explained in our commentary on its 

various passages. Hence we have to refer to its latest statements since these represent 

the final say on these relations. These statements must not be restricted or narrowed 

down in their applicability on the basis of earlier statements and rulings, which we 

described as provisional. In doing so, we have relied on the chronological order of 

the revelation of these verses and statements, and on the progress of the Islamic 

movement at the time of the Prophet, as well as the events marking that progress. 

We have also been guided by our understanding of the nature of the Islamic 

message and its method of action which we have explained in our presentation of the 

s rah and our commentary on its verses. This method of action is only understood by 

those who deal with this faith of Islam as a movement striving to establish itself in 

human life. As we have explained, the goal of that striving is to liberate mankind 

from submission to others so that they submit to God alone. 

There is a wide gap between an understanding based on active striving and one 

based on academic study which is bound to ignore action. The first type of 

understanding looks at Islam as it conducts its direct confrontation with the system of 

j hiliyyah, taking one step after another and moving from one stage to the next. It also 

looks at it as it proclaims its legislation to deal with the changing situation in its 

confrontation. 

Moreover, these final laws and verdicts outlined in this last s rah were actually 

revealed when the general situation of the Muslim community and the world around 

it required such legislation. Prior to that, when the situation required different 

rulings, these were given in earlier s rahs to serve as provisional rulings. 
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When a new Muslim community emerges again and starts to strive for the 

establishment of this faith in human life, it may be appropriate for this community to 

apply the provisional rulings, provided that it remains well aware that these are only 

provisional. It should also be aware that it must strive to reach the stage when only 

the final rulings govern its relations with the world around it. God will certainly help 

that community and guide it on its way. 



 I
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S RAH 10 

Yūnus 

(Jonah) 

Prologue 

In this s rah, we return to those parts of the Qur’ n revealed in Makkah, the two 

preceding s rahs both being Madinan revelations. Although the Makkan revelations 

share the common Qur’ nic features and the uniqueness that separates the Qur’ n, in 

subject, style and mode of expression, from any human discourse, they also have 

their own ambience.1 This is generated by their subject matter and the way in which 

it is tackled. The s rahs revealed in Makkah mainly concentrate on the nature of 

Godhead, servitude, and relations between God and man; providing a full 

understanding of who the true Lord is so that people may worship and submit to 

Him alone implementing His law; purging the true faith of all deviation and 

confusion, and charting the way for people to return to the true faith based on self-

surrender to God alone. The way these themes are tackled in Makkan revelations is 

especially inspiring, adding as they do effective rhythms, powerful speech, and even 

sound effects. These we explained in the Prologue to S rah 62, and we will make 

further reference to them throughout the present s rah. 

The last Makkan revelations discussed in this work were S rahs 6 and 7, Cattle 

and The Heights. Although these two s rahs are placed together in their Qur’ nic 

order, they did not have the same sequence in the chronological order of revelation. 

They are followed in the Qur’ n by S rahs 8 and 9, The Spoils of War and The 

Repentance, which feature the special characteristics and themes of the later part of 

the Qur’ n revealed in Madinah. Now, however, we have two Makkan S rahs, Jonah 

and Hūd, which have the same sequence in both chronological order and Qur’ nic 

arrangement. We note a remarkable similarity between the two earlier Makkan 

                                                 
1 For further discussion, reference may be made to the Introduction to Volume I, and to the Prologue 
to S rah 3 in Volume II. 
2 See the Prologues to S rahs 6 and 7 in Volumes V and VI respectively. 
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s rahs and the two present ones, both in subject matter and presentation. S rah 6, 

Cattle, concentrates on the essence of faith, confronting the unbelievers with it and 

refuting all erring beliefs and practices. S rah 7, The Heights, on the other hand, 

speaks about the practical implementation of faith in human life and its 

confrontation with j hiliyyah during different periods of history. The same is true of 

the two s rahs in this volume, Jonah and Hūd. However, S rah 6 is distinguished 

from S rah 10 by its very powerful rhythm, quick pulse and sophistication of scene 

and movement. S rah 10, on the other hand, has a more relaxed rhythm and easy 

flow of scene and movement. S rahs 7 and 11, The Heights and Hūd display great 

similarity in theme, presentation and rhythm. Nevertheless, every s rah in the 

Qur’ n has its own character, special features and distinctive properties. 

S rah 10 follows its own distinctive approach to the subject matter of the Makkan 

revelations, and this reflects its character and features. In this Prologue we will do no 

more than provide a brief introduction to the themes the s rah tackles. 

• It first addresses the idolaters’ attitude to the fact that the Prophet received 

revelations from on high, and to the Qur’ n itself. It makes clear that there is 

nothing to wonder about with regard to revelation. It further asserts that the 

Qur’ n could not have been invented by anyone who might have then 

attributed it to God. 

These are verses of the divine book, full of wisdom. Does it seem strange to people 

that We have inspired a man from their own midst: ‘Warn all mankind, and give 

those who believe the glad tidings that they are on a sound footing with their Lord?’ 

The unbelievers say: ‘This is plainly a skilled enchanter.’ (Verses 1-2) 

When Our revelations are recited to them in all their clarity, those who have no 

hope of meeting Us say: ‘Bring us a discourse other than this Qur’ n, or else alter 

it.’ Say: It is not for me to alter it of my own accord. I only follow what is revealed 

to me. I dread the torment of an awesome day if I should disobey my Lord!’ Say: 

‘Had God so willed, I would not have recited it to you, nor would He have brought 

it to your knowledge. I spent a whole lifetime among you before it [was revealed to 

me]. Will you not, then, use your reason?’ Who is more wicked than one who 

attributes his lying inventions to God or denies His revelations? Indeed those who 

are guilty shall not be successful. (Verses 15-17) 

This Qur’ n could not have been devised by anyone other than God. It is a 

confirmation of [revelations] that went before it, and a full explanation of God’s 

Book, about which there is no doubt. It certainly comes from the Lord of all the 

worlds. If they say: ‘He has invented it,’ say: ‘Produce, then, one s rah like it, and 

call for help on all you can other than God, if what you say is true.’ Indeed they 
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disbelieve what they cannot grasp, particularly since its inner meaning has not 

become clear to them. Likewise did those who lived before them disbelieve. But see 

what happened in the end to those wrongdoers. (Verses 37-39) 

• It also addresses the unbelievers’ demand to be shown some supernatural sign 

— other than the Qur’ n — and their suggestion to hasten the fulfilment of the 

Qur’ nic warnings. The s rah makes clear to them that the basic evidence of 

the truth of the Islamic faith is the Qur’ n itself which embodies, through its 

superior qualities, evidence of its divine nature. Hence, the challenge to all 

unbelievers to produce a single s rah similar to the Qur’ n. It also explains 

that signs and evidence are given by God and subject to His will. The time 

when they receive their reward is determined by God alone. The Prophet has 

no say in this, as he is only a servant of God, like the rest of God’s creation. All 

this contributes to the expostulation on the Islamic concept of Godhead and 

people’s submission to Him. 

Indeed, We destroyed generations before your time when they persisted in their 

wrongdoing. The messengers sent to them brought them veritable evidence of the 

truth, but they would not believe. Thus do We reward the guilty. Then We made 

you their successors on earth, so that We might see how you behave. (Verses 13-14) 

They ask: ‘Why has no sign been sent down to him by his Lord?’ Say: ‘God’s alone 

is the knowledge of what is beyond the reach of human perception. Wait, then, if 

you will: I too am waiting.’ (Verse 20) 

To every community was sent a messenger. It is when their messenger had come to 

them that judgement is passed on them in all fairness; and never are they wronged. 

They say: ‘When will this promise be fulfilled, if you are truthful?’ Say: ‘I have no 

control over any harm or benefit to myself except as God may please. For every 

community a term has been appointed. When their time arrives, they can neither 

delay it by a single moment, nor indeed hasten it.’ Say: ‘Do but consider. Should 

His punishment befall you by night or by day, what could there be in it that the 

guilty ones should wish to hasten?’ ‘Is it, then, when it has come to pass that you 

will believe in it? Is it now, while so far you have been asking for it to come 

speedily?’ (Verses 47-51) 

• The s rah also addresses the unbelievers’ confused ideas about God and 

people’s relation to Him. This is essentially what the Prophet talked to them 

about, but they denied the truth of revelation, expressed doubts about it, 

demanding at times that the Prophet should produce a different Qur’ n, and 
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at other times that he should produce a physical miracle. Meanwhile they 

continued to worship things that they claimed to be God’s partners, things 

which would cause them neither benefit nor harm. They falsely claimed that 

such alleged partners could intercede with God on their behalf. They also 

falsely claimed that God had a son. The s rah explains to them the attributes of 

God, the true Lord of the universe, and how His power is manifested in the 

universe, and within themselves, as well as in a multitude of universal 

phenomena. It reminds them of how they appeal to Him alone when things go 

wrong and they find themselves powerless in the face of danger. This is the 

central issue which takes up large portions of the s rah and leads to its other 

themes. (Verses 3-6; 18; 22-23; 31-36; 66-70) 

Your Lord is God who created the heavens and the earth in six days, and 

established Himself on the Throne, regulating and governing all that exists. There 

is none who may intercede with Him unless He first grants leave for that. That is 

God, your Lord: so worship Him alone. Will you not then keep this in mind? To 

Him you shall all return. This is, in truth, Gods promise. He originates all His 

creation, and then brings them all back to life so that He may reward, with equity, 

those who have believed and done good deeds. As for the unbelievers, they shall 

have a scalding drink and a grievous suffering for their unbelief He it is who made 

the sun a source of radiant light and the moon a light [reflected], and determined 

her phases so that you may know how to compute the years and measure [time]. 

God has not created this otherwise than in accordance with the truth. He makes 

plain His revelations to people of knowledge. Indeed in the alternating of night and 

day, and in all that God has created in the heavens and the earth, there are signs for 

people who are God fearing. (Verses 3-6) 

They worship, side by side with God, what can neither harm nor benefit them, and 

say: ‘These will intercede for us with God.’ Say: Do you presume to inform God of 

something in the heavens or on earth that He does not know? Limitless is He in His 

glory, and exalted above whatever they may associate with Him.’ (Verse 18) 

He it is who enables you to travel on land and sea. Then when they are on board 

ships, and sailing along in a favourable wind, they feel happy with it, but then a 

stormy wind comes upon them and waves surge towards them from all sides, so 

that they believe they are encompassed [by death]. [At that point] they appeal to 

God, in complete sincerity of faith in Him alone: ‘If You will save us from this, we 

shall certainly be most grateful.’ Yet when He has saved them, they transgress in 

the land, offending against all right. Mankind, it is against your own souls that 

your offences rebound. [You care only for] the enjoyment of this present life, but in 

the end you will return to Us when We will tell you the truth of what you were 
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doing [in this life]. (Verses 22-23) 

Say: ‘Who is it that provides for you from heaven and earth? Or, who is it that has 

power over hearing and sight? Who brings forth the living out of that which is 

dead, and brings forth the dead out of that which is alive? Who regulates all 

affairs?’ They will say: ‘God.’ Say, then: ‘Will you not, then, fear Him?’ ‘Such is 

God, your true Lord. Apart from the truth, what is left but error? How is it, then, 

that you turn away?’ Thus is the word of your Lord proved true with regard to 

those who do evil: they will not believe. Say: Does any of your partners [whom you 

associate with God] originate creation, and then bring it back [to life] again?’ Say: 

‘It is God alone who originates creation and then brings it back [to life] again. How 

is it, then, that you are so misled?’ Say: Does any of your partners [whom you 

associate with God] guide to the truth?’ Say: ‘God alone guides to the truth. Who is 

more worthy to be followed: He that guides to the truth, or he who cannot find the 

right way unless he is guided? What is then amiss with you? How do you judge?’ 

Most of them follow nothing but mere conjecture. But conjecture can in no way be 

a substitute for truth. God has full knowledge of all that they do. (Verses 31-36) 

Indeed, to God belong all those who are in the heavens and earth. Those who invoke 

other beings beside God do not follow any real partners with Him. They follow mere 

conjecture, and they utter nothing but falsehood. It is He who has made the night 

for you, so that you may have rest, and the day, so that you may see. In this there 

are certainly signs for those who listen. They say: ‘God has taken unto Himself a 

son.’ Limitless is He in His glory. Self-sufficient is He. To Him belongs all that is 

in the heavens and earth. No evidence whatever have you for this. Would you say 

about God something which you do not know? Say: ‘Those who invent falsehood 

about God shall not be successful. They may have a brief enjoyment in this world, 

but then to Us they must return, and We will then make them suffer severe 

torment for their unbelief’ (Verses 66-70) 

• The s rah also illustrates for the unbelievers God’s presence in all that has a 

bearing on human life, and in all that people themselves do. This fills us with 

awe and keeps us on our guard. To give but one example of this we may 

quote: “In whatever business you may be engaged, and whatever part you may recite 

of the Qur’ n, and whatever deed you [mankind] may do, We will be your witnesses 

from the moment you are engaged with it. Not even an atom’s weight [of anything 

whatsoever] on earth or in heaven escapes your Lord, nor is there anything smaller or 

larger than that, but is recorded in a clear book. “ (Verse 61) 
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• A sense that God’s punishment may come at any moment is imparted to 

people in order to help them shake off the false sense of security that results 

from enjoying an abundance of riches and luxuries. 

This present life may be compared to rain which We send down from the sky, and 

which is then absorbed by the plants of the earth from which men and animals eat. 

Then, when the earth has been clad with its fine adornments and well embellished, 

and its people believe that they have full mastery over it, Our command comes 

down upon it, by night or by day, and We make it like a field that has been mowed 

down, as if it did not blossom but yesterday. Thus do We spell out Our revelations 

to people who think. (Verse 24) 

Say: Do but consider. Should His punishment befall you by night or by day, what 

could there be in it that the guilty ones should wish to hasten?’ ‘Is it, then, when it 

has come to pass that you will believe in it? Is it now, while so far you have been 

asking for it to come speedily?’ (Verses 50-51) 

• Furthermore, the s rah points out that the unbelievers often have a false sense 

of security in this life, overlooking the hereafter and denying man’s inevitable 

meeting with God on the Day of Judgement. It warns them against such 

indulgence, showing them that it is a raw deal that they choose for themselves 

when they neglect the life to come in preference for this life and its 

enjoyments. It explains to them that this present life is only a test and the 

outcome is determined on the Day of Resurrection. It adds a number of scenes 

of that day, particularly in relation to the alleged partners of God who will 

disown those who worship them. It also makes clear that no offering will be 

accepted from anyone on the Day of Judgement to release them from their 

deserved punishment. 

Those who entertain no hope of meeting Us, but are content with the life of this 

world, and feel well at ease about it, and those who pay no heed to Our revelation, 

shall have the Fire as their abode in requital for what they used to do. Those who 

believe and do righteous deeds will he guided aright by their Lord by means of their 

faith. Running waters will flow at their feet in the gardens of bliss. There they will 

call out: ‘Limitless are You in Your glory, God,’ and their greeting will be, ‘Peace!’ 

Their call will conclude with the words: All praise is due to God, the Lord of all the 

worlds!’ (Verses 7-10) 

Indeed, We destroyed generations before your time when they persisted in their 

wrongdoing. The messengers sent to them brought them veritable evidence of the 
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truth, but they would not believe. Thus do We reward the guilty. Then We made 

you their successors on earth, so that We might see how you behave. (Verses 13-14) 

God calls to the abode of peace, and guides him that -wills to a straight path. For 

those who do good there is a good reward, and more besides. Neither darkness nor 

any disgrace will overcast their faces. These are destined for paradise, where they 

will abide. As for those who have done evil, an evil deed is rewarded with its like. 

Ignominy will overshadow them — for they will have none to protect them from 

God — as if their faces have been covered with patches of the nights own darkness. 

Such are destined for the fire, where they will abide. One day We shall gather them 

all together, and then We shall say to those who associated partners with God: 

‘Keep to your places, you and those you associated with God as partners.’ We will 

then separate them from one another. Then those whom they associated as partners 

with God will say: ‘It was not us that you worshipped.’ ‘God is sufficient as a 

witness between us and you. We were, for certain, unaware of your worshipping 

us.’ There and then every soul will realize what it had done in the past; and all will 

be brought back to God, their true Lord Supreme. All their invented falsehood will 

have forsaken them. (Verses 25-30) 

On the Day when He will gather them together, [it will seem to them] as though 

they had not sojourned in this world more than an hour of a day, getting to know 

one another. Lost indeed will be those who [in their lifetime] disbelieved in meeting 

God and did not follow the right guidance. (Verse 45) 

Should every wrongdoer possess all that the earth contains, he will gladly offer it all 

as ransom. They will harbour feelings of remorse when they see the suffering. 

Judgement will be passed on them in all fairness; and they will not be wronged. 

(Verse 54) 

• The s rah deals with the consequences of the unbelievers’ confused concept of 

Godhead, denial of the resurrection and the life to come, and also their denial 

of divine revelations and disbelief of the Prophet’s warnings. Such confusion 

led them to claim for themselves some of God’s attributes, such as the 

authority to legislate for themselves, making things lawful or forbidden just as 

their pagan beliefs allowed them to do. Thus, they allocated certain things to 

their deities which they claimed to be God’s partners. Such allocations 

included priests issuing decrees of prohibition and permissibility as they 

deemed fit. The priests then take for themselves what they claimed to be 

allocated to God: “Say: Do but consider all the means of sustenance that God has 

bestowed on you! Some of it you then made unlawful, and some lawful.’ Say: ‘Has 

God given you leave to do so, or do you fabricate lies against God?’ But what will they 
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think, those who invent lies against God, on the Day of Resurrection? God is truly 

bountiful to mankind, but most of them are ungrateful.” (Verses 59-60) 

In order to present and establish such facts and ensure their proper effect on the 

hearts and minds of its audience, the s rah employs a wide variety of special effects 

that are characteristic of the Qur’ nic style. Profound and moving as these inspiring 

effects are, they are of a type that suits the special nature of this s rah. For example: 

• The s rah portrays a variety of universal scenes that impress on our minds the 

truth of Godhead, His elaborate planning of the universe and conducting of its 

affairs. These scenes highlight the fact that a multitude of factors need to come 

together in perfect balance so as to allow for the emergence of life and the 

support of human life in particular. The Qur’ n presents the basic theme of 

Godhead in such an inspiring fashion, without resort to any philosophical 

argument or logical treatise. God knows that it is sufficient to direct human 

nature to contemplate the universe and its visible aspects in order to awaken 

its receptive faculties and interact with them. Hence, the Qur’ n employs this 

particular address to human nature in a language it readily understands. Here 

are some such inspiring examples: 

Your Lord is God who created the heavens and the earth in six days, and 

established Himself on the Throne, regulating and governing all that exists. There 

is none who may intercede with Him unless He first grants leave for that. That is 

God, your Lord: so worship Him alone. Will you not then keep this in mind? (Verse 

3) 

He it is who made the sun a source of radiant light and the moon a light [reflected], 

and determined her phases so that you may know how to compute the years and 

measure [time]. God has not created this otherwise than in accordance with the 

truth. He makes plain His revelations to people of knowledge. Indeed in the 

alternating of night and day, and in all that God has created in the heavens and the 

earth, there are signs for people who are God-fearing. (Verses 5-6) 

Say: ‘Who is it that provides for you from heaven and earth? Or, who is it that has 

power over hearing and sight? Who brings forth the living out of that which is 

dead, and brings forth the dead out of that which is alive? Who regulates all 

affairs?’ They will say: ‘God.’ Say, then: ‘Will you not, then, fear Him?’ ‘Such is 

God, your true Lord. Apart from the truth, what is left but error? How is it, then, 

that you turn away?’ (Verses 31-32) 

It is He who has made the night for you, so that you may have rest, and the day, so 
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that you may see. In this there are certainly signs for those who listen. (Verse 67) 

Say: ‘Consider all that there is in the heavens and the earth.’ But of what benefit 

could all signs and warnings be to people who will not believe? (Verse 101) 

• This s rah is full of scenes portraying events that people witness and 

participate in, even though they remain unaware of their full significance and 

elaborate planning. The Qur’ n presents them with pictures of their own lives 

as these develop. It raises a mirror before people’s eyes so that they can see 

themselves for what they truly are. A couple of examples follow: 

When affliction befalls man, he appeals to Us, whether he be lying on his side, 

sitting, or standing, but as soon as We relieve his affliction, he goes on as though he 

had never appealed to Us to save him from the affliction that befell him. Thus do 

their deeds seem fair to those who are given to excesses. (Verse 12) 

Whenever We let people taste grace after some hardship has afflicted them, they 

turn to scheme against Our revelations. Say: More swift is God’s scheming. Our 

messengers are recording all that you may devise.’ He it is who enables you to 

travel on land and sea. Then when you are on board ships, and sailing along in a 

favourable wind, they feel happy with it, but then a stormy wind comes upon them 

and waves surge towards them from all sides, so that they believe they are 

encompassed [by death]. [At that point] they appeal to God, in complete sincerity of 

faith in Him alone: If You will save us from this, we shall certainly be most 

grateful.’ Yet when He has saved them, they transgress in the land, offending 

against all right. Mankind, it is against your own souls that your offences rebound. 

[You care only for] the enjoyment of this present life, but in the end you will return 

to Us when We will tell you the truth of what you were doing [in this life]. (Verses 

21-23) 

• The s rah includes a host of information about the fate suffered by earlier 

communities. At times this is given in the form of a report, while at others an 

account of the history of earlier messengers is given. Such information 

portrays a very powerful picture of the destruction of those who denied the 

truth in the past. Thus, it gives a warning against suffering a similar fate. 

People must not be deluded by the comforts of this present life, for it is merely 

a brief test, lasting no more than an hour in which people get to know one 

another before reaching their final abode, either in long-lasting suffering or in 

eternal bliss. 
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Indeed, We destroyed generations before your time when they persisted in their 

wrongdoing. The messengers sent to them brought them veritable evidence of the 

truth, but they would not believe. Thus do We reward the guilty. Then We made 

you their successors on earth, so that We might see how you behave. (Verses 13-14) 

Relate to them the story of Noah. He said to his people: My people! If my presence 

among you and my reminders to you of God’s revelations are repugnant to you — 

well, in God have I placed my trust. Decide, then, what you are going to do, and 

[seek the help of] those whom you associate as partners with God. Be clear about 

your course of action, leaving no room for uncertainty, then carry out against me 

whatever you may have decided and give me no respite. But if you turn away, 

[remember that] I have asked of you no reward whatsoever. My reward rests with 

none but God. I have been commanded to be one of those who surrender themselves 

to Him.’ But they disbelieved him. So We saved him and all those who joined him 

in the ark, and made them inherit the earth. And We drowned the others who 

denied Our revelations. Reflect on the fate of those who were forewarned. (Verses 

71-73) 

Then after those [prophets] We sent Moses and Aaron with Our signs to Pharaoh 

and his nobles, but they persisted in their arrogance, for they were hardened 

offenders. When the truth came to them from Us, they said: ‘This is clearly nothing 

but sorcery. ‘Moses replied: Do you say this to the truth when it has come to you? 

Can this be sorcery? But sorcerers will never be successful.’ (Verses 75-77) 

And We brought the Children of Israel across the sea; but Pharaoh and his legions 

pursued them with tyranny and aggression. But as he was about to drown, 

Pharaoh said. I have come to believe that there is no deity other than Him in whom 

the Children of Israel believe, and to Him I surrender myself’ [But God said:] ‘Only 

now? But before this you were rebelling [against Us], and you spread corruption in 

the land. But today We shall save only your body, so that you may become a sign to 

those who will come after you; for a great many people do not heed Our signs.’ 

(Verses 90-92) 

What are they waiting for except a repetition of the days [of calamity] experienced 

by those who have gone before them? Say: ‘Wait, then, if you will. I am also 

waiting.’ Thereupon, We save Our messengers and those who believe. Thus have 

We willed it upon Ourselves: We save those who believe. (Verses 102-103) 

• The s rah also portrays scenes of the Day of Resurrection when both 

unbelievers and believers will receive their wages for their deeds in this life. 

The presentation here is effectively animated, leaving a profound effect on our 
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hearts. Along with the scenes of destruction that overwhelms the guilty ones 

and the salvation of the believers, we are presented with two contrasting 

scenes of life in the hereafter, and two more of the beginning and the end: 

For those who do good there is a good reward, and more besides. Neither darkness 

nor any disgrace will overcast their faces. These are destined for paradise, where 

they will abide. As for those who have done evil, an evil deed is rewarded with its 

like. Ignominy will overshadow them — for they will have none to protect them 

from God — as if their faces have been covered with patches of the night’s own 

darkness. Such are destined for the fire, where they will abide. (Verses 26--27) 

One day We shall gather them all together, and then We shall say to those who 

associated partners with God: ‘Keep to your places, you and those you associated 

with God as partners. ‘ We will then separate them from one another. Then those 

whom they associated as partners with God will say: ‘It was not us that you 

worshipped.’ ‘God is sufficient as a witness between us and you. We were, for 

certain, unaware of your worshipping us.’ There and then every soul will realize 

what it had done in the past; and all will be brought back to God, their true Lord 

Supreme. All their invented falsehood will have forsaken them. (Verses 28-30) 

Should every wrongdoer possess all that the earth contains, he will gladly offer it all 

as ransom. They will harbour feelings of remorse when they see the suffering. 

Judgement will be passed on them in all fairness; and they will not be wronged. 

(Verse 54) 

• Another special effect is that of challenging the unbelievers who denied the 

very idea of revelation to produce a single s rah like the Qur’ n. When the 

challenge is made, the Prophet is instructed to leave them to their fate, which 

is the same as that of earlier wrongdoers. He should follow his own way, 

paying no attention to what may happen to them. The whole sequence of the 

challenge followed by the Prophet leaving them and carrying on with his 

mission is bound to impress on them the fact that he was absolutely certain of 

the truth of his message, and assured of the care he was promised by his Lord. 

Such confidence was bound to shake them violently. 

This Qur’ n could not have been devised by anyone other than God. It is a 

confirmation of [revelations] that went before it, and a full explanation of God’s 

Book, about which there is no doubt. It certainly comes from the Lord of all the 

worlds. If they say: ‘He has invented it,’ say: ‘Produce, then, one s rah like it, and 

call for help on all you can other than God, if what you say is true.’ Indeed they 
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disbelieve what they cannot grasp, particularly since its inner meaning has not 

become clear to them. Likewise did those who lived before them disbelieve. But see 

what happened in the end to those wrongdoers. (Verses 37-39) 

Say: Mankind, if you are still in doubt as to what my faith is, then [know that] I do 

not worship those whom you worship beside God, but I worship God alone who will 

cause all of you to die. I have been commanded to be one of those who believe. And 

adhere exclusively and sincerely to the true faith, and do not be one of those who 

associate partners with God. Do not invoke, instead of God, anything that can 

neither benefit nor harm you. For if you do, you will surely be among the 

wrongdoers.’ Should God afflict you with any hardship, none other than He can 

remove it; and if He wills any good for you, none can withhold His bounty. He 

bestows it on whomsoever He wills. He is truly Forgiving, truly Merciful. Say: 

Mankind, the truth has come to you from your Lord. Whoever chooses to follow the 

true guidance, does so for his own good; and whoever chooses to go astray, does so 

at his own peril. I am not responsible for your conduct. ‘ Follow whatever is 

revealed to you, and be patient in adversity, until God shall give His judgement. 

He is the best of all judges. (Verses 104-109) 

With such clarity, the s rah is concluded. 

Error and Challenge 

This s rah, number 10, was revealed after S rah 17, The Night Journey, at a time 

when the unbelievers were engaged in a heated debate concerning the truth of 

revelation, the Qur’ n and its denunciation of their erroneous beliefs and ignorant 

practices. The Qur’ n exposed the fundamental contradictions in their beliefs. From 

the old divine religion of Abraham and Ishmael, the Arabs retained the belief that 

God was the Creator, Sustainer, who gives life and causes death, and who has power 

over all things. In stark contradiction to these, they claimed that God had children 

and that the angels were His daughters, representing them as idols and appealing to 

them to intercede with God on their behalf. Needless to say this confusion in beliefs 

had far- reaching effects on their life, most important among which was the authority 

claimed by their chiefs and monks to pronounce certain types of cattle and fruits as 

lawful and others as forbidden. They also allocated a portion of these to God, and 

another portion to their false deities. 

They countered the Qur’ nic criticism of their absurd beliefs and contradictory 

concepts by rejecting the Prophet, his message and revelations, and by accusing him 

of being a sorcerer. They demanded that he should show them some miracle to prove 

that he received revelations from on high. They made different demands, as related 
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in S rah 17, in which God says: “They say: ‘We shall not believe in you till you cause a 

spring to gush forth for us from the earth, or [till] you have a garden of date trees and vines, 

and you cause rivers to flow through it, or till you cause the sky to fall upon us in pieces, as 

you have threatened, or till you bring God and the angels face to face before us, or till you 

have a house of gold, or you ascend to heaven. Indeed we shall not believe in your ascent to 

heaven until you bring us a book for us to read.’ Say, ‘All glory belongs to my Lord. Surely I 

am only a man and a messenger.’ Nothing has ever prevented people from believing [in God] 

whenever guidance has come to them except for their saying: ‘Can it be that God has sent a 

human being as His messenger?’” (17: 90-94) Also in this s rah, God says: “They ask: 

‘Why has no sign been sent down to him by his Lord?’ Say: ‘God’s alone is the knowledge of 

what is beyond the reach of human perception. Wait, then, if you will: I too am waiting.’” 

(Verse 20) 

They also demanded that the Prophet bring them a different Qur’ n which 

contained no criticism of their idols, beliefs and practices. They Promised that they 

would then believe in him. The s rah states: “When Our revelations are recited to them 

in all their clarity, those who have no hope of meeting Us say: ‘Bring us a discourse other 

than this Qur’ n, or else alter it.’ Say: ‘It is not for me to alter it of my own accord. I only 

follow what is revealed to me. I dread the torment of an awesome day if I should disobey my 

Lord!’ Say: Had God so willed, I would not have recited it to you, nor would He have brought 

it to your knowledge. I spent a whole lifetime among you before it [was revealed to me]. Will 

you not, then, use your reason?’ Who is more wicked than one who attributes his lying 

inventions to God or denies His revelations? Indeed those who are guilty shall not be 

successful.” (Verses 15-17) 

It was in such an atmosphere that the s rah was revealed. It is clearly apparent 

from its flow that it is all a single unit. In fact it is difficult to try to divide it into 

sections and passages. This disproves the argument that verses 40 and 94-96 were 

revealed later in Madinah. These verses are closely linked to the rest of the s rah. 

Indeed, if we were to leave out any verse, we cause a disruption in the flow of the 

s rah. 

The unity of purpose in the s rah is clearly apparent as we see when we compare 

its opening and its end. It opens with the verses saying: “Alif. L m. R . These are verses 

of the divine book, full of wisdom. Does it seem strange to people that We have inspired a man 

from their own midst: ‘Warn all mankind, and give those who believe the glad tidings that 

they are on a sound footing with their Lord?’ The unbelievers say: ‘This is plainly a skilled 

enchanter.’ (Verses 1-2) Its final verse reads: “Follow whatever is revealed to you, and be 

patient in adversity, until God shall give His judgement. He is the best of all judges.” (Verse 

109) Thus, the theme of revelation is brought up at the beginning and the end, as it is 

frequently highlighted throughout the s rah. 
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The same unity is noticed in the different special effects employed in the s rah. For 

example, the unbelievers who opposed the Prophet Mu ammad (peace be upon him) 

try to hasten the punishment they have been warned against. But they are told here 

that such punishment occurs suddenly, when no repentance or declaration of 

acceptance of the true faith will be of any avail. When historical accounts are later 

given in the s rah we see the same scene as it took place in earlier communities and 

their sudden punishment. 

In answer to their request to speed up their punishment, the s rah has the 

following to say: “They say: ‘When will this promise be fulfilled, if you are truthful?’ Say: ‘I 

have no control over any harm or benefit to myself, except as God may please. For every 

community a term has been appointed. When their time arrives, they can neither delay it by a 

single moment, nor indeed hasten it.’ Say: Do but consider. Should His punishment befall 

you by night or by day, what could there be in it that the guilty ones should wish to hasten?’ 

‘Is it, then, when it has come to pass that you will believe in it? Is it now, while so far you 

have been asking for it to come speedily?’ Then it will be said to the wrongdoers: ‘Taste the 

long-lasting torment. Is this requital anything other than the just due for what you used to 

do?’” (Verses 48-52) 

When the story of Moses and his encounter with Pharaoh is given later in the 

s rah, it concludes with a scene that may be taken as the physical implementation of 

the earlier warning: “And We brought the Children of Israel across the sea; but Pharaoh 

and his legions pursued them with tyranny and aggression. But as he was about to drown, 

Pharaoh said I have come to believe that there is no deity other than Him in whom the 

Children of Israel believe, and to Him I surrender myself’ [But God said:] ‘Only now? But 

before this you were rebelling [against Us], and you spread corruption in the land. But today 

We shall save only your body, so that you may become a sign to those who will come after 

you; for a great many people do not heed Our signs.’” (Verses 90-92) 

Throughout the s rah we are given several scenes of how communities which 

stubbornly denied the truth were taken unawares as God’s punishment 

overwhelmed them. All this provides clear links between themes, scenes and modes 

of expression. 

Similarly, at the beginning of the s rah the unbelievers’ accusation against the 

Prophet is reported: “This is plainly a skilled enchanter.” (Verse 2) When the encounter 

between Moses and his opponents is told later, we read: “When the truth came to them 

from Us, they said: ‘This is clearly nothing but sorcery.’”3 (Verse 76) 

Although the s rah is named after the Prophet Jonah, there is no more than a very 

brief reference to Jonah and his people as follows: “Had it believed, every community 

                                                 
3 Although different words, ‘enchanter’ and ‘sorcery’, are used in translation, the same word is used in 
the original Arabic text. The translation tries to capture the particular connotations emphasized in 
each instance. — Editor’s note. 
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would have profited by its faith. It was so only with Jonah’s people. When they believed, We 

lifted from them the suffering of disgrace in this life, and allowed them to enjoy things for a 

while.” (Verse 98) The case of Jonah’s people is the only clear example of a 

community which saved themselves before being overwhelmed by God’s 

punishment. They believed in God when there was still time for them to do so. 

Moreover, they provided the only instance among those receiving God’s messages of 

an entire community accepting the faith after having first given a negative response. 

Hence, they were saved from the punishment their Prophet warned them against. 

All these examples demonstrate the s rah’s complete unity. It is a single unit 

which is difficult to divide into sections. 

Human Dignity and Divine Faith 

It is clear from the texts we have quoted in this Prologue that the main issue the 

s rah centres around is that of explaining the true concepts of Godhead and people’s 

position in relation to God, and how these influence human life. The other themes in 

the s rah, such as revelation, the hereafter, and earlier divine messages, are used to 

illustrate the main issue and to explain its influence on people’s lives, beliefs, 

worship and action. 

In fact, this is the central issue of the Qur’ n as a whole, particularly those parts 

revealed in Makkah. Defining God and His position as the Lord, the Sovereign who 

controls all, and the meaning of being a servant of God and the limitations of that 

position, so as to make people submit to Him alone, acknowledging His Lordship 

and sovereignty is indeed what the Qur’ n is all about. Whatever else is given by 

way of emphasis, illustration, and re-emphasis. 

When carefully considered, this fundamental issue of Godhead deserves such 

profound explanation. It equally deserves that God should send all His messengers 

to advocate it, and that all His messages explain it: “Before your time We never sent a 

messenger without having revealed to him that there is no deity other than Me. Therefore, you 

shall worship Me alone.” (21: 25) 

Human life on earth will not be set on the right track unless this fundamental truth 

is absolutely clear in people’s minds, and finds its full implementation in their lives. 

Without this fundamental truth, human life will not take its rightful position in 

relation to the universe we live in and interact with. When people are confused about 

this issue they begin to ascribe divinity to animate and inanimate objects, and indeed 

to ghosts and fantasies. They enslave themselves in a ludicrous, but miserable way to 

these false deities. On the instigation of clerics and con men who will always try to 

deceive people for their own personal gain, they make offerings to their false deities, 
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sacrificing some of their earnings given to them by God, their only Lord and 

Sustainer. Yet these things and beings have no power whatsoever; they cannot cause 

people any harm or benefit. They live either in fear of these false deities, or try to 

curry favour with them, when like them, these beings are subject to God’s power. 

This is how God describes their situation: 

Out of the produce and the cattle He has created, they assign a portion to God, saying: 

‘This is for God’— or so they pretend — ‘and this is for the partners we associate 

[with Him].’ Whatever they assign to their partners never reaches God, but that which 

is assigned to God does reach their partners. How ill they judge! Thus have the 

partners they associate [with God] made the killing of their own children seem goodly 

to many idolaters, seeking to bring them to ruin and to confuse them in their faith. 

Had God willed otherwise, they would not have done so. Leave them, then, to their 

false inventions. They say: ‘Such cattle and crops are forbidden. None may eat of them 

save those whom we permit’— so they falsely claim. Other cattle they declare to be 

forbidden to burden their backs; and there are cattle over which they do not pronounce 

God’s name, inventing [in all this] a lie against Him. He will surely requite them for 

their inventions. They also say: ‘That which is in the wombs of these cattle is reserved 

to our males and forbidden to our women.’ But if it be stillborn, they all partake of it. 

He will requite them for all their false assertions. He is Wise, All-knowing. Losers 

indeed are those who, in their ignorance, foolishly kill their children and declare as 

forbidden what God has provided for them as sustenance, falsely attributing such 

prohibitions to God. They have gone astray and they have no guidance.4 (6: 136-140) 

These are merely some examples of serving deities other than God with property 

and children being made offerings for some creatures, without any sanction granted 

by God. 

Similarly, human life will not be set straight in the way people deal with each 

other unless they hold the right concepts of God and man, and until they reflect these 

in their practices and general code of living. Man will not maintain his full dignity 

and realize complete freedom under any system that does not assign all Lordship 

and sovereignty to God alone. Such a system must be based on the belief that life, 

both in this world and in the life to come, in public and private, is subject to God who 

alone has the authority to legislate. 

This is a fact borne out by human history. Every time people deviated from the 

true faith that required them to submit themselves to God alone in belief and 

practice, law-making and worship, they suffered the loss of their humanity, dignity 

and freedom. 

                                                 
4 For a full explanation of these verses, see Volume V, pp. 278-286. 
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The Islamic reading of history attributes the humiliation of the masses by tyranny 

to the basic factor of deviation by the masses from the divine faith based on 

attributing Godhead, Lordship, sovereignty and all authority to God alone. Speaking 

of Pharaoh and his people, God says: “Pharaoh issued a call to his people, saying: My 

people! Does not the dominion over Egypt belong to me, since all these running waters flow at 

my feet? Can you not see? Am I not better than this contemptible man who can hardly make 

his meaning clear? And then, why have no golden armlets been given to him, and why have 

no angels come together with him?’ Thus he incited his people to levity, and they obeyed him; 

for they were a community of transgressors.” (43: 51-54) Thus the fact that Pharaoh was 

able to incite his people and get his way with them is attributed to the fact that they 

were transgressors. No tyrant can get his people to do his bidding and incite them to 

do what is frivolous if they truly believe in God alone, acknowledging no Lordship 

or sovereignty to anyone else. 

What happened with those who rebelled against submission to God alone, 

allowing some of their numbers to rule over them implementing a law other than 

God’s law, is that they ended up enduring the misery of submission to others. Such 

submission, however, squanders away their dignity and freedom, regardless of the 

type of government, even though they may think that some forms of government 

ensures such dignity and freedom. 

When Europe rebelled against a Church that tyrannized under the false guise of 

religion, it tried to run away from God. People in Europe thought that they could 

best preserve their freedom, dignity and humanity under democratic government. 

They pinned their hopes on the guarantees provided by democratic constitutions, 

parliamentary systems, a free press, judicial and legal checks, majority rule, and 

similar ideals. But what happened in practice? Capitalism managed to exercise 

tyrannical power reducing all checks and institutions into little more than slogans or 

myths. The great majority of the people became subservient to the powerful minority 

that owned the capital which enabled it to control the parliamentary majority, the 

constitution, the press and all other checks and balances that people imagined would 

guarantee their freedom and other rights. 

Certain groups turned away from individualistic or democratic systems which 

usher in a tyranny of capital or class and established ‘collective’ systems. But what 

has this meant in practice? They simply replaced subservience to the capitalist class 

with subservience to the working class. Or we may say, they replaced subservience 

to capitalists and big companies with subservience to the state which controlled 

capital and enjoyed total power. This made the tyranny of the state an even worse 

tyranny. 

In every situation or regime where some people are subservient to others, a heavy 

tax is paid to different deities, in cash and kind. Submission is inevitable. If it is not 
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made to God, then it is made to others. When submission is purely to God, it sets 

people free, and preserves their dignity and honour. By contrast, submission to other 

beings destroys people’s humanity, dignity, freedom and all their good qualities, 

wastes their money and ruins their material interests. 

Hence, the central issue of Godhead and people’s relation with Him is given such 

careful and detailed attention in all divine messages and Scriptures. This s rah is an 

example of this care. The basic issue here is not concerned with the worship of 

statues in the ignorant societies of the ancient past; its concerns are man throughout 

all generations, and all forms of j hiliyyah, past and present. Indeed, all j hiliyyah 

systems are based on making people subservient to others. 

This is the reason why the central issue in all divine Scriptures is to make clear 

that all Godhead and Lordship belong to God alone: “Before your time We never sent a 

messenger without having revealed to him that there is no deity other than Me. Therefore, you 

shall worship Me alone.” (21: 25) 

Hence, the conclusion of this s rah runs as follows: “Say: ‘Mankind, if you are still in 

doubt as to what my faith is, then [know that] I do not worship those whom you worship 

beside God, but I worship God alone who will cause all of you to die. I have been commanded 

to be one of those who believe. And adhere exclusively and sincerely to the true faith, and do 

not be one of those who associate partners with God. Do not invoke, instead of God, anything 

that can neither benefit nor harm you. For if you do, you will surely be among the 

wrongdoers. Should God afflict you with any hardship, none other than He can remove it; and 

if He wills any good for you, none can withhold His bounty. He bestows it on whomsoever He 

wills. He is truly Forgiving, truly Merciful.’ Say: ‘Mankind, the truth has come to you from 

your Lord. Whoever chooses to follow the true guidance, does so for his own good; and 

whoever chooses to go astray, does so at his own peril. I am not responsible for your conduct.’ 

Follow whatever is revealed to you, and be patient in adversity, until God shall give His 

judgement. He is the best of all judges.” (Verses 104-109) 
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1 

A Book Full of Wisdom 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

Alif. L m. R . These are verses of the 

divine book, full of wisdom. (1) 

Does it seem strange to people that We 

have inspired a man from their own midst: 

Warn all mankind, a nd give those who 

believe the glad tidings that they are on a 

sound footing with their Lord? The 

unbelievers say: ‘This is plainly a skilled 

enchanter.’ (2) 

Your Lord is God who created the heavens 

and the earth in six days, and established 

Himself on the Throne, regulating and 

governing all that exists. There is none who 

may intercede with Him unless He first 

grants leave for that. That is God, your 

Lord: so worship Him alone. Will you not 

then keep this in mind? (3) 

!9# 4 y7 ù=Ï? àM≈ tƒ# u™ É=≈tGÅ3ø9 $# ÉΟ‹ Å3pt ø:$# ∩⊇∪  

tβ% x. r& Ä¨$̈Ζ=Ï9 $·6 yftã ÷βr& !$uΖø‹ym÷ρ r& 4’ n<Î) 9≅ ã_ u‘ 

öΝ åκ ÷] ÏiΒ ÷βr& Í‘É‹Ρr& }̈ $̈Ζ9 $# ÎÅe³ o0 uρ š⎥⎪Ï% ©! $# 

(# þθãΖtΒ# u™ ¨βr& óΟ ßγ s9 tΠ y‰s% A− ô‰Ï¹ y‰Ψ Ïã öΝÍκ Íh5u‘ 3 
tΑ$s% tβρãÏ≈ x6 ø9 $# χÎ) # x‹≈ yδ ÖÅs≈ |¡s9 

î⎦⎫Î7 •Β ∩⊄∪  

¨βÎ) ÞΟ ä3−/ u‘ ª!$# “Ï% ©!$# t,n=y{ ÏN≡ uθ≈ yϑ¡¡9 $# 

uÚ ö‘ F{ $# uρ ’ Îû Ïπ −GÅ™ 5Θ$−ƒ r& §Ν èO 3“uθtGó™ $# ’ n?tã 

Ä¸ öyèø9 $# ( ãÎn/ y‰ãƒ tøΒF{ $# ( $tΒ ⎯ ÏΒ ?ì‹ Ï x© ωÎ) .⎯ ÏΒ 

Ï‰÷èt/ ⎯ Ïμ ÏΡøŒ Î) 4 ãΝ à6 Ï9≡ sŒ ª!$# öΝ à6 š/ u‘ 

çνρß‰ç6 ôã $$sù 4 Ÿξsùr& šχρã©. x‹s? ∩⊂∪  
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To Him you shall all return. This is, in 

truth, God’s promise. He originates all 

His creation, and then brings them all 

back to life so that He may reward, with 

equity, those who have believed and done 

good deeds. As for the unbelievers, they 

shall have a scalding drink and a grievous 

suffering for their unbelief. (4) 

He it is who made the sun a source of 

radiant light and the moon a light 

[reflected], and determined her phases so 

that you may know how to compute the 

years and measure [time]. God has not 

created this otherwise than in accordance 

with the truth. He makes plain His 

revelations to people of knowledge. (5) 

Indeed in the alternating of night and day, 

and in all that God has created in the 

heavens and the earth, there are signs for 

people who are God-fearing. (6) 

Those who entertain no hope of meeting 

Us, but are content with the life of this 

world, and feel well at ease about it, and 

those who pay no heed to Our revelation, 

Ïμ ø‹s9 Î) öΝä3ãèÅ_ötΒ $YèŠ ÏΗsd ( y‰ôãuρ «!$# $̂) ym 4 …çμ ¯ΡÎ) 

(# äτy‰ö7 tƒ t, ù=sƒ ø:$# ¢Ο èO … çν ß‰‹ Ïèãƒ y“Ì“ ôfu‹ Ï9 t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# 

(#θãΖtΒ# u™ (#θè=ÏΗxåuρ ÏM≈ ysÎ=≈ ¢Á9 $# ÅÝ ó¡É) ø9 $$Î/ 4 
t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# uρ (#ρãx Ÿ2 óΟ ßγ s9 Ò># uŸ° ô⎯ ÏiΒ 5ΟŠ ÏΗ xq 

ë># x‹ tãuρ 7ΟŠ Ï9 r& $yϑÎ/ (#θçΡ% x. šχρãà õ3tƒ ∩⊆∪  

uθèδ “Ï% ©!$# Ÿ≅ yèy_ š[ ôϑ¤±9 $# [™!$u‹ ÅÊ 

tyϑs) ø9 $# uρ # Y‘θçΡ … çν u‘ £‰s%uρ tΑ Î—$oΨ tΒ (#θßϑn=÷ètFÏ9 

yŠ y‰tã t⎦⎫ÏΖÅb¡9 $# z>$|¡Åsø9 $# uρ 4 $tΒ t,n=y{ ª!$# 

šÏ9≡ sŒ ωÎ) Èd,ysø9 $$Î/ 4 ã≅ Å_Áx ãƒ ÏM≈tƒ Fψ$# 5Θöθs) Ï9 

tβθßϑn=ôètƒ ∩∈∪  

¨βÎ) ’ Îû É#≈ n=ÏG÷z$# È≅ø‹ ©9 $# Í‘$pκ ¨]9 $# uρ $tΒ uρ t,n=yz ª!$# 

’ Îû ÏN≡ uθ≈ yϑ¡¡9 $# ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# uρ ;M≈ tƒ Uψ 5Θöθs) Ïj9 

šχθà) −Gtƒ ∩∉∪  

¨βÎ) š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# Ÿω šχθã_ötƒ $tΡu™!$s) Ï9 (#θàÊu‘ uρ 

Íο 4θu‹ysø9 $$Î/ $u‹ ÷Ρ‘‰9 $# (#θœΡr'yϑôÛ$# uρ $pκ Í5 š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# uρ 

öΝ èδ ô⎯ tã $uΖÏF≈ tƒ# u™ tβθè=Ï≈ xî ∩∠∪  
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(7) 

shall have the Fire as their abode in 

requital for what they used to do. (8) 

Those who believe and do righteous deeds 

will be guided aright by their Lord by 

means of their faith. Running waters will 

flow at their feet in the gardens of bliss. (9) 

There they will call out: ‘Limitless are You 

in Your glory, God,’ and their greeting will 

be, ‘Peace!’ Their call will conclude with the 

words: All praise is due to God, the Lord 

of all the worlds!’ (10) 

If God were to hasten for mankind the ill 

[they have earned] as they would hasten the 

good, their end would indeed come 

forthwith. But We leave those who have no 

hope of meeting Us in their overweening 

arrogance, blindly stumbling to and fro. 

(11) 

When affliction befalls man, he appeals to 

Us, whether he be lying on his side, sitting, 

or standing, but as soon as We relieve his 

affliction, he goes on as though he had never 

appealed to Us to save him from the 

šÍ× ¯≈ s9 'ρé& ÞΟ ßγ1 uρù'tΒ â‘$̈Ψ9 $# $yϑÎ/ (#θçΡ$Ÿ2 

šχθç7 Å¡õ3tƒ ∩∇∪  

¨βÎ) š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# (#θãΖtΒ# u™ (#θè=Ïϑtãuρ ÏM≈ ysÎ=≈ ¢Á9 $# 

óΟ ÎγƒÏ‰öκ u‰ Ν åκ›5u‘ öΝ Íκ È]≈yϑƒ Î* Î/ ( ”Ìôf s? ⎯ ÏΒ 

ãΝ Íκ ÉJøt rB ã≈ yγ ÷ΡF{ $# ’ Îû ÏM≈̈Ζy_ ÉΟŠ Ïè̈Ζ9 $# ∩®∪  

öΝ ßγ1uθôãyŠ $pκ Ïù šoΨ≈ ysö6 ß™ §Ν ßγ ¯=9 $# öΝ åκ çJ§‹ Ït rB uρ 

$pκ Ïù ÖΝ≈ n=y™ 4 ãÅz# u™uρ óΟ ßγ1 uθôãyŠ Èβr& ß‰ôϑpt ø:$# ¬! 
Éb>u‘ š⎥⎫ Ïϑn=≈ yèø9 $# ∩⊇⊃∪  

* öθs9 uρ ã≅ Édfyèãƒ ª!$# Ä¨$̈Ψ=Ï9 §¤±9 $# 

Ο ßγ s9$yf÷èÏGó™ $# Îö y‚ø9 $$Î/ z©ÅÓà) s9 öΝ Íκ ö s9 Î) öΝßγ è=y_r& ( 
â‘ x‹oΨ sù z⎯ƒ Ï% ©!$# Ÿω šχθã_ö tƒ $tΡu™!$s) Ï9 ’ Îû 

öΝ Íκ È]≈uŠ øóèÛ šχθßγ yϑ÷è tƒ ∩⊇⊇∪  

# sŒ Î) uρ ¡§tΒ z⎯≈ |¡ΡM}$# •‘Ø9 $# $tΡ% tæyŠ ÿ⎯ Ïμ Î7 /Ψ yfÏ9 

÷ρr& # ´‰Ïã$s% ÷ρr& $VϑÍ←!$s% $£ϑn=sù $uΖø t±x. çμ ÷Ζtã 

… çν §àÑ §tΒ βr( Ÿ2 óΟ ©9 !$oΨ ããô‰tƒ 4’n<Î) 9hàÑ … çμ ¡¡̈Β 

4 y7 Ï9≡ x‹x. z⎯ Îiƒ ã— t⎦⎫ÏùÎô£ ßϑù=Ï9 $tΒ (#θçΡ% x. 

šχθè=yϑ÷ètƒ ∩⊇⊄∪  
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affliction that befell him. Thus do their 

deeds seem fair to those who are given to 

excesses. (12) 

Indeed, We destroyed generations before 

your time when they persisted in their 

wrongdoing. The messengers sent to them 

brought them veritable evidence of the truth, 

but they would not believe. Thus do We 

reward the guilty. (13) 

Then We made you their successors on 

earth, so that We might see how you 

behave. (14) 

When Our revelations are recited to them 

in all their clarity, those who have no hope 

of meeting Us say: ‘Bring us a discourse 

other than this Qur’ n, or else alter it.’ 

Say: ‘It is not for me to alter it of my own 

accord. I only follow what is revealed to me. 

I dread the torment of an awesome day if I 

should disobey my Lord!’ (15) 

Say: ‘Had God so willed, I would not have 

recited it to you, nor would He have 

brought it to your knowledge. I spent a 

ô‰s) s9 uρ $uΖõ3n=÷δr& tβρãà) ø9 $# ⎯ ÏΒ ôΜ ä3Î=ö6 s% $£ϑs9 

(#θßϑn=sß   öΝ åκ øEu™!% ỳ uρ Ο ßγè=ß™ â‘ ÏM≈ uΖÉi t7 ø9 $$Î/ $tΒ uρ 

(#θçΡ% x. (#θãΖÏΒ÷σ ã‹ Ï9 4 y7 Ï9≡ x‹x. “Ì“ øg wΥ tΠ öθs) ø9 $# 

t⎦⎫ÏΒÌôfßϑø9 $# ∩⊇⊂∪  

§Ν èO öΝ ä3≈ oΨù=yè y_ y#Í× ¯≈ n=yz ’Îû ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# .⎯ÏΒ 

öΝ ÏδÏ‰÷è t/ tÝàΖoΨ Ï9 y#ø‹x. tβθè=yϑ÷ès? ∩⊇⊆∪  

# sŒ Î) uρ 4’ n?÷Gè? óΟ Îγ øŠ n=tæ $uΖè?$tƒ# u™ ;M≈ oΨ Éi t/   tΑ$s% 

š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# Ÿω tβθã_ötƒ $tΡu™!$s) Ï9 ÏM ø $# Aβ# u™öà) Î/ 

Îö xî !# x‹≈ yδ ÷ρr& ã&ø!Ïd‰ t/ 4 ö≅ è% $tΒ Üχθä3tƒ þ’ Í< ÷β r& 

… ã&s!Ïd‰t/ é& ⎯ ÏΒ Ç› !$s) ù=Ï? û©Å¤ø tΡ ( ÷βÎ) ßì Î7 ¨?r& ωÎ) $tΒ 

#©yrθãƒ  †n<Î) ( þ’ ÎoΤ Î) ß∃% s{ r& ÷βÎ) àM øŠ |Átã ’ În1u‘ 

z># x‹tã BΘöθ tƒ 5Ο‹ Ïà tã ∩⊇∈∪  

≅ è% öθ©9 u™!$x© ª!$# $tΒ … çμ è?öθn=s? öΝ à6 ø‹n=tæ Iωuρ 

Ν ä31 u‘ ÷Š r& ⎯ ÏμÎ/ ( ô‰s) sù àM ÷V Î7 s9 öΝ à6Š Ïù # \ßϑãã 

⎯ ÏiΒ ÿ⎯ Ï&Î#ö6 s% 4 Ÿξsùr& šχθè=É) ÷ès? ∩⊇∉∪  



 

 23

whole lifetime among you before it [was 

revealed to me]. Will you not, then, use 

your reason?’ (16) 

Who is more wicked than one who 

attributes his lying inventions to God or 

denies His revelations? Indeed those who 

are guilty shall not be successful. (17) 

They worship, side by side with God, what 

can neither harm nor benefit them, and say: 

‘These will intercede for us with God.’ Say: 

‘Do you presume to inform God of 

something in the heavens or on earth that 

He does not know? Limitless is He in His 

glory, and exalted above whatever they may 

associate with Him.’ (18) 

All mankind were once but one single 

community, and then they disagreed among 

themselves. Had it not been for a decree 

from your Lord that had already gone 

forth, all their differences would have been 

resolved. (19) 

They ask: ‘Why has no sign been sent 

down to him by his Lord?’ Say: ‘God’s 

alone is the knowledge of what is beyond 

the reach of human perception. Wait, then, 

if you will: I too am waiting.’ (20) 

Whenever We let people taste grace after 

some hardship has afflicted them, they turn 

ô⎯ yϑsù ÞΟ n=øß r& Ç⎯ £ϑÏΒ 2”u tIøù$# ’ n?tã «!$# 

$¹/ É‹Ÿ2 ÷ρr& šU¤‹x. ÿ⎯ Ïμ ÏG≈ tƒ$t↔ Î/ 4 … çμ̄ΡÎ) Ÿω 
ßxÎ=ø ãƒ šχθãΒÌôfßϑø9 $# ∩⊇∠∪  

šχρß‰ç7 ÷ètƒ uρ ⎯ ÏΒ ÂχρßŠ «!$# $tΒ Ÿω 
öΝ èδ•ÛØo„ Ÿωuρ óΟ ßγ ãèxΖtƒ šχθä9θà) tƒ uρ Ï™Iωàσ ¯≈ yδ 

$tΡàσ ¯≈ yè x ä© y‰Ψ Ïã «!$# 4 ö≅ è% šχθä↔ Îm6 uΖè?r& ©!$# 

$yϑÎ/ Ÿω ãΝ n=÷ètƒ ’ Îû ÏN≡ uθ≈ yϑ¡¡9 $# Ÿωuρ ’ Îû ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# 

4 … çμ oΨ≈ysö7 ß™ 4’ n?≈ yès? uρ $£ϑtã šχθä. Îô³ ç„ ∩⊇∇∪ 

 $tΒ uρ tβ% x. â¨$̈Ψ9 $# HωÎ) Zπ ¨Βé& Zο y‰Ïm≡ uρ (#θà n=tF÷z$$ sù 

4 Ÿωöθs9 uρ ×π yϑÎ=Ÿ2 ôM s) t7 y™ ⎯ ÏΒ šÎi/ ¢‘ z©ÅÓà) s9 

óΟ ßγ oΨ ÷ t/ $yϑŠ Ïù ÏμŠ Ïù šχθà Î=tFøƒ s† ∩⊇®∪  

šχθä9θà) tƒ uρ Iωöθs9 tΑ Ì“Ρé& Ïμ ø‹n=tã ×π tƒ# u™ ⎯ ÏiΒ 

⎯ Ïμ În/ §‘ ( ö≅ à) sù $yϑ̄ΡÎ) Ü= ø‹tóø9 $# ¬! (# ÿρãÏà tGΡ$$sù ’ ÎoΤ Î) 

Ν ä3yètΒ š∅ÏiΒ t⎦⎪ÌÏà tFΨ ßϑø9 $# ∩⊄⊃∪  

!# sŒ Î) uρ $oΨ ø%sŒ r& }̈ $̈Ζ9 $# Zπ tΗôq y‘ .⎯ ÏiΒ Ï‰÷èt/ u™!# §ŸÑ 

öΝ åκ ÷J¡¡tΒ # sŒ Î) Ο ßγ s9 Öõ3̈Β þ’ Îû $uΖÏ?$tƒ# u™ 4 È≅ è% ª!$# 

äíuó  r& #·õ3tΒ 4 ¨βÎ) $oΨ n=ß™ â‘ tβθç7 çFõ3tƒ $tΒ 

šχρãä3ôϑs? ∩⊄⊇∪  
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to scheme against Our revelations. Say: 

‘More swift is God’s scheming. Our 

messengers are recording all that you may 

devise.’ (21) 

He it is who enables you to travel on land 

and sea. Then when you are on board 

ships, and sailing along in a favourable 

wind, they feel happy with it, but then a 

stormy wind comes upon them and waves 

surge towards them from all sides, so that 

they believe they are encompassed [by 

death]. [At that point] they appeal to 

God, in complete sincerity of faith in Him 

alone: ‘If You will save us from this, we 

shall certainly be most grateful.’ (22) 

Yet when He has saved them, they 

transgress in the land, offending against all 

right. Mankind, it is against your own 

souls that your offences rebound. [You care 

only for] the enjoyment of this present life, 

but in the end you will return to Us when 

We will tell you the truth of what you were 

doing [in this life] . (23) 

This present life may be compared to rain 

which We send down from the sky, and 

uθèδ “Ï% ©!$# ö/ ä. çÉi |¡ç„ ’ Îû Îhy9ø9 $# Ìóst7 ø9 $# uρ ( #©̈Lym 

# sŒ Î) óΟ çFΖä. †Îû Å7 ù=à ø9 $# t⎦ø⎪ty_uρ ΝÍκ Í5 8xƒ ÌÎ/ 

7π t6 ÍhŠ sÛ (#θãmÌsùuρ $pκ Í5 $pκ øEu™!% y` ìxƒ Í‘ ×#Ï¹$tã 

ãΝ èδu™!% ỳ uρ ßlöθyϑø9 $# ⎯ ÏΒ Èe≅ ä. 5β% s3tΒ (# þθ‘Ζsß uρ 

öΝ åκ ¨Ξ r& xÝ‹ Ïmé& óΟ ÎγÎ/   (# âθtãyŠ ©!$# t⎦⎫ÅÁÎ=øƒ èΧ ã&s! 

t⎦⎪Ïe$!$# ÷⎦È⌡s9 $uΖoK ø‹pgΥr& ô⎯ ÏΒ ⎯ Íν É‹≈ yδ ⎥sðθä3uΖs9 

z⎯ ÏΒ t⎦⎪ÌÅ3≈ ¤±9 $# ∩⊄⊄∪  

!$£ϑn=sù öΝßγ8pgΥr& # sŒÎ) öΝ èδ tβθäóö7 tƒ ’Îû ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# 

Îö tóÎ/ Èd,ysø9 $# 3 $pκ š‰ r'̄≈ tƒ â¨$̈Ζ9 $# $yϑ̄ΡÎ) öΝ ä3ãŠ øót/ 

#’ n?tã Ν ä3Å¡àΡr& ( yì≈ tG̈Β Íο 4θu‹ysø9 $# $u‹ ÷Ρ‘‰9 $# ( ¢Ο èO 

$uΖø‹s9 Î) öΝ ä3ãèÅ_ó tΒ Ν ä3ã⁄ Îm7 t⊥ ãΖsù $yϑÎ/ óΟ çFΖä. 

šχθè=yϑ÷ès? ∩⊄⊂∪  

$yϑ̄ΡÎ) ã≅ sWtΒ Íο 4θu‹ysø9 $# $u‹ ÷Ρ‘‰9 $# >™!$yϑx. çμ≈ uΖø9 t“Ρ r& 

z⎯ ÏΒ Ï™!$yϑ¡¡9 $# xÝn=tG÷z$$sù ⎯ Ïμ Î/ ßN$t6 tΡ ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# 

$£ϑÏΒ ã≅ä. ù'tƒ â¨$̈Ζ9 $# ÞΟ≈ yè÷ΡF{ $# uρ #©̈Lym  
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which is then absorbed by the plants of the 

earth from which men and animals eat.  

Then, when the earth has been clad with its 

fine adornments and well embellished, and 

its people believe that they have full mastery 

over it, Our command comes down upon it, 

by night or by day, and We make it like a 

field that has been mowed down, as if it did 

not blossom but yesterday. Thus do We 

spell out Our revelations to people who 

think. (24) 

God calls to the abode of peace, and guides 

him that wills to a straight path. (25) 

!# sŒ Î) ÏNx‹s{ r& ÞÚ ö‘ F{ $# $yγ sùã÷zã— ôM oΨ −ƒ̈—$# uρ 

 ∅sß uρ !$yγ è=÷δr& öΝ åκ ¨Ξ r& šχρâ‘ Ï‰≈ s% !$pκ ö n=tæ 

!$yγ9s?r& $tΡâ öΔr& ¸ξø‹s9 ÷ρr& # Y‘$pκ tΞ $yγ≈ uΖù=yèyfsù 

# Y‰Š ÅÁym βr( x. öΝ ©9 š∅øós? Ä§øΒF{ $$Î/ 4 
y7 Ï9≡ x‹x. ã≅ Å_Áx çΡ ÏM≈ tƒ Fψ$# 5Θöθs) Ï9 tβρã¤6 x tGtƒ 

∩⊄⊆∪  

ª!$# uρ (# þθãã ô‰tƒ 4’ n<Î) Í‘#yŠ ÉΟ≈ n=¡¡9 $# “Ï‰öκ u‰ uρ ⎯ tΒ 

â™!$t±o„ 4’ n<Î) :Þ≡ uÅÀ 8Λ⎧É) tFó¡•Β ∩⊄∈∪ 

Preview 

This s rah is a single unit, difficult to divide into sections and subunits. In this 

respect it is similar to S rah 6, Cattle, which takes up Volume V of this work. 

However, each of the two s rahs has its own distinctive character. This s rah also 

flows in successive waves to inspire our hearts, choosing various rhythms for its 

address. It wonders at the outset how the unbelievers received the Qur’ n, the new 

revelation from on high, and follows this with scenes of the universe which reflect 

the truth of God’s creation and His control of the universe. This is followed with 

scenes of the Day of Judgement. It reflects on how people react to the events they 

witness and on the fate of earlier communities. Its other themes have already been 

referred to in the Prologue. 

If we have to divide the s rah into sections, then the first one occupies more than 

its first half and this flows with perfect ease. This is followed by a short account of 

the Prophet Noah and his mission, and a brief reference to the prophets sent after 

him, before giving an account of the history of the Prophet Moses and a reference to 

the Prophet Jonah and his community. These accounts and references form another 

section. The final verses in the s rah form a section of their own. 



Yūnus (Jonah) | A BOOK FULL OF WISDOM 
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In view of the nature of this s rah, we will attempt to discuss it in groups of waves 

addressing related themes. 

This first section begins with three individual letters, Alif, L m, R , in the same 

way as S rahs 2, 3 and 7 discussed in Volumes I, II and VI respectively. We explained 

in our commentary on these earlier s rahs our view about why these s rahs begin 

with such individual letters.1 To recap, from a linguistic point of view, these three 

individual letters form a subject while the predicate is the sentence that follows: 

‘These are verses of the divine book, full of wisdom.’ (Verse 1) 

The s rah then refers to a number of things which reflect the wisdom to which 

reference is made in the description of this book, the Qur’ n. These start with a 

revelation to God’s Messenger so that he could warn all people and deliver a piece of 

happy news to the believers. It refutes the objection voiced by some people that God 

has chosen a human being to be the recipient of His revelations. It also refers to the 

creation of the heavens and the earth and how their affairs are conducted and 

regulated, as well as making the sun a source of bright light while the moon reflects 

light. Mention is also made of the stages the moon goes through and how people use 

these to calculate the years and measure time. The alternation of the night and day is 

also mentioned by way of reference to the wisdom involved in such alternation. 

After presenting these scenes, the s rah moves on to speak of those who do not 

reflect on such miracles and who do not expect to meet with their Lord, who creates 

and regulates all things. It refers to the black end that awaits those who choose to 

remain unaware of the import of God’s creation and, by contrast, the perfect 

happiness that is in store for believers. The s rah also refers to the wisdom behind 

delaying the punishment till its appointed day. Had God decided to speed up the 

awful result of their work, they would immediately face their end. 

The s rah then reflects on the attitude of human beings to good and evil. It shows 

how they appeal earnestly to God to lift their suffering, and how they forget Him 

after He has responded to their appeals: they unhesitatingly go back to their old, 

                                                 
1 It is useful to summarize our view here: these individual letters are simply an implicit reference to 
the fact that this divine revelation, the Qur’ n, is composed of-letters of the same nature as those 
which some sūrahs open with. They are the same letters of the language of the Arabs, the first 
community to be addressed by the Qur’ n. Yet they form this Book which is of a miraculous nature. 
Those Arabs, masters of eloquence and poetic description, cannot produce a single sūrah similar to the 
Qur’ n. This miraculous excellence appears clearly in everything God makes. The earth is composed 
of particles of different elements with well-known characteristics, but the utmost that people can make 
of them is a brick, a tool, a machine, etc. On the other hand, from these very particles and elements 
God makes life, which no one else can do. From these letters and sounds, people make words and 
sentences in prose or verse, but God makes of them the Qur’ n which provides the infallible criterion 
to distinguish the truth from falsehood. The difference between people’s language and the Qur’ n is 
the same as the difference between a lifeless object and a creature full of life. — Editor’s note. 
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errant ways. In short, they take no lesson from what happened to earlier 

communities who met their doom. 

Although the fate of those communities was clear to the Arabs whom the Prophet 

Mu ammad addressed, calling on them to accept God’s message, the unbelievers 

asked the Prophet to bring them a different Qur’ n or change parts of it. They would 

not consider that the Qur’ n was revealed by God, and as such admits no change or 

modification. They worshipped idols which could bring them no benefit and cause 

them no harm, and they relied on no sound proof to support their beliefs. At the 

same time they denied God in spite of the revelations they received from on high 

supporting the call to believe in Him alone. 

Furthermore, they demanded miracles, ignoring the clearly miraculous nature of 

the Qur’ n itself, and turning a blind eye to all signs scattered in the world around 

them confirming that God is the Lord of the universe. 

This first passage then portrays a vivid example of how people receive God’s 

grace and how they react when hardship or disaster befalls them. This is given in a 

scene that is full of life, with people boarding ships that go easily in the sea before 

they face a raging storm that brings them into contact with ferocious waves from 

every direction. 

This passage then draws another scene which describes the deceptive fleeting 

nature of this life, and how all its glitter vanishes in an instant, while people are 

dazzled by its brightness, unaware of the impending doom. At the same time, God 

calls on them to seek the life of peace, security and reassurance which does not end 

suddenly, like the present life. He states that all these signs are explained for a 

definite purpose: ‘Thus do We spell out Our revelations to people who think.” (Verse 24) It 

is such people who understand God’s wisdom in His creation and the way He 

conducts and regulates all matters. 

Something to Marvel at 

“Alif. L m. R . These are verses of the divine book, full of wisdom.” (Verse 1) These are 

three letters of the Arabic alphabet from which all the verses of this divine book that 

is full of wisdom are composed. The unbelievers deny that God revealed this book to 

His Messenger. Furthermore, whilst they realize that these are the letters of their 

language, they are unable to produce a single verse similar to what the Qur’ n 

contains. In fact the s rah includes a challenge to them to do so. Yet their inability to 

take up that challenge does not lead them to reflect that the thing which God’s 

Messenger has and they lack is the revelation he receives from on high. Had it not 

been for revelation, he would have had the same difficulty, and would have been 
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unable to compose out of these letters that are available to all a single verse like the 

Qur’ n. 

“These are verses of the divine book, full of wisdom.” (Verse 1) It is indeed a wise book 

which addresses human beings with what suits human nature. It portrays in the 

present s rah some aspects that are always true of human nature, reflected across 

every generation. In its wisdom it calls on those who remain unaware to wake up 

and reflect on the signs they see all around them in the wide universe, in the heavens 

and the earth, in the sun and the moon, in the night and day, in the fate of earlier 

communities and how they had responded to the appeals of their messengers, and in 

everything that points to the great power that conducts and regulates all existence. 

“Does it seem strange to people that We have inspired a man from their own midst: ‘Warn 

all mankind, and give those who believe the glad tidings that they are on a sound footing with 

their Lord?’ The unbelievers say: ‘This is plainly a skilled enchanter.’” (Verse 2) This is a 

rhetorical question which wonders at the attitude which considers the very concept 

of revelation strange. 

Every one of God’s messengers was received with the same disbelieving question: 

“Has God sent a human being as His messenger?” (17: 94) This question stems from the 

fact that people do not appreciate the value of ‘humanity’ which they themselves 

represent. They find it hard to believe that a human being could be chosen as God’s 

messenger and that God sends down to him revelations, commanding him to make 

the way of guidance for others clear. They imagine that God would send an angel or 

some other creature belonging to a category superior to mankind. They do not realize 

how God has honoured man, and part of that honour is that man is well qualified to 

bear God’s message, and that God chooses certain human beings with whom He has 

this special relationship. 

At the time of the Prophet Mu ammad (peace be upon him), this was the main 

point of contention among the unbelievers who refused to believe in his message. 

The same was true of the unbelievers of earlier generations and communities. In this 

modern age of ours, some people invent a similarly absurd doubt. They wonder: 

how does contact happen between a human being with his limited physical nature 

and God who is totally unlike everything else and whose nature is unlike the nature 

of everything He has created? 

Such a question cannot be asked except by one who fully comprehends the nature 

of God Himself with all its aspects, and who also understands all the characteristics 

God has given to man. No one in his right mind, aware of the limitations of his 

reason, would make such a claim. Such a person knows that the characteristics of 

human nature are still being discovered today, and that scientific discovery has not 
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come to an end. Beyond the reach of human perception and understanding there will 

always remain worlds unknown to man. 

What this means is that human beings have latent potential known only to God. 

God certainly knows best to whom to assign His message. Knowing this ability is 

beyond all people and it may even be unknown to the person who is chosen for the 

task, until that choice is made. God, who has breathed of His soul into man knows 

every little detail of every nature. He can endow any human being with the ability to 

undertake this unique contact and bond in a way which can be appreciated only by 

those who experience it. 

A number of contemporary commentators on the Qur’ n have endeavoured to 

prove the fact of revelation through scientific means so as to make it easier to 

understand. We however object to this approach. Science has its own scope and 

domain, and it has certain tools to suit its domain and to move within its scope. 

Science has not even claimed to have arrived at any certainty with regard to the spirit 

and human soul, because it is well beyond its domain. The spirit is not subject to the 

sort of material experiment which science can make. Therefore, those scientific 

disciplines that work within recognized scientific principles have avoided discussion 

of anything relating to the spirit. So-called ‘spiritual studies’ are merely attempts that 

have doubtful methods and very suspicious aims. The only way to arrive at any 

certainty in this area is to refer to the only sources of certainty which we have, 

namely, the Qur’ n and the adīth. We take any statement in these two sources at its 

face value, without adding anything to it or modifying it in any way and without 

drawing any conclusion on the basis of analogy. Addition, modification and analogy 

are all mental processes, but in this area the human mind is outside of its domain, 

and has no suitable tools to work with. 

“Does it seem strange to people that We have inspired a man from their own midst: Warn 

all mankind, and give those who believe the glad tidings that they are on a sound footing with 

their Lord?” (Verse 2) This is in a nutshell the purpose of revelation: to warn people of 

the consequences of their disobedience and to deliver happy news to the believers as 

to the outcome of their obedience. This inevitably includes an outline of the duties 

that are to be fulfilled and the prohibitions to be avoided. The warning is addressed 

to all mankind, because it should be conveyed to all people, who must be made 

aware of the consequences of their actions. The happy news though is given only to 

the believers. 

Indeed all human beings need to be warned so that they are aware of what may 

happen to them when they reject God’s message and refuse to follow His guidance. 

On the other hand, only the believers receive the happy news of reassurance and of 

being on firm ground. The connotations generated here by the Arabic text all point to 

a general atmosphere of warning. The believers are ‘on a sound footing’ which means 
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that they are sure of their steps, unhesitating, unshakeable even during the most 

worrying of times. They are “on a sound footing with their Lord,” in a presence where 

believers find reassurance and safety while others worry as they contemplate their 

impending doom. 

Why a Human Messenger? 

God’s wisdom is clearly apparent in choosing to send down His revelations to a 

man from among themselves and one whom they knew well. Thus they could give 

and take from him without difficulty or embarrassment. His wisdom in sending 

messengers is even clearer. By his very nature, man can accept and follow good or 

evil. His tool to distinguish between the two is his reason. This reason needs to have 

an accurate criterion to which it can refer whenever things become doubtful and 

unclear, or whenever temptations or immediate interests affect his judgement. He 

needs a measure which is totally unaffected by anything that influences the human 

body, mentality or temperament, so as to give him the right answer concerning any 

uncertainty. This measure and criterion is nothing other than God’s guidance and 

His law. 

This requires that divine faith should provide a firm basis to which the human 

mind refers all its concepts and ideas in order to determine which of them are correct 

and which are false. To say, by contrast, that divine faith always reflects how people 

conceive this faith which is, consequently, liable to evolve and develop, is to make 

his basis subject to influence by human concepts and logic. This undermines the 

whole basis and leaves no proper measure or criterion to evaluate human concepts. 

Such a view is not much different from saying that religion is of human making. 

The ultimate result is the same. The risk is too strong and the trap is very dangerous. 

Hence it is imperative that we always be on our guard against its short and long term 

results. 

Although the question of revelation is so clear, the unbelievers receive it as though 

it is very strange: “The unbelievers say: ‘This is plainly a skilled enchanter:’” (Verse 2) 

They describe him as an enchanter or a sorcerer because what he says is beyond the 

power of human beings. Yet they should acknowledge the fact of revelation on 

account of this, because sorcery is incapable of including statements about universal 

facts or of delivering a complete code of living, laws and moral principles which 

make for a highly civilized society. They tended to confuse revelation with sorcery 

because in all pagan beliefs, sorcery was a part of religion. They did not have the 

clarity that a Muslim possesses with regard to the nature of divine faith. This 

realization saves Muslims from all the legends and superstitions of pagan beliefs. 



Yūnus (Jonah) | A BOOK FULL OF WISDOM 

 

 31

Your Lord is God who created the heavens and the earth in six days, and established 

Himself on the Throne, regulating and governing all that exists. There is none who 

may intercede with Him unless He first grants leave for that. That is God, your Lord: 

so worship Him alone. Will you not then keep this in mind? To Him you shall all 

return. This is, in truth, God’s promise. He originates all His creation, and then 

brings them all back to life so that He may reward, with equity, those who have 

believed and done good deeds. As for the unbelievers, they shall have a scalding drink 

and a grievous suffering for their unbelief. He it is who made the sun a source of 

radiant light and the moon a light [reflected], and determined her phases so that you 

may know how to compute the years and measure [time]. God has not created this 

otherwise than in accordance with the truth. He makes plain His revelations to people 

of knowledge. Indeed in the alternating of night and day, and in all that God has 

created in the heavens and the earth, there are signs for people who are God-fearing. 

(Verses 3-6) 

This, the question of Lordship, is the main issue of faith. The unbelievers did not 

seriously deny the concept of Godhead. They acknowledged God’s existence — for 

human nature cannot entirely reject the basic concept of God except in few highly 

unusual cases — but they associated other deities with Him and to these they 

addressed their worship. In some cases, the unbelievers considered their false deities 

to be intermediaries who could bring them closer to God. Others thought they could 

give themselves certain powers which belong to God alone, thereby enacting 

legislation which God had not sanctioned. 

The Qur’ n does not enter into any cold philosophical argument, of the type 

introduced in Muslim cultural circles by the influence of Greek philosophy, 

concerning the questions of Godhead and Lordship. Instead it resorts to the simple, 

straightforward logic of human nature. It states that God is the One who created the 

heavens and the earth and everything in them. He is the One who has made the sun 

a source of radiant light and given the moon its quality to reflect light, determining 

its stages. He also made the day and night alternate. All these natural phenomena 

can awaken man’s heart and mind if he would only contemplate them and reflect on 

the power that controls them. God who has created all this and controls its 

movement is the One who deserves to be the Lord to whom people address their 

worship, assigning to Him no partners from among His creation. This is a simple 

logical conclusion which does not need any long argumentative debate based on cold 

deductive reasoning that touches no heart and awakens no mind. 

This vast universe, with its heavens and earth, sun and moon, night and day, and 

all that is created in the heavens and the earth and lives in them of plants, birds, 

animals and other communities, follow the laws of nature God has set in operation. 
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The deep dark night with its still silence, disturbed only by the movement of 

phantoms; the dawn that opens up into it like a smiling, happy babe; the movement 

that the early breath of the morning brings to start a new day full of life; the calm 

shades that seem still to the beholder when they are in fact moving along gently; the 

birds that hop and fly here and there in never ending movement; the emerging 

plants that look forward to continued growth; the countless creatures that come and 

go everywhere; the unending cycle of birth and death; and the life that continues 

along its way determined by God, are all countless images, forms, types, movements 

that start and finish; cycles that take people to old age or to start young lives, to 

invigoration and fading away, to birth and death, and so on through a continuous 

life cycle that never stops. All this calls on every sense and atom in human beings to 

pause and reflect. It only takes an alert mind and an open heart to contemplate such 

signs as are everywhere in the universe. The Qur’ n directly awakens hearts and 

minds so that man can so reflect. 

The Lord to Be Worshipped 

“Your Lord is God who created the heavens and the earth in six days.” (Verse 3) Your 

Lord who deserves to be worshipped alone is the Creator of all that is. It is He who 

created the heavens and the earth according to an elaborate plan of creation and to 

wise purpose. He did all this ‘in six days’. We will not delve into any argument about 

these six days, for they are mentioned here only to point to the wisdom behind the 

elaborate planning of creation and how the affairs of the universe are conducted so 

as to suit God’s purpose. Anyway, these six days belong to the realm that God has 

kept to Himself. We cannot find what they are unless He chooses to inform us. 

Hence, we do not go beyond what is stated about them in the Qur’ n. 

“And established Himself on the Throne.” (Verse 3) This expression indicates a 

position of a firm, overall authority exercised by a higher being. It gives a physical 

image in the inimitable style of the Qur’ n. The conjunction, ‘and’, is used in the 

Arabic text in the form of ‘then’, but it does not indicate any chronological order. It 

only indicates a mental dimension. Time has no significance in this context. There is 

simply no state or form applicable to God which came into existence after it was not 

there. Limitless is God in His glory. He is not subject to an event taking place, and all 

that events entail of time and location.§ Hence we emphatically say that ‘and’, in the 

present context, indicates a mental dimension. 

                                                 
§ For further discussion on the Istiw ’ attribute, please refer to section 1.1of A Critique of ‘In the Shade of the 

Qur’ n. 
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“Regulating and governing all that exists.” (Verse 3) He determines the beginning 

and the end, the shape and the form, the preliminaries and the conclusions, and 

chooses the laws that govern its stages and its final place. 

“There is none who may intercede with Him unless He first grants leave for that.” (Verse 

3) All decisions and judgements belong to Him alone. There are no intercessors who 

may bring anyone closer to Him. No one of His creatures may intercede with Him 

unless He grants him permission to do so, in accordance with His wise planning. 

Intercession may be earned through firm belief and good deeds, not by appealing to 

false intercessors. This answers what the Arabs used to say about the angels: that 

statues of them which they worshipped enjoyed an inalienable right of intercession. 

How absurd! 

What all this means is that the Creator has the absolute authority to govern and 

regulate all matters, and no one may intercede without His permission. “That is God, 

your Lord’ who is worthy of having His Lordship acknowledged by all. ‘So worship 

Him alone.” (Verse 3) For He is the One to whom all submission should be addressed. 

“Will you not then keep this in mind?” (Verse 3) The whole thing is so clear and so 

firmly established that it only requires a mere admonition for the truth to be well 

engraved in people’s minds. 

We need to pause a little to reflect on the statement that follows all the universal 

phenomena pointing to God and His Lordship: “That is God, your Lord: so worship Him 

alone.” (Verse 3) As we have already said, the unbelievers among the Arabs did not 

seriously deny the existence of God. They acknowledged that He is the Creator who 

gives sustenance, initiates life, causes death, regulates all matters and is able to do 

whatever He wills. This acknowledgement though was not followed by its logical 

consequence of acknowledging His Lordship over their lives. That would have been 

reflected by submitting to Him alone in all matters, addressing all worship rituals to 

Him and accepting His rule in all their affairs. 

That is precisely the meaning of the statement: “That is God, your Lord: so worship 

Him alone.” Worship means submission, obedience and acknowledging all these 

attributes as belonging to God alone. 

In all structures based on j hiliyyah1 the concept of Godhead is drastically 

narrowed down. People begin to think that by merely acknowledging the existence 

of God, they have attained to faith, and that once people make that 

acknowledgement they have then done all that is required of them. They thus avoid 

                                                 
1 Jāhiliyyah is an Islamic term that refers in the first instance to the state of affairs that prevailed in 
Arabia in the period immediately before the advent of Islam. The word is derived from a root that 
signifies `ignorance’. In its broader usage it refers to any situation that is not based on belief in God’s 
oneness, implying that such a situation is generated by, or based on, a state of ignorance. — Editor’s 
note. 
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the natural consequence of that acknowledgement, which requires submission to 

God alone, who is the overall Sovereign and ruler, and against whom no one has any 

authority unless it comes from Him. 

Similarly the meaning of ‘worship’ is seriously curtailed in any j hiliyyah society. It 

becomes synonymous with offering worship rituals. People then think that once they 

address these rituals to God, they are worshipping Him alone. The fact is that the 

term ‘worship’, `ib dah in Arabic, is derived from the root `abada which signifies 

submission. Worship rituals are only one aspect of submission, which remains much 

wider in import. 

J hiliyyah is not a period of history or a particular stage of development. It is a 

state characterized by the curtailment of the concepts of Godhead and worship on 

the above lines. Such curtailment leads people to associate partners with God while 

they imagine that they are following His faith, as is the case today in all parts of the 

world. This includes those countries whose populations have Muslim names and 

address their worship to God, but who have Lords other than God. Yet the Lord is 

the One whose authority over us all should be acknowledged, whose law should be 

implemented, to whom we should submit, carry out His orders and refrain from 

what He forbids, and whom we should obey in all matters. This is how the Prophet 

explained worship to his companion, `Adiy ibn tim, as he told him: ‘They obeyed 

their [rabbis and monks who legislated for them as they pleased], and that is how 

they worshipped them.”1 

Justice for All 

To emphasize this meaning of worship, a later verse in this s rah states: “Say: ‘Do 

but consider all the means of sustenance that God has bestowed on you! Some of it you then 

made unlawful, and some lawful.’ Say: ‘Was God given you leave to do so, or do you fabricate 

lies against God?’” (Verse 59) Our situation today is not at all different from what 

prevailed during that period of ignorance and to whose people God clearly states: 

“That is God, your Lord: so worship Him alone. Will you not then keep this in mind?” 

(Verse 3) So, worship Him, associating no partners with Him. For to Him you shall 

return to face the reckoning when He gives each one, believer or unbeliever, his or 

her fitting reward: “To Him you shall all return. This is, in truth, God’s promise.” (Verse 

4) You return to none of the partners or the intercessors you claim. He has promised 

that you will return to Him and His promise is certain to be fulfilled. For resurrection 

is the completion of creation. 

                                                 
1 A full treatment of this adīth is given in Volume VIII, pp. 108-111. — Editor’s note. 
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“He originates all His creation, and then brings them all back to life so that He may 

reward, with equity, those who have believed and done good deeds. As for the unbelievers, 

they shall have a scalding drink and a grievous suffering for their unbelief.” (Verse 4) 

Administering justice to all is in itself one of the aims of original creation and 

bringing all creatures back to life. Similarly, giving pure happiness and enjoyment 

without any unwelcome consequences to spoil its effects is another aim of the 

process of creation and resurrection. This is the utmost point of perfection which 

humanity can reach. Such a zenith cannot be attained in this life on earth which is 

always mixed with worry and distress. No happy experience in this life is free of a 

hiccup or an unwelcome aftermath, except perhaps for pure spiritual happiness 

which is very rarely experienced by human beings. 

Had the inevitable termination of the happiness of this world been the only feeling 

people acknowledge, it would have been enough to make it imperfect and 

incomplete. In this life, humanity does not attain its highest potential, which implies 

getting rid of its weaknesses, shortcomings, and their consequences, as well as an 

enjoyment that is free of fear, worry, and apprehension of quick termination. Such 

happiness, graphically described in the Qur’ n, is attained in heaven. As such, it is 

only proper that one of the aims of creation and resurrection is to enable those 

human beings who follow divine guidance, implementing the right code of living, to 

attain the highest standard of humanity. 

The unbelievers have put the divine code of living aside and have chosen not to 

move along the way that leads to the attainment of human perfection. According to 

the laws of nature that never fail, their deviation keeps them well short of that level 

of perfection. As Shaikh Rashīd Riđ ’ says, they will have to suffer the consequences 

of their errant ways just like one who violates the rules of health: he suffers disease 

and debility and they suffer distress after distress. The end result will be unmitigated 

misery, in contrast to the pure happiness the believers enjoy: “As for the unbelievers, 

they shall have a scalding drink and a grievous suffering for their persistent disbelief” (Verse 

4) 

The s rah then highlights some of the cosmic phenomena which are next to the 

creation of the heavens and the earth in their magnificence: “He it is who made the sun 

a source of radiant light and the moon a light [reflected], and determined her phases so that 

you may know how to compute the years and measure [time]. God has not created this 

otherwise than in accordance with the truth. He makes plain His revelations to people of 

knowledge.” (Verse 5) These are two very clear scenes which we take for granted 

because of our long familiarity with them and their continuous repetition. Who could 

imagine the awesome feelings of majesty and magnificence of a person who sees the 

sun rising and setting for the first time, or the full moon making its first appearance 

followed by its first setting? The Qur’ n reminds us of these two very familiar scenes 
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so as to bring them back to us anew. It awakens in our hearts a desire to look and 

reflect over such great phenomena. 

The Qur’ n draws our attention to the elaborate design clearly seen in their 

creation: “He it is who made the sun a source of radiant light.” (Verse 5) We feel that it is 

almost ablaze. “And the moon a light [reflected].” It shines and illuminates. “And 

determined her phases.” (Verse 5) It stands every night in a new position which gives it 

a corresponding shape. This is seen by all of us when we look at the moon, night 

after night. We do not need to have any specialized knowledge of astronomy to 

realize this. The purpose is clear: so that you may know how to compute the years and 

measure time.’ (Verse 5) Today, we all still calculate time on the basis of the sun and 

the moon’s movements. 

Is all this a pastime, a coincidence or something false? Certainly not. Such an 

elaborate system, providing such perfect harmony and accuracy which never fail, 

could not be without purpose. It is neither false nor a coincidence: “God has not 

created this otherwise than in accordance with the truth.” (Verse 5) The truth is its tool, 

substance and objective. The truth is constant and firmly rooted, and these 

phenomena which point to the truth are also clear, constant and permanent. “He 

makes His revelations plain to people of knowledge.” (Verse 5) Knowledge and learning 

are needed to understand the elaborate planning behind these magnificent scenes. 

The heavens, the earth, the blazing sun, and the illuminating moon combine to 

produce the succession of day and night. This is a telling phenomenon which 

inspires anyone who opens his heart and mind to the messages contained in the 

universe: “Indeed in the alternating of night and day, and in all that God has created in the 

heavens and the earth, there are signs for people who are God-fearing.” (Verse 6) The Arabic 

term used for the ‘alternating of night and day’ refers both to their succession and 

their varying length. Both are well-known aspects which lose their significance with 

familiarity, except in those moments when man’s soul and conscience are awakened 

and he begins to contemplate the rise and setting of different stars and planets like a 

man reborn, responding to every aspect and every phenomenon. Only in such 

moments does man truly live, shaking away the rust of familiarity and repetition 

which becloud his vision and blunt his responses. 

“And in all that God has created in the heavens and the earth.” (Verse 6) If man just 

stood for a moment watching what ‘God has created in the heavens and the earth’ and 

looked at the countless number of species, forms, situations and material conditions, 

he would have sufficient material for a life of reflection and contemplation. For in all 

this, ‘there are signs for people who are God-fearing.’ (Verse 6) 
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It is only such people who have a conscience, sharpened by their fear of God, who 

are alert and responsive to the evidence of God’s great might. For it is all clearly 

apparent in the perfection of His creation. 

Addressing Human Nature 

To appeal to human nature is a central part of the Qur’ nic approach. The Qur’ n 

utilizes the signs that are seen everywhere around us in the universe to point to God 

as the Lord Creator. God knows that these address human nature in a clear and 

telling way. The Qur’ n does not employ the argumentative style of later 

philosophers, for God knows that this does not appeal to people’s hearts. It remains 

instead within its area of cold reasoning which neither generates motivation nor 

contributes to building human life. 

The proofs presented by the Qur’ n remain the most convincing to hearts and 

minds alike. The very existence of the universe, its harmonious movement, and 

whatever changes and transformations that take place in it — according to laws that 

were set in operation long before they were discovered by man — cannot be 

explained without acknowledging the existence of an able hand that controls it all. 

Those who dispute this fact do not offer any plausible alternative. They merely say 

that the universe has long existed with its operative laws, and that its existence does 

not need any explanation. Anyone who finds such argument acceptable or 

reasonable may please himself. 

Such arguments were made in Europe when breaking away from the tyranny of 

the Church led people to deny God altogether. Now they are also said in our 

countries as a means of getting away from the practical implications of belief in God. 

Most people in the unbelieving communities of times gone by acknowledged God’s 

existence, but disputed His Lordship, as was the case in Arabian j hiliyyah, where the 

Qur’ n made its first address to mankind. The Qur’ nic proof refuted their belief in 

God’s existence and His attributes, and demanded that they should take their beliefs 

to their natural conclusion and so acknowledge God’s Lordship. In other words the 

Qur’ n demanded that they submit to Him alone in laws and worship alike. The 

state of ignorance that prevails in our own time tries to rid itself of this powerful 

logic by denying God’s existence altogether. 

What is strange is that even in countries claiming to be Islamic, this is promoted in 

a variety of ways under the guise of science. Thus we hear that what is 

‘metaphysical’ has no place in ‘scientific’ methodology. Everything that is related to 

God is thus considered ‘metaphysical’. Those running away from God try to use this 

back door, only because they fear and try to deceive others. As for fear of God, this is 

a quality of which they are devoid. 
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Nevertheless, the very existence of the universe and its meticulously accurate and 

harmonious systems remains a proof too strong for the unbelievers to face. Human 

nature, in heart, mind and soul, responds to this proof. The Qur’ nic approach 

addresses human nature as a whole in the broadest and most direct way. ‘Fire for 

their abode in requital for what they used to do.’ (Verse 8) This is a fitting end. 

The believers by contrast realize that there is something much superior to this 

present life. Their deeds are righteous because their faith motivates them to obey 

God’s commands and expect His generous reward in the hereafter. These are the 

ones who ‘will be guided aright by their Lord by means of their faith.’ (Verse 9) Having 

faith establishes a relationship between them and God who guides them to do what 

is right. As a result of this guidance, their hearts are alive, fully aware of the straight 

path they have to follow. Their conscience is alert, directing them always to do what 

is good and what earns God’s pleasure. These are the ones who are admitted into 

heaven where ‘running waters will flow at their feet.’ (Verse 9) The reference here to 

running waters in heaven is at the same time a reference to water generally which is 

always associated with growth, fertility and life. 

What are their preoccupations once in heaven? What do they wish for? They have 

no need for wealth, position, or personal gain. What God gives them is far better than 

any such concern which is in any case now behind them. Instead, their 

preoccupation, their top priority, is described as their ‘appeal’ or ‘call’ to glorify God 

in the beginning and praise Him in the end. In between times they greet one another 

and are greeted by the angels: “There they will call out: ‘Limitless are You in Your glory, 

God,’ and their greeting will be, Peace!’ Their call will conclude with the words: ‘All praise is 

due to God, the Lord of all the worlds!’” (Verse 10) 

All the concerns and worries of this life are over. Its needs are no longer of any 

value. They enjoy an atmosphere of perfect bliss where God is praised and glorified. 

This is when man attains perfection. 

Man’s Changing Attitude 

The s rah then picks up the challenge posed by the pagan Arabs to God’s 

Messenger, whereby they required him to deliver forthwith the punishment he 

warned them against. They are told that postponing such punishment to a specified 

time is an aspect of God’s mercy. A scene is then drawn to demonstrate how they 

behave when they suffer some affliction. At that moment, their nature returns to its 

purity and they appeal to God, their Lord. When the affliction is relieved, those who 

habitually go beyond the limits revert to their erring ways. They are then reminded 

of the fate of earlier communities who also transgressed. This serves as a warning to 
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stop them exceeding their limits. After all, this present life is a test which determines 

their destiny. 

If God were to hasten for mankind the ill [they have earned] as they would hasten the 

good, their end would indeed come forthwith. But We leave those who have no hope of 

meeting Us in their overweening arrogance, blindly stumbling to and fro. When 

affliction befalls man, he appeals to Us, whether he be lying on his side, sitting, or 

standing, but as soon as We relieve his affliction, he goes on as though he had never 

appealed to Us to save him from the affliction that befell him. Thus do their deeds 

seem fair to those who are given to excesses. Indeed, We destroyed generations before 

your time when they persisted in their wrongdoing. The messengers sent to them 

brought them veritable evidence of the truth, but they would not believe. Thus do We 

reward the guilty. Then We made you their successors on earth, so that We might see 

how you behave. (Verses 11-14) 

The pagan Arabs used to challenge the Prophet, asking him to immediately 

deliver God’s punishment. They asked him to do so in different ways. For example, 

in this s rah it is stated: “They say: ‘When will this promise be fulfilled, if you are 

truthful?’” (Verse 48) In another s rah: “They challenge you to hasten evil rather than 

good, although exemplary punishments have come to pass before their time.” (13: 6). Or in 

similar vein, they say: “God, if this be indeed Your revealed truth, then rain down upon us 

stones from the skies, or inflict grievous suffering on us.” (8: 32) 

All this describes their stubborn attitude to God’s guidance. In His wisdom, God 

chose not to inflict a collective punishment on them as He did with earlier 

communities. Instead, He knew that the great majority of them would eventually 

accept the faith and that they would work to establish its roots firmly in the land. 

This took place after Makkah had fallen to the Prophet. At the time they made their 

ignorant challenge, it was not conceivable that such a change would come to pass. 

But this was the real good which God wanted for them, which was infinitely better 

than the type they wanted to experience quickly. He also warns them against 

ignoring His purpose behind delaying their fate. Yet those who entertain no 

expectation of meeting with God continue in their arrogance until they eventually 

meet their fate. 

In connection with the challenge to hasten evil, the s rah portrays the situation of 

those who suffer affliction. Here we have a clear case of contradiction with people 

asking for evil to be brought forthwith when they are unable to endure modest 

affliction. Yet when such affliction is removed, they revert to those practices which 

caused the affliction in the first place: “When affliction befalls man, he appeals to Us, 

whether he be lying on his side, sitting, or standing, but as soon as We relieve his affliction, he 
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goes on as though he had never appealed to Us to save him from the affliction that befell him. 

Thus do their deeds seem fair to those who are given to excesses.” (Verse 12) 

It is an ingeniously drawn picture of a frequently occurring situation. Man may 

move along in life, committing all types of sin and excess. He pays little attention to 

what is permissible and what is not, as long as he is in good health and enjoying 

comfortable conditions. Only those who are conscious of God remember in such a 

situation, that after health and strength there will be illness and weakness. Affluence 

makes people forget and power leads to excess. But when affliction overtakes man he 

is worried, vulnerable and helpless. He appeals earnestly to God, unable to endure 

the hardship, eager to have his affliction replaced with comfort. When his appeal is 

granted and the affliction removed, he does not reflect on the lessons of this 

experience. Instead, he reverts to his old ways, heedless of the consequences. 

The s rah co-ordinates this image with the psychological condition it describes 

and the type of person it delineates. Thus the affliction is shown to last a long time. 

‘When affliction befalls man, he appeals to Us, whether he be lying on his side, sitting, or 

standing.’ (Verse 12) All such situations are described so that we have a feeling of 

how man stops when the energy he derives from his health, wealth or power is cut 

off. It is just like something moving by impetus suddenly hitting a block. When the 

block is removed, it dashes along. Here we have the verb, ‘goes on’, describing man’s 

violent movement which leaves no time for reflection, learning or gratitude: ‘As soon 

as We relieve his affliction, he goes on as though he had never appealed to Us to save him from 

the affliction that befell him.’ (Verse 12) 

It is this kind of nature — i.e. remembering God when suffering affliction, but not 

once it is removed — which makes those people who exceed their limits think that 

their excesses are only normal and fair. ‘Thus do their deeds seem fair to those who are 

given to excesses.’ (Verse 12) 

It is only right that people should reflect on what happened in the past to those 

who indulged in excesses: ‘Indeed, We destroyed generations before your time when they 

persisted in their wrongdoing. The messengers sent to them brought them veritable evidence 

of the truth, but they would not believe. Thus do We reward the guilty.’ (Verse 13) Their 

transgression beyond the limits, which is another way of describing their disbelief in 

God’s oneness and their association of partners with Him, led to their ruin. Their fate 

was clear for the Arabs to see in those areas which were once inhabited by the ` d 

and the Thamūd and in Sodom and Gomorra where the people of Lot dwelt. Their 

fate should be a sufficient lesson to all people. 

Having been shown the fate of those who turned away from God’s guidance after 

it had been explained to them by their prophets, the unbelievers are reminded that 

they are now their successors, having power in the land so that they can show 
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themselves worthy of God’s trust: “Then We made you their successors on earth, so that 

We might see how you behave.” (Verse 14) This is a powerful statement. They now enjoy 

something that once belonged to others but from whom it was removed. They too 

will leave it after their test is over, and they will be rewarded in accordance with 

what they do. 

Thus Islam shows man the facts as they are so that he is not deceived by 

appearances. This creates in the human heart an alertness based on consciousness 

and fear of God. This alertness works as a safety valve for both the individual and 

the community. When man realizes that he is being tested in this earthly life and that 

everything he possesses or enjoys during this life is a part of this test, such realization 

gives him immunity against arrogance and delusion. He no longer seeks abundance 

of enjoyment at any cost, because he realizes that he will have to account for what he 

enjoys. There is, in essence, a constant feeling of being watched. This is clear in God’s 

statement: ‘so that We might see how you behave.’ (Verse 14) This should make man 

extra careful, keen to do well, and pass his test. 

Here we have the basic difference between the way Islam nurtures a believer’s 

mind and philosophies which give no place to God’s watchfulness over man or 

reckoning in the hereafter. A believer in Islam and a follower of any philosophy will 

never share common ground in respect of their views, morality, or lifestyle. 

A Demand to Change the Qur’ n 

Once they have been made aware that they are the successors to earlier guilty 

communities, the s rah then provides examples of their deeds: “When Our revelations 

are recited to them in all their clarity, those who have no hope of meeting Us say: ‘Bring us a 

discourse other than this Qur’ n, or else alter it.’ Say: ‘It is not for me to alter it of my own 

accord. I only follow what is revealed to me. I dread the torment of an awesome day if I should 

disobey my Lord!’ Say: Had God so willed, I would not have recited it to you, nor would He 

have brought it to your knowledge. I spent a whole lifetime among you before it [was revealed 

to me]. Will you not, then, use your reason?’ Who is more wicked than one who attributes his 

lying inventions to God or denies His revelations? Indeed those who are guilty shall not be 

successful. They worship, side by side with God, what can neither harm nor benefit them, and 

say: ‘These will intercede for us with God.’ Say: Do you presume to inform God of something 

in the heavens or on earth that He does not know? Limitless is He in His glory, and exalted 

above whatever they may associate with Him.’ All mankind were once but one single 

community, and then they disagreed among themselves. Had it not been for a decree from 

your Lord that had already gone forth, all their differences would have been resolved. They 

ask: ‘Why has no sign been sent down to him by his Lord?’ Say: ‘God’s alone is the knowledge 

of what is beyond the reach of human perception. Wait, then, if you will: I too am waiting.’” 

(Verses 15-20) 
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Such was their attitude to God’s Messenger, the Prophet Mu ammad (peace be 

upon him), when they were given power in the land. “When Our revelations are recited 

to them in all their clarity, those who have no hope of meeting Us say: ‘Bring us a discourse 

other than this Qur’ n, or else alter it.’” (Verse 15) This is a very strange request which 

betrays a lack of seriousness and a total ignorance of the role of the Qur’ n in human 

life and the reason for its revelation. Those who expect to meet God would never 

entertain such a request. 

The Qur’ n is a complete constitution for human life. It is so well formulated that 

it satisfies all human needs at both individual and community levels. It takes human 

life along the road to perfection, in as much as man can achieve this in this world, 

then to complete perfection in the life to come. Those who realize the nature of the 

Qur’ n would not even think of asking for a different one let alone changing some of 

it. 

Most probably those who did not have any expectation of meeting God tried to be 

too clever. They looked on the matter as a kind of literary challenge. All that 

Mu ammad needed to do was to accept the challenge and compose a different 

discourse, or to replace some parts of it. Here he receives clear instructions: “Say: ‘It 

is not for me to alter it of my own accord. I only follow what is revealed to me. I dread the 

torment of an awesome day if should disobey my Lord!’” (Verse 15) The matter is not one 

of a competition, demonstrating skills or poetic talent. The Qur’ n is a constitution 

outlining a complete code of living devised by the One who controls the whole 

universe. He is the One who has created man and knows what suits him best. The 

Prophet cannot alter it on his own initiative. He only conveys God’s message and 

follows what is revealed to him. Any change in the Qur’ n represents a very serious 

act of disobedience to God, and such a person is liable to severe punishment on the 

Day of Judgement. That is indeed a prospect to dread. 

Say: ‘Had God so willed, I would not have recited it to you, nor would He have 

brought it to your knowledge. I spent a whole lifetime among you before it [was 

revealed to me]. Will you not, then, use your reason?’ (Verse 16) 

The Qur’ n is a revelation given by God. That it must be conveyed to you is also 

an order issued by God, and one which must be obeyed. Had God willed that the 

Prophet not recite it to you, he would not have done so, and had He willed not to 

bring it to your knowledge, He would have kept it from you. Its revelation and 

recitation to people so that they become aware of its message are all matters decided 

by God alone. The Prophet is commanded to say all this to people and to further say 

that he had spent a lifetime among them, forty full years, without ever telling them 

anything about the Qur’ n, because it had not yet been bestowed to him from on 
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high. Had it been within his power to produce something similar to it, or even like 

some parts of it, why would he have waited a whole lifetime to do so? It again boils 

down to the fact that the Qur’ n is God’s revelation. The role of the Prophet is simply 

to convey it to mankind. 

The Prophet is further instructed to make it clear that he would never have 

invented a lie and attributed it to God. Far be it from him to do anything of the kind. 

He would never have claimed to have received revelations unless that were 

absolutely true. For the one who attributes a fabrication to God and the one who 

denies His revelations go too far in the wrong: “Who is more wicked than one who 

attributes his lying inventions to God or denies His revelations?” (Verse 17) As the Prophet 

warns them strongly against committing the second of these two very grave wrongs, 

he himself would not even commit the first by inventing fabrications and attributing 

them to God. “Indeed, those who are guilty shall not be successful.” (Verse 17) 

Knowing Something Unknown to God 

The s rah continues with its account of what they said and did after they had 

succeeded earlier communities. So what comes after their absurd request for a new 

Qur’ n? “They worship, side by side with God, what can neither harm nor benefit them, and 

say: ‘These will intercede for us with God.’ Say: Do you presume to inform God of something 

in the heavens or on earth that He does not know? Limitless is He in His glory, and exalted 

above whatever they may associate with Him.” (Verse 18) 

When people deviate from the truth, there is no end to their absurdity. The 

numerous deities to whom they address their worship can neither harm nor benefit 

them in any way. Nevertheless, they think they have a role to play, claiming that 

they ‘will intercede for us with God.’ (Verse 18) 

In reply, the Prophet is instructed to say to them: “Do you presume to inform God of 

something in the heavens or on earth that He does not know?” (Verse 18) God does not 

know anyone who can intercede with Him. Do you then presume to know what is 

unknown to God Himself? Are you, by implication, informing Him of the existence, 

in the heavens or on earth, of beings He is unaware of? Here the Qur’ n adopts 

sarcasm as the means to best counter their unrivalled absurdity. But this is followed 

with a statement of God’s glorification which makes it clear that all their claims are 

absolutely false: “Limitless is He in His glory, and exalted above whatever they may 

associate with Him.” (Verse 18) 

Thereafter, the Qur’ n clarifies that the claim that God has partners is an 

incidental development. Originally, human nature believed in God’s oneness. Only 

later did people begin to disagree about this: “All mankind were once but one single 

community, and then they disagreed among themselves.” (Verse 19) In His wisdom, God 
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has determined to let all of them be until their appointed time. His will is done, and 

His purpose is accomplished: “Had it not been for a decree from your Lord that had 

already gone forth, all their differences would have been resolved.” (Verse 19) 

Then the account of what those new generations given power on earth said is 

continued: “They ask: ‘Why has no sign been sent down to him by his Lord?’ Say: ‘God’s 

alone is the knowledge of what is beyond the reach of human perception. Wait, then, if you 

will: I too am waiting.’” (Verse 20) All the signs that this great revelation includes do 

not seem to be enough for them. Nor are they satisfied with all the signs that they see 

in the universe. They appeal for a miracle like the ones shown to earlier communities. 

Their request shows them to be totally oblivious to the nature of the Prophet’s 

message and its own great miracle. That is not a temporary miracle which is over and 

done with once a community has seen it. It is the Qur’ n, a permanent miracle which 

addresses our hearts and minds from one generation to another. 

In reply to this request, God directs His Messenger to refer them to Him, for He 

alone knows what He has in store, and He alone will determine whether He shows 

them some miracle or not: “Say: ‘Gods alone is the knowledge of what is beyond the reach 

of human perception. Wait, then, if you will: I too am waiting.’” (Verse 20) This reply 

implies a delay and a warning. It also provides, by implication, an outline of the 

limitations of God’s servants. Mu ammad (peace be upon him), who was the 

greatest of all God’s prophets and messengers, had no knowledge of what God chose 

to keep to Himself. He had no influence over what would happen to people, for that 

is determined by God alone. Thus the distinction between God and His servants is 

clearly delineated. 

When All Are Powerless 

Now the s rah goes on to speak of human nature when people are shown God’s 

grace after having experienced misfortune and hardship. It gives them an example of 

what actually takes place in real life. The scene so depicted is vivid and powerful. 

Whenever We let people taste grace after some hardship has afflicted them, they turn 

to scheme against Our revelations. Say: More swift is God’s scheming. Our 

messengers are recording all that you may devise.’ He it is who enables you to travel 

on land and sea. Then when you are on board ships, and sailing along in a favourable 

wind, they feel happy with it, but then a stormy wind comes upon them and waves 

surge towards them from all sides, so that they believe they are encompassed [by 

death]. [At that point] they appeal to God, in complete sincerity of faith in Him alone. 

If You will save us from this, we shall certainly be most grateful.’ Yet when He has 

saved them, they transgress in the land, offending against all right. Mankind, it is 

against your own souls that your offences rebound. [You care only for] the enjoyment 
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of this present life, but in the end you will return to Us when We will tell you the 

truth of what you were doing [in this life]. (Verses 21-23) 

Strange indeed is this human creature, for he does not remember God except in 

times of hardship and affliction. He does not remove from his nature all the bad 

influences that distort it, bringing it back to its purity, except when he feels the 

pressure of misfortune weighing heavily upon him. But when he feels safe and 

secure, he either forgets or transgresses. The only exceptions are those who follow 

God’s guidance. Their nature remains pure and responsive all the time. It enjoys the 

purity of faith which keeps it clean and shining. “Whenever We let people taste grace 

after some hardship has afflicted them they turn to scheme against Our revelations.” (Verse 

21) Thus did Pharaoh’s people with Moses. Whenever they were overwhelmed by 

God’s punishment, they cried out, sending their earnest appeals for its lifting, and 

promising to change and mend their ways. Once they were shown God’s mercy, they 

started to scheme against God’s revelations, giving them wrong interpretations. They 

even claimed different reasons for the lifting of their afflictions. The Quraysh, the 

Arab tribe living in Makkah at the Prophet’s time, did the same. When they 

experienced drought and feared for their lives, they came to the Prophet, appealing 

to him by their ties of kinship, to pray to God on their behalf. He did and God 

answered his prayers, sending rain in abundance. But the Quraysh did not fulfil their 

pledges. They schemed against God’s revelations and persisted in their erring ways. 

Indeed this is a constant phenomenon, unless man accepts the divine faith and 

follows God’s guidance. 

“Say: ‘More swift is God’s scheming. Our messengers are recording all that you may 

devise.’” (Verse 21) God is certainly more able to plan and make their scheming 

ineffective. All that which they scheme is laid open before Him. When their scheming 

is known in advance, it is very easy to foil. “Our messengers are recording all that you 

may devise.” Nothing of it is overlooked or forgotten. As for the identity of those 

messengers and how they record and write, all we know is that which we can glean 

from statements like the present one. We accept these statements as they are, without 

trying to interpret them further. 

Then we are given a very vivid scene which is portrayed as if it is happening 

before our eyes. We react to it with feeling and emotion. It begins with establishing 

the fact of God’s power that controls both what is moving and what is motionless: 

“He it is who enables you to travel on land and sea.” (Verse 22) The whole s rah 

emphasizes the fact of God’s limitless power which controls the whole universe and 

the destiny of all creatures that live in it. 

The full scene then unfolds before us: “Then when you are on board ships...” (Verse 

22) As we look we see the ships moving on their way: “and sailing along in a favourable 
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wind...” (Verse 22) We also learn about the feelings of those who are on board: “they 

feel happy with it...” (Verse 22) In the midst of this atmosphere of complete serenity, 

and the happiness that it spreads, everyone is suddenly jolted: “a stormy wind comes 

upon them...” (Verse 22) What a calamity! “And waves surge towards them from all 

sides...” (Verse 22) The ships start to shake violently, and the waves hit against them 

time and again, and they spin like a feather in the air. Those on board are overtaken 

with fear, feeling that there is no escape: “and they believe they are encompassed [by 

death]...” (Verse 22) There is simply nowhere to turn. 

At that moment, and in the midst of all this furore, their nature sheds all the filth it 

accumulated, blunting its reactions. Their minds rid themselves of all erring 

thoughts. Their nature reverts to its original condition, undistorted. It acknowledges 

God as the only Lord in the universe and submits to Him alone: “[At that point] they 

appeal to God, in complete sincerity of faith in Him alone: ‘If You will save us from this, we 

shall certainly be most grateful.’” (Verse 22) 

Then the winds subside, and the waves die down. The people on board begin to 

catch their breath, and their pounding hearts slow down. Soon the ships reach the 

shore, and the people feel secure. When they step on land, feeling its firmness, they 

are sure that they are not about to perish. They have their lives ahead of them. Then 

what? 

A Description of Life in This World 

“Yet when He has saved them, they transgress in the land, offending against all right.” 

(Verse 23) This also comes as a complete surprise. 

This in itself is a whole scene, and we miss none of its totality and fine detail. Nor 

do we miss any feeling or reaction it induces. In essence we are given a picture of a 

real event, but it is also a mental scene describing the nature of many people 

regardless of the generation they were born into. Hence the s rah follows it with 

comments addressed to mankind throughout history. 

“Mankind, it is against your own souls that your offences rebound.” (Verse 23) Whether 

these offences are committed against oneself, by sending it on the way to perdition, 

letting it indulge in disobedience that is certain to make it the loser, or offences 

against all humanity since humanity represents one soul, the offenders will suffer the 

consequences. These consequences will also be shared by those who allow them to 

offend. 

The worst type of offence is that which represents an aggression against God 

Himself, usurping His Lordship and sovereignty, claiming these for the usurpers 

themselves. When people are guilty of this type of offence, they suffer its wretched 
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consequences in this present life before they endure its punishment in the hereafter. 

These consequences are manifested in corruption that spreads into the whole life. All 

mankind are miserable because of it. No human dignity, freedom or virtue is left 

untouched by it. 

The basic point here is that people should submit themselves purely to God, or 

else they will find themselves submitting to tyrants who try to impose their authority 

on them. The struggle to establish the principle of God’s oneness in human life and 

to acknowledge God as the only Lord is a struggle for human dignity, freedom and 

morality, and indeed for every value which helps man to break his shackles, and lift 

himself to the high standards that befit him. 

“Mankind, it is against your own souls that your offences rebound. [You care only for] the 

enjoyment of this present life.” (Verse 23) That then is all that you will have. “In the end 

you will return to Us when We will tell you the truth of what you were doing [in this life].” 

(Verse 23) That is the reckoning and reward that take place in the hereafter, when all 

the misery and suffering of this life is clearly over. 

So how much are the pleasures of this life worth? What is the reality of their 

enjoyment? This is described in the s rah in a Qur’ nic scene that portrays aspects of 

everyday activity, but to which most people pay little attention: “This present life may 

be compared to rain which We send down from the sky, and which is then absorbed by the 

plants of the earth from which men and animals eat. Then, when the earth has been clad with 

its fine adornments and well embellished, and its people believe that they have full mastery 

over it, Our command comes down upon it, by night or by day, and We make it like a field 

that has been mowed down, as if it did not blossom but yesterday. Thus do We spell out Our 

revelations to people who think. God calls to the abode of peace, and guides him that wills to a 

straight path.” (Verses 24-25) 

This is the reality of the life of this world, where people have only its pleasures 

which they are content with, seeking no higher aspiration and hoping for no better 

abode. Rain comes down from the sky and is soon absorbed by plants which grow 

and blossom. The earth takes on its finest adornments, as if she were a bride 

preparing for her happiest night. People take pleasure in looking on, feeling that its 

fine appearance is the result of their own efforts. In the back of their minds they think 

they control everything on earth and that nothing can change this. 

Yet in the midst of all this pleasure and fine celebration, their confidence is 

suddenly shattered. What has happened? The answer is simple: “Our command comes 

down upon it, by night or by day, and We make it like a field that has been mowed down, as if 

it did not blossom but yesterday.” (Verse 24) It all happens in a moment. It is all 

expressed in a sentence. Such mode of expression is a deliberate contrast to the 

detailed description which paints the land’s fertility and beauty, as well as people’s 

pleasure and confidence. 
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Such is the life of this world which some people regard as their utmost aspiration, 

and for the pleasures of which they sacrifice their future life. It is a life in which there 

is no settlement or security. People’s control over it is very limited indeed. The s rah 

then contrasts this image with the other world: “God calls to the abode of peace, and 

guides him that wills to a straight path.” (Verse 25) The contrast is remarkable. In one 

place there is no security. Even the most perfect of enjoyments can be replaced with 

complete misery in a matter of seconds. The other is the home of peace to which God 

invites people. It is reserved for those who keep their hearts and minds receptive of 

God’s guidance and who endeavour to attain the happiness of the life to come, which 

is indeed the life of peace. 
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2 

Addressing the Human 

Mind 

For those who do good there is a good 

reward, and more besides. Neither 

darkness nor any disgrace will overcast 

their faces. These are destined for paradise, 

where they will abide. (26) 

As for those who have done evil, an evil 

deed is rewarded with its like. Ignominy 

will overshadow them — for they will have 

none to protect them from God — as if 

their faces have been covered with patches of 

the night’s own darkness. Such are destined 

for the fire, where they will abide. (27) 

One day We shall gather them all together, 

and then We shall say to those who 

associated partners with God: ‘Keep to your 

places, you and those you associated with 

God as partners.’ We will then separate 

them from one another. Then those whom 

they associated as partners with God will 

say: ‘It was not us that you worshipped. 

(28) 

* t⎦⎪Ï% ©#Ïj9 (#θãΖ|¡ôm r& 4©o_ ó¡çt ø:$# ×ο yŠ$tƒ Î—uρ ( Ÿωuρ 

ß,yδötƒ öΝ ßγ yδθã_ãρ ×tIs% Ÿωuρ î'©!ÏŒ 4 y7 Í× ¯≈ s9 'ρé& 

Ü=≈ ptõ¾r& Ïπ ¨Ψ pg ø:$# ( öΝ èδ $pκ Ïù tβρà$ Î#≈ yz ∩⊄∉∪  

z⎯ƒ Ï% ©!$# uρ (#θç7 |¡x. ÏN$t↔ ÍhŠ ¡¡9 $# â™!# t“ y_ ¥π t⁄ ÍhŠ y™ 

$yγ Î=÷W ÏϑÎ/ öΝ ßγà) yδös? uρ ×'©!ÏŒ ( $̈Β Μ çλm; z⎯ ÏiΒ «!$# ô⎯ÏΒ 

5Ο Ï¹% tæ ( !$yϑ̄Ρr( x. ôM uŠ Ï±øî é& óΟ ßγ èδθã_ãρ $YèsÜ Ï% 

z⎯ ÏiΒ È≅ ø‹ ©9 $# $̧ϑÎ=ôà ãΒ 4 y7 Í× ¯≈ s9 'ρé& Ü=≈ pt õ¾r& Í‘$̈Ζ9 $# ( 
öΝ èδ $pκ Ïù tβρà$ Î#≈ yz ∩⊄∠∪  

tΠ öθtƒ uρ öΝ èδçà³ øt wΥ $YèŠ ÏΗ sd §Ν èO ãΑθà) tΡ t⎦⎪Ï% ©#Ï9 

(#θä. uõ° r& öΝ ä3tΡ% s3tΒ óΟ çFΡr& ö/ ä. äτ!% x. uà° uρ 4 $uΖù=−ƒ t“ sù 

öΝ æηuΖ÷ t/ ( tΑ$s%uρ Ν èδäτ!% x. uà° $̈Β ÷Λ ä⎢Ψä. $tΡ$−ƒ Î) 

tβρß‰ç7 ÷ès? ∩⊄∇∪  
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God is sufficient as a witness between us 

and you. We were, for certain, unaware of 

your worshipping us.’ (29) 

There and then every soul will realize what 

it had done in the past; and all will be 

brought back to God, their true Lord 

Supreme. All their invented falsehood will 

have forsaken them. (30) 

Say: ‘Who is it that provides for you from 

heaven and earth? Or, who is it that has 

power over hearing and sight? Who brings 

forth the living out of that which is dead, 

and brings forth the dead out of that which 

is alive? Who regulates all affairs?’ They 

will say: ‘God.’ Say, then: ‘Will you not, 

then, fear Him?’ (31) 

Such is God, your true Lord. Apart from 

the truth, what is left but error? How is it, 

then, that you turn away? (32) 

Thus is the word of your Lord proved true 

with regard to those who do evil: they will 

not believe. (33) 

Say: ‘Does any of your partners [whom you 

associate with God] originate creation, and 

then bring it back [to life] again?’ Say: ‘It 

is God alone who originates creation and 

then brings it back [to life] again. How is 

it, then, that you are so misled?’ (34) 

4’ s∀s3sù «!$$Î/ # J‰‹ Íκ y− $uΖoΨ ÷ t/ öΝ ä3uΖ÷ t/ uρ βÎ) $̈Ζä. 

ô⎯ tã öΝ ä3Ï?yŠ$t6 Ïã š⎥⎫ Î=Ï≈ tós9 ∩⊄®∪  

y7 Ï9$uΖèδ (#θè=ö7 s? ‘≅ ä. <§ø tΡ !$̈Β ôM x n=ó™ r& 4 
(# ÿρ–Š â‘ uρ ’ n<Î) «!$# ÞΟ ßγ9s9öθtΒ Èd,ysø9 $# ( ¨≅ |Êuρ Ν åκ ÷] tã 

$̈Β (#θçΡ% x. šχρç tIø tƒ ∩⊂⊃∪  

ö≅ è% ⎯ tΒ Ν ä3è% ã—ötƒ z⎯ ÏiΒ Ï™!$yϑ¡¡9 $# ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# uρ 

⎯ ¨Βr& à7 Î=ôϑtƒ yì ôϑ¡¡9 $# t≈ |Áö/ F{ $# uρ ⎯ tΒuρ ßlÌøƒ ä† 

¢‘ y⇔ ø9 $# z⎯ ÏΒ ÏM Íh‹yϑø9 $# ßlÌøƒ ä†uρ |M Íh‹yϑø9 $# š∅ÏΒ 

Çc‘ y⇔ ø9 $# ⎯ tΒuρ ãÎn/ y‰ãƒ z öΔF{ $# 4 tβθä9θà) uŠ |¡sù ª!$# 4 
ö≅ à) sù Ÿξsùr& tβθà) −Gs? ∩⊂⊇∪  

â/ ä3Ï9≡ x‹sù ª!$# ÞΟ ä3š/ u‘ ‘,ptø:$# ( # sŒ$yϑsù y‰÷è t/ Èd,ysø9 $# 

ωÎ) ã≅≈ n=Ò9 $# ( 4’ ¯Τ r'sù šχθèùuóÇè? ∩⊂⊄∪  

y7 Ï9≡ x‹x. ôM ¤) ym àM yϑÎ= x. y7 În/ u‘ ’ n?tã š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# 

(# þθà) |¡sù öΝ åκ ¨Ξ r& Ÿω tβθãΨ ÏΒ÷σ ãƒ ∩⊂⊂∪  

ö≅ è% ö≅ yδ ⎯ ÏΒ / ä3Í←!% x. uà° ⎯ ¨Β (# äτy‰ö7 tƒ t, ù=sƒ ø:$# §Ν èO 

… çν ß‰‹ Ïèãƒ 4 È≅ è% ª!$# (# äτy‰ö7 tƒ t, ù=sƒ ø:$# §Ν èO … çν ß‰‹ Ïèãƒ ( 
4’ ¯Τ r'sù tβθä3sù÷σ è? ∩⊂⊆∪  
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Say: ‘Does any of your partners [whom you 

associate with God] guide to the truth?’ 

Say: ‘God alone guides to the truth. Who 

is more worthy to be followed: He that 

guides to the truth, or he who cannot find 

the right way unless he is guided? What is 

then amiss with you? How do you judge?’ 

(35) 

Most of them follow nothing but mere 

conjecture. But conjecture can in no way be 

a substitute for truth. God has full 

knowledge of all that they do. (36) 

This Qur’ n could not have been devised 

by anyone other than God. It is a 

confirmation of [revelations] that went 

before it, and a full explanation of God’s 

Book, about which there is no doubt. It 

certainly comes from the Lord of all the 

worlds. (37) 

If they say: ‘He has invented it,’ say: 

‘Produce, then, one sūrah like it, and call 

for help on all you can other than God, if 

ö≅ è% ö≅ yδ ⎯ ÏΒ / ä3Í←!% x. uà° ⎯ ¨Β ü“Ï‰öκ u‰ ’ n<Î) 

Èd,ysø9 $# 4 È≅ è% ª!$# “Ï‰öκ u‰ Èd,ysù=Ï9 3 ⎯ yϑsùr& ü“Ï‰öκ u‰ 

’ n<Î) Èd,ysø9 $# ‘,ymr& χr& yì t6 −Gãƒ ⎯ ¨Βr& ω ü“Ïd‰Íκ u‰ 

HωÎ) βr& 3“y‰öκ ç‰ ( $yϑsù ö/ä3s9 y#ø‹x. šχθßϑä3øt rB 

∩⊂∈∪  

$tΒuρ ßì Î7 −Gtƒ óΟ èδçsYø. r& ωÎ) $‡Ζsß 4 ¨βÎ) £⎯ ©à9 $# Ÿω 
©Í_ øóãƒ z⎯ ÏΒ Èd,pt ø:$# $º↔ ø‹x© 4 ¨βÎ) ©!$# 7Λ⎧Î=tæ $yϑÎ/ 

tβθè=yèø tƒ ∩⊂∉∪  

$tΒuρ tβ% x. # x‹≈ yδ ãβ# u™öà) ø9 $# βr& 3“utIø ãƒ ⎯ ÏΒ 

ÂχρßŠ «!$# ⎯ Å3≈ s9 uρ t,ƒ Ï‰óÁs? “Ï% ©!$# t⎦÷⎫t/ 

Ïμ ÷ƒ y‰tƒ Ÿ≅Š ÅÁø s?uρ É=≈ tGÅ3ø9 $# Ÿω |= ÷ƒ u‘ ÏμŠ Ïù ⎯ ÏΒ 

Éb>§‘ t⎦⎫ÏΗs>≈ yèø9 $# ∩⊂∠∪  

÷Π r& tβθä9θà) tƒ çμ1 utIøù$# ( ö≅è% (#θè?ù'sù ;ο u‘θÝ¡Î/ ⎯ Ï&Î#÷V ÏiΒ 

(#θãã÷Š $# uρ Ç⎯ tΒ Ο çF÷èsÜ tGó™ $# ⎯ ÏiΒ ÈβρßŠ «!$# βÎ) 

÷Λ ä⎢Ψä. t⎦⎫Ï% Ï‰≈ |¹ ∩⊂∇∪  
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what you say is true.’ (38) 

Indeed they disbelieve what they cannot 

grasp, particularly since its inner meaning 

has not become clear to them. Likewise did 

those who lived before them disbelieve. But 

see what happened in the end to those 

wrongdoers. (39) 

Some of them do believe in it, while others 

do not. But your Lord is fully aware of 

those who spread corruption. (40) 

If they disbelieve you, then say: ‘1 shall 

bear the consequences of my deeds, and you 

your deeds. You are not accountable for 

what I do and I am not accountable for 

your doings.’ (41) 

Yet some of them [pretend to] listen to you; 

but can you make the deaf hear you, 

incapable as they are of using their reason? 

(42) 

And some of them [pretend to] look 

towards you; but can you show the way to 

the blind, bereft of sight as they are? (43) 

ö≅ t/ (#θç/ ¤‹ x. $yϑÎ/ óΟ s9 (#θäÜŠ Ït ä† ⎯ Ïμ Ïϑù=ÏèÎ/ $£ϑs9 uρ 

öΝ Íκ ÌEù'tƒ … ã&é#ƒ Íρù's? 4 y7 Ï9≡ x‹x. z>¤‹ x. t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# ⎯ ÏΒ 

óΟ Îγ Î=ö6 s% ( öÝàΡ$$sù y#ø‹x. šχ% x. èπ t7 É)≈ tã 

š⎥⎫ ÏϑÎ=≈ ©à9 $# ∩⊂®∪  

Ν åκ ÷] ÏΒuρ ⎯ ¨Β ß⎯ ÏΒ÷σ ãƒ ⎯ Ïμ Î/ Ν åκ ÷] ÏΒuρ ⎯ ¨Β ω 
Ú∅ÏΒ÷σ ãƒ ⎯ Ïμ Î/ 4 y7 š/ u‘ uρ ÞΟ n=÷ær& t⎦⎪Ï‰Å¡ø ßϑø9 $$Î/ 

∩⊆⊃∪  

βÎ) uρ x8θç/ ¤‹x. ≅ à) sù ’ Ík< ’ Í?yϑtã öΝ ä3s9 uρ öΝ ä3è=yϑtã 

( ΟçFΡ r& tβθä↔ ÿƒ Ìt/ !$£ϑÏΒ ã≅ yϑôãr& O$tΡr& uρ Ö™ü“Ìt/ $£ϑÏiΒ 

tβθè=yϑ÷ès? ∩⊆⊇∪  

Ν åκ ÷] ÏΒuρ ⎯ ¨Β tβθãèÏϑtGó¡o„ y7 ø‹s9 Î) 4 |MΡr'sùr& ßìÏϑó¡è@ 

§Μ Á9 $# öθs9 uρ (#θçΡ% x. Ÿω šχθè=É) ÷ètƒ ∩⊆⊄∪  

Ν åκ ÷] ÏΒuρ ⎯ ¨Β ãÝàΖtƒ šø‹s9 Î) 4 |MΡr' sùr& ”Ï‰öκ sE 

}‘ ôϑãèø9 $# öθs9 uρ (#θçΡ% x. Ÿω šχρçÅÇö7 ãƒ ∩⊆⊂∪  

¨βÎ) ©!$# Ÿω ãΝ Î=ôà tƒ }̈ $̈Ψ9 $# $\↔ ø‹x© £⎯ Å3≈ s9 uρ 

}̈ $̈Ζ9 $# öΝ åκ |¦àΡr& tβθãΚÎ=ôà tƒ ∩⊆⊆∪  
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Indeed, God does not do the least wrong to 

mankind, but it is men who wrong 

themselves. (44) 

On the Day when He will gather them 

together, [it will seem to them] as though 

they had not sojourned in this world more 

than an hour of a day, getting to know one 

another. Lost indeed will be those who [in 

their lifetime] disbelieved in meeting God 

and did not follow the right guidance. (45) 

Whether We show you some of what We 

have promised them or We cause you to 

die, it is to Us that they shall return. God 

is witness of all that they do. (46)  

To every community was sent a messenger. 

It is when their messenger had come to 

them that judgement was passed on them in 

all fairness; and never are they wronged. 

(47) 

They say: ‘When will this promise be 

fulfilled, if you are truthful?’ (48) 

Say: ‘I have no control over any harm or 

benefit to myself, except as God may 

please. For every community a term has 

tΠ öθtƒ uρ öΝ èδçà³ øt s† βr( x. óΟ ©9 (# þθèV t6 ù=tƒ ωÎ) Zπ tã$y™ 

z⎯ ÏiΒ Í‘$pκ ¨]9 $# tβθèùu‘$yètGtƒ öΝ æηuΖ÷ t/ 4 ô‰s% uÅ£ yz 

t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (#θç/ ¤‹x. Ï™!$s) Î=Î/ «!$# $tΒuρ (#θçΡ% x. t⎦⎪Ï‰tGôγ ãΒ 

∩⊆∈∪  

$̈ΒÎ) uρ y7 ¨Ζtƒ ÌçΡ uÙ÷èt/ “Ï% ©!$# öΝ èδß‰ÏètΡ ÷ρr& 

y7 ¨Ψ u‹ ©ùuθtG tΡ $uΖøŠ s9 Î* sù óΟ ßγãèÅ_ó sΔ §Ν èO ª!$# î‰‹ Íκ y− 

4’ n?tã $tΒ šχθè=yèø tƒ ∩⊆∉∪  

Èe≅ à6 Ï9 uρ 7π̈Βé& ×Αθß™ §‘ ( # sŒ Î* sù u™!$y_ óΟ ßγä9θß™ u‘ 

z©ÅÓè% Ο ßγ oΨ÷ t/ ÅÝ ó¡É) ø9 $$Î/ öΝ èδuρ Ÿω tβθßϑn=ôà ãƒ 

∩⊆∠∪  

tβθä9θà) tƒ uρ 4©tLtΒ # x‹≈ yδ ß‰ôãuθø9 $# βÎ) óΟ çFΨ ä. 

t⎦⎫Ï% Ï‰≈ |¹ ∩⊆∇∪  

≅ è% Hω à7 Î=øΒr& ©Å¤ø uΖÏ9 # uŸÑ Ÿωuρ $·èø tΡ ωÎ) $tΒ 

u™!$x© ª!$# 3 Èe≅ ä3Ï9 >π ¨Βé& î≅ y_r& 4 # sŒ Î) u™!% ỳ óΟ ßγ è=y_r& 

Ÿξsù tβρãÏ‚ø↔ tFó¡tƒ Zπ tã$y™ ( Ÿωuρ tβθãΒÏ‰ø) tFó¡o„ 

∩⊆®∪  
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been appointed. When their time arrives, 

they can neither delay it by a single 

moment, nor indeed hasten it.’ (49) 

Say: ‘Do but consider. Should His 

punishment befall you by night or by day, 

what could there be in it that the guilty 

ones should wish to hasten? (50) 

Is it, then, when it has come to pass that 

you will believe in it? Is it now, while so far 

you have been asking for it to come 

speedily?’ (51) 

Then it will be said to the wrongdoers: 

‘Taste the long- lasting torment. Is this 

requital anything other than the just due 

for what you used to do?’ (52) 

They will ask you: ‘Is all this true?’ Say: 

‘Yes, by my Lord. It is most certainly true, 

and you will never be beyond God’s reach.’ 

(53) 

Should every wrongdoer possess all that the 

earth contains, he will gladly offer it all as 

ransom. They will harbour feelings of 

remorse when they see the suffering. 

Judgement will be passed on them in all 

fairness; and they will not be wronged. (54) 

Indeed, to God belongs all that is in the 

ö≅ è% óΟ çF÷ƒ u™u‘ r& ÷βÎ) öΝ ä38s?r& … çμ ç/# x‹tã $¹G≈ uŠ t/ ÷ρr& 

# Y‘$pκ tΞ # sŒ$̈Β ã≅ Éf÷ètGó¡ o„ çμ÷ΖÏΒ tβθãΒÌôfãΚø9 $# ∩∈⊃∪  

¢Ο èOr& # sŒÎ) $tΒ yì s%uρ Λ ä⎢ΖtΒ# u™ ÿ⎯ Ïμ Î/ 4 z⎯≈ t↔ ø9 !# u™ ô‰s% uρ 

Λ ä⎢Ψä. ⎯ Ïμ Î/ tβθè=É∨ ÷ètGó¡n@ ∩∈⊇∪  

§Ν èO Ÿ≅Š Ï% t⎦⎪Ï% ©#Ï9 (#θßϑ n=sß (#θè%ρèŒ z># x‹tã Ï$ ù#èƒ ø:$# 

ö≅ yδ tβ÷ρt“ øg éB ωÎ) $yϑÎ/ ÷Λ ä⎢Ζä. tβθç7 Å¡õ3 s? ∩∈⊄∪  

* štΡθä↔ Î6 .⊥ tFó¡tƒ uρ <,ymr& uθèδ ( ö≅ è% “Î) þ’ În1u‘ uρ 

… çμ ¯ΡÎ) A,yss9 ( !$tΒuρ Ο çFΡr& š⎥⎪Ì“ Éf÷èßϑÎ/ ∩∈⊂∪  

öθs9 uρ ¨βr& Èe≅ ä3Ï9 <§ø tΡ ôM yϑn=sß $tΒ ’Îû ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# 

ôNy‰tFøù]ω ⎯ Ïμ Î/ 3 (#ρ•| r& uρ sπ tΒ# y‰̈Ψ9 $# $£ϑs9 (# ãρr& u‘ 

z># x‹yèø9 $# ( š†ÅÓè% uρ Ο ßγ oΨ ÷ t/ ÅÝ ó¡É) ø9 $$Î/ 4 öΝ èδuρ 

Ÿω tβθßϑn=ôà ãƒ ∩∈⊆∪  

Iωr& ¨βÎ) ¬! $tΒ ’Îû ÏN≡ uθ≈ yϑ¡¡9 $# ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# uρ 3 Iωr& 

¨βÎ) y‰ôãuρ «!$# A,ym £⎯Å3≈ s9 uρ öΝèδu sYø. r& Ÿω 
tβθßϑn=ôètƒ ∩∈∈∪  
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heavens and earth. God’s promise always 

comes true, but most of them do not know 

it. (55) 

He alone gives life and causes death, and to 

Him you shall all return. (56) 

Mankind, there has come to you an 

admonition from your Lord, a cure for all 

that may be in your hearts, and guidance 

and grace for all believers. (57) 

Say: ‘In God’s bounty and grace, in this let 

them rejoice; for this is better than all that 

they may amass.’ (58) 

Say: ‘Do but consider all the means of 

sustenance that God has bestowed on you! 

Some of it you then made unlawful, and 

some lawful.’ Say: ‘Has God given you 

leave to do so, or do you fabricate lies 

against God?’ (59) 

But what will they think, those who invent 

lies against God, on the Day of 

Resurrection? God is truly bountiful to 

mankind, but most of them are ungrateful. 

(60) 

In whatever business you may be engaged, 

and whatever part you may recite of the 

uθèδ ⎯Ç‘ øt ä† àM‹ Ïϑãƒ uρ Ïμ øŠ s9 Î) uρ šχθãèy_öè? ∩∈∉∪  

$pκ š‰ r'̄≈ tƒ â¨$̈Ζ9 $# ô‰s% Ν ä3ø?u™!$y_ ×π sà Ïã öθ̈Β ⎯ ÏiΒ 

öΝ à6 Î n/ §‘ Ö™!$x Ï© uρ $yϑÏj9 ’Îû Í‘ρß‰Á9 $# “Y‰èδuρ 

×π uΗ÷q u‘ uρ t⎦⎫ÏΨ ÏΒ÷σ ßϑù=Ïj9 ∩∈∠∪  

ö≅ è% È≅ ôÒx Î/ «!$# ⎯ ÏμÏFuΗ÷q tÎ/ uρ y7 Ï9≡ x‹Î7 sù 

(#θãmtø u‹ ù=sù uθèδ ×ö yz $£ϑÏiΒ tβθãèyϑøg s† ∩∈∇∪  

ö≅ è% Ο çF÷ƒ u™u‘ r& !$̈Β tΑ t“Ρr& ª!$# Ν ä3s9 ∅ÏiΒ 5− ø—Íh‘ 

Ο çFù=yè yfsù çμ ÷ΖÏiΒ $YΒ# tym Wξ≈ n=ymuρ ö≅ è% ª!!# u™ 

šχÏŒ r& öΝ ä3s9 ( ôΘr& ’ n?tã «!$# šχρçtIø s? ∩∈®∪  

$tΒuρ ⎯ sß š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# šχρç tIø tƒ ’ n?tã «!$# 

z>É‹x6 ø9 $# tΠ öθtƒ Ïπ yϑ≈ uŠ É) ø9 $# 3 χÎ) ©!$# ρä% s! 

@≅ ôÒsù ’ n?tã Ä¨$̈Ψ9 $# £⎯ Å3≈ s9 uρ öΝ èδusYø. r& Ÿω 
tβρãä3ô±o„ ∩∉⊃∪  

$tΒuρ ãβθä3 s? ’ Îû 5βù'x© $tΒ uρ (#θè=÷Gs? çμ ÷ΖÏΒ ⎯ ÏΒ 

5β# u™öè% Ÿωuρ tβθè= yϑ÷ès? ô⎯ ÏΒ @≅ yϑtã ωÎ) $̈Ζà2 

ö/ ä3ø‹n=tæ # ·Šθåκ à− øŒÎ) tβθàÒ‹ Ï è? Ïμ‹Ïù 4  
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Qur’ n, and whatever deed you [mankind] 

may do, We will be your witnesses from the 

moment you are engaged with it.  

Not even an atom’s weight [of anything 

whatsoever] on earth or in heaven escapes 

your Lord, nor is there anything smaller or 

larger than that, but is recorded in a clear 

book. (61) 

For certain, those who are close to God 

have nothing to fear, nor shall they grieve; 

(62) 

for they do believe and remain God-fearing. 

(63) 

Theirs are the glad tidings in the life of this 

world and in the life to come: there is no 

changing the word of God. This is the 

supreme triumph. (64) 

Be not grieved by what they say. All might 

and glory belong to God alone. He alone 

hears all and knows all. (65) 

Indeed, to God belong all those who are in 

the heavens and earth. Those who invoke 

other beings beside God do not follow any 
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Preview 

This new passage touches the human conscience with a flow of observations that 

aim to put human nature face to face with clear evidence of God’s oneness, the 

real partners with Him. They follow mere 

conjecture, and they utter nothing but 

falsehood. (66) 

It is He who has made the night for you, so 

that you may have rest, and the day, so 

that you may see. In this there are certainly 

signs for those who listen. (67) 

They say: ‘God has taken unto Himself a 

son.’ Limitless is He in His glory. Self-

sufficient is He. To Him belongs all that is 

in the heavens and earth. No evidence 

whatever have you for this. Would you say 

about God something which you do not 

know? (68) 

Say: ‘Those who invent falsehood about 

God shall not be successful. (69) 

They may have a brief enjoyment in this 

world, but then to Us they must return, 

and We will then make them suffer severe 

torment for their unbelief.’ (70) 
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truthful address of His Messenger and the concept of the Day of Judgement, the 

reckoning and justice that are certain to be administered to all on that day. These 

touches work on the whole of the human soul, taking it on a grand tour of the 

universe, opening up for it the broad horizons of its own world. It moves from 

ancient times to the present, and from this life to the real one beyond. The previous 

passage contained similar aspects, discussed in Chapter 1, but the present ones are 

clearer, certain to receive the right response from any person with an uncorrupted 

nature. The unbelievers genuinely feared that the Qur’ n would weaken them 

considerably. Hence they urged one another not to listen to it because they wanted to 

continue with their erring beliefs and practices. 

When Deities Quarrel with Their Worshippers 

For those who do good there is a good reward, and more besides. Neither darkness nor 

any disgrace will overcast their faces. These are destined for paradise, where they will 

abide. As for those who have done evil, an evil deed is rewarded with its like. 

Ignominy will overshadow them — for they will have none to protect them from God 

— as if their faces have been covered with patches of the night’s own darkness. Such 

are destined for the fire, where they will abide. (Verses 26-27) 

The last verse in the preceding passage said: “God calls to the abode of peace, and 

guides him that wills to a straight path.” (Verse 25) Here we have an outline of the rules 

that determine the reward of those who follow God’s guidance and those who turn 

away from it. It shows God’s grace, mercy, fairness and justice in both types of 

reward. 

Those who do well in their choice of belief and practice, recognizing the right path 

and understanding the universal law which leads to the ‘abode of peace’ will have a 

goodly reward which is the fair outcome of what they do. But they will also have 

something more of God’s unlimited bounty: ‘For those who do good there is a good 

reward, and more besides.’ (Verse 26) They will be spared the misery of the Day of 

Resurrection, and the stress experienced by others before judgement is passed on all 

creatures: “Neither darkness nor any disgrace will overcast their faces.” (Verse 26) The 

Arabic phrase incorporates two words for darkness and disgrace. The first denotes 

dust, darkness and a pale colour that comes as a result of unhappiness or distress. 

The other denotes humiliation, shame and subjection to insults. They are free of all 

this. The verse portrays a dense crowd, afflicted with misery, fear, and humiliation, 

as evidenced by the marks on people’s faces. To be spared all this is a great gain, an 

act of grace which is added to the expected reward. 
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Such people who enjoy this high position “are destined for paradise.” (Verse 26) 

They are its owners and dwellers, and there “they will abide.” (Verse 26) 

“As for those who have done evil.” (Verse 27) A more literal translation of this phrase 

would be ‘those who have earned evil’. The earnings they have made out of the 

transaction of this life are simply evil. They will have their fair reward, which means 

that they will not have their punishment increased or doubled. They are simply 

given their reward, like for like. “An evil deed is rewarded with its like.” (Verse 27) They 

are the ones to endure humiliation which weighs down heavily on them: “Ignominy 

will overshadow them — for they will have none to protect them from God.” (Verse 27) 

There is simply no one to provide them with protection against the inevitable 

workings of divine law which metes out punishment to those who choose the path of 

evil. 

The s rah then paints an image of the mental darkness that overshadows them and 

leaves its impact on their terrified faces. They look ‘just as if their faces have been 

covered with patches of the night’s own darkness.’ (Verse 27) The whole atmosphere is 

dark, causing much fear and apprehension. People’s faces are made to look as if they 

are wearing the cover of the dark night. 

Those who are abandoned in the midst of all this darkness ‘are destined for the fire.’ 

(Verse 27) They are its owners and dwellers, and there ‘they will abide.’ (Verse 27) 

But where are those whom they claimed to be God’s partners and the ones they 

thought would intercede on their behalf? How come they could not provide them 

with any protection? What is happening to them on this fearful Day of Resurrection: 

“One day We shall gather them all together, and then We shall say to those who associated 

partners with God: ‘Keep to your places, you and those you associated with God as partners.’ 

We will then separate them from one another. Then those whom they associated as partners 

with God will say: ‘It was not us that you worshipped. God is sufficient as a witness between 

us and you. We were, for certain, unaware of your worshipping us. ‘There and then every 

soul will realize what it had done in the past; and all will be brought back to God, their true 

Lord Supreme. All their invented falsehood will have forsaken them.” (Verses 28-30) 

What we have here is a scene depicting one aspect of the Day of Judgement. It is 

painted in such a way that makes it far more effective than a clear statement to the 

effect that the partners they associate with God and their intercessors will not protect 

their worshippers against God, and can avail them of nothing. They are all brought 

together: the unbelievers and the false deities they associated as partners with God. 

The Qur’ n describes the latter as ‘their partners’ in a sarcastic manner which also 

denotes that they are of their own invention, and hence never partners with God. 

To all these, unbelievers and partners, an order is given: “Keep to your places, you 

and those you associated with God as partners.” (Verse 28) Stop where you are. That is 
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the order. They must stand still the moment the order is issued, for an order given on 

that day is complied with immediately, without question. Then one group is set apart 

from the other: “We will then separate them from one another.” (Verse 28) 

At this point the unbelievers do not speak. It is their claimed partners that speak to 

exonerate themselves from the crime committed by the unbelievers when they 

worshipped them in place of God, or in association with Him. They speak to make it 

clear that they were totally unaware of their being worshipped. As such, they have 

had no role in the crime. They appeal to God to be their witness: “Then those whom 

they associated as partners with God will say: ‘It was not us that you worshipped. God is 

sufficient as a witness between us and you. We were, for certain, unaware of your 

worshipping us.’” (Verse 29) 

Thus is the status of those who were worshipped. They are weak, appealing to be 

exonerated of the sinful practices of their worshippers. 

They seek to be absolved of an offence in which they took no part, and want God 

to be their witness. 

At this point when everything is laid open, every soul will know the true nature of 

the deeds it did, realizing its inevitable outcome: “There and then every soul will realize 

what it had done in the past.” (Verse 30) What is abundantly clear to all at that moment 

is the fact that there is only one God to whom all shall return. Everything else is false: 

“All will be brought back to God, their true Lord Supreme.” (Verse 30) 

There the idolaters will find nothing of what they used to claim and fabricate. All 

prove to have no real existence. “All their invented falsehood will have forsaken them.” 

(Verse 30) It is a vivid scene which is raised before our eyes so that we can examine 

all its details and the truth it reflects. It is painted in a few words which have an 

effect far superior to what a mere statement of facts supported by clear arguments 

would have produced. 

Giving Life and Causing Death 

The first round in this passage took us to the gathering of all on the Day of 

Resurrection when all false claims and fabrications are shown to have no validity 

whatsoever. God’s is the only power on that day. Now the s rah speaks of matters 

human beings see in their lives, and in their own souls, admitting that they are only 

done by God and subject to His control. 

Say: ‘Who is it that provides for you from heaven and earth? Or, who is it that has 

power over hearing and sight? Who brings forth the living out of that which is dead, 

and brings forth the dead out of that which is alive? Who regulates all affairs?’ They 
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will say: ‘God.’ Say, then: ‘Will you not, then, fear Him?’ Such is God, your true 

Lord. Apart from the truth, what is left but error? How is it, then, that you turn 

away? (Verses 31-32) 

The pagan Arabs, as has been explained, did not deny God’s existence, nor did 

they deny that He is the One who creates, provides sustenance for His creation and 

controls the whole universe. They simply ascribed divinity to other beings whom 

they considered to be God’s partners. They claimed that these were able to bring 

them nearer to God or that they had their own power, independent of God’s. Here 

the s rah addresses them taking their own beliefs as its starting point. It aims to alert 

their consciousness and make them reflect, so that they can discard their ill-

conceived ideas. “Say: ‘Who is it that provides for you from heaven and earth?’” (Verse 31) 

Who brings down the rain which quickens the land and brings up the plants? Who 

produces all the crops, birds, fish and animals? Who provides people with 

everything they get from the heavens and earth for their own and their animals’ 

food? This is what they used to understand when reference was made to the 

provisions from heaven and earth. Reality however is much greater than this. Today, 

we can still discover new provisions that He gives us, and we can still uncover more 

and more about the laws of nature. People can use what God provides for them in 

beneficial or harmful ways, in line with their sound or false beliefs. They get their 

provisions from the surface or bottom of the earth; from water running in its courses 

on the surface of the earth or stored underground; from the sun with its heat and the 

moon and its light. Even the putridity of organic material contains something that is 

used in medicine to produce cures for diseases. 

“Or, who is it that has power over hearing and sight?” (Verse 31) Who is it that gives 

these organs their power or deprives them of it; who makes them healthy or 

malfunctioning? Who is it that makes them see and hear what they like or dislike? 

Although that was then the limit of their understanding of the functioning of these 

senses, it was enough to enable them to understand the significance of such a 

question. However, we are still learning something new about the nature of hearing 

and sight, and the fine complexity of both these senses, to make the question wider in 

implication. The structure of the eye and the optic nerve, and how the whole system 

works to define what is seen, and also the structure of the ear, its different parts and 

how it captures sound frequencies are extraordinary wonders, particularly when 

they are compared to the most sophisticated machines of our modern scientific 

achievements. Yet although man-made machines are insignificant as compared with 

God’s work, people still ignore the miracles of creation which are all around them in 

the universe and in their own souls. 
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“Who brings forth the living out of that which is dead, and brings forth the dead out of that 

which is alive?” (Verse 31) People considered everything that was motionless to be 

dead. On the other hand, motion and growth indicated life. Therefore the drift of the 

question was clear to them: it was no different from seeing a plant coming out of a 

seed and a seed contained in a plant; a chick coming out of an egg and an egg 

produced by a bird; and numerous other cycles of creation. To them this was 

especially remarkable, and it remains remarkable even though we have come to 

know that the seed and the egg should be classified among the living on account of 

the potential life they contain. Indeed life potential, with all its hidden qualities, 

hereditary characteristics and unique features, is one of the most remarkable and 

wonderful things made by God’s will. 

A pause to consider the phenomenon of a seed and a stone bringing forth a plant 

and a date tree, and also an egg and a cell bringing forth a chick and a human being, 

may lead to a whole lifetime of thinking and reflecting. Let us just consider where in 

the seed the roots, sticks, leaves and fruits lie hidden? Where in the date stone does 

the core, the bast, the tall trunk and fibres we see in the date tree hide? Where are the 

taste, flavour, colour and smell stored, and how do we account for what we see of the 

great variety of dates? Where in the egg do the bones, meat, feathers, colour, flapping 

of the wings and the singing of the bird hide? Even more remarkably, where in the 

female cell does the human being with all its complex characteristics hide? Where are 

a person’s features stored until they are transmitted by genes that gather their 

qualities from past and distant generations? Where do the distinctive qualities of 

every human being come from: the way he talks, looks, turns his head, feels things 

around him, etc. and the features and qualities that he inherits from his parents, 

family and race, as well as those that give him his unique personality? 

Is it sufficient to say that this endless world of creation lies hidden in a seed, a 

stone, an egg and a female cell? Is this sufficient to end our wonder? There is no 

escaping the recognition that it is all done by God’s will and produced by His power. 

Human beings continue to uncover some of the secrets of life and death, and how 

the living is brought forth out of the dead and the dead out of the living. At different 

stages, elements experience death or come back to life. All this adds to the great 

significance of the question asked here and its broader perspective. The food we eat 

dies as a result of cooking and exposure to heat, but it is then transformed inside the 

living body into blood, which in turn becomes dead waste as a result of body 

processes. The more we learn about this process the more remarkable it appears, and 

yet it continues during every moment of the night and day. Indeed life continues to 

be a great exciting mystery that poses for man a question he cannot answer unless he 

admits that it is God the Creator who gives life. 
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“Who regulates all affairs?” (Verse 31) This question applies to all that has just been 

mentioned and to everything else, whether it relates to the affairs of the universe or 

to human affairs. Who regulates the great universal system that conducts the 

movement of all worlds in such a fine and elaborate manner? Who regulates the 

cycle of life and sets it along its finely tuned system? Who regulates the social laws 

that govern human life, without the slightest deviation from its course? The list of 

such questions is endless. 

“They will say: ‘God.’” They, i.e. the Arabs who were the first to be addressed by 

the Qur’ n did not deny God’s existence, or His control of these great issues. But as 

they deviated from the path of the truth, they began to associate partners with God, 

and to address worship rituals to such partners. Furthermore, they put into operation 

laws that God had not sanctioned. 

“Say: ‘Will you not, then, fear Him?’” (Verse 31) Since He is the One who provides 

sustenance, controls hearing and sight, brings the living out of the dead and the dead 

out of the living, and regulates all matters and affairs, should you not fear Him? The 

One who has all these attributes is indeed the true Lord who has no partners to be 

associated with Him. 

Who Guides to the Truth 

“Such is God, your true Lord.” (Verse 32) Since the truth is one and cannot be 

present in more than one form at the same time, then whoever goes beyond it is in 

fundamental error. “Apart from the truth, what is left but error? How is it, then, that you 

turn away?” (Verse 32) 

When the truth is clearly evident, how can anyone look elsewhere for guidance? 

The outcome of the unbelievers’ deliberate denial of the truth, despite their 

acknowledgement of its basis, is that God has made it a law of human nature that 

those who deviate from the sound logic of nature and the overall laws of creation 

will not be believers: “Thus is the word of your Lord proved true with regard to those who 

do evil: they will not believe.” (Verse 33) He does not prevent them from believing. 

Indeed the pointers to the truth and true faith are everywhere in the universe, and its 

logical basis is acknowledged by them. It is simply because they themselves refuse to 

take the way leading to faith and deliberately turn their backs on the logical 

conclusion of the premise they accept. It is an outcome they choose by disregarding 

the logic of nature. 

The s rah then resumes its line of drawing attention to aspects of God’s power and 

asks whether any of the partners the unbelievers associate with Him have any share 

in such power: “Say: ‘Does any of your partners [whom you associate with God] originate 
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creation, and then bring it back [to life] again?’ Say: ‘It is God alone who originates creation 

and then brings it back [to life] again. How is it, then, that you are so misled?’ Say: ‘Does any 

of your partners [whom you associate with God] guide to the truth?’ Say: ‘God alone guides 

to the truth. Who is more worthy to be followed: He that guides to the truth, or he who cannot 

find the right way unless he is guided? What is then amiss with you? How do you judge?’” 

(Verses 34-35) 

The questions now addressed to them, concerning re-creation and guidance to the 

truth, are not taken for granted like the first group. These are posed on the basis of 

what they accept as true. They relate to conclusions they should arrive at with 

reflection. No answer is required of them. The answer is placed in front of them, 

outlining the conclusions to the premises they have accepted: “Say: ‘Does any of your 

partners [whom you associate with God] originate creation and then bring it back [to life] 

again?’” (Verse 34) 

They accept that God has initiated creation, but they do not acknowledge that He 

will bring it back to life. They refuse to believe in the resurrection, reckoning and 

reward. Yet God’s purpose is not complete by simply originating creation, giving 

creatures their span of life, letting them die without receiving their reward for doing 

well and following divine guidance, or their punishment for deliberately following 

falsehood. That would be a journey cut short, and that would not be designed by a 

Creator whose attributes include deliberate planning and perfect wisdom. Indeed 

believing in the Day of Judgement is a logical requirement of believing in the 

wisdom, justice and mercy of the Creator. This fact needs to be stated clearly to them, 

since they believe that God is the Creator, and acknowledge that He is the One who 

brings the living out of the dead. In fact the second life is closely similar to the 

process of bringing what is alive out of what is dead: “Say: ‘It is God alone who 

originates creation and then brings it back [to life] again.’’’ (Verse 34) It is singularly 

strange that they should turn away from this fact when they accept its premise: “How 

is it, then, that you are so misled?” (Verse 34) How is it that you choose error and accept 

false beliefs? 

“Say: ‘Does any of your partners [whom you associate with God] guide to the truth?’” 

(Verse 35) Does any such partner reveal scriptures, send messengers, lay down a law 

and a code of living, give warnings and direct people to the truth? Does any of them 

explain the signs and pointers that are available in the universe and within human 

nature, awakening minds that have been left in deep slumber and alerting disused 

faculties? They were aware of all this since God’s Messenger presented it to them for 

their guidance. This was not something that they had already known and accepted, 

but rather something that actually took place before their very eyes. The Prophet was 

among them fulfilling the task God had assigned to him. Hence it is put to them as 
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evidence of the truth they are called upon to acknowledge. “Say: ‘God alone guides to 

the truth.’” (Verse 35) 

This leads to another question with a ready answer: “Who is more worthy to be 

followed: He that guides to the truth, or he who cannot find the right way unless he is 

guided?” (Verse 35) There can only be a single answer to this question. Naturally, the 

one who guides mankind to the truth is the one to be followed, in preference to the 

one who is in need of guidance. This applies whether those who are worshipped are 

made of stone or trees, or whether they are stars or human beings. In fact it applies to 

Jesus Christ [peace be upon him]. Although God sent him to give guidance to people, 

being himself human, he too was in need of God’s guidance. It therefore applies even 

more to those who are falsely claimed to be God’s partners. 

“What is then amiss with you? How do you judge?” (Verse 35) What has come over 

you that you clearly misjudge matters and deviate so badly from the truth? 

When the questions put to them are completed, and the answers dictated by 

natural logic and accepted premises are clearly stated, the s rah points out what they 

actually do in respect of reflection, arriving at conclusions, and formulating beliefs. 

They have no certainty in anything that relates to belief or worship. They do not base 

their arguments and beliefs on any fact that human nature and reason can accept as 

true. They indulge in conjecture, and that has nothing to do with the truth. 

“Most of them follow nothing but mere conjecture. But conjecture can in no way be a 

substitute for truth. God has full knowledge of all that they do.” (Verse 36) They think that 

God has partners, but they do not try to test such thoughts either by reasoning or in 

practical terms. They think that their forefathers would not have worshipped idols 

unless those idols had something to deserve worship. But they do not question this 

false premise, nor do they free their minds from the shackles of following such 

thoughts blindly. They assume that God would not reveal anything to a man from 

among them, but they do not question why God would not do so. They also assume 

that the Qur’ n is authored by Mu ammad, but they do not try to verify whether 

Mu ammad is capable of authoring the Qur’ n, when they themselves, human 

beings like him, are totally incapable of producing a s rah similar to the Qur’ n. Thus 

they go about life nourishing a host of assumptions and thoughts that have no 

foundation. As the Qur’ n describes it, they thrive on conjecture but this does not 

give them anything of substance. It is God alone who knows fully what they do. “God 

has full knowledge of all that they do.” (Verse 36) 

A Book of God’s Own Devising 

The s rah now begins a new round speaking of the Qur’ n itself. It starts with a 

categorical statement that there is no way that the Qur’ n could have been invented 
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by anyone, followed by a challenge to the unbelievers to produce a single s rah like 

it. It then shows their judgement to be hasty, lacking solid ground. This is followed 

by stating the nature of their attitude to the Qur’ n, coupled with encouragement to 

the Prophet to remain steadfast regardless of the response he receives from them. 

The round concludes with a reference to the destiny awaiting those who are stubborn 

in their erroneous beliefs. It is a just and fitting destiny, determined by their deeds. 

“This Qur’ n could not have been devised by anyone other than God. It is a 

confirmation of [revelations] that went before it, and a full explanation of God’s Book, 

about which there is no doubt. It certainly comes from the Lord of all the worlds. If 

they say: He has invented it,’ say: ‘Produce, then, one s rah like it, and call for help 

on all you can other than God, if what you say is true.’ Indeed they disbelieve what 

they cannot grasp, particularly since its inner meaning has not become clear to them. 

Likewise did those who lived before them disbelieve. But see what happened in the end 

to those wrongdoers. Some of them do believe in it, while others do not. But your Lord 

is fully aware of those who spread corruption. If they disbelieve you, then say: I shall 

bear the consequences of my deeds, and you your deeds. You are not accountable for 

what I do and I am not accountable for your doings.’ Yet some of them [pretend to] 

listen to you; but can you make the deaf hear you, incapable as they are of using their 

reason? And some of them [pretend to] look towards you; but can you show the way 

to the blind, bereft of sight as they are? Indeed, God does not do the least wrong to 

mankind, but it is men who wrong themselves.” (Verses 37-44) 

“This Qur’ n could not have been devised by anyone other than God.” (Verse 37) Such 

unique characteristics of topic and expression; such perfection of order and harmony; 

such completeness of the faith it preaches and the code for human life it lays down; 

such a thorough concept of the nature of Godhead, as well as the nature of life, 

human beings and the universe could never have been designed by anyone other 

than God. Only He is able to combine all this, because He is the One who knows the 

beginnings of all things and their ends, the apparent and the hidden. No one else can 

devise a system that is perfect, free of shortcomings and based on perfect knowledge. 

“This Qur’ n could not have been devised by anyone other than God.” (Verse 37) What is 

negated here is the very possibility that the Qur’ n could ever have been fabricated 

or authored by anyone other than God. This is much more comprehensive and 

emphatic. 

“It is a confirmation of [revelations] that went before it.” (Verse 37) It confirms all the 

revelations and Scriptures given to earlier messengers. It confirms the original faith 

outlined by those messages and the good things they advocated. It is also “a full 

explanation of God’s Book.” (Verse 37) It is the same Book, outlining the same message 

preached by all messengers. There may be differences of detail in these messages, but 
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the basic principles are the same. The Qur’ n explains God’s Book fully, making clear 

all the methods and means of goodness it outlines and how these are to be fulfilled 

and followed in human life. The faith is the same and the basic substance is the same, 

but the methods of goodness and the legislation outlined are given each time in a 

degree of detail that suits human progress and development. When mankind came of 

age, they were addressed by the Qur’ n as adults. They were no longer addressed by 

physical miracles that defy human intellect. 

Moreover, it is a Book “about which there is no doubt. It certainly comes from the Lord 

of all the worlds.” (Verse 37) This is an assertion that the Qur’ n could never have been 

fabricated or attributed falsely to God. It is indeed a revelation by ‘the Lord of all the 

worlds.’ 

Having stated the truth about the Qur’ n, the s rah speaks of a certain possibility: 

“If they say: ‘He has invented it.’” (Verse 38) In other words, if Mu ammad is alleged to 

have invented it let them then mobilize their resources and invent a single s rah like 

it, if they can. “Say: ‘Produce, then, one s rah like it, and call for help on all you can besides 

God, if what you say is true.’“ (Verse 38) 

The challenge is permanent, as is their inability to meet it. It continues for the rest 

of time and no one will ever be able to meet it. Anyone who appreciates the strength, 

beauty and artistic expression of the Arabic language will recognize that the Qur’ nic 

style is unique, and that no human being could produce anything similar to it. So 

will those who study human social systems and legal principles. If they study the 

system laid down in the Qur’ n, they will realize that its approach to the 

organization of the human community is absolutely unique. It enacts appropriate 

regulations for all aspects of human life, while at the same time allowing a sufficient 

degree of practicality and flexibility to meet any type of development. That is a task 

too great to be undertaken by a single human mind, or by the minds of any group of 

human beings in a single generation or throughout human history. The same applies 

to those who study human psychology and methods of influencing people on the one 

hand, and the Qur’ n and the way it addresses the human mind on the other. 

It is not merely the incomparability of the Qur’ nic style and mode of expression; 

instead the absolutely miraculous nature of the Qur’ n is easily recognized by 

experts in diverse disciplines such as language, society, law and psychology. 

Those who are adept at using artistic expression, and have an insight into fine 

literary styles are better able to appreciate the miracle of the Qur’ n in this particular 

aspect, while experts in the different disciplines of sociology, law, psychology are 

able to appreciate its superior treatment of their themes. Each will appreciate better 

than anyone else the miracle of the Qur’ n in their respective disciplines. I admit that 
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it is practically impossible to describe this miracle and its true dimensions but I will 

nonetheless attempt to give a glimpse of its nature. 

An Amazing Experience with the Qur’ n 

The Qur’ n is readily distinguishable from any human expression. It has a 

powerful effect on people’s hearts which no human style can achieve. Such an effect 

is sometimes felt by people who have no knowledge of Arabic. Some remarkable 

events, which may not be the rule, cannot have any other explanation. I am not 

giving any example witnessed by anyone else. I am only relating something that 

happened to me about 15 years ago, for which I have no less than six witnesses.8 

We were seven Muslim passengers travelling on board an Egyptian ship across 

the Atlantic to New York. There were also 120 foreign passengers, none of whom 

was a Muslim. It occurred to us to hold Friday prayers on board, in the middle of the 

ocean. God knows that we were not that keen on the prayer itself, but we were 

driven to show our religious feelings when we saw a missionary exercising his 

mission with the passengers. He even approached us. The Captain, an Englishman, 

facilitated our task and allowed any of the crew and other workers, all of whom were 

Nubian Muslims, to join the prayer, provided that they were not on duty at the time. 

They were overjoyed by this, as it was, in their experience, the first time ever that 

Friday prayers had been held on board. I delivered the khuţbah, or sermon, and led 

the prayers, while many of the foreign passengers were watching nearby. 

When the prayer was over, many of them congratulated us on a ‘successful 

service’. That was how they viewed our prayers. One particular lady, whom we were 

later informed was a Christian from Yugoslavia fleeing from the oppression of Tito’s 

Communist regime, was particularly touched. In fact she could not control her 

feelings and her eyes were full of tears. She shook our hands warmly and said in 

broken English that she was profoundly touched by the discipline and spiritual calm 

of our prayers. She then asked which language the ‘priest’ was speaking. She simply 

could not imagine that prayers could be led by a layman, but we made sure to 

explain this point to her. She also said that although she could not understand a 

word of what was being said, the language had a remarkable musical rhythm. She 

then added something that was a great surprise to us all. She said that certain 

phrases or sentences which he used were different from the rest of his speech. They 

were more clearly musical with an even more profound rhythm. These phrases filled 

her with awe. It was as if the im m was deriving his speech from the Holy Spirit. We 

                                                 
8 The author is referring here to his trip to the United States, in 1950, when he was sent on a 
scholarship to undertake research to determine the best means of developing education in Egyptian 
universities. — Editor’s note. 
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reflected on what she had said and concluded that she meant the Qur’ nic verses 

quoted in the khuţbah and recited during the prayer. The whole thing was truly 

remarkable as the lady did not understand a word of Arabic. 

As I have said, this is not the rule. Yet this incident, and similar ones reported by 

different people, confirm that the Qur’ n has some secret which enables certain 

hearts to react to it when they hear its recitation. It might have been that this lady 

had a keen religious sense which, coupled with the fact of her flight from Communist 

tyranny in her own country, refined her interaction with God’s revelations. But why 

do we wonder at this when we see thousands of uneducated Muslims greatly 

influenced by the rhythm of the Qur’ n, despite their inability to understand it. In a 

sense, they are not much different from this Yugoslav lady. 

I have felt it necessary to speak about this subtle power of the Qur’ n before 

turning to other aspects which are well known to those who are skilled in the art of 

expression and those who are endowed with a refined sense or who think and 

contemplate. 

A distinctive feature of the Qur’ nic method of expression is that it tackles great 

issues in a space which, by human standards, is far too short. Nevertheless, it covers 

them in the fullest, finest, most vivid and accurate way, maintaining at the same time 

a perfect harmony between the words it uses, the style, rhythm, connotations and the 

overall feeling it generates. It combines artistic beauty with precision in a way that 

makes it impossible to replace one word with another, and does not allow the needs 

of fine style to overshadow those of precise meaning or vice versa. In this respect, it 

achieves a standard of excellence that surpasses anything that men of letters 

recognize as the zenith that can be attained by any human being. 

This main feature brings about another distinctive characteristic of the Qur’ n, one 

which enables a single statement to provide different meanings that run side by side, 

with each given its fair share of clarity. There is no ambiguity or confusion between 

different meanings. Each aspect and each fact to which the text refers is given its full 

and appropriate space. Thus the same statement is quoted in different contexts but 

on each occasion it fits the context perfectly, as if it were only meant to express the 

particular issue in question. This feature is well known, and it only requires brief 

mention for people to appreciate it. 

The Qur’ nic method of expression is also distinguished by its ability to paint 

pictures in a way no human expression can approximate. Anyone who tries to 

imitate it sounds confused and incoherent. How can people express the following 

ideas in the same way as the Qur’ n: 

“And We brought the Children of Israel across the sea; but Pharaoh and his legions 

pursued them with tyranny and aggression. But as he was about to drown, Pharaoh said: ‘I 
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have come to believe that there is no deity other than Him in whom the Children of Israel 

believe, and to Him I surrender myself.’” (Verse 90) Up to this point, this is an account of 

certain events. But it is followed immediately with a direct remonstration brought up 

as though it were taking place right before us: “Only now? But before this you were 

rebelling [against Us], and you spread corruption in the land. But today We shall save only 

your body, so that you may become a sign to those who will come after you.” (Verses 91-92) 

This is then followed with a concluding comment on the scene itself: “For a great 

many people do not heed Our signs.” (Verse 92) 

“Say: ‘What is weightiest in testimony?’ Say: ‘God is witness between me and you. This 

Qur’ n has been revealed to me that I may thereby warn you and all whom it may reach.’” (6: 

19) So far this is an instruction received by God’s Messenger. Then immediately we 

see the Messenger questioning his people: “Will you in truth bear witness that there are 

other deities beside God?” (6: 19) The next moment, we see him again receiving 

instructions concerning the very point he is questioning his people about and 

receiving their answer: “Say: ‘I bear no such witness.’ Say: He is but one God. I disown all 

that you associate with Him.’” (6: 19) 

Note also the frequent switch of tense or address often employed in the Qur’ n, as 

in the following passage: “On the day when He shall gather them all together, [He will 

say]: ‘O you company of jinn! A great many human beings have you seduced. ‘Those who 

were their close friends among human beings will say: ‘Our Lord, we have enjoyed each 

other’s fellowship, and we have now reached the end of our term which You have appointed 

for us.’ He will say: ‘The fire shall be your abode, where you shall remain, unless God wills it 

otherwise.’ Indeed, your Lord is Wise, All-knowing. In this manner do We cause the 

wrongdoers to be close allies of one another, because of that which they do. ‘O you company of 

jinn and humans! Have there not come to you messengers from among yourselves who related 

to you My revelations and warned you of the coming of this your day?’ They will reply: ‘We 

bear witness against ourselves.’ The life of this world has beguiled them. So they will bear 

witness against themselves that they were unbelievers. And so it is that your Lord would 

never destroy a community for its wrongdoing, while they remain unaware.” (6: 128-131) 

There are numerous similar examples in the Qur’ n. Its style is thus totally 

different from any human style. Anyone who wishes to argue about this can try as 

hard as he wishes to produce something like it, but he will certainly fail. He will be 

totally unable to come up with any meaningful piece of writing, let alone having any 

degree of artistic beauty, inspiring rhythm and perfect coherence. 

Characteristics of the Qur’ n 

The Qur’ n addresses the human entity as a whole. It does not address different 

faculties such as logical reasoning, pulsating hearts or excited feelings, one at a time. 
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It simply makes its appeal in the most direct manner, touching all human receptive 

faculties at once. Thus it generates feelings, impressions and concepts of the truth of 

existence that no other method known to mankind can ever generate. Moreover, all 

these are profound, comprehensive, precise, lucid and inimitably expressed. 

I would like to quote here a few paragraphs from a book I am now working on9 

which may express this fact better. These speak of the Islamic approach in 

elucidating the constituent elements of the Islamic concept of life in a beautiful, 

comprehensive, coherent and balanced way. The most distinctive features of this 

approach are: 

Firstly, it portrays the facts as they are using a style that reveals all their 

aspects, dimensions, links and consequences. Comprehensive as it is, it does 

not complicate any fact or make it ambiguous. It then makes its address to all 

humanity, at all levels.10 God has not wished to make the attainment of any 

standard of knowledge or education a necessary requirement for the proper 

perception of the Islamic concept of life. Faith is the first need in human life. 

When it is accepted by people, it formulates in their hearts and minds a 

concept which defines their method of dealing with the whole universe. It 

also gives them a method to follow in the pursuit of any branch of 

knowledge. This concept provides for them a complete explanation and 

understanding of the universe and what happens in it. Since it is founded on 

the truth of faith, God wants it to be the basis of all their knowledge and 

scientific study. This is the most solid basis since it is the ultimate truth. 

All that man learns, and all the knowledge he attains, from any source other 

than faith remain within the field of probability. It is neither final nor 

absolute, not even when it relies on scientific experiment. Empirical science 

relies on analogy and induction to draw its conclusions. It is not based on 

thorough and exhaustive investigation and universal application. That is not 

possible for human beings to do in any experiment, even if we assume that all 

human observations and final conclusions are correct. The ultimate that 

scientific research can achieve is to conduct a number of experiments and 

make observations and conclusions that are applied generally. Scientists 

admit that their conclusions remain within the realm of probability; they are 

never final. Besides, every single experiment aims to determine the degree of 

                                                 
9 This is the second volume of the author’s work Khaş ’iş al-Taşawwur al-Isl mī wa Muqawwim tuh, 
or Distinctive Features of the Islamic Concept and its Constituent Elements. The first volume was 
published in 1963. The author wrote a few chapters of the second volume after his release from prison 
in 1964. These were posthumously published as the second volume. — Editor’s note. 
10 Human expression cannot achieve this, because every author addresses a particular level of 
understanding. Those who belong to a different level can hardly understand him. 
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probability of a certain aspect. Hence, the only certain knowledge that human 

beings can acquire is that which they receive from the One who knows all, 

and is fully aware of all secrets and minute details. He is the One who speaks 

the truth and explains the ultimate certainty.11 

Secondly, it is free of any flaws of disjointedness or incoherence which are 

observed in scientific studies, philosophical treaties and refined artistic 

writings. It does not approach each aspect of a coherent, beautiful whole 

separately as all human styles of expression do. It portrays them all in an 

integrated approach which links perceptible features with the realm that lies 

beyond our reach. Thus it establishes a link between the truth of the universe, 

life and man and the truth of God; between this life and the life to come; and 

between our world here and the Supreme Society of angels. All this is done in 

a unique, inimitable style. When human beings try to imitate this 

characteristic, they fall far short and the outcome is incoherent, ambiguous, 

and ill-defined. This is the opposite of what we readily observe in Qur’ nic 

style. 

Strong as the link is between different facts tackled in a particular Qur’ nic 

passage or s rah, the emphasis on any one of them may frequently change, 

yet the link remains clear. For example, when the emphasis is placed on 

explaining to people who their true Lord is, we find this great truth portrayed 

in describing His magnificent work in the universe and within human life, in 

our own world which we see and feel and in the world beyond. Elsewhere 

the emphasis may be on elucidating the truth about the universe and its 

existence. Here, then, we have the nature of the relationship between 

Godhead and the universe clearly outlined, with frequent references to the 

nature of life and living creatures and also to the natural laws God has set in 

operation in the universe at large. 

Similarly, when the nature of man is emphasized, it is portrayed with its links 

with God, the universe and other living creatures; and also with the present 

world and the world beyond. If the emphasis happens to be on the life to 

come, this life is also discussed, and both are related to God and to other 

important facts. The same applies when the truth about the present life comes 

in for special emphasis. 

Thirdly, the Qur’ n not only portrays the truth as an integrated whole with 

all its aspects in perfect harmony, but it also gives each aspect in this 

complete whole its due share of space and importance, commensurate with 

                                                 
11 This is why on listening to the Qur’ n people feel it is clearly more authoritative than any other 
writing. 
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its weight on God’s accurate scales. Hence the nature and qualities of God, 

and the question of godhead and servitude appear to be the dominant issues. 

Indeed explaining the facts relevant to these issues appears to be the basic 

theme of the Qur’ n.12 Similarly, the theme of the world that lies beyond the 

reach of human perception, including God’s will, predestination and the life 

to come, occupies substantial space. So does the nature of man, the universe 

and life, with each being given mutually complementary importance that fits 

with the harmony and complementarity of these questions in real life. Thus 

no important fact is overlooked, ignored or gloated over. 

We have spoken elsewhere about the Islamic concept being well balanced. It 

admires the accuracy of the laws governing the material world and the 

perfect harmony between its various components. However, this admiration 

does not lead to making the material world a deity, as did some communities 

of old. In fact this is still done by some people in modern times when they 

ascribe divinity to material worlds or to stars and planets. Nor does the 

admiring look at the miracle of life and how it defines its functions and fulfils 

them, or its harmony with the universe around it, lead to giving it the 

position of a deity, as do some modern existentialists. Similarly the wonderful 

creation of man, his unique qualities and potential, manifesting themselves in 

his interaction with the universe, causes much admiration. However, this 

admiration does not lead to making man, or human intellect, a deity in one 

way or another, as the idealists generally do. On the other hand, the 

recognized majesty of the divine truth, or God Himself, does not lead to the 

discarding of the material world or to looking at it or at man with contempt, 

as Hindu, Buddhist and distorted Christian philosophies do. In fact, a well-

balanced outlook is the main characteristic of the Islamic concept of life 

generally. 

Similarly, the Qur’ nic method in presenting the constituent elements of this 

concept and the facts upon which it is based is also well balanced, giving 

prominence where it is due. Thus they are all clearly apparent every time the 

Qur’ n outlines this concept in its totality. This unique Qur’ nic quality is 

beyond the ability of human expression, refined as it may be. 

Fourthly, the Qur’ n combines accuracy and precision with an inspirational 

vitality that imparts to these facts a rhythm, life and beauty unknown in any 

human presentation or expression. However, this accuracy does not encroach 

on a lively and beautiful style, nor does the demarcation spoil the rhythm and 

harmony. 

                                                 
12 The reasons for attaching special importance to the theme of Godhead are fully discussed in the 
Prologue to this sūrah. 
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Interaction with the Qur’ nic approach is the best way to appreciate it. Much 

as we try, we cannot fairly describe, in our human style, its main features so 

as to begin to appreciate it in the same way. Nor can our study of the main 

characteristics and constituent elements of the Islamic concept of life, man 

and the universe, be as complete as its picture given in the Qur’ n. Our 

attempt to present this study to people is made only because people have 

drawn far away from the Qur’ n. They have chosen to make their social 

environment vastly different from that which prevailed in the community 

which received the Qur’ nic revelations. They no longer experience the same 

circumstances and concerns of that community which established the Islamic 

society. Hence people are no longer able to appreciate the Qur’ nic approach 

and interact with it. Nor are they able to enjoy its beauty and finer 

characteristics. 

Areas Unfathomed in Human Writings 

The Qur’ n sometimes explains the basic truisms of faith in a way that the human 

mind would never attempt, because, by their nature, these are not things which 

preoccupy or attract human attention. A clear example is the verse which describes 

God’s infinite knowledge: “With Him are the keys to what lies beyond the reach of human 

perception: none knows them but He. He knows all that the land and sea contain; not a leaf 

falls but He knows it; and neither is there a grain in the earth’s deep darkness, nor anything 

fresh or dry but is recorded in a clear book.” (6: 59) These broad places and situations, 

visible and hidden, are not normally frequented by human thought in this way, 

when it tries to express knowledge that embraces everything. Let us quote here a few 

paragraphs of what we stated in our commentary on this verse. 

Every time we look at this short verse, we cannot fail to recognize its miraculous 

style which tells of the author of the Qur’ n. One look at its subject matter is 

sufficient to make us absolutely certain that this is something no human being would 

say. Human intelligence does not stretch to limitless horizons when it describes 

perfect, unfailing knowledge. Instead, the human intellect has different 

characteristics and certain set limits, because its images reflect its own concerns. Why 

should human beings care about the number of leaves falling from trees all over the 

globe? Why should they bother about grains buried in the deep dark recesses of the 

earth? What concern is it to them to know everything that is fresh or dry? People 

simply do not care about falling leaves, let alone about counting them. They care 

about the seeds they plant, hoping to have a good harvest. Otherwise, they would 

not care about the grains buried in the earth. They certainly like to use what they 

have of fresh and dry things, but none of these matters is thought of as evidence of 
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perfect knowledge. It is only the Creator who knows and cares about every falling 

leaf, buried grain and the like, as He does about other things, fresh or dry. 

No human being could ever contemplate that each falling leaf, buried grain, every 

fresh object and also every dry one should be recorded in a clear book. They cannot 

see any benefit to them from keeping such a record. But the Sovereign of the whole 

universe is the One who has all that recorded because everything in the whole 

universe, large or small, visible or hidden, distant or close, apparent or unknown, is 

part of His dominion and, as such, is accounted for. 

This is an expansive scene, one which leaves a profound effect on the human 

mind. The human intellect does not even try to paint such a scene comprising the 

leaves falling from every tree throughout the world and every grain hidden in the 

soil and every fresh and dry thing on earth. Indeed, neither our eyes nor our 

imagination care to visualize it in the first place. Nevertheless, it is a powerful scene 

that tells us much about God’ s knowledge, reminding us that God oversees and 

records everything. His will takes care of what is large or small, highly important or 

infinitely insignificant, visible or hidden, distant or close, apparent or unknown. 

Those of us who react to what we experience and have the talent of expression are 

keenly aware of our human limitations to visualize and express things. We know 

from personal experience that it does not occur to any human mind to paint such a 

scene and that no human being can use such a mode of expression. I invite anyone 

who disputes this to look into everything that human beings have ever written in an 

attempt to see if human literary talent has ever ventured in this direction. Indeed, 

this verse and similar ones in the Qur’ n are sufficient for us to know the Author of 

this glorious book. 

If we look at the artistic excellence in this verse, we soon realize that it surpasses 

everything that human beings have ever attempted: “With Him are the keys to what lies 

beyond the reach of human perception: none knows them but He.” (Verse 59) The verse 

takes us first into the unfathomable reaches of the world beyond, stretching into time 

and place, as well as the past, present and future and into what takes place both in 

this life and in our imagination. 

“He knows all that the land and sea contain.” (Verse 59). The picture here is of the 

seen world, stretching infinitely over the horizon so that the world we see is 

stretched into an infinite existence to provide harmony with the limitless nature of 

the world beyond. 

“Not a leaf falls, but He knows it.” (Verse 59). This depicts the movement of death, 

the fall from above and disappearance after the end of life. 
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“Neither is there a grain in the earth’s deep darkness.” (Verse 59). This depicts the 

movement of growth and life, starting in the deep and going up onto the surface. We 

see how the dead quickens and the idle moving forward with vigour. 

“Nor anything fresh or dry but is recorded in a clear book.” (Verse 59) This is an overall 

generalization that comprises both life and death, the thriving and the withering 

away of everything that lives on earth. Who other than God would begin with such 

material in order to paint such an expansive scene? And who would give it such 

beauty and harmony to add to its excellence? Who other than God can do that?13 

Let us now take another example expressing the same idea: “He knows all that 

enters the earth, and all that comes out of it, as well as all that descends from the skies, and all 

that ascends to them. And He alone is the Most-merciful, Truly forgiving.” (34: 2) 

Reflect for a moment on this image drawn with the use of only a few words and 

you will see an endless number of things, movements, shapes, sizes, forms and 

abstractions that defy the imagination. Should all the people on earth dedicate their 

entire attention throughout their lives to monitoring and enumerating what takes 

place in a single moment, of all that to which this verse refers, they would not be able 

to compile a comprehensive list of which they would be certain. 

How many things enter the earth in a single moment? How many grains are 

buried into all corners of the earth, and how many find their way into them? Think 

for a moment of the number of worms, insects, particles and crawlers that go 

underneath the surface of the earth throughout the globe. Think of the number of 

drops of water, gas molecules as well as rays and radiation that go into the earth at 

every point of its vast expanse. Think of all this and remember that it is all watched 

by God whose eyes never blink. 

Then how many things come out of the earth? How many plants shoot up, springs 

issue forth, volcanoes erupt, and gases spread out? How many buried things reveal 

themselves, and how many insects come out of their hiding places? How many are 

those things, visible or invisible, known to humans or unknown, that come out of the 

earth in a single moment? The number is beyond human reckoning. 

Reflect on the number of things that come down from the skies: the drops of rain, 

the meteors, the blazing rays and other rays that bring us light. Think also of every 

divine command brought down to accomplish God’s will, and the mercy God 

bestows on the whole universe or on particular creatures; and think of all the 

provisions God grants to His servants in abundance or in restricted measure. All this 

comes down from the skies, as do numerous other things known only to God 

Himself. 

                                                 
13 Sayyid Quţb, In the Shade of the Qur’ān, Leicester, 2002, Vol. V. pp. 147-149. 
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Reflect also on what ascends to the skies: how many breaths of air come out of 

every plant, animal, human or other creature? How many supplications are 

addressed to God in public or in private, heard only by God? Think of the spirits of 

creatures that are gathered to God; the angels carrying God’s orders, and other 

spirits that go about totally unknown to anyone other than God. Think also how 

many particles of vapour ascend from the seas, and how many gas molecules ascend 

from different types of creation. 

How many of all these take place in a single moment? How much knowledge do 

human beings need to make a record of all that takes place in a single moment? 

Would they come close even if they devoted a lifetime to such counting and 

recording? But God’s knowledge, which is complete and perfect, encompasses all 

that at every moment and every place. Indeed every heart and mind, every intention 

and thought, every movement and stoppage is under God’s watchful eye. Yet His 

grace ensures that they remain private, and He also often forgives, for “He alone is the 

Most-merciful, Truly forgiving.” (34: 2) 

Indeed many similar verses of the Qur’ n indicate that it is not of human writing. 

Such cosmic thoughts do not occur to human beings, because there is nothing in 

human nature that gives rise to them. Moreover, the simple touches that serve to 

encompass a universal expanse indicate that they come from the Maker of the 

universe, whose style no one can emulate. 

Certain things and happenings which appear to us to be of little significance are 

often used by the Qur’ n to prove great concepts. Here they are portrayed in a 

different light showing them to be very important indeed, and most fitting to prove 

the concepts in question. For example: “It is We who have created you: why, then, do you 

not accept the truth? Have you ever considered that seed which you emit? Is it you who create 

it, or are We the source of its creation? We have indeed decreed that death shall be ever-

present among you; but there is nothing to prevent Us from changing the nature of your 

existence and bringing you into being anew in a manner as yet unknown to you. And since 

you are indeed aware of the miracle of your coming into being in the first instance, why, then, 

do you not bethink yourselves of Us? Have you ever considered the seed which you cast upon 

the soil? Is it you who cause it to grow, or are We the cause of its growth? For, were it Our 

will, We could indeed turn it into chaff; and you would be left to wonder and to lament, 

‘Indeed we are ruined! Nay, but we have been deprived of our livelihood!’ Have you ever 

considered the water which you drink? Is it you who cause it to come down from the clouds or 

are We the cause of its coming down? Were it Our will, We could make it burningly salty 

and bitter: why, then, do you not give thanks? Have you ever considered the fire which you 

kindle? Is it you who have brought into being the tree that serves as its fuel, or are We the 

cause of its coming into being? It is We who have made it a means to remind [you of Us], and 

a comfort for all who are lost and hungry in the wilderness [of their lives]. Extol, then, the 

limitless glory of your Lord’s mighty name.” (56: 57-74) 
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The Qur’ n makes of such familiar phenomena universal issues of great 

importance, revealing the great laws in the universe, and formulating the basis of a 

profound faith and a complete way of existence. At the same time, it makes these 

familiar happenings the centre of thought and contemplation, a tool that refreshes 

hearts and souls and awakens feelings and sensitivities. It alerts people to 

phenomena which they tend to overlook although they are in front of them morning 

and evening. It makes them sensitive to the wonderful and miraculous events that 

take place in the universe. It does not leave them in need of special, preternatural and 

infrequent events. Nor does it require them to look for miracles and signs that are 

alien to them and to their lives, or to look far beyond the laws of nature that affect 

their own world. It does not lead them to dig into complex philosophies, entangled 

questions of logic, or scientific experiments that may not be comprehensible to all, in 

order to formulate in their minds a faith and a concept of life based on it. 

They themselves are made by God, and the natural phenomena functioning all 

around them are set in operation by His will. Everything that He creates is 

miraculous. Moreover, the Qur’ n is His own book. Hence, it turns their minds to the 

miracles that are within them or present in their own world. It leads them by the 

hand to reflect on the miracles that are familiar to them, but because of this 

familiarity are overlooked and ignored. It opens their eyes to make them see the 

great secret that is embodied in their existence. It is the secret of the creative power 

and God’s absolute oneness, and the secret of the eternal divine law that operates in 

their own selves and in the universe around them. This law embodies all the pointers 

to, and proofs of, the truth of faith. These are brought alive within their human 

nature. 

This is the method followed in the Qur’ n as it portrays aspects of God’s power 

seen in people’s own creation, in the plants they grow, the water they drink and the 

fire they kindle. These are among the most basic things that they see all the time. It 

also portrays the moment when life on earth comes to its end, and the life of the 

other world begins. This is the moment which will be faced by everyone, when 

nothing within human power is of any avail. Thus the Qur’ n brings all human 

beings face to face with God’s absolute power which controls the whole universe. 

There is no room for any argument. No excuse is valid. The truth stares people in the 

eye. 

The Qur’ nic method of addressing human nature is itself a proof of its source. It 

is indeed the same source that has given the universe its existence. Its very structure 

follows the same method of building the universe. The most simple of material is 

used to produce the most sophisticated shapes and forms, as well as the largest and 

greatest of creatures. It is thought that the atom is the matter from which the universe 

is built, and the cell is the matter from which life is formed. Minute as it is, the atom 
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is itself a miracle. Similarly, the tiny cell is a great wonder. In the Qur’ n, the most 

simple and familiar things are used to formulate the most profound religious beliefs 

and the broadest universal philosophy. The scenes portrayed are those known and 

experienced by everyone. They are concerned with offspring, plants, water, fire and 

death. Even the most primitive man, in his old cave has witnessed the inception of 

embryonic life, the shoot of a plant, the fall of water, the kindling of fire and the 

moment of death. On the basis of these scenes, familiar as they are to all human 

beings, the Qur’ n formulates its ideological beliefs. In this way, the Qur’ n is able to 

address its message to every human being in every community. But these simple and 

familiar scenes epitomize the great truth of the universe, and most profound secrets 

of God’s ability. Simple as they are, they address human nature in general, and their 

greatness remains the central preoccupation of the most knowledgeable of scientists 

and scholars to the end of time. 

Conjecture Preferred to Fact! 

“If they say: ‘He has invented it,’ say: ‘Produce, then, one s rah like it, and call for help on 

all you can other than God, if what you say is true.’” (Verse 38) At this point, with the 

s rah presenting this challenge, all argument is stopped and a clear statement is 

made to establish the fact that they rely only on conjecture, judging what they do not 

know. 

Right judgement must be preceded by thorough knowledge, and not rely on 

personal preferences or unproved views. What they are judging is the revelation of 

the Qur’ n and the truth of its promises and warnings. They have denied all these 

without having any firm knowledge to justify their denial, and without waiting for 

its true interpretation: “Indeed they disbelieve what they cannot grasp, particularly since its 

inner meaning has not become clear to them.” (Verse 39) In this they have followed in the 

footsteps of former communities who rejected God’s revelations and associated 

partners with their Lord. They should consider the fate of those earlier communities 

in order to know what awaits them if they continue to reject the faith. “Likewise did 

those who lived before them disbelieve. But see what happened in the end to those 

wrongdoers.” (Verse 39) 

Although most of them deny something of which they do not have certain 

knowledge, and instead follow conjecture and caprice, there are those who do 

believe in the truth of this revealed book: “Some of them do believe in it, while others do 

not. But your Lord is fully aware of those who spread corruption.” (Verse 40) These 

spreaders of corruption are the unbelievers. Corruption on earth is certainly caused 

and mostly spread by turning away from belief in the true Lord. Indeed all 

corruption starts by submission to beings other than God, including the evil that 
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follows such submission. This is the root cause of following one’s desire in what 

affects oneself or others. It is this which leads to the rise of false gods which corrupt 

everything so that they can maintain their false lordship. They corrupt people’s 

morals, spirits, thinking, concepts, as well as their interests and property, seeking 

only to preserve their own power. The history of mankind, old and new, is full of 

examples of such corruption spread by those who are devoid of faith. 

Having explained their attitude to the Qur’ n the s rah addresses the Prophet, 

telling him not to let himself be affected by their rejection of the truth. He is to 

disown them and their deeds, declaring that he has nothing to do with them, and by 

sticking to the truth, stating it clearly and decisively: “If they disbelieve you, then say: ‘I 

shall bear the consequences of my deeds, and you your deeds. You are not accountable for 

what I do and I am not accountable for your doings.’” (Verse 41) 

This directive to the Prophet is also meant to touch their consciences. They and 

their actions are disowned by the Prophet. Now they can face the fate they have been 

told about without his support. It is yet another way of awakening their hearts, just 

like a child stubbornly refusing to walk with his parents being left alone to face the 

consequences of having lost their support in an unexpected eventuality. Such 

warnings are often successful. 

The s rah goes on to portray how they behave with the Prophet. They listen to him 

and look at him, but they have already sealed their hearts and minds. Hence their 

faculty of perception cannot make any sense of what they hear and see: “Yet some of 

them [pretend to] listen to you; but can you make the deaf hear you, incapable as they are of 

using their reason? And some of them [pretend to] look towards you; but can you show the 

way to the blind, bereft of sight as they are?” (Verses 42-43) 

Those who cannot use their reason to understand what they hear or appreciate 

what they see are always present in large numbers everywhere. The Prophet (peace 

be upon him) cannot do anything for them because they refuse to learn how to 

discern and reason. The Prophet cannot make the deaf hear or the blind see. Only 

God can do that. He, however, has set a law in operation and left His creatures to 

reap the results of their dealings according to this law. He has given them ears, eyes 

and minds to hear, see and reason with, so that they may follow the true guidance 

He has sent them. If they decide to put these faculties out of order, they will reap the 

consequences according to His law. Such consequences are their fair reward, for God 

does not treat anyone with injustice: “Indeed, God does not do the least wrong to 

mankind, but it is men who wrong themselves.” (Verse 44) 

These last few verses are meant to reassure the Prophet and relieve his sorrow at 

their stubborn rejection of the truth. God reassures him that their rejection is not the 

result of any lack of effort on his part, or lack of conviction on the part of his 
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message. It is simply that they behave as though they were deaf and blind. It is only 

God who gives ears and eyes their faculties. It has nothing to do with the message 

itself or the person who preaches it. These verses also provide a clear definition of the 

nature of servitude to God. The Prophet himself is a servant of God, and all his 

abilities remain within the limits of God’s servants. The final say belongs to God 

alone. 

When God Is the Witness 

The next verses quickly touch the hearts of the unbelievers, portraying as they do 

a scene from the Day of Judgement. In this scene the whole of life which is so heavily 

present in their consciousness, and which encompasses all their concerns and 

preoccupations appears to be no more than a short trip which people undertake 

before returning to their permanent abode: “On the Day when He will gather them 

together, [it will seem to them] as though they had not sojourned in this world more than an 

hour of a day, getting to know one another. Lost indeed will be those who [in their lifetime] 

disbelieved in meeting God and did not follow the right guidance.” (Verse 45) 

In this very fast round, we see those who are gathered on the Day of Judgement to 

be totally bewildered. It all comes to them as if by total surprise. It is as if their 

journey through this life has been a very short one, lasting barely an hour in which 

they get to know one another before it is all over. Or we may take this as an analogy 

showing how we spend our whole lives just meeting and getting to know one 

another. Although it is given by way of example, it is a completely true statement. Do 

people ever complete the process of getting to know one another? We come and go, 

and each individual or group barely gets to know the rest. 

Reflect, if you will, on individuals who are in conflict with one another all the 

time: have they got to know one another as they should do? And then those warring 

nations which constantly fight over material and petty gains, hardly able to finish 

one quarrel before starting another. Do they get to know each other? The comparison 

is drawn here in order to emphasize the fact that this present life is very short. 

In this way the loss of those who give this momentary trip all their attention is 

highlighted. They deny the fact of their forthcoming meeting with God, and instead 

turn away from Him. They make no preparations for their meeting with God or for 

their much longer stay in the life to come: “Lost indeed will be those who [in their 

lifetime] disbelieved in meeting God and did not follow the right guidance.” (Verse 45) 

This is followed by an address to the Prophet concerning the warnings God gives 

to those who deny the truth of His revelations. It is a clear warning wrapped in a 

cover of mystery. They do not know whether it will come to pass within a day or so, 

or whether they will have to wait until the Day of Judgement. Thus it remains a 
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constant threat to them, so that they may take heed and mend their ways. Gradually 

the passage which begins with a warning moves on to conclude with a description of 

the situation when nothing is of any use, and no one can buy his escape from God’s 

punishment, not even if he had the whole world to offer. On the Day when God sits 

in judgement, no one shall suffer any injustice. Again we find here an example of the 

Qur’ nic method which links this life with the life to come, in just a few touching 

words. But it also describes the link between the two lives as it is in reality, and as 

they should always be viewed from an Islamic standpoint. 

Whether We show you some of what We have promised them or We cause you to die, 

it is to Us that they shall return. God is witness of all that they do. To every 

community was sent a messenger. It is when their messenger had come to them that 

judgement was passed on them in all fairness; and never are they wronged. They say: 

‘When will this promise be fulfilled, if you are truthful?’ Say: ‘I have no control over 

any harm or benefit to myself except as God may please. For every community a term 

has been appointed. When their time arrives, they can neither delay it by a single 

moment, nor indeed hasten it.’ Say: Do but consider. Should His punishment befall 

you by night or by day, what could there be in it that the guilty ones should wish to 

hasten? Is it, then, when it has come to pass that you will believe in it? Is it now, 

while so far you have been asking for it to come speedily?’ Then it will be said to the 

wrongdoers: ‘Taste the long-lasting torment. Is this requital anything other than the 

just due for what you used to do?’ They will ask you: ‘Is all this true?’ Say: ‘Yes, by 

my Lord. It is most certainly true, and you will never be beyond God’s reach.’ Should 

every wrongdoer possess all that the earth contains, he will gladly offer it all as 

ransom. They will harbour feelings of remorse when they see the suffering. Judgement 

will be passed on them in all fairness; and they will not be wronged. (Verses 46-54) 

This passage begins with a clear statement reaffirming the fact that such people 

will undoubtedly return to God, whether they experience some of what the Prophet 

has warned them against in his life or after his death. The return in both cases is to 

God who is a witness of all they do at all times, during the lifetime of the Prophet or 

afterwards. Nothing of what they do will ever be lost. The Prophet’s death will not 

exempt them from facing the reckoning. 

“Whether We show you some of what We have promised them or We cause you to die, it is 

to Us that they shall return. God is witness of all that they do.” (Verse 46) Everything 

takes place according to deliberate planning. Nothing is lost or changed on account 

of any emergencies or special circumstances. Every community is left to wait until its 

messenger comes to warn them and explain all the facts to them. Thus they are given 

their rights in accordance with the condition God has imposed upon Himself that He 

would not punish any community until He has sent them a messenger with a clear 
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message. When this has taken place, they will have no excuse. They will be judged 

fairly, on the basis of their response to the messenger: “To every community was sent a 

messenger. It is when their messenger had come to them that judgement was passed on them 

in all fairness; and never are they wronged.” (Verse 47) 

The last two verses should be taken as the basis of a proper understanding of the 

nature of Godhead and servitude to Him. The Qur’ n is keen to explain it at every 

occasion, in different ways and methods. Here the Prophet is told that what is to 

become of this faith and the people to whom it is addressed belongs entirely to God. 

The Prophet himself has no say in it. His role is that of conveying the message he has 

been given. Anything beyond that belongs to God alone. His lifetime may end and he 

may not see the end of those people who stubbornly opposed him or who tried to 

cause him harm. It is not imperative that God should let him see the fate of his 

opponents or how God will punish them. That is something determined by God 

alone. Every one of God’s messengers should fulfil the task assigned to them of 

conveying God’s message. When a messenger has done that, he then leaves 

everything to God to determine. Thus all creatures know their positions. The 

advocates of faith will not then be hasty trying to precipitate God’s judgement, no 

matter how long they may take in advocating the message or how much hardship 

they are made to endure. 

Why Precipitate God’s Punishment? 

“They say: ‘When will this promise be fulfilled, if you are truthful?’” (Verse 48) The 

question was asked by way of a challenge. They were actually demanding that 

whatever the Prophet warned them against be fulfilled, and that God’s judgement be 

made just as it had been on earlier communities which denied God’s messengers. But 

the answer the Prophet is instructed to give makes all issues succinctly clear: “Say: ‘I 

have no control over any harm or benefit to myself except as God may please. For every 

community a term has been appointed. When their time arrives, they can neither delay it by a 

single moment, nor indeed hasten it.’” (Verse 49) 

If God’s Messenger does not have any power to bring harm or benefit to himself, 

he certainly cannot bring such harm or benefit to them either. It should be pointed 

out here that harm is mentioned before benefit because they were precipitating harm. 

In a different context, benefit is mentioned first because it is more fitting to the 

situation. This occurs in S rah 7, The Heights, or Al-A`r f, when he says: “Had I 

possessed knowledge of what lies beyond the reach of human perception, I would have availed 

myself of much that is good and no evil would have ever touched me.” (7: 188) 

“Say: ‘I have no power over any harm or benefit to myself except as God may please.’” 

(Verse 49) It is all, then, by God’s will. He brings His word to pass and He puts His 
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warnings into effect whenever He pleases. His law will never fail, and the term He 

has set will fall due as He has determined: “For every community a term has been 

appointed. When their time arrives, they can neither delay it by a single moment, nor indeed 

hasten it.” (Verse 49) The term may end with physical destruction, as happened to 

earlier communities, or it may take a metaphorical form, which leaves a community 

lost, vanquished. This may last for some time and the community may then rise 

again, or it may be permanent and the community continues its decline. Individuals 

may remain but its existence as a community is over. All this takes place in 

accordance with God’s law which never changes. There is no element of coincidence, 

favouritism or prejudice. Only those communities which fulfil the requirements of 

vigorous existence will live, and those which abandon them will decline or die. It is 

clearly established that the Muslim community will lead an active and solid life if it 

follows God’s Messenger who calls on it to take what ensures its continued life. 

Belief in the Prophet and his message is not sufficient on its own. Action is needed as 

clearly defined by Islam in all fields of life. The code of living laid down by God must 

be followed and the values He has set must be adhered to. Otherwise, the term set 

will come to pass as per God’s law. 

The s rah then adds a surprising touch. The unbelievers are led from a position 

where they challenge and ridicule to one where they are threatened: “Say: ‘Do but 

consider. Should His punishment befall you by night or by day, what could there be in it that 

the guilty ones should wish to hasten?’” (Verse 50) God’s punishment will come at a 

time and place unknown to human beings. It may come during the night when 

people are asleep, or in the day when they are awake and alert. Yet their alertness 

will not prevent it. So why should they wish to hasten it when it brings them no 

good? 

While they are still in shock at the idea that their punishment may be very close, 

the next verse delivers an even greater shock, showing that punishment as having 

actually occurred when it has not. This is done to alert people’s consciences and 

heighten their feelings to its reality. “Is it, then, when it has come to pass that you will 

believe in it? Is it now, while so far you have been asking for it to come speedily?” (Verse 51) 

The image shows the punishment as having been inflicted, and they as having 

believed in it. It is as if they are being rebuked now for not believing when they had 

every reason to do so before they were punished. To complete this future scene, 

painted as if it is happening now, the next verse says: “Then it will be said to the 

wrongdoers: ‘Taste the long-lasting torment. Is this requital anything other than the just due 

for what you used to do?’” (Verse 52) Thus the s rah takes us to the moment of 

reckoning and punishment while a few moments and a couple of verses earlier we 

are still in this life, listening to God’s address to His Messenger, telling him of the 

fate of those who persist in denying his message. 
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The scene concludes with the unbelievers asking the Prophet about whether the 

warning and punishment are really true. Deep inside, they are shaken. The answer is 

emphatic, asserted with an oath that it is most certain: “They will ask you: ‘Is all this 

true?’ Say: ‘Yes, by my Lord. It is most certainly true, and you will never be beyond God’s 

reach.’” (Verse 53) That is a remarkable reply indeed: ‘Yes, by my Lord.’ I know my 

Lord and His power, and I do not make a false oath. I only swear to assert the truth 

in a most serious manner: “It is most certainly true, and you will never be beyond God’s 

reach.” (Verse 53) He can always gather you and bring you to the reckoning and then 

administer His reward or punishment, as you deserve. 

While we are still following this question and answer, the s rah suddenly takes us 

deep into the time when people are made to account for their deeds and their fate is 

determined. First a supposition is made: “Should every wrongdoer possess all that the 

earth contains, he will gladly offer it all as ransom.” (Verse 54) 

But such a ransom will not be accepted, even should it be offered. But before the 

verse is concluded, we see that what was supposed has come to pass and the whole 

matter is done and finished with: “They will harbour feelings of remorse when they see the 

suffering.” (Verse 54) It has all come as a great surprise which leaves them powerless. 

The image here is one of gloomy faces, full of sadness, their lips unable to utter a 

word: “Judgement will be passed on them in all fairness; and they will not be wronged.” 

(Verse 54) The whole scene which started only half a verse earlier as a supposed 

probability is concluded as a reality and a foregone conclusion. This is an example of 

how the Qur’ n paints impressive scenes that penetrate into our consciousness. 

A Cure for What is in People’s Hearts 

To emphasize the concept of resurrection and reckoning the s rah gives us yet 

another image of God’s power as it appears in the heavens and the earth, life and 

death. It is a quick scene serving to reassert that what God promises will come to 

pass. This is followed by an appeal to all mankind to make the best use of, and 

receive the maximum benefit from the Qur’ n, which brings them an admonition, 

guidance and a cure for all that their hearts may harbour. “Indeed, to God belongs all 

that is in the heavens and earth. God’s promise always comes true, but most of them do not 

know it. He alone gives life and causes death, and to Him you shall all return. Mankind, there 

has come to you an admonition from your Lord, a cure for all that may be in your hearts, and 

guidance and grace for all believers. Say: ‘In God’s bounty and grace, in this let them rejoice; 

for this is better than all that they may amass.’” (Verses 55-58) 

We have first a clear and loud proclamation: “Indeed, to God belongs all that is in the 

heavens and earth.” (Verse 55) The One to whom everything in heaven and on earth 

belongs is certainly able to make His promise come true. No barrier or impediment 
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can prevent Him from fulfilling it: “God’s promise always comes true, but most of them do 

not know it.” (Verse 55) In their ignorance, they doubt this or deny it altogether. Then 

another of His great attributes is mentioned: “He alone gives life and causes death.” 

(Verse 56) The One who controls life and death is able to bring His creation back to 

life and hold them to account: “To Him you shall all return.” (Verse 56) This is a 

passing comment added to a scene of resurrection, reckoning, reward and 

punishment. 

Then follows a comprehensive address to all people: “Mankind, there has come to 

you an admonition from your Lord, a cure for all that may be in your hearts, and guidance 

and grace for all believers.” (Verse 57) It is in this very book, about the origin of which 

you entertain doubts, that you have an admonition from your Lord. It is neither a 

fabricated hook nor are its contents written by a human being. This admonition is 

meant to revive your hearts and cure you of all superstition, doubt and worry. It is 

given by way of reassurance, security and peace. Whoever has faith will find in it 

guidance along the road that leads to success, and a mercy from all error and 

punishment: “Say: ‘In God’s bounty and grace, in this let them rejoice; for this is better than 

all that they may amass.’” (Verse 58) 

They should rejoice at the favours and grace which God has given them in 

abundance. Wealth and other worldly riches deserve no rejoicing because they all 

come to an end. Rejoicing should be subliminal, releasing people from the lure of 

worldly comforts and riches. Such items are here to serve people in life, not be 

served, to be controlled and not in control. Islam does not despise worldly comforts, 

nor does it encourage people to turn away from them. It only gives them their proper 

position, so that people enjoy them whilst retaining their free will, setting for 

themselves higher goals. For such people, having faith is God’s grace, and the 

fulfilment of what faith prescribes is their goal. Beyond this, believers feel that they 

own the world, while it has no control over them. 

An authentic report mentions that when the tax levied on the land and farms of 

Iraq arrived at the outskirts of Madinah, `Umar went out to have a look at it, 

accompanied by a servant. `Umar started counting the camels that the tax included, 

but they were too numerous. `Umar repeated the words: ‘Praise be to God; Thanks to 

God.’ His servant said: ‘This is indeed part of God’s bounty and grace.’ `Umar said: 

‘You are wrong. It is not to such matters that the Qur’ nic verse refers when it 

commands: “Say: ‘In God’s bounty and grace, in this let them rejoice; for this is better than 

all that they may amass.’” (Verse 58) 

Those early Muslims had a different sense of values. They realized that the 

greatest aspects of God’s grace were admonition and guidance. Money, wealth and 

even victory over their enemies were all matters that came as a result. Hence, victory 

was assured to them, and wealth came to them with no effort on their part. The way 
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the community of believers must follow is very clear. It is the one clearly marked out 

by the Qur’ n, and easily followed by the early Muslims who developed a thorough 

understanding of Islam. It is the only way to follow. 

Neither wealth and property, nor material values determine people’s status and 

position in this present life, let alone the life to come. Material provisions, facilities 

and values may be the cause of human misery, not only in the next world, but also in 

our present life. Hence, it is necessary to have different values to guide human life. 

These values assign to material provisions and facilities their proper position in 

people’s lives. It is values that can make such material comforts the source of real 

happiness. Moreover, it is the system that regulates the life of a certain community 

that determines the value of material provisions in the life of that community, 

making them either a source of happiness or a cause of misery; a means of elevation 

or a cause of downfall. Hence the emphasis on the value of their faith to the 

believers: “Mankind, there has come to you an admonition from your Lord, a cure for all that 

may be in your hearts, and guidance and grace for all believers. Say: ‘In God’s bounty and 

grace, in this let them rejoice; for this is better than all that they may amass.’” (Verses 57-58) 

Rejoice at God’s Grace 

Those who were first to receive the Qur’ n recognized this superior value. Hence 

`Umar denied that the camels and cattle he, as the ruler of the Muslim state, received 

in land tax were aspects of the bounty and grace God bestowed on them, and for 

which they should rejoice. `Umar had a keen insight into the Islamic faith. Hence, he 

realized that the most important aspects of God’s grace and bounty were what God 

had revealed to them: an admonition from their Lord, a cure for what is in people’s 

hearts, as well as guidance and mercy for believers. Material wealth had nothing to 

do with it. They appreciated the great change which Islam had brought about in their 

lives. They were able to remove themselves from the abyss of ignorance to something 

far superior. 

Islam brings about people’s freedom from enslavement to others, and ensures 

their submission to God alone. This determines that their concepts, values, morals 

and manners are placed on a much higher level. Their whole life is transformed from 

bondage to freedom. Material provisions, facilities and power all come as a result of 

such freedom, as happened in the history of the early Muslims. When they gained 

power and became the undisputed masters, they showed the rest of humanity how 

to believe in God, so that they too would enjoy what God bestows of His grace. 

Those who lay too much emphasis on material values are the enemies of 

humanity. What they advocate is not promoted with good intent. Rather, what they 

want is to destroy the values inculcated by faith and the belief which makes people 
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aspire to something higher than animal needs, without overlooking their own human 

needs. It gives them further necessities which they seek to fulfil together with their 

needs for food, shelter and sex. 

Much fuss is being made of material values and production, making them 

people’s central preoccupation. Thus human beings become no more than machines, 

whilst spiritual and moral values are lost and trampled on. Yet this does not come 

about by itself; it is all according to an elaborate plan which seeks to replace old idols 

with new ones, and treat these as the supreme power that controls all values. 

When material production is thus transformed into an idol around which people 

turn in reverence, all values and considerations, including morality, family, honour, 

freedom and security, are sacrificed for its sake. Nothing is allowed to have a 

negative effect on material production. If anyone disputes that this is a worshipped 

idol, let him tell us what a worshipped idol is like. It is not necessary that idols be 

made of stone or wood. An idol may take the form of a certain value, a concept or 

principle. 

The supreme value then must continue to be assigned to God’s bounty and grace, 

epitomized in His guidance which cures people’s hearts, gives them their freedom 

and attaches more importance to human values. Under this supreme value, people 

can continue to enjoy, and benefit from, the provisions God has given them and the 

material comforts generated by industrialization. They will feel their burden 

lightened by such comforts, but they will be free of the pressures characteristic of 

j hiliyyah societies. 

Without such a supreme value, material provisions, facilities and production 

become a curse that brings misery and distress to all humanity. In the absence of this 

supreme value, these are used to enhance animal values and needs at the expense of 

human ones. God certainly tells the truth as He says: “Mankind, there has come to you 

an admonition from your Lord, a cure for all that may be in your hearts, and guidance and 

grace for all believers. Say: ‘In God’s bounty and grace, in this let them rejoice; for this is 

better than all that they may amass.’” (Verses 57-58) 

God’s Grace and People’s Ingratitude 

Having highlighted God’s bounty and grace, represented by His revelations and 

the guidance and cure they provide, the s rah now speaks of people’s practices that 

are at variance with God’s guidance.  

These are nothing less than an assault on God’s authority whereby He makes 

things lawful or unlawful. 
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Say: ‘Do but consider all the means of sustenance that God has bestowed on you! 

Some of it you then made unlawful, and some lawful.’ Say: ‘Has God given you leave 

to do so, or do you fabricate lies against God?’ But what will they think, those who 

invent lies against God, on the Day of Resurrection? God is truly bountiful to 

mankind, but most of them are ungrateful. (Verses 59-60) 

The Prophet is instructed to ask them about the sustenance God has given them, 

especially in light of the fact that everything they have has been bestowed on them 

by Him. All this they should use in accordance with what He has legislated. Instead, 

though, they use it as they desire. Furthermore, without sanction from God, they 

make some of it lawful and some unlawful. In effect, an enactment of legislation, 

which is a manifestation of sovereignty. Yet sovereignty belongs to God alone. Hence 

they do what God has not given them permission to do. “Say: ‘Has God given you leave 

to do so, or do you fabricate lies against God?’” (Verse 59) 

This issue is frequently raised in the Qur’ n, because, next to believing in God’s 

oneness, it is the most important issue.  

Indeed it is the main aspect of translating belief into reality. To acknowledge that 

God is the One who creates and sustains entails that He is the One to be worshipped 

and the One who determines all matters relating to human life. These include the 

means of sustenance God has provided. The unbelievers in Arabia acknowledged 

God as the Creator and the Provider of sustenance,-as do some who call themselves 

Muslims today. Like these latter-day self-styled Muslims, those unbelievers also gave 

themselves the authority to prohibit part of what God gave them and to make others 

lawful. In this way then the Qur’ n paints them as both contrary and idolaters. The 

same description applies to all who are guilty of such contradiction, no matter what 

labels they give themselves. Islam is not a title that people attach to their names; it is 

a belief with practical implications. 

Also like today’s self-styled Muslims, the pagan Arabs used to claim that they had 

God’s sanction for their actions, or what they even described as God’s law. In S rah 

6, Cattle, God mentions some of their claim: “They say: ‘Such cattle and crops are 

forbidden. None may eat of them save those whom we permit’ — so they falsely claim. Other 

cattle they declare to be forbidden to burden their backs; and there are cattle over which they 

do not pronounce God’s name, inventing [in all this] a lie against Him. He will surely requite 

them for their inventions.” (6: 138) As is clear from this verse, they used to falsely claim 

that God wants this and not that, just as some Muslims today claim that what they 

legislate is God’s own law. 

God puts the whole issue clearly in front of them. He asks what they think His 

attitude will be like on the Day of Judgement when they make these false claims 

against Him: “But what will they think, those who invent lies against God, on the Day of 
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Resurrection?” (Verse 60) This verse refers to all those who are guilty of fabrication 

against God. What do such people think their destiny will be on the Day of 

Judgement? It is a question to test even the most stubborn and hardened of 

unbelievers. 

A Cure for Hearts 

“God is truly bountiful to mankind, but most of them are ungrateful.” (Verse 60) God is 

always bountiful to mankind. He has placed on earth and in the universe the means 

of man’s material sustenance. He has further given man the ability to know its 

sources as well as the natural laws that affect those sources, and to know how to 

enrich its variety of shapes and forms through analysis and synthesis. Indeed 

everything in the universe and every talent and potential people have is provided by 

God. Moreover, His bounty is epitomized in the code of living He has laid down, 

providing guidance for mankind and a cure for anything that may trouble their 

hearts and minds. When they implement this, they tap their highest potential and 

follow a way that brings about the best in the life of this world and in the life to 

come. They establish harmony between their human life and the life of the universe 

around them. 

But most people do not show any gratitude for God’s bounty. Instead they digress 

from His code, and ascribe partners to Him. This leads to their distress and misery, 

because they make no use of what God has revealed as a cure for what may trouble 

their hearts. 

This is a profound truism. The Qur’ n is a cure for people’s hearts in every 

connotation of the word ‘cure’. It penetrates into people’s hearts and minds just like a 

cure penetrates into a body weakened by illness. It makes its way through with its 

powerful rhythm and instructions which alert the natural human receptive 

mechanism, to open up and respond. It also penetrates into people’s minds with its 

laws and regulations which guarantee the minimum conflict between groups and 

communities. It generates reassurance that justice will be done, that goodness will 

triumph and that the end will be good. Furthermore, it embraces numerous 

meanings and connotations that no human expression can imply. Yet they are all 

made clear in this remarkable verse. 

Most people do not show any gratitude. They remain ungrateful although God is 

aware of everything, whether apparent or hidden. Nothing in the heavens or on 

earth escapes His knowledge. This is added here in order to awaken people’s hearts 

and consciousness. It is followed by reassurance to the Prophet and his followers of 

God’s care: the unbelievers who associate partners with God will not be able to cause 

them any harm. 
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Confusion Compounded 

In whatever business you may be engaged, and whatever part you may recite of the 

Qur’ n, and whatever deed you [mankind] may do, We will be your witnesses from 

the moment you are engaged with it. Not even an atom’s weight [of anything 

whatsoever] on earth or in heaven escapes your Lord, nor is there anything smaller or 

larger than that, but is recorded in a clear book. For certain, those who are close to 

God have nothing to fear, nor shall they grieve; for they do believe and remain God-

fearing. Theirs are the glad tidings in the life of this world and in the life to come: 

there is no changing the word of God. This is the supreme triumph. Be not grieved by 

what they say. All might and glory belong to God alone. He alone hears all and knows 

all. Indeed, to God belong all those who are in the heavens and earth. Those who 

invoke other beings beside God do not follow any real partners with Him. They follow 

mere conjecture, and they utter nothing but falsehood. It is He who has made the 

night for you, so that you may have rest, and the day, so that you may see. In this 

there are certainly signs for those who listen. (Verses 61-67) 

The first verse in this passage reminds us that God is with us in all situations. “In 

whatever business you may be engaged, and whatever part you may recite of the Qur’ n, and 

whatever deed you [mankind] may do, We will be your witnesses from the moment you are 

engaged with it.” (Verse 61) It is a feeling that brings reassurance and awe at the same 

time. For how is it that God is with us, witnessing whatever we do? God in His 

almightiness, the Creator who controls everything in the universe with total ease, is 

with each human being who, without God’s care, is no more than a small particle 

floating aimlessly in the air. This is indeed awesome, yet at the same time, 

reassuring, inspiring us with confidence and security. We are not alone without good 

care and protection. God is with us at all times: “In whatever business you may be 

engaged, and whatever part you may recite of the Qur’ n, and whatever deed you [mankind] 

may do, We will be your witnesses from the moment you are engaged with it.” (Verse 61) It 

is not merely God’s knowledge that is complete, but His care and watch are also 

total: “Not even an atom’s weight [of anything whatsoever] on earth or in heaven escapes 

your Lord, nor is there anything smaller or larger than that, but is recorded in a clear book.” 

(Verse 61) 

Let our imagination think of all the particles and atoms that are on earth or in 

heaven, and of what is smaller and larger, then remember that God’s knowledge 

encompasses all. We are bound to experience awe and feel our own humility, but 

faith will reassure us and remind us of the peace that we should feel in God’s 

presence. With such peace and reassurance, a proclamation is made: “For certain, 

those who are close to God have nothing to fear, nor shall they grieve; for they do believe and 
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remain God-fearing. Theirs are the glad tidings in the life of this world and in the life to come: 

there is no changing the word of God. This is the supreme triumph.” (Verses 62-64) 

How could those who are close to God feel fear or experience grief when God is 

with them at every moment and in every action? These are the ones who watch God 

in all situations, trying always to do what pleases Him: “They do believe and remain 

God-fearing.” (Verse 63) What could cause them to feel fear or grieve when they have 

been given glad tidings that apply to both their present life and to their future life? 

This is a true promise that is never changed and never fails, for there is no changing 

of God’s word. Indeed, “this is the supreme triumph.” (Verse 64) 

Those whom the s rah describes as being close to God are the true believers who 

are God-fearing. Faith is something that penetrates deep into the heart and to which 

credit is given by action, which, in turn means the implementation of God’s 

commandments. This is how the concept of being close to God should be 

understood. By extension, those who command wealth and influence will achieve 

nothing: “Be not grieved by what they say. All might and glory belong to God alone. He 

alone hears all and knows all.” (Verse 65) 

In this instance, might and glory are attributed to God alone. In a different context 

in the Qur’ n, they are also said to belong to the Prophet and the believers. Here the 

s rah is speaking of God’s protection of the believers, which makes it more fitting 

that might and glory should be shown as belonging to God alone, as indeed they are. 

The Prophet and the believers derive their power and glory from Him, while other 

people receive nothing of them at all. The mighty Quraysh were only a group of such 

other people. The Prophet (peace be upon him) enjoys God’s protection, so he should 

not be saddened by what they say. God, who hears their plotting and knows their 

scheming, is with him, giving him and his followers all the protection they need. 

Everyone in the heavens and the earth, whether human, jinn or angels, obedient or 

disobedient, are subject to His power: “Indeed, to God belong all those who are in the 

heavens and earth.” (Verse 66) The reference here is to animate creatures in order to 

emphasize that all of them, weak or strong, are under God’s control. “Those who 

invoke other beings beside God do not follow any real partners with Him.” (Verse 66) Those 

presumed partners have no real partnership of any kind with God. Indeed those who 

claim them to be God’s partners are uncertain of their claims: “They follow mere 

conjecture, and they utter nothing but falsehood.” (Verse 66) 

This is followed by a statement portraying some aspects of God’s power as 

reflected in the universe. These aspects are often overlooked because of familiarity: 

“It is He who has made the night for you, so that you may have rest, and the day, so that you 

may see. In this there are certainly signs for those who listen.” (Verse 67) The One who 

controls all stillness and movement, who makes the night a time for rest, and gives 
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the day its light, enabling people to act and see, has absolute control over all people. 

Hence, He is able to protect those who are close to Him: “In this there are certainly 

signs for those who listen.” (Verse 67) They do not stop at the mere listening, but they 

also reflect and contemplate. 

The Qur’ n often employs scenes from the universe when it discusses the subject 

of Godhead and servitude, because the universe, its existence and details, is a 

powerful witness which imposes its argument on human nature. The Qur’ n also 

addresses people drawing their attention to the harmony in their relationship with 

the universe. They actually feel this in their lives. The night in which they rest, and 

the day during which they are able to see, are two phenomena closely linked to their 

lives. The harmony between these phenomena and their lives is felt by all human 

beings, even those who are not conversant with scientific matters. Their innate nature 

understands the silent language of the universe. 

Human beings were not deaf to the language of the universe until modern science 

revealed its secrets! Rather, people understand this language by their natural ability. 

Hence it is not surprising that God referred to this language so many centuries ago. 

Yet this language is self-renewing, taking into account every increase and progress in 

human knowledge. Indeed the richer people’s knowledge, the greater their 

understanding of the language of the universe, provided that their hearts are 

enlightened with faith, and their minds alert to its address. 

Fabricated Claims of Divinity 

Among those who associate partners with God are those who allege that He has a 

son. Far be it from Him to need a son. The pagan Arabs in similar vein used to claim 

that the angels were God’s daughters. The verses we are now looking at tackle this 

type of fabrication. They begin with providing irrefutable arguments that are 

relevant to this world and warn against punishment in the hereafter. 

They say: ‘God has taken unto Himself son.’ Limitless is He in His glory. Self-

sufficient is He. To Him belongs all that is in the heavens and earth. No evidence 

whatever have you for this. Would you say about God something which you do not 

know? Say: ‘Those who invent falsehood about God shall not be successful. They may 

have a brief enjoyment in this world, but then to Us they must return, and We will 

then make them suffer severe torment for their unbelief’ (Verses 68-70) 

The belief alleging that God has a son is naïve, based on a faulty concept of 

Godhead. One that does not appreciate the huge gulf between the nature of the 

eternal God, and the nature of mortal humans. Nor does it appreciate the great 
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wisdom that allows mortals to procreate, so that they compensate for the short 

duration of their lives. This shortcoming does not apply to God. 

Human beings die, and human life extends to an appointed time. It is God’s 

wisdom that has allowed human life to continue until it reaches its ultimate point. 

Such continuity is made possible through procreation. Human beings get older and 

weaker. When they have children, their offspring compensate for their creeping 

weakness with the vitality of their youth, helping to continue the process of building 

human life on earth. Moreover, the young provide the necessary help to the elderly 

through their years of weakness. People also have to struggle within their 

environment, and against their enemies, whether human or animal. Hence they need 

support which is more likely to come from offspring. People also seek to have 

abundance of what they earn, and their children help them with their efforts which 

increase their earnings. 

The same applies to all aspects that God has made necessary for the building of 

human life on earth, until the time appointed when God’s will concerning its future 

is to be accomplished. None of this applies to God who does not need to have any 

continuity through offspring, or help in old age, or support in any endeavour. He has 

no need of anything. Hence there is no need for Him to have a son because His 

nature is such that He needs nothing to be accomplished by outside help. God has 

made human beings reproductive because, by nature, they have a definite need for 

such continuity. 

Hence, the false claim that, ‘God has taken unto Himself a son,’ is rebuffed by the 

assertion: “Limitless is He in His glory. Self-sufficient is He. To Him belongs all that is in 

the heavens and earth.” (Verse 68) 

“Limitless is He in His glory.” This is said by way of emphasizing that His sublime 

nature is far above this level of thinking. “Self-sufficient is He.” This is to stress that He 

is in no need of anything whatsoever, whether real or imaginary, which requires the 

presence of a son. It is well known that needs are the causes of what satisfies them. 

Nothing is given existence without a need or a purpose. “To Him belongs all that is in 

the heavens and earth.” (Verse 68) Everything belongs to Him. He does not need a son 

in order to gain anything whatsoever. Hence, attributing a son to Him is idle play, 

and far be it from Him to admit idle play. 

The Qur’ n does not enter into any theoretical debate about the nature of God or 

man of the type that prevails in many philosophies. Instead, it deals with the subject 

itself. Here it only briefly mentions man’s need of offspring. This does not, however, 

apply to God who owns all that is in heavens and earth. This should be sufficient 

either to convince or silence them, without any need for theoretical argument. 
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They are then brought face to face with the reality which shows that they have no 

proof to support their claims. The Qur’ nic verse uses the term ‘sultan’ which means 

authority, in place of ‘evidence’ because authority provides strength, and the one 

who has a proof to support his claim is in a position of strength: “No evidence whatever 

have you for this.” (Verse 68) Indeed you have no argument, let alone solid proof: 

“Would you say about God something which you do not know?” (Verse 68) 

To say something concerning a subject about which one knows nothing is 

unbecoming of intelligent human beings. When what is said is fabricated against 

God Himself, it becomes a terrible offence. For one thing, it contradicts all that is due 

to God of worship, respect and glorification, because it attributes to Him all that is 

associated with an event of imperfection and inability. Moreover, it is based on a 

faulty concept of the relationship between the Creator and His creation, leading to 

further errors in all relations between people, since the latter are essentially based on 

the former. All the authority claimed by the priests of pagan religions or by the 

Christian churches is based on the misconception of the relationship between God 

and His ‘angel daughters’ or between Him and Jesus Christ who is alleged to be His 

son. Moreover the concept of original sin, which has led to the practice of confession, 

and giving Christ’s church an intermediary role between human beings and the One 

whom they describe as Christ’s father, stems from a basic error in understanding the 

relationship between the Creator and His creation. 

Hence the matter is not merely an erroneous belief, but rather, it is man’s whole 

life that is affected. All the hostility that took place between the Church and 

scientists, and even between it and human intellect, is based on this fundamental 

error. This hostility was only brought to rest when society got shot of the Church’s 

authority, and even of religion itself. Once the relationship between God and His 

creation is ill-conceived, much evil is bound to happen. Humanity has suffered this 

evil whenever materialistic doctrines have corrupted human life. 

Hence the Islamic faith has taken extra care to make this relationship perfectly 

clear. God is the Creator, the Eternal, the Sustainer. The relationship between Him 

and all people, without exception, is that which exists between the Creator and His 

creation. The universe, life and the living exist according to certain laws that God has 

put into operation. These never fail and they apply to all people in equal measure, 

without favouritism or prejudice. Whoever observes these rules will be successful, 

and whoever puts them aside will end up the loser. All people will return to God, 

and He accepts no intercession. Everyone comes to Him on his or her own. They will 

have their individual reward for what they have done in this life. God will not treat 

anyone with injustice. 

It is a simple faith that admits no erroneous interpretation. It does not take the 

human mind along any mysterious or confused way. Everyone stands in front of 
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God in the same position. Everyone is addressed by God’s message and is required 

to implement it. This ensures that relations between people are set on the right 

footing, as a result of forging the right and solid relationship between them and God. 

“Say: ‘Those who invent falsehood about God shall not be successful.’” (Verse 69) They 

will have no prosperity whatsoever, whether in this life or in the life to come. True 

success is that which results from leading a life that is consistent with the laws God 

has set in operation. These lead to all goodness, elevating human beings to a higher 

level of humanity and setting their social structure on the right basis. Prosperity is 

not limited to material progress. Such progress is only superficial and temporary if it 

is combined with the destruction of human values, replacing them with animal 

values. 

“They may have a brief enjoyment in this world, but then to Us they must return, and We 

will then make them suffer severe torment for their unbelief” (Verse 70) Their enjoyment is 

brief and temporary. It has no permanent link with the enjoyment reserved for the 

hereafter. Indeed, it is followed by ‘severe torment’ for turning away from the laws 

of nature which God has devised. 
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3 

Unheeded Warnings 

Relate to them the story of Noah. He said 

to his people: ‘My people! If my presence 

among you and my reminders to you of 

God’s revelations are repugnant to you — 

well, in God have I placed my trust. 

Decide, then, what you are going to do, and 

[seek the help of] those whom you associate 

as partners with God. Be clear about your 

course of action, leaving no room for 

uncertainty, then carry out against me 

whatever you may have decided and give me 

no respite. (71) 

But if you turn away, [remember that] I 

have asked of you no reward whatsoever. 

My reward rests with none but God. I have 

been commanded to be one of those who 

surrender themselves to Him.’ (72) 

But they disbelieved him. So We saved him 

and all those who joined him in the ark, 

and made them inherit the earth. And We 

drowned the others who denied Our 

revelations. Reflect on the fate of those who 

were forewarned. (73) 
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Then after him We sent forth other 

messengers to their respective peoples, and 

they brought them clear evidence of the 

truth, but they would not believe in what 

they had once denied. Thus it is that We 

seal the hearts of those who transgress. (74) 

Then after those [prophets] We sent Moses 

and Aaron with Our signs to Pharaoh and 

his nobles, but they persisted in their 

arrogance, for they were hardened offenders. 

(75) 

When the truth came to them from Us, 

they said: ‘This is clearly nothing but 

sorcery.’ (76) 

Moses replied: ‘Do you say this to the truth 

when it has come to you? Can this be 

sorcery? But sorcerers will never be 

successful.’ (77) 

They said: ‘Have you come to turn us away 

from what we found our forefathers 

believing in, so that the two of you might 

become supreme in the land? We will never 

believe in you.’ (78) 

Then Pharaoh commanded: ‘Bring before 

me every learned sorcerer.’ (79) 
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tβθä9θà) s? r& Èd,ysù=Ï9 $£ϑs9 öΝ à2u™!% ỳ ( íósÅ™ r& 

# x‹≈ yδ Ÿωuρ ßxÎ=ø ãƒ tβρãÅs≈ ¡¡9 $# ∩∠∠∪  

(# þθä9$s% $uΖ oK ÷∞ Å_r& $oΨ tGÏ ù= tGÏ9 $¬Ηxå $tΡô‰y` uρ Ïμ ø‹n=tã 

$tΡu™!$t/# u™ tβθä3 s?uρ $yϑä3s9 â™!$tƒ Îö9Å3ø9 $# ’Îû ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# 

$tΒuρ ß⎯ øt wΥ $yϑä3s9 t⎦⎫ÏΨ ÏΒ÷σ ßϑÎ/ ∩∠∇∪  

tΑ$s%uρ ãβöθtã öÏù ’ ÎΤθçGø $# Èe≅ ä3Î/ @Ås≈ y™ 5ΟŠ Î=tæ 

∩∠®∪  
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And when the sorcerers came, Moses said 

to them: ‘Throw whatever you may wish to 

throw.’ (80) 

And when they had thrown, Moses said to 

them: ‘What you have contrived is mere 

sorcery which God will certainly bring to 

nothing. God does not further the work of 

those who spread corruption. (81) 

By His words, God proves the truth to be 

true, much as the guilty may dislike it.’ 

(82) 

None except a few of his people believed in 

Moses, for they feared Pharaoh and their 

nobles, lest they persecute them. Surely 

Pharaoh was mighty on earth and was 

indeed given to excesses. (83) 

Moses said: ‘My people, if you believe in 

God, then place your trust in Him — if 

you have truly surrendered yourselves to 

Him.’ (84) 

They replied: ‘In God have we placed our 

trust. Our Lord, do not let us suffer at the 

hands of evil-doing people. (85) 

$£ϑn=sù u™!% ỳ äο tys¡¡9 $# tΑ$s% Ο ßγ s9 #©y›θ•Β (#θà) ø9 r& 

!$tΒ Ο çFΡr& šχθà) ù=•Β ∩∇⊃∪  

!$£ϑn=sù (#öθs) ø9 r& tΑ$s% 4©y›θãΒ $tΒ Ο çGø⁄ Å_ Ïμ Î/ 

ãósÅb¡9 $# ( ¨βÎ) ©!$# ÿ… ã&é#ÏÜ ö6 ãŠ y™ ( ¨βÎ) ©!$# Ÿω 
ßxÎ=óÁãƒ Ÿ≅ uΗxå t⎦⎪Ï‰Å¡ø ßϑø9 $# ∩∇⊇∪  

‘, Ït ä†uρ ª!$# ¨,ysø9 $# ⎯ Ïμ ÏG≈ yϑÎ=s3Î/ öθs9 uρ oν ÌŸ2 

tβθãΒÌôfãΚø9 $# ∩∇⊄∪  

!$yϑsù z⎯ tΒ# u™ #©y›θßϑÏ9 ωÎ) ×π −ƒ Íh‘èŒ ⎯ ÏiΒ ⎯ Ïμ ÏΒöθs% 

4†n?tã 7∃öθyz ⎯ ÏiΒ šχöθtãöÏù óΟ Îγ 'ƒZ∼tΒuρ βr& 

óΟ ßγ oΨ ÏGø tƒ 4 β̈Î) uρ šχöθtãöÏù 5Α$yès9 ’ Îû ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# 

… çμ ¯ΡÎ) uρ z⎯ Ïϑs9 t⎦⎫ÏùÎô£ ßϑø9 $# ∩∇⊂∪  

tΑ$s%uρ 4©y›θãΒ ÇΠ öθs)≈ tƒ βÎ) ÷Λ ä⎢Ψä. Λä⎢Ψ tΒ# u™ «!$$Î/ 

Ïμ ø‹n=yèsù (# þθè=©. uθs? βÎ) Λ ä⎢Ψ ä. t⎦⎫ÏϑÎ=ó¡•Β ∩∇⊆∪  

(#θä9$s) sù ’ n?tã «!$# $uΖù=©. uθs? $uΖ−/ u‘ Ÿω $uΖù=yèøg rB 

Zπ uΖ÷FÏù ÏΘöθs) ù=Ïj9 š⎥⎫ÏϑÎ=≈ ©à9 $# ∩∇∈∪  
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Save us, by Your grace, from the people 

who disbelieve.’ (86) 

And thus did We inspire Moses and his 

brother: ‘Take for your people some houses 

in Egypt, and make your houses places of 

worship, and be constant in prayer.’ And 

give glad tidings to all believers. (87) 

Moses said, ‘Our Lord! You have 

bestowed on Pharaoh and his nobles 

splendour and riches in this life, with the 

result that they have been leading people 

astray from Your path. Our Lord! Wipe 

out their riches and harden their hearts, so 

that they do not believe until they face the 

grievous suffering.’ (88) 

He replied: ‘Your prayer is accepted. 

Continue, both of you, steadfastly on the 

right path, and do not follow the path of 

those who are devoid of knowledge.’(89) 

And We brought the Children of Israel 

across the sea; but Pharaoh and his legions 

pursued them with tyranny and aggression.  

$oΨ Ång wΥuρ šÏGoΗôq tÎ/ z⎯ ÏΒ ÏΘöθ s) ø9 $# t⎦⎪ÍÏ≈ s3ø9 $# ∩∇∉∪  

!$uΖø‹ym÷ρr& uρ 4’ n<Î) 4©y›θãΒ Ïμ‹ Åzr& uρ βr& # u™§θt7 s? 

$yϑä3ÏΒöθs) Ï9 uóÇÏϑÎ/ $Y?θã‹ ç/ (#θè=yèô_$# uρ 

öΝ à6 s?θã‹ ç/ \'s#ö6 Ï% (#θßϑŠ Ï%r& uρ nο 4θn=¢Á9 $# 3 ÎÅe³ o0uρ 

š⎥⎫ÏΖÏΒ÷σ ßϑø9 $# ∩∇∠∪  

š^$s%uρ 4©y›θãΒ !$uΖ−/ u‘ š̈ΡÎ) |M øŠ s?# u™ 

šχöθ tã öÏù …çν V|tΒuρ Zπ oΨƒÎ— Zω≡ uθøΒ r& uρ ’ Îû Íο 4θuŠ ysø9 $# 

$u‹ ÷Ρ‘‰9 $# $uΖ−/ u‘ (#θ=ÅÒã‹ Ï9 ⎯ tã y7 Î=‹ Î6 y™ ( $uΖ−/ u‘ 

ó§ÏϑôÛ$# #’ n?tã óΟ Îγ Ï9≡uθøΒ r& ÷Š ß‰ô© $# uρ 4’ n?tã 

óΟ Îγ Î/θè=è% Ÿξsù (#θãΖÏΒ÷σ ãƒ 4©®Lym (#ãρttƒ z># x‹yèø9 $# 

tΛ⎧ Ï9F{ $# ∩∇∇∪  

tΑ$s% ô‰s% M t6‹ Å_é& $yϑà6 è?uθôã ¨Š $yϑŠ É) tGó™ $$sù 

Ÿωuρ Èeβ!$ yèÎ7 −Fs? Ÿ≅‹ Î6 y™ š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# Ÿω tβθßϑn=ôètƒ 

∩∇®∪  

* $tΡø—uθ≈ y_uρ û©Í_ t7 Î/ Ÿ≅ƒ Ï™ℜuó  Î) tóst7 ø9 $# óΟ ßγ yèt7 ø?r'sù 

ãβöθtã öÏù … çν ßŠθãΨ ã_uρ $\‹ øót/ #·ρô‰tãuρ (  
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But as he was about to drown, Pharaoh 

said: ‘I have come to believe that there is no 

deity other than Him in whom the 

Children of Israel believe, and to Him I 

surrender myself.’ (90) 

[But God said:] ‘Only now? But before 

this you were rebelling [against Us], and 

you spread corruption in the land. (91) 

But today We shall save only your body, so 

that you may become a sign to those who 

will come after you; for a great many people 

do not heed Our signs.’ (92) 

We settled the Children of Israel in a most 

goodly abode and We provided for them 

sustenance out of the good things of life. It 

was not until knowledge was given. them 

that they began to disagree among 

themselves. Your Lord will judge between 

them on the Day of Resurrection regarding 

that on which they differed. (93) 

If you are in doubt concerning what We 

have bestowed on you from on high, ask 

those who read the Scriptures [revealed] 

before you. It is surely the truth that has 

come to you from your Lord. Do not, then, 

be among the doubters. (94) 

#©̈Lym !# sŒÎ) çμ Ÿ2u‘ ÷Š r& ä− ttóø9 $# tΑ$s% àMΖtΒ# u™ … çμ ¯Ρr& 

Iω tμ≈ s9Î) ωÎ) ü“Ï% ©!$# ôM uΖtΒ# u™ ⎯ Ïμ Î/ (# þθãΖt/ 

Ÿ≅ƒ Ï™ℜuó  Î) O$tΡr& uρ z⎯ ÏΒ t⎦⎫ÏϑÎ=ó¡ßϑø9 $# ∩®⊃∪  

z⎯≈ t↔ ø9 !# u™ ô‰s%uρ |M øŠ |Átã ã≅ ö6 s% |MΖä. uρ z⎯ ÏΒ 

t⎦⎪Ï‰Å¡ø ßϑø9 $# ∩®⊇∪  

tΠ öθu‹ ø9 $$sù y7Š ÉdfuΖçΡ y7 ÏΡy‰t7 Î/ šχθä3tGÏ9 ô⎯ yϑÏ9 

y7 x ù=yz Zπ tƒ#u™ 4 ¨βÎ) uρ # Z ÏV x. z⎯ ÏiΒ Ä¨$̈Ζ9 $# ô⎯ tã 

$uΖÏG≈ tƒ# u™ šχθè=Ï≈ tós9 ∩®⊄∪  

ô‰s) s9 uρ $tΡù& §θt/ û©Í_ t/ Ÿ≅ƒ Ï™ℜuó  Î) r& §θt7 ãΒ 5− ô‰Ï¹ 

Ο ßγ≈oΨ ø%y—u‘ uρ z⎯ ÏiΒ ÏM≈ t6 Íh‹ ©Ü9 $# $yϑsù (#θà n=tG÷z$# 

4©®Lym ãΝ èδu™!% y` ÞΟ ù=Ïèø9 $# 4 ¨βÎ) y7 −/ u‘ ©ÅÓø) tƒ 

öΝ æηuΖ÷ t/ tΠ öθtƒ Ïπ yϑ≈ uŠ É) ø9 $# $yϑŠ Ïù (#θçΡ% x. ÏμŠ Ïù 

tβθà Î= tGøƒ s† ∩®⊂∪  

βÎ* sù |MΖä. ’ Îû 7e7 x© !$£ϑÏiΒ !$uΖø9 t“Ρ r& šø‹s9 Î) 

È≅ t↔ ó¡sù š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# tβρâ™tø) tƒ |=≈ tFÅ6 ø9 $# ⎯ ÏΒ 

y7 Î=ö6 s% 4 ô‰s) s9 š‚u™!% ỳ ‘,ysø9 $# ⎯ ÏΒ šÎi/ ¢‘ Ÿξsù 
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And do not be among those who deny 

God’s revelations, for then you shall be 

among those who are lost. (95) 

Surely, those against whom your Lord’s 

word [of judgement] has come true will not 

believe, (96) 

even though every sign should come to their 

knowledge, until they are faced with the 

grievous suffering. (97) 

Had it believed, every community would 

have profited by its faith. It was so only 

with Jonah’s people. When they believed, 

We lifted from them the suffering of 

disgrace in this life, and allowed them to 

enjoy things for a while. (98) 

Had your Lord so willed, all people on 

earth, in their entirety, would have believed. 

Do you, then, try to compel people to 

believe? (99) 

No human being can believe, except by 

God’s leave. It is He who lays abomination 

on those who will not use their reason. 

(100) 

£⎯ tΡθä3s? z⎯ ÏΒ t⎦⎪ÎtIôϑßϑø9 $# ∩®⊆∪  

Ÿωuρ £⎯ tΡθä3 s? z⎯ ÏΒ š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# (#θç/ ¤‹x. ÏM≈ tƒ$t↔ Î/ 

«!$# šχθä3 tGsù z⎯ ÏΒ z⎯ƒ ÎÅ£≈ y‚ø9 $# ∩®∈∪  

¨βÎ) š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# ôM ¤) ym öΝÍκ ö n=tã àM yϑÎ=Ÿ2 y7 În/ u‘ 

Ÿω tβθãΖÏΒ÷σ ãƒ ∩®∉∪  

öθs9 uρ öΝ åκøEu™!% y` ‘≅ à2 >π tƒ# u™ 4©®Lym (# ãρttƒ 

z># x‹yèø9 $# zΟŠ Ï9 F{ $# ∩®∠∪  

Ÿωöθn=sù ôM tΡ% x. îπ tƒös% ôM uΖtΒ# u™ !$yγ yè x uΖsù !$pκ ß]≈ yϑƒ Î) 

ωÎ) tΠ öθs% }§çΡθãƒ !$£ϑs9 (#θãΖtΒ# u™ $uΖø t±x. öΝ åκ ÷] tã 

z># x‹tã Ä“÷“ Ï‚ø9 $# ’ Îû Íο 4θuŠ ysø9 $# $u‹ ÷Ρ‘‰9 $# 

÷Λ àι≈ oΨ ÷è−GtΒuρ 4’ n<Î) &⎦⎫Ïm ∩®∇∪  

öθs9 uρ u™!$x© y7 •/ u‘ z⎯ tΒUψ ⎯ tΒ ’ Îû ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# 

öΝ ßγ =à2 $·èŠ ÏΗsd 4 |MΡr'sù r& çν Ìõ3è? }̈ $̈Ζ9 $# 4©®Lym 

(#θçΡθä3 tƒ š⎥⎫ ÏΖÏΒ÷σ ãΒ ∩®®∪  

$tΒuρ šχ% x. C§ø uΖÏ9 βr& š∅ÏΒ÷σ è? ωÎ) ÈβøŒ Î* Î/ 

«!$# 4 ã≅ yèøg s†uρ š[ ô_Íh9 $# ’ n?tã š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# Ÿω 
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Preview 

Reference was made earlier in the s rah to ancient communities and what 

happened to them when they denied the messages of their prophets. Another 

generation was made to succeed them: “Indeed, We destroyed generations before your 

time when they persisted in their wrongdoing. The messengers sent to them brought them 

veritable evidence of the truth, but they would not believe. Thus do We reward the guilty. 

Then We made you their successors on earth, so that We might see how you behave.” (Verses 

13-14) 

Another reference was made to the fact that every community had a messenger 

sent to them to deliver God’s message. “To every community was sent a messenger. It is 

when their messenger had come to them that judgement was passed on them in all fairness; 

and never are they wronged.” (Verse 47) 

Now the s rah speaks in more detail about such earlier messages, highlighting 

certain aspects of the stories of Noah and Moses. The consequences of denying God’s 

Say: ‘Consider all that there is in the 

heavens and the earth.’ But of what benefit 

could all signs and warnings be to people 

who will not believe? (101) 

What are they waiting for except a 

repetition of the days [of calamity] 

experienced by those who have gone before 

them? Say: ‘Wait, then, if you will. I am 

also waiting.’ (102) 

Thereupon, We save Our messengers and 

those who believe. Thus have We willed it 

upon Ourselves: We save those who believe. 

(103) 

tβθè=É) ÷ètƒ ∩⊇⊃⊃∪  

È≅ è% (#ρãÝàΡ$# # sŒ$tΒ ’ Îû ÅV≡ uθ≈ yϑ¡¡9 $# ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# uρ 

4 $tΒuρ ©Í_ øóè? àM≈ tƒ Fψ$# â‘ ä‹–Ψ9 $# uρ ⎯ tã 7Θöθs% ω 
tβθãΖÏΒ÷σ ãƒ ∩⊇⊃⊇∪  

ö≅ yγ sù šχρãÏà tG⊥ tƒ ωÎ) Ÿ≅÷W ÏΒ ÏΘ$−ƒ r& š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# 

(# öθn=yz ⎯ ÏΒ óΟ Îγ Î=ö6 s% 4 ö≅ è% (# ÿρãÏà tGΡ$$sù ’ ÎoΤ Î) Ν ä3yètΒ 

š∅ÏiΒ š⎥⎪ÌÏà tGΖßϑø9 $# ∩⊇⊃⊄∪  

¢Ο èO ©ÉdfuΖçΡ $oΨ n=ß™ â‘ š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# uρ (#θãΖtΒ# u™ 4 
y7 Ï9≡ x‹x. $̂) ym $uΖøŠ n=tã ÆkΨ çΡ t⎦⎫ÏΖÏΒ÷σ ßϑø9 $# ∩⊇⊃⊂∪ 
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messages are emphasized in both accounts. A brief reference is also made to Jonah, 

whose community accepted the faith when they were about to be overtaken by God’s 

punishment, and they were thus saved. This serves to encourage those who deny 

God to stop so that they spare themselves an end similar to that experienced by 

Noah’s people and Pharaoh and his host. 

The previous passage concluded with an order to the Prophet Mu ammad (peace 

be upon him) to declare that those who fabricate lies against God and associate 

partners with Him will come to an awful end: “Say: “Those who invent falsehood about 

God shall not be successful. They may have a brief enjoyment in this world, but then to Us 

they must return, and We will then make them suffer severe torment for their unbelief” 

(Verses 69-70) This declaration follows a reassurance given to the Prophet that the 

believers “who are close to God have nothing to fear, nor shall they grieve.” (Verse 62) The 

Prophet is also encouraged not to pay much attention to what the unbelievers say: 

“Be not grieved by what they say. All might and glory belong to God alone. He alone hears all 

and knows all.” (Verse 65) 

Now the Prophet is instructed to relate to them Noah’s story and how he 

challenged his people. He was then saved with those believers who followed him, 

while the unbelievers who were much stronger and larger in number were 

destroyed. 

These stories serve to emphasize the meaning of the preceding passages. In fact, 

all stories mentioned in the Qur’ n serve a definite purpose. They are related in 

different styles, highlighting different episodes as may befit the context in which they 

occur. Here the stories of earlier prophets highlight the absurdity of the Makkans 

towards the Prophet Mu ammad (peace be upon him) and his small group of 

believers. They also stress the fact that those believers were firm in their faith despite 

facing an enemy mustering far superior forces. 

Noah’s Challenge 

Relate to them the story of Noah. He said to his people: My people! If my presence 

among you and my reminders to you of God’s revelations are repugnant to you — 

well, in God have I placed my trust. Decide, then, what you are going to do, and [seek 

the help of] those whom you associate as partners with God. Be clear about your 

course of action, leaving no room for uncertainty, then carry out against me whatever 

you may have decided and give me no respite. But if you turn away, [remember that] 

I have asked of you no reward whatsoever. My reward rests with none but God. I 

have been commanded to be one of those who surrender themselves to Him.’ But they 

disbelieved him. So we saved him and all those who joined him in the ark, and made 

them inherit the earth. And we drowned the others who denied Our revelations. 
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Reflect on the fate of those who were forewarned. (Verses 71-73) 

Only the end part of Noah’s story is mentioned here where we see him offering his 

people a final challenge. He had spent a very long time preaching and warning his 

people, but to no avail. There is no mention of the ark here, or of those who were 

taken on board and so saved from the great floods. The aim here is to highlight the 

challenge and the believers’ reliance on God, as well as the saving of a small, 

powerless group of believers and the destruction of the great hordes of unbelievers. 

The s rah reduces the whole story to a single episode so as to emphasize its final end. 

This is what is most fitting in the present context. 

“Relate to them the story of Noah. He said to his people: My people! If my presence among 

you and my reminders to you of God’s revelations are repugnant to you — well, in God have 

I placed my trust. Decide, then, what you are going to do, and [seek the help of] those whom 

you associate as partners with God. Be clear about your course of action, leaving no room for 

uncertainty, then carry out against me whatever you may have decided and give me no 

respite.” (Verse 71) Noah tells his people that if they are completely fed up with him, 

unable to tolerate his presence among them and his reminders of their duty to 

believe in God, then let that be as it may. He will continue along his way, 

unperturbed by their opposition, for “in God have I placed my trust.” He seeks no help 

from anyone else. “Decide, then, what you are going to do, and [seek the help of] those 

whom you associate as partners with God.” (Verse 71) 

They may, for all he cares, mobilize all their forces and resources. “Be clear about 

your course of action, leaving no room for uncertainty.” (Verse 71) They are further told to 

make their position very clear, allowing no ambiguity or hesitation, and leaving no 

room for return. Then when they have done that, they are told: “carry out against me 

[i.e. Noah] whatever you may have decided and give me no respite.” (Verse 71) 

It is a clear challenge thrown out by one who is absolutely certain of his ground 

and power. In fact he is inviting his opponents to attack him. What were the forces at 

his command facilitating such a challenge? He simply had faith, which gave him a 

power that is superior to everything else. Numbers, careful planning and firepower 

are of little use when compared to faith. He had God’s support, and God does not 

abandon those who believe in Him. It is the challenge of one who relies on the source 

of real power, for faith establishes a bond between the believer and the One who has 

power over everything in the universe. It is neither an arrogant nor a foolhardy 

challenge. Rather, it is the challenge of true power. 

Advocates of the divine faith have in God’s messengers a fine example to follow. 

They should have unwavering confidence as they place their trust in God and face 

tyranny, whatever its source may be. Tyranny will not cause them any real or lasting 

damage, apart from perhaps some physical pain which God allows as a test of the 
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believers. God does not abandon the believers to His and their enemies, but He lets 

them undergo this test so that true believers come through it unharmed. The end 

favours the believers when God’s promise is fulfilled and they are victorious. 

Having made his challenge clear, Noah says to his people: “But if you turn away, 

[remember that] I have asked of you no reward whatsoever. My reward rests with none but 

God. I have been commanded to be one of those who surrender themselves to Him.” (Verse 

72). If you turn a deaf ear to what I call on you to accept, then that is your choice. I 

have not asked for a reward for guiding you to the right path, so I do not fear that 

my compensation will be reduced as a result of your turning away. “My reward rests 

with none but God.” (Verse 72) Your attitude will not tempt me to change my way in 

the least, for my orders are such that I must surrender myself completely to God: “I 

have been commanded to be one of those who surrender themselves to Him.” (Verse 72) 

What happened, then? “They disbelieved him. So We saved him and all those who joined 

him in the ark, and made them inherit the earth. And We drowned the others who denied Our 

revelations. Reflect on the fate of those who were forewarned.” (Verse 73) All that 

happened is given in a very brief account: his rescue with the believers who followed 

him; their establishment as successors to the land and subsequent power; and the 

drowning of the multitude of unbelievers. “Reflect on the fate of those who were 

forewarned.” (Verse 73) It is indeed something to be reflected upon by all people at all 

times, so that they may heed the lesson and follow in the footsteps of the believers 

who were saved. 

The outcome was not merely the destruction of the unbelievers. Instead this was 

preceded by the saving of the believers from all danger, and their establishment in 

the land to rebuild human life on a sound basis. 

Such is the law God has established and such is His promise to the believers. If 

they feel at any time that the road seems endless, they must realize that it is the only 

way, and that the outcome will certainly be in their favour. They must not precipitate 

the fulfilment of God’s promise. God does not deceive believers, nor does He 

abandon them to their enemies. He only teaches and equips them with what is of 

help to them along their way. 

Different Communities, Same Response 

The s rah then refers very briefly to a number of messengers who followed Noah, 

bringing clear evidence of the truth to their respective communities, and how the 

unbelievers received them: “Then after him We sent forth other messengers to their 

respective peoples, and they brought them clear evidence of the truth, but they would not 

believe in what they had once denied. Thus it is that We seal the hearts of those who 

transgress.” (Verse 74) 
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These messengers were given clear proof confirming the truth they preached. 

They presented these proofs to their peoples, but the s rah says that those peoples 

were not to believe in what they had earlier denied. This statement may be taken to 

mean that they continued to deny God’s message in the same way as they denied it 

prior to having such clear evidence. In other words, they stubbornly held to their 

attitude. It may also mean that the unbelievers who deny God’s messages are 

classified in one group despite the passage of time, because they share the same 

nature. This means that present-day unbelievers would not believe in what their 

ancestors denied, or what they themselves denied through their ancestors. All carry 

the same attitude to faith and the revelations confirming it. They seal their hearts and 

minds against it. In this they transgress and exceed all limits, because they refuse to 

use their God-given ability to understand. “Thus it is that We seal the hearts of those who 

transgress.” (Verse 74) 

This follows the divine rule that when a person turns a deaf ear and seals his mind 

to divine guidance, his heart and mind become totally unreceptive. It is not God who 

seals their hearts and minds to prevent them from accepting the faith, but the general 

rule applies to them as it applies in all situations. 

Truth or Sorcery 

Moses’ story is given in rather more detail than Noah’s. It starts at the point when 

Moses faces the rejection of his message coupled with a challenge, and concludes 

with the drowning of Pharaoh and his soldiers. The account includes situations 

which carry strong similarity with the attitude of the pagan Arabs in Makkah to the 

Prophet’s message, as well as the attitude of his few followers. 

The part of the story related here highlights five points before making a comment 

elucidating the purpose of relating it in this way. The five points are given in quick 

succession as follows: “Then after those [prophets] We sent Moses and Aaron with Our 

signs to Pharaoh and his nobles, but they persisted in their arrogance, for they were hardened 

offenders. When the truth came to them from Us, they said: ‘This is clearly nothing but 

sorcery.’ Moses replied: Do you say this to the truth when it has come to you? Can this be 

sorcery? But sorcerers will never be successful.’ They said: ‘Have you come to turn us away 

from what we found our forefathers believing in, so that the two of you might become supreme 

in the land? We will never believe in you.’” (Verses 7 5-78) 

The signs which Moses brought to Pharaoh and his nobles are the nine mentioned 

in S rah 7, The Heights. They are not mentioned here in detail because the context 

does not require such detail. What is important in the present context is the attitude 

of Pharaoh and his group when they received these signs: “They persisted in their 

arrogance, for they were hardened offenders.” (Verse 75) 
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“When the truth came to them from Us...” (Verse 76) The source of these signs is 

emphasized here, ‘from Us’, to show clearly their terrible offence when they describe 

as ‘clear sorcery’ the truth sent to them by God. 

It is with limitless arrogance that they thus describe the truth without any 

evidence to support their claim. The statement sounds as if it is a standard one 

reiterated by all those who deny God’s messages. As reported at the beginning of the 

s rah, the pagan Arabs in Makkah said the same thing, despite the wide difference in 

time and place between the two communities and the great difference between the 

signs delivered by Moses and the Qur’ n. 

“Moses replied: Do you say this to the truth when it has come to you? Can this be sorcery? 

But sorcerers will never be successful.” (Verse 77) A part of Moses’ first objection is 

deleted because it is indicated by his second one. It is as if he said to them: “Do you 

say to the truth when it has come to you that it is sorcery? Can this be sorcery?” The 

first question expresses horror that the truth is described as sorcery, and the second 

wonders that anyone should actually say it is so. Sorcery does not aim to provide 

guidance to people, and it does not include a faith or a clear idea about Godhead and 

His relationship with His servants. It cannot outline a code of living. Indeed sorcery 

cannot be confused with God’s message. No sorcerer ever intended to work for such 

objectives or move in such a direction. Sorcerers’ work is all false, playing tricks on 

people’s imagination. Hence they cannot be successful. 

At this point, the nobles supporting Pharaoh reveal their true motives for rejecting 

the truth: “They said: ‘Have you come to turn us away from what we found our forefathers 

believing in, so that the two of you might become supreme in the land? We will never believe 

in you.” (Verse 78) They feared that the new call would destroy their inherited beliefs 

which formed the foundation of their political and economic systems. They feared 

that they would lose their power which was conferred on them by the superstitious 

beliefs they promoted. 

This is indeed the old and new reason which motivates tyrants to oppose every 

call to believe in God and follow His message. Hence, they fabricate all sorts of 

excuses, make false accusations against the advocates of the true faith, and brutally 

suppress them. It is their desire to remain ‘supreme in the land’ that forms their 

strongest motive. Their supremacy is based on false beliefs which the tyrants are 

keen to preserve in people’s minds, despite their fallacy and what they may involve 

of superstition or deception. They know that when people’s minds are open to 

receive the true faith, and their hearts are illumined with the new light, then that 

represents a danger to their long established values and positions. Indeed it shakes 

their very foundation and authority as perceived by the masses. 
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The divine faith preached by all prophets aims to establish the truth that God is 

the only deity and the Lord of the universe. All false deities that usurp God’s 

authority and claim Lordship must be removed. 

Tyranny never allows the truth to be presented to the masses, because it 

represents a general declaration liberating mankind from servitude to any authority 

other than God’s. Tyranny realizes that its very existence is threatened by this 

declaration. Hence, it suppresses it with all the power at its disposal. 

This is the true reason for the suppression of the Islamic call throughout history. 

The intelligent people of the Quraysh could not have been blind to the truth of the 

Prophet’s message and its sublime aspects. They could not have been unaware of the 

falsehood of their idolatrous beliefs. But they feared for their power and position. 

They realized that they could only maintain these through their false beliefs, just like 

the nobles in Pharaoh’s court. Hence they all said: “We will never believe in you.” 

(Verse 78) 

Fear Barring Belief 

Apparently accusing Moses of sorcery sounded good to Pharaoh and his nobles. 

They most probably felt they could make their accusation stick in people’s minds. 

Hence, they wanted to challenge Moses, for the signs he exhibited seemed to them to 

be similar to the sorcery they knew and practiced. They hoped that the challenge 

would show Moses to be no more than a highly skilled sorcerer. This would remove 

all danger to their hereditary authority, or to their monopoly of power, which was 

their main objective. These were, in all likelihood, the true reasons for holding this 

sorcery to be fair. 

Then Pharaoh commanded: ‘Bring before me every learned sorcerer.’ And when the 

sorcerers came, Moses said to them: ‘Throw whatever you may wish to throw.’ And 

when they had thrown, Moses said to them: ‘What you have contrived is mere sorcery 

which God will certainly bring to nothing. God does not further the work of those 

who spread corruption. By His words, God proves the truth to be true, much as the 

guilty may dislike it. (Verses 79-82) 

We note here how the build-up to the challenge is given very briefly, because it is 

the outcome that is most relevant. When Moses said: ‘What you have contrived is mere 

sorcery,’ he was actually replying to the accusation levelled at him. There is no real 

substance to sorcery. It is all tricks and deception that dazzles and bewitches people. 

It has no higher call, and is far from constructive. It builds nothing within the 

community. What Moses brought was indeed a revealed book bestowed on him from 
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on high. His statement that God will certainly bring [sorcery] to nothing,’ demonstrates 

his great trust in his Lord, who will never allow sorcery, which is wicked, to score 

any real success: ‘God does not further the work of those who spread corruption.’ These 

were the ones who used their sorcery to lead people astray from the right path and 

prevent them from following divine guidance. 

‘By His words, God proves the truth to be true.’ (Verse 82) The phrase, ‘His words’, 

refers here either to His expression of His will to create or do something, as when He 

says to something ‘Be’ and it comes into being as a result, or to His revelations. ‘Much 

as the guilty may dislike it.’ (Verse 82) Their dislike does not disrupt or impede the 

realization of God’s will. This is indeed what actually took place: sorcery was shown 

to come to nothing, and the truth was triumphant. However, the triumph of the truth 

is not mentioned at this time because the purpose intended here is served in a 

different way. 

Here the curtains are drawn, and when they are lifted again we see Moses with 

those who accepted his message and believed with him. They are a small group of 

people. This is one of the lessons to be drawn here: “None except a few of his people 

believed in Moses, for they feared Pharaoh and their nobles, lest they persecute them. Surely 

Pharaoh was mighty on earth and was indeed given to excesses. Moses said: My people, if you 

believe in God, then place your trust in Him — if you have truly surrendered yourselves to 

Him. ‘ They replied: ‘In God have we placed our trust. Our Lord, do not let us suffer at the 

hands of evil-doing people. Save us, by Your grace, from the people who disbelieve.’ And thus 

did We inspire Moses and his brother: ‘Take for your people some houses in Egypt, and make 

your houses places of worship, and be constant in prayer’ And give glad tidings to all 

believers.” (Verses 83-87) 

The Arabic text uses the term dhurriyyah when it refers to those who believed with 

Moses. This term connotes a small number among the younger generation. What we 

understand here is that, among the Israelites, those who declared their belief and 

joined Moses were young people, not the bulk of the Children of Israel. There were 

fears that these young people might be put under severe pressure to revert back to 

their old ways. They might fear the persecution of Pharaoh and his authority, or the 

pressure that might be brought to bear on them by the leaders of their own 

community who have their own interests with those in authority. Pressure was also 

expected to be brought on them by the weaklings within their community, because 

these normally side with everyone who has any authority. This applies particularly 

to the Israelites. Needless to say, Pharaoh enjoyed great authority, and he was a 

tyrant who indulged in all sorts of excess. He did not hesitate to take any brutal 

action when he felt the need for it. 

In such a situation the only course is to rely on faith in order to dispel worries and 

reassure people, helping them to stick to the truth they have recognized: “Moses said: 
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‘My people, if you believe in God, then place your trust in Him — if you have truly 

surrendered yourselves to Him.’” (Verse 84) Placing one’s trust in God is evidence of 

firm belief. Furthermore, it is the element of strength which is added to what the 

weaker and smaller group may have to enable it to win its confrontation with mighty 

tyranny. Moses mentions both faith and self-surrender, making the reliance on God 

and placing one’s trust in Him the natural outcome of both. Those believers made the 

right response to their prophet’s call: “They replied: ‘In God have we placed our trust.’” 

(Verse 85) 

They then addressed a fitting supplication to God: “Our Lord, do not let us suffer at 

the hands of evil-doing people.” (Verse 85) This means that they prayed to God not to 

give the tyrants physical power over them, so that those tyrants and their followers 

do not feel that their faith is superior since they are able to win their confrontation 

against the believers. Such a temporary victory may take place in any situation where 

God wants to let people be tempted by it, so that they go deeper into error. Hence the 

believers pray to God not to let the tyrants have power over them even if the purpose 

was to lead the tyrants further astray. 

The next verse adds a prayer which is even clearer with regard to the desired 

outcome: “Save us, by Your grace, from the people who disbelieve.” (Verse 86) These 

prayers do not conflict with placing their trust in God and seeking His support. 

Indeed they make such reliance on Him clearer. A believer does not wish for 

hardship and does not aspire to be the victim of tyranny, but when he is tested by 

what tyrants do to him, he remains steadfast. 

No Hope of a Positive Response 

Thus, the two lines were drawn and the two communities were clearly identified. 

Some people responded positively to Moses. God then advised him and his brother, 

the Prophet Aaron, to choose special houses for the Children of Israel, so that they 

would be ready to leave Egypt at the appointed time. He also instructed them to 

purify their homes and their bodies, and to trust to God: “And thus did We inspire 

Moses and his brother: ‘Take for your people some houses in Egypt, and make your houses 

places of worship, and be constant in prayer.’ And give glad tidings to all believers.” (Verse 

87) 

This may be considered an exercise of ‘spiritual mobilization’, running alongside 

ordinary mobilization. Both are necessary for individuals and communities alike, 

particularly before battles and during times of hardship. Some people may dismiss 

spiritual mobilization as being of little consequence, but experience shows that faith 

continues to be the most important weapon in battle. Held by a soldier who is devoid 

of faith, military hardware is of little benefit when the going gets tough. This 
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mustering is not something only the Children of Israel should do. Instead it pertains 

to all hard core believers in God. It is an experience based on pure faith. Believers 

may find themselves persecuted in a society which is devoid of faith, where tyranny 

is hardened by brute force, and generally people have lost their integrity and values, 

and where the whole environment is rotten, as was true of Pharaoh’s realm. In such a 

situation, God tells them to abandon the j hiliyyah society, with all its evil and 

corruption, as much as that is practical, so that they can establish their own 

community and purge, train and organize themselves in waiting for the fulfilment of 

His promise. They should also boycott the places of worship of the unbelieving 

society, while making use of their own homes as places of worship. In this way they 

can worship God in the proper manner, and make that worship an exercise of self 

organization. 

Having despaired of any positive response from Pharaoh and his nobles, Moses 

turned to his Lord with a supplication that He destroy the Egyptians’ property and 

riches because these had lured them away from the truth, so compromising their 

faith. Thus they had sunk deep into error. He further prayed that the rich remain 

hardened in their disbelief, so that they would face a grievous punishment. God 

answered his supplication: “Moses said, Our Lord! You have bestowed on Pharaoh and his 

nobles splendour and riches in this life, with the result that they have been leading people 

astray from Your path. Our Lord! Wipe out their riches and harden their hearts, so that they 

do not believe until they face the grievous suffering.’ He replied: ‘Your prayer is accepted. 

Continue, both of you, steadfastly on the right path, and do not follow the path of those who 

are devoid of knowledge.” (Verses 88-89) 

Moses begins his prayer with a statement: “Our Lord! You have bestowed on Pharaoh 

and his nobles splendour and riches in this life.” (Verse 88) These riches and splendour 

become a means to turn people away from Your path, either by the lure that they 

constitute or by the power they give to those who have them enabling them to 

humiliate or lead others astray. There is no doubt that if the corrupt people are the 

ones who have all the splendour and riches, a situation is created where many 

people are shaken because they do not realize that these riches are no more than a 

test. In comparison to God’s bounty, whether it is bestowed in this life or in the 

hereafter, they are of no value. Moses appeals to God to destroy these riches, so that 

the nobles no longer have the means to tempt and pressurize people away from the 

right path. The rest of his supplication, that Pharaoh and his nobles not believe until 

they witness the suffering, is the prayer of one who has despaired that any of them 

will ever recognize the truth. Hence, he wants them to be hardened even further until 

they face their due punishment. Repentance then is not acceptable, because it does 

not signify any real regret, or any positive change based on free choice. 
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“He replied: ‘Your prayer is accepted.’” (Verse 89) That then brings the matter to its 

due end. “Continue, both of you, steadfastly on the right path.” (Verse 89) Follow that 

path until the end, paying no regard to anything different. “Do not follow the path of 

those who are devoid of knowledge.” (Verse 89) Such people move along without 

guidance. 

Their plans are flawed, and they lack certainty. Hence they are worried about their 

destiny, unsure of the path they follow. 

When Accepting the Faith Means Nothing 

The next scene depicts the event as it actually happened: “And We brought the 

Children of Israel across the sea; but Pharaoh and his legions pursued them with tyranny and 

aggression. But as he was about to drown, Pharaoh said: I have come to believe that there is 

no deity other than Him in whom the Children of Israel believe, and to Him I surrender 

myself.’ [But God said:] ‘Only now? But before this you were rebelling [against Us], and you 

spread corruption in the land. But today We shall save only your body, so that you may 

become a sign to those who will come after you; for a great many people do not heed Our 

signs.” (Verses 90-92) 

This is a highly decisive point in the story of defiance and rejection of truth. It is 

shown here only very briefly, because the purpose of mentioning it in this s rah is to 

demonstrate the result of the dispute. What is shown is the fact that God protects the 

believers and punishes those who choose to be His enemies, paying little attention to 

the signs and messages that call on them to believe in Him. They persist in disbelief 

until they are overwhelmed by God’s punishment, when believing is of no avail. This 

was also explained earlier in the s rah: “To every community was sent a messenger. It is 

when their messenger had come to them that judgement was passed on them in all fairness; 

and never are they wronged. They say: ‘When will this promise be fulfilled, if you are 

truthful?’ Say: I have no control over any harm or benefit to myself except as God may please. 

For every community a term has been appointed. When their time arrives, they can neither 

delay it by a single moment, nor indeed hasten it.’ Say: ‘Do but consider. Should His 

punishment befall you by night or by day, what could there be in it that the guilty ones should 

wish to hasten? Is it, then, when it has come to pass that you will believe in it? Is it now, 

while so far you have been asking for it to come speedily?’” (Verses 47-51) 

And We brought the Children of Israel across the sea; but Pharaoh and his legions 

pursued them with tyranny and aggression. But as he was about to drown, Pharaoh 

said: I have come to believe that there is no deity other than Him in whom the 

Children of Israel believe, and to Him I surrender myself’ [But God said:] ‘Only 

now? But before this you were rebelling [against Us], and you spread corruption in 

the land. But today We shall save only your body, so that you may become a sign to 
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those who will come after you; for a great many people do not heed Our signs. (Verses 

90-92) 

The story is meant, then, to confirm and assert the warnings: “And We brought the 

Children of Israel across the sea.” (Verse 90) They managed to cross it under Our 

guidance and protection. This statement, coming at this point, and attributing the 

guidance to God alone, is highly significant. “But Pharaoh and his legions pursued them 

with tyranny and aggression.” (Verse 90) They were not chasing them to follow their 

suit and accept divine guidance, nor was the chasing in defence of any rightful claim 

they might have had, but was rather an act of aggression and tyranny. Then, in no 

time at all, the story moves from a scene of brute tyrannical force to one of drowning: 

“But as he was about to drown,” staring death in the eye, “Pharaoh said. I have come to 

believe that there is no deity other than Him in whom the Children of Israel believe, and to 

Him I surrender myself’” His masks had now fallen away. He was no longer the 

mighty ruler whose wishes were instantly obeyed. He had shrunk and looked 

humiliated. Not only did he declare that he believed in God, in whom the Children 

of Israel believed; he went further to submit himself in total surrender. “[But God 

said:] ‘Only now? But before this you were rebelling [against Us], and you spread corruption 

in the land. But today We shall save only your body, so that you may become a sign to those 

who will come after you; for a great many people do not heed Our signs.”‘ (Verses 91-92) 

But the response he received came as a total shock, as God said to him: “Only now? 

But before this you were rebelling [against Us], and you spread corruption in the land.” 

(Verse 91) You believe now, when you no longer have any choice or means of 

escape? You have been arrogant in your disbelief, rejecting all messages and 

warnings. “But today We shall save only your body.” (Verse 92) His body would remain 

intact, uneaten by sharks or other sea creatures. It would not be allowed to drift with 

the waves, but would be saved so that his end would be known to all and sundry: 

“So that you may become a sign to those who will come after you.” (Verse 92) It may be 

that when others see your body they will take heed and realize that defying God and 

His warnings brings certain doom. The fact is that “a great many people do not heed Our 

signs.” (Verse 92) They do not turn to them with open hearts and minds, nor do they 

consider their significance, be they evident in the great universe or within their own 

selves. 

The final scene in this tragedy of corruption, defiance, disobedience and tyranny is 

clearly shown and the curtains are drawn. The s rah then continues with a brief 

statement of what happened to the Children of Israel over several generations: “We 

settled the Children of Israel in a most goodly abode and We provided for them sustenance out 

of the good things of life. It was not until knowledge was given them that they began to 

disagree among themselves. Your Lord will judge between them on the Day of Resurrection 

regarding that on which they differed.” (Verse 93) 
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For ‘abode’ the Arabic statement uses a term which signifies security, but adds to 

it a description of sincerity. This gives the added connotation of a secure settlement 

which is not easily threatened. Sincerity and truth do not experience the sort of 

unease that are associated with lying and invention. The Children of Israel were 

settled in their secure abode after several experiences that are not mentioned here 

because they do not relate to the purpose of the s rah. They further enjoyed goodly 

provisions until they started to disobey God, at which time these provisions were 

forbidden them. The s rah only states that they started to argue about matters of 

religion as well as worldly matters. These disputes were not the result of ignorance. 

They only began after knowledge of the truth had been given to them. But they used 

that knowledge to arrive at false interpretations of religious matters. 

Since the context here is one of giving support to those who accept the faith and 

ensuring the defeat of tyranny, the s rah does not dwell on what the Children of 

Israel perpetrated after that, nor does it give any account of their disputes. It turns 

the page, leaving judgement on all this to God alone: “Your Lord will judge between 

them on the Day of Resurrection regarding that on which they differed.” (Verse 93) The 

story thus maintains its seriousness and the effect is in no way diminished. 

No Doubts Entertained 

Now the s rah begins its comments on the accounts it gives of the stories of Moses 

and Noah with their peoples. At the outset, it reassures the Prophet by telling him 

what happened to other messengers God sent before his time. It also explains to him 

the real reason for his people’s denial of the truth. He is told that what these people 

lack is not more signs and clear proofs of this truth. It is simply the fulfilment of 

human nature with all that God has placed in it of aptitude to follow guidance or 

error and to be good or evil. A brief account of the Prophet Jonah’s history is then 

added, mentioning how his people believed in the nick of time when God’s 

punishment was about to overwhelm them. Their acceptance of the faith ensured the 

lifting of that punishment. This is given by way of encouraging the Arabs who 

denied the truth to accept it before their time too was up. The passage concludes with 

outlining the basic issues which the stories of past nations given in the Qur’ n are 

meant to emphasize. They confirm that the laws God has set in operation will apply 

to later communities in as much as they applied to earlier ones. This spells doom and 

suffering to the unbelievers who deny God and His message, while the messengers 

and those who follow them shall be saved. This is a commitment God has made and 

a law He has set. It will always come true. 

If you are in doubt concerning what We have bestowed on you from on high, ask 

those who read the Scriptures [revealed] before you. It is surely the truth that has 
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come to you from your Lord. Do not, then, be among the doubters. And do not be 

among those who deny God’s revelations, for then you shall be among those who are 

lost. Surely, those against whom your Lord’s word [of judgement] has come true will 

not believe, even though every sign should come to their knowledge, until they are 

faced with the grievous suffering. Had it believed, every community would have 

profited by its faith. It was so only with Jonah’s people. When they believed, We lifted 

from them the suffering of disgrace in this life, and allowed them to enjoy things for a 

while. Had your Lord so willed, all people on earth, in their entirety, would have 

believed. Do you, then, try to compel people to believe? No human being can believe, 

except by God’s leave. It is He who lays abomination on those who will not use their 

reason. Say: ‘Consider all that there is in the heavens and the earth.’ But of what 

benefit could all signs and warnings be to people who will not believe? What are they 

waiting for except a repetition of the days [of calamity] experienced by those who have 

gone before them? Say: ‘Wait, then, if you will. I am also waiting.’ Thereupon, We 

save Our messengers and those who believe. Thus have We willed it upon Ourselves: 

We save those who believe. (Verses 94-103) 

The previous passage was concerned with the attitude of the Children of Israel 

who had received revelations from God. They were aware of Noah and his 

community’s story, and they were also fully aware of Moses and his experience with 

Pharaoh, which was given in detail in their Scriptures. The s rah now addresses the 

Prophet telling him that if he is in doubt concerning God’s revelations, including the 

history of past communities, then he should ask those who received revelations 

before his time. They have full knowledge of what they read in those Scriptures: “If 

you are in doubt concerning what We have bestowed on you from on high, ask those who read 

the Scriptures [revealed] before you. It is surely the truth that has come to you from your 

Lord. Do not, then, be among the doubters.” (Verse 94) 

But the Prophet (peace be upon him) was not in doubt concerning his revelations. 

It is reported that when this verse was revealed, the Prophet said, “I do not doubt, 

and I am not going to ask.” Why is it, then, that he is told to ask if he is in doubt? 

And why is this followed by the statement that “it is surely the truth that has come to 

you from your Lord?” It is certainly more than enough for him to know that this 

statement is made by God. 

This directive gives us an idea of the difficult situation that prevailed in Makkah 

after the Prophet was taken on his night journey to Jerusalem and ascended from 

there to heaven. Some people who had previously declared their acceptance of Islam 

now denied it, as they could not believe this. What aggravated the matter even more 

was the fact that shortly before this, the Prophet lost his wife, Khadījah, and his 

uncle, Abū lib, who had both provided him with much- needed support. They 

died within a short period of each other. Moreover, the unbelievers in Makkah 
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increased their physical persecution of the Prophet and those who believed in his 

message. The new faith was practically confined to Makkah, as the Quraysh, the 

predominant tribe in Arabia, fought hard to stop it from spreading to other tribes. All 

these circumstances weighed heavily on the Prophet’s heart. Hence, he needed the 

reassurance that God gives him with this assertion, making it clear that his message 

is the message of truth. 

Moreover, the doubters and those who deny God’s message are assigned their 

place: “And do not be among those who deny God’s revelations, for then you shall be among 

those who are lost.” (Verse 95) This exposure of the doubters serves to give them 

another chance to return to the truth. If the Prophet neither doubts nor asks questions 

when he is permitted to do so, then he must be absolutely certain that what has been 

given to him is the truth which admits no doubt. This serves as encouragement to 

others not to doubt or waver. 

Moreover, this gives us an insight into the method God has laid down for the 

Muslim community. It must make sure of whatever remains uncertain. It can do so 

by asking those who have been endowed with great knowledge. It should ask even if 

the matter concerns something of the basic essentials of faith, because a Muslim is 

required to make sure of his faith and the law he implements. He must not follow 

anyone else unless he knows for certain that that person follows the truth. 

One may well ask here whether there is any conflict or contradiction between the 

permission to ask others when one is in doubt and the subsequent directive not to be 

‘one of the doubters’? There is certainly neither conflict nor contradiction. What is to 

be avoided is remaining in doubt so that it becomes a permanent condition, without 

any attempt by the doubter to remove his doubts and reach a stage of certitude. For 

prolonged doubt is a very bad situation which leads to neither benefit nor 

knowledge. 

Since what has been given to the Prophet is the truth that admits no doubt, how is 

it then that some people continue to deny it and adopt an unreasonably stubborn 

attitude? The answer is that God’s law is such that when one does not seek guidance, 

one will not find it, and one who does not open his eyes and heart to the light will 

not see it. A person who wastes his perceptions will not benefit by what he perceives, 

and will end up in error. Whatever proofs and signs are available will remain of no 

use to him. Hence, the law God has set in operation will work against him, and God’s 

word of punishment will overtake him: “Surely, those against whom your Lord’s word 

[of punishment] has come true will not believe, even though every sign should come to their 

knowledge, until they are faced with the grievous suffering.” (Verses 96-97) 

At this point, acknowledgement of the truth and accepting the faith will not 

benefit them because it does not flow from their own choice. There is no longer any 
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chance to test that faith in everyday life. The s rah confirmed all this earlier when it 

depicted Pharaoh crying out at the point of drowning: “I have come to believe that there 

is no deity other than Him in whom the Children of Israel believe, and to Him I surrender 

myself” (Verse 90) But he was told: “‘Only now? But before this you were rebelling 

[against Us], and you spread corruption in the land.’” (Verse 91) 

As we are assured of the inevitability of the operation of God’s laws and that their 

outcome will never fail to apply in accordance with what people choose for 

themselves in this life, a window of hope is opened. Salvation is possible when the 

wrongdoers stop denying the truth and declare their belief before they are overtaken 

by God’s punishment. 

Even When Punishment is Due 

“Had it believed, every community would have profited by its faith. It was so only with 

Jonah’s people. When they believed, We lifted from them the suffering of disgrace in this life, 

and allowed them to enjoy things for a while.” (Verse 98) The way this verse is phrased 

expresses a dear wish concerning past events. This means that what was hoped for 

did not take place. ‘Had it believed, every community’ of those that have been 

mentioned would have profited by accepting the faith. But these communities did 

not believe as whole communities. Only a minority of each community accepted the 

divine faith. Hence, disbelief was the predominant feature of these communities. 

Jonah’s people were the one exception. This verse uses the term ‘town’ to refer to 

communities thereby indicating that God’s messages were centred in urban areas, 

and not among nomadic peoples. 

The s rah does not provide a detailed account of the history of the Prophet Jonah 

and his people. It only refers to their end, because this is what is relevant here. It is 

sufficient that we learn that Jonah’s people were about to suffer a humiliating 

punishment. Then, when, at the last minute, they declared their acceptance of the 

divine faith and believed in God and His message, the punishment was lifted and 

they were allowed to enjoy life for a while. Had they persisted in their disbelief, 

God’s punishment would have overtaken them, in accordance with the law that 

determines consequences on the basis of people’s actions. 

This makes two points very clear. The first is an urgent address to those who deny 

the truth to save themselves if only at the last minute, as Jonah’s people did. This is 

the immediate purpose behind the reference to their history. 

The second point is that God’s law was not suspended or disrupted when the 

punishment was lifted and Jonah’s people were left to enjoy life for a further period. 

In fact God’s law took its full course. The law meant that they would be punished if 

they persisted in disbelief up to the point of punishment. But Jonah’s people changed 
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their attitude just before, and so God’s law to lift the punishment was implemented. 

This shows that people are free to choose their line of action, but any action they do 

choose will have its natural consequences determined by God. 

This is followed by a general rule concerning faith and its acceptance or rejection: 

“Had your Lord so willed, all people on earth, in their entirety, would have believed. Do you, 

then, try to compel people to believe? No human being can believe, except by God’s leave. It is 

He who lays abomination on those who will not use their reason.” (Verses 99-100) 

Had God so willed, He would have created the human race in a different mould, 

allowing it to know only the path of faith, as He has done with the angels. Or He 

would have given human beings a single susceptibility leading them all to 

acceptance of the faith. In His wisdom, which we may or may not understand, God 

has created man with a dual susceptibility towards good and evil, to follow guidance 

or sink into error. He has given man free-will to choose his path. Furthermore, God 

has so willed that when any human being uses his feelings and faculties to 

understand the signs pointing to the way to faith, and when he reflects on the 

revelations and proofs given by God’s messengers, he will accept the divine faith. 

His belief will lead him along the way to salvation. On the other hand, when man 

shuts his mind and faculties to faith, his heart will be hardened and his mind closed. 

This leads him to deny the truth and, in consequence, to suffer the punishment God 

has determined for all unbelievers. 

This means that accepting the faith is a matter of choice. The Prophet does not 

compel anyone to believe, because there can be no compulsion in matters determined 

by reason and conscience: “Do you, then, try to compel people to believe?” (Verse 99) This 

is a rhetorical question which serves to emphasize that compulsion is not possible. 

“No human being can believe, except by God’s leave.” (Verse 100) This is again in 

accordance with the law God has set in operation and which we have already 

explained. No person will attain to faith if they follow the route which does not lead 

to faith. This statement does not mean that anyone will ever be prevented from 

attaining to faith if he wants to believe and follows the road of faith. What it means is 

that no one reaches belief and faith without following the proper steps along the 

route leading to faith. When a person makes this choice, God provides His guidance 

to that person who will then believe, by God’s leave. In other words, nothing 

happens except by God’s will. People follow their freely chosen ways, and God 

determines the consequences of every type of action. The result is the sum of these 

consequences. They receive their reward on the basis of how conscientiously they 

seek to be properly guided. 

This is confirmed by the ending of the same verse: “It is He who lays abomination on 

those who will not use their reason.” (Verse 100) Those who choose to shut their minds 
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and decide not to reflect on the signs and proofs pointing to the right faith will suffer 

abomination, i.e. the worst type of spiritual impurity. This is what they deserve for 

not using their reason, which has resulted in their disbelief and denial of the truth. 

This is further explained by stating that signs and warnings will be of no benefit to 

people who will not believe. They do not reflect on them when they see them 

everywhere in the world around them: “Say: ‘Consider all that there is in the heavens 

and the earth.’ But of what benefit could all signs and warnings be to people who will not 

believe?” (Verse 101) Whether we take the final part of this verse as a rhetorical 

question or a straightforward statement, it signifies the same thing. There are 

numerous signs and pointers to the truth all around us in the heavens and the earth, 

but none of these will benefit the unbelievers, because they have chosen to close their 

eyes and minds to them. 

Minds Shut to All Evidence 

Before we move further we need to reflect briefly on the verse that says: “Say: 

‘Consider all that there is in the heavens and the earth.’ But of what benefit could all signs 

and warnings be to people who will not believe?” (Verse 101) 

The community which was the first to be addressed by the Qur’ n had very little 

scientific knowledge of what exists in the heavens and earth. But the fact is that 

human nature communicates with the universe in which we live in a language that is 

both rich and subtle at the same time. When human nature is alert and receptive, the 

universe has much to tell it and it listens carefully. 

The Qur’ nic approach to the formulation of an Islamic concept in human 

consciousness makes use of what exists in the heavens and earth. It derives 

inspiration from the universe, and directs the human faculties of vision, hearing, 

perception and understanding to its discourse, without trying to disturb the balance 

and harmony that exist in the universe. It does not make of the universe a deity 

directing human life, as narrow-minded materialists claim with their ‘scientific 

socialism’. True science and knowledge have nothing to do with all their nonsense. 

Reflection on what exists in the heavens and earth gives the human heart and 

mind a wealth of feelings, responses and influences, as well as meaningful 

interaction with the universe. All this helps man to be receptive to everything in the 

universe that points to God’s existence, majesty, power, planning, wisdom and 

perfect knowledge. 

With the passage of time, human knowledge of the universe increases. A human 

being who sees God’s light and follows His guidance benefits greatly from increased 

knowledge. He is better able to know the universe and interact with it. He joins the 
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universe in glorifying God, for: “There is nothing that exists but celebrates His praises, 

although you may not understand their praises.” (17: 44) Only a person whose heart 

nurtures its bond with God understands such praises. When human knowledge is 

devoid of the light of faith, it increases human misery as it leads people further away 

from God and deprives them of the happiness that comes with faith. 

“But of what benefit could all signs and warnings be to people who will not believe?” 

(Verse 101) What is the benefit of signs and warnings when hearts are hardened, 

minds are shut, receptive faculties are left idle and the whole human being is isolated 

from the universe, unable to listen to its glorification of God? 

The Qur’ nic method of explaining the nature of God shows the universe and life 

generally as a great exhibition in which the truth of God’s existence is seen most 

vividly through its extensive action. Its presence overwhelms all human faculties. 

This method does not make of God’s existence a topic for debate. Indeed the way the 

Qur’ n looks at the universe and what we see in it fills our hearts with the fact of 

God’s existence so as to leave no room for arguing about it. The Qur’ n speaks 

directly of the results of this existence in the whole universe, and its influence on 

human conscience and human life in general. 

In its method, the Qur’ n relies on a basic element in the make up of human 

beings. After all, it is God who has created man and He knows best what He has 

created: “It is We who have created man, and We know the promptings of his soul.” (50: 16) 

There is a basic need in human nature to have faith and to believe in a deity. In fact, 

when human nature is uncorrupted, it experiences a strong inner feeling directing it 

towards belief in a single God. The purpose of true faith is not to initiate this need to 

believe in God. That feeling is basic to human nature. True faith seeks to put man’s 

concept of God on a proper footing, and to make the true God, who is the only deity 

in the universe, known to man, with all His attributes. It is to know God properly, 

not to establish His existence, that the true faith works. For it also aims to make man 

aware of the effects on human life of God’s existence, i.e. His Lordship and 

Sovereignty. Indeed the mere doubt of God’s existence, let alone denying it 

altogether, is indicative of an imbalance in human nature, and a malfunctioning of its 

faculties of perception. Such malfunctioning is not rectified by argument and logic. 

This universe knows God, believes in Him and submits itself to Him. Every living 

thing in it celebrates God’s praises, except for a few humans. Mankind lives in this 

universe where the echoes of faith in God and submission to Him are heard 

everywhere, as are God’s praises and glorification. Therefore, someone whose nature 

does not perceive all this is one whose natural qualities of perception are not 

functioning properly. Argument is not the proper way to address such a heart and 

mind. The correct way is to try to alert man’s faculties of perception, and awaken his 

nature so that it may resume its proper function. Drawing man’s attention, as well as 
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his heart and mind, to what exists in the heavens and the earth is one of the methods 

the Qur’ n uses to awaken human hearts. 

Those unbelievers among the pagan Arabs, and others who adopt a similar 

attitude, neither responded nor reflected. What were they waiting for, then? God’s 

law will always remain in operation. The destiny of those who deny the truth is well 

known, and they cannot expect that God’s law will not apply to them. God may give 

them a chance, and may withhold their punishment for a while, but those who 

persist in denying Him will suffer in the end: “What are they waiting for except a 

repetition of the days [of calamity] experienced by those who have gone before them? Say: 

‘Wait, then, if you will. I am also waiting”.’ (Verse 102) This is a threat that puts an end 

to all argument while it fills hearts with fear. 

This passage is then concluded with the final outcome of every message and every 

opposition to it, making plain the lessons of the histories reported in the s rah: “We 

save Our messengers and those who believe. Thus have We willed it upon Ourselves: We save 

those who believe.” (Verse 103) This is the promise God has made: the seed of faith will 

retain its healthy function. It will be safe after every type of persecution to which its 

advocates are subjected. It will survive every denial and every torture inflicted on its 

advocates. The stories related in this s rah, and elsewhere in the Qur’ n confirm this. 

Hence, the believers should be reassured. 
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4 

Clarification of Issues 

Say: ‘Mankind, if you are still in doubt as 

to what my faith is, then [know that] I do 

not worship those whom you worship beside 

God, but I worship God alone who will 

cause all of you to die. I have been 

commanded to be one of those who believe. 

(104) 

And adhere exclusively and sincerely to the 

true faith, and do not be one of those who 

associate partners with God. (105) 

Do not invoke, instead of God, anything 

that can neither benefit nor harm you. For 

if you do, you will surely be among the 

wrongdoers.’ (106) 

Should God afflict you with any hardship, 

none other than He can remove it; and if 

He wills any good for you, none can 

withhold His bounty. He bestows it on 

whomsoever He wills. He is truly 

Forgiving, truly Merciful. (107) 

Say: ‘Mankind, the truth has come to you 

from your Lord. Whoever chooses to follow 

the true guidance, does so for his own good; 

and whoever chooses to go astray, does so at 

his own peril. I am not responsible for your 

conduct.’ (108) 
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Preview 

In this its final passage, the s rah brings to an end our sojourn of the universe, and 

reflection on aspects of human constitution, and the realms of feeling and thought. It 

is as if we are returning home with a wealth of riches, as also looking for relaxation 

after a long journey. The s rah has dwelt on the central theme of faith with its main 

issues: the oneness of God, who has no partners and who admits no mediation or 

mediators; His absolute sovereignty and overpowering will; the laws He has set in 

operation which no one can amend or change; the truth of revelation which makes 

the true faith clear to all; the resurrection and the reckoning and reward on the Day 

of Judgement. All these issues have been clarified with historical accounts and 

illustrated with fine examples and analogies. Now they are summed up in a short 

passage. The Prophet is instructed to declare these principles to mankind, making 

clear that he will continue along the line he has followed until God has judged 

between him and those who oppose him. He is indeed the best of all judges. 

Perseverance until Final Judgement 

“Say: ‘Mankind, if you are still in doubt as to what my faith is, then [know that] I do not 

worship those whom you worship beside God, but I worship God alone who will cause all of 

you to die. I have been commanded to be one of those who believe.’” (Verse 104) Here the 

Prophet is told to address all mankind, although the address is meant in the first 

instance to the Arabs in Makkah who believed in a multiplicity of deities. He tells 

them that if they are in doubt about the truth of the faith to which he is calling, then 

their doubts will never turn him away from the truth which he is preaching. He is 

not going to change his way so as to worship their false gods. Instead, “I worship God 

alone who will cause all of you to die.” (Verse 104) He is the One who determines 

everyone’s span of life and the time when everyone dies. Emphasizing this aspect 

here is significant because it reminds them of God’s power over them. He is the One 

to be worshipped, not those false deities which cannot give life or cause death. He is 

also told to make his own instructions plain to them: “I have been commanded to be one 

of those who believe.” (Verse 104) He fulfils his orders as they are given to him, without 

going beyond his limits. 

Follow whatever is revealed to you, and be 

patient in adversity, until God shall give 

His judgement. He is the best of all judges. 

(109) 
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“And adhere exclusively and sincerely to the true faith, and do not be one of those who 

associate partners with God.” (Verse 105) Here the style changes into a direct order, 

which is given in such a way that it sounds as if it is being given now in front of them 

all. This is far more effective. “Adhere exclusively and sincerely to the true faith,” turning 

to God alone and accepting what He has revealed to you as the complete truth. “And 

do not be one of those who associate partners with God.” (Verse 105) This re-emphasizes 

the meaning of sincere and exclusive adherence to the true faith and being one of the 

believers. The emphasis takes the form of a direct prohibition of associating partners 

with God which follows a direct order to believe. “Do not invoke, instead of God, 

anything that can neither benefit nor harm you. For if you do, you will surely be among the 

wrongdoers.” (Verse 106) Do not appeal to any of those beings whom the unbelievers 

associate with God, for they cannot bring you any benefit or cause you any harm. If 

you do appeal to them, you will put yourself among the wrongdoers, because God is 

fair to all, and He does not show any favouritism to anyone. 

“Should God afflict you with any hardship, none other than He can remove it; and if He 

wills any good for you, none can withhold His bounty. He bestows it on whomsoever He 

wills. He is truly Forgiving, truly Merciful.” (Verse 107) God has set certain laws in 

operation whereby harm and benefit inevitably affect human beings when they 

expose themselves to their causes. So if harm afflicts you through the operation of 

God’s laws, then no one can remove that harm unless you follow the right course of 

action. This means that you should cease to expose yourself to the causes of harm if 

you are aware of them or appeal to God to make them known to you if you do not 

know them. Similarly, if you follow His laws which generate benefit for you, no one 

will be able to stop that benefit. It will always be granted by God to those of His 

servants who decide to follow the means to achieve it. This is His general will and 

modus operandi. Furthermore, “He is truly Forgiving, truly Merciful.” (Verse 107) He 

forgives past sins when one sincerely repents. Furthermore, He is merciful to His 

servants, forgiving them their errors and increasing their reward for their good deeds 

when they adhere to the true path. 

This is the sum of faith, as illustrated in this s rah. The Prophet is ordered to 

declare it to mankind, and the order is given to him as though he is standing in front 

of them. The order is directed at each individual in person. It is a remarkably 

inspiring and effective method. The Prophet makes his declaration, facing up to 

material power, numerical strength, ignorant beliefs and a long history of associating 

partners with God. He makes his declaration, as commanded by God, with force and 

maximum clarity, when he has only a small number of followers in Makkah where 

the power is decidedly with the unbelievers. Thus he fulfils his duty towards the 

truth he is advocating, showing his unshakeable certainty in faith. 
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This brings us to the final declaration to all people: “Say: Mankind, the truth has 

come to you from your Lord. Whoever chooses to follow the true guidance, does so for his own 

good; and whoever chooses to go astray, does so at his own peril. I am not responsible for your 

conduct.” (Verse 108) It is the final, decisive word which makes it clear that everyone 

chooses his or her way as they please after the truth has been given to all by their 

Lord. Hence, “whoever chooses to follow the true guidance, does so for his own good; and 

whoever chooses to go astray, does so at his own peril.” (Verse 108) The Prophet is not 

required to force people to follow divine guidance. He only conveys to them his 

message and leaves them to choose freely, making it clear that everyone will bear the 

results of his or her choice. 

The final address to the Prophet tells him to follow what he has been instructed 

and to persevere until God has made His judgement: “Follow whatever is revealed to 

you, and be patient in adversity, until God shall give His judgement. He is the best of all 

judges.” (Verse 109) The conclusion is in perfect harmony with the opening of the 

s rah and its contents, following the unique method of the Qur’ n. 
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S RAH 11 

Hūd 

Prologue 

This s rah is a Makkan revelation, despite that in some copies of the Qur’ n it is 

said that verses 12, 17 and 114 were revealed in Madinah. A glance at these verses 

within the context of the s rah shows that they occur in their perfect settings. It is 

difficult to imagine that the s rah was without these verses from the outset, or that 

they were added later on. Besides, these verses speak about subjects that are 

essentially part of what Makkan revelations address, namely faith and the Quraysh’s 

attitude to it, how their attitude affected the Prophet and his small band of followers, 

and how the Qur’ n dispelled these effects. 

The s rah as a whole followed the revelation of S rah 10, Jonah, which succeeded 

S rah 17, The Night Journey. This gives us a clear idea of the timing of its revelation, 

in the middle of a very difficult period in the early history of Islam. It was preceded 

by the deaths of Abu lib, the Prophet’s uncle who protected him against all harm 

from the unbelievers, and Khadījah, his wife whose comforting influence was of 

great help to the Prophet. Their deaths enabled the unbelievers to become bolder and 

harsher in their opposition, particularly after the Prophet’s night journey to 

Jerusalem, from where he ascended to heaven before returning to Makkah in the 

same night. 

The unbelievers ridiculed the event to such an extent that some people even 

renounced Islam. Furthermore, the Prophet missed Khadījah whom he loved dearly. 

The hostility towards him and his message was at its fiercest. Indeed, his efforts to 

win more support yielded few results; almost no one from Makkah and its 

surrounding area being prepared to embrace Islam. This continued until the first 

group of the Anş r accepted Islam, delivering their pledges to the Prophet at 

`Aqabah. 

Ibn Is q reports: 
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Both Khadījah hint Khuwaylid and Abū lib died in the same year. This 

meant a succession of tragedies for the Prophet, because Khadījah provided 

him with honest and true support, and listened to his complaints, while his 

uncle was a mainstay of support, providing protection and ensuring his 

safety. Both events took place three years before his migration to Madinah. 

After Abū lib’s death, the Quraysh were able to cause him more trouble 

than they could ever perpetrate during his uncle’s life.” 

Things were so bad for the Prophet that a wretched person stopped him on 

the street and threw dust over his head. The Prophet then went home and 

one of his daughters was crying as she washed the dirt off his head. The 

Prophet said to her: “Do not cry, child. God will certainly protect your 

father.” He remarked more than once: “The Quraysh could not cause me 

much harm before Abu lib’s death.”14 

Al-Maqrīzī says: “The Prophet found things too hard after their deaths, and he 

called that year, the year of sorrow. He used to say: ‘The Quraysh could not do me 

much harm until Abū lib had died.’ In fact, Abū lib was his only protector in his 

own clan. 

It is during this period that the two s rahs, Jonah and Hūd, were revealed, 

following S rah 17, The Night Journey, and S rah 25, The Criterion. All these s rahs 

give a clear impression of the time and the extent of the Quraysh’s hostility. In this 

present s rah we also have the reassurances given to the Prophet and his followers. 

These comfort him in his loneliness in the midst of a hostile environment. 

Several Messengers, One Message 

The nature and general atmosphere of the period is reflected in the s rah in 

different ways. One of these is a general review of the progress of divine faith in 

human history, starting with Noah and leading up to the last Messenger, the Prophet 

Mu ammad. It makes clear that all messages were based on the same fundamental 

principles: submission to God alone, worshipping Him without the association of 

any partners, and following only the guidance provided by God’s messengers in 

both submission and worship. These are coupled with the belief that this present life 

is only a test, with the reward given only in the life to come. Freedom of choice 

between truth and falsehood, which God has given to man, is the basis of this test. 

The Prophet was sent as a messenger and given “a book, with verses which have been 

perfected and distinctly spelled out, bestowed on you by One who is Wise, All-aware.” (Verse 

1) The basic contents of this book are: 

                                                 
14 Ibn Hish m, Al-Sīrah al-Nabawiyyah, Dar al-Qalam, Beirut, n.d., Vol. 2, pp. 57-58. 
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Worship none but God. I come to you from Him as a warner and a bearer of glad 

tidings. Seek forgiveness of your Lord, and then turn towards Him in repentance, 

and He will grant you a goodly enjoyment of life for an appointed term. He will grant 

everyone with merit a full reward for his merit. But if you turn away, I dread for you 

the suffering of a great day. To God you shall all return, and He has power over all 

things. (Verses 2-4) 

This was by no means an unprecedented message. It was the same as advocated 

by Noah, Hūd, Ş li , Shu`ayb, Moses and many others. 

We sent forth Noah to his people: I have come to you with a plain warning. Worship 

none but God. I certainly fear that suffering should befall you on a grievous day.’ 

(Verses 25-26) 

To ` d, We sent their brother H d. He said: My people! Worship God alone; you 

have no deity other than Him. You are indeed inventors of falsehood. No reward do I 

ask of you, my people, for this [message]. My reward rests with Him who brought me 

into being. Will you not, then, use your reason? My people! Seek your Lord’s 

forgiveness, and then turn to Him in repentance. He will cause the sky to rain 

abundance on you, and will add strength to your strength. Do not turn away as 

guilty criminals.’ (Verses 50-52) 

To Tham d, We sent their brother Ş li . He said: My people! Worship God alone. 

You have no deity other than Him. He it is who brought you into being out of the 

earth and settled you therein. Seek His forgiveness and then turn to Him in 

repentance. My Lord is ever near. He answers all.’ (Verse 61) 

And to Madyan We sent their brother Shu`ayb. He said: My people! Worship God 

alone. You have no deity other than Him. Do not give short measure and weight. I see 

you now in a happy state, yet I dread lest suffering befall you on a fateful day which 

will encompass all. My people, always give full measure and weight, in all fairness, 

and do not deprive people of what is rightfully theirs, and do not spread corruption on 

earth by wicked actions. That which rests with God is better for you, if you truly 

believe. I am not your keeper.’ (Verses 84-86) 

We see clearly that all these messengers delivered the same message, advocating 

the same principles. 

A Community Apart 
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Again the s rah reflects the nature of the period as it describes God’s messengers’ 

attitudes to the hostility, ridicule, threats and physical harm they met. They all 

persevered, confident that what they preached was the truth, and that God’s support 

would inevitably be granted. The result in this life, and indeed in the life to come, 

confirmed their belief when the believers were saved while the unbelievers were 

destroyed. 

In its account of Noah, the s rah portrays this scene: 

The notables of his people who disbelieved said: ‘We see you but a mortal man like 

ourselves. Nor can we see anyone following you except the most abject among us; 

those who are rash and undiscerning. We do not consider that you are in any way 

superior to us: indeed we think you are liars.’ Noah said: ‘Think, my people! If take 

my stand on a clear evidence from my Lord, and He has favoured me with grace from 

Himself to which you have remained blind, can we force it upon you when you are 

averse to it? And, my people, I ask of you no money in return; my reward rests with 

none but God. Nor will I drive away those who believe; they will surely meet their 

Lord, whereas in you I see people with no awareness [of right and wrong]. And, my 

people, who would protect me from God were I to drive them away? Will you not 

reflect? I do not say to you that God’s treasures are with me, or that I know what lies 

beyond the reach of human perception. Nor do I say: I am an angel. Nor do I say of 

those whom you eye with contempt that God will never grant them any good. God 

knows best what is in their hearts — for then I would indeed be a wrongdoer.’ Noah,’ 

they replied, you have argued with us, and argued to excess. Bring upon us that with 

which you have been threatening us, if you are a man of truth.’ He said: ‘Only God 

can bring it upon you, if He so wills. You cannot be immune.’ (Verses 27-33) 

Then a little later, the s rah paints a picture of the floods and how those who 

opposed Noah were drowned while those who believed with him were all saved. 

In the history of Hūd, we are presented with the following scene: 

They replied: Mid, you have brought us no clear evidence. We are not forsaking our 

gods on your mere word, nor will we believe in you. All we can say is that one of our 

gods may have smitten you with something evil.’ He said: ‘I call God to witness, and 

you, too, bear witness, that I disassociate myself from all those you claim to be 

partners with God. Scheme against me, all of you, if you will, and give me no respite. 

Indeed I have placed my trust in God, my Lord and your Lord. There is no living 

creature which He does not hold by its forelock. Straight indeed is my Lord’s way. 

But if you turn away, I have delivered to you the message with which I was sent to 

you. My Lord may replace you with another people. You can do Him no harm. My 

Lord watches over all things.’ (Verses 53-57) 



Hūd| PROLOGUE 

 

 131

Then we see the outcome of their rejection: 

And so, when Our judgement came to pass, by Our grace We saved H d and those 

who shared his faith. We have indeed saved them from severe suffering. Such were the 

` d. They denied their Lord’s revelations, disobeyed His messengers, and followed the 

bidding of every arrogant, unrestrained tyrant. They were pursued by a curse in this 

world and on the Day of Judgement. Indeed, the ` d denied their Lord. Oh, away 

with the ` d, the people of H d. (Verses 58-60) 

And in its account of Ş li  and his people the s rah portrays this scene: 

They answered: Ş li ! Great hopes did we place in you before this. Would you now 

forbid us to worship what our forefathers worshipped? We are indeed in grave doubt 

about that to which you call us.’ He said: ‘Think, my people! If I take my stand on a 

clear evidence from my Lord who has bestowed on me His grace, who will save me 

from God were 1 to disobey Him? You are, in such a case, only aggravating my ruin.’ 

(Verses 62-63) 

They persist in their rejection and slaughter the she-camel God sent them as a sign 

confirming Ş li ’s message. Thus, their fate is sealed: 

When Our judgement came to pass, by Our grace We saved Ş li  and those who 

shared his faith from the ignominy of that day. Indeed, your Lord is Powerful, 

Almighty. The blast overtook the wrongdoers, and when morning came, they lay 

lifeless on the ground, in their very homes, as though they had never prospered there. 

Tham d denied their Lord! Oh, away with Tham d. (Verses 66-68) 

Of Shu`ayb and his people we have the following account: 

They said: ‘Shu`ayb, do your prayers compel you to demand of us that we should 

renounce all that our forefathers worshipped, or that we refrain from doing what we 

please with our property? You are indeed the one who is clement and right-minded!’ 

He said: ‘Think, my people! If I take my stand on a clear evidence from my Lord and 

He has provided me with goodly sustenance which He alone can give? I have no 

desire to do, in opposition to you, what I ask you not to do. All that I desire is to set 

things to rights in so far as it lies within my power. My success depends on God 

alone. In Him have I placed my trust, and to Him I always turn. My people, let not 

your disagreement with me bring upon you a fate similar to those that befell the 

peoples of Noah, H d or Ş li ; nor were Lot’s people far away from you. Hence, pray 

to your Lord to forgive you your sins, and then turn towards Him in repentance. My 
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Lord is indeed Merciful and All-loving.’ They said: ‘Shu`ayb, we cannot understand 

much of what you say. But we do see clearly how weak you are in our midst. Were it 

not for your family, we would have stoned you. You do not command a position of 

great respect among us.’ Said he: My people, do you hold my family in greater esteem 

than God? You have turned your backs on Him. My Lord encompasses [with His 

might] all that you do. Do what you will, my people, and so will I. You shall come to 

know who shall be visited by suffering that will cover him with ignominy, and who is 

a liar. Watch, then [for what is coming’, and I shall watch with you.’ (Verses 87-93) 

The outcome is also portrayed: 

When Our judgement came to pass, by Our grace We saved Shu`ayb and those who 

shared his faith. The blast overtook the wrongdoers, and when morning came, they 

lay lifeless on the ground, in their very homes, as though they had never prospered 

there. Oh, away with the people of Madyan, even as the Tham d have been done away 

with! (Verses 94-95) 

Comforting the Prophet 

These historical accounts demonstrate to the Prophet that opposition to his 

message is echoed by the opposition earlier messengers received. But they all 

received God’s support and enjoyed His care. He is directed to separate himself from 

those who reject his message, in the same way as earlier messengers disassociated 

themselves from their own people, pursuing the truth that was given to them. 

Moreover, the histories given are, in themselves, proof of the Prophet’s claim to 

receive God’s message and revelations. 

At the end of its account of Noah’s history, the s rah provides this comment: 

These accounts of things that have passed We now reveal to you. Neither you nor 

your people knew them before this. Be, then, patient in adversity; for the future 

belongs to those who are God-fearing. (Verse 49) 

As the s rah draws to a close, fairly lengthy comments ensue: 

These are some of the accounts of past communities which We relate to you. Some 

still remain while others are extinct, like a field mown-down. No wrong did We do to 

them, but it was they who wronged themselves. Those deities of theirs which they 

were keen to invoke instead of God availed them nothing when your Lord’s 

judgement came to pass; they only added to their ruin. Such is your Lord’s 

punishment whenever He takes to task any community which is bent on evil-doing; 
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His punishment is indeed grievous, severe. (Verses 100-102) 

Indeed, We gave the Scriptures to Moses, and there was strife over them. Had it not 

been for a decree that had already gone forth from your Lord, judgement would have 

been passed on them. Yet, they are in grave doubt concerning that. To each and all 

your Lord will surely give their full due for whatever they may have done. He is 

indeed aware of all that they do. Follow, then, the right course as you are bidden, 

together with those who, with you, have turned to Him; and let none of you 

transgress. Surely, He sees all that you do. Put no trust in those who do wrong, lest 

the fire touch you. You would, then, have none to protect you from God, nor would 

you find any help. Attend to your prayers at both ends of the day and in the early 

watches of the night. Surely, good deeds erase evil ones. This is a reminder for those 

who are thoughtful. And be patient in adversity; God does not fail to reward those 

who do good. (Verses 110-115) 

All that We relate to you of the histories of earlier messengers is a means by which 

We strengthen your heart. Through these [accounts] there has come to you the truth, 

as well as an admonition and a reminder for all believers. Say to those who will not 

believe: Do whatever lies within your power, and so shall we. Wait if you will; we too 

are waiting.’ God alone knows whatever is hidden in the heavens and the earth. All 

authority over all matters belongs to Him alone. Worship Him, then, and place your 

trust in Him alone. Your Lord is not unaware of what you do. (Verses 120-123) 

All this serves to outline the practical aspect of Qur’ nic directives. Essentially, the 

historical accounts are given in the Qur’ n in order to serve as guidelines in the battle 

against j hiliyyah. These guidelines are meant to enable the advocates of Islam to face 

up to all eventualities with suitable action. 

Different Uses of Historical Events 

In the Prologue to the preceding s rah, Jonah, we wrote: 

The last Makkan revelations discussed in this work were S rahs 6 and 7, 

Cattle and The Heights. Although these two s rahs are placed together in 

their Qur’ nic order, they did not have the same sequence in the 

chronological order of revelation. They are followed in the Qur’ n by S rahs 8 

and 9, The Spoils of War and The Repentance, which feature the special 

characteristics and themes of the later part of the Qur’ n revealed in 

Madinah. Now, however, we have two Makkan s rahs, Jonah and Hūd, 

which have the same sequence in both chronological order and Qur’ nic 

arrangement. We note a remarkable similarity between the two earlier 
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Makkan s rahs and the two present ones, both in subject matter and 

presentation. S rah 6, Cattle, concentrates on the essence of faith, confronting 

the unbelievers with it and refuting all erring beliefs and practices. S rah 7, 

The Heights, on the other hand, speaks about the practical implementation of 

faith in human life and its confrontation with j hiliyyah during different 

periods of history. The same is true of the two s rahs in this volume, Jonah 

and Hūd. However, S rah 6 is distinguished from S rah 10 by its very 

powerful rhythm, quick pulse and sophistication of scene and movement. 

S rah 10, on the other hand, has a more relaxed rhythm and easy flow of 

scene and movement. S rahs 7 and 11, The Heights and Hūd display great 

similarity in theme, presentation and rhythm. Nevertheless, every s rah in the 

Qur’ n has its own character, special features and distinctive properties. 

We need to elaborate a little here. S rah Jonah includes brief historical references, 

with a very short account of Noah, and a general reference to subsequent 

messengers, before giving a reasonably detailed account of Moses, and concluding 

with a brief reference to Jonah. But these historical accounts are given only as 

examples, confirming the basic beliefs the s rah concentrates upon. 

In the present s rah, historical accounts constitute a major component. Although 

they confirm the basic beliefs outlined in the s rah, it is clear that this review of the 

progress of divine faith in human history is the primary objective. Hence, the s rah 

has three clearly marked sections: the opening passage covers all basic beliefs; then 

we have the histories of earlier prophets which take a very sizeable portion; and 

finally the s rah comments on the historical progress of faith. Neither the opening 

remarks nor the concluding comments are long. 

It is also clear that these three sections effectively and coherently contribute to the 

establishment of the ideological basis of faith, which is the primary objective of the 

whole s rah. In each section basic beliefs are stated in the best way suited to that 

section and its purpose. 

The essential facts the s rah wants to establish are: 

1. That which the Prophet Mu ammad preached and what was preached by 

earlier messengers is the same basic truth revealed to them from on high. Its 

basis is complete submission to God alone, as directed by God’s messengers 

only, and to separate people into two communities based on their acceptance 

or rejection of such submission. 

• The opening passage includes the following verses speaking of the nature 

of the Prophet’s message: 
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Alif. Lam. Rd. This is a book, with verses which have been perfected and 

distinctly spelled out, bestowed on you by One who is Wise, All-aware. 

Worship none but God. I come to you from Him as a warner and a bearer of 

glad tidings. (Verses 1-2) 

If they say: ‘He has invented it’, say: ‘Produce, then, ten invented s rahs like 

it, and call for help on all you can other than God, if what you say is true.’ If 

they do not respond to you, know that it [the Qur’ n] has been bestowed from 

on high with God’s knowledge, and that there is no deity other than Him. Will 

you then submit yourselves to Him? (Verses 13-14) 

• In the historical accounts of earlier prophets, there are numerous verses 

that state the nature of their message and the way they separated 

themselves from the rest of their people on the basis of faith. Here are 

some examples: 

We sent forth Noah to his people: I have come to you with a plain warning. 

Worship none but God. I certainly fear that suffering should befall you on a 

grievous day.’ (Verses 25-26) 

Noah said: ‘Think, my people! If I take my stand on a clear evidence from my 

Lord, and He has favoured me with grace from Himself to which you have 

remained blind, can we force it upon you when you are averse to it?’ (Verse 28) 

Noah called out to his Lord, saying: ‘Lord, my son is of my family. Surely Your 

promise always comes true, and You are the most just of judges.’ Noah,’ He 

answered, ‘he was not of your family; his was an unrighteous conduct. Do not 

question Me about matters of which you have no knowledge. I admonish you 

lest you become one of the ignorant.’ (Verses 45-46) 

To ` d, We sent their brother H d. He said: My people! Worship God alone; 

you have no deity other than Him. You are indeed inventors of falsehood.’ 

(Verse 50) 

To Tham d, We sent their brother Ş li . He said: ‘My people! Worship God 

alone. You have no deity other than Him. He it is who brought you into being 

out of the earth and settled you therein. Seek His forgiveness and then turn to 

Him in repentance. My Lord is ever near. He answers all.’ (Verse 61) 

He said: ‘Think, my people! If I take my stand on a clear evidence from my Lord 
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who has bestowed on me His grace, who will save me from God were Ito 

disobey Him? You are, in such a case, only aggravating my ruin. ‘(Verse 63) 

And to Madyan We sent their brother Shu`ayb. He said: ‘My people! Worship 

God alone. You have no deity other than Him.’ (Verse 84) 

‘Think, my people! If I take my stand on a clear evidence from my Lord and He 

has provided me with goodly sustenance which He alone can give?’ (Verse 88) 

• The following verses address the same points in the final passage: 

Put no trust in those who do wrong, lest the fire touch you. You would, then, 

have none to protect you from God, nor would you find any help. (Verse 113) 

God alone knows whatever is hidden in the heavens and the earth. All authority 

over all matters belongs to Him alone. Worship Him, then, and place your 

trust in Him alone. Your Lord is not unaware of what you do. (Verse 123) 

Thus all three sections converge to establish this truth. 

2. In order that people should acknowledge that all Lordship belongs to God 

alone, the s rah provides them with a clear concept of God, making it clear to 

them that they remain in His grasp in this life, and that to Him they will 

return on the Day of Resurrection when they receive their reward. Again all 

three sections work hand in hand to establish this truth. 

• To give but a few examples, in the opening passage we read: 

They cover up their breasts in order to hide from Him. Surely, when they cover 

themselves with their garments, He knows all that they keep secret as well as 

all that they bring into the open. He has full knowledge of what is in people’s 

hearts. There is no living creature on earth but depends for its sustenance on 

God; and He knows its habitation and its resting-place. All this is in a clear 

record. He it is who has created the heavens and the earth in six days, whereas 

His throne has rested upon water, so that He may test you [to make manifest] 

which of you is best in conduct. Yet if you say to them: ‘You shall be raised 

again after death,’ those who disbelieve are sure to say: ‘This is nothing but 

plain sorcery.’ If We defer their suffering for a definite term, they are sure to 

say: ‘What is holding it back?’ On the day when it befalls them there will be 

nothing to avert it from them; and they shall be overwhelmed by that which 

they used to deride. (Verses 5-8) 
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As for those who desire only the lift of this world and its bounties, We shall 

fully repay them in this life for all they do, and they shall suffer no diminution 

of their just dues. It is they who, in the life to come, shall have nothing but the 

fire. In vain shall be all that they have done in this world, and worthless shall 

be all their actions. (Verses 15-16) 

• In the historical accounts we have some definitive statements, such as: 

Indeed I have placed my trust in God, my Lord and your Lord. There is no 

living creature which He does not hold by its forelock. Straight indeed is my 

Lord’s way. But if you turn away, I have delivered to you the message with 

which I was sent to you. My Lord may replace you with another people. You 

can do Him no harm. My Lord watches over all things. (Verses 56-57) 

To Tham d, We sent their brother Ş li . He said: My people! Worship God 

alone. You have no deity other than Him. He it is who brought you into being 

out of the earth and settled you therein. Seek His forgiveness and then turn to 

Him in repentance. My Lord is ever near. He answers all. (Verse 61) 

• And in the concluding passage we have verses like: 

Such is your Lord’s punishment whenever He takes to task any community 

which is bent on evil-doing; His punishment is indeed grievous, severe. (Verse 

102) 

To each and all your Lord will surely give their full due for whatever they may 

have done. He is indeed aware of all that they do. (Verse 111) 

Had your Lord so willed, He would have made all mankind one single 

community. As it is, they continue to differ, except those upon whom your 

Lord has bestowed His grace. And to this end He created them. The word of 

your Lord shall be fulfilled: I shall certainly fill hell with jinn and humans all. 

‘(Verses 1 18-119) 

Thus, all three sections of the s rah complement each other in driving home the 

nature of Godhead and the nature of the hereafter. 

It is not the existence of God that the s rah wants to prove. Rather, it is God’s sole 

Lordship in human life, as indeed in the rest of the universe. There was little or no 

dispute over God’s existence. Divine messages were primarily concerned with God’s 

Lordship. The same applies to the final message of Islam. This is a question of 
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submission to God alone, ascribing no partners to Him, and of obedience to Him in 

all respects. All people’s affairs must be referred to Him, and settled in accordance 

with His law. The verses we have quoted make this amply clear. 

Varied Effects 

The s rah provides strong incentives and gives stern warnings. There is the 

incentive of enjoying the best in this life and in the life to come for those who 

respond positively to the call to submit to God alone. It promises much of what is 

good and beneficial for humanity. It also warns against forfeiting all that is good in 

this life or in the hereafter, and threatens immediate or deferred punishment for 

those who turn their backs on the divine message. It explains that the tyrannical 

leaders of those who reject the message reward their followers by leading them to 

hell. (See verses 15-24, 52, 57, 96-99, etc.) 

The long historical accounts confirm that both the incentives and warnings are 

fulfilled throughout the course of divine faith. It highlights the destruction of the 

unbelievers and the salvation of the believers. The flood scene that destroyed Noah’s 

people is particularly effective, and it is here that the s rah’s powerful rhythm 

reaches its zenith. (See verses 36-44) 

The s rah also portrays how the human soul responds to events that bring 

blessings or hardship. Those who reject the faith and who hasten their own 

punishment in reckless defiance are shown their inevitable judgement, their grief 

when they are deprived of their comforts and luxuries, and their arrogance when 

their hardship is lifted and blessings again come their way: 

If We defer their suffering for a definite term, they are sure to say: ‘What is holding it 

back?’ On the day when it befalls them there will be nothing to avert it from them; 

and they shall be overwhelmed by that which they used to deride. And thus it is: if 

We let man taste some of Our grace, and then take it away from him, he becomes 

utterly in despair, totally ungrateful. And if We let him taste ease and plenty after 

hardship has visited him, he is sure to say: ‘Gone is all affliction from me,’ and he 

grows jubilant and boastful. Not so are the ones who are patient in adversity and do 

righteous deeds. They shall have forgiveness and a great reward. (Verses 8-11) 

We also have a number of scenes of the Day of Judgement and the position of the 

unbelievers there and how they speak to their Lord whose revelations they denied, 

and whose messengers they opposed. We see the great humiliation they suffer on 

that day, when they receive no support from any quarter. (See verses 18-22, 103-108) 



Hūd| PROLOGUE 

 

 139

Another particularly powerful effect is that produced by the statement that God 

Almighty is always present with us, fully aware of what we conceal in our hearts, 

while we remain totally unaware of His presence or His knowledge that disregards 

nothing. 

To God you shall all return, and He has power over all things. They cover up their 

breasts in order to hide from Him. Surely, when they cover themselves with their 

garments, He knows all that they keep secret as well as all that they bring into the 

open. He has full knowledge of what is in people’s hearts. There is no living creature 

on earth but depends for its sustenance on God; and He knows its habitation and its 

resting-place. All this is in a clear record. (Verses 4-6) 

Indeed I have placed my trust in God, my Lord and your Lord. There is no living 

creature which He does not hold by its forelock. Straight indeed is my Lord’s way. 

(Verse 56) 

Another highly effective element is the s rah’s review of the historical progress of 

the divine faith under the leadership of God’s noble messengers. Each of them faced 

up to the erring j hiliyyah, saying the same words, clearly, powerfully and decisively. 

Each demonstrated his unshakeable faith and unparalleled reassurance. This is 

shown in some of the verses we have already quoted. Other examples will be 

discussed as they occur in the s rah. This unity of the messengers and their attitudes 

in confronting j hiliyyah, employing exactly the same words, heightens the effect of 

the s rah. 
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1 

The Message Spelled Out 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

Alif. L m. R . This is a book, with 

verses which have been perfected and 

distinctly spelled out, bestowed on you by 

One who is Wise, All-aware. (1) 

Worship none but God. I come to you from 

Him as a warner and a bearer of glad 

tidings. (2) 

Seek forgiveness of your Lord, and then 

turn towards Him in repentance, and He 

will grant you a goodly enjoyment of life for 

an appointed term. He will grant everyone 

with merit a full reward for his merit. But 

if you turn away, I dread for you the 

suffering of a great Day. (3) 

To God you shall all return, and He has 

power over all things. (4) 
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They cover up their breasts in order to hide 

from Him. Surely, when they cover 

themselves with their garments, He knows 

all that they keep secret as well as all that 

they bring into the open. He has full 

knowledge of what is in people’s hearts. (5) 

There is no living creature on earth but 

depends for its sustenance on God; and He 

knows its habitation and its resting-place. 

All this is in a clear record. (6) 

He it is who has created the heavens and 

the earth in six days, whereas His throne 

has rested upon water, so that He may test 

you [to make manifest] which of you is best 

in conduct. Yet if you say to them: ‘You 

shall be raised again after death,’ those who 

disbelieve are sure to say: ‘This is nothing 

but plain sorcery.’ (7) 

If We defer their suffering for a definite 

term, they are sure to say: ‘What is holding 

it back?’ On the day when it befalls them 

there will be nothing to avert it from them; 

and they shall be overwhelmed by that 

which they used to deride. (8) 

Iωr& öΝ åκ ¨Ξ Î) tβθãΖø[tƒ óΟ èδu‘ρß‰ß¹ (#θà ÷‚ tFó¡u‹ Ï9 

çμ ÷ΖÏΒ 4 Ÿωr& t⎦⎫Ïm tβθà±øótGó¡o„ óΟ ßγ t/$uŠ ÏO ãΝ n=÷ètƒ $ tΒ 

šχρ•Å£ ãƒ $tΒuρ tβθãΨ Î=÷èãƒ 4 … çμ ¯ΡÎ) 7ΟŠ Î=tæ ÏN# x‹Î/ 

Í‘ρß‰Á9 $# ∩∈∪  

* $tΒ uρ ⎯ ÏΒ 7π −/ !# yŠ ’ Îû ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# ωÎ) ’ n?tã «!$# 

$yγ è% ø—Í‘ ÞΟ n=÷è tƒ uρ $yδ§s) tFó¡ãΒ $yγ tãyŠ öθtFó¡ãΒuρ 4 @≅ ä. 

’ Îû 5=≈ tGÅ2 &⎦⎫Î7 •Β ∩∉∪  

uθèδuρ “Ï% ©!$# t,n=y{ ÏN≡ uθ≈ yϑ¡¡9 $# uÚ ö‘ F{ $# uρ ’ Îû 

Ïπ −GÅ™ 5Θ$−ƒ r& šχ% Ÿ2uρ … çμ ä© ötã ’ n?tã Ï™!$yϑø9 $# 

öΝ à2uθè=ö7 uŠ Ï9 öΝ ä3•ƒ r& ß⎯ |¡ômr& Wξyϑtã 3 ⎥È⌡s9 uρ 

|M ù=è% Ν ä3̄ΡÎ) šχθèOθãèö6 ¨Β .⎯ ÏΒ Ï‰÷èt/ ÏNöθyϑø9 $# 

£⎯ s9θà) u‹s9 t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (# ÿρãx Ÿ2 ÷βÎ) !# x‹≈ yδ ω Î) 

ÖósÅ™ ×⎦⎫Î7 •Β ∩∠∪  

÷⎦È⌡s9 uρ $tΡö̈zr& ãΝ åκ ÷] tã z># x‹ yèø9 $# #’ n<Î) 7π ¨Βé& 

;ο yŠρß‰÷è̈Β  ∅ä9θà) uŠ ©9 $tΒ ÿ… çμ Ý¡Î6 øt s† 3 Ÿωr& tΠ öθtƒ 

óΟ ÎγŠ Ï?ù'tƒ š[ ø‹s9 $̧ùρçóÇtΒ öΝ åκ÷] tã šX% tn uρ 

Ν Íκ Í5 $̈Β (#θçΡ% x. ⎯ Ïμ Î/ šχρâ™Ì“ öκ tJó¡o„ ∩∇∪  
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And thus it is: if We let man taste some of 

Our grace, and then take it away from 

him, he becomes utterly in despair, totally 

ungrateful. (9) 

And if We let him taste ease and plenty 

after hardship has visited him, he is sure to 

say: ‘Gone is all affliction from me,’ and he 

grows jubilant and boastful. (10) 

Not so are the ones who are patient in 

adversity and do righteous deeds. They shall 

have forgiveness and a great reward. (11) 

Is it, then, conceivable that you may omit 

any part of what is being revealed to you 

and feel distressed in your heart at their 

saying: ‘Why has not a treasure been 

bestowed on him from on high?’ — or, 

‘Why has not an angel come with him?’ 

You are only a warner, whereas God has 

everything in His care. (12) 

If they say: ‘He has invented it,’ say: 

‘Produce, then, ten invented sūrahs like it, 

and call for help on all you can other than 

God, if what you say is true.’ (13) 

If they do not respond to you, know that it 

[the Qur’ n] has been bestowed from on 

high with God’s knowledge, and that there 

is no deity other than Him. Will you then 

submit yourselves to Him? (14) 

÷⎦È⌡s9 uρ $oΨ ø%sŒ r& z⎯≈ |¡ΣM}$# $̈Ψ ÏΒ Zπ yϑômu‘ §Ν èO 

$yγ≈ oΨ ôãt“ tΡ çμ ÷Ψ ÏΒ … çμ ¯ΡÎ) Ó¨θä↔ uŠ s9 Ö‘θà Ÿ2 ∩®∪  

÷⎦È⌡s9 uρ çμ≈ oΨø%sŒ r& u™!$yϑ÷ètΡ y‰÷èt/ u™!# §|Ê çμ ÷G¡¡tΒ 

£⎯ s9θà) u‹s9 |= yδsŒ ßN$t↔ ÍhŠ ¡¡9 $# û©Íh_ tã 4 … çμ̄ΡÎ) ÓyÌx s9 

î‘θã‚sù ∩⊇⊃∪  

ωÎ) t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (#ρçy9|¹ (#θè=Ïϑtãuρ ÏM≈ysÎ=≈ ¢Á9 $# 

y7 Í× ¯≈ s9 'ρé& Ο ßγs9 ×ο tÏ øó̈Β Öô_r& uρ × Î7 Ÿ2 ∩⊇⊇∪  

y7 ¯=yè n=sù 88Í‘$s? uÙ÷èt/ $tΒ #†yrθãƒ šø‹s9 Î) 

7, Í←!$|Êuρ ⎯ Ïμ Î/ x8â‘ ô‰|¹ βr& (#θä9θà) tƒ Iωöθs9 

tΑ Ì“Ρé& Ïμ ø‹n=tã î”∴ x. ÷ρr& u™!$y_ … çμ yètΒ î7 n=tΒ 4 !$yϑ̄ΡÎ) 

|MΡr& Öƒ É‹tΡ 4 ª!$# uρ 4’ n?tã Èe≅ ä. &™ó©x« î≅Š Å2uρ 

∩⊇⊄∪  

÷Π r& šχθä9θà) tƒ çμ1utIøù$# ( ö≅ è% (#θè?ù'sù Îô³ yèÎ/ 

9‘ uθß™ ⎯ Ï&Î#÷V ÏiΒ ;M≈ tƒ utIø ãΒ (#θãã ÷Š $# uρ Ç⎯ tΒ 

Ο çF÷èsÜ tGó™ $# ⎯ ÏiΒ ÈβρßŠ «!$# βÎ) óΟ çFΖä. t⎦⎫Ï% Ï‰≈ |¹ 

∩⊇⊂∪  

óΟ ©9 Î* sù (#θç7Š ÉftFó¡o„ öΝ ä3s9 (#þθßϑn=÷æ$$sù !$yϑ̄Ρr& tΑ Ì“Ρé& 
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As for those who desire only the life of this 

world and its bounties, We shall fully 

repay them in this life for all they do, and 

they shall suffer no diminution of their just 

dues. (15) 

It is they who, in the life to come, shall 

have nothing but the fire. In vain shall be 

all that they have done in this world, and 

worthless shall be all their actions. (16) 

Have you considered him who takes his 

stand on a clear evidence from his Lord, 

followed by a testimony from Him, which is 

preceded by the Book of Moses [revealed 

as] a guide and a mercy [to people]? These 

believe in it. As for those, of any group, 

who deny its truth, the fire is their 

appointed place. So, be not in doubt 

concerning it; it is the truth from your 

Lord, even though most people do not 

believe. (17) 

Who could he more wicked than one who 

invents lies against God? These shall be 

brought before their Lord, and witnesses 

shall say: ‘These are they who lied against 

their Lord.’ God’s curse is on the 

ÄΝ ù=ÏèÎ/ «!$# βr& uρ Hω tμ≈ s9 Î) ωÎ) uθèδ ( ö≅ yγ sù Ο çFΡr& 

šχθßϑÎ=ó¡•Β ∩⊇⊆∪  

⎯ tΒ tβ% x. ß‰ƒ Ìãƒ nο 4θuŠ ysø9 $# $u‹ ÷Ρ‘‰9 $# $uηtFt⊥ƒ Î—uρ 

Åe∃uθçΡ öΝ Íκö s9 Î) öΝ ßγ n=≈ yϑôãr& $pκ Ïù óΟ èδuρ $pκ Ïù Ÿω 
tβθÝ¡y‚ö7 ãƒ ∩⊇∈∪  

y7 Í× ¯≈ s9 'ρé& t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# }§øŠ s9 öΝ çλm; ’ Îû Íο tÅzFψ$# ωÎ) 

â‘$̈Ψ9 $# ( xÝ Î7 ymuρ $tΒ (#θãè uΖ|¹ $pκ Ïù ×≅ ÏÜ≈ t/ uρ $̈Β 

(#θçΡ$Ÿ2 tβθè=yϑ÷ètƒ ∩⊇∉∪  

⎯ yϑsù r& tβ% x. 4’ n?tã 7π oΨ Éi t/ ⎯ ÏiΒ ⎯ Ïμ În/ §‘ çνθè=÷Gtƒ uρ 

Ó‰Ïδ$ x© çμ ÷Ψ ÏiΒ ⎯ ÏΒuρ ⎯Ï&Î#ö7 s% Ü=≈ tFÏ. #©y›θãΒ $YΒ$tΒÎ) 

ºπ yϑômu‘ uρ 4 y7 Í× ¯≈ s9 'ρé& tβθãΖÏΒ÷σ ãƒ ⎯ Ïμ Î/ 4 ⎯ tΒuρ öà õ3tƒ 

⎯ Ïμ Î/ z⎯ ÏΒ É># t“ ômF{ $# â‘$̈Ψ9$$sù … çν ß‰Ïã öθtΒ 4 Ÿξsù 

à7 s? ’ Îû 7π tƒó ÉΔ çμ ÷ΖÏiΒ 4 çμ ¯ΡÎ) ‘,ysø9 $# ⎯ ÏΒ y7 Îi/ ¢‘ 

£⎯ Å3≈ s9 uρ usYò2r& Ä¨$̈Ψ9 $# Ÿω šχθãΨ ÏΒ÷σ ãƒ ∩⊇∠∪  

ô⎯ tΒuρ ÞΟ n=øß r& Ç⎯ £ϑÏΒ 3“u tIøù$# ’ n?tã «!$# $¹/ É‹Ÿ2 4 
šÍ× ¯≈ s9 'ρé& šχθàÊt÷èãƒ 4’ n?tã öΝ ÎγÎn/ u‘ ãΑθà) tƒ uρ 
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wrongdoers, (18) 

who debar others from the path of God and 

seek to make it crooked, and who deny the 

life to come. (19) 

Never can they be immune [from 

punishment] on earth, nor have they any 

friends to protect them from God. Their 

suffering shall be doubled. They could not 

bear to hear, and they used not to see. (20) 

These are the ones who have lost their own 

souls, and that which they used to invent 

shall fail them. (21) 

Most certainly, it is they who in the life to 

come shall be the greatest losers. (22) 

Those who believe and do righteous deeds 

and humble themselves before their Lord 

are destined for paradise, and there shall 

they abide. (23) 

The case of the two parties is like that of 

the one who is blind and deaf and the one 

ß‰≈ yγ ô© F{ $# Ï™Iωàσ ¯≈ yδ š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# (#θç/ x‹ x. 4’ n?tã 

óΟ Îγ În/ u‘ 4 Ÿωr& èπ uΖ÷ès9 «!$# ’ n?tã t⎦⎫ÏϑÎ=≈ ©à9 $# ∩⊇∇∪  

š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# tβρ‘‰ÝÁtƒ ⎯ tã È≅‹ Î6 y™ «!$# 

$pκ tΞθäóö7 tƒ uρ % [` uθÏã Ν èδuρ Íο tÅzFψ$$Î/ öΛ èε tβρãÏ≈ x. 

∩⊇®∪  

y7 Í× ¯≈ s9 'ρé& öΝ s9 (#θçΡθä3tƒ š⎥⎪Ì“ Éf÷èãΒ ’Îû 

ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# $tΒuρ tβ% x. Ο çλm; ⎯ ÏiΒ ÈβρßŠ «!$# ô⎯ ÏΒ 

u™!$uŠ Ï9 ÷ρr& ¢ ß#yè≈ ŸÒãƒ ãΝßγ s9 Ü># x‹ yèø9 $# 4 $tΒ (#θçΡ% x. 

tβθãè‹ ÏÜ tGó¡ o„ yì ôϑ¡¡9 $# $tΒ uρ (#θçΡ$Ÿ2 tβρçÅÇö7 ãƒ 

∩⊄⊃∪  

y7 Í× ¯≈ s9 'ρé& t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (# ÿρçÅ£ yz öΝ åκ |¦àΡr& ¨≅ |Êuρ 

Ν åκ ÷] tã $̈Β (#θçΡ$Ÿ2 tβρçtIø tƒ ∩⊄⊇∪  

Ÿω tΠ ty_ öΝåκ ¨Ξ r& ’ Îû Íο tÅzFψ$# ãΝèδ 

šχρç y£ ÷zF{ $# ∩⊄⊄∪  

¨βÎ) t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (#θãΖtΒ# u™ (#θè=ÏΗxåuρ ÏM≈ ysÎ=≈ ¢Á9 $# 

(# þθçFt6 ÷z r& uρ 4’ n<Î) öΝ Íκ Íh5u‘ y7 Í× ¯≈ s9 'ρé& Ü=≈ ptõ¾r& Ïπ̈Ψ yfø9 $# ( 
öΝ èδ $pκ Ïù tβρà$ Î#≈ yz ∩⊄⊂∪  
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who sees and hears. Can the two be deemed 

equal? Will you not take heed? (24) 
  

* ã≅ sWtΒ È⎦÷⎫s)ƒ Ìx ø9 $# 4‘ yϑôãF{ $% Ÿ2 ÉdΟ |¹F{ $# uρ 

Î ÅÁt7 ø9 $# uρ ÆìŠ Ïϑ¡¡9 $# uρ 4 ö≅ yδ Èβ$tƒ Èθ tFó¡o„ ¸ξsWtΒ 4 
Ÿξsùr& tβρã©. x‹s? ∩⊄⊆∪ 

Preview 

This first passage of the s rah is like an introduction, followed by several accounts 

of past communities to whom God sent His messengers. These are then followed by 

a similar passage that reinforces the message the s rah is meant to put across. In this 

introductory passage, all the fundamental issues of the Islamic faith are presented. 

These include self-surrender to God alone; addressing all worship to Him, 

associating no partners with Him; believing in the resurrection when people’s actions 

in this life are reckoned and their rewards determined; making clear for mankind 

who their true Lord is, outlining His attributes that have a strong effect on their life 

and on the universe around them; describing the nature of the Godhead and what 

being a servant of God means in practice; and, finally, the fact that all will submit to 

God in the life to come as they do in this present life. 

This introductory passage also includes an explanation of the nature of the divine 

message and the messenger delivering it. It adds some comfort for God’s Messenger 

who was facing determined opposition and resistance during a particularly difficult 

period in Makkah. The s rah throws out a challenge to all unbelievers who reject the 

Qur’ n to produce ten s rahs like the Qur’ n. If their claim is true that the Qur’ n is a 

human fabrication, then they should be able to produce ten similarly fabricated 

s rahs. This challenge serves to reassure the Prophet and his followers because it is a 

challenge proffered by God which the unbelievers cannot meet. 

This challenge is coupled with a very stern warning to those who deny the divine 

message. It tells them of the suffering that awaits them in the life to come. The irony 

is that they hasten this punishment when they cannot tolerate that God’s mercy be 

withdrawn from them in this present life, or that they should go through a testing 

period during it. Either situation is much easier to bear than the suffering in the 

hereafter. 

This warning is then depicted in a scene of the Day of Judgement, portraying the 

attitude of the different groups of unbelievers who reject the Qur’ n. We see their 

total inability, even when they seek help from their friends and patrons, to save 



Hūd| THE MESSAGE SPELLED OUT 

 

 146

themselves from the suffering that is coupled with ignominy, reproach and 

condemnation. In contrast, the believers who do righteous deeds are shown awaiting 

their fine reward in a life of complete bliss. Following the Qur’ nic method of 

drawing analogies to express its meaning more succinctly, we have finally a quick 

scene showing both parties: “The case of the two parties is like that of the one who is blind 

and deaf and the one who sees and hears. Can the two be deemed equal? Will you not take 

heed?” (Verse 24) 

The Main Issues 

Alif. L m. R . This is a book, with verses which have been perfected and distinctly 

spelled out, bestowed on you by One who is Wise, All- aware. Worship none but God. 

I come to you from Him as a warner and a bearer of glad tidings. Seek forgiveness of 

your Lord, and then turn towards Him in repentance, and He will grant you a goodly 

enjoyment of life for an appointed term. He will grant everyone with merit a full 

reward for his merit. But if you turn away, I dread for you the suffering of a great 

Day. To God you shall all return, and He has power over all things. (Verses 1-4) 

These four opening verses set out the main fundamental principles of the Islamic 

faith: 

• Confirmation of the facts of revelation and the divine message; 

• Submission to God alone who has no partners; 

• God’s reward in this life and in the hereafter to those who follow His 

guidance and implement His code of living;  

• His punishment in the hereafter of those who disbelieve, and the fact that 

all creatures, believers and unbelievers alike, will ultimately return to God; 

• His absolute power and limitless authority. 

‘Alif. L m. R .’ These words stand for the letters, A, L, R. Like other single letters 

which occur at the beginning of other s rahs, they set a challenge to the unbelievers. 

The challenge is that God’s book is composed of such letters as people use in their 

speech and writing, but no matter how they try, they will not be able to produce 

anything similar to it. These three letters constitute the subject of the first sentence, 

while the rest of the first verse is its predicate. 

“This is a book, with verses which have been perfected and distinctly spelled out, bestowed 

on you by One who is Wise, All-aware.” (Verse 1) The Arabic term which is rendered in 

translation as have been perfected also denotes firmness of structure and precision of 

meaning. Every word, every phrase is used carefully to deliver exactly the required 
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meaning. There is no conflict or contradiction between its verses which are all 

distinctly spelled out. Each is used at its right place, under a proper heading, in order 

to impart a precise meaning. 

Obviously the one who has so firmly perfected them, and distinctly spelled them 

out, is not the Messenger; he is God: “bestowed on you by One who is Wise, All-aware.” 

(Verse 1) His wisdom helps to mould their firm structure, and His comprehensive 

knowledge helps to give clarity to their detail. Furthermore, they come from Him 

directly, as delivered to His Messenger, without any distortion or alteration. 

But what do they tell us? First, an outline of the basics of faith: “Worship none but 

God,” signifies that man should submit himself only to God, and obey none but Him. 

“I come to you from Him as a warner and a bearer of glad tidings.” (Verse 2) This refers to 

the message and its dual purpose. 

“Seek forgiveness of your Lord and then turn towards Him in repentance.” (Verse 3) 

Whenever a sin is committed, it must be followed by a return to God and submission 

to Him. “He will grant you a goodly enjoyment of life for an appointed term. He will grant 

everyone with merit a full reward for his merit.” (Verse 3) Good reward then awaits those 

who repent and seek forgiveness. “But if you turn away, I dread for you the suffering of a 

great Day.” (Verse 3) This is a self-evident threat to those who turn away. Finally, the 

return to God who has absolute power: “To God you shall all return, and He has power 

over all things.” (Verse 4) 

These then are the principles on which the whole structure of the Islamic faith is 

raised. Indeed, no religion can establish itself and delineate a complete way of life for 

mankind without first establishing these principles. 

That all people should submit themselves to God alone is the central point in 

matters of faith. It is the point where people are either liberated from the shackles of 

myth, superstition and false authority or they continue to be enslaved by diverse 

deities, people who claim to be intermediaries between God and ordinary people, 

rulers and dictators who usurp God’s sovereignty and authority to rule and legislate, 

thereby subjugating others. 

No social or moral system, whether national or international, can be established on 

clear and well-defined principles, which are not subject to personal desire and 

distorted interpretations, unless the doctrine of God’s oneness is clearly and precisely 

established. People cannot release themselves from the pressures of fear, humility 

and anxiety, and enjoy the true noble status with which God has favoured them 

unless the concept of God’s absolute power and sovereignty is accepted without 

question, entertaining no rival claim, in any form, by anyone. 

Throughout history the conflict between Islam and other systems, and the battle 

between truth and falsehood, have not been over the fact that God is the Lord of the 
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universe who conducts its affairs and establishes its laws of nature. The conflict has 

always been over who is the Lord of mankind, who enacts their laws, conducts their 

affairs and to whom they must submit. Tyrants of all colours and creeds have been 

usurping this right for themselves. By practicing it in life they subjugate people to 

their own power and enslave them. The divine messages and the Prophets, as well as 

the advocates of Islam, have always struggled to regain this usurped right in order to 

establish a society which acknowledges that only God has this right. 

God has no need for anyone. His kingdom is neither increased by the obedience 

and worship of believers, nor is it decreased by the disobedience of anyone or by the 

tyranny of dictators. It is human beings who live in abject humility when they submit 

themselves to anyone other than God. On the other hand, they gain in dignity, 

nobility and honour when they submit to God alone and free themselves from 

subjugation to anyone else. Since God wants people to live in dignity and honour, He 

has sent His messengers with the task of returning mankind to the worship of Him 

alone and to liberate them from subjugation by their fellow men. This is for people’s 

own good, not for the benefit of God who has no need for anyone. 

Submission to God alone means the acknowledgement of His Lordship which, in 

turn, means that He is the master who can conduct their affairs by His legislation and 

commandment. This is the subject matter of God’s book, as stated at the opening of 

this s rah: “This is a book, with verses which have been perfected and distinctly spelled out, 

bestowed on you by One who is Wise, All-aware. Worship none but God.” (Verses 1-2) 

Indeed this is the meaning of worship as recognized by the Arabs in whose language 

the Qur’ n was revealed. 

The acknowledgement of the message is essential to the acceptance of the concepts 

the message aims to establish. Any doubt that all this comes from God destroys its 

due respect in peoples’ minds and consciences. Those who think that it comes from 

Mu ammad, no matter what degree of greatness they assign to Mu ammad, cannot 

look on it with the same degree of respect which makes people hesitate before 

violating any of its major principles or minor details. Indeed the feeling that the 

message and the faith it establishes come from God is the one which causes those 

who contravene it to feel uneasy until they eventually return to God. It also makes 

the believers stand firm and resist any pressure to which they may be subjected. 

Acceptance of the message also provides a controlling factor which defines what 

God wants of His servants. Thus in matters of faith and submission to God people 

acknowledge only one source. No one will then be able to claim that what he says or 

legislates comes from God. He will be confronted with the fact that his claim is false. 

In all doctrines and social set-ups based on j hiliyyah people and institutions claim 

sovereignty and the authority to establish values and traditions, but then say: ‘This 
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comes from God.’ Such confusion cannot be resolved unless God’s word is derived 

from one source, namely, God’s Messenger. 

To seek forgiveness for one’s sins is evidence that one’s heart is alive, recognizes 

the offence committed and is keen to repent. Repentance means to actually refrain 

from committing sins and starting to do what God has bidden us to do. This is the 

practical meaning of repentance. Without it, it has no real existence, and cannot be 

accepted; and no forgiveness can be granted. If someone claims that he has decided 

to mend his ways and be a true Muslim, without submitting himself to God alone, 

and accepting only His legislation, conveyed to us through the Prophet, his claim 

remains false. It is belied by his submission to some authority other than God’s. 

Giving glad tidings to those who repent and warning those who turn away are 

fundamental to the message and its propagation. They utilize the two elements of 

hope and fear, which are well established in human nature, and which together give 

very strong and genuine motivation. 

To believe in the hereafter is necessary for us to feel that beyond this life there is 

divine wisdom, and that the goodness to which the divine messages have called is 

the purpose of life. Therefore, it must be rewarded either in this life or in the 

hereafter, when human life reaches its perfection. Those who deviate from the way of 

life God has established are those who sink down and suffer. This should work as a 

safeguard for human nature against deviation. Thus, when someone is overcome by 

a fleeting desire or yields to temptation, he soon turns towards his Lord in 

repentance. Thus life continues in its good way on this planet. To believe in the Day 

of Judgement is, therefore, not only a method for gaining reward in the hereafter, as 

some people may think; it also provides motivation to be good in this life and to 

work for its proper development. Such development is not an end in itself; it is 

simply a means to establish the sort of life which suits man in whom God has blown 

of His own spirit, and elevated him above many of His creatures in order to make the 

goal of his life much more sublime than the goal of animal life. 

This explains why the verses of the Qur’ n, perfected and clearly spelled out as 

they are, call upon us to seek God’s forgiveness and turn to Him in repentance. Such 

is the beginning of good action which God rewards both in this life and in the life to 

come. Good action is not merely having good intentions and offering worship rituals. 

It is the type of action that seeks to make human life better in every sense of the 

word. 

The promised reward is certain to come: “He will grant you a goodly enjoyment of life 

for an appointed term. He will grant everyone with merit a full reward for his merit.” (Verse 

3) In as far as this life is concerned, goodly enjoyment may refer to the quality of life, 

or to having abundance and plenty. Where the life to come is concerned, it includes 
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both quality and quantity, as well as comforts and pleasures that no human being 

can begin to imagine. 

Let us consider what goodly enjoyment in this life represents. We often see many 

good people who always seek God’s forgiveness and turn to Him in repentance and 

who work hard advocating His message enduring a life of poverty. Where is this 

goodly enjoyment, then? 

To understand the wider significance of the Qur’ nic text, we need to look at life 

from a broad angle, so as to see it comprehensively and not a mere fleeting glimpse. 

When any community puts in place a good system based on belief in God, 

submission to Him alone, acknowledgement of His Lordship as the only God, and 

promoting good and productive work, it will inevitably enjoy progress, a 

comfortable standard of living and a generally good life. Furthermore, it benefits by 

an equity between effort and reward, and experiences a feeling of contentedness and 

reassurance in the life of its individual members. Therefore, when we notice that 

those who are good in themselves and work hard in a particular community have to 

endure a life of stinted means, we conclude that that community does not implement 

a system based on belief in God and so does not ensure equity between effort and 

reward. 

Nevertheless, those good and hard-working individuals in such a community will 

still have goodly enjoyment, even though they may be poor and subjected to harm 

and persecution. This was indeed the case when the idolaters in Makkah persecuted 

the small number of believers that responded to the call of Islam. It remains the case 

in many communities today, where the advocates of the divine message are 

subjected to much persecution. This is by no means a fanciful claim. The fact that a 

believer has a direct relation with God, and is reassured of the eventual outcome, 

more than compensates for whatever hardship he endures in this present life. 

Indeed, it provides goodly enjoyment for anyone who moves even a single step 

above the material sense. 

We do not say this in order to encourage those who suffer injustice and who 

receive only a miserable reward for their efforts to accept such injustice. Islam does 

not approve of this, nor does it sit idle when faced with injustice. The Muslim 

community, and Muslim individuals as well, are required to remove such injustice so 

as to ensure goodly enjoyment for all those who work hard. We say this because it is 

true and it is often experienced by believers who endure poverty and limited means. 

“He will grant everyone with merit a full reward for his merit.” (Verse 3) Some 

commentators are of the view that this applies to the hereafter. I feel that it is of 

general import, making it applicable to both this life and the life to come. But we 

need to look at it in the same way as we explained what ‘goodly enjoyment’ in this 
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present life means, because, in this sense, it is achievable in all situations. A person 

who has merit will receive his reward at the moment he uses his merit in a good way. 

He will enjoy contentedness and reassurance, and strengthen his relations with God 

as he uses his merit to seek God’s pleasure. His reward in the life to come will be an 

added blessing. 

“But if you turn away, I dread for you the suffering of a great Day.” (Verse 3) This refers 

to the punishment meted out on the Day of Judgement. Some commentators say that 

this statement refers to the unbelievers’ suffering at the Battle of Badr. When the 

Qur’ n speaks of a ‘great day’ in a general sense, this is a reference to the Day of 

Judgement. 

This sense is reinforced by the next verse: “To God you shall all return, and He has 

power over all things.” (Verse 4) Returning to God occurs in this world and the next, at 

every moment and in all situations. However, Qur’ nic usage confirms that when 

such an expression is used, it means the return that comes after this life is over. 

“He has power over all things.” (Verse 4) This again reinforces the meaning we have 

outlined, because stating that God has power over all things fits in with the concept 

of resurrection which the unbelievers found too difficult to accept. 

Hiding Away from God 

Having thus given a brief outline of what the Qur’ n, the book with perfected and 

clearly spelled-out verses, contains, the s rah goes on to describe how some of them 

receive these verses when they are read to them by God’s Messenger. It describes the 

physical movements they make, hanging their heads down and covering their 

breasts to hide from God. It tells them of the absurdity of such action when God sees 

them even in their most private situations, and is fully aware of every move made by 

every creature on earth. 

They cover up their breasts in order to hide from Him. Surely, when they cover 

themselves with their garments, He knows all that they keep secret as well as all that 

they bring into the open. He has full knowledge of what is in people’s hearts. There is 

no living creature on earth but depends for its sustenance on God; and He knows its 

habitation and its resting place. All this is in a clear record. (Verses 5-6) 

These two verses portray an awe-inspiring scene worthy of careful study. It is 

enough to contemplate the fact that God has knowledge of, and power over, 

everything, while people of His own creation try to hide away from Him when His 

Messenger conveys His message. 
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The first verse portrays what the unbelievers did when the Prophet tried to recite 

to them God’s revelations. They covered their breasts and hung their heads down in 

order to hide from God, even though they felt, in the depth of their hearts, that He 

was the originator of this revelation. This they intimated on more than one occasion. 

The same verse shows how futile such action is. God, who sent down this revelation, 

is watching them as they hide and as they come out of hiding. In the inimitable style 

of the Qur’ n this meaning is presented in an awesome personal and private 

situation. When they go to bed, alone, in the darkness of the night, with all their 

clothes and covers on, God remains with them. He sees what takes place in such a 

private situation, and He has power over them in this condition, as well as in any 

other condition: “Surely, when they cover themselves with their garments, He knows all 

that they keep secret as well as all that they bring into the open.” (Verse 5) 

God certainly knows what is much more deeply hidden and what is kept much 

more secret. Their shrouds and coverings cannot hide anything from His knowledge. 

In such a private situation, however, man feels that he is alone, unseen by anyone. 

Hence, the Qur’ n touches his conscience and alerts him to what he may overlook: 

“He has full knowledge of what is in people’s hearts.” (Verse 5) 

He is, indeed, aware of the secrets people keep closely guarded. They are well 

hidden in people’s breasts and kept there permanently. For this reason they are 

described in the Arabic original as belonging to the bosom, as if they were 

inseparable. They are, nevertheless, known to God, who is well aware of every 

action, whisper and movement. 

“There is no living creature on earth but depends for its sustenance on God; and He knows 

its habitation and its resting-place. All this is in a clear record.” (Verse 6) This is another 

example of God’s knowledge which encompasses everything. All the creatures which 

live on earth; every human being and every animal, whether it walks, flies, crawls or 

creeps; and every creature which lives underneath the soil or in the depths of the sea 

is known to God. He it is who provides them with sustenance and He knows where 

each one of them abides and where it lies down, where it comes and where it goes. 

Each single one of them is part of His very detailed knowledge. 

Here the Qur’ n gives us an elaborate picture of God’s knowledge of His creation. 

Contemplating this image fills us with awe. The matter, however, does not end with 

mere knowledge. God also provides sustenance for every single one of this infinite 

number of creatures. Our minds are even less capable of imagining how all this 

happens, unless God favours us with some inspiration. 

Out of His free-will, God has chosen to provide sustenance to every living creature 

on earth. He, therefore, has given the earth the ability to meet the needs of all these 

creatures, and has given these creatures the ability to get their sustenance which is 
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available on earth in some form or another. Creatures want their provisions in 

different forms: raw, cultivated, manufactured, resulting from chemical processes or 

in any other form which generates food. Some creatures for example, like fleas and 

mosquitoes, feed on blood which is fully digested food. 

This comprehensive picture of providing sustenance is the one befitting God’s 

wisdom, grace and compassion as manifested in the way He has created the 

universe, and the way He has created all creatures with the abilities He has given 

them. This applies most particularly to man who is put in charge of this planet, and 

who is given the ability to analyse and synthesise, to grow and produce, to change 

the face of the earth and develop all life situations as he goes about seeking 

production by the abilities and powers that God has planted in this universe. In this 

he also depends on natural laws which make the universe conducive to producing all 

that it does for the sustenance of all living creatures. 

This verse does not mean that every creature has its own predetermined 

provisions which will not fail to come about even if he chooses not to work for them. 

Had this been the case, why would God require us to work and utilize the laws of 

nature? What would be the wisdom of giving all these creatures the abilities He has 

given them? How would life develop? How would man play his important role in 

this development? 

Every creature has its sustenance; this is a fact. This sustenance is available in the 

universe, provided by God and He has established laws of nature which make 

production commensurate with effort. No one, therefore, can remain idle, thinking 

that the heavens will shower gold or silver on them. The heavens and earth, 

however, are full of sustenance which is sufficient for all creatures. They need to 

work in order to obtain their sustenance according to God’s laws which neither 

favour any creature over another nor do ever fail. 

However, what people earn can be divided into good and bad. Both come as a 

result of work and effort. They certainly differ in quality, as well as in the use and 

results to which they are put. 

We should not overlook the contrast provided here by mentioning ‘living 

creatures’ and their sustenance, and the goodly enjoyment mentioned in Verse 3 

which we have already discussed. The perfect style of the Qur’ n does not overlook 

the use of such finer elements that enhance the beauty of construction and effect. 

Matching Science with the Qur’ n 

The s rah moves ahead by giving people a clearer idea of their true Lord, drawing 

their attention to the fact that He has created the heavens and the earth according to a 
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certain system, with well-defined stages, to serve a definite purpose. It points out 

certain manifestations of God’s power and wisdom which fit well with the theme of 

resurrection and reckoning, action and reward: ‘He it is who has created the heavens and 

the earth in six days, whereas His throne has rested upon water, so that He may test you [to 

make manifest] which of you is best in conduct. Yet if you say to them: ‘You shall be raised 

again after death,’ those who disbelieve are sure to say: ‘This is nothing but plain sorcery.’” 

(Verse 7) 

The verse speaks of the creation of the heavens and the earth in six days, which we 

discussed when commenting on Verse 3 of S rah 10, Jonah, page 40 in this volume. 

This creation is mentioned here in order to establish that there is a definite link 

between the system which holds the universe together and the system that regulates 

human life: “So that He may test you [to make manifest] which of you is best in conduct.” 

(Verse 7) 

What is new in this reference to God’s creation is the addition of a parenthetical 

clause: “His throne has rested upon water.” This signifies that when God created the 

heavens and the earth, that is, when He brought them into existence in their final 

shape and form, water was there and God’s throne rested on water. 

Where, how and in what condition was this water? How did God’s throne rest on 

it? These are questions which are not answered in the Qur’ nic text. It is not for any 

commentator who knows his limits to add anything to what the Qur’ nic statement 

signifies. In such matters, what God has chosen not to reveal to us we cannot know 

from any other source. 

Nor is it for us to try to find some endorsement of any Qur’ nic statement by what 

we call ‘scientific’ theories, even if the Qur’ nic statement, at its face value, fits well 

with any particular theory. ‘Scientific’ theories are always liable to be turned upside 

down whenever scientists, having tested a new assumption, discover that it provides 

a more credible explanation of natural and universal phenomena than the earlier 

theory. Every Qur’ nic statement is true regardless of whether or not science 

discovers the fact it states. There is a difference between what we consider to be a 

scientific fact and what is a scientific theory. A scientific fact is subject to experiment, 

but it remains always within the realm of probability. It is never taken as absolute. 

On the other hand, a scientific theory is based on an assumption which aims to 

explain a certain natural phenomenon or phenomena. It admits changes and 

amendments. It may even be proved wrong. Hence, it cannot be used to explain any 

Qur’ nic statement, nor can it be supported by the Qur’ n. Its scope is different from 

that of the divine book. 

To seek compatibility between Qur’ nic statements and scientific theories betrays 

a lack of seriousness in one’s faith in the Qur’ n and one’s acceptance of it as true 
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and as revealed by God who is well aware of all things. It betrays an overall 

fascination with science, giving it a far greater role than its natural one. Those who 

think that by attempting to establish compatibility between the Qur’ n and science 

do the Qur’ n and faith a service should be careful. Defeat has crept into their hearts. 

A faith which depends on the findings of ever-changing human knowledge and 

human science in order to be more firmly established is one which needs to be 

reviewed. The Qur’ n comes first. What it states is always true. It is immaterial 

whether scientific theories are in agreement or disagreement with the Qur’ n. 

Experimental scientific facts operate within a different area to that of the Qur’ n. The 

Qur’ n has left such facts to us to work with them freely, and make whatever 

conclusions our experiments establish. On the other hand, the Qur’ n takes upon 

itself the task of establishing in the human mind the values of righteousness and 

sound reasoning and liberating it from delusion, superstition and myth. It also seeks 

to establish a way of life which ensures that the human mind remains sound, free 

and active. It gives it the freedom to operate within its scope and establish by its own 

experiments whatever practical facts it concludes. The Qur’ n only rarely mentions 

scientific facts, such as that water is the source of life and the element common to all 

living creatures, and that all living creatures have been created in pairs, even self-

fertilizing plants which contain both male and female cells.15 

Let us now reflect on this verse from the proper point of view, that is, faith and 

life: “He it is who has created the heavens and the earth in six days, whereas His throne has 

rested upon water, so that He may test you [to make manifest] which of you is best in 

conduct.” (Verse 7) 

He has created the heavens and the earth in six days. There are several points not 

expressly stated here, but referred to later in the s rah. He has created them in this 

span of time to make them suitable for the emergence of human life. He has also 

created man and made the earth and part of the heavens subject to His will. He 

Himself exercises His power over the whole universe: “so that He may test you [to 

determine] which of you is best in conduct.” Here, the text seems to make the creation of 

the heavens and the earth in six days, coupled with the fact that God has power over 

the whole universe, a test for man. This adds to the seriousness of the test and makes 

people feel their own importance. 

As God, the Creator, has endowed the earth and the heavens with what makes the 

emergence of the human race possible, He has equipped man with certain abilities 

and made his nature responsive to the law which governs the universe. He has also 

left him an area of free choice. Man is, therefore, capable of choosing the path of right 

guidance, whereupon he is helped by God. Or he can choose the path which leads 

                                                 
15 For a more detailed discussion of the subject of the Qur’ n and science, see Vol. I, pp. 217-222 
(Revised edition 2003), and Vol. V, pp. 149-150. 
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him astray, and which God lets him follow. He leaves people to do whatever they 

want, so that He can test them and see who is the best in conduct. He does not, 

however, test them to find anything out. Indeed He knows, and there is no limit to 

His knowledge. Instead He tests them to make their secret actions appear on the 

surface. They then receive their reward or punishment according to God’s will and 

justice. 

Denial of the resurrection and the reckoning and the handing out of rewards 

sounds very strange in this context. When it is stated that testing people is linked 

with the creation of the heavens and the earth and is essential to this universal 

system and the laws of existence, those who deny it sound both absurd and totally 

unaware of the major facts of the creation of this universe. For this reason they are 

surprised and stunned by these facts: “Yet if you say to them: ‘You shall be raised again 

after death,’ those who disbelieve are sure to say: ‘This is nothing but plain sorcery.’” (Verse 

7) 

What a strange claim. How false it sounds in the light of the preceding Qur’ nic 

statement! 

Man in Different Moods 

In their denial of the Day of Judgement, the unbelievers are seen to be totally 

unaware of its close relation to the law that governs the whole universe. They 

demonstrate the same ignorance concerning punishment in this life. They question 

the fact that they have not already been overtaken by suffering and punishment. 

They wonder at the delay: “If We defer their suffering for a definite term, they are sure to 

say: ‘What is holding it back?’ On the day when it befalls them there will be nothing to avert 

it from them; and they shall be overwhelmed by that which they used to deride.” (Verse 8) 

Where earlier prophets had produced miracles, it was to no avail for their 

communities which continued to reject their messages. Immediate punishment was 

thus their lot. This was due to the fact that the messages delivered by those prophets 

were addressed to a specific community, or generation. And the miracles they 

produced were witnessed only by that generation. 

The Prophet Mu ammad, however, was given the task of delivering the final 

message, addressed to all generations and all communities. The miracle supporting 

his message was not a material one. It could, therefore, be preserved so that it could 

be contemplated and accepted by generation after generation. It is divine wisdom, 

then, that has ruled out the infliction on his community of an exterminating 

punishment. However, such punishment may be visited on groups or individuals of 

this community at particular times. The same applies to the Jews and Christians, who 
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received earlier Scriptures, and who also have never been subjected to the sort of 

catastrophe that had eliminated earlier communities. 

In their ignorance the unbelievers here question why their punishment, if any, is 

delayed. They do not realize that it is delayed only to an appointed time. Nor do they 

recognize that behind this delay lies God’s wisdom and compassion. When the 

suffering overwhelms them, as it will surely do, they will have no means of averting 

it. It will encompass them all for their derision, evidenced by their questioning: “On 

the day when it befalls them there will be nothing to avert it from them; and they shall be 

overwhelmed by that which they used to deride.” (Verse 8) 

A believer, indeed anyone who takes a serious view of things, does not ask for 

God’s punishment to be hastened. Such people know that if punishment is deferred, 

such deferment is as a result of God’s compassion and wisdom, so that those who are 

more responsive to faith may eventually accept it. Indeed in the period during which 

God chose not to inflict overwhelming punishment on the Quraysh unbelievers 

many of them adopted Islam and served it well afterwards. Of their offspring many 

were good servants of Islam. These are only partial manifestations of God’s purpose 

and wisdom. He alone knows it in full. Man, with his finite reason and hasty view, 

cannot know it all. 

The rest of the passage describes aspects of the psychology of man, a remarkable 

creature who, without faith, remains short-sighted, inconsistent and vacillating: “And 

thus it is: if We let man taste some of Our grace, and then take it away from him, he becomes 

utterly in despair, totally ungrateful. And if We let him taste ease and plenty after hardship 

has visited him, he is sure to say: ‘Gone is all affliction from me,’ and he grows jubilant and 

boastful. Not so are the ones who are patient in adversity and do righteous deeds. They shall 

have forgiveness and a great reward.” (Verses 9-11) 

This is a perfectly accurate picture of man as he is: hasty, shortsighted, living only 

for the present, influenced only by present circumstances, forgetful of what has 

passed and heedless of what may follow. He is either in despair once God’s grace is 

removed from him, ungrateful for what he has enjoyed, or overly jubilant, boastful 

and arrogant when ease and plenty are his lot. He does not persevere when he tastes 

hardship, hoping and praying that God will have mercy on him and lighten his 

hardship. Nor does he moderate his jubilation when he enjoys God’s abundant 

bounty, or consider that it may be withdrawn. 

“Not so are the ones who are patient in adversity.” (Verse 11) Such people remain 

steadfast when they enjoy ease and plenty and when they endure adversity. Many 

people may be too proud to show weakness when they suffer any hardship. But few 

indeed are those who do not give themselves airs when they enjoy bliss and 

affluence. “And do righteous deeds,” in both situations. “They shall have forgiveness and a 

great reward,” for their commendable attitude in both situations. A serious view of 
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faith, manifested in righteous deeds, is the only thing that protects man from despair 

during hardship and from arrogance during times of ease and plenty. It is the only 

factor which helps many adopt a consistent attitude in both situations. With faith 

man feels his link with God. He is thus not overwhelmed by adversity. Nor is he 

proud and insolent when he enjoys abundance. To a believer both situations are 

beneficial. As the Prophet says, only a believer derives benefit from both situations. 

Short-Sighted Requests 

Those who betray a total ignorance of God’s purpose and wisdom in creating the 

universe and man demand that the messengers be angels or, at least, accompanied by 

angels. They underestimate the value of the message and demand that a messenger 

be given vast treasure. Here the s rah addresses the Prophet and asks what he is 

going to do about such people. 

Is it, then, conceivable that you may omit any part of what is being revealed to you 

and feel distressed in your heart at their saying: ‘Why has not a treasure been 

bestowed on him from on high?’— or, ‘Why has not an angel come with him?’ You 

are only a warner, whereas God has everything in His care. (Verse 12) 

This verse does not present a direct question. Instead it imparts the impression 

that any human being would be distressed at such ignorance, stupidity and 

intransigence. Basically, the Prophet is being asked whether his distress and irritation 

at such people would make him leave out some parts of the revelations he receives 

from God, so as to avoid the sort of answers other prophets received from their 

communities. 

The ending of the verse, however, clearly states that the Prophet’s duty is to warn 

them: ‘You are only a warner.’ Such people need to be warned. Hence this aspect of the 

Prophet’s role is emphasized here. 

As you do your duty you know that “God has everything in His care.” He will do 

with them what He wills, according to the laws He has established, and He will hold 

them accountable for what they do. The Prophet is not responsible for either their 

acceptance or denial of faith. He is only a warner. 

This last verse lets us know the difficulties the Prophet faced at this time, and how 

he felt his burden to be very heavy indeed. It reminds us of the unbelievers’ 

intransigence, hostility and conceit. Few were they at this time who responded 

favourably to the Prophet’s call, and they endured great hardship. Yet, revelations 

continued to be bestowed on him from on high providing encouragement and 

reassurance. 
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A Challenge Never to be Met 

The unbelievers often claimed that the Qur’ n was a forgery, invented by the 

Prophet. Here, he is instructed to challenge them to produce ten s rahs similar to the 

Qur’ n, and to that end, they are able to seek the help of whomever they like: “If they 

say: We has invented it,’ say: ‘Produce, then, ten invented s rahs like it, and call for help on 

all you can other than God, if what you say is true.’” (Verse 13) The same sort of 

challenge occurs in the preceding s rah, Jonah, but there they are only challenged to 

produce one s rah like the Qur’ n. So why are they now challenged to produce ten 

s rahs? 

Earlier commentators on the Qur’ n say that the challenge was narrowed down 

chronologically. They were first challenged to produce a book like the Qur’ n, then 

ten s rahs and later the challenge was reduced to one s rah. There is, however, no 

evidence to support this claim. It appears that S rah 10, Jonah, was revealed earlier 

than the present one, Hūd. The challenge there was to produce one s rah while here 

it is ten. It is true that the chronological order of the revelation of verses does not 

necessarily follow the order of the revelation of the s rahs in which they occur. 

Furthermore, more than one s rah could have been revealed at the same time. A later 

verse could have been attached to an earlier s rah. We have, nevertheless, no 

evidence to prove that the verse which contains the challenge in S rah 10 was 

revealed at a later date than the challenge in the present s rah. We simply cannot 

make such an arbitrary claim. 

In his commentary on the Qur’ n, Al-Man r, the eminent scholar, Rashīd Riđ ’, 

tries hard to explain the challenge made here to the unbelievers to produce ten 

s rahs. He claims this challenge is concerned with the historical accounts given in the 

Qur’ n. He says that up to the time this s rah was revealed God’s revelations 

included only ten s rahs with such detailed accounts. In this connection, the 

production of a single s rah would be much more difficult for them because of the 

different styles in which the historical accounts are told in the Qur’ n. If they were to 

imitate the Qur’ n they would have needed ten s rahs to produce similar stories.16 

The matter is, in my view, much easier than this. The challenge took into 

consideration the particular circumstances of those making the accusation that the 

Qur’ n was invented. As the process of its revelation continued, the Qur’ n dealt 

with particular conditions and cases. Each time, its response was the one most fitting 

to the case in hand. Hence, the challenge was once to produce a Qur’ n like the one 

revealed. In other situations it required them to produce a single s rah, or ten s rahs. 

No chronological order needs to be taken into consideration. The purpose was to 

challenge them to produce anything like the Qur’ n, in full or in part. The challenge 

                                                 
16 Mu ammad Rashīd Riđ ’, Al-Man r, Vol. 12, pp. 32-41. 
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indeed related to the quality of the Qur’ n, not to any quantity of it. Needless to say, 

in quality, a single s rah is the same as the Qur’ n in full. 

“And call for help on all you can other than God, if what you say is true.” (Verse 13) The 

challenge included anyone they cared to call to their aid: their deities whom they 

claimed to be God’s partners, their finest poets as well as those among them who 

were endowed with the best literary talents. All they had to do to prove their 

allegation that the Qur’ n was invented, was produce ten s rahs like those of the 

Qur’ n. 

But all the help you seek will produce nothing. So, “if they do not respond to you,” 

then it should be enough for you to come to know the truth of revelation: “know that 

it [the Qur’ n] has been bestowed from on high with God’s knowledge.” (Verse 14) He alone 

has the ability to bestow the Qur’ n. Only His knowledge could have produced it the 

way it is. 

They must also realize “that there is no deity other than Him.” (Verse 14) This is the 

net result of the inability of their gods to help compose ten s rahs similar to those 

God revealed. The self-evident conclusion then is that there is only one God who 

alone is able to reveal such a Scripture. 

Having stated this fact, which does not admit any contradiction, the verse 

concludes with a question which allows for only one answer, unless it be by those 

who stubbornly refuse to admit the obvious. The question is “Will you then submit 

yourselves to Him?” (Verse 14) 

Despite their failure to meet the challenge, their stubborn rejection of the self-

evident truth continued. Their rejection was motivated by their unwillingness to 

relinquish their privileges in this life. They had the wealth and power to subjugate 

and deprive others of a chance to respond to the call of freedom, dignity and justice, 

the call to believe that there is no deity but God. Therefore, the following verse 

describes their true situation and their inevitable destiny: “As for those who desire only 

the life of this world and its bounties, We shall fully repay them in this life for all they do, and 

they shall suffer no diminution of their just dues. It is they who, in the life to come, shall have 

nothing but the fire. In vain shall be all that they have done in this world, and worthless shall 

be all their actions.” (Verses 15-16) 

Efforts made in this life will produce their results. This is so whether the person 

who exercises such efforts limits his aspirations to his immediate benefit or has 

higher aspirations. Hence, the person whose cares are limited to this life and its 

luxuries and who pins his ambitions to only what this life can offer will have his 

results in this world to enjoy them as he wishes until the arrival of his appointed 

time. He will, however, have nothing in the hereafter but the fire of hell, because he 

has not taken the hereafter into account and has not worked for it. He receives the 
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rewards of his worldly actions in this world. It is natural that such work will be 

worthless in the hereafter. The Arabic expression provides a very apt image of an 

action which seems to bring fat results in this world but leads to destruction in the 

next. 

We see all around us people, individuals and communities, whose aspirations do 

not go beyond this world, and who actually have abundant enjoyment. We need not 

wonder about and question this. For this is the rule God has established for this life: 

“As for those who desire only the life of this world and its bounties, We shall fully repay them 

in this life for all they do, and they shall suffer no diminution of their just dues.” (Verse 15) 

Having accepted this rule, we must not forget that these very people could have 

gone about their lives doing the same things but pinning their aspirations to the 

hereafter and observing God’s laws in their lives. Had they done so, they would have 

had, as a result, the same bounties in this world and received, in addition, the 

bounties of the life to come. 

To work for the hereafter is no impediment to working for this world. Indeed it is 

the same action provided that it is done with an eye to earning God’s pleasure. To 

observe God’s laws does not limit our scope of action or reduce its effects. Indeed, it 

increases and blesses both the effort and the result: it makes both our earnings and 

our enjoyment of what we earn good and blessed, and then it enhances our 

enjoyment of the limitless pleasures in the hereafter. The only restriction is that we 

should not seek the enjoyment of what is forbidden. For what is forbidden leads to 

ruin, not only in the hereafter, but here as well, though the latter may be delayed. 

This law of nature applies to both individuals and communities alike. History is a 

witness to the destiny of every community which over-indulged itself in forbidden 

desires. 

Having explained these issues with such clarity, the s rah points out the pagan 

Arabs’ attitude towards the Prophet, the truth God revealed to him, the Qur’ n 

which testifies that what he stands for is evidenced by clear proof given by God, and 

that he is a messenger sent by God. Not only so, but the revelations given to Moses 

also testify to these facts. The aim here being to support the Prophet and the small 

group of believers who accepted his message. The Qur’ n also warns the unbelievers 

who reject his message that they will suffer the fire of hell. It paints a picture of the 

Day of Judgement, whereby their suffering is compounded by humiliation. This is a 

just retribution for their arrogance. They are unable to escape God’s punishment, and 

cannot find anyone to support them against God. Hence they are the losers as 

compared with the believers. A tangible image is drawn portraying the wide gulf 

between the two groups, their natures and attitudes, as well as their respective 

positions in this life and in the hereafter. 
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Testimony in Support of Clear Evidence 

Have you considered him who takes his stand on a clear evidence from his Lord, 

followed by a testimony from Him, which is preceded by the Book of Moses [revealed 

as] a guide and a mercy [to people]? These believe in it. As for those, of any group, 

who deny its truth, the fire is their appointed place. So, be not in doubt concerning it; 

it is the truth from your Lord, even though most people do not believe. Who could be 

more wicked than one who invents lies against God? These shall be brought before 

their Lord, and witnesses shall say: ‘These are they who lied against their Lord.’ 

God’s curse is on the wrongdoers, who debar others from the path of God and seek to 

make it crooked, and who deny the life to come. Never can they be immune [from 

punishment] on earth, nor have they any friends to protect them from God. Their 

suffering shall be doubled. They could not bear to hear, and they used not to see. 

These are the ones who have lost their own souls, and that which they used to invent 

shall fail them. Most certainly, it is they who in the life to come shall be the greatest 

losers. Those who believe and do righteous deeds and humble themselves before their 

Lord are destined for Paradise, and there shall they abide. The case of the two parties 

is like that of the one who is blind and deaf and the one who sees and hears. Can the 

two be deemed equal? Will you not take heed? (Verses 17-24) 

These verses, with varying rhythm and a multitude of pointers and references, 

give us an impression of what the small group of early believers faced during that 

critical period of the history of Islam. It tells us that the situation needed to be clearly 

defined and faced with positive action. 

The Qur’ n cannot be truly appreciated except by those who fight the same battle 

as the early believers and look to the Qur’ n for guidance and instruction. Those who 

try to understand the meaning of the Qur’ n in a cold and detached academic 

manner cannot appreciate its true nature as long as they remain away from its battle. 

The Qur’ n never reveals its secrets to those who opt for safety and comfort even if 

their choice requires them to submit to some authority other than God’s. 

“Have you considered him who takes his stand on a clear evidence from his Lord, followed 

by a testimony from Him, which is preceded by the Book of Moses [revealed as] a guide and a 

mercy [to people]? These believe in it. As for those, of any group, who deny its truth, the fire 

is their appointed place. So, be not in doubt concerning it; it is the truth from your Lord, even 

though most people do not believe.” (Verse 17) Qur’ nic commentators express different 

views about the meaning of this verse, depending upon their understanding of the 

referent of each of the third person pronouns used: ‘him who takes his stand on a clear 

evidence from his Lord,’ ‘a testimony from him,’ and [it is] followed by’.17 To my mind, the 

                                                 
17 Translators of the Qur’ n also give different renderings of this verse, since they rely on 
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weightier view is to say that the one ‘who takes his stand on a clear evidence from his 

Lord’ is the Prophet Mu ammad (peace be upon him), and, by extension, everyone 

who believes in his message. The next phrase, ‘followed by a testimony from Him,’ 

means that the Prophet is followed by a witness giving a testimony to the truth of his 

message and prophethood. This witness is the Qur’ n which is, by itself, proof of its 

being revealed from God, as no one can produce anything similar to it. ‘Which is 

preceded by,’ again refers to the Qur’ n as a witness, while ‘the Book of Moses’ also 

testifies to the truthfulness of the Prophet as it contains clear references to him as the 

final prophet, and also by the fact that in its original form, the Torah, which is the 

Book of Moses, is in full agreement with the Qur’ n. 

What confirms this understanding, in my view, is the fact that there is a single and 

coherent mode of expression running throughout the s rah as it describes the 

relationship between God and His messengers. They find within themselves clear 

evidence giving them unshakeable certainty that it is God who sends down 

revelations to them. Hence, their belief in God is solid, never shaken by doubt. The 

Prophet Noah says to his community: “Think, my people! If take my stand on a clear 

evidence from my Lord, and He has favoured me with grace from Himself, to which you have 

remained blind, can we force it upon you when you are averse to it?” (Verse 28) Ş li  

(peace be upon him) also says the same words to his community: “Think, my people! If 

I take my stand on a clear evidence from my Lord who has bestowed on me His grace, who 

will save me from God were I to disobey Him? You are, in such a case, only aggravating my 

ruin.” (Verse 63) And the Prophet Shu`ayb also says the same: “Think, my people! If 

take my stand on a clear evidence from my Lord and He has provided me with goodly 

sustenance which He alone can give...” (Verse 88) There is here evidently a line of 

expression describing the same relationship between all noble messengers and their 

Lord. It describes what they feel deep in their hearts about the truth of Godhead, and 

the truth of their contact with Him through revelations. This single mode of 

expression is deliberately used throughout the s rah in order to emphasize that the 

Prophet Mu ammad’s relationship with God is the same as that of earlier 

messengers. This is sufficient to prove the falsehood of all the unbelievers’ claims. It 

also serves to reassure him and his followers that his message is the truth preached 

by all previous messengers and accepted by all their followers who submitted 

themselves to God alone. 

Thus, the overall meaning of this verse is as follows: consider this Prophet to 

whose honesty and truthfulness all evidence points. He takes his stand on clear 

evidence which he finds in his innermost soul, granted to him by his Lord. This clear 

                                                                                                                                                         
commentators to give them a clear interpretation of the meaning of each verse. The task of both 
commentators and translators is made even harder because Arabic uses the same form of third person 
pronoun for ‘he’ and ‘it’. In our translation of this verse we follow its meaning as given by the author. 
— Editor’s note. 
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evidence is followed by a testimony from God, which is the Qur’ n, a book with clear 

characteristics confirming its divine source. He is further supported by another 

testimony which was given long before him, that is, the Torah, the book revealed to 

Moses to be a constitution for the Children of Israel and a mercy bestowed on them 

from on high. The Torah gives evidence to the truthfulness of the Prophet, God’s 

Messenger, in two ways: it tells plainly of his message and prophethood, and it 

includes the same ideological principles of the universal religion acceptable to God. 

Is it right, then, that such a prophet should face hostility, stubborn rejection, a denial 

of his message and accusations of forgery? This is singularly odd, considering all the 

evidence confirming and endorsing his message. 

It then portrays the attitude of believers in the Qur’ n and those, of all races, 

colours and communities, who deny it, and shows the punishment awaiting them in 

the hereafter. It reassures the Prophet and the believers that what they have is the 

truth. They should not, therefore, be disturbed by the unbelievers’ attitude despite 

the fact that they formed the majority at that time. 

“These believe in it. As for those, of any group, who deny its truth, the fire is their 

appointed place. So, be not in doubt concerning it; it is the truth from your Lord, even though 

most people do not believe.” (Verse 17) Some commentators find the first sentence in 

this section of the verse problematic. If the one who takes his stand on a clear evidence 

from his Lord,’ is the Prophet in person, as we have explained, then the pronoun ‘these’ 

is problematic because it is plural referring to a group who believe in God’s 

revelations and the proof it contains. But there is no problem really. The pronoun it’ 

in this sentence, ‘These believe in it,’ refers to the ‘testimony’ which is the Qur’ n. 

Thus, there is nothing unusual in saying, ‘These believe in it,’ meaning that they 

believe in the Qur’ n. Indeed the Prophet was the first to believe in what was 

revealed to him, followed by those who accepted his message: 

“The Messenger believes in what has been revealed to him by his Lord, and so do all the 

believers. Each one of them believes in God, His angels, His books and His messengers.” (2: 

285) The present verse refers to him and includes with him those who have accepted 

his message and believed in the faith which he conveyed to them. This is a method of 

expression often used in the Qur’ n. 

“As for those, of any group, who deny its truth, the fire is their appointed place.” (Verse 

17) The appointment will not fail, for God [limitless is He in His glory] is the One 

who has appointed it. 

Unshakeable Belief in the Truth 

“So, be not in doubt concerning it; it is the truth from your Lord, even though most people 

do not believe.” (Verse 17) The Prophet never entertained any doubt about the 
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truthfulness of the revelations he was receiving. How could he have doubted when 

he had taken his stand on clear evidence from his Lord? However, this divine 

instruction, coming immediately after all the pointers and evidence made in this 

verse, suggests that the Prophet was concerned that his call had not made any real 

headway in Makkah and that it faced determined opposition from many quarters. 

He therefore needed some reassurance, as did the small group of his followers. Such 

reassurance is granted here by God, the Merciful. 

The advocates of Islamic revival face a similar situation wherever they happen to 

be. They have to confront all sorts of rejection, hostility, ridicule, persecution as well 

as physical and moral repression. All forces of j hiliyyah, local and international, are 

marshalled against them. They are subjected to the most ghastly and wicked forms of 

repression. Conversely, those who conduct such persecution are treated as heroes. In 

their present difficulty, the advocates of Islam will be well advised to understand this 

verse fully, with all that it states and implies. They are in urgent need of the 

reassurance provided by God’s appropriate affirmation: “Be not in doubt concerning it; 

it is the truth from your Lord, even though most people do not believe.” (Verse 17) 

Advocates of Islam need to find within themselves a share of the clear, divine 

evidence God’s messengers had in their hearts. They need to feel His mercy which 

God’s messengers never doubted for a moment and through which they confirmed 

their commitment regardless of the great difficulties they faced: “Think, my people! If I 

take my stand on a clear evidence from my Lord who has bestowed on me His grace, who will 

save me from God were I to disobey Him? You are, in such a case, only aggravating my 

ruin.” (Verse 63) 

Advocates of Islam nowadays face a situation that is not dissimilar to the 

situations faced by God’s messengers (peace be upon them). In fact, our situation 

today is similar to that which prevailed when the Prophet conveyed his message to 

all of humanity. He faced the j hiliyyah into which humanity had sunk after it was 

put on the path of Islam [i.e. submission to God] by Abraham, Ishmael, Isaac, Jacob, 

Joseph, Moses, Aaron, David, Solomon, John, Jesus and the rest of the prophets. 

J hiliyyah may or may not recognize the existence of God. In either form it 

appoints for people deities who rule over them in a way that is different from that 

revealed by God. It establishes for mankind values, traditions and legislations which 

make them submit to these deities, and not to God. The Islamic message to all of 

humanity is to renounce these false deities in order to return to God. We should 

believe in Him as our only Lord, submit ourselves to Him, follow only His legislation 

and obey only His commandments. This is indeed what starts the grinding battle 

between monotheism and polytheism, Islam and j hiliyyah, the advocates of Islamic 

revival and the tyrants who rule the world in the name of their false deities. 
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Hence, it is necessary for advocates of Islam to refer to the Qur’ n where they may 

find a picture of their own situation and the battle they are fighting. This is what we 

mean when we say that this Qur’ n can only be appreciated by those who fight its 

battle, and who face situations similar to those that existed at the time of its 

revelation and for which it provided guidance and instruction. 

The s rah moves on to confront those who deny the validity of the Qur’ n and 

who blatantly lie against God and the Prophet alleging that the Qur’ n is fabricated. 

The confrontation starts with a scene from the Day of Judgement when the liars are 

brought to account before their Lord. Here, everything that can be described as lies 

against God is included: their allegation that God did not reveal the Qur’ n, their 

association of partners with Him and their claims that Lordship of this earth, which 

is an attribute of God’s, belongs to them. When they are brought before their Lord on 

the Day of Judgement all their allegations are publicized so that everyone witnesses 

their fabrications and falsehood. On the other side stand the believers, happy, 

reassured, awaiting their fine reward. The two groups are compared to someone who 

is blind and deaf, and another who is in full possession of his seeing and hearing 

faculties. 

Who could be more wicked than one who invents lies against God? These shall be 

brought before their Lord, and witnesses shall say: ‘These are they who lied against 

their Lord.’ God’s curse is on the wrongdoers, who debar others from the path of God 

and seek to make it crooked, and who deny the life to come. Never can they be immune 

[from punishment] on earth, nor have they any friends to protect them from God. 

Their suffering shall be doubled. They could not bear to hear, and they used not to see. 

These are the ones who have lost their own souls, and that which they used to invent 

shall fail them. Most certainly, it is they who in the life to come shall be the greatest 

losers. Those who believe and do righteous deeds and humble themselves before their 

Lord are destined for Paradise, and there shall they abide. The case of the two parties 

is like that of the one who is blind and deaf and the one who sees and hears. Can the 

two be deemed equal? Will you not take heed? (Verses 18-24) 

The Greatest Losers 

To invent any lie is to commit a terrible crime against truth and against the person 

concerned. How much more terrible the crime becomes then when the lies are 

fabricated against God? The culprits then “shall be brought before their Lord, and 

witnesses shall say: ‘These are they who lied against their Lord.’” (Verse 18) It is a scene 

where their crime is publicized and they are disgraced. They are singularly pointed 

out and everyone is made aware that their lies were ‘against their Lord’. The scene 
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carries an air of defamation, and is followed by a suitably appropriate curse: “God’s 

curse is on the wrongdoers.” (Verse 18) 

This curse is invoked by the witnesses, who are the angels, the messengers and the 

believers, or probably, all mankind. Thus, humiliation awaits them on that vast stage 

where they are brought to account. Or, perhaps, it is God’s final decision in their case 

along with the humiliation and the disgrace which they are made to endure in front 

of all people. In this case it should be read not as an invocation, but as a statement of 

fact: “God’s curse is on the wrongdoers.” The wrongdoers are those who associate 

partners with God and who fabricate lies against Him in order to debar others from 

His path. 

“And seek to make it crooked.” (Verse 19) They do not wish to act with honesty and 

sincerity. They do not like to behave in a straightforward manner. They prefer 

crookedness and deviousness. The pronoun ‘it’ used here refers to either the path of 

God or to life generally. The truth about them is emphasized, for they are those ‘who 

deny the life to come.’ The Arabic expression here is much more emphatic, so that the 

enormity of their crime is portrayed in sharp relief. 

Those who ascribe partners to God (limitless is He in His glory) are the 

wrongdoers who, indeed, wish all life to be crooked. For they deliberately take 

themselves away from the straightforward and honest path of Islam. Submission to 

any deity other than God can only bring about crookedness in every aspect of human 

existence. When people submit themselves to deities other than God Almighty, they 

bring humiliation into their own lives, whereas God wants them to enjoy dignity. 

They perpetrate injustice and oppression while God wants life to be based on justice 

and fair play. They also waste their own efforts as they try to make their own deities 

look big and blow up their images so that they can fill the place which belongs to 

God alone. 

These people, cursed and turned away as they are, can never “be immune from 

punishment on earth.” (Verse 20) God is always able to punish them in this life, if He 

so wishes. “Nor have they any friends to protect them” or to support them against God. 

It is, however, His will to defer their punishment to the future life, so that they will 

endure torment in this world and in the world to come. “Their suffering shall be 

doubled.” (Verse 20) They have wasted their senses, and lived as if they were 

dispossessed of their faculties of hearing and seeing: “They could not bear to hear, and 

they used not to see.” (Verse 20) 

“These are the ones who have lost their own souls.” (Verse 21) This is indeed the most 

terrible loss. For he who has lost his own soul cannot benefit from anything he gains 

in its place. These people have wasted their lives. They could not appreciate their 

dignity which is best fulfilled by lifting themselves above submission to anyone other 
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than God. They incurred their loss when they denied the hereafter and fabricated lies 

against their Lord with the expectation that they would never meet Him. In the life to 

come they will find that they have lost their souls. 

“That which they used to invent shall fail them.” (Verse 21) Their fabrications will go 

amiss. They cannot find the lies they invented against God. They will all disappear. 

“Most certainly, it is they who in the life to come shall be the greatest losers.” (Verse 22) 

What loss can be greater than theirs when they have lost their own souls both in this 

life and in the life to come? 

Contrasted with their situation is that of those who believe and maintain good and 

proper action. These are reassured, have total trust in their Lord, undisturbed by any 

doubt or worry: “Those who believe and do righteous deeds and humble themselves before 

their Lord are destined for Paradise, and there shall they abide.” (Verse 23) The Arabic 

expression used for ‘humbling themselves’ also denotes submission, trust and 

reassurance. It depicts a believer’s relationship with his Lord which is one of 

complete satisfaction, security and freedom from all worry. 

We have finally a very vivid image of each of the two groups. The first is like a 

person who cannot see because he is blind, and cannot hear because he is deaf. He 

does not put his senses and faculties to their ultimate use, serving his mind, so that 

he can think, reason and contemplate. He is indeed deprived of all his senses and 

faculties. The other group are like a person who sees and hears and is, therefore, 

rightly guided by his senses. “The case of the two parties is like that of the one who is blind 

and deaf and the one who sees and hears.” (Verse 24) This image is then followed by a 

rhetorical question: “Can the two be deemed equal? Will you not take heed?” (Verse 24) 

The whole issue does not require more than taking heed. It is a simple, 

straightforward issue. 
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2 

A Historical Perspective 

We sent forth Noah to his people: ‘I have 

come to you with a plain warning. (25) 

Worship none but God. I certainly fear 

that suffering should befall you on a 

grievous day.’ (26) 

The notables of his people who disbelieved 

said: ‘We see you but a mortal man like 

ourselves. Nor can we see anyone following 

you except the most abject among us; those 

who are rash and undiscerning. We do not 

consider that you are in any way superior to 

us: indeed we think you are liars.’ (27) 

Noah said: ‘Think, my people! If I take 

my stand on a clear evidence from my 

Lord, and He has favoured me with grace 

from Himself, to which you have remained 

blind, can we force it / upon you when you 

are averse to it? (28) 

ô‰s) s9 uρ $uΖù=y™ ö‘ r& %·nθçΡ 4’ n<Î) ÿ⎯ Ïμ ÏΒöθs% ’ ÎoΤÎ) öΝ ä3s9 

Öƒ É‹tΡ ê⎥⎫ Î7 •Β ∩⊄∈∪  

βr& ω (#ÿρß‰ç7 ÷ès? ωÎ) ©!$# ( þ’ ÎoΤ Î) ß∃% s{ r& öΝ ä3ø‹n=tæ 

z># x‹tã BΘöθ tƒ 5ΟŠ Ï9 r& ∩⊄∉∪  

tΑ$s) sù _|yϑø9 $# t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (#ρãx x. ⎯ ÏΒ ⎯ Ïμ ÏΒöθs% $tΒ 

š1 ttΡ ωÎ) # \t±o0 $oΨ n=÷V ÏiΒ $tΒuρ š1 ttΡ 

šyèt7 ¨?$# ωÎ) š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# öΝèδ $oΨ ä9 ÏŒ# u‘ r& y“ÏŠ$t/ 

Ä“ù& §9 $# $tΒuρ 3“ttΡ öΝä3s9 $uΖøŠ n=tã ⎯ÏΒ ¤≅ôÒsù ö≅ t/ 

öΝ ä3–Ψ Ýà tΡ š⎥⎫ Î/ É‹≈ x. ∩⊄∠∪  

tΑ$s% ÉΘöθs)≈ tƒ ÷Λä⎢ ÷ƒ u™u‘ r& βÎ) àMΖä. 4’ n?tã 7π oΨ Éi t/ ⎯ ÏiΒ 

’ În1§‘ ©Í_9s?# u™uρ Zπ tΗôq y‘ ô⎯ÏiΒ ⎯ Íν Ï‰ΖÏã ôM uŠ Ïdϑãèsù 

ö/ ä3ø‹n=tæ $yδθßϑä3ãΒÌ“ ù=çΡ r& óΟ çFΡr& uρ $oλm; tβθèδÌ≈ x. 

∩⊄∇∪  
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And, my people, I ask of you no money in 

return; my reward rests with none but God. 

Nor will I drive away those who believe; 

they will surely meet their Lord, whereas in 

you I see people with no awareness [of right 

and wrong]. (29) 

And, my people, who would protect me 

from God were I to drive them away? Will 

you not reflect? (30) 

I do not say to you that God’s treasures are 

with me, or that I know what lies beyond 

the reach of human perception. Nor do I 

say: I am an angel. Nor do I say of those 

whom you eye with contempt that God will 

never grant them any good. God knows 

best what is in their hearts — for then I 

would indeed be a wrongdoer.’ (31) 

‘Noah,’ they replied, ‘you have argued with 

us, and argued to excess. Bring upon us 

that with which you have been threatening 

us, if you are a man of truth.’ (32) 

He said: ‘Only God can bring it upon you, 

if He so wills. You cannot be immune. 

ÏΘöθs)≈ tƒ uρ Iω öΝà6 è=t↔ ó™ r& Ïμø‹n=tã »ω$tΒ ( ÷βÎ) 

y“Ìô_r& ωÎ) ’ n?tã «!$# 4 !$tΒuρ O$tΡr& ÏŠ Í‘$sÜ Î/ t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# 

(# þθãΖtΒ# u™ 4 Ν ßγ̄ΡÎ) (#θà)≈ n=•Β öΝ Íκ Íh5u‘ û©Ío_ Å3≈ s9 uρ ö/ ä31 u‘ r& 

$YΒöθ s% šχθè=yγ øg rB ∩⊄®∪  

ÏΘöθs)≈ tƒ uρ ⎯ tΒ ’ ÎΤ ãÝÁΖtƒ z⎯ ÏΒ «!$# βÎ) öΝ åκ –EŠ { sÛ 4 
Ÿξsùr& tβρã2x‹s? ∩⊂⊃∪  

Iωuρ ãΑθè%r& öΝ ä3s9 “Ï‰Ψ Ïã ß⎦É⎩!# t“ yz «!$# Iωuρ 

ãΝ n=÷ær& |= ø‹tóø9 $# Iωuρ ãΑθè%r& ’ ÎoΤ Î) Òn=tΒ Iωuρ 

ãΑθè%r& š⎥⎪Ï% ©#Ï9 ü“Í‘ yŠ ÷“ s? öΝ ä3ãΖã‹ ôãr& ⎯ s9 

ãΝ åκ u Ï?÷σ ãƒ ª!$# # ·ö yz ( ª!$# ãΝ n=÷ær& $yϑÎ/ þ’Îû 

öΝ Îγ Å¡àΡr& ( þ’ ÎoΤ Î) # ]Œ Î) z⎯ Ïϑ©9 t⎦⎫ÏϑÎ=≈ ©à9 $# ∩⊂⊇∪  

(#θä9$s% ßyθãΖ≈ tƒ ô‰s% $oΨ tFø9 y‰≈ y_ |N ÷sYò2r'sù 

$oΨ s9≡ y‰Å_ $oΨ Ï?ù' sù $yϑÎ/ !$tΡß‰Ïès? βÎ) |MΨ à2 z⎯ ÏΒ 

t⎦⎫Ï% Ï‰≈ ¢Á9 $# ∩⊂⊄∪  

tΑ$s% $yϑ̄ΡÎ) Ν ä3ŠÏ?ù'tƒ ÏμÎ/ ª!$# βÎ) u™!$ x© !$tΒ uρ Ο çFΡr& 

t⎦⎪Ì“ Éf÷èßϑÎ/ ∩⊂⊂∪  
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(33) 

Nor will my counsel benefit you, much as I 

desire to give you good counsel, if it is 

God’s will to let you remain in error. He is 

your Lord and to Him you shall return.’ 

(34) 

Do they claim that he [i.e. Muĥammad] 

has invented it? Say: ‘If I have invented it, 

upon me be this crime of mine, but I am 

innocent of the crimes you perpetrate.’ (35) 

Noah received this revelation: ‘None of 

your people will believe now apart from 

those who have already accepted the faith. 

Do not be in distress over anything they 

may do. (36) 

Build the ark under Our eyes, and 

according to Our inspiration. Do not 

appeal to Me on behalf of the wrongdoers. 

They shall be drowned.’ (37) 

So he set himself on building the ark. And 

whenever a group of his people passed by 

him they scoffed at him. He said: ‘If you 

are scoffing at us, we are indeed scoffing at 

you, just as you are scoffing at us. (38) 

You will surely come to know who it is 
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that will be visited by suffering that will 

cover him with ignominy, and who will be 

afflicted by long-lasting suffering.’ (39) 

Until, when Our will came to pass and the 

fountains of the earth gushed forth, We 

said [to Noah]: ‘Take into it a pair of 

every species, as well as your family, except 

those against whom Our word has passed, 

and all those who have accepted the faith.’ 

None believed with him except a few. (40) 

He said to them: ‘Embark in it. In the 

name of God be its course and its riding at 

anchor. My Lord indeed is Much-

Forgiving, Merciful.’ (41) 

And it sailed with them amid waves 

towering like mountains. Noah cried out to 

a son of his who stood apart [from the 

rest]: ‘Embark with us, my child, and do 

not stay with the unbelievers.’ (42) 

He answered: ‘I shall seek refuge in a 

mountain, which will afford me protection 

from the water.’ Said (Noah): ‘Today there 

is no protection for anyone from God’s 

judgement, except those who shall enjoy 

His mercy.’ Thereupon waves rose up 

between them and he was among those who 

were drowned. (43) 

And the word was spoken: ‘Earth, 

swallow up your waters. Heaven, cease 

(your rain).’ Thus the waters sank into the 
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earth, and God’s will was done, and the 

ark came to rest on Mount Judi. The word 

was spoken: Away with these evil-doing 

folk.’ (44) 

Noah called out to his Lord, saying: 

‘Lord, my son is of my family. Surely Your 

promise always comes true, and You are 

the most just of judges.’ (45) 

‘Noah,’ He answered, ‘he was not of your 

family; his was an unrighteous conduct. Do 

not question Me about matters of which 

you have no knowledge. I admonish you 

lest you become one of the ignorant.’ (46) 

Said (Noah): ‘My Lord, I do indeed seek 

refuge with You from ever questioning You 

about anything of which I have no 

knowledge. Unless You grant me 

forgiveness and have mercy on me I shall be 

among the losers.’ (47) 

The word was spoken: ‘Noah, disembark 

in peace from Us, and with Our blessings 

upon you as well as upon generations from 

those who are with you. As for other folk, 

We shall let them have enjoyment, and 

then there will befall them grievous suffering 

from Us.’ (48) 

These accounts of things that have passed 
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Preview 

Historical accounts form the main part of this s rah, but they are not independent 

of its theme. They are related to confirm the great truths it aims to establish. This is 

apparent from the s rah’s very opening verses: “This is a book, with verses which have 

been perfected and distinctly spelled out, bestowed on you by One who is Wise, All- aware. 

Worship none but God. I come to you from Him as a warner and a bearer of glad tidings. Seek 

forgiveness of your Lord, and then turn towards Him in repentance, and He will grant you a 

goodly enjoyment of life for an appointed term. He will grant everyone with merit a full 

reward for his merit. But if you turn away, I dread for you the suffering of a great Day. To 

God you shall all return, and He has power over all things.” (Verses 1-4) 

The opening passage of the s rah emphasizes these truths: it reflects on God’s 

creation of the heavens and earth, explains the wonders of human creation, and 

speaks about the Day of Judgement. Now the s rah takes us back in history to tell us 

of earlier communities and how they received the message of truth. Thus it recounts 

the call to faith over many centuries, providing rather detailed accounts of earlier 

prophets. This is particularly true in the case of Noah and the great flood. These 

accounts include the arguments over the basic issues of faith as outlined at the s rah’s 

opening, and asserted by every messenger. Those who deny the faith are the same 

throughout history: they share the same mentality and nature. 

The historical accounts in this s rah are given in chronological order, starting with 

Noah, then Hūd and Ş li . We then move on to Abraham, Lot, Shu`ayb and Moses. 

Thus they serve as a reminder to later generations of the fate of their predecessors. 

When a Prophet is Described as a Liar 

“We sent forth Noah to his people: ‘I have come to you with a plain warning. Worship 

none but God. I certainly fear that suffering should befall you on a grievous day.” (Verses 

25-26) These are practically the same words as used by Prophet Mu ammad (peace 

be upon him) and as outlined in the Qur’ n. This use of almost exactly the same 

wording to express the main theme is deliberate, as it emphasizes the unity of the 

message and the unity of the faith. We assume that what is given here is the meaning 

We now reveal to you. Neither you nor 

your people knew them before this. Be, 

then, patient in adversity; for the future 

belongs to those who are God-fearing. (49) 
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of what Noah said to his people, not the exact words, because we do not know what 

language was used by Noah and his community. 

“We sent forth Noah to his people: I have come to you with a plain warning.” (Verse 25) 

The text does not include any intervening clause such as ‘and he said to them’, 

because the Qur’ n paints the scene and we see it as if it is happening now, not as a 

part of ancient history. 

Moreover, it gives a brief statement summing up the purpose of the message in 

one fundamental truth: “I have come to you with a plain warning.” This is much more 

emphatic. 

This is followed by another brief statement summing up the central theme of the 

message: “Worship none but God.” (Verse 26) This is the main issue of faith and the 

subject matter of the warning. But what is the warning all about: “I certainly fear that 

suffering should befall you on a grievous day.” (Verse 26) Thus the message is conveyed 

and the warning given in a few brief statements. It should be noted here that the 

Arabic wording should give the meaning that the day itself is in grief, awe or pain, 

but it is naturally not so. It is simply described as such to indicate that it senses the 

pain suffered by people. How about the people themselves, then? 

“The notables of his people who disbelieved said: ‘We see you but a mortal man like 

ourselves. Nor can we see anyone following you except the most abject among us; those who 

are rash and undiscerning. We do not consider that you are in any way superior to us: indeed 

we think you are liars.’” (Verse 27) This is the response of the elders who assume 

leadership of the community. It is practically the same response Prophet Mu ammad 

received from the Quraysh elders, his own tribesmen. They express the same doubts, 

utter the same accusations, show the same arrogance and give overall the same 

answer that betrays their ignorance and stupidity. 

We find here the same doubt entertained by the ignorant who think that the 

human race is too low to be entrusted with God’s message. If God wants to send a 

message, then let it be delivered by an angel or some other creature. This ignorant 

misgiving stems from a lack of trust in the human race. It stands to reason that God 

would have given man adequate abilities and talents to fulfil his function as 

vicegerent. He has also enabled certain individuals to carry and deliver God’s 

message. These are chosen by God who knows best the special qualities with which 

He has equipped them. 

Another mark of ignorance is what such people say about the choice of messenger. 

They maintain that he should have been chosen from among the elders who exercise 

power and influence in the community. This betrays a total ignorance of the real 

values attached to human beings, the race assigned the task of building life on earth. 

These values have nothing to do with wealth, position, or influence in society. 
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Instead, they have much to do with the soul and its purity, openness, the ability to 

receive revelations, a willingness to be true to one’s trust, perseverance in the face of 

difficulties and other such noble qualities. But the notables among Noah’s people, 

like the notables among every prophet’s community, are blinded by their worldly 

positions and unable to perceive these more subtle qualities. They cannot visualize 

what is noble. 

“We see you but a mortal man like ourselves.” (Verse 27) This is their first argument, 

but the second is much worse: “Nor can we see anyone following you except the most 

abject among us; those who are rash and undiscerning.” (Verse 27) They describe the poor 

among them as the most abject’. This is the way notables always look at the poor who 

have not been endowed with riches or power. Yet it is mainly such lowly folk who 

followed the earlier prophets. Such people are, by their nature, more likely to 

respond to a call which liberates the subjugated and establishes a bond between them 

and God Almighty. Their nature has not been corrupted by the power of wealth and 

luxury. Nor are they held back by their interests and social appearances. They have 

nothing to lose as a result of accepting the true faith. The faith based on God’s 

oneness is indeed the real message of liberating mankind at every stage in history. 

Hence, it was opposed by tyrants everywhere who try to turn people away from it, 

levelling at it all sorts of false accusations. 

“Nor can we see anyone following you except the most abject among us, those who are rash 

and undiscerning.” This is an accusation which those in power level at the believers, 

accusing them of being rash, unthinking. The implication being that they would not 

follow suit. It does not become them to go along the same way as the unthinking, 

unreflecting masses or to sit idle without trying to turn the believers away from their 

faith. 

“We do not consider that you are in any way superior to us: indeed we think you are 

liars.” (Verse 27) Here they group together the messenger and those who follow him. 

They see nothing in the believers that makes them more likely to be right or 

following proper guidance. Had the message being advocated been right and good, 

they would have seen it for what it is and accepted it, without allowing those who 

are ‘abject’ to beat them to it. They apply here the same erroneous standards that 

make honour commensurate with wealth, understanding with influence and 

position, and knowledge with power. Such standards and values gain the upper 

hand when the faith based on God’s oneness gives way to j hiliyyah, and into some 

form of paganism, even though it may appear in bright attire.18 This is definitely a 

setback for humanity. It reduces the importance of the values that equip man to fulfil 

                                                 
18 In the US, a person’s position is commensurate with his income or bank balance. The new pagan 
j hiliyyah spreads from the US to the rest of the world, including the Orient which claims to be Islamic! 
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the task God has assigned to him on earth, and make him worthy of receiving God’s 

message. 

“Indeed we think you are liars.” (Verse 27) This is the last accusation levelled at the 

Prophet Noah and his followers. The accusation is expressed in a gentle way that 

befits their social standing in society. They say, ‘we think you,’ because an accusation 

made in absolute and clear terms is more suited to the unthinking masses. Such a 

form of expression and blatant accusation is beneath the ruling classes in their higher 

status. 

The same type of argument and accusation has been repeated time and again, ever 

since the Prophet Noah. This is the attitude of people who have full pockets but 

empty hearts and minds. Their arrogance is limitless. 

A Prophet’s Passionate Plea 

Kind and dignified, the Prophet Noah is full of confidence that his message is the 

message of truth. He trusts that it comes from God, and is fully aware that his path 

has been set clearly for him and that his method of operation is sound and honest. He 

remains unaffected by the false accusations, insolence and blind rejection with which 

his message has been received. He applies his own values and maintains his own 

standards. He does not make false claims or accusations as they have done. Nor does 

he try to give himself any false image or impart anything alien to his message. 

“Noah said: ‘Think, my people! If take my stand on a clear evidence from my Lord, 

and He has favoured me with grace from Himself to which you have remained blind, 

can we force it upon you when you are averse to it? And, my people, I ask of you no 

money in return; my reward rests with none but God. Nor will I drive away those 

who believe; they will surely meet their Lord, whereas in you I see people with no 

awareness [of right and wrong]. And, my people, who would protect me from God 

were I to drive them away? Will you not reflect? I do not say to you that God’s 

treasures are with me, or that I know what lies beyond the reach of human perception. 

Nor do I say: I am an angel. Nor do I say of those whom you eye with contempt that 

God will never grant them any good. God knows best what is in their hearts — for 

then I would indeed be a wrongdoer.’” (Verses 28-31) 

He addresses people with kindness and friendliness stressing his relationship to 

them: ‘My people,’ you object to my message saying: ‘We see you but a mortal man like 

ourselves.’ Yet I have a relationship with my Lord which is absolutely clear to me and 

firmly established in my conscience. This is something that you have not been 

granted. What if God has bestowed on me His grace, selecting me to carry His 
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message? This is indeed a great mercy He has shown me. Yet what if both conditions 

are true, but you remain blind to them, because you are not open minded enough? 

“Can we force it upon you?” (Verse 28) It is not for me to try to force you to accept it 

“when you are averse to it.” (Verse 28) 

Here we see Noah trying gently to awaken their consciences, making them feel the 

importance of the values to which they have been blind and making them aware of 

the characteristics they tend to overlook when it comes to the message and the 

person selected to carry it. He explains to them that these matters are not decided on 

the basis of their superficial criteria. At the same time he establishes the right 

principle that faith must be based on conviction, and that conviction is the result of 

study and reflection. Compulsion, arbitrary authority and conceit have no bearing on 

faith and conviction. 

“And, my people, I ask of you no money in return; my reward rests with none but God. 

Nor will I drive away those who believe; they will surely meet their Lord, whereas in you I see 

people with no awareness [of right and wrong].” (Verse 29) Those whom you describe as 

the most abject among you, Noah explains, have responded positively to my call and 

accepted the faith. I seek no financial gain for my call, and as such, I cannot favour 

the rich over the poor. All my people are equal as far as I am concerned. He who 

does not seek pecuniary reward from people cannot make any distinction on the 

basis of wealth. “My reward rests with none but God.” He is the only One from whom 

reward may be forthcoming. 

“Nor will drive away those who believe.” (Verse 29) This statement implies that 

Noah’s people either demanded or hinted that if he drove them away, they might 

consider accepting his faith. They claim that they cannot degrade themselves by 

meeting with such abject people or take the same route as they. Noah’s statement 

though is very emphatic: I am not going to drive them away. I cannot bring myself to 

do so when they have believed. Their fate is decided by their Lord, not by me: “They 

will surely meet their Lord, whereas in you I see people with no awareness.” (Verse 29) You 

are unaware of the true values by which people achieve their status with God. You 

are also unaware that all people shall return to Him. 

“My people, who would protect me from God, were I to drive them away?” (Verse 30) 

Who will shield me from God if I contravene His rules and treat the believers among 

His servants unjustly, when they enjoy His pleasure? Who will protect me from Him 

if I confirm the false, worldly values which He sent me to change: “Will you not 

reflect?” (Verse 30) Your methods and conditions have certainly caused you to 

neglect the standards of a true and upright nature. 

He then introduces himself and his message. His presentation is simple, devoid of 

any ornament and decoration, free of all false standards and values. He reminds 
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them of the true values, looking with contempt on all superficial ones. He disowns all 

superficiality and states his message as it is, pure and simple, with no false claims. 

He who wants it, let him take it as it is: as pure as God made it. 

“I do not say to you that God’s treasures are with me.” I do not claim that I am rich or 

that I can make any of you rich. “Or that I know what lies beyond the reach of human 

perception.” (Verse 31) I do not make any claim of any super-human status or allege 

that my relationship with God exceeds the fact that I have been entrusted with this 

message. “Nor do I say: I am an angel.” (Verse 31) I do not claim to have a position 

which you think to be higher than that of man, so that I may gain favour or high 

position from you. “Nor do Ray of those whom you eye with contempt that God will never 

grant them any good,” so that I satisfy your pride or accommodate your standards and 

values. “God knows best what is in their hearts.” (Verse 31) I have to go by what I see. 

To me, they appear deserving of honour and hope that God will grant them of His 

bounty. “For then I would indeed be a wrongdoer.” (Verse 31) If I made such false claims 

I would be unjust to the very truth I have come to convey. I would also be unjust to 

myself, exposed to God’s wrath, and I would be unjust to other people to whom I 

gave a status other than that given them by God. 

Thus Noah (peace be upon him) disowns all false values and assumed pretences. 

He presents his message clearly: real, great, free of all falsehood. He faces them with 

the clarity and strength of the truth. At the same time he makes a gentle and friendly 

exposition of the simple truth so that they may look it in the face and decide upon 

their line of action. No pretence, no flattery, no attempt to win any favour with 

anyone at the expense of the message and its simple nature. In this Noah sets an 

example for all advocates of the Islamic message in all generations and provides 

them with a lesson in how to confront the people of authority with the simple truth, 

without any attempt to compromise, or flatter, but with the sort of friendliness which 

is not associated with submission. 

At this point, it was clear to the notables that they had no chance of winning the 

argument. They stiffened their attitude, became determined not to accept any proof 

of Noah’s case, logical and natural as it certainly was. Then they finally rallied 

themselves in order to deliver a challenge to Noah. 

“’Noah,’ they replied, ‘you have argued with us, and argued to excess. Bring upon us that 

with which you have been threatening us, if you are a man of truth.’” (Verse 32) This is 

nothing short of deceit, an attempt to cover up their weakness by putting on a 

display of strength. It is a challenge made in order to mask their dread of the truth’s 

strength. 

Noah, however, remains unaffected by their outright rejection and challenge. He 

maintains the noble attitude befitting a noble prophet. He continues to explain to 
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them the truth and the facts which they have ignored when they invite him to bring 

on the suffering he has warned against. He restates the fact that he is only a 

messenger whose task is to deliver a message. Their punishment is left to God who 

has absolute control over their destiny. He alone decides, at His own discretion, 

whether it is appropriate to punish them here and now or to delay their punishment 

until a later date. God’s will must come to pass, and Noah has no power over it. As a 

messenger, he has to continue to explain the truth to his people until the last 

moment. Their rejection and challenge must not deter him from fulfilling his task. 

Hence, he says to them: “Only God can bring it upon you, if He so wills. You cannot be 

immune. Nor will my counsel benefit you, much as I desire to give you good counsel, if it is 

God’s will to let you remain in error. He is your Lord and to Him you shall return.” (Verses 

33-34) 

If God’s law determines that you will perish because of your rejection of the truth, 

His law will be fulfilled, regardless of my advice. It is not that God will deprive you 

of benefiting by my advice. It is what you do with yourselves that will, according to 

God’s law, take you away from the right path. You cannot defy God or make 

yourselves immune from Him. You are always within His reach. He has absolute 

power over you and over your lives. You cannot escape meeting Him when He 

brings you to account and decides your reward: “He is your Lord and to Him you shall 

return.” (Verse 34) 

Prophets Act on Their Instructions 

At this juncture in Noah’s story we have a remarkable pause. The s rah makes 

brief reference to the reception of a similar message by the Quraysh unbelievers. 

There is a remarkable similarity of attitudes, as the Quraysh claim that Mu ammad 

too invented these stories. The s rah quickly refutes their claims before returning to 

Noah: “Do they claim that he (i.e. Mu ammad] has invented it? Say: ‘If I have invented it, 

upon me be this crime of mine, but I am innocent of the crimes you perpetrate.’” (Verse 35) 

To fabricate a falsehood is to commit a crime. Hence, the Prophet is instructed to tell 

the Quraysh: if I have made any such fabrication, I will bear the responsibility for it. 

Since I am aware that it is a crime to make such fabrications, it is highly unlikely that 

I would do so. I am, however, innocent of all your crimes, including your false 

allegations, your rejection of God’s message and your associating partners with God. 

This interjection however does not interrupt the Qur’ nic story, rather it serves the 

purpose of the s rah. 

In the next scene we see Noah receiving God’s revelations and commandments. 

“Noah received this revelation: None of your people will believe now apart from those who 

have already accepted the faith. Do not be in distress over anything they may do. Build the ark 
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under Our eyes, and according to Our inspiration. Do not appeal to Me on behalf of the 

wrongdoers. They shall be drowned.’” (Verses 36-37) 

Everything has come to an end: the advocacy of God’s message, the warning, and 

the argument. “None of your people will believe now apart from those who have already 

accepted the faith.” (Verse 36) Those who are susceptible to faith have already accepted 

it. The others are hopeless. God, who knows best what is feasible and what is not, 

and knows His servants well, has informed Noah of this. Hence, it is pointless to 

continue with the argument. He is told not to grieve at their rejection or their 

mockery. “Do not be in distress over anything they may do.” (Verse 36) God’s will has 

come to pass. 

“Build the ark under Our eyes, and according to Our inspiration.” (Verse 37) We will 

look after you and give you instructions as you do so. “Do not appeal to Me on behalf of 

the wrongdoers. They shall be drowned.” (Verse 37) Their destiny has been decided and 

you are not to plead their case. You can neither pray for them to be guided to the 

truth, nor can you pray for their punishment. Prayers are to no avail when God’s will 

comes to pass. It is mentioned elsewhere in the Qur’ n19 that he prayed for their 

destruction. It is understood that his despair came only after he received this 

revelation. 

The next scene shows Noah building the ark, having given up arguing with his 

people and calling on them to accept the faith: “So he set himself on building the ark. 

And whenever a group of his people passed by him they scoffed at him. He said: ‘If you are 

scoffing at us, we are indeed scoffing at you, just as you are scoffing at us.’” (Verse 38) 

The present tense is used here to portray the scene. This brings the scene to life. 

We see everything happening in front of us now. Noah builds the ark and group 

after group of his insolent people pass by and scoff at him. They scoff at the man who 

said he was a messenger from God and argued long with them, but who now busies 

himself making a boat. They mock him because they can only see what appears to 

them. Noah, on the other hand, is full of confidence as he tells them that their 

mockery will rebound: “If you are scoffing at us, we are indeed scoffing at you, just as you 

are scoffing at us.” (Verse 38) We will scoff at you because you cannot visualize that 

God has a definite purpose beyond all this, and you cannot imagine what awaits you: 

“You will surely come to know who it is that will be visited by suffering that will cover him 

with ignominy, and who will be afflicted by long-lasting suffering.” (Verse 39) Will this 

apply to us or to you when everything will be revealed? 

A scene of mobilization follows as the awaited moment draws near: “Until, when 

Our will came to pass and the fountains of the earth gushed forth, We said [to Noah]: ‘Take 

into it a pair of every species, as well as your family, except those against whom Our word has 

                                                 
19 S rah 71, Verses 26-27. — Editor’s note. 
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passed, and all those who have accepted the faith.’ None believed with him except a few.” 

(Verse 40) 

The Arabic phrase translated here as ‘the fountains of the earth gushed forth’ could 

also be literally translated as ‘the oven boiled’. There are varying reports about the 

meaning of this phrase. To pursue each one in an attempt to determine the precise 

meaning is to go into a maze without guidance. Hence, we confine ourselves to the 

limits of the text adding nothing to it. The most that we can say is that this phrase 

may be a reference to a certain signal from God to Noah. It might, on the other hand, 

have accompanied the execution of God’s will as water started to gush forth from the 

earth and rain poured down in torrents. 

When this took place, God said to Noah: “Take into it a pair of every species, as well as 

your family, except those against whom Our word has passed, and all those who have 

accepted the faith.” (Verse 40) It appears that the whole process was revealed to Noah 

step by step at the right moment. He first received orders to build the ark and he did. 

The s rah does not tell us at the beginning why the ark was built, nor does it tell us 

that Noah was informed of the purpose, until “when Our will came to pass and the 

fountains of the earth gushed forth,” then, he received his instructions for the following 

stage: “Take into it a pair of every species, as well as your family, except those against whom 

Our word has passed, and all those who have accepted the faith.” (Verse 40) 

Again the reports we have vary as to the meaning of the expression, ‘a pair of every 

species.’ They smack of much exaggeration. We, however, will not let imagination 

carry us away in order to give this statement a precise interpretation. We will only 

say that Noah was ordered to take into the ark a pair of all such living species as he 

could take. 

“As well as your family, except those against whom Our word has passed,” that is, those 

who deserved to be punished by God in accordance with the law He has laid down. 

“And all those who have accepted the faith,” meaning those who did not belong to his 

family. These, however, were very few as the Qur’ nic statement makes very clear. 

Noah carried out his instructions as they were given to him. “He said to them: 

‘Embark in it. In the name of God be its course and its riding at anchor. My Lord indeed is 

Much-Forgiving, Merciful.’” (Verse 41) This statement indicates that he put himself 

and the ark in God’s hands and trusted in Him. The ark would float and anchor 

under God’s watchful eyes. For, what could Noah and his people do to steer the ark 

to safety in such a deluge? 

A Rebellious Son 
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We then have the very awesome scene of the flood. “And it sailed with them amid 

waves towering like mountains. Noah cried out to a son of his who stood apart [from the rest]: 

‘Embark with us, my child, and do not stay with the unbelievers.’ He answered: I shall seek 

refuge in a mountain, which will afford me protection from the water’ Said (Noah): ‘Today 

there is no protection for anyone from God’s judgement, except those who shall enjoy His 

mercy.’ Thereupon waves rose up between them and he was among those who were drowned.” 

(Verses 42-43) 

Two elements of fear are at work here: one emanates from nature, stormy but 

silent as it is; and the other is felt in one’s innermost soul. Both converge as the ark 

moves on amidst waves as high as mountains. At this terrible, decisive moment, 

Noah looks in a certain direction and sees one of his sons who has not joined them in 

the ark. Paternal emotion is roused in Noah and he calls out to his stray child: 

“Embark with us, my child, and do not stay with the unbelievers.” (Verse 42) 

Disobedient as he is, the son does not respond to his loving father. A conceited 

youth, he does not realize the extent of the terrible event which is taking place. He 

says: “I shall seek refuge in a mountain, which will afford me protection from the water.” 

(Verse 43) Aware of the terrible reality, the father pleads with him for the last time: 

“Today there is no protection for anyone from God’s judgement, except those who shall enjoy 

His mercy.” (Verse 43) In an instant, the scene changes and the towering waves 

swallow everything up: “Thereupon waves rose up between them and he was among those 

who were drowned.” (Verse 43) 

Today as we read this account it is as if we see these events happening now before 

our very own eyes. The ark is sailing amid huge waves, Noah, the worried father 

makes one plea after another; his conceited young son insolently turns his back, and 

then suddenly a towering wave settles the issue. Everything is over as if the dialogue 

did not take place. 

The element of fear and worry in this scene is measured by its depth in the human 

soul, in the exchange between father and son. It is also measured by its extent in 

nature, as the waves rise high to submerge the tops of the mountains. Both elements 

are equal. This is a distinctive feature of artistic imagery in the Qur’ n. 

The storm subsides, an air of calmness spreads, the matter is settled and God’s 

will is done. The words used here give the impression of something coming to a 

complete standstill. “And the word was spoken: ‘Earth, swallow up your waters. Heaven, 

cease (your rain).’ Thus the waters sank into the earth, and God’s will was done, and the ark 

came to rest on Mount J dī. The word was spoken: Away with these evil-doing folk.’” (Verse 

44) The earth and the heavens are addressed as if they were human beings. Both 

comply with the commandment. The earth swallows up its water and the heaven 

stops raining. Furthermore, the earth’s surface was soon dry, as excess waters 

penetrated deep underground. 



Hūd| A HISTORIC PERSPECTIVE 

 

 184

“God’s will was done and the ark came to rest on Mount J dī.” (Verse 44) That was its 

final stop. “The word was spoken: ‘Away with these evil-doing folk.’” (Verse 44) We are 

not told who said this, but it generates the impression that the whole affair need not 

be considered again. Let the evil-doers disappear beyond God’s mercy for they 

deserve to be expelled; let them be banished from memory, for they do not deserve to 

be remembered. 

A Father’s Plea 

Now that the storm has subsided and the ark has come to rest, the paternal love of 

a distressed father is once again felt by Noah. He makes this appeal to God: “Noah 

called out to his Lord, saying: ‘Lord, my son is of my family. Surely Your promise always 

comes true, and You are the most just of judges.’” (Verse 45) Noah makes clear that he 

has absolutely no doubt that God is just and wise. Nothing He does is without 

reason. Yet he has been promised that his family will be safe and now he requests 

that God fulfil the promise He made to spare his family. God’s answer states the fact 

which Noah has overlooked. By God’s standards and according to His principles, 

one’s family are not necessarily one’s blood relations. The true relationship is that of 

faith. This son was not a believer, and as such he was not a member of the family of 

Noah, the Prophet. 

The answer is firm and emphatic. Indeed there is an element of reproach and 

warning in the answer: “‘Noah,’ He answered, ‘he was not of your family; his was an 

unrighteous conduct. Do not question Me about matters of which you have no knowledge. I 

admonish you lest you become one of the ignorant.” (Verse 46) A great principle of this 

religion states that the paramount relationship that exists between individuals is not 

one based on family affinity: “He was not of your family; his was an unrighteous 

conduct.” Your relationship with him is thus severed despite the fact that he was your 

own son. Since the basic tie between the two of you does not exist, no other tie has 

any significance. 

Since Noah’s prayer requested the fulfilment of a promise which he felt had not 

happened, the answer includes an implicit reproach and warning: “Do not question 

Me about matters of which you have no knowledge. I admonish you lest you become one of the 

ignorant.” (Verse 46) The admonition is needed lest Noah become one of those who 

are ignorant of the real ties and relationships, or unaware of God’s promise and its 

interpretation. For God’s promise has been done and Noah’s true family has been 

saved. Noah, a true believer and God’s humble servant, trembles with fear that he 

may have erred in what he said to his Lord. He, therefore, appeals to Him, praying 

for His forgiveness: “My Lord, I do indeed seek refuge with You from ever questioning You 
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about anything of which I have no knowledge. Unless You grant me forgiveness and have 

mercy on me I shall be among the losers.” (Verse 47) 

God has mercy on Noah and he is reassured. He is given blessings which are also 

extended to the good people of his offspring. The others, however, will receive 

severe punishment: “The word was spoken: ‘Noah, disembark in peace from Us, and with 

Our blessings upon you as well as upon generations from those who are with you. As for 

other folk, We shall let them have enjoyment, and then there will befall them grievous 

suffering from Us.” (Verse 48) The end is clear: he and those who believe of his 

offspring will be saved and will enjoy a magnificent reward. Those who prefer the 

enjoyment of this worldly life, however, will have it for a while but will then be 

overtaken by severe punishment. The same glad tidings and the same warnings 

which were made at the opening of the s rah are confirmed by the story in order to 

make them much more real to those whom the Qur’ n addresses. 

The commentary on this history is summarized in one verse: “These accounts of 

things that have passed We now reveal to you. Neither you nor your people knew them before 

this. Be, then, patient in adversity; for the future belongs to those who are God-fearing.” 

(Verse 49) This sums up the objectives of relating such stories in the Qur’ n: 

• It establishes the fact of revelation denied by the unbelievers. These stories 

were unknown to the Prophet and to his people. It was part of God’s 

knowledge and the Prophet could not have known about it except through 

revelation from the One who knows all. 

• It also establishes the fact that the true faith has always been the same, ever 

since Noah, the second father of mankind. The message of the Prophet uses 

almost the same expressions as Noah. 

• The objections and the accusations made by those who denied the message of 

the Prophet are always the same. Furthermore, the glad tidings and the 

warnings made by the Prophet will surely come to pass. This story is then a 

testimony from history. 

• Another fact which is established by this comment is that God’s laws will not 

fail. They do not favour anyone: “The future belongs to those who are God-

fearing.” They are the ones who will prosper and who will be given power. 

• It also establishes the true tie that exists between individuals and generations. 

It is the tie of faith, the same faith which holds together all believers in God, 

the only Lord of the universe. All generations of believers have in common the 

fact that they submit themselves to Him alone and ascribe divinity to no one 

else. 
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The Origin of Monotheistic Religions 

People often wonder whether the great flood engulfed the whole earth or just the 

area where Noah and his people lived. What were the boundaries of that area in the 

ancient world or in the new one? We simply have no definite answer for any of these 

questions. But then the significance of the story is in no way affected by our lack of 

knowledge on this point. Taken at face value, the Qur’ nic text suggests that the 

people of Noah constituted all mankind at that particular time. Their land was the 

only inhabited area of the earth. Secondly, the floods must have swept through this 

whole area, drowning all living creatures, except those saved in the ark. 

This is sufficient for us to understand that great event which undoubtedly 

happened, since no lesser source than the Qur’ n tells us about it. Our history books, 

on the other hand, record nothing about that ancient period. The writing of history is 

a relatively modern art that has recorded only a fraction of the events witnessed by 

mankind. Besides, whatever is recorded by history is subject to error, falsification 

and distortion. Hence, we need not seek history’s confirmation for anything which 

we are certain has happened, since we are told about it by God who revealed the 

Qur’ n. 

The legends of different communities often speak of a flood far back in their 

history, one caused by the erring ways of their ancestors. The stories related in the 

Old Testament also mention the flood that overwhelmed Noah’s people. None of 

this, however, should be discussed in conjunction with the Qur’ nic account of the 

flood, because that would mix the true and accurate account of the Qur’ n with 

myths of unknown origin and poor authenticity. However, the fact that such myths 

exist and are told in different communities suggests that the floods covered the lands 

of these communities, or that its memory travelled with the offspring of those who 

were saved. 

We should also remember that neither the Old Testament, which includes Jewish 

Scriptures, nor the New Testament with its Christian Scriptures is the text revealed 

by God. All copies of the Torah that God revealed to Moses were burnt by the 

Babylonians when they enslaved the Jews. It was rewritten several centuries later by 

Ezra — who is probably the one mentioned in S rah 9 as Uzayr — about five 

centuries before the birth of Jesus Christ. He recorded what remained of the original 

Torah, but the rest is of human authorship. The Gospels, on the other hand, include 

only what Christ’s disciples and their students could remember one century after 

Christ’s life on earth had ended. Numerous stories and legends were subsequently 

added to them. Hence, we cannot rely on these Scriptures to establish certainty on 

any matter. 
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This is anyway a side issue. What we need to do is try to understand the moral of 

this great event. Indeed, the story drives home several lessons which we will now 

briefly discuss. 

As we have seen, Noah’s people were immersed in j hiliyyah. Hardened in their 

evil ways, they stubbornly rejected his message based on God’s oneness and the need 

for all people to submit themselves to Him only. Noah’s people were Adam’s 

progeny, and we know from Adam’s history related in S rahs 7 and 2, The Heights 

and The Cow, that his fall was the prelude for him and his offspring to be charged 

with the task of building the earth. This was the purpose behind his creation. God 

gave him the qualities and abilities necessary to perform this task after He had told 

him how to repent and seek forgiveness for his error. Adam received certain 

commandments from his Lord and God forgave him his sin. He then pledged to God, 

along with his wife and offspring, that they would always follow God’s guidance 

and never listen to Satan, their eternal enemy. 

Adam, then, descended to earth with the right faith: submitting himself to God, 

following His guidance. He did, no doubt, teach his children the meaning of Islam, 

i.e. submission to God. Hence, this submission, or Islam in the general sense of the 

word, was the first faith ever known to man on earth. There was no other faith 

alongside it. Hence, if Noah’s people, a later generation, were so immersed in the 

type of ignorance, or j hiliyyah, described in this s rah we can state, in all certainty, 

that such j hiliyyah, with all that it entailed of paganism, legends, idols, false concepts 

and traditions, is something more recent than the pure faith of Islam with which 

human life on earth started. Man’s deviation from the monotheistic faith based on 

submission to God, i.e. Islam, in its broader sense, took place as a result of Satan’s 

machinations. As the enemy of both God and man, Satan always exploits people’s 

weaknesses whenever they become lax in their observance of God’s commandments 

and deviate from His guidance. God has created man and granted him a measure of 

free choice, by which he is tested. With this measure he can choose to hold fast to 

God’s guidance, fortifying himself against his enemy. Or he can deviate from God’s 

guidance and follow any other way. When he deviates, even slightly, Satan 

overpowers him, eventually, pushing him to that state of ignorance experienced by 

Adam’s offspring. Yet Adam was a prophet who taught the faith based on 

submission to God. 

The fact that the first faith ever known on earth was Islam, or submission to God 

alone, makes it imperative for us to reject as conjecture the theses advanced by the 

masters of Comparative Religion and other evolutionists. These claim that 

monotheism is a recent development in human religion, preceded by several stages 

and forms of polytheism and dualism, worship of natural forces, spirits, planets, etc. 

Whatever research is made in this connection follows a particular methodology 
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predetermined by historical, psychological and political factors. This methodology 

destroys the basis of divine religions, and the very concept of revelation and divine 

messages, in order to establish that all religions are a human product. Once this is 

established it can easily be claimed that religions developed as human thought 

advanced. 

Some of those who write in defence of Islam err, unwittingly endorsing the 

theories of specialists in the history of religion who conduct their research along such 

predetermined lines. While defending Islam so enthusiastically they unwittingly 

destroy the basis of the Islamic faith as stated in the Qur’ n with absolute clarity. The 

Qur’ n states that Adam (peace be upon him) descended on earth with the faith of 

Islam. It also states that Noah (peace be upon him) faced a later generation that had 

installed ignorance in place of Islam. He advocated basically the same faith based on 

the absolute oneness of God; i.e. the Islamic faith in its broader sense. The same cycle 

repeated itself after Noah with mankind abandoning Islam to adopt different 

j hiliyyah doctrines. All prophets were sent with the same message of God’s oneness, 

calling on mankind to submit themselves to God alone. At no point was there any 

development in the divine faith in as much as it relates to the basics of faith. 

Evolution, expansion and advancement addressed only the laws that accompanied 

the same faith. An enlightened study of the development of j hiliyyah doctrines does 

not lead to the conclusion that people progressed to monotheism. It rather shows that 

the monotheistic faith, preached by successive prophets and messengers, left more 

traces in succeeding generations, even after they had deviated from true faith, to 

make their doctrines nearer to the monotheistic origins. Belief in God’s oneness dates 

back much further than all pagan religions. This faith was complete right from the 

start, because it was not the result of human thinking or increased human 

knowledge. It was given to man by God, and as such it was true and complete from 

the outset. 

This is clearly established in the Qur’ n. It is not for any Muslim scholar either to 

depart from what is stated so clearly in the Qur’ n or to follow professors of 

Comparative Religion as they grope for a coherent theory. 

Devoting a chapter to the origins of faith in his book, Allah, or God, `Abb s 

Ma mood al-`Aqq d, writes: 

Human beliefs developed in parallel to human development in scientific 

knowledge and other skills. Thus, early beliefs fit with the standards of early 

human life, as did human scientific knowledge and skills. This means that 

such early knowledge in the scientific field was no more advanced than early 

beliefs and worship. Neither field reflects a clearer grasp of the truth. 
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Moreover, human efforts to formulate a true concept of religion must have 

been harder and longer lasting than those related to science and industry. The 

greatest truth in the universe must be harder to achieve than the truth of 

different areas addressed at times by science and at others by industry. 

People remained ignorant of how the sun functions, although it is the clearest 

thing our eyes see and our bodies feel. For a long time, the common belief 

was that it was the sun that orbited the earth. They explained its movement 

and other aspects in much the same way as they sought to explain mysteries 

and interpret dreams. People’s ignorance of the nature of the sun, which may 

be true even today, never prompted anyone to deny its existence. 

This means that our reference to the origins of religion in the early periods of 

j hiliyyah does not indicate that religiosity was false, or that it meant a search 

for the impossible. All that it shows is that the greatest truth is too 

momentous to be comprehended in full in one generation. People must 

gather it in stages, one generation after another, in the same way as they do 

with smaller truths of which their senses are more cognizant. However, the 

greatest truth requires them to put more toil and effort into the process. 

Studies in Comparative Religion have unravelled a multitude of myths and 

superstitions in which early humanity believed. Traces of these continue to be 

found among primitive communities or nations of ancient civilization. It was 

never presumed that such studies could make any different discoveries, or 

that early beliefs could be anything other than such myths. Indeed, this is the 

logical conclusion which scholars expected. They did not expect to unearth 

anything that could be the basis of a completely new outlook on the essence 

of belief. A scholar who imagines that his research in primitive faiths could 

lead him to conclude that the early humans recognized the fundamental 

universal truth, complete and pure, is only pursuing a mirage.20 

In another chapter, on the ‘Stages of Belief in God’, al-`Aqq d writes: 

Scholars of Comparative Religion identify three main stages of belief in 

primitive communities: polytheism, henotheism and monotheism. 

In the polytheistic era, early tribes worshipped scores or even hundreds of 

deities. In this era, it was often the case that a large family would have its 

own deity which members of the family worshipped. Alternatively, they may 

have a charm or a symbol which deputized for the deity in accepting prayers 

and offerings. 

                                                 
20 A.M. al-`Aqq d, All h, Cairo, 1960, pp. 13-14 
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In the second stage, deities continued to be worshipped in their hundreds. 

However, one of them begins to acquire greater prominence, either because it 

is the deity of the largest tribe commanding the allegiance of other tribes, or 

because it commanded higher authority, such as the god of rain in a land that 

depends on rain for irrigation, or the deity commanding wind in an area 

often hit by hurricanes. 

The third stage witnesses the rise of nations. Each nation congregates around 

the same worship although different deities dominate different provinces. It 

could happen in this stage that one nation imposes its own religious worship 

on another, in the same way as it imposes its political authority. It may also 

accept that the deity of the defeated nation should submit to the higher 

authority of the deity of the victor nation, yet the former continued to be 

worshipped by its defeated adherents. 

A nation attains this stage of deficient monotheism only after going through 

different stages of expanding human knowledge that makes old legends and 

superstitions no longer acceptable. Thus, God is described in terms that are 

closer to perfection and holiness than were given to old deities worshipped 

during the polytheistic stage. Worship becomes associated with 

contemplation and reflection, and with God’s will and superior wisdom. The 

main deity is often thought of as the only true Lord, while other deities are 

reduced to a rank similar to that of angels or gods that incurred the 

displeasure of the superior deity.21 

It is clear from al-`Aqq d’s views and what he attributes to other authorities in 

Comparative Religion that the origin of religious belief lies with human beings. Thus, 

it reflects their rational, scientific, political and civilizational development. Progress 

followed its consistent line, starting with polytheism, then moving to dualism and 

finishing with monotheism. Indeed this is clear in the first sentence the author writes 

in his Introduction: “This book discusses the rise of the belief in God, from the time 

man worshipped a deity until he recognized the One God and purified his belief in 

God’s oneness.” 

Without a doubt, God states in His glorious book, the Qur’ n, most clearly and 

decisively, something that is at variance with what al-`Aqq d has written, influenced 

as he is by scholars of Comparative Religion. What God clearly states is that Adam, 

the first man on earth, was fully aware of the truth of God’s oneness. He knew it to 

be pure, unmixed with any trace of polytheism or dualism, and he knew the meaning 

of submission to God alone and its practical manifestation in following only God’s 

legislation. He also communicated this faith to his children, leading to the existence 

                                                 
21 Ibid., pp. 28-29 
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of several generations in the earliest period of human history who knew no belief 

other than God’s oneness and no faith other than submission to God, or Islam. As 

time went by, and generations of Adam’s progeny succeeded one another, deviation 

crept in, perhaps towards dualism and perhaps towards polytheism. Nonetheless 

people began to submit to a multitude of false deities. Then the Prophet Noah 

brought back the divine faith of monotheism. The flood drowned all those who 

persisted with their erroneous beliefs. Only those who believed in God’s oneness 

were saved. They were the ones who rejected all forms of polytheism and the 

association of partners with God. We may say without fear of contradiction that 

several generations after Noah continued to live under the divine faith, Islam, based 

on pure monotheism. But then again, with the passage of time, deviation crept in and 

people started to move away from the true faith. This was the case with every one of 

God’s messengers: “Before your time We never sent a messenger without having revealed to 

him that there is no deity other than Me. Therefore, you shall worship Me alone.” (21: 25) 

This is certainly at variance with what specialists in Comparative Religion and al-

`Aqq d conclude. The two approaches are diametrically opposed in methodology 

and conclusion. We should remember that the views of academics and writers are 

theories that may contradict one another, which means that none provides a final 

and confirmed judgement, even by human standards. 

Needless to say, when God unequivocally states something that is contradicted by 

others, the statement to follow is God’s. This applies particularly to those who write 

in defence of Islam, aiming to clarify misconceptions about Islam and the origin of 

faith. For there is no service to Islam by undermining the fact that it came to us in the 

form of revelations bestowed by God. No human being has invented it. It preached 

the basic truth of God’s oneness from the very first day, and never entertained any 

idea or concept that is at variance with the truth of God’s oneness. Nor did it preach 

any concept other than that of God’s oneness in any of the divine messages. 

These brief remarks demonstrate the grave danger we expose ourselves to if we 

borrow our basic concepts from un-Islamic sources. They also show how deeply 

Western thought influences people who follow its methodologies, even when they 

try to defend Islam and refute accusations levelled at it by those who are hostile. 

“Surely this Qur’ n shows the way to that which is most upright.” (17: 9) 

Ties and Families 

Another point to reflect on in Noah’s history as told in this s rah concerns his son, 

whom he was told did not belong to his family. This outlines an important aspect of 

the nature of the Islamic faith and how it works in human life. We need first to 

remind ourselves of some verses in this respect: 
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Noah received this revelation: ‘None of your people will believe now apart from those 

who have already accepted the faith. Do not be in distress over anything they may 

do.’ (Verse 36) 

When Our will came to pass and the fountains of the earth gushed forth, We said [to 

Noah]: ‘Take into it a pair of every species, as well as your family, except those 

against whom Our word has passed, and all those who have accepted the faith.’ None 

believed with him except a few. (Verse 40) 

And it sailed with them amid waves towering like mountains. Noah cried out to a son 

of his who stood apart [from the rest]: ‘Embark with us, my child, and do not stay 

with the unbelievers.’ He answered: ‘I shall seek refuge in a mountain, which will 

afford me protection from the water’ Said (Noah): ‘Today there is no protection for 

anyone from God’s judgement, except those who shall enjoy His mercy.’ Thereupon 

waves rose up between them and he was among those who were drowned. (Verses 42-

43) 

Noah called out to his Lord, saying: ‘Lord, my son is of my family. Surely Your 

promise always comes true, and You are the most just of judges.’ Noah,’ He 

answered, ‘he was not of your family; his was an unrighteous conduct. Do not 

question Me about matters of which you have no knowledge. I admonish you lest you 

become one of the ignorant.’ Said (Noah): My Lord, I do indeed seek refuge with You 

from ever questioning You about anything of which I have no knowledge. Unless You 

grant me forgiveness and have mercy on me I shall be among the losers.’ (Verses 45-

47) 

The tie which binds people together in the Islamic faith is unique. It relates to 

certain objectives and aspirations which are peculiar to this divine constitution. 

This tie of Islamic society has nothing to do with family or blood relations, land or 

country, tribe or nation, colour or language, race or sex, profession or class. All such 

ties may exist between two individuals, yet their relations may, nevertheless, still be 

severed. When Noah pleaded with his Lord: ‘Lord, my son is of my family,’ he was told 

by God: ‘Noah, he was not of your family.’ The reason why his own son was not 

considered to belong to his family was then explained to him: ‘His was an unrighteous 

conduct.’ The tie of faith which would have linked them together did not exist: ‘Do not 

question Me about matters of which you have no knowledge.’ Thus, Noah was mistaken 

when he considered that his son belonged to his family. He simply did not, despite 

the fact that he was Noah’s own son.  

This is a clear, distinctive landmark which distinguishes the Islamic view of all ties 

and relationships. Different modes of j hiliyyah make different ties paramount, such 
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as those of blood, family, land, country, tribe, nation, colour, language, race, 

profession or class. They sometimes give prominence to common interests, common 

history or common destiny. All these are j hiliyyah considerations that are 

fundamentally in conflict with the Islamic viewpoint. 

The Islamic code of living, represented by the Qur’ n and the Sunnah, endeavours 

to educate the Muslim community so that it observes this distinctive landmark in its 

general outlook. 

In this s rah, Noah and his son provide the example of what happens between 

father and son. The Qur’ n gives numerous other examples in order to establish the 

true nature of the only tie which Islam recognizes. The story of Abraham and his 

father, related in S rah 19, Maryam, is an example of a son’s relationship with his 

father: “Mention in the Book Abraham. He certainly was a man of truth and a prophet. He 

said to his father: My father! Why do you worship something that neither hears nor sees and 

can be of no avail whatever to you? My father! There has come to me knowledge which you do 

not have. Follow me, and I shall guide you along a straight path. My father! Do not worship 

Satan, for Satan has indeed rebelled against [God] the Most Gracious. My father! I dread lest 

a scourge will fall upon you from the Most Gracious, and then you will become one of Satan’s 

friends.’ He answered: Are you renouncing my gods, Abraham? If you do not desist, I shall 

most certainly have you stoned. Now begone from me for good!’ Abraham replied: ‘Peace be 

on you. I shall pray to my Lord to forgive you; for He has always been very kind to me. But I 

shall withdraw from you all and from whatever you invoke instead of God, and I shall pray to 

my Lord alone. Perhaps, by my prayer to my Lord I shall not be unblest.’ When he had 

withdrawn from them and from all that they were worshipping instead of God, We bestowed 

on him Isaac and Jacob, each of whom We made a prophet. We bestowed on them of Our 

mercy and We granted them the high honour of [conveying] the truth.” (19: 41-50) 

Another example, as stated in S rah 2, The Cow, concerns Abraham and his seed, 

and what God taught him concerning them. When Abraham made his pledge to 

God, he was given the happy news that the message would continue in his seed, but 

the wrongdoers were entitled to nothing of it. 

When his Lord tested Abraham with certain commandments and he fulfilled them, He 

said, ‘I have appointed you a leader of mankind. ‘Abraham asked, And what of my 

descendants?’ God said, My covenant does not apply to the wrongdoers.’ (2: 124) 

Abraham said, ‘Lord, make this a land of security and make provisions of fruits for 

those of its people who believe in God and the Last Day.’ God said, And as for he who 

disbelieves, I shall let him enjoy life for a while and then I shall drive him to suffering 

through the fire; and what a terrible end!’ (2: 126) 
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The Qur’ n also gives us two examples of matrimonial relationships. On the one 

hand we have the prophets Noah and Lot and their wives, while on the other we 

have Pharaoh and his wife. “God has set an example of unbelievers: the wife of Noah and 

the wife of Lot. They were married to two of Our righteous servants, but they betrayed them. 

Their husbands could not avail them anything against God. The word has been spoken, ‘Enter 

the fire, together with those who shall enter it.’ And God has also set an example of believers: 

the wife of Pharaoh, who said: ‘Lord, build for me a house in heaven with You, and deliver me 

from Pharaoh and his doings. Deliver me from all evil-doing folk.’” (66: 10-11)  

Other examples are also given in the Qur’ n where strong ties, which might have 

otherwise existed between believers and unbelievers, were of no significance when 

the tie of faith did not exist. There is the case of Abraham and his followers and the 

example of the people of the cave who deserted their community. With respect to the 

first God says: “You have had a good example in Abraham and those who followed him, 

when they said to their people: ‘We are quit of you and of all that you worship instead of God. 

We reject whatever you believe. Between us and you there has arisen enmity and hatred 

lasting until such a time as you come to believe in God alone.” (60: 4) 

And regarding the young men of the cave, God tells us: “Do you think that the 

People of the Cave and the Inscription were a wonder among Our signs? When those youths 

betook themselves to the Cave, they said: ‘Our Lord! Bestow on us Your grace, and provide for 

us right guidance in our affair’ So We drew [a veil] over their ears in the Cave, for a number 

of years, and then We awakened them so that We may know which of the two parties managed 

to calculate the time they had tarried. We shall relate to you their story in all truth. They were 

young men who had believed in their Lord, so We increased them in guidance. We put 

courage in their hearts, so that they stood up and said: ‘Our Lord is the Lord of the heavens 

and the earth. Never shall we call upon any deity other than Him: if we did, we should indeed 

utter an enormity! These people of ours have taken for worship deities other than Him, 

without being able to show any convincing proof of their beliefs. Who does more wrong than 

he who invents a lie about God? Hence, now that you have withdrawn from them and all that 

they worship instead of God, betake yourselves to the Cave. God may well spread His grace 

over you and make fitting arrangements for you in your affairs.” (18: 9-16) All these 

examples make the issue absolutely clear for the Muslim community. The only tie 

which brings people together in Islamic society is the one of faith. Numerous verses 

in the Qur’ n remind Muslims to hold fast to this view and establish it clearly in 

society. Here are some examples: 

You cannot find people who believe in God and the Last Day and love anyone who 

contends against God and His Messenger, even though they be their fathers, sons, 

brothers or kindred. It is such [believers] in whose hearts He has inscribed faith, and 

whom He has strengthened with inspiration from Himself and whom [in time] He 

will admit into gardens through which running waters flow, therein to abide. Well 
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pleased is God with them, and well pleased are they with Him. They are God’s 

partisans. Most certainly the partisans of God shall be successful. (58: 22) 

Believers! Do not take My enemies, who are your enemies as well, for your allies, 

showing them affection even though they reject the truth that has come to you, and 

they have driven the Messengers and yourselves away, because you believe in God, 

your Lord. If you have gone forth to strive for My cause, and out of a longing for My 

goodly acceptance, [do not] incline towards them in secret affection, for I am fully 

aware of all that you may conceal and all that you may do openly. Any of you who 

does this has already strayed from the right path. (60: 1) 

Neither your kinsfolk nor your own children will be of any benefit to you on the Day 

of Resurrection, when He will decide between you. God sees all that you do. You have 

had a good example in Abraham and those who followed him, when they said to their 

people: ‘We are quit of you and of all that you worship instead of God. We reject 

whatever you believe. Between us and you there has arisen enmity and hatred lasting 

until such a time as you come to believe in God alone.’ (60: 3-4) 

Believers, do not take your fathers and brothers for allies if they choose unbelief in 

preference to faith. Those of you who take them for allies are indeed wrongdoers. (9: 

23) 

Believers, do not take the Jews and the Christians for your allies. They are allies of one 

another. Whoever of you allies himself with them is indeed one of them. God does not 

bestow His guidance on the wrongdoers. (5: 51) 

Islamic society is basically and organically distinguished from all other social 

orders, old and new, by this very basic principle which governs its relations with 

others. There can be no way which combines Islam with the adoption of any tie other 

than that of faith as the basis of society. Those who claim to be Muslims and then 

establish their social orders on the basis of ties which Islam has demolished are either 

ignorant of Islam or reject Islam. In either case Islam does not accept their claim as it 

has no practical application in their lives. 

The Nature of Islamic Society 

We will now consider some aspects of the divine wisdom behind making faith the 

supreme tie of Islamic society. 

Faith is indeed the noblest characteristic of man which distinguishes him from 

animals. It relates to the spiritual side of human existence which no class of animal 
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shares. Indeed, even the most hardened atheists have come to acknowledge that faith 

is an essential quality that categorically distinguishes man from animals. 

Hence, in a society which achieves the highest standard of human civilization, 

faith must be the constituent tie, because it is man’s most distinctive quality. Indeed, 

no human grouping can be based on anything which man shares with animals, such 

as land, meadows, interests and borders; for these are akin to an animal enclosure 

with its fencing. Nor can a human society be based on ties of blood, ancestry, clan, 

nation, race, language or colour. Again, all these are common to both man and 

animals. Man is indeed distinguished from animals by his reason and what relates to 

his heart and mind. 

Similarly, faith is closely linked to another factor that distinguishes man from 

animals, namely, his free-will and ability to choose. Every human being is able to 

choose his or her own faith when they attain a reasonable standard of maturity. Thus 

human beings are able to determine the type of society in which they choose to live, 

and the type of ideological, social, political, economic and moral system they 

advocate. 

By contrast, no human being is able to choose his ancestry, colour, community or 

race. Nor can he determine in which geographical area to be born, which mother 

tongue to speak, or indeed any of the ties on which j hiliyyah communities are based. 

All these are determined before a human being is born. If his destiny, both in this life 

and the life to come, or indeed in only this life, is based on considerations in which 

he has no say, then his free choice is negated. Thus, one of the most essential and 

distinctive characteristics of his humanity, which God has established, is lost. 

When a community is based on the tie of faith, and not on any consideration in 

which man has no say, it can establish a society that is open to all. People of diverse 

races, colours, languages, lands and ethnic origins will freely choose to join this 

society, knowing that nothing can stop them from doing so and no artificial barriers 

are erected to prevent them from joining. What determines their ability to join are 

man’s most distinctive qualities. All human potential and talents thus contribute to 

the establishment of a civilization that benefits by the qualities of all races. It never 

closes the door to any talent because of colour, race, family or land. 

When Islamic society was built on this basis, it gave prominence to the distinctive 

qualities of man, in preference to those that man shares with other creatures. It soon 

achieved spectacular results for its being open to all, erecting none of the artificial 

obstacles that are more suited to animals. The special characteristics of different 

human races and communities were able to work together, without barriers, and 

they soon produced a superior human structure. In that superior Islamic community, 

Arabs, Persians, Syrians, Egyptians, North Africans, Turks, Chinese, Indians, 
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Byzantines, Greeks, Indonesians and Africans, as well as many others, brought in 

their diverse talents to contribute to the building of Islamic civilization. It was never 

an Arab or national civilization, but an Islamic one based on faith. 

All were equal in that society, strengthened by a strong tie of love, and sharing a 

common objective. Their unifying tie was always their belief in the One God, their 

only Lord. No other grouping in human history has ever been able to achieve such 

unity and equality. 

In history, the best known grouping of different communities in the past was that 

of the Roman Empire, which included a large variety of races, languages and 

peoples. But that group did not come about through any distinctively human 

characteristic, nor was it based on an ideal like faith. It was, on the one hand, based 

on class, dividing people into masters and slaves throughout the Empire. On the 

other, it was racist, giving the Romans superiority over all others. Hence, it never 

aspired to the level attained by Islamic society.  

In recent history similar groupings flourished, such as the British Empire. Yet it 

was largely an heir to the Roman Empire in as much as it was nationalistic and 

exploitative, promoting the superiority of the British people and exploiting the 

resources of Britain’s colonies. The same applies to all European empires: the Spanish 

and Portuguese at one stage, and later the French. They were all in the same low 

category. 

Communism tried to establish a different type of grouping that overcame barriers 

of race, nation, land, language and colour. But it was established on a class rather 

than human basis. Whilst the Romans gave superiority to the aristocrats, 

Communism gave it to the Proletariat. Its main emotion was its unabating grudge 

against other classes. Such a small, hateful group could not promote anything other 

than man’s worst qualities. Its ideal was to enhance and promote the animal aspects 

in human life, which it considered to be man’s basic needs. These were food, shelter 

and sex. Needless to say, these are the basic needs of animals. It also considered 

human history as nothing more than a search for food.22 

Islam, which follows a method laid down by God, is unique in promoting and 

enhancing the most distinctive human qualities to building human society. This 

certainly remains exclusive to Islam. Those who abandon the Islamic way in 

preference for any other method based on racial, national, patriotic or class values 

are indeed the enemies of man. They do not want man to benefit by his God-given 

superior qualities, nor do they want human society to benefit from the best talents 

                                                 
22 It should be noted that the author wrote this in the early 1960s, when Egypt was moving strongly 
towards the Communist Bloc. — Editor’s note. 
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and potential of its constituent races, bringing all their experiences into a harmonious 

whole.23 

It should be mentioned that some of those to whom God refers when He says: 

“Those to whom We granted revelation know it as well as they know their own children,” are 

hostile to Islam, yet they know its points of strength and its method of action. They 

have not overlooked the fact that making faith the basis on which a community is 

founded is one of Islam’s major strengths. Since they want to destroy Islamic society, 

or at least weaken it to a degree that enables them to control it, avenge themselves on 

Islam, exploit its followers and their land and resources, they are keen to disrupt the 

basis on which it is founded. They try hard to divert Muslims from the worship of 

God alone so that they turn to the worship of new idols whether it be fatherland, 

nation, or race. Such neo-idolatry came to prominence under different names during 

different epochs of history, such as Shu` biyyah and Turanian nationalism, and more 

recently Arab nationalism. At times, these idols are given different names, each 

supported by a different group. Such groups engage in in-fighting within a single 

Islamic society founded on faith and regulated by Islamic law. Their aim is to 

weaken the foundation of Islamic society and make anyone who rejects their idols an 

outlaw in his community or a traitor to his country. 

The most hostile camp that continues to undermine the solid foundation of Islamic 

society are the Jews. They successfully employed nationalism as a weapon to destroy 

Christendom, dividing it into several political entities, each with its own national 

church. In this way they were able to break through the Christian grouping within 

which they were encircled. Now they are trying the same tactic to divide the Muslim 

community. 

The same was done by Christian imperialists in the Muslim world. They tried for 

centuries to stir ethnic, racial and national hatred within the Muslim community that 

embraces all ethnic entities on an equal footing. In this way, they were able to satisfy 

their ancient grudges against Islam, inherited from the days of the Crusades. They 

managed to tame the Muslims into accepting European imperialism. They will 

continue to do so until God enables the Muslims to destroy this evil neo-idolatry. 

This will open the way for the new rise of Islamic society on its solid and unique 

foundation. 

A Unique Community 

                                                 
23 The last six paragraphs are quoted in full in the author’s book, Milestones. Although the book has 
been translated into English, we preferred to produce our own translation, so as to deliver the same 
style as employed in the current work. — Editor’s note. 
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People cannot extricate themselves from the state of pagan j hiliyyah as a 

community unless the basis which brings them together is that of faith. Submission 

to God alone is not complete unless this rule is established in their minds and in their 

community. 

There must be only one sacred thing which is revered. There can never be a 

multiple of ‘sacred’ things. The community must have a single slogan. There must be 

only one qiblah [i.e. direction faced in prayer] which remains the focus of everyone’s 

wholehearted attention. 

Idol worship is not confined to worshipping idols made of stone or gold, or even 

to worshipping legendary gods; it can take numerous forms and shapes. Islam, 

however, cannot tolerate that people fight under the banners of such false gods when 

it calls on them to believe in God alone and to submit themselves to Him only. For 

this reason Islam divides all mankind into two nations: the nation of Muslims who 

follow the prophets, each in his own time until the last Messenger was sent to 

mankind as a whole, and the nation of non-Muslims who worship all forms of 

tyrannical idols. 

When God identified the Muslim nation, He defined it as the nation of the 

followers of His messengers, each in his own time, and then said: “Your community is 

but one community, and I am your only Lord, therefore worship Me alone.” (21: 92) He did 

not tell the Arabs that they belonged to the Arab nation, either when they were 

ignorant, or when they were Muslim. Nor did He tell the Jews that their nation was 

that of the Children of Israel, or the Hebrew nation, both when they lived in 

ignorance and in those periods when they submitted themselves to God alone. The 

Prophet’s companions, Salm n, the Persian, and Şuhayb, the Byzantine, and Bil l, the 

Abyssinian, were not considered to belong to Persia, Byzantium or Abyssinia. 

Indeed, the Prophet said to all Muslims, Arabs, Persians, Romans and Abyssinians 

alike: your community is that of the believers who have earned the title of Muslims 

by submitting themselves truly to God throughout the ages, during the times of 

Moses, Aaron, Abraham, Lot, Noah, David, Solomon, Job, Ishmael, Idrīs, Dhulkifl, 

Zachariah, John and Mary as mentioned in S rah 21, verses 48-91.  

This is the Muslim nation according to God’s definition. He who wishes to take a 

line other than God’s, let him do so, but he must not claim to belong to Islam. We, 

who have submitted ourselves to God alone, acknowledge no nation as ours except 

the one God has defined for us. He indeed tells the truth and He is the best of judges. 

For Whom Miracles Happen 

Finally, let us reflect on the value assigned by God to a small community of 

Muslims. Only a handful of people, numbering no more than twelve according to 
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some reports, were the net result of Noah’s efforts in calling people to God. This is a 

period which extended over 950 years, according to the Qur’ n, the only reliable and 

certain source in this connection. 

Yet this handful of people, the fruit of such a difficult campaign, was so important 

that God changed the established universal phenomena for its sake. He let the floods 

drown everything and every living soul on inhabited land. He then made this 

handful of people the only heirs of the earth and mankind’s second seed. They were 

the people entrusted with the rebuilding of the earth. 

This is indeed something which must not be taken lightly. The small groups of 

people who work for an Islamic revival today face a state of j hiliyyah which has 

tightened its grip around the whole earth. These advocates feel weak and lonely as 

they face the forces of j hiliyyah, and suffer all sorts of persecution, hardship and 

torture. They must, however, contemplate the example of Noah’s people very 

seriously and learn its special significance. 

The fact that the Muslim seed is planted on earth is something which weighs very 

heavily in God’s measure. It is something which He considers so deserving that He 

destroys all the forces of j hiliyyah on earth for its sake: their land, civilization, 

installations, physical power and achievements. It also deserves that He protects this 

seed and looks after it until it is safely entrenched and able to build the earth anew. 

Noah (peace be upon him) built the ark according to God’s instructions and under 

His protection: “Build the ark under Our eyes, and according to Our inspiration. Do not 

appeal to Me on behalf of the wrongdoers. They shall be drowned.” (Verse 37) When Noah’s 

people chased and repulsed him and spread all sorts of fabrications about him, as 

God tells us, he appealed to God, his Lord, and declared to Him that he was 

overcome: “Noah’s people called it a lie; and they accused Our servant of lying, saying, Mad 

is he!’ And he was repulsed. So he called out to his Lord: ‘I am defeated; come to my help.’” 

(54: 9-10) He called on Him to take revenge as he saw fit. At that moment God let 

certain natural forces of great magnitude to be at the service of His defeated servant: 

“We caused the gates of heaven to open with water pouring down in torrents, and caused the 

earth to burst forth with springs, so that the waters met for a predestined purpose.” (54: 11-

12) While these awesome forces were doing their work at such a fearful level, God 

Himself, limitless is He in His glory, looked after His defeated servant: “We carried 

him on that vessel made of planks and nails, which floated under Our eyes: a recompense for 

him who had been rejected with ingratitude.” (54: 13-14) 

The vanguard of Islamic revival in every age and place must pause and 

contemplate this majestic scene as they are chased and overcome by the forces of 

j hiliyyah. Such people deserve that God put in their employ awesome natural forces; 

these need not be the floods, for they are only one form: “The forces of your Lord are 



Hūd| A HISTORIC PERSPECTIVE 

 

 201

known fully only to Him.” (48: 4) Their task is only to remain steadfast and to continue 

on their way. They must be aware of the source of their strength and appeal to Him, 

remaining steadfast until He brings about the accomplishment of His will. They must 

be certain within themselves that He has power over everything in the heavens and 

on earth and that He will never let His servants be overcome by His enemies. They 

will certainly have to undergo a period of education and test; but once they pass this 

test God will assign a certain role to them to accomplish on earth under His 

protection. 

This is indeed the lesson we learn from that great universal event. No one who 

faces j hiliyyah with the message of Islam should think for one moment that God will 

abandon him to such forces when he calls on people to worship God alone. He must 

not at any moment measure his own strength against the forces of j hiliyyah, 

believing that he stands alone against these or think that God will desert him when 

he cries out to Him that he is defeated and helpless. 

The forces of the two camps cannot be evenly matched. J hiliyyah has its own 

forces, but those who call on people to submit to God rely on God’s power. God can 

put at their service, whenever He chooses, some natural elements, the weakest of 

which can destroy all j hiliyyah, attacking it from whence it does not expect. 

The test period may be prolonged as God wishes. Noah continued to preach his 

message to his people for 950 years, having no more than twelve believers to show 

for his efforts. Yet this handful of people was so valuable, in God’s measure, that He 

destroyed all erring mankind, so that the handful of believers would inherit the earth 

and establish the good seed in it. 

The age of miracles is not over. Miracles occur indeed every moment, according to 

God’s will. God, however, may substitute certain forms of miracles for others, as 

befits every period and age. Certain miracles may be so minute that some people 

may not even observe them. Those who believe in God, however, detect His will in 

everything they see and appreciate its unique results. 

Those who follow the path leading to God’s pleasure need only fulfil their duties 

as best as they can and leave matters to God with trust and confidence. When they 

are defeated they should cry out to Him who can help them, in the same way as 

God’s noble servant, Noah, did: “So he called out to his Lord: ‘I am defeated; come to my 

help.’” (54: 10) All they need to do afterwards is await God’s help. Such waiting is a 

form of worship, so they are rewarded for it. 

Once again we observe that the Qur’ n reveals its treasures only to those who 

fight its battle, for the cause of God, having the Qur’ n as their guide. They alone live 

a similar experience to that which took place at the time the Qur’ n was revealed. 



Hūd| A HISTORIC PERSPECTIVE 

 

 202

Hence they can appreciate its meaning fully, because they feel that it addresses them 

directly in the same way as the first Muslims were addressed. 

Praise be to God at the beginning and at the end. 
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3 

The Promise That Never 

Fails 

To ` d, We sent their brother Hūd. He 

said: ‘My people! Worship God alone; you 

have no deity other than Him. You are 

indeed inventors of falsehood. (50) 

No reward do I ask of you, my people, for 

this [message]. My reward rests with Him 

who brought me into being. Will you not, 

then, use your reason? (51) 

My people! Seek your Lord’s forgiveness, 

and then turn to Him in repentance. He 

will cause the sky to rain abundance on 

you, and will add strength to your strength. 

Do not turn away as guilty criminals.’ 

(52) 

They replied: ‘Hūd, you have brought us 

no clear evidence. We are not forsaking our 

gods on your mere word, nor will we believe 

4’ n<Î) uρ >Š%tæ öΝ èδ% s{ r& # YŠθèδ 4 tΑ$s% ÉΘöθs)≈ tƒ 

(#ρß‰ç6 ôã$# ©!$# $tΒ Ν à6 s9 ô⎯ ÏiΒ >μ≈s9 Î) ÿ… çν çö xî ( ÷βÎ) 

óΟ çFΡr& ωÎ) šχρç tIø ãΒ ∩∈⊃∪  

ÉΘöθs)≈ tƒ Iω ö/ ä3è=t↔ ó™ r& Ïμ ø‹n=tã # ·ô_r& ( ÷βÎ) š”Ìô_r& 

ωÎ) ’ n?tã “Ï% ©!$# þ’ ÎΤ tsÜ sù 4 Ÿξsùr& tβθè=É) ÷ès? ∩∈⊇∪  

ÏΘöθs)≈ tƒ uρ (#ρãÏ øótFó™ $# öΝ ä3−/ u‘ ¢Ο èO (#þθç/θè? Ïμ ø‹s9 Î) 

È≅ Å™ öãƒ u™!$yϑ¡¡9 $# Ν à6 ø‹n=tæ #Y‘# u‘ ô‰ÏiΒ 

öΝ à2÷Š Ì“ tƒ uρ ¸ο §θè% 4’ n<Î) öΝä3Ï?§θè% Ÿωuρ (# öθ©9 uθtGs? 

š⎥⎫ÏΒÌøg èΧ ∩∈⊄∪  

(#θä9$s% ßŠθà‰≈ tƒ $tΒ $oΨ oK ø⁄ Å_ 7π uΖÉi t7 Î/ $tΒuρ ß⎯ øt wΥ 

þ’ É1Í‘$tFÎ/ $oΨ ÏGyγ Ï9# u™ ⎯ tã šÎ9 öθs% $tΒuρ ß⎯ øt wΥ y7 s9 

š⎥⎫ÏΖÏΒ÷σ ßϑÎ/ ∩∈⊂∪  



 

 

 204

in you. (53) 

All we can say is that one of our gods may 

have smitten you with something evil.’ He 

said: ‘I call God to witness, and you, too, 

bear witness, that I disassociate myself from 

all those you claim to be partners with 

God. (54) 

Scheme against me, all of you, if you will, 

and give me no respite. (55) 

Indeed I have placed my trust in God, my 

Lord and your Lord. There is no living 

creature which He does not hold by its 

forelock. Straight indeed is my Lord’s way. 

(56) 

But if you turn away, I have delivered to 

you the message with which I was sent to 

you. My Lord may replace you with 

another people. You can do Him no harm. 

My Lord watches over all things.’ (57) 

And so, when Our judgement came to 

pass, by Our grace We saved Hūd and 

those who shared his faith. We have indeed 

saved them from severe suffering. (58) 

Such were the ` d. They denied their 

lord’s revelations, disobeyed His 
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messengers, and followed the bidding of 

every arrogant, unrestrained tyrant. (59)  

They were pursued by a curse in this world 

and on the Day of Judgement. Indeed, the 

` d denied their Lord. Oh, away with the 

` d, the people of Hūd. (60) 

To Thamūd, We sent their brother Ş liĥ. 
He said: ‘My people! Worship God alone. 

You have no deity other than Him. He it 

is who brought you into being out of the 

earth and settled you therein. Seek His 

forgiveness and then turn to Him in 

repentance. My Lord is ever near. He 

answers all.’ (61) 

They answered: ‘Ş liĥ! Great hopes did we 

place in you before this. Would you now 

forbid us to worship what our forefathers 

worshipped? We are indeed in grave doubt 

about that to which you call us.’ (62) 

He said: ‘Think, my people! If I take my 

stand on a clear evidence from my Lord 

who has bestowed on me His grace, who 

will save me from God were I to disobey 

Him? You are, in such a case, only 
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Preview 

aggravating my ruin. (63) 

And, my people, here is God’s she- camel, 

a clear sign for you. Leave her to graze at 

will in God’s land, and do her no harm, 

lest speedy punishment befall you.’ (64) 

Yet they cruelly slaughtered her. He said: 

‘You have just three more days to enjoy life 

in your homes. This is a promise which will 

not be belied.’ (65) 

When Our judgement came to pass, by 

Our grace We saved Ş liĥ and those who 

shared his faith from the ignominy of that 

day. Indeed, your Lord is Powerful, 

Almighty. (66) 

The blast overtook the wrongdoers, and 

when morning came, they lay lifeless on the 

ground, in their very homes, (67) 

As though they had never prospered there. 

Thamūd denied their Lord! Oh, away with 

the Thamūd. (68) 
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So Noah’s people became past history: the great majority who denied his message 

were drowned and forgotten. They were banished from life on earth as also from 

God’s grace. The survivors were established on earth in fulfilment of God’s promise: 

“The future belongs to those who are God-fearing.” (Verse 49). God’s promise to Noah is 

summed up in the following verse: “The word was spoken: ‘Noah, disembark in peace 

from Us, and with Our blessings upon you as well as upon generations from those who are 

with you. As for other folk, We shall let them have enjoyment, and then there will befall them 

grievous suffering from Us.’” (Verse 48) As time passed and history took its course, 

God’s promise was fulfilled. The ` d were part of Noah’s offspring who dispersed 

on earth, as were the Thamūd. Both of these communities deserved to be punished: 

“As for other folk, We shall let them have enjoyment, and then there will befall them grievous 

suffering from Us.” 

A full cycle had turned and the forces of j hiliyyah were back in full sway. 

Successive generations of mankind, whose number is known only to God, must have 

lived and passed away, having been guided by true submission to God. This means 

that they lived according to Islam, which was the faith of their parents, Adam and 

Eve. They remained so until Satan cajoled them from the straight path, which, in 

turn, gave rise to the kind of j hiliyyah Noah faced. Noah (peace be upon him), 

however, was saved with his followers by God. The rest of mankind were destroyed 

in the floods, in response to Noah’s prayers. Again, numerous generations, known 

only to God, adopted as the basis of their social order the principle of submission to 

God. They continued to do so until Satan was able once again to cause them to stray. 

The peoples of ` d and Thamūd belonged to j hiliyyah. 

The ` d were a tribe living at al-A q f, or the sand dunes, in the south of the 

Arabian peninsula. The Thamūd lived in the townships of al- ijr, an area between 

Madinah and Tabūk in North Arabia. Both tribes were extremely powerful and 

affluent. Both also deviated from the right path and chose idol worship in preference 

to the worship of God alone. They accused God’s messengers of fabricating lies. 

Hence, their histories are full of lessons for the believers, confirming the facts 

outlined in the opening passage of the s rah. 

Health, Rain and the God-Fearing 

To ` d, We sent their brother H d. He said: My people! Worship God alone; you 

have no deity other than Him. You are indeed inventors of falsehood. No reward do I 

ask of you, my people, for this [message]. My reward rests with Him who brought me 

into being. Will you not, then, use your reason? My people! Seek your Lord’s 

forgiveness, and then turn to Him in repentance. He will cause the sky to rain 

abundance on you, and will add strength to your strength. Do not turn away as 
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guilty criminals.’ (Verses 50-52) 

Hūd belonged to the tribe of ` d. He was, then, their brother, tied to them by the 

blood relations that bind all tribesmen. This tie is emphasized here because it should 

generate confidence, compassion and honest counsel between brethren. Hence, their 

attitude towards their brother and prophet seems very odd and exceedingly 

repugnant. The parting of the ways between the ` d and their brother comes about 

because of an ideological conflict. Thus the concept of the invalidity of all ties when 

the bond of faith is non-existent is strongly emphasized. This bond is thus given 

prominence in Islamic society, making absolutely clear the nature of Islamic faith and 

its line of action. 

Hūd commences his call recognizing that he and his people belong to the same 

community. They are united together by ties of family, clan, tribe and land. They end 

up, however, as two different nations: one submissive to God and another 

worshipping deities beside Him. The two are in conflict. God’s promise to give 

victory to the believers and to destroy the unbelievers comes to pass only when the 

parting of the ways takes place and the two sides are clearly distinguished and 

separated. The Prophet and those who believe in God with him disassociate 

themselves from their people and consider all their former ties with them as invalid. 

They no longer have any loyalty to their former people and former leadership. They 

are loyal only to God, their Lord, and to their own Islamic’ leadership which called 

on them to submit themselves to God alone. Only at this moment when issues are 

clearly outlined and directions totally marked out, with no meeting point in the 

middle, are they given victory. 

“To ` d, We sent their brother H d.” (Verse 50) In the same way as Noah was 

previously sent to his people. He said: “My people!” His appeal is friendly, reminding 

them of the ties that unite them together so that they may have confidence in what he 

says. He would not have cheated his own people. 

“Worship God alone; you have no deity other than Him.” (Verse 50) These are the very 

same words with which every messenger addressed his people. Deviation certainly 

took place after the believers with Noah disembarked from the ark. Perhaps the first 

deviant step was an attempt to glorify their small group who were saved in the ark 

with Noah. This glorification might have increased gradually with successive 

generations until their spirits were represented in trees and stones supposedly 

providing some sort of beneficial qualities. With the passage of time these stones and 

trees became idols which were worshipped and served by priests who made people 

submit to the will of others in the name of such claimed idols. This is only one of the 

numerous forms of j hiliyyah which can overtake society. We have to remember that 

any deviation, even by one step, from the line of the absolute oneness of God and 
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total submission to Him will inevitably be followed by further steps which take 

mankind far away from the right path. 

In any case Hūd’s people were idolaters who did not submit themselves to God 

alone. His messenger, therefore, made the same address to them as every messenger 

addressed his people: “My people! Worship God alone; you have no deity other than Him. 

You are indeed inventors of falsehood.” (Verse 50) False inventions are the idols you 

worship alongside God. 

Hūd then hastens to make it clear to his people that he is giving them honest and 

sincere counsel, for no ulterior motive, and that he seeks no reward from them. He 

expects his reward from God who has brought him into existence. Hūd’s statement, 

‘No reward do I ask of you’, suggests that he was implicitly or explicitly accused of 

trying to serve some personal interest when he made his call. Hence his comment: 

“Will you not, then, use your reason?” (Verse 51) It is indeed singular that people 

should imagine that a messenger from God would seek personal gain from human 

beings, when God, who has sent him, is the One who provides all people with their 

sustenance. 

Mid then directs them to seek God’s forgiveness and to turn to Him in repentance. 

The s rah here repeats the same words stated at its opening as quoted from 

Mu ammad, the last Messenger. Hūd indeed gave his people the same promise and 

the same warning as Mu ammad did thousands of years later. “My people! Seek your 

Lord’s forgiveness, and then turn to Him in repentance. He will cause the sky to rain 

abundance on you, and will add strength to your strength. Do not turn away as guilty 

criminals.” (Verse 52) 

To seek God’s forgiveness and to repent of one’s sins opens a new page and sets 

for people a new way to follow, where good intentions are translated into good 

actions. Their reward, then, will be abundant. “He will cause the sky to rain abundance 

on you.” They will have the rain they need for their farms and animals. They will 

prosper and have great harvests as a result of the abundant rain. “And will add 

strength to your strength.” Their strength, for which they were renowned, would 

certainly increase. “Do not turn away as guilty criminals.” The only thing which may 

withhold all this is their own attitude if they choose to turn away from God and 

accuse His messenger of fabrication. 

Reflecting on Hūd’s promise we note that it relates to rain and strength. How can 

these depend on seeking God’s forgiveness and repenting of one’s sins, when they 

are directly influenced by the natural laws which operate in the universe? 

As far as the increase in strength is concerned, the explanation is easy. When 

people purify their hearts and commit themselves to good action, they inevitably add 

to their strength. They enjoy better health because they eat in moderation and their 
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diet is free from harmful things. Their consciences are relaxed, free of tension; they 

have confidence in God and His mercy. Their social life is also healthier because they 

implement God’s law which ensures man’s freedom and dignity. They maintain their 

equality in front of God. Besides, faith taps the resources of all those who contribute 

to man’s task of building the earth, without the deviation of false gods. 

False deities need from their promoters and worshippers, at times, an 

acknowledgement that they have or exercise some of God’s attributes, such as ability, 

knowledge, might or mercy. Only then do people submit to them. The lordship 

claimed by false deities needs to be coupled with godhead so that it can control 

people. All this requires sustained effort. It also requires that believers who submit 

themselves to God alone exert great effort to establish the truth and counter the 

effects of the promotion of such false deities. 

People who do not implement God’s laws in their lives may be powerful, but their 

power is only temporary. It will eventually collapse, according to God’s laws, 

because it is not based on solid foundations. Such power is derived from only one 

side of natural law, such as hard work, discipline and a high standard of production. 

But these do not last. The fact that the social order and the spiritual side of life are not 

well founded will bring about their collapse. 

Rain, on the other hand, seems to occur according to natural phenomena. This 

does not however preclude that rain may be beneficial in a certain time and place 

while it is harmful and destructive in others. God may decide to give life through 

rain to a certain people, or make rain the undoing of others. He may, if He chooses, 

fulfil His promises as well as His warnings through the manipulation of natural 

phenomena. After all, He is the Creator of these phenomena, and the Creator of both 

cause and effect. His will remains free and absolute. He accomplishes His purpose in 

whatever way He chooses. 

A Lesson in Futile Argument 

Such was the sum of the message presented by Hūd to his people. It appears that 

it was not supported by a miracle to convince those who persisted with unbelief. 

Perhaps this was so because the floods were still alive in people’s memories. In 

another s rah that gives an account of Hūd and his people we learn that he reminded 

them of what happened to Noah’s people when they rejected God’s message. 

However, his people still entertained bad thoughts about him: “They replied: ‘H d, 

you have brought us no clear evidence. We are not forsaking our gods on your mere word, nor 

will we believe in you. All we can say is that one of our gods may have smitten you with 

something evil.’” (Verses 53-54) 
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Hūd’s people had gone so far astray that they thought him deranged, that one of 

their deities had smitten him with something evil. They claimed that Hūd did not 

bring them any clear evidence of his message. Little did they consider that no 

evidence is needed to prove God’s oneness. All that people need to accept this truism 

is to be properly reminded of it and guided on the line of thought they should 

follow. They only needed to consult their consciences. They were, however, not 

prepared to do that. They told God’s Messenger point blank that they were not 

prepared to abandon their false gods just because he, Hūd, encouraged them to do 

so, without clear proof of the truthfulness of his message. They simply did not 

believe him: “We are not forsaking our gods on your mere word, nor will we believe in you.” 

(Verse 53) 

There was little Hūd could do at this point apart from throwing down a challenge 

to them and putting his trust entirely in God. In this way, he delivered a final 

warning to those who denied him and his message, disassociating himself 

completely from their erring practices. 

He said: ‘I call God to witness, and you, too, bear witness, that I disassociate myself 

from all those you claim to be partners with God. Scheme against me, all of you, if 

you will, and give me no respite. Indeed I have placed my trust in God, my Lord and 

your Lord. There is no living creature which He does not hold by its forelock. Straight 

indeed is my Lord’s way. But if you turn away, I have delivered to you the message 

with which I was sent to you. My Lord may replace you with another people. You can 

do Him no harm. My Lord watches over all things.’ (Verses 54-57) 

Hūd’s statement shows how he cut himself off completely from them, despite the 

fact that they were his brethren. He was not happy to stay among them when they 

had chosen a way different from God’s. With the tie of faith severed the two sides 

had nothing to hold them together. Hūd asked God to be his witness as he 

disassociated himself from them altogether. He also asked them to be his witnesses 

so that there could be no doubt as to his final position. Throughout, Hūd had the 

dignity, confidence and reassurance which faith imparts. 

Indeed, Hūd’s attitude is very impressive as he single-handedly confronted his 

people who were gigantic in stature, rough, impertinent and so ignorant as to believe 

that their false idols could possess anyone with evil or cause him to be deranged. He 

goes further and challenges them to cause him any harm they could, allowing him no 

respite. A man full of faith, Hūd was confident that God’s promises would be 

Destruction of the ` d 
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“He said: ‘I call God to witness, and you, too, bear witness, that I disassociate myself from 

all those you claim to be partners with God.’” (Verse 54) I call God to be my witness that I 

am innocent of all those you associate with Him as His partners. You also should 

testify for me that I have disclaimed all your false gods. Assemble together, all of you 

and all your invented gods whom you claim to have smitten me with evil and 

scheme together against me, giving me not a moment’s notice, for I do not fear 

anything from you. “Indeed I have placed my trust in God, my Lord and your Lord.” 

(Verse 56) Your denials and rejection notwithstanding, the truth remains that God is 

the Lord of us all. He is indeed the only Lord of the universe. He has no partners. 

“There is no living creature which He does not hold by its forelock.” (Verse 56) This is a 

very real image of God’s power. It portrays Him as holding every creature24 that 

walks on the earth by its forelock, whether man or animal. He has indeed power over 

them all. His power is depicted so vividly that it fits well with the strength, 

roughness and insensibility of the people Hūd was addressing. This is followed by a 

statement that divine laws never fail: “Straight indeed is my Lord’s way.” (Verse 56) All 

this reflects the combination of Hūd’s strength and determination. Why should he 

fear anything the ` d may cause when they cannot have power over him unless God 

wills? 

When an advocate of God’s cause feels this truth within himself, he is left with no 

doubt as to his own destiny. He feels no hesitation to go along his way. The truth we 

mean here is that of Godhead which is clearly felt by those who truly believe in God. 

When Hūd has made his challenge, relying on God’s might which he portrays in 

its most majestic form, he warns his people that he has done his duty, conveyed his 

message and has left them to face God’s power: “If you turn away, still, I have delivered 

to you the message with which I was sent to you. My Lord may replace you with another 

people.” (Verse 57) Such people would be more worthy of God’s message because 

they would follow His guidance after Hūd’s people had been destroyed. They have 

no power to cause God any harm. Their departure leaves no vacuum whatsoever. 

And God will surely protect His good servants and enforce His laws. The wicked 

have no escape: “You can do Him no harm. My Lord watches over all things.” (Verse 57) 

This was the decisive word. All argument is over and the warnings are fulfilled: 

“When Our judgement came to pass, by Our grace We saved H d and those who shared his 

faith. We have indeed saved them from severe suffering.” (Verse 58) Hūd and his followers 

were saved by a direct act of God’s mercy which singled them out and kept them 

safe from the general punishment which engulfed their people. The punishment is 

described as ‘severe suffering’ because this fits with the general atmosphere and with 

                                                 
24 It should be mentioned here that the word used in the Qur’ n for `living creature’ generally refers to 
animals. In its broader use, as in this instance, it refers to all living creatures. Shades of its narrower 
meaning, i.e. animals, however, are always present. — Editor’s note. 
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the fact that the ` d were rough tyrants. Now, even though they have been removed, 

their crimes are recorded against them and they are pursued with a curse: “Such were 

the ` d. They denied their Lord’s revelations, disobeyed His messengers, and followed the 

bidding of every arrogant, unrestrained tyrant. They were pursued by a curse in this world 

and on the Day of Judgement. Indeed, the ` d denied their Lord. Oh, away with the ` d, the 

people of H d.” (Verses 59-60) 

“Such were the ` d.” They are far away, although just a moment ago they were 

shown engulfed by their punishment. Yet now they are gone, lost and forgotten. 

“They denied their Lord’s revelations, disobeyed His messengers.” (Verse 59) They 

disobeyed only one messenger, but since all God’s messengers preach the same 

message, whoever disobeys one messenger, disobeys them all. The use of the plural 

in reference to revelations and messengers also has a stylistic purpose. Their crime is 

made to look much more horrid and ghastly when we realize that they have denied 

revelations and disobeyed messengers. “And followed the bidding of every arrogant, 

unrestrained tyrant.” (Verse 59) They are required to liberate themselves from the 

tyranny of anyone who wants to impose authority over them. They must think for 

themselves and exercise their freedom of choice. They cannot just waste their 

humanity by accepting the role of blind followers. 

Thus we realize that the issue between Hūd and the ` d was that of God’s 

Lordship over all people, and their submission to Him alone. It is the issue of 

sovereignty and to whom it belongs. Who is the Lord to whom all must submit? This 

is apparent in God’s words: “Such were the ` d. They denied their Lord’s revelations, 

disobeyed His messengers, and followed the bidding of every arrogant, unrestrained tyrant.” 

They were punished for their disobedience of God’s messenger and their following 

of the bidding of tyrants. Islam, on the other hand, requires its followers to obey 

God’s messengers, because their bidding comes from Him. At the same time 

Muslims must also disobey all tyrants. This is indeed the parting of the ways 

between Islam and j hiliyyah, submission to God and denial of His message. 

It is abundantly clear, then, that the message of God’s unity emphasizes first of all 

the need to liberate man from submission to anyone other than God, and the need to 

revolt against the authority of all tyrants who impose themselves as gods. It 

considers the forfeiture of freedom by the blind following of tyrants, a capital crime 

of disbelief in and denial of God. Such perpetrators deserve to be destroyed in this 

life and punished in the hereafter. God has created man to be free, to worship no 

fellow creature and to maintain his freedom in the face of any chief or leader. This is 

the essence of man’s nobility. If man does not protect it, he deserves no kindness 

from God. No community of people can claim to have any degree of dignity and 

humanity when they submit themselves to anyone other than God. Those who do 

submit to their fellow creatures, and obey their legislation, cannot be excused. After 
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all, they are the majority while the tyrants are a small minority. If the majority want 

to liberate themselves they need only to sacrifice a small portion of what they 

actually sacrifice at the altars of tyrants. They willingly pay them the tax of being 

humiliated in every respect. 

The Real Issue of Contention 

Let us pause here a little to reflect briefly on the history of Hūd with his people, 

within the context of the s rah. The Qur’ n gives this account of the history of the 

age-old call to Islam in order to provide landmarks for the advocates of Islam 

throughout all generations. These landmarks are not only relevant to the first Muslim 

community, the first to be addressed by the Qur’ n, and the first to make it its 

operational guide as opposed to j hiliyyah, but also to every Muslim community 

which stands up to j hiliyyah anywhere in the world, at any time. This is what makes 

the Qur’ n the permanent constitution of the Islamic message and the manual of 

every Islamic movement. 

Every time the Qur’ n mentions the approach of any messenger sent by God to 

any people, it quotes the messenger as saying: ‘My people, worship God alone. You have 

no deity other than Him. “I have repeatedly stated that ‘worship God alone” means total 

submission to Him alone in all matters which relate to this life or to the hereafter. 

This is indeed the original meaning of the word. The dictionary shows the word 

`abada [which we now use primarily to denote worship] as meaning: to yield, submit 

and to lower one’s rank to another. A mu`abbad road is one which has been levelled 

to facilitate travelling. `Abbada is to enslave; that is, to cause someone to submit to 

another. The Arabs who were first addressed by the Qur’ n did not confine the 

import of the term `abada to mere worship rituals. Indeed, when the Arabs were first 

addressed by this term in Makkah, no worship rituals had then been assigned to 

them. They understood it to mean that they were required to submit themselves to 

God alone in all their life affairs and to renounce submission to anyone else. The 

Prophet defined ‘worship’ in one of his pronouncements as meaning ‘compliance’, 

not as offering worship rituals. He was answering ` dī ibn tim’s question about 

the Jews and the Christians and their treatment of their rabbis and monks as gods. 

He said: “Yes, indeed. They (meaning the rabbis and monks) made lawful to them 

what God has forbidden, and forbade them what God has made lawful, and they 

complied. This is how they worshipped them.” 

The term ‘worship’ has come to signify worship rituals since these are one form of 

showing submission to God. This form does not by any means, however, encompass 

the full meaning of ‘worship’. When the clear meanings of ‘religion’ and ‘worship’ 

faded from peoples’ minds, they started to think that people abandon Islam only if 
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they offer worship rituals to anyone other than God, such as idols and statues. They 

believe that if they avoid this particular form of j hiliyyah they are protected against 

atheism, polytheism or any other form of j hiliyyah generally and remain Muslims 

who could not be deprived of this status. They would thus continue to enjoy all the 

privileges of a Muslim with regard to the protection of life, honour and property. 

This is a blatant fallacy based on distortions of the word ‘worship’ which decides 

whether a person is Muslim or not. This term signifies total submission to God in all 

matters and all affairs. As we have already said, this is the linguistic meaning of the 

word and the specific definition of it by the Prophet. When the Prophet has so clearly 

defined a certain term, no one can provide any other definition. 

I have stated this very important concept in this commentary, In the Shade of the 

Qur’ n, and in all the works God has enabled me to write about the nature of Islam 

and its method of operation. In the story of the Prophet Hūd, as given in this s rah, 

we have a statement which defines the real issue of contention between Hūd and his 

people, the faith he preached, based on submission to God alone, and the j hiliyyah 

they practised. It defines very clearly what he meant when he said: “My people, 

worship God alone. You have no deity other than Him.” He certainly did not mean to tell 

his people not to offer worship rituals to anyone other than God, as imagined by 

those who give the term ‘worship’ the very narrow meaning of rituals. He meant 

total submission to God alone and the rejection of any false god or tyrant. The crime 

for which the ` d, Hūd’s people deserved to be punished, and to be pursued by a 

curse in this life and in the life to come, was not merely the offering of worship 

rituals to someone other than God. It was rather that “they denied their Lord’s 

revelations, disobeyed His messengers, and followed the bidding of every arrogant, 

unrestrained tyrant.” (Verse 59) 

Their denial of God’s revelations is manifest in their disobedience of His 

messengers and their following of arrogant tyrants. All these actions refer to the 

same thing. When any people disobey God’s commands, they do indeed deny God’s 

revelations and disobey His messengers. They thus go beyond the pale of Islam into 

polytheism. We have already shown that Islam, in its broad sense, is the original 

status with which human life on earth started. It is indeed the faith brought by Adam 

when he fell from heaven and was put in charge of this earth. It is the faith Noah re-

established on earth as he disembarked after the floods. People, however, will 

continue to deviate from Islam and sink back into j hiliyyah until the call of Islam is 

successful in bringing them back to Islam. The cycle has continued until the present 

time. 

Indeed, had the true essence of worship been the mere offering of worship rituals, 

it would not have warranted the sending of all God’s messengers. It would not have 

warranted the great efforts exerted by those Prophets (peace be upon them all) and 
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the hard suffering to which the advocates of Islam have been subjected throughout 

the ages. Saving mankind, however, from submission to creatures of all sorts and 

returning them to submission to God in all matters is indeed worth that heavy price. 

The establishment of the oneness of God, the only God, Lord and Sustainer in the 

universe, and the only source of legislation in all matters, and the establishment of 

the only way of life acceptable to God are all aims which merit the sending of God’s 

messengers. They also merit the exertion of great efforts by the messengers as well as 

the endurance of all the suffering the advocates of Islam have experienced 

throughout history. This is not because God needs to achieve these aims: He is in 

need of nothing and no one. They are worthy aims simply because human life cannot 

be put right, reformed, elevated and become worthy of man without the 

establishment of the faith based on God’s oneness. 

Faith, the Truth and Human Welfare 

Let us now pause a little to listen to the Prophet Hūd speaking to his people: “My 

people! Seek your Lord’s forgiveness, and then turn to Him in repentance. He will cause the 

sky to rain abundance on you, and will add strength to your strength. Do not turn away as 

guilty criminals.” (Verse 52) It is the same idea mentioned at the beginning of the 

s rah, when the Prophet Mu ammad called on his people to believe in Islam: “Seek 

forgiveness of your Lord, and then turn towards Him in repentance, and He will grant you a 

goodly enjoyment of life for an appointed term. He will grant everyone with merit a fill 

reward for his merit. But if you turn away, I dread for you the suffering of a great Day.” 

(Verse 3) “messenger without having revealed to him that there is no deity other than Me. 

Therefore, you shall worship Me alone.” (21: 16-25) 

Mankind! If you are in doubt as to the resurrection, remember that We have created 

you out of dust, then out of a drop of sperm, then out of a germ-cell, then out of an 

embryonic lump complete and yet incomplete, so that We might make things clear to 

you. We cause to rest in the [mothers] wombs whatever We please for an appointed 

term, and then We bring you forth as infants, that you may grow up and attain your 

prime. Some of you die young, and some live on to abject old age when all that they 

once knew they know no more. You can see the earth dry and barren; and [suddenly,] 

when We send down water upon it, it stirs and swells and puts forth every kind of 

radiant bloom. That is because God alone is the Ultimate Truth; and He alone brings 

the dead to life; and He has the power to will anything. And that the Last Hour is 

certain to come, beyond any doubt; and that God will certainly resurrect all who are 

in their graves. (22: 5-7) 

Those who are endowed with knowledge may realize that this [Qur’ n] is the truth 
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from your Lord, and thus they may believe in it, and their hearts may humbly submit 

to Him. God will surely guide those who believe to a straight path. Yet the 

unbelievers will not cease to be in doubt about Him until the Last Hour comes 

suddenly upon them, or suffering befalls them on a day with no more [days] to follow. 

On that day, all dominion shall belong to God. He shall judge between them. Thus, 

all who believe and do righteous deeds shall find themselves in gardens of bliss, 

whereas for the unbelievers who have denied Our revelations there shall be shameful 

suffering in store. As for those who leave their homes to serve God’s cause, and are 

then slain or die, God will most certainly grant them a goodly provision. God is 

indeed the most munificent provider. He will most certainly admit them to a place 

with which they shall be well pleased. God is surely All-knowing, Most forbearing. 

Thus shall it be. If one retaliates only to the extent of the injury he has received, and 

then is wronged again, God will certainly succour him. God is certainly the One who 

absolves sin, Much forgiving. Thus it is, because God causes the night to pass into 

the day, and the day to pass into the night; and because God hears all and sees all. 

Thus it is, because God alone is the Ultimate Truth, and all that people invoke beside 

Him is sheer falsehood, and because God alone is Most High, Great. Are you not 

aware that God sends down water from the skies, whereupon the earth becomes green. 

God is unfathomable in His wisdom, All-aware. To Him belongs all that is in the 

heavens and on earth. God alone is indeed free of all want, worthy of all praise. Do 

you not see that God has made subservient to you all that is on earth, and the ships 

that sail the sea at His bidding? He it is who holds the celestial bodies, so that they 

may not fall upon the earth except by His leave. Most compassionate is God, and 

merciful to mankind. It is He who gave you life, and then will cause you to die, and 

then will bring you back to life. Bereft of all gratitude is man. To every community 

We have appointed ways of worship, which they should observe. Let them not draw 

you into disputes on this score, but call [them all] to your Lord. You are indeed on the 

right way. (22: 54-67) 

These texts and many similar ones in the Qur’ n confirm the clear relationship 

between a number of facts: that God is the Ultimate Truth, His creation of the 

universe and the operation of its laws with the truth; the revelation of the Qur’ n 

with the truth, and judgement between people in this life and in the life to come on 

the basis of the truth. It is all one single truth expressed by God’s ability to do what 

He wills, as He chooses, and by His manipulation of universal forces to bring good or 

evil on whom He wills according to how they conduct their lives in this world. This 

is indeed what makes seeking God’s forgiveness and turning to Him in repentance a 

preliminary condition to being given ample provisions and abundant rain. It all 

relates to a single source, which is Truth represented in God Himself, His 

determination and conduct of all matters, His reward and punishment. 
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Hence the values of faith cannot be separated from the practical values of daily 

life. Both influence human life either through predestination, which is the domain of 

God who has established the cause and effect relationships in our life, or through the 

practical effects which we can see and control. These effects are produced by our 

acceptance or rejection of faith. 

We have already explained elsewhere in this book that when the divine 

constitution is implemented in a particular community, its practical effects include 

that every worker should receive his or her fair wages. Every individual should find 

security, contentment and social stability, in addition to the inner security and 

reassurance generated by faith. All this should allow people to have goodly 

enjoyment in this life before they receive their ultimate reward in the hereafter. 

From another point of view, submission to God alone means that people’s efforts 

and talents are not wasted in singing the praises of false deities or blowing their 

trumpets so as to claim for them some of God’s attributes and make people hang 

down their heads before them. Thus, all efforts and talents are employed instead in 

building human life on earth in fulfilment of the task God has assigned man. This 

brings great material benefit to mankind in this life, in addition to ensuring freedom, 

equality and honour. These are only some examples of the practical results of faith 

when it is properly implemented in human life. 

Let us also pause a little at the scene of Hūd’s final confrontation with his people 

when he states his position so decisively, challenges them openly and portrays the 

dignity imparted to him by the truth in which he believes and his total trust in God. 

“He said: ‘I call God to witness, and you, too, bear witness, that I disassociate myself from all 

those you claim to be partners with God. Scheme against me, all of you, if you will, and give 

me no respite. Indeed I have placed my trust in God, my Lord and your Lord. There is no 

living creature which He does not hold by its forelock. Straight indeed is my Lord’s way. But 

if you turn away, I have delivered to you the message with which I was sent to you. My Lord 

may replace you with another people. You can do Him no harm. My Lord watches over all 

things.’” (Verses 54-57) 

Advocates of Islam, wherever they are and in every age need to contemplate this 

fantastic scene: one man, with a few followers, faces the fiercest and richest of all 

mankind, who have attained the highest standard of material civilization in their 

time, as outlined in another account of this story given in the Qur’ n: “The ` d also 

denied the messengers. Their brother H d said to them: ‘Will you not be conscious of God? I 

am an honest messenger sent to you. Be then conscious of God and follow me. No reward 

whatsoever do I ask of you for it: my reward rests with none but the Lord of all the worlds. 

Will you build a monument on every high place for vain delight? You raise strong fortresses, 

hoping that you may last forever. When you exercise your power, you do so like cruel tyrants. 

Have fear of God, and follow me. Fear Him who has given you all the things you know. He 
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has given you flocks and children, gardens and fountains. Indeed, I fear lest suffering befall 

you on an awesome day.’ They replied: ‘It is all one to us whether you preach to us or you are 

not one of those who preach. This religion of ours is none other than that to which our 

forefathers had clung, and we are not going to be punished for adhering to it. ‘“ (26: 123-138) 

Like Hūd, advocates of Islam must feel the truth of their Lord very clearly within 

themselves in order to be able to stand up with dignity to the tyrannical forces of 

j hiliyyah all around them. They must confront physical power as well as the power 

of industry, wealth, human knowledge, governmental regimes, sophisticated 

machinery, equipment and the like, knowing that God holds every creature by its 

forelock. We are all the same before God. 

They must at one point confront their people with an uncompromising attitude. 

The same people are then divided into two different nations: one which submits to 

God alone and one which does not. When this confrontation takes place, God fulfils 

His promise to grant victory to His servants. Throughout the history of the divine 

message, God only resolves the issue between His servants and His enemies in a 

direct way when the believers have confronted the unbelievers on the basis of faith 

and made their choice of submission to God alone known to them. In this way they 

state clearly that they belong to God’s party and rely on Him alone, and have no 

support except that which He grants. 

High Hopes, Arrogance and a Woeful Doom 

Let us now move on with the s rah and look at the account it gives of the Prophet 

Ş li  and his people, Thamūd: “To Tham d, We sent their brother Ş li . He said: ‘My 

people! Worship God alone. You have no deity other than Him. He it is who brought you into 

being out of the earth and settled you therein. Seek His forgiveness and then turn to Him in 

repentance. My Lord is ever near. He answers all.’” (Verse 61) 

We again encounter the same words outlining the same basic issue, and the same 

course of action. Ş li  calls on people to believe in God’s oneness, to seek His 

forgiveness and to feel His presence with them wherever they are and whatever they 

are doing. Ş li  also reminds them that they originate from the earth. This refers to 

the origin of the human race as well as to the fact that every human being depends 

on the nourishment that he receives from the earth, or from the elements which are 

available in it, for his growth. Despite this origin they are put in charge of the earth 

and given the task of building it. This applies to the human race generally and to the 

Thamūd in particular, in their period of history. 

All this, however, does not deter them from associating partners with God. Ş li , 

therefore, calls on them to “Seek His forgiveness and then turn to Him in repentance.” 

(Verse 61) If they do so, He will respond favourably and answer their prayers: ‘My 
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Lord is ever near. He answers all.” (Verse 61) Note here the use of the possessive 

pronoun “My Lord” and the attributes which are chosen here, “ever near, He answers 

all.” Coming so close together, they give the impression of the reality of Godhead as 

felt by one of the chosen elite of believers. They impart an air of friendliness, 

compassion and very real contact between the benevolent prophet’s heart and the 

hearts of his audience. 

Their hearts, however, have been blinded by their corruption. They are no longer 

responsive. Hence, they do not feel the beauty or the majesty of the reality of 

Godhead, nor do they appreciate the friendliness and the care with which Ş li  

addresses them. On the contrary, they are surprised and start to doubt their trusted 

brother. “They answered: ‘Ş li .! Great hopes did we place in you before this. Would you 

now forbid us to worship what our forefathers worshipped? We are indeed in grave doubt 

about that to which you call us.’” (Verse 62) 

They tell him that they had placed great hopes in him. Where once they had 

appreciated his wide knowledge, honesty, sensibility and wisdom, they are now 

totally disappointed. Why? “Would you now forbid us to worship what our forefathers 

worshipped?” (Verse 62) To them, that was the calamity. They expected anything but 

this. And this raised grave doubts in their minds about everything Ş li  had said. 

“We are indeed in grave doubt about that to which you call us.” (Verse 62) 

Thus, the Thamūd are puzzled by what is straightforward. They consider as 

strange and singular what is right and clear. They are amazed that their brother, 

Ş li , should call them to worship God alone. Their astonishment, however, is not 

based on any evidence, argument, or intellectual thought. They are astonished only 

because their forefathers worshipped such false gods. People can indeed reach this 

level of blindness. They base their beliefs on nothing more than the fact that their 

forefathers believed in the same thing. Once again we find that the faith based on 

God’s oneness is, in essence, a call for the complete and total liberation of the human 

mind from its bonds of blind imitation of the past, and from the shackles of 

legendary illusions. 

The Thamūd’s attitude towards Ş li  and their statement, “Great hopes did we place 

in you before this,” remind us of the great trust the Quraysh had shown in 

Mu ammad (peace be upon him) and his honesty. When he, however, called on 

them to believe in God alone, they denounced him in the same way as Ş li  was 

denounced by his people. They accused him of being a sorcerer and a fabricator. 

They preferred to forget their own testimony to his honesty. The same attitude is 

always repeated. 

Like Noah, his great-grandfather, Ş li  puts this simple question to his people: 

“Think, my people! If I take my stand on a clear evidence from my Lord who has bestowed on 
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me His grace, who will save me from God were I to disobey Him? You are, in such a case, 

only aggravating my ruin.” (Verse 63) If I have clear proof, and I feel it within me to be 

absolutely certain that my path is the right path, and if God has bestowed His grace 

on me by choosing me to deliver His message, and has given me the qualities which 

make me qualified for this task, who will protect me from God if, in order to preserve 

your hopes and trust in me, I disobey Him by not conveying to you His message? 

Would your hopes which you have placed in me be of any use to me against God? 

“Who will save me from God were I to disobey Him?” You raise before me nothing more 

than the prospect of double ruin. I will incur God’s anger in addition to being 

deprived of the honour of being His messenger and will suffer the ignominy of this 

world in addition to the punishment of the hereafter. What a compound loss! 

“And, my people, here is God’s she-camel, a clear sign for you. Leave her to graze at will in 

God’s land, and do her no harm, lest speedy punishment befall you.” (Verse 64) The s rah 

does not give here any description of the she-camel to which Ş li  refers as a sign 

given to them. However, she is ‘God’s she-camel,’ sent to them in particular so as to 

be ‘a clear sign for you.’ This suggests that the she-camel had certain distinctive 

qualities by which they knew that it was a sign from God. They were told to allow 

the she-camel to graze at will in God’s land and to do her no harm, or else, they 

would suffer a speedy punishment. The structure of the sentence in the original 

Arabic suggests that the punishment would fall immediately and overwhelm them 

totally. 

“Yet they cruelly slaughtered her. He said: ‘You have just three more days to enjoy life in 

your homes. This is a promise which will not be belied.” (Verse 65) Despite Ş li ’s 

warnings, they hamstrung the she- camel and killed her. The Arabic text uses for 

‘slaughter’ a term that indicates that they struck her hamstrings with swords before 

killing her. Their action was evidence of their corruption and apathy. We note that 

the text here does not allow for any time passing between the appearance of the she-

camel and their killing of her. It is evident that this sign from their Lord did not affect 

their attitude to Ş li ’s message. Hence, they had to be punished. 

They were given a respite of three days, and were told that that was the time left 

for them to enjoy themselves. The punishment would then surely follow: “When Our 

judgement came to pass, by Our grace We saved Ş li  and those who shared his faith from the 

ignominy of that day. Indeed, your Lord is Powerful, Almighty.” (Verse 66) At the 

appointed time Ş li  and those who followed him were saved by God’s grace. A 

special act of kindness was done to them and they were saved the humiliating 

destiny of the rest of the Thamūd, who died, having heard the dreadful cry, with 

everyone in the same position they were in before the cry. 
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“Indeed your Lord is Powerful, Almighty.” Nothing can stand in His way and no 

people, powerful as they may be, can escape His judgement. Those who are on His 

side will always have their dignity intact. 

The s rah then portrays a scene which makes us wonder at the Thamūd and the 

speed with which they were destroyed: “The blast overtook the wrongdoers, and when 

morning came, they lay lifeless on the ground, in their very homes, as though they had never 

prospered there.” (Verses 67-68) It is as if they never dwelled or prospered in their 

magnificent dwellings. It is a scene which fills us with wonder. Nothing more than a 

glance separates life from death. The whole life of a human being is no more than a 

momentary affair. 

The final comment is the usual one in the s rah. It records the guilt of the people 

punished, the curse which pursued them and the fact that they were removed from 

existence and memory: “The Tham d denied their Lord! Oh, away with the Tham d.” 

(Verse 68) 

Historical Similarities 

This is another episode of the history of the divine message to mankind. It is the 

same message, speaking about the essence of Islam, in the broad sense of the word: 

to worship God and submit to Him alone, associating no partners with Him. Again 

we are faced with a state of j hiliyyah that follows deviation from the divine faith 

based on God’s oneness. Like the ` d before them, the Thamūd descended from the 

believers saved in Noah’s ark, but they deviated from the right faith and ended up in 

a dreadful state of j hiliyyah. Ş li  was sent to return them to the true faith. 

They are given a miraculous sign, as they asked for, but this does not lead them to 

believe; rather, it makes them more hostile and they cruelly slaughter the she-camel. 

The Arab idolaters also demanded that the Prophet bring them some miraculous 

sign to help them accept his message. But the sign given to Ş li ’s people benefitted 

them nothing. To believe in God does not require miracles: the message is both 

simple and straightforward when approached with clear thinking. J hiliyyah, 

however, seals both hearts and minds leaving people in a state of ignorance. 

Again we find here the truth of Godhead as manifested in the heart of one of the 

noble messengers chosen to deliver His message. It is stated by Ş li , as he is quoted 

in the Qur’ n: “Think, my people! If I take my stand on a clear evidence from my Lord who 

has bestowed on me His grace, who will save me from God were I to disobey Him? You are, in 

such a case, only aggravating my ruin.” (Verse 63) He says this after having given them 

a clear description of his Lord as he feels His presence in his own heart: “My Lord is 

ever near. He answers all.” (Verse 61) 
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Nowhere are the beauty, majesty and perfection of the reality of Godhead better 

reflected than in the hearts of this noble group of God’s chosen people. These hearts 

stand out as a clear, unstained exhibition of this great reality. 

We also find here how j hiliyyah considers as erroneous what is clearly right, and 

looks at the truth as extremely singular! Ş li  was much appreciated by his people 

because of his fine character, clear thinking and wisdom. His people placed great 

hope in him. But once he had delivered his message to them, they looked upon him 

with much disappointment. Why this sudden change? It was only because he called 

on them to submit themselves to God alone. This was at variance with what they had 

learnt from their forefathers. When the human heart deviates even slightly from the 

true faith, its error takes it so far away as to make it unable to appreciate the truth, 

simple and logical as it is. By contrast, such deviant hearts are able to accept 

deviation that flies in the face of natural and rational logic. 

Ş li  called on his people: “My people! Worship God alone. You have no deity other 

than Him. He it is who brought you into being out of the earth and settled you therein.” 

(Verse 61) He thus appealed to them by what they could easily recognize as natural 

and irrefutable evidence based on how they were brought into being. Never had they 

claimed that they were the ones who brought themselves into being, ensured their 

survival and provided themselves with the sustenance available on earth. They did 

not deny that it was God who brought them into being. But they did not follow this 

through to its logical outcome, namely, submission to God alone and following His 

guidance. This indeed was the essence of what Ş li  called on them to do: “Worship 

God alone. You have no deity other than Him.” 

It is, then, not the issue of Godhead that is subject to contention. As always, it is 

the issue of God’s Lordship and sovereignty and man’s submission and obedience. 

This is the same issue throughout the battle between Islam and j hiliyyah. 
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4 

Abraham’s Special Guests 

Our messengers came to Abraham with 

good news. They bade him peace, and he 

answered: ‘Peace [be to you].’ He then 

hastened to bring them a roasted calf. (69) 

But when he saw that their hands did not 

reach out to it, he felt their conduct strange 

and became apprehensive of them. They 

said: ‘Do not be alarmed. We are sent to 

the people of Lot.’ (70) 

His wife, standing nearby, laughed; 

whereupon We gave her the happy news of 

[her giving birth to] Isaac and, after Isaac, 

Jacob. (71) 

Said she: ‘Woe is me! Shall 1 bear a child, 

now that I am an old woman and this my 

husband is well-advanced in years? This is 

a strange thing indeed.’ (72) 

They said: ‘Do you marvel at God’s 

decree? May God’s mercy and blessings be 

upon you, people of this house. He is indeed 

ever to be praised, Glorious.’ (73) 

When his fear had left Abraham, and he 

received the happy news, he began to plead 

with Us for Lot’s people. (74) 
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Abraham was indeed most clement, tender-

hearted, and devout. (75) 

Abraham! Leave off all this [pleading]. 

Your Lord’s judgement must come to pass. 

They shall be afflicted by an irrevocable 

torment. (76) 

When Our messengers came to Lot he was 

troubled on their account, for he was 

powerless to offer them protection. He said: 

‘This is a woeful day.’ (77) 

His people came running towards him, for 

they had been long keen on abominable 

practices. He said: ‘My people! Here are 

my daughters: they are purer for you. Have 

fear of God and do not disgrace me by 

wronging my guests. Is there not one right- 

minded man among you?’ (78) 

They answered: ‘You know we have no 

need of your daughters; and indeed you well 

know what we want.’ (79) 

He said: ‘Would that with you I had real 

strength, or that I could lean on some 

mighty support.’ (80) 

[The angels] said: ‘Lot, we are messengers 

from your Lord. They shall not touch you. 

Depart with your household, during the 

night, and let none of you look back, 

except for your wife. She shall suffer the 

same fate which is to befall them. Their 

appointed time is the morning. Is not the 

morning near?’ (81) 
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Preview 

This s rah gives a brief history of the people who were left in charge of the earth 

after Noah’s time. It refers to certain communities which received God’s blessings 

and to others which incurred His displeasure and deserved His punishment. We 

now have a reference to a part of Abraham’s story in which we witness God’s 

blessings. This leads to the story of Lot’s people who suffered a painful end. In both 

stories the dual promise God made to Noah is fulfilled. God’s promise ran as follows: 

“The word was spoken: Noah, disembark in peace from Us, and with Our blessings upon you 

as well as upon generations from those who are with you. As for other folk, We shall let them 

have enjoyment, and then there will befall them grievous suffering from Us.’” (Verse 48) 

Thus, some of the offspring of those saved in the ark were to receive God’s blessings, 

while other communities were left to enjoy themselves for a while before terrible 

punishment overwhelmed them for their misdeeds. The blessings are given to 

Abraham and his seed through both his sons: Isaac and his children who were the 

Israelite prophets, and Ishmael whose offspring included Mu ammad, the last of 

God’s messengers. 

Good News for Abraham 

The account of Abraham opens here with the fact that he was to receive good 

news: “Our messengers came to Abraham with good news.” (Verse 69) We are not told 

immediately what the good news was. This would come at the right moment, when 

his wife was present. The messengers were angels whose identity is left a mystery. 

Although some commentators on the Qur’ n mention names and numbers, we prefer 

not to speculate, since we have no evidence to support such contentions. 

“They bade him peace, and he answered: ‘Peace [be to you].’” (Verse 69) Abraham had 

emigrated from his birthplace in Iraq, crossed the Jordan and settled in the land of 

When Our Judgement came to pass We 

turned those [towns] upside down, and 

rained on them stones of clay, ranged one 

upon another, (82) 

marked out as from your Lord. Nor is 

such [punishment] far from the wrongdoers. 

(83) 
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the Canaanites which was largely a desert. Following the Bedouin tradition of 

hospitality, Abraham immediately went about preparing food for his guests. “He then 

hastened to bring them a roasted calf” (Verse 69) He gets a fat calf, roasts and prepares it. 

He presents it to his guests who, as we have already said, were angels. Angels, 

however, do not eat what human beings eat. Hence, they could not partake of the 

calf, and this worried Abraham: “When he saw that their hands did not reach out to it, he 

felt their conduct strange and became apprehensive of them.” (Verse 70) A guest who does 

not eat of the food given him causes worry. He makes his host nervous that he 

intends some kind of treachery. To this day, country people and Bedouins consider it 

a grave crime to act treacherously towards someone with whom they have shared 

food. Hence, if they refuse to eat someone’s food, their action suggests that they 

either intend to do harm or that they do not trust the host’s intentions. Hence, the 

messengers reveal their identity to Abraham and tell him about their mission: “They 

said: Do not be alarmed. We are sent to the people of Lot.” (Verse 70) 

Abraham realized what sending angels to Lot’s people meant, but then something 

else happens and the subject is changed: “His wife, standing nearby, laughed.” (Verse 

71) She might have been pleased by the imminent destruction of the evil-doers! Then 

she is given her own news: “whereupon We gave her the happy news of [her giving birth 

to] Isaac and, after Isaac, Jacob.” (Verse 71) She was an old woman who had never 

given birth to a child. Hence, the news of giving birth to Isaac was extremely 

surprising. Yet, it was happy news of double significance because Isaac would have 

offspring of his own. Jacob would be born to him. Any woman, especially a sterile 

one, would be overjoyed at such news. But she is also confused and her confusion is 

evident: “Said she: ‘Woe is me! Shall I bear a child now that I am an old woman, and this my 

husband is well-advanced in years? This is a strange thing indeed.’” (Verse 72) 

It is strange indeed. All women cease to menstruate after a certain age. When this 

happens, they can no longer conceive. But nothing is strange when God wills it: 

“They said: ‘Do you marvel at God’s decree? May God’s mercy and blessings be upon you, 

people of this house. He is indeed ever to be praised, Glorious.’” (Verse 73) 

Familiar or Miraculous? 

Nothing that God does should be considered strange. When it is the norm for 

something to happen in a particular fashion, this does not mean that that fashion is 

unchangeable. The norm can be broken when God so chooses, for a particular 

purpose of His own. The purpose here is to bestow His mercy and promised 

blessings to the believers in that household. Yet, when the norm is broken, whatever 

takes place as a result occurs in accordance with the overall divine laws of nature 
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which we do not know in full. We cannot judge God’s laws according to what 

happens during a short, limited period of time. 

Those who try to restrict God’s will to the laws of nature familiar to them are 

ignorant of the reality of Godhead as stated by God in His book. Whatever God 

states is true. Our human minds have no say in all this. Even those who restrict God’s 

will to what He Himself has stated to be His law are again unaware of the true 

nature of Godhead. God’s will is free and not restricted by His laws. 

It is true that God conducts the affairs of this universe according to the laws He 

has set for it. This is, however, different from restricting God’s will to these natural 

laws after they have been set in operation. The laws of nature work by God’s will all 

the time. They are not automatic. At any time, God may choose to cause His natural 

laws to operate in a different way. Whenever this happens natural laws will change 

to the new fashion God has determined. The overall law of nature which governs the 

operation of all other laws is that which states that God’s will is free and absolute. 

Every time any particular law operates, it does so according to God’s free and 

absolute will. 

At this point, Abraham was reassured. He was delighted by the good news given 

him by God’s messengers. This, however, did not make him overlook Lot and his 

people. Lot was his nephew who had emigrated with him from their birthplace and 

who lived in the neighbouring area. He realized that the messengers, or the angels 

were sent to destroy Lot’s people. Compassionate and tender-hearted as Abraham 

was, he could not bear that the whole community should be so destroyed. He began 

to plead for them. “When his fear had left Abraham, and he received the happy news, he 

began to plead with Us for Lot’s people. Abraham was indeed most clement, tender-hearted, 

and devout.” (Verses 74-75) 

Abraham is described in the text as clement, tender-hearted and devout. He did 

not lose his temper easily, he prayed to God with sincerity, and he always turned to 

his Lord in repentance. All these qualities prompted Abraham to plead for Lot’s 

people. We do not know how this pleading was conducted, because the Qur’ n does 

not elaborate. He was told, however, that God’s judgement had been passed and 

there was no point in his pleading: “Abraham! Leave off all this [pleading]. Your Lord’s 

judgement must come to pass. They shall be afflicted by an irrevocable torment.” (Verse 76) 

Abraham complied and the curtains dropped in order to be raised again on a 

scene full of activity at Sodom and Gomorrah, Lot’s country. 

Perversion Brings a Painful Doom 

When Our messengers came to Lot he was troubled on their account, for he was 
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powerless to offer them protection. He said: ‘This is a woeful day.’ (Verse 77) 

Lot was aware of the perversity of his people, who preferred to satisfy their sexual 

desires with men instead of women. In so doing they rebelled against nature, which 

avails itself of God’s wisdom in creating all species in pairs so that procreation and 

regeneration can take place. Undistorted nature finds true pleasure in conforming to 

this wisdom, naturally and instinctively. 

There are indeed all kinds of perversion. The case of Lot’s people, however, is 

singular. It suggests that psychological disturbances are infectious, like physical 

illnesses. It is possible that a psychological disorder such as that of the people of 

Sodom may spread as a result of a disturbance of values in any particular society and 

the presence of bad examples which produces an unhealthy environment. It is 

possible that such a psychological disorder spreads despite the fact that it is in 

conflict with nature which is subject to the same law that governs life itself. This law 

determines that upright nature finds its pleasure in what meets the requirements of 

life and ensures its continuity not in what stifles life. Sexual perversion is of the latter 

sort because it puts the seeds of life in a wicked soil that is not conducive to their 

growth. For this reason, healthy human nature instinctively, not only morally, finds 

the practices of Lot’s people repulsive. Sound human nature is subject to God’s law 

who grants life and who has made healthy pleasure attendant on what enriches life. 

Sometimes, we find pleasure in death for the achievement of a goal which is, to us, 

more sublime than this life. Such a pleasure, however, is moral, not physical. Besides, 

such death does not stifle life. On the contrary, it enriches life and elevates it to a 

sublime standard. There is no comparison between such a pleasure in death and a 

perversion that stifles life. 

Knowing what scandal awaited him in front of his guests, and what ill-treatment 

awaited these guests from his own people, Lot was troubled on their account and 

exclaimed, “this is a woeful day.” The woeful day soon started when his people rushed 

towards him: “His people came running towards him, for they had been long keen on 

abominable practices.” (Verse 78) They were impelled by their desires, rushing like one 

who has lost self-control. This was the reason for the distress Lot felt on his guests’ 

account. 

When Lot looked at his people coming hurriedly towards his home, intent on 

abusing him and his guests, he tried to arouse their upright nature and direct them to 

the opposite sex with whom healthy nature finds pleasure. He was even ready to 

give his daughters in marriage to those frenzied people to satisfy their maddening 

desires in a clean, pure way. “He said: ‘My people! Here are my daughters: they are purer 

for you. Have fear of God and do not disgrace me by wronging my guests. Is there not one 

right-minded man among you?’” (Verse 78) All the connotations of purity, 
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psychological and physical, are meant here. Lot’s daughters would provide a proper, 

sound and natural way for the satisfaction of sexual desire, arousing healthy feelings 

as well. It is a situation of complete purity, natural as well as moral and religious. 

Moreover, they are physically purer. The will of the Creator has provided a clean, 

pure place for the new emerging life. 

Lot also tried to appeal to their fear of God, and their sense of propriety in 

providing hospitality to one’s guests: “Have fear of God and do not disgrace me by 

wronging my guests. Is there not any right- minded man among you?” (Verse 78) 

The issue then is one of sensibility or the lack of it, in addition to its being an issue 

of healthy nature, and propriety behaviour. None of this, however, could counteract 

their perversity and psychopathic minds. Their frenzy continued in full force. Their 

reply was even more singular: “They answered: ‘You know we have no need of your 

daughters; and indeed you well know what we want.’” (Verse 79) Here is an implicit 

reminder to Lot that had they had any desire to marry his daughters, they would 

have done so, because that was their right, and they had a claim to them. But, instead 

they said: “Indeed you well know what we want.” A wicked hint to an evil practice! 

Lot was confounded. He felt his position was very weak, especially since he was a 

stranger who had settled among these people, having emigrated from a far-away 

land. He realized that he had no clan or tribe to support him; he had no strength 

upon which he could fall back on such a difficult day. Sad and distressed, he put all 

his feelings in words that were full of sorrow: “He said: ‘Would that with you I had real 

strength, or that I could lean on some mighty support.’” (Verse 80) He addressed this to 

his guests who were angels in the form of young men. Feeling that they were far 

from strong, he expressed his seemingly unrealistic wish for support from them or 

from somewhere else. In his difficulty, Lot overlooked the fact that he could indeed 

lean on the mighty support of God who does not fail His obedient servants. 

When the Prophet recited this verse he said: “May God have mercy on my brother 

Lot. He had indeed the mighty support he was looking for.” 

When his distress was at its highest and matters had come to a head, the angels 

informed Lot of the mighty support he had. They informed him of their identity, so 

that he might be saved along with the good members of his family, with the 

exception of his wife who belonged to the evil people: “[The angels] said: ‘Lot, we are 

messengers from your Lord. They shall not touch you. Depart with your household, during 

the night, and let none of you look back, except for your wife. She shall suffer the same fate 

which is to befall them. Their appointed time is the morning. Is not the morning near?’” 

(Verse 81) We note that the first instruction required that none of the good people 

who believed in God should delay their departure, or look back because all those 

who remained in the townships would be destroyed by morning. The rhetorical 
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question about the morning being so near was meant to help Lot relax. Once the 

morning appeared, God would cause Lot’s people to suffer by His own strength 

what could never have been achieved by the strength Lot wished he had. 

The final scene is one of fearful destruction which Lot’s people deserved. At the 

appointed time, “when Our Judgement came to pass We turned those [towns] upside down, 

and rained on them stones of clay, ranged one upon another, marked out as from your Lord. 

Nor is such [punishment] far from the wrongdoers.” (Verses 82-83) It is a scene of total 

destruction, leaving nothing standing. Note here that turning everything in those 

towns upside down is akin, in effect, to the perversity of Lot’s people which had 

brought them down from man’s high standard to the abject level of animals. Indeed, 

they were lower than animals because animals are bound by their nature. They do 

not distort it. The stones showered on them were a fitting means of punishment, 

because they were stained with mud. The stones were showered heavily “ranged one 

upon another. “We also note that these stones were ‘marked out as from your Lord,” the 

same way as cattle are marked out and left free for breeding. This gives the 

impression that these stones were left to breed and increase in order to be available at 

this time of need. It is a fine expression which imparts its own connotations far better 

than any interpretation could hope to achieve. This is followed by a statement that 

God’s punishment is always available, at any time it is needed, and it will always 

overwhelm those who deserve it. 

The calamity portrayed here sounds similar to some volcanic eruptions which 

cause subsidence, so that what has been erected on earth is swallowed up, while all 

this is accompanied with fire, stones, mud and lava. God has much in store for the 

evil-doers. We do not say this in order to suggest that Lot’s people were punished by 

a volcano erupting at that particular time. Nor do we deny it. All we can say is that 

this might have happened, but we do not know for certain. We do not like to restrict 

God’s action to any one phenomenon which is familiar to us. But it is probable that 

God had previously determined to cause a volcanic eruption to bring about the fate 

of Lot’s people as had been predetermined by His knowledge. Such timing is indeed 

part of the manifestation of His supremacy in the universe, and His conduct of all its 

affairs. It is also equally possible that what happened to Lot’s people occurred as a 

result of special action determined by God in order to destroy Lot’s people in that 

particular fashion at that particular time. If we understand God’s will as it relates to 

everything in the universe on the lines we have explained in commenting on the 

fortunes of Abraham’s wife, we will have no problem in understanding any event 

which takes place by God’s will. 



 

 

 232

5 

Social Perspective 

And to Madyan We sent their brother 

Shu`ayb. He said: ‘My people! Worship 

God alone. You have no deity other than 

Him. Do not give short measure and 

weight. I see you now in a happy state, yet I 

dread lest suffering befall you on a fateful 

day which will encompass all. (84) 

My people, always give full measure and 

weight, in all fairness, and do not deprive 

people of what is rightfully theirs, and do 

not spread corruption on earth by wicked 

actions. (85) 

That which rests with God is better for 

you, if you truly believe. I am not your 

keeper.’ (86) 

They said: ‘Shu`ayb, do your prayers 

compel you to demand of us that we should 

renounce all that our forefathers 

worshipped, or that we refrain from doing 

what we please with our property? You are 

indeed the one who is clement and right-

minded!’ (87) 
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He said: ‘Think, my people! If I take my 

stand on a clear evidence from my Lord 

and He has provided me with goodly 

sustenance which He alone can give? I have 

no desire to do, in opposition to you, what I 

ask you not to do. All that I desire is to set 

things to rights in so far as it lies within 

my power. My success depends on God 

alone. In Him have I placed my trust, and 

to Him I always turn. (88) 

My people, let not your disagreement with 

me bring upon you a fate similar to those 

that befell the peoples of Noah, Hūd or 

Ş liĥ; nor were Lot’s people far away from 

you. (89) 

Hence, pray to your Lord to forgive you 

your sins, and then turn towards Him in 

repentance. My Lord is indeed Merciful 

and All-loving.’ (90) 

They said: ‘Shu`ayb, we cannot understand 

much of what you say. But we do see clearly 

how weak you are in our midst. Were it 

not for your family, we would have stoned 

you. You do not command a position of 

great respect among us.’ (91) 

Said he: ‘My people, do you hold my family 

in greater esteem than God? You have 

turned your backs on Him. My Lord 

encompasses [with His might] all that you 

do. (92) 
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Do what you will, my people, and so will I. 

You shall come to know who shall be 

visited by suffering that will cover him with 

ignominy, and who is a liar. Watch, then 

[for what is coming], and I shall watch 

with you.’ (93) 

When Our judgement came to pass, by 

Our grace We saved Shu`ayb and those 

who shared his faith. The blast overtook 

the wrongdoers, and when morning came, 

they lay lifeless on the ground, in their very 

homes, (94) 

as though they had never prospered there. 

Oh, away with the people of Madyan, even 

as the Thamūd have been done away with! 

(95) 

Indeed, We sent Moses with Our signs and 

a manifest authority, (96) 

to Pharaoh and his noble men. They, 

however, followed only Pharaoh’s bidding. 

Pharaoh’s bidding led by no means to what 

is right. (97) 

He will come at the head of his people on 

the Day of Resurrection, leading them to 

the fire. Vile was the destination towards 

which they were led. (98) 

A curse is made to follow them in this 

world and on the Day of Resurrection. 

Vile was the renewable gift which they were 

given. (99) 
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Preview 

This is yet another stage of the same message preaching the same faith. Here we 

have an account of Shu`ayb and his people, who lived at Madyan. Coupled with the 

main issue of faith and God’s oneness, we also have here the issue of honesty and 

justice in business transactions. It is an issue closely related to faith in God, 

submission to Him alone and the implementation of His laws. The people of 

Madyan, however, were totally astonished at the two issues being linked together. 

They could not comprehend the relationship between financial transactions and 

prayer, which is a manifestation of submission to God. 

The history given here follows the same lines as the accounts of Hūd with the ` d, 

and Ş li  with the Thamūd. Its conclusion, and the style and expressions used to 

portray the final outcome, however, make it more akin to Ş li ’s history. Indeed the 

two histories portray the same type of suffering, expressed in similar terms, befalling 

the two peoples. 

Faith and Fair Trading 

“And to Madyan We sent their brother Shu`ayb. He said: ‘My people! Worship God alone. 

You have no deity other than Him.’” (Verse 84) Submission to God alone is the first 

article of faith as well as the first rule of life and the first principle of law and human 

transactions. It is the principle without which faith, worship or human dealings 

cannot take their proper shape. 

“Do not give short measure and weight. I see you now in a happy state, yet I dread lest 

suffering befall you on a fateful day which will encompass all. My people, always give full 

measure and weight, in all fairness, and do not deprive people of what is rightfully theirs, and 

do not spread corruption on earth by wicked actions. That which rests with God is better for 

you, if you truly believe. I am not your keeper.” (Verses 84-86) The main issue here is 

honesty and justice, which comes second only to the issue of faith and submission to 

God. In other words, it is the issue of the law which governs business dealings on the 

basis of faith. The people of Madyan, whose country was an enclave of land lying 

between Hijaz and Syria, used to give short measure and weight, thus wronging 

other people in respect of what was rightfully theirs. That is, they used to give other 

(#θãèÎ7 ø?é& uρ ’ Îû ⎯ Íν É‹≈ yδ Zπ uΖ÷ès9 tΠ öθtƒ uρ Ïπ yϑ≈ uŠ É) ø9 $# 4 
}§ø♥ Î/ ß‰øùÌh9 $# ßŠθèùöyϑø9 $# ∩®®∪ 



 

 

 236

people less than the value of their goods. Their misconduct reflected badly on their 

integrity and honour and showed that they were far from clean both externally and 

at heart. Their geographical position meant that they were able to control the trade 

route of the caravans moving between the north and the south of Arabia. This 

enabled them to dictate unfair terms on other peoples’ trade. 

Here we see the link between believing in God’s oneness and submission to Him 

alone on the one hand, and honesty, fair trading, honourable transactions and 

combating all kinds of cheating and stealing, whether perpetrated by individuals or 

governments, on the other. This relationship appears to be a safeguard ensuring a 

better human life, justice and peace among people. It is the only safeguard based on 

fearing God and seeking His pleasure. Hence, it has a very solid foundation which 

cannot be influenced by special interests or personal desires. 

In the Islamic view, business dealings, and morality generally, must have a solid 

basis which is not influenced by changeable factors. Thus Islam differs 

fundamentally with all other social and moral theories devised by human beings and 

governed by their differing bents of thought and their temporary interest. 

When business dealings and morality have such a solid basis, they are not 

influenced by immediate or material interests or by differing environments with 

different factors and considerations. Hence, rules of morality and those that govern 

human dealings are not subject to whether people are nomadic, agrarian or 

industrialized. Such changeable factors lose their influence on the moral concepts of 

society or the moral values which govern business transactions when the basis of 

legislation for all spheres of life is divine law. Then the essential basis of morality is 

to seek God’s pleasure, hoping to win His reward and avoid His punishment. All 

that is advanced by human-made theories and doctrines about morality being the 

product of the economic situation and the social conditions prevailing in a particular 

society become meaningless in the light of Islamic moral theory. 

“Do not give short measure and weight. I see you now in a happy state.” (Verse 84) God 

has given you ample provision for your sustenance, so you have no need to indulge 

in vile practices to add to your riches. You will not become poor if you give full 

measure and weight and give people what is rightfully theirs. Your happy state is 

indeed threatened by your cheating practices and your unlawful earnings. “Yet I 

dread lest suffering befall you on a fateful day which will encompass all.” (Verse 84) This 

may come on the Day of Judgement, or it may indeed occur in this life when your 

cheating practices yield their bitter fruits and rebound on your society and your 

trade. People will then suffer injustice brought about by some of them against others. 

Shu`ayb repeats his advice positively after having expressed it in the form of a 

prohibition. “My people, always give full measure and weight, in all fairness.” (Verse 85) 
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To give full measure and weight is more expressive than not falling short on both of 

them. It is closer to giving others more than their due. Different forms of expression 

have different connotations and leave different effects. The effect of giving full 

measure and full weight is much more kindly than that of not falling short. 

“Do not deprive people of what is rightfully theirs.” (Verse 85) This is much more 

general than what is valued according to measure and weight. It stresses the fair 

evaluation of everything which belongs to others, whether this evaluation is in 

weight, measure, price or otherwise. It also includes material as well as moral 

evaluations. It may be said to further encompass actions and personal qualities. The 

Arabic term used here includes both the material and the abstract. 

When people suffer maltreatment in respect of what rightfully belongs to them, 

this gives rise to bitterness, grudges and despair. Such feelings can only ruin society 

and destroy social links as they adversely affect consciences and hearts. They leave 

no room for anything good in life. 

“Do not spread corruption on earth by wicked actions.” (Verse 85) They must not 

willingly seek to spread corruption because it rebounds on them. Instead, their hearts 

should awaken to something far better and far more rewarding than their stained 

earnings: “That which rests with God is better for you, if truly believe.” (Verse 86) What is 

with God is far better and lasts much longer. At the outset, Shu`ayb called on his 

people to worship God alone. He reminds them of this here, when he mentions their 

lasting reward which they will receive from God if they respond to his call, and 

follow his advice in their business dealings. After all, his advice is part of that faith. 

Having called on them to believe in God alone, he leaves them to Him, declaring 

that he cannot influence their destiny, and is not their guardian. He is not responsible 

for preventing them from error and is not answerable for their erroneous practices, 

should they choose to indulge in them. His task is to convey his message to them, 

which he has done: “I am not your keeper.” (Verse 86) This expression awakens the 

addressees to the gravity of the matter and to their heavy responsibility. It puts them 

face to face with what awaits them in the end, when they will have no guardian or 

intermediary. 

Religion and Financial Dealings 

The people of Madyan were hardened in their corrupt practices. Their reply was 

sarcastic. Every word of it smacked of sarcasm. Yet it also indicated their ignorance 

and mulish obstinacy: “They said: ‘Shu`ayb, do your prayers compel you to demand of us 

that we should renounce all that our forefathers worshipped, or that we refrain from doing 

what we please with our property? You are indeed the one who is clement and right-

minded!’” (Verse 87) 
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They did not realize, nor wanted to realize, that prayers are required by faith, as a 

manifestation of true submission to God. Faith cannot be established without the 

recognition of God’s oneness and the renunciation of everything else they or their 

forefathers worshipped. Likewise, it cannot be established unless God’s legislation in 

matters of trade and finance, as well as in all spheres of life, are implemented. All 

these are a complete whole, and faith cannot be separated from prayers or legislation 

which caters for all aspects of human life. 

The people of Madyan, who had such an ill-conceived idea of the connection 

between faith and worship, and between the two and business transactions lived a 

long time ago. But rather than denounce their attitude at length we should remind 

ourselves that people today stick to certain concepts which are not much different 

from those of Shu`ayb’s people. The world of j hiliyyah which we see around us 

today is not much better or more intelligent than the earlier one. The sort of 

ascription of Godhead to other beings alongside God, which was practised by 

Shu`ayb’s people, is still practised today by most of mankind, including those who 

claim to be Jews, Christians, or Muslims. All try to establish a barrier separating faith 

and worship on the one hand and law and business transactions on the other. They 

claim that faith and worship belong to God and should be conducted according to 

His instructions, while the law and business do not concern Him. These should be 

conducted according to the bidding of some other authority. This is indeed the 

essence of attributing partners to God. 

We must not forget that the Jews today are the only people who are determined to 

conduct their transactions according to their faith and religious law, regardless of the 

distortion that has crept into their faith. 

The Knesset, Israel’s legislative body, once held a stormy session debating the case 

of an Israeli ship serving its non-Jewish passengers with meals which were not 

approved by the Jewish religion. The company and the ship concerned were 

compelled to serve only kosher food, even if it meant that the company would incur 

financial losses. This incident should serve as a lesson for many of those who today 

call themselves Muslims. 

We find among us today some who claim to be Muslim questioning the validity of 

any link between faith and morality, especially when they consider financial 

dealings. Some of our intellectuals who have higher degrees awarded by various 

universities affect amazement as they wonder: what has Islam got to do with 

personal affairs? Why should Islam be concerned with how we dress on the beach, or 

how a woman appears in public, or how we satisfy our sexual urges? Why should 

Islam concern itself with drinking a glass of wine, or indeed with anything done by 

those who classify themselves as civilized? Now we ask what is the difference 

between such questions and those put by the people of Madyan to their Prophet 
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Shu`ayb? “Do your prayers compel you to demand of us that we should renounce all that our 

forefathers worshipped, or that we refrain from doing what we please with our property?” 

(Verse 87) 

The second part of their question implies a very strong objection to religion having 

anything to do with the economy. To them, business dealings have no connection 

whatsoever with faith or even with moral values, taken separately from faith. Why 

should religion be concerned with financial transactions or with devious business 

methods which evade man-made laws? Indeed these people, living in our midst, 

arrogantly claim that the economy would collapse if moral values were allowed to 

interfere with it. They object even to some Western economic theories, such as the 

moral theory, and label it as confused reactionary thinking. 

Let us then not claim for ourselves a standard much higher than that of the people 

of Madyan in their ancient j hiliyyah, when we live today in an even darker j hiliyyah 

which boasts of its enlightenment, advanced knowledge and civilization. Our state of 

j hiliyyah today motivates many among us to accuse those who maintain that there is 

an important link which groups together faith in God, personal behaviour in all 

spheres of life and financial dealings, of being reactionary, advocating obsolete ideas. 

Faith in God’s oneness cannot be rightly and firmly established in people’s hearts 

when God’s laws, which regulate individual behaviour and social and financial 

dealings, are abandoned in favour of manmade laws. It is not possible for faith and 

unfaith to coexist in the same heart side by side. Unfaith, or the acknowledgement of 

other gods alongside God, can take different forms such as the ones which prevail in 

our societies today. This still represents the acknowledgement of other gods, which is 

a criterion common to all unbelievers throughout history. 

The people of Madyan were sarcastic when they addressed their Prophet Shu`ayb, 

just as certain people today resort to sarcasm when they speak of those who advocate 

submission to God alone in all affairs. They said to Shu`ayb: “You are indeed the one 

who is clement and right-minded!” (Verse 87) They obviously meant the opposite. To 

them, wisdom and right meant that they should follow in their fathers’ footsteps and 

worship the same gods they worshipped. It also meant that they should separate 

worship from business. The same ideas are advocated by present-day intellectuals 

who do not hide their sarcasm when they speak of the advocates of Islam and 

describe them as reactionary. 

A Kind Prophet’s Argument 

Shu`ayb, fully confident of the truth of his message, and aware of his people’s 

ignorance and short-sightedness, does not let their sarcasm affect him. On the 

contrary, he seeks to inform them politely that he takes his stand on clear evidence 
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from his Lord, which he feels in his innermost heart. He explains to them that he is 

fully confident of the truth of what he advocates because his knowledge far exceeds 

theirs. When he calls on them to stick to honest dealings, the effects of such honesty 

also apply to him since he is a businessman. He is after no personal gain which he 

seeks to realize for himself. He does not intend to do behind their backs what he has 

forbidden them so that he enjoys a market free from competition. His call is one of 

reform which includes himself. The path he enjoins them to follow will not cause 

them any losses, as they mistakenly think. 

He said: Think, my people! If I take my stand on a clear evidence from my Lord and 

He has provided me with goodly sustenance which He alone can give? I have no 

desire to do, in opposition to you, what I ask you not to do. All that I desire is to set 

things to rights in so far as it lies within my power. My success depends on God 

alone. In Him have I placed my trust, and to Him I always turn.’ (Verse 88) 

Shu`ayb addresses them in a friendly and appealing way, reminding them of his 

close links with them: “Think my people. ‘If l take my stand on a clear evidence from my 

Lord.’” I feel His presence beyond any doubt, and I am certain that it is He who 

bestows revelations on me, and instructs me to convey His message to you. With full 

confidence and certainty I take my stand, based on this evidence which is to me very 

real. And He has provided me with goodly sustenance which He alone can give...” Part of 

this is my own wealth with which I conduct my business. 

“I have no desire to do, in opposition to you, what I ask you not to do.” (Verse 88) I am 

after no personal gain which I may realize by so doing. “All that I desire is to set things 

right in so far as it lies within my power.” (Verse 88) 

It is, then, the general reform of society which Shu`ayb is after. It is a reform which 

brings benefit to every individual and every community. Some may think that to 

adhere to moral values and implement the divine law may make them lose some 

chances which may be open to them, or lose some gain which they would otherwise 

achieve. But implementing the divine law can only make them lose evil gains and 

wicked opportunities. It compensates them with goodly gains and lawful provisions. 

It also establishes a society which is characterized by the co-operation of its 

individuals. It is a society which is free from grudges, treachery and selfish quarrels. 

“My success depends on God alone.” (Verse 88) He alone can grant me success, as He 

knows my intentions and the sincerity of my efforts. “In Him have I placed my trust.” 

(Verse 88) I depend on no one other than Him. “To Him I always turn.” (Verse 88) 

From Him alone I seek help to overcome the difficulties that may beset me and to 

Him alone I submit my work and efforts. 
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Shu`ayb then tries another way of reminding them of the truth. He reminds them 

of the doom that befell the peoples of Noah, Hūd, Ş li  and Lot. This may open their 

hardened hearts in a way which rational, cool and well-argued reminders may not. 

“My people, let not your disagreement with me bring upon you a fate similar to those that 

befell the peoples of Noah, H d or Ş li ; nor were Lots people far away from you.” (Verse 89) 

He tells them that they must not let their opposition to him harden their attitude 

of blind rejection. He says to them plainly that he fears that they may bring upon 

themselves a doom which is not unlike that which befell earlier communities. He 

reminds them especially of the people of Lot who lived close by and who had 

recently been destroyed. 

When he has raised this prospect before them he then opens the doors to 

forgiveness and repentance. He uses the kindest and gentlest terms in order to assure 

them of God’s mercy and compassion: “Hence, pray to your Lord to forgive you your 

sins, and then turn towards Him in repentance. My Lord is indeed Merciful and All-loving.” 

(Verse 90) 

Thus Shu`ayb tries all methods of admonition and remonstration in the hope that 

his people’s hearts will open up and respond to the truth. They, however, are so 

hardened in their erring ways and in their misconceptions of values and motives that 

their response remains negative. We have seen an example of their response in their 

mocking at Shu`ayb and his prayer. 

When All Arguments Fail 

“They said: ‘Shu`ayb, we cannot understand much of what you say. But we do see clearly 

how weak you are in our midst. Were it not for your family, we would have stoned you. You 

do not command a position of great respect among us.’” (Verse 91) The people of Madyan 

made it clear to Shu`ayb that they were fed up with him and with his message. They 

did not want to know anything about the truth he was presenting and did not care 

for anything which differed with their attitude to life or with their practices. Thus, in 

their view, only physical strength mattered. Plain truth was of no real significance, 

regardless of the strength of its argument, if it was not supported by physical power: 

“We do see clearly how weak you are in our midst. Were it not for your family, we would 

have stoned you.” What restrained them from doing so was the fact that they reckoned 

with the power of Shu`ayb’s clan and family who were supposed to come to his 

defence. They did not reckon with the power of God who would not leave His 

messenger to the mercy of His enemies. They rudely told Shu`ayb: “You do not 

command a position of great respect among us.” They had no respect for him as a noble 

person, nor for his own strength. They only had to consider what his clan might do if 

anything happened to him. 
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When people are devoid of proper faith, sound values and noble ideals, they care 

nothing for anything beyond their immediate interests or their material well-being. 

To them, any good cause or apparent truth has no sanctity whatsoever. They do not 

hesitate to assault the advocates of God’s cause if these have no apparent power to 

protect them. 

Shu`ayb was angry with his people for their arrogance towards God. He made it 

clear that he did not derive his power from his clan or family. He confronted them 

with their misjudgement of the true powers which can influence things in the 

universe, and pointed out to them that their insolence would not benefit them with 

God, aware as He always is of people’s actions. Shu`ayb said his last word and 

parted ways with his people on the basis that there was no common ground of faith 

between them. He warned them against the suffering that befell all people who 

adopted their attitude and then left them to their destiny. 

Said he: My people, do you hold my family in greater esteem than God? You have 

turned your backs on Him. My Lord encompasses [with His might] all that you do.’ 

(Verse 92) 

Any group of people, strong and powerful as they may be, are, after all, human, 

subject to God’s power. Hence, they are weak. How can you then give such a group 

of human beings more importance than you give to God? How can you fear them 

more than you fear Him? “You have turned your backs on Him.” This is an image of 

physical rejection which heightens the enormity of their error. They turn their backs 

on God who has created them and who has given them all the goods they enjoy in 

this life. Their attitude is one of ingratitude and insolence as much as it is one of 

rejection of faith. 

“My Lord encompasses [with His might] all that you do.” The Arabic expression used 

here gives an image of complete and perfect knowledge, as well as complete and 

overall power. Angry at his people’s impudence towards God, Shu`ayb takes the 

proper attitude of a true believer. He does not find any gratification or reassurance in 

the fact that his own family and clan enjoyed such respect and power that afforded 

him protection from possible assault. This is evidence of true faith. A true believer 

finds no real power or protection other than that given him by God. He is unhappy 

to have a community to protect him, which is held in awe by others, when God, his 

Lord, is not held in awe. The true loyalty of a person who submits himself to God is 

not to his clan or nation; it is to God and to his faith. This is the parting point 

between the Islamic concept of loyalties and the un-Islamic one. 

Shu`ayb’s anger and his disavowal of any protection given him by anyone other 

than God prompt him to challenge his people and then disassociate himself from 
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them totally. “Do what you will, my people, and so will I. You shall come to know who shall 

be visited by suffering that will cover him with ignominy, and who is a liar. Watch, then [for 

what is coming’, and I shall watch with you.” (Verse 93) He challenges them to do what 

they can, to go along their way to the end. He will work according to his method and 

programme. Time will tell who will suffer and who will prosper. The way he throws 

down his challenge and invites them to watch for the outcome tells of his absolute 

trust in God. 

The curtains fall here to open up again when the issue is finally resolved. We see 

the people of Madyan prostrate, lifeless in their homes, after having been overtaken 

by a dreadful cry, similar to that which overwhelmed the Thamūd, Ş li ’s people. 

There is great similarity between what happened to both peoples. In both cases, their 

houses were no longer inhabited, as if they never lived there: “When Our judgement 

came to pass, by Our grace We saved Shu`ayb and those who shared his faith. The blast 

overtook the wrongdoers, and when morning came, they lay lifeless on the ground, in their 

very homes, as though they had never prospered there. Oh, away with the people of Madyan, 

even as the Tham d have been done away with!” (Verses 94-95) Another black page of 

history was turned after God’s word came to pass against those who rejected His 

warnings. 

A Double Curse for Pharaoh’s People 

In the series of historical accounts given in this s rah, the final reference is made to 

Moses and Pharaoh. We have here only a very brief account with several references 

to the details of the story, but no specifics are given here. The end which Pharaoh 

and his people met is recorded, along with a very vivid and real scene of the Day of 

Resurrection. We also have a statement of a basic Islamic principle whereby 

individual responsibility cannot be overlooked simply because the individual 

concerned chooses to follow his master or ruler. 

The account given here opens with God’s sending Moses to Pharaoh, the great 

ruler of Egypt, and the chiefs of his government. God gives Moses strength and clear 

authority. “We sent Moses with Our signs and a manifest authority to Pharaoh and his 

noble men.” (Verses 96-97) No details are given before the end is stated. The people 

simply obeyed Pharaoh and disobeyed God, despite all the stupidity, short-

sightedness and excesses which characterized all that Pharaoh had done. “They, 

however, followed only Pharaoh’s bidding. Pharaoh’s bidding led by no means to what is 

right.” (Verse 97) 

The people chose to follow Pharaoh blindly, without stopping to think whether he 

guided them rightly or not. They degraded themselves and trampled over their own 

freedom and the will with which God had endowed them. Hence, it was only 
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natural, as the Qur’ n states, that Pharaoh will lead them on the Day of Resurrection, 

and that they will follow him: “He will come at the head of his people on the Day of 

Resurrection.” (Verse 98) 

We have so far been listening to a story that happened in the past and to a promise 

which will be realized in the future. The scene, however, changes here and what was 

to be the future is now past. Pharaoh has led his people to hell, and the matter is 

over: “leading them to the fire.” (Verse 98) He has led them like a shepherd leads his 

flock. After all, they were sheep moving blindly. They have foregone the very basic 

essential of humanity, namely, the freedom of choice. He has led them to hell. The 

Arabic expression used here has the added connotation of aiming to lead them to a 

fountain where they can drink. What a drink they will have, which satisfies no thirst: 

“Vile was the destination towards which they were led.” (Verse 98) 

We note here that all this, the leadership of Pharaoh, and their destination to 

which he has led them took place a long time ago. A comment is made on it, 

followed by ridicule: “A curse is made to follow them in this world and on the Day of 

Resurrection. Vile was the renewable gift which they were given.” (Verse 99) 

The curse followed them in this life and will be sure to follow them on the Day of 

Resurrection. This was the gift Pharaoh gave to his people. He had indeed promised 

his sorcerers generous gifts. Now everyone realizes what sort of gifts Pharaoh is able 

to give. What is more is the fact that the gift is always renewable, never ending. “Vile 

was the renewable gift which they were given.” (Verse 99) 
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6 

Single Message, Different 

People 

These are some of the accounts of past 

communities which We relate to you. Some 

still remain while others are extinct, like a 

field mown-down. (100) 

No wrong did We do to them, but it was 

they who wronged themselves. Those deities 

of theirs which they were keen to invoke 

instead of God availed them nothing when 

your Lord’s judgement came to pass; they 

only added to their ruin. (101) 

Such is your Lord’s punishment whenever 

He takes to task any community which is 

bent on evildoing; His punishment is 

indeed grievous, severe. (102) 

In this there is surely a sign for those who 

fear the suffering in the life to comet hat is 

a day when all mankind shall be gathered 

together, and that is a day which will be 

witnessed [by all]. (103) 

y7 Ï9≡ sŒ ô⎯ ÏΒ Ï™!$t6 /Ρr& 3“tà) ø9 $# … çμ Áà) tΡ šø‹n=tã ( 
$pκ ÷] ÏΒ ÒΟ Í←!$s% Ó‰‹ ÅÁymuρ ∩⊇⊃⊃∪  

$tΒuρ öΝ ßγ≈oΨ ôϑn=sß ⎯ Å3≈ s9 uρ (# þθßϑn=sß öΝ åκ |¦àΡr& ( !$yϑsù 

ôM uΖøîr& öΝ åκ÷] tã ãΝ åκ çJyγ Ï9# u™ ©ÉL©9 $# tβθããô‰tƒ ⎯ ÏΒ 

ÈβρßŠ «!$# ⎯ ÏΒ &™ó©x« $£ϑ©9 u™!% ỳ â öΔr& y7 În/ u‘ ( $tΒuρ 

öΝ èδρßŠ# y— uö xî 5=Š Î7 ÷Gs? ∩⊇⊃⊇∪  

šÏ9≡ x‹x. uρ ä‹÷{ r& y7 În/ u‘ !# sŒ Î) x‹s{ r& 3“tà) ø9 $# 

}‘ Éδuρ îπ uΗÍ>≈ sß 4 ¨βÎ) ÿ… çν x‹÷{ r& ÒΟŠ Ï9 r& î‰ƒ Ï‰x© ∩⊇⊃⊄∪  

¨βÎ) ’ Îû y7 Ï9≡ sŒ Zπ tƒ Uψ ô⎯ yϑÏj9 t∃% s{ z># x‹tã 

Íο tÅzFψ$# 4 y7 Ï9≡ sŒ ×Π öθtƒ ×íθßϑøg ¤Χ çμ©9 â¨$̈Ψ9 $# 

y7 Ï9≡ sŒ uρ ×Πöθtƒ ×Šθßγ ô±̈Β ∩⊇⊃⊂∪  
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We shall not delay it beyond an appointed 

term. (104) 

When that day comes, not a soul will 

speak except by His leave. Some among 

them will be wretched, and some happy. 

(105) 

Those who will have brought wretchedness 

upon themselves, they will be in the fire 

where, moaning and sobbing, (106) 

they will abide as long as the heavens and 

the earth endure, unless your Lord wills it 

otherwise. Your Lord always does whatever 

He wills. (107) 

And those who are blessed with happiness 

will be in Paradise, abiding there as long 

as the heavens and the earth endure, unless 

your Lord wills it otherwise: an unceasing 

gift. (108) 

So be not in doubt about anything which 

these people worship. They worship only as 

their fathers worshipped before them. We 

shall most certainly give them their full due, 

$tΒuρ ÿ… çν ã½jzxσ çΡ ωÎ) 9≅ y_L{ 7Šρß‰÷è̈Β ∩⊇⊃⊆∪  

tΠ öθtƒ ÏNù'tƒ Ÿω ãΝ ¯=x6 s? ë§ø tΡ ωÎ) ⎯ Ïμ ÏΡøŒ Î* Î/ 4 
óΟ ßγ ÷ΨÏϑsù @’ Å+ x© Ó‰‹ Ïè y™ uρ ∩⊇⊃∈∪  

$̈Βr' sù t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (#θà) x© ’ Å∀sù Í‘$̈Ζ9 $# öΝ çλm; $pκ Ïù × Ïùy— 

î,‹Îγ x© uρ ∩⊇⊃∉∪  

š⎥⎪Ï$ Î#≈ yz $pκ Ïù $tΒ ÏM tΒ# yŠ ÝV≡ uθ≈ uΚ¡¡9 $# 

ÞÚ ö‘ F{ $# uρ ωÎ) $tΒ u™!$x© y7 •/ u‘ 4 ¨βÎ) y7 −/ u‘ ×Α$̈èsù 

$yϑÏj9 ß‰ƒ Ìãƒ ∩⊇⊃∠∪  

* $̈Βr& uρ t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (#ρß‰Ïèß™ ’ Å∀sù Ïπ ¨Ψ pg ø:$# t⎦⎪Ï$ Î#≈ yz 

$pκ Ïù $tΒ ÏM tΒ# yŠ ßN≡ uθ≈ yϑ¡¡9 $# ÞÚ ö‘ F{ $# uρ ωÎ) $tΒ 

u™!$x© y7 •/ u‘ ( ¹™!$sÜ tã uö xî 7Œρä‹øg xΧ ∩⊇⊃∇∪  

Ÿξsù à7 s? ’ Îû 7π tƒ öÏΒ $£ϑÏiΒ ß‰ç7 ÷ètƒ Ï™Iωàσ ¯≈ yδ 4 $tΒ 

šχρß‰ç6 ÷ètƒ ωÎ) $yϑx. ß‰ç7 ÷ètƒ Ν èδäτ!$t/# u™ ⎯ ÏiΒ 

ã≅ ö7 s% 4 $̄ΡÎ) uρ öΝ èδθ—ù uθßϑs9 öΝ åκ z: ÅÁtΡ uö xî 

<Éθà)ΖtΒ ∩⊇⊃®∪  
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without any reduction. (109) 

Indeed, We gave the Scriptures to Moses, 

and there was strife over them. Had it not 

been for a decree that had already gone 

forth from your Lord, judgement would 

have been passed on them. Yet, they are in 

grave doubt concerning that. (110) 

To each and all your Lord will surely give 

their full due for whatever they may have 

done. He is indeed aware of all that they 

do. (111) 

Follow, then, the right course as you are 

bidden, together with those who, with you, 

have turned to Him; and let none of you 

transgress. Surely, He sees all that you do. 

(112) 

Put no trust in those who do wrong, lest the 

fire touch you. You would, then, have none 

to protect you from God, nor would you 

find any help. (1 13) 

Attend to your prayers at both ends of the 

day and in the early watches of the night. 

Surely, good deeds erase evil ones. This is a 

reminder for those who are thoughtful. 

(114) 

ô‰s) s9 uρ $oΨ ÷ s?# u™ ©y›θãΒ |=≈ tFÅ6 ø9 $# y#Î=çG÷z$$sù 

ÏμŠ Ïù 4 Ÿωöθs9 uρ ×π yϑÎ=x. ôM s) t7 y™ ⎯ ÏΒ y7 Îi/ ¢‘ z©ÅÓà) s9 

öΝ æηuΖ÷ t/ 4 öΝ åκ̈Ξ Î) uρ ’ Å∀s9 7e7 x© çμ ÷ΖÏiΒ 5=ƒÌãΒ ∩⊇⊇⊃∪  

¨βÎ) uρ yξä. $£ϑ©9 öΝ åκ̈] uŠ Ïjùuθã‹s9 y7 •/ u‘ óΟ ßγ n=≈ yϑôãr& 4 
… çμ ¯ΡÎ) $yϑÎ/ tβθè=yϑ÷è tƒ × Î6 yz ∩⊇⊇⊇∪  

öΝ É) tGó™ $$sù !$yϑx. |N öÏΒé& ⎯ tΒuρ z>$s? y7 yètΒ Ÿωuρ 

(# öθtóôÜ s? 4 … çμ ¯ΡÎ) $yϑÎ/ šχθè=yϑ÷ès? × ÅÁt/ ∩⊇⊇⊄∪  

Ÿωuρ (# þθãΖx. ös? ’ n<Î) t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (#θßϑn=sß ãΝ ä3¡¡yϑ tGsù 

â‘$̈Ψ9 $# $tΒuρ Ν à6 s9 ⎯ ÏiΒ ÈβρßŠ «!$# ô⎯ ÏΒ u™!$uŠ Ï9 ÷ρ r& 

¢Ο èO Ÿω šχρç|ÇΖè? ∩⊇⊇⊂∪ ÉΟ Ï%r& uρ 

 nο 4θn=¢Á9 $# Ç’ nûtsÛ Í‘$pκ ¨]9 $# $Z s9 ã—uρ z⎯ ÏiΒ È≅øŠ ©9 $# 4 ¨βÎ) 

ÏM≈ uΖ|¡pt ø:$# t⎦÷⎤Ïδõ‹ãƒ ÏN$t↔ ÍhŠ ¡¡9 $# 4 y7 Ï9≡ sŒ 3“tø. ÏŒ 

š⎥⎪ÌÏ.≡ ©%#Ï9 ∩⊇⊇⊆∪  

÷É9ô¹$# uρ ¨βÎ* sù ©!$# Ÿω ßì‹ ÅÒãƒ tô_r& 

t⎦⎫ÏΖÅ¡ósßϑø9 $# ∩⊇⊇∈∪  
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And be patient in adversity; God does not 

fail to reward those who do good. (115) 

If only there had been among the 

generations that have gone before you some 

people of virtue to speak out against the 

spread of corruption on earth, as did the 

few whom We saved from among them! 

The wrongdoers pursued what ensured for 

them a life of comfort and plenty; they were 

hardened in sin. (116) 

In truth, your Lord would have not 

destroyed those cities, without just cause, 

had their people been righteous. (117) 

Had your Lord so willed, He would have 

made all mankind one single community. 

As it is, they continue to differ, (118) 

except those upon whom your Lord has 

bestowed His grace. And to this end He 

created them. The word of your Lord shall 

be fulfilled: ‘I shall certainly fill hell with 

jinn and humans all.’ (119) 

All that We relate to you of the histories of 

earlier messengers is a means by which We 

strengthen your heart. Through these 

[accounts] there has come to you the truth, 

as well as an admonition and a reminder 

for all believers. (120) 

Ÿωöθn=sù tβ% x. z⎯ ÏΒ Èβρãà) ø9 $# ⎯ ÏΒ ôΜ ä3Î=ö6 s% (#θä9 'ρé& 

7π ¨Š É) t/ šχöθ pκ ÷] tƒ Ç⎯ tã ÏŠ$|¡x ø9 $# ’Îû ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# ωÎ) 

WξŠ Î=s% ô⎯ £ϑÏiΒ $uΖøŠ pgΥ r& óΟ ßγ ÷Ψ ÏΒ 3 yì t7 ¨?$# uρ š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# 

(#θßϑn=sß !$tΒ (#θèùÌø?é& Ïμ‹ Ïù (#θçΡ% x. uρ š⎥⎫ÏΒÌøg èΧ 

∩⊇⊇∉∪  

$tΒuρ tβ% Ÿ2 š•/ u‘ šÏ=ôγ ãŠ Ï9 3“tà) ø9 $# 8Ν ù=Ýà Î/ 

$yγ è=÷δr& uρ šχθßsÎ=óÁãΒ ∩⊇⊇∠∪  

öθs9 uρ u™!$x© y7 •/ u‘ Ÿ≅ yèpg m: }̈ $̈Ζ9 $# Zπ ¨Βé& Zο y‰Ïn≡ uρ ( 
Ÿωuρ tβθä9# t“ tƒ š⎥⎫ Ï Î=tGøƒ èΧ ∩⊇⊇∇∪  

ωÎ) ⎯ tΒ zΜ Ïm§‘ y7 •/ u‘ 4 y7 Ï9≡ s%Î!uρ óΟ ßγs) n=yz 3 
ôM £ϑs?uρ èπ yϑÎ=x. y7 În/ u‘ ¨βV|øΒV{ zΟ ¨Ψ yγ y_ z⎯ ÏΒ 

Ïπ ¨Ψ Éfø9 $# Ä¨$̈Ζ9 $# uρ t⎦⎫ÏèuΗød r& ∩⊇⊇®∪  

yξä. uρ Èà) ¯Ρ y7 ø‹n=tã ô⎯ ÏΒ Ï™!$t6 /Ρr& È≅ ß™ ”9 $# $tΒ 

àM Îm7 sV çΡ ⎯ Ïμ Î/ x8yŠ# xσ èù 4 x8u™!% y` uρ ’Îû Íν É‹≈ yδ ‘,ysø9 $# 

×π sà Ïã öθtΒuρ 3“tø. ÏŒ uρ t⎦⎫ÏΨ ÏΒ÷σ ßϑù=Ï9 ∩⊇⊄⊃∪  

≅ è%uρ t⎦⎪Ï% ©#Ïj9 Ÿω tβθãΨ ÏΒ÷σ ãƒ (#θè=yϑôã $# 4’ n?tã 

öΝ ä3ÏGtΡ% s3 tΒ $̄ΡÎ) tβθè=Ïϑ≈ tã ∩⊇⊄⊇∪  
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Preview 

This is the concluding passage of the s rah. Its discourse is closely related to what 

was said in the opening passage and to the historical accounts the s rah provides. 

The first comment (Verses 100-102) directly relates to the historical accounts, and is 

followed by one which utilizes the punishment meted out to those early communities 

as a means of inspiring awe of punishment in the hereafter. This is given in a very 

awesome scene of the Day of Judgement, which is held out before our eyes. (Verses 

103-108) 

The following comment takes the fate of those earlier communities and the scene 

of the Day of Resurrection as its basis. It clarifies that those idolaters who opposed 

the Prophet Mu ammad put themselves in the same position as those communities 

with regard to their punishment in this world and the next. It is true that these would 

not be annihilated in toto, but this is due to a decree already made by God Almighty. 

Hence the punishment of the people of Moses has been deferred although they have 

disputed endlessly over their Scriptures. Yet both the people of Moses and the Arab 

idolaters will certainly be given their full reward. Hence, the Prophet and his 

followers are advised to remain steadfast, persevering with the implementation of 

what has been revealed to him. They must not incline towards the unbelievers who 

associate partners with God. They are to attend to their prayers and persevere, 

knowing that God will never allow the reward of the righteous to be wasted. (Verses 

109-115) 

Say to those who will not believe: ‘Do 

whatever lies within your power, and so 

shall we. (121) 

Wait if you will; we too are waiting.’ 

(122) 

God alone knows whatever is hidden in the 

heavens and the earth. All authority over 

all matters belongs to Him alone. Worship 

Him, then, and place your trust in Him 

alone. Your Lord is not unaware of what 

you do. (123) 

(# ÿρãÏà tGΡ$# uρ $̄ΡÎ) tβρãÏà tFΖãΒ ∩⊇⊄⊄∪  

¬!uρ Ü= ø‹xî ÏN≡ uθ≈ yϑ¡¡9 $# ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# uρ Ïμø‹s9 Î) uρ 

ßì y_öãƒ ãøΒF{ $# … ã&—#ä. çν ô‰ç6 ôã $$sù ö≅ 2uθ s?uρ Ïμ ø‹n=tã 

4 $tΒuρ y7 •/ u‘ @≅ Ï≈ tóÎ/ $£ϑtã tβθè=yϑ÷ès? ∩⊇⊄⊂∪ 
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The s rah then refers once more to the earlier communities in which those who 

stood out against corruption were few in number. The large majority continued with 

their erring ways, thus earning their full punishment. God would never unjustly 

destroy the people of any community if they did good. (Verses 116-117) 

The passage also explains why God has made people with different types of 

thought and action. He could certainly have made them all of one type, but His will 

has chosen to give human beings free choice. (Verses 118-119) 

The s rah concludes by stating that one reason for providing such historical 

accounts in the Qur’ n is to strengthen the Prophet’s own attitude. The Prophet is 

instructed to say his final word to the unbelievers, leaving them to the fate they are 

certain to meet. In turn, he should place his trust in God, worshipping Him alone and 

let God’s judgement be passed on all mankind. (Verses 120-123) 

Summing up Past Lessons 

These are some of the accounts of past communities which We relate to you. Some 

still remain while others are extinct, like a field mown-down. No wrong did We do to 

them, but it was they who wronged themselves. Those deities of theirs which they 

were keen to invoke instead of God availed them nothing when your Lord’s 

judgement came to pass; they only added to their ruin. Such is your Lord’s 

punishment whenever He takes to task any community which is bent on evil-doing; 

His punishment is indeed grievous, severe. (Verses 100-102) 

So far, the s rah has portrayed the suffering which overwhelmed various ancient 

nations: some were drowned in floods, some perished in a devastating storm, some 

by an awful cry, and some found the earth under their feet subside, opening up to 

swallow them and their dwellings. Then when all these scenes of destruction in this 

world are visible before our eyes, and when our hearts are deeply touched by what 

has been related of events and punishments, we have the final comment: “These are 

some of the accounts of past communities which We relate to you.” (Verse 100) You, 

Prophet, had no knowledge of any of this. You came to know of them only through 

divine revelation. This is indeed one of the objectives of telling such stories in the 

Qur’ n. 

“Some still remain.” (Verse 100) Their ruins which still exist testify to the standard 

of civilization and strength that these communities attained. Of these the ruins of ` d 

at al-A q f and Thamūd at al- ijr are the best examples. “Others are extinct, like a field 

mown-down.” (Verse 100) They were wiped out, without a trace, as in the cases of the 

peoples of Noah and Lot. After all, what are people? And what is civilization? They 

are but fields of human beings, similar to agricultural fields. Some plants are good 
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and pleasing, others are foul. Some acquire strength and spread, others wither and 

die. 

“No wrong did We do to them, but it was they who wronged themselves.” (Verse 101) 

They chose to be blind and to stifle their instincts and senses. They turned away from 

divine guidance, ignored God’s signs and greeted His warnings with contempt. 

Hence, they brought on themselves the suffering they received, wronging themselves 

while no wrong was done them. 

“Those deities of theirs which they were keen to invoke instead of God availed them nothing 

when your Lord’s judgement came to pass; they only added to their ruin.” (Verse 101) This 

verse states another objective behind relating such historical accounts in the Qur’ n. 

The s rah opened with a warning to all those who submit to deities other than God. 

The same warnings were repeated by every messenger and every prophet. They 

were told that these false deities could not protect them from God. Their destinies 

confirmed the earlier warnings. When God’s judgement came to pass, none of their 

deities could avail them of anything. None was able to spare them any portion of the 

suffering which befell them. Indeed, their false gods could only add to their ruin. 

This because when they relied on false gods, they added venom and contempt to 

their opposition to God’s messengers and His messages. Hence, their punishment 

was even more severe. This is the meaning of the expression: “they only added.” 

Indeed, those deities could do them neither good nor harm. They were, however, the 

cause of their increased punishment. 

“Such is your Lord’s punishment whenever He takes to task any community which is bent 

on evil-doing.” (Verse 102) It is only when a community indulges in evil that God 

takes it to task and brings about its destruction. Punished communities are always 

bent on evildoing. 

They do evil when they ascribe a share of Godhead to anyone other than God. 

They are unjust to themselves when they spread corruption in the land and turn their 

backs on calls for upright behaviour and for acknowledgement that God is the only 

deity in the universe. In such communities, injustice spreads and tyrants rule. 

“His punishment is indeed grievous, severe.” (Verse 102) God leaves people to enjoy 

themselves for a while. He tests them and sends them messengers and clear signs. 

When, however, evil reigns supreme in a community, and the advocates of truth are 

only a minority unable to influence the majority, bent on evil-doing; when the small 

community of believers disassociate themselves from the rest of their people, who 

are persistent in error, and consider themselves to be a separate community with 

their own religion, leadership and loyalties; when they make all this plain to the rest 

of their people and leave them to their destiny, as determined by God, then God 

brings about His punishment of the evil-doers which is “grievous, severe” 
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Grievous and severe as the punishment in this world is, it is only an indication of 

the suffering in the hereafter. This is only fully appreciated by those who dread such 

punishment. These are they who are farsighted enough to realize that the One who 

punishes evil-doing communities in this life will hold them answerable for their sins 

in the life to come. 

Hence, they fear such future-life punishment, and do righteous deeds in this life to 

spare themselves. 

At this point, the s rah portrays scenes from the Day of Judgement, in the familiar 

Qur’ nic style which relates such scenes to scenes of this world with no gap evident 

between the two. 

In this there is surely a sign for those who fear the suffering in the lift to come. That 

is a day when all mankind shall be gathered together, and that is a day which will be 

witnessed [by all]. We shall not delay it beyond an appointed term. When that day 

comes, not a soul will speak except by His leave. Some among them will be wretched, 

and some happy. Those who will have brought wretchedness upon themselves, they 

will be in the fire where, moaning and sobbing, they will abide as long as the heavens 

and the earth endure, unless your Lord wills it otherwise. Your Lord always does 

whatever He wills. And those who are blessed with happiness will be in Paradise, 

abiding there as long as the heavens and the earth endure, unless your Lord wills it 

otherwise: an unceasing gift. (Verses 103-108) 

“In this there is surely a sign for those who fear the suffering in the lift to come.” (Verse 

103) The severe punishment meted out in this world bears some similarity to the 

suffering of the hereafter. Hence, it serves as a reminder of that future suffering. Such 

reminders, however, are appreciated only by those who fear the punishment in the 

hereafter. Their fear of God awakens their hearts and opens their eyes. On the other 

hand, those who are heedless of the hereafter do not respond to any sign. They are 

blind. They do not appreciate the purpose of creation and re-creation. They only see 

their immediate situation in this life. Indeed, they do not learn from the lessons 

presented in this life. 

The s rah then proceeds to describe the Day of Judgement: “that is a day when all 

mankind shall be gathered together, and that is a day which will be witnessed [by all].” 

(Verse 103) We have here a scene of all mankind being gathered together, leaving 

them no choice in the matter. They are led to the gathering place. All come forward, 

and everyone awaits the outcome. 

“When that day comes, not a soul will speak except by His leave.” (Verse 105) A deadly 

silence continues without interruption. It is a scene full of awe, which overwhelms 

all. No one dares ask permission to speak. Permission, however, is given by God to 
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whomever He chooses. At this point people are divided into two groups: “Some 

among them will be wretched, and some happy.” (Verse 105) 

As we read on we visualize the wretched in their misery in the fire, where they 

moan, sigh and sob. The air there is too hot, too suffocating. We also see “those who 

are blessed with happiness” in Paradise, where they receive their reward which 

continues uninterrupted. Both groups remain in their respective abodes ‘as long as the 

heavens and the earth endure.” This is an expression which imparts a feeling of 

permanence, which is indeed the intended connotation here. 

That continuity is qualified in both cases by God’s choice. Indeed, every situation 

and every law is subject to God’s will. It is His will which determines the law but is 

yet not subject to it. His is a free-will which can change any law whenever He 

chooses: “your Lord always does whatever He wills.” (Verse 107) 

In the case of the happy group, however, the s rah reassures them that it is God’s 

will that their reward will not cease, even if it is ever assumed that they would 

change abode and leave Paradise to go somewhere else. Such an eventuality is only 

supposed here to emphasize that God’s will is completely free. 

The Safe Path to Follow 

Having spoken about the punishment of the hereafter, and its similarities with 

what can be meted out in this life, the s rah draws some lessons for the Prophet and 

his few followers in Makkah, reassuring them that they follow the truth. It also 

warns those who deny God’s message against what will befall them in the hereafter. 

It firstly reassures the Prophet and tells him not to entertain any doubt with regard to 

the fallacy of the religion the pagan Arabs were following. Like earlier communities 

mentioned in the s rah, those Arabs were only worshipping what their forefathers 

before them had worshipped. Hence, they will inevitably have their befitting 

requital. If such punishment is deferred, as was the case with Moses’ people, both 

will have their due reward at the right time. 

So be not in doubt about anything which these people worship. They worship only as 

their fathers worshipped before them. We shall most certainly give them their full due, 

without any reduction. Indeed, We gave the Scriptures to Moses, and there was strife 

over them. Had it not been for a decree that had already gone forth from your Lord, 

judgement would have been passed on them. Yet, they are in grave doubt concerning 

that. To each and all your Lord will surely give their full due for whatever they may 

have done. He is indeed aware of all that they do. (Verses 109-111) 
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You must not entertain any doubt about the falsehood those people followed. This 

address is made to the Prophet, but the warnings are given to his people. This 

approach is perhaps more effective because it implies that the whole matter is 

something explained objectively by God to His Prophet. There is no argument with 

anyone. Those who offer such false worship are not directly addressed because they 

do not deserve to be given attention. Thus, the objective truth, in the manner it is 

stated, may by itself arouse their interest more than if they were to be addressed 

directly. “So be not in doubt about anything which these people worship. They worship only 

as their fathers worshipped before them.” (Verse 109) Hence, the same suffering awaits 

them. It is, however, implied here: “We shall most certainly give them their full due.” 

(Verse 109) What is due to them is known from what befell other people before them. 

The s rah has portrayed some examples of this. 

It is possible that they may not be destroyed, just as Moses’ people were not totally 

destroyed, despite the divisions and strife that arose between them over their faith 

and worship. “Indeed, We gave the Scriptures to Moses, and there was strife over them.” 

(Verse 110) God has decreed that they will be held answerable for all their deeds on 

the Day of Judgement: “Had it not been for a decree that had already gone forth from your 

Lord, judgement would have been passed on them.” (Verse 110) 

There is a certain wisdom behind this decree. They were not totally destroyed 

because they had Scriptures. All those who received Scriptures, through any Prophet, 

will not be punished until the Day of Judgement. The Scriptures are clear pointers to 

the right path, and succeeding generations can study them and follow them, just as 

the generation which was first addressed by them. This cannot apply to physical 

miracles which are witnessed only by those who are present at the time they happen. 

Those who witness such miracles either believe as a result of what they see and thus 

save themselves, or continue to reject the faith and are punished in consequence. 

Both the Torah and the Gospel are full books, available to succeeding generations, 

until the final Scriptures are given, confirming both the Torah and the Gospel, and 

replacing them as guidance for all mankind. All people will be questioned on the 

basis of this final revelation, including the followers of the Torah and the Gospel. 

“Yet, they are”— meaning Moses’ people, “in grave doubt concerning that.” (Verse 110) 

That is, concerning Moses’ Scriptures which were not written until much later, when 

its reports suffered much confusion. Hence, its followers are not fully certain of it. 

Since judgement has been deferred, everyone will receive the reward due for his 

actions, whether good or bad, from God, who is aware of all actions. “To each and all 

your Lord will surely give their full due for whatever they may have done. He is indeed aware 

of all that they do.” (Verse 111) The Arabic expression employed here contains 

multiple emphasis, so that the delay of accountability and reward should not induce 

anyone to doubt their inevitability. Such varied emphasis also serves to assert that 
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the beliefs of those people are totally false and that they are akin to the false beliefs of 

past communities. 

Such strong emphasis was also necessary considering the tough phase the Islamic 

movement was going through at the time. The unbelievers had adopted an attitude 

of stubborn hostility to the Prophet and his few followers. Islam was making little 

headway in Makkah. Severe punishment was inflicted on the few believers, while the 

enemies of Islam went about their city completely secure. God’s threatened 

punishment was delayed to its appointed time. It was, then, a critical period, when 

some people could not help being shaken. Indeed, even the strongest of believers can 

feel lonely and isolated. They need to be reassured. Nothing can reassure believers 

better than knowing that their enemies are God’s enemies, and that they 

undoubtedly hold false beliefs. Again, believers are reassured when they realize 

God’s wisdom in leaving the unbelievers alone for a while, and postponing their 

punishment to the day which will certainly overwhelm them. 

Thus, we see how the Qur’ nic revelations set the necessary requirements for 

moving forward in advocating Islam. We also see how the Qur’ n sets landmarks for 

the Muslim community as they wage their fight against the enemies of Islam. 

A Needed Reminder 

The assurance is thus given that God’s laws will not fail, whether they relate to 

His creation, the religion He has revealed, or to His promises and warnings. 

Believers and advocates of Islam must, therefore, follow it strictly without deviation 

or change. “Follow, then, the right course as you are bidden, together with those who, with 

you, have turned to Him; and let none of you transgress. Surely, He sees all that you do. Put 

no trust in those who do wrong, lest the fire touch you. You would, then, have none to protect 

you from God, nor would you find any help. Attend to your prayers at both ends of the day 

and in the early watches of the night. Surely, good deeds erase evil ones. This is a reminder for 

those who are thoughtful. And be patient in adversity; God does not fail to reward those who 

do good.” (Verses 112-115) 

These instructions are given to the Prophet and to those with him who have 

turned to God in repentance. “Follow, then, the right course as you are bidden.” (Verse 

112) The Prophet felt the power behind the order detailing these tasks and how 

awesome a responsibility it was. He is reported to have said: “This s rah, Hūd, has 

made me grow grey.” Here, he is commanded to follow the right path without any 

deviation. This requires him to always be alert, careful, watchful, and aware of his 

path. He was to be in full control of his feelings, for these can lead to deviation, major 

or otherwise. 
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It is worth noting here that this order to keep to the right course is followed by a 

negative injunction. The Prophet and his followers are not warned against 

complacency or slackening, but are warned against excess and transgression.  

This is because the order to follow the right course may cause people to be over-

alert and may lead to exaggeration, which, in turn, transforms this naturally easy 

religion into one that is difficult to follow. God wants the religion He has revealed to 

remain as it is. He wants the believers to follow the right path without exaggeration 

or excessive rigidity. 

“Surely, He sees all that you do.” (Verse 112) The use of the verb ‘see’ is very apt 

here, where good and sound judgement are called into action. 

“Put no trust in those who do wrong, lest the fire touch you. You would, then, have none 

to protect you from God, nor would you find any help.” (Verse 113) Do not incline 

towards or have any trust in tyrants who oppress and subjugate others by their sheer 

force, making them submit to false gods. If you trust them, or incline towards them, 

you are endorsing the great evil they practise, and you become party to it. Such 

deviation would bring about the punishment of hell and leave you without God’s 

support or protection. 

Following the right path during such times may be very hard. Indeed, believers 

may need to have something to comfort them. God, therefore, guides His Messenger 

and the believers to what gives them the greatest comfort: ‘Attend to your prayers at 

both ends of the day and in the early watches of the night.” (Verse 114) God knows that this 

is the source of comfort when every other source fails. 

Prayers strengthen the believer’s spirit, and sustain his heart and will to fulfil 

difficult duties. They also establish a bond between the hearts of afflicted believers 

and their merciful Lord, who is near and who responds to prayers. Prayers help to 

overcome loneliness and isolation in the face of a powerful, tyrannical society. 

The verse here mentions the two ends of the day, meaning the morning and the 

evening, and some watches of the night. These times cover all the obligatory prayers, 

without specifying their number. The number and the exact timing are specified by 

the traditions of the Prophet. 

The order to attend to prayers is followed by the statement that good does away 

with evil. This is a general statement which includes all good deeds. Prayer is one of 

the best deeds any person can do, hence it is one of the best actions for erasing sin 

and error. “This is a reminder for those who are thoughtful.” (Verse 114) Prayer is, in 

essence, a method of remembering God, and being thoughtful of Him. Hence, this 

comment is very apt here. 
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To follow the right course and to maintain it requires patience. Similarly, awaiting 

the time God has set for the fulfilment of His promises and warnings requires 

patience. Hence, these orders are followed by another one: “And be patient in 

adversity; God does not fail to reward those who do good.” (Verse 115) To follow the right 

course is to do good; and to pray at the appointed times is to do good. Moreover, to 

be patient and to persevere against the unbelievers’ schemes is to do good. God will 

certainly reward those who do good. 

What Saves Erring Communities 

As the s rah draws to its end, it finishes its comment on the destruction of earlier 

communities which turned their backs on God’s messengers. It says rather indirectly 

that had there been among them groups of good people who tried to earn for 

themselves a good position with God by speaking out loud against corruption and 

injustice, God would not have exterminated them as He did. God does not punish 

any community for its injustice if its people are righteous; that is, if the righteous 

among its people have enough power to resist injustice and corruption. There were 

in each of those lands only a handful of believers who had no influence on their 

community and wielded no power. God saved those believers, and destroyed the 

rest, including both the powerful, wealthy masters and their weak and poor 

followers who accepted their commands without question. 

If only there had been among the generations that have gone before you some people of 

virtue to speak out against the spread of corruption on earth, as did the few whom We 

saved from among them! The wrongdoers pursued what ensured for them a life of 

comfort and plenty; they were hardened in sin. In truth, your Lord would have not 

destroyed those cities, without just cause, had their people been righteous. (Verses 

116-117) 

This explains the divine law which applies to all nations and communities. If 

corruption, that is, any form of subjugating people to any authority other than that of 

God, spreads in any community, that community will not be destroyed by God, 

provided that a section of its people rises to stop such corruption. On the other hand, 

if injustice and corruption go unchecked, or if those who speak out against them 

have little influence on the continued spread of these evils, then the divine law 

operates against these communities and they are either destroyed immediately or by 

gradual weakening and imbalance. 

Hence, those who call on their communities to submit to God alone, and work 

against all other forms of submission to other authorities provide a safety net for 

their nations and communities. In this light, we can appreciate the value of the 
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struggle by the advocates of Islam who resist all forms of evil, injustice and 

corruption and who try to establish this religion, which is based on submission to 

God alone. By their struggle, they not only discharge their own responsibility 

towards God and towards their various nations, but they also ensure that their 

nations are spared God’s immediate punishment which brings about their total 

destruction. 

Why Let Differences Occur 

Then follows a comment on the fact that people have different inclinations and 

follow different ways. “Had your Lord so willed, He would have made all mankind one 

single community. As it is, they continue to differ, except those upon whom your Lord has 

bestowed His grace. And to this end He created them. The word of your Lord shall be fulfilled: 

‘I shall certainly fill hell with jinn and humans all.’” (Verses 118-119) 

God could have created all mankind in the same form and with the same aptitude. 

He could have made them copies of one original. This is, however, not the nature of 

the life God has chosen for this earth. He has willed to make man, to whom He has 

assigned the task of building the earth, a creature of varying inclinations and ways. It 

is God’s will that man should have the freedom to choose his own line, views, and 

his own way of life and to be responsible for the choices he makes. It is also God’s 

will that man should be rewarded for the choice he makes between good and evil. 

Whatever choice they make, people operate within the law God has set for His 

creation and according to His will that man should be able to choose freely. 

It is, then, God’s will that mankind are not made of a single community. Hence, 

they are bound to differ. Their differences go as far as the basics of faith. Only those 

who are able to stick to the truth, which is one, by definition, are spared such 

differences. They, however, differ with the rest of mankind who have lost sight of the 

truth. 

“The word of your Lord shall be fulfilled: ‘I shall certainly fill hell with jinn and humans 

all.’” (Verse 119) From this statement, we deduce that those who stick to the truth 

enjoy God’s grace and have a different end. Heaven will be full of them, in the same 

way as hell will be full of those who preferred error to the truth. 

The s rah concludes with an address to the Prophet, explaining the reason behind 

relating to him such accounts of the histories of earlier communities. It is to 

strengthen his heart and to provide a reminder for all believers. To those who reject 

the faith, he should say his final word, indicating the parting of his way from theirs 

and leaving them to wait for whatever fate God decides for them: “All that We relate 

to you of the histories of earlier messengers is a means by which We strengthen your heart. 

Through these [accounts] there has come to you the truth, as well as an admonition and a 
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reminder for all believers. Say to those who will not believe: ‘Do whatever lies within your 

power, and so shall we. Wait if you will; we too are waiting.’ God alone knows whatever is 

hidden in the heavens and the earth. All authority over all matters belongs to Him alone. 

Worship Him, then, and place your trust in Him alone. Your Lord is not unaware of what 

you do.” (Verses 120-123) 

It is clear from these verses that the Prophet faced so much trouble from his people 

and their rejection of his call, and had to shoulder such a heavy burden in conveying 

his message particularly in respect of the unbelievers’ rejection of his call. Hence he 

needed to be comforted by God, despite his inexhaustible treasure of patience, 

perseverance and confidence in the truth. 

“Through these [accounts] there has come to you the truth;” that is, in this s rah. 

Whatever has been outlined in the s rah of the nature of the Islamic faith and the 

histories of earlier prophets and messengers, and the operation of the divine laws, 

especially as they relate to the fulfilment of God’s promises and warnings, is true 

beyond any shadow of a doubt. “As well as an admonition and reminder for all believers.” 

(Verse 120) In such histories, the believers are warned against what befell earlier 

nations. They are reminded of God’s commandments and His laws. 

However, those who are bent on rejecting the truth and do not believe can benefit 

nothing from such an admonition. There is only one attitude to take towards them, 

and that is a firm one indicating that there is no common ground between them and 

the believers. The Prophet is instructed to say to them what one of his prophet 

brothers, whose story is related in this s rah said to his people before leaving them to 

their destiny: “Say to those who will not believe: Do whatever lies within your power, and so 

shall we. Wait if you will; we too are waiting.’” (Verses 121-122) What they are waiting 

for is known only to God: 

“God alone knows whatever is hidden in the heavens and the earth. All authority over all 

matters belongs to Him alone.” (Verse 123) Everything is in His hands, including the 

destiny of the Prophet, the believers and the unbelievers. All power and all authority 

belong to Him alone. He is, then, the One who deserves to be worshipped: “Worship 

Him, then, and place your trust in Him alone.” (Verse 123) He is the protector of His 

obedient servants and He alone can give them victory. Moreover, He is aware of 

everything that every person does, whether good or bad. To each and all He gives 

their just rewards: “Your Lord is not unaware of what you do.” (Verse 123) 

Thus the s rah concludes. It opened with the call to worship God alone, and to 

turn to Him in repentance, and concludes with the same message of submission. 

Worship God alone, seek His guidance and follow His instructions. In between, the 

s rah dwelt at length on matters which relate to the universe, the human soul and the 

history of nations. 



Hūd| SOCIAL PERSPECTIVE 
 

 

 260

All, however, relate to one simple message. Thus the artistic coordination of the 

opening and the conclusion and the harmony between the stories related in the s rah 

and the flow of its style, are coupled with the presence of an overall theme and a 

simple message which pervades the whole s rah. We need only consider this to 

realize that the harmony which the Qur’ n exhibits is unparalleled. Had it been the 

word of someone other than God, this would not be a characteristic of the Qur’ n. 

Indeed, it would have suffered from a great deal of confusion. 

The Central Theme 

Looking at the s rah in total, and indeed at the entire part of the Qur’ n revealed 

in the Makkan period, we find that it always reverts to the central theme of faith, 

outlining Islamic beliefs. Therefore, we need to reflect a little on how this central 

theme is addressed in the s rah. We may need to repeat some of what we have 

already said so as to make these final comments more coherent. 

The fundamental issue emphasized in the s rah as a whole is the divine order to 

worship God alone, prohibiting the worship of anyone or anything else, making it 

clear that this is the sum of religion and faith. At the outset, the s rah provides an 

outline of the Qur’ n, God’s book revealed to Mu ammad, His last Messenger. This 

issue is addressed in this outline, while the historical accounts give a glimpse of the 

progress of faith in human history, and the final passage directs the Prophet on how 

to address the unbelievers. The s rah also makes clear that all promises and 

warnings, reckoning, reward and punishment in the hereafter are all based on this 

basic principle. 

We find that addressing all worship solely to God is expressed in two different 

ways: 

1. My people! Worship God alone; you have no deity other than Him. (Verse 50) 

2. Worship none but God. I come to you from Him as a warner and a bearer of glad 

tidings. (Verse 2) 

It is clear that the two ways differ in the fact that one gives an order and the other 

states a prohibition. Do they, however, contain the same meaning? The first gives an 

order to worship God, making it clear that He is the only deity worthy of worship. 

The second prohibits the worship of anyone else. Needless to say, the second 

meaning is the correlate of the first, but the first verse states the first meaning in 

words leaving the second implied. Since this is the central issue, God in His wisdom 

determined not to leave the prohibition of worshipping other deities implicit. He 

wanted it stated separately, even though it is clearly implied in the first order. This 

gives us a clear sense of the seriousness Islam attaches to this issue. 
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The express statement of both aspects of this fundamental issue tells us that 

people need both to be categorically emphasized. It is not sufficient to state that there 

is no deity to be worshipped other than God, relying on the implicit correlate of 

prohibiting the worship of anyone or anything else. There have been times in human 

history when people did not deny God or abandon worshipping Him, but they also 

worshipped other beings beside Him. If this were to happen again, people would be 

guilty of idolatry, worshipping false deities alongside God while thinking they were 

Muslims who worship God alone. Hence, the Qur’ n states the concept of God’s 

oneness as it should be manifested in peoples’ lives, stating both the commandment 

and the prohibition so that each endorses and confirms the other, leaving no 

loophole for polytheism to manipulate. This dual emphasis is often repeated in the 

Qur’ n, in verses such as the following: 

Alif. L m. R . This is a book, with verses which have been perfected and distinctly 

spelled out, bestowed on you by One who is Wise, All- aware. Worship none but God. 

I come to you from Him as a warner and a bearer of glad tidings. (Verses 1-2) 

We sent forth Noah to his people: I have come to you with a plain warning. Worship 

none but God. I certainly fear that suffering should befall you on a grievous day.’ 

(Verses 25-26) 

To ` d, We sent their brother H d. He said: My people! Worship God alone; you 

have no deity other than Him. You are indeed inventors of falsehood.’ (Verse 50) 

God has said: Do not take [for worship] two deities, for He is but One God. Hence, of 

Me alone stand in awe.’ (16: 51) 

Abraham was neither a Jew nor a Christian; but he was wholly devoted to God, 

having surrendered himself to Him. He was not of those who associate partners with 

God. (3: 67) 

I have turned my face with pure and complete devotion to Him who brought the 

heavens and the earth into being. I am not one of those who associate partners with 

God. (6: 79) 

There is then a consistent mode of expression throughout the Qur’ n. It is 

certainly significant in driving home the concept of God’s oneness with both its 

aspects. It also shows God’s prior knowledge that to preserve this concept free of 

confusion requires such repeated and lucid emphasis. God certainly knows His 

creation and what suits them. His knowledge is perfect and admits no defects. 
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The Concept of God’s Worship 

We need also to reflect on the term ‘worship’ and how it is used in this s rah, and 

in the Qur’ n in general. This will give us an idea of what lies beyond this 

unequivocal statement ordering the worship of God alone and the prohibition of any 

gesture of worship to anyone else. 

The Fiqh terms ‘worship’, denoting dealings between a person and God, and 

‘transactions’, referring to people’s dealings with one another, were not used in the 

very early period of Islam, when the Qur’ n was being revealed. Their use started 

later. We wrote elsewhere on the history of such usage as follows: 

The division of human activities into ‘worship’ and ‘transactions’ began 

sometime after scholars started to write books on Islamic law, or Fiqh. At the 

beginning, the division was typically academic in nature, but regrettably, it 

had some negative effects in people’s minds. These were later to affect Islamic 

life in general. People started to think that the concept of worship applied 

only to the first type of activity addressed in its special section in books on 

Islamic law. Gradually, this concept was seen to have less and less to do with 

the aspect addressed in the section on ‘transactions’ in legal works. This 

represents a deviation from the holistic Islamic approach which is inevitably 

followed by a deviation in Islamic life in general. 

Under Islam, there is no human activity to which the concept of worship does 

not apply. The Islamic code of living aims to implement this concept in all 

aspects of life. All Islamic legislation, whether it relates to government, 

economy, criminal, civil and family law, or indeed any other aspect of life, 

has no objective other than the implementation of the concept of worship in 

human life. Human activity cannot be described in such terms, so as to serve 

this objective which the Qur’ n describes as the aim of human existence, 

unless it is undertaken in accordance with the divine way of life. That is, to 

attribute Godhead to God alone and to address all worship to Him only. 

Otherwise, human activity would be in conflict with the aim of human 

existence, or in other words, be deviant from the divine faith. 

When we consider the types of human activity Fiqh scholars describe as 

‘worship’ in the light of the Qur’ n, we are bound to realize that they are not 

addressed separately from the other type of activity such scholars call 

‘transactions’. Indeed, both are interlinked in the Qur’ n and its directives. 

Both belong to the concept of worship which puts into effect the principle of 

man’s servitude to the One God who has no partners. 
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As time passed, some people began to think that they could be Muslims 

when their worship activity was in accordance with Islamic rules, while their 

transactions were conducted according to some other system produced by 

some other deities which legislate for them without God’s authority. But this 

is a great myth. Islam is a complete whole. Anyone who tries to divide it into 

two parts undermines its unity; or, to use a different expression, abandons 

Islam altogether. 

This is a fundamental issue that needs to be carefully considered by every 

Muslim who wishes to implement the true meaning of Islam and serve the 

goal of human existence.25 

We may add here what we have already stated in this volume: 

The Arabs who were first addressed by the Qur’ n did not confine the import 

of the term `abada to mere worship rituals. Indeed, when the Arabs were first 

addressed by this term in Makkah, no worship rituals had then been assigned 

to them. They understood it to mean that they were required to submit 

themselves to God alone in all their life affairs and to renounce submission to 

anyone else. The Prophet defined ‘worship’ in one of his pronouncements as 

meaning ‘compliance,’ not as offering worship rituals. He was answering 

` dī ibn tim’s question about the Jews and the Christians and their 

treatment of their rabbis and monks as gods. He said: “Yes, indeed. They 

(meaning the rabbis and monks) made lawful to them what God has 

forbidden, and forbade them what God has made lawful, and they complied. 

This is how they worshipped them.” 

The term ‘worship’ has come to signify worship rituals since these are one 

form of showing submission to God. This form does not by any means, 

however, encompass the full meaning of ‘worship’.26 

Indeed, had the true essence of worship been the mere offering of worship 

rituals, it would not have warranted the sending of all God’s messengers. It 

would not have warranted the great efforts exerted by those Prophets (peace 

be upon them all) and the hard suffering to which the advocates of Islam 

have been subjected throughout the ages. Saving mankind, however, from 

submission to creatures of all sorts and returning them to submission to God 

in all matters is indeed worth that heavy price. 

                                                 
25 S. Qu b, Khaş ’is al-Taşawwur al-Isl mī wa Muqawwim tuh, D r al-Shurūq, Cairo, 
pp. 129-130. 
26 In this volume, Chapter 3, p. 213. 
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The establishment of the oneness of God, the only God, Lord and Sustainer in 

the universe, and the only source of legislation in all matters, and the 

establishment of the only way of life acceptable to God are all aims which 

merit the sending of God’s messengers. They also merit the exertion of great 

efforts by the messengers as well as the endurance of all the suffering the 

advocates of Islam have endured throughout history. This is not because God 

needs to achieve these aims: He is in need of nothing and no one. They are 

worthy aims simply because human life cannot be put right, reformed, 

elevated and become worthy of man without the establishment of the faith 

based on God’s oneness.27 

We need now to add some further elaboration to these final comments on the 

s rah. We should first look at the impact the truth of God’s oneness produces on 

man’s existence, natural needs and constitution; and how it influences his concept of 

life, which in turn influences his whole entity. 

This holistic concept of life addresses people, their aspirations, needs and desires, 

setting them all to deal with One Being from whom everything may be requested 

and to whom all things are addressed. It is this One Being who is loved and feared; 

whose pleasure is sought and whose anger must be avoided, because He is the One 

who creates, owns and conducts everything. 

At the same time, this concept refers mankind to a single source from which to 

derive all concepts, standards, values and laws. He is the One who has the right 

answer to every question that man may need to ask as he goes about his life. 

Bearing all this in mind, man’s whole entity is perfectly integrated, in feeling and 

action, faith and practice, ability and perception, life and death, health and 

sustenance, this present life and the life to come. This integration spares man much 

confusion that he would otherwise suffer. 

When man is so integrated, he is in his best situation, which is a situation of unity. 

We should remember that unity applies to God, the Creator, and also applies to the 

universe despite its limitless aspects and situations, and to all living creatures with 

their endless variety and abilities. Unity also applies to the objective of human life, 

namely worship, in all its aspects and forms. This is certain to be the result whenever 

man searches for the truth in this world. 

When man is in a position that perfectly fits with all aspects of the truth, he finds 

himself at the highest level of his own strength, and in full harmony with the world 

in which he lives, and with everything that he has a mutual impact on. This harmony 

                                                 
27 Ibid., p. 214-15 
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allows man to play his best role in life and achieve maximum results for all his 

efforts. 

When this truth achieved its fullness with the first Muslim community, it was able 

to play a great role with far-reaching effects on mankind and human history. When 

this happens again, as it inevitably will by God’s leave, God will let it accomplish 

great results, no matter what impediments it may have to face. The very presence of 

this truth in its fullness initiates an irresistible force, because it is part of the universal 

power that works in harmony with the Creator’s own power. 

The importance of this truth is not merely to correct our concept of faith, which is 

an extremely important objective; it also adds to the proper and coherent 

appreciation of life. The value of human life is greatly enriched when it becomes, in 

totality, an aspect of worship, with every activity, major or minor, a part or a symbol 

of such worship. Needless to say, this is true only when we look at the implied 

significance in such activity, which is acknowledging God as the only deity to whom 

all worship should be addressed. This is the highest position to which man may 

aspire, and through which he achieves his ultimate perfection. It is the position 

which the Prophet achieved when he ascended to his highest rank, as a recipient of 

God’s revelation, and when he went on his night journey: “Blessed is He who from on 

high has bestowed upon His servant the standard by which to discern the true from the false.” 

(25: 1) “Limitless in His glory is He who transported His servant by night from the Sacred 

Mosque [in Makkah] to the Aqş  Mosque [in Jerusalem] — the environs of which We have 

blessed — so that We might show him some of Our signs. Indeed He alone is the One who 

hears all and sees all.”28 (17: 1) 

True Freedom 

The unity of worship, in the sense of submission to God alone, has a profound 

impact on human life because it liberates people from submission to anyone else. 

Thus man ensures his true dignity and freedom which cannot be guaranteed under 

any system where people are subjugated by others, in one form or another. Such 

subjugation can be manifested in beliefs, rituals or laws, but their effects are the 

same, in the sense of submission to beings other than God. 

People cannot live without self-surrender to one thing or another. Those who do 

not submit to God soon find themselves in the worst type of submission to others. 

They lose out to their desires which spiral out of control. Hence, they lose their very 

humanity: “The unbelievers may enjoy their life in this world and eat like animals eat, but 

the fire is their ultimate abode.” (47: 12) The greatest loss man can suffer is the loss of his 

                                                 
28 S. Qu b, ibid., pp. 103-107. 



Hūd| SOCIAL PERSPECTIVE 
 

 

 266

own humanity. Moreover, they fall into different aspects of submission to other 

creatures, such as submission to rulers who always try to tighten their grip on power, 

pursuing their own self interest. 

Submission to other creatures can also take subtle forms, which may even be more 

domineering and cruel than the political form. One example is submission to fashion 

houses. We ask: what power do these have over a very large section of humanity, 

which claims to be civilized? When a fashion deity prescribes a certain style in 

clothes, cars, buildings, parties, etc. people slavishly toe the line. No one even 

contemplates dissidence. If people submitted themselves to God in an even smaller 

measure than they do to fashion lords, they would be truly devout. How can 

submission be practically demonstrated if not in the form people follow with 

fashion? What is the meaning of Lordship and sovereignty if they are different from 

those exercised by fashion makers? 

The poor woman who feels she must wear something too revealing, despite its 

being unsuitable for her figure, and wear make-up that leaves her subject to ridicule, 

simply cannot stand up to the lords of fashion with their immense power. What 

woman can resist such humiliation when she sees the whole of society around her 

toeing the line? If this is not submission to lordship, what is? Yet this is only one 

form of humiliating submission which people endure when they turn their backs on 

submission to God alone. Repugnant dictatorship is not limited to the political 

sphere and government. 

How important is the unity of worship and submission to the preservation of 

people’s lives, honour and property? All these become vulnerable when people 

submit to other human beings, whether in legal affairs, traditions or beliefs. 

In the sphere of beliefs and concepts, submission to anyone other than God means 

falling prey to endless myths, legends and superstitions, examples of which are 

easily found in both pagan societies and popular myth. Pledges and sacrifices are 

often offered under such false beliefs. Such sacrifices may not be limited to money 

and property, but may also include the sacrifice of children. People live in fear of 

false deities, priests who claim to be in touch with deities, sorcerers who claim to 

have contact with the jinn, saints and holy men who claim to possess powerful 

secrets, etc. Under the influence of such fears, and similarly false hopes, people waste 

their talents and energy. 

We have cited the example of fashion houses which human beings submit 

themselves to within a social context. However, we may also ask what the financial 

costs involved in such submission are. 

An average family spends half its income on perfume, make-up, hairstyles, 

clothing, shoes and jewellery, etc. Similarly, an average family spends half its efforts 
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on being up to date with such changing tastes. What is more is that most of the 

fashion houses are financed by Jews who make the greatest profits from the fashion 

industries. Men and women never stop meeting the demands of such submission, 

sacrificing in the process effort, money, honour and morality. 

False idols are set up, such as the motherland, nation, race, class, production, etc. 

Their honour is celebrated in spectacular forms, and people are urged to come 

forward with their offerings. Anyone who shows a reluctance to so come forward is 

accused of treason and made to endure humiliation. If personal honour runs against 

the requirements of submission to such false deities, honour is slain and the media 

never tires of describing such a travesty in superlative terms of praise. 

Islam makes jih d obligatory. Its purpose is to ensure that only God is worshipped 

by man, and that mankind liberates itself from submission to tyrants and idols. Thus, 

it is the means by which humanity rises to the sublime level God wants it to achieve. 

Undoubtedly jih d requires sacrifices, but those who submit to beings other than God 

have to make even greater sacrifices. People who refrain from jih d for fear of having 

to make sacrifices should reckon how much submission to others costs them in terms 

of their lives, children and money, in addition to sacrificing morality and honour. 

Never does jih d against all worldly forces equal the heavy cost of submission to 

others. 

Loss Compounded 

Dedicating worship and submission to God alone, to the exclusion of all else, pays 

great returns in directing all human efforts to the task of building and improving 

human life. Elsewhere in this volume we identified that anyone who sets himself up 

in a position of a deity demanding worship, i.e. complete obedience, needs to devote 

all national resources for his own protection, and also for establishing himself as a 

deity. He also needs to have a machinery and media to sing his praises, and to blow 

up his image to that of a superior person fit to be worshipped. These cannot stop 

their praises for a moment. On the contrary, they always try to make the masses 

share in such worship rituals. The reason being that whenever the great praise 

exercise slackens even a little, the tyrant’s image reverts back to that of a small 

powerless creature. Hence, the exercise is constantly renewed to endorse his image 

once again. If a portion of such efforts and funds are dedicated to ensure real 

progress in human life, all people in society would share in its fruits. But such 

energy, funds, and at times life and honour, are not spent for human benefit as long 

as people do not submit to God alone. 

Such losses are not incurred in only one particular system. They are common to all 

systems, even though situations differ and types of the sacrifice required also differ. 
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What happened with those who rebelled against submission to God alone, 

allowing some of their numbers to rule over them implementing a law other than 

God’s law, is that they ended up enduring the misery of submission to others. Such 

submission, however, squanders away their dignity and freedom, regardless of the 

type of government, even though they may think that some forms of government 

ensures such dignity and freedom. 

When Europe rebelled against a Church that tyrannized under the false guise of 

religion, it tried to run away from God. People in Europe thought that they could 

best preserve their freedom, dignity and humanity under democratic government. 

They pinned their hopes on the guarantees provided by democratic constitutions, 

parliamentary systems, a free press, judicial and legal checks, majority rule, and 

similar ideals. But what happened in practice? Capitalism managed to exercise 

tyrannical power reducing all checks and institutions into little more than slogans or 

myths. The great majority of the people became subservient to the powerful minority 

that owned the capital which enabled it to control the parliamentary majority, the 

constitution, the press and all other checks and balances that people imagined would 

guarantee their freedom and other rights. 

Certain groups turned away from individualistic or democratic systems which 

usher in a tyranny of capital or class and established ‘collective’ systems. But what 

has this meant in practice? They simply replaced subservience to the capitalist class 

with subservience to the working class. Or we may say, they replaced subservience 

to capitalists and big companies with subservience to the state which controlled 

capital and enjoyed total power. This made the tyranny of the state an even worse 

tyranny. 

In every situation or regime where some people are subservient to others, a heavy 

tax is paid to different deities, in cash and kind. Submission is inevitable. If it is not 

made to God, then it is made to others. When submission is purely to God, it sets 

people free, and preserves their dignity and honour. By contrast, submission to other 

beings destroys people’s humanity, dignity, freedom and all their good qualities, 

wastes their money and ruins their material interests. 

Hence, the central issue of Godhead and people’s relation with Him is given such 

careful and detailed attention in all divine messages and Scriptures. This s rah is an 

example of this care. The basic issue here is not concerned with the worship of 

statues in the ignorant societies of the ancient past; its concerns are man throughout 

all generations, and all forms of j hiliyyah, past and present. Indeed, all j hiliyyah 

systems are based on making people subservient to others.29 

                                                 
29 This is a quotation from the Prologue to S rah 10, Jonah, in the present volume pp. 12-13. 
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To sum up, what is clear in the Qur’ n is that the issue of submission, obedience 

and sovereignty, all of which are in this s rah included under worship, is an issue of 

faith and belief, not one of a legal or political system. The question is whether faith 

and belief are truly established in human life or not. If it is, then we have the question 

of outlining a code for daily living which takes the form of a system of government, 

legal provisions and a community that implements them. 

Moreover, worship is not a question of rituals to be offered, but one of submission, 

obedience, a political system, a legal code, provisions and practicalities. Hence, it 

deserves all the attention it receives in the divine system represented by Islam. It 

deserves that all God’s messengers were sent with their messages, as well as all the 

sacrifices that were made by the advocates of Islam. 

Past and Present 

We also need to have a brief look at the order of the historical accounts given in 

the s rah and what this signifies in terms of the progress of the faith based on 

submission to God alone. 

In our discussion of the history of the Prophet Noah, we made clear that the first 

religion known to humanity was the one based on submission to God alone, i.e. 

islam. It was the one preached by Adam, the father of the human race, then by Noah, 

its second father, and then by all God’s messengers. In its broad sense, Islam means 

belief in God’s absolute oneness, offering all worship to Him alone, and belief that 

He is the Lord whom people must obey and submit themselves to, which means that 

He is the Sovereign who has the sole authority to legislate for human life. 

We also explained that deviation into j hiliyyah, in either beliefs and worship 

rituals, or submission and obedience, or in all of these, was a subsequent 

development, after mankind had known the true faith of islam, as explained by 

God’s messengers (peace be upon them all). Human beliefs, and human life generally 

became corrupted as a result of people’s submission to deities other than God. Such 

submission, in any form, indicates deviation from the faith based on God’s oneness. 

The chronological order given in the s rah clearly shows the fundamental flaw in 

the methodology of comparative religion, which has led to erroneous conclusions. 

The basic flaw in this methodology is that it traces the line of successive forms of 

j hiliyyah in human history, and ignores the line of belief in God’s oneness as 

preached by His messengers. Even as scholars of comparative religion trace their 

preferred line, they refer only to what is derived from the periods of j hiliyyah in 

human society, which correspond to those highlighted in history. We should 

remember that historical studies record, merely on the basis of probability, only a 

tiny portion of human history. What is worse is that when such scholars find some 
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heritage of the worship of the One God, as preached by divine messengers, surviving 

in a distorted form in an ancient j hiliyyah, as in the case of Ekhnaton in ancient 

Egypt, they deliberately ignore its reference to God’s messages. Ekhnaton ruled 

Egypt after the Prophet Joseph preached the message of God’s oneness. An example 

of his preaching is related in the Qur’ n, in his discourse with his two fellow 

prisoners: “I have left the faith of people who do not believe in God, and who deny the truth 

of the life to come. I follow the faith of my forefathers, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. It is not for 

us to associate any partners with God. This is part of God’s grace which He has bestowed on 

us and on all mankind, but most people do not give thanks. My two prison companions! 

Which is better: [to believe] in diverse lords, or to believe in God, the One who holds sway 

over all that exists? Those you worship instead of Him are nothing but names you and your 

fathers have invented, and for which God has given no sanction from on high. All judgement 

rests with God alone. He has ordained that you should worship none but Him. This is the true 

faith, but most people do not know it.” (12: 37-40) 

Comparative religion’s approach and methodology is hostile to the religious 

approach. This is due to the historical hostility between the Church and scientific and 

academic research. Hence the methodology was devised in such a way as to ensure 

that its conclusions would undermine the Church and what it advocates. It is, thus, a 

discredited methodology because it sets its conclusions at the outset. Even when 

hostility to the Church weakened after its tyrannical grip on scientific research, 

politics and the economy was broken, the same methodology and approach 

continued because academics could not rid themselves of their founding principles. 

Flawed conclusions are inevitable when the methodology is basically flawed. 

That said, we should be clear that whatever the approach, methodology and 

conclusions are, the outcome is basically at variance with what God has stated in the 

Qur’ n. If a non-Muslim researcher is free to accept conclusions that are clearly 

inconsistent with the Qur’ n, it is not permissible for a self-confessed Muslim 

researcher to do so. The Qur’ nic statements on Islam and j hiliyyah, the fact that 

islam, in the broad sense, existed in human society long before j hiliyyah, and also 

that belief in God’s oneness was very much in people’s minds long before polytheism 

and dualism are absolutely clear, admitting no ambiguity whatsoever. This comes 

under what is ‘essentially known’ of our faith. Anyone who wishes to adopt the 

conclusions of present- day research in comparative religion should make his choice: 

he either accepts God’s statements or those of comparative religion’s academics. In 

other words, he should choose between Islam and non-Islam, because God’s word on 

this issue is clear and definitive; it is not implied or inferred. 

Historical Progress 
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But this is not our main point of discussion here. We want to look at the line of 

progress pure faith took in human history. The faith of submission to God alone, i.e. 

islam in its broader sense, and j hiliyyah compete for human minds. Satan tries to 

exploit man’s weaknesses and nature as a creature with a dual susceptibility to good 

and evil. He tries to turn people away from the pure faith in order to sink them into 

j hiliyyah. When people have sunk deep into j hiliyyah, God sends a messenger to 

turn them back to the pure faith. The first thing he purges from their minds is 

submission to anyone other than God in any aspect of their life, not merely in 

worship rituals or beliefs. With this clear in our minds, we can understand 

humanity’s situation today and determine the nature of Islamic advocacy. 

Humanity as a whole reflects a return to the j hiliyyah from which the Prophet 

Mu ammad saved it during his lifetime. This j hiliyyah takes different forms. In some 

communities, it is reflected in the clear denial of God’s very existence, which means 

that it pertains to faith and beliefs. The clearest example of this type is that of the 

Communists. In others, we see a confused recognition of God’s existence and a clear 

deviation in worship rituals and in submission and obedience. This is the case of idol 

worshippers like the Hindus, and also the case of the Christians and Jews. In other 

communities we find a clear admission of God’s existence and a proper performance 

of worship rituals, coupled with serious deviation in people’s concept of the meaning 

of the declaration that there is no deity other than God and that Mu ammad is God’s 

Messenger. There is also utter confusion about the question of submission and 

obedience. This is the type of j hiliyyah practised by people who claim to be Muslims. 

They imagine that simply by pronouncing the basic declaration and offering acts of 

worship they have become Muslims entitled to all that is due to believers in Islam, 

despite their flawed understanding of the meaning of this declaration and their 

submission to other creatures. But all these are forms of j hiliyyah, which means that 

they are either disbelief like the first type, or association of partners with Him like all 

others. 

This view of present-day human reality confirms that another cycle has passed 

and that humanity is back in j hiliyyah, which defines the basic role of the advocates 

of Islamic revival, their basic task in rescuing humanity and their starting point. 

These advocates must begin by calling on people to embrace Islam anew and to 

abandon the miserable state of j hiliyyah into which they have sunk. They must also 

define the basic meaning of Islam, which is: belief that all Godhead belongs to God, 

offering all worship to Him alone, submitting themselves to Him and obeying Him 

in all their affairs. Unless all these elements are met, then people have not embraced 

the faith of Islam and cannot be considered Muslims, enjoying the rights and 

privileges which Islam guarantees for them, with regard to their lives and property. 

If any of these elements is breached, it is a breach of all of them, taking the person 
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concerned out of Islam into j hiliyyah, and branding him as unbeliever, or idolater, or 

both. 

Humanity is today at a point when j hiliyyah has the upper hand, and this can 

only be met with a turn to Islam, so as to return people to the worship of God alone. 

The issues must be absolutely clear in the minds of the advocates of Islam. Without 

such decisive clarity, they will fail to discharge their duty in this critical period of 

human history. They will vacillate when they confront j hiliyyah society, thinking it 

to be Muslim. They will not be able to define their objectives, since they cannot 

define their starting point. They must start at the point where humanity actually is, 

not where it claims to be. The gulf between the reality and the claim is wide indeed. 

Different Messengers, One Attitude 

Every messenger was sent to his own community. At the start of his message, the 

messenger would be a member of his community, addressing them as a brother, 

desiring for them all the goodness a brother desires for his siblings. He wanted them 

to have all the goodness he had found in God’s guidance, and for which he found 

clear evidence granted by his Lord. This was the attitude of every single messenger 

at the beginning; but it was not the same with any of them at the end. 

A group from among every community responded to the message. They began to 

worship God alone. Thus, they surrendered themselves totally to God, forming 

together a community of believers, or a Muslim community, in the broader sense of 

the term. Another group rejected the message, denying its truth and continuing to 

submit to deities other than God. They remained in j hiliyyah. Thus, they became a 

community of unbelievers. 

This means that by their different attitudes towards God’s messenger and his 

message, the same people became two communities: one Muslim and the other 

idolater. They were no longer one community, despite being of the same race and 

origin. Ties of race, land and common interests could no longer unite them and 

govern their relations. With the divine message a new bond came into being, uniting 

or dividing the same people. This is the bond of faith, with the type of submission it 

requires and the code of living it lays down. 

What the advocates of Islamic revival today must clearly understand is that God 

never set the believers apart from the unbelievers until the believers themselves split 

away from the rest of their people. In so doing they declared their rejection of 

idolatry, submitted to God alone, and refused to obey any tyrannical authority. They 

also refused to participate in the social life of the community ruled by an authority 

implementing laws different from those of God. 
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God did not act to destroy the wrongdoers until the believers had separated 

themselves from them. This means that the believers must declare to the rest of their 

people that they are a community apart, with a distinctive faith, way of life and line 

of action. This is essential before God acts to fulfil His promise of granting victory to 

the believers and inflicting His punishment on the unbelievers. 

It is particularly important that advocates of Islamic revival should understand 

this constant rule so as to plan their method of operation. The first step is to call on 

people to submit themselves to God alone, and to no one else. The same people will 

eventually split into two groups. The believers then separate themselves from the 

rest. When all this takes place, God’s promise to grant victory to the believers 

becomes due for fulfilment, as consistently happened throughout history. 

The period of advocacy and calling on people to believe may be prolonged before 

the separation occurs in practical terms. However, mental separation should start 

right at the beginning. Separating the two communities may be delayed, while one 

generation or more of believers provide sacrifices and endure hardship and torture. 

The believers must, nevertheless, remain convinced that God’s promise is more true 

than the apparent reality. It will not fail to come at the appropriate time. God never 

fails to honour His promises. 

Who Understands the Qur’ n? 

These observations about the historical accounts given in the s rah reveal to us the 

nature of the Islamic approach, as outlined in the Qur’ n. It is a practical approach in 

the face of human realities. These histories were related to the Prophet when he was 

in Makkah. The small number of believers were confined to their city, and the 

message practically besieged within it. The road ahead must have seemed to those 

believers to be long, arduous and without an end in sight. These histories showed 

them the end and outlined the different stages ahead. The Qur’ n thus took the 

believers by the hand, helped them on the road that had become a continuation of 

the march that started at the beginning of human history advocating the true faith of 

self-surrender to God alone. Thus, they no longer felt that their road was deserted. 

They felt themselves to be a new group in a continuous procession walking along a 

well charted road. They moved from the starting point to the finishing line according 

to a well defined plan. 

Thus did the Qur’ n act with the Muslim community, moving it in safe and 

measured steps. Thus it can do today and in future with the advocates of Islamic 

revival, moving them along the same way. These advocates need the Qur’ n as a 

guiding light, marking its movement and outlining its stages. 
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When the Qur’ n plays this role, it is no longer treated as mere words recited for 

blessing. It comes alive as if it is being bestowed now from on high to guide the 

Muslim community which implements its directives and hopes for the fulfilment of 

God’s promise which it clearly states. 

This is what we mean when we say that this Qur’ n reveals its secrets only to the 

Muslim group which moves according to its guidance, to put its message into 

practice. It does not reveal these secrets to those who only read it for blessings, 

artistic or scientific study, or to appreciate its artistic beauty and fine style. None of 

these will truly appreciate much of the Qur’ n, because the Qur’ n was not bestowed 

from on high for such purposes. It was rather revealed to act as a practical guide 

providing directives for implementation. 

Those who face up to j hiliyyah with the message of Islam, and who endeavour to 

return erring humanity to the faith based on submission to God alone, and who 

strive against tyranny in order to liberate mankind from servitude to others, are the 

ones who truly understand the Qur’ n. They are the ones who live in an 

environment similar to that which prevailed when the Qur’ n was revealed. They 

make the same attempt made by those who were the first to be addressed by the 

Qur’ n. As they make their endeavours, they appreciate the meaning of its verses, 

because they see how such meaning applies to events and practical situations. This 

by itself is compensation for all the pain they have to endure and the sacrifice they 

have to make. 

What am I saying? Is it compensation? Certainly not. It is a great blessing from 

God. “Say: ‘In God’s bounty and grace, in this let them rejoice; for this is better than all that 

they may amass.’” (10: 58) 

All praise is due to God Almighty for His endless blessings. 
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S RAH 12 

Yūsuf (Joseph) 

Prologue 

This s rah is a Makkan revelation, and it follows S rah 11, Hūd, in the 

chronological order of revelation. This means that it belonged to the critical period 

we mentioned in the Prologues to S rahs 10 and 11, Jonah and Hūd, respectively. 

This is the intervening period between what is known as the year of sorrow, when 

the Prophet lost his uncle Abū lib and his wife Khadījah, both of whom gave him 

unfailing support, and the time when the new Muslims of Madinah, the Anş r, gave 

the Prophet their first and second pledges of loyalty and support at `Aqabah. These 

pledges brought in new support and heralded a far reaching change in the fortunes 

of the Islamic message and the Muslim community, beginning with the migration of 

the Prophet and his Companions to Madinah. 

The whole s rah was revealed in Makkah, contrary to what is mentioned in some 

copies of the Qur’ n, stating that verses 1-3 and 7 were Madinan revelations. The first 

three verses read as follows: “Alif. L m. R . These are the verses of the Book that clearly 

shows [the truth]. We have revealed it as a discourse in Arabic so that you may understand. 

In revealing this Qur’ n We relate to you the best of narratives. Before it you were among 

those who are unaware [of revelation].” These verses serve as a logical prelude to what 

immediately follows, namely Joseph’s story: “Joseph said to his father: ‘Father, I saw in a 

dream eleven stars, as well as the sun and the moon; I saw them prostrate themselves before 

me.’“ (Verse 4) Then the events of the story begin to unfold, right up to its conclusion. 

Hence, the reference to Qur’ nic narratives in the opening verse is a perfect prelude 

to the story. 

Moreover, the message of the first three verses belongs fully to the Makkan 

Qur’ n, emphasizing that it is a revelation from on high, in Arabic, refuting the 
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idolaters’ accusation that a non-Arab taught it to the Prophet. They state that prior to 

receiving this revelation, the Prophet was totally unaware of its message and the 

subjects it addressed. 

Furthermore, this introduction to the s rah fits perfectly with the comments the 

s rah provides on the story towards the end: “That is an account which We have now 

revealed to you, speaking of things that have been beyond your perception. You were not 

present when they i.e. Joseph’s brothers] resolved upon their plans and completed their 

schemes.” (Verse 102) We see how the prelude to the story dovetails with its 

concluding comments, indicating that the entire s rah, prelude, narrative and 

comments, were all revealed at the same time. 

As for verse 7, it is an integral part of the progressing narrative. For it to have been 

added later, in Madinah, is inconsistent with the whole. For one thing, verse 8 

includes a pronoun that refers to Joseph’s brothers mentioned in verse 7, which 

means that verse 8 could not be properly understood unless its were preceded by 

verse 7. The two verses together read: “Surely in Joseph and his brothers there are signs 

for those who inquire. (Verse 7) “They said [to one another]: ‘Truly, Joseph and his brother 

are dearer to our father than we, even though we are many. Surely our father is in manifest 

error.’” (Verse 8) All this clearly indicates that the two verses were revealed together 

as part of the unfolding narrative. 

Trials in Plenty 

The s rah is a single, complete unit with a clear Makkan character reflected in its 

subject matter, message and ambience. It reflects the nature of the critical period in 

which it was revealed. The Prophet was enduring a time when he felt lonely and 

alienated from his social surroundings, and his followers felt the strains of isolation. 

With the revelation of this s rah, God tells His noble Messenger, Mu ammad, the 

story of a noble brother, one Joseph ibn Jacob ibn Isaac ibn Abraham, (peace be upon 

them all). Joseph too had to endure a series of tests and trials: first, his brothers 

schemed to get rid of him, then he was thrown into the well where he found himself 

in fear of his life. This was followed by his becoming a slave sold like an inanimate 

object, having no say in the matter and losing all the care and love of his parents. He 

then faced temptation and seduction, followed by the wicked scheming of his 

master’s wife and her fellow women. He then had to endure long imprisonment after 

having lived comfortably in a palace. A change of fortunes then sees him in a 

position of power where he had full control of people’s basic food requirements and 

their lives. He subsequently faces a trial of a totally different nature when he meets 

his brothers whose plot against him started this whole scenario. Throughout, 

however, Joseph remained a steadfast believer, using these trials to propagate the 
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divine message. He emerged triumphant at the end, reunited with his parents and 

family, witnessing the realization of his early dream in perfect relief: “Joseph said to 

his father: ‘Father, I saw in a dream eleven stars, as well as the sun and the moon; I saw them 

prostrate themselves before me.” (Verse 4) 

At this point, all Joseph’s thoughts and concerns are focused on turning to God, 

his Lord, with pure devotion and dedication, giving little importance to worldly 

considerations: “When they all presented themselves before Joseph, he drew his parents to 

himself saying: ‘Enter Egypt in peace, if it so pleases God.’ And he raised his parents to the 

highest place of honour, and they fell down on their knees, prostrating themselves before him. 

He said: ‘Father, this is the real meaning of my dream of long ago. My Lord has made it come 

true. He has been gracious to me, releasing me from prison, and bringing you all from the 

desert after Satan had sown discord between me and my brothers. My Lord is gracious in 

whatever way He wishes. He is All-Knowing, truly Wise.’ ‘My Lord, You have given me 

power and imparted to me some understanding of the real meaning of statements. Originator 

of the heavens and the earth! You are my guardian in this world and in the life to come. Let 

me die as one who has surrendered himself to You, and admit me among the righteous.” 

(Verses 99-101) This was his ultimate request at the moment when he was in a 

position of power and affluence, reunited with his family. All he wanted was that 

God should let him die in a state of complete self-surrender to Him and to admit him 

among the righteous. To him, this was the crowning jewel after a long series of trials, 

endurance and then triumph. 

A Hint of Future Prospects 

It is no wonder that this s rah, and the account and comments it gives, was 

revealed to the Prophet during that particularly difficult time in Makkah, giving him 

and his followers solace, comfort and reassurance. Indeed the way I think about the 

s rah gives me the feeling that it carries a subtle hint that the Muslims will be made 

to leave Makkah to settle somewhere else, where they will enjoy power and achieve 

victory. It is true that the migration appeared to be enforced by the long persecution 

endured by the Muslim community. But so was the case with Joseph who was taken 

away from his parents to endure a long series of trials and tribulations: “Thus We 

established Joseph in the land, and We imparted to him some understanding of the real 

meaning of statements. God always prevails in whatever be His purpose; though most people 

may not know it.” (Verse 21) This is stated in relation to the moment when Joseph first 

arrived in Egypt as a young lad being sold as a slave to the Chief Minister. 

These thoughts that press on my mind now give me a special appreciation of the 

ending of the s rah with its final comments on the story. I can only refer to what I 

feel, though putting such feelings into words is difficult. So the best I can do is to 

refer to the final verses themselves: “Even before your time, We only sent [as messengers] 
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men to whom We gave Our revelations, choosing them from among their people. Have they 

not travelled the land and seen what was the end of those [unbelievers] who lived before them? 

Better indeed is the life to come for those who remain God-fearing. Will you not, then, use 

your reason? When at length [Our] messengers lost all hope and thought that they were 

denied, Our help came to them, saving those whom We willed [to be saved]. Never can Our 

[mighty] punishment be averted from people who are guilty. Indeed their stories give a lesson 

to those who are endowed with understanding. This [revelation] could not possibly be an 

invented discourse. It is a confirmation of earlier revelations, an explanation of all things, as 

well as guidance and mercy for people who believe.” (Verses 109-111) 

These verses suggest that the laws God has set in operation in human life take a 

certain course when God’s messengers lose all hope, as did Joseph in his long series 

of trials. The course indicates a departure against one’s will that then leads to the 

desired release. Such hints and inspiration are felt by believers who go through a 

similar period of trial and hardship as they begin to look forward to a forthcoming 

release, even though it seems distant. 

The s rah is unique in that it relates Joseph’s story in full. Other stories related 

elsewhere in the Qur’ n are always split into episodes, given in different s rahs so 

that each episode serves the purpose and theme of the s rah in which it is narrated. 

When a historical account is given fully in one s rah, as in the case of the stories of 

Prophets Hūd, Ş li , Lot and Shu`ayb, these stories are sketched in summarized 

form. Joseph’s story, by contrast, is told in full, with complete details, in one s rah, 

which is unique in the Qur’ n. 

This unique approach suits this particular story. The story starts with relating 

Joseph’s dream and ends with its realization. To give a partial account here, 

comprising one or a few episodes, and completing it in another s rah would have 

been unsuitable. Besides, this approach fulfils all artistic aspects while, at the same 

time, serves the purpose for which the story is included in the Qur’ n. 

Artistic Narrative 

As narrated in this s rah, Joseph’s story provides the perfect example of the 

Islamic method of story-telling while enhancing its psychological and educational 

effects that aim to reinforce faith and strengthen trust in its line of action. Although 

the Qur’ n maintains the same theme and method of presentation, Joseph’s story 

stands out as a perfect example of its artistic features. 

Joseph, the main protagonist, is shown interacting with all aspects of life across a 

wide variety of situations. His trials, greatly varied in nature and effect, are all fully 

portrayed with natural human reactions in each case. Joseph, a perfect model of 

God’s humble servant, emerges from all these trials pure, untarnished, fully 
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dedicated, addressing to God a heartfelt prayer that expresses his devotion. 

Other characters in the story are presented with varying degrees of exposure, 

space and focus. The story in this way reveals profound insight into the human 

psyche, presenting a variety of situations, feelings, reactions and interactions. One 

such case is that of Jacob, a loving father full of sorrow and a reassured prophet who 

has been granted special knowledge. Another is that of Joseph’s brothers motivated 

by envy, jealousy and personal grudges into devising a wicked scheme, which 

weighs heavily on them and leaves them weak and confused. One of them, however, 

emerges with a different personality that asserts itself in the various stages of the 

story. A third case is that of the Chief Minister’s wife: driven by sexual desire, 

unashamedly explicit in her expression, and reflecting the situation in the palaces of 

Egypt during a period of j hiliyyah. She is clearly delineated so as to give us an 

insight into her personal character and how she is influenced by her environment. 

We also have an example of aristocratic women in Egypt at the time. Their gossip 

about the Chief Minister’s wife and her slave boy, (note, see my comments in later 

chapters about this term of reference), their attempts to seduce Joseph, and the threat 

he receives from his mistress in front of them all give us a clear picture of the 

Egyptian social environment. We also see a sample of the plots that are continually 

hatched in the upper echelons of society. This is clearly shown in Joseph’s 

imprisonment. Furthermore, the Chief Minister reflects the attitude of his ruling class 

in dealing with crimes of honour. The King appears briefly, then moves into the 

background as does the Chief Minister. All these characters present a multitude of 

human feelings, attitudes and behaviour that accurately reflect human nature as a 

whole. 

Artistic presentation in the story remains remarkably faithful, realistic and 

accurate. It does not ignore a single human reality, without creating the sort of 

squalor of carnal motives and wickedness certain Western circles call ‘realism’. 

Different types of human weakness, including the inability to resist a strong sexual 

urge, are portrayed showing a perfectly accurate picture of human nature without 

overlooking a single aspect of it. Nevertheless, the story maintains the highest 

standard of propriety with clear realism. 

Realism and Consistency 

Take the case of Joseph’s brothers: petty grudges grow in their hearts, reaching 

great proportions so as to make them lose sight of the enormity of their ghastly 

crime. They then come up with a ‘moral justification’ to quieten their consciences. 

This justification reflects the reality of their religious environment, since they are the 

children of the Prophet Ya`qūb ibn Is q ibn Ibr hīm (peace be upon them all). Their 
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environment leaves its clear impressions on their way of thinking, feelings and 

traditions. They know that they need some sort of justification so as to reduce the 

ghastliness of their crime: 

Surely in Joseph and his brothers there are signs for those who inquire. They said [to 

one another]: ‘Truly, Joseph and his brother are dearer to our father than we, even 

though we are many. Surely our father is in manifest error. Kill Joseph, or cast him 

away in some faraway land, so that you have your father’s attention turned to you 

alone. After that you will [repent and] be righteous people.’ One of them said: Do not 

kill Joseph, but rather — if you must do something — cast him into the dark depth of 

this well. Some caravan may pick him up.’ [Thereupon] they sad [to their father]: 

‘Father, why do you not trust us with Joseph, when we are indeed his well-wishers? 

Send him with us tomorrow, that he may enjoy himself and play. We will certainly 

take good care of him. ‘ He answered: ‘It certainly grieves me that you should take him 

with you; and I dread that the wolf may eat him when you are heedless of him.’ They 

said: If the wolf were to eat him when we are so many, then we should surely be lost.’ 

And when they went away with him, they resolved to cast him into the depth of the 

well. We revealed [this] to him: ‘You will tell them of this their deed at a time when 

they shall not know you.’ At nightfall they came to their father weeping, and said: 

‘Father, we went off racing and left Joseph behind with our belongings, and the wolf 

devoured him. But you will not believe us even though we are saying the truth.’ And 

they produced his shirt stained with false blood. He said: No, but your minds have 

tempted you to evil. Sweet patience! It is to God alone that I turn for support in this 

misfortune that you have described.’ (Verses 7-18) 

We subsequently see them reflecting the same characteristics on every occasion, 

just as we see one of them always adopting a different stance. Later on, to comply 

with Joseph’s demand, they take his brother to him, not knowing Joseph’s true 

identity but aware only that he is the Chief Minister of Egypt. They only want to buy 

their supply of grain from him during that period of drought. God, however, allows 

Joseph to retain his brother under the pretext of finding the King’s measure in his 

luggage. The other brothers had no idea how this had come about, but their old 

grudges against Joseph immediately surface: “They said: ‘If he has stolen — well, a 

brother of his had stolen previously.’ Joseph kept his secret to himself revealed nothing to 

them, saying [within himself]: ‘You are in a far worse position, and God knows best what you 

are speaking of” (Verse 77) 

Their old grudges manifest themselves again when they tell their father, now an 

old and sorrowful man, about the second calamity. They realize how this second 

event will renew all his grief for Joseph. Again, their old grudges against their lost 

brother are seen at full strength. They pay little heed to their father’s old age and his 
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sense of bereavement: “He then turned away from them and said: ‘Oh, woe is me for 

Joseph!’ His eyes became white with grief and he was burdened with silent sorrow. They said: 

‘By God, you will continue to remember Joseph until you wither away or until you are 

dead.’” (Verses 84-85) 

The same may be said about their remarks when Joseph sent his shirt to his father 

after having identified himself to them. When they saw their father detecting 

Joseph’s aura, they were upset as this indicated the profound relationship that still 

existed between father and absent son. They were quick to remonstrate with their 

father and reproach him: “As the caravan set out, their father said [to the people around 

him]: I feel the breath of Joseph, though you will not believe me.’ They replied: By God! You 

are still lost in your old illusions.’” (Verses 94-95) 

Realism and Propriety 

The Chief Minister’s wife is another character that reflects consistency in all 

situations. We see her first in the grip of desire, heeding nothing as she tries to satisfy 

her uncontrolled lust. She is restrained neither by feminine shyness, self respect, 

social position nor by a potential family scandal. She is quick to employ all her 

female guile and craftiness in order to show herself free of blame and at the same 

time protect her loved one, at whom she deliberately levelled a false accusation. Her 

aim here is that he should be given a mild sentence that spares his life. Again her 

guile helps her to answer other women’s accusations, utilizing their similar weakness 

against sexual desire. When her own lack of control is exposed, she owns up to her 

determination to get what she wants, declaring this to the other women who share 

with her the same lust that sees nothing wrong in satisfying carnal desires. 

Although the story paints this type of woman realistically and faithfully, showing 

the moment of uncontrolled desire at its most urgent, the Qur’ nic account, which 

provides the best example of Islamic artistry, maintains a very clean line throughout. 

Even in the description of a woman exposing her physical and mental nakedness, the 

Qur’ n steers away from the squalor of explicit eroticism which characterizes what is 

called realism in literary works of contemporary societies that pay little regard to 

religious values. 

The man from Egypt who bought him said to his wife: Be kind to him. He may well be 

of use to us, or we may adopt him as our son.’ Thus We established Joseph in the land, 

and We imparted to him some understanding of the real meaning of statements. God 

always prevails in whatever be His purpose; though most people may not know it. And 

when he attained his full manhood, We bestowed on him wisdom and knowledge. Thus 

do We reward those who do good. She in whose house he was living tried to seduce 

him. She bolted the doors and said, ‘Come.’ He said: ‘God protect me. Goodly has my 
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master made my stay here. Those who do wrong come to no good.’ She truly desired 

him, and he desired her. [He would have succumbed] had he not seen a clear sign from 

his Lord. Thus We averted from him evil and indecency. He was truly one of Our 

faithful servants. And they both rushed to the door. She tore his shirt from behind. 

And at the door they met her husband. She said: ‘What ought to be the punishment of 

someone who had evil designs on your wife other than that he should be thrown in 

prison or some grievous punishment. ‘[Joseph] said: It was she who sought to seduce 

me.’ One of her own household testified: If his shirt has been torn from the front, then 

she is speaking the truth and he is lying. But if it has been torn from behind, then she 

is lying, and he is speaking the truth.’ When [her husband] saw that Joseph’s shirt was 

torn from behind, he said to her: ‘This is indeed [an instance] of the guile of you, 

women. Your guile is awesome indeed.’ Joseph, let this pass! And you, woman, ask 

forgiveness for your sin. You have been seriously at fault.’ In the city, women were 

saying: ‘The Chief Minister’s wife is trying to seduce her slave boy, as she is 

passionately in love with him. We see that she is clearly going astray.’ When she heard 

of their malicious talk, she sent for them, and prepared for them a sumptuous repast, 

and handed each one of them a knife and said [to Joseph]: ‘Come out and present 

yourself to them.’ When they saw him, they were amazed at him, and they cut their 

hands, exclaiming: ‘God preserve us! This is no “mortal man! This is none other than 

a noble angel.’ Said she: ‘This is he on whose account you have been blaming me! 

Indeed I have tried to seduce him, but he guarded his chastity. Now, however, if he 

does not do what I bid him, he shall certainly be thrown in prison, and shall indeed be 

humiliated. ‘ [Joseph] said: My Lord, I would sooner be put in prison than comply 

with what they are inviting me to do. Unless You turn away their guile from me, I 

may yield to them and lapse into folly.’ His Lord answered his prayer and warded off 

their guile from him. It is He alone who hears all and knows all. (Verses 21-34) 

We meet her again after Joseph had been a prisoner for years as a result of her and 

the other women’s scheming. It was only when the King experienced his dream that 

Joseph’s former fellow prisoner remembered that Joseph was the only one who could 

unravel a true interpretation of dreams. When the King ordered that he should be 

brought to him, Joseph refused until the King had investigated his case to determine 

his innocence. The King thus called the Chief Minister’s wife and the other women. 

As she responds, we see her again as a woman in love, even though time, aging and 

events have left their mark on her. But we also realize that faith, which she had 

observed with Joseph, found its way into her heart. “The King said: ‘Bring this man 

before me.’ But when the [King’s] envoy came to him, Joseph said: ‘Go back to your lord and 

ask him about the women who cut their hands. My Lord has full knowledge of their guile.’ 

The King asked [the women]: ‘What was the matter with you when you tried to seduce 

Joseph?’ The women said: ‘God save us! We did not perceive the least evil on his part.’ The 

Chief Minister’s wife said: Now has the truth come to light. It was I who tried to seduce him. 
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He has indeed told the truth. From this he will know that I did not betray him behind his back, 

and that God does not bless with His guidance the schemes of those who betray their trust. 

And yet, I am not trying to claim to be free of sin. Indeed man’s soul does incite him to evil, 

except for those upon whom God has bestowed His mercy. My Lord is Much-Forgiving, 

Merciful.’” (Verses 50-53) 

Joseph, a goodly type of man, is painted faithfully. The Qur’ n does not alter the 

slightest feature of his character. Having been brought up in a prophet’s home as 

very religious, he is shown as a young man facing the trial of temptation. Indeed, his 

real character combines his natural human tendencies with his religious upbringing. 

When the woman tempted him openly, he almost responded to her, but the other 

influence saved him from falling into her trap. He felt his own weakness as he faced 

the women’s guile coupled with the pull of his environment and the social milieu. 

But he remained steadfast. There is no distortion of his character. He is faithfully 

painted. 

Then we have the very special character of the Chief Minister, who has to balance 

the dignity of his position with the weakness of pride. With him, social pretences and 

covering up what is unbecoming are essential characteristics: “When [her husband] saw 

that Joseph’s shirt was torn from behind, he said to her: ‘This is indeed [an instance] of the 

guile of you, women. Your guile is awesome indeed!’ Joseph, let this pass! And you, woman, 

ask forgiveness for your sin. You have been seriously at fault.’“ (Verses 28-29) 

We also see the women in that society: their gossip about the Chief Minister’s wife 

and her slave boy whom she tries to seduce; their disapproval of her conduct based 

on jealousy rather than the error involved; their infatuation with Joseph; their 

feminine cognition of the reason behind the conduct of the woman at the centre of 

their gossip; her awareness of this recognition prompting her to complete confession 

feeling completely safe to do so; their collective attempt to seduce Joseph despite 

their immediate recognition of his purity: “When they saw him, they were amazed at him, 

and they cut their hands, exclaiming: ‘God preserve us! This is no mortal man! This is none 

other than a noble angel.’“ (Verse 31) We understand all this from Joseph’s prayer: “He 

said: My Lord, I would sooner be put in prison than comply with what they are inviting me to 

do. Unless You turn away their guile from me, I may yield to them and lapse into folly.’” 

(Verse 33) It was no longer his mistress that was after him, but the whole array of 

upper class women. 

The whole social environment is clearly seen in the way Joseph’s fate is 

determined even though his innocence is fully established. In this way, the decision 

was taken to suppress the social scandal, even though a wholly innocent person was 

made a scapegoat: “Yet for all the evidence they had seen, they felt it right to put him in jail 

for a time.” (Verse 35) 
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The Development of Joseph’s Character 

If we follow Joseph across the whole story, we find his character shining 

throughout, reflecting its essential characteristics in every environment he finds 

himself in. He is a God-fearing young man brought up in a prophet’s home where he 

acquired his faith. At no point do we see him losing sight of any of these elements. In 

the dark hours when he is unjustly thrown into prison, he continues to advocate his 

faith gently but firmly, aware of his environment and knowing how to approach 

people in such an environment. He realizes that he must always reflect the 

superiority of his faith by his conduct which maintains high moral standards and 

values: 

Two young men went to prison with him. One of them said: I saw myself [in a dream] 

pressing wine.’ The other said: And I saw myself [in a dream] carrying bread on my 

head, and birds were eating of it.’ ‘Tell us the meaning of these dreams, for we can see 

that you are a man of virtue.’ [Joseph] answered: ‘Your food which is provided for you 

will not have come to you before I have informed you of the real meaning of [your 

dreams]. That is part of the knowledge which my Lord has imparted to me. I have left 

the faith of people who do not believe in God, and who deny the truth of the life to 

come. I follow the faith of my forefathers, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. It is not for us to 

associate any partners with God. This is part of God’s grace which He has bestowed on 

us and on all mankind, but most people do not give thanks. My two prison 

companions! Which is better: [to believe] in diverse lords, or to believe in God, the One 

who holds sway over all that exists? Those you worship instead of Him are nothing 

but names you and your fathers have invented, and for which God has given no 

sanction from on high. All judgement rests with God alone. He has ordained that you 

should worship none but Him. This is the true faith, but most people do not know it. 

My two prison companions! One of you will give his lord wine to drink. The other 

will be crucified, and the birds will eat from his head. The matter on which you have 

sought to be enlightened has thus been decided.’ (Verses 36-41) 

Nevertheless, he is a man with normal human weaknesses. He is eager that the 

King be informed of his case, hoping that the King would uncover the plot that 

ended with him being unjustly imprisoned. But God wanted to teach him to place his 

hopes in Him alone. “And [Joseph] said to the one whom he believed would be released: 

‘Remember me in the presence of your lord.’ But Satan caused him to forget to mention Joseph 

to his lord, and so he remained in prison for several years.” (Verse 42) 

We see the same personality again after the lapse of several years. During which 

time Joseph has gone through the divine educative process and has placed his full 

trust in God, reassured about his future and fate. The King has his dream and his 
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nobles and religious leaders cannot find a suitable interpretation for it. At this point, 

the released former prisoner remembers Joseph and obtains his interpretation of the 

King’s dream. The King orders that Joseph be brought to him. But Joseph is 

reassured, confident of his position. He refuses to leave prison until his case is 

properly investigated and he is acquitted: 

And the King said: I saw [in a dream] seven fat cows being devoured by seven 

emaciated ones, and seven green ears of wheat next to seven others dry and withered. 

Tell me the meaning of my vision, my nobles, if you are able to interpret dreams.’ They 

replied: ‘This is but a medley of dreams, and we have no deep knowledge of the real 

meaning of dreams.’ At that point, the man who had been released from prison 

suddenly remembered [Joseph] after all that time and said: I will tell you the real 

meaning of this dream, so give me leave to go.’ ‘Joseph, man of truth, tell us of the 

seven fat cows being devoured by seven emaciated ones, and seven green ears of wheat 

next to seven others dry and withered, so that I may return to the people [of the court], 

and that they would come to know.’ He replied: ‘You shall sow for seven consecutive 

years, but let the grain you harvest remain in its ear, except for the little which you 

may eat. Then after that there will come seven hard years which will devour all that 

you have laid up for them, except a little of what you have kept in store. Then after 

that there will come a year of abundant rain, in which the people will be able to press 

[oil and wine]. The King said: ‘Bring this man before me.’ But when the [King’s] 

envoy came to him, Joseph said: ‘Go back to your lord and ask him about the women 

who cut their hands. My Lord has full knowledge of their guile.’ The King asked [the 

women]: ‘What was the matter with you when you tried to seduce Joseph?’ The 

women said: ‘God save us! We did not perceive the least evil on his part.’ The Chief 

Minister’s wife said: Now has the truth come to light. It was I who tried to seduce 

him. He has indeed told the truth. ‘From this he will know that I did not betray him 

behind his back, and that God does not bless with His guidance the schemes of those 

who betray their trust. And yet, I am not trying to claim to be free of sin. Indeed 

man’s soul does incite him to evil, except for those upon whom God has bestowed His 

mercy. My Lord is Much-Forgiving, Merciful. And the King said: ‘Bring him before 

me. I will choose him for my own.’ And when he had spoken to him, the King said: 

‘You shall henceforth be in a position of high standing with us, invested with all 

trust.’ Joseph replied: ‘Give me charge of the store-houses of the land. I am able to look 

after them with wisdom.’ (Verses 43-55) 

Here we see that Joseph has matured. He is fully aware of what goes on around 

him. He is calm, confident, reassured. From this point onward, he is the central 

character in the story, while the King, the Chief Minister, the women and the whole 

set up move out of stage. The s rah prepares us for this change with a couple of 

verses: “Thus did We establish Joseph in the land, free to do what he willed. We bestow Our 
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mercy on whom We will, and We never fail to give their reward to those who do good. But as 

for those who believe in God and keep away from evil, the reward of the life to come is much 

better indeed.” (Verses 56-57) From this point onward, Joseph faces new types of trial, 

unlike those he had hitherto faced. In all these, he loses nothing of his calmness or 

reassurance. 

First we see Joseph encountering his brothers for the first time after their crime 

against him. Now however he is far superior to them and in a stronger position. Yet 

his actions reflect his self control: “Joseph’s brothers arrived and presented themselves 

before him. He immediately knew them, but they did not recognize him. And when he had 

given them their provisions, he said: ‘Bring me that brother of yours from your father’s side. 

Do you not see that I give just measure and that I am the best of hosts? But if you do not 

bring him, you shall never again receive from me a single measure [of provisions], nor shall 

you come near me.’ They said: ‘We shall endeavour to persuade his father to let him come. We 

will make sure to do so.’ Joseph said to his servants: Place their merchandise in their camel 

packs, so that they may discover it when they return to their people. Perchance they will come 

back.’“ (Verses 58-62) 

We meet Joseph again carrying out a plan sanctioned by God to detain his brother. 

With this we see a mature and wise person, one who is full of confidence and self 

control: 

And when they presented themselves before Joseph, he drew his brother to himself and 

said: ‘I am your brother. Do not grieve over their past deeds.’ And when he had given 

them their provisions, he placed the [King’s] drinking-cup in his brother’s camel pack. 

Then an announcer called out: ‘You people of the caravan! You are surely thieves.’ 

Turning back towards them, they said: ‘What is it that you have lost?’ ‘We have lost 

the King’s goblet, “they answered. ‘Whoever brings it shall have a camel-load [of grain 

as a reward]. I pledge my word for it. ‘They said: ‘By God, you know that we have not 

come to commit any evil deed in this land, and that we are no thieves.’ [The 

Egyptians] said: ‘But what shall be the punishment for this deed, if you are proved to 

be lying?’ They replied: He in whose camel- pack it is found shall be enslaved in 

punishment for it. Thus do we punish the wrongdoers.’ Thereupon, [Joseph] began to 

search their bags before the bag of his brother, and then took out the drinking- cup 

from his brother’s bag. Thus did We contrive for Joseph. He had no right under the 

King’s law to detain his brother, had God not so willed. We do exalt [in knowledge] 

whom We will, but above everyone who is endowed with knowledge there is One who 

knows all. [Joseph’s brothers] said: If he has stolen — well, a brother of his had stolen 

previously.’ Joseph kept his secret to himself and revealed nothing to them, saying 

[within himself]: ‘You are in a far worse position, and God knows best what you are 

speaking of’ They said: ‘Chief Minister, this boy has a father who is very old. Take one 

of us instead of him. We see that you are indeed a generous man.’ He answered: ‘God 
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forbid that we should take any other than the man with whom we found our property; 

for then we would be wrongdoers.’ (Verses 69-79) 

Once more we see Joseph when the trial had taken its toll on Jacob and God has 

willed that the trials that engulfed him and his household should now come to an 

end. Joseph is now longing to be reunited with his parents, and he feels sympathetic 

towards his brothers who appear before him suffering hardship. He gently 

remonstrates with them as he identifies himself to them, and follows this with total 

forgiveness stated at the most opportune moment. All circumstances lead to such 

forgiveness which is the only attitude to be expected from Joseph, the God-fearing, 

mature, kind and reassured person. 

When they presented themselves before [Joseph] again, they said: ‘Exalted one! 

Hardship has befallen us and our people, and so we have brought but little 

merchandise. Give us our full measure [of grains], and be charitable to us. Indeed God 

rewards those who are charitable. ‘He said: Do you know what you did to Joseph and 

his brother, when you were still unaware?’ They said: ‘Why — is it indeed you who 

are Joseph?’ He replied: ‘I am Joseph, and this is my brother. God has indeed been 

gracious to us. If one remains God-fearing and patient in adversity, God will not fail 

to reward those who do good.’ They said: By God. Most certainly has God raised you 

high above us, and we were indeed sinners.’ He replied: None shall reproach you 

today. May God forgive you. He is indeed the Most Merciful of those who show 

mercy. Now go and take this shirt of mine and lay it over my father’s face, and he will 

recover his sight. Then come back to me with all your family.’ (Verses 88-93) 

We finally see him at the climax, when the reunion takes place, Joseph is at the 

height of his power, his dream has come true and all his aspirations have been 

fulfilled. At this moment, he steps aside to be alone addressing a prayer of complete 

devotion and full humility. His position of power means nothing to him at that 

moment: “My Lord, You have given me power and imparted to me some understanding of 

the real meaning of statements. Originator of the heavens and the earth! You are my guardian 

in this world and in the life to come. Let me die as one who has surrendered himself to You, 

and admit me among the righteous.” (Verse 101) 

Joseph’s character reflects his integrity, consistency and the environment in which 

he was raised. 

The Bereaved Father 

Another character is Jacob, the loving kindly father and confident prophet who 

experiences a combination of apprehension and hope when his son tells him of his 
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dream. He recognizes that the dream heralds a very promising future, but he fears at 

the same time that Satan might prompt his other children to take some undesirable 

action. We see him here reflecting on all aspects of his character: “Joseph said to his 

father: ‘Father, I saw in a dream eleven stars, as well as the sun and the moon; I saw them 

prostrate themselves before me.’ My son,’ he replied, do not relate your dream to your 

brothers, lest they plot some evil against you. Satan is indeed man’s open enemy. Even thus 

will your Lord make you His chosen one, and will impart to you some understanding of the 

real meaning of statements. He will perfect His favour to you and to the House of Jacob, as He 

perfected it to your forefathers, Abraham and Isaac. Your Lord is certainly All-Knowing, 

Wise.’“ (Verses 4-6) 

We then meet him again as his sons try to persuade him to let them take Joseph 

with them, followed by them giving him the shocking news of Joseph’s 

disappearance: 

[Thereupon] they said [to their father]: ‘Father, why do you not trust us with Joseph, 

when we are indeed his well-wishers? Send him with us tomorrow, that he may enjoy 

himself and play. We will certainly take good care of him. ‘He answered. ‘It certainly 

grieves me that you should take him with you; and I dread that the wolf may eat him 

when you are heedless of him.’ They said: ‘If the wolf were to eat him when we are so 

many, then we should surely be lost.’ And when they went away with him, they 

resolved to cast him into the depths of the well. We revealed [this] to him: ‘You will 

tell them of this their deed at a time when they shall not know you.’ At nightfall they 

came to their father weeping, and said: ‘Father, we went off racing and left Joseph 

behind with our belongings, and the wolf devoured him. But you will not believe us 

even though we are saying the truth.’ And they produced his shirt stained with false 

blood. He said: No, but your minds have tempted you to evil. Sweet patience! It is to 

God alone that I turn for support in this misfortune that you have described.’ (Verses 

11-18) 

Again we meet him, in all his humanity, when his sons are trying once more to 

persuade him to part company with another son, Joseph’s full brother, now the focus 

of all his love and kindness. For them, they must get Jacob’s consent that the brother 

travel with them, because the Egyptian Chief Minister, whose identity is unknown to 

them, requires his presence in order to give them their full measure of grain. 

When they returned to their father, they said: ‘Father, any [further] grain is 

henceforth denied us. Therefore, send our brother with us so that we may obtain our 

full measure [of grain]. We will take good care of him.’ He replied: Am I to trust you 

with him in the same way as I trusted you with his brother in the past? But God is the 

best of guardians; and of all those who show mercy He is the Most Merciful.’ When 
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they opened their camel packs, they discovered that their merchandise had been 

returned to them. ‘Father,’ they said, ‘what more could we desire? Here is our 

merchandise: it has been returned to us. We will buy provisions for our people, and we 

will take good care of our brother. We will receive an extra camel-load: that should be 

an easy load.’ He said: I will not send him with you until you give me a solemn pledge 

before God that you will indeed bring him back to me, unless the worst befalls you.’ 

When they had given him their solemn pledge, [Jacob] said: ‘God is witness to all that 

we say. ‘And he added: My sons, do not enter [the city] by one gate, but enter by 

different gates. In no way can I be of help to you against God. Judgement rests with 

none but God. In Him have I placed my trust, and in Him alone let all those who trust 

place their trust.’ And when they entered as their father had bidden them, it did not 

profit them in the least against God. It was but a wish in Jacob’s soul which he had 

thus fulfilled. He was endowed with knowledge which We had given him. But most 

people do not know it. (Verses 63-68) 

We meet him again after his second calamity, to see him once more as a bereaved 

father and a reassured prophet. Joseph carried out his plan sanctioned by God to 

detain his brother. But another of Jacob’s sons, who stands out as one with a special 

character that distinguishes his attitude at different junctures in the story, decides to 

stay behind as well. He cannot face his father after having given him a solemn pledge 

that he could not now honour. Therefore, he decides to stay until his father gives him 

permission to do otherwise, or until God has judged in his case: 

When they despaired of [moving] him, they withdrew to begin earnest consultations 

among themselves. The eldest of them said: Do you not recall that your father took 

from you a pledge in God’s name, and that previously you were at fault with respect to 

Joseph? I shall not depart from this land until my father gives me leave or God judges 

for me. He is certainly the best of judges.’ Go back to your father and say: ‘Father, 

your son has stolen. We testify only to that which we know. We cannot guard against 

the unforeseen. You may ask the [people of the] town where we were, and the caravan 

with which we travelled. We are certainly telling the truth.’ He said: ‘No, but your 

minds have tempted you to evil. Sweet patience! God may well bring them all back to 

me. He is All-Knowing, Wise.’ He then turned away from them and said: ‘Oh, woe is 

me for Joseph!’ His eyes became white with grief and he was burdened with silent 

sorrow. They said: By God, you will continue to remember Joseph until you wither 

away or until you are dead.’ He said: It is only to God that I complain and express my 

grief. For I know of God what you do not know. My sons, go and seek news of Joseph 

and his brother; and do not despair of God’s mercy; for none but unbelievers can ever 

despair of God’s mercy.’ (Verses 80-87) 

In the last episode of his long trial we see Jacob, the old man, demonstrating the 
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same characteristics, holding Joseph’s shirt and recognizing his son’s odour. He is 

being reproached by his sons, but his trust in his Lord is never in doubt. “As the 

caravan set out, their father said [to the people around him]: I feel the breath of Joseph, though 

you will not believe me.’ They replied: By God! You are still lost in your old illusions.’ But 

when the bearer of good news arrived [with Joseph’s shirt], he laid it over his face; and he 

regained his sight. He said: Did I not say to you that I know from God something that you do 

not know?’ [His sons] said: ‘Father, pray to God to forgive us our sins, for we were sinners 

indeed.’ He said: ‘I shall pray to God to forgive you. He is certainly Much-Forgiving, Most 

Merciful.’” (Verses 94-98) 

The Carnal and the Sublime 

The Qur’ nic approach of faithfully painting reality while maintaining the values 

of purity and propriety is not limited to the sketching of human characteristics. It is 

also clearly seen in the faithful narration of events, showing them as they took place, 

accurately outlining their circumstances, background, time and place. Every 

movement, feeling, reaction and indeed every word is given at the appropriate time. 

All this is similarly true of the characters painted. 

Even sexual feelings and attitudes are given their full space, within the limits of 

the clean approach that suits man. We see no falsification, distortion or suppression 

of the human reality, its scope or integrity. However, giving these moments their 

proper space in relation to the rest of events does not mean focusing on them as if 

they were the total reality of humans and the pivotal element in their life. This is 

contrary to the un-Islamic or j hiliyyah approach which wants us to believe that only 

such focus produces realist art. 

J hiliyyah deforms man under the pretext of artistic realism. It zooms in on sex as if 

it were the entire object of human life, making of it a deep swamp surrounded by 

tempting but evil flowers. It is not faithfulness to reality that makes j hiliyyah adopt 

this approach to sex. It is done because the Zionist Protocols encourage it. These 

Protocols want to see man stripped of all values except the animal and carnal, so that 

the Zionists are not seen as the only people who shed all nonmaterial values. They 

want humanity to fall into the quagmire of sex, directing all its potentials to it. This is 

the surest way to destroy humanity and make it prostrate before the approaching 

Zionist Kingdom. They make art their means to bring about all this evil. In addition, 

they try hard to propagate new doctrines, exploiting them in such a way that serves 

the same purpose, while they maintain that such doctrines are ‘scientific’. Examples 

of these are Darwinism, Freudianism, Marxism and Scientific Socialism. All these 

share in common the purpose of serving evil Zionist designs. 
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Historical Dimension 

The story does not only relate events and draw characters. It goes beyond this to 

point out the period in history when these events took place, and describes its 

general features. Thus the stage acquires an international historical dimension. We 

will briefly refer to some of these. 

Egypt was not ruled at the time by pharaohs of Egyptian descent. It was instead 

under the rule of a nomadic people who had learnt something about the divine faith 

from Abraham, Ishmael, Isaac and Jacob who lived nearby. We deduce this from the 

fact that the ruler of Egypt at the time is given in the Qur’ n the title of King, while 

the ruler of Egypt in the story of Moses is given the well-known Egyptian title, 

Pharaoh. This distinction determines the time when Joseph was in Egypt, namely 

between the 13th and 17th dynasties, which belonged to the nomads whom the 

Egyptian people called the Hyksos. This was said to be a derogatory appellation 

which referred to pigs or pig farmers. Their rule in Egypt lasted about one and a half 

centuries. 

Joseph was sent as a Messenger of God during this period. He started his 

advocacy of Islam, in its broader sense, which means the religion of absolute 

monotheism, whilst in prison. We see him there making it clear that it was the faith 

of his ancestors, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, and giving an accurate outline of what it 

meant: “I have left the faith of people who do not believe in God, and who deny the truth of 

the life to come. I follow the faith of my forefathers, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. It is not for us 

to associate any partners with God. This is part of God’s grace which He has bestowed on us 

and on all mankind, but most people do not give thanks. My two prison companions! Which 

is better: [to believe] in diverse lords, or to believe in God, the One who holds sway over all 

that exists? Those you worship instead of Him are nothing but names you and your fathers 

have invented, and for which God has given no sanction from on high. All judgement rests 

with God alone. He has ordained that you should worship none but Him. This is the true 

faith, but most people do not know it.” (Verses 37-40) 

This is a very clear and comprehensive picture of Islam, as preached by all God’s 

messengers. It outlines the essential beliefs, including belief in God, the Day of 

Judgement, God’s oneness without entertaining any thought of associating partners 

with Him, a clear understanding of God’s attributes, the One, the Overpowering. It 

also involves a declaration that none other than God has any power, which entails 

that the deities given control over people have no such status. All power and 

authority belongs to God alone who has commanded that all worship be addressed 

to none other than Him. To exercise power, authority and lordship is to demand 

worship from people, which is contrary to God’s order that all worship be dedicated 

to Him. It defines worship as being subject to authority, rule and lordship, while the 

true faith is to acknowledge that all worship and rule are God’s own. In this sense, 
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the two are synonymous: “All judgement rests with God alone. He has ordained that you 

should worship none but Him. This is the true faith.” (Verse 40) This is the clearest, most 

comprehensive, accurate and perfect description of Islam. 

It is also clear that when Joseph held the reins of power in Egypt, he continued to 

advocate the divine faith. There is no doubt that this faith spread in Egypt by his 

efforts, particularly because he did not merely hold power but also controlled 

people’s food provisions. It must also have spread into neighbouring areas, as they 

sent some of their people to Egypt to buy grains which had been stored there 

through Joseph’s wise policies. As the story describes, Joseph’s brothers came from 

the land of Canaan with caravans that brought provisions from Egypt. This shows 

that the drought affected the whole area at that time. 

Early in the story there are hints at some vague influence of the divine faith which 

the Hyksos were aware of. The first reference occurs in quoting what the women said 

when they were surprised by Joseph’s appearance: “When they saw him, they were 

amazed at him, and they cut their hands, exclaiming: ‘God preserve us! This is no mortal 

man! This is none other than a noble angel.” (Verse 31) A similar indication is seen in the 

Chief Minister’s counsel to his wife: “Joseph, let this pass! And you, woman, ask 

forgiveness for your sin. You have been seriously at fault.” (Verse 29) Further reference is 

made later by the Chief Minister’s wife who clearly appears to have believed in 

Joseph’s religion and declared her submission to God: “The Chief Minister’s wife said: 

‘Now has the truth come to light. It was I who tried to seduce him. He has indeed told the 

truth.’ From this he will know that I did not betray him behind his back, and that God does 

not bless with His guidance the schemes of those who betray their trust. And yet, I am not 

trying to claim to be free of sin. Indeed man’s soul does incite him to evil, except for those 

upon whom God has bestowed His mercy. My Lord is Much-Forgiving, Merciful.” (Verses 

51-53) 

Since the monotheistic faith was known in Egypt before Joseph assumed power, it 

must have subsequently spread during his reign and in subsequent Hyksos 

dynasties. When the Pharaohs of Egypt regained power with the 18th dynasty, they 

began to suppress the monotheistic faith and its adherents, particularly Jacob’s 

descendants, in order to reinstate the idolatry that gave the Pharaohs their authority. 

This explains a major cause behind the persecution of the Children of Israel. 

Israel’s, i.e. Jacob’s, sons settled in Egypt and ruled it during the Hyksos period. 

When the Egyptians expelled the Hyksos, they persecuted their allies, the Children of 

Israel. But the conflict between the two faiths is in fact the prime reason for such 

persecution, because the spread of the monotheistic faith destroys the very basis of 

Pharaohs’ rule, since it stands firmly against all tyranny. 

There is a reference to this elsewhere in the Qur’ n, when it relates the argument 

of a believer from Pharaoh’s household as he defended Moses, trying hard to 
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persuade Pharaoh and his people to leave Moses alone. Pharaoh felt that his very 

rule was threatened by the monotheistic faith Moses preached: 

A believing man of Pharaoh’s family, who had concealed his faith, exclaimed: ‘Would 

you slay a man merely because he says, ‘My Lord is God” — seeing that he has 

brought you all evidence of this truth from your Lord? Now if he be a liar, his lie will 

fall back on him; but if he is speaking the truth, a part at least of what he warns you is 

bound to befall you. God would not grace with His guidance one who is a lying 

transgressor. My people! Yours is the dominion today, and you have the upper hand 

in the land. But who will rescue us from God’s punishment, should it befall us?’Said 

Pharaoh: I but point out to you that which I see myself and I would never make you 

follow any path but that of rectitude.’The man who had attained to faith said: My 

people! I fear for you the like of what had befallen those others who were leagued 

together [against God’s truth], the like of what happened to Noah’s people, the ` d, 

the Tham d and those who came after them. God never wishes any injustice for His 

servants. And, my people, I fear for you that day when people will cry out to one 

another, when you will turn your backs and flee, having none to defend you against 

God. For he whom God lets go astray can never find any guide. In times gone by, 

Joseph had come to you with all evidence of the truth; but you never ceased to throw 

doubt on all that he brought you; and when he died you said: “No messenger will God 

send after him.” Thus God lets go astray a transgressor who is lost in doubt; those 

who call in question God’s revelations, with no authority vouchsafed to them. 

Exceedingly abhorrent is [their conduct] in the sight of God and of the believers. Thus 

God sets a seal on every arrogant, self-exalting heart.’ (40: 28-35) 

Thus we see that the true conflict was between the monotheistic faith which 

acknowledges Godhead and lordship as belonging to God alone and the idolatrous 

faith that gave the Pharaohs the basis of their power. 

Perhaps the distorted version of monotheism associated with Akhenaton was a 

confused version of the lingering influence of the divine faith advocated by Joseph 

(peace be upon him) in Egypt. This could be seen more so if historical reports to the 

effect that Akhenaton’s mother was Asian, and not of Pharaohnic descent. 

The story is not confined to Egypt. It accurately reflects the historical period, with 

the related dreams and predictions spread across a wider area. We see this clearly 

reflected first in Joseph’s dream and its fulfilment at the end, as also in the dreams of 

the two prisoners, and then the King’s dream. All these dreams receive due attention 

from those who experience or hear them, which is an indication of the prevalent 

culture at the time. 

Artistic elements in the story are varied and plenty. It is rich with the human 

element, reflected in the feelings and movements described. The narrative clearly 
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highlights all these. Moreover, the Qur’ nic mode of expression is always inspiring, 

using varying rhythms to suit the particular atmosphere of every situation. 

A father’s love is clearly seen in varying degrees. We see it in Jacob’s love of 

Joseph, his brother and also in his love for the rest of his sons. His love is also 

reflected in the way he reacts to events involving Joseph, from the beginning of the 

story up to its last line. 

We also see envy and jealousy between brothers born to different mothers, 

according to how they see their father’s love expressed. The way these feelings 

surface also varies, with some of the brothers entertaining murder while others, 

aghast at the thought of such a crime, advise instead that a much less impacting 

scheme should be sufficient. 

Another prominent trait is that of plotting and scheming. Joseph’s brothers plot to 

get rid of him, while the Chief Minister’s wife’s plots target Joseph, her husband and 

the women who gossip against her. 

Desire and sex are described, as also the different responses to these. Here we see 

an unrestrained drive as well as self control. Appeal and fancy on the one side and 

chastity and restraint on the other. Other feelings and emotions are expressed such as 

regret, forgiveness and delight at the reunion of long lost family members. The s rah 

also paints some aspects of the upper class of the then j hiliyyah society: at home, in 

prison, at the market-place and in government offices in Egypt. Other aspects of the 

Hebrew society are also drawn, with emphasis on dreams and prophecies. 

The story begins with the dream related by Joseph to his father who tells him that 

he will have a great role to play, but urging him to withhold his dream from his 

brothers so that their jealousy does not motivate them to scheme against him. The 

story then proceeds as though it is a realization of the dream, fulfilling Jacob’s 

warnings. When the dream is finally fulfilled the story is ended, unlike what the 

writers of the Old Testament did. It thus has an artistic closure making it serve its 

religious purpose fully. 

A clear plot adds to the artistic aspect of the story. The fulfilment of the dream is 

withheld to the end, even though it unfolds little by little. At the end, the plot is 

explained most naturally. 

The story is divided into sections, each relating a number of episodes and scenes, 

leaving gaps between them to be filled in by the reader. In this way, it increases the 

story’s appeal and entertainment. 

We may finally say that the story shows the way for future literary works that 

benefit from fine artistic features and remain faithful to reality, without indulging in 

any vulgarity that is unbecoming to human art. 
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Moral Lessons 

For the Islamic movement, the story provides clear lessons, some of which are 

particularly relevant to certain stages of its progress, while others answer clear 

permanent needs. In addition, certain facts are established through the story and 

within the s rah as a whole, particularly in its final comments. We will briefly refer to 

some of these. 

We have already mentioned that the revelation of this s rah and the story it 

narrates were particularly suited to the critical period the Islamic message went 

through in Makkah, and the hardship endured by the Prophet and his few followers. 

This is manifested through the relation of the trials endured by Joseph, a noble 

brother of Mu ammad, God’s Messenger, and how he had to depart from his land 

until he was given power elsewhere. This gives us an aspect of the moral of the story 

which fits in with the needs of the Islamic message at that particular time. We thus 

have an insight into the action-oriented nature of the Qur’ n, as it explains the nature 

of the message and gives the Muslim community practical directives with clear and 

well defined objectives. 

In our analysis of the story, we have also referred to the clear, detailed and 

accurate picture of the divine faith, Islam, drawn by Joseph (peace be upon him). 

This picture merits long reflection. It begins by establishing the unity of the faith 

based on full submission to God and preached by all God’s messengers. We see that 

the basic elements of this faith are incorporated in full in every message. They are all 

based on perfect monotheism, emphasizing God’s oneness and His Lordship of 

mankind, who must submit themselves completely to Him alone. This faith, in all its 

messages, also establishes the essential belief in the life to come. This is contrary to 

what is known as the study of Comparative Religion which alleges that humanity 

began to believe in the One God and in the hereafter only at a very late stage in 

human history, after having gone through different forms of idolatry and dualism. It 

also alleges that progress in the field of religion mirrors human progress in science 

and industry. Thus, Comparative Religion implies that all religions were the product 

of man, like science and industry. 

The s rah also affirms the nature of the divine faith advocated by all God’s 

messengers. It is not confined to the oneness of Godhead, but it also includes the 

oneness of Lordship. All judgement in all human affairs belongs to God alone, as a 

result of the divine order that only God may be worshipped. The Qur’ nic statement 

gives a very precise definition of worship. Judgement belongs to God and people 

must submit to His judgement. This is indeed the true faith, and not any other form 

or set of beliefs. No form of worship is valid when people submit to anyone other 

than God even in a single matter of the whole life spectrum. To believe that God is 
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One means, necessarily, that the Lord is One, and in practice this means that all 

judgement belongs to Him, and all worship is dedicated to Him alone. The two are 

synonymous. The sort of worship that classifies people as Muslims or non-Muslims 

means submission to God and implementing His judgement, to the exclusion of 

anything else. This definitive Qur’ nic statement should end all argument on this 

issue. 

Another impression that the story radiates shows pure and dedicated faith that 

fills the hearts of two of the noble and chosen servants of God, Jacob and Joseph. We 

have already spoken about Joseph’s final attitude as he turns to his Lord in all 

humility, discarding all worldly things and addressing Him in total devotion: “My 

Lord, You have given me power and imparted to me some understanding of the real meaning 

of statements. Originator of the heavens and the earth! You are my guardian in this world 

and in the life to come. Let me die as one who has surrendered himself to You, and admit me 

among the righteous.” (Verse 101) 

But this final attitude is not the only one sketched in the story. Indeed throughout 

his life Joseph remains close to his Lord, responding to Him and doing His bidding. 

When he is the target of seduction, being made very tempting offers, he says: “God 

protect me. Goodly has my master made my stay here. Those who do wrong come to no good.” 

(Verse 23) And when he fears that he may weaken before the temptation, he prays: 

“My Lord, I would sooner be put in prison than comply with what they are inviting me to do. 

Unless You turn away their guile from me, I may yield to them and lapse into folly.” (Verse 

33) 

Similarly, when he identifies himself to his brothers, he does not forget to 

acknowledge God’s grace and express his gratitude for it: “They said: ‘Why — is it 

indeed you who are Joseph?’ He replied: I am Joseph, and this is my brother. God has indeed 

been gracious to us. If one remains God-fearing and patient in adversity, God will not fail to 

reward those who do good.’” (Verse 90) 

All these attitudes go beyond answering the particular needs of the Islamic 

message in its early period in Makkah. They answer its needs in all situations at all 

times. 

With Jacob the truth of God appears close and profound in every situation and on 

every occasion. As the trial deepens, this truth becomes still clearer in his heart and 

more sublime. At the beginning, when Joseph relates his vision, he reminds his son 

of God and expresses his gratitude to Him: “Even thus will your Lord make you His 

chosen one, and will impart to you some understanding of the real meaning of statements. He 

will perfect His favour to you and to the House of Jacob, as He perfected it to your forefathers, 

Abraham and Isaac. Your Lord is certainly All-Knowing, Wise.” (Verse 6) As he is given 

the first blow with Joseph’s disappearance, he appeals to his Lord, saying: “Your 

minds have tempted you to evil. Sweet patience! It is to God alone that I turn for support in 
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this misfortune that you have described.” (Verse 18) 

We see him speaking to his sons as a loving father fearing that some misfortune 

should befall them. He recommends them not to make their entry into the city from 

the same gate, but to use different gates. However, he clearly states that such a 

precaution would avail them nothing against God’s will. The only judgement that is 

certain to take effect is God’s. Yet his recommendation may answer a need he feels 

within himself: “And he added: My sons, do not enter [the city] by one gate, but enter by 

different gates. In no way can I be of help to you against God. Judgement rests with none but 

God. In Him have I placed my trust, and in Him alone let all those who trust place their 

trust.” (Verse 67) 

He suffers another bereavement in his old age, when he had grown weak and 

sorrowful. But at no time does he ever lose hope that God will turn in His mercy to 

him: “He said: No, but your minds have tempted you to evil. Sweet patience! God may well 

bring them all back to me. He is All-Knowing, Wise.” (Verse 83) 

This truth reaches its most sublime as his sons reproach him for his continued 

sorrow for Joseph, to the extent that he loses his eyesight through crying. He tells 

them that he knows God as they do not know Him. Hence, he addresses his 

complaint to Him only and hopes for nothing other than God’s grace: “He then turned 

away from them and said: ‘Oh, woe is me for Joseph!’ His eyes became white with grief and he 

was burdened with silent sorrow. They said: By God, you will continue to remember Joseph 

until you wither away or until you are dead.’ He said: ‘It is only to God that I complain and 

express my grief. For I know of God what you do not know. My sons, go and seek news of 

Joseph and his brother; and do not despair of God’s mercy; for none but unbelievers can ever 

despair of God’s mercy.’” (Verses 84-87) He again reminds them of the truth he feels 

deep in his heart about God of whom he knows what they do not know. “As the 

caravan set out their father said [to the people around him]: ‘I feel the breath of Joseph, though 

you will not believe me.’ They replied: By God! You are still lost in your old illusions.’ But 

when the bearer of good news arrived [with Joseph’s shirt], he laid it over his face; and he 

regained his sight. He said: Did I not say to you that I know from God something that you do 

not know?” (Verses 94-96) 

It is a glittering picture of how God’s truth fills the hearts of the chosen among 

God’s servants. This picture generates impressions that suit the period of hardship 

suffered by the Muslim community in Makkah, but it also shows the fundamental 

truth of faith to everyone who advocates Islam at any future time. 

Suitable Comments 

The first comment the s rah makes in its final passage that follows the long story 

shows the absurdity of the Quraysh’s denial of the truth of revelation with a 
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statement based on the history related in this s rah. It states that the Prophet was not 

present when the events of this history took place: “That is an account which We have 

now revealed to you, speaking of things that have been beyond your perception. You were not 

present when they [i.e. Joseph’s brothers] resolved upon their plans and completed their 

schemes.” (Verse 102) This comment ties up with the introductory one at the 

beginning of the s rah: “In revealing this Qur’ n We relate to you the best of narratives. 

Before it you were among those who are unaware [of revelation].” (Verse 3) 

The introductory statement thus dovetails with the end one to form a picture of 

the truth. In this way it also counters the objections and denials raised. 

This is followed with a comforting message to the Prophet so that he does not give 

those who deny his message undue importance. It shows how stubbornly they refuse 

to consider the signs that God has placed all around them in the universe. These 

signs are sufficient to alert human nature to the truth of faith and make it listen to the 

divine message and accept the evidence confirming it. They are threatened with 

God’s punishment which could take them unawares: “Yet however strongly you may 

desire it, most people will not believe. You ask no recompense from them for it. It is but God’s 

reminder to all mankind. Yet many are the signs in the heavens and the earth which they pass 

by, paying no heed to them. And most of them do not even believe in God without also 

associating partners with Him. Do they feel confident that the overwhelming scourge of God’s 

punishment will not fall upon them, or that the Last Hour will not come upon them suddenly, 

taking them unaware.” (Verses 103-107) These verses deliver some fundamental truths 

about people who do not believe in the true divine faith. This is particularly noted in 

the statement: “And most of them do not even believe in God without also associating 

partners with Him.” (Verse 106) This is a true description of many people who have 

not formulated a true concept of God’s oneness, allowing faith to be confused with 

unfaith. 

At this point, the s rah, with strong rhythm and decisive clarity, calls on the 

Prophet to define his way, showing it to be clearly distinguished from all others: 

“Say: ‘This is my way. I call [all mankind] to God on the basis of sure knowledge, I and all 

those who follow me. Limitless is God in His glory. I am not one of those who associate 

partners with Him.’“ (Verse 108) 

The s rah concludes with another telling comment, explaining the value of giving 

historical accounts in the Qur’ n for the Prophet and the small band of believers who 

follow him. The comment also provides solace and reassurance to the believers, 

together with a promise of better things to come. The unbelievers who persist with 

their unbelief are also given reminders and warnings. A further assurance is given to 

both believers and unbelievers of the truth of revelation to the Prophet who only tells 

the truth. It reasserts the truth of his message: “Even before your time, We only sent [as 

messengers] men to whom We gave Our revelations, choosing them from among their people. 
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Have they not travelled the land and seen what was the end of those [unbelievers] who lived 

before them? Better indeed is the life to come for those who remain God-fearing. Will you not, 

then, use your reason? When at length [Our] messengers lost all hope and thought that they 

were denied, Our help came to them, saving those whom We willed [to be saved]. Never can 

Our [mighty] punishment be averted from people who are guilty. Indeed their stories give a 

lesson to those who are endowed with understanding. This [revelation] could not possibly be 

an invented discourse. It is a confirmation of earlier revelation, an explanation of all things, 

as well as guidance and mercy for people who believe.” (Verses 109-111) 

Effective Harmony 

It is useful at the end of this Prologue to the s rah relating Joseph’s story to 

highlight some aspects of the fine harmony that runs throughout the s rah, citing 

some of its finer examples. 

• This s rah follows the same pattern of the Qur’ n when certain words and 

expressions are often repeated to contribute to the general atmosphere and 

character of the s rah. For example, here knowledge is mentioned very 

frequently, while ignorance is mentioned on several occasions: 

Even thus will your Lord make you His chosen one, and will impart to you some 

understanding of the real meaning of statements. He will perfect His favour to you 

and to the House of Jacob, as He perfected it to your forefathers, Abraham and 

Isaac. Your Lord is certainly All-Knowing, Wise. (Verse 6) 

Thus We established Joseph in the land, and We imparted to him some 

understanding of the real meaning of statements. God always prevails in whatever 

be His purpose; though most people may not know it. (Verse 21) 

And when he attained his full manhood, We bestowed on him wisdom and 

knowledge. Thus do We reward those who do good. (Verse 22) 

His Lord answered his prayer and warded off their guile from him. It is He alone 

who hears all and knows all. (Verse 34) 

[Joseph] answered: ‘Your food which is provided for you will not have come to you 

before I have informed you of the real meaning of [your dreams]. That is part of the 

knowledge which my Lord has imparted to me. I have left the faith of people who do 

not believe in God, and who deny the truth of the life to come.’ (Verse 37) 

They replied: ‘This is but a medley of dreams, and we have no deep knowledge of the 



Yūsuf (Joseph) | PROLOGUE 

 26

real meaning of dreams. (Verse 44) 

Joseph, man of truth, tell us of the seven fat cows being devoured by seven 

emaciated ones, and seven green ears of wheat next to seven others dry and 

withered, so that I may return to the people [of the court], and that they would 

come to know.’ (Verse 46) 

The King said: ‘Bring this man before me.’ But when the [King’s] envoy came to 

him, Joseph said: ‘Go back to your lord and ask him about the women who cut their 

hands. My Lord has full knowledge of their guile.’ (Verse 50) 

From this he will know that I did not betray him behind his back, and that God does 

not bless with His guidance the schemes of those who betray their trust. (Verse 52) 

Joseph replied: ‘Give me charge of the store-houses of the land. I am able to look 

after them with wisdom.’ (Verse 55) 

He was endowed with knowledge which We had given him. But most people do not 

know it. (Verse 68) 

They said: ‘By God, you know that we have not come to commit any evil deed in 

this land, and that we are no thieves.’ (Verse 73) 

You are in a far worse position, and God knows best what you are speaking of 

(Verse 77) 

When they despaired of [moving! him, they withdrew to begin earnest 

consultations among themselves. The eldest of them said: Do you not recall that 

your father took from you a pledge in God’s name?’ (Verse 80) 

We testify only to that which we know. (Verse 81) 

God may well bring them all back to me. He is All-Knowing, Wise. (Verse 83) 

He said: It is only to God that I complain and express my grief. For I know of God 

what you do not know.’ (Verse 86) 

He said: ‘Do you know what you did to Joseph and his brother, when you were still 

unaware?’ (Verse 89) 
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He said: ‘Did I not say to you that I know from God something that you do not 

know?’ (Verse 96) 

My Lord, You have given me power and imparted to me some understanding of the 

real meaning of statements. (Verse 101) 

This is certainly a clear example of how harmony is maintained in this 

glorious book. 

• The s rah also explains some of the attributes of Godhead, notably judgement. 

This occurs once quoting Joseph in the sense of people being subject to God 

and willingly obeying Him. It occurs again quoting Jacob in the sense of 

people’s involuntary submission to God’s will. The two aspects thus are 

mutually complementary in defining the concept of judgement and Godhead. 

There is no chance that this could have been mere coincidence. 

Joseph first states within the context of refuting the claims of Egypt’s rulers 

that they were deities, explaining that this runs against the concept of God’s 

oneness: “My two prison companions! Which is better: [to believe] in diverse lords, 

or to believe in God, the One who holds sway over all that exists? Those you worship 

instead of Him are nothing but names you and your fathers have invented, and for 

which God has given no sanction from on high. All judgement rests with God alone. 

He has ordained that you should worship none but Him. This is the true faith.” 

(Verses 39-40) 

Within the context of God’s will and that it will always be done with no force 

able to stop it, Jacob says: “My sons, do not enter [the city] by one gate, but enter 

by different gates. In no way can I be of help to you against God. judgement rests with 

none but God. In Him have I placed my trust, and in Him alone let all those who trust 

place their trust.” (Verse 67) 

The complementarity in the significance of judgement means that faith is not 

set on the right footing unless submission to God’s will in matters of 

judgement is equated with submission to His will in matters of fate. Both are 

aspects of faith. Voluntary submission is as much part of faith as submission 

to what is determined by God’s will, giving man no say in it. 

• We see another fine example when Joseph, wise, sagacious and astute as he is, 

chooses the most suitable of God’s attributes when he speaks of a situation 

that reflects God’s gracious handling of all affairs: “And he raised his parents to 

the highest place of honour, and they fell down on their knees, prostrating themselves 

before him. He said: ‘Father, this is the real meaning of my dream of long ago. My 

Lord has made it come true. He has been gracious to me, releasing me from prison, and 
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bringing you all from the desert after Satan had sown discord between me and my 

brothers. My Lord is gracious in whatever way He wishes. He is All-Knowing, truly 

Wise.’“ (Verse 100) 

• As we mentioned earlier, harmony is shown in the complementarity of the 

story’s introduction, the immediate comment after it has been told in full, and 

the final long comments that follow. All these confirm the same issues given at 

the beginning and at the end. 
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A Favourite Child Is Lost 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

Alif L m. R . These are the verses of the 
Book that clearly shows [the truth]. (1) 

We have revealed it as a discourse in 
Arabic so that you may understand. (2) 

In revealing this Qur’ n We relate to you 
the best of narratives. Before it you were 
among those who are unaware [of 
revelation]. (3) 

Joseph said to his father: ‘Father, I saw in 
a dream eleven stars, as well as the sun and 
the moon; I saw them prostrate themselves 
before me.’ (4) 

‘My son,’ he replied, ‘do not relate your 
dream to your brothers, lest they plot some 
evil against you. Satan is indeed man’s 
open enemy. (5) 
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Even thus will your Lord make you His 
chosen one, and will impart to you some 
understanding of the real meaning of 
statements. He will perfect His favour to 
you and to the House of Jacob, as He 
perfected it to your forefathers, Abraham 
and Isaac. Your Lord is certainly All- 
Knowing, Wise.’ (6) 

Surely in Joseph and his brothers there are 
signs for those who inquire. (7) 

They said [to one another]: ‘Truly, Joseph 
and his brother are dearer to our father 
than we, even though we are many. Surely 
our father is in manifest error. (8) 

Kill Joseph, or cast him away in some 
faraway land, so that you have your 
father’s attention turned to you alone. 
After that you will [repent and] be 
righteous people.’ (9) 

One of them said: ‘Do not kill Joseph, but 
rather — if you must do something — cast 
him into the dark depths of this well. Some 
caravan may pick him up.’ (10) 

y7 Ï9≡ x‹x. uρ šŠ Î; tFøg s† y7 •/ u‘ y7 ßϑÏk=yèãƒ uρ ⎯ÏΒ 
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#’ n?tãuρ ÉΑ# u™ z>θà) ÷ètƒ !$yϑx. $yγ £ϑn@ r& #’ n?tã y7 ÷ƒ uθt/ r& 
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$̈Ψ ÏΒ ß⎯ øtwΥuρ îπ t7 óÁãã ¨βÎ) $tΡ$ t/ r& ’Å∀s9 9≅≈ n=|Ê 

A⎦⎫Î7 •Β ∩∇∪ 

 (#θè=çGø% $# y#ß™θãƒ Íρr& çνθãmtôÛ$# $ZÊ ö‘ r& ã≅ øƒ s† 

öΝ ä3s9 çμô_uρ öΝ ä3‹Î/ r& (#θçΡθä3s?uρ .⎯ ÏΒ ⎯Íν Ï‰÷èt/ 

$YΒöθ s% t⎦⎫ÅsÎ=≈ |¹ ∩®∪  
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βÎ) óΟ çGΨ ä. t⎦, Î#Ïè≈ sù ∩⊇⊃∪  
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[Thereupon] they said [to their father]: 
‘Father, why do you not trust us with 
Joseph, when we are indeed his well-
wishers? (11) 

Send him with us tomorrow, that he may 
enjoy himself and play. We will certainly 
take good care of him.’ (12) 

He answered: ‘It certainly grieves me that 
you should take him with you; and I dread 
that the wolf may eat him when you are 
heedless of him.’ (13) 

They said: ‘If the wolf were to eat him 
when we are so many, then we should 
surely be lost.’ (14) 

And when they went away with him, they 
resolved to cast him into the depth of the 
well. We revealed [this] to him: ‘You will 
tell them of this their deed at a time when 
they shall not know you.’ (15) 

At nightfall they came to their father 
weeping, (16) 

and said: ‘Father, we went off racing and 
left Joseph behind with our belongings, and 
the wolf devoured him. But you will not 
believe us even though we are saying the 
truth.’ (17) 
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And they produced his shirt stained with 
false blood. He said: ‘No, but your minds 
have tempted you to evil. Sweet patience! It 
is to God alone that I turn for support in 
this misfortune that you have described.’ 
(18) 

And there came a caravan; and they sent 
their water-drawer, and he let down his 
bucket into the well — [and when he saw 
Joseph] he cried: ‘What good luck. Here is 
a boy!’ They concealed him with a view to 
selling him; but God had full knowledge of 
what they were doing. (19) 

And they sold him for a paltry price, a few 
silver coins. Thus low did they value him. 
(20) 

ρâ™!% ỳ uρ 4’ n?tã ⎯ Ïμ ÅÁŠ Ïϑs% 5Θy‰Î/ 5>É‹ x. 4 tΑ$s% 
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The Opening of an Excellent Narrative 

This passage serves as an introduction to the s rah and relates the first episode of 

the story, comprising six scenes. It begins with Joseph’s dream and recounts the 

details of his brothers’ conspiracy against him, until he arrives in Egypt. 

Alif. L m. R . These are the verses of the Book that clearly shows [the truth]. We have 

revealed it as a discourse in Arabic so that you may understand. In revealing this 

Qur’ n We relate to you the best of narratives. Before it you were among those who 

are unaware [of revelation]. (Verses 1-3) 

This is yet another s rah which begins with three separate letters, ‘Alif  L m. R .’ 

These and similar letters of the alphabet, which are well known to people and always 

used by them, are the same that spell out the revealed verses the composition of 

which is well beyond human ability. They make up the book that shows the truth 
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clearly, i.e. the Qur’ n. God has revealed it in the Arabic tongue which uses these 

well-known letters, ‘so that you may understand.’ (Verse 2) You will realize that the 

One who makes out of ordinary words a book of surpassing excellence like the 

Qur’ n. Hence, it stands to reason that the Qur’ n must be revelation. Human 

intellect is thus called upon to reflect on this fact and its inevitable implications. 

Since a very large part of this s rah is a story, the narrative aspect of this book has 

been singled out for special mention: ‘In revealing this Qur’ n We relate to you the best of 

narratives.’ (Verse 3) This narrative is part of the Qur’ n We have revealed to you, 

and it is an excellent story. What were you prior to receiving divine revelations? 

‘Before it you were among those who are unaware [of revelation].’ (Verse 3) You were an 

unlettered person like the majority of your people who do not even reflect on such 

subjects as the Qur’ n discusses. 

This is merely an introduction to the story. The curtains are then lifted to reveal 

the first scene of the first episode. We see Joseph, a young boy, relating his dream to 

his father: “Joseph said to his father: ‘Father, I saw in a dream eleven stars, as well as the sun 

and the moon; I saw them prostrate themselves before me.’ ‘My son,’ he replied, do not relate 

your dream to your brothers, lest they plot some evil against you. Satan is indeed man’s open 

enemy. Even thus will your Lord make you His chosen one, and will impart to you some 

understanding of the real meaning of statements. He will perfect His favour to you and to the 

House of Jacob, as He perfected it to your forefathers, Abraham and Isaac. Your Lord is 

certainly All-Knowing, Wise.” (Verses 4-6) 

Joseph was a young boy, but the vision he related to his father was not of the type 

which boys and young people normally see in their dreams. The most that a boy like 

him would experience in a dream would be to see those stars and the sun and moon 

on his lap or close by, with him reaching out his hands to touch them. But Joseph saw 

them prostrating themselves to him, which means that they took the shape of 

intelligent creatures who bowed in respect to someone of superior status. The s rah 

recounts very clearly what he said to his father: “Joseph said to his father: Father, I saw 

in a dream eleven stars, as well as the sun and the moon.’“ (Verse 4) Then the verb ‘saw’ is 

repeated again for greater effect: “I saw them prostrate themselves before me.” (Verse 4) 

Endowed with wisdom and great insight, his father, Jacob, realizes that the dream 

is a pointer to something great that would happen to his young son. Neither he nor 

the s rah spells it out at this stage. In fact its early indications begin to appear in the 

third episode, but it is not revealed completely until the end of the story when 

everything is made clear. He advises him not to relate his vision to his brothers, lest 

they should get an inkling of what it indicates for their young half brother. For that 

could open the way to Satan who would try to arouse their jealousy and instigate 

some evil scheming against him: “’My son,’ he replied, ‘do not relate your dream to your 

brothers, lest they plot some evil against you.’“ (Verse 5) He then provides the grounds 
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for his fear: ‘Satan is indeed man’s open enemy.’ (Verse 5) He plays off one person 

against another, trying to make evil appear pleasant. 

Jacob, Isaac’s son and Abraham’s grandson, feels that his young son will have 

some distinguished role to play, and he hopes that this will be in the realm of religion 

and divine guidance. He is right to do so as he himself is a prophet and he knows 

that his grandfather, Abraham, received God’s blessings which were also bestowed 

on the believers in his household. He thus expects that Joseph may be the one whom 

God will choose from among his children to receive His blessings and continue the 

blessed chain among Abraham’s descendants: “Even thus will your Lord make you His 

chosen one, and will impart to you some understanding of the real meaning of statements. He 

will perfect His favour to you and to the House of Jacob, as He perfected it to your forefathers, 

Abraham and Isaac. Your Lord is certainly All-Knowing, Wise.” (Verse 6) 

It is only natural that Jacob should feel that Joseph’s dream indicates that he may 

be God’s choice to receive His perfect blessings, just as these were bestowed on his 

forefathers, Abraham and Isaac. What captures our attention here is his statement: 

“And [He] will impart to you some understanding of the real meaning of statements.” (Verse 

6) The Arabic word, ta’wīl, rendered here as ‘understanding’ means literally 

‘knowledge of the outcome.’ So, to what does the word ‘statements’ refer? Does Jacob 

mean that God will choose Joseph, teach and provide him with penetrating insight so 

that he knows the outcome of a statement or an event by knowing its beginning? For 

that is an inspiration God grants to those who have true knowledge. The comment at 

the end of this verse is most appropriate: “Your Lord is certainly All-Knowing, Wise.” 

(Verse 6) Or does Jacob merely refer here to dreams and visions, as actually 

happened to Joseph? Both are possible and both fit in well with the general 

atmosphere in the lives of Joseph and his father Jacob. 

Interpretation of Dreams 

Here we need to refer to dreams and visions which are part of the subject matter 

of this s rah. 

We must inevitably believe that some dreams prophesy something that will 

happen in the near or distant future. Two reasons may be identified here: the first is 

that Joseph’s, his two fellow prisoners’ and the King of Egypt’s dreams all came true. 

Secondly, in our own lives we find that some dreams come true and this is frequent 

enough to make it impossible to deny the relationship. 

So what is the nature of dreams then? The school of analytical psychology 

considers them as the subconscious expression of suppressed desires. This accounts 

for some dreams, but not all of them. Freud himself, despite his grossly unscientific 

and arbitrary approach, acknowledges that there are prophetic dreams. So what is 
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the nature of this type of dream? 

First of all we have to say that whether we know their nature or not does not affect 

the fact that there are such dreams and that some of them are true. We are here only 

trying to understand certain aspects of man’s nature, and some of the laws God has 

set in operation in the universe. 

Our concept of these dreams is as follows: time and place constitute barriers which 

prevent man from seeing what we call the past, the future or the whole of the 

present. The past and future are screened by a time factor, while the present that is 

not in our immediate vicinity is screened by a place factor. A sense which we do not 

know about in man’s make-up may at times become alert or may at times have extra 

strength and go beyond the time factor to see vaguely what lies beyond it. This is not 

true knowledge, but rather a form of discerning, similar to what happens to some 

people while awake and to others while asleep, when they are able to go beyond the 

barriers of either time or place, or indeed both. We do not in fact know anything 

about the true nature of time, nor is the nature of place or matter known to us fully: 

“You have been given but scanty knowledge.” (17: 85) Anyway, Joseph has seen his 

dream, and we will consider its interpretation later. 

The First Thread in a Sinister Plot 

Next, we find ourselves looking at Joseph’s brothers discussing some sort of plot. 

This begins with a clear indication that what follows is particularly important. 

“Surely in Joseph and his brothers there are signs for those who inquire.” (Verse 7) 

Anyone who looks for signs, indications and clues will find plenty in the story of 

Joseph and his brothers. This opening is sufficient to alert our attention and interest. 

Hence, it is similar to the raising of the curtains to allow events to take place. 

Did Joseph tell his dream to his brothers as mentioned in the Old Testament? The 

sequence of the narrative here implies that he did not. They speak of their father’s 

favouritism of Joseph and his full brother. Had they known of his dream, they would 

have mentioned it, because it would have been an added reason for their grudge 

against him. What Jacob feared would happen, should Joseph relate his dream to his 

brothers, did eventually happen but for different reasons, namely because of Joseph 

being his favourite. It had to happen anyway, because it was simply an episode in 

the great line of events which led Joseph to his appointed destination. All his life 

circumstances, his family position, and the fact that he was born to an elderly father 

led to his position of special favour. The youngest children, as Joseph and his brother 

were, are normally the dearest, particularly when the father is elderly. 

“They said [to one another]: ‘Truly, Joseph and his brother are dearer to our father than 
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we, even though we are many.’” (Verse 8) As a group we are able to protect our family 

and ensure its position. “Surely our father is in manifest error.” (Verse 8) He bestows his 

greatest love and favours on two young children, ignoring what we accomplish. 

Their rage at this situation soon reaches its flash point, and they are no longer able 

to evaluate matters properly. Unimportant factors are seen by them to be of great 

significance, while important ones are given little attention. Sons of a prophet as they 

are — although they themselves are not prophets — they think lightly of murder, 

even when the victim is their own little, defenceless brother. That their father appears 

to love him more than he loves them is blown out of all proportion so that it seems 

equal to murder, the greatest crime on earth after that of associating partners with 

God. “Kill Joseph, or cast him away in some faraway land.” (Verse 9) The two alternatives 

are not dissimilar in their effect. To cast a little child off in a faraway land where he 

has no one to look after him will most probably lead to his death. And why do they 

want to do this? “So that you have your father’s attention turned to you alone.” (Verse 9) 

Joseph would no longer be his preoccupation. It is as if they feel that when their 

father no longer sees Joseph his mind and heart will be free and his love and 

attention will be turned to them. But what about the crime itself? It is only an offence 

and repentance is sure to erase it. They would then be able to wipe away its 

consequences. “After that you will [repent and] be righteous people.” (Verse 9) 

Thus Satan weaves his schemes, making people accept what is unacceptable, when 

they have lost control and no longer see matters in the proper perspective. When 

their jealousy reaches boiling point, Satan puts forward his suggestion: “Kill.” He 

wraps his wicked suggestion around an appealing prospect, that repentance will 

mend the offence. But repentance is not like that. Repentance is remorse and regret 

for an error which someone commits blindly, when he does not remember God and 

the consequences of his offence. Repentance is never of the ready rehearsed type 

prepared before the crime to reduce the sense of guilt. This does not constitute 

repentance. It is part of the justification of the crime, to make it appear less heinous. 

One of the brothers, however, felt a shudder at the atrocity they were 

contemplating. He put forward a suggestion which would rid them of Joseph 

without killing him or abandoning him in the middle of nowhere. Thus they would 

have all their father’s attention. He proposed that they should cast him into a well on 

the caravan route. It was very likely that a caravan would find him and take him to a 

faraway land. “One of them said: Do not kill Joseph, but rather — if you must do something 

— cast him into the dark depths of this well. Some caravan may pick him up.” (Verse 10) 

The phrase, ‘if you must do something,’ gives the impression of doubt, as if he is raising 

doubt in their minds about harming Joseph. This expression of reservation aims to 

weaken the resolve of the other party. But Joseph’s brothers bore a deep grudge and 

they had to do something about their situation. They had no intention of going back 
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on what they had decided. This is clearly apparent in the next scene. 

Deceiving an Elderly Father 

Now we see them with their father trying to persuade him to let them take Joseph 

with them the following day. They are intent on deceiving their father and carrying 

out their wicked scheme against Joseph. “[Thereupon] they said [to their father]: ‘Father, 

why do you not trust us with Joseph, when we are indeed his well-wishers. Send him with us 

tomorrow, that he may enjoy himself and play. We will certainly take good care of him.’ He 

answered: ‘It certainly grieves me that you should take him with you; and I dread that the 

wolf may eat him when you are heedless of him.’ They said: ‘If the wolf were to eat him when 

we are so many, then we should surely be lost.” (Verses 11-14) Here we see through fine 

words and expressions how much effort they exerted in trying to win over their 

father’s heart. 

As they begin, they address him by virtue of their relationship, “Father!” Then 

they follow this with a question that suggests tacit remonstration: “Why do you not 

trust us with Joseph?” (Verse 11) This invites Jacob’s denial, so that he admits what is 

opposite and allows Joseph to go with them. Jacob had thus far prevented Joseph 

from going with his brothers to the pasture land and open areas they frequented 

because he loved him so dearly and feared that at his young age he might not 

withstand the tiring journey and the hard weather. It was not because he suspected 

any foul play. Hence, by suggesting that their father did not trust them, the brothers 

sought his denial of the same. In this way, his resolve to keep Joseph at home was 

weakened. It was a foul trick with a foul aim in mind. 

“Father, why do you not trust us with Joseph, when we are indeed his well-wishers?” 

(Verse 11) They are emphasizing here that their hearts are full of good intentions 

towards their brother. However, a schemer often betrays himself. The stress they 

placed on wishing their brother well almost betrayed the ill feelings they harboured 

against him. “Send him with us tomorrow, that he may enjoy himself and play. We will 

certainly take good care of him.” (Verse 12) Once again they emphasized their 

awareness of their responsibility to guard and protect Joseph. They also painted a 

pleasant picture of what awaited Joseph of play and pleasure to persuade their father 

to send him with them. 

In reply to their remonstrations, Jacob indirectly denied that he did not trust them 

with their brother. He justified keeping Joseph with him by saying that he would 

miss him even if he were absent for a day or so, and he would worry about Joseph 

being attacked by wolves: “He answered: ‘It certainly grieves me that you should take him 

with you; and I dread that the wolf may eat him when you are heedless of him.’” (Verse 13) 

In effect, he said he always wanted Joseph beside him. This must have intensified the 
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brothers’ grudge even further. How could it be that their father missed him even 

when he went out to play for a few hours! - 

“I dread that the wolf may eat him when you are heedless of him.” (Verse 13) They must 

have found in his words the excuse they were looking for, for they immediately 

reassure Jacob that they will take good care of Joseph. “They said: ‘If the wolf were to eat 

him when we are so many, then we should surely be lost.’” (Verse 14) If a wolf should beat 

us when we are so many and so strong, then we are good for nothing. We lose 

everything. 

Thus the protective father gives way to the strong persuasion and impassioned 

assurances of his sons. It was against his better judgement that he should let them 

take Joseph, but he was clearly embarrassed. Thus, God’s will came to pass and the 

events of the story unfolded. 

Fast-Changing Fortunes 

Then we see them on their way, Joseph with them, and they intent on putting their 

wicked plot into effect. God Almighty inspires the young boy, reassuring him that it 

is only a trial that is certain to come to an end. He will survive and he will remind his 

brothers of their plot against him on a day when they will not know him to be 

Joseph. “And when they went away with him, they resolved to cast him into the depths of the 

well. We revealed [this] to him: ‘You will tell them of this their deed at a time when they shall 

not know you.’“ (Verse 15) 

Their resolve, then, was to cast him into the dark depths of a well to remove him 

altogether from their family life. At this point when Joseph fears for his life, when 

there’s no one to help him and ten adult and powerful brothers against him, a mere 

young child, reassurance comes to him through inspiration that he will be saved and 

will live until such a time as he reminds them of their crime. At that point in the 

future, they will not know that he is their brother whom they had thrown into the 

well. 

We leave Joseph now to face his ordeal, undoubtedly reassured by God’s 

inspiration, to look at his brothers facing their saddened father after committing their 

crime: “At nightfall they came to their father weeping, and said: ‘Father, we went off racing 

and left Joseph behind with our belongings, and the wolf devoured him. But you will not 

believe us even though we are saying the truth.’ And they produced his shirt stained with 

false blood. He said: No, but your minds have tempted you to evil. Sweet patience! It is to God 

alone that I turn for support in this misfortune that you have described.’” (Verses 16-18) 

Their blindness meant their plot was imperfect. Had they taken a calmer 

approach, they would not have harmed Joseph the first time their father permitted 
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them to take him with them. But they were impatient, fearing that they might not 

have another chance. We also see an aspect of their impatience in their choice of 

excuse, accusing the wolf. Their father warned them against this possibility only the 

night before, and they made the whole episode sound outrageous. It was just not 

plausible that they abandoned Joseph to the risk their father specifically warned 

them against. The same impatience is seen in the way they stained Joseph’s shirt with 

blood, without bothering to make it look real. The action was hasty, betraying their 

lies, so much so that the blood itself is described as lies, or false. 

They did all this and then “At nightfall they came to their father weeping, and said: 

‘Father, we went off racing and left Joseph behind with our belongings, and the wolf devoured 

him.” (Verses 16-17) As they said this, they seemed to realize it was all too thin. A liar 

often betrays himself. Hence they followed their false statement with this remark: 

“But you will not believe us even though we are saying the truth.” (Verse 17) You have 

your doubts and you do not trust us, so you will not believe us even when we say the 

truth. 

With such strong indications, an with something in his heart telling him 

otherwise, Jacob felt that Joseph had not been eaten by a wolf, and that his brothers 

had ditched him somewhere. He realized that their story was concocted and what 

they described was plainly false. He faced them with this, saying that their minds 

had made something ghastly appear acceptable to them and urged them to commit 

it. He declared that he would be patient under this adversity. He would neither panic 

nor complain. He would seek only God’s support against their fabricated lies: “He 

said: No, but your minds have tempted you to evil. Sweet patience! It is to God alone that I 

turn for support in this misfortune that you have described.’” (Verse 18) 

Now we quickly return to Joseph in the well to see the last scene of this first 

episode: “And there came a caravan; and they sent their water- drawer, and he let down his 

bucket into the well — [and when he saw Joseph] he cried: ‘What good luck. Here is a boy!’ 

They concealed him with a view to selling him; but God had full knowledge of what they were 

doing. And they sold him for a paltry price, a few silver coins. Thus low did they value him.” 

(Verses 19-20) 

The well was by the side of the caravan route, and caravans always take water 

wherever they can find it, whether in wells or in pits where rain water gathers. 

“There came a caravan.” The term used here to refer to the caravan is sayy rah, 

which derives from long travel. “They sent their water- drawer,” i.e. the person 

assigned the task of finding water for the caravan because he is experienced in such a 

vital matter. He does the normal thing, letting down his bucket into the well, to make 

sure that it is not dry, or to fill the bucket. The s rah does not mention any details of 

Joseph’s reaction when he saw the bucket being lowered and his quick movement to 

attach himself to it, so as to keep it a surprise to reader and listener alike. 



Yūsuf (Joseph) | A FAVOURITE CHILD IS LOST 

 40

When the water-drawer sees Joseph, he lets out a cry: “What good luck. Here is a 

boy!” Once again, all that follows is deleted: what was said, what action was taken, 

and how pleased Joseph was when he was pulled out of the well. Instead, the s rah 

speaks immediately of his situation with the caravan: “They concealed him with a view 

to selling him.” (Verse 19) This means that they considered him secret merchandise 

and thereby something they could sell. 

They realized that he was not a slave, which accounts for why they hid him. Then, 

they sold him on the cheap: “And they sold him for a paltry price, a few silver coins.” 

(Verse 20) That was their currency at the time. People only counted coins however 

when the price was low, and weighed them when the price was high. Here the s rah 

speaks of counting the coins to indicate how cheaply they sold him. 

“Thus low did they value him.” (Verse 20) They wanted rid of him quickly so that 

they did not have to account for enslaving and selling a free child. 

Thus the first trial in the life of this noble prophet is over. 
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2 

Facing Up to Trial 

The man from Egypt who bought him said 
to his wife: Be kind to him. He may well 
be of use to us, or we may adopt him as our 
son.’ Thus We established Joseph in the 
land, and We imparted to him some under-
standing of the real meaning of statements. 
God always prevails in whatever be His 
purpose; though most people may not know 
it. (21) 

And when he attained his full manhood, 
We bestowed on him wisdom and 
knowledge. Thus do We reward those who 
do good. (22) 

She in whose house he was living tried to 
seduce him. She bolted the doors and said, 
‘Come.’ He said: ‘God protect me. Goodly 
has my master made my stay here. Those 
who do wrong come to no good.’ (23) 

tΑ$s%uρ “Ï% ©!$# çμ1 utIô© $# ⎯ ÏΒ uóÇÏiΒ ÿ⎯ Ïμ Ï?r& tøΒeω 

’ ÍΓÌò2r& çμ1 uθ÷WtΒ #©|¤tã βr& !$oΨ yèxΨ tƒ ÷ρr& 

… çν x‹Ï‚−GtΡ # V$ s!uρ 4 y7 Ï9≡ x‹Ÿ2uρ $̈Ψ ©3tΒ y#ß™θã‹ Ï9 

’ Îû ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# … çμ yϑÏk=yèãΨ Ï9 uρ ⎯ ÏΒ È≅ƒ Íρù's? 

Ï]ƒ ÏŠ$ymF{ $# 4 ª!$# uρ ë= Ï9% yñ #’ n?tã ⎯ Íν ÌøΒr& 

£⎯ Å3≈ s9 uρ usYò2r& Ä¨$̈Ζ9 $# Ÿω šχθßϑn=ôètƒ ∩⊄⊇∪  

$£ϑs9 uρ x n=t/ ÿ… çν £‰ä© r& çμ≈oΨ ÷ s?# u™ $Vϑõ3ãm $Vϑù=Ïãuρ 4 
y7 Ï9≡ x‹x. uρ “Ì“ øg wΥ t⎦⎫ÏΖÅ¡ósßϑø9 $# ∩⊄⊄∪  

çμ ø?yŠ uρ≡ u‘ uρ ©ÉL©9 $# uθèδ †Îû $yγ ÏF÷ t/ ⎯ tã ⎯ Ïμ Å¡ø ¯Ρ 

ÏM s) ¯=yñuρ šU≡ uθö/ F{ $# ôM s9$s%uρ |M ø‹yδ šs9 4 
tΑ$s% sŒ$yètΒ «!$# ( … çμ ¯ΡÎ) þ’În1u‘ z⎯ |¡ôm r& y“# uθ÷W tΒ ( 
… çμ ¯ΡÎ) Ÿω ßxÎ=ø ãƒ šχθßϑÎ=≈ ©à9 $# ∩⊄⊂∪  



 

 42

 She truly desired him, and he desired her. 
[He would have succumbed] had he not 
seen a clear sign from his Lord. Thus We 
averted from him evil and indecency. He 
was truly one of Our faithful servants. (24) 

And they both rushed to the door. She tore 
his shirt from behind. And at the door they 
met her husband. She said: ‘What ought to 
be the punishment of someone who had evil 
designs on your wife other than that he 
should be thrown in prison or some grievous 
punishment.’ (25) 

[Joseph] said: ‘It was she who sought to 
seduce me.’ One of her own household 
testified: ‘If his shirt has been torn from the 
front, then she is speaking the truth and he 
is lying. (26) 

But if it has been torn from behind, then 
she is lying, and he is speaking the truth.’ 
(27) 

When [her husband] saw that Joseph’s 
shirt was torn from behind, he said to her: 
‘This is indeed [an instance] of the guile of 
you, women. Your guile is awesome indeed!’ 
(28) 

‘Joseph, let this pass! And you, woman, 
ask forgiveness for your sin. You have been 
seriously at fault.’ (29) 

ô‰s) s9 uρ ôM £ϑyδ ⎯ Ïμ Î/ ( §Ν yδuρ $pκ Í5 Iωöθs9 βr& # u™§‘ 

z⎯≈ yδöç/ ⎯ ÏμÎn/ u‘ 4 y7 Ï9≡ x‹Ÿ2 t∃ÎóÇ uΖÏ9 çμ ÷Ζtã 
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$uŠ x ø9 r& uρ $yδy‰Íh‹y™ # t$ s! É>$t7 ø9 $# 4 ôM s9$s% $tΒ â™!# t“ y_ 

ô⎯ tΒ yŠ# u‘ r& y7 Ï=÷δr'Î/ # ¹™þθß™ HωÎ) βr& z⎯ yfó¡ç„ ÷ρr& 

ëU# x‹tã ÒΟŠ Ï9 r& ∩⊄∈∪  

tΑ$s% }‘ Ïδ ©Í_ ø?yŠ uρ≡ u‘ ⎯ tã ©Å¤ø ¯Ρ 4 y‰Îγ x© uρ 

Ó‰Ïδ$ x© ô⎯ ÏiΒ !$yγ Î=÷δr& βÎ) šχ% x. … çμÝÁŠ Ïϑs% £‰è% 

⎯ ÏΒ 9≅ ç6è% ôM s%y‰|Ásù uθèδ uρ z⎯ ÏΒ t⎦⎫Î/ É‹≈ s3ø9 $# ∩⊄∉∪  

βÎ) uρ tβ% x. … çμ ÝÁŠ Ïϑs% £‰è% ⎯ ÏΒ 9ç/ ßŠ ôM t/ x‹s3sù 

uθèδuρ z⎯ ÏΒ t⎦⎫Ï% Ï‰≈ ¢Á9 $# ∩⊄∠∪  

$£ϑn=sù # u™u‘ … çμ |ÁŠ Ïϑs% £‰è% ⎯ ÏΒ 9ç/ ßŠ tΑ$s% … çμ ¯ΡÎ) 

⎯ ÏΒ £⎯ ä.Ï‰ø‹ Ÿ2 ( ¨βÎ) £⎯ ä. y‰ø‹x. ×Λ⎧Ïà tã ∩⊄∇∪  
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Overview 

This passage relates the second episode of Joseph’s story, after he had reached 

In the city, women were saying: ‘The Chief 
Minister’s wife is trying to seduce her slave 
lad, as she is passionately in love with him. 
We see that she is clearly going astray.’ 
(30) 

When she heard of their malicious talk, she 
sent for them, and prepared for them a 
sumptuous repast, and handed each one of 
them a knife and said [to Joseph]: ‘Come 
out and present yourself to them.’ When 
they saw him, they were amazed at him, 
and they cut their hands, exclaiming: ‘God 
preserve us! This is no mortal man! This is 
none other than a noble angel.’ (31) 

Said she: ‘This is he on whose account you 
have been me! Indeed I have tried to seduce 
him, but he guarded his chastity. Now, 
however, if he does not do what I bid him, 
he shall certainly be thrown in prison, and 
shall indeed be humiliated.’ (32) 

[Joseph] said: ‘My Lord, I would sooner be 
put in prison than comply with what they 
are inviting me to do. Unless You turn 
away their guile from me, I may yield to 
them and lapse into folly.’ (33)  

His Lord answered his prayer and warded 
off their guile from him. It is He alone who 
hears all and knows all. (34) 

* tΑ$s%uρ ×ο uθó¡ÎΣ ’ Îû Ïπ oΨƒ Ï‰yϑø9 $# ßNr& tøΒ$# Í“ƒÍ• yèø9 $# 

ßŠ Íρ≡ tè? $yγ9tGsù ⎯ tã ⎯ ÏμÅ¡ø ¯Ρ ( ô‰s% $yγ x tóx© $‰7 ãm 

( $̄ΡÎ) $yγ1 ut∴ s9 ’Îû 9≅≈n=|Ê &⎦⎫Î7 •Β ∩⊂⊃∪  
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Egypt where he was sold as a slave. However, the man who bought him felt that the 

boy was a good person. Such feelings may be sensed from a person’s looks, 

particularly if they are coupled with good manners. Hence the man recommends his 

wife to take good care of the boy. Here begins the first thread in how his dream 

comes true. 

But another trial of a totally different type was awaiting Joseph when he reached 

his prime. Prior to this, he would have been given wisdom and knowledge which 

would help him confront the forthcoming trial, one which only those on whom God 

bestows His grace can stand up to and resist. It was a trial of seduction in palaces 

where the aristocratic environment is often characterized by loose morality. Joseph 

emerged unscathed from it in his moral and religious values. 

Settling in Egypt 

The man from Egypt who bought him said to his wife: Be kind to him. He may well be 

of use to us, or we may adopt him as our son. Thus We established Joseph in the land, 

and We imparted to him some understanding of the real meaning of statements. God 

always prevails in whatever be His purpose; though most people may not know it. 

(Verse 21) 

The s rah does not as yet reveal the identity of the person who bought him. After a 

long time we learn that he is a person in a very high position, perhaps Egypt’s chief 

minister. But for now we only know that Joseph has reached a safe place, and that his 

first trial is over, and that bright prospects await him. 

“Be kind to him.” (Verse 21) This is how most translators of the Qur’ n render the 

first statement said by the man who bought Joseph. Literally the man says: “Be 

generous in his place of abode.” Although this is meant to be an instruction to treat 

him kindly, the expression signifies greater kindness to be contrasted with his stay in 

the well and all the fears that were associated with that experience. 

But the man goes further and tells his wife of what he hopes for the boy’s future: 

“He may well be of use to us, or we may adopt him as our son.” (Verse 21) Perhaps they 

did not have any children, as some reports suggest. Hence, the man started thinking 

that should the boy prove himself to be up to his master’s expectations, with regard 

to intelligence, character and good looks, he might adopt him as his own. 

At this point in the narrative, the s rah pauses a little to state that all this was 

God’s arrangement. It was through His design that Joseph was established in the 

land. This began with him occupying a firm position in the man’s heart and in his 

home. The s rah then says that Joseph would continue along the same road, and that 
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God would give him the faculty to interpret statements properly and accurately. It 

comments on the early steps in consolidating Joseph’s position by saying that God’s 

will shall always be done. Nothing can impede or stop it. He is in full control of 

everything in the universe. “Thus We established Joseph in the land, and We imparted to 

him some understanding of the real meaning of statements. God always prevails in whatever 

be His purpose.” (Verse 21) 

Here we see Joseph caught between what his brothers wanted to do to him and 

what God wanted for him. Since God prevails in whatever His purpose may be, His 

will was done. Joseph’s brothers could not achieve their purpose: “God always prevails 

in whatever be His purpose, though most people may not know it.” (Verse 21) Most people 

do not know that God’s law always operates, and that His will is always done. 

The s rah goes on to state that what God willed for Joseph came to pass. This is a 

reference to what the s rah stated: “We imparted to him some understanding of the real 

meaning of statements.” (Verse 21) Furthermore, when Joseph attained adulthood, 

more was given to him: “And when he attained his full manhood, We bestowed on him 

wisdom and knowledge. Thus do We reward those who do good.” (Verse 22) He was given a 

good sense to judge matters well, and also knowledge of the meaning of statements 

or the interpretation of dreams, or what is more general, such as knowledge of life 

and its different circumstances. The statement here is very general, admitting broad 

interpretation. That was Joseph’s reward for having done well in both belief and 

behaviour: “Thus do We reward those who do good.” (Verse 22) 

A Trial of Temptation 

At this point Joseph experiences the second trial in his life. It is much more severe 

and profound than the first one. It comes when he has been given wisdom and 

knowledge as a gesture of God’s grace. Hence, he faces it squarely, and he is saved 

from it as a reward for doing good. This trial takes the form of temptation, and the 

s rah paints a very charged picture of the whole encounter, when Joseph was 

vulnerable to great risks. 

She in whose house he was living tried to seduce him. She bolted the doors and said, 

‘Come.’ He said: ‘God protect me. Goodly has my master made my stay here. Those 

who do wrong come to no good.’ She truly desired him, and he desired her. [He would 

have succumbed] had he not seen a clear sign from his Lord. Thus We averted from 

him evil and indecency. He was truly one of Our faithful servants. And they both 

rushed to the door. She tore his shirt from behind. And at the door they met her 

husband. She said: ‘What ought to be the punishment of someone who had evil designs 

on your wife other than that he should be thrown in prison or some grievous 

punishment.’ [Joseph] said: It was she who sought to seduce me.’ One of her own 
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household testified: ‘If his shirt has been torn from the front, then she is speaking the 

truth and he is lying. But if it has been torn from behind, then she is lying, and he is 

speaking the truth.’ When [her husband] saw that Joseph’s shirt was torn from behind, 

he said to her: ‘This is indeed [an instance] of the guile of you, women. Your guile is 

awesome indeed!’ Joseph, let this pass! And you, woman, ask forgiveness for your sin. 

You have been seriously at fault.’ (Verses 23-29) 

The s rah does not mention the ages of Joseph and the woman at the time. So let 

us consider the matter and estimate their respective ages. 

Joseph was in early adolescence at the time the caravan picked him up and sold 

him in Egypt. He must have been around 14, or maybe less, but certainly no more 

than that. He was at an age when the Arabic term, ghul m, may be applied to him. 

After that he would be described as a youth, then as a man. At that time, the woman 

was already married, and apparently neither she nor her husband had had any 

children. This is implied by her husband’s words, “We may adopt him as a son”. (Verse 

21) The thought of adoption does not normally occur unless the one who entertains it 

is childless, and has practically given up hope of having a child. This means that she 

must have been married for quite a long time, which was sufficient for them to 

realize that they would not have a child. Moreover, the man who was Egypt’s chief 

minister must have been at least 40 years of age, and she, his wife, around 30. 

Furthermore, we expect that at the time of this event, she must have been at least 

40, and Joseph probably 25 or near to that. We imagine that this was her age because 

her behaviour during the event and subsequently shows that she was a woman of 

intelligence, self-possessed but bold, scheming and infatuated at the same time. 

Further evidence to support this is found in the words of those women who talked 

about her, saying: “The Chief Minister’s wife is trying to seduce her slave lad.” (Verse 30) 

Although the Arabic word, fat , rendered here as ‘slave lad’ stresses the sense of his 

slavery, it would not have been said unless Joseph’s age supported it. This is more 

likely, weighing up all the evidence in the text. 

We have discussed all this in order to arrive at the conclusion that Joseph’s trial 

was not merely about resisting temptation. His real trial was that he spent all his 

adolescent years in this palace, with this woman who was between 30 and 40 years of 

age, with all that goes on in palaces and in an environment which may be best 

described by the husband’s attitude when he saw his wife with Joseph. All that he 

had to say was: “Joseph, let this pass! And you, woman, ask forgiveness for your sin. You 

have been seriously at fault.” (Verse 29) 

It is a social environment in which women speak ill of the chief minister’s wife, 

and her reply is to invite them to a sumptuous banquet during which she orders 

Joseph to walk in front of them. They, in turn, are all infatuated with him, and make 
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their feelings public. She then admits to what she had done: “Indeed I have tried to 

seduce him, but he guarded his chastity. Now, however, if he does not do what I bid him, he 

shall certainly be thrown in prison, and shall indeed be humiliated.” (Verse 32) 

A social environment which allows these attitudes is a special one. It is that of 

affluent aristocracy. Joseph was a slave lad who spent his adolescent years in such an 

environment. That is indeed the long trial which he endured. He resisted its 

influences, temptations, frivolity and wicked designs. His age and that of the woman 

under whose roof he had lived for such a long period are significant in estimating the 

pressure he was under, the gravity of his trial and his long resistance. As for this 

particular incident, it would not have been particularly difficult for Joseph to resist, 

had it come suddenly, without long preparation. It would have been made easier by 

the fact that he was the target of temptation, not the seeker. For a man may find a 

woman who throws herself at him not very appealing. 

Let us now examine the text as it describes the situation: “She in whose house he was 

living tried to seduce him. She bolted the doors and said, ‘Come.’” (Verse 23) This time it 

was a bold attempt at seduction, with an open invitation to go the full course. The 

bolting of the doors only comes at the last moment. The woman was already at the 

point when desire is at its strongest. Hence, she calls out to him, ‘Come’. This bold, 

crude invitation is never the first one made by a woman. Indeed, it is of the ultimate 

type which may never be used unless the woman is forced to resort to it. The young 

man was living in her house and his growth, strength and development were all 

there for her to see, just as her own femininity was at its optimum. There must, 

therefore, have been earlier attempts at gentle persuasion before she resorted to this 

crude and sudden invitation. 

“He said: ‘God protect me. Goodly has my master made my stay here. Those who do wrong 

come to no good.’“ (Verse 23) First he appeals to God to protect him against doing such 

a grave and sinful act: “God protect me’ (Verse 23) He then refers to God’s grace when 

He saved him from the well and placed him in a home where he was secure and 

treated kindly: “Goodly has my master made my stay here.” (Verse 23) He then expounds 

a clear principle: “Those who do wrong come to no good.” (Verse 23) The ‘wrong’ 

intended here is the one which she wants him to do, but it represents a trespass over 

what God has forbidden. 

The s rah makes it absolutely clear that Joseph’s reply to the open attempt at 

seduction was a straightforward refusal, coupled with remembrance of the grace 

God had bestowed on him, as well as remembrance of the limits which no one 

should violate. There was no initial compliance when she invited him openly after 

bolting the doors and speaking in crude terms of what she wanted him to do. This 

last point is given in the s rah in a much milder form which hints at what actually 

took place. This is what we understand from the unusual Arabic expression which 
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we have rendered here as, ‘Come’. 

False Accusation and Irrefutable Testimony 

“She truly desired him, and he desired her. [He would have succumbed] had he not seen a 

clear sign from his Lord.” (Verse 24) All commentators on the Qur’ n, past and present 

alike, have focused their attention on this last incident. Those who have taken their 

information from Jewish sources mention numerous legendary reports describing 

Joseph as one driven by insatiable desire, and God unable to restrain him despite all 

His evidence. He is said to have seen his father’s image on the ceiling, biting his 

finger. Another such report suggests that he saw several plates of calligraphy, with 

verses of the Qur’ n, [Yes, the Qur’ n!] denouncing such action, but he continues as 

though he saw nothing. Then God sent the angel Gabriel, telling him to save Joseph. 

The angel hit him in the chest. There are many such reports, but they are all clearly 

groundless and manifestly fabricated. 

Most commentators on the Qur’ n say that her desire was physical, whilst his was 

mental. Then he saw the evidence from his Lord, and he was able to resist 

temptation. 

The late scholar, Rashīd Riđ ’, rejects this view altogether. He says that she 

desired to hit him because of his dignified resistance when she was the mistress to be 

obeyed. On the other hand, he desired to repel her, but he preferred to try to escape. 

However, she caught up with him and tore his shirt from behind. To interpret the 

verse as her desire to hit him and his desire to repel the aggression however is 

merely an attempt to draw Joseph away from responding to temptation at that 

particular moment. This is an arbitrary interpretation which lacks proper support. 

Looking at the text here, and reviewing Joseph’s situation, given that he had lived 

for quite some time in the palace, I feel that the Qur’ nic statement, “She truly desired 

him, and he desired her. [He would have succumbed] had he not seen a clear sign from his 

Lord,” represents the culmination of a long line of temptation on the one hand, and 

initial resistance on the other. This is a true description of a goodly human soul, 

resisting temptation, then weakening a little, then turning to God for support and 

escaping unscathed. The s rah does not dwell for long on these conflicting emotions, 

because the Qur’ n does not aim to paint that moment into a panoramic scene that is 

far larger than what is appropriate to the story, or to human life in general. Hence, 

the s rah mentions Joseph’s resistance at the outset and at the end, with a moment of 

weakness in between. This then gives us a credible and practical picture. 

This interpretation of the text is closer to human nature and to the protection God 

grants prophets. Joseph was only a human being. It is true that he was chosen by 

God. That is indeed the reason why his weakness was limited to feelings only, and 
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lasted just for a brief moment. When he saw a sign from his Lord shining in his heart 

and conscience, he resumed his resistance to all temptation. 

“Thus We averted from him evil and indecency. He was truly one of Our faithful 

servants.” (Verse 24) When he came to himself, he wanted to rush away while she 

went after him, excited, out of control: “And they both rushed to the door.” (Verse 25) As 

she tried to pull him away from the door, “she tore his shirt from behind.” (Verse 25) At 

this moment, a totally unexpected surprise awaited them: “And at the door they met her 

husband.” (Verse 25) The mature woman who is in control of the situation emerges 

here. An answer to the question raised by the husband to the very suspicious scene is 

readily given. An unhesitating accusation of Joseph being the offender is 

immediately stated. However, she still loves him and does not want him to collect a 

very severe punishment, so she suggests a safe one:: “She said: ‘What ought to be the 

punishment of someone who has evil designs on your wife other than that he should be 

thrown in prison or some grievous punishment?’” (Verse 25) But Joseph would not accept 

this false accusation, so he speaks out in reply: “It was she who sought to seduce me.” 

(Verse 26) 

The s rah states here that someone from her household came forward as a witness 

to put an end to the dispute. “One of her own household testified: If his shirt has been torn 

from the front, then she is speaking the truth and he is lying. But if it has been torn from 

behind, then she is lying, and he is speaking the truth.’“ (Verses 26-27) Where and when 

did this witness give his testimony? Did he arrive with the husband and witness the 

event? Or was he called in by her husband for consultation as people sometimes call 

in a respectable person of the wife’s family? This may fit well with the practices of 

the aristocracy which is often devoid of moral values. 

Both alternatives are possible. Neither affects the outcome. His view is described 

as a testimony because it provides a way for establishing the truth, considering that 

the woman’s word is set against Joseph’s. Joseph’s shirt was to be examined: if it was 

torn from the front, then she must have torn it as she ‘tried to repel his assault’. On 

the other hand, if his shirt was torn from behind, then he was trying to move away 

from her as she chased him towards the door. In this case, she would be the one who 

was lying while he stated the truth. The first possibility is stated first because it 

would mean that she was right. After all, she was the mistress and he was the slave. 

It was only proper that this possibility be given prominence. 

“When [her husband] saw that Joseph’s shirt was torn from behind,” he realized, both 

logically and practically, that it was the woman who tried to seduce the man, and 

then made her accusations against him. Here we see a picture of the high class in 

ignorant, or j hiliyyah society. Although this picture was drawn several thousand 

years ago, it is still applicable today. There is clear complacency when faced with sex 

scandals, followed by attempts to suppress them. Such suppression is the overriding 



Yūsuf (Joseph) | FACING UP TO TRIAL 

 50

concern. Hence, the woman’s husband merely says to her: “This is indeed [an instance] 

of the guile of you, women. Your guile is awesome indeed!’ ‘Joseph, let this pass! And you, 

woman, ask forgiveness for your sin. You have been seriously at fault.’” (Verses 28-29) 

That is all he said: it is a matter of awesome feminine guile. It is an altogether too 

diplomatic approach to something that would make one’s blood boil. The aristocratic 

lady is addressed in a very gentle way, with the question of seduction attributed to 

the female sex in general, with an overtone even of approval. No woman is offended 

when she is told, in comment on her action, that women’s guile is awesome! Instead, 

she takes this as recognition of her full female status, able to match others with her 

guile. 

As for Joseph, whose innocence is thus established, he is told to let the matter 

drop. He should not give it too much attention, and should not talk about it to others. 

This is the main point, so that appearances are maintained. 

On the other hand, the woman who tried to seduce her slave and whose guilt is 

established through his torn shirt receives some admonition: “Seek forgiveness for your 

sin. You have been seriously at fault.” (Verse 29) 

The same sort of low morality is found in aristocratic classes and those close to 

government in all j hiliyyah societies, with little difference in substance. 

Thus the curtains are drawn and the whole incident is brought to a close. All this 

without using the sort of language usually associated with pornographic 

descriptions. 

A Scandal Must be Hushed 

The husband did not take any action to separate his wife and his slave. He simply 

let matters go on as previously, because this is how palaces deal with such affairs. 

But palaces are walls with ears, and gossip is always rife. For such scandals always 

provide interesting conversations: “In the city, women were saying: ‘The Chief Minister’s 

wife is trying to seduce her slave lad, as she is passionately in love with him. We see that she 

is clearly going astray.’“ (Verse 30) 

This is the sort of thing women say about such matters in all j hiliyyah societies. 

For the first time we learn who the woman is, and we learn that the man who bought 

Joseph was Egypt’s Chief Minister. This is announced as the scandal becomes public, 

with her position graphically described: “The Chief Minister’s wife is trying to seduce 

her slave lad, as she is passionately in love with him.” (Verse 30) Hers is a consuming love 

that takes complete hold. Hence the comment: “We see that she is clearly going astray.” 

(Verse 30) She is supposed to be the role model as she is married to a leading 

personality in government. Yet she is infatuated with the young man her husband 
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had bought. Or perhaps they were merely commenting on the fact that she had 

become the centre of a scandal. It is not the offence itself that is reproachable, but of 

being found out doing it. If it remains concealed, no blame is attached. 

Again we see something that happens only amongst the higher classes. We are 

shown a scene of that bold woman’s further engineering: “When she heard of their 

malicious talk, she sent for them, and prepared for them a sumptuous repast, and handed each 

one of them a knife and said (to Joseph]: ‘Come out and present yourself to them.’ When they 

saw him, they were amazed at him, and they cut their hands, exclaiming: ‘God preserve us! 

This is no mortal man! This is none other than a noble angel.’ Said she: ‘This is he on whose 

account you have been blaming me! Indeed I have tried to seduce him, but he guarded his 

chastity. Now, however, if he does not do what I bid him, he shall certainly be thrown in 

prison, and shall indeed be humiliated.’ (Verses 31-32) 

She arranged for a banquet in her own palace, which suggests that the women so 

invited also belonged to the same milieu. It is women in such a class that are invited 

to a palace banquet. They are the ones who love such gentle appearances. It seems 

that as they ate, they reclined on cushions and couches, as was the custom in eastern 

countries. Hence, she prepared this repast, and gave a knife to each one of her guests. 

This also suggests that material civilization had attained a high standard in Egypt at 

the time. Luxurious life was at a high standard. The use of knives with a meal several 

thousand years ago is indicative of the level of luxury that obtained. But as they were 

engaged with cutting meat or peeling fruit, the hostess surprised her guests with 

Joseph’s appearance. She instructed him to: “Come out and present yourself to them.” 

(Verse 31) So what was their reaction? “When they saw him, they were amazed at him.” 

They were taken by surprise. “They cut their hands.” (Verse 31) In their surprise, they 

cut their hands. They uttered a word that is normally used to express amazement at 

God’s wonderful creation. “God preserve us! This is no mortal man! This is none other 

than a noble angel.” (Verse 31) These words also indicate that there were traces of the 

divine faith, based on God’s oneness, in their community. 

At this point she felt that she had scored her point and gained a victory over the 

women of her class. They could not stop their surprised admiration of Joseph. 

Victorious as she felt, she saw no need for modesty in front of these other women. 

Indeed she could boast that he was under her command. If he resisted her at one 

point, he could not do so forever. Hence, her statement: “This is he on whose account 

you have been blaming me.” (Verse 32) You can see how handsome and manly he is, so 

much so that you cannot help admiring him: “Indeed I have tried to seduce him, but he 

guarded his chastity.” (Verse 32) 

She goes on to press the point that she was his mistress and that he would have to 

do as he was told. In that society, a woman in her position could afford to be boastful 

and arrogant. She could declare publicly in front of other women the sexual urge she 
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felt: “Now, however, if he does not do what I bid him, he shall certainly be thrown in prison, 

and shall indeed be humiliated.” (Verse 32) 

What a mixture of temptation, persistence and threat. And this is coupled with a 

new phase of temptation hidden under a mask of warning. 

What could Joseph do when he heard this said openly in a social gathering of 

women who were undoubtedly revealing their beauty and expressing their 

admiration of him. What was his attitude on hearing his mistress openly declare her 

intention to carry on attempting to seduce him? He simply turns to his Lord with this 

appeal: “My Lord, I would sooner be put in prison than comply with what they are inviting 

me to do.” (Verse 33) 

We note here that Joseph did not say, ‘what she is inviting me to do’. They were all 

part of the seduction attempt, either by word, look or movement. He felt that the 

only way for him to evade their tricks was to appeal to his Lord. That would be the 

only way he would not yield to their temptation. Hence, he declares: “Unless You 

turn away their guile from me, I may yield to them and lapse into folly.” (Verse 33) This is a 

declaration by one who knows his own human weakness. He prays for more of 

God’s care and protection, because that is the best way to resist all temptation. 

“His Lord answered his prayer and warded off their guile from him. It is He alone who 

hears all and knows all.” (Verse 34) This might have taken the form of making them 

despair of him ever yielding to their approaches and persuasion, or might have been 

in the shape of stronger resistance to their temptation. 

“It is He alone who hears all and knows all.” (Verse 33) He hears their scheming, and 

Joseph’s prayers. He knows the intention behind the scheming and the purpose of 

the prayer. 

Thus Joseph was able to stand firm through this second trial. He had to rely on 

God’s grace and good care to do so, and through this managed to avoid falling into 

sin. With this, the second episode in Joseph’s story is over. 
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3 

From Prison to Palace 

Yet for all the evidence they had seen, they 
felt it right to put him in jail for a time. 
(35) 

Two young men went to prison with him. 
One of them said: ‘I saw myself [in a 
dream] pressing wine.’ The other said: 
And I saw myself [in a dream] carrying 
bread on my head, and birds were eating of 
it.’ ‘Tell us the meaning of these dreams, 
for we can see that you are a man of 
virtue.’ (36) 

[Joseph] answered: ‘Your food which is 
provided for you will not have come to you 
before I have informed you of the real 
meaning of [your dreams]. That is part of 
the knowledge which my Lord has 
imparted to me. I have left the faith of 
people who do not believe in God, and who 
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deny the truth of the life to come. (37) 

I follow the faith of my forefathers, 
Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. It is not for us 
to associate any partners with God. This is 
part of God’s grace which He has bestowed 
on us and on all mankind, but most people 
do not give thanks. (38) 

My two prison companions! Which is 
better: [to believe] in diverse lords, or to 
believe in God, the One who holds sway 
over all that exists? (39) 

Those you worship instead of Him are 
nothing but names you and your fathers 
have invented, and for which God has given 
no sanction from on high. All judgement 
rests with God alone. He has ordained that 
you should worship none but Him. This is 
the true faith, but most people do not know 
it. (40) 

My two prison companions! One of you 
will give his lord wine to drink. The other 
will be crucified, and the birds will eat from 
his head. The matter on which you have 
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sought to be enlightened has thus been 
decided.’ (41)  

And [Joseph] said to the one whom he 
believed would be released: ‘Remember me 
in the presence of your lord.’ But Satan 
caused him to forget to mention Joseph to 
his lord, and so he remained in prison for 
several years. (42) 

And the King said: ‘I saw [in a dream] 
seven fat cows being devoured by seven 
emaciated ones, and seven green ears of 
wheat next to seven others dry and 
withered. Tell me the meaning of my vision, 
my nobles, if you are able to interpret 
dreams.’ (43) 

They replied: ‘This is but a medley of 
dreams, and we have no deep knowledge of 
the real meaning of dreams.’ (44) 

At that point, the man who had been 
released from prison suddenly remembered 
[Joseph] after all that time and said: ‘I will 
tell you the real meaning of this dream, so 
give me leave to go.’ (45) 

‘Joseph, man of truth, tell us of the seven 
fat cows being devoured by seven emaciated 
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ones, and seven green ears of wheat next to 
seven others dry and withered, so that I 
may return to the people [of the court], and 
that they would come to know.’ (46) 

He replied: ‘You shall sow for seven 
consecutive years, but let the grain you 
harvest remain in its ear, except for the 
little which you may eat. (47) 

Then after that there will come seven hard 
years which will devour all that you have 
laid up for them, except a little of what you 
have kept in store. (48) 

Then after that there will come a year of 
abundant rain, in which the people will be 
able to press [oil and wine]. (49) 

The King said: ‘Bring this man before me.’ 
But when the [King’s] envoy came to him, 
Joseph said: ‘Go back to your lord and ask 
him about the women who cut their hands. 
My Lord has full knowledge of their guile.’ 
(50) 

The King asked [the women]: ‘What was 
the matter with you when you tried to 
seduce Joseph?’ The women said: ‘God save 
us! We did not perceive the least evil on his 
part.’ The Chief Minister’s wife said: Now 
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ãΑθß™ §9 $# tΑ$s% ôì Å_ö‘ $# 4’ n<Î) šÎn/ u‘ ã&ù# t↔ ó¡sù $tΒ 

ãΑ$t/ Íο uθó¡ÏiΨ9 $# ©ÉL≈ ©9 $# z⎯ ÷è©Ü s% £⎯ åκ u‰ Ï‰÷ƒ r& 4 ¨βÎ) ’ În1u‘ 

£⎯ ÏδÏ‰øŠ s3Î/ ×Λ⎧ Î=tæ ∩∈⊃∪  

tΑ$s% $tΒ £⎯ ä3ç7 ôÜ yz øŒ Î) ¨⎦—∫Š uρ≡ u‘ y#ß™θãƒ ⎯ tã 

⎯ Ïμ Å¡ø ¯Ρ 4 š∅ù=è% |·≈ ym ¬! $tΒ $uΖôϑÎ=tæ Ïμ ø‹n=tã 

⎯ ÏΒ &™þθß™ 4 ÏM s9$s% ßNr& tøΒ$# Í“ƒÍ• yèø9 $# z⎯≈ t↔ ø9 $# 



 

 57

has the truth come to light. It was I who 
tried to seduce him. He has indeed told the 
truth. (51) 

From this he will know that I did not 
betray him behind his back, and that God 
does not bless with His guidance the 
schemes of those who betray their trust. 
(52) 

And yet, I am not trying to claim to be free 
of sin. Indeed man’s soul does incite him to 
evil, except for those upon whom God has 
bestowed His mercy. My Lord is Much-
Forgiving, Merciful.’ (53) 

And the King said: ‘Bring him before me. 
I will choose him for my own.’ And when 
he had spoken to him, the King said: ‘You 
shall henceforth be in a position of high 
standing with us, invested with all trust.’ 
(54) 

Joseph replied: ‘Give me charge of the store-
houses of the land. I am able to look after 
them with wisdom.’ (55) 

Thus did We establish Joseph in the land, 
free to do what he willed. We bestow Our 
mercy on whom We will, and We never fail 
to give their reward to those who do good. 
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Overview 

This third episode of Joseph’s story witnesses yet another trial he has to endure. It 

is the third and final test of hardship in his life. What comes after this is good fortune 

which also constitutes a test of his perseverance. The present trial sees him thrown in 

jail after his innocence has been established. When an innocent person is put in 

prison, he finds it especially difficult, although he can console himself that he has 

committed no crime. 

During Joseph’s trial we see an aspect of the grace God bestows on him as He 

gives him knowledge which enables him to interpret dreams and visions, and gives 

him the ability to explain forthcoming events on the basis of indications he may see. 

Then God’s grace is further bestowed on him when he is declared innocent in the 

presence of the King. His abilities are also recognized, giving him the chance to 

assume high position, coupled with the King’s trust and wide powers. 

An Innocent Man Goes to Prison 

“Yet for all the evidence they had seen, they felt it right to put him in jail for a time.” 

(Verse 35) Such is the type of action taken in palaces. It is the action typical of the 

aristocracy, despotic regimes and social conditions reflecting a state of ignorance or 

j hiliyyah. When all the signs point to Joseph’s innocence, the decision is taken to put 

him in prison. What a travesty of justice. The Chief Minister’s wife behaves with no 

sense of shame, throwing a party and inviting women of her class to show them the 

young man, Joseph. She then declares in public her infatuation with him. They 

experience the same feelings and so too try to tempt him. Joseph’s only recourse in 

the face of such tantalizing appeals is to turn to his Lord for protection. His mistress 

declares, shamelessly, before the other women that he will have to do as he is told or 

else be thrown in prison where he is sure to be humiliated. His choice is prison, and 

ultimately this is what occurs. 

Despite all this, the decision is made to imprison him. Most probably by this time 

the woman has despaired of him responding to her attempts. Moreover, it must have 

(56) 

But as for those who believe in God and 
keep away from evil, the reward of the life 
to come is much better indeed. (57) 
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become the subject of conversation among the public, and not confined to the 

aristocracy. It was, therefore, necessary to protect the reputation of high class 

families. Since the men in these families have been unable to safeguard their own 

reputation and that of their women, they are certainly able to throw a young man in 

prison, knowing that he has committed no offence other than not responding to the 

temptation of an aristocratic woman. After all, it is his resistance of temptation that 

made her the talk of all classes. 

A Platform to Advocate True Faith 

“Two young men went to prison with him.” (Verse 36) We will presently know that 

they belonged to the King’s private staff. 

The s rah does not dwell on what happened to Joseph in prison, and how he was 

recognized as a man of integrity and kindness, and that he soon won the trust of all 

those around him. There must also have been quite a few among them who had had 

the misfortune to work in the palace or for courtiers, yet had incurred the anger of 

their masters for one reason or another, and, as a result, were now in jail. All this is 

omitted. For the s rah immediately moves on to portray a scene of Joseph, in prison, 

speaking to two young men who had found him to be a man of wisdom. They 

related their dreams to him, requesting that he interpret them. 

One of them said: I saw myself [in a dream] pressing wine.’ The other said: And I saw 

myself [in a dream] carrying bread on my head, and birds were eating of it.’ ‘Tell us 

the meaning of these dreams, for we can see that you are a man of virtue.’ (Verse 36) 

Joseph seizes the opportunity to speak to the prisoners about his faith, which is the 

true faith. The fact that he is in prison does not exempt him from his duty to preach 

the true faith and to criticize any situation that assigns lordship to human rulers. For 

submission to such rulers means that they usurp the rights of lordship and become 

pharaohs. 

Joseph starts at the point which preoccupies his fellow prisoners. He reassures 

them that he will give them the correct interpretation of their dreams because his 

Lord has given him special knowledge as a result of his dedication in worshipping 

Him alone and his associating no partners with Him. In this way Joseph makes it 

clear that he follows the faith of his forefathers who were similarly dedicated. At the 

very outset then, he wins their trust, stating that he will rightly interpret their 

dreams. At the same time he also presents his faith in appealing guise. 

[Joseph] answered: ‘Your food which is provided for you will not have come to you 
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before I have informed you of the real meaning of [your dreams]. That is part of the 

knowledge which my Lord has imparted to me. I have left the faith of people who do 

not believe in God, and who deny the truth of the life to come. I follow the faith of my 

forefathers, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. It is not for us to associate any partners with 

God. This is part of God’s grace which He has bestowed on us and on all mankind, but 

most people do not give thanks.’ (Verses 37-38) 

The approach Joseph employs is particularly appealing. He is pleasant to listen to, 

moving from one aspect to the next in a relaxed, easy way. This is characteristic of 

Joseph throughout the story. 

The first part of his statement is emphatic, inspiring confidence that he has divine 

knowledge whereby he is informed of what is coming and he tells it as he sees it. 

This indicates that what he knows is a gift given to him by God for his sincere 

devotion. Moreover, it is fitting with what was fashionable at the time, since 

prophesying was a common practice. However, his assertion that it is all taught to 

him by his Lord is made at the most appropriate moment so as to make them more 

receptive to his call on them to believe in God. 

“I have left the faith of people who do not believe in God, and who deny the truth of the life 

to come.” (Verse 37) This refers to the people who raised him in Egypt, in the Chief 

Minister’s home, and to the courtiers and aristocracy who hold sway in society. 

Needless to say, the two young men whom he was addressing followed the same 

religion as the rest of their people. Joseph does not, however, confront them with this 

fact, but rather speaks about people in general so that they are not embarrassed. This 

demonstrates Joseph’s delicacy in approaching the subject and his choice of proper 

method to introduce his faith. 

Joseph’s mention of the hereafter at this point confirms, as stated earlier, that 

belief in the Day of Judgement has always been a fundamental concept of faith, 

preached by all God’s messengers and prophets right from the beginning of human 

life. It is false to assume, as teachers of comparative religion do, that it is a recent 

concept in human faith in general. It may have been introduced at a late stage into 

pagan religions, but it has always been an essential concept of divine messages. 

Joseph continues to outline the distinctive characteristics of false beliefs in order to 

highlight those of the true faith which he and his forefathers have followed. “I follow 

the faith of my forefathers, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. It is not for us to associate any partners 

with God.” (Verse 38) It is a faith based on the concept of God’s oneness. Indeed it is 

part of God’s grace to mankind that they are guided to believe in His oneness. To 

enjoy this aspect of God’s grace is easy. Mankind have only to decide to accept it and 

it is theirs, because this belief is ingrained in their nature and in the universe around 

them. It is also explained in all divine messages. It is only human beings who choose 



Yūsuf (Joseph) | FROM PRISON TO PALACE 

 61

to ignore it and not thank God for it. “This is part of God’s grace which He has bestowed 

on us and on all mankind, but most people do not give thanks.” (Verse 38) 

A Comparison of Beliefs 

Joseph’s approach is subtle, taking them carefully step by step before going deep 

into their hearts to reveal his faith plainly and completely. He couples this with an 

explanation that the misery they suffer in life is due to the false beliefs which they 

and their people generally hold. “My two prison companions! Which is better: [to believe] 

in diverse lords, or to believe in God, the One who holds sway over all that exists? Those you 

worship instead of Him are nothing but names you and your fathers have invented, and for 

which God has given no sanction from on high. All judgement rests with God alone. He has 

ordained that you should worship none but Him. This is the true faith, but most people do not 

know it.” (Verses 39-40) 

In a few clear, lucid and enlightening words, Joseph outlines the main features of 

the true faith based on the oneness of God. He shakes violently the whole structure 

of polytheism and the very concept of associating partners with God. 

“My two prison companions! Which is better: [to believe] in diverse lords, or to believe in 

God, the One who holds sway over all that exists?” (Verse 39) Joseph makes them his 

companions, drawing them close with his affable approach. This facilitates an easy 

way into the main subject, namely the essence of faith. He does not call on them 

directly to adopt it, but instead presents it as a subject for objective discussion: 

“Which is better: [to believe] in diverse lords, or to believe in God, the One who holds sway 

over all that exists?” The question makes a direct and strong appeal to human nature 

which recognizes only one deity. How come that several beings are described as 

gods when the one who deserves to be Lord and to be worshipped and obeyed in all 

that He orders is the One who has complete sway over all beings. He is the One 

whose law must be implemented in life. When God is declared to be One and His 

absolute power in the universe is recognized, then Lordship must be declared to 

belong to the One Lord whose power over people’s lives must also be recognized. It 

should never happen that people who recognize God as One and Almighty, then 

accept someone else as having power over them, effectively making him a lord 

beside God. The Lord must be God who has absolute control over the whole 

universe. Anyone who does not have such power cannot be taken as lord and given 

power over people’s lives. If he cannot make the universe submit to his will, he must 

not be the one to whom people submit. 

It is infinitely better that people should submit to God and acknowledge Him as 

their only Lord than that they submit to diverse, ignorant and powerless lords which 

they invent for themselves. This description applies to all lords other than God. No 
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misery that has ever been suffered by mankind is greater than that caused by 

acknowledging a multiplicity of lords to each of whom a section of humanity 

submits. These earthly lords either usurp God’s power and authority directly, or are 

given such power and authority by ignorant human beings who may be influenced 

by superstition or legend. It is also true that people can be overpowered or tricked 

into such submission. These earthly lords cannot rid themselves for a moment of 

their own selfish desires, or their urge to ensure their own survival and the 

maintenance of their power and authority. Hence, they seek to destroy all forces and 

elements that constitute even the slightest threat to their power and authority. They 

employ all means and mobilize all resources to glorify themselves so that their power 

continues to be acknowledged by the masses. 

God Almighty is in no need of anyone. He does not want anything from His 

servants other than righteousness and that they work for their own betterment, and 

to build human life in accordance with the code He has laid down. He then considers 

all this part of their worship. Even the worship rites He requires them to observe aim 

at keeping them on the right track, ensuring that they conduct their lives properly. 

Indeed He is in no need of any of His servants. “Mankind, it is you who stand in need of 

God, and God is All Sufficient, Glorious.” (35: 15) 

Joseph then takes another step to demonstrate the falsehood of their idolatrous 

beliefs: “Those you worship instead of Him are nothing but names you and your fathers have 

invented, and for which God has given no sanction from on high.” (Verse 40) These lords, 

whether they be human or non-human, spirits, devils, angels or forces of the 

universe that operate by God’s will are not real lords. Indeed they have nothing of 

the qualities of lordship. Lordship belongs to God alone, the One who has power 

over all things, and who creates and controls all. But in all ignorant societies, people 

invent names and attribute to them qualities and characteristics. The first of these is 

that of judgement and authority. But God has not given any authority to them, nor 

has He sanctioned what people invent. 

To Whom Judgement Belongs 

At this point Joseph makes his final and decisive point, making it clear to his 

interlocutors where all power and judgement lie, and to whom obedience is owed 

and how it must be acknowledged. Or, in short, to whom worship should be offered: 

“All judgement rests with God alone. He has ordained that you should worship none but 

Him. This is the true faith, but most people do not know it.” (Verse 40) 

Judgement and authority belong to no one other than God. It is He who is the 

Godhead, with authority to legislate and judge. Indeed, sovereignty, belongs to Him, 

for sovereignty is one of God’s basic attributes. Whoever claims any right to it is 
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indeed disputing God’s power, whether the claimant be an individual, a class, a 

party, an organization, a community or an international organization representing 

mankind. Anyone who claims this very basic attribute of God’s for himself 

disbelieves in God. His disbelief is in the form of denying a part of faith which is 

essentially and universally known as a fact. 

Usurping the rights of sovereignty which belong to God alone does not come in 

one form only. For a person to claim the basic characteristic of Godhead, which is 

sovereignty, he need not be so crude as to say, ‘I know no God whom you may 

worship other than myself,’ or, ‘I am your Lord, the Most High,’ as Pharaoh did. He 

actually claims these rights disputing God’s authority when he starts to derive laws 

from any source other than God’s law, declaring that the source of power and 

authority belongs to some institution or being other than God. Even when that 

institution is the whole nation or all humanity, the result is the same. In the Islamic 

system, the nation selects the ruler, giving him the authority to govern in accordance 

with God’s law. The nation, or the community, is not the source of sovereignty which 

enacts the law and gives it its power. The source of sovereignty is God. Many are 

those who confuse the exercise of power and its source. This confusion is found even 

among Muslim scholars. What we say is that human beings, in their total aggregate, 

do not have the right of sovereignty. They only implement what God has legislated. 

What He has not legislated has no legitimacy. It does not carry God’s sanction. 

Joseph (peace be upon him) justifies his statement that all sovereignty belongs to 

God alone by saying: “All judgement rests with God alone. He has ordained that you 

should worship none but Him.” (Verse 40) We cannot understand this justification as 

the Arabs did at the time of the revelation of the Qur’ n unless we understand the 

meaning of ‘worship’ which can only be offered to God. 

The meaning of the verb, `abada, or ‘to worship’ in Arabic is ‘to submit or 

surrender’. In the early days of Islam it never meant, in Islamic terminology, only ‘to 

offer worship rituals’. In fact none of the worship rituals was as yet imposed as a 

duty. So the statement was rather understood in the manner it was meant 

linguistically, and this later became its Islamic meaning. What it meant then was 

submission to God alone, and obeying His orders and commands, whether they 

related to worship rituals, moral directives or legal provisions. To submit to God in 

all these was the essence of worship which must be addressed to God alone. It could 

never be addressed to any of His creatures. 

When we understand the meaning of worship in this light, we understand why 

Joseph stated that worship can only be addressed to God as his justification for 

saying that all judgement and sovereignty belong to Him alone. Submission to God 

will not become a reality if judgement and sovereignty belong to someone else. This 

applies to matters where God’s will is done by the laws of nature which God has set 
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in operation in the universe, and to matters where human beings have a choice with 

regard to their actions and practices. True submission to God applies in both areas. 

Once more we say that to dispute God’s right of sovereignty takes the disputant 

out of the religion of Islam altogether. This is a basic rule of Islam that is essentially 

known to all. This is because disputing God’s right and authority means a rejection 

of worshipping Him alone. It is essentially an act of associating partners with God, 

which means that those who dispute God’s rights of sovereignty are not Muslims at 

all. The same applies to those who approve their claims and obey them without 

rejecting, even mentally, their action of usurping God’s right and authority. The 

claimant and those who obey him are the same in the Islamic view. 

Joseph (peace be upon him) states that the true faith is that which assigns all 

judgement to God alone in implementation of His being the only one to be 

worshipped. “This is the true faith.” (Verse 40) This is a statement of limitation. No 

faith can be true unless it gives all sovereignty to God and makes this a practical 

implementation of worshipping Him alone. 

“But most people do not know it.” (Verse 40) The fact that they do not know does not 

make them followers of the true faith. A person who does not know something 

cannot believe in it or implement it. If people do not know the essence of faith, it is 

illogical to say that they follow it. Their ignorance is not an excuse for describing 

them as Muslims. Rather, their ignorance bars them from that characteristic in the 

first place. To believe in something presupposes knowing it. That is a basic, logical 

fact. 

In a few clear words Joseph (peace be upon him) outlines his faith completely, 

showing all its constituent elements and shaking to the core the foundations of 

disbelief, polytheism and tyranny. 

Tyranny cannot take place in any land without its claiming the most essential 

quality of Godhead, namely His lordship over people’s lives. This is the right to 

make people submit to its laws and orders, and implement its ideology. Even if it 

does not say so in words, it actually practises it. Tyranny does not exist unless the 

true faith has been removed from people’s thoughts and lives. For only when people 

firmly believe that all sovereignty and judgement belong to God alone, because 

worship belongs to Him, is there no room left for tyranny in their lives. 

At this point Joseph has completed his task of preaching God’s faith to them, 

having attached it initially to the matter which preoccupied them. He therefore 

reverts to that point and interprets their dreams for them, so that their trust in what 

he says is strengthened, and they are more amenable to what he preaches: “My two 

prison companions! One of you will give his lord wine to drink. The other will be crucified, 

and the birds will eat from his head.” (Verse 41) He does not point out directly who will 



Yūsuf (Joseph) | FROM PRISON TO PALACE 

 65

be released and who will meet the depressing end as he does not want to confront 

anyone with bad news. He stresses that he is certain of the knowledge imparted to 

him by God: “The matter on which you have sought to be enlightened has thus been 

decided.” (Verse 41) It will only be as God has decreed. There is no escape from it. 

Joseph was an innocent prisoner, jailed on the strength of false accusations, 

without any proper investigation of his case. It may be that the incident of the Chief 

Minister’s wife and the other women was portrayed to the King in a way that totally 

misrepresented the facts, as often happens in such cases. It was only natural then that 

Joseph wanted his case to be put to the King in the hope that he would order that it 

be looked into properly. Hence, Joseph “said to the one whom he believed would be 

released: ‘Remember me in the presence of your lord.’“ (Verse 42) He actually asked him to 

mention his case and situation to the King and to tell him of the truth he had seen in 

him. He describes him as his lord because he was the ruler to whom he submitted. 

The term ‘lord’ here means ‘master, ruler, a person of acknowledged authority and a 

legislator’. This re-emphasizes the meaning of lordship in Islamic terminology. 

At this point, the s rah leaves out mentioning that the two prisoners’ dreams came 

true in exactly the manner Joseph described. There is a gap here, as well as an 

implication that it is sufficient for us to know that all this took place. The prisoner 

whom Joseph felt would be released was actually released, but he did not act on 

what Joseph requested. He forgot all the lessons that Joseph had taught him. He 

forgot to remember his true Lord as he was distracted by the demands of life in the 

palace after he returned there. Indeed, he forgot all about Joseph: “But Satan caused 

him to forget to mention Joseph to his lord, and so he remained in prison for several years.” 

(Verse 42) 

The pronoun ‘he’ in the last clause refers to Joseph. God wanted to teach him a 

lesson so that he would sever all ties in favour of his tie with God Himself. Hence, He 

did not make the achievement of what he wanted dependent on any human being or 

on anything relating to a human being. This is an aspect of the honour God gave 

Joseph. God’s true servants should be totally dedicated to Him. They must leave all 

decisions concerning their lives to God alone. When human weakness initially makes 

this impossible, He bestows on them His grace and makes them unable to adopt a 

different attitude so that they know its blessing. They are then able to accept it out of 

love and obedience to God. He then gives them more of His blessings and grace. 

The King’s Dream 

Now we move into the court with the King asking his courtiers and priests to 

interpret a disturbing dream he had had: “And the King said: I saw [in a dream] seven fat 

cows being devoured by seven emaciated ones, and seven green ears of wheat next to seven 
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others dry and withered. Tell me the meaning of my vision, my nobles, if you are able to 

interpret dreams.’ They replied: ‘This is but a medley of dreams, and we have no deep 

knowledge of the real meaning of dreams.’” (Verses 43-44) 

None could offer a plausible interpretation of the King’s dream. Or they might 

have felt that it signalled something unpleasant and hence did not wish to put it to 

the King. This is often the attitude of courtiers and advisors who prefer to deliver to 

their masters only that which is pleasant. Hence they said that it is all ‘but a medley of 

dreams.’ They described it as disturbed visions that did not constitute a proper 

dream. They followed this by saying, “We have no deep knowledge of the real meaning of 

dreams,” i.e. when they are so blurred and confused. 

So far we have mentioned three dream incidents: the first was Joseph’s, the second 

was those of the two young men in prison and now we have the King’s dream. Each 

time interpretation was requested. That so much emphasis was placed on dreams 

tells us something about the atmosphere that prevailed in Egypt and elsewhere. 

At this point, Joseph’s prison companion who was released remembered him and 

how he accurately interpreted his own dream and that of his fellow prisoner. “At that 

point, the man who had been released from prison suddenly remembered [Joseph] after all that 

time and said: I will tell you the real meaning of this dream, so give me leave to go.’“ (Verse 

45) 

The King’s Dream Interpreted 

He requests leave to go and see the man who was certain to give a true 

interpretation of the dream no one else dared interpret. The curtains drop here, and 

when they are raised again we are in the prison looking at Joseph and his former 

companion asking him to interpret the King’s dream: “‘Joseph, man of truth, tell us of 

the seven fat cows being devoured by seven emaciated ones, and seven green ears of wheat 

next to seven others dry and withered, so that I may return to the people [of the court], and 

that they would come to know.’” (Verse 46) 

The man, who is the drink master of the King, calls Joseph a ‘man of truth,’ which is 

testimony that Joseph always tells the truth according to the man’s own experience 

with him. “Tell us of the seven fat cows...” Here the man quotes the King’s own words 

in relating the dream. Since he was asking for an interpretation of the dream, he had 

to quote the description accurately. The s rah uses the same words again to indicate 

the accuracy of the reporting, and to enable the interpretation to immediately follow 

the statement. 

However, what Joseph gives is not a passive interpretation of the dream. Instead it 

is coupled with advice on how best to cope with the consequences of what is going to 
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happen. “He replied: ‘You shall sow for seven consecutive years.” (Verse 47) These are 

seven years without a gap when there is a rich harvest. Hence they are depicted in 

the dream as seven fat cows. “But let the grain you harvest remain in its ear,” (Verse 47) 

because that would protect the crop against insects and atmospheric effects that may 

cause it to decay. “Except for the little which you may eat.” (Verse 47) What you need for 

eating you may take out of its ear. The rest must be stored for the following seven 

years of poor harvest which are depicted in the dream as seven emaciated cows. 

“Then after that there will come seven hard years,” (Verse 48) when the land produces 

little or nothing. Hence these hard years “will devour all that you have laid up for them 

except a little of what you have kept in store.” (Verse 48) It is as if these years are the ones 

which do the devouring themselves. Their lack of harvest is described here as 

hunger. And they will eat all except a little which is kept from them. 

“Then after that there will come a year of abundant rain, in which the people will be able to 

press [oil and wine].” (Verse 49) This brings to an end the hard years without harvest. 

They are followed by a year of abundance when people will have plenty of water 

and a plentiful harvest. Their vineyards will yield richly and they will be able to 

press their wine. They will have plenty of sesame and olives which they will then 

press into oil. 

We note here that this plentiful year is not symbolized in the King’s dream. Joseph 

mentions it, however, on the basis of the knowledge given to him by God. He gives 

the happy news of the approach of this year to the man who will transmit it to the 

King and the people. They will be happier that the seven hard years will be followed 

by a year of rich harvest. 

Court Summons 

At this point the s rah again moves to the next scene, leaving a gap between the 

one just ending and the one about to begin. What happens during this gap is left for 

us to imagine. The curtains are then once again raised in the King’s palace. The s rah 

leaves out what the man tells of the interpretation of the King’s dream, and what he 

says about Joseph, his imprisonment and its cause, and his present situation. What 

we have instead is the effect of all this, embodied in the King’s expressed desire to 

see him and his order that he should be brought before him. 

“The King said: ‘Bring this man before me.’” (Verse 50) Again the s rah leaves out the 

details of carrying out the King’s order. We simply find Joseph replying to the King’s 

emissary. He has spent so long in prison that he is in no hurry to leave until his case 

has been properly investigated. He wants the truth to be clearly known and his 

innocence to be declared to all people. All the false accusations hurled at him must be 

known for what they were: mere lies. He has been looked after by his Lord, and the 
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way he has been brought up gives him reassurance and peace of mind. He is in no 

hurry until the truth is known. 

The impact of the care God has taken of Joseph in bringing him up is clearly seen 

in the difference between his present attitude and his earlier one. Formerly, he had 

asked his prison companion to remember him to his master. Now he wants his 

innocence to be established first. Hence he says to the King’s emissary: “Go back to 

your lord and ask him about the women who cut their hands.” (Verse 50) The gulf between 

these two situations is great indeed. 

Joseph refused to go to the King until the latter had investigated his case. He 

specifically mentions the women who cut their hands so that the circumstances 

leading to this, and what happened later will all be revealed. Moreover, he wanted 

all this to be done before leaving prison, so that the whole truth be known and 

without him having to question the women himself. He could afford to do this 

because he was absolutely certain of his own innocence, reassured that the truth 

would not be suppressed. 

The Qur’ n quotes Joseph using the term, Rabb, or Lord, in its full meaning with 

regard to himself and to the King’s messenger. The King is the messenger’s lord, 

because he is his master whom he obeys, while God is Joseph’s Lord whom Joseph 

obeys and submits to. 

The messenger went back to the King and reported Joseph’s reply. The King called 

in the women and interrogated them. The s rah leaves this out, allowing us to know 

its conclusion: “The King asked [the women]: ‘What was the matter with you when you 

tried to seduce Joseph?” (Verse 51) 

Justice Must Be Seen to Be Done 

The Qur’ nic text uses a term much stronger than that expressed by the phrase, 

‘What was the matter with you.’ It is much more like ‘what calamity came over you.’ 

It appears that the King asked for full information about the matter before he called 

them in. This the King did so that he would be appraised of the circumstances before 

he spoke to them. When they are brought before him, his question points an accusing 

finger, saying that something really serious must have happened: “What was the 

matter with you when you tried to seduce Joseph?” (Verse 51) 

The King’s very question tells us something about what happened on that day at 

the Chief Minister’s house. We gather something of what the women said to Joseph, 

or hinted at, trying to tempt him into seduction. 

When faced with such an accusation in the presence of the King, the women felt 

that they could no longer deny the facts: “The women said. God save us! We did not 
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perceive the least evil on his part.” (Verse 51) That is the truth that could not be denied, 

even by them. Joseph was so innocent that no one could realistically accuse him of 

any misdeed. 

At this point, the woman who loved Joseph and could not rid herself of such love, 

despite her despair of him ever succumbing to her guile, comes forward to confess all 

in a very frank statement: “The Chief Minister’s wife said: Now has the truth come to light. 

It was I who tried to seduce him. He has indeed told the truth.’“ (Verse 51) It is a full 

confession admitting her guilt and his commitment to telling the truth. 

She goes even further to reveal that she still has a soft spot for him, hoping that 

she will gain his respect after all that time. There is a further hint that his faith had 

found its way into her heart and that she believed in it: “From this he will know that I 

did not betray him behind his back, and that God does not bless with His guidance the 

schemes of those who betray their trust.”1 (Verse 52) 

Her confession and what comes after is described here in highly charged but 

refined words which tell us much about the feelings behind it. “It was I who tried to 

seduce him. He has indeed told the truth.” (Verse 51) This is a full testimony of his 

innocence and his having always said the truth. The woman does not mind what 

happens to her as a result of her confession. Was it then only the truth that she knew 

which prompted her to deliver that full confession in the presence of the King and 

nobles of the state? 

The text of the s rah implies a different motive. It suggests she was keen to win the 

respect of a man who is full of faith, and who paid no attention to her physical 

beauty. She now wanted that he respect her for her faith and honesty in giving a true 

account of his personality in his absence: “From this he will know that I did not betray 

him behind his back.” (Verse 52) She carries on with a moral statement of the type 

Joseph loves and appreciates: “God does not bless with His guidance the schemes of those 

who betray their trust.” (Verse 52) 

She even goes a step further to express her new virtuous feelings: “And yet, I am 

not trying to claim to be free of sin. Indeed man’s soul does incite him to evil, except for those 

upon whom God has bestowed His mercy. My Lord is Much-Forgiving, Merciful.” (Verse 

53) She was a woman in love. She was several years his senior. Her hopes depended 

largely on a word from him or a feeling of pleasure that she might feel he 

entertained. 

                                                 
1 In translating this verse and the one that follows we have conformed to the author's interpretation 
which attributes them as statements made by the Chief Minister's wife. This is certainly a valid 
interpretation. However, many scholars express the view that these two verses quote a statement 
made by Joseph, declaring his innocence of any betrayal of his master's trust, acknowledging his 
human susceptibilities and stating some of the principles of his divine faith. — Editor's note. 
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Thus the human element in the story becomes apparently clear. The story is not 

told as a work of art and literature, but it is given as a lesson which believers may 

learn. It tackles the question of faith and its advocacy. The artistic style of the s rah 

gives a colourful and vivid account of feelings and reactions as it tells of events in an 

environment where varied influences and circumstances play parts that produce a 

harmonious effect on the main characters. 

Joseph’s imprisonment is over. His life now takes a different course, where the 

trial is one of ease and comfort, not hardship. 

A Great Turn in Joseph’s Fortunes 

And the King said: ‘Bring him before me. I will choose him for my own.’ And when he 

had spoken to him, the King said: ‘You shall henceforth be in a position of high 

standing with us, invested with all trust.’ Joseph replied: ‘Give me charge of the store-

houses of the land. I am able to look after them with wisdom.’ Thus did We establish 

Joseph in the land, free to do what he willed. We bestow Our mercy on whom We will, 

and We never fail to give their reward to those who do good. But as for those who 

believe in God and keep away from evil, the reward of the life to come is much better 

indeed. (Verses 54-57) 

The King established Joseph’s innocence. He also learnt how adept Joseph was in 

the interpretation of dreams, and how wise he was when he requested an 

investigation of the women’s behaviour. The King also learnt that Joseph was a man 

of dignity. He did not rush to leave the prison and meet the King of Egypt. He took 

the stand of an honourable man who had been wrongfully imprisoned. He wanted to 

prove the falsehood of the accusation even before his release. He wanted to re-

establish his integrity and the truth of his faith before seeking any position of favour 

with the King. 

His dignified attitude as a man of integrity and wisdom earned hire the King’s 

love and respect. Hence, the King ordered: “Bring him before me. I will choose him for 

my own.” (Verse 54) He does not want him brought before him so that he can release 

him, or just to know this learned interpreter of dreams, or to grant him audience and 

tell him that he is pleased with him. He wants him brought to him so that he can 

choose him for his own and make him a trusted advisor and even a friend. 

There are those who are accused of no crime and have full freedom, who shed 

their dignity at the feet of rulers. They put a leash around their own necks, eagerly 

seeking a glimpse of satisfaction or a word of praise which keeps them as servants, 

not trusted advisors. I wish to God that such people would read the Qur’ n and 

Joseph’s story so that they would know that dignity and honour bring much more 
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profit, even material profit, than can ever be gained through humiliating themselves 

before rulers and tyrants. 

“The King said: ‘Bring him before me. I will choose him for my own.’“ (Verse 54) The 

text of the s rah leaves out the details of how the King’s new order was carried out. 

Instead, we find ourselves looking at the scene of Joseph and the King: “And when he 

had spoken to him, the King said: ‘You shall henceforth be in a position of high standing with 

us, invested with all trust.’“ (Verse 54) When the King speaks to him, he is certain that 

the impression he has had of him is a true one. Hence he assures him that he has a 

position with the King himself. He is no longer a Hebrew slave, but a man of high 

standing. He is no longer the accused, but one who is invested with trust. Such a 

position of trust and security are also with the King himself. So, what does Joseph 

say in response? 

He does not prostrate himself before the King in a gesture of gratitude as do 

courtiers who strive to win a tyrant’s pleasure. He does not say to him may you live 

long and I always be your obedient servant, as those who vie for a tyrant’s favour do. 

He only asks to be entrusted with the task he feels himself to be the best to discharge 

in the forthcoming period of hardship and of which he has warned the King by 

interpreting his dream for him. He feels that if he is entrusted with this task he will 

save the country from ruin and save many lives. He recognized that the situation 

needed his expert planning, efficiency, honesty and integrity. Hence he said to the 

King: “Give me charge of the store-houses of the land. I am able to look after them with 

wisdom.” (Verse 55) 

The anticipated years of crisis, preceded by seven years of bumper harvests, 

required good management, with strict control over agriculture, managing the 

surplus harvest and ensuring its sound storage so that it did not decay. Joseph 

mentions the two qualities he possesses which he thinks the task requires: “I am able 

to look after them with wisdom.” (Verse 55) It should be noted that Joseph did not ask a 

personal favour from the King. This was not the time to make personal gain. Instead, 

he asked for that which would help the country and its people. He requests a 

position of very difficult responsibilities which people would rather steer away from, 

because it could easily cost them their careers or their lives. Hunger encourages 

lawlessness. A hungry multitude could easily tear apart those in power at a moment 

of confusion and trouble. 

Soliciting a High Position 

Nonetheless Joseph’s request appears to violate two principles of the Islamic code. 

The first is a request of position, which is not allowed in Islam, as the Prophet says: 

“We do not give a position [of government] to anyone who asks for it.” [Related by 
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al-Bukh rī and Muslim.] The second is praising oneself, which runs contrary to the 

Qur’ nic instruction: “Do not pretend to purity.” (53: 32) However, such rules were 

established by the Islamic system laid down at the time of the Prophet Mu ammad 

(peace be upon him). Hence they did not apply during Joseph’s time. Besides, this is 

only a matter of organization and administration, and such matters are not 

necessarily the same in all messages sent by God, and they do not apply equally to all 

communities that accept divine guidance. 

Valid as this defence of Joseph’s request is, we do not wish to rely on it. The 

matter is far too serious to rest on such an argument. In fact it is based on different 

considerations which need to be properly outlined so that we can fully understand 

the method of deduction and construction on the basis of established statements in 

the Qur’ n and adīth. We will be able then to appreciate the dynamic nature of 

Islamic jurisprudence, which is totally different from the stale situation which 

appears to have remained with scholars upheld over generations of inactivity. 

Islamic jurisprudence was not born in a vacuum, nor can it function in one. It was 

born when an Islamic community came into existence. It thus began to answer the 

needs of that community to ensure that its life was in line with Islamic principles and 

values. The Islamic community was not the product of Islamic jurisprudence; in fact 

it is the other way round: the legal code came into being so that it might fulfil the 

needs of the Islamic community as it began to live and function. Both facts are of 

great importance, for they provide us with insight into the dynamic nature of Islamic 

jurisprudence and its provisions. 

If we were to take statements and rulings deduced from them without reference to 

these two facts, or to the circumstances prevailing at the time of the revelation of the 

statement or the deduction of the rulings, and without understanding the social 

environment when they were deduced and the needs they tried to meet, we would 

betray a lack of understanding of the nature of Islam and its jurisprudence. A 

dynamic jurisprudence is essentially different from an academic legal theory, 

although the two may be based on the same original statements. Dynamic 

jurisprudence takes into consideration the practical situation which prevailed at the 

time of the revelation of the texts and the time when the rulings were deduced and 

formulated. It considers the practical situation to be inseparable from the statements 

and rulings. If we separate the two, we place ourselves in an unbalanced situation. 

This means that there is no single ruling which may be viewed in isolation of the 

social environment and circumstances that prevailed at the time when it was 

deduced. Let us cite here the example relevant to our discussion, namely, 

recommending oneself for public office. The rule we have is that this is forbidden, on 

account of the Qur’ nic statement, “Do not pretend to purity,” and the adīth which 

states: “We do not give a position [of government] to anyone who asks for it. 
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This rule was formulated in an Islamic community so that it could be 

implemented by that community, because it serves its purposes and fits with its 

historical requirements and general nature. It is an Islamic rule for an Islamic 

community. It is not a theoretical rule for an idealistic situation. Hence, it produces 

its beneficial effects only when it is implemented in a community that is Islamic in 

origin, make-up and commitment. Any community that does not meet these criteria 

is merely a vacuum, in as much as this rule is concerned. It is not a fitting 

environment for its implementation. This applies to all provisions of the Islamic legal 

code, but we are speaking in detail here only about this particular rule because it is 

the one related to the text of the s rah we are discussing. 

We need now to understand why people in Islamic society must not speak about 

their own good qualities, and why they must not nominate themselves for positions 

of government. Why are they not allowed to organize an election campaign so that 

they can be voted into parliament, or to a leadership position? The answer is that in 

Islamic society people do not need any of this in order to show their suitability for 

such positions. Moreover, such positions in society are really a heavy burden which 

does not tempt anyone to seek them, except for reward from God should one be able 

to discharge heavy responsibilities properly, for the general interest of the 

community. This means that positions of government are only sought by people who 

have some purpose of their own which they wish to accomplish by holding office. 

Such people must not be given such positions. But this fact cannot be properly 

understood until we have understood the true nature of the Muslim community and 

its make-up. 

The Birth of a Muslim Community 

Movement is the constituent element of Islamic society, and this is what gives 

birth to it. Initially, the faith comes from its divine source, conveyed by God’s 

Messenger in word and deed. In later generations, it is represented by advocates of 

the divine faith. Some people will respond to this advocacy, and they are met with 

resistance, and subjected to persecution by tyrannical regimes implementing 

different forms of J hiliyyah. Some may succumb to persecution and turn away from 

the faith and its advocating movement, while others remain steadfast. Some of the 

latter may become martyrs, and others continue the struggle until God has judged 

between them and their opponents. This latter group will be granted victory by God, 

who makes them a means of fulfilling His will. He fulfils His promise to them of 

victory and power, so that they can establish the rule of divine faith. The victory is 

not theirs as a personal gain or reward. It is a victory of their message, so that they 

establish God’s Lordship of mankind. 
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This group of people do not limit their faith to a certain piece of land, or to a 

certain race, nation, colour, language or similarly hollow tie. Their mission is to 

liberate mankind, the world over, from submission to anyone other than God, and to 

elevate mankind far above the level of subservience to tyrants, regardless of their 

type of tyranny. 

As this movement goes on, people’s qualities become apparent, and their 

respective positions are identified on the basis of standards and values that are 

firmly rooted in this faith and acceptable to all the community. These are values such 

as dedication to the cause, sacrifice, piety, a high standard of morals, efficiency and 

ability. All these values are judged by practice, as they become apparent through 

action and movement. Thus the community comes to recognize those who have 

them. Such people do not need to make any pretension to excellence, nor do they 

need to seek a position of government or be elected to parliament on the basis of 

their own campaigns. 

In such a Muslim community, the social make-up is based on the distinction 

achieved through movement and action to implement the values of faith. That is 

what happened in the first Muslim community, when distinction was achieved by 

the early group of the Muh jirīn and the Anş r, by the army in the Battle of Badr, by 

those who gave the Prophet the pledge to fight till death before the signing of the 

Treaty of Al- udaybiyah, and by the ones who fought in different battles for Islam 

before the victory that regained Makkah for Islam. In subsequent generations, 

distinction was achieved through dedication to the cause of Islam. In such a 

community people do not begrudge others their dues, and they do not deny them 

their positions of honour, even though human weakness may overcome some people 

who covet personal gains. This means that people do not need to extol their own 

virtues and seek power for themselves. 

Suitability and Responsibility 

Some people may suggest that this quality belongs uniquely to the first Muslim 

community on the basis of its historical circumstances. They forget, however, that a 

true Islamic society will have no other foundation or method of existence. It will not 

come about unless a movement advocates a return to Islam and helps people 

abandon the j hiliyyah into which they have sunk. That is the starting point. It will 

inevitably be followed by a period of hardship and trial, just like the first time. Some 

of its members will succumb to pressure, while others will remain steadfast. There 

will be martyrs among them while those who survive will be determined to continue 

the struggle. They will hate sinking back into j hiliyyah as much as they hate being 

thrown into fire. They keep up the struggle until God has judged between them and 



Yūsuf (Joseph) | FROM PRISON TO PALACE 

 75

their opponents, and gives them victory as He did with the first Muslim community. 

This means the birth of a new Islamic system in some part of God’s land. At this 

point, the movement will have travelled from the point of beginning to the point of 

establishing an Islamic society, and in the meantime it will have sorted out its 

advocates into different grades based on faith and the standards and values they put 

into effect. These will not need to nominate themselves for positions of power, 

because their community, which fought the campaign of jih d with them, will have 

recognized their abilities and recommended them. 

Some may argue that this only applies in the initial period. That it does not extend 

to the next period when Islamic society is well established and well settled. This 

notion betrays a complete lack of awareness of the nature of Islam. This faith of Islam 

will never stop its movement, because its goal is to liberate all mankind throughout 

the whole world from submission to tyrannical power. This means that the 

movement will continue and distinction in the movement will remain the criterion 

for recognizing those who have talent, ability and dedication. It will not stop unless 

there is a deviation from Islam. The rule that prohibits self-promotion for positions of 

government will remain operative within its environment, just as when it was first 

put into effect. 

It may also be said that when the community gets larger, people will not know 

each other and those who have abilities and talents will need to stand up and speak 

about themselves, seeking position and authority. Again such an argument is 

fallacious, influenced by the present-day set up. In a Muslim community, the people 

of every neighbourhood will know one another well, because that is intrinsic to the 

Muslim community and its qualities. Hence, every locality will know those of them 

who have talent and ability, and they evaluate these by Islamic standards. It will not 

be difficult for them to choose those who are dedicated and hard working for the 

sake of the community to represent them in local councils or in parliament. As for 

positions of government, the ruler, who is chosen by the whole community on the 

recommendation of community leaders or parliament, will fill them with people 

from among those who have already been identified on the basis of their dedication 

and ability. As we have said, the movement will continue in Islamic society and jih d 

will continue for the rest of time. 

A Maze of Our Own Making 

Those who think or write about the Islamic system and its structure today place 

themselves in a maze, because they try to implement the Islamic system and its rules 

and values in their present social set-up. Compared with the Islamic system, such a 

set-up is like a vacuum which provides no room for the implementation of any 
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Islamic rules. There is a fundamental difference in the very make-up of the two types 

of society. In the Islamic system, people and groups are distinguished through what 

they do in the process of establishing the Islamic faith in practice and in the struggle 

against the values and systems of j hiliyyah. It is their perseverance which enables 

them to endure pressure, persecution and other hardships that continue until the 

establishment of an Islamic society in the land. Other societies belong to j hiliyyah, 

and they are stagnating, upholding principles and values that have nothing to do 

with Islam. As such, they are like a vacuum that cannot support the functioning of 

Islamic principles and values. 
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Those writers and researchers look for a solution which enables them to advocate 

the Islamic system and its institutions, and to operate its values and laws. The first 

thing to trouble them is how the members of the Consultative Council are to be 

selected if they cannot put their names forward or speak about their own qualities. 

How are the right people to be known in communities such as we have today where 

people do not know each other’s virtues and are not judged by the right standards of 

honesty, efficiency and integrity? They are also troubled by the method of choosing a 

head of state. Is he to be chosen by public referendum, or by the Consultative 

Council? If he is the one who nominates the members of the Consultative Council, 

how are these to select him in future? Will they not feel indebted to him and wish to 

return his favour? Besides, if they are the ones to select or elect him, will they not 

have leverage over him, when he is overall leader? When nominating them, will he 

not choose only those who are loyal to him? Such questions are endless. 

The starting point in this maze is the assumption that our society today is a 

Muslim one, and that we only need to have the rules and laws ready to implement 

them, changing nothing of society’s set-up, values and moral principles. When we 

start at this point, we are in a vacuum, and as we move on further into this vacuum, 

we will soon feel dizzy as if we are moving through an endless maze. 

The present society in which we live is not an Islamic one, and it will not be the 

one in which the Islamic system and its rules and values will be implemented. They 

are impossible to implement in such a society because, by nature, they neither start 

nor operate in a vacuum. Islamic society is composed of individuals and groups that 

strive and struggle in order to bring it about, facing all the pressures to which they 

may be subjected by the state of ignorance, or j hiliyyah, that prevails in other 

societies. The status and qualities of these individuals come to be recognized during 

the struggle. Thus the Islamic society is a newborn society that moves along its set 

course, aiming to liberate mankind, throughout the world from submission to any 

authority other than God. 

Countless other issues are raised along with that of choosing the leader and 

selecting the Consultative Council. These are all tackled by writers who try to fit 

Islam to the present society with all its principles, moral values, and various 

concepts. They preoccupy themselves with questions such as banks and insurance 

companies and the usurious basis of their work, family planning and similar matters. 

In all these, they either respond to questions which people put to them, or they try to 

look at their status in an Islamic society. But they all begin at the point that leads 

them into the maze, assuming that fundamental Islamic principles will be 

implemented in the current social structures that have their un-Islamic basis. They 

think that when this is done, these societies become Islamic. This is both ludicrous 

and sad at the same time. 
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It was not Islamic jurisprudence, with all its codes and rules, that gave birth to 

Islamic society. It was the other way round. Islamic society faced up to j hiliyyah and 

in the process gave birth to Islamic legal codes which were derived from the basic 

principles of Islam. The reverse can never take place. Islamic laws are not formulated 

on paper, but in the practical life of the Muslim community. Hence, it is absolutely 

essential that a Muslim community first comes into existence to provide the 

environment where Islamic law takes its roots and begins to be implemented. 

In such a situation matters are totally different. There may be a need in such a 

society for banks, insurance companies, a family planning policy, or there may be no 

need for one or more of these. We cannot predict in advance what that society may or 

may not need in order to tailor laws to meet these needs. Moreover, the laws we have 

neither fit nor satisfy the needs of non-Islamic societies, because Islam does not 

accept these societies in the first place. It does not concern itself with their needs 

which arise from their own systems, nor does it trouble itself with finding solutions 

for them. 

It is the divine faith that provides the social basis, and it is the responsibility of 

human beings to adjust their lives to fit it. Such adjustment can only come about 

through an active movement that aims to establish the basic principle of God’s 

oneness and His Lordship over mankind, and also to liberate humanity from 

submission to tyranny. All this comes about through the implementation of God’s 

law in their lives. Inevitably, such a movement will face resistance and persecution. 

The cycle will also continue with some believers weakening and reverting to 

j hiliyyah, while others remain steadfast, losing some of their numbers as martyrs 

while the others persevere until God gives them victory. At this point Islamic society 

comes into existence, with its advocates having distinguished themselves with its 

colours and values. Their lives will then have different needs, and the methods to 

satisfy those needs will also be different from those available in non-Islamic societies. 

Deduction and construction of rules will begin to meet the needs of that society, and 

the legal code that is born then is one that lives in a practical environment that has 

definite needs. 

Suppose that an Islamic society comes into existence. It collects zak t and 

distributes it to its rightful beneficiaries; its people deal’ with each other on the basis 

of mutual compassion and a close, caring relationship within each local community, 

and within the whole of society. Moreover, people have no room for extravagance 

and arrogant rivalry in worldly riches, but instead uphold all Islamic values. How 

are we to tell today whether such a society will ever need insurance companies when 

it has all these values that ensure common social security? If it needs insurance 

companies, how are we to know whether the present ones, which operate in un-

Islamic society and meet its needs, will fit the insurance needs of such an Islamic 
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society? Similarly, how are we to tell whether an Islamic society that goes through a 

continuous struggle for God’s cause, i.e. jih d, will ever need to put in place a family 

planning policy? If we cannot predict the needs of our society when it is based on 

Islam, because of the great gulf between its values, concerns and aims and those of 

other societies, why should we waste our time and effort in trying to adapt and 

modify existing rules in order to fit them to the needs of that society when it comes 

into existence? 

As we have explained, the basic flaw is in taking the present set-up as the starting 

point and thinking that an exercise of simple self adjustment will bring back the 

divine faith into practical existence. It is time for the advocates of Islam to think well 

of their faith and to place it far above a position of mere service to non-Islamic 

societies and their needs. They have to tell people that they must first declare their 

acceptance of Islam and willingness to submit to its rule, or in other words, declare 

their submission to God alone. This means that they are willing to implement Islam 

fully in their lives, removing all tyranny and acknowledging only God’s Lordship 

over the whole universe and in human life. When people, or a community of people, 

respond positively, an Islamic society begins to take root. It then provides the social 

environment for a practical Islamic code to be born and to prosper, as it provides for 

meeting the needs of that society in accordance with divine faith. Unless such a 

society comes into existence, busying ourselves with deducing rules and laws to 

implement now is an exercise in self-delusion which plants seeds in the air. No 

Islamic code will be formulated in a vacuum just as no plant will ever grow from 

seeds planted in the air. 

Between Theory and Practice 

Intellectual research in Islamic jurisprudence may be comfortable, because it 

involves no risks, but it is not part of Islamic advocacy. In fact it is not a part of 

Islamic strategy. Those who want to steer away from risk will be better off occupying 

themselves with literature, art or commerce. Academic study of Islamic 

jurisprudence on the lines described is in my personal view — and God knows best 

— a waste of effort and reward. The divine faith does not accept a position of 

subservience to j hiliyyah which rebels against its rule and which, at times, ridicules it 

by requesting Islamic solutions for its own problems when it refuses to submit to 

God and the Islamic faith. 

The method of birth of Islamic society is the same, and it follows the same stages. 

A transformation from j hiliyyah to Islam will never be an easy task, and it will never 

start with codifying Islamic principles in preparedness for Islamic society whenever 

it may come into existence. Nor are these codes the ingredient that non-Islamic 
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societies require in order to become Islamic. The difficulty in such a transformation is 

not due to Islamic laws being inadequate to meet the sophisticated needs of 

advanced and civilized societies. That is all self-deception. What prevents such 

societies from becoming Islamic is tyranny that refuses to acknowledge that all 

sovereignty belongs to God alone. Hence they refuse to acknowledge God’s Lordship 

over human life and over the whole world. Thus they take themselves out of Islam 

altogether. That is a part of Islam that is essentially known to all. Moreover, when the 

masses submit to tyranny, they make the tyrants lords beside God, and they obey 

them. Thus the masses take themselves away from believing in the oneness of God to 

polytheism, because acknowledging Lordship as belonging to any beings other than 

God is to place such beings in the same position as God. That is how j hiliyyah is 

established as a human system. It is founded on misconceptions as much as it is 

founded on material power. 

The codification of Islamic law, then, cannot encounter j hiliyyah with adequate 

means. What is adequate in encountering it is a movement which calls on society to 

return to Islam, and which fights j hiliyyah with all its structure. The normal course 

will then start, and God will eventually judge between the advocates of Islam and 

their opponents on the basis of complete and pure justice. Only at that point does the 

role of Islamic law start, when its rules and provisions have a natural environment in 

which to be implemented. They are then able to meet the needs of the newly born 

Islamic society, according to the nature, circumstances and extent of these needs. We 

cannot predict these and what they will be like. To occupy ourselves now with 

formulating these is not the sort of serious preoccupation that fits with the nature of 

the Islamic faith. 

This does not mean that the laws that the Qur’ n and the Sunnah mention are not 

applicable today. It only means that the society in which they are meant to operate is 

not yet in existence. Hence, their full application waits until that society becomes a 

reality. However, they must be implemented by every Muslim individual wherever 

he or she may be living while they work for the establishment of Islamic society. 

To understand the nature of the birth of Islamic society according to the method 

already explained is the starting point in the real work to re-establish Islam in a real 

society after it has ceased to exist. It was because of the adoption of man-made laws 

in preference to God’s law over the last two centuries that Islamic society ceased to 

exist, despite the presence of mosques and minarets, prayers and supplication. All 

this gives us a false feeling that Islamic society is still alive, when it has rather been 

uprooted altogether. When Islamic society came into existence the first time, no 

mosques or worship rituals were available. It was born when people were called 

upon to believe in God and to worship Him alone, and they responded to that call. 

Their worship of Him did not take the form of rituals like prayer, because these had 
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not yet been made obligatory. It was represented in their submission to Him alone. 

When these people acquired material power on earth, legislation was given to them. 

When they had to meet the practical needs of their life, they were able to deduce 

codes and legal provisions, in addition to what the Qur’ n and the Sunnah legislate. 

That is the proper and only way. 

I wish there was an easy way to transform people generally at the first call made 

to them to accept Islam and explain its laws to them. But this is wishful thinking. 

People do not abandon j hiliyyah or change their submission to tyranny in order to 

adopt Islam and worship God alone except through the hard and arduous route 

along which the Islamic message advocates itself. It always starts with an individual, 

followed by a vanguard group. Then the conflict with non-Islamic society begins, 

bringing in its wake all sorts of trials and hardships. When the conflict is resolved 

and God grants victory to the Islamic message and its advocates, Islam is established 

and people enter into God’s faith in groups. That faith involves a complete way of 

life, which is the only way acceptable to God: “He who seeks a religion other than self-

surrender to God, it will not be accepted from him.” (3: 85) 

The above explanation may give us an insight into Joseph’s attitude. He was not 

living in a society that had submitted all its affairs to God’s law, thereby prohibiting 

seeking office or requesting a government position. He felt that the circumstances 

offered him a chance to be in a position of authority, not a position of subservience in 

j hiliyyah society. Things turned out as he wished. He was then able to promote his 

faith in Egypt, while the Chief Minister and the King had their authority 

substantially curtailed. 

High Position and Freedom for Joseph 

Having elaborated the point about Joseph’s request to be in charge of the 

Kingdom’s store houses, and the issue of seeking government posts in Islamic 

society, we pick up the thread of the story again. When we consider the text of the 

s rah we find that it does not mention the King’s agreement to Joseph’s request. It is 

as if the request itself implied the King’s approval. This is an even higher honour 

given to Joseph, and it shows his high standing with the King. He only needed to 

state his request for it to be answered. This is confirmed by the following verses: 

“Thus did We establish Joseph in the land, free to do what he willed. We bestow Our mercy on 

whom We will, and We never fail to give their reward to those who do good. But as for those 

who believe in God and keep away from evil, the reward of the life to come is much better 

indeed.” (Verses 56-57) 

Thus the proof of Joseph’s innocence in the way that it was done, and the King’s 

admiration that he has already won, and the granting of his request, all helped to 
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establish Joseph in the land, giving him a firm and distinguished position. 

“Thus did We establish Joseph in the land, free to do what he willed.” (Verse 56) He was 

free to take up the house he wanted, at the place of his choice, and to occupy the 

position he wished. That freedom contrasts fully with the well in which he was 

thrown by his brothers and the prison sentence he had to endure, with all the fears 

and restrictions of both situations. “We bestow Our mercy on whom We will.” (Verse 56) 

We replace hardship with ease, fear with security, fetters with freedom, and 

humiliation with a high position of honour. “We never fail to give their reward to those 

who do good.” (Verse 56) Those who demonstrate a strong, unshakeable faith and 

reliance on God and who deal with other people in fairness and kindness will not fail 

to have their reward in this life. 

“But as for those who believe in God and keep away from evil, the reward of the life to come 

is much better indeed.” (Verse 57) This is not reduced by the fact that such people 

receive their reward in this life. Yet it is infinitely better than this present reward. Its 

conditions are that a person should believe and do righteous deeds, steering away 

from what God has forbidden whether in public or private. Thus has God replaced 

Joseph’s trials with his new position of power, and also with the promise of better 

things to come in the life to come. All this reward is for faith, righteousness and 

perseverance in the face of difficulty. 
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4 

Brothers’ Reunion 

Joseph’s brothers arrived and presented 
themselves before him. He immediately 
knew them, but they did not recognize him. 
(58) 

And when he had given them their 
provisions, he said: ‘Bring me that brother 
of yours from your father’s side. Do you not 
see that I give just measure and that I am 
the best of hosts? (59) 

But if you do not bring him, you shall 
never again receive from me a single 
measure [of provisions], nor shall you come 
near me.’ (60) 

They said: ‘We shall endeavour to persuade 
his father to let him come. We will make 
sure to do so.’ (61)  

Joseph said to his servants: ‘Place their 
merchandise in their camel- packs, so that 
they may discover it when they return to 
their people. Perchance they will come 
back.’ (62) 

When they returned to their father, they 
said: ‘Father, any [further] grain is 
henceforth denied us. Therefore, send our 
brother with us so that we may obtain our 
full measure [of grain]. We will take good 
care of him.’ (63) 
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He replied: ‘Am I to trust you with him in 
the same way as I trusted you with his 
brother in the past? But God is the best of 
guardians; and of all those who show mercy 
He is the Most Merciful.’ (64) 

When they opened their camel- packs, they 
discovered that their merchandise had been 
returned to them. ‘Father,’ they said, ‘what 
more could we desire? Here is our 
merchandise: it has been returned to us. 
We will buy provisions for our people, and 
we will take good care of our brother. We 
will receive an extra camel-load: that 
should be an easy load.’ (65) 

He said: ‘I will not send him with you 
until you give me a solemn pledge before 
God that you will indeed bring him back 
to me, unless the worst befalls you.’ When 
they had given him their solemn pledge, 
[Jacob] said: ‘God is witness to all that we 
say.’ (66) 

And he added: ‘My sons, do not enter [the 
city] by one gate, but enter by different 
gates. In no way can I be of help to you 
against God. Judgement rests with none 
but God. In Him have I placed my trust, 
and in Him alone let all those who trust 
place their trust.’ (67) 
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And when they entered as their father had 
bidden them, it did not profit them in the 
least against God. It was but a wish in 
Jacob’s soul which he had thus fulfilled. He 
was endowed with knowledge which We 
had given him. But most people do not 
know it. (68) 

And when they presented themselves before 
Joseph, he drew his brother to himself, and 
said: ‘I am your brother. Do not grieve over 
their past deeds.’ (69) 

And when he had given them their 
provisions, he placed the [King’s] drinking-
cup in his brother’s camel-pack. Then an 
announcer called out: ‘You people of the 
caravan! You are surely thieves.’ (70) 

Turning back towards them, they said: 
‘What is it that you have lost?’ (71) 

‘We have lost the King’s goblet,’ they 
answered. ‘Whoever brings it shall have a 
camel-load [of grain as a reward]. I pledge 
my word for it.’ (72) 

They said: ‘By God, you know that we 
have not come to commit any evil deed in 
this land, and that we are no thieves.’ (73) 
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[The Egyptians] said: ‘But what shall be 
the punishment for this deed, if you are 
proved to be lying?’ (74) 

They replied: ‘He in whose camel-pack it is 
found shall be enslaved in punishment for 
it. Thus do we punish the wrongdoers.’ 
(75) 

Thereupon, [Joseph] began to search their 
bags before the bag of his brother, and then 
took out the drinking-cup from his 
brother’s bag. Thus did We contrive for 
Joseph. He had no right under the King’s 
law to detain his brother, had God not so 
willed. We do exalt [in knowledge] whom 
We will, but above everyone who is 
endowed with knowledge there is One who 
knows all. (76) 

[Joseph’s brothers] said: ‘If he has stolen 
— well, a brother of his had stolen 
previously.’ Joseph kept his secret to himself 
and revealed nothing to them, saying 
[within himself]: ‘You are in a far worse 
position, and God knows best what you are 
speaking of.’ (77) 

They said: ‘Chief Minister, this lad has a 
father who is very old. Take one of us 
instead of him. We see that you are indeed 
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An Encounter with Lost Brothers 

Years went by, but the s rah leaves out what happened during them. It does not 

speak about the years of rich harvest, and how the people went about making the 

best use of them in their agriculture. Nor does it speak about how Joseph managed 

the system, and how he stocked the unused harvest. All these seem to be implied in 

Joseph’s own statement when he requested his appointment: “I am able to look after 

them with wisdom.” (Verse 55) Nor does the s rah mention the arrival of the hard 

years with poor harvest, or how the people received them, or how they practically 

lost their livelihood during them. It all seems to be implied in the interpretation of 

the King’s dream, when Joseph said of these years: “Then after that there will come 

seven hard years which will devour all that you have laid up for them, except a little of what 

you have kept in store.” (Verse 48) 

The s rah does not mention the King or any of his ministers or advisors at any 

future event. It thus gives us the impression that all matters of importance were left 

in Joseph’s hands. It was he who managed the whole crisis. Joseph is the one given 

all the limelight, and the s rah makes effective use of this historical fact. 

As for the effects of the years of scarcity, the s rah draws attention to this by 

referring to Joseph’s brothers as those that came from the desert, in a faraway land, 

to look for food in Egypt. This gives us an idea of how widespread the famine was. 

We realize the sort of policy Egypt adopted under Joseph’s direction. It is clear that 

neighbouring lands looked to Egypt for help, as it became the storehouse for the 

whole region. At the same time, Joseph’s story and his dealings with his brothers 

move along in a way that fulfils a religious purpose. 

Poor harvests caused famine in the Kanaanite land and its surrounding areas. 

Joseph’s brothers, as numerous others, went to Egypt after it became known that it 

had plenty of supplies after having stored its surplus and managed it wisely. We see 

them here presenting themselves to Joseph, not knowing him for their brother. He 

immediately recognizes them because they have not changed much. They could not, 

in their wildest dreams, imagine that he was their brother. Far removed is the young 

a generous man.’ (78) 

He answered: ‘God forbid that we should 
take any other than the man with whom 
we found our property; for then we would 
be wrongdoers.’ (79) 
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Hebrew boy whom they cast in the well over 20 years previously from the man in 

whose presence they now find themselves, the Chief Minister of Egypt in his court 

and among his assistants and guardsmen. 

Joseph did not reveal his identity to them, as he felt they should first learn a few 

lessons: “He immediately knew them, but they did not recognize him.” (Verse 58) But the 

way the story runs suggests that he accommodated them in comfortable quarters, 

then he prepared their first lesson: “When he had given them their provisions, he said: 

‘Bring me that brother of yours from your father’s side. But if you do not bring him, you shall 

never again receive from me a single measure [of provisions], nor shall you come near me.’ 

They said: ‘We shall endeavour to persuade his father to let him come. We will make sure to 

do so. ‘Joseph said to his servants: Place their merchandise in their camel packs, so that they 

may discover it when they return to their people. Perchance they will come back.” (Verses 59-

62) 

We understand from this that he managed to win their confidence so that they 

told him their situation in detail, mentioning that they had a young half brother 

whom they did not bring with them because their father loved him so dearly that he 

could not part with him. 

 Hence when he gave them what they needed and they were ready to depart, he 

told them that he wanted to see their brother: “He said: ‘Bring me that brother of yours 

from your father’s side.” (Verse 59) He justified his request by reminding them that he 

gives just measure to all who come to buy. He also reminds them that he is very 

hospitable to all who come. There was nothing to fear if their brother came with 

them. Indeed he would receive the kind treatment for which Joseph was well known: 

“Do you not see that I give just measure and that I am the best of hosts? But if you do not 

bring him, you shall never again receive from me a single measure [of provisions], nor shall 

you come near me.” (Verses 59-60) 

As they were aware of their father’s attachment to their younger brother, 

particularly after Joseph’s loss, they explained to him that the matter was not so easy. 

Their father was sure to object, but they, nevertheless, would try to persuade him. 

They confirm their resolve to ensure that he would come with them on their next 

trip: “They said: We shall endeavour to persuade his father to let him come. We will make 

sure to do so.” (Verse 61) Use of the term ‘endeavour’ in this context describes that the 

matter would involve much effort on their part. 

Joseph, for his part, ordered his men to put back in their packs the merchandise 

they had brought with them. This might have been some wheat and cattle feed, or 

might have been a mixture of money and some desert produce or animal hide and 

hair. All such items were used in commercial exchanges in market places. Joseph, 

however, wanted all their original merchandise returned so that they might find it 

when they have arrived home: “Joseph said to his servants: Place their merchandise in 
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their camel packs, so that they may discover it when they return to their people. Perchance 

they will come back.’“ (Verse 62) 

The Brothers Travel Again 

The s rah takes us immediately to the land of Kanaan, where the brothers are 

talking to their father. The s rah says nothing whatsoever about the return journey, 

and whether anything of importance happened. Here the brothers are telling their 

father the most important point that they learnt at the end of their trip: “When they 

returned to their father, they said: ‘Father, any [further] grain is henceforth denied us. 

Therefore, send our brother with us so that we may obtain our full measure [of grain]. We will 

take good care of him.’“ (Verse 63) They wanted their father to know this urgently, 

because they say this even before they open their luggage. They tell him that the 

Chief Minister of Egypt has decided not to give them any further provisions unless 

they take their younger brother with them. Hence they request their father to let him 

go with them so that they can buy such provisions. They promise to take good care 

of him. 

This promise must have awakened old memories in Jacob’s mind. It is an exact 

repeat of their promise to take good care of Joseph. Hence, he speaks of his sorrows 

that the new promise has revived: “He replied: ‘Am I to trust you with him in the same 

way as I trusted you with his brother in the past?”‘ (Verse 64) He is in effect telling them 

he will have nothing to do with their promises. He has no need of the care they may 

take of his younger son. Should he need any guardianship for him, he will seek it 

elsewhere: “But God is the best of guardians; and of all those who show mercy He is the 

Most Merciful.” (Verse 64) 

Once they had rested after their long journey, they opened their camel-packs in 

order to store the crops they had bought, but they find instead the merchandise they 

had taken with them to exchange for crops. Joseph has not given them any wheat or 

such like, but instead returned their merchandise. So, their first report was that they 

have been prevented from buying crops, then on opening their camel-packs they 

found their merchandise. All this was intentional, as Joseph wanted them to return 

quickly with their brother. That was part of the lesson he wanted them to learn. 

In this return of their merchandise, they had additional leverage to persuade Jacob 

to send their brother with them. Furthermore, it showed they had no ill intention. 

“When they opened their camel packs, they discovered that their merchandise had been 

returned to them. ‘Father,’ they said, ‘what more could we desire? Here is our merchandise: it 

has been returned to us.’“ (Verse 65) They increase the pressure on Jacob by speaking of 

the vital interest of his household to obtain food: “We will buy provisions for our 

people.” (Verse 65) They then re-emphasize their resolve to make sure that their 
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brother will come to no harm: “And we will take good care of our brother.” (Verse 65) 

They tempt him with the extra load which they would be able to get easily if their 

brother travels with them: “We will receive an extra camel-load: that should be an easy 

load.” (Verse 65) 

It appears from their saying, “We will receive an extra camel-load,” that Joseph (peace 

be upon him) used to give each person a full camel- load only. He would not just 

give any buyer all the crops he wanted. This was wise in the years of hardship, 

because it ensured that there was enough food for all. 

Jacob finally relents, but makes a strict condition for allowing his youngest son to 

go with them: “He said: ‘I will not send him with you until you give me a solemn pledge 

before God that you will indeed bring him back to me, unless the worst befalls you.’“ (Verse 

66) He wants them to make a solemn, binding oath that they will bring their young 

brother back, unless they are faced with a situation that is not of their own making 

and which they have no means of overcoming. This situation is expressed by the 

proviso, “unless the worst befalls you.” There is no other exception to release them from 

their pledge, which they readily give: “When they had given him their solemn pledge, 

[Jacob] said: ‘God is witness to all that we say.’“ (Verse 66) This acts as additional 

emphasis to remind them always of their pledge. 

When that was settled, Jacob warns them of the dangers they may face in their 

new trip: “And he added: ‘My sons, do not enter [the city] by one gate, but enter by different 

gates. In no way can I be of help to you against God. Judgement rests with none but God. In 

Him have I placed my trust, and in Him alone let all those who trust place their trust.’” 

(Verse 67) 

We pause a little here to consider Jacob’s statement: “Judgement rests with none but 

God.” It is clear from the text that he is referring to fate which is God’s inevitable 

judgement from which there is no escape. That is God’s will which will be done no 

matter what people do to prevent it. Hence his statement is an expression of his belief 

in God’s will, whether it brings benefit or harm. God’s will is done and people have 

no choice but to submit to it. But beside this type of God’s judgement, there is His 

judgement which people apply willingly, by choice. This is the sum of His orders 

which require them to do certain things and refrain from others. This also belongs to 

God. The only difference between the two is that people may willingly implement 

the latter or indeed choose not to implement it at all. Whichever course they choose 

will have certain consequences which will affect both their present and future lives. 

People are not true Muslims unless they choose God’s judgement and implement it 

willingly as a matter of their own choosing. 

Looking for Unnecessary Details 
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The party moves along and Jacob’s children carry out their father’s instructions: 

“And when they entered as their father had bidden them, it did not profit them in the least 

against God. It was but a wish in Jacob’s soul which he had thus fulfilled. He was endowed 

with knowledge which We had given him. But most people do not know it.” (Verse 68) What 

was the purpose of Jacob’s instruction? Why does he want them to enter the city 

from different gates? 

Reports and commentaries provide different explanations for which there is no 

need. In fact these explanations are against what the Qur’ nic text wants to impart. 

Had the Qur’ n wanted to enlighten us about the reason for these instructions, it 

would have stated it, but it does not mention anything other than saying, “It was but 

a wish in Jacob’s soul which he had thus fulfilled.” (Verse 68) Commentators should 

likewise stop at this juncture in order to retain the atmosphere the Qur’ n wants to 

impart. That atmosphere suggests that Jacob feared something for his children, 

which he felt could be prevented by their entering the city from different gates. At 

the same time he realizes that he could not avail them anything against God’s will. 

All judgement belongs to God, and all trust must be placed in Him. It was only in an 

intuitive sense he gave his children this instruction. God had taught him, and he had 

learnt, that God’s will is certain to be done: “But most people do not know it.” (Verse 68) 

What Jacob feared for his children might have been an evil eye, or the King’s 

jealousy, should he see their number and strength, or perhaps he feared 

highwaymen. Knowledge of that which he feared does not give us anything of 

substance to add to the subject of the s rah. It only provides a way for commentators 

to deviate from the highly effective treatment of the subject in the Qur’ n. On our 

part, we will leave out the reason for Jacob’s instructions and the whole trip with 

whatever events it might have witnessed, because the s rah does not mention any of 

these. We will look at the next scene when Joseph’s brothers have arrived in Egypt. 

A Theft is Announced 

“And when they presented themselves before Joseph, he drew his brother to himself and 

said: ‘I am your brother. Do not grieve over their past deeds.’“ (Verse 69) We note how the 

s rah does not keep us in suspense but tells us very quickly that Joseph took his 

brother aside for a private talk telling him that he was his own brother. He also tells 

him not to bother himself with what his brothers did to him. The s rah tells us 

straightaway about that, although naturally it must have happened sometime after 

their arrival, when Joseph has had a chance to speak to his brother in private. 

Nevertheless, this was the first thought in Joseph’s mind when his brothers entered 

his place and when he saw his full brother after such a long time. Hence, the s rah 

mentions it as the first action because it is the first thought. This is one of the finer 
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aspects of the style of this remarkable book. 

The s rah then leaves out any details of the hospitality Joseph may have offered 

his brothers. It simply moves straight to the last scene when the brothers are about to 

depart. We are made aware of Joseph’s plan to keep his brother with him so that his 

half brothers learn some necessary lessons, which are also useful to all people and all 

generations: “And when he had given them their provisions, he placed the [King’s] drinking-

cup in his brother’s camel pack. Then an announcer called out: ‘You people of the caravan! 

You are surely thieves.’ Turning back towards them, they said: ‘What is it that you have 

lost?’ ‘We have lost the King’s goblet,’ they answered. ‘Whoever brings it shall have a camel-

load [of grain as a reward]. I pledge my word for it.’ They said: By God, you know that we 

have not come to commit any evil deed in this land, and that we are no thieves.’ [The 

Egyptians] said: But what shall be the punishment for this deed, if you are proved to be 

lying?’ They replied: ‘He in whose camel pack it is found shall be enslaved in punishment for 

it. Thus do we punish the wrongdoers.’ Thereupon, [Joseph] began to search their bags before 

the bag of his brother, and then took out the drinking-cup from his brother’s bag. Thus did We 

contrive for Joseph. He had no right under the King’s law to detain his brother, had God not 

so willed. We do exalt [in knowledge] whom We will, but above everyone who is endowed 

with knowledge there is One who knows all. [Joseph’s brothers] said: If he has stolen — well, a 

brother of his had stolen previously.’ Joseph kept his secret to himself and revealed nothing to 

them, saying [within himself’: ‘You are in a far worse position, and God knows best what you 

are speaking of’ They said: ‘Chief Minister, this lad has a father who is very old. Take one of 

us instead of him. We see that you are indeed a generous man.’ He answered: ‘God forbid that 

we should take any other than the man with whom we found our property; for then we would 

be wrongdoers.” (Verses 70-79) 

This is a sensational scene, full of movement, action and surprise. Indeed it is one 

of the most exciting scenes portraying all sorts of reactions. But it is at the same time 

a real scene portrayed in a breathtaking manner. Very stealthily Joseph puts the 

King’s goblet in the camel-pack which belonged to his younger brother to fulfil a 

plan which God has inspired him with, and of which we will learn presently. The 

King’s goblet is normally made of gold. It is said that it was used for drinking, but 

the bottom part was used to measure the wheat, which was a scarce commodity 

during the years of drought and the famine they brought. 

Then as they are about to depart a loud voice announces publicly: “You people of 

the caravan! You are surely thieves.” (Verse 70) Joseph’s brothers, the children of Jacob, 

son of Isaac, son of Abraham, are alarmed at this announcement accusing them of 

theft. Hence they turn back to defend themselves, asking first: “What is it that you have 

lost?” (Verse 71) The boys who attend to getting people ready for departure, or the 

guard, one of whom made the announcement, said: “We have lost the King’s goblet.” 

(Verse 72) Then there is a further announcement pledging a reward for anyone who 

brings it forward voluntarily. The reward is very valuable in the prevailing 
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circumstances: “Whoever brings it shall have a camel-load [of grain as a reward]. I pledge 

my word for it.” (Verse 72) 

But Joseph’s brothers are certain of their innocence. They have not stolen anything. 

Indeed they have not come to steal or to commit any violation of common law 

because such violation poisons relations between communities. Hence they make an 

oath of their innocence: “By God, you know that we have not come to commit any evil deed 

in this land.” (Verse 73) They plead their innocence reminding the people that their 

own status, family and appearance speak for their character and that they would 

never commit such an offence: “We are no thieves.” (Verse 73) 

Joseph Arrests His Brother 

At this point, a challenge was put to them by the guards or staff: “But what shall be 

the punishment for this deed, if you are proved to be lying?” (Verse 74) 

Here a part of the design which God has inspired Joseph to employ is revealed. It 

was customary in Jacob’s faith that a thief be taken as a hostage or captive or that he 

be enslaved in compensation for what he had stolen. Since Joseph’s brothers were 

certain of their innocence, they accepted that their law should be enforced against the 

one who might be proved to have stolen the goblet. Their reply defined the 

punishment in their own legal system: “He in whose camel pack it is found shall be 

enslaved in punishment for it. Thus do we punish the wrongdoers.” (Verse 75) A thief is a 

wrongdoer and wrongdoers must be treated according to the law. 

This conversation took place in front of Joseph who then ordered that their camel-

packs be searched. Wise as he was, he started by searching the camel-packs of his 

half brothers before that of his younger brother’s, so that he did not raise any doubt 

about the matter: “Thereupon, [Joseph] began to search their bags before the bag of his 

brother, and then took out the drinking-cup from his brother’s bag.” (Verse 76) The 

narrative leaves us to imagine the great shock Jacob’s sons experienced when they 

were absolutely certain of their innocence, swearing to it in one voice. It mentions 

nothing of all this, leaving us instead to contemplate it. 

Meanwhile it comments on certain objectives behind the story while Jacob’s sons 

and the onlookers come to themselves: “Thus did We contrive for Joseph.” (Verse 76) 

This means that it was God who devised this careful plan for Joseph. “He had no right 

under the King’s law to detain his brother.” (Verse 76) Had he applied the King’s law, he 

would not have been able to detain his brother; he would have only been able to 

punish the thief for his theft. He only could detain his brother by the fact that his 

brothers declared their willingness to implement their own faith. This is the scheme 

God made for Joseph, inspiring him with its working, or it is what God ‘contrived’ 

for him. ‘Contrivance’, or the Arabic word used for it, kidn , refers to a subtle design 
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intended for certain ends, good or bad as may be the case, but it is more often used 

with bad ends in mind. On the surface, this whole design seemed wicked, as it 

involved a misfortune happening to his young brother, and an embarrassing 

situation for his other brothers which they would have to face when they returned to 

their father. Moreover, it would be a sad event for his father, albeit temporarily. 

Hence, the s rah calls it a contrivance or a plot, using the whole range of meanings 

for the word, and referring to its appearance in the first place. This is an aspect of the 

subtlety of Qur’ nic expression. 

“He had no right under the King’s law to detain his brother, had God not so willed.” 

(Verse 76) His will takes the course we have seen. The verse refers here to the high 

position achieved by Joseph: “We do exalt [in knowledge] whom We will,” (Verse 76) and 

to the great knowledge he has been given, while reminding us that God’s knowledge 

is perfect and complete: “But above everyone who is endowed with knowledge there is One 

who knows all.” (Verse 76) This last comment is a fine way of putting things in proper 

perspective. 

We need to pause a little here to reflect on this fine Qur’ nic expression: “Thus did 

We contrive for Joseph. He had no right under the King’s law to detain his brother.” (Verse 

76) We note first that in the original Arabic text the Qur’ n uses the word dīn to refer 

to the King’s law and system. This is the Arabic word for ‘religion’. Its usage here 

defines the exact meaning of dīn in this context, which is, as we have just said, ‘the 

King’s law and system of government,’ which did not punish a thief with slavery. 

That was the law of Jacob based on his faith. Joseph’s brothers accepted the 

implementation of this law, and Joseph applied it to them when he found the King’s 

drinking cup in his younger brother’s camel-pack. 

Thus the Qur’ n describes a system of government and law as dīn. It is a meaning 

all people have forgotten in these days of ignorance, including those who call 

themselves Muslims and those who follow un-Islamic systems, or j hiliyyah. All of 

them limit the significance of dīn to beliefs and worship rituals. They consider 

anyone who believes in God’s oneness and acknowledges the truth conveyed by His 

Messenger and believes in God’s angels, revealed books, messengers, and in the Day 

of Judgement and the working of God’s will, as a follower of the divine faith. They 

do this even though such a person may submit to, and acknowledge, the sovereignty 

of different lords besides God. The Qur’ n defines the King’s dīn as his system of 

government and legal code. The same applies to God’s dīn, which means His law. 

The significance of the term ‘God’s dīn’ has weakened and shrunken in people’s 

perception to the extent that most people today limit it to beliefs and worship rituals. 

But this was not the case when this dīn was conveyed by Adam and Noah through to 

the days of Mu ammad (peace be upon them all). It has always meant submission to 

God alone, being committed to His law and rejecting any other legislation. It also 
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signifies that He alone is God in heaven and God on earth, and that He alone is the 

Lord of all mankind. Thus it combines God’s sovereignty, law and authority. The 

difference between believers and unbelievers is that the first submit to God’s law 

alone, while those who accept the ‘King’s dīn’ submit to the King’s system and law. 

Or they may take a mixture of the two, submitting to God in matters of belief and 

worship and to some other authority in matters of systems and laws. This is a basic 

concept of the Islamic faith and it is essentially known to all. 

Some people try to find excuses for people on the grounds of their lack of 

understanding of the significance of the term ‘God’s dīn’, which prevents them from 

insisting on, or thinking about, the implementation of God’s law. They say that their 

ignorance means that they cannot be classified as polytheists associating partners 

with God. For myself, I cannot see how people’s ignorance of the truth of this faith 

puts them within its boundaries. To believe in a certain truth comes only after 

knowing it. How can people be said to believe in a faith when they do not know its 

true significance or what it means? 

Their ignorance may exempt people from accountability on the Day of Judgement, 

or it may reduce their punishment, or it may put the blame for their failure on those 

who did not teach them the true meaning of this faith of Islam when they were fully 

aware of it. But this is a matter that God will decide as He pleases. Argument about 

reward and punishment in the hereafter is generally futile. It is of no concern to the 

advocates of Islam in this life. What concerns us is to say that people’s beliefs today 

are not exactly the same as God’s faith which signifies, according to clear Qur’ nic 

statements, the law and system He has revealed. Whoever submits to these belongs 

to God’s faith, or dīn, and whoever submits to the King’s system and legal code 

belongs to the King’s dīn. There can be no argument over this. Those who are 

unaware of the true significance of this faith cannot be believers in it, because their 

ignorance includes its basic meaning. Logically, a person who does not know the 

basic meaning of a faith cannot be a believer in it. 

It is indeed much better that instead of trying to find excuses for such people, we 

should try to make clear to them what faith, or dīn signifies. They will then be in a 

position to either accept or reject it, fully aware of the implications of their response. 

This is indeed better for us and for the people themselves. It is better for us 

because it relieves us of the responsibility for the erroneous ways which people 

follow as a result of their ignorance of the true nature and significance of dīn, which 

results from lack of belief in it. Making the significance of their attitude clear to 

people, showing them that they are indeed following the King’s dīn rather than 

God’s faith, is also better for them as it may shake them to the extent that they decide 

to abandon their erroneous ways and follow Islam. That was indeed what God’s 
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messengers did, and it is what the advocates of the divine faith should do in all 

communities and at all times when they confront a state of j hiliyyah. 

Unsuccessful Appeal 

Turning back to Joseph’s brothers whose grudge against Joseph and his brother 

has been aroused, we find them trying their best to deny having anything to do with 

theft, while they attach it to the other branch of their father’s children: “They said: ‘If 

he has stolen — well, a brother of his had stolen previously.’“ (Verse 77) There are 

countless reports which try to endorse their statement, quoting various excuses and 

legends, forgetting that these people had themselves previously lied to their father 

about Joseph. These attempts forget that they could lie again to Egypt’s Chief 

Minister in order to deny their responsibility for an embarrassing act. They thus try 

to absolve themselves of anything to do with Joseph and his younger brother. Their 

action shows that they still harboured a grudge against both Joseph and his brother. 

Hence they put the blame squarely on these two. 

“Joseph kept his secret to himself revealed nothing to them.” (Verse 77) He simply bore 

their accusation without showing that he was affected by it, knowing that both he 

and his brother were totally innocent. He only said to them: “You are in a far worse 

position.” (Verse 77) What this means is that their false accusation put them in a far 

worse position in God’s sight than that of the accused. His is a statement of fact, not 

an insult. “God knows best what you are speaking of” (Verse 77) This he says so as not to 

enter into any argument about their accusation, which he presumably had nothing to 

do with. 

They, however, now start to feel the embarrassing situation they are in. They 

remembered the solemn pledge they gave to their father when he made it a condition 

of his consent to send their brother with them that they would “indeed bring him back 

to me”, unless the worst befell them. Hence they appeal to Joseph to let their younger 

brother return with them, pleading the suffering that his detention would cause to 

his old father. They offer one of themselves in his place, if he would not free him for 

the sake of his aged father. They further appeal to his kindness and compassion, 

saying to him: “Chief Minister, this lad has a father who is very old. Take one of us instead 

of him. We see that you are indeed a generous man.” (Verse 78) 

Joseph, however, wanted to teach them a lesson, and he wanted to arouse their 

interest in the surprise he was preparing for them, and for his father and all who 

knew him, so that its effect would be appreciated by all. Hence he rejects their offer 

out of hand: “God forbid that we should take any other than the man with whom we found 

our property; for then we would be wrongdoers.” (Verse 79) He does not say that he 

would not take an innocent person in place of a thief, because he knew that his 
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brother was no thief. He expresses the situation very precisely and accurately: “God 

forbid that we should take any other than the man with whom we found our property.” That 

is the whole situation without any addition to make the accusation appear true or 

false. He further comments, “for then we would be wrongdoers.” We have no wish to do 

anyone any wrong. That concludes the whole episode, and Joseph’s brothers knew 

then that their appeals would not bring any desired result. They retreated to reflect 

on the situation they now faced. 
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5 

A Child’s Dream Comes 

True 

When they despaired of [moving] him, they 
withdrew to begin earnest consultations 
among themselves. The eldest of them said: 
‘Do you not recall that your father took 
from you a pledge in God’s name, and that 
previously you were at fault with respect to 
Joseph? I shall not depart from this land 
until my father gives me leave or God 
judges for me. He is certainly the best of 
judges.’ (80) 

Go back to your father and say: ‘Father, 
your son has stolen. We testify only to that 
which we know. We cannot guard against 
the unforeseen. (81) 

You may ask the [people of the] town 
where we were, and the caravan with which 
we travelled. We are certainly telling the 
truth.’ (82) 

He said: ‘No, but your minds have 
tempted you to evil. Sweet patience! God 
may well bring them all back to me. He is 
All- Knowing, Wise.’ (83) 
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He then turned away from them and said: 
‘Oh, woe is me for Joseph!’ His eyes 
became white with grief, and he was 
burdened with silent sorrow. (84) 

They said: ‘By God, you will continue to 
remember Joseph until you wither away or 
until you are dead.’ (85) 

He said: ‘It is only to God that I complain 
and express my grief. For I know of God 
what you do not know. (86) 

My sons, go and seek news of Joseph and 
his brother; and do not despair of God’s 
mercy; for none but unbelievers can ever 
despair of God’s mercy.’ (87) 

When they presented themselves before 
[Joseph] again, they said: ‘Exalted one! 
Hardship has befallen us and our people, 
and so we have brought but little 
merchandise. Give us our full measure [of 
grains], and be charitable to us. Indeed 
God rewards those who are charitable.’ 
(88) 
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He said: ‘Do you know what you did to 
Joseph and his brother, when you were still 
unaware?’ (89 

They said: ‘Why — is it indeed you who 
are Joseph?’ He replied: ‘I am Joseph, and 
this is my brother. God has indeed been 
gracious to us. If one remains God-fearing 
and patient in adversity, God will not fail 
to reward those who do good.’ (90) 

They said: ‘By God! Most certainly has 
God raised you high above us, and we were 
indeed sinners.’ (91) 

He replied: ‘None shall reproach you 
today. May God forgive you. He is indeed 
the Most Merciful of those who show mercy. 
(92) 

Now go and take this shirt of mine and 
lay it over my father’s face, and he will 
recover his sight. Then come back to me 
with all your family.’ (93) 

As the caravan set out, their father said [to 
the people around him]: ‘I feel the breath of 
Joseph, though you will not believe me.’ 
(94) 
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They replied: ‘By God! You are still lost in 
your old illusions.’ (95) 

But when the bearer of good news arrived 
[with Joseph’s shirt], he laid it over his 
face; and he regained his sight. He said: 
Did I not say to you that I know from 
God something that you do not know?’ 
(96) 

[His sons] said: ‘Father, pray to God to 
forgive us our sins, for we were sinners 
indeed.’ (97) 

He said: ‘I shall pray to God to forgive 
you. He is certainly Most Forgiving, Most 
Merciful.’ (98) 

When they all presented themselves before 
Joseph, he drew his parents to himself, 
saying: ‘Enter Egypt in peace, if it so 
pleases God.’ (99) 

And he raised his parents to the highest 
place of honour, and they fell down on their 
knees, prostrating themselves before him. 
He said: ‘Father, this is the real meaning 
of my dream of long ago. My Lord has 
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The Crisis Reaches Its Climax 

When Joseph’s brothers realized that all their attempts to rescue their young 

brother were in vain, they left Joseph and went away. They sat in council, deeply 

involved in earnest consultations. We see them exchanging views in a very serious 

manner. The s rah does not mention all that they said. It only records the last 

statement which formed the basis of their next steps: “When they despaired of [moving] 

him, they withdrew to begin earnest consultations among themselves. The eldest of them said: 

Do you not recall that your father took from you a pledge in God’s name, and that previously 

you were at fault with respect to Joseph? I shall not depart from this land until my father 

gives me leave or God judges for me. He is certainly the best of judges.’ Go back to your father 

and say: ‘Father, your son has stolen. We testify only to that which we know. We cannot 

guard against the unforeseen. You may ask the [people of the] town where we were, and the 

caravan with which we travelled. We are certainly telling the truth.’“ (Verses 80-82) 

The eldest reminds them of the pledge they had given and of their carelessness 

made it come true.  

He has been gracious to me, releasing me 
from prison, and bringing you all from the 
desert after Satan had sown discord 
between me and my brothers. My Lord is 
gracious in whatever way He wishes. He is 
All-Knowing, truly Wise.’ (100) 

‘My Lord, You have given me power and 
imparted to me some understanding of the 
real meaning of statements. Originator of 
the heavens and the earth! You are my 
guardian in this world and in the life to 
come. Let me die as one who has 
surrendered himself to You, and admit me 
among the righteous.’ (101) 

⎯ ÏΒ ã≅ ö6s% ô‰s% $yγ n=yè y_ ’ În1u‘ $y) ym (  

ô‰s%uρ z⎯ |¡ôm r& þ’Î1 øŒ Î) ©Í_ y_t÷zr& z⎯ ÏΒ Ç⎯ôfÅb¡9 $# 
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about Joseph and his welfare. He combines the two events as the basis for his own 

decision which is not to leave Egypt or meet his father until the latter has given him 

permission to do so, or God has made a judgement to which he would certainly 

submit. 

He asks that the rest go back to their father and tell him in all frankness that his 

son had stolen something, and was subsequently detained on account of this. That 

was all that they knew. If their brother was innocent, and if there was something 

different about the whole situation, it was certainly hidden from them, and they 

could not be answerable for what God, in His wisdom, chose to conceal from them. 

They had not expected anything like this to happen. It could never have been 

foreseen. If their father doubted what they said, and did not believe them, he could 

ask the people of the capital city of Egypt where they had been, and the people in 

their caravan. They were not alone on this business. Indeed there were many 

caravans travelling to and from Egypt, buying its grain in those years of poor 

harvest. 

The s rah leaves out everything about their actual trip. It places them face to face 

with their grieved father as they tell him their distressing news. We are in fact told 

only his short reply which expresses his great pain and distress. Yet he does not give 

in to despair. He still has hope that God will return his two sons, or indeed his three 

sons, including his eldest who vowed not to leave Egypt until God had judged for 

him. It is indeed remarkable that hope should continue to fill his distressed heart: 

“He said: ‘No, but your minds have tempted you to evil. Sweet patience! God may well bring 

them all back to me. He is All-Knowing, Wise.’ He then turned away from them and said: 

‘Oh, woe is me for Joseph!’ His eyes became white with grief and he was burdened with silent 

sorrow.” (Verses 83-84) 

“No, but your minds have tempted you to evil. Sweet patience!” (Verse 83) These were 

his very words when he lost Joseph. However, this time he adds an expression of 

high hope that God will return Joseph and his brother to him, as well as his other 

son: “God may well bring them all back to me. He is All-Knowing, Wise.” (Verse 83) He 

certainly knows the state Jacob was in, and knows what lies beyond events and tests. 

He lets everything take place at the appropriate time, when His purpose is fulfilled 

according to His wisdom. 

Where did this ray of hope come from filling the old man’s heart? It is nothing 

more than placing all hope in God and trusting completely to His wisdom, feeling 

His existence and His endless compassion. It is a feeling that fills the hearts of the 

elite of believers and becomes more true and profound than the reality they see, hear 

and touch. “He then turned away from them and said: ‘Oh, woe is me for Joseph!’ His eyes 

became white with grief and he was burdened with silent sorrow.” (Verse 84) 
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This is an inspirational portrayal of a bereaved father. He feels that his tragedy is 

all his own. No one around him shares in his distress or feels his pain. Hence, he 

moves away to nurture the loss of his beloved son, Joseph, whom he has not 

forgotten despite the passage of so many years. Indeed time has not reduced his 

sorrow; it has all been brought back to life by the new calamity involving his 

youngest son, Joseph’s younger brother. This is a moment when his sorrow is shown 

to be stronger than his patient resignation: “Oh, woe is me for Joseph!” (Verse 84) 

But he soon suppresses his sorrow and hides his feelings. As his intense grief and 

sadness are suppressed, his eyes lose their sight: “His eyes became white with grief and 

he was burdened with silent sorrow.” (Verse 84) 

But his sons continue to harbour their grudge, hurt that he still misses Joseph and 

suffers distress on his account. They do not show him any compassion. Indeed they 

do not even try to encourage his hopes. Instead they want to extinguish his last ray of 

hope. They say to him: “By God, you will continue to remember Joseph until you wither 

away or until you are dead.” (Verse 85) 

This is indeed a cruel thing to say. They are reproaching him for remembering 

Joseph and feeling sadness at his loss. They tell him that if he continues in such a 

state, his sorrow will soon deprive him of all his strength or he will die in despair. 

Joseph is certain not to return. 

Their father tells them to leave him alone, because he is only pinning his hopes in 

his Lord. He makes no complaint to anyone. His relationship with his Lord is 

different from theirs, and he knows of Him what they do not know: “It is only to God 

that I complain and express my grief. For I know of God what you do not know.” (Verse 86) 

These words describe in a most vivid way the true feelings of a firm believer 

concerning the truth of the Godhead. That truth itself is also brought up here in 

sharp relief. 

Meeting a Lost Brother 

Whilst everyone else despairs at Joseph’s return, this has no effect on this pious 

old man who knows the truth about his Lord, which is a knowledge that is not 

readily apparent to others. Such knowledge is based on real feeling and an 

experience of God’s ability, kindness, grace and the mercy He bestows on pious 

servants. His statement, ‘I know of God what you do not know,’ expresses this fact as we 

cannot. It embodies a truth which is only appreciated by those who have had a 

similar experience. Such people do not succumb to hardship or despair in the face of 

adversity. In fact adversity only enhances their faith and trust in God’s power and 

mercy. We will not say more than that. We praise God for the grace He has bestowed 

on us. He knows and sees what is between Him and us. 
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Jacob then instructs his sons to go back and seek information about their two 

younger brothers: “My sons, go and seek news of Joseph and his brother; and do not despair 

of God’s mercy; for none but unbelievers can ever despair of God’s mercy.” (Verse 87) That 

is the attitude of a person whose heart is keenly aware of the truth of Godhead. “My 

sons, go and seek news of Joseph and his brother.” The Arabic expression for ‘seek news’, 

ta assas , adds connotations of gentleness and patient pursuit, so that they can 

demonstrate something of their own souls in their efforts to find out what happened 

to their brothers. They must never despair of God for He may yet turn to them in 

mercy and kindness. Even the Arabic word raw , used here to denote ‘mercy’, adds 

connotations of a spirit experiencing release from hardship. 

“None but unbelievers can ever despair of God’s mercy.” (Verse 87) Believers, on the 

other hand, are always in touch with God, enjoying His grace, unshaken by distress 

or hardship, even though the circumstances may be exceedingly tough. Indeed a 

believer finds in his faith and bond with his Lord a blessing that gives him 

reassurance, even in the most difficult moments and under enormous pressure. 

For the third time Joseph’s brothers go to Egypt. However, their state this time is 

different. The famine had affected them badly, their money had been spent, and the 

merchandise they carried with them to barter for food was of a low quality. Hence, 

they spoke in a tone that invited sympathy, which was not known in their earlier 

conversations. Their complaint tells of what the famine had done to them: “When they 

presented themselves before [Joseph] again, they said: ‘Exalted one! Hardship has befallen us 

and our people, and so we have brought but little merchandise. Give us our full measure [of 

grains], and be charitable to us. Indeed God rewards those who are charitable.’“ (Verse 88) 

At this point, and with such a passionate appeal that tells of their misfortune, 

Joseph is no longer able to carry on presenting himself only as the Chief Minister of 

Egypt, hiding his true relationship to them. The lessons he wished that they should 

learn have become well known to them. It is now time for the great surprise that they 

could never have expected. Hence he puts it to them in a careful, easy way, 

reminding them of the past which they alone had full knowledge of. None was 

aware of it besides them, except God. He says to them gently: “Do you know what you 

did to Joseph and his brother, when you were still unaware?” (Verse 89) 

It was a voice that they might have recalled, with features they might have 

remembered. Perhaps they did not pay attention because they were talking to the 

Chief Minister in his place of government. A thought presented itself to them 

suddenly: “They said: ‘Why — is it indeed you who are Joseph?” (Verse 90) Could it be 

true? Their minds, hearts, eyes and ears could now see traces of little Joseph in the 

man talking to them. He replied: “I am Joseph, and this is my brother. God has indeed been 

gracious to us. If one remains God-fearing and patient in adversity, God will not fail to 

reward those who do good.” (Verse 90) 
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It was a great surprise indeed. Joseph announces it, reminding them in general 

terms of what they did to him and his brother out of impulsive ignorance. He stops 

at that, adding only an acknowledgement of God’s grace to him and his brother, 

making it clear that it was all the result of fearing God, being patient in adversity, 

and divine justice. In their turn, they remember vividly what they did to Joseph. 

They are deeply ashamed of their deeds, particularly as they stand before him 

acknowledging his kindness after their cruelty, his compassion after the harm they 

caused him. Hence they acknowledge the disparity between their two attitudes, 

saying: “By God! Most certainly has God raised you high above us, and we were indeed 

sinners.” (Verse 91) 

A Long Awaited Piece of Good News 

They also acknowledged what they realized to be aspects of God’s grace bestowed 

on Joseph, giving him high position, and qualities of forbearance, piety and 

benevolence. Joseph replied to their acknowledgement of guilt with charitable 

forgiveness that ended the need for them to feel ashamed of themselves. This shows 

that Joseph came through his trial with affluence and power as successfully as he 

came through the earlier trials with hardship and imprisonment. 

Joseph is very charitable to his brothers. He replies to their statement by waiving 

all reproach: “None shall reproach you today. May God forgive you. He is indeed the Most 

Merciful of those who show mercy.” (Verse 52) He thus shows that the events of the past 

have left no lingering bitterness in him. He prays to God to forgive his brothers and 

turns tie conversation to matters that need attention, such as his father whose sorrow 

was unabated, and whose eyes had become white with grief. Joseph wants to speed 

up the process of giving him the good news and to meet him as soon as possible. 

Most urgent of all, he wanted to remove his distress and to help him regain his 

strength and his eyesight. Hence he tells his brothers: “Now go and take this shirt of 

mine and lay it over my father’s face, and he will recover his sight. Then come back to me with 

all your family.” (Verse 93) 

How did Joseph know that his father would regain his eyesight once he received 

his lost son’s scent? That is part of what God had taught him. Sudden surprise may 

produce miraculous effects. Besides, why should there not be a miracle when both 

Joseph and Jacob are prophets whom God had chosen to be His messengers? 

From now on, the narrative takes us from one surprise to another, until it 

concludes with the realization of the young Joseph’s dream which he related to his 

father at the opening of the s rah. 

“As the caravan set out, their father said [to the people around him]: I feel the breath of 

Joseph, though you will not believe me.” (Verse 94) Smelling Joseph’s breath! Anything is 
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easier to believe than this. No one could even think Joseph was alive after all those 

long years, and that his smell would be recognized by someone weakened by old 

age. Hence he qualifies his statement by saying that they will think he has gone 

crazy. If they had only credited him with what was his due, they would have 

believed that he really felt the smell of his long departed son. 

How could Jacob smell Joseph’s breath as soon as the caravan departed? And from 

which place of departure? Some commentators on the Qur’ n say that he sensed the 

scent from Joseph’s shirt right from the point of the caravan’s departure from Egypt. 

But there is no evidence to support this. It is reasonable to say that the Qur’ nic 

statement refers to the caravan’s crossing a certain point in the land of Kanaan, 

heading towards Jacob’s quarters. We do not say this to deny that a miracle could 

happen to a prophet like Jacob involving a prophet like Joseph. All that we propose 

is to limit ourselves to the exact meaning of the text, unless it is further explained by 

an authentic adīth. We do not have such a report in this case, and the Qur’ nic 

statement itself does not support what the commentators say. 

Those who were with Jacob did not have the same position with their Lord, and 

they could not smell Joseph’s shirt. Hence they say to him: “By God! You are still lost 

in your old illusions.” (Verse 95) They describe all Jacob’s feelings about Joseph’s 

return as mere illusions. To them Joseph had gone the way of no return. 

But the great surprise is realized, followed by another surprise: “But when the 

bearer of good news arrived [with Joseph’s shirt], he laid it over his face; and he regained his 

sight.” (Verse 96) The first surprise relates to the shirt, which is evidence of Joseph’s 

existence and that Jacob would soon meet him. The other surprise is that of Jacob 

recovering his eyesight after he lost it as a result of his enduring grief. At this point 

Jacob refers to the fact that he has true knowledge imparted to him by God. He 

mentioned this to them earlier, but they could not understand him. “He said: ‘Did I 

not say to you that I know from God something that you do not know?” (Verse 96) 

Jacob’s sons said: “Father, pray to God to forgive us our sins, for we were sinners 

indeed.” (Verse 97) We notice here that Jacob still held something in his heart against 

his sons. He had not yet fully forgiven them. Yet he promises to pray to God to 

forgive them after he had a chance to recover. His reply suggests that. “He said: ‘I 

shall pray to God to forgive you. He is certainly Most Forgiving, Most Merciful.’“ (Verse 

98) That he promises to pray for their forgiveness at a future point in time comes 

from a heart that has been hurt. 

A Happy Family Reunion 

The s rah gives us yet another surprise. Leaving out all details about this last trip, 

it moves directly to a highly charged final scene. We pick up our commentary with 
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the family approaching its appointed meeting with Joseph its long departed son. 

“When they all presented themselves before Joseph, he drew his parents to himself saying: 

‘Enter Egypt in peace, if it so pleases God.’ And he raised his parents to the highest place of 

honour, and they fell down on their knees, prostrating themselves before him. He said: 

‘Father, this is the real meaning of my dream of long ago. My Lord has made it come true. He 

has been gracious to me, releasing me from prison, and bringing you all from the desert after 

Satan had sown discord between me and my brothers. My Lord is gracious in whatever way 

He wishes. He is All-Knowing, truly Wise.” (Verses 99-100) 

It is certainly a most powerful scene. Long years have passed with all that they 

carried of despair and lost hope, pain and distress, longing and grief, and also an 

urgent, silent plea for reunion. Long hard years of a test that is not easy to pass. After 

all that we have this powerful scene, with its intensity of feeling, pleasure, happiness 

and emotion. It is a final scene that is closely connected to the opening one in the 

story. The opening scene is long gone, but the final one is now taking place. Between 

the two, Joseph remembers God, never allowing himself to forget Him: “When they all 

presented themselves before Joseph, he drew his parents to himself saying: ‘Enter Egypt in 

peace, if it so pleases God.’“ (Verse 99) 

He also remembers his earlier dream, realizing that it is now fulfilled as he raises 

his parents to sit on the couch where he normally sits while his brothers prostrate 

themselves before him. In his dream he had seen eleven stars as well as the sun and 

the moon prostrating themselves before him. Hence he sees its fulfilment in the scene 

that now took place before him: “And he raised his parents to the highest place of honour, 

and they fell down on their knees, prostrating themselves before him. He said: ‘Father, this is 

the real meaning of my dream of long ago. My Lord has made it come true.” (Verse 100) 

He then speaks of the grace God has bestowed on him: “He has been gracious to me, 

releasing me from prison, and bringing you all from the desert after Satan had sown discord 

between me and my brothers.” (Verse 100) He moves on to emphasize that God 

accomplishes His will as He pleases: “My Lord is gracious in whatever way He wishes.” 

(Verse 100) He achieves His purpose with grace, while people are totally unaware of 

how His designs are accomplished. Joseph follows this by making the same 

statement his father did when he told him about his dream at the beginning of the 

s rah: “He is All-Knowing, truly Wise.” (Verse 100) This brings harmony between the 

beginning and the end, even in the way thoughts are expressed. 

Before the curtains are drawn over this last emotional scene, we find Joseph 

pulling himself away from the overwhelming pleasure of family reunion, and also 

from the pleasant security of high position and real authority to glorify his Lord and 

express his gratitude to Him. All that he prays for at this moment is that he should 

die as a person who surrenders himself to God and to be grouped with the righteous: 

“My Lord, You have given me power and imparted to me some understanding of the real 
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meaning of statements. Originator of the heavens and the earth! You are my guardian in this 

world and in the life to come. Let me die as one who has surrendered himself to You, and 

admit me among the righteous.” (Verse 101) 

“My Lord, You have given me power.” (Verse 101) You have given me all that comes 

with a position of power: real authority, high standing, great respect and wealth. All 

these are blessings given in this world. And You have “imparted to me some 

understanding of the real meaning of statements.” (Verse 101) This gives me a real 

understanding of where events lead and how statements and dreams are interpreted. 

This is a blessing of knowledge. I remember the grace You have bestowed on me and 

the blessings You have granted me. “Originator of the heavens and the earth!” (Verse 

101) You have created them all by Your design and will. You remain in full control of 

them all, and of all creatures that take their abode in them. “You are my guardian in 

this world and in the life to come.” (Verse 101) It is You alone who gives real support. 

My Lord, all that is Your blessing, and everything testifies to Your power. My 

Lord, I am not appealing to You to give me power, health or wealth. My appeal is for 

something that is much more valuable, and much longer lasting: “Let me die as one 

who has surrendered himself to You, and admit me among the righteous.” (Verse 101) 

This ending removes all notions of power and position, and the happiness of 

meeting long missed family members. The final scene thus appears to be one in 

which a true servant of God appeals to Him in all humility, requesting Him to enable 

him to maintain his faith until He gathers him to Himself, and admits him among 

His righteous servants. This represents the total and perfect success in all tests and 

trials. 
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6 

One Message to Mankind 

That is an account which We have now 
revealed to you, speaking of things that 
have been beyond your perception. You were 
not present when they [i.e. Joseph’s 
brothers] resolved upon their plans and 
completed their schemes. (102) 

Yet however strongly you may desire it, 
most people will not believe. (103) 

You ask no recompense from them for it. It 
is but God’s reminder to all mankind. 
(104) 

Yet many are the signs in the heavens and 
the earth which they pass by, paying no 
heed to them. (105) 

And most of them do not even believe in 
God without also associating partners with 
Him. (106) 

Do they feel confident that the 
overwhelming scourge of God’s punishment 
will not fall upon them, or that the Last 
Hour will not come upon them suddenly, 
taking them unaware. (107) 
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Overview 

Having narrated Joseph’s story in detail, the s rah now begins commenting on it, 

pointing out some fundamental issues. To clarify these, it touches on certain aspects 

that are clearly apparent in the expanse of the universe around us, and others that are 

deep in the human soul, or relevant to former nations and communities, or which 

Say: ‘This is my way. I call [all mankind] 
to God on the basis of sure knowledge, I 
and all those who follow me. Limitless is 
God in His glory. I am not one of those 
who associate partners with Him.’ (108) 

Even before your time, We only sent [as 
messengers] men to whom We gave Our 
revelations, choosing them from among their 
people. Have they not travelled the land 
and seen what was the end of those 
[unbelievers] who lived before them? Better 
indeed is the life to come for those who 
remain God-fearing. Will you not, then, 
use your reason? (109) 

When at length [Our] messengers lost all 
hope and thought that they were denied, 
Our help came to them, saving those whom 
We willed [to be saved] . Never can Our 
[mighty] punishment be averted from people 
who are guilty. (110) 

 Indeed their stories give a lesson to those 
who are endowed with understanding. This 
[revelation] could not possibly be an 
invented discourse. It is a confirmation of 
earlier revelations, an explanation of all 
things, as well as guidance and mercy for 
people who believe. (111) 

ö≅ è% ⎯ Íν É‹≈ yδ þ’ Í?Š Î6 y™ (# þθãã ÷Š r& ’ n<Î) «!$# 4 4’ n?tã 

>ο u ÅÁt/ O$tΡr& Ç⎯ tΒuρ ©Í_ yèt6 ¨?$# ( z⎯≈ ysö6 ß™ uρ «!$# !$tΒuρ 

O$tΡr& z⎯ ÏΒ š⎥⎫ Ï. Îô³ ßϑø9 $# ∩⊇⊃∇∪  

!$tΒuρ $uΖù=y™ ö‘ r& ⎯ ÏΒ šÎ=ö6 s% ωÎ) Zω% ỳ Í‘ û©ÇrθœΡ 
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belong to the realm that lies beyond the reach of human perception. We will discuss 

these as they occur in this final passage, pointing out at the outset that they are 

ordered with a specific objective in mind. 

Turning Away from True Faith 

Joseph’s story was not one that the Arabian people among whom Mu ammad 

lived all his life used to relate. It includes certain secrets of which neither he nor his 

people were aware. In fact those secrets were known only to the people who lived 

through its events and took part in them. These had long gone. At the opening of the 

s rah, God tells the Prophet Mu ammad (peace be upon him): “In revealing this 

Qur’ n We relate to you the best of narratives. Before it you were among those who are 

unaware [of revelation].” (Verse 3) Now after the story has been told in full, the 

comment provided here is closely linked to its opening: “That is an account which We 

have now revealed to you, speaking of things that have been beyond your perception. You 

were not present when they [i.e. Joseph’s brothers] resolved upon their plans and completed 

their schemes.” (Verse 102) 

That story, with all its intricate details, belongs to what is beyond your knowledge 

and perception. It is We who reveal it to you. The fact that it is a revelation from God 

is clearly seen in the fact that you could not have come to know of it by any other 

means. In so far as you are concerned, it has been something beyond the reach of 

your perception. You were not present with Joseph’s brothers when they indulged in 

their consultations to which reference was made in different parts of the s rah. Nor 

were you with them when they indulged in their scheming against Joseph, and 

against their father. Nor were you present with them after Joseph had detained his 

younger brother, when they were involved in earnest discussion, which involved 

some planning and scheming. This is also a reference to the scheming of the 

aristocrat women against Joseph, and of the people of the court who imprisoned him. 

All this scheming was not witnessed by the Prophet. It is a part of the revelation 

bestowed on him from on high and confirmed yet again in the revelation of this 

s rah, which also confirms other issues of faith illustrated throughout the narrative. 

The truth of revelation, the stories that it contains, the various aspects that move 

listeners’ hearts should be sufficient to make people believe in the truth of the 

Qur’ n. They have seen the Prophet, known his character and personality, and 

listened to what he had to say. Yet most of them did not believe. They pass by the 

various signs that are everywhere in the expanse of the universe, without paying 

much attention to them or understanding their message. They are just like one who 

turns his face away so that he does not see what is in front of him. What are they 

waiting for, when it is a fact that God’s punishment may overtake them when they 
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are unaware? “Yet however strongly you may desire it, most people will not believe. You ask 

no recompense from them for it. It is but God’s reminder to all mankind. Yet many are the 

signs in the heavens and the earth which they pass by, paying no heed to them. And most of 

them do not even believe in God without also associating partners with Him. Do they feel 

confident that the overwhelming scourge of God’s punishment will not fall upon them, or that 

the Last Hour will not come upon them suddenly, taking them unaware.” (Verses 103-107) 

The Prophet was very keen that his people should believe, because he knew that 

his message contained everything that was good and he loved dearly that they 

should have that good in full. Moreover, he wanted to spare them the hardship that 

is bound to engulf unbelievers in this world and the punishment of the hereafter. 

However, God, who knows human nature and how people think and react, tells him 

that his desire will not lead the majority of unbelievers to faith. That is because they 

turn away from the numerous signs that are in the universe around them, staring 

them in the face. Their attitude takes them away from faith, making them unable to 

benefit from all these signs. 

The Prophet is in no need of their positive response to faith. He does not seek any 

wages for providing them with guidance. In fact their attitude, turning away from 

these signs is very singular, considering that they are freely given to them. They are 

not asked to give anything in return: “You ask no recompense from them for it. It is but 

God’s reminder to all mankind.” (Verse 104) You are reminding them of God’s signs 

and messages, directing their eyes and minds to them. In fact these signs and 

messages are available to all mankind. They are not given specially to a particular 

community, race or tribe. No price is sought in return, so that rich people have an 

advantage over the poor. No condition is attached to them, so that those who are able 

to meet it would be favoured. They are a reminder for all mankind. Everyone can 

benefit from them without difficulty. “Yet many are the signs in the heavens and the earth 

which they pass by, paying no heed to them.” (Verse 105) 

The signs that point to God’s existence, oneness and power are numerous, placed 

everywhere in the universe. They are held out in the heavens and the earth for all to 

see. They pass by them morning and evening, day and night. They almost speak to 

people, inviting them to reflect and contemplate. They are directly in front of all 

people, addressing their hearts and minds. Yet they prefer not to see them or listen to 

their messages. They turn a deaf ear and a sealed heart to their profound message. 

It is sufficient to contemplate a sunrise or sunset for a moment, or to reflect on the 

shade and how it gently increases or decreases, or to look at the mighty sea, or 

gushing fountain. Reflect, if you will, on a growing plant, an emerging bud, a 

glowing flower and mature harvest. Or look at a bird flying as though it is swimming 

in the air, a fish swimming in water, worms that travel in the soil, ants going 

ceaselessly about their work. Contemplate the countless number of species and 
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communities of animals and insects. Only a moment of reflection in the depth of 

night or the great hassle of day, with the human mind receptive to the message given 

by life and existence is sufficient to make us shudder with awe and respond 

positively, recognizing the truth of God’s oneness. Alas, most people pass by these 

signs, paying no heed to them and taking no notice of the message they all impart. 

Hence, the majority of people do not believe. 

The Subtle Corruption of Faith 

Yet even the believers among them allow an element of disbelief, in one form or 

another, to creep into their hearts. True faith requires being constantly alert so that 

any fleeting thought that Satan tries to sneak into our beliefs, and every worldly 

value in any action or attitude we take are removed straightaway. To do so is to 

ensure that we address all our actions to God alone. Pure faith needs a firm decision 

in the question of who has the supreme influence on people’s hearts and actions. This 

ensures that all submission is to God alone. No one else has any position that 

requires even partial submission. 

“And most of them do not even believe in God without also associating partners with 

Him.” (Verse 106) They associate some earthly value in the way they consider events, 

matters and people, or give to something other than God’s will or power a role in 

what brings them harm or benefit. Or they may acknowledge an element of 

submission to a ruler or master who does not confine himself to God’s law alone; or 

they look up to someone other than God for the fulfilment of their hopes; or address 

their sacrifice in a way that seeks to win people’s admiration; or strive to ensure 

some benefit or dispel harm but their striving is not done purely for God’s sake; or 

they may allow something to creep into their worship which makes it not purely 

dedicated to God alone. Hence, the Prophet says: “Shirk, i.e. associating partners with 

God, may be more subtle than the creeping of an ant.” [Related by Abū Ya’l  on the 

authority of Ma’qil ibn Yas r.] 

The Prophet’s statements give several examples of such subtle idolatry. `Abdull h 

ibn `Umar quotes the Prophet as saying: “Whoever swears by something other than 

God commits idolatry.” [Related by al-Tirmidhī.] `Abdull h ibn Mas`ūd reports that 

the Prophet says: “Charms and talismans are marks of idolatry.” [Related by Ahmad 

and Abū D wūd.] He also says: “Whoever wears a charm associates partners with 

God.” [Related by Ahmad.] The Prophet also relates a statement attributing it to God 

in a sacred adīth: “I am the least in need of partners. If anyone does something, 

associating in it someone else with Me, I will abandon him to that partner.” 

In another adīth the Prophet is quoted as saying: “When all generations, past, 

present and future, are gathered before God on the Day which will undoubtedly 
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come, an announcement will be made in the following words: ‘Whoever associated a 

partner with God in any action he did for God’s sake should seek its reward from 

someone other than God. For God is the least in need of partners.’“ 

Im m Ahmad relates that the Prophet warned: “What I fear most for you is little 

shirk.” When his Companions asked him to explain what he meant by little shirk, he 

said: “Hypocrisy. When people come with their deeds on the Day of Judgement, God 

says to them: ‘Go to those whom you used to flatter in your first life and seek your 

reward from them.’“ 

Such, then, are the subtle forms of associating partners with God. Hence constant 

alertness is required in order to remove any trace of it so that our faith is true and 

pure. 

On the other hand, there is the clear and apparent form of associating partners 

with God, which means submission to a being other than God in any matter of this 

life. This may be in the form of submission to a law other than God’s. This is 

universally accepted. There is also submission to tradition, which may take the form 

of festivals and other occasions that people may accept without reference to God’s 

orders. People may submit to norms that violate God’s orders, as in the case of dress 

and clothing which reveals what God has ordered to remain covered. What we are 

talking about here goes beyond submission to a tradition or social custom which 

people do in flagrant disregard of God’s clear orders. That takes their behaviour from 

the realm of offences committed to make it a belief and a form of submission. This 

makes it far more serious indeed. Hence God says: “And most of them do not even 

believe in God without also associating partners with Him.” (Verse 106) This applies then 

to those Arabs whom the Prophet addressed directly and to other generations and 

communities throughout human life. 

Enlightened Advocacy of Divine Faith 

Now the question arises: what are those people waiting for when they continue to 

turn away and pay no heed to all the signs that are present in the universe pointing 

to God and His oneness? What are they waiting for after they have turned away from 

God’s revelations, for which they have been asked no recompense? “Do they feel 

confident that the overwhelming scourge of God’s punishment will not fall upon them, or that 

the Last Hour will not come upon them suddenly, taking them unaware.” (Verse 107) 

This is a powerful touch which is meant to wake them up and shed their negligent 

attitude, so that they do not suffer its aftermath. The timing of God’s punishment is 

unknown to anyone. It may strike them suddenly, or it may be that the Last Hour is 

so near, and the Day of Judgement, with all its suffering may come suddenly, taking 

them unaware. The doors leading to the world beyond are all closed, allowing no eye 
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or ear to penetrate through it. No one knows what the next moment brings. How is it 

that those who turn away from God’s signs feel secure? 

The verses of the Qur’ n, which embody God’s message, are within their grasp, 

and the signs God has placed in the universe are also there for all to behold and 

contemplate. But most people pass by both paying no heed, associating partners with 

God, either openly or in a subtle way. God’s Messenger, however, will follow his 

own way, joined by those who follow him, maintaining the right path, without any 

deviation, and allowing nothing to influence their determination to follow it. “Say: 

‘This is my way. I call [all mankind] to God on the basis of sure knowledge, I and all those 

who follow me. Limitless is God in His glory. I am not one of those who associate partners 

with Him.’“ (Verse 108) 

“Say: ‘This is my way.’“ (Verse 108) It is a straightforward road, without any 

crookedness or concealed turns. There is no doubt about its being the right path. “I 

call [all mankind] to God on the basis of sure knowledge, I and all those who follow me.” 

(Verse 108) We follow God’s guidance which illuminates our way for us. We follow it 

with open eyes, knowledge and understanding. There is no groping in the dark or 

following sudden whims or fancies that lack solid foundation. We attribute to God 

nothing that does not suit His Lordship of the universe. We abandon those who 

associate partners with Him and show ourselves to follow a road that is completely 

distinct from any that is followed by those who associate partners with Him. 

“Limitless is God in His glory. I am not one of those who associate partners with Him.” 

(Verse 108) I do no such thing, neither openly nor subtly. This is my way. Whoever 

wishes to follow me may do so. As for me, I am going along, regardless of who may 

wish to follow a different way. 

The advocates of the divine cause must make this distinction very clearly. They 

must declare that they belong to a separate community that is distinct from anyone 

who does not belong to their faith, follow their way and obey their leadership. It is 

not sufficient that they should call on people to follow their religion while they 

themselves continue to be part of un-Islamic society. Such advocacy is of little value 

and produces little return. It is imperative that they should declare, right at the 

outset, that they are different from ignorant communities, and that they have their 

own distinctive community based on the bond of faith, and following Islamic 

leadership. They must distinguish themselves and their leadership from un-Islamic 

society and its leadership. If they stay within that society and constitute a part of it, 

deferring to its leadership, they undermine all the authority of their faith, all the 

results their message may achieve, and all the attraction that message may have. 

This fact does not apply merely to Islamic advocacy among idolaters in pre-

Islamic Arabia. It applies every time a state of j hiliyyah prevails. J hiliyyah in the 

twentieth century does not differ, in its basic elements or distinctive features, from 
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any other state of ignorance, or j hiliyyah, which the Islamic message has had to face 

in any period of history. 

Those who believe that they may achieve something by being diluted within un-

Islamic society, or by presenting the message of Islam in a subtle way through such a 

society are mistaken. They do not fully understand the nature of the Islamic faith and 

how it appeals to hearts and minds. The advocates of atheism declare their identity 

and their goals. Would not the advocates of Islam declare their true identity and 

make their way clear? Would they not make clear that the route they follow is totally 

different from that of j hiliyyah? 

The Bearers of God’s Message 

The s rah now refers to the divine law concerning the messages given to prophets 

who delivered them. It also refers to some of the signs shown in the fate met by some 

past generations. As a Messenger of God, Mu ammad has many predecessors, and 

his message is not without precedent. Hence people should consider what happened 

to earlier communities which did not believe their messengers and rejected the faith. 

Their fate provides some signs that are clearly visible to all beholders. 

“Even before your time, We only sent [as messengers] men to whom We gave Our 

revelations, choosing them from among their people. Have they not travelled the land and 

seen what was the end of those [unbelievers] who lived before them? Better indeed is the life to 

come for those who remain God-fearing. Will you not, then, use your reason?” (Verse 109) 

Reflection on the fate of former communities is bound to shake even hardened 

hearts. We can imagine their movements, actions and feelings, and we can paint a 

picture of them going about their business in these places, going from one location to 

another, full of hope, fear and aspiration, and looking up to the future, then suddenly 

they are motionless, with all their faculties and senses completely dead. Their 

quarters are lifeless, and they have gone. All has come to nothing. A complete void is 

all that is left. Reflection on these facts is bound to shake even the most hardened and 

cruel of hearts. Therefore, the Qur’ n takes us by the hand to show us the fate of 

earlier communities, time after time. 

“Even before your time, We only sent [as messengers] men to whom We gave Our 

revelations, choosing them from among their people.” (Verse 109) These messengers were 

neither angels nor any other species of creature. They were human beings, just like 

the people of the towns. Like you, they were not even desert people, so that they 

would be gentler and more compassionate, showing more perseverance in the 

difficult task of advocating the faith. The Prophet’s message, then, follows the same 

pattern of revelation given to other messengers. 

“Have they not travelled the land and seen what was the end of those [unbelievers] who 
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lived before them?” (Verse 109) Had they done so, they would have realized that their 

own fate is bound to be the same as that of those earlier communities who denied 

their messengers when they conveyed to them God’s message. They would have 

realized that the pattern of God’s dealings with earlier communities will apply to 

them, and that they themselves will soon depart along the same way. 

“Better indeed is the life to come for those who remain God-fearing.” (Verse 109) It is 

indeed infinitely better than this present life which is, by nature, a life of short 

duration. “Will you not, then, use your reason?” (Verse 109) You should use your 

reason to contemplate what happened to communities before you and guard against 

a similar fate. Reason will tell you to opt for the eternal life in preference to the 

fleeting comforts of this life. 

The s rah then describes the very hard period in the life of God’s messengers, 

which precedes the decisive moment when God’s promise is fulfilled and His law 

inevitably takes effect: “When at length [Our] messengers lost all hope and thought that 

they were denied, Our help came to them, saving those whom We willed [to be saved]. Never 

can Our [mighty] punishment be averted from people who are guilty.” (Verse 110) This is a 

frightful scene, describing the great difficulties messengers face: the denials, 

persistent abuse and arrogant refusal to accept the truth. Days and years pass while 

they continue to convey God’s message but meet with only very limited response. 

Years follow years while falsehood and evil continue to enjoy power and large 

followings, while the believers who are few in number, muster little or no power. 

These are difficult times when evil swells its power, spreads tyranny and deals 

harshly and treacherously with advocates of the truth. God’s messengers await His 

promise, but it is not fulfilled in this world. At these moments, disturbing thoughts 

occur to them: have they been belied? Have their souls deceived them when they 

hoped for victory in this life? No messenger of God would be in this position unless 

he had been exposed to a measure of distress, hardship, suffering and stress beyond 

the ability of any other human being to tolerate. I have never read this verse, or the 

other one in S rah 2, without feeling a strong shudder as I try to imagine the horror 

that would cause a messenger of God to entertain such feelings. The verse in S rah 2 

runs as follows: 

“Do you reckon that you will enter paradise while you have not suffered like those 

[believers] who passed away before you? Affliction and adversity befell them, and so terribly 

shaken were they that the Messenger and the believers with him would exclaim, ‘When will 

God’s help come?’ Surely, God’s help is close at hand.” (2: 214) Every time I read either of 

these two verses I could imagine this great horror giving rise to such feelings of 

despair, affliction and distress violently shaking a messenger of God, with his morale 

getting so low, and the pain in his heart so intolerable. 
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It is at this point when distress reaches its climax, leaving even the messenger 

powerless, that support is given in full measure, and victory is decisive: “Our help 

came to them, saving those whom We willed [to be saved]. Never can Our [mighty] 

punishment be averted from people who are guilty.” (Verse 110) 

Qur’ānic Stories 

Such is the normal line of events when it comes to advocacy of God’s message. 

Hardship and adversity are necessary until all the efforts and energy of its advocates 

are exhausted. When people so despair of victory, it is given by God. Those who 

deserve to be saved will be saved from the destruction that engulfs the others who 

deny the truth and from the tyranny of those who wield worldly power. God’s might 

strikes the evil-doers and they can in no way resist it. Neither their own nor their 

supporters’ power can prevent God’s punishment. 

This is the normal way because God’s support does not come cheap. Had it been 

so, there would be a lot of frivolity about the advocacy of God’s message. There 

would be no shortage of people claiming to be advocates of the true message, since 

there would only be a small price to pay before God’s support were given. The 

message of the truth should never be treated with frivolity. It provides a complete 

way of life and a code to be implemented. Hence, it must be protected against false 

advocates who are not prepared to pay the price. When the price is high, and the 

truth emerges clearly against the background of hardship and adversity, true 

advocates are also distinguished by their steadfastness. They do not abandon their 

message even though they may feel that they will never see victory in their lifetime. 

Advocacy of the divine message is not a short-term investment which must yield 

returns by a certain deadline, or people move to a different investment seeking better 

returns. No one who undertakes advocacy of God’s message in the hostile 

environment of un-Islamic society which submits to a power other than God’s can 

think that his task will be an easy one, or that his investment will yield quick returns. 

He must be clear in his mind that he stands against all tyranny in human life that 

commands physical and financial power, and which deludes the masses until they 

do all its bidding, even describing as black what they know to be white. Tyrants even 

turn the masses against the advocates of God’s message, tempting them with the 

satisfaction of their desires and putting in their minds the notion that God’s message 

and its advocates deprive them of such satisfaction. 

Those who want to call on people to follow God’s message must realize that the 

task they undertake is tough and demanding. Not only so, but it is even tougher to 

join it against the power of j hiliyyah. Hence the oppressed masses will not initially 

join it. Only those who prefer the truth, even though it requires the sacrifice of 



Yūsuf (Joseph) | ONE MESSAGE TO MANKIND 

 120

comfort, safety and all the pleasures of the world, will rise to it. Such people are 

always few in number, but God will judge between them and their community on 

the basis of the truth after they have striven hard. It is only when God has judged for 

them that the masses will join them. This is when people embrace God’s message in 

large numbers. 

In Joseph’s story we read about the different types of hardship he faced and his 

despair of people ever coming to realize the truth about him. The outcome however 

was very good, just as God had promised. For God’s promise will always come true. 

Joseph’s story is but an example of the histories of God’s messengers. It provides 

lessons for those who wish to reflect. It confirms what earlier scriptures emphasized, 

even though Mu ammad had no access to these scriptures. What he preached could 

not have been a fabricated tale. Lies do not confirm one another. They neither 

provide guidance nor spread an air of mercy over believers’ hearts. “Indeed their 

stories give a lesson to those who are endowed with understanding. This [revelation] could 

not possibly be an invented discourse. It is a confirmation of earlier revelations, an 

explanation of all things, as well as guidance and mercy for people who believe.” (Verse 111) 

Thus the beginning and the end of the s rah are brought in line, just as the 

beginning and end of the story are perfectly matched. Comments at the opening and 

end of the s rah, as well as those interspersed in the story relate perfectly to the 

theme and the way it is expressed. The religious objective of relating it is thus 

fulfilled, while providing an essential artistic element. This is coupled with the fact 

that it is a true story relating events that actually took place. 

The whole story, from beginning to end, is told in a single s rah, because its nature 

requires that. It is the gradual fulfilment of a dream, which evolves and takes shape 

day after day, and stage after stage. Hence, its lessons as well as artistic harmony 

cannot be clearly seen unless it is followed right through to its conclusion. This is 

different from relating episodes from the history of other messengers where 

highlighting a single episode serves a particular purpose. This is frequently done in 

the Qur’ n, as in the case of the story of the Prophet Solomon and the Queen of 

Sheba, or the birth of Mary, or that of Jesus, or the floods at the time of Noah. In all 

these cases, a single episode is related in order to serve a certain objective. Joseph’s 

story, on the other hand, needs to be told altogether in order to draw its moral to the 

fore. God certainly tells the truth as He says: “In revealing this Qur’ n We relate to you 

the best of narratives. Before it you were among those who are unaware [of revelation].” 

(Verse 3) 
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S RAH 13 

Al-Ra ‘d 

(Thunder) 

Prologue 

I often feel reluctant to comment on Qur’ nic texts, knowing that my style and 

resources are inadequate. As with S rah 6, Cattle, I find myself ill-equipped to 

explain the present s rah. But what am I to do, realizing as I do that our generation 

needs to receive the Qur’ n with a detailed explanation of its nature, method, subject 

matter and aims? Unfortunately people have moved too far from the environment in 

which the Qur’ n was revealed, and from its purpose and goals. They are little aware 

of its import and dimensions. Even its terminology does not carry to them its true 

meanings. People today live in a state similar to that the Qur’ n faced at the time of 

its revelation, but they do not use the Qur’ n to confront this j hiliyyah as the early 

Muslims did. Without such action, people cannot begin to formulate a proper 

understanding of the Qur’ n and its secrets, because such secrets remain a closed 

book for anyone who sits idle, unwilling to act according to Qur’ nic guidance. 

Nevertheless, I am overwhelmed whenever I attempt to comment on the Qur’ n. 

It is impossible for me to put in words and sentences what I feel when I listen to the 

Qur’ n or reflect on its text. Hence, I know how wide the gulf is between the feelings 

the Qur’ n generates within me and what I present to my readers. 

I am also profoundly aware of the great gulf that separates our generation from 

that which directly received the Qur’ n. The Qur’ n addressed them directly, and 

they felt its rhythm, viewed its images, appreciated its inspiration and recognized its 

hints, interacting with it and making their response clear. They aimed to fulfil its 

message in their approach to life and their confrontation with its opponents. Hence, 
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they were able to accomplish what was, by all standards, miraculous in a short time-

span. They achieved a total about-turn in their feelings, concepts and life generally, 

and produced a similar and complete change in the life of their community, in 

human life generally and in the line human history would take to the end of time. 

They drank at the Qur’ nic spring, allowing no intermediary between them and 

the Qur’ n. Their ears felt its music as it was first spoken, and they appreciated its 

warmth and inspiration. Hence, they took immediate action to mould their lives and 

thoughts in accordance with its principles, values and the facts it presented. By 

contrast, our present generation shapes its life pattern in accordance with this or that 

philosophical approach, little realizing that the opponents of such approaches are 

only mortals too, liable to all manner of error. 

Furthermore, when we consider what those early Muslims achieved within 

themselves and in the life around them, which was miraculous by any standard, we 

try to explain such achievements by reference to our own logic based on standards 

and values that are fundamentally different from theirs. Hence, we err in identifying 

their motives and goals and in appreciating the results they achieved. We forget that 

they were made a different creation by the Qur’ n. 

I appeal to my readers not to make the understanding of my book their aim. They 

should read it to draw nearer to the Qur’ n, then put the book aside and approach 

the Qur’ n as it is. They cannot do so unless they dedicate themselves to the 

implementation and fulfilment of its values and principles in their lives, fighting 

opposition forces under its banner. 

This was my first thought as I began to look at this s rah, as if I was reading it for 

the first time, although I had read and heard it countless times. The Qur’ n, however, 

gives you as much as you give to it. Each time, it opens up to you with new light, 

inspiration and rhythm, giving as much as you are prepared to receive. It sounds 

fresh every time, as though you had never read, heard or dealt with it before. 

The present s rah is a remarkable one, maintaining the same rhythm and giving 

the same ambience from start to finish.2 Nevertheless, it presents us with a multitude 

of images, feelings and thoughts that fill our imagination and address our hearts and 

souls in every possible way. With its brilliant light and endless meanings, it travels 

                                                 
2 The Qur' nic musical rhythm uses a variety of elements, including harmony between the place and 
manner of articulation of individual sounds within a single word, sound harmony in each sentence or 
clause, the type of long vowels chosen, and the long vowels and the consonants used in the final 
words of each verse. [I have discussed this at length in my book Al-Taşwīr al-Fannī fi al-Qur' n.] All the 
elements of rhythm used in this s rah are consistent throughout, except for the long vowels and 
consonants in the final words of its verses. We note that the first five verses use words with an `non 
(fin)' ending. The rest of the s rah uses a long `a ( )' followed by a plosive, or semi-plosive consonant, 
such as aab ( b), aad ( d), aal ( l), aar ( r).' 
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with our hearts to wider worlds, times and horizons, keeping us fully aware, 

understanding everything we see and hear. 

What we have here is not words and sentences; rather, a strong, hammering 

rhythm pervades the entire s rah, permeating its images, meanings, and finer 

touches. 

The main theme of the s rah, like all Makkan revelations,3 is faith and the main 

issues which surround it: God’s oneness and Lordship, submission to Him in this 

world and in the life to come, revelation, resurrection and its correlatives. Yet this 

single issue with its multiple strands is never presented in the same way in any two 

s rahs, whether revealed in Makkah or Madinah. Every time we find it presented in a 

new way and new light, generating a different impact and inspiration. 

These issues are not presented in the form of an academic argument, based on 

cold logic. Instead they are presented within a framework, which is the universe and 

its remarkable phenomena which serve as proofs to be appreciated by open minds. 

These marvellous phenomena are unending. Indeed, they look new every day, as 

they continue to reveal their secrets time after time. Even what was revealed earlier 

seems to acquire a new perspective in the light of new discovery. Hence, the issues 

the s rah tackles remain alive. 

The s rah takes the human heart on a grand tour, showing it the universe in a 

variety of spectacular images: the heavens raised without support; the sun and the 

moon pursuing their courses for a definite time; the night covered by day; the spread 

of the earth with its firm mountains and running rivers; gardens, plants and date 

trees with different shapes, tastes and colours yet growing in adjacent land irrigated 

with the same water; the lightning generating fear and hope; the thunder glorifying 

and praising God; the angels standing in awe; the thunderbolt God hurls against 

whomever He wishes; the clouds heavy with rain that pours over riverbeds; and the 

foam that disappears into nothing to allow what is of benefit to stay. 

The s rah pursues the human heart wherever it tries to go. This pursuit is based on 

God’s absolute knowledge which encompasses every little detail, including what is 

concealed or moving openly in broad daylight. It is the knowledge that records every 

fleeting thought occurring to any living thing. At the same time, whatever happens 

to be beyond the reach of human perception is encompassed by God’s knowledge, 

including what every female conceives and whatever falls short or increases in 

gestation. 

                                                 
3 Despite the statement in some copies of the Qur' n, based on reports indicating that the s rah is a 
Madinan revelation, we maintain that it was revealed in Makkah. This is clearly indicated by its 
subject matter, method of approach, general atmosphere and ambience which is clearly noted by 
anyone who is well familiar with the Qur' n. 
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The s rah gives an impression of the nature of God’s power that encompasses the 

entire universe: the hidden and the apparent, large and small, present and removed. 

The part of the universe that human faculties can imagine is great and awesome 

indeed. 

In addition, the s rah includes some parables that are presented in vivid, moving 

scenes and images. It also adds a scene of the Day of Judgement, with its happiness 

for some and suffering for others, and people’s reactions to both. There are also brief 

references to the fate of earlier generations and how they conducted themselves, and 

were subjected to God’s law and its operation. 

These are, in brief, the main themes and issues tackled in the s rah. The s rah is 

also remarkable for its artistry in presenting these issues. The general framework 

within which these issues are presented is the universe, with its remarkable 

phenomena and spectacular imagery. But the framework here has a special ambience 

provided by contrasting natural scenes and phenomena: heaven and earth; sun and 

moon; night and day; entities and shadows; firm mountains and running rivers; 

useless scum and penetrating water; adjacent but different pieces of land; clustered 

and non-clustered date trees, etc. 

This element of contrast is carried further so as to include all meanings, actions 

and fates. Thus, the abstract contrast echoes the physical one to perfect its general 

atmosphere. Thus we see the clear contrast within God’s supreme power as He 

establishes Himself on the throne making both the sun and the moon subservient; 

embryos in the womb fall short in gestation with others increasing; the one who 

speaks in whispers and the one who speaks aloud; the one who moves stealthily in 

the night and the one who walks in broad daylight; fear and hope regenerated by 

lightning; the glorification of God in praise by the thunder and in fear by the angels. 

The true prayer addressed to God is contrasted with the false one addressed to false 

deities. Similarly we see the contrast between those who know and those who are 

blind; the people of earlier revelations who are delighted by the Qur’ n and those 

who deny some parts of it; the annulment and the confirmation in God’s records. 

Everything in the s rah: its meanings, directions and movements utilize the element 

of contrast to the full. 

Another aspect of the remarkable harmony of style is seen in the fact that because 

the s rah raises a background of natural scenes, referring to heaven and earth, sun 

and moon, thunder and lightning, thunderbolts and rain, it also mentions what is 

carried in animal wombs, coupled with a reference to “by how much the wombs may fall 

short [in gestation], and by how much they may increase.” These two aspects are in 

harmony with the water running in riverbeds and the growth of vegetation. 

Harmony is a consistent aspect of the Qur’ nic style. 
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All this provides some explanation as to why I feel inadequate and reluctant to 

tackle Qur’ nic s rahs with my inadequate style. But once more the need is 

compelling, because people in our generation do not live with the Qur’ n. I therefore 

seek God’s help and support in this task. 
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1 

A Glance at Wide Horizons 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

Alif. L m. Mīm. R . These are verses of 
the Book. That which is revealed to you by 
your Lord is the Truth, yet most people 
will not believe. (1) 

It is God who raised the heavens without 
any support that you could see, and 
established Himself on the Throne. And 
He it is who has made the sun and the 
moon subservient [to His laws], each 
pursuing its course for a set term. He 
ordains all things. He makes plain His 
revelations so that you may firmly believe 
that you will certainly be meeting your 
Lord. (2) 

It is He who has spread out the earth and 
placed upon it firm mountains and rivers, 
and created on it two sexes of every type of 
fruit, and caused the night to cover the day. 
In all these there are signs for people who 
think. (3) 
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And there are on earth adjoining tracts of 
land; and vineyards, and fields of grains 
and date-palms, growing in clusters or non- 
clustered. [All] are irrigated by the same 
water; yet some of them are favoured above 
others with regard to the food [they 
provide]. In all this there are signs for 
people who use their reason. (4) 

But if you are amazed, amazing, too, is 
their saying: ‘What! After we have become 
dust, shall we be raised [to life] in a new 
act of creation?’ These are the ones who 
deny their Lord. They are the ones who 
carry their own shackles around their 
necks; and they are the ones who are 
destined for the fire wherein they will abide. 
(5) 

They ask you to hasten evil rather than 
good, although exemplary punishments 
have indeed come to pass before their time. 
Your Lord always extends forgiveness to 
people despite their wrongdoing. Your Lord 
is certainly severe in retribution. (6) 

Yet the unbelievers say: ‘Why has no 
miraculous sign been bestowed on him by 
his Lord?’ But you are only a warner. 
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Every community have [their] guide. (7) 

God knows what every female bears, and 
by how much the wombs may fall short [in 
gestation], and by how much they may 
increase. With Him everything has its 
definite measure. (8) 

He knows all that lies beyond the reach of 
human perception and all that anyone may 
witness. He is the Great One, the Most 
High. (9) 

It is all alike [to Him] whether any of you 
speaks in secret or aloud, whether he seeks 
to hide under the cover of the night or 
walks openly in the light of day. (10) 

Each has guardian angels before him and 
behind him, who watch him by God’s 
command. Indeed God does not change a 
people’s conditions unless they first change 
what is in their hearts. When God wills 
people to suffer some misfortune, none can 
avert it. Besides Him, they have none to 
protect them. (11) 

It is He who displays before you the 
lightning, giving rise to both fear and hope, 
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and originates the heavy clouds. (12) 

And the thunder extols His limitless glory 
and praises Him, and so do the angels, in 
awe of Him. He hurls the thunderbolts to 
smite with them whom He wills. Yet they 
stubbornly argue about God. His might is 
both stern and wise. (13) 

To Him is due the prayer aiming at the 
Truth. Those whom people invoke beside 
God cannot respond to them in any way. 
They are just like a man who stretches his 
open hands towards water, [hoping] that it 
will come to his mouth; but it will never 
reach it. The prayer of those without faith 
is nothing but wandering in grievous error. 
(14)  

To God prostrate themselves, willingly or 
unwillingly, all those who are in the 
heavens and on earth, as do their very 
shadows, morning and evening. (15)  

Say: ‘Who is the Lord of the heavens and 
the earth?’ Say: [It is] God.’ Say: ‘Why, 
then, do you take for your protectors, 
instead of Him, others who have no power 
to cause either benefit or harm even to 
themselves?’ Say: ‘Can the blind and the 
seeing be deemed equal? Or is the depth of 
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darkness equal to light?’  

Or do they assign to God partners that 
have created the like of His creation, so 
that both creations appear to them to be 
similar? Say: ‘God is the Creator of all 
things. He is the One who has power over 
all things.’ (16) 

 He sends down water from the sky, so that 
riverbeds flow according to their measure, 
and the torrent bears a swelling foam. 
Likewise, from what people smelt in the 
fire to make ornaments or utensils rises 
similar foam. Thus does God illustrate 
truth and falsehood. The scum is cast 
away, while that which is of benefit to 
mankind abides on earth. Thus does God 
set forth His parables. (17) 

For those who respond to their Lord is a 
rich reward. As for those who do not 
respond to Him, should they have all that 
the earth contains, and twice as much, they 
would gladly offer it for their ransom. 
Theirs shall be an awful reckoning, and 
hell shall be their abode, an evil resting- 
place! (18) 
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Overview 

The s rah opens with a basic issue of faith, namely the revelation of God’s book, 

the Qur’ n, and the truth it contains. This formulates the foundation over which all 

the other issues of faith are built, including those of the oneness of God, belief in the 

hereafter, and the need to do good in this life. All these branch out from the central 

point of believing that the One who gives all orders is God, and that the Qur’ n is 

His revelation to the Prophet Mu ammad (peace be upon him). 

“Alif. L m. Mīm. R . These are verses of the Book.” (Verse 1) This is one way of 

reading the first statement, but it may also be interpreted as, ‘These are signs that 

prove the truth of this Book.’ They are clear evidence that it is a revelation from God. 

The very fact that it is composed of the same material as these separate letters, alif 

l m, mīm, r , is sufficient proof that it comes from God, and is not the work of any 

creature, human or non-human. 

“That which is revealed to you by your Lord is the Truth.” (Verse 1) That is the real and 

pure truth which is never coloured with any falsehood. It admits no doubt. These 

letters are signs that it is revealed by God, and what comes from God must be 

undoubtedly true. “Yet most people will not believe.” (Verse 1) They neither believe that 

it is divine revelation, nor do they accept the major issues that result from believing 

in revelation, such as belief in God’s oneness, submission to Him alone, resurrection 

on the Day of Judgement, and the need to do good in this life. 

Scenes of Magnificent Splendour 

The s rah’s opening sums up its theme, and points out all the issues that it 

discusses. It moves on to show some aspects of God’s unlimited power and some of 

the spectacular aspects in the universe which indicate God’s wisdom and elaborate 

planning. They clearly indicate that such wisdom requires that there should be 

revelation to put the issues clearly to human beings, and resurrection so that people 

are made to account for their deeds. God’s infinite power means that He can 

resurrect people so that they return to Him, the Creator who has originated them and 

originated the universe before them. 

The superb, divine paintbrush begins to draw some of the great universal images, 

touching on the heavens and on the earth, and a few aspects of the world we live in 

and life itself. It then wonders at those who deny resurrection, having looked at these 

great signs. Such people even hasten the infliction of God’s punishment on 
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themselves, demanding, at the same time, that other signs are given to them: “It is 

God who raised the heavens without any support that you could see, and established Himself 

on the Throne. And He it is who has made the sun and the moon subservient [to His laws], 

each pursuing its course for a set term. He ordains all things. He makes plain His revelations 

so that you may firmly believe that you will certainly be meeting your Lord.” (Verse 2) 

The heavens, or the skies, whatever they indicate to people in different ages, are 

there to be seen by all. They provide an infinite expanse which strikes us with awe 

should we contemplate them for even a short while. They are elevated, ‘raised 

without support’, exposed so that we can see them. This is the first spectacle of the 

universe to raise human consciousness. For man immediately realizes that no one 

can raise the heavens without support, or even with support, except God. The most 

that people themselves can raise, with or without support, are simply the buildings 

that we erect for our purposes. We then speak of the skill, mastery, artistic touches 

and the perfection that go into raising such buildings, heedless of the heavens above 

us, raised without support, and the great power and perfection that lies behind their 

creation. It is impossible for human beings even to imagine such power and 

perfection. 

The s rah then moves from this awesome scene to the world that lies beyond the 

reach of human perception: “And established Himself on the Throne.” (Verse 2) If the 

heavens are high and great, then the Throne is higher and infinitely greater. This is 

indeed the ultimate height, drawn in the usual manner of the Qur’ n to demonstrate 

relative dimensions to enable human beings to understand. This is another stroke 

from the same remarkable paintbrush. It adds a dimension of absolute height next to 

the heights we see.§ 

The s rah then moves to the concept of making the sun and the moon subservient. 

The great height that people see, with all its exhilarating beauty and breathtaking 

greatness, is all subservient to the will of God, the Great, the Almighty. 

We would like to pause a little here to reflect on the parallels drawn in this scene. 

We see a great height in our visible world contrasted to a height in the world beyond. 

We also find an exaltation that is associated with height, contrasted with the notion 

of subservience to God’s will. We also see the sun and the moon providing contrast 

in kind and time: one is a star shining during the day and the other a planet showing 

its beauty at night. 

We move on to find that exaltation and subservience are coupled with God’s 

elaborate planning and wisdom: “He it is who has made the sun and the moon subservient 

[to His laws], each pursuing its course for a set term.” (Verse 2) There are definite limits 

                                                 
§ For further discussion on the Istiw ’ attribute, please refer to section 1.1 of A Critique of ‘In the Shade of 
the Qur’ n. 
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and well-defined laws that apply to the sun and the moon as they move in their 

annual and daily courses, and as they follow their respective orbits, not moving an 

inch beyond them. Indeed the sun and the moon continue to pursue their courses to 

a time limit that has been appointed by God. 

“He ordains all things.” (Verse 2) All matters are ordained according to elaborate 

planning which includes the subservience of the sun and the moon. This planning 

applies to the entire universe with all its celestial bodies that pursue their courses for 

a definite time. There can be no denial of the greatness of this planning and the great 

wisdom that lies behind it. 

Elaborate and Coherent Scenes 

It is part of His planning that “He makes plain His revelations.” (Verse 2) The term 

used in the Qur’ n for ‘revelations’, y t, also means ‘signs’. Thus He bestows His 

revelations and places His signs in their perfect order, showing each at the right time 

and for a definite purpose,  “so that you may firmly believe that you will certainly be 

meeting your Lord “ (Verse 2) When you see these signs clearly pointing to the truth of 

creation, indicating also what lies beyond them of great signs in the universe, all 

created by God, and described plainly and clearly in the Qur’ n, in a way which 

speaks volumes of God’s ability and elaborate planning, you will begin to think that 

your return to the Creator after this first life is inevitable. It is then that the deeds of 

human beings will be assessed and their reward determined. That is part of the 

planning that is absolutely perfect and wise. 

This inimitable imagery then moves from the heavens to the earth to depict its 

wider view: “It is He who has spread out the earth and placed upon it firm mountains and 

rivers, and created on it two sexes of every type of fruit, and caused the night to cover the day. 

In all these there are signs for people who think.” (Verse 3) 

The main lines here are the spreading out of the earth so that its expanse comes 

into view. Whatever its total shape, it is spread out to give the appearance of 

broadness. This is the first aspect. Then the line of firm mountains is drawn, followed 

by that of flowing rivers to complete the broad lines of the main view. These are 

made both parallel and contrasting, for they are complemented with a total picture of 

what the earth contains and what life in it holds. The first refers to the plants that 

come out of the earth: ‘It is He who... has created on it two sexes of every type of fruit,’ 

while the other is represented in the phenomena of night and day: ‘and caused the 

night to cover the day.’ (Verse 3) 

The first of these scenes includes a fact that has only recently been fathomed by 

scientific research. That is that all living creatures, and plants among them, have a 

male and female. It used to be thought that plants have no male sex, but it was 
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recently discovered that one- sex plants carry the male and female organs within the 

same flower, or the same stem. This fact increases the effect of the scene as it urges us 

to contemplate the secrets of the universe after considering only its apparent aspects. 

The other scene speaks of the succession of night and day, with one overwhelming 

the other in a never-failing system. This invites us to think more carefully about the 

laws of nature. The arrival of the night after the departure of the day, and the break 

of dawn when the night begins to move away are phenomena that we are familiar 

with. Familiarity may make them less striking, but only a little contemplation is 

needed for them to appear before us as infinitely marvellous. We only need to feel 

them as if it were all happening for the first time. Moreover, the very elaborate 

system that helps all celestial bodies move in their respective orbits, without fail, 

invites us to think of the power that governs all this and ensures that it continues to 

function with perfect accuracy. “In all these there are signs for people who think.” (Verse 

3) 

We should pause again here to reflect on the contrasting features in the scene 

before moving to the next one. There is a contrast for example between the firm 

mountains that appear well established in their positions, and the flowing rivers; 

between the male and female in all fruits and trees; between the night and the day; 

and then between the earth and the sky. These last two scenes complement each 

other in the overall panoramic view of the universe. 

As we move along with the s rah, we see this highly creative paintbrush 

delivering further detail of the scene of the face of the earth: “And there are on earth 

adjoining tracts of land; and vineyards, and fields of grains and date palms, growing in 

clusters or non-clustered. [All] are irrigated by the same water; yet some of them are favoured 

above others with regard to the food [they provide]. In all this there are signs for people who 

use their reason.” (Verse 4) 

Many of us pass by these scenes not looking carefully at what we see, until our 

souls go back to their nature and re-establish contact with the universe of which they 

constitute a part. We stand aside to contemplate it before reuniting with it. “And there 

are on earth adjoining tracts of land,” with different characteristics. Had they been the 

same, they would have constituted a single piece or tract. But they are ‘tracts’, some 

of which are fertile and some which are not; some are rocky and some barren. In each 

type there are grades and colours. Some are built up, while others have subsided; 

some are cultivated while others abandoned; some are well-watered and others arid, 

etc. Yet they are all next to each other. 

Then we are given yet further detail: vineyards, fields of grains and palm trees. 

They represent three different types of plant: the creeping grape tree, and the high, 

upright date-palm and the ordinary grain plants, shrubs of beans, roses, etc. The 
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picture is one of immense variety and colour. 

The date-palms may grow in clusters or stand alone. Some date trees have one 

stem and others have two or more shooting from a single tree. All these are “irrigated 

by the same water,” and have the same soil, but the fruits they give taste differently: 

“Yet some of them are favoured above others with regard to the food they provide.” (Verse 4) 

Who other than the Creator, the wise planner, can do all this? Who of us has not 

found different tastes in fruits from the same piece of land? Yet how many have 

looked at this aspect to which the Qur’ n draws our attention? It is with touches like 

these that the Qur’ n remains ever new, because it enhances our feelings and the way 

these are influenced by what we see around us. These are too numerous to be fully 

contemplated within the lifetime of any one person. In fact they are too many for all 

mankind to fathom. Hence the Qur’ nic comment: “In all this there are signs for people 

who use their reason.” (Verse 4) 

Once more the s rah draws a contrast between the adjoining tracts of land that 

differ from one another. The date trees can be single or clustered. Moreover, tastes, 

plants and fruit are all of a rich variety. 

The s rah starts with such panoramic scenes from the vast universe, but then 

speaks of people who remain uninspired by all these signs around them, visible in 

every aspect of creation. Their hearts and minds remain oblivious to the fact that 

behind all these marvels lies the great power of the Creator. This is because their 

minds are in chains and their hearts bound. They cannot contemplate the vast 

universal scenes around them: “But if you are amazed, amazing, too, is their saying: 

‘What! After we have become dust, shall we be raised [to life] in a new act of creation?’ These 

are the ones who deny their Lord. They are the ones who carry their own shackles around their 

necks; and they are the ones who are destined for the fire wherein they will abide.” (Verse 5) 

It is quite amazing that after all these signs people should wonder: ‘What! After we 

have become dust, shall we be raised to life in a new act of creation?’ (Verse 5) The One who 

has created the great universe and manages its affairs in meticulous fashion is 

certainly able to resurrect human beings in a new act of creation. But such people 

refuse to believe this, lacking faith in their Lord who created them. What holds them 

back are the chains and shackles that restrain their hearts and minds. Just as they are 

shackled in this life, so will they be in the life to come. Their punishment will only be 

completed when they are thrown in the fire of hell where they will abide for a very 

long time. They have switched off all the faculties God has given to people and 

honoured them on their account. They have also accepted a low position in this life. 

This earns them an even lower life in the hereafter, simply because they have lived 

their first life making no use of their faculties, feelings and emotions. 
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Wrongdoers, Yet Forgiven 

These people wonder that God will bring them back to life after their death, yet it 

is their being amazed that is indeed amazing. They even ask that their punishment be 

hastened instead of asking that they be given God’s guidance and praying for His 

grace: “They ask you to hasten evil rather than good.” (Verse 6) 

Just as they do not look at the universe around them and do not contemplate its 

multitude of signs, they do not look at the fate of those communities before them. 

Those communities adopted the same attitude, precipitating God’s punishment, and 

it came fast upon them, making of them a lesson to any future community: “They ask 

you to hasten evil rather than good, although exemplary punishments have indeed come to 

pass before their time.” (Verse 6) They are unaware even of the fate of their own past 

generations which carry an effective lesson for those who wish to learn. “Your Lord 

always extends forgiveness to people despite their wrongdoing.” (Verse 6) He bestows His 

mercy on them even if they commit injustice and wrongdoing, allowing them time to 

reconsider their position. He allows them a chance to repent so that He will forgive 

them. But those who persist with their evil and wrongdoing, and remain unwilling to 

enter the gate of forgiveness, will find that God’s punishment is severe indeed. “Your 

Lord is certainly severe in retribution.” (Verse 6) 

At this instance, the s rah puts God’s forgiveness ahead of His punishment to 

contrast it with those who pray for punishment rather than God’s guidance. This 

demonstrates the great gulf between the goodness that God wants for them and the 

evil they seek for themselves. 

It speaks volumes of how misguided, blind and abject they are. They certainly 

deserve the fire. 

The s rah then moves on to wonder at these people who are unable to see all the 

signs in the universe, each of which is a miracle on its own. They ask the Prophet for 

a miraculous sign. But what will they do with such a sign when the universe around 

them is full of signs pointing to the Creator. “Yet the unbelievers say: ‘Why has no 

miraculous sign been bestowed on him by his Lord?’ But you are only a warner. Every 

community have [their] guide.” (Verse 7) They demand a miracle when miracles are 

neither of the Prophet’s own making nor part of his business. It is God who decides, 

in His wisdom, whether it is necessary. ‘But you are only a warner,’ who invites people 

to consider and reflect, warning them of the consequence of stubborn refusal to see 

the facts. This is the same task given to every messenger sent before him. God has 

sent these messengers to their peoples so that they might guide them to the right 

path: “Every community have [their] guide.” (Verse 7) As for miraculous signs, these are 

God’s own affair. 
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God’s Limitless Knowledge 

Now the s rah enters a totally different realm, that of human souls and feelings 

and other creatures. 

God knows what every female bears, and by how much the wombs may fall short [in 

gestation], and by how much they may increase. With Him everything has its definite 

measure. He knows all that lies beyond the reach of human perception and all that 

anyone may witness. He is the Great One, the Most High. It is all alike [to Him] 

whether any of you speaks in secret or aloud, whether he seeks to hide under the cover 

of the night or walks openly in the light of day. Each has guardian angels before him 

and behind him, who watch him by God’s command. Indeed God does not change a 

people’s conditions unless they first change what is in their hearts. When God wills 

people to suffer some misfortune, none can avert it. Besides Him, they have none to 

protect them. (Verses 8-11) 

We are overwhelmed with the effect of these fine touches in the scene drawn 

before our eyes and the music that is characteristic of the mode of expression. We are 

infinitely surprised as we imagine how penetrating God’s knowledge is, and to what 

depth it goes. How He is fully aware of every pregnancy in every womb, the secrets 

in people’s hearts, the stealthy who move under the cover of darkness, those who 

walk in open daylight, and whatever any creature says in public or private. All of 

these are known to Him as if each one is followed by a ray of His knowledge, and by 

protectors who count their thoughts and intentions. The whole scene fills us with 

awe. So much so that we seek refuge with God, appealing for His protection. A 

believer knows that God’s knowledge encompasses everything, but that total concept 

does not afford the same breadth of feeling as the details given here in such a 

beautiful image. 

No abstract concept or unqualified true statement comes near to the Qur’ nic 

description of God’s absolute knowledge: “God knows what every female bears, and by 

how much the wombs may fall short [in gestation], and by how much they may increase. With 

Him everything has its definite measure.” (Verse 8) Our imagination starts to follow 

every female in this whole universe: every female in rural and urban areas, amongst 

nomadic tribes and city dwellers, in houses, caves, shanty towns and forests. We then 

consider that God follows every pregnancy carried in every womb, and knows every 

drop of blood that moves in or out of all these wombs. 

No abstraction or generalization compares to the statement that follows: “It is all 

alike [to Him] whether any of you speaks in secret or aloud, whether he seeks to hide under the 

cover of the night or walks openly in the light of day. Each has guardian angels before him 

and behind him, who watch him by God’s command.” (Verses 10-11) Here our 
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imagination follows every whisperer and open speaker, as well as everyone who 

moves about under the cover of darkness or who walks in open daylight anywhere 

in this great universe. We imagine God’s knowledge following every individual from 

the front and from behind, recording every little detail at any time of the night or 

day. 

The s rah’s opening description of the miraculous features to be found in the open 

universe are no greater and no more profound than the present verses which 

examine the deeper secrets of the human soul, or the far reaches of the world beyond 

the reach of human perception. Both sets of signs are of equal magnificence. Let us 

now reflect on some of the finer aspects of these verses: “God knows what every female 

bears, and by how much the wombs may fall short [in gestation], and by how much they may 

increase. With Him everything has its definite measure.” (Verse 8) 

When God’s knowledge is described as total with regard to increase and decrease 

in gestation, this is followed by a statement saying that with God everything comes 

according to a clear and definite measure. So harmony is evident between the term, 

‘measure’, and the notion of increase and decrease or falling short. Furthermore, the 

two situations of wombs falling short and increasing provide contrast, which is 

characteristic of the whole of this s rah. 

“He knows all that lies beyond the reach of human perception and all that anyone may 

witness. He is the Great One, the Most High.” (Verse 9) The two attributes mentioned 

here, ‘the Great One’ and ‘the Most High’, have definite impressions that they impart, 

but which are so difficult to describe in words. There is nothing created that does not 

have some shortcoming that keeps it within finite limits. Anything of God’s creation, 

whether action or matter, which people describe as great indeed, begins to shrink 

once God is mentioned. The same applies to the other attribute, ‘the Most High’. Have 

I said anything at all? No. Nor has any other commentator on the Qur’ n who has 

reflected on these two attributes, ‘the Great One, the Most High’. 

“It is all alike [to Him] whether any of you speaks in secret or aloud, whether he seeks to 

hide under the cover of the night or walks openly in the light of day.” (Verse 10) The 

contrast is very clear in this verse. But the arresting point is the use of the Arabic 

word, s rib, which is translated as ‘walking openly’. Its implication suggesting almost 

the opposite impression of its meaning. The shade it casts is akin to stealth or 

something hiding, while it means ‘going or moving in the open’. Motion here is the 

intended feature as contrasted with using the dark night for cover. This shows that 

both the fine sound of the word and its shades are the cause of its use, so that the 

general atmosphere remains undisturbed. 

“Each has guardian angels before him and behind him, who watch him by God’s 

command.” (Verse 11) The guardians that follow every human being, recording every 
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little detail, including thoughts, feelings and whims are not described or defined in 

any way here, except in so far as they fulfil this task ‘by God’s command’. Hence, 

further description is pointless. We cannot say who they are, or what they are like, or 

how they watch, or where they are placed. We do not want to take away any of the 

awesome effect that the verse generates. The description is meant to give a cryptic 

impression. Anyone who appreciates fine style would hesitate long before trying to 

spoil this ambiguity by trying to explain what is better left unexplained. 

“Indeed God does not change a people’s conditions unless they first change what is in their 

hearts.” (Verse 11) He sends His angels to watch them all the time, monitoring any 

changes they may introduce within themselves or in their way of living, and 

determines what He does with them on that basis. He does not change any grace, 

luxury or position of respect, or indeed any hardship or position of humiliation or 

weakness, until people have changed their actions, feelings and conditions. The 

change then fits what they themselves have changed. But God knows what they do 

or change even before they do it themselves, but the consequences of their action take 

place after they have done it. 

This lays a great responsibility on human beings. It is God’s will that makes what 

He does with them dependent on what they themselves do. His laws operate on the 

basis of how they tackle these laws through their actions. The statement here is very 

clear, allowing no other interpretation. But it also signifies the position of honour 

God grants human beings as He has made them and their actions the means to 

implement God’s will with regard to their own position, status and welfare. 

Having established this principle, the s rah highlights God’s changing the 

situation of any particular community for the worse. The gist of the first statement 

indicates that they have changed for the worse, and as a result God has willed them 

to suffer misfortune: “When God wills people to suffer some misfortune, none can avert it. 

Besides Him, they have none to protect them.” (Verse 11) The s rah stresses this aspect 

rather than the opposite because it fits here with those who hasten evil rather than 

good. When that was mentioned forgiveness was stated first so that people’s lack of 

awareness of the truth was highlighted. Here, only the evil alternative is mentioned 

so as to serve as a warning. If, by their actions, they deserve God’s punishment, then 

it is inevitable; it will not be averted. No support will rescue them from it. 

How Thunder Glorifies God 

The s rah now takes us on another round to a different but related stage. Here we 

see natural scenes and human feelings mixed in a perfect harmony of picture and 

effect. The whole image casts an atmosphere of awe, apprehension, expectation and 

appeal. We are on our guard as we watch, and the verses here produce a profound 
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effect on us: “It is He who displays before you the lightning, giving rise to both fear and 

hope, and originates the heavy clouds. And the thunder extols His limitless glory and praises 

Him, and so do the angels, in awe of Him. He hurls the thunderbolts to smite with them 

whom He wills. Yet they stubbornly argue about God. His might is both stern and wise. To 

Him is due the prayer aiming at the Truth. Those whom people invoke beside God cannot 

respond to them in any way. They are just like a man who stretches his open hands towards 

water, [hoping] that it will come to his mouth; but it will never reach it. The prayer of those 

without faith is nothing but wandering in grievous error. To God prostrate themselves, 

willingly or unwillingly, all those who are in the heavens and on earth, as do their very 

shadows, morning and evening. Say: ‘Who is the Lord of the heavens and the earth?’ Say: [It 

is] God.’ Say: ‘Why, then, do you take for your protectors, instead of Him, others who have no 

power to cause either benefit or harm even to themselves?’ Say: ‘Can the blind and the seeing 

be deemed equal? Or is the depth of darkness equal to light?’ Or do they assign to God 

partners that have created the like of His creation, so that both creations appear to them to be 

similar? Say: ‘God is the Creator of all things. He is the One who has power over all things.’“ 

(Verses 12-16) 

Lightning, thunder and clouds are well-known phenomena, and so are 

thunderbolts which occasionally accompany them. They have their clear effect on 

people, whether they know much about their nature or not. The s rah includes here 

the scenes of all these phenomena, adding to them others that speak of the angels, 

shadows, glorification of God, prostration to Him, fear and hope, as well as a true 

prayer and one that remains unanswered. It also adds another picture of a thirsty 

person who seeks water, stretches his hands to it, and opens his mouth to receive 

even a drop. These images are gathered here neither haphazardly nor by coincidence. 

Each one imparts its effect on the whole scene, adding an air of awe and expectation, 

fear and hope, a prayer full of expectation and anxiety. These feelings are all brought 

in to depict God’s power, for He alone has power over all forces, and causes benefit 

and harm to all. They serve to emphasize the fact that He has no partner and to warn 

against associating any such partners with Him. 

“It is He who displays before you the lightning, giving rise to both fear and hope.” (Verse 

12) This phenomenon which you see with your eyes is initiated by the nature that He 

has given the universe. It is He who has moulded this nature and given it its 

characteristics. One aspect of it is lightning which you see in accordance with the 

natural laws He has set in place. You are filled with fear as a result, because, by 

nature, it shakes people and has a strong effect on them. The real worry is that it 

becomes a thunderbolt. It may herald devastating floods. At the same time people 

hope that it brings benefit, as it may be followed by rain that quickens barren land, 

and it may cause dry rivers and streams to flow again. 

Again it is He who “originates the heavy clouds.” (Verse 12) These clouds are heavy 

with the water they bear. It is God who has devised the laws of nature and set them 
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in operation. In accordance with these laws, clouds form and rain falls. Had He 

created the universe in a different fashion, there would have been no clouds and no 

rain. The fact that we know how clouds form and gather, and how rain falls, does not 

detract from the importance or magnificence of this phenomenon. It works in a 

universal setting that has been put into place by none other than God, and according 

to certain laws that control that setting. None other than God has had a part in 

devising or operating these laws. The universe has not created itself, nor has it 

devised its own laws. 

Thunder is the third aspect of the rainy atmosphere. This loud, explosive and 

resounding noise is a result of the laws of the universe set into operation by God. 

Whatever we may say about the nature or causes of thunder, it is a consequence of 

what God has set in the universe. It is a hymn of praise and glorification of the Power 

that has devised this whole system. Every fine and perfected product praises its 

Maker through what it reflects of His fine and perfect creation. However, the 

immediate and direct meaning of the term, ‘glorify’, may be the one intended here. 

This means that the thunder actually ‘extols His limitless glory and praises Him.’ (Verse 

13) If so, it is part of what God has chosen not to reveal to mankind. People have to 

accept this and believe in it as it is stated by God. After all, people only know very 

little about the world around them and even about themselves. 

The fact that glorification and praise of God by thunder is mentioned here follows 

the established pattern which we frequently encounter in the Qur’ n. This imparts 

qualities and aspects of life to silent cosmic scenes, so that they participate in the 

action, and their action fits perfectly with the overall scene. The scene drawn here 

shows living things in a natural setting, and includes angels glorifying God, being in 

awe of Him, an earnest prayer to God, and also invocation of partners, as well as the 

person stretching out his hands to the water bidding it to reach his mouth, but it will 

not. Amidst this picture of prayer and worship, thunder is depicted as a living entity, 

using its distinctive sound to glorify God and pray to Him. 

This image of fear, prayer, heavy clouds, lightning and thunder is completed with 

the mention of thunderbolts hurled by God to hit whomever He wills. Thunderbolts 

are also a natural phenomenon. These God hurls at those who have changed their 

situation for the worse, and when He decides not to give them any more chances, 

knowing that such chances will not produce any change in them. 

A Call Without Response 

What is most amazing is that in the midst of this terrifying atmosphere of 

lightning, thunder and thunderbolts, and in the midst of glorification of God by 

thunder and by the angels, and the uproar of furious tempests, some human noises 
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are raised to argue about the One who controls all these forces, giving them their 

natural characteristics which can easily drown all argument: “Yet they stubbornly 

argue about God. His might is both stern and wise.” (Verse 13) Their ineffective voices are 

thus lost in this great and awesome scene whereby prayer and supplication resound 

like thunder and thunderbolts. Furthermore, these phenomena confirm the presence 

of God, about whose existence they argue. They also confirm His oneness, and that to 

Him alone all praises and glorification should be addressed by even the greatest 

creature in the universe, and the angels who stand in awe of Him. What effect then 

could the faint voices of such human beings have in their argument about God, the 

Almighty, the Wise? 

As they argue about God, they attribute partners to Him and appeal to those 

alleged partners, when the prayer of truth belongs only to Him. Every other prayer is 

of no use, bringing only hardship to those who utter it: “To Him is due the prayer 

aiming at the Truth. Those whom people invoke beside God cannot respond to them in any 

way. They are just like a man who stretches his open hands towards water, [hoping] that it 

will come to his mouth; but it will never reach it. The prayer of those without faith is nothing 

but wandering in grievous error.” (Verse 14) 

The scene here is very much alive, vivid, expressing an eager appeal. It shows that 

only one prayer is a true prayer, and it is answered. It is the prayer which is 

addressed to God, expressing trust in Him and dependence on Him, seeking His 

help, mercy and guidance. All other prayers are false and futile. Do you not see what 

happens to those who address their prayers to false deities whom they claim to be 

God’s partners? Here is one of them, very thirsty, seeking water and stretching his 

hands towards it, with an open mouth which sends an earnest prayer, asking for the 

water to reach his mouth, but it never does in spite of his efforts. The same applies to 

the prayer of those who disbelieve in God’s oneness, and pray to alleged partners: 

“The prayer of those without faith is nothing but wandering in grievous error.” (Verse 14) 

But in what situation is this thirsty, earnestly appealing person deprived of even a 

drop of water? It is in an atmosphere charged with lightning, thunder and clouds 

heavy with rain. No wonder! These, like all other natural phenomena, operate 

according to God’s orders. 

At a time when such people associate partners with God, appealing to them for 

help, we see that everything in the universe submits to God’s will, operating in 

accordance with the laws He has set. Whoever of them believes in God willingly 

submits to Him in total obedience, and whoever disbelieves submits by force. No one 

is able to challenge God’s will, or to live outside the domain of the laws He has set in 

operation: “To God prostrate themselves, willingly or unwillingly, all those who are in the 

heavens and on earth, as do their very shadows, morning and evening.” (Verse 15) 

Because the general atmosphere here is one of prayer and supplication, the s rah 
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expresses the notion of submission to God’s will by the act of prostration, which is 

the clearest symbol of submission. It says that all creatures in the heavens and the 

earth prostrate themselves before God, but it adds that their shadows also do the 

same. They submit in the morning and also at the setting of the day when rays are 

broken and shadows are at their tallest. Thus the person and the shadow share in the 

prostration, submission and obedience. That is a fact, because shadows do what the 

persons themselves do. This fact adds its own connotations to the image painted. In 

effect, we see a double prostration, of both people and shadows. In fact the whole 

universe with all creatures and their shadows kneel down in submission before God, 

either willingly through faith or unwillingly. Yet those who are dumb still ascribe 

partners to God. How strange! 

Unequal Contrasts 

At this point the s rah reverts to sarcastic questioning. In the general atmosphere 

the s rah generates, showing the whole universe and all creatures in it submitting to 

God’s will, voluntarily or by force, the only fitting response to anyone who persists 

in disbelief is that of ridicule and derision. 

Say: ‘Who is the Lord of the heavens and the earth?’ Say: [It is] God.’ Say: ‘Why, 

then, do you take for your protectors, instead of Him, others who have no power to 

cause either benefit or harm even to themselves?’ Say: Can the blind and the seeing be 

deemed equal? Or is the depth of darkness equal to light?’ Or do they assign to God 

partners that have created the like of His creation, so that both creations appear to 

them to be similar? Say: ‘God is the Creator of all things. He is the One who has 

power over all things.’ (Verse 16) 

An instruction is given to the Prophet to put this question to them: “Who is the Lord 

of the heavens and the earth?” (Verse 16) But the question does not invite an answer, 

because the s rah has already answered it. It is asked here simply so that they may 

listen to the answer as it is being said, just as they have already seen it with their 

eyes. “Say: [It is] God.” (Verse 16) Then the Prophet is further instructed to put 

another question to them: “Say: ‘Why, then, do you take for your protectors, instead of 

Him, others who have no power to cause either benefit or harm even to themselves?” Now 

the question is put to them by way of a denunciation of their actions, because they 

have already chosen different protectors. 

Yet they are still to be questioned in spite of the fact that the whole matter is as 

clear as the difference between truth and falsehood, or the blind and the seeing, or 

light and darkness. This reference to the blind and the seeing is a reference to 

themselves and to believers, because it is only their blindness that prevents them 
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from seeing the clear truth felt by all creatures in the heavens and the earth. 

Similarly, the reference to light and darkness is a reference to their situation and that 

of believers. What prevents them from seeing the manifest truth is the darkness that 

totally covers them. “Say: ‘Can the blind and the seeing be deemed equal? Or is the depth of 

darkness equal to light?’ Or do they assign to God partners that have created the like of His 

creation, so that both creations appear to them to be similar? Say: ‘God is the Creator of all 

things. He is the One who has power over all things.’“ (Verse 16) 

Is it possible that these partners whom they associate with God have created 

something similar to God’s creation, and as a result they cannot distinguish between 

God’s creation and that of the alleged partners? If this were the case, they would 

have some justification in acknowledging such partners who have the power to 

create. After all, creation is an attribute which earns the creator the right to be 

worshipped. Without such ability to create, there is no justification for worshipping 

any alleged partner of God. In fact, they deserve all this bitter ridicule. They see that 

all things have been created by God, and they realize that their alleged partners have 

created nothing, and cannot create anything, because they themselves are creatures. 

Nevertheless the unbelievers worship them and submit to them without justification. 

This is the lowest depth to which human intellect can sink. 

The comment at the end of all this ridicule to which no objection is made is: “Say: 

‘God is the Creator of all things. He is the One who has power over all things.’” (Verse 16) 

This emphasizes the fact that God is the only Creator as He is the One who controls 

everything, which is the ultimate degree of authority. Thus the issue of attributing 

partners to God is preceded at the beginning by the prostration of all who are in the 

heavens and the earth, as well as their shadows, to God, willingly and unwillingly. It 

concludes by emphasizing that God has power over everything in the heavens and 

on earth. Recalling also what is mentioned of lightning, thunder, thunderbolts, 

glorification and praising of God in fear and in hope, we ask: what heart can stand 

up to all this unless it is blind, living in the depths of darkness until death overtakes 

it? 

Again there are contrasts in the scene here between fear and hope, sudden 

lightning and heavy clouds, for the heaviness of the clouds not only refers to the rain 

they carry but also contrasts with the speed of lightning. The contrasts here are also 

between the fact that thunder glorifies and praises God while the angels do the same, 

as also between a true prayer and one that goes in vain. Similarly there is a contrast 

between the heavens and earth, the prostration of all living things willingly and 

unwillingly, persons and shadows, morning and evening, the seeing and the blind, 

darkness and light, the overpowering Creator and alleged partners who create 

nothing and who can cause themselves neither benefit nor harm. The text of the s rah 

follows the same pattern with clear accuracy and remarkable harmony. 
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Truth and Falsehood: an Illustration 

The s rah moves on to give an example of truth and falsehood, the prayer that is 

fulfilled and the one that goes with the wind, of quiet goodness and boasting evil. 

The example provided depicts an aspect of God’s power and His elaborate planning 

of creation: “He sends down water from the sky, so that riverbeds flow according to their 

measure, and the torrent bears a swelling foam. Likewise, from what people smelt in the fire to 

make ornaments or utensils rises similar foam. Thus does God illustrate truth and falsehood. 

The scum is cast away, while that which is of benefit to mankind abides on earth. Thus does 

God set forth His parables.” (Verse 17) 

The pouring down of water from the sky to make riverbeds flow and swell fits 

with the general atmosphere drawn in the previous picture of heavy clouds, 

lightning and thunder. It forms a part of the overall scene of the universe which is set 

as a background for the issues the s rah tackles. It also testifies to the great power of 

God, the Almighty. The fact that each river flows according to a measure that fits its 

capacity and needs also testifies to God’s elaborate planning that includes everything 

God creates. That is one of the main themes of the s rah. However, both are only a 

framework for the parable God sets for people, drawn from their practical 

environment which they see at all times, but rarely contemplate. 

When water pours from the sky causing the riverbeds to flow, it gathers along the 

way a swelling foam that floats on the surface as scum which at times is so thick that 

it forms a screen covering the water. This foam continues to rise and swell, but it is 

no more than scum. The water flows underneath, tranquil and peaceful, but it is the 

water that brings life and benefit. The same is seen with metals that are melted in 

order to make jewellery, as with gold and silver, or to make useful tools or utensils, 

as with iron or lead. The scum may float on top covering the metal itself, but it is 

merely scum that brings no benefit to anyone. It soon disappears to leave the pure 

and useful metal in place. 

This is what truth and falsehood are like in this life. Falsehood may rise and swell 

so as to look in full control, but it is no more than foam or scum. It is soon ignored or 

cast away as it has no substance. The truth remains quiet and tranquil, to the extent 

that some people may think that it has disappeared, or died or has been lost, but it is 

the one which stays firm, like the water bringing life, or the pure metal that is full of 

benefit. “Thus does God set forth His parables.” (Verse 17) And thus He determines the 

eventual outcome of beliefs, advocacy efforts, actions and verbal statements. He is 

the One who has power over all things, and who determines what happens in the 

universe and the destiny of all life. He knows what is apparent and what is hidden, 

truth and falsehood, what remains firm and what vanishes without trace. 

Whoever responds to Him will have a fine reward, and whoever turns away will 
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face great suffering. So much so that the latter will want to offer the earth’s riches 

twice over, in order to release himself. But there is no chance of release. There is only 

an awful reckoning and a fitting abode in hell: “For those who respond to their Lord is a 

rich reward. As for those who do not respond to Him, should they have all that the earth 

contains, and twice as much, they would gladly offer it for their ransom. Theirs shall be an 

awful reckoning, and hell shall be their abode, an evil resting-place!” (Verse 18) 

Here again the contrast is clear between those who respond to their Lord and 

those who do not. Between the rich reward and the awful reckoning, hell and its 

painful abode. This follows the same pattern of the s rah in providing one 

contrasting image after another. 
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2 

The Nature of Faith and 

Prophethood 

Is, then, he who knows that what has been 
revealed to you by your Lord is the Truth 
like one who is blind? Only those who are 
endowed with understanding keep this in 
mind: (19) 

those who are true to their bond with God 
and never break their covenant; (20) 

and who keep together what God has 
bidden to be joined; who fear their Lord 
and dread the terrors of the reckoning; (21) 

who remain patient in adversity seeking the 
countenance of their Lord, and attend to 
their prayers, and spend on others, secretly 
and openly, out of what We provide for 
them, and who repel evil with good. Such 
will have the attainment of the [ultimate] 
abode: (22) 
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gardens of perpetual bliss, which they will 
enter together with the righteous from 
among their parents, their spouses and their 
offspring. The angels will come in to them 
from every gate, (23) 

[saying]: ‘Peace be upon you, because you 
have persevered.’ Blessed indeed is the 
attainment of the [ultimate] abode. (24) 

As for those who break their bond with 
God after it has been established, and cut 
asunder what God has bidden to be joined, 
and spread corruption on earth, the curse 
will be laid upon them; and theirs shall be 
an evil abode. (25) 

God grants abundant sustenance, or gives 
it in scant measure, to whomever He wills. 
They [i.e. the unbelievers] rejoice in the life 
of this world, even though, compared to the 
life to come, the life of this world is nought 
but a fleeting pleasure. (26) 

The unbelievers say: ‘Why has no 
miraculous sign been bestowed on him by 
his Lord?’ Say: ‘God lets go astray anyone 
who wills [to go astray] and guides to 
Himself those who turn to Him; (27) 

those who believe and whose hearts find 
comfort in the remembrance of God. It is 
indeed in the remembrance of God that 
people’s hearts find their comfort. (28) 
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Those who believe and do righteous deeds 
shall have happiness and a most beautiful 
final goal.’ (29) 

Thus have We sent you to a community 
before whom other communities had passed 
away, so that you might recite to them what 
We have revealed to you. Yet they deny the 
Most Gracious. Say: ‘He is my Lord. 
There is no deity other than Him. In Him 
have I placed my trust, and to Him shall I 
return.’ (30) 

Even if there should be a Qur’ n by which 
mountains could be moved, or the earth 
cleft asunder, or the dead made to speak! 
For certain, God’s alone is the command in 
all things. Have they who believe not come 
to realize that, had God so willed, He 
would indeed have guided all mankind? 
As for the unbelievers, because of their 
misdeeds, calamity will always befall them 
or will fall close to their homes, until God’s 
promise is fulfilled. God never fails to fulfil 
His promise. (31) 

Before your time, other messengers were 
derided, but for a while I gave rein to the 
unbelievers; but then I took them to task, 
and how terrible was My retribution. (32) 
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Is, then, He who stands over every soul 
[and knows] all that it does [like any 
other]? Yet they ascribe partners to God. 
Say: ‘Name them. Would you tell Him of 
anything on earth which He does not 
know; or are these merely empty words?’ 
Indeed their own cunning devices seem fair 
to the unbelievers, and they are turned 
away from the right path. Whoever God 
lets go astray can never find any guide. 
(33) 

They shall endure suffering in the life of 
this world, but, truly, their suffering in the 
life to come will be harder still, and they 
will have none to shield them from God. 
(34) 

Such is the paradise which the God-fearing 
have been promised: through it running 
waters flow. Its fruits will be everlasting, 
and so will be its shade. Such will be the 
destiny of those who fear God, while the 
destiny of the unbelievers is the fire. (35) 

Those to whom We have given revelations 
rejoice at what has been bestowed on you 
from on high, but among different factions 
there are some who deny part of it. Say: ‘I 
have only been bidden to worship God, and 
not to associate any partners with Him. To 
Him I pray, and to Him do I return.’ 
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(36) 

Thus have We revealed it, a code of 
judgement in the Arabic tongue. If you 
should follow their desires after all the 
knowledge you have been given, you shall 
have none to protect or shield you from 
God. (37) 

We have indeed sent messengers before you 
and given them wives and offspring. Yet no 
messenger could produce a miracle except by 
God’s permission. Every age has had its 
revelation. (38) 

God annuls or confirms what He pleases. 
With Him is the source of all revelation. 
(39) 

Whether We let you see some of what We 
have promised them, or cause you to die 
[before its fulfilment], your duty is only to 
deliver your message: it is for Us to do the 
reckoning. (40) 

Do they not see how We gradually reduce 
the land from its outlying borders? When 
God judges, there is no power that could 
repel His judgement. He is swift in 
reckoning. (41) 

Those who lived before them also schemed, 
but God is the master of all scheming. He 
knows what is earned by every soul. The 
unbelievers will in time come to know who 
will attain the ultimate abode. (42) 

The unbelievers say: ‘You are no messenger 
of God.’ Say: ‘God is sufficient as a 
witness between me and you, and so are 
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those who have true knowledge of the 
Book.’ (43) 
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Overview 

Great scenes drawn from the vast universe and the world beyond, as well as the 

depths of the human soul were presented in the first half of the s rah. Now, this 

second half adds a fine rationality that deals with the great issues of revelation and 

the divine message, God’s oneness, the unbelievers’ attributing partners to Him, as 

well as their demand for miracles and their hastening of God’s punishment. 

This new phase opens with a demonstration of the natures of belief and denial of 

the truth. The former is evidence of true knowledge, while the latter is blindness. 

Another touch delineates the nature of believers and unbelievers, and the distinctive 

qualities of both. This is followed by a scene of the Day of Judgement and the bliss it 

brings to the former and suffering to the latter. We then have a description of 

plentiful and stinted provisions as determined by God. Then follows an image of 

believing hearts gaining reassurance through remembrance of God. Then we move to 

a description of the Qur’ n which almost makes mountains move, or the earth split 

apart, or the dead speak. A further image touches on the calamities that befall 

unbelievers or which strike a short distance from their quarters. This is followed by a 

sarcastic remark directed at the unbelievers’ false gods. Mention is then made of the 

doom of past communities so as to rid the earth of them time after time. The closing 

part contains a stern warning to those who deny the message of the Prophet 

Mu ammad (peace be upon him), threatening to leave them to their inevitable doom. 

All this shows that the strong beat we encountered in the first half of the s rah now 

prepares us for a close look at the issues raised. Our minds are open to receive these 

issues and accept the message of the s rah. The two parts are mutually 

complementary, although each has its special effects, all of which serve one issue and 

promote the same goal. 

Qualities of the Righteous 

The first question addressed in this part of the s rah was already raised in the first 

half. Here, however, it is presented rather differently: “Is, then, he who knows that what 

has been revealed to you by your Lord is the Truth like one who is blind? Only those who are 

endowed with understanding keep this in mind.” (Verse 19) 

This verse states clearly that the opposite of a person who knows that the 

revelation received by the Prophet from his Lord is the truth is not one who does not 

have that knowledge, but one who is blind. This is a unique way of expressing that 

which touches hearts and magnifies differences. At the same time it states the truth 

without any exaggeration, addition or distortion. This is a great, clear and readily 

apparent fact that remains unnoticed only by he who is blind. People, then, belong to 
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one of two groups: those who keep their eyes open, so they know it, and those who 

are blind, so they do not. Real blindness is that which shuts minds, intelligence and 

learning faculties. It is a blindness which switches off the source of spiritual 

knowledge. “Only those who are endowed with understanding keep this in mind.” (Verse 

19) Those are the ones who have open minds and active faculties of understanding. 

When those are reminded of the truth, they keep it in mind, and when they are 

alerted to its indications, they appreciate them. 

The s rah outlines a few qualities of those who are endowed with understanding: 

“Those who are true to their bond with God and never break their covenant.” (Verse 20) 

God’s bond and covenant are referred to here as being absolute. This includes every 

bond and covenant made with all people. The greatest bond which provides a basis 

for all others is faith. The most important covenant which embraces all others is that 

which binds people to fulfil the requirements of faith. 

The bond of faith is both old and new. It is as old as human nature which 

conforms to the law that governs all existence. Human nature is endowed with a 

direct understanding that there is a single power which has brought the universe into 

existence, and that this power belongs to the Creator who is the One to be 

worshipped. It also includes the covenant made with all human generations before 

they are born, as we interpret the relevant Qur’ nic verse: “Your Lord brought forth 

their offspring from the loins of the children of Adam, and called them to bear witness about 

themselves. [He said]: Am I not your Lord?’ They replied: ‘Yes, indeed, we bear witness to 

that.” (7: 172) At the same time, it is a new bond, renewed with the messengers 

whom God has sent to re-establish the faith, remind people of it and provide its 

details. 

They do not initiate the bond of faith, but they outline its requirements of 

submission to God alone to the exclusion of all others. This bond also requires good 

action, proper behaviour, and turning always to God alone who is the other party to 

the old covenant. 

On the basis of the bond and covenant with God, all bonds and covenants with 

human beings are established, whether with God’s Messenger or with people, 

relatives or strangers, individuals or communities. A person who remains true to the 

first bond will remain true to all bonds because this is a duty. When one fulfils the 

duties required by the original covenant, one will fulfil all that is required towards 

other people, because this is a stipulation of the original covenant. Thus, in these few 

words the s rah outlines the basic rule upon which the whole structure of human life 

is built. 

“And who keep together what God has bidden to be joined; who fear their Lord and dread 

the terrors of the reckoning.” (Verse 21) The first of these qualities is expressed in 
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general terms, referring to everything that should remain united or joined together. 

Hence it means total obedience, following the established rules and the code God has 

laid down, without deviation. If the details were provided here about everything that 

should remain joined, it would be a very long list. There is no need to provide such 

details here. For it is enough to impress on us the need to remain constant, ready to 

obey, and maintain our bond with God. The last part of the verse implicitly describes 

the feelings that accompany such complete obedience: “who fear their Lord and dread 

the terrors of the reckoning.” Conscious of God, they dread the reckoning. But as they 

are endowed with understanding, they prepare for that reckoning before it is due, so 

that they will have an easy one. 

“Who remain patient in adversity seeking the countenance of their Lord.” (Verse 22) 

Patience takes different forms. One aspect is to persevere, fulfilling the requirements 

of the covenant, such as by dedicated action, diligent striving or jih d, and advocacy 

of God’s message, etc. Another is to be patient in situations of affluence and poverty. 

However, those who are patient when they have abundance of everything are few 

and far between. Most people become arrogant in such situations and this may lead 

them to disbelief in God. A different aspect is to be patient in the face of other 

people’s stupidities that result from ignorance. These are all adverse situations that 

require patience. True believers show such patience out of love for their Lord, which 

is implied in the expression that they ‘seek His countenance’. Their motive is not to 

spare themselves the embarrassment of people saying that they are afraid, or to 

solicit the compliment that they have shown patience, or to gain any advantage or 

avert any harm. Their only motive is that they love God and seek His reward. Hence 

they endure any trial to which He subjects them, and accept what God’s will dictates 

and are content that He brings them only what is good for them. 

“And attend to their prayers.” (Verse 22) This is a requirement of remaining true to 

God’s bond and fulfilling the covenant made with Him, but it is given prominence 

here because it is the cornerstone of such fulfilment. It is also the practical 

manifestation of turning to God alone, and the relationship between Him and His 

servants which allows no room for any intervention by anyone else. 

“And spend on others, secretly and openly, out of what We provide for them.” (Verse 22) 

This is also part of keeping together what should be united, and part of the fulfilment 

of the covenant made with God. It is given special mention because it is a bond 

between God’s servants which unites them in this life on the basis of faith. It purges 

the giver of stinginess, and purifies the recipient of grudge. It makes life in the 

Muslim community worthy of human beings who co-operate with, and look after, 

one another and who are honoured by God. The spending is meant to be in secret 

and in the open. When it is secret it preserves integrity, and spares people 

embarrassment. When it is open, it gives a motive to others to do the same, and it 
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demonstrates the implementation of God’s law. Both ways carry importance and 

value in life. 

“And who repel evil with good.” (Verse 22) What is meant here is that in their daily 

dealings with others, they reply to the evil done by others by doing what is good. 

The verse, however, stresses the result, rather than the action leading to it. When an 

evil action is returned with something good, this has a dampening effect on the evil 

tendency in others, encouraging them to do good instead, and helping them to resist 

Satan’s promptings. Eventually, it repels the evil action and prevents it. Hence, the 

verse emphasizes this result and gives it prominence by way of encouraging people 

to reply to an evil action with a good one. 

Moreover, there is a subtle reference here to returning evil with good only when 

this helps to prevent, rather than encourage evil. When evil is uncompromising, it 

must be overpowered. To return it with good action only emboldens it, making it 

more intransigent. 

Besides, the prevention of evil by means of good action is feasible mostly in 

relations between equals. When the dispute is over faith, it is normally the case that 

arrogant aggressors and spreaders of corruption can only be dealt with by strong, 

decisive action. Qur’ nic directives then should be considered and implemented on 

the basis of a rational and objective study of every situation to determine the best 

course under the circumstances. 

“Such will have the attainment of the [ultimate] abode: gardens of perpetual bliss, which 

they will enter together with the righteous from among their parents, their spouses and their 

offspring. The angels will come in to them from every gate, [saying]: ‘Peace be upon you, 

because you have persevered.’ Blessed indeed is the attainment of the [ultimate] abode.” 

(Verses 22-24) Such people possessing such qualities have a high position in heaven 

where they have their permanent abode. There they will be reunited with their 

righteous relatives, including their good parents, spouses, children and 

grandchildren. Everyone of these is admitted into heaven on the basis of their own 

good actions, because they deserve this goodly reward from God. But they are also 

blessed with reunion with the people they loved in the life of this world, which is 

another aspect of their happiness that enhances what they have in heaven. 

In this great atmosphere of happy reunion, the angels take part in their reception 

and hospitality, constantly moving everywhere: “The angels will come in to them from 

every gate.” (Verse 23) The image given here is very real. It is as if we see the angels 

and hear them welcoming the believers, saying: “Peace be upon you, because you have 

persevered.’ Blessed indeed is the attainment of the [ultimate] abode.” (Verse 24) It is a great 

sight with people and angels meeting, greeting and honouring one another. 

On the other side are the ones who are devoid of mind and insight, which means 
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that they neither reflect on, nor see the truth. They are the opposite of the first group 

in every respect: “As for those who break their bond with God after it has been established, 

and cut asunder what God has bidden to be joined, and spread corruption on earth, the curse 

will be laid upon them; and theirs shall be an evil abode.” (Verse 25) 

They break the covenant God has made with human nature in the first place and, 

in consequence, break every subsequent covenant. When the first bond is broken, all 

later ones established on its basis are also broken. A person who does not honour his 

commitment to God will never be true to any bond or covenant. Therefore, these 

people cut asunder whatever should be joined and remain united. This is expressed 

here in absolute terms so as to cover everything that comes under the same heading. 

They also spread corruption on earth, which contrasts with the perseverance of the 

first group, their attending to prayers, charitable spending and repelling evil with 

good. Indeed spreading corruption on earth is the opposite of all these qualities, 

because abandoning any of them represents or encourages corruption. 

Such people are cast away, with a curse laid upon them, which means that they 

are rejected and turned away. This contrasts with the honour given to the other 

group. Moreover, they will have an evil abode’, which is not specified because we 

know it as contrasting with the abode of the good who are in heaven. 

This group are delighted with whatever comfort or pleasure they have in the life 

of this world, and as such, they do not aspire to the far superior happiness in the life 

to come. Yet it is God who determines what people have in this life. He gives either 

abundant or stinted provision, which means that He has the final say in both this 

present life and in the future life alike. Had such people sought the reward of the 

hereafter, God would not have deprived them of happiness in this life, when it is He 

who gives it to them in the first place: “God grants abundant sustenance, or gives it in 

scant measure, to whomever He wills. They [i.e. the unbelievers] rejoice in the life of this 

world, even though, compared to the life to come, the life of this world is nought but a fleeting 

pleasure.” (Verse 26) 

True Heart Comfort 

We have already referred to the great difference between a person who knows that 

what has been bestowed from on high to the Prophet Mu ammad (peace be upon 

him) is the truth and one who is blind. 

Now the s rah speaks about the blind who do not see all the signs God has placed 

in the universe and who are not satisfied with the Qur’ n as a great sign. Hence they 

demand another miraculous sign. The s rah mentions something of this earlier and 

comments by saying that the Prophet is only a warner, for miraculous signs rest with 

God. Now it mentions their demand anew, outlining the reasons that help one 



Al-Ra`đ (Thunder) | THE NATURE OF FAITH AND PROPHETHOOD 

 158

person to follow divine guidance and cause another to remain in error. It also paints 

a picture of hearts content with alertness of God’s presence. Such hearts do not worry 

or demand miracles in order to believe when they have the Qur’ n available to them. 

For the Qur’ n can make mountains move and the earth split apart. With the Qur’ n, 

the dead can be addressed. This is sufficient to tell us about the power and authority 

of the Qur’ n. The s rah concludes its discussion of those who ask for miracles by 

explaining to the believers that they hope for nothing. It draws their attention to the 

examples they see before them and to what, from time to time, befalls those who 

deny the truth. 

The unbelievers say: ‘Why has no miraculous sign been bestowed on him by his Lord?’ 

Say: ‘God lets go astray anyone who wills [to go astray] and guides to Himself those 

who turn to Him; those who believe and whose hearts find comfort in the remembrance 

of God. It is indeed in the remembrance of God that people’s hearts find their comfort. 

Those who believe and do righteous deeds shall have happiness and a most beautiful 

final goal. Thus have We sent you to a community before whom other communities 

had passed away, so that you might recite to them what We have revealed to you. Yet 

they deny the Most Gracious. Say: ‘He is my Lord. There is no deity other than Him. 

In Him have I placed my trust, and to Him shall I return.’ Even if there should be a 

Qur’ n by which mountains could be moved, or the earth cleft asunder, or the dead 

made to speak! For certain, God’s alone is the command in all things. Have they who 

believe not come to realize that, had God so willed, He would indeed have guided all 

mankind? As for the unbelievers, because of their misdeeds, calamity will always befall 

them or will fall close to their homes, until God’s promise is fulfilled. God never fails 

to fulfil His promise. Before your time, other messengers were derided, but for a while 

I gave rein to the unbelievers; but then I took them to task, and how terrible was My 

retribution.” (Verses 27-32) 

The answer to their demand is that miracles are not what lead people to believe. 

Faith has its solid foundation within the human soul. There are causes that lead to it, 

but these have to originate within the soul: “Say: ‘God lets go astray anyone who wills [to 

go astray] and guides to Himself those who turn to Him.’“ (Verse 27) It is their turning to 

Him which makes them worthy of His guidance. It is clearly understood that those 

who do not turn to God are those who deserve to be left to go astray. This is indeed 

what happens to them. What matters, then, is one’s own heart and its being ready to 

receive God’s guidance. If so, it seeks it and appeals to God for it. Hearts which do 

not make any positive move to seek God’s guidance remain far removed from it. 

This is followed by an image of believing hearts which enjoy a congenial 

atmosphere of reassurance, happiness and peace: “those who believe and whose hearts 

find comfort in the remembrance of God.” (Verse 28) They find comfort in their feeling 
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that their bond with God is a real one, and that they are close to Him, secure with His 

support. 

They are without worry, and worry is normally only generated when one is left 

alone or when one is unsure of one’s way. Such people understand God’s wisdom 

behind man’s creation, origin and destiny. They also find comfort in feeling secure 

against aggression, harm or evil, except as God wills for them. This is coupled with a 

resigned acceptance of whatever trial God wishes to test them with. They are 

reassured that God will always bestow on them His grace, giving them guidance, 

abundance and security in this life and in the life to come. 

“It is indeed in the remembrance of God that people’s hearts find their comfort.” (Verse 

28) Such comfort is a profound reality in the hearts of believers who deeply and truly 

feel the meaning of faith. They have a bond with God which they recognize. They 

cannot express the meaning of such a bond in words. 

It touches their hearts, generating a feeling of happiness and reassurance that they 

do not stand alone in this universe. Whatever surrounds them is a friend, because it 

is all made by God under whose protection they live. 

No one on earth is more miserable than those who are deprived of the blessing of 

a close relationship with God. Those who, having severed the most essential bond 

with their Creator, feel that they have no relationship with all around them are 

bound to suffer great misery. Who can be more wretched than one who does not 

realize why he has been created, or where he is heading, or why he suffers. Forlorn 

indeed is the one who goes about his life feeling isolated in an endless desert, having 

to strive without support, guidance or help. 

In life we often experience moments which none can withstand unless we are 

certain of God’s support and protection, regardless of whatever resources of 

fortitude, perseverance and power may be at our command. There are moments in 

life that render all that useless. But such moments can be faced easily by those who 

find their comfort in God: “It is indeed in the remembrance of God that people’s hearts find 

their comfort.” (Verse 28) 

Those who turn to God are reassured when they remember Him, and find fine 

welcome when they return to Him. This is the same as the outcome of their turning 

to Him in this life presenting their good deeds: “Those who believe and do righteous 

deeds shall have happiness and a most beautiful final goal.” (Verse 29) The Arabic term, 

ţ b , which is used here for ‘happiness’ is chosen for its added connotations of 

greatness. Hence, their happiness is great, unending. 

Conversely, those who demand a sign are those who have deprived themselves of 

the contentment, comfort and happiness of faith. They live in worry, and it is this 

anxiety that makes them demand miracles and signs. The s rah then tells the Prophet 
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that he is not the first messenger to preach the divine message to his people. This 

means that they should not find the matter too strange. Before them there were 

numerous communities and many messengers. If they persist with their rejection of 

the divine faith, you, the Prophet, should continue to follow your own way, putting 

your trust in God alone: “Thus have We sent you to a community before whom other 

communities had passed away, so that you might recite to them what We have revealed to 

you. Yet they deny the Most Gracious. Say: ‘He is my Lord. There is no deity other than Him. 

In Him have I placed my trust, and to Him shall I return.’“ (Verse 30) 

What is extremely odd is that they refuse to believe in God, the Most Gracious, in 

the remembrance of whose mercy people find inner comfort and contentedness. 

God’s Messenger is being told that all his task requires is that he read to them what 

God has revealed to him. This is the purpose for which God has given him this 

message. If they persist in rejecting it, he has to make it clear to them that he places 

his trust in God alone, and that he turns to Him, seeking help from no one else. 

The task the Prophet is sent to accomplish is to recite this remarkable Qur’ n to 

them. Had there been a divine writ with which mountains move, or the earth split 

asunder, or the dead made to speak, this Qur’ n would have had the necessary 

characteristics to achieve such supernatural phenomena. But this Qur’ n is meant to 

address the living who are accountable for their deeds. If they will not respond, then 

the believers may despair of their ever turning to God and submitting to Him. They 

should leave them alone until God’s threat to the unbelievers has come true: “Even if 

there should be a Qur’ n by which mountains could be moved, or the earth cleft asunder, or 

the dead made to speak! For certain, God’s alone is the command in all things. Have they who 

believe not come to realize that, had God so willed, He would indeed have guided all 

mankind? As for the unbelievers, because of their misdeeds, calamity will always befall them 

or will fall close to their homes, until God’s promise is fulfilled. God never fails to fulfil His 

promise.” (Verse 31) 

The Qur’ n has done with those who received it and moulded themselves 

according to its teachings much more than moving mountains, cleaving the earth 

asunder or making the dead speak. In fact the miracles it achieved in and with these 

souls are much greater and more far-reaching in their effects on human life and 

indeed on the earth itself. Islam and Muslims have not only changed the course of 

history so often, but they have also changed all that is on the face of the earth. 

The very nature of the Qur’ n, its address and expression, its treatment of its 

subject matter, the truth it outlines and its effect have overwhelming and penetrating 

power. This power is felt by everyone who appreciates and understands what is 

being said. Those who moulded themselves in accordance with its teachings moved 

what is more deeply entrenched than mountains, which is the history of nations and 

communities. They cut asunder what is far more solid than the earth, which is 
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inflexible thought and rigid tradition. They were able to send life into what was more 

lifeless than the dead, which is communities that had been suffering under a long 

history of despotism. If we look at the change that was brought about in the life of 

the Arabs, and their complete and far-reaching transformation, with no apparent 

cause other than the effect of the Qur’ n and its method of remoulding hearts and 

souls, we realize that it is far greater than moving mountains, splitting the earth apart 

and sending life into what is dead. 

“God’s alone is the command in all things.” (Verse 31) It is He who chooses what to 

do and the tools for the situation. If after the revelation of the Qur’ n there remain 

people who are not touched by it, the believers should give up trying to inspire life 

into such hearts. They should leave the whole matter to God. Had He so wished, He 

would have created all people with a single tendency to believe in Him, just as He 

did with the angels. Alternatively, He would have brought about something that 

would force them to believe. But He has not willed either scenario, because He has 

created man to fulfil a particular task, and He — limitless is He in His glory — 

knows that its fulfilment requires that man is created with both tendencies: “Have 

they who believe not come to realize that, had God so willed, He would indeed have guided all 

mankind?” (Verse 31) The believers, then, should leave them to God. 

However, some disaster may befall them, causing them great harm and killing 

whoever is doomed to destruction: “As for the unbelievers, because of their misdeeds, 

calamity will always befall them or will fall close to their homes.” (Verse 31) When it does, 

they are left in fear that a similar one may follow, destroying them altogether. It may 

touch certain hearts and give them life. 

This may continue “until God’s promise is fulfilled.” (Verse 31) This is a reference to 

the promise God has given. He has delayed their judgement until that time. “God 

never fails to fulfil His promise.” (Verse 31) It will certainly be fulfilled and they will 

receive whatever they have been promised. 

Examples are many, and the fate of earlier communities should provide a lesson to 

be acted upon before it is too late. “Before your time, other messengers were derided, but 

for a while I gave rein to the unbelievers; but then I took them to task, and how terrible was 

My retribution.” (Verse 32) This last sentence may be read as a question, but it is 

rhetorical requiring no answer. For such punishment was the subject of discussion 

for many generations. 

Foul Devices with Fair Appearance 

The second point discussed here is that of the partners people associate with God. 

The issue was also discussed in the first part of the s rah. It is raised here in the form 

of a sarcastic question which compares such alleged partners with God who deals 
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with every soul and rewards it for what it earns in this life. The scene is concluded 

with a description of the suffering those who invent this fallacy are certain to endure 

in this life and the greater suffering they will meet in the hereafter. This contrasts 

with the security and blessings awaiting the righteous: “Is, then, He who stands over 

every soul [and knows] all that it does [like any other]? Yet they ascribe partners to God. Say: 

Name them. Would you tell Him of anything on earth which He does not know; or are these 

merely empty words?’ Indeed their own cunning devices seem fair to the unbelievers, and 

they are turned away from the right path. Whoever God lets go astray can never find any 

guide. They shall endure suffering in the life of this world, but, truly, their suffering in the life 

to come will be harder still, and they will have none to shield them from God. Such is the 

paradise which the God-fearing have been promised: through it running waters flow. Its fruits 

will be everlasting, and so will be its shade. Such will be the destiny of those who fear God, 

while the destiny of the unbelievers is the fire.” (Verses 33-35) 

God, limitless is He in His glory, watches all souls, has power over them all in 

every situation and knows what every one of them does in public or private. The 

Qur’ n, in its inimitable style, describes this in a very vivid way so that we see all this 

for ourselves, overwhelmed with awe: “Is, then, He who stands over every soul [and 

knows] all that it does [like any other]?” (Verse 33) Now who is this watcher? It is God 

Himself? What soul will not feel fear to the bottom of its heart? Yet the description is 

real. The s rah uses a rather physical image because human beings are more 

influenced by material than abstract matters. 

If the situation is such, how come they associate partners with God? Their attitude 

appears here peculiarly odd. “Yet they ascribe partners to God.” (Verse 33) Yes, indeed! 

They ascribe partners to God Almighty who deals with every soul according to what 

it has earned. None and nothing escapes His watchful eye. 

“Say: ‘Name them.’“ (Verse 33) They are unrecognizable entities. They may have 

names, but the s rah treats them like entities with no name. 

“Would you tell Him of anything on earth which He does not know!” (Verse 33) This is 

particularly sarcastic. Are you, human beings, aware of something which God does 

not know? Do you know of earth deities unknown to God? They dare not make such 

a claim, yet they practically say as much when they claim that such deities exist 

while God asserts that there are none. 

“Or are these merely empty words?” which have no real significance? Is the question 

of God’s existence so trivial that people approach it in jest, using words that are 

uttered without meaning or significance? 

All this ridicule comes to an end with a decisive statement that puts the issues 

involved very clearly: “Indeed their own cunning devices seem fair to the unbelievers, and 

they are turned away from the right path. Whoever God lets go astray can never find any 
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guide.” (Verse 33) The real issue, then, is that these people denied God, ignoring all 

evidence in support of faith, and choosing not to see God’s guidance. Thus God’s law 

operates against them, whilst their own souls persuade them that they are right and 

that their schemes against the advocates of faith is right and fair. 

All this turns them away from the path that leads to the truth. A person who, by 

the operation of God’s law, goes astray because he has chosen error over divine 

guidance will have none to guide him. God’s law operates when the causes for its 

operation come together. 

The natural goal for such blind hearts means their suffering: “They shall endure 

suffering in the life of this world.” (Verse 34) A calamity may befall them during their 

lifetime, or it may strike close to them causing a great deal of apprehension, anxiety 

and fear. In fact, hearts that are devoid of the comfort and reassurance generated by 

faith, and do not recognize the presence of divine wisdom behind every event they 

face are indeed suffering. However, “truly, their suffering in the life to come will be 

harder still.” (Verse 34) The suffering here is left undefined so that there is no limit to 

how we imagine it to be. “They will have none to shield them from God.” (Verse 34) No 

one will extend them any protection against whatever punishment God inflicts on 

them. 

On the other side stand those who are God-fearing. The word chosen here to 

describe them, al-muttaq n, is derived from the same root as w q, i.e. ‘protector’, and 

is used here to express the fact that the unbelievers stand without protection against 

God’s punishment. The God-fearing actually protect themselves with their faith and 

righteousness against all suffering and punishment. In addition the promise given to 

them to be in heaven is fulfilled: “Such is the paradise which the God-fearing have been 

promised: through it running waters flow. Its fruits will be everlasting, and so will be its 

shade. Such will be the destiny of those who fear God.” (Verse 35) That is an abode of 

perfect and complete comfort, where both shade and fruit are everlasting. It is an 

image that gives hearts comfort and reassurance, and which contrasts with the 

hardship and suffering of the unbelievers. 

But the suffering on one side and the happiness of heaven on the other are the 

right and proper destiny of both groups: “Such will be the destiny of those who fear God, 

while the destiny of the unbelievers is the fire.” (Verse 35) 

A Command to Worship 

The main themes of this s rah are those of revelation and God’s oneness. Speaking 

of the two together, the s rah mentions the attitude of the people of earlier 

revelations towards the Qur’ n and the Prophet, making it clear to the Prophet that 

the revelations he has received from on high constitute the final judgement on what 
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earlier revelations included. It is indeed the final word which includes whatever God 

wants to remain applicable of the divine faith preached by all His messengers. It 

omits what God wants to be omitted, because its purpose, which is known to God, 

has been served. The Prophet, then, must stick to what God has revealed to Him. He 

must not follow the desires of those who follow earlier revelations, or those who are 

generally known as the ‘People of the Book’, in any matter, whether serious or 

otherwise. As for those who require him to produce a sign, they should be told that 

signs are given only when God wills them to be given. The Prophet’s task is only to 

convey his message. 

Those to whom We have given revelations rejoice at what has been bestowed on you 

from on high, but among different factions there are some who deny part of it. Say: I 

have only been bidden to worship God, and not to associate any partners with Him. To 

Him I pray, and to Him do I return.’ Thus have We revealed it, a code of judgement in 

the Arabic tongue. If you should follow their desires after all the knowledge you have 

been given, you shall have none to protect or shield you from God. We have indeed 

sent messengers before you and given them wives and offspring. Yet no messenger 

could produce a miracle except by God’s permission. Every age has had its revelation. 

God annuls or confirms what He pleases. With Him is the source of all revelation. 

Whether We let you see some of what We have promised them, or cause you to die 

[before its fulfilment], your duty is only to deliver your message: it is for Us to do the 

reckoning. (Verses 36-40) 

Those among the people of earlier revelations who are sincere in following their 

faith will find in the Qur’ n an endorsement of the basic rules of the faith built on 

God’s oneness, an acknowledgement of the truth of the earlier religions and their 

books, a serious consideration of these faiths coupled with deep respect, and also a 

sincere perception of the bond which unites all those who believe in God. Hence, 

they rejoice and believe. This rejoicing is experienced by sincere hearts, for it is the 

uniting of truth, providing a strengthened belief that all God’s revelations are true 

and are endorsed by the new divine message. 

“But among different factions there are some who deny part of it.” (Verse 36) The 

factions referred to here could be found among the people of earlier revelations and 

also the idolaters. The s rah does not mention which part they deny, because the 

purpose here is just to state the fact that they challenge the truth of this new 

revelation by denying parts of it: “Say: ‘I have only been bidden to worship God, and not 

to associate any partners with Him. To Him I pray, and to Him do I return.’“ (Verse 36) He 

alone is the One to be worshipped, and in whom we call on people to believe, and to 

whom we all return. 

The Prophet is ordered to declare this approach when he confronts anyone who 
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denies a part of his book, the Qur’ n. He should declare his firm belief in the whole 

book revealed to him by his Lord, whether the people of earlier revelations rejoice at 

it or deny parts of it. The reason is that what has been revealed to him is the final 

arbiter, expressed in Arabic, his language which he knows well. Since the Qur’ n is 

God’s final word on faith, all reference should be made to it only: “Thus have We 

revealed it, a code of judgement in the Arabic tongue.” (Verse 37) 

“If you should follow their desires after all the knowledge you have been given, you shall 

have none to protect or shield you from God.” (Verse 37) What has been given to you is 

the true knowledge. Whatever the different factions say is no more than the 

expression of their desires which have no basis in true knowledge or established fact. 

This warning addressed to God’s Messenger is the clearest expression of this fact. It 

is one whereby deviation is not tolerated, not even by the Prophet. Far be it from the 

Prophet to deviate from it in any way. 

Anyone who objects to the fact that God’s Messenger is a human being should 

remember that all past messengers were human beings as well: “We have indeed sent 

messengers before you and given them wives and offspring.” (Verse 38) If the objection has 

something to do with him not producing a physical miracle, then that is something 

over which he has no control. It is determined by God: “Yet no messenger could produce 

a miracle except by God’s permission.” (Verse 38) He determines this when He wills and 

according to His wisdom. If there are differences in the details of what is revealed to 

the Prophet Mu ammad and the revelations given earlier, these differences are due 

to the fact that every period of time has a suitable book. The Qur’ n is the final one to 

be revealed by God: “Every age has had its revelation. God annuls or confirms what He 

pleases. With Him is the source of all revelation.” (Verses 38-39) He annuls what has 

served its purpose and confirms what is of benefit. He has His original decree which 

contains all that is confirmed or annulled. He is the One who has sent down His 

revelations and He does with it what He pleases, in accordance with His wisdom. 

His will is always done. 

Whether God inflicts any of His threats upon them during the Prophet’s lifetime 

or causes him to die before that, the fact of the matter remains the same. The nature 

of the message and the nature of Godhead remain the same: “Whether We let you see 

some of what We have promised them, or cause you to die [before its fulfilment], your duty is 

only to deliver your message: it is for Us to do the reckoning.” (Verse 40) This clear and 

decisive directive illustrates the nature of the message and the role of its advocates. 

Such advocates are required to fulfil their role, as it may be at every stage. They are 

not responsible for reaching any goal other than that determined by God. It is not for 

them to precipitate the attainment of any goal. They should never entertain any 

thought of failure when they see that their efforts have not attained power in the 

land. They are merely advocates of a message, and they should never go beyond this 
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advocacy role. 

God’s might is clearly seen in everything around us. When strong and affluent 

communities deny God, allow corruption to spread and claim that they make their 

own affluence, God’s hand begins to reduce their power, wealth and general 

standing. They are confined to a limited stretch of land after having had an extended 

area of rule and influence. When God determines that such communities shrink in 

their power and area, His rule is carried out, with no power able to stand in its way: 

“Do they not see how We gradually reduce the land from its outlying borders? When God 

judges, there is no power that could repel His judgement. He is swift in reckoning.” (Verse 

41) 

Those unbelievers in Arabia are not stronger or more powerful in their scheming 

than the communities which lived before them. Yet those were smitten by God who 

is more powerful and more elaborate in His planning: “Those who lived before them also 

schemed, but God is the master of all scheming. He knows what is earned by every soul. The 

unbelievers will in time come to know who will attain the ultimate abode.” (Verse 42) 

The s rah concludes by mentioning the fact that the unbelievers deny God’s 

message given to the Prophet Mu ammad (peace be upon him). Its opening confirms 

the truth of his message. Thus the beginning and the end address the same point. 

God’s testimony is called for, and it is certainly sufficient. After all, He has absolute 

knowledge of this book, or divine writ, and of all other revealed books: “The 

unbelievers say: ‘You are no messenger of God.’ Say: ‘God is sufficient as a witness between 

me and you, and so are those who have true knowledge of the Book.” (Verse 43) 

Thus ends the s rah which has taken us along a trip to discover the great horizons 

of the universe and to show us some of the inner aspects of the human soul. It makes 

profound and lasting impressions on our hearts and minds, leaving the final 

testimony to God, which is made at both the beginning and the end. It is a testimony 

to put an end to all arguments. 

An Irrefutable Testimony 

The s rah draws clear outlines of the Islamic faith, following the Qur’ nic method 

of explaining its principles. It could be said that we should have dwelt on these 

aspects of the Islamic faith as they are mentioned in the s rah. However, we have 

chosen instead not to interrupt the flow of the Qur’ nic theme in this s rah, leaving 

such discussion to the end. 

The opening of the s rah and the issues it discusses, as well as a number of 

directives it contains point clearly to the fact that it is a Makkan revelation. It 

certainly was not revealed in Madinah as some reports indicate. In fact it was 
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revealed at a time when the unbelievers’ attitude was hardened, manifesting itself in 

outright rejection of the Islamic message, throwing challenges at the Prophet, 

demanding that he produce miracles and other signs, and precipitating God’s 

punishment against which he warned them. This required a clear statement which 

aimed at strengthening the Prophet and his Companions so that they held on to what 

God had revealed, disregarding all opposition. They were to care little for all the 

false accusations levelled at them and the challenges put to them. They were to feel 

themselves as having the upper hand since they were following the truth, able to 

turn to God alone for support, and declare His oneness as the only Lord of the 

universe. They were to believe their faith as truth, no matter how vehemently it was 

denied or rejected by the unbelievers and the idolaters. The s rah also puts some 

irrefutable evidence supporting this truth to the idolaters, which they could witness 

in the universe around them, within themselves, as also in the events of human 

history. All these aspects are grouped together and utilized in such a way as to make 

a profound address to the human mind. 

Here are some of the verses stressing the fact that this revealed book, i.e. the 

Qur’ n, represents the truth, and that rejecting it altogether, denying its truth, or 

giving a slow response to its appeal does not change this great fact: 

These are verses of the Book. That which is revealed to you by your Lord is the truth, 

yet most people will not believe. (Verse 1) 

They ask you to hasten evil rather than good, although exemplary punishments have 

indeed come to pass before their time. Your Lord always extends forgiveness to people 

despite their wrongdoing. Your Lord is certainly severe in retribution. Yet the 

unbelievers say: ‘Why has no miraculous sign been bestowed on him by his Lord?’ But 

you are only a warner. Every community have [their] guide. (Verses 6-7) 

To Him is due the prayer aiming at the Truth. Those whom people invoke beside God 

cannot respond to them in any way. They are just like a man who stretches his open 

hands towards water, [hoping) that it will come to his mouth; but it will never reach 

it. The prayer of those without faith is nothing but wandering in grievous error. 

(Verse 14) 

Thus does God illustrate truth and falsehood. The scum is cast away, while that which 

is of benefit to mankind abides on earth. Thus does God set forth His parables. (Verse 

17) 

Is, then, he who knows that what has been revealed to you by your Lord is the Truth 

like one who is blind? Only those who are endowed with understanding keep this in 
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mind. (Verse 19) 

The unbelievers say: ‘Why has no miraculous sign been bestowed on him by his Lord? 

Say: ‘God lets go astray anyone who wills [to go astray] and guides to Himself those 

who turn to Him; those who believe and whose hearts find comfort in the remembrance 

of God. It is indeed in the remembrance of God that people’s hearts find their comfort.’ 

(Verses 27-28) 

Thus have We sent you to a community before whom other communities had passed 

away, so that you might recite to them what We have revealed to you. Yet they deny 

the Most Gracious. Say: ‘He is my Lord. There is no deity other than Him. In Him 

have I placed my trust, and to Him shall I return.’ (Verse 30) 

Such is the paradise which the God-fearing have been promised: through it running 

waters flow. Its fruits will be everlasting, and so will be its shade. Such will be the 

destiny of those who fear God, while the destiny of the unbelievers is the fire. (Verse 

35) 

Whether We let you see some of what We have promised them, or cause you to die 

[before its fulfilment], your duty is only to deliver your message: it is for Us to do the 

reckoning. (Verse 40) 

The unbelievers say: ‘You are no messenger of God.’ Say: ‘God is sufficient as a 

witness between me and you, and so are those who have true knowledge of the Book.’ 

(Verse 43) 

In all these verses we can clearly discern the nature of the confrontation that the 

idolaters used to challenge the Prophet and the Qur’ n. We also see in this challenge 

and the divine directives on how to respond to it the nature of the times when this 

s rah was revealed. 

Declaring the Essentials of Faith 

A main feature of the divine instructions to God’s Messenger is that he should face 

all the opposition, challenges, denunciations and difficulties thrown in his face by 

declaring the truth of his message in full. This means that he must declare in all 

clarity that there is no deity other than God, the only Lord in the universe, the 

Almighty who must be worshipped alone without associating any partners with 

Him. All people will inevitably return to Him for judgement, when they will either 

be admitted into heaven or thrown in hell. These are the basic truths which the 
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unbelievers denied and challenged the Prophet over. He is further instructed not to 

follow their desires, or seek compromises with them that require that any part of 

these truths be concealed, suppressed or delayed. In fact the Prophet is warned that 

God’s punishment will apply to him also if he follows their desires in this respect, 

after all the clear knowledge that has been given to him. 

This main feature clearly shows that the advocates of the Islamic message cannot 

deviate from the nature of the message and its method of advocacy. They must also 

declare the basic truths of the Islamic faith without hesitation, suppressing nothing 

and delaying nothing. The first of these essential truths is that all Godhead and 

Lordship in the universe belong to God alone. Hence, all submission must be to Him. 

He is the One to be obeyed in all matters. This truth must be declared, no matter 

what sort of opposition it meets nor how stiff the unbelievers’ resistance is. Even in 

the face of hardship and persecution, its advocates must declare it complete. It is not 

for them to decide that part of this truth should be put aside, or temporarily 

suppressed, because tyrants dislike it or persecute those who advocate it, or turn 

away from the faith on its account. None of these considerations permit advocates of 

the Islamic message to change its strategy, starting, for example, with matters of 

worship or moral values, good manners or spiritual considerations. It may appear 

that such a course is preferable in order to avoid the wrath of tyrants but that would 

be a grave mistake. For advocates of the Islamic message must at all times declare 

God’s oneness and Lordship over the whole universe, and that all submission and 

obedience belong to God alone. 

This is the proper way to advocate the Islamic faith, as God wants it to be done. It 

is the strategy followed by the Prophet Mu ammad (peace be upon him), as he was 

instructed by God. No advocate of Islam can abandon this strategy, or change its 

method of action. After all, the Islamic faith is God’s message and He looks after it. 

He provides sufficient support for its advocates, and He is always able to protect 

them against tyrants. 

The Qur’ nic method of calling people to Islam brings together the Qur’ n, God’s 

book which we recite, and the open book of the universe. The whole universe, with 

all the evidence it provides of God’s power and elaborate planning, is a source of 

inspiration for mankind. Combined with these two books is the record of human 

history which also contains countless proofs of God’s power and planning. Human 

beings are shown all these, as the address is made to their minds, hearts and feelings 

all at the same time. 

This s rah contains numerous examples from the pages of the book of the universe 

as it addresses the whole human entity. Here are just some of them: 

Alif. L m. Mīm. R . These are verses of the Book. That which is revealed to you by 
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your Lord is the truth, yet most people will not believe. It is God who raised the 

heavens without any support that you could see, and established Himself on the 

Throne. And He it is who has made the sun and the moon subservient [to His laws], 

each pursuing its course for a set term. He ordains all things. He makes plain His 

revelations so that you may firmly believe that you will certainly be meeting your 

Lord. It is He who has spread out the earth and placed upon it firm mountains and 

rivers, and created on it two sexes of every type of fruit, and caused the night to cover 

the day. In all these there are signs for people who think. And there are on earth 

adjoining tracts of land; and vineyards, and fields of grains and date palms, growing 

in clusters or non-clustered. [All] are irrigated by the same water; yet some of them 

are favoured above others with regard to the food [they provide]. In all this there are 

signs for people who use their reason. (Verses 1-4) 

The s rah includes all these scenes so that the whole universe becomes a witness 

giving proof of God’s power of creation, origination, and design, according to an 

elaborate plan. It then wonders at people who see all this evidence but who 

nonetheless find it difficult to believe in resurrection and a new creation. They deny 

God’s revelations because what He reveals states very clearly this truth which should 

be felt to be so close at hand, considering God’s limitless power which produced 

these marvellous scenes of creation. 

But if you are amazed, amazing, too, is their saying: ‘What! After we have become 

dust, shall we be raised [to life] in a new act of creation?’ These are the ones who deny 

their Lord. They are the ones who carry their own shackles around their necks; and 

they are the ones who are destined for the fire wherein they will abide. (Verse 5) 

It is He who displays before you the lightning, giving rise to both fear and hope, and 

originates the heavy clouds. And the thunder extols His limitless glory and praises 

Him, and so do the angels, in awe of Him. He hurls the thunderbolts to smite with 

them whom He wills. (Verses 12-13) 

This scene of universal phenomena enhances the feeling of amazement at people 

who continue to argue about God, associating partners with Him when they can see 

the results of His power and Lordship, as well as the submission of the universe to 

Him. All this proves that He controls all matters in the universe. No one else has 

similar power to create, plan or control: 

Yet they stubbornly argue about God. His might is both stern and wise. To Him is due 

the prayer aiming at the Truth. Those whom people invoke beside God cannot respond 

to them in any way. They are just like a man who stretches his open hands towards 



Al-Ra`đ (Thunder) | THE NATURE OF FAITH AND PROPHETHOOD 

 171

water, [hoping] that it will come to his mouth; but it will never reach it. The prayer of 

those without faith is nothing but wandering in grievous error. To God prostrate 

themselves, willingly or unwillingly, all those who are in the heavens and on earth, as 

do their very shadows, morning and evening. Say: ‘Who is the Lord of the heavens and 

the earth?’ Say: [It is] God’ Say: ‘Why, then, do you take for your protectors, instead 

of Him, others who have no power to cause either benefit or harm even to themselves?’ 

Say: ‘Can the blind and the seeing be deemed equal? Or is the depth of darkness equal 

to light?’ Or do they assign to God partners that have created the like of His creation, 

so that both creations appear to them to be similar? Say: ‘God is the Creator of all 

things. He is the One who has power over all things.’ (Verses 13-16) 

An Appeal to Human Feelings 

The whole universe is thus turned into a great exhibition proving God’s power 

and pointing out what should motivate people to accept the faith. It addresses 

human nature with profound logic, and addresses the whole human being with all 

its faculties of perception and understanding. This is all done in perfect harmony. 

To the great book of the universe is added a few pages of human history, together 

with the visible effects of God’s power, control of the universe and His elaborate 

planning of human life: 

They ask you to hasten evil rather than good, although exemplary punishments have 

indeed come to pass before their time. (Verse 6) 

God knows what every female bears, and by how much the wombs may fall short [in 

gestation], and by how much they may increase. With Him everything has its definite 

measure. He knows all that lies beyond the reach of human perception and all that 

anyone may witness. He is the Great One, the Most High. It is all alike [to Him] 

whether any of you speaks in secret or aloud, whether he seeks to hide under the cover 

of the night or walks openly in the light of day. Each has guardian angels before him 

and behind him, who watch him by God’s command. Indeed God does not change a 

people’s conditions unless they first change what is in their hearts. When God wills 

people to suffer some misfortune, none can avert it. Besides Him, they have none to 

protect them. (Verses 8-11) 

God grants abundant sustenance, or gives it in scant measure, to whomever He wills. 

They [i.e. the unbelievers] rejoice in the life of this world, even though, compared to 

the life to come, the life of this world is nought but a fleeting pleasure. (Verse 26) 

As for the unbelievers, because of their misdeeds, calamity will always befall them or 
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will fall close to their homes, until God’s promise is fulfilled. God never fails to fulfil 

His promise. Before your time, other messengers were derided, but for a while I gave 

rein to the unbelievers; but then I took them to task, and how terrible was My 

retribution. (Verses 31-32) 

Do they not see how We gradually reduce the land from its outlying borders? When 

God judges, there is no power that could repel His judgement. He is swift in 

reckoning. Those who lived before them also schemed, but God is the master of all 

scheming. He knows what is earned by every soul. The unbelievers will in time come 

to know who will attain the ultimate abode. (Verses 41-42) 

The Qur’ n must always be the book to which advocates of Islam turn for 

guidance, before turning to any other source. It is from the Qur’ n that they must 

learn how to call on people to believe, and how to awaken their hearts and bring 

inactive souls back to life. The Qur’ n is a revelation sent down by God, the Creator 

of man who knows his nature, how he is influenced and in what way he reacts. We 

have already said that advocates of the Islamic faith should follow the strategy laid 

down by God, starting with making the truth plain concerning God, His oneness, 

Lordship over all the worlds, sovereignty and power. Similarly, they must seek to 

open people’s hearts to the message of truth by following the method of the Qur’ n 

in making people truly aware of their Lord. This is the best way to make people 

recognize that all submission must be to God alone, the true Lord who controls the 

whole universe. 

The Nature of Prophethood 

The Qur’ n takes great care to show in the clearest of terms the nature of the 

message and the nature of God’s Messenger. It does so in order to establish for 

people who their true Lord is, and to remove any trace of polytheism from their 

minds. There were in the past many instances of deviation from this proper concept, 

among the people of earlier revelations, which led to confusion between the nature of 

Godhead and the nature of prophethood. The clearest example was among the 

Christians who added to Jesus (peace be upon him) divine qualities and qualities of 

Lordship that belong to God alone. As a result, the followers of different churches 

became involved in a maze of conflict that was contrary to the truth. 

But the Christians were not the only ones whose beliefs were so confused. All 

pagan communities were similarly involved in such endless confusion, producing 

concepts that assign mysterious qualities to prophethood, or link it with magic, or 

clairvoyance, or with contacts with spirits and the jinn. 
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Many of these concepts found their way into the beliefs of the pagan Arabs. Hence 

some of them used to demand that the Prophet tell them about things beyond the 

reach of human knowledge. Some demanded that he should produce some physical 

miracles. They also accused him of being a sorcerer, or a madman who had contacts 

with the jinn, while some suggested that he should have an angel supporting what 

he said. The fact is that all such suggestions, demands, accusations and challenges 

thrown at him had their roots in the pagan concepts of the nature of prophethood 

and prophets in general. 

The Qur’ n puts the truth of this concept in a most lucid way, outlining the nature 

of the message and the messenger who received it from God and conveyed it to 

mankind. It also outlines the unique nature of Godhead in which no other being has 

the slightest share, and the nature of servitude that applies to all creatures, including 

God’s messengers and prophets. They too were human beings who had no divine 

qualities whatsoever, and had no contact with the jinn or with the world of magic. 

They only received revelations from God. Beyond that, they had no power to 

produce any supernatural miracle, except by God’s will. They were chosen for a 

certain task while they retained their human nature and their status as God’s 

servants. 

The s rah includes several examples clarifying the nature of prophethood and the 

message given to the Prophet Mu ammad (peace be upon him). These examples 

serve to purge people’s minds of all traces of paganism and the legends that 

distorted the beliefs of people who had earlier received divine revelations, leading 

them to a new form of paganism and a new set of legends and superstitions. 

This clarification does not come in the form of an intellectual argument or a 

philosophical or metaphysical thesis. Instead, it provides support to believers 

implementing a practical method of action that stood up to the challenges of the 

unbelievers: 

Yet the unbelievers say: ‘Why has no miraculous sign been bestowed on him by his 

Lord?’ But you are only a warner. Every community have [their] guide. (Verse 7) 

The unbelievers say: ‘Why has no miraculous sign been bestowed on him by his Lord?’ 

Say: ‘God lets go astray anyone who wills [to go astray] and guides to Himself those 

who turn to Him.’ (Verse 27) 

Thus have We sent you to a community before whom other communities had passed 

away, so that you might recite to them what We have revealed to you. Yet they deny 

the Most Gracious. Say: ‘He is my Lord. There is no deity other than Him. In Him 

have I placed my trust, and to Him shall I return.’ (Verse 30) 



Al-Ra`đ (Thunder) | THE NATURE OF FAITH AND PROPHETHOOD 

 174

We have indeed sent messengers before you and given them wives and offspring. Yet 

no messenger could produce a miracle except by God’s permission. Every age has had 

its revelation. (Verse 38) 

Whether We let you see some of what We have promised them, or cause you to die 

[before its fulfilment], your duty is only to deliver your message: it is for Us to do the 

reckoning. (Verse 40) 

These verses lucidly sum up the nature of the message and the role of God’s 

Messenger. He is only sent to warn mankind. His task is to convey his message, and 

all that he has to do is to recite to people the revelations he receives. It is not for him 

to produce any miracle, except by God’s will. Beyond that he is only God’s servant, 

to whom he will definitely return. As a human being, he gets married and begets 

children, and lives as a human being in all respects. He practises his servitude to God 

in all aspects and all situations. 

With such clarity all confused beliefs, superstitions and erroneous concepts 

concerning the nature of prophethood are completely removed. The faith remains 

pure, admitting nothing of the muddled concepts advanced by different churches 

and pagan beliefs. In fact such confused concepts reduced Christianity after its first 

century to pagan status, while it was preached by Jesus Christ as a divine faith, 

assigning to him no more than the status of a good human servant of God who could 

not produce a miracle except by God’s permission. 

The Prophet’s Task 

Before we conclude our remarks on this question we should reflect a little on a 

point clearly stated in the verse that says: “Whether We let you see some of what We have 

promised them, or cause you to die [before its fulfilment], your duty is only to deliver your 

message: it is for Us to do the reckoning.” (Verse 40) This is said to the Prophet (peace be 

upon him), God’s Messenger who received His revelations and was commanded to 

address people and call on them to believe in the Islamic faith. In a nutshell, this 

statement means that what becomes of this faith and message has nothing to do with 

him. Nothing of it is his concern. His task is to deliver his message complete. Guiding 

people to accept it is not his task. Guidance is provided by God alone. Whether God 

fulfils part of what He has promised him with regard to the fate of those people or 

his term in this life comes to an end before that, the nature of his task remains the 

same: he has only to deliver his message. The reckoning and the determination of 

their fate are left to God. Nothing sums up more clearly the role of the advocates of 

Islam and the task they are called on to perform. The outcome concerning this faith, 

and indeed everything else, is determined by God alone. 
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This should teach the advocates of Islam to recognize their limits and remain 

within them. They cannot precipitate results and fates. They must not try to hasten 

people’s acceptance of the faith, or urge the immediate fulfilment of God’s promise 

to those who follow His guidance or His warning to those who reject His message. 

They cannot say, ‘we have been calling on people, explaining the true faith, for a long 

time, but only a few people have responded positively,’ or that ‘we have been patient 

for so long, but God has not punished the oppressors during our lives’. Their task is 

advocacy. How God deals with people in this life or in the life to come is not of any 

concern to His servants; it is His own affair. Hence, knowing our limits as God’s 

servants and acknowledging our servitude to Him mean that we leave it all entirely 

to Him to determine as He pleases. 

This s rah was revealed in Makkah. Hence, the Prophet’s task is confined to the 

delivery of the message. Striving for God’s cause, or jih d, had not yet been made a 

duty. The Prophet was later commanded to follow the delivery of the message with 

jih d. This is something we have to understand with regard to the practical nature of 

this religion. Its statements have their progressive nature, moving forward to match 

the progress of the message and to suit and direct its development. This is often 

overlooked by writers on Islam in our time. Such writers concentrate on their 

research without looking at the progress. Hence they do not relate texts to their time 

of revelation and the practical situation in which they were revealed. 

Many are the people who read a statement like this one, “your duty is only to deliver 

your message: it is for Us to do the reckoning,” and deduce from it that the task of 

Islamic advocates is merely to convey the message. Once they have delivered it and 

put it before people, they then consider their task complete. As for striving for God’s 

cause, or jih d, I really do not know whether it has a place in their perspective. 

Many others read the same statement and restrict the domain of jih d, without 

abrogating it altogether. They hardly remember that this is a text revealed in 

Makkah. Nor do they relate Qur’ nic texts to the progress of the Islamic message and 

the stage of its advocacy. This shows their lack of understanding of the practical 

nature of this religion. They simply read it in books and texts. This religion is never 

fully understood by those who sit idly without taking practical steps to advocate it. It 

is not a religion for the idle. 

Nevertheless, delivering the message remains the basis of the task of God’s 

Messenger, and also the task of those who follow his example in advocating his 

message. Indeed to deliver God’s message is the first stage of jih d. It must, however, 

be approached in the right way, so that it is directed at explaining the basic truths of 

the faith before its details. This means that it should aim, first of all, to establish that 

Godhead, Lordship and Sovereignty belong to God alone, and that people must 

submit themselves to God and abandon all submission to anyone else. When this is 
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done, the un-Islamic society in which they live will take a stand against advocates of 

the Islamic faith. It first turns a deaf ear, and then challenges them. It then starts to 

subject them to oppression and iron-fist tactics. Therefore, the next stage of striving, 

or jih d, follows as a natural progression from the proper delivery of God’s message: 

“Thus have We set up against every prophet enemies from among hardened sinners. Yet none 

can give guidance and effective support as your Lord does.” (25: 31) 

Such is the way, and it is the only true way. 

Man’s Actions and Future Life 

An important feature of this s rah is that it states the final word concerning the 

relation between a human being’s attitude and action on the one hand and his fate 

and destiny on the other. It makes it clear that people’s conditions are determined by 

what they do for and by themselves. At the same time, it states that every event takes 

place by God’s will. The s rah includes several statements which are relevant to this 

point. They are sufficient to make the Islamic concept of this very serious issue 

abundantly clear. Here are just a few such examples: 

Indeed God does not change a people’s conditions unless they first change what is in 

their hearts. When God wills people to suffer some misfortune, none can avert it. 

Besides Him, they have none to protect them. (Verse 11) 

For those who respond to their Lord is a rich reward. As for those who do not respond 

to Him, should they have all that the earth contains, and twice as much, they would 

gladly offer it for their ransom. Theirs shall be an awful reckoning, and hell shall be 

their abode, an evil resting place! (Verse 18) 

God lets go astray anyone who wills [to go astray] and guides to Himself those who 

turn to Him; those who believe and whose hearts find comfort in the remembrance of 

God. It is indeed in the remembrance of God that people’s hearts find their comfort. 

(Verses 27-28) 

Have they who believe not come to realize that, had God so willed, He would indeed 

have guided all mankind? (Verse 31) 

Indeed their own cunning devices seem fair to the unbelievers, and they are turned 

away from the right path. Whoever God lets go astray can never find any guide. 

(Verse 33) 
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The first of these verses clearly states that God’s will to change the lot of any 

community depends on, and is fulfilled through, what this community does for itself 

and how it changes its behaviour and actions both in attitude and practice. When a 

community changes their direction and actions, God changes their lot on that basis. 

Should their new situation require that misfortune befall them, God’s will is done 

and nothing can stop it. There is no one to protect them from it. They will never find 

anyone to give them support against God. 

On the other hand, if they respond to their Lord, and change their situation, God 

will give them what is best, ensuring that they receive it in the life of this world, or in 

the life to come, or in both. On the other hand, when their response is negative, God 

will cause misfortune to befall them, and will put them to severe reckoning on the 

Day of Judgement. No ransom will buy their release from God’s punishment, should 

they return to Him without having responded to His message in this life. It is clear 

from the second text quoted above that the nature of people’s response depends on 

the direction they choose for themselves and the actions they perform. God’s will is 

fulfilled through both their attitude and action. 

The third text begins with a statement asserting God’s free-will to let anyone go 

astray, but this is followed by saying that God “guides to Himself those who turn to 

Him.” This is a definite statement that God gives His guidance to anyone who turns 

to Him. This shows that God lets go astray only those who do not respond to Him. 

He never denies His guidance to anyone who turns or responds to Him. This is in 

line with His promise in another s rah: “Those who strive hard in Our cause We shall 

certainly guide to paths that lead to Us.” (29: 69) Thus both guidance and straying away 

from it are the outcome of God’s will as it affects His servants. His will is done 

through people’s own actions and what they choose for themselves, responding to 

their Lord or turning away from Him. 

The fourth text states that God could have guided all people, had He so willed. In 

light of all the texts, it is clear that what this means is that God could have created all 

people with the same propensity to accept His guidance, or He could have forced 

them to follow it. But He has willed to create them in their present nature, with their 

dual susceptibility to either follow His guidance or go astray. It is not His will to 

force them either to follow guidance or to go astray — far be it for Him to force 

anyone to stray. He has made His will dependent on their response to the pointers to 

His guidance and the evidence supporting faith. 

The last of these texts states that the unbelievers have turned away from the right 

path and that their foul devices are made to appear fair to them. Taking such a 

statement on its own has led to the well-known argument in Islamic history about 

man’s free-will and predestination. But when this text is taken together with all 

relevant texts, the complete concept becomes clear. We then realize that such foul 
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devices and turning away from guidance are the result of people’s negative response 

to God’s call and their denial of the faith. Indeed the unbelievers reject the faith, and 

this leads to the operation of God’s will so that their foul devices are made to acquire 

a fair appearance, and so they are turned away from the right path. 

A final word is needed to clarify this point concerning which there is much 

controversy in all religions. The direction people choose to follow does not, by itself, 

bring about their fate. Fate is an event which is brought about by an act of God’s will. 

Indeed every event that takes place in the universe is caused by a separate act which 

puts God’s will into effect: “We have created everything in due measure and proportion.” 

(54: 49) There is no mechanism in the system of the whole universe, nor is there any 

set of causes that lead inevitably to certain results. Both cause and effect are of God’s 

creation, and they are created in due measure. What direction people choose for 

themselves allows God’s will to operate in a manner that fits this direction. As for the 

actual working of God’s will and the practical effects that depend on it, these are 

fulfilled by a special act for every event: “With Him everything has its definite measure.” 

(Verse 8) 

This concept, as we said earlier, increases the responsibility of human beings in as 

much as it shows the honourable position God has assigned to man in the system of 

the universe. Man is the only creature whose action and direction lead to the 

fulfilment of His will in a certain way. This is a heavy responsibility and a great 

honour. 

Blind Rejection of the Truth 

This s rah provides the final word on the fact that rejecting God’s religion and 

giving a negative response to the truth embodied in this faith is evidence of human 

nature going awry and the malfunctioning of its receptive system. No sound human 

nature, without any corrupting or distorting influences, would hesitate to respond 

positively to the truth, choosing submission to God, when it is presented so clearly, 

as it is in the Qur’ n. Deep inside, human nature knows this truth and accepts it. It is 

only turned away from it when a person has something that makes him choose for 

himself an option other than faith and its true guidance. He thus makes himself 

deserving of error and thereby incurs God’s punishment. This is what God says in 

another s rah: “I will turn away from My revelations those who, without any right, behave 

arrogantly on earth: for, though they may see every sign, they do not believe in it. If they see 

the path of righteousness, they do not choose to follow it, but if they see the path of error, they 

choose it for their path; because they disbelieve in Our revelations and pay no heed to them.” 

(7:146) 

In the present s rah we have a number of similar verses which indicate the nature 
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of unbelief, making it clear that it is nothing other than blindness of the heart. 

Indeed, the mere acceptance of the truth and the following of God’s guidance 

indicate that human nature is no longer blind. Indeed there are enough pointers and 

indicators everywhere in the universe which show the truth clearly to those who 

think and use their reason. 

Is, then, he who knows that what has been revealed to you by your Lord is the Truth 

like one who is blind? Only those who are endowed with understanding keep this in 

mind: those who are true to their bond with God and never break their covenant; and 

who keep together what God has bidden to be joined; who fear their Lord and dread the 

terrors of the reckoning; who remain patient in adversity seeking the countenance of 

their Lord, and attend to their prayers, and spend on others, secretly and openly, out 

of what We provide for them, and who repel evil with good. Such will have the 

attainment of the [ultimate] abode. (Verses 19-22) 

The unbelievers say: ‘Why has no miraculous sign been bestowed on him by his Lord?’ 

Say: ‘God lets go astray anyone who wills [to go astray] and guides to Himself those 

who turn to Him; those who believe and whose hearts find comfort in the remembrance 

of God. It is indeed in the remembrance of God that people’s hearts find their comfort. 

Those who believe and do righteous deeds shall have happiness and a most beautiful 

final goal.’ (Verses 27-29) 

It is He who has spread out the earth and placed upon it firm mountains and rivers, 

and created on it two sexes of every type of fruit, and caused the night to cover the 

day. In all these there are signs for people who think. And there are on earth adjoining 

tracts of land; and vineyards, and fields of grains and date palms, growing in clusters 

or non-clustered. [All] are irrigated by the same water; yet some of them are favoured 

above others with regard to the food [they provide]. In all this there are signs for people 

who use their reason. (Verses 3-4) 

Here we have a clear statement indicating that those who do not respond to the 

truth are, as God Himself testifies, blind, and that they neither think nor use their 

reason. Those who respond to the truth are the ones endowed with understanding. 

These find a heartfelt comfort in remembering God. They relate to what they, deep at 

heart, know to be the truth, finding in it comfort and reassurance. 

In fact we find confirmation of this fact in everyone who turns away from the 

truth, embodied in the divine faith, which is contained in its full and complete form 

in the message of Mu ammad (peace be upon him). Such people have defective and 

distorted natures. They suffer from the malfunctioning of their best receptors. Hence 

they do not react to the message presented by the whole universe as it praises God 



Al-Ra`đ (Thunder) | THE NATURE OF FAITH AND PROPHETHOOD 

 180

and testifies to His oneness, ability and inimitably elaborate planning. 

Since those who do not believe in this truth are blind, as confirmed by God, then 

no Muslim who claims to believe in God’s Messenger and accepts that the Qur’ n is 

God’s revelation can follow the lead of a blind person in any matter of importance in 

life. This particularly applies to matters that relate to the system which governs 

human life, to the values and standards that must be implemented in human life, and 

to behaviour, traditions and morals that are acceptable in human society. 

This is our attitude to everything that non-Islamic philosophy produces, apart 

from physical and material sciences and their practical applications. These come 

under the Prophet’s statement when he said to his Companions: “You know the 

affairs of your own world better.” It is not right that a Muslim who knows God’s 

guidance and who is fully aware of the truth preached by His Messenger to become a 

student learning from someone who has not responded to God’s guidance and who 

does not know it to be the truth. Such a person is, as God says, blind. No Muslim can 

reject God’s testimony and continue to claim to be a Muslim. 

We must take this religion very seriously, and accept its clear statements as correct 

and valid. If we approach this matter in a hesitant, uncertain way, then this means 

approaching faith itself with uncertainty. On the other hand, it could mean rejecting 

the testimony of God (limitless is He in His glory). Such rejection means a complete 

rejection of faith. 

This religion is very serious indeed. It admits no frivolity. Every single statement 

and every word contained in this religion is true. Anyone who entertains doubts 

about this seriousness, or who finds himself reluctant to accept this truth with full 

and complete trust should realize that Islam is in no need of him. In fact God is in no 

need of anyone whomsoever. 

It is not right that the pressures of un-Islamic society should weigh heavily on any 

Muslim so as to make him adopt the standards of such a society in his approach to 

life. How can he when he knows that the message conveyed by Mu ammad (peace 

be upon him) is the truth, and that anyone who does not know it to be the truth is 

blind. How can he follow such a blind person, learning from him, after having heard 

God’s testimony? 

Blindness and Life Corruption 

A final aspect of faith that the s rah highlights is the close relationship between the 

corruption that creeps into people’s life on earth and their blindness to the message 

of the truth God has bestowed on people guiding them to what is right, useful and 

beneficial. Those who do not respond either to the covenant God has made with 
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human nature or to the truth which has come from Him, knowing it to be the truth, 

are indeed the ones who spread corruption on earth. By contrast, those who know it 

to be the truth and respond to it are the ones who work to set matters on the right 

course and whose work helps life prosper. 

Is, then, he who knows that what has been revealed to you by your Lord is the Truth 

like one who is blind? Only those who are endowed with understanding keep this in 

mind: those who are true to their bond with God and never break their covenant; and 

who keep together what God has bidden to be joined; who fear their Lord and dread the 

terrors of the reckoning; who remain patient in adversity seeking the countenance of 

their Lord, and attend to their prayers, and spend on others, secretly and openly, out 

of what We provide for them, and who repel evil with good. Such will have the 

attainment of the [ultimate] abode. (Verses 19-22) 

As for those who break their bond with God after it has been established, and cut 

asunder what God has bidden to be joined, and spread corruption on earth, the curse 

will be laid upon them; and theirs shall be an evil abode. (Verse 25) 

Human life will not be set on the right course unless its leadership is firmly in the 

hands of those endowed with understanding, who know that what was revealed to 

Mu ammad (peace be upon him) is the truth. Such people fulfil their commitment 

which is part of the covenant God has made with human nature on the one hand and 

with Adam and his offspring on the other. These covenants specify that people must 

worship God alone, submitting to none other than Him, receiving only His guidance 

and obeying only His orders. Hence, they keep together what God has ordered to be 

united. They fear their Lord, which means that they are always consciously trying to 

avoid anything that may incur God’s displeasure. They also fear that they may have 

an awful reckoning. Hence they are constantly aware of the hereafter, watching their 

every action. They remain constant to their covenant, bearing the burden of such 

consistency. They attend regularly to their prayers, give to charity out of their 

provisions, which God has granted to them, and make their donations in private or 

openly. They repel evil and corruption with goodness and kindness. 

Human life is not set aright unless it has such a wise leadership which follows 

God’s guidance, and which moulds life in accordance with His guidance and the 

code of living He has laid down. It does not follow the right course when it has blind 

leadership which does not know that the truth is what was revealed to the Prophet 

Mu ammad. Such leadership follows systems that differ from that laid down by God 

for His good servants. Human life does not follow the right course under a feudal, 

capitalist or communist system, or indeed under what is termed ‘scientific socialism’. 

Nor does it take a healthy form and style under theocracy, dictatorship or 
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democracy. All of these are systems devised by the blind who appoint themselves 

lords beside God. Such lords devise systems and enact legislation that are not 

sanctioned by God. They also impose their authority on people, forcing them to 

submit to such legislation, instead of submitting to God. 

Based on the Qur’ nic text, the evidence for what we say is seen in the corruption, 

the j hiliyyah that has spread throughout the world in the twentieth century. It is seen 

in the misery under which mankind writhe, both in the East and in the West, under 

capitalist, communist or socialist systems, and under both dictatorship and 

democracy. Under all such systems people suffer corruption, loss of moral values, 

misery and anxiety. That is because all these systems are devised by people who are 

blind, not knowing that what God has revealed to His Messenger, Mu ammad, is the 

only truth. Hence, they do not fulfil their covenant with God. Nor do they implement 

the code of living that is based on His guidance. 

By virtue of his faith, and his knowledge that the truth is embodied in what was 

revealed to Mu ammad, a Muslim rejects every code of living other than that 

devised by God. He also rejects any social, economic or political doctrine other than 

what has been legislated by God, who devised it for His good servants. 

The mere acceptance of the legitimacy of any code or system devised by any 

authority other than God’s means a break from submission to God, as such 

submission means in practice complete surrender to Him alone. Accepting such 

legitimacy is not only in conflict with the central concept of Islam; it also hands over 

on earth to the blind who break their covenant with God after it has been confirmed. 

These are the ones who cut asunder what God has bidden to be united and who thus 

spread corruption on earth. 

Throughout history mankind has suffered untold misery, as it tried, without 

proper guidance, a great variety of systems, laws and regimes under the leadership 

of blind people assuming the guise of philosophers, theoreticians, legislators and 

politicians. Never did mankind experience real happiness, elevate human standards, 

or reach the standard worthy of their role as God’s vicegerents on earth except under 

the Islamic system. 

These are some of the prominent features of this s rah. Our discussion merely 

points to them although it can explain them but inadequately. Praise be to God who 

has guided us to this. It is only through His guidance that we can make the right 

choice. 
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S RAH 14 

Ibrāhīm 

(Abraham) 

Prologue 

This s rah is a Makkan revelation. Its subject matter, namely faith, revelation and 

the divine message, God’s Oneness, resurrection, reckoning and reward permeate 

Makkan s rahs. Just as every s rah in the Qur’ n has its distinctive character, this 

s rah adopts a unique approach in presenting its material, with highlights and 

shading that accentuate the principles and issues it tackles. These may not be 

different from the principles and issues other s rahs illustrate, but they are tackled 

here from a different angle so as to generate special effect and emphasis. 

Furthermore, certain aspects are added and others omitted, giving the reader and the 

listener the overall impression that they deal with new issues and principles. 

The general ambience of the s rah derives from its title, namely Abraham, the 

father of all prophets who came after him. He was a blessed man, most grateful to 

God, most clement, tender-hearted, and devout. All the connotations of these 

attributes are felt throughout this s rah, in its main issues, general approach, mode of 

expression as also in its rhythm. 

The s rah addresses a number of issues relating to faith, but two of these permeate 

the whole s rah. These are the two issues most relevant to Abraham himself. The first 

is the unity of the divine message and God’s messengers, and their united stand, 

despite their different times and places, as one community against the state of 

ignorance, or j hiliyyah. The other is God’s favours bestowed on mankind, the 

increase He grants to those who are grateful and the fact that most people remain 

ungrateful. The s rah definitely includes other issues, but these two give the s rah its 
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special ambience. 

The s rah begins with an outline of the mission of God’s Messenger and the book 

revealed to him: “This is a book which We have bestowed on you from on high so that you 

might bring forth all mankind, by their Lord’s leave, from darkness into the light, to the path 

of the Almighty, the One to whom all praise is due.” (Verse 1) It concludes with the same 

point, highlighting the truth of God’s oneness which is at the heart of the divine 

message: “This is a message to all mankind. Let them be warned thereby, and let them know 

that He is the One and only God. Let those who are endowed with insight take heed.” (Verse 

52) 

In between, the s rah mentions that Moses was sent to do the same task as 

Mu ammad, using practically the same wording: “We have sent forth Moses with Our 

revelations, saying, lead your people out of darkness into the light.’“ (Verse 5) It also 

explains that the general purpose behind sending God’s messengers was to make 

things clear: “Never have We sent a messenger otherwise than speaking the language of his 

own people, so that he might make [the truth] clear to them.” (Verse 4) In addition, it 

explains that because God’s Messenger is human, this inevitably provides the 

parameters for his mission: he is to inform, explain and give warning and good 

counsel. He cannot, however, perform a miracle except by God’s permission, and at a 

time God determines. Neither he nor his people have any say in this. Nor can he 

oblige his community to follow guidance or sink into error, for these things follow a 

certain rule God has set in operation according to His own free choice. 

That God’s messengers were all human was a matter objected to by all past 

ignorant communities. The s rah sums up all these objections and the reply given by 

God’s messengers, as if the objections and the reply were made all at the same time: 

“They replied: ‘You are but mortals like ourselves. You want to turn us away from what our 

forefathers used to worship. Bring us, then, a clear proof’ Their messengers replied: ‘We are 

indeed but mortals like yourselves. But God bestows His grace on whomever He wills of His 

servants. It is not within our power to bring you any proof except by God’s leave. It is in God 

that all believers must place their trust.’“ (Verses 10-11) 

The s rah also explains that taking mankind from darkness into light can only be 

accomplished ‘by their Lord’s leave’. Every messenger makes the issues clear to his 

people, then: “God lets go astray whomever He wills, and guides whomever He wills. He is 

Almighty, truly Wise.” (Verse 4) 

These are the main lines defining the nature of a messenger sent by God, and the 

mission assigned to him. Nothing of the nature of God’s messengers or their qualities 

can be confused with God’s nature and attributes. Thus God’s oneness is shown in its 

full light, with no hint of similarity to anyone or anything. 

The s rah also speaks about the fulfilment of God’s promise to His messengers 
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and to those who truly believe in them. This promise is fulfilled in this present life 

when they are given victory and power, and in the life to come with generous 

reward given to the believers and severe punishment to the unbelievers. This is 

shown at the end of the scene showing the battle between God’s messengers 

standing together and their different communities also standing together in this 

world: “The unbelievers said to their messengers: ‘We shall most certainly expel you from 

our land, unless you return to our ways.’ Their Lord revealed this to His messengers: Most 

certainly shall We destroy the wrongdoers, and most certainly shall We cause you to dwell in 

the land long after they are gone. This [I promise] to all who stand in awe of My presence, and 

stand in awe of My warnings.’ And they prayed for God’s help and victory [for the truth]. 

And every powerful, obstinate enemy of the truth shall come to grief” (Verses 13-15) It is 

also shown in the images drawn from the Day of Judgement: “Those who believe and do 

righteous deeds will be admitted to gardens through which running waters flow, wherein they 

will abide, by their Lord’s leave. Their greeting shall be: Peace:” (Verse 23) “On that day you 

will see the guilty chained together in fetters, wearing garments of black pitch, and their faces 

covered with flames.” (Verses 49-50) 

The same fact is also emphasized in the analogies given for both groups: “Do you 

not see how God compares a good word to a good tree? Its roots are firm and its branches 

reach to the sky. It yields its fruits at all times by its Lord’s leave. Thus does God set parables 

for people so that they may reflect. And an evil word is like a corrupt tree, torn up onto the 

face of the earth. It cannot have a stable position. God will strengthen the believers through 

the true, unshakeable word in both this life and the life to come; but the wrongdoers God lets 

go astray. God does whatever He wills.” (Verses 24-27) “The works of those who disbelieve 

in their Lord are like ashes which the wind blows about fiercely on a stormy day. They cannot 

achieve any benefit from all that they might have earned. This [disbelief] is indeed going very 

far astray.” (Verse 18) 

The Message of All Prophets 

The first of the two major issues that run through the whole s rah is the unity of 

the divine message preached by all God’s messengers. This is presented here in a 

unique way. Other s rahs demonstrated this through the fact that every messenger 

made the same address to his people. Every one of them would state the same truth, 

complete his work and pass away, to be followed by other messengers, each of 

whom stated the same truth in the same words, receiving the same reply. The 

unbelievers who deny the truth suffer whatever they may suffer in this life, although 

some of them are given respite, so as to face their fate on the Day of Judgement. In 

those s rahs every messenger was shown in a separate scene, like we see a film 

playing back different events. The best examples of this method are seen in S rahs 7 

and 11, The Heights and Hūd, respectively. 
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In this s rah, all the prophets are grouped together on one side and their erring 

communities on the other. The battle goes on between them in this life, but does not 

come to an end here. On the contrary, we follow its progress until the Day of 

Judgement. Despite the great difference in time and place, we see in front of us the 

community of God’s messengers and their followers standing together as a single 

group. Indeed time and place are two transitory factors, while the great truth of faith 

and unbelief is far greater than both time and place: 

Have you not received accounts of what befell those who lived before you? The people 

of Noah, the ` d and Tham d, and those who came after them? None knows them all 

but God. Their messengers came to them with clear evidence of the truth, but they put 

their hands to their mouths, and said: ‘We disbelieve in that with which you have been 

sent, and we are in grave doubt about that to which you call us.’ Said the messengers 

sent to them: ‘Can there be any doubt about God, the Originator of the heavens and 

the earth? He calls you, so that He may forgive you your sins and grant you respite 

for an appointed term.’ They replied: ‘You are but mortals like ourselves. You want to 

turn us away from what our forefathers used to worship. Bring us, then, a clear proof’ 

Their messengers replied: ‘We are indeed but mortals like yourselves. But God bestows 

His grace on whomever He wills of His servants. It is not within our power to bring 

you any proof except by God’s leave. It is in God that all believers must place their 

trust. And why should we not place our trust in God, when He has guided us on our 

paths? Hence we will bear with patience all your persecution. In God let all the 

faithful place their trust.’ The unbelievers said to their messengers: ‘We shall most 

certainly expel you from our land, unless you return to our ways.’ Their Lord revealed 

this to His messengers: Most certainly shall We destroy the wrongdoers, and most 

certainly shall We cause you to dwell in the land long after they are gone. This [I 

promise] to all who stand in awe of My presence, and stand in awe of My warnings. 

‘And they prayed for God’s help and victory [for the truth]. And every powerful, 

obstinate enemy of the truth shall come to grief. Behind him stretches hell where he 

shall be made to drink putrefied water, gulping it little by little, and yet hardly able to 

swallow it. Death will beset him from every side, yet he shall not die. More severe 

suffering still awaits him. (Verses 9-17) 

All generations starting with the time of Noah and all messengers are grouped 

together, while time and place dwindle into insignificance, to give prominence to the 

truth of the one divine message. The objections of the unbelievers remain the same 

throughout. Similarly, help is given to believers, for power is granted by God to good 

people, while failure and humiliation are the lot of tyrants, and suffering awaits them 

in the hereafter. All these factors apply to them all in exactly the same way. We see 

that what is said by Mu ammad and Moses (peace be upon them both) to their 

peoples is identical: “This is a book which We have bestowed on you from on high so that 
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you might bring forth all mankind, by their Lord’s leave, from darkness into the light.” 

(Verse 1) “We have sent forth Moses with Our revelations, saying, ‘Lead your people out of 

darkness into the light.” (Verse 5) 

The battle between faith and unfaith does not end in this world. The s rah follows 

it into the hereafter. We see it featured prominently in the different scenes and 

images the s rah draws of the hereafter. For example: 

They will all appear before God, and then the weak will say to those who acted with 

arrogance: ‘We were your followers: can you relieve us of something of God’s 

punishment?’ [And the others] will reply: Had God given us guidance, we would have 

guided you. It is now all one for us whether we grieve impatiently or endure with 

patience. There is no escape for us now.’ And when everything will have been decided, 

Satan will say: ‘God has made you a true promise. I, too, made promises to you, but I 

did not keep them. Yet I had no power at all over you, except that I called you and you 

responded to me. Hence, do not now blame me, but blame yourselves. It is not for me 

to respond to your cries, nor for you to respond to mine. I have already disclaimed 

your associating me with God.’ Indeed, for all wrongdoers there is grievous suffering 

in store. Those who believe and do righteous deeds will be admitted to gardens through 

which running waters flow, wherein they will abide, by their Lord’s leave. Their 

greeting shall be: ‘Peace’. (Verses 21-23) 

Never think that God is unaware of what the wrongdoers are doing. He only grants 

them respite till the Day when eyes will stare fixedly in horror, when they will be 

dashing in confusion, with their heads lifted up, unable to turn their eyes from what 

they behold, and their hearts an utter void. (Verses 42-43) 

They devised their plots, but their plots are all within God’s grasp, even though their 

plots are so powerful as to move mountains. Never think that God may ever fail to 

fulfil the promise which He has given to His messengers. Indeed God is Almighty, 

avenger of evil! On the day when the earth shall be changed into another earth, as 

shall be the heavens, and when all people stand before God, the One who holds sway 

over all that exists. On that day you will see the guilty chained together in fetters, 

wearing garments of black pitch, and their faces covered with flames. (Verses 46-50) 

All these examples confirm that it is all one battle that starts in this world and 

ends in the life to come. The two parts are mutually complementary, with no gap in 

between. The examples, with events starting in this world and ending in the 

hereafter, also bring into sharp relief the main features of this battle and its results: a 

good word is like a good tree; and the tree is that of prophethood, faith and 

goodness. By contrast, an evil word is like a corrupt tree; the tree of ignorance, 
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falsehood, rejection of the truth, evil and tyranny. 

Gratitude for Unending Favours 

Gratitude to God for what He bestows on us animates the whole s rah. God 

enumerates His favours, which He grants to all mankind, believers and unbelievers, 

righteous or unrighteous, God-fearing and wrongdoers. God is most certainly 

compassionate and merciful when He grants such favours to unbelievers, 

disobedients and wrongdoers in the same way as He grants them to the faithful who 

strive for His cause. It is their place that they should be grateful. Here God’s grace is 

shown extending across the widest horizon, within a framework of universal 

imagery: “It is God who has created the heavens and the earth, and who sends down water 

from the sky with which He brings forth fruits for your sustenance. He has placed under your 

service ships which by His leave sail through the sea, and He has made the rivers subservient 

to [His law] for your benefit. And for your benefit He has made the sun and the moon, both 

diligently pursuing their courses, subservient to [His law]; and has made the night and the 

day subservient to [His law]. And He gives you of everything you ask of Him. Should you try 

to count God’s blessings, you will never be able to compute them. Yet man is persistent in 

wrongdoing, stubbornly ungrateful.” (Verses 32-34) 

Indeed, sending messengers to mankind is an equal, if not greater favour: “This is 

a book which We have bestowed on you from on high so that you might bring forth all 

mankind, by their Lord’s leave, from darkness into the light.” (Verse 1) Light is perhaps 

God’s most majestic favour in the universe, but the light referred to in this verse is 

the greatest light that shines through our whole beings and which makes the world 

around us shine. The same task was assigned to Moses with his people, and indeed 

to all messengers, as clearly explained in the s rah. We also note a favour in what 

God’s messengers say: “He calls you, so that He may forgive you your sins.” (Verse 10) 

That people are called to forgiveness is a great favour almost equal to that of light. 

Within the context of God’s favours, Moses reminds his people of what God 

bestowed on them: “Moses said to his people: ‘Remember the blessings God bestowed on 

you when He saved you from Pharaohs people who afflicted you with grievous torment, 

slaughtered your sons and spared [only] your women. That was indeed an awesome trial from 

your Lord.” (Verse 6) And within the same context, the s rah mentions God’s promise 

to His messengers: “Their Lord revealed this to His messengers: Most certainly shall We 

destroy the wrongdoers, and most certainly shall We cause you to dwell in the land long after 

they are gone. This [I promise] to all who stand in awe of My presence, and stand in awe of 

My warnings.’“ (Verses 13-14) Again, this should be counted among God’s many 

great favours. 

The s rah also highlights the fact that God’s favours are increased when people are 
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grateful: “For your Lord had declared: If you are grateful, I shall certainly give you more; but 

if you are ungrateful, then My punishment shall be severe indeed.’“ (Verse 7) It makes clear 

that God is in no need of gratitude, thanks or those who give them. “And Moses said: 

If you and whoever lives on earth were to deny God, [know that] God is indeed Self-Sufficient, 

worthy of all praise.’“ (Verse 8) The s rah explains that generally man does not show 

proper gratitude for the favours God bestows on him. “Should you try to count God’s 

blessings, you will never be able to compute them. Yet man is persistent in wrongdoing, 

stubbornly ungrateful.” (Verse 34) However, those who reflect on the signs God has 

placed all around them, and show insight, will persevere in the face of adversity and 

show gratitude for favours and blessings: “Surely in this there are signs for everyone who 

is patient in adversity and deeply grateful [to God].” (Verse 5) 

Both patience in adversity and gratitude are expressed by Abraham in a position 

of humility before God, expressed in a prayer addressed near the Sacred Mosque in 

Makkah. It overflows with praise and gratitude to God: 

Abraham said: ‘My Lord. Make this land secure, and preserve me and my children 

from ever worshipping idols. My Lord, they have indeed led many people astray. 

Hence, he who follows me belongs to me. As for him who disobeys me, well, You are 

truly Much-Forgiving, Merciful. Our Lord, I have settled some of my offspring in a 

valley without cultivation, by Your Sacred House, so that they may establish regular 

prayers. So, cause You people’s hearts to incline towards them, and provide them with 

fruits, so that they may give thanks. Our Lord, You certainly know all that we conceal 

and all that we bring into the open: for nothing whatever, on earth or in heaven, can 

be hidden from God. All praise is due to God who has given me, in my old age, Ishmael 

and Isaac. Surely my Lord hears all prayers. My Lord, cause me and [some of] my 

offspring to establish regular prayers. My Lord, accept my prayer. Our Lord, grant 

Your forgiveness to me and my parents, and all the believers on the Day when the 

reckoning will come to pass.’ (Verses 35-41) 

Because God’s favours and blessings, gratitude for them and, by contrast, their 

denial permeate the s rah, many comments at the end of verses fit with this. For 

example: “provide them with fruits, so that they may give thanks.” (Verse 37) “Surely in 

this there are signs for everyone who is patient in adversity and deeply grateful [to God].” 

(Verse 5) “Have you not seen those who have exchanged God’s blessings for unbelief and 

landed their people in the House of Perdition.” (Verse 28) “Remember the blessings God 

bestowed on you.” (Verse 6) “All praise is due to God who has given me, in my old age, 

Ishmael and Isaac.” (Verse 39) 

When the prophets answer the unbelievers’ objections that they, i.e. the prophets, 

are only human, they say: “We are indeed but mortals like yourselves. But God bestows 

His grace on whomever He wills of His servants.” (Verse 11) Thus, God’s grace is 



Ibrahīm (Abraham) | PROLOGUE 

 190

highlighted to fit with the general atmosphere of the s rah, which radiates with 

aspects of grace, mercy, favour and gratitude on the one side and ingratitude on the 

other. Thus, verbal expression is brought in harmony with the s rah as a whole to 

perfect the Qur’ nic artistic method. 

The s rah can be divided into two main passages: the first explains the nature of 

the divine message and the messenger delivering it, portraying the battle between 

their community and those who deny the message. It comments on all this, giving 

examples of good and evil words. The other passage speaks of the favours God 

grants to mankind, describing those who display an arrogant ingratitude and the 

believers who express their gratitude. The first perfect example of the latter is 

Abraham. It describes the fate of the wrongdoers who deny God’s favours in a series 

of most powerful and lively images of the Day of Judgement. Thus, the conclusion of 

the s rah is brought into harmony with its opening: “This is a message to all mankind. 

Let them be warned thereby, and let them know that He is the One and Only God. Let those 

who are endowed with insight take heed.” (Verse 52) 
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One Message for All 

Mankind 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

Alif L m. R . This is a book which We 
have bestowed on you from on high so that 
you might bring forth all mankind, by their 
Lord’s leave, from darkness into the light, 
to the path of the Almighty, the One to 
whom all praise is due, (1) 

to God, to whom all that is in the heavens 
and all that is on earth belongs. Woe to the 
unbelievers; for theirs will be a severe 
suffering. (2) 

These are the ones who love the life of this 
world preferring it to the life to come, and 
who turn others away from God’s path and 
try to make it appear crooked. They have 
gone far astray. (3) 
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Never have We sent a messenger otherwise 
than speaking the language of his own 
people, so that he might make [the truth] 
clear to them. But God lets go astray 
whomever He wills, and guides whomever 
He wills. He is Almighty, truly Wise. (4) 

We have sent forth Moses with Our 
revelations, saying, ‘Lead your people out of 
darkness into the light, and remind them of 
the Days of God.’ Surely in this there are 
signs for everyone who is patient in 
adversity and deeply grateful [to God]. (5) 

Moses said to his people: ‘Remember the 
blessings God bestowed on you when He 
saved you from Pharaoh’s people who 
afflicted you with grievous torment, 
slaughtered your sons and spared [only] 
your women. That was indeed an awesome 
trial from your Lord. (6) 

For your Lord had declared: “If you are 
grateful, I shall certainly give you more; but 
if you are ungrateful, then My punishment 
shall be severe indeed.’” (7) 
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∩⊆∪  

ô‰s) s9 uρ $uΖù= y™ ö‘ r& 4†y›θãΒ !$oΨ ÏF≈ tƒ$t↔ Î/ ïχr& 

ólÌ÷zr& y7 tΒöθs% š∅ÏΒ ÏM≈ yϑè=—à9 $# ’ n<Î) Í‘θ–Ψ9 $# 

Ν èδöÅe2sŒ uρ ÄΝ9 −ƒ r'Î/ «!$# 4 χÎ) ’Îû šÏ9≡ sŒ 

;M≈ tƒ Uψ Èe≅ ä3Ïj9 9‘$¬7 |¹ 9‘θä3x© ∩∈∪  

øŒ Î) uρ tΑ$s% 4©y›θãΒ ÏμÏΒöθs) Ï9 (#ρãà2øŒ $# sπ yϑ÷èÏΡ 

«!$# öΝ à6 ø‹n=tæ øŒ Î) Ν ä39pgΥr& ô⎯ ÏiΒ ÉΑ# u™ 

šχöθ tã öÏù öΝ ä3tΡθãΒθÝ¡o„ u™þθß™ É># x‹yèø9 $# 

šχθçt ¿o2 x‹ãƒ uρ öΝ ä. u™!$ oΨ ö/ r& šχθãŠ óstGó¡tƒ uρ 

öΝ à2u™!$|¡ÎΣ 4 ’ Îûuρ Ν à6 Ï9≡ sŒ Ö™Iξt/ ⎯ ÏiΒ 

öΝ à6 În/ §‘ ÒΟŠ Ïà tã ∩∉∪  

øŒ Î) uρ šχ©Œ r's? öΝ ä3š/ u‘ ⎦È⌡s9 óΟ è?öx6 x© 

öΝ ä3̄Ρy‰ƒ Î—V{ ( ⎦È⌡s9 uρ ÷Λän öx Ÿ2 ¨βÎ) ’ Î1# x‹tã 
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And Moses said: ‘If you and whoever lives 
on earth were to deny God, [know that] 
God is indeed Self-Sufficient, worthy of all 
praise.’ (8) 

Have you not received accounts of what 
befell those who lived before you? The 
people of Noah, the ` d, and Thamūd, 
and those who came after them? None 
knows them all but God. Their messengers 
came to them with clear evidence of the 
truth, but they put their hands to their 
mouths, and said: ‘We disbelieve in that 
with which you have been sent, and we are 
in grave doubt about that to which you call 
us.’ (9) 

Said the messengers sent to them: ‘Can 
there be any doubt about God, the 
Originator of the heavens and the earth? 
He calls you, so that He may forgive you 
your sins and grant you respite for an 
appointed term.’ They replied: ‘You are but 
mortals like ourselves. You want to turn us 
away from what our forefathers used to 
worship. Bring us, then, a clear proof.’ 

Ó‰ƒ Ï‰t± s9 ∩∠∪  

tΑ$s%uρ #©y›θãΒ βÎ) (# ÿρãà õ3s? ÷Λ ä⎢Ρr& ⎯ tΒuρ ’Îû 

ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# $YèŠ ÏΗsd  χÎ* sù ©!$# ;©Í_ tó s9 î‰Š ÏΗxq ∩∇∪  

óΟ s9 r& öΝ ä3Ï?ù'tƒ (# àσ t6 tΡ š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# ⎯ ÏΒ ôΜ à6 Î=ö6 s% 

ÏΘöθs% 8yθçΡ 7Š$tãuρ yŠθßϑ rOuρ ¡ š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# uρ .⎯ ÏΒ 

öΝ ÏδÏ‰÷è t/ ¡ Ÿω öΝßγ ßϑn=÷ètƒ ωÎ) ª!$# 4 öΝ ßγ ø?u™!% ỳ 

Ν ßγ è=ß™ â‘ ÏM≈ uΖÉi t7 ø9 $$Î/ (# ÿρ–Š tsù óΟ ßγ tƒÏ‰÷ƒ r& þ’ Îû 

óΟ Îγ Ïδ≡ uθøùr& (# þθä9$s%uρ $̄ΡÎ) $tΡöx x. !$yϑÎ/ Ο çFù=Å™ ö‘ é& 

⎯ Ïμ Î/ $̄ΡÎ) uρ ’ Å∀s9 7e7 x© $£ϑÏiΒ !$oΨ tΡθãã ô‰s? Ïμø‹s9 Î) 

5=ƒ ÌãΒ ∩®∪  

* ôM s9$s% óΟ ßγ è=ß™ â‘ ’ Îûr& «!$# A7 x© ÌÏÛ$sù 

ÏN≡ uθ≈ yϑ¡¡9 $# ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# uρ ( öΝ ä.θãã ô‰tƒ tÏ øóu‹ Ï9 

Ν à6 s9 ⎯ ÏiΒ öΝ ä3Î/θçΡèŒ öΝ à2t½jzxσ ãƒ uρ #†n<Î) 

9≅ y_r& ‘ wΚ|¡•Β 4 (# þθä9$s% ÷βÎ) óΟ çFΡr& ωÎ) ×|³ o0 $uΖè=÷W ÏiΒ 

tβρß‰ƒ Ìè? βr& $tΡρ‘‰ÝÁs? $£ϑtã šχ% x. ß‰ç7 ÷è tƒ 
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(10) 

Their messengers replied: ‘We are indeed 
but mortals like yourselves. But God 
bestows His grace on whomever He wills of 
His servants. It is not within our power to 
bring you any proof, except by God’s leave. 
It is in God that all believers must place 
their trust. (11) 

And why should we not place our trust in 
God, when He has guided us on our 
paths? Hence we will bear with patience all 
your persecution. In God alone let all the 
faithful place their trust.’ (12) 

The unbelievers said to their messengers: 
‘We shall most certainly expel you from 
our land, unless you return to our ways.’ 
Their Lord revealed this to His messengers: 
‘Most certainly shall We destroy the 
wrongdoers, (13) 

and most certainly shall We cause you to 
dwell in the land long after they are gone. 
This [I promise] to all who stand in awe of 
My presence, and stand in awe of My 

$tΡäτ!$t/# u™ $tΡθè?ù'sù 9⎯≈ sÜ ù=Ý¡Î0 &⎥⎫Î7 •Β ∩⊇⊃∪  

ôM s9$s% öΝ ßγ s9 öΝ ßγ è=ß™ â‘ βÎ) ß⎯ øt ªΥ ωÎ) Öt± o0 

öΝ à6 è=÷V ÏiΒ £⎯ Å3≈ s9 uρ ©!$# ⎯ ßϑtƒ 4’ n?tã ⎯ tΒ â™!$t±o„ 

ô⎯ ÏΒ ⎯ ÍνÏŠ$t6 Ïã ( $tΒuρ šχ% x. !$uΖs9 βr& Ν ä3uŠ Ï?ù'̄Ρ 

?⎯≈ sÜ ù=Ý¡Î0 ωÎ) ÈβøŒ Î* Î/ «!$# 4 ’ n?tãuρ «!$# 

È≅ 2uθtG uŠ ù=sù šχθãΨ ÏΒ÷σ ßϑø9 $# ∩⊇⊇∪  

$tΒuρ !$oΨ s9 ωr& Ÿ≅2 uθtGtΡ ’ n?tã «!$# ô‰s%uρ 

$uΖ1 y‰yδ $oΨ n=ç7 ß™ 4 χuÉ9óÁuΖ s9 uρ 4’ n?tã !$tΒ 

$tΡθßϑçF÷ƒ sŒ# u™ 4 ’ n?tãuρ «!$# È≅ ©. uθtG uŠ ù=sù 

tβθè=Ïj. uθtGßϑø9 $# ∩⊇⊄∪  

tΑ$s%uρ t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (#ρãx Ÿ2 öΝ ÎγÎ=ß™ ãÏ9 

Ν à6 ¨Ψ y_Ì÷‚ãΖs9 ô⎯ ÏiΒ !$uΖÅÊ ö‘ r& ÷ρr& χßŠθãètFs9 

’ Îû $uΖÏḠ=ÏΒ ( #©yr÷ρ r'sù öΝ Íκ ö s9 Î) öΝ åκ ›5u‘ £⎯ s3Î=öκ ß] s9 

š⎥⎫ÏϑÎ=≈ ©à9 $# ∩⊇⊂∪  

ãΝ ä3̈Ψ oΨ Å6 ó¡ä⊥ s9 uρ uÚ ö‘ F{ $# .⎯ ÏΒ öΝÏδÏ‰÷èt/ 4 
šÏ9≡ sŒ ô⎯ yϑÏ9 š’% s{ ’ÍΓ$s) tΒ t∃% s{ uρ Ï‰‹ Ïãuρ 
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warnings.’ (14) 

And they prayed for God’s help and victory 
[for the truth]. And every powerful, 
obstinate enemy of the truth shall come to 
grief. (15) 

Behind him stretches hell where he shall be 
made to drink putrefied water, (16) 

gulping it little by little, and yet hardly able 
to swallow it. Death will beset him from 
every side, yet he shall not die. More severe 
suffering still awaits him. (17) 

The works of those who disbelieve in their 
Lord are like ashes which the wind blows 
about fiercely on a stormy day. They cannot 
achieve any benefit from all that they might 
have earned. This [disbelief] is indeed going 
very far astray. (18) 

Do you not see that God has created the 
heavens and the earth in accordance with 
the truth. If He so wills, He can do away 
with you and bring into being a new 
creation. (19) 

∩⊇⊆∪  

(#θßstGø tGó™ $# uρ z>% s{ uρ ‘≅ à2 A‘$¬7 y_ 7‰Š ÏΨ tã 

∩⊇∈∪  

⎯ ÏiΒ ⎯ Ïμ Í←!# u‘ uρ æΛ ©⎝ yγ y_ 4’ s+ ó¡ãƒ uρ ⎯ÏΒ &™!$̈Β 7‰ƒ Ï‰|¹ 

∩⊇∉∪  

… çμ ãã §yftFtƒ Ÿωuρ ßŠ% x6 tƒ … çμäóŠ Å¡ç„ Ïμ‹ Ï?ù'tƒ uρ 

ßN öθyϑø9 $# ⎯ ÏΒ Èe≅ à2 5β% s3tΒ $tΒuρ uθèδ ;M Íh‹yϑÎ/ ( 
∅ÏΒuρ ⎯ Ïμ Í←!# u‘ uρ ë># x‹tã ÔáŠ Î=yñ ∩⊇∠∪  

ã≅ sW ¨Β š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# (#ρãx x. óΟ Îγ În/ tÎ/ ( óΟßγ è=≈ yϑôãr& 

>Š$tΒtx. ôN £‰tFô© $# Ïμ Î/ ßw†Ìh9 $# ’ Îû BΘöθtƒ 7#Ï¹% tæ ( 
ω tβρâ‘ Ï‰ø) tƒ $£ϑÏΒ (#θç7 |¡Ÿ2 4’ n?tã &™ó©x« 4 

šÏ9≡ sŒ uθèδ ã≅≈ n=Ò9 $# ß‰‹ Ïèt7 ø9 $# ∩⊇∇∪  

óΟ s9 r& ts? χr& ©!$# šY n=y{ ÏN≡ uθ≈ yϑ¡¡9 $# 

uÚ ö‘ F{ $# uρ Èd,pt ø:$$Î/ 4 βÎ) ù't±o„ öΝ ä3ö7 Ïδõ‹ãƒ ÏN ù'tƒ uρ 

9, ù=sƒ ¿2 7‰ƒ Ï‰ỳ ∩⊇®∪  

$tΒuρ y7 Ï9≡ sŒ ’ n?tã «!$# 9“ƒ Ì“ yèÎ/ ∩⊄⊃∪  
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This is no difficult thing for God. (20) 

They will all appear before God, and then 
the weak will say to those who acted with 
arrogance: ‘We were your followers: can you 
relieve us of something of God’s 
punishment?’  

[And the others] will reply: ‘Had God 
given us guidance, we would have guided 
you. It is now all one for us whether we 
grieve impatiently or endure with patience. 
There is no escape for us now.’ (21) 

And when everything will have been 
decided, Satan will say: ‘God has made 
you a true promise. I, too, made promises 
to you, but I did not keep them. Yet I had 
no power at all over you, except that I 
called you and you responded to me. Hence, 
do not now blame me, but blame 
yourselves. It is not for me to respond to 
your cries, nor for you to respond to mine. I 
have already disclaimed your associating me 
with God.’ Indeed, for all wrongdoers there 
is grievous suffering in store. (22) 

Those who believe and do righteous deeds 
will be admitted to gardens through which 
running waters flow, wherein they will 
abide, by their Lord’s leave. Their greeting 

(#ρã—tt/ uρ ¬! $YèŠ ÏΗsd tΑ$s) sù (# àσ ¯≈ x yè‘Ò9 $# t⎦⎪Ï% ©#Ï9 

(# ÿρçy9õ3tGó™ $# $̄ΡÎ) $̈Ζà2 öΝä3s9 $Yèt7 s? ö≅ yγ sù Ο çFΡr& 

tβθãΖøó•Β $̈Ψ tã ô⎯ ÏΒ ÅU# x‹tã «!$# ⎯ ÏΒ &™ó©x« 4  

(#θä9$s% öθs9 $uΖ1 y‰yδ ª!$# öΝ à6≈ uΖ÷ƒ y‰oλm; ( í™!# uθy™ 

!$uΖøŠ n=tã !$oΨ ôãÌ“ y_r& ÷Π r& $tΡ÷y9|¹ $tΒ $uΖs9 ⎯ ÏΒ 

<ÈŠ Ås̈Β ∩⊄⊇∪  

tΑ$s%uρ ß⎯≈ sÜ ø‹ ¤±9 $# $£ϑs9 z©ÅÓè% ãøΒF{ $# χÎ) 

©!$# öΝ à2y‰tãuρ y‰ôãuρ Èd,pt ø:$# ö/ ä3›?‰tãuρ uρ 

öΝ à6 çFø n=÷zr'sù ( $tΒuρ tβ% x. u’ Í< Ν ä3ø‹n=tæ ⎯ ÏiΒ 

?⎯≈ sÜ ù=ß™ HωÎ) βr& ÷Λäl è?öθtã yŠ óΟ çGö6 yftGó™ $$sù ’ Í< ( 
Ÿξsù ’ ÎΤθãΒθè=s? (# þθãΒθä9 uρ Ν à6 |¡àΡr& ( !$̈Β O$tΡ r& 

öΝ à6 ÅzÎóÇßϑÎ/ !$tΒuρ Ο çFΡr&  †ÅÎóÇßϑÎ/ ( ’ ÎoΤ Î) 

ßNöx Ÿ2 !$yϑÎ/ ÈβθßϑçGò2uõ° r& ⎯ ÏΒ ã≅ ö7 s% 3 ¨β Î) 

š⎥⎫ÏϑÎ=≈ ©à9 $# öΝ ßγ s9 ë># x‹tã ÒΟŠ Ï9 r& ∩⊄⊄∪  

Ÿ≅ Åz÷Š é& uρ š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# (#θãΖtΒ# u™ (#θè=Ïϑtãuρ 

ÏM≈ ysÎ=≈ ¢Á9 $# ;M≈ ¨Ζy_ “Ìøg rB ⎯ ÏΒ $pκ ÉJøt rB 

ã≈ pκ ÷Ξ F{ $# t⎦⎪Ï$ Î#≈ yz $pκ Ïù ÈβøŒ Î* Î/ óΟ Îγ În/ u‘ ( öΝ åκ çJ̈Š Ït rB 
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shall be: ‘Peace’. (23) 

Do you not see how God compares a good 
word to a good tree? Its roots are firm and 
its branches reach to the sky. (24) 

It yields its fruits at all times by its Lord’s 
leave. Thus does God set parables for 
people so that they may reflect. (25) 

And an evil word is like a corrupt tree, 
torn up onto the face of the earth. It cannot 
have a stable position. (26) 

God will strengthen the believers through 
the true, unshakeable word in both this life 
and the life to come; but the wrongdoers 
God lets go astray. God does whatever He 
wills. (27) 

$pκ Ïù íΝ≈ n=y™ ∩⊄⊂∪  

öΝ s9 r& ts? y#ø‹x. z> uŸÑ ª!$# WξsWtΒ Zπ yϑÎ=x. Zπ t6 ÍhŠ sÛ 

;ο tyft±x. Bπ t7 Íh‹sÛ $yγ è=ô¹r& ×M Î/$rO $yγ ããösùuρ ’ Îû 

Ï™!$yϑ¡¡9 $# ∩⊄⊆∪  

þ’ ÎA÷σ è? $yγ n=à2é& ¨≅ ä. ¤⎦⎫Ïm ÈβøŒ Î* Î/ $yγ În/ u‘ 3 
ÛUÎôØ o„ uρ ª!$# tΑ$sW øΒF{ $# Ä¨$̈Ψ=Ï9 óΟ ßγ ¯=yès9 

šχρã2 x‹tG tƒ ∩⊄∈∪  

ã≅ sV tΒuρ >π yϑÎ=x. 7π sW Î7 yz >ο tyft±x. >π sV Î6yz 

ôM ¨V çGô_$# ⎯ ÏΒ É− öθsù ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# $tΒ $yγ s9 ⎯ ÏΒ 9‘# ts% 

∩⊄∉∪  

àM Îm6 sV ãƒ ª!$# š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# (#θãΖtΒ# u™ ÉΑ öθs) ø9 $$Î/ 

ÏM Î/$̈V9 $# ’ Îû Íο 4θuŠ pt ø:$# $u‹ ÷Ρ‘‰9 $# †Îû uρ Íο tÅzFψ$# ( 
‘≅ ÅÒãƒ uρ ª!$# š⎥⎫ÏϑÎ=≈ ©à9 $# 4 ã≅ yèø tƒ uρ ª!$# $tΒ 

â™!$t±tƒ ∩⊄∠∪ 

From Darkness into Light 

“Alif. L m. R . This is a book which We have bestowed on you from on high.” (Verse 1) 
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This book which consists of words made up of letters like these is one which you 

certainly have not authored. It has been revealed to you for a definite purpose, “so 

that you might bring forth all mankind, by their Lord’s leave, from darkness into the light.” 

(Verse 1) Your role is to take mankind out of the depths of darkness into which they 

have sunk, the darkness of superstition, conflicting systems and traditions; the 

darkness of believing in alleged deities, and false concepts, values and standards. 

You are to bring them, i.e. all of mankind, into the real light which removes all 

darkness. Not only does this light dispel all darkness from people’s consciences and 

minds, it also affects their lives generally, setting for them new values and traditions. 

Faith based on God’s oneness is a light that shines within the human heart, to 

make the whole human being shine as well. Man is created out of cold clay in which 

God has blown of His spirit. Should he abandon the light of this breath of spirit, he 

turns back into dark clay, and becomes a mass of flesh and blood like an animal. It is 

indeed the flesh and blood alone that are made of the earth’s clay. It is with this 

breath from God’s spirit that light spreads over it. Then faith makes it appear in its 

full glory. With it the mass of flesh and blood blooms. 

Faith is a light that illuminates the soul so that it can see the way leading to God, 

clear without any confusion caused by superstition or desires, and without any 

misleading fancy or greed. When the human soul sees the way so clearly ahead of it, 

it proceeds with steady steps, and without hesitation. 

The light of faith illuminates the whole of life, making all mankind equal servants 

of God, united together by their bond of faith. They submit themselves to none other 

than God, which means that they are never divided into slaves and tyrants. With the 

universe around them they establish a bond based on knowledge of the great law 

that sets the whole universe and all its forces into operation. This brings them peace 

with the universe and with all creatures that live in it. 

Faith is the light of justice, freedom and knowledge. It is the light of a bond with 

God based on compassion. It is a bond that gives us reassurance of God’s justice, 

grace and wisdom in situations of ease and hardship. Such reassurance requires that 

we adopt an attitude of patience in adversity and gratitude in happier circumstances. 

It also adds the light of understanding that adverse situations occur for a definite 

purpose. 

Believing in God alone as the Supreme Lord is not merely a personal faith that fills 

one’s conscience and spreads light over one’s soul. It is a complete code of living 

based on the concept of total submission to God alone, discarding all claims of 

lordship by other creatures, and rejecting any attempt that gives such creatures any 

form of sovereignty. This code of living fits completely with human nature so as to 

satisfy all its needs and fill it with happiness, light and reassurance. It is also so stable 
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that it protects people against the sort of upheaval experienced by societies that 

submit to the sovereignty claimed by others and who follow systems devised by 

them in politics, government, economics, social structure, morals and social 

behaviour, as well as in customs and traditions. Furthermore, this code of living 

preserves and promotes human potential. It prevents people from glorifying and 

singing the praises of despots. 

Indeed this short phrase, “so that you may bring forth all mankind, by their Lord’s 

leave, from darkness into the light,” covers profound truths relevant to the human mind, 

as also practical day to day living. It is impossible for human language to do more 

than point to these horizons. 

“So that you might bring forth all mankind, by their Lord’s leave, from darkness into the 

light.” God’s Messenger cannot do more than deliver the divine message, and his role 

is merely to explain it. As for the bringing of mankind out of darkness into light, this 

is done by God’s leave, and according to the laws He has willed to set in operation. 

The Prophet is only His Messenger. 

“So that you might bring forth all mankind, by their Lord’s leave, from darkness into the 

light, to the path of the Almighty, the One to whom all praise is due.” (Verse 1) The phrase, 

‘the path of the Almighty,’ means His way and law which governs the whole universe, 

and the code which governs life. Linguistically speaking, it is used here as a 

substitute for ‘light’. This means that the ‘light’ guides to ‘the path of the Almighty’, 

or that the light is His path. The second meaning is however stronger and richer. The 

light that illuminates the human soul is the light that illuminates the whole universe. 

It is the way, the law and the code of living. A soul which lives in this light will never 

be in error, or entertain misconceptions, or opt for wrong behaviour. It follows the 

straight path, “the path of the Almighty, the One to whom all praise is due.” He is the One 

who has absolute power in the universe, and who is praised by all creatures. 

His might is highlighted here as a threat to the unbelievers, while the fact that He 

is worthy of praise is mentioned as a reminder to those who express gratitude to 

Him. 

Then follow some of God’s attributes. He is notably mentioned as the One to 

whom everything in the heavens and on earth belong, who is in need of no one, and 

who controls the universe and all creatures therein: “God, to whom all that is in the 

heavens and all that is on earth belongs.” (Verse 2) Whoever, then, comes out of 

darkness into light and follows guidance does well. The s rah does not mention 

anything about such a person here. Instead, it goes on to warn the unbelievers 

against woeful suffering. This is inflicted on them as a result of their rejection of the 

greatest blessing God has bestowed on humanity, that is, sending them a Messenger 

whose task is to bring them out of darkness into light. That is an act of God’s grace 
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for which we cannot show enough gratitude. Yet some people reject it outright. 

Hence, “woe to the unbelievers; for theirs will be a severe suffering.” (Verse 2) 

The s rah then mentions a quality that tells us the reason for their rejection of the 

blessing God bestows on mankind through His noble Messenger: “These are the ones 

who love the life of this world preferring it to the life to come, and who turn others away from 

God’s path and try to make it appear crooked. They have gone far astray.” (Verse 3) Giving 

preference to the life of this world puts a person in a position of conflict with the 

requirements of faith, and on a collision course with the ‘path of God’. The situation 

is reversed when preference is given to the life to come. For then, this life is set on the 

right course. People enjoy it with moderation, always keen to earn God’s pleasure. 

Hence there is no conflict between their preference for the life to come and their 

enjoyment of this life and the pleasures it offers. 

Those who turn their minds and hearts towards ensuring a happy outcome in the 

hereafter do not lose the pleasures of this world, as some people with faulty concepts 

imagine. In Islam, a happy life in this world is a prelude to a happy future life. The 

fulfilment of man’s task as God’s vicegerent on earth requires building a happy life. 

In Islam, there is no denunciation or renunciation of any aspect of this life as people 

wait for the hereafter. What Islam requires is that life should prosper with truth, 

justice and sound behaviour by people who seek God’s pleasure and a happy life in 

the hereafter. This is the Islamic outlook. 

Those who choose the life of this world in preference to the hereafter cannot 

monopolize the resources of this world, exploiting, cheating and oppressing people 

to serve their own interests in a society where the light of faith shines and people 

follow God’s guidance. Hence they turn themselves and others away from God’s 

path and try to make it appear crooked, devoid of truth and justice. It is only when 

they have done this, and managed to lead themselves away from the straight path of 

God and justice that they resort to their oppressive ways, cheating people and 

persuading them to share in their corruption. It is only in this way that they can get 

what they want of self- aggrandisement, taking for themselves most of the resources 

God has placed on earth, and behaving arrogantly towards others. People then 

submit to their authority without resistance. 

The way of life advocated by faith protects human life against the selfishness and 

greed of those who are preoccupied with the life of this world in preference to the life 

to come. Under this way of life no one person or group can monopolize the earth’s 

wealth and resources. 

In Their Own Language 

“Never have We sent a messenger otherwise than speaking the language of his own people, 
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so that he might make [the truth] clear to them.” (Verse 4) This is a blessing God grants to 

people with every message He sends to them. For a messenger to be able to bring 

people out of darkness into light, by their Lord’s leave, he must be given his message 

in his own people’s language. This is how he is then able to explain God’s message to 

them. It is how the objectives of the message are fulfilled. 

Although the Prophet Mu ammad is a Messenger to all mankind, he is given his 

message in his own people’s language, so that he can explain matters to them. They 

are the ones who would be conveying his message to the rest of mankind. His own 

life is, after all, limited. Therefore, he is commanded to call first on his own people so 

that the Arabian Peninsula becomes purely Muslim. It will then fulfil its role as the 

place from which the final divine message is carried to the rest of the world. What 

happened in practice, as God, who knows everything, determined, was that the 

Prophet passed away when Islam became the religion in the whole of Arabia. The 

Prophet raised an army under the command of Us mah to be dispatched to areas 

bordering on Arabia, but the Prophet (peace be upon him) died before the army 

began its march. It is true that the Prophet sent his letters and emissaries to the heads 

of countries outside Arabia, calling on them to accept the message of Islam, and 

making it clear that his message was addressed to all mankind. However, what God 

determined for him, which fits with the limited duration of human life, is that 

Mu ammad (peace be upon him) delivered his message to his own people in their 

own language. Then the task was completed by those who carried his message to 

other communities all over the world. Hence, there is no contradiction between his 

message being addressed to all humanity, and its being expressed in Arabic, the 

language of his own people. 

“Never have We sent a messenger otherwise than speaking the language of his own people, 

so that he might make [the truth] clear to them. But God lets go astray whomever He wills, 

and guides whomever He wills.” (Verse 4) A messenger’s task is completed when he has 

made the truth clear to people. What comes out of it in the form of people following 

guidance or going astray is not in his power, and does not follow his desire. It is 

entirely up to God who has subjected human beings to a law of His own making, in 

keeping with His free-will. Whoever follows the way of error is left to go astray, and 

whoever follows the way of divine guidance reaches his destination. Both are subject 

to God’s will. 

“He is Almighty, truly Wise.” (Verse 4) He conducts life in accordance with His 

wisdom and careful planning. Nothing is left haphazard, without guidance or 

planning. 

This applied to the message “We have sent forth Moses with Our revelations, saying, 

‘Lead your people out of darkness into the light, and remind them of the Days of God. Surely 

in this there are signs for everyone who is patient in adversity and deeply grateful [to God]. 
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Moses said to his people: ‘Remember the blessings God bestowed on you when He saved you 

from Pharaoh’s people who afflicted you with grievous torment, slaughtered your sons and 

spared [only] your women. That was indeed an awesome trial from your Lord. For your Lord 

had declared: If you are grateful, I shall certainly give you more; but if you are ungrateful, 

then My punishment shall be severe indeed.’ And Moses said: ‘If you and whoever lives on 

earth were to deny God, [know that] God is indeed Self-Sufficient, worthy of all praise.’“ 

(Verses 5-8) 

The s rah uses the same wording to report the instructions given to Moses and 

those given to Mu ammad (peace be upon them both), so as to maintain the same 

style of expression. Mu ammad is told, “This is a book which We have bestowed on you 

from on high so that you might bring forth mankind, by their Lord’s leave, from darkness into 

the light.” (Verse 1) Similarly Moses is instructed, “Lead your people out of darkness into 

the light.” (Verse 5) The first applies to all mankind, while the second addressed 

Moses’s people in particular. The ultimate goal, however, was the same. 

“Lead your people out of darkness into the light, and remind them of the Days of God.” 

(Verse 5) All days are indeed God’s days, but what is intended here is that he should 

remind them of the days when people, or a group of them, encounter a special 

situation, reflecting either God’s grace or punishment, as we will see when Moses 

carries out this order. He reminds them of some days they themselves had witnessed, 

and of others belonging to the time of the peoples of Noah, the ‘Ad, and Thamūd and 

other communities that followed them. 

“Surely in this there are signs for everyone who is patient in adversity and deeply grateful 

[to God].” (Verse 5) Some of these days occasioned adversity, making of them a sign 

requiring patience, while others were occasions when God’s grace was bestowed, 

and they invite gratitude. A person who qualifies as, ‘patient in adversity, deeply 

grateful [to God],’ is the one who recognizes these signs and what lies behind them. 

He finds in them lessons to be learnt and reminders to be appreciated. 

A Reminder of God’s Favours 

Moses began to fulfil his task and remind his people. “Moses said to his people: 

‘Remember the blessings God bestowed on you when He saved you from Pharaoh’s people who 

afflicted you with grievous torment, slaughtered your sons and spared [only] your women. 

That was indeed an awesome trial from your Lord.’“ (Verse 6) He reminds them first of 

God’s grace when he delivered them from the great torment inflicted on them by 

Pharaoh’s people. That torment was visited on them time after time, with little 

reprieve. One of the ghastlier features of that torment was the killing of the male but 

not the female population as a means of preventing them from increasing in number. 

This aimed to ensure their continued weakness and subjugation. The fact that God 
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saved them from all this was a great act demonstrating His grace. It should be 

remembered with gratitude. 

“That was indeed an awesome trial from your Lord.” (Verse 6) Their trial consisted of 

the affliction visited on them by Pharaoh. It was a means to test their patience, 

resistance, perseverance and determination. Patience does not merely entail enduring 

hardship. It is rather endurance without being shaken or mentally defeated, coupled 

with the determination to stand up to tyranny until freedom is achieved. Endurance 

that only entails tolerating humiliation is not worthy of praise. The Israelites also 

experienced the trial of deliverance from tyranny, so as to test their gratitude for 

God’s grace, which should be reflected in following the path of His guidance. 

Moses continues to explain matters to his people after having reminded them of 

the Days of God, and directed them to the ultimate objective of the trial. He tells 

them about the reward God attaches to gratitude and His punishment for 

ingratitude: “For your Lord had declared: ‘If you are grateful, I shall certainly give you 

more; but if you are ungrateful, then My punishment shall be severe indeed.’“ (Verse 7) 

It is useful to reflect a little here on this great truth whereby God’s blessings are 

increased for the grateful and whereby severe punishment awaits those who adopt 

the opposite stance. In the first instance, we feel reassured, since it is a promise by 

God, and God always fulfils His promises. It must come to pass. If we want to see it 

in practice, and look for its material causes, we need not go very far. 

Expressing gratitude for a blessing is evidence of implementing correct standards 

in day-to-day life. The proper reward for a blessing, according to sound human 

nature, is to be grateful for it. Moreover, a person who thanks God for His blessings 

is always watching Him when it comes to making use of such blessings. He shows no 

arrogance, and he never puts God’s blessings to foul or evil use. Both qualities add to 

the purity of the human soul, and motivate it to further good action that helps such 

blessings grow and increase. Thus a grateful person also earns other people’s good-

will, and they are then ready to help. This reflects on the community as a whole, as 

ties within the community are placed on a sound footing. Its wealth increases with 

security. God’s promise is however sufficient reassurance for a believer, whether he 

understands the causes or not. He knows that God’s promise always comes true. 

Denying God’s grace can take many forms. For example, omitting to thank God 

for it or refusing to recognize that it is God who has bestowed it, and attributing it to 

one’s own knowledge, expertise, hard work, or intelligence, as if these are not part of 

the grace God bestows on His servants. It may also take the form of misusing or 

abusing God’s blessings, as when these are used to behave arrogantly when dealing 

with other people or to satisfy evil or corrupt desires. 

The severe punishment threatened here may include being deprived of God’s 
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blessings, either by removing them literally, or by removing their effects on one’s 

feelings. Many a blessing may become a curse which brings unhappiness, to the 

extent that the person given it may envy those who do not have it. Or the 

punishment may be deferred to its right time either in this life or in the life to come, 

as God may wish. It will however undoubtedly take place, because denying God’s 

grace does not go unpunished. 

Giving thanks to God for His grace does not benefit God Himself, just as denying 

it and being ungrateful does not cause Him any harm. God is in no need of anyone 

or anything. He is praised as He is God. He does not need people’s praise or 

gratitude. “And Moses said.: ‘If you and whoever lives on earth were to deny God, [know 

that] God is indeed Self-Sufficient, worthy of all praise.’“ (Verse 8) Indeed it is human 

life that is elevated through thanking God for His grace. People’s souls are purified 

by turning to God, and by giving thanks where thanks belong. They are reassured 

when they establish a bond with the One who bestows abounding grace. They do 

not fear that blessings are withdrawn. They do not feel heart-broken when they 

miss something they would have liked. God, the Most Gracious, is there and He 

bestows His grace in abundance. Such grace then is increased when people show 

their gratitude. 

The Dialogue between Messengers and Unbelievers 

Moses continues with his reminders, but now he no longer features in the scene 

painted in the s rah. Instead, a picture is drawn of the raging battle between the 

community that follows the Prophets and j hiliyyah society which denies the 

messengers and their messages alike. This is a remarkable aspect of the refined style 

of the Qur’ n which brings the scene alive, transforming it from a historical one that 

someone is reporting to an immediate one that we see in front of our eyes, able to 

listen to the people in it as they talk, and notice all their actions and reactions. In 

this panoramic scene, all limitations of time and space are done away with. 

Have you not received accounts of what befell those who lived before you? The people 

of Noah, the ` d, and Tham d, and those who came after them? None knows them all 

but God. Their messengers came to them with clear evidence of the truth, but they put 

their hands to their mouths, and said: ‘We disbelieve in that with which you have been 

sent, and we are in grave doubt about that to which you call us.’ (Verse 9) 

This reminder is made by Moses, but as he goes behind the scenes the s rah 

continues with its account of what happened to God’s messengers and messages 

during all periods of history, and the confrontation between them and j hiliyyah in its 

different states and societies, and the fate of those who denied these messages. It is as 
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if Moses is a narrator who begins with a reference to the main events of a great 

history, before leaving its players to take over and enact that history, and say 

whatever they wish. This method of narrating a story or historical account is often 

employed in the Qur’ n. It serves to bring the historical account alive. We see here 

God’s noble messengers following one another, and confronting all mankind who 

had given in to j hiliyyah. The gaps between generations and communities disappear, 

while the great truths stand out without being tied to a specific time or place. 

“Have you not received accounts of what befell those who lived before you? The people of 

Noah, the ` d, and Tham d, and those who came after them? None knows them all but God.” 

(Verse 9) Thus, they are numerous. There were many other such communities than 

those mentioned in the Qur’ n, who lived during the intervening period between the 

time of Thamūd and that of Moses. The s rah does not give any details of them, 

because there is complete unity in the message preached by all prophets, and a unity 

in the reaction to it. 

“Their messengers came to them with clear evidence of the truth.” (Verse 9) That 

evidence is absolutely clear, giving no room for confusion by anyone with 

undistorted faculties of understanding. “But they put their hands to their mouths, and 

said: ‘We disbelieve in that with which you have been sent, and we are in grave doubt about 

that to which you call us.” (Verse 9) They put their hands to their mouths as does he 

who wishes to change the pitch of his voice so that it can be heard at a distance. He 

moves his hand in front of his mouth as he raises his voice, and this causes the sound 

to break and be heard from afar. The s rah paints this movement in order to indicate 

the fact that they were outspoken in their denial of the divine message. Furthermore, 

they make such an impolite movement to reassert their open rejection of the faith. 

Since what the messengers call for is belief in God’s oneness, and His being the 

only Lord of mankind and the whole universe, casting doubts on this clear truth 

sounds extremely odd and peculiar. This truth is self-evident, easily recognized by 

human nature, and repeatedly confirmed by numerous signs that can be seen 

everywhere in the universe. Hence, the messengers are horrified at such doubting, 

pointing to the heavens and the earth as witnesses: “Said the messengers sent to them: 

‘Can there be any doubt about God, the Originator of the heavens and the earth?” (Verse 10) 

Everything in the heavens and the earth testifies to the truth of God being the Creator 

and Originator of all. How can there be any doubt about Him? The messengers say 

this because the heavens and the earth are two very clear signs of God’s existence. A 

mere reference to them is sufficient to quickly help any straying person come back to 

his senses. The messengers do not add anything to this quick reference, as they know 

it to be sufficient. Instead, they go on to point out God’s grace to mankind, as He 

calls on them to believe, and gives them respite while they reflect and begin to take 

action to avert His punishment. 
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“Said the messengers sent to them: ‘Can there be any doubt about God, the Originator of 

the heavens and earth? He calls you, so that He may forgive you your sins.’“ (Verse 10) The 

call is originally to believe in God, and that leads to the forgiveness of sins. However, 

the s rah then makes the call a direct one for forgiveness so that God’s grace and 

blessings are brought out in sharp relief. In such a context, it is especially odd that 

people adopt such a negative attitude. 

“He calls you, so that He may forgive you your sins and grant you respite for an appointed 

term.” (Verse 10) With this call to forgiveness, God does not demand an immediate 

positive response, nor does He inflict His punishment immediately when they make 

their first rejection. He grants them another favour by giving them a period of grace, 

either for a time He sets in this life or to the Day of Reckoning. During this respite 

they may reflect on various signs and indicators, and on the messengers’ warnings. 

Such respite is an act of grace, considering their negative response to His call. 

Yet those ignorant people revert to their baseless objection: “They replied: ‘You are 

but mortals like ourselves. You want to turn us away from what our forefathers used to 

worship.’“ (Verse 10) Human beings should have been proud at God’s selection of one 

of their number to bring them His message. Instead they object to this choice and 

make of it grounds for suspecting the validity of the message. They claim that what 

the messengers call on them to believe in is a mere wish to turn them away from 

what their forefathers worshipped. They do not bother to ask themselves why the 

messengers should wish to turn them away from that. All ignorant societies are rigid. 

Hence people of such societies do not reflect on the true nature of what their 

forefathers worshipped, and why they objected to such false deities. Nor do they 

think about the nature of the new call. Instead, they ask for a miracle to force them to 

believe. “Bring us, then, a clear proof” (Verse 10) 

The messengers do not deny their human status. On the contrary they confirm it, 

but they draw their attention to the favours God gives when He chooses human 

messengers and gives them what they need in order to be fully equipped to 

discharge their great duty: “Their messengers replied: ‘We are indeed but mortals like 

yourselves. But God bestows His grace on whomever He wills of His servants.’“ (Verse 11) 

The phrase, ‘bestows His grace,’ is used here so that the dialogue fits in harmoniously 

with the general atmosphere of the s rah. It is an atmosphere generated by speaking 

about God’s grace which He bestows on whomever He chooses of His servants. His 

grace is limitless. It is not granted only to God’s messengers, but rather affects 

humanity as a whole. For mankind has been honoured by the choice of one of its 

number to undertake this great task of receiving a message from on high. 

It is also a special favour granted to mankind, so that they can come out of 

darkness into the light. Their faculties of reception and understanding are 

reawakened so as to resume an active life after a long state of stagnation akin to 
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death. But the greatest aspect of divine grace bestowed on mankind is that they are 

saved from submission to others, which means humiliation and servitude to mortals 

like themselves. 

Faith Versus Tyranny 

As for producing clear proof, which means a miracle or some supernatural event, 

the messengers make it clear to their communities that this is something determined 

by God alone. The messengers try to make people realize very clearly the difference 

between Godhead and their own mortal beings. They want them to understand the 

true significance of the oneness of God who is unlike anyone else in nature and 

attributes. The lack of such clarity was the source of the great confusion into which 

pagan beliefs had sunk, as well as the church concepts which mixed Christianity with 

the pagan beliefs of Greece, Rome, Egypt and India. The starting point in this 

confusion into which Christianity had sunk was the attribution of supernatural 

powers to Jesus himself, leading to a great mix-up between the Divine Being and His 

servant, Jesus Christ (peace be upon him). 

The messengers made their position very clear: “It is not within our power to bring 

you any proof except by God’s leave.” We do not rely on any power other than His own: 

“It is in God that all believers must place their trust.” (Verse 11) The messengers 

announce this as a permanent truth. A believer does not place his trust in anyone 

other than God. He turns to no one else for help or support, and he seeks refuge with 

none other than Him. 

The messengers then confront tyranny and rejection with an attitude based on 

faith, remaining steadfast in the face of adversity and abuse. They ask a question 

which means an assertion: “And why should we not place our trust in God, when He has 

guided us on our paths? Hence we will bear with patience all your persecution. In God alone 

let all the faithful place their trust.” (Verse 12) 

“And why should we not place our trust in God, when He has guided us on our paths?” 

(Verse 12) This is a statement by one who is certain of his attitude and the way he 

follows. He entertains no doubts about the support he has, and believes that God 

who guides to the straight path will undoubtedly give him His support. What does it 

matter if victory is not given in this present life, when one is sure that God is guiding 

him along the right path? 

Anyone who feels deep in his heart that God’s hand guides his footsteps is 

someone that has real contact with God. Such a person does not mistake the sense of 

His existence and that He is God who controls everything. This is a feeling that 

leaves no room for reluctance in following the path of faith, regardless of what 

obstacles may lie along the way, including tyrannical forces that persecute those who 
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follow it. This explains why God’s messengers’ reply links their feeling of being 

guided by God with their placing their trust in Him as they faced open opposition 

from tyrants. It also explains their determination to go along the way despite all the 

threats. 

Such an association is real only in the hearts and minds of people who take 

positive action to confront the tyranny of j hiliyyah society. Such hearts and minds 

realize deep inside that God’s hand opens windows for them to see the light that 

illuminates great horizons before them. They feel the comfort of faith and true 

knowledge, and feel reassured by their strong bond with God. Hence, they do not 

care about the threats they receive from tyrants. Threats and temptations do not have 

any effect on them, as they look down on all the tyrants on earth and their means of 

oppression and persecution. Why would a heart that knows its link with God fear 

anything that others may have? 

“And why should we not place our trust in God, when He has guided us on our paths? 

Hence we will bear with patience all your persecution.” (Verse 12) We will remain 

steadfast and never budge in the face of all the persecution visited on us. We will 

never entertain any doubt and we will never go back on our faith. “In God alone let all 

the faithful place their trust.” (Verse 12) 

At this point tyranny reveals its intentions. It does not argue, think or take a 

rational approach. It feels that it has no power to face up to faith, and that it will 

inevitably be defeated. Hence, it threatens the use of brute force, which is the only 

means to which tyranny can resort: “The unbelievers said to their messengers: ‘We shall 

most certainly expel you from our land, unless you return to our ways.’“ (Verse 13) 

This shows clearly the nature of the battle between Islam and ignorance, or 

j hiliyyah. The latter does not agree that Islam should have its own entity, which is 

independent from it. It will not tolerate a separate existence for Islam, and will not 

live in peace with Islam, even if Islam wants peace with it. That is because Islam 

wants to be represented in a social set up with its own leadership and because it 

claims allegiance from its followers. But j hiliyyah cannot tolerate this. Therefore, the 

demand the unbelievers make of their messengers is not merely to stop calling on 

people to believe. They further demand that they return to their own ways and be 

fully integrated in their own society. They must not have their separate entity. But 

divine faith will not accept this as it is contrary to its nature. Hence, the messengers 

reject this demand. It is not for a person who submits to God to go back on that and 

return to j hiliyyah. 

When brute force reveals its shameless face, there is no room for argument or a 

peaceful call to accept the faith. But God will not abandon His messengers to face 

j hiliyyah on their own. 
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By its very nature, a society based on j hiliyyah does not allow anyone who 

submits to God to work from within its boundaries, unless the work of that believer 

and his efforts and potentials will support that society and contribute to its power. 

Those who imagine themselves able to serve their faith by penetrating un-Islamic 

society and working within its system do not actually understand the nature of the 

organic structure of that society. It is a society that forces everyone to work for its 

beliefs and concepts. Hence, the noble messengers’ refusal to revert to their people’s 

old ways, after they had been saved from them by God. 

At this point the Supreme Power levels its blow to which no resistance can be 

made by weak human beings, even though they may be ruthless despots: “Their Lord 

revealed this to His messengers: Most certainly shall We destroy the wrongdoers, and most 

certainly shall We cause you to dwell in the land long after they are gone. This [I promise] to 

all who stand in awe of My presence, and stand in awe of My warnings.’“ (Verses 13-14) 

Prayers for God’s Support 

We must realize here that the Supreme Power does not intervene to settle the issue 

between the messengers and their communities until the messengers themselves 

declare their final split with their people. The believers must make it clear that they 

will never return to their people’s old ways after God has saved them. They must 

also insist on having their own separate identity, society and leadership. This means 

that the community is split into two which differ in faith, lifestyle, leadership and 

structure. This is when God intervenes to destroy the despots who persecute the 

believers. This is when God fulfils His promise to His messengers to grant them 

victory and establish the believers on earth. Such intervention will never happen 

while the believers are integrated in un-Islamic society, working from within its 

institutions. They must first have their own identity and their own separate structure 

and leadership. 

“Their Lord revealed this to His messengers: Most certainly shall We destroy the 

wrongdoers.” (Verse 13) Here we have an emphatic statement. Furthermore, it adds 

power through its use of inversion and the plural pronoun in reference to God. It 

asserts a promise to destroy the tyrants who threaten the believers and, by their 

threats, do wrong to themselves, the truth, God’s messengers and all people. “And 

most certainly shall We cause you to dwell in the land long after they are gone.” (Verse 14) 

This is not an act of favouritism, but the work of a fair law of nature that God has set 

in operation. 

“This [I promise] to all who stand in awe of My presence, and stand in awe of My 

warnings.” (Verse 14) This settlement in the land after the tyrants have gone is 

promised to those who fear God and do not act with arrogance or overbearing pride. 
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Such people fear what God has warned them against, so they take measures to avoid 

it. They do not engage in corruption or wrongdoing against other people. Hence they 

deserve to be given their chance and be established on earth. 

This sets the scene for a confrontation between the feeble power of wrongdoing 

despots and the great power of God, the Supreme Being who controls the whole 

universe. The messengers’ task has been completed with the clear delivery of the 

message and the declaration of a split between themselves and the unbelievers. The 

tyrants marshal all their feeble power and stand to one side, and the messengers, 

who in all humility call people to faith, stand opposite, but they are supported by 

God, the Almighty. Both parties pray for victory, and the result is as expected: “And 

they prayed for God’s help and victory [for the truth]. And every powerful, obstinate enemy of 

the truth shall come to grief. Behind him stretches hell where he shall be made to drink 

putrefied water, gulping it little by little, and yet hardly able to swallow it. Death will beset 

him from every side, yet he shall not die. More severe suffering still awaits him.” (Verses 15-

17) 

This is a remarkable scene showing every hardened despot ending up in failure in 

this life on earth. As he takes his position of miserable failure, hell is looming large 

behind him. There he is made to drink putrefied fluids. He is violently forced to gulp 

it down, although he can hardly take a sip because it is both dirty and bitter. His 

disgust is evident from the look on his face, so much so that we can almost see it 

through the words. Death approaches him from every corner, but he will not die, 

because he must take his punishment in full. But beyond this is an even sterner 

punishment. 

It is indeed a remarkable scene showing the tyrant coming to grief, engulfed by a 

fate that appears to him in this horrific way. The words used here add their own 

connotations which make the punishment fit the brute force the tyrants themselves 

employed to threaten the advocates of the truth. 

So Easy for God 

The fitting comment on the destiny of tyrants and the misery they are made to 

suffer is part of a scene painting the situation of the unbelievers, with its assertion of 

God’s power, a power which can easily do away with them all and replace them with 

a new creation. This picture follows the last confrontation that takes place in this life. 

The curtains are drawn here before they open again to show what happens to both 

sides in the life to come. 

“The works of those who disbelieve in their Lord are like ashes which the wind blows about 

fiercely on a stormy day. They cannot achieve any benefit from all that they might have 

earned. This [disbelief] is indeed going very far astray.” (Verse 18) The image of ashes 
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being blown about on a stormy day adds action to the concept that the unbelievers’ 

works will come to nothing. People cannot hold on to any part of their actions, or 

make use of them. This image gives a far more profound effect than any expression 

of the same meaning of total loss in intellectual terms. 

This scene expresses a basic truth about what the unbelievers do. Actions that 

have no basis in faith, and are not controlled by that bond relating every action to its 

motive, and relating that motive to God remain loose, lacking a solid entity. They are 

like ashes or flying particles. It is not the action itself that carries paramount value, 

but rather the motivation behind it. Action is a mechanical movement, but its motive 

is what differentiates man from machine. 

The comment which follows is also very apt: “This [disbelief] is indeed going very far 

astray.” (Verse 18) Just like the ashes blown far away by fierce winds, so too have 

they gone far astray. 

The following verses then speak of the fate of the unbelievers of olden times in 

order to demonstrate the fate of the unbelieving Arabs of the Quraysh. These verses 

threaten them with God’s ability to replace them with a new creation: “Do you not see 

that God has created the heavens and the earth in accordance with the truth. If He so wills, He 

can do away with you and bring into being a new creation. This is no difficult thing for God.” 

(Verses 19-20) 

This switch from a discussion about faith and disbelief, and the dispute between 

God’s messengers and the unbelievers in un-Islamic societies, to a picture of the 

heavens and the earth is very natural in the Qur’ n. It is also natural in human 

feelings and perceptions. This is a further indication of the divine source of the 

Qur’ n. There is a secret but intelligible discourse between man and the universe. 

Human nature responds instinctively to this secret communication once it tunes in to 

it and receives its signals. 

Those who do not pick up on these signals and indicators must examine their 

receptive faculties. For these must be faulty. Eyes may turn blind, and ears may 

become deaf, and a person may be dumb. Those who cannot receive the signals of 

the universe have defective faculties. Hence they are unsuited to positions of 

leadership. This includes all those who accept a materialistic philosophy which 

produces what is falsely called ‘scientific doctrines’. Science cannot function with 

faulty faculties and a defective means of contact with the universe. Such people are 

described in the Qur’ n as blind. It is not possible for human life to prosper under a 

system, doctrine or philosophy promoted by someone who is blind. 

The fact that the heavens and the earth have been created with the truth gives the 

impression of limitless ability and solid stability. The truth is solid and stable even in 

the sound the word ‘truth’ makes. This contrasts completely with the ashes blown 
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about fiercely on a stormy day, dispersed far and wide, as it contrasts with people 

going far astray. 

In light of the fate suffered by despots who stubbornly took the wrong side in the 

battle between truth and falsehood, a strong warning is issued: “If He so wills, He can 

do away with you and bring into being a new creation.” (Verse 19) He who is able to 

create the heavens and the earth can easily replace the human race with a different 

one, or bring about a new community of humans in place of the present one. Again 

the connotations of taking a community away to replace it with another fits properly 

with the image of ashes blown far away. 

“This is no difficult thing for God.” (Verse 20) The creation of the heavens and the 

earth testify that it is indeed easy for God. The fate of earlier unbelieving 

communities also testifies to it, and so do the ashes scattered hither and thither. It is 

indeed a remarkable feature of the Qur’ nic style that imagery and connotations slot 

together in perfect harmony. 

Acrimonious Exchanges between Allies 

At this point in the s rah we note an even higher level of the inimitable style of the 

Qur’ n, and its power of imagery, expression and harmony between scenes and 

ideas. A short while ago we saw obstinate tyrants coming to grief, with an image of 

hell looming large behind them as they are made to suffer their greatest 

disappointment in this life. Now we see them on the Day of Judgement. It is at once 

an extraordinary and powerful scene, full of movement, reaction and dialogue 

between the weak and the powerful, and between both and Satan. 

They will all appear before God, and then the weak will say to those who acted with 

arrogance: ‘We were your followers: can you relieve us of something of God’s 

punishment?’ [And the others] will reply: Had God given us guidance, we would have 

guided you. It is now all one for us whether we grieve impatiently or endure with 

patience. There is no escape for us now.’ And when everything will have been decided, 

Satan will say: ‘God has made you a true promise. I, too, made promises to you, but I 

did not keep them. Yet I had no power at all over you, except that I called you and you 

responded to me. Hence, do not now blame me, but blame yourselves. It is not for me 

to respond to your cries, nor for you to respond to mine. I have already disclaimed 

your associating me with God.’ Indeed, for all wrongdoers there is grievous suffering 

in store. Those who believe and do righteous deeds will be admitted to gardens through 

which running waters flow, wherein they will abide, by their Lord’s leave. Their 

greeting shall be: Peace. (Verses 21-23) 



Ibrahīm (Abraham) | ONE MESSAGE FOR ALL MANKIND 

 213

We have now moved from this world’s stage to that of the next where everyone 

appears before God: “They will all appear before God.” They all come forward: the 

arrogant tyrants who reject His message and their weak subordinates, joined by 

Satan, and also those who believed in the messengers and did righteous deeds. In 

fact they have always been exposed before God, but now they know and feel that 

there is no screen to give them cover or protection. They all appear in front of Him, 

and now the dialogue starts: 

“Then the weak will say to those who acted with arrogance: ‘We were your followers: can 

you relieve us of something of God’s punishment?’” (Verse 21) The weak are those who 

forfeited the most essential quality of the human being honoured by God when they 

forfeited their rights to freedom of thought, belief and choice, making themselves no 

more than the slaves of arrogant despots. They submitted themselves like servants to 

such despots like themselves in preference to submission to God alone. Such 

weakness is no excuse; indeed it is their crime. 

God does not like that anyone should feel weak. Indeed he calls on all people to 

seek His protection, and find strength in His support. He does not like that anyone 

should abandon, willingly or unwillingly, his or her share of freedom, which is a 

privilege for which they deserve honour. No material force, great as it may be, can 

force into submission a human being who wants to remain free and hold on to his 

human dignity. The maximum that brute force can achieve is to have power over the 

body, imprisoning and tormenting it. As for the mind, conscience and spirit, these 

cannot be imprisoned by anyone unless the victim so agrees to hand them over. 

Who has the power to make such weak people follow despots in faith, thought 

and behaviour? Who has the power to make them submit to anyone other than God, 

their Creator who is the only One to provide them with their means of sustenance? 

The answer is none other than their own weak souls. They are not weak because of 

any lack of material power, or because they have less dignity, wealth, or position 

than despots. All these are of little consequence. They are external or superficial 

aspects, and lacking them does not mean any real weakness. Instead, they are weak 

in their souls and dignity. They do not truly appreciate man’s most essential quality. 

The oppressed represent the majority while the despots are in the minority. How 

come, then, that the majority are subjugated by the minority? It is only a weakness of 

spirit and soul, and forfeiture of the dignity with which God has graced human 

beings. Despots cannot humiliate and subjugate the masses unless the masses are 

willing to be subjugated. The masses are always able to stand up to tyrants, if only 

they choose to do so. What is lacking, then, is the will. Humiliation does not come 

about without a susceptibility to being humiliated. In fact the tyrants rely only on 

this susceptibility. 
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Here we see those weak and humble ‘followers’ as they come on the stage of the 

hereafter. Addressing arrogant tyrants, they say: “We were your followers: can you 

relieve us of something of God’s punishment?” (Verse 21) We have followed you and, as 

a result, we are now facing this painful destiny. Or maybe it is that after seeing the 

punishment that awaits them they try to reproach the tyrants for having led them to 

this end. The s rah quotes what they say, which carries overtones of humility. 

The arrogant tyrants reply to their question, saying: “Had God given us guidance, we 

would have guided you.” (Verse 21) Why should you blame us when we are facing the 

same destiny as you? We have not followed guidance ourselves and left you to go 

astray. Had God given us guidance we would have led you to it, just as we led you 

to error when we went astray. They attribute both their guidance and error to God, 

now acknowledging His great power, when once they had denied these. They 

exercised their tyranny, subjugating the weak to their power, in a manner which took 

no account of God’s power. They now try to absolve themselves by attributing their 

error and role in leading other people astray to God. But God does not command 

anyone to go astray, as He says: “Never does God enjoin what is indecent.” (7: 28) 

They go on to implicitly reproach the weak, telling them that there is no use in 

panic or patient endurance. God’s punishment is due and it cannot be averted. The 

time has passed when panic could have helped those who went astray to return to 

God in repentance. Similarly, patience in adversity used to be of benefit, because God 

would bestow His mercy on those who were patient. But now this is all over. There is 

no more room for escape: “It is now all one for us, whether we grieve impatiently or 

endure with patience. There is no escape for us now.” (Verse 21) 

Realities That Must be Faced 

Matters have been settled and there can be no room for discussion or argument. 

Everyone has been shown their place in the life to come. But at this point we see a 

remarkable portrait: it is Satan, the one who did everything in his power to divert 

people away from the truth and turn them towards error and falsehood, who 

reproaches both the weak and the tyrants. His words may sound to them worse than 

the torture they will soon face: “And when everything will have been decided, Satan will 

say: ‘God has made you a true promise. I, too, made promises to you, but I did not keep them. 

Yet I had no power at all over you, except that I called you and you responded to me. Hence, 

do not now blame me, but blame yourselves. It is not for me to respond to your cries, nor for 

you to respond to mine. I have already disclaimed your associating me with God.’ Indeed, for 

all wrongdoers there is grievous suffering in store.” (Verse 22) 

What an amazing scene. Satan is truly devilish! His personality appears here in its 

most striking colours, just as we have seen the true character of the weak and the 
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powerful. Satan who was the constant whisperer, presenting every type of 

temptation, turning people away from the voice of truth is now stabbing his 

followers in the back. Now that matters have been settled, they cannot make any 

counter attack. They cannot even reply to him. It is he who says now, after the issues 

have been decided: “God has made you a true promise. I, too, made promises to you, but I 

did not keep them.” (Verse 22) He goes on to rub it in, reproaching them for 

responding to him when he had no power over them. It is they who gave themselves 

up to him, forgetting all the old enmity between themselves and Satan. They 

embraced his falsehood and abandoned the message of truth God had sent them. 

“Yet I had no power at all over you, except that I called you and you responded to me.” 

(Verse 22) He not only rebukes them, but calls on them to rebuke themselves for 

having obeyed him: “Do not now blame me, but blame yourselves.” (Verse 22) He then 

adds insult to injury, lets them down unashamedly, and declares that he wants 

nothing further to do with them. Yet it was he who had previously given them all 

sorts of rosy promises. He went on to tell them that no one could ever defeat them. 

Now he will not even try to give them any support should they appeal to him for it, 

nor will they help him when he cries out: “It is not for me to respond to your cries, nor 

for you to respond to mine.” (Verse 22) There is no contact or relationship between us 

now. He then absolves himself of their associating him as a partner with God. “I have 

already disclaimed your associating me with God.” (Verse 22) He then finishes this 

Satanic speech with a devastating blow directed at those who followed him in every 

way: “Indeed for all wrongdoers there is grievous suffering in store.” (Verse 22) 

This is what they receive from Satan, after they have followed him blindly into 

error. This is what they get from him for having abandoned God’s messengers who 

called on them to follow God’s guidance. 

Before the curtains are drawn, we see on the other side the believers who have 

won the battle against Satan, and who are now enjoying their success: “ Those who 

believe and do righteous deeds will be admitted to gardens through which running waters 

flow, wherein they will abide, by their Lord’s leave. Their greeting shall be: Peace.” (Verse 

23) Thus the scene ends. This is the outcome of the whole story between the message 

and its advocates on the one side and powerful tyrants who deny God and His 

messengers on the other. 

A Word to Strengthen the Believers 

While the nature of the story is the same in every age, the believers who follow 

God’s messengers stand in this world face to face against tyrannical ignorance, or 

j hiliyyah: “And they prayed for God’s help and victory [for the truth]. And every powerful, 

obstinate enemy of the truth shall come to grief. Behind him stretches hell where he shall be 
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made to drink putrefied water, gulping it little by little, and yet hardly able to swallow it. 

Death will beset him from every side, yet he shall not die. More severe suffering still awaits 

him.” (Verses 15-17) 

While this takes place in this life, a scene of the hereafter is portrayed whereby an 

unusual conversation ensues between arrogant tyrants, their powerless followers 

and Satan. The s rah also portrays the widely different destinies of good and evil 

people before providing an analogy of what good and bad words are like. This 

portrays the working of the law God has set in nature concerning good and evil in 

life. It also serves as a final comment on the story: “Do you not see how God compares a 

good word to a good tree? Its roots are firm and its branches reach to the sky. It yields its 

fruits at all times by its Lord’s leave. Thus does God set parables for people so that they may 

reflect. And an evil word is like a corrupt tree, torn up onto the face of the earth. It cannot 

have a stable position. God will strengthen the believers through the true, unshakeable word 

in both this life and the life to come; but the wrongdoers God lets go astray. God does 

whatever He wills.” (Verses 24-27) 

This scene describing words and utterances, good and evil, is derived from the 

general atmosphere of the s rah, and from the history of prophets and those who 

deny their messages, as well as the destiny of both groups. The tree of prophethood, 

with its prominent figure of Abraham, the Prophet Mu ammad’s ancestor, is 

portrayed here as it delivers its great yield every now and then, in the shape of a new 

prophet who spreads faith and goodness. 

Yet the analogy is far more comprehensive, real and effective than just that. For 

the good word of truth is indeed like a great firm tree, yielding its fruits, solid, 

unaffected by wind and undisturbed by the storm of evil. It cannot be uprooted by 

evil tyranny, even though there may be times when it seems to be exposed to grave 

danger. As it stands high, it looks on evil, injustice and tyranny from above, even 

though it sometimes seems to the short-sighted that evil squeezes it into a narrow 

corner. Its fruits are yielded time after time, because its seeds grow within good 

souls, generation after generation. 

The same analogy applies in reverse. An evil word of falsehood is like a foul tree 

which may spread its branches high and wide, and which may seem to some people 

to be greater and stronger than the good tree of truth. Nevertheless, it is weak and 

hollow. Its roots are easily pulled out, as though they stretch on the surface of the 

earth. One day, it will definitely be uprooted, and then it will have no stable means 

of existence. 

Neither of these is a parable given by way of consolation or encouragement to 

good people. This is the reality of life, even though it may appear at times to come 

very slowly. Real goodness does not die or fade away, even though it may be pressed 

hard by evil which seems to possess enormous power. Conversely, evil exists only 
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while it consumes the little goodness which may be mixed with it. For evil rarely 

exists in a pure form. In most cases, it has some good within it, and as long as it has 

that good element, it continues to exist. When this good element no longer exists, evil 

crumbles and is destroyed, regardless of its initially great appearance. Good remains 

in its healthy position, enjoying good prospects, whilst evil remains in its foul 

position, engulfed by serious threats. 

“Thus does God set parables for people so that they may reflect.” (Verse 25) These are 

examples that exist in real life, but people often forget under the pressures of life. 

The s rah provides several elements that contribute to the concept of stability 

associated with the good, firm tree. It is painted here as having firm roots, well 

entrenched in the earth, its branches stretching wide on the horizon, giving the clear 

impression of solidity, strength and firmness. As this great tree is compared to a 

good word, we are told that “God will strengthen the believers through the true, 

unshakeable word in both this life and the life to come.” (Verse 27) And just like the bad 

tree that is uprooted from the face of the earth, lacking stable existence, “the 

wrongdoers God lets go astray.” (Verse 27) Thus the modes of expression fit 

harmoniously with the connotations stressed in the s rah. 

God strengthens the believers in this life and in the life to come with the good 

word of faith that is firmly established in human nature and conscience, yielding its 

fruit through good and renewed action that has a lasting impact on human life. He 

further strengthens them with His word contained in the Qur’ n, with the Prophet’s 

statements, and with His true promise of victory in this life and success in the 

hereafter. These are all unshakeable words which will always be seen to be true. 

Those who believe in them will never suffer from worry or confusion. 

On the other hand, God lets the wrongdoers go astray as a result of their 

wrongdoing and associating partners with Him. In fact, ‘wrongdoing’ is often used 

in the Qur’ n as being synonymous with associating partners with God, since both 

are manifestations of injustice. Such wrongdoers turn away from the light of divine 

guidance, and move aimlessly in a great maze of legend and superstition, following 

laws based on desire, and not on the proper guidance provided by God. As they do 

so, they are left to go astray. This happens in accordance with the law God has set in 

operation, which leads to error and confusion anyone who chooses to close his eyes 

to His guidance and follow his desire. 

“God does whatever He wills.” (Verse 27) His will is free. It chooses the law it sets in 

operation, but is not limited or restricted by it. Whenever God’s wisdom determines 

to change it, it is changed by God’s will which is free, unimpeded by anything, 

irresistible. Indeed, everything in the universe takes place in accordance with God’s 

will. 
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This statement serves as a final comment on the main topic that takes up more 

than half of the s rah that is entitled Abraham, after the father of the prophets. This 

principal subject matter is God’s message and its advocacy. The good tree with its 

good fruit and stretching, cool shade, and the good word that survives one 

generation after another, contain together the great truth of the one message which 

never changes, namely the message of the oneness of God, the Almighty. 

Messengers versus Unbelievers 

We need to pause here in order to reflect on the main facts in the history of God’s 

messengers and their encounter with j hiliyyah. We have already made brief 

references to these in our commentary, but they now merit further discussion. 

The first basic fact which God, in His absolute wisdom and faultless knowledge, 

tells us is that there has been a procession of faith ever since the beginning of human 

history. This procession has continued uninterrupted, led by God’s messengers who 

have advocated the same truth and followed the same method. They have advocated 

the oneness of God, the Lord of the universe. None of them has ever associated any 

partners with God. None relied on, or sought support from, or appealed to, anyone 

other than God. 

This means that faith in the One God has not come about progressively or 

developed from a belief in a multiplicity of deities, to dualism and then the concept 

of a single God, as claimed by scholars of Comparative Religion. This claim saying 

that man started with the worship of totems, spirits and stars before progressing to 

the worship of a single deity is false. Nor is it true to claim that such progress 

parallels the progress of human knowledge and experience, or the development of 

political power in human society. All such claims are false. 

Faith in God, the only deity to be worshipped, has been preached by God’s 

messengers ever since the beginning of history. The basic truth of God’s oneness was 

established in its full form in all divine messages. None of these messages or divine 

religions introduced any change in, or modification of, this truth. This is what we are 

told by God whose knowledge encompasses all things. 

Had such scholars said that acceptability of the faith based on God’s oneness 

developed over the centuries, and that pagan beliefs have been influenced by the 

different forms of the divine faith, preached by God’s successive messengers who 

confronted such pagan beliefs, until there was a time when the masses were more 

ready to accept the divine faith, then their claims might have had some validity. But 

such scholars follow a method of research and investigation that is based on an old 

subtle hostility to the church in Europe. This old hostility still survives although it 

may go unnoticed by modern scholars. They are motivated by an underlying desire, 
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of which they may or may not be aware, to disprove the religious way of thinking. In 

this respect, they want to prove that religion never came about as revelation from on 

high, but was instead invented by human beings. When it is classified as such, then it 

is subject to all the rules applicable to human thinking, such as modification, 

experimentation, and revision. It is such old hostility and subtle desire that have 

given birth to the study of Comparative Religion which is falsely called a branch of 

science. 

Such claims may deceive some people into accepting what such scholars say. 

However, no Muslim who respects his faith and its method of establishing the facts 

should be deceived by it for a moment. How can he, when such claims contradict 

clear Islamic texts that put the facts in a most lucid manner?4 

One Message by All Messengers 

A long procession of God’s messengers called on humanity, right from the very 

first day, to believe in a single message embodying the same faith. J hiliyyah, on the 

other hand, confronted this call to faith with the same type of rejection. The Qur’ n 

portrays this confrontation, disregarding the elements of time and place, in order to 

show the fact that the resistance to the divine faith has not changed throughout 

history. This in itself is very noteworthy. J hiliyyah is the same throughout history. It 

is not a particular stage of human history. It is a state of mind giving rise to a belief 

and a social structure based on it. 

The state of ignorance, or j hiliyyah, is based on the submission of one group of 

people to another, giving the qualities of Godhead to someone other than God, or 

assigning lordship to anyone other than God. Whether people believe in polytheism 

or in a monotheism that acknowledges a multiplicity of lords, they sink into a state of 

ignorance, or what is described in Islamic terminology as j hiliyyah, with all its 

secondary characteristics. 

The message preached by God’s messengers is essentially based on God’s oneness 

and the rejection of all false lords. Submission to God must be pure and complete. He 

is the only Lord, and to Him belongs sovereignty and all authority. Hence it is in 

direct conflict with the conceptual foundation of j hiliyyah society, constituting a 

direct threat to it. This is especially so when the message begins to form a separate 

grouping that draws its members from within that society, giving them new beliefs 

and a new leadership and loyalties. This is a normal and essential line of action 

which divine religion inevitably follows. 

As a single unit, j hiliyyah society begins to feel the ideological threat to its 

                                                 
4 This concept is discussed at length in the commentary on S rah 11, Vol. IX, pp. 184-190 
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existence, particularly when the faith based on submission to God alone, or Islam, 

comes to be represented as a separate entity. Hence, j hiliyyah society declares its 

hostile attitude to Islam, in its general meaning of submission to God alone. 

The conflict, then, is between two entities which cannot co-exist peacefully. It is a 

conflict between two structures, each one of which has a basis that is totally opposed 

to that of the other. One of them permits submission to human beings, while the 

other rejects this totally. The Islamic grouping, particularly during its formative 

period, takes its recruits from j hiliyyah society. Later, it confronts that society to take 

over leadership and liberate all mankind from submission to anyone other than God. 

Such development is inevitable when the advocates of Islam follow the right course 

defined by their faith. In view of this, j hiliyyah society does not tolerate Islam right 

from the beginning. With this being the case, we can readily understand the unity of 

reaction by all j hiliyyah societies to the messages of all God’s messengers. J hiliyyah 

society is defending its own existence. It has usurped God’s sovereignty, and it wants 

to keep it. 

Since j hiliyyah society senses the danger to its very existence represented by the 

Islamic message, it confronts that message with an onslaught that accepts neither a 

truce nor a modus vivendi. It is a war to the bitter end, since it is over survival. Neither 

j hiliyyah society nor God’s noble messengers indulge in any self-deception over the 

nature of this confrontation. Nor did God’s messengers ever deceive their followers 

over it. “The unbelievers said to their messengers: ‘We shall most certainly expel you from 

our land, unless you return to our ways.’“ (Verse 13) They do not accept that the 

messengers or their followers should have a separate faith, leadership or grouping. 

They demand that they should return to their ways, integrating in their society, or 

else they will be thrown out of their land altogether. 

Likewise, God’s messengers do not accept any reverting to full integration into 

j hiliyyah society, or to shedding their independent personality or grouping. They 

realize that their community is based on a totally different foundation to that of 

j hiliyyah society. Nor do they say, as do those who do not realize the true nature of 

Islam or the nature of the organic structure of societies, “Let us integrate into that 

society so that we can advocate our message and serve our cause from within it.” The 

fact that a Muslim living in an un-Islamic society has his own distinct faith must 

inevitably be followed by having an independent community that has its own 

leadership and allegiance. This is not a matter of choice. It is absolutely inevitable. By 

its very structure, un-Islamic society is highly sensitive to the Islamic faith which has 

as its foundation belief in the oneness of God, to whom all people must submit 

themselves. It removes all false deities from positions of leadership and authority. 

Every Muslim who integrates into j hiliyyah society becomes a servant of that society, 

when he should be serving the cause of Islam only. 
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There remains the fact of destiny which advocates of Islam must never lose sight 

of. The fulfilment of God’s promise to His servants that He will grant them victory 

and authority and will judge between them and their people on the basis of the truth 

will not take place until the believers have separated themselves and declared their 

allegiance to the truth they preach. God’s victory is not given while Islam’s advocates 

are integrated within un-Islamic society, serving its interests. When such integration 

occurs, it delays victory. This is then a great responsibility which must be clearly 

understood by the advocates of Islam. 

A Style of Exceptional Refinement 

A brief note on the style employed in this passage should be added. It is at this 

juncture that we find the breathtakingly beautiful style of the Qur’ n demonstrating 

the procession of faith as it confronts erring j hiliyyah throughout human history. It is 

the beauty of the truth: simple, natural, clear, confident, reassured, strong and 

profound: “Said the messengers sent to them: ‘Can there be any doubt about God, the 

Originator of the heavens and the earth? He calls you, so that He may forgive you your sins 

and grant you respite for an appointed term.’ They replied: ‘You are but mortals like 

ourselves. You want to turn us away from what our forefathers used to worship. Bring us, 

then, a clear proof’ Their messengers replied: ‘We are indeed but mortals like yourselves. But 

God bestows His grace on whomever He wills of His servants. It is not within our power to 

bring you any proof except by God’s leave. It is in God that all believers must place their 

trust. And why should we not place our trust in God, when He has guided us on our paths? 

Hence we will bear with patience all your persecution. In God let all the faithful place their 

trust.’“ (Verses 10-12) 

Here we see all God’s messengers marching in a single procession, confronting 

j hiliyyah which is one in nature. This essential fact remains true despite the changing 

circumstances. The beauty of the Qur’ nic style is at its best where it describes the 

truth embodied in the message preached by the prophets as related to the truth 

behind the existence of the universe: “Said the messengers sent to them: Can there be any 

doubt about God, the Originator of the heavens and earth?” (Verse 10) “And why should we 

not place our trust in God, when He has guided us on our paths?” (Verse 12) “Do you not 

see that God has created the heavens and the earth in accordance with the truth. If He so wills, 

He can do away with you and bring into being a new creation. This is no difficult thing for 

God.” (Verses 19-20) 

Thus the fundamental relationship between the truth embodied in the divine 

message and the truth of the existence of the universe is emphasized as one single 

truth, derived from God who is the truth. It is firmly established and deeply rooted, 

just like “a good tree: its roots are firm and its branches reach to the sky.” (Verse 24) 

Everything else is  false, transitory, similar to “a corrupt tree, torn up onto the face of the 
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earth. It cannot have a stable position.” (Verse 26) 

The same beauty is seen in the nature of the messengers’ understanding of the 

nature of their Lord, and the nature of Godhead as it fills the hearts of His faithful 

servants: “And why should we not place our trust in God, when He has guided us on our 

paths? Hence we will bear with patience all your persecution. In God alone let all the faithful 

place their trust.” (Verse 12) 

All these are aspects of that spectacular beauty which human expression cannot 

describe. It can only be pointed to, just like we point to a far away star. We do not 

reach it with our signal, but we draw attention to it as it lights up our horizon. 
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2 

Grace and Gratitude 

Have you not seen those who have 
exchanged God’s blessings for unbelief, and 
landed their people in the House of 
Perdition, (28) 

hell, which they will have to endure? How 
vile a place to settle in! (29) 

They set up false deities as equal to God, 
and so they lead people to stray from His 
path. Say: ‘Enjoy yourselves [in this life], 
for you will surely end up in hell.’ (30) 

Tell My servants who have attained to 
faith that they should attend regularly to 
their prayers and spend [in My way], 
secretly and openly, out of the sustenance 
We provide for them, before a day shall 
come when there will be no trading and no 
friendship. (31) 

It is God who has created the heavens and 
the earth, and who sends down water from 
the sky with which He brings forth fruits 
for your sustenance. He has placed under 
your service ships which by His leave sail 
through the sea, and He has made the 
rivers subservient to [His law] for your 
benefit. (32) 

And for your benefit He has made the sun 
and the moon, both diligently pursuing 
their courses, subservient to [His law]; and 
has made the night and the day subservient 
to [His law]. (33) 

* öΝ s9 r& ts? ’ n<Î) t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (#θä9 £‰t/ |M yϑ÷èÏΡ «!$# # \ø ä. 
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And He gives you of everything you ask of 
Him. Should you try to count God’s 
blessings, you will never be able to compute 
them. Yet man is persistent in wrongdoing, 
stubbornly ungrateful. (34) 

Abraham said: ‘My Lord! Make this 
land secure, and preserve me and my 
children from ever worshipping idols. (35) 

My Lord, they have indeed led many people 
astray. Hence, he who follows me belongs to 
me. As for him who disobeys me, well, You 
are truly Much- Forgiving, Merciful. (36) 

Our Lord, I have settled some of my 
offspring in a valley without cultivation, by 
Your Sacred House, so that they may 
establish regular prayers. So, cause You 
people’s hearts to incline towards them, and 
provide them with fruits, so that they may 
give thanks. (37) 

Our Lord, You certainly know all that we 
conceal and all that we bring into the open: 
for nothing whatever, on earth or in heaven, 
can be hidden from God. (38) 

All praise is due to God who has given me, 
in my old age, Ishmael and Isaac. Surely 
my Lord hears all prayers. (39) 
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My Lord, cause me and [some of] my 
offspring to establish regular prayers. My 
Lord, accept my prayer. (40) 

Our Lord, grant Your forgiveness to me 
and my parents, and all the believers on the 
Day when the reckoning will come to pass.’ 
(41) 

Never think that God is unaware of what 
the wrongdoers are doing. He only grants 
them respite till the Day when eyes will 
stare fixedly in horror, (42) 

when they will be dashing in confusion, 
with their heads lifted up, unable to turn 
their eyes from what they behold, and their 
hearts an utter void. (43) 

Hence, warn mankind of the Day when 
suffering may befall them; when those who 
do wrong will say: ‘Our Lord, grant us 
respite for a short while, so that we may 
respond to Your call and follow Your 
messengers.’ ‘Why? Did you not in time 
past swear that you would suffer no 
decline? (44) 

And you dwelt in the dwellings of those 
who wronged their own souls before you. 
Yet you knew for certain how We had 
dealt with them, and We placed many 
examples before you.’ (45) 

They devised their plots, but their plots are 
all within God’s grasp, even though their 
plots are so powerful as to move mountains. 
(46) 
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Overview 

This second part of the s rah begins where the first ends. The first part outlined 

the purpose of the Prophet Mu ammad’s message, namely, “to bring forth all mankind, 

by their Lord’s leave, from darkness into the light.” (Verse 1) And it outlined the purpose 

of Moses’s message: “Lead your people out of darkness into the light, and remind them of 

the Days of God.” (Verse 5) He explained to them his message and reminded them of 

Never think that God may ever fail to 
fulfil the promise which He has given to 
His messengers. Indeed God is Almighty, 
avenger of evil! (47) 

On the day when the earth shall be changed 
into another earth, as shall be the heavens, 
and when all people stand before God, the 
One who holds sway over all that exists. 
(48) 

On that day you will see the guilty chained 
together in fetters, (49) 

wearing garments of black pitch, and their 
faces covered with flames. (50) 

God will requite each soul according to 
what it has done. God is indeed swift in 
reckoning. (51) 

This is a message to all mankind. Let 
them be warned thereby, and let them 
know that He is the One and Only God. 
Let those who are endowed with insight 
take heed. (52) 
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God’s favours and blessings. He also announced what God had promised them: “If 

you are grateful, I shall certainly give you more; but if you are ungrateful, then My 

punishment shall be severe indeed.” (Verse 7) He then related to them the history of 

prophets with communities who refused to believe them. In fact he began this 

narrative, but immediately disappeared to let the s rah relate it with magnificent 

theatre, culminating in the scene where the unbelievers listen to Satan giving them a 

memorable lesson, which comes too late to be of any benefit. 

Now the s rah turns to the unbelievers among the Prophet Mu ammad’s 

community, who have been given a long reel showing the great episodes of history. 

These people have indeed been blessed with many favours granted to them by God. 

One such major favour is the fact that God sent them a messenger to bring them out 

of darkness into light, and to call on them to repent so that they might receive His 

forgiveness. But they reject God’s blessings, and deny His message. The second part 

of the s rah starts then with an expression of amazement at such people who lead 

their communities to destruction, just like those before them who led their followers 

to hell. 

It goes on to portray some of the aspects of God’s favours in one of the greatest 

scenes of the universe. It then provides an example of thanksgiving by Abraham. 

This example follows a clear order to the believers to offer prayers and be kind to 

people as an aspect of thanksgiving. They must do so before a day comes when 

wealth can no longer grow and no buying or selling can take place. As for the 

unbelievers, they are not just forgotten. They are given respite until a day comes 

when eyes are opened wide. God’s promise to His messengers will inevitably be 

fulfilled, no matter what the unbelievers scheme against them. All this indicates that 

the second part of the s rah is in full harmony with the first, one complementing the 

other. 

Bartering away God’s Blessings 

This passage begins with drawing attention to a highly singular state of affairs: 

“Have you not seen those who have exchanged God’s blessings for unbelief and landed their 

people in the House of Perdition, hell, which they will have to endure? How vile a place to 

settle in! They set up false deities as equal to God, and so they lead people to stray from His 

path. Say: ‘Enjoy yourselves [in this life], for you will surely end up in hell.’“ (Verses 28-30) 

These are people who have been granted God’s blessings in the form of a prophet 

sent to call on them to believe in God, and to lead them along the way to God’s 

forgiveness of their sins, and to a heavenly destiny. Yet they abandon all this and 

choose instead a state of unbelief. These, the Prophet is told, are the chiefs of his own 

people who follow the same practice as the elders or the chiefs of most communities. 
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Thus by their singular exchange, they lead their communities to hell. Just as we have 

seen in the histories of past nations and communities mentioned earlier in the s rah, 

they land their people in hell. It is a vile and ignominious abode. 

The s rah invites the Prophet, and every believer, to marvel at the curious 

behaviour of such people, particularly since they have seen what happened to earlier 

communities. All this has been portrayed for their benefit in this s rah in a most vivid 

way, accounting for what took place between the unbelievers and the messengers 

sent to them. It was all shown to them as if it were taking place before their very 

eyes. In fact, the Qur’ n only portrays what is going to take place in the hereafter as if 

it is happening now, or just happened before our very eyes.  

These people have exchanged God’s blessing of a messenger sent to them with 

disbelief. The messenger called on them to believe in God alone and to associate no 

partners with Him, but they abandoned all this, and “they set up false deities as equal to 

God, and so they lead people to stray from His path.” (Verse 30) They place their false 

deities in a position equal to that of God, and offer worship to them as they would 

offer it to Him. They submit to these false deities as they would submit to Him, and 

they attribute to them some of the attributes that belong only to God. They thus lead 

people astray from the only straight path leading to God, the only deity in the 

universe. 

The chiefs or elders have deliberately misguided their own people, leading them 

astray by claiming that their false deities were equal to God. The fact, however, is 

that the faith based on God’s oneness represents a threat to the power and vested 

interests of tyrannical forces in every generation, not merely in this first period of 

j hiliyyah when the Prophet preached his message. Whenever people turn away from 

the pure faith based on God’s oneness, whatever shape this may take, and assign 

their leadership to others, they revert to a state of un-Islam, or j hiliyyah. In such a 

state, people surrender their own freedom and personality, follow their desires and 

implement laws enacted on the basis of their leaders’ desires instead of deriving 

them from God’s revelations. In such a situation the advocacy of God’s oneness 

becomes a threat to those chiefs and their interests. Hence, they try to avert this 

threat in every way open to them. In older forms of j hiliyyah, this took the shape of 

adopting false deities, claiming that they were equal to God. In our present time, it 

takes the form of implementing man-made laws that permit what God has not 

permitted and prohibit what He has made lawful. Those who enact such laws are 

thus placed on an equal footing with God in the way people look at them and in 

everyday life as well. 

Hence, the Prophet is instructed to say to such people that they may enjoy 

themselves in this life as they please, but that this enjoyment will last only for the 

limit God has determined. The eventual outcome is well known: “Say: ‘Enjoy 
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yourselves [in this life], for you will surely end up in hell.’“ (Verse 30) 

The Prophet is further instructed to leave these people alone, not to trouble 

himself with them any more. Instead he should address God’s servants who have 

accepted the faith. These are the people who will take heed when they are warned 

against evil. They accept God’s blessings and appreciate them, and will never 

exchange them for disbelief. The Prophet is to address these people and teach them 

how to be grateful for God’s blessings. They should express their gratitude through 

worship, obedience to God and kindness to His servants: “Tell My servants who have 

attained to faith that they should attend regularly to their prayers and spend [in My way], 

secretly and openly, out of the sustenance We provide for them, before a day shall come when 

there will be no trading and no friendship.” (Verse 31) 

God commands His Messenger to say to those who have attained to faith that they 

should express their gratitude to God by establishing regular prayer, for prayer is the 

most express form of gratitude to God. They should also spend in charity out of the 

sustenance God provides for them, and make such spending both in secret and in 

public. Secret charity protects the dignity of the taker and enhances the virtue of the 

giver. This ensures that charity does not become a source of pride and arrogance. 

Charitable spending in public serves to demonstrate obedience to God’s orders, and 

provides a good example to others in the community. Both ways are left to the 

discretion and sensitivities of every believer. 

The believers are told to spend on others now so that their balance which is 

preserved for them increases through gains they make by charitable spending. This 

they have to do before a day comes when there is no longer any possibility for wealth 

to grow, or friendship to bring any benefit. What is of benefit to people is only the 

good works they have already done, for their reward is stored: “Tell My servants who 

have attained to faith that they should attend regularly to their prayers and spend [in My 

way], secretly and openly, out of the sustenance We provide for them, before a day shall come 

when there will be no trading and no friendship.” (Verse 31) 

God’s Numerous Blessings 

At this point, the s rah opens the book of the universe where every page speaks of 

God’s countless blessings. These extend beyond the furthest point our senses can 

reach, and go into the skies, the earth, the sun, the moon, the day and night, the 

water pouring down from the skies and the fruits of all plants on earth, the oceans 

and seas where ships and boats sail, and the rivers flowing with the different means 

of producing what sustains life. All these universal images are available for all to see, 

but people do not look, reflect or express gratitude. Man is truly unjust, ingrate, 

exchanging God’s blessings for unbelief, and setting up deities which he claims to be 
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equal to God, when it is God who creates, sustains and controls the universe and all 

creatures therein: “It is God who has created the heavens and the earth, and who sends 

down water from the sky with which He brings forth fruits for your sustenance. He has placed 

under your service ships which by His leave sail through the sea, and He has made the rivers 

subservient to [His law] for your benefit. And for your benefit He has made the sun and the 

moon, both diligently pursuing their courses, subservient to [His law]; and has made the 

night and the day subservient to [His law]. And He gives you of everything you ask of Him. 

Should you try to count God’s blessings, you will never be able to compute them. Yet man is 

persistent in wrongdoing, stubbornly ungrateful.” (Verses 32-34) 

These verses represent an onslaught that employs such universal phenomena as 

tools, or rather as whips with rhythm and sound to awaken the conscience of man, a 

creature indulging in wrongdoing and lacking gratitude. One aspect of the unique 

nature of the Qur’ n is the way it relates everything in the universe and every human 

feeling to belief in God’s oneness. Thus, every flash of inspiration in the universe and 

in man’s conscience becomes proof confirming this belief. The universe is 

transformed into an exhibition of God’s signs where the magnificence of His hand 

excels so as to leave its distinct mark in every image, feature and shadow. The basic 

question of Godhead and servitude is not presented as a logical debate or an abstract 

theological argument, or an issue of metaphysical philosophy. Such methods do not 

appeal to, influence or inspire the human heart. The Qur’ n presents this central 

issue within a framework of a multitude of inspiring scenes and facts from the great 

universe, creation, human nature and basic thoughts and impressions, adding an 

element of breathtaking beauty and superb harmony. 

The great scene of God’s blessings that is presented here is painted with 

fascinating skill, drawing its lines in the same directions the different blessings take 

in relation to man. This is noticeable in the line of the heavens and the earth, 

followed by that of water pouring down from the skies and plants and fruits 

shooting up from the earth. We then have a line depicting the oceans with ships 

sailing on their surface and rivers flowing with much bounty. A new line takes us 

back to the skies to show us the sun and the moon, coupled with the line of the night 

and day, which is closely connected to the sun and moon but remains firm on earth. 

The final line is comprehensive, throwing its colour and shade over the whole 

panoramic scene: “And He gives you of everything you ask of Him. Should you try to count 

God’s blessings, you will never be able to compute them.” (Verse 34) Here we see a 

harmony that incorporates every touch, line, colour and shade in a universal scene of 

God’s blessings. 

Is all this placed at man’s service? Is this whole world, with its heavens, earth, 

seas, rivers, sun and moon, day and night, made subservient to the small creature 

known as man? Is it so, and still man does not give thanks or even remember God’s 
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favours? Hence, it is indeed true that “man is persistent in wrongdoing, stubbornly 

ungrateful.” (Verse 34) 

“It is God who has created the heavens and the earth.” (Verse 32) Yet people set up 

deities and regard them as equal to Him. What more injustice could there be? 

 “And who sends down water from the sky with which He brings forth fruits for your 

sustenance.” (Verse 32) Plants are the first means of sustenance and the most visible 

source of God’s blessings. Rain and the growth of plants run in accordance with the 

nature God has given this world and the natural laws that allow rain to fall, plants to 

shoot and fruits to ripen, making all this compatible with man and his nature. For a 

single seed to grow requires that the Power that controls the whole universe utilizes 

universal phenomena to give that seed the ability to produce a plant and then 

provide it with the necessary means of life, such as a fertile place, water, sunlight and 

air. When people hear the word rizq, which we often translate as sustenance or a 

means of sustenance, they think only of their livelihood, earning money. But the 

Arabic term has much wider connotations. It includes everything that God provides 

for man. Even the smallest of such provisions requires operating celestial bodies in 

accordance with a law that ensures that several hundred thousands of matching 

conditions fall together in a coherent and complementary way, without which man 

could not have come into existence and, once existing, his life could not be sustained. 

It is sufficient to mention the celestial bodies and phenomena referred to in these 

verses to understand how we can only function when we are under God’s care. 

“He has placed under your service ships which by His leave sail through the sea.” (Verse 

32) It is He who has placed in the sea all that is necessary for these ships to float, and 

it is He who has given man the ability to understand natural phenomena and rules so 

as to use them for his benefit. 

“And He has made the rivers subservient to [His law] for your benefit.” (Verse 32) The 

rivers flow and life flourishes, and they overflow and man gets an increase of 

goodness. Rivers also carry fish, weeds and many other things that are useful to man 

and to other creatures man uses such as birds and cattle. 

“And for your benefit He has made the sun and the moon, both diligently pursuing their 

courses, subservient to [His law].” (Verse 33) Man does not use the sun and the moon 

directly as he uses water, the fruit, the seas, ships and rivers. Yet he benefits by them 

and derives from them substances and energies that are required to sustain life. Thus 

they are made subject to God’s law which controls the universe, so that they produce 

what is of benefit to man in his life on earth, and indeed in the make-up and renewal 

of the cells of his own body. 

“And has made the night and the day subservient to [His law].” (Verse 33) Again both 

night and day are made subservient so as to fit with the needs and constitution of 
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man and with his time of activity and that of rest. Had there been permanent day or 

permanent night, man’s whole functioning would have been destroyed, as would the 

whole world around him. His life would have been impossible, inactive and 

unproductive. 

Yet all that the s rah portrays consists of general lines that gather glimpses of 

God’s blessings. In each line there are countless points. Therefore, a general aspect is 

added here without any detail so that it fits with the overall scene: “And He gives you 

of everything you ask of Him.” (Verse 34) That includes whatever people ask of wealth, 

offspring, health, luxuries and refinements. “Should you try to count God’s blessings, 

you will never be able to compute them.” (Verse 34) Indeed they are too many to be 

computed by any one person, or by all human beings, for humans are restricted to a 

period of time with definite beginning and end. They are also restricted to certain 

limits of knowledge within time and space. God’s favours and blessings, however, 

are not only numerous, but also unlimited. Hence, they are beyond human 

reckoning. 

Yet despite all this, human beings adopt false deities and consider them equal to 

God. And instead of thanking God for His blessings, they exchange them for 

unbelief. Certainly “man is persistent in wrongdoing, totally ungrateful.” (Verse 34) 

Passionate Prayer by a Devoted Believer 

When man’s conscience is awakened, he looks at the universe around him and 

realizes that it is made for his benefit, either directly or through the harmony 

between its laws and human life and needs. When he looks around him, he finds it 

all made friendly by God’s grace, and by His power and permission it is both helpful 

and useful. When man considers and contemplates, he must stand in awe of his 

Lord, prostrate himself and express his gratitude. He always looks up to his Lord to 

replace with ease any hardship he may be going through, and to preserve any aspect 

of grace and happiness he may be enjoying. 

The perfect example of a human being who always remembers God and expresses 

his gratitude to Him is Abraham, the father of prophets. His truly thankful character 

imparts a definite ambience to the whole s rah, which also reflects God’s grace and 

how it is received with gratitude or ingratitude. Abraham is shown here in a scene of 

devotion, making a heartfelt appeal to God. His melodious supplication is 

inspirational as it rises to God in heaven: 

Abraham said: ‘My Lord.’ Make this land secure, and preserve me and my children 

from ever worshipping idols. My Lord, they have indeed led many people astray. 

Hence, he who follows me belongs to me. As for him who disobeys me, well, You are 
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truly Much-Forgiving, Merciful. Our Lord, I have settled some of my offspring in a 

valley without cultivation, by Your Sacred House, so that they may establish regular 

prayers. So, cause You people’s hearts to incline towards them, and provide them with 

fruits, so that they may give thanks. Our Lord, You certainly know all that we conceal 

and all that we bring into the open: for nothing whatever, on earth or in heaven, can 

be hidden from God. All praise is due to God who has given me, in my old age, Ishmael 

and Isaac. Surely my Lord hears all prayers. My Lord, cause me and [some of] my 

offspring to establish regular prayers. My Lord, accept my prayer. Our Lord, grant 

Your forgiveness to me and my parents, and all the believers on the Day when the 

reckoning will come to pass.’ (Verses 35-41) 

Here Abraham is shown in front of the House he built for God in Makkah, and 

whose custody has passed to the Quraysh, an Arabian tribe bent on disbelief in God, 

yet benefiting by the House built for the worship of God alone. Abraham is shown 

addressing his supplication with perfect devotion and heartfelt gratitude. This 

should make the ungrateful reflect and revise their attitude. It should make the 

unbelievers turn back to faith, and the oblivious remember God. It should make 

people generally follow Abraham in his exemplary attitude. 

Abraham begins his supplication by saying: “My Lord! Make this land secure.” 

(Verse 35) Security and safety is so important for man, for it is intertwined with his 

survival. The s rah mentions this here so as to remind of it the people of Makkah 

who enjoy it as if it was theirs by right, and who do not give thanks for it. They forget 

that it is the result of answering the supplication made by Abraham, their first father. 

Hence, they follow a course which is different from that of Abraham. They turn away 

from pure faith, yet the second prayer in Abraham’s supplication is: “And preserve me 

and my children from ever worshipping idols.” (Verse 35) 

This second aspect with which Abraham opens his prayer reflects his total 

submission to God, and his turning to Him in the deepest recesses of his heart. He 

appeals to Him for help in steering away, together with his children, from idol 

worship. He also makes it clear that to be so preserved is yet another of God’s 

blessings. It is indeed a great blessing that one’s heart is saved from the darkness of 

polytheism and its ignorance in order to be brought into the light of faith in God and 

belief in His oneness. This blessing takes a human being out of error, loss and 

confusion to the comfort of knowledge, reassurance and stability, and out of 

humiliating submission to a variety of false lords to honourable submission to God, 

the Lord of all worlds. Abraham appeals to God to maintain this blessing for him by 

preserving him and his children from the worship of idols. 

Abraham is fully aware of the great number of people in his generation and 

previous generations who went astray when they were deluded by such idols. 
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Hence, he addresses his passionate appeal to God to spare him from such delusion: 

“My Lord, they have indeed led many people astray.” (Verse 36) 

Abraham continues his supplication stating that whoever follows his way and 

does not give in to idol worship belongs to him, as they would have the strongest 

bond of faith joining them together. “Hence, he who follows me belongs to me.” (Verse 

36) The others who disobey him he leaves to God to determine what He does with 

them: “As for him who disobeys me, well, You are truly Much-Forgiving, Merciful.” (Verse 

36) 

In this last prayer we see Abraham, the caring, forbearing and compassionate. He 

does not pray to God to destroy those of his offspring who leave his path of 

guidance. He does not precipitate God’s punishment. Indeed he does not even 

mention punishment. Instead, he leaves them to God, to His forgiveness and mercy. 

Thus Abraham lends to the whole scene an air of forgiveness and compassion, 

leaving the taint of disobedience to disappear altogether. Compassionate as he is, 

Abraham does not let it appear again. 

Continuing his supplication, Abraham mentions the fact that he settled some of 

his offspring in a barren valley where there was no cultivation, next to God’s Sacred 

House and also states the task they were settled there to perform: “Our Lord, I have 

settled some of my offspring in a valley without cultivation, by Your Sacred House, so that 

they may establish regular prayers.” (Verse 37) 

So this is the task for the performance of which they have migrated and for which 

they are to tolerate a life of poverty and lack of cultivation. “So, cause You people’s 

hearts to incline towards them.” (Verse 37) The style here is tender, reflecting love and 

compassion. It describes hearts as having wings and coming from the sky to that 

Sacred House and its neighbours in that barren valley. Its tenderness counterbalances 

the hardship of a barren place with the inclination of loving hearts. 

“And provide them with fruits.” (Verse 37) Why does Abraham pray that they 

should have such fruit? To eat and enjoy themselves? Certainly, but also to bring 

about what Abraham, exemplary in his gratitude to his Lord, hopes for: “so that they 

may give thanks.” (Verse 37) Thus the purpose of settling close to the Sacred House is 

given prominence. It is to establish regular prayer in the most devoted and pure 

form. Similarly, the purpose of the prayer to incline people’s hearts to the dwellers in 

the neighbourhood of the Sacred House and their abundant provision from the fruits 

of the earth is to give thanks to God who provides all. With such a passionate prayer, 

there is an evident irony in the attitude of the Quraysh, the Arabian tribe living near 

the Ka`bah at the time of the Prophet. They offered no worship to God, and no 

thanks after Abraham’s prayer had been answered, giving them people’s love and 

abundant provisions. 
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Abraham follows this prayer with an acknowledgement that God knows all that 

people harbour in their hearts and when they turn to God with thanks and sincere 

supplication. It is not vocal appearances that are meant here. It is what a person feels 

deep in his heart, and the way he addresses God, who knows what we reveal and 

conceal. Indeed, nothing in heaven and earth is hidden from God’s knowledge: “Our 

Lord, You certainly know all that we conceal and all that we bring into the open: for nothing 

whatever, on earth or in heaven, can be hidden from God.” (Verse 38) 

Abraham then mentions an aspect of grace which God has shown him, and he 

praises God for it and thanks Him, providing an example for all believers. They must 

not forget God’s grace, and they must always be thankful for it. “All praise is due to 

God who has given me, in my old age, Ishmael and Isaac. Surely my Lord hears all prayers.” 

(Verse 39) Giving a person children when he has attained to old age is felt more 

keenly, because children represent the extension of one’s life into another generation. 

This is a great feeling for an elderly person who begins to think life is approaching its 

end. The need to feel the continuity represented by children is thus instinctive. 

Hence, Abraham praises God and prays for more of God’s grace: “Surely my Lord 

hears all prayers.” (Verse 39) 

A Prayer for All Time 

Abraham follows his thanksgiving with a supplication to God to make him always 

thankful. His thanks take the form of prayer, worship and obedience to God. Thus he 

declares his determination to always be a devout worshipper, but fears that 

something may divert him from it. Hence, he prays that God may help him to carry 

out his intention: “My Lord, cause me and [some of] my offspring to establish regular 

prayers. My Lord, accept my prayer.” (Verse 40) 

Abraham’s supplication shows the irony in the Quraysh’s attitude, the Arab tribe 

which had custody of the Ka`bah. Abraham is appealing to God for help to attend to 

his prayers, and to enable him to perform these at all times. They, however, turn 

away from it, denying the truth of what God’s Messenger tells them of how 

Abraham prayed for himself and his offspring. Now, Abraham concludes his humble 

supplication by appealing to God to forgive him and forgive his parents and all 

believers. He prays for that forgiveness to be forthcoming on the Day of Judgement 

when nothing is of benefit to anyone except the good works he or she may have done 

in life and God’s forgiveness for what they might have committed or omitted to do: 

“Our Lord, grant Your forgiveness to me and my parents, and all the believers on the Day 

when the reckoning will come to pass.” (Verse 41) 

Abraham’s long and humble supplication, which also mentions a number of God’s 

blessings and expresses gratitude and thanks for them, employing a fine musical 
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rhythm, now comes to a close. It imparts an air of gentle tenderness and care which 

makes people’s hearts long to be with God, and remember His grace and blessings. 

Abraham, the father of a long line of prophets, is seen as a pious servant who does 

not forget His Lord’s grace, or his duty to be thankful for it. He is given as an 

example to be followed by God’s servants who truly believe in Him, for, just before 

relating Abraham’s supplication, the s rah addressed them. We note how Abraham 

repeats several times the addressing phrase, “My Lord” or “Our Lord”. This repeated 

acknowledgement of God’s Lordship over him and his offspring is significant. He 

does not mention God by His attribute of Godhead, but instead by His Lordship. 

Godhead has rarely been subject to controversy even in j hiliyyah societies. Nor was it 

so in the ignorant society of Arabia at the advent of Islam. What people have always 

argued about is the Lordship of God, and the need to submit to Him in everyday life 

on earth. 

This is in fact the central point between submission to God, and believing in His 

oneness on the one hand, and the association of partners with Him on the other. 

People either submit to God, and this means that they acknowledge Him as their 

Lord, or they submit to others who would become their lords. This makes all the 

difference in life. The Qur’ n relates Abraham’s supplication to the Arab idolaters, 

emphasizing his acknowledgement of God’s Lordship to draw their attention to the 

fact that their own way of life was in complete contrast with what this supplication 

truly signifies. 

No Heeding of Past Lessons 

The s rah moves on with its presentation of these issues, speaking to those “who 

have exchanged God’s blessings for unbelief and landed their people in the House of 

Perdition.” (Verse 28) It speaks to them as they continue with their erring ways, 

before they are subjected to God’s punishment. They are the ones whom the Prophet 

had been told to say to them: “Enjoy yourselves in this life, for you will surely end up in 

hell.” (Verse 30) He is further ordered to address those who believe in God, and to 

command them to offer their prayers and pay their zak t: “Tell My servants who have 

attained to faith that they should attend regularly to their prayers and spend [in My way], 

secretly and openly, out of the sustenance We provide for them, before a day shall come when 

there will be no trading and no friendship.” (Verse 31) 

Here the s rah completes the picture, showing what God has prepared for those 

unbelievers who deny God’s blessings, and tells when they will face their inevitable 

destiny. This comes in quick images of the Day of Judgement which fill our hearts 

with fear: “Never think that God is unaware of what the wrongdoers are doing. He only 

grants them respite till the Day when eyes will stare fixedly in horror, when they will be 
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dashing in confusion, with their heads lifted up, unable to turn their eyes from what they 

behold, and their hearts an utter void.” (Verses 42-43) 

The Prophet (peace be upon him) does not think that God may ever be unaware of 

what the wrongdoers are perpetrating. It might appear so to some people who see 

the wrongdoers enjoying a comfortable life in this world. Such people hear God’s 

warning, but see nothing of it taking place in this life. This explains the deadline 

which is fixed for their final punishment when they are given no further respite. That 

takes place on the day when eyes stare fixedly in horror, unable even to wink. The 

fear is so great that there is no blinking of a single eyelid. 

This is followed by a picture of people rushing everywhere, unable to turn their 

faces to anything. Their heads are raised upward, but this is unintentional for they 

cannot move their heads. As they see the fearsome scene ahead of them, their eyes 

are fixed and their hearts are void, containing nothing they remember or understand. 

They are all empty. 

It is to this day that God delays the wrongdoers’ punishment. Now they stand in 

their position, overwhelmed by fear. In this scene they are like a small bird caught in 

the claws of a predator: “Never think that God is unaware of what the wrongdoers are 

doing. He only grants them respite till the Day when eyes will stare fixedly in horror, when 

they will be dashing in confusion, with their heads lifted up, unable to turn their eyes from 

what they behold, and their hearts an utter void.” (Verses 42-43) 

The Prophet is required to warn people that when this day arrives, there can be no 

excuses given and no evasion of responsibility. Another picture is then drawn of this 

horrific day: “Hence, warn mankind of the Day when suffering may befall them; when those 

who do wrong will say: ‘Our Lord, grant us respite for a short while, so that we may respond 

to Your call and follow Your messengers.’ ‘Why? Did you not in time past swear that you 

would suffer no decline? And you dwelt in the dwellings of those who wronged their own 

souls before you. Yet you knew for certain how We had dealt with them, and We placed many 

examples before you.’“ (Verses 44-45) 

Warn them against the day when the suffering drawn earlier is bound to befall 

them. At this point, the wrongdoers turn to their Lord with an urgent appeal, saying: 

“Our Lord.” Now they say this while earlier they were bent on unbelief, associating 

partners with Him: “Our Lord, grant us respite for a short while, so that we may respond to 

Your call and follow Your messengers.” (Verse 44) 

At this point the flow of the discourse is changed from the narrative form to that 

of an address, as though they are now at that point, staring fixedly in horror, making 

their passionate appeal. This whole world is rolled over and we seem to be already in 

the hereafter, and they are being reproached from on high, reminded of the wrongs 

they used to do in their first life: “Why, did you not in time past swear that you would 
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suffer no decline?” (Verse 44) How do you see yourselves now? Have you suffered any 

decline? You asserted this when you had in front of your eyes the ruins of those who 

went before you, giving proof of what happened to them and their inevitable 

destiny. 

“And you dwelt in the dwellings of those who wronged their own souls before you. Yet you 

knew for certain how We had dealt with them, and We placed many examples before you.” 

(Verse 45) It is amazing that you should see the dwellings of former wrongdoers, 

testifying to what happened to them, and you dwelling in their place, and yet you 

swear that you would not suffer a decline. With this hard reproach the scene is 

completed. We understand what happens to them, and what takes place after their 

appeal and their disappointment. 

This example repeatedly occurs throughout history. Many are the wrongdoers 

who succeed earlier tyrants. In fact, those tyrants were destroyed by their own 

hands, yet they follow in their footsteps and tyrannize like them. They take no heed 

of the lessons they see in front of their eyes. Hence, like them, they are put to the 

same fate. The same dwellings will be rid of them after a while. 

The s rah then turns to their present situation, and their wicked scheming against 

God’s Messenger, and their evil devices in every aspect of life. It gives the clear 

impression that they will face their inevitable destiny, no matter what powerful and 

elaborate schemes they devise: “They devised their plots, but their plots are all within 

God’s grasp, even though their plots are so powerful as to move mountains.” (Verse 46) 

God is certainly aware of their scheming, although it may be so strong and 

powerful that it causes mountains, the strongest and most solid and firm creation, to 

move. In fact, the last thing any human being would expect to move is a mountain. 

However, their scheming is in no way hidden from God, and never immune from 

God’s power. It is in front of Him, and He can foil it and do with it what He likes. 

Fair Reward for All 

The Prophet is told again: “Never think that God may ever fail to fulfil the promise 

which He has given to His messengers. Indeed God is Almighty, avenger of evil!” (Verse 47) 

What the unbelievers devise is of no consequence. It cannot obstruct the fulfilment of 

God’s promise to His messengers to grant them victory and to inflict a mighty 

punishment on the unbelievers: “Indeed God is Almighty, avenger of evil!” (Verse 47) He 

does not let injustice escape punishment. Those who resort to scheming and devising 

foul plans will not be spared. The word “avenge” is especially suitable here as it 

gives the meaning that counters both injustice and wicked scheming. A perpetrator 

of such injustice and wickedness deserves to suffer God’s vengeance, which is, from 

God’s point of view, the exercise of divine justice. 
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This is certainly inevitable, “On the day when the earth shall be changed into another 

earth, as shall be the heavens.” (Verse 48) We do not know how this happens, nor are 

we aware of the nature of the new earth or the new heavens, or their respective 

positions. The statement only gives us an impression of God’s might and His ability 

to change the earth and heavens. By contrast, the schemes the unbelievers devise are 

all too weak. 

Suddenly, we see this as though it has happened: “When all people stand before God, 

the One who holds sway over all that exists.” (Verse 48) They realize that they are 

exposed, without cover or screen to protect them. They are neither in their homes nor 

in their graves. They stand in the open, in front of the Almighty. The emphasis here 

is on God’s power which cannot be resisted, not even by the scheming of the mighty 

tyrants which can almost make mountains move. 

Then we are shown a scene of the humiliating suffering which stands in contrast 

to their scheming and tyranny: “On that day you will see the guilty chained together in 

fetters, wearing garments of black pitch, and their faces covered with flames.” (Verses 49-50) 

The evil-doers are thus chained, each two together, and they are made to pass in 

ranks. Their humiliation is again indicative of God’s might. In addition to their being 

chained together, they wear dirty, black pitch garments that can easily catch fire. The 

connotations here are humiliation and combustion as they draw near to the fire. 

“Their faces [are] covered with flames.” It is all a scene of tyrants and schemers made 

to suffer humiliation and burning in flames. All this is a reward for their arrogance in 

this life. “God will requite each soul according to what it had done. God is indeed swift in 

reckoning.” (Verse 51) All they have earned is their scheming and injustice. Its reward 

is that they stand powerless, humiliated. The swiftness of God’s reckoning contrasts 

with the scheming they thought would protect them, and ensure them victory. 

Hence, they are dealt with swiftly to add to their humiliation. 

Elimination of Pagan Concepts 

The s rah then ends with something similar to its opening, but it comes in the 

form of an open and loud declaration, intended to inform all mankind: “This is a 

message to all mankind. Let them be warned thereby, and let them know that He is the One 

and Only God. Let those who have insight take heed.” (Verse 52) The essential purpose of 

this message and the warning it contains is that people should know that “He is the 

One and Only God.” This is the basic concept of this religion on which its code of 

living is built. 

What is required here is not that people should merely acquire such information. 

The purpose is that they should conduct their lives on the basis of this knowledge. It 

is that people should submit to God alone, since He is the One and only God. It is 
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God who deserves to be the Lord, i.e. the Sovereign, the Ruler and the Legislator. 

When life is conducted on this basis it becomes totally different from every type of 

life based on the lordship of creatures, which means that some submit to others who 

are considered sovereign over them. The difference involves faith, worship, morality, 

standards and values, behaviour and practices, as well as political, economic and 

social systems and every aspect of the life of the individual and society alike. 

Believing in the One God is the basis of a complete system. It is not merely a 

matter of conviction. Faith comprises all aspects of life. In the Islamic perspective, 

sovereignty is a question of faith, as is morality. It is on the basis of faith that the code 

of life that comprises both moral values and legal matters is based. 

We cannot appreciate the extent which faith takes in the Islamic perspective unless 

we understand the full meaning of the basic declaration every Muslim must make in 

order to be a Muslim: “I bear witness that there is no deity other than God, and I bear 

witness that Mu ammad is God’s Messenger.” We must also be aware of the 

meaning of addressing all worship to God alone. This means that submission is only 

to God, not merely during prayer, but in every life situation. 

The worship of idols which Abraham prayed to God to spare him and his 

offspring from does not take only the primitive way which the pagan Arabs and 

other communities practised. It is not merely the worship of deities made of stones, 

trees, animals, birds, stars, fire or spirits. To limit the concept of polytheism to this 

primitive form blurs our view so that we cannot see other forms which may bedevil 

humanity in different states of j hiliyyah. We need to have a fuller understanding of 

the nature of associating partners with God, its relevance to idols, and the nature of 

idols and how they are represented in modern states of ignorance, or j hiliyyah. 

Associating partners with God may take any form and be represented in any 

situation where submission in all aspects of life is not to God alone. It is sufficient 

that a person should submit to beings other than God in certain aspects of his life to 

be in a situation of associating partners with God, even though he submits to God 

alone in the other aspects of his life. Worship is only one aspect of life where 

submission is reflected. But there are many other forms of submission in human life 

which give us practical examples of polytheism. 

A person may believe that Godhead belongs completely to God alone, and he 

submits to Him in his prayers, fasting, performing pilgrimage and other aspects of 

worship, but he may at the same time submit to laws other than God’s in his social, 

economic and political life. He may also submit to concepts other than those 

approved by God in his social standards and to other human beings in his moral 

values, traditions, customs and style of dress. Such a person practises polytheism in 

its essence, in full breach of the meaning of the declaration that “there is no deity 
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other than God and Mu ammad is God’s Messenger”. This is what people overlook. 

They take all such matters carelessly, without thinking that they demonstrate the 

same paganism that has been practised by different communities throughout history. 

It is not necessary that idols be represented in primitive form. For idols are mere 

covers for tyranny which hides behind them in order to impose its authority over 

people. Yet none of these idols speak, hear or see. Its custodian or priest or the ruler 

was always around, chanting the idol’s praises or acting as its spokesman, but saying 

what he wants to say. Therefore, when banners or slogans are raised in any 

community which give rulers or priests the power to put in place laws, values, 

standards and practices that are at variance with what is acceptable to God, then 

these are in effect, position and nature deities like those idols of old. 

We see today that nationalism, patriotism or a certain class in society or people as 

a whole are made like banners or slogans which are adored in place of God. People 

are made to sacrifice for such banners their lives, property, morals and even their 

honour. Whenever divine law and its requirements come in conflict with what the 

service of such banners and slogans requires, then God’s law is set aside and the 

requirements of these banners are met. To be more accurate we should say that it is 

the requirements of the tyrants standing behind these banners that are fulfilled. This 

is indeed a form of idol worship, because an idol need not be made of wood or stone. 

It can be represented in a doctrine or a slogan. 

The role of Islam is not only to destroy wood or stone idols. That was not the 

purpose of all the efforts and sacrifices made by God’s messengers and their 

followers in history. Islam aims rather to establish in a very clear way the difference 

between submission to God alone in all matters and affairs and submission to other 

beings or entities. It is necessary to look carefully at forms and appearances in every 

situation to establish whether the existing order conforms to the concept of God’s 

oneness or to a form of paganism. 

People may imagine themselves to be following the faith revealed by God because 

they declare, “There is no deity except God, and Mu ammad is God’s Messenger”, 

and they submit to God in all matters of worship and in marriage, divorce and 

inheritance. Yet when matters go beyond this narrow aspect, their submission is to 

other beings. They follow laws that are in clear conflict with what God has legislated. 

They even sacrifice their lives, property, honour and morals, willingly or unwillingly, 

to fulfil what this neo-paganism requires of them, even when it is in conflict with 

what is acceptable to God. They are thus totally mistaken when they imagine that 

they follow Islam. They should wake up and realize that theirs is a situation of clear 

paganism. 

Divine faith is not as hollow as it is imagined to be by some of those who claim to 
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be Muslims. It is a complete way of life that comprises all the necessary details for 

daily life. Submission to God’s law in the details of daily life, as well as in basic 

principles and concepts, is the core of the divine faith. It is Islam in its true sense, 

which is the only form acceptable to God. 

As stated earlier, polytheism does not only take the form of believing in multiple 

deities and claiming that they are God’s partners. It is instead the acknowledgement 

of other lords alongside Him. Idol worship is represented in adopting banners and 

slogans which are given the same sort of authority as belonged to idols of old. People 

everywhere then must examine their lives to determine whom they actually submit 

to. If they submit totally to God, obeying His orders and laws to the exclusion of any 

other, then they follow the divine faith. If not, then they have a religion based on idol 

worship. This is a terrible situation indeed. 

This is a message to all mankind. Let them be warned thereby, and let them know that 

He is the One and Only God. Let those who are endowed with insight take heed. 

(Verse 52) 
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S RAH 15 

Al-Ĥijr 

Prologue 

Proper Understanding Required 

This s rah was revealed in Makkah, after the revelation of S rah 12, Joseph. The 

time was a very critical one, falling as it did between the ‘year of sorrow’ when the 

Prophet lost his wife Khadījah and his uncle Abū lib and the year when the 

Prophet migrated to Madinah. The s rah thus reflects the needs and requirements of 

this difficult period. For specifics about this crucial time please refer to the Prologues 

of S rahs Jonah and Hūd, in Volume IX, and S rah Joseph in this volume. 

In particular, the s rah directs the Prophet and the Muslim community in how best 

to deal with their practical problems, and how to stand firm in the face of the 

unbelievers’ stubborn opposition. This then is the role and nature of the Qur’ n. 

At this critical juncture, the message of Islam was making little progress because 

of the unwavering resistance of the Quraysh, the Arabian tribe residing in Makkah, 

and whose leadership was recognized by the rest of Arabia. Their persecution of the 

Prophet and his followers was now at its zenith. Hence, the Qur’ n warns and 

threatens these pagan Arabs, portraying as it does the fate of earlier communities 

which denied God’s messages and opposed His messengers. It reveals to the Prophet 

the real reasons behind their determined opposition. Essentially it had nothing to do 

with the truth of his message and much to do with their stubbornness which could 

not be moderated even as a result of seeing God’s clear signs. Hence, the s rah 

consoles the Prophet. It directs him to hold fast to the truth he has and to confront 

with it all those who reject it. He is also instructed to remain patient in adversity, 

conveying his message to mankind with determination. 
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Thus the s rah shares with other s rahs revealed during the same period the same 

subject matter and general features. Likewise, it addresses the needs and 

requirements of that period when the Islamic message faced the ignorance, or 

j hiliyyah, that prevailed in Arabia. The same applies to any similar period in history. 

Indeed it even applies now. 

We have always emphasized the practical nature of the Qur’ n because it is 

central to an understanding of this book, its goals and objectives. This means that we 

need to be aware of the circumstances that prevailed when a particular s rah or text 

was revealed so that we can better recognize the drift of the text and understand its 

directives. We are thus able to appreciate how it deals with real life situations, and 

with living human beings who either actively support or oppose it. In this way, we 

can better understand its rulings and benefit by its directives whenever similar 

circumstances prevail. We particularly need to take such an attitude in our own 

times. 

But we say this knowing full well that only those who are actively facing this 

present state of ignorance in their work to bring about an Islamic revival will look at 

the Qur’ nic texts in this light. Such people are dealing with circumstances and 

events similar to those faced by the first advocate of this faith, Mu ammad (peace be 

upon him), and his early Companions. They face the same type of rejection of the 

great truth of this faith, which requires complete submission to God in all aspects of 

life: religious, moral, political, economic and social. Likewise, they face the same type 

of persecution which was endured by the first group of Muslims. Only such people 

are able to deduce the Islamic method of active advocacy which cannot be deduced 

in a theoretical approach. 

It should be stated here that what is required in our own time is an understanding 

of the method to be followed by a young Islamic movement facing a totally un-

Islamic state of affairs. Such a movement aims to bring mankind out of darkness into 

light, and out of ignorance and submission to different beings into a state where 

people submit themselves to God alone. These were the objectives of the first Muslim 

generation, even before the Islamic state in Madinah was born, and before Islam 

enjoyed any authority anywhere on earth. 

Today we are in a position which, though not identical to that early period, has 

some similarities to it. Needless to say, circumstances and external factors are 

different. Yet we are aiming to establish an active advocacy of Islam in the face of 

total opposition. The fact that circumstances are different means that the needs and 

requirements of such advocacy are different. Hence why we need today fresh insight 

into the method of action that Islam approves. Such insight will fit the precedents set 

by the first Islamic movement, established by the Prophet, to the circumstances and 

requirements of the present period. 
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It is such insight that the newly-born Islamic movement requires. It is too early 

now for the development of a system of government, and the drafting of a legal code. 

Today, there is not a single state or community where the basic rule of human 

transactions is God’s law and the Islamic code. The type of insight which gives birth 

to a system of government and a legal code comes at the appropriate time. Its details 

should fit the Muslim community that needs it, whenever it comes into existence, 

and begins to face the practical problems that apply to it. Prior to this, producing 

such a system and a code is no different from trying to plant seeds in the air and 

hoping they will sprout. 

The Nature of Opposition to Islam 

The first major topic the s rah tackles highlights the nature of those who reject this 

faith of Islam, based on submission to God alone, and outlines their true motives for 

so doing. It also describes the terrible fate that awaits such unbelievers. The s rah 

tackles this in several rounds, employing different subjects and techniques, such as 

narrative, an exhibition of scenes of the universe and scenes of the Day of 

Judgement, and directives and comments that either precede or follow the stories it 

relates. 

While the general atmosphere of S rah 13, Thunder, reminds us of S rah 6, Cattle, 

the general atmosphere of this s rah reminds us of S rah 7, The Heights. Both begin 

with a serious warning, and the whole s rah confirms it. The two s rahs, however, 

differ greatly in their method. 

The warning at the beginning of S rah 7 is stated very clearly: “This is a book that 

has been bestowed on you from on high — so do not entertain any doubt about it — in order 

that you may warn people with its message, and admonish the believers. Follow what has 

been sent down to you by your Lord, and follow no masters other than Him. How seldom do 

you keep this in mind. How many a community have We destroyed, with Our punishment 

falling upon them by night, or at midday while they were resting. And when Our 

punishment fell upon them, all they could say was: ‘We have indeed been wrongdoers.’“ (7: 

2-5) The s rah then relates the story of Adam and Iblīs, following it to its conclusion 

when human life on earth comes to an end and people return to their Lord where 

the warnings given to them will be fulfilled. This is then followed by some scenes of 

the universe, including images of the heavens and earth, night and day, the sun, 

moon and stars, the wind, clouds, water and fruit. Thereafter, we are given the 

stories of the Prophets Noah, Hūd, Ş li , Lot, Shu`ayb and Moses, all of which 

confirm the warning. 

Here in this s rah, the warning is given at the beginning, but it is given a 

continuous air of mystery to enhance its effect in anticipation of the fearful destiny: 

“These are the verses of the Book, a clear discourse. Little do those who disbelieve wish that 
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they were Muslims. Let them eat and enjoy themselves, and let their hopes beguile them. For 

they will surely come to know [the truth]. Never have We destroyed any community unless 

divine revelations have been made known to it. No community can ever forestall its term, nor 

can they delay it.” (Verses 1-5) 

The s rah then refers to some scenes from the universe: the heavens and the 

constellations, the expanded earth and the mountains set firm on it, the plants that 

demonstrate a balanced method of creation, the winds full of moisture, water and 

drinking, and the life, death and resurrection of all mankind. This is followed by the 

story of Adam and Iblīs leading up to the destinies of all believers and unbelievers. 

Then we have brief references to the stories of Abraham, Lot, Shu`ayb and Ş li , with 

the emphasis being placed on the destiny of unbelievers in each case. We note here 

that the Arabs were aware of the ruins left by these communities, as they passed by 

them on their traditional journeys to Syria. 

The main line in both s rahs is the same, but each has its own special features. 

Their rhythm is similar, but not identical. This is the system followed by the Qur’ n, 

tackling its topics in a variety of ways that may be similar in some aspects but totally 

different in others, and where they are never repeated or allowed to be identical. 

The s rah can be divided into five sections, each of which includes a specific topic. 

The first explains the law that God has set in operation concerning His message and 

people’s attitudes to it, either accepting and believing in it or rejecting it. This starts 

with an implicit warning which is covered with mystery: “These are the verses of the 

Book, a clear discourse. Little do those who disbelieve wish that they were Muslims. Let them 

eat and enjoy themselves, and let their hopes beguile them. For they will surely come to know 

[the truth].” (Verses 2-3) This section ends with a statement that the unbelievers reject 

the message out of stubbornness, not because they do not have sufficient evidence to 

lead them to faith: “If We opened for the unbelievers a gateway to heaven and they had 

ascended higher and higher, still they would surely say: ‘It is only our eyes that are 

spellbound! Indeed, we must have been bewitched.’“ (Verses 14-15) 

They are all of the same type: “Indeed We have sent before you messengers to 

communities of old, but whenever a messenger came to any of them they mocked at him. Thus 

do We cause it [i.e. this scorn of the revelation] to slip into the hearts of the guilty, who do not 

believe in it, although the ways of ancient communities have gone before them.” (Verses 10-

13) 

The second section portrays some of the signs God has placed in the universe, 

both in the heavens and the earth and in between. All of these have been set in 

accordance with God’s precise wisdom, and according to a definite measure: “We 

have indeed set up in the heavens constellations, and endowed them with beauty for all to 

behold, and We have guarded them from every cursed devil, so that anyone who tries to 
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eavesdrop is pursued by a flame clear to see. We have spread out the earth, and placed on it 

firm mountains, and caused [life] of every kind to grow on it in a balanced manner. We have 

placed various means of livelihood on it for you, as well as for those whom you do not have to 

provide for. There is not a thing but with Us are its storehouses; and We send it down only in 

accordance with a defined measure. We send forth winds heavily loaded, then We send down 

water from the skies for you to drink. You are not the ones who store it up.” (Verses 16-22) 

It is to God that everyone and everything returns at the time appointed and 

known to God: “It is We who give life and cause death, and it is We who are the inheritors 

[of all things]. Well do We know those who lived before you and those who will come after 

you. Your Lord will gather them all together. He is indeed Wise, All-Knowing.” (Verses 23-

25) 

The third section delivers the story of mankind and the origins of following right 

guidance or abandoning it in order to follow erring ways. It also shows the fates of 

those who follow God’s guidance and those who reject it. This is shown in the way 

Adam was created out of clay before God breathed of his soul into him, and the 

arrogance of Iblīs who leads people astray. 

The fourth section relates the fates suffered by the peoples of Lot, Shu`ayb and 

Ş li . It starts with the verses: “Tell My servants that I alone am Much Forgiving, truly 

Merciful; and also, My punishment is indeed the most grievous suffering.” (Verses 49-50) 

The stories are given in succession, showing God’s mercy to Abraham and Lot, and 

His punishment of the peoples of Lot, Shu`ayb and Ş li . Thus the Quraysh are told 

of the fate of those whose lands they pass by on their trips to Syria. Their ruins are 

there for them to see. “Surely in this there are messages for those who read the signs. Those 

[towns] stood on a road that is trodden still.” (Verses 75-76) 

The fifth and final section reveals the truth that is at the heart of the creation of the 

heavens and the earth and how this relates to the Hour of Judgement and the reward 

or punishment that comes after that, and also to the message of the Prophet 

Mu ammad (peace be upon him). That is the great truth in the whole universe. It 

relates to origin and destiny: “It was only with the truth that We have created the heavens 

and the earth and all that is between them. The appointed Hour will certainly come. Hence 

overlook their faults in fair forbearance. Your Lord is the All-Knowing Creator. We have 

given you seven oft-repeated verses and this sublime Qur’ n.” (Verses 85-87) 
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1 

Preserving the Qur’ n 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

Alif. L m. R . These are the verses of the 
Book, a clear discourse. (1) 

Little do those who disbelieve wish that 
they were Muslims. (2) 

Let them eat and enjoy themselves, and let 
their hopes beguile them. For they will 
surely come to know [the truth] . (3) 

Never have We destroyed any community 
unless divine revelations have been made 
known to it. (4) 

No community can ever forestall its term, 
nor can they delay it. (5) 

They say: ‘You to whom this reminder has 
been bestowed from on high! You are truly 
mad. (6) 

Why do you not bring the angels before us, 
if you are truthful?’ (7) 
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We never send down angels except in 
accordance with the truth. And then, [the 
unbelievers] would be given no further 
respite. (8) 

It is We Ourselves who have bestowed this 
reminder from on high, and it is We who 
shall preserve it intact. (9) 

Indeed We have sent before you messengers 
to communities of old, (10) 

but whenever a messenger came to any of 
them they mocked at him. (11) 

Thus do We cause it [i.e. this scorn of the 
revelation] to slip into the hearts of the 
guilty, (12) 

who do not believe in it, although the ways 
of ancient communities have gone before 
them. (13) 

If We opened for the unbelievers a gateway 
to heaven and they had ascended higher and 
higher, (14) 

still they would surely say: ‘It is only our 
eyes that are spellbound! Indeed, we must 
have been bewitched.’ (15) 
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Unbelievers Indulge in Wishful Thinking 

This opening passage speaks about the nature of the book which the unbelievers 

reject as fabrication, adding a threat that they will soon witness a day when they 

wish they had submitted themselves to God and become Muslims. It tells them that 
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that day has a fixed time, and that is the reason for its delay. It mentions the 

challenges they make and how they demand that angels be brought to them. It 

threatens them by stating that when God sends down angels to unbelievers, He 

destroys them altogether. Finally the s rah speaks of the real reason for their 

unbelieving attitude. It is certainly not for lack of evidence, but rather due to their 

entrenched stubbornness. 

“Alif. L m. R . These are the verses of the Book, a clear discourse.” (Verse 1) The three 

separate letters with which this s rah starts and similar ones that occur at the 

beginning of some Qur’ nic s rahs make up the book, i.e. the Qur’ n. They are 

available to all. They make the sublime verses, which are inimitable in composition 

and argument. These letters do not have an intrinsic meaning in themselves, but they 

make up the Qur’ n, which is very clear in its meaning. 

People who do not believe in the revelation of this inimitable book, and describe 

the Qur’ n as fabricated when it is very clear in its import, will come to see a day 

when they will dearly wish that they had adopted a totally different attitude. They 

will wish that they had been believers and that their behaviour was in line with the 

teachings of religion. “Little do those who disbelieve wish that they were Muslims.” (Verse 

2) 

They may wish so but that will be when no wish is of use. But in fact, ‘little do those 

who disbelieve wish’. The way this is expressed implies a threat and a touch of 

derision. It also implies encouragement to make use of the available opportunity and 

submit to God before it is too late. For if the chance is lost and the day comes when 

they wish they had submitted themselves to God and accepted Islam, their wishes 

will be of no avail. 

This is followed by another implicit threat: “Let them eat and enjoy themselves, and let 

their hopes beguile them. For they will surely come to know [the truth].” (Verse 3) 

Leave them to their carnal desires, eating and enjoying, without reflection, 

contemplation or thought to what is around them. Leave them with their deluding 

hopes and deceiving temptations, while life passes away and the opportunity is lost. 

Leave them so that you do not waste your own time with those who have 

condemned themselves when they lost their way in idle hopes and desires. The 

temptation shows them that they have a long life to come and that they will achieve 

what they covet. They think that nothing can stop them from obtaining what they 

hope for, and that they have to face no reckoning and will be held to no account. 

They delude themselves by thinking that what they get in this life is enough to 

ensure their safety in the hereafter. 

This image of beguiling hopes is drawn from real human life. Hope always tempts 

and beguiles man. So much so that he overlooks the facts of God’s existence, fate and 
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the certainty of death. Man forgets that there is a duty to be fulfilled and a 

prohibition to be observed. He goes even further so as to forget God altogether and 

forget that he himself is going to die and then be resurrected in order to account for 

his deeds. 

This beguiling hope is a fatal one, and it is to this hope that the Prophet is 

commanded to leave them. “For they will surely come to know the truth,” but then it will 

be too late for such knowledge to be of any benefit to them. The command given to 

the Prophet implies a threat to them, as well as a strong call aiming to wake them up 

so that they could see their hope for what it is: a beguiling hope that causes them to 

overlook their inevitable fate. 

But the laws God has set in operation for the world and for human life will 

continue along their respective courses. The end of each nation will come at the time 

appointed by God. Then it is the practices of each community that determine how 

these laws and how God’s order will operate: “Never have We destroyed any community 

unless divine revelations have been made known to it. No community can ever forestall its 

term, nor can they delay it.” (Verses 4-5) Therefore, they must not be deluded by the 

fact that God’s punishment has not taken them. God’s law will take its well-marked 

course and operate as God wants it to operate. As for them, they will certainly come 

to know. 

That clear book and appointed term are given by God to every nation and 

community so that they will do their work. What they do in this life determines their 

fate in the hereafter. When a community believes in God, does good works, allows 

human life to proceed and prosper, and implements justice then God will extend its 

life until it deviates from these rules and becomes devoid of all goodness. That 

determines the end of its life, either with total loss and ruin, or with a temporary 

general weakness. 

It may be said that there are communities which do not believe or do any good 

works or implement justice, but they continue to thrive and prosper. But this is 

nothing but delusion. Such communities must have a fair residue of goodness, even 

if it is limited to building a good life on earth, dealing justly among its own citizens 

and taking measures to ensure material prosperity within their own territories. They 

owe their continued existence to this residue of goodness. When it is exhausted, they 

face their inevitable destiny. God’s law will always operate, and every community 

has its time: “No community can ever forestall its term, nor can they delay it.” (Verse 5) 

 A Promise That Will Never Fail 

The s rah then describes their bad manners in the way they addressed the 

Prophet, when he had only presented to them the Qur’ n which is a clear reminder 
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of the truth. It helps to reawaken them to face the facts instead of running after 

beguiling hopes. He also reminded them of God’s law and its operation. But they 

ridiculed him and spoke to him with extreme impudence. “They say: ‘You to whom this 

reminder has been bestowed from on high! You are truly mad. Why do you not bring the 

angels before us, if you are truthful?’” (Verses 6-7) Ridicule is apparent in their way of 

addressing the Prophet, “You to whom this reminder has been bestowed from on high!” 

(Verse 6) They actually deny the fact of revelation and the Prophet’s message 

altogether, but they make this mocking address. 

Their rudeness is carried still further as they insult the Prophet personally: “You 

are truly mad!” (Verse 6) This they do in response to his call on them to believe in 

God, using the Qur’ n in all its clarity to address them. They go on to make 

unreasonable demands, asking for angels to come down to endorse his message: 

“Why do you not bring the angels before us, if you are truthful?” (Verse 7) The demand for 

angels is often repeated in this and other s rahs, and it is put to the Prophet 

Mu ammad (peace be upon him) as it was put to prophets and messengers before 

him. This reflects man’s clear ignorance, for it is he whom God has honoured when 

He assigned prophethood to a few chosen people. 

The reply to such ridicule, impudence and ignorance takes the form of reasserting 

the rule which is confirmed by the fates suffered by past communities. Angels are 

sent down to a messenger of God only to destroy the unbelievers of his community 

when their term is up. At this point there can be no more respite and no further 

delay: “We never send down angels except in accordance with the truth. And then, [the 

unbelievers) would be given no further respite.” (Verse 8) Is this what they want and 

demand? 

Preservation of the Qur’ān 

The s rah then calls on them to look carefully on God’s guidance and reflect on it. 

God only sends down the angels with the truth. He commands them to establish and 

implement it. In the case of persistent unbelievers, the truth is to destroy them. Not 

only do they deserve this, but it is also inevitable. Such destruction, then, is a truth in 

itself and the angels carry it out without delay. God chooses for them what is better 

than the choice they make for themselves. He gives them the Reminder so that they 

may reflect on it and follow its guidance. This is much better than sending down the 

angels with the final truth, if only they would reflect: “It is We Ourselves who have 

bestowed this reminder from on high, and it is We who shall preserve it intact.” (Verse 9) It 

is much better for them, then, to approach it positively, because it will remain intact, 

suffering no loss or change. It will remain pure, unaffected by falsehood, free of 

distortion. It guides them to the truth with God’s care, if they really want the truth. If 
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they were asking for angels to make sure of it, they should know that God does not 

wish to send down angels for them, because He wants what is better for them. 

Hence, He sent down the Reminder which is preserved intact. That is better than 

sending angels to destroy them. 

When we look today, after the passage of many centuries, at the fulfilment of 

God’s promise to preserve the Qur’ n, we see a great miracle testifying to the fact 

that it is God’s book. We see that the circumstances and situations that it has endured 

over the centuries could not have left it intact, suffering no change of even a single 

sentence or a single word, without the interference of a superior power. That power, 

which is greater than all situations, factors and circumstances, has preserved this 

book keeping it pure from change or distortion. 

There was a time when many sects and groups sought to find support for their 

ideas in the Qur’ n and the adīth. The resulting conflict was fuelled by the Jews, the 

diehard enemies of this faith, and by those who advocated nationalism. These were 

known in Islamic history as Shu` biyyīn. These groups sought to introduce foreign 

elements into the Sunnah. Only the colossal efforts of scores of bright, pious and 

meticulous scholars, over several decades, purged the adīth from that which did not 

belong to it. 

In times of conflict and strife, such sects deliberately misinterpreted Qur’ nic 

verses, twisting Qur’ nic texts so that they could cite them in support of their views 

and rulings. But they were all, even in the darkest and hardest circumstances, totally 

unable to introduce a single change into the text of the Qur’ n, the book God has 

guaranteed to preserve. Its text has remained exactly as it was revealed by God, 

providing a challenge to every would-be perpetrator of distortion. This is irrefutable 

testimony to the fact that this Qur’ n is God’s own book and He is the One who 

guarantees its preservation. 

A Guarantee for All Time 

Muslims generally have gone through a time, which we continue to endure these 

days, when they have been too weak to defend themselves, or their faith, way of life, 

land, honour, property, moral values or even their reasoning and intellectual 

faculties. Their enemies have managed to replace every moral value, sound belief, 

virtuous practice, and legal standard they have had with something foul and alien. 

They have tempted Muslims to accept loose morality and shameless behaviour. What 

is more, such behaviour has been given attractive titles such as progress, 

advancement, secularism, freedom, breaking one’s shackles, revolution and 

innovation, etc. Muslims have thus become Muslims only by name. They have 

retained practically nothing of their profound faith. Hence, their power has been 
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sapped, and they have become little more than the scum that floats on the surface of 

a river. 

Yet in spite of all their attempts, the enemies of this religion have not been able to 

change the text of the Qur’ n, or to distort it. This is not due to any lack of motive. 

They would indeed have loved dearly to alter its text if that were at all possible. But 

try as hard as they might, they have been unable to achieve their goal. 

The enemies of this faith, particularly its Jewish elements, have utilized their great 

expertise, stretching over four thousand years, in scheming against the divine faith. 

Indeed, they have even been successful in many ways. For example, they succeeded 

in introducing some foreign elements into the Sunnah and the history of the Muslim 

nation. They have been able to falsify events and even implant their own people 

within the Muslim community so that they could play roles they could not otherwise 

do. They managed to destroy states, communities, systems and laws, and to dress 

some of their traitors in a heroic guise so that they continued their destructive work 

against the Muslim community. Although they have done this throughout history, 

they have been more successful in modern times. 

One thing, however, they have not been able to achieve, although circumstances 

appear to make it seem easy, is tamper with this preserved book, which receives no 

protection from people who allege to believe in it. This is yet further evidence, if any 

were needed, that this is God’s book. The fact that it has remained free of all 

distortion in spite of these conditions testifies to the fact that it was revealed by God 

Almighty. At the time of the Prophet, this promise to preserve the Qur’ n intact 

sounded a mere promise. Today, however, after all these great events and long 

centuries, it is indeed a great miracle confirming the indisputable fact that it is God’s 

revealed book. No one disputes this fact except a stubborn, ignorant fool. “It is We 

Ourselves who have bestowed this reminder from on high, and it is We who shall preserve it 

intact.” (Verse 9) God certainly tells the truth. 

Same Old Denials 

God consoles the Prophet (peace be upon him), and tells him that he is not unique 

in his position among God’s messengers who, like him, were the target of much 

ridicule and rejection. The unbelievers are always wont to show their stubbornness 

in denying the true faith. 

“Indeed We have sent before you messengers to communities of old, but whenever a 

messenger came to any of them they mocked at him.” (Verses 10-11) It is the same story. 

Just like the unbelievers in the communities of old received what God’s messengers 

told them, the same is the case with the unbelievers in your community. They all 

show the same attitude. Their hearts, having turned away from God’s messages and 
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been hostile to God’s chosen messengers, are no longer able to reflect or receive a 

message as it should be received: “Thus do We cause it [i.e. this scorn of the revelation] to 

slip into the hearts of the guilty, who do not believe in it, although the ways of ancient 

communities have gone before them.” (Verses 12-13) We let it sink into their hearts as its 

truth is denied, subject to ridicule, because their hearts cannot receive it except in this 

way. This applies to all generations and communities, past, present and future. Those 

who deny the truth of God’s message are of the same nature: “The ways of ancient 

communities have gone before them.” (Verse 13) 

It is not proper evidence of the truth of God’s message that they lack. They are 

stubborn, unwilling to change, no matter what signs and proofs are given to them. At 

this point, the s rah gives a particularly rich image of repugnant obstinacy and mean 

strong-headedness: “If We opened for the unbelievers a gateway to heaven and they had 

ascended higher and higher, still they would surely say: ‘It is only our eyes that are 

spellbound! Indeed, we must have been bewitched.’“ (Verses 14-15) We can imagine them 

ascending higher and higher into the sky, going through a special door that opens for 

them, and they climb physically and see with their eyes the open door. Yet their 

stubborn attitude remains, whereby they deny the truth of what they see and feel, 

claiming that someone must have cast a spell over them so that they cannot see 

clearly. They claim that what they see is mere fantasy: “It is only our eyes that are 

spellbound! Indeed, we must have been bewitched.” (Verse 15) All we see and feel is mere 

illusion. 

There is no use arguing with such people. They have all the evidence they need to 

believe. What prevents them is not that the angels have not been sent down to them, 

because their own ascension is greater evidence and closer to them than the angels 

descending. Instead it is their shameless obstinacy which causes them to disregard 

and reject the clearly manifest truth. 

This then is an example of human stubbornness which the s rah paints. It is met 

only with a feeling of disgust and contempt. This example is neither temporary nor 

local, nor is it the product of a particular environment at a particular period of time. 

It is an example of human beings when their nature has been distorted and their 

faculties of reception impaired. They are cut off from the living universe around 

them and all the signals it gives. In our own generation, this example applies to 

atheists who follow materialistic creeds which they claim to be ‘scientific’, when they 

are far removed from science and knowledge, as well as from insight and inspiration. 

Advocates of materialistic doctrines disbelieve in God and deny His existence. 

They claim that the universe exists without a Creator who controls whatever takes 

place in it. They then formulate on the basis of their claims and denials social, 

political, economic and ‘moral’ creeds, even stating that such are ‘scientific’. Indeed, 

they say that their creeds are the only scientific ones. 
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This lack of feeling of God’s existence despite all the evidence that testifies to His 

control of the universe clearly indicates that their receptive faculties are impaired. 

Their persistence in denying God is no less rude and impudent than that painted in 

the Qur’ nic text: “If We opened for the unbelievers a gateway to heaven and they had 

ascended higher and higher, still they would surely say: ‘It is only our eyes that are 

spellbound! Indeed, we must have been bewitched.’“ (Verses 14-15) The evidence that is 

available in the universe is so varied and manifest that it is stronger than their 

ascension to heaven. That evidence addresses every sound nature in an open and 

private manner, saying what is so powerful that human nature must accept without 

question. 

When we look at the universe we find that it has countless laws working in perfect 

harmony to maintain its phenomena and existence. Moreover, it has so many 

complementary aspects which allow life to come into existence in certain parts of it. 

So to claim that this universe exists without a creator, is something that the human 

mind cannot accept. It is wholeheartedly rejected by human nature. Not only so, but 

the better science understands nature and the more deeply it penetrates into the 

universe and the more of its secrets it uncovers, the notion of self existence and 

uncontrolled operation seems even more far-fetched. In fact, the greater human 

knowledge becomes, the more clearly science admits that it is the Creator who 

controls the universe. Undistorted human nature accepts this truth once it receives 

the clear signals the universe makes. It has accepted it long before recent scientific 

evidence supporting it has come to light. 

Testimony by a Western Scientist 

The universe cannot create itself, then create the laws that control its existence. 

Nor can we attribute the emergence of life to a lifeless universe. Hence neither 

human nature nor human intelligence accepts the emergence of the universe or life 

without a Creator who continues to control it. Indeed material science is now 

rejecting it as well. 

Russell Charles Artist, Professor of Biology at David Lipscomb College, Nashville, 

Tennessee, says: 

Many theories have been brought forward in the attempt to derive living cells 

from inanimate matter. Certain investigators are claiming that life has 

originated through the protogene, or through viruses, or through an 

aggregation of large protein molecules, which may leave the impression that 

at last the gap between the lifeless and the living has been spanned. Actually 

it must be admitted that all attempts to produce living matter experimentally 

from inanimate matter have failed utterly. 
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Furthermore, it is not by direct evidence that the one who denies the 

existence of God proves to a waiting world that a fortuitous aggregation of 

atoms and molecules is life, capable of maintaining and directing itself as do 

the cells described here. Not at all. He accepts this as a belief. It is his private 

interpretation of the facts visible to us all, that an accidental concourse 

brought the first cell into being. But this is to accept an even greater miracle 

than to believe that Intelligence called it into being! 

I maintain that each of these single cells (each a system so intricate and 

delicate that its complete functioning has so far escaped our study), and all 

the trillions of them on this earth, definitely present a justifiable inference — 

one of Mind, or Intelligence, or Thought, which we call God. Science both 

admits and accepts this inference. 

I believe firmly that there is a God.5 

The author did not start his investigations from a religious standpoint, but instead 

commented with an objective outlook, reflecting on the laws of nature. Yet he 

reached a conclusion that supports the truth as outlined by both natural inspiration 

and innate religious sense. When a truth exists, everyone who seeks it will inevitably 

come across it, regardless of what route he takes. It is only those whose receptive 

faculties have stopped functioning that cannot attain to the truth. 

Those who deny God’s existence are people whose argument is in conflict with the 

logic of nature, reason and universal existence. They seem to suffer from the 

malfunctioning of all their receptive faculties. They are blind, as God Himself 

describes them: “Is, then, he who knows that what has been revealed to you by your Lord is 

the Truth like one who is blind? Only those who are endowed with understanding keep this in 

mind.” (13: 19) 

As this is their true description, it follows that any social, political or economic 

theory they come up with, as well as any theory they formulate, on the universe, 

human life and history must be viewed by a Muslim as no more than the groping in 

the dark of a blind person who has lost all his senses, at least with regard to 

understanding human life and how it is organized. No Muslim can adopt anything 

such a person formulates, let alone make it the basis of his view of life or code of 

living. 

This is a matter of faith, not an intellectual argument. A person who argues that 

the material world has created itself and initiated human life, and makes this concept 

the basis of his ideology and code of living errs in the starting point of thought and 

                                                 
5 Russell Charles Artist, `Trillions of Living Cells Speak Their Message', a paper included in The 
Evidence of God in an Expanding Universe, ed. John Clover Monsma, G.P. Putnam's Sons, New York, 
1958, p. 124. 
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doctrine alike. All structures and rules that have such a basis cannot bring any good. 

They have no meeting point even with any detail in the life of a Muslim whose basic 

concepts and code of living start with the belief in God’s oneness and His creation of 

the universe which remains subject to God’s will at all times. 

Hence, to suggest that so-called ‘scientific socialism’ is independent of materialism 

betrays ignorance. Adopting ‘scientific socialism’, when it has such a basis and line of 

thinking, constitutes a total turning away from Islam as a faith, concept and code of 

living. It is not possible to combine scientific socialism and belief in God. To try to do 

so is to try to combine Islam with unbelief. 

People must choose either to believe in Islam or in materialism. If they believe in 

Islam, they cannot adopt scientific socialism. Islam is much more than a faith and a 

conviction. It is a system based on an ideology. On the other hand, scientific 

socialism is based on materialistic philosophy, which believes that life is matter, and 

denies the existence of God altogether. We simply cannot separate the two. Hence, a 

choice between the two must be made. Everyone is free to make his or her choice, but 

everyone must be responsible for their choice.6 

                                                 
6 The author wrote his commentary at a time when so-called, “scientific socialism” was in vogue. 
Hence, he concentrates on this particular doctrine. However, what he says applies to all materialistic 
philosophy and any system based on it, including capitalism. — Editor's note. 
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2 

Great Universal Expanse 

We have indeed set up in the heavens 
constellations, and endowed them with 
beauty for all to behold, (16) 

and We have guarded them from every 
cursed devil, (17) 

so that anyone who tries to eavesdrop is 
pursued by a flame clear to see. (18) 

We have spread out the earth, and placed 
on it firm mountains, and caused [life] of 
every kind to grow on it in a balanced 
manner. (19) 

We have placed various means of livelihood 
on it for you, as well as for those whom you 
do not have to provide for. (20) 

There is not a thing but with Us are its 
storehouses; and We send it down only in 
accordance with a defined measure. (21) 

We send forth winds heavily loaded, then 
We send down water from the skies for you 
to drink. You are not the ones who store it 
up. (22) 

ô‰s) s9 uρ $uΖù=yè y_ ’ Îû Ï™!$yϑ¡¡9 $# %[`ρãç/ $yγ≈ ¨Ψ −ƒ y—uρ 

š⎥⎪ÌÏà≈ ¨Ψ=Ï9 ∩⊇∉∪  

$yγ≈ uΖôà Ï ymuρ ⎯ ÏΒ Èe≅ ä. 9⎯≈ sÜ ø‹x© AΟŠ Å_§‘ ∩⊇∠∪  

ωÎ) Ç⎯ tΒ s− utIó™ $# yì ôϑ¡¡9 $# … çμ yèt7 ø? r'sù Ò>$pκ Å− 

×⎦⎫Î7 •Β ∩⊇∇∪  
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t⎦⎫Ï% Î—≡ tÎ/ ∩⊄⊃∪  

βÎ) uρ ⎯ ÏiΒ >™ó©x« ωÎ) $tΡ y‰Ψ Ïã …çμ ãΨ Í←!# t“ yz $tΒ uρ 

ÿ… ã&è!Íi”t∴ çΡ ωÎ) 9‘ y‰s) Î/ 5Θθè=÷è̈Β ∩⊄⊇∪  

$uΖù=y™ ö‘ r& uρ yx≈ tƒ Ìh9 $# yxÏ%≡ uθs9 $uΖø9 t“Ρ r'sù z⎯ ÏΒ 

Ï™!$yϑ¡¡9 $# [™!$tΒ çνθßϑä3≈ oΨ øŠ s) ó™ r'sù !$tΒuρ óΟ çFΡr& … çμ s9 
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Endless Wonders 

The s rah now moves on to an exhibition of universal signs. It starts with a scene 

in heaven followed by one on earth, then an image of winds fully loaded with water, 

before we have pictures of life and death, resurrection and gathering. All these 

scenes are denied by those who, when a gateway to heaven is opened for them and 

they ascend through it higher and higher, surely say: “It is only our eyes that are 

spellbound! Indeed, we must have been bewitched.” (Verse 15) 

“We have indeed set up in the heavens constellations, and endowed them with beauty for 

all to behold, and We have guarded them from every cursed devil, so that anyone who tries to 

eavesdrop is pursued by a flame clear to see.” (Verses 16-18) This is the first line in the 

great universal scene which tells of God’s creative power. It delivers a more telling 

testimony to the inimitability of God’s creation than any coming down of angels. It 

reflects God’s elaborate planning and His limitless power that puts into place this 

great piece of creation, the universe. The ‘constellations’ may refer to the stars and 

planets themselves with their huge entities, or it may refer to their positions which 

define their orbits. In both cases, they testify to the great power behind their creation 

and to the accuracy and beauty that they reflect. “We have indeed set up in the heavens 

constellations, and endowed them with beauty for all to behold.” (Verse 16) 

The reference here to the beauty of the universe, particularly the type seen in the 

sky, suggests that beauty is an intended purpose behind such creation. It is not 

merely size or accuracy that are intended, but beauty which is clearly seen in all its 

aspects. A quick glance at the sky in a dark moonless night, with so many stars and 

planets sending their faint light our way, gives us a sense of that unique beauty. The 

same feeling will be aroused by a similar look at the sky in a night with a full moon, 

It is We who give life and cause death, and 
it is We who are the inheritors [of all 
things]. (23) 

Well do We know those who lived before 
you and those who will come after you. 
(24) 

Your Lord will gather them all together. 
He is indeed Wise, All- Knowing. (25) 

$̄ΡÎ) uρ ß⎯ ósuΖs9 ⎯ Ä©ôv éΥ àM‹ ÏϑçΡ uρ ß⎯ øt wΥuρ tβθèOÍ‘≡ uθø9 $# 

∩⊄⊂∪  
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moving along in a romantic air, with the rest of the universe holding its breath so 

that it does not disturb a happy dreamer. One glance like that is sufficient to indicate 

the depth of the beauty in the creation of the universe. It will tell us more about the 

Qur’ nic expression here: “We have indeed set up in the heavens constellations, and 

endowed them with beauty for all to behold.” (Verse 16) 

With the beauty comes preservation, pure and intact: “We have guarded them from 

every cursed devil.” (Verse 17) None, then, can spoil this purity by trying to spread evil 

in it. Satan is allowed to do his evil work only on earth, to tempt human beings to 

follow his wicked designs. The sky, which is a symbol for what is exalted and 

sublime, is beyond his reach. He may attempt to do so, but every attempt he makes is 

foiled: “Anyone who tries to eavesdrop is pursued by a flame clear to see.” (Verse 18) 

Who is the devil, and what is his nature; and how does he eavesdrop, and on 

whom; and what does he try to hear? All these are matters that belong to a world 

beyond our reach. We have only the texts available to us. It is useless to try to go 

further into this, because it adds nothing to anyone’s faith. Investigating it does not 

produce anything other than preoccupying man’s mind with something that is not 

among its concerns. 

Let us then be satisfied with knowing that there is no room in the heavens for the 

devil and his work. Its breathtaking beauty is preserved. The sublimity it symbolizes 

is kept free from anything impure. And if the devil so much as attempts to climb up, 

a fast moving flame pursues him. 

The second line in this great and awesome scene draws the earth stretched as far 

as our sight can reach, and made easy to traverse. It shows the mountains giving it 

firmness and stability, and its plants and vegetation that are necessary sustenance for 

man and animal: “We have spread out the earth, and placed on it firm mountains, and 

caused [life] of every kind to grow on it in a balanced manner. We have placed various means 

of livelihood on it for you, as well as for those whom you do not have to provide for.” (Verses 

19-20) 

The sense of an immense creation is clear here. The reference first to the massive 

constellations whose large size is implied by their very name, and in the shooting 

flame which is described as being clear for all to behold, and then the mountains 

whose weight is alluded to by the adjective, ‘firm,’ all add a sense of grandeur to the 

scene described. Even plants are described here as ‘balanced’ which, in its Arabic 

original, mawz n, suggests considerable weight. The precise meaning of this phrase, 

however, is that every plant on earth is created with fine measure and precision. The 

grand impression of the scene is further enhanced by the term, ma` yish, or ‘means of 

livelihood’, used here in the plural and left indefinite. Still more is added by the 

phrase, ‘those whom you do not have to provide for.’ This refers to every living thing on 
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earth. Hence, the scene appears massive, grand, majestic. 

But the verse then refers to human beings. Your livelihood is placed on earth ‘for 

you’, and also for ‘those whom you do not have to provide for’. They all survive on the 

provisions God gives them. Humans constitute only one of the countless 

communities that live on earth. This community does not provide sustenance to any 

other. It is God that provides for it and for other types of creation. But God grants it 

more of His bounty as He places for its service other communities and types of 

creation which live on the provisions given to them by God, without placing any 

responsibility or burden on man. 

A Clear Plan for All Creation 

In fact, the provisions given to every community are determined by God, 

according to His will. He grants them as He pleases, at the time He chooses, and in 

accordance with the laws He has set in operation: “There is not a thing but with Us are 

its storehouses; and We send it down only in accordance with a defined measure.” (Verse 21) 

No creature owns, or has power over, anything. The resources of everything are with 

God in His supreme realm. He grants it to His creation, in their respective worlds, 

according to a defined measure. Nothing is given or provided arbitrarily. 

We have here a precise statement, “There is not a thing but with Us are its storehouses; 

and We send it down only in accordance with a defined measure.” (Verse 21) Its import 

becomes apparent as man’s knowledge increases and becomes more advanced. The 

more he knows about the universe and how it is made and operates, the better he 

understands the Qur’ nic statement. The meaning of the term, ‘storehouses’, 

becomes clearer after man has discovered the nature of the elements which form the 

material world, and their composition. Man knows that the basic ‘storehouses’ of 

water, for example, are the oxygen and hydrogen atoms. The storehouses of 

provisions we have in the form of green plants and vegetation include the nitrogen 

which is present in the air, carbon and the oxygen that form carbon dioxide, and the 

rays of the sun. Examples like these are numerous, giving a clear picture of the 

import of the expression, “God’s storehouses”, of which man has come to know much, 

but this much remains only a little of what there is. 

Of the things that God sends in accordance with defined measure are winds and 

water: “We send forth winds heavily loaded, then We send down water from the skies for you 

to drink. You are not the ones who store it up.” (Verse 22) The Arabic term, law qi , 

which signifies heavily loaded has been interpreted by some according to the scientific 

meaning of ‘fertilizing’, referring to the fact that the winds carry the pollen from 

some plants or trees to fertilize the female ones. But this does not seem to fit with the 

text here. We have to remember that the Qur’ n is very meticulous in drawing its 
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own connotations. What is referred to here is rather the fact that winds carry 

moisture, just like a she-camel becomes heavy with milk. God then sends down 

water from that moisture carried by the winds, and He allows man to drink it for his 

own survival. Yet man cannot retain it all: “You are not the ones who store it up.” (Verse 

22) It has not come from the storehouses of human beings, but from God’s treasures. 

It has been poured according to a well-defined measure. 

The winds move, carry the moisture and pour the water in accordance with the 

laws of nature. But who has determined all this in the first place? It is all determined 

by the Creator who has set the original law of the universe which gives rise to all 

aspects and operates all phenomena: “There is not a thing but with Us are its storehouses; 

and We send it down only in accordance with a defined measure.” (Verse 21) 

We note here how every move is referred to God, even the drinking of water: 

“Then We send down water from the skies for you to drink.” (Verse 22) The expression, 

asqayn kum h, given in translation as, “for you to drink”, is given in the Arabic original 

as, “We send down water from the skies and We make you drink it”. What is meant 

here is that we have fashioned you in a way which makes you in need of water, and 

we made the water suitable for your needs. All this is made according to a measure. 

It is all set in operation by God’s will. This mode of expression is chosen in order to 

provide an element of complete harmony in the whole scene, so that everything is 

referred to God, even the movement of one’s hand to take water to drink. The whole 

atmosphere is one that attributes everything in the universe to God’s will that 

directly determines every event and movement. His law that controls the movement 

of stars and planets is the same as His law that controls people’s actions. The first 

passage of the s rah referred to God’s law concerning those who reject God’s 

message, and this second passage refers to His law that governs the heavens and the 

earth, the wind, water and drinking. All this is subject to God’s will which is linked 

to the great truth that is behind the creation of the heavens, the earth, human beings 

and all other creatures. 

The s rah then perfects the attribution of all matters to God alone, stating that life 

and death, the living and the dead, the resurrection and judgement belong to Him: 

“It is We who give life and cause death, and it is We who are the inheritors [of all things]. 

Well do We know those who lived before you and those who will come after you. Your Lord 

will gather them all together. He is indeed Wise, All-Knowing.” (Verses 23-25) 

Thus the second passage complements the first. In the first passage we have the 

statement: “Never have We destroyed any community unless divine revelations have been 

made known to it. No community can ever forestall its term, nor can they delay it.” (Verses 

4-5) Here, in this passage, it is emphasized that life and death are determined by 

God, the heir to all life, and He knows whom He has determined to die early and 

who will have their death delayed. It is He who gathers them all together at the end, 
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for “He is indeed Wise, All Knowing.” (Verse 25) He determines the term of every 

community according to His wisdom. He knows when it dies, and when it is 

resurrected and all that happens in between. 

We note the harmony of movement in this passage and the preceding one. This is 

seen in the sending down of revelation, angels, the flames hitting eavesdropping 

devils, and water from the sky. Harmony is also evident in the general surroundings 

in which events take place in the whole universe: the skies, the constellations, flames, 

the earth, the mountains and the vegetation, the winds and the rain. When the s rah 

provides an example of arrogance, it sets it in a scene of climbing up into the heavens 

through an open door. All this speaks volumes for the fine style of the Qur’ n. 
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3 

Man and His Sworn 

Enemy 

Indeed We have created man out of 
sounding clay, out of black mud moulded 
into shape, (26) 

whereas the jinn We had created before him 
out of the fire of scorching winds. (27) 

Your Lord said to the angels: ‘I am 
creating a human being out of sounding 
clay, out of black mud moulded into shape. 
(28) 

When I have fashioned him and breathed 
of My spirit into him, fall down in 
prostration before him.’ (29) 

Thereupon, the angels, one and all, 
prostrated themselves. (30) 

Not so Iblīs, who refused to be among those 
who prostrated themselves. (31) 

God said: ‘Iblīs! What is your reason for 
not being among those who have prostrated 
themselves?’ (32) 

ô‰s) s9 uρ $oΨ ø) n=yz z⎯≈ |¡ΣM}$# ⎯ ÏΒ 9≅≈ |Áù=|¹ ô⎯ ÏiΒ 
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[Iblis] replied: ‘I am not one to prostrate 
myself to a human being whom You have 
created out of sounding clay, out of mud 
moulded into shape.’ (33) 

God said: ‘Then get out of here, for you are 
accursed, (34) 

and the curse shall be on you till the Day 
of Judgement.’ (35) 

Said [Iblīs]: ‘My Lord, grant me a respite 
till the Day when all shall be resurrected.’ 
(36) 

[God] said: ‘You are among those who are 
granted respite (37) 

till the Day of the appointed time.’ (38) 

[Iblīs] said: ‘My Lord, since You have let 
me fall in error, I shall make [evil] seem 
fair to them on earth, and I shall most 
certainly beguile them all into grievous 
error, (39) 

except for those of them who are truly Your 
faithful servants.’ (40) 

Said He: ‘This is, with Me, a straight 
way. (41) 

You shall have no power over My servants, 
except for those who, having fallen into 
error, choose to follow you. (42) 

For all such, hell is the promised destiny. 
(43) 

It has seven gates, with each gate having its 
allotted share of them.’ (44) 
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Overview 

With these verses the s rah begins to relate the story of man’s creation. It is the 

story of basic human nature, truth and error and their basic factors, the story of 

Adam and the substance from which he was created, and what took place at the time 

of his creation and afterwards. The Qur’ n has already referred to this story twice in 

previous s rahs, namely S rahs 2 and 7, The Cow and The Heights. Each time it 

occurs it serves a special purpose, and is recounted in its own special style with a 

distinct atmosphere. Hence, the episodes highlighted each time are different, as are 

the approach and the rhythm employed. 

In all three s rahs, the story is introduced with reference to the establishment of 

mankind on earth as God’s vicegerent. We note that in S rah 2, it is preceded by the 

verse: “It is He who created for you all that is on earth. He then turned to heaven and 

fashioned it into seven heavens. He has knowledge of all things.” (2: 29) And in S rah 7, the 

preceding verse says: “We have established you firmly on earth and We have provided you 

there with means of livelihood. How seldom are you grateful.” (7: 10) Here in this s rah, the 

story of creation is preceded by the statement: “We have placed various means of 

livelihood on it for you, as well as for those whom you do not have to provide for. There is not 

a thing but with Us are its storehouses; and We send it down only in accordance with a 

defined measure.” (Verses 20-21) 

Yet in each of these s rahs the story of creation is told in a different context, with a 

definite purpose for each usage. In S rah 2, The Cow, the point of emphasis is the 

appointment of Adam as a vicegerent on earth, which has been placed, with all its 

contents, at man’s service: “Your Lord said to the angels, I am appointing a vicegerent on 

The God-fearing shall dwell amidst 
gardens and fountains. (45) 

[They are received with the greeting]: 
‘Enter here in peace and security.’ (46) 

We shall have removed from their hearts 
any lurking feelings of malice, [and they 
shall rest] as brothers, facing one another, 
on couches. (47) 

No weariness shall ever touch them there, 
nor shall they ever be made to depart. (48) 
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earth.’“ (2: 30) As the angels wondered at this appointment, the reason for which was 

not readily apparent to them, they were told some of its aspects: “He taught Adam the 

names of all things and then turned to the angels and said, ‘Tell Me the names of these things, 

if what you say is true.’ They said, ‘Limitless are You in Your glory! We only know what You 

have taught us. Indeed, You alone are All-Knowing, Wise.’ He said, Adam! Tell them their 

names.’ When he had told them all their names, He said, ‘Have I not said to you that I know 

the secrets of what is in the heavens and the earth, and I know all that you reveal and 

conceal?’” (2: 31-33) The s rah then relates how the angels prostrated themselves 

before Adam while Iblīs, or Satan, arrogantly refused. It tells how Adam and his wife 

resided in heaven before they were seduced by Satan and then their expulsion from 

heaven and fall to earth so that they could assume their vicegerency, having gone 

through such a painful experience and repented and asked God to forgive them. 

Comments on the story as told in S rah 2 are given in the form of an admonition to 

the Children of Israel to remember God’s grace and honour their pledges to Him. 

This closely relates to the appointment of Adam, the father of mankind, as vicegerent 

on earth and the covenant he made with God. 

In S rah 7, The Heights, emphasis is placed on the long journey from heaven and 

back again, highlighting Satan’s unabating hostility to man from the very start. One 

group will go back to heaven from where Satan drove out their first parents, and 

these go to heaven by virtue of their disobedience of Satan. Another group, however, 

will go to hell because they follow the footsteps of Satan, their eternal enemy. Hence, 

as related in S rah 7, the story tells of the angels’ prostration before Adam while 

Satan arrogantly refused to do so. Satan then requested God to give him respite till 

the Day of Judgement so that he could seduce Adam’s offspring, the cause of his 

original expulsion. The s rah then speaks of Adam and his wife situated in heaven 

where they could eat of all its fruits except for one tree. This prohibited fruit is made 

the means to test man’s will and obedience. It tells us the details of how Satan tried 

hard to persuade Adam and Eve to eat the forbidden fruit until they responded to 

him, when their nakedness was exposed. It speaks of God’s admonition of them and 

their fall to earth where the great battle takes place. “Said He: ‘Get you down hence, 

[and be henceforth] enemies to one another, having on earth your abode and livelihood for a 

while.’ ‘There shall you live,’ He added, and there shall you die, and from there shall you be 

brought forth [on the Day of Resurrection].” (7: 24-25) The s rah then follows all the 

stages of the journey until all have returned and stood before God on the great wide 

stage, before going their separate ways to heaven and hell: “And the inmates of the fire 

will cry out to the dwellers of paradise: Pour some water on us, or give us some of the 

sustenance God has provided for you. They will reply: ‘God has forbidden both to the 

unbelievers.’“ (7: 50) At this point the curtains fall. 

Here, in this s rah, as we shall see, emphasis is placed on the secret of Adam’s 

creation and the essential factors in man’s constitution, leading him to follow either 
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divine guidance or Satan’s erring ways. Hence it begins by stating that Adam is 

created out of sounding clay and black mud moulded into shape, before God 

breathed of His noble spirit into him. It also states that Satan was created before him, 

out of the fire of scorching winds. It tells of the angels’ prostration before Adam, 

while Satan refused to so prostrate before a human being created of such low 

material, and how, as a result, God expelled him from heaven with a curse. God then 

accepted Satan’s request to give him respite until the Day of Judgement. It adds 

Satan’s own admission that he has no power over God’s faithful servants. His power 

is only over those who submit to him in preference to submitting to God. It then 

states, without detail, the destiny of each of the two parties. The lack of detail here 

fits with the point of emphasis whereby the two essential factors are the human 

constitution, and the domain where Satan can influence man. 

The Origins of Man’s Creation 

“Indeed We have created man out of sounding clay, out of black mud moulded into shape, 

whereas the jinn We had created before him out of the fire of scorching winds.” (Verses 26-

27) At the outset the difference in the two natures is clearly stated. The dry clay 

which gives off a sound when knocked and which is originally black mud given a 

specific shape is totally different from the fire described here as scorching, blowing 

fiercely. We learn later that another element is added to man’s nature, namely, the 

breathing of God’s spirit into it. Satan’s nature, however, remained that of the fire of 

scorching winds. 

Your Lord said to the angels: I am creating a human being out of sounding clay, out of 

black mud moulded into shape. When I have fashioned him and breathed of My spirit 

into him, fall down in prostration before him.’ Thereupon, the angels, one and all, 

prostrated themselves. Not so Iblīs, who refused to be among those who prostrated 

themselves. God said: ‘Iblīs! What is your reason for not being among those who have 

prostrated themselves?’ [Iblīs] replied: I am not one to prostrate myself to a human 

being whom You have created out of sounding clay, out of mud moulded into shape.’ 

God said: ‘Then get out of here, for you are accursed, and the curse shall be on you till 

the Day of Judgement.’ (Verses 28-35) 

These verses start with God’s address to the angels. When, where and how He 

said all this are details that we have no way of knowing. We simply have no clear 

statement in the Qur’ n or the adīth which answers these points. Since these details 

belong to the realm of what lies beyond human perception, we have no way of 

knowing them. Hence any attempt to provide answers is futile. The same applies to 

man’s creation out of a dry clay, moulded into shape, and infused with God’s spirit. 
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We may refer to other statements in the Qur’ n concerning this point, particularly 

verse 23: 12, “We create man out of the essence of clay,” and verse 32: 8, “He causes him 

i.e. man] to be begotten out of a line of a humble fluid.” We may say on the basis of these 

statements that man and life itself originally come out of the earth’s clay. The basic 

constituents of this clay are found in the physical constitution of man and all living 

organisms. There are several stages between the original clay and man’s creation, 

and to these the term, line’, refers. That is all that may be said on the basis of the texts 

we have. Any addition is no more than an overload added to the text, which the 

Qur’ n does not need. Scientific research may proceed with whatever means 

available to it. It may advance theories which are then either confirmed by hard 

evidence or amended if they cannot be proven. It cannot, however, make conclusions 

that are in conflict with the facts stated in the Qur’ n, which tell us that the line of 

creation started with the elements of clay, and to which water was later added. 

How has this clay been elevated from its original constituent nature to the horizon 

of organic life and then to the more sublime horizon of human life? That is a secret 

no human being can explain. Indeed the secret of life even in the basic organism or 

the initial cell remains unknown. No one claims to have fathomed it. Then there 

remains the secret of a human’s higher life with all its special features of perception, 

feeling and inspiration that distinguish man from all other animals. Different theories 

may try to explain this secret, but they have been forced to acknowledge that man 

has his own distinctive features and characteristics that single him out right from the 

very inception of human life. They cannot prove any direct relationship with any 

creature that lived before man, even though some theories claim that man evolved 

from other creatures. Nor can any of these theories disprove the other premise that 

different species have emerged separately, even though some are higher than others. 

Man thus emerged as a separate, new species. 

The Qur’ n explains man’s distinction in a clear and simple statement: “When I 

have fashioned him and breathed of My spirit into him.” (Verse 29) Thus it is this breath of 

God’s spirit that takes man from the state of a humble organic entity to the noble 

human stage, right from his inception. It makes of him a distinguished creature 

worthy of being vicegerent on earth. How does this happen? In answer we ask: when 

was this human creature able to perceive how the Creator works? 

Now we can stand on solid ground. Satan was created out of the fire of scorching 

wind, long before man’s creation. This is as far as our knowledge goes. What Satan’s 

nature is and how he was created are matters which we cannot delve into. However, 

we do understand that he shares some characteristics with the fire of scorching wind. 

We realize that he can affect the elements constituting mud and clay, since he is 

made out of fire. He also causes harm and is not slow to inflict it, since the fire he is 

made of is that of scorching wind. Then the story reveals to us his conceit and 
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arrogance, which is not far removed in our perception from the nature of fire. 

Then man’s creation took place, starting with the sticky mud that had dried, then 

the adding of sublime spirit which brought about his distinction from all living 

creatures. This gave him his unique human characteristics. Right from the beginning 

of human life, man has followed his own separate line, while animals remained in 

their own domain. 

Man’s Dual Nature 

It is this breath of God’s spirit that provides man’s link with the Supreme Society, 

making him worthy of contact with God, receiving His messages, and going beyond 

the material world of his physical constitution to the mental world of hearts and 

minds. It is this breath of God’s spirit which allows man to go beyond time and 

space, and beyond the reach of his senses and physical ability to formulate 

perceptions and experience feelings that, at times, seem unlimited. 

All this despite the heavy nature of clay which puts him in need of all that his clay 

constitution requires, such as food, drink, clothing and the satisfaction of desires. He 

also has his weaknesses, giving rise to faulty concepts and whims. Yet right from the 

beginning, man is a compound of these two inseparable elements. He has the nature 

of a compound, not that of a mixture. We need to keep this fact clear in our minds 

whenever we speak about man’s constitution from clay and sublime spirit. The two 

constituents are inseparable in his nature. In no situation does either element achieve 

total domination, completely excluding the other. Man is not pure clay or pure spirit 

even for a single moment. Every single action and every single deed involves his 

whole make-up which is indivisible. 

Achieving a proper balance between the clay and the sublime elements is the 

highest level man is called on to achieve. That is the stage of human perfection. He is 

not required to shed either element of his constitution so as to become either angel or 

animal. To attempt a rise that disturbs the balance is a shortcoming that does not suit 

man’s essential characteristics, or the purpose of his creation in this unique fashion. 

A person who tries to suppress his basic physical instincts is the same as one who 

tries to suppress his free spiritual powers. Both go beyond straight human nature, 

imposing on themselves something that God does not sanction. Both destroy 

themselves by distorting the basic compound of their very nature. They will have to 

account to God for such destruction. 

Hence the Prophet (peace be upon him) reproached one of his Companions for 

deciding to remain celibate, vowing not to marry, and another for having decided to 

fast every day of his life and a third who decided to spend all night every night in 

worship. His reproach is clear in a adīth reported by his wife ` ’ishah, and he said at 
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the end: “Whoever turns away from my path does not belong to me.” 

Islam has formulated its own laws for human life taking into account man’s 

constitution. It established a human system which does not suppress a single aspect 

of human potential. The whole purpose of this system is to establish a perfect balance 

between these powers, so that they all work in concert, without allowing anyone of 

them to encroach on another. Any such encroachment leads to the negation of the 

other, and every dominance leads to destruction. Man is responsible for the 

maintenance of the essential characteristics of his nature and his accountability to 

God. The system Islam establishes for human life is geared to promote these 

characteristics which God has given to man for a clear purpose. 

Anyone who wishes to kill the animal instincts in man destroys his unique 

constitution, just like one who wishes to kill the essentially human instincts such as 

faith and believing in what lies beyond the reach of our perception. Anyone who 

deprives people of their faith destroys their human entity, just like one who deprives 

them of their food, drink and other physical needs. Both are enemies of man, and 

both deserve to be driven away just like we must drive Satan away. 

Man is an animal with something extra. He has the same needs as an animal, but 

he has other needs on account of that extra element. These latter needs are not 

inferior to the ‘essential needs’ as claimed by advocates of materialistic creeds who 

are, in truth, enemies of mankind. 

These are simply thoughts derived from the truth of our human constitution, as 

stated in the Qur’ n. We have referred to them only briefly so that we do not delay 

any further the discussion of the Qur’ nic text relating the most important story of 

man’s creation. We shall however return to these thoughts at the end of our 

discussion. 

The Encounter and the Fall 

God said to the angels: “I am creating a human being out of sounding clay, out of black 

mud moulded into shape. When I have fashioned him and breathed of My spirit into him, fall 

down in prostration before him.” (Verses 28-29) And what God said immediately took 

effect, for His word expresses His will, and His will is always done. We cannot 

question how the breath of God’s eternal spirit mixed with the clay that has limited 

life. Such arguments are no more than idle play. It is indeed a child’s play with man’s 

intellect itself. It forces the human mind out of its own realm in which it may exercise 

its powers of perception, reflection and comprehension. All the controversy that has 

been raised over this issue, past and present, betrays ignorance of the nature of the 

human mind, its characteristics and limitations. It simply forces the human mind to 

try to measure God’s work by human standards. It is an altogether wrong premise. 
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God simply says that this has happened without saying how. Hence, the event 

itself is a fact that the human mind cannot deny. Yet it cannot prove it by any 

interpretation it invents, other than accepting what God has said. Man is a creature 

with a beginning, and as such, he cannot judge what is eternal, or how the eternal 

creates. When the human mind accepts this point, it stops expending its power in 

futile argument. 

What happened after God issued His order to the angels to prostrate themselves 

before Adam? “Thereupon, the angels, one and all, prostrated themselves.” (Verse 30) That 

is in the nature of this aspect of God’s creation, the angels. They obey God’s orders 

whatever they are, without argument or delay. However, something else also took 

place at the same time: “Not so Iblīs, who refused to be among those who prostrated 

themselves.” (Verse 31) 

Iblīs belongs to a different type of creation, separate from the angels. He is created 

out of fire while they are created out of light. They do not disobey God, whatever His 

command may be. He, on the other hand, disobeyed God, rejecting His command. 

For certain, then, he is not, and never was, one of the angels. That we have here a 

form of exception, more strongly pronounced in the Arabic text, refers to what is 

called in Arabic linguistics ‘inconsequential exception’. It is acceptable to say in 

Arabic: “The Joneses have come except for Ahmad”, when you know that Ahmad 

does not belong to the Jones family, but is always with them. Now since the order 

stated here has been issued to the angels, how could it apply to Iblīs? That the same 

order was issued to Iblīs is clearly stated in S rah 7, The Heights. There the order to 

Iblīs is mentioned in a later verse, when God questions him: “What has prevented you 

from prostrating yourself when I commanded you?” (7: 12) This is clear proof that Iblīs 

was given the same order. He might have been included in the order given to the 

angels, if he was with them at the time, or perhaps a separate order was issued to 

him. However, this is not mentioned here and this shows that he is of a far lesser 

position than the angels. Furthermore, the texts we have, and Satan’s own behaviour, 

all demonstrate that he was not one of the angels. 

It should be also mentioned that we are dealing here with matters that belong to a 

different realm, and that we cannot fathom their nature or how they took place, 

except within the meaning of the texts we have. Neither human reason nor 

imagination has any role to play here. 

“God said: ‘Iblīs! What is your reason for not being among those who have prostrated 

themselves?’ [Iblīs] replied: I am not one to prostrate myself to a human being whom You 

have created out of sounding clay, out of mud moulded into shape.’“ (Verses 32-33) Thus 

the nature of this creature, who was created out of the fire of scorching winds, has 

surfaced. We see that arrogance, conceit and disobedience are part of his nature. Iblīs 

mentions the clay and mud, but does not mention the sublime spirit that mixes 
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irrevocably with that mud. In his insolence he declares that a great creature like him 

could not prostrate himself to a human being whom God has created out of mud 

moulded into shape. 

Such an attitude leads to its natural consequence: “God said: ‘Then get out of here, for 

you are accursed, and the curse shall be on you till the Day of judgement.’“ (Verses 34-35) 

This is a just reward for disobedience and rebellion. 

At this point, his evil characteristics come out in full force. We see how he nurses 

his grudges and how he plans to spread evil: “He said: My Lord, grant me a respite till 

the Day when all shall be resurrected.’ [God] said: ‘You are among those who are granted 

respite till the Day of the appointed time.’“ (Verses 36-38) He requests respite to the Day 

of Judgement, but not to have the opportunity to repent of his sin which he has 

committed in the presence of God Almighty. It is not to atone for his sin that he 

wants to be spared death until the Day of Judgement, but rather to exact revenge on 

Adam and his offspring. He is avenging himself against mankind for his expulsion 

and the curse that he has incurred. He thus blames Adam for his expulsion, instead 

of acknowledging that it was the result of his own sinful insolence. 

“[Iblīs] said: ‘My Lord, since You have let me fall in error, I shall make [evil] seem fair to 

them on earth, and I shall most certainly beguile them all into grievous error, except for those 

of them who are truly Your faithful servants.’“ (Verses 39-40) It is Iblīs himself who has 

chosen the battleground, which is the earth. “I shall make evil seem fair to them on 

earth.” (Verse 39) He also states what he will use for a weapon. He will simply tempt 

mankind by making what is foul appear to be fair, so that they are tempted to do it. 

In fact, no human being resorts to foul things unless these seem fair to him by some 

trick perpetrated by Satan. Thus he sees such foul things in a guise which is different 

from what they truly are. Hence people should always remember the weapon which 

Satan uses. If they find something attractive and are tempted, they should make sure 

lest it has been made to appear so by Satan. Proper refuge is to ensure that their link 

with their Lord is kept in fine tuning by worshipping Him as He should be 

worshipped. Even according to his own statement, Satan has no power over God’s 

faithful servants: “I shall most certainly beguile them all into grievous error, except for those 

of them who are truly Your faithful servants.” (Verses 39-40) God chooses from among 

His servants those who purge themselves of all evil and worship Him alone, as 

though they see Him. It is over such people that Satan holds no sway. 

Satan knows that this condition which he himself has stated is one which he 

cannot change because it is part of the laws governing human nature. Hence, the 

reply to Satan’s words: “Said He: This is, with Me, a straight way. You shall have no 

power over My servants, except for those who, having fallen into error, choose to follow you.’“ 

(Verses 4142) This is the way established by the will of God as a final arbiter with 

regard to guidance and going astray. “You shall have no power over My servants.” 
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(Verse 42) They are immune to your devices and schemes, as they close all entry 

points to their minds and hearts. They always look to God for guidance, and they 

know what pleases Him by their nature which they purge of all sin. Satan has power 

only over ‘those who choose to follow’ him, as they have been in error, going far 

astray. Those who dedicate themselves to God will not be left without guidance. 

The outcome is also clear. It is stated right at the beginning: “For all such, hell is the 

promised destiny. It has seven gates, with each gate having its allotted share of them.” 

(Verses 43-44) For those who go astray are of different categories. Each gate to hell 

will have its portion from among them, according to the nature of their deeds. 

This ends the scene of the beginning of human life, putting great emphasis on the 

lesson to be learnt. It tells how Satan finds his way into the human soul, trying to 

overpower the sublimity of the spirit breathed into man with the characteristics of his 

clay origin. Those who maintain their links with God, emphasizing their spirit 

characteristics will have nothing to fear from Satan. 

The destiny of the believers who follow the truth is also outlined here: “The God-

fearing shall dwell amidst gardens and fountains. [They are received with the greeting]: 

‘Enter here in peace and security.’ We shall have removed from their hearts any lurking 

feelings of malice, [and they shall rest] as brothers, facing one another, on couches. No 

weariness shall ever touch them there, nor shall they ever be made to depart.” (Verses 45-48) 

The God-fearing are those who are on the alert, trying always to avoid what 

displeases God or incurs His anger. It may be said that the ‘fountains’ mentioned here 

correspond to the gates of hell. These people enter heaven ‘in peace and security’ 

which contrast with the fear and panic felt by those who go to hell. ‘Malice’ and ill 

feelings are removed from their hearts, which contrasts with the grudge that Satan 

always feels against human beings. Their good labours in this life are rewarded by 

their being secure, free from all feelings of tiredness and weariness. 

A Fine Destiny for the Righteous 

The story of man’s creation and placement on earth deserves detailed comments, 

but we will only touch briefly on certain aspects of it, as befits the way it is told in 

this s rah. 

The s rah delivers a clear message concerning the special creation known as man. 

He has a unique make-up which gives him more than the physical constitution 

which he has in common with other living creatures. No matter how life emerged 

and how living creatures came into being, man is distinguished by another quality 

mentioned in the Qur’ n, which derives from the breathing of the divine spirit into 

him. This quality is not the result of the continuous evolution of man, stage after 

stage, as claimed by Darwinism. It came right at the inception of human life, when 
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man was first created. There was no time when man was only a living organic entity, 

then the spirit entered into his constitution to make of him the man we see today. 

Neo-Darwinism, and its main advocate, Julian Huxley, have been forced to admit 

a part of this great fact. In this respect, it admits the uniqueness of man, and his 

ability to establish human civilization. Nevertheless, neo-Darwinism continues to 

claim that this unique human being has evolved from the animal kingdom. 

It is very hard to reconcile this view of neo-Darwinism which admits the 

uniqueness of man with the essential concept of evolution advanced by Darwin. Yet 

all evolutionists adamantly persist with this attitude, giving it false scientific guise. 

This is only because they try to break away from the Church and whatever view it 

advances. The Jews have always encouraged and promoted this concept, endorsing it 

as scientific, because it serves their ultimate goal. 

We have already discussed this point when commenting on a similar text in S rah 

7, The Heights. It is useful to quote here from those comments: 

The total import of Qur’ nic statements that speak of the creation of Adam (peace 

be upon him) and the start of human life indicates very strongly that this particular 

creation was given its human characteristic and special tasks at the time of its coming 

into existence. Evolution in human history took the form of developing these 

characteristics and gaining further experience in utilizing them. It is not an evolution 

of existence which suggests, as Darwinism would like us to believe, that a process of 

evolution of species has reached its climax with the advent of man. 

There might have been stages of advanced animals, with one coming after the 

other, as evidenced by the theory of natural selection. But this is no more than a 

theory that does not aspire to any degree of certainty, because the estimation of the 

ages of rocks in geological strata is again a theoretical process. It is the same as 

estimating the ages of different stars and planets on the basis of the characteristics of 

their rays. Future discoveries may amend or change these theories. 

But even if we were to learn the ages of rocks with absolute certainty, there is 

nothing to prevent the existence of different species of animals, some of which are 

higher than others, in different time periods, and that their advancement makes them 

particularly suited for the prevailing circumstances. Some of them may disappear 

when circumstances change drastically to make it difficult for the earth to sustain 

their existence. That does not make it inevitable that these species have evolved one 

from the other. All the studies and observations of Charles Darwin and those who 

followed him cannot prove more than that. They cannot say with any certainty that 

one species evolved from a preceding one, on the basis of fossils and where they 

have been found. It simply proves that a subsequent species was higher than a 

preceding one. This can easily be explained as we have already said: the prevailing 
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circumstances at one particular time allowed the existence of one species. The 

circumstances subsequently prevailing allowed the existence of another species and 

the disappearance of the first one. 

All this means that the appearance of human beings was independent of other 

species. It took place at a time when the prevailing circumstances on earth facilitated 

the existence, development and advancement of this particular type of creation. This 

is the total sum of the Qur’ nic statements on the creation of man. 

The fact that biologically, physiologically, mentally and spiritually, man has 

unique characteristics is so clear that it has been acknowledged by neo-Darwinists 

who include a number of atheists. This uniqueness also supports the view that 

human existence was totally independent of the existence of all other species. It 

simply has no biological inter-relationship with them.7 

An Eternal Hostility 

The unique method of creation which led to the emergence of man, a creature with 

its own separate existence, is the fact that God breathed in him of His own spirit. This 

gives us a totally different picture of man and his ‘essential needs’ from those of all 

materialistic philosophies, with all the economic, social and political doctrines they 

produce and all the concepts and values they advance for human life. 

The claim that man is nothing but an advanced animal species that has evolved 

from lower animals lies at the heart of the concept promoted in the Marxist 

Declaration that the essential needs of man are: food, drink, shelter and sex. These 

are certainly the basic needs of animals. Man cannot be given a more degrading 

position than what this outlook assigns to him. All his rights that are derived from 

the fact that he is unlike animals, since he has his unique human qualities, are thus 

denied to him. He is denied his freedom of belief, thought and expression, and his 

right to choose his profession and where to live, as well as his right to criticize the 

system of government and its intellectual basis. Indeed he is denied even the right to 

criticize the party in power, or those who are even less than the party, such as 

despotic rulers in hateful dictatorial regimes that treat human beings as though they 

are no more than a flock of sheep. After all, human beings, in materialistic 

philosophies, are no different from animals from whom they had at one time 

evolved. All this misery is then ennobled as ‘scientific socialism’. 

The Islamic concept of man, based on man’s special, distinctive qualities, considers 

that the basic needs of man are different from those of animals. Food, drink, shelter 

and sex do not constitute the total sum of his basic needs. His intellectual and 

                                                 
7 Sayyid Qu b, In the Shade of the Qur' n, Vol. VI, pp. 36 
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spiritual needs are by no means of secondary importance. Faith, freedom of thought, 

will and choice are also basic needs that must be placed in the same category as food, 

drink, shelter and sex. Indeed, these other needs are of a higher position, because 

these are the ones that man needs while animals do not. In other words, these are the 

ones that emphasize his humanity. When he is denied these, his humanity itself is 

denied. 

Thus, in the Islamic system, freedom of faith, thought and expression, choice and 

will cannot be denied for the sake of increased production so that food, drink, shelter 

and sex are provided for humans! Nor is it permissible that moral values, as 

established by God, not by tradition, environment or economy, be denied in order to 

meet the animal needs of man. 

The two outlooks are essentially different in their evaluation of man and his basic 

needs. Hence, they can never be reconciled in a single system. It is either Islam or 

materialistic doctrines with all their oppressive products, including what they call 

‘scientific socialism’. Indeed ‘scientific socialism’ is just another sordid product of 

materialism which degrades man whom God Himself has honoured. 

The eternal battle between Satan and man on this earth is one in which Satan tries 

his best to lead man away from what submission to God alone entails in accepting 

His faith, concepts, worship, systems and laws. Human beings who submit to God 

alone, which means they worship Him only, are the ones over whom Satan has no 

power whatsoever. It is God who says to Satan, as related in this story of creation: 

“This is, with Me, a straight way. You shall have no power over My servants, except for those 

who, having fallen into error, choose to follow you.” (Verses 41-42) 

The point which separates those who follow the road to heaven, promised to the 

righteous, and those who follow the path leading to hell, which is the abode of 

evildoers, is that of submission to God. This is always referred to in the Qur’ n as 

worship. The alternative is to follow what Satan paints as fair and thus not submit to 

God. It should be pointed out here that Satan himself did not deny God’s existence or 

His attributes. So, he did not disbelieve in Him, so to speak. What he did was to 

refuse to submit to Him. That is the point at issue which sends Satan and his 

followers to hell. 

Submission to God is the central point of Islam. If those who claim to follow Islam 

submit to anyone other than God in a single rule, whether it relates to faith, concepts, 

worship, law or moral standards and values, then their claim is worthless. Islam 

means submission to God alone in all these. Submission to anyone else means 

sinking back into j hiliyyah. It is not possible to separate this submission so as to 

make it applicable only to faith and worship, but not to systems and laws. 

Submission to God must be acknowledged in its totality. Such submission means 
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worshipping God, in both its linguistic and Islamic senses. It is over such submission 

that the eternal battle between man and Satan is fought. 

Finally we come to what God touchingly says about the righteous: “The God-

fearing shall dwell amidst gardens and fountains. [They are received with the greeting]: 

‘Enter here in peace and security.’ We shall have removed from their hearts any lurking 

feelings of malice, [and they shall rest) as brothers, facing one another, on couches. No 

weariness shall ever touch them there, nor shall they ever be made to depart.” (Verses 45-48) 

This religion does not try to change human nature or to make mankind a different 

sort of creation. It acknowledges that in this life people experience malice and 

grudges. This is part of their human nature which faith does not totally eradicate. It 

simply works on it to reduce its intensity, and then elevates its domain so that 

believers love and hate for God’s sake only. But in heaven, where their humanity 

attains its most sublime standard, the very sense of malice and grudge is removed. 

Here, people experience only pure love and brotherhood. 

This is the supreme standard of the people of heaven. If someone finds that it 

dominates his feelings in this life, then he should look forward to being in heaven in 

the hereafter, as long as he is a believer. This is the essential condition which gives 

every action its true value. 
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4 

Lessons of History 

Tell My servants that I alone am Much 
Forgiving, truly Merciful; (49) 

and also, My punishment is indeed the 
most grievous suffering. (50) 

Tell them about Abraham’s guests, (51) 

when they went in to him and said: ‘Peace.’ 
But he replied: ‘We feel afraid of you.’ 
(52) 

They said: ‘Do not be alarmed. We bring 
you the happy news of the birth of a son to 
you who will be endowed with knowledge.’ 
(53) 

Said he: ‘Do you give me this happy news 
when I have been overtaken by old age? Of 
what, then, is your good news?’ (54) 

They replied: ‘That good news we have 
given you is the truth. So do not abandon 
hope.’ (55) 

He said: ‘Who but a person going far 
astray abandons hope of His Lord’s 
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grace?’ (56) 

[Abraham] said: ‘What is your business, 
you [heavenly] messengers?’ (57) 

They replied: ‘We are sent to a guilty 
nation, (58) 

except for Lot’s household, all of whom we 
shall save, (59) 

except for his wife. We have decreed that 
she should remain with those who stay 
behind.’ (60) 

And when the messengers [of God] came to 
the house of Lot, (61) 

he said: You are unknown here.’ (62) 

They answered: ‘No, but we bring you 
news of that over which they have been 
disputing. (63) 

We are bringing you the certainty [of its 
fulfilment], for we are speaking the truth 
indeed. (64) 

Depart with your household in the dead of 
night, with yourself following them in the 
rear. Let none of you look back, but 
proceed to where you are commanded.’ (65) 

And We made plain the case to him, that 
the last remnant of those [wrongdoers] will 
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be wiped out by the morning. (66) 

The people of the city came [to Lot] 
rejoicing [at the news of the young people]. 
(67) 

Said he: ‘These are my guests: so do not 
put me to shame. (68) 

Fear God and do not bring disgrace on 
me.’ (69) 

They replied: ‘Have we not forbidden you 
to entertain any people?’ (70) 

He said: ‘Here are these daughters of mine 
[to marry], if you must do [what you 
intend to do.]’ (71) 

By your life, they were reeling in their 
drunkenness, (72) 

when the blast [of punishment] overtook 
them at sunrise, (73) 

and We turned those [towns] upside down, 
and rained on them stones of clay. (74) 

Surely in this there are messages for those 
who read the signs. (75) 

Those [towns] stood on a road that is 
trodden still. (76) 

In all this there is a sign for true believers. 
(77) 

The dwellers of the wooded dales [of 
Madyan] were also wrongdoers, (78) 

and so We punished them. Both these 
[communities] lived by an open highway, 
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Overview 

This rather long passage refers to some examples of God’s mercy and the 

punishment He inflicts. These include how Abraham was given in his old age the 

happy news of a son to be born to him, and how Lot and his household, except his 

wife, were saved from the fate that befell the wrongdoers. They also include a 

reference to the fateful punishments that befell the people of the Madyan and those 

of al- ijr. 

All these stories occur after an introduction that says: “Tell My servants that I alone 

am Much Forgiving, truly Merciful; and also, My punishment is indeed the most grievous 

suffering.” (Verses 49-50) Some of them thus confirm what has been said about God’s 

mercy, and some confirm that His punishment is grievous indeed. These stories also 

refer to what is mentioned at the opening of the s rah, confirming the warning it 

contains: “Let them eat and enjoy themselves, and let their hopes beguile them. For they will 

surely come to know [the truth]. Never have We destroyed any community unless divine 

revelations have been made known to it. No community can ever forestall its term, nor can 

they delay it.” (Verses 3-5) These were examples of cities destroyed by God after they 

ignored all the warnings they had received. Their punishment only befell them after 

the time they were given had lapsed. The stories we have in this passage also confirm 

plain to see. (79) 

Likewise, the people of al-Ĥijr also denied 
[God’s] messengers. (80) 

We have given them Our signs, but they 
turned their backs on them. (81) 

Out of the mountains did they hew their 
dwellings, leading a life of security. (82) 

But the blast [of punishment] overtook 
them at early morning. (83) 

Of no avail to them was all that they had 
acquired. (84) 
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what is mentioned earlier in the s rah concerning the angels and their mission when 

they are sent with God’s orders: “They say: ‘You to whom this reminder has been 

bestowed from on high! You are truly mad. Why do you not bring the angels before us, if you 

are truthful?’ We never send down angels except in accordance with the truth. And then, [the 

unbelievers] would be given no further respite.” (Verses 6-8) 

All this goes to show that the whole s rah is a single unit, with every part 

confirming the rest. This observation we make in spite of the fact that most s rahs 

were revealed in parts, with the possibility that later verses were often revealed 

before earlier ones. Yet the final ordering of the verses of each s rah is made in 

accordance with divine instructions. Hence, there must be a clear purpose in such 

order. We have learnt some aspects of the wisdom behind the ordering of verses in 

the s rahs we have discussed. Each of them appears clearly as a complete and perfect 

structure. Yet what we say is only a personal point of view, while true knowledge 

belongs to God alone. We pray to Him to guide us to what is right. 

Abraham’s Visitors 

“Tell My servants that I alone am Much Forgiving, truly Merciful; and also, My 

punishment is indeed the most grievous suffering.” (Verses 49-50) This order to the 

Prophet (peace be upon him) comes after the reward of God-fearing believers and the 

punishment of wrongdoers are mentioned. The link is self-evident. But God’s mercy 

and forgiveness are mentioned before the punishment, because they fit in with the 

grace God has committed Himself to bestow. Sometimes, only the punishment and 

suffering are mentioned, or they are given precedence in the text, but that is only 

because there is special need for such treatment. 

We are then given an account of the encounter between the Prophet Abraham and 

the angels sent to Lot. This episode is mentioned several times in the Qur’ n, each 

time in a different way which fits the context in which it occurs. The story of Lot 

alone is also mentioned in other places. 

For example, Lot’s story is covered in S rah 7, The Heights, and a different account 

of Abraham and Lot’s story is given in S rah 11, Hūd. In the first we have a 

denunciation by Lot of the indecent practices of his community, and their reply to 

him: “Drive them [i.e. Lot and his household] out of your land, for they are indeed people who 

would keep chaste.” (7: 82) It also refers to saving him and his household, except his 

wife who was destined to stay behind with those who were to be destroyed. There is 

no mention of the angels coming to him or the scheme of his people against them. In 

the second instance, a totally different layout is given to the story of the angels with 

Abraham and Lot. There we have more details concerning Abraham and the happy 

news he was given in the presence of his wife. There is also a mention of his 
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argument with the angels concerning Lot and his community, which is not 

mentioned here. Different lines are adopted in the two s rahs in relating the events 

concerning the angels and Lot. In S rah Hūd the angels do not reveal their identity to 

him until his people arrived, and he had pleaded with them to spare his guests, but 

all his pleas fell on deaf ears. When he despaired of them, he cried out in distress: 

“Would that with you I had real strength, or that I could lean on some mighty support.” (11: 

80) Here in this s rah, the identity of the angels is revealed right at the outset, while 

the design of his people against his guests is mentioned later. The point here is not to 

mention the story as it took place, but the confirmation of the warnings, emphasizing 

that when angels are sent down, their task is to inflict the punishment, giving people 

no further respite. 

Tell them about Abraham’s guests, when they went in to him and said: Peace.’ But he 

replied: ‘We feel afraid of you.’ They said: Do not be alarmed. We bring you the happy 

news of the birth of a son to you who will be endowed with knowledge.’ Said he: ‘Do 

you give me this happy news when I have been overtaken by old age? Of what, then, is 

your good news?’ They replied: ‘That good news we have given you is the truth. So do 

not abandon hope.’ He said: ‘Who but a person going far astray abandons hope of His 

Lord’s grace? (Verses 51-56) 

In this account some of the details mentioned in other s rahs are left out. The 

angels greet Abraham with a message of peace as they enter, but he tells them he is 

apprehensive about them. The s rah does not mention the reason for his fear, nor 

does it mention that he placed a roasted calf before them, as mentioned in S rah 11, 

Hūd. There we are told: “When he saw that their hands did not reach out to it, he felt their 

conduct strange and became apprehensive of them.” (11: 70) The point of emphasis here is 

that God’s grace is always bestowed on God’s servants, as made clear by His 

messengers. Hence the details of Abraham’s story are of little importance. “They said: 

‘Do not be alarmed. We bring you the happy news of the birth of a son to you who will be 

endowed with knowledge.” (Verse 53) The s rah outlines this happy news without much 

detail of what else took place. 

Here also we have Abraham’s reply, without mentioning his wife and her 

intervention in the discussion that ensued: “Said he: ‘Do you give me this happy news 

when I have been overtaken by old age? Of what, then, is your good news?” (Verse 54) First 

Abraham feels it unlikely that he would be given a son at his old age, particularly 

with his wife also being old and barren as mentioned in other s rahs. Therefore, the 

angels remind him of the truth: “They replied: ‘That good news we have given you is the 

truth. So do not abandon hope.’“ (Verse 55) Abraham immediately returns to his normal 

hopeful self, stating that he never lost hope of God’s grace: “He said: ‘Who but a person 

going far astray abandons hope of His Lord’s grace?” (Verse 56) 
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Here we note a reference to God’s grace in Abraham’s reply, which fits with the 

beginning. An emphasis is also placed here on the fact that only those who go far 

astray despair of God’s grace. They go far away from the road God has laid down for 

people to traverse, so they do not feel His mercy, compassion and care which He 

bestows on all His servants. On the other hand, a person whose heart is full of faith 

will never despair of God’s grace, no matter what hardship and difficulties he is 

called on to endure. Even in the thickness of darkness and the gloom of adversity, 

they feel that God’s grace is close at hand. It will never fail to be bestowed. God has 

the power to initiate the causes and bring about the results, changing the present and 

the future. 

As Abraham feels reassured he becomes eager to know the purpose they have 

been sent to accomplish: “[Abraham] said: ‘What is your business, you [heavenly] 

messengers?’ They replied: ‘We are sent to a guilty nation, except for Lot’s household, all of 

whom we shall save, except for his wife. We have decreed that she should remain with those 

who stay behind.” (Verses 57-60) The account we have here does not refer to 

Abraham’s argument on behalf of Lot and his people, as mentioned in S rah Hūd. 

Instead, it moves on quickly from the angels’ information to the realization of their 

mission. Abraham believes that God will bestow His grace on Lot and his household, 

with the exception of Lot’s wife. Thus the business the angels have with Abraham is 

accomplished, and they proceed towards completion of their mission. 

When All Values Are of Little Value 

And when the messengers [of God] came to the house of Lot, he said: ‘You are 

unknown here.’ They answered: ‘No, but we bring you news of that over which they 

have been disputing. We are bringing you the certainty [of its fulfilment], for we are 

speaking the truth indeed. Depart with your household in the dead of night, with 

yourself following them in the rear. Let none of you look back, but proceed to where 

you are commanded.’ And We made plain the case to him, that the last remnant of 

those [wrongdoers] will be wiped out by the morning. (Verses 61-66) 

As indicated earlier, the s rah states that the angels immediately reveal their true 

identity to Lot and that they have come to accomplish what his people disputed 

about their punishment for their misdeeds. That punishment comes in fulfilment of 

God’s warnings, confirming the fact that when angels are sent to a community, their 

punishment is immediate. 

“He said: ‘You are unknown here.’“ (Verse 62) He said this in irritation, as he was 

fully aware of the habits of his people and expected what they would try to do with 

his guests. He was a stranger among his people, and they were arrogant in their 
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immorality. Hence he tells his guests that it is unwise of them to come to a city when 

the reputation of its people is well known. “They answered: ‘No, but we bring you news 

of that over which they have been disputing. We are bringing you the certainty [of its 

fulfilment], for we are speaking the truth indeed.’” (Verses 63-64) All these assertions 

serve to tell us the extent of Lot’s alarm and distress, as he wants to be hospitable yet 

also protect his guests against the designs of his people. Hence, they reassure him 

time after time, before giving him his instructions: “Depart with your household in the 

dead of night, with yourself following them in the rear. Let none of you look back, but proceed 

to where you are commanded.” (Verse 65) Thus Lot was to leave the town by night, 

before the break of dawn. He was to walk behind those who would be saved with 

him to make sure that no one was left behind, and no one looked behind, like 

displaced people unwilling to leave their homeland. 

“And We made plain the case to him, that the last remnant of those [wrongdoers] will be 

wiped out by the morning.” (Verse 66) It is God, then, who has revealed to Lot this very 

serious piece of news, which is expressed in the Qur’ n as the last one of those 

people would be destroyed by the morning. Well, if the last of them is destroyed, it 

follows that the whole lot are destroyed, with none spared. Hence, caution must be 

exercised, so that no one is left behind to suffer the fate which was sure to engulf the 

whole city. 

The s rah relates this part of the story first because it is more suited to its overall 

theme. It now fills in the details of what happened earlier when Lot’s people heard 

that a number of handsome young men were visiting him. To them, that was a 

chance not to be missed: “The people of the city came [to Lot] rejoicing.” (Verse 67) 

The way this is expressed portrays to what low and abhorrent level those people 

had sunk in their eagerness to fulfil their perverse, uncontrolled desires. This is 

shown in the fact that the townsfolk came in a group, rejoicing at the presence of 

young men, openly declaring their intent to rape them in broad daylight. This 

shameful publicity of their wicked intentions, in addition to the filthy action itself, is 

so abhorrent and repulsive that we cannot imagine it, but it was certainly true. An 

individual may harbour some perverted desire, but he conceals the fact and tries to 

satisfy his perversion in secret. He is ashamed if others know of it. In fact, sound 

human nature prefers to keep such desire private even when it is with one’s 

legitimate wife. Some animal species do not mate in public. But those wicked and 

evil people declare their lust shamelessly, come seeking it in groups, and rejoice as 

they expect to fulfil it. This is unparalleled perversion. 

On the other side we see the Prophet Lot in distress, standing up to defend his 

guests and his honour. He tries to awaken in his people a sense of honour and fear of 

God. But he knew full well that they had no fear of God, and that such perverted 

natures would not respond to any compassionate, humanitarian appeal. Yet in his 
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distress he tries every avenue: “Said he: ‘These are my guests: so do not put me to shame. 

Fear God and do not bring disgrace on me.’” (Verses 68-69) But his appeal awakens no 

feeling of honour or integrity. They had lost all such feelings. Instead, they rebuke 

Lot for entertaining any man as a guest, as if he is the offender by offering them the 

temptation: “They replied: ‘Have we not forbidden you to entertain any people?’” (Verse 

70) 

Lot continues with his attempts, pointing out the proper line of desire, i.e. the 

other sex. It is women who hold natural attraction for men to satisfy their sexual 

urge, so that procreation continues and human life is preserved. “He said: ‘Here are 

these daughters of mine [to marry], if you must do [what you intend to do].’“ (Verse 71) 

Lot, a prophet, does not offer his daughters in any adulterous relationship. He 

simply reminds the menfolk of the natural way to satisfy their urge. He knew that if 

they responded to his appeal they would not want to be adulterous. Hence, his offer 

sought recourse to their human nature, if only it would respond. But that was 

unlikely. 

The s rah portrays the scene with all the action taking place. At this moment, the 

mode of expression changes into an address to the Prophet who is observing it all. 

This takes the form of an oath, following the traditional method of Arabic emphasis: 

“By your life, they were reeling in their drunkenness.” (Verse 72) This describes a state 

that had become part of their nature. In that state they were unlikely ever to wake up 

or listen to appeals based on personal integrity, fear of God or uncorrupted human 

nature. Hence they were doomed and God’s punishment was to engulf them without 

delay: “We never send down angels except in accordance with the truth. And then, [the 

unbelievers] would be given no further respite.” (Verse 8) 

Now we face a scene of total destruction, two towns in complete ruin with 

particular features that are suited to the perverted natures of their dwellers: “By your 

life, they were reeling in their drunkenness, when the blast [of punishment] overtook them at 

sunrise, and We turned those [towns] upside down, and rained on them stones of clay.” 

(Verses 72-74) 

The Fate of Erring Communities 

The towns were ruined by a natural phenomenon which seems similar to that of 

earthquakes and volcanic eruptions, which are sometimes accompanied by earth 

subsidence and a showering of stones. Sometimes complete villages and towns are so 

immersed. It is said that the Dead Sea was formed after this event, which witnessed 

the sinking of Sodom and Gomorrah, when the surface of the earth collapsed 

forming a lake that was later filled with water. We will not try to explain their 

particular punishment as an earthquake or a volcano, for our approach is based 
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instead on complete faith that does not admit such explanations. 

We know for certain that all natural phenomena operate in accordance with a law 

that God has laid down for the universe. But no phenomenon or event occurs on the 

basis of inevitability. It occurs in fulfilment of God’s will, which applies particularly 

to that situation. There is no conflict between the operation of God’s law and the 

need for an act of God’s will for every event. We also know for certain that in some 

cases God, in His wisdom, accomplishes a particular will of His through a certain 

event, in order to serve a certain purpose. What destroyed Lot’s townships need not 

be an ordinary earthquake or volcano. God might have willed to inflict on them 

whatever scourge He might have chosen, at the time of His choice and by the method 

He determined. That is the approach to explain, on the basis of faith, all miraculous 

events that took place at the times of all prophets. 

Those towns were on a road regularly traversed between Arabia and Syria. They 

contain good lessons for those who wish to learn from the end that befell earlier 

communities which defied and rejected God’s messengers. But such lessons are of 

benefit only to those who are prepared to learn from them: “Surely in this there are 

messages for those who read the signs. Those [towns] stood on a road that is trodden still. In 

all this there is a sign for true believers.” (Verses 75-77) Thus the warning came true. The 

sending of the angels was a signal for God’s punishment which no one can prevent 

or avoid. 

The same applied to the communities of the Prophets Shu`ayb and Ş li : “The 

dwellers of the wooded dales [of Madyan] were also wrongdoers, and so We punished them. 

Both these [communities] lived by an open highway, plain to see.” (Verses 78-79) The 

Qur’ n gives detailed accounts of the history of the Prophet Shu`ayb and his people 

in other s rahs. Here we have only a reference to the injustice they were keen to 

perpetrate, and to their punishment. This comes as confirmation of God’s 

punishment. As indicated at the beginning of the s rah, when the time appointed for 

any community lapses, their punishment is inevitable if they persist in their rejection 

of God’s messages. The city of Madyan and the wooded dales inhabited by Shu`ayb’s 

people were not far from Lot’s townships. The reference in the dual form, ‘both’, here 

may mean Madyan and the wooded lands, which were on a clearly marked road. Or 

it may mean the townships of Lot already mentioned and Shu`ayb’s city of Madyan. 

They may be grouped together as they lie on the same road between Hijaz in today’s 

Saudi Arabia and Syria. The doom that befalls cities and townships flourishing along 

a well traversed road provides a great reminder as it becomes a lesson to all that pass 

by. Life continues all around these towns which once flourished, but now lie in ruin. 

The people of al- ijr are the community to whom the Prophet Ş li  was sent. 

Their land lies in between Hijaz and Syria. Its ruins are still seen today, because they 

used to build their dwellings in the mountains, cutting space for themselves there. 
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This indicates a high level of progress and civilization, as well as recognized power: 

“Likewise, the people of al- ijr also denied [God’s] messengers.” The fact is that those 

people only rejected the message of the Prophet Ş li , but he was certainly a 

representative of all God’s messengers. When they denied him, they belied all 

messengers. 

“We have given them Our signs, but they turned their backs on them.” (Verse 81) 

Ş li ’s special miraculous sign was the she-camel who had an equal share of water 

to drink as the whole town with all its cattle. But the signs available in the universe 

are numerous, and so are God’s signs within ourselves. All of these are there for 

people to look upon and contemplate. God did not only give them the preternatural 

sign which Ş li  brought them, but instead they turned away from all God’s signs. 

No reasonable person was ready to contemplate them and reflect on the message 

they carried. 

“Out of the mountains did they hew their dwellings, leading a life of security. But the blast 

[of punishment] overtook them at early morning. Of no avail to them was all that they had 

acquired.” (Verses 82-84) What we have here is a very quick move from the secure 

dwellings carved out in the mountains, to a blast that overwhelms them all, leaving 

nothing of what they earned, acquired or built. They are destroyed suddenly. This 

scene touches our hearts violently. No people feel more secure than those who hew 

their dwellings out of mountainous rocks. No community feels more at ease than 

early in the morning as the sun rises and sends its warming rays. But the people of 

Ş li  are overwhelmed by a blast at that very tranquil moment in their very secure 

dwellings. They lost everything. Nothing could protect them, for no fortress is 

immune from God’s punishment. The blast, which was the sound of storms, or a 

thunderbolt, destroys them all. 

Thus the scenes of punishment portrayed in very quick flashes come to an end. 

They show us how God’s law is fulfilled, and how the people who reject God’s 

messages are destroyed when their time is over. The end of this passage is seen to be 

in perfect harmony with the ending of the previous three passages. They all 

emphasize that God’s law always operates, and His promises and warnings always 

come true. 
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5 

Keeping to the Path of 

Truth 

It was only with the truth that We have 
created the heavens and the earth and all 
that is between them. The appointed Hour 
will certainly come. Hence overlook their 
faults in fair forbearance. (85) 

Your Lord is the All-Knowing Creator. 
(86) 

We have given you seven oft- repeated verses 
and this sublime Qur’ n. (87) 

Do not turn your eyes longingly to the good 
things We have granted to some among 
them, and do not grieve on their account, 
but spread the wings of your tenderness over 
the believers, (88) 

and say: ‘I am indeed the plain warner.’ 
(89) 

Just as We have bestowed from on high on 
those who later broke it into parts, (90) 

and declare the Qur’ n to be a confused 
medley. (91) 
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Overview 

The general laws which govern life and the universe, communities and messages, 

right guidance and error, destiny, reckoning and reward are laws that never fail. 

Every passage in the s rah ended with the confirmation of one of these laws or 

describing some aspects of it as it pertained to different situations. These laws testify 

to the inherent wisdom in every type of God’s creation, and to the essential truth on 

which all creation is based. 

Now in this final passage of the s rah we have a statement outlining the great 

truth which is manifested in the creation of the heavens and the earth and all that is 

But, by your Lord, We will call them all to 
account (92) 

for whatever they have done. (93) 

Therefore, proclaim what you are bidden 
and turn away from those who associate 
partners with God.  (94) 

We shall suffice you against all who deride 
[this message] — all (95) 

who claim that there are other deities beside 
God. They shall certainly come to know. 
(96) 

We know that you are distressed by what 
they say. (97) 

But extol your Lord’s limitless glory and 
praise Him, and be among those who 
prostrate themselves before Him, (98) 

and worship your Lord till the certainty [of 
death] comes to you. (99) 
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in between them, and the nature of the Hour which is certain to come. It is also 

manifested in the nature of the message preached by God’s messengers and brought 

to its complete fulfilment in the message given to the Prophet Mu ammad (peace be 

upon him). These are all grouped together within the framework of the great truth 

which manifests itself in them all. This great truth, which is essential to all creation, 

originates with God, the Creator of the universe: “Your Lord is the All-Knowing 

Creator.” (Verse 86) 

Hence the truth will establish itself, and the message that is derived from the great 

truth will continue along its way, and the advocate of the truth should continue his 

efforts, ignoring the idolaters who ridicule his message: “Proclaim what you are bidden 

and turn away from those who associate partners with God.” (Verse 94) God’s laws will 

continue to operate without fail, relying on the great truth which originates with the 

All- Knowing Creator. This provides the grand finale of the s rah. 

Seven Verses of Special Standing 

“It was only with the truth that We have created the heavens and the earth and all that is 

between them. The appointed Hour will certainly come. Hence overlook their faults in fair 

forbearance. Your Lord is the All-Knowing Creator.” (Verses 8 5-86) The comment 

stating the truth which sustains the heavens and the earth, and which was the basis 

of their creation has great significance. It is given in a remarkable expression. Let us 

look at what this verse implies: “It was only with the truth that We have created the 

heavens and the earth and all that is between them.” (Verse 85) It implies that the truth is 

central to the design, structure and management of the universe, central to its 

destiny and the destiny of all that it contains. 

This means that the universe has not been created as an act of idle play, nor has 

there been in its design and origin any element of deception, fraud or falsehood. 

Whatever evil there is in it, is incidental, and not an essential ingredient. Moreover, 

the truth is genuine in its constitution. That it is made of the constituent elements 

making it up is true. There is no trickery or deception. The laws that govern these 

elements and bring them together are also part of the truth which is firm, constant, 

unchanging. It is immune to any vain desire, defect or conflict. The truth is also deep 

in the management of the universe. It is on the basis of the truth that its affairs are 

conducted, according to those laws that follow the truth and justice. Besides, the 

truth determines its destiny. Every result occurs in accordance with its just and 

constant laws. Any change in the heavens and the earth is accomplished in 

accordance with the truth and for the truth. Every reward is based on absolute truth, 

without favouritism. 

This provides a link between the truth which is the basis of the creation of the 
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heavens and the earth and the Last Hour which is most certain to come at its 

appointed time. This Last Hour is a part of the truth which sustains the universe. 

This means that the Hour itself is true and it will come to establish the truth. 

“Hence overlook their faults in fair forbearance.” (Verse 85) Do not allow grudges and 

ill-feelings to remain in your heart. The truth will certainly triumph. “Your Lord is the 

All-Knowing Creator.” (Verse 86) He knows who and what He has created. In fact all 

creation is originated by Him, which, by necessity means that the truth is of its 

essence, and that everything in it will return to the truth from which it originated. 

That truth is essential in all creation. Whatever differs with it is false and incidental. 

Hence it will disappear, leaving the great solid truth well established in the 

conscience of the whole universe. 

Closely linked to this great truth is the message preached by the Prophet 

Mu ammad (peace be upon him), and the Qur’ n revealed to him: “We have given 

you seven oft-repeated verses and this sublime Qur’ n.” (Verse 87) The Arabic term, 

math nī, translated here as ‘the oft-repeated verses’ refers to the opening s rah, al-

F ti ah, composed of seven short verses. This is the more probable meaning of the 

term, although some commentators maintain that it refers to the seven longest s rahs 

of the Qur’ n. These seven verses are often repeated as they are required to be read 

in every prayer, and they extol God’s praises, which is a term derived from the same 

root as math nī. The term, ‘this sublime Qur’ n’, refers to the rest of the Qur’ nic 

revelations. 

What is important to note here is that this statement comes immediately after 

mentioning the creation of the heavens and the earth on the basis of the truth and the 

certainty of the Last Hour. This suggests a very close link between the Qur’ n and 

the truth that forms the basis of the existence of the universe and the coming of the 

Last Hour. Indeed the Qur’ n is part of that truth, as it refers to the laws of creation, 

draws people’s attention to them, points out the signs God has placed in their own 

creation and in the expanse of the universe, and urges people to recognize and 

respond to these. Furthermore, it points out the reasons which make people follow 

right guidance or go astray, the destiny of the truth and falsehood, good and evil. It 

then belongs to the truth and helps to illuminate it. It is as well established as the 

truth that forms the basis for the creation of the heavens and the earth. It is also as 

constant as the laws of existence and is linked to them. The Qur’ n is by no means a 

fleeting incidence or something that is certain to disappear. It remains influential in 

the direction and conduct of human life, whatever liars may say, and long as the 

followers of falsehood may deride it. Indeed falsehood is the incidental element that 

is certain to disappear. 

The man who has been given these oft-repeated verses and the sublime Qur’ n 

which is derived from, and linked to, the great truth will not allow his eyes to hanker 
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after some pleasures of this life that are certain to come to an end. Nor will he worry 

about the destiny of stray people or care about what happens to them. He continues 

to follow the way of truth: “Do not turn your eyes longingly to the good things We have 

granted to some among them, and do not grieve on their account, but spread the wings of 

your tenderness over the believers, and say: “I  am indeed the plain warner.” (Verses 88-89) 

“Do not turn your eyes longingly to the good things...” Literally, the instruction given 

to the Prophet is that he must not stretch his eyes towards such enjoyments. Yet it is 

not the eye that is stretched, but rather the eyesight. However, the picturesque style 

of the Qur’ n depicts the eye itself as being stretched. It is a funny picture when we 

imagine it. What it means is that the Prophet should not care about the pleasures that 

God has allowed some people, men and women, to enjoy as part of the test they have 

to go through. He should not even give them much importance, or care what they 

do, or wish for something similar to what they enjoy. All this is of little consequence. 

He has the everlasting truth in those seven oft-repeated verses and the sublime 

Qur’ n. 

When the Prophet is in Distress 

This remark is sufficient to contrast the great truth and favours God’s Messenger 

has with the little enjoyment that glitters despite its being of little consequence. This 

is followed by a directive to the Prophet to ignore those lost in their worldly 

enjoyments and to care only for the believers. For these are the ones who follow the 

truth which he preaches, the truth which sustains the heavens and the earth and all 

that is in between. The other group follow falsehood which is incidental in the 

universe, not part of its design. 

“And do not grieve on their account.” (Verse 88) You must not trouble yourself over 

their miserable fate which is dictated by God’s justice and by the great truth. You 

should leave them to face the truth. On the other hand, the Prophet is told to show 

kindness to the believers. The Qur’ n expresses this sentence in a figurative way, 

telling the Prophet to “spread the wings of your tenderness over the believers.” (Verse 88) 

This is an image denoting gentle treatment and good care of the believers. The 

Prophet is also instructed to say: “I am indeed the plain warner.” This is the essential 

method of advocating the divine message. The warning is mentioned here on its own 

without adding the rejoinder of giving good and happy news. The warning is more 

suited here as the context mentions those who deride the truth, indulge in their 

worldly enjoyments and never contemplate the truth which is the basis of both the 

divine message and the existence of the universe. 

“And say: ‘I am indeed the plain warner.’“ (Verse 89) This is the word every 

messenger has said to his people, including those who remain from old communities 
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to whom messengers were sent with a reminder similar to the one Mu ammad 

(peace be upon him) brought. Among such people in Arabia were some Christians 

and Jews who were not ready to accept the Qur’ n with complete submission. They 

accepted parts of it and rejected others, as their prejudice dictated. These are the ones 

whom God describes here as the ones who break [God’s revelation] into parts. 

“Just as We have bestowed from on high on those who later broke it into parts, and declare 

the Qur’ n to be a confused medley. But, by your Lord, We will call them all to account for 

whatever they have done.” (Verses 90-93) This s rah is a Makkan revelation, but the 

Qur’ n addresses mankind generally. These were human beings who divided the 

Qur’ n into parts, and they are responsible for their actions. The Qur’ n has served a 

clear warning on them, as did their own scriptures. The Qur’ n and the Prophet were 

not unfamiliar to them. God had formerly revealed scriptures to them. Therefore, 

they should have received the new revelations with acceptance and submission. 

At this point the address turns directly to the Prophet, instructing him to continue 

along the way defined for him, proclaiming what God has commanded him to 

convey to people. Making the proclamation is described in Arabic as, işda`, a term 

which also means ‘break’, to denote a strong and solid stand. He must not be 

deterred from making such a proclamation or be deflected from his way by the 

unbelief of an idolater or the ridicule of those who deride his message. God will 

protect him against these: “Proclaim what you are bidden and turn away from those who 

associate partners with God. We shall suffice you against all who deride [this message] — all 

who claim that there are other deities beside God. They shall certainly come to know.” 

(Verses 94-96) 

The Prophet is a human being who cannot help but be distressed when he hears 

people ascribing divinity to beings other than God, or deriding his message. He is 

eager to defend the truth and his message, and is upset at all the falsehood and 

idolatry around him. He is, therefore, instructed to glorify his Lord and praise Him. 

Such glorification and worship will shield him against the evil he hears. Hence he 

should not stop praising his Lord and extolling His glory until that which is 

absolutely certain, i.e. death, arrives and he is gathered to His Lord: “We know that 

you are distressed by what they say. But extol your Lord’s limitless glory and praise Him, 

and be among those who prostrate themselves before Him, and worship your Lord till the 

certainty [of death] comes to you.” (Verses 97-99) 

Thus the finale of this s rah is an instruction to turn away from the unbelievers, 

and seek God’s protection. As for the unbelievers themselves, there will come to 

them a day when they will wish they had submitted themselves to God. 

Proclaiming the truth of this faith of Islam and making clear all of its components 

and requirements are a necessary part of its advocacy. A strong proclamation will 

shake an inactive human nature and awaken placid feelings. It will also put the 
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argument clear for people to consider, “so that anyone who was destined to perish might 

perish in clear evidence of the truth and anyone destined to live might live in clear evidence of 

the truth.” (8: 42) A soft approach which requires an advocate of Islam to declare one 

part of it and conceal another, so as not to offend tyrants or alienate the masses, is 

contrary to the correct line of advocacy of this powerful message. 

A strong proclamation of this truth means neither rigidity nor rudeness, nor the 

adoption of an insensitive or impolite manner. Nor does a gentle approach mean too 

subtle a method or the concealment of any aspect of faith, cutting the Qur’ n into 

parts. Good proclamation means stating all the facts about the Islamic faith clearly 

and plainly, but with wisdom and friendly address that shows a preference for ease 

over hardship. 

It is not the role of Islam to achieve a modus vivendi with the un-Islamic states and 

situations that prevail on earth. This was not its role when it was first revealed, and it 

will never be its role at any time. An un-Islamic situation is one that turns away from 

submission to God alone and ignores the code of living God has chosen for mankind. 

It seeks to derive its laws, regulations, traditions, standards and values from a source 

other than the divine source. Islam, on the other hand, is a message which aims to 

turn people from a state of j hiliyyah and ignorance into submission to God alone. 

This is the great truth which must be proclaimed clearly by the advocates of Islam, 

even in the face of persecution by tyrants and rejection by the masses: “We know that 

you are distressed by what they say. But extol your Lord’s limitless glory and praise Him, 

and be among those who prostrate themselves before Him, and worship your Lord till the 

certainty [of death] comes to you.” (Verses 97-99) 
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S RAH 16 

Al-Naĥl 
(The Bees) 

Prologue 

Although this s rah enjoys a calm rhythm with a quiet, soft beat, it nonetheless 

tackles several main topics within its broad framework. It makes use of several 

sound effects and emphatic connotations to heighten its impact. Like all s rahs 

revealed in Makkah, it discusses the main topics of faith, such as God’s oneness, 

revelation and resurrection. But it also refers to a number of secondary topics, such 

as the essential unity between Abraham’s faith and the faith preached by 

Mu ammad (peace be upon them both). It outlines the true nature of God’s will, and 

mentions the human will with regard to accepting or denying the true faith, 

following divine guidance or going astray. It explains the mission of God’s 

messengers and His law that applies to those who deny them and their messages. It 

discusses the question of who may forbid things or leave them lawful, and the false 

concepts of pagan ideologies in this regard. It speaks of leaving one’s community to 

migrate for God’s sake, the persecution Muslims may suffer at the hands of 

unbelievers, the rejection of faith after having accepted it and what punishment any 

of these situations may incur. It then adds some discussion on human dealings, such 

as maintaining justice, ensuring kindly treatment, giving money for good purposes 

and the fulfilment of promises and pledges, as well as other practices that observe 

the principles of faith. Thus we see how the s rah weaves together its interrelated 

subject matter. 

These topics are presented within an expansive framework in which all the events 

take place. It includes the heavens and the earth, with the rain pouring down, the 

trees springing up, the day and night, the sun, the moon and the stars, the seas, the 
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mountains and the rivers. It is indeed this whole world with all that takes place in it 

as well as the life to come with all its scenery and the fates of different categories of 

God’s creatures. It also includes the realm that lies beyond the reach of our 

perception, and the feelings it inspires within us. 

Against such a broad backdrop the s rah sounds like a massive campaign aimed at 

profoundly influencing people’s hearts and minds. It is a campaign that uses a 

moderate rhythm with several coherent sounds. It has nothing of the very strong 

beats we hear in S rahs 6 and 13, Cattle and Thunder respectively. Yet in its quiet 

rhythm it addresses every sense and feeling in the human soul, as well as both 

reason and conscience. It alerts our eyes to see, our ears to hear, our hands to touch 

and feel, our consciences to be alert and our minds to reflect. It portrays every aspect 

of the whole universe, looks at the present life and the life to come, as well as secrets 

of the universe and what is beyond the reach of our faculties of perception. All these 

are used to heighten the effect on our senses, hearts and minds. The result is a 

massive panorama which only a closed mind and a dead heart can ignore. 

We are directed to look at the signs and messages that God has placed throughout 

the universe, and the great bounties and blessings He has given to mankind, and to 

reflect on the scenes of the Day of Judgement, the images of death, and the fate 

suffered by former communities. Coupled with this is a series of emotional touches 

that penetrate the depths of our hearts, and which refer to the different stages of 

human life from unborn embryos, to people in the full vigour of youth, in mid-life 

and in old age, as also in situations of strength and weakness, enjoying God’s 

blessings or enduring hardship. It uses different styles and modes of expression, 

giving examples, drawing images, relating dialogue and presenting stories in order 

to make its message clear and enhance its effect. 

The splendid colours that impart their shades to the whole atmosphere of the 

s rah also highlight a number of great natural phenomena, reflecting the greatness of 

creation, God’s bounty, His knowledge and elaborate planning. These are all 

intermingled. The great universe created by God is subject to God’s perfect 

knowledge and His meticulous design and planning. Yet it is meant to be a blessing 

for mankind, meeting not only their needs but also their wishes and expectations. 

Thus all needs and necessities are satisfied; adornments provided; relaxation of body 

and soul ensured. It is then right that people should give thanks and express their 

gratitude to God. 

Thus throughout the s rah we see God’s blessings and believers expressing 

gratitude. There are several directives on the need to show such gratitude, coupled 

with various comments. Parables are given, as well as examples. The most vivid of 

these is that of the Prophet Abraham who is described as showing “his gratitude for 

the blessings bestowed by Him who had chosen him and guided him to a straight path.” 
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(Verse 121) 

All this is given in a perfect harmony of image, connotation, expression, rhythm, 

issue and subject matter. We now hope to outline some of these as we discuss the 

s rah in detail. 
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1 

God the Creator of All 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

God’s judgement is bound to come; so do not seek 

to hurry it on. Limitless is He in His glory and 

sublimely exalted above anything people may 

associate with Him. (1) 

He sends down angels with this divine 

inspiration, [bestowed] by His will on such of 

His servants as He pleases: ‘Warn [mankind] 

that there is no deity other than Me: so fear Me.’ 

(2) 

He has created the heavens and the earth in truth; 

sublimely exalted is He above anything people 

may associate with Him. (3) 

He creates man out of a drop of sperm; yet this 

same man is openly contentious. (4) 

He creates cattle which give you warmth and other 

benefits; and from them you obtain food. (5) 

And you find beauty in them when you drive 

them home in the evening and when you take 

#’ tAr& ãøΒr& «!$# Ÿξsù çνθè=Éf÷ètGó¡n@ 4 … çμ oΨ≈ ysö7 ß™ 

4’ n?≈ yès?uρ $£ϑtã šχθä. Îô³ ç„ ∩⊇∪  

ãΑ Íi”t∴ ãƒ sπ s3Í× ¯≈ n=yϑø9 $# Çyρ”9 $$Î/ ô⎯ ÏΒ ⎯Íν ÌøΒr& 4’ n?tã ⎯ tΒ 

â™!$t±o„ ô⎯ ÏΒ ÿ⎯ Íν ÏŠ$t6 Ïã ÷βr& (# ÿρâ‘ É‹Ρr& … çμ ¯Ρr& Iω tμ≈ s9 Î) 

HωÎ) O$tΡr& Èβθà) ¨?$$sù ∩⊄∪  
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ÒΟ‹ ÅÁyz ×⎦⎫Î7 •Β ∩⊆∪  

zΟ≈ yè÷ΡF{ $# uρ $yγ s) n=yz 3 öΝ à6 s9 $yγŠ Ïù Ö™ô∃ÏŠ 
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öΝ ä3s9 uρ $yγŠ Ïù îΑ$uΗsd š⎥⎫ Ïm tβθçt†Ìè? t⎦⎫Ïn uρ 

tβθãmuô£ n@ ∩∉∪  



Al-~Naĥl (The Bees) | PROLOGUE 

 

 5

them out to pasture in the morning. (6) 

And they carry your loads to distant lands, which 

you could not otherwise reach without much 

hardship to yourselves. Your Lord is certainly 

Most Compassionate, Merciful. (7) 

And [He creates] horses, mules and asses for you 

to ride or put on show. And He creates other 

things of which you have no knowledge. (8) 

It is God alone who points to the right path. Yet 

many may swerve from it. Had He so willed, He 

would have guided you all aright. (9) 

It is He who sends down water from the skies. 

From it you drink, and with it grow the plants 

on which you pasture your cattle. (10) 

And with it He causes crops to grow for you, and 

olive trees, and date-palms, and grapes, and all 

other kinds of fruit. Surely in this there is a sign 

for people who think. (11) 

And He has made the night and the day and the 

sun and the moon to be subservient to you; and 

all the stars are subservient to His command. In 

this there are signs for people who use their reason. 

(12) 

On the earth He has fashioned for you objects of 
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various hues; surely in this there is a sign for 

people who take heed. (13) 

It is He who has made the sea subservient to 

[His laws], so that you may eat fresh meat from 

it, and take from it gems which you may wear. 

You see the ships ploughing through the waves, so 

that you may be able to go forth in quest of His 

bounty, and that you may be grateful. (14) 

He has placed firm mountains on earth lest it 

should sway with you; and rivers and paths so 

that you may find your way (15) 

as well as landmarks. By the stars, too, are people 

guided. (16) 

Is He, then, who creates like one that cannot 

create? Will you not, then, think? (17) 

Should you try to count God’s blessings, you will 

never be able to compute them. God is indeed 

Much Forgiving, Merciful. (18) 

God knows all that you keep secret and all that 

you bring into the open. (19) 

Those beings that some people invoke beside God 

cannot create anything; they themselves are created. 

(20) 

They are dead, not living, and they do not know 
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when they will be raised back to life. (21) 

 

Overview 

This first passage speaks about God’s oneness. It makes use of all the tools we 

outlined in the Prologue: the numerous signs and indicators the great variety of 

God’s creation exhibit, the countless favours He has bestowed on man in every stage 

of his life, His perfect knowledge of what is kept secret and what is left public, the 

life of this world and the life to come. 

An Imminent Grave Event 

God’s judgement is bound to come; so do not seek to hurry it on. Limitless is He in 
His glory and sublimely exalted above anything people may associate with Him. He 
sends down angels with this divine inspiration, [bestowed] by His will on such of His 
servants as He pleases: ‘Warn [mankind] that there is no deity other than Me: so fear 
Me.’ (Verses 1-2) 

The unbelievers in Makkah used to ask the Prophet to hasten their punishment in 

this life, or to hasten the punishment God has in store for them in the life to come. As 

time passed with no punishment being inflicted, they urged the Prophet more and 

more to hasten it, demonstrating that they could not care less. They thought that 

Mu ammad was warning them against something that would never happen. His 

only aim, as they imagined, was to get them to believe what he said and accept his 

faith. They could not understand God’s wisdom in giving them time. Nor could they 

appreciate His grace. They would not reflect on the signs He has placed everywhere 

in the universe around them. Nor would they reflect on His revelations in the Qur’ n 

which address people’s minds and hearts. That is after all a much more effective 

address than punishment and suffering. It is more worthy of man whom God has 

honoured when He gave him a mind, feelings and an independent will to study, 

reflect and make free choices. 

The opening of the s rah is very decisive: “God’s judgement is bound to come.” It 

implies that the command has been given, and that God’s will has been made. This is 

sufficient for the judgement to come to pass at the time appointed for it by God 

Himself. “So do not seek to hurry it on.” God’s laws operate in accordance with His 

will. They cannot be hurried, nor can they be postponed to satisfy people’s wishes. 

The statement here tells us that God’s judgement, to resurrect people or to inflict His 
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punishment on those who deserve it, has been made. It will come to pass at the time 

God has determined. There will be no hurrying and no delay. 

The decisive nature of this statement is especially effective, even on those who try 

to wear a careless face. Moreover, it expresses the truth. Whatever God wills is 

bound to take place. The fact that He has made a judgement means that it is carried 

out, and that it becomes part of reality. Hence, there is neither an overstatement of 

facts nor a deviation from them. 

Their beliefs, associating partners with God, and all the false concepts that they 

formulate on that basis, are far removed from God’s true nature: “Limitless is He in 

His glory and sublimely exalted above anything people may associate with Him.” (Verse 1) 

Beliefs that ascribe divinity to anyone other than God all lack foundation. They are 

the result of degenerate and disgraceful thinking. 

God, who does not abandon mankind to their erring beliefs and baseless concepts, 

sends down from on high what gives them life and saves them: “He sends down angels 

with this divine inspiration, [bestowed] by His will on such of His servants as He pleases.” 

(Verse 2) This is God’s greatest favour and blessing. He not only sends down water 

from the sky to make the earth quicken and to give physical life, but He also sends 

down the angels with His divine inspiration. The Arabic expression uses the word 

rah, which also means ‘spirit’, for inspiration. This adds connotations of life within 

people’s souls, consciences and feelings, and within society so as to preserve them all 

from corruption. This is the first thing that God sends down to people from on high, 

and it is His most important blessing and bounty. God’s purest creation, the angels, 

are sent down to His chosen servants, the prophets, giving them a message that is 

summed up in these words: “Warn [mankind] that there is no deity other than Me: so fear 

Ale.” (Verse 2) 

The emphasis here is on God’s oneness, which is the central point of the Islamic 

faith. It breathes life into people’s souls. It is also the parting point between the way 

which gives life and the way which destroys it. A soul that does not believe in God’s 

oneness is lost, confused, pulled in all directions by diverse and contradictory 

concepts and beliefs. It cannot move with its whole being towards a definite goal. 

Use of the term rib in reference to God’s message implies all these. Indeed it provides 

a fitting reference to them at the beginning of this s rah which speaks of the great 

variety of God’s favours. It is the top of all these blessings, without which all others 

lose their value. Indeed man does not make a proper use or derive proper benefit 

from anything on earth unless his soul comes alive with the great blessing of faith. 

The warning is given a special mention so as to appear to be the central point of 

the message, because the larger part of the s rah speaks about the unbelievers who 

deny God’s blessing, prohibit what God has made lawful, violate their covenant with 
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God and reject faith altogether. This makes the warning more appropriate at the 

outset, coupled with a call to fear God and avoid incurring His displeasure. 

Creation and Compassion 

The s rah then begins to outline the aspects of creation that emphasize the oneness 

of the Creator, and the aspects of blessing that confirm that it is God alone who 

bestows them all. These are revealed in groups that follow one another sequentially, 

starting with the creation of the heavens and the earth, and moving to the creation of 

man: “He has created the heavens and the earth in truth; sublimely exalted is He above 

anything people may associate with Him. He creates man out of a drop of sperm; yet this same 

man is openly contentious.” (Verses 3-4) 

“He has created the heavens and the earth in truth.” (Verse 3) The truth is at the core of 

their creation and their existence. Indeed the truth is an essential element in 

managing their affairs and the affairs of all creation. Nothing is created in vain or idle 

play. Everything derives its existence on the basis of the truth, and leads eventually 

to the truth. “Sublimely exalted is He above anything people may associate with Him.” 

(Verse 3) He is exalted above their pagan beliefs and above any creatures they 

associate with Him. He is indeed the One who has created the heavens and the earth 

and all beings that live in them. No creature is worthy of being His partner. Indeed 

He has no partners. 

“He creates man out of a drop of sperm; yet this same man is openly contentious.” (Verse 

4) The gulf is so huge between the origin and the end, between the worthless sperm 

and the man in open contention. He disputes with his Lord and denies Him. He 

argues about His existence or His oneness. Yet the way the verse runs leaves no gap 

between the point of origin, the drop of sperm, and the grown up man engaged in 

dispute and contention. This shows the contrast to be complete and the gulf too 

wide. Such brevity is intended for enhanced effect. 

Against the expanse of the heavens and the earth man stands out. Therefore, the 

s rah mentions some of the creation God has made subservient to man, beginning 

with cattle: “He creates cattle which give you warmth and other benefits; and from them you 

obtain food. And you find beauty in them when you drive them home in the evening and 

when you take them out to pasture in the morning. And they carry your loads to distant 

lands, which you could not otherwise reach without much hardship to yourselves. Your Lord 

is certainly Most Compassionate, Merciful. And [He creates] horses, mules and asses for you 

to ride or put on show. And He creates other things of which you have no knowledge.” 

(Verses 5-8) 

In numerous situations that are similar to the environment where the Qur’ n was 

revealed, and in any agricultural set-up, which remains the principal one in the 
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whole world, the value of cattle is fully appreciated. Indeed mankind cannot survive 

without cattle. The better known cattle in Arabia at the time were camels, cows, 

sheep and goats. On the other hand, horses, mules and asses were for riding and 

show. They were not meant to be eaten. Indeed there is disagreement among 

scholars on the permissibility of eating the meat of these animals. Im m Abū anīfah 

relies on this verse which defines the uses of these animals to say that horses may not 

be eaten. The majority of scholars, however, maintain that they are permissible to eat. 

In this they rely on authentic aĥ dīth and on practical sunnah. 

As the Qur’ n refers to this aspect of God’s blessings, it refers to the practical 

needs it fulfils in human life. Cattle give warmth as we use their hide, wool and hair. 

These have even further benefits. We also obtain milk and meat from cattle. We are 

reminded that cattle provide food for people and carry their loads when they travel. 

Without cattle, people would until recently have found great difficulty in reaching 

their destination. At the same time we enjoy their beauty, particularly when we drive 

them home in the evening and when we take them to pasture in the morning. Just 

looking at them moving along, strong and full of vigour, gives us pleasure. Rural 

people are better able than town dwellers to appreciate the meanings to which these 

verses refer. 

Horses, mules and asses also meet other human needs. They are used as mounts to 

ride or, they are put on show for their beauty: “And [He creates] horses, mules and asses 

for you to ride or put on show.” (Verse 8) Here we encounter a particularly interesting 

point in the Islamic outlook of life, whereby beauty constitutes an important aspect. 

God’s blessing does not merely satisfy essential needs, such as food, drink and 

mounts. It also satisfies healthy desires beyond basic needs. Here we find satisfaction 

of the sense that enjoys beauty and seeks pleasure, and also satisfies human feelings 

that are more sublime than animal desires and needs. 

“Your Lord is certainly Most Compassionate, Merciful.” (Verse 7) This comment refers 

in particular to the carrying of heavy loads to distant lands which people could not 

reach otherwise without enduring much hardship. Thus the comment directs our 

attention to the great blessings that God has given us by creating cattle, and to the 

great mercy accompanying this blessing. 

“And He creates things of which you have no knowledge.” (Verse 8) This sentence 

comments on the creation of cattle, horses, mules and asses and the different uses to 

which they are put and the benefits they provide. Thus it invites people’s 

imagination to look beyond their immediate environment and the time in which they 

live. Beyond what exists at a particular location and in a particular time there are 

other forms and types of life. God wants people to expect this so as to broaden their 

vision. He also wants them to accept such other forms of life when they are available. 

They must not refuse to benefit by such new types, saying that they will only use the 



 

 11

cattle, horses, mules and asses their fathers used. Similarly, no one should be so rigid 

as to say that since the Qur’ n only mentioned these, no other form of transport can 

be used. 

Islam is open minded and flexible. It equips its followers with the ability to use all 

potentials and resources that are available at any time. The Qur’ n thus prepares 

people’s minds and hearts to receive whatever God creates and science discovers or 

produces in the future. A proper Islamic conscience is always ready to accept any 

new remarkable addition to God’s creation or to scientific discovery. Over the years 

many new means of riding and carrying loads have been added, as well as many 

objects of beauty. None of these were known to people when the Qur’ n was 

revealed. There will be many more which are unknown to us. The Qur’ n prepares 

us to accept these without difficulty by stating that God “creates things of which you 

have no knowledge.” (Verse 8) 

Within the context of carriage, riding and travelling to reach certain destinations 

on earth, the s rah adds other objectives which we can reach by travelling along 

mental ways. Such is the road to faith, which is a straight way that has no turnings. It 

does not go beyond the defined goal. There are other ways that do not lead to the 

same destination. Now God has undertaken to make the way leading to Him clear 

and well defined. He points it out through the signs He has placed in the universe 

and through His messengers: “It is God alone who points to the right path. Yet many may 

swerve from it. Had He so willed, He would have guided you all aright.” (Verse 9) 

The right path is the straight one which does not bend here or there. It goes 

directly to its destination, allowing for no deviation. A swerving path may lead away 

from the destination, or may go beyond it, without stopping at it. 

“Had He so willed, He would have guided you all aright.” (Verse 9) But it has been His 

will that He creates man with the dual propensity to follow His guidance or to go 

astray, and to let him choose to follow either way. Hence, some people follow the 

right path and some follow swerving ways. Neither type goes beyond God’s will 

which has determined to allow man free choice. 

Blessings Galore 

The second group of great signs in God’s creation and His unlimited blessings 

then follow: 

It is He who sends down water from the skies. From it you drink, and with it grow the 
plants on which you pasture your cattle. And with it He causes crops to grow for you, 
and olive trees, and date-palms, and grapes, and all other kinds of fruit. Surely in this 
there is a sign for people who think. (Verses 10-11) 
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Water pours down from the sky in accordance with laws that God has placed in 

nature and set into operation. It is these laws that control the running of such water 

and bring about its outcome in accordance with God’s will. Indeed He initiates every 

movement and determines every result by a special act of will. The water is 

mentioned here as an aspect of God’s grace. “From it you drink.” So it has the quality 

of being suitable for drinking. Its other quality follows: “And with it grow the plants on 

which you pasture your cattle.” (Verse 10) This reference fits in well with the earlier 

mention of cattle. It provides harmony between the pasture and cattle. A reference is 

also made to plants which serve as food for man, including olives, dates and grapes, 

and many other types of fruit. 

“Surely in this there is a sign for people who think.” (Verse 11) There is certainly a sign 

in the way God has designed the universe and set its laws so that they fit human life. 

Man would not have been able to survive on this planet had the laws of nature been 

unsuitable for his nature and life needs. That man is placed on the surface of the 

earth has not come about by blind coincidence. Nor is it a matter of coincidence that 

proportions and relativity between our planet and other planets and stars are as they 

are, or that climatic conditions are so suitable to support human life and satisfy 

man’s needs and desires. 

The people who think are the ones who understand that there is elaborate and 

wise planning in the universe. They relate a natural phenomenon such as rain and its 

effects of initiating life and helping plants and trees to grow and yield their fruit to 

the higher laws of existence and the evidence pointing to the Creator who has no 

partners. They appreciate that everything is part of His planning and under His 

management. The careless see such phenomena every morning and every evening, 

winter and summer, but it stirs nothing in their minds. They do not feel any urge to 

try to identify the One who has designed this unique and remarkable system. 

A third group of signs are then added: “And He has made the night and the day and 

the sun and the moon to be subservient to you; and all the stars are subservient to His 

command. In this there are signs for people who use their reason.” (Verse 12) 

Another aspect of the perfect design of creation and the blessings bestowed on 

mankind at the same time is the creation of the night, day, sun, moon and stars. All 

these help to meet our needs on earth. We do not say that they have been created for 

man, but they are made to serve his existence and to benefit him. The phenomenon 

of the succession of day and night has a profound effect on human life. If anyone is in 

doubt, let him imagine a day that is not followed by a night, or a night not followed 

by a day, and reflect what that would mean to the life of human beings, animals and 

plants on earth. 

The same applies to the sun and moon. They have a direct bearing on life on earth, 
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its origin, maintenance and growth. Moreover, “all the stars are subservient to His 

command.” (Verse 12) They serve the interests of man and other beings known only to 

God. All this is, again, part of the wise and elaborate planning that includes 

everything in the universe. The harmony and balance between all universal laws are 

appreciated by people who use their reason and contemplate what lies beyond these 

laws: “In this there are signs for people who use their reason.” (Verse 12) 

Yet another group of blessings that God bestows on mankind is also mentioned: 

“On the earth He has fashioned for you objects of various hues; surely in this there is a sign 

for people who take heed.” (Verse 13) 

What God has created and placed on the earth is fantastic in its nature and 

diversity. We need only to mention the metals that are available in the soil. These 

support the life of whole communities during different periods. It is sufficient to cast 

a glance at these hidden resources to appreciate the great blessing to which the s rah 

refers. These are kept for mankind until they have achieved sufficient progress to 

make use of these resources when they are needed. Whenever it is said that a great 

treasure has been exhausted, another is discovered. All this is part of the provision 

God has placed at man’s service. “Surely in this there is a sign for people who take heed.” 

(Verse 13) Such people do not forget that it is God’s able hand that has kept these 

treasures and resources hidden for them until they are able to make use of them. 

We are then alerted to another group of God’s creation which is the sea and its 

animal life. Its water is salty and cannot be used for drinking or irrigation. Yet it 

includes a fantastic range of blessings that God bestows on man: “It is He who has 

made the sea subservient to (His laws), so that you may eat fresh meat from it, and take from 

it gems which you may wear. You see the ships ploughing through the waves, so that you may 

be able to go forth in quest of His bounty, and that you may be grateful.” (Verse 14) 

The sea and its life forms also meet many human needs and satisfy various human 

desires. From it we obtain fresh fish and other species to eat. In it we find pearls and 

corals which we use as ornaments. Some communities continue to use shells as 

personal ornaments or to make artefacts from them. The reference to ships also hints 

at the element of beauty and its satisfaction, not merely the use of shipping for 

transport. “You see the ships ploughing through the waves.” (Verse 14) The expression 

here draws our attention to the beauty we see everywhere in the universe. Such 

beauty stands out just as the object we are contemplating is seen to serve a definite 

purpose and meet a felt need. We only need to appreciate such beauty and not 

confine ourselves to needs that must be satisfied. 

The verses here draw our attention to the fact that we should seek what God has 

given us of provision and bounty, and to our duty of giving thanks to Him for 

having placed food, ornament and beauty for us in the salty sea: “so that you may be 
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able to go forth in quest of His bounty, and that you may be grateful.” (Verse 14) 

The last group of God’s numerous blessings mentioned in this passage refers to 

different aspects of God’s creation: “He has placed firm mountains on earth lest it should 

sway with you; and rivers and paths so that you may find your way, as well as landmarks. By 

the stars, too, are people guided.” (Verses 15-16) 

Modern science gives us several theories which explain the formation of 

mountains, but it does not mention their function to which the Qur’ n refers. The 

most important of these contradictory theories is that the surface of the earth shrank 

as it cooled down after its initial burning stage. This then led to the formation of 

valleys, hills and mountains on its surface. Yet the Qur’ n mentions that the 

mountains ensure that the earth remains well balanced. This function is not given 

due attention by scientists. 

In contrast with the firm mountains, our attentions are drawn to the running 

rivers and the roads we follow. There is a direct link between the rivers and the 

mountains in this scene. Many a river starts at a mountain, where rain-water gathers. 

The roads also have a direct link with both mountains and rivers. They provide 

another link to the general atmosphere of movement, cattle, mounts and transport. 

Juxtaposed with the roads are the landmarks which people use to ensure that they 

are following the right way. These include hills, mountains and open spaces, as well 

as the stars which guide travellers on sea and dry land alike. 

False Deities That Create Nothing 

Now that the aspects of creation, blessings and great design have been completed 

in this first passage of the s rah, a comment follows to emphasize the point at issue, 

namely the oneness of God who is sublimely exalted above all those beings people 

associate as partners with Him: 

Is He, then, who creates like one that cannot create? Will you not, then, think? Should 
you try to count God’s blessings, you will never be able to compute them. God is 
indeed Much Forgiving, Merciful. God knows all that you keep secret and all that you 
bring into the open. Those beings that some people invoke beside God cannot create 
anything; they themselves are created. They are dead, not living, and they do not know 
when they will be raised back to life. (Verses 17-21) 

This comment comes at the most opportune time. We are all ready to accept the 

point it makes: “Is He, then, who creates like one that cannot create?” (Verse 17) Could 

there be more than one answer? No! Of course not! They are not alike. Is it possible 

that a human being can equate God who has created all these with false deities that 

create nothing? “Will you not, then, think? (Verse 17) The point needs no more than a 
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little reflection and the whole case is set to rest. 

The s rah mentions a great variety of God’s blessings. Now it comments on this, 

saying: “Should you try to count God’s blessings, you will never be able to compute them.” 

(Verse 18) If people are unable even to compute God’s blessings, they are much less 

likely to be able to thank God enough for them. Indeed most blessings remain 

unnoticed by man, because they are too familiar to him. He is thus oblivious to their 

importance. He only notices the importance of a blessing that he has taken for 

granted when it is withdrawn. We need only remember how oblivious we are of the 

importance of different organs and systems in our bodies. We only remember this 

when we are ill, because our organs are not functioning properly. Nevertheless, 

God’s forgiveness ensures that man’s shortcomings and lack of gratitude are 

overlooked: “God is indeed Much Forgiving, Merciful.” (Verse 18) 

The Creator knows full well what He has created, what is apparent of it and what 

is concealed: “God knows all that you keep secret and all that you bring into the open.” 

(Verse 19) How can they equate Him with their alleged deities who neither create nor 

have any knowledge. They are indeed dead, having no life whatsoever. Indeed they 

have no feelings: “Those beings that some people invoke beside God cannot create anything; 

they themselves are created. They are dead, not living, and they do not know when they will 

be raised back to life.” (Verses 20-21) 

The reference here to the resurrection implies that the Creator must, for certain, 

know its time, because resurrection is complementary to creation. It is then that the 

living receive their reward for what they have done in life. The deities that do not 

know when their worshippers are raised to life are only a mockery. A true Creator 

determines when to resurrect His creation. 
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2 

Divergent Outlooks and 

Attitudes 

Your God is the One God. Those who deny the 

life to come have hearts that persist in denying the 

truth. They are full of arrogance. (22) 

God surely knows what they keep secret and all 

that they bring into the open. He does not love 

those who are arrogant. (23) 

Whenever they are asked, ‘What has your Lord 

bestowed from on high?’ they say: ‘Fables of the 

ancients!’ (24) 

On the Day of Resurrection they shall bear the 

full weight of their burdens, as well as some of the 

burdens of those ignorant ones whom they have led 

astray. Evil is the burden they shall bear. (25) 

óΟ ä3ßγ≈ s9Î) ×μ≈s9 Î) Ó‰Ïn≡ uρ 4 š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$$sù Ÿω tβθãΖÏΒ÷σ ãƒ 

Íο tÅzFψ$$Î/ Ν åκæ5θè=è% ×ο tÅ3Ζ•Β Ν èδuρ tβρçÉ9õ3tGó¡•Β 

∩⊄⊄∪ 

 Ÿω tΠ ty_ χr& ©!$# ÞΟ n=÷ètƒ $tΒ šχρ”Å¡ç„ 

$tΒuρ šχθãΨ Î=÷èãƒ 4 … çμ ¯ΡÎ) Ÿω = Ït ä† 

š⎥⎪ÎÉ9õ3 tGó¡ßϑø9 $# ∩⊄⊂∪  

# sŒ Î) uρ Ÿ≅Š Ï% Μ çλm; !# sŒ$̈Β tΑ t“Ρr& ö/ä3š/ u‘   (# þθä9$s% 

ç ÏÜ≈ y™ r& š⎥⎫ Ï9 ¨ρF{ $# ∩⊄⊆∪  

(# þθè=Ïϑós u‹ Ï9 öΝ èδu‘# y—÷ρr& \'s#ÏΒ$ x. tΠ öθtƒ Ïπ yϑ≈ uŠ É) ø9 $#   
ô⎯ ÏΒuρ Í‘#y—÷ρr& š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# Ο ßγ tΡθ=ÅÒãƒ Îö tóÎ/ AΟù=Ïã 3 
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Those who lived before them also schemed. But 

God struck their edifice at its foundation, and its 

roof fell in upon them from above, and suffering 

befell them from where they did not perceive. (26) 

Then, on the Day of Resurrection He will cover 

them with ignominy, and say: ‘Where are those 

alleged partners of Mine concerning whom you 

have engaged in dispute?’ Those who are endowed 

with knowledge will say: ‘Ignominy and misery 

shall this day befall the unbelievers, (27) 

those whom the angels have gathered in death 

while they are still wronging themselves.’ These 

will then offer their submission, saying: ‘We have 

done no wrong!’ [They will be answered]: ‘Yes, 

indeed. God has full knowledge of all that you 

were doing! (28) 

Enter the gates of hell, where you shall abide.’ 

Evil indeed is the abode of the arrogant! (29) 

But when the God-fearing are asked: ‘What has 

your Lord revealed?’ they say: ‘All that is good.’ 

For those who do good in this world, good reward 

[is assured]; but far better is their abode in the 

hereafter. Blessed is the dwelling place of the God- 

fearing. (30) 

Ÿωr& u™!$y™ $tΒ šχρâ‘ Ì“ tƒ ∩⊄∈∪  

ô‰s% tx6 tΒ š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# ⎯ÏΒ óΟ Îγ Ï=ö7 s% †tAr'sù 

ª!$# Ο ßγ uΖ≈ uŠ ø⊥ç/ š∅ÏiΒ Ï‰Ïã# uθs) ø9 $# §y‚sù ãΝÍκ ö n=tã 

ß#ø) ¡¡9 $# ⎯ ÏΒ óΟ ÎγÏ% öθsù ÞΟ ßγ9s?r& uρ Ü># x‹yèø9 $# ô⎯ ÏΒ 

ß] ø‹ym Ÿω tβρããèô± o„ ∩⊄∉∪  

¢Ο èO tΠ öθtƒ Ïπ yϑ≈ uŠ É) ø9 $# óΟ Îγƒ Ì“øƒ ä† ãΑθà) tƒ uρ t⎦ø⎪r& 

š”Ï™!$Ÿ2uà° t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# óΟ çGΨ ä. šχθ’) ¯≈ t±è@ 

öΝ Íκ Ïù 4 tΑ$s% š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# (#θè?ρé& zΟ ù=Ïèø9 $# ¨βÎ) 

y“÷“ Ï‚ø9 $# tΠ öθu‹ ø9 $# u™þθ¡9 $# uρ ’ n?tã t⎦⎪ÍÏ≈ x6 ø9 $# 

∩⊄∠∪  

t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# ãΝ ßγ9©ùuθtG s? èπ s3Í× ¯≈ n=yϑø9 $# þ‘ ÏϑÏ9$sß öΝ Íκ Å¦àΡr& 

( (# âθs) ø9 r'sù zΟ n=¡¡9 $# $tΒ $̈Ζà2 ã≅ yϑ÷ètΡ ⎯ ÏΒ ¥™þθß™ 4 
#’ n?t/ ¨βÎ) ©!$# 7ΟŠ Î=tæ $yϑÎ/ óΟçGΨ ä. tβθè=yϑ÷è s? ∩⊄∇∪  

(# þθè=äz÷Š $$sù z>≡ uθö/ r& tΛ ©⎝ yγ y_ š⎥⎪Ï$ Î#≈ yz $pκ Ïù ( 
}§ø⁄ Î7 n=sù “uθ÷WtΒ š⎥⎪ÎÉi9s3 tGßϑø9 $# ∩⊄®∪  

* Ÿ≅Š Ï%uρ t⎦⎪Ï% ©#Ï9 (# öθs) ¨?$# !# sŒ$tΒ tΑ t“Ρr& öΝ ä3š/ u‘ 4 
(#θä9$s% # Zö yz 3 š⎥⎪Ï% ©#Ïj9 (#θãΖ|¡ômr& ’ Îû Íν É‹≈ yδ 
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The Gardens of Eden they will enter; through 

which running waters flow. There they shall have 

everything they desire. Thus shall God reward the 

God-fearing; (31) 

those whom the angels gather in death while they 

are in a state of purity, saying: ‘Peace be upon 

you! Enter paradise by virtue of what you were 

doing [in life].’(32) 

Are they [who disbelieve] awaiting anything but 

for the angels to appear before them, or for your 

Lord’s command to come? Those before them did 

the same. It was not God who wronged them, but 

it was they who wronged themselves. (33) 

The evil consequences of their misdeeds overtook 

them, and they were overwhelmed by the very 

thing they used to deride. (34) 

Those who associate partners with God say, 

‘Had God so willed, neither we nor our 

forefathers would have worshipped any other than 

Him, nor would we have declared anything 

forbidden without a commandment from Him.’ 

Those before them said the same. Are the 

messengers bound to do anything other than to 

clearly deliver the message? (35) 

$u‹ ÷Ρ‘‰9 $# ×π uΖ|¡ym 4 â‘#t$ s!uρ Íο tÅzFψ$# ×ö yz 4 zΝ ÷èÏΖs9 uρ 

â‘# yŠ t⎦⎫É) −Gßϑø9 $# ∩⊂⊃∪  

àM≈ ¨Ζy_ 5βô‰tã $pκ tΞθè=äzô‰tƒ “Ìøg rB ⎯ ÏΒ $pκ ÉJøt rB 

ã≈ yγ ÷ΡF{ $# ( öΝ çλm; $pκ Ïù $tΒ šχρâ™!$t±o„ 4 y7 Ï9≡ x‹x. 

“Ì“ øg s† ª!$# š⎥⎫É) −Gßϑø9 $# ∩⊂⊇∪  

t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# ãΝ ßγ9 ©ùuθtGs? èπ s3Í× ¯≈ n=yϑø9 $# t⎦⎫Î6 Íh‹sÛ   
šχθä9θà) tƒ íΟ≈ n=y™ ãΝ ä3ø‹n=tæ (#θè=äz÷Š $# sπ ¨Ψ yfø9 $# 

$yϑÎ/ óΟ çFΨ ä. tβθè=yϑ÷ès? ∩⊂⊄∪  

ö≅ yδ tβρãÝàΖtƒ HωÎ) βr& ãΝ ßγ uŠ Ï?ù's? èπ x6 Í× ¯≈ n=yϑø9 $# 

÷ρr& u’ ÎAù'tƒ ãøΒr& šÎn/ u‘ 4 y7 Ï9≡ x‹x. Ÿ≅ yèsù t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# 

⎯ ÏΒ óΟ ÎγÎ=ö6 s% 4 $tΒuρ â/ àS yϑn=sß ª!$# ⎯ Å3≈ s9 uρ 

(# þθçΡ% Ÿ2 öΝ ßγ |¡àΡr& šχθßϑÎ=ôà tƒ ∩⊂⊂∪  

óΟ ßγ t/$|¹r'sù ßN$t↔ Íh‹y™ $tΒ (#θè=Ïϑtã s−% tn uρ Ν Îγ Î/ 

$̈Β (#θçΡ% x. ⎯ Ïμ Î/ šχρâ™Ì“ öκ tJó¡o„ ∩⊂⊆∪  

tΑ$s%uρ š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# (#θä. uõ° r& öθs9 u™!$x© ª!$# $tΒ 

$tΡô‰ t6 tã ⎯ ÏΒ ⎯ Ïμ ÏΡρßŠ ∅ÏΒ &™ó©x« ß⎯øt ªΥ Iωuρ 

$tΡäτ!$t/# u™ Ÿωuρ $oΨ øΒ§ym ⎯ ÏΒ ⎯ Ïμ ÏΡρßŠ ⎯ ÏΒ &™ó©x« 4 
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Indeed, We have raised a messenger in every 

community, [who said to them]: ‘Worship God 

and shun the Evil One.’ Among them were some 

whom God graced with His guidance, while 

others were inevitably doomed by their error. Go, 

then, about the earth and observe what was the 

end of those who denied the truth. (36) 

However eager you may be to show them the right 

way, [know that] God does not bestow His 

guidance upon any whom He judges to have gone 

astray. They shall have none to support them. 

(37) 

They most solemnly swear by God that God 

never raises the dead to life. Yes indeed! That is a 

promise to which He has bound Himself, even 

though most people do not know it. (38) 

[Thus] He will make clear to them the reality of 

matters over which they differ, and the unbelievers 

will know that they were liars. (39) 

Whenever We will anything to be, We need only 

say, Be’ — and it is. (40) 

As for those who forsake their homes for the sake 

of God after having suffered injustice, We shall 

most certainly give them a fine abode in this life; 

yet better still is their reward in the life to come, if 

they but knew it. (41) 

y7 Ï9≡ x‹x. Ÿ≅ yèsù š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# ⎯ ÏΒ óΟ Îγ Î=ö6 s% 4 ö≅ yγ sù 

’ n?tã È≅ ß™ ”9 $# ωÎ) à≈ n=t7 ø9 $# ß⎦⎫Î7 ßϑø9 $# ∩⊂∈∪  

ô‰s) s9 uρ $uΖ÷Wyèt/ ’ Îû Èe≅ à2 7π ¨Βé& »ωθß™ §‘ Âχr& 

(#ρß‰ç6 ôã $# ©!$# (#θç7 Ï⊥ tGô_$# uρ |Nθäó≈ ©Ü9 $# ( Ν ßγ ÷ΨÏϑsù 

ô⎯ ¨Β “y‰ yδ ª!$# Ν ßγ ÷Ψ ÏΒuρ ï∅̈Β ôM ¤) ym Ïμ ø‹n=tã 

ä's#≈ n=Ò9 $# 4 (#ρç Å¡sù ’ Îû ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# (#ρãÝàΡ$$ sù y#ø‹x. 

šχ% x. èπ t7 É)≈ tã š⎥⎫Î/ Éj‹s3ßϑø9 $# ∩⊂∉∪  

βÎ) óÉ Ìøt rB 4’ n?tã öΝ ßγ1 y‰èδ ¨βÎ* sù ©!$# Ÿω “Ï‰öκ u‰ 

⎯ tΒ ‘≅ ÅÒãƒ ( $tΒuρ Ο ßγ s9 ⎯ ÏiΒ š⎥⎪ÎÅÇ≈ ¯Ρ ∩⊂∠∪  

(#θßϑ|¡ø%r& uρ «!$$Î/ y‰ôγ y_ öΝ Îγ ÏΖ≈ yϑ÷ƒ r&   Ÿω ß] yèö7 tƒ 

ª!$# ⎯ tΒ ßNθßϑtƒ 4 4’ n?t/ # ´‰ôãuρ Ïμø‹n=tã $y) ym 

£⎯ Å3≈ s9 uρ usYò2r& Ä¨$̈Ζ9 $# Ÿω šχθßϑn=ôètƒ ∩⊂∇∪  

t⎦Îi⎫t7 ãŠ Ï9 ãΝ ßγ s9 “Ï% ©!$# tβθà Î=tFøƒ s† ÏμŠÏù zΟ n=÷èu‹ Ï9 uρ 

š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# (# ÿρãx x. öΝ åκ ¨Ξ r& (#θçΡ% x. t⎦⎫Î/ É‹≈ Ÿ2 ∩⊂®∪  

$yϑ̄ΡÎ) $uΖä9 öθs% >™ó©ý Ï9 !# sŒ Î) çμ≈ tΡ÷Š u‘ r& βr& tΑθà) ¯Ρ … çμ s9 

⎯ ä. ãβθä3 uŠ sù ∩⊆⊃∪  

t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# uρ (#ρãy_$yδ ’Îû «!$# .⎯ ÏΒ Ï‰÷èt/ $tΒ (#θçΗÍ>àß 
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[Such reward is granted to] those who, having 

been patient in adversity, place their trust in their 

Lord. (42) 

The messengers We sent before you were but men 

whom We inspired. So, if you have not realized 

this, ask those who are endowed with knowledge. 

(43) 

[We sent such messengers] with clear proofs and 

divine books, and We have now bestowed on you 

the reminder so that you may elucidate to 

mankind all that has been bestowed on them, 

and that they may take thought. (44) 

Do those who devise evil schemes feel secure that 

God will not cause the earth to swallow them, or 

that suffering will not befall them whence they do 

not perceive? (45) 

Or that He will not suddenly take them to task 

in the midst of their comings and goings; for they 

can never frustrate His design? (46) 

Or that He will seize them when they are alert 

and apprehensive? Surely your Lord is Most 

Compassionate, Most Merciful. (47) 

Do people not see how every object God has 

created casts its shadow right and left, prostrating 

itself before God in complete submission? (48) 

öΝ ßγ ¨Ζs Èhθt7 ãΨ s9 ’ Îû $u‹ ÷Ρ‘‰9 $# Zπ uΖ|¡ym ( ãô_V{ uρ 

Íο tÅzFψ$# çt9ø. r& 4 öθs9 (#θçΡ% x. tβθßϑn=ôè tƒ ∩⊆⊇∪  

t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (#ρçy9|¹ 4’ n?tãuρ óΟ ÎγÎn/ u‘ tβθè=2uθtG tƒ ∩⊆⊄∪  

!$tΒuρ $uΖù=y™ ö‘ r& ∅ÏΒ y7 Î=ö6 s% ωÎ) Zω% ỳ Í‘ û©ÇrθœΡ 

öΝ Íκ ö s9 Î) 4 (#þθè=t↔ ó¡sù Ÿ≅ ÷δr& Ìø. Ïe%!$# βÎ) óΟ çGΨ ä. Ÿω 
tβθçΗ s>÷ès? ∩⊆⊂∪  

ÏM≈ uΖÉi t7 ø9 $$Î/ Ìç/ –“9 $# uρ 3 !$uΖø9 t“Ρr& uρ y7 ø‹s9 Î) tò2Ïe%!$# 

t⎦Îi⎫t7 çFÏ9 Ä¨$̈Ζ=Ï9 $tΒ tΑ Ìh“ çΡ öΝ Íκ ö s9 Î) öΝ ßγ̄=yès9 uρ 

šχρã©3x tG tƒ ∩⊆⊆∪  

z⎯ ÏΒr'sùr& t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (#ρãs3tΒ ÏN$t↔ ÍhŠ ¡¡9 $# βr& y#Å¡øƒ s† 

ª!$# ãΝ Íκ Í5 uÚ ö‘ F{ $# ÷ρr& ÞΟ ßγ u‹ Ï?ù'tƒ Ü># x‹yèø9 $# ô⎯ ÏΒ 

ß] ø‹ym Ÿω tβρããèô± o„ ∩⊆∈∪  

÷ρr& öΝ èδx‹äzù'tƒ ’Îû óΟ Îγ Î6=s) s? $yϑsù Ν èδ 

t⎦⎪Ì“ Éf÷èßϑÎ/ ∩⊆∉∪  

÷ρr& óΟ èδx‹äzù'tƒ 4’ n?tã 7∃•θsƒ rB ¨βÎ* sù öΝ ä3−/ u‘ 

Ô∃ρâ™ ts9 íΟ‹ Ïm§‘ ∩⊆∠∪  

óΟ s9 uρr& (# ÷ρttƒ 4’ n<Î) $tΒ t,n=y{ ª!$# ⎯ ÏΒ &™ó©x« 
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Overview 

The first passage of this s rah outlined a great many aspects of God’s marvellous 

creation and His blessings which He bestows on His servants, and His knowledge of 

what is open and what is secret. The other beings which the unbelievers allege to 

have a share of divinity do not create anything; indeed they themselves are created. 

They are devoid of knowledge, dead and unlikely ever to come to life. They do not 

know when their servants are resurrected in order to face the reckoning. This clearly 

shows that they cannot be deities worthy of worship. Indeed it shows that all beliefs 

based on a multiplicity of deities are false. This was the first issue raised by the s rah 

in connection with the question of God’s oneness, with an added reference to the 

question of resurrection. 

The present passage picks up where the last one left off, starting a new round 

which begins with a clear statement of God’s oneness. It makes clear that those who 

do not believe in the Day of Judgement have hearts that are hardened in their denial 

of the truth. Blindness has become an essential characteristic that prevents them from 

admitting the truth to which signs clearly testify. Their arrogance stops them from 

acknowledging what they feel to be the truth and accepting its message. The passage 

concludes with a touching scene in which we see all shadows prostrating themselves, 

together with every living thing in the heavens and earth, as well as the angels, to 

God. These are free of arrogance. They fear God and obey His command without 

dissent. This scene of complete obedience contrasts with that of the hardened 

For, before God prostrates itself every living thing 

in the heavens and the earth, as do the angels. 

They do not behave in arrogant defiance. (49) 

They fear their Lord, who is high above them, 

and do as they are bidden. (50) 

(# àσ ¨Š x tFtƒ … ã&é#≈ n=Ïß Ç⎯ tã È⎦⎫Ïϑu‹ ø9 $# È≅ Í←!$yϑ¤±9 $# uρ 

# Y‰£∨ ß™ °! óΟèδuρ tβρãÅz≡ yŠ ∩⊆∇∪  

¬!uρ ß‰àfó¡o„ $tΒ ’ Îû ÏN≡ uθ≈ yϑ¡¡9 $# $tΒuρ †Îû 

ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# ⎯ ÏΒ 7π −/!# yŠ èπ s3Í× ¯≈ n=yϑø9 $# uρ öΝ èδuρ Ÿω 
tβρçÉ9õ3tGó¡o„ ∩⊆®∪  

tβθèù$ sƒ s† Νåκ ®5u‘ ⎯ ÏiΒ óΟ Îγ Ï% öθsù tβθè=yèø tƒ uρ $tΒ 

tβρã tΒ÷σ ãƒ ) ∩∈⊃∪ 
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unbelievers arrogantly denying the truth at the beginning of the passage. 

In between these two scenes, the s rah reports what the arrogant unbelievers say 

about revelations and about the Qur’ n. They allege that all this is merely fables of 

the ancients. It also reports their claims about the reasons for their associating 

partners with God, their prohibition of what God has made lawful, alleging that God 

wants them to do what is evil and that He accepts it from them. It quotes their 

assertions about resurrection and judgement, as they emphatically swear that God 

does not bring back to life anyone who has died. It answers all their claims, 

portraying them as they face their death, and as they are brought back to life 

disclaiming their false assertions. 

The s rah also paints scenes of the fate of earlier communities which denied the 

truth like the unbelievers do. It warns them against being seized by God at any 

moment of the day or night, when they are totally unaware, either moving around on 

earth, or feeling apprehensive, expecting God’s punishment to overwhelm them. In 

this passage the s rah also reports what the believers say, and what they expect when 

they are gathered to God, and what awaits them of goodly reward on the Day of 

Judgement. The passage concludes with a scene of total serenity and complete 

obedience demonstrated by all, including shadows, living creatures and angels, in 

heaven and on earth. 

Unbelief Compounded by Arrogance 

Your God is the One God. Those who deny the life to come have hearts that persist in 
denying the truth. They are full of arrogance. God surely knows what they keep secret 
and all that they bring into the open. He does not love those who are arrogant. (Verses 
22-23) 

The s rah provides a clear link between believing in God’s oneness and believing 

in the Day of Judgement. Indeed it makes the one evidence for the other, as 

worshipping God alone is closely associated with belief in resurrection and reward. 

It is in the hereafter that God’s wisdom and justice are clearly and fully manifested. 

“Your God is the One God.” All that the s rah has outlined of great signs of creation 

and blessing, and also of the signs of His perfect knowledge, lead to this clear truth. 

A truth with manifest effects seen in the harmony and complementarity of the laws 

of nature governing the universe. 

Those who reject this great truth, and do not believe in the hereafter, are not short 

of proof and evidence. The fault lies rather with them and their own hardened 

natures. Their hearts persistently deny the very signs they see. They are arrogant, 

unwilling to accept clear evidence, submit to God, and believe in His Messenger. 
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God who has created them knows this. Indeed He knows what they keep secret 

and what they do and say in the open, and He does not like what He knows of them. 

They are full of arrogance. “He does not love those who are arrogant.” (Verse 23) An 

arrogant nature is unlikely to be convinced or to submit to the truth. It is their 

arrogance that makes them unloved by God. 

Whenever they are asked, ‘What has your Lord bestowed from on high?’ they say: 
Fables of the ancients!’ On the Day of Resurrection they shall bear the full weight of 
their burdens, as well as some of the burdens of those ignorant ones whom they have 
led astray. Evil is the burden they shall bear. (Verses 24-25) 

Those arrogant people with hardened, unresponsive hearts are asked, ‘What has 

your Lord bestowed from on high?’ (Verse 24) But they do not give the direct and 

normal answer, quoting some verses from the Qur’ n or stating their import without 

distortion to prove their honest reporting even though they may not believe in it. 

They give instead a dishonest answer, saying, ‘Fables of the ancients!’ (Verse 24) A 

fable is defined as ‘a story not founded on fact, a legend or myth.’ Thus do they 

describe the Qur’ n which addresses minds and souls, deals with life situations, 

human behaviour, social interactions as well as people’s conditions, past, present and 

future. They only describe it as such because it relates some parts of the history of 

earlier communities. Their denial of the truth thus leads them to bear the burden of 

their own sins, as well as a portion of the burdens of those whom they lead astray, 

preventing them from believing in God and the Qur’ n, keeping them unaware of its 

truth and nature. The Qur’ n describes these sins as heavy burdens. Indeed, they are 

foul burdens. They weigh heavily on people’s souls like loads weigh heavily on their 

backs. They trouble hearts like burdens trouble the body. Indeed they are worse and 

even more troublesome than physical burdens, heavy as these may be. 

A Wicked Campaign 

Ibn Abī tim reports: “The elders of the Quraysh met for consultation. Some of 

them said: ‘Mu ammad is a man of fine argument. If he speaks to a man, he soon 

gets hold of him. Therefore, select some of your most honourable people, whose lines 

of ancestry are well known. Let them take their positions at every route into Makkah, 

at one or two day’s distance, so that they turn away anyone who comes to meet 

Mu ammad.’ People did just that. If any of them met a man sent by his people to 

find out about Mu ammad, he would introduce himself to him, telling him his 

position among his people. He would then offer to tell him about the Prophet, 

saying, ‘He is a liar who has been followed only by slaves and ignorant people, and 

those who are good for nothing. All wise men among his people have taken a clear 
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stand against him.’ This would be enough to turn many people away. It is to this that 

God refers in the verse stating: “Whenever they are asked, ‘What has your Lord bestowed 

from on high?’ they say: Fables of the ancients!’” (Verse 24) 

“On the other hand, if the man sent to find out about the Prophet is one to whom 

God has given insight, he would say: ‘I am certainly a bad intelligence gatherer if, 

having reached so close, I am to return now without meeting this man and listening 

to what he says in order to give my people a true picture of him.’ He would insist on 

going into Makkah, where he would meet the believers and where they would tell 

him that all that Mu ammad says is good and fine.” 

This was a well orchestrated propaganda campaign mounted by the Quraysh 

against Islam. A similar campaign is organized in every generation by arrogant 

people who do not wish to submit to the truth despite all the evidence supporting it. 

Indeed the arrogant among the Quraysh were not the first to deny the truth or to 

scheme against it. The s rah draws for them a picture of the fate suffered by schemers 

before them, and their destiny in the hereafter. It shows them what they endure from 

the moment their souls part with their bodies until they receive their punishment in 

the life to come. All this is depicted in vivid images, following the inimitable style of 

the Qur’ n: 

Those who lived before them also schemed. But God struck their edifice at its 
foundation, and its roof fell in upon them from above, and suffering befell them from 
where they did not perceive. Then, on the Day of Resurrection He will cover them 
with ignominy, and say: ‘Where are those alleged partners of Mine concerning whom 
you have engaged in dispute?’ Those who are endowed with knowledge will say: 
‘Ignominy and misery shall this day befall the unbelievers, those whom the angels 
have gathered in death while they are still wronging themselves.’ These will then offer 
their submission, saying: ‘We have done no wrong!’ [They will be answered]: ‘Yes, 
indeed. God has full knowledge of all that you were doing! Enter the gates of hell, 
where you shall abide.’ Evil indeed is the abode of the arrogant! (Verses 26-29) 

“Those who lived before them also schemed.” (Verse 26) The s rah paints their 

scheming as though it was a building with foundations, corners, ceiling and roof, 

which implies that it was a massive and well designed plot. But nothing can stand up 

to God’s might: “But God struck their edifice at its foundation, and its roof fell in upon 

them from above.” (Verse 26) This paints a picture of total destruction, overtaking them 

from beneath their feet and above their heads. The foundations supporting the 

building collapse, and the roof falls down burying them. “And suffering befell them 

from where they did not perceive.” (Verse 26) Thus the building they very carefully 

constructed to provide them with shelter becomes their burial ground as they are 

overwhelmed from every direction. Little did they think that what they built for 
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shelter would become the instrument of their own destruction. 

The image we have here is one of complete destruction. This is the perfect irony 

directed at those who scheme and plot against God’s message, believing that their 

scheming is too strong and elaborate to ever be foiled. But God’s own scheming is far 

too weighty for them to oppose. This scene is often repeated. The Quraysh were not 

the first to take this stand, nor would they be the last. On the other hand, God’s 

message goes on along its clear way, no matter what the plotters devise. People turn 

around from time to time, and they see that highly effective scene portrayed by the 

Qur’ n: “But God struck their edifice at its foundation, and its roof fell in upon them from 

above, and suffering befell them from where they did not perceive.” (Verse 26) 

All this takes place in the present life on earth. But there is something else beyond: 

“Then, on the Day of Resurrection He will cover them with ignominy, and say: ‘Where are 

those alleged partners of Mine concerning whom you have engaged in dispute?” (Verse 27) 

This is now a scene of the hereafter, where we see the plotters stand up in shame, 

and when their arrogance and scheming is no longer of any use to them. They stand 

in front of the One to whom all creation and all authority belong. He will rebuke 

them, asking: “Where are those alleged partners of Mine concerning whom you have 

engaged in dispute?” You were keen to dispute with My Messenger and his followers 

who acknowledged My oneness, claiming that your false deities were My partners. 

Where are they now? 

In their shame and humiliation, they will remain silent. On the other hand, those 

endowed with knowledge, angels, messengers and true believers, whom God 

permits to speak, will say plainly and forcefully: “Ignominy and misery shall this day 

befall the unbelievers.” (Verse 27) 

Now they are taken a step backwards, and described at the moment they face 

death. “Ignominy and misery shall this day befall the unbelievers, those whom the angels 

have gathered in death while they are still wronging themselves.” (Verses 27-28) The angels 

are gathering their souls which they themselves have wronged by depriving 

themselves of the light and reassurance of faith. By their own actions they have 

brought about their own ruin, and now they have to suffer punishment in hell. 

The s rah paints their position at the moment of their death, when they are still 

close to earth and to all the falsehood they asserted here, and all their evil scheming: 

“These will then offer their submission, saying: ‘We have done no wrong!’” (Verse 28) 

Those who used to revel in their arrogance are now submissive, unable to contend. 

They offer complete submission! But at the same time they lie. This may be an aspect 

of their plotting in this life as they submissively say: “We have done no wrong!” 

Yet the answer comes to them straightaway from God who knows their true 

reality: “Yes, indeed. God has full knowledge of all that you were doing!” (Verse 28) There 
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is no room now for lies or deception. They have to suffer the fate of all arrogant 

peoples who deny the truth: “Enter the gates of hell, where you shall abide. Evil indeed is 

the abode of the arrogant!” (Verse 29) 

A Perfect Contrast 

On the other side stand the God-fearing. Their picture contrasts fully with that of 

the arrogant unbelievers, in origin and destiny: 

But when the God fearing are asked: ‘What has your Lord revealed?’ they say: All that 
is good.’ For those who do good in this world, good reward [is assured]; but far better 
is their abode in the hereafter. Blessed is the dwelling place of the God fearing. The 
Gardens of Eden they will enter; through which running waters flow. There they shall 
have everything they desire. Thus shall God reward the God fearing; those whom the 
angels gather in death while they are in a state of purity, saying: ‘Peace be upon you! 
Enter paradise by virtue of what you were doing [in life.]’ (Verses 30-32) 

The God-fearing realize that the very essence of the divine message and all that 

God has revealed of directives, commandments and laws is good and perfect. Hence 

when they are questioned about what God has revealed from on high, they sum it up 

in a word: “All that is good.” They go on to outline this good that God has revealed, 

according to what they have learnt from God’s revelations: “For those who do good in 

this world, good reward is assured.” (Verse 30) They enjoy a good life and have a good 

position. However, “Far better is their abode in the hereafter.” It is certainly better than 

all there is in this present life. “Blessed is the dwelling place of the God-fearing.” (Verse 

30) More details are now given about this abode of the hereafter, which is shown to 

be a goodly one indeed: “The Gardens of Eden they will enter, through which running 

waters flow.” (Verse 31) In such a place and with such resources they have comforts 

and luxuries in abundance. “There they shall have everything they desire.” (Verse 31) 

They will want for nothing. Every good thing is provided without any limit on what 

God grants them. “Thus shall God reward the God-fearing.” (Verse 31) 

Again the s rah takes a step backwards to show the God-fearing believers as they 

are about to die. It is an easy scene, as they are comforted by the angels: “Those whom 

the angels gather in death while they are in a state of purity.” (Verse 32) They are in a 

comfortable, pure condition, looking forward to meeting God, having nothing to 

fear. The angels greet them: “Peace be upon you!” (Verse 32) This is a greeting of 

welcome and reassurance. They follow this by delivering the happiest news of all: 

“Enter paradise by virtue of what you were doing [in life].” (Verse 32) 

At the end of this scene with its two aspects of death and resurrection, the s rah 

queries what the idolaters of the Quraysh are waiting for? Are they waiting for the 
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angels to gather their souls, or for God’s command to resurrect them? For this is what 

happens to them on death and then on the day when resurrection takes place by 

God’s command. Yet they have a clear lesson in what happened to earlier 

communities. They have been shown two images delineating what happens to both 

parties: 

Are they [who disbelieve] awaiting anything but for the angels to appear before them, 
or for your Lord’s command to come? Those before them did the same. It was not God 
who wronged them, but it was they who wronged themselves. The evil consequences of 
their misdeeds overtook them, and they were overwhelmed by the very thing they used 
to deride. (Verses 33-34) 

The attitude of human beings is amazing. They see what happened to people of 

earlier generations who followed the same course they follow. But they do not take 

heed. They do not believe that what happened to earlier communities can happen to 

them. They do not realize that the laws of nature operate in accordance with a well 

defined pattern, and that premises lead to their natural conclusions, actions receive 

their just reward, and God’s law will not be suspended to appease anyone. 

“It was not God who wronged them, but it was they who wronged themselves.” (Verse 33) 

God has given them the freedom of thought and choice. He has shown them all His 

signs placed in the universe around them and within their own souls, warning them 

against the consequences of their actions. He then left them to choose, and to bear the 

consequences of their own doings in accordance with His laws. Thus He has not 

wronged them in any way. Their fate is a case of action rebounding on the 

perpetrator. 

Indeed God does not inflict too severe a punishment on them. Instead, their own 

misdeeds were severe, and it is these they have to endure the natural consequences 

of: “The evil consequences of their misdeeds overtook them, and they were overwhelmed by 

the very thing they used to deride.” (Verse 34) This verse and similar ones are very 

significant. People are not punished with anything other than the natural 

consequences of their own actions. These are the very things which sink them to a 

degree lower than that of human beings. Hence they are punished with something 

lower than what is fitting for humans. They endure a humiliating abode and painful 

suffering. 

Two Ways for Mankind 

Now the s rah reports yet another argument advanced by the unbelievers, to 

explain the reasons for their disbelief. 
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Those who associate partners with God say, Had God so willed, neither we nor our 
forefathers would have worshipped any other than Him, nor would we have declared 
anything forbidden without a commandment from Him.’ Those before them said the 
same. Are the messengers bound to do anything other than to clearly deliver the 
message? Indeed, We have raised a messenger in every community, [who said to 
them]: ‘Worship God and shun the Evil One.’ Among them were some whom God 
graced with His guidance, while others were inevitably doomed by their error. Go, 
then, about the earth and observe what was the end of those who denied the truth. 
(Verses 35-36) 

They lay on God’s will the blame for all their own and their forefathers’ deviant 

beliefs, their worship of false deities, as also for their misguided concepts leading 

them to prohibit what God had made lawful without any clear authority from Him. 

They allege that none of them would have done anything of the sort, had God willed 

to prevent it. This is a grossly mistaken view of God’s will and how it operates. 

Furthermore, it deprives man of the most important quality which God has given 

him in this life. 

God’s will is never directed so as to make His servants associate partners with 

Him. Nor is He ever pleased when they prohibit what He has made lawful. This is 

clearly stated in His law contained in His messages to mankind. The messengers 

were only assigned the task of delivering His message, and they were up to the task, 

exerting their best efforts to fulfil it: “We have raised a messenger in every community, 

[who said to them]: ‘Worship God and shun the Evil One.’” (Verse 36) This is the 

command He issued, outlining what He wishes His servants to do. God Almighty 

does not order His servants to do something which He knows them to be, by nature, 

unable to do, or to do what He has compelled them to avoid. The clear evidence 

proving His displeasure with those who disobey His orders is the punishment which 

He inflicted in former times on those who denied His messages and messengers. 

Hence He draws attention here to the fate of those disobedient communities: “Go, 

then, about the earth and observe what was the end of those who denied the truth.” (Verse 36) 

God, the Creator, the Wise, has willed that human beings should have an equal 

propensity either to follow His guidance or to go astray, and that their choice of 

which way to follow should be completely free. He has also given them reason and 

intellect in order to be able to determine which way to choose. He has placed in the 

universe numerous pointers to guidance, and these signs are there for them to see, 

hear, sense and feel wherever they turn at any moment of the night or day, leading 

their minds to the right conclusion. 

Out of His grace, which He gives in abundance, God has not left His servants to 

make their choice only on the basis of their reasoning. He has given in His laws, 

which were outlined by His messengers, a clear and constant standard for people to 
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follow when they need guidance. By using this standard, which is not subject to 

people’s wishes and desires, they are able to determine right and wrong on any 

matter. He did not make His messengers overbearing tyrants who used brute force to 

compel people to believe in Him. These messengers were only carriers of His 

messages, assigned only the task of delivering them. They called on people to 

worship God alone, to steer away from every type of belief that associates partners 

with Him, and to shun submission to any power other than God’s: “We have raised a 

messenger in every community, (who said to them]: ‘Worship God and shun the Evil One.” 

(Verse 36) 

Some people respond positively to God’s message: “Among them were some whom 

God graced with His guidance.” (Verse 36) Another group chose error: “Others were 

inevitably doomed by their error.” (Verse 36) Neither party has broken away from God’s 

will for He did not compel them to follow one way or the other. Each chose the way 

for himself after having been given sufficient guidance to distinguish between truth 

and error. Such guidance is placed within man himself and is also made available 

everywhere in the universe around him. 

This statement also refutes the false argument advanced by the idolaters and 

repeated by many of those who commit every kind of disobedience of God. Islam is 

very clear on this point. God orders His servants to do only what is right and good, 

and He forbids them only what is evil. He may sometimes choose to inflict clear 

punishments which plainly reflect His displeasure. But this does not mean that He 

intervenes to compel them to go astray and then punishes them for something over 

which they claim to have no choice. This is absolutely false. They are completely free 

to follow the way they choose, and that freedom is given them by God’s will. 

Whatever good or evil they do, then, takes place by God’s will in this sense only. 

This explains the comment given in the form of an address to the Prophet 

outlining the law determining what people may follow of guidance or error: 

“However eager you may be to show them the right way, [know that] God does not bestow 

His guidance upon any whom He judges to have gone astray. They shall have none to support 

them.” (Verse 37) People’s acceptance of divine guidance is not the result of the 

Prophet’s deliberations and efforts. This is not his task. His mission is only to deliver 

the message God gave him. Guidance and error are subject to God’s law which never 

fails, bringing the same results every time. Whoever deserves to remain in error 

according to God’s law shall not receive His guidance. That is because of the 

operation of the laws God has set in nature. This is His will which is always done. 

Hence, “they shall have none to support them.” Besides, who can support them against 

God? 

The Truth of Resurrection 
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The unbelievers make yet another argument to justify their rejection of the divine 

message. “They most solemnly swear by God that God never raises the dead to life. Yes 

indeed! That is a promise to which He has bound Himself, even though most people do not 

know it. [Thus] He will make clear to them the reality of matters over which they differ, and 

the unbelievers will know that they were liars. Whenever We will anything to be, We need 

only say, ‘Be’— and it is.” (Verses 38-40) 

The question of resurrection has been the main point of contention among many 

communities ever since God sent His messengers to mankind, commanding them to 

do what is good and forbidding them what is evil, warning them always that they 

are accountable for their deeds before God on the Day of Judgement. 

Yet these people from the Quraysh were ready to solemnly swear that God will 

not raise anyone to life after death. In other words, they acknowledge God’s 

existence but deny that the dead will be brought back to life by Him. They consider 

such resurrection to be impossible after bodies have decomposed, organs separated 

and molecules are scattered everywhere. They overlook the miraculous nature of life 

in the first place. They are oblivious to the nature of God’s power and the fact that it 

cannot be compared with that of human beings or their abilities. They do not realize 

that to bring anything into existence does not trouble God in any way, and does not 

place any burden whatsoever on His power. It is sufficient for Him to decide to bring 

something into existence for that thing to exist. 

Human beings are also oblivious of God’s purpose behind resurrection. The fact is 

that nothing reaches its fullness in this life. People differ on truth and falsehood, 

right and error, good and evil, etc. Their differences and disputes cannot be settled or 

reach the right conclusion in this life on earth. It is a matter of God’s will that some of 

them live long, and that they are not held to account for their deeds during this life. 

Thus, reward and punishment are administered in the hereafter when everything 

reaches its fullness. 

The s rah replies to the unbelievers’ assertion that the dead will not be resurrected. 

It dispels people’s doubts with an emphatic assertion: “Yes indeed! That is a promise to 

which He has bound Himself” (Verse 38) When God makes a promise, then that 

promise is fulfilled without fail. “Even though most people do not know it.” (Verse 38) 

People are rarely aware of the true nature of a promise made by God. 

The whole thing has a definite purpose: “He will make clear to them the reality of 

matters over which they differ, and the unbelievers will know that they were liars.” (Verse 

39) They lie when they allege that their methods are based on true guidance, when 

they accuse God’s messengers of lying, and when they deny the life to come and 

entertain concepts and beliefs that are false and lack basis. Besides, resurrection is so 

easy: “Whenever We will anything to be, We need only say, ‘Be’—and it is.” (Verse 40) 



Al-~Naĥl (The Bees) | DIVERGENT OUTLOOKS AND ATTITUDES 

 31

 

Resurrection is one such easy thing. It will take place once God wills it to. 

In contrast to those who persist in denying the truth, the s rah provides a glimpse 

of the true believers who are prepared to abandon their homes and migrate in order 

to lend support to God’s cause. Their only motivation is their faith in God and in the 

hereafter. 

As for those who forsake their homes for the sake of God after having suffered injustice, 
We shall most certainly give them a fine abode in this life; yet better still is their 
reward in the life to come, if they but knew it. [Such reward is granted to] those who, 
having been patient in adversity, place their trust in their Lord. (Verses 41-42) 

These are the people who migrate, leaving their homes, abandoning all property 

and belongings, sacrificing an easy life with their own peoples and communities. 

They seek only God’s reward. When they experience tyranny and injustice, they 

leave their homeland in order to live a life of obedience to God. Hence, God promises 

them in return for the loss of their homes something that they will like: “We shall most 

certainly give them a fine abode in this life.” (Verse 41) They will be well compensated 

for their loss: “yet better still is their reward in the life to come,” but people are rarely 

aware of the fact. Such people have important qualities which deserve God’s reward. 

Hence when they persevere in the face of hardship, and they are ‘patient in adversity,” 

their reward is assured. This is because they “place their trust in their Lord.” (Verse 42) 

They associate no partner with Him in belief, reliance and trust. 

The s rah reiterates the task of God’s messengers. This comes in the context of 

highlighting the mission of the last Messenger and the revelations bestowed on him 

from on high. This forms a prelude to warnings threatening the unbelievers with 

severe punishment. 

The messengers We sent before you were but men whom We inspired. So, if you have 
not realized this, ask those who are endowed with knowledge. [We sent such 
messengers] with clear proofs and divine books, and We have now bestowed on you the 
reminder so that you may elucidate to mankind all that has been bestowed on them, 
and that they may take thought. (Verses 43-44) 

Those messengers We sent in former times were men too. We did not send angels 

or any other type of creation. They were men chosen for a task: “whom We inspired,” 

just like We inspire you. Their task, like yours, was simply to deliver their message. 

“So... ask those who are endowed with knowledge”, i.e. the people and nations to whom 

messengers were sent in earlier times. Ask them, “if you have not realized this [fact]”, to 

make sure whether those messengers were men or angels or belonged to some other 

type of creation. We certainly sent human messengers “with clear proofs”, and We 
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gave divine books, and, “We have now bestowed on you the reminder that you may 

elucidate to mankind all that has been bestowed on them.” (Verse 44) This applies to those 

who received earlier revelations but who then differed among themselves concerning 

the messages contained in their divine books. The Qur’ n provides a clear judgement 

in their disputes. This also applies to the Prophet’s contemporaries, the first 

community to be addressed by the Qur’ n. The Prophet was there to explain it to 

them and to provide practical guidance on how it should be implemented in their 

lives. “And that they may take thought,” on the signs God has placed in the universe 

confirming the message of truth, and reflect on the Qur’ nic revelations. Indeed the 

Qur’ n always calls on people to reflect and use their reason. 

Universal Submission to God’s Power 

The present passage started with a reference to those who plot and scheme. It now 

concludes with two highly charged emotional touches. The first warns that against 

God’s scheme no one is safe at any time of the night or day. The other invites people 

to join the whole universe in extolling God’s praises and worshipping Him. Only 

man can refuse to submit to God, while everything around him glorifies and praises 

God: 

Do those who devise evil schemes feel secure that God will not cause the earth to 
swallow them, or that suffering will not befall them whence they do not perceive? — 
Or that He will not suddenly take them to task in the midst of their comings and 
goings; for they can never frustrate His design? — Or that He will seize them when 
they are alert and apprehensive? Surely your Lord is Most Compassionate, Most 
merciful. Do people not see how every object God has created casts its shadow right 
and left, prostrating itself before God in complete submission? For, before God 
prostrates itself every living thing in the heavens and the earth, as do the angels. They 
do not behave in arrogant defiance. They fear their Lord, who is high above them, and 
do as they are bidden. (Verses 45-50) 

It is indeed most amazing that human beings see how God’s hand is working yet 

they take no heed. Those of them who scheme continue their plotting, and those who 

thus far have been safe continue to feel secure against a strike that will overwhelm 

them just as happened to other people before them. They entertain no fear that God 

may inflict punishment on them at any moment, whether they are asleep or awake, 

mindful or oblivious of what is going on around them. The s rah warns them of the 

impending danger which they may ignore at their peril: “Do those who devise evil 

schemes feel secure that God will not cause the earth to swallow them, or that suffering will 

not befall them whence they do not perceive?” (Verse 45) Or do they feel secure that God 

will not smite them at any time while they travel about on business or pleasure. 



Al-~Naĥl (The Bees) | DIVERGENT OUTLOOKS AND ATTITUDES 

 33

“They can never frustrate His design.” (Verse 46) They are not immune from His 

punishment wherever they happen to be. Or do they feel safe against a strike which 

“will seize them when they are alert and apprehensive?” (Verse 47) Their expectation of 

danger and alertness to it will not frustrate God’s will. He is just as able to seize them 

when they fully expect danger as He is able to take them unawares. The fact remains 

that God “is Most Compassionate, Most Merciful.” (Verse 47) 

The question has to be asked again: Do those who devise evil schemes feel secure 

against God’s punishment? They are certainly totally oblivious to what is going on 

around them whereby the whole universe, with all its laws and phenomena, delivers 

a message of submission to God and acceptance of His will: “Do people not see how 

every object God has created casts its shadow right and left, prostrating itself before God in 

complete submission? For, before God prostrates itself every living thing in the heavens and 

the earth, as do the angels. They do not behave in arrogant defiance. They fear their Lord, who 

is high above them, and do as they are bidden.” (Verses 48-50) 

The image drawn here is one of shadows extending and retreating, moving and 

standing still. It is highly inspiring, provided that we open our hearts, alert our 

senses and respond to what goes on in the universe around us. The Qur’ n expresses 

the notion of submission to God’s laws by prostration. This is indeed the most 

expressive aspect of submission. The s rah thus alerts us to the gentle movement of 

shades, for it profoundly influences our feelings. It depicts all creatures, ‘in complete 

submission’. It also adds the angels to this universal grouping. This gives us a 

wonderful image of living creatures, shadows, inanimate objects and angels in a 

position of full submission to God. It depicts their complete devotion and sincere 

worship. None is too proud to refuse to worship Him or to disobey His command. 

Only a group of arrogant human beings jarr the tune in this remarkable 

orchestration. 

Thus this passage, having started with a reference to arrogant unbelievers, 

concludes with isolating such arrogant humans in a scene that comprises the whole 

universe. 
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3 

The One and Only God 

God has said: ‘Do not take [for worship] two 

deities, for He is but one God. Hence, of Me 

alone stand in awe.’ (51) 

His is all that is in the heavens and the earth, 

and to Him alone submission is always due. 

Will you then fear anyone but God? (52) 

Whatever blessing you have comes from God; and 

whenever harm befalls you, it is to Him that you 

cry out for help. (53) 

Yet no sooner does He remove the harm from you 

than some among you associate partners with 

their Lord, (54) 

[as if] to show their ingratitude for what We have 

given them. Enjoy, then, your life [as you may]; 

before long you will come to know [the truth]. 

(55) 

They assign a share of the sustenance We provide 

for them to what they know nothing of. By God, 

you shall certainly be called to account for your 
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false inventions. (56) 

And they assign daughters to God, who is 

limitless in His glory, whereas for themselves they 

choose what they desire. (57) 

And when any of them is given the happy news of 

the birth of a girl, his face darkens and he is filled 

with gloom. (58) 

He tries to avoid all people on account of the 

[allegedly] bad news he has received, [debating 

within himself ] shall he keep the child despite the 

shame he feels, or shall he bury it in the dust? 

Evil indeed is their judgement. (59) 

To those who do not believe in the life to come 

applies the attribute of evil, whereas to God 

applies the attribute of all that is most sublime, for 

He is Almighty, Wise. (60) 

If God were to take people to task for their 

wrongdoing, He would not leave a single living 

creature on the face [of the earth]. But He gives 

them respite for a set term. When their time 

arrives, they cannot delay it by an hour, nor can 
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they hasten it. (61) 

They attribute to God what they hate [for 

themselves]. And their tongues assert the lie that 

theirs is the supreme reward. Without doubt, it is 

the Fire that awaits them, and they will be 

hastened on into it. (62) 

By God, We have sent messengers to various 

communities before your time, but Satan made 

their foul deeds seem fair to them. He is also their 

patron today. A grievous suffering awaits them. 

(63) 

We have bestowed upon you from on high this 

book for no other reason than that you may 

make clear to them those issues on which they 

differ, and [to serve] as guidance and grace to 

people who believe. (64) 

And God sends down water from the skies, 

giving life to the earth after it has been lifeless. 

In this there is surely a sign for people who 

listen. (65) 

In cattle too you have a worthy lesson: We give 
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you to drink of that [fluid] which is in their 

bellies, produced alongside excretions and blood: 

pure milk, pleasant to those who drink it. (66) 

And from the fruit of the date- palms and vines 

you derive intoxicants and wholesome food. Surely 

in this there is a sign for people who use their 

reason. (67) 

Your Lord has inspired the bee: ‘Take up homes 

in the mountains, in the trees and in structures 

people may put up. (68) 

Then eat of all manner of fruit, and follow 

humbly the paths your Lord has made smooth for 

you.’ There issues from its inside a drink of 

different colours, a cure for people. Surely in this 

there is a sign for people who think. (69) 

It is God who has created you; and in time will 

cause you to die. Some of you are left to the most 

feeble stage of life, so that they no longer know 

what they had previously known. God is indeed 

All-Knowing, infinite in His power. (70) 

To some of you God has given more than He has 

given to others. Those who are so favoured are 
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unwilling to share their provisions with those 

whom their right hands possess, so that they are 

all equal in this respect. Will they, then, deny 

God’s favours? (71) 

And God has given you spouses of your own 

kind and has given you, through your spouses, 

children and grandchildren, and provided you 

with wholesome sustenance. Will they, then, 

believe in falsehood and deny God’s grace and 

blessings? (72) 

Instead of God, they worship something that can 

provide them with no sustenance from the heavens 

or the earth. Never can they have such power. 

(73) 

Do not, then, compare anything with God. 

Indeed, God knows all, whereas you have no 

knowledge. (74) 

God makes this comparison’ between a man 

enslaved, unable to do anything of his own accord, 

and a [free] man on whom We have bestowed 

goodly favours, and he gives of it both in private 

and in public. Can these two be equal? All praise 

is to God alone, but most people have no 
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Overview 

This third passage of the s rah is again devoted to the major issue of God’s 

oneness. The first three verses make it clear that God is one without partners, and 

that to Him alone the entire universe and all that it contains belong, and that He is 

the One who bestows all bounty and grace. The passage concludes with two 

comparisons between a master who owns and provides, and a slave who is able to 

do nothing of his own accord. Can these two be equal? How is it, then, that God, the 

Master of all and the Provider for all, is assigned equals who have no power and 

provide nothing? How can it be said that He is God and they are gods like Him? 

In this passage a picture is painted of people suffering affliction and turning to 

God alone for help. When their affliction is removed, they associate partners with 

Him. 

The passage also portrays some aspects of the superstitious nature of pagan 

beliefs, in that their followers attribute some of what God has provided for them to 

their false deities, while they themselves do not share with their slaves anything they 

own. They attribute females to God as His daughters while they hate to have 

daughters born to themselves: “When any of them is given the happy news of the birth of a 

girl, his face darkens and he is filled with gloom.” (Verse 58) Yet at the same time they 

boast that they will have all the good things, and that they will be rewarded 

handsomely for their deeds. All these misconceptions they have inherited from 

earlier communities that held idolatrous beliefs. 

knowledge. (75) 

And God makes another comparison between 

two men, one of whom is dumb and can do 

nothing of his own accord He is a sheer burden to 

his master: wherever he sends him, he 

accomplishes no good. Can he be considered equal 

to one who enjoins justice and follows a straight 

path? (76) 
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In this passage the s rah portrays a few examples of God’s creation, showing how 

only God is able to produce such things and sustain them. In itself, this constitutes a 

great evidence of God’s control of the whole universe. It is God who sends down 

water from the skies to bring life to the earth after it has been lifeless. It is He who 

produces pure milk from the bellies of cattle, so that people may have a wholesome 

drink. He it is who brings out the fruits of the date-palms and the vines, from which 

people make their intoxicating drinks and derive good sustenance. Through His 

inspiration, the bees take up their homes in hills, trees and in wooden trellises people 

put up, and then produce honey which provides a cure for many ailments. It is God 

also who creates people and then gathers them in death. Some of them He leaves to 

old age, when they forget what they had learnt in life and become naïve. He it is who 

provides for some in abundance while He gives less to others. And it is God who 

gives them spouses and enables them to have children and grandchildren. Yet 

despite all these favours, people take to worshipping beside God things that can give 

them no sustenance, and which are themselves powerless, claiming that such things 

are equal to Him. All such fabrications are indeed false. 

All these aspects are within people’s own environment and even within 

themselves. They are directed to them so that they will appreciate God’s power and 

its work in the world around them. The conclusion depicts the two clear examples 

we have already referred to. Thus, the whole passage addresses the human mind and 

conscience, striking powerful notes that are certain to influence any human being. 

All Grace Comes from God 

God has said: Do not take [for worship] two deities, for He is but one God. Hence, of 
Me alone stand in awe. His is all that is in the heavens and the earth, and to Him 
alone submission is always due. Will you then fear anyone but God? Whatever 
blessing you have comes from God; and whenever harm befalls you, it is to Him that 
you cry out for help. Yet no sooner does He remove the harm from you than some 
among you associate partners with their Lord, [as if] to show their ingratitude for 
what We have given them. Enjoy, then, your life [as you may]; before long you will 
come to know [the truth]. (Verses 51-55) 

God has commanded that people do not worship two deities, for there is only one 

God, without partner or equal. The style here relies on the repetition of numbers for 

emphasis. This is not easily reflected in translation. Arabic, the language of the 

original text of the Qur’ n, admits a repetition of the number two to the dual form of 

deity in the first sentence. If we were to give a literal translation, the sentence would 

read: “Do not take for worship two deities in doubles.” Again repetition is employed 

in the next sentence to emphasize God’s oneness. This is re-emphasized in the use of 
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‘alone’ in the last part of the verse: “Of Me alone stand in awe.” There is a sense of 

reiterated warning in this verse. This added emphasis reminds us that the issue in 

question is that of faith. God’s oneness must be a concept of complete and perfect 

clarity in the mind of every believer. 
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God, the only deity, is also the One to whom everything belongs: “His is all that is 

in the heavens and the earth.” (Verse 52) All true faith also belongs to Him: “To Him 

alone submission is always due.” (Verse 52) It is a continuous process, ever since there 

was a faith and people to believe in it. Such belief means submission, and no faith is 

true unless it is based on submission to Him. He alone gives blessings and bestows 

grace: “Whatever blessing you have comes from God.” (Verse 53) It is also ingrained in 

human nature that whenever people experience hardship and difficulty, they turn to 

God, seeking His help. At such times, there is no room for the superstitions of 

idolatry or pagan beliefs. To Him alone people turn with their appeals to remove 

their hardship: “Whenever harm befalls you, it is to Him that you cry out for help.” (Verse 

53) 

Thus we see that Godhead and dominion in the universe belong to God alone. All 

submission is addressed to Him, and all grace is bestowed by Him, and to Him alone 

everyone should turn in all situations. Human nature is a witness to this. When it 

experiences affliction, harm or hardship, it returns to its purity and turns to God 

alone. Yet despite all this, no sooner does God save people from some type of harm 

that could destroy them than some of them associate partners with Him. This leads 

them to disbelief in God’s guidance and to denying His grace. Such people should 

think clearly about what will happen to them after their brief enjoyment: “Enjoy, then, 

your life [as you may]; before long you will come to know [the truth].” (Verse 55) 

The s rah portrays here a picture of a certain type of human being which is found 

across every generation. When harm and affliction strikes, people’s hearts turn to 

God for help. By nature, they know that He is the only One to protect them when no 

one else can. In times of comfort and pleasure, they are preoccupied with enjoyment, 

weakening their relationship with God: “whenever harm befalls you, it is to Him that you 

cry out for help. Yet no sooner does He remove the harm from you than some among you 

associate partners with their Lord.” (Verses 53-54) They deviate from His path, 

following diverse ways which may lead to outright idolatry, or may take the form of 

ascribing divinity to values and situations, even though they may not describe these 

as deities. 

Indeed deviation may be even more extreme so as to prevent people from turning 

to God in times of hardship. Instead they may turn to some other creature, appealing 

to them to save their skins. They may do so under the pretext that such creatures 

enjoy a special position with God, or they may have some other excuse. For example, 

when people appeal to ‘saints’ to cure their illnesses or remove their afflictions. Such 

people are thus even more deviant than the pagan Arabs. 

Common Forms of Paganism 
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“They assign a share of the sustenance We provide for them to what they know nothing of” 

(Verse 56) They thus prohibit themselves some types of cattle, not allowing 

themselves to ride these or to eat their meat, or they allow these animals’ use to men, 

forbidding them to women, as we saw in S rah 6, Cattle. They do this in the name of 

their alleged deities of which they know nothing. They are simply false inventions 

which they inherited from earlier ignorant generations. It is God who gave them this 

bounty, the cattle which they ride and use. Yet they give a portion of these to things 

which are in reality unknown to them. Their false deities did not give them the cattle. 

The cattle were created by God who has made them available to them. He calls on 

people to believe in His oneness, but they stubbornly associate partners with Him. 

The whole situation is full of irony which no human being of sound mind can accept. 

Despite the fact that the faith based on God’s oneness is well established, some 

people continue to assign a portion of the sustenance God provides for them to 

beings or things similar to the idols of ignorant days. Some, for example, set loose a 

calf, which they call, ‘Sayyid Al-Badawī’s calf.’ The calf is thus sanctified. It is 

allowed to roam freely, eat whatever it will, with no one benefiting from it in any 

way, until it is slaughtered in honour of Sayyid Al-Badawī, a mystic buried in an a, 

an Egyptian city. Others pledge sacrificial animals to dead ‘saints’ in the same way as 

the ignorant Arabs used to do when they assigned portions of God’s provisions to 

their idols. Such sacrificial animals are forbidden to be pledged in this way, 

forbidden to be eaten when they are slaughtered, even though God’s name is 

mentioned at their slaughter, because they have been sanctified to things other than 

God. 

“By God, you shall certainly be called to account for your false inventions.” (Verse 56) 

This is stated emphatically, with an oath. It is an invention that destroys the very 

foundation of faith, because it flies in the face of the concept of God’s oneness. 

And they assign daughters to God, who is limitless in His glory, whereas for 
themselves they choose what they desire. And when any of them is given the happy 
news of the birth of a girl, his face darkens and he is filled with gloom. He tries to 
avoid all people on account of the [allegedly] bad news he has received, [debating 
within himself] shall he keep the child despite the shame he feels, or shall he bury it in 
the dust? Evil indeed is their judgement. (Verses 57-59) 

Deviation from the right faith is not limited to beliefs. Indeed when people deviate 

from the essence of faith, their deviation spreads into their social life and its 

traditions. Whether faith is given prominence or kept in the background in any 

society, it continues to be the prime influence on living conditions. The Arabs of the 

days of ignorance, or j hiliyyah, used to claim that God had daughters, i.e. the angels, 

yet they themselves hated that daughters should be born to them. Thus daughters 
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can be assigned to God, while they give themselves the sons they love. 

Such deviation from the right faith led them to bury their daughters alive, or to ill-

treat or humiliate them. They feared that girls would bring them shame, if they did 

not guard their honour and chastity, or bring them poverty. For girls neither fought 

in war nor earned a living. On the contrary, they could be taken captive in the never 

ending tribal skirmishes, and this brought shame to the whole tribe. Alternatively, 

girls needed to be fed, placing a burden on family resources. The true faith is free of 

all such misconceptions. All sustenance is provided by God for everyone. None will 

take anything more than what is assigned to him or her. Moreover, human beings, 

male and female, are given by God a position of honour. In Islam, a woman is a 

human being, equal to man in status. She is the other half of the human entity, as 

Islam states. 

The s rah paints a grim picture of the practices of ignorance: “And when any of them 

is given the happy news of the birth of a girl, his face darkens and he is filled with gloom.” 

(Verse 58) He is sad and angry, trying to suppress his fury, as though the birth of a 

girl is a disaster when she is a gift from God, just like any boy. Man cannot fashion 

the foetus in the womb so as to determine the sex of his child. He cannot breathe life 

into it, or make the fertilized egg a human being. It is sufficient to reflect how life 

grows, by God’s will, from a sperm into a human being, to make the birth of a child, 

of either sex, a joyous occasion. It is a miracle of creation despite the fact that it takes 

place all the time. Why should a man who is given a daughter feel sad and gloomy 

when he himself has no say in any stage of the process of creation. It is all done by 

God, while he himself is only the means to accomplish God’s will. 

It is divine wisdom that has determined that life is started with a couple: a male 

and a female. This means that the woman is as essential to the continuation of life as 

the man, indeed more so, because it is inside the woman that the first stage of life is 

completed. How can a man thus feel sad when given the news of the birth of a 

daughter? Why does he hide away, feeling ashamed, when life cannot continue and 

prosper without both spouses? This is obviously then a case of deviant social 

concepts and traditions. Hence the s rah comments: “Evil indeed is their judgement.” 

(Verse 59) 

Here we have a fair example of the role of the Islamic faith in establishing social 

norms and conditions on the right basis. We also appreciate the honourable view of 

women, and indeed of all mankind, that Islam propagates. For it was not only 

women but the whole of humanity who was treated unjustly in Arab pagan society. 

A woman is a human being, and humiliating or insulting her is an insult to mankind 

whom God has honoured. To bury a girl alive, like the Arabs did, is to kill half of 

mankind. It is contrary to the whole purpose of creation which necessitates that 

every living thing, not only human beings, comes from a male and a female. 
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Whenever human society deviates from the true faith, ignorant concepts begin to 

raise their ugly faces. In fact we see the same concepts that prevailed then creeping 

up again today. Many social classes do not welcome the birth of a girl. It is often the 

case that a woman is not treated on an equal footing with a man. She is not offered 

the same care or respect. This is an aspect of paganism the seeds of which were 

planted with the deviation from the true Islamic faith that has affected many 

communities. 

It is amazing that some people criticize, even condemn, Islam and its laws, 

particularly with regard to women, on the basis of what they see in societies that 

have deviated from Islam. They do not trouble themselves to look at the relevant 

Islamic concepts and the fundamental changes they have produced in social 

conditions as well as in people’s minds and feelings. What they should realize when 

they look at the true Islamic viewpoint with regard to women is that this viewpoint 

has not been the product of any practical necessity, human theory or social or 

economic need. It is a viewpoint that is inherent in the Islamic faith which was 

revealed by God who has given mankind a position of honour. This honour applies 

both to man and woman. Both have equal status and both are honoured by God. 

If God Were to Inflict Punishment Now 

By nature, Islam differs with all other creeds and societies in concepts and outlook. 

The difference between the two is as wide as the difference between the unbelievers’ 

characteristics and God’s own attributes. For He is far above all comparison: “To 

those who do not believe in the life to come applies the attribute of evil, whereas to God applies 

the attribute of all that is most sublime, for He is Almighty, Wise.” (Verse 60) 

At this point the question of associating partners with God is closely related to 

that of denying the life to come. Both stem from the same sort of deviation. They are 

interlinked in people’s minds, leading to clear influences on the individual, human 

society and life altogether. Whilst the unbelievers are evil, in thought, behaviour, 

beliefs, concepts, and practices, God has the most supreme attributes. He cannot be 

compared with anyone, least of all those unbelievers. He is mighty, setting 

everything in its right place, wise, acting always on the basis of infinite wisdom. 

He certainly can punish people for their wrongdoing. Had He chosen to do so, He 

would have brought everything down over their heads. But in His wisdom, He has 

decided to give them respite, for a definite term: 

If God were to take people to task for their wrongdoing, He would not leave a single 
living creature on the face [of the earth]. But He gives them respite for a set term. 
When their time arrives, they cannot delay it by an hour, nor can they hasten it. 
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(Verse 61) 

God has created man and bestowed on him grace and blessings of all types. Man 

is the only creature on earth that spreads corruption, commits injustice, denies his 

Creator, allows tyranny within his own social set up and inflicts harm on other 

species. Yet despite all this, God is merciful to him, gives him one chance after 

another, and never abandons him altogether. His wisdom goes hand in hand with 

His might; His grace with His justice. But human beings are short-sighted, deluded 

by the respite given them. They do not feel how graceful God is to them until His 

justice brings them to account at the end of the term He has appointed for them. But 

“when their time arrives, they cannot delay it by an hour, nor can they hasten it.” (Verse 61) 

What is even more amazing is that those who associate partners with God assign 

to Him what they dislike for themselves, whether daughters or other things. They 

then falsely claim that they will only have what is good in return for what they do 

and allege. The Qur’ n states what they shall have, and this differs widely from what 

they claim: “They attribute to God what they hate [for themselves]. And their tongues assert 

the lie that theirs is the supreme reward. Without doubt, it is the Fire that awaits them, and 

they will be hastened on into it.” (Verse 62) 

The translation of this verse here is the nearest one possible. But the original 

Arabic expression, taşifu alsinatuhum al-kadhib, describes their tongues as though they 

are the lie itself, or a reflection of it giving its exact likeness, as we say of a woman 

walking gracefully, ‘she is grace itself.’ Literally, the verse states, ‘their lie of a tongue 

asserts.’ They have been lying for such a very long time that they themselves 

represent a symbol indicating falsehood. 

Their claim that they shall have the supreme reward when they assign to God 

what they hate for themselves is the lie their tongues reflect. Before the verse is 

completed however, the Qur’ n places them face to face with the truth, namely, that 

their reward is undoubtedly the Fire. They deserve this because of what they have 

done in their lives: “Without doubt, it is the Fire that awaits them.” (Verse 62) They will 

be sent directly to it: “And they will be hastened on into it.” (Verse 62) 

Those Arabs were not the first community to deviate from the path of the truth, 

nor were they the first to attribute to God what they did not accept for themselves. 

Other communities before them traversed the same deviation and false claims 

against God. Satan made their concepts and actions seem fair to them and they 

accepted his bidding. Thus he became their master. God, then, sent His Messenger to 

save them, show them the truth and judge between them in their disputes over their 

faith. He provided guidance to the believers and delivered a message that is an act of 

grace bestowed on them: 



Al-~Naĥl (The Bees) | THE ONE AND ONLY GOD 

 47

By God, We have sent messengers to various communities before your time, but Satan 
made their foul deeds seem fair to them. He is also their patron today. A grievous 
suffering awaits them. We have bestowed upon you from on high this book for no other 
reason than that you may make clear to them those issues on which they differ, and [to 
serve] as guidance and grace to people who believe. (Verses 63-64) 

This means that the purpose of the last message is to judge in the disputes that 

arise between the different peoples who claim to believe in previous messages. The 

original message is based on God’s oneness. Yet doubts and confusion have crept 

into this central concept. All types of distortion of its clarity in any way or form are 

absolutely false. The Qur’ n clarifies all this and serves as guidance and grace to 

those whose hearts are willing to receive it. 

Clear Signs to Reflect Upon 

At this point, the s rah reviews some of the aspects pointing to God’s oneness in 

what God has created in the universe, and in the qualities and characteristics He has 

given man, as well as in the aspects of grace He has bestowed on him which none but 

God could have provided. In the verse we have just discussed He mentions His book, 

the Qur’ n, which is the best aspect of grace God has bestowed on man as it imparts 

life to souls. Now, this is followed by mentioning the water God sends down from 

the sky to give physical life to man and other creatures. “And God sends down water 

from the skies, giving life to the earth after it has been lifeless. In this there is surely a sign for 

people who listen.” (Verse 65) Water is indeed the source of life for every living thing. 

This verse makes it the source of life for the whole earth, implying that this includes 

all that exists on earth. The One who transforms death into life is indeed the One 

who deserves to be God and to whom worship is addressed: “In this there is surely a 

sign for people who listen.” They should indeed reflect on what they hear and listen to 

its message. In fact the Qur’ n repeatedly mentions the signs pointing to God and 

His authority, and how He brings life into what is dead. It draws people’s attentions 

to this, because it provides irrefutable proof for anyone who reflects on what he sees 

and hears. 

Another sign is derived from the creation of cattle and their lives: “In cattle too you 

have a worthy lesson: We give you to drink of that [fluid] which is in their bellies, produced 

alongside excretions and blood: pure milk, pleasant to those who drink it.” (Verse 66) How is 

milk produced through the udders of cattle? It is made of what remains in the bellies 

of cattle after they have digested their food and the absorption of the excretions in 

the intestines to transform it into blood. The blood is then circulated to every cell in 

the body, but when it reaches the milk glands or the udder, it becomes milk through 

a fine process set by God. This is indeed an aspect of His fine and inimitable creation. 
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Indeed the whole process that transforms the food intake into blood, and gives 

every cell what it needs of the blood’s ingredients is a highly remarkable process. Yet 

this goes on all the time inside the body, just like the metabolism process. At every 

moment complicated processes of maintenance and destruction take place in this 

unique organism, which continue until the spirit departs from the body. No fair 

minded human being could contemplate such remarkable processes without feeling 

that every atom in his being glorifies the Creator. Even the most complex man-made 

apparatus fades into insignificance when compared to the human constitution or to 

any one of its systems or even its countless cells. 

Indeed beyond the general description of the metabolism processes we find details 

that fill us with wonder. Within this process, the function of a single cell in the 

human body is remarkably wonderful. 

All this has remained a secret until recently. This scientific fact mentioned in this 

s rah about how milk is produced alongside excretions and blood was unknown to 

mankind. Indeed no contemporary of the Prophet could have ever imagined it, let 

alone described it so accurately. No self respecting human being could ever argue 

about this. The mention of one such fact is sufficient to prove that the Qur’ n is God’s 

revelation. All mankind was at the time totally ignorant of such facts. 

Such pure scientific facts apart, the Qur’ n carries within its own unique 

characteristics irrefutable proofs of its being revealed by God, provided we 

appreciate such characteristics as they truly are. However, one scientific fact like this, 

expressed with such accuracy, refutes all arguments advanced by those who are 

hardened in their rejection of the truth. 

“And from the fruit of the date palms and vines you derive intoxicants and wholesome 

food. Surely in this there is a sign for people who use their reason.” (Verse 67) Such fruits 

come out of the life which is produced through the rain pouring down from the sky. 

From them people make wine and other intoxicating drinks, which were not 

forbidden at the time this s rah was revealed. People also derive from such fruits 

wholesome food. The way this verse is phrased implies that intoxicants are 

unwholesome, which serves as a preliminary indication of their forthcoming 

prohibition. The verse describes the situation as it was in practice. It does not imply 

that wines and intoxicants were permissible. On the contrary it hints that they will 

soon be forbidden. “Surely in this there is a sign for people who use their reason.” (Verse 

67) People with reason are sure to realize that the provider of all these fruits and 

other provisions is God, the One who deserves to be worshipped. 

The Bee and Its Honey 
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Your Lord has inspired the bee: ‘Take up homes in the mountains, in the trees and in 
structures people may put up. Then eat of all manner of fruit, and follow humbly the 
paths your Lord has made smooth for you. ‘There issues from its inside a drink of 
different colours, a cure for people. Surely in this there is a sign for people who think. 
(Verses 68-69) 

The bees work on the prompting of their nature which God has given them. It is 

an inspiration that they follow. The work the bees do is so detailed, accurate and well 

planned that the rational mind finds it difficult to contemplate. This applies to the 

building of the hives, the division of the work between the tees, and to their 

production of pure honey. 

The bees take up home, according to their nature, in hills and mountains, in trees 

and in structures people put up for their vines or other plants. God has smoothed 

things for the bees through what He has planted in their nature and through the 

nature of the world around them. The verse states that honey provides a cure for 

people. Although this has already been fully explained by some medical experts, it is 

also true for the simple reason that the Qur’ n states it. This is what every Muslim 

should believe, based on the complete truth embodied in the Qur’ n. This is what the 

Prophet expressed very clearly. 

Al-Bukh rī and Muslim relate on the authority of Abū Sa`īd al-Khudrī that “a man 

came to the Prophet telling him that his brother was suffering from diarrhoea. The 

Prophet told him: ‘Give him a drink of honey.’ The man did, then he came again and 

said: ‘Messenger of God, I have given him honey, but his complaint has worsened.’ 

The Prophet said to him: ‘Go and give him a drink of honey.’ The man went away 

again before returning the third time to say: ‘Messenger of God, that has only 

aggravated his condition.’ The Prophet said emphatically: ‘God tells the truth and 

your brother’s belly tells lies. Go and give him a drink of honey.’ The man did just 

that and his brother took the drink and was cured.” [Related by al-Bukh rī and 

Muslim] 

This report is so significant because it demonstrates the Prophet’s complete trust 

in the face of the patient’s seeming deterioration when given honey to drink. But the 

situation ended with a clear confirmation of the truth stated in the Qur’ n. A Muslim 

should always have such complete trust in the truth of what the Qur’ n says, even 

though reality may appear to contradict it at times. In other words, what is stated in 

the Qur’ n is more truthful than apparent reality, which could easily change, giving 

way to a new reality that will confirm the Qur’ nic statement. 

We need to reflect a little on the fine harmony in portraying these blessings: the 

sending down of water from the sky, the production of milk alongside excretions and 

blood, the derivation of intoxicants and wholesome food from the fruits of date and 
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vine trees, and the production of honey by bees. All are drinks produced from 

materials that possess totally different shapes and forms. Since the context is that of 

drinks, the only aspect of blessings related to cattle mentioned here is their milk. This 

adds to the harmony of the vocabulary employed in this panoramic scene. In the next 

passage we will see how the s rah mentions the hide, wool and hair of cattle, because 

the context then is one of dwellings, homes and places of refuge. Hence the aspects of 

cattle mentioned there are those that fit that scene. This is an essential element of the 

artistic harmony evident in the Qur’ n. 

The Life Cycle 

The s rah moves on to touch on something much closer to human beings, because 

it relates to their very being, their life on earth, provisions, spouses, children and 

grandchildren. They are more likely to feel an affinity with this and to respond 

positively to the message it provides: 

It is God who has created you; and in time will cause you to die. Some of you are left 
to the most feeble stage of life, so that they no longer know what they had previously 
known. God is indeed All- Knowing, infinite in His power. To some of you God has 
given more than He has given to others. Those who are so favoured are unwilling to 
share their provisions with those whom their right hands possess, so that they are all 
equal in this respect. Will they, then, deny God’s favours? And God has given you 
spouses of your own kind and has given you, through your spouses, children and 
grandchildren, and provided you with wholesome sustenance. Will they, then, believe 
in falsehood and deny God’s grace and blessings? Instead of God, they worship 
something that can provide them with no sustenance from the heavens or the earth. 
Never can they have such power. (Verses 70-73) 

The first aspect points to life and death which affect every human being. It is a 

simple fact that people love life, and when they reflect on this it may well bring 

about an appreciation of God’s power and grace. Similarly, fear for one’s life may 

engender a sense of caution and reliance on God who gives life. Furthermore, the 

image of the elderly, being feeble, forgetting what they have learned and languishing 

in a naïve state similar to that of a helpless child may make people reflect on the 

various stages of life and adopt a more humble attitude. They will begin to look at 

man’s strength, knowledge and ability in a different light. The final comment of the 

verse is, “God is indeed All-Knowing, infinite in His power.” (Verse 70) This portrays the 

fact that true, absolute and eternal knowledge belongs to God alone, as does the 

irresistible power which is never weakened by time. All knowledge and power 

people possess are imperfect, partial and Limited by time. 

The second aspect demonstrates what God has provided for people. In this respect 
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people clearly differ with some having more than others. Such differences have their 

reason in accordance with God’s law. Nothing takes place haphazardly. A man may 

have intelligence, knowledge and common sense, but his talent in earning a living 

remains limited. This does not detract from the fact that he may be talented in other 

areas. Another person may appear dull, lacking in knowledge or naïve, but he has an 

eye for what brings profit and how to make the best of any financial investment. At a 

casual glance, it seems that affluence has nothing to do with ability, but the fact is 

that it is the fruit of a special type of ability. Moreover, it may be that God gives 

someone in abundance to test that person, and He may test another by giving him 

limited provisions. Whichever test a person has to go through is determined by 

God’s wisdom. 

That people have different means is a well-known phenomenon. This is more 

pronounced in communities where there is much inequity. The s rah refers to this 

phenomenon which was clearly apparent in Arabian society, and makes use of it in 

order to dispel those myths that had their roots in the pagan beliefs of the Arabs. 

These have been referred to in an earlier s rah. One such myth was their practice of 

allocating to false gods a share of the provisions of agricultural produce God gave 

them. Here the s rah identifies that they do not give such provisions to their slaves to 

establish equity. How come, then, they give a portion of what God has granted them 

to false gods? “Will they, then, deny God’s favours?” (Verse 71) Instead of expressing 

their thanks and gratitude to God who has given them these provisions, they 

associate partners with Him. 

The third aspect looks at people, their spouses, children and grandchildren. It 

begins with a statement of the relationship between the two sexes: “God has given you 

spouses of your own kind.” (Verse 72) All belong to the same human race, and the 

female is not an inferior species to be ashamed of when a daughter is born. He also 

“has given you, through your spouses, children and grandchildren.” (Verse 72) Humans 

are mortal, and so they feel that their lives continue through their children and 

grandchildren. Touching upon this aspect is very significant. To this blessing is 

added the provision of sustenance, because of the similarity between the two types of 

blessing: “And [He] provided you with wholesome sustenance.” (Verse 72) The comment 

at the end of the verse takes the form of a rhetorical question: “Will they, then, believe 

in falsehood and deny God’s grace and blessings?” (Verse 72) Do they associate false 

partners with Him, in flagrant disobedience of His orders, when He has given them 

all these blessings? He is the Lord of all the world and His Lordship has practical 

manifestations in their lives at all times. 

“Will they, then, believe in falsehood?” (Verse 72) Everything other than God in 

respect -Co beliefs is false. Thus, all their deities and myths are false, having no truth 

in them. They “deny God’s grace and blessings,” when these are true, having practical 
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effects in their own lives. 

Incomparable Situations 

Instead of God, they worship something that can provide them with no sustenance 
from the heavens or the earth. Never can they have such power. (Verse 73) 

It is indeed amazing that human nature can become so twisted as to allow the 

worship of things that can provide people with nothing. They prefer such things to 

God, the Creator who provides them with all they have and all the blessings they 

enjoy. Yet they go even further, attributing to them similarities with God. Hence the 

commandment: “Do not, then, compare anything with God. Indeed, God knows all, whereas 

you have no knowledge.” (Verse 74) God has no peers, so people must never claim that 

there is anyone equal or similar to Him. 

The s rah then gives two examples of a master who can give and provide and a 

disabled slave who earns nothing. These examples are given to bring the eternal 

truth they had overlooked closer to their understanding. That truth is that God has 

no peers and that they must never equate God with anyone in their worship. 

Everyone and everything other than God is created by Him, and all are His servants. 

God makes this comparison between a man enslaved, unable to do anything of his own 
accord, and a [free] man on whom We have bestowed goodly favours, and he gives of it 
both in private and in public. Can these two be equal? All praise is to God alone, but 
most people have no knowledge. And God makes another comparison between two 
men, one of whom is dumb and can do nothing of his own accord. He is a sheer burden 
to his master: wherever he sends him, he accomplishes no good. Can he be considered 
equal to one who enjoins justice and follows a straight path? (Verses 75-76) 

The first example is taken from their own lives. They had slaves who owned 

nothing and who had no power over anything. They would never put the slave who 

has no independent will on the same level as his master who enjoys considerable 

power. How then can they justify their equation of the Master and Owner of all with 

any of His creation, when they all serve Him? 

The second example depicts a dumb, dull and weak person who understands 

nothing and can do no good, and another who is eloquent, able, encouraging 

fairness, hard working for every good cause. No reasonable person would equate the 

two. How is it, then, that dumb idols of stone are equated with God Almighty, who 

enjoins only what is reasonable and guides to the path of truth? 

With these two examples we come to the end of this passage which started with 
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God’s order that people must not worship two deities. It ends with amazement at the 

attitude of those who attribute Godhead to other deities. God has replaced Joseph’s 

trials with his new position of power, and also with the promise of better things to 

come in the life to come. All this reward is for faith, righteousness and perseverance 

in the face of difficulty. 
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4 

Denying the Undeniable 

To God belongs the hidden secrets of the heavens 

and the earth. The advent of the Last Hour will 

be accomplished in a twinkling of an eye, or closer 

still. God has power over all things. (77) 

God has brought you forth from your mothers’ 

wombs devoid of all knowledge, but He has given 

you hearing, and sight, and minds, so that you 

may be grateful. (78) 

Do they not see the birds and how they are 

enabled to fly in mid-air? None but God holds 

them aloft. In this there are signs for people who 

will believe. (79) 

And God has made your homes as places of rest, 

and has given you dwellings out of the skins of 

animals, which are easy for you to handle when 

you travel and when you camp. Out of their wool, 

fur and hair, He has given you furnishings and 

articles of convenience for temporary use. (80) 
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And God has made for you, out of the many 

things He has created, shelter and shade, and has 

given you places of refuge in the mountains, and 

has furnished you with garments to protect you 

from the heat and other garments to protect you 

from your [mutual] violence. Thus does He 

perfect His favours to you, sod that you may 

submit to Him. (81) 

But if they turn away [from you, remember that] 

your only duty is to deliver [your message] clearly. 

(82) 

They are certainly aware of God’s favours, but 

they nevertheless refuse to acknowledge them. 

Most of them are unbelievers. (83) 

One day We will raise up a witness from every 

community, but then the unbelievers will not be 

allowed to make pleas, nor will they be allowed to 

make amends. (84) 

And when the wrongdoers actually see the 

suffering [that awaits them], it will in no way be 

mitigated for them, nor will they be granted 

respite. (85) 

And when those who associate partners with God 

will see their [alleged] partners, they will say: ‘Our 

Lord, these are our partners whom we used to 

invoke instead of You.’ But they will throw their 

word back at them, saying: ‘You are indeed 

liars.’ (86) 

On that day, they shall proffer submission to 

God; and all their inventions will have forsaken 
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Overview 

In this passage the s rah continues its discussion of the aspects confirming the 

truth of God’s oneness, such as the great variety of creation, the perfection of God’s 

blessings and His absolute knowledge of all things. However, in this passage, 

prominence is given to the question of resurrection. The Last Hours which is a 

Qur’ nic expression denoting the gathering and reckoning on the Day of Judgement, 

is one of the secrets which God keeps to Himself. The passage refers to the different 

hidden secrets of God’s creation in the heavens and the earth, in human beings and 

across the wide universe. One of these relates to the Last Hour, whose timing is 

known to God alone. He controls it with ease: “The advent of the Last Hour will be 

accomplished in a twinkling of an eye, or closer still.” (Verse 77) Another secret relates to 

what is created in the wombs of females. It is God alone who lets the foetus come out 

of the womb, with no knowledge whatsoever of the world it comes into. It is He also 

who gives human beings the blessings of hearing, seeing and thinking. These are 

favours which deserve gratitude. The s rah also refers to the birds and how they are 

given the ability to fly. Needless to say, they are held aloft in mid-air by none other 

than God. 

This is followed by a reference to some material blessings given to mankind. These 

are relevant to the aforementioned secrets. They include the blessings of abode, rest, 

shade and shelter in built up homes and temporary dwellings made of animal skin. 

The latter have the advantage of being easy to carry and re-erect when people are on 

them. (87) 

Upon those who disbelieve and debar others from 

the path of God We will heap suffering upon 

suffering in punishment for all the corruption they 

wrought. (88) 

One day We will raise up within every nation a 

witness from among themselves to testify against 

them. And We will bring you, [Prophet] as a 

witness against these [i.e. your people]. We have 

bestowed from on high upon you the book to 

make everything clear, and to provide guidance 

and grace, and to give good news to those who 

submit themselves to God. (89) 

š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# (#ρãx x. (#ρ‘‰|¹uρ ⎯ tã È≅‹ Î6 y™ «!$# 
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the move. Reference is also made to furniture and other articles made of animal 

wool, fur and hair, and to places of shelter and garments that protect people from the 

heat of the sun and the might of the enemy. God reminds people of His blessings and 

how He has perfected them, so that they may fulfil their duty: “Thus does He perfect 

His favours to you so that you may submit to Him.” (Verse 81) 

This is followed by details relating to resurrection, juxtaposed against pagans and 

the idols they worship. God’s messengers bear witness against such unbelievers, 

while the Prophet Mu ammad (peace be upon him) is witness against his own 

people. 

In the Twinkling of an Eye 

To God belongs the hidden secrets of the heavens and the earth. The advent of the Last 
Hour will be accomplished in a twinkling of an eye, or closer still. God has power over 
all things. (Verse 77) 

Resurrection is an essential question of faith that has attracted much controversy 

in all periods and communities. Every one of God’s messengers had to deal with it. 

Yet it is part of the realm of what is known to God alone: “To God belongs the hidden 

secrets of the heavens and the earth.” People stand before the thick curtains of ghayb, or 

God’s hidden knowledge, aware of their inability and inadequacy. They may have 

great knowledge of their world, and may be able to discover much of the treasures of 

the earth and its resources and potentials, but even the greatest human scientists 

stand helpless when it comes to the knowledge of the immediate and distant future. 

He simply does not know what will happen the next moment, and whether, when he 

has taken the next breath in, he will be able to breathe out. A human being may 

entertain high hopes, stretching in different directions, yet his destiny remains 

behind the curtain of God’s own knowledge. He himself has no means of knowing 

when his time will come. Yet it may come the next moment and he will be among the 

dead. It is in fact an aspect of God’s grace bestowed on human beings that they do 

not know anything of what will take place beyond the present moment. Their lack of 

knowledge gives them hope and urges them to continue to work and produce. 

Whatever they manage will be taken over and completed by those who succeed 

them, until every individual of the next generation faces, in his or her turn, their 

destiny. 

The Last Hour is part of the knowledge kept hidden from man. If people knew in 

advance when their time was to come, life would cease to function, or, at least, 

would be seriously disrupted. It would certainly not follow the line set out for it. The 

irony is that people count hours, days, months and years moving all the time 
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towards their pre-destined appointment when they will depart from this life. 

“The advent of the Last Hour will be accomplished in a twinkling of an eye, or closer still.” 

(Verse 77) It is close at hand, but according to a calculation different from that of 

human beings. To bring it on, in full preparation, does not take much time. It is 

merely the twinkling of an eye and it is there, ready for all mankind: “God has power 

over all things.” (Verse 77) To resurrect such countless numbers of God’s creation, 

gather them all together, reckon their deeds, assign the reward for each of them, is all 

easy for God whose will is accomplished in no time. Whenever He wills something, 

He only says to it, ‘Be’, and it is instantly accomplished. If this seems difficult, it only 

looks so to the eyes of those who see, measure and count by human standards and 

criteria. Hence they are grossly mistaken. 

To make things easier for people to understand, the Qur’ n gives a simple 

example from human life. People can in no way accomplish it themselves, and they 

cannot formulate a clear idea of how it happens. Yet it takes place at every moment 

of the day and night: “God has brought you forth from your mothers’ wombs devoid of all 

knowledge, but He has given you hearing, and sight, and minds, so that you may be grateful.” 

(Verse 78) 

This is something close to us, yet it is so far away. We may see the different stages 

a foetus goes through, but we do not know how these are accomplished, because it is 

part of the secret of life which is known to God alone. The knowledge man claims 

and boasts of, and which he wants to use in order to test the reality of the Last Hour 

and the secrets of God’s hidden knowledge, is something acquired: “God has brought 

you forth from your mothers’ wombs devoid of all knowledge.” (Verse 78) Even the most 

advanced scientist is born devoid of knowledge. Whatever he subsequently learns is 

given to him as a blessing from God, within the limits He has set for mankind, and 

contingent upon what is needed for life on this planet: “He has given you hearing, and 

sight, and minds.” (Verse 78) It should be mentioned here that the Arabic word, 

af’idah, rendered in the translation as ‘minds’, originally denotes, ‘hearts’. The 

Qur’ n, however, uses it in reference to all human faculties of perception, which are 

generally referred to as constituting the human mind and intellect. The Arabic term 

also includes the power of inspiration, the nature and working of which are 

unknown to us. The Qur’ n reminds us here that God has given people all these 

faculties, “so that you may be grateful.” (Verse 78) When we appreciate the value of 

these blessings God has given us and His other blessings, we will certainly be 

grateful to Him. The first step in showing our gratitude is to believe in God, the 

Sovereign, the Supreme, who alone deserves to be worshipped. 

God’s Hidden Secrets 
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Among the wonders that testify to God’s limitless power and His control of 

everything in the universe is one that we see every day without giving it much 

thought. This is the ability of birds to fly: “Do they not see the birds and how they are 

enabled to fly in mid-air? None but God holds them aloft. In this there are signs for people 

who will believe.” (Verse 79) Because it is so familiar to us to see birds flying in mid-

air, we do not pay attention to the fascinating wonder their flying involves. Our 

minds do not give it much thought unless we are fully alerted to it, contemplating it 

with the eye of a talented poet seeking to capture every detail and nuance. The verse 

makes it clear that as the birds fly, “none but God holds them aloft.” He does so through 

His laws of nature, which make the birds able to fly and make the atmosphere 

around us amenable for their flight. It is His laws that keep the birds in mid-air, 

floating safely, without fear that they may fall: “In this there are signs for people who 

will believe.” (Verse 79) 

A believer’s heart is one which appreciates the wonders of creation, looks at them 

with awe and expresses his feelings with worship and glorification of God, the 

Creator of all things. Believers who are talented in expressing their thoughts and 

feelings write masterpieces of every type in describing the wonders of God’s 

creation. They also describe their own feelings and how they are touched when they 

look at different creatures. No poet can rival their work if his heart is not kindled by 

the light of faith. 

The s rah takes us another step in reviewing some manifestations of God’s power 

and His blessings which He bestows on man. It takes us now into the dwellings of 

the Arabs at the time, looking at their home comforts and furnishings: 

And God has made your homes as places of rest, and has given you dwellings out of 
the skins of animals, which are easy for you to handle when you travel and when you 
camp. Out of their wool, fur and hair, He has given you furnishings and articles of 
convenience for temporary use. And God has made for you, out of the many things He 
has created, shelter and shade, and has given you places of refuge in the mountains 
and has furnished you with garments to protect you from the heat and other garments 
to protect you from your [mutual] violence. Thus does He perfect His favours to you, 
so that you may submit to Him. (Verses 80-81) 

The ease, comfort and reassurance one has at home are certainly a blessing from 

God but it is something best appreciated only by those who are homeless. They are 

mentioned here shortly after speaking about what the Qur’ n describes as ghayb, or 

what lies beyond the reach of human perception. In fact, the connotations of home 

comforts are not far removed from those of ghayb, because in both we sense that there 

is a reality that is kept hidden. Hence, a reminder of the comforts we find in our own 

homes should alert us to the value of this great blessing. 
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We may add a word here about the Islamic view of the home in the light of its 

description in the Qur’ n as a ‘place of rest’. This is an expression that is inferior in 

its connotations to the Arabic term used in the Qur’ n, namely sakan. Yet it gives us 

an idea that Islam wants one’s habitat to be a place of rest, comfort and reassurance. 

In the home one should feel at ease, safe and secure in one’s environment and with 

those who share it. It is certainly not a place for contention, quarrel and conflict. 

Islam guarantees the safety and sanctity of the home in order to ensure the 

security and peace of those who live in it. None is allowed to enter a home unless he 

first seeks, and obtains, permission to do so. No one forces his way in, without 

justification, armed with the force of authority. No one watches those living inside, 

or spies on them, for any reason, to disturb their peace and undermine their security. 

To do so constitutes a breach of the sanctity which Islam assigns to the home. 

As the atmosphere in this passage is one of homes, shelter and garments, the s rah 

refers to some fitting aspects of the creation of animals, thereby providing harmony 

between the two constituents of the scene. It tells people that God “has given you 

dwellings out of the skins of animals, which are easy for you to handle when you travel and 

when you camp. Out of their wool, fur and hair, He has given you furnishings and articles of 

convenience for temporary use.” (Verse 80) We see how the verse highlights what is 

taken from animals to satisfy human needs. With furnishings, the s rah mentions, 

‘articles of convenience,’ which in Arabic usage denotes cushions, mattresses and 

blankets. All these are meant to add to people’s comfort and enjoyment. 

In this atmosphere of peace and security the language used in the following verse 

flows easily to speak about shade, places of shelter in the mountains, and the 

garments people use to protect themselves against climatic conditions as also against 

opponents in war. “God has made for you, out of the many things He has created, shelter 

and shade, and has given you places of refuge in the mountains, and has furnished you with 

garments to protect you from the heat and other garments to protect you from your [mutual] 

violence.” (Verse 81) When we have proper shelter, we feel safe, and when we seek 

security in the mountains, we are also able to relax. Again the garments mentioned in 

the s rah, providing two types of protection, give us a feeling of comfort and 

protection. All these feelings are akin to that of the comfort of one’s own home. 

Hence, the comment that follows at the end of the verse reminds people of their need 

to submit to God, their Lord: “Thus does He perfect His favours to you, so that you may 

submit to Him.” (Verse 81) Such submission gives us a greater feeling of safety and 

security. 

God reminds people of all this making it clear to them that they should submit to 

their Lord who has created all these. However, people turn away and take no heed. 

They should know that God’s Messenger is responsible only for delivering God’s 

message to them and he certainly fulfilled his mission. It is up to them whether they 



 

 61

deny the truth which stares them in the face: “But if they turn away [from you, 

remember that] your only duty is to deliver [your message] clearly. They are certainly aware 

of God’s favours, but they nevertheless refuse to acknowledge them. Most of them are 

unbelievers.” (Verses 82-83) They are certainly aware of God’s favours, but they 

nevertheless refuse to acknowledge them. Most of them are unbelievers. 

A Witness against Every Community 

As the Last Hour when the Day of Judgement arrives is mentioned at the 

beginning of this passage, we are given here an idea of what awaits the unbelievers 

when it comes. 

One day We will raise up a witness from every community, but then the unbelievers 
will not be allowed to make pleas, nor will they be allowed to make amends. And when 
the wrongdoers actually see the suffering [that awaits them], it will in no way be 
mitigated for them, nor will they be granted respite. And when those who associate 
partners with God will see their [alleged] partners, they will say: ‘Our Lord, these are 
our partners whom we used to invoke instead of You.’ But they will throw their word 
back at them, saying: ‘You are indeed liars. ‘On that day, they shall proffer submission 
to God; and all their inventions will have forsaken them. Upon those who disbelieve 
and debar others from the path of God We will heap suffering upon suffering in 
punishment for all the corruption they wrought. (Verses 84-88) 

The scene begins with the prophets being called as witnesses, giving their 

accounts of the treatment they received from their peoples when they conveyed 

God’s messages to them. The unbelievers will be standing there, not permitted to 

speak or make any plea or argument. They will not be allowed to make amends in 

order to satisfy their Lord, for it is too late to do so. It is a time for reckoning and the 

determination of fates. “And when the wrongdoers actually see the suffering [that awaits 

them], it will in no way be mitigated for them, nor will they be granted respite.” (Verse 85) 

Their silence however is broken when they see gathered with them those so-called 

‘partners’ which they used to allege to have a share in God’s divinity, and to worship 

them instead of God or alongside Him. They point to them, crying out: “Our Lord, 

these are our partners whom we used to invoke instead of You.” (Verse 86) Their statement 

begins with an acknowledgement of God’s position. They address Him as “Our 

Lord!” What is more is that they no longer describe the false deities they used to 

worship as God’s partners. They refer to them as ‘our partners’. Those very partners 

are frightened by such a description for it constitutes a serious accusation. Hence, 

they refute it, asserting most emphatically that those who worshipped them are liars. 

“But they will throw their word back at them, saying: ‘You are indeed liars.’” (Verse 86) 

They turn to God in full submission. “On that day, they shall proffer submission to God.” 
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(Verse 87) Thus the unbelievers will discover that none of their inventions will be of 

any avail to them in their very difficult situation: “All their inventions will have forsaken 

them.” (Verse 87) 

The scene concludes with an emphatic statement asserting that those who tried 

their best to turn others from the path of faith will have their punishment increased: 

“Upon those who disbelieve and debar others from the path of God We will heap suffering 

upon suffering in punishment for all the corruption they wrought.” (Verse 88) Disbelief in 

God is corruption, and turning others from God’s path is also corruption. These 

people are guilty of both offences. Hence it is only right that their punishment should 

be increased. 

This applies to all people and communities. The s rah then singles out a special 

situation involving the Prophet with his own people: “One day We will raise up within 

every nation a witness from among themselves to testify against them. And We will bring 

you, [Prophet] as a witness against these [i.e. your people]. We have bestowed from on high 

upon you the book to make everything clear, and to provide guidance and grace, and to give 

good news to those who submit themselves to God.” (Verse 89) What a gloomy and 

fraught scene is chosen as the background: that of a pagan people looking on when 

the false deities they used to worship declare that they are liars, and those very 

deities declare their own submission to God, totally disowning their former 

worshippers. 

Against this background, the Prophet’s position is clearly stated. He will be the 

witness against his own people. This timely piece of detail adds power to the whole 

scene: “And We will bring you, [Prophet] as a witness against these [i.e. your people].” 

(Verse 89) The verse mentions then that the revelations given to the Prophet “makes 

everything clear,” leaving no excuse for anyone to justify turning away from them. 

The revelation of the Qur’ n also provides “guidance and grace and gives good news to 

those who submit themselves to God.” (Verse 89) This shows clearly that whoever wishes 

to follow right guidance and receive God’s mercy should declare his submission to 

God before the arrival of that awesome and fearful day. For when it comes, no one 

will be given leave to justify his position or to make amends for past deeds. Thus we 

see that the scenes of the Day of Judgement given in the Qur’ n serve a definite 

purpose endorsing the message given in the section where they occur. 
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5 

Absolute Justice 

God enjoins justice, kindness [to all], and 

generosity to one’s kindred; and He forbids all 

that is shameful, all reprehensible conduct and 

aggression. He admonishes you so that you may 

take heed. (90) 

Fulfil your covenant with God whenever you 

make a pledge. Do not break your oaths after 

you have confirmed them, and have made God 

your surety. God certainly knows all that you do. 

(91) 

Be not like her who untwists the yarn which she 

has firmly spun, using your oaths as a means to 

deceive one another, simply because a particular 

community may be more powerful than another. 

By this, God puts you to the test. On the Day of 

Resurrection He will make clear to you all that 
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on which you now differ. (92) 

Had God so willed, He would have surely made 

you all one single community. But He lets go 

astray him that wills [to go astray] and guides 

aright him that wills [to be guided]. You shall 

certainly be called to account for all that you do. 

(93) 

Do not use your oaths as a means to deceive one 

another, lest your foot should slip after it has been 

firm, and lest you should be made to suffer the evil 

[consequences] of your having debarred others 

from the path of God, with tremendous suffering 

awaiting you. (94) 

Do not barter away- your covenant with God for 

a trifling price. Surely, that which is with God is 

far better for you, if you but knew it. (95) 

Whatever you have is certain to come to an end, 

but that which is with God is everlasting. We will 

certainly grant those who are patient in adversity 

their reward according to the best that they ever 

did. (96) 

Whoever does righteous deeds, whether man 
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or woman, and is a believer, We shall most 

certainly give a good life. And We shall 

indeed reward these according to the best that 

they ever did. (97) 

Whenever you read the Qur’ān, seek refuge with 

God from Satan, the accursed. (98) 

He certainly has no power over those who believe 

and place their trust in their Lord. (99) 

He has power only over those who are willing to 

follow him, and thus ascribe to him a share in 

God’s divinity. (100) 

When We replace one verse by another — and 

God knows best what He reveals — they say: 

‘You are but a fabricator.’ Indeed most of them 

have no knowledge. (101) 

Say: ‘The Holy Spirit has brought it down from 

your Lord in truth, so as to strengthen the 

believers, and to provide guidance and good news 

to those who surrender themselves to God.’(102) 

We know full well that they say: ‘It is but a man 

that teaches him [all] this.’ But the man to whom 
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they so maliciously allude speaks a foreign tongue, 

while this is Arabic speech, pure and clear. (103) 

Those who do not believe in God’s revelations 

shall not be granted guidance by God. Grievous 

suffering awaits them. (104) 

It is only those who do not believe in God’s 

revelations that invent falsehood. It is they indeed 

who are liars. (105) 

As for anyone who denies God after having 

accepted the faith — and this certainly does not 

apply to one who does it under duress; while his 

heart remains true to his faith, but applies to him 

who willingly opens his heart to unbelief — upon 

all such falls God’s wrath, and theirs will be a 

tremendous suffering. (106) 

This is because they love the life of this world 

better than the life to come. God does not bestow 

His guidance on those who reject the truth. (107) 

Such are those whose hearts and ears and eyes are 
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Overview 

The previous passage ended with a verse that included the following statement: 

“We have bestowed from on high upon you the book to make everything clear, and to provide 

guidance and grace, and to give good news to those who submit themselves to God.” (Verse 

89) This new passage begins with a clarification giving some glimpses of what the 

Qur’ n contains of clear guidance, grace and the good news it brings. The passage 

also includes orders to maintain justice and to act with kindness, particularly to 

relatives, and to steer away from indecency, evil and transgression, and to remain 

true to one’s pledges and promises. It forbids going back on oaths once they have 

been made. All these are essential practices that we must maintain, as the Qur’ n 

impresses upon us. 

The passage also states that those who violate pledges or swear solemn oaths to 

deceive others will endure tremendous suffering. It also brings good news for those 

who persevere in the face of adversity. These will certainly be rewarded in 

accordance with their best actions. 

It outlines some of the good manners which must be maintained when reading the 

sealed by God; such are the heedless (108) 

Without doubt, in the life to come they will be the 

losers. (109) 

But then, your Lord [grants forgiveness] to those 

who forsake their homes after enduring trials and 

persecution, and strive hard [in God’s cause] and 

remain patient in adversity. After all this, your 

Lord is certainly Much- Forgiving, Most 

Merciful. (110) 

One day every soul will come pleading for itself. 

Every soul will be repaid in full for all its actions, 

and none shall be wronged. (111) 
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Qur’ n, such as seeking refuge with God against Satan, so that he does not come near 

the place where the Qur’ n is being read. It mentions some of the fabrications the 

pagans used to repeat about the Qur’ n. Some plainly accused the Prophet of 

inventing it, while others claimed that a foreigner taught it to the Prophet. The 

passage concludes by stating the punishment for those who disbelieve after having 

accepted the faith, and the position of those who are compelled to declare their 

rejection of the faith while their hearts are full of the certainty of its truth. It tells us 

about the reward of those who are subjected to oppression on account of their faith, 

and who strive and fight hard, always remaining patient in adversity. All this serves 

as clarification, guidance, mercy and good news, as the last verse of the previous 

passage mentions. 

An Order Combining All Goodness 

God enjoins justice, kindness [to all], and generosity to one’s kindred; and He forbids 
all that is shameful, all reprehensible conduct and aggression. He admonishes you so 
that you may take heed. (Verse 90) 

This book, the Qur’ n, has been revealed in order to bring a nation into existence, 

and to regulate a community; to establish a different world and initiate a new social 

order. It represents a world message for the whole of mankind, which does not allow 

any special allegiance to tribe, nation or race. Faith is the only bond that unites a 

community and a nation. It puts forward the principles that ensure unity within the 

community, security and reassurance for individuals, groups, nations and states, as 

well as complete trust that governs all transactions, pledges and promises. 

It requires that justice should be established and maintained, because justice 

ensures a solid and constant basis for all transactions and deals between individuals 

and communities; a basis subject to no prejudice, preference or favouritism; a basis 

influenced by no family relationship, wealth or strength; a basis that ensures equal 

treatment for all and subjects all to the same standards and laws. 

Along with justice, the Qur’ n urges kindness, which relaxes the strictness of 

absolute justice. It lays the door open for anyone who wishes to win the heart of an 

opponent to forgo part of what is rightfully his. This means that the chance is 

available to all to go beyond strict justice, which is both a right and a duty, to show 

kindness in order to allow wounds to heal or to win favour. 

Kindness has an even broader sense. Every good action is a kindness. The 

command enjoining kindness includes every type of action and transaction. It thus 

covers every aspect of life, including a person’s relationship with his Lord, family, 

community and with the rest of mankind. 
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Perhaps we should add here that some commentators on the Qur’ n say that 

‘justice’ is the obligatory part, while ‘kindness’ is voluntary, but highly encouraged, 

particularly in so far as matters of worship are concerned. They say that this verse is 

part of the revelations received by the Prophet in Makkah, when the legal provisions 

had not as yet been outlined. But the way the verse is phrased uses both justice and 

kindness in their broadest sense. Moreover, from a purely ethical point of view, both 

are generally applicable principles, not mere legal provisions. 

One aspect of kindness is ‘generosity to one’s kindred’, but it is specially 

highlighted here in order to emphasize its importance. From the Islamic point of 

view, this is not based on narrow family loyalty, but on the Islamic principle of 

common solidarity which moves from the smaller, local circle to the larger, social 

context. The principle is central to the implementation of the Islamic social system. 

The verse proceeds to outline three prohibitions in contrast to the three orders 

with which it begins, stating that God “forbids all that is shameful, all reprehensible 

conduct and aggression.” (Verse 90) Under shameful conduct everything that goes 

beyond the limits of propriety is included, but the term is often used to denote 

dishonourable assault and indecency. Thus it combines both aggression and 

transgression. Hence it has become synonymous with shamefulness. 

‘Reprehensible conduct’ refers to any action of which pure, undistorted human 

nature disapproves. Islam also disapproves of any such conduct because it is the 

religion of pure human nature. Human nature can however become distorted, but 

Islamic law remains constant, pointing to what human nature is like before distortion 

creeps in. 

Aggression’ in this context denotes injustice as well as any excess that goes beyond 

what is right and fair. No community can survive when it is based on the spread of 

shameful, reprehensible conduct and aggression. No community can hope to flourish 

if it does not stamp out shameful conduct, reprehensible actions and aggression. 

Hence human nature is bound to rebel against these whenever they are allowed to 

spread in society. 

Human nature will not allow such destructive forces to remain in full play 

without staging a rebellion. This is inevitable even though such forces may be 

exceedingly powerful, functioning under the protection of tyrant rulers. In fact the 

history of humanity is full of such rebellions aiming to purge humanity of such 

parasites, in the same way that the human body mobilizes its defences to expel any 

alien organism. The very fact that human nature rebels against them proves that they 

are alien to proper human life. While God enjoins justice and kindness, He forbids 

shameful, reprehensible conduct and aggression. This is in perfect accord with what 

pure human nature desires. It strengthens human nature and supports its resistance 
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to such alien forces. Hence the final comment in the verse tells us that God 

“admonishes you so that you may take heed.” (Verse 90) The admonition serves to 

awaken human conscience and support an undistorted human nature. 

Using Oaths for Deceit 

Fulfil your covenant with God whenever you make a pledge. Do not break your oaths 
after you have confirmed them, and have made God your surety. God certainly knows 
all that you do. (Verse 91) 

Fulfilment of God’s covenant includes the pledge Muslims give to the Prophet 

(peace be upon him) when they accept the Islamic faith, as well as every pledge or 

promise that involves something permissible or encouraged. The fulfilment of 

promises and pledges ensures that trust is maintained in human transactions. 

Without such trust human society, and humanity generally, cannot have a solid 

foundation. The verse makes sure that those who make a pledge or a covenant are 

ashamed to break their oaths after having confirmed them, making God the surety 

for their fulfilment, and appealing to Him as their witness. This is followed by an 

implicit warning: “God certainly knows all that you do.” (Verse 91) 

Islam takes a very strict view on the question of fulfilling covenants, allowing no 

breach or violation under any circumstances. This is important because it constitutes 

the basis of trust in any community. Without strict fulfilment of covenants, the whole 

structure of the community collapses. The treatment of this point in the s rah does 

not stop at merely stating an order to fulfil all covenants and pledges and a 

prohibition of their violation. It goes further than that, showing the violation of 

covenants in a very bad light. It also dismisses every excuse people make to justify 

their going back on covenants: “Be not like her who untwists the yarn which she has 

firmly spun, using your oaths as a means to deceive one another, simply because a particular 

group may be more powerful than another. By this, God puts you to the test. On the Day of 

Resurrection He will make clear to you all that on which you now differ.” (Verse 92) 

A person who goes back on his pledges is shown like a stupid, imbecile woman 

who has no resolve. She spins her yarn and then breaks it leaving it in loose thread. 

Every little detail given in the example suggests shame and ignominy. The whole 

picture is meant to give a completely repulsive impression. No honourable person 

would compromise himself to look so idiotic as the woman who spends her life 

doing what is of no use and no value whatsoever. 

Some people tried to justify going back on the covenants they had made with the 

Prophet Mu ammad (peace be upon him) by saying that he and his companions 

were but a weak group, while the Quraysh enjoyed strength of numbers and 
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position. The s rah makes it clear that this is no justification for making their oaths a 

means of deception, showing themselves ready to go back on them whenever it 

suited them: “using your oaths as a means to deceive one another, simply because a 

particular community may be more powerful than another.” This is a clear order not to 

contemplate breaking pledges in order to gain favour with a community that may 

appear to be more powerful. 

The Qur’ nic statement includes cases when a breach of a covenant is justified on 

the basis of what we call today, ‘national interests’. A certain country may abrogate a 

treaty it has signed with another, or with a group of countries, only because a 

stronger nation or group of nations happen to be on the other side. ‘National interest’ 

is used to justify such violation of binding covenants and treaties. Islam does not 

approve of such justification. It makes its firm stand that covenants must be 

honoured; and oaths must never be made in deception. At the same time Islam does 

not approve of any pledge, treaty or covenant that is not based on righteousness and 

God-consciousness. Islam is very clear on this. No pledge or cooperation in injustice, 

transgression, disobedience to God, usurpation of other people’s rights or 

exploitation of other communities and countries is admissible in Islam. Such is the 

foundation on which the Muslim community and the Islamic state were built. Hence, 

security, trust as also sound and healthy relationships on individual and 

international levels were enjoyed by the whole world at the time when Islam 

assumed the leadership. 

This Qur’ nic statement warns against seeking such an excuse. It warns that when 

a situation like the one described in the verse prevails, and one community appears 

to be far more powerful than another, it serves as a trial to Muslims. God wishes to 

test their resolve to honour their covenants so that they may prove their 

unwillingness to break a covenant when they have made God their witness to it. “By 

this, God puts you to the test.” (Verse 92) As for differences that may exist between 

nations and communities, these are left to God to resolve on the appointed day: “On 

the Day of Resurrection He will make clear to you all that on which you now differ.” (Verse 

92) This statement serves to reassure the Muslim community as it resolves to honour 

its pledges to, and treaties with, communities that do not share its faith. 

Had God so willed, He would have surely made you all one single community. But He 
lets go astray him that wills [to go astray] and guides aright him that wills [to be 
guided]. You shall certainly be called to account for all that you do. (Verse 93) 

It is God’s will that people should be created with different aptitudes and 

susceptibilities. He could have created them with the same aptitude, but He has so 

willed that each individual is so unlike any other. He has set into operation rules and 

laws which ensure that people can follow His guidance or choose to go astray. These 
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fulfil His will in relation to mankind. Within these laws, everyone is responsible for 

the actions he or she takes. Bearing this in mind, it follows that differences of faith 

and beliefs cannot be used as an excuse to violate treaties and covenants. These 

differences have their reasons which are subject to God’s will. Covenants are to be 

honoured regardless of differences in faith. 

Do we need to comment on such clean and straightforward dealings, or such 

religious tolerance? The fact is that throughout history, such cleanliness and honest 

dealing were only experienced under Islam, when the Muslim community was truly 

guided by the Qur’ n. 

Ideals Made Practical 

The s rah places even greater emphasis on the fulfilment of pledges and the 

prohibition of resorting to oaths in order to deceive others, lulling them into a false 

sense of security in order to make transitory gain. It warns that the only result of 

such deception is to weaken the basis of social life and undermine bonds, 

commitments and beliefs. It warns against God’s severe punishment in the hereafter. 

At the same time, it holds the promise of a much better reward which more than 

compensates for any trivial gain they may have had to sacrifice in honouring their 

pledges. It reminds them that what they have in this life is transitory, certain to come 

to an end, while that which God holds is inexhaustible, everlasting. 

Do not use your oaths as a means to deceive one another, lest your foot should slip 
after it has been firm, and lest you should be made to suffer the evil [consequences] of 
your having debarred others from the path of God, with tremendous suffering 
awaiting you. Do not barter away your covenant with God for a trifling price. Surely, 
that which is with God is far better for you, if you but knew it. Whatever you have is 
certain to come to an end, but that which is with God is everlasting. We will certainly 
grant those who are patient in adversity their reward according to the best that they 
ever did. (Verses 94-96) 

When oaths are sworn only to deceive other people, the result is the weakening of 

faith in one’s own conscience and giving to others a distorted image of it. Someone 

who swears in order to deceive others cannot have firm belief, and cannot walk 

firmly along its path. At the same time, he presents a bad image of his professed faith 

to those who trust him only to find themselves deceived. In this way, he sets a very 

bad example of believers, in effect turning others away from God’s faith. 

In fact whole communities accepted the faith of Islam when they realized how 

faithful to their trust the Muslims were. The unhesitating fulfilment by the Muslims 

of their promises, their true oaths and clean, straightforward dealings motivated 
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other communities to learn more about Islam and believe in it. Thus the resulting 

gain was far greater than the temporary loss that appeared to be incurred by 

fulfilment of pledges. 

The Qur’ n and the Sunnah of the Prophet have left a very strong impression on 

Muslims in relation to their promises and treaties. This has remained the distinctive 

characteristic of their dealings with others both at individual and international levels. 

It is reported that a truce was made between Mu` wiyah, the fifth Caliph, and the 

Byzantine Emperor. When the truce was approaching its end, Mu` wiyah marched 

towards Byzantium. He was very close to the border when the truce expired, and he 

began military activity. `Umar ibn `Utbah, a Companion of the Prophet in his army 

said to him: “Mu` wiyah! God be glorified. Honour your pledges and never violate 

them. I have heard God’s Messenger [peace be upon him] saying: ‘Whoever has a 

treaty with other people must not break his commitment until the term has lapsed.’ 

Mu` wiyah ordered his army to retreat and marched home.” Examples in history of 

Muslims honouring treaties, even though their immediate interests would have been 

better served by abrogating them, are numerous. 

The Qur’ n was able to make such a distinctly strong impression on Muslims 

through repeated warnings against violation of covenants, promises of reward for 

honouring them, and by making the covenant a bond with God. It shows the benefit 

that may result from such violation of commitment to be paltry, while God rewards 

generously those who are true to their word: “Do not barter away your covenant with 

God for a trifling price. Surely, that which is with God is far better for you, if but knew it.” 

(Verse 95) The verse reminds us that what human beings may have is transitory, 

even though it may be all the property of one person. On the other hand, what is 

with God remains for ever: “Whatever you have is certain to come to an end, but that 

which is with God is everlasting.” (Verse 96) Thus their determination to fulfil their 

commitments, even though they may be burdensome, is immensely strengthened. 

Those who persevere in the face of difficulty are promised generous reward: “We will 

certainly grant those who are patient in adversity their reward according to the best that they 

ever did” (Verse 96) The promise implies that their failings are overlooked, so that 

their reward takes into account only the best of their actions.  

Equal Reward for Equal Sexes 

The next verse lays down a general rule about action and reward: “Whoever does 

righteous deeds, whether man or woman, and is a believer, We shall most certainly give a 

good life. And We shall indeed reward these according to the best that they ever did.” (Verse 

97) The first item in this rule is that the two sexes, male and female, are equal with 

regard to their actions and the reward they receive for them. They enjoy the same 
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relationship with God and the same standing in His regard. Hence, He rewards them 

equally, applying one measure to both of them. Although the term, ‘whoever’, with 

which the verse opens, includes both men and women, the Qur’ nic statement 

emphasizes this by stating it very clearly: “Whoever does righteous deeds, whether man or 

woman.” This equality is stressed emphatically in the same s rah that gives us an 

image of how Arab j hiliyyah society looked upon women. 

It tells us how society looked down upon women, and the extent of the depression 

a father felt when he was given the news of the birth of a girl, leading him to hide 

away from his friends and acquaintances, because of the shame he felt. 

Another aspect of this general rule is that good action must have a strong 

foundation, which must be faith. Without it, good action cannot be cemented into a 

well built structure. It remains haphazard, and it soon becomes like ashes blown in 

every direction by a strong wind. Faith provides the axis around which all bonds 

turn. It gives good action a motive and an aim. Thus it gives goodness a strong 

foundation so that it is not swayed by fleeting desires. 

The rule also establishes that when good action is coupled with faith, it is 

rewarded by a goodly life in this world. It need not be a life of affluence and riches. It 

may be a goodly life with or without plenty of money. There are many things in life, 

other than money, which provide a goodly feeling and happiness. A strong bond 

with God and a feeling of trust in Him and His abounding grace make life happy 

indeed. Life may also be blessed with good health, a peaceful and blessed living, love 

and compassion. It may have the rejoice generated by good action and its effects on 

oneself and society. Money is only one aspect, and little of it is sufficient when one 

looks up to what is more blessed and longer lasting. 

This general rule also makes clear that a goodly life in this world will not reduce 

in any way one’s good reward in the life to come. Indeed the reward is based on the 

best actions believers do in this world. This implies, as we have stated earlier, that 

God will forgive them their sins. This is indeed the best reward to which human 

beings may aspire. 

Attitude to Qur’ānic Recitation 

The s rah then speaks about the Qur’ n and the values to be observed when 

reciting it. It also mentions some of the false assertions the unbelievers used to make 

about it. “Whenever you read the Qur’ n, seek refuge with God from Satan, the accursed. He 

certainly has no power over those who believe and place their trust in their Lord. He has 

power only over those who are willing to follow him, and thus ascribe to him a share in God’s 

divinity.” (Verses 98-100) Seeking God’s refuge against Satan prepares the 

atmosphere such that it is more congenial for the recitation of God’s book. It gives a 
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sense of purity that strengthens the reader’s bond with God, so that he is free from 

any other preoccupation, that is with any aspect of the world of evil that Satan 

represents. 

This is all generated by seeking refuge with God from Satan and his schemes. Yet 

it is made clear that Satan “has no power over those who believe and place their trust in 

their Lord.” (Verse 99) Those who appeal to God alone and purge their hearts of any 

loyalty to any other bond are free of Satan’s power. Much as he may whisper to 

them, their bond with God protects them from toeing his line. They may slip and 

commit errors, but they do not submit to Satan. They will always purge their hearts 

of Satan’s influence and turn to God in repentance. “He has power only over those who 

are willing to follow him, and thus ascribe to him a share in God’s divinity.” (Verse 1 00) It 

is such people who make Satan their patron, who allow their desires to dictate their 

actions under Satan’s influence that are subject to his power. Indeed some of them 

make Satan their Lord. Indeed some have even worshipped Satan, or a similar deity 

of evil. However, following Satan’s footsteps is a kind of associating him as a partner 

with God. 

The Nature of False Fabrication 

The s rah also mentions some of the falsehoods the unbelievers circulated about 

the Qur’ n: 

When We replace one verse by another — and God knows best what He reveals — 
they say: ‘You are but a fabricator.’ Indeed most of them have no knowledge. Say: ‘The 
Holy Spirit has brought it down from your Lord in truth, so as to strengthen the 
believers, and to provide guidance and good news to those who surrender themselves 
to God.’ We know full well that they say: It is but a man that teaches him [all] this.’ 
But the man to whom they so maliciously allude speaks a foreign tongue, while this is 
Arabic speech, pure and clear. Those who do not believe in God’s revelations shall not 
be granted guidance by God. Grievous suffering awaits them. It is only those who do 
not believe in God’s revelations that invent falsehood. It is they indeed who are liars. 
(Verses 101-105) 

The unbelievers do not understand the role of God’s book and the fact that it has 

been revealed to establish a global human society and create a community to lead it 

along its way. They do not realize that it is the final message to come from on high to 

mankind. They are oblivious of the essential truth that God, who has created man, 

knows best which concepts, principles and legislation are best suited for humanity. 

When He abrogates a verse that has completed its purpose, He puts another in its 

place which is more suitable for the stage the new community has reached, and 

better suited for the long future, the duration of which is known only to Him. This is 
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certainly His prerogative. The verses of this book may be likened to a medicine 

which is given in small doses to a patient until he is cured. Then he is advised to 

resume a normal diet which helps to protect his health. 

But the unbelievers understand nothing of all this. Hence it is not surprising that 

they did not appreciate the purpose behind the abrogation of one verse by another 

and accused the Prophet of being a fabricator when he was indeed the most honest 

and truthful person they had ever known. Hence the verse comments: “Indeed most of 

them have no knowledge.” (Verse 101) 

The s rah then states the truth of the revelation of the Qur’ n: “Say: The Holy Spirit 

has brought it down from your Lord in truth.” (Verse 102) It could not be a fabrication 

when it was brought down by the Holy Spirit, the Angel Gabriel (peace be upon 

him). He has brought it ‘from your Lord’, not from you, and this is done in truth’, 

which means that no falsehood can ever be attached to it. The purpose of its 

revelation is ‘to strengthen the believers,’ who maintain the bond between God and 

their hearts. These realize that it has come from God to spell out the truth and make 

it clear for all mankind. It has another purpose as well, which is ‘to provide guidance 

and good news to those who surrender themselves to God.’ (Verse 102) They are 

strengthened by the fact that they are guided along the right path, as also given the 

happy news of achieving victory and establishing their power. 

We know full well that they say: ‘It is but a man that teaches him [all] this.’ But the 
man to whom they so maliciously allude speaks a foreign tongue, while this is Arabic 
speech, pure and clear. (Verse 103) 

This was yet another falsehood the unbelievers tried to assert. They claimed that 

the Qur’ n was taught to the Prophet by a man whom they named. We have 

different reports about the particular person they mentioned. One report points to a 

foreign servant attached to one clan or another of the Quraysh who used to sell 

goods near al-Şaf . The Prophet might have sat with him and spoke to him at times. 

But the man spoke a foreign language. His knowledge of Arabic was sufficient only 

to conduct necessary business transactions. 

Another report by Ibn Is q in his biography of the Prophet suggests that the 

Prophet used to sit at al-Marwah with a Christian servant named Sabī`ah, although 

some people called him Jabr. He was a slave owned by a man from al- ađramī clan. 

Ibn Kathīr, the historian, and other scholars like `Ikrimah and Qat dah mention that 

the man’s name was Ya’īsh. 

Another scholar and historian, al- abarī, reports on the authority of Ibn `Abb s, 

the Prophet’s cousin, that the Prophet used to teach a slave called Bal` m who spoke 

a foreign language. The unbelievers used to see the Prophet leaving his place. So they 
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came up with their ridiculous fabrication, saying that Bal` m taught the Prophet. 

God answers all these fabrications with a simple, clear statement that ends all 

argument: “The man to whom they so maliciously allude speaks a foreign tongue, while this 

is Arabic speech, pure and clear.” (Verse 103) It is difficult to imagine that they were 

serious when they made such ludicrous claims. It was all most likely a part of their 

evil scheming which they knew to be absolutely false. They were fully aware of the 

merits of the Qur’ n and its literary excellence. How could they claim that a man 

speaking a foreign tongue could have taught it to Mu ammad. If such a man could 

have produced such a masterpiece, why would he not claim it for himself, without 

teaching it to another? 

Today, with humanity having made such huge advancements, and human talent 

having produced such great books and masterpieces, social orders and legislation, 

anyone who appreciates literature, social systems and legal codes is bound to 

acknowledge that the Qur’ n could not have been authored by a human being. 

Even the atheists of Communist Russia who wished to criticize Islam in the 

Conference of Orientalists held in 1954 managed no better than to claim that the 

Qur’ n could not have been the work of one man. It must have been the collective 

work of a large community. Moreover, they claimed, it could not have been written 

totally in Arabia. Some parts of it must have been written in other parts of the world! 

They felt that no individual had the talent to produce this book, and nor had one 

nation the knowledge embodied in it. They could not admit to the force of sound 

logic and attribute the Qur’ n to its true Author, God, the Lord of all the worlds. 

They denied God’s existence. How could they acknowledge revelation and 

prophethood? 

This is the view of some specialist scholars in the twentieth century. Compared 

with it, the Makkan unbelievers’ claim that a foreign slave who spoke little Arabic 

taught it to Mu ammad appears at its most ludicrous. 

The Qur’ n states the reason behind such false assertions: “Those who do not believe 

in God’s revelations shall not be granted guidance by God. Grievous suffering awaits them.” 

(Verse 104) Those who refuse to believe in the signs given by God will not be guided 

to the truth concerning this divine revelation. Indeed God does not guide them to the 

truth concerning anything. This is the natural consequence of their unbelief and 

deliberate rejection of the message God’s signs impart to them. Hence, “grievous 

suffering awaits them,’ after they have been in continuous error. 

The s rah then makes it clear that false claims against God could not be made by 

Mu ammad, whose honesty was exemplary. Such falsehood could only be asserted 

by people like them refusing to believe in God: “It is only those who do not believe in 

God’s revelations that invent falsehood. It is they indeed who are liars.” (Verse 105) Lying is 



Al-Naĥl (The Bees) | DENYING THE UNDENIABLE 

 78

a cardinal sin which no believer perpetrates. The Prophet himself made it clear that a 

true believer could at times commit some sinful action, but a true believer would 

never deliberately tell a lie. 

Rejecting the Faith after Accepting it 

The s rah outlines here the rulings concerning anyone who disavows faith after 

having accepted it: 

As for anyone who denies God after having accepted the faith — and this certainly 
does not apply to one who does it under duress, while his heart remains true to his 
faith, but applies to him who willingly opens his heart to unbelief— upon all such falls 
God’s wrath, and theirs will be a tremendous suffering. This is because they love the 
life of this world better than the lift to come. God does not bestow His guidance on 
those who reject the truth. Such are those whose hearts and ears and eyes are sealed by 
God; such are the heedless. Without doubt, in the lift to come they will be the losers. 
(Verses 106-109) 

The early Muslims in Makkah were subjected to such brutal oppression as could 

only be endured by those who had made up their minds to sacrifice their lives in 

pursuit of a higher destiny in the life to come. Such people endure all the atrocities 

the unbelievers perpetrate against them, rather than revert to pagan faith. 

The s rah paints in ghastly colours the crime of the person who reverts to unbelief 

after having known the true faith, declared his acceptance of it and experienced its 

blessings. Such a person only reverts to unbelief because he prefers the comforts and 

pleasures of this world to the happiness of the life to come. Hence such people are 

threatened with God’s wrath and tremendous suffering, in addition to being 

deprived of God’s guidance. They are described as heedless, as having sealed their 

hearts, ears and eyes, and as being certain losers in the life to come. The important 

point here is that faith must never be subject to bargaining or to a balance of profit 

and loss. When a person’s heart and mind submit to faith, they do not admit any 

worldly influence. This world has its values and considerations, while faith has its 

own. The two sets cannot overlap or have anything in common. Faith must not be 

treated in a trifling way. It is not a bargain that you make one day and reverse the 

next. It is far more precious. Hence the crime is painted in such ghastly colours and 

the punishment is seen to be extremely stern. 

The only exception from such condemnation is the one who professes, under utter 

duress, to have rejected the faith only to save himself from certain death, while his 

heart remains full of faith, certain that it is the truth. It is reported that this ruling was 

revealed in connection with `Amm r ibn Y sir. Al- abarī reports on the authority of 
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Mu ammad, `Amm r’s son, that “the unbelievers in Makkah tortured his father, 

`Amm r ibn Y sir, continuously until he gave in to some of their demands. He then 

reported this to the Prophet who asked him: ‘How do you feel deep at heart?’ He 

said: ‘My heart is full of faith, entertaining no doubt whatsoever.’ The Prophet said to 

him: ‘If they try again, do likewise.’ This was a concession, and it applies to anyone 

in similar circumstances.’1 

Yet many believers refused to satisfy their torturers, preferring to die rather than 

give in, even only verbally, to their demands. This was the stance taken by `Amm r’s 

own parents. His mother, Sumayyah, was so resolute in her resistance that she was 

stabbed with a spear in her vagina and died a martyr. His father also was tortured to 

death without giving in. Similarly did Bil l, who was singled out for a special 

treatment. The unbelievers laid him down on the burning sands in the summer heat 

of Arabia and put on his chest a large rock and dragged him along, ordering him to 

reject his faith, but he refused and declared: “He is only One God.” He then said to 

them: “Had I known anything that would give you more displeasure, I would have 

said it.” 

Another example is that of abīb ibn Zayd al-Anş rī, when Musaylamah, the liar 

who claimed to be a messenger of God asked him: “Do you believe that Mu ammad 

is God’s Messenger?” abīb said: “Yes, indeed.” Musaylamah asked him: “Do you 

believe that I, too, am God’s messenger?” abīb said: “I hear nothing.” Musaylamah 

then ordered that abīb be dismembered. He kept asking him and he kept giving the 

same replies until he died under such torture. 

`Abdull h ibn udh fah of the Sahm clan of the Quraysh was a companion of the 

Prophet who was once taken captive by the Byzantines. He was taken to their ruler 

who offered him a share in his kingdom and that he would give him his own 

daughter as a wife if he would embrace Christianity. `Abdull h said: “If you were to 

give me all your kingdom and all the wealth and property of all Arabs in return for 

disowning the faith of Mu ammad, (peace be upon him), I would not accept for even 

a blink of an eye.” The Byzantine ruler said: “If you refuse, then I will kill you.” 

`Abdull h said: “Do what you like.” The ruler then ordered that he should be 

crucified. Soldiers then shot at him with arrows piercing his legs and arms, but he 

refused to convert to Christianity despite all this. 

The ruler then ordered that he should be brought down from the cross. A large 

pan made of copper was put over a great fire until it was boiling fiercely. Another 

Muslim captive was then thrown into the pan and soon his bones were visible. 

`Abdull h was then told to convert to Christianity, threatened that he would suffer 

                                                 
1 Abū Ja`far Mu ammad Ibn Jarīr al- abarī, J mi` al-Bay n `An Ta’wīl y al-Qur’ n. D r al-Fikr, Beirut, 
1984, Vol. 8, Part 14, p. 182. 
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the same fate if he did not. He refused, and the ruler ordered that he should be 

thrown into the pan. As he was being lifted, the ruler noticed that his eyes were 

tearful. He ordered that he should be brought down. He then spoke to him only to be 

astonished by `Abdull h’s explanation of his crying. `Abdull h said: “I only cried 

because I have one soul, and I am subjected to this torture for my faith. I wish I had 

as many souls as the number of hairs on my body and each one of them was 

subjected to the same fate.” 

Another report suggests that the Byzantine ruler then imprisoned `Abdull h ibn 

udh fah for several days without food or water. He then sent him wine and pork. 

`Abdull h touched nothing of this. He was then taken to the ruler who asked him 

why he did not eat or drink. `Abdull h said: “In my condition, [i.e. a case of 

starvation approaching death] it is lawful for me to eat and drink the otherwise 

forbidden things you sent me. But I will not give you the pleasure of feeling that you 

have broken my resolve.” The ruler secretly admired `Abdull h for his great 

resistance under pressure. He said to him: “Kiss my head and I will set you free.” 

`Abdull h said: “I will do so if you will also set free all the other Muslim captives 

you hold.” The ruler agreed and `Abdull h kissed his head. The ruler was true to his 

promise and set them all free. `Abdull h took them all to Madinah and reported 

what happened to the Caliph, `Umar ibn al-Kha b who said: “It is the duty of every 

Muslim to kiss `Abdull h ibn udh fah’s head. I will be the first to do so.” He then 

stood up and kissed `Abdull h’s head. 

This shows that faith is a matter of grave importance. There can be no compromise 

about it. To uphold it may require paying a heavy price. But, to a Muslim, faith is far 

more valuable than any price. It is so also in God’s view. It is a trust honoured only 

by one who is prepared to sacrifice his life for it.2 Indeed the life of this world and all 

the comforts it may provide is of little consequence compared with faith. 

But then, your Lord [grants forgiveness] to those who forsake their homes after 
enduring trials and persecution, and strive hard [in God’s cause] and remain patient 
in adversity. After all this, your Lord is certainly Much-Forgiving, Most Merciful. 
One day every soul will come pleading for itself. Every soul will be repaid in full for 
all its actions, and none shall be wronged. (Verses 110-111) 

The reference here is to some believers who were among the weaker elements of 

Arabian society. They were subjected to great pressure and had to renounce their 

faith. However, they subsequently migrated and joined the believers when they had 

a chance to do so. They strove hard for the cause of Islam, enduring much hardship 

                                                 
2 The author himself honoured this trust when he refused to succumb to all the pressure and torture 
he was subjected to. He sacrificed his life when he was executed for no crime other than holding his 
views. This was in the summer of 1966, in the reign of Nasser, the Egyptian dictator. — Editor’s note. 
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along the way. The verse gives them the good news of God’s forgiveness and an 

abundance of His grace: “After all this, your Lord is Much-Forgiving, Most Merciful.” 

(Verse 110) 

This will take place on a day when every soul will be preoccupied with its own 

affairs. It has no time for anyone else. The statement, “every soul will come pleading for 

itself,” gives us a sense of the seriousness of the whole matter. Everyone will be 

trying hard to save themselves from the suffering that awaits the wrongdoers. But 

pleading will be of no avail, for it is the time of reckoning and reward. Hence: “Every 

soul will be repaid in frill for all its actions, and none shall be wronged.” (Verse 111) 
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6 

Advocacy by Example 

God cites the case of a town living in security 

and ease. Its sustenance comes to it in 

abundance from all quarters. Yet it was 

ungrateful for God’s favours. Therefore, 

God caused it to experience the misery of 

hunger and fear for what its people used to 

do. (112) 

 There had come to them a messenger from 

among themselves, but they denied him. 

Therefore suffering overwhelmed them as 

they were wrongdoers. (113) 

So eat of all the lawful and good things God has 

provided for you, and be grateful to God for His 

favours, if it is truly Him that you worship. 

(114) 

He has forbidden you only carrion, blood, the 

flesh of swine and anything over which any name 

other than God’s has been invoked. But if anyone 

is driven to it by necessity, neither desiring it nor 

exceeding his immediate need, then God is Much- 

Forgiving, Merciful. (115) 

Do not say — for any false thing you may utter 

with your tongues — that ‘This is lawful and 

this is forbidden’, so as to attribute your lying 

inventions to God. Indeed those who attribute 

their lying inventions to God will never be 
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successful. (116) 

Brief is their enjoyment [of this life], and grievous 

suffering awaits them [in the life to come]. (117) 

To the Jews We have made unlawful such things 

as We have mentioned to you earlier. We did 

them no wrong, but they were the ones who 

persistently wronged themselves. (118) 

But indeed your Lord [grants forgiveness] to those 

who do evil out of ignorance, and then repent and 

mend their ways. After all this, your Lord is 

certainly Much- Forgiving, Merciful. (119) 

In truth Abraham was a model, devoutly 

obedient to God, and true in faith. He was not 

one of those who associated partners with God. 

(120) 

He showed his gratitude for the blessings bestowed 

by Him who had chosen him and guided him to 

a straight path. (121) 

We bestowed on him good in this world; and 

truly, in the life to come he will be among the 

righteous. (122) 

And now We have inspired you with [this 

message]: ‘Follow the creed of Abraham, who 

was true in faith, and who was not one of those 

who associated partners with God.’ (123) 

[The observance of] the Sabbath was ordained 

only to those who differed about him. Your Lord 

will judge between them on the Day of 
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Overview 

Earlier in the s rah God gave two examples to drive home to people an important 

principle of faith. Now He gives another to portray the situation of Makkah and its 

pagan people who denied the blessings God had bestowed on them. The example 

serves to make clear what destiny awaits them if they persist in their attitude. The 

example highlights the blessings of abundant provisions, peace and security given to 

the city before mentioning the good and wholesome things they prohibit themselves 

on the basis of their pagan myths. In fact God has made these lawful to mankind. He 

has clearly outlined what He has forbidden, and it does not include the matters they 

Resurrection with regard to all that on which they 

dispute. (124) 

Call people to the path of your Lord with wisdom 

and goodly exhortation, and argue with them in 

the most kindly manner. Your Lord knows best 

who strays from His path and who are rightly 

guided. (125) 

If you should punish, then let your punishment be 

commensurate with the wrong done to you. But to 

endure patiently is far better for those who are 

patient in adversity. (126) 

Endure, then, with patience, remembering always 

that it is only God who helps you to be patient; 

and do not grieve over them, nor be distressed by 

their intrigues. (127) 

God is indeed with those who remain God-fearing 

and those who do good. (128) 

 

äí÷Š $# 4’ n<Î) È≅‹ Î6 y™ y7 În/ u‘ Ïπ yϑõ3Ït ø:$$Î/ Ïπ sà Ïã öθyϑø9 $# uρ 

Ïπ uΖ|¡pt ø:$# ( Ο ßγø9 Ï‰≈ y_uρ ©ÉL©9 $$Î/ }‘ Ïδ ß⎯ |¡ômr& 4 ¨βÎ) 

y7 −/ u‘ uθèδ ÞΟ n=ôãr& ⎯ yϑÎ/ ¨≅ |Ê ⎯ tã ⎯ Ï&Î#‹ Î6 y™ ( 
uθèδuρ ÞΟ n=ôãr& t⎦⎪Ï‰tGôγ ßϑø9 $$Î/ ∩⊇⊄∈∪  

÷βÎ) uρ óΟ çGö6 s%% tæ (#θç7 Ï%$yèsù È≅ ÷V ÏϑÎ/ $tΒ Ο çFö6 Ï%θãã 

⎯ Ïμ Î/ ( ⎦È⌡s9 uρ ÷Λän ÷y9|¹ uθßγ s9 ×ö yz š⎥⎪ÎÉ9≈ ¢Á=Ïj9 

∩⊇⊄∉∪  

÷É9ô¹$# uρ $tΒuρ x8 çö9|¹ ωÎ) «!$$Î/ 4 Ÿωuρ ÷βt“ øt rB 

óΟ Îγ øŠ n=tæ Ÿωuρ Ûs? ’ Îû 9, øŠ |Ê $£ϑÏiΒ 

šχρãà6 ôϑtƒ ∩⊇⊄∠∪  

¨βÎ) ©!$# yì tΒ t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (#θs) ¨?$# t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# ¨ρ Ν èδ 

šχθãΖÅ¡øt ’Χ ∩⊇⊄∇∪ 



Al-Naĥl (The Bees) | ADVOCACY BY EXAMPLE 

 85

prohibit themselves. This is an act of ingratitude to God, giving no thanks to Him for 

His blessings. By adopting this attitude they lay themselves open to God’s severe 

punishment. 

As it outlines the foul things God has forbidden to Muslims, the s rah mentions 

the wholesome things God had forbidden to the Jews because of their wrongdoing. 

These were not forbidden to their forefathers at the time of Abraham who was a 

devout servant of God. These were indeed permissible to him and his offspring. 

Some were later forbidden to the Jews as a sort of punishment for their subsequent 

disobedience. Those who then mended their ways could receive God’s forgiveness 

and mercy. 

Then God revealed a new message to Mu ammad as the final version of His faith. 

Thus all wholesome things were made lawful again. The same applies to the 

restrictions of the Sabbath, the day on which the Jews are forbidden fishing and 

hunting. The Sabbath applies to its own people who disagreed over it. Some of them 

obeyed the orders and refrained from doing what God had forbidden, while others 

transgressed and incurred God’s punishment. They were sent to a depth far below 

that of human beings. 

At this point the s rah comes to its close with an order given to God’s Messenger 

to call on people to follow God’s guidance. He should make his call with wisdom 

and goodly admonition, and with argument that is kindly. He is also told to maintain 

the laws of justice, replying to any aggression with similar measure, knowing that 

patience and forbearance are even better. The final outcome is indeed in favour of the 

God-fearing because God is with them, showing them the way to success, supporting 

and taking good care of them. 

An Example to Avoid 

God cites the case of a town living in security and ease. Its sustenance comes to it in 
abundance from all quarters. Yet it was ungrateful for God’s favours. Therefore, God 
caused it to experience the misery of hunger and fear for what its people used to do. 
There had come to them a messenger from among themselves, but they denied him. 
Therefore suffering overwhelmed them as they were wrongdoers. (Verses 112-113) 

This case is very similar to that of Makkah where God’s sacred house was built. It 

was made a consecrated city where everyone could feel secure. No one was 

threatened, even though he might be guilty of murder. All enjoyed the security of 

being in the neighbourhood of God’s Inviolable House. People all around were 

threatened by all manner of dangers, while the people of Makkah enjoyed peace and 

security. Their provisions came to them easily from all over the world, carried by 
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pilgrims or trade caravans which travelled in peace. Yet they lived in a barren valley 

with no cultivation or vegetation. Nevertheless, ever since the days of Abraham, they 

enjoyed a life of prosperity in addition to their security. 

Then a Messenger came to them: a man from among them whom they knew to 

always tell the truth and to be exemplary in his honesty. They could find nothing 

wrong with his character. It was God who sent him as His Messenger, bringing 

mercy to them and to all mankind, preaching the same faith as that of Abraham, who 

built the Inviolable House of worship which ensured their security and prosperity. 

But they were quick to reject his message, levelling at him all sorts of false 

accusations, and subjecting him and his followers to persecution. 

The example cited here by God is practically identical with their own situation: 

“God cites the case of a town living in security and ease. Its sustenance comes to it in 

abundance from all quarters. Yet it was ungrateful for God’s favours.” (Verse 112) The 

result of these people’s attitude is placed before their very eyes. They denied the 

messenger God sent them, “Therefore, God caused it to experience the misery of hunger 

and fear for what its people used to do.” (Verse 112) The inevitable result was that 

“suffering overwhelmed them as they were wrongdoers.” (Verse 113) 

The Arabic text brings this image to life by enhancing the effects of the hunger and 

fear, making them a garment to be worn, but then they are also made to ‘taste’ or 

‘experience’ these to generate a more profound effect than that of the image of 

contact between skin and garment. The text highlights the response of different 

senses to enhance the effect of experiencing hunger and fear and how this affects the 

unbelievers. The s rah does this so that they may take heed and endeavour to spare 

themselves the same destiny which is inevitable if they persist in their wrongdoing. 

In virtue of this example which highlights the blessings and the provisions given 

to them, and by contrast, the risks of restriction and deprivation, they are ordered to 

eat of the good things God has made lawful to them and to show their gratitude to 

Him. This is how to maintain the path of true faith, submitting totally to God alone 

and associating no partners with Him. It is when partners are associated with God 

that wholesome things are made forbidden in the name of such false deities: “So eat of 

all the lawful and good things God has provided for you, and be grateful to God for His 

favours, if it is truly Him that you worship.” (Verse 114) 

The Lawful and the Forbidden 

Now the s rah defines what is forbidden, listing the prohibitions in detail. The list 

does not include what the Arabs forbade themselves, giving these special names such 

as baĥīrah, s ’ibah, waşīlah and ĥ m. 
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We note the exclusivity in the way the prohibitions are listed: “He has forbidden you 

only carrion, blood, the flesh of swine and anything over which any name other than God’s 

has been invoked.” (Verse 115) These are forbidden either because they are physically 

harmful, as in the case of dead animals, blood and pig meat, or because they are 

outrageous to faith or to mental well-being as when invoking a creature’s name at 

the time of slaughter. “But if anyone is driven to it by necessity, neither desiring it nor 

exceeding his immediate need, then God is Much- Forgiving, Merciful.” (Verse 115) This 

faith of Islam is made easy, involving no affliction. If someone fears to die or 

becomes ill as a result of hunger and thirst, he may eat something of these forbidden 

items. We mentioned earlier the differences among scholars as to how much one may 

eat in such cases. The important thing is that one must neither transgress the 

principle of prohibition, nor exceed the limits of necessity that override the 

prohibition in order to permit what is normally restricted. 

These are the limits of what God has prohibited or left lawful in relation to food. 

These limits must not be trespassed on the basis of pagan myths. No one can make a 

false claim describing as prohibited what God has permitted. Permissibility and 

prohibition are made by order from God, because they are part of legislation, which 

is the prerogative of God alone. Anyone who claims legislative authority for himself, 

on any basis other than God’s orders, is an inventor of untruth. Those who invent 

anything without God’s authority will never prosper: 

Do not say — for any false thing you may utter with your tongues — that ‘This is 
lawful and this is forbidden’, so as to attribute your lying inventions to God. Indeed 
those who attribute their lying inventions to God will never be successful. Brief is 
their enjoyment [of this life], and grievous suffering awaits them [in the life to come]. 
(Verses 116-117) 

This is an express order that they must not describe anything as lawful or 

unlawful without appropriate warrant. When they say that something is lawful and 

another prohibited, without a reliable statement in support, they are stating a naked 

lie, which they falsely attribute to God. The s rah makes it clear that those who 

invent falsehood and attribute it to God will have nothing but brief enjoyment in this 

life. Beyond this, they will be made to experience grievous suffering. 

Yet some people have the audacity to enact legislation of their own, relying on no 

valid text to serve as the basis of what they legislate. What is most amazing is that 

they still expect to prosper in this life and in the life to come as well. 

Beyond this, God has made certain prohibitions applicable to the Jews. These were 

stated earlier in S rah 6, Cattle: “To those who followed the Jewish faith did Wye forbid all 

animals that have claws; and Wye forbade them the fat of both oxen and sheep, except that 

which is in their backs and entrails and what is mixed with their bones.” (6: 146) But this 
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was a punishment to the Jews in particular. It does not apply to Muslims. Now this 

s rah states: “To the Jews We have made unlawful such things as We have mentioned to you 

earlier. We did them no wrong, but they were the ones who persistently wronged themselves. 

But indeed your Lord [grants forgiveness] to those who do evil out of ignorance, and then 

repent and mend their ways. After all this, your Lord is certainly Much-Forgiving, 

Merciful.” (Verses 118-119) 

The Jews deserved that these wholesome things be made forbidden because of 

their transgression and disobedience of God. It was they who thus wronged 

themselves, while God did them no wrong. However, a person who does wrong in 

ignorance, without persistently disobeying God until his death, and who follows his 

repentance with doing good will surely enjoy God’s forgiveness. God will bestow 

His mercy on him. The statement here is general, so as to include the Jews who 

repented and anyone else who, in future, repents after committing a wrong. This 

applies right to the Day of Judgement. 

The s rah then mentions Abraham and states the truth about his faith. His mention 

is relevant to the prohibitions made specially applicable to the Jews. It is also relevant 

to the claims of the pagan Arabs of the Quraysh that they followed Abraham’s faith, 

particularly in what they prohibited for themselves, consecrating it to their false 

deities. The s rah makes it clear that the message of the Prophet Mu ammad is 

directly related to Abraham’s faith: 

In truth Abraham was a model, devoutly obedient to God, and true in faith. He was 
not one of those who associated partners with God. He showed his gratitude for the 
blessings bestowed by Him who had chosen him and guided him to a straight path. We 
bestowed on him good in this world; and truly, in the lift to come he will be among the 
righteous. And now We have inspired you with [this message]: ‘Follow the creed of 
Abraham, who was true in faith, and who was not one of those who associated 
partners with God.’ [The observance of] the Sabbath was ordained only to those who 
differed about him. Your Lord will judge between them on the Day of Resurrection 
with regard to all that on which they dispute. (Verses 120-124) 

The Qur’ n describes Abraham as the perfect follower of God’s guidance, 

obedient to his Lord, grateful to Him. The Arabic term describing him here, ummah, 

means a ‘nation’ or a ‘leader’. Thus the verse may be taken to mean that Abraham 

was equal to a whole nation in his faith and true obedience. Or it may be understood 

to mean that he was a leader to be followed in all goodly matters. In commentaries 

on the Qur’ n, both meanings are mentioned. In fact they are not that far apart. A 

leader who encourages his followers to do what is good leads a whole nation and 

receives his own reward and a reward similar to that given to all those whom he 

guides. This means that he is, in his goodness and reward, like a whole nation. 
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Abraham is also described as being ‘devoutly obedient to God’, always seeking to be 

pure in his devotion, ‘and true in faith’ which means that he always sought the truth 

and abided by it. Since he never associated partners with God, those who do so must 

not claim any relationship with him, because there is no such affinity. 

Abraham also showed his gratitude, by word and deed, for the blessings bestowed by 

Him’. He was totally unlike those pagans who denied God’s blessings verbally and 

showed their ingratitude by deed. They even claimed that what they enjoyed of 

God’s sustenance was given to them by the false deities they associated with Him. 

Hence God chose Abraham and ‘guided him to a straight path.’ This is the path of faith 

based on God’s absolute oneness. 

This is the truth about Abraham whom both the Jews and the Arab unbelievers 

claimed to follow. “And now We have inspired you with [this message]: ‘Follow the creed of 

Abraham, who was true in faith, and who was not one of those who associated partners with 

God.’” (Verse 123) This means a re-establishment of the faith based on God’s oneness, 

followed by Abraham and reiterated in the new message revealed to Mu ammad. 

The restrictions of the Sabbath apply to the Jews only, who differ on its details. It 

was neither a part of the faith of Abraham nor sanctioned in the faith of Mu ammad 

who followed Abraham’s footsteps. “[The observance of] the Sabbath was ordained only 

to those who differed about him.” (Verse 124) Their case is left to God who knows the 

truth about all matters: “Your Lord will judge between them on the Day of Resurrection 

with regard to all that on which they dispute.”(Verse 124) 

The Best Method of Advocacy 

The s rah has thus clarified what similarities may appear between the faith based 

on believing in God’s oneness as outlined by Abraham and perfected by Islam, God’s 

final message to mankind, and the deviant beliefs to which the Jews or the pagan 

Arabs adhered. All this is part of what the Qur’ n has been revealed to set right. The 

Prophet is told to continue his efforts, calling on people to follow the divine faith, but 

utilizing wisdom and good exhortation, and delivering his argument in a kindly 

manner. If his opponents go on the offensive and act aggressively, the penalty should 

be of the same type as the aggression, or the Prophet may choose the better way of 

forgiveness and patience in adversity, despite being able to exact punishment. This is 

sure to bring him a better outcome. He need not grieve however over those who 

reject God’s guidance, nor should he be afflicted by their scheming against him and 

his followers. 

Call people to the path of your Lord with wisdom and goodly exhortation, and argue 
with them in the most kindly manner. Your Lord knows best who strays from His 
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path and who are rightly guided. If you should punish, then let your punishment be 
commensurate with the wrong done to you. But to endure patiently is far better for 
those who are patient in adversity. Endure, then, with patience, remembering always 
that it is only God who helps you to be patient; and do not grieve over them, nor be 
distressed by their intrigues. God is indeed with those who remain God-fearing and 
those who do good. (Verses 125-128) 

Such are the basic rules of Islamic advocacy and such are its appropriate methods. 

The proper approach is being shown here to the Prophet and to all who succeed him 

in advocating the Islamic faith. The advocate must make it clear that he simply calls 

on people to follow the path outlined by God. He is not calling for any personal or 

national cause. He is simply discharging his duty towards his Lord. He claims no 

credit for himself, nor does he have a favour to curry with the message itself or with 

those who respond to his call and follow divine guidance. He receives his reward 

from God alone. 

Advocacy must be undertaken with wisdom. The advocate of the divine message 

must take into consideration the situation and circumstances of the people whom he 

addresses in order to determine what he tells them on each occasion. He must not 

make things appear difficult to them, nor should he burden them with a long list of 

duties before they are so prepared. He must also consider how he should address 

them, and how to diversify his method of address in accordance with different 

circumstances. He must not let his enthusiasm carry the day so as to overlook the 

prerequisites of wisdom. 

Together with wisdom goes goodly exhortation which addresses hearts gently, 

seeking to kindle good feeling and response. No unnecessary reproach or 

remonstration should be thrown at them. An advocate of Islam does not publicize 

genuine mistakes which people commit with good intention. Kindly exhortation 

often attracts people to follow God’s guidance, achieving good results that cannot be 

achieved through reproach or rebuke. 

The third element in this proper approach to Islamic advocacy is to argue ‘in the 

most kindly manner’. This means that there should be no personal criticism or 

humiliation of an opponent. It is important in such an argument to make the other 

party realize that, as advocates of the cause of faith, we have no vain desire to win an 

argument or to boast about having an irrefutable case. Our aim must always be clear, 

namely, to arrive at the truth. Human beings have their pride, and they will not 

concede any point unless the argument is carried on in a kindly manner. No one likes 

to be defeated in argument. People often confuse their own prestige with the value of 

their opinion, considering that they are humiliated when they have to admit that 

their view is mistaken. It is only when argument is carried out kindly that people’s 

sensitivity can be tempered, as they realize that their own dignity is preserved. They 
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then recognize that an advocate of Islam seeks only the truth and has no desire to 

press home personal advantage. 

In order to help advocates of Islam restrain themselves and not allow themselves 

to be carried away by enthusiasm, the s rah mentions that it is God who truly knows 

those who follow His guidance and those who are in error. Hence there is no need to 

press an argument beyond what is reasonable. Issues should be stated clearly and 

matters should then be left to God: “Your Lord knows best who strays from His path and 

who are rightly guided.” (Verse 125) 

This is the proper method of advocacy as long as it remains within the realm of 

verbal address and stating a point. Should the advocates of Islam suffer aggression, 

then the whole situation changes. Aggression is an action that must be repelled with 

similar force in order to preserve the dignity of the truth and to ensure that falsehood 

does not triumph. Response to aggression, however, must not exceed the limits of 

repelling it. Islam is the faith of justice and moderation, peace and reconciliation. It 

repels any aggression launched against it or its followers, without committing any 

aggression against others: “If you should punish, then let your punishment be 

commensurate with the wrong done to you.” (Verse 126) 

This is indeed part of the method of advocacy. To repel aggression within the 

limits of justice preserves the dignity of the Islamic message so that it suffers no 

humiliation. A humiliated message has no appeal for anyone. Indeed no one will 

accept that humiliation be suffered by a divine message. God does not permit His 

message to suffer humiliation without repelling it. Those who believe in God do not 

sit idle in the face of persecution and humiliation. They are entrusted with the task of 

establishing the truth in human life, maintaining justice between people, and leading 

mankind to the right path. How are they to fulfil their tasks when they do not reply 

to aggression or respond to unjust punishment? 

Yet at the same time that the rule of equal punishment is established, the Qur’ n 

calls on believers to endure with fortitude and to forgive. This applies in situations 

when the believers are able to repel aggression and to eradicate evil. In such cases, 

forgiveness and patience are more effective and of greater value to the Islamic 

message. Their own personal position or prestige is of secondary importance when 

the interests of the message are better served by forgiveness and endurance. 

However, should such forgiveness compromise the position of the message and lead 

to its humiliation, then the first rule of equal retaliation is preferable. 

Since endurance requires resisting one’s feelings and impulses, restraining one’s 

emotions and maintaining control over natural reactions, the Qur’ n relates it to faith 

and earning God’s pleasure. It also assures the believers that it brings them good: 

“But to endure patiently is far better for those who are patient in adversity. Endure, then, 
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with patience, remembering always that it is only God who helps you to be patient.” (Verses 

126-127) It is God who gives a believer the strength to be patient in adversity and to 

control his instinctive reactions. Seeking God’s pleasure is the one thing that restrains 

the impulse to retaliate and punish. 

The Qur’ n encourages the Prophet, and every advocate of Islam as well, not to 

grieve when they see people turning their backs on God’s guidance. They have their 

duty to fulfil. Guiding people aright or leaving them to go astray are matters 

determined by God, in accordance with His laws of nature which control people’s 

souls and their striving to follow guidance or to turn away from it. “Do not grieve over 

them, nor be distressed by their intrigues.” (Verse 127) The Prophet should not be 

distressed when he sees such people scheme against him. God will protect him 

against their scheming and intrigue. He will never let them have the upper hand 

when he conveys his message, seeking no personal gain for himself. He may have to 

endure harm, but that is only to test his patience. He may feel that victory is slow in 

coming, but that is only to test his trust in God’s support. The ultimate outcome is 

known in advance: “God is indeed with those who remain God-fearing and those who do 

good.” (Verse 128) He who has God on his side need not worry about anyone’s 

scheming or intrigue. 

Such is the constitution that any advocacy of God’s message should follow. It is 

the only way to ensure victory as promised by God. This is what God tells us, and 

God always tells the truth. 
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S RAH 17 

Al-Isrā’ 
(The Night Journey) 

Prologue 

This s rah, Al-Isr ’, or The Night Journey, was revealed whilst the Prophet lived in 

Makkah. It begins with glorifying God and ends with praising Him. It includes a 

number of themes, most of which directly relate to the issue of faith, but some tackle 

certain aspects of individual and social behaviour and its moral basis of faith. It also 

includes stories about the Children of Israel relevant to the Aqş  Mosque, the 

Prophet’s terrestrial destination on his night journey, as well as some aspects of the 

story of Adam and Satan, and the honour God has granted to mankind. 

However, the most prominent element in the s rah and its central point is the 

Prophet himself (peace be upon him). It examines the attitude adopted by the people 

of Makkah to him, as well as the message he preached, embodied in the Qur’ n, and 

the guidance it provides and how the unbelievers received it. This leads to a 

discussion about the nature of the message and the role of God’s messengers. It 

points to the distinction of the Prophet’s message by virtue of it having no physical, 

preternatural phenomenon to support it. It has been God’s will that when such a 

phenomenon, or miracle, was formerly given in support of a divine message, those 

who continued to deny the message were shortly destroyed in consequence. It also 

states the principle of individual responsibility in matters of faith, guidance and 

error, and collective responsibility in matters of social behaviour. However all such 

responsibility applies after God has made His message clear to mankind through 

prophets and messengers whose task is to advise, warn and give sound counsel, and 

also to make everything clear: “Most clearly have We spelled out everything.” (Verse 12) 
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The s rah repeatedly praises God and glorifies Him and mentions the need to 

praise and thank Him for all the blessings He bestows on His servants. It begins with 

glorifying Him: “Limitless in His glory is He who transported His servant by night from 

the Sacred Mosque [in Makkah] to the Aqş  Mosque [in Jerusalem]...” (Verse 1) Soon 

afterwards, the Children of Israel are commanded to believe in God’s oneness and 

are reminded that they belong to the offspring of Noah who was ‘a truly grateful 

servant of Ours.’ (Verse 3) When the unbelievers’ claims about their false deities are 

mentioned, the s rah comments: “Limitless is He in His glory and sublimely exalted is He 

above everything they may say [about Him]. The seven heavens extol His limitless glory, as 

does the earth, and all who dwell in them. Indeed every single thing extols His glory and 

praise, but you cannot understand their praises. He is indeed Forbearing, Much Forgiving.” 

(Verses 43-44) The s rah quotes some of the people of earlier divine religions who say 

when the Qur’ n is recited to them: “Limitless in His glory is our Lord! Truly has the 

promise of our Lord been fulfilled.” (Verse 108) The last verse in the s rah states: “And 

say, All praise is due to God who has never begotten a son; who has no partner in His 

dominion; who needs none to support Him against any difficulty.’ And extol His greatness.” 

(Verse 111) 

Thus the s rah revolves around one axis although it tackles several subjects. Its 

first part mentions the night journey: “Limitless in His glory is He who transported His 

servant by night from the Sacred Mosque [in Makkah] to the Aqş  Mosque [in Jerusalem] — 

the environs of which We have blessed.” (Verse 1) It also specifies the purpose of this 

journey: 

“so that We might show him some of Our signs.” (Verse 1) In connection with the 

mosque in Jerusalem the s rah mentions the hook revealed to Moses and what God 

determined in it for the Children of Israel, speaking about two episodes of 

destruction and diaspora because of their injustice and corruption. They are warned 

about a third and a fourth time if they revert to the same ways. It then states that this 

last divine revelation, the Qur’ n, guides to the path that is straightest, while man is 

often driven by uncontrollable reactions. It also states the rule of individual 

responsibility with regard to following divine guidance or straying away from it, and 

collective responsibility with regard to behaviour and practice. 

The second part speaks about the truth of God’s oneness, considering it the basis 

upon which the whole social set up should be built, including the values of work and 

behaviour. This central issue of faith should be the pivot around which all human life 

turns. 

The third part speaks of pagan superstitions which attribute daughters and 

partners to God. It also mentions resurrection and how the unbelievers could never 

imagine it would take place. It shows how they received Qur’ nic revelations and the 

fabrications they reiterated about the Prophet (peace be upon him). It commands the 
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believers to say something better, unlike the falsehood of unbelievers. 

In the fourth part the s rah explains the reason for not giving the Prophet physical 

miracles or preternatural phenomena. When such miracles were given to earlier 

communities and they continued to deny the message of truth, the law God has set in 

such cases applied to them and they were destroyed. It refers to the unbelievers’ 

attitude to the warnings based on the vision God showed to the Prophet, and their 

persistence in their erring ways. In this connection a part of the story of Iblīs, or Satan, 

is mentioned and his declaration that he would remain for ever man’s determined 

foe. This part of the story appears to be an exposition of the reasons for the 

unbelievers going astray. It comments on this by warning mankind against incurring 

God’s punishment, coupled with a reminder of God’s grace and the honour He has 

given to mankind. It tells them about what awaits God’s obedient servants, 

contrasting it with what awaits the disobedient on the day when every community is 

summoned by calling their leaders or guides. “Those who are given their records in their 

right hands will read their records. None shall be wronged by as much as a hair’s breadth. But 

whoever is blind in this world will be even more blind in the life to come, and still further 

astray from the path of truth.” (Verses 71-72) 

The final part of the s rah speaks about the unbelievers’ schemes against the 

Prophet (peace be upon him), and their attempts to lure him away from at least part 

of what was revealed to him. It mentions their attempt to expel him from Makkah. 

When he actually left, he did so carrying out God’s orders. Had they forcibly 

expelled him, they would have been destroyed, as happened to communities which 

in former times expelled their prophets or killed them. God commands the Prophet 

in the s rah to carry on with his mission, reciting the Qur’ n and attending to his 

prayers, appealing to God to enable him to enter and leave in a true and sincere 

manner, and to declare that the truth has come to light and falsehood is certain to 

wither away. The s rah states that this Qur’ n is a source of cure and guidance to 

believers. Man’s knowledge, however, remains inadequate. “You, [mankind], have been 

granted but little knowledge.” (Verse 85) 

The s rah continues to speak about the Qur’ n and its challenge to all mankind. 

Yet the unbelievers required physical miracles, and asked for angels to be sent down 

in support of the Prophet’s message. They suggested that the Prophet should have a 

house of adornments, or a garden with date and vine trees, through which rivers run, 

or that he should cause a spring of water to gush forth for them, or that he himself 

should climb up to heaven and bring them a written letter to read. All these demands 

were dictated by intransigence, not by the desire to have proof to ensure conviction. 

The s rah replies that all this is beyond the limits of the role of God’s Messenger and 

the nature of his message. It leaves matters in this regard to God. It derides such 

demands and those who make them, telling them that had they had control over the 
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treasures of God’s grace, which is always abundant, never exhausted, they would 

still fear to give it away. It was sufficient for them to realize that everything in the 

universe glorifies God. They should have remembered that the miracles given to 

Moses did not lead the ones determined to oppose him to change their minds and 

follow him. Hence, God inflicted His punishment on them. 

The s rah concludes with a short discourse about the truth inherent in the Qur’ n. 

It was revealed in passages, so that the Prophet could read it to people over a long 

time, as would befit different occasions and circumstances. People would then be 

influenced by its practical approach to living conditions. It was received by people of 

sound knowledge with humility. They were so influenced by it to the extent that they 

wept and prostrated themselves to God. The s rah then concludes with praising God 

who has never taken to Himself a son or a partner, just as it began with glorifying 

Him. 

A Unique Experience 

The story of the night journey by the Prophet from the Sacred Mosque in Makkah 

to the Aqş  Mosque in Jerusalem, and then his ascension from there to the highest 

heaven and the world of which we know nothing, is mentioned in several reports. It 

has been the subject of much controversy, which continues even today. There are 

various reports about the place from which the Prophet’s night journey started. Some 

suggest that it was the mosque itself, which fits with the phraseology of the verse. 

One report quotes the Prophet as saying: “As I was in the mosque, at ijr Ism `īl, 
half asleep, Gabriel came to me with al-Bur q...” It is also reported that his journey 

began from the house of his cousin Umm H nī. This report is acceptable on the basis 

that the term, ‘the Sacred Mosque’, includes the whole aram area, which surrounds 

the mosque. Ibn `Abb s is reported to have said, “The whole of the aram area is a 

mosque.” 

It is also reported that he was sleeping in Umm H nī’s house when he was taken 

on his journey and returned home before the night was over. He related the event to 

his cousin and told her: “I saw the prophets and led them in prayer.” As he was 

about to leave to go to the mosque, she stopped him, saying: “I fear that people will 

not believe you if you tell them what you have just told me.” The Prophet made clear 

his intention to tell them, ‘even though they would not believe me.’ 

When the Prophet sat in the mosque, Abū Jahl, the arch-enemy of Islam, went to 

him and asked him whether he had any news. The Prophet told him of his night 

journey. Abū Jahl called on people to gather and listen to the strange news the 

Prophet had to tell them. As the Prophet did so, some of them started clapping as a 

gesture of rejecting what they heard while others put their hands on their heads in 
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disbelief. Some who had earlier accepted Islam now turned away declaring that they 

were no longer Muslims. Some went to Abū Bakr, the Prophet’s closest Companion, 

to find out what his reaction would be. When they assured him that Mu ammad 

actually claimed to have made the return journey to Jerusalem overnight, Abū Bakr 

said: “If he has actually said this, he is telling the truth.” When they expressed their 

amazement that he would believe such a singular story, Abū Bakr said: “What is so 

surprising? I do believe him when he says something even more incomprehensible. 

He says he receives revelations from on high and I believe him.” Abū Bakr was then 

given the title Şiddīq, which denotes ‘a true and firm believer’. 

Some of them had been to Jerusalem and so asked the Prophet to describe it to 

them. Its picture was raised before his eyes and he described it to them in detail. 

They said that his description was accurate. They then asked him to tell them about 

their trade caravan and when it would arrive. He told them the number of its camels 

and its condition at the time. He further told them that it would arrive at sunrise on a 

particular day, headed by a white camel. On the day appointed by the Prophet, they 

went out to make sure the caravan arrived. When the sun began to rise, they said: 

Here is the sun rising. Then they looked and said: And here is the caravan headed by 

a white camel, just like Mu ammad said. Yet still they refused to believe. 

On the same night, the Prophet ascended from Jerusalem to heaven. Disagreement 

among scholars touches on the point of whether or not the Prophet went on this 

night journey when he was awake or if it was a dream-like journey. It is reported that 

` ’ishah, his wife, said: “By God, the Prophet’s body was never missing, but it was 

his soul which ascended.” Al- asan is reported to have said that it was all in a 

dream he saw. Other reports make it clear that it was a journey he took, body and 

soul, and that his bed was still warm when he came back. 

The weightier view, on the basis of all the reports we have, is that the Prophet left 

his bed in his cousin’s home and went to the Ka`bah. When he was at ijr Ism `īl, 
half awake, he was taken on his journey to Jerusalem and from there he ascended to 

heaven, before returning to his bed which was still warm. 

Having clarified this, we do not see much point in the long arguments people have 

engaged in over the past, and still do, concerning the nature of this event which 

certainly took place. Whether it was a physical or spiritual trip, or a vision he saw 

while awake or asleep, does not make much difference. It does not alter much of the 

nature of this event to say that it was an act of unveiling that enabled the Prophet to 

see remote places and worlds in a brief moment. Those who understand even a little 

of the nature of God’s power and the nature of prophethood will find nothing 

strange in this event. To God’s power and ability, all matters, which appear easy or 

difficult by our human standards and according to what is familiar to us, are the 

same. What is familiar to us in our world is not to be taken as the criterion for 
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making a judgement in relation to God’s ability. The nature of prophethood is a link 

with God, which may not be compared to anything familiar in human life. That a 

remote place or world be shown to the Prophet, or that the Prophet visited such a 

place by means that we know or do not know about, are no more strange or 

miraculous than for him to receive God’s message. Indeed Abū Bakr put the matter 

in its proper perspective when he told the people of Makkah that he believed the 

Prophet in what was even more incomprehensible: the revelations he received from 

on high. 

The Quraysh had ample hard evidence of the truth of this journey when they 

asked the Prophet to tell them about their trade caravan, and their subsequent 

verification of every point of detail he mentioned. But they were bound to meet his 

story with total disbelief at first. The point to be noted here is that the Prophet did 

not listen to his cousin, Umm H nī, when she tried to persuade him not to tell them 

about his journey for fear of their reaction to what would sound totally impossible. 

The Prophet’s trust in the truth of his message and the reality of his journey was such 

that he went out and told them, paying little heed to how they would receive his 

news. His mission was to convey to them his message complete, and he was not one 

to evade his duty. Some of those who had believed in the new faith turned back. 

Unbelievers found in his story material for ridicule and doubt about everything he 

said. But none of this made him hesitate to declare the truth as he saw and believed 

it. In this the Prophet teaches a lesson to the advocates of Islam across all generations: 

they must declare the truth plainly in all situations. They should not fear what 

reaction this brings about. They must not try to tailor their faith so as to fit in with 

what people like to hear. 

We also note that the Prophet did not try to describe the event as a miracle or a 

supernatural happening that would make people believe in his message. In fact they 

were always asking him for a miracle to prove his claims. Now they had the 

miraculous event and they knew it to be true when they verified the details the 

Prophet identified. Islam does not rely on miraculous events to present itself to 

people. Instead it relies only on the nature of its message and its direct appeal to 

human nature when it is purged of all corrupting influences. When the Prophet 

spoke out about his journey, he did not seek to make it proof confirming the truth of 

his message. He only stated a true event, purely and simply because it was true. 
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God’s Infinite Power 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

Limitless in His glory is He who transported 

His servant by night from the Sacred Mosque [in 

Makkah] to the Aqşā Mosque [in Jerusalem] 

— the environs of which We have blessed — so 

that We might show him some of Our signs. 

Indeed He alone is the One who hears all and 

sees all. (1) 

We gave Moses the book and made it a [source 

of] guidance for the Children of Israel, saying: 

‘Do not take anyone for a guardian other than 

Me. (2) 

You are the descendants of those whom We 

carried [in the ark] with Noah. He was a truly 

grateful servant of Ours.’ (3) 

We made it clear to the Children of Israel in the 

book: ‘Twice will you spread corruption on earth 

and will indeed become grossly overbearing.’ (4) 

When the prediction of the first of these came true, 

We sent against you some of Our servants of 

great might who wrought havoc throughout the 

land. Thus [Our] warning came to be fulfilled. 
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(5) 

Then We let you prevail against them once more, 

and We gave you wealth and offspring, and made 

you more numerous [than ever. (6) 

And We said:] ‘If you do good, you will be but 

doing good to yourselves; and if you do evil, it will 

be also against yourselves.’ And when the second 

prediction came true, [We allowed your enemies] 

to disgrace you utterly, and to enter the Mosque 

just like [their predecessors] had entered it the first 

time, and to visit with destruction all that fell into 

their power. (7) 

It may be that your Lord will have mercy on you; 

but if you revert [to your old ways], We shall 

revert [to punishing you]. Indeed We have made 

hell a place of confinement for the unbelievers. (8) 

Surely this Qur’ān shows the way to that which is 

most upright. It gives the believers who do good 

deeds the happy news that theirs will be a rich 

reward; (9) 

and [declares] that We have prepared a grievous 

suffering for those who do not believe in the life to 

come. (10) 

Yet man prays for evil as eagerly as he prays for 

good. Truly man is ever hasty. (11) 

We have made the night and the day as two [of 

Our] signs. Then We have effaced the sign of the 

night while the sign of the day We have left 

enlightened, so that you may seek bounty from 
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your Lord,  

and you may learn to compute the years and be 

able to reckon. Most clearly have We spelled out 

everything. (12) 

Every human being’s action have We tied around 

his own neck. On the Day of Resurrection We 

shall produce for him a record which he will find 

wide open. (13) 

[And We will say:] ‘Read this your record! 

Sufficient it is for you today that your own soul 

should make out your account.’ (14) 

Whoever chooses to follow guidance does so for his 

own good, and whoever goes astray does so to his 

own loss. No soul shall be made to bear the 

burden of another. We would never inflict 

punishment [on anyone] until We have sent a 

Messenger [to give warning]. (15) 

When it is Our will to destroy a community, We 

convey Our command to those of its people who 

live a life of affluence. If they persist in sin, 

judgement is irrevocably passed, and We utterly 

destroy them. (16) 

Many generations have We destroyed since 

Noah’s time. Suffice it that your Lord is well 

aware of His servants’ sins, and observes them 

all. (17) 

As for those who care only for [the pleasures of] 

this fleeting life, We readily grant of it whatever 

We may please to whomever We will. In the end 

We consign any such person to hell, where he will 
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burn disgraced and rejected. (18) 

But those who care only for the life to come, strive 

for it as it should be striven for, and are true 

believers, are indeed the ones who will have their 

endeavours well rewarded. (19) 

On all — these as well as those — do We 

bestow the bounty of your Lord. Indeed your 

Lord’s bounty is not denied [to anyone]. (20) 

See how We have bestowed more bounty on some 

than on others. But the life to come will be higher 

in rank and greater in merit. (21) 
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A Unique Journey 

The s rah begins with glorifying God, the most fitting action to confirm the bond 

between God and His servants in the atmosphere of compassion and friendliness 

imparted by the mention of the night journey: 

Limitless in His glory is He who transported His servant by night from the Sacred 
Mosque [in Makkah] to the Aqş  Mosque [in Jerusalem] — the environs of which We 
have blessed — so that We might show him some of Our signs. Indeed He alone is the 
One who hears all and sees all. (Verse 1) 

The s rah emphasizes the position of man as God’s servant: “He who transported 

His servant by night...” The emphasis here is needed in the context of the Prophet’s 

ascension to heaven where no human being had gone before. It is important in this 

context that the status of man’s servitude to God should always be remembered. 

There must be no confusion of status similar to that which happened in the case of 

Jesus on account of his birth, his being raised to heaven at the end of his life on earth, 

and the powers which were given to him during life. All these caused some people to 

confuse his status and to claim that he had a divine nature. In its simplicity and 

purity, Islam insists that no similarity could ever exist between God and any 

creature. 

The Arabic text of this opening verse uses the verb, asr , which denotes ‘travelling 
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during the night’. It is sufficient then to use this verb to denote the time of the action. 

Yet the verse adds the phrase, laylan, or ‘by night’, to give an added sense of the still 

night and the ease of travel. The journey from the Sacred Mosque to the Aqş  

Mosque was one chosen by God, the Compassionate who knows everything. It 

provided a link between all monotheistic faiths from the time of Abraham and 

Ishmael to the time of the last Prophet, Mu ammad (peace be upon them all). It also 

established a link between the holy places in all these religions. It seems that this 

unusual journey served as an announcement that the last Messenger was the heir to 

the heritage of all former messengers. His message staked a claim to all these holy 

places. Thus it becomes a journey that goes beyond the scope of time and place. 

The opening verse describes the Aqş  Mosque as one with blessed environs. This 

description shows the blessings surrounding the mosque and flowing in abundance. 

This impression could not have been given with a direct description such as ‘the 

mosque which we have blessed.’ This is another example of the refined use of 

language characteristic of the Qur’ n. 

The Prophet’s night journey was a telling sign, and it was accompanied by others, 

as the opening verse says in stating its purpose, “so that We might show him some of 

Our signs.” Covering the distance between the Sacred Mosque in Makkah and the 

Aqş  Mosque in Jerusalem, in a very short period that did not allow the Prophet’s 

bed to become cold, is a sign of God’s power, whatever the means used to 

accomplish it. It opens our minds to new horizons in the universe and reveals latent 

potentials within mankind. It shows that those human beings chosen by God to be 

the bearers of His message have the latent ability to receive whatever greater powers 

God wishes to give them. It is God who has honoured man, giving him a favoured 

position among His creation, and endowed him with such potentials. “He alone is the 

One who hears all and sees all.” (Verse 1) He indeed hears and sees all that is beyond 

the reach of our hearing and seeing faculties. 

It is especially impressive that the opening verse of this s rah starts with glorifying 

God, “Limitless in His glory is He who transported His servant by night”. After defining 

the purpose of this journey, it finishes with highlighting two of God’s attributes, 

perfect hearing and seeing that encompass all things. This quick movement across 

purposes reflects the finest points of the expression used. The glorification is 

addressed to God Himself, and the statement about the purpose of the night journey 

comes from Him, while the description of God’s powers is made in the form of an 

indisputable statement. All these forms are combined in one verse so as to give their 

different imports. 

The Promise to the Israelites 
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The night journey is a remarkable sign which God wished to demonstrate. It is an 

amazing journey by human standards. The Aqş  Mosque in Jerusalem, which was 

the destination of the first part of this journey, is at the heart of the Holy Land which 

God assigned to the Children of Israel before He caused them to be driven out of it. 

Thus it is appropriate to relate in the passage that follows the history of Moses and 

his people, the Israelites: 

We gave Moses the book and made it a [source of] guidance for the Children of Israel, 
saying: Do not take anyone for a guardian other than Me. You are the descendants of 
those whom We carried [in the ark] with Noah. He was a truly grateful servant of 
Ours. ‘ We made it clear to the Children of Israel in the book: ‘Twice will you spread 
corruption on earth and will indeed become grossly overbearing.’ When the prediction 
of the first of these came true, We sent against you some of Our servants of great 
might who wrought havoc throughout the land. Thus [Our] warning came to be 
fulfilled. Then We let you prevail against them once more, and We gave you wealth 
and offspring, and made you more numerous [than ever. And We said:] ‘If you do 
good, you will be but doing good to yourselves; and if you do evil, it will be also 
against yourselves.’ And when the second prediction came true, [We allowed your 
enemies] to disgrace you utterly, and to enter the Mosque just like [their predecessors] 
had entered it the first time, and to visit with destruction all that fell into their power. 
It may be that your Lord will have mercy on you; but if you revert [to your old ways], 
We shall revert [to punishing you]. Indeed We have made hell a place of confinement 
for the unbelievers. (Verses 2-8) 

This episode in the Children of Israel’s history is mentioned only in this s rah in 

the Qur’ n. It refers to the fate of the Jews which led to the collapse of their state. It 

reveals the direct relationship between the spread of corruption and loose morality in 

a nation and its decline and destruction. This comes in fulfilment of a law of nature 

God has set in operation, and which the s rah refers to. The law states that the 

corruption and immorality of the affluent in any community is the cause of its 

destruction by God. 

The story begins here by mentioning Moses’ revealed book, the Torah, and the 

warnings it gives to the Israelites. It reminds them of their great ancestor, Noah, 

God’s obedient and truly grateful servant, and also of their ancestors who were 

carried with him in the ark. It should be remembered that only the believers were 

allowed on the ark: “We gave Moses the book and made it a [source of] guidance for the 

Children of Israel, saying: Do not take anyone for a guardian other than Me. You are the 

descendants of those whom We carried [in the ark] with Noah. He was a truly grateful 

servant of Ours.” (Verses 2-3) 

Both the warning and the reminder are confirmation of the promise that the s rah 

soon mentions. The promise makes it clear that God will not inflict punishment on 
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any community unless He sends them first a messenger to warn and remind them. It 

makes clear the primary purpose of giving the book to Moses. It serves as a source of 

guidance and warns them: “Do not take anyone for a guardian other than Me.” They 

must rely on none other than God and turn to Him only for guidance. This is the 

essence of faith. Anyone who seeks a guardian other than God is misguided and 

devoid of true faith. 

The s rah makes its address to them in the name of their ancestors who were 

carried in the ark with Noah. These were the best of mankind at the time of the first 

messenger on earth. Pointing out this relationship in this address serves to remind 

them of God’s grace when He saved their forefathers with His truly grateful servant, 

Noah. Thus it establishes an age-long bond of faith. That Noah is described here as 

God’s servant is intended to emphasize this point and also to highlight the essential 

quality of God’s chosen messengers, which is their servitude to Him. In the first 

verse Mu ammad is described as ‘God’s servant’. This follows the Qur’ nic method 

of maintaining an air of harmony and coherence throughout each s rah. 

In the book which God gave Moses to serve as a source of guidance to the 

Israelites, He issued them with a warning that they would be doomed to destruction 

should they spread corruption on earth. The destruction was visited on them twice 

because its causes were repeated. This is followed by a warning of further episodes 

of destruction should they revert to their old ways of spreading corruption. This 

leads to the inevitable operation of God’s laws of nature that never fail: “We made it 

clear to the Children of Israel in the book: ‘Twice will you spread corruption on earth and will 

indeed become grossly overbearing.’” (Verse 4) 

This judgement is merely information given to them by God, spelling out what 

they will do and what will happen to them as a result. It is based on God’s 

knowledge of their fate. It is not an act of predestination that they cannot escape, or 

that forces their hands so as to behave in a certain way. God does not compel anyone 

to be corrupt or to spread corruption. “Say: ‘never does God enjoin what is indecent.’” (7: 

28) It is the nature of God’s knowledge that makes Him aware of what will happen in 

the future in the same way as He is aware of what is happening now. What is yet to 

happen, and is totally unknown to all human beings, is, to God, the same as what has 

already happened. 

Same Action, Same Penalty 

In the book He gave to Moses, the Torah, God warned the Children of Israel that 

they would spread corruption on earth twice and that they would gain power and be 

the masters in the Holy Land. Every time they held power and used it corruptly or 

spread corruption, God sent some of His servants against them who overpowered 
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and destroyed them, abusing their rights: “When the prediction of the first of these came 

true, We sent against you some of Our servants of great might who wrought havoc 

throughout the land. Thus [Our] warning came to be fulfilled.” (Verse 5) 

This was the first time: they gained power in the Holy Land and they established 

their strong state. But then they resorted to tyranny and corruption. As a result, God 

brought them face to face with some of His servants who combined great might with 

strong determination. They overran those who had erred and spread corruption, 

completely subjugating them. Thus the warning came to pass, as is always the case 

with God’s promises. 

After the Children of Israel were vanquished and suffered humiliation, they 

turned back to their Lord, mended their ways and applied the lessons they had 

learnt. In the meantime, their conquerors were blinded by victory and travelled along 

the same road of tyranny and corruption. As a result, the tables were turned. The 

vanquished were victorious again: “Then We let you prevail against them once more, and 

We gave you wealth and offspring, and made you more numerous than ever.” (Verse 6) 

History thus repeated itself. 

Before the s rah continues its account of the true prophesy and warning, it states a 

basic rule of action and reward: “If you do good, you will be but doing good to yourselves; 

and if you do evil, it will be also against yourselves.” (Verse 7) This is a never changing 

rule with effects that transcend this life into the next. It makes everything a human 

being does, with all its results and consequences, totally his own. Thus, reward is the 

natural fruit of action. Hence it is determined by the nature of the action done. This is 

to say that a human being is responsible for himself. It is he who chooses to do good 

or evil, and he alone who will receive the reward or bear the consequences of what 

he does. He has only himself to blame when the result of his action leads him to 

suffer punishment. 

Having established the rule, the s rah goes on to complete the telling of true 

prophesy: “When the second prediction came true, [We allowed your enemies] to disgrace 

you utterly, and to enter the Mosque just like [their predecessors] had entered it the first time, 

and to visit with destruction all that fell into their power.” (Verse 7) 

The s rah does not include in its text any account of how the Israelites spread 

corruption again after they regained power. Its mention of the first occasion is 

sufficient: “Twice will you spread corruption on earth.” (Verse 4) But it tells us of what 

God inflicted on them the second time: “When the second prediction came true, [We 

allowed your enemies] to disgrace you utterly.” (Verse 7) This is a vivid description of the 

widespread destruction that causes acute humiliation, visible even on their faces. Or 

the disgrace was physically painted on their faces, coupled with what they felt when 

they saw their sanctities desecrated. And they “enter[ed] the Mosque just like [their 
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predecessors] had entered it the first time.” (Verse 7) They wrought total destruction, 

leaving nothing in place. 

The warning was fulfilled. God sent enemies against the Jews who overpowered 

them, destroyed their kingdom and left them in their great diaspora. The Qur’ n 

does not specify the nationality of those God sent against the Jews, because such 

information adds nothing to the lesson to be drawn, or to the effect of the law God 

has made applicable to all communities. 

The s rah comments on this true warning and prophesy by saying that this 

destruction may be a way leading to God’s mercy if the right lesson is drawn and 

acted upon: “It may be that your Lord will have mercy on you.” (Verse 8) But if the Jews 

revert to spreading corruption on earth, then the law will inevitably operate and the 

punishment will again be inflicted: “But if you revert [to your old ways], We shall revert 

[to punishing you].” (Verse 8) They certainly did revert to their corrupt ways and God 

sent the Muslims against them who drove them out of Arabia. They did this again 

with the same results, until He caused them to be humiliated during the twentieth 

century. We see now how they have again reverted to tyranny and corruption in the 

state of Israel which uses very cruel tactics against the Arabs, the owners of the land. 

God is certain to send His servants against them who will make them suffer much for 

their corruption in fulfilment of His firm warning and in accordance with His law 

which never fails. We need only wait and see this take place. 

The s rah concludes this episode by defining the destiny the unbelievers will 

suffer in the hereafter. It is the same destiny as will be suffered by those who spread 

corruption: “Indeed We have made hell a place of confinement for the unbelievers.” (Verse 

8) They will be surrounded, unable to escape. Furthermore, it is large enough to 

contain them all. 

Guidance in All Fields 

The s rah now speaks about the Qur’ n, making it clear that it is a book of true 

and full guidance: 

Surely this Qur’ n shows the way to that which is most upright. It gives the believers 
who do good deeds the happy news that theirs will be a rich reward; and [declares] that 
We have prepared a grievous suffering for those who do not believe in the life to come. 
(Verses 9-10) 

“Surely this Qur’ n shows the way to that which is most upright.” This is a general 

statement applicable to all those who are guided by the Qur’ n and the goals to 

which it guides. Thus, the guidance is given to communities and generations that are 
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not restricted by time or place. And the superiority of its guidance applies to all that 

they may attain when they follow any method or approach. It is also superior to 

every good thing to which people may be guided at any time or place. 

The Qur’ n guides to that which is ‘most upright’ in relation to man’s inner 

feelings and thoughts, outlining a clear faith, free of complication and ambiguity. Its 

guidance frees the human spirit of the burden of myth and superstition, and releases 

human energy so that it is constructive, bringing benefit, providing a harmonious 

link between the laws that govern the universe and those governing human nature. 

The Qur’ n also ensures harmony between man’s outward and inward existence, 

feelings and behaviour, faith and action. In all this it shows the way to what is ‘most 

upright’, linking all these aspects to the true and unseverable bond that exists 

between man and God. This enables man to look up to a higher horizon while he is 

still on earth. Thus what man does in his daily life becomes an act of worship, 

provided that he does so seeking God’s acceptance. This is true even when the action 

itself provides him with pure enjoyment of what is available in this life. 

In the field of worship also, the Qur’ n establishes a perfect balance between 

duties and abilities. This ensures that duties are not seen as too hard so as to 

constitute a heavy burden, or induce despair of ever fulfilling one’s obligations. 

Maintaining this balance ensures that a person neither takes matters too lightly or 

complacently on the one hand, nor exceeds the limits of what is reasonable and 

perfectly bearable on the other. Thus we can say without fear of contradiction that in 

worship, the Qur’ n shows the way to that which is most upright. 

The same applies to human interaction whether between individuals and couples, 

governments and peoples, or states and races. Relations between all these groups are 

established on a firm basis, influenced neither by personal prejudice and interest, nor 

by feelings of love and hatred. This firm foundation in human relations is chosen by 

God, the Creator who knows His creation and what is certain to promote goodness in 

their lives. The Qur’ n shows the way which gives the best course of action in the 

fields of politics and finance, as well as in those of social and international relations. 

The Qur’ n also endorses all divine religions, establishing a firm link between 

them, honouring all that is sacred in them, and protecting all that they hold in 

reverence. This ensures that humanity, with all its divine faiths live in peace. In this 

again the Qur’ n provides its perfect guidance. This is all summed up in the verse 

which says: “Surely this Qur’ n shows the way to that which is most upright.” (Verse 9) 

“It gives the believers who do good deeds the happy news that theirs will be a rich reward; 

and [declares] that We have prepared a grievous suffering for those who do not believe in the 

life to come.” (Verses 9-10) This is the basic rule laid down by the Qur’ n in respect of 

action and reward. The Islamic structure is built on the two pillars of faith and good 
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action. Faith that is not confirmed by action is hollow, unfulfilled, while action that is 

not based on faith lacks firm roots. It is when both are combined that life maintains 

its most upright course, and with them both together guidance shown in the Qur’ n 

takes its proper effect. 

Man’s Hasty Characteristic 

Those who do not follow the guidance of the Qur’ n are left to their own devices. 

But man is hasty, unaware of what benefits him and what causes him harm, 

impulsive, unable to control his reactions even when they bring about evil 

consequences: “Yet man prays for evil as eagerly as he prays for good. Truly man is ever 

hasty.” (Verse 11) He does not know the ultimate results. He may do something that 

is evil and precipitate its results unaware that these only bring about immense harm 

to himself; or he may be aware of such results but is unable to control himself. This is 

a long, long way away from the assured, calm and consistent guidance given in the 

Qur’ n. The two ways of Qur’ nic guidance and human desire are too widely 

divergent. 

So far the s rah has pointed to some of the signs God gave to His messengers, such 

as the Prophet’s night journey, Noah’s ark, Moses’ book, and, above all, the Qur’ n. 

Now the s rah mentions some of God’s universal signs and relates these to people’s 

actions, efforts and earnings on the one hand and their fruits and reward on the 

other. We thus see that the laws that govern action and reward are closely linked to 

the laws governing the whole universe. Both are based on perfect rules that never 

fail. They are as accurate as the system that ensures that day and night succeed each 

other. They are operated by the Creator who has made them two of His signs: 

We have made the night and the day as two [of Our] signs. Then We have effaced the 
sign of the night while the sign of the day We have left enlightened, so that you may 
seek bounty from your Lord, and you may learn to compute the years and be able to 
reckon. Most clearly have We spelled out everything. (Verse 12) 

The universal law that governs the succession of day and night is linked to 

numerous aspects of human life. It is linked with people’s efforts in earning their 

living, and their knowledge of time and calculation. It also relates to the good and 

evil man may earn in life and what reward he may achieve in the end for either his 

good or bad actions. Indeed the consequences of following guidance or error relate to 

it, as is the individual nature of responsibility which means that no one will have to 

answer for anyone else. The same universal law is linked to God’s promise that He 

will not inflict punishment on anyone until He has sent His messengers. This link 

further applies to the law which governs the destruction of communities only after 
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the affluent among them have been guilty of immense transgression. The law further 

relates to the diverse destinies of those who seek the pleasures of this world and 

those who prefer the good reward of the hereafter, and what God grants to both in 

this life and in the life to come. All these aspects follow a well set system and certain 

immutable laws besides. Nothing takes place haphazardly.  

“We have made the night and the day as two [of Our] signs. Then We have effaced the sign 

of the night while the sign of the day We have left enlightened, so that you may seek bounty 

from your Lord, and you may learn to compute the years and be able to reckon. Most clearly 

have We spelled out everything.” (Verse 12) The night and the day are two major 

universal signs which confirm the accuracy of the law governing the universe which 

operates all the time, suffering neither a failure nor a temporary need for repairs. So 

what is meant here by ‘effacing the sign of the night’, when we see that this sign 

remains operative as much as the sign of the day? It seems to me, and God knows 

best, that the reference here is to the darkness of the night which hides everything 

and during which movement slows down. The darkness gives the impression that 

the night is effaced when compared with the day, its light and the bustling activity 

that takes place under its light. It is as though the day is able to see things by its light 

and reveals everything for us to behold. 

The effacing of the night and the full visibility of the day have a clearly specified 

purpose: “so that you may seek bounty from your Lord, and you may learn to compute the 

years and be able to reckon.” This makes things very clear: the night is for rest and 

recuperation, and the day for work, earning one’s living and activity. The succession 

of the day and night enables people to compute the years and determine the seasons 

and set times for different transactions. “Most clearly have We spelled out everything.” 

There is nothing in the universe that has been left to chance. The accuracy that is 

manifested in the succession of day and night confirms the elaborate and faultless 

design of everything God has created. 

Personal Responsibility 

The law of action and reward is directly linked to the meticulous law of the 

universe: 

Every human being’s action have We tied around his own neck. On the Day of 
Resurrection We shall produce for him a record which he will find wide open. [And 
We will say:] ‘Read this your record! Sufficient it is for you today that your own soul 
should make out your account.’ (Verses 13-14) 

The Arabic phraseology of this verse provides a highly graphic description which 

uses the word, ‘bird’, in place of ‘action’, as used in the translated text. Thus we have 
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here a metaphor referring to what flies of a person’s actions and becomes tied around 

his neck, so that it never parts from him. Thus does the Qur’ n in graphically 

describing things in order to emphasize its point. A person’s actions do not leave 

him, and he cannot disown them. The same applies to the wide open record of all his 

actions. Thus whatever he has done in life is laid bare. He cannot hide, ignore or 

disown it. Both descriptions, of the bird denoting action and the record thrown open, 

produce a very strong effect that adds to the fears experienced on that very difficult 

day when nothing remains hidden. Everyone is told to read their own records 

because, “Sufficient it is for you today that your own soul should make out your account.” 

(Verse 14) 

Again the same accurate universal law is linked to the rules governing action and 

reward: “Whoever chooses to follow guidance does so for his own good, and whoever goes 

astray does so to his own loss. No soul shall be made to bear the burden of another.” (Verse 

15) It is all individual responsibility. When one follows guidance, one reaps the 

fruits, and when one chooses error, one bears the consequences. None will bear or 

lighten the burden of another. Everyone will be questioned about their own actions 

and will have the reward for what they have done in this life. Close friends will be of 

no help to each other. 

Yet as a sign of God’s grace, He does not leave man’s guidance dependent only on 

the signs that are available in the universe. Nor does He leave him to the covenant 

God has made with human nature before a person is born. He has sent messengers to 

warn and remind: “We would never inflict punishment [on anyone] until We have sent a 

messenger [to give warning].” (Verse 15) This is certainly an aspect of God’s grace 

which gives everyone ample opportunity to follow His guidance. Only when they 

have been properly warned and still persist in error does He punish them, if He so 

wills. 

Affluence Leading to Destruction 

The same consistent and universal law that governs the succession of day and 

night also applies to the destruction of any community: “When it is Our will to destroy 

a community, We convey Our command to those of its people who live a life of affluence. If 

they persist in sin, judgement is irrevocably passed, and We utterly destroy them.” (Verse 

16) 

The affluent who enjoy wealth, servants, luxuries, comfort and power are prone to 

carelessness and decadence in their lives. They thus lead a life of corruption, 

transgress all limits, trample over values, desecrate sanctities and defile other 

people’s honour. Unless they are taken to task for their misdeeds, they will spread 

corruption and indecency throughout their community. They will debase the sound 
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values and principles which every community needs to observe in order to survive. 

Thus their corruption will lead to the loss of strength, vigour and means of survival 

by the whole community. It then becomes lifeless, and is soon overtaken by 

destruction. 

The verse here restates this law which God has set in operation. When God 

determines that a certain community is to be destroyed, this is only the natural 

outcome of its pursuit of ways and practices that lead to destruction. The affluent 

become too numerous and no one takes any action to curb their transgressions. They 

spread corruption, and bit by bit the whole community becomes corrupt. 

Consequently, it is liable to the effects of the law God has set in operation, 

condemning such communities to destruction. Indeed the community in question is 

responsible for the destruction it suffers, because it did not take the necessary action 

to stop such foul practices. Had it done so, it would have spared itself destruction. It 

would not have had corrupt people to lead it astray until it has faced the dire results. 

God has willed that human life should run according to set laws which never fail 

or change. A cause has its effect, and the effect takes place as a result of the operation 

of God’s will that has set this law in operation. God does not approve of indecency or 

transgression. However, the presence of those who are exceedingly rich in a 

community is indicative that its fabric has become loose and that it has set itself on 

the way to decline. This will seal its fate, because it has set itself open to the operation 

of this law when it allowed those who are excessively rich to lead their corrupt life. 

The mention of God’s will in the verse, “When it is Our will to destroy a community, 

We convey Our command to those of its people who live a life of affluence,” does not mean a 

commanding will which initiates the cause. It is a will that brings the effect when the 

cause takes place. Thus the effect becomes inevitable as a result of the operation of 

God’s laws of nature. Similarly, the ‘command’ in the same statement does not refer 

to a directive requiring them to indulge in sin. It simply refers to the natural result 

which comes about in consequence of those people leading such a life. Hence, the 

verse states that: “If they persist in sin, judgement is irrevocably passed, and We utterly 

destroy them.” (Verse 16) 

This statement highlights the responsibility of every community, as it makes clear 

that this law has remained operative since Noah’s time: “Many generations have We 

destroyed since Noah’s time. Suffice it that your Lord is well aware of His servants’ sins, and 

observes them all.” (Verse 17) 

Choices and Rewards 

Someone who wishes to lead a life based solely on this world, looking up to 

nothing beyond this earth and its pleasures, will have whatever God has assigned to 
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him of these. In the life to come, hell will be waiting for him because he will have 

deserved it. This is because those who do not aspire to anything beyond this world 

are keen to immerse themselves in its carnal pleasures. This however inevitably leads 

them to hell: “As for those who care only for [the pleasures of] this fleeting life, We readily 

grant of it whatever We may please to whomever We will. In the end We consign any such 

person to hell, where he will burn disgraced and rejected.” (Verse 18) He is disgraced by 

his actions, rejected, suffering severe punishment. 

On the other side is a totally different picture: “But those who care only for the life to 

come, strive fir it as it should be striven for, and are true believers, are indeed the ones who 

will have their endeavours well rewarded.” (Verse 19) Someone who desires the rich 

reward of the life to come must pursue his goal diligently. He should fulfil the duties 

God requires of him. Moreover, he must have faith which serves as the basis of his 

pursuit for the life to come. Faith is not a matter that people attain through idle 

wishes, but it is rather an idea that is firmly held as a belief, and clearly endorsed by 

action. Pursuit of the hereafter does not deprive anyone of the wholesome pleasures 

of this life. It simply opens up wider horizons before us. Thus, enjoyment and 

pleasure are not the driving goal. There is no harm in seeking pleasure, provided 

however that one is not captivated or enslaved by it. 

A life that seeks nothing more than the pleasures of this world is fitting only for 

worms, reptiles, insects, cattle and wild beasts. It is only the life that pursues the 

rewards of the hereafter that is fitting for man who has been the recipient of honour 

bestowed on him by God. It is God who has created man and fashioned him, 

planting in his soul a secret that motivates him to look up to higher horizons even 

when his feet are solidly planted on earth. 

No Limits to God’s Grace 

Yet both groups receive God’s bounty which is open to all and restricted to none. 

Both those who seek only this world’s pleasures and enjoy them to the full and those 

who pursue the reward of the life to come partake of God’s bounty which God grants 

to all: “On all — these as well as those — do We bestow the bounty of your Lord. Indeed 

your Lord’s bounty is not denied [to anyone].” (Verse 20) This bounty bestowed by God 

differs widely, in accordance with people’s means, aims and actions. They differ 

despite the fact that the scope on earth is very limited and its expanse so narrow. 

How then will they differ when they are in the other place, where the scope is 

limitless? How can we compare the expanses of the two worlds, when, in God’s 

sight, this world and all that it contains counts for less that the span of a mosquito’s 

wings, as stated by the Prophet? 

“See how We have bestowed more bounty on some than on others. But the life to come will 
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be higher in rank and greater in merit.” (Verse 21) If one seeks to have the higher prize 

and the greater grace, then one should aim for the hereafter. For there lies the 

limitless expanse and scope whose boundaries are known only to God. It is for this 

prize that people should compete, not for the petty comforts of this world. 
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2 

A Code Based on Justice 

Do not set up any deity side by side with God, 

lest you find yourself disgraced, forsaken. (22) 

Your Lord has ordained that you shall worship 

none but Him, and that you must be kind to 

your parents. Should one of them, or both, attain 

to old age in your care, never say ‘Ugh’ to them or 

chide them, but always speak gently and kindly 

to them, (23) 

and spread over them humbly the wings of your 

tenderness, and say, ‘My Lord, bestow on them 

Your grace, even as they reared and nurtured me 

when I was a child.’ (24) 

Your Lord knows best what is in your hearts. If 

you are righteous, He is certainly most forgiving to 

those who turn repeatedly to Him [seeking His 

mercy]. (25) 

Give to the near of kin their due, and also to the 

needy and the traveller in need. Do not squander 

your substance wastefully, (26) 

for the wasteful squanderers are Satan’s brothers, 

and Satan has always been ungrateful to his 

Lord. (27) 
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But if you must turn aside from them in pursuit 

of an act of kindness you hope to receive from your 

Lord, then at least speak to them kindly. (28) 

Do not be miserly, allowing your hand to remain 

shackled to your neck, nor stretch it out fully to 

the utmost limit, lest you find yourself being 

blamed or reduced to destitution. (29) 

Your Lord gives in abundance, or in scant 

measure, to whom He wills. He is indeed fully 

aware of all His servants, and sees them all. (30) 

Do not kill your children for fear of want. It is 

We who shall provide for them and for you. To 

kill them is indeed a great sin. (31) 

Do not come near adultery. It is indeed an 

abomination and an evil way. (32) 

Do not kill anyone, for God has forbidden 

killing, except in [the pursuit of] justice. If anyone 

is slain wrongfully, We have given his heir 

authority [to seek just retribution]. He [i.e. the 

heir] must not exceed the bounds of equity in 

[retributive] killing. He is given help. (33) 

Do not come near the property of an orphan 

before he comes of age, except with the best of 

intentions. Be true to all your promises, for you 

will be called to account for all that you promise. 
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Overview 

In the preceding passage, which comprises the first 21 verses of the s rah, the rules 

of action and reward, guidance and error, earnings and reckoning are linked to the 

great universal law that governs the succession of night and day. In the current 

passage, the rules for behaviour, manners, individual and social duties are linked to 

belief in God’s oneness. Indeed this belief provides the essential tie to which all other 

(34) 

And give full measure whenever you measure, 

and weigh with accurate scales. That is fair, and 

best in the end. (35) 

Do not pursue that of which you have no 

knowledge. Man’s ears, eyes and heart shall all 

he called to account. (36) 

Do not walk on earth with an air of self-conceit; 

for you cannot rend the earth asunder, nor can 

you rival the mountains in height. (37) 

All this is evil; odious in your Lord’s sight. (38) 

These [injunctions] are but a part of the wisdom 

with which your Lord has inspired you. Do not 

set up any deity alongside God, lest you should be 

cast into hell, blamed and rejected. (39) 
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ties are linked, within the family, community and humanity as a whole. 

In the previous passage we learnt that the Qur’ n “shows the way to that which is 

most upright.” We have also been told that God has most clearly ‘spelled out 

everything.’ In this new passage, the s rah gives us an outline of the commandments 

and prohibitions which demarcate the way to the most upright standards. They spell 

out in detail some rules of behaviour, telling us of permissible or prohibited 

practices. 

This new passage begins with a commandment that prohibits the association of 

partners with God. It declares God’s clear order that worship must be addressed to 

Him alone. This is followed by an outline of duties and obligations, such as 

maintaining kindness to one’s parents, being generous without extravagance to 

relatives, the needy and travellers in need. It also prohibits killing one’s offspring, 

adultery and murder under any circumstances. Further commandments make it clear 

that believers must take good care of orphans, ensuring that whatever property they 

have is well looked after, and that they must fulfil their pledges and promises. They 

should also conduct their transactions in fairness, giving due weight and measure, 

and they must endeavour to establish and maintain the truth. They are commanded 

not to behave arrogantly in any situation. The passage concludes with a warning 

against associating partners with God. Thus all the commandments and prohibitions 

are given between the opening and ending of the passage, clearly attached to the 

basic belief in God’s oneness which provides the firm foundation of human life as 

indeed all life. 

Kindness to Parents 

“Do not set up any deity side by side with God, lest you find yourself disgraced, forsaken.” 

(Verse 22) This is a commandment forbidding the association of partners with God 

and a warning against the results it brings about. Although it is a general order, it is 

nonetheless addressed to each individual so that everyone feels it is personally 

issued to them. Believing is a personal matter for which every individual is 

responsible for themselves. The outcome that awaits anyone who deviates from the 

path of believing in God’s oneness is such that they find themselves ‘disgraced’ by 

the foul deed, ‘forsaken’, without support. Whoever is deprived of God’s support is 

forsaken, no matter how numerous his supporters are. The Arabic description, 

fataq`uda madhm man makhdh l , is especially graphic: in place of lest you find yourself, 

read, ‘lest you sit’. This aptly describes the person who finds such disgrace too 

shameful that it weighs heavily on him and he sits down forsaken, weak, unable to 

stand and powerless. The description also suggests that this state is permanent 

because ‘sitting down in disgrace’ suggests there is no action to change the situation. 
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“Your Lord has ordained that you shall worship none but Him.” (Verse 23) This order to 

offer all worship to God alone follows the one prohibiting the association of partners 

with God. It takes the form of a decisive ruling to be implemented without fail, by all 

mankind. The term, qad , used in the Arabic text and translated as ‘ordained’, 

signifies a final verdict imparting additional emphasis to an already emphatic order 

that also uses the construction of a negation and exception: “You shall worship none 

but Him.” The mode is one of total emphasis and stress. When this basic ruling is well 

established, individual and community duties are outlined. These rely on a firm 

belief in the One God. Hence, motives and goals behind actions and practices work 

towards the same end. 

The most important bond next to that of faith is the family. Hence the s rah links 

kindness to parents with the worship of God, in order to emphasize its importance in 

God’s sight: 

And that you must be kind to your parents. Should one of them, or both, attain to old 
age in your care, never say ‘Ugh’ to them or chide them, but always speak gently and 
kindly to them, and spread over them humbly the wings of your tenderness, and say, 
My Lord, bestow on them Your grace, even as they reared and nurtured me when I 
was a child.’ (Verses 23-24) 

With inspirational expression that is full of tenderness the Qur’ n enhances our 

feelings of compassion towards our parents. As life goes on, its momentum carries 

the living and focuses our attention on what lies ahead, on our own children, the new 

generation. Rarely are we motivated to look back and attend to the former generation 

of parents, who represent a life that is already on the decline. Hence, as sons and 

daughters we need a strong charge of conscience so that we will look hack and take 

care of our mothers and fathers. 

Parents are naturally motivated to look after their children, sacrificing everything 

in the process, even when the sacrifice includes them personally. An early green 

shoot absorbs every particle of nutrition in its seed to leave it as dust, and a chic eats 

up everything in the egg, leaving only the shell. Similarly, children take up all their 

parents’ vigour, health, effort and attention, leaving them in the weakness of old age, 

yet happy to have given their children everything they could give. But children soon 

forget all this and move ahead, caring more for their spouses and own offspring. This 

is the natural course of life. 

Thus parents do not need any encouragement to be kind to their children. It is the 

children who need to be reminded of their duty towards the generation that has 

become dry, in need of tender care, after having spent most of its vitality in bringing 

up their young. Hence, the divine command to take good care of parents comes in 
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the form of a ruling from God, following immediately after the command to worship 

God alone. 

The s rah then imparts an air of tenderness to the whole atmosphere. It engenders 

memories of childhood, of compassion, love and tender care: “Should one of them, or 

both, attain to old age in your care...,” (Verse 23) Old age commands veneration, and the 

weakness of the elderly imparts certain feelings. Use of the phrase, ‘in your care’, 

describes an elderly person weakened by advancing years needing shelter and care. 

Hence, sons and daughters are told: “Never say ‘Ugh’ to them or chide them.” (Verse 23) 

This is the first step in taking care of one’s parents and being kindly to them. Sons 

and daughters must never use words which suggest their being vexed or bothered by 

their parents, or say anything that betrays disrespect. On the contrary, they must 

“always speak gently and kindly to them.” (Verse 23) This is a higher and more positive 

step. What sons and daughters say to their parents must always be coupled with 

genuine respect. 

“And spread over them humbly the wings of your tenderness.” (Verse 24) At this point 

the Qur’ n uses very tender words to touch our hearts and consciences. Mercy and 

compassion are so heightened that they border on humility, making the son and 

daughter too respectful to look their parents straight in the face, but willing to obey 

them. It is as if such tenderness spreads wings over one’s parents. This is followed by 

a prayer: “My Lord, bestow on them Your grace, even as they reared and nurtured me when 

I was a child.” (Verse 24) 

The prayer recalls the care and love, exercised by parents for vulnerable children. 

Yet now it is the parents themselves who are similarly weak and in need of tender, 

loving care. Hence, the address to God to bestow His grace on them. Indeed His 

grace is far greater, and His care is much more wide-ranging. He is better able to 

reward them for their kindness, while their children can never repay them for it. A 

ĥadīth mentions that “a man was carrying his mother while he was doing the aw f 

[i.e. the obligatory walk around the Ka`bah] during pilgrimage. He asked the 

Prophet whether he had discharged his duty towards her. The Prophet said, ‘No, not 

even for a single deep sigh.’” 

This ĥadīth speaks of a mother so weakened she was no longer able to walk in 

order to fulfil her religious duty of aw f. Her son carried her so that she could fulfil 

that duty, just like a mother carries her child when it is very young. However, that is 

far from fulfilling a mother’s claim against her children, which is constituted by the 

constant care she took of them, with every breath of her life. 

Since all feelings, actions and reactions are related to faith in the context of the 

s rah, it adds a final comment, referring all matters to God who knows people’s 

intentions and what lies behind words and actions: “Your Lord knows best what is in 
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your hearts. If you are righteous, He is certainly Most Forgiving to those who turn repeatedly 

to Him [seeking His mercy].” (Verse 25) 

Coming as it does immediately before a range of orders, duties and standards, this 

verse serves as a guideline for everything we say or do. It also leaves the door open 

for anyone who makes a mistake or falls short of expectations to declare his 

repentance and seek forgiveness. When a person’s heart is set on the right track, the 

door to forgiveness remains open. The verse mentions in particular those who turn 

back to God every time they slip or make a mistake. 

Kindness to All 

The s rah proceeds to include all relatives and the need to be kindly to them, 

adding also the needy and travellers who may find themselves in difficulty. It 

expands on family relations so as to include all human bonds in their broadest sense: 

Give to the near of kin their due, and also to the needy and the traveller in need. Do 
not squander your substance wastefully, for the wasteful squanderers are Satan’s 
brothers, and Satan has always been ungrateful to his Lord. But if you must turn 
aside from them in pursuit of an act of kindness you hope to receive from your Lord, 
then at least speak to them kindly. (Verses 26-28) 

The Qur’ n makes it clear that the near of kin, the needy and stranded travellers 

have a right against us which may only be discharged by financial assistance. This 

does not come as a favour which one person does to another; it is rather a duty 

imposed by God and associated with worshipping Him alone. When we fulfil this 

duty we are only discharging our responsibility, and cultivating a close relationship 

between ourselves and those to whom we give. The giver has no favour against the 

recipient, because he is only fulfilling a duty towards God. 

The Qur’ n speaks strongly against squandering, which is defined as spending 

one’s money in the wrong way. Muj hid says that if one spends all one’s money for 

rightful purposes, one is not a squanderer, but if one spends a small amount in the 

wrong way, then one is. Thus, it is not the amount which one spends, but the 

purpose for which one spends it. Hence, squanderers are indeed Satan’s brothers 

because they spend their money for evil purposes, and to finance their disobedience 

of God. This makes them Satan’s cronies. It must be remembered that “Satan has 

always been ungrateful to his Lord.” (Verse 27) Both Satan and those who squander do 

not fulfil their duty of appreciating God’s favours, which means that they should use 

it only in purposes that earn God’s pleasure, doing His bidding and refraining from 

anything He has forbidden. 
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When a person does not have the means to do his duty by relatives, the needy and 

stranded travellers, and he finds it embarrassing to meet them face to face, he should 

turn to God praying to Him to give him good provisions and to provide for those in 

need. At the same time, he should promise the needy that he will give to them 

whenever his means improve. At the same time, he should speak to them kindly. He 

must not be bored with them, nor should he remain silent and so embarrass them. A 

kind word serves a good purpose and opens up hope: “But if you must turn aside from 

them in pursuit of an act of kindness you hope to receive from your Lord, then at least speak 

to them kindly.” (Verse 28) 

Within the context of prohibiting the squandering of money, the Qur’ n orders 

moderation in all spending: “Do not be miserly, allowing your hand to remain shackled to 

your neck, nor stretch it out fully to the utmost limit, lest you find yourself being blamed or 

reduced to destitution.” (Verse 29) Striking a proper balance is the Islamic rule. To 

move to either extreme leads to imbalance. The verse employs subtle imagery to 

enhance the intended meaning. It paints miserliness as a hand tied up to one’s neck, 

while a spendthrift is shown as one with hands stretched out completely, unable to 

hold on to anything. The end of miserliness and the end of squander is drawn as a 

person sitting down, facing blame, powerless. It implies a position of weakness like 

that which makes an animal refuse to move. This applies to the miserly person 

whose miserliness weakens him to the point of inaction, and to the spendthrift who 

finds himself deprived of all power. Both are blamed in the end, one for stinginess, 

the other for squandering. The best attitude is a middle of the road one, tilting 

neither towards a tight fist nor towards careless extravagance. 

The order to seek a middle course is followed with a comment stating that the 

provider for all is God, and it is He who may give abundant provisions or may give 

only in a tight measure. Yet the One who gives to all is the One who orders a middle 

course: “Your Lord gives in abundance, or in scant measure, to whom He wills. He is indeed 

fully aware of all His servants, and sees them all.” (Verse 30) Whichever way He gives to 

any one of His servants is determined on the basis of His wisdom. He commands all 

to follow a course of moderation, prohibiting both extremes of miserliness and 

careless extravagance on the basis of His perfect knowledge of what is most suitable 

for all His servants at all times. It is He who has revealed the Qur’ n to always guide 

along the straight path. 

Setting Values Right 

As the Qur’ n makes this statement clear, it follows it with reference to the fact 

that some people in pre-Islamic days used to kill their daughters for fear of want and 

poverty. It then adds a clear order prohibiting the killing of children for any such 
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reason. Since God is the One who determines the means people have, there is no 

connection, then, between poverty and the number or sex of the children they have. 

The matter is fully in God’s hands. When people purge their thoughts of the false 

notion of any direct relationship between poverty and having children, and when 

they adopt the correct concept in this regard, there is no reason for that ghastly crime 

which flies in the face of human nature and the right to life: “Do not kill your children 

for fear of want. It is We who shall provide for them and for you. To kill them is indeed a great 

sin.” (Verse 31) 

When people adopt false beliefs, these beliefs affect their everyday lives. The effect 

is not confined to the adoption of wrong notions or the offering of worship rituals. 

On the other hand, purging faith from any false notion does have a positive effect on 

feelings, behaviour and social life generally. The fact that people in pre-Islamic 

Arabia used to bury their daughters alive provides a clear case of how far religious 

beliefs can affect human life so as to establish such horrendous crime as an 

acceptable social norm. It testifies to the fact that life is affected by the sort of beliefs 

people adopt. Indeed faith cannot remain isolated from human life. 

A word should be said here about the meticulous care the Qur’ nic style reflects in 

its usage. In this particular verse we note that the provision for offspring is 

mentioned before provision for parents. In S rah 6, Cattle or al An` m, it is provision 

for parents which comes first: “We provide for you and for them.” (6: 151) The usage in 

both cases is related to the different emphasis they have. Here the verse is translated 

as: “Do not kill your children for fear of want. It is We who shall provide for them and for 

you. To kill them is indeed a great sin.” (Verse 31) The verse in S rah 6 reads as follows: 

“Do not kill your children because of your poverty: We provide for you and for them.” (6: 

151) It is clear that this s rah is referring to the killing of children from fear that their 

presence will lead to poverty. Hence, providing for children is mentioned first. In 

S rah 6, the children are killed because of their parents’ actual poverty. Hence, the 

provision for parents is mentioned first. Thus every little Qur’ nic detail, even 

putting something first on one occasion and second on another is for a definite 

reason. 

Adultery Outlawed 

The prohibition of killing children is followed by a prohibition  against adultery:3 

“Do not come near adultery. It is indeed an abomination and an evil way.” (Verse 32) There 

is a definite link between the killing of children and adultery. We find that the 

prohibition of adultery here intervenes between the prohibition of killing one’s 

                                                 
3 The Arabic word zin , translated here as ‘adultery’, refers to sexual intercourse outside wedlock, 
regardless of whether the man or the woman is married. Thus, it includes fornication. — Editor’s note. 
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children and that of killing oneself. This takes into account the link to which we are 

here referring. 

Adultery represents killing in various ways. It is a killing because it wastes life 

matter as it puts it in the wrong place. It is often followed by a desire to get rid of its 

natural consequences through abortion or infanticide. If the child is spared and 

allowed to live, it is abandoned to a life of misery and deprivation, which is a killing 

in a different form. Moreover, it is a killing of the community because family 

relations are thus lost, and blood ties are confused. People will have little trust that 

the children they bring up are their own. Thus community relations become 

weakened and the spirit of the community more or less dies. 

Adultery may also be described as a killing of the community for a different 

reason. The ease which it provides for the fulfilment of sexual desires makes 

marriage a redundant institution, and the family an unnecessary responsibility. We 

must not forget that the family provides the proper home where the young should be 

reared, and where sound human nature is consolidated. It is the home where sound 

upbringing can be ensured for boys and girls alike. 

Throughout history, every community that allowed immorality to spread saw its 

own decline brought about. Some people may feel that this is not true, looking at the 

fact that Europe and the United States continue to enjoy power despite the fact that 

immorality is widespread there. Yet the results of such loose morality are now 

apparent in older nations, such as France. As for new nations like the US, it may take 

some time yet before such effects are visible. The case is like that of a young man 

who gives rein to his desire. The effects may not manifest themselves when he is 

young, but as he grows older, his decline is rapid. 

The Qur’ n even warns against ‘coming near’ to adultery, in order to give stronger 

emphasis that it is something to guard against. Since adultery is committed to satisfy 

a strong desire, steering away from it is safer. When adultery is made easy, resisting 

it becomes that much harder. Hence Islam takes appropriate preventive measures. It 

dislikes the mixing of the two sexes where it is unnecessary, forbids that a man stay 

with a woman in a closed place, and prohibits the indecent appearance of women 

when they go out or attend social functions. It encourages marriage and recommends 

fasting for those who cannot marry. It disapproves of all types of barriers that 

prevent people from getting married such as exorbitant dowries. It makes it clear that 

no one should ever fear poverty as a result of having children, and encourages its 

followers to provide help to those who wish to marry in order to preserve their 

chastity. It also prescribes very severe punishments for the crimes of adultery and 

false accusations of adultery against others, without providing proper evidence to 

support the same. Such measures are taken in order to prevent the Muslim 

community from throwing itself on the slippery road to decline. 
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A Peaceful Community 

The s rah follows this with a prohibition of killing anyone, except for a valid 

reason: “Do not kill anyone, for God has forbidden killing, except in [the pursuit of] justice. 

If anyone is slain wrongfully, We have given his heir authority [to seek just retribution]. He 

[i.e. the heir] must not exceed the bounds of equity in [retributive] killing. He is given help.” 

(Verse 33) 

Islam is a religion which preserves life and ensures peace. Hence it considers the 

killing of any human being to be a crime of the highest order, ranking next to 

associating partners with God. It is God who gives life. Hence, no one can take life 

away except by God’s permission and within the limits which He has allowed. Every 

human life has a sanctity which cannot be violated. The limits which God has 

allowed for the infliction of capital punishment are very clear. They are not subject to 

any influence by prejudice or personal view. A highly authentic ĥadīth related by al-

Bukh rī and Muslim quotes the Prophet as saying: “No Muslim person who bears 

witness that there is no deity other than God and that Mu ammad is God’s 

Messenger may be killed except for one of three reasons: a life for a life, a married 

adulterer and a rebel who renounces his faith and abandons his community.” 

The first of these three legitimate ways to inflict capital punishment ensures fair 

retribution. It allows the killing of one person in order to guarantee life for many 

others. God tells us that “There is life for you, men of understanding, in this law of just 

retribution, so that you may remain God-fearing.” (2: 179) Human life is thus preserved 

by stopping those who are intent on assaulting and killing others for no reason. 

When someone intent on killing another realizes that just retribution will make him 

pay for his ghastly crime with his own life, he will stop short of killing. Again there is 

life for the community as the law of just retribution stops the relatives of the victim 

from vengeance killing, which often goes beyond just killing the offender. When 

vengeance killing is allowed free reign it leads to the killing of innocent people as the 

family feud ensues. On the contrary, just retribution gives security to all, making 

sure that no one other than the offender is threatened. Thus, everyone goes about his 

life in peace and security. 

The second reason for executing an offender is to prevent the spread of immorality 

which threatens the life of the community, as we have already explained. 

The third justification seeks to repel spiritual corruption which leads to chaos 

within the Muslim community, threatens its peace and security and destroys the 

system God has chosen for it. The one who rebels, renouncing his faith and 

abandoning his community condemns himself by his own action. He adopted Islam 

by choice, under no compulsion, and became a member of the community, aware of 

its secrets. Hence, when he abandoned it, his action constituted a threat to it. Had he 
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remained a non-Muslim, no one would have compelled him to adopt Islam. Indeed 

Islam would have ensured that he remained safe and secure if he belonged to 

another divine religion, or that he was protected and given safe conduct to reach his 

own community if he was a pagan. This represents complete fairness with those who 

belong to any faith other than Islam. 

“Do not kill anyone, for God has forbidden killing, except in [the pursuit of] justice.” 

(Verse 33) These are the only three reasons which justify capital punishment in 

Islamic law. Otherwise any killing is considered wrongful, bringing other provisions 

of Islamic law into operation: “If anyone is slain wrongfully, We have given his heir 

authority [to seek just retribution]. He [i.e. the heir] must not exceed the bounds of equity in 

[retributive] killing. He is given help.” (Verse 33) Thus wrongful killing gives the 

victim’s heir, or his next of kin, an authority to seek the implementation of the law of 

just retribution. It is up to the next of kin to demand that the killer pays with his life 

for his crime, or to spare his life in return for the payment of blood money, or to 

forgive the offender altogether, demanding no compensation. This authority over the 

killer is given to the victim’s next of kin because he is in possession of the killer’s 

blood, as it were. 

In return for this authority, Islam prohibits the victim’s relatives from going too 

far in exercising their authority. This may take the form of exceeding their limits, 

killing others in addition to the actual killer of their relative. This is the way 

vengeance killing works in non-Islamic communities where the killer’s close relatives 

may be murdered in revenge. They may be free of all guilt, but they are killed simply 

because they are relatives of the first killer. Another aspect of exceeding one’s limits 

is to disfigure the killer when his life is taken in just retribution. The victim’s next of 

kin may insist on the killer being executed, but he has no justification to resort to 

disfigurement, which is totally prohibited in Islam. 

“He [i.e. the heir] must not exceed the bounds of equity in [retributive] killing. He is given 

help.” (Verse 33) That help is given in the fact that God’s law judges in his favour and 

the ruling authorities ensure that justice is done. Hence, he is required to remain 

within the confines of justice so that he receives the help he needs in order to obtain 

what rightfully belongs to him. 

Giving the next of kin of a murder victim authority to exact just retribution, and 

assuring him of the help of the law and the authorities, constitutes a fair response to 

the demands of human nature. Relatives may be highly agitated, and even blinded 

by their desire for revenge. In their anger they may lash out against the innocent. But 

when they realize that God has given them authority to exact just retribution, and 

that they may demand that the killer should pay with his life for his crime, and that 

the ruler is required to help them achieve justice, they may well be pacified. This 

makes it easier for them to stop at the proper legal limits in this case. They are 
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assured of justice. 

It is inappropriate to require people to go beyond their nature so as to stifle their 

burning desire for revenge. Islam acknowledges this fact and meets the demands of 

human nature in a way which ensures safety for the individual and the community. 

It does not try to impose forgiveness and reconciliation by force. Indeed it urges such 

forgiveness and clearly makes it the better option, assigning rich reward for 

forgiveness but only after it states legal rights. Thus the relatives of a murdered 

person may seek punishment of the killer, or they may pardon him. That they have 

the option is more likely to encourage them to forgive. To try to force forgiveness 

could be counterproductive. It could even make them more violent in seeking 

retribution. 

Perfect Honesty 

Having completed its instructions concerning the sanctity of people’s honour and 

life, the s rah tackles the question of orphans’ property and the requirement of 

fulfilling one’s promises and pledges towards them: 

Do not come near the property of an orphan before he comes of age, except with the 
best of intentions. Be true to all your promises, for you will be called to account for all 
that you promise. (Verse 34) 

Islam makes it clear that a Muslim’s life, honour and property are to be protected 

and preserved. The Prophet says: “Everything that belongs to a Muslim is forbidden 

to be taken away by another: his blood, honour and property.” [Related by al-

Bukh rī, Muslim, M lik and Abū D wūd and al-Tirmidhī] The s rah, however, 

makes a special case concerning the property of an orphan, ensuring its full 

protection. It forbids the mere coming near it except for what is best for the orphan. 

That is because an orphan is too weak to manage his property or defend it against 

assault. Hence, the Muslim community is required to take proper care of the orphan 

and his property until he comes of age and is able to take care of his own affairs. 

An important point to be noted in connection with all these instructions is that 

matters which an individual needs to implement in person, as an individual, are 

phrased in the singular form. By contrast, the instructions that are addressed to the 

Muslim community are given in the plural. Thus we see that orders to be kind to 

parents, to be charitable to relatives, the needy and stranded travellers, and to refrain 

from extravagance, maintain a middle way between being tight-fisted and 

spendthrift, to ascertain the truth in every situation and refrain from showing 

arrogance and conceit, are all given in the singular form. This is due to the fact that 

responsibility in these areas is shouldered by the individual. On the other hand, the 
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plural form is used to express the instructions prohibiting the killing of children, 

adultery, and homicide, and those concerning the protection of an orphan’s property, 

honouring promises and pledges, and giving fair weight and measure, because these 

concern the community as a whole. 

Here we see that the order not to come near the property of an orphan, except 

with the best of intentions, is given in the plural in order to make the whole 

community responsible for the protection of orphans and their property. It is then a 

collective responsibility. 

Looking after an orphan’s property is an act of trust which constitutes a pledge by 

the whole community. Hence, it is followed with an order to honour all promises 

and pledges: “Be true to all your promises, for you will be called to account for all that you 

promise.” (Verse 34) God will certainly question people about their promises and will 

hold to account anyone who is in breach of any trust or pledge. Islam attaches great 

importance to the fulfilment of promises and pledges and to being true to one’s trust 

because this is the essence of honesty and integrity, both personal and social. In fact, 

fulfilment of promises and honouring trust is mentioned in various ways and forms 

in the Qur’ n and ĥadīth, both with regard to pledges given to people or to God, by 

the individual, community or state, ruler or ruled. In practice, Islam has set an 

example for such fulfilment which humanity has never seen except under Islamic 

rule. 

Just Weight and Measure 

The code of conduct the s rah outlines also speaks about fairness in commercial 

dealings: 

And give full measure whenever you measure, and weigh with accurate scales. That is 
fair, and best in the end. (Verse 35) 

The relevance of fulfilling promises and giving fair and full measure and weight is 

readily apparent, both in meaning and expression. This makes the progress from one 

to the other easy and smooth. To be fair in transactions and to give full weight and 

measure are actions which mark honest dealing and good faith. Thus internal 

dealings within the community are set on the right footing which promotes trust and 

honesty, and ensures blessings all round: “That is fair, and best in the end.” (Verse 35) It 

is good in this life as it maintains fairness, and better in the hereafter as it ensures 

good reward. 

The Prophet (peace be upon him) said: ‘Anyone who is able to secure unlawful 

gain yet abandons this for no reason other than fearing God will certainly receive 
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from God what is better than such gain here in this life, before they receive their 

reward in the life to come.” 

Giving in to greed and stinginess in weight and measure betrays meanness and 

dishonesty which destroys trust within the community. It leads to poor trading, and 

a lack of blessings and trust in the community. This is bound to have repercussions 

on individuals who find themselves losers after they had thought to gain through 

selling people short. Whatever gain they may make is superficial and short- lived. 

Stagnation of trade, which is a by-product of such stinting, is certain to show its 

effects on individuals. 

This is a fact, recognized by far-sighted business people. They maintain honesty as 

a business principle not because of any ethical, moral or religious motive, but 

because they see from practical experience that it delivers much better gain. Thus one 

person may be fair in business and give full weight and measure for practical and 

trade reasons while another does the same as part of implementing his religious 

convictions. The difference between the two is that the latter gets all the benefits 

received by the former in addition to maintaining a clear conscience and looking 

towards higher horizons. He benefits by a much broader vision of life. This clearly 

shows that Islam fulfils the objectives of practical life while building its wider 

concepts and happier environment. 

Accountability for All Actions 

A basic characteristic of the Islamic faith is that it is straightforward, clear and 

transparent. Nothing is permitted on the basis of suspicion, myth or unsubstantiated 

impression: 

Do not pursue that of which you have no knowledge. Man’s ears, eyes and heart shall 
all be called to account. (Verse 36) 

These few words establish a complete method for the human mind and heart, 

incorporating the scientific approach that humanity has begun to apply only 

recently. It adds, however, honesty and fear of God. This is an advantage Islam adds 

over cold rational approaches that are devoid of spirituality. 

Making certain of every report, action or situation before passing a judgement 

concerning it is the essence of the Qur’ nic approach. When hearts and minds 

faithfully follow this approach, there remains no room for superstition in matters of 

faith, or for suspicion in legal affairs. What is more is that there is no room for 

theoretical assumptions or superficial conclusions in science and research. 

Scientific integrity which, in modern times, people unreservedly praise is no more 
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than the conscientious integrity which the Qur’ n establishes as a requirement to be 

accounted for. The Qur’ n makes everyone responsible and accountable for their 

hearing, seeing and feelings in front of God who has given them their ears, eyes and 

hearts. This is the integrity and honesty of senses, heart and mind. Man is 

accountable for all these and the organs themselves will be questioned about their 

actions on the Day of Judgement. When we consider the magnitude of this 

responsibility, we are overwhelmed because it applies to every word we say and 

every judgement we make. 

“Do not pursue that of which you have no knowledge.” (Verse 36) Certain knowledge 

must be the only basis for judgement or conviction. Whatever is not certain must 

never constitute such a basis. In an authentic ĥadīth, the Prophet is quoted as saying: 

“Refrain from assumption, for assumption is the basis of the worst lies.” Another 

ĥadīth related by Abū D wūd quotes the Prophet as saying: “It is indeed a bad 

practice for a man to always begin his statements with, ‘it is claimed.” In another 

ĥadīth the Prophet said: “The worst falsehood is that a man makes his eyes see what 

they have not seen.” 

Thus we see how Qur’ nic verses and aĥ dīth combine to establish such a complete 

and integrated system which requires the mind to make certain of its grounds for 

any judgement it makes. But Islam does not stop at this. It also requires the heart to 

make sure of its basis for whatever thoughts or feelings it entertains. Thus people 

must ascertain every detail, circumstance and factor before making any judgement or 

arriving at any conclusion. This is a practical fulfilment of the Qur’ nic statement 

made earlier in this s rah: “Surely this Qur’ n shows the way to that which is most 

upright.” (Verse 9) 

These orders and instructions that are closely linked to the faith based on God’s 

oneness are concluded with an order prohibiting conceit and arrogance: “Do not walk 

on earth with an air of self-conceit; for you cannot rend the earth asunder, nor can you rival 

the mountains in height.” (Verse 37) When man is devoid of belief in God, the Creator 

who has power over all creation, he may feel himself too powerful or admirable on 

account of his wealth, power or beauty. If only he remembers that whatever blessing 

he enjoys is granted to him by God and that he is powerless in front of God, he will 

see how misplaced his conceit is and so refrain from such arrogance. 

The Qur’ n puts the conceited and arrogant face to face with their humbleness and 

powerlessness: “You cannot rend the earth asunder, nor can you rival the mountains in 

height.” (Verse 37) Physically man is small and insignificant, particularly when 

compared to giant creation. But he is strong when he relies on God’s power, 

honourable with His honour, and noble with His spirit which God has breathed into 

him. God has given man all this so that he always remembers and remains conscious 

of Him. 



Al-Isrā’ (The Night Journey) | A CODE BASED ON JUSTICE 

 131

Such humility which the Qur’ n calls upon people to adopt, decrying at the same 

time all types of conceit, is a mark of maintaining proper relations with God and 

one’s fellow human beings, and a proper personal and social attitude. No one 

abandons such good manners except the petty and the conceited. Such people are 

disliked by God because they overlook His favours which they enjoy, and are hated 

by human beings for their arrogance. The Prophet is reported to have said: “Whoever 

maintains humility for God’s sake, God will elevate him. Thus he looks humbly at 

himself but people look at him with respect. By contrast, God humiliates an arrogant 

person so as he rates himself highly while people look down upon him. Indeed he 

may be more disliked by people than a dog or a pig.”4 

As we have seen, these instructions are mainly concerned with prohibiting evil 

action and improper behaviour. Their outline concludes with declaring God’s 

disapproval of them: “All this is evil; odious in your Lord’s sight.” (Verse 38) This serves 

as a summary and reminder that commandments are issued by God alone. The 

reason for prohibition is God’s dislike of such evil. No mention is made here of good 

matters which Islam orders to be practised or maintained. It is the prohibitions that 

are outlined in this code of conduct which the s rah gives in detail. 

This outline of the Islamic code of conduct is brought to an end by showing its 

details again linked to faith in God’s oneness, which was also stated at the outset of 

this passage. This is coupled with a warning against associating partners with God. 

Furthermore, we are told that this code is only a part of the wisdom to which the 

Qur’ n guides people: “These [injunctions] are but a part of the wisdom with which your 

Lord has inspired you. Do not set up any deity alongside God, lest you should be cast into 

hell, blamed and rejected.” (Verse 39) 

Thus the ending is akin to the opening, with both emphasizing the basis on which 

Islam builds its structure for human life, namely, the concept of God’s oneness. For it 

is to God that all worship should be addressed. 

                                                 
4 This ĥadīth is cited by Ibn Kathīr in his commentary on the Qur’ n. 
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3 

God: The One and 

Glorious 

Has your Lord distinguished you by [giving you] 

sons and taken for Himself daughters from 

among the angels? That which you utter is indeed 

an enormity. (40) 

We have certainly explained things in various 

ways in this Qur’ān, so that they may take it to 

heart, but it only increases their aversion. (41) 

Say: ‘If there were other deities alongside Him, as 

some people assert, they would have to seek a way 

to the Lord of the Throne.’ (42) 

Limitless is He in His glory and sublimely 

exalted is He above everything they may say 

[about Him]. (43) 

The seven heavens extol His limitless glory, as 

does the earth, and all who dwell in them. Indeed 

every single thing extols His glory and praise, but 

you cannot understand their praises. He is indeed 

Forbearing, Much Forgiving. (44) 
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When you read the Qur’ān, We place an 

invisible barrier between you and those who do not 

believe in the life to come. (45) 

We cast a veil over their hearts which makes 

them unable to grasp its meaning, and their ears 

We make deaf. And so, when you mention your 

Lord in the Qur’ān as the One and only God, 

they turn their backs in aversion. (46) 

We are fully aware of what they are listening for 

when they listen to you, and what they say when 

they speak to each other in private. The 

wrongdoers say: The man you follow is certainly 

bewitched.’ (47) 

See to what they liken you. They have certainly 

gone astray and are unable to find a way back [to 

the truth]. (48) 

They say: ‘When we are bones and dust, shall we 

be raised to life again as a new creation?’ (49) 

Say: ‘Be you stones or iron, (50) 
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or some other form of creation which, to your 

minds, appears even harder [to bring to life].’ 

They will say: ‘Who is it that will bring us back 

[to life]?’ Say: ‘He who created you the first time.’ 

Thereupon they shake their heads [in disbelief] 

and ask: ‘When will this be?’ Say: ‘It may very 

well be near at hand. (51) 

On that day He will call you, and you will 

answer by praising Him, thinking that you 

stayed on earth but a very short while.’ (52) 

Tell My servants that they should always say that 

which is best. Satan tries to sow discord between 

them. Satan is indeed man’s open foe. (53) 

Your Lord is fully aware of what you are. If He 

so wills, He will bestow His grace on you; and if 

He so wills, He will inflict punishment on you. 

We have not sent you, Prophet, to be their 

guardian. (54) 

Your Lord is fully aware of all beings that are in 

the heavens and earth. Indeed We have exalted 

some of the Prophets above others, just as We 

gave the Psalms to David. (55) 
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Overview 

The second passage of this s rah, discussed in Chapter 2, starts and finishes with a 

strong emphasis on God’s oneness and the prohibition of associating any partners 

with Him. Within its two ends, it contains a number of orders, prohibitions and 

values that are all based on the central principle of God’s oneness. The present 

passage begins and ends with the denunciation of the very concept of assigning a son 

or a partner to God, explaining its absurdity. It states that the whole universe 

functions on the basis of believing in God as one, having no partners: “Indeed every 

single thing extols His glory and praise.” (Verse 44) It stresses the fact that all shall 

return to God in the life to come, and that God knows everything about all creatures 

in the heavens and earth. 

He is the One who controls the destinies of all His creatures, and no one has any 

say about it: “If He so wills, He will bestow His grace on you; and if He so wills, He will 

inflict punishment on you.” (Verse 54) 

As the passage goes on, we see the fallacy of all beliefs based on associating 

partners with God, and we watch how they collapse. We also see that God is the One 

who controls everything in this universe, this life and the life to come, what is visible 

Say: ‘Call on those whom you claim [to be gods] 

besides Him, but they have no power to remove 

any affliction from you, nor can they shift it.’ (56) 

Those whom they invoke strive to obtain their 

Lord’s favour, vying with each other to be near 

Him. They hope for His grace and dread His 

punishment. Indeed your Lord’s punishment is 

something to beware of. (57) 
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to us and what we do not see. We realize that it all addresses its praises, sincere and 

devoted to God alone. In such praises all creatures and living things take part. 

All Glorify Him 

Has your Lord distinguished you by [giving you] sons and taken for Himself 
daughters from among the angels? That which you utter is indeed an enormity. 
(Verse 40) 

This question implies a sarcastic response to what the unbelievers used to do, as 

they described the angels as God’s daughters. God is indeed too exalted to take to 

Himself a son or a wife, and He is too sublime to have any partner or associate. The 

verse also ridicules the assigning of daughters to God, when the Arabs considered 

girls to be of lesser status than boys. They indeed killed their daughters for fear of 

poverty or shame. Nevertheless they considered angels to be female and made them 

God’s daughters. When it is God who gives life and gives everyone their sons and 

daughters, how come He favours them with the better sons and takes to Himself the 

inferior daughters! 

This is stated merely for argument’s sake, so as to make apparent the hollowness 

and fallacy of their claims. The whole issue is too bizarre to merit any discussion: 

“That which you utter is indeed an enormity.” (Verse 40) It is enormously odd, 

impudent, false and outlandish. 

“We have certainly explained things in various ways in this Qur’ n, so that they may take 

it to heart, but it only increases their aversion.” (Verse 41) The Qur’ n preaches the faith 

of God’s oneness, presenting it in a variety of ways, styles and methods, so that 

people may ‘take warning’. Indeed accepting the faith based on God’s oneness does 

not require more than a reminder and a reference to uncorrupted human nature. It 

only needs to reflect on the various signs presented in the universe. But they only 

grow in their aversion to this faith whenever they listen to the Qur’ n. They show 

that they are averse to the faith the Qur’ n preaches, and averse to the Qur’ n itself, 

lest it clearly show the fallacy of their erroneous beliefs based on myth and 

superstition. 

Here also the s rah goes part of the way with them to make its argument about 

their alleged deities. It states that had such deities existed, they themselves would 

have tried to get closer to God and believe in Him: “Say: If there were other deities 

alongside Him, as some people assert, they would have to seek a way to the Lord of the 

Throne.”‘ (Verse 42) As linguists tell us, the construction of the sentence means that 

the whole supposition is false. There are no deities alongside God. What they claim 

to be their gods are no more than some of His creatures, be they stars, human beings, 
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animals, plants and trees or other inanimate objects. All these turn to God, 

submitting themselves to His will, in accordance with the law of nature. They find 

their way to God through their obedience to His will and His laws: “They would have 

to seek a way to the Lord of the Throne.” (Verse 42) 

Mention of the Throne here indicates God’s clear exaltation above all creatures, 

including those they claim to be deities alongside Him. They are below His Throne, 

which means that they cannot be ‘with Him’. This is followed by a clear statement 

glorifying God: “Limitless is He in His glory and sublimely exalted is He above everything 

they may say [about Him].” (Verse 43) 

The s rah then portrays the whole universe, with all creatures living in it, under 

God’s Throne. They all turn to God glorifying Him: “The seven heavens extol His 

limitless glory, as does the earth, and all who dwell in them. Indeed every single thing extols 

His glory and praise, but you cannot understand their praises. He is indeed Forbearing, 

Much Forgiving.” (Verse 44) Every single particle in this vast universe shares in this 

glorification. Indeed it comes alive as it praises God and glorifies Him. The scene 

shows the whole universe full of life and activity, sharing in a single action, 

addressing God in His exalted nature in a glorification that implies submission to His 

will and acknowledgement of His authority over everything. 

Deaf Ears, Sealed Hearts 

It is a powerful and majestic scene in which we see every stone, large and small, 

every seed and leaf, every flower and fruit, every little shoot and every tree, every 

insect and reptile, every animal and human being, every creature that walks the 

earth, swims in the water or floats in the air, in short, all creatures in the whole 

universe glorifying God and turning to Him in submission. We are filled with awe as 

we sense that everything that comes within our vision or stays beyond it comes alive. 

‘Whenever we stretch our hands out to touch something, and whenever we put our 

feet to step over something, we feel that it is alive, glorifying God. 

“Indeed every single thing extols His glory and praise,” in its own way and language. 

“But you [human beings] cannot understand their praises.” (Verse 44) Human beings are 

limited by their own constitution which has a clay origin. This debars them from 

understanding the praises of other creatures. Had they listened with their hearts, 

directing them to appreciate the subtle laws that operate in the universe and make 

everything, large or small, turn to the Creator of all, they would have appreciated 

something of that praise. When human souls are purified and when they hearken to 

every animate and inanimate object as it addresses its glorification to God alone, they 

are better prepared to be in contact with the Supreme Society. They are better able to 

understand the secrets of the universe than those who limit themselves to the 
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material world. 

“He is indeed Forbearing, Much Forgiving.” (Verse 44) These attributes of God are 

mentioned here because of what seems clear of people’s failing in their duties 

towards Him. Compared with this great show of submission to God in the whole 

universe, human beings seem to be in a singular position. Some associate partners 

with God, while others allege that He has daughters, and still others remain 

oblivious of their duty to praise and glorify Him. In fact human beings should have 

been the first among all creatures to acknowledge God, declare their submission to 

Him and extol His praises. Had it not been for God’s forbearance and forgiveness, 

He would have hastened their punishment. But He allows them time, reminds and 

admonishes them because ‘He is indeed Forbearing, Much Forgiving.’ 

The leaders of the Quraysh, the Prophet’s own tribesmen who rejected his call, 

tried hard to prevent their hearts and souls from responding positively to the truth of 

the Qur’ n. As a result, God raised an invisible curtain between them and the 

Prophet, and placed coverings on their hearts preventing them from understanding 

it. Their ears were in a state similar to deafness, which meant that they could not 

understand its message. 

When you read the Qur’ n, We place an invisible barrier between you and those who 
do not believe in the life to come. We cast a veil over their hearts which makes them 
unable to grasp its meaning, and their ears We make deaf. And so, when you mention 
your Lord in the Qur’ n as the One and only God, they turn their backs in aversion. 
We are fully aware of what they are listening for when they listen to you, and what 
they say when they speak to each other in private. The wrongdoers say: ‘The man you 
follow is certainly bewitched.’ See to what they liken you. They have certainly gone 
astray and are unable to find a way back [to the truth]. (Verses 45-48) 

One report states that the elders of the Quraysh issued a general order telling 

everyone not to listen to the Qur’ n when they heard it being recited by Muslims. 

But the Qur’ n had its attraction even to the most outspoken enemies of Islam. 

Protected by the cover of darkness, three of those elders, Abū Jahl, Abū Sufy n and 

al-Akhnas ibn Sharīq sat just outside the Prophet’s house, listening to the Qur’ n 

being recited from inside. Every one of them was on his own, thinking that no one 

would know about his action. As the day began to break, each took his way home, so 

that no one would find out. Soon, the three of them met. There was only one reason 

for their presence there at that particular time. Therefore they counselled each other 

against such action: “Should some of your followers see you,” one of them said, “you 

would stir doubts in their minds.” 

The following night they did the same, and once again they met at the break of 

day. Again they counselled each other against their ‘irresponsible’ action. 



Al-Isrā’ (The Night Journey) | GOD: THE ONE AND GLORIOUS 

 139

Nevertheless, the third night each of them went to sit outside the Prophet’s home 

and listen to the Qur’ n. When they met in the morning, they were ashamed of 

themselves. One suggested that they should each give their word of honour not to 

return. This they did before going home. 

Later that morning al-Akhnas ibn Sharīq went to see Abū Sufy n at his home. He 

asked him what he thought about what he had heard Mu ammad reciting. Abū 

Sufy n said: “I heard things which I know and recognize to be true, but I also heard 

things whose nature I cannot understand.” Al-Akhnas said that he felt the same. He 

then left and went to Abū Jahl’s home to put the same question to him. Abū Jahl’s 

answer was totally different. For once, he was candid and honest with himself and 

his interlocutor: “I will tell you about what I heard! We have competed with the clan 

of `Abd Man f for honours: they fed the poor, and we did the same; they provided 

generous support to those who needed it and we did the same. When we were 

together on the same level, like two racehorses running neck and neck, they said that 

one of their number was a Prophet receiving revelations from on high! When can we 

attain such an honour? By God, we shall never believe in him.” 

It is abundantly clear then that these three elders were touched by the Qur’ n, 

their souls attracted to its message, but they deliberately sealed their hearts to it. As a 

result, God placed between them and His Messenger a secret seal that could not be 

seen with the human eye, yet it is felt by the heart. Its effect was to ensure that they 

would not benefit by the presence of God’s Messenger among them and would not 

be guided by the Qur’ n he recited. Thus, they would speak to each other about the 

beauty and the truth of the Qur’ n but would pledge not to listen to it again. They 

might feel its power again and go out to listen to it anew, but they would remain 

determined to oppose it, and pledge a word of honour to stop listening to the Qur’ n 

and its message that addresses both mind and heart. They felt that the message of 

God’s oneness, which is the central message of the Qur’ n, threatened their interests, 

privileges and pride: “And so, when you mention your Lord in the Qur’ n as the One and 

only God, they turn their backs in aversion.” (Verse 46) 

They were averse to the very principle of God’s oneness because they felt that it 

threatened their social position based on the myths that prevailed in those dark ages. 

In fact, the elders of the Quraysh were too intelligent not to realize the hollow nature 

of their beliefs as compared with the profound faith of Islam. They could easily 

appreciate the superb nature of the Qur’ n. Indeed their very nature motivated them 

to listen to it, but their pride caused them to take a hostile attitude to it. Thus they 

even fabricated allegations against the Prophet to justify their opposition: “The 

wrongdoers say: ‘The man you follow is certainly bewitched.” (Verse 47) 

Their very words carried an implicit recognition of the nature of the Qur’ n. They 

realized deep inside that the Qur’ n was far too superior to be the word of a human 
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being. They felt that its superiority transcended the realm of human beings. They 

also felt that it penetrated their own feelings. Hence, they alleged that it was the 

word of a sorcerer. Thus they claimed that Mu ammad was not speaking for himself, 

but by the power of magic. Had they been fair to him and to themselves, they would 

have acknowledged its divine nature. Indeed no human being and no other creature 

could have produced anything like the Qur’ n. 

“See to what they liken you. They have certainly gone astray and are unable to find a way 

back [to the truth].” (Verse 48) They likened the Prophet to those who are bewitched 

when he was nothing like them. He was simply a Messenger chosen by God. As they 

made this analogy, they went astray. They could find no way ahead. They could not 

even justify their suspicions. 

Bringing the Dead Back to Life 

Such was what they said about the Qur’ n and the Messenger who recited it. They 

also denied resurrection and the life to come: 

They say: ‘When we are bones and dust, shall we be raised to life again as a new 
creation?’ Say: ‘Be you stones or iron, or some other form of creation which, to your 
minds, appears even harder [to bring to life]. ‘They will say: ‘Who is it that will bring 
us back [to life]?’ Say: ‘He who created you the first time.’ Thereupon they shake their 
heads [in disbelief] and ask: ‘When will this be?’ Say: ‘It may very well be near at 
hand. On that day He will call you, and you will answer by praising Him, thinking 
that you stayed on earth but a very short while.’ (Verses 49-52) 

The concept of resurrection was the subject of a long controversy between the 

Prophet and the unbelievers. The Qur’ n relates much of this argument. Yet the 

whole issue is very clear and simple for anyone who contemplates the nature of life 

and death, resurrection and the gathering of all creation. The Qur’ n explains it in 

full on various occasions. Yet people could not take it in its simple and clear nature. 

They could not imagine how a person could be brought back to life after the body 

had decomposed: “They say: ‘When we are bones and dust, shall we be raised to life again 

as a new creation?” (Verse 49) 

They simply did not reflect on the fact that there was a time when they were not 

alive, yet they were brought to life. Nor did they appreciate that the second 

origination is simpler than the first. They did not fully understand that, as far as God 

is concerned, nothing can be described as ‘easier’ or ‘more difficult’. Nor did they 

appreciate that the method of creation is the same in all cases. It is just that God 

issues His command for any creature to ‘Be’, and it comes into existence 

immediately. It is immaterial whether people consider something to be easy or 
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difficult. When God wants it to happen, it will, without fail. 

The reply comes in the form of an instruction to the Prophet to say to them: “Be 

you stones or iron, or some other form of creation which, to your minds, appears even harder 

[to bring to life].” (Verses 50-51) The bones and dust may still have some traces or 

memory of life, but iron and stones seem even further away from life. Hence they are 

told to be stones or iron or any other form that cannot ever be associated with life. 

Even if they are made of material that is least imagined to have life, God will bring 

them alive. They naturally cannot make themselves stones or iron or some other form 

of creation. This is given only by way of a challenge and reproach. Stones and iron 

have no feelings and cannot be inspired or influenced. This sounds as an implicit 

reference to their hardened nature. 

“They will say: ‘Who is it that will bring us back [to life]?” (Verse 51) Who is it that 

brings bones and dust, or even more lifeless objects, back to life? ‘Say: ‘He who created 

you the first time.” (Verse 51) The answer puts the whole question into its proper 

perspective, which is both simple and direct. The One who originated them the first 

time is able to bring them back to life. Yet this reply is ignored: “Thereupon they shake 

their heads [in disbelief’.” (Verse 51) They simply shake their heads in disapproval, or 

even in ridicule. They try to make this sound too far fetched by asking: “When will 

this be?” (Verse 51) The Prophet is told to reply: “It may very well be near at hand.” 

(Verse 51) The Prophet does not know its exact timing, but it may very well be nearer 

than they think. They should fear then lest it happen when they are engaged in such 

opposition and ridicule. 

The s rah then paints a speedy image of what happens when that event takes 

place, as it will indeed do: “On that day He will call you, and you will answer by praising 

Him, thinking that you stayed on earth but a very short while.” (Verse 52) The image 

shows those people who were bent on denying the resurrection rising up to respond 

to the call that brings them back to life. As they do, they praise God in clear terms. 

They have nothing else to say apart from praising God. This is a strange response 

from those who were dogged in their denial of resurrection and the Day of 

Judgement altogether. They simply rise, saying nothing except: “Praised be God, 

praised be God.” Thus this whole life is shown to be very brief, like a flickering light: 

“You will answer by praising Him, thinking that you stayed on earth but a very short while.” 

(Verse 52) 

Describing this life in this way is sure to belittle its importance in the minds of 

those to whom this address is made. It is a very short life. Nothing of its effects is of a 

lasting nature. It is no more than a brief moment that has passed, accompanied by a 

brief enjoyment. 
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Man’s Open Enemy 

After it has described their attitude of ridiculing God’s promise and the Prophet’s 

message, the s rah turns away from those who deny the life to come and 

resurrection. It has something to say about the believers, instructing the Prophet to 

direct them to say only what is best. They should always be in the habit of saying a 

good word: “Tell My servants that they should always say that which is best. Satan tries to 

sow discord between them. Satan is indeed man’s open foe.” (Verse 53) 

“Tell My servants that they should always say that which is best.” It is a general order 

that applies in all situations and positions. They should choose the best to say. In this 

way they will be able to spoil Satan’s attempts to undermine the bond of mutual love 

that exists between them. Indeed he always tries to sow the seeds of discord between 

them, helped by an impolite word said by one person, followed by a similarly rude 

answer by another. Thus the atmosphere of love and brotherhood is spoilt, only to be 

replaced by an air of alienation, estrangement and even hostility. A good word 

always helps to clear the air and heal grievances. 

“Satan is indeed man’s open foe.” (Verse 53) He tries to build on every slip of a 

person’s tongue to spread an air of alienation between brothers. Good words simply 

foil his attempts and protect the bond of brotherhood among all believers. 

The s rah then returns to those unbelievers who responded to the call to rise on 

the Day of Judgement. All destiny is in God’s hands: He may forgive or punish. They 

will have to face God’s judgement. The Prophet is no more than a Messenger. He is 

not their protector against God’s will: “Your Lord is fully aware of what you are. If He so 

wills, He will bestow His grace on you; and if so wills, He will inflict punishment on you. We 

have not sent you, Prophet, to be their guardian. Your Lord is fully aware of all beings that 

are in the heavens and earth.” (Verses 54-55) God’s knowledge is absolute. Whatever 

He may determine of punishment or forgiveness is based on His knowledge. The 

Prophet’s mission is completed when he has conveyed his message. God’s 

knowledge encompasses all that is in heaven and earth, including the angels, 

prophets, human beings and jinn, as well as other creatures which are known only to 

God. 

Competition to Be Closer to God 

It is on the basis of this knowledge that He has exalted some prophets over others 

as He states here: “Indeed We have exalted some of the prophets above others.” (Verse 55) 

God alone knows the reasons behind this preference. As for the practical aspects of 

such exaltation and preference, these were discussed in commenting on verse 253 of 
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S rah 2, which also mentions this exaltation.5 

“Justus We gave the Psalms to David.” (Verse 55) This is one example of what God 

may give to one of His prophets, and one of the aspects of exaltation. The fact is that 

revelation and scripture are more lasting than supernatural events that may be 

witnessed by only a handful of people. 

This passage, which begins with a definitive negation of the concept of God 

having a son or partner before calling on people to turn to God alone in all situations, 

concludes with a challenge to those who associate partners with God. The challenge 

is simply that they should call on those partners to remove any harm that befalls 

them, should God decide to punish them, or that they should divert His punishment 

to others: “Say: ‘Call on those whom you claim (to be gods] besides Him, but they have no 

power to remove any affliction from you, nor can they shift it.’” (Verse 56) No one can 

remove hardship or change its nature or recipient except God Himself. He alone is in 

control of the destinies of all creation. 

The s rah tells them that those whom they claim to be deities, be they angels, jinn 

or human, are no more than forms of God’s creation. They all try to find their way to 

God’s pleasure, competing in this pursuit, fearing His punishment, which truly 

deserves to be feared: “Those whom they invoke strive to obtain their Lord’s favour, vying 

with each other to be near Him. They hope for His grace and dread His punishment. Indeed 

your Lord’s punishment is something to beware of” (Verse 57) 

Some of them claimed that Ezra was the son of God, while others attributed this 

position to Jesus Christ and worshipped him. Others claimed that the angels were 

God’s daughters and worshipped them. Still others associated other creatures with 

God. To all of them the Qur’ n says: even the closest to God of all those you invoke 

try hard to approach their Lord, the One God, and worship Him alone hoping to 

receive His grace and fearing His punishment. Indeed His punishment is severe and 

it should be feared. Thus, it behoves you well to turn to God, as do those you claim 

to be deities. 

The passage, then, ends on the same note on which it began, illustrating the 

hollow nature of polytheistic beliefs and showing clearly that God is the only Lord in 

the universe. Human beings should turn to Him alone with their appeals and 

worship. 

                                                 
5 Volume I, pp. 331-338. 
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4 

Honour Granted to 

Mankind 

There is no community but We shall destroy or 

severely punish before the Day of Resurrection. 

That is laid down in Our decree. (58) 

Nothing hinders Us from sending miraculous 

signs except that the people of former times treated 

them as false. To the Thamūd We gave the she-

camel as a sign to open their eyes, but they did 

wrong in respect of her. We never send signs for 

any purpose other than to give warning. (59) 

We said to you that your Lord encompasses all 

mankind. We have made the vision which We 

have shown you, as also the tree cursed in this 

Qur’ān, only a trial for people. We seek to put 

fear in their hearts, but it only increases their gross 

transgression. (60) 
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When We said to the angels, ‘Prostrate yourselves 

before Adam,’ they all prostrated themselves; but 

not so Iblīs. He said, ‘Am I to bow down before 

one whom You have created out of clay?’ (61) 

And he added: ‘You see this being whom You 

have exalted above me! Indeed, if You will give 

me respite until the Day of Resurrection, I shall 

bring his descendants, all but a few, under my 

sway.’ (62) 

[God] said: ‘Begone! As for those of them who 

follow you, hell will be the recompense of you all, a 

most ample recompense. (63) 

Entice with your voice such of them as you can. 

Muster against them all your cavalry and your 

infantry, and share with them wealth and 

offspring, and promise them [what you will] — 

indeed, whatever Satan promises them is nothing 

but a means of deception. (64) 

But over My servants you shall have no power. 

Your Lord is sufficient as a Guardian.’ (65) 

Your Lord is He who makes ships go smoothly 

through the sea, so that you may go about in 

quest of His bounty. He is indeed Most 

Merciful to you. (66) 
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And when you are in distress at sea, all those 

you may call upon to help you will forsake 

you, except Him. Yet when He has brought 

you safe to dry land, you turn away. Indeed, 

bereft of all gratitude is man! (67) 

Can you feel so sure that He will not let a tract of 

the land cave in beneath you, or let loose against 

you a deadly stormwind? You will not find 

then anyone to protect you. (68) 

Or can you feel so sure that He will not let you 

go back to sea again, and then let loose against 

you a violent tempest to drown you for your 

ingratitude? You shall not find then anyone to 

help you against Us. (69) 

We have indeed honoured the children of Adam, 

and borne them over land and sea, and provided 

for them sustenance out of the good things of life, 

and favoured them far above many of Our 

creatures. (70) 

One day We shall summon every community by 

their leaders. Those who are given their records in 

their right hands will read their records. None 

shall be wronged by as much as a hair’s breadth. 

(71) 
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Overview 

The passage discussed in Chapter 3 concluded with a statement making clear that 

God alone is the One who determines the destiny of all His creatures. He bestows 

His grace on them or punishes them as He pleases. The deities they worship beside 

Him have no power to remove harm from them or to shift it to others. They are 

powerless. 

The present passage speaks about the ultimate destiny of all mankind, as it is 

determined by God’s justice. All cities and communities will suffer death before the 

Day of Judgement, although some may suffer a doom of some sort should they incur 

something that deserves God’s punishment. Thus, every living creature will have 

come to its life’s end, either by natural death or by destruction. 

Within the context of the destruction suffered by some communities, the s rah 

mentions the miracles accomplished at the hands of earlier messengers ahead of such 

destruction. This was the case prior to the message of the Prophet Mu ammad 

(peace be upon him). Such miracles and supernatural events were excluded with the 

advent of this final message. The law that applied to earlier communities meant that 

they suffered inevitable doom and destruction when they denied the truth after 

having received such miracles. But complete destruction was, by God’s grace, not to 

be visited on the Muslim community. Therefore, the Prophet Mu ammad was not 

given any material miracle. Such miracles were given to strike the fear of God into 

the hearts of earlier communities. 

God also held people’s hands away from the Prophet, meaning that they could not 

kill him. He showed him some of His true signs on his night journey, which was a 

form of test for people. It was not meant as a supernatural event as those shown to 

earlier communities. All people are warned against being made to eat of the cursed 

tree, which the Prophet saw with his own eyes, coming out of the heart of hell, but 

such warnings only hardened them in their transgression. This demonstrates that 

had they been shown any miracles, these would only have further hardened their 

deviant stance. 

At this point in the s rah reference is made to the story of Adam and Satan, and 

God’s permission to the latter to try to seduce human beings away from the right 

But whoever is blind in this world will be even 

more blind in the life to come, and still further 

astray from the path of truth. (72) 

⎯ tΒuρ šχ% x. ’ Îû ÿ⎯ Íν É‹≈ yδ 4‘ yϑôãr& uθßγ sù ’Îû 

Íο tÅzFψ$# 4‘ yϑôãr& ‘≅ |Êr& uρ Wξ‹ Î6 y™ ∩∠⊄∪ 
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path, except for the God-fearing among them. Thus the s rah explains the true 

reasons which lead people away from the truth into unbelief. They are unwilling to 

reflect on the signs pointing to the truth. Our emotions are touched here however as 

the s rah mentions God’s blessings bestowed on people, while they continue to deny 

God and His grace except when they find themselves in desperate situations. When 

they are in heavy seas, they appeal to God to save them. When they are safe on land, 

they turn away. Yet God is able to smite them on land and sea alike. Indeed God has 

honoured human beings and favoured them with grace that He does not bestow on 

other creatures, but people neither reflect nor show gratitude. 

The passage concludes with a scene from the Day of Judgement, when people will 

have the reward for their deeds. None will be saved unless his actions in this life 

ensure his safety. 

Clear Warnings, Increased Transgression 

There is no community but We shall destroy or severely punish before the Day of 
Resurrection. That is laid down in Our decree. (Verse 58) 

God has determined that the Day of Judgement will take place when the face of 

the earth is devoid of all life. Every living thing will have died before that promised 

day falls due. God has also determined that some communities will be made to suffer 

punishment for the sins they commit. This is part of God’s knowledge which admits 

no uncertainty. God knows the future in the same way as He knows the present. 

Indeed what has taken place in the past and what will take place in the future are 

equally known to God. 

Miraculous events took place in the past in order to endorse the messages 

preached by God’s messengers, and to warn people against rejecting them. Such 

rejection ensured that the whole community was punished. Yet only those whose 

hearts and minds were receptive to the message of the truth declared their belief. 

Those with hardened hearts denied God’s messages and the miraculous events that 

took place during their time. Hence the final message was not accompanied by any 

such preternatural event: “Nothing hinders Us from sending miraculous signs except that 

the people of former times treated them as false. To the Tham d We gave the she-camel as a 

sign to open their eyes, but they did wrong in respect of her. We never send signs for any 

purpose other than to give warning.” (Verse 59) 

Islam has one miracle to prove its truth. That is the Qur’ n. It is a book that maps a 

whole system of life, addressing both the mind and heart and meeting all the needs 

of human nature. It remains open to all generations to read and to believe in. It is 

valid for all time. A physical miracle is given to one generation, and its effects are 
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limited to those who witness it. Yet the majority of those who witnessed such 

physical miracles did not believe in them. The example given here is that of the 

Thamūd who were given the miracle they sought. It came in the shape of a she-

camel. Yet they transgressed and slaughtered the she-camel. Hence, God’s warning 

came to pass and they were destroyed as a result of their denials that continued even 

after this clear, miraculous sign had been given them. All such signs were given by 

way of warning. They heralded the inevitable punishment, a punishment that was 

bound to be inflicted should rejection of the message continue. 

Past history being such, it was necessary that the final message should not be 

accompanied by any physical miracle. This message is not meant for one generation; 

it is addressed to all future generations. It is a message that addresses the human 

mind with all its receptive faculties. It respects man’s intellect and power of 

understanding. 

The preternatural events that took place at the time of the Prophet, or happened to 

him, such as that of his night journey, were not meant as proof of his message. These 

were given as a test for his people. 

We said to you that your Lord encompasses all mankind. We have made the vision 
which We have shown you, as also the tree cursed in this Qur’ n, only a trial for 
people. We seek to put fear in their hearts, but it only increases their gross 
transgression. (Verse 60) 

Some of those who believed in the message preached by the Prophet Mu ammad 

(peace be upon him) reverted to unbelief after he told them about his night journey. 

Others, however, became firmer than ever in their belief. Hence, it is true that what 

God showed His Messenger on that night was meant as ‘a trial for men’, so that they 

would reaffirm their faith. The Prophet is reminded that God encompasses all 

mankind. This was given to him as a promise from God, assuring him of ultimate 

victory. In the meantime, God would protect him against any evil scheme they might 

devise against him. He would come to no harm at their hands. 

The Prophet told his people of God’s promise and what he had seen in his true 

vision. This included the tree of zaqq m which grows in hell. It is a tree which God 

cites as a warning to unbelievers. However, they continued to deny the message and 

whatever the Prophet said. Abū Jahl, the arch-enemy of Islam even ridiculed the tree, 

playing on the sense given by its name. He asked for dates and butter and mixed 

them together and ate them. He said to those around: “Come and eat. This is the only 

zaqq m we know.” 

Of what use could any miraculous event be with such people, had it constituted 

proof of the Prophet’s message, as was the case with some messengers before him? 
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The whole event of his night journey and the warning about the tree of hell only 

caused them to become more insolent and to transgress even further. 

God had not pre-determined to destroy them. Hence, He did not give them a 

physical miracle. It was His will to destroy those who continued to reject the truth of 

His message after they had been given miraculous evidence confirming it. The Arabs 

of the Quraysh were given more time. They were not subjected to the same fate that 

befell the peoples of Noah, Hūd, Ş li , Lot and Shu`ayb. Some of those who rejected 

the message of the Qur’ n at first subsequently changed their mind, believed in Islam 

and were among its true servants. Others who died as unbelievers were the fathers of 

good believers. The Qur’ n — the miracle of Islam — continued to be a book open to 

future generations just like it was open to the generation of the Prophet’s 

Companions. People who did not see the Prophet or his companions came to believe 

in it when they read it or heard it being read. It remains open to all future 

generations, a guide for many who are not yet born. Some future believers in the 

Qur’ n may be even stronger in faith and better servants of Islam than many in past 

generations. 

An Ever-Raging Battle 

The vision the Prophet was shown included a complete world that he had not 

known before. The verse that refers to this vision also mentions the accursed tree 

which provides the food eaten in hell by those who follow Satan. The s rah follows 

this with an image in which we see the devil threatening to seduce human beings. 

When We said to the angels, ‘Prostrate yourselves before Adam,’ they all prostrated 
themselves; but not so Iblīs. He said, Am I to bow down before one whom You have 
created out of clay?’ And he added: ‘You see this being whom You have exalted above 
me! Indeed, if You will give me respite until the Day of Resurrection, I shall bring his 
descendants, all but a few, under my sway’ [God] said: Begone! As for those of them 
who follow you, hell will be the recompense of you all, a most ample recompense. 
Entice with your voice such of them as you can. Muster against them all your cavalry 
and your infantry, and share with them wealth and offspring, and promise them [what 
you will] — indeed, whatever Satan promises them is nothing but a means of 
deception. But over My servants you shall have no power. Your Lord is sufficient as a 
Guardian.’ (Verses 61-65) 

Thus the real reason behind the attitude of those who go astray is revealed. This 

serves as a warning to mankind to be careful, lest they go astray. They see here Iblīs, 

their enemy and the enemy of Adam, the father of all mankind, threatening to tempt 

them away from the truth. It is a determined effort on his part to lead them astray: 

“When We said to the angels, ‘Prostrate yourselves before Adam,’ they all prostrated 
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themselves; but not so Iblīs. He said, Am I to bow down before one whom You have created 

out of clay?’” (Verse 61) 

Here we see the envy that eats at Iblīs’ heart. He states that Adam was created of 

clay, but omits the fact that God breathed of His soul in that clay. Iblīs further speaks 

contemptuously of Adam’s weakness and his susceptibility to err. He says to God in 

an arrogant manner, “You see this being whom You have exalted above me!” (Verse 62) 

You have given this weak creature a position of honour. Yet, “if You will give me 

respite until the Day of Resurrection, I shall bring his descendants, all but a few, under my 

sway.” (Verse 62) I will have power over them, and I will be able to direct their course 

and subject them to my power. 

Iblīs here overlooks the fact that man is equally susceptible to goodness and 

following divine guidance as he is to evil and error. He chooses not to see man when 

he is elevated by God’s guidance, able to resist temptation and evil. He is unaware of 

this great, distinctive characteristic that places man above all creatures that follow a 

single route, having no element of choice. Indeed man’s position of distinction lies in 

his free-will and the exercise of his power of choice. 

It is God’s will that the advocate of evil, Satan, should have his respite to try to 

tempt mankind away from divine guidance. Hence, God says to him: “Begone! As for 

those of them who follow you, hell will be the recompense of you all, a most ample 

recompense.” (Verse 63) Go and do your utmost. If you try to tempt them, they have 

been given reason and will. They can follow you or reject your advances. Now 

anyone who follows you, preferring error to My guidance, ignoring the signs I have 

placed in the world around him, deserves the fate that he is bound to suffer in hell. 

Indeed, both Satan and his followers will have the same end: “Hell will be the 

recompense of you all, a most ample recompense.” (Verse 63) 

“Entice with your voice such of them as you can. Muster against them all your cavalry 

and your infantry.” (Verse 64) This description seeks to magnify the means employed 

by Satan to encompass people and impose his power over their hearts and minds. 

We are looking here at a battle in which loud voices are heard, and horses and 

soldiers employed. A loud outcry irritates opponents and brings them out of their 

fortifications. They may thus fall into a trap, or find themselves facing a surprise 

attack. 

“And share with them wealth and offspring.” (Verse 64) This partnership is seen in 

certain false beliefs. The pagans used to assign a portion of their property to their 

false gods, or in effect to Satan himself, and they would also assign some of their 

offspring as a dedication to their deities. These were indeed dedicated to Satan by 

virtue of their being offered to idols. The same partnership is seen in every kind of 

illegitimate earning, and any money spent illegally, to buy what is forbidden. It is 
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also manifested in every child born in sin. The statement describes a partnership 

between Satan and his followers that includes wealth and offspring, the two main 

elements in this life. 

Iblīs is given leave to employ all his devices, including tempting promises: “And 

promise them [what you will] — indeed, whatever Satan promises them is nothing but a 

means of deception.” (Verse 64) Such promises include Satan’s assertions to man that 

he will escape God’s punishment and the promise of acquiring wealth or power 

through easy or dirty means. 

Perhaps the most tempting promise Satan makes is that of God’s forgiveness of 

sins. It is the point which Satan uses to attack those who will not respond to his 

temptation of open defiance of God’s orders. With such people he employs a softer 

attitude trying to paint sin as very tempting, and promising people that they will be 

forgiven by God whose mercy is greater than all sin. 

While Satan has been given leave to try to seduce those who will listen to his 

promises, some people will not respond to him and he has no power over them. 

These have immunity against all his devices and can easily resist his power: “But over 

My servants you shall have no power. Your Lord is sufficient as a Guardian.” (Verse 65) 

When man’s heart is kept alive by his bond with God, and when man addresses his 

worship purely to God, he maintains the bond that will never be severed. His soul is 

brightened with the sublime light of heaven. Over the hearts and souls of such 

people Satan has no power. “Your Lord is sufficient as a Guardian.” (Verse 65) He 

protects them and renders Satan’s scheming futile. 

Ever since that day, Satan has been trying hard to make his word come true. He 

enslaves those who yield to his temptation, but those who address worship purely to 

God, the Most Merciful, are immune from his scheming. 

Aspects of God’s Favours 

Satan tries to inflict only evil on mankind, yet there are those who listen to his 

temptations and do his bidding, turning their backs on God’s guidance. God is 

always merciful to them, provides them with help, support and guidance, facilitates 

their living, saves them from harm, removes their distress and responds to them 

when they pray to Him to lift their suffering and hardship. Yet despite all this, they 

turn away, denying Him and the message He has sent them: 

Your Lord is He who makes ships go smoothly through the sea, so that you may go 
about in quest of His bounty. He is indeed most merciful to you. And when you are in 
distress at sea, all those you may call upon to help you will forsake you, except Him. 
Yet when He has brought you safe to dry land, you turn away. Indeed, bereft of all 



Al-Isrā’ (The Night Journey) | HONOUR GRANTED TO MANKIND 

 153

gratitude is man! (Verses 66-67) 

The s rah portrays this scene of distress at sea by way of an example of hard times. 

At sea, people realize much more quickly and keenly that they cannot do without 

God’s help. Any boat or ship they use is no more than a little spot of wood or metal 

on the surface of an endless great sea. It is subject to the winds and currents that 

travel in different directions. They cling to life over this little spot, their vessel, which 

needs God’s care more than anything else. 

It is an inspiring image, the effects of which come more readily to anyone who has 

experienced it. People remember how, in their fear and apprehension, their hearts 

turn only to God, no matter how large their vessel is. At times when the wind is very 

strong and in high seas, even huge liners, designed to cross the oceans with ease and 

comfort, look vulnerable, like a feather blown away by the wind. 

The Qur’ n touches people’s hearts as it shows them that it is God’s hand that 

allows their ships to travel smoothly over the sea, so that they may seek God’s 

bounty. God is indeed Most Merciful to man. It is God’s grace that man’s heart seeks 

most in such a situation of helplessness. The s rah then shows them the other 

extreme. After a smooth phase in their journey, they experience great turbulence in 

high seas. Enormous waves seem to carry their vessel and throw it around in every 

direction. They realize then that they have no real support and no saviour except 

God. They turn to Him in a sincere prayer, addressed to Him alone: “And when you 

are in distress at sea, all those you may call upon to help you will forsake you, except Him.” 

(Verse 67) 

But man remains the same. When the hardship is over and he feels himself steady, 

moving easily on dry land, the experience he suffered disappears gradually from his 

mind, and as a result he forgets God. He then allows his desire to get the better of 

him and overshadow the beckoning of his uncorrupted nature: “Yet when He has 

brought you safe to dry land, you turn away. Indeed, bereft of all gratitude is man!” (Verse 

67) This applies to all people except those who maintain their strong bond with God. 

Their hearts continue to have the light of right guidance. 

At this point the s rah makes a direct and emotional address to people’s 

consciences, depicting the danger they left at sea as though it were chasing them on 

land, or engulfing them again when they return to sea. It wants them to feel that 

safety and security can only be ascertained with God’s protection. It cannot be 

guaranteed at sea or on land, with easy waves and moderate wind, or with a 

comfortable home or fortified shelter: 

Can you feel so sure that He will not let a tract of the land cave in beneath you, or let 
loose against you a deadly stormwind? You will not find then anyone to protect you. 
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Or can you feel so sure that He will not let you go back to sea again, and then let loose 
against you a violent tempest to drown you for your ingratitude? You shall not find 
then anyone to help you against Us. (Verses 68-69) 

Human beings are subject to God’s will at every place and time, on land and at 

sea. How can they feel secure against His will? How can they feel secure that they 

will not be overwhelmed by an earthquake or volcanic eruption, or by any other 

natural phenomenon? All such phenomena operate by God’s will. He may send a 

volcanic explosion that overwhelms them with lava, rocks, mud and water. Thus 

they may be destroyed before they can receive any help from anyone. Or He may let 

them return to sea and then send a violent tempest or hurricane which overturns 

ships and destroys vessels. They will thus be drowned as a result of their rejection of 

the truth. There will be none to seek compensation for their drowning. 

How can they feel secure against any such event? Yet people easily overlook the 

stark facts that look them in the face. They easily reject God and deny Him, and this 

gives them a false sense of security. Yet when they experience hardship, they turn to 

Him alone. When He has saved them and removed their hardship, they forget Him, 

as though it were the last hardship they will ever experience. 

A Special Honour for Man 

God has honoured mankind, favouring the human race over many of His 

creatures. He honoured man when He created him in this particular fashion, giving 

him a nature that combines the characteristics of clay, from which he was made, and 

the spirit that was breathed into him. Thus he combines elements of heaven and 

earth in his constitution. God has also honoured man by placing in Op his nature 

such faculties that make him able to take charge of the earth, able to be active and 

make changes in it. Thus human beings initiate and produce new things, combine 

things together and analyse complex matters in order to elevate life to the highest 

standard attainable. 

God has also honoured man by making natural forces on earth subservient to his 

will and endeavour, and by making other natural forces operating in the universe 

helpful to him. A further aspect of the honour God has given man is seen in the 

reception given him when he was first created. It was a reception in which the angels 

prostrated themselves in a gesture of respect, because God Himself declared that 

man is to be honoured. Then there comes the additional honour when God states in 

His book, sent down from on high and which He guaranteed to remain intact for the 

rest of time, that man is given a position of honour. 

We have indeed honoured the children of Adam, and borne them over land and sea, 
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and provided for them sustenance out of the good things of life, and favoured them far 
above many of Our creatures. (Verse 70) 

“And borne them over land and sea.” This is accomplished by making natural laws fit 

with human nature and its abilities. Had these laws been at odds with human nature, 

life would have been impossible to sustain on earth. Indeed man is weak when his 

strength is measured against the natural forces that operate on land and sea, but man 

is given the ability to live on earth and to make use of its resources and treasures. 

This is all an aspect of God’s grace. 

“And provided for them sustenance out of the good things of life.” (Verse 70) Man tends 

to forget that whatever sustenance is given to him is indeed granted by God, because 

its different aspects become familiar to him. He only remembers the different forms 

of sustenance he is given when he loses access to them. It is then that he realizes the 

value of what he was given. But man’s memory is short. He soon forgets again all 

God’s blessings. He forgets what role the sun, air, and water play in sustaining 

human life. He forgets how important health is to him, and how he is given mobility, 

senses and reason, in addition to different types of food and drink. Indeed he is 

placed in charge of a complete world which includes countless blessings. 

“And favoured them far above many of Our creatures.” (Verse 70) Indeed God has 

favoured human beings by giving them mastery of this wide planet. Furthermore, 

He placed in their nature such abilities that make them unique among God’s 

creatures. 

One aspect of God’s favour is to make human beings responsible for themselves, 

accountable for their actions. This is the first quality which distinguishes mankind 

and makes them worthy of their exalted position on earth: freedom of choice and 

individual responsibility. It is only fair that people should receive the results of their 

work and get their reward in the life to come, when everyone’s record is considered: 

One day We shall summon every community by their leaders. Those who are given 
their records in their right hands will read their records. None shall be wronged by as 
much as a hair’s breadth. But whoever is blind in this world will be even more blind in 
the life to come, and still further astray from the path of truth. (Verses 71-72) 

This is a scene showing all creatures gathered together. Every group is called by 

the doctrine it followed in this life, or the messenger in whom it believed, or the 

leader it followed in this first life. It is called to be handed the record of its actions 

and the result that determines its reward in the life to come. Whoever is given his 

record in his right hand will be full of joy, reading through his record and looking 

carefully at its details. Such people are given their reward in full. Nothing is denied 
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them, even though it may be no larger than a hair’s breadth. On the other hand, a 

person who chooses in this life to remain blind to all indications of guidance will be 

also blind to the way of goodness in the life to come. They will be even far more 

astray. The outcome they will suffer is well known. However, the s rah portrays 

them in this overcrowded scene as blind, moving aimlessly, lacking a guide to lead 

them. They are left like this without a final abode mentioned for them. This is 

because the blindness and strayness in that difficult situation is a destiny to be 

avoided at all costs. 
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5 

Why People Reject the 

Divine Message 

They endeavour to tempt you away from that 

which We have revealed to you, hoping that you 

would invent something else in Our name, in 

which case they would have made you their trusted 

friend. (73) 

Indeed, had We not given you strength, you might 

have inclined to them a little. (74) 

And in that case We would have made you taste a 

double punishment in life and a double punishment 

after death, and you would have none to support 

you against Us. (75) 

And they endeavour to scare you off the land with 

a view to driving you away. But, then, after you 

have gone, they will not remain there except for a 

short while. (76) 

Such was the way with all Our messengers whom 

We sent before you. No change shall you find in 

Our ways. (77) 

βÎ) uρ (#ρßŠ% Ÿ2 y7 tΡθãΖÏFø u‹s9 Ç⎯ tã ü“Ï% ©!$# 

!$uΖøŠ ym÷ρr& šø‹s9 Î) y“ÎtIø tFÏ9 $uΖøŠ n=tã … çν uö xî ( # ]Œ Î) uρ 

x8ρä‹ sƒ ªB ^ω WξŠ Î=yz ∩∠⊂∪  

Iωöθs9 uρ βr& y7≈ oΨ ÷G¬; rO ô‰s) s9 £N‰Ï. ß⎯Ÿ2ös? 

óΟ Îγ øŠ s9 Î) $\↔ ø‹x© ¸ξŠ Î=s% ∩∠⊆∪  

# ]Œ Î) š≈ oΨ ø%sŒ `{ y#÷èÅÊ Íο 4θuŠ ysø9 $# y#÷èÅÊ uρ 

ÏN$yϑ yϑø9 $# §Ν èO Ÿω ß‰Åg rB y7 s9 $uΖøŠ n=tã # Z ÅÁtΡ 

∩∠∈∪  

βÎ) uρ (#ρßŠ% Ÿ2 štΡρ–“ Ï tFó¡t s9 z⎯ ÏΒ ÇÚ ö‘F{ $# 

x8θã_Ì÷‚ã‹ Ï9 $yγ ÷Ψ ÏΒ ( # ]ŒÎ) uρ ω šχθèW t7 ù=tƒ 

y7 x≈ n=Åz ωÎ) WξŠ Î=s% ∩∠∉∪  

sπ ¨Ζß™ ⎯ tΒ ô‰s% $uΖù=y™ ö‘ r& šn=ö6 s% ⎯ ÏΒ $oΨ Î=ß™ •‘ ( 
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Keep up prayer when the sun is on its decline, in 

the darkness of the night, and recite the Qur’ān at 

dawn, for the recitation of the Qur’ān at dawn is 

indeed witnessed. (78) 

At night, rise from your sleep to recite it in prayer, 

as an additional offering from you. Your Lord 

may thus raise you to an honourable station. (79) 

Say, ‘My Lord, cause me to enter in a true and 

sincere manner and to leave in a true and sincere 

manner, and grant me, by Your grace, sustaining 

strength.’ (80) 

And say, ‘The truth has now come about while 

falsehood has withered away. For falsehood is 

always bound to wither away.’ (81) 

We bestow of the Qur’ān from on high what 

serves as a healing and a blessing to true believers, 

while it only adds to the ruin of the evildoers. (82) 

Yet when We bestow Our blessings on man, he 

turns his back and draws arrogantly aside, and 

when he is afflicted by evil he gives himself up to 

despair. (83) 

Ÿωuρ ß‰Åg rB $oΨ ÏK ¨Ψ Ý¡Ï9 ¸ξƒ Èθøt rB ∩∠∠∪  

ÉΟ Ï%r& nο 4θn=¢Á9 $# Ï8θä9 à$ Î! Ä§ôϑ¤±9 $# 4’ n<Î) È,|¡xî 

È≅ ø‹ ©9 $# tβ# u™öè%uρ Ìôfx ø9 $# ( ¨βÎ) tβ# u™öè% Ìôfx ø9 $# 

šχ% x. # YŠθåκ ô¶tΒ ∩∠∇∪  

z⎯ ÏΒuρ È≅ø‹ ©9 $# ô‰¤fyγ tFsù ⎯ ÏμÎ/ \'s#Ïù$ tΡ y7 ©9 #©|¤tã 

βr& y7 sWyèö7 tƒ y7 •/ u‘ $YΒ$ s) tΒ # YŠθßϑøt ¤Χ ∩∠®∪  

≅ è%uρ Éb>§‘ ©Í_ ù=Åz÷Š r& Ÿ≅ yzô‰ãΒ 5− ô‰Ï¹ 

©Í_ ô_Ì÷zr& uρ yltøƒ èΧ 5− ô‰Ï¹ ≅ yèô_$# uρ ’Ík< ⎯ ÏΒ 

y7Ρà$ ©! $YΖ≈ sÜ ù=ß™ # Z ÅÁ̄Ρ ∩∇⊃∪  

ö≅ è%uρ u™!% ỳ ‘,ysø9 $# t,yδ y—uρ ã≅ ÏÜ≈ t6 ø9 $# 4 ¨βÎ) 

Ÿ≅ ÏÜ≈ t7 ø9 $# tβ% x. $]%θèδy— ∩∇⊇∪  

ãΑ Íi”t∴ çΡuρ z⎯ ÏΒ Èβ# u™öà) ø9 $# $tΒ uθèδ Ö™!$x Ï© ×π uΗ÷q u‘ uρ 

t⎦⎫ÏΖÏΒ÷σ ßϑù=Ïj9   Ÿωuρ ß‰ƒ Ì“ tƒ t⎦⎫ÏϑÎ=≈ ©à9 $# ωÎ) # Y‘$|¡yz 

∩∇⊄∪  

!# sŒ Î) uρ $oΨ ôϑyè÷Ρ r& ’ n?tã Ç⎯≈ |¡ΣM}$# uÚ { ôãr& $t↔ tΡuρ 
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Say, ‘Everyone acts according to his own 

disposition. Your Lord is fully aware as to who 

has chosen the best path.’ (84) 

They question you about the spirit. Say, ‘The 

[knowledge of the nature of the] spirit belongs to 

my Lord alone. You, [mankind], have been 

granted but little knowledge.’ (85) 

Had We so willed, We would have taken away 

that which We have revealed to you. In that case, 

you would not find anyone to plead with Us on 

your behalf, (86) 

except through the grace of your Lord. His favour 

towards you has been great indeed. (87) 

Say, ‘If all mankind and the jinn were to gather 

together for the purpose of producing the like of 

this Qur’ān, they would not produce anything like 

it, even though they helped one another as best 

they could.’ (88) 

Indeed We have explained to mankind, in this 

Qur’ān, every kind of lesson. Yet most people 

refuse to accept anything other than unbelief. (89) 

⎯ Ïμ Î7 ÏΡ$pg ¿2 ( # sŒ Î) uρ çμ¡¡tΒ •¤³9 $# tβ% x. $U™θä↔ tƒ ∩∇⊂∪  

ö≅ è% @≅ à2 ã≅ yϑ÷ètƒ 4’ n?tã ⎯ Ïμ ÏFn=Ï.$x© öΝ ä3š/ tsù 

ãΝ n=÷ær& ô⎯ yϑÎ/ uθèδ 3“y‰÷δr& Wξ‹ Î6 y™ ∩∇⊆∪  

štΡθè=t↔ ó¡o„ uρ Ç⎯ tã Çyρ”9 $# ( È≅ è% ßyρ”9 $# ô⎯ ÏΒ 

ÌøΒr& ’ În1u‘ !$tΒuρ ΟçF Ï?ρé& z⎯ ÏiΒ ÉΟù=Ïèø9 $# ωÎ) WξŠ Î=s% 

∩∇∈∪  

⎦È⌡s9 uρ $oΨ ø⁄ Ï© ¨⎦t⎤yδõ‹ uΖs9 ü“Ï% ©!$$Î/ !$uΖøŠ ym÷ρr& y7 ø‹s9 Î) 

§Ν èO Ÿω ß‰Åg rB y7 s9 ⎯Ïμ Î/ $uΖøŠ n=tã ¸ξ‹ Å2uρ ∩∇∉∪  

ωÎ) Zπ yϑômu‘ ⎯ ÏiΒ šÎi/ ¢‘ 4 ¨βÎ) … ã&s#ôÒsù šχ% x. 

y7 ø‹n=tã # Z Î7 Ÿ2 ∩∇∠∪  

≅ è% È⎦È⌡©9 ÏM yèyϑtGô_$# ß§ΡM}$# ⎯Éfø9 $# uρ #’ n?tã βr& 

(#θè?ù'tƒ È≅ ÷V ÏϑÎ/ # x‹≈ yδ Èβ# u™öà) ø9 $# Ÿω tβθè?ù'tƒ 

⎯ Ï&Î#÷W ÏϑÎ/ öθs9 uρ šχ% x. öΝ åκ ÝÕ÷èt/ <Ù÷è t7 Ï9 #Z Îγ sß 

∩∇∇∪  

ô‰s) s9 uρ $oΨ øù§|À Ä¨$̈Ζ=Ï9 ’ Îû # x‹≈ yδ Èβ# u™öà) ø9 $# ⎯ ÏΒ 
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They say: ‘We shall not believe in you till you 

cause a spring to gush forth for us from the earth, 

(90) 

or you have a garden of date- palms and vines, 

and you cause rivers to flow through it, (91) 

or you cause the sky to fall upon us in pieces, as 

you have threatened, or you bring God and the 

angels face to face before us, (92) 

or you have a house of gold, or you ascend to 

heaven. Indeed we shall not believe in your ascent 

to heaven until you bring us a book for us to 

read.’ Say, ‘Limitless in His glory is my Lord. 

Surely I am only a man and a Messenger.’ (93) 

Nothing has ever prevented people from believing, 

whenever guidance came to them except that they 

would say: ‘Can it be that God has sent a 

human being as His messenger?’ (94) 

Say, ‘Had there been angels walking about on 

earth as their natural abode, We would have sent 

them an angel messenger from heaven.’ (95) 

Èe≅ ä. 9≅ sWtΒ #’ n1r'sù çsYø. r& Ä¨$̈Ζ9 $# ωÎ) # Y‘θà à2 

∩∇®∪  

(#θä9$s%uρ ⎯ s9 š∅ÏΒ÷σ œΡ y7 s9 4©®Lym tàfø s? $uΖs9 

z⎯ ÏΒ ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# % ·æθç7 .⊥ tƒ ∩®⊃∪  

÷ρr& tβθä3s? šs9 ×π̈Ψ y_ ⎯ ÏiΒ 9≅Š Ïƒ ¯Υ 5= uΖÏãuρ 

tÉdfx çGsù t≈ yγ ÷ΡF{ $# $yγ n=≈ n=Åz #· Éfø s? ∩®⊇∪  

÷ρr& xÝ É) ó¡è@ u™!$yϑ¡¡9 $# $yϑx. |M ôϑtãy— $uΖøŠ n=tã 

$̧ |¡Ï. ÷ρr& u’ ÎAù's? «!$$Î/ Ïπ x6 Í× ¯≈ n=yϑø9 $# uρ ¸ξ‹ Î6 s% 

∩®⊄∪  

÷ρr& tβθä3tƒ y7 s9 ×M øŠ t/ ⎯ ÏiΒ >∃ã÷zã— ÷ρr& 4’ n∋ ös? ’ Îû 

Ï™!$yϑ¡¡9 $# ⎯ s9 uρ š∅ÏΒ÷σ œΡ y7 ÍhŠ Ï% ãÏ9 4©®Lym tΑ Íi”t∴ è? 

$uΖøŠ n=tã $Y7≈ tFÏ. … çν äτtø) ¯Ρ 3 ö≅ è% tβ$ysö7 ß™ ’ În1u‘ ö≅ yδ 

àMΖä. ωÎ) #Z|³ o0 Zωθß™ §‘ ∩®⊂∪  

$tΒuρ yì uΖtΒ }̈ $̈Ζ9 $# βr& (# þθãΖÏΒ÷σ ãƒ øŒ Î) æΛ èεu™!% ỳ 

#“y‰ßγ ø9 $# HωÎ) βr& (# þθä9$s% y] yèt/ r& ª!$# # Z|³ o0 

Zωθß™ §‘ ∩®⊆∪  
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Say, ‘Sufficient is God for a witness between me 

and you. He is indeed fully aware of His ser-

vants, and He sees all things.’ (96) 

He whom God guides is indeed rightly guided; 

whereas for those whom He leaves to go astray 

you cannot find anyone to protect them from 

Him. On the Day of Resurrection We shall 

gather them together, prone upon their faces, blind, 

dumb and deaf. Hell shall be their abode. Every 

time it abates We will increase for them its 

blazing flame. (97) 

That is their reward for having disbelieved in Our 

revelations and said, ‘When we are bones and 

dust, shall we be raised to life again as a new 

creation?’ (98) 

Do they not see that God, who has created the 

heavens and the earth, has power to create their 

like? He has beyond any doubt set a term for 

their resurrection. But the evildoers refuse to accept 

anything other than disbelief. (99) 

Say, ‘Had you possessed the treasures of my 

Lord’s mercy, you would have been tight-fisted for 

fear of spending them. For man has always been 

niggardly.’ (100) 

≅ è% öθ©9 šχ% x. ’ Îû ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# ×π x6 Í× ¯≈ n=tΒ 

šχθà±ôϑ tƒ t⎦⎫ÏiΨ Í≥yϑôÜ ãΒ $uΖø9 ¨”t∴ s9 Ο ÎγøŠ n=tæ š∅ÏiΒ 

Ï™!$yϑ¡¡9 $# $Z6 n=tΒ Zωθß™ §‘ ∩®∈∪  

ö≅ è% 4’ s∀Ÿ2 «!$$Î/ # J‰‹ Íκ y− ©Í_ øŠ t/ öΝ à6 uΖ÷ t/ uρ 4 
… çμ ¯ΡÎ) tβ% x. ⎯ ÍνÏŠ$t7 ÏèÎ/ # M Î7 yz # Z ÅÁt/ ∩®∉∪  

⎯ tΒuρ Ï‰öκ u‰ ª!$# uθßγ sù Ï‰tGôγ ßϑø9 $# ( ⎯ tΒuρ ö≅ Î=ôÒãƒ 

⎯ n=sù y‰Åg rB öΝ çλm; u™!$uŠ Ï9 ÷ρr& ⎯ ÏΒ ⎯ Ïμ ÏΡρßŠ ( öΝ èδçà³ øt wΥuρ 

tΠ öθtƒ Ïπ yϑ≈ uŠ É) ø9 $# 4’ n?tã öΝ Îγ Ïδθã_ãρ $\Š ôϑãã $Vϑõ3ç/ uρ 

$tϑß¹uρ ( öΝ ßγ1 uρù'̈Β æΛ©⎝ yγ y_ ( $yϑ̄=à2 ôM t7 yz 

óΟ ßγ≈tΡ÷Š Î— # Z Ïèy™ ∩®∠∪  

y7 Ï9≡ sŒ Ν èδäτ!# t“ y_ öΝßγ ¯Ρr'Î/ (#ρãx x. $uΖÏG≈ tƒ$t↔ Î/ 

(# þθä9$s%uρ # sŒ Ï™r& $̈Ζä. $Vϑ≈ sà Ïã $¹G≈ sùâ‘ uρ $̄ΡÏ™r& 

tβθèOθãèö7 yϑ s9 $Z) ù=yz # ´‰ƒ Ï‰y` ∩®∇∪  

* öΝ s9 uρr& (# ÷ρttƒ ¨βr& ©!$# “Ï% ©!$# t,n=y{ ÏN≡ uθ≈ yϑ¡¡9 $# 

uÚ ö‘ F{ $# uρ î‘ ÏŠ$s% #’ n?tã βr& t, è=øƒ s† óΟ ßγ n=÷V ÏΒ 

Ÿ≅ yèy_ uρ óΟ ßγ s9 Wξy_r& ω |= ÷ƒ u‘ ÏμŠ Ïù ’ n1r'sù 

tβθßϑÎ=≈ ©à9 $# ωÎ) # Y‘θà ä. ∩®®∪  
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To Moses We gave nine clear signs. Ask the 

Children of Israel [about what happened]. When 

he came to them, Pharaoh said to him, ‘Indeed, 

Moses, I think that you are bewitched.’ (101) 

[Moses] said, ‘You know full well that none 

other than the Lord of the heavens and the earth 

has revealed these eye- opening signs. Indeed, 

Pharaoh, I think that you are utterly lost.’ (102) 

So he resolved to wipe them off the face of the 

earth, but We caused him and all those who were 

with him to drown. (103) 

Then We said to the Children of Israel, ‘Dwell 

in the land. When the promise of the Last Day 

shall come to pass, We will bring you all together.’ 

(104) 

We have bestowed [this Qur’ān] from on high 

in truth, and in truth has it come down. We have 

sent you only as a herald of good news and a 

warner. (105) 

We have divided the Qur’ān into parts so that 

you may recite it to people with deliberation. We 

have indeed bestowed it from on high step by step. 

(106) 

≅ è% öθ©9 öΝ çFΡr& tβθä3Î=ôϑs? t⎦É⎩!# t“ yz Ïπ yϑômu‘ þ’ În1u‘ 

# ]Œ Î) ÷Λ ä⎢õ3|¡øΒ̀{ sπ u‹ ô±yz É−$xΡM}$# 4 tβ% x. uρ 

ß⎯≈ |¡ΡM}$# # Y‘θçGs% ∩⊇⊃⊃∪  

ô‰s) s9 uρ $oΨ ÷ s?# u™ 4©y›θãΒ yì ó¡Î@ ¤M≈ tƒ#u™ ;M≈ oΨ Éi t/ ( 
ö≅ t↔ ó¡sù û©Í_ t/ Ÿ≅ƒ Ï™ℜuó  Î) øŒ Î) öΝ èδu™!% ỳ tΑ$s) sù … çμ s9 

ãβöθtãöÏù ’ ÎoΤ Î) š‘Ζàß V{ 4©y›θßϑ≈ tƒ # Y‘θßsó¡tΒ 

∩⊇⊃⊇∪  

tΑ$s% ô‰s) s9 |M ÷ΗÍ>tã !$tΒ tΑ t“Ρr& Ï™Iωàσ ¯≈ yδ ωÎ) >u‘ 

ÏN≡ uθ≈ yϑ¡¡9 $# ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# uρ tÍ←!$|Át/ ’ ÎoΤ Î) uρ y7 ‘Ζàß V{ 

Üχöθ tã öÏ≈ tƒ # Y‘θç7 ÷V tΒ ∩⊇⊃⊄∪  

yŠ# u‘ r'sù βr& Ν èδ̈“ Ï tGó¡ o„ z⎯ ÏiΒ ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# çμ≈oΨ ø%tøîr' sù 

⎯ tΒuρ … çμ yè̈Β $YèŠ ÏΗsd ∩⊇⊃⊂∪  

$oΨ ù=è%uρ .⎯ ÏΒ ⎯ Íν Ï‰÷èt/ û©Í_ t6 Ï9 Ÿ≅ƒ Ï™ℜuó  Î) (#θãΖä3ó™ $# 

uÚ ö‘ F{ $# # sŒ Î* sù u™!% ỳ ß‰ôãuρ Íο tÅzFψ$# $uΖ÷∞ Å_ ö/ ä3Î/ 

$Z‹ Ï s9 ∩⊇⊃⊆∪  

Èd,pt ø:$$Î/ uρ çμ≈ oΨ ø9 t“Ρr& Èd,pt ø:$$Î/ uρ tΑ t“ tΡ 3 !$tΒuρ y7≈ oΨ ù=y™ ö‘ r& 
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Say, ‘You may believe in it or you may not.’ 

Those who were given knowledge before it was 

revealed fall down on their faces in humble 

prostration when it is recited to them, (107) 

and say, ‘Limitless in His glory is our Lord. 

Truly has the promise of our Lord been fulfilled.’ 

(108) 

And upon their faces they fall down, weeping, 

and it increases their humility. (109) 

Say, ‘Call upon God or call upon the Most 

Merciful. By whichever name you invoke Him, 

His are the most gracious names.’ Do not raise 

your voice too loud in prayer, nor say it in too low 

a voice, but follow a middle course in between. 

(110) 

And say, ‘All praise is due to God who has 

never begotten a son; who has no partner in His 

dominion; who needs none to support Him 

against any difficulty.’ And extol His greatness. 

(111) 

ωÎ) # ZÅe³ u; ãΒ # \ƒ É‹tΡuρ ∩⊇⊃∈∪  

$ZΡ# u™öè%uρ çμ≈oΨ ø%tsù … çν r& tø) tGÏ9 ’ n?tã Ä¨$̈Ζ9 $# 4’ n?tã 

;] õ3ãΒ çμ≈ oΨø9 ¨“ tΡuρ Wξƒ Í”∴ s? ∩⊇⊃∉∪  

ö≅ è% (#θãΖÏΒ# u™ ÿ⎯ Ïμ Î/ ÷ρr& Ÿω (# þθãΖÏΒ÷σ è? 4 ¨βÎ) t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# 

(#θè?ρé& zΝ ù=Ïèø9 $# ⎯ ÏΒ ÿ⎯ Ï&Î#ö6 s% # sŒ Î) 4‘ n=÷Fãƒ öΝ Íκ ö n=tã 

tβρ”Ïƒ s† Èβ$s% øŒ F|Ï9 # Y‰¤fß™ ∩⊇⊃∠∪  

tβθä9θà) tƒ uρ z⎯≈ ysö6 ß™ !$uΖÎn/ u‘ βÎ) tβ% x. ß‰ôãuρ $uΖÎn/ u‘ 

Zωθãèø yϑ s9 ∩⊇⊃∇∪  

tβρ”Ïƒ s†uρ Èβ$s% øŒ F|Ï9 šχθä3ö7 tƒ óΟ èδß‰ƒ Ì“ tƒ uρ 

% Yæθà±äz ) ∩⊇⊃®∪  

È≅ è% (#θãã ÷Š $# ©!$# Íρr& (#θãã ÷Š $# z⎯≈ uΗ÷q §9 $# ( $wƒ r& $̈Β 

(#θãã ô‰s? ã&s#sù â™!$yϑó™ F{ $# 4©o_ ó¡çt ø:$# 4 Ÿωuρ öyγ øg rB 

y7 Ï?Ÿξ|ÁÎ/ Ÿωuρ ôM Ïù$sƒ éB $pκ Í5 Æ tFö/ $# uρ t⎦÷⎫t/ y7 Ï9≡ sŒ 

Wξ‹ Î6 y™ ∩⊇⊇⊃∪  

È≅ è%uρ ß‰ôϑ pt ø:$# ¬! “Ï% ©!$# óΟ s9 õ‹Ï‚−G tƒ # V$ s!uρ óΟ s9 uρ 
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Overview 

This final passage of the s rah centres around its main theme, the personality of 

the Prophet (peace be upon him) and the attitude of his community to him after he 

was given his message. It also speaks about the Qur’ n and its distinctive 

characteristics. It begins with a reference to the attempts by the unbelievers to turn 

the Prophet away from some of the revelations God sent down to him. It mentions 

their effort to banish him from Makkah and the protection he was given by God so 

that he would not yield to their temptation or respond to their provocation. God 

guaranteed his protection because He had already decided that the people of 

Makkah would not be annihilated like earlier communities who rejected His 

messengers. He chose instead to give them respite and allowed them to have their 

term in this world. Had they ousted the Prophet from their community and banished 

him from their city, severe punishment would have been inflicted on them, in 

accordance with God’s law that inflicts immediate punishment on any community 

that ousts the messenger sent to them. 

The Prophet is commanded to stick to his way, offering his prayers to God alone, 

reciting the Qur’ n revealed to him and supplicating that God may help him to be 

true and sincere in all situations and events, and give him clear support. He is also 

commanded to declare that the truth has come to be established and that falsehood is 

certain to be vanquished. It is this support granted by God that serves as his best 

equipment. It protects him against all designs and ensures his ultimate victory. 

This is followed by a clear statement on the effect of the Qur’ n: it is a cure and an 

aspect of grace for those who believe in it, and a means of punishment and suffering 

for those who deny it. They suffer on its account in this life and they suffer 

punishment in the life to come because of denying its truth. 

Within the context of grace and punishment, the s rah describes man’s reaction to 

both. When he is enjoying God’s blessings and grace, man is arrogant, turning away 

from God’s guidance. When he is afflicted with suffering, he is in utter despair. This 

is followed with an implicit threat, requiring every human being to work in 

accordance with their own nature until they receive their fair reward in the life to 

come. 
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The s rah also makes it clear that human knowledge is scanty. This comes in 

connection with the question the unbelievers put about the spirit, all knowledge of 

which God has chosen to keep to Himself. It is not for any human being to get to 

know it. Sure knowledge is that which God has given to His Messenger as part of His 

grace. If God so wills, He is able to withdraw that grace and no one will ever be able 

to bring it back to mankind. However, He bestows His grace on His Messenger as He 

is Merciful, Compassionate. 

The s rah mentions that the Qur’ n, which is a miraculous book, the like of which 

cannot be produced by human beings or jinn, even though they may mobilize all 

their resources in a single effort, was not sufficient for the unbelievers in Makkah as 

evidence of God’s message. Although God included in it a whole variety of evidence 

to the truth of its message and made this suitable for human reason and hearts, with 

all their different leanings, still the unbelievers saw it as inadequate. They naïvely 

demanded material evidence of a miraculous nature, such as springs gushing from 

the earth, or a richly decorated home for the Prophet. Their arrogance went even 

further, demanding things that are beyond the ability of human beings, such as that 

God’s Messenger should rise up into the sky in front of their eyes and bring them a 

book to read, or that he should cause some matter to fall from the sky and destroy 

them. They even demanded that God should come to them in person, accompanied 

by a delegation of angels! 

At this point the s rah portrays a scene showing the fate that awaits them in the 

life to come. This is certain to be their lot as a result of their arrogance and denial of 

the truth of the Day of Judgement when people will be resurrected after they have 

become bones and dust. 

The s rah ridicules their arrogant demands. Had they been the guardians of God’s 

grace, they would have succumbed to the miserly characteristics of human beings. 

They would have been in fear lest God’s grace should be exhausted, when God’s 

treasures of mercy are indeed inexhaustible. Yet they stop at nothing in their 

demands. 

In connection with their demands for material miracles, the s rah reminds them of 

the miracles which were given to Moses, yet Pharaoh and his people denied those 

which God gave them. As a result, God destroyed them according to His law of 

destroying those who persist in their denial of the truth after clear evidence has been 

given to them. 

The Qur’ n remains as the true miracle that shines for all time. It was revealed in 

parts and portions, in accordance with the needs of the community it was educating 

and equipping for its great task. Those who believe in the truth among earlier 

communities recognize the truth contained in the Qur’ n and submit to it. They 
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believe in it and submit to its authority. 

The s rah concludes with a directive to the Prophet (peace be upon him) to 

worship none but God, and to glorify and praise Him alone. Thus the s rah ends as it 

began, calling on believers to glorify God, the only deity in the universe. 

Vain Endeavours 

They endeavour to tempt you away from that which We have revealed to you, hoping 
that you would invent something else in Our name, in which case they would have 
made you their trusted friend. Indeed, had We not given you strength, you might have 
inclined to them a little. And in that case We would have made you taste a double 
punishment in life and a double punishment after death, and you would have none to 
support you against Us. And they endeavour to scare you off the land with a view to 
driving you away. But, then, after you have gone, they will not remain there except for 
a short while. Such was the way with all Our messengers whom We sent before you. 
No change you shall find in Our ways. (Verses 73-77) 

The s rah refers to the unbelievers’ attempts to dissuade the Prophet from 

fulfilling the task entrusted to him. Firstly, they tried to make him turn his back on 

what God revealed to him so as to invent some other matter and attribute it falsely to 

God. They did this even though he was known for his honesty and truthfulness. 

They also offered to worship God in return for a compromise that ensured that the 

Prophet would stop denouncing their deities as false. Some of them tried to persuade 

him to make their land as sacred as the Ka`bah which God had sanctified. Their 

nobility also tried to get him to allocate a special meeting place, to which no poor 

person would be admitted. 

Reference to these attempts is made in general terms so that it leads to a reminder 

of the grace God bestowed on His Messenger as He strengthened him in his faith and 

protected him from the unbelievers’ temptations. Without God’s support, he might 

have responded to them, and they would have made of him an intimate friend. But 

then he would have left himself open to God’s severe punishment. Indeed his would 

be a double punishment in this life and in the life to come, without any to support 

him against God. 

Such efforts are always made by people in power in dealing with the advocates of 

God’s message. They always tempt them into deviation even if just a little, from the 

clear and solid line of the message, seeking to persuade them to accept compromise 

in return for seeming substantial gain. Some may fall for such temptation, because 

they do not realize the seriousness of the matter. After all, they are not being asked to 

abandon their call altogether, only to make some minor amendments in order to 

arrive at a compromise. Satan always endeavours to persuade the advocates of God’s 
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message in this way, arguing that it is better for the achievement of their goals to 

make such compromises so that the rulers are won over to the faith. 

However, a small deviation at the beginning leads to a total turning away at the 

end. An advocate of God’s message who agrees to abandon even a small part of it at 

the outset cannot maintain his ground and refuse to abandon more. Indeed his 

willingness to retreat further is greater with every backward step he takes, losing 

more and more ground. 

The point at issue here is the principle of faith, and belief in the whole message. A 

person who gives up even a minute part of it cannot be a true believer in the message 

itself. To a true believer, every aspect of the message, and every small detail is true 

like the rest. We cannot judge between its parts, dividing them into essential and 

optional. There is nothing in God’s message that can be left out or suspended. It is a 

complete and whole entity, which loses all its characteristics when any of its parts are 

lost, in the same way as a chemical compound loses all its qualities when any of its 

components is missing. 

People in power always try to ensnare advocates of the divine message. Should 

the latter give up a small part, they lose their dignity and high standing. Their 

adversaries also realize that more bargaining and a higher price will induce them to 

give up the whole message. 

Indeed seeking a compromise, by making even small concessions, to win over 

people in power represents a spiritual defeat for advocates of the divine message. 

This is so because they now rely on rulers and people in power for support when 

they should rely on God alone. When defeat creeps into people’s minds, it can never 

turn into victory. 

Bearing this in mind, we can appreciate the fact that God directs His Messenger to 

the fact that He has granted him a great favour by strengthening his resolve to stick 

to what He has revealed to him and protected him from the unbelievers’ temptations. 

God also favoured him with protection against inclining to the unbelievers even in a 

small way. For had he so inclined, God would have inflicted on him a double 

punishment both in this life and in the life to come, and would have left him without 

help and support. 

When the unbelievers of the Quraysh found it impossible to persuade the Prophet 

to compromise, they tried to turn him out of their land, i.e. Makkah. But God 

directed him to leave of his own accord and migrate to Madinah. God always knew 

that He would not exterminate the Quraysh. Yet had they driven the Prophet out of 

their city by force, that would have been their fate: “And they endeavour to scare you off 

the land with a view to driving you away. But, then, after you have gone, they will not 

remain there except for a short while.” (Verse 76) This is the way God has set to operate 
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in this life: “Such was the way with all Our messengers whom We sent before you. No 

change shall you find in Our ways.” (Verse 77) 

God has made this way a law which does not fail. Driving a messenger of God out 

of his land is a great offence which incurs severe punishment. God operates certain 

laws in this universe, which are not altered for individual cases. This universe is not 

subject to coincidences that influence its existence; it is subject to constant laws. Since 

God, in His infinite wisdom, chose not to exterminate the Quraysh, as He did with 

earlier communities, He did not give His Messenger, the Prophet Mu ammad, 

miraculous proofs, and did not allow that he be driven away. Instead, He inspired 

him to leave voluntarily. God’s laws remained in operation, without alteration or 

modification. 

The Truth Will Triumph 

At this point in the s rah, the Prophet is directed to remain in contact with his 

Lord, seeking His support and following His directives, proclaiming the fact that the 

truth is certain to triumph, while falsehood will inevitably wither away. 

Keep up prayer when the sun is on its decline, in the darkness of the night, and recite 
the Qur’ n at dawn, for the recitation of the Qur’ n at dawn is indeed witnessed. At 
night, rise from your sleep to recite it in prayer, as an additional offering from you. 
Your Lord may thus raise you to an honourable station. Say, My Lord, cause me to 
enter in a true and sincere manner and to leave in a true and sincere  
manner, and grant me, by Your grace, sustaining strength.’ And say, The truth has 
now come about while falsehood has withered away. For falsehood is always bound to 
wither away. We bestow of the Qur’ n from on high what serves as a healing and a 
blessing to true believers, while it only adds to the ruin of the evildoers. (Verses 78-
82) 

This directive applies to the Prophet in particular. It does not relate to the 

obligatory prayers which have their own timings, outlined in several authentic 

aĥ dīth and numerous reports of the Prophet’s practical Sunnah. Some scholars 

suggest that the reference here to the sun’s decline means its beginning to move 

down from its zenith, while they take the reference to the ‘darkness of the night’ to 

mean the beginning of the night, and the ‘recitation at dawn’ to mean the obligatory 

prayer at dawn. They thus suggest that the Qur’ nic statement here groups together 

the times of all five obligatory prayers, Żuhr, `Aşr, Maghrib and `Ish ’, [when the sun 

is on its decline to the darkness of the night], and then Fajr at dawn. They consider 

that only recitation of the Qur’ n in prayer at night is obligatory on the Prophet as a 

bonus. For our part, we feel that the first view is more accurate, considering all else 

that these two verses mention as being applicable to the Prophet only. As for the 
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timing of daily prayers, these are properly outlined in the Sunnah, both verbally and 

practically. 

“Keep up prayer when the sun is on its decline, in the darkness of the night.” (Verse 78) 

This is an instruction to the Prophet to offer prayer at the time between the sun 

starting to set and the night creeping in to spread its darkness. He is also ordered to 

“recite the Qur’ n at dawn, for the recitation of the Qur’ n at dawn is indeed witnessed.” 

(Verse 78) These two periods when the day and night succeed each other in a 

continuous cycle have their special significance. Both times mark a change as the 

light dwindles to give way to the enveloping darkness, and then as the darkness is 

removed to allow the light to spread. Both times have their effect, softening hearts 

and inviting people to contemplate how the laws of nature operate without fail. 

Needless to say, the Qur’ n and prayer also have their effects on people’s hearts, 

particularly at dawn with its calm serenity, and approaching light, leading to another 

lively day. 

“At night, rise from your sleep to recite it in prayer, as an additional offering from you.” 

(Verse 79) The instruction here is to the Prophet to rise after having had some sleep 

in the early part of the night. The Qur’ n is recited in night worship because it is the 

hard core of prayer and its most important part. “Your Lord may thus raise you to an 

honourable station.” (Verse 79) This is achieved through a constant link with God, 

manifested by prayer and recitation of the Qur’ n in night worship. Such a position 

is only achievable in this way. If God’s Messenger (peace be upon him), in his 

particular status, is instructed to maintain prayer and rise from his sleep at night to 

worship and recite the Qur’ n, so that he attains the honourable station that is 

allowed him, certainly other people need to follow suit so that they also may attain 

the good positions to which they aspire. This is the only way for them to travel. The 

equipment they need as they go along is thus outlined for them. 

“Say: ‘My Lord, cause me to enter in a true and sincere manner and to leave in a true and 

sincere manner, and grant me, by Your grace, sustaining strength.’” (Verse 80) This is a 

supplication that God has taught to His Messenger so that his followers learn how to 

pray to God. It is a supplication for true and sincere entrance and exit. This implies a 

true and sincere journey, from start to finish and along the way. Truth and sincerity 

have their own connotations here in reference to the attempts made by the 

unbelievers to persuade the Prophet to invent something different from the Qur’ n. 

Moreover, truth and sincerity add an air of steadfastness, reassurance and total 

dedication. “And grant me, by Your grace, sustaining power.” (Verse 80) This is a 

supplication for strength that would enable the Prophet to look down on all earthly 

powers and all that the unbelievers could muster. The expression, ‘by Your grace,’ 

implies closeness to God and contact with Him, as well as seeking His help and 

support. 



Al-Isrā’ (The Night Journey) | WHY PEOPLE REJECT THE DIVINE MESSAGE 

 170

A true advocate of faith derives strength only from God, and acquires a position 

commanding respect only through God’s power. Such an advocate seeks no shelter 

or support from a ruler or a person of influence unless he first turns to God for help 

and protection. The divine message may touch the hearts of people in power, or 

those occupying positions of influence, and they then become its soldiers and 

servants. This ensures success for them in this life and in the life to come. But the 

message itself will not prosper if it ranks itself among the servants and soldiers of 

rulers. It is God’s message and, as such, it commands a position higher than that of 

any ruler.  

“And say, ‘The truth has now come about while falsehood has withered away. For 

falsehood is always bound to wither away.” (Verse 81) With irrefutable authority derived 

from God Himself it is proclaimed that truth has come to be established with its 

overpowering might, while falsehood is totally defeated. For it is in the nature of 

truth to triumph and establish itself with vigour, while it is in the nature of falsehood 

to wither away and be vanquished. 

“For falsehood is always bound to wither away.” (Verse 81) This is a basic truth that is 

stated here with emphasis. It may appear sometimes that falsehood is equipped with 

power and influence, but this is all hollow. Falsehood will always try to assume an 

air of strength, because it has no real strength at its command. It knows that it has to 

visually deceive, giving the appearance of large size and physical power. But in 

reality, it is fragile, easy to destroy. It is no more than the flames of dried straw that 

float into the air only to subside in no time at all. By contrast, live coal burns slowly 

and steadily to give sustained warmth and long lasting heat. Falsehood is like the 

scum that floats at the surface. It soon disappears while the real water stays. 

Indeed falsehood ends in utter loss because it does not carry within itself the 

elements necessary for survival. It derives its life, which, by nature, is of short 

duration, from external elements and unnatural support. Should such elements and 

support weaken or become loose, it will collapse. Truth, by contrast, derives its 

power of survival from within itself. It may have to face determined opposition, 

particularly by those in ruling positions, but its inherent strength and reassurance 

guarantee its eventual triumph. How could it be otherwise when truth comes from 

the Eternal One who has made truth an attribute of His own? 

“For falsehood is always bound to wither away.” (Verse 81) Falsehood may have all the 

might of Satan and those tyrannical forces which command power behind it, but 

God’s promise will definitely come true and His power is far superior. Every believer 

who is firm of faith is certain to experience the truth of this promise. “Who is more 

true to his promise than God?” (9: 111) “Whose word could be truer than God’s?” (4: 87) 
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The Qur’ānic Cure 

“We bestow of the Qur’ n do from on high what serves as a healing and a blessing to true 

believers.” (Verse 82) There is certainly a cure and a blessing for those whose hearts 

are full of faith. Such hearts brighten up and become ready to receive what the 

Qur’ n imparts of grace, reassurance and security. There is in the Qur’ n a healing 

power that cures obsession, anxiety and hesitation. It establishes a bond between the 

believer’s heart and God. This bond imparts inner peace to the believer as he 

experiences a feeling of security in God’s protection. He is happy and satisfied with 

what he receives from God and contented with his lot in life. Anxiety, hesitation and 

obsession are all terrible to experience. As the Qur’ n dispels all these, it is indeed a 

blessing for true believers. 

In the Qur’ n we have a cure from carnal desires, greed, envy and evil thoughts. 

All these cause sickness of the heart and mind, leading to debility and utter ruin. As 

the Qur’ n cures these, it is a tool of grace bestowed by God on those who truly 

believe in Him. 

The Qur’ n also provides a cure from deviant thoughts and feelings. It protects the 

mind from going far astray, while allowing it complete freedom within its fruitful 

pursuits. It stops the mind from wasting its energy over what is devoid of use. It lays 

down for it a sound approach that ensures good and useful results. The same 

principle applies to the human body, ensuring that its resources are utilized for what 

is useful and fruitful, steering human beings away from the suppression of natural 

desires or indulgence without restraint. Thus it ensures a healthy body. In this again 

we see that the Qur’ n is a means of God’s grace that is bestowed on believers. 

There is also in the Qur’ n a cure for social ailments that weaken the structure of 

society and destroy its peace and security. Under the social system established by the 

Qur’ n society enjoys perfect justice in peace and security. This is again a further 

aspect of grace bestowed through the Qur’ n. 

However, the Qur’ n “only adds to the ruin of the evildoers.” (Verse 82) They make 

no use of the cure it provides or the blessings it brings about. They look with dismay 

at the believers as they feel proud to be among the followers of the Qur’ n. In their 

stubborn arrogance, the evildoers persist with their corrupt and unjust methods. Yet 

in this life, they are defeated by the followers of the Qur’ n, which makes them 

losers. In the life to come, they suffer for their arrogant disbelief and tyranny, and 

thus they lose again. Hence the Qur’ n adds to their ruin. 

When man is left to his own devices, without the cure and blessing of the Qur’ n, 

and without consistent restraint of his whims and desires, he moves between two 

extremes: when he enjoys good fortune, he is arrogant and ungrateful, and when he 

experiences hardship he is given to despair. “Yet when We bestow Our blessings on 
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man, he turns his back and draws arrogantly aside, and when he is afflicted by evil he gives 

himself up to despair.” (Verse 83) 

Blessings and good fortune lead to arrogance unless one remembers where they 

come from and give thanks to God who bestowed them. On the other hand, when 

someone is afflicted by difficulty and hardship, he is easily lost in despair unless he 

trusts to God and hopes to receive His grace. It is when one truly relies on God that 

one feels that hardship will give way to what is better. This makes it clear that faith 

ensures God’s grace in situations of ease and difficulty alike. 

The s rah then states that everyone and every camp acts according to the path it 

follows. The final verdict on methods and actions is left to God alone: “Say: Everyone 

acts according to his own disposition. Your Lord is fully aware as to who has chosen the best 

path.” (Verse 84) In this statement we have an implicit warning as to the results of 

approaches and deeds. Hence, everyone needs to heed the warnings and strive to 

follow the path of divine guidance which is available to all. 

Man’s Scanty Knowledge 

At this point the s rah mentions how some unbelievers questioned the Prophet 

about the spirit and its nature. The consistent approach of the Qur’ n, which is 

indeed the best approach, is to answer people when they ask about matters that they 

need to know about and to give them answers that their faculties can understand and 

learn. It does not waste the intellectual faculties God has given them in pursuits that 

are of no use to them. Nor does it carry them over domains which they cannot 

comprehend. Hence, when they asked about the spirit and its nature, the Prophet 

was instructed to tell them that such knowledge belonged to God alone. None other 

than Him has such knowledge. “They question you about the spirit. Say, ‘The [knowledge 

of the nature of the] spirit belongs to my Lord alone. You, [mankind], have been granted but 

little knowledge.’” (Verse 85) 

Such an answer does not present a barrier preventing the proper working of the 

human intellect. It simply directs such intellect to concentrate its efforts within the 

limits of its power and the domain where it can profitably function. It is worthless to 

roam endlessly in a maze. Similarly, it is pointless to spend one’s mental energies 

pursuing what we are not equipped to comprehend. The spirit is one such pursuit. It 

belongs to the realm that lies beyond the reach of human perception. It is a secret 

God has kept to Himself. He has breathed spirit into man and some other creatures 

whose nature is unknown to us. Compared to God’s absolute knowledge, human 

knowledge is limited. The secrets of existence are too great to be understood by 

man’s finite reason. It is not man’s role to manage all the affairs of the universe, and 

as such, his powers are not limitless. Instead he has been given such powers as are 
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sufficient for him to control his own world and to fulfil his mission of building the 

earth and bringing it to the best standard possible within the limits of his faculties 

and knowledge. 

Man has been able to achieve high standards with his inventive powers. However, 

he looks helplessly at the spirit, unable to fathom its secrets, or to comprehend its 

nature. He does not know how the spirit comes to us and how it departs, where it 

comes from and to where it eventually goes. He knows nothing of the spirit except 

the information God has given us in the revelations He has bestowed from on high. 

This information provides knowledge that is certain, beyond doubt. It comes from 

the One who knows everything. Had it been His will, He would have deprived 

mankind of such knowledge, taking away what He revealed to His Messenger. But 

He does not do so as an act of grace: “Had We so willed, We would have taken away that 

which We have revealed to you. In that case, you would not find anyone to plead with Us on 

your behalf except through the grace of your Lord. His favour towards you has been great 

indeed.” (Verses 86-87) 

God reminds His Messenger of this act of grace. It is undeniable grace that God 

has chosen to bestow revelations on His Messenger, and to keep them intact. This is a 

great favour granted to mankind, since the Qur’ n gives them guidance and 

blessings, one generation after another. 

Just as the spirit is one of the secrets that God keeps to Himself, the Qur’ n is 

God’s book that human beings cannot emulate. Indeed, neither human beings nor 

jinn, representing the visible and invisible types of creation, can produce anything 

similar to the Qur’ n, even if they were to muster all their powers in a single effort to 

achieve this task: “Say: ‘If all mankind and the jinn were to gather together for the purpose 

of producing the like of this Qur’ n, they would not produce anything like it, even though 

they helped one another as best they could.’” (Verse 88) 

The Qur’ n is not mere words and expressions that humans and jinn may try to 

emulate. It is but one of God’s works, the like of which no creature can produce. It is 

just like the spirit whose nature is known only to God. Creatures cannot fathom its 

complete secret, even though they may understand some of its aspects, features and 

merits. 

The Qur’ n is indeed a complete and perfect way of life. It provides a method that 

takes into account all the laws of nature that affect the human soul in all its 

situations, as well as those affecting human communities in all conditions and stages 

of development. It provides solutions that apply to a single human being, and others 

for a closely knit community, providing legislation and rules that suit human nature 

and its complex bonds, feelings and directions. Its solutions are perfectly coherent 

and fully consistent. They lose sight of nothing that is relevant, or any possible 
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option. Nor do they ignore any of the conflicting circumstances that may affect the 

life of the individual or the community. This is only possible because these laws and 

legislation are made by God who is fully aware of human nature in all its conditions 

and its complexities. 

Man-made systems, on the other hand, betray man’s limitations and reflect his 

circumstances. They cannot allow for all eventualities at the same time. They may 

treat an individual or social aspect with something that could easily lead to a 

situation requiring some other treatment. The miracle of the Qur’ n is far greater 

than its superb construction and infallible meanings. Indeed the inability of all 

human beings and jinn to produce anything similar to it includes also their inability 

to produce any system that encompasses all the areas it tackles. 

Only a Man and a Messenger 

Indeed We have explained to mankind, in this Qur’ n, every kind of lesson. Yet most 
people refuse to accept anything other than disbelief They say: ‘We shall not believe in 
you till you cause a spring to gush forth for us from the earth, or you have a garden of 
date palms and vines, and you cause rivers to flow through it, or you cause the sky to 
fall upon us in pieces, as you have threatened, or you bring God and the angels face to 
face before us, or you have a house of gold, or you ascend to heaven. Indeed we shall 
not believe in your ascent to heaven until you bring us a book for us to read.’ Say, 
‘Limitless in His glory is my Lord. Surely I am only a man and a Messenger.’ (Verses 
89-93) 

Their limited perception has failed to appreciate the inimitability of the Qur’ n. 

Therefore they started asking for material miracles, enlisting absurd requests that 

only betrayed their childish thinking. Or they spoke with impudence about God 

Himself. They did not benefit by the expounding of cases and examples in the 

Qur’ n, nor were they satisfied with the wide variety of styles and approaches the 

Qur’ n employed in explaining its concepts, so as to be understood by people of 

different standards and faculties. Hence, “most people refuse to accept anything other 

than unbelief” (Verse 89) They started to place conditions which they required to be 

met so that they might believe in the Prophet’s message. Such conditions required 

him to “cause a spring to gush forth for us from the earth.” (Verse 90) 

Alternatively, they told him that they would not believe in him until “you have a 

garden of date-palms and vines, and you cause rivers to flow through it.” (Verse 91) 

Their conditions were so irresponsible that they even demanded that the Prophet 

inflict on them some punishment from the sky above, mockingly stating that the sky 

itself should fall upon them in pieces, just as he had warned would happen on the 

Day of Judgement. A similarly absurd condition was that he should bring God and 
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the angels before them, so that they could support him and defend his case, like they 

themselves used to do in tribal arguments. Absurdity knows no limit, for they even 

asked him to take for himself a house of gold and similarly precious metals. They 

further suggested to him that he should ascend to heaven as a proof of his special 

position. But even if he had done so, this too would not have been enough. For he 

was to bring back a book with him for them to read. 

The childish absurdity of all these requests and conditions is clearly apparent. 

They are all arbitrary suggestions and widely different in scope and nature that they 

cannot be placed on the same level. How could residence in a luxurious house be 

considered of similar value to a person’s ascension to heaven? And how can the 

digging up of a water spring he treated as equivalent to bringing God and the angels 

marching in ranks before them? However, to them these are all miraculous matters, 

so they can be grouped together. Should Mu ammad accomplish any of these 

miraculous events, they would consider believing in him and his message. 

They overlooked the permanent miracle of the Qur’ n when they were totally 

unable to produce anything similar to it in style, imagery, meaning and philosophy. 

Such a miracle is not physical, defying the senses. Hence they demanded to have 

before them a clearly physical miracle. 

But producing a miracle was something that the Prophet could not accomplish. 

Miracles are only determined by God in His wisdom. It is not appropriate for the 

Prophet to request such a miracle, unless God wishes to give it to him. The Prophet’s 

understanding and appreciation of God’s wisdom prevented him from requesting 

such a miracle. Hence, he is commanded to say in reply to them: “Limitless in His 

glory is my Lord. Surely I am only a man and a Messenger.” (Verse 93) He confines 

himself to the limits of his human status and he works according to the duties 

outlined for him in his message. He does not suggest to God anything beyond this. 

Before the Prophet Mu ammad was sent as God’s Messenger and even after he 

began to preach his message, people wallowed under the misconception that a 

human being could be God’s messenger. Hence they rejected God’s messengers and 

the messages He revealed to them: “Nothing has ever prevented people from believing, 

whenever guidance came to them except that they would say: ‘Can it be that God has sent a 

human being as His messenger?” (Verse 94). In this way they turned away from divine 

guidance. 

This misconception results from people’s low rating of their own value and the 

honourable position God has given them. They thought it totally unlikely that a 

human being could be chosen by God to be His messenger. This betrayed a lack of 

understanding of the nature of the universe, the angels, and how, in their angelic 

form, they are unsuited to life on earth. In order for angels to live on earth, their 
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nature must be modified which would then make it impossible for human beings to 

recognize them as angels. 

“Say, Had there been angels walking about on earth as their natural abode, We would have 

sent them an angel messenger from heaven.” (Verse 95) Had God willed that angels 

should inhabit the earth, He would have made them in the form of human beings, 

because it is the form that suits the laws of nature affecting the earth. He says in 

another verse, “Even if We had appointed an angel as Our messenger, We would certainly 

have made him [appear as] a man.” (6: 9) God is certainly able to accomplish any 

purpose He may have. However, He has willed to set in operation laws of nature and 

He has made His creatures fit for life under the influence of such laws of nature 

which He, by His own power and choice, has made permanent and unalterable. 

Through the operation of His laws of nature, His purpose of creation is thus fulfilled. 

Yet the unbelievers understand nothing of this. 

Since this is the pattern God has chosen for His creation, He instructs His 

Messenger to end all argument with them and leave the dispute between the two 

parties to God. He calls on God to be his witness, leaving them entirely to God to do 

with whatever He pleases. He is the One who knows everything about everyone. 

“Say: ‘Sufficient is God for a witness between me and you. He is indeed fully aware of His 

servants, and He sees all things.’” (Verse 96) This statement carries an implicit warning. 

The results, however, are painted in a frightening scene of what will happen on the 

Day of Judgement. 

Devoid of all faculties 

He whom God guides is indeed rightly guided; whereas for those whom He leaves to go 
astray you cannot find anyone to protect them from Him. On the Day of Resurrection 
We shall gather them together, prone upon their faces, blind, dumb and deaf. Hell shall 
be their abode. Every time it abates We will increase for them its blazing flame. That is 
their reward for having disbelieved in Our revelations and said, ‘When we are bones 
and dust, shall we be raised to life again as a new creation?’ Do they not see that God, 
who has created the heavens and the earth, has power to create their like? He has 
beyond any doubt set a term for their resurrection. But the evildoers refuse to accept 
anything other than unbelief (Verses 97-99) 

God has operated certain laws concerning His guidance and people’s choice of 

error in preference to that guidance. He has allowed people to conduct their lives as 

they wish, but they remain subject to these laws and they will have to face the 

outcome. One of these laws is that human beings either follow God’s guidance or 

turn away from it into error. The choice is made by man himself. Whoever deserves, 

on the basis of his efforts and actions, to receive God’s guidance will definitely be 
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guided aright. He is the one who will be truly guided as a result of his choice. 

In the other camp we find those who deserve to be left in error because they turn 

away from God’s revelations and blind themselves to all signs pointing the way to 

His guidance. Such people will have no one to protect them against God’s 

punishment: “You cannot find anyone to protect them from Him.” (Verse 97) On the Day 

of Judgement they shall suffer humiliation and will be resurrected in a terrible 

situation, ‘prone upon their faces’, lost as they will be ‘blind, dumb and deaf’ (Verse 97) 

They are thus deprived of their senses by which they might have been able to find 

their way through the great multitude. It is a fitting result, because it was they who 

chose not to use their senses in life to follow the signs of divine guidance. The final 

outcome is that “Hell shall be their abode.” It will be made to continue to burn fiercely: 

“Every time it abates We will increase for them its blazing fire.” (Verse 97) 

It is certainly a horrifying end, but they have earned it through their disbelief in 

God’s signs and revelations, and also through their denial of resurrection, the 

reckoning and reward: “That is their reward, for having disbelieved in Our revelations and 

said, When we are bones and dust, shall we be raised to life again as a new creation?” (Verse 

98) 

The s rah portrays the scene as though it is taking place now. It shows this life as 

having already come to an end and become a distant past. This follows the usual 

Qur’ nic method of portraying scenes of the hereafter as if they were taking place 

now in order to enhance their effect, so that people may take heed. 

This is followed by a new argument based on what they see in real life but tend to 

ignore: “Do they not see that God, who has created the heavens and the earth, has power to 

create their like?” (Verse 99) Why should the concept of resurrection be difficult to 

accept when simple logic confirms that God who has created this majestic universe is 

able to create a similar one? If He is thus able to create, He is also able to bring 

creatures back to life after they have died. “He has beyond any doubt seta term for their 

resurrection.” (Verse 99) He has allowed them a term of life and set a time for their 

resurrection. However, “The evildoers refuse to accept anything other than disbelief” 

(Verse 99) Hence their punishment will be fair, as they have had all signs, pointers 

and evidence to show them the path of guidance, but they refused to follow anything 

except error and unbelief. 

A Threat to Exterminate the Believers 

Yet those who made such suggestions and demands as related in the s rah were 

themselves misers. Had they been in charge of God’s grace, they would have held on 

to it, fearing to expend it. “Say: Had you possessed the treasures of my Lord’s mercy, you 

would have been tight-fisted for fear of spending them. For man has always been niggardly.” 
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(Verse 100) This is an image of utter stinginess, because God’s grace encompasses 

everything. It will never be exhausted or diminished. Yet in their miserly attitude, 

they would have withheld God’s grace from His creation, had they been placed in 

charge of administering it. 

Miracles do not initiate faith in hardened hearts. Moses, for example, was given 

nine such clear signs, but Pharaoh and his people denied them until they suffered 

God’s punishment. “To Moses We gave nine clear signs. Ask the Children of Israel [about 

what happened]. When he came to them, Pharaoh said to him, ‘Indeed, Moses, I think that you 

are bewitched. ‘[Moses] said, ‘You know full well that none other than the Lord of the heavens 

and the earth has revealed these eye-opening signs. Indeed, Pharaoh, I think that you are 

utterly lost.’ So he resolved to wipe them off the face of the earth, but We caused him and all 

those who were with him to drown. Then We said to the Children of Israel, Dwell in the land. 

When the promise of the Last Day shall come to pass, We will bring you all together.” 

(Verses 101-104) This part of the history of Moses and the Children of Israel is 

mentioned here because it fits with the context of the s rah. It started by mentioning 

the Aqş  mosque in Jerusalem, and it then related a part of the history of the 

Israelites with Moses. This is followed by mentioning the hereafter when Pharaoh 

and his people will be brought forward. This also fits with the scene of the hereafter 

and the one showing the end of those who deny resurrection, mentioned a little 

earlier in the s rah. 

Moses’ nine clear signs to which the s rah refers were his hand turning white, his 

staff, and the tests to which Pharaoh’s people were subjected, such as drought, 

shortage of fruit, floods, locusts, ants, frogs and blood. “Ask the Children of Israel’ 

about what happened. They were witnesses to what took place between Moses and 

Pharaoh: “When he came to them, Pharaoh said to him: Indeed, Moses, I think that you are 

bewitched.” (Verse 101) Thus the word of truth assigning divinity to God alone, and 

the call to abandon all injustice and tyranny cannot he uttered, according to the 

tyrant, except by someone bewitched, unable to realize the meaning of what he says. 

Indeed tyrants like Pharaoh cannot imagine that anyone in his right senses could 

ever adopt such an attitude or give expression to such demands. 

Moses, on the other hand, realizes that his strength is based in the truth he 

preaches. His message stands out as a source of light. He is certain of God’s support 

and that He will inevitably punish the tyrants: “Moses said: ‘You know full well that 

none other than the Lord of the heavens and the earth has revealed these eye-opening signs. 

Indeed, Pharaoh, I think that you are utterly lost.” (Verse 102) Moses makes it clear to 

Pharaoh that his denial of the truth when he is fully aware that none other than God 

could have accomplished such clear signs will earn him a terrible punishment. These 

signs were clear for anyone who cared to look. They show the truth in full light, clear 

as the bright day. Yet Pharaoh chose to deny them all and deny God. Hence, divine 
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justice will inflict on him a punishment that leaves him utterly ruined. 

At this point, the tyrannical Pharaoh resorts to his own material force, threatening 

to wipe Moses and his followers off the face of the earth. Such is the method to which 

all tyrants resort when they are faced with the truth. But God’s will is triumphant. 

His law of punishing the oppressors and supporting the oppressed comes into force: 

“So he resolved to wipe them off the face of the earth, but We caused him and all those who 

were with him to drown. Then We said to the Children of Israel, Dwell in the land. When the 

promise of the Last Day shall come to pass, We will bring you all together.’” (Verses 103-

104) 

Thus was the end of those who denied the clear signs which were shown to them 

as evidence of the truth. God gave the land to the oppressed to rule. When they are in 

charge, their actions will be the basis of the judgement they have to face. At the 

beginning of the s rah we were given a clear idea of their end. Here we are only told 

that both they and their enemies will be gathered together on the Day of Judgement: 

“When the promise of the Last Day shall come to pass, We will bring you all together.” 

(Verse 104) 

Method of Qur’ānic Revelations 

Pharaoh’s destruction by drowning was one example of material miracles worked 

out in past generations. The s rah tells us how such miracles were received by people 

bent on denying the truth and how, as a result, they were doomed to suffer God’s 

punishment. The Qur’ n, God’s last message, was revealed with the truth so that it 

could serve as a permanent sign and basis of guidance. It was bestowed from on high 

in parts, so that it may be read and reflected upon at length: “We have bestowed [this 

Qur’ n] from on high in truth, and in truth has it come down. We have sent you only as a 

herald of good news and a warner. We have divided the Qur’ n into parts so that you may 

recite it to people with deliberation. We have indeed bestowed it from on high step by step.” 

(Verses 105-106) 

The Qur’ n was revealed in order to educate a community and establish for it a 

system and code of life. This community would then carry it to all the corners of the 

earth in order to educate humanity on the basis of this perfect system. Hence the 

Qur’ n was revealed one part at a time, according to the practical needs of that 

community and the circumstances attending its first formative period. Education and 

the moulding of a nation and a community require time as well as practical 

experience. Thus the Qur’ n was not revealed as a theoretical doctrine or an abstract 

vision to be used for academic study and polemical argument. It was revealed part 

by part instead so that it could be implemented gradually during this formative 

period. This is indeed the reason for its gradual revelation, one part or passage at a 
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time, not a whole scripture or code given at the outset. 

The first generation of believers received it in this light. They approached it as 

directives to be implemented in practice, be they prohibitions, recommendations or 

obligations. They never approached it as something for moral or intellectual debate 

like poetry and literature, or for amusement like legends and stories. They allowed it 

to influence their daily lives to the full, bringing their feelings, perceptions and 

behaviour in line with it, and moulding their way of life in accordance with its 

teachings. They discarded whatever was in conflict with it of their values, norms and 

practices. 

`Abdull h ibn Mas`ūd, a learned Companion of the Prophet says: “When any of us 

learnt ten verses of the Qur’ n, one would not try to learn more until we had fully 

learnt their meaning and how to put them into practice.” 

God revealed the Qur’ n based on the truth: “We have bestowed [this Qur’ n] from 

on high in truth.” (Verse 105) And its purpose is to establish the truth on earth: “And 

in truth has it come down.” (Verse 105) Thus the truth is its fabric and ultimate aim, its 

substance and whole concern. This is the truth as it is ingrained in the constitution of 

the universe, and forming the foundation of the existence of the heavens and the 

earth. The Qur’ n is closely linked to the constitution of the universe, always 

pointing to it. Indeed the truth is the ultimate goal of the Qur’ n. The Prophet gives 

warnings and promises of happiness on the basis of the truth which the Qur’ n 

expounds. 

To Believe or Not to Believe 

At this point the Prophet is commanded to explain the truth plainly to his people, 

leaving them free to make their choice to either believe in the Qur’ n or to reject it. 

They will have to bear the consequences of their choice. He puts in front of their eyes 

an example of its reception by Jewish and Christian people who were given sound 

knowledge before its revelation. They may feel that they will do well to follow in the 

footsteps of such learned people when they themselves have not been granted such 

knowledge: 

Say, ‘You may believe in it or you may not.’ Those who were given knowledge before it 
was revealed fall down on their faces in humble prostration when it is recited to them, 
and say, ‘Limitless in His glory is our Lord. Truly has the promise of our Lord been 
fulfilled.’ And upon their faces they fall down, weeping, and it increases their 
humility. (Verses 107-109) 

This is an inspiring image showing people endowed with knowledge listening to 
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the Qur’ n, touched by its truth and falling down on their faces in humble 

prostration. They cannot restrain themselves. They do not merely prostrate 

themselves, but fall down on their faces in complete humility. They give expression 

to what they feel in their hearts of God’s greatness and the fulfilment of His promise: 

“Limitless in His glory is our Lord. Truly has the promise of our Lord been fulfilled.” (Verse 

108) But then their feelings are further enhanced and they are deeply touched so that 

words are insufficient to express their feelings. Tears pour down from their eyes 

telling of their profound emotion: “And upon their faces they fall down, weeping, and it 

increases their humility.” (Verse 109) It is a scene of profound feelings demonstrated by 

people receiving the Qur’ n with open hearts, having learnt from their earlier 

scriptures of the truth it explains. 

This inspiring scene is painted after the s rah has given the Arabs the choice of 

believing in the Qur’ n or rejecting it. It is followed with a statement leaving it up to 

them to call on God with whatever names they choose. In their days of ignorance 

they declined to call God as Raĥm n, which means, ‘Most Merciful’. Hence they are 

told that they may call on God with whichever one of His names they choose: “Say: 

Call upon God or call upon the Most Merciful. By whichever name you invoke Him, His are 

the most gracious names.” (Verse 110) Their prejudices concerning His names have no 

basis other than myth that they used to believe in their ignorance. They have no 

sound basis. 

The Prophet is then instructed to recite his prayers in a middle voice. This is 

because the unbelievers used to ridicule him whenever they saw him praying. It is 

also true to say that a voice pitched in the middle is the most suited to prayer: “Do 

not raise your voice too loud in prayer, nor say it in too low a voice, but follow a middle 

course in between.” (Verse 110) 

The s rah closes in the same way as it opened, praising God and asserting His 

oneness, and reiterating the facts that He has neither son nor partner and is in need 

of no help or support from anyone. This is indeed the pivot round which the s rah 

turns: “And say: All praise is due to God who has never begotten a son; who has no partner 

in His dominion; who needs none to support Him against any difficulty.’ And extol His 

greatness.” (Verse 111) 
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S RAH 18 

Al-Kahf 
(The Cave) 

Prologue 

The most important thing to be noted about this s rah is its preponderant 

narration of events that took place in the past. First we have the story of the sleepers 

in the cave, followed by that of the man with two gardens, then a reference to Adam 

and Satan. In the middle of the s rah we see what happened between Moses and the 

pious man, and at the end there is an account of Dhu’l-Qarnayn. These stories form 

the major part of the s rah, taking 71 out of its 110 verses. Most of the remaining 

verses comment on the stories and outline the lessons to be learnt from them. In 

addition, the s rah also contains some scenes of the Day of Judgement, and others 

drawn from human life to explain an idea or emphasize a concept. In all these, we 

see examples of the Qur’ nic method of emphasizing its ideas through vivid 

imagery. 

The central theme in the s rah, to which all its accounts and ideas relate, is to 

purge faith of all alien concepts. It seeks to establish correct and accurate thought and 

reasoning, as also establish values that are sound according to the criterion of the 

Islamic faith. 

Purging faith of alien concepts is determined both at the outset and conclusion. 

The s rah opens with these verses: “All praise is due to God who has bestowed this book 

from on high on His servant, and has ensured that it remains free of distortion, unerringly 

straight, meant to warn people of a severe punishment from Himself and to give the believers 

who do good works the happy news that they shall have a goodly reward which continues to 

be theirs forever. Furthermore, it warns those who assert, ‘God has taken to Himself a son.’ 
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No knowledge whatever have they of Him, and neither had their forefathers. Dreadful indeed 

is this saying that issues from their mouths. Nothing but falsehood do they utter.” (Verses 1-

5) 

The s rah concludes with: “Say: ‘I am but a human being like yourselves. It has been 

revealed to me that your God is the One and only God. Hence, whoever expects to meet his 

Lord [on Judgement Day’, let him do what is right, and in the worship due to his Lord admit 

no one as partner.” (Verse 110) Thus the s rah begins and ends with declaring God’s 

oneness, rejecting any concept that associates partners with God, accepting revelation 

as true, and making a clear and absolute distinction between God and other beings. 

The s rah touches on this theme several times, in various ways. As it relates the 

history of the sleepers in the cave, those young believers are quoted as saying: “Our 

Lord is the Lord of the heavens and the earth. Never shall we call upon any deity other than 

Him. If we did, we should indeed have uttered an enormity!” (Verse 14) In its commentary 

on their story, the s rah says: “No guardian have they apart from Him; nor does He allot to 

anyone a share in His rule.” (Verse 26) 

As it relates the story of the man with two gardens, the s rah quotes the argument 

of the believer as he says to his friend: “Do you deny Him who has created you out of 

dust, and then out of a drop of sperm, and in the end fashioned you into a man? But for my 

part, I believe that He is God, my Lord, and none shall associate with my Lord.” (Verses 37-

38) In the final commentary on this story, the s rah includes: “He had none to support 

him against God, nor was he able to save himself. For thus it is: all protection comes from 

God, the True One. He is the best to grant reward and the best to [determine] outcome.” 

(Verses 43-44) 

As it draws one of the scenes of the Day of Judgement, the s rah says: “One day He 

will say, ‘Call now on those beings whom you alleged to be My partners!’ They will invoke 

them, but those [beings] will not respond to them; for We shall have placed an unbridgeable 

gulf between them.” (Verse 52) And in comment on another scene the s rah says: “Do 

the unbelievers think that they could take My creatures for patrons against Me? We have 

indeed readied hell as a dwelling place for the unbelievers.” (Verse 102) 

The establishment of clear and accurate thought and reasoning is made manifest 

in the rejection of the claims of all those who associate partners with God, because 

they assert what they do not know. They have no evidence to prove what they claim. 

The s rah also directs human beings to make their judgement only on what they 

know for certain. What they do not know, they should leave to God to determine. 

Thus at the beginning of the s rah we have the verse stating: “It warns those who 

assert, ‘God has taken to Himself son.’ No knowledge whatever have they of Him, and neither 

had their forefathers.” (Verses 4-5) 

The sleepers in the cave are quoted as saying: “These people of ours have taken for 
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worship deities other than Him, without being able to show any convincing proof of their 

belief.” (Verse 15) When they wonder how long they have been in that state of sleep, 

they leave the issue to God who has perfect knowledge of everything: “They said: 

Your Lord knows best how long you have remained thus.” (Verse 19) The story also 

includes clear disapproval of those who speak about the number of the sleepers, 

relying only on guesswork: “Some will say, ‘They were three, the fourth of them being 

their dog,’ while others will say, ‘Five, with their dog being the sixth of them,’ idly guessing 

at the unknown. Yet others will say, ‘They were seven, the eighth of them being their dog.’ 

Say: My Lord knows best how many they were. None but a few have any real knowledge of 

them. Hence, do not enter into argument about them, except on a matter that is clear, nor ask 

anyone of these people to enlighten you about them.’” (Verse 22) 

In the story of Moses and the pious man, the latter reveals to him at the end the 

secret behind each of his apparently wild and unreasonable actions to which Moses 

had objected. He says to Moses that it was all done “by your Lord’s grace. I did not do 

any of this of my own accord.” (Verse 82) Thus all issues and situations are attributed to 

God alone. 

The main purpose of the s rah is to make faith the basis for the evaluation of 

concepts, ideas, practices and values. This is shown in various places. All proper and 

good values are attributed to faith and good action. Any other value which does not 

have its basis in faith is unworthy, even though it may seem highly attractive. All 

that appears fascinating and beautiful in this life is meant as a test. It will all come to 

an end: “We have made all that is on earth as an adornment in order to test people as to 

which of them are best in conduct; and, in time, We shall indeed reduce all that is on it to 

barren dust.” (Verses 7-8) To be under God’s protection is to be in a wide and 

comfortable environment, even though one may have to seek refuge in a narrow and 

barren cave. Those young believers who abandoned their community and went to 

the cave are clear about their purpose: “Now that you have withdrawn from them and all 

that they worship instead of God, take refuge in the cave. God may well spread His grace over 

you and make fitting arrangements for you in your affairs.” (Verse 16) 

The s rah addresses the Prophet, requiring him to persevere and be patient, 

associating with those who believe, paying no regard to the adornments of this world 

or to those who overlook their duty towards God: “Contain yourself in patience with 

those who call on their Lord morning and evening, seeking His countenance. Let not your 

eyes pass beyond them in quest of the beauties of the life of this world. Pay no heed to any 

whose heart We have left to be negligent of all remembrance of Us because he had always 

followed his own desires, and whose case has gone beyond all bounds. Say: ‘The truth [has 

now come] from your Lord. Let him who wills, believe in it, and let him who wills, reject it.’” 

(Verses 28-29) 

The story of the two gardens and their owner portrays how a believer is proud of 
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his faith, valuing it as much higher than wealth, position or luxury. A believer states 

the truth clearly to his arrogant friend and reproaches him for forgetting God: “Do 

you deny Him who has created you out of dust, and then out of a drop of sperm, and in the 

end fashioned you into a man? But for my part, I believe that He is God, my Lord, and none 

shall I associate with my Lord. If only you said as you entered your garden, “Whatever God 

wills [shall come to pass, for] there is no power except with God!” Although, as you see, I 

have less wealth and offspring than you, yet it may well be that my Lord will give me 

something better than your garden, just as He may let loose a calamity out of heaven upon 

this [your garden], so that it becomes a heap of barren dust or its water sinks deep into the 

ground, so that you will never be able to find it.’” (Verses 37-41) 

Once this story has been told, the s rah then depicts this present life and how it is 

prone to rapid change. Wealth and prosperity are soon replaced by something totally 

different: “Set forth to them a simile about the life of this world: [it is] like the water which 

We send down from the skies, and which is absorbed by the plants of the earth. In time they 

turn into dry stubble which the winds blow freely about. It is God alone who has power over 

all things.” (Verse 45) This is followed by a clear statement showing the difference 

between transitory values and everlasting ones: “Wealth and children are the adornment 

of the life of this world: but the things that endure, good deeds, are of far greater merit in your 

Lord’s sight, and a far better source of hope.” (Verse 46) 

Dhu’l-Qarnayn is not mentioned in the s rah for his being an angel, but rather 

because of his good deeds. When the people he found in between the two mountain 

passes offered him money to build a barrier to protect them against Gog and Magog, 

he declined because: “That with which my Lord has established me is better” than 

anything you could give me. And when the barrier has been erected, he 

acknowledges that it was all done by God’s help, not by his own power: “This is a 

mercy from my Lord. Yet when the time appointed by my Lord shall come, He will make this 

[rampart] level with the ground. My Lord’s promise always comes true.” (Verse 98) 

At the end of the s rah, the fact is stated that the worst losers among all creatures 

are those who refuse to believe in God’s revelations or in the fact of meeting Him on 

the Day of Judgement. Such people will have no weight and no position or status, 

despite the fact that they believe themselves to be doing well: “Say: Shall we tell you 

who are the greatest losers in whatever they may do? It is they whose labour in this world has 

been misguided, and who nonetheless think that what they do is right. It is they who have 

chosen to disbelieve in their Lord’s revelations and deny the truth that they will meet Him. 

Vain will be their works. No weight shall We assign to them on Resurrection Day.” (Verses 

103-105) 

Thus we see that the pivot round which the whole s rah turns is that of purging 

faith of all false concepts, providing sound reasoning and establishing correct values 

on the basis of faith. 
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The whole s rah concentrates on these three purposes, round after round. It begins 

by praising God who has revealed to His servant this book which serves to give 

happy news to the believers and stern warnings to those who allege that God has 

betaken to Himself a son. It states clearly that whatever we find on earth is made a 

sort of adornment only to make it a test for human beings. It will all vanish into 

nothing. This is followed by the story of the sleepers in the cave, which serves as a 

good example of making the right choice, giving preference to faith over worldly 

pleasures and comforts. For the sleepers seek refuge in the cave to keep their faith 

intact. 

The second stage directs the Prophet to content himself with the company of those 

who appeal to their Lord morning and evening, seeking His countenance. He should 

abandon those who neglect to remember God. The story of the two gardens and their 

owner shows clearly how a believer feels his strength in his faith while the values of 

this world mean nothing to him. 

The third stage includes several interlinked scenes of the Day of Judgement, as 

well as a reference to Adam and Satan. It concludes with an explanation of the rule 

which results in the destruction of oppressors, while treating sinners with mercy and 

allowing them respite until their appointed term. 

The story of Moses and the pious man forms the fourth stage, while the fifth gives 

an account of Dhu’l-Qarnayn. Then the s rah finishes as it began: giving happy news 

to the believers and more warnings to the unbelievers. It reaffirms the fact of 

revelation and emphasizes anew the truth of God’s oneness without any partner. 
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1 

A Distinctive System of 

Values 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

All praise is due to God who has bestowed this 

book from on high on His servant, and has 

ensured that it remains free of distortion, (1) 

unerringly straight, meant to warn people of a 

severe punishment from Himself, and to give the 

believers who do good works the happy news that 

they shall have a goodly reward (2) 

which continues to be theirs forever. (3) 

Furthermore, it warns those who assert, ‘God has 

taken to Himself a son.’ (4) 

No knowledge whatever have they of Him, and 

neither had their forefathers. Dreadful indeed is 

this saying that issues from their mouths. Nothing 

but falsehood do they utter. (5) 

ß‰÷Κpt ø:$# ¬! ü“Ï% ©!$# tΑ t“Ρr& 4’ n?tã Íν Ï‰ö7 tã |=≈ tGÅ3ø9 $# 

óΟ s9 uρ ≅ yèøg s† …ã&©! 2% ỳ uθÏã ∩⊇∪  

$VϑÍhŠ s% u‘ É‹ΖãŠ Ïj9 $U™ ù't/ # Y‰ƒ Ï‰x© ⎯ ÏiΒ çμ ÷Ρà$ ©! tÏe±u; ãƒ uρ 

t⎦⎫ÏΖÏΒ÷σ ßϑø9 $# z⎯ƒ Ï%©!$# šχθè=yϑ÷ètƒ ÏM≈ ysÎ=≈ ¢Á9 $# 

¨βr& öΝ ßγ s9 # ·ô_r& $YΖ|¡ ym ∩⊄∪  

š⎥⎫ ÏV Å3≈ ¨Β ÏμŠ Ïù # Y‰t/ r& ∩⊂∪  

u‘ É‹Ζãƒ uρ š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# (#θä9$s% x‹sƒ ªB $# ª!$# # V$ s!uρ ∩⊆∪  

$̈Β Μ çλm; ⎯Ïμ Î/ ô⎯ ÏΒ 5Ο ù=Ïæ Ÿωuρ óΟ ÎγÍ←!$t/ Kψ 4 ôNuã9x. 

Zπ yϑÎ=Ÿ2 ßlãøƒ rB ô⎯ ÏΒ öΝ Îγ Ïδ≡ uθøù r& 4 βÎ) 

šχθä9θà) tƒ ωÎ) $\/ É‹x. ∩∈∪  
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Would you, perhaps, torment yourself to death 

with grief over them if they will not believe in this 

message? (6) 

We have made all that is on earth as an 

adornment in order to test people as to which of 

them are best in conduct; (7) 

and, in time, We shall indeed reduce all that is on 

it to barren dust. (8) 

Do you think that the People of the Cave and the 

inscription were a wonder among Our signs? (9) 

When those youths took refuge in the cave, they 

said: ‘Our Lord! Bestow on us Your grace, and 

provide for us right guidance in our affair.’ (10) 

So We drew a veil over their ears in the cave, for a 

number of years, (11)  

and then We awakened them so that We might 

mark out which of the two parties managed to 

calculate the time they had remained in that 

state. (12) 

We shall relate to you their story in all truth. 

They were young men who believed in their Lord, 

so We increased them in guidance. (13) 

y7 ¯=yè n=sù Óì Ï‚≈ t/ y7 |¡ø ¯Ρ #’ n?tã öΝ ÏδÌ≈ rO# u™ βÎ) óΟ ©9 

(#θãΖÏΒ÷σ ãƒ # x‹≈ yγ Î/ Ï]ƒ Ï‰y⇔ ø9 $# $̧ y™ r& ∩∉∪  

$̄ΡÎ) $oΨ ù=yèy_ $tΒ ’ n?tã ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# Zπ oΨƒÎ— $oλ°; 

óΟ èδuθè=ö7 oΨ Ï9 öΝ åκ š‰ r& ß⎯ |¡ôm r& Wξyϑtã ∩∠∪  

$̄ΡÎ) uρ tβθè=Ïè≈ yfs9 $tΒ $pκ ö n=tæ # Y‰‹ Ïè|¹ # ·—ãã_ ∩∇∪  

ôΘr& |M ö6 Å¡ym ¨βr& |=≈ ysô¹r& É#ôγ s3ø9 $# ÉΟŠ Ï% §9 $# uρ 

(#θçΡ% x. ô⎯ ÏΒ $uΖÏF≈ tƒ# u™ $·6 pg xå ∩®∪  

øŒ Î) “uρr& èπ u‹ ÷FÏ ø9 $# ’ n<Î) É#ôγ s3ø9 $# (#θä9$s) sù !$uΖ−/ u‘ 

$uΖÏ?# u™ ⎯ÏΒ y7Ρà$ ©! Zπ tΗôq y‘ ø⋅Äh yδuρ $oΨ s9 ô⎯ ÏΒ $tΡÌøΒr& 

# Y‰x© u‘ ∩⊇⊃∪  

$oΨ ö/ u|Ø sù #’ n?tã öΝ ÎγÏΡ# sŒ# u™ ’ Îû É#ôγ s3ø9 $# 

š⎥⎫ ÏΖÅ™ # YŠ y‰tã ∩⊇⊇∪  

¢Ο èO öΝ ßγ≈ uΖ÷V yèt/ zΟ n=÷èuΖÏ9 ‘“r& È⎦÷⎫t/ ÷“ Ït ø:$# 4©|Âômr& 

$yϑÏ9 (# þθèW Î6 s9 # Y‰tΒr& ∩⊇⊄∪  

ß⎯ øt ªΥ Èà) tΡ y7 ø‹n=tã Ν èδr't7 tΡ Èd,ysø9 $$Î/ 4 öΝ åκ̈Ξ Î) 

îπ u‹ ÷FÏù (#θãΖtΒ# u™ óΟ Îγ În/ tÎ/ óΟ ßγ≈ tΡ÷Š Î—uρ “W‰èδ ∩⊇⊂∪  
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We put courage in their hearts, so that they stood 

up and said: ‘Our Lord is the Lord of the 

heavens and the earth. Never shall we call upon 

any deity other than Him. If we did, we should 

indeed have uttered an enormity! (14) 

These people of ours have taken for worship 

deities other than Him, without being able to 

show any convincing proof of their beliefs. Who 

does more wrong than he who invents a lie about 

God? (15) 

Hence, now that you have withdrawn from them 

and all that they worship instead of God, take 

refuge in the cave. God may well spread His grace 

over you and make fitting arrangements for you in 

your affairs.’ (16) 

You might have seen the sun, on its rising, incline 

away from their cave on the right, and, on its 

setting, turn away from them on the left, while 

they lay in a space within. That was one of God’s 

signs. He whom God guides is indeed rightly 

guided, but for him whom He lets go astray you 

can never find any protector who would point out 

$oΨ ôÜ t/ u‘ uρ 4’ n?tã óΟ ÎγÎ/θè=è% øŒ Î) (#θãΒ$ s% (#θä9$s) sù $uΖš/ u‘ 

>u‘ ÏN≡ uθ≈ yϑ¡¡9 $# ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# uρ ⎯ s9 (# uθããô‰̄Ρ ⎯ ÏΒ 

ÿ⎯ Ïμ ÏΡρßŠ $Yγ≈ s9 Î) ( ô‰s) ©9 !$oΨ ù=è% # ]Œ Î) $̧Ü sÜ x© ∩⊇⊆∪  

Ï™Iωàσ ¯≈ yδ $oΨ ãΒöθs% (#ρä‹sƒ ªB $# ⎯ ÏΒ ÿ⎯ Ïμ ÏΡρßŠ Zπ yγ Ï9# u™ ( 
Ÿωöθ©9 šχθè?ù'tƒ Ο Îγ øŠ n=tæ ¤⎯≈ sÜ ù=Ý¡Î0 &⎦Îi⎫t/ ( ô⎯ yϑsù 

ãΝ n=øß r& Ç⎯£ϑÏΒ 3“utIøù$# ’ n?tã «!$# $\/ É‹x. ∩⊇∈∪  

ÏŒ Î) uρ öΝèδθßϑçGø9 u”tIôã $# $tΒuρ šχρß‰ç6 ÷ètƒ ωÎ) ©!$# 

(# ÿ… ãρù'sù ’ n<Î) É#ôγ s3ø9 $# ÷à³⊥ tƒ ö/ä3s9 Ν ä3š/ u‘ ⎯ ÏiΒ 

⎯ Ïμ ÏGyϑôm§‘ ø⋅Äh yγ ãƒuρ / ä3s9 ô⎯ ÏiΒ /ä. ÌøΒr& $Z) sùöÏiΒ 

∩⊇∉∪  

* “ts?uρ }§ôϑ¤±9 $# # sŒÎ) M yè n=sÛ â‘ uρ≡ t“ ¨? ⎯ tã 

óΟ Îγ Ï ôγx. šV# sŒ È⎦⎫Ïϑu‹ ø9 $# # sŒ Î) uρ M t/ { xî 

öΝ åκ ÝÎÌø) ¨? |N# sŒ ÉΑ$yϑÏe±9 $# öΝ èδuρ ’ Îû ;ο uθôfsù 

çμ ÷ΖÏiΒ 4 y7 Ï9≡ sŒ ô⎯ ÏΒ ÏM≈ tƒ# u™ «!$# 3 ⎯ tΒ Ï‰öκ u‰ ª!$# 

uθßγ sù Ï‰tGôγ ßϑø9 $# ( ∅tΒuρ ö≅ Î=ôÒãƒ ⎯ n=sù y‰Åg rB … çμ s9 
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the right way. (17) 

You would have thought that they were awake, 

when they were certainly asleep. And We turned 

them over repeatedly, now to the right, now to the 

left; and their dog lay at the cave’s entrance, with 

its forepaws outstretched. Had you come upon 

them, you would have certainly turned away from 

them in flight, and would surely have been filled 

with terror of them. (18) 

Such being their state, We awakened them; and 

they began to question one another. One of them 

asked: ‘How long have you remained thus?’ They 

answered: ‘We have remained thus a day, or part 

of a day.’ They said: ‘Your Lord knows best how 

long you have remained thus. Let, then, one of 

you go with these silver coins to the town, and let 

him find out what food is purest there, and bring 

you some of it. But let him behave with great care 

and by no means make anyone aware of you. 

(19) 

For, indeed, if they should come to know of you, 

they might stone you to death or force you back to 

their faith, in which case you would never attain to 

any good!’ (20) 

$|‹ Ï9 uρ # Y‰Ï© ó ‘Δ ∩⊇∠∪  

öΝ åκ â: |¡øt rB uρ $Wß$s) ÷ƒ r& öΝ èδuρ ×Šθè% â‘ 4 öΝ ßγ ç6Ïk=s) çΡuρ 

|N# sŒ È⎦⎫Ïϑu‹ ø9 $# |N# sŒ uρ ÉΑ$yϑÏe±9 $# ( Ο ßγ ç6ù=x. uρ 

ÔÝÅ¡≈ t/ Ïμ øŠ tã# u‘ ÏŒ Ï‰Š Ï¹uθø9 $$Î/ 4 Èθs9 |M ÷èn=©Û$# 

öΝ Íκ ö n=tã |M ø‹ ©9 uθs9 óΟ ßγ÷Ψ ÏΒ # Y‘# tÏù |M ø⁄ Î=ßϑs9 uρ öΝ åκ ÷] ÏΒ 

$Y6 ôãâ‘ ∩⊇∇∪  

y7 Ï9≡ x‹Ÿ2uρ óΟ ßγ≈oΨ ÷Wyèt/ (#θä9 u™!$ |¡tGuŠ Ï9 öΝ æηuΖ÷ t/ 4 
tΑ$s% ×≅ Í←!$s% öΝ åκ ÷] ÏiΒ öΝ Ÿ2 óΟ çFø[Î6 s9 ( (#θä9$s% $uΖø[Î7 s9 

$·Βöθ tƒ ÷ρr& uÙ÷èt/ 5Θöθ tƒ 4 (#θä9$s% öΝ ä3š/ u‘ ÞΟ n=ôãr& $yϑÎ/ 

óΟ çFø[Î6 s9 (# þθèWyèö/ $$sù Ν à2 y‰ymr& öΝ ä3Ï% Í‘ uθÎ/ ÿ⎯ Íν É‹≈ yδ 

’ n<Î) Ïπ oΨƒ Ï‰yϑø9 $# öÝàΖuŠ ù= sù !$pκ š‰ r& 4‘ x. ø—r& $YΒ$yèsÛ 

Ν à6 Ï?ù'uŠ ù=sù 5− ø—ÌÎ/ çμ ÷ΨÏiΒ ô#©Ü n=tGuŠ ø9 uρ Ÿωuρ 

¨βtÏèô±ç„ öΝ à6 Î/ # ´‰ym r& ∩⊇®∪  

öΝ åκ ¨ΞÎ) βÎ) (#ρãyγ ôà tƒ ö/ ä3ø‹n=tæ óΟ ä.θßϑã_ötƒ ÷ρr& 

öΝ à2ρß‰‹ Ïèãƒ ’ Îû öΝ ÎγÏF̄=ÏΒ ⎯ s9 uρ (# þθßsÎ=ø è? # ¸Œ Î) 

# Y‰t/ r& ∩⊄⊃∪  

y7 Ï9≡ x‹Ÿ2uρ $tΡ÷sYôãr& öΝ Íκ ö n=tã (# þθßϑ n=÷è u‹ Ï9 χr& 
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In this way have We drawn people’s attention to 

their case, so that they might know that God’s 

promise is true and that there can be no doubt as 

to the Last Hour. The people disputed among 

themselves as to what happened to them.  

Some of them said: ‘Erect a building in their 

memory. God knows their case best.’ Those 

whose opinion prevailed in the end said: ‘Indeed, 

we must surely raise a house of worship in their 

memory.’ (21) 

Some will say, ‘They were three, the fourth of 

them being their dog,’ while others will say, ‘Five, 

with their dog being the sixth of them,’ idly 

guessing at the unknown. Yet others will say, 

‘They were seven, the eighth of them being their 

dog.’ Say: ‘My Lord knows best how many they 

were. None but a few have any real knowledge of 

them. Hence, do not enter into argument about 

them, except on a matter that is clear, nor ask 

anyone of these people to enlighten you about 

them.’ (22) 

Never say about anything, ‘I shall do this 

tomorrow,’ (23) 

without adding, ‘if God so wills.’ Should you 

forget, then call your Lord to mind and say, ‘I 

pray that my Lord will guide me even closer than 

y‰ôãuρ «!$# A,ym ¨βr& uρ sπ tã$¡¡9 $# Ÿω |= ÷ƒ u‘ !$yγŠ Ïù 

øŒ Î) tβθããt“≈ oΨ oK tƒ öΝ æηuΖ÷ t/ öΝ èδtøΒr& (  

(#θä9$s) sù (#θãΖö/ $# Ν Íκ ö n=tã $YΖ≈ u‹ ÷Ζç/ ( öΝ ßγ š/§‘ ãΜ n=ôãr& 

óΟ Îγ Î/ 4 tΑ$s% š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# (#θç7 n=yñ #’ n?tã öΝ ÏδÌøΒr& 

χx‹Ï‚−GoΨ s9 Ν Íκ ö n=tã # Y‰Éfó¡̈Β ∩⊄⊇∪  

tβθä9θà) u‹y™ ×π sW≈ n=rO óΟ ßγ ãèÎ/# §‘ óΟ ßγ ç6 ù=x. 

šχθä9θà) tƒ uρ ×π |¡÷Ηs~ öΝ åκ ÞÏŠ$y™ öΝ åκ â:ù=x. $RΗød u‘ 

Í= ø‹tóø9 $$Î/ ( šχθä9θà) tƒ uρ ×π yèö7 y™ öΝ åκ ß] ÏΒ$rOuρ 

öΝ åκ â:ù=Ÿ2 4 ≅ è% þ’ În1§‘ ãΝ n=÷ær& Ν Íκ ÌE£‰ÏèÎ/ $̈Β 

öΝ ßγ ßϑn=÷ètƒ ωÎ) ×≅‹ Î=s% 3 Ÿξsù Í‘$yϑè? öΝ Íκ Ïù ωÎ) [™!# z ÉΔ 

# \Îγ≈ sß Ÿωuρ ÏM ø tGó¡ n@ Ο ÎγŠ Ïù óΟ ßγ ÷ΨÏiΒ # Y‰ymr& 

∩⊄⊄∪  

Ÿωuρ £⎯ s9θà) s? >™ô“($t±Ï9 ’ ÎoΤ Î) ×≅ Ïã$sù šÏ9≡ sŒ 

# ´‰xî ∩⊄⊂∪  

HωÎ) βr& u™!$t±o„ ª!$# 4 ä. øŒ $# uρ š−/ §‘ # sŒ Î) |MŠ Å¡nΣ 

ö≅ è%uρ #©|¤tã βr& Ç⎯ tƒ Ï‰ôγ tƒ ’ În1u‘ z> tø% L{ ô⎯ ÏΒ 
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this to what is right.’ (24) 

So they stayed in their cave three hundred years, 

and [some] add nine years more. (25) 

Say: ‘God knows best how long they remained 

there. His alone is the knowledge of the secrets of 

the heavens and earth. How well does He see and 

hear! No guardian have they apart from Him; 

nor does He allot to anyone a share in His rule.’ 

(26) 

Recite whatever has been revealed to you of your 

Lord’s book. There is nothing that could alter 

His words. You can find no refuge other than 

with Him. (27) 

# x‹≈ yδ # Y‰x© u‘ ∩⊄⊆∪  

(#θèW Î6 s9 uρ ’Îû óΟ Îγ Ï ôγx. y]≈ n=rO 7π s ($ÏΒ š⎥⎫ÏΖÅ™ 

(#ρßŠ# yŠ ø—$# uρ $Yèó¡Î@ ∩⊄∈∪  

È≅ è% ª!$# ãΝ n=÷ær& $yϑÎ/ (#θèV Î6 s9 ( … çμ s9 Ü= ø‹xî 

ÅV≡ uθ≈ yϑ¡¡9 $# ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# uρ ( ÷ÅÇö/ r& ⎯ Ïμ Î/ ôì Ïϑó™ r& uρ 

4 $tΒ Ο ßγ s9 ⎯ ÏiΒ ⎯ Ïμ ÏΡρßŠ ⎯ ÏΒ <c’ Í<uρ Ÿωuρ Û‚Îô³ ç„ 

’ Îû ÿ⎯ Ïμ Ïϑõ3ãm # Y‰ymr& ∩⊄∉∪  

ã≅ ø?$# uρ !$tΒ z©Çrρé& y7 ø‹s9 Î) ⎯ ÏΒ É>$tGÅ2 šÎn/ u‘ ( 
Ÿω tΑ Ïd‰t7 ãΒ ⎯Ïμ ÏG≈ yϑÎ=s3Ï9 ⎯ s9 uρ y‰Åg rB ⎯ ÏΒ ⎯ Ïμ ÏΡρßŠ 

# Y‰ystGù=ãΒ ∩⊄∠∪ 

A Stern Warning for Outright Liars 

The s rah states its case very clearly from the outset: 

All praise is due to God who has bestowed this book from on high on His servant, and 
has ensured that it remains free of distortion, unerringly straight, meant to warn 
people of a severe punishment from Himself, and to give the believers who do good 
works the happy news that they shall have a goodly reward which continues to be 
theirs forever. Furthermore, it warns those who assert, ‘God has taken to Himself a 
son.’ No knowledge whatever have they of Him, and neither had their forefathers. 
Dreadful indeed is this saying that issues from their mouths. Nothing but falsehood do 
they utter. Would you, perhaps, torment yourself to death with grief over them if they 
will not believe in this message? We have made all that is on earth as an adornment in 
order to test people as to which of them are best in conduct; and, in time, We shall 
indeed reduce all that is on it to barren dust. (Verses 1-8) 
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This opening speaks of a very straightforward and decisive position. It combines 

this with praising God and expressing gratitude to Him for revealing the book, i.e. 

the Qur’ n, to ‘His servant’, Mu ammad, and for making it clear, free of distortion 

and absolutely straight. There is nothing in it that may be described as evasive or 

dodgy. Its purpose is ‘to warn people of a severe punishment from Himself’ (Verse 2) 

The picture is clear right at the outset. There is no ambiguity or equivocation about 

the Islamic faith. It is God who has bestowed the book from on high, and He is to be 

praised for so bestowing it. Mu ammad is God’s servant, which means that everyone 

else is also His servant. God has no son or partner. The book itself is free of distortion 

and ‘unerringly straight’. The concept of the Qur’ n being straight is given first in the 

form of negating any possibility of distortion, and then reiterated in describing it as 

‘unerringly straight’. This makes for very strong emphasis. 

Such clarity is maintained as the purpose of revealing the Qur’ n is outlined. 

Indeed it has a dual purpose: “To warn people of a severe punishment from Himself and to 

give the believers who do good works the happy news that they shall have a goodly reward.” 

(Verse 2) However, the stern warning is more strongly emphasized throughout. It 

begins in a general way, speaking of a severe punishment that God Himself may 

inflict. Then the warning is reiterated for a particular group of people: “It warns those 

who assert, ‘God has taken to Himself son.’” (Verse 4) In between the two warnings we 

have the happy news given to believers who do good works.’ This serves as a condition 

that ensures that faith should have practical evidence in real life. It is not confined to 

theoretical principles that may be endlessly discussed without effect in practice. 

The s rah then moves to expose their false approach by which they judge the most 

important issue of all, i.e. faith: “No knowledge whatever have they of Him, and neither 

had their forefathers.” (Verse 5) Theirs is a despicable attitude when they utter such an 

enormity without proper consideration or real knowledge: “Dreadful indeed is this 

saying that issues from their mouths. Nothing but falsehood do they utter.” (Verse 5) 

The description here makes use of the sound of the words to add to the impression 

of horror given to the listeners. It begins with the adjective, ‘dreadful’, to enhance the 

anticipation of something totally unacceptable. This is further increased by the 

inversion used in the sentence. The sound and rhythm of the Arabic original is 

particularly significant in giving a true sense of the enormity those unbelievers utter. 

This is brought to its climax in the last sentence which utilizes the form of negation 

and limitation: “Nothing but falsehood do they utter.” (Verse 5) 

The s rah then addresses the Prophet in a way that is akin to disapproval of his 

being saddened by his people’s attitude which denies the truth of the Qur’ n. He was 

pained by their rejection of God’s guidance and their insistence on following the way 

which he knew would lead them to ruin. In a hint of disapproval, the Prophet is 
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asked: “Would you, perhaps, torment yourself to death with grief over them if they will not 

believe in this message?” (Verse 6) Would your grief at their rejection of the truth cause 

you to kill yourself? These people do not deserve that you should feel any sorrow on 

their account. It is better that you should abandon them. 

The Prophet is also reminded that God has made all the comforts and pleasures 

available on earth, and all riches and offspring, a sort of a test for mankind. The test 

will prove who of them does good in this life so as to earn its benefit as well as a 

happy destiny in the life to come: “We have made all that is on earth as an adornment in 

order to test people as to which of them are best in conduct.” (Verse 7) 

God certainly knows the position of every one of His creatures, but he rewards 

everyone only on the basis of the actions a person takes. It is actual deeds that are 

rewarded according to their merit. The s rah does not mention here those who do not 

do good works because the statement is clear with all that it entails. 

The eventual outcome of all such adornment that is available on earth is 

inevitable. The earth will shed it all, and all living things on earth will die. Thus 

before the Day of Resurrection, the earth will be nothing more than a coarse and 

lifeless surface: “In time We shall indeed reduce all that is on it to barren dust.” (Verse 8) 

There is a clear element of toughness in the expression and in the scene it portrays. 

We are faced with an earth that has a desert-like surface with no trace of life over it. 

Young Men with Clear Insight 

After its brief opening, the s rah speaks about the people of the cave, depicting the 

effect faith has on believers: giving them reassurance and inner peace. Hence, they 

prefer it to all material riches and pleasures. When they find it hard to live as 

believers within their community, they seek refuge in a cave where they receive 

God’s care and protection and enjoy His grace. 

There are countless reports that speak about the sleepers in the cave, and just as 

many versions of their story. However, we have no use for any of these; we will 

confine ourselves to what the Qur’ n tells us about them as it is the only source that 

provides true information. There may be other reports that have found their way into 

books of commentary on the Qur’ n, but we will disregard all these as they lack 

proof of authenticity. In this we rely on good counsel, because the s rah contains an 

order prohibiting all argument concerning the people of the cave and reference to 

any source other than the Qur’ n in trying to establish the truth about them. 

It is reported that the reason for the revelation of this story and that of Dhu’l-

Qarnayn, related later in the s rah, is that the Jews persuaded the people of Makkah 

to put to the Prophet questions concerning them, and also concerning the spirit. It is 
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also said that the people of Makkah themselves asked the Jews to prepare some 

questions for them to test whether Mu ammad was a true Prophet. This may be 

partially or totally true, especially since the account giving the history of Dhu’l-

Qarnayn begins with, “They will ask you about Dhu’l-Qarnayn. Say: I will give you an 

account of him.’” (Verse 83) But no reference is made to any question about the people 

of the cave. We leave this point aside and proceed to discuss the story as it is related, 

since it is clearly relevant to the main theme of the s rah. 

The structure of the story begins with a short summary before its narration in 

detail. It is shown in a series of scenes with some gaps left in between. Nevertheless, 

all omissions are clearly understood. 

The story begins as follows: 

Do you think that the people of the cave and the inscription were a wonder among Our 
signs? When those youths took refuge in the cave, they said: ‘Our Lord! Bestow on us 
Your grace, and provide for us right guidance in our affair.’ So We drew a veil over 
their ears in the cave, for a number of years, and then We awakened them so that We 
might mark out which of the two parties managed to calculate the time they had 
remained in that state. (Verses 9-12) 

This sums up the whole story showing its main lines and features. We learn from 

it that the people of the cave were youths, whose number is not mentioned, and that 

they went to the cave to isolate themselves from their community because they 

believed in God. We also learn that they were made to sleep in the cave for a number 

of years, which is not stated here, before they were aroused from their long slumber. 

We are told of two groups arguing about them, so they were awakened to make clear 

which of the two groups calculated their stay in the cave better. We are clearly told 

that, strange as their history is, it is not particularly marvellous among the miracles 

and signs given by God. Indeed there are numerous things that are much more 

marvellous and miraculous in the universe than the story of the cave people. Those 

youths are referred to in the s rah as ‘the people of the cave and the inscription’. A cave is 

a natural chamber in a mountain or under rocky ground, while the inscription refers, 

most probably, to the record of their names which was, perhaps, the one hung at the 

entrance of the cave, where they were eventually found. 

After this summary which heightens our interest in the story, the s rah begins by 

stating that the account about to be given is the whole truth concerning their affair: 

We shall relate to you their story in all truth. They were young men who believed in 
their Lord, so We increased them in guidance. We put courage in their hearts, so that 
they stood up and said: ‘Our Lord is the Lord of the heavens and the earth. Never shall 
we call upon any deity other than Him. If we did, we should indeed have uttered an 
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enormity! These people of ours have taken for worship deities other than Him, without 
being able to show any convincing proof of their beliefs. Who does more wrong than he 
who invents a lie about God? Hence, now that you have withdrawn from them and all 
that they worship instead of God, take refuge in the cave. God may well spread His 
grace over you and make fitting arrangements for you in your affairs.’ (Verses 13-16) 

This is the first scene. Those believing youths were increased in guidance in order 

to be able to manage their affairs with their community. Along with this increased 

guidance, “We put courage in their hearts,” to make them solid in their attitude, firm in 

their belief in the truth, proud of the faith they had chosen. 

Then we are informed that “they stood up,” which signifies a movement indicating 

resolve and firmness. “They stood up and said: ‘Our Lord is the Lord of the heavens and the 

earth.” (Verse 14) He is indeed the Creator, Lord and Sustainer of the whole universe. 

“Never shall we call upon any deity other than Him.” (Verse 14) For He is the One 

without partners of any sort. We make this pledge, because if we were to call upon 

anyone else, “we should indeed have uttered an enormity!” (Verse 14) We would have 

gone beyond all proper limits and be in total error. 

They now turn to the prevailing situation among their people and express their 

rejection of it. They are clear that what their people do has no foundation 

whatsoever: “These people of ours have taken for worship deities other than Him, without 

being able to show any convincing proof of their beliefs.” (Verse 15) Indeed any faith 

should be founded on solid evidence of the truth. Only with such evidence can it 

have its say to turn people’s hearts and minds to its argument. Without such proof, it 

is utter fabrication. What is worse is that such falsehood is asserted in relation to God 

Himself: “Who does more wrong than he who invents a lie about God?” (Verse 15) 

Up to this point the attitude of the youths appears to be clear, open and 

straightforward. They are resolute in their adoption of the faith, betraying no 

hesitation whatsoever. Indeed they are shown to be very strong physically and 

mentally, and strong in their faith and in their rejection of the way followed by their 

community. 

Here they are talking about two vastly different ways of life. There can be no 

meeting point between the two, and there can be no participation by these young 

believers in the life of their community. They had no choice but to flee in order to 

protect their faith. They are not prophets able to present to their community the true 

faith, calling on them to accept it. They are simply a group of young people who 

have been able to discern the right path out of a bleak, unbelieving environment. 

Should they have stood up in public to declare their faith, they might well not have 

been able to withstand the pressure on them to abandon it. Nor could they resort to 

pretence and avoidance, appearing to concur with their people while worshipping 
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God in secret. Furthermore, it appears that, most probably, their secret was found 

out. Hence they had no option but to flee, seeking God’s protection and support. 

They preferred life in the cave to all the attractions that their society offered. 

Spreading Grace 

That is the conclusion of their consultations and they immediately put it into 

effect: “Hence, now that you have withdrawn from them and all that they worship instead of 

God, take refuge in the cave. God may well spread His grace over you and make fitting 

arrangements for you in your affairs.” (Verse 16) 

The surprise here is great indeed. These young believers who have abandoned 

their people and families, forsaking all the pleasures of this life and preferring 

instead to sleep rough in a small dark cave, begin to sense God’s grace. They feel it 

coming, easy, comforting, abundant, limitless. It is spread over them to change the 

quality of their life in the cave: “God may well spread His grace over you.” (Verse 16) 

Thus, the cave becomes like a wide expanse, where God’s grace is bestowed in 

abundance to change their whole outlook on life and bring about comfort and 

contentment. The solid, rocky walls of the cave are made to overlook a wide horizon, 

and loneliness in the cave is totally dispelled, for God has spread His grace over their 

young hearts and He takes care of them, arranging something for their comfort. 

This is an aspect of what faith can do to a person. All appearances undergo a 

fundamental change. All that people may value and all their concepts with regard to 

life and happiness do not matter. When a human heart is full of faith, it sees a totally 

different world, where God’s grace imparts reassurance and genuine happiness. 

Hence whatever turn events may take will be accepted, because the total result is 

comforting and fitting for one’s life in this world and in the life to come: “God may 

well spread His grace over you and make fitting arrangements for you in your affairs.” 

(Verse 16) 

With these young people proceeding to the cave, the story moves on to the next 

scene. Now we see them settled in the cave, overtaken by sleep: 

You might have seen the sun, on its rising, incline away from their cave on the right, 
and, on its setting, turn away from them on the left, while they lay in a space within. 
That was one of God’s signs. He whom God guides is indeed rightly guided, but for 
him whom He lets go astray you can never find any protector who would point out the 
right way. You would have thought that they were awake, when they were certainly 
asleep. And We turned them over repeatedly, now to the right, now to the left; and 
their dog lay at the cave’s entrance, with its forepaws outstretched. Had you come 
upon them, you would have certainly turned away from them in flight, and would 
surely have been filled with terror of them. (Verses 17-18) 
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This is a remarkable scene. Not only do we see how the young men looked and 

what they were doing, we have a picture full of life, with the sun rising, but 

deliberately moving away from their cave. The word used here, ‘inclining away’, 

imparts a sense of deliberate action taken for a particular purpose. Again when it is 

time for the sun to move in the other direction before it sets, it turns away to the left 

so that their cave remains unseen. All the while, they lay in a space within. 

Before completing its description of the scene, the s rah makes a familiar Qur’ nic 

comment which draws people’s attentions to a particular aspect of faith that is 

relevant at that particular point: “That was one of God’s signs.” (Verse 17) It was indeed 

a great sign, something highly remarkable. They were put in a cave where they could 

not see the sun, nor its rays. It gave them neither light nor warmth. They remained in 

their position, alive but motionless. 

“He whom God guides is indeed rightly guided, but for him whom He lets go astray you 

can never find any protector who would point out the right way.” (Verse 17) There is a 

certain divine law that determines which people may receive God’s guidance and 

which are left in error. When a person looks at God’s signs and accepts what they 

indicate, that person finds God’s guidance in accordance with His law. Hence, he is 

‘indeed rightly guided.’ (Verse 17) But whoever turns his back on these signs and 

refuses to understand the message they impart is bound, according to God’s law, to 

go astray. Hence he is left in error and will have none to guide him. 

The s rah goes on to show the young people asleep in their cave. They are turned 

from one side to another in their very long slumber. Anyone looking at them would 

think them awake when they were fast asleep. Their dog remains at the entrance to 

the cave, stretching his forepaws like dogs normally do when they rest. He takes the 

position normally taken by a guard dog. The whole scene would fill any onlooker 

with terror so as to put them to flight. He would find people looking as though they 

were awake but in reality were asleep, unable to wake or move. This was all God’s 

arrangement, protecting them, until the time He chose for their awakening. 

The Sleepers Awake 

Suddenly things change totally: 

Such being their state, We awakened them; and they began to question one another. 
One of them asked: ‘How long have you remained thus?’ They answered: ‘We have 
remained thus a day, or part of a day.’ They said ‘Your Lord knows best how long you 
have remained thus. Let, then, one of you go with these silver coins to the town, and 
let him find out what food is purest there, and bring you some of it. But let him behave 
with great care and by no means make anyone aware of you. For, indeed, if they should 
come to know of you, they might stone you to death or force you back to their faith, in 
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which case you would never attain to any good!’ (Verses 19-20) 

The element of surprise is always used in Qur’ nic stories in order to enhance the 

effect. Here the scene portrays the youths as they woke after their long slumber. They 

do not realize how long they have been asleep. They rub their eyes and begin to ask 

one another about what had happened. One turns to the others asking how long they 

were asleep for, just like anyone rising after having slept for many hours. He must 

have felt that this time his sleep was unduly long. The answer he received from his 

friends is indefinite: “We have remained thus a day, or part of a day.” (Verse 19) 

But then they realize that to determine the length of their sleep is of no 

consequence. They leave that point aside, just like a believer should do in any matter 

of no specific importance. They turn to something more practical. They are hungry 

and have some money which they carried on them when they left home. Their 

discussion takes a different turn: “They said: ‘Your Lord knows best how long you have 

remained thus. Let, then, one of you go with these silver coins to the town, and let him find 

out what food is purest there, and bring you some of it.’” (Verse 19) The most natural 

reaction in the circumstances! One is to go to the city to bring back the best food 

available for them. 

They are however in an unusual position, and they have to be extra careful. They 

must not allow their people to find them out or discover their hiding place. For that 

would bring certain disaster. The people in authority in the city would stone them to 

death for their apostasy. 

These young men worshipped God alone, associating no partners with Him, while 

their people were pagans. Hence they were sure to kill them or at least to torture 

them until they renounced their belief in God and turned back to the faith of their 

community. These are the only options their people would consider. Hence the 

young believers re-emphasize their advice to their friend who was going to the city 

to bring the food: “But let him behave with great care and by no means make anyone aware 

of you. For, indeed, if they should come to know of you, they might stone you to death or force 

you back to their faith, in which case you would never attain to any good!” (Verses 19-20) 

Indeed no one who turns back to unbelief in God and associates partners with Him 

could ever attain any good result. How could it be possible when he has incurred the 

greatest loss through disbelieving in God’s oneness? 

We are given here a panoramic view of the whole scene. The youths are 

apprehensive, unaware of how much time had lapsed or how many years they had 

remained in their cave. Indeed generations had passed by, and the city from which 

they departed had gone through great changes. The tyrants they feared had been 

removed from power. Yet the story of the young people who had fled in order to 

maintain their faith had been reported from one generation to another, with people 
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differing as to their faith and what they believed in, as well as the exact timing of 

their escape. The awaking sleepers were totally unaware of all these events. 

The s rah however allows the curtain to fall over this scene only to raise it again 

showing a totally different picture, with a time lapse between the two. We 

understand that the present population of the city believe in God. They are so 

thrilled to discover the young believers through the one who was sent to fetch food. 

The people in the city somehow ascertain that he is one of the young men who had 

fled from the tyranny of the unbelievers a long time ago. 

We need to stretch our imaginations somewhat to realize the magnitude of the 

young men’s surprise as they heard from their friend what had happened during 

their sleep. He assures them that the city has experienced a great change since their 

departure. There was now nothing in the new society that they could not accept. 

Indeed all that they had once known in that city was now totally different. They 

themselves belonged to a generation that had long since gone. To the present people 

in the city, they were a marvel. Hence they would not be treated like ordinary human 

beings. They were totally unrelated to the present generation. Their relatives, friends, 

ties, concerns, feelings, habits and traditions had either been severed or undergone 

radical change. They were no more than a living memory, not real people. Therefore, 

God had spared them all that could result from their joining this new generation and 

thus caused them to die. 

All this is left to our imagination. The s rah portrays the final scene, when they are 

allowed to die. The people are standing outside the cave, disputing among 

themselves about their faith, and how to preserve their memory for future 

generations. It moves directly to outline the moral of this remarkable story: “In this 

way have We drawn people’s attention to their case, so that they might know that God’s 

promise is true and that there can be no doubt as to the Last Hour. The people disputed 

among themselves as to what happened to them. Some of them said: ‘Erect a building in their 

memory. God knows their case best.’ Those whose opinion prevailed in the end said: ‘Indeed, 

we must surely raise a house of worship in their memory.’” (Verse 21) 

The lesson here is clear. The end those young people met shows a real, tangible 

example of how resurrection takes place. The people in the city felt the full impact of 

resurrection and realized, as they could never have done otherwise, that God’s 

promise in respect of resurrection after death will come true and that the Last Hour is 

certain to come. This was all seen in the awakening of those sleepers from their long 

sojourn in the cave. 

Some people suggested that they should commemorate them: “Erect a building in 

their memory.” (Verse 21) The building thus erected would not determine their faith, 

as the people who discovered them did not know what faith exactly the sleepers 
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followed: “God knows their case best.” (Verse 21) It is He alone who knows their faith. 

But the people who enjoyed authority in the city decided differently. “Those whose 

opinion prevailed in the end said: ‘Indeed, we must surely raise a house of worship in their 

memory.’” (Verse 21) That was the way followed by Jews and Christians who erected 

temples over the graves of their saints and divines. Some Muslims today imitate their 

action in clear defiance of the Prophet’s teachings. In condemning this practice, the 

Prophet once said: “God curses the Jews and the Christians who erect temples at the 

graves of their prophets and saints.” [Related by Ibn Kathīr in his commentary on the 

Qur’ n] 

How Many Were in the Cave? 

Again the scene is brought to a close and another is shown with people in debate 

about the sleepers in the cave. This is only natural as people normally relate reports 

and news, adding something here and omitting something there. They may invent 

some details here or there, one generation after another. Thus a simple story is told in 

different ways as time passes. Hence, dispute about the number of youth in the cave 

continued for a long time: 

Some will say, ‘They were three, the fourth of them being their dog,’ while others will 
say, ‘Five, with their dog being the sixth of them,’ idly guessing at the unknown. Yet 
others will say, ‘They were seven, the eighth of them being their dog.’ Say: My Lord 
knows best how many they were. None hut a few have any real knowledge of them. 
Hence, do not enter into argument about them, except on a matter that is clear, nor 
ask anyone of these people to enlighten you about them.’ (Verse 22) 

All such disputes about their number is useless. It is all the same whether they 

were three, five, seven or even more. Their case is left to God who knows all their 

details. They were also known to the few who established the facts about the whole 

event as it took place, or who heard its true report. There is no need, then, to go into 

any argument about their number, as the moral of their story may be drawn 

regardless. The Qur’ n directs the Prophet not to engage in any dispute over the 

issue and not to question any party over their case. This is consistent with the Islamic 

approach which spares the human mind of all useless debate. A Muslim should not 

pursue anything that he cannot establish through true knowledge. This event which 

took place a very long time ago belongs to God’s knowledge which is perfect. Hence, 

let us leave it there. 

On God We Rely 

In connection with the prohibition of dispute about unknown events of the past, 
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an order is given not to pre-judge the future or its events. 

It is impossible for man to know what may happen in the future. Hence, he should 

not give any definite judgement of it: 

Never say about anything, ‘I shall do this tomorrow,’ without adding, ‘if God so 
wills.‘ Should you forget, then call your Lord to mind and say, ‘I pray that my Lord 
will guide me even closer than this to what is right.’ (Verses 23-24) 

Every action a human being does or omits to do, indeed every breath a human 

being takes, is subject to God’s will. The curtains hiding the future are stretched in 

full so as to hide everything beyond the present moment. Our eyes cannot discern 

what is behind that curtain, and our minds are finite, no matter how advanced our 

knowledge may be. Hence a human being must never say that he is definitely doing 

something tomorrow unless he attaches his intention to God’s will. This is because 

tomorrow belongs to the realm that lies beyond the reach of human perception. As 

such, it is known only to God. Hence, we do not make any assertion about it. 

This does not mean that man should be fatalistic, giving no thought to the future 

and making no plans for it. He should not live for the present moment, cutting 

himself off from his past and future. No, this is not what the directive implies. 

Rather, what is implied is that every human being must make an allowance for what 

God may will in his case. He may intend to do whatever he wants, always seeking 

God’s help, feeling that His will is in full control of everything. It may well be 

however that God may decide something different to what he intends. Should God 

help him to put into effect what he intends, then all well and good. But if God’s will 

moves in a different direction, he should not despair or be sad. All matters belong to 

God at the beginning and at the end. 

What this means in practice is that every person should think and plan as they 

wish, but they must always remember to rely on God’s help and guidance. They 

should realize that they only have the faculties of thinking and deliberation God has 

given them. This should not lead to laziness or disinterestedness. On the contrary, it 

should give us more strength, confidence, reassurance and resolve. Should events 

reveal that God’s will has moved in a direction different to what we planned, we 

should accept this with contentedness and reassurance. We submit to God’s will, 

because it is beyond our knowledge until God makes it known. 

This is the method Islam instils into the minds of its followers. Hence a Muslim 

does not feel alone when he plans or thinks of the future. Neither does he show any 

conceit or arrogance when he succeeds, nor is he overtaken by depression and 

despair when he fails. In all situations, he remembers God, feeling stronger for 

relying on Him, expressing gratitude to Him for his success, resigned for whatever 
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God’s will may determine. 

“Should you forget, then call your Lord to mind.” (Verse 24) This is what a Muslim 

should do when he forgets to relate his intentions to God’s will. He should remember 

God and renew his reliance on Him. He should also hope to remain always conscious 

of God, turning to Him in all situations and all future actions, always saying: “I pray 

that my Lord will guide me even closer than this to what is right.” (Verse 24) This short 

prayer indicates that it is not so easy to always turn to God in all affairs. Hence the 

prayer to try always to maintain it and improve on one’s situation. 

Long Was Their Sleep 

With all that has been said and told, we have still not been informed of the 

duration of the sleepers’ stay in their cave. Now we are told for certain: 

So they stayed in their cave three hundred years, and [some] add nine years more. Say: 
‘God knows best how long they remained there. His alone is the knowledge of the 
secrets of the heavens and earth. How well does He see and hear!’ (Verses 25-26) 

This is the truth of the length of their stay in the cave, given to us by the One who 

knows all secrets in the heavens and the earth. Well indeed He sees and hears. 

Perfect is His knowledge. His statement puts an end to the matter, leaving no room 

for dispute. 

A final comment is added about the whole story in which we see faith in God’s 

oneness clearly apparent in all its details: “No guardian have they apart from Him; nor 

does He allot to anyone a share in His rule.” (Verse 26) A further comment is added in 

the form of a directive to the Prophet to recite what God has revealed to him, as it 

represents the final word, and the truth that admits no falsehood whatsoever. He 

should seek refuge with Him, for no one can provide any shelter other than He. 

When the young men of the cave sought His protection, He spread His grace over 

them and provided them with His guidance: 

Recite whatever has been revealed to you of your Lords book. There is nothing that 
could alter His words. You shall find no refuge other than with Him. (Verse 27) 

Thus ends the story of the people of the cave. It was preceded and intermingled 

with directives. Indeed stories are given in the Qur’ n to add emphasis to such 

directives. The Qur’ n maintains perfect harmony between its directives and the way 

they are presented in the context of the story. 
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2 

Faith Based on Free Choice 

And contain yourself in patience with those who 

call on their Lord morning and evening, seeking 

His countenance. Let not your eyes pass beyond 

them in quest of the beauties of the life of this 

world. Pay no heed to any whose heart We have 

left to be negligent of all remembrance of Us 

because he had always followed his own desires, 

and whose case has gone beyond all bounds. (28) 

Say: ‘The truth [has now come] from your Lord. 

Let him who wills, believe in it, and let him who 

wills, reject it.’ For the wrongdoers We have 

prepared a fire whose billowing folds will 

encompass them from all sides. If they beg for 

water, they will be given water [hot] like molten 

lead, which will scald their faces. Dreadful is the 

drink, and evil is the place to seek rest. (29) 

As for those who believe and do righteous deeds 

— We, for certain, do not fail to reward any who 

perseveres in doing good. (30) 
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Theirs shall be gardens of perpetual bliss, with 

rivers rolling at their feet. There they will be 

adorned with bracelets of gold and will wear green 

garments of silk and brocade, and they will recline 

on couches. Excellent is the recompense, and 

comfortable is the place to rest. (31) 

Set forth to them the case of two men, to one of 

whom We gave two vineyards and surrounded 

them with date-palms, and placed a field of grain 

in between. (32) 

Each of the two gardens yielded its produce and 

never failed to do so in any way. In the midst of 

them We caused a stream to flow. (33) 

And so [the man] had fruit in abundance. This 

man said once to his friend, in the course of a 

discussion between them, ‘More wealth have I 

than you, and more power and followers.’ (34) 

And having thus wronged his soul, he went into 

his garden, saying: ‘I do not think that this will 

ever perish! (35) 

Nor do I think that the Last Hour will ever 

come. But even if [it does and] I am brought 

before my Lord, I should surely find there 

something better than this in exchange.’ (36) 
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5− uö9tGó™ Î) uρ t⎦⎫Ï↔ Å3−G•Β $pκ Ïù ’ n?tã Å7 Í←!# u‘ F{ $# 4 zΝ ÷èÏΡ 

Ü># uθ̈W9 $# ôM oΨ Ý¡ymuρ $Z) x s?öãΒ ∩⊂⊇∪  

* ñUÎôÑ$# uρ Μ çλm; WξsW ¨Β È⎦÷⎫n=ã_§‘ $uΖù=yèy_ 

$yϑÏδÏ‰tn L{ È⎦÷⎫tF̈Ζy_ ô⎯ ÏΒ 5=≈ uΖôãr& % m„à…≈ oΨ ø x ymuρ 

9≅ ÷‚uΖÎ/ $uΖù=yèy_uρ $yϑåκ s] ÷ t/ %Yæö‘ y— ∩⊂⊄∪  

$tGù=Ï. È⎦÷⎫tF̈Ζyfø9 $# ôM s?# u™ $yγ n=ä. é& óΟ s9 uρ Ο Î=ôà s? çμ ÷ΖÏiΒ 

$\↔ ø‹x© 4 $tΡö¤f sùuρ $yϑßγ n=≈ n=Åz #\pκ tΞ ∩⊂⊂∪  

šχ% x. uρ … çμ s9 Öyϑ rO tΑ$s) sù ⎯ Ïμ Î7 Ås≈ |ÁÏ9 uθèδuρ 
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His friend replied in the course of their discussion: 

‘Do you deny Him who has created you out of 

dust, and then out of a drop of sperm, and in the 

end fashioned you into a man? (37) 

But for my part, I believe that He is God, my 

Lord, and none shall I associate with my Lord. 

(38) 

If only you said as you entered your garden, 

“Whatever God wills [shall come to pass, for] 

there is no power except with God!” Although, as 

you see, I have less wealth and offspring than you, 

(39) 

yet it may well be that my Lord will give me 

something better than your garden, just as He 

may let loose a calamity out of heaven upon this 

[your garden], so that it becomes a heap of barren 

dust (40) 

or its water sinks deep into the ground, so that 

you will never be able to find it.’ (41) 

So his fruitful gardens were encompassed with 

ruin, and there he was, wringing his hands over 

all that he had spent on that which now lay 

waste, with its trellises caved in; and he could only 

say: ‘Would that I had not associated partners 

with my Lord!’ (42) 

’ În1u‘ ¨βy‰É` V{ # Zö yz $yγ ÷Ψ ÏiΒ $Y6 n=s)ΖãΒ ∩⊂∉∪  
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Overview 

This second passage of the s rah establishes a proper value system from a faith 

perspective. No real value is attached to wealth, position, influence or power, nor to 

indulgences and comforts. All these are transitory. Islam does not prohibit enjoyment 

of luxuries or comforts that are obtained in a lawful and legitimate way. But these are 

not the goals of human life. Whoever wants to enjoy these may do so, but he should 

remember that it is God who provides them. A human being must, therefore, express 

his gratitude to God through good work, because this is what remains in the end. 

He had none to support him against God, nor 

was he able to save himself. (43) 

For thus it is: all protection comes from God, the 

True One. He is the best to grant reward and the 

best to [determine] outcome. (44) 

Set forth to them a simile about the life of this 

world: [it is] like the water which We send down 

from the skies, and which is absorbed by the 

plants of the earth. In time they turn into dry 

stubble which the winds blow freely about. It is 

God alone who has power over all things. (45) 

Wealth and children are the adornment of the life 

of this world: but the things that endure, good 

deeds, are of far greater merit in your Lord’s sight, 

and a far better source of hope. (46) 

ãΑθà) tƒ uρ ©Í_ tFø‹n=≈ tƒ óΟ s9 õ8Îõ° é& þ’ În1tÎ/ # Y‰tn r& ∩⊆⊄∪  
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The passage starts with a directive to the Prophet to remain steadfast with those 

who turn to God for guidance and grace. He should abandon those who are 

oblivious of their Lord. An example is given of the two parties. This is given in a 

story involving two men, one boasts about his wealth and position, while the other 

maintains pure faith in God, hoping to receive from Him what is better than all 

material riches. 

This is followed with an analogy showing the whole of life on earth. It appears to 

us short, fleeting, and having no real substance. It is just like ashes blown by the 

winds in all directions. The ultimate truth is that “Wealth and children are the 

adornment of the life of this world: but the things that endure, good deeds, are of far greater 

merit in your Lord’s sight, and a far better source of hope.” (Verse 46) 

The Truth from Your Lord 

And contain yourself in patience with those who call on their Lord morning and 
evening, seeking His countenance. Let not your eyes pass beyond them in quest of the 
beauties of the life of this world. Pay no heed to any whose heart We have left to be 
negligent of all remembrance of Us because he had always followed his own desires, 
and whose case has gone beyond all bounds. Say: ‘The truth [has now come] from your 
Lord. Let him who wills, believe in it, and let him who wills, reject it.’ (Verses 28-29) 

Some reports suggest that these verses were revealed when some of the noblemen 

of the Quraysh demanded that the Prophet should expel his poor Companions if he 

were to hope that the chiefs of the Quraysh tribe would ever come to believe in his 

message. Thus people like Bil l, `Amm r, Şuhayb, Khabb b and `Abdull h ibn 

Mas`ūd would have to be expelled from his companionship. Or at least the Prophet 

should make special arrangements, whereby he could meet the masters of the 

Quraysh on their own, in a place where none of the poor and the deprived were 

admitted. The rich, they argued, would be irritated if they had to sit in the same 

place with them, because their clothing smelled of perspiration. 

It is also reported that the Prophet hoped dearly that these elders of the Quraysh 

would embrace Islam. He even contemplated making the arrangements they 

suggested, but before taking any steps in that direction God revealed to him the 

verse which starts with His command: “Contain yourself in patience with those who call 

on their Lord morning and evening, seeking His countenance.” (Verse 28) Thus He sets the 

true values clearly and permanently. These establish a standard that never fails. 

When this has been accomplished and the true criterion has been put in place, then 

“let him who wills, believe in it, and let him who wills, reject it.” (Verse 29) Islam will 

never seek to bend its values in order to please anyone and gratify his wishes. It does 

not borrow any value from any society implementing standards of j hiliyyah. It has 
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its own values and it will continue to implement these only. 

The Prophet is thus to remain patient, and not to precipitate matters. He is to 

content himself with those who “call on their Lord morning and evening, seeking His 

countenance.” Their aim is to win His pleasure. Hence to Him only should they 

appeal at all times, and in all situations. They should never change their purpose. 

Indeed they determinedly seek their goal which is more honourable and far superior 

in every way to any goal sought by people who are content with this life and seek 

nothing beyond its confines. 

Being content and patient means that the Prophet should have for his true 

companions those very people the chiefs of the Quraysh wanted expelled. He is to sit 

with them and instruct them in their faith and its requirements. They are indeed the 

better set of people. It is their type that supports new messages best. A new faith or 

message does not rely on those who accept it only when it appears victorious, or 

when it gives them a position of leadership or other type of material gain. A new 

message is truly supported and firmly consolidated when it has adherents of sincere 

heart who turn to God seeking nothing other than to win His pleasure. No position 

of honour, pursuit of pleasure or achievement of any material gain discolours their 

sincerity.  

“Let not your eyes pass beyond them in quest of the beauties of the life of this world.” 

(Verse 28) Do not let your attention pass them by in order to contemplate the 

superficial comforts of this world, in which people compete. All this is no more than 

an outward beauty which remains much inferior to the high horizon to which those 

who call on their Lord morning and evening’ aspire to, because they seek only to please 

Him and win His acceptance. 

The Prophet is further instructed: “Pay no heed to any whose heart We have left to be 

negligent of all remembrance of Us because he had always followed his own desires, and 

whose case has gone beyond all bounds.” (Verse 28) He must not pay any attention to 

them when they demand that they must be separated from the poor. Had they 

remembered God, they would have banished from their minds any thoughts of 

conceit and arrogance. They would have recognized their position in front of God, 

who looks at all mankind in the same way and places them in the same rank. They 

would have felt that in faith all people are brothers. But they continue to implement 

standards of j hiliyyah, allowing fleeting desires to dictate their attitudes. Hence, both 

they and their views are worth no attention, because they themselves have not paid 

attention to God and His commandments. 

Islam places all human beings on the same level, in front of God. They do not 

claim a position on the basis of their wealth, lineage or social standing. All these are 

transient. The real criterion to distinguish people is their standing with their Lord, 
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which is determined by their sincerity in seeking His pleasure and their dedication to 

His cause. 

“Pay no heed to any whose heart We have left to be negligent of all remembrance of Us.” 

(Verse 28) We have left his heart alone because he directed all his attention and all his 

efforts to his selfish pursuits, wealth, family, pleasures and desires. Such 

preoccupations leave no time and no room for remembrance of God. Indeed when 

anyone places them at the top of his list, he does not have time for God, and in 

consequence, God lets him pursue these goals further and become even more 

removed from His remembrance. His days pass rapidly and he comes to his end in 

order to face what God has in store for those who wrong themselves. 

“Say: ‘The truth [has now come] from your Lord. Let him who wills, believe in it, and let 

him who wills, reject it.’” (Verse 29) This is what the Prophet should proclaim in all 

clarity and firmness. The truth does not bend for the sake of anyone. It follows its 

own straight way. It is clear, solid, strong, free of all crookedness and manipulation. 

It is, then, each individual’s own decision whether to take it up or leave it: “Let him 

who wills, believe in it, and let him who wills, reject it.” Whoever does not like the truth 

may banish himself from it. Anyone who does not wish to make his desires fall in 

line with the truth should know that no privileges are given at the expense of faith. A 

person who does not lower his head to God and His majesty has no place in the 

service of God’s message. 

Faith does not belong to anyone who makes concessions in it. It belongs to God 

who needs no one. Faith does not obtain strength if it is supported by people who do 

not seek it for its own sake, or who do not accept it as it is. A person who does not 

wish to sit with people dedicated to God’s cause because he feels himself above them 

will have nothing to contribute to the Muslim community. Such a person is better left 

out. 

No Rescue Available 

The s rah then portrays a scene of the hereafter, describing what is prepared for 

the unbelievers on the one hand and for the believers on the other. The unbelievers 

will have a fire that has been made ready to receive them: “For the wrongdoers We have 

prepared a fire.” (Verse 29) It is all made, set and brought forward. It does not require 

any new effort to receive them. No one is needed to kindle that fire, and it does not 

take any time to light or burn fiercely. God does not need anything to create 

whatever He wishes other than to actually will it, and it exists. The expression here 

uses the term, ‘prepare’, to indicate speed of action. Everything is put in place to take 

the wrongdoers and the unbelievers straight to the fire that is already prepared to 

receive them. 
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It is a fire that has huge folds that surge to encompass its inhabitants. They are 

securely captured there, with no hope of escape or rescue. Nor is there any chance of 

having a breath of cooling air, or the chance of a reduction in the suffering. Should 

they cry for help or to be spared the burning fire, help is given to them in the form of 

filthy water which is described in words which some commentators believe to mean 

‘molten lead’, while others define it as ‘boiling oil’. Should anyone’s face get near it, it 

would certainly scald them. What will it do, then, to throats and stomachs, should 

the wrongdoers attempt to drink it? “If they beg for water, they will be given water [hot] 

like molten lead, which will scald their faces.” (Verse 29) It is a terrible situation that they 

find themselves in when they so urgently need a drink, but they only have what the 

Qur’ n truthfully describes as: “Dreadful is the drink.” (Verse 29) Moreover, the fire 

and its billowing folds are not the place where to seek rest: “Evil is the place to seek 

rest.” (Verse 29) In this description there is an element of bitter irony. They are not in 

the fire to take rest, but to be burnt in punishment for their wrongdoing. But this 

description also serves as a contrast with the fate of the believers in heaven. The two 

ends are opposite extremes. 

The opposite picture shows the believers who have done righteous deeds in 

heaven where they will permanently stay: 

Theirs shall be gardens of perpetual bliss, with rivers rolling at their feet. There they 
will be adorned with bracelets of gold and will wear green garments of silk and 
brocade, and they will recline on couches. Excellent is the recompense, and comfortable 
is the place to rest. (Verse 31) 

These running waters provide all the elements of a cool atmosphere, pleasant 

scenery, gardens and a fresh breeze. The believers are in these gardens where they 

actually recline and rest, in full luxurious attire made of different types of fine silk, 

some of which is light, while the other is thick like velvet. They also wear bracelets of 

gold and enjoy other luxuries. The comment here is accurate: “Excellent is the 

recompense, and comfortable is the place to rest.” (Verse 31) 

These are the two widely different ends. Let everyone choose which one to have. 

The truth has been made absolutely clear by none other than God Himself, and the 

choice is open to everyone: “The truth [has now come] from your Lord. Let him who wills, 

believe in it, and let him who wills, reject it.” (Verse 29) We see here a subtle reference to 

the attitude of the Quraysh unbelievers who demanded that the Prophet should 

either expel the poor from among his followers, or at least set up a different meeting 

place for the elders of the Quraysh, because it was beneath them to sit with the poor. 

They are again given the choice, either to sit with the believers, even though they are 

poor and smelly or they can have their resting place in the billowing folds of the fire 

and enjoy molten lead for refreshment. For those smelly clothes contain within them 
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hearts that are full of faith, and minds that always remember God. 

A Gulf Too Wide 

This passage is followed by a story of two men and two gardens, given as an 

example of what is permanently valuable and what is no more than transitory. It 

paints two examples of human beings: the first seeks pride in the luxuries of this 

world, while the other is fully content with his relationship with God. Each is seen in 

practical life. The first who, in the Qur’ nic example, has two gardens delineates a 

man dazzled with riches. He feels himself powerful with what he has been given, so 

he forgets the Supreme Power who controls everything in people’s lives, and thinks 

that his wealth is permanent. This gives him a feeling that his power is everlasting. 

The other is a believer who derives his position and status through faith. He 

always remembers his Lord, realizing that the blessings he enjoys are in themselves 

evidence of the One who grants all such blessings. Hence, he knows that he should 

always praise his Lord and express his gratitude to Him for what he has been 

granted: 

Set forth to them the case of two men, to one of whom We gave two vineyards and 
surrounded them with date palms, and placed a field of grain in between. Each of the 
two gardens yielded its produce and never failed to do so in any way. In the midst of 
them We caused a stream to flow. And so [the man] had fruit in abundance. (Verses 
32-34) 

The two gardens are full of fruit, having vineyards which are made even more 

splendid with a siege of date palms. In between the two gardens is a large field 

which the man uses to cultivate grains and other plants. A river running in between 

the two gardens adds much that is pleasant to the whole scene, because the running 

water reassures the owner of inexhaustible produce that, in turn, bring much wealth. 

“Each of the two gardens yielded its produce and never failed to do so in any way.” (Verse 

33) This is again a picture of continuing prosperity. What is worth noting here is that 

in the original Arabic text, negating any failure by the two gardens to yield their 

produce is described as ‘doing no wrong or injustice’ in that respect. This gives an 

element of contrast with their owner who does himself great wrong, by being 

arrogant and ungrateful to God for all the blessings he enjoys. He does not praise his 

Lord for what He has given him. This is an action full of conceit which means, in 

effect, that he is unfair to himself. 

We actually see the man going into one of his gardens, gratified as he looks at it. 

He is full of pride, strutting like a peacock, calling for admiration. He speaks 
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arrogantly to his friend whom he knows to be of limited means: “This man said once to 

his friend, in the course of a discussion between them, More wealth have I than you, and more 

power and followers.’” (Verse 34) 

He then walks into one of the two gardens with his friend. His attitude is that of 

someone conceited and ungrateful. He has completely forgotten God, thinking that 

the two gardens will never fail to yield their produce. In the height of this conceit, he 

denies the Last Hour, when all are resurrected and gathered together before their 

Lord. Besides, should this Last Hour be true, he is certain to have a position of favour 

there. He has been favoured here in this life when he has been given his two gardens. 

So he is sure to have more favours granted to him in the hereafter. 

And having thus wronged his soul, he went into his garden, saying: ‘I do not think 
that this will ever perish! Nor do I think that the Last Hour will ever come. But even if 
[it does and] I am brought before my Lord, I should surely find there something better 
than this in exchange.’ (Verses 35-36) 

This is plain arrogance. It makes people who have wealth, position, power and 

influence think that the values that dictate the way they are treated here in this life 

will apply in their favour in the life to come. They think they will be treated in the 

same way in God’s Supreme Society. Their line of thinking is that since they enjoy 

such privileges in this life, they must then have a position of favour with the Lord of 

heavens. 

His poor friend, who does not possess wealth, position, gardens or crops, is more 

confident as to the results of his nobler and better established values. He feels strong 

as a result of his faith, and he is certain of the support he receives from God 

Almighty, to whom all creatures submit. Hence, he confronts his arrogant friend 

with the truth showing him how conceited he is. He reminds him of how he is 

created from clay and from a sperm. He also directs him to the sort of attitude he 

should maintain towards God. He warns him against the result to which his conceit 

could lead him. He declares that he hopes to receive what is better than, and superior 

to, his friend’s gardens and their fruit: 

His friend replied in the course of their discussion: Do you deny Him who has created 
you out of dust, and then out of a drop of sperm, and in the end fashioned you into a 
man? But for my part, I believe that He is God, my Lord, and none shall I associate 
with my Lord. If only you said as you entered your garden, “Whatever God wills 
[shall come to pass, for] there is no power except with God.” Although, as you see, I 
have less wealth and offspring than you, yet it may well be that my Lord will give me 
something better than your garden, just as He may let loose a calamity out of heaven 
upon this [your garden], so that it becomes a heap of barren dust or its water sinks 
deep into the ground, so that you will never be able to find it.’ (Verses 37-41) 
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This is an example of how faith makes a believer very powerful. He does not care 

for wealth, might, or arrogance. He states the truth clearly, without hesitation or 

cowardice. There is no room for bending the truth in order to please anyone, be that 

a friend or someone mighty. A believer feels that he is far higher than all power and 

wealth. What God has for him is far superior to any riches or pleasures this life may 

bring. God’s grace is all that he seeks, and His grace is plentiful and always available. 

On the other hand, God’s punishment is severe and could befall the arrogant at any 

time. 

The story then takes us suddenly from the scene of growth and prosperity to one 

of destruction and barrenness, from arrogance and conceit to repentance and seeking 

forgiveness. What the man of faith warned against has come true: 

So his fruitful gardens were encompassed with ruin, and there he was, wringing his 
hands over all that he had spent on that which now lay waste, with its trellises caved 
in; and he could only say: ‘Would that I had not associated partners with my Lord!’ 
(Verse 42) 

The whole scene is raised before our eyes, and we see all the fruit of the gardens 

destroyed, as though the calamity befell it from all sides, leaving nothing untouched. 

The two gardens are totally destroyed with their trellises caved in. The owner 

realizes that he can do nothing to save any portion of his gardens or the plantation in 

between. He wrings his hands in sorrow, bewailing his misfortune which has left all 

his wealth destroyed and all his labour wasted. He is now repentant for having 

associated partners with God, acknowledging that He alone is the Lord of the 

universe. Although the man never previously mentioned the ascribing of divinity to 

anyone other than God, the fact that he placed a worldly value higher than the values 

of faith represents such association of partners with God. He now regrets his past 

attitude and dissociates himself from it. Alas! It is too late. 

At this point the s rah declares in all clarity that all protection comes from God: all 

power belongs to Him; all support comes from Him; His reward is the best reward; 

and what He stores for us is best and everlasting: “He had none to support him against 

God, nor was he able to save himself. For thus it is: all protection comes from God, the True 

One. He is the best to grant reward and the best to [determine] outcome.” (Verses 43-44) 

Thus the curtains fall with the gardens in total destruction, and the owner 

wringing his hands in regret and sorrow. Beyond that, we realize that God’s power 

and majesty overwhelm all. 

Transient Pleasures 
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Now the s rah draws another scene showing life on earth in its totality, and we 

realize that it is similar to those destroyed gardens. It is of a fleeting nature, lasting 

only a very short while and lacking solid substance: “Set forth to them a simile about the 

life of this world: [it is] like the water which We send down from the skies, and which is 

absorbed by the plants of the earth. In time they turn into dry stubble which the winds blow 

freely about. It is God alone who has power over all things.” (Verse 45) 

This scene, with all its movement, is depicted rapidly so as to enhance within us 

the feelings of a transitory life, one which is short and ends in death. Here we see 

water pouring down from the skies, but it does not run or form watercourses. It is 

immediately absorbed by plants, but these plants do not grow, nor do they yield ripe 

fruit. It is all destroyed, becoming nothing more than dry stubble, blown away by the 

winds. The whole duration of life is thus ended within three short sentences. The 

original Arabic text uses all forms that indicate rapid transition from one stage to the 

next: the fall of water, then its absorption by plants, and then its blowing away by the 

wind. How short is life, and how worthless! 

Having shown this scene of the present, transitory life to full effect, the s rah 

makes a contrast between the values to which people attach great importance in this 

life and those which have the upper position at all times. All this is stated from the 

point of view of the divine faith: “Wealth and children are the adornment of the life of this 

world: but the things that endure, good deeds, are of far greater merit in your Lord’s sight, 

and a far better source of hope.” (Verse 46) 

Wealth and children are the most important things people covet in this life. Islam 

does not forbid enjoying these, provided that they are derived through legitimate 

means. Moreover, it gives them their appropriate value in relation to the everlasting 

life to come. They are adornments, but not criteria to evaluate people with. It is not 

right that people’s status should be measured according to what they have of these. 

True value should be given to what endures, and that means all good works, 

including words, actions and worship. 

People’s hopes are normally very closely linked to wealth and children. However, 

the deeds that endure, i.e. good works, bring better reward and fulfil greater hopes. 

Hence believers should look to these for a more wholesome fulfilment of their hopes. 

They are bound to receive their result and reward on the Day of Reckoning. 

In all this we see a consistent line, starting with the directive to the Prophet to 

remain patient and content “with those who call on their Lord morning and evening, 

seeking His countenance.” (Verse 28) We also see the same message imparted in the 

story of the two gardens and the two friends, as well as in the scene showing the 

value of the present life. This is all perfected with this last statement explaining the 

values of this life and those of the life to come. All this serves to put human values 
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into the proper perspective. 

 

3 

Heedless of Divine 

Warnings 

One day We shall cause the mountains to move 

and you will see the earth void and bare. We will 

gather them all together, leaving out not a single 

one of them. (47) 

They will be lined up before your Lord, [and He 

will say]: ‘Now you have come to Us as We 

created you in the first instance, although you 

claimed that We would never appoint for you a 

time [for your resurrection]!’ (48) 

The record [of everyone’s deeds] will be laid open; 

and you will see the guilty filled with dread at 

what it contains. They will say: ‘Woe to us! 

What a record is this! It leaves out nothing, small 

or great, but takes everything into account.’ They 

will find all that they ever wrought now facing 

them. Your Lord does not wrong anyone. (49) 

When We said to the angels: ‘Prostrate yourselves 

before Adam,’ they all prostrated themselves. Not 

so Iblīs, who belonged to the jinn and he disobeyed 
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his Lord’s command.  

Will you, then, take him and his progeny for your 

masters instead of Me, when they are enemies to 

you? Vile is the substitute for the wrongdoers! 

(50) 

I did not call them to witness at the creation of the 

heavens and the earth, nor at their own creation; 

nor do I seek aid from those who lead people 

astray. (51) 

Once day He will say, ‘Call now on those beings 

whom you alleged to be My partners!’ They will 

invoke them, but those [beings] will not respond 

to them; for We shall have placed an 

unbridgeable gulf between them. (52) 

And when those who were lost in sin will see the 

fire, they will realize that they are bound to fall in 

it, and will find no way to escape from it. (53) 

We have indeed given in this Qur’ān many 

facets to every kind of lesson for mankind. But 

man is, above all else, always given to contention. 

(54) 

What is there to keep people from accepting the 

faith now that guidance has come to them, and 

from seeking forgiveness from their Lord, unless it 

be that they are waiting for the fate of the [sinful] 

people of ancient times to befall them as well, or 
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for the suffering to be brought before their eyes? 

(55) 

We send Our messengers only as bearers of good 

news and as warners. But with false arguments 

the unbelievers seek to confute the truth. They 

make My revelations and warnings a target for 

their. mockery. (56) 

Who could be more wicked than one who, when 

reminded of his Lord’s revelations, turns away 

from them and forgets what his own hands have 

done? Over their hearts We have cast veils which 

prevent them from grasping the truth, and into 

their ears, deafness. Even if you call them to the 

right path, they shall never be guided. (57) 

Your Lord is Most Forgiving, limitless in 

His grace. Were He to take them now to task 

for whatever they do, He would indeed bring 

about their speedy  punishment. But they have 

an appointed time which they cannot evade. (58) 

The same applied to other communities which 

We destroyed when they persisted in wrongdoing. 

For We had set a time for their destruction. (59) 
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Overview 

The second passage of the s rah ended on a note concerning the ‘things that endure: 

good works.’ This third passage takes up the thread and talks about the day when 

such enduring things will have their full weight and significance. This is given 

against the backdrop of a whole scene from the Day of Judgement. It is followed by 

mention of Satan’s behaviour, when he was commanded to prostrate himself before 

Adam, but he disobeyed his Lord. This is given by way of wondering at human 

beings who take Satan or Iblīs and his offspring for friends and protectors, when they 

know that these are indeed their enemies. Their behaviour is bound to end with 

punishment on the Day of Reckoning. The passage also refers to the partners people 

associate with God, showing them as totally helpless on that day. 

In the Qur’ n God gives numerous examples and parables so that people will take 

heed and realize what they expose themselves to when they reject the faith. They had 

better take the necessary steps to spare themselves punishment on that day. These 

examples focus on the unbelievers of the past who persisted in denying the truth and 

rejecting the faith. Nevertheless unbelievers continue to demand that punishment  

should befall them or that they should be destroyed in the same way as past 

communities. They make false arguments to try to overcome the truth, taking God’s 

revelations and His messengers as a source of mockery. Had it not been for God’s 

grace, He would have hastened their punishment. 

This part of the s rah with its scenes of the Day of Judgement, and its reference to 

the destruction of past communities for their rejection of the truth is closely linked to 

the main theme of the s rah which aims to establish the true faith, free from all 

distortion. 

A Record to Include All Affairs 

One day We shall cause the mountains to move and you will see the earth void and 
bare. We will gather them all together, leaving out not a single one of them. They will 
be lined up before your Lord, [and He will say]: ‘Now you have come to Us as We 
created you in the first instance, although you claimed that We would never appoint 
for you a time [for your resurrection]!’ The record [of everyone’s deeds] will be laid 

$uΖù=yèy_ uρ Ν Îγ Å3Î=ôγ yϑÏ9 # Y‰Ïã öθ̈Β ∩∈®∪ 
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open; and you will see the guilty filled with dread at what it contains. They will say: 
‘Woe to us! What a record is this! It leaves out nothing, small or great, but takes 
everything into account.’ They will find all that they ever wrought now facing them. 
Your Lord does not wrong anyone. (Verses 47-49) 

These verses portray an image in which nature forms an essential part. Horror is 

seen in its every detail as well as in people’s hearts. Here we see firm mountains 

disappearing. What then will happen to hearts? The whole earth will appear void 

and barren, without hills, mountains, slopes or valleys to block anyone’s view. The 

same applies to hearts and consciences: they will be unable to hide anything away. 

With all this open, level land which hides nothing, all people are brought forward: 

“We will gather them all together, leaving out not a single one of them.” (Verse 47) 

Indeed not a single soul will be left out. They are all waiting for a great moment: 

“They will be lined up before your Lord.” (Verse 48) Every single one, those countless 

beings who walked on earth ever since the day when human life began and right to 

the end of this world are all gathered together. They are lined up in an open space 

where none can hide. 

The mode employed thus far is one of description. Now however the s rah takes 

up the address mode, which adds the feeling that what we see is taking place now 

before our eyes. We see events unfolding, and we hear what is said. We see those 

who deny that day experiencing their own humiliation. Shame covers their faces: 

“Now you have come to Us as We created you in the first instance, although you claimed that 

We would never appoint for you a time [for your resurrection]!” (Verse 48) 

This change of expression gives the scene much vividness, bringing it forward to 

the present so that we see it enacted. To us, the Day of Judgement is no longer 

something in the distant future. We almost see the shame on people’s faces. We hear 

the majestic voice of the Almighty rebuking those people and reminding them of 

their position: “Now you have come to Us as We created you in the first instance.” (Verse 

48) They shamelessly persisted in their denial of such a day and their meeting with 

God once their life on earth had ended: “You claimed that We would never appoint for 

you a time [for your resurrection].” (Verse 48) 

Having brought the scene forward to give it an added sense of reality, the s rah 

resumes its description of what takes place there: “The record [of everyone’s deeds] will 

be laid open; and you will see the guilty filled with dread at what it contains.” (Verse 49) It is 

the record of all their deeds placed before their eyes to read and review. They realize 

that it is a comprehensive and accurate record, and they fear the consequences. They 

are embarrassed by the fact that the record includes every single thing, no matter 

how small or trivial. In their frustration, they exclaim: “Woe to us! What a record is this! 

It leaves out nothing, small or great, but takes everything into account.” (Verse 49) This is 
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the cry of one who is worried, fearing the worst after he has been caught red-handed, 

unable to evade the results or find any justification. This is because he recognizes the 

accuracy of the record which puts before his eyes all that he has done: “They will find 

all that they ever wrought now facing them.” (Verse 49) They also realize that whatever 

befalls them will only be fair, because “Your Lord does not wrong anyone.” (Verse 49) 

Much Too Argumentative 

The guilty facing such a difficult situation are certainly aware, in this life, that 

Satan is their enemy. Nevertheless, they befriended him and he led them to their 

predicament. How strange that they should take Satan and his progeny for friends 

and protectors when they know them to be hostile since the first encounter between 

Adam and Iblīs: “When We said to the angels: ‘Prostrate yourselves before Adam,’ they all 

prostrated themselves. Not so Iblīs, who belonged to the jinn and he disobeyed his Lord’s 

command. Will you, then, take him and his progeny for your masters instead of Me, when 

they are enemies to you? Vile is the substitute for the wrongdoers!” (Verse 50) 

This story highlights the singularity of some people’s attitude as they take Satan 

and his progeny for protectors and patrons in preference to God. It represents an 

outright disobedience of God’s commands and the neglect of obligations and duties 

He has assigned to them. 

Why do they befriend these, their enemies, when they possess neither real 

knowledge nor reliable strength? God has not brought them to witness His creation 

of the heavens and the earth, or even their own creation. Nor does He seek help or 

support from them: “I did not call them to witness at the creation of the heavens and the 

earth, nor at their own creation; nor do I seek aid from those who lead people astray.” (Verse 

51) They are no more than creatures whom God has created. They do not know what 

God has chosen to keep hidden from them, nor does He need their help. 

It is important to reflect a little on the way the last verse ends: “nor do I seek aid from 

those who lead people astray.” Is it appropriate to ask whether God seeks help from 

people who do not lead others astray? Sublime and great is God. He is in no need of 

anyone in the universe. He is the Almighty who has the power to accomplish 

whatever He wills. The phraseology here is intentional. It brings to the fore the 

myths of the unbelievers only to shoot them down. Those who seek protection from 

Satan and make him a partner to God only do so because they imagine that Satan has 

a great wealth of knowledge and overpowering might, when in fact Satan is a 

seducer who leads people astray. God does not like deviation or those who lead 

other people astray. Had He, for argument’s sake, sought helpers, He would not 

have taken them from among the seducers who lead people into error and deviation. 

This is the meaning the verse and its ending aim to emphasize. 
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Another scene of the Day of Judgement follows, portraying the end that awaits the 

guilty and those to whom they ascribe a share of divinity: 

One day He will say, ‘Call now on those beings whom you alleged to be My partners!’ 
They will invoke them, but those [beings] will not respond to them; for We shall have 
placed an unbridgeable gulf between them. And when those who were lost in sin will 
see the fire, they will realize that they are bound to fall in it, and will find no way to 
escape from it. (Verses 52-53) 

They are in a position where no claim has any value unless it is supported by 

irrefutable proof. The Lord who sits for judgement on that day commands them to 

bring their partners whom they alleged to enjoy favour with God. He tells them to 

call them up. Yet such people are lost. They forget that they are already witnessing 

the Day of Reckoning. So they call on their former partners who do not make any 

kind of response. They are no more than creatures of God who cannot avail 

themselves or anyone else of anything. They also have to face the great events that 

take place on the Day of Judgement. God places between such worshipped deities 

and those who worshipped them a gulf of doom too wide for either group to cross 

over. That gulf is the fire of hell: “For We shall have placed an unbridgeable gulf between 

them.” (Verse 52) 

Those who are guilty will look around and fear will overwhelm them. They expect 

that at any moment they will fall into the fire. It is extremely hard to expect to be 

punished, particularly when the punishment is ready and there is no chance of 

escape: “And when those who were lost in sin will see the fire, they will realize that they are 

bound to fall in it, and will find no way to escape from it.” (Verse 53) 

Why Reject God’s Guidance? 

They could certainly have escaped the fire and all punishment, had they only 

opened their hearts to the Qur’ n and not opposed the truth it lays down. God 

certainly gave them all sorts of examples, covering all situations and circumstances: 

“We have indeed given in this Qur’ n many facets to every kind of lesson for mankind. But 

man is, above all else, always given to contention.” (Verse 54) The s rah describes man 

here as ‘a thing’. The literal translation of the above sentence reads: “But of all things, 

man is the most contentious.” It chooses such expression in order to encourage man 

to be less arrogant and to feel that he is one of God’s countless creatures, although he 

is the worst in argument and contention, after God has given solid, irrefutable 

argument, clearly expounded in the Qur’ n. 

The s rah then documents the false arguments which the unbelievers, who 

represent the majority of mankind, have sought to provide: 
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What is there to keep people from accepting the faith now that guidance has come to 
them, and from seeking forgiveness from their Lord, unless it be that they are waiting 
for the fate of the [sinful] people of ancient times to befall them as well, or for the 
suffering to be brought before their eyes? (Verse 55) 

They have received guidance in plenty, which should have been sufficient for 

them to believe and follow God’s orders. But they demanded for themselves the sort 

of suffering that befell nations of old. They made such a demand thinking that God’s 

punishment would never overtake them, or they did so in mockery. Sometimes they 

modified their demands, asking for the punishment to be shown directly to them. 

That, they argued, would prove what the Prophets preached and then they would 

believe in them. 

Answering such demands is not a matter for God’s messengers to decide. God’s 

rule that applied to past communities meant that when miracles were given and 

people continued to disbelieve, they were destroyed. To do this or to cause a scourge 

to overwhelm people are matters which only God determines. His messengers have a 

different duty, which is to bring happy news and to warn: “We send Our messengers 

only as bearers of good news and as warners. But with false arguments the unbelievers seek to 

confute the truth. They make My revelations and warnings a target for their mockery.” 

(Verse 56) 

The truth is clear, but the unbelievers resorted to false arguments, trying to 

disprove the truth. Their attitude was perverted, because even when they demanded 

miracles or hastened God’s punishment, they still did not wish to be convinced. 

Essentially they were only ridiculing God’s revelations and mocking His messengers. 

Who could be more wicked than one who, when reminded of his Lord’s revelations, 
turns away from them and forgets what his own hands have done? Over their hearts 
We have cast veils which prevent them from grasping the truth, and into their ears, 
deafness. Even if you call them to the right path, they shall never be guided. (Verse 
57) 

These people who treat what God has bestowed from on high with mockery and 

who ridicule His warnings cannot understand the Qur’ n or comprehend its 

message. Hence, God places over their hearts screens which prevent them from 

understanding it. In their ears He causes a sort of deafness so that they cannot hear it. 

He has also willed that, because of their deliberate refusal and wilful turning away 

from His guidance, they will never be guided. For guidance to penetrate people’s 

hearts, such hearts must be open to receive it in the first place. 

“Your Lord is Most Forgiving, limitless in His grace. Were He to take them now to task 

for whatever they do, He would indeed bring about their speedy punishment.” (Verse 58) 
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Rather, He gives them respite and allows them time, because He is Kind and 

Merciful. He wishes to allow them every chance so that they can see the issues 

clearly. He does not hasten their punishment as they demand. However, He will not 

abandon them completely and leave them unpunished: “But they have an appointed 

time which they cannot evade.” (Verse 58) They have a term in this life which they will 

fulfil. During this time a portion of their punishment will be inflicted on them. And 

they have a time appointed in the hereafter when whatever they have deserved will 

be given in full. 

They have done wrong and they have been unjust. Hence they deserve 

punishment, or even destruction in the same way as communities of old. However, 

God in His mercy has determined to give them a chance for the full duration of their 

term on earth. That is to fulfil a purpose which He, in His wisdom, wishes to be 

accomplished. Therefore, He treats them differently and allows them respite until the 

time appointed for them, which they cannot evade: 

The same applied to other communities which We destroyed when they persisted in 
wrongdoing. For We had set a time for their destruction. (Verse 59) 

They must not be deluded by the respite they are given. Their time will inevitably 

come. The rules God has made applicable will never fail, and He does not leave any 

promise unfulfilled. 
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4 

A Special Lesson for Moses 

Moses said to his servant: ‘I shall journey on until 

I reach the point where the two seas meet, though 

I may march for ages.’ (60) 

But when they reached the junction between the 

two seas, they forgot their fish, and it took its way 

into the sea and disappeared from sight. (61) 

And after they had marched on for some distance, 

Moses said to his servant: ‘Bring us our midday 

meal; we are indeed worn out by this our journey.’ 

(62) 

Said [the servant]: ‘Do you recall when we 

betook ourselves to that rock for rest. There I 

forgot the fish — and none but Satan made me 

thus forget it! — and it took its way into the sea. 

How strange!’ (63) 

[Moses] said: ‘That is [the place] we are seeking!’ 

So they turned back, retracing their footsteps, 

øŒ Î) uρ š^$s% 4©y›θãΒ çμ9tFx Ï9 Iω ßytö/ r& #_̈Lym 

x è=ö/ r& yì yϑôf tΒ Ç⎯ ÷ƒ tóst7 ø9 $# ÷ρr& z©ÅÓøΒ r& $Y7 à) ãm 

∩∉⊃∪  

$£ϑn=sù $tón= t/ yì yϑøg xΧ $yϑÎγ ÏΖ÷ t/ $u‹ Å¡nΣ $yϑßγ s?θãm 

x‹sƒ ªB $$sù … ã&s#‹ Î6 y™ ’ Îû Ìóst7 ø9 $# $\/ u|  ∩∉⊇∪  

$£ϑn=sù # y—uρ% y` tΑ$s% çμ9tFx Ï9 $oΨ Ï?# u™ $tΡu™!# y‰xî ô‰s) s9 

$uΖŠ É) s9 ⎯ ÏΒ $tΡÌx y™ # x‹≈ yδ $Y7 |ÁtΡ ∩∉⊄∪  

tΑ$s% |M ÷ƒ u™u‘ r& øŒ Î) !$uΖ÷ƒ uρr& ’ n<Î) Íο t÷‚¢Á9 $# ’ ÎoΤ Î* sù 

àMŠ Å¡nΣ |Nθçt ø:$# !$tΒ uρ çμ‹ Ï⊥9|¡øΣr& ωÎ) ß⎯≈ sÜ ø‹ ¤±9 $# 

÷βr& … çν tä. øŒ r& 4 x‹sƒ ªB $# uρ … ã&s#‹ Î6 y™ ’Îû Ìóst7 ø9 $# $Y7 pg x” 

∩∉⊂∪  

tΑ$s% y7 Ï9≡ sŒ $tΒ $̈Ζä. Æ ö7 tΡ 4 #£‰s?ö‘ $$sù #’ n?tã 
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(64) 

and found one of Our servants, on whom We 

had bestowed Our mercy and whom We had 

endowed with knowledge of Our own. (65) 

Moses said to him: ‘May I follow you, on the 

understanding that you will teach me something of 

the wisdom you have been taught?’ (66) 

The other answered: ‘You will not be able to have 

patience with me, (67) 

for how can you be patient with something which 

you cannot fully comprehend?’ (68) 

Moses replied: ‘You will find me patient, if God 

so wills; and I shall not disobey you in anything.’ 

(69) 

The other said: ‘Well, then, if you are to follow 

me, do not question me about anything until I 

mention it to you myself.’ (70) 

And so the two went on their way, and when they 

embarked, [the sage] made a hole in the boat. 

Moses exclaimed: ‘Have you made a hole in it in 

order to drown the people in it? Strange indeed is 

that which you have done!’ (71) 

$yϑÏδÍ‘$rO# u™ $TÁ|Ás% ∩∉⊆∪  

# y‰ỳ uθsù # Y‰ö6 tã ô⎯ ÏiΒ !$tΡÏŠ$ t6 Ïã çμ≈ oΨ÷ s?# u™ Zπ yϑômu‘ 

ô⎯ ÏiΒ $tΡÏ‰ΖÏã çμ≈ oΨ ÷Κ̄=tæuρ ⎯ ÏΒ $̄Ρà$ ©! $Vϑù=Ïã ∩∉∈∪  

tΑ$s% … çμ s9 4©y›θãΒ ö≅ yδ y7 ãèÎ7 ¨?r& #’ n?tã βr& 

Ç⎯ yϑÏk=yèè? $£ϑÏΒ |M ôϑÏk=ãã # Y‰ô© â‘ ∩∉∉∪  

tΑ$s% y7 ¨ΡÎ) ⎯ s9 yì‹ ÏÜ tGó¡n@ z©Éë tΒ # Zö9|¹ ∩∉∠∪  

y#ø‹x. uρ çÉ9óÁs? 4’ n?tã $tΒ óΟ s9 ñÝ ÏtéB ⎯ Ïμ Î/ # Zö9äz 

∩∉∇∪  

tΑ$s% þ’ÎΤ ß‰ÉftFy™ βÎ) u™!$x© ª!$# # \Î/$|¹ Iωuρ 

©ÅÂôãr& y7 s9 # \øΒr& ∩∉®∪  

tΑ$s% ÈβÎ* sù ©Í_ tF÷èt7 ¨?$# Ÿξsù ©Í_ ù=t↔ ó¡s? ⎯ tã >™ó©x« 

#©̈Lym ŷ Ï‰÷n é& y7 s9 çμ ÷ΖÏΒ #[ø. ÏŒ ∩∠⊃∪  

$s) n=sÜΡ$$sù #©̈Lym # sŒ Î) $t6 Ï. u‘ ’ Îû Ïπ uΖŠ Ï ¡¡9 $# 

$yγ s%tyz ( tΑ$s% $pκ tJø% tyzr& s− ÌøóçFÏ9 $yγ n=÷δr& ô‰s) s9 

|M ÷∞ Å_ $º↔ ø‹x© # \øΒÎ) ∩∠⊇∪  
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He replied: ‘Did I not say that you would not he 

able to have patience with me?’ (72) 

Moses said: ‘Do not take me to task for my 

having forgotten, and be not hard on me on 

account of what I have done.’ (73) 

And so the two went on until they met a certain 

young man. [The sage] slew him, whereupon 

Moses exclaimed: ‘Have you killed an innocent 

man with no cause of just retribution for murder? 

Foul indeed is that which you have perpetrated!’ 

(74) 

He replied: ‘Did I not make it clear to you that 

you would not be able to have patience with me?’ 

(75) 

Moses said: ‘If ever I question you again, do not 

keep me in your company; for then you would 

have had enough excuses from me.’ (76) 

And so the two went on until they came to a 

town, where they asked its people for food, but 

they refused them all hospitality. There they found 

a wall on the point of falling down, and [the sage] 

rebuilt it. Moses said: ‘Had you wished, you 

could have taken payment for what you did.’ (77) 

[The sage] replied: ‘This is the parting of ways 

between me and you. Now I shall explain to you 

the real meaning of all [those events] which you 

were unable to bear with patience. (78) 

As for the boat, it belonged to some needy people 

who toiled upon the sea — and I desired to 

tΑ$s% óΟ s9 r& ö≅è%r& š̈ΡÎ) ⎯ s9 yì‹ ÏÜ tGó¡n@ z©Éë tΒ 

# Zö9|¹ ∩∠⊄∪  

tΑ$s% Ÿω ’ ÎΤ õ‹Åz# xσ è? $yϑÎ/ àMŠ Å¡nΣ Ÿωuρ ©Í_ ø) Ïδöè? 

ô⎯ ÏΒ “ÌøΒr& # Zô£ ãã ∩∠⊂∪  

$s) n=sÜΡ$$sù #©̈Lym # sŒ Î) $u‹ É) s9 $Vϑ≈ n=äñ … ã&s#tG s) sù tΑ$s% 

|M ù=tGs%r& $T¡ø tΡ Oπ §‹ Ï. y— Îö tóÎ/ <§ø tΡ ô‰s) ©9 |M ÷∞ Å_ 

$\↔ ø‹x© # [õ3œΡ ∩∠⊆∪  

* tΑ$s% óΟ s9 r& ≅ è%r& y7 ©9 y7 ¨ΡÎ) ⎯ s9 yì‹ ÏÜ tGó¡n@ 

z©Éë tΒ # Zö9|¹ ∩∠∈∪  

tΑ$s% βÎ) y7 çGø9 r'y™ ⎯ tã ¥™ó©x« $yδ y‰÷èt/ Ÿξsù 

©Í_ ö6 Ås≈ |Áè? ( ô‰s% |M øón= t/ ⎯ ÏΒ ’ÎoΤ ß‰©9 # Y‘ õ‹ãã ∩∠∉∪  
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!$yϑyèôÜ tGó™ $# $yγ n=÷δr& (# öθt/ r'sù βr& $yϑèδθà Íh‹ ŸÒãƒ 

# y‰ỳ uθsù $pκ Ïù # Y‘# y‰É` ß‰ƒ Ìãƒ βr& Ùs)Ζtƒ 

… çμ tΒ$s%r'sù ( tΑ$s% öθs9 |M ø⁄ Ï© |Nõ‹y‚−Gs9 Ïμ ø‹n=tã 
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Overview 

This part of the s rah begins by relating an episode in the life of the Prophet Moses 

which is not told or hinted at anywhere else in the Qur’ n. The s rah does not give 

details of where this episode took place other than saying, ‘the place where the two seas 

meet.’ Nor does it define the period in Moses lifetime when the events took place. 

Thus, we do not know whether the events related took place when Moses was still in 

Egypt, before he led the Israelites on their way to Palestine, or after they had left it. If 

the latter, was it before he led them into the Holy Land, or when they stopped, 

refusing to enter because they did not wish to confront its powerful inhabitants? Was 

it after they had begun their forty years of wandering in the land, going to and fro, in 

total loss? 

The event involves a goodly servant of God’s whom Moses meets and 

slightly damage it because behind them there was 

a king who was taking every boat by force. (79) 

And as for the young man, his parents are true 

believers, and we feared lest he should cause them 

much grief by his overweening wickedness and 

unbelief. (80) 

And so we desired that their Lord grant them in his 

stead [a son] of greater purity than him, and 

closer in loving tenderness. (81) 

And as for the wall, it belonged to two orphan 

boys living in the town, and beneath it was buried 

a treasure belonging to them. Their father had 

been a righteous man. So your Lord has willed it 

that when they come of age they should dig up 

their treasure by your Lord’s grace. I did not do 

any of this of my own accord. This is the real 

meaning of all [those events] which you were 

unable to bear with patience.’ (82) 

$̈Βr& èπ oΨ‹Ï ¡¡9 $# ôM tΡ% s3sù t⎦⎫Å3≈ |¡yϑÏ9 tβθè=yϑ÷è tƒ 

’ Îû Ìóst7 ø9 $# ‘NŠ u‘ r'sù ÷βr& $pκ z:‹ Ïãr& tβ% x. uρ Ν èδu™!# u‘ uρ 
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βr& $yϑßγ s) Ïδöãƒ $YΖ≈ u‹ øóèÛ # \ø à2uρ ∩∇⊃∪  

!$tΡ÷Š u‘ r' sù βr& $yϑßγ s9 Ï‰ö7 ãƒ $yϑåκ ›5u‘ # Zö yz çμ ÷ΖÏiΒ Zο 4θx. y— 

z>tø%r& uρ $YΗ÷q â‘ ∩∇⊇∪  

$̈Βr& uρ â‘# y‰Åg ø:$# tβ% s3sù È⎦÷⎫yϑ≈ n=äóÏ9 È⎦÷⎫yϑŠ ÏK tƒ ’ Îû 

Ïπ uΖƒ Ï‰yϑø9 $# šχ% x. uρ …çμ tFøt rB Ö”∴ x. $yϑßγ ©9 tβ% x. uρ 

$yϑèδθç/ r& $[sÎ=≈ |¹ yŠ# u‘ r'sù y7 •/ u‘ βr& !$tóè=ö7 tƒ 

$yϑèδ£‰ä© r& % ỳ Ì÷‚tGó¡tƒ uρ $yϑèδu”∴ x. Zπ yϑômu‘ ⎯ ÏiΒ 

y7 Îi/ ¢‘ 4 $tΒuρ … çμ çGù=yèsù ô⎯ tã “ÌøΒ r& 4 y7 Ï9≡ sŒ ã≅ƒÍρù's? 

$tΒ óΟ s9 ì ÏÜ ó¡n@ Ïμ øŠ n=̈æ # Zö9|¹ ∩∇⊄∪ 
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accompanies for a period of time. But the s rah does not give us any details of the 

identity of this person. It does not mention his name or status. Was he a prophet, a 

messenger, a scholar, or a person favoured by God for his strong faith and complete 

dedication to the service of His cause? 

There are many reports attributed to Ibn `Abb s and others concerning the details 

of this story. One of them is related by al-Bukh rī who quotes Sa`īd ibn Jubayr, a 

scholar from the generation that followed the Prophet’s Companions as saying: “I 

said to `Abdull h ibn `Abb s that Nawf al-Bakk lī claims that the person who 

accompanied al-Khađir [that is the name often given to the learned man in this story] 

was not Moses, God’s Messenger to the Children of Israel. He claims that he was a 

different person also named Moses. Ibn `Abb s replied: ‘That is a lie told by this 

enemy of God. Ubayy ibn Ka`b said to us that he heard God’s Messenger saying: 

Moses was making a speech to the Children of Israel when he was asked which 

person had been endowed with most knowledge. He replied that he himself was that 

person. God took issue with him for not having attributed knowledge to Him, so He 

sent him a message saying that there was at the point where the two seas meet a 

person who had been given greater knowledge than he had. Moses asked his Lord to 

tell him how he could meet this man. God told him to take a whole fish with him, 

keeping it in a container. Wherever he lost his fish, he would find that person.’ 

There are several reports that add details about this story. However, apart from a 

note on the probable location of the story, we prefer to limit ourselves to the Qur’ nic 

text without going into any further detail. This helps us to live ‘in the shade of the 

Qur’ n’. We believe that the way the story is told in the Qur’ n, without defining the 

time or place and without mentioning names, has a definite purpose. Therefore we 

will look at the Qur’ nic text and study it without additions. 

Where the Two Seas Meet 

Moses said to his servant: I shall journey on until I reach the point where the two seas 
meet, though I may march for ages. (Verse 60) 

Most probably, and God knows best, the place described here as the ‘point where 

the two seas meet’ refers to the Mediterranean and the Red Sea, and their meeting 

place is the area where the Bitter lakes and the Tims h lake are found along the Suez 

Canal. It may also be a reference to the meeting point of the Gulf of Suez and the 

Gulf of `Aqabah at the northern end of the Red Sea. This whole area witnessed the 

history of the Children of Israel after they left Egypt. Anyway, the Qur’ n only refers 

to it in passing without defining it further. There are several other reports suggesting 

where the area was that ‘the two seas meet, but we feel these are all unacceptable. 
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We understand from the general drift of the story that Moses had a definite 

purpose behind his journey. He declares that he will travel as far as the meeting 

point of the two seas, no matter how troublesome the journey may prove, or how 

long it takes. He expresses his determination by the words quoted in the Qur’ n: 

“though I may march for ages.” There are differences as to the exact meaning of the 

Arabic word, ĥuqub, which is given in the translation as ‘ages’. Some scholars state 

that each such ĥuqbah, or age, denotes one year, while others say it denotes eighty 

years. Whichever meaning it may have, the expression denotes a resolve rather than 

duration of time. 

But when they reached the junction between the two seas, they forgot their fish, and it 
took its way into the sea and disappeared from sight. And after they had marched on 
for some distance, Moses said to his servant: ‘Bring us our mid-clay meal; we are 
indeed worn out by this our journey’ [the servant]: Do you recall when we betook 
ourselves to that rock for rest. There I forgot the fish — and none but Satan made me 
thus forget it! — and it took its way into the sea. How strange! (Verses 61-63) 

Most probably, the fish was cooked. Its raising back to life and its moving straight 

into the sea was a sign given by God to Moses, so that he would know the place 

where he was to meet the man. This is indicated by the amazement expressed by the 

servant when he saw the fish swimming in the sea. Had the fish only dropped into 

the sea and settled at the bottom, there would be nothing strange in the matter. What 

makes this interpretation more plausible is that the whole trip was full of surprises 

that go beyond imagination, and this was only one of them. 

Moses realized that he had gone beyond the place where he was to meet the man, 

which was by the rock where he and his servant had stayed for a little rest. Hence he 

traced his way back to it and there they met the man they sought: “[Moses] said: ‘That 

is [the place) we are seeking!’ So they turned back, retracing their footsteps, and found one of 

Our servants, on whom We had bestowed Our mercy and whom We had endowed with 

knowledge of Our own.” (Verses 64-65) 

It also seems that this meeting was to remain Moses’ secret, given to him by his 

Lord. His servant did not know anything about it until they met the man. Hence the 

following scenes in the story speak only about Moses and the pious man endowed 

with knowledge. 

First Jolting Shock 

Moses addresses the pious sage in a most polite manner. It is the sort of politeness 

that is worthy of a prophet. He puts his request, without making any assumptions, 

and he makes it clear that he seeks proper knowledge from a good servant of God: 
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Moses said to him: May I follow you, on the understanding that you will teach me 
something of the wisdom you have been taught?’ (Verse 66) 

The man’s knowledge however is nothing like human knowledge with its 

immediate causes and inevitable results. It is a part of divine knowledge that God 

has granted him, according to a measure He determined and for a purpose He 

wanted to accomplish. Moses could not be expected to be patient with the man and 

his actions, even though Moses was a prophet and a messenger from God. Looked at 

superficially, these actions may appear to have no logical justification whatsoever. 

They could not be understood without having access to the wisdom dictating them, 

and that is part of divine wisdom which people cannot begin to comprehend. 

The sage understandably fears that Moses may not have the patience required to 

make of him a comfortable companion. He makes this clear to Moses. “The other 

answered: You will not be able to have patience with me, for how can you be patient with 

something which you cannot fully comprehend?” (Verses 67-68) But Moses is so eager to 

learn. Hence he resolves to be very patient and obedient, seeks God’s help and places 

God’s will ahead of his own resolve: “Moses replied: You will find me patient, if God so 

wills; and I shall not disobey you in anything.” (Verse 69) 

The man reiterates the difficulties ahead, stating to Moses a condition for his 

companionship: that he remain patient and not question the sage about any action he 

takes until he himself reveals its purpose: “The other said: Well, then, if you are to follow 

me, do not question me about anything until I mention it to you myself” (Verse 70) Moses 

accepts the condition and the two set out together. 

Soon afterwards comes the first scene from the trip: “And so the two went on their 

way, and when they embarked, [the sage] made a hole in the boat.” (Verse 71) This is 

certainly a strange thing to do. The boat carried both men as well as other 

passengers. They are all in the middle of the sea, and the sage makes a hole in the 

boat. On the surface, this is an action that exposes the boat and all its passengers to 

the risk of being drowned. Why would anyone, let alone a learned and devout 

person, do such an evil thing? 

Confronted with such an apparently outrageous action, Moses simply forgets the 

conversation that he had had with the sage. A human being may accept something 

when it is discussed in abstract terms, but when he faces it in practice and looks at its 

consequences, his reaction may be totally different. Practical matters have a totally 

different effect. Here we see Moses, having already been warned against apparently 

outrageous actions and having resolved to remain patient, loses all patience when 

faced with a tough situation. 

Moses apparently had an impulsive nature, which we detect throughout his life. 

Early on we see him giving an Egyptian man quarrelling with an Israelite a punch 
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and killing him. He then repents and seeks God’s forgiveness. Yet the following day 

he sees the same Israelite quarrelling with another Egyptian and tries to stop the 

latter. The details of these events are given in S rah 28. 

With such an impulsive nature, Moses could not be patient when he saw his 

companion making a hole in the boat. He forgot all about his promise. Human nature 

is shown not to comprehend matters fully except through practical experience. 

Hence Moses says in objection: “Have you made a hole in it in order to drown the people in 

it? Strange indeed is that which you have done!” (Verse 71) 

But the sage tolerates this with patience, and he gently reminds Moses of what he 

said earlier: “Did I not say that you would not be able to have patience with me?” (Verse 

72) Moses now regrets his overreaction, saying that he completely forgot. He 

requests the man to accept his apologies and not to rebuke him. “Do not take me to 

task for my having forgotten, and be not hard on me on account of what I have done.” (Verse 

73) The man accepts his apologies and the two proceed further. 

Patience Stretched to the Edge 

There are, however, other strange events awaiting Moses which would exhaust his 

patience: “And so the two went on until they met a certain young man. [The sage] slew 

him.” (Verse 74) 

The first action exposed the boat and its passengers to certain risks. Now there is 

the blatant murder of a young man without provocation or justification. This was too 

much for Moses to tolerate patiently, despite all the promises he had given not to 

question anything he saw. Hence, “Moses exclaimed: ‘Have you killed an innocent man 

with no cause of just retribution for murder? Foul indeed is that which you have 

perpetrated.’” (Verse 74) 

This suggests that Moses was not unmindful of his promise. He probably 

remembered it, but felt unable to keep quiet when he witnessed a murder. To him, 

the young man was innocent. He had not perpetrated anything to justify his killing. 

He was perhaps even under age, so that he could not be held accountable for any 

misdeeds. 

Once again the sage reminds Moses of the condition he has made and the 

promises Moses has given, referring also to what he said in the first place: “Did I not 

make it clear to you that you would not be able to have patience with me?” (Verse 75) This 

time, however, the sage goes further and reminds Moses that he said all this to him 

personally: “Did I not make it clear to you...” So the early warning was addressed to 

Moses personally, but he was not convinced. He had sought to be the man’s 

companion accepting his conditions. 
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Again Moses reflects, knowing that he has broken his promises twice, forgetting it 

despite reminders. His regret makes him too apologetic, depriving himself of any 

possibility of a lengthy companionship with the sage. He gives himself only one last 

chance: “Moses said: If ever I question you again, do not keep me in your company; for then 

you would have had enough excuses from me.” (Verse 76) 

This brings us to the third and last scene: “And so the two went on until they came to 

a town, where they asked its people for food, but they refused them all hospitality. There they 

found a wall on the point of falling down, and [the sage] rebuilt it.” (Verse 77) The two are 

hungry but find themselves in a town whose population are extremely inhospitable. 

They receive no guests and give nothing to the poor and hungry. Yet the man finds a 

wall there about to fall down. The Arabic text, yurīdu an yanqadda, is more vivid, 

making the wall almost like a living creature with a will that makes it want to fall. 

Yet this stranger occupies himself with rebuilding the wall for nothing. 

Moses finds the situation full of irony. Why should such a stranger exert so much 

effort in rebuilding a wall in a town where they were denied even a little food and all 

hospitality? He should have at least demanded some money for his labours and then 

they could have bought some food to eat. He says: “Had you wished, you could have 

taken payment for what you did.” (Verse 77) 

This signalled the end of this unlikely companionship. Moses no longer had any 

excuse to offer: “[The sage] replied: This is the parting of ways between me and you. Now I 

shall explain to you the real meaning of all [those events] which you were unable to bear with 

patience.” (Verse 78) 

Up to this point Moses, as well as everyone following the story, have been 

subjected to a series of surprises with no indication as to their meaning or purpose. 

Our response is the same as that of Moses. We do not even know who the person 

was who did such singular acts. The Qur’ n does not tell us his name, in order to add 

to the general air of bafflement surrounding us. But what would his name add? The 

sage simply represents higher divine wisdom which does not attach results to their 

immediate causes. It aims to explain that there are objectives of which we may know 

nothing about. Hence, keeping his name from us fits in well with the abstract concept 

he represents. 

Furthermore, higher forces dictate the development of the story right from the 

beginning. Moses is so keen to meet this man, he travels until he is totally worn out. 

But his servant leaves their food at the rock where they stopped to rest. But his 

forgetfulness is the cause of their return only to find the man at that very spot. Had 

they travelled on, they would have missed him. The whole atmosphere is shrouded 

in secrecy, just like the man’s name. 
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All Made Clear and Simple 

The secret is then revealed: “As for the boat, it belonged to some needy people who toiled 

upon the sea — and I desired to slightly damage it because behind them there was a king who 

was taking every boat by force.” (Verse 79) This explains that the small damage the boat 

suffered was enough to save it for its people. Had it been seaworthy, it would 

certainly have been confiscated by the tyrannical king. Perpetrating some small 

damage to the boat saved it from the greater harm and ruinous injustice which was 

certain to take place without it. Hence, causing such damage was a good and kindly 

action. 

And as for the young man, his parents are true believers, and we feared lest he should 
cause them much grief by his overweening wickedness and unbelief. And so we desired 
that their Lord grant them in his stead [a son] of greater purity than him, and closer 
in loving tenderness. (Verses 80-81) 

This young man appeared at the time to be deserving of no punishment, but God 

revealed his true nature to the sage. We realize now that he harboured all the seeds 

of wickedness and unbelief which were bound to increase as he grew up. Had he 

lived, he would have caused his parents, believers as they were, too much trouble. 

He might have led them, out of love for him, to follow him in his wickedness. Hence, 

God directed His goodly servant to kill the boy in order to replace him with one who 

would be better and more dutiful. 

Had the matter been left to human knowledge, the sage could not have treated the 

boy except on the basis of what appeared to him. He would have had no justification 

in killing him, particularly since the boy appeared to be still under age, having done 

nothing to deserve capital punishment. It is not up to anyone, other than God 

Himself or one to whom God imparts knowledge from Him personally, to judge 

anyone on the basis of his nature. Nor is it permissible to make such knowledge the 

basis of any action other than that which appearances allow. But God may command 

what He wills, as He does in this case. 

And as for the wall, it belonged to two orphan boys living in the town, and beneath it 
was buried a treasure belonging to them. Their father had been a righteous man. So 
your Lord has willed it that when they come of age they should dig up their treasure 
by your Lord’s grace. (Verse 82) 

This wall which the sage laboured to rebuild, asking no wages for his labours 

despite the refusal of hospitality from the townspeople, had a treasure underneath. 

This treasure belonged to two young orphans in the town. Had the wall been left to 

fall down, the treasure would have become visible and the two boys would not have 
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been able to claim it, considering their weakness. Since their father was a pious and 

righteous man, God allowed his children to benefit by his piety while they were 

weak. He willed to give them the time necessary to grow up and dig up their 

treasure when they were in a position to keep it. 

The sage then disowns any share in this whole matter. It is God’s grace that 

dictated all his actions. It was all by God’s command who had imparted to him the 

necessary knowledge in such cases and others, showing him what to do in each case: 

“I did not do any of this of my own accord.” (Verse 82) 

Thus the secret is made clear, and all the actions of the sage which seemed 

preposterous in the first instance appear to be simple and wise. Now that the curtain 

has been removed and the secret revealed, the man disappears totally from the scene 

and no further mention is made of him in this s rah nor indeed throughout the rest of 

the Qur’ n. The story itself represents God’s great wisdom, which reveals itself only 

when and as needed. 

Within the context of the whole s rah, this story about Moses and the sage is 

closely linked to the story of the young sleepers in the cave. Both agree that what lies 

beyond our human perception should be left totally to God, who will conduct it on 

the basis of His perfect and absolute knowledge. As for us, we know only what is 

told to us. 
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5 

Accurate Historical 

Accounts 

They will ask you about Dhu’l-Qarnayn. Say: ‘I 

will give you an account of him.’ (83) 

We established his power on earth, and gave him 

means to achieve anything. (84)  

So he followed a certain way (85) 

and [marched westwards] till, when he came to 

the setting of the sun, it appeared to him that it 

was setting in dark, turbid waters; and nearby he 

found a certain people. ‘Dhu’l-Qarnayn,’ We 

said, ‘you may either punish them or treat them 

with kindness.’ (86) 

He replied: ‘The one who does wrong we shall 

punish. Then he will return to his Lord and be 

sternly punished by Him. (87) 
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$YΒöθ s% 3 $uΖù=è% # x‹≈ tƒ È⎦÷⎫tΡö s) ø9 $# !$̈ΒÎ) βr& z>Éj‹ yèè? 

!$̈ΒÎ) uρ βr& x‹Ï‚−Gs? öΝ Íκ Ïù $YΖó¡ãm ∩∇∉∪  

tΑ$s% $̈Βr& ⎯ tΒ zΟ n=sß t∃öθ|¡sù … çμ ç/ Éj‹yèçΡ ¢Ο èO –Š tãƒ 

4’ n<Î) ⎯ Ïμ În/ u‘ … çμç/ Éj‹yèãŠ sù $\/# x‹tã # [õ3œΡ ∩∇∠∪  



 

 237

But the one who believes and does righteous 

deeds shall have a goodly reward, and we shall 

assign to him a task that is easy to fulfil.’ (88) 

Then he followed another way (89) 

and [marched eastwards] till, when he came to the 

rising of the sun, he found that it was rising on a 

people for whom We had provided no coverings 

against it. (90) 

So he did; and We had full knowledge of all the 

means available to him. (91) 

Then he followed yet another way (92) 

and [marched on] till, when he reached a place 

between the two mountain-barriers he found 

beneath them a people who could scarcely 

understand a word. (93) 

‘Dhu’l-Qarnayn,’ they said, ‘Gog and Magog 

are ravaging this land. May we pay you a tribute 

so that you erect a barrier between us and them?’ 

(94) 

$̈Βr& uρ ô⎯ tΒ z⎯ tΒ# u™ Ÿ≅ ÏΗxåuρ $[sÎ=≈ |¹ … ã&s#sù ¹™!# t“ y_ 

4©o_ ó¡çt ø:$# ( ãΑθà) uΖy™ uρ … çμ s9 ô⎯ ÏΒ $tΡÌøΒ r& # Zô£ ç„ ∩∇∇∪  

§Ν èO yì t7 ø?r& $·7 t6 y™ ∩∇®∪  

#©̈Lym # sŒ Î) x n=t/ yì Î=ôÜ tΒ Ä§ôϑ¤±9 $# $yδy‰y` uρ 

ßì è=ôÜ s? 4’ n?tã 7Θöθs% óΟ ©9 ≅ yèøg wΥ Ο ßγ ©9 ⎯ ÏiΒ $pκ ÍΞρßŠ 

# ZøIÅ™ ∩®⊃∪  

y7 Ï9≡ x‹x. ô‰s%uρ $uΖôÜ ymr& $yϑÎ/ Ïμ ÷ƒ y‰s9 #Zö9äz ∩®⊇∪  

§Ν èO yì t6 ø?r& $·7 t6 y™ ∩®⊄∪  

#©̈Lym # sŒÎ) x n=t/ t⎦÷⎫t/ È⎦ø⎪£‰¡¡9 $# y‰ỳ uρ ∅ÏΒ 
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He answered: ‘That with which my Lord has 

established me is better [than any tribute]. Hence, 

do but help me with strength, and I shall erect a 

rampart between you and them! (95) 

Bring me blocks of iron!’ At length, when he had 

filled up the gap between the two mountainsides, 

he said: ‘Ply your bellows!’ Then, when he made 

[the iron glow like] fire, he said: ‘Bring me molten 

copper which I will pour over it.’ (96) 

And thus their enemies were unable to scale [the 

rampart], nor could they dig their way through it. 

(97) 

He said: ‘This is a mercy from my Lord. Yet 

when the time appointed by my Lord shall come, 

He will make this [rampart] level with the 

ground. My Lord’s promise always comes true.’ 

(98) 

On that day We shall leave them to surge like 

waves dashing against one another. The trumpet 

will be blown, and We shall gather them all 

together. (99) 

And We shall, on that day, present hell, all 

spread out, for the unbelievers, (100) 

who have turned a blind eye to My admonition 

and a deaf ear to My warning. (101) 
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Do the unbelievers think that they could take My 

creatures for patrons against Me? We have 

indeed readied hell as a dwelling place for the 

unbelievers. (102) 

Say: ‘Shall we tell you who are the greatest losers 

in whatever they may do? (103) 

It is they whose labour in this world has been 

misguided, and who nonetheless think that what 

they do is right. (104) 

It is they who have chosen to disbelieve in their 

Lord’s revelations and deny the truth that they 

will meet Him. Vain will be their works. No 

weight shall We assign to them on Resurrection 

Day. (105) 

That will be their reward, hell, for having rejected 

the faith, and made My revelations and My 

messengers a target of their mockery.’ (106) 

But those who have faith and do righteous deeds 

shall have the gardens of paradise as their 

dwelling place. (107) 

Therein they will abide, and never will they desire 

any change to befall them. (108) 

Say: ‘If the sea were ink for my Lord’s words, the 

sea would surely dry up before my Lord’s words 

are exhausted, even though we were to add to it 

another sea to replenish it.’ (109) 
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Overview 

This final passage of the s rah is mainly concerned with Dhu’l-Qarnayn and his 

three journeys, to the east, west and the central areas, as well as his erection of a 

strong barrier to prevent Gog and Magog from getting through. The s rah tells us 

that after he had erected the barrier, Dhu’l-Qarnayn said: “This is a mercy from my 

Lord. Yet when the time appointed by my Lord shall come, He will make this [rampart] level 

with the ground. My Lord’s promise always comes true.” (Verse 98) 

The reference to the ‘true promise’ is followed with the blowing of the trumpet 

and a scene of the resurrection before the s rah concludes with three short sections, 

each of which starts with the command, ‘Say’. These three sections sum up all the 

main topics of the s rah and follow its drift. They serve as the final strong beats of an 

evenly flowing tune. 

The Mysterious Traveller 

The story of Dhu’l-Qarnayn begins as follows: “They will ask you about Dhu’l-

Qarnayn. Say: I will give you an account of him.’” (Verse 83) Speaking about the reasons 

that led to the revelation of this s rah, Mu ammad ibn Is q mentions a report 

attributed to Ibn `Abb s, the Prophet’s cousin and Companion. The report mentions 

that the Quraysh sent al-Nađr ibn al- rith and `Uqbah ibn Abī Mu`ay  to ask the 

Jewish rabbis in Madinah about Mu ammad, outlining for them their terms of 

reference. The Quraysh elders told the two men to describe Mu ammad in detail to 

the Jewish rabbis and to report to them truthfully what he advocated. “The Jews,” 

said the Quraysh elders, “are the people of early Scriptures and they have a wealth of 

knowledge about prophets which is not available to us.” 

In Madinah, the two men from the Quraysh put their questions to the rabbis and 

solicited their honest opinion about Mu ammad. The rabbis told them to ask 

Mu ammad three questions. “If he gives you satisfactory answers, then he is a 

prophet and messenger of God. If he has no answer to give, then he is fabricating 

whatever he says. You may do what you like with him. Ask him about a group of 

Say: ‘I am but a human being like yourselves. It 

has been revealed to me that your God is the One 

and only God. Hence, whoever expects to meet his 

Lord [on Judgement Day], let him do what is 

right, and in the worship due to his Lord admit 

no one as a partner.’ (110) 
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young people about whom there was a strange story in ancient times, and let him tell 

you what happened to them. Ask him also about a man who travelled all over the 

place and went to the far east and far west. The third question you should ask him is 

to tell you about the spirit.” 

Al-Nađr and `Uqbah travelled back to Makkah and told their tribesmen that they 

had brought the answer to their problem with Mu ammad. When they told them of 

the advice of the Jewish rabbis, they went to the Prophet and put the three questions 

to him. The Prophet told them that he would answer them the following day. 

Apparently he did not qualify the promise by saying, ‘God willing’, as he should 

have done and as Muslims should always do. As a result nothing was revealed to 

him for fifteen days, nor did the angel Gabriel meet him during this period. The 

people of Makkah began to spread a fresh propaganda campaign, saying: 

‘Mu ammad has promised to give us an answer on the morrow, and now it has been 

fifteen days since we asked him, without him giving us any reply to our questions.’ 

The Prophet was very sad at this delay in revelation and he was much distressed 

by what the people of Makkah said about him. Then the angel Gabriel came down 

revealing this s rah, The Cave, which tells him in its early verses not to grieve too 

much for his people if they refuse to listen to him. It then proceeds to answer the 

questions put to him, relating the stories of the young men and the traveller of old 

times. He also gave the Prophet the answer to the third question about the spirit, 

which occurs in S rah 17, The Night Journey. 

Another report by Ibn `Abb s tells of the reason for the revelation of the verse 

giving the reply to the question about the spirit. This mentions that the Jews 

themselves put the question to the Prophet: “Tell us about the spirit, and how the 

spirit inside the body can be tortured, when the spirit belongs to God?” As nothing 

about the spirit had been revealed to him, he could not answer them. Gabriel then 

came down to him with the verse stating: “Say: The [knowledge of the nature of the] 

spirit belongs to my Lord alone. You [mankind] have been granted but little knowledge.” (17: 

85) 

Since there are several reports about the immediate reason behind the revelation 

of this s rah, we prefer not to go into these, limiting our discussion to the Qur’ nic 

text, which provides us with true and accurate information. On the basis of this text 

we realize that a question was asked about Dhu’l-Qarnayn, but we do not know for 

certain who put the question. Knowing the questioner will not add anything about 

the import of the story. We will now discuss the text. 

The Qur’ nic text does not mention anything about the personality of Dhu’l-

Qarnayn or where and when he lived. This is typical of Qur’ nic stories. The 

intention is not to provide historical accounts, but to learn the lessons that may be 
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derived from the stories mentioned. In most cases, these lessons can be drawn 

without the need to define time and place. 

Documented history refers to a king called Iskandar, or Alexander Dhu’l-Qarnayn. 

It is also certain that the person to whom the Qur’ n refers by the name Dhu’l-

Qarnayn is not the Greek king, Alexander, for he was a pagan worshipping idols, 

while the Qur’ n speaks about someone who believed in God’s oneness and in 

resurrection and the life to come.6 In his book, Al- th r Al-B qiyah `an al-Qur n Al-

Kh liyah, al-Bīrūnī mentions that Dhu’l-Qarnayn, about whom the Qur’ n gives us 

this account, was a king of imyar in Yemen. This is based on the fact that his name 

begins with ‘Dhu’, which is typical of imyarī kings. His actual name was Abū Baler 

ibn Afrīqish. He travelled at the head of his army along the southern Mediterranean 

coast, passing through Tunisia and Morocco and building the town of Afriqiya. Thus 

the whole continent was named after him. He was nicknamed Dhu’l-Qarnayn 

because he reached as far as the two furthest points in relation to the sun. 

This view may be correct, but we have no means of verifying it. It is not possible to 

undertake research based on documented history with the aim of establishing the 

real personality of Dhu’l-Qarnayn of whose history the Qur’ n gives us a glimpse. 

The same applies to most historical accounts given in the Qur’ n, such as those 

concerning the people of the prophets Noah and Hūd, or the Thamūd, etc. History 

itself is only a recent addition, compared to the length of human life on earth. Great 

events took place in the periods preceding what history reports, and these remain 

unknown to historians. Hence, we cannot refer to them for answers. 

Had the Torah remained intact, without distortion or addition, it would have been 

a reliable source of information concerning some of these events. But the Torah has 

been mixed with legends that have, without doubt, no foundation. It has been 

infused with reports that have, most certainly, been added to the original text 

revealed by God. Hence, the Torah cannot be treated as a reliable source for the 

historical accounts it contains. Thus, the only source left for us is the Qur’ n, since 

God has guaranteed its preservation in its original form and its protection against 

any distortion. It is indeed the only source for its historical accounts. 

Needless to say, it is wrong to try to evaluate the Qur’ n with reference to history. 

There are two obvious reasons for this. The first is the fact that history is a recent 

creation which has missed countless events in mankind’s progress. The Qur’ n tells 

us some of these events which remain totally unknown to history and historians. 

                                                 
6 It may appear that Sayyid Qu b is doing what he says he will not do, discussing the identity of the 
central figure of the story and the locations mentioned, but in fact he is only illustrating why history 
could not be referred to in search for more details of the Qur’ nic accounts. His discussion of the 
probable locations remains very close to the Qur’ nic statements. The footnote speaking about the 
wall near Tirmidh simply mentions a probability without any attempt to evaluate it. — Editor’s note. 
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Secondly, even though history may record some of these events, it remains the 

product of human beings. Thus, it suffers from the shortcomings of human action, 

such as imperfection, error, distortion, etc. In our own time, when means of 

communication and facilities of verification have become available in plenty, we find 

the same piece of news or the same incident reported in a variety of ways, each 

looking at it from a particular angle, and giving it a different interpretation. It is out 

of such heaps of confusion that historical accounts are made, regardless of what may 

be said about research and verification. 

Hence, whatever is said about referring to history in order to evaluate the accounts 

given in the Qur’ n cannot be admitted on the basis of the scientific rules adopted by 

people, let alone by Islam which states clearly that the Qur’ n is the final arbiter. 

Such reference to history cannot he advocated by a believer in the Qur’ n or in 

scientific research. It is no more than useless polemic. 

A Policy of Justice for All 

Some people, then, asked God’s Messenger about Dhu’l-Qarnayn, and God 

revealed to him what this s rah contains about his history and actions. We have no 

source other than the Qur’ n to give us further information. Hence, we will not try to 

expand or elaborate, because that would not be based on any accurate information. 

Commentaries on the Qur’ n provide many accounts and plenty of information, but 

none of these has any reliable basis. Hence, they should be approached very 

cautiously, particularly because they include Israelite reports and other legends. 

 Of the history of Dhu’l-Qarnayn the Qur’ n mentions three journeys, one to the 

west, one to the east and the third to a place described as an area ‘between two 

mountains’. Let us now consider this Qur’ nic account. 

The story of Dhu’l-Qarnayn, as given in this s rah, begins with a brief introduction 

of the man himself: “We established his power on earth, and gave him means to achieve 

anything.” (Verse 84) God then has established his power on earth, giving him 

uncontested authority. He has also given him the means of government and victory, 

the facilities to build civilization, enjoy the blessings God has made available to 

mankind, and all that make human life on earth steady and prosperous. 

So he followed a certain way.” (Verse 85) Thus, he went along one way which was 

made easy for him, aiming westwards: “When he came to the setting of the sun, it 

appeared to him that it was setting in dark, turbid waters; and nearby he found a certain 

people. Dhu’l-Qarnayn,’ We said, you may either punish them or treat them with kindness. 

‘He replied: ‘The one who does wrong we shall punish. Then he will return to his Lord and be 

sternly punished by Him. But the one who believes and does righteous deeds shall have a 

goodly reward, and we shall assign to him a task that is easy to fulfil.’ (Verses 86-88) 
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Reaching the setting of the sun means the place where a person feels that the sun 

sets beyond the horizon. This varies according to geographic location. In some places 

we may feel that the sun sets beyond a mountain, while in others we feel that it goes 

down into the water, as is the case when we look at the sea or ocean. In other places 

still, the sun seems to set in the sand, as when we are in a desert with no hills or 

mountains around. 

It appears from the text that Dhu’l-Qarnayn went westwards until he reached a 

point on the Atlantic coast which people believed to be at the end of dry land. He 

saw the sun setting in the sea. It is even more likely that this was at a river mouth, 

where there would be plenty of weeds and the area muddy. Little lakes form in such 

situations and may look like water springs. He saw the sun setting there, going down 

in a spring of murky water. But it is impossible for us to define the area, because the 

s rah does not give us any clue. We have no other reliable source. Hence, every view 

other than this cannot be considered accurate because it has no reliable basis. 

At this lake of turbid and murky waters, Dhu’I-Qarnayn found a community and 

God gave him a choice: “Dhu’l-Qarnayn, We said, you may either punish them or treat 

them with kindness.” (Verse 86) Now, how did God say this to Dhu’l-Qarnayn? Was it 

revelation, or a mere statement of the situation, resulting from the fact that God had 

given him power over those people, so that he could determine whatever he wished 

to do with them. In this case, it would be just as if it was said to him: Here they are at 

your command: you may choose to punish them or to follow a lenient course of 

action. Both are possible. There is nothing to stop us understanding the text in either 

way. What is important to realize is that Dhu’l-Qarnayn declared his policy in the 

areas that came under his rule and their population became subject to his authority. 

He replied: ‘The one who does wrong we shall punish. Then he will return to his Lord 
and be sternly punished by Him. But the one who believes and does righteous deeds 
shall have a goodly reward, and we shall assign to him a task that is easy to 
fulfil.’(Verses 87-88) 

This is a declaration that those who transgress the bounds of justice will be subject 

to their own punishment in this life. Then they will return to their Lord who is 

certain to inflict on them severe punishment that has no parallel in what is known in 

human life. On the other hand, pious and true believers will receive kindly 

treatment, generous reward, honour and help in all their affairs. 

These are the outlines of just and good government. A true believer should receive 

from rulers every sort of kindly treatment and generous reward, while transgressors 

who are unjust to their fellow human beings should be punished severely. When 

those who do well in the community, pursuing a fair line of action in all their 
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pursuits, receive a good reward for their actions, and when the unjust and 

oppressors receive a fair punishment and humiliation, then the whole community is 

motivated to follow the line of goodness. But when matters go wrong, and the unjust, 

oppressor and corrupt people are the ones who enjoy favour with the ruler, while 

those who are good and fair are persecuted, then the ruler’s power becomes no more 

than a tool of corruption and misery for the whole community. Nothing remains fair. 

The whole society sinks into chaos. 

After Dhu’l-Qarnayn’s return from his westward journey he took his way 

eastward. Again we realize that his authority was well established, and that all 

means were made available to him: 

Then he followed another way and [marched eastwards] till, when he came to the 
rising of the sun, he found that it was rising on a people for whom We had provided no 
coverings against it. So he did; and We had All knowledge of all the means available to 
him. (Verses 89-91) 

What we said about the setting of the sun is also true of its rising place. What is 

meant here is the point where it rises in the east as we look up beyond the horizon. 

Again the Qur’ n does not define the place. It simply describes it and the situation of 

the people Dhu’l-Qarnayn found there: “When he came to the rising of the sun, he found 

that it was rising on a people for whom We had provided no coverings against it.” (Verse 90) 

This suggests that the land was open, unscreened from the sun by any hills or trees. 

Thus when the sun rose, the people were directly exposed to it. This description 

applies to deserts and vast plateaus. It does not specify a particular location. All that 

we say is that it is likely that this place was in the far east, where the sun rose over its 

open, flat land. It might have also been on the east coast of Africa. 

Another probability is that the description, ‘for whom We had provided no covering 

against it,’ means that those people were always in the nude and did not employ 

clothing. Hence, they were not screened from the sun. 

Since Dhu’l-Qarnayn had announced his policy of government, the s rah does not 

repeat it here. Nor is any further action mentioned because God is fully aware of his 

intention and behaviour. 

It is important, however, to reflect very briefly here on an artistic touch in the 

image provided. The scene portrayed for us is open and clear: a blazing sun which is 

in no way screened from the people. 

Similarly, Dhu’l-Qarnayn’s conscience and intentions are open, known ‘ fully to 

God Almighty. This provides harmony between the natural scene and man’s 

conscience in the inimitable style of the Qur’ n. 
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 A Barrier against Evil Forces 

Then he followed yet another way and [marched on] till, when he reached a place 
between the two mountain-barriers he found beneath them a people who could scarcely 
understand a word. Dhu’l- Qarnayn,’ they said, ‘Cog and Magog are ravaging this 
land. May we pay you a tribute so that you erect a barrier between us and them?’ He 
answered: ‘That with which my Lord has established me is better [than any tribute]. 
Hence, do but help me with strength, and I shall erect a rampart between you and 
them! Bring me blocks of iron!’ At length, when he had filled up the gap between the 
two mountain-sides, he said: ‘Ply your bellows!’ Then, when he made [the iron glow 
like] fire, he said: ‘Bring me molten copper which I will pour over it.’ And thus their 
enemies were unable to scale [the rampart], nor could they dig their way through it. 
He said: ‘This is a mercy from my Lord. Yet when the time appointed by my Lord shall 
come, He will make this [rampart] level with the ground. My Lord’s promise always 
comes true.’ (Verses 92-98) 

Now we come to the third of Dhu’l-Qarnayn’s journeys which took him to a place 

between the two mountain-barriers.’ We cannot make any definite suggestion as to the 

exact location of this place, nor do we have any information about the nature of these 

barriers. All that we can understand from the text is that he reached a place lying in 

between two natural or man-made barriers, separated by a gap or low passage. 

Down there he found some backward people, whom the Qur’ n describes as could 

scarcely understand a word.’ 

These people realized that Dhu’l-Qarnayn was both powerful and able. They also 

discovered that he was pious and God-fearing. Hence, they offered him payment in 

return for erecting a barrier to stop Gog and Magog, who frequently attacked them 

from beyond the mountain barriers and used the passage in between, from wreaking 

havoc in their land. These people had exhausted all the means available to them, yet 

still they could not repel those evil forces. Hence they were prepared to pay for a 

solution to their problem utilizing Dhu’l-Qarnayn’s power. 

Following the policy declared by that pious ruler, which was based on resisting all 

evil and corruption on earth, he declined to take their money, and offered instead to 

erect the barrier without charge. He judged that the easiest way to do so was to close 

the passage between the two mountain-barriers. However, he asked the backward 

people to help him by employing their physical strength: “Help me with strength, and I 

shall erect a rampart between you and them! Bring me blocks of iron!” (Verses 95-96) They 

began to gather whatever blocks of iron were available. He put all these blocks in a 

heap to close the gap between the two barriers, so that the two mountain-sides 

became like two crusts covering a heap of iron articles in between. 

“At length, when he had filled up the gap between the two mountainsides,” (Verse 96) 

and the heap of iron was as high as the top of the two barriers, “he said: Ply your 



Al-Kahf (The Cave) | ACCURATE HISTORICAL ACCOUNTS 

 247

bellows!” (Verse 96) They were to generate air to increase the fire which heated the 

iron. “Then, when he made [the iron glow like] fire, he said: ‘Bring me molten copper which I 

will pour over it.’” (Verse 96) The molten copper thus filled the gaps between the iron 

blocks, making the new barrier impregnable. 

This method has recently been used in strengthening iron by adding a percentage 

of copper to it, thereby reinforcing it. It is to this fact that God guided Dhu’l-

Qarnayn, recording the fact in His book many centuries before it was discovered by 

human science. 

Thus the two natural barriers joined together with the man-made one, and the gap 

through which Gog and Magog launched their attacks was completely sealed. Hence, 

“Their enemies were unable to scale [the rampart]” by climbing it. “Nor could they dig their 

way through it,” to resume their attacks. For the first time, those vulnerable, backward 

people felt secure in their land.7 

Dhu’l-Qarnayn looked at the great work which he accomplished, yet experienced 

neither pride nor conceit. Nor was he elated by this edifice which testified to both his 

power and knowledge. Rather, he remembered God and thanked Him, 

acknowledging that it was He who guided him to what work should be done, and 

that his own power was granted to him by God, and that future events would take 

place according to His will. He also declared his belief that all mountains, walls and 

barriers are certain to be levelled before the Day of Judgement so that the whole 

earth will be flat. He said: “This is a mercy from my Lord. Yet when the time appointed by 

my Lord shall come, He will make this [rampart] level with the ground. My Lord’s promise 

always comes true.” (Verse 98) 

Thus ends this passage which relates part of the history of Dhu’l-Qarnayn, a good 

example of a pious ruler who is given power and secure position as well as other 

means and facilities. He goes with his armies east and west, but he does not 

tyrannize or show conceit. Nor does he consider his conquering of other people’s 

lands a means to exploit individuals, communities and countries in order to ensure a 

luxurious life for himself or his people. He does not treat the vanquished people as 

slaves, making them the means for his self-aggrandisement. On the contrary, he 

spreads justice, assists the weak and backward, ensures that no aggression is 

launched against them, and charges nothing for his services. He utilizes the power 

God granted him in building proper and secure communities where everyone gets 

what rightfully belongs to him. He then attributes every good work he does to the 

grace of God, claiming no part of it for himself. Even at the height of his power, he 

                                                 
7 A wall was discovered close to the city of Tirmidh in central Asia, and was mentioned by a German 
and a Spanish historian who passed by it early in the fifteenth century. They referred to B b Al- adīd, 
meaning `the iron door’, and which can he found between Samarqand and India. This may be the wall 
built by Dhu’l-Qarnayn. 
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does not forget God’s power and that to Him he certainly shall return. 

The Truth about Gog and Magog 

Now who were Gog and Magog? Where are they now? What did they do and 

what will happen to them? Such questions are very difficult to answer with any 

degree of accuracy. Our knowledge of them is limited to what is mentioned 

specifically in the Qur’ n and in authentic aĥ dīth. The Qur’ n includes here a 

quotation of what Dhu’l-Qarnayn says: “Yet when the time appointed by my Lord shall 

come, He will make this [rampart] level with the ground. My Lord’s promise always comes 

true.” (Verse 98) This statement does not specify a time. God’s promise to destroy the 

rampart may already have occurred when the Tatars swept across huge areas, 

destroying whole kingdoms. 

Another mention of them is found in S rah 21, The Prophets, where it is stated: 

“When Gog and Magog are let loose and swarm down from every corner, when the true 

promise draws close [to its fulfilment], staring in horror shall be the eyes of the unbelievers.” 

(21: 96-97) Again this statement does not specify a time for the promised appearance 

of Gog and Magog. That God’s promise has come near to fulfilment, in the sense that 

the Last Hour or the Day of Judgement is soon to come, is an accomplished fact ever 

since the time of the Prophet. In the Qur’ n we read: “The Hour has drawn near, and the 

moon was cleft asunder.” (54: 1) In God’s reckoning, time has a totally different 

perspective from that of human reckoning. The time gap between the moment when 

the Hour becomes near and its actual occurrence may stretch to millions of years or 

centuries. Thus human beings may see this as a very long period of time, while, by 

God’s standards, it may signify nothing more than a blink of an eye. 

This means that the rampart built by Dhu’l-Qarnayn might have been penetrated 

in the period that has lapsed between the revelation of the verse stating, ‘the Hour has 

drawn near,’ and our present day. This suggests that the conquests of the Tatars in the 

eastern provinces might have represented a sort of fulfilment of the warning which 

tells of Gog and Magog forging ahead and sweeping across the earth. An authentic 

ĥadīth related by Im m A mad ibn anbal on the authority of Zainab bint Ja sh, the 

Prophet’s wife, mentions that the Prophet woke up once, red in the face, saying: 

“Woe to the Arabs! A calamitous event is drawing near. The rampart of Gog and 

Magog has been breached today by as much as this, [rounding his thumb with his 

first finger].” I said, “Messenger of God! Would we be destroyed when righteous 

people are living among us?” He said: “Yes, if evil becomes widespread.” 

The Prophet’s dream occurred more than thirteen and a half centuries ago. The 

conquests of the Tatars took place subsequently, destroying the `Abb sid Caliphate. 

It was Hülegü who destroyed it, ending the reign of al-Musta`şim, the last `Abb sid 
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Caliph. This might have been the realization of the Prophet’s dream. But true 

knowledge belongs to God. All that we say in this respect is by way of probability, 

not certainty. 

Deaf and Blind 

The s rah follows the reference by Dhu’l-Qarnayn to God’s true promise with a 

scene from the Day of Judgement: 

On that day We shall leave them to surge like waves dashing against one another. The 
trumpet will be blown, and We shall gather them all together. And We shall, on that 
day, present hell, all spread out, for the unbelievers, who have turned a blind eye to 
My admonition and a deaf ear to My warning. (Verses 99-101) 

This is a scene showing the movement of huge masses of people of all colours, 

races and geographical areas, belonging to all generations and times, after they have 

been resurrected and brought back to life. They move across in a chaotic way, 

unaware of what is around them. They push each other like waves in the sea and mix 

like the surf raised by the waves. Then suddenly a trumpet is blown and they are 

gathered according to a specific order: “The trumpet will be blown, and We shall gather 

them all together.” (Verse 99) 

We see also the unbelievers who turned away from remembrance of God as 

though their eyes were covered and their ears deaf. Now we see them with hell 

brought before them and they cannot turn away from it as they used to turn away 

from God’s guidance. On that day, the option of turning away is not within their 

power. The cover over their eyes has been drawn, and they now see clearly the 

consequence of their deliberate turning away. This is a fair recompense. 

The s rah provides symmetry between their turning away and their vision of hell 

as it is brought before them. The two actions are shown in contrast both in scene and 

movement. 

This contrast is followed by a comment full of derision: “Do the unbelievers think 

that they could take My creatures for patrons against Me? We have indeed readied hell as a 

dwelling place for the unbelievers.” (Verse 102) Do these unbelievers think that they can 

choose from among God’s creatures which fully submit to Him some who could 

support them against God? Can these give them help or grant them protection 

against God’s might? If such thoughts are entertained by them, then let them 

experience the results of such self-delusion: “We have indeed readied hell as a dwelling 

place for the unbelievers.” (Verse 102) This is an evil abode already prepared to receive 

them. There is no need for waiting. It is all ready to receive its unbelieving dwellers. 
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Deceptive Thoughts of Bad Action 

The s rah concludes with a few verses that bring together its many different lines 

of discussion in harmonious tone and rhythm. We have here three different aspects 

which, together, sum up the whole theme of the s rah. The first of these revolves 

around values and standards as they are reflected in deviant societies and as they 

truly are. These relate to both actions and people. 

Say: ‘Shall we tell you who are the greatest losers in whatever they may do? It is they 
whose labour in this world has been misguided, and who nonetheless think that what 
they do is right. It is they who have chosen to disbelieve in their Lord’s revelations and 
deny the truth that they will meet Him. Vain will be their works. No weight shall We 
assign to them on Resurrection Day.’ (Verses 103-105) 

“Shall we tell you who are the greatest losers in whatever they may do?” (Verse 103) 

These are the ones whose loss cannot be exceeded by any human being in history. 

The answer to this question comes very quickly. “It is they whose labour in this world 

has been misguided.” (Verse 104) It did not lead them to follow any proper guidance. It 

did not yield any real fruit, nor did it achieve any objective. But these people 

“nonetheless think that what they do is right.” (Verse 104) This tells how misguided 

these people are. They have no inclination that whatever they do in this world takes 

them further into error and is thus completely wasted. Hence, they continue 

spending their whole lives in such vain pursuits. 

Now the listeners are asked whether they want to know who these people are. The 

question heightens their curiosity, holding the attentions of everyone within hearing 

range. Then when everyone eagerly anticipates the information, the identity of these 

unrivalled losers is revealed: “It is they who have chosen to disbelieve in their Lord’s 

revelations and deny the truth that they will meet Him. Vain will be their works.” (Verse 

105) The linguistic sense imparted by the Arabic term, habitat, describing their actions 

as ‘vain’ is derived from a very special case. It is that of an animal feeding on 

poisonous grass. Its belly is swollen before it dies. The same is the case with the 

actions of those who are misguided. They grow and seem fair and rewarding, but the 

fact is that they come to nothing whatsoever. 

“No weight shall We assign to them on Resurrection Day.” (Verse 105) Thus they are 

shown to be worthless, having no value in the scale of true standards and principles. 

This is their condition ‘on Resurrection Day’. But they only have the requital they 

deserve. “That will be their reward, hell, for having rejected the faith, and made My 

revelations and My messengers a target of their mockery.” (Verse 106) 

Contrast in the scene is given by showing how the believers fare and what their 

value score is on the true scales used on the Day of Judgement. “But those who have 
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faith and do righteous deeds shall have the gardens of paradise as their dwelling place. Therein 

they will abide, and never will they desire any change to befall them.” (Verses 107-108) This 

abode in the gardens of paradise is contrasted here with the other abode in hell. The 

gulf between the two is colossal. 

There is also here a fine reference to human nature and its appreciation of pleasure 

and enjoyment. This is expressed in the sentence, never will they desire any change to 

befall them.’ (Verse 108) We need to reflect a little on this statement which assures us 

that the believers are to dwell in paradise permanently. By nature however human 

beings are bored with any state that continues ad infinitum. When they are satisfied 

that the blessings they enjoy are permanent, they are no longer keen to preserve 

them, seeking changes instead. 

This is how human nature is made, and for a definite purpose. Moreover, this is 

more suited to the role assigned to man in this life, placing him in charge of the earth. 

This role requires developing human life so as to achieve the level of perfection God 

in His wisdom has determined for it. Hence, He has made man a creature who loves 

change, discovery and movement from one stage, place or scene to another. This 

aspiration enables man to move on, to change things in his life, to discover new 

things as also reinvent his social system. In this way, man’s whole life changes and 

develops. It continues to progress gradually until it achieves its best level of 

perfection. 

At the same time, human nature loves what is familiar and tries to preserve 

customs and traditions. However, this is kept at a degree that does not obstruct 

progress or prevent the development of thought or new ideas. The two trends 

achieve a balance which ensures progress. Every time the balance is disturbed so as 

to impose stagnation, it is followed by a revolt which gives new momentum in the 

opposite direction. This may even exceed the limits of moderation. The best periods 

in human life are those which achieve an equilibrium between the driving force and 

social controls, and between motivation and restraint. Should stagnation persist, it 

heralds a retreat in social conditions and a slow death in the life of both individuals 

and the community. 

Such is the nature that is more suitable for human life on earth. In heaven, which 

is the world of absolute perfection, there is no duty and responsibility commensurate 

with human nature. Should people retain their nature that fits their life on earth 

while living in the permanent and self-renewing bliss of heaven, they will, in time, 

feel exceedingly bored with it. Heaven will become like a prison and its dwellers will 

seek to leave it for a while, just to have a change, even though this may mean paying 

a visit to a place of misery. They will need such a departure from heaven to satisfy 

their innate and strong desire for change. 
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But the Creator, who knows well the nature of His creation, will change human 

desire so that when they are in heaven, they will not want to change or to leave. 

Instead, they will be keen to continue their lives there for as long as time stretches. 

Preparing for a Meeting with the Lord 

The second concluding element shows the limits of human knowledge when 

compared with God’s infinite knowledge. As our imagination cannot reach the 

absolute, the Qur’ n gives us a simple analogy which we can easily comprehend, 

using its method of image drawing: “Say: If the sea were ink for my Lord’s words, the sea 

would surely dry up before my Lord’s words are exhausted, even though we were to add to it 

another sea to replenish it.” (Verse 109) The sea is the largest and richest thing known 

to mankind. People use ink to write down whatever they want to record. This is how 

they document their knowledge which they imagine to be great. Hence the Qur’ n 

puts forward the image of the sea with all its vast expanse, but which is now made of 

ink with which to write down God’s words that indicate His knowledge. Even 

though the whole sea is used, God’s words are not finished. At this point another sea 

of similar magnitude is brought forward, but it too is used in full while God’s words 

are far from finished. 

It is with such a clear image and movement that the concept of the infinite is 

placed before the finite human intellect. A universal and abstract concept remains 

beyond human conception until it is described in specific terms. No matter how 

powerful a human being’s ability to understand the abstract is, he needs to relate an 

abstract concept to images and shapes, types and characteristics. This applies to 

abstract concepts of what is limited or tangible. How then can it fathom what is 

unlimited and intangible? 

Hence, the Qur’ n gives analogies and draws on similarities in order to give 

people images and scenes that describe the great concepts it wants them to 

understand. It often uses what is tangible, and what has shape and definite 

characteristics and recognizable features in the same way as is employed here. In this 

example, the sea represents human knowledge which people imagine to be great. But 

huge and rich as the seas and the oceans may be, they remain limited. God’s words, 

on the other hand, represent His infinite knowledge for which people cannot set any 

limit. Indeed they cannot receive or record it all, let alone comprehend it. 

Conceit may creep into the human soul as people are able to make new discoveries 

about themselves or about the universe. They are elated with these scientific 

discoveries feeling that they have achieved what there is to achieve, or at least are on 

the way to it. But when they look at the areas which remain unknown, they realize 

that they have only taken a few steps into the sea which remains so vast, stretching 
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beyond the horizon. The fact remains that man’s ability to receive and record God’s 

knowledge is very limited indeed, because it represents a relationship of what is 

finite and what is infinite. 

Man may gain as much knowledge as he can, and he may discover much of the 

secrets of the universe, but he must never arrogantly boast about his knowledge. For 

the utmost that he can achieve is to transform the seas and oceans into ink, yet all 

that ink is insufficient to record God’s words. 

With such a comparison that shows man’s knowledge to be extremely limited in 

relation to God’s, the final touch in the s rah paints the highest and noblest degree 

for man, which is that of recipient of God’s final message. This again is something 

close and finite in relation to the limitless horizon our sight cannot reach: 

Say: I am but a human being like yourselves. It has been revealed to me that your God 
is the One and only God. Hence, whoever expects to meet his Lord (on Judgement 
Day], let him do what is right, and in the worship due to his Lord admit no one as 
partner. (Verse 110) 

That is the ultimate horizon of Godhead. How does the horizon of prophethood 

compare with it, when it is, after all, a human horizon? 

“Say: I am but a human being like yourselves. It has been revealed to me...” I am a 

human being who receives something from that highest level. I get my knowledge 

from that inexhaustible source. Yet I am a human being who does not go beyond the 

guidance which I receive from my Lord. I am a human being who is taught 

something, learns it and then teaches it to others. Whoever aspires to a position close 

to this height must first of all benefit by whatever he or she learns from God’s 

Messenger. They must also utilize the only means that leads there: “Whoever expects to 

meet his Lord [on Judgement Day], let him do what is right, and in the worship due to his 

Lord admit no one as a partner.” (Verse 110) This is the passport to that splendid 

meeting. 

Thus ends the s rah which began by mentioning revelation and the oneness of 

God, utilizing themes and tones that gradually grow more and more profound until 

they reach this final climax. It is a distinguished beat which generates all the tunes in 

the splendid music of faith. 
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S RAH 19 

Maryam 
(Mary) 

Prologue 

The central theme of this s rah focuses on God’s oneness, rejecting all concepts 

and ideas assigning a son or a partner to Him. It also touches on the important issue 

of resurrection, intertwined as it is with the concept of God’s oneness. In this, the 

s rah follows the same pattern as most, if not all, s rahs revealed in Makkah. 

The s rah explores its theme through several stories, beginning with that of 

Zachariah and his son, John, and follows this with the story of Mary and the birth of 

Jesus. We then have a part of Abraham’s story with his father, followed by brief 

references to other prophets: Isaac, Jacob, Moses, Aaron, Ishmael, Idrīs, Adam and 

Noah. These stories take up nearly two-thirds of the s rah, driving home the truth of 

God’s oneness, resurrection, the non-existence of any children or partners with God. 

They also clearly outline the attitudes towards the prophets of those who follow 

guidance and those who go astray. 

The s rah also includes some scenes of the Day of Judgement, some arguments 

against those who deny resurrection, and a reference to the fate of the unbelievers 

who deny God’s message, both in this life and in the life to come. All this fits 

perfectly with the drift of the stories the s rah relates and reinforces its central theme. 

The s rah has its distinctive atmosphere which permeates through all its accounts 

and pervades its themes. 

The s rah portrays a full range of reaction and feeling within the human soul as 

also within the universe around it. This world which we imagine to be senseless is 

shown to have a soul of its own capable of sense and feeling. This adds to the general 
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atmosphere of the s rah as we see the heavens, the earth and the mountains in anger, 

reacting so strongly as to almost be rent asunder or levelled down. All this because 

“people should ascribe a son to the Most Merciful, although it is inconceivable that the Most 

Merciful should take to Himself son.” (Verses 91-92) Reactions within the human soul 

are shown throughout the s rah from start to finish. Its main stories are full of such 

reactions, particularly in that of Mary and the birth of Jesus. 

The s rah has a distinctive ambience of compassion, contentedness and direct 

relation with God. It opens with an account of the grace God bestowed on Zachariah, 

and how he addressed God in a secret appeal: “This is an account of the grace which 

your Lord bestowed on His servant Zachariah: when he called out to his Lord in the secrecy of 

his heart.” (Verses 2-3) The words of grace, compassion and their synonyms are 

frequently mentioned throughout the s rah, together with God’s attributes of 

beneficence and mercy. The happiness the believers will enjoy in the life to come is 

described as love: “As for those who believe and do righteous deeds, God will certainly 

bestow love on them.” (Verse 96) Among the favours God bestowed on John is that he 

was compassionate: “We granted him wisdom while he was still a youth, as well as, by Our 

grace, compassion and purity; and he was [always] righteous.” (Verses 12-13) Similarly, 

Jesus was, by the grace of God, dutiful to his mother, gentle and friendly in his 

manners: “He has made me kind to my mother, not haughty or bereft of grace.” (Verse 32) 

We indeed feel God’s abounding grace extending over all human life in the 

vocabulary and sentence structure of the s rah. We also feel that the whole universe 

shudders to the sound of the preposterous claims that God has partners. For the 

universe cannot countenance such absurdity. We recognize that the s rah has a 

distinctive musical rhythm and tempo. Even the sound of its vocabulary and the 

words ending its verses impart a clear sense of ease. Where the context requires 

firmness, such verse-endings have a doubled, voiced sound of either the plosive or 

fricative variety, to enhance the impression of firmness or power. 

The s rah provides good examples of variations in cadence, verse- endings and 

rhymes according to the subject being discussed and the overall atmosphere. At the 

start, when the s rah relates its account of the prophets Zachariah and John, the 

verses rhyme with the syllable, ‘ya’ giving a medium vowel at the end. The same 

rhyme is maintained throughout the story of Mary and Jesus as well as the brief 

accounts of other prophets that follow. When these accounts are concluded, the s rah 

comments on the truth about Jesus, son of Mary, with the final verdict on his 

sonship. Here we have a different kind of verse-ending where words with a long ‘ee’ 

or ‘oo’ vowel are followed by a nasal ‘m’ or ‘n’ giving the impression of a settled and 

final matter. 

When this is complete, the s rah resumes its accounts of earlier prophets 

commencing with Abraham and his father. The earlier, easy and gentle rhyme is 



Maryam (Mary) | PROLOGUE 

 256

picked up again until the s rah begins its discussion of the punishment that awaits 

those who reject the truth and oppose God’s message and messengers. Here the 

cadence becomes stronger, and the rhyme changes to be a medium vowel ‘a’ 

preceded by the voiced, plosive ‘d’ sound. When the attitude of the unbelievers 

comes in for criticism and denunciation, the rhythm becomes even more powerful, 

reflected by a doubled ‘d’ sound for the rhyme. Thus the s rah provides a perfect 

example of manipulated rhyme and rhythm such that it is in flawless harmony with 

the overall meaning and atmosphere. Both contribute to the general ambience of the 

s rah as it moves with perfect ease from one subject to another. 

The whole s rah may be divided into three parts. The first includes the story of 

Zachariah and his son John, together with the story of Mary and her son Jesus, 

culminating in a comment that gives the final verdict on Jesus whose birth and 

nature were the subject of much controversy among both the Jews and Christians. 

The second part includes an episode from Abraham’s life story, in which he 

dissociated himself from the beliefs of his idolatrous community. It tells how God 

compensated him with offspring that brought a whole nation into being. It includes 

brief references to other prophets, those who followed their guidance and those who 

erred in succeeding generations, explaining the ultimate destiny of both groups. It 

ends with a declaration that Lordship in the universe is one and the Lord must be 

worshipped without association of partners with Him: “He is the Lord of the heavens 

and the earth and all that is between them. Worship Him alone, then, and remain steadfast in 

His worship. Do you know any whose name is worthy to be mentioned side by side with 

His?” (Verse 65) 

The final part begins with the arguments advanced about resurrection, portraying 

some scenes from the Day of Judgement. It provides an image of the rejection of all 

polytheistic claims by the whole universe. It ends with a highly effective scene of the 

doom of earlier communities: “How many a generation have We destroyed before their 

time! Can you find a single one of them [now], or hear so much as a whisper of them?” 

(Verse 98) 
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1 

God’s Unbridled Will 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

Kāf. Hā. Yā. ̀ Ayn. Şād. (1) 

This is an account of the grace which your Lord 

bestowed on His servant Zachariah: (2) 

when he called out to his Lord in the secrecy of his 

heart, (3) 

he prayed: ‘My Lord! Feeble have become my 

bones, and my head glistens with grey hair. But 

never, my Lord, has my prayer to You remained 

unanswered. (4) 

Now, I fear [what] my kinsmen [will do] after I 

am gone, for my wife is barren. Bestow, then, 

upon me, out of Your grace, a successor (5) 

who will be my heir as well as an heir of the 

House of Jacob; and make him, my Lord, one 

with whom You are pleased.’ (6) 

üÈÿè‹γ !2 ∩⊇∪  

ãø. ÏŒ ÏM uΗ÷q u‘ y7 În/ u‘ … çν y‰ö7 tã !$−ƒ ÌŸ2y— ∩⊄∪  

øŒ Î) 2”yŠ$tΡ … çμ −/ u‘ ¹™!# y‰ÏΡ $wŠ Ï yz ∩⊂∪  

tΑ$s% Éb>u‘ ’ ÎoΤ Î) z⎯ yδuρ ãΝ ôà yèø9 $# ©Íh_ ÏΒ Ÿ≅ yètGô© $# uρ 

â¨ ù& §9 $# $Y6 øŠ x© öΝ s9 uρ .⎯ à2 r& šÍ←!% tæß‰Î/ Éb>u‘ 

$wŠ É) x© ∩⊆∪  

’ ÎoΤ Î) uρ àM ø Åz u’ Í<≡ uθyϑø9 $# ⎯ ÏΒ “Ï™!# u‘ uρ ÏM tΡ$Ÿ2uρ 

’ ÎAr& tøΒ$# # \Ï%% tæ ó= yγ sù ’ Í< ⎯ ÏΒ šΡà$ ©! $wŠ Ï9 uρ 

∩∈∪  

©Í_ èOÌtƒ ß^ Ìtƒ uρ ô⎯ ÏΒ ÉΑ# u™ z>θà) ÷ètƒ ( ã&ù#yèô_$# uρ 
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‘Zachariah! We bring you the happy news of [the 

birth of] a son whose name shall be John. Never 

have We given this name to anyone before him.’ 

(7) 

[Zachariah] said: ‘My Lord! How can I have a 

son when my wife is barren, and I am well 

advanced in years?’ (8) 

He said: ‘Thus it is. Your Lord says, “This is 

easy for Me; even as I had earlier created you 

when you were nothing.”‘ (9) 

[Zachariah] said: ‘My Lord! Give me a sign.’ 

He replied: ‘Your sign will be that for full three 

nights [and days] you will not speak to people.’ 

(10) 

He then came out to his people from the sanctuary 

and signified to them [by gesture] to extol God’s 

limitless glory by day and by night. (11) 

[To his son We said]: ‘John! Hold fast to the 

book with [all your] strength.’ We granted him 

wisdom while he was still a youth, (12) 

as well as, by Our grace, compassion and 

purity; and he was [always] righteous, (13) 

Éb>u‘ $|‹ ÅÊu‘ ∩∉∪  

!$−ƒ ÌŸ2t“≈ tƒ $̄ΡÎ) x8 çÅe³ u; çΡ AΟ≈ n=äóÎ/ … çμ ßϑó™ $# 4©z øt s† 

öΝ s9 ≅ yèøg wΥ … ã&©! ⎯ ÏΒ ã≅ ö6 s% $wŠ Ïϑy™ ∩∠∪  

tΑ$s% Éb>u‘ 4’ ¯Τ r& Üχθä3 tƒ ’ Í< ÖΝ≈ n=äî ÏM tΡ$Ÿ2uρ 

’ ÎAr& tøΒ$# # \Ï%% tæ ô‰s%uρ àM øón= t/ z⎯ ÏΒ Îy9Å6 ø9 $# $|‹ ÏFÏã 

∩∇∪  

tΑ$s% šÏ9≡ x‹x. tΑ$s% š•/ u‘ uθèδ ¥’ n?tã ×⎦Îi⎫yδ 

ô‰s%uρ šçGø) n=yz ⎯ ÏΒ ã≅ ö6 s% óΟ s9 uρ Ûs? $\↔ ø‹x© 

∩®∪  

tΑ$s% Éb>u‘ ≅ yèô_$# þ’ Ík< Zπ tƒ# u™ 4 tΑ$s% y7 çGtƒ# u™ ωr& 

zΝ Ïk=s3è? šZ$̈Ψ9 $# y]≈ n=rO 5Α$uŠ s9 $wƒ Èθy™ ∩⊇⊃∪  

yltsƒ m 4’ n?tã ⎯ Ïμ ÏΒöθs% z⎯ ÏΒ É># tósÏϑø9 $# #©yr÷ρ r'sù 

öΝ Íκ ö s9 Î) βr& (#θßsÎm7 y™ Zο tõ3ç/ $|‹ Ï±tãuρ ∩⊇⊇∪  

4©z ósu‹≈ tƒ É‹è{ |=≈ tFÅ6 ø9 $# ;ο §θà) Î/ ( çμ≈ oΨ ÷ s?# u™uρ 

zΝ õ3çt ø:$# $wŠ Î6 |¹ ∩⊇⊄∪  
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and kind to his parents. Never was he haughty 

or rebellious. (14) 

So peace was upon him on the day he was born, 

and on the day of his death, and will be on the 

day when he shall be raised to life again. (15) 

Relate in the book [the story of] Mary and how 

she withdrew from her family to a place in the 

east, (16) 

where she kept herself in seclusion from them. 

We, then, sent to her Our angel, who appeared to 

her in the shape of a well-made human being. 

(17) 

She said: ‘May the Most Merciful protect me 

from you. [Do not come near me] if you fear 

God.’ (18) 

‘I am but an emissary of your Lord,’ he said, 

‘[and have come] to give you a son endowed with 

purity.’ (19) 

She said: ‘How shall I have a child when no man 

has ever touched me and I have never been a loose 

woman?’ (20) 

He answered: ‘Thus did your Lord speak: This 

is easy for Me. We will make him a sign for 

mankind and an act of grace from Us. It is a 

$ZΡ$oΨ ymuρ ⎯ ÏiΒ $̄Ρà$ ©! Zο 4θx. y— uρ ( šχ% x. uρ $wŠ É) s? 

∩⊇⊂∪  

# Ct/ uρ Ïμ ÷ƒ y‰Ï9≡ uθÎ/ óΟ s9 uρ ⎯ ä3tƒ # ·‘$¬6 y_ $|‹ ÅÁtã ∩⊇⊆∪  

íΝ≈ n=y™ uρ Ïμø‹n=tã tΠ öθtƒ t$ Î!ãρ tΠ öθtƒ uρ ßNθßϑ tƒ tΠ öθtƒ uρ 

ß] yèö7 ãƒ $wŠ ym ∩⊇∈∪  

öä. øŒ $# uρ ’Îû É=≈ tGÅ3ø9 $# zΝ tƒ ötΒ ÏŒÎ) ôNx‹t7 oKΡ$# ô⎯ ÏΒ 

$yγ Î=÷δr& $ZΡ% s3tΒ $wŠ Ï% ÷Ÿ° ∩⊇∉∪  

ôNx‹sƒ ªB $$ sù ⎯ ÏΒ öΝÎγ ÏΡρßŠ $\/$pg Éo !$oΨ ù=y™ ö‘ r'sù $yγ øŠ s9 Î) 

$oΨ ymρâ‘ Ÿ≅ ¨V yϑtFsù $yγ s9 # Z|³ o0 $wƒ Èθy™ ∩⊇∠∪  

ôM s9$s% þ’ ÎoΤ Î) èŒθããr& Ç⎯≈ uΗ÷q §9 $$Î/ y7ΖÏΒ βÎ) |MΖä. 

$|‹ É) s? ∩⊇∇∪  

tΑ$s% !$yϑ̄ΡÎ) O$tΡr& ãΑθß™ u‘ Å7 În/ u‘ |= yδL{ Å7 s9 

$Vϑ≈ n=äñ $|‹ Å2y— ∩⊇®∪  

ôM s9$s% 4’̄Τ r& ãβθä3tƒ ’ Í< ÖΝ≈ n=äî öΝ s9 uρ ©Í_ ó¡|¡ôϑtƒ 

×|³ o0 öΝ s9 uρ à8r& $|‹ Éót/ ∩⊄⊃∪  
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matter [We have] decreed.’ (21) 

So she conceived him, and retired to a far-off place. 

(22) 

And the throes of childbirth drove her to the 

trunk of a palm- tree. [In her anguish] she cried: 

‘Would that I had died before this and passed 

into complete oblivion!’ (23) 

But [a voice] from below called out to her: ‘Do 

not give in to grief. Your Lord has provided a 

brook running beneath you. (24) 

And if you shake the trunk of the palm tree 

towards you, it will drop you fresh ripe dates. (25) 

eat and drink and be happy. Should you see any 

human being, just convey this to him: “I have 

vowed a fast to the Most Merciful and will not 

speak today to any human being.”‘ (26) 

At length, she went to her people carrying the 

child. They said: ‘Mary, you have indeed done an 

amazing thing! (27) 

Sister of Aaron, your father was not a wicked 

man, nor was your mother a loose woman!’ (28) 

But she pointed to the child. They said: ‘How can 

tΑ$s% Å7 Ï9≡ x‹x. tΑ$s% Å7 š/ u‘ uθèδ ¥’ n?tã ×⎦Îi⎫yδ ( 
ÿ… ã&s#yèôf uΖÏ9 uρ Zπ tƒ# u™ Ä¨$̈Ζ=Ïj9 Zπ uΗ÷q u‘ uρ $̈Ψ ÏiΒ 4 

šχ% x. uρ # \øΒr& $|‹ ÅÒø) ¨Β ∩⊄⊇∪  

* çμ ÷Gn=yϑys sù ñVx‹t7 oKΡ$$sù ⎯ Ïμ Î/ $ZΡ% s3tΒ $|‹ ÅÁs% 

∩⊄⊄∪  

$yδu™!% ỳ r'sù ÞÚ$y‚ yϑø9 $# 4’ n<Î) Æíõ‹É` Ï's#÷‚̈Ζ9 $# 

ôM s9$s% ©Í_ tFø‹n=≈ tƒ ‘M ÏΒ Ÿ≅ ö6 s% # x‹≈ yδ àMΖà2 uρ 

$\‹ ó¡nΣ $wŠ Å¡Ζ̈Β ∩⊄⊂∪  

$yγ1 yŠ$oΨ sù ⎯ ÏΒ !$pκ ÉJøt rB ωr& ’ ÎΤ t“ øt rB ô‰s% Ÿ≅ yèy_ 

Å7 š/ u‘ Å7 tGøt rB $wƒ Î|  ∩⊄⊆∪  

ü“Ìh“ èδuρ Å7 ø‹s9 Î) Æíõ‹Åg ¿2 Ï's#÷‚̈Ζ9 $# ñÝ É)≈ |¡è@ 

Å7 ø‹n=tæ $Y7 sÛâ‘ $wŠ ÏΖy_ ∩⊄∈∪  

’ Í?ä3sù ’Î1uõ° $# uρ “Ìhs% uρ $YΖøŠ tã ( $̈ΒÎ* sù ¨⎦É⎪ts? z⎯ ÏΒ 

Î|³ u; ø9 $# # Y‰tn r& þ’ Í<θà) sù ’ ÎoΤ Î) ßN ö‘ x‹tΡ Ç⎯≈ uΗ÷q §=Ï9 

$YΒöθ |¹ ô⎯ n=sù zΝ Ïk=Ÿ2é& uΘöθu‹ ø9 $# $|‹ Å¡ΣÎ) ∩⊄∉∪  

ôM s?r' sù ⎯ Ïμ Î/ $yγ tΒöθs% … ã&é#Ïϑøt rB ( (#θä9$s% ÞΟ tƒ öyϑ≈ tƒ 

ô‰s) s9 ÏM ÷∞ Å_ $\↔ ø‹x© $wƒ Ìsù ∩⊄∠∪  

|M ÷zé'̄≈ tƒ tβρã≈ yδ $tΒ tβ% x. Ï8θç/ r& r& tøΒ$# &™öθy™ 
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we talk to a babe in the cradle?’ (29) 

Whereupon he said: ‘I am a servant of God. He 

has vouchsafed to me revelations and made me a 

prophet, (30) 

and made me blessed wherever I may be. He has 

enjoined on me prayer and charity as long as I 

live. (31) 

He has made me kind to my mother, not 

haughty or bereft of grace. (32) 

Peace was on me on the day when I was born, 

and [will be on me] on the day of my death and 

on the day when I shall be raised to life again.’ 

(33) 

Such was, in the words of truth, Jesus the son of 

Mary, about whose nature they still dispute. (34) 

It is not conceivable that God should beget a son. 

Limitless is He in His glory! When He wills a 

thing to be, He only says to it, ‘Be,’ and it is. 

(35) 

God is my Lord and your Lord; so worship 

Him alone. That is a straight path. (36) 

Yet are the sects at variance among themselves. 

Woe, then, to the unbelievers when a momentous 

$tΒuρ ôM tΡ% x. Å7 •Βé& $|‹ Éót/ ∩⊄∇∪  

ôNu‘$x© r'sù Ïμø‹s9 Î) ( (#θä9$s% y#ø‹x. ãΝ Ïk=s3çΡ ⎯ tΒ 

šχ% x. ’ Îû Ï‰ôγ yϑø9 $# $wŠ Î6 |¹ ∩⊄®∪  

tΑ$s% ’ÎoΤ Î) ß‰ö7 tã «!$# z©Í_9s?# u™ |=≈ tGÅ3ø9 $# ©Í_ n=yè y_uρ 

$wŠ Î; tΡ ∩⊂⊃∪  

©Í_ n=yèy_uρ %º. u‘$t7 ãΒ t⎦ø⎪r& $tΒ àMΖà2 ©Í_≈ |¹÷ρr& uρ 

Íο 4θn=¢Á9 $$Î/ Íο 4θŸ2̈“9 $# uρ $tΒ àM øΒßŠ $|‹ym ∩⊂⊇∪  

# Ct/ uρ ’ ÎAt$ Î!≡ uθÎ/ öΝ s9 uρ ©Í_ ù=yèøg s† #Y‘$¬7 y_ $|‹ É) x© 

∩⊂⊄∪  

ãΝ≈ n=¡¡9 $# uρ ¥’ n?tã tΠ öθtƒ ‘N$ Î!ãρ tΠ öθtƒ uρ ÝVθãΒr& 

tΠ öθtƒ uρ ß] yèö/ é& $|‹ym ∩⊂⊂∪  

y7 Ï9≡ sŒ ©|¤Š Ïã ß⎦ø⌠ $# zΝ tƒ ötΒ 4 š ö̂θs% Èd,ysø9 $# 

“Ï% ©!$# ÏμŠ Ïù tβρçtIôϑtƒ ∩⊂⊆∪  

$tΒ tβ% x. ¬! βr& x‹Ï‚−G tƒ ⎯ ÏΒ 7$ s!uρ ( ÿ… çμ oΨ≈ysö7 ß™ 4 
# sŒ Î) #©|Ós% # \øΒr& $yϑ̄ΡÎ* sù ãΑθà) tƒ … çμ s9 ⎯ ä. 

ãβθä3 u‹sù ∩⊂∈∪  

¨βÎ) uρ ©!$# ’ În1u‘ óΟ ä3š/ u‘ uρ çνρß‰ç7 ôã$$sù 4 # x‹≈ yδ 

ÔÞ≡ uÅÀ ÒΟŠ É) tGó¡•Β ∩⊂∉∪  
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day arrives. (37) 

How well they will hear and see on the day they 

will appear before Us. Truly the wrongdoers are 

today in evident error. (38) 

Hence, warn them of the Day of Distress, when 

everything will have been determined while they 

remain heedless, persisting in unbelief. (39) 

We alone shall remain after the earth and all 

who live on it have passed away. To Us they shall 

all return. (40) 

y#n=tG÷z$$sù Ü># t“ ômF{ $# .⎯ ÏΒ öΝ ÎηÏΖ÷ t/ ( ×≅ ÷ƒ uθsù 

t⎦⎪Ï% ©#Ïj9 (#ρãx x. ⎯ ÏΒ Ï‰pκ ô¶̈Β BΘöθtƒ ?Λ⎧ Ïà tã ∩⊂∠∪  

ôì Ïÿôœr& öΝ Íκ Í5 ÷ÅÇö/ r& uρ tΠ öθtƒ $oΨ tΡθè?ù'tƒ ( Ç⎯ Å3≈ s9 

tβθßϑÎ=≈ ©à9 $# tΠ öθu‹ ø9 $# ’ Îû 9≅≈ n=|Ê &⎦⎫Î7 •Β ∩⊂∇∪  

óΟ èδö‘ É‹Ρr& uρ tΠ öθtƒ Íο uô£ pt ø:$# øŒ Î) z©ÅÓè% ãøΒF{ $# 

öΝ èδuρ ’ Îû 7's#ø xî öΝ èδuρ Ÿω tβθãΖÏΒ÷σ ãƒ ∩⊂®∪  

$̄ΡÎ) ß⎯ øt wΥ ß^ ÌtΡ uÚ ö‘ F{ $# ô⎯ tΒuρ $pκ ö n=tæ $oΨ ø‹s9 Î) uρ 

tβθãèy_öãƒ ∩⊆⊃∪ 

A Passionate Prayer Answered 

“K f. H . Y . `Ayn. Ş d.” (Verse 1) These are separate letters of the Arabic alphabet. 

A number of s rahs begin with such separate letters which we explain as being some 

of the letters used in the composition of the Qur’ n. Yet the Qur’ n has its unique, 

inimitable style, the like of which human beings can never produce, despite the fact 

that the same letters and words are available to them. They simply cannot devise any 

construction that even remotely approaches the style employed by the divine power 

that produced this Qur’ n. 

Having mentioned these letters, the s rah immediately begins the first story of 

Zachariah and John, in which compassion provides both the central idea and the 

overall atmosphere. Hence grace is mentioned at the outset: “This is an account of the 

grace which your Lord bestowed on His servant Zachariah.” (Verse 2) The story begins 

with a scene of earnest supplication by Zachariah in total secrecy: 

When he called out to his Lord in the secrecy of his heart, he prayed: My Lord! Feeble 
have become my bones, and my head glistens with grey hair. But never, my Lord, has 
my prayer to You remained unanswered. Now, I fear [what] my kinsmen [will do] 
after I am gone, for my wife is barren. Bestow, then, upon me, out of Your, a grace, a 
successor who will be my heir as well as an heir of the House of Jacob; and make him, 
my Lord, one with whom You are pleased.’ (Verses 3-6) 
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He is alone, addressing his appeal to God, away from watching eyes and listening 

ears. He wants to lay his troubled heart open before his Lord, recounting his worries. 

He addresses Him as if he were speaking to someone who is very close, without even 

using the Arabic address article, Yd. Needless to say, his Lord hears and sees, 

without the need to be addressed or called upon. But a person troubled by worries 

finds comfort in vocalizing his concern. Most Gracious as He is, God knows this to be 

part of human nature. Hence, He likes that His servants pray to Him, making a clean 

breast of all that worries them: “Your Lord says: Pray to Me and I will answer you.” (40: 

60) When they do, they find relief from their heavy burden. They are reassured 

because they have assigned such burdens to the One who is more able and powerful. 

They feel that they are in contact with the Most Merciful who will not disappoint 

anyone who appeals to Him and relies on Him. 

Zachariah complains to his Lord that his bones have become feeble, and when 

bones are feeble, the whole body is weak. After all, the bones are the stiffest part of 

the body. They form the skeleton which the muscles flesh up. He also complains that 

his head glistens with grey hair. The Qur’ nic expression here, ishta`ala al-ra’su 

shayb , shows the greyness of hair like a fire being ignited, and the man’s head 

covered with this fire, so as to leave no black hair. Both feeble bones and grey hair 

signify old age and the weakness associated with it. It is this weakness that is the 

subject matter of Zachariah’s complaint as he presents his case, and his hopes, to his 

Lord. 

He then makes a clear acknowledgement: “Never, my Lord, has my prayer to You 

remained unanswered.” (Verse 4) He is used to having his prayers answered. He was 

not disappointed when he prayed to Him in his time of strength and vigour. Now in 

his old age and weakness, the need for his prayers to be answered is even more 

pressing. 

Having presented his case, expressed his fears and hopes, he makes his request. 

The point is that he fears that those who will succeed him might not be up to looking 

after his heritage properly. Being one of the major prophets of the Children of Israel, 

Zachariah’s heritage involved serving God’s cause as well as looking after the people 

of his household. One of those was Mary whose upbringing was entrusted to him. 

She served in the sanctuary which he managed. Again his property, which he 

managed properly and spent on only good purposes, was among his concerns. His 

worry was that those who succeeded him might not follow the course he had 

charted, perhaps because he knew them not to be up to that task. “Now, I fear [what] 

my kinsmen [will do] after I am gone.” (Verse 5) 

What added to his worries was the fact that he was childless: “For my wife is 

barren.” (Verse 5) She had given him no child to bring up and prepare as a successor. 

This was his concern. As for his hope, he requested that God grant him a successor 
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who would properly manage and look after the heritage of Jacob’s household, i.e. his 

ancestors: “Bestow, then, upon me, out of Your grace, a successor who will be my heir as 

well as an heir of the House of Jacob.” (Verses 5-6) Zachariah, a God-fearing prophet, 

does not forget to specify what he hopes this successor would be like: “And make him, 

my Lord, one with whom You are pleased.” (Verse 6) He should not be arrogant, 

tyrannical, or greedy. He should be one who is content with what God gives him. 

Such contentedness should furthermore spread a sense of ease and happiness all 

round. 

A Child Is Born Against All Probability 

The moment of truth comes: the prayer is answered, bringing with it God’s grace 

and acceptance. It is the Lord Himself that calls out to His servant from His sublime 

presence: “Zachariah!” He immediately gives him the good news: “We bring you the 

happy news of [the birth of] a son.” (Verse 7) He bestows on him further kindness, by 

choosing for him the name of that son: “Whose name shall be John.” (Verse 7) This is a 

special name, not previously given to anyone: “Never have We given this name to 

anyone before him.” (Verse 7) 

This is but an example of God’s grace as it is given in abundance to His servant 

whose secret supplication was passionate, and which clearly expressed his fears and 

hopes. Zachariah’s prayer was motivated by fear that his heirs would not be able to 

look after the heritage of the true faith properly. He feared that they would not fulfil 

the trust in a way that earns God’s pleasure. Hence, God bestowed on him what 

corresponded to his good intention. 

Zachariah, who was deeply involved in his supplication, passionately expressing 

his desire and urging his case, was suddenly alerted by this speedy answer to his 

prayer. The reality stares him in the face: he is well advanced in years, his bones 

feeble, his hair completely grey, and his wife barren, having given him no child when 

he was in his prime. How is he to have a child of his own? He wants to be reassured 

and to know the means by which God will give him this son: “My Lord! How can I 

have a son when my wife is barren, and I am well advanced in years?” (Verse 8) 

He is facing the reality, as well as God’s promise. He certainly trusts that God’s 

promise will be fulfilled. He only wants reassurance and to know how, considering 

his circumstances, the fulfilment will take place. That would give him much needed 

reassurance. It is a perfectly normal condition in a situation like that faced by the 

noble and God-fearing prophet, Zachariah. Needless to say, he was only a human 

being who cannot ignore the reality. Hence, he would love to know how God will 

reverse it. 

The answer to all his enquiries is straightforward. It is all perfectly easy for God to 
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accomplish. God reminds him of something that he knows well, namely his own 

bringing into existence. This is something to be considered by every living creature. 

It applies to everything in this universe: “He said: Thus it is. Your Lord says, ‘This is 

easy for Me; even as I had earlier created you when you were nothing.’” (Verse 9)  

With regard to creation, there is nothing to be classified as easy or difficult in as 

far as God is concerned. In all cases of creation, whether it is something large or 

small, trivial or gigantic, the method is the same: it is only a matter of God willing 

that thing to be and it comes into existence. It is God who makes a barren woman 

childless, and an old man unable to procreate. He is certainly able to reverse this 

situation, removing the cause of a woman’s barrenness and renewing a man’s ability 

to cause his wife to conceive. By human standards, this is easier than initiating life in 

the first place. But with God, everything is easy, whether it involves origination or 

rebirth. 

Nevertheless, Zachariah’s eagerness to be reassured motivates him to ask for a 

sign indicating the realization of the happy news he was given. The sign God gave 

him was most fitting to the general atmosphere of his prayer and how it was 

answered. This sign gives him a further way to thank, glorify and praise God for 

giving him a son in his old age. He was to isolate himself from all worldly concerns 

for three days and live in direct contact with God. His speech would be normal when 

he glorified God, but he would not be able to utter a word of normal human speech. 

Yet he would remain in sound health, no illness affecting him. “He replied: Your sign 

will be that for full three nights [and days] you will not speak to people.” (Verse 10) 

This was exactly what took place: “He then came out to his people from the sanctuary 

and signified to them [by gesture] to extol God’s limitless glory by day and by night.” (Verse 

11) He wanted them to live in the same mental condition he was in, to feel God’s 

grace at its most abounding, and to give thanks for the grace He had bestowed on 

Zachariah, and on them. 

John: A Prophet in His Own Right 

The s rah now leaves Zachariah in complete silence dealing with other people and 

his glorification and praise of God. As that scene closes, the s rah reveals a new one 

in which we see John, the child given to Zachariah, as fully grown. It is his Lord who 

calls out to him from on high: “John! Hold fast to the book with [all your] strength.” 

(Verse 12) This follows the Qur’ nic method of highlighting only the most important 

events, portraying images that are full of life and vigour. 

Before we have even a single word about John himself, his account commences 

with an address from on high. It portrays an awesome scene giving us a good idea of 

John’s position. It also shows us how God responded to Zachariah’s prayers when he 
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requested an heir who would fulfil the trust that he himself had been fulfilling, as it 

related both to faith and kin. Thus the first scene in which John is involved is the one 

where he is elected to bear the highest responsibility: “John! Hold fast to the book with 

[all your] strength.” (Verse 12) The book referred to here is the Torah, given to Moses. 

All the Israelite prophets were charged with its preservation and implementation. 

They were also given the task of educating people in the Torah, so that they would 

know what was lawful to them and what was unlawful. John inherited his father 

Zachariah. He is here told to rise to the task and fulfil his trust with all his resolve 

and strength. He must never weaken or slacken. He should never abdicate his 

responsibilities. 

The s rah tells us what John was given to equip him for the great tasks he was 

assigned: “We granted him wisdom while he was still a youth, as well as, by Our grace, 

compassion and purity; and he was [always] righteous.” (Verses 12-13) These were indeed 

the qualifications that suited him for his task. They provided great help in the 

fulfilment of his duties. Now let us look closer at these qualifications. 

God granted him wisdom in his youth, which made him unique in his personality, 

as he was unique in his birth and name. Wisdom is normally acquired as one grows 

in years, but in John’s case, God granted him this in his early years. 

God also granted him compassion as a special gift implanted in his very nature. 

He did not have to train or persuade himself to be compassionate. Such compassion 

is necessary for a prophet who takes care of people’s hearts and souls, trying always 

to set them on the course of goodness with ease. 

John was further granted purity and cleanliness of heart and practice. Thus, he 

was able to counter the effects of other people’s hard natures and wickedness and so 

help them grow in purity. 

The other quality that served John well was his righteousness. He keenly sensed 

his close tie with God, and knew that He was not only watching him but with him in 

all situations, public or private. That completes the qualities that John was given to 

qualify him for his task. They were given to him when he was still in his youth, so 

that he could inherit his father, who had appealed to God to give him an heir. 

Thus the account of John is brought to its conclusion with two verses highlighting 

the fact that he was “kind to his parents. Never was he haughty or rebellious. So peace was 

upon him on the day he was born, and on the day of his death, and will be on the day when he 

shall be raised to life again.” (Verses 14-15) As we see in this short passage, the line he 

followed throughout his life was clearly laid out. No further details of the story of 

Zachariah requesting a son, nor of that son John could have provided anything extra in 

as much as the lessons we can draw are concerned. Hence it is brought to a close. 
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Suspending the Law of Procreation 

John’s birth, remarkable as it is, is not however the most wonderful that the s rah 

tells us about. It has another story to tell, even more remarkable and wonderful. This 

is the birth of Jesus. The s rah gives its account of John’s birth first, with its 

remarkable aspect of him being born to a barren mother and a father well advanced 

in years. Jesus, on the other hand, was born to a virgin mother who had had no 

intimate contact with any man in her life. This is indeed far more wonderful and 

remarkable. 

If we leave aside for a moment the creation of man in his present form and in the 

way God tells us of how He created him, the birth of Jesus, son of Mary, should be 

considered the most remarkable event of human history. It is an event that has no 

parallel. 

Man did not witness his own creation, a remarkable event that heralded human 

life. That involved the creation of the first man ever to exist, born of no father and no 

mother. Countless centuries then passed before divine wisdom willed to bring about 

a second most remarkable event. This was the birth of Jesus without a father. In this, 

the event does not follow the pattern that subsequently applied after the creation of 

the first human being. This new birth was witnessed by human beings and remained 

an event of great importance to which people’s attentions were drawn generation 

after generation. Needless to say, the creation of the first human being could not 

have been witnessed by people, as it was this creation that first ushered in human life 

on earth. 

Divine wisdom has determined that life continues through procreation, involving 

the union of a male and a female. This applies to all species without exception. Even 

in the case of species where there are no fully distinguished males and females, every 

creature has male and female cells in its body. This law of procreation continued in 

operation for endless periods of time. People thought it was the only method of 

creation, forgetting the first event that brought man into existence, because that event 

was special, and could not be compared with procreation. 

It was God’s will, then, to give them this example of the creation of Jesus, son of 

Mary, to remind people of His free-will and unrestrained power which cannot be 

subject to the laws He sets in operation. Jesus’ birth has not been repeated in history, 

because it is only proper that God’s law should come into operation and be seen with 

all its effects. This single event remains for all time indisputable evidence that God’s 

will is always free, unshackled by any factor whatsoever. Hence God says of Jesus: 

“We will make him a sign for mankind.” (Verse 21) 

Because the event was so remarkable and unfamiliar, some people could not 

conceive of how it could happen and could not appreciate the wisdom of publicizing 
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it in this way. Hence, they attributed to Jesus, son of Mary, qualities of divinity, 

inventing tales and superstitions about his birth. They thus fell foul of God’s 

purpose, distorting the pure faith based on God’s oneness. 

In this s rah, the Qur’ n relates how this remarkable event took place, highlighting 

its great significance and showing such tales and superstitions to he absolutely false. 

The s rah relates the story in a series of highly emotional scenes, which leave a 

profound effect on anyone who reads them: it is as though he is witnessing the 

events as they take place. 

The Most Remarkable Birth in History 

Relate in the book [the story of] Mary and how she withdrew from her family to a place 
in the east, where she kept herself in seclusion from them. We, then, sent to her Our 
angel, who appeared to her in the shape of a well-made human being. She said: May 
the Most Merciful protect me from you. [Do not come near me] if you fear God.’ ‘I am 
but an emissary of your Lord,’ he said, [and have come] to give you a son endowed 
with purity. ‘She said: ‘How shall I have a child when no man has ever touched me 
and I have never been a loose woman?’ He answered: ‘Thus did your Lord speak: This 
is easy for Me. We will make him a sign for mankind and an act of grace from Us. It is 
a matter [We have] decreed.’ (Verses 16-21) 

This is the first scene: Mary is a young, virgin woman, a saint whose mother 

vowed, when she was still an unborn baby, that she would serve in the temple. No 

one had ever witnessed from her anything other than perfect purity and chastity. In 

fact people associated her with Aaron, the first of the temple’s devout servants. For 

generations, her family were renowned for being God-fearing and a model of piety. 

We see this young woman going off to be alone. The s rah does not specify why 

she wanted to be alone, but there must have been something to so require her to be 

by herself, unseen by anyone else. It may have been a very private matter that girls 

normally experience. 

Once she is alone, screened from everyone and assured of complete privacy, she 

receives a great shock. She finds in front of her a man in his prime: “We, then, sent to 

her Our angel, who appeared to her in the shape of a well-made human being.” (Verse 17) 

She is both shocked and shaken, which is only the normal reaction of a chaste virgin. 

Her immediate reaction is to seek God’s protection and to appeal to Him for support. 

She appeals to the man’s sense of fearing God. She reminds him of God so that he 

may be restrained from attempting anything evil. So she says to him: “May the Most 

Merciful protect me from you. [Do not come near me] if you fear God.” (Verse 18) Should 

he be a God-fearing person, he would respond to the mere mention of God’s name 

and His attribute of mercy. He would then resist any evil motive and restrain his 
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desire. 

We can visualize this young woman, a pure devout virgin, and what she might 

have gone through in that moment when she was surprised by a young man 

appearing before her in her place of privacy. This was her first shock. 

Yet what answer does she receive? The man tells her something she could never 

have imagined: “‘I am but an emissary of your Lord,’ he said, ‘[and have come] to give you a 

son endowed with purity.’” (Verse 19) We can imagine the panic and shock that must 

have overwhelmed Mary when that perfect man, whom she did not yet know to be 

an emissary from her Lord, spoke to her. For all she knew, he might have been an 

assailant playing a trick on her, exploiting her innocence. Yet what he tells her, in the 

privacy of that place, well away from others, is that he wants to give her a child. 

How shocked must Mary have been? We cannot even begin to imagine. That is the 

second great shock for Mary. 

“She said: How shall I have a child when no man has ever touched me and I have never 

been a loose woman?” (Verse 20) Now she speaks frankly and plainly to him. She is all 

alone with him, and the reason why he surprised her is now clear. She does not 

know yet how he will give her a child. Nor does it make matters any easier or less 

worrying for her that he has declared himself to be God’s emissary. Nothing that he 

says about that child, stating that he will be pure and that nothing evil will be 

attached to his birth or moral conduct, is sufficient to reassure her. It is a situation 

where modesty is completely out of place. She must have the matter out and clear at 

once. How, then, could she have a child when she is a virgin, untouched by any 

man? She is not a loose woman about to agree to a sexual act that could produce a 

child. 

Her questioning in this fashion suggests that up to that moment she could not 

conceive of any way by which that person could give her a child except the familiar 

way of sexual contact between a male and a female. This is the natural way, 

according to human perception. 

“He answered: Thus did your Lord speak. That is easy for Me. We will make him a sign for 

mankind and an act of grace from Us.” (Verse 21) This miraculous event that Mary 

cannot even begin to imagine is easy for God to accomplish. His is the power that 

says to anything, ‘Be,’ and it immediately exists. Hence, everything is easy for Him, 

whether it is accomplished according to natural laws that are familiar to man or in 

some other fashion. The angel, who is referred to in this instance as ‘the Spirit’ tells 

her that it is God who says that it is easy for Him, and that He wants this unique and 

remarkable event to be a sign for all mankind, making clear to them His power and 

free, unshackled will. He also wants this child to be a mercy and a blessing to the 

Israelites in the first place and to all humanity thereafter. It is by showing them this 
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miraculous event that they know Him, believe in Him and worship Him, seeking to 

earn His pleasure. 

Thus ends the dialogue between the trusted angel and the Virgin Mary. The s rah 

does not mention what happened after that exchange, leaving a gap in the story, 

which frequently happens in the Qur’ n. But it does mention that what the angel said 

to Mary about the birth of her son is a matter that has been settled and finalized. “It is 

a matter [We have] decreed.” (Verse 21) But how? Nothing is mentioned here by way of 

explanation. 

However, we can refer here to the use of the phrase, Our Spirit, which is 

mentioned in this instance and in another s rah. Here it occurs in the verse: “We, then, 

sent to her Our Spirit, who appeared to her in the shape of a well-made human being.” (Verse 

17) In the other context, the phrase occurs as follows: “And Mary, daughter of `Imr n, 

who guarded her chastity, whereupon We breathed of Our Spirit into her.” (66: 12) 

Now the question arises as to whether the reference in these two s rahs is to the 

same thing or not. From our point of view, the references would appear to be 

different on each occasion. In the present s rah, Mary, it refers to Gabriel, the Holy 

Spirit, who was God’s emissary to Mary. In S rah 66, The Prohibition, it refers to the 

spirit that God breathed into Adam when He created him to make of him a human 

being. He again breathed of it into Mary to bring about her conception. It is this 

divine breathing of the spirit that gives life with all its human characteristics. These 

include the qualities and faculties that enable man to be in contact with the Supreme 

Society, while also giving him his human feelings, intellect, thought, emotions and 

inspiration. In Mary’s case, Gabriel carried this breath of the spirit from God to place 

it into her. We must also add however that we do not know anything about the 

nature of the spirit, neither when it refers to Gabriel himself, nor when it has a 

different connotation. Both belong to the realm which is beyond our perception. We 

simply try to understand the relevant text in the two s rahs and consider that the 

usage differs in each case. 

The story then continues, and we are shown the outcome of all this. We see this 

baffled virgin going through something much harder for her: “So she conceived him, 

and retired to a far-off place. And the throes of childbirth drove her to the trunk of a palm-tree. 

[In her anguish] she cried: ‘Would that I had died before this and passed into complete 

oblivion!’” (Verses 22-23) This was the third great shock Mary received. 

How Jesus Was Born 

The s rah does not mention how she conceived Jesus or the length of her 

pregnancy. It gives no details about whether it was an ordinary pregnancy, with the 

breathing of spirit into Mary starting the life process within the egg, which then goes 
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through the growth process, with the implantation of the conceived egg that becomes 

a germ-cell then a morsel, to which bones are then added before they are covered 

with flesh. That would mean that the foetus completed its normal period of nine-

months gestation. All this is possible. Equally possible in this special case is that the 

female egg took a different course so as to reduce the different stages of growth, and 

ensure the development of the foetus so rapidly that the period of pregnancy was 

made much shorter. There is nothing in the text of the s rah to indicate either. Hence, 

there is no point in pursuing this avenue further. 

As we read on, we see Mary in a remote place, away from her family and 

community. She is now in a far more terrible situation. Previously, she was up 

against all that her upbringing has instilled in her of moral values; but that was an 

internal struggle with herself. Now she is about to be faced with a public scandal. 

Besides, she was in great physical pain added to her psychological distress. In the 

midst of labour and childbirth she is driven to lean against the trunk of a palm tree. 

She is all alone, a true virgin and suffering the pains of childbirth, not knowing about 

how to cope with the situation and having none to give her even moral support. In 

her anguish she cries: “Would that I had died before this and passed into complete 

oblivion!” (Verse 23) We almost see her face, feel her confusion, and sense her agony 

as she wishes herself into oblivion. 

In the midst of all this anguish, she is confronted with the greatest surprise: 

But [a voice] from below cried out to her: Do not give in to grief. Your Lord has 
provided a brook running beneath you. And if you shake the trunk of the palm tree 
towards you, it will drop you fresh ripe dates. So eat and drink and be happy. Should 
you see any human being, just convey this to him: I have vowed a fast to the Most 
Merciful and will not speak today to any human being.’ (Verses 24-26) 

O God! What is happening here! A child born this very moment crying out to her, 

comforting her and reaffirming her bond with her Lord, directing her as to how to 

obtain food and drink, and providing her with the argument and evidence to use 

when she sees people. 

The first thing the voice says to her is that she must not grieve. “Your Lord has 

provided a brook running beneath you.” (Verse 24) God has not forsaken you. Indeed, 

He has made this brook run at your feet, which most probably started its course at 

that very moment, either from a spring or from a high point nearby. Besides, the 

palm tree against which she leant provided food. She only need to shake it and “it 

will drop you fresh ripe dates.” (Verse 25) Thus she has essential food and water. Sweet 

food is good for a mother who has just delivered her baby. Dates are perhaps the best 

food she could eat. “So eat and drink and be happy.” (Verse 26) All the necessary 
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reassurance is given her. 

Then she is told how to deal with her predicament when she meets other people. 

She need only impart to anyone by signal, not words, that she has made a vow not to 

speak to anyone. She is in full and complete devotion which prevents her from 

answering any questions: “Should you see any human being, just convey this to him: I 

have vowed a fast to the Most Merciful and will not speak today to any human being.” 

(Verse 26) 

We imagine that her surprise lingered long, and that she took a while to take stock 

of her situation and stretch her hand to the trunk of the tree and shake it for her meal 

of dates. But when she fully realized what was happening, she was reassured that 

God would not abandon her. Indeed, He had given her all the proof she needed. He 

gave her a child who spoke from the moment of his birth to explain the miracle that 

had brought him into being. 

As Mary Confronts Her People 

Then we glimpse a highly dramatic scene: “She went to her people carrying the child.” 

(Verse 27) We can easily imagine the great surprise on their faces. Most probably, 

these were her immediate family. They had known their daughter, Mary, to be 

exemplary in her purity. She was indeed a virgin dedicated to worship in the temple; 

but there she was with a baby in her arms. Hence their exclamation: “Mary, you have 

indeed done an amazing thing! Sister of Aaron, your father was not a wicked man, nor was 

your mother a loose woman!” (Verses 27-28) 

They start by reproaching her: “You have done an amazing thing!” It is a wicked, 

most dreadful thing that you have perpetrated. But then their reproach takes a 

different tone, adding sarcasm and ridicule. They call her: ‘Sister of Aaron!’ Aaron 

was a prophet who was in charge of the Temple, passing this duty to his offspring. 

Mary was often associated with Aaron because of her exemplary devotion in the 

service of the Temple. How ironic that the girl associated with Aaron’s perfect 

devotion should perpetrate such an enormity: “Your father was not a wicked man, nor 

was your mother a loose woman!” (Verse 28) Such a sin is only committed by loose 

women and prostitutes. 

In her own defence, Mary says nothing other than carrying out what her amazing 

child has instructed her to say: “But she pointed to the child.” (Verse 29) Again we are 

left to imagine their amazement, anger and fury at this young woman, virgin as she 

was, carrying her child openly in her arms, and then refusing to answer their 

questions, only pointing to the child and indicating that they should ask him. “They 

said: How can we talk to a babe in the cradle?” (Verse 29) But then a supernatural event 

occurs again and the baby speaks out: 
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Whereupon he said: I am a servant of God. He has vouchsafed to me revelations and 
made me a prophet, and made me blessed wherever I may be. He has enjoined on me 
prayer and charity as long as I live. He has made me kind to my mother, not haughty 
or bereft of grace. Peace was on me on the day when I was born, and [will be on me] on 
the day of my death and on the day when I shall be raised to life again.’ (Verses 30-
33) 

Thus Jesus declared his status: a servant of God. He is not God’s son, as some sects 

claim; nor was he divine as claimed by others, nor one of a Trinity constituting one 

God while being three, as claimed by others. He declares that God has made him a 

prophet, which means that he was neither God’s son nor partner. God has blessed 

him and enjoined him to keep his prayers and be charitable throughout his life. 

He is also enjoined to be very kind towards his mother and to show humility to 

his people. This means that he has a limited life duration, he dies and will be 

resurrected. God has bestowed on him peace, security and reassurance on the day of 

his birth, the day of his death and the day of his resurrection. The statement is very 

clear here in respect of the death and resurrection of Jesus. It admits no argument or 

different interpretation. 

The Qur’ n does not add anything beyond painting this scene. It does not tell us 

how the people reacted to this miraculous event. Nor does it inform us what 

happened to Mary and her remarkable son after that. It does not mention anything 

about the time when he became a prophet. It simply says, quoting Jesus: “He has 

vouchsafed to me revelations and made me a prophet.” (Verse 30) The theme here is the 

birth of Jesus. Hence, when the s rah has given its account of his birth, culminating in 

that miraculous scene, with Jesus talking to Mary’s family, the scene is drawn to a 

close. This is followed by an emphatic statement of the truth concerning Jesus: 

Such was, in the words of truth, Jesus the son of Mary, about whose nature they still 
dispute. It is not conceivable that God should beget a son. Limitless is He in His glory! 
When He wills a thing to be, He only says to it, Be,’ and it is. God is my Lord and 
your Lord; so worship Him alone. That is a straight path. (Verses 34-36) 

The Full Truth about Jesus 

This is the whole truth about Jesus. It has nothing of the claims advanced by those 

who assign to him a divine nature, or those who make false accusations against his 

mother. What God states here is the complete truth, giving details of his origin and 

birth. There is no room for doubt or argument. It is not for God to take for Himself a 

son. Most sublime is He in His glory. He needs no son, because offspring are only 

needed by mortals, so that their line of existence is continued. Alternatively, 
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offspring are needed by the weak so that they have the support of their children 

against their enemies. But God is immortal, and able to do what He wills, having 

power over all things. All creatures come into existence when He says to them, ‘Be’. 

This means that He accomplishes any purpose of His merely by willing it to take 

place, not by having help from a son or partner. 

Jesus concludes his words by declaring the truth that God is his Lord and the Lord 

of all mankind. Hence, they must worship Him alone, assigning to Him no partners: 

“God is my Lord and your Lord; so worship Him alone. That is a straight path.” (Verse 36) 

With this statement made by Jesus himself, and with this account of his birth there is 

no room left for legend or myth in the whole affair. This is the full import of his 

statement and the way it is phrased. 

The s rah then refers to the conflicting views and beliefs advanced by various 

groups concerning Jesus, his birth, nature and status. All are highly objectionable as 

compared with the clear and simple truth. 

“Yet are the sects at variance among themselves.” (Verse 37) Constantine, the Roman 

Emperor, held one of three famous synods, attended by 2,170 bishops. They differed 

a great deal about Jesus. Each group expressed a certain view. Some said that he was 

God who descended to earth in person, giving life to whomever He willed and 

caused others to die, before returning to heaven. Some said that he was God’s son, 

while others claimed that he was one of the three entities forming the Godhead: the 

Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. A different group claimed that he was one of 

three deities: God was one, Jesus another and his mother the third. However, another 

group said that Jesus was God’s servant, messenger, spirit and word. Others made 

yet different claims. All in all, no more than 308 agreed on any one view. The 

Emperor decided to support that view, expelling all those who did not agree, and 

persecuting those who opposed it, particularly those who advocated God’s oneness. 

Since such deviant beliefs were established by synods composed of large numbers 

of bishops, the s rah warns unbelievers about what happens to those who deviate 

from the faith based on God’s oneness. This warning tells them of a scene that will 

take place on a great and eventful day witnessed by much larger numbers: 

Woe, then, to the unbelievers when a momentous day arrives. How well they will hear 
and see on the day they will appear before Us. Truly the wrongdoers are today in 
evident error. Hence, warn them of the Day of Distress, when everything will have 
been determined while they remain heedless, persisting in unbelief (Verses 37-39) 

Woe to them when they witness a momentous day, referred to here in an 

indefinite mode to impart to it a more awesome air. It is a day witnessed by all 

human beings and jinn, as well as the angels. All shall stand in the presence of God 
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Almighty, to whom the unbelievers ascribe partners. 

The s rah then derides them for turning away from all the pointers to the right 

guidance in this present life. On that day theirs will be the sharpest of hearing and 

seeing: “How well they will hear and see on the day they will appear before Us. Truly the 

wrongdoers are today in evident error.” (Verse 38) Their situation is amazing: they do 

not hear or see when hearing and seeing are the means to discern guidance and 

follow it in order to escape doom. Yet they hear and see extremely well when these 

faculties are used to stress their humiliation. They will be made to hear what they 

dislike and see what they are wont to avoid. 

“Hence, warn them of the Day of Distress.” (Verse 39) That is a day when distress will 

be at its most acute, when distress will be a quality of the day itself. They need to be 

warned, because such distress is of no use to anyone: “When everything will have been 

determined while they remain heedless, persisting in unbelief” (Verse 39) It is as though the 

day is directly linked to their unbelief and heedlessness. 

God’s Messenger is commanded to warn people against that day, which will 

come, no doubt. For, everything and everyone on earth shall return to God, like 

inheritance that reverts to the Only Heir: “We alone shall remain after the earth and all 

who live on it have passed away. To Us they shall all return.” (Verse 40) 
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2 

A Long Line of Prophets 

Mention in the Book Abraham. He certainly 

was a man of truth and a prophet. (41) 

He said to his father: ‘My father! Why do you 

worship something that neither hears nor sees and 

can be of no avail whatever to you? (42) 

My father! There has come to me knowledge 

which you do not have. Follow me, and I shall 

guide you along a straight path. (43) 

My father! Do not worship Satan, for Satan has 

indeed rebelled against [God] the Most Merciful. 

(44) 

My father! I dread lest a scourge will fall upon 

you from the Most Merciful, and then you will 

become one of Satan’s friends.’ (45) 

He answered: ‘Are you renouncing my gods, 

Abraham? If you do not desist, I shall most 

certainly have you stoned. Now begone from me 

for good!’ (46) 

öä. øŒ $# uρ ’ Îû É=≈ tGÅ3ø9 $# tΛ⎧Ïδ≡ tö/ Î) 4 … çμ ¯ΡÎ) tβ% x. 

$Z)ƒ Ïd‰Ï¹ $†‹ Î; ¯Ρ ∩⊆⊇∪  

øŒ Î) tΑ$s% Ïμ‹ Î/ L{ ÏM t/ r'̄≈ tƒ zΝ Ï9 ß‰ç7 ÷è s? $tΒ Ÿω 
ßì yϑó¡tƒ Ÿωuρ çÅÇö7 ãƒ Ÿωuρ ©Í_ øóãƒ y7Ψ tã $\↔ ø‹x© 

∩⊆⊄∪  

ÏM t/ r'̄≈ tƒ ’ ÎoΤ Î) ô‰s% ’ÎΤ u™!% ỳ š∅ÏΒ ÉΟ ù=Ïèø9 $# $tΒ öΝ s9 

y7 Ï?ù'tƒ û©Í_ ÷èÎ7 ¨?$$sù x8Ï‰÷δr& $WÛ≡ uÅÀ $wƒ Èθy™ ∩⊆⊂∪  

ÏM t/ r'̄≈ tƒ Ÿω Ï‰ç7 ÷ès? z⎯≈ sÜ ø‹ ¤±9 $# ( ¨βÎ) z⎯≈ sÜ ø‹ ¤±9 $# 

tβ% x. Ç⎯≈ uΗ÷q §=Ï9 $wŠ ÅÁtã ∩⊆⊆∪  

ÏM t/ r'̄≈ tƒ þ’ÎoΤ Î) ß∃% s{ r& βr& y7 ¡¡yϑ tƒ Ò># x‹tã z⎯ ÏiΒ 

Ç⎯≈ uΗ÷q §9 $# tβθä3tGsù Ç⎯≈ sÜ øŠ ¤±=Ï9 $wŠ Ï9 uρ ∩⊆∈∪  

tΑ$s% ë= Ïî# u‘ r& |MΡr& ô⎯ tã ©ÉLyγ Ï9# u™ ãΛ⎧Ïδ≡ tö/ Î* ¯≈ tƒ ( 
⎦È⌡s9 óΟ ©9 Ïμ tG⊥ s? y7 ¨ΖuΗäd ö‘ V{ ( ’ ÎΤ öàf÷δ$# uρ $|‹ Î=tΒ 
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Abraham replied: ‘Peace be on you. I shall pray 

to my Lord to forgive you; for He has always been 

very kind to me. (47) 

But I shall withdraw from you all and from 

whatever you invoke instead of God, and I shall 

pray to my Lord alone. Perhaps, by my prayer to 

my Lord I shall not be unblest.’ (48) 

When he had withdrawn from them and from all 

that they were worshipping instead of God, We 

bestowed on him Isaac and Jacob, each of whom 

We made a prophet. (49) 

We bestowed on them of Our mercy and We 

granted them the high honour of [conveying] the 

truth. (50) 

And mention in the Book Moses, who was a 

chosen one, a messenger of God and a prophet. 

(51) 

We called out to him from the right side of 

Mount Sinai and drew him near [to Us] in 

mystic communion. (52) 

We gave him, out of Our grace, his brother 

Aaron, to be a prophet. (53) 

∩⊆∉∪  

tΑ$s% íΝ≈n=y™ y7 ø‹n=tã ( ãÏ øótGó™ r'y™ y7 s9 þ’ În1u‘ ( 
… çμ ¯ΡÎ) šχ% x. ’ Î1 $|‹ Ï ym ∩⊆∠∪  

öΝ ä3ä9 Í”tIôãr& uρ $tΒuρ šχθããô‰s? ⎯ ÏΒ ÈβρßŠ «!$# 

(#θãã ÷Š r& uρ ’ În1u‘ #©|¤tã Hωr& tβθä. r& Ï™!% tæß‰Î/ ’În1u‘ 

$|‹ É) x© ∩⊆∇∪  

$£ϑn=sù öΝçλm; u”tIôã $# $tΒuρ tβρß‰ç7 ÷ètƒ ⎯ ÏΒ ÈβρßŠ «!$# 

$oΨ ö7 yδuρ ÿ… ã&s! t,≈ ysó™ Î) z>θà) ÷ètƒ uρ ( yξä. uρ $uΖù=yèy_ 

$wŠ Î; tΡ ∩⊆®∪  

$oΨ ö7 yδuρuρ Μ çλm; ⎯ ÏiΒ $uΖÏFuΗ÷q §‘ $uΖù=yèy_uρ öΝ çλm; tβ$|¡Ï9 

A− ô‰Ï¹ $wŠ Î=tã ∩∈⊃∪  

öä. øŒ $# uρ ’ Îû É=≈tGÅ3ø9 $# #©y›θãΒ 4 … çμ̄ΡÎ) tβ% x. $TÁn=øƒ èΧ 

tβ% x. uρ Zωθß™ u‘ $|‹ Î; ¯Ρ ∩∈⊇∪  

çμ≈ uΖ÷ƒ y‰≈ tΡuρ ⎯ ÏΒ É= ÏΡ$y_ Í‘θ’Ü9 $# Ç⎯ yϑ÷ƒ F{ $# 

çμ≈ uΖö/ §s%uρ $|‹ Åg wΥ ∩∈⊄∪  

$oΨ ö7 yδuρuρ … çμ s9 ⎯ ÏΒ !$uΖÏFuΗ÷q §‘ çν% s{ r& tβρã≈ yδ $wŠ Î; tΡ 
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And mention in the Book Ishmael who was 

always true to his promise, and was a messenger 

of God, a prophet. (54) 

He used to enjoin on his people prayer and 

charity, and his Lord was well pleased with him. 

(55) 

And mention in the Book Idrīs, who was a man 

of truth, a prophet. (56) 

We raised him to a lofty station. (57) 

These were some of the prophets upon whom God 

bestowed His blessings — of the seed of Adam, 

and of those whom We carried in the ark with 

Noah, and of the seed of Abraham and Israel, 

and of those whom We had guided and chosen. 

When the revelations of [God] the Most Merciful 

were recited to them they fell down prostrating 

themselves [before Him] and weeping. (58) 

They were succeeded by generations who neglected 

their prayers and followed only their lusts; and 

these will, in time, meet with utter disillusion. 

∩∈⊂∪  

öä. øŒ $# uρ ’ Îû É=≈ tGÅ3ø9 $# Ÿ≅Š Ïè≈ oÿôœÎ) 4 … çμ̄ΡÎ) tβ% x. 

s− ÏŠ$|¹ Ï‰ôãuθø9 $# tβ% x. uρ Zωθß™ u‘ $|‹ Î; ¯Ρ ∩∈⊆∪  

tβ% x. uρ ããΒù'tƒ … ã&s#÷δ r& Íο 4θn=¢Á9 $$Î/ Íο 4θx. ¨“9 $# uρ tβ% x. uρ 

y‰ΖÏã ⎯ Ïμ În/ u‘ $wŠ ÅÊ ötΒ ∩∈∈∪  

öä. øŒ $# uρ ’ Îû É=≈ tGÅ3ø9 $# }§ƒ Í‘ ÷Š Î) 4 … çμ ¯ΡÎ) tβ% x. 

$Z)ƒ Ïd‰Ï¹ $|‹ Î; ¯Ρ ∩∈∉∪  
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⎯ ÏΒ Ïπ−ƒ Íh‘ èŒ tΠ yŠ# u™ ô⎯£ϑÏΒuρ $oΨ ù=yϑym yì tΒ 8yθçΡ 

⎯ ÏΒuρ Ïπ −ƒÍ h‘ èŒ tΛ⎧ Ïδ≡ tö/ Î) Ÿ≅ƒ Ï™ℜuó  Î) uρ ô⎯ £ϑÏΒuρ 

$uΖ÷ƒ y‰yδ !$oΨ ø‹u; tGô_$# uρ 4 # sŒ Î) 4’ n?÷Gè? ÷ΛÏιø‹n= tæ àM≈ tƒ# u™ 

Ç⎯≈ uΗ÷q §9 $# (#ρ”yz # Y‰£∨ ß™ $|‹ Å3ç/ uρ ) ∩∈∇∪  

* y#n=sƒ m .⎯ ÏΒ öΝ ÏδÏ‰÷è t/ ì#ù=yz (#θãã$|Êr& 

nο 4θn=¢Á9 $# (#θãèt7 ¨?$# uρ ÏN≡ uθpκ ¤¶9 $# ( t∃öθ|¡ sù tβöθs) ù= tƒ 
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A Son’s Passionate Appeal 

(59) 

Excepted, however, shall be those who repent, 

believe and do righteous deeds. These will enter the 

Garden and will not be wronged in any way: 

(60) 

the gardens of Eden which [God] the Most 

Merciful has promised to His servants, in the 

realm that lies beyond the reach of human 

perception. Indeed, His promise is certain of 

fulfilment. (61) 

There they will hear no idle talk, but only the 

voice of peace. And their sustenance shall be given 

them there morning and evening. (62) 

Such is the paradise which We shall give the 

righteous among Our servants to inherit. (63) 

We descend only by the command of your Lord. 

To Him belongs all that is before us and all that 

is hidden from us and all that is in between. 

Never does your Lord forget anything. (64) 

He is the Lord of the heavens and the earth and 

all that is between them. Worship Him alone, 

then, and remain steadfast in His worship. Do 

you know any whose name is worthy to be 

mentioned side by side with His? (65) 

$†‹xî ∩∈®∪  

ωÎ) ⎯ tΒ z>$s? z⎯ tΒ# u™uρ Ÿ≅ ÏΗxåuρ $[sÎ=≈ |¹ 

y7 Í× ¯≈ s9 'ρé'sù tβθè=äzô‰tƒ sπ ¨Ψ pg ø:$# Ÿωuρ tβθßϑn=ôà ãƒ 

$\↔ ø‹x© ∩∉⊃∪  
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y7 ù=Ï? èπ̈Ζpg ø:$# ©ÉL©9 $# ß^ Í‘θçΡ ô⎯ ÏΒ $tΡÏŠ$t6 Ïã ⎯ tΒ 

tβ% x. $|‹ É) s? ∩∉⊂∪  

$tΒuρ ãΑ ¨”t∴ tGtΡ ωÎ) ÌøΒr'Î/ y7 În/ u‘ ( …çμ s9 $tΒ t⎦÷⎫t/ 

$uΖƒ Ï‰÷ƒ r& $tΒuρ $oΨ x ù=yz $tΒ uρ š⎥÷⎫t/ y7 Ï9≡ sŒ 4 $tΒuρ 

tβ% x. y7 •/ u‘ $|‹ Å¡nΣ ∩∉⊆∪  

>§‘ ÏN≡ uθ≈ yϑ¡¡9 $# ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# uρ $tΒuρ $yϑåκ s] ÷ t/ 
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… çμ s9 $wŠ Ïϑy™ ∩∉∈∪ 
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The account given in this s rah of the birth of Jesus is concluded with a statement 

showing the fallacy and singularity of the myth making Jesus God’s son. This is a 

fabrication upheld by some Christians in their distorted beliefs. The s rah now gives 

an account of part of Abraham’s story, demonstrating the singularity and fallacy of 

pagan beliefs. Abraham is the great ancestor from whom the Arabs claim to descend. 

In fact the pagan Arabs claimed the custodianship of the Ka (bah, built by Abraham 

and his son, Ishmael. 

In this account, Abraham’s contented, patient and gentle character is shown in 

sharp relief. We see these aspects of his character in his approach and language. They 

are also clearly apparent in his behaviour and how he responds to his father’s 

overbearing attitude. We also feel how God has bestowed His grace on Abraham, 

compensating him for his father and people, all unbelievers, with goodly offspring 

that beget a whole nation which has its generous share of prophets and saintly 

divines. Yet these are followed by generations who neglected prayers and deviated 

from the path shown them by Abraham to pursue their desires. Those were the 

unbelievers. 

God describes Abraham in the Qur’ n as being ‘a man of truth and a prophet’. The 

Arabic word, şiddīq, translated here as ‘a man of truth’ has a wider sense than merely 

being truthful. It connotes that he was always truthful and a firm believer in the 

truth. Both qualities fit well with his character: 

Mention in the Book Abraham. He certainly was a man of truth and a prophet. He 
said to his father: My father! Why do you worship something that neither hears nor 
sees and can be of no avail whatever to you? My father! There has come to me 
knowledge which you do not have. Follow me, and I shall guide you along a straight 
path. My father! Do not worship Satan, fir Satan has indeed rebelled against [God] the 
Most Merciful. My father! I dread lest a scourge will fall upon you from the Most 
Merciful, and then you will become one of Satan’s friends.’ (Verses 41-45) 

It is with such a passionate appeal that Abraham addresses his father, trying to 

guide him to the goodness God had taught him and to which He had directed him. 

His appeal is an endearing one, stressing his position as a loving son. He asks him: 

“Why do you worship something that neither hears nor sees and can be of no avail whatever 

to you?” (Verse 42) The normal practice is that people address their worship to 

someone who is more exalted, knowledgeable and stronger than man. Indeed 

worship is always presented to someone exalted above man’s position. How is it, 

then, that in this case it is presented to something below the level of man, and indeed 

below the level of animals; something that does not hear or see anything and can 

cause no benefit or harm. This was the case of Abraham’s father and community. 

They worshipped idols, just like the Arabs of the Quraysh who opposed Islam. 



Maryam (Mary) | A LONG LINE OF PROPHETS 

 281

This is the first point in Abraham’s appeal to his father. He follows it with a 

statement that he does not make this claim at his own behest. Rather, he makes it on 

the basis of true knowledge that has been vouchsafed to him by God to set him on 

the path of true guidance. He was certainly younger and less experienced than his 

father, but what had been bestowed on him from on high gave him a clear 

recognition of the truth. Hence he gives his advice to his father who had not received 

such knowledge. He wanted his father to follow suit so that he would be on the road 

of truth: “My father! There has come to me knowledge which you do not have. Follow me, 

and I shall guide you along a straight path.” (Verse 43) 

There is nothing wrong with a father following his son when this son has a direct 

recourse to a higher source able to give true guidance. In this case, the son is the one 

who follows the right way, leading only to what is good. 

Having shown his father the fallacy of idol worship and outlined the source of 

guidance he received, which is the cornerstone of his appeal to his father, Abraham 

makes it clear that the way followed by his father is that of Satan. His own aim is to 

guide his father to the way acceptable to God, the Most Merciful. He fears that his 

father may incur God’s anger and thus become a close friend of Satan: 

My father! Do not worship Satan, for Satan has indeed rebelled against [God] the 
Most Merciful. My father! I dread lest a scourge will fall upon you from the Most 
Merciful, and then you will become one of Satan’s friends. (Verses 44-45) 

It is Satan who tempts people to worship idols. This means that whoever worships 

idols is in the same position as one who worships the devil himself. Satan, it must not 

be forgotten, is a rebel who disobeys God in every way. Abraham warns his father 

against incurring God’s displeasure. For if he does, he will become Satan’s friend and 

follower and so liable to God’s punishment. This shows clearly that when God 

guides a servant of His to obey Him, that in itself is a blessing, while befriending 

Satan is a scourge leading to God’s punishment and a position of utter ruin on the 

Day of Judgement. 

Insolent Answer to a Compassionate Appeal 

Abraham’s appeal, made in the most compassionate language, cannot however 

find its way to his father’s hardened heart. The father retorts with rejection and 

threats: 

Are you renouncing my gods, Abraham? If you do not desist, I shall most certainly 
have you stoned. Now begone from me for good! (Verse 46) 
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His father’s answer was harsh, arrogant and threatening. He considered 

Abraham’s rejection of idols to be impertinent. It was a crime for which Abraham 

deserved a cruel punishment: i.e. death by stoning. Hence, he advised him to stay 

away, or else punishment would be forthcoming. 

It is with such ignorance and cruelty that the father replies to the son’s passionate 

and polite appeal. No regard is given for the son’s care and concern for his father. 

This is indeed the pattern of response that advocates of faith receive from those who 

are hardened by disbelief and lack of guidance. 

Abraham, however, does not allow anger to dictate his attitude. He does not lose 

sight of his dutifulness to his father. Hence, he continues to address him with respect 

and compassion: 

Abraham replied: Peace be on you. I shall pray to my Lord to forgive you; for He has 
always been very kind to me. But I shall withdraw from you all and from whatever 
you invoke instead of God, and I shall pray to my Lord alone. Perhaps, by my prayer 
to my Lord I shall not be unblest. (Verses 47-48) 

Abraham makes it clear that he will not respond to the threat, nor will he indulge 

in futile argument. He promises his father to pray to God to forgive him and not to 

punish him by allowing him to go further astray. He will pray to God to have mercy 

on his father and guide him to the truth. He tells him that he is used to God’s 

generous favours, as He answers his prayers. Then he adds that if his own presence 

and appeal irritate his father, then he will withdraw, leave his father and people, 

abandoning the deities they invoke instead of God. He will only worship God alone, 

hoping that by doing so he will avoid being unblest. Such is a believer’s politeness 

and humility. Abraham does not feel that he is deserving of favours from God more 

than being spared misery, unhappiness and withdrawal of blessings. 

Thus Abraham left his father, his community and homeland, as well as their idols 

and worship practices. God, however, blessed him with offspring and gave him what 

was better than that which he had sacrificed. 

When he had withdrawn from them and from all that they were worshipping instead 
of God, We bestowed on him Isaac and Jacob, each of whom We made a prophet. We 
bestowed on them of Our mercy and We granted them the high honour of [conveying! 
the truth. (Verses 49-50) 

Isaac was Abraham’s son, born to him by his wife Sarah who, prior to his birth, 

was childless. Jacob was Isaac’s son, but he is mentioned here as though he were 

Abraham’s own son, because he was born during his grandfather’s lifetime, growing 

up under his care. Thus, he was close to his grandfather, just as though he were his 
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own son. He learnt faith from him directly and he taught it to his own children. Both 

Isaac and Jacob were prophets. 

“We bestowed on them of Our mercy.” (Verse 50) This is a reference to Abraham, 

Isaac and Jacob, as well as to their offspring. They were all recipients of God’s mercy, 

which is mentioned here as the most bounteous gift granted by God in the general 

ambience of the s rah. Furthermore, it was the quality of God’s bounty that 

compensated Abraham for the loss of his people and homeland, giving him 

reassurance in his new solitary environment. “We granted them the high honour of 

[conveying! the truth.” (Verse 50) They were truthful in their mission, enjoying trust 

and honour among their people. Their word was listened to and received well. 

The s rah moves on, speaking about the same branch of Abraham’s seed and 

reminding us of Moses and Aaron: “And mention in the Book Moses, who was a chosen 

one, a messenger of God and a prophet. We called out to him from the right side of Mount 

Sinai and drew him near [to Us] in mystic communion. We gave him, out of Our grace, his 

brother Aaron, to be a prophet.” (Verses 51-53) 

Moses is described here as one who was chosen for the task of dedication to God’s 

call. He is identified as a prophet who is entrusted with a message that he must 

deliver to people. A prophet is not given the same task. He is an advocate of faith 

which he receives from God directly. Among the Children of Israel there were many 

prophets who were given the task of advocating the message delivered by Moses and 

judging among people according to the Torah revealed to him by God: “Indeed, it is 

We who revealed the Torah, containing guidance and light. By it did the prophets, who had 

surrendered themselves to God, judge among the Jews, and so did the divines and the rabbis: 

[they gave judgement] in accordance with what had been entrusted to their care of God’s Book 

and to which they themselves were witnesses.” (5: 44) 

The grace granted to Moses is highlighted as he was called out from the right side 

of Mount Sinai. [That was the right side of Moses as he stood at that moment facing 

the Mount.] He was drawn so close as to be spoken to in communion. We do not 

know how this communication took place, or how Moses understood it. Was it a 

voice heard by Moses through his ears in the normal way, or was it an address 

received by his whole being. Nor do we know how God prepared Moses to receive 

His own words. But we believe that all this took place. It is simply very easy for God 

to accomplish it, bringing His servant into communion with Him while at the same 

time retaining his humanity. We must not forget that man acquired his status with 

the breathing in of God’s spirit into him.§ 

The s rah mentions how God bestowed His mercy on Moses by giving him the 

                                                 
§ For further discussion on the Kal m attribute, please refer to section 1.5 of A Critique of ‘In the Shade of 
the Qur’ n.’ 
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support of Aaron, his brother, whom God also made a prophet. It was Moses who 

requested this help and God granted it: “My brother Aaron is far better in speech than I 

am. Send him, therefore, as a helper, so that he might bear witness to my speaking the truth; 

for I fear indeed that they will accuse me of lying.” (28: 34) Indeed, throughout the s rah 

there is an unmistakeable air of divine mercy. 

More Prophets 

Now the s rah refers to the other branch of Abraham’s seed, bringing in Ishmael, 

the father of the Arabs, for special mention: 

And mention in the Book Ishmael who was always true to his promise, and was a 
messenger of God, a prophet. He used to enjoin on his people prayer and charity, and 
his Lord was well pleased with him. (Verses 54-55) 

The s rah highlights a special quality of Ishmael’s, which was his being true to his 

promise. This is a characteristic common to all prophets and all God-fearing men and 

women. The fact that it is highlighted here suggests that in Ishmael’s case it must 

have had very special significance. Moreover, Ishmael is given the status of 

messenger of God, which means that he preached God’s message to the Arabs of old. 

Indeed he was their highest grandfather. We know that even shortly before the 

advent of the message of the Prophet Mu ammad, there were some individual Arabs 

who believed in one God. Most probably they were the last remnants of Ishmael’s 

followers. 

The s rah also mentions that the fundamentals of his faith included prayer and 

zak t, which he ordered his family and his people to observe. Moreover, the s rah 

leaves us in no doubt that Ishmael earned God’s pleasure, which imparts a sense of 

contentment and satisfaction to anyone. This contentment is another aspect that 

permeates the whole s rah, in the same way as mercy. In fact the two aspects of 

mercy and contentment are mutually related. 

The last prophet to be mentioned in this s rah is Idrīs: “And mention in the Book 

Idrīs, who was a man of truth, a prophet. We raised him to a lofty station.” (Verses 56-57) 

We have no way of determining during which period of history Idrīs lived. Most 

probably he was ahead of Abraham. He was not one of the Jewish prophets. There is 

no mention of him in the Jewish books. The Qur’ n describes him as a man of truth 

and a prophet. It records the fact that God granted him honour and made him 

worthy of praise, elevating him to a lofty position. 

There is a view we would like to mention here without suggesting whether it is 

true or false. Some Egyptologists suggest that Idrīs is an Arabicized form of Osiris in 
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the same way as Yohanna is Arabicized as Ya y , and Eliesha as Al-Yasa`. We know 

that around Osiris many a legend has been woven. It is said that old Egyptians 

believed that he was elevated to heaven where he was established on a throne. 

Whoever, after death, is found to have to his credit more good deeds in this life than 

bad ones will join Osiris who has become an Egyptian deity. He is also said to have 

taught the Egyptians all that they knew before he was elevated to heaven. 

Be that as it may, we confine ourselves to what the Qur’ n states about Idrīs, 

without indulging in speculation. We only say that it is more probable that he lived 

before the time of Abraham. 

The s rah mentions all these prophets in order to compare them, a group of God-

fearing believers, with later generations of pagan Arabs and unbelieving Israelites. 

The gulf separating the two is vast. There is nothing to bring the newcomers close to 

their ancestors. 

These were some of the prophets upon whom God bestowed His blessings — of the seed 
of Adam, and of those whom We carried in the ark with Noah, and of the seed of 
Abraham and Israel, and of those whom We had guided and chosen. When the 
revelations of [God] the Most Merciful were recited to them they fell down prostrating 
themselves [before Him] and weeping. They were succeeded by generations who 
neglected their prayers and followed only their lusts; and these will, in time, meet with 
utter disillusion. (Verses 58-59) 

In this scene of the role of prophethood in human history, we see only the main 

features delineated: of the seed of Adam,’ and of those whom We carried in the ark with 

Noah,’ and also ‘of the seed of Abraham and Israel.’ Adam’s seed includes all, and Noah 

refers to all who came after him, while Abraham combines the two major branches of 

prophethood: Jacob as the head of the Israelite tree and Ishmael to whom the Arabs 

belong and from among whom came the last of all prophets. 

Those prophets together with those from among their offspring whom God 

guided and chose of pious people share a main quality in common: “When the 

revelations of [God] the Most Merciful were recited to them they fell down prostrating 

themselves [before Him] and weeping.” (Verse 58) They are truly God-fearing, very 

sensitive to what pleases or displeases God. They shudder when His revelations are 

recited. This sensation is so strong that they cannot express their inner feelings in 

words. Their eyes are tearful and they fall down prostrating themselves before God 

and weep. 

Yet such highly God-fearing people are succeeded by generations that are distant 

from God, by people who neglect their prayer and deny it as a duty incumbent on 

them. Instead, they follow only their lusts and indulge in every loose activity. The 
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difference is so clear and the contrast complete. 

The s rah warns those who turned away from the path followed by their God-

fearing forefathers, and shows them that they are bound to lose their way and end in 

ruin. Indeed, their end looms large: “These will, in time, meet with utter disillusion.” 

(Verse 59) Disillusion will lead them into error, and error will take them to utter 

destruction. 

God’s Door Remains Open 

The s rah makes it clear that the door remains wide open for all who wish to 

repent and mend their ways. Through that door comes the scent of God’s mercy and 

the aura of abounding grace: 

Excepted, however, shall be those who repent, believe and do righteous deeds. These 
will enter the Garden and will not be wronged in any way: the gardens of Eden which 
[God] the Most Merciful has promised to His servants, in the realm that lies beyond 
the reach of human perception. Indeed, His promise is certain of fulfilment. There they 
will hear no idle talk, but only the voice of peace. And their sustenance shall be given 
them there morning and evening. Such is the paradise which We shall give the 
righteous among Our servants to inherit. (Verses 60-63) 

Repentance that initiates a sincere acceptance of the divine faith and good works, 

thus making its positive significance a clear reality, ensures escape from that ruinous 

fate. Those who resort to such repentance will not end up in disillusion, but will 

rather go to heaven, where they are subjected to no wrong. They go there for 

permanent abode. God has promised entry into this garden to His servants and they 

believed in it before they could ever see it, because God’s promise always comes true. 

The s rah then draws an image of heaven and its dwellers: “There they will hear no 

idle talk, but only the voice of peace.” (Verse 62) Their talk is free of idle remarks, loud 

noise, futile argument. It is a conversation when only one type of voice is heard. It is 

the type that fits in with this pleasant atmosphere, full of contentment. That is the 

voice of peace. Provisions are certain to come in this heaven, without the need for 

hard work, worry or anxiety. They will never be exhausted: “Their sustenance shall be 

given them there morning and evening.” (Verse 62) In such a blissful atmosphere, 

requests, demands and worries are out of place. 

“Such is the paradise which We shall give the righteous among Our servants to inherit.” 

(Verse 63) Anyone who wishes to share in this inheritance is aware of the way to 

ensure it: repentance, firm belief and good works. Descent and ancestry are of no 

avail. Certain people descended from those God-fearing prophets and the goodly 

people who followed divine guidance and whom God selected for honour, but their 
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descendants neglected their prayers and followed their own wanton desires. Their 

descent benefited them nothing. They are certain to end in disillusion. 

God’s Absolute Lordship 

This passage of the s rah ends with a declaration of God’s total Lordship of the 

universe. Hence, people are directed to worship Him alone and to bear with patience 

the hard tasks involved. Furthermore, the possibility of anyone having something in 

common with God is absolutely negated. 

We descend only by the command of your Lord. To Him belongs all that is before us 
and all that is hidden from us and all that is in between. Never does your Lord forget 
anything. He is the Lord of the heavens and the earth and all that is between them. 
Worship Him alone, then, and remain steadfast in His worship. Do you know any 
whose name is worthy to be mentioned side by side with His? (Verses 64-65) 

Reports are unanimous that the angel Gabriel was ordered to say the first 

statement to the Prophet: “We descend only by the command of your Lord.” (Verse 64) 

This was in reply to the Prophet when he felt that revelation was slow in coming. In 

fact Gabriel had not come to see him for some time, and he experienced a feeling of 

loneliness, keenly missing the angel whom he loved. Gabriel was then ordered by 

God to tell him: “We descend only by the command of your Lord.” He conducts all our 

affairs: “To Him belongs all that is before us and all that is hidden from us and all that is in 

between.” (Verse 64) He forgets nothing. Revelations are bestowed when He in His 

wisdom wills that they be bestowed. 

The verse ends with the statement: “Never does your Lord forget anything.” (Verse 

64) It is fitting that this comment should be followed with the injunction to worship 

God alone and remain steadfast, declaring at the same time His Lordship over all 

things: “He is the Lord of the heavens and the earth and all that is between them.” (Verse 65) 

No one else has any share in this Lordship. 

“Worship Him alone, then, and remain steadfast in His worship.” (Verse 65) Worship 

Him and persevere in shouldering the responsibilities that such worship entails. 

These include the responsibility of attaining the high standard that allows one to 

present oneself before Him and of maintaining this high standard. Worship Him 

alone and mobilize all your abilities and potential for meeting Him and for learning 

from that sublime source. This is a hard task, requiring one to free oneself of all 

restrictions and responsibilities, activities and distractions. Yet this task is coupled 

with a pleasure that cannot be fully appreciated except by those who have 

experienced it. Yet the pleasure cannot be gained except by those who rise to the task 

and fulfil it with the determination it deserves. Dedication is the key word here, and 
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without dedication, the pleasure will not be forthcoming, nor the results one hopes 

for. 

“Worship Him alone, then, and remain steadfast in His worship,” remembering that 

worship in Islam does not denote merely the rituals of worship. It includes all 

activities, feelings, intentions and thoughts. It is hard to direct all these towards 

heaven and make their aim the winning of God’s pleasure. As it is hard, it requires 

perseverance. It requires that one directs every human activity on earth to pleasing 

God, ensuring that it remains free of all restrictions, temptations and desires. 

Thus we see how Islam is truly a comprehensive system for life. When man 

implements this system, feeling that whatever he does, large or small, is meant as 

worship of God, he rises to the pure and enlightened level of worship. Such a system 

requires, for its proper fulfilment, perseverance and endurance at the time of 

suffering. 

The command is given to us all that we must “worship Him alone.” He is the only 

One in the universe who deserves to be the recipient of our worship. The passage 

concludes with the rhetorical question: “Do you know any whose name is worthy to be 

mentioned side by side with His?” (Verse 65) This question also asks whether we know 

any equal to God. Supreme is He above all things! 
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3 

Two Interlinked Lives 

‘What!’ says man, ‘When I am once dead, shall 

I be raised up alive?’ (66) 

Does not man remember that We earlier created 

him, when he was nothing? (67) 

By your Lord, We shall most certainly bring 

them forth together with the evil ones, and then 

We shall most certainly gather them, on their 

knees, around hell; (68) 

and thereupon We shall drag out from every 

group those who had been most obstinate in their 

rebellion against the Most Merciful. (69) 

For, indeed, We know best who most deserve to 

be burnt in the fire of hell. (70) 

There is not one among you who shall not pass 

over it: this is, for your Lord, a decree that must 

be fulfilled. (71) 

But We shall save those who are God-fearing, 

and leave the wrongdoers there, on their knees. 

(72) 

ãΑθà) tƒ uρ ß⎯≈ |¡ΡM}$# # sŒ Ï™r& $tΒ ‘M ÏΒ t∃öθ|¡s9 

ßlt÷zé& $†‹ym ∩∉∉∪  
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ã≅ ö6 s% óΟ s9 uρ à7 tƒ $\↔ ø‹x© ∩∉∠∪  

šÎn/ u‘ uθ sù öΝ ßγ ¯Ρuà³ ósoΨ s9 t⎦⎫ÏÜ≈ u‹ ¤±9 $# uρ ¢Ο èO 

óΟ ßγ ¯ΡuÅØósãΖs9 tΑ öθym tΛ ©⎝ yγ y_ $wŠ ÏW Å_ ∩∉∇∪  

§Ν èO  ∅tãÍ”∴ oΨ s9 ⎯ ÏΒ Èe≅ ä. >π yè‹ Ï© öΝ åκš‰ r& ‘‰x© r& 

’ n?tã Ç⎯≈ uΗ÷q §9 $# $|‹ ÏGÏã ∩∉®∪  

§Ν èO ß⎯ ósuΖs9 ãΝ n=÷ær& t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$$Î/ öΝ èδ 4’ n<÷ρr& $pκ Í5 $|‹ Î=Ï¹ 

∩∠⊃∪  

βÎ) uρ óΟ ä3ΖÏiΒ ωÎ) $yδßŠ Í‘# uρ 4 tβ% x. 4’ n?tã y7 În/ u‘ 

$Vϑ÷F ym $wŠ ÅÒø) ¨Β ∩∠⊇∪  

§Ν èO ©ÉdfuΖçΡ t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (#θs) ¨?$# â‘ x‹tΡ̈ρ š⎥⎫ ÏϑÎ=≈ ©à9$# 

$pκ Ïù $wŠ ÏW Å_ ∩∠⊄∪  
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When Our revelations are recited to them in all 

their clarity, the unbelievers say to those who 

believe: ‘Which of the two sides has a better 

position and a superior community?’ (73) 

How many a generation have We destroyed 

before their time, who were superior in material 

riches and in splendour. (74) 

Say: As for those who live in error, may the Most 

Merciful lengthen their span of life!’ But when 

they see the fulfilment of that of which they have 

been forewarned, be it suffering or the Last Hour, 

they will realize who is worst in position and 

weaker in forces. (75) 

God advances in guidance those who seek His 

guidance. Good deeds of lasting merit are, in your 

Lord’s sight, worthy of greater recompense, and 

yield far better returns. (76) 

Have you ever considered [the case of] the one who 

denies Our signs and boasts: ‘I shall surely be 

given wealth and children!’ (77) 

Has he, perchance, attained to a realm which is 

beyond the reach of a created being’s perception? 

Or has he concluded a covenant with the Most 

Merciful? (78) 

By no means! We shall record what he says, and 

We shall long extend his suffering, (79) 

# sŒ Î) uρ 4’ n?÷Gè? óΟ Îγ øŠ n=tæ $uΖçF≈ tƒ# u™ ;M≈ oΨÉi t/ tΑ$s% t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# 

(#ρãx x. t⎦⎪Ï% ©#Ï9 (# þθãΖtΒ# u™ ‘“r& È⎦÷⎫s)ƒ Ìx ø9 $# ×ö yz 

$YΒ$s) ¨Β ß⎯ |¡ômr& uρ $wƒ Ï‰tΡ ∩∠⊂∪  

ö/ x. uρ $uΖõ3n=÷δ r& Ν ßγ n=ö6 s% ⎯ ÏiΒ Aβös% öΝ èδ ß⎯ |¡ômr& 

$ZW≈ rOr& $Zƒ ö™Í‘ uρ ∩∠⊆∪  

ö≅ è% ⎯ tΒ tβ% x. ’ Îû Ï's#≈ n=Ò9 $# ÷Š ß‰ôϑu‹ ù=sù ã&s! 

ß⎯≈ oΗ÷q §9 $# # ƒ‰tΒ 4 #©̈Lym # sŒ Î) (# ÷ρr& u‘ $tΒ tβρß‰tãθãƒ 

$̈ΒÎ) z># x‹yèø9 $# $̈ΒÎ) uρ sπ tã$¡¡9 $# šχθßϑn=÷èu‹|¡sù 

ô⎯ tΒ uθèδ @Ÿ° $ZΡ% s3̈Β ß#yèôÊr& uρ # Y‰Ζã_ ∩∠∈∪  

ß‰ƒ Ì“ tƒ uρ ª!$# š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# (#÷ρy‰tG÷δ$# “W‰èδ 3 
àM≈ u‹ É)≈ t6ø9 $# uρ àM≈ ysÎ=≈ ¢Á9 $# îö yz y‰ΖÏã y7 În/ u‘ 

$\/# uθrO ×ö yzuρ #‡Š ẗΒ ∩∠∉∪  

|M ÷ƒ u™tsùr& “Ï% ©!$# tx Ÿ2 $uΖÏG≈ tƒ$ t↔ Î/ tΑ$s%uρ 

⎥y⎫s?ρ_{ Zω$tΒ # µ$ s!uρuρ ∩∠∠∪  

yì n=©Ûr& |= ø‹tóø9 $# ÏΘr& x‹sƒ ªB $# y‰ΖÏã Ç⎯≈uΗ÷q §9 $# 

# Y‰ôγ tã ∩∠∇∪  
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and We shall divest him of all that he is now 

speaking of, and he shall appear before Us all 

alone. (80) 

They have taken to worshipping deities other than 

God, hoping that they will give them power and 

glory. (81) 

By no means! They will renounce their worship 

and turn against them. (82) 

Have you not seen how We let loose satanic 

forces upon the unbelievers to repeatedly incite 

them to evil? (83) 

So, be not in haste: We only allow them a fixed 

number of days. (84) 

The day [will surely come] when We shall gather 

the God-fearing before [God] the Most Merciful, 

as honoured guests, (85) 

and drive those who are lost in sin to hell as a 

thirsty herd. (86) 

None will have power to intercede for them except 

one who has received permission from [God] the 

Most Merciful. (87) 

They say: ‘The Most Merciful has taken to 

Himself a son!’ (88) 

Indeed you have said a most monstrous falsehood, 

(89) 

at which the heavens might be rent into fragments, 

and the earth be split asunder, and the mountains 

fall down in ruins! (90) 

… çμ èOÌtΡuρ $tΒ ãΑθà) tƒ $uΖ Ï?ù'tƒ uρ # YŠ ösù ∩∇⊃∪  
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Overview 

So far the s rah has given us accounts of a number of prophets, including 

Zachariah and the birth of John, his son, Mary and the birth of Jesus, Abraham and 

his split from his community and their false deities. We have also heard about the 

generations that followed them, and whether they lived in accordance with the 

guidance God gave them or they fell into error. The s rah comments on these 

accounts declaring that Lordship belongs solely to God, who alone deserves to be 

worshipped, without partners. This is the essential truth that these histories of earlier 

prophets bring out in full relief. 

That people should ascribe a son to the Most 

Merciful, (91) 

although it is inconceivable that the Most 

Merciful should take to Himself a son. (92) 

Not one of all [the beings] that are in the heavens 

or on earth but shall appear before the Most 

Merciful as a servant. (93) 

Indeed, He has full cognizance of them. He has 

kept a strict count of their numbers, (94) 

and, on the Day of Resurrection, every one of 

them will appear before Him all alone. (95) 

God will certainly bestow love on those who believe 

and do righteous deeds. (96) 

And so have We made [the Qur’ān] easy to 

understand, in your own tongue, so that you may 

give good tidings to the God- fearing and give 

warning to those who are given to futile contention. 

(97) 

How many a generation have We destroyed 

before their time! Can you find a single one of 

them now, or hear so much as a whisper of them? 

(98) 

βr& (# öθtãyŠ Ç⎯≈ uΗ÷q §=Ï9 # V$ s!uρ ∩®⊇∪  
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Now we look at this final passage which discusses the pagan beliefs that ascribe 

divinity to other beings beside God and deny resurrection. It portrays a number of 

scenes of the Day of Judgement and people’s different destinies. These are drawn 

very vividly, full of action, incorporating the reactions of the whole universe, 

whether the heavens, earth, human beings, jinn, believers or unbelievers. The s rah 

alternates scenes of the Day of Judgement with scenes of this life, so as to establish a 

real link between the two lives. Thus, our beginnings are shown to take place in this 

world and we see the results in the life to come, as though the gulf between them is 

covered in a few short verses, or even a few words. This gives us the sense that the 

two worlds are interlinked. 

The Reality of Resurrection 

The passage begins with a scene in which man is shown to be astonished about the 

reality of resurrection. “‘What!” says man, ‘When I am once dead, shall I be raised up 

alive?’” (Verse 66) The first point here is that this surprise is attributed to mankind in 

general. In fact, this same comment was expressed by many peoples during different 

periods of history. Hence, it is only normal that it should be attributed to the human 

kind in general. The surprise, or the objection results from man being oblivious of 

how he came into being. Where and what was he before entering this life? The fact is 

that he had no existence and then he began to exist. Had man remembered this fact, 

it would have been easier for him to visualize his return to life after death. Hence, the 

answer comes in the form of a rhetorical question: “Does not man remember that We 

earlier created him, when he was nothing?” (Verse 67) 

This denial of the truth of resurrection is followed by an oath implying a stern 

warning. God, in His glory, swears by Himself, which makes this the most solemn 

and serious oath, that they will all be resurrected and gathered together. This is, then, 

a forgone conclusion: “By your Lord, We shall most certainly bring them forth.” (Verse 

68) But they will not be alone. They will be driven “together with the evil ones.” (Verse 

68) This shows them to be one category with the evil ones who always incite them to 

deny the truth of faith. Thus the two groups are leaders and followers. 

At this point, a vivid picture is drawn showing them sitting on their knees around 

hell, in total misery and humiliation: “Then We shall most certainly gather them, on their 

knees, around hell.” (Verse 68) It is a fearsome scene, with multitudes upon multitudes 

of people brought together to the vicinity of hell and made to sit on their knees 

around it, suffering its heat and watching its fierce fire burn. They expect to be 

thrown into it at any time. They, thus, feel their misery to be compounded with 

humiliation. 

The humiliation is even worse in the case of those who are proud and arrogant in 
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this life. Hence, this image is followed with one in which we see the most hardened 

of these evil-doers being pulled and dragged towards it: “Thereupon We shall drag out 

from every group those who had been most obstinate in their rebellion against the Most 

Merciful.” (Verse 69) The sound here is stressed heavily, so that it gives an even more 

graphic and lifelike picture of how they are dragged out. Although the next image is 

left to our imagination, we nonetheless see them being thrown into hell. 

God certainly knows best which people are more deserving of punishment in hell. 

No one is taken at random, or by chance from that huge multitude. It is God who has 

brought them here and He knows them all, one by one. He knows what each and 

every one of them deserves: “For, indeed, We know best who most deserve to be burnt in 

the fire of hell.” (Verse 70) Those, then, are the ones who will be chosen first for the 

fire. 

The believers witness this fearful scene as they too are brought near to it: “There is 

not one among you who shall not pass over it: this is, for your Lord, a decree that must be 

fulfilled.” (Verse 71) They arrive there, look at hell as it burns fiercely, asking for more 

feed. They also see the tyrants and the hardened sinners as they are made to enter 

into it. The believers, however, have a different end: “But We shall save those who are 

God-fearing, and leave the wrongdoers there, on their knees.” (Verse 72) 

What Gives Better Returns 

Now the s rah leaves with us this scene of the Day of Judgement to paint an image 

of this world in which the unbelievers are shown behaving arrogantly towards the 

believers, branding them as poor and weak, and boasting about their own wealth 

and petty social values. 

“When Our revelations are recited to them in all their clarity, the unbelievers say to those 

who believe: ‘Which of the two sides has a better position and a superior community?” (Verse 

73) These people have their own social clubs demonstrating all the material values 

which the wealthy and powerful are keen to emphasize in their corrupt world. By 

contrast, we see humble gatherings where there are no such material riches or 

adornments. Instead, there are only the values of faith which unite people in these 

other groups. The two are juxtaposed so as to fully demonstrate their contrast. 

The first side stands out with its wide variety of temptations: wealth, beauty, 

power and influence. It uses all these to serve people’s interests, and provide them 

with all manner of pleasures. The second side appears too humble by comparison, 

yet it looks with disdain at wealth and beauty and it ridicules power and influence. It 

calls on people to join its ranks, without offering them any personal gain, material 

interest or favours that rulers and governments can provide. It simply offers them 

the faith, pure and simple, without adding to it any adornment. It seeks strength 
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through being on God’s side, nothing else. In fact, it makes clear to mankind that 

accepting it will involve hardship, effort and struggle. Also clear is the fact that none 

will be rewarded for anything in this life. The reward to be expected will be in the 

form of being close to God, enjoying His pleasure in the life to come. 

The elders of the Quraysh at the time of the Prophet used to listen to God’s 

revelations being recited to them, but then they would say to the believers who 

lacked all riches: “Which of the two sides has a better position and a superior community?” 

(Verse 73) Which side: the elders who denied Mu ammad’s message, or the humble 

who responded to him? Al-Nađr ibn al- rith, ‘Amr ibn Hish m, al-Walīd ibn al-

Mughīrah and their powerful clique, or Bil l, `Amm r, Khabb b and their brothers, 

poor and deprived as they were? Had the message preached by Mu ammad been 

any good, would his followers be those who had no power or influence in the 

Quraysh society? Would they have met in a humble place like al-Arqam’s house? 

Would his opponents be those who enjoyed all the luxuries and social prominence? 

Such is worldly logic, advanced by those who have no aspiration to any truly high 

horizon. It is divine wisdom that keeps faith free of all adornment and superficial 

attraction, offering no temptation. Thus, only those who take it for its real value, 

without hope of immediate gain, will accept it. By contrast, those who are after 

wealth, worldly interests, pleasures and the like will turn away from it. 

The s rah comments on the boasts of those arrogant unbelievers, speaking proudly 

about what they enjoy in this life of pleasures and luxuries. The comment draws their 

attention to how earlier peoples were destroyed, despite the great riches they 

enjoyed: “How many a generation have We destroyed before their time, who were superior in 

material riches and in splendour.” (Verse 74) They benefited nothing by all their 

splendour, nor were their material privileges of any avail to them when God visited 

His punishment upon them. 

Human beings always forget! Had they remembered and reflected, they would 

not have been deceived by appearances. The end suffered by one generation after 

another of the unbelievers of old should serve as a clear warning but people remain 

heedless. They continue to ignore the destiny awaiting them, should they follow in 

the footsteps of those who preceded them. After all, those earlier unbelievers were of 

greater strength and enjoyed larger followings and more wealth. 

The s rah then instructs the Prophet to pray against them in the form of a joint 

appeal to God to add to the misery to be suffered by the side which persisted in 

error. This is to continue until God fulfils His promise either in this life or in the life 

to come: 

Say: As for those who live in error, may the Most Merciful lengthen their span of life!’ 
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But when they see the fulfilment of that of which they have been forewarned, be it 
suffering or the Last Hour, they will realize who is worst in position and weaker in 
forces. God advances in guidance those who seek His guidance. Good deeds of lasting 
merit are, in your Lord’s sight, worthy of greater recompense, and yield far better 
returns. (Verses 75-76) 

They claim that they follow better and superior guidance to that advocated by 

Mu ammad and his followers, and their evidence is their wealth and luxuries. Be 

that as it may! Mu ammad will appeal to his Lord to give increase to each side: the 

one in error and the one following right guidance. Then when what Mu ammad 

promises comes to pass, which is the triumph of the believers over those in error, or 

the final punishment they receive on the Day of Judgement, they will realize which 

of the two sides is worse in position, weaker in forces. On that day, the believers will 

rejoice and feel their superiority: “God advances in guidance those who seek His guidance. 

Good deeds of lasting merit are, in your Lord’s sight, worthy of greater recompense, and yield 

far better returns.” (Verse 76) This is certainly better than all that in which human 

beings find pleasure and enjoyment. 

A Promise Coming True 

The s rah then picks up on another type of boast and decries it also: 

Have you ever considered [the case of] the one who denies Our signs and boasts: ‘I 
shall surely be given wealth and children!’ Has he, perchance, attained to a realm 
which is beyond the reach of a created being’s perception? Or has he concluded a 
covenant with the Most Merciful? By no means! We shall record what he says, and 
We shall long extend his suffering, and We shall divest him of all that he is now 
speaking of and he shall appear before Us all alone. (Verses 77-80) 

The immediate cause of the revelation of these verses is reported by Khabb b ibn 

al-Aratt who said: “I was an ironmonger, and I had money due to be paid to me by 

al-` ş ibn W ’il. I went to him to demand payment. He said, ‘By God! I am not going 

to repay you until you reject Mu ammad and his message.’ I said, ‘I shall not reject 

Mu ammad until you have died and been resurrected.’ He said to me, ‘Well! Wait 

then. For, when I have been resurrected after my death, I will have wealth and 

children. You can come to me then and I will pay you what I owe you.’ God then 

revealed these verses.” 

Al-` ş’s words serve merely as an example of the ridicule with which the 

unbelievers responded to the call of Islam and their derision of the whole concept of 

resurrection. The Qur’ n highlights the singularity of his claims: “Has he, perchance, 

attained to a realm which is beyond the reach of a created being’s perception?” (Verse 78) 
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That would be a good source of information, giving him knowledge of what may 

happen in that world. “Or has he concluded a covenant with the Most Merciful?” (Verse 

78) In such a case, he would be certain that God’s covenant will be fulfilled. This is 

followed by an expression of categorical negation which, in Arabic, adds 

connotations of a prohibition: “By no means!” (Verse 79) He neither attained to any 

such realm, nor made any covenant with God. He merely rejects the truth and 

derides its promise. 

A stern warning is, then, very apt here to stop such arrogant claims: “By no means! 

We shall record what he says, and We shall long extend his suffering.” (Verse 79) We will 

write down whatever he says, so that it is not forgotten, admitting no dispute on the 

Day of Judgement. This is again a merely descriptive image, because no dispute or 

argument is possible as God’s knowledge encompasses every little detail. Moreover, 

the punishment meted out to such sinners will be increased manifold, in time and 

volume, so as to continue without interruption. 

A further image of warning is added: “and We shall divest him of all that he is now 

speaking of and he shall appear before Us all alone.” (Verse 80) Thus, everything that he 

speaks about of his wealth and children will be taken away from him, so that he is 

left with nothing. The Arabic text here, narithuh  m  yaq l, gives an image of 

inheritance, in order to make the deprivation total, just as when an heir takes away 

all that a deceased person has left behind, discarding nothing. “He shall appear before 

Us all alone.” (Verse 80) He will have nothing of what gave him his standing in 

society. Thus, he will have no money, property, relatives, followers or supporters as 

he appears before God all alone, a powerless individual. 

Have you, then, considered this person who denies God’s revelation, yet speaks 

about his fortunes on a day when he has no position or influence? It is a day when he 

will be deprived of all that gave him power in this life. This is just one type of 

unbelief, false claims and ridicule of the truth. 

The s rah continues its discussion of different aspects of unbelief: 

They have taken to worshipping deities other than God, hoping that they will give 
them power and glory. By no means! They will renounce their worship and turn 
against them. Have you not seen how We let loose satanic forces upon the unbelievers 
to repeatedly incite them to evil? So, be not in haste: We only allow them a fixed 
number of days. The day [will surely come] when We shall gather the God-fearing 
before [God] the Most Merciful, as honoured guests, and drive those who are lost in 
sin to hell as a thirsty herd. None will have power to intercede for them except one 
who has received permission from [God] the Most Merciful. (Verses 81-87) 

Those who deny God’s revelations ascribe divinity to beings other than God, and 



Maryam (Mary) | TWO INTERLINKED LIVES 

 298

they will worship such false deities hoping that they will give them power, victory 

and glory. Some worshipped angels, while others worshipped jinn. They called on 

those whom they worshipped, appealing to them for support against their enemies. 

But the very angels and jinn they worship now denounce their action, disassociate 

themselves of their worship and condemn their attitude. As the Qur’ n describes 

their position, those who were worshipped in this present life will on the Day of 

Judgement “turn against them,” and will give a testimony that condemns the 

unbelievers who worshipped them. 

Satanic forces, or devils, will always incite them to commit sinful actions. These 

forces have been given the chance to tempt and misguide human beings, ever since 

Satan, or Iblīs, requested God to allow him such opportunity. The Prophet is 

instructed not to precipitate matters: “So, be not in haste.” (Verse 84) He should not be 

over-grieved about them. They are given a chance, with a definite time limit, during 

which everything they do or say is counted and recorded. The verse here describes 

the accuracy of the reckoning: “We only allow them a fixed number of days.” (Verse 84) 

Perhaps we should add that this is an inadequate translation of the Arabic statement, 

na`ddu lahum `add . In the Arabic text, the object of what is being numbered is deleted 

so as to give us an impression of the meticulous counting and recording of 

everything. This is an awesome image, because when the recording is made by God, 

it does not overlook or miss anything out. Someone who feels that his boss is 

carefully monitoring his actions so as to identify any mistake will inevitably feel 

uneasy and worried. So how does the person who knows that God Almighty is 

watching him feel? 

The outcome of all this reckoning is shown in yet another image of the Day of 

Judgement. The believers will come to God in a procession met with honour and 

hospitality: “The day [will surely come] when We shall gather the God-fearing before [God] 

the Most Merciful, as honoured guests.” (Verse 86) On the other hand, the unbelievers 

will be driven like cattle until they arrive at their last abode: “And drive those who are 

lost in sin to hell as a thirsty herd.” (Verse 86) There will be no intercession on that day, 

except for one who has done a good deed in this worldly life. Such a deed will be like 

a promise from God which He will honour. God has promised those who do good 

works to give them an abundant reward, and God does not fail to honour His 

promises. 

Monstrous Claims by the Unbelievers 

The s rah then refers to another monstrous claim often made by different 

unbelievers. The Arab idolaters of the past used to claim that the angels were God’s 

daughters, while the unbelievers among the Jews claimed that Ezra was the son of 
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God, and the unbelievers among the Christians made the same claim for Jesus. The 

whole universe shudders as such false claims are alleged, because monotheism is 

inherent in the nature of the whole universe. 

They say: ‘The Most Merciful has taken to Himself a son!’ Indeed you have said a 
most monstrous falsehood, at which the heavens might be rent into fragments, and the 
earth be split asunder, and the mountains fall down in ruins! That people should 
ascribe a son to the Most Merciful, although it is inconceivable that the Most Merciful 
should take to Himself son. (Verses 88-92) 

The very sound of these verses and their rhythm add to the air of anger at this 

false claim. In fact the whole universe rejects this claim most vehemently. It shudders 

and quivers with abhorrence as it hears this falsehood against God Almighty. It is a 

reaction similar to that of a person who feels that his very integrity is attacked, or 

that the honesty of someone he loves is assailed. The shudder is common to the 

heavens, the earth and the mountains. In their beat, the words here show the 

movement of a violent quake. 

As soon as the offensive word is uttered, “They say: The Most Merciful has taken to 

Himself a son,” the expression of horror immediately follows: “Indeed you have said a 

most monstrous falsehood.” (Verse 89) Everything that is settled and stable is thus 

shaken. The whole universe is in anger at this false allegation against God, the 

Creator. The statement is shocking to everything in nature. The universe is created 

and functions on the basis of the basic principle of God’s oneness: “Indeed you have 

said a most monstrous falsehood, at which the heavens might be rent into fragments, and the 

earth be split asunder, and the mountains fall down in ruins! That people should ascribe a son 

to the Most Merciful, although it is inconceivable that the Most Merciful should take to 

Himself a son.” (Verses 89-92) 

In the midst of this universal anger, a clear and definitive statement is issued: 

Not one of all [the beings] that are in the heavens or on earth but shall appear before 
the Most Merciful as a servant. Indeed, He has full cognizance of them. He has kept a 
strict count of their numbers, and, on the Day of Resurrection, every one of them will 
appear before Him all alone. (Verses 93-95) 

All beings that live anywhere in the heavens and on earth are servants of God, 

subject to His will, submitting to Him willingly. He has neither son nor partner. All 

are His creatures and servants. 

Fear creeps into our hearts as we contemplate the significance of this statement by 

God, the Most High: “Indeed, He has full cognizance of them. He has kept a strict count of 

their numbers.” (Verse 94) None is forgotten and none will be able to escape. “On the 
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Day of Resurrection, every one of them will appear before Him all alone.” (Verse 95) God 

watches everyone. They will all come to Him on the Day of Resurrection, each on his 

or her own. None will have the support or encouragement of anyone else. Indeed, all 

community feeling is gone, for in front of God, everyone speaks for oneself. 

In contrast with this loneliness and isolation, the believers are given a comforting, 

friendly surrounding: “God will certainly bestow love on those who believe and do 

righteous deeds.” (Verse 96) The mention of love in this context is bound to comfort 

and penetrate people’s hearts. It is a type of love that spreads in heaven and spills 

over to fill the earth and comfort people. The whole universe is given a full share of 

it. 

Abū Hurayrah, a companion of the Prophet, reports that God’s Messenger said: 

“When God loves a human being, He calls in Gabriel and says to him: ‘Gabriel, I love 

this person, so you love him too.’ 

Gabriel then loves that person and calls out to all those living in heaven, saying: 

‘God loves this person, so you all love him too.’ Thus all those who live in heaven 

start to love that person. He will also be loved on earth. But if God dislikes someone, 

He also calls in Gabriel and says: ‘Gabriel, I dislike this person, so you hate him too.’ 

Gabriel then hates that person and calls out to all those living in heaven, saying: ‘God 

dislikes this person, so you all hate him too.’ Thus all those who live in heaven start 

to hate that person. He will also be hated on earth.” [Related by al-Bukh rī, Muslim 

and A mad] 

This happy news to the believers and this warning to those who deny the truth 

and argue against it are the message the Qur’ n gives. God has made the Qur’ n easy 

for the Arabs to read and understand, as He has put it in His Messenger’s own 

language: “And so have We made [the Qur’ n] easy to understand, in your own tongue, so 

that you may give good tidings to the God-fearing and give warning to those who are given to 

futile contention.” (Verse 97) 

The s rah concludes with a scene that we contemplate in our minds for a long 

time, hardly able to shift our gaze: 

How many a generation have We destroyed before their time! Can you find a single 
one of them now, or hear so much as a whisper of them? (Verse 98) 

This scene begins with a violent shock before overwhelming us with a total and 

deep silence. It is as though it takes us to the valley of death to show us how earlier 

people met their fate. In that great valley which stretches much further than the eyes 

can see, our minds imagine the life that used to prosper on earth, the people that 

moved about everywhere, their feelings, hopes and aspirations. But all that is gone. 
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Complete silence pervades. For death has overtaken all, leaving only a host of rotting 

cadavers. Not a single one stirs, not a single sound, not even a breath. “Can you find a 

single one of them now?” (Verse 98) Look around and see. “Or can you hear so much as a 

whisper of them?” (Verse 98) Listen as much as you wish. There is nothing but a 

deadly silence. None remain except the One who never dies. Eternal He is and 

limitless in His glory. 
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S RAH 20 

Ţā Hā 

Prologue 

This s rah begins and ends with an address to the Prophet explaining his task and 

outlining the limits of his duties. It is not a mission of distress that has been imposed 

on him, nor is it an affliction which he has to endure. It is a mission of advocacy and 

admonition, giving good news and warning against wrongdoing. The ultimate 

judgement over people is exercised by God, the One, who has no partners, and who 

controls the whole universe, with all that appears of it and what remains hidden. 

God is the One who is fully aware of all hearts’ secrets, and to whom all people 

prostrate. It is to Him that all people, obedient and sinners, refer. Hence, the Prophet 

should not be bothered by whoever chooses the path of unbelief. He should not be 

distressed over their denial of the truth. 

Between the opening and the close, the s rah relates the history of Moses from the 

point when he received his first revelations to the adoption by the Israelites of the 

calf as an object of worship. All is related here in full detail, especially the discourse 

between God and His servant Moses, the argument between Moses and Pharaoh, 

and the contest between Moses and the Egyptian sorcerers. Within the story, we see 

how God takes good care of Moses, whom He brought up the way He wanted. It was 

to Moses and his brother that He said: “Have no fear; for I shall be with you: I hear all and 

I see all.” (Verse 46) 

Adam’s story is given in a short, quick account, highlighting the grace God 

bestowed on him after he committed his offence. It speaks of the guidance God gave 

him as also how He allowed his offspring to make their own free choice, whether to 

follow divine guidance or fall into error, after they were repeatedly warned. 

This story is surrounded by scenes of the hereafter, which makes it sound as 
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though it is a complement to what happened on high, right at the very beginning of 

human life. Thus God’s obedient servants will return to heaven, while those who 

disobey Him are destined for the fire, in confirmation of what was said to Adam at 

the time he descended to earth. Thus the s rah is made of two parts: the first includes 

the opening address to the Prophet: “We did not bestow this Qur’ n on you from on high 

to cause you distress, but only as an admonition to the God-fearing.” (Verses 2-3) This is 

followed by the story of Moses, which is given as an example of the care God takes of 

those whom He chooses to convey His message to people. They will not suffer 

distress on account of their task, as they receive His care. 

The second part of the s rah provides some scenes of the Day of Judgement as well 

as Adam’s story. Both fit in well with the opening of the s rah and the story of 

Moses. The end of the s rah is thus similar to its beginning, providing a consistent 

and distinctive atmosphere. 

The s rah, however, is distinguished by a special, sublime and majestic air which 

touches our hearts. It generates a sense of reassurance and submission to God 

Almighty. This air is generated by the scene when God, the Most Merciful, makes 

His presence felt by His servant Moses in the sacred valley, and the long discourse in 

the deep silence of the night, when Moses is totally alone, except for his Lord’s 

presence. The whole universe responds to this long discourse. This is further 

amplified by the scene of God’s presence on the Day of Resurrection when all 

creatures are gathered: “All sounds will be hushed before the Most Merciful, and you will 

hear nothing but a faint sough in the air.” (Verse 108) “All faces will be humbled before the 

Ever-Living, the Self- Subsisting Lord.” (Verse 111) 

The rhythm of the whole s rah employs the same beat, from start to finish, 

providing a pleasant, relaxing feeling that opens up to the universe. It is further 

enhanced by the choice of a long ‘a sound for verse endings, throughout the entire 

s rah, excepting a small number of verses. 
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1 

The Purpose of Revelation 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

Ţā Hā, (1) 

We did not bestow this Qur’ān on you from on 

high to cause you distress, (2) 

but only as an admonition to the God-fearing. (3) 

It is a revelation from Him who has created the 

earth and the high heavens, (4) 

the Most Merciful, established on the throne of 

His almightiness. (5) 

To Him belongs all that is in the heavens and on 

earth, as well as all that is between them, and 

underneath the soil. (6) 

If you say anything aloud, then [know that] He 

knows all that is secret, as well as all that is yet 

more hidden. (7) 
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[He is] God; there is no deity other than Him. 

His alone are all the attributes of perfection. (8) 

Have you learnt the story of Moses? (9) 

When he saw a fire, he said to his family: ‘Wait 

here! I perceive a fire. Perhaps I can bring you a 

lighted torch, or find some guidance at the fire.’ 

(10) 

But when he came close to it, a voice called out to 

him: ‘Moses, (11) 

I am your Lord! Take off your sandals, for you 

are in the sacred valley of Ţuwā. (12) 

Know that I have chosen you. Listen, then, to 

what is being revealed. (13) 

Indeed, I alone am God; there is no deity 

other than Me. So, worship Me alone, and 

establish regular prayer to celebrate My praise. 

(14) 

Although I have chosen to keep it hidden, the 

Last Hour is bound to come, so that every soul 

may be rewarded in accordance with what it strove 

for. (15) 

Hence, let not anyone who does not believe in its 

coming and follows only his own desires turn your 

thoughts from it, lest you perish. (16) 
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Now, what is this in your right hand, Moses?’ 

(17) 

He answered: ‘It is my staff; upon it I lean, and 

with it I beat down the leaves for my sheep; and 

other uses have I for it.’ (18) 

Said He: ‘Throw it down, Moses.’ (19) 

So he threw it down, and thereupon it was a 

snake, moving rapidly. (20) 

Said He: ‘lake it up and have no fear. We shall 

restore it to its former state. (21) 

Now put your hand under your armpit. It will 

come out [shining] white, without blemish: 

another sign. (22) 

We shall show you some of Our most wondrous 

signs. (23) 

Go to Pharaoh; for he has indeed transgressed all 

bounds.’ (24) 

Said [Moses]: ‘My Lord, open up my heart [to 

Your light], (25) 
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and make my mission easy for me, (26) 

and free my tongue from its impediment, (27) 

so that people may understand what I say. (28) 

Appoint for me a helper from among my 

kinsmen, (29) 

Aaron, my brother. (30) 

Grant me strength through him, (31) 

and let him share my task, (32) 

so that together we may extol Your limitless glory 

(33) 

and remember You always. (34) 

You are surely watching over us.’(35) 

Said He: ‘You are granted all that you have 

asked for, Moses. (36) 

And indeed We bestowed Our favour upon you 

in a time gone by, (37) 

when We inspired your mother, saying: (38) 
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“Place [your child] in a chest and throw it into 

the river. The river will cast him ashore, and one 

who is an enemy to Me and an enemy to him will 

pick him up.” I lavished My love on you, so that 

you may be reared under My watchful eye. (39) 

Then your sister went forth and said [to 

Pharaoh’s people]: “Shall I direct you to one who 

might take care of him?” Thus did We restore 

you to your mother, so that her mind might he set 

at ease and that she might not grieve. And [when 

you came of age,] you killed a man; but We 

saved you from all grief, although We tested you 

with various trials. You then stayed for years 

among the people of Madyan; and now you have 

come here, Moses, as ordained [by Me]; (40) 

for I have chosen you for Myself. (41) 

Go forth, then, you and your brother, with My 

signs, and never slacken in remembering Me. 

(42) 

Go forth, both of you, to Pharaoh; for he has 

transgressed all bounds of equity! (43) 

But speak to him mildly, so that he may yet take 
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heed, or may be filled with apprehension.’ (44) 

They said: ‘Our Lord! We fear lest he hasten 

with insolence or tyranny against us.’ (45) 

Answered He: ‘Have no fear. I shall be with 

you. I hear all and see all. (46) 

Go, then, you two to him and say, “We are the 

emissaries of your Lord. Let the Children of 

Israel go with us, and oppress them no more. We 

have now come to you with a message from your 

Lord. Peace to all who follow [God’s] guidance. 

(47) 

It has been revealed to us that the suffering shall 

befall those who deny the truth and turn away 

from it.” (48) 

[Pharaoh] said: ‘Who, now, is this Lord of you 

two, Moses?’ (49) 

He replied: ‘Our Lord is He who gives everything 

its distinctive nature and form, and further guides 

them.’ (50) 

Said [Pharaoh]: ‘And what of all the past 

Ÿω$s% !$oΨ −/ u‘ $uΖ̄ΡÎ) ß∃$sƒ wΥ βr& xÞ ãø tƒ !$oΨ øŠ n=tã ÷ρ r& 

βr& 4©xöôÜ tƒ ∩⊆∈∪  

tΑ$s% Ÿω !$sù$sƒ rB ( ©Í_ ¯ΡÎ) !$yϑà6 yè tΒ ßì yϑó™ r& 

2”u‘ r& uρ ∩⊆∉∪  

çν$uŠ Ï?ù' sù Iωθà) sù $̄ΡÎ) Ÿωθß™ u‘ šÎn/ u‘ ö≅ Å™ ö‘ r'sù 

$uΖyètΒ û©Í_ t/ Ÿ≅ƒ Ï™ℜuó  Î) Ÿωuρ öΝ åκ ö5Éj‹yèè? ( ô‰s% 

y7≈ oΨ ÷∞ Å_ 7π tƒ$t↔ Î/ ⎯ ÏiΒ y7 Îi/ ¢‘ ( ãΝ≈ n=¡¡9 $# uρ 4’ n?tã Ç⎯ tΒ 

yì t7 ©?$# #“y‰çλù; $# ∩⊆∠∪  

$̄ΡÎ) ô‰s% z©Çrρé& !$uΖøŠ s9 Î) ¨βr& z># x‹ yèø9 $# 4’ n?tã ⎯ tΒ 

šU¤‹Ÿ2 4’ ¯<uθ s?uρ ∩⊆∇∪  

tΑ$s% ⎯ yϑsù $yϑä3š/ §‘ 4©y›θßϑ≈ tƒ ∩⊆®∪  

tΑ$s% $uΖš/ u‘ ü“Ï% ©!$# 4‘ sÜ ôãr& ¨≅ ä. >™ó©x« … çμ s) ù=yz 

§Ν èO 3“y‰yδ ∩∈⊃∪  

tΑ$s% $yϑsù ãΑ$t/ Èβρãà) ø9 $# 4’ n<ρW{ $# ∩∈⊇∪  

tΑ$s% $yγ ßϑù=Ïæ y‰ΖÏã ’ În1u‘ ’ Îû 5=≈tGÏ. ( ω ‘≅ ÅÒtƒ 

’ În1u‘ Ÿωuρ ©|¤Ψ tƒ ∩∈⊄∪  



 

 310

generations?’ (51) 

[Moses] answered: ‘Knowledge of that rests with 

my Lord alone, recorded in a Book. My Lord 

does not err, and neither does He forget. (52) 

He it is who has made the earth your cradle, and 

has traced on it paths for you to walk on, and 

who sends down waters from the sky with which 

We bring forth diverse pairs of plants. (53) 

Eat, then, and graze your cattle. In all this there 

are signs for those who are endowed with reason. 

(54) 

Out of this [earth] have We created you, and into 

it shall We return you, and out of it shall We 

bring you forth once again. (55) 

And, indeed, We showed Pharaoh all Our signs, 

but he denied them and refused [to take heed]. 

(56) 

He said: ‘Have you, Moses, come to drive us out 

of our land with your magic? (57) 

In that case, we shall most certainly produce for 

you magic to match it. Set, then, for us an 

appointment which neither we nor you shall fail to 
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keep, at a suitable, open place.’ (58) 

Answered Moses: ‘Your appointment shall be 

the day of the Festival; and let the people assemble 

when the sun is risen high.’ (59) 

Thereupon Pharaoh withdrew and put together 

the artful scheme which he would pursue; and 

then turned up. (60) 

Moses said to them: ‘Woe betide you! Do not 

invent any falsehood against God, lest He afflict 

you with most grievous suffering. He who contrives 

such a lie is sure to come to grief.’ (61) 

So they debated among themselves as to what to 

do; but they kept their counsel secret. (62) 

They said: ‘These two are surely sorcerers intent 

on driving you away from your land by their 

sorcery, and on doing away with your exemplary 

way of life. (63) 

Hence, decide on the scheme you will pursue, and 

then come forward in one single body. For, indeed, 

he who prevails today shall ever be successful.’ 

(64) 

Said [the sorcerers]: ‘Moses! Either you throw 
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[first], or we shall be the first to throw.’ (65) 

He answered: ‘You throw first!’ And by virtue of 

their sorcery, their ropes and staffs seemed to him 

to be moving rapidly. (66) 

And in his heart Moses became apprehensive. 

(67) 

But We said [to him]: ‘Have no fear! It is you 

who shall certainly prevail. (68) 

Now throw that which is in your right hand and 

it shall swallow up all that they have wrought. 

For, they have wrought nothing but a sorcerer’s 

deceitful trick; and sorcerers can never come to any 

good, whatever they may do.’ (69) 

So down fell the sorcerers, prostrating themselves, 

and declared: ‘We do believe in the Lord of 

Aaron and Moses.’ (70) 

Said [Pharaoh]: ‘Do you believe in him before I 

have given you permission? Surely, he must be 

your master who has taught you witchcraft! I shall 

most certainly cut off your hands and feet on 

opposite sides, and I shall most certainly crucify 

you on the trunks of the palm trees. You will then 

come to know for certain which of us can inflict a 
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more severe and longer lasting punishment.’ (71) 

They answered: ‘Never shall we prefer you to all 

the evidence of the truth that has come to us, nor 

to Him who has brought us into being! Decree, 

then, whatever you are going to decree. You can 

only decree on what pertains to this worldly life. 

(72) 

As for us, we have come to believe in our Lord, 

hoping that He may forgive us our faults and all 

that magic to which you have forced us. God is 

certainly the best and He is Everlasting.’ (73) 

He who shall appear before his Lord [on 

Judgement Day] laden with sin shall be consigned 

to hell, where he shall neither die nor live. (74) 

But he who shall appear before Him as a 

believer, having done righteous deeds, shall be 

exalted to the highest ranks, (75) 

abiding in the gardens of Eden, through which 

running waters flow. Such shall be the recompense 

of those who keep themselves pure. (76) 

Then We thus inspired Moses: ‘Go forth with 

My servants by night, and strike out for them a 

dry path through the sea. Have no fear of being 

∩∠⊄∪  
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overtaken, and dread nothing.’ (77) 

Pharaoh pursued them with his hosts, but they 

were overwhelmed by the power of the sea. (78) 

For Pharaoh had led his people astray and had 

not guided them aright. (79) 

Children of Israel! We saved you from your 

enemy, and then We made a covenant with you 

on the right flank of Mount Sinai. We sent down 

manna and quails for you. (80) 

Eat of the wholesome things which We have 

provided for you and do not transgress, lest you 

should incur My wrath. He that incurs My 

wrath has indeed thrown himself into utter ruin; 

(81) 

but I certainly forgive all sins for anyone who 

repents, believes and does righteous deeds, and 

thereafter keeps to the right path. (82) 

[And God said]: ‘Now what has caused you, 

Moses, to leave your people behind in so great a 
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haste?’ (83) 

He answered: ‘They are treading in my footsteps, 

while I have hastened to You, my Lord, so that 

You might be well-pleased with me.’ (84) 

Said He: ‘Then [know that] in your absence We 

have put your people to a test, and the Sāmiriy 

has led them astray.’ (85) 

Thus Moses returned to his people full of wrath 

and sorrow: ‘My people,’ he said, ‘Did not your 

Lord hold out a goodly promise to you? Did, 

then, [the fulfilment of] this promise seem to you 

too long in coming? Or are you determined to see 

your Lord’s condemnation fall upon you, and so 

you broke your promise to me?’ (86) 

They answered: ‘We did not break our promise 

to you of our own free-will, but we were loaded 

with the burdens of the [Egyptian] people’s 

ornaments, and so we threw them [into the fire], 

and likewise this Sāmiriy threw.’ (87) 

Thus he produced for them the effigy of a calf, 

which made a lowing sound. ‘This,’ they said, ‘is 

your deity and the deity of Moses; but he has 
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forgotten.’ (88) 

Why! Did they not see that it could not give them 

any response, and that it could neither harm nor 

benefit them? (89) 

And, indeed, Aaron had said to them earlier: 

‘My people! You are but being tempted to evil by 

this calf. Your only Lord is the Most Merciful! 

Follow me, then, and do as I bid you.’ (90) 

But they had replied: ‘By no means shall we cease 

worshipping it until Moses comes back to us.’ 

(91) 

[Moses] said: Aaron! What has prevented you, 

when you saw that they had gone astray, (92) 

from following me? Why have you disobeyed me?’ 

(93) 

‘Son of my mother,’ he replied, ‘do not seize me by 

my beard, or by my head! I was afraid that you 

might say, “You have caused a split among the 

Israelites and did not wait for my orders.”‘ (94) 

Said [Moses]: ‘What is then your case, Sāmiriy?’ 

(95) 
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He answered: ‘I have gained insight into 

something which they were unable to see; and so I 

took a handful of dust from the trail of the 

messenger and flung it away; for thus has my 

mind prompted me to act.’ (96) 

Said [Moses]: ‘Begone, then! It shall be your lot 

to say throughout your life, “Do not touch me.” 

But you shall be faced with a destiny from which 

you shall have no escape. Now look at this deity 

of yours to whose worship you have become so 

devoted: we shall most certainly burn it, and then 

scatter it far and wide over the sea.’ (97) 

Your only deity is God, other than whom there is 

no deity. His knowledge encompasses all things. 

(98) 
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Knowledge Going Deeper than Secrets 

 H . We did not bestow this Qur’ n on you from on high to cause you distress, but 
only as an admonition to the God-fearing. It is a revelation from Him who has created 
the earth and the high heavens, the Most Merciful, established on the throne of His 
almightiness. To Him belongs all that is in the heavens and on earth, as well as all that 
is between them, and underneath the soil. If you say anything aloud, then [know that] 
He knows all that is secret, as well as all that is yet more hidden. [He is] God; there is 
no deity other than Him. His alone are all the attributes of perfection. (Verses 1-8) 

These opening verses give the s rah a tender start beginning with two letter 

sounds,  Ha, to indicate that this s rah, like the entire Qur’ n, is made up of letters 

from the Arabic alphabet, as we have explained in earlier volumes. The two letters 

chosen here have the same sound-ending as the verses of the s rah. 

We then have a reference to the Qur’ n, in the same way as other s rahs 

commencing with separate letters, but the reference here is made in the form of an 
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address to the Prophet [peace be on him] . “We did not bestow this Qur’ n on you from 

on high to cause you distress.” (Verse 2) We have not revealed this Qur’ n so that it 

leads you to a state of distress. We do not want to make things hard for you requiring 

that you recite it in worship going beyond the limits of human ability. In fact, the 

Qur’ n is made easy for remembrance, and whatever requirements and duties it 

imposes are easy for people to fulfil. It only imposes duties that are well within 

human ability. Reciting it during worship is a blessing, providing us with an 

opportunity to be in touch with the Supreme Society from whom we derive strength, 

reassurance, contentment and a feeling of companionship. 

Nor did We reveal this Qur’ n so that you would become distressed when people 

refused to accept it as divine revelation. You are not required to force them to faith, 

nor to overstretch yourself in trying to convince them of the truth of your message. 

This Qur’ n is bestowed from on high to you as a reminder and a warning: “But only 

as an admonition to the God-fearing.” (Verse 3) 

When God’s Messenger gives such an admonition, reminding people of God and 

warning them against disbelief and disobedience of God’s orders, his mission is 

fulfilled. God’s Messenger is not required to open sealed hearts, nor is it his task to 

overpower minds and souls. This can only be done by God, who has bestowed this 

Qur’ n from on high. He is the One who is in full control of the whole universe and 

who knows every heart’s secrets: “It is a revelation from Him who has created the earth 

and the high heavens, the Most Merciful, established on the throne of His almightiness. To 

Him belongs all that is in the heavens and on earth, as well as all that is between them, and 

underneath the soil.” (Verses 4-6) 

The One who has revealed this Qur’ n is God who created the earth and the high 

heavens. This shows that the revelation of the Qur’ n is a universal phenomenon, 

like the creation of the heavens and earth. It is a revelation from on high. The s rah 

thus links the laws that govern the universe with those that bring revelation. There is 

thus perfect harmony here between the high heavens, the earth and the Qur’ n, 

revealed as it is from on high to the earth. 

The One who bestowed the Qur’ n from on high, and created the earth and the 

high heavens is God, the ‘Most Merciful’. Hence, He has not given it to His servant, 

Mu ammad, to cause him distress. His attribute of limitless grace is highlighted here 

to emphasize this. Besides, He is the One in control of the whole universe, God, “the 

Most Merciful, established on the throne of His almightiness.” This is an expression 

indicating complete control and total power. So, the fate of all people is in His hands, 

while His Messenger’s role is only to admonish those who are God-fearing.§ 

                                                 
§ For further discussion on the Istiw ’ attribute, please refer to section 1.1 of A Critique of ‘In the Shade of 
the Qur’ n. 
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But in addition to His control of the universe, He has complete dominion: “To Him 

belongs all that is in the heavens and on earth, as well as all that is between them, and 

underneath the soil.” (Verse 6) Scenes of the universe are used to highlight the 

concepts of dominion and knowledge in a way that can be understood by human 

intellect. Otherwise, the reality is much greater than this. God is the owner of all 

existence, and this is greater by far than all creatures in the heavens, the earth, and in 

between them and what is under the soil. 

God’s knowledge encompasses everything in His dominion: “If you say anything 

aloud, then [know that] He knows all that is secret, as well as all that is yet more hidden.” 

(Verse 7) Again there is perfect harmony between the inferences from this verse 

speaking about God’s knowledge of secrets and what is more deeply hidden on the 

one hand and the verse speaking of God’s dominion on the other. We note the 

contrast between what is visible in the universe and what is open of people’s words, 

and also between what is hidden under the soil and that which is hidden in people’s 

thoughts: that is, secret thoughts and things more deeply hidden. A secret is covered 

in shrouds, and what is ‘more hidden’ denotes further degrees of covering, as in the 

case of something buried very deep underground. 

This address provides the Prophet with reassurance, comfort and knowledge that 

God listens to him. He does not leave him alone to feel distressed by his task of 

delivering the message of the Qur’ n, or facing the unbelievers alone without 

support. If the Prophet appeals to his Lord aloud, he should know that God knows 

all secrets and what is buried deeper than secrets. When we realize that God is near 

to us, knowing our thoughts and secret appeals, we are reassured and content. We 

no longer feel our isolation in the midst of hostile opponents who reject our faith and 

entertain different views. 

This section concludes with a declaration of God’s oneness, after stating His total 

dominion, control and perfect knowledge: “He is God; there is no deity other than Him. 

His alone are all the attributes of perfection.” (Verse 8) The Arabic term, husn , rendered 

here as ‘perfection’ is specially selected to contribute to the rhythm while also adding 

to the general ambience of grace and care which is characteristic of the whole s rah 

and of its opening in particular. 

More Details about Moses 

Now God begins to tell His Messenger, Mu ammad, the story of Moses, as an 

example of the care He takes of those whom He chooses to hear His message. 

Accounts of Moses are more frequent in the Qur’ n than those of all other 

messengers. This history is given in the Qur’ n in episodes, each of which fits 

perfectly with the general theme of the s rah in which it occurs. So far, we have seen 
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such episodes in S rah 2, The Cow; 5, The Repast; 7, The Heights; 10, Jonah; 17, The 

Night Journey; and 18, The Cave. Other references are also made in later s rahs. 

The account given in S rah 5, The Repast, tells how the Children of Israel stood at 

a distance from the Holy Land, refusing to enter it because of the powerful residents 

living there. In S rah 18, The Cave, also in this volume, we saw Moses’ encounter 

with the pious man and what occurred when the two travelled together. Here, 

however, we have a long and detailed history covering several episodes, as was the 

case in S rahs 2, 7, and 10. The episodes given in each s rah may be totally different, 

but where there are similarities, these are portrayed from different angles, so that 

they fit more perfectly with the general line of the s rah in which they occur. 

Thus, in S rah 2, The Cow, Moses’ story is preceded by that of Adam and how he 

was honoured in heaven, how he was given charge of the earth and the grace God 

bestowed on him when He granted him forgiveness. In the same vein, the story of 

Moses and the Children of Israel provides a reminder of God’s grace, God’s covenant 

with them, their salvation from Pharaoh, their prayer for rain and how they were 

given manna and quails for food. It also mentions Moses’ appointment with his Lord 

and how the Children of Israel took to worshipping the calf in his absence, God’s 

forgiveness and binding covenant under the mountain, their breach of the Sabbath 

and the story of the cow. 

In S rah 7, The Heights, Moses’ story is preceded by warnings and an outline of 

the fate suffered by earlier communities who denied God’s messages after they were 

given different signs and miracles. Hence, the story in this s rah begins at the point 

when Moses was given his message. It refers to the various signs given to him, such 

as his staff and hand, as well as the floods, locusts, ants, frogs and blood, and speaks 

in detail about the encounter with the sorcerers, the fate of Pharaoh and his people. It 

then mentions how the Israelites worshipped the calf in Moses’ absence. It 

culminates with an announcement of the heritage of God’s grace and guidance being 

passed over to those who follow the last Messenger, the unlettered Prophet. 

In S rah 10, Jonah, Moses’ story is preceded by a short account of the destruction 

of earlier communities for rejecting God’s guidance despite the clear evidence 

provided for them. The account of Moses given in this s rah again begins with his 

message and his encounter with the sorcerers, followed by a detailed picture of the 

destruction of Pharaoh and his army. In the present s rah, this comes immediately 

after the opening verses which speak about the grace God bestows on those whom 

He selects to convey His message. The story has the same aura of divine grace, 

starting with the dialogue between Moses and God. It includes examples of the care 

God took of Moses and the support He gave him. It mentions that such care started 

long before his message, during his early childhood, when God provided him with 

protection and love: “I lavished My love on you, so that you may be reared under My 
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watchful eye.” (Verse 39) 

An Address from On High 

Have you learnt the story of Moses? When he saw a fire, he said to his family: ‘Wait 
here! I perceive a fire. Perhaps I can bring you a lighted torch, or find some guidance 
at the fire.’” (Verses 9-10) 

The Prophet is asked a rhetorical question about whether or not he had heard of 

Moses’ history and how it reflects God’s grace and the guidance He provides for 

those whom He chooses as His messengers. 

Here we see Moses (peace be upon him) on the road between Madyan and Egypt, 

close to Mount Sinai, returning with his wife after he had completed the term he had 

agreed with the Prophet Shu`ayb. This agreement meant that Shu`ayb would give 

him one of his two daughters in marriage in return for eight or ten years during 

which he would be his assistant. He most probably spent ten years before he felt that 

he could leave with his wife to return to the country where he grew up. There the 

Children of Israel, Moses’ people, lived in subjugation.1 

Why is he returning to Egypt having fled there after killing an Egyptian whom he 

found quarrelling with an Israelite? He had after all found safe refuge with Shu`ayb, 

his father-in-law. So why would he leave that place of security and return to Egypt? 

Here we see human homesickness as the tool used by God to bring Moses to the 

place where he was to play an important role. Thus is life. We are motivated by 

feelings, passions, aspirations, hopes and memories, but all these are merely the 

outward causes of the desired result. They are what we see on the surface, but below 

them is the will that no sight can see. It is God’s will, and He is the Almighty who 

accomplishes everything He wants. 

Thus we see Moses on his way back to Egypt, losing his way in the desert, 

accompanied only by his wife, and perhaps a servant. He loses his way in the 

darkness of the night in the open desert. We sense this from the way he says to his 

companions: “Wait here! I perceive a fire. Perhaps I can bring you a lighted torch, or find 

some guidance at the fire.” (Verse 10) People living in the desert normally lit their fires 

o high ground so that those travelling at night could see it, find their way or come 

over to it where they would find a welcome and hospitality, as well as directions to 

continue their journey. 

Moses saw the fire as he was walking through the desert and he was warmed by 

                                                 
1 An account of the situation the Children of Israel lived under occurs in S rah 28, The Story, which 
was revealed earlier than the present s rah. 
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hope. He moved towards it in order to fetch a firebrand, as night in the desert is 

normally cold. He also felt he might find some guidance as to which direction to 

travel in. He went there to bring back a torch, but was in for a great surprise. For he 

found the fire that warms souls and spirits, and provides guidance for the greatest 

journey of all: 

But when he came close to it, a voice called out to him: Moses, I am your Lord! Take 
off your sandals, for you are in the sacred valley of uw . Know that I have chosen 
you. Listen, then, to what is being revealed. Indeed, I alone am God; there is no deity 
other than Me. So, worship Me alone, and establish regular prayer to celebrate My 
praise. Although I have chosen to keep it hidden, the Last Hour is bound to come, so 
that every soul may be rewarded in accordance with what it strove for. Hence, let not 
anyone who does not believe in its coming and follows only his own desires turn your 
thoughts from it, lest you perish.’ (Verses 11-16) 

This is an awe-inspiring scene. We shudder as we imagine Moses alone in the open desert, 

engulfed in the complete darkness and silence of the night, making his way towards the fire 

by the side of the mountain. Then suddenly, the whole universe echoes the great address: 

“Moses, I am your Lord! Take off your sandals, for you are in the sacred valley of uw . Know that I have 

chosen you. Listen, then, to what is being revealed.” (Verses 12-13) 

That small, insignificant particle that is a human being is here faced with that great majesty 

which no human can envisage. Compared with such majesty, the heavens and earth shrink 

into insignificance. Nevertheless, that human being received a divine address from on high. 

How? We only say: by God’s grace! How else? At that moment, all humanity, represented by 

Moses (peace be upon him), is elevated. 

It is sufficient for a human being to receive this grace for one moment. Humanity 

as a whole is honoured by simply having the ability to sustain such a communication 

in some way. Yet how does it occur? We do not know. It is not the function of the 

human mind to judge. All that we can do is to look on in admiration and believe 

what we see. 

“When he came close to it, a voice called out to him: Moses.” (Verse 11) The calling out 

is expressed in the original Arabic text in the passive voice with no reference to who 

or what made the address. In English we say, ‘a voice called out’. We cannot define 

the source of this address, its direction, form or nature; nor can we be sure how 

Moses heard or received it. There was simply an address of a certain nature and it 

was received accordingly. We accept that this has taken place, without asking how, 

because that is part of the way in which God accomplishes His business.§ 

                                                 
§ For further discussion on the Kal m attribute, please refer to section 1.5 of A Critique of ‘In the Shade of 
the Qur’ n.’ 
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“Moses, I am your Lord! Take off your sandals, for you are in the sacred valley of uw .” 

(Verse 12) You are in the presence of God Almighty, so take off your shoes. You must 

not step with your shoes in the valley over which God’s presence is made. “Know that 

I have chosen you.” (Verse 13) What honour is granted to the man chosen directly by 

God. Moses is, after all, merely one servant among the great multitude living on a 

planet that is no more than a small particle in a much larger group. Yet this group is 

merely a small particle in the great universe. This universe came into existence when 

God willed it to exist. We can thus imagine the great care God has taken of man. 

When this announcement of God’s honour, reflected in God’s selection of Moses 

as His messenger is made, he is asked to prepare for what is coming by taking off his 

sandals. Then he is told to be ready to learn: “Listen, then, to what is being revealed.” 

(Verse 13) 

This brief revelation sums up three crucial aspects of the divine faith: belief in 

God’s oneness, addressing all worship to Him alone, and belief in the Last Hour. 

These are the foundation of God’s message that remained the same throughout 

human history: “Indeed, I alone am God; there is no deity other than Me. So, worship Me 

alone, and establish regular prayer to celebrate My praise. Although I have chosen to keep it 

hidden, the Last Hour is bound to come, so that every soul may be rewarded in accordance 

with what it strove for. Hence, let not anyone who does not believe in its coming and follows 

only his own desires turn your thoughts from it, lest you perish.” (Verses 14-16) 

God’s oneness is the cornerstone of faith. In His address to Moses, God 

emphasizes it in different forms: first in a statement bearing a strong emphasis, 

“Indeed, I alone am God.” (Verse 14) Then Godhead is clearly stated as applicable to no 

one else: “There is no deity other than Me.” (Verse 14) When Godhead is thus 

established, worship follows. Worship means that every activity should aim to please 

God. Singled out among all human activity is prayer: “Establish regular prayer to 

celebrate My praise.” (Verse 14) Prayer is the most complete and perfect of all types of 

worship celebrating God’s praise. In fact its sole purpose is such. It discards 

everything else. Thus in prayer we are prepared for contact with God. 

The Last Hour is the time appointed for administering rewards, in all justice and 

fairness. People think of this time and make sure that they keep it in mind. They 

move on in life, looking with watchful eyes, fearing to slip. God makes it clear that 

this Last Hour is certain to come: “Although I have chosen to keep it hidden, the Last Hour 

is bound to come.” (Verse 15) What people know about this Last Hour is limited to the 

information God has given them. This is all that they need to know, as determined by 

divine wisdom. That something should remain unknown is essential in human life. 

For we need to have something unknown to aspire towards. With human nature as it 

is, if everything were clearly exposed, activity would cease and life would become 

sterile. In fact, we continuously seek the unknown: we watch carefully, entertain 
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hopes and aspirations, experiment and learn, and uncover what we can of our own 

potentials and those of the universe around us. We contemplate God’s signs all 

around us. We invent and produce new things. When we think of the Last Hour, 

whose timing remains unknown, we do not lose sight of it. Since we do not know its 

timing, we remain conscious of it, ready for its arrival. Needless to say, this applies 

only to those of us who preserve our sound human nature. Those who distort it 

however are bound to fall and fail: “Let not anyone who does not believe in its coming and 

follows only his own desires turn your thoughts from it, lest you perish.” (Verse 16) 

Indeed, pursuing one’s desire is the cause of denying the Last Hour. Sound 

human nature believes that humanity cannot attain its super status during this 

present life, where justice is not seen to be done. There must then be another life 

where man attains perfection and absolute justice is carried out. 

Moses’ Mission Defined 

This was an address to which the whole universe responded. In it, God gave His 

chosen messenger the fundamental truth of His oneness. Moses must have forgotten 

all about himself and the purpose for which he aimed towards the fire. He was now 

only following this voice coming to him from on high. He was attentive to the divine 

instructions being given to him. As he is so absorbed, with his mind and soul fully 

attentive to it, he is asked a question which requires no answer from him: “Now, what 

is this in your right hand, Moses?” (Verse 17) 

Of course Moses had his staff in his hand, but where was his mind at that 

moment? Well, he remembers and gives his reply: “He answered: It is my staff; upon it I 

lean, and with it I beat down the leaves for my sheep; and other uses have I for it.” (Verse 18) 

The question did not ask about the uses he had for his staff, but rather about the 

object he was holding. Nevertheless, Moses realizes that he was not being asked to 

name the object in his hand, but to state what he did with it. Hence his answer 

outlining the purposes for which he used it. He used it for support when walking 

and beat the leaves of the trees so that they fell and were eaten by his sheep. We 

know that Moses tended sheep for Shu`ayb, his father-in-law. It is also reported that 

he had a number of sheep given him as his share. Furthermore, he had other uses for 

his staff to which he refers in general without going into specifics, because what he 

has already stated gives a clear indication of them. 

The omnipotent power, however, does with his staff what he could have never 

imagined. This comes as part of his preparation for his task: “Said He: ‘Throw it down, 

Moses.’ So he threw it down, and thereupon it was a snake, moving rapidly. Said He: ‘Take it 

up and have no fear. We shall restore it to its former state.’” (Verses 19-21) 

Thus he saw in front of his eyes the great miracle that occurs every moment while 



Ţā Hā | THE PURPOSE OF REVELATION 

 325

people remain oblivious to it. That is the miracle of life: the staff became a rapidly 

moving snake. Millions and millions of lifeless atoms or objects are transformed into 

living things all the time, but they do not fill man with wonder and amazement like a 

staff being transformed into a snake. Man lives in a world demarcated by his senses 

and experiences. He cannot go far beyond what he can perceive. To see a staff made 

of wood transformed into a snake that moves quickly was bound to shock his senses. 

He was thus profoundly alert. The hidden aspects of how life first came about and 

the miraculous nature of life springing up at every moment are too subtle to capture 

man’s mind and imagination. This is particularly the case when something becomes 

too familiar; it thus goes unnoticed. 

The miracle of life took place, and Moses was full of amazement, with fear tearing 

at his heart. But the command was given: “Take it up and have no fear. We shall restore it 

to its former state.” (Verse 21) It will once again be a staff. The s rah does not mention 

Moses’ other reaction, which in another s rah shows him running away. Here we 

have only a subtle reference to the fear that overwhelmed him. This is because the 

general atmosphere in this s rah is one of safety and reassurance. It is not to be 

disturbed by speaking about such overwhelming fear that causes a man to run away. 

Thus Moses was reassured, he picked up the snake and it was a staff again, 

regaining its original shape and form. Thus the other aspect of the miracle took place, 

with life departing from a living creature. 

Another command was issued to Moses from on high: “Now put your hand under 

your armpit. It will come out [shining.’ white, without blemish: another sign.” (Verse 22) 

Moses did as he was told. It should be noted that the Qur’ n uses a different 

expression to denote the position where Moses was to put his hand, his armpit. It is 

described as his ‘wing’ which gives an air of freedom of movement and freedom 

from the earth’s gravity. Thus his hand came out shining white, but its whiteness 

indicates no illness or malignancy. This is indeed another sign to be added to that of 

his staff. He is thus made to see some of the great miracles God works out: “We shall 

show you some of Our most wondrous signs.” (Verse 23) When he has seen these with his 

own eyes, he will be reassured and able to carry out his great task with greater 

determination. 

“Go to Pharaoh; for he has indeed transgressed all bounds.” (Verse 24) Up to this point 

Moses was unaware that he was chosen for this very hard task. He has first hand 

knowledge of Pharaoh, since he himself was brought up in Pharaoh’s own palace, 

witnessing his tyranny and how he treated his people with unabating cruelty. Since 

he is now in audience with his Lord, feeling the great honour God has bestowed on 

him, he asks for assistance and reassurance to better execute his mission: “Said 

[Moses]: My Lord, open up my heart [to Your light], and make my mission easy for me, and 

free my tongue from its impediment, so that people may understand what I say. Appoint for 
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me a helper from among my kinsmen, Aaron, my brother. Grant me strength through him, 

and let him share my task, so that together we may extol Your limitless glory and remember 

You always. You are surely watching over us.” (Verses 25-35) 

Requests Granted 

So, Moses requests his Lord to open up his heart, so that the hard task before him 

would be a pleasure to undertake. It would also motivate him to carry on with it 

without impediment. He further prays to God to facilitate his task. When God 

facilitates a task for anyone, it is certain to succeed. For, what can man accomplish on 

his own, unless God facilitates matters for him? How can he achieve success when he 

has only limited ability and deficient knowledge while the road ahead is long, 

difficult and unknown. 

The first thing Moses prayed for was heart reassurance that he would clearly feel, 

and then that God should facilitate things for him. What can man do without such 

help, relying on his little ability and limited knowledge? But Moses requests more to 

help him with his task. He wanted his tongue to be freed so that people could 

understand him easily when he spoke. It has been reported that he suffered from 

some sort of speech impediment. Most probably this is what he means here. It is 

further supported by what he is quoted as saying: “My brother Aaron is far better in 

speech than I am.” (28: 34) The prayer Moses said here was made first in general terms. 

Now he adds details which he feels necessary for the task ahead. 

First he asks for a helper from his own family, and that was Aaron. He knew 

Aaron to be outspoken, courageous and yet someone who could control his feelings. 

Moses himself was passionate and rather hot-tempered. Therefore, he requested his 

Lord for support, letting his brother share in the fulfilment of his task. He realized 

that his task required much glorification of God, constant remembering of Him and 

contact with Him through prayers. Thus we see Moses requesting God to open up 

his heart and facilitate his task, to free him of his speech difficulty, and give him a 

helper from among his family. All this he needed not to carry on the task entrusted to 

him, but rather so that he and his brother could glorify God and remember Him 

often as He should be remembered and glorified. Thus, they would be able to receive 

His guidance, as He is the One who knows their situation best. “You are surely 

watching over us.” (Verse 35) You know our limited resources and our need for Your 

help. 

God, benevolent and compassionate as He is, does not let His guest go back 

empty-handed. Nor does He delay answering his prayer: “Said He: ‘You are granted all 

that you have asked for, Moses.’” (Verse 36) 

Just a simple word, without the need for detail, sums up the positive and 
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immediate response. Moses has been granted all that he requested. The way this 

response is phrased indicates that all that Moses requested became a reality 

immediately. Then, Moses hears his Lord addressing him by name. What is more 

honourable than that God in His majesty should mention one of His servants by 

name? 

This is more than anyone can hope for of God’s grace and compassion. The 

meeting took its time and the address was made in full, with a complete and positive 

response to Moses’ prayer. Yet God’s grace continues to be bestowed in abundance. 

There is no check to slow down or prevent God’s mercy when He grants it. 

Therefore, He gives Moses even further reassurance as He reminds him that His 

grace has been shown to him for a long time. Moreover, every moment longer he 

stays in his Lord’s presence gives him further happiness and greater strength to 

pursue his mission. 

And indeed We bestowed Our favour upon you in a time gone by, when We inspired 
your mother, saying: Place [your child] in a chest and throw it into the river. The 
river will cast him ashore, and one who is an enemy to Me and an enemy to him will 
pick him up.’ I lavished My love on you, so that you may be reared under My 
watchful eye. Then your sister went forth and said [to Pharaoh’s people]: ‘Shall I 
direct you to one who might take care of him?’ Thus did We restore you to your 
mother, so that her mind might be set at ease and that she might not grieve. And 
[when you came of age,] you killed a man; but We saved you from all grief although 
We tested you with various trials. You then stayed for years among the people of 
Madyan; and now you have come here, Moses, as ordained [by Me]; for I have chosen 
you for Myself (Verses 37-41) 

Moses was going to meet the most powerful man on earth, a tyrant who knew no 

mercy. Against him he was to conduct the battle between faith and unfaith. He 

would be in the thick of things, facing all sorts of difficulties, against Pharaoh at first, 

then against his own people whose nature had been corrupted by long subjugation. 

They did not have the necessary qualities to fulfil the mission entrusted to them after 

they were liberated from Pharaoh’s tyranny. Hence, God tells him that he, Moses, has 

been fully equipped for the task, as he was reared under God’s watchful eye, given 

the necessary skills for taking on seemingly impossible tasks, right from the time of 

his infancy. God took care of him in his formative years when he placed him right 

under Pharaoh’s nose, without any other care or support. Yet Pharaoh’s hand could 

not harm him, because it was God who took care of him. He need not worry now 

about Pharaoh’s power, as he still enjoys God’s help and care in his adulthood. It is 

God who has chosen him for His mission. 
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Reminder of Past Favours 

God responded by saying that all Moses’ requests were granted. This was an act of 

grace by the One who is Most Merciful. But with this he is also given a reminder of 

God’s past favours. Such a reminder is certain to reassure Moses that with God’s 

support he can face any power or dictator. “And indeed We bestowed Our favour upon 

you in a time gone by.” (Verse 37) The One who granted him all this protection and 

support will not let him down now. In the past, His favours were continuous, so it is 

unlikely that they will stop now after Moses has been assigned a mission by God. 

The favour mentioned first is that given to his mother which any woman in her 

condition would have needed. Her inspiration then told her: “Place [your child] in a 

chest and throw it into the river. The river will cast him ashore.” (Verse 39) 

We note here that the text describes rough and violent actions: a child being 

pushed into a wooden chest, and the chest thrown into the river. Then the river casts 

the box and the child inside onto the shore. But what then? To whose care will this 

child be entrusted? The answer is: “One who is an enemy to Me and an enemy to him will 

pick him up.” (Verse 39) Amidst all this Moses is also told: “I lavished My love on you, so 

that you may be reared under My watchful eye.” (Verse 39) 

All this is an aspect of divine providence which transforms love and compassion 

into a shield to protect the child from all the blows, waves and currents. None of the 

powers of evil is able to harm the recipient of such love, even though he is no more 

than an infant of only a few days who cannot indicate his needs or express his 

feelings. 

We have in this image a rare contrast between the great tyrannical forces lying in 

wait for the tiny infant and the hard circumstances engulfing him on the one hand 

and, on the other, the flowing compassion guarding him from all fears and 

protecting him against all dangers. His protection comes about as tender love, 

without the need for fighting or confrontation: “I lavished My love on you, so that you 

may be reared under My watchful eye.” (Verse 39) Nothing further can be added to 

explain such gentle, loving tenderness than this most perfect Qur’ nic expression of 

how Moses was reared under God’s watchful eye. How can human expression 

describe a creature reared under such care? The most that we can do is contemplate 

the situation and what it meant for Moses’ development. It is a great honour for any 

human being to have direct divine care for just a moment in his life. What honour is 

then bestowed on one who is reared under such care? Perhaps this is what made 

Moses able to receive this address direct from God. 

Thus Moses is reared under God’s protection right under Pharaoh’s nose, and 

Pharaoh is the enemy of both God and Moses. Thus, as a young child, he is always 

within an arm’s reach of Pharaoh, without any human guard or protector. 
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Nevertheless, Pharaoh’s evil hand is restrained by the fact that God has lavished His 

love on Moses, the child, so that he attracts love by all who see him. Needless to say, 

with Moses being reared under God’s watchful eye, no harm could come to him from 

Pharaoh or anyone else. 

But this is not all. Not only was Moses taken care of, but his mother could not be 

left at home worrying about her child. The two were soon reunited. “Then your sister 

went forth and said [to Pharaoh’s people]: ‘Shall I direct you to one who might take care of 

him?’ Thus did We restore you to your mother, so that her mind might be set at ease and that 

she might not grieve.” (Verse 40) That was part of God’s design. He prevented the little 

baby from taking just any woman’s breast. No wet nurse would breast-feed him. 

Pharaoh and his wife, who had adopted the baby cast to them by the river, were 

searching for a wet nurse, and this became well known. On instructions from her 

mother, Moses’ sister went to them saying that she knew the best woman to take care 

of the baby. [All this is described in detail in S rah 28.] She brought them the baby’s 

own mother and he took her breast immediately. Thus, God’s design for mother and 

child was accomplished, for the mother had done as she was told, throwing her baby 

into a wooden chest in the Nile. This action brought the baby to the enemy who was 

killing all Israelite children. Thus, the safety of this child was accomplished by giving 

him to his enemies to remain with them, with no other support or guardianship. 

The next favour Moses is reminded of is his escape after having killed a man: “And 

you killed a man; but We saved you from all grief although We tested you with various trials. 

You then stayed for years among the people of Madyan; and now you have come here, Moses, 

as ordained [by Me]; for I have chosen you for Myself” (Verses 40-41) 

The killing of this man took place some time during Moses’ early adult years, 

having grown up in Pharaoh’s palace. He had gone to the market one day and found 

two people quarrelling, one an Israelite the other an Egyptian. The Israelite appealed 

to him for help, and Moses pushed the Egyptian, but rather too strongly for the latter 

fell and was killed. Moses did not intend to kill the man, but simply to push him 

away. When he saw him dead, he was full of grief. It is good to remember here that 

Moses was brought up under God’s own care, right from his early childhood. Hence, 

it was only natural that he was filled with remorse, blaming himself for over-

reacting. God reminds him here of His favour, as He directed him to seek 

forgiveness, which alleviated his sorrow. 

However, God did not let him simply get away with this without a lesson to learn 

and benefit from in his future task. Hence, He set him the test of fearing the 

consequences of his offence and his subsequent attempt to escape punishment. The 

test took then another form, forcing him to flee the land where he was born and 

brought up, departing alone without friend or companion. Moreover, having been 

brought up in the palace of the greatest ruler of the time, enjoying every comfort and 
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luxury, he now had to earn a living. Thus, he had to serve others, and work as a 

shepherd. 

At the appointed time, when he attained maturity, after passing the tests to which 

God subjected him, and when circumstances in Egypt were most suited, with the 

Israelites subjected to much oppression, Moses was brought in from Madyan. He 

might have thought that he had chosen to travel at that time himself, but the fact of 

the matter was that stated in the Qur’ nic verse: “Now you have come here, Moses, as 

ordained (by Me].” (Verse 40) So his return was at a time God had determined as most 

suitable. 

“I have chosen you for Myself” (Verse 41) Thus, Moses was trained and prepared so 

as to be completely devoted to God’s message and to serving His cause. He was 

purged of all the temptations of this worldly life, so as to be purely dedicated to the 

task God appointed for him. All that had passed in his life was part of his training to 

fulfil the mission that was about to be entrusted to him. Here God tells him that 

neither himself, nor his family, nor anyone else had any claim on his time or services. 

He was chosen by God for whatever God wanted him to do. 

Moses’ Mission Outlined 

Having made this very clear to Moses, God gives him his first instructions: 

Go forth, then, you and your brother, with My signs, and never slacken in 
remembering Me. Go forth, both of you, to Pharaoh; for he has transgressed all bounds 
of equity! But speak to him mildly, so that he may yet take heed, or may be filled with 
apprehension. (Verses 42-44) 

Moses is told to go with his brother Aaron, equipped with the signs God has given 

them. He has seen two of these in the transformation affecting his staff and his hand. 

They are told not to slacken in remembering God, for such remembrance is the best 

equipment and support they can have. Moses is reminded that God protected him 

from Pharaoh and his wickedness even when he was a helpless child, thrown in the 

Nile. Nothing of that hardship caused him any harm. Now that he has completed his 

training, he can approach his task with ease and reassurance, trusting to God’s care. 

As Moses is directed to go to Pharaoh, he is told that Pharaoh has transgressed all 

bounds and resorted to tyranny and oppression. Nevertheless, his instruction is that 

he and his brother are to “speak to him mildly.” (Verse 44) Mild and gentle words 

which do not trigger a hardening of attitude or insolence and arrogance, which is 

commonly adopted by tyrants, may yet reawaken Pharaoh’s heart and alert him to 

the consequences of his actions. Thus, Moses and Aaron were to go about their task, 
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hoping that Pharaoh might take heed, and never despairing of his reform and 

positive response to God’s guidance. An advocate of faith who gives up on people 

and thinks that they never respond positively to his message cannot deliver it in the 

way it should be delivered. Nor is he able to hold on to it in the face of rejection and 

denial. 

God certainly knew how Pharaoh would respond, but taking the necessary 

measures in preaching God’s message is prerequisite. God takes people to account 

after they act, even though He is aware of their actions before they are made. His 

knowledge of future events is the same as His knowledge of the present and the past. 

How to Confront a Tyrant 

So far we have discussed what Moses was told when God addressed him directly 

alone in the desert. The s rah then takes us across time and place, covering an 

indeterminable period of time and distance, to show us both Moses and Aaron 

expressing their concerns to their Lord about their forthcoming confrontation with 

Pharaoh. They feared most that he might be quick to punish and harm them severely 

when they called on him to believe in God. 

They said: ‘Our Lord! We fear lest he hasten with insolence or tyranny against us.’ 
Answered He: ‘Have no fear. I shall be with you. I hear all and see all. Go, then, you 
two to him and say, “We are the emissaries of your Lord. Let the Children of Israel go 
with us, and oppress them no more. We have now come to you with a message from 
your Lord. Peace to all who follow [God’s] guidance. It has been revealed to us that the 
suffering shall befall those who deny the truth and turn away from it.”‘ (Verses 45-
48) 

For certain, Aaron was not with Moses when his Lord first spoke to him, 

favouring him with a long interactive discourse, clarifying all necessary issues and 

allowing him to ask questions and giving him the answers he needed. The fact that 

now both Moses and Aaron make the reply together, saying, “We fear lest he hasten 

with insolence or tyranny against us”. This, then, suggests that this statement was made 

at a later time. This is part of the Qur’ nic method of skipping over time and place, 

leaving gaps in the scenes and events of a story, which are gathered and understood 

as one reads on. Thus, the Qur’ n concentrates on events, actions and attitudes which 

inspire the reader and listener. 

So, some time after Moses left the place where he received God’s long address, 

close to Mount Sinai, he met with his brother, Aaron. The latter also received God’s 

revelation commanding him to be with his brother and that together they should 

address Pharaoh. Hence, the two together express their concerns to their Lord: “We 
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fear lest he hasten with insolence or tyranny against us.” (Verse 45) They feared Pharaoh’s 

impulsive reaction, which might be too strong, and they feared his tyranny, which 

was much more profound than mere physical harm. In his power, Pharaoh could be 

expected to resort to either of these or to both of them. 

At this point they receive God’s decisive answer which leaves no room for fear or 

worry: “Answered He: Have no fear. I shall be with you. I hear all and see all.” (Verse 46) 

Thus, God Almighty who has power over all creatures and who creates the universe 

and all creatures in it, using nothing more than His will to bring them into existence, 

tells them that He is with them. This should have been sufficient, but God adds to 

this what increases their certainty of help. This is evidenced by the fact that He hears 

all and sees all. What could Pharaoh do against the power of the Almighty, whether 

in a precipitate reaction or a well considered one? 

Coupled with this reassurance Moses and Aaron are given guidance on the form 

of address they should make to Pharaoh and on how to argue their case: “Go, then, 

you two to him and say, ‘We are the emissaries of your Lord. Let the Children of Israel go 

with us, and oppress them no more. We have now come to you with a message from your 

Lord. Peace to all who follow [God’s] guidance. It has been revealed to us that the suffering 

shall befall those who deny the truth and turn away from it.’” (Verses 47-48) 

Thus they should start by stating the foundation of their message: “We are the 

emissaries of your Lord.” (Verse 47) This would give him right from the first moment 

the understanding that it is God who is his and all people’s Lord. He is not the Lord 

of Moses and Aaron, or the Children of Israel alone. It was a superstition of the days 

of pagan ignorance that each group of people, or each tribe, had its own deity or 

deities. Moreover, it was commonly held during some periods of history that 

Pharaoh was a deity, of godly descent, and as such, he was to be worshipped. 

When the basic element of their message was thus outlined, Moses and Aaron 

explained their immediate concern: “Let the Children of Israel go with us, and oppress 

them no more.” (Verse 47) This was the limit of their message to Pharaoh, to save the 

Children of Israel and bring them back to their monotheistic faith. They would then 

lead them to the blessed land which God had assigned to them for settlement, up to 

the time when they would sink into corruption and be destroyed in consequence. 

They further showed Pharaoh a sign to prove that they were telling the truth 

when they said that they were messengers from his Lord: “We have now come to you 

with a message from your Lord.” (Verse 47) They follow this with an element of 

encouragement, hoping that he might respond: “Peace to all who follow [God’s] 

guidance.” (Verse 47) It might be that when he had listened to this that he would 

respond to the greeting of peace and accept God’s guidance. 

They then add an element of implicit warning, in order not to stir his arrogance 
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and hostility: “It has been revealed to us that the suffering shall befall those who deny the 

truth and turn away from it.” (Verse 48) It might be that he would decide not to include 

himself among those who deny the truth and turn away from it. 

We see here how God gave Moses and Aaron reassurance and showed them the 

way to follow. He indeed outlined their course for them so that they would approach 

their task with peace, reassurance and clear guidance. 

At this point the curtains are drawn, only to rise again when we see Moses and 

Aaron in confrontation with the tyrant. 

Calling on a Tyrant to Believe 

The s rah does not mention how Moses and Aaron were admitted into Pharaoh’s 

presence, but nonetheless they were. For certain, their Lord was with them hearing 

and seeing what took place, and no doubt guiding their communication. But what 

power, and what authority was at the disposal of Moses and Aaron to enable them to 

communicate to Pharaoh, great as he might have been, what God, their Lord, 

commanded them to convey to him? The s rah paints a vivid picture of the dialogue 

between Moses and Pharaoh, starting with this question and answer: “[Pharaoh] said: 

‘Who, now, is this Lord of you two, Moses?’ He replied: ‘Our Lord is He who gives 

everything its distinctive nature and form, and further guides them.’” (Verses 49-50) It is 

clear that Pharaoh does not wish to acknowledge God’s Lordship, which the two 

prophets had made clear to him saying they were ‘the emissaries of your Lord.’ Pharaoh 

realized that Moses was the main advocate of the message. Hence, he puts his 

question to him: “Who, now, is this Lord of you two, Moses?” (Verse 49) In whose name 

are you addressing me to demand the release of the Israelites? 

Moses replies emphasizing God’s attributes of creation, initiation and providing 

guidance and balance: “Our Lord is He who gives everything its distinctive nature and 

form, and further guides them.” (Verse 50) Thus it is: our Lord is the one who has given 

everything its existence in the form and the nature it has. He then guides each and 

everyone to fulfil their respective roles, providing them all with the means for such 

fulfilment. The Arabic text of this verse uses the conjunctive, thumma, or then, 

separating the creation of everything and imparting guidance to it. This conjunctive 

is rendered in the translation as ‘further’ to indicate the true meaning of the verse. 

There is no lapse of time between creating a creature and giving it guidance. The 

conjunctive is used to indicate the difference in rank between the mere creation of 

something and giving it the necessary knowledge to fulfil its role. Providing such 

guidance is more elevated than leaving creatures to their own devices. 

This description of God given by Moses sums up the highest and most perfect 

attributes of God the Creator who controls everything in the universe. It is He who 
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gives every creature its form, nature and role. When man casts his eye and 

contemplates as best he can this endless universe, he sees the results of what the 

great power of God makes of every existence, great or small, starting with the minute 

atom up to the largest creature, spanning life between a one-celled creature to the 

most sophisticated form of life, i.e. man. 

The great universe is made up of countless atoms, cells, substances, creatures and 

living things. Every atom in the universe interacts, every cell has a life, every living 

being moves, and every creature influences and is influenced by others. But all work, 

individually and collectively, within the boundaries of the laws God has planted in 

their natures and constitutions, without conflict, defect, or slackening at any moment. 

Yet every individual creature is, on its own, a complete world: its cells, organs and 

systems work in accordance with its nature, within the overall law God operates in 

the universe, in perfect order and perfect complementarity. 

Let us leave aside the great universe and look for a moment at each creature on its 

own. Human knowledge and endeavour is limited in its ability to study and 

understand such a creature. We are talking here of studying the characteristics, role, 

illnesses and treatment of creatures in our world. We are not speaking about creating 

these creatures or guiding them to fulfil their respective roles. This is something 

totally beyond man’s knowledge or ability. Man himself is one of God’s creatures. 

God has given him existence in the form he has, and assigned to him his role like all 

other creatures. The One who gives every creature its nature and form and further 

guides them to perform their roles is God, the only deity in the universe. 

Here Pharaoh puts another question: “And what of all the past generations?” (Verse 

51) Where have all those past generations gone? Who was their Lord? What 

happened to them since they died unaware of the Lord Moses spoke about? 

“[Moses] answered: Knowledge of that rests with my Lord alone, recorded in a Book. My 

Lord does not err, and neither does He forget.” (Verse 52) Thus Moses refers all this 

unknown matter to his Lord whose knowledge is perfect, encompassing every single 

detail of every little creature, and who never forgets anything. It is He alone who 

knows about all those generations, their past and future. The realm that lies beyond 

the reach of human perception belongs totally to God, who alone determines the 

eventual outcome of mankind and their life. 

Moses continues to draw Pharaoh’s attention to some of the results of God’s action 

in the universe and how these results affect human life. He selects results which 

could be seen close by, and which were well-known in Egypt with its rich soil, 

abundant water, and plentiful crops and cattle: 

He it is who has made the earth your cradle, and has traced on it paths for you to walk 
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on, and who sends down waters from the sky with which We bring forth diverse pairs 
of plants. Eat, then, and graze your cattle. In all this there are signs for those who are 
endowed with reason. (Verses 53-54) 

An Argument Too Powerful 

The whole earth is a cradle for mankind at all places and in all times. It is indeed 

the same as a child’s cradle; for human beings are the children of the earth in whose 

lap they grow up and on whose produce they feed. At the same time, it has been 

levelled for them so that they can walk on it, pursue their life affairs, cultivate it and 

benefit by its treasures. God made it so on the day He gave nature and forms to all 

His creatures. Thus, He gave the earth its structure which enables it to sustain the 

type of life He assigned to prosper on it. Similarly, He gave human beings their 

nature and form which make them able to live on the earth He made a cradle for 

them. The two senses imparted by the verse are closely interlinked. 

Both the cradle image and the quality of being level are most clearly seen in Egypt, 

with its highly fertile valley which requires only the minimum effort from its people 

to yield its rich produce. The whole valley of Egypt is like a warm cradle nurturing a 

small child. 

The wise Creator who has levelled the earth has also opened up on it paths for 

people to travel and has sent down waters from the sky. It is from the rain pouring 

from the sky that rivers form and run to provide irrigation. One of these is, of course, 

the Nile running close to where Pharaoh had his palace. With such plentiful water, 

plants are brought forth in a great variety of pairs. 

God in His wisdom has willed that, like all living things, plants should grow in 

pairs. Indeed this duality is a consistent phenomenon that applies to all living 

creatures. In most cases, plants carry the male and female cells in the same shoot, but 

there are types where one shoot has only male cells and another female, in the same 

way as in most animal species. This provides perfect harmony that applies to all 

living things. Hence, the statement: “In all this there are signs for those who are endowed 

with reason.” (Verse 54) Indeed, no sound mind could reflect on such phenomena 

without concluding that it is the work of the wise Creator who has given every living 

thing its nature and form, and guided them all. 

The s rah continues the reporting of what Moses said, but uses the form of a direct 

address by God Himself: “Out of this [earth] have We created you, and into it shall We 

return you, and out of it shall We bring you forth once again. And, indeed, We showed 

Pharaoh all Our signs, but he denied them and refused [to take heed].” (Verses 55-56) It is 

from this earth, made as a cradle for mankind, and which supports the diverse 

cultivation of plants for food and grazing, that mankind are created, and to it they 
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shall return and then from it again they are resurrected after death. 

Man is certainly created from the same substance as this earth. All the components 

of his body are largely the same as the components of the earth. Furthermore, he eats 

of its produce, drinks its waters, breathes its air, and benefits from it as his cradle. 

Then, he goes back to it a dead corpse, when his remains become part of its soil and 

atmosphere. From the earth he is resurrected for a second life, just as he was created 

for the life of this world. 

This reminder of the relationship between man and the earth fits well with the 

exchange between Moses and Pharaoh, the tyrant who arrogantly claims a godly 

position when he too originated from the earth and to it he will certainly return. He 

is no more than any object God has created on earth and guided to fulfil its assigned 

role. “We showed Pharaoh all Our signs, but he denied them and refused to take heed.” 

(Verse 56) God showed him all sorts of signs in the great universe, and Moses 

pointed these out to him. The two signs of Moses’ staff and hand are not specified 

here since they are included among the general category of God’s signs. The signs in 

the universe are far greater and more permanent. It is implied however that Pharaoh 

has already been shown Moses’ own special signs. His reply to all God’s signs is 

mentioned in detail, and we realize that he is actually referring to these two signs: 

“Have you, Moses, come to drive us out of our land with your magic? In that case, we shall 

most certainly produce for you magic to match it. Set, then, fir us an appointment which 

neither we nor you shall fail to keep, at a suitable, open place.” (Verses 57-58) 

Ready to take up the challenge, Moses delivered a straight answer: “Your 

appointment shall be the day of the Festival; and let the people assemble when the sun is risen 

high.” (Verse 59) 

How to Avoid a Losing Argument 

Pharaoh simply stopped arguing. He realized that Moses had the stronger case, 

supported by the clearest proof, namely, God’s signs seen everywhere in the 

universe, as well as his own two special signs. Hence, he resorted to an old ploy, 

often used by tyrants and opponents of God’s messages. He pointed an accusing 

finger at Moses, describing him as a sorcerer, claiming that it was through sorcery 

that Moses turned the staff into a snake and made his hand look shining white, 

without blemish. Magic was the thought presenting itself immediately to Pharaoh, 

because it was widely practised in Egypt. The two signs given to Moses seemed, on 

the surface, similar to magic, which is no more than the deception of the senses that 

could sometimes lead to false feelings so as to produce tangible effects. Thus, under 

the influence of magic, a man may see things that are not present, or he may see them 

in a form other than their own. At times a person who is under a magical spell may 
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be physically and psychologically affected, as though the spell has had its effect on 

him in reality. But Moses’ signs were not of this sort. They were signs given to him 

by God, the Creator of all things, the One who can bring about both temporary and 

permanent transformations. 

“He said: Have you, Moses, come to drive us out of our land with your magic?” (Verse 

57) It appears that the persecution of the Israelites was motivated by political 

reasons, with Pharaoh fearing that their numbers would increase to give them 

numerical strength. For the sake of retaining power and maintaining their rule or 

kingdom, tyrants will commit the most ghastly and inhumane crimes, paying no 

heed to moral or ethical considerations. They are prepared to silence the voice of 

even their own conscience and honour. Thus, Pharaoh pursued a policy of 

weakening and humiliating the Israelites, killing their male offspring and sparing the 

females, while forcing the adults among them into hard labour. Therefore Moses and 

Aaron demanded their release, saying to him: “Let the children of Israel go with us, and 

oppress them no more.” (Verse 47) His reply to their request was indicative of his fears: 

“Have you, Moses, come to drive us out of our land with your magic?” (Verse 57) To 

Pharaoh, such a release was a step towards ousting him from government. 

According to Pharaoh’s thinking, Moses made this demand for the release of the 

Israelites for no other reason, and the only thing he was prepared to put forward in 

support of his demand was an act of sorcery. It was easy, therefore, to reply to him in 

kind: “In that case, we shall most certainly produce for you magic to match it.” (Verse 58) 

Tyrannical rulers cannot see beyond the obvious. They think that those who advocate 

a divine faith use it as a cover for worldly aims. They imagine that they want to take 

over the reins of government. When they realize that such advocates of faith have 

something miraculous, either of the type given to Moses or something that touches 

people’s hearts and wins them over, they respond with something of an apparently 

similar nature. Their thoughts run along the following lines: if the advocate of a 

message resorts to magic, then we will produce similar magic; if he uses fine words, 

these are also at our command; if he advocates moral values, we will support high 

moral values; if he does good and benevolent works, we will do the same. Such 

tyrants do not understand that advocates of a divine message rely on their faith and 

on God’s support. These are the weapons which ensure their triumph. 

With such thinking and motivation, Pharaoh asks Moses to set an appointment for 

his confrontation with the sorcerers. In order to give the appearance of power, 

Pharaoh leaves it to Moses to choose the time: “Set, then, for us an appointment.” 

(Verse 58) In order to give an even stronger impression of his confidence, he re-

emphasizes the importance of that appointment “which neither we nor you shall fail to 

keep.” (Verse 58) He only asks for the match to be in an open area for the challenge to 

be seen, “at a suitable, open place.” (Verse 58) 
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Moses accepts Pharaoh’s challenge and sets the appointment for a festival day 

when the people are in the mood to celebrate, gathering in the main squares and 

open areas: “Answered Moses: Your appointment shall be the day of the Festival; and let the 

people assemble when the sun is risen high.” (Verse 59) Thus he sets the best time when 

everything is at its clearest and people will be out and about in numbers. He does not 

set a very early time when people would still be at home, nor at midday when the 

heat could prevent their gathering, nor in the evening when darkness might 

discourage their attendance or impair their vision. 

Thus ends the first scene of confrontation between faith and tyranny. The curtains 

fall to be raised again and we see the match in full view. 

In Confrontation with the Sorcerers 

“Thereupon Pharaoh withdrew and put together the artful scheme which he would pursue; 

and then turned up.” (Verse 60) In this short verse the s rah sums up all that Pharaoh 

said, the advice he was given by the powerful elite among his government, the 

discussion with the sorcerers and his encouragement and promises of rich reward to 

them, as well as the schemes he and his advisers finally plotted. Indeed, this short 

verse, comprising only six words in the Arabic text, shows three successive 

movements: Pharaoh’s withdrawal into his own quarters, mapping out his strategy 

and turning up for the confrontation. 

Before the confrontation began, Moses felt that he should give the sorcerers some 

honest and sincere advice. Thus, he warned them against attributing false 

fabrications to God. So doing, he hoped that they would accept God’s guidance and 

abandon sorcery, which is blatant falsehood: “Moses said to them: Woe betide you! Do 

not invent any falsehood against God, lest He afflict you with most grievous suffering. He 

who contrives such a lie is sure to come to grief” (Verse 61) 

A sincere piece of advice can touch the hearts of those it addresses. This might 

have been the case here, for some of the sorcerers were touched by Moses’ words and 

began to have second thoughts. Those who were keen to go through with the 

showdown however began to argue with them in whispers, fearing that Moses 

would overhear them. “So they debated among themselves as to what to do; but they kept 

their counsel secret.” (Verse 62) 

The more hardened of them tried to encourage those who were reluctant, and 

warned them against a gloomy future under Moses and Aaron. They described the 

two prophets as being driven by a desire for power, hoping to rule Egypt and change 

the faith of its people. To forestall their schemes, they needed to demonstrate their 

unity and confront them as one body, without hesitation. It was a day of outright and 

decisive confrontation, and the winner would take all. 
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They said: These two are surely sorcerers intent on driving you away from your land 
by their sorcery, and on doing away with your exemplary way of life. Hence, decide on 
the scheme you will pursue, and then come forward in one single body. For, indeed, he 
who prevails today shall ever be successful. (Verses 63-64) 

One sincere word motivated by faith falls like a powerful explosive in the camp of 

falsehood. It shakes unbelievers’ hearts and weakens their ranks. They are no longer 

sure of their own ability, and they entertain doubts about their own beliefs. Hence 

the doubters needed such encouragement. They were reminded that Moses and 

Aaron were merely two men, against a much larger group of sorcerers, backed by 

Pharaoh, his kingdom, wealth and army. They forgot however that Moses and Aaron 

were supported by God who hears and sees all. 

Perhaps this gives us an explanation of the attitude of Pharaoh and his arrogant 

tyranny, as well as the attitude of the sorcerers who enjoyed his support. To start 

with, who are those two men, Moses and Aaron, to be given such importance, with 

Pharaoh himself putting a challenge to them and accepting their own challenge? 

What is their position which compels him to put together a deceitful strategy, 

mustering in the process a large force of skilful sorcerers, who were the best in his 

land, and bringing all the people to witness the confrontation? How come that he 

himself comes along and sits with his full entourage to see the confrontation? How is 

it that Pharaoh is prepared to listen to Moses’ argument, which denies him all the 

privileges he claims for himself, when Moses is no more than an Israelite whose 

people are continually persecuted under his own rule? This was all due to the dignity 

God has imparted to Moses and Aaron which inspired awe among all those who 

listened to them. Moreover, God was with them, listening and seeing all that was 

taking place. 

It was also that awe-inspiring dignity that made one word of Moses sufficient to 

cause much confusion among the sorcerers, requiring them to hold secret council, 

magnifying the dangers and motivating one another to remain firm, steady and 

united. 

After all this, they came forward, giving Moses the choice: “Said [the sorcerers]: 

Moses! Either you throw [first], or we shall be the first to throw.” (Verse 65) This is a 

challenge aiming to show a united, powerful front and a commendable degree of 

fairness. Hence, his answer was to accept the challenge: “You throw first.” (Verse 66) 

He allowed them to start and produce whatever they wanted so that he could have 

the final say. And what was the result? They apparently produced a magnificent 

piece of magic, taking the whole multitude by surprise and even affecting Moses. 

“And by virtue of their sorcery, their ropes and staffs seemed to him to be moving rapidly. 

And in his heart Moses became apprehensive.” (Verses 66-67) The Qur’ nic expression, 
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awjasa fī nafsihī khīfatan, suggests a truly mighty magic, which filled the whole arena. 

Moses felt fear creep into his heart, even though God was with him hearing and 

seeing everything as it took place. Needless to say, Moses would not have 

entertained any fear unless the whole thing was so awesome that for a moment he 

became oblivious to the fact that he was much stronger. Hence, he needed reminding 

that he relied on a much superior power: 

But We said [to him]: Have no fear! It is you who shall certainly prevail. Now throw 
that which is in your right hand and it shall swallow up all that they have wrought. 
For, they have wrought nothing but a sorcerer’s deceitful trick; and sorcerers can 
never come to any good, whatever they may do. (Verses 68-69) 

You are the one supporting the truth, while they enjoin nothing but falsehood. 

You have the faith, while they have their tricks and craft. You believe in the truth of 

your message, while they have nothing but the reward they hope to receive from 

Pharaoh and the pleasures of this life. You are the one who derives his strength from 

God Almighty while they serve a human creature who will die despite his tyrannical 

power. 

Thus God reassures Moses telling him to have no fear. He further tells him: “Now 

throw that which is in your right hand.” (Verse 69) 

What he has in his hand is not specified so as to give an air of awe. “And it shall 

swallow up all that they have wrought.” (Verse 69) For it is all sorcery and witchcraft. 

Sorcerers can never achieve ultimate success, no matter what they do, what device 

they use or which way they follow. They rely on trickery and deception. There is no 

real substance to what they do. Hence they fare no better than anyone else who 

confronts the truth with false appearances. They may put up quite a show and may 

inspire awe and fear, but then the power of the truth, steady, factual, unboastful, will 

strike. With that blow falsehood will be defeated immediately, left to retreat into 

oblivion. 

Then Moses threw down his staff. The s rah describes the magnitude of the 

surprise which then occurred by mentioning how it affected the sorcerers who had 

come full of hope to win the challenge. Only a few moments earlier, their sorcery, 

which was of the highest standard, had generated fear among all the spectators, 

including Moses himself. He, a messenger of God, thought that their ropes and staffs 

turned into snakes, alive and moving rapidly. 

Now the surprise Moses produced completely transformed their feelings and 

thoughts. So much so that words could not express their reaction: “So down fell the 

sorcerers, prostrating themselves, and declared: We do believe in the Lord of Aaron and 

Moses.” (Verse 70) That was like a touch on a very raw nerve, and the whole body is 
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shaken violently. It was like a light being switched on to dispel all darkness. Such 

power is felt by reawakened hearts, filling them, in a split second, with unshakeable 

faith. 

A Tyrant’s Threat 

Do tyrants understand this inner reaction? Do they realize how hearts can be 

transformed? With a long history of tyranny and injustice, during which they see 

their subordinates bow to their every command, hasten to fulfil their desire at the 

slightest indication, tyrants forget that it is God who changes hearts and minds. They 

cannot appreciate that when a heart responds to contact with God, the bond is 

complete. The believer, then, derives strength and light from Him alone. Thus, no 

one can subjugate such a believer to his own power. Hence, Pharaoh’s reaction: “Said 

[Pharaoh]: Do you believe in him before I have given you permission? Surely, he must be your 

master who has taught you witchcraft! I shall most certainly cut off your hands and feet on 

opposite sides, and I shall most certainly crucify you on the trunks of the palm-trees. You will 

then come to know for certain which of us can inflict a more severe and longer lasting 

punishment.” (Verse 71) 

“Do you believe in him before I have given you permission?” (Verse 71) Such is the 

retort of a tyrant who cannot understand how others feel faith touch their hearts such 

that they cannot turn it away. After all, people’s hearts are, as the Prophet says, held 

between two of God’s, the Most Merciful’s, fingers and He turns them around as He 

wills. 

“Surely, he must he your master who has taught you witchcraft!” (Verse 71) For 

Pharaoh, this was the only reason for the sorcerer’s submission to Moses. He could 

not perceive of faith touching their hearts. He could not understand that God’s hand 

had lifted the cover blurring their vision and that they could now see things for what 

they were. 

Pharaoh follows this with the normal kind of threat tyrants use when they feel 

they have no power over others’ hearts and souls. They threaten physical torture and 

punishment on those who do not submit to their tyranny: “I shall most certainly cut off 

your hands and feet on opposite sides, and I shall most certainly crucify you on the trunks of 

the palm-trees.” (Verse 71) Arrogant and boastful, he continues with his claims to 

authority and power. His is a Brutal force, ready to tear human bodies apart. Thus 

brute force is utilized to counter solid, logical argument: “You will then come to know 

for certain which of us can inflict a more severe and longer lasting punishment.” (Verse 71) 

Hearts Touched by Faith 
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But it was too late for Pharaoh. Faith had touched the hearts of those sorcerers and 

the small, insignificant person within each of them was now in firm contact with the 

great source of real power. Hence, they were now very strong, while all earthly 

powers were weak. Indeed the whole life on earth is too small when compared to the 

broad, bright horizons to which those believing hearts now looked up. All that 

pertains to life on earth is of no consequence: “They answered: Never shall we prefer you 

to all the evidence of the truth that has come to us, nor to Him who has brought us into being! 

Decree, then, whatever you are going to decree. You can only decree on what pertains to this 

worldly life. As for us, we have come to believe in our Lord, hoping that He may forgive us 

our faults and all that magic to which you have forced us. God is certainly the best and He is 

Everlasting.” (Verses 72-73) 

This is the sort of change faith brings about in the hearts of people who, until a 

moment earlier, were submissive to Pharaoh, considering their highest achievement 

to be close to him, receiving his favours. Now they are ready to confront him with a 

determination that puts his power, throne and wealth in proper perspective: “Never 

shall we prefer you to all the evidence of the truth that has come to us, nor to Him who has 

brought us into being!” (Verse 72) Such evidence is much more precious in our view, 

and God, our Creator, is far dearer to us than anything else. “Decree, then, whatever 

you are going to decree.” (Verse 72) This is a challenge to Pharaoh to do his worst. He 

cannot stop them. “You can only decree on what pertains to this worldly life.” (Verse 72) 

This is as far as Pharaoh’s power extends. They tell him clearly that he has no 

authority over them anywhere other than in this worldly life, which is short, 

momentary and of little value. Whatever punishment he may inflict on them is too 

trivial to be feared by a heart that has established close contact with God and hopes 

to receive His reward in the hereafter. “As for us, we have come to believe in our Lord, 

hoping that He may forgive us our faults and all that magic to which you have forced us.” 

(Verse 73) They tell him that in the past they could not disobey him when he forced 

them to practise magic. Now that they have faith, they hope to be forgiven by God 

who, they realize, is the best and the everlasting. His reward is far more plentiful and 

enjoyed for much longer than any worldly reward. 

The sorcerers who came to believe in God were inspired by their faith to adopt an 

attitude that looked down on Pharaoh and his power: 

He who shall appear before his Lord [on Judgement Day] laden with sin shall be 
consigned to hell, where he shall neither die nor live. But he who shall appear before 
Him as a believer, having done righteous deeds, shall be exalted to the highest ranks, 
abiding in the gardens of Eden, through which running waters flow. Such shall be the 
recompense of those who keep themselves pure. (Verses 74-76) 

Pharaoh had originally threatened them, saying that his punishment was more 
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severe and longer lasting. Their reply provides an image of one who comes on the 

Day of Judgement to meet his Lord, being fully laden with sin. The punishment such 

a person receives is indeed the longer lasting and more painful, because such a 

person “shall be consigned to hell, where he shall neither die nor live.” (Verse 74) He does 

not enjoy the termination of pain that a dead person normally has, nor is he living so 

as to enjoy life’s pleasures. He simply receives a painful punishment that leads to 

neither life nor death. On the opposite side the highest ranks are shown. These are 

the gardens of bliss, irrigated by running waters. Such is “the recompense of those who 

keep themselves pure,” purging themselves of all sin. 

Thus these new believers take no notice of a despot’s threats, and instead stand up 

to him with the powerful words of faith. They are profoundly confident, issue a 

warning based on faith and express their hopes based on a newly-found faith. 

This confrontation is recorded in the history of mankind as a declaration of man’s 

freedom, after throwing away the shackles of this worldly life, its powers, worries 

and aspirations. No human heart can adopt such a confrontational attitude unless it 

believes in God and relies on His support. 

The Drowning of Pharaoh and His Army 

The curtains are drawn only to lift again on a new scene in Moses’ history. Now 

we see the triumph of faith and truth in practical life, after their victory as an idea 

and belief. What we have seen so far is the triumph of the sign given to Moses over 

sorcery, the new faith in the sorcerers’ hearts over their hopes of gain and fears of 

loss as well as over Pharaoh’s threats and punishment. Now we see a related victory 

for truth over falsehood, guidance over error, and faith over tyranny. All this takes 

place in real life after it has been achieved in people’s consciences. In fact advocates 

of the truth cannot openly demonstrate their high moral ground until they have 

triumphed within themselves over all temptation. 

Truth and faith have a certain reality which, once materialized within one’s 

conscience, finds its way into real life. Should faith remain an outward appearance 

that does not touch the heart, and truth remain a raised slogan that has not sunk 

deep into people’s hearts and minds, then tyranny and falsehood may be victorious. 

They can achieve such a victory with the physical power under their command, one 

which cannot be matched by the mere appearance of faith and slogans of truth. It is 

only when the latter are truly established in hearts and minds that they become 

stronger than the physical might which falsehood and tyranny can muster. This is the 

fact which we clearly see in Moses’ attitude towards the sorcerers and their ploys, 

and later in the sorcerers’ attitude towards Pharaoh and his noblemen. This is the 

prelude to victory as we see in the next scene in the s rah. 
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Then We thus inspired Moses: ‘Go forth with My servants by night, and strike out for 
them a dry path through the sea. Have no fear of being overtaken, and dread nothing. 
Pharaoh pursued them with his hosts, but they were overwhelmed by the power of the 
sea. For Pharaoh had led his people astray and had not guided them aright. (Verses 
77-79) 

The s rah does not mention here what happened after the confrontation between 

faith and tyranny, nor what measures Pharaoh took against the sorcerers after they 

declared their belief in God, defying his power and tyranny, as well as all earthly 

temptation. It simply paints this scene of total victory so that the triumph in one’s 

own conscience is directly related to triumph in real life. We also see here how God 

provides total care for His servants. By the same token, the s rah does not dwell on 

the scene of departure from Egypt, and the standing before the sea, as these are 

painted in detail in other s rahs. In fact, it shows the victory scene here without 

preliminaries, because these concerned people’s hearts. 

All we have here is the inspiration given to Moses to depart from Egypt at night 

with the Children of Israel, and to strike out for them a dry path across the sea. We 

see Moses with complete reassurance as he and his followers receive God’s care. 

Thus, he has no fear of his people being overtaken by Pharaoh or of being 

overwhelmed by the parted sea. God’s will which made the sea such a great volume 

of water with all its characteristics is able to part it for a while to give those believers 

a dry path through so as to continue their journey. 

“Pharaoh pursued them with his hosts, but they were overwhelmed by the power of the sea. 

For Pharaoh had led his people astray and had not guided them aright.” (Verses 78-79) Thus 

the s rah sums up how Pharaoh and his host were overwhelmed by the sea. It gives 

no further details. In this way, it retains its total effect. We realize that Pharaoh had 

led his people into error in their way of life in the same way as he led them into error 

by pursuing the believers into the sea. In both cases, he led them to utter ruin. 

We prefer not to dwell on the details of what happened to Pharaoh and his people, 

so that we move on with the s rah as it relates the story. We will, however, reflect for 

a moment on the lessons that we can derive from this scene. 

When God Intervenes 

It was God who conducted the battle between faith and tyranny. The believers 

were not required to do anything other than follow the inspiration received by Moses 

and to move out at night. The believers were no match for the unbelievers in terms of 

material power. Moses and his men were weak and powerless, while Pharaoh and 

his army held all the material power. Hence, a battle between the two parties could 
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not take place. Therefore, God took over, but only after the truth of faith was fully 

engrained in the hearts of those whose only strength was that which they derived 

from faith. Thus we see the tyrant delivering his threat and warning the believers of 

doom: “I shall most certainly cut off your hands and feet on opposite sides, and I shall most 

certainly crucify you on the trunks of the palm trees.” (Verse 71) To this, the believers, 

with their hearts full of faith, reply: “Decree, then, whatever you are going to decree. You 

can only decree on what pertains to this worldly life.” (Verse 72) 

The simple truth of the matter is that when the battle between faith and tyranny 

reached this level in people’s hearts, God himself took up the banner of truth and 

hoisted it high, leaving the banner of falsehood trampled upon. All this took place 

without the believers exerting any effort whatsoever. 

We also learn from this account that when the Children of Israel accepted the 

humiliation Pharaoh imposed on them, by virtue of his persecution campaign, killing 

their men and sparing their women, God did not interfere on their side. They simply 

accepted their subjugation, fearing Pharaoh and his power. But when faith was 

paramount in the hearts of those who believed in Moses and his message, and when 

they were ready to withstand the torture with their heads held high, declaring their 

rejection of Pharaoh and their belief in God, then God intervened and conducted the 

battle. Thus, victory was achieved on the battlefield as it was earlier achieved within 

their hearts and souls. 

Such is the lesson driven home in this s rah as it portrays the two scenes in quick 

succession, without dwelling on further detail. This is what people of faith should 

understand, so that they know when to expect God’s help to achieve their victory. 

The Price for God’s Intervention 

Yet to those who were saved and granted victory a reminder and a warning are 

given so that they do not forget or abandon their most important weapon: 

Children of Israel! We saved you from your enemy, and then We made a covenant 
with you on the right flank of Mount Sinai. We sent down manna and quails for you. 
Eat of the wholesome things which We have provided for you and do not transgress, 
lest you should incur My wrath. He that incurs My wrath has indeed thrown himself 
into utter ruin; but I certainly forgive all sins for anyone who repents, believes and 
does righteous deeds, and thereafter keeps to the right path. (Verses 80-82) 

They have passed the danger zone and have surged on towards Mount Sinai, 

leaving Pharaoh and his army drowned. Their deliverance was a recent event which 

they remember well, but it is recorded here as a reminder, so that they may give 

thanks. 
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The appointment at the right hand side of Mount Sinai is mentioned here as 

though it is an accomplished event, when it was a meeting for which Moses had to 

prepare himself for over a period of forty nights. He would then receive the tablets 

and the laws recorded therein. This was a law to regulate the lives of the people 

entrusted with a mission in the Holy Land after their departure from Egypt. 

The fact that they were given manna, a sweet type of food that gathers on leaves, 

and quails, a type of bird that is easy to catch and eat, was another aspect of God’s 

grace, of His taking care of them in the barren desert where they found themselves. 

God was looking after them, even to the point of providing them with their daily 

food, and in such a way that required no hard effort. 

God reminds them of all these favours and warns them against transgression, in 

the form of indulgence in physical pleasure and neglect of the duties they left Egypt 

to fulfil. God is preparing for them an assignment which they must undertake. The 

Arabic word used here for transgression, ta ghaw, is the same word that signifies the 

tyranny they experienced in their very recent past. Hence, they are warned: “Eat of 

the wholesome things which We have provided for you and do not transgress, lest you should 

incur My wrath. He that incurs My wrath has indeed thrown himself into utter ruin.” 

(Verse 81) Pharaoh had thrown himself into such ruin only recently, falling off his 

throne and drowning in the sea. To experience such ruin is to fall from high, which 

contrasts with tyranny that exalts the tyrant and assumes for him a high position of 

power. The Qur’ n here juxtaposes such contrasting elements in word and meaning 

to achieve both heightened effect and perfect harmony. 

With this warning against indulgence in easy pleasures and neglect of the task 

assigned for them, the door for repentance is left open for anyone who slips so that 

he may return to the proper path. “But I certainly forgive all sins for anyone who repents, 

believes and does righteous deeds, and thereafter keeps to the right path.” (Verse 82) 

Repentance is not merely a word we say with our mouths. It is a resolve in one’s 

mind that manifests itself in strong faith and good deeds, as well as practical 

behaviour. So when faith is settled in a person’s heart, faith is purged of all alien 

traces, and confirmed by good deeds. In this way, man sets himself on the right path, 

guided by faith and benefiting by the guarantee provided by good action. Achieving 

guidance is shown here as the result of strong faith and determined action. 

Thus ends the scene of victory and the comments the s rah has to make on it. The 

curtains fall and lift again to show us the second scene of an address made directly to 

God by the side of Mount Sinai. 

Promises Fulfilled or Broken 
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God has appointed a time for Moses to meet Him at the Mount after forty days, 

when he would be given the commandments outlining the tasks his people have to 

fulfil after the victory they were given. Victory carries with it its own responsibilities, 

as does faith. Hence, it was necessary for Moses to be psychologically prepared and 

ready to receive God’s commandments. 

Thus, Moses went up the Mount, leaving his people at the bottom, after asking his 

brother Aaron to deputize for him. Moses longed dearly for this encounter, when he 

would stand in front of his Lord and address Him. He had had this experience once 

before and was keen to experience it again. Hence, he made haste to stand in the 

presence of his Lord. He was however totally unaware of what his people had 

perpetrated after he had left. 

His Lord tells him the news, pointing out what has taken place. The scene is 

shown to us and we listen to the conversation: 

[And God said]: Now what has caused you, Moses, to leave your people behind in so 
great a haste?’ He answered: ‘They are treading in my footsteps, while I have hastened 
to You, my Lord, so that You might be well pleased with me.’ Said He: ‘Then [know 
that] in your absence We have put your people to a test, and the S miriy has led them 
astray.’ (Verses 83-85) 

Thus Moses is faced with a terrible shock. He was in haste to meet his Lord, after 

forty days of diligent preparation, eager to listen to His directives and 

commandments which would constitute the basis of the new way of life for the 

Children of Israel. It was to be a way of life suited for a community that had been 

freed from the shackles of subjugation so that it would become the bearer of a divine 

message. 

The long period they had spent in subjugation and humiliation under Pharaoh’s 

rule and his idolatrous beliefs had had a damaging effect on the nature of the 

Israelites. Their ability to withstand the difficulties that attend the fulfilment of a 

hard task, and to remain true to their promises in the face of hardship, was certainly 

suspect. Psychologically, they suffered an impairment which made them always 

keen to have a comfortable life, even if this meant a willingness to be led without 

troubling to think. No sooner did Moses leave them under Aaron’s stewardship than 

they allowed their faith to collapse at the first hurdle. Hence, they needed repeated 

tests and trials in a process of psychological rebuilding. The first test to which they 

were subjected was that of the golden calf which the S miriy had produced. “In your 

absence We have put your people to a test, and the S miriy has led them astray.” (Verse 85) 

Moses did not know about this test until his appointment with his Lord. 

The s rah sums up the scene of the direct address between God and Moses very 
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briefly in order to describe Moses’ reaction to what he learnt, his speedy return, his 

anger and his sorrow. How could his people do this after God had saved them from 

humiliating subjugation by tyrannical idolatry, and favoured them with easy 

provisions and care in the desert? He had only very recently reminded them of God’s 

favours, warning them against going astray. Yet now they follow the first one to call 

them back to paganism and the worship of a call? 

The s rah does not tell us any details about how they were led to this situation. It 

moves on to the scene of Moses hurriedly returning to his people. However, the way 

this is described tells us something of these details. Moses has returned, angry, sad, 

remonstrating with his people and scolding his brother. He must have known the 

magnitude of their ghastly deed: 

Thus Moses returned to his people full of wrath and sorrow: My people,’ he said, Did 
not your Lord hold out a goodly promise to you? Did, then, [the fulfilment of] this 
promise seem to you too long in coming? Or are you determined to see your Lord’s 
condemnation fall upon you, and so you broke your promise to me?’ They answered: 
‘We did not break our promise to you of our own free-will, but we were loaded with 
the burdens of the [Egyptian] people’s ornaments, and so we threw them [into the 
fire], and likewise this S miriy threw.’ Thus he produced for them the effigy of a calf 
which made a lowing sound. ‘This,’ they said, ‘is your deity and the deity of Moses; 
but he has forgotten. Why! Did they not see that it could not give them any response, 
and that it could neither harm nor benefit them? And, indeed, Aaron had said to them 
earlier: My people! You are but being tempted to evil by this calf. Your only Lord is 
the Most Merciful! Follow me, then, and do as I bid you.’ But they had replied: ‘By no 
means shall we cease worshipping it until Moses comes back to us.’ (Verses 86-91) 

Such was the trial to which the Israelites were put. It is revealed to us as Moses 

confronts his people. It is not reported in the scene of the meeting between Moses 

and his Lord. It is left to the scene of inquiry undertaken by Moses upon his return. 

Justifying Deliberate Error 

Enraged and full of sorrow, Moses asked his people: “Did not your Lord hold out a 

goodly promise to you?” (Verse 86) God had promised them victory and to enter the 

Holy Land as a community believing in His oneness. Only very recently had they 

witnessed the initial steps towards the complete fulfilment of this promise. Hence, he 

remonstrated with them: “Did, then, [the fulfilment of] this promise seem to you too long 

in coming? Or are you determined to see your Lord’s condemnation fall upon you?” (Verse 

86) Their action was akin to that perpetrated by one who wants to bring God’s 

condemnation on his head, so he wilfully and deliberately does what incurs it. Moses 

asked them if this was why they broke their promise to him to maintain the path he 
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had shown them until his return. 

They gave him a singular excuse which exposed the effects on their mentality of 

their long time living in subservience. It is a ludicrous excuse: “We did not break our 

promise to you of our own free-will.” (Verse 87) It was beyond our ability and control. 

“But we were loaded with the burdens of the [Egyptian] people’s ornaments, and so we threw 

them [into the fire].” (Verse 87) They had carried with them loads of jewellery 

borrowed from Egyptian women. Now they say they wanted to get rid of all these 

because they were taken unlawfully. The S miriy took these gold articles and made 

of them the golden calf. The S miriy was either a man from Samaria accompanying 

them or one of them known by this appellation. When he made the calf, he purposely 

placed some holes in it, so that when the wind blew, it produced a lowing sound, 

despite the fact that it had no life or soul. It was merely an inanimate object. But no 

sooner did they see such a golden calf making such a noise than they forgot their true 

Lord who had saved them from their humiliation. Most stupidly and inexcusably 

they started to worship the calf, repeating the ludicrous statement that Moses had 

been misled when he went to the mountain looking for his deity, while the deity was 

there with them, as they claimed. They said: “This is your deity and the deity of Moses; 

but he has forgotten.” (Verse 88) 

Their stupid remarks also detract from the position of their prophet, Moses, who 

was the one to accomplish their salvation under God’s guidance. What they said 

about the calf alleged that Moses had no guiding relationship with his Lord. Hence, 

he did not know how to find Him, taking the wrong path and looking for him in the 

wrong place. 

Yet they were fooled by a simple trick, which they should have easily recognized 

for what it was. “Why! Did they not see that it could not give them any response, and that it 

could neither harm nor benefit them?” (Verse 89) It was not even a living calf that could 

hear them and respond in the way that cows and calves respond. It could not aspire 

to the status of an ordinary animal. It could not bring them the least harm or benefit, 

not even fighting with its horns or drawing water from a stream. 

Moreover, Aaron, their other prophet who deputized for his brother Moses, their 

saviour, had given them honest and sincere advice, pointing out to them that it was 

all a test: “And, indeed, Aaron had said to them earlier: My people! You are but being 

tempted to evil by this calf. Your only Lord is the Most Merciful! Follow me, then, and do as I 

bid you.” (Verse 90) He assured them that the proper course for them to take was to 

follow him as they had promised Moses. He told them that Moses was certain to 

return when his Lord had finished His business with him. Rather than follow his 

advice, they evaded their responsibility and abandoned their commitment to obey 

their prophets, saying: “By no means shall we cease worshipping it until Moses comes back 

to us.” (Verse 91) 
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Thus Moses returned, sorrowful and angry. He listened to his people’s excuses 

which revealed the extent of their twisted logic. In his anger, he turned to his brother 

dragging him by his head and beard, crying in his anger: “Aaron, what has prevented 

you, when you saw that they had gone astray, from following me? Why have you disobeyed 

me?” (Verses 92-93) He scolded him for allowing them to worship the calf without 

taking effective action to prevent them. But Aaron was merely obeying his brother’s 

orders when he had told him not to do anything serious until he returned. Did 

Aaron, then, disobey his brother by doing so? 

The s rah has already stated Aaron’s attitude. Now he explains to his brother what 

he did, trying to calm his fury and awaken his compassion. He reminds him of their 

close relationship: “‘Son of my mother,’ he replied, do not seize me by my beard, or by my 

head! I was afraid that you might say: You have caused a split among the Israelites and did 

not wait for my orders.” (Verse 94) 

Here we find Aaron to be far more in control of his emotions. He touches on a 

tender point in Moses’ feelings, reminding him of their being siblings. He also 

explains to him that he simply wished to do what his brother had bid him. He feared 

that should he adopt strong measures the Children of Israel might split into factions, 

some worshipping the calf, and others following his advice. Since his brother wanted 

him to take care of them all, keeping them together, he felt that his attitude was 

simply one of following the orders he had been given. 

Temptation of the Golden Calf 

Now Moses addresses all his anger to the S miriy, the perpetrator of the whole 

trouble. He did not speak to him first because the people themselves should have 

known better than to follow someone who came up with an outrageous idea. Aaron, 

as their trusted leader, was also responsible for making sure that they did not slip, 

should they be faced with temptation. The S miriy takes less importance, since he 

did not use brute force to compel them to follow his lead, nor did he cast a screen 

over their faculties of thinking. He simply presented a temptation and they fell for it. 

They could very easily have remained true to the guidance of their first prophet, 

Moses, and benefited by the counsel of their second prophet, Aaron. Hence, 

responsibility lay with them in the first place, then with their leader, and finally with 

the perpetrator of the trouble. 

“Said [Moses]: What is then your case, S miriy?” (Verse 95) How come all this has 

happened because of you? The way the question is phrased is indicative of the 

seriousness of the whole affair. 

He answered: I have gained insight into something which they were unable to see; and 
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so I took a handful of dust from the trail of the messenger and flung it away; for thus 
has my mind prompted me to act. (Verse 96) 

There are countless reports that try to explain the S miriy’s answer: What did he 

see? Who was the messenger of whose trail he took a handful? What did this have to 

do with the calf he made and how did throwing this handful affect the calf he made? 

It is frequently mentioned in these reports that he saw Gabriel the angel in the form 

he takes when he descends to earth. So he took a handful of dust from underneath 

his foot or his horse’s hoof and threw the dust at the golden calf to produce the 

lowing sound, or that this was the cause behind making the jewellery into a lowing 

calf. 

The Qur’ n does not tell us here what really happened; it simply quotes what the 

S miriy said. We are inclined to consider this an excuse the S miriy concocted in 

order to evade responsibility for what actually happened. We feel that it was he who 

made the calf out of the jewellery the Israelites threw away, having taken it 

deceptively and unlawfully from the Egyptian women. As he made it, he deliberately 

ensured that as the wind went through its hollow inside it produced such a noise. 

When questioned about it, he sought an excuse, hence his suggestion that he had 

seen Gabriel and took a handful of his trail. 

Be that as it may, Moses punished him by expelling him for life from the Israelite 

community, leaving his destiny in the hereafter to God Almighty. He further took a 

strong and effective measure concerning the deity he had made with his own hands, 

aiming to show his people that it was an inanimate object, unable to protect its maker 

or to save itself: “Said [Moses]: Begone, then! It shall be your lot to say throughout your 

life, Do not touch me.’ But you shall be faced with a destiny from which you shall have no 

escape. Now look at this deity of yours to whose worship you have become so devoted: we shall 

most certainly burn it, and then scatter it far and wide over the sea.” (Verse 97) 

Thus the S miriy was ostracized: no one could go near him either to harm or 

benefit him. Nor was he allowed to touch anyone either. This was one of the 

penalties prescribed in Moses’ faith: expelling the offender and ostracizing him to the 

extent that no one went near him. The other aspect is that of God’s punishment at 

His own time. 

Still angry and furious, Moses ordered the calf to be burnt, cast away and its ashes 

thrown in the sea. Such a strong action seems to be a characteristic of Moses. In this 

instance, however, his anger is in defence of God’s faith. In such a situation, strong 

action is commendable. 

With the false deity being burnt and blown away, Moses declared the basic 

principle of true faith: “Your only deity is God, other than whom there is no deity. His 

knowledge encompasses all things.” (Verse 98) 
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With this declaration we come to the end of the story of Moses as related in this 

s rah. The overriding tone here is that of the grace God bestows on His servants, His 

care and forgiveness, even when they err. The s rah does not add any other episode 

of Moses’ history, because subsequent events tell of the punishment God metes out 

to them for their sinful and corrupt ways. The overall atmosphere of this s rah is one 

of mercy, compassion and grace, and later episodes do not fit with such an 

atmosphere. 
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2 

Man’s Long Drawn Battle 

Thus do We relate to you some of the history of 

past events; and thus have We given you, out of 

Our grace, a reminder. (99) 

All who shall turn away from it will certainly 

bear a heavy burden on the Day of Resurrection. 

(100) 

For ever shall they bear it; and grievous for them 

will be its weight on the Day of Resurrection, 

(101) 

the day when the Trumpet is blown. For on that 

day We shall assemble all the guilty ones, their 

eyes dimmed [by terror], (102) 

whispering to one another, ‘You have spent but 

ten days on earth.’ (103) 

We know best what they will be saying when the 

most perceptive of them shall say: ‘You have spent 

there but one day!’ (104) 
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They ask you about the mountains. Say: ‘My 

Lord will scatter them far and wide, (105) 

and leave the earth level and bare, (106) 

with no curves or ruggedness to be seen. (107) 

On that day, all will follow the summoning voice 

from which there will be no escape. All sounds 

will be hushed before the Most Merciful, and you 

will hear nothing but a faint sough in the air. 

(108) 

On that day, intercession will be of no avail to 

any except a person in whose case the Most 

Merciful will have granted permission, and whose 

word He will have accepted. (109) 

He knows all that lies open before them and all 

that is hidden from them, whereas they cannot 

have thorough knowledge of Him. (110) 

All faces shall be humbled before the Ever-

Living, the Self- Subsisting Lord; and undone 

shall be he who is burdened with evildoing; (111) 

but anyone who will have done righteous deeds, 

being a believer, need have no fear of being 
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wronged or deprived. (112) 

And thus have We bestowed from on high the 

Qur’ān in the Arabic tongue, and have given in 

it many facets to all manner of warnings, so that 

they may be God-fearing or that it may be for 

them a source of remembrance. (113) 

Sublimely exalted is God, the Ultimate 

Sovereign, the Ultimate Truth. Be not in haste 

with the Qur’ān before it has been revealed to you 

in full, but always say: ‘My Lord, increase my 

knowledge.’ (114) 

Long ago, We made a covenant with Adam; but 

he forgot it, and We found him lacking in 

firmness of purpose. (115) 

And when We said to the angels, ‘Prostrate 

yourselves before Adam,’ they all prostrated them-

selves; except Iblīs, who refused. (116) 

‘Adam,’ We said, ‘this is indeed a foe to you and 

your wife; so let him not drive the two of you out of 

the Garden, for then you will be plunged into 

affliction. (117) 

It is guaranteed that you shall not hunger here or 

feel naked, (118) 

and you shall not thirst here or suffer from the 

blazing sun.’(119) 

But Satan whispered to him, saying: ‘Adam, 

shall I lead you to the tree of life eternal, and to a 
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kingdom that will never decay?’ (120) 

They both ate of its fruit; and thereupon their 

shameful parts became visible to them, and they 

began to cover themselves with pieced-together 

leaves from the Garden. Thus did Adam disobey 

his Lord, and thus did he stray into error. (121) 

Then his Lord elected him [for His grace], 

accepted his repentance, and bestowed His 

guidance upon him. (122) 

‘Get down, both of you, and be out of it;’ He 

said, ‘each of you shall be an enemy to the other. 

When guidance shall come to you from Me, he 

who follows My guidance will not go astray, nor 

will he suffer misery; (123) 

but he who turns away from My message shall 

have a straitened life and We shall raise him up 

blind on the Day of Resurrection.’ (124) 

‘Lord,’ he will say, ‘why have You raised me up 

blind, while I was endowed with sight?’ (125) 

He will reply: ‘Thus it is: Our revelations were 

brought to you, but you were oblivious to them. So 

today shall you be consigned to oblivion.’ (126) 

For thus shall We reward him who transgresses 

and does not believe in his Lord’s revelations. 

Indeed the suffering in the life to come shall be 

most severe and most enduring. (127) 

Can they not see how many generations We have 

destroyed before their time? They walk about in 

the very places where they dwelt. In this there are 
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signs for people of wisdom. (128) 

Now, were it not for a decree from your Lord 

already gone forth, setting a term, their destruction 

would have been inescapable. (129) 

Hence, bear with patience whatever they may say, 

and extol your Lord’s limitless glory and praise 

Him before the rising of the sun and before its 

setting; and extol His glory, too, during the hours 

of the night as well as during the hours of the day, 

so that you may attain a state of contentment. 

(130) 

Do not turn your eyes covetously towards whatever 

splendour of this world’s life We have allowed 

many of them to enjoy in order that We may test 

them thereby. Whatever provisions your Lord 

may give are indeed better and longer lasting. 

(131) 

Enjoin prayer on your people, and be diligent in 

its observance. We do not ask you for any 

provisions. It is We who provide for you. The 

future belongs to the God-fearing. (132) 

They say: ‘Why does he not bring us a sign from 

his Lord?’ Has there not come to them a clear 

evidence of the truth in the earlier scriptures? 

(133) 

Had We destroyed them with a calamity before 

his coming, they would have said, ‘Our Lord, if 

only You had sent us a Messenger, we would 

have followed Your revelations rather than be 

humiliated and disgraced.’ (134) 
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Overview 

The s rah started with a discussion on the Qur’ n, making it clear that the purpose 

of its revelation to the Prophet Mu ammad (peace be upon him) was not that he 

might be afflicted by it. Part of the Qur’ n covers the story of Moses and how it 

reflects the care God took of Moses, his brother Aaron and their people. Now that the 

story has been told, the s rah resumes speaking about the Qur’ n, the role it is 

intended to play and the fate which is bound to be suffered by those who turn their 

backs to it. This fate is shown in a scene of the Day of Judgement in which the days of 

this present life are seen to be infinitesimal, the earth loses its mountains and is seen 

flat and bare; sounds are hushed before God the Most Merciful; and faces are 

humbled before God, the Ever-Living. This scene, and the warnings made in the 

Qur’ n, are intended to arouse feelings of God- consciousness, reminding people of 

their relationship with God. This passage concludes by giving the Prophet renewed 

comfort with respect to the Qur’ n which was being revealed to him. He must not 

hasten to repeat its words during the process of receiving it as he used to do fearing 

that he might forget some parts of it. He need not entertain any such fear, because 

God has taken it upon Himself to preserve the Qur’ n and make it easy for recitation 

and study. In this context, the Prophet is instructed to pray to God to give him more 

knowledge. 

Since the Prophet was keen to repeat the Qur’ nic revelations as they were given 

to him, for fear of forgetting them, the s rah mentions how Adam forgot God’s 

covenant. This is followed by the declaration of hostility between him and Satan, 

stating the different ends of the people who remember their covenant with God and 

those who forget it. These two different ends are shown in one of the scenes of the 

Day of Resurrection the Qur’ n portrays, as though the Day gives the end of the 

journey which started in heaven and aims to return there. 

The s rah concludes with fine touches aiming to comfort the Prophet so that he is 

not afflicted by those who deny the truth of his message or those who turn away 

from it. They have their appointed term. He should not attach any importance to the 

worldly riches they may have been given, because this is all a test which they have to 

pass. 

Say: ‘Everyone is hopefully waiting; so wait, if 

you will. You will certainly come to know who 

has followed the even path, and who has been 

rightly guided.’ (135) 

3“y‰ tF÷δ$# ∩⊇⊂∈∪ 
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Instead, he should be more preoccupied with his worship and with glorifying and 

praising God so that he can find reassurance and contentment. Generations were 

destroyed before these and they provided the example and the warning, but God 

now willed to send them His last Messenger so that they had no excuse for rejecting 

the truth. Since they turned away from him, he should leave them alone to face their 

inevitable end: “Say: Everyone is hopefully waiting; so wait, if you will. You will certainly 

come to know who has followed the even path, and who has been rightly guided.” (Verse 135) 

Reasons for Qur’ānic History 

Thus do We relate to you some of the history of past events; and thus have We given 
you, out of Our grace, a reminder. All who shall turn away from it will certainly bear 
a heavy burden on the Day of Resurrection. For ever shall they bear it; and grievous 
for them will be its weight on the Day of Resurrection, the day when the Trumpet is 
blown. For on that day We shall assemble all the guilty ones, their eyes dimmed [by 
terror], whispering to one another, ‘You have spent but ten days on earth.’ We know 
best what they will be saying when the most perceptive of them shall say: ‘You have 
spent there but one day!’ (Verses 99-104) 

Just as Moses’ history is related in the Qur’ n, so do We also relate other past 

events. The Qur’ n is described here as ‘a reminder’, because it reminds us of God, 

His signs and messages, as well as other signs given to people of old. 

Those who turn away from this reminder are described here as guilty, and they 

are shown in a scene from the Day of Judgement. We see them carrying their 

burdens like a traveller carries his luggage, but theirs are foul, troublesome burdens. 

When the trumpet is blown to gather all creatures, the guilty come forward with blue 

faces showing their grief and worry. Terrified, they speak to one another in whispers: 

they cannot raise their voices. All this describes the fear that overwhelms them at 

that moment when all the dead are raised. But what is the subject of their whispers? 

They simply try to guess the duration of their life on earth, for that life has become so 

short in their view that they imagine it to have lasted only a few days. Some of them 

say: “You have spent but ten days on earth.” (Verse 103) However, those with a better 

judgement and a more accurate view feel life on earth to have been much shorter 

than that. They tell the others: “You have spent there but one day.” (Verse 104) 

Thus their life on earth, with all its pleasures, comforts, grief and worries, shrinks 

into insignificance. It lasted only a brief period of time, and was of little value to 

anyone. For what is the value of ten days, even when they bring all sorts of 

happiness and enjoyment? And what price may be attached to one night, even 

though its every minute was one of pleasure and happiness? How could these 

compare with the endless time which awaits them after the Day of Resurrection? 
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All Submit to God 

This awesome scene is further enhanced by returning to a question they had asked 

during their life on earth about the mountains and what would happen to them. The 

answer vividly describes the state of fear in which they find themselves: 

They ask you about the mountains. Say: ‘My Lord will scatter them far and wide, and 
leave the earth level and bare, with no curves or ruggedness to be seen. On that day, 
all will follow the summoning voice from which there will be no escape. All sounds 
will be hushed before the Most Merciful, and you will hear nothing but a faint sough 
in the air. On that day, intercession will be of no avail to any except a person in whose 
case the Most Merciful will have granted permission, and whose word He will have 
accepted. He knows all that lies open before them and all that is hidden from them, 
whereas they cannot have thorough knowledge of Him. All faces shall be humbled 
before the Ever-Living, the Self-Subsisting Lord; and undone shall be he who is 
burdened with evildoing; but anyone who will have done righteous deeds, being a 
believer, need have no fear of being wronged or deprived.’ (Verses 105-112) 

These images come clearly to our eyes, and we see the great mountains, which we 

have known to be firmly rooted and stable, being blown and scattered. They are 

raised no more; indeed they are flat, level with no curves or any rugged surface. The 

whole earth is flat, level, having neither hills nor valleys. 

But after the blowing away of the mountains, the storm dies down and the 

gathered multitudes listen attentively. Every movement and every little sound is 

hushed. They all listen to the voice that calls them to group together, and they follow 

its commands submissively, acting promptly, turning neither here nor there. This is a 

totally different reaction from the one they showed in this life when they were called 

on to follow divine guidance, but they turned away and refused. We note the perfect 

harmony of expression when the response to the summoning voice is total, with no 

escape, while the old mountains are now part of the flat, level earth that has no curve 

or elevation. 

This is followed by a state of perfect silence, with no sound to be heard: “All 

sounds will be hushed before the Most Merciful, and you will hear nothing but a faint sough 

in the air... All faces shall be humbled before the Ever-Living, the Self-Subsisting Lord.” 

(Verses 108 and 111) 

The whole scene is majestic, whereas the whole place, vast and infinite, is still, 

silent, and quiet. Whenever anyone speaks, they only whisper. Questions are raised 

very quietly, for all feel their humility. God’s majesty imparts an air of great 

reverence. No one can intercede except a person whose words are acceptable to God. 

All knowledge belongs to God, while creatures cannot have full knowledge of Him. 

The wrongdoers will be burdened with the wrongs they have perpetrated, which 
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will lead them to ruin, while the believers are reassured, fearing no injustice or lack 

of appreciation of their good works. The whole scene is one of great majesty, 

witnessed by God, the Most-Merciful. 

And thus have We bestowed from on high the Qur’ n in the Arabic tongue, and have 
given in it many facets to all manner of warnings, so that they may be God-fearing or 
that it may be for them a source of remembrance.” (Verse 113) 

It is in the same pattern that the Qur’ n gives a whole variety of warnings, 

painting scenes of awesome and reverential fear to remind those who reject its 

message of what they will face in the life to come. Perhaps they will take heed, or 

realize that they need to act before it is too late. Hence, at the beginning of the s rah 

God says to His Messenger: “We did not bestow this Qur’ n on you from on high to cause 

you distress, but only as an admonition to the God-fearing.” (Verses 2-3) 

At the beginning of his message, the Prophet used to repeat the words of God’s 

revelations before the angel had finished them. He did so because he was very keen 

that he should not forget a word. This was not easy for him. Hence, his Lord 

reassures him that he will not forget what is entrusted to him. 

“Sublimely exalted is God, the Ultimate Sovereign, the Ultimate Truth. Be not in haste 

with the Qur’ n before it has been revealed to you in full, but always say: My Lord, increase 

my knowledge.’” (Verse 114) Most sublime is God, the true King of the whole universe. 

Before Him all heads are hung down, and all perpetrators of injustice are powerless, 

while believers who have done well are reassured. It is He who has bestowed this 

Qur’ n from on high. Therefore, you, Mu ammad, need not hasten to repeat its 

words. He has sent it down for a definite purpose, and He will not allow it to be lost. 

All you need to do is to pray to Him for increased knowledge, reassured that what 

He has given you will not be taken away. True knowledge is that imparted by God. It 

is a knowledge that lingers, brings benefit, yields good fruits and is never wasted. 

Man’s Lack of Purpose 

The s rah gives a brief account of Adam’s story, when he forgot the commitment 

he made to God. When he was tempted by the prospect of immortality, he yielded, 

listening to Satan and his promptings. This was a test which God wanted him to go 

through before he was placed in charge of the earth. It also provided an example of 

what Satan can do, so that Adam’s offspring would learn the lesson. When the test 

was completed, God bestowed His mercy on Adam, assigning his role to him, and 

providing him with guidance. 

Every story related in the Qur’ n is made to fit with the context in which it is 
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given. In this s rah, Adam’s story follows soon after the reference to the Prophet’s 

hasty repetition of Qur’ nic revelations, for fear of forgetting them. Hence, Adam’s 

forgetting of his commitment is referred to at the outset. Moreover, the story is given 

in a s rah which reveals many aspects of God’s grace bestowed on those chosen 

servants whom He places under His care. Therefore, in this story the point is made 

that God chose Adam, accepted his repentance and provided him with guidance. 

This is followed by a scene of the Day of Resurrection portraying the two different 

ends of God’s obedient servants on the one hand and, on the other, those who persist 

in disobedience. This is shown like a journey back from earth to the first abode where 

everyone is given their rightful reward. Let us now look at the story as it is related in 

this s rah. 

“Long ago, We made a covenant with Adam; but he forgot it, and We found him lacking in 

firmness of purpose.” (Verse 115) God’s covenant with Adam was that he could eat of 

all the fruits in the Garden except for one tree that represented the prohibition 

necessary to strengthen willpower, assert one’s personality and liberate oneself of the 

oppressive pressure of desire. All this is necessary to give the human soul the 

freedom to do without its supposed needs, so that it is not enslaved by desire. This is 

indeed the true measure of human excellence. Whenever man’s will weakens under 

the pressure of desire, he sinks closer to the level of animals. 

Hence, God so tested man initially in order to prepare him for his role of building 

human life on earth. Thus the test is seen to be part of God’s grace which He bestows 

on man in abundance: his power to resist temptation is alerted and enhanced. His 

eyes are opened to the struggle awaiting him between the pleasures raised before 

him by Satan and his will to honour his commitment to God. The results of this first 

test are made public: “He forgot it [i.e. his commitment], and We found him lacking in 

firmness of purpose.” (Verse 115) The result is declared before the details of the test 

have been given. 

“And when We said to the angels, ‘Prostrate yourselves before Adam,’ they all prostrated 

themselves; except Iblīs, who refused.” (Verse 116) This first episode of the story is given 

in very general terms, without the details given in other s rahs. The general context 

here is one of mercy, care and blessings. Hence, these aspects are brought forth very 

quickly: “Adam,’ We said, ‘this is indeed a foe to you and your wife; so let him not drive the 

two of you out of the Garden, for then you will be plunged into affliction. It is guaranteed that 

you shall not hunger here or feel naked, and you shall not thirst here or suffer from the 

blazing sun.’” (Verses 117-119) 

We see how God takes care to alert Adam to the wicked designs employed by his 

enemy, warning him against Satan’s treachery, after he disobeyed God’s command to 

prostrate himself before Adam. The warning is very precise, showing the inevitable 

result of listening to Satan and his promptings: “Let him not drive the two of you out of 



Ţā Hā | MAN’S LONG DRAWN BATTLE 

 363

the Garden, for then you will be plunged into affliction.” (Verse 117) Once Adam is 

thrown out of heaven, all he will have is affliction: hard labour, going astray, worry, 

indecision, endless waiting, agony, deprivation, etc. As long as he is in Paradise, he is 

immune to all affliction: “It is guaranteed that you shall not hunger here or feel naked, and 

you shall not thirst here or suffer from the blazing sun.” (Verses 118-119) All that man 

needs is available in plenty in Paradise, which means that man should ensure he 

stays there. We note here how hunger and nakedness are shown to be parallel to 

thirst and intense heat. These four represent man’s initial concerns as he tries to find 

food, clothing, drink and shade. 

Adam however was without experience. Moreover, he was burdened by 

weakness, such as his desire for survival and his other desire to feel himself 

powerful. It was through these weaknesses that Satan was able to tempt him: “But 

Satan whispered to him, saying: Adam, shall I lead you to the tree of life eternal, and to a 

kingdom that will never decay?” (Verse 120) 

We see here how Satan touches Adam’s raw nerve. Man’s life and power are 

limited. Hence, he longs for survival and lasting power. These two desires provided 

Satan with suitable openings. As we have said, Adam had all human weaknesses 

planted in him for a definite purpose. Hence, he forgot his commitment and 

transgressed the permitted limits: “They both ate of its fruit; and thereupon their shameful 

parts became visible to them, and they began to cover themselves with pieced-together leaves 

from the Garden. Thus did Adam disobey his Lord, and thus did he stray into error.” (Verse 

121) 

It appears that what Adam and his wife saw were their genitals, which had thus 

far been covered. This is the more likely explanation, since they started to cover 

themselves again, piecing together leaves from the trees in heaven. On the other 

hand, the expression may mean that their action aroused their sexual desire. Prior to 

sexual feelings, man does not feel any shame in leaving his private parts exposed. 

Indeed, he may not be aware of them unless he feels such urges. It is then that he 

experiences shame and feels too shy to expose himself. 

It may be that the tree was forbidden to Adam and his wife because its fruits could 

awaken their sexual desire. Perhaps it was intended to leave this desire dormant for a 

time. It could be, on the other hand, that their forgetting of their commitment to God 

and their disobedience of His orders resulted in a weakening of their willpower and 

a break of their bond with the Lord Creator, giving way to the emergence of sexual 

and reproductive desires. It is only in this way that man can extend his life beyond 

his own term. All these are possible explanations for the association between their 

eating of the forbidden tree and their becoming aware of their nakedness. The Qur’ n 

does not say, “their shameful parts became visible”; rather, these parts became 

visible “to them”. This suggests that these parts were screened from them and then 
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became exposed through their own inner feelings. In another s rah the Qur’ n says: 

“Satan whispered to them both, so that he might show them their nakedness, of which they 

had previously been unaware.” (7: 20) “[Satan] stripped them of their garment in order to 

make them aware of their nakedness.” (7: 27) Perhaps the clothing that Satan removed 

was not physical, but rather, a protective feeling of innocence, purity and closeness to 

God. These are mere hypotheses which we neither emphasize nor give weight to. We 

state them only to make the first human experience with temptation clearer. 

But God extended His grace to Adam and his wife after he had disobeyed Him. 

This was only the first experience: “Then his Lord elected him [for His grace], accepted his 

repentance, and bestowed His guidance upon him.” (Verse 122) Realizing the enormity of 

his error, Adam repented and sought God’s forgiveness, but this is not mentioned 

here in order to leave God’s grace to be seen most clearly. 

Drawing the Lines of Battle 

The order was then given to the two combatants to descend to earth, which would 

be the battleground in this long-lasting war: “Get down, both of you, and be out of it; 

each of you shall be an enemy to the other.” (Verse 123) Thus, the enmity was declared 

the whole world over. This means that there is no excuse for Adam and his progeny. 

None can claim to have been taken unawares. Everyone knows the score and the 

unabating hostility. The whole universe is aware of it: “Each of you shall be an enemy to 

the other.” (Verse 123) 

Along with this declaration which resounded throughout the heavens and the 

earth, and which was witnessed by all the angels, God has willed, out of His grace, to 

send His messengers bringing guidance to mankind, before He punishes them for 

their sins. Thus, at the same time He alerts His servants to this enmity between 

Adam and Satan, He announces to them that He will provide them with guidance. 

He will then give them their reward according to whether they follow His guidance 

or reject it: 

When guidance shall come to you from Me, he who follows My guidance will not go 
astray, nor will he suffer misery; but he who turns away from My message shall have 
a straitened lift and We shall raise him up blind on the Day of Resurrection. ‘Lord,’ he 
will say, ‘why have You raised me up blind, while I was endowed with sight?’ He will 
reply: ‘Thus it is: Our revelations were brought to you, but you were oblivious to 
them. So today shall you be consigned to oblivion. ‘For thus shall We reward him who 
transgresses and does not believe in his Lord’s revelations. Indeed the suffering in the 
life to come shall be most severe and most enduring. (Verses 123-127) 

This promise of the guidance mankind will receive from God is made immediately 
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after Adam’s story, as though it constitutes a part of it. It is declared there in heaven 

at the conclusion of the story. It is, then, final, determined long ago, admitting no 

cancellation or amendment. 

“He who follows My guidance will not go astray, nor will he suffer misery.” (Verse 123) 

When human beings follow divine guidance, they are immune from going astray and 

suffering misery. Both eventualities however exist, but God protects those of His 

servants who follow His guidance from them. Misery is attendant on following error, 

even though a person has all the pleasures the world can give. Indeed, such 

pleasures are part of his misery both in this life and in the life to come. For every 

forbidden pleasure is succeeded by pain and negative consequences. When human 

beings stray from God’s guidance, they sink into worry, confusion and instability. 

They swing from one extreme to the other. Misery will always be the result of such 

worry and confusion, even though a person enjoys all the riches life can give. But the 

ultimate misery is that suffered in the hereafter. However, those who follow God’s 

guidance are protected from error and misery in this earthly life. This compensates 

them for their lost Paradise until they return to it on the appointed day. 

“But he who turns away from My message shall have a straitened life and We shall raise 

him up blind on the Day of Resurrection.” (Verse 124) When human life severs its links 

with God, depriving itself of His abundant grace, it becomes straitened, even though 

it may be materially affluent. It is a type of stress attendant on being isolated from 

God and the reassurance of His mercy. It is a stress that demonstrates itself in worry, 

doubt and confusion; holding tight to what one owns and fearing unexpected loss; 

coveting all manner of comfort and pleasure; nurturing aspirations and ambitions, 

etc. People do not feel true reassurance except when they place their trust in God, 

holding tight to their bond with Him. The reassurance generated by faith in God 

adds much to life’s dimensions in length, breadth, depth and expanse. Without such 

reassurance, life is nothing but a continuous misery and is far harder than what man 

suffers through poverty and deprivation. 

“We shall raise him up blind on the Day of Resurrection.” (Verse 124) This is the same 

type of going astray as that which man went through in the life of this world. It 

comes by way of recompense for his turning away from God’s message in this first 

life. Hence, he asks: “Lord, why have You raised me up blind, while I was endowed with 

sight?” (Verse 125) The answer is not long coming: “Thus it is.. Our revelations were 

brought to you, but you were oblivious to them. So today shall you be consigned to oblivion. 

For thus shall We reward him who transgresses and does not believe in his Lord’s revelations. 

Indeed the suffering in the lift to come shall be most severe and most enduring.” (Verses 126-

127) 

Anyone who turns his back on God’s message certainly transgresses. He walks 

away from the guidance brought to him by God’s Messenger when it is the richest 
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blessing and the most valuable resource. He transgresses as he turns his sight to 

objects he was not meant to look at, yet remains oblivious to God’s revelations. It is 

not surprising that he lives a straitened life. Moreover, on the Day of Resurrection he 

will be raised up blind. 

We note here how the wording and the images drawn provide complementary 

and contrasting scenes: the fall from heaven is followed by misery and going astray. 

It contrasts with the return to heaven where one is free from all such misery. A life of 

ease contrasts with a straitened life, and guidance contrasts with blindness. All this 

comes by way of comment on Adam’s story, which is the story of all mankind. It 

starts and ends in heaven, as we saw earlier in S rah 7, The Heights. However the 

scenes here are different. In each case, they fit the general emphasis of the s rah in 

which they are drawn. 

The Lessons of History 

The s rah now moves us along to look at how earlier communities met their fate, 

which is much closer to us than the Day of Judgement. Moreover, we can see their 

destruction and what is left of them with our own eyes, while we cannot see 

resurrection. 

Can they not see how many generations We have destroyed before their time? They 
walk about in the very places where they dwelt. In this there are signs for men of 
wisdom. Now, were it not for a decree from your Lord already gone forth, setting a 
term, their destruction would have been inescapable. (Verses 128-129) 

When we look with our eyes and minds at the fate of earlier communities; when 

we look closely at the lands were they lived and prospered; when we imagine their 

dwellings and how they became empty with no one living in them; when we stretch 

our imagination to see them walking through their lands, going here and there, 

moving along, taking rest, looking to their futures, dealing with their worries, and 

then open our eyes to see nothing but emptiness, we realize that we are at the edge of 

a precipice that threatens to engulf us like it did earlier communities. We know that 

the great power that overwhelmed earlier generations is able to overwhelm the 

present ones as well. We understand then the meaning of the warning given to us, 

because the lesson is there for us to see. How come, then, that people do not 

recognize divine guidance when the fate of earlier generations provides every 

guiding indication to anyone who has a mind to use: “In this there are signs for people 

of wisdom.” (Verse 128) 

Divine wisdom has willed that God will not eliminate them by a calamity that 

befalls them in this present world. This is the reason why they do not meet a similar 
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fate. This is a situation God has decreed, giving them respite up to a term appointed 

for them. Otherwise they too would have been punished for their rejection of the 

truth: “Now, were it not for a decree from your Lord already gone forth, setting a term, their 

destruction would have been inescapable.” (Verse 129) 

The Way to Contentment 

We mentioned that the unbelievers had been given respite. They will have their 

term, but they have definitely not been abandoned. The Prophet is told not to pay 

much attention to them or to the luxuries and comforts they have been given in this 

life. All this is a test for them. What God has given him of His blessings is much 

better and greater. He is to remain patient and steadfast: 

Hence, bear with patience whatever they may say, and extol your Lord’s limitless 
glory and praise Him before the rising of the sun and before its setting; and extol His 
glory, too, during the hours of the night as well as during the hours of the day, so that 
you may attain a state of contentment. Do not turn your eyes covetously towards 
whatever splendour of this world’s life We have allowed many of them to enjoy in 
order that We may test them thereby. Whatever provisions your Lord may give are 
indeed better and longer lasting. Enjoin prayer on your people, and be diligent in its 
observance. We do not ask you for any provisions. It is We who provide for you. The 
future belongs to the God-fearing. (Verses 130-132) 

The Prophet is instructed to bear with patience whatever the unbelievers say. He 

is not to answer their blasphemy, rejection or ridicule. He should be neither 

distressed by what they say, nor grieved at what may await them. He is to turn to his 

Lord, glorifying Him before sunrise and sunset: early with the fresh breath of dawn 

as life awakens, and late as everything begins to cool down when the sun is about to 

set and the whole universe seems to close its eyes, ready to sleep. He is to glorify 

God and praise Him intermittently through the day and the night, so as to keep his 

link with Him throughout. 

Such glorification is urged on the Prophet, and all his followers, “so that you may 

attain a state of contentment.” (Verse 130) When we glorify God, we have a direct link 

with Him, and the person who maintains such a link is contented, reassured. He is in 

a state of contentment as everything around him feels content; and he is reassured 

because he knows that, with God’s help, he is safe and secure. Thus, contentedness is 

the fruit of worship and God’s glorification. In itself, it is a reward that is generated 

within one’s heart. 

So the Prophet is instructed to turn his face to God offering his worship. He is 

further instructed: “Do not turn your eyes covetously towards whatever splendour of this 



Ţā Hā | MAN’S LONG DRAWN BATTLE 

 368

world’s life We have allowed many of them to enjoy” (Verse 131) There is plenty of 

splendour in this life which may appear very tempting. There are luxuries, pleasures, 

wealth, children, high position and power. But all this is merely a ‘flower’, to use the 

exact word of the Qur’ n; and like a flower, all this splendour will fade within a very 

brief period. Hence, they are given all this splendour to enjoy “in order that We may 

test them thereby.” (Verse 131) Thus, their true metal will be known by the way they 

use what God has favoured them with of the splendour of this life. But then they 

must realize that at the end of the day, “whatever provisions your Lord may give are 

indeed better and longer lasting.” (Verse 131) This refers to what the believers are given 

in the life to come. These provisions are for enjoyment, not a test. They have no 

special lure to turn people away from what is better. They are the better provision 

and they are everlasting. 

We must not understand this verse as encouraging self-denial or disdain for the 

comforts of this life. It is rather an encouragement to hold on to true and lasting 

values, to maintain one’s ties with God and be contented. This is the best way to 

resist the temptation of the splendour and attractions of this life. When we maintain 

such values, we are free to rise above the lure of false temptations, splendid as they 

may appear. 

“Enjoin prayer on your people.” (Verse 132) The first duty of a Muslim is to make his 

home a Muslim home, enjoining his family to attend to their prayers so that they all 

maintain their ties with God. Thus, they are united in their approach to life. Life in a 

home where all members turn to God for worship is certainly a happy one. 

“And be diligent in its observance.” (Verse 132) Be diligent so that you offer your 

prayers complete and its effect becomes a reality. Prayer restrains man from 

loathsome deeds and indecency. This is its true effect. To attain the level where 

prayer provides such restraint requires diligence in its observance. Unless we reach 

the stage that our prayer yields this fruit, it remains a mere sequence of phrases and 

movements. 

Prayer and worship generally are duties assigned to the Prophet and believers. 

God does not gain anything by them. He is in need of no one: “We do not ask you for 

any provisions. It is We who provide for you.” (Verse 132) Worship nurtures God-

consciousness within the worshipper. Hence, “the future belongs to the God-fearing.” 

(Verse 132) It is man who benefits by prayer, both in this life and in the life to come. 

He offers his worship to God and he enjoys, as a result, a state of contentment. He is 

comfortable, reassured. Furthermore, he ultimately receives a much greater reward 

in the hereafter. As for God, He needs nothing from anyone. 

As the s rah draws to its close, it refers again to those people who, enjoying 

position and power, reject God’s revelations and demand that the Prophet deliver a 
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miracle. They make such demands even after the Prophet has given them the Qur’ n 

which explains in all clarity what previous messages from God were like. 

“They say: ‘Why does he not bring us a sign from his Lord?’ Has there not come to them a 

clear evidence of the truth in the earlier scriptures?” (Verse 133) They need no physical 

miracle. Hence, their demands betray their arrogance. The Qur’ n is more than 

sufficient as proof. It links the new message with God’s previous messages, uniting 

them all and clarifying what was left in general terms in previous messages. 

God has given those who deny the truth everything they need to recognize the 

truth and believe in it when He sent them His last Messenger: “Had We destroyed them 

with a calamity before his coming, they would have said, ‘Our Lord, if only You had sent us a 

Messenger, we would have followed Your revelations rather than be humiliated and 

disgraced.’” (Verse 134) 

At the time when this verse was recited, they had been neither humiliated nor 

disgraced. The verse describes their inevitable end which will bring them 

humiliation and disgrace. It may be that they will then say: ‘Our Lord, if only You had 

sent us a Messenger.’ Now a Messenger is sent to them and they have no excuse to 

justify their rejection. 

As the s rah describes their end, the Prophet is commanded to leave them alone, 

without grieving for them. He should announce to them that he will await the end, 

and let them await it as they wish: “Say: Everyone is hopefully waiting; so wait, if you 

will. You will certainly come to know who has followed the even path, and who has been 

rightly guided.” (Verse 135) 

Thus the s rah ends. It started with assuring the Prophet that the Qur’ n was not 

revealed to him to cause him any distress. It defined the role of the Qur’ n as ‘an 

admonition to the God-fearing.’ (Verse 3) The end is in full harmony with the beginning. 

It provides a reminder and an admonition for those who may benefit thereby. As the 

Prophet conveyed his message complete, the only thing that remains is to await the 

end, which is determined by God. 
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S RAH 21 

Al-Anbiyā’ 
(The Prophets) 

Prologue 

Revealed in Makkah, this s rah, as with all other parts of the Qur’ n revealed in 

that period, deals with the issue of faith. It does so under three main headings: 

namely, God’s oneness, His message, and mankind’s resurrection. 

The flow of the s rah deals with its subject matter, referring to a number of great 

universal phenomena and linking them with faith. The point of this is that faith is 

part of the universal structure, and the same phenomena apply to it. It illustrates the 

truth which is at the heart of the heavens and the earth and their constitution. It 

reflects the seriousness with which their affairs are conducted. It is neither a matter 

of play nor a question of falsehood, in the same way as the universe was not created 

for play, nor was any element of falsehood mixed with its creation: “We have not 

created the heavens and the earth and all that is between them in mere idle play.” (Verse 16) 

The s rah concentrates people’s eyes, hearts and minds on the universe and its 

great phenomena: the heavens and the earth, mountains and valleys, night and day, 

sun and moon. It draws their attention to the unity of the laws that govern all these 

and conduct their affairs, and how this unity provides powerful evidence of the unity 

of the Creator who owns this vast universe. No partner has He in His kingdom, in 

the same way as He has no partner in its creation: “Had there been in heaven or on earth 

any deities other than God, both would surely have fallen into ruin!” (Verse 22) 

The s rah also draws our attention to the unity of the phenomena which govern 

life on earth and the unity of the source of life: “We have made out of water every living 

thing.” (Verse 30) All living things will face the same end: “Every soul shall taste 
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death.” (Verse 35) They will then arrive at the same destiny: “To Us you all must 

return.” (Verse 35) 

Faith is closely linked to these major universal phenomena. It is the same faith, 

even though many messengers have been sent to convey it to people: “Before your 

time We never sent a messenger without having revealed to him that there is no deity other 

than Me. Therefore, you shall worship Me alone.” (Verse 25) It is God’s will that all 

messengers were human beings: “Before your time, We never sent [as Our messengers] 

any but men whom We inspired.” (Verse 7) 

Just like faith is closely linked to major universal phenomena, the same applies to 

what the advocates of faith may encounter in this world. The rule that never fails is 

that the truth will ultimately triumph and falsehood will be wiped out, because the 

truth is a universal reality and its victory is a divine law: “We hurl the truth against 

falsehood, and it crushes the latter, and behold, it withers away.” (Verse 18) By the same 

token, the wrongdoers who deny the truth are bound to be destroyed, but God will 

save His messengers and the believers: “ We fulfilled Our promise to them, and We saved 

them and all whom We willed [to save], and We destroyed those who transgressed beyond 

bounds.” (Verse 9) God’s devoted servants are the eventual heirs of the earth: “We 

wrote in the Psalms, after the Reminder [given to Moses] that ‘the righteous among My 

servants shall inherit the earth.” (Verse 105) 

The s rah then presents a quick review of the single community that has followed 

God’s messengers. It pauses long to reflect on the stories of Abraham, David and 

Solomon, but makes only brief references to Noah, Moses, Aaron, Lot, Ishmael, Idrīs, 

Dhu’l-Kifl, Jonah, Zachariah, John and Jesus, (peace be upon them all). Some of the 

issues, already tackled in the s rah as general rules and phenomena, are reflected 

again in this review in the form of practical events encountered by God’s messengers 

and their followers. 

The flow of the s rah also includes some scenes of the Day of Judgement in which 

we find the same meanings and concepts reflected again as part of the reality of that 

great day. 

We see, then, how varying cadences employed in the s rah serve the same purpose 

of alerting the human mind so that it recognizes the truth of the faith preached by the 

last of God’s messengers. For people cannot receive the message while indulging in 

play, turning away and paying little heed to it, as they are described in the opening 

verses: “Closer to people draws their reckoning, yet they continue to blithely turn away. 

Whenever there comes to them any new reminder from their Lord, they listen to it but take it 

in jest; their hearts set on pleasure.” (Verses 1-3) 

This message of Islam is both true and serious, in the same way as this universe is 

true and serious. Therefore, there may be no jest and play in receiving God’s 
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message, as in making demands for miraculous evidence. Evidence of a miraculous 

nature is available everywhere in the universe and its operative phenomena. It all 

confirms that God is the only creator who has power over all things, and that the 

message comes from Him alone. 

As for its mode of expression and its rhythm, the s rah employs factual statements 

which best suit its subject matter and ambience. This is clearly apparent when we 

compare its style with that employed in the preceding two s rahs, Maryam and  H . 

In both these, the rhythm is soft, and hence more suited to their overall atmosphere. 

Here the rhythm is stronger, to fit its message. This is even clearer when we look at 

the way the story of the Prophet Abraham is related in Maryam and in this s rah. In 

the former, the episode is given in the form of an expansive dialogue between 

Abraham and his father, whereas here we see Abraham’s destruction of the idols 

worshipped by his people, and his subsequently being thrown in the fire. Thus, the 

subject matter, the style and the cadence achieve complete harmony in both 

instances. 

This s rah flows in four distinctive rounds. The first starts with a powerful 

opening that creates strong beats to shake people’s hearts and alert them to the 

danger they will shortly face, while they remain oblivious to it: “Closer to people draws 

their reckoning, yet they continue to blithely turn away.” (Verse 1) This is followed by a 

scene of the fate suffered by earlier communities for turning their backs on God’s 

messages, leading a life of wrongdoing: “How many a community that persisted in evil-

doing have We dashed into fragments, and raised another people in their stead?” (Verse 11) 

Both the message of Islam and the system that governs the universe are based on 

truth and seriousness, which are here linked to the faith based on God’s oneness and 

to the phenomena operating in the universe. The s rah also links all this with the 

unity of the Creator who is in control of all things, the unity of the divine message 

and faith, and the unity of the source of life, its end and destiny. 

The second round examines the unbelievers who hurled ridicule at God’s 

Messenger while the matter he spoke to them about was very serious. Everything 

around them calls for close attention and alertness. They call for their punishment to 

be hastened, when it is close at hand. At this point the s rah portrays a scene of the 

Day of Judgement, drawing their attention to what befell those before them who 

ridiculed God’s messengers and their messages. It tells them very clearly that they 

enjoy no protection against God’s punishment. It calls on them to reflect on God’s 

power as He shrinks the earth from its edges, reducing its area. Should they so 

reflect, they may wake up to what awaits them after having long been oblivious to it. 

This round concludes with a directive to the Prophet to outline his task: “Say: I do 

but warn you on the strength of divine revelation!” (Verse 45) He also alerts them to the 

danger to which they expose themselves by being so oblivious: “But the deaf cannot 
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hear this call, however often they are warned.” (Verse 45) The result is that they will 

continue to pay no attention to what is presented to them until they are called to 

account on the Day of Judgement. 

The third round provides a review of the single community of believers who 

followed God’s prophets. This review reflects the unity of the message and the faith. 

It also portrays the grace God bestows on His righteous servants and His 

punishment of those who deny the truth. 

In the fourth and final round, everyone’s eventual destiny is described in an 

eventful scene of the Day of Judgement. The s rah closes with a strong beat, a clear 

warning before leaving the unbelievers to their inevitable doom. 
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1 

Clear Solid Evidence 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

Closer to people draws their reckoning, yet they 

continue to blithely turn away. (1) 

Whenever there comes to them any new reminder 

from their Lord, they listen to it but take it in 

jest; (2) 

their hearts set on pleasure. Yet, concealing their 

inner thoughts, the wrongdoers say to one another: 

‘Is this man anything but a human being like 

yourselves? Will you, then, follow his sorcery with 

your eyes open?’ (3) 

He says: ‘My Lord knows whatever is spoken in 

heaven and earth. He is the One who hears all 

and knows all.’ (4) 

‘Nay,’ they say, ‘it is but a medley of dreams!’ – 

‘Nay, he has invented it himself!’ – ‘Nay, he is 

only a poet!’ – ‘Let him, then, bring us some sign, 

as the prophets of old were sent with.’ (5) 

Not one of the communities whom We destroyed 

in bygone days would ever believe. Will these, 

then, believe? (6) 

z>u tIø% $# Ä¨$̈Ψ=Ï9 öΝ ßγ ç/$|¡Ïm öΝ èδuρ ’ Îû 7's#ø xî 

tβθàÊ Ì÷è•Β ∩⊇∪  

$tΒ Ν ÎγŠ Ï?ù'tƒ ⎯ ÏiΒ 9ò2ÏŒ ⎯ ÏiΒ Ν ÎγÎn/ §‘ B^ y‰øt ’Χ 

ωÎ) çνθãèyϑtGó™ $# öΝ èδuρ tβθç7 yèù=tƒ ∩⊄∪  

Zπ uŠ ÏδŸω öΝ ßγ ç/θè=è% 3 (#ρ•| r& uρ “uθôf̈Ζ9 $# t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# 

(#θçΗs>sß ö≅ yδ !# x‹≈ yδ ωÎ) Öt±o0 öΝ à6 è=÷V ÏiΒ ( 
šχθè?ù'tFsùr& tósÅb¡9 $# óΟ çFΡr& uρ šχρçÅÇö7 è? 

∩⊂∪  

tΑ$s% ’În1u‘ ãΝ n=÷ètƒ tΑ öθs) ø9 $# ’Îû Ï™!$yϑ¡¡9 $# ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# uρ 

( uθèδuρ ßì‹ Ïϑ¡¡9 $# ÞΟŠ Î=yèø9 $# ∩⊆∪  

ö≅ t/ (#þθä9$s% ß]≈ tóôÊr& ¥Ο≈n=ômr& È≅ t/ çμ1utIøù$# ö≅ t/ 

uθèδ ÖÏã$x© $uΖÏ?ù'uŠ ù=sù 7π tƒ$t↔ Î/ !$yϑŸ2 Ÿ≅ Å™ ö‘ é& 

tβθä9 ¨ρF{ $# ∩∈∪  

!$tΒ ôM uΖtΒ# u™ Ν ßγ n=ö6 s% ⎯ ÏiΒ >π tƒ ös% !$yγ≈ oΨ õ3n=÷δr& ( 
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Before your time, We never sent [as Our 

messengers] any but men whom We inspired. 

Hence, ask the followers of earlier revelations if 

you do not know this. (7) 

Neither did We give them bodies that did not eat 

food, nor were they immortal. (8) 

In the end, We fulfilled Our promise to them, 

and We saved them and all whom We willed [to 

save], and We destroyed those who transgressed 

beyond bounds. (9) 

We have now revealed for you a book bringing 

you respect. Will you not, then, use your reason? 

(10) 

How many a community that persisted in evil-

doing have We dashed into fragments, and raised 

another people in their stead? (11) 

And as soon as they began to feel Our might 

they took to their heels and fled. (12) 

Do not run away. Return to all your comforts 

and to your dwellings, so that you might be called 

to account. (13) 

They said: ‘Woe betide us! We were indeed 

wrongdoers!’ (14) 

And that cry of theirs did not cease until We 

caused them to become like a field mown down, 

öΝ ßγ sùr& šχθãΖÏΒ÷σ ãƒ ∩∉∪  

!$tΒuρ $uΖù=y™ ö‘ r& šn=ö6 s% ωÎ) Zω% ỳ Í‘ û©ÇrθœΡ öΝ Íκö s9 Î) 

( (# þθè=t↔ ó¡sù Ÿ≅ ÷δr& Ìò2Ïe%!$# βÎ) óΟ çFΖä. Ÿω 
šχθßϑn=÷ès? ∩∠∪  

$tΒuρ öΝ ßγ≈ oΨ ù=yèy_ # Y‰|¡ y_ ω tβθè=à2ù' tƒ 

tΠ$yè©Ü9 $# $tΒuρ (#θçΡ% x. t⎦⎪Ï$ Î#≈ yz ∩∇∪  

§Ν èO ÞΟ ßγ≈ oΨ ø%y‰|¹ y‰ôãuθø9 $# öΝ ßγ≈ uΖøŠ pgΥr'sù ⎯ tΒuρ 

â™!$t±®Σ $uΖò6 n=÷δr& uρ t⎦⎫ÏùÎô£ ßϑø9 $# ∩®∪  

ô‰s) s9 !$uΖø9 t“Ρr& öΝ ä3ö‹s9 Î) $Y6≈ tGÅ2 ÏμŠ Ïù öΝ ä. ãø. ÏŒ ( 
Ÿξsùr& šχθè=É) ÷ès? ∩⊇⊃∪  

öΝ x. uρ $oΨ ôϑ|Á s% ⎯ÏΒ 7π tƒ ös% ôM tΡ% x. Zπ yϑÏ9$sß 

$tΡù' t±Σ r& uρ $yδ y‰÷èt/ $·Βöθ s% š⎥⎪Ìyz# u™ ∩⊇⊇∪  

!$£ϑn=sù (#θ¡ ymr& !$uΖy™ ù't/ # sŒ Î) Ν èδ $pκ ÷] ÏiΒ tβθàÒä. ötƒ 

∩⊇⊄∪  

Ÿω (#θàÒä. ös? (# þθãèÅ_ö‘ $# uρ 4’ n<Î) !$tΒ ÷Λä⎢ øùÌø?é& Ïμ‹ Ïù 

öΝ ä3ÏΖÅ3≈ |¡tΒ uρ öΝ ä3ª=yès9 tβθè=t↔ ó¡è? ∩⊇⊂∪  

(#θä9$s% !$uΖn=÷ƒ uθ≈ tƒ $̄ΡÎ) $̈Ζä. t⎦⎫ÏϑÎ=≈ sß ∩⊇⊆∪  

$yϑsù M s9# y— šù=Ïo? öΝ ßγ1uθôãyŠ 4©®Lym öΝ ßγ≈ uΖù=yèy_ 
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still and silent as ashes. (15) 

We have not created the heavens and the earth 

and all that is between them in mere idle play. 

(16) 

Had We willed to indulge in a pastime, We 

would indeed have found one near at hand; if ever 

We were to do so! (17) 

Nay, but We hurl the truth against falsehood, 

and it crushes the latter, and behold, it withers 

away. But woe to you for all your false claims. 

(18) 

To Him belong all those who are in the heavens 

and on earth. Those that are with Him are never 

too proud to worship Him and never grow weary 

of that. (19) 

They extol His limitless glory by night and day, 

tirelessly. (20) 

Or have they taken for worship some earthly 

deities who can restore the dead to life? (21) 

Had there been in heaven or on earth any deities 

other than God, both would surely have fallen 

into ruin! But limitless in His glory is God, Lord 

of the Throne, and exalted is He above all that 

they attribute to Him! (22) 

He cannot be questioned about whatever He 

# ´‰‹ ÅÁym t⎦⎪Ï‰Ïϑ≈ yz ∩⊇∈∪  

$tΒuρ $oΨ ø) n=yz u™!$yϑ¡¡9 $# uÚ ö‘ F{ $# uρ $tΒuρ $yϑåκ s] ÷ t/ 

t⎦⎫Î7 Ïè≈ s9 ∩⊇∉∪  

öθs9 !$tΡ÷Š u‘ r& βr& x‹Ï‚−ḠΡ # Yθøλm; çμ≈ tΡõ‹sƒ ªB ^ω ⎯ ÏΒ 

!$̄Ρà$ ©! βÎ) $̈Ζà2 t⎦, Î#Ïè≈ sù ∩⊇∠∪  

ö≅ t/ ß∃É‹ø) tΡ Èd,pt ø:$$Î/ ’ n?tã È≅ ÏÜ≈ t7 ø9 $# … çμäótΒô‰uŠ sù 

# sŒ Î* sù uθèδ ×, Ïδ# y— 4 ãΝ ä3s9 uρ ã≅ ÷ƒ uθø9 $# $£ϑÏΒ tβθà ÅÁs? 

∩⊇∇∪  

… ã&s!uρ ⎯ tΒ ’Îû ÏN≡ uθ≈ yϑ¡¡9 $# ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# uρ 4 ô⎯ tΒuρ 

… çν y‰ΖÏã Ÿω tβρçÉ9õ3tGó¡o„ ô⎯ tã ⎯Ïμ Ï?yŠ$t7 Ïã Ÿωuρ 

tβρçÅ£ óstGó¡tƒ ∩⊇®∪  

tβθßsÎm7 |¡ç„ Ÿ≅ ø‹ ©9 $# u‘$pκ ¨]9 $# uρ Ÿω tβρçäIø tƒ ∩⊄⊃∪  

ÏΘr& (# ÿρä‹sƒ ªB $# Zπ yγ Ï9# u™ z⎯ ÏiΒ ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# öΝ èδ tβρçÅ³Ψ ãƒ 

∩⊄⊇∪  

öθs9 tβ% x. !$yϑÍκ Ïù îπ oλÎ;# u™ ωÎ) ª!$# $s?y‰|¡x s9 4 
z⎯≈ ysö6 Ý¡sù «!$# Éb>u‘ Ä¸ öyèø9 $# $£ϑtã tβθà ÅÁtƒ 

∩⊄⊄∪  
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does, whereas they shall be questioned. (23) 

Or have they taken for worship some deities 

besides Him? Say: ‘Produce your convincing 

proof. This is the message of those who are with 

me and the message of those before me.’ But nay, 

most of them do not know the truth, and so they 

stubbornly turn away. (24) 

Before your time We never sent a messenger 

without having revealed to him that there is no 

deity other than Me. Therefore, you shall worship 

Me alone. (25) 

They say: ‘The Most Merciful has taken to 

Himself a son!’ Limitless is He in His glory! 

No; they are but His honoured servants. (26) 

They do not speak until He has spoken, and 

they act at His behest. (27) 

He knows all that lies before them and all behind 

them. They do not intercede for any but those 

whom He has already graced with His goodly 

acceptance, since they themselves stand in reverent 

awe of Him. (28) 

If any of them were to say, ‘I am a deity beside 

Him,’ We shall requite him with hell. Thus do 

We reward the wrongdoers. (29) 

Are the unbelievers unaware that the heaven and 

the earth were once one single entity, which We 

then parted asunder? We have made out of water 

every living thing. Will they not, then, believe? 

(30) 

We have also set firm mountains on earth, lest it 

sway with them, and We have cut out there broad 

Ÿω ã≅ t↔ ó¡ç„ $¬Ηxå ã≅ yèø tƒ öΝ èδuρ šχθè=t↔ ó¡ç„ ∩⊄⊂∪  

ÏΘr& (#ρä‹sƒ ªB $# ⎯ ÏΒ ÿ⎯ Ïμ ÏΡρßŠ Zπ oλÎ;# u™ ( ö≅ è% (#θè?$yδ 

ö/ ä3uΖ≈ yδöç/ ( # x‹≈ yδ ãø. ÏŒ ⎯ tΒ z©Éë ¨Β ãø. ÏŒ uρ ⎯ tΒ 

‘ Î=ö7 s% 3 ö≅ t/ óΟ èδçsYø. r& Ÿω tβθßϑn=ôètƒ ¨,pt ø:$# ( Ν ßγ sù 

tβθàÊ Ì÷è•Β ∩⊄⊆∪  

!$tΒuρ $uΖù=y™ ö‘ r& ⎯ ÏΒ šÎ=ö6 s% ⎯ ÏΒ @Αθß™ §‘ ωÎ) 

û©ÇrθçΡ Ïμø‹s9 Î) … çμ ¯Ρr& Iω tμ≈ s9 Î) HωÎ) O$tΡr& Èβρß‰ç7 ôã $$sù 

∩⊄∈∪  

(#θä9$s%uρ x‹sƒ ªB $# ß⎯≈ oΗ÷q§9 $# # V$ s!uρ 3 … çμ oΨ≈ ysö7 ß™ 4 ö≅ t/ 

×Š$t6 Ïã šχθãΒtõ3•Β ∩⊄∉∪  

Ÿω … çμ tΡθà) Î7 ó¡o„ ÉΑ öθs) ø9 $$Î/ Ν èδuρ ⎯ Íν ÌøΒr'Î/ 

šχθè=yϑ÷ètƒ ∩⊄∠∪  

ãΝ n=÷ètƒ $tΒ t⎦÷⎫t/ öΝ Íκ‰É‰÷ƒ r& $tΒuρ öΝ ßγ x ù=yz Ÿωuρ 

šχθãèx ô±o„ ωÎ) Ç⎯ yϑÏ9 4©|Ós?ö‘ $# Ν èδuρ ô⎯ ÏiΒ 

⎯ Ïμ ÏGuŠ ô±yz tβθà) Ï ô±ãΒ ∩⊄∇∪  

* ⎯ tΒuρ ö≅ à) tƒ öΝ åκ÷] ÏΒ þ†ÎoΤ Î) ×μ≈ s9 Î) ⎯ ÏiΒ ⎯ Ïμ ÏΡρßŠ 

y7 Ï9≡ x‹sù ÏμƒÌ“ øg wΥ zΟ ¨Ψ yγ y_ 4 šÏ9≡ x‹x. “Ì“ øg wΥ 

t⎦⎫ÏϑÎ=≈ ©à9 $# ∩⊄®∪  

óΟ s9 uρr& ttƒ t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (# ÿρãx x. ¨βr& ÏN≡ uθ≈ yϑ¡¡9 $# 

uÚ ö‘ F{ $# uρ $tFtΡ% Ÿ2 $Z) ø?u‘ $yϑßγ≈ oΨ ø) tFx sù ( 
$oΨ ù=yè y_uρ z⎯ ÏΒ Ï™!$yϑø9 $# ¨≅ ä. >™ó©x« @c©yr ( Ÿξsùr& 

tβθãΖÏΒ÷σ ãƒ ∩⊂⊃∪  

$uΖù=yèy_ uρ ’ Îû ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# z©Å›≡ uρu‘ βr& y‰Š Ïϑs? öΝ Îγ Î/ 
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paths, so that they might find their way, (31) 

and We have set up the sky as a well-secured 

canopy. Yet they stubbornly turn away from all 

its signs. (32) 

It is He who has created the night and the day 

and the sun and the moon: each moves swiftly in 

its own orbit. (33) 

Never have We granted life everlasting to any 

man before you. Should you yourself die, do they, 

perchance, hope to live forever? (34) 

Every soul shall taste death. We test you all with 

evil and good by way of trial. To Us you all must 

return. (35) 

$uΖù=yèy_ uρ $pκ Ïù % [`$y∨ Ïù Wξç7 ß™ öΝ ßγ ¯=yè©9 tβρß‰tGöκ u‰ 

∩⊂⊇∪  

$uΖù=yèy_ uρ u™!$yϑ¡¡9 $# $Z ø) y™ $Wßθà øt ¤Χ ( öΝ èδuρ ô⎯ tã 

$pκ ÉJ≈ tƒ# u™ tβθàÊ Ì÷èãΒ ∩⊂⊄∪  

uθèδuρ “Ï% ©!$# t,n=y{ Ÿ≅ ø‹ ©9 $# u‘$pκ ¨]9 $# uρ }§ôϑ¤±9 $# uρ 

tyϑs) ø9 $# uρ ( @≅ ä. ’ Îû ;7 n=sù tβθßst7 ó¡o„ ∩⊂⊂∪  

$tΒuρ $uΖù= yèy_ 9|³ t6 Ï9 ⎯ ÏiΒ šÎ=ö6 s% t$ ù#ã‚ø9 $# ( ⎦'⎪Î* sùr& 

¨M ÏiΒ ãΝ ßγ sù tβρà$ Î#≈ sƒ ø:$# ∩⊂⊆∪  

‘≅ ä. <§ø tΡ èπ s) Í←!# sŒ ÏN öθyϑø9 $# 3 Ν ä.θè=ö7 tΡuρ Îh¤³9 $$Î/ 

Îö sƒ ø:$# uρ Zπ uΖ÷FÏù ( $uΖøŠ s9 Î) uρ tβθãèy_öè? ∩⊂∈∪ 

Reckoning Drawing Close 

The s rah is distinguished by a very powerful opening that shakes the careless 

who are preoccupied with the petty concerns of this world while the reckoning 

draws ever closer to them. Signs and indicators are given to them while they 

continue to turn their backs on divine guidance. The situation is grave, yet they 

remain totally unaware of its seriousness. Whenever they receive a new Qur’ nic 

warning, they respond with ridicule, persisting in their playful negligence. Their 

hearts can only attend to their own pleasure. It should be pointed out here that in 

Qur’ nic usage, the term, ‘heart’, is synonymous with mind as it refers to the faculty 

of contemplation, reflection and thought. “Closer to people draws their reckoning, yet 

they continue to blithely turn away. Whenever there comes to them any new reminder from 

their Lord, they listen to it but take it in jest; their hearts set on pleasure. Yet, concealing their 

inner thoughts, the wrongdoers say to one another: Is this man anything but a human being 

like yourselves? Will you, then, follow his sorcery with your eyes open?’” (Verses 1-3) 

This is a picture of hearts that know no seriousness, jesting when the situation is 

most serious, and trifling with what is sacred. The reminder given to them here 

originates with ‘their Lord’, yet they are playful as they listen to it, showing no 
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respect whatsoever. A soul that knows no seriousness, respect or sacredness ends up 

in a condition of barren triviality which makes it unsuitable for the fulfilment of any 

task of merit. Its life seems devoid of respect, cheap. A spirit which cares little or 

nothing for what is held as sacred is sick. Carelessness is the opposite of endurance. 

The latter is a serious effort indicating strength, while the former indicates 

insensitivity. 

Such people responded inappropriately to Qur’ nic revelations that are meant to 

be a constitution regulating human life, and form a code for human dealings. They 

are hence warned of the imminent reckoning, but still they remain oblivious to it. 

Such people can be seen at all times. Whenever a person’s spirit is devoid of 

seriousness and respect, it ends up in such a sick state that it makes of life a matter of 

jest, lacking real purpose. 

By contrast, the believers received this s rah with a due seriousness that made 

them care little for this world. In his biographical notes on ` mir ibn Rabī`ah, al-

midī says that he once received a bedouin guest and was typically very hospitable 

to him. Some time later, the Bedouin called on him after having acquired a plot of 

land. He said to him, ‘The Prophet has given me a valley in a nearby place of the 

Arab land. I would like to give you a piece of it to be yours to bequeath to your 

heirs.’ ` mir said: “I have no need for your gift, because today a sūrah has been 

revealed which leaves us oblivious to all concerns of this life. 

It is the sūrah that starts with, “Closer to people draws their reckoning, yet they 

continue to blithely turn away.’” This is the marked difference between a living heart 

which interacts with what it receives and a dead one which covers its lifelessness in a 

shroud of jest and play. The latter type does not respond to reminders because it is 

devoid of the elements of life. 

“Yet, concealing their inner thoughts,” they plot among themselves and encourage 

one another in adopting an attitude that denies God’s message. In reference to God’s 

Messenger (peace be upon him), “the wrongdoers say to one another: ‘Is this man 

anything but a human being like yourselves? Will you, then, follow his sorcery with your 

eyes open?” (Verse 3) 

Dead as their hearts were, they could not but be shaken by the Qur’ n. Hence they 

try to resist its influence with false excuses. They whisper to one another that 

Muhammad is a man, and wonder how they could believe a message preached by a 

human being like themselves. They allege that what he says is plain magic, and ask 

how they could surrender themselves to sorcery when they have eyes with which to 

look. 

The Prophet is instructed to leave the whole matter between him and the 

unbelievers to God, making it clear that He knows what they secretly say among 
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themselves. He also informs him of their scheming by which they tried to divert the 

effect of the Qur’ n on themselves and on other people. 

“He says: My Lord knows whatever is spoken in heaven and earth. He is the One who 

hears all and knows all.” (Verse 4) Whatever people may say in private is known to 

God, because He knows everything that takes place in heaven and earth. When they 

conspire and scheme, He is fully aware of their scheming. Nothing escapes His 

knowledge. They were at a loss as to how they should describe the Qur’ n in order to 

neutralize its appeal. Hence they variously alleged that it was sorcery, a series of 

confused dreams related by Muhammad, poetry, or mere fabrication. The Qur’ n 

reported their claims as they uttered them. They say: “Nay, it is but a medley of dreams! 

– Nay, he has invented it himself – Nay, he is only a poet!” (Verse 5) They could not agree 

on any one view or description to explain the magnetism the Qur’ n had on people. 

None of their allegations or justifications had any value. Hence, they roamed from 

one claim to another, betraying their puzzlement. Feeling themselves at a terrible 

loss, they decided to get around the whole question by demanding a miracle similar 

to those given to some early prophets: “Let him, then, bring us some sign, as the prophets 

of old were sent with.” (Verse 5) 

Miraculous signs and events were given in the past, but the communities to which 

they were shown did not believe as a result. Hence they were destroyed in 

accordance with God’s law which seals the fate of any community which continues 

to reject the truth after having been given a miraculous sign of it. “Not one of the 

communities whom We destroyed in bygone days would ever believe.” (Verse 6) When 

stubborn rejection of the truth reaches a point that it continues even after a tangible, 

physical, miraculous sign is given, then all excuses are invalid. People who continue 

with such rejection seal their own fate and they are destroyed as a result. 

Miracles were given in plenty, but people still rejected the truth, and they were 

destroyed, one community after another. Is it likely then that those Arabs, similar as 

they were to earlier communities, would submit to miraculous evidence and accept 

the truth? “Will these, then, believe?” (Verse 6) 

The Messengers God Sends 

“Before your time, We never sent [as Our messengers] any but men whom We inspired. 

Hence, ask the followers of earlier revelations if you do not know this. Neither did We give 

them bodies that did not eat food, nor were they immortal.” (Verses 7-8) In His infinite 

wisdom, God chose His messengers from among human beings. They received His 

revelations and called on people to believe in Him on the basis of such revelations. 

Those noble messengers of God were men with human bodies. God did not make 

them of a special type, so as not to eat food. Food is a basic necessity for human 
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survival, and God’s messengers, who were human, were not immortal. Such is the 

law God has set, and if those Arabs were unaware of it, then they should ask the 

people who received earlier revelations, because they knew earlier prophets. 

Moreover, God chose His messengers from among human beings because He 

wanted them to experience human life. Thus, their own practical lives would 

demonstrate the practicality of divine law, and their daily actions set the example of 

what they called for. When words are confirmed by practice, they are far more 

effective, because people see their effect as they are implemented. Had God’s 

messengers been of a different species, needing no food to eat, no going about in the 

markets to obtain their needs, and no intimacy with women, and had they had no 

experience of human emotion, they would have had no empathy with other people, 

and no understanding of their feelings and motives. In which case, people would not 

find in them relevant examples to follow. 

Any advocate of a cause who does not interact with the people he addresses, 

neither sharing their feelings, nor letting them share his, remains on the margin of 

their lives, experiencing no mutual sympathy with them. Regardless of what he says 

to them, he will not be able to motivate them because of their mutual isolation. 

Likewise, an advocate whose actions do not endorse his words will not be able to 

reach people’s hearts, no matter how lucid and eloquent he may be. Indeed a simple 

word that is felt to be genuine and endorsed by action is the one that motivates 

people to act. 

Those who in times past suggested that God’s messenger should be an angel, like 

their successors who today suggest that such a messenger of God should be far above 

human earthly feelings, indulge in futile argument. Furthermore, they are all 

oblivious to the fundamental fact that angels do not, by their very nature, experience 

human life. They an experience neither the physical needs and interactions of the 

human body, nor human feelings, emotions or concerns. A messenger from God 

must know all such feelings and motives, experiencing them in his own daily life so 

that he is able to provide practical guidance to those who respond to his message. 

Furthermore, were the messenger to be an angel, people would have no 

motivation to follow his example in their life’s details. They would feel that he 

belonged to a different race with a totally different nature. They will remain unable 

to follow his suit in their daily life. Needless to say, God’s messengers have always 

provided their peoples with a good example to follow. 

Furthermore, such a suggestion betrays ignorance of the honour God has 

bestowed on mankind. For He chose His messengers from among them, providing 

them with contact with the Supreme Society of heaven as they received instructions 

and revelations from Him. 
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For all these reasons, God, in His infinite wisdom, selected His messengers from 

among human beings, subjecting them to all that a human being experiences from 

the moment of birth to the moment of death, including emotions, reactions, hopes, 

pains, eating food, marriage, etc. It is God’s wisdom that determined that the final 

and most perfect messenger to deliver His last and everlasting message should be the 

one who provided the most perfect example of human life on earth; a life full of 

motivation, experience, action and emotion. 

Such has been God’s law in selecting His messengers, and His law in saving them 

with their followers when He destroyed the wrongdoers who rejected the truth 

embodied in their messages: “In the end, We fulfilled Our promise to them, and We saved 

them and all whom We willed [to save], and We destroyed those who transgressed beyond 

bounds.” (Verse 9) 

This is, then, a law set in operation, like that of sending God’s messengers. He 

promised to save them along with those who truly believed in them and gave 

credence to their faith by action. He fulfilled His promise to them and destroyed 

those who were oppressors, transgressing all the bounds He set. 

The Book Giving Distinction to Arabs 

God reminds the pagan Arabs who oppressed the Prophet Muhammad (peace be 

upon him), denying his message and persecuting him and his followers, that they are 

subject to His law for their transgression. He also makes it clear to them that it is an 

aspect of the grace He bestows on them that He has not sent them any physical 

miracle, because that would have spelt their doom if they continued to reject the 

truth as older communities did. Instead, He sent them a book which imparts honour 

to them, since it is in their own language. This book sets their life on the right footing 

and makes of them a community entitled to lead mankind and be respected by them. 

Moreover, this book invites thinking people to reflect on it and elevate themselves by 

implementing it: “We have now revealed for you a book bringing you respect. Will you not, 

then, use your reason?” (Verse 10) 

The miracle of the Qur’ n is open to all generations. Thus, it is unlike the physical 

miracles given at a particular time and place. For the Arabs, the Qur’ n brought 

respect, honour and glory as they delivered its message to all people. Prior to the 

Qur’ n, the Arabs barely received mention in humanity’s records. They had nothing 

to give humanity so as to ensure they were remembered. But as long as they upheld 

their book, they were honoured by the rest of mankind. Indeed, they assumed the 

leadership of humanity over many centuries, bringing happiness to themselves and 

to the rest of mankind. Then when they abandoned it, humanity left them aside, and 

they lost their position of respect. They were then at the tail end of humanity, 
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suffering aggression from different quarters, in stark contrast with their glorious past 

when they enjoyed security while others suffered fear and anxiety. 

The Arabs have nothing of value and no sound idea to give to humanity other 

than this guidance and the ideas it contains. Therefore, when they present their book 

to the world, they are known by it and they are given the honour they deserve, 

because humanity knows that they have what is of benefit to it. But when they 

present themselves as mere Arabs, such questions as – who are Arabs? – are asked. 

And what is the value of their ancestry when they do not have their book? Mankind 

has never accorded the Arabs any position of respect except when they showed 

themselves to be advocates of a faith which they implemented and conducted their 

affairs by and according to its teachings. By contrast, their being merely Arabs had 

no value in human history and no entry in the records of civilization. They are 

known only by being the standard-bearers of Islamic values, ideals and civilization. 

In history, this certainly has great value. 

It is to this fact that the Qur’ n refers when it says to the Arab idolaters who 

rejected every idea it put to them and denied its truth: “We have now revealed for you a 

book bringing you respect. Will you not, then, use your reason?” (Verse 10) 

It was an act of divine grace that God revealed the Qur’ n to them, rather than 

giving them the miracle they demanded. Had such a miracle been sent to them and 

had they continued to deny the truth, a calamity like those that destroyed earlier 

unbelievers would have brought about their doom. At this point the s rah portrays a 

scene of total destruction and annihilation: 

How many a community that persisted in evil-doing have We dashed into fragments, 
and raised another people in their stead. And as soon as they began to feel Our might 
they took to their heels and fled. Do not run away. Return to all your comforts and to 
your dwellings, so that you might be called to account. They said: ‘Woe betide us! We 
were indeed wrongdoers!’ And that cry of theirs did not cease until We caused them to 
become like a field mown down, still and silent as ashes. (Verses 11-15) 

The Arabic term qaşamn , rendered here as ‘dashed into fragments’, carries strong 

connotations of a strike that splits something into pieces. Moreover, its sound adds 

further connotations of complete destruction. Those communities persisted in their 

evil and met a sudden fate that left no trace of them. “And [We] raised another people in 

their stead.” We note also that the Arabic text uses the word qaryah which means 

village or town with the verb denoting the breaking into fragments, but it uses qawm, 

or ‘people’, when it speaks of raising a new community, because it is such people 

who build a new civilization. In this way, the destruction is rendered more powerful, 

which is in line with the distinctive characteristics of the Qur’ nic style. 
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Still, Silent and Lifeless 

Indeed, the words the Qur’ n uses here add, by their very sound, strong 

connotations of an overwhelming strike that leaves everything lifeless. We look and 

see how those communities ran around frantically as God’s power struck their land. 

They appear like trapped mice jumping here and there before they fall motionless: 

“As soon as they began to feel Our might they took to their heels and fled.” (Verse 12) They 

run so that they might leave a town which they felt was doomed. They run as though 

their very running will save them from God’s power. It is not that they imagine that 

they are faster than God’s strike; it is a thoughtless movement, like that of trapped 

mice. 

They are then sarcastically told: “Do not run away. Return to all your comforts and to 

your dwellings, so that you might be called to account.” (Verse 13) You do not need to run 

away from your homes. Go back to your luxuries and comforts. You may perchance 

be asked about all this luxury and how you have used it. But the time for questioning 

is already over, and the Qur’ n delivers this final cataclysm as bitter sarcasm. 

This brings their situation clearly before their eyes, for there is no means of escape. 

They cannot run away from or flee God’s punishment. Hence, they change tactic and 

admit their faults: “They said: Woe betide us! We were indeed wrongdoers!” (Verse 14) But 

the time for all this is over. They can say what they like, but it is all to no avail. They 

are left to their devices until they are lifeless: “And that cry of theirs did not cease until 

We caused them to become like a field mown down, still and silent as ashes.” (Verse 15) But 

it is a field of humans, all of whom are motionless, lifeless; yet only a minute earlier, 

it was bustling, vibrant, full of life. 

At this point the s rah establishes a link between the faith already mentioned, its 

essential laws under which unbelievers are punished and the fundamental truth and 

seriousness which form the pivot around which the whole universe turns. If the 

unbelievers receive every new Qur’ nic revelation with jest and play, oblivious to its 

seriousness and the truth it outlines, heedless of the fast approaching Day of 

Reckoning and what awaits them on that day, then they should know that God’s 

laws never fail. “We have not created the heavens and the earth and all that is between them 

in mere idle play. Had We willed to indulge in a pastime, We would indeed have found one 

near at hand; if ever We were to do so! Nay, but We hurl the truth against falsehood, and it 

crushes the latter, and behold, it withers away. But woe to you for all your false claims.” 

(Verses 16-18) 

God has created the universe for a definite purpose, not to indulge in a pastime or 

idle play. He conducts its affairs in His infinite wisdom, and does not leave it to run 

aimlessly. One aspect of the seriousness involved in the creation of heaven and earth 

is that He has sent messengers, revealed books, and outlined for mankind their 
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duties and obligations. We see, then, how seriousness is inherent in the nature of this 

universe and its laws, and in the faith God wants people to embrace and implement, 

as well as in the way He holds people accountable after they die. 

Had God wanted to indulge in a pastime, He would have chosen something for 

Himself alone; it would have nothing to do with His mortal creatures. But this is 

merely a theoretical assumption: “Had We willed to indulge in a pastime, We would 

indeed have found one near at hand.” (Verse 17) The mode of expression here indicates 

that both parts of the conditional are negated. God has not willed to indulge in a 

pastime, and none has taken place. Besides, it never will, because God has not willed 

it in the first place: “If ever We were to do so!” (Verse 17) 

Vanquishing Falsehood 

It is all a theoretical argument given here in order to establish the basic truth that 

whatever relates to God is, like Him, ever-present and eternal. Hence, if God wants 

to enjoy some pastime, such pastime would not relate to anything that is created 

such as the heavens, the earth or anything in between. All these are new, in the sense 

that they are created at a certain point in time. What relates to God remains with 

Him, eternally, so as to fit in with His Majesty. 

But the law that operates for all time is that there is no such thing as a pastime in 

respect of God. There are only seriousness and truth. 

Thus, intrinsic truth will triumph over incidental falsehood: “Nay, but We hurl the 

truth against falsehood, and it crushes the latter, and behold, it withers away. But woe to you 

for all your false claims.” (Verse 18) 

The Arabic particle bal, rendered here as ‘nay’, signifies turning away from 

whatever is at hand. Here it indicates putting aside this point about having a pastime 

to turn to a more serious point about the real world and the laws operating in it 

which ensure that falsehood is vanquished and the truth triumphant. The Qur’ nic 

verse paints this in a vivid picture, showing the truth as a missile hurled by God at 

falsehood, breaking its head and so utterly destroying it. 

Such is the normal state of affairs: the truth is fundamental to the nature of the 

universe, deeply permeating its structure. Falsehood, on the other hand, is alien to it, 

lacking roots and power. God brands it as false and hurls the truth at it. When 

anything receives such a strike by God, it is bound to wither away and disappear. 

People may sometimes feel that practical life goes on in a different direction to that 

stated by God, who knows all. This is particularly so when falsehood appears to be 

strong and overpowering, while the truth appears of small stature, shrinking in a 

corner, defeated. But this lasts only for a time, which God may extend as He pleases 
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to expose people to a trial. Ultimately the law God has set in operation, to allow the 

heavens and the earth to remain and His message to flourish, is bound to run its 

course. 

Those who believe in God entertain no doubt that His promise will come true, or 

that the truth enjoys prime position in the structure of the universe and its system. 

They are also certain that victory will eventually belong to the truth. Hence, if God 

tests them by allowing falsehood a temporary triumph, they realize that this is 

merely a test God puts them through so as to eradicate their weakness or give them 

what they lack. He wants them to be fit to receive the victorious truth, and to make 

them the tool by which He accomplishes His purpose. Thus, He lets them go through 

the test, to equip them properly for their role. If they hasten to remedy their 

weakness and redress their drawbacks, God will shorten their period of test and 

accomplish through them whatever He wishes. The ultimate result is a foregone 

conclusion: “We hurl the truth against falsehood, and it crushes the latter, and behold, it 

withers away.” (Verse 18) God accomplishes what He wills. 

Thus the Qur’ n puts this fundamental fact before the unbelievers who are quick 

to hurl their false accusations at the Qur’ n and the Prophet (peace be upon him). 

They describe the Qur’ n as sorcery, poetry or mere fabrication, when it is the truth 

that smashes their falsehood and causes it to wither away. This is followed by a 

warning against the eventual outcome of their accusations: “But woe to you for all your 

false claims.” (Verse 18) 

The s rah goes on to show them a model of obedience to God and worshipping 

Him, contrasted with their rejection and turning away. The model shows creatures 

that are closer to God than them, yet they continue to worship Him, obeying His 

every order without fail: “To Him belong all those who are in the heavens and on earth. 

Those that are with Him are never too proud to worship Him and never grow weary of that. 

They extol His limitless glory by night and day, tirelessly.” (Verses 19-20) 

‘Those who are in the heavens and on earth’ are known only to God who knows 

everything about them. Human knowledge is certain only of human existence, while 

believers are certain also of the existence of the angels and the jinn because both are 

mentioned in the Qur’ n. But we know of them only what God, their Creator, has 

told us. There may be other intelligent creatures on other planets, with forms and 

natures that are suited to those planets. But the knowledge of all this rests only with 

God. 

Therefore when we read in the Qur’ n, “To Him belong all those who are in the 

heavens and on earth,” we know only of these whom we know, and we acknowledge 

that the Creator of the heavens and earth knows everyone else. 

The phrase, those that are with Him,’ appears initially to refer to the angels, but we 
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do not wish to attach particular meaning to this phrase, which is very general in its 

import, referring to the angels and other creatures. The expression here appears to 

mean those who are closer to God. When it applies to God, the phrase, ‘with Him’, 

does not signify a place or a description. The s rah makes it clear that “those that are 

with Him are never too proud to worship Him”, whilst the unbelievers demonstrate their 

arrogance by refusing to do so. Nor do they ‘grow weary of’ offering worship to 

Him. Indeed their lives are a continuous act of worship, as they ceaselessly glorify 

God. 

Human beings are able to make their whole lives a continuous act of worship, 

without having to dedicate every minute to worship rituals and the glorification of 

God’s name, as the angels do. Islam considers every move and every breath an act of 

worship if it is dedicated for God’s sake, even when it involves partaking of the 

pleasures of this world. 

Proof Is Required 

Thus, the s rah paints a picture of creatures glorifying God and extolling His 

praises at all times. At the same time, the unbelievers’ claims about their multiple 

deities are strongly criticized. The s rah provides irrefutable evidence of God’s 

oneness by virtue of what we see in the constant system that permeates the universe, 

testifying that it is all run by the will of God, the One who manages and conducts all 

affairs. It also provides evidence from earlier scriptures given to other communities. 

Or have they taken for worship some earthly deities who can restore the dead to life? 
Had there been in heaven or on earth any deities other than God, both would surely 
have fallen into ruin! But limitless in His glory is God, Lord of the Throne, and 
exalted is He above all that they attribute to Him! He cannot be questioned about 
whatever He does, whereas they shall be questioned. Or have they taken for worship 
some deities besides Him? Say: ‘Produce your convincing proof. This is the message of 
those who are with me and the message of those before me. ‘ But nay, most of them do 
not know the truth, and so they stubbornly turn away. Before your time We never 
sent a messenger without having revealed to him that there is no deity other than Me. 
Therefore, you shall worship Me alone. (Verses 21-25) 

The question the s rah poses about the unbelievers’ worship of different deities is, 

in effect, a denunciation of what they do. Yet the description of such deities as ones 

restoring the dead to life contains a strong note of ridicule. Indeed, one of the first 

qualities of the true God is that He is able to restore the dead to life. Hence, it is 

pertinent to ask whether the deities they worship can also do this. The answer is too 

clear to need to be stated. Indeed, they themselves do not claim that their deities 

initiate or restore life. As such, they do not have the very first quality of the Divine 
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Being. 

This is an argument based on the facts as we see them in our world. But there is 

another argument based on universal facts: “Had there been in heaven or on earth any 

deities other than God, both would surely have fallen into ruin!” (Verse 22) 

The universe and its whole existence are based on a single system that brings all 

its parts together and ensures harmony between all those components. This system is 

devised by the single will of the One God. Had there been other entities, they would 

have had multiple wills and, consequently, multiple systems and laws. It goes 

without saying that a will is a manifestation of the entity that exercises it, and the 

system is a manifestation of the active will. Hence, had there been other deities, the 

unity which provides coherence in the whole machinery of the universe, consistency 

and direction in its system, would totally disappear. Chaos, corruption and ruin 

would ensue. There would be no way of maintaining the coherence and harmony 

acknowledged by even the most hardened of atheists. 

As it receives a clear message of the system governing the whole universe, a 

straight, uncorrupted nature will instinctively testify to the unity of the system and 

the will that has initiated it. It will acknowledge the oneness of the Creator who 

conducts all affairs in this consistent and harmonious universe, which suffers from 

no inherent defect in formation or from any impediment to its progress. “But limitless 

in His glory is God, Lord of the Throne, and exalted is He above all that they attribute to 

Him!” (Verse 22) 

They assign partners to Him when He is in control of all and in need of none. For, 

He is “Lord of the Throne”. A throne is a symbol of kingdom, real authority and 

exaltation. What they claim is absolutely false, and the universe, its system and 

freedom from corruptive elements, testifies to this. 

“He cannot be questioned about whatever He does, whereas they shall be questioned.” 

(Verse 23) Since when could the One who controls the whole universe be questioned, 

and who could question Him when He holds sway over all His servants? Indeed, His 

will is free, unlimited, beyond restraint, even by the system His will has chosen to 

govern the universe. Questioning and accountability are subject to certain established 

criteria and defined limits. It is the free will that defines such limits and establishes 

such criteria, but such free will cannot be subject to these limits and criteria, while 

creatures are subject to them. Hence, they will undoubtedly be held to account. 

Sometimes arrogance takes its hold of people, so that they impudently ask why 

has God done all this? And, furthermore, what is the wisdom behind it? The way 

they put these questions suggests that they see no purpose or wisdom in all this. 

Thus they overstep the limits of proper behaviour towards God Almighty. They also 

overlook the limits of human understanding dictated by its position in the universe. 



Al-Anbiyā’ (The Prophets) | CLEAR SOLID EVIDENCE 

 20

Needless to say, man remains ignorant of the reasons, causes, effects and objectives 

that apply to the universe. 

It is the One who knows, manages and controls all that operates His will, conducts 

all matters and controls all things. It is He who “cannot be questioned about whatever He 

does, whereas they shall be questioned.” (Verse 23) 

Having provided this irrefutable evidence based on the nature of the universe, the 

s rah asks them whether they can support their claims about multiple deities with 

any evidence derived from their scriptures: “Or have they taken for worship some deities 

besides Him? Say: Produce your convincing proof. This is the message of those who are with 

me and the message of those before me.’ But nay, most of them do not know the truth, and so 

they stubbornly turn away.” (Verse 24) 

Here is the Qur’ n which incorporates the message given to the Prophet’s 

contemporaries, and there are the scriptures containing the messages delivered by 

earlier messengers. In none of these is there any mention of partners with God. All 

divine faiths are based on the true concept of God’s oneness. Where, then, did those 

unbelievers get this false concept of multiple deities when it cannot be supported by 

logical or religious argument? “But nay, most of them do not know the truth, and so they 

stubbornly turn away.” (Verse 24) 

Claiming a Son for God 

The s rah then states the nature of what was revealed to all messengers sent to 

different communities before the Prophet Muhammad’s time: “Before your time We 

never sent a messenger without having revealed to him that there is no deity other than Me. 

Therefore, you shall worship Me alone.” (Verse 25) God’s oneness is indeed the basic 

essential element in divine faith, ever since God sent His first messenger to mankind. 

Nothing has changed in that. God, the Creator who must be worshipped is One, 

without partners. The truth of Godhead and Lordship over the universe is a single 

issue that cannot be separated. God has no partners, whether in the sphere of 

Godhead or in that of worship. This fact ranks alongside the basic essential laws of 

the universe and is classified with them. Like them, its truth is unassailable. 

The s rah then picks up the claims of the unbelievers alleging that God has a son. 

This is one of the absurdities of ignorance: 

They say: ‘The Most Merciful has taken to Himself a son!’ Limitless is He in His 
glory! No; they are but His honoured servants. They do not speak until He has spoken, 
and they act at His behest. He knows all that lies before them and all behind them. 
They do not intercede for any but those whom He has already graced with His goodly 
acceptance, since they themselves stand in reverent awe of Him. If any of them were to 
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say, I am a deity beside Him,’ We shall requite him with hell. Thus do We reward the 
wrongdoers. (Verses 26-29) 

The claim that God – limitless is He in His glory – has a son took several forms in 

the different communities that deviated from the path of truth. The pagan Arabs 

alleged that the angels were God’s daughters, while unbeliever groups among the 

Jews alleged that Ezra was God’s son. Similarly, deviant Christians alleged that Jesus 

Christ was God’s son. All these are ignorant claims that deviate from the clear truth. 

The s rah is here especially concerned with the Arabs’ claim that the angels were 

God’s daughters. This claim is rebuffed by clarifying the nature of angels. They are 

not God’s female offspring, rather, they are only His servants whom He has 

honoured. The angels do not suggest anything to God, because they know their 

limits and abide by them. They do what God bids them, without argument. God’s 

knowledge encompasses all their affairs. They do not try to intercede on behalf of 

anyone other than those to whom He has gracefully granted His acceptance. Only on 

behalf of these does He accept intercession. By nature, the angels are in awe of God, 

revering Him, even though they are pure, honoured and obedient to Him. Needless 

to say, none of them ever makes a claim to Godhead. Had any of them, for 

argument’s sake, made such a claim, they would have suffered the same fate as 

anyone else who makes such a claim. That fate is hell where goes everyone guilty of 

the worst type of wrongdoing, which is to make such a claim which runs against all 

right and is unjust to all creation. 

The same applies to the unbelievers’ false claims. They are hollow, absurd and 

irrational. Should anyone make such a claim, the same terrible fate will befall him. 

The s rah contrasts its image of the angels in obedience and awe of God with that 

of the unbelievers who make such absurd and impudent claims. 

Universal Evidence of God’s Oneness 

The s rah has so far given us several types of evidence drawn from the universe, 

all testifying to God’s oneness, and stated a number of arguments denying any 

possibility of there being more than one God. It has also provided evidence that 

addresses people’s hearts directly. Now the s rah takes the human heart by the hand 

to contemplate some of the great phenomena in the universe, as it is wisely managed 

by God. Yet the unbelievers remain heedless of the clear signs revealed all about 

them. For those who look however, the universe reveals aspects of itself that leave 

our minds in total amazement when we contemplate them with an open heart and 

alert senses. 
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Are the unbelievers unaware that the heaven and the earth were once one single entity, 
which We then parted asunder? We have made out of water every living thing. Will 
they not, then, believe? (Verse 30) 

The statement that the heavens and the earth were split apart after having been a 

single entity is worth careful consideration. The more advanced theories of 

astronomy seeking to explain universal phenomena always tend to support this truth 

stated in the Qur’ n over 1,400 years ago. The theory that wins most acceptance 

today is that which claims that star constellations, such as our solar system which 

includes the sun, its planets and moons including our planet earth and its moon, 

were originally nebula. The nebula was then rent asunder and its parts took their 

circular shapes. The earth was also a piece of the sun that separated from it and 

cooled down. 

However, this is merely an astronomical theory which may be fashionable today, 

but could be proven false tomorrow, only to be replaced by yet another assumption 

to explain universal phenomena. It thus gives birth to a different theory.1 We, as 

believers, do not try to interpret a Qur’ nic statement in terms of a theory which is 

far from certain. We take Qur’ nic statements as they are. Scientific theories are 

different from true scientific facts which can be tried and tested, such as the fact that 

metals stretch when heated, or that water evaporates or freezes in severely cold 

weather. 

The Qur’ n is not a book of scientific theories. Its field is not applied science. It is a 

constitution that regulates man’s whole life. Its method is to set the human mind on 

the right track, so that it can function and be free within the limits set for it. It also 

sets society on the right lines so that it allows the mind to work and be free, without 

labouring on purely scientific detail. This area is left for the human mind to work out 

after it has been set free. 

The Qur’ n may refer to some universal facts, like the one stated here: “The heaven 

and the earth were once one single entity, which We then parted asunder.” (Verse 30) We 

accept this as an absolute certainty simply because it is stated in the Qur’ n. We 

certainly do not know how the heavens and the earth were parted, or ripped one 

from the other. We accept astronomical theories which are not in conflict with this 

general fact mentioned in the Qur’ n. What we will not do however is take up the 

Qur’ nic text and try to fit it to any astronomical theory. We do not seek an 

endorsement of the Qur’ n through human theories, because the Qur’ n states only 

                                                 
1 Since the author wrote this new theories about the origins of the earth have been advanced, with one 
speaking about a Big Bang, and another about string and fusion. Any of these may eventually be 
proven correct or abandoned in favour of new theories. This confirms the wisdom of the author’s 
approach. — Editor’s note. 
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what is certain. The most we can say is that the astronomical theory accepted today is 

not in conflict with the general import of this Qur’ nic statement revealed many 

generations prior to it. 

The next sentence of the verse states: “We have made out of water every living thing.” 

(Verse 30) This short sentence states a great and crucial fact. Indeed, scientists shower 

praise on Darwin for having identified that water was the first environment where 

life began. 

It is indeed a fact that should capture all our attentions. That it is mentioned in the 

Qur’ n neither fills us with wonder nor increases our belief in the truth of the 

Qur’ n. Our belief in the absolute truth of everything it states is based on our 

unshakeable belief that it is God’s revelation, not on its being confirmed by scientific 

discoveries or theories. The most that can be said here is that on this particular point, 

Darwin’s evolutionary theory is not in conflict with what the Qur’ n states. 

For fourteen centuries, the Qur’ n has drawn the attention of unbelievers to the 

great marvels God has placed in the universe, wondering how they could deny what 

they see everywhere: “Will they not, then, believe?” (Verse 30) How could they persist 

in their disbelief when everything around them in this universe inevitably leads to 

faith in God, the Creator, the Wise who conducts all affairs? 

The s rah continues to point out awesome scenes of the universe: “We have also set 

firm mountains on earth, lest it sway with them.” (Verse 31) The Qur’ n, then, states that 

the mountains, firm as they are, maintain the balance of the earth so that it does not 

sway or shake. This balance may be maintained in various forms, such as setting a 

balance between the external pressure on the face of the earth and the one inside it, 

i.e. internally. Or it may be that the height of a mountain in one place is 

counterbalanced by a deep valley in another. Whatever the case may be, this 

statement confirms that the mountains have a direct bearing on the balance and 

stability of the earth. It is the domain of scientific study to identify and prove how 

this stability and balance are achieved. But it is the Qur’ nic text that invites us to 

contemplate such facts. 

Let us now follow the magnificent aspects of God’s creation in the wide universe: 

“We have cut out there broad paths, so that they might find their way.” (Verse 31) The 

pathways made in the mountains in the shape of depressions between its high peaks 

assist the traveller in finding his way yet there is also another subtle implication here 

that refers to faith. It may be that travellers will find their way to accepting the faith 

just as they find their way through the mountains along such paths. 

“And We have set up the sky as a well-secured canopy.” (Verse 32) In Arabic, the sky 

refers to everything that is above us. We see above us something like a ceiling. The 

Qur’ n states that the sky is a well-secured canopy. It is secure from any defect or 
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contamination, since it symbolizes the height from which God’s revelations are 

bestowed. But “they stubbornly turn away from all its signs.” (Verse 32) 

Finally a reference is made to time and place phenomena that are very close to 

man and his life on earth: “It is He who has created the night and the day and the sun and 

the moon: each moves swiftly in its own orbit.” (Verse 33) 

The night and day are two universal phenomena, while the sun and the moon are 

two great celestial bodies that are closely related to human life on earth. When we 

contemplate the succession of the day and night and the movement of the sun and 

the moon, we realize that they are so accurate as to admit no defect, and so consistent 

as to allow no failure. Such contemplation is sufficient to guide our hearts and minds 

to the fact that the system that applies to them is one, the will governing them is one 

and their great Maker is one. 

The Inevitable End of All People 

This first passage of the s rah concludes with an outline that links the laws 

relevant to creation, formation and sustenance with those relevant to the nature and 

destiny of human life: 

Never have We granted life everlasting to any man before you. Should you yourself 
die, do they, perchance, hope to live forever? Every soul shall taste death. We test you 
all with evil and good by way of trial. To Us you all must return. (Verses 34-35) 

No human being has ever been granted immortality. Every creature is bound to 

die, and whatever has a beginning will certainly have an end. So if God’s Messenger 

[peace be upon him] is also destined to die, why do they think they would be granted 

life everlasting? Since they cannot hope to live for ever, why do they not behave like 

ones who will inevitably taste death? Why do they not reflect and contemplate? 

“Every soul shall taste death.” (Verse 35) This is the law that governs life. It has no 

exceptions or exemptions. The living, then, must take this into account and prepare 

themselves for it. This short journey on earth is bound to come to an end, and its end 

is the death of every living thing. All shall return to God. But whatever happens to us 

during this trip through life, whether good or bad, is meant as a test: “We test you all 

with evil and good by way of trial.” (Verse 35) 

When we speak of being tested by something evil or hard, we can all easily 

understand this notion. It is a test to show the endurance and patience of the one 

who is being tested. It is the means to determine how unshakeable his trust in God, 

his Lord, is, and how much trust he places in God’s mercy. But a test with good 

things needs to be explained. 



Al-Anbiyā’ (The Prophets) | CLEAR SOLID EVIDENCE 

 25

To be tested with good things is more difficult than hardship, even though it may 

appear easier. For the fact is that many people can endure being tested by evil, but 

few can endure a test with the good. When the test takes the form of sickness and 

weakness, many are able to endure and withstand the hardship, but when its form is 

that of good health, strength and ability, then few are those who pass through 

successfully. 

People may be able to withstand poverty and deprivation, maintaining their 

dignity in such situations, but few are those who succeed in a test with comfort and 

affluence. For the latter tempts us to satisfy all our desires. 

Equally there are many who cannot be deterred by torture or physical harm. They 

are not overawed by such threats and actualities. By contrast, however, only a few 

can resist the temptations posited by wealth, position, comfort and desire. 

It is not difficult to tolerate the hardships of struggle and the injuries that one 

sustains in such a struggle. But it is extremely hard to experience comfort and a 

carefree life without becoming so keen to maintain it even at the expense of one’s 

dignity. Indeed such an experience could easily lead to accepting humiliation in 

order not to lose it. 

A test with hardship may arouse within us a keen sense of dignity, encouraging us 

to resist. Thus, all our powers and faculties are directed at the hardship and enable us 

to pass through successfully. Affluence, on the other hand, has a calming effect 

which reduces our awareness of the test. Hence, many fail it. This applies to all 

human beings, except those that God helps and protects. They are the ones described 

by the Prophet as ending up with what is good in all situations: “Amazing is a 

believer’s situation, because it all ends up in what is good. This applies to no one 

other than a believer. If he experiences what is good and pleasing, he will express his 

gratitude to God and this is good for him. On the other hand, if he experiences 

hardship, he will patiently persevere and this is good for him.” [Related by Muslim] 

Hence to keep on the alert when being tested by affluence and comfort is more 

important than doing so when we go through a test with hardship. Maintaining a 

sound relation with God is the best guarantee in all situations. 
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2 

A Warning Not to be 

Ignored 

When the unbelievers see you, they make you the 

target of their mockery, saying [to one another], ‘Is 

this the one who speaks against your gods?’ Yet 

they are the ones who, at the mention of the Most 

Merciful, are quick to deny Him. (36) 

Man is a creature of haste. I shall show you My 

signs: do not, then, ask Me to hurry them on. 

(37) 

They say: ‘When is this promise to be fulfilled, if 

what you say be true?’ (38) 

If only the unbelievers knew [that there will come] 

a time when they will not be able to shield their 

faces and their backs from the fire; a time when 

they will find no support. (39) 

Indeed, it will come upon them of a sudden, and 

will stupefy them. They will be unable to avert it, 

nor will they be allowed any respite. (40) 

Other messengers were derided before your time; 

but those who scoffed at them were [in the end] 

overwhelmed by the very thing that they derided. 

(41) 
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Say: ‘Who could protect you, by night or by day, 

from the Most Merciful?’ Yet, from the remem-

brance of their Lord do they stubbornly turn 

away. (42) 

Do they have gods other than Us to protect them? 

Those [alleged deities] are not even able to succour 

themselves, nor can they be given company by Us. 

(43) 

We have allowed these, and their fathers, to enjoy 

the good things of life for a great length of time. 

Can they not see that We gradually reduce the 

land from its outlying borders? Is it they, then, 

who will triumph? (44) 

Say: ‘I do but warn you on the strength of divine 

revelation!’ But the deaf cannot hear this call, 

however often they are warned. (45) 

Yet, if but a breath of your Lord’s punishment 

touches them, they are sure to cry, ‘Oh, woe betide 

us! We were wrongdoers indeed.’ (46) 

We shall set up just scales on the Day of 

Resurrection, so that no human being shall be 

wronged in the least. If there be but the weight of a 

mustard seed, We shall bring it [to account]. 

Sufficient are We for reckoning. (47) 
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Overview 

So far the s rah has taken us on a long journey, showing us some of the laws of 

nature that operate in the universe, the rules that govern groups advocating God’s 

message, people’s fate, and the destruction of past communities. Now it picks up the 

point mentioned at the beginning of the s rah about the way the unbelievers received 

God’s Messenger and the revelations he was given, the mockery they hurled at him 

and their persistent disbelief. 

The s rah follows this by pointing out that, by nature, man is hasty. One 

manifestation of this haste is the unbelievers’ attempts to hasten God’s punishment. 

Hence, it warns them against such haste and makes it clear to them that they must 

refrain from mocking the Prophet if they wish to avoid the consequences of such 

unwarranted behaviour. It paints for them a picture of how those who wield power 

in this life find their authority dwindling, and in another scene demonstrates some 

aspects of the suffering in the hereafter meted out to persistent unbelievers. 

This new passage concludes by emphasizing the accuracy of the reckoning in the 

hereafter and the suitability of the reward given on the Day of Judgement. Thus, the 

reckoning and the reward are linked to the rules operating in the universe, human 

nature and human life. 

Protection to be Sought 

When the unbelievers see you, they make you the target of their mockery, saying [to 
one another], Is this the one who speaks against your gods?’ Yet they are the ones who, 
at the mention of the Most Merciful, are quick to deny Him. (Verse 36) 

The unbelievers deny the very existence of God, the Most Merciful, who has 

created the universe and set the rules that operate in it and sustain its existence. They 

object to the fact that God’s Messenger, Muhammad (peace be upon him), speaks out 

against their deities, showing such inanimate idols to be useless. Yet they themselves 

rudely deny God, the Most Merciful. How singular! 

They hurl abuse and mockery at God’s Messenger, saying that it is unacceptable 

that he should criticize their idol worship. They say to one another: “Is this the one 

who speaks against your gods?” (Verse 36) Yet they, creatures of God as they are, find 

nothing wrong with the arrogance that leads them to deny God’s existence and reject 

the Qur’ n He has revealed to them. The irony of their attitude exposes to the full the 

far- reaching corruption that affects their nature and impairs their judgement. 

What is more, they try to hasten the punishment against which the Prophet warns 



Al-Anbiyā’ (The Prophets) | A WARNING NOT TO BE IGNORED 

 29

them. For, by nature, man is hasty: “Man is a creature of haste. I shall show you My signs: 

do not, then, ask Me to hurry them on. They say: ‘When is this promise to be fulfilled, if what 

you say be true?’” (Verses 37-38) 

“Man is a creature of haste.” Haste is present in man’s very nature and constitution. 

He always stretches his eyes to what lies ahead, beyond the present moment, aiming 

to grasp it with his own hand. He wants to achieve, the moment it flashes in his 

mind, all that seems desirable. He wants to see all that is promised to him, even 

though it may be to his detriment. Such is man’s nature, unless he establishes a firm 

relationship with God which gives him strength and reassurance. He will then trust 

to God’s wisdom, leaving His will to run its course without hastening events. For 

faith combines trust with patience and reassurance. 

Those unbelievers hastened God’s punishment, wondering when the promise of 

punishment in the hereafter, as well as in this life, would be fulfilled. The Qur’ n 

paints here for them a scene of the suffering in the hereafter, while also warning 

them against a similar punishment to that which befell earlier communities which 

rejected the faith: “If only the unbelievers knew [that there will come] a time when they will 

not be able to shield their faces and their backs from the fire; a time when they will find no 

support. Indeed, it will come upon them of a sudden, and will stupefy them. They will be 

unable to avert it, nor will they be allowed any respite. Other messengers were derided before 

your time; but those who scoffed at them were [in the end] overwhelmed by the very thing that 

they derided.” (Verses 39-41) 

If the unbelievers only knew what will happen, they would change their attitude 

completely. They would stop their mockery and hastening of what is bound to come. 

Let them, then, see what is bound to come. There they are surrounded by the fire on 

all sides. We visualize their frantic movements, described implicitly in the verse, to 

protect their faces and their backs against the fire, but their attempt is futile. It is as if 

the fire engulfs them on all sides. They can neither keep it away from themselves, nor 

retreat to seek protection. Nor is even a short respite from it possible. 

That the punishment comes suddenly is only the response for their hastening it. 

They used to say time after time: “When is this promise to be fulfilled, if what you say be 

true?” (Verse 38) The answer is that it comes suddenly, perplexing their minds and 

paralysing their will. Thus they are unable to think or act, let alone enjoy a period of 

grace to mend their ways. 

This applies to the punishment in the hereafter. As for this world’s punishment, it 

certainly befell communities before them which ridiculed God’s messengers. Just like 

those communities were unable to ward off a punishment that wiped them out 

altogether, so these unbelievers are unable to avert their defeat and captivity. They 

are thus warned not to deride God’s Messenger, so as to avoid the punishment that 

befalls those who ridicule prophets. Such fate and punishment is bound to come, 
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because it is part of God’s law which will inevitably take effect, just as the 

destruction of earlier communities, guilty of the same offence, proves. 

Or is it that they have someone other than God who protects them by night and 

day, ensuring that they will suffer no punishment either in this life or in the life to 

come? “Say: ‘Who could protect you, by night or by day, from the Most Merciful?’ Yet, from 

the remembrance of their Lord do they stubbornly turn away. Do they have gods other than 

Us to protect them? Those [alleged deities] are not even able to succour themselves, nor can 

they be given company by Us.” (Verses 42-43) 

It is God who watches over every soul by night and day. He is the Most Merciful. 

Indeed, infinite mercy is His great attribute. Other than Him there is no one to watch 

over or protect anyone. Do the unbelievers know anyone else who can protect them? 

It is a rhetorical question, one which rebukes them for their turning away from God 

when it is He who watches over them at all times: “Yet, from the remembrance of their 

Lord do they stubbornly turn away.” (Verse 42) 

The same question is put to them again in a different form: “Do they have gods other 

than Us to protect them?” (Verse 43) Could these gods be the ones who watch over, 

and protect, them? This cannot be, because such alleged deities “are not even able to 

succour themselves,” let alone support and protect anyone else. “Nor can they be given 

company by Us,” to derive strength from being on God Almighty’s side. This is the 

sort of strength Moses and Aaron derived when their Lord said to them: “Have no 

fear. I shall be with you: I hear all and see all.” (20: 46) 

Such false deities do not have power of their own. They do not have access to 

God’s power. As such, they are utterly helpless. 

This sarcastic argument exposes the absurdity of the unbelievers’ beliefs. Hence, 

the s rah stops arguing with them, but adds a moving touch which they feel in their 

hearts. It directs them to reflect on God’s might as He folds the earth underneath 

triumphant armies. Thus the earth shrinks so that they are confined to a limited 

space, after they have wielded much power and authority. “We have allowed these, and 

their fathers, to enjoy the good things of life for a great length of time. Can they not see that 

We gradually reduce the land from its outlying borders? Is it they, then, who will triumph?” 

(Verse 44) 

What has corrupted their nature, then, is that long enjoyment of the good things of 

life. It is luxury which corrupts the heart and stifles the senses. It leads to a 

weakening in their awareness of God and an inability to contemplate the signs He 

has placed in the universe, pointing to Him. This is a different kind of test God sets 

for human beings, making affluence the very means of this test. If a person allows 

himself to drift away from God, and forgets that He is the source of all the blessings 

he enjoys, then he is bound to fail this test. 
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Thus, the s rah works on their hearts as it shows them the imagery of what occurs 

every day somewhere on earth. States that have had power begin to lose their grip 

and weaken. Their land soon shrinks as they are split into small states where once 

they formed great empires. They were once strong and triumphant; now they are 

weak and defeated. They had great armies and vast resources; now their armies are 

weak and their resources meagre. 

In its inimitable style, the Qur’ n shows God’s hand as it folds up the once vast 

space, making borders cave in, and reducing huge distances, in a splendid scene that 

combines fine movement and awesome feelings. It then asks rhetorically: “Is it they, 

then, who will triumph?” (Verse 44) Is it that what happens to others does not then 

apply to them? 

Unheeded Warnings 

At the height of this awesome scene, which leaves hearts trembling, the Prophet is 

instructed to deliver the final warning: “Say: I do but warn you on the strength of divine 

revelation!’ But the deaf cannot hear this call, however often they are warned.” (Verse 45) 

Let them, then, beware lest they should be the deaf who do not hear! It is the deaf 

who will suffer the fate of having the earth shrunk beneath them, and the hand of the 

Almighty smashing their power, doing away with them and their luxuries. 

The s rah continues its discourse making a profound effect on people’s hearts. It 

describes those very unbelievers as they begin to suffer God’s punishment: “Yet, if 

but breath of your Lord’s punishment touches them, they are sure to cry, ‘Oh, woe betide us! 

We were wrongdoers indeed.’” (Verse 46) In Arabic, the word, naf ah, used in this verse 

for ‘breath’ is normally associated with mercy and grace, but here it is used in the 

context of suffering so as to imply that even the slightest breath of God’s punishment 

is sufficient to make them ready to confess. Alas, confession is of no use now. Earlier 

in the s rah we were shown past communities smitten by God’s might, crying out 

with the same appeals: “They said: ‘Woe betide us! We were indeed wrongdoers!’ And that 

cry of theirs did not cease until We caused them to become like a field mown down, still and 

silent as ashes.” (Verses 14-15) 

It is, then, a confession that comes too late. It is far better that they listen to the 

warnings contained in God’s revelations when they still have time to act, before they 

are touched by such suffering. 

Accurate Scales Ensuring Absolute Justice 

The present passage concludes with a final scene from the Day of Reckoning: “We 

shall set up just scales on the Day of Resurrection, so that no soul shall be wronged in the 
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least. If there be but the weight of a mustard seed, We shall bring it [to account]. Sufficient 

are We for reckoning.” (Verse 47) The mustard seed here represents the smallest and 

lightest thing our eyes can see. Yet not even a mustard seed is overlooked or ignored. 

The scales that are used are so accurate that a single mustard seed makes a 

difference. 

Let people, then, reflect on what they put forward for that day. Let hearts be 

attentive to the warnings, and let those who turn their backs or indulge in ridicule be 

warned. They may be able to evade punishment in this life, but on Judgement Day 

the reckoning takes every little thing into account. The scales then are so accurate 

that even a tiny seed can make all the difference. 

Thus the accurate scales of the hereafter, the unfailing laws of the universe, the 

rules applicable to advocates of the faith and the laws of human nature converge in 

perfect harmony, operated by the hand of the Almighty. This testifies to the truth of 

God’s oneness, the theme that pervades this whole s rah. 
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3 

One Community of 

Believers 

Indeed We vouchsafed to Moses and Aaron the 

standard by which to distinguish right from 

wrong, a guiding light and a reminder for the 

God-conscious (48) 

who fear their Lord in their most secret thoughts, 

and are weary of the Last Hour. (49) 

And this one, too, is a blessed reminder which 

We have bestowed from on high: will you, then, 

reject it? (50) 

We formerly bestowed on Abraham his 

consciousness of what is right, and We were 

aware of him (51) 

when he said to his father and his people, ‘What 

are these images to which you are so devoted?’ 

(52) 

They answered: ‘We found our forefathers 

worshipping them.’ (53) 

Said he: ‘Indeed, you and your forefathers have 
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been in evident error.’ (54) 

They asked: ‘Is it the truth you are preaching to 

us? Or are you one who jests?’ (55) 

He replied: ‘Indeed, your Lord is the Lord of the 

heavens and the earth, He who has brought them 

into being. And I am a witness to this [truth]. 

(56) 

‘By God, I shall most certainly bring about the 

downfall of your idols when you have turned your 

backs and gone away!’ (57) 

So he broke the idols to pieces, [all] except for the 

biggest of them, so that they might turn back to 

him. (58) 

They said: ‘Who has done this to our gods? He is 

definitely one of the wrongdoers.’ (59) 

They said: ‘We heard a youth speak of them; he 

is called Abraham.’ (60) 

They said: ‘Then bring him here in sight of all 

people, so that they may bear witness.’ (61) 

They said: ‘Abraham, was it you who did this to 

our gods?’ (62) 

He answered: ‘Nay, it was this one, the biggest of 
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them, who did it. But ask them, if they can 

speak!’ (63) 

So they turned to themselves, saying, ‘Surely, it is 

you who are doing wrong.’ (64) 

But then they relapsed into their old position and 

said, ‘You know very well that these [idols] 

cannot speak!’ (65) 

Said [Abraham]: ‘Do you then worship, instead 

of God, something that cannot benefit or harm 

you in any way? (66) 

Fie upon you and upon all that you worship 

instead of God! Will you not, then, use your 

reason?’ (67) 

They cried: ‘Burn him, and succour your gods, if 

you are going to do [anything at all]!’ (68) 

But We said: ‘Fire, be cool to Abraham, and a 

source of inner peace [for him].’ (69) 

They sought to lay a snare for him, but We 

caused them to be the absolute losers. (70) 

We delivered him and Lot, [bringing them] to the 

land which We have blessed for all mankind. 

(71) 

And We gave him Isaac and, as an additional 
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gift, Jacob, and caused all of them to be righteous 

men, (72) 

and We made them leaders to give guidance at 

Our behest. We inspired them to do good works, 

and to be constant in prayer, and to give regular 

charity. It is Us alone that they worshipped. (73) 

And to Lot, too, We gave sound judgement and 

knowledge. We saved him from that community 

which was given to deeds of abomination. They 

were people lost in evil, depraved. (74) 

Him We admitted to Our grace; for he was 

righteous. (75) 

And long before that, Noah called out [to Us], 

and We responded to him and saved him with 

his household from the great calamity, (76) 

and helped him against the people who had 

denied Our revelations. Lost in evil were they, 

and so We caused them all to drown. (77) 

And remember David and Solomon, when both 

gave judgement concerning the field into which 

some people’s sheep had strayed and grazed by 
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night. We were witness to their judgement. (78) 

We gave Solomon insight into the case. Yet We 

gave sound judgement and knowledge to both of 

them. And We caused the mountains to join 

David in extolling Our limitless glory, and 

likewise the birds. We are indeed able to do [all 

things]. (79) 

And We taught him how to make garments for 

you, so that they may fortify you against all that 

which may cause you fear. Will you, then, give 

thanks? (80) 

To Solomon We subjected the stormy wind, so 

that it sped at his behest towards the land which 

We had blessed. It is We who have knowledge of 

everything. (81) 

And of the evil ones, [We assigned him] some 

that dived for him into the sea and performed 

other works besides; but it was We who kept a 

watch over them. (82) 

And remember Job, when he cried out to his 

Lord: Affliction has befallen me, but of all those 

who show mercy You are the Most Merciful.’ 

(83) 

We responded to him and relieved all the affliction 

he suffered. We restored to him his family and as 

many more with them, as an act of grace from 

Ourself, and as a reminder to all who worship 

Us. (84) 

And remember Ishmael, Idrīs and Dhu’l-Kifl: 

they all were men of constancy and patience. (85) 
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We admitted them to Our grace, for they were 

among the righteous. (86) 

And remember Dhu’l-Nūn, when he went away 

in anger, thinking that We would not force him 

into a tight situation! But then he cried out in the 

deep darkness: ‘There is no deity other than You! 

Limitless are You in Your glory! I have done 

wrong indeed!’ (87) 

So We responded to him and delivered him from 

his distress. Thus do We deliver those who have 

faith. (88) 

And remember Zachariah when he cried out to 

his Lord: ‘My Lord! Do not leave me alone, 

although You are the best of inheritors.’ (89) 

So We responded to him and gave him John, 

having cured his wife for him. These [three] would 

vie with one another in doing good works, and 

would call on Us in yearning and awe. They were 

always humble before Us. (90) 

And remember her who guarded her chastity, 

whereupon We breathed into her of Our spirit 

and caused her, together with her son, to become a 

sign to all mankind. (91) 

Surely, your community is but one community, 

and I am your only Lord. So, worship Me alone. 

(92) 
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Overview 

In this third passage the s rah speaks about the communities that followed God’s 

messengers, but it is not exhaustive in this respect. Some are not mentioned at all. 

Some are given only a brief mention, while others are referred to in some detail. We 

see in these references how God takes care of His messengers and bestows His grace 

on them. We also see the fate of those who continued to accuse their messengers of 

being liars, even though clear proof was given to them. We are further given an idea 

of how God tests His messengers, at times with delightful pleasures and at others 

with much affliction, and how they pass these tests. 

The wisdom behind sending human messengers is also clear in this passage. The 

oneness of the faith and the way to be followed by all messengers, at all times, is also 

clearly apparent. We feel that they belong to a single community, despite the fact that 

they lived at different times and in different places. All this testifies to the oneness of 

the Maker, the will behind all events, and the consistency of the overall law that 

governs and unites the universe. It directs us all to one end: namely, to serve the One 

God worthy of worship: “I am your only Lord. So, worship Me alone.” (Verse 92) 

Guidance and Light for Moses 

Indeed We vouchsafed to Moses and Aaron the standard by which to distinguish right 
from wrong, a guiding light and a reminder for the God-conscious who fear their Lord 
in their most secret thoughts, and are weary of the Last Hour. And this one, too, is a 
blessed reminder which We have bestowed from on high: will you, then, reject it? 
(Verses 48-50) 

We saw earlier in the s rah how the Arab unbelievers used to ridicule God’s 

Messenger (peace be upon him) on account of his being human. They also denied 

God’s revelations, describing them as sorcery, poetry or mere fabrication. Now the 

s rah shows that sending human messengers is a consistent norm, and it proceeds to 

give examples of such. Furthermore, the fact that God bestows books on His 

messengers is not a strange occurrence. For Moses and Aaron were also given a book 

by Him. Their book is here called ‘al-Furq n’, which is the same description given to 

the Qur’ n. Thus, unity can be seen even in the names of these revealed books. All 

such books are revealed by God so as to serve as a standard distinguishing right 

from wrong, truth from falsehood, guidance from deviation. They also make clear 

the difference between ways of life. As such, each is a criterion for judgement. This is 

the quality which applies to both the Torah and the Qur’ n. 

The Torah is also described as a ‘guiding light’ which dispels all the darkness that 
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may engulf the human mind, leading to errant beliefs. It also dispels the darkness 

that leads people astray and the darkness of falsehood. In such types of darkness 

both reason and conscience may find themselves at a loss. Indeed, the human heart 

remains in darkness until the light of faith is kindled within it. Faith thus sets it 

aglow, clearly setting its approach, guiding it to the path that should be followed, so 

that confusion does not arise from divergent values and concepts. 

The Torah is further described as ‘a reminder for the God-conscious’, reminding 

people of their true Lord, ensuring that they gain esteem and that they are always 

remembered by other people. In this respect, one only needs to ask what the status of 

the Children of Israel was before the revelation of the Torah! In essence they endured 

much humiliation under Pharaoh who slaughtered their male offspring, spared their 

women, and put them to hard labour and torture. 

From among these God-conscious people, however, a certain group is singled out. 

These are the ones ‘who fear their Lord in their most secret thoughts’. (Verse 49) This is 

because those who fear God in their hearts when they have not seen Him, those who 

‘are weary of the Last Hour’, working hard to prepare themselves for its arrival, are 

indeed the ones who benefit by the light and follow its guidance. To them, God’s 

book provides an important reminder. Hence, they always remember God, and they 

are often favourably mentioned by other people. 

This is as far as Moses and Aaron are deliberated upon here. A brief reference to 

the Qur’ n follows: “And this one, too, is a blessed reminder which We have bestowed from 

on high.” (Verse 50) It is not a new invention. It is nothing to wonder about since 

reminders were frequently revealed from on high. They are then asked rhetorically: 

“Will you, then, reject it?” (Verse 50) How could you, and on what basis, since earlier 

messages were vouchsafed to God’s messengers in the past? 

Having made this very brief reference to the two prophets, Moses and Aaron, as 

well as the book revealed to them, the s rah now provides a detailed episode from 

the life of Abraham, the first grandfather of the Arabs. It was Abraham who built the 

Ka`bah in which the unbelievers now placed their idols and worshipped them. In 

fact he was the one who destroyed the idols worshipped by his own people. Hence, 

the s rah portrays him standing up to idolatry and destroying its very symbols. 

Questioning People’s Beliefs 

The episode narrated here is that of Abraham’s message, given in a sequence of 

scenes that leave short gaps in between. It starts by mentioning that Abraham was 

initially given a sense of what is right, which here means God’s oneness. In fact, it is 

the most important aspect of guidance which is clearly understood here as the 

referent of the phrase, ‘what is right’: “We formerly bestowed on Abraham his 
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consciousness of what is right, and We were aware of him when he said to his father and his 

people, ‘What are these images to which you are so devoted?” (Verses 51-52) This means 

that God gave Abraham his sense of what is right, knowing his aptitude to bear the 

trust given to His messengers. 

“He said to his father and his people, ‘What are these images to which you are so 

devoted?’” (Verse 52) The way he put this question is indicative of his sharp sense of 

what is right. He gave those stones and wooden shapes their true names, ‘images’. 

He did not call them ‘deities’. Indeed, he stated his disapproval of their worship of 

those images by using the word ‘devoted’, which indicates a permanent action. 

Needless to say, those people did not devote all their time to worshipping such idols, 

but they nonetheless attached great respect to them. This is, then, devotion in an 

abstract sense. The way Abraham put the question, describing them as permanent 

devotees to such idols, indicates that he considered their action absolutely absurd. 

They defended their action by saying: “We found our forefathers worshipping them.” 

(Verse 53) Their answer indicates that they were in a stone-like inflexible state of 

mind that chained them to absurd traditions. They were far removed from freedom 

of thought, reflection and the proper evaluation of things and situations which belief 

in God generates as it breaks the chains of imaginary, baseless and traditional 

sanctities. 

“Said he: Indeed, you and your forefathers have been in evident error.” (Verse 54) That 

such images were worshipped by their fathers could not impart to such objects any 

value which they did not have. Nor could it have given them any undeserved 

sanctity. Nor is real value derived from giving forefathers an elevated status and 

following in their footsteps. It is rather the result of proper, free and objective 

judgement.  

When Abraham confronted them with such objectivity they asked: “Is it the truth 

you are preaching to us? Or are you one who jests?” (Verse 55) It is the kind of question 

asked only by someone who is unsure of his own beliefs, because he never 

questioned them to make sure they were right. Both his thinking and his soul are 

impaired by the myths and traditions he has thoughtlessly accepted. As such, he is 

uncertain about anything. Worship conversely must rely only on certainty, not on 

unsubstantiated myths. This is the state of loss that engulfs those who do not believe 

in a faith based on the clear truth of God’s oneness that brings mind and conscience 

into perfect harmony. 

Abraham, on the other hand, enjoys a state of complete certainty. He knows his 

Lord. His thoughts are full of the truth of His oneness. Hence, he says with absolute 

clarity: “Indeed, your Lord is the Lord of the heavens and the earth, He who has brought them 

into being. And I am a witness to this [truth].” (Verse 56) He is the Lord of man, the 
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heavens and earth: a single Lord who is the Creator of all. Indeed, creation and 

Lordship are two qualities that go hand in hand. Such is the straight and clear faith. 

It is totally different from what unbelievers think when they claim that there are 

several deities, whilst at the same time conceding that none of them creates except 

God, the only Creator. Yet still they worship such deities knowing they are powerless 

to create. 

Abraham reiterates his certainty like a witness testifying to a situation over which 

he has no doubt whatsoever: “I am a witness to this truth.” Abraham did not witness 

the creation of the heavens and the earth, nor did he witness his own creation, or that 

of his people. But the matter is so clear that true believers testify to it with absolute 

certainty. Everything in the universe confirms the oneness of the Creator who 

controls all. Moreover, every particle in man’s constitution appeals to him to 

acknowledge this truth, as well as the unity of the law that governs the whole 

universe and conducts its affairs. 

Abraham follows this with a declaration to his people that he is intent on doing 

something to their deities: “By God, I shall most certainly bring about the downfall of your 

idols when you have turned your backs and gone away!” (Verse 57) But he leaves his intent 

unclear. The s rah does not mention the reply his people gave, because they relied on 

their feeling that a man like Abraham could not harm their deities. Hence, they left 

him and went away. 

Abraham, however, went ahead with what he intended: “So he broke the idols to 

pieces, [all] except for the biggest of them, so that they might turn back to him.” (Verse 58) 

Thus, the idols which were the subject of worship were turned into small, broken 

pieces of stone and wood. But Abraham left the largest one untouched to see his 

people’s reaction when they discovered what had happened. They might, for 

example, have wanted to ask the idol how all this happened and why it did not rise 

to their defence. They might even have reconsidered the whole issue and realized the 

absurdity of their beliefs and so begun to think properly. 

A Debate to Open People’s Eyes 

Abraham’s people returned to find the utter destruction of their idols except this 

largest one. But they did not question that idol or even ask themselves how their 

deities could suffer such a fate without defending themselves. Nor did they ask why 

the large idol did not take it upon itself to defend them all. They could not ask such 

questions, because the myths in which they believed rendered their minds useless, 

chaining their power of thought. Essentially, they could not consider the matter 

objectively, and were unable to ask the most logical question. They were only furious 

with the one who had brought all this upon their idols. “They said: Who has done this to 
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our gods? He is definitely one of the wrongdoers.” (Verse 59) Then, those who had heard 

Abraham both object to his father’s and peers’ idol worship and threaten to destroy 

the same found their answer: “They said: We heard a youth speak of them; he is called 

Abraham.” (Verse 60) 

It appears that Abraham (peace he upon him) was still a young man when God 

bestowed on him the gift of knowing what is right. Hence, he objected to the worship 

of idols and destroyed them when the chance presented itself. The question arises, 

however, as to whether he had already been given his message, or whether he acted 

on an inspiration that led him to the truth before he had received his message. In this 

latter case, his denunciation of idol worship and his call upon his father to follow his 

path were the result of that inspiration. This was most probably the case. 

On the other hand, it is possible that Abraham’s people’s reference to him as ‘a 

youth’ was meant merely as a slight. This is supported by their words referring to 

him in the passive voice, ‘he is called Abraham’. 

They implied that he was unknown, and represented no threat. This is possible, 

but we think the first explanation to be more probable, viz. that he was only a young 

man at the time. 

“They said: Then bring him here in sight of all people, so that they may bear witness.” 

(Verse 61) They wanted to denounce him in public so that people should know of his 

deeds and their consequences. And when he was brought before them, they said: 

“Abraham, was it you who did this to our gods?’” (Verse 62) They continued to describe 

their idols as gods even when they had been smashed into pieces and formed little 

more than a heap of rubble. Abraham derided their thinking, and even though he 

faced them alone, mocked their stupidity. He was looking at the whole thing with an 

open mind and a clear heart. Hence, he gave them this mocking answer that fits their 

lowly level of thinking: “He answered: Nay, it was this one, the biggest of them, who did it. 

But ask them, if they can speak!” (Verse 63) 

Derision is very clear in his answer. Hence there is no need to describe it as a lie 

and to try to find some justification for it, as commentators on the Qur’ n have done. 

The whole thing is much simpler than that. Abraham simply wanted to say to his 

people: these figures do not know who smashed them to pieces, nor whether it was 

me or this large idol which is as motionless as they were. All of them are inanimate 

and have no faculty of recognition. You are also deprived of your faculties, which 

accounts for your inability to distinguish between what is possible and what is 

impossible. You cannot even tell whether it was me who broke them or this big one. 

Hence, ‘ask them, if they can speak!’ 

It seems that his sarcasm shook them into some sort of reflection. “So they turned to 

themselves, saying, ‘Surely, it is you who are doing wrong.” (Verse 64) This was a good 
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sign: not only were they aware of the absurdity of their stance but also how wrong it 

was to worship such statues. For once it seemed possible that they would open their 

eyes and see how untenable their position was. 

Sadly, it was just a bright flash followed by utter darkness. Their minds seemed to 

see the light, but they soon sank back into lifelessness: “But then they relapsed into their 

old position and said, ‘You know very well that these (idols] cannot speak!” (Verse 65) 

Their first reaction was one of returning to their senses, but their second was a 

relapse, a tumbling over their heads, as the Qur’ n describes. Initially, something had 

stirred them to reflect, but soon thereafter they had again lost their senses, lacking 

clear thought, and logical argument. Had there been any logic, their last statement 

gives Abraham a forceful argument against them. What more could he argue than 

the fact that those statues and deities were dumb, unable to speak? Hence, Abraham 

confronts them with impatience, which incidentally was very uncharacteristic of him. 

Basically, their absurdity was intolerable even for the most forbearing person: “Said 

[Abraham]: Do you then worship, instead of God, something that cannot benefit or harm you 

in any way? Fie upon you and upon all that you worship instead of God! Will you not, then, 

use your reason?” (Verses 66-67) Here we see Abraham’s patience exhausted, as he 

expresses his amazement at their absurdity. 

At this point, they resorted to tyranny which always prevails when tyrants are left 

speechless, unable to produce a coherent counter- argument. They resorted to brute 

force, rushing to inflict on him a painful suffering: “They cried: Burn him, and succour 

your gods, if you are going to do [anything at all].” (Verse 68) 

Yet what sort of deities are these which need the support of their servants, while 

they avail themselves of nothing? They are powerless, helpless. 

When the Fire Was Made Cool 

So, the unbelievers cried, ‘burn him!’ A different word, however, was also said at 

this point to render everything they said meaningless, and to reduce their schemes to 

nothingness. This was the supreme word that can never be countered: “But We said: 

Fire, be cool to Abraham, and a source of inner peace [for him].” (Verse 69) And thus the 

fire was cool and a source of inner peace for Abraham to enjoy and relax in. 

How is this possible? Yet why do we even ask about this when it is only the word, 

‘be’, that needs to be said for worlds and universes to come into existence and for 

universal rules to be set in operation: “When He wills a thing to be, He only says to it, 

‘Be’– and it is.” (36: 82) We do not need to ask how the fire soothed rather than burnt 

Abraham when it is a well known phenomenon that fire burns all living tissues. For 

it was the One who said to the fire in the first place, ‘burn’ who also said to it in this 
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instance, ‘be cool and a source of inner peace’. It is the same word that initiates its 

object at the moment it is said, whatever that object may be, whether it is familiar to 

us or not. 

Those who compare God’s actions to those of human beings are the ones who ask 

how this could happen. On the other hand, those of us who understand that the two 

are widely different in both their nature and the means they employ neither ask such 

questions, nor do we try to find explanations, scientific or otherwise. The question is 

not one for analyses and explanations by human standards. Any method that tries to 

explain such miracles except by reference to God’s absolute power suffers a basic 

defect. God’s actions cannot be subjected to human standards or explained within 

the confines of man’s limited knowledge. 

All we need to do is to believe that this actually took place, because the One who 

did it is able to make it happen. What He did to the fire to make it cool so that it gave 

Abraham inner peace, and what He did to Abraham so that the fire did not burn him 

are points the Qur’ n does not explain because our limited minds fall short of 

understanding them. On the other hand, we have no source of evidence other than 

the Qur’ nic text. 

Transforming the fire so as to give Abraham coolness and inner peace is only one 

example of God’s infinite ability, even though they may not be totally contrary to 

what we are familiar with, as this one. There are countless other difficulties and 

circumstances that beset individuals and communities which, if allowed to run their 

course, would cause their total ruin. But then God administers just a small touch to 

bring about life instead of death, happiness instead of misery, and endless goodness 

instead of unmitigated evil. Thus we see how the command that made the fire cool, 

bringing peace to Abraham is frequently repeated in the life of individuals, groups 

and communities, as well as in the life of ideas and beliefs. This command is only a 

manifestation of the word which renders any scheme, effort or design futile, because 

it is the final say by the highest power. 

“They sought to lay a snare for him, but We caused them to be the absolute losers.” (Verse 

70) It is reported that the king who was Abraham’s contemporary was the Nimrod, 

the Aramaic king of Iraq. He and his supporters were destroyed by some 

punishment inflicted by God. The reports we have differ as to the details of this 

punishment. We have no way of verifying them. However, all that we need to know 

is that God saved Abraham from the torture prepared for him while his opponents 

who schemed against him were the ones to suffer utter loss. They are described in 

the Qur’ n as the ‘absolute losers’. 

“We delivered him and Lot, [bringing them] to the land which We have blessed for all 

mankind.” (Verse 71) It was to the land of Palestine that he and his nephew, Lot, 



Al-Anbiyā’ (The Prophets) | ONE COMMUNITY OF BELIEVERS 

 46

emigrated. This was the land to receive revelations from on high for a very long time 

and the area where prophets and messengers of Abraham’s descent were raised. This 

area incorporates the holy land where the second house of worship was built. It is a 

fertile land with rich tillage. All these blessings were added to that of the generations 

of prophets living there. 

And We gave him Isaac and, as an additional gift, Jacob, and caused all of them to be 
righteous men, and We made them leaders to give guidance at Our behest. We 
inspired them to do good works, and to be constant in prayer, and to give regular 
charity. It is Us alone that they worshipped. (Verses 72-73) 

Abraham left his home country where his family and community lived. So God 

compensated him with this blessed land as a better country to live in. He also gave 

him his son Isaac and grandson Jacob to be a better family than the one he had 

earlier. He also gave him a better community than his old one and raised from his 

offspring leaders to give mankind guidance. He inspired them to do all sorts of good 

works, to attend to their prayers and to give regular charity, or zak t. They were 

obedient worshippers of God. All this was Abraham’s blessed compensation given 

by God for his perseverance when he was tested. It was a goodly compensation to fit 

his endurance in adversity. 

Endowed with Knowledge and Wisdom 

And to Lot, too, We gave sound judgement and knowledge. We saved him from that 
community which was given to deeds of abomination. They were people lost in evil, 
depraved. Him We admitted to Our grace; for he was righteous. (Verses 74-75) 

The story of Lot is related in full detail elsewhere in the Qur’ n. Here we have 

only a brief reference to it, as he emigrated from Iraq with his uncle, Abraham. Lot 

stayed in the township of Sodom, where the people resorted to repugnant practices. 

They were guilty of abominable, perverted sexual indecency, men with men, openly, 

without any sense of shame or guilt. Hence, God poured His punishment on the 

township and its people, as “they were people lost in evil”. (Verse 74) God saved Lot 

and his household with the exception of his wife. “Him We admitted to Our grace; for 

he was righteous.” (Verse 75) The way this verse is phrased suggests that God’s grace 

is a place of refuge into which God admits whomever He wills so that they find 

peace, comfort and blessings. 

This is followed by a similarly short reference to Noah and his saviour: “And long 

before that, Noah called out [to Us], and We responded to him and saved him with his 

household from the great calamity, and helped him against the people who had denied Our 
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revelations. Lost in evil were they, and so We caused them all to drown.” (Verses 76-77) 

Again the reference here does not provide details. It is simply to confirm God’s 

response to Noah when he appealed to Him. Noah lived at an earlier time than Lot, 

hence the reference, long before that’. In Noah’s case as well, he and his household 

were saved with the exception of his wife. As for his people, they were destroyed by 

the flood, which is described here as ‘the great calamity’. It is described in detail in 

S rah 11, H d. 

Then follows a fairly detailed account of an episode in the story of David and 

Solomon: 

And remember David and Solomon, when both gave judgement concerning the field 
into which some people’s sheep had strayed and grazed by night. We were witness to 
their judgement. We gave Solomon insight into the case. Yet We gave sound 
judgement and knowledge to both of them. And We caused the mountains to join 
David in extolling Our limitless glory, and likewise the birds. We are indeed able to do 
[all things]. And We taught him how to make garments for you, so that they may 
fortify you against all that which may cause you fear. Will you, then, give thanks? To 
Solomon We subjected the stormy wind, so that it sped at his behest towards the land 
which We had blessed. It is We who have knowledge of everything. And of the evil 
ones, [We assigned him] some that dived for him into the sea and performed other 
works besides; but it was We who kept a watch over them. (Verses 78-82) 

The story of the field over which David and Solomon gave judgement is detailed 

in some reports as stating that two men came to David. One of them had a field, or a 

vineyard according to some reports, while the other had a flock of sheep. The field’s 

owner said: ‘This man’s sheep traversed my field at night, leaving it devastated.’ 

David ruled that the owner of the field should take the sheep in compensation for his 

wasted crops. The sheep’s owner then passed by Solomon and told him of David’s 

judgement. Solomon went to his father and said: “Prophet of God, you should have 

judged differently.” David asked: “How should I judge?” Solomon replied: “Give the 

sheep to the field’s owner to benefit by them and give the field to the sheep’s owner 

to tend until it is returned to its original state. Then each man returns to the other his 

property. Thus, the field’s owner will get his field and the sheep’s owner his sheep.” 

David confirmed that that was the right judgement, and he ordered it to be carried 

out. 

Both David and Solomon judged according to their own discretion, but God was 

observing their judgement. He inspired Solomon to give the verdict that was fairer. 

David’s judgement aimed to compensate the field’s owner for the damage done to 

him, which establishes justice. But Solomon’s judgement added to justice a 

constructive dimension. Thus, justice became a motive to initiate constructive effort. 
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This is a higher level of justice, one which was given by God’s inspiration. 

Both David and Solomon were given wisdom and knowledge: “Yet We gave sound 

judgement and knowledge to both of them.” (Verse 79) There was nothing wrong with 

David’s judgement, but that of Solomon’s went a step further because it was 

inspired. 

The s rah moves on to show what was given specifically to each of these prophets, 

starting with the father: “And We caused the mountains to join David in extolling Our 

limitless glory, and likewise the birds. We are indeed able to do [all things]. And We taught 

him how to make garments for you, so that they may fortify you against all that which may 

cause you fear. Will you, then, give thanks?” (Verses 79-80) 

A Special Gift to a Special Man 

David was famous for his Psalms, which were hymns that he chanted in his 

melodious voice. They were echoed by his surroundings, including the mountains 

and birds. When a human being feels his bond with God alive in his heart, he feels 

that the entire universe responds to him. All impediments and barriers separating 

different kinds of creatures are thus removed, so that they join together in one great, 

universal entity. In such moments of clarity, man’s soul is united with all about it. It 

is no longer distinct from its surroundings. Indeed it is one with all that is around it. 

As we read these verses we can imagine David chanting his Psalms, oblivious to 

his own separate entity, letting his soul move freely in the universe, looking at God’s 

animate and inanimate creation. He feels that they echo his chanting and in this way 

respond to him. The entire universe thus becomes an orchestra singing a marvellous 

tune of God’s praise and glorification. “The seven heavens extol His limitless glory, as 

does the earth, and all who dwell in them. Indeed every single thing extols His glory and 

praise, but you cannot understand their praises.” (17: 44) The one who understands such 

praises is a person who sheds all barriers and separations. He is one who turns to 

God. 

“We caused the mountains to join David in extolling Our limitless glory, and likewise the 

birds. We are indeed able to do [all things].” (Verse 79) There is nothing difficult for God 

when He wills to have it done or put in place, regardless of whether it is familiar or 

not to mankind. 

“And We taught him how to make garments for you, so that they may fortify you against 

all that which may cause you fear. Will you, then, give thanks?” (Verse 80) That was how 

God taught him to make shields using interconnected rings. Shields were previously 

made of long plates. Small, interconnected rings can make a shield that is easier to 

use and more flexible. It seems that it was David who invented this, as God 
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instructed him to do. God reminds people of His favour in teaching David this art so 

as to protect them in wartime: “So that they may fortify you against all that which may 

cause you fear.” The verse ends with a question that encourages them to do the right 

thing: “Will you, then, give thanks?” 

Human civilization has moved step by step in its discoveries, because he task that 

man was given to build life on earth allowed him to move one step at a time, to 

reorganize his life after each advance. Reorganizing life according to a new system is 

not easy for the human soul, because it shakes its foundations and alters its habits. A 

period of readjustment is thus needed until man settles into his new system. God in 

His wisdom has willed to allow a period of resettlement, long or short as it may be, 

after each leap forward. 

In our own times, however, an important cause of anxiety that is characteristic is 

the rapidity of scientific and social changes which do not allow humanity a period of 

resettlement. Man is not given the chance to adapt to new conditions or recognize 

their merits. 

The case of Solomon was even greater: “To Solomon We subjected the stormy wind, so 

that it sped at his behest towards the land which We had blessed. It is We who have knowledge 

of everything. And of the evil ones, [We assigned him] some that dived for him into the sea 

and performed other works besides; but it was We who kept a watch over them.” (Verses 81-

82) Reports of all types are given about Solomon, most derived from Israelite sources 

and interwoven with unfounded myth. We will not go into this maze, but will rather 

confine our discussion to what is stated in the Qur’ n. Nothing else about Solomon is 

certain. 

The Qur’ nic text here states that winds, in their stormy conditions, were made 

subservient to Solomon, moving at his bidding to the blessed land, which was most 

probably Palestine, given it was earlier described as such in Abraham’s story. The 

question asked here though is how all this was done. 

There is the story of the magic carpet which is said to have carried Solomon and 

his courtiers to Palestine and back in a very short period, while camel caravans took 

a month to cover the same distance. This report relies on what is mentioned in 

another s rah: “To Solomon [We made subservient] the wind: its morning course [covered 

the distance of] a month’s journey, and its evening course, a month’s journey.” (34: 12) The 

Qur’ n though does not mention anything about a magic carpet, nor do we find it in 

any authentic report. Thus we cannot say anything further about it. 

It is safer to explain this statement about the wind by saying that it was directed, 

by God’s will, to the blessed land in a cycle lasting one month each way. How? As 

we have said, we cannot ask such a question about the operation of God’s will, which 

is free and unrestrained. It is God’s will that creates the laws of nature and sets them 
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in operation. What we know of the laws operating in the universe is very little. There 

is nothing to preclude that other laws, about which we know nothing, are in 

operation, but their effects may surface only when God wills: “It is We who have 

knowledge of everything.” (Verse 81) Unlike human knowledge, God’s knowledge is 

complete and perfect. 

The same applies to making the jinn subservient to Solomon such that they dive 

into the depths of the sea, or deep into the earth, to bring him some of its hidden 

riches or to perform other works. The word jinn includes in its meaning everything 

that is concealed, hidden or unknown. Qur’ nic texts mention a type of creature 

unknown to us, called the Jinn. It was from among these that God assigned some to 

Solomon to dive in the sea and do his bidding. Furthermore, God kept watch over 

them so that they did not escape or rebel. It is He who holds sway over all His 

creatures, putting them to whatever purpose He chooses in any way He likes. 

God tested David and Solomon with what pleases people. David was tested in 

connection with the administration of justice, while Solomon’s test involved nobly 

bred, swift-footed steeds, as is detailed in S rah 38. So we will leave that for now. 

Both David and Solomon persevered, sought God’s forgiveness and passed their 

tests. They remained grateful to God for His favours. 

A Test of Hardship for a Prophet 

The s rah also provides us with the example of Job, the Prophet, (peace be upon 

him), being tested with hardship: 

And remember Job, when he cried out to his Lord. Affliction has befallen me, but of all 
those who show mercy You are the most merciful.’ We responded to him and removed 
all the affliction he suffered. We restored to him his family and as many more with 
them, as an act of grace from Ourself, and as a reminder to all who worship Us. 
(Verses 83-84) 

Job’s story is one of the finest that centres on a test. Qur’ nic texts mentioning Job 

only speak in general terms, giving few details. In this particular instance, the s rah 

mentions Job’s supplication and God’s response, because the overall atmosphere of 

the s rah is one of grace bestowed from on high on His prophets and the care He 

takes of them when He tests them. This applies in all test situations, including 

rejection by their peoples, as with Abraham, Lot and Noah; power and wealth as 

with David and Solomon; or hardship with Job. 

Job’s prayer, as mentioned here, does not go beyond describing his condition and 

emphasizing God’s attributes: “And remember job, when he cried out to his Lord: 
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Affliction has befallen me, but of all those who show mercy You are the most merciful.’” 

(Verse 83) He does not appeal for his condition to be changed, because he wants to 

remain patient in adversity. Nor does he suggest anything to his Lord. His is an 

attitude of perfect humility before Him. Thus, he is God’s model servant: neither 

panicking in a situation of adversity nor expressing frustration at the hardship he 

endures. Indeed, his is considered a test of the highest severity.2 He is reluctant even 

to pray to God to lift his hardship. Therefore, he leaves the matter entirely to God, 

knowing that He knows his situation and does not need his prayer. 

At the moment Job addressed his Lord with such confidence and humility, his 

prayer was answered and God’s grace was bestowed on him in abundance. His test 

was over: “We responded to him and relieved all the affliction he suffered. We restored to 

him his family and as many more with them.” (Verse 84) His personal affliction was 

removed, and his health was restored. This indicates complete recovery, leaving no 

trace of illness. The affliction which concerned his family was also lifted. God 

compensated him for the one he had lost by giving him twice as many. It is said that 

he had lost his children, and God gave him twice their number, or He might have 

given him new children and grandchildren. 

All this was as “an act of grace from Ourself,” because every blessing is an act of 

God’s grace. It was also “a reminder to all who worship Us.” It reminds them of God 

and the tests He may put us through, and of His grace that will not fail to follow the 

hardship. The test to which Job was put provides an example for all mankind, and 

his patient endurance sets a model for all to follow. 

The reference to those “who worship Us” within the context of hard tests is 

especially significant. Such worshippers may be subjected to tests and hardship. To 

endure with patience is a requirement of faith and worship. The whole matter is very 

serious. Faith is a trust which is given only to those who are able to shoulder its 

responsibility and endure its hardship. It is not mere words, carelessly uttered by 

anyone. 

The s rah then refers very briefly to three other prophets: “And remember Ishmael, 

Idr s and Dhu’l-Kifl: they all were men of constancy and patience. We admitted them to Our 

grace, for they were among the righteous.” (Verses 85-86) Again with all three the quality 

of patience in adversity is highlighted. Ishmael showed his patience when he was 

required to submit himself for sacrifice, and he duly did so, saying to his father, 

Abraham: “Father, do as you are bidden. You will find me, if God so wills, among those who 

                                                 
2 There are numerous reports about what happened to Job, some of which are clearly exaggerated. 
Some suggest that he suffered an illness that made people turn away from him, unable to look at him. 
Thus was he left outside the city. We have no reliable evidence to support this. It is indeed contrary to 
what a messenger of God is like. What Qur’ nic texts suggest however is that he suffered hardship 
within himself and within his family. That is more than enough as a test for anyone. — Author’s note. 
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are patient in adversity.” (37: 102) 

As for Idrīs, as we noted earlier, we know nothing about his time or where he 

lived. Some people suggest that he was Osiris, whom the Egyptians worshipped after 

his death and invented some legends concerning him. He is said to have been the 

first teacher of mankind, from whom farming and industry were learned. But we 

have no evidence to support this. We need only know that he was patient in some 

good way that merits a record in God’s book. 

Dhu’l-Kifl is also unknown: we cannot determine when or where he lived. 

Perhaps he was one of the Israelite prophets, or among their most pious and God-

fearing people. It is also said that before one of their prophets died, he guaranteed 

that he would take care of the Children of Israel, giving a warrant that he would 

spend the night in worship, fast during the day and not allow anger to take hold of 

him when he ruled in a dispute. He honoured all his commitments. It is said that he 

was called Dhu’l-Kifl because of this, since his name refers to such practices.3 But 

none of these details is supported by evidence. The Qur’ nic text here is sufficient to 

credit him with being patient in adversity, a highly rewarding quality. 

“We admitted them to Our grace, for they were among the righteous.” (Verse 86) This is 

why they are mentioned in this s rah. 

Swallowed by the Whale 

We then have a brief outline of Jonah’s story to fit with the approach followed in 

this s rah. It is however given in more detail in S rah 37, al-Ş ff t 

And remember Dhu’l-N n, when he went away in anger, thinking that We would not 
force him into a tight situation! But then he cried out in the deep darkness: ‘There is 
no deity other than You! Limitless are You in Your glory! I have done wrong indeed!’ 
So We responded to him and delivered him from his distress. Thus do We deliver those 
who have faith. (Verses 87-88) 

Jonah is here called Dhu’l-Nūn, which means ‘man of the whale’ because he was 

swallowed by the whale and then thrown out. He was sent to a particular city, and 

he called on its people to believe in God, but they rejected both him and his message. 

By way of response to their stubbornness, he left in anger. He showed little 

inclination to persevere with them on account of their rejection. He thought that God 

would not restrict him to a particular place, given there were many cities and 

communities, and that he would thus be directed to go somewhere else. This is what 

is meant by the expression rendered here as “thinking that We would not force him into 

                                                 
3 The name Dhu’l-Kifl means ‘the one giving a guarantee’. — Editor’s note. 
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a tight situation!” 

Angry and frustrated, he walked away, and found himself sometime later by the 

sea, where he saw a laden boat. He boarded it. When the boat was in the middle of 

the sea, it was apparent that its load was too heavy. The shipmaster said that one 

passenger must be thrown overboard in order to give the rest a chance to survive. 

They all drew lots and the draw fell to Jonah. The other passengers threw him into 

the sea, or he might have jumped overboard. It was then that the whale swallowed 

him and he found himself in a most tight situation. He felt shrouded by several 

layers of darkness: the darkness of the whale’s belly, the darkness of the deep blue 

sea and the darkness of the night. At this moment, he cried out: “There is no deity other 

than You! Limitless are You in Your glory! I have done wrong indeed.” (Verse 87) God 

answered his prayer and saved him from the distress he was suffering. The whale 

thus threw him out near the shore. The remainder of his story is taken up in S rah 37, 

al-Ş ff t. 

There are in Jonah’s story some significant points we need to reflect upon. First, 

Jonah did not initially show enough patience and willingness to endure the 

difficulties of delivering God’s message. He quickly became fed up, abandoned his 

people and moved on, angry and frustrated. He felt his situation to be very tight. But 

God exposed him to a much tighter and harder distress as compared with the 

opposition of unbelievers. Had Jonah not turned to his Lord in repentance and 

admitted that he had wronged himself by leaving his position of duty, he would not 

have been relieved of his distress. It was God’s care that saved him. 

The advocates of a message must be ready to bear the burden involved in such 

advocacy, remain patient in the face of rejection and vicious opposition. When a 

person is certain of the truth of the message he advocates, he finds the opposition of 

people who accuse him of false inventions and deliberate lying difficult to handle. 

Yet to remain patient in the face of such adversity is only part of the duties of such 

advocacy. Those who are entrusted with delivering a message and advocate the truth 

must remain patient, face the difficulties and persevere with their advocacy. They 

must continue to present their message to people and call on them to believe in it, 

time after time. 

Such advocates cannot give in to despair. They cannot give up on people, 

believing that they will never respond to the truth, no matter how much opposition 

they face, and how often they are rejected and accused of falsehood. If their hundred 

attempts to touch people’s hearts meet with failure, their next attempt may have a 

positive result. Indeed, such a result may come only after one thousand and one 

attempts. Hence, if they have already tried a thousand times and failed, they should 

try once more in the hope that, with God’s grace, their next attempt will be more 

successful. 
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The way a message must follow in order to touch people’s hearts is neither easy 

nor comfortable. Positive responses may not be forthcoming. A great heap of false 

beliefs, erring practices, customs, traditions and situations weigh heavily on people’s 

hearts and minds. This heap must be removed, and hearts must be revived in every 

possible way. A touch on every sensitive receptor must be made to try to find the 

effective nerve. With determination and diligence the right touch will inevitably be 

made, and a complete transformation of the addressee is achieved. We are often 

surprised that a thousand attempts may be made with one particular person, but 

without success. Then a casual gesture, coming at the right time, touches the right 

cord, and the person concerned goes through a complete transformation without any 

difficulty. 

A comparison may be made with trying to find a particular radio station. We turn 

the tuning key to and fro, but we miss it despite taking full care to find it. Then 

suddenly a casual touch may hit upon it and we enjoy a good reception. The human 

heart is akin to a radio receiver. Advocates of the divine message must try hard to 

find the right spot that enables every heart to receive that message. When one 

thousand attempts have failed, the next one may succeed. 

It is easy for an advocate of the divine message to be angry when people turn 

away from him. To give up and quit is always easy. It may enable us to cool down. 

But of what service is that to the message itself? It is the message that is most 

important, not its advocate. If we are angry, we should remain patient. It is infinitely 

better for us not to lose heart and not to give up. 

An advocate is merely a tool in God’s hand, and God preserves His message better 

than us. We must discharge our duty however hard the opposition we may face. We 

then leave the matter to God, and He gives guidance to whomever He pleases. In the 

story of Jonah we thus have a good example to reflect upon. His return to his Lord 

and acknowledgement of his error provide a good lesson. Furthermore, in the grace 

God showed him, answering the prayer he addressed through the compounded 

darkness, gives us great hope: “Thus do We deliver those who have faith.” (Verse 88) 

One Community Throughout History 

Along the same lines of its brief accounts of different prophets, the s rah gives a 

quick reference to Zachariah and his son John, highlighting how God responded to 

Zachariah and answered his prayers: 

And remember Zachariah when he cried out to his Lord: My Lord! Do not leave me 
alone, although You are the best of inheritors.’ So We responded to him and gave him 
John, having cured his wife for him. They all would vie with one another in doing 
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good works, and would call on Us in yearning and awe. They were always humble 
before Us. (Verses 89-90) 

The story of John’s birth is given in detail in S rahs 19 and 3, Maryam and the 

House of `Imr n. Here it is given very briefly to fit with the rest of the s rah. It begins 

with Zachariah’s prayer, ‘My Lord, do not leave me alone,’ without a successor to take 

care of the temple. Zachariah was in charge of the temple where the Israelites offered 

their worship, before the birth of Jesus. However, Zachariah does not forget that the 

ultimate custodian of faith and property is God Himself: “You are the best of 

inheritors.” He only needs a successor who will attend well to the faith and to his 

family. People are the medium to fulfil God’s will on earth. 

The answer to this prayer was swift and direct at the same time. “So We responded 

to him and gave him John, having cured his wife for him.” (Verse 90) She was barren, 

unable to bear children. The s rah overlooks all details to give us the ultimate result 

of God’s response to Zachariah’s prayer. “They all would vie with one another in doing 

good works.” Hence, God gave an immediate response to that prayer. They “would call 

on Us in yearning and awe.” They yearned to earn God’s pleasure and were in awe of 

incurring His displeasure. Their hearts were alive, always hopeful. “They were always 

humble before Us,” showing no arrogance. 

It was Zachariah’s and his wife’s good characteristics that deserved that God 

should bless them with a goodly son, John. Thus, the whole family was blessed, fully 

deserving of God’s grace. 

Finally, Mary is mentioned along with her son: “And remember her who guarded her 

chastity, whereupon We breathed into her of Our spirit and caused her, together with her son, 

to become a sign to all mankind.” (Verse 91) 

We note that Mary is not mentioned here by name, because the main reference in 

the chain of prophets is to her son, while she is second to him in this account. 

Reference is made to her main quality that is related to her son.4 Thus she is the one 

“who guarded her chastity,” keeping herself pure of all sexual contact. Normally, this 

expression of guarding one’s chastity is used to refer to marriage, because it protects 

against sin. Here it refers to its primary meaning, which is purity of all contact, 

whether legitimate or not. Thus, Mary is held innocent of all accusations levelled by 

the Jews against her and against Joseph the carpenter, who was with her in the 

service of the temple. The Gospels now in circulation claim that he married her but 

did not consummate the marriage and she remained a virgin. 

                                                 
4 A number of eminent scholars, notably Ibn azm, rank Mary among prophets, citing in evidence her 
mention in this s rah, as well as her listing in S rah 19, Maryam, with a number of prophets and then 
referring to them all in Verse 58 as prophets. — Editor’s note. 
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So, Mary guarded her chastity, and God breathed into her of His spirit. The 

breathing is left general here, unlike S rah 66, The Prohibition, where its location is 

mentioned. We discussed this in our commentary on S rah 19, Maryam. In order to 

stick to the general atmosphere generated by the text of this s rah, we prefer not to 

add any details here, confining ourselves only to what is directly mentioned. 

We “caused her, together with her son, to become a sign to all mankind.” (Verse 91) 

Indeed she was a unique sign, without similar example, whether in the past or in the 

future, a single such case in the history of mankind. Such a special case is worthy of 

our contemplation, for by doing so we recognize God’s power, unrestricted as it is by 

anything whatsoever. It is the power that designs natural laws and sets them in 

operation, but which is not subservient to them. It remains free of all restrictions. 

At the end of this fast moving round, referring to different messengers, types of 

tests, and forms of God’s grace and mercy, the s rah gives a final comment: “Surely, 

your community is but one community, and I am your only Lord. So, worship Me alone.” 

(Verse 92) 

This is the community of prophets: a single community, sharing the same faith, 

following the same course, and turning to God alone. Thus we have a single 

community on earth, and a single Lord in heaven. He has no partners. No one can be 

worshipped but Him. This whole community follows the same line, acknowledging a 

single will in heaven and on earth. Thus, this whole round dovetails with the central 

theme of the s rah, emphasizing the right faith based on the concept of God’s 

oneness, which is confirmed by all universal laws. 
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4 

A Mercy for Mankind 

But people have divided themselves into factions. 

Yet to Us shall they all return. (93) 

Whoever does righteous deeds and is a believer 

withal, his endeavour shall not be lost: We shall 

record it in his favour. (94) 

It is forbidden that any community We have ever 

destroyed should not return [to Us]. (95) 

When Gog and Magog are let loose and swarm 

down from every corner, (96) 

when the true promise draws close [to its 

fulfilment], staring in horror shall be the eyes of 

the unbelievers, [and they will exclaim:] ‘Oh, woe 

to us! Of this we were indeed heedless. We have 

assuredly done wrong.’ (97) 

You and all that you were wont to worship 

instead of God are but the fuel of hell: that is 

what you are destined for. (98) 

If those [objects of your worship] had truly been 

divine, they would not have been destined for it. 

But there all shall abide. (99) 
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There they will be groaning with anguish, and 

bereft of hearing. (100) 

But those for whom [the decree of] ultimate good 

has already gone forth from Us will be kept far 

away from that hell, (101) 

hearing none of its hissing sound. They will abide 

in all that their souls have ever desired. (102) 

The Supreme Terror will cause them no grief, 

since the angels will receive them with the greeting, 

‘This is your day which you were promised.’ 

(103) 

On that day We shall roll up the heavens like a 

scroll of parchment. As We brought into being 

the first creation, so We shall bring it forth anew. 

That is a promise We willed upon Ourselves. 

We are indeed able to do all things. (104) 

We wrote in the Psalms, after the Reminder 

[given to Moses] that ‘the righteous among My 

servants shall inherit the earth.’ (105) 

In this, there is a message for people who worship 

God. (106) 

We have sent you as a [manifestation of Our] 
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Overview 

This is the last passage of this s rah which showed us first a number of God’s 

universal laws that testify to the oneness of the Creator. It then showed us God’s law 

in sending messengers to advocate a message testifying to the unity of the 

community of believers and their single faith. Now the s rah gives us a scene of the 

Last Hour and its signs. We see here the destiny of those who associate partners with 

God as well as the destiny of those alleged partners. God is seen as the Lord of all 

who conducts the affairs of the entire universe. Following this, we have two 

statements: the first establishes the rule that governs who inherits the earth, while the 

second shows God’s grace bestowed on all worlds in the form of sending His final 

Messenger, Muhammad (peace be upon him). 

grace towards all the worlds. (107) 

Say: ‘It has been revealed to me that your God is 

the One and only God: will you, then, surrender 

yourselves to Him?’ (108) 

If they turn away, say: ‘I have proclaimed this in 

equity to all of you alike; but I do not know 

whether that which you are promised is imminent 

or far off. (109) 

He certainly knows all that is said openly, just as 

He knows all that you would conceal. (110) 

For all I know, this may be but a trial for you, 

and a short reprieve.’ (111) 

 Say: ‘My Lord, judge You in truth!’ and [say]: 

‘Our Lord is the Most Merciful whose help is 

ever to be sought against all [the blasphemies] you 

utter.’ (112) 
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At this point, the Prophet is ordered to leave the unbelievers alone to face their 

destiny which will be determined by God. The Prophet seeks God’s help to face their 

opposition and ridicule, as well as their indulgence in idle pleasures when the Day of 

Reckoning is so near. 

Rules That Never Fail 

The followers of all God’s messengers belong to one community, sharing the same 

faith and the same beliefs. The basis on which this community is built is the belief in 

God’s oneness, which is testified to by universal laws. It is the central, unchanged 

belief advocated by all messengers, right from the very beginning to the last and final 

message. As new messages were given, certain details were added to the code of 

living that should be established on the basis of this central belief. These additions 

suited the abilities and development of each community and each new generation. 

They responded to the increased richness of human experience which makes new 

generations able to fulfil new types of legislation, meeting their increased needs and 

responding to their social and material advancement. 

Despite the fact that the followers of all messengers constitute a single community, 

and despite the fact that all divine messages share the same basis, those followers 

divided themselves into factions. Each group took a portion and went away, 

allowing controversy to stir between them, and thus leading to division and hostility. 

Indeed this happened among the followers of a single messenger, with some eager to 

kill others in the name of the faith, which they all shared. 

They have divided themselves into factions in this life, but they will all return to 

God in the life to come: “Yet to Us shall they all return.” (Verse 93) The end is with 

Him, when they will face the reckoning and He requites them for what they do in 

this present life. 

“Whoever does righteous deeds and is a believer withal, his endeavour shall not be lost: We 

shall record it in his favour.” (Verse 94) This is the law of action and reward. No one 

shall suffer any loss of any good deed based on faith. All such deeds are recorded 

with God who never loses sight of anything. 

It is essential that good action should be based on true faith in order to have its 

true value and to flourish. Moreover, good action is necessary so that faith can yield 

its fruits and prove its existence. 

Faith is the central basis of life, because it provides true and real contact between 

man and the universe. Indeed faith is the bond that ties the universe and all living 

creatures to their only Creator. It outlines the single law that operates in the universe 

by God’s will. No structure can be raised without a basis or a foundation. When we 
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say that good action is the edifice, it has to stand upon a firm foundation, which is 

faith. Otherwise, it collapses. 

Good action is the fruit of faith which proves its active presence in man’s 

conscience. Islam in particular is an active faith: once it establishes its roots in man’s 

conscience, it manifests itself in good action. It is like a ripe fruit pointing to the roots 

stretching below the surface. 

Hence, the Qur’ n always associates faith with good deeds, whenever it mentions 

deeds and their reward. There is no reward for a belief that remains idle, motivating 

no good action. Nor is there any reward for action that is cut off from its roots of 

faith. A good action that is not based on faith is a mere coincidence, because it is not 

related to a well defined system or a consistent law. It is merely a whim that does not 

stem from the right motivation. The right motivation is faith in God who is pleased 

with good action, because it provides the means to build a sound structure in this 

universe and the means to achieve the excellence that God wants for this present life. 

Thus, good action is seen to be a movement towards an objective that is linked to the 

ultimate goal of life. It is never a fleeting whim or an aimless coincidence. 

Reward for good action is given in the life to come, even though parts of it may be 

advanced in this present life. Those cities which suffered total destruction will 

inevitably return to receive their ultimate requital. It is not possible that they will not 

be returned: “It is forbidden that any community We have ever destroyed should not return 

[to Us].” (Verse 95) 

The s rah mentions these cities in particular, after the statement, “Yet to Us shall 

they all return,” because it may occur to us that their destruction in this life was their 

final reckoning and punishment. Hence the s rah emphatically asserts that they will 

return. The assertion is given in a prohibited form whereby non-return is impossible. 

It is for sure a rather peculiar mode of expression. Therefore, some commentators 

and translators have interpreted it as a negation of a return of those communities to 

this present life after they were destroyed, or a negation of their turning back from 

their erring ways. Neither interpretation is necessary. It is better to take the text as it 

is, because its meaning is quite clear. 

One Destiny for Idol and Worshipper 

We are then presented with a scene of the Day of Resurrection, starting with a sign 

that signals its approach. This sign is the opening of the gates for Gog and Magog: 

When Gog and Magog are let loose and swarm down from every corner, when the true 
promise draws close [to its fulfilment], staring in horror shall be the eyes of the 
unbelievers, [and they will exclaim:] ‘Oh, woe to us! Of this we were indeed heedless. 
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We have assuredly done wrong.’ (Verses 96-97) 

When we discussed the account given in S rah 18, The Cave, of Dhu’l-Qarnayn 

and its reference to Gog and Magog, we said that the true promise of the hereafter 

may have already drawn close to its fulfilment when the Tartars swarmed eastwards 

to destroy states and empires. Indeed at the time of the Prophet himself, the Qur’ n 

states clearly: “The Last Hour has drawn close.” (54: 1) Nevertheless, its drawing close 

does not specify a particular time when it will actually take place. To God, time is 

totally different from our own calculation of days, months and years. 

What is intended here is to describe what happens on that day when it actually 

arrives, and to introduce it with a miniature scene of what is familiar to human 

beings. This is the scene of Gog and Magog being let loose, and their swarming down 

from every corner in a fast moving image. The Qur’ n often uses notions that are 

familiar to man and elevates these to draw scenes of the hereafter. 

The scene portrayed here stresses the element of surprise that takes the onlookers: 

Thus, “staring in horror shall be the eyes of the unbelievers.” (Verse 97) They shall not 

wink because of the great horror that has taken them by surprise. The text uses 

inversion here to bring forward the actual stirring in order to provide added 

emphasis. 

The s rah does not go on to describe their condition further. Instead, it shows them 

speaking to give more life to the scene: “Oh, woe to us! Of this we were indeed heedless. 

We have assuredly done wrong.” (Verse 97) This is the cry of one in utter distress. He is 

at a total loss, his eyes are stirring and he invokes a curse upon himself, 

acknowledging his past errors, and repents when repentance is no longer of any use. 

When this confession is made in such shock, the final verdict is announced. It 

cannot be changed: “You and all that you were wont to worship instead of God are but the 

fuel of hell: that is what you are destined for.” (Verse 98) 

The style employed here shows them as if they are now facing the ultimate 

reckoning, being taken to hell together with their worshipped idols. They are 

practically thrown in it mercilessly, as though they are small pebbles and hell is 

being stoned with them. At this moment, they are shown the falsity of their claims 

that these were deities. The proof is seen in that very scene: “If those [objects of your 

worship] had truly been divine, they would not have been destined for it.” (Verse 99) This is 

logical proof taken from a scene showing them, while they are still in this life, 

something that takes place in the hereafter. The s rah then goes on to show them 

actually in hell, describing their abode and conditions in it. They are in a state that 

deprives them of their receptive faculties: “But there all shall abide. There they will be 

groaning with anguish, and bereft of hearing.” (Verses 99-100) 
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Believers, on the other hand, are spared all this hardship, because they have been 

promised a goodly life in the hereafter: “But those for whom [the decree of] ultimate good 

has already gone forth from Us will be kept far away from that hell, hearing none of its hissing 

sound. They will abide in all that their souls have ever desired.” (Verses 101-102) 

The phrase, ‘its hissing sound’, or its one word equivalent in Arabic used here, 

has sah , belongs to a number of Qur’ nic terms with sounds that impart meaning. It 

describes the sound of the fire as it rages and burns. It is an extremely frightening 

sound. Hence, those given the promise of a good destiny are spared that sound, let 

alone suffering it. They are saved from the terror that leaves the unbelievers in a state 

of utter loss. Instead they enjoy whatever they desire, in complete security and bliss. 

They are warmly received by the angels, who give them comforting company, when 

the general atmosphere is one of horror: “The Supreme Terror will cause them no grief 

since the angels will receive them with the greeting, ‘This is your day which you were 

promised.’” (Verse 103) 

The scene is now drawn to its close, showing the ultimate state of the universe, 

which contributes to the great terror that overwhelms all on that day: “On that day 

We shall roll up the heavens like a scroll of parchment.” (Verse 104) Thus, the heavens are 

folded up since all matters have been settled, the reckoning is over, and the universe 

known to man has no further function to perform. A new world is born in a new 

universe: “As We brought into being the first creation, so We shall bring it forth anew. That 

is a promise We willed upon Ourselves. We are indeed able to do all things.” (Verse 104) 

Who Inherits the World 

Having drawn a strong image showing the end of the universe and all living 

creatures, the s rah now makes clear the divine law that determines who inherits the 

earth. In the end it is God’s righteous servants who will be the masters of the earth. 

The two scenes are interlinked: “We wrote in the Psalms, after the Reminder [given to 

Moses] that ‘the righteous among My servants shall inherit the earth.’” (Verse 105) 

As it is given in Arabic, this verse may be read in two ways. The first considers the 

Psalms as certain scriptures given in particular to the Prophet David (peace be upon 

him). In this case, the reminder’ is a reference to the Torah which was revealed 

earlier than the Psalms. The other reading makes of the term zab r a description of 

every revealed book, which is a portion of the original book recorded in the guarded 

Tablet, which in this case would be what the word ‘reminder’ refers to. This Tablet, 

thus, represents the complete version and the final authority to which all divine laws 

refer. 

Be that as it may, the statement, ‘We wrote in the Psalms, after the Reminder,’ is made 

here to explain the established rule God has put into operation concerning the 
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succession to the earth. This means that ‘the righteous among My servants shall inherit 

the earth.’ But what does this inheritance entail, and who are the righteous among 

God’s servants? 

God gave the earth to Adam so that he could fulfil his charge of building the earth, 

setting it on its right course so it could develop. This included utilization of its 

resources and treasures, and the exploitation of its apparent and concealed potentials 

so as to attain the highest possible standard that could be reached. 

God set out a complete code or way of life for mankind to implement in their life 

on earth. This is based on faith and good action. God’s final message includes a 

detailed account of this way of life, together with laws that ensure its freedom from 

distortion and which provide balance and harmony in its every step. 

This code does not make the development of the earth and the use of its resources 

and utilization of potentials an aim in itself. It should rather be coupled with taking 

good care of man’s conscience, so that man attains the highest standard he is capable 

of achieving. It protects man from sinking to the level of animals in the midst of a 

blooming material civilization. There must be no drop in the human side of man’s 

life while great strides are made in the exploitation of apparent and latent resources. 

On the way to achieving such balance and harmony the scales may tilt one way at 

one time and the other on a different occasion. It may happen that tyranny prevails, 

or that power may be concentrated in the hands of some unbelievers who are able to 

materially exploit the resources and wealth of the earth. All these will remain 

experiences that mankind has to go through at one stage or another, but the ultimate 

inheritance will fall to God’s righteous servants who combine faith with good action. 

These two elements go hand in hand in their lives. 

Whenever faith in the heart combines with the will to work in any community, it 

inherits the land. But when these two elements separate, then the scales tilt the other 

way, and tyranny or exploitation ensue. Power may fall to those who are keen to 

utilize all material resources, if those who claim to be believers neglect their 

utilization. This happens when believers are devoid of the true and genuine type of 

faith that provides the motivation to do good and build a proper human life on earth. 

It should be remembered that it is through such good work that man discharges the 

task assigned to him by God. 

All the believers need do is bring into practice the full meaning of their belief, 

which is good action and the fulfilment of their duty, in order that God’s promise of 

inheriting the earth is fulfilled. It is active and conscientious workers among 

believers that are described as God’s righteous servants. 

As the s rah draws to its close, its rhythm takes on a similar note to that of its 

opening: “In this, there is a message for people who worship God. We have sent you as a 
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[manifestation of Our] grace towards all the worlds.” (Verses 106-107) This Qur’ n, and 

the laws it reveals of nature, the universe, human destiny both in this present life and 

in the life to come, and the rules that govern action and reward, provide a clear 

message. This message is appreciated by those who are ready to receive God’s 

guidance. These are the ones who are described here as ‘people who worship God.’ For, 

a true worshipper is the one who has a soft heart, ready to receive a message, ponder 

over it and make use of it in his life. 

A Manifestation of Grace 

God has sent His last Messenger as a manifestation of His grace to all mankind. 

He takes them by the hand to show them divine guidance. It is only those who are 

ready to receive such guidance that benefit by it, but God’s grace is bestowed on 

believers and unbelievers alike. 

The code of living given to us through the Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon 

him) is one that ensures the happiness f all mankind, and which will lead to the 

highest level of perfection humanity can attain. Muhammad’s message was given to 

mankind at a time when it attained its full mental maturity. Hence, it is a book open 

to all minds across all generations. It includes the unchangeable fundamentals of 

human life, and it is ready to meet changing needs that are known only to the One 

who created man, and who knows His creation well. He is most kind and aware of 

all things. 

This book sets out the principles and the framework of a permanent code for an 

ever-renewing human life, leaving to human beings the task of deducing detailed 

rules necessary for organizing their relations as life progresses. It is also up to human 

beings to determine the methods and the means of implementation, according to 

their different situations and circumstances, without conflict with the principles of 

the permanent code. 

Having guaranteed the right to freedom of thought and established the society 

that allows the human mind to think, this book also allows the human mind the 

freedom to determine what actions need to be taken. Thus, under Islam and within 

its fundamental principles, man is free to develop and progress towards the highest 

attainable standard of human life. 

All human experience, up to the present moment, confirms that the Islamic 

system, in general, remains ahead of man’s progress, able to provide the 

environment that ensures steady human progress in all directions. It will always be 

ahead of human life, providing the lead, and never restraining its march. In meeting 

human desire for development and progress, Islam never suppresses any human 

potential whether of individuals or the community. Nor does it deprive them of their 
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ability to enjoy the fruits of their efforts or the pleasures of life. 

The most important aspect of this code of living is that it is both balanced and 

coherent. It neither advocates physical torment in order to elevate man’s spirit, nor 

does it neglect the spiritual dimension in order to indulge in physical pleasures. It 

neither imposes restrictions on the individual and his healthy, natural desires in 

order to serve the interests of the community or the state, nor does it give rein to the 

individual’s deviant desires at the expense of the safety of the community. 

It is clear that all the tasks the Islamic code of living assigns to man are within his 

ability and serve his interests. Moreover, he has been given the means and faculties 

that help him fulfil these tasks, looking at them as desirable, even though he may at 

times have to contend with difficulties and hardships in order to achieve them. 

The message of Muhammad (peace be upon him) was a manifestation of grace to 

his own people and to humanity at large. The principles he laid down sounded 

strange at first because humanity was then far removed from a truly sound practical 

and spiritual life. After the revelation of the message of Islam, humanity drew 

gradually closer to these principles, which then started to sound familiar, acceptable 

and easy to implement. 

Islam calls for a humanity in which there is no room for ethnic or geographical 

distinction, united by its single faith and social system. To the human mind and in 

the prevailing conditions at the time, this sounded very strange. Noble classes then 

were accustomed to thinking of themselves as having a different make up to that of 

ordinary human beings. Yet humanity has been trying for nearly fourteen centuries 

to follow the lead of Islam, but it stumbles along the way because it does not benefit 

by the full light of Islam. It achieves only limited standards of the Islamic code, at 

least in what it professes to advocate. Still we find European and American countries 

holding on to disgraceful racial values which Islam removed at its very outset. 

Islam advocated full equality between all people under the law. It did this at a 

time when all humanity used to divide people into classes with a different law for 

each class. In fact a master’s will was the law in the age of slavery and feudalism. At 

that time it was very strange for humanity to hear a voice advocating the principle of 

full and universal equality under the law. Yet gradually humanity continues to try to 

achieve, at least theoretically, a measure of what Islam put in practice nearly 1,400 

years ago. 

Numerous other aspects confirm that Muhammad’s message was a manifestation 

of divine grace for all humanity, and that Muhammad (peace be upon him) was 

certainly sent to bring mercy and grace to mankind, including those who did not 

believe in him. All humanity has been influenced, willingly or unwillingly/, 

knowingly or unknowingly, by the code of living he outlined. This grace continues to 
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be available in plenty for anyone who wishes to benefit by it. Its implementation 

enables humanity to enjoy the lovely breeze of heaven to dispel the burning heat of 

the earth, especially these days. 

Today, humanity most urgently needs a fresh taste of this grace. Yet it persists in 

confusion as it gropes along in the maze of materialism, in the endless wars, and in 

the spiritual void in which it finds itself. 

An Appeal for Judgement 

Having highlighted this aspect of grace, the s rah states an order given by God to 

His Messenger. He is to confront those who deny the truth and ridicule his efforts. 

He is to identify the essence of his message as one which brings grace and mercy to 

all mankind: “Say: It has been revealed to me that your God is the One and only God: will 

you, then, surrender yourselves to Him?” (Verse 108) 

This is the most essential element of grace in the message of Islam. It is the belief 

in God’s absolute oneness that saves humanity from the burdens of ignorant myth, 

senseless idolatry and from the pressures of superstition. It establishes life on a firm 

basis, bonding it with universal existence, according to clear and consistent laws, 

leaving no room for whim or fleeting desire. It ensures that every human being is 

able to stand up with heads held high. Heads bow only to God, the One who holds 

absolute sway over all that exists. 

This is the path of grace: “will you, then, surrender yourselves to Him?” This is the 

only question God’s Messenger is directed to ask those who deny his message and 

indulge in ridicule. 

“If they turn away, say: ‘I have proclaimed this in equity to all of you alike.” (Verse 109) I 

have given you all that I have, and now both you and I have the same knowledge. A 

proclamation of the sort this verse hints at is one that takes place at a time of war so 

as to indicate the end of peace. This s rah, however, was revealed in Makkah, before 

war was made permissible in Islam. This means that the Prophet is commanded to 

declare to the unbelievers that he has given up on them, leaving them aware of their 

destiny, and of which he has warned them. Thus, they have no excuse. They will 

have to taste the bitter fruits of their actions, knowing full well what awaits them. 

“But I do not know whether that which you are promised is imminent or far off” (Verse 

109) I have made my declaration to you in all equity, and I have no idea when what 

you are warned will befall you. It is part of what belongs to what God has kept to 

Himself. He alone knows its timing, and knows when He will inflict His punishment, 

whether in this life or in the life to come. He further knows what people say in 

private as well as what they say in public. Nothing is kept outside God’s knowledge: 
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“He certainly knows all that is said openly, just as He knows all that you would conceal.” 

(Verse 110) 

Your situation is completely open. If He inflicts punishment on you, He does so on 

the basis of His perfect knowledge of all your affairs, public and private, overt or 

covert. On the other hand, when He delays punishment, He does so for a definite 

purpose. “For all I know, this may be but a trial for you, and a short reprieve.” (Verse 111) I 

have no knowledge of what God’s intention is behind this delay. He may wish to put 

you to a certain trial, allowing you some reprieve until a certain date He might have 

determined. When that time comes, He may inflict on you very severe punishment. 

With the issue left shrouded in mystery, the s rah jolts their hearts, and leaves 

them with the realization that all possibilities remain open. They thus remain 

apprehensive of the great surprise they may be in for. Their minds are alert, realizing 

that the pleasures that they have been allowed to indulge in may be a prelude to a 

trial that brings trouble and hardship. When people expect that punishment may be 

inflicted at any time, they remain edgy, looking for reassurance while anticipating 

that the curtains may rise at any time to reveal what has thus far been kept hidden 

from them. 

It is only human to overlook what may come at any time. Comforts and pleasures 

can be very deceptive, allowing people to forget that their knowledge is limited and 

that they do not know what God’s will may bring about at any time. Hence, this 

warning is meant to encourage people to keep their hearts and minds alert. They 

have thus been warned, and they have no excuse if they fail to heed the warning. 

Having discharged his trust, delivered his message, made his declaration in all 

fairness and warned people against forthcoming trials, the Prophet makes an appeal 

to his Lord. He requests God, the Most Merciful, to judge in fairness and in truth 

between him and those who ridicule his message. He seeks His help against their 

scheming, accusations and rejection, for help may be sought only from God: “Say: My 

Lord, judge You in truth!’ and [say]: ‘Our Lord is the Most Merciful whose help is ever to be 

sought against all that you claim.’” (112) 

The emphasis placed here on God’s abundant grace is significant. It is God, the 

Most Gracious and Merciful, who sent His Messenger and made this an act of His 

mercy. But he was met with rejection and ridicule by hardened unbelievers. It is He 

who can bestow His grace on His Messenger and give him support against their 

blasphemies. 

Thus the s rah ends on a powerful note, just as it opened with a powerful 

statement. The beginning and ending thus provide a profound and effective address. 
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S RAH 22 

Al-Hajj 
(The Pilgrimage) 

Prologue 

Parts of this s rah were revealed in Makkah and other parts in Madīnah, as is 

evident from the topics addressed. We note in particular that verses 38-41, which 

give the Muslim community permission to fight, and verse 60, which speaks about 

meting out the same punishment that is inflicted on Muslims by others, were 

revealed in Madīnah. Muslims were only allowed to fight or to exact similar 

punishment after the Prophet’s migration to Madīnah and the establishment of the 

Muslim state there. Prior to that, the Prophet stated that he had not received any 

directives allowing such action. He was replying to an offer made by the people of 

Madīnah who pledged their support to him. They stated that they were ready to kill 

all the unbelievers in Min . In response, he said: “I have not been told to do such a 

thing.” But when Madīnah became the land of the Muslim state, God permitted 

fighting to repel the unbelievers’ aggression and to defend the freedom of belief and 

worship. 

In its subject matter and its general ambiance, the s rah appears closer to the 

Qur’ nic s rahs revealed in Makkah. Issues like God’s oneness, the warning to be 

watchful for the Last Hour, evidence for the inevitable resurrection of all mankind, 

the fallacy of pagan beliefs based on associating partners with God, the scenes of the 

Day of Judgement, and drawing attention to universal signs pointing to God’s 

existence and power, are all very prominent in the s rah. Yet equally prominent are 

the many issues normally addressed in s rahs revealed in Madīnah. Apart from 

giving permission to the Muslim community to fight for God’s cause, the s rah 

addresses freedom of worship, the promises of God’s support to those who fight to 
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repel aggression, and the order to fight for God’s cause. 

A Starting Jolt 

The impressions the s rah generates in its various scenes and cited examples are 

those of power, strength, toughness and awe. It delivers clear warnings and alerts 

our sense of God consciousness, of fearing Him and submitting to His will. 

The scene of resurrection at the outset is one of power, striking fear in people’s 

hearts: “Mankind! Have fear of your Lord. The violent convulsion at the Last Hour will be 

awesome indeed. On the day when it comes, every suckling mother will utterly forget her 

nursling, and every woman heavy with child will cast her burden; and it will seem to you that 

all mankind are drunk, although they are not drunk. But severe indeed will be God’s 

punishment.” (Verses 1-2) 

The same may be said of the scene describing punishment in the hereafter: “For the 

unbelievers garments of fire shall be cut out; and scalding water will be poured over their 

heads, melting all that is in their bellies and their skin. In addition, there will be grips of iron 

for them. Whenever, in their anguish, they try to get out, they are returned there, and will be 

told: ‘Taste the torment of fire.’” (Verses 19-22) 

A very vivid image is drawn showing the status of one who associates partners 

with God: “He who associates partners with God is like one who is hurling down from the 

skies; whereupon he is snatched by the birds, or blown away by the wind to a far-off place.” 

(Verse 31) Equally vivid is the description of the one who has lost hope of ever being 

granted God’s support: “If anyone thinks that God will not succour him in this world and 

in the life to come, let him stretch out a rope to the sky and then cut himself off and then let 

him see whether his scheme will remove that which has enraged him.” (Verse 15) 

The scene depicting the townships destroyed on account of their wrongdoing also emits 

power: “How many a township have We destroyed because it had been immersed in 

evildoing. Now they lie in desolate ruin. How many a well lies abandoned, and how 

many a proud palace lies empty.” (Verse 45) 

Such images of power and awe are coupled with serious orders and assigned tasks in addition 

to the justification given for the use of power to repel aggression and the firm promise to grant 

victory and power. This is re-emphasized in reference to God’s might and the weakness of His 

alleged partners. Belonging to the first group is the following example: “Permission to fight 

is given to those against whom war is waged, because they have been wronged. Most 

certainly, God has the power to grant them victory. These are the ones who have been 

driven from their homelands against all right for no other reason than their saying, ‘Our 

Lord is God!’ Were it not that God repels some people y means of others, monasteries, 

churches, synagogues and mosques - all of which God’s name is abundantly extolled – 

would surely have been destroyed. God will most certainly succour him who succours God’s 
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cause. God is certainly Most Powerful, Almighty. They are those who, if We firmly 

establish them on earth, attend regularly to their prayers, give in charity, enjoin the 

doing of what is right and forbid the doing of what is wrong. With God rests the final 

outcome of all events.” (Verses 39-41) 

An example of the second type is: “Mankind! An aphorism is set forth; hearken, then, 

to it. Those beings whom you invoke instead of God cannot create a fly, even though they 

were to join all their forces to that end. If a fly robs them of anything, they cannot rescue it 

from him! Weak indeed is the seeker, and weak the sought! No true understanding of God 

have they. God is certainly Most Powerful, Almighty.” (Verses 73-74) 

Beyond all this we discern the repeated call to remain God-fearing and to stand in awe of 

God. The s rah starts with this call in its first verse, and repeats it time and again: 

“Mankind! Have fear of your Lord. The violent convulsion at the Last Hour will be awesome 

indeed.” (Verse 1) “Anyone who honours the symbols set up by God [shows evidence of] 

God-consciousness in people’s hearts.” (Verse 32) “Your God is the One and Only God. 

Hence, surrender yourselves to Him. Give good news to those who are humble, whose 

hearts tremble with awe whenever God is mentioned.” (Verses 34-35) “Never does their 

meat or their blood reach God; it is your piety that reaches Him.” (Verse 37) 

The s rah is also replete with scenes of the universe, the Day of Judgement, the fate 

of earlier communities, cited cases, images, reflections and lessons drawn. All aim to 

alert our feelings of faith, piety, and surrender to God. This is what characterizes the 

entire s rah and gives it its distinctive mark. 

When we read the s rah in full, we find that it consists of four main parts. It begins 

with a general address to all mankind, calling on them to be God-fearing. They are 

warned against the violent convulsion which announces the arrival of the Day of 

Judgement. We also have a description of the horrific scenes accompanying it and a 

denunciation of disputing without knowledge about God and following every devil 

who inevitably leads his followers astray. It then highlights indications of the 

resurrection based on the stages of life a human embryo goes through, and the 

development of plant life, making a clear link between all types of life. These stages 

which follow well established and never failing laws God has set in operation are 

shown to be closely linked to a number of truisms: namely, that God is the truth; that 

He brings the dead to life; that He has power over all things; that the Last Hour will 

inevitably come, and that God will resurrect all those buried in their graves. All these 

are natural laws and facts closely related to the law that governs the life of the 

universe. 

A second denunciation of ignorant disputes about God follows, since such 

disputes are devoid of guidance and follow no enlightening book or revelation. As 

this is made clear, a negative example is given showing the repugnant attitude of 

those who look at faith from a profit and loss point of view. When misfortune befalls 
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such people, they are quick to seek help from sources other than God, in effect 

despairing of His help. This part of the s rah concludes with a definitive statement 

that guidance and error are achieved by God’s will. He will certainly judge, on the 

Day of Reckoning, between the followers of different faiths. It finally paints a horrific 

scene of the punishment suffered by unbelievers, contrasted with the perfect bliss 

enjoyed by believers. 

The second part is clearly related to the first as it opens with a comment on the 

unbelievers who turn people away from God’s path and from the Sacred Mosque in 

Makkah. Their action is strongly denounced since God has made the Sacred Mosque 

a place for all mankind, where those who live close by it and those who come from 

remote parts have the same rights and position. It then relates part of the history of 

building the Ka`bah, often referred to in the Qur’ n as the House, and the task 

assigned by God to Abraham to build it on the basis of His oneness, purifying it of all 

traces of idolatry. It goes on to mention some of the rituals of pilgrimage and how 

they strengthen people’s piety, which is the aim of this great act of worship. This part 

of the s rah concludes with giving permission to believers to fight in order to protect 

places and rites of worship against any aggression that seeks to turn them away from 

their belief in God alone 

The third part provides examples of past communities’ denials of faith, the 

destruction of hardened unbelievers, and images of cities destroyed over the heads of 

wrongdoers. The purpose here is to explain God’s law with regard to the messages 

He sends to mankind, to comfort the Prophet who was facing a determined 

campaign of rejection and opposition, and to reassure the believers as to their 

inevitable destiny. This part also includes certain aspects of Satan’s scheming against 

prophets and messengers, and how God reasserts His message, setting His 

revelations on a solid basis. Thus, believers are reassured and unbelievers, whether 

weaklings or the arrogant and powerful, turn away, having been misled by Satan. 

The final part of the s rah states God’s promise of support to anyone who is 

oppressed as he tries to repel such aggression. This promise is followed by 

highlighting some aspects of God’s infinite power. Next to it we have a miserable 

image of the helplessness of the deities worshipped by those who associate partners 

with God. The s rah concludes with an address to the believers to worship their Lord 

and strive for His cause, and to hold fast to His rope as they fulfil the duties required 

by their faith which goes back to the time of Abraham (peace be upon him). 
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The Pilgrimage 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

Mankind! Have fear of your Lord. The violent 

convulsion at the Last Hour will be awesome 

indeed. (1) 

On the day when it comes, every suckling mother 

will utterly forget her nursling, and every woman 

heavy with child will cast her burden; and it will 

seem to you that all mankind are drunk, 

although they are not drunk. But severe indeed 

will be God’s punishment. (2) 

Yet some people argue about God without having 

any knowledge, and follow every rebellious devil. 

(3) 

It is decreed for whoever entrusts himself to any 

[such devil] that he will lead him astray and guide 

him towards the suffering of the blazing flame. (4) 

Mankind! If you are in doubt as to the 

resurrection, remember that We have created you 

out of dust, then out of a gamete,5 then out of a 

clinging cell mass, then out of an organized and 

unorganized embryo, so that We might make 

things clear to you.  
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5 For an explanation of the translation of this verse, please see the footnote on its commentary, p. 80. 
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We cause to rest in the [mothers’] wombs 

whatever We please for an appointed term, and 

then We bring you forth as infants, that you may 

grow up and attain your prime. Some of you die 

young, and some live on to abject old age when all 

that they once knew they know no more. You can 

see the earth dry and barren; and [suddenly,] 

when We send down water upon it, it stirs and 

swells and puts forth every kind of radiant bloom. 

(5)  

That is because God alone is the Ultimate 

Truth; and He alone brings the dead to life; and 

He has the power to will anything. (6) 

And that the Last Hour is certain to come, 

beyond any doubt; and that God will certainly 

resurrect all who are in their graves. (7) 

Yet some people argue about God without having 

any knowledge, without guidance, and without 

any light-giving revelations. (8) 

They turn away in scorn so as to lead others 

astray from the path of God. Disgrace is in store 

for them in this world, and on the Day of 

Resurrection We shall make them taste suffering 

through fire. (9) 

[They shall be told:] ‘This is the outcome of what 

your own hands have wrought. Never does God 
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do the least wrong to His creatures.’ (10) 

Some people worship God on the border-line [of 

faith]. If good befalls such a person, he is content; 

but if a trial assails him, he turns away utterly; 

thus losing this world and the life to come. This is, 

indeed, a loss beyond compare. (11) 

He invokes, instead of God, something that can 

neither harm nor benefit him. This is the utmost 

that one can go astray. (12) 

Indeed he invokes one that is far more likely to 

cause harm than benefit. Vile indeed is such a 

patron, and vile the friend. (13) 

God will certainly admit those who believe and do 

righteous deeds into gardens through which 

running waters flow. God certainly does whatever 

He wills. (14) 

If anyone thinks that God will not succour him 

in this world and in the life to come, let him 

stretch out a rope to the sky and then cut himself 

off; and then let him see whether his scheme will 

remove that which has enraged him. (15) 

Thus have We bestowed from on high this 
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[Qur’ n] in clear verses. God guides him who 

wills [to be guided]. (16) 

As for the believers, the Jews, the Sabians, the 

Christians, the Magians, and those who associate 

partners with God, God will decide between them 

on the Day of Judgement. God is witness to 

everything. (17) 

Are you not aware that to God bow down in 

worship all those who are in the heavens and on 

earth, the sun, the moon, the stars, the mountains, 

the trees and the beasts, and a great number of 

human beings? But a great number also will 

inevitably have to suffer punishment. He whom 

God shall disgrace will have none who could 

bestow honour on him. God certainly does what 

He wills. (18) 

These two adversaries have become engrossed in 

contention about their Lord. For the unbelievers 

garments of fire shall be cut out; and scalding 

water will he poured over their heads, (19) 

melting all that is in their bellies and their skin. 

(20) 

In addition, there will be grips of iron for them. 

(21) 

Whenever, in their anguish, they try to get out, 

they are returned there, and will be told: ‘Taste the 
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torment of fire.’ (22) 

God will certainly admit those who believe and do 

righteous deeds into gardens through which 

running waters flow, wherein they will be adorned 

with bracelets of gold and pearls, and where silk 

will be their raiment. (23) 

For they were guided to the best of words; and so 

they were guided to the way that leads to the One 

to whom all praise is due. (24) 
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A Fear-Striking Opening 

Mankind! Have fear of your Lord. The violent convulsion at the Last Hour will be 
awesome indeed. On the day when it comes, every suckling mother will utterly forget 
her nursling, and every woman heavy with child will cast her burden; and it will seem 
to you that all mankind are drunk, although they are not drunk. But severe indeed will 
be God’s punishment. (Verses 1-2) 

This is how the s rah begins: an awesome opening that makes hearts tremble. It 

addresses all mankind, calling on them to fear their Lord and warning them against 

what may happen on the eventful and terrible Day of Judgement. There is a clear 

element of mystery about it, one that is frightening and cannot be expressed in 

words. Thus we are told of a ‘violent convulsion’ which is then described as 

‘awesome indeed’, but we have no clear indication as to its nature or substance. 

When the details are given, we find them even more frightening. We have a 

picture of every suckling mother completely unaware of the child she is nursing: she 

looks but does not see, moves but only aimlessly. Every pregnant female miscarries 

because of the great shock that engulfs her. All people look drunk, but they are not. 

They only seem to be as they look into a void and walk unsteadily in all directions. It 

is a very busy scene, with a huge moving crowd. We almost see it with our eyes as 

the verses are recited, and we paint it in our imagination. Yet we hardly get the full 

view, because of the horror it describes. It is a horror that cannot be measured by 

volume or extent, but rather by its effect on human beings. Its measure is the 
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suckling mother oblivious of the child on her breast. No mother can be so oblivious 

unless the horror she is encountering commands all her senses and faculties. It is also 

measured by the miscarrying pregnant women, and by the people behaving as if 

they are drunk yet who have not had a drink. All this is because God’s punishment is 

severe indeed. 

The Way Leading to Error 

Despite this horror, we are told that some people dispute about God, having no 

fear of Him: “Yet some people argue about God without having any knowledge, and follow 

every rebellious devil. It is decreed for whoever entrusts himself to any [such devil] that he 

will lead him astray and guide him towards the suffering of the blazing flame.” (Verses 3-4) 

Whether the dispute is about God’s existence, oneness, power, knowledge or any 

of His attributes, it sounds extremely singular. How can anyone realize the extent of 

the horror that awaits us all, and from which the only escape is through piety and 

earning God’s pleasure, yet continue to dispute about God? How can anyone with a 

mind to think and a heart to feel indulge in anything other than trying to avoid this 

violent convulsion whose horror threatens us all? 

Had it been a dispute based on true knowledge, something might be said for it, 

but it is a dispute without knowledge. It is immersed in arrogance that seeks no firm 

evidence, and error that is the result of following Satan’s bidding. Such people 

dispute about God “and follow every rebellious devil,” who boasts about turning away 

from the truth. Hence, “it is decreed for whoever entrusts himself to any [such devil] that he 

will lead him astray and guide him towards the suffering of the blazing flame.” (Verse 4) It is 

inevitable that such devils will lead their followers away from the truth in order to 

land them in hell. The s rah sarcastically calls this ‘guidance’, which can only be the 

guidance of one who leads to destruction and doom. 

Or is it that people are in doubt about the resurrection, or about the violent 

convulsion that signals the arrival of the Day of Judgement? If they are doubtful 

about returning to life, then they should reflect on how life is initiated. They should 

look at themselves, and at the earth around them. There are numerous indications 

that tell them that the whole thing is very close to them, but they pay little heed to 

the significance of the indicators within themselves and on earth, let alone appreciate 

them. 

The Stages of Man’s Creation 

Mankind! If you are in doubt as to the resurrection, remember that We have created 
you out of dust, then out of a gamete, then out of a clinging cell mass, then out of an 
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organized and unorganized embryo, so that We might make things clear to you. We 
cause to rest in the [mothers’] wombs whatever We please for an appointed term, and 
then We bring you forth as infants, that you may grow up and attain your prime. 
Some of you die young, and some live on to abject old age when all that they once 
knew they know no more. You can see the earth dry and barren; and [suddenly,] when 
We send down water upon it, it stirs and swells and puts forth every kind of radiant 
bloom. (Verse 5) 

Resurrection is a return to a life that has been in existence. Thus, by human 

standards, it is easier than the origination of life in the first place, although, by God’s 

standards, the notion of easier or more difficult does not arise. To Him, initiating 

something out of nothing and restoring a life that had ended are the same. Both are 

the result of His will: “When He wills a thing to be, He only says to it, ‘Be’– and it is.” (36: 

82) But the Qur’ n addresses people according to their own standards, rational 

thinking and understanding. It directs their hearts to reflect on what they see 

happening at every moment in their lives. If only they would reflect on it carefully, 

they would realize that it is miraculous. But to appreciate it as such, they need to 

look at it with an open heart and a reflective mind. Alas! They rarely ever do so. 

Let them ask themselves: what are these people all around them? What are they 

made of? Where have they come from? What were they before they took this shape 

and form? And what stages have they gone through? 

“We have created you out of dust.” Man is a son of the earth. He originated, took 

form and lived out of its dust. Not a single element does man have in his constitution 

but has its parallel in the elements present in mother earth. The only exception is that 

gentle secret God placed in him when He breathed of His soul into–man, thus 

bringing about the great difference between man and those elements constituting 

dust. The fact remains, however, that man is closely related to dust both in his 

constitution and his food. All tangible elements in man are from the dust of the earth. 

Nevertheless, the gap is great between dust and man. The basic atoms that are 

present in dust are far removed from this highly complex creation that acts on his 

own behest and responds to others. The human creature is influenced by different 

factors in his surroundings and similarly influences others. His feet are placed on 

earth, but his soul and heart can fly to heaven. His mind floats to realms beyond that 

of the physical world that includes the dust from which he was first created. 

It is a great divide separating the first status and the last. It points to the power 

that can bring about the resurrection, having brought about the initial creation. 

Then out of a gamete, then out of a clinging cell mass, then out of an organized and 
unorganized embryo, so that We might make things clear to you. We cause to rest in 
the [mothers) wombs whatever We please for an appointed term, and then We bring 
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you forth as infants...6 (Verse 5) 

Again the gulf between the primitive, idle elements found in dust and the gamete, 

a single living cell, is great indeed. It enfolds the great secret of life about which 

human beings know only a very little, despite the passage of millions of years in 

which countless numbers of idle elements have been transformed into living cells in 

a continuous process that never stops. It is a secret that we can only observe and 

record, without ever being able to initiate, no matter how ambitious we may be. And 

then there are other secrets, like that of the transformation of the gamete into a 

clinging cell mass, and the transformation of this cell mass into an embryo which is 

then transformed into a human being. 

What is this gamete, then? It begins with man’s semen, a single drop of which 

contains many thousands of sperms. Yet only one of these countless sperms, or 

gametes, is needed to fertilize the woman’s egg, which is then implanted in the 

uterus. In this little fertilized egg, implanted in the uterus, are stored, by God’s will 

and power, all the unique characteristics of the human being yet to be born: his 

physical appearance including his height, stature, beauty, strength and health status 

as well as his mental and psychological characteristics, including his tendencies, 

                                                 
6 In rendering the terms used in the Qur’ n to denote the different stages that follow the fertilization of 
the female egg up to the birth of a child, translators of the Qur’ n have used different terms, as they 
thought to fit the Arabic ones most appropriately. In most cases, nu fah is rendered as `sperm, drop of 
sperm, living germ, a drop of seed, etc.’ while `alaqah is rendered as `a clot of blood, a leech-like clot, a 
germ-cell, etc.’ On the other hand, mudghah is given as `a morsel or lump of flesh, embryonic lump, 
etc.’ All these were the outcome of commendable endeavours to match the original usage. However, 
nowadays when it is possible to monitor the development of a human embryo from the moment of 
conception, we need to give the Qur’ nic terms more accurate renderings that match the stages to 
which reference is made. 
Thus ‘gamete’ is preferred as an equivalent of nu fah because this Arabic term does not refer only to 
the male sperm. The Prophet uses it in clear reference to a `man’s nu ah and a woman’s nu fah’, and 
the union of both. A ad th related by Im m Ahmad mentions that “a Jew came to the Prophet and 
said: ‘Muhammad! From what is man created?’ The Prophet said to him: ‘Jewish man! From both he is 
created: from the man’s nu fah and the woman’s nu f h.’ The Jew said: ‘Thus said the one’s [i.e. 
prophets] before you.’” The Oxford Dictionary defines gamete as “A mature haploid germ cell (male 
or female) which unites with another of the opposite sex in sexual reproduction to form a zygote.” As 
the fertilized egg gets implanted in the wall of the uterus, it clings to it. This is the reason for the use of 
the term `alaqah to denote the next stage. Hence, my rendering of the Arabic word as `clinging cell 
mass’. Translators who use terms like `clot’ used a totally different sense of the Arabic word which 
also means `leech’, but it is clear now that there is no relation between this sense and the context in 
which the Qur’ nic term occurs. Muđghah is the next stage, which is indeed the embryo. 
The Qur’ nic verse, however, speaks here of the embryo as having two distinct parts: one having the 
beginning of different organs while the other has nothing of the sort, mukhallaqah wa ghayr mukhallaqah. 
Again these two parts are rendered by Qur’ nic translators in a variety of ways. My consultation with 
specialized doctors who are also conversant with the Qur’ nic terms reached the conclusion that the 
closest rendering is the one used above, ‘organized and non-organized embryo’, stressing that the 
reference here is to the organs that start to take shape at this stage, with the ‘organized’ part referring 
to the embryo itself and the `non-organized’ one referring to the placenta. — Editor’s note. 
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natural likes and dislikes, abilities and talents. 

Who can imagine that all this is stored in this little speck clinging to the uterus 

which, in time, becomes such a complex being? Yet every individual in this race is 

extremely different from all other individuals, to the extent that no two individuals 

are ever identical over any period of time. 

Then this clinging cell mass is transformed into an embryo which at first is 

without shape or distinction. Subsequently a transformation overtakes it to give it a 

form that begins with a skeleton that is later fleshed up. Alternatively, the uterus 

may reject it if God wills not to let it complete its cycle.7 

“So that We might make things clear to you.” (Verse 5) This clause indicates that there 

is a pause between the embryonic stage and the child. This clause refers to the 

numerous signs of God’s limitless power, and the reference coincides with the 

appearance of organs in the embryo. 

The verse moves on to refer to the next stage in the development of the foetus: “We 

cause to rest in the [mothers] wombs whatever We please for an appointed term.” (Verse 5) 

Whatever God wills to complete its cycle will rest in its mother’s womb until its time 

of birth. “Then We bring you forth as infants.” (Verse 5) Again we say, what a wide gulf 

separating the first stage and this final one! 

In terms of time, it is normally nine months, but in terms of the difference between 

the nature of the gamete and the nature of the child, it is far greater than that. The 

gamete cannot be seen by the naked eye, while the child is a highly complex and 

sophisticated creation, with numerous organs and systems, features, qualities, 

talents, tendencies and desires. An intelligent mind can only appreciate this great 

divide after it has humbly reflected, time and again, on the great power behind 

creation. 

The s rah continues with a new cycle that starts with the newborn child, after it 

has left its hiding place where it went through a series of great miracles, away from 

all beholders. Then it is time for a new phase, so that “you may grow up and attain your 

prime.” (Verse 5) You will attain your full growth: physically, mentally and 

psychologically. The gulf between a newborn child and an adult, in their respective 

characteristics, is much wider than the time separating one from the other. This gulf, 

however, is bridged by God’s will who has given the little infant all the 

characteristics of a mature adult. What is more is that He has given this child a great 

                                                 
7 The author follows earlier commentators in explaining the two descriptions of the embryo, saying 
that it either takes shape and form or does not do so. In this latter case, it aborts. Our advanced 
knowledge of the development of the foetus suggests that the verse has a different meaning, referring 
to the two parts of the embryo: the one which develops the organs and becomes a human being, and 
the one without organs, which is the placenta. — Editor’s note. 
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variety of talents and potentialities that may rise to the surface at their appropriate 

times. It is the same divine will that gives the zygote, as it is implanted in the uterus, 

all the qualities of a human child. Yet that fertilized egg is the product of worthless 

fluid. 

“Some of you die young, and some live on to abject old age when all that they once knew 

they know no more.” (Verse 5) The one who dies young meets at an early stage the end 

of every living thing. As for the ones who live to old age, they provide an important 

case for reflection. Although each one was a person of knowledge, maturity and 

wisdom, now they are again children in their feelings, reactions, awareness, 

knowledge, dealings and management. Like a child, one little thing may give them 

great pleasure, and another may cause them to cry. Their memory retains very little 

and retrieves very little. And like a child, they take events individually, unable to 

relate them to one another or to look ahead to the conclusion to which they lead. 

They simply forget the beginning before they reach the end. It is like God says: 

“When all that they once knew they know no more.” They lose the knowledge that once 

was a source of pride to them, leading them even to argue about God, His existence 

and His attributes. Now all such knowledge disappears from their minds and 

consciousness. 

The verse then moves on to portray other scenes of creation and living creatures 

on earth and in the world of plants. “You can see the earth dry and barren; and 

[suddenly,] when We send down water upon it, it stirs and swells and puts forth every kind 

of radiant bloom.” (Verse 5) The state of being ‘dry and barren’, which is expressed in 

the Arabic text with one word, midah, is a state in between life and death. This is 

how the earth is when it is starved of water, the basic ingredient for life and the 

living. Thus, when rain water is poured over it, ‘it stirs and swells.’ This is a 

remarkable movement which the Qur’ n recorded many centuries before human 

science. When soil is very dry and then rain falls over it, it makes a movement like 

shaking or stirring. It absorbs the water and swells. It is then full of life, bringing 

forth blooming vegetation that radiates pleasure. Is there anything more pleasing to 

the eye than seeing life bloom in an area that has long remained barren? 

Here we see how the Qur’ n speaks of a bond between all living creatures, citing 

them all as one of God’s numerous signs. This is a remarkable reference to the fact 

that the essence of life is one in all the living, and to the unity of the will that brings 

life into being on earth, as in plants, animals and man. 

The Ultimate Truth 

That is because God alone is the Ultimate Truth; and He alone brings the dead to life; 
and He has the power to will anything. And that the Last Hour is certain to come, 
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beyond any doubt; and that God will certainly resurrect all who are in their graves. 
(Verses 6-7) 

All that has been said about the origins of man and his creation out of dust, the 

various stages an embryo goes through, and the next cycle of a child and his life, and 

also about life blooming out of a dry and barren earth are closely related to the fact 

that God is the Ultimate Truth. All these aspects are constant laws initiated and 

operated by God, the Truth, whose laws will never fail. The progress of life in such a 

fashion, moving from one stage to another, is indicative of the great will that 

determines its moves and stages. The link is clear between the fact that God is the 

Ultimate Truth and this consistency of an unfailing cycle of life. 

“He alone brings the dead to life.” (Verse 6) Bringing the dead to life is to re-initiate 

life in what has been dead. The One who originated life in the first instance is the 

One who brings it back in the final stage. “God will certainly resurrect all who are in 

their graves.” (Verse 7) They will then be given their reward for whatever they did in 

this first life. Such resurrection is dictated by the purpose of creation. 

The cycles both embryo and child go through indicate that the wise will which has 

set them in motion will inevitably allow man to attain his ultimate perfection in a 

world of perfection. In this life on earth, perfection is unattainable because man’s 

advancement stops at a certain point before he retreats so far as to reach a stage when 

‘all that he once knew, he knows no more.’ It is, then, absolutely necessary that a second 

life should take place to allow man to attain perfection. 

Thus, these cycles, with all their stages, give a dual indication of the resurrection. 

They establish first that the Creator who initiates life is able to bring the dead back to 

life. They also show that the wise will that has set all this in operation will 

undoubtedly complete man’s perfection in the life to come. Thus, the laws of creation 

and return, life and resurrection, as well as reckoning and reward, all unite to testify 

to the power of God, the Creator, who conducts and controls the entire universe. His 

existence and power admit no doubt whatsoever. 

But despite all this evidence some people continue to dispute God’s existence: “Yet 

some people argue about God without having any knowledge, without guidance, and without 

any light giving revelations. They turn away in scorn so as to lead others astray from the path 

of God. Disgrace is in store for them in this world, and on the Day of Resurrection We shall 

make them taste suffering through fire. [They shall be told]: This is the outcome of what your 

own hands have wrought. Never does God do the least wrong to His creatures.” (Verses 8-

10) 

Argument about God in the face of all this evidence is singularly stupid. How 

much more ridiculous is it then when such argument has no basis in knowledge, 

evidence, fact, or revelation to enlighten the heart and mind and give a clear account 
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of the truth? 

The s rah paints a picture of this type of conceited person who ‘turns away in 

scorn’. Such a person realizes that his attitude lacks sound knowledge and tries to 

compensate for it by becoming arrogant. His aim is ‘to lead others astray from the path 

of God.’ He is not satisfied to be astray himself. He wants others to follow his suit. 

Such deviant arrogance which leads people astray must be stopped and dealt with 

severely. Hence, ‘disgrace is in store for them in this world.’ Such disgrace befalls them 

in contrast with their arrogance. God does not ignore such arrogant people who lead 

others astray but instead He smashes their arrogance and brings them low, even if 

this is not immediate. God may give them respite for a while so that their disgrace 

becomes that much more effective and their punishment in the hereafter that much 

more severe: “On the Day of Resurrection We shall make them taste suffering through fire.” 

(Verse 9) 

And in a brief moment, the threatened punishment becomes a reality we see with 

our own eyes. This is achieved by the change of style from a statement to an address: 

“This is the outcome of what your own hands have wrought. Never does God do the least 

wrong to His creatures.” (Verse 10) We almost see them being severely rebuked as well 

as the  punishment of fire that they must endure. 

A Conditional Approach to Faith 

The s rah then paints a picture of another type of person. Although this type was 

definitely present in the early days of the Islamic message, it is also present in every 

generation. It is the type that weighs up faith against what profit or loss he is likely to 

achieve as a result. Thus, his approach to faith is the same as any business transaction 

he conducts. 

Some people worship God on the border-line [of faith]. If good befalls such a person, he 
is content; but if a trial assails him, he turns away utterly; thus losing this world and 
the life to come. This is, indeed, a loss beyond compare. He invokes, instead of God, 
something that can neither harm nor benefit him. This is the utmost that one can go 
astray. Indeed he invokes one that is far more likely to cause harm than benefit. Vile 
indeed is such a patron, and vile the friend. (Verses 11-13) 

Faith is the mainstay of a believer’s life. The world may be swayed and shaken 

here or there, but the believer stays his ground supported by this mainstay. Events 

may pull him in this or that direction, but he remains firm in his resolve. Support 

may crumble all around him, but he is certain that faith gives him the kind of 

support that never fails. Such is the value of faith in the life of a believer. Hence, he 

or she must ensure that they have the right faith, trust to its unfailing support, 
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entertain no hesitation and wait for no immediate reward. Indeed, faith itself is a 

reward for believers, because it gives them all the support they need. It is indeed a 

reward for a heart that opens up to the light of faith and seeks guidance. Because of 

this, God grants them faith to provide them with all the reassurance they need. A 

believer realizes that faith is a reward and appreciates its value when he sees people 

all around him moving aimlessly, pulled here and there, worried, thrown off-course, 

while he himself is certain of his footsteps, calm, reassured by his strong bond with 

God. 

Contrasted with this is the person who looks at faith as a commercial endeavour: 

“If good befalls such a person, he is content.” He would say that faith is beneficial, 

bringing in material gains, allowing plants to grow, efforts to be fruitful, goods to sell 

well and transactions to be profitable. But if it turns out otherwise, then he takes a 

totally different stance: “If a trial assails him, he turns away utterly; thus losing this world 

and the life to come.” (Verse 11) His loss in this life is reflected in the misfortune he 

cannot tolerate, and the calamity that did not bring him back to complete reliance on 

God. Hence he also loses the hereafter by turning away from faith, rejecting the 

guidance that was made available to him. 

This is a very vivid picture. For such a person’s worship of God is shown to be on 

the edge, or on the border line. Faith has not penetrated him; his worship is suspect. 

Hence, he moves unsteadily, liable to fall at the slightest push. Hence, when 

misfortune does befall him, it causes him to turn away completely. In fact, lack of 

surety shows him to be all too ready for such a roundabout turn. 

A computation of profit and loss may be suitable for commercial dealings, but it is 

utterly unsuited to faith, because faith represents the truth and it is embraced for 

nothing other than its truth. It addresses the heart which receives light and guidance 

and inevitably reacts to them. Moreover, faith brings its own rewards in the form of 

satisfaction, pleasure and reassurance. It does not seek any reward other than itself. 

A good believer worships God in gratitude to Him for having guided him, and for 

the reassurance he feels in being close to God. Should there be any further reward, it 

comes by the grace of God, and it is given for one’s acceptance of the faith or for 

one’s worship. Moreover, a believer does not put God to the test. On the contrary, he 

accepts everything that God determines for him, contented with whatever comes his 

way, be it pleasant or otherwise. There is no question of a market deal here between 

a buyer and a seller. All that takes place is submission to the Creator who initially 

gives people existence and who ultimately determines fates. 

Undoubtedly, the person who turns away from faith once hardship befalls him 

exposes himself to utter loss: “This is, indeed, a loss beyond compare.” (Verse 11) He is 

deprived of trust, reassurance and contentedness, in addition to his loss of wealth, 
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children, health or other losses with which God puts His servants to the test. For God 

requires His servants to demonstrate their trust in Him, to patiently persevere in the 

face of adversity, as well as to dedicate their lives to His cause and to His will. 

Moreover, he loses the life to come and all that it promises of bliss, happiness and 

being close to God. This is indeed a great loss. 

So where does the person who worships God on the border line go when he strays 

from God? In simple terms, “he invokes, instead of God, something that can neither harm 

nor benefit him.” (Verse 12) He may invoke an idol or a statue in old fashioned 

ignorance, or j hiliyyah, or he may invoke a person, or some authority, or interest, 

like the different forms of j hiliyyah that exist at any time or place, whenever human 

beings abandon belief in God’s oneness and turn their backs on His guidance. But 

what does all this represent? It is all going astray from the only method in which 

invocation is of use: “This is the utmost that one can go astray.” (Verse 12) Indeed when 

anyone resorts to invoking such beings instead of God, he takes himself very far 

away from the truth and the right way leading to it. 

“Indeed he invokes one that is far more likely to cause harm than benefit,” be that an idol, 

Satan, or a human being providing support or protection. None of these can cause 

the invoker either harm or benefit; indeed, they are more likely to bring him harm 

than benefit. This harm results, in the spiritual world, from overburdening one’s 

heart with myth and humiliation. As for the material world, its harm is self-evident. 

And above all, it brings about utter loss in the life to come. Hence, the s rah states: 

“Vile indeed is such a patron,” which is powerless, able to cause neither harm nor 

benefit. “And vile the friend,” who brings on such utter loss. All this applies equally to 

whether the patron and the friend are idols and statues, or human beings raised to 

the status of deities or semi-deities. 

Judgement Between All Creeds 

As for those who truly believe in God’s oneness, God prepares for them what is 

much better than all the material comforts and benefits this life may provide: “God 

will certainly admit those who believe and do righteous deeds into gardens through which 

running waters flow. God certainly does whatever He wills.” (Verse 14) Therefore, anyone 

who endures adversity or a test should remain steadfast and persevere. He must also 

continue to place his trust in God and His mercy and support, believing that only He 

can relieve his adversity and reward him for his perseverance. 

A person who loses his trust in God’s help, both in this life and in the life to come, 

and despairs of God’s grace when he finds himself under severe pressure or 

adversity, may do with himself whatever he is able to do. But nothing he does will 

ever change his lot or relieve him of his problems: “If anyone thinks that God will not 
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succour him in this world and in the life to come, let him stretch out a rope to the sky and 

then cut himself off; and then let him see whether his scheme will remove that which has 

enraged him.” (Verse 15) 

This verse paints a moving scene of the rage such a person feels and the action that 

results from such rage. It magnifies this state when one is at breaking point. Needless 

to say, a person in adversity who despairs of God’s grace loses every source of light 

and every comforting thought or hope. His worry increases manifold and his stress 

weighs heavily on his heart. Thus, his adversity is multiplied. Therefore, the verse 

tells anyone who thinks that God will not grant him His help, either in this world or 

in the life to come, to stretch a rope to the sky and to climb up holding to it, or to tie 

the rope round his neck and then cut the rope so that he falls, or cut his own breath 

so as to choke. Let him then look to see whether this removes his hardship or not. 

The fact remains that the only way to endure hardship is to trust in God’s help 

and hope for His grace. There is simply no way to rise above one’s trials except by 

hard work, seeking God’s support. No desperate measure can bring anything other 

than an increase in stress and adversity. Feelings of pressure and hardship may 

multiply leading to utter desperation. Therefore, anyone who is en in _such adversity 

should keep the window of hope and trust in God’s help open, as only it brings 

comfort and mercy. 

With such a clear exposition of examples of people who benefit by, and follow, 

divine guidance as well as those who go astray, God has sent this Qur’ n from on 

high. Thus, people who open their hearts to it will benefit by it and receive God’s 

guidance: “Thus have We bestowed from on high this [Qur’ n] in clear verses. God guides 

him who wills [to be guided].” (Verse 16) 

God has willed that guidance and error are to be granted. Therefore, whoever 

seeks guidance will have it in fulfilment of God’s will and according to His law. The 

same applies to one who wishes to follow error and to stray from the truth. The s rah 

here only mentions guidance because this is what fits with the context. 

As for the different sects and their divergent beliefs, it is God who judges them all 

on the Day of Judgement. He is perfectly aware of whatever each of them 

incorporates of the truth and what falsehood they contain: “As for the believers, the 

Jews, the Sabians, the Christians, the Magians, and those who associate partners with God, 

God will decide between them on the Day of Judgement. God is witness to everything.” 

(Verse 17) 

Human beings determine the way they follow according to their ideas, tendencies 

and desires. By nature, the rest of the universe submits to its Creator, prostrating 

itself before Him: 
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Are you not aware that to God bow down in worship all those who are in the heavens 
and on earth, the sun, the moon, the stars, the mountains, the trees and the beasts, and 
a great number of human beings? But a great number also will inevitably have to 
suffer punishment. He whom God shall disgrace will have none who could bestow 
honour on him. God certainly does what He wills. (Verse 18) 

When we reflect on this verse we find countless creatures, some of which we 

know and some we do not; and we glance at an infinite number of worlds, many of 

which we do not begin to know; as also an endless variety of mountains, trees and 

beasts that live on earth, man’s abode. All these, without exception, join a single 

procession that prostrates itself in humble submission to God, addressing its 

worship, in perfect harmony, to Him alone. And out of all these creatures, man alone 

has a special case, as people diverge: “a great number of human beings [bow down in 

worship], but a great number also will inevitably have to suffer punishment,” because of 

their rejection of the truth. Thus, man stands out on his own, unique in that great, 

harmonious procession. 

The verse concludes with a statement making clear that whoever deserves 

punishment will inevitably be humbled and disgraced: “He whom God shall disgrace 

will have none who could bestow honour on him.” (Verse 18) How could such a person be 

honoured when all honour and respect are granted by God. In other words, anyone 

who submits to any being other than God Almighty, to whom the entire universe 

willingly submits, will be disgraced. 

Widely Divergent Ends 

The next passage draws a scene of the Day of Judgement when the honour 

bestowed by God on His faithful servants and the humiliation suffered by the others 

are shown as though they are happening here and now. 

These two adversaries have become engrossed in contention about their Lord. For the 
unbelievers garments of fire shall be cut out; and scalding water will be poured over 
their heads, melting all that is in their bellies and their skin. In addition, there will be 
grips of iron for them. Whenever, in their anguish, they try to get out, they are 
returned there, and will be told: ‘Taste the torment of fire.’ God will certainly admit 
those who believe and do righteous deeds into gardens through which running waters 
flow, wherein they will be adorned with bracelets of gold and pearls, and where silk 
will be their raiment. (Verses 19-23) 

It is a violent scene with loud noises and bustling movements. The descriptive 

style imparts a sense of long duration, with ever renewing action raised before our 

imagination. We see garments being cut out and tailored, and fiercely boiling water 
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being poured over people’s heads. Its temperature is so high that the moment it 

touches the heads of those at the receiving end, whatever is in their bellies smelted, 

as does their skin. We also see whips made of red-hot iron to flog those condemned 

to such punishment. The suffering is intensified and becomes unbearable. The 

unbelievers make a sudden move to try to escape this torment, but they are fiercely 

returned into it. They are strongly rebuked and told: ‘Taste the torment of fire.’ 

Our imagination continues to repeat this scene from its first movement right up to 

the point where the unbelievers are repelled when they try to escape. It then starts all 

over again. The only way to turn away from this self-repeating scene is to look at the 

other destiny portrayed in the s rah. The starting point is that there are two 

adversaries contending about their Lord. We have just seen the sad end of those who 

refuse to believe in Him. The believers, on the other hand, are in gardens through 

which running waters flow. Their clothes are unlike those of the first group: they are 

made of silk. On top Of these they have adornments and jewellery made of gold and 

pearls. God also guides them to the best of words and to the way leading to the One 

worthy of all praise. Thus, they encounter no difficulty either in word or in direction. 

Such guidance is a great blessing, because it gives them a sense of ease, comfort and 

reassurance. 

Such is the end of contention about God: people are ranked into two groups with 

two greatly different ends. Anyone who continues to argue about God, without 

knowledge, guidance or a light-giving divine book, unsatisfied with the clear 

evidence of the truth God has given us, should reflect before he faces this inevitable 

end. 
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2 

The Ka`bah and Pilgrimage 

The unbelievers who debar others from the path of 

God and the Sacred Mosque which We have set 

up for all people alike, both those who dwell there 

and those who come from abroad... Anyone who 

seeks to profane it by evildoing We shall cause to 

taste grievous suffering. (25) 

When We assigned to Abraham the site of the 

[Sacred] House, [We said]: ‘Do not associate 

anything as partner with Me. Purify My House 

for those who will walk around it, and those who 

will stand before it, and those who will bow down 

and prostrate themselves in prayer. (26) 

Proclaim to all people the duty of pilgrimage. They 

will come to you on foot and on every kind of fast 

mount. They will come from every far-away 

quarter, (27) 

so that they might experience much that shall be 

of benefit to them, and that they might extol the 

name of God on the days appointed [for sacrifice], 

over whatever heads of cattle He may have 

provided for them. Eat, then, of such [sacrificed 

cattle] and feed the unfortunate poor. (28) 

Thereafter let them complete the rites prescribed for 

them, fulfil their vows, and again walk around 

the Ancient House.’ (29) 
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All this [is ordained by God]. Whoever honours 

God’s sanctities, it will be better for him with his 

Lord. All kinds of cattle have been made lawful 

to you, except for what is specified to you [as 

forbidden]. Shun, then, the loathsome evil of 

idolatrous beliefs and practices; and shun every 

word that is untrue. (30) 

Be true to God, turning away from all that is 

false, associating no partners with Him. For he 

who associates partners with God is like one who 

is hurling down from the skies; whereupon he is 

snatched by the birds, or blown away by the wind 

to a far-off place. (31) 

This is [to be borne in mind]. Anyone who 

honours the symbols set up by God [shows 

evidence of] God-consciousness in people’s hearts. 

(32) 

You have benefit in them for a term appointed; 

and in the end their place of sacrifice is near the 

Ancient House. (33) 

For every community We have appointed 

[sacrifice as] an act of worship, so that they might 

extol the name of God over whatever heads of 

cattle He may have provided for them. Your God 

is the One and Only God. Hence, surrender 

yourselves to Him. Give good news to those who 

are humble, (34) 

whose hearts tremble with awe whenever God is 

mentioned, and who patiently bear whatever 

befalls them, attend regularly to their prayer and 

spend in charity out of what We provide for them. 

(35) 
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The sacrifice of camels We have ordained for you 

as one of the symbols set up by God, in which 

there is much good for you. Hence, extol the name 

of God over them when they are lined up [for 

sacrifice]; and after they have fallen lifeless to the 

ground, eat of their meat, and feed the poor who is 

contented with his lot, as well as the one who is 

forced to beg. It is to this end that We have made 

them subservient to your needs, so that you might 

have cause to be grateful. (36) 

Never does their meat or their blood reach God; it 

is your piety that reaches Him. It is to this end 

that He has made them subservient to your needs, 

so that you might glorify God for all the guidance 

with which He has graced you. Give good news to 

those who do good. (37) 

God will certainly defend those who believe. For 

certain, God does not love anyone who betrays his 

trust and is bereft of gratitude. (38) 

Permission to fight is given to those against whom 

war is waged, because they have been wronged. 

Most certainly, God has the power to grant them 

victory. (39) 

These are the ones who have been driven from 

their homelands against all right for no other 

reason than their saying, ‘Our Lord is God!’ 

Were it not that God repels some people by 

means of others, monasteries, churches, synagogues 

and mosques – in all of which God’s name is 

abundantly extolled – would surely have been 

destroyed. God will most certainly succour him 

who succours God’s cause. God is certainly Most 
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Overview 

The first passage ended with a description of the inevitable destiny of those who 

engage in futile dispute about God, making it clear that such people will have no 

escape from the burning of hell. By contrast, the s rah also describes the bliss to be 

enjoyed by the believers. This new passage is closely linked to the end of the first, as 

it speaks about the unbelievers who turn people away from God’s path and from the 

Sacred Mosque in Makkah. The reference here is to those who opposed the message 

of Islam when it started in Makkah, and who sought to turn people away from it. 

They also confronted the Prophet and his Muslim Companions seeking to debar their 

entry into the Sacred Mosque at the Ka`bah. It then speaks about the basis on which 

this mosque was founded when God assigned its building to Abraham (peace be 

upon him) and ordered him to call on all people to visit it for pilgrimage. Abraham’s 

instructions were very clear: that this mosque must be established on the clear basis 

of God’s oneness, so as to prevent any form of associating partners with God from 

being practised in or near it. It must be kept open to all people, whether they reside 

nearby or come from afar. None is to be denied entry, and none is to claim its 

ownership. The s rah then outlines some of the rituals of pilgrimage and how they 

enhance people’s consciousness and constant remembrance of God. It also stresses 

the need to protect the Sacred Mosque against any aggression by those who try to 

turn people away from it or change the basis on which it is founded. Those who fulfil 

their duties of protecting the purity of the faith are promised victory. 

The First Sanctuary 

The unbelievers who debar others from the path of God and the Sacred Mosque which 
We have set up for all people alike, both those who dwell there and those who come 

Powerful, Almighty. (40) 

They are those who, if We firmly establish them 

on earth, attend regularly to their prayers, give in 

charity, enjoin the doing of what is right and 

forbid the doing of what is wrong. With God rests 

the final outcome of all events. (41) 
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from abroad... Anyone who seeks to profane it by evildoing We shall cause to taste 
grievous suffering. (Verse 25) 

Such was the Quraysh’s practice: they turned people away from the faith that God 

had established for mankind, providing a direct way to Him. They fought hard to 

prevent people from following the code He had chosen for human life. They also 

stopped Muslims from offering the pilgrimage and `umrah, as was the case in the 

sixth year of the Islamic calendar when the events that started with such prevention 

led to the signing of a peace agreement at al- udaybiyyah. God made this mosque 

an area of peace and safety for all people, where they have no fear of anyone. This 

applied to everyone living in Makkah, and to all those who travelled from distant 

areas to visit the mosque. Thus, the Ka`bah and the mosque around it form a House 

of God where all people are equal. None can claim any right of ownership or any 

distinction whatsoever: “The Sacred Mosque which We have set up for all people alike, both 

those who dwell there and those who come from abroad.” (Verse 25) 

This law God established for His Sacred House preceded all attempts by human 

beings to establish a sanctuary where no arms are allowed, opponents are safe, 

bloodshed is ended and everyone enjoys peace and security. No one can claim any 

favour for observing these rules. They are a privilege equally extended to all people 

at all times. 

Scholars have different views on the permissibility of ownership of houses in 

Makkah which are not used for personal living. Scholars who accept such ownership 

also differ on whether such houses may be let. Al-Sh fi`ī believes that such houses 

may be owned, inherited and let out. The basis of his view is the authentic report that 

`Umar ibn al-Kha b bought from Şafw n ibn Umayyah a house for 4,000 dirhams 

to make it a prison. Is q ibn R hawayh, on the other hand, says that such homes 

may neither be inherited nor let. He argues: “At the times when God’s Messenger, 

Abū Bakr and `Umar died, dwellings in Makkah were known only as saw ’ib [which 

means ‘left vacant’]: whoever needed a place could live in any of them, and whoever 

had what was surplus to his own needs gave it to others.” `Abdull h ibn `Umar is 

quoted as saying: “It is not permissible to sell or let houses in Makkah.” Ibn Jurayj 

mentions that `A ’, an early scholar, “used to warn against letting homes in the 

aram area. He further told me that `Umar ibn al-Kha b used to order the people 

of Makkah not to have front doors for their homes, so that pilgrims might feel free to 

stop anywhere. The first person to put up a door to his home was Şuhayl ibn `Amr. 

`Umar sent to him for an explanation and he replied, saying: ‘Let me explain: I am 

engaged in trade and I only wanted to have two doors so that my camels would stay 

within them.’ `Umar accepted his explanation and allowed him these doors.” 

`Umar is further quoted as addressing the people of Makkah, saying: “Do not put 
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up front doors to your homes. Let the travelling pilgrims stop wherever they wish.” 

Im m A mad ibn anbal takes a middle line that satisfies all reported statements. 

Thus, he says that homes in Makkah may be owned and inherited, but may not be 

let. 

We see how Islam was far ahead of the rest of humanity, establishing an area of 

peace and security for all, as well as a home open to every human being. Indeed, the 

Qur’ n threatens with painful suffering anyone who tries to cause any deviation 

from this well-defined system: “Anyone who seeks to profane it by evildoing We shall 

cause to taste grievous suffering.” (Verse 25) What is, then, the punishment meted out to 

a person who does not stop at seeking to profane the Sacred Mosque, but goes on to 

actually do it? The Qur’ nic verse threatens with grievous suffering anyone who 

either seeks this, or has the intention of doing so. This makes the warning much more 

powerful and far-reaching. 

Another aspect of the fine style of the Qur’ n is the omission of the predicate in 

the first sentence of the verse. Thus, the sentence states: “The unbelievers who debar 

others from the path of God and the Sacred Mosque...” (Verse 25) It does not say what 

happens to them, or what punishment they will receive. Thus, the verse suggests that 

their mere mention and description is more than enough to determine their fate. 

Establishing the Sanctuary 

The s rah now refers to the establishment of this Sacred Mosque which the 

idolaters had usurped. They worshipped idols there and prevented believers in 

God’s oneness, who had purged themselves from idolatry, from entering it. Yet it 

was built by Abraham (peace be upon him) on God’s own instructions. The s rah 

also mentions the fundamental basis of God’s oneness which served as the basis of 

the foundation of the Sacred Mosque. It also adds the purpose of its building as a 

place to worship God alone, a place where the dedicated could walk around it, and 

stand before it in submission to God: 

When We assigned to Abraham the site of the [Sacred] House, [We said]: Do not 
associate anything as partner with Me. Purify My House for those who will walk 
around it, and those who will stand before it, and those who will bow down and 
prostrate themselves in prayer. Proclaim to all people the duty of pilgrimage. They will 
come to you on foot and on every kind of fast mount. They will come from every far-
away quarter, so that they might experience much that shall be of benefit to them, and 
that they might extol the name of God on the days appointed [for sacrifice], over 
whatever heads of cattle He may have provided for them. Eat, then, of such [sacrificed 
cattle] and feed the unfortunate poor. Thereafter let them complete the rites prescribed 
for them, fulfil their vows, and again walk around the Ancient House.’ (Verses 26-29) 
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It was for celebrating the glory of God alone that this House was built. God 

showed its place to Abraham, and gave him clear instructions so that he raised it on 

proper foundations: “Do not associate anything as partner with Me.” It belongs to God 

alone, without partners of any sort. Abraham was also required to purify the House 

for those who come to it to perform the pilgrimage and for those who stand up in 

prayer there. “Purify My House for those who will walk around it, and those who will stand 

before it, and those who will bow down and prostrate themselves in prayer.” (Verse 26) It is 

for those who worship God alone that this House was built. It has nothing to do with 

others who associate partners with Him or address their worship to anyone other 

than Him. 

Announcing the Pilgrimage 

When Abraham completed building the Ka`bah as instructed, he was ordered to 

declare the duty of pilgrimage as binding on all people, and to call on them to fulfil 

this duty. God also promised him that people would respond to his call, and that 

they would come from all corners of the globe, either on foot, or using every kind of 

fast mount that becomes thin as a result of a long journey: “Proclaim to all people the 

duty of pilgrimage. They will come to you on foot and on every kind of fast mount. They will 

come from every far-away quarter.” (Verse 27) 

God’s promise to Abraham continues to be fulfilled, even today, and it is certain to 

continue well into the future. People’s hearts aspire to visiting the Ka`bah, 

passionately longing to see and walk around it. A person of good means will use 

some form of transport, while a poor person will still come, even though he may 

have to cover a long distance on foot. Tens of thousands flock to it from far away 

corners of the earth, every year, in response to Abraham’s proclamation of this duty 

made thousands of years ago. 

The s rah then mentions some aspects and objectives of the pilgrimage: “so that 

they might experience much that shall be of benefit to them, and that they might extol the 

name of God on the days appointed [for sacrifice], over whatever heads of cattle He may have 

provided for them. Eat, then, of such [sacrificed cattle] and feed the unfortunate pool: 

Thereafter let them complete the rites prescribed for them, fulfil their vows, and again walk 

around the Ancient House.” (Verses 28-29) 

The benefits that pilgrims receive are manifold. The pilgrimage is a season of trade 

and worship, and a conference where people get to know each other and establish 

close cooperation. It is a religious duty in which objectives pertaining to this life 

converge with those that pertain to the life to come. Near and distant memories of 

true faith are also grouped together. Business people find pilgrimage to be a high 

season for their merchandise. Fruits of every type are brought to the sanctified city of 
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Makkah from all corners. Pilgrims come from every country and area of the world 

bringing with them their best goods that have different seasons. Thus, in Makkah all 

these are found in the same season, making of the pilgrimage an all-embracing 

exhibition and an annual international market place. 

It is at the same time a season of worship, when souls feel their purity as they 

sense that they are close to God in His Sacred House. People’s spirits roam around 

the House, recalling memories that are associated with it, and see near and distant 

images. The memory of Abraham as he abandons his small child, Ishmael, born to 

him in old age, yet whom he left alone with his mother. As he turned away to leave, 

he addressed a prayer to God, one which clearly reflected an issuing from an 

apprehensive heart: “Our Lord, I have settled some of my offspring in a valley without 

cultivation, by Your Sacred House, so that they may establish regular prayers. So, cause You 

people’s hearts to incline towards them, and provide them with fruits, so that they may give 

thanks.” (14: 37) 

We remember Hagar as she tries to find water for herself and her young child in 

that exceedingly hot place where the Sacred House was yet to be built. We see her 

dashing to and fro between the two hills of al-Şaf  and al-Marwah, feel her exceeding 

thirst, and watch her fear for her child as she’s weighed down with the strenuous 

effort involved. She returns after covering the distance seven times, feeling 

something approaching despair, only to find water springing up between the blessed 

child’s hands. That water was the Well of Zamzam, a spring of mercy in the middle 

of a barren desert 

We recall the memory of Abraham and his vision: how he had no hesitation in 

offering his first son as a sacrifice. He carries a believer’s submission to its highest 

standard: “He said: Dear son! I have seen in a dream that I should sacrifice you. Consider, 

then, what would be your view.” (37: 102) And he is answered with equal obedience that 

demonstrates self-surrender to God in its clearest sense: “He answered: Father! Do as 

you are bidden. You will find me, if God so wills, one who is patient in adversity.” (37: 102) 

But then God’s grace is bestowed upon them and the son is released with a sacrifice 

sent by God: “We called out to him: Abraham, you have already fulfilled that dream-vision! 

Thus indeed do We reward those who do good. All this was indeed a trial, clear in itself. And 

We ransomed him with a tremendous sacrifice.” (37: 104-107) 

We also see the image of Abraham and Ishmael, many years later, as they raise the 

foundations of the House, praying to God with submission and humility: “Our Lord, 

accept this from us; You are the One that hears all and knows all. Our Lord, make us 

surrender ourselves to You, and make out of our offspring a community that will surrender 

itself to You. Show us our ways of worship and accept our repentance; You are the One who 

accepts repentance, the Merciful.” (2: 127-128) 

Such memories follow one upon the other until we see `Abd al-Mu alib, the 
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Prophet’s grandfather, pledging that, if God would give him ten sons, he would 

sacrifice one of them. As lots are drawn, the choice falls on `Abdull h, his youngest 

son. We see `Abd al-Mu alib keen to fulfil his pledge, and we see his people 

objecting, then suggesting a ransom sacrifice. He draws the lots again and again, 

increasing the ransom every time, but the draw continues to be against `Abdull h, 

until the ransom reaches 100 camels, although only 10 were normally required. At 

this point, his offering is accepted and 100 camels are sacrificed to save `Abdull h. 

But his salvation is short-lived. He lives only long enough to give his wife, minah, 

whom he has just wed, the pregnancy that leads to the birth of the most noble person 

in human history, the one loved most by God. `Abdull h dies soon afterwards. It is 

as if God had saved him from being sacrificed only to accomplish the honourable 

task of being the father of Muhammad (peace be upon him). 

Further images and memories come thick and fast. We see Muhammad, God’s 

Messenger, in his childhood running near this House, and we see him a man close to 

maturity, lifting the black stone with his blessed hands to place it in its position, to 

prevent discord among the various tribes and clans. We see him praying at the 

Sacred Mosque, performing the aw f, i.e., walking around the Ka`bah, delivering a 

speech or absorbed in his devotion. The steps he takes there are vividly painted 

before our eyes. Deep in their thoughts, pilgrims almost see these steps as though 

they were being taken by him now. We also see his Companions as they walk around 

the House, the Ka`bah, and we almost hear them as they talk. 

The Pilgrimage Conference 

But the pilgrimage is also a conference at which all Muslims gather. In it they find 

the beginning of their community, going back ages in time to none other than their 

first father, Abraham (peace be upon him): “It is He who has chosen you, and has laid no 

hardship on you in [anything that pertains to] religion; the creed of your forefather Abraham. 

It is He who has named you Muslims, in bygone times and in this [book].” (Verse 78) There 

at the pilgrimage, they find the force that brings them all together, their qiblah to 

which they all turn as they stand up in prayer. They also find the banner under 

which they unite, namely, the banner of faith under which all distinctions of race, 

colour or nationality are non-existent. They sense their power, of which they may 

often be oblivious; that is the power of their unity which is capable of sweeping 

everything before it, when they are united by faith alone. 

The pilgrimage is a conference where Muslims have the opportunity to get to 

know one another, discuss their affairs, coordinate their plans, group their forces, 

exchange commodities, information, experiences and other benefits. They organize 

their single well-integrated Muslim world once every year, under God’s banner, 
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close to His House, in the light of devotion to Him alone and the memories outlined, 

in the best place, time and atmosphere. 

It is to this blessing that the verse refers: “so that they might experience much that 

shall be of benefit to them.” (Verse 28) This applies to every generation according to its 

prevailing circumstances, needs, experience, and requirements. This is part of what 

God wants the pilgrimage to be, ever since He made it a duty incumbent upon all 

Muslims, and ordered Abraham to proclaim this duty to mankind. 

The s rah refers to some of the rituals of the pilgrimage and their purpose: “They 

might extol the name of God on the days appointed [for sacrifice], over whatever heads of 

cattle He may have provided for them.” (Verse 28) This is a reference to the animal 

sacrifice that pilgrims offer on the four days of ` d. The Qur’ nic verse refers first to 

the practice of extolling God’s name at the time of the slaughter, highlighting the fact 

that the whole atmosphere is one of worship, and the purpose of the sacrifice is to get 

closer to God. Hence, the s rah stresses the mentioning of God’s name at the point of 

sacrifice, as though such mention is the aim of the whole sacrificial ritual. 

The sacrifice itself commemorates the sacrifice that was given as a ransom for 

Ishmael. Thus, it commemorates a sign given by God, and the act of obedience by 

His two noble servants, Abraham and Ishmael, in addition to the element of charity 

involved as most of its meat is given to the poor. The ‘heads of cattle’ mentioned in 

the Qur’ nic verse refer to camels, cows, sheep and goats that are normally 

sacrificed. “Eat, then, of such [sacrificed cattle] and feed the unfortunate poor.” (Verse 28) 

The order to eat of one’s sacrifice is one of permissibility and recommendation, while 

the order to feed the poor is one of duty and obligation. Perhaps the order that one 

should eat of one’s own sacrifice is meant to show the poor that it is wholesome and 

of a quality that the person offering it does not disdain to eat from. 

The sacrifice signals the end of the state of consecration, or i r m, which means 

that the pilgrim may now shave his head, or cut his hair. Other i r m restrictions, 

such as prohibiting the plucking of armpit hair and nail cutting, are also relaxed. All 

this is referred to in this Qur’ nic verse: “Thereafter let them complete the rites prescribed 

for them, fulfil their vows...” (Verse 29) These vows are concerned with whatever 

people might have pledged to God, other than the sacrifice that is part of the 

pilgrimage rituals. “And again walk around the Ancient House.” (Verse 29) This is a 

reference to the aw f of if đah, which falls due after attendance at `Araf t. This aw f 

is also different from the aw f of farewell which is offered shortly before departing 

from Makkah. 

The Ancient House refers to the Sacred Mosque which God made immune from 

the power of all tyrants, and against collapse through the passage of time. It 

continues to be visited, ever since the time of Abraham, and will continue to be so for 
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as long as God wills. 

Fall, Snatch and the Deep End 

This is the story of how the Sacred House in Makkah was built and the basis on 

which it was founded. It was God who ordered His friend, Abraham (peace be upon 

him), to raise this House making belief in God’s oneness its solid foundation. He 

further ordered Abraham to purify it of all idolatry, and to proclaim to mankind the 

duty of offering the pilgrimage to the House, where they mention God’s name, not 

the names of false deities, over what they sacrifice of cattle He provides for them. 

They are to eat of it and to feed the needy and the poor in praise of God’s name, not 

the name of anyone or anything else. This means that it is a sacred House where 

God’s sanctities are respected. Paramount among these are the belief in God’s 

oneness, the opening of the House to worshippers who walk around it, stand before 

it in prayer, and bow and prostrate themselves to God, in addition to the prevention 

of bloodshed, the honouring of covenants and treaties, and the maintenance of peace. 

All this [is ordained by God]. Whoever honours God’s sanctities, it will be better for 
him with his Lord. All kinds of cattle have been made lawful to you, except for what is 
specified to you [as forbidden]. Shun, then, the loathsome evil of idolatrous belief and 
practices; and shun every word that is untrue. Be true to God, turning away from all 
that is false, associating no partners with Him. For he who associates partners with 
God is like one who is hurling down from the skies; whereupon he is snatched by the 
birds, or blown away by the wind to a far-off place. (Verses 30-31) 

Honouring God’s sanctities instils a keen, watchful sense lest one should violate 

them. In God’s measure, this is better for us. It is better in the realm of conscience 

and feeling, and better in this life generally. A watchful conscience is one which 

wants to remain pure, untainted. A community where God’s sanctities are inviolable 

ensures a life of peace where people are secure, fearing no aggression or persecution, 

reassured of their comfort and safety. 

The idolaters in Makkah used to consider as sacred certain animals, such as a slit-

ear she-camel, a she-camel let loose for pasture, idol sacrifices for animal twin-births, 

and stallion-camel freed from work. They falsely attributed sanctity for such animals, 

while they violated God’s clear sanctities. Therefore, the s rah makes clear at this 

juncture that all cattle are lawful to eat, except for those specified as forbidden, such 

as carrion, blood, the flesh of swine and any animal at the slaughter of which any 

name other than God’s is invoked: “All kinds of cattle have been made lawful to you, 

except for what is specified to you [as forbidden].” (Verse 30) This has been made clear so 

that none other than God’s sanctities are acknowledged, none enacts any legislation 
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except God, and no one exercises judgement according to any law other than that of 

God. 

While all cattle are made lawful, the s rah gives an order to steer away from the 

abomination of venerating idols. The idolaters used to slaughter their animals before 

idols that personified evil. Associating partners with God is also an evil that 

contaminates people’s hearts and consciences in the same way as an impurity 

contaminates a garment or a place. Since the association of partners with God is an 

act of fabricating falsehood against Him, the s rah warns against saying anything 

untrue: “Shun, then, the loathsome evil of idolatrous beliefs and practices; and shun every 

word that is untrue.” (Verse 30) 

The Qur’ nic statement magnifies the offence of fabricating falsehood, putting it 

on a par with associating partners with God. A ad th related by Im m A mad states: 

“One day, the Prophet offered dawn prayers. When he stood up to leave, he said: 

‘Perjury is equal to associating partners with God.’ He then recited this verse.” 

What God wants of all people is that they should steer away from all types of 

associating partners with Him, as also steer away from saying anything untrue. They 

must maintain in absolute purity their belief in God’s oneness: “Be true to God, 

turning away from all that is false, associating no partners with Him.” (Verse 31) The s rah 

then paints a violent scene of a person who slips away from this pure concept of 

God’s oneness, and who falls into the depths of associating partners with Him. He is 

totally lost, as though he has never come to life. “For he who associates partners with 

God is like one who is hurling down from the skies; whereupon he is snatched by the birds, or 

blown away by the wind to a far-off place.” (Verse 31) 

In this scene we see a person falling from a great height, so as to be hurling down 

from the skies.’ In no time, he breaks into pieces, and is snatched by the birds.’ 

Alternatively, he may be blown away by the wind or thrown into a bottomless depth. 

We note here the rapid and violent movement, with scenes shown in quick 

succession and then disappearing completely. 

It is a very true picture and an apt description of one who associates partners with 

God. He falls from the sublime height of faith to land where he is totally lost, as he 

deprives himself of the firm basis of belief in God’s oneness. He is also deprived of 

the haven to which he could have returned safely. Hence, he is snatched away by his 

desires, like one who is snatched by birds of prey. False beliefs and myths throw him 

off course, just like storms might do. How could he avoid such a fate when he has 

abandoned the most firm bond and the solid foundation that provides him with a 

firm link with the world around him? 

A Sacrifice of Distinction 
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Having mentioned those who honour God’s sanctities and the need to preserve 

and protect such sanctities, the s rah now speaks of honouring the symbols set up by 

God, which, in this instance, refers to the animals sacrificed as part of the pilgrimage 

rituals. This honour is manifested by choosing the best and most valuable animals for 

sacrifice: 

This is [to be borne in mind]. Anyone who honours the symbols set up by God [shows 
evidence of] God-consciousness in people’s hearts. You have benefit in them for a term 
appointed; and in the end their place of sacrifice is near the Ancient House. (Verses 
32-33) 

A link is established here between the sacrifice offered by pilgrims and the way 

hearts are made conscious of God. The whole purpose of all pilgrimage rituals is to 

enhance believers’ God-fearing sense. All these rituals are symbols confirming 

submission to God, the Lord of the Ka`bah, the Sacred House, as also obeying Him in 

all situations. They may also involve reminders of old events, from the time of 

Abraham and later generations, but these are reminders of complete submission to 

God, obeying His rules and looking up to Him for guidance. Such is the mark of the 

Muslim community ever since its earliest days. Hence, these symbols are to be 

treated on an equal footing with prayer. 

Animals marked for sacrifice on the day when pilgrims are due to release 

themselves from consecration may be used by their owners. The owner may ride 

such animals, if they are suitable for such purpose, or he may use their milk, until 

they reach the place of sacrifice, which is in the vicinity of the Ancient House. They 

are then sacrificed there, when the owners may partake of their meat, but they must 

give much of it to the poor. 

At the Prophet’s time, Muslims used to choose the best animals for sacrifice, 

paying the best prices for them, as a gesture of honouring the symbols set up by God. 

Their only motive was their God-fearing sense. `Abdull h ibn `Umar reports that his 

father received a superb she-camel as a gift. He was offered 300 dinars for it, (which 

was a very high price). He reported this to the Prophet and asked whether he should 

sell it to buy instead several camels for sacrifice. The Prophet said: “No. Make this 

one your sacrifice.” 

We note here that `Umar did not wish to sell the camel in order to save part of its 

price. He simply wanted to buy instead several camels or cows and sacrifice them all, 

although he was aware that one camel or cow was sufficient to fulfil the sacrificial 

duty of seven pilgrims. The Prophet, however, advised him to sacrifice the precious 

animal itself, for the very reason that it was so precious. While the alternative 

suggested by `Umar could have provided much more meat to go round, the moral 
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aspect was intended here, because it is a demonstration of honouring the symbols set 

up by God. This is what the Prophet wished to highlight as he ordered `Umar to 

sacrifice that particular she-camel. 

The Qur’ n mentions that such a sacrifice ritual was known in many communities. 

It was left to Islam, however, to put it on its right course, offered for God alone: 

For every community We have appointed [sacrifice as] an act of worship, so that they 
might extol the name of God over whatever heads of cattle He may have provided for 
them. Your God is the One and Only God. Hence, surrender yourselves to Him. Give 
good news to those who are humble, whose hearts tremble with awe whenever God is 
mentioned, and who patiently bear whatever befalls them, attend regularly to their 
prayer and spend in charity out of what We provide for them. (Verses 34-35) 

Islam purifies feelings and intentions, setting them all for one goal. Thus, 

intentions, actions, worship and customs all serve a common purpose, setting life on 

the sound basis of pure faith. 

This is the underlying reason for prohibiting eating any meat at the slaughter of 

which any name other than God’s is invoked. Indeed it is essential to invoke God’s 

name at the sacrifice, giving prominence to such invocation, as if the sacrifice is done 

merely to invoke His name: “For every community We have appointed [sacrifice as] an act 

of worship, so that they might extol the name of God over whatever heads of cattle He may 

have provided for them.” (Verse 34) This is followed by a clear statement of God’s 

oneness: “Your God is the One and Only God.” (Verse 34) An order of submission to 

Him is the logical conclusion: “Hence, surrender yourselves to Him.” (Verse 34) Such 

surrender should be an act of choice, done with complete reassurance and without 

any compulsion: “Give good news to those who are humble, whose hearts tremble with awe 

whenever God is mentioned.” (Verses 34-35) The mere mention of God’s name stirs in 

them a feeling of awe that manifests itself in their actions. “Who patiently bear whatever 

befalls them.” (Verse 35) They do not object to whatever happens to them by God’s 

will. They also “attend regularly to their prayer,” showing thus that they worship God 

as He wishes to be worshipped. Moreover, they do not grudgingly hold on to what 

they have. Rather, they “spend in charity out of what We provide for them.” (Verse 35) 

Thus a close link is established between faith and worship rituals. The latter derive 

from faith and are manifestations of it. Hence, they are described as symbols set up 

by God. What is important in all this is that life itself derives its colour from faith, 

ensuring unity between beliefs and actions. 

The s rah continues to emphasize the link between faith and worship rituals as it 

outlines some pilgrimage duties, speaking here of the sacrifice of cows and camels: 

“The sacrifice of camels We have ordained for you as one of the symbols set up by God, in 
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which there is much good for you.” (Verse 36) 

Camels are mentioned here in particular because they are the largest and most 

valuable of sacrificial animals. The s rah states that there is much good for mankind 

in camels: they serve as good mounts and provide plenty of milk. When they are 

sacrificed, they provide much meat to eat and give for charity. In return for all these 

benefits, people should invoke God’s name, making their purpose clear and their 

sacrifice purely for God’s sake. This should be clear in their minds as they bring the 

camels forward for sacrifice: “Hence, extol the name of God over them when they are lined 

up.” (Verse 36) Camels are slaughtered standing on three legs, while the fourth is 

tied. “After they have fallen lifeless to the ground, eat of their meat, and feed the poor who is 

contented with his lot, as well as the one who is forced to beg.” (Verse 36) The owners of 

the slaughtered sacrifice are recommended to partake of its meat, but they are 

required to give gifts to the poor who are contented and do not ask for charity, as 

well as those whose poverty makes them beg. It is because all these benefits are 

provided that people should give thanks to God: “It is to this end that We have made 

them subservient to your needs, so that you might have cause to be grateful.” (Verse 36) 

As people are commanded to slaughter their sacrifice invoking God’s name, it is 

made clear to them that “never does their meat or their blood reach God.” (Verse 37) He 

has no need of them. What reaches Him, however, is people’s piety and 

consciousness of Him. It is the intention behind any action that gives it its worth. 

Compare this with the practice of the Quraysh idolaters who used to splatter the 

blood of their sacrifices over their idols. How crude and ugly! 

It is to this end that He has made them subservient to your needs, so that you might 
glorify God for all the guidance with which He has graced you. (Verse 37) 

It is He who has guided you to the proper and true faith of submission to Him 

alone. Thus, you have become aware of the proper relation between man and God 

and the true meaning of action undertaken purely for God’s sake. “Give good news to 

those who do good,” putting their beliefs, worship and life activities on a proper 

footing. 

Thus Muslims turn to God with every move they make, at any time of the day or 

night, conscious of His majesty, seeking His pleasure. With this attitude, life becomes 

a series of acts of worship, fulfilling God’s purpose of creation. Life on earth is set on 

its proper basis, with a solid link between this world and the next. 

Permission to Fight 

It is imperative that such worship rituals be conducted safely away from those 
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who turn people from God’s path. No aggression against the freedom of belief and 

worship or the sanctity of mosques and places of worship can be tolerated. Believers 

should have the freedom to implement the divine code of living, based on faith, and 

aiming to achieve every benefit for man. Therefore, when the early Muslims settled 

in Madīnah after enduring persecution in Makkah for years, God permitted them to 

fight the idolaters so as to repel any aggression against themselves and their faith. 

Given at a time when such aggression had reached its peak, the permission to 

fight also aimed to ensure freedom of belief and worship for themselves and for all 

other people. God promised the believers that they would achieve victory and 

establish their authority, provided that they fulfilled their duties, required by their 

faith, as detailed in the following verses: 

God will certainly defend those who believe. For certain, God does not love anyone 
who betrays his trust and is bereft of gratitude. Permission to fight is given to those 
against whom war is waged, because they have been wronged. Most certainly, God has 
the power to grant them victory. These are the ones who have been driven from their 
homelands against all right for no other reason than their saying, ‘Our Lord is God!’ 
Were it not that God repels some people by means of others, monasteries, churches, 
synagogues and mosques – in all of which God’s name is abundantly extolled – would 
surely have been destroyed. God will most certainly succour him who succours God’s 
cause. God is certainly Most Powerful, Almighty. They are those who, if We firmly 
establish them on earth, attend regularly to their prayers, give in charity, enjoin the 
doing of what is right and forbid the doing of what is wrong. With God rests the final 
outcome of all events. (Verses 38-41) 

Forces of evil are active in this world. The fight between goodness, divine 

guidance and forces of faith on the one hand and evil, falsehood and tyrannical 

forces on the other has raged since man’s creation. What is more is that evil and 

falsehood command great firepower. They have no hesitation in using their arsenal 

and weaponry to achieve their aims. With such power and false temptation, they 

strive hard to turn people away from the true faith. Hence, it is imperative that faith, 

goodness and truth should have enough power to repel aggression and to make all 

wicked schemes futile. 

It has not been God’s will to leave unarmed the advocates of faith, truth and 

goodness so that they face the forces of evil and falsehood relying only on the power 

of their faith, or on the depth of goodness in their hearts. The material power of evil 

can be very strong, able to shake people and blind their eyes. Besides, people can 

only endure hardships and trials up to a certain point. God knows all this and the 

limits of people’s ability. Hence, He wanted the believers to endure the hardship 

only for a short period during which they would acquire the means to resist and to 

defend themselves. When they achieved this, they were given permission to fight 
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aggression. 

Before stating this permission for self defence, God also tells them that it is He 

who will defend them: “God will certainly defend those who believe.” (Verse 38) He also 

tells them that He dislikes their enemies because of their treachery and ingratitude. 

“For certain, God does not love anyone who betrays his trust and is bereft of gratitude.” 

(Verse 38) He has judged their position to be fully justified, because they are the ones 

who have endured injustice and persecution. They do not resort to aggression 

against others: “Permission to fight is given to those against whom war is waged, because 

they have been wronged.” (Verse 39) Because they are the ones at the receiving end of 

wrongful aggression, they are reassured that God will grant them His support and 

protection: “Most certainly, God has the power to grant them victory.” (Verse 39) 

Furthermore, they have all the justification for going to war. They have been 

chosen to undertake a great humanitarian task, the benefits of which will not be 

theirs alone. Indeed these benefits will accrue to all believers. Their fight will ensure 

that people shall enjoy the freedom of belief and worship. Besides, they are the ones 

who have been wronged, the ones driven out of their homes without valid 

justification: “These are the ones who have been driven from their homelands against all 

right for no other reason than their saying, ‘Our Lord is God.’” (Verse 40) 

It is the most truthful word any person can say, and the word everyone should 

say. Yet, it is because of their saying this that they have been driven out of their 

homes. Hence why such injustice does not carry any semblance of right action. The 

Qur’ nic statement makes it clear that these victims of aggression have no personal 

objective to fight for; instead, they fight only for their faith. They seek no worldly 

gain. Personal and national interests that give rise to conflicts, alliances and wars are 

of no appeal to them. 

Beyond that, we have the general rule that makes it clear that faith needs to be 

defended: “Were it not that God repels some people by means of others, monasteries, 

churches, synagogues and mosques – in all of which God’s name is abundantly extolled – 

would surely have been destroyed.” (Verse 40) 

We note here that the verse mentions monasteries where priests devote all their 

time to worship, as well as places of public worship for Christians, Jews and 

Muslims. They are all vulnerable and can be destroyed, despite their sanctity and 

dedication for worship. Evil will not respect the fact that these places are made for 

extolling God’s name. They are protected only through people’s efforts, with the 

advocates of faith standing up to repel falsehood’s aggression. Indeed, falsehood and 

evil will not stop their aggression unless they realize that the truth has enough power 

to counter their own. Truth may he valued by people, but such value is not enough 

to provide it with protection against aggression in man’s world. It requires the 
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appropriate means of self defence. 

In Defence of the Believers 

We need to reflect a little on these short statements that provide profound insight 

into human nature. The first thing to note is that the permission to fight back is 

granted by God to those against whom the idolaters had waged a wrongful 

aggression. This permission starts with a statement that God defends the believers 

and dislikes aggressors: “God will certainly defend those who believe. For certain, God does 

not love anyone who betrays his trust and is bereft of gratitude.” (Verse 38) 

This is a guarantee given by God to the believers that He is the one to defend 

them, and whoever is defended by God will certainly come to no harm at the hands 

of his enemies. He will certainly be victorious. Why do they, then, need permission to 

fight? Why are they required to go to war, suffer casualties, endure hardship and 

make sacrifices of themselves, when the result is a forgone conclusion and God is 

able to ensure it without any effort on their part? 

The answer is that God’s wisdom is absolutely perfect. We as human beings may 

discern certain aspects of it. Thus, on the basis of our experience and perception we 

may say that part of God’s wisdom may be that He does not want the advocates of 

His cause to be a group of idle and lazy people who sit relaxing, waiting for victory 

to be granted them without effort. They do not deserve victory merely because they 

attend to their prayers, recite the Qur’ n and appeal to God for help and support 

whenever they suffer hardship or aggression. 

It is true that believers should always attend to their prayers, read the Qur’ n and 

turn to God for help in situations of ease and hardship alike. However, such worship, 

on its own, does not qualify them as advocates and defenders of God’s cause. This 

worship is merely part of the equipment they need in their fight against the forces of 

evil. It is their unfailing ammunition in their hard battle. They must face evil with 

weapons like the ones it uses against them, but they need to add the most effective 

weaponry of faith, a God-fearing sense, and a solid bond with God. 

God has willed that His defence of the believers be through them, so that as they 

go through battle, they achieve maturity. Nothing brings about latent human 

resources better than danger. It is only when people realize that they are being 

attacked that they muster all their resources. Thus, every cell comes forward to play 

its role, joining ranks with all other cells, each doing its utmost to attain the highest 

level it can achieve in this life. A community entrusted with God’s cause needs to 

have all its cells ready, its resources brought to the fore, and all its forces mobilized 

so that it attains its full maturity and is able to discharge its great trust. 
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A speedy victory gratuitously given to people who make little effort will not tap 

such latent resources and abilities. There is simply no incentive for them to bring 

such resources into play. Furthermore, victory achieved easily is lost easily. To start 

with, it comes cheap, requiring no real sacrifice. Moreover, those who achieve it do 

not have the necessary training to maintain it. Since they did not have to mobilize 

their resources to win it, they are not mobilized to defend it. 

Moreover, when the Muslim community has to go to war and utilize its resources 

in attack and defence, feeling its weakness at times and strength at others, retreating 

one day and moving forward the next, it gains valuable experience. It will experience 

contrasting feelings such as hope and pain, joy and sorrow, anxiety and reassurance, 

weakness and strength. It will also experience unity in faith, a readiness to sacrifice 

all, as well as the bringing together of all elements before, during and after the battle. 

It will learn what points of strength it has so as to enhance them, and what areas of 

weakness it has and how to redress them. All these are needed for a community 

entrusted with the divine faith and its advocacy. 

For all this and other reasons known to God, He does not make of victory a free 

gift granted to believers in a package that falls to them from the sky. Indeed, God 

accomplishes His defence of the believers through their own efforts.8 

Assured Victory 

Yet victory may be slow in coming to those who are driven out of their homes 

against all right and for no reason other than their declaration of their belief in God 

as the only Lord in the universe. If it is slow in coming, then there must be a reason 

for this. 

Victory may be slow in coming because the Muslim community has not as yet 

attained full maturity. It may not have mobilized all its resources or tapped its 

potentials. Should victory be given to it then, it would not be able to protect it for 

long, and so would soon lose it. Victory may also be delayed until the community of 

believers has given its all, sacrificing every cherished thing, demonstrating that it 

                                                 
8 We need to add here that Islam does not consider fighting an end or an objective in itself. It permits 
fighting for a goal that is greater than achieving a state of modus vivendi. As stated in many other 
Qur’ nic verses, peace is the goal Islam wants to achieve. But peace must be free of aggression, 
injustice and oppression. When oppression or injustice is perpetrated against any aspect of human 
dignity, such as the freedom of belief and worship, justice, fair distribution of benefits, responsibilities, 
rights and duties, and conscientious observance of divine rules by individuals and the community 
alike, then Islam adopts a different attitude. Whether such aggression and injustice are perpetrated by 
an individual, a group or a state, and the victim of such aggression is similarly an individual, a group 
or a state, Islam will not countenance any peace that sanctions such aggression. Peace, according to 
Islam, does not mean the absence of war; it means complete justice, according to the code God has 
chosen for human life. 
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holds nothing too dear. 

It may happen that victory is not granted until the community of believers has 

tried all its efforts and realized that such efforts, on their own, cannot guarantee 

victory unless they are supported by God. 

Victory is granted by God only when believers have done their best, placing all 

their trust in Him alone. Likewise, victory may be delayed so that the community of 

believers strengthens its bonds with God. It will suffer and render sacrifices, 

realizing that it cannot turn for support to anyone other than God. It is such a bond 

with God that guarantees that it will continue to follow the right path after victory. 

This is a crucial objective. The Muslim community must never swerve from the path 

of truth and justice through which its victory is achieved. 

Victory may also be slow in coming if the community of believers does not 

dedicate all its struggle and sacrifices to God alone. It may be fighting for something 

it wants to gain, or for national interests, or to demonstrate its bravery. But God 

wants its struggle to be purely for Him, untinged by any other feeling or objective. 

The Prophet was once asked about a person fighting to support his community, one 

fighting out of bravery, and one fighting to be seen in battle: “Which of them is for 

God’s sake?” He replied: “Only he who fights so that God’s word becomes supreme 

fights for God’s cause.” [Related by al- Bukh rī and Muslim] 

Victory may be delayed because the evil the believers are fighting may still be 

mingled with a residue of goodness. God may determine that such a residue should 

be finally separated so that the evil becomes pure, without any trace of goodness, 

when it is finally defeated. 

Furthermore, victory may be delayed because the falsehood that the believers fight 

is not seen in its true reality by all people. If it is defeated at such a juncture, it could 

still find support by those who continue to be deceived by it, unconvinced that it is 

absolutely false. In this situation, God may determine that falsehood remains until its 

reality is seen by all, so that no one feels sorry for it when it ultimately collapses. 

Victory may also be slow in coming because the general environment is not yet 

ready to receive the truth and justice that the community of believers represents. If 

the believers are granted victory in such circumstances, they will have to face 

resistance by the environment they work in. Therefore, the struggle continues until 

such time as the whole area is ready to receive the truth triumphant. 

For all these reasons, and others known to God alone, victory may be slow in 

coming. This means in effect more sacrifices and more suffering by the believers. 

Nevertheless, God will continue to defend them and grant them victory in the end. 
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When Victory is Granted 

When granted by God, victory brings about new duties and responsibilities: 

God will most certainly succour him who succours God’s cause. God is certainly Most 
Powerful, Almighty. They are those who, if We firmly establish them on earth, attend 
regularly to their prayers, give in charity, enjoin the doing of what is right and forbid 
the doing of what is wrong. With God rests the final outcome of all events. (Verses 40-
41) 

God’s true promise which will never fail is that He supports those who support 

Him. The question that arises here is who are these people that support God and thus 

deserve His support which means certain victory? Their qualities are outlined in this 

verse. They are those who, when given victory by God and are established in a 

position of authority, “attend regularly to their prayers.” They worship God alone, 

submitting themselves to Him willingly and strengthening their bonds with Him. 

They “give in charity”, thus they meet the liability imposed on their property. By so 

doing, they demonstrate their ability to overcome greed and self interest, and they 

help their community to provide help to the poor and needy. They thus demonstrate 

a practical example of the Prophet’s description of the Muslim community: “In their 

mutual love, sympathy and compassion, the believers are like one body: when any 

organ is in complaint, the rest of the body shares its complaint with symptoms of 

sleeplessness and fever.” The third quality is that they “enjoin the doing of what is 

right.” They advocate every good thing and encourage people to practise it. By 

contrast, they also “forbid the doing of what is wrong.” They resist evil and corruption. 

In this way, they demonstrate a very important characteristic of the Muslim 

community which does not tolerate any wrong if it can change it, and does not 

hesitate to do any right thing if it is within its ability. 

These are the people who give succour to God, as they implement the way of life 

He has chosen for mankind. They rely on God alone, to the exclusion of any other 

power. It is such people that God promises victory, and His promise is most assured. 

It will never fail. 

Here we see again that the victory granted to the Muslim community relies on the 

fulfilment of its conditions and the discharge of certain responsibilities. All matters 

rest with God who determines what course events should take. He may change a 

defeat into victory or a victory into defeat when the foundation is not solid or 

responsibilities are ignored: “With God rests the final outcome of all events.” (Verse 41) 

The victory granted by God is one that leads to the establishment of His code in 

human life. It is a code that ensures that truth, justice and freedom are fulfilled so 

that they can bring goodness into human life. No individual self-aggrandizement is 
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allowed; no personal greed or desire tolerated. Such a victory has well-defined 

conditions, duties and a price. It is not granted as a personal favour to anyone. Nor 

does it continue when its objectives and duties are not fulfilled. 
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3 

The Sights, Blind Hearts 

If they accuse you of falsehood, before their time, 

the people of Noah, the ` d and Thamūd 
similarly accused [their prophets] of falsehood, 

(42) 

as did the people of Abraham and the people of 

Lot, (43) 

and the dwellers of Madyan; and so too was 

Moses accused of falsehood. [In every case] I gave 

rein, for a while, to the unbelievers, but then I 

took them to task. How awesome was the way I 

rejected them. (44) 

How many a township have We destroyed 

because it had been immersed in evildoing. Now 

they lie in desolate ruin. How many a well lies 

abandoned, and how many a proud palace lies 

empty. (45) 

Have they never journeyed through the lands, 

letting their hearts gain wisdom, and their ears 

hear? It is not eyes that go blind; but blind indeed 

become the hearts that are in people’s breasts. 

(46) 

They challenge you to hasten the coming upon 

them of God’s punishment; but God never fails to 

fulfil His promise. Well, in your Lord’s sight a 
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day is like a thousand years of your reckoning. 

(47) 

To how many a township that was immersed in 

evildoing have I given rein for a while! But then I 

took it to task. With Me is the end of all 

journeys. (48) 

Say: ‘Mankind, I am but a plain warner, sent to 

you!’ (49) 

Those who believe and do righteous deeds shall be 

granted forgiveness of sins and a most excellent 

sustenance; (50) 

whereas those who strive against Our revelations, 

seeking to defeat their purpose, are destined for the 

blazing fire. (51) 

Whenever We sent forth a messenger or a prophet 

before you, and he was hoping for something, 

Satan would throw some aspersion on his wishes. 

But God renders null and void whatever 

aspersion Satan may cast; and God makes His 

messages clear in and by themselves. God is All- 

Knowing, Wise. (52) 

He may cause whatever aspersion Satan may cast 

to become a trial for all in whose hearts is disease 

and all whose hearts are hardened. Indeed, all 

who are thus sinning are most deeply in the 

wrong. (53) 

And those who are endowed with knowledge may 

realize that this [Qur’ n] is the truth from your 

Lord, and thus they may believe in it, and their 

hearts may humbly submit to Him. God will 
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Overview 

The previous passage finished with permission granted to fight unbelievers in 

order to protect and preserve faith and worship, coupled with God’s promise to 

grant victory to those who fulfil their responsibilities towards faith and implement 

the divine law in life. Now that the task entrusted to the community of believers has 

been clearly spelt out, the s rah reassures the Prophet that God’s power will 

intervene to provide him with the help he needs ensuring the failure of his enemies. 

The same power intervened in the past to support earlier prophets and messengers, 

and to punish those who denied and opposed them. The unbelievers are directed to 

reflect on the doom suffered by earlier communities; even though such reflection 

benefits only hearts and minds that are open and receptive. It is not only eyes that 

can be blind, for real blindness is that of the heart. 

The Prophet is also reassured on another count, namely that God protects His 

messengers from Satan’s wicked scheming, just like He protects them from their 

opponents’ plots. He renders all Satan’s attempts futile, keeps His revelations pure 

and clear, so that people with sound mind reflect on them. Those that are sick at 

heart and those who deny the true faith will continue to be in doubt, and their 

doubts will lead them to the worst destiny anyone can ever have. Thus, this new 

surely guide those who believe to a straight path. 

(54) 

Yet the unbelievers will not cease to be in doubt 

about Him until the Last Hour comes suddenly 

upon them, or suffering befalls them on a day with 

no more [days] to follow. (55) 

On that day, all dominion shall belong to God. 

He shall judge between them. Thus, all who 

believe and do righteous deeds shall find themselves 

in gardens of bliss, (56) 

whereas for the unbelievers who have denied Our 

revelations there shall be shameful suffering in 

store. (57) 
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passage is a study of how God’s power plays a vital role in the fortunes of the 

advocates of His message. 

Past Communities Punished 

If they accuse you of falsehood, before their time, the people of Noah, the ` d and 
Tham d similarly accused [their prophets] of falsehood, as did the people of Abraham 
and the people of Lot, and the dwellers of Madyan; and so too was Moses accused of 
falsehood. [In every case] I gave rein, for a while, to the unbelievers, but then I took 
them to task. How awesome was the way I rejected them. (Verses 42-44) 

It is the same pattern seen over and over again, in all past messages up to the final 

one. Messengers are given signs and revelations, and there will always be those who 

deny the truth. Thus, when the idolaters in Makkah denied the message of the 

Prophet Muhammad, it was by no means a new trend nor did the Prophet experience 

an unknown pattern of hostility. However, the outcome is well known, and what 

happened with earlier communities is bound to happen again: “The people of Noah, the 

` d and Tham d similarly accused [their prophets] of falsehood, as did the people of Abraham 

and the people of Lot, and the dwellers of Madyan.” (Verses 42-44) 

Moses, however, is mentioned on his own as though the reference to him 

constitutes a special paragraph: “And so too was Moses accused of falsehood.” (Verse 44) 

Unlike other messengers, Moses was not accused of falsehood by his own people. It 

was Pharaoh and his chiefs that opposed Moses, levelling all sorts of accusations on 

him. Moreover, Moses was given very clear and numerous signs. Nevertheless, in all 

these cases, God granted the unbelievers respite for a while, in the same way as He 

now gave the Quraysh, the Prophet’s own people who fiercely opposed him, time to 

reflect. He then punished all those past communities very severely. 

This is followed by a rhetorical question that stresses the frightening effect of 

God’s punishment: “How awesome was the way I rejected them?” (Verse 44) The Arabic 

word, nak r, used here for ‘rejection’, carries added connotations of violent change. 

The question needs no answer, as it is well known: it was a rejection demonstrated 

through great floods, destruction, earthquakes, fearful hurricanes, and the like. 

Having made this very quick reference to the fate suffered by those communities, 

the s rah adds a general reference to past communities which suffered because of 

their attitude to the divine message: “How many a township have We destroyed because it 

had been immersed in evildoing. Now they lie in desolate ruin. How many a well lies 

abandoned, and how many a proud palace lies empty.” (Verse 45) Numerous indeed were 

those towns and cities which suffered their inevitable doom as a result of their 

evildoing. Their fate is shown here most effectively: “Now they lie in desolate ruin.” 
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Roofs are caved in as walls are made to collapse, leaving a depressing sight of total, 

lifeless ruin. The scene invites contemplation, because ruins have a very strong effect 

on people, causing them to reflect. 

Next to these desolate remains of destroyed cities lie abandoned wells, reminding 

visitors of past days when people gathered around them for fresh water. And next to 

these are deserted palaces that once stood proudly in the past, but which now lie 

empty, evoking only images and memories of a glorious past. 

As the s rah portrays these scenes, it adds another rhetorical question about their 

effects on unbelievers: 

Have they never journeyed through the lands, letting their hearts gain wisdom, and 
their ears hear? It is not eyes that go blind; but blind indeed become the hearts that are 
in people’s breasts. (Verse 46) 

Emphasis is here placed on the location of hearts in people’s bodies, which serves 

to amplify the blindness of those hearts in particular. Had those hearts been able to 

reflect on the scenes portrayed, they would have remembered and people’s eyes 

would have been tearful. They would have moved towards faith, at least as a result 

of fearing an end like the ones that befell other communities. 

But the Quraysh unbelievers did not wish to reflect on such scenes demonstrating 

God’s punishment. Instead they tried to hasten their own punishment which God 

had delayed until a particular point in time known only to Him: 

They challenge you to hasten the coming upon them of God’s punishment; but God 
never fails to fulfil His promise. Well, in your Lord’s sight a day is like a thousand 
years of your reckoning. (Verse 47) 

It is the same story with the unbelievers in all generations. They see with their 

eyes the ruins of cities destroyed for their wrongdoing, and they hear their histories, 

but they, nevertheless, follow in their footsteps overlooking their fate. If they are 

reminded of what happened to earlier communities, they nonetheless consider it 

unlikely that they will suffer the same fate. But if God grants them respite to test 

them further, they grow arrogant and heedless. They even ridicule anyone 

reminding them that they could suffer as people before them suffered. What is more 

they add to such ridicule a request for their punishment to be hastened. Here they 

are told that ‘God never fails to fulfil His promise.’ Such a promise or warning will 

inevitably come to pass at the time God, in His infinite wisdom, determines. If people 

hasten its fulfilment, it will not be made to come before its appointed time, because 

its delay is for a purpose known to God, and that purpose will not fail so as to grant 
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human beings their ignorant wishes. Moreover, time is calculated differently by God: 

“In your Lord’s sight a day is like a thousand years of your reckoning.” (Verse 47) 

He gave respite to many past communities, but such respite did not save them 

from punishment when they persisted in their wrongdoing. This is a rule which God 

has set in operation and it cannot fail: “To how many a township that was immersed in 

evildoing have I given rein for a while! But then I took it to task. With Me is the end of all 

journeys.” (Verse 48) Why would the Arab unbelievers, then, hasten their own 

punishment and deride God’s warning when it is only a temporary respite that God 

grants such people? 

A Parting of the Ways 

At this point in the narrative describing the fate of past communities, and 

outlining the rule concerning those who persist in denying God’s messages, the s rah 

addresses the Prophet instructing him to warn people and explain the inevitable 

outcome: 

Say: Mankind, I am but a plain warner, sent to you!’ Those who believe and do 
righteous deeds shall be granted forgiveness of sins and a most excellent sustenance; 
whereas those who strive against Our revelations, seeking to defeat their purpose, are 
destined for the blazing fire. (Verses 49-51) 

We note that in this context, the Prophet’s task is clearly stated as one of giving 

people a clear and plain warning, that leaves no room for ambiguity. This fits the 

immediate situation of stubborn rejection of God’s message that makes people hasten 

their own doom. 

The final destiny is clearly stated. Those who believe and put their faith into 

practice, so as to ‘do righteous deeds’ will have their reward which consists of 

forgiveness by their Lord of all sins that they may have committed or duties they 

may have omitted to do. Such forgiveness is coupled with ‘a most excellent sustenance’ 

that they receive with dignity. 

Those who endeavour to stop God’s revelations from addressing people’s hearts, 

and God’s laws from being implemented in their life, will be the ones to suffer in the 

blazing fire. The expression the s rah uses makes them the owners of this fire, which 

is in stark contrast with the excellent sustenance the believers receive. 

God always protects His message from the wicked designs of unbelievers who try 

to prevent its implementation. Similarly, He protects it from Satan’s scheming and 

his attempts to manoeuvre his way into the hopes entertained by God’s messengers 

who are, after all, human. Although God’s messengers are given immunity from 
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Satan, their human nature makes them hope that their efforts in advocating divine 

faith will be enough to remove all impediments and ensure a speedy victory. Satan 

tries to exploit these hopes in order to force the message out of its fundamental 

principles and proper methods. But God renders all Satan’s schemes futile, preserves 

His message, making its principles and values clear, perfects His revelations and 

removes all doubt that may surround its values and method of action. 

Whenever We sent forth a messenger or a prophet before you, and he was hoping for 
something, Satan would throw some aspersion on his wishes. But God renders null 
and void whatever aspersion Satan may cast; and God makes His messages clear in 
and by themselves. God is All-Knowing, Wise. He may cause whatever aspersion 
Satan may cast to become a trial for all in whose hearts is disease and all whose hearts 
are hardened. Indeed, all who are thus sinning are most deeply in the wrong. And 
those who are endowed with knowledge may realize that this [Qur’ n] is the truth 
from your Lord, and thus they may believe in it, and their hearts may humbly submit 
to Him. God will surely guide those who believe to a straight path. (Verses 52-54) 

There are many reports about the events leading to the revelation of these verses, 

but Ibn Kathīr describes all these reports as lacking in authenticity. The most detailed 

of these reports is attributed to al-Zuhrī, a leading ad th scholar of the generation 

that followed the Prophet’s Companions. It mentions that S rah 53, The Star, was 

revealed at a time when some idolaters said to one another that they would leave 

Muhammad and his Companions alone if only he would say a good word about the 

idols they worshipped. The report goes as follows: 

They felt that the Prophet did not criticize the Jews and Christians who opposed 

him in the same way as he denounced the practices of the idolaters. The Prophet was 

very grieved by their continued denial of his message and the persecution they 

inflicted on his Companions. He still hoped that they would be able to recognize 

divine guidance. God then revealed the s rah, The Star, including the following 

verses: ‘Have you ever considered al-L t and al- `Uzz , as well as Man t, the third and last 

[of this triad]? Why [would you choose] for yourselves only male offspring, whereas to Him 

[you assign] females?’ (53: 19-21) At this mention of the Quraysh’s worshipped idols, 

Satan added the words, ‘these are the sublime birds, whose intercession is to be 

hoped for.’ These were nothing but the rhyming words of Satan’s invention, but they 

touched the hearts of all idolaters in Makkah who kept repeating them and 

expressing their delight to one another, claiming that Muhammad had returned to 

his old religion, practised by his people. 

When the Prophet completed the recitation of the s rah, he prostrated himself, and 

all those present, Muslims and idolaters alike, also prostrated themselves. The only 

exception was al-Walīd ibn al-Mughīrah, an old man, who took a handful of dust 
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and placed his forehead over it. Both parties were amazed at this common 

prostration when the Prophet prostrated himself. Muslims were amazed that the 

idolaters should prostrate themselves when they did not believe in God, particularly 

because they were unaware of what Satan made the idolaters hear. The idolaters, on 

the other hand, were reassured by what Satan had introduced through the Prophet’s 

hopes and implied to them that the Prophet read those words as he recited the s rah. 

Hence, they prostrated themselves because their idols were praised. 

All this was soon widely known, and Satan helped to circulate it. Before long, the 

news travelled to Abyssinia, where some Muslims had sought refuge, including 

`Uthm n ibn Maż`ūn. They were told that the people of Makkah had embraced Islam 

and prayed with the Prophet. They also came to know of al-Walīd ibn al-Mughīrah’s 

gesture of prostration on a handful of dust he raised to his forehead. They felt that 

Muslims were now safe in Makkah, which prompted some of them to speedily 

return. But then God nullified Satan’s aspersion and made His revelation clear and 

perfect, preserving it from Satanic fabrication. It was as God said: Whenever We sent 

forth a messenger or a prophet before you, and he was hoping for something, Satan would 

throw some aspersion on his wishes. But God renders null and void whatever aspersion Satan 

may cast; and God makes His messages clear in and by themselves. God is All-Knowing, 

Wise. He may cause whatever aspersion Satan may cast to become a trial for all in whose 

hearts is disease and all whose hearts are hardened Indeed, all who are thus sinning are most 

deeply in the wrong.” (Verses 52-53) When God made His judgement clear and purged 

from it the Satanic rhyme, the idolaters of the Quraysh increased their persecution of 

the Muslims. 

Foiling Satan’s Efforts 

In his commentary on the Qur’ n, Ibn Kathīr says that al-Baghawī includes several 

versions consolidated from reports by Ibn `Abb s, Muhammad ibn Ka`b and others, 

giving similar accounts. He then asks: “How could this take place, given that God 

guaranteed the Prophet’s infallibility in conveying His message?” He then quotes 

answers to this question by different people. One of the most interesting is that Satan 

could only delude the idolaters into thinking that they heard these words from the 

Prophet when it was not so in reality. It was all Satan’s work, not the words of God’s 

Messenger. 

Al-Bukh rī reports Ibn `Abb s’s explanation, making the Arabic word, umniyyatih, 

rendered in translation as ‘on his wishes’, as meaning ‘his discourse’. Thus the verse 

means that when the Prophet spoke, Satan added something into his speech, but God 

causes Satan’s efforts to be futile and makes His own message clear. Muj hid, on the 

other hand, explains the reference to any of God’s messengers ‘hoping for something’ 

as meaning his speech, or his recitation. Al-Baghawī says that most commentators 
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say that it means his reading of God’s revelations. It is in his recitation that Satan 

may add something. Ibn Jarīr describes this explanation as an exercise in giving 

special meaning to words. 

This is a summary of this story which is known as ‘The story of the birds, or 

ghar n q.’ From the point of view of its transmission, the story is very flimsy. ad th 

scholars maintain that it was not reported by anyone who may be graded as an 

accurate reporter; nor was it ever related with an uninterrupted chain of reliable 

transmitters. Al-Bazz r says: “We do not know that this adīth was ever reported 

with a chain of transmitters worth mentioning, and leading to the Prophet. From the 

viewpoint of its subject matter, it is in conflict with a fundamental principle of faith, 

which is the infallibility of the Prophet (peace be upon him) and the impossibility of 

Satan being able to introduce anything into the delivery of his message.” 

Orientalists and opponents of Islam9 have taken up this report, circulated it and 

decorated it with much importance. The fact is that it is a false report that cannot 

hold its own in discussion. Indeed, it is unworthy of even being a subject of debate. 

The Qur’ nic text itself contains what refutes the claim, namely that such a single 

event was the reason for the revelation of these verses, which clarify a rule applicable 

to all divine messages and all God’s messengers: “Whenever We sent forth a messenger 

or a prophet before you, and he was hoping for something, Satan would throw some aspersion 

on his wishes. But God renders null and void whatever aspersion Satan may cast; and God 

makes His messages clear in and by themselves.” (Verse 52) This statement refers to a 

general rule indicating a characteristic common to all messengers who are, after all, 

human beings. This rule is not, for certain, contrary to the principle of the 

messengers’ infallibility. 

When God’s messengers are entrusted with delivering His message to mankind, 

they love nothing better than to see people flock to them and realize that all the 

goodness they advocate comes from God, so that they accept it. But there are 

numerous impediments that stand in their way. God’s messengers are human beings, 

with a limited lifespan. They know this fact well. Hence, they hope to persuade 

people to accept their message without delay. They may wish to give people a period 

of grace in respect of habits and traditions that are close to their hearts. They may 

think that if they can attract people to accept divine guidance while giving them this 

period of grace, they will then be able to wean them off such useless rituals, habits 

and traditions. They may also wish to compromise with them over a small portion of 

their desires so as to attract them to the faith, and hope to subsequently eliminate 

such lingering desires through education. 

                                                 
9 The most recent opponent of Islam to make a fuss of this absurd story was Salman Rushdie in his 
infamous work Satanic Verses. — Editor’s note. 
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They may entertain other wishes concerning the spread of their message and its 

gaining supremacy. But God wants His message to follow its own principles and to 

be guided by its own values. People can choose to believe or not. According to divine 

standards, which are not subject to human weaknesses and mistakes, the divine 

message makes its true gains by following its own principles and values, even 

though it may lose individuals at the start. Strict adherence to principles and values 

inevitably wins over those people, or others better than them. What is more is that 

the message remains pure, intact and faultless. 

Satan may find in such hopes and wishes, as well as their expressions, a chance to 

plot against the message and force it out of its tried and tested method. He 

endeavours to raise doubts in people’s minds about its integrity. But God makes all 

Satan’s endeavours come to nothing. He spells out the final ruling on people’s words 

and actions, instructing His messengers to make His verdict clear to people, 

including what the messengers themselves might have done by mistake. This was the 

case with regard to some actions of the Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him), 

which were subject to clear verdicts in the Qur’ n. 

Thus does God foil Satan’s scheming and make His revelations clear so that the 

right course to be followed is clearly mapped. “God is All-Knowing, Wise.” Those with 

sickness and disbelief in their hearts and minds find in such situations fertile ground 

for controversy: “All who are thus sinning are most deeply in the wrong.” (Verse 53) At 

the opposite end, people endowed with true knowledge and wisdom are reassured 

by God’s clear verdict: “And those who are endowed with knowledge may realize that this 

[Qur’ n] is the truth from your Lord, and thus they may believe in it, and their hearts may 

humbly submit to Him. God will surely guide those who believe to a straight path.” (Verse 

54) 

Messengers’ Great Hopes 

We find some examples during the Prophet’s life and in Islamic history to confirm 

this. Thus there is no need for the sort of unsupported interpretation reported by 

some scholars. 

One such example is that of the incident involving Ibn Umm Maktūm, a poor and 

blind Companion of the Prophet. He once went to the Prophet and asked him 

repeatedly to teach him something of what he had been taught by God. The Prophet 

was very busy speaking to al-Walīd ibn al-Mughīrah and a number of Quraysh 

notables, entertaining hopes that they might accept Islam. Ibn Umm Maktūm did not 

know that the Prophet was busy, but the Prophet was unhappy about his repeated 

request, and this was clear on his face. This was the subject of a strong reproach of 

the Prophet by God: “He frowned and turned away when the blind man came to him. How 
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could you tell? He might have sought to purify himself. He might have been reminded and the 

reminder might have profited him. But to the one who considered himself self-sufficient you 

were all attention. Yet the fault would not be yours if he remained uncleansed. As to him who 

comes to you with zeal, and with a feeling o f fear in his heart, him you ignore. No indeed! 

This is an admonition. Let him who will, bear it in mind.” (80: 1-12) 

Thus, God set the message back on its right course, holding on to its proper 

standard and appropriate values. The Prophet’s behaviour in this incident was also 

corrected. His motive was his desire to see those Quraysh notables become Muslims, 

because that would have ensured that large numbers of their followers would do 

likewise. But God explained to the Prophet that maintaining the proper Islamic 

values in addressing the message to people is far more important than gaining a few 

notables to the cause. Satan’s attempts to divert the advocacy of the message through 

the Prophet’s hopes was thus rendered futile. God made His message clear, and the 

believers were reassured. 

Subsequently, the Prophet treated Ibn Umm Maktūm very kindly, welcomed him 

whenever he saw him, saying: “Welcome to the man on whose account God 

reproached me.” The Prophet would ask him if he could help him in any way. 

Furthermore, the Prophet chose Ibn Umm Maktūm to deputize for him in Madīnah 

more than once when he was away on a journey or expedition.10 

Another incident is related by Muslim in his collection of authentic a d th. “Sa`d 

ibn Abī Waqq ş reports: Six of us were with the Prophet when some unbelievers 

asked him to turn us away so that they could have his full attention. With me was 

`Abdull h ibn Mas`ūd, a man from the Hudhayl tribe, Bil l and two other men 

whose names I have forgotten. The Prophet felt whatever he might have felt, and 

thoughts occurred to him. But God revealed to him the verse that says: “Do not drive 

away those who call on their Lord morning and evening, seeking only to win His pleasure.” 

(6: 52) 

Again in this incident, God sets the message back on its proper course, rendering 

futile Satan’s attempts to divert it by agreeing to the wishes of the Quraysh elders. 

They wanted to retain their position of distinction and not mix with the poor and 

weak. To maintain proper Islamic values is far more important than those notables, 

even though they might have accepted Islam, together with thousands others of their 

followers. God knows best the source of strength for His message. Such strength is 

derived from maintaining proper values that brook no compromise based on 

personal preference or social tradition. 

A third example may be seen in the case of Zaynab bint Ja sh, the Prophet’s 

                                                 
10 This story is explained in detail in the commentary on S rah 80, with comments on its practical 
effects on Muslim society: Vol. XVIII, pp. 37-48. — Editor’s note. 
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cousin whom he married to Zayd ibn rithah. Prior to Islam, Zayd was the 

Prophet’s adopted son. But God wanted to stop adoption altogether, giving Qur’ nic 

orders that forbade calling someone the son or daughter of anyone other than their 

own parents: “He never made your adopted sons truly your sons ... Call them by their real 

fathers’ names: this is more equitable in God’s sight.” (33: 4-5) Zayd was very dear to the 

Prophet. This is why he chose his own cousin to be Zayd’s wife, but their life 

together was not smooth. 

Prior to Islam, the Arabs did not approve of a man marrying the divorcee of his 

adopted son. But God wanted to put an end to this, as He stopped calling a son or 

daughter after anyone other than their real fathers. He told His Messenger to marry 

Zaynab after Zayd had divorced her, so that his marriage might be the practical 

action that put an end to the effects of adoption. But the Prophet concealed this when 

Zayd complained to him that his life with Zaynab could not go on. He told him to 

hold on to his wife, thinking of what people would say when he married her after 

Zayd had divorced her. He continued to keep this whole thing to himself, until Zayd 

actually divorced his wife. God then revealed in the Qur’ n what thoughts were in 

the Prophet’s mind, making clear the rules He wished to put in place on this whole 

issue: “You said to the one to whom God had shown favour and to whom you had shown 

favour, ‘Hold on to your wife, and remain God-fearing!’ Thus would you hide within yourself 

something that God was about to bring to light – for you feared [what] people [might think], 

whereas it was God alone of whom you should stand in awe! Then, when Zayd had come to 

the end of his union with her, We gave her to you in marriage, so that no blame should attach 

to the believers for [marrying] the spouses of their adopted children when the latter have come 

to the end of their union with them. Thus, God’s will was done.” (33: 37) 

` ’ishah was right when she said: “Had Muhammad concealed anything God 

revealed to him in His book, he would have suppressed the statement: “Thus would 

you hide within yourself something that God was about to bring to light – for you feared 

[what] people [might think], whereas it was God alone of whom you should stand in awe”11 

(33: 37) 

Thus God made His law very clear, exposing the thoughts entertained by His own 

Messenger, concerning people’s dislike of his marriage to the divorcee of his former 

adopted son. But Satan’s attempts to achieve gain in this way were brought to 

nothing. Yet those with sick or hardened hearts will continue to exploit this event in 

their attempts to show Islam in a bad light. 

Such is the meaning we feel these verses convey. It is God who gives guidance and 

shows the right way. 

                                                 
11 These verses and the events to which they refer will be discussed more fully in the commentary on 
S rah 33, in Vol. XIV. — Editor’s note. 
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Hasty Hopes 

Enthusiasm may also be an important factor with advocates of the divine message, 

in all generations. Their long cherished desire to see the message spread and triumph 

may encourage them to try to win over certain individuals or influential people, even 

if this requires them to initially overlook some requirements that they may think to 

be of no great importance. They may even try to accommodate some of these 

practices so that people do not adopt a hostile attitude to the divine message. 

In their keenness to achieve success for their cause, they may go even further and 

adopt means and methods that are inconsistent with the strict standards of Islam or 

with its line of action. They link their haste with what they consider to be the 

interests of Islam. But these are truly served only by strict adherence to the approach 

and method of action adopted by Islam. Future results are known only to God. 

Hence, the advocates of Islam must not concern themselves with such results, as they 

are not accountable for them. Their duty is to follow the proper Islamic approach and 

clear line of action. They must leave the results to be determined by God, knowing 

that they can only be good and serve the interests of His cause. 

These Qur’ nic verses provide a warning for the advocates of Islam, making it 

clear that Satan will try to exploit their hasty hopes to undermine their very cause. 

God has protected His messengers and prophets, bringing to nothing all Satan’s 

schemes to exploit their natural human keenness. Others, however, who are not 

similarly infallible, must take extra care so that they leave no room for Satan to 

exploit their sincere desires to ensure success for God’s message, or what they may 

term ‘the interests of the cause’. This phrase must be removed from their lexicon, 

because it is a trap which Satan sets for them when he is unable to deceive them 

through their personal interests. Indeed, in some situations, ‘the interests of the 

cause’ may become an idol worshipped by its advocates who tend then to forget the 

proper Islamic method of operation. The advocates of Islam must always follow its 

own method, regardless of what such adherence brings about of results that may 

seem to involve risks for them and what they advocate. The only danger they must 

try hard to avoid is that of deviation from the Islamic method of action, even a minor 

one, for whatever reason. God knows best what serves the interests of His cause. 

They are not required to look after such interests. What they are required to ensure is 

that they do not deviate from the method and line of action shown to them by God’s 

Messenger. 

The s rah adds a comment on the fact that God protects His message against 

Satan’s scheming, emphasizing that those who reject it will be vanquished, and that 

humiliating torture awaits them. 
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Yet the unbelievers will not cease to be in doubt about Him until the Last Hour comes 
suddenly upon them, or suffering befalls them on a day with no more [days] to follow. 
On that day, all dominion shall belong to God. He shall judge between them. Thus, all 
who believe and do righteous deeds shall find themselves in gardens of bliss, whereas 
for the unbelievers who have denied Our revelations there shall be shameful suffering 
in store. (Verses 55-57) 

Such is the unbelievers’ attitude to the Qur’ n in general. It is mentioned here as it 

closely relates to their attitude to whatever aspersion Satan may try to cast in the 

hopes of God’s prophets and messengers, i.e., the two situations are inter-linked. 

They continue to have doubts about the Qur’ n because their hearts have not felt the 

sort of pleasure and happiness it imparts so that they appreciate the truth it 

advocates. They continue to be in such state of doubt “until the Last Hour comes 

suddenly upon them, or suffering befalls them on a day with no more [days] to follow.” 

(Verse 55) Such suffering befalls them on the Day of Judgement, which is described 

in the Qur’ nic text as `aq m, or sterile, in the sense that it is not followed by any 

other day. 

On that day, no one other than God will have any dominion, not even the 

superficial type that people in this world tend to cherish. Judgement on that day is 

also exercised by God alone, who gives every party its just deserts: “Thus, all who 

believe and do righteous deeds shall find themselves in gardens of bliss, whereas for the 

unbelievers who have denied Our revelations there shall be shameful suffering in store.” 

(Verses 56-57) Such suffering is the right recompense for their scheming against the 

divine faith, denying God’s clear revelations, and for their wilful refusal to obey 

Him. 
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4 
Abraham’s Choice of 

Name 

As for those who leave their homes to serve God’s 

cause, and are then slain or die, God will most 

certainly grant them a goodly provision. God is 

indeed the most munificent provider. (58) 

He will most certainly admit them to a place with 

which they shall be well pleased. God is surely 

All-Knowing, Most Forbearing. (59) 

Thus shall it be. If one retaliates only to the extent 

of the injury he has received, and then is wronged 

again, God will certainly succour him. God is 

certainly the One who absolves sin, who is Much-

Forgiving. (60) 

Thus it is, because God causes the night to pass 

into the day, and the day to pass into the night; 

and because God hears all and sees all. (61) 

Thus it is, because God alone is the Ultimate 

Truth, and all that people invoke beside Him is 

sheer falsehood,(62) 

Are you not aware that God sends down water 

from the skies, whereupon the earth becomes 

green. God is unfathomable in His wisdom, All 

Aware. (63) 

š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# uρ (#ρãy_$ yδ ’ Îû È≅‹ Î6 y™ «!$# ¢Ο èO (# þθè=ÏFè% 

÷ρr& (#θè?$tΒ ãΝ ßγ ¨Ψ s% ã—öuŠ s9 ª!$# $»% ø—Í‘ $YΖ|¡ym 4 
χÎ) uρ ©!$# uθßγ s9 çö yz š⎥⎫Ï% Î—≡ §9 $# ∩∈∇∪  

Ν ßγ ¨Ψ n=Åzô‰ãŠ s9 Wξyzô‰•Β … çμ tΡöθ|Ê ö tƒ 3 ¨βÎ) uρ ©!$# 

íΟŠ Î=yès9 ÒΟŠ Î=ym ∩∈®∪  

* šÏ9≡ sŒ ô⎯ tΒuρ |= s%$tã È≅ ÷V ÏϑÎ/ $tΒ |= Ï%θãã 

⎯ Ïμ Î/ §Ν èO z©Èöç/ Ïμ ø‹n=tã çμ ¯ΡuÝÇΨ uŠ s9 ª!$# 3 χÎ) ©!$# 

;θà yè s9 Ö‘θà xî ∩∉⊃∪  

šÏ9≡ sŒ  χr'Î/ ©!$# ßkÏ9θãƒ Ÿ≅ ø‹ ©9 $# ’ Îû Í‘$yγ ¨Ψ9 $# 

ßkÏ9θãƒ uρ u‘$yγ ¨Ψ9 $# ’ Îû È≅ øŠ ©9 $# ¨βr& uρ ©!$# 7ì‹ Ïϑy™ 
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To Him belongs all that is in the heavens and on 

earth. God alone is indeed free of all want, worthy 

of all praise. (64) 

Do you not see that God has made subservient to 

you all that is on earth, and the ships that sail the 

sea at His bidding? He it is who holds the 

celestial bodies, so that they may not fall upon the 

earth except by His leave. Most compassionate is 

God, and merciful to mankind. (65) 

It is He who gave you life, and then will cause you 

to die, and then will bring you back to life. Bereft 

of all gratitude is man. (66) 

 To every community We have appointed ways of 

worship, which they should observe. Let them not 

draw you into disputes on this score, but call 

[them all] to your Lord. You are indeed on the 

right way. (67) 

Should they argue with you, say: ‘God knows 

best what you are doing.’ (68) 

God will judge between you on the Day of 

Resurrection with regard to all on which you 

dispute. (69) 

Do you not know that God knows all that 

occurs in heaven as well as on earth? Indeed it is 

all in a record. All this is easy for God. (70) 

… ã&©! $tΒ ’ Îû ÏN≡ uθ≈ yϑ¡¡9 $# $tΒuρ †Îû ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# 3 
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¨βÎ) ©!$# Ä¨$̈Ζ9 $$Î/ Ô∃ρâ™ts9 ÒΟ‹ Ïm§‘ ∩∉∈∪  
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Èe≅ ä3Ïj9 7π ¨Βé& $uΖù=yèy_ % ¸3|¡Ψ tΒ öΝ èδ çνθà6 Å™$tΡ ( 
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βÎ) uρ x8θä9 y‰≈ y_ È≅ à) sù ª!$# ãΝ n=÷ær& $yϑÎ/ tβθè=yϑ÷ès? 
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And yet they worship beside God something for 

which He has never bestowed any warrant from 

on high, and of which they cannot have any 

knowledge. The wrongdoers shall have none to 

help them. (71) 

As it is, whenever Our revelations are recited to 

them in all their clarity, you can perceive utter 

repugnance in the faces of unbelievers. They would 

almost assault those who recite Our revelations to 

them. Say: ‘Shall I tell you of something worse 

than that? It is the fire which God has promised 

to those who deny Him. How vile an end!’ (72) 

Mankind! An aphorism is set forth; hearken, 

then, to it. Those beings whom you invoke instead 

of God cannot create a fly, even though they were 

to join all their forces to that end. If a fly robs 

them of anything, they cannot rescue it from him! 

Weak indeed is the seeker, and weak the sought! 

(73) 

No true understanding of God have they. God is 

certainly Most Powerful, Almighty. (74) 

God chooses message bearers from among the 

angels and from among men. God hears all and 

sees all. (75) 

He knows all that lies open before them and all 

that is hidden from them. To God all things shall 
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Overview 

The previous passage ended with an outline of the opposite destinies of the 

believers and those who deny God’s message. On the day when all dominion 

belongs to God alone, they end up in contrasting positions. All this is given within 

the context of God’s support of His messengers, protection of His message and the 

reward He has in store for those who believe and those who refuse to believe. 

This passage begins with a reference to those who migrate for God’s cause. They 

have already been permitted to fight in defence of their faith and to defend 

themselves against injustice. They have been driven out of their homes against all 

right, for no reason other than their declaration that they believed in God alone. The 

passage also clarifies that God will compensate them for the property they left 

behind when they migrated. 

A general verdict follows which applies to those who find themselves unjustly 

attacked and who try to repel aggression, but are then subjected to further tyranny 

and hostility. They are given a clear and assured promise of support. This firm 

return. (76) 

Believers! Bow down and prostrate yourselves, and 

worship your Lord alone, and do good, so that 

you might be successful. (77) 

And strive hard in God’s cause as you ought to 

strive. It is He who has chosen you, and has laid 

no hardship on you in [anything that pertains to] 

religion; the creed of your forefather Abraham. It 

is He who has named you Muslims, in bygone 

times and in this [book], so that the Messenger 

might bear witness for you, and that you might 

bear witness for all mankind. Thus, attend 

regularly to your prayer, and pay out your zak t, 

and hold fast to God. He is your Guardian: the 

best of guardians and the best to give support. 

(78) 
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promise is followed by listing some indicators of God’s power which ensures that 

His promises will always come true. These indicators are seen in the universe around 

us. It thus suggests that God’s help to those who suffer injustice, despite their 

attempts to repel aggression, is a certainty in the same vein as other universal laws. 

At this point in the passage, the Prophet receives a direct address that each 

community is shown a course of action, suitable for its own circumstances. Therefore, 

he should not be preoccupied with arguments with unbelievers. He must not allow 

them a chance to dispute his method. Should they seek to argue with him, he should 

leave them to God who judges between them on the Day of Judgement over 

everything which they differed. He is the One who knows the truth of what they 

follow, as He knows everything in the heavens and on earth. 

The s rah also refers to their worship of deities that have no sanction from God, as 

well as their worship of beings they do not know. They are criticized for being hard 

hearted and for their dislike of hearing the truth. In fact they would not shrink from 

attacking those who recite God’s revelations to them. They are threatened with the 

fire which will be their ultimate abode. This is a promise that will never fail. 

This is followed by an announcement to all mankind, making it clear that those 

whom they worship instead of God are devoid of power. Their weakness is shown in 

a humble image that carries no exaggeration, but the way it is presented brings their 

shameful weakness into sharp relief. They are shown as incapable of contending with 

flies, or of retrieving what a fly takes from them. Yet, unbelievers claim that such 

beings are deities. 

The passage and the s rah end with an address to the community of believers 

requiring them to fulfil their duties as leaders of humanity. They should prepare 

themselves for their task with prayer, worship and good action, seeking God’s help 

and protection. 

A Fitting Reward 

As for those who leave their homes to serve God’s cause, and are then slain or die, God 
will most certainly grant them a goodly provision. God is indeed the most munificent 
provider. He will most certainly admit them to a place with which they shall be well 
pleased. God is surely All-Knowing, Most Forbearing. (Verses 58-59) 

Migration, or leaving one’s home, to serve God’s cause represents a desertion of 

every comfort whether it be family, community and childhood memories, or 

property and material comforts. When one puts one’s faith ahead of all this for no 

other reason than to earn God’s pleasure, one demonstrates that such a prize is more 

valuable than all material goods. Migration was possible before Makkah fell to Islam 
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and the Islamic state was established. After that, migration was invalid. The 

requirement now is to strive in serving God’s cause. Whoever strives thus for God’s 

cause and dedicates himself to its service receives a similar reward to that of 

migration. 

“As for those who leave their homes to serve God’s cause, and are then slain or die, God 

will most certainly grant them a goodly provision.” (Verse 58) This applies whether they 

die in battle, earning martyrdom, or die normally in their homes. They left their 

homes and property ready to face any eventuality only to serve Him. They sought 

martyrdom in any way it might come, sacrificing every worldly comfort. Therefore, 

God compensates them richly for what they abandoned on His account: “God will 

most certainly grant them a goodly provision. God is indeed the most munificent provider.” 

(Verse 58) Such provisions are better than everything they leave behind. 

“He will most certainly admit them to a place with which they shall be well pleased.” 

(Verse 59) They departed in a way that pleased God, and in return He promises that 

they will be well pleased with the position into which He will admit them. It is 

indeed a clear aspect of the honour God grants them when He makes sure of 

answering their wishes and ensuring that they are pleased with what they receive 

from Him. “God is surely All-Knowing, Most Forbearing.” (Verse 59) He is well aware of 

what they have suffered of injustice and what makes them feel well compensated. He 

is also forbearing, giving the unbelievers respite in order that they realize that they 

are in the wrong. He eventually gives fitting reward to those who suffer injustice and 

fitting punishment to those who inflict injustice. 

Those who are targets of human aggression may not be able to tolerate such 

treatment or bear it with patience. They would rather respond in kind, measure for 

measure. If aggressors persist, and continue with their oppression, God is certain to 

support the oppressed and help them against those who are unjust: “Thus shall it be. 

If one retaliates only to the extent of the injury he has received, and then is wronged again, 

God will certainly succour him. God is certainly the One who absolves sin, who is Much-

Forgiving.” (Verse 60) The condition that must be fulfilled for God’s help to be 

forthcoming is that the action must be one of retaliation, seeking to repel aggression. 

Such help is not forthcoming for aggression of any sort. Moreover, retaliation must 

not be excessive; rather it must be limited in scale, replying, measure for measure, to 

the original aggression. 

The comment made in the verse on the nature of this retaliation is that “God is 

certainly the One who absolves sin, who is Much-Forgiving.” It is He who forgives and 

absolves. Human beings have no say in this. Indeed they may prefer to retaliate and 

to repel aggression. Given their nature, they are allowed to pursue such retaliatory 

action. God will help them to achieve victory. 

God’s promise of help to victims of aggression is linked to universal laws that 



Al-Ĥajj (The Pilgrimage) | ABRAHAM’S CHOICE OF NAME 

 132

testify to His power. These laws operate most accurately, without fail, which, in turn, 

suggests that God’s help to those at the receiving end of aggression is one of the 

unfailing universal laws He has set in operation. “Thus it is, because God causes the 

night to pass into the day, and the day to pass into the night; and because God hears all and 

sees all.” (Verse 61) 

This refers to a natural phenomenon which people observe morning and evening, 

day and night, winter and summer. The night passes into the day at sunset, and the 

day passes into the night at sunrise. And the night takes more of the day as we go 

into the winter, while the day takes up more of the night as summer approaches. 

People see both phenomena of the two parts of the daily cycle passing into each 

other, but long familiarity makes them oblivious to their accuracy and unfailing 

regularity. Nevertheless, these phenomena are witnesses to God’s power which 

controls the universe and all its events. 

The s rah wants people to open their eyes and hearts to these often overlooked 

phenomena that are indicative of God’s superior power that controls the movement 

and length of both day and night, with absolute accuracy. The same may be said 

about God’s help to those who suffer aggression and try to repel it. It is as accurate 

and regular as the passing of the day into the night and the passing of the night into 

the day. God always smites the power of tyrant oppressors and allows justice to 

triumph. Again, people tend to be oblivious of this phenomenon, just as they 

overlook signs and pointers indicating God’s power and control of the universe. 

Absolute Truth 

All this relates to the essential fact that God is the ultimate and absolute truth. His 

is the truth that controls the universe and operates its systems. Everything else is 

false, irregular, and cannot be maintained: “Thus it is, because God alone is the Ultimate 

Truth, and all that people invoke beside Him is sheer falsehood, and because God alone is 

Most High, Great.” (Verse 62) 

This is an adequate explanation and a guarantee that truth and justice will 

inevitably triumph, while falsehood and aggression are certain to be defeated. It is 

the same guarantee that the laws of the universe will operate without fail. One of 

these laws and phenomena is that the truth will be victorious and falsehood will 

suffer a humiliating defeat. God is certainly far superior to any absolute ruler who 

seeks to demonstrate his power over the weak. The verse concludes with this 

comment: “God alone is Most High, Great.” Hence, He will not allow aggression to 

swell, or injustice to he everlasting. 

Further natural phenomena are shown as permanent indicators of God’s power: 

“Are you not aware that God sends down water from the skies, whereupon the earth becomes 



Al-Ĥajj (The Pilgrimage) | ABRAHAM’S CHOICE OF NAME 

 133

green. God is unfathomable in His wisdom, All Aware.” (Verse 63) We see this happening 

all the time: rain pours down from the skies and the earth becomes green within a 

very short period, but again long familiarity makes us oblivious to this. However, to 

people with open minds the scene arouses a host of feelings. At times, you look at a 

green shoot poking out through the black earth and you feel its freshness. It reminds 

you of young children smiling happily to the world around them, and who almost 

fly with delight when they see the spreading light. 

If we have such feelings, we can properly understand the comment at the end of 

the verse: “God is unfathomable in His wisdom, All Aware.” It is as profound a comment 

as our feelings when we look at this delightful scene and contemplate its nature. It is 

part of God’s unfathomable wisdom to initiate such subtle movements within the 

depths of the earth, bringing forth a green shoot, fresh but weak and slim. With 

God’s power, it stretches out into the air, moving against the law of gravity. It is 

God’s knowledge that determines the amount of rain that falls from the sky and its 

timing, so that water mixes with the earth and allows vegetation to grow. 

Water falls from God’s sky to His earth to initiate life and provide nutrition and 

wealth. But then God owns both the heavens and earth and all that they contain, yet 

He needs nothing of them. He gives provisions to all living things, through water 

and plants. But He is free of all need. “To Him belongs all that is in the heavens and on 

earth. God alone is indeed free of all want, worthy of all praise.” (Verse 64) He is in need of 

nothing of what lives in the heavens and earth. Indeed all praise is due to Him for 

the favours He bestows on all His creatures. 

Mercy Without Limit 

Once more the s rah points out some of the aspects of God’s power as seen in 

nature: “Do you not see that God has made subservient to you all that is on earth, and the 

ships that sail the sea at His bidding? He it is who holds the celestial bodies, so that they may 

not fall upon the earth except by His leave. Most compassionate is God, and merciful to 

mankind.” (Verse 65) This draws people’s attention to the earth they live on, which 

contains a wide variety of powers and wealth which God has made subservient to 

man. Yet man remains oblivious of God’s favours which he enjoys night and day. 

God has placed everything on earth at man’s disposal, by making the laws of 

nature affecting the earth compatible with man’s nature and abilities. Had these been 

at variance with the natural laws of the earth, human life would not have been 

possible on this planet, and man would not have been able to utilize its resources to 

his benefit. Had he been physically different from the condition which allows him to 

tolerate the earth’s atmosphere, breathe its air, eat its food and drink its water, man 

could not have survived on earth for even a very brief time. Had the density of the 
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earth or the human constitution been different, man would not have been able to 

walk or stand upright on earth; he would either fly in the air or sink into the earth. 

Had the earth been without an atmosphere, or had the air been heavier or lighter 

than its present condition, man would have suffocated or been unable to breathe. 

Thus, it is the compatibility of all these natural elements with human nature that 

makes man able to live on earth and benefit by its resources. This is only feasible 

through God’s will. 

Moreover, God made the earth subservient to man through the powers and 

abilities He gave man. Without these man would not have been able to tap the 

resources of the earth to his benefit. As it is, man discovers these resources one by 

one. Whenever he needs something new for his life, he uncovers new treasures; and 

whenever he feels that the earth’s reserves of an essential material are running short, 

he finds new ones or alternative materials. Today, although there remain plenty of oil 

supplies and other minerals, yet the vast potential of nuclear energy has become 

available.12 But man is still like a child who plays with fire, and can easily burn 

himself and those around him. Hence, he needs to abide by the code of living God 

has laid down so that he can make full use of the earth’s resources to build a better 

human life and fulfil his mission. 

“Do you not see that God has made subservient to you all that is on earth, and the ships 

that sail the sea at His bidding?” (Verse 65) It is God who created the laws that allow 

ships to sail through the sea, and who gave man the necessary means to discover 

these laws and utilize them to his benefit. Had the nature of the sea, or the ships, or 

man’s powers of understanding and learning been different, none of this could have 

happened. 

“He it is who holds the celestial bodies, so that they may not fall upon the earth except by 

His leave. Most compassionate is God, and merciful to mankind.” (Verse 65) It is He who 

created the universe and chose its appropriate system. It is He who has made its laws 

which ensure that celestial bodies remain far apart from each other. 

Every theory explaining this universal system is no more than an attempt to 

understand the laws that ensure the maintenance of the balance that God has placed 

in the universe. Yet some people overlook this essential fact. They think that if they 

learn how the universe works, then they are negating God’s role and His power 

which operates it. This is a particularly singular way of thinking. To explain how a 

certain law of nature works does not negate that it has been devised by the 

One who set it in operation in the first place, or that He continues to ensure that such 

a law remains in operation. Besides, all that man has come up with is a host of 

                                                 
12 Nuclear energy is cited in this case as an example of alternatives CO coal and oil. The important 
point is that God has placed in man’s world different means and resources to support life, growth and 
development. — Editor’s note. 
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theories that attempt to explain natural phenomena. They may be right, and may 

equally be wrong. 

God Almighty holds the celestial bodies so that they may not fall upon the earth’ 

through the system He has devised for the universe. He keeps them from falling 

‘except by His leave.’ This is a reference to a time when He may decide to stop this 

system for a purpose He, in His infinite wisdom, wishes to happen. 

The s rah completes its reference to aspects of God’s power and the perfection of 

natural laws by speaking of the human soul. It talks of human existence, life and 

death: “It is He who gave you life, and then will cause you to die, and then will bring you 

back to life. Bereft of all gratitude is man.” (Verse 66) The first life is a miracle renewed with 

every child born at every moment of the night and day. Its secret continues to fill man’s 

mind with wonder and to leave a vast area for us to contemplate. Death is also a secret that 

man cannot fathom. It occurs within a brief moment, yet the gulf between the nature of life 

and that of death is vast indeed, leaving a similarly vast area for contemplation. Life after 

death is something that lies beyond our faculties of perception, but our present life provides 

ample evidence for it. This is a further area for contemplation. 

Yet man seldom reflects or contemplates, because man is ‘bereft of all gratitude.’ The s rah 

shows all these aspects and draws our attention to them within the context of assuring victims 

of oppression that they will have God’s support as they try to repel such hostility. Such is the 

Qur’ nic method in using universal scenes to arouse human feelings, and in linking the laws 

of justice to the laws governing universal existence. 

No Room for Argument 

At this point the s rah addresses the Prophet (peace be upon him) instructing him 

to follow his own way, paying no attention to the unbelievers and their futile 

arguments. He must not allow them to divert him from the method God chose for 

him, as He assigned him the task of delivering His message to mankind. 

To every community We have appointed ways of worship, which they should observe. 
Let them not draw you into disputes on this score, but call [them all] to your Lord. 
You are indeed on the right way. Should they argue with you, say: ‘God knows best 
what you are doing.’ God will judge between you on the Day of Resurrection with 
regard to all on which you dispute. Do you not know that God knows all that occurs 
in heaven as well as on earth? Indeed it is all in a record. All this is easy for God. 
(Verses 67-70) 

Every community has its own way of life, thought, behaviour and beliefs, and 

these are subject to the consistent and accurate laws God has set to regulate people’s 

nature, thinking, feelings and reactions to outside influences. A community that 
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opens its hearts to the pointers to divine guidance and responds to relevant pointers 

in the universe and within the human soul finds its way to God. In this, it will benefit 

by the numerous signs pointing to His oneness and encouraging compliance with 

His orders. By contrast, a community that shuts its mind to all this is in the wrong, 

sinking deeper into error. 

Since God has appointed a certain way for each community, then the Prophet 

need not trouble himself with arguments he may put to the unbelievers when they 

turn away from the path of divine guidance and persist in following error. God 

instructs him not to allow the unbelievers any chance to dispute with him over his 

mission, or the way of life he advocates. He must continue to implement it, paying 

no heed to anyone who wants to engage in argument and dispute. His is a 

straightforward way, as God Himself testifies: “You are indeed on the right way.” 

(Verse 67) This gives him all the reassurance he needs to follow divine guidance. 

If unbelievers try to dispute with him, he should cut short such arguments. It is no 

use wasting time and effort: “Should they argue with you, say: ‘God knows best what you 

are doing.’” (Verse 68) Argument can be useful with people whose hearts and minds 

are open to receive guidance, seeking knowledge and seriously searching for the 

right evidence. But argument is futile with those who persist in their erring ways, 

turning a blind eye to all the indicators and pointers they see in the universe and 

within themselves. The Prophet is told to leave these people to God who will judge 

between all creeds and ways of life and their followers: “God will judge between you on 

the Day of Resurrection with regard to all on which you dispute.” (Verse 69) He is the 

judge to whom no one can object, because on that day all argument is abandoned. 

Nor can there be any argument about the final judgement. 

God makes His judgement on the basis of His perfect knowledge. He does not lose 

sight of any circumstances, and no motive or feeling is withheld from Him. He 

knows everything in the heavens and the earth, including people’s intentions, 

motives, actions and reactions: “Do you not know that God knows all that occurs in 

heaven as well as on earth? Indeed it is all in a record. All this is easy for God.” (Verse 70) 

God’s knowledge is not subject to any of the influences that erase things from 

memory or cause forgetfulness. His record is complete and perfect. 

The human mind becomes overwhelmed when it merely contemplates some of 

what we see in the heavens and the earth, and tries to imagine how God knows all 

these perfectly, down to the most minute details of people, their thoughts, intentions 

and actions. But all this is very little compared to God’s full knowledge and power. 

Hence the verse concludes with the statement: “All this is easy for God.” (Verse 70) 

Having made it clear to the Prophet that he must not allow the unbelievers a chance 

to dispute with him over his right way, the s rah shows how flawed and flimsy the 
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way followed by the unbelievers is. It betrays total ignorance of the truth. They are 

deprived of God’s help, and as such they have none to help them: 

And yet they worship beside God something for which He has never bestowed any 
warrant from on high, and of which they cannot have any knowledge. The wrongdoers 
shall have none to help them. (Verse 71) 

No situation or system can have any real power except for what is granted by 

God. What lacks the source of power given by God remains weak and 

unsupportable. Such unbelievers worship different deities, some of which are idols 

and statues, and some are human; or they may even worship Satan. All these are 

devoid of God’s power; hence they are weak. Besides, they do not worship these 

deities on the basis of any solid and convincing evidence. Their basis is myth and 

superstition. Having been denied God’s help, they will not receive any from any 

other source. 

The most singular thing is that while they worship false deities of which they have 

no knowledge, they refuse to listen to the voice of truth. They are hardened in their 

attitude, threatening to strike at those who recite God’s revelations to them: 

As it is, whenever Our revelations are recited to them in all their clarity, you can 
perceive utter repugnance in the faces of unbelievers. They would almost assault those 
who recite Our revelations to them. (Verse 72) 

They cannot answer an argument with an equally valid counter argument, or 

reply to evidence with anything that is similarly powerful. Instead, they resort to 

heavy-handed tactics, violence and oppression, realizing that they have no leg to 

stand on. This is always the case with tyrants who think only of suppressing the 

truth, knowing that they have no other way to answer it. 

Hence, the Qur’ n delivers a clear warning, pointing to the inevitable outcome: 

“Say: Shall I tell you of something worse than that?” (Verse 72) What is worse than the 

evil they harbour within themselves, and the oppression they embark upon? “It is the 

fire which God has promised to those who deny Him.” (Verse 72) This is the right reply for 

the oppression they engage in. And the final comment is: “How vile an end.” (Verse 72) 

Powerless Man 

The s rah now makes a powerful, universal declaration that all deities people 

associate with God, including the ones to which the wrongdoers appeal for help, are 

weak and powerless. Their weakness is shown in a bustling and captivating scene: 
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Mankind. An aphorism is set forth; hearken, then, to it. Those beings whom you 
invoke instead of God cannot create a fly, even though they were to join all their forces 
to that end. If a fly robs them of anything, they cannot rescue it from him! Weak 
indeed is the seeker, and weak the sought! (Verse 73) 

The address is universal, it includes everyone anywhere in the world, and the 

declaration is loud and clear: “Mankind!” When people have been gathered to listen, 

they are told that they are about to be given a statement of a general principle, not a 

particular case applicable on a certain occasion. “An aphorism is set forth; hearken, then, 

to it.” It is a statement of fact that applies in all situations: “Those beings whom you 

invoke instead of God cannot create a fly, even though they were to join all their forces to that 

end.” All false deities, whether they be idols and statues, human beings, traditions 

and values, to whom you appeal for support and with whom you seek to achieve 

victory and high esteem, are incapable of creating a fly, even if they muster all their 

forces, utilize all their knowledge and channel all their resources into one supreme 

effort. Indeed, the creation of a mere fly, that small and abject creature, defies all the 

harnessed powers of such false gods. 

Creating a fly is just as impossible, for anyone or thing other than God, as creating 

a camel or an elephant, because the fly also demonstrates the great secret of life. 

Hence, it is placed on the same level as camels and elephants, with regard to its 

miraculous creation. The Qur’ nic aphorism, however, cites the case of a little, 

insignificant fly in order to generate a more profound feeling of powerlessness, 

without compromising the underlying principle. 

The s rah adds another dimension in describing their powerlessness: “If a fly robs 

them of anything, they cannot rescue it from him!” (Verse 73) False deities, be they idols 

or humans, cannot retrieve anything from a fly when it robs them of it. Flies can rob 

people of that which is precious indeed. At the same time, a fly carries agents of 

some very serious diseases, such as tuberculosis, typhoid, dysentery and 

conjunctivitis. It can deprive a person of his eyes or other organs, or indeed deprive 

him of his life. A weak and contemptible fly can rob a human being of what he can 

never retrieve. 

Here again we note how the Qur’ nic style uses facts in the most effective way. 

Had the text referred to lions and similar wild animals adding that men cannot 

rescue anything such animals rob them of, it would have generated an air of strength 

and force, rather than weakness. Besides, the most powerful animals cannot rob man 

of anything greater than what a fly can rob him of. 

This powerful image stating a clear aphorism concludes with a simple comment: 

“Weak indeed is the seeker, and weak the sought!” (Verse 73) This comment further 

emphasizes the effects generated by the verse as a whole. 
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At this moment when we realize how weak and contemptible these false deities 

are, the s rah denounces the unbelievers for their faulty concept of God, clearly 

stating God’s power: “No true understanding of God have they. God is certainly Most 

Powerful, Almighty.” (Verse 74) How could they understand Him as He really is when 

they associate with Him such powerless deities that cannot even create a fly? What 

understanding of God have they, when they see His highly sophisticated creation and yet they 

consider as equal to Him beings that cannot create even a little fly? They even invoke such 

powerless creatures which cannot retrieve anything flies take away from them, instead of invoking 

God. So, how can it be claimed that they have a proper concept of God? This is a damning 

comment at a point which should arouse feelings of submission to God alone. 

The s rah then mentions that God Almighty chooses His angel messengers to deliver His 

revelations to prophets, and chooses His human messengers to address mankind. All this is done 

on the basis of immaculate knowledge and total ability: 

God chooses message bearers from among the angels and from among men. God hears all and sees 
all. He knows all that lies open before them and all that is hidden from them. To God all 
things shall return. (Verses 75-76) 

The choice of both angel and human messenger is made by the Almighty, and it was 

from the Almighty that Muhammad received the message of Islam. It was God who 

chose Muhammad to be His Messenger to mankind. How could he be compared to those 

who rely on deities that are both weak and contemptible? 

“God hears all and sees all,” and as such “He knows all that lies open before them and all that is hidden 

from them.” His knowledge is perfect, immaculate, complete. Nothing present or absent, 

near or distant escapes God’s knowledge. 

“To God all things shall return.” (Verse 76) He is the ultimate arbiter, who has power over 
all things. 

Striving for the Right Cause 

Having exposed the absurdity of the idolaters’ beliefs and the ignorance their worship 

rituals reflect, the s rah makes a final address to the Muslim community, urging it to be 

true to its beliefs and to stick to the right way of life. 

Believers! Bow down and prostrate yourselves, and worship your Lord alone, and do 
good, so that you might be successful. And strive hard in God’s cause as you ought to 
strive. It is He who has chosen you, and has laid no hardship on you in [anything that 
pertains to] religion; the creed of your forefather Abraham. It is He who has named 
you Muslims, in bygone times and in this [book], so that the Messenger might bear 
witness for you, and that you might bear witness for all mankind. Thus, attend 
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regularly to your prayer, and pay out your zak t, and hold fast to God. He is your 
Guardian: the best of guardians and the best to give support. (Verses 77-78) 

Indeed these two verses sum up the code of living God has laid down for the 

Muslim community and the duties He has assigned to it. They define its role and 

mark out its course of action, past, present and future, provided that it follows His 

guidance. 

The first instruction given here requires the believers to pray, highlighting two 

distinctive actions of Islamic prayer, namely bowing down and prostrating before 

God. Thus, prayer is given a real image and a noteworthy movement so that we see it 

clearly before our eyes. In this way, the mode of expression is that much more 

effective. 

Next we have a general instruction to worship God. This is far more 

comprehensive than prayer, because worship includes all duties and adds every 

action, thought or feeling that is addressed to God alone. Indeed every human 

activity becomes part of worship when it is intended for God’s sake. This even 

includes pleasure and personal enjoyment which become part of worship earning 

reward from God. All it needs is that we should remember God who has granted us 

these pleasures and who intends them as means to strengthen our resolve to follow 

the way He has chosen for us. Nothing of the nature of such pleasures and 

enjoyments changes, but their purpose is changed, and thus they become part of 

worship. 

The last instruction in the first of these two verses is that believers must do every 

good thing, particularly in their dealings with fellow human beings, just as they do 

good in their relations with God, offering prayer and worship. All these instructions 

are given to the Muslim community so that it can be successful, because these are the 

means to success. Worship maintains its relation with God so that life is established 

on the right footing, and follows the way leading to the ultimate goal. Doing good 

means that the life of the community is firmly established on the basis of right belief. 

When the Muslim community has such a proper relation with God and an 

appropriate lifestyle, it can discharge its awesome responsibility: “And strive hard in 

God’s cause as you ought to strive.” This is a veracious and comprehensive description, 

indicating a massive responsibility that requires adequate preparation and the 

mustering of equipment and resources. 

“And strive hard in God’s cause as you ought to strive.” (Verse 78) This includes 

striving against one’s enemies, laziness, evil and corruption. All these must be 

equally resisted. It is God who has assigned to you this massive responsibility and 

chosen you to fulfil it: “It is He who has chosen you.” This choice adds to the 

seriousness of the responsibility, which means that it cannot be shrugged off or 
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abandoned. Indeed it is an honour God has bestowed on the Muslim community for 

which it should be infinitely grateful. 

Moreover, the assigned task is entwined with God’s grace: He “has laid no hardship 

on you in [anything that pertains to] religion.” Indeed, the religion of Islam, with all its 

duties, worship and laws always observes man’s nature and abilities. It aims to 

satisfy human nature and release man’s abilities so that they are used constructively. 

Human nature must neither be suppressed nor left without control. 

Moreover, the Islamic way of life has a long history in human life, linking the past 

with the present. It is “the creed of your forefather Abraham.” It is the system that has 

continued on earth since the time of Abraham, without any long gap that allows the 

divine faith to be totally distorted, as happened in some periods prior to Abraham’s 

time. 

God has given the name ‘Muslim’ to the community that believes in His oneness, 

and this name remained the same whether in olden days or in the Qur’ n: “It is He 

who has named you Muslims, in bygone times and in this [book].” 

Islam means surrendering oneself totally to God, attributing no share of Godhead 

to anyone else. Thus, the Muslim community has enjoyed the same system across 

successive generations, and with successive messages and messengers, up to the time 

of the Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him). It was then that the divine message 

was entrusted to the Muslim community. Thus, the past, present and future are 

interlinked as God wants. Thus, “the Messenger might bear witness for you and that you 

might bear witness for all mankind.” The Prophet is, thus, a witness defining the way 

the Muslim community should follow, pointing out right and wrong, and the 

Muslim community fulfils the same task with regard to humanity at large. It 

occupies the position of trustee by virtue of the standards established by its laws, 

education and concepts relating to life and to the universe. Needless to say, the 

Muslim community cannot fulfil this role unless it implements God’s message fully 

in life. When the Muslim community abandoned this role and deviated from the 

divine code of living, God removed it from this leadership, leaving it trailing well 

behind. It will continue to be in this humiliating position until it resumes its role 

chosen for it by God. 

To ensure such a return, it must be fully prepared for it. Hence the order: “Attend 

regularly to your prayer, and pay out your zak t, and hold fast to God. He is your Guardian: 

the best of guardians and the best to give support.” (Verse 78) Prayer provides a link 

between the weak and mortal individual and the source of power, while zak t 

provides a strong link between members of the community, ensuring security for all. 

Holding fast to God is the strong tie that is never severed. 

With such resources, the Muslim community can resume the role of human 
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leadership for which God has chosen it. It will also be able to utilize the material 

resources people consider to be sources of strength. The Qur’ n does not overlook 

these; on the contrary, it wants the Muslim community to be equipped with them, 

alongside the resources that are available only to believers who strive to enrich life 

with all that is good and right. 

The great advantage of the divine way of life is that it takes humanity by the hand 

along the way that raises it to the highest position of perfection achievable in this life. 

It is far removed from systems that care only for worldly pleasures and the 

satisfaction of carnal desires. 

Sublime human values aim to satisfy the needs of material life, but do not stop 

there. This is what Islam wants for humanity, under the wise trusteeship of the 

community that implements the divine message. 



Al-Mu’minūn (The Believers) | PROLOGUE 

 143

S RAH 23 

Al-Mu’minūn 
(The Believers) 

Prologue 

This s rah, The Believers, or al-Mu’min n, is defined by its name which makes its 

subject matter very clear. It begins with an outline of the believers’ qualities, and 

presents an exposition on the indicators of faith in both the human soul and the 

universe at large. It then moves on to present the essence of faith as expostulated by 

God’s messengers since the time of Noah up to Muhammad, the last of all prophets 

and messengers, (peace be upon them all). It also discusses the fallacies of those who 

deny faith, their objections and determined opposition that compel God’s 

messengers to appeal to Him for help. At this point, God punishes the rejecters and 

saves the believers. The s rah then refers to the fact that, after God’s messengers have 

passed away, people fall into contention about this truth that admits no variation. 

This provides an opportunity to discuss and denounce the unjustified attitude the 

Arab idolaters took to God’s last messenger, Muhammad (peace be upon him). The 

s rah closes with a scene of the Day of Judgement in which we see the fate suffered 

by those who reject the truth of faith. They are strongly reproached for their attitude. 

This scene concludes with a statement re-emphasizing the truth of God’s absolute 

oneness and a prayer for His mercy and forgiveness. 

As such, the s rah is what its titles say, The Believers, or the s rah of faith with all 

its issues, aspects and nature. Faith then provides its central theme. 

The s rah may be divided into four parts. The first begins with a statement that 

success is assured for the believers: “Truly, successful shall be the believers.” (Verse 1) It 

provides a detailed account, of the qualities of those believers who are certain to be 

successful. Referring to signs that encourage and endorse faith, which are found both 
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in human beings and in the universe at large, this part mentions the different stages 

of human life from its early beginnings to its final end. It elaborates much when it 

mentions the different stages an embryo goes through while providing only a brief 

outline of other stages. It then follows human life up to the Day of Resurrection 

before moving on to signs of faith in the wide universe, referring to the creation of 

the heavens, rain falling from the sky, bringing forth vegetation, plants and fruits. It 

also mentions animals that are placed at the disposal of human beings, ships 

traversing the seas and man’s ability to use such ships and animals for transport. 

The second part takes us from the indicators pointing out the reality of faith to a 

discussion of the truth of faith as advocated by all God’s messengers, without 

exception: “My people, worship God alone: for you have no deity other than Him.” (Verse 

23) This is a statement made by Noah, and by every messenger that followed him, up 

to Muhammad, God’s final Messenger. The unbelievers always made the same 

objections: “This man is but a mortal like yourselves,” and “had God willed, He would have 

surely sent down angels.” (Verse 24) Another objection refers to the promise made by 

God’s messengers: “Does he promise you that, after you have died and become dust and 

bones, you shall be brought forth to life?” (Verse 35) The result was always that 

messengers appealed to God for support. He answered their appeals and destroyed 

the unbelievers. This part concludes with an address to all messengers: “Eat of that 

which is wholesome, and do good deeds: I certainly have full knowledge of all that you do. 

This community of yours is one single community, and I am your only Lord. Therefore, fear 

Me alone.” (Verses 51-52) 

The third part speaks about the fact that after God’s messengers had gone, people 

were divided and fell into contention over this essential truth: “People have divided 

themselves into factions, each delighting in what they have.” (Verse 53) It further speaks 

about people being oblivious of the fact that God tests them with the blessings He 

bestows on them. They are deluded by the riches they enjoy. The believers, on the 

other hand, remain God-fearing, worship Him alone and associate no partners with 

Him. At the same time they remain fully alert, with awe in their hearts: “Their hearts 

lard filled with awe, knowing that to their Lord they shall certainly return.” (Verse 60) At 

this point, an image is portrayed showing those who were oblivious of the truth of 

faith being overwhelmed by God’s punishment. They cry out for help, but they are 

strongly reproached: “Time and again were My revelations recited to you, but every time 

you would turn about on your heels, revelling in your arrogance, and talking senselessly far 

into the night.” (Verses 66-67) The s rah denounces their attitude towards God’s 

Messenger whom they knew well to be honest and truthful. Now that he has come to 

them with the message of the truth, asking for no wages, how can they reject him and 

the truth he advocates? Although they acknowledge that to God belongs all that is in 

the heavens and the earth, which are all under His control as He is their only Lord, 

they reject the very concept of resurrection. They go further in their falsehood, 
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claiming that God has a son and associating partners with Him. “Sublimely exalted is 

He above anything they associate as partner with Him.” (Verse 92) 

The final part turns away from them and their claims in order to address the 

Prophet, telling him to repel evil with what is better, and to seek refuge with God 

from the evil of satans. He must not be angered or grieved by what they say. In 

addition, we have here a scene of the Day of Judgement describing the punishment, 

suffering and humiliation that await them there. The s rah concludes by stating that 

God always remains exalted above all that they say about Him: “Sublimely exalted is 

God, the Ultimate Sovereign, the Ultimate Truth. There is no deity other than Him, the Lord 

of the Glorious Throne.” (Verse 116) It also asserts that the unbelievers will never be 

successful, whereas the believers’ success is confirmed at the beginning of the s rah: 

“He that invokes besides God any other deity – a deity for whose existence he has no evidence 

– shall be brought to account before his Lord. Most certainly, the unbelievers shall never be 

successful.” (Verse 117) Again, an instruction is given to seek God’s mercy and 

forgiveness: “Say: My Lord! Forgive and have mercy. You are the best of those who show 

mercy.” (Verse 118) 

The s rah spreads an air of explanation and factual statement, mixed with calm 

argument, pure logic and inspiration. Its subject matter is faith, and faith gives it its 

special ambience. At the beginning we see the believers “who humble themselves in 

their prayer,” and in the middle they are described in the following terms: “They give 

away whatever they have to give with their hearts filled with awe, knowing that to their Lord 

they shall certainly return.” (Verse 60) For an example of the inspiration of the s rah we 

may take: “It is He who has endowed you with hearing, and sight, and minds: how seldom 

are you grateful.” (Verse 78). Indeed the entire s rah reflects a gentle air of faith. 
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1 

Man, Faith and the 

Universe 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

Truly, successful shall be the believers, (1) 

who humble themselves in their prayer, (2) 

who turn away from all that is frivolous, (3) 

who are active in deeds of charity, (4) 

who refrain from sex (5) 

except with those joined to them in marriage, or 

those whom they rightfully possess – for then, they 

are free of all blame, (6) 

whereas those who seek to go beyond that [limit] 

are indeed transgressors, (7) 

who are faithful to their trusts and to their pledges, 

(8) 

ô‰s% yxn=øùr& tβθãΖÏΒ÷σ ßϑø9 $# ∩⊇∪  

t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# öΝ èδ ’ Îû öΝ Íκ ÍEŸξ|¹ tβθãèÏ±≈ yz ∩⊄∪  

t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# uρ öΝ èδ Ç⎯ tã Èθøó̄=9 $# šχθàÊ Ì÷èãΒ ∩⊂∪  

t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# uρ öΝ èδ Íο 4θx. ¨“=Ï9 tβθè=Ïè≈ sù ∩⊆∪  

t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# uρ öΝ èδ öΝ Îγ Å_ρãà Ï9 tβθÝà Ï≈ ym ∩∈∪  

ωÎ) #’ n?tã öΝ ÎγÅ_≡ uρø—r& ÷ρr& $tΒ ôM s3n=tΒ öΝ åκß]≈ yϑ÷ƒ r& 

öΝ åκ ¨ΞÎ* sù çö xî š⎥⎫ÏΒθè=tΒ ∩∉∪  

Ç⎯ yϑsù 4©xötGö/ $# u™!# u‘ uρ y7 Ï9≡ sŒ y7 Í× ¯≈ s9 'ρé'sù ãΝ èδ 

tβρßŠ$ yèø9 $# ∩∠∪  

t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# uρ öΝ èδ öΝ Îγ ÏF≈ oΨ≈ tΒL{ öΝ ÏδÏ‰ôγ tãuρ tβθãã≡ u‘ 
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and who are diligent in their prayers. (9) 

These shall be the heirs, (10) 

who will inherit paradise; therein shall they abide. 

(11) 

Indeed, We create man out of the essence of clay, 

(12) 

then We place him, a gamete,13 in a safe place of 

rest. (13) 

Then We create out of the gamete a clinging cell 

mass, and out of the clinging cell mass We create 

an embryo. Then We create within the embryo 

bones, then We clothe the bones with flesh. We 

then bring this into being as another creation. 

Exalted be God, the best of creators. (14) 

And then, after all this, you are destined to die ; 

(15) 

and then, you shall be restored to life on the Day 

of Resurrection. (16) 

We have created above you seven [celestial] orbits; 

and never are We unmindful of [Our] creation. 

(17) 

∩∇∪  

t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# uρ ö/ ãφ 4’ n?tã öΝ Íκ ÌE≡ uθn=|¹ tβθÝà Ïù$pt ä† ∩®∪  

y7 Í× ¯≈ s9 'ρé& ãΝèδ tβθèOÍ‘≡ uθø9 $# ∩⊇⊃∪  

š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# tβθèOÌtƒ }̈ ÷ρyŠ öÏ ø9 $# öΝèδ $pκ Ïù 

tβρà$ Î#≈ yz ∩⊇⊇∪  

ô‰s) s9 uρ $oΨ ø) n=yz z⎯≈ |¡ΣM}$# ⎯ÏΒ 7's#≈ n=ß™ ⎯ ÏiΒ &⎦⎫ ÏÛ 

∩⊇⊄∪  

§Ν èO çμ≈ oΨ ù=yèy_ Zπ x ôÜ çΡ ’Îû 9‘# ts% &⎦⎫Å3̈Β ∩⊇⊂∪  

¢Ο èO $uΖø) n=yz sπ x ôÜ ‘Ζ9 $# Zπ s) n=tæ $uΖø) n= y‚sù sπ s) n=yèø9 $# 

Zπ tóôÒãΒ $uΖø) n=y‚sù sπ tóôÒßϑø9 $# $Vϑ≈ sà Ïã $tΡöθ|¡ s3sù 

zΟ≈ sà Ïèø9 $# $Vϑøt m: ¢Ο èO çμ≈tΡù't±Σr& $̧) ù=yz tyz# u™ 4 
x8u‘$t7 tFsù ª!$# ß⎯ |¡ômr& t⎦⎫É) Î=≈ sƒø:$# ∩⊇⊆∪  

§Ν èO / ä3̄ΡÎ) y‰÷è t/ y7 Ï9≡ sŒ tβθçFÍh‹yϑs9 ∩⊇∈∪  

¢Ο èO ö/ ä3̄ΡÎ) tΠ öθtƒ Ïπ yϑ≈ uŠ É) ø9 $# šχθèW yèö7 è? ∩⊇∉∪  

ô‰s) s9 uρ $oΨ ø) n=yz óΟ ä3s% öθsù yì ö7 y™ t, Í←!# tsÛ $tΒuρ $̈Ζä. 

                                                 
13 For an explanation of the translation of the Qur’ nic terms denoting the stages of human 
development during pregnancy, please refer to the footnote on verse 5 of S rah 22, in this volume, p. 
80. — Editor’s note. 
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We send down water from the skies in accordance 

with a set measure, and We cause it to lodge in 

the earth; and We are most certainly able to take 

it all away. (18) 

And by means of this water We bring forth for 

you gardens of date-palms and vines, yielding 

abundant fruit, and from which you eat, (19) 

as well as a tree that grows on Mount Sinai 

yielding oil and relish for all to eat. (20) 

In the cattle too there is a lesson for you: We give 

you to drink of that which is in their bellies, and 

you gain many other benefits from them, and you 

eat of their flesh. (21) 

By them, as by the ships you are carried. (22) 

Ç⎯ tã È, ù=sƒ ø:$# t⎦, Î#Ï≈ xî ∩⊇∠∪  

$uΖø9 t“Ρr& uρ z⎯ ÏΒ Ï™!$yϑ¡¡9 $# L™!$tΒ 9‘ y‰s) Î/ çμ≈̈Ψ s3ó™ r'sù 

’ Îû ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# ( $̄ΡÎ) uρ 4’ n?tã ¤U$yδ sŒ ⎯ Ïμ Î/ 

tβρâ‘ Ï‰≈ s) s9 ∩⊇∇∪  

$tΡù' t±Σ r'sù /ä3s9 ⎯ ÏμÎ/ ;M≈ ¨Ζy_ ⎯ ÏiΒ 9≅Š Ïƒ ¯Υ 

5=≈ uΖôãr& uρ ö/ä3©9 $pκ Ïù çμÏ.≡ uθsù ×ο u ÏV x. $pκ ÷] ÏΒ uρ 

tβθè=ä. ù's? ∩⊇®∪  

Zο tyfx© uρ ßlãøƒ rB ⎯ ÏΒ Í‘θèÛ u™!$ uΖøŠ y™ àM ç6 /Ψ s? 

Ç⎯ ÷δ‘$!$$Î/ 8 ö6Ï¹uρ t⎦⎫Î=Å2Eζ Ïj9 ∩⊄⊃∪  

¨βÎ) uρ ö/ä3s9 ’ Îû ÄΝ≈ yè÷ΡF{ $# Zο uö9Ïès9 ( / ä3‹É) ó¡Σ $£ϑÏiΒ 

’ Îû $pκ ÍΞθäÜ ç/ ö/ ä3s9 uρ $pκ Ïù ßì Ï≈ uΖtΒ ×ο u ÏV x. $pκ ÷] ÏΒuρ 

tβθè=ä. ù's? ∩⊄⊇∪  

$pκ ö n=tãuρ ’ n?tãuρ Å7 ù=à ø9 $# tβθè=yϑøt éB ∩⊄⊄∪ 

Success Guaranteed by Faith 

“Truly, successful shall be the believers.” (Verse 1) It is a true promise; nay, it is a firm 

decision ensuring success for the believers. If we take it as a promise, we know God 

never fails to honour His promises; and if we say that it is His decision, then no one 

can ever foil a decision by God. What is promised is success in the life of this world 

and in the life to come; success for the individual believer and for the community of 

believers. A believer will feel this success in his heart and will see it coming true in 

his day to day life. The success God promises includes all that human beings 

associate with success and what God keeps in store for His faithful servants. 
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So, who are those faithful servants, the believers who receive this document 

written by God, containing this promise and a clear declaration of success? Who are 

the believers promised all goodness, victory, happiness, success and goodly 

provisions in this life on earth; and further promised to be successful in the hereafter, 

when they receive God’s reward and enjoy His pleasure? They will also have much 

more that is known only to God, and this will be given in their two lives. Who are 

these believers who will inherit paradise where they will abide? 

Verses 2-9 give us a detailed list of their characteristics. They are the ones “who 

humble themselves in their prayer, who turn away from all that is frivolous, who are active in 

deeds of charity, who refrain from sex except with those joined to them in marriage, or those 

whom they rightfully possess – for then, they are free of all blame, whereas those who seek to 

go beyond that [limit] are indeed transgressors, who are faithful to their trusts and to their 

pledges, and who are diligent in their prayers.” (Verses 2-9) So, what do we make of these 

characteristics? 

Together they draw for us the character of a Muslim at its highest level. That is the 

level of Muhammad (peace be upon him), God’s Messenger and the most perfect 

human being ever to walk on the face of the earth. He was educated and given a 

refined character by God, and God certified to his noble character and way of life: 

“Truly, yours is a sublime nature.” (68: 4) ` ’ishah, the Prophet’s wife, was asked about 

his character. Her answer was: “His character was the Qur’ n in practice.” She then 

recited verses 1-9 of the present s rah, and commented, “Such was God’s 

Messenger.” [Related by al-Nas ’ī] 

But we ask again: what value do these characteristics give to the life of the 

individual, the community and to human life in general? 

“Who humble themselves in their prayer.” (Verse 2) They feel the reverence associated 

with prayer, as they stand up to address God, and their hearts are thus filled with 

awe, which is, in turn, reflected in their features and movements. Their spirits feel 

God’s majesty as they realize that they stand in His presence. Thus, all their 

preoccupations and distractions disappear. Their thoughts and feelings are all 

concentrated on their discourse with Him. In His sublime presence, they are heedless 

of all their surroundings. They see and feel nothing but His majesty. Their minds and 

hearts are purged of even the slightest alien thought or feeling. In such a situation, a 

stray atom is reunited with its source, a wandering spirit finds its way, and a heart 

that has been long in isolation finds its company. Thus, all values, concerns and 

considerations diminish, except for the ones that are related to God in some way. 

“Who turn away from all that is frivolous.” (Verse 3) This includes all frivolity, in 

words, actions, or concerns. A believer’s heart has its own preoccupations which 

steer it away from frivolity. It is full with the remembrance of God and with 
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reflection on His majesty and His signs that we see everywhere in the universe and 

within ourselves. Indeed, every scene in the universe fills our minds with wonder 

and gives a clear message to our hearts. Moreover, the duties required by faith keep a 

believer preoccupied with maintaining the purity of his or her heart, soul and 

conscience. Believers’ duties include those of behaviour which aim at maintaining the 

very high standards required by faith. Moreover, the task of enjoining what is right 

and forbidding what is wrong aims at preventing any deviation in the life of the 

Muslim community. Jih d is also a duty that aims to repel aggression, protect the 

Muslim community and maintain its position and sovereignty. These duties are 

always there, and believers do not shirk their responsibilities. These are either 

individual or collective duties, sufficient to preoccupy people throughout their lives. 

Man’s energy is limited, and it may either be spent in what serves and improves 

human life, or in frivolity and idle pursuit. By his faith, a believer is required to 

spend all his energy in what promotes life and sets it on the course of success and 

prosperity. 

This does not preclude relaxation and seeking comfort when it is needed. But this 

is totally different from indulging in frivolous and idle pursuits. 

Social and Moral Qualities 

“Who are active in deeds of charity.” (Verse 4) Having come forward to declare their 

submission to God and demonstrate this in their prayer, and having turned away 

from all that is frivolous, true believers complement this by being active in charity. 

The term used in Arabic for charity is zak t, but this word is often used in a wider 

sense that goes far beyond the obligatory financial worship with which it is normally 

associated. Such charity purifies man’s heart and money. It purges hearts of 

selfishness and greed, and overcomes Satan’s whispers of discouragement as he 

raises before us the spectre of poverty, and demonstrates our trust in God. It also 

makes our money, or what is left of it, pure and good, free of all obligations and 

doubts concerning its being lawful. Furthermore, charity protects the Muslim 

community against the imbalance that results from the extremes of poverty on the 

one side and affluence on the other. It provides social security for all individuals in 

the Muslim community, particularly the weaker elements, and it protects the 

community against disintegration. 

“Who refrain from sex...” (Verse 5) This is a pointer to the purity of the human soul, 

the home and the community, and to the way of protecting oneself, family and 

society. It is all the result of refraining from indulgence in sin and turning people’s 

hearts only to what is permissible. Thus, the Muslim community is protected from 

the unrestrained promiscuity that undermines the family and allows dubious 
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parenthood to increase and become acceptable. 

A community with no restraint on desire is wont to find its very social fabric 

corrupted, because it deprives itself of the sanctity for the family. The family home is 

the basic unit in the structure of the community. It is the cradle where children grow 

up. To serve as a healthy cradle, it needs purity and security, both of which give 

reassurance to the husband and wife so that each has full trust in the other. Thus, 

they cooperate to safeguard their home and ensure the healthy upbringing of their 

young ones. 

A community where unrestrained desire becomes commonplace is a filthy 

community that occupies a very lowly position in humanity’s esteem. Self control, 

willpower and the appropriate regulation of natural instincts to ensure their healthy 

and productive fulfilment are the best way to gauge human advancement. Thus, 

children feel no shame about the way they start their existence in this world, for they 

know who their fathers are. This is far removed from what animals are like. 

The Qur’ n defines here the clean and healthy way which allows a man to place 

the seeds of life in the right place: “Who refrain from sex except with those joined to them 

in marriage, or those whom they rightfully possess – for then, they are free of all blame.” 

(Verses 5-6) As for married couples, no argument is raised here, because marriage is 

respected in all human communities. The other form, referring to ‘rightfully 

possessed’ women, needs some explanation. 

We have spoken about the question of slavery and the Islamic approach to it 

elsewhere in this book.14 As we have stated, when Islam was revealed, slavery was a 

universal system. Captives of war were made slaves, and this was an international 

institution. It was not possible for Islam at the time, when it was engaged in military 

battles against its enemies who were trying hard to stop its spread with military 

force, to abolish slavery unilaterally. This would have meant that Muslim captives 

would remain enslaved by the enemies of Islam, while Islam would set enemy 

captives free. Hence, while putting an end to all other sources of slavery, Islam made 

a provisional exception in the case of captives of war. Abolition of this remaining 

source was delayed until a new international system to regulate the question of war 

captives could be put in place. 

With this source of slavery remaining, captive women continued to come into 

Islamic society. To give them equal treatment, on the basis of the system then 

operating throughout the world, meant that they should be slaves. Their 

enslavement did not allow them to become wives through normal marriage. Hence, 

Islam allowed intercourse with them by their masters only, unless they were freed 

through the many ways Islam provided for the same. 

                                                 
14 Reference to slavery is made in Vol. I, pp. 279-81, Vol. III, pp. 31-2. 
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We see also in this permission a way to satisfy the natural needs of the women 

slaves themselves, so that they did not resort to immorality. We see this happening 

today, despite the international treaties prohibiting slavery, when women are taken 

captive in war. Islam, however, does not condone such promiscuity. But Islam did 

open up several ways for women slaves to gain their freedom: one of which 

automatically came into operation when the slave woman gave birth to her master’s 

child. In this case, she became free on her master’s death. Alternatively, her master 

may give her freedom, either voluntarily or in atonement for some offence he might 

have committed. Or, she may choose to buy her own freedom. A different situation 

applied if her master hit her across the face. He was, then, required to free her by 

way of compensation. There were further ways to freedom as well. 

Anyway, allowing slavery through war was a temporary necessity in order to 

maintain equal treatment in a world where all war captives became slaves. It was, 

however, not a part of the Islamic social system per se. 

“Whereas those who seek to go beyond that [limit] are indeed transgressors.” (Verse 7) 

The limit is that of wives and women rightly possessed. There can be no other 

legitimate way. Whoever tries to go beyond this limit actually breaks the boundaries 

of permissibility and falls in sin. He becomes an assailant of human honour. There 

can be no lawful relationship except through marriage or the results of war 

undertaken for the sake of Islam. When transgression beyond these well defined 

limits takes place, the individual concerned becomes corrupt, like a sheep grazing 

out of bounds, and the family is undermined because of the lack of security felt by its 

members. Indeed the whole community feels endangered because its wolves have 

been set loose. Islam is keen to avoid all that. 

Qualities Guaranteeing Admission to Heaven 

“Who are faithful to their trusts and to their pledges.” (Verse 8) They, individuals and 

community alike, honour their pledges and discharge their trust. Both the individual 

and the community have many types of trust to maintain, the first of which is the 

trust encapsulated in their own nature, i.e. they are created by God in an upright 

fashion so as to be in harmony with the rest of the universe to which they belong. 

This testifies to God’s oneness by the natural feeling of unity that governs the 

universe. Believers are faithful to this great trust, and they protect their nature from 

deviation so that it continues to testify to God’s oneness. Other trusts are derived 

from this basic element. 

The first pledge is that God has taken from, and made ingrained in human nature, 

committing it to believe in His existence and His oneness. All other pledges, 

covenants and treaties derive from this first one. When a believer commits himself to 
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something, he makes God his witness. Honouring his commitments is, to a believer, 

part of being God-fearing, of taqw . 

The Muslim community is also responsible for honouring its public trust, and for 

the fulfilment of its pledges to God and the duties that result from these pledges. The 

s rah gives its statement in very general terms so as to include every type of trust and 

pledge. Believers are faithful to all these, at all times. Being faithful is part of their 

character. No community can hope to have a straightforward life unless pledges and 

trusts are fulfilled, so that every individual and group are certain of this basic rule of 

community life. It is the rule that gives everyone a sense of trust and security. 

“And who are diligent in their prayers.” (Verse 9) They do not neglect their prayers or 

miss them through laziness. Nor do they fail to attend to them as prayer should be 

attended to. They offer them on time, attending to obligatory and recommended 

parts, making them complete, omitting nothing essential. Their prayer is alive, filling 

their hearts and interacting with their consciences. Prayer maintains a bond between 

God and human hearts. Therefore, a person who does not attend regularly to his 

prayer is unlikely to attend diligently and conscientiously to his bonds with other 

people. The qualities of believers outlined in this s rah start with prayer and finish 

with prayer, so as to stress its unrivalled importance in the structure of faith. After 

all, prayer is the most perfect form of worship addressed to God. 

These characteristics delineate the character of believers who are certain to be 

successful. While they are characteristics of individuals, they are decisive in giving 

the Muslim community its collective character and shaping the type of life it lives. It 

is an honourable life that befits man, the creature God has honoured and allowed to 

move up on the way to perfection. It is clear that God does not want man to live like 

animals, merely eating and indulging in pleasure. 

Since life on earth does not achieve the perfection God wants for mankind, He has 

willed that believers who follow His way should attain their goal in paradise, where 

they live forever, in complete security, and where they have no fear: “These shall be 

the heirs who will inherit paradise; therein shall they abide.” (Verses 10-11) This is the 

ultimate success God has determined for believers. There is no goal beyond this. 

The Origins of Man 

Having given a detailed account of the qualities and characteristics of believers, 

the s rah moves on to point out the indications available within man himself that 

lead to faith. It speaks of the various stages of development of a human being, 

starting with the very beginning of human origin, and ending with resurrection on 

the Day of Judgement, to establish a firm link between this life and the life to come: 
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Indeed, We create man out of the essence of clay, then We place him, a gamete, in a 
safe place of rest. Then We create out of the gamete a clinging cell mass, and out of the 
clinging cell mass We create an embryo. Then We create within the embryo bones, 
then We clothe the bones with flesh. We then bring this into being as another creation. 
Exalted be God, the best of creators. And then, after all this, you are destined to die; 
and then, you shall be restored to life on the Day of Resurrection. (Verses 12-16) 

The gradual formation of man, following the same sequence, confirms first the 

truth of the Originator, and also the deliberate planning in the course such formation 

follows. This cannot be the result of blind coincidence. Nor can it be a random 

beginning leading to a consistent line that never fails or deviates. The truth is that 

human beings come into existence in the way they do, rather than any other possible 

way, because our Creator wants it this way, and He does things according to His 

own plan and design. 

Moreover, by giving this full picture with the different stages shown to follow 

each other without fail also indicates that belief in the Creator who plans everything 

and following the course of action believers follow, as indicated in the first eleven 

verses of the s rah, is the only way to achieve the perfect standard human beings can 

achieve both in this life and in the hereafter. Thus, the two opening passages of the 

s rah are interlinked. 

“Indeed, We create man out of the essence of clay.” (Verse 12) This statement implies 

that there are stages in the creation of human beings, without specifying them. The 

implication is much clearer in the Arabic’ original where the term sul lah, given in 

English as ‘essence’, also connotes a chain of development. Hence, it means that man 

goes through different stages, one leading to the other, from the very first beginning 

of clay to the eventual creation, man. This is a truth we get to know from the Qur’ n. 

We do not need any confirmation of it from scientific theories concerned with the 

origins of man or other living things. 

The Qur’ n establishes this truth of God’s work and design. Thus, we can 

contemplate the great divide between the clay and man who came from that clay 

through a succession of stages. The details of this succession are not mentioned 

because it is unimportant to the wider aims of the Qur’ n. Scientific theories try to 

find a definite ladder for our origins and evolution. In their attempts, these theories 

may come up with some true conclusions and they may make mistakes. We cannot, 

however, confuse the truth established in the Qur’ n, which mentions the succession 

of stages, with the attempts made by scientists to establish these different stages of 

succession. These attempts are always open to error, proving today what they may 

disprove tomorrow in the light of advanced techniques and technologies. 

This truth is sometimes expressed very briefly in the Qur’ n, when it says that 
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man’s creation began with clay, giving no reference to the stages which the process of 

creation then went through. The ultimate reference then is the most detailed Qur’ nic 

text, which refers to a ‘succession of stages’. We should remember that the Qur’ n 

uses a more general or shorter text, only because it is more suited to the context in 

which it occurs. 

The Qur’ n does not explain how man evolved from the essence of clay, because 

such explanation is not part of its objectives. The stages of this succession may be 

exactly as scientific theories suggest, or they may be different. It may happen that 

man will be able to formulate an accurate idea of such succession. However, the 

parting point between the Qur’ nic view of man and the way scientific theories look 

at him is that the Qur’ n honours man, stating that a measure of God’s spirit was 

breathed into him to make of him a man with the qualities and characteristics that 

distinguish man from animals. In this, the Islamic view is fundamentally different 

from that of all materialist theories. God certainly tells the truth. 

Different Stages in the Creation of Man 

This applies to the origin of the human race: it starts from an essence of clay. As 

for individual human beings, they go through well known stages: “Then We place him, 

a gamete, in a safe place of rest.” (Verse 13) The creation formula that brings about new 

individuals of the human race, and their method of reproduction, follows a line set 

by God. A drop of fluid is discharged from the man to settle in the woman’s uterus. 

It is not the whole drop; rather, a single cell out of hundreds of thousands forming 

this drop. It settles in this safe enclosure in the uterus which is supported by the hip 

bones, protecting it from the shocks and knocks that occur to the body as one moves 

about. 

The Qur’ nic text makes the gamete a stage in the succession of man’s creation, 

coming immediately after man’s existence. This is true, but it also deserves 

contemplation. A human being in his full stature, and with all his features, elements 

and characteristics, is enclosed within this gamete. It then develops into an embryo 

when it begins its new existence through a new series of stages. 

The gamete stage leads to that of a cell mass after the male sperm fertilizes the 

female egg, and then the cell mass clings to the wall of the uterus. The cell mass 

grows and becomes an embryo. This little creation continues in this line that never 

changes or deviates from its course. It moves along its marked line, using its latent 

energy according to God’s law which combines perfect design with elaborate 

planning. 

The next stage is that of the emergence of bones: “Then We create within the embryo 

bones,” which is followed by another stage in which the bones are clothed with flesh. 
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We are overwhelmed with amazement here at this fact in the development of the 

embryo which is stated in the Qur’ n long before it was confirmed by embryology. 

This is the fact that bones are made of cells that are totally different from those of 

flesh. It has been confirmed beyond any shadow of doubt that bones are formed first 

in the embryo. In fact, not a single cell of flesh could be seen before the whole 

skeleton of the embryo is finally in place. This is what the Qur’ n states: “Then We 

create within the embryo bones, then We clothe the bones with flesh.” (Verse 14) Limitless is 

God in His glory. He is indeed All-Knowing, All-Aware. 

“We then bring this into being as another creation.” (Verse 14) This is now man with 

his distinctive features. It is true that the human embryo is similar to animal 

embryos, but only in its physical stages. For then the human embryo is given a 

different sort of creation to make up this distinguished creature that we know, with 

his potential to achieve excellence. The animal embryo, on the other hand, remains 

within the animal grade, possessing nothing of the distinctive features and qualities 

of man. 

The human embryo is given special qualities that in time lead it along its human 

way. It is given ‘another creation’ as it completes its embryonic stages, while the 

animal embryo stops at that stage because it does not have the same qualities. Hence, 

no animal can go beyond its animal status, so as to automatically evolve into the 

same high status as man. The two are totally different, and the difference is caused 

by the breathing of divine spirit that brings the essence of clay into a human being, 

which is a different creation. This means that man and animals are similar in their 

biological make-up, but animals do not go beyond their status, while man is brought 

into being as a different creation, able to achieve a totally different level of perfection 

through the distinctive qualities God has willed to give him in order to complete His 

design of creation.15 

“Exalted be God, the best of creators.” (Verse 14) God is certainly the only One who 

creates. The superlative form is not used here in a comparative sense; rather, it 

indicates perfection in God’s creation. 

“Exalted be God, the best of creators.” (Verse 14) It is He who has given human nature 

the ability to move from one stage to the next, in accordance with the law He has set, 

which will never change or be modified. It will not fail to continue until man 

achieves the degree of perfection assigned to him, on the basis of a perfect order. 

                                                 
15 The theory of evolution seeks to prove the opposite, making man another stage of animal evolution, 
and giving animals the capability to attain human status. The facts we see disprove the existence of 
any such relation between man and animal, showing that no animal has the necessary qualities to 
evolve into human status. It will always remain within animal boundaries. Its animal evolution may 
be proven according to Darwin’s theory or in some other way, but mankind remains a higher type of 
creation distinguished by certain qualities that make man what he is, and this could never have come 
about as a result of mechanical development. It is a gift from a higher power. 
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People look with amazement at what they term as ‘scientific miracles’ when man 

invents a machine that works automatically, without human interference. But how 

does this compare with the development of an embryo in all its phases and stages, 

each of which is hugely different from the preceding one, ushering in total 

transformations. But people tend to overlook such miraculous events, closing their 

eyes and minds to them, because long familiarity tends to disguise their miraculous 

nature. The mere thought that man, very complex as he is, is summed up within a 

single cell that cannot be seen with the naked eye, yet carries all his qualities, 

distinctive features and special characteristics fills us with wonder. In fact, all these 

distinctive qualities, features and characteristics grow and take full shape during the 

different stages of the development of the embryo, and then appear in full when the 

embryo is brought back as a different and new creation. Then they are visibly seen in 

the child, or they make their presence in the newborn child felt. Indeed, every child 

carries its own genetic features in addition to general human features and qualities. 

Both types are latent in the original cell but emerge later. When we reflect on this 

fact, which occurs all the time, our hearts and minds are hound to acknowledge this 

remarkable design by our Creator. 

Further Aspects of Creation 

The s rah continues to depict the different stages of life to complete the journey. 

Human life that began on earth does not however end there, because an element 

from outside the earth forms an essential part of it, influencing the path it travels. 

The breathing of God’s spirit in it has given human life a goal different from that of 

the body, and a destination unlike that of the destination of flesh and blood. Hence it 

achieves its completeness somewhere other than this earth, in a totally different 

world: “And then, after all this, you are destined to die; and then, you shall be restored to life 

on the Day of Resurrection.” (Verses 15-16) 

Thus, death is the end of human life on earth, forming a bridge between the life 

we know and the life to come. As such, it is a stage in human life, not its end. 

Then comes resurrection which heralds the last stage, when the perfect life begins, 

free of all the failings of earthly life, physical needs, fear and worry, and leading to 

no other stage because it represents the level of perfection human beings can attain. 

This, however, applies only to those who follow the way leading to such perfection, 

outlined in the opening verses of this s rah. It is the way followed by believers. By 

contrast, those who in this life sink to the level of animals go further down in the life 

to come so that they are right at the bottom. They are no longer human beings, 

because they become part of the fuel of hell, fed by stones and men. 

The s rah moves on to point out well known, yet often forgotten, aspects in the 
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universe which should lead people to faith: 

We have created above you seven [celestial] orbits; and never are We unmindful of 
[Our] creation. We send down water from the skies in accordance with a set measure, 
and We cause it to lodge in the earth; and We are most certainly able to take it all 
away. And by means of this water We bring forth for you gardens of date palms and 
vines, yielding abundant fruit, and from which you eat, as well as a tree that grows on 
Mount Sinai yielding oil and relish for all to eat. In the cattle too there is a lesson for 
you: We give you to drink of that which is in their bellies, and you gain many other 
benefits from them, and you eat of their flesh. By them, as by the ships you are carried. 
(Verses 17-22) 

All these indicators are cited here as aspects of God’s power and perfect planning. 

In their constitutions, functions and roles they move in perfect harmony and in the 

same direction. They are subject to the same law. They function in unison and serve 

man, the creature God has honoured. Therefore, these aspects of the universe are 

shown to be interlinked with the stages of human life as outlined in the s rah. 

“We have created above you seven [celestial] orbits; and never are We unmindful of [Our] 

creation.” (Verse 17) The Arabic word used here, ar ’iq, carries different meanings. It 

may mean seven layers, one above the other, or next to one another. It may also 

mean seven orbits, (as we chose in our translation), but it could also mean seven 

celestial systems like our solar system, or seven nebulae, or clusters of stars. Be that 

as it may, the term signifies seven celestial creatures above us, which means that they 

are higher than the level of the earth in the universe. God created them all according 

to His planning and to suit His purpose. He protects and preserves them according 

to a definite law He has set in operation: “Never are We unmindful of Our creation.” 

Blessings All Around Us 

“We send down water from the skies in accordance with a set measure, and We cause it to 

lodge in the earth; and We are most certainly able to take it all away.” (Verse 18) Here we 

have a direct link between those seven orbits or bodies and the earth. Water falls 

from the sky, and has a direct link with those bodies. In fact, it is the perfect order 

controlling the universe that allows water to so fall from the sky and settle into the 

earth. 

It is only recently that geologists developed their theory that underground water 

comes from surface water and rain, which seeps through the earth. Before this theory 

was advanced, the general perception was that underground water was independent 

of surface water. Yet the Qur’ n stated this fact more than 1,400 years ago. 

“We send down water from the skies in accordance with a set measure.” It is all 
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according to an elaborate plan. It is neither too much so as to cause flooding and 

devastation, nor too little so as to cause drought and famine. Nor does it come at the 

wrong time when it would be of little use. 

“And We cause it to lodge in the earth.” The picture here is akin to that of the 

fertilized egg that is implanted in the uterus, which is described in the Qur’ n as ‘a 

safe place of rest.’ Both the egg and the water have their settled and safe places of 

settlement in order to give rise to life. Here we see yet another example of the 

Qur’ nic method of artistic arrangement of scenes and images. 

“We are most certainly able to take it all away.” It can sink into the depths of the earth, 

through a schism in the rocky layer under it, or by some other means. The One who 

kept it stored in its place is also able to allow it to go beyond man’s reach. Keeping it 

in its place is part of God’s grace. 

It is from water that life derives: “And by means of this water We bring forth for you 

gardens of date palms and vines, yielding abundant fruit, and from which you eat.” (Verse 

19) Date trees and vines are only two types of plant life for the emergence of which 

water is essential. By the same token, the sperm, or fluid man discharges, is essential 

for the emergence of human life. Both examples are easily understood by those 

addressed by the Qur’ n. They also point to the numerous other examples that 

depend on water for life. 

Of these other types the olive tree is chosen for particular mention: “as well as a tree 

that grows on Mount Sinai yielding oil and relish for all to eat.” (Verse 20) It is one of the 

most useful trees for man, with its oil, fruit and wood. The closest area to Arabia 

where it was planted was Mount Sinai, close to the blessed valley mentioned in the 

Qur’ n. Hence, this particular area is mentioned here. In that area, it is fed by 

groundwater. 

Then the s rah leaves aside all plants to refer to the animal kingdom: 

In the cattle too there is a lesson for you: We give you to drink of that which is in their 
bellies, and you gain many other benefits from them, and you eat of their flesh. By 
them, as by the ships you are carried. (Verses 21-22) 

These creatures have been made subservient to man by God’s power and design, 

as also by His distribution of qualities and functions in the entire universe. Anyone 

who looks at them with open eyes and mind will not fail to recognize the wisdom 

behind this planning. He will realize that we drink the milk that comes from their 

bellies, which means that it comes from what these cattle feed on and digest. Their 

special glands turn it into this tasty and highly beneficial fluid. 

“You gain many other benefits from them.” These benefits are given first in this 
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general statement, and then two are chosen for particular emphasis: “You eat of their 

flesh. By them, as by the ships you are carried.” Permission is given to man to eat of these 

animals, which include camels, oxen, sheep and goats, but man is forbidden to inflict 

pain on these animals or to torture them. Eating them provides real benefit, while 

torture and pain are only indicative of a sadistic nature. Causing pain and inflicting 

torture bring no benefit to man. 

The s rah compares man’s riding of animals and his being carried on board boats 

and ships. Both are made possible through the system God has perfected for this 

universe which organizes the functions of all creatures and establishes coherence and 

coordination between them all. It is the way God has made water, ships and the 

atmosphere around them both that allows ships to float on water. If the composition 

of any of the three alters or changes, it would not be possible for ships to travel the 

seas. People realized this very early in human life, and they continue to benefit by it. 

All these are signs that lead to faith when they are properly understood. They are 

relevant to both the preceding and the following parts of the s rah, and fit with them 

in perfect harmony. 
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2 

One Message for All 

Mankind 

We sent forth Noah to his people, and he said: 

‘My people! Worship God alone, for you have no 

deity other than Him. Will you not be God-

fearing?’ (23) 

The unbelieving elders of his people said: ‘This 

man is but a mortal like yourselves who wants to 

make himself superior to you. Had God willed, 

He would surely have sent down angels. We have 

never heard anything like this ever happening to 

our forefathers. (24) 

He is but a madman; so bear with him for a 

while.’ (25) 

He said: ‘My Lord, help me against their 

accusation of lying.’ (26) 

We revealed to him to ‘build the ark, under Our 

eyes, and according to Our inspiration. When 

Our judgement comes to pass, and water gushes 

forth over the face of the earth, place on board this 

ark one pair of every species, as well as your 

family, except those on whom sentence has already 

been passed. Do not plead with Me for the 

wrongdoers; for they shall be drowned. (27) 
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When you and those who are with you are settled 

in the ark, say: All praise is due to God who has 

saved us from those wrongdoing folk.’ (28) 

And also say: ‘My Lord! Let my landing be 

blessed. You are the best to bring us to safe 

landing.’ (29) 

Surely, in that there are signs. Indeed, We always 

put [people] to a test. (30) 

Then after these people We raised a new 

generation. (31) 

And We sent forth to them a messenger from 

among themselves, and he said: ‘My people! 

Worship God alone, for you have no deity other 

than Him. Will you not be God-fearing?’ (32) 

The unbelieving elders of his people, who denied 

the life to come and to whom We granted ease 

and plenty in this worldly life, said: ‘This man is 

but a mortal like yourselves, eating of what you 

eat and drinking of what you drink. (33) 

Indeed, if you pay heed to a mortal like yourselves, 

you will certainly be the losers. (34) 

Does he promise you that, after you have died and 

become dust and bones, you shall be brought forth 

to life? (35) 
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Improbable, improbable indeed is what you are 

promised! (36) 

There is no life beyond this, our present life; we die 

and we live, and we shall never be restored to life. 

(37) 

He is nothing but a man who attributes his lies to 

God. Never will we believe in him.’ (38) 

He said: ‘My Lord, help me against their 

accusation of lying.’ (39) 

Said [God]: ‘Before long they shall certainly come 

to rue it.’ (40) 

Then the blast overtook them in all justice, and 

We caused them to be like dead leaves. And so – 

away with those wrongdoing folk! (41) 

Then after them We raised new generations. (42) 

No community can forestall the end of its term 

nor delay it. (43) 

And We sent forth Our messengers, one after 

another. Every time their messenger came to a 

community, they accused him of lying. So, We 

caused them to follow one another, and let them 

become mere tales. And so – away with the folk 

who would not believe. (44) 
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Overview 

Having highlighted some of the indicators of the truth of God’s oneness that are 

widely available in the universe and within man himself, the s rah now speaks about 

the truth of faith preached by all God’s messengers. It shows how people received 

And then We sent forth Moses and his brother 

Aaron, with Our signs and with clear authority, 

(45) 

to Pharaoh and his nobles; but these behaved 

with arrogance, for they were haughty people. (46) 

And so they said: ‘Are we to believe two mortals 

like ourselves, even though their people are our 

slaves?’ (47) 

Thus, they gave the lie to them, and earned their 

place among the doomed. (48) 

We had indeed given Moses the Book, so that 

they might be guided. (49) 

And We made the son of Mary and his mother 

a symbol, and provided them with an abode in a 

lofty place of lasting restfulness and a fresh spring. 

(50) 

Messengers! Eat of that which is wholesome, and 

do good deeds: I certainly have full knowledge of 

all that you do. (51) 

This community of yours is one single community, 

and I am your only Lord. Therefore, fear Me 

alone. (52) 
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this same truth that admits no alteration or amendment at any time or with the 

successive messages given to God’s messengers, starting with Noah (peace be upon 

him). We behold the procession of the community of messengers sent by God to 

deliver to mankind the same message expressed in one word, with a single import 

and a single direction. Although this message was given in the numerous languages 

God’s messengers spoke to their communities, it is given in the same wording in 

Arabic. Thus, Noah’s statement expressing this message is repeated in exactly the 

same wording by every messenger sent later, and mankind always give the same 

answer using the same words. 

The First Messenger 

We sent forth Noah to his people, and he said: My people! Worship God alone, for you 
have no deity other than Him. Will you not be God-flaring?’ The unbelieving elders of 
his people said: ‘This man is but a mortal like yourselves who wants to make himself 
superior to you. Had God willed, He would surely have sent down angels. We have 
never heard anything like this ever happening to our forefathers. He is but a madman; 
so bear with him for a while.’ (Verses 23-25) 

“My people! Worship God alone, for you have no deity other than Him.” (Verse 23) This 

is the unchanging word of truth. The whole universe is based on this truth and 

everything in it testifies to it. “Will you not be God-fearing?” (Verse 23) Do you not fear 

the consequences of denying the most fundamental truth that gives rise to all other 

truths? Do you not appreciate that by denying it you are distorting the bright image 

of the truth, and this will inevitably cause you to incur God’s severe punishment? 

However, the noblemen in his community who deny what he advocates are not 

prepared to discuss his statement or consider the evidence supporting it. They are 

unable to shed their narrow vision that concentrates on their own status and that of 

the messenger who calls them to accept the truth. They are not prepared to elevate 

themselves to the broader level from where they can better appreciate this great truth 

on its own. They cannot isolate it from personalities. Hence, they disregard this most 

fundamental truth in the universe, speaking instead about Noah as an individual: 

“This man is but a mortal like yourselves who wants to make himself superior to you.” 

(Verse 24) 

From this very narrow angle the people of Noah looked at the great truth 

advocated by him. Hence, they could not appreciate its nature or see its truth. Their 

limited concerns and narrow interests thus blinded them to its essence, preventing 

their minds and hearts from appreciating it. Thus, to them the whole question was 

one of a single man from among themselves, who had nothing to distinguish him 

from the rest of them, wanting to have superiority over them, giving himself status 
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above their own. 

In their haste to prevent Noah from attaining what they imagine he is after, they 

not only deny Noah’s status, but also the status of mankind in general. They refuse to 

accept that God may honour this human race. They simply do not believe that God 

would send a human messenger, if He sends messengers at all. “Had God willed, He 

would surely have sent down angels.” (Verse 24) 

This is because they do not find in their own souls the sublime quality that links 

mankind with the Supreme Society. It is the quality that enables those whom God 

selects to receive the grace embodied in His message and deliver it to their fellow 

human beings, guiding them to its noble source. 

In their futile argument they refer to familiar precedents, rather than to wise logic: 

“We have never heard anything like this ever happening to our forefathers.” (Verse 24) This 

always happens when blind imitation suppresses free thinking. Thus people do not 

look at what they have and try to relate it to reality in order to arrive at the right 

conclusion to questions in hand. They rather look to history for precedents. If they 

fail to find such a precedent, they are prepared to reject the question in its entirety. 

Devoid of thought and imagination, such communities of unbelievers accept that 

what happened in the past may happen again. By contrast, what did not happen in 

the past cannot come into existence. What a narrow vision of human life this is, 

freezing it at a particular point of their forefathers’ lives. 

They are incapable of understanding that they are imprisoned within their narrow 

walls, unable to break into the wide universe! They accuse those who advocate 

freedom of thought of being mad, calling on them to think and reflect. When they are 

reminded of the pointers to the truth all around them, their reply is full of arrogance, 

reiterating accusations: “He is but a madman; so bear with him for a while.” (Verse 25) 

Bear with him until he dies when we will be relieved of him, his message and his 

persistent advocacy of faith. 

Drowned in a Great Flood 

At this moment Noah could not find any way by which he could soften such 

stone-hearted people. He could only protect himself against their ridicule by putting 

his complaint to God and seeking His support: “He said: My Lord, help me against their 

accusation of lying.” (Verse 26) 

When the living decide to freeze in this way, while life wants to move forward 

towards the high standards it can achieve, such people constitute a clear 

impediment. Hence, they are either broken or life moves on, leaving them where 

they are. The former is what happened to Noah’s people, for God willed that they 
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should be removed: 

We revealed to him to build the ark, under Our eyes, and according to Our 
inspiration. When Our judgement comes to pass, and water gushes forth over the face 
of the earth, place on board this ark one pair of every species, as well as your family, 
except those on whom sentence has already been passed. Do not plead with Me for the 
wrongdoers; for they shall be drowned. (Verse 27) 

It was God’s will that the road should be cleared of obstacles so that human life 

could continue its march along the road assigned to it. 

Humanity had become prematurely old by Noah’s time. It was like a young tree 

affected by a pest that stops it from growing. It soon dries up and dies whilst still 

young. At the time of Noah, humanity was in a similar position. Therefore, the 

remedy was the great flood that swept away everything, washing off the soil and 

leaving the land ready for a new crop with healthy seeds and a clean environment. 

“We revealed to him to build the ark, under Our eyes, and according to Our inspiration.” 

(Verse 27) The ark was the means of safety at the time of the flood. It also served to 

preserve the seeds of life so that they could grow again. God had willed that Noah 

should make the ark with his own hands, because man must take responsible action 

and utilize all means, doing his utmost so that he deserves God’s help. Divine help is 

not given to those who sit on their laurels waiting for something to happen. Since 

Noah was chosen by God to be the second father of humanity, God instructed him to 

take the necessary measures, helping him and teaching him how to build the ark so 

that His purpose was accomplished and His will was done. 

God gave Noah a sign which would announce this total process of purification of 

the entire planet: “When Our judgement comes to pass, and water gushes forth over the face 

of the earth...” At this point Noah was to move quickly and place on board the ark the 

new seeds of life: “Place on board this ark one pair of every species.” These included all 

types of animal, bird and plant that were known to Noah at the time, and which man 

could easily handle. He was also to place on board his “family, except those on whom 

sentence has already been passed.” This is a reference to the unbelievers who denied the 

word of God and incurred His displeasure. They thus deserved to endure the 

working of God’s law that engulfed with His punishment those who persistently 

denied His signs. 

Noah was ordered not to argue about anyone or try to save anyone even though 

they may be very close to him: “Do not plead with Me for the wrongdoers; for they shall be 

drowned.” (Verse 27) God’s law does not try to appease anyone. It does not change its 

course for the sake of any friend or relative. 

The s rah does not give any details here of what happened to Noah’s people after 
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that. The whole matter is settled with the statement: “They shall be drowned.” Noah, 

however is taught how to show his gratitude to God and praise Him, seeking His 

guidance: 

When you and those who are with you are settled in the ark, say: All praise is due to 
God who has saved us from those wrongdoing folk.’ And also say: My Lord! Let my 
landing be blessed. You are the best to bring us to safe landing.’ (Verses 28-29) 

This is the right way to praise God and to turn to Him, giving Him His rightful 

attributes and acknowledging His signs. All people, including prophets who provide 

the lead for others to follow should show such humility before God. 

The s rah then comments on the whole story and the aspects of God’s power and 

wisdom it demonstrates: “Surely, in that there are signs. Indeed, We always put [people] to 

a test.” (Verse 30) Tests come in different types. Some are designed to demonstrate 

perseverance, some to show gratitude, some to earn reward, others to give guidance, 

purge unsound elements, or to rectify people’s direction, etc. In the story of Noah 

there are several tests for him, his people and his future offspring. 

Along the Same Way to Ruin 

The s rah moves on to portray another scene of unbelievers denying the message 

that continues to be the same across all generations and communities. 

Then after these people We raised a new generation. And We sent forth to them a 
messenger from among themselves, and he said: My people! Worship God alone, for 
you have no deity other than Him. Will you not be God-fearing?’ (Verses 31-32) 

The stories of earlier prophets referred to in this s rah are not meant to give a full 

account or to provide details. They are meant to emphasize the unity of the message 

given to all of them, and to make clear that they received the same response from all 

their different communities. Hence these accounts commence with Noah to indicate 

the starting point, and finish with Moses and Jesus to define the last point before the 

final message. No names are mentioned in between the start and the finish of this 

long chain. This serves to indicate the similarity of all intervening episodes. 

However, in every new case the essence of the message and the way it was received 

are clearly mentioned to serve the purpose of the s rah. 

“Then after these people We raised a new generation.” (Verse 31) The community in 

question is not specified, but it is most likely that the reference here is to the ` d, the 

Prophet Hūd’s people. 



Al-Mu’minūn (The Believers) | ONE MESSAGE FOR ALL MANKIND 

 169

And We sent forth to them a messenger from among themselves, and he said: My 
people! Worship God alone, for you have no deity other than Him. Will you not be 
God-fearing? (Verse 32) 

It is exactly the same message given by Noah to his people. It is expressed here in 

the very same words, although these communities spoke totally different languages. 

But what was the answer? 

Their answer was almost identical to that given by Noah’s people: 

The unbelieving elders of his people, who denied the life to come and to whom We 
granted ease and plenty in this worldly life, said: ‘This man is but a mortal like 
yourselves, eating of what you eat and drinking of what you drink. Indeed, if you pay 
heed to a mortal like yourselves, you will certainly be the losers.’ (Verses 33-34) 

This oft repeated objection concentrates on the fact that the messenger sent to 

them is a human being. Those who raise it are people who enjoy power and wealth 

and whose hearts no longer feel the spiritual bond between man and his Creator. 

Affluence corrupts human nature, blunts sensitivities, closes receptive faculties and 

weakens the heart’s ability to feel and respond. Hence Islam combats the 

accumulation of wealth and establishes a social system that does not allow the very 

rich to emerge in the Muslim community simply because to do so encourages 

corruption. 

The corrupt rich add in this case a denial of resurrection. They wonder at this 

messenger who alerts them to such life after death, considering it very strange: 

Does he promise you that, after you have died and become dust and bones, you shall be 
brought forth to life? Improbable, improbable indeed is what you are promised! There 
is no lift beyond this, our present life; we die and we live, and we shall never be 
restored to life. (Verses 35-37) 

Such people cannot understand the ultimate purpose of life, the elaborate 

planning of its different stages until it reaches its eventual destination. This purpose 

will not be achieved in full in this present life on earth. Goodness is not fully 

rewarded in this life, nor does evil receive its just deserts. All rewards are given in 

the life to come. Good believers achieve the ultimate form of life that is free of fear, 

worry and hardship and continues as God wishes. On the other side, those who cling 

to evil in this life go to the lowest depths of life where their humanity comes to an 

end and they become as hard as stones. 

Such people cannot understand such concepts. They fail to look at the early stages 

of life which were outlined at the beginning of the s rah in order to realize the nature 
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of its final stages. They cannot imagine that the Mighty Power that controlled those 

stages will not cause life to end at the point of death when the body decays. Hence 

they are full of amazement at the messenger who promises them that they will be 

resurrected. In their ignorance, they consider this farfetched. They categorically state 

that there is only one life and one death. Generation succeeds generation, and those 

who have already died and are reduced to dust and bones cannot come back to life as 

the prophet promises them. 

Yet unbelievers do not stop at this juncture betraying their own ignorance and 

their inability to reflect on the early stages of human life detailed at the opening of 

the s rah. They go further than this and accuse God’s messenger of lying and 

fabricating things that he attributes to God. They do not know God except in the 

context of making false accusations against His messenger: “He is nothing but a man 

who attributes his lies to God. Never will we believe in him.” (Verse 38) 

Facing the Same Rejection 

At this point, the messenger finds no alternative but to seek God’s help like Noah 

did before him. He uses the same wording as Noah: “He said: My Lord, help me against 

their accusation of lying.” (Verse 39) 

God responded to His messenger when the people refused to take the chance 

afforded to them. Nothing good could be expected from them after they had 

persisted in their denial of the truth. The messenger’s appeal receives this answer: 

“Said [God]: Before long they shall come to rue it.” (Verse 40) But then no regret will be of 

any avail. There is no turning back: “Then the blast overtook them in all justice, and We 

caused them to be like dead leaves.” (Verse 41) The Arabic word, ghuth ’, describing their 

status contains even more connotations as it refers to what floods may carry of dead 

plants and other discarded, worthless items that serve no purpose. Having discarded 

the qualities with which God has honoured them, overlooked the purpose of their 

existence in this life and severed their relation with the Supreme Society, they no 

longer deserve honourable treatment. Hence, they are like the scum that the flood 

carries. No one pays any regard to it. 

To this humiliation is added the fact that they are deprived of God’s grace; thus 

no-one pays any attention to them: “And so – away with those wrongdoing folk!” (Verse 

41) Far removed are they in real life and from people’s memories and consciences. 

The s rah goes on to look at other generations and communities: 

Then after them We raised new generations. No community can forestall the end of its 
term nor delay it. And We sent forth Our messengers, one after another. Every time 
their messenger came to a community, they accused him of lying. So, We caused them 
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to follow one another, and let them become mere tales. And so – away with the folk 
who would not believe. (Verses 42-44) 

This gives us a very brief summary of the advocacy of the truth, and establishes 

the normal trend that God operates in human life, right from the time of Noah and 

Had at the beginning to Moses and Jesus at the end. Every generation gets its term 

and departs: “No community can forestall the end of its term nor delay it.” (Verse 43) 

Every community denies the truth given to them through God’s messenger: “Every 

time their messenger came to a community, they accused him of lying.” (Verse 44) And 

each time they do this, they are punished according to God’s law: “So, We caused them 

to follow one another.” (Verse 44) The lesson remains there for anyone who wishes to 

learn: “We let them become mere tales,” told by one generation to the next. 

This brief summary concludes with an emphatic rejection of such communities. 

Thus, they are cast away: “And so – away with the folk who would not believe.” (Verse 44) 

Moses’ story and Pharaoh’s denial of his message is then told in a very brief account 

that fits with the general style of the s rah and purpose. 

And then We sent forth Moses and his brother Aaron, with Our signs and with clear 
authority, to Pharaoh and his nobles; but these behaved with arrogance, for they were 
haughty people. And so they said: Are we to believe two mortals like ourselves, even 
though their people are our slaves?’ Thus, they gave the lie to them, and earned their 
place among the doomed. (Verses 45-48) 

Again in this account we note that the same objection is given to the fact that the 

messenger was merely a human being: “They said: Are we to believe two mortals like 

ourselves?” (Verse 47) A specific consideration connected with the Israelites’ situation 

in Egypt is also added: “Even though their people are our slaves?” (Verse 47) They are 

subservient to us and they do our bidding. In this situation, Moses and Aaron 

deserve, in Pharaoh’s and his people’s view, to be looked down upon. As for the 

revelations and the signs they have been given by God, and the clear authority 

granted to them, these count for nothing according to these people, focused as they 

are on earthly considerations and false values. 

This is followed by a similarly brief reference to Jesus and his mother, highlighting 

the great miracle in his creation. Again, those who were bent on denying the truth of 

God and creation rejected this sign clearly pointing to God’s power: 

We had indeed given Moses the Book, so that they might be guided. And We made the 
son of Mary and his mother a symbol, and provided them with an abode in a lofty 
place of lasting restfulness and a fresh spring. (Verses 49-50) 
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There are a number of different reports about the hill described here as a ‘lofty 

place’ and its exact location. Was it in Egypt, Damascus or Jerusalem? These were the 

places where Mary went with her son during his childhood and youth, as mentioned 

in Christian Scriptures. But knowing the exact location is not of vital importance. It is 

more important to know that God gave them both a goodly abode where fine plants 

grew and clear water was plentiful. Thus, they felt that God took care of them both. 

At this point in its quick references to earlier messengers the s rah makes its 

address to the followers of all messengers, as though they were all gathered together. 

Thus, the separating gulfs of time and place are shown to be meaningless when 

compared to the true bond of faith that unites them all: 

Messengers! Eat of that which is wholesome, and do good deeds: I certainly have full 
knowledge of all that you do. This community of yours is one single community, and I 
am your only Lord. Therefore, fear Me alone. (Verses 51-52) 

This address to His messengers requires them to live as human beings, which is 

the very thing that those who opposed them questioned: “Eat of that which is 

wholesome.” Eating is a human need, but choosing only what is wholesome is the 

aspect that elevates human beings and makes them grow in purity. It enables them to 

establish a bond with the Supreme Society. 

They are also required to “do good deeds.” While taking action is common to all 

human beings, insisting on doing good is the characteristic of goodly people, 

providing a measure of control and a clear goal for their deeds. Again such people 

look up to the Supreme Society when they embark on anything. 

No messenger of God was ever required to abandon his humanity. Rather, what 

they were asked to do was to elevate this humanity to the highest standard God has 

made possible for human beings to achieve. Thus, the Prophets provided the role 

model and the ideal which other people should try to emulate. It is left to God to 

judge their actions according to His own fine measure: “I certainly have full knowledge 

of all that you do.” (Verse 51) 

Emphasis is placed on the fact that neither time nor place is of any significance 

when compared with the single truth that all messengers preached. They all shared a 

very distinctive nature, were given their messages by the One Creator of all, and 

worked towards the same goal: “This community of yours is one single community, and I 

am your only Lord. Therefore, fear Me alone.” (Verse 52) 
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3 

A Book Stating the Truth 

But people have divided themselves into factions, 

each delighting in what they have. (53) 

So, leave them alone, lost in ignorance, till a time 

appointed. (54) 

Do they think that by all the wealth and offspring 

We provide for them (55) 

We hasten to them all that is good? By no means! 

But they are devoid of perception. (56) 

Truly, those who stand in reverent awe of their 

Lord, (57) 

and who believe in their Lord’s revelations, (58) 

and who do not associate any partners with their 

Lord, (59) 

and who give away whatever they have to give 

with their hearts filled with awe, knowing that to 

their Lord they shall certainly return: (60) 

(# þθãè©Ü s) tGsù Ο èδtøΒ r& öΝ æηuΖ÷ t/ # \ç/ ã— ( ‘≅ä. ¥>÷“ Ïm 

$yϑÎ/ öΝ Íκ ö‰ y‰s9 tβθãmÌsù ∩∈⊂∪  

öΝ èδö‘ x‹sù ’ Îû óΟ Îγ Ï?t÷Ηwð 4©®Lym A⎦⎫Ïm ∩∈⊆∪  

tβθç7 |¡øt s† r& $yϑ̄Ρr& / èφ ‘‰ÏϑçΡ ⎯ Ïμ Î/ ⎯ ÏΒ 5Α$̈Β 

t⎦⎫ÏΖt/ uρ ∩∈∈∪  

äíÍ‘$|¡èΣ öΝ çλm; ’ Îû ÏN≡ uö sƒ ø:$# 4 ≅ t/ ω tβρããèô± o„ 

∩∈∉∪  

¨βÎ) t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# Ν èδ ô⎯ ÏiΒ Ïπ uŠ ô±yz Ν ÍκÍh5u‘ tβθà) Ï ô±•Β 

∩∈∠∪  

t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# uρ Ο èδ ÏM≈ tƒ$t↔ Î/ öΝ Íκ Íh5u‘ tβθãΖÏΒ÷σ ãƒ ∩∈∇∪  

t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# uρ Ο èδ öΝ Íκ Íh5tÎ/ Ÿω šχθä. Îô³ ç„ ∩∈®∪  

t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# uρ tβθè?÷σ ãƒ !$tΒ (#θs?# u™ öΝ åκ æ5θè=è% ¨ρ î's#Å_uρ öΝ åκ̈Ξ r& 

4’ n<Î) öΝ Íκ Íh5u‘ tβθãèÅ_≡ u‘ ∩∉⊃∪  

y7 Í× ¯≈ s9 'ρé& tβθãã Ì≈ |¡ç„ ’Îû ÏN≡ uö sƒ ø:$# öΝ èδuρ $oλ m; 

tβθà) Î7≈ y™ ∩∉⊇∪  
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these vie with one another in doing good works, 

and they are the ones who are foremost in them. 

(61) 

We do not charge a soul with more than it can 

bear. We have a record that speaks the truth. 

None shall be wronged. (62) 

Nay, their hearts are blind to all this. But apart 

from all that, they have deeds which they will 

continue to commit. (63) 

Then, when We shall have overwhelmed with 

suffering those of them that live in luxury, they cry 

out in belated supplication. (64) 

[But they will he told:] Do not cry out this day, 

for from Us you shall receive no help. (65) 

Time and again were My revelations recited to 

you, but every time you would turn about on your 

heels, (66) 

revelling in your arrogance, and talking senselessly 

far into the night. (67) 

Have they, then, never tried to understand this 

word [of God]? Or has there come to them 

something that never came to their forefathers of 

old? (68) 

Or do they not recognize their Messenger, and so 

they deny him? (69) 

Or do they say that there is in him a touch of 

madness? Nay, he has brought them the truth; 

and the truth do most of them detest. (70) 

Ÿωuρ ß#Ïk=s3çΡ $²¡ø tΡ ωÎ) $yγ yèó™ ãρ ( $oΨ ÷ƒ t$ s!uρ 

Ò=≈ tGÏ. ß, ÏÜΖtƒ Èd,pt ø:$$Î/ 4 óΟ èδuρ Ÿω tβθçΗ s>ôà ãƒ ∩∉⊄∪  

ö≅ t/ öΝ åκ æ5θè=è% ’ Îû ;ο t÷Ηwð ô⎯ ÏiΒ # x‹≈ yδ öΝ çλm; uρ ×≅≈ uΗùår& 

⎯ ÏiΒ ÈβρßŠ y7 Ï9≡ sŒ öΝ èδ $yγ s9 tβθè=Ïϑ≈ tã ∩∉⊂∪  

#©̈Lym !# sŒÎ) $tΡõ‹s{ r& Ν Íκ ÏùuøIãΒ É># x‹ yèø9 $$Î/ # sŒ Î) 

öΝ èδ šχρãt↔ øg s† ∩∉⊆∪  

Ÿω (#ρãt↔ øg rB tΠ öθu‹ ø9 $# ( / ä3̄ΡÎ) $̈ΖÏiΒ Ÿω tβρç |ÇΖè? 

∩∉∈∪  

ô‰s% ôM tΡ% x. ©ÉL≈ tƒ# u™ 4’ n?÷Gè? öΝ ä3ø‹n=tæ óΟ çFΖä3sù #’ n?tã 

öΝ ä3Î7≈ s) ôãr& tβθÝÁÅ3Ζ s? ∩∉∉∪  

t⎦⎪ÎÉ9õ3 tGó¡ãΒ ⎯ Ïμ Î/ # \Ïϑ≈ y™ tβρãàfôγ s? ∩∉∠∪  

óΟ n=sùr& (#ρã−/ £‰tƒ tΑ öθs) ø9 $# ôΘr& Ο èδu™!% ỳ $̈Β óΟ s9 

ÏNù'tƒ ãΝ èδu™!$ t/# u™ t⎦, Î!̈ρF{ $# ∩∉∇∪  

ôΘr& óΟ s9 (#θèùÌ÷ètƒ öΝ çλm;θß™ u‘ ôΜ ßγ sù … çμ s9 

šχρãÅ3Ψ ãΒ ∩∉®∪  

ôΘr& tβθä9θà) tƒ ⎯ Ïμ Î/ 8π ¨ΖÅ_ 4 ö≅ t/ Ν èδu™!% ỳ Èd,ysø9 $$Î/ 
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Had the truth been in accord with their desires, 

the heavens and the earth, together with all that 

lives in them, would surely have been in utter 

corruption. Nay, We have given them all that 

brings them glory. Yet from this their glory they 

turn away. (71) 

Or do you ask of them any recompense? But the 

recompense given by your Lord is best, since He is 

the best of providers. (72) 

Most certainly, you call them to a straight path. 

(73) 

But those who will not believe in the life to come 

are bound to deviate from the right path. (74) 

Even were We to show them mercy and remove 

whatever distress might afflict them, they would 

still persist in their overweening arrogance, blindly 

stumbling to and fro. (75) 

Indeed, We took them to task, but they neither 

humbled themselves before their Lord, nor do they 

submissively entreat [Him]. (76) 

Yet when We open before them a gate of truly 

severe suffering, they will plunge in despair. (77) 

It is He who has endowed you with hearing, and 

sight, and minds. How seldom are you grateful. 

(78) 

And He it is who caused you to multiply on 

earth; and to Him you shall be gathered. (79) 

÷Λ èεçsYò2 r& uρ Èd,ysù=Ï9 tβθèδÌ≈ x. ∩∠⊃∪  

Èθs9 uρ yì t7 ©?$# ‘,ysø9 $# öΝ èδu™!# uθ÷δr& ÏNy‰|¡x s9 

ÝV≡ uθ≈ yϑ¡¡9 $# ÞÚ ö‘ F{ $# uρ ⎯ tΒuρ  ∅ÎγŠ Ïù 4 ö≅ t/ 

Ν ßγ≈oΨ ÷ s?r& öΝ ÏδÌò2É‹Î/ óΟ ßγ sù ⎯ tã Ν ÏδÌø. ÏŒ 

šχθàÊ Ì÷è•Β ∩∠⊇∪  

ôΘr& öΝ ßγè=t↔ ó¡n@ % [` öyz ßl# ty‚sù šÎn/ u‘ ×ö yz ( 
uθèδuρ çö yz t⎦⎫Ï% Î—≡ §9 $# ∩∠⊄∪  

y7 ¯ΡÎ) uρ öΝ èδθãã ô‰tG s9 4’ n<Î) :Þ≡ uÅÀ 5ΟŠ É) tGó¡•Β 

∩∠⊂∪  

¨βÎ) uρ t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# Ÿω šχθãΖÏΒ÷σ ãƒ Íο tÅzFψ$$Î/ Ç⎯ tã 

ÅÞ≡ uÅ_Ç9 $# šχθç7 Å3≈ uΖs9 ∩∠⊆∪  

* öθs9 uρ öΝ ßγ≈oΨ ÷Η¿q u‘ $uΖø t± x. uρ $tΒ Ν Îγ Î/ ⎯ ÏiΒ 9hàÑ 
(#θ’fn=©9 ’ Îû öΝ ÎγÏΖ≈ uŠ øóèÛ tβθßγ yϑ÷ètƒ ∩∠∈∪  

ô‰s) s9 uρ Ν ßγ≈ tΡõ‹yz r& É># x‹yèø9 $$Î/ $yϑsù (#θçΡ% s3tGó™ $# 

öΝ Íκ Íh5tÏ9 $tΒuρ tβθãã §|ØtGtƒ ∩∠∉∪  

#©̈Lym # sŒ Î) $oΨ óstFsù Ν Íκö n=tã $\/$t/ # sŒ 5># x‹ tã 

>‰ƒ Ï‰x© # sŒ Î) öΝ èδ ÏμŠ Ïù tβθÝ¡Î=ö7 ãΒ ∩∠∠∪  

uθèδuρ ü“Ï% ©!$# r't±Σ r& â/ ä3s9 yì ôϑ¡¡9 $# t≈ |Áö/ F{ $# uρ 

nο y‰Ï↔ øùF{ $# uρ 4 Wξ‹ Î=s% $̈Β tβρãä3ô±n@ ∩∠∇∪  
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And He it is who grants life and causes death; 

and to Him is due the alternation of night and 

day. Will you not, then, use your reason? (80) 

But they say like the people of old times used to 

say. (81) 

They say: ‘What! After we have died and become 

dust and bones, shall we be raised to life? (82) 

This we have been promised before, we and our 

forefathers! This is nothing but fables of the 

ancients.’ (83) 

Say: ‘To whom belongs the earth and all that 

lives therein? [Tell me] if you know.’ (84) 

They will reply: ‘To God.’ Say: ‘Will you not, 

then, reflect?’ (85) 

Say: ‘Who is the Lord of the seven heavens, and 

the Lord of the Supreme Throne?’ (86) 

They will reply: ‘[They all belong] to God.’ Say: 

‘Will you not, then, fear Him?’ (87) 

Say: ‘In whose hand rests the sovereignty of all 

things, protecting all, while against Him there is 

no protection? [Tell me] if you know.’ (88) 

They will reply: ‘[They all belong] to God.’ Say: 

‘How, then, can you be so deluded?’ (89) 

Nay, We have revealed to them the truth; and 

yet, they are certainly lying. (90) 

uθèδuρ “Ï% ©!$# ö/ ä. r& u‘ sŒ ’ Îû ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# Ïμ ø‹s9 Î) uρ 

tβρç |³ øt éB ∩∠®∪  

uθèδuρ “Ï% ©!$# ⎯ Ç‘ øt ä† àM‹ Ïϑãƒ uρ ã&s!uρ ß#≈ n=ÏG÷z$# 

È≅ ø‹ ©9 $# Í‘$yγ ¨Ζ9 $# uρ 4 Ÿξsù r& šχθè=É) ÷ès? ∩∇⊃∪  

ö≅ t/ (#θä9$s% Ÿ≅ ÷VÏΒ $tΒ tΑ$s% šχθä9 ¨ρF{ $# ∩∇⊇∪  

(# þθä9$s% # sŒ Ï™r& $uΖ÷FÏΒ $̈Ζà2uρ $\/# tè? $̧ϑ≈ sà Ïãuρ 

$̄ΡÏ™r& tβθèOθãèö7 yϑs9 ∩∇⊄∪  

ô‰s) s9 $tΡô‰Ïã ãρ ß⎯ øt wΥ $tΡäτ!$t/# u™uρ # x‹≈ yδ ⎯ ÏΒ ã≅ ö6 s% 

÷βÎ) !# x‹≈ yδ HωÎ) ç ÏÜ≈ y™ r& š⎥⎫Ï9 ¨ρF{ $# ∩∇⊂∪  

≅ è% Ç⎯ yϑÏj9 ÞÚ ö‘ F{ $# ⎯ tΒuρ !$yγŠ Ïù βÎ) óΟ çFΖà2 

šχθßϑn=÷ès? ∩∇⊆∪  

tβθä9θà) u‹y™ ¬! 4 ö≅ è% Ÿξsùr& šχρã©. x‹s? ∩∇∈∪  

ö≅ è% ⎯ tΒ >§‘ ÏN≡ uθ≈ yϑ¡¡9 $# Æì ö7 ¡¡9 $# >u‘ uρ 

Ä¸ öyèø9 $# ËΛ⎧ Ïà yèø9 $# ∩∇∉∪  

šχθä9θà) u‹y™ ¬! 4 ö≅ è% Ÿξsùr& šχθà) −Gs? ∩∇∠∪  

ö≅ è% .⎯ tΒ ⎯ Íν Ï‰u‹ Î/ ßNθä3 w=tΒ Èe≅ à2 &™ó©x« uθèδuρ 

ç Åg ä† Ÿωuρ â‘$pg ä† Ïμ ø‹n=tã χÎ) óΟ çFΖä. tβθçΗs>÷ès? 

∩∇∇∪  

šχθä9θà) u‹y™ ¬! 4 ö≅ è% 4’ ¯Τ r'sù šχρãysó¡è@ 
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Never did God take to Himself any offspring, 

nor has there ever been any deity alongside Him. 

[Had there been any] each deity would surely 

have taken away his own creation, and they 

would surely have tried to establish superiority 

over one another. Limitless in His glory is God, 

far above all that which they attribute to Him. 

(91) 

He knows all that is beyond the reach of human 

perception, and all that can be witnessed. 

Sublimely exalted is He above anything they 

associate as a partner with Him. (92) 

Say: ‘My Lord! If it be Your will to show me 

that which they are warned against, (93) 

then, my Lord, do not let me be one of those 

wrongdoing folk.’ (94) 

We are most certainly able to show you that 

which We promise them. (95) 

Repel evil with that which is best. We are fully 

aware of all that they say. (96) 

And say: ‘My Lord! I seek refuge with You 

from the promptings of the evil ones; (97) 

and I seek refuge with You, my Lord, lest they 

come near me.’(98) 

∩∇®∪ 

 ö≅ t/ Ν ßγ≈oΨ ÷ s?r& Èd,ysø9 $$Î/ óΟ ßγ ¯ΡÎ) uρ tβθç/ É‹≈ s3s9 ∩®⊃∪  

$tΒ x‹sƒ ªB $# ª!$# ⎯ ÏΒ 7$ s!uρ $tΒ uρ šχ% Ÿ2 … çμ yètΒ 

ô⎯ ÏΒ >μ≈s9 Î) 4 # ]Œ Î) |= yδs% ©! ‘≅ ä. ¥μ≈ s9 Î) $yϑÎ/ t,n=y{ 

Ÿξyès9 uρ öΝ ßγ àÒ÷èt/ 4’ n?tã <Ù÷èt/ 4 z⎯≈ ysö6 ß™ «!$# 

$£ϑtã šχθà ÅÁtƒ ∩®⊇∪  

ÄΝ Î=≈ tã É= ø‹tóø9 $# Íο y‰≈ yγ ¤±9 $# uρ 4’ n?≈ yètFsù $£ϑtã 

šχθà2Îô³ ãƒ ∩®⊄∪  

≅ è% Éb>§‘ $̈ΒÎ) ©Íh_ tƒ Ìè? $tΒ šχρß‰tãθãƒ ∩®⊂∪  
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Overview 

This third passage begins by showing the state mankind reached after the 

generations which witnessed God’s messengers. This is the state God’s last 

Messenger found them in. They were in dispute over the single truth preached by all 

God’s messengers. 

The s rah shows people oblivious of the truth the final Messenger put before their 

eyes. In their ignorance, they were totally unaware of the consequences they were 

bound to face. By contrast, believers worship God alone, do good deeds and remain 

apprehensive of what lies before them. They are in awe over the fact that they will 

inevitably be returned to God. The two situations are in perfect contrast: a believer is 

alert, cautious and heeding the warnings, while an unbeliever is deep in ignorance, 

unaware of what lies ahead. 

The passage addresses them in different ways, at times denouncing their attitude, 

and at others discussing their doubts and providing clear answers to them. The 

passage also addresses their finer nature, pointing out what encourages people to 

believe, whether it be within themselves or in the universe at large. It also picks up 

some of what they take for granted, using these as argument against them. 

As the passage concludes, it leaves them to their inevitable destiny. It tells the 

Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him) that he should continue his efforts, 

explaining his message. He should not be distressed at their obstinate rejection. He 

should repel their evil deeds with good ones, and seek refuge with God against Satan 

who tries hard to lead mankind along the path of error. 

Competing in Good Works 

But people have divided themselves into factions, each delighting in what they have. 
So, leave them alone, lost in ignorance, till a time appointed. Do they think that by all 
the wealth and offspring We provide for them We hasten to them all that is good? By 
no means! But they are devoid of perception. (Verses 53-56) 

All messengers (peace be upon them all) belonged to a single nation, preaching the 

èŒθããr& uρ šÎ/ Éb>u‘ βr& ÈβρçÛØøt s† ∩®∇∪ 
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same message, worship and pursuing the same direction. But when the messengers 

had gone, mankind splintered into different groups which could not agree on what 

line to follow. 

The Qur’ n portrays such divergence as people in conflict, splitting into factions, 

quarrelling and pulling apart from each other. The picture drawn here is full of effort 

and movement. In the end each faction is left with only a portion of the whole, 

delighting at their ability to hold on to this. Hence, no faction thinks of anything 

other than what it supposedly possesses. Each goes its separate way, shutting up all 

inlets so that no ray of light or fresh breath of air comes through. All live in their 

isolated quarters, busy with what they have, ignorant of everything else. 

Once this image has been drawn, the s rah addresses God’s Messenger: “So, leave 

them alone, lost in their ignorance, till a time appointed.” (Verse 54) Let them take their 

time, preoccupied with their own affairs, until their appointed time inevitably comes, 

spelling out their destiny. 

The s rah adds a derisive question that highlights their lack of awareness. They 

think that the time they have been given, and the wealth and offspring they are 

allowed to enjoy means that they are favoured with blessings. “Do they think that by 

all the wealth and offspring We provide for them We hasten to them all that is good?” 

(Verses 55-56) Little do they realize the truth that it is all but a test which they have to 

go through: “By no means! But they are devoid of perception.” (Verse 56) They simply do 

not perceive the destiny to which they are heading after having enjoyed what has 

been given in this life. 

By contrast, the believers are always on the alert, taking necessary precautions: 

Truly, those who stand in reverent awe of their Lord, and who believe in their Lord’s 
revelations, and who do not associate any partners with their Lord, and who give away 
whatever they have to give with their hearts filled with awe, knowing that to their 
Lord they shall certainly return: these vie with one another in doing good works, and 
they are the ones who are foremost in them. (Verses 57-61) 

Here we see how faith affects hearts, imparting to them a special kind of 

refinement, sensitivity and aspiration to attain perfection. They are the ones who 

consider the consequences of their actions. They are always ready and willing to do 

their duties. 

We see that believers are always in awe of their Lord, God-fearing, believing in 

His revelations and His signs, attributing no share of Godhead to anyone other than 

Him, fulfilling the duties He requires of them. Beyond all this, they ‘give away 

whatever they have to give with their hearts filled with awe, knowing that to their Lord they 

shall certainly return.’ This is a manifestation of their feeling that they actually fall 



Al-Mu’minūn (The Believers) | A BOOK STATING THE TRUTH 

 180

short of what they should do. It is true that they have done their utmost, but they 

consider it far from adequate. 

` ’ishah reports that she asked the Prophet about this verse, saying: “Does the 

expression ‘those who give away whatever they have to give with their hearts filled with 

awe...’ refer to people who may steal, commit adultery and drink intoxicants but fear 

God?” He said: “No. It refers to a person who offers prayers, fasts, gives away to 

charity and at the same time fears God.” [Related by al-Tirmidhī] 

A believer senses God’s care and feels His favours with his every and heartbeat. 

Hence, he thinks that whatever he offers of and good action is too little by 

comparison. At the same time, every grain in a believer feels God’s greatness and 

power. With all his faculties he perceives how God regulates everything around him. 

Hence, he stands in awe of Him. He dreads meeting God, for fear of having fallen 

short of fulfilling his duties towards Him, or not having given Him what is due to 

Him of worship and gratitude. 

It is these people who vie with one another in doing what is good. They are the 

ones who hasten to do good deeds, and are in the lead among those who do good. 

Their watchful eyes, alert hearts and minds prompt them to do what is required of 

them. Theirs is a totally different situation from the others who are lost in ignorance, 

thinking that God’s blessings are given to them because they are favoured. They are 

no better than game animals rushing towards bait. Such people are everywhere: they 

are overwhelmed with what they are given of life’s comforts, distracted from their 

duties, full of their own importance. But then they only wake up to their fate when it 

is too late. 

Will They Not Reflect? 

Islam ensures that its followers’ hearts are always alert. This is an alertness 

generated by faith right from the moment it settles in a person’s heart. It neither 

defies human power, nor is too hard for man to sustain. It is a question of sensitivity 

enhanced by a believer’s bond with God and his watchfulness in all situations, 

guarding against sin. It is perfectly within people’s power when the light of faith 

shines in their hearts: “We do not charge a soul with more than it can bear. We have a 

record that speaks the truth. None shall be wronged.” (Verse 62) 

God has established people’s duties as He knows their inclinations and abilities. 

He will hold them to account on the basis of what they do within their ability. He 

neither charges them with what they cannot bear, nor dismisses any little thing they 

do. All their deeds are documented in a ‘record that speaks the truth,’ highlighting it in 

its full value. Needless to say, God is precise in His reckoning.  
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 People, however, tend to overlook the truth because their hearts are not touched by 

its invigorating light. Hence, they remain preoccupied with petty concerns, lost in a 

perpetual maze. They are only awakened when faced with inevitable doom, looking at the 

suffering that awaits them and enduring a humiliatingly and strong reproach: 

Nay, their hearts are blind to all this. But apart from all that, they have deeds which 
they will continue to commit. Then, when We shall have overwhelmed with 
suffering those of them that live in luxury, they cry out in belated supplication. 
[But they will be told:] Do not cry out this day, for from Us you shall receive no 
help. Time and again were My revelations recited to you, but every time you 
would turn about on your heels, revelling in your arrogance, and talking 
senselessly far into the night. (Verses 63-67) 

Thus, the reason for their headlong pursuit of worldly affairs is nothing like being 

burdened with what they cannot bear. It is simply that their hearts are blinded, 

unable to see the truth as clearly stated in the Qur’ n. They are wont to follow a line 

different from the course charted by the Qur’ n: “They have deeds which they will 

continue to commit.” (Verse 63) 

The s rah then paints a picture of their being awakened by a sudden calamity: 

“When We shall have overwhelmed with suffering those of them that live in luxury, they cry 

out in belated supplication.” (Verse 64) People who live in luxury are indeed the ones 

who are most preoccupied with life’s comforts, totally oblivious to what lies ahead. 

Now they find themselves suddenly overtaken by suffering, and they cry out for 

mercy, making a passionate appeal for it to be lifted. It is a picture that contrasts with 

the life of luxury and arrogance they lead in this world. Hence, they receive a strong 

reproach: “Do not cry out this day, for from Us you shall receive no help.” (Verse 65) The 

scene is described as though it is taking place now. They are strongly reproached, 

made certain of having no support, and reminded of what they used to do in life: 

“Time and again were My revelations recited to you, but every time you would turn about on 

your heels, revelling in your arrogance, and talking senselessly far into the night.” (Verses 

66-67) It is as though what was being recited was a danger or a calamity you needed 

to avoid. You were too proud to submit to the truth. Indeed, you compounded your 

insolence, adding insult to injury, speaking ill of the Prophet and his message, but 

you, nevertheless, are willing to spend hours in idle chit-chat. 

It was common practice for them to use obscene language when they gathered in 

circles around the Ka`bah, close to the idols they worshipped. Now the Qur’ n paints 

for them a scene of when they are called to account for their indulgence, showing 

them raising their voices with cries for help. It is at this point that they are reminded 

of what they do now in their circles, as though both take place at the same time. This 

is a familiar method of the Qur’ n, frequently depicting the Day of Judgement as 
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though it were actually occurring at that precise moment. 

In their hostility towards the Prophet and with their disparaging remarks about 

him and the Qur’ n in their gatherings, the unbelievers represent an ignorant 

arrogance that is blinded to the truth. With such blind ignorance, the truth becomes 

the subject of derision and ridicule. Such people are encountered no matter what the 

time or place. Yet the state of ignorance that prevailed in Arabia at the time when the 

Islamic message was revealed serves as an example of similar past and future 

situations where ignorance prevails. 

The Line the Truth Follows 

Having shown the unbelievers this scene of reproach in the hereafter, the s rah 

takes them back to this world, questioning them about their attitude: what stops 

them from accepting what they are told by God’s Messenger, whom they know to be 

a man of trust? What doubts do they have to prevent them from following divine 

guidance? Why do they turn away from it, ridiculing it when it represents the 

absolute truth? 

Have they, then, never tried to understand this word [of God] Or has there come to 
them something that never came to their forefathers of old? Or do they not recognize 
their Messenger, and so they deny him? Or do they say that there is in him a touch of 
madness? Nay, he has brought them the truth; and the truth do most of them detest. 
Had the truth been in accord with their desires, the heavens and the earth, together 
with all that lives in them, would surely have been in utter corruption. Nay, We have 
given them all that brings them glory. Yet from this their glory they turn away. Or do 
you ask of them any recompense? But the recompense given by your Lord is best, since 
He is the best of providers. Most certainly, you call them to a straight path. But those 
who will not believe in the life to come are bound to deviate from the right path. 
(Verses 68-74) 

The message Muhammad, God’s Messenger, preached could not be rejected by 

anyone who looks at it carefully, using his reason. It is a model of beauty, perfection, 

consistency and attraction. It fits with human nature, addresses people’s minds and 

hearts, outlines a course to elevate human life, and lays down a fine constitution to 

follow and a perfect code of justice. It also includes what answers the needs of 

human nature and what helps its development and advancement. “Have they, then, 

never tried to understand this word (of God]?” (Verse 68) This is, then, the secret behind 

their attitude. 

“Or has there come to them something that never came to their forefathers of old?” (Verse 

68) If so, it would have been strange for them and for their forefathers that a 

messenger came to call on them to believe in God’s oneness. But the history of divine 
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messages proves that messengers followed one another, and all of them preached the 

same message advocated by Muhammad, God’s last Messenger. 

“Or do they not recognize their Messenger, and so they deny him?” (Verse 69) Could 

this have been the reason for their insolent rejection? Yet they knew their Messenger 

well. They knew his birth and ancestry. They also knew his character, honesty and 

integrity. Long before he received his message, they nicknamed him al-am n, which 

means ‘the trustworthy’. 

“Or do they say that there is in him a touch of madness?” (Verse 70) Some of the lowest 

in their ranks used to say this about him, knowing full well that he was the wisest 

and most reasonable person among them. They never knew him slip once. 

None of such possibilities had any foundation whatsoever. The fact is that most of 

them hated the truth because it deprived them of their false values and contradicted 

their desires and preferences: “Nay, he has brought them the truth; and the truth do most 

of them detest.” (Verse 70) 

The truth cannot be subservient to personal desires and preferences. For it is on 

the basis of truth that the universe is sustained, life flourishes and the laws of nature 

function: “Had the truth been in accord with their desires, the heavens and the earth, 

together with all that lives in them, would surely have been in utter corruption.” (Verse 71) 

The truth is unique and consistent, while desires are numerous and changing. It is 

on the basis of the unique truth that the whole universe moves along the course that 

ensures its existence. Thus, its laws are not made to deviate or change in order to 

accommodate fleeting desires. Had the universe been subject to such changing or 

sudden desires it would have become corrupted. Indeed, human life, values, 

standards and systems would also have become corrupted. They would have 

staggered to and fro, in response to anger, pleasure, hatred, caprice, fear, laziness, 

activity, reaction and influence. But the physical universe and its progress towards 

its goal requires consistency and reliability as well as the following of a clearly 

charted course that is subject to no modification or deviation. 

Bearing this in mind, Islam considers legislation for human life to be part of the 

universal law, formulated by the same hand that conducts the affairs of the universe 

and establishes coherence between all its parts. Human beings are part of the 

universe and subject to its law. Hence, it is only fitting that the One who legislates for 

the entire universe should also legislate for human life. When this is done, human life 

is no longer subjected to personal desires and preferences. Thus, it is immune to 

corruption: “Had the truth been in accord with their desires, the heavens and the earth, 

together with all that lives in them, would surely have been in utter corruption.” (Verse 71) 

The community addressed by Islam should be keen to follow its truth, not only 

because it is the truth, but also because it represents its glory. Without Islam, it 
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would have had no place in history: “Nay, We have given them all that brings them 

glory. Yet from this their glory they turn away.” (Verse 71) The Arabs were ignored 

throughout history until they were given the message of Islam. Since then, this 

community continued to be glorious as long as it adhered to Islam. Its position on the 

world stage, however, gradually shrank when it abandoned Islam, until it reached its 

present low depth. It will not recover its glory until it reverts to its true, guiding 

light. 

The s rah resumes its questioning of their attitude and the doubts that may be the 

cause for their refusal to believe in the Messenger: “Or do you ask of them any 

recompense?” (Verse 72) Had you demanded any wages from them, such a request 

might be their cause for refusal. The fact is that you seek nothing from them, because 

“the recompense given by your Lord is best, since He is the best of providers.” (Verse 72) 

What could a prophet seek from human beings, poor and needy as they are, when he 

has access to God’s inexhaustible favours? Indeed, what would a prophet’s followers 

hope to gain of this world’s comforts when they seek what may be provided by God 

who grants everything people have? The fact is that when a human heart is in touch 

with God, this whole universe, with all that it contains, dwindles into insignificance. 

You only seek to guide them to the best method: “Most certainly, you call them to a 

straight path”; a path that brings them into line with the law that governs their nature. 

It bonds them with the rest of the universe, guiding them straight, without deviation, 

to God, the Creator of all. 

Yet, like everyone else who does not believe in the life to come, these people 

deviate from the perfect way: “But those who will not believe in the life to come are bound 

to deviate from the right path.” (Verse 74) Had they been well guided, they would have 

reflected on the stages of their existence, because such reflection is bound to lead to 

belief in the hereafter, when perfection and absolute justice are attainable. The life to 

come is merely a stage in the line God has charted for all existence. 

Inspiring Signs 

These unbelievers are people who have lost their way and no longer benefit from 

the tests to which they are exposed, be they tests of plenty and affluence or those of 

hardship. Hence, when they are tested with favour “they think that by all the wealth and 

offspring We provide for them We hasten to them all that is good?” (Verses 55-56) Even if 

they are tested with difficulty and hardship, their hearts are not softened, nor are 

their consciences awakened. They do not turn back to God, appealing to Him to 

remove their hardship. They remain in such a condition until, on the Day of 

Judgement, they are visited with an even greater suffering. Then they will be truly 

desperate and bewildered. 
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Even were We to show them mercy and remove whatever distress might afflict them, 
they would still persist in their overweening arrogance, blindly stumbling to and fro. 
Indeed, We took them to task, but they neither humbled themselves before their Lord, 
nor do they submissively entreat [Him]. Yet when We open before them a gate of truly 
severe suffering, they will plunge in despair. (Verses 75-77) 

These are common features among such people. They are hard hearted, oblivious 

of their duties to God, and they deny the hereafter. The idolaters who opposed the 

Prophet when he delivered his message were of the same type. 

Showing humility at a time of hardship, and turning to God, entreating Him and 

recognizing Him as the only refuge and resort are indicative of a change of heart and 

a returning to faith. A heart which establishes such links with God is bound to soften. 

Reflection and remembrance then provide protection against further slips and errors. 

Thus, hardship brings about real benefit. But the person who persists in arrogance is 

a lost case, without hope. He is left to his destiny when he will be overwhelmed with 

suffering in the life to come. He will then plunge into despair, finding neither refuge 

nor support. 

The s rah then takes the unbelievers on a further round of reflection, in the hope 

that their hearts will awaken when they see the pointers to faith within themselves 

and in the universe at large: 

It is He who has endowed you with hearing, and sight, and minds. How seldom are 
you grateful. And He it is who caused you to multiply on earth; and to Him you shall 
be gathered. And He it is who grants life and causes death; and to Him is due the 
alternation of night and day. Will you not, then, use your reason? (Verses 78-80) 

Indeed if man would only reflect on his own form and constitution, the multi-

faceted potential he has been given, and the faculties of perception with which he has 

been blessed, he would certainly acknowledge God. His guidance would be all these 

great faculties within him that testify to God’s oneness. No one other than God 

Almighty could produce such a creation with all these miraculous aspects, large and 

small. For example, how does our sense of hearing function? How are sounds picked 

up and distinguished? How does our eyesight function, sorting out shapes and 

shades of light? And then, what about our mind and how it works? How does it 

recognize forms and things? How does it understand meanings, concepts, values, 

feelings and physical forms? 

The mere understanding of the nature of these senses and faculties and their ways 

of functioning is, in itself, a miraculous human discovery. How do we, then, look at 

their creation and placement in man’s body in such a way that is best suited to the 

nature of man’s world. The degree of harmony achieved here reflects an 
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overwhelming delicacy. Should only one of the many ratios that need to be met, in 

either man’s nature or the nature of the universe, be disturbed, the whole relation no 

longer functions. Ears are not able to pick out sound, and eyes no longer see light. It 

is God’s perfect design and limitless power that has achieved this perfect balance 

between human nature and the universe in which man lives. But man does not show 

gratitude to God for His favours: “How seldom are you grateful.” (Verse 78) Gratitude 

begins with a clear acknowledgement of the One who has given us all these favours 

and blessings, glorifying Him and recognizing His attributes, then addressing all 

worship to Him alone. His oneness is testified by His creation. Gratitude is further 

enhanced when we use our faculties and senses to enjoy life in the manner of a firm 

believer who looks up to God before every action and in every situation. 

“And He it is who caused you to multiply on earth.” (Verse 79) He has placed you in 

charge of building human life on earth, after He gave you your hearing, eyesight and 

mind, as well as all the faculties and potentials that you need to fulfil the task 

assigned to you. “And to Him you shall be gathered,” when you will be accountable for 

all that you do in your lives on earth. You will be rewarded for all the good you do, 

and for following divine guidance. By contrast, you will reap the fruits of any evil or 

corruption of which you are guilty. Your lives on earth are not meant in vain, and 

you are not carelessly abandoned in your habitat. It is all for a definite purpose God 

has determined. 

“And He it is who grants life and causes death.” (Verse 80) Both life and death occur at 

every moment, but it is God alone who causes them both to occur. Man, the highest 

of all creatures on earth, cannot give life to a single cell. Similarly, man is totally 

incapable of depriving any living being of its life in the full sense of the word. People 

may be the means of ending life, but they are not the ones who truly deprive a living 

entity of its life. It is God alone who grants life and causes death. 

“And to Him is due the alternation of night and day.” (Verse 80) He is the One who 

has set this alternation in operation, just like He grants life and takes it away. Both 

sets of parallel situations are natural laws: one operates within the human being 

while the other operates in the world at large. When life is taken away from a 

particular body, it stops functioning and becomes motionless. Similarly, when light is 

taken away from the earth it darkens and becomes stagnant. But then life is brought 

back again and light is allowed to spread as the alternation takes place and the cycle 

continues uninterrupted, for as long as God wills. “Will you not, then, use your 

reason?” (Verse 80) Will you not draw the right conclusion and admit that it is all part 

of God’s perfect design and elaborate planning. It is He alone who is in full control of 

life and the universe. 

Questions with One Answer 
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The s rah now stops its argument with the unbelievers, and reports their claims 

about resurrection and reckoning in the life to come. This discussion follows a long 

list of signs and pointers confirming God’s oneness and His being the only Creator 

who causes life and death. 

But they say like the people of old times used to say. They say: ‘What! After we have 
died and become dust and bones, shall we be raised to life? This we have been promised 
before, we and our forefathers! This is nothing but fables of the ancients.’ (Verses 81-
83) 

Their claims sound exceptionally singular after the s rah has enumerated many of 

the signs that testify to God’s elaborate planning and His definite purpose of 

creation. It is He who has granted man his hearing, eyesight and mind, so that he is 

responsible for his deeds. He will thus earn a generous reward for his good actions 

or punishment for his bad ones. True reckoning and reward occur in full in the life to 

come. What we see in this life is that reward, whether good or bad, does not take 

place on earth. These are left until they fall due in the life to come. 

God grants life and causes death. Hence, resurrection is by no means difficult. Life 

is breathed into beings at every moment, and it is only God who knows where it 

originates. 

The point with these unbelievers is not that they fall short of appreciating God’s 

wisdom and ability to resurrect life. They also ridicule the promises of resurrection 

and reward, saying that the same promise was given to their forefathers, but nothing 

of the sort has yet occurred. “This we have been promised before, we and our forefathers! 

This is nothing but fables of the ancients.” (Verse 83) Resurrection will certainly occur at 

the time and place God has set for it in His elaborate plan. It will be neither brought 

forward nor put back at anyone’s request, or in response to the ridicule of anyone 

who is unable to see the truth. 

The Arab idolaters of old were muddled in their faith. They did not deny God. 

Nor did they deny that He is the Creator of the heavens and earth or that He is 

always in full control of everything in the universe. But they, nevertheless, assigned 

to Him partners and claimed that they worshipped those partners so that they could 

bring them closer to God. They also claimed that He had daughters. Exalted is God 

above all such claims. Hence the s rah puts to them the facts that they acknowledge 

in order to set the record straight and bring them back to the true faith based on 

God’s absolute oneness. This is the logical conclusion to the premises they 

acknowledge. Indeed, they would have arrived at this conclusion themselves had 

they not deviated from their uncorrupted nature: 
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Say: To whom belongs the earth and all that lives therein? [Tell me] if you know.’ 
They will reply: ‘To God.’ Say: ‘Will you not, then, reflect?’ Say: ‘Who is the Lord of 
the seven heavens, and the Lord of the Supreme Throne?’ They will reply: ‘ [They all 
belong.’ to God.’ Say: ‘Will you not, then, fear Him?’ Say: ‘In whose hand rests the 
sovereignty of all things, protecting all, while against Him there is no protection? 
[Tell me.’ if you know.’ They will reply: ‘[They all belong! to God.’ Say: ‘How, then, 
can you be so deluded?’ (Verses 84-89) 

This shows the extent of the confusion that lacks sound reasoning. It tells us to 

what extent the beliefs of the idolaters had degenerated by the time Islam was 

revealed. The first question asks about the ownership of this earthly world: “Say: To 

whom belongs the earth and all that lives therein? [Tell me] if you know.” (Verse 84) They 

acknowledge that they all belong to God, but they overlook this true fact when they 

address their worship to deities other than Him. Hence the question the Prophet is 

told to put to them: “Say: Will you not, then, reflect?” (Verse 85) 

“Say: Who is the Lord of the seven heavens, and the Lord of the Supreme Throne?” (Verse 

86) This question is about absolute Lordship that controls the whole universe and 

God’s Supreme Throne. The term ‘seven heavens’ may refer to seven celestial bodies, 

or solar systems, or seven clusters of stars, or seven galaxies, or any seven 

astronomical entities. When God’s Throne is mentioned, it implies a reference to His 

might and control of the universe and all existence. Hence when they are asked 

about the Lordship over all these, they give the right answer, saying that they all 

belong to God. Yet they do not show any fear of the Lord of the Supreme Throne 

who controls all seven heavens and what lies beyond them. They associate with Him 

idols that cannot lift themselves when they are thrown on the ground. Hence, the 

question: “Say: Will you not, then, fear Him?” (Verse 87) 

“Say: In whose hand rests the sovereignty of all things, protecting all, while against Him 

there is no protection? [Tell me] if you know.” (Verse 88) This question is about power 

and dominion, asking them about the One who has power over all things, and who 

gives protection to all of His creatures so that no one can harm them in any way, 

other than according to His will. At the same time, no one can protect anyone or 

anything else against God. If God wants to inflict harm or punishment on any of His 

creatures, nothing can prevent it. Again they acknowledge that such power belongs 

to God alone. Hence the question asking them about the cause of their delusion, 

which leaves them like people bewitched: “Say: How, then, can you be so deluded?” 

(Verse 89) 

The True Concept of God 

Having refuted all the idolaters’ claims about God, taking to Himself a son or 
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partners, the s rah states in all clarity the true principle of God’s oneness as 

explained by His Messenger, the Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him): 

Nay, We have revealed to them the truth; and yet, they are certainly lying. Never did 
God take to Himself any offspring, nor has there ever been any deity alongside Him. 
Had there been any, each deity would surely have taken away his own creation, and 
they would surely have tried to establish superiority over one another. Limitless in His 
glory is God, far above all that which they attribute to Him. He knows all that is 
beyond the reach of human perception, and all that can be witnessed. Sublimely 
exalted is He above anything they associate as partner with Him. (Verses 90-92) 

Note how this statement employs different methods and styles. First, all argument 

with the idolaters is closed, and an emphatic assertion of their lying is given: “Nay, 

We have revealed to them the truth; and yet, they are certainly lying.” (Verse 90) Then 

follow some of the details of their lies: “Never did God take to Himself any offspring, nor 

has there ever been any deity alongside Him.” (Verse 91) Irrefutable proof is then stated 

rendering all their claims false and showing the absurdity of pagan beliefs based on 

associating partners with God: “Had there been any each deity would surely have taken 

away his own creation.” (Verse 91) Each deity would stress his independence and 

conduct the affairs of his creation according to his own law. Thus, every part of the 

universe, and every group of creatures would have a different basis and laws. There 

would be no common code applying to them all. Hence, those deities “would surely 

have tried to establish superiority over one another.” (Verse 91) Such superiority could 

take the form of a more sophisticated law operating in a particular part of the 

universe. However, the universe as a whole cannot function properly unless it is 

subject to a single law that applies to all its parts and all creatures living in it. 

None of this multiplicity is found in the universe, where consistency of structure 

proves the oneness of its Creator, and inner harmony testifies to its being run by a 

single will. Indeed, we clearly see that all parts of the universe function in perfect 

harmony: “Limitless in His glory is God, far above all that which they attribute to Him.” 

(Verse 91) 

“He knows all that is beyond the reach of human perception, and all that can be 

witnessed.” (Verse 92) None other than God has any authority over any part of His 

creation, knowing anything that is unknown to God. “Sublimely exalted is He above 

anything they associate as a partner with Him.” (Verse 92) 

At this point, the s rah stops addressing or speaking about them. It now turns its 

attention to God’s Messenger, commanding him to appeal to God so that he is not 

placed with such people, if he ever witnesses the fulfilment of the warnings of 

suffering they have been given. He is further instructed to seek refuge with His Lord 

from the evil ones, satans, so as not to be irritated by or become fed up at what the 
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unbelievers claim: 

Say: My Lord! If it be Your will to show me that which they are warned against, then, 
my Lord, do not let me be one of those wrongdoing folk.’ We are most certainly able to 
show you that which We promise them. Repel evil with that which is best. We are fully 
aware of all that they say. And say: ‘My Lord! I seek refuge with You from the 
promptings of the evil ones; and I seek refuge with You, my Lord, lest they come near 
me.’ (Verses 93-98) 

The Prophet is certainly not going to be with the wrongdoers when God inflicts on 

them a severe punishment in fulfilment of His warnings. But this prayer which he is 

instructed to repeat serves as a further precaution. It is also meant as a lesson to all 

believers so that they do not slacken. They should also be on their guard, attending 

to their duties, seeking refuge with God and praying to Him to bestow His grace on 

them. 

God is certainly able to fulfil what He has warned the wrongdoers of, and to make 

it all happen during the lifetime of His Messenger: “We are most certainly able to show 

you that which We promise them.” (Verse 95) He certainly showed him some of it in the 

Battle of Badr and then when Makkah surrendered to Islam. 

However, at the time of the revelation of this s rah, the Prophet was still in 

Makkah enduring with his followers much persecution from the idolaters. The policy 

followed by the Muslim community then, in implementation of God’s instructions, 

was to repel a bad thing with something better. Muslims also had to demonstrate 

their patience in the face of adversity, leaving their destiny entirely to God: “Repel evil 

with that which is best. We are fully aware of all that they say.” (Verse 96) 

The Prophet was certainly immune to any promptings or persuasion by evil ones. 

However, here he is instructed to pray for protection against all this in an urgent 

appeal for further immunity against their evil. Being the perfect role model for all 

Muslims in all generations, his appeal provides a lead for them to follow. They 

should also seek refuge with God against all temptation put in their way by the evil 

ones. Indeed the Prophet is instructed to appeal to God for protection against such 

evil people corning near him in any way. “I seek refuge with You, my Lord, lest they 

come near me.” (Verse 98) 

This may also be interpreted as an appeal lest they come near him at the time of 

his death. This sense is strengthened by the verse that follows: “When death approaches 

any of them, he says: My Lord! Let me return [to life].” (Verse 99) This follows the 

Qur’ nic method that ensures an easy flow from one point to another. 
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4 

Justice and Grace 

When death approaches any of them, he says: 

‘My Lord! Let me return [to life], (99) 

so that I may act righteously in whatever I have 

failed to do.’ By no means! It is but a word he 

says. Behind them there stands a barrier till the 

day when all will be raised from the dead. (100) 

Then, when the trumpet is sounded, there will be 

no ties of kinship between them on that day, nor 

will they ask about one another. (101) 

Those whose weight [of good deeds] is heavy in the 

scales will be successful; (102) 

but those whose weight is light will have lost their 

souls and will abide in hell. (103) 

The fire will scorch their faces, and therein they 

will look gloomy. (104) 

‘Were not My revelations read out to you, and 

did you not consider them as lies?’ (105) 

They will reply: ‘Our Lord! Our misfortune has 

overwhelmed us, and so we went astray. (106) 
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Our Lord! Bring us out of this [suffering]. If ever 

We relapse, then we shall be wrongdoers indeed.’ 

(107) 

He will say: Away with you into this ignominy! 

And do not plead with Me. (108) 

Among My servants there were those who said: 

“Our Lord! We believe in You. Forgive us and 

have mercy on us; for You are the best of those 

who show mercy.” (109) 

But you made them the target of your derision to 

the point where it made you forget all re-

membrance of Me; and you went on laughing at 

them. (110) 

Today I have rewarded them for their patience in 

adversity. Indeed it is they who have achieved 

triumph.’ (111) 

And He will ask: ‘How many years have 

you spent on earth?’ (112) 

They will answer: ‘We have spent there a day, or 

part of a day; but ask those who keep count.’ 

(113) 

He will say: ‘Brief indeed was your sojourn, if you 

but knew it. (114) 

Did you think that We created you in mere idle 

play, and that to Us you would not have to 
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Overview 

This last passage of the s rah continues to discuss the fate of the idolaters, showing 

it in a complete scene of the Day of Resurrection. It starts with an image of 

approaching death ending this life, and moves on to show what happens after the 

Trumpet is blown and the dead are brought back to life. This is followed by an 

emphatic statement of God’s oneness, coupled with a stern warning to those who 

associate partners with God, putting them on notice of what awaits them if they 

persist in their erring ways. The s rah concludes with a directive given to the Prophet 

to seek God’s forgiveness, and to pray for His grace. God is certainly the best of all 

who show mercy. 

As Death Approaches 

“When death approaches any of them, he says: My Lord! Let me return [to life], so that I 

may act righteously in whatever I have failed to do.” (Verses 99-100) This is the scene of 

approaching death, when the person is certain that he is about to die. At this 

moment, he appeals for a return to life so as to have a second chance to do what he 

should have done in the first place. He wants to set things right with regard to the 

family and assets he is leaving behind. This is shown as if it is happening at the 

present moment, witnessed by all. But the appeal is made too late. Hence, the answer 

return?’ (115) 

Sublimely exalted is God, the Ultimate 

Sovereign, the Ultimate Truth. There is no deity 

other than Him, the Lord of the Glorious 

Throne. (116) 

He that invokes besides God any other deity – a 

deity for whose existence he has no evidence – 

shall be brought to account before his Lord. Most 

certainly, the unbelievers shall never be successful. 

(117) 

Say: ‘My Lord! Forgive and have mercy. You 

are the best of those who show mercy.’ (118) 
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is not given to the person concerned. It is declared for all to understand. “By no 

means! It is but a word he says.” (Verse 100) 

It is only a word that carries little or no significance. It does not deserve to be 

considered. Indeed the speaker does not merit any attention. It does not express any 

sincerity; rather, it is prompted by the dawning awareness of the great difficulty 

ahead. It expresses the great stress the speaker finds himself under, but it has no 

basis in conviction. 

Thus ends the image of the speaker at the point of death. Suddenly, barriers are 

raised between him and the rest of the world. The matter is settled, contacts are 

severed, doors closed and the curtain dropped: “Behind them there stands a barrier till 

the day when all will be raised from the dead.” (Verse 100) They neither belong to the 

people of this life, nor to those of the hereafter. They are in the stage in between, 

which will continue until all are resurrected. 

The s rah now speaks about that day, giving an image of what happens then and 

raising it for all to see. “Then, when the Trumpet is sounded, there will be no ties of kinship 

between them on that day, nor will they ask about one another.” (Verse 101) All bonds 

come to an end, and all values people observe in this life are no longer of any 

consequence. ‘There will be no ties of kinship’ then. The awesome atmosphere makes 

them all silent, with no one uttering as much as a word, let alone enquiring about 

others. 

The process of reckoning and weighing up deeds and actions is shown to proceed 

with speed: “Those whose weight [of good deeds] is heavy in the scales will be successful; but 

those whose weight is light will have lost their souls and will abide in hell. The fire will scorch 

their faces, and therein they will look gloomy.” (Verses 102-104) This process is shown in 

a material image, with action and movement taking place, in the standard pattern the 

Qur’ n employs. Hence we dread the scene of those idolaters being scorched by the 

fire, their faces changing colour, darkening and looking full of gloom. It is a terrible 

image that almost transmits pain. 

Those with light weight have lost everything, including themselves. When a man 

loses himself, what else can he own? What is left for him? He has lost the very thing 

that makes his existence meaningful, or that gives him personality. 

At this point the s rah changes style. So far, it has employed a reporting format. 

Now it makes a direct address, speaking to the people themselves. This makes the 

physical punishment, terrible as it certainly is, much less painful than the humiliation 

that is now poured on them. This address is stated as if it were taking place at that 

very moment, starting a long dialogue: “Were not My revelations read out to you, and 

did you not consider them as lies?” (Verse 105) When they hear this question they 

imagine that they are allowed to speak and make a plea. They think that perhaps if 
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they admit their guilt, their plea might be accepted: “They will reply: Our Lord! Our 

misfortune has overwhelmed us, and so we went astray. Our Lord. Bring us out of this 

[suffering]. If ever We relapse, then we shall be wrongdoers indeed.” (Verses 106-107) 

Their admission of guilt tells of the bitter feelings they experience. They are indeed 

miserable. But they have exceeded the limits they are allowed. To go beyond these is 

to be impolite when they are addressed by none other than God. They are only 

permitted to answer the question put to them. Indeed the question is perhaps made 

only by way of rebuke, and it requires no answer. Hence they are strongly censured: 

“He will say: Away with you into this ignominy! And do not plead with Me.” (Verse 108) 

They are told to shut up and remain silent as only befits people held in ignominy. 

Indeed they deserve all the punishment and the misery they are made to suffer. 

Among My servants there were those who said: ‘Our Lord. We believe in You. Forgive 
us and have mercy on us; for You are the best of those who show mercy’ But you made 
them the target of your derision to the point where it made you forget all remembrance 
of Me; and you went on laughing at them. (Verses 109-110) 

The crime they perpetrated was not merely that they disbelieved and made their 

rejection of the faith a personal matter, which is in itself a grave offence. They went 

much further by allowing their stupid impudence to go as far as ridiculing the 

believers who pray to God for mercy and forgiveness. They derided them so often 

that such derision became their main preoccupation, stopping them from 

remembering God and glorifying Him, and from reflecting on the numerous signs 

God has placed in the world pointing them in the direction of faith. They are now 

called upon to compare their own station with that of the people they ridiculed. 

“Today I have rewarded them for their patience in adversity. Indeed it is they who have 

achieved triumph.” (Verse 111) 

A new phase of interrogation follows this stern, humiliating reply and the reasons 

that led to it: “And He will ask: How many years have you spent on earth?” (Verse 112) 

God certainly knows the answer, but the question is put to them to emphasize the 

triviality of life on earth and to stress the shortness of its duration. Yet they bartered 

the eternal life of the hereafter for their portion of life on earth. Now they feel that it 

was totally insignificant. In their despair they are impatient, and cannot bother about 

that life or its number of years: “They will answer: We have spent there a day, or part of a 

day; but ask those who keep count.” (Verse 113) Stress, grief and despair ooze from their 

reply. 

They are given an answer that tells them that their life on earth is very short 

compared to what awaits them. They only need to have the right measure. “He will 

say: Brief indeed was your sojourn, if you but knew it.” (Verse 114) Again they are 
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strongly rebuked for denying the life to come. This is coupled with an outline of the 

purpose behind resurrection. This purpose has been clearly stated ever since the first 

creation: “Did you think that We created you in mere idle play, and that to Us you would 

not have to return?” (Verse 115) 

Indeed the purpose, or rather the wisdom behind resurrection is part of the 

wisdom behind creation. It is all well measured and accurately designed. 

Resurrection is no more than a stage that brings the cycle of creation to its fullness. 

Only those who remain blind, unwilling to reflect on God’s purpose which is clearly 

evident everywhere in the universe around us, will not see it. 

The Basic Issue of Faith 

The final verses of the s rah are dedicated to faith. They state its central tenet; 

namely, God’s oneness. We have an announcement of the great loss suffered by those 

who associate partners with Him. This contrasts with the success declared at the 

beginning of the s rah which is guaranteed to the believers. Coupled with this 

declaration is an instruction to turn to God, requesting His forgiveness and 

appealing for His mercy. He is certainly the most merciful of all those who are 

compassionate: 

Sublimely exalted is God, the Ultimate Sovereign, the Ultimate Truth. There is no 
deity other than Him, the Lord of the Glorious Throne. He that invokes besides God 
any other deity – a deity for whose existence he has no evidence – shall be brought to 
account before his Lord. Most certainly, the unbelievers shall never be successful. Say: 
My Lord! Forgive and have mercy. You are the best of those who show mercy. (Verses 
116-118) 

Coming as it does after a scene painting events taking place on the Day of 

Resurrection, and after a host of arguments, proofs and pointers outlined throughout 

the s rah, the comment included in these final verses provides a logical conclusion to 

everything contained in the s rah. This statement refutes all that the unbelievers say 

about God, declaring that He is the true Sovereign who controls the entire universe, 

and that He is the only deity who is in full command of all. He is indeed ‘the Lord of 

the Glorious Throne’. 

Any claim of partnership with God has absolutely no evidence to support it, 

neither from the universe and how it is run, nor from human logic or nature. Anyone 

who makes such a claim will have to face the reckoning in front of God, and the 

result is known in advance: “Most certainly the unbelievers shall never be successful.” 

(Verse 117) This is an unfailing rule that is hound to come true. Success, by contrast, 

is guaranteed for the believers. 
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All the favours and comforts that we see the unbelievers enjoying in this life, and 

all the power and resources they may sometimes have at their command does not 

mean success in reality. It is all given to them as a test, and it will end with their loss 

in this present life. However, if some of them escape punishment in this world, they 

will have to face the reckoning in the hereafter. There, in the life to come, is the final 

stage of this life cycle. It is not something separate or isolated. Indeed, it is an 

essential stage, clearly seen by those who have real vision. 

The last verse in this s rah, The Believers, gives the instruction to turn to God 

appealing for His mercy and forgiveness: “Say: My Lord! Forgive and have mercy. You 

are the best of those who show mercy.” (Verse 118) 

Thus the opening of the s rah and its end jointly emphasize success for the 

believers and utter failure and loss for the unbelievers. Both elements stress the basic 

qualities of believers. Thus, the beginning states that the believers humble 

themselves in prayer, while the end instructs them to humbly appeal to God for 

forgiveness and mercy. Both make the s rah a complete, well designed unit. 
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S RAH 24 

Al-Nūr 

(Light) 

Prologue 

This s rah is named al-N r, meaning The Light, and light is identified as an 

essential attribute of God: “God is the light of the heavens and the earth.” (Verse 35) It is 

also mentioned in respect of its effects on people’s hearts and souls. Such effects are 

reflected in human morality and the manners of individuals, families and 

communities. They impart a brightness to human life that enlightens hearts and 

makes consciences transparent. 

The s rah begins with an emphatic declaration of the fact that it is bestowed from 

on high, and that it is decreed with all that it contains of directives, commandments 

and morality: “A s rah which We have bestowed from on high and which We have ordained; 

and in it have We revealed clear verses, so that you may keep them in mind.” (Verse 1) This 

opening reflects the importance the Qur’ n attaches to the moral aspect of human 

life, and to its central position in the Islamic faith. 

The central theme of the entire s rah is the education of the Muslim community. 

At times, the methods employed by the s rah increase in their stiffness so as to 

culminate in prescribing mandatory punishments. At other times the s rah is softer 

and more gentle, filling our hearts with God’s light and inviting us to reflect on the 

numerous signs He has placed throughout the entire universe. The aim of such 

contrasting approaches is one and the same: to cultivate people’s consciences, 

enhance their sensitivity and refine their moral standards to the highest degree. The 

good manners of the individual, the family, the community and society’s leadership 

are all intertwined as they all stem from the same source, which is belief in God, and 

shine with the same light received from Him. In essence, these manners combine 
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light, transparency and brightness. Thus the education the s rah aims to achieve 

derives all its aspects from the basic source of light in the heavens and earth; that is, 

God’s light that dispels all darkness in the universe, as well as that in people’s hearts 

and souls. 

The s rah may be divided into five parts, all tackling its basic theme. At the outset, 

the first delivers a decisive declaration outlining the status of this s rah, followed by 

the details of the mandatory punishment for adultery. It denounces this crime in 

clear terms, making it clear that adulterers have no place in the Muslim community. 

It also explains the punishment for any false accusation of adultery, and the reasons 

for the severity of this mandatory punishment. Couples are exempted from this 

punishment when they take the prescribed oaths that end with their permanent 

separation. It then comments on the falsehood story. At the end it shows how men 

and women flock like with like: the good with the good and the evil with the evil. 

The second part concerns itself with crime prevention, and the methods to reduce 

the temptation to sin. It begins with an outline of good manners when approaching 

others’ homes and the need to seek permission before entry. It commands Muslims to 

lower their gaze and not to reveal women’s charms and adornments to anyone other 

than their very close relatives whom they are not legally entitled to marry. There is 

also in this part a clear encouragement to facilitate the marriage of young women, 

and a stern warning against forcing slave girls into prostitution. All these are 

preventive measures that aim to promote purity and chastity in general. They aim to 

prevent what stirs up physical desire and to help people to maintain their chastity. 

In the middle of this list of good manners as outlined in the s rah, the third part 

provides a link between all such manners and God’s light. Here the s rah speaks of 

the people whose hearts are brightened with God’s light and who always frequent 

mosques. By contrast, the unbelievers and their deeds are shown as though they are 

a mirage, or like layers of darkness. In this part we see different aspects of God’s light 

throughout the universe: how all creatures glorify Him; how clouds are sent through 

the atmosphere; the succession of day and night; the creation of every walking 

creature out of water and how they acquire their different shapes, forms, types and 

roles. All these are there for people to look at and contemplate. 

In the fourth part the hypocrites are seen to neglect the proper manners people 

should show when dealing with the Prophet. The most important of these are 

obedience to the Prophet and the implementation of any judgement he makes in 

disputes put to him for arbitration. By contrast, the believers are seen to maintain the 

appropriate standards in speaking to the Prophet and obeying him. In return, they 

are promised power, that they will establish and implement their faith and attain 

victory over the unbelievers. 
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The final part of the s rah again examines the good manners of the Muslim 

community, highlighting the need to seek admission when visiting relatives and 

friends, of hospitality to guests, and the fine manners that make the whole Muslim 

community a single family, led by God’s Messenger (peace be upon him). 

The s rah concludes with a declaration of God’s ownership of all that is in the 

heavens and earth, His knowledge of people and what they harbour in their breasts, 

and their ultimate return to Him. They will have to face His reckoning on the basis of 

His knowledge of their deeds. Needless to say, His knowledge encompasses 

everything. 
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1 

The Mandatory 

Punishment for Adultery 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

[This is] a sūrah which We have bestowed from 

on high and which We have ordained; and in it 

have We revealed clear verses, so that you may 

keep them in mind. (1) 

As for the adulteress and the adulterer, flog each 

of them with a hundred stripes, and let not 

compassion for them keep you from [carrying out] 

this law of God, if you truly believe in God and 

the Last Day; and let a number of believers 

witness their punishment. (2) 

The adulterer couples with none other than an 

adulteress or an idolatress; and with the adulteress 

couples none other than an adulterer or an 

idolater. This is forbidden to the believers. (3) 

As for those who accuse chaste women [of 

adultery], and cannot produce four witnesses, flog 

them with eighty stripes; and do not accept their 

testimony ever after; for they are indeed trans-

gressors. (4) 

îο u‘θß™ $yγ≈ oΨ ø9 t“Ρr& $yγ≈ oΨ ôÊtsùuρ $uΖø9 t“Ρr& uρ !$pκ Ïù 

¤M≈ tƒ# u™ ;M≈ oΨ Éi t/ ö/ ä3̄=yè©9 tβρã©. x‹s? ∩⊇∪  

èπ u‹ ÏΡ# ¨“9 $# ’ ÎΤ#̈“9 $# uρ (#ρà$ Î#ô_$$sù ¨≅ ä. 7‰Ïn≡ uρ $yϑåκ ÷] ÏiΒ 

sπ s ($ÏΒ ;ο t$ ù#y_ ( Ÿωuρ / ä. õ‹è{ ù's? $yϑÍκ Í5 ×π sùù& u‘ ’ Îû 

È⎦⎪ÏŠ «!$# βÎ) ÷Λä⎢Ζä. tβθãΖÏΒ÷σ è? «!$$Î/ ÏΘöθu‹ ø9 $# uρ 

ÌÅzFψ$# ( ô‰pκ ô¶uŠ ø9 uρ $yϑåκ u5# x‹tã ×π x Í←!$sÛ z⎯ ÏiΒ 

t⎦⎫ÏΖÏΒ÷σ ßϑø9 $# ∩⊄∪  

’ ÎΤ#̈“9 $# Ÿω ßxÅ3Ζtƒ ωÎ) ºπ uŠ ÏΡ# y— ÷ρr& Zπ x. Îô³ ãΒ 

èπ u‹ ÏΡ# ¨“9 $# uρ Ÿω !$yγ ßsÅ3Ζtƒ ωÎ) Aβ# y— ÷ρr& Ô8 Îô³ ãΒ 4 
tΠ Ìhãmuρ y7 Ï9≡ sŒ ’ n?tã t⎦⎫ÏΖÏΒ÷σ ßϑø9 $# ∩⊂∪  

t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# uρ tβθãΒötƒ ÏM≈ oΨ |Áósßϑø9 $# §Ν èO óΟ s9 (#θè?ù'tƒ 

Ïπ yèt/ ö‘ r'Î/ u™!# y‰pκ à− óΟ èδρß‰Î=ô_$$sù t⎦⎫ÏΖ≈ uΚrO Zο t$ ù#y_ 

Ÿωuρ (#θè=t7 ø) s? öΝ çλm; ¸ο y‰≈ pκ y− # Y‰t/ r& 4 y7 Í× ¯≈ s9 'ρé& uρ ãΝ èδ 

tβθà) Å¡≈ x ø9 $# ∩⊆∪  
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Excepted are those who afterwards repent and 

make amends; for God is Much-Forgiving, 

Merciful. (5) 

And as for those who accuse their own wives [of 

adultery], but have no witnesses except themselves, 

let each of them call God four times to witness 

that he is indeed telling the truth; (6) 

and the fifth time, that God’s curse be upon him 

if he is telling a lie. (7) 

However, punishment is averted from her if she 

calls God four times to witness that he is indeed 

telling a lie; (8) 

and the fifth time, that God’s wrath be upon her 

if he is telling the truth. (9) 

Were it not for God’s favour upon you and His 

grace, and that God is the One who accepts 

repentance, the Wise...! (10) 

Those who concocted the falsehood were a band 

from among you. Do not regard it as bad for you; 

indeed it is good for you. Each one of them shall 

bear what he has earned of sin; and awesome 

suffering awaits the one who took on himself the 

lead among them. (11) 

When you heard it, why did not the believers, 

men and women, think the best of themselves, 

and say: ‘This is a blatant falsehood.’(12) 

ωÎ) t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (#θç/$s? .⎯ ÏΒ Ï‰÷èt/ y7 Ï9≡ sŒ (#θßsn=ô¹r& uρ 

¨βÎ* sù ©!$# Ö‘θà xî ÒΟ‹ Ïm§‘ ∩∈∪  

t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# uρ tβθãΒötƒ öΝ ßγ y_≡ uρø—r& óΟ s9 uρ ⎯ ä3tƒ öΝ çλ°; 

â™!# y‰pκ à− HωÎ) öΝ ßγÝ¡àΡr& äο y‰≈ yγ t±sù óΟ ÏδÏ‰tn r& 

ßì t/ ö‘ r& ¤N≡ y‰≈ uηx© «!$$Î/   … çμ ¯ΡÎ) z⎯ Ïϑs9 

š⎥⎫ Ï% Ï‰≈ ¢Á9 $# ∩∉∪  

èπ |¡Ïϑ≈ sƒ ø:$# uρ ¨βr& |M uΖ÷ès9 «!$# Ïμ ø‹n=tã βÎ) tβ% x. z⎯ ÏΒ 

t⎦⎫Î/ É‹≈ s3ø9 $# ∩∠∪  

(# äτu‘ ô‰tƒ uρ $pκ ÷] tã z># x‹yèø9 $# βr& y‰pκ ô¶ s? yì t/ ö‘ r& 

¤N≡ y‰≈ pκ y− «!$$Î/   …çμ ¯ΡÎ) z⎯ Ïϑs9 š⎥⎫ Î/ É‹≈ s3ø9 $# 

∩∇∪  

sπ |¡Ïϑ≈ sƒ ø:$# uρ ¨βr& |= ŸÒxî «!$# !$pκ ö n=tæ βÎ) tβ% x. 

z⎯ ÏΒ t⎦⎫Ï% Ï‰≈ ¢Á9 $# ∩®∪  

Ÿωöθs9 uρ ã≅ôÒsù «!$# ö/ ä3ø‹n=tæ … çμ çFuΗ÷q u‘ uρ ¨βr& uρ ©!$# 

ë># §θs? îΛ⎧ Å6 ym ∩⊇⊃∪  

¨βÎ) t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# ρâ™!% ỳ Å7 øùM}$$Î/ ×π t6 óÁãã ö/ ä3Ψ ÏiΒ 4 Ÿω 
çνθç7 |¡øt rB # uŸ° Ν ä3©9 ( ö≅ t/ uθèδ ×ö yz ö/ ä3©9 4 Èe≅ ä3Ï9 

<› Í öΔ$# Ν åκ ÷] ÏiΒ $̈Β |= |¡tFø. $# z⎯ ÏΒ ÉΟ øOM}$# 4 “Ï% ©!$# uρ 

4†̄<uθs? … çν uö9Ï. öΝ åκ ÷] ÏΒ …çμ s9 ë># x‹ tã ×Λ⎧ Ïà tã ∩⊇⊇∪  

Iωöθ©9 øŒ Î) çνθãΚçF÷èÏÿxœ £⎯ sß tβθãΖÏΒ÷σ ßϑø9 $# 

àM≈ oΨ ÏΒ÷σ ßϑø9 $# uρ öΝÍκ Å¦àΡr'Î/ # Zö yz (#θä9$s%uρ !# x‹≈ yδ 
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Why did they not produce four witnesses to prove 

it? Since they have not produced witnesses, then in 

the sight of God, they are certainly liars. (13) 

Were it not for God’s favour upon you and His 

grace, in this world and in the life to come, 

awesome suffering would indeed have afflicted you 

on account of what you indulged in. (14) 

You took it up with your tongues and uttered 

with your mouths something of which you have no 

knowledge, thinking it a light matter whereas in 

God’s sight it is grave indeed. (15) 

If only when you heard it you said: ‘It is not right 

for us to speak of this! All glory belongs to You. 

This is a monstrous slander.’ (16) 

God admonishes you lest you ever revert to the 

like of this, if you are truly believers. (17) 

And God makes plain to you His revelations. 

God is All-Knowing, Wise. (18) 

Those who love that gross indecency should spread 

among the believers shall be visited with grievous 

suffering both in this world and in the life to come. 

God knows, but you do not know. (19) 

Ô7 øùÎ) ×⎦⎫Î7 •Β ∩⊇⊄∪  

Ÿωöθ©9 ρâ™!% ỳ Ïμ ø‹n=tã Ïπ yèt/ ö‘ r'Î/ u™!# y‰pκ à− 4 øŒ Î* sù öΝ s9 

(#θè?ù'tƒ Ï™!# y‰pκ ’¶9 $$Î/ šÍ× ¯≈ s9 'ρé'sù y‰ΖÏã «!$# ãΝ èδ 

tβθç/ É‹≈ s3ø9 $# ∩⊇⊂∪  

Ÿωöθs9 uρ ã≅ ôÒsù «!$# ö/ ä3ø‹n=tæ … çμ çGuΗ÷q u‘ uρ ’ Îû 

$u‹ ÷Ρ‘‰9 $# Íο tÅzFψ$# uρ ö/ ä3¡¡yϑs9 ’ Îû !$tΒ óΟ çFôÒsùr& 

ÏμŠ Ïù ë># x‹tã îΛ⎧ Ïà tã ∩⊇⊆∪  

øŒ Î) … çμ tΡöθ¤) n= s? ö/ ä3ÏGoΨ Å¡ø9 r'Î/ tβθä9θà) s?uρ / ä3Ïδ# uθøùr'Î/ 

$̈Β }§øŠ s9 Ν ä3s9 ⎯ Ïμ Î/ ÒΟ ù=Ïæ … çμ tΡθç7 |¡øt rB uρ $YΨ Íh‹yδ 

uθèδuρ y‰Ψ Ïã «!$# ×Λ⎧ Ïà tã ∩⊇∈∪  

Iωöθs9 uρ øŒ Î) çνθßϑçG÷èÏϑy™ Ο çFù=è% $̈Β ãβθä3tƒ !$uΖs9 βr& 

zΝ ¯=x6 tḠΡ # x‹≈ pκ Í5 y7 oΨ≈ ysö6 ß™ # x‹≈ yδ í⎯≈ tGöκ æ5 

ÒΟŠ Ïà tã ∩⊇∉∪  

ãΝ ä3Ýà Ïètƒ ª!$# βr& (#ρßŠθãès? ÿ⎯ Ï&Î#÷W ÏϑÏ9 # ´‰t/ r& βÎ) 

Λ ä⎢Ζä. š⎥⎫ ÏΖÏΒ÷σ •Β ∩⊇∠∪  

ß⎦Îi⎫t7 ãƒ uρ ª!$# ãΝ ä3s9 ÏM≈ tƒ Fψ$# 4 ª!$# uρ íΟŠ Î=tæ íΟŠ Å3ym 

∩⊇∇∪  

χÎ) t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# tβθ™7 Ït ä† βr& yì‹ Ï±n@ èπ t±Ås≈ x ø9 $# ’ Îû 

š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# (#θãΖtΒ# u™ öΝ çλm; ë># x‹tã ×Λ⎧ Ï9 r& ’ Îû 

$u‹ ÷Ρ‘‰9 $# Íο tÅzFψ$# uρ 4 ª!$# uρ ÞΟ n=÷ètƒ óΟ çFΡr& uρ Ÿω 
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Were it not for God’s favour upon you and His 

grace, and that God is Compassionate, Merciful 

...! (20) 

Believers! Do not follow Satan’s footsteps, for he 

who follows Satan’s footsteps will only enjoin 

what is shameful and wrong. Were it not for 

God’s favour upon you and His grace, none of 

you would have ever been pure. It is God who 

causes whomever He wills to grow in purity. God 

is All- Hearing, All-Knowing. (21) 

Let not those of you who have been graced with 

God’s favour and ample means resolve by oath 

not to help those who are near of kin, the needy 

and those who have left their homes for the sake of 

God. But let them pardon and forbear. Do you 

not desire that God should forgive you your sins? 

God is indeed Much- Forgiving, Merciful. (22) 

Those who accuse chaste women who may have 

been unthinkingly careless but remained true 

believers, shall be rejected by God in this world as 

well as in the life to come. They shall endure 

awesome suffering; (23) 

on the day when their own tongues, hands and 

feet will testify to what they did. (24) 

On that day God will pay them in full their just 

due, and they will come to know that God alone 

is the Ultimate Truth, absolutely manifest. (25) 

tβθßϑn=÷ès? ∩⊇®∪  

Ÿωöθs9 uρ ã≅ ôÒsù «!$# öΝ à6 ø‹n=tæ … çμ çGuΗ÷q u‘ uρ ¨βr& uρ 

©!$# Ô∃ρâ™u‘ ÒΟ‹ Ïm§‘ ∩⊄⊃∪  

* $pκ š‰ r'̄≈ tƒ t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (#θãΖtΒ# u™ Ÿω (#θãèÎ6 −Gs? ÏN≡ uθäÜ äz 

Ç⎯≈ sÜ ø‹ ¤±9 $# 4 ⎯ tΒuρ ôì Î7 ®K tƒ ÏN≡ uθäÜ äz Ç⎯≈ sÜ ø‹ ¤±9 $# 

… çμ ¯ΡÎ* sù â ßΔù'tƒ Ï™!$t±ósx ø9 $$Î/ Ìs3Ζßϑø9 $# uρ 4 Ÿωöθs9 uρ 

ã≅ ôÒsù «!$# ö/ ä3ø‹n=tæ … çμçGuΗ÷q u‘ uρ $tΒ 4’ s1y— Ν ä3ΖÏΒ 

ô⎯ ÏiΒ >‰tn r& # Y‰t/ r& £⎯Å3≈ s9 uρ ©!$# ’ Éj1t“ ãƒ ⎯ tΒ â™!$t±o„ 3 
ª!$# uρ ìì‹ Ïÿxœ ÒΟŠ Î=tæ ∩⊄⊇∪  

Ÿωuρ È≅ s?ù' tƒ (#θä9 'ρé& È≅ ôÒx ø9 $# óΟ ä3ΖÏΒ Ïπ yè¡¡9 $# uρ βr& 

(# þθè?÷σ ãƒ ’ Í<'ρé& 4’ n1öà) ø9 $# t⎦⎫Å3≈ |¡ yϑø9 $# uρ 

š⎥⎪ÌÉf≈ yγ ßϑø9 $# uρ ’ Îû È≅‹ Î6 y™ «!$# ( (#θà ÷èu‹ ø9 uρ 

(# þθßsx óÁ u‹ ø9 uρ 3 Ÿωr& tβθ™7 Ït éB βr& tÏ øótƒ ª!$# óΟ ä3s9 

3 ª!$# uρ Ö‘θà xî îΛ⎧Ïm§‘ ∩⊄⊄∪  

¨βÎ) t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# šχθãΒötƒ ÏM≈ uΖ|ÁósãΚø9 $# 

ÏM≈ n=Ï≈ tóø9 $# ÏM≈ oΨ ÏΒ÷σ ßϑø9 $# (#θãΖÏèä9 ’Îû $u‹ ÷Ρ‘‰9 $# 

Íο tÅzFψ$# uρ öΝ çλm; uρ ë># x‹tã ×Λ⎧Ïà tã ∩⊄⊂∪  

tΠ öθtƒ ß‰pκ ô¶s? öΝ Íκ ö n=tã öΝßγ çFt⊥ Å¡ø9 r& öΝ Íκ‰ Ï‰÷ƒ r& uρ 

Ν ßγ è=ã_ö‘ r& uρ $yϑÎ/ (#θçΡ% x. tβθè=yϑ÷ètƒ ∩⊄⊆∪  

7‹Í≥tΒöθtƒ ãΝ Íκ Ïjùuθãƒ ª!$# ãΝ ßγ oΨƒ ÏŠ ¨,ysø9 $# tβθßϑn=÷è tƒ uρ 
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Corrupt women are for corrupt men, and corrupt 

men for corrupt women, just as good women are 

for good men, and good men for good women. 

These are innocent of all that people may impute 

to them. Forgiveness and excellent sustenance are 

in store for them. (26) 

¨βr& ©!$# uθèδ ‘,ysø9 $# ß⎦⎫Î7 ßϑø9 $# ∩⊄∈∪  

àM≈ sW Î7 sƒ ø:$# t⎦⎫ÏW Î7 y‚ù=Ï9 šχθèW Î7 y‚ø9 $# uρ 

ÏM≈ sW Î7 y‚ù=Ï9 ( àM≈ t6 Íh‹ ©Ü9$# uρ t⎦⎫Î6 Íh‹ ©Ü=Ï9 tβθç7 ÍhŠ ©Ü9 $# uρ 

ÏM≈ t6 Íh‹ ©Ü=Ï9 4 y7 Í× ¯≈ s9 'ρé& šχρâ™§y9ãΒ $£ϑÏΒ 

tβθä9θà) tƒ ( Ν ßγs9 ×ο tÏ øó̈Β ×− ø—Í‘ uρ ÒΟƒÌŸ2 ∩⊄∉∪ 

An Unusual Beginning 

This s rah has a unique opening that is not repeated anywhere else in the Qur’ n. 

What is special is the use of the clause ‘We have ordained’. We take this to imply an 

emphatic assertion that people must take everything that the s rah includes in the 

same way. Social manners and morality are ordained in the same way as mandatory 

punishments. We need to remember here that such manners and morality are deeply 

rooted in human nature, but people tend to overlook them because of deviant social 

pressures and easy temptations. Hence, the divine revelations God has bestowed 

from on high place them back before people’s eyes, explaining the clear logic of 

undistorted human nature. 

This emphatic and clear opening is immediately followed with an explanation of 

the mandatory punishment for adultery, a ghastly crime that severs the ties between 

its perpetrator and the Muslim community. 

As for the adulteress and the adulterer, flog each of them with a hundred stripes, and 
let not compassion for them keep you from [carrying out] this law of God, if you truly 
believe in God and the Last Day; and let a number of believers witness their 
punishment. The adulterer couples with none other than an adulteress or an 
idolatress; and with the adulteress couples none other than an adulterer or an idolater. 
This is forbidden to the believers. (Verses 2-3) 

In the early days of Islam, the punishment prescribed for adulterers was that 

outlined in S rah 4, Women, which says: “As for those of your women who are guilty of 

gross immoral conduct, call upon four from among you to bear witness against them. If they 

so testify, then confine the guilty women to their houses until death takes them or God opens 

another way for them.” (4: 15) Thus the punishment for the guilty adulteress was 

confinement at home and verbal reprimand, while the adulterer was punished by 

verbal reprimand only. Sometime later, God revealed the new mandatory 
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punishment specified in this s rah. This is then the ‘way’ opened by God to which 

S rah 4 alluded. 

Flogging is the punishment of male and female adulterers who have not been 

empowered through marriage. This punishment is enforced on any Muslim who is 

sane, of age and a free person whose guilt is established. As for a person who has 

had sexual relations within a proper marriage and then commits adultery even 

though he is sane, of age and free, his punishment is stoning.16 

Such stoning is confirmed in the Sunnah, while flogging is established clearly in 

the Qur’ n. Since the Qur’ nic statement is phrased in general terms, and the Prophet 

inflicted stoning on a married man and a married woman who committed adultery, 

it is clear that the punishment of flogging applies only to adulterers who are 

unmarried. 

There are several juristic differences in this area. For example, combining the two 

punishments of flogging and stoning for a married adulterer. Most scholars, 

however, agree that no such combination applies. Other points of difference include 

sending unmarried adulterers into exile in addition to the flogging, and the 

punishment for a slave adulterer. These juristic differences are very detailed, but we 

do not propose to speak about these here. Readers who are interested may refer to 

books on Fiqh. We instead will confine ourselves here to a discussion of the wisdom 

of this piece of legislation. 

The first point to note is the difference in the punishment incurred by adulterers, 

depending on their marital status. A Muslim who is of age, free and sane and who 

has already experienced sex within marriage is fully aware of the clean and proper 

way to satisfy sexual desires. To abandon this and resort to adultery betrays a 

deviant and corrupt nature. Hence, punishment is increased in this case. A virgin on 

the other hand may feel the temptation so strongly when he is inexperienced. There 

is also a difference in the nature of the act itself. A married person is able to enjoy sex 

in a much better and more refined way than a virgin. Hence, he deserves increased 

punishment. 

As has already been mentioned, the s rah speaks here of the mandatory 

punishment for the unmarried adulterer only. It emphasizes the requirement to put it 

into effect, with no compassion shown to the perpetrator: “As for the adulteress and the 

adulterer, flog each of them with a hundred stripes, and let not compassion for them keep you 

                                                 
16 One difference not mentioned by the author relates to whether stoning is mandatory or 
discretionary. The traditional view is that it is mandatory, but a number of eminent scholars have 
questioned this, classifying it as discretionary. A discretionary punishment is left to the judge looking 
into the case, or the ruler, to determine whether to apply it in full, reduce, or even withhold it. A 
mandatory punishment is stated by God and it must be applied as stated, when the offence is duly 
proven in accordance with the provision of Islamic law. — Editor’s note. 



Al-Nūr (Light) | THE MANDATORY PUNISHMENT FOR ADULTERY 

 207

from [carrying out] this law of God, if you truly believe in God and the Last Day; and let a 

number of believers witness their punishment.” (Verse 2) The Muslim community is 

required to implement this punishment showing no sympathy for the offenders. The 

punishment should be administered in public with a number of believers present. 

This makes it harder for the offenders and increases the deterrent effect for the 

beholders. 

The crime is shown to be increasingly heinous. Hence, all ties between the 

perpetrators and the Muslim community are cut off: “The adulterer couples with none 

other than an adulteress or an idolatress; and with the adulteress couples none other than an 

adulterer or an idolater. This is forbidden to the believers.” (Verse 3) 

This means that those who commit adultery do not do so while they are believers. 

They only commit it when they are in a state that is far removed from faith and the 

feelings it generates in people’s hearts. A believer is not comfortable to enter into 

marital relations with someone who has abandoned faith through such a terrible 

offence. Indeed Im m A mad is of the view that marriage is forbidden between an 

adulterer and a chaste woman, or between a chaste man and an adulteress. A 

prerequisite for such a marriage to be valid is for such offenders to genuinely repent. 

At any rate, the Qur’ nic verse makes it clear that by nature believing men and 

women feel that to be married to someone who commits adultery is strongly 

repugnant. Thus, it is very unlikely to happen, and this improbability is described 

here as a prohibition. Thus, ties between the Muslim community and individuals 

who commit adultery are non-existent. 

A report giving the reason for the revelation of the second of these two verses 

mentions that Marthad, a man from the Anş r, used to go to Makkah to free those 

who were imprisoned because of their belief in Islam. He would take those whom he 

managed to free to Madīnah. Before becoming a Muslim, he used to have a friend in 

Makkah called `An q who was a prostitute. On one of his visits, he arranged to 

smuggle out a prisoner held in Makkah. He said: “I stopped by the outside wall of a 

garden on a clear night with moonlight. `An q soon came and noticed a black shade 

against the wall. When she drew near, she recognized me and mentioned my name. I 

confirmed that it was I. She welcomed me and invited me to her place to stay the 

night. I said: ‘`An q! God has forbidden adultery.’ She gave me away, shouting to the 

people that I was smuggling their prisoners out. As I tried to disappear, eight of 

them followed me. I went into the garden and walked until I entered a cave. They 

followed me in and stood by my head, while I remained motionless. Some of them 

urinated over my head, but God helped me and they did not notice me. When they 

left, 1 returned to my man and helped him. He was very heavy, but I carried him for 

a distance, and then I untied him. I carried him on, but he helped me until we safely 

reached Madīnah. I then went to the Prophet and asked him if it was all right for me 
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to marry `An q. I repeated my question twice, but he did not reply until this verse 

was revealed stating: 

‘The adulterer couples with none other than an adulteress or an idolatress; and with the 

adulteress couples none other than an adulterer or an idolater. This is forbidden to the 

believers.’ The Prophet said to me: ‘Marthad! An adulterer couples with none other 

than an adulteress or an idolatress. Do not marry her.’” [Related by Abū D wūd, al-

Nas ’ī and al-Tirmidhī] 

This verse, then, implies that a believer is forbidden to marry an adulteress unless 

she genuinely repents. The same applies to a female believer and an adulterer. This is 

the view Im m A mad took, but other scholars had a different view. As a point of 

difference, it may be studied in Fiqh books. At any rate, this type of action alienates 

the perpetrator from the Muslim community, which in itself is a severe social 

punishment that is no less painful than flogging. 

Is Hard Punishment Justified? 

When enacting such severe punishments for this abominable offence, Islam does 

not overlook the natural desire behind it. Islam knows that human beings cannot and 

should not suppress such a natural desire. Nor does Islam wish that people should 

fight the physiological functions God has given them as part of their nature and part 

of the laws of life, ensuring the continuity of mankind. Islam only shuns an animal 

approach to this desire that treats one body the same as another, and which has no 

intention of building a home, life partnership or family. Islam wants sexual relations 

between a man and a woman to be based on fine human feelings that involve their 

hearts and souls in their physical union, so as to make it a union between two human 

beings sharing their lives, pains, hopes, and futures. In this way, any children will be 

reared by both parents building a future together. 

This is the reason why Islam ordains such a severe punishment for adultery, 

considering it a setback that reduces man to an animal. It destroys all these fine 

feelings and goals. Adultery turns human beings into animal-like creatures that treat 

all men as males and all women as females, trying to satisfy a physical desire in a 

casual way. Its momentary ecstasy has neither a constructive aim nor a fine, durable 

love behind it. It is the continuity aspect that distinguishes such a fine feeling from a 

momentary and casual charge which many people describe as passion when it is in 

fact a physical desire momentarily taking the guise of fine feeling. 

Islam neither suppresses natural feelings nor considers them dirty. It only 

regulates, purifies and elevates them above the physical level so that they become 

central to many psychological and social values. By contrast, adultery, and 

prostitution in particular, removes from such natural desires all the exquisite 
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feelings, attractions and values that have been refined over the long history of human 

life. It leaves such desires naked, dirty and coarser than in animals. In many animal 

and bird species, couples live together in a regulated life. They do not have the sort 

of sexual chaos that adultery spreads in some human communities, particularly 

where prostitution is rife. 

In order to spare man this type of setback, Islam prescribes such punishment for 

adultery. Needless to say, this offence causes numerous social ills that people often 

mention when they speak about this crime. These include false parenthood, 

undermining family life and causing hatred and grudges. Each one of these social ills 

justifies a very hard punishment for the offence causing it. But the primary reason for 

it is preserving the humanity of man, protecting the moral standards that have come 

to be associated with clean sex, furthering the aims of marital life that is intended to 

last. This is, in my view, the reason that serves all others. 

Islam, then, prescribes a very heavy penalty for adultery, but it does not legislate 

such a penalty without first putting in place sufficient legislation to protect people 

from falling into such sin. It also ensures that the punishment is not enforced except 

in cases where there is certainty about the offence and its perpetrators. Islam is a 

complete code of living that is not based on punishment. Its basis is to provide all 

that promotes a clean and pure life. If some individuals then abandon this clean and 

easy life in order to deliberately submerge themselves in filth, they incur such heavy 

penalties. 

When a crime takes place in spite of all these measures, Islam prevents the 

infliction of the penalty wherever possible. The Prophet says: “Spare Muslims the 

infliction of mandatory punishments wherever possible. 

If there is any way out for the accused, let him go unpunished. It is better that the 

ruler errs on the side of pardon, rather than punishment.” [Related by al-Tirmidhī] In 

the case of adultery, Islam requires four witnesses to testify that they have seen the 

offence, or else, a clear and confirmed confession. 

It may be suggested, then, that the punishment is unreal and unenforceable, which 

renders it ineffective as a deterrent. As we have said, punishment is not the basis of 

the Islamic approach; its basis is prevention, education and cultivating people’s finer 

feelings and consciences so that they refrain from even contemplating an offence. It 

only punishes those who are intent on committing the crime, paying little regard to 

society, so as to be seen by four witnesses. It also inflicts the punishment on those 

who wish to purify themselves of the effects of the offence after having committed it. 

In other words, the punishment is applied to those who confess to their offence. This 

is what happened to M `iz and his Gh midī consort when they went to the Prophet 

requesting him to inflict the punishment so as to purify them of their sin. Both were 
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insistent, in spite of the Prophet turning away from them time after time. In fact, they 

confessed four times each, which left the Prophet no option but to inflict the 

punishment, for at this point the confession was no longer suspect. The Prophet said: 

“Spare yourselves mandatory punishments; for when I have established that a sin 

carrying such a punishment has been committed, the punishment must be done.” 

[Related by Abū D wūd] 

Thus, when certainty is established and the matter has been put to the ruler, or 

judge, the mandatory punishment must be applied, with no compassion shown to 

the offenders. Such compassion is misplaced, because it is in fact cruel to the 

community and human morality. God is much more compassionate to His creatures 

and He has chosen what He knows to serve their interests best. When God decides 

on a particular case, no believer, whether man or woman, can counter that choice. 

Nor is it right that anyone should speak out against such punishment, describing it 

as hard or savage. It is indeed much more compassionate than what awaits a 

community that allows adultery to spread. 

Measures Against False Accusation 

Prescribing a very hard punishment for adultery is not sufficient, on its own, to 

protect the Muslim community and ensure the purity of its atmosphere. Therefore, a 

supplementary order is given to isolate the adulterers from the rest of the Muslim 

community. Furthermore, heavy punishment is prescribed for those who accuse 

chaste women of adultery without providing firm evidence in support of their 

accusation: 

As for those who accuse chaste women [of adultery], and cannot produce four 
witnesses, flog them with eighty stripes; and do not accept their testimony ever after; 
for they are indeed transgressors. Excepted are those who afterwards repent and make 
amends; for God is Much-Forgiving, Merciful. (Verses 4-5) 

Allowing people to accuse chaste women, whether married or not, without clear 

proof would mean that people could make such accusations without fear of 

repercussion. This in turn would stain the Muslim community’s reputation. Every 

individual would feel threatened with false accusations. Every man would suspect 

his wife, and every wife her husband, and people would begin to doubt their 

legitimacy. In such an intolerable state of doubt and suspicion, every family would 

be undermined. Moreover, when such accusations are frequently made, those who 

steer themselves away from adultery might begin to think that such crime was 

common in society. They might then begin to see it in a different light, as less ghastly, 

as a result of such frequent mention. Furthermore, those who would not even have 
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contemplated it at all might even begin to think of doing so, feeling that since many 

others do it, there is no harm in it. 

Thus, in order to protect people’s honour, and to prevent their suffering from 

suspicion as a result of uncorroborated accusations, the Qur’ n prescribes for false 

accusation a punishment that almost equals that of adultery. False accusers are to be 

flogged with 80 stripes each, and their future testimony in any case or situation 

rejected. Plus they are to be labelled as transgressors. The first part of this 

punishment is physical, while the second is moral. It is sufficient that the accuser is 

deprived of the right to testify, and considered an unreliable and unacceptable 

witness no matter what the case or situation. The third part is religious. The one 

guilty of false accusation follows a line that deviates from the straight path of faith. 

The only way out is that the accuser should provide four witnesses who have seen 

the offence being committed, or three alongside him if he himself has seen it. If the 

four give such testimony, the accusation is proved and the punishment for adultery 

is enforced on the perpetrator. 

The point at issue here is that the Muslim community does not lose much by 

suppressing an accusation that cannot be proven. Conversely it loses much more by 

condoning accusations that cannot be proven. Indeed when such accusations become 

the subject of casual conversation, they serve to encourage people to do the same, 

while stopping any discussion of such matters, unless clearly proven, delivers a clear 

message that adultery, an abominable offence, is rare or even non-existent in society. 

Moreover, the false accusation of chaste women causes the latter much pain and 

mental suffering, in addition to its being a means of destroying families and 

relations. 

The punishment meted out to the false accuser continues to hang over his head, 

even after its administration, unless he genuinely repents: “Excepted are those who 

afterwards repent and make amends; for God is Much-Forgiving, Merciful.” (Verse 5) 

Scholars differ in their understanding of this exception: does it apply only to the 

last punishment, which means that the accuser is no longer considered a 

transgressor, but continues nevertheless to be unacceptable as a witness in any 

situation? Or would he be acceptable as a witness once he has declared his 

repentance? M lik, A mad and al-Sh fi`ī are of the view that once he has repented, 

he is no longer a transgressor. He is again acceptable as a witness. On the other hand, 

Abū anīfah maintains that repentance only stops him being considered a 

transgressor, but he remains unacceptable as a witness. Al-Sha`bī and al-Đahh k, 

renowned scholars of the early Islamic period, say that despite his repentance, he is 

unacceptable as a witness unless he admits that his original accusation was false. 

I personally prefer this last view, because it adds to the accuser’s repentance a 
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clear declaration by him that the accused is innocent. In this way, all effects of the 

accusation are removed. No one can then say that the punishment was inflicted on 

the accuser because of lack of sufficient supporting evidence. No one who heard the 

accusation can continue to entertain any thought that its substance was correct, and 

that it could have been proven if more witnesses were ready to come forward. Thus, 

the innocent would have their innocence confirmed both socially and legally. This 

leaves no reason to continue to punish the accuser by refusing his testimony, after he 

has repented his original action and declared that the accusation he made was false. 

When a Husband Accuses His Wife 

All the foregoing applies to accusing women of adultery. An exception is made, 

however, in the case of a husband accusing his wife. To require him to produce four 

witnesses is unreasonable. In normal situations, a man does not accuse his wife 

falsely, because the very accusation carries a negative reflection on his own honour 

and against his own children. Hence, this type of accusation carries a totally different 

ruling: 

And as for those who accuse their own wives [of adultery], but have no witnesses 
except themselves, let each of them call God four times to witness that he is indeed 
telling the truth; and the fifth time, that God’s curse be upon him if he is telling a lie. 
However, punishment is averted from her if calls God four times to witness that he is 
indeed telling a lie; and the fifth time, that God’s wrath be upon her if he is telling the 
truth. Were it not for God’s favour upon you and His grace, and that God is the One 
who accepts repentance, the Wise...! (Verses 6-10) 

This ruling lightens the burden for married people in a way that takes their special 

circumstances into consideration. A man may find his wife in a compromising 

position but there be no one else as witness to the deed. In this case, he swears by 

God four times that he is telling the truth, and adds a fifth incurring God’s curse on 

himself if he is telling a lie. These oaths are called testimonies, because he is the only 

witness. When he has done so, he pays her any portion of her dowry that may be 

outstanding, and she is immediately and finally divorced. She is also liable to the 

punishment for adultery. However, she can avert this punishment by swearing by 

God four times that her husband is telling lies, and adds a fifth incurring God’s curse 

on herself if he is telling the truth. If she does, then no punishment is administered in 

this case, but the marriage is irrevocably terminated. If she is pregnant, the child is 

named after her, not after her husband. No one can attach any blame to the child. If 

anyone does make an accusation against the child, they are liable to punishment. 

The s rah comments on this delicate ruling by saying: “Were it not- for God’s favour 
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upon you and His grace, and that God is the One who accepts repentance, the Wise...!” 

(Verse 10) It does not tell us what would have happened, had God not bestowed His 

favours and grace on us in this way, and extended His manifest grace by accepting 

our repentance. Instead, the statement leaves us with an impression that it is 

something very serious, and that people are much better off, avoiding it through 

God’s grace. 

Several reports explain the occasion when these verses were revealed. Im m 

A mad reports on the authority of Ibn `Abb s: “When the verse stating, As for those 

who accuse chaste women [of adultery], and cannot produce four witnesses, flog them with 

eighty stripes; and do not accept their testimony ever after,’ was revealed, Sa`d ibn 

`Ub dah, the chief of the Anş r said: ‘Is that how it has been revealed, Messenger of 

God?’ The Prophet said: ‘People of the Anş r! Do you hear what your chief is 

saying?’ They said: ‘Do not blame him, Messenger of God. He is a man with a keen 

sense of honour. He never married a woman unless she was a virgin. If he divorced a 

woman, none of us would dare to marry her, because we realize how he takes that.’ 

Sa`d said: ‘Messenger of God! I know it to be true and that it comes from God. I only 

wondered that if I would find a man on top of my wife, I could not disturb him until 

I have brought four witnesses. By the time I bring them, he would have finished his 

business.’ 

It was not long after that Hil l ibn Umayyah went to the Prophet. He had been on 

his farm before going home at night. He found a man with his wife. He saw things 

with his own eyes, and he heard things with his ears. He did not fight with the man, 

but the next morning he said to the Prophet: ‘Messenger of God! I went home last 

night and I found my wife with a man. I saw and heard things with my own eyes 

and ears.’ The Prophet was very displeased when he heard this, and found it hard to 

deal with. The Anş r said: ‘What Sa`d ibn `Ub dah foretold has come to pass. The 

Prophet must now subject Hil l ibn Umayyah to punishment by flogging and declare 

him unacceptable as a witness.’ 

Hil l said to his people: ‘By God, I certainly hope that He will provide a way out 

for me.’ Addressing the Prophet, he said: ‘Messenger of God! I see that my story has 

been very difficult for you; but God knows that I am telling the truth.’ 

The Prophet was about to give orders that punishment should be inflicted on Hil l 

when revelations were bestowed on him from on high. Those who were around him 

recognized this fact by the change in his face. These verses dealing with the situation 

were revealed. The Prophet’s face regained its colour, and he said: ‘Hil l! Rejoice, for 

God has given you a way out.’ Hil l replied: ‘I certainly hoped that God would grant 

me that.’ The Prophet gave orders for the woman to be brought to him. When she 

came, the Prophet recited these verses to them both, reminding them both that 

punishment in the hereafter is far more severe than any punishment in this life. Hil l 
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said: ‘Messenger of God! I have certainly said the truth when I accused her.’ She said: 

‘He is lying.’ The Prophet then said: ‘Let them both say their oaths.’ 

Hil l was first told to swear. He swore by God four times that what he said was 

the truth. Before saying his fifth oath, people said to him: Hil l, fear God. This is the 

one that incurs punishment in the hereafter, while punishment in this world is that 

much less.’ He said: ‘By God! He will not punish me for this, just like He did not let 

me be flogged for it.’ He made the fifth oath, invoking God’s curse on himself if he 

were lying. The woman was then offered the chance to refute the charge. She swore 

by God four times that he was lying. When she was about to make her fifth oath, 

people said to her: ‘Fear God, and remember that punishment in the hereafter is 

much more severe. This is the oath that incurs God’s punishment for you.’ She 

stopped for a while and thought about confessing. She then said: ‘I will not bring a 

scandal on my people’s heads.’ She made her fifth oath, invoking God’s curse on 

herself if her husband was telling the truth. 

The Prophet ordered their marriage irrevocably terminated. He also judged that 

her child, should she be pregnant, would not be named after a father, and that the 

child would not be shamed. If anyone was to hurl an accusation at the child, then 

that person would be punished. His judgement also made it clear that she could not 

claim shelter in her husband’s home, and she could not have any maintenance from 

him, as the marriage was dissolved without divorce or death. He also said: ‘If her 

child, when born, has slightly reddish hair, a thin bottom and small legs, then he is 

Hil l’s child. If he is born dark, with strong features and curly hair, of large build, 

with large legs and a fat bottom, then he belongs to the man she has been accused of 

associating with.’ When the child was born, he was of the second description. The 

Prophet said: ‘If it was not for the oaths, I would have had something to sort out with 

her.’” 

We see that this ruling was given to deal with a particular case that was not only 

hard for the husband concerned, but also the Muslim community and the Prophet. 

Indeed, the Prophet could not find a way out of it. According to al-Bukh rī’s report, 

the Prophet said to Hil l: ‘You either bring the proof or lay your back for 

punishment.’ Hil l said to him: ‘Messenger of God! If any of us finds a man on top of 

his wife, should he go and seek witnesses?’ 

Legislation is Given When Needed 

As this case provides for a special situation which is exempted from the general 

rules of false accusation, it may be asked why God did not reveal this exception to 

the general rules in the first place? Why did God wait until a situation occurred, one 

which caused embarrassment and hardship? 
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God certainly knows all this, but in His infinite wisdom He bestowed from on 

high the revelation outlining the rules when the need for it was keenly felt. Thus, the 

rules were received with eagerness, and people immediately recognized the wisdom 

behind the legislation and the divine grace it ensured. Hence, the verses outlining the 

procedure conclude with the statement: “Were it not for God’s favour upon you and His 

grace, and that God is the One who accepts repentance, the Wise...’” (Verse 10) 

Let us pause a little here to reflect on the Islamic method of moulding the new 

Muslim community and how the Prophet re-educated his Companions by means of 

the Qur’ n. We should remember here that he was dealing with Arabs who were 

characteristically and strongly impulsive, particularly in cases of personal honour. 

They would rarely pause to consider options before rushing into action. Thus, when 

legislation was established outlining the punishment for accusing chaste women of 

adultery without providing the required proof, people found it difficult. Sa`d ibn 

`Ub dah, the chief of the Anş r, went as far as asking: “Is that how it has been 

revealed, Messenger of God?” He puts forward his question, knowing for certain that 

the verses were revealed in that way. His question, however, reflected the difficulty 

he felt in complying with that ruling in a particular situation he imagined. Hence, he 

explained: “Messenger of God! I know it to be true and that it comes from God. I 

only wondered that if I found a man on top of my wife, I could not disturb him until 

I had brought four witnesses. By the time I brought them, he would have finished his 

business.” 

Yet the situation that Sa`d found hard to imagine soon took place in reality. A man 

came forward, having found his wife with a stranger, seeing them with his own eyes, 

and hearing them with his own ears. Yet the Qur’ nic rules did not permit any 

measure to be taken against them. Therefore, he had to overcome his own feelings, 

traditions and the social environment that called for immediate action. Even harder 

than that, he had to restrain himself and wait for a ruling from God. Such restraint is 

especially difficult, but Islam re-moulded the Arabs to patiently bear such hardship 

so that there could be no rule other than God’s. Only His rulings apply in all life 

situations. 

How could this happen? Simply, those people felt that God was with them, and 

that He took care of them, without requiring them to put up with things they could 

not bear. They realized that God would never abandon them in a situation that went 

beyond their abilities and would never deal unjustly with them. They felt that they 

lived under God’s care. Hence, they looked for His grace in the same way as children 

look to their parents’ care. 

Hil l ibn Umayyah had come home to find his wife with a man, seeing and 

hearing them both. As he was alone, he could only complain of this to the Prophet 

who, in turn, felt that he must apply the ruling concerning an accusation not 
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supported by four witnesses. Hence, he said to Hil l: “You either bring the proof or 

lay your back for punishment.” Hil l, however, believed that God would not let him 

suffer a punishment when he only stated the truth. He knew that what he said about 

his wife was right. At this moment, God revealed new verses outlining an exception 

in the case of husbands accusing their wives. The Prophet gave the good news to 

Hil l, who confidently said: “I certainly hoped that God would grant me that.” He 

trusted to God’s mercy, justice and care. Furthermore, he trusted that God was 

looking after that community of believers. It was faith that re-moulded the Arabs and 

made them submit fully to God’s rulings, whatever they happened to be. 

A False Accusation Against the Prophet’s Wife 

Having outlined the rules applicable in cases of accusing women of adultery, the 

s rah mentions a case of false accusation that reflects the repugnance of this crime. 

This involved the Prophet’s own household with its noble and chaste inhabitants. It 

reflected on the honour of the Prophet, the most beloved person by God, and the 

honour of his friend, Abu Bakr, the Prophet’s closest Companion. It also involved the 

honour of a man, Şafw n ibn al-Mu`a al, who enjoyed the Prophet’s own testimony 

that he never saw anything but good from him. It was a case that preoccupied the 

entire Muslim community in Madīnah for a whole month. 

The Qur’ n refers to this whole episode, calling it The Falsehood, in a ten-verse 

passage that runs as follows: 

Those who concocted the falsehood were a band from among you. Do not regard it as 
bad for you; indeed it is good for you. Each one of them shall bear what he has earned 
of sin; and awesome suffering awaits the one who took on himself the lead among 
them. When you heard it, why did not the believers, men and women, think the best of 
themselves, and say: ‘This is a blatant falsehood.’ Why did they not produce four 
witnesses to prove it? Since they have not produced witnesses, then in the sight of 
God, they are certainly liars. Were it not for God’s favour upon you and His grace, in 
this world and in the life to come, awesome suffering would indeed have afflicted you 
on account of what you indulged in. You took it up with your tongues and uttered 
with your mouths something of which you have no knowledge, thinking it a light 
matter whereas in God’s sight it is grave indeed. If only when you heard it you said: 
‘It is not right for us to speak of this! All glory belongs to You. This is a monstrous 
slander’ God admonishes you lest you ever revert to the like of this, if you are truly 
believers. And God makes plain to you His revelations. God is All-Knowing, Wise. 
Those who love that gross indecency should spread among the believers shall be visited 
with grievous suffering both in this world and in the life to come. God knows, but you 
do not know. Were it not for God’s favour upon you and His grace, and that God is 
Compassionate, Merciful...! (Verses 11-20) 
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This false story caused the purest soul in human history much suffering, and 

made the Muslim community go through one of the hardest experiences in its long 

history. It left the hearts of the Prophet, his wife ` ’ishah, Abū Bakr and his wife, as 

well as Şafw n, for a whole month subject to doubt, worry and endless pain. Here 

are the details of the story as told by the pure and chaste lady at the centre of this 

painful episode. 

Every time the Prophet went abroad he made a toss among his wives to 

decide which of them should accompany him. At the time of the al-Muş alaq 

expedition, the toss favoured me and I travelled with him. At the time, 

women did not eat much, which meant that they were slim and light. When 

my transport was prepared for me, I would sit in my howdah which would 

then be lifted onto the camel’s back. When they had secured it, the camel 

driver would march with it. 

When the Prophet had completed his business on that expedition and was on 

his way back, he encamped one night at a spot not very far from Madīnah. He 

stayed there only part of the night before the call to march was again made. 

People started to get ready and in the meantime I went out to relieve myself. I 

was wearing a necklace, and I did not feel it drop off me before I returned. 

Back in the camp I felt for my necklace and, realizing that it was gone, I 

looked for it there, but could not find it. People were just about to move. I 

therefore went quickly back to that particular spot and searched for my 

necklace until I found it. 

In the meantime, the people who prepared my camel finished their task and 

took up the howdah, thinking that 1 was inside, and lifted it onto the camel’s 

back and secured it. It did not occur to them that I was not inside. They, 

therefore, led the camel away. When I came back to where we had encamped, 

there was no one to be seen. The army had marched. I, therefore, tied my 

dress round my body and lay down. I realized that when I was missed, 

someone would come back for me. I soon fell asleep. 

Şafw n ibn al-Mu`a al of the tribe of Sulaym was travelling behind the army. 

He was apparently delayed by some business and did not spend that night in 

the camp. When he noticed someone lying down, he came towards me. He 

recognized me since he used to see me before we were ordered to wear veils. 

He said: Inn  lill hi wa inn  ilayhi r ji` n, “We all belong to God and to Him 

we shall return.” I woke up when I heard him. I did not answer him when he 

asked me why I had been left behind. However, he made his camel sit down 

and asked me to ride it, which I did. He led the camel seeking to catch up 

with the army. Nobody missed me before they had stopped to rest. When 
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everybody had sat down to relax, Şafw n appeared, leading his camel, on 

which I was riding. This prompted those people to invent the story of 

falsehood. The whole army was troubled with it, but I heard nothing. 

It is worth noting here that when `Abdull h ibn Ubayy saw ` ’ishah approaching, 

he enquired who she was. When he was told that it was ` ’ishah, he said: “Your 

Prophet’s wife has spent the whole night with a man, and now she turns up with him 

leading her camel!” This statement gave rise to the falsehood that was spread about 

` ’ishah. ` ’ishah’s narrative continues: 

Shortly after our arrival in Madīnah, I felt very ill. Nobody told me anything 

about what was going on. The Prophet and my parents heard the story, but 

they did not mention anything to me. However, I felt that the Prophet was 

not as kind to me during this illness of mine as he used to be. When he came 

in, he would ask my mother who was nursing me: “How is that woman of 

yours?” He said nothing else. I was distressed and requested his permission 

to be nursed in my parents’ home. He agreed. I went there and heard 

nothing. I was ill for 20-odd nights before I began to get better. 

Unlike other people, we, the Arabs, did not have toilets in our homes. To us, 

they were disgusting. What we used to do was to go out at night, somewhere 

outside Madinah where we would relieve ourselves. Women went only at 

night. One night I went out with Umm Mis ah [Abū Bakr’s cousin]. While we 

were walking, she was tripped by her own dress and fell down. As she did 

so, she said: “Confound Mis ah” to her own son. 

I said: “Improper indeed is what you have said about a man of the Muh jirīn 

who fought at Badr.” She asked me: “Have you not heard the story then?” 

When I asked her what story, she recounted to me what the people of 

falsehood said about me. I swear I could not relieve myself that night. I went 

back and cried bitterly until I felt that crying would break me down. I said to 

my mother: “May God forgive you. People said what they said about me, and 

you mentioned nothing to me.” 

My mother said: “Calm down, child. Any pretty woman married to a man 

who loves her will always be envied, especially if she shares him with other 

wives.” 

I said: “Glory be to God. That people should repeat this sort of thing!” I cried 

bitterly throughout that night till morning, without a moment’s sleep. 

The Prophet called `Alī ibn Abī lib and Us mah ibn Zayd to consult them 

about divorcing me. Us mah, who felt that I was innocent, said: “Messenger 

of God, she is your wife and you have experienced nothing bad from her. 
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This story is a blatant lie.” 

`Alī said: “Messenger of God, God imposed no restriction on you in 

matrimonial matters. There are many women besides her. If you would see fit 

to ask her maid, she would tell you the truth.” The Prophet called in my 

maid, Barīrah, and asked her whether she had seen anything suspicious. 

Barīrah said: “By Him who sent you with the message of truth, there is 

nothing I take against her other than, being so young, she would doze off and 

let the hens eat the dough I had prepared for baking.” 

The Prophet addressed the Muslims in the mosque when I was still unaware 

of the whole matter. He said: “I have seen nothing evil from my wife. Those 

people are also involving a man from whom I have seen no evil. He never 

entered my wives’ rooms except in my presence. 

Sa`d ibn Mu` dh, the Aws leader, said: “Messenger of God, if these men 

belong to the Aws, our tribe, we will spare you their trouble. If, on the other 

hand, they belong to our brethren the Khazraj, you have only to give us your 

command.” 

Sa`d ibn `Ub dah, the leader of the Khazraj, who enjoyed a good reputation, 

allowed his tribal feelings to get the better of him this time and said to Sa`d 

ibn Mu` dh: “By God, you shall not kill them. You are saying this only 

because you know that they are of the Khazraj.” 

Usayd ibn uđayr, a cousin of Sa`d ibn Mu` dh, said to Sa`d ibn `Ub dah: 

“You are no more than a hypocrite defending other hypocrites.” People who 

belonged to both tribes were very angry and were about to fight. The Prophet 

was still on the pulpit and he tried hard to cool them down, until finally he 

succeeded. 

I continued to cry for the rest of the day. I could not sleep. Next morning both 

my parents were with me – I had spent two nights and a day crying hard. My 

tears never stopped. Both of them felt that my crying would break my heart. 

While we were in that condition, a woman from the Anş r came to me and 

started to cry with me. 

Shortly afterwards the Prophet came and sat down. He had not sat in my 

room ever since the rumour started. For a whole month he received no 

revelations concerning me. When he sat down, he praised and glorified God 

before going on to say: ` ’ishah. People have been talking, as you are now 

well aware. If you are innocent, God will make your innocence known. If, 

however, you have committed a sin, then you should seek God’s forgiveness 

and repent. If a servant of God admits her sin and repents, God will forgive 

her.” 
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When the Prophet finished, my tears dried up completely and I turned to my 

father and said: “Answer the Prophet.” He said: “By God, I do not know 

what to say to God’s Messenger, peace be upon him.” 

I then said to my mother: “Answer the Prophet.” She said: “I do not know 

what to say to God’s Messenger, peace be upon him.” 

I was still a young girl, and I did not read much of the Qur’ n. However, I 

said: ‘I know that you all have heard this story repeated again and again until 

you now believe it. If I tell you that I am innocent, and God knows that I am, 

you will not believe me. If, on the other hand, I admit something when God 

knows that I am innocent of it, you will believe me. I know no comparable 

situation to yours except that of Joseph’s father [I tried to remember Jacob’s 

name but I could not] when he said: “Sweet patience! It is to God alone that I 

turn for support in this misfortune that you have described.” (12: 18) I then turned 

round and lay on my bed. I knew that I was innocent and that God would 

make my innocence known. It did not occur to me for a moment, however, 

that God would reveal a passage of the Qur’ n concerning me. I felt myself 

too humble for God to include my case in His revelations. All I hoped for was 

that the Prophet should see something in his dream to prove my innocence. 

Before the Prophet left us, however, and before anyone left the house, God’s 

revelations started. The Prophet was covered with his own robe, and a pillow 

was placed under his head. When I saw that, I felt no worry or fear. I was 

certain of my innocence, and I knew that God, limitless as He is in His glory, 

would not be unjust to me. As for my parents – well, by Him who holds 

` ’ishah’s soul in His hand, while they waited for the Prophet to come back 

to himself, they could have died for fear that divine revelations might 

confirm what people said. Then it was all over. The Prophet sat up, with his 

sweat looking like pearls on a wet day. As he wiped his forehead, he said: 

“` ’ishah, I have good news for you. God has declared your innocence.” I 

said: “Praise be to God.” 

My mother said to me: ‘Rise and go to God’s Messenger, (peace be upon 

him).’ I said: ‘No. I am not rising, and I am not praising anyone other than 

God who has declared my innocence.’ God revealed the passage starting 

with, Those who concocted the falsehood were a band from among you,’ in ten 

verses. When God thus declared my innocence, Abū Bakr, who used to 

support Mis ah ibn Ath thah, considering that he was a poor relation of his, 

said: ‘By God, I will never again give Mis ah any assistance, after what he has 

said about ` ’ishah.’ But God then revealed the verse that says: ‘Let not those 

of you who have been graced with God’s favour and ample means resolve by oath not 

to help those who are near of kin, the needy and those who have left their homes for 
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the sake of God. But let them pardon and forbear. Do you not desire that God should 

forgive you your sins? God is indeed Much-Forgiving, Merciful.’ (Verse 22) Abū 

Bakr said: ‘Yes, indeed. I do hope that God will forgive me my sins.’ He then 

resumed his support of Mis ah, saying: ‘I will never stop my assistance to 

him.’ 

` ’ishah further mentions that the Prophet had asked another of his wives, 

Zaynab hint Ja sh, about her. She said: ‘Messenger of God! I want to protect 

my hearing and sight. By God, I have seen from her nothing but good.’ She 

was the one among the Prophet’s wives who used to vie with me for a 

favourite position with the Prophet. God has thus protected her through her 

keen sense of piety. Her sister, amnah, however, continued to speak, as 

though to enhance her position. She was thus involved with those who 

circulated the false story. [Related by al-Bukh rī and Muslim] 

As the Prophet Faces False Accusations 

This account tells us how the Prophet and his household, Abu Bakr and his family, 

as well as Şafw n ibn al-Mu`a al, and the entire Muslim community lived in such a 

suffocating atmosphere, suffering much mental pain because of the false rumours 

circulating. 

It is hard to imagine this particularly difficult period in the Prophet’s life when his 

beloved wife, ` ’ishah, young and sensitive as she was, endured such profound 

anguish. ` ’ishah, pure, kind, innocent and entertaining only clear thoughts and 

with a clear conscience, faced an accusation about her most valued qualities. She, 

Abu Bakr’s daughter who enjoyed the most noble and moral upbringing, was 

accused with regard to her honour; the wife of Muhammad ibn `Abdull h, who 

belonged to the noble clan of H shim, faced an accusation concerning her honesty; 

the wife enjoying the great love of her husband was charged with being unfaithful; 

the girl brought up according to Islamic values from a very early age was accused of 

being false to her faith. And ` ’ishah was none other than the wife of God’s 

Messenger, (peace be upon him)! 

Such accusations were levelled at her when she was innocent, unaware, taking no 

precaution as she expected no harm. Hence, she had nothing to prove her innocence 

except hope for help from God Almighty. Her dearest wish was that the Prophet 

should have a dream revealing her innocence. But revelations slackened for a whole 

month, and this is for a definite purpose known to God alone. Hence, she continued 

to suffer. 

Can we imagine her, much weakened by illness, when she received the shocking 

news from Mis ah’s mother? She suffered a recurrence of her fever. In her grief, she 
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said to her mother: ‘Glory be to God. That people should repeat this sort of thing!’ A 

different version of the story quotes her saying to her mother: ‘Does my father know 

of this?’ Her mother told her that he did, and she went on: ‘And God’s Messenger?’ 

Again her mother confirmed this. 

Great indeed was her pain when she heard the Prophet in whom she believed 

saying to her: “People have been talking as you are now well aware. If you are 

innocent, God will make your innocence known. If, however, you have committed a 

sin, then you should seek God’s forgiveness and repent. If a servant of God admits 

her sin and repents, God will forgive her.” Hearing these words, she realized that he 

was uncertain of her innocence, and that he could not make a judgement about the 

accusation levelled at her. God had not yet told him the fact of which she herself was 

certain but had no means of proving, i.e. that she was absolutely innocent. She was 

aware that although she enjoyed a favourite position in his great heart, she now 

stood uncertain. 

Consider the position of Abū Bakr, a man endowed with great sensitivity and a 

noble heart, feeling the painful sting of an accusation levelled at his daughter, 

married to his most intimate friend who was none other than the Prophet in whom 

he unhesitatingly believed. Strong and pain-enduring as he was, he let out an 

expression of the writhing thoughts troubling him: “We were never accused of such 

a thing in the days of ignorance! Are we to accept such a charge under Islam?” His 

sick and much tormented daughter said to him: “Answer the Prophet!” Dejected and 

forlorn, he said: “By God, I do not know what to say to God’s Messenger, peace be 

upon him.” 

His wife, Umm Rawm n, tried to put a strong face on in front of her daughter 

who was rending her heart apart with crying. She said to her: “Calm down, child. 

Any pretty woman married to a man who loves her will always be envied, especially 

if she shares him with other wives.” But her fortitude collapsed when her daughter 

said to her: “Answer the Prophet.” Like her husband before her, she said: “By God, I 

do not know what to say to God’s Messenger, peace be upon him.” 

And then, Şafw n ibn al-Mu`a al, a good believer who laid down his life to fight 

for God’s cause, was accused of being unfaithful to the Prophet. Thus, the accusation 

touched his honour, honesty and faith. A God-fearing Companion of the Prophet 

was falsely accused of being untrue to everything the Prophet’s Companions held 

dear. Yet he was certain of his innocence. When faced with this false accusation, he 

said: “All praise be to God! By God I have never taken a dress off a female’s 

shoulder.” When he heard that Hass n ibn Th bit was one of those who repeated the 

accusation, he hit him on the head with his sword, almost killing him. He knew that 

it was forbidden for him to hit a fellow Muslim, but the pain of this false accusation 

was unbearable. 
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Far worse, it was Muhammad (peace be upon him), God’s Messenger and the man 

at the pinnacle of the H shimite clan, the noblest in Arabia, who found himself 

subject to an accusation that involved none other than ` ’ishah, the woman who 

occupied a special place in his heart as his most beloved wife. This accusation meant 

that the most private place in his home, which was a source of purity, was not pure. 

The Prophet, who was very keen to guard every sanctity in his community, was 

faced with an accusation that violated the sanctity of his own household. God’s 

Messenger, who was protected against all harm, was shown through this accusation 

to have no protection from God! 

With this accusation levelled at ` ’ishah (may God be pleased with her), the 

Prophet encountered everything that ran against his personal honour and against 

everything that was held dear to an Arab, and to a Prophet. Yet the accusation had 

been made, and was the subject of conversation in Madīnah for a whole month, and 

he had no means to put an end to it. For a definite purpose of His own, God let this 

falsehood circulate for a whole month, revealing nothing to set the record straight 

and put the facts as they were. Meanwhile, Muhammad, the man, suffered all that a 

human being experiences in such a hard situation. Shame and heart-felt pain were 

part of what he endured. But he also suffered the absence of the light that always 

illuminated his way, i.e. revelation. Doubt crept into his heart, despite the numerous 

indications that confirmed his wife’s innocence. Yet he lacked clear certainty as the 

rumours continued to circulate in Madīnah. His loving heart was tormented by 

doubt which he could not clear because he was, after all, a human being who 

experienced all human feelings. He was a man who could not entertain the thought 

that his bed could be stained. Once the seed of doubt creeps into a man’s heart, it is 

difficult to remove without clear and decisive evidence. 

Alone, he found this whole burden too heavy. Therefore, he sent for Us mah ibn 

Zayd, a young man who held a position close to his heart [as Us mah was the son of 

the man the Prophet had adopted as his own son in pre-Islamic days]. He also sent 

for `Alī ibn Abī lib, his trusted cousin. He consulted them both about this very 

private matter. `Alī, the Prophet’s close relative, was keenly aware of the difficulty of 

the situation and the pain, worry and doubt experienced by the Prophet, his cousin 

who had brought him up. Hence, he told him that God had not restricted him in 

matters of marriage. He also advised that the Prophet should ask the maid, so that he 

could get some reassurance. Us mah, on the other hand, realized how compassionate 

the Prophet felt towards his wife, and how troubling to him was the thought of 

leaving her. He, therefore, stressed what he knew of her certain purity and the fact 

that those who circulated the rumour were indeed liars. 

In his eagerness to establish the truth, and in his continued anxiety, Muhammad, 

the man, derived some support from Us mah’s statement and the maid’s report. He 
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spoke to the people in the mosque, reproaching those who did not respect his 

honour, spoke ill of his wife and accused a man who was known to be virtuous and 

with no blemish on his character. This led to friction between the Aws and the 

Khazraj, culminating in mutual accusations and verbal abuse. All took place in the 

Prophet’s presence, which gives us a picture of the atmosphere that prevailed in the 

Muslim community during that very strange period. It was a time when the sanctity 

of the Muslim leadership was breached. The Prophet was further hurt by the absence 

of the light which he always expected to illuminate his way. Therefore, he went to 

` ’ishah, telling her of people’s talk and asking her for a clear statement that could 

bring him relief. 

At this point when the Prophet’s pain was at its most acute, his Lord turned to 

him with compassion. Revelations were bestowed from on high, making ` ’ishah’s 

innocence absolutely clear. Thus, the noble household of the Prophet was free of 

blame. The hypocrites who had circulated this falsehood were exposed. The proper 

way of dealing with such a serious matter was also outlined for the Muslim 

community. 

Referring to this passage of the Qur’ n that was revealed to deal with her case, 

` ’ishah said: “I knew that I was innocent and that God would make my innocence 

known. It did not occur to me for a moment, however, that God would reveal a 

passage of the Qur’ n concerning me. I felt myself too humble for God to include my 

case in His revelations. All I hoped for was that the Prophet should see something in 

his dream to prove my innocence.” 

But the question was not merely that of ` ’ishah and her personal status. It 

touched on the Prophet, his personality and his role in the Muslim community. It 

indeed touched on his relation with his Lord and his message. The falsehood story 

was not aimed at ` ’ishah as a person. Rather, it aimed to undermine the entire faith 

of Islam, by casting doubts about the Prophet sent by God to deliver this message. 

For this reason, a whole passage of the Qur’ n was revealed to provide a final verdict 

about this invented falsehood. Thus, the Qur’ n directed the Muslim camp in the 

raging battle, revealing the divine wisdom behind all developments. 

How the False Story Was Circulated 

“Those who concocted the falsehood were a band from among you.” (Verse 11) It was not 

merely one or a few individuals that circulated the story. On the contrary, they were 

a ‘band’ or a group working for a particular objective. `Abdull h ibn Ubayy was not 

the only one who fabricated the story. Rather, he was the one who took the lead and 

played the larger part in the affair. He simply represented the band of Jews or 

hypocrites who felt unable to fight Islam in open engagement. Therefore, they sought 
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to hide behind the pretence that they were Muslims. They felt that this would enable 

them to scheme in secret against Islam. This false story was one of their worst 

schemes which was so successful that some Muslims were deceived and a few of 

them, like amnah hint Ja sh, Hass n ibn Th bit and Mis ah ibn Ath thah repeated 

the story. The real culprits, however, were the band headed by `Abdull h ibn Ubayy, 

a canny schemer who operated behind the scene, saying nothing in public that might 

have incriminated him. He simply whispered into the ears of those whom he trusted 

never to testify against him. The plan was so subtle that the false rumours continued 

to circulate for a whole month in Madīnah, the purest society on earth at that time. 

The Qur’ nic passage opens with stating this fact so as to make clear the enormity 

of the event and the fact that it was perpetrated by a group of people intent on 

wicked scheming against Islam. The s rah, however, quickly reassures the Muslim 

community that the eventual outcome of the event will not harm them: “Do not regard 

it as bad for you; indeed it is good for you.” (Verse 11) 

It was indeed good because it exposed those who schemed against Islam, targeting 

the Prophet and his family. It also showed the Muslim community the importance of 

prohibiting the accusation of adultery, and prescribing a severe punishment for such 

false accusations.’ The event also clearly showed the dangers that threatened the 

Muslim community if people were to casually accuse chaste female believers who 

might behave unwittingly. For once this begins, it never stops. Indeed, it can increase 

at such a scale that it eventually touches the most noble of leadership. The result is 

that the Muslim community loses all values that provide protection against such a 

state of affairs. Moreover, it is good for the Muslim community that God outlines 

how best to deal with such an affair. 

As for the pain suffered by the Prophet, his household and the Muslim 

community in general, it is all part of the test they had to go through in order to learn 

through experience. 

Those who were involved in circulating and repeating the false story will bear 

their fair share of sin, according to what they did or said: “Each one of them shall bear 

what he has earned of sin.” (Verse 11) Each will be taken to account by God for what 

they perpetrated. This is indeed vile because it is a sin that incurs punishment both in 

this world and in the life to come. Furthermore, “awesome suffering awaits the one who 

took on himself the lead among them,” to suite his role in this ghastly business. 

The one ‘who took the lead’ and masterminded the whole affair was `Abdull h 

ibn Ubayy ibn Salūl, the chief of the hypocrites who was consistently the worst 

schemer against Islam. He knew how to choose his moment which could have had 

devastating effects, had not God foiled all his schemes. In His grace, God preserved 

His faith, protected His Messenger and looked after the Muslim community. One 
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report suggests that when Şafw n ibn al-Mu`a al, leading ` ’ishah’s howdah, 

passed by him and a group of his people, `Abdull h ibn Ubayy asked: ‘Who was 

that?’ People said: “ ’ishah.’ He said: ‘By God! She has not been safe from him, nor 

was he safe from her.’ He further exclaimed: ‘Your Prophet’s wife has passed the 

night with a man until the morning, then he comes leading her!’ 

This was a wicked remark which he repeated in various ways, circulating it 

through his band of hypocrites. They employed such wicked means that Madīnah 

was full of this incredible story for a whole month, despite all indications and 

evidence that confirmed its falsehood. Yet many were the Muslims who spoke about 

it in a casual manner when it should have been dismissed right away. 

Two Steps for Proof 

How could all this have happened in that particular community? Even today, we 

are surprised that such a flimsy fabrication could have circulated in that Muslim 

community, producing far-reaching effects and causing much pain to the noblest 

people on earth. 

The whole episode was a battle fought by God’s Messenger (peace be upon him), 

the Muslim community and Islam. It perhaps was the greatest battle fought by the 

Prophet. He emerged from it victorious, having controlled his great anguish, 

maintained his dignity and endured it all patiently. Not a word did he utter to 

indicate weakness or impatience. Yet he was experiencing the worst pain he ever 

endured in his life. He further recognized that the risks to which Islam was exposed 

as a result of this falsehood were among the worst it had to face at any time. 

Yet had the Muslims then searched in their own hearts, they would have found 

the right answer. Had they applied simple natural logic, they would have been 

rightly guided. The Qur’ n directs all Muslims to follow this proper approach when 

they face such difficulties. It is the first step in arriving at the right conclusion: “When 

you heard it, why did not the believers, men and women, think the best of themselves, and say: 

This is a blatant falsehood.’” (Verse 12) 

That would have been much better. Muslims should think well of themselves and 

realize that they are highly unlikely to sink so low. Their Prophet’s pure wife and 

their brother who fought for Islam, laying down his life, belonged to them as a 

community. Hence, to think well of them was the better course of action. What is 

unbecoming of all Muslims is unbecoming of the Prophet’s wife and of his 

Companion who was known as a good person. This is indeed what was done by Abū 

Ayyūb, Kh lid ibn Zayd al-Anş rī and his wife. According to Ibn Is q, Abū Ayyūb 

was asked by his wife: “Have you heard what people are saying about ` ’ishah?” He 

replied: “Yes, I have, and it is all lies. Would you have done that, Umm Ayyūb?” She 
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said: “No, by God! I would not.” He said: “And by God, ` ’ishah is better than you.” 

A different report is given by al-Zamakhsharī in his commentary on the Qur’ n, 

suggesting that it was Abū Ayyūb who asked his wife: “Have you heard what is 

being said?” In reply, she asked him: “Had you been in Şafw n’s place, would you 

have thought ill of the Prophet’s wife?” He said: “Certainly not.” She said: “And if I 

were in ` ’ishah’s place, I would never be unfaithful to the Prophet. Yet `A’ishah is 

better than me, and Şafw n is better than you.” 

Both reports suggest that some Muslims at least searched their own hearts and 

ruled out the possibility that the false story suggested. They dismissed any notion 

that ` ’ishah or the Prophet’s Companion could have committed such a grave sin 

and been unfaithful to the Prophet, and recognized how utterly flimsy the basis of 

the whole accusation was. This is the first step in the approach the Qur’ n outlines 

for dealing with such matters; it seeks evidence from within people’s consciences. 

The second step is to produce material evidence: “Why did they not produce four 

witnesses to prove it? Since they have not produced witnesses, then in the sight of God, they 

were certainly liars.” (Verse 13) 

This blatant fabrication targeted the highest position in the Muslim community 

and the purest people. Hence, it should not have been allowed to circulate casually 

without supporting evidence. Hence the requirement: “Why did they not produce four 

witnesses to prove it?” (Verse 13) They certainly did not produce any witnesses. 

Hence, they were, in God’s judgement, liars. God never alters His verdict or modifies 

His decision. Thus, this description of those people as liars remains always true of 

them, and they cannot escape it in any situation. 

Thus we have two steps in the Islamic approach: searching in our own hearts and 

basing our decision on firm and clear evidence. But the Muslim community at the 

time overlooked both steps, allowing the liars to speak ill of the Prophet and his 

honour. This was serious indeed and it could have landed the Muslim community in 

serious trouble, had it not been for God’s grace. Hence, God warns the Muslims 

never to fall into such a trap again: “Were it not for God’s favour upon you and His grace, 

in this world and in the life to come, awesome suffering would indeed have afflicted you on 

account of what you indulged in.” (Verse 14) 

When Falsehood Circulates 

God wanted this to be a very hard lesson for the fledgling Muslim community, but 

in His compassion He did not inflict any punishment on them. The offence itself 

merited stiff punishment because of the pain it caused the Prophet, his wife, close 

friend and his other Companion of whom he knew nothing but good. It also merited 

a punishment equal to the evil that circulated within the Muslim community, 
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violating all its sacred values, and equal to the hypocrites’ wickedness whose scheme 

aimed to undermine Islam by raising doubts about God, the Prophet and the Muslim 

community itself. This continued for a whole month which was a time of doubt, 

worry and confusion. But God’s grace was forthcoming, and He bestowed His mercy 

on those who were in error after having learnt their bitter lesson. 

The s rah gives us a picture of the period, when standards and values were placed 

on the wrong footing, and the community lost sight of its principles: “You took it up 

with your tongues and uttered with your mouths something of which you have no knowledge, 

thinking it a light matter whereas in God’s sight it is grave indeed.” (Verse 15) The picture 

painted here is one of recklessness and irresponsibility, showing little care for even 

the most serious of matters. 

“You took it up with your tongues.” (Verse 15) One tongue picks it up from another 

paying little heed to what is being said. There was an utter lack of proper 

examination of the report, as though people repeated it without ever thinking of its 

significance. You “uttered with your mouths something of which you have no knowledge.” 

(Verse 15) It is just like that: a mouth utterance without thought or consideration. 

Mere idle talk uttered and circulated even before it is understood. They thought it a 

light matter, although it was an accusation against God’s Messenger’s personal 

honour, causing him, his wife and household great pain. It was an accusation against 

Abū Bakr’s family which suffered no similar trouble even in pre-Islamic days when 

moral values were of little importance. This false story also accused another 

Companion of the Prophet who laid his life down for the defence of Islam. It further 

had negative implications concerning the care God took of His Messenger. Yet, still 

they circulated the false rumour “thinking it a light matter whereas in God’s sight it is 

grave indeed.” (Verse 15) Nothing could be described as grave in God’s sight unless it 

is so serious that it shakes firm mountains and disturbs the heavens and earth. 

A matter of such seriousness should have made people shudder just on hearing it. 

They should have been reluctant even to refer to it, and certainly been unwilling to 

accept it as a subject of conversation. They should have looked to God to protect His 

Messenger. Such falsehood should have been cast aside immediately: “If only when 

you heard it you said: ‘It is not right for us to speak of this. All glory belongs to You! This is a 

monstrous slander.’” (Verse 16) 

When the matter has thus been clarified, and those early Muslims were taken 

aback by the enormity of the affair and their role in it, they were given a very stern 

warning for the future: “God admonishes you lest you ever revert to the like of this, if you 

are truly believers.” (Verse 17) 

The warning comes in the form of an admonition so as to be educative, choosing 

the time when the Muslim community is at its most receptive. But the admonition 
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carries at the same time an implicit warning, and attaches their being believers to the 

heeding of this warning. Believers cannot retain their faith if they revert to the same 

type of action after they have been shown its enormity and after they have been 

given such a warning. 

“And God makes plain to you His revelations.” (Verse 18) He has certainly shown the 

story to be plainly false, exposing the scheming behind it. He has also made plain the 

errors involved in this matter. “God is All-Knowing, Wise.” He knows motives, 

intentions, objectives, thoughts and feelings. His method of bringing out the best in 

people and providing proper restrictions and controls to set the community’s life 

right testifies to His wisdom. 

Further Warnings, More Grace 

The s rah further elaborates its comments on this falsehood and its effects, 

repeating its warning against anything that may be of a similar nature. It reminds the 

Muslims of God’s grace and mercy, warning those who falsely accuse chaste women 

of committing indecency that they expose themselves to God’s punishment in the life 

to come. It also purges people’s hearts of the remaining effects of this confrontation, 

frees them of earthly restrictions and restores their purity. This is clearly reflected in 

Abū Bakr’s attitude to Mis ah ibn Ath thah, his relative who was involved in 

repeating the story. 

“Those who love that gross indecency should spread among the believers shall be visited 

with grievous suffering both in this world and in the life to come. God knows, but you do not 

know.” (Verse 19) The ones who accused chaste women of adultery, particularly those 

who made their accusations against the Prophet’s own family, really aimed to 

undermine the values of goodness, chastity and fidelity, so as to make it easier for 

people to commit adultery by implying that it was common practice. When people 

begin to think of it in this light, it will be practised more frequently. 

This is the reason for describing the false accusers of chaste women as people who 

love to spread indecency among the believers. Hence they are warned against a very 

severe suffering both in this life and in the life to come. 

It is an aspect of the Qur’ nic method of educating the Muslim community and a 

measure of prevention based on perfect knowledge of how people react and 

formulate their attitudes, feelings and lines of action. Hence, the comment at the end 

of the verse asserts: “God knows, but you do not know.” Who knows the human heart 

better than the One who created it? Who can provide humanity with a better code of 

living than the One who originated it? Who sees what is concealed as well as what is 

left in the open, and whose knowledge encompasses all things and situations? 
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Once again the s rah reminds the believers of the grace God bestows on them: 

“Were it not for God’s favour upon you and His grace, and that God is Compassionate, 

Merciful. ..!” (Verse 20) 

The mistake committed was grave indeed, and its evil was about to engulf the 

whole Muslim community, but God’s grace, mercy and care prevented this evil. 

Hence, God reminds them of this, time after time, as He aims this to be an edifying 

lesson. When they realized the extent of the matter that could have engulfed them all, 

had it not been for God’s grace and mercy, they were told that what they did was 

indeed following in Satan’s footsteps. They must not fall into this trap, since Satan is 

their avowed enemy, ever since the beginning of human life. Again they are warned 

against what this may entail in their life: “Believers! Do not follow Satan’s footsteps, for 

he who follows Satan’s footsteps will only enjoin what is shameful and wrong. Were it not for 

God’s favour upon you and His grace, none of you would have ever been pure. It is God who 

causes whomever He wills to grow in purity. God is All-Hearing, All-Knowing.” (Verse 21) 

Nothing but a terrible fate awaits the believers if they take just one step with 

Satan. They should steer away from him altogether and follow a different way. The 

very thought of following Satan is repugnant to believers. Hence, drawing it in this 

way and holding it in front of them should make them always alert. “He who follows 

Satan’s footsteps will only enjoin what is shameful and wrong.” (Verse 21) This false story 

is a stark and gruesome example of how Satan leads believers to something evil. 

Man is weak, susceptible to desires and whims which may leave him stained, 

unless he benefits by God’s grace when he turns to Him and follows His guidance: 

“Were it not for God’s favour upon you and His grace, none of you would have ever been 

pure. It is God who causes whomever He wills to grow in purity.” (Verse 21) When God’s 

light shines in a believer’s heart, it purifies it. It is only through God’s favours and 

grace that people grow in purity. Since God knows all and hears all, He certainly 

knows the ones who deserve to be purified and who are genuinely good. It is these 

that He helps to grow in purity. 

Attaining the Sublime 

Within the context of purity, the s rah calls on believers to forgive one another as 

they love to be forgiven their sins: “Let not those of you who have been graced with God’s 

favour and ample means resolve by oath not to help those who are near of kin, the needy and 

those who have left their homes for the sake of God. But let them pardon and forbear. Do you 

not desire that God should forgive you your sins? God is indeed Much- Forgiving, Merciful.” 

(Verse 22) 

This verse was revealed in connection with Abū Bakr after the Qur’ n had cleared 

his daughter, ` ’ishah the pure, of any misconduct. He realized that Mis ah ibn 
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Ath thah, his relative whom he supported because of his poverty, was among those 

involved in circulating the false rumour. Therefore, he vowed that he would never 

do Mis ah a good turn in the future. This verse, however, reminds Abū Bakr and the 

believers that they also commit mistakes and hope for God’s forgiveness. Hence, they 

should forgive one another their mistakes. They must not deprive those who need 

the support of their generosity, even though the latter might have committed a grave 

error. 

Now we see how one of the souls touched by God’s light grows in purity attaining 

a truly sublime standard. Abū Bakr, who was so deeply hurt by the false rumours 

targeting his daughter and attempting to disgrace his family, responded to the 

Qur’ nic call on the believers to forgive those who hurt them. He reflected on the 

inspiring question, “Do you not desire that God should forgive you your sins?” (Verse 22) 

And he rose above the pain and injury, and also above the logic that prevailed in his 

environment. He felt there could only be one answer to that question, and with 

certainty and contentment he said: “Yes, indeed. I love that God should forgive me.” 

He reinstated the allowance he had been giving Mis ah, and vowed anew that he 

would never stop it in future. His vow replaced his earlier one that he would not 

give him anything. With such a sublime standard of generosity, Abū Bakr’s heart 

was cleansed of any hard feeling and retained its purity. 

The forgiveness of which God reminds the believers is granted only to those who 

repent of their errors, accusing chaste women of adultery and spreading corruption 

in the Muslim community. On the other hand, those who, like Ibn Ubayy, 

deliberately, and out of malice, make such accusations, will have no pardon or 

forgiveness. Even though they may escape punishment in this world, because no 

witnesses will testify against them, they will inevitably endure the punishment in the 

hereafter when no witnesses will be required. 

Those who accuse chaste women who may have been unthinkingly careless but 
remained true believers, shall be rejected by God in this world as well as in the life to 
come. They shall endure awesome suffering; on the day when their own tongues, 
hands and feet will testify to what they did. On that day God will pay them in full 
their just due, and they will come to know that God alone is the Ultimate Truth, 
absolutely manifest. (Verses 23-25) 

The s rah paints their crime in stark colours so as to expose its odious nature. It is 

an accusation against chaste women believers who go about their lives, totally 

oblivious to any possibility of accusation. They behave naturally, not thinking that 

they will be accused of something, simply because they have done nothing wrong. 

To accuse them of immorality is thus seen to be very serious, betraying the 

contemptible and mean nature of their accusers. Hence, they are cursed now by God, 
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and expelled from among those who receive His grace in this present life and in the 

life to come. The s rah then shows us a fascinating scene: “On the day when their own 

tongues, hands and feet will testify to what they did.” (Verse 24) Thus we see them 

accusing one another, just as they used to accuse chaste believing women. The 

contrast is very clear, as is always the case in the Qur’ n. 

“On that day God will pay them in full their just due.” (Verse 25) Their deeds will be 

accurately reckoned and they will be given all that they really deserve. At that time 

they will he certain of what they used to be in doubt about. “They will come to know 

that God alone is the Ultimate Truth, absolutely manifest.” (Verse 25) 

The s rah concludes its comments on this whole story of falsehood by highlighting 

God’s justice in the way He has given man his nature so as to manifest itself in 

practice. This is why the corrupt will unite with their like and the good will associate 

with others of their type. This is how relations are consolidated between husband 

and wife. Hence, it is absolutely impossible that ` ’ishah could be like what her 

accusers said of her, because she was destined to be the wife of the best person that 

ever lived. 

“Corrupt women are for corrupt men, and corrupt men for corrupt women, just as good 

women are for good men, and good men for good women. These are innocent of all that people 

may impute to them. Forgiveness and excellent sustenance are in store for them.” (Verse 26) 

The Prophet dearly loved ` ’ishah. It was inconceivable that God should let His 

Prophet love her so much unless she was innocent of all guilt, pure and deserving of 

such a great love. 

Good men and women are, by their very nature, “innocent of all that people may 

impute to them.” (Verse 26) False accusations cannot stick to them. “Forgiveness and 

excellent sustenance are in store for them.” (Verse 26) They will be forgiven any mistake 

they may commit, and they have their reward with God, clearly indicating their high 

position with Him. 

Thus the s rah concludes its comments on this serious trial for the Muslim 

community because it aimed at undermining their trust that the Prophet’s household 

was absolutely pure and that God would not allow anyone but the most pure to be a 

member of that household. God wanted this episode to be an edifying lesson for the 

Muslim community, elevating it to an even more sublime standard. 
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2 

Measures to Preserve 

Decency 

Believers, do not enter houses other than your own 

unless you have obtained permission and greeted 

their inmates. This is best for you, so that you 

may take heed. (27) 

If you find no one in the house, do not enter it 

until you are given leave; and if you are told to go 

back, then go back, as it is most proper for you. 

God has full knowledge of all that you do. (28) 

You will incur no sin if you enter uninhabited 

houses in which you have something of use. God 

knows all that you do openly, and all that you 

would conceal. (29) 

to Tell believing men to lower their gaze and to be 

mindful of their chastity. This is most conducive to 

their purity. God is certainly aware of all that 

they do. (30) 

And tell believing women to lower their gaze and 

to be mindful of their chastity, and not to display 

their charms except what may ordinarily appear 

thereof.  
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Let them draw their head-coverings over their 

bosoms and not display their charms to any but 

their husbands, or their fathers, or their husbands’ 

fathers, or their sons, or their husbands’ sons, or 

their brothers, or their brothers’ sons, or their 

sisters’ sons, or their womenfolk, or those whom 

they rightfully possess, or such male attendants as 

are free of physical desire, or children that are as 

yet unaware of women’s nakedness. Let them not 

swing their legs in walking so as to draw attention 

to their hidden charms. Believers, turn to God in 

repentance, so that you may achieve success. (31) 

Marry the single from among you as well as such 

of your male and female slaves as are virtuous. If 

they are poor, God will grant them sufficiency out 

of His bounty. God is Munificent, All- 

Knowing. (32) 

 As for those who are unable to marry, let them 

live in continence until God grants them sufficiency 

out of His bounty. And if any of your slaves 

desire to obtain a deed of freedom, write it out for 

them if you are aware of any good in them; and 

give them something of the wealth God has given 

you. Do not force your maids to prostitution when 

they desire to preserve their chastity, in order to 

make some worldly gain. If anyone should force 

them, then after they have been compelled, God 

will be much forgiving, merciful [to them]. (33) 
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Overview 

We mentioned previously that in the clean and healthy society it establishes, Islam 

does not rely on punishment; rather its main line of defence is prevention. It does not 

suppress natural desires. It regulates them within a clean atmosphere that is free of 

deliberate stimulation. The main element in the Islamic method of educating its 

followers is 

I to reduce the chances of error, eliminate temptation, and remove all impediments 

that prevent the satisfaction of natural desires in a perfectly natural and clean way. 

It is in this light that we should look at the way Islam accords a certain sanctity for 

homes. When they are at home, people should not be surprised by strangers coming 

in without first asking leave to enter. Otherwise, people’s privacy would be invaded 

when they least expect it. In addition, Islam requires both men and women to lower 

their gaze and not expose what may arouse sexual desire. 

From the same perspective, Islam facilitates marriage for poor men and women, 

because marriage is the best guarantee against adultery. It prohibits sending slaves 

into prostitution, because prostitution encourages people to indulge in prohibited 

sex. Let us now consider these points in more detail. 

Before Entering a House 

Believers, do not enter houses other than your own unless you have obtained 
permission and greeted their inmates. This is best for you, so that you may take heed. 
If you find no one in the house, do not enter it until you are given leave; and if you are 
told to go back, then go back, as it is most proper for you. God has full knowledge of all 
that you do. You will incur no sin if you enter uninhabited houses in which you have 
something of use. God knows all that you do openly, and all that you would conceal. 
(Verses 27-29) 

God has made homes places of comfort where people may relax and enjoy privacy 

and reassurance. At home, they do not feel the need to be cautious or on the alert. 

Thus, they may relax and take things easy. But homes cannot be so unless their 

We have bestowed upon you from on high 

revelations clearly showing the truth, and lessons 

from [the stories of] those who have passed away 

before you, and admonition for the God-fearing. 

(34) 
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privacy is strictly respected. No one may enter a home without its occupier’s 

knowledge and permission, at the time they choose, and in the manner they prefer. 

Should we be able to go into other people’s homes without first seeking 

permission, we may see them in situations they want to keep private, or we may see 

what arouses desire and opens the way to error. This could come about through a 

chance meeting, or a casual glance. When these are repeated, they become deliberate, 

motivated by the desires aroused by the casual glance in the first place. It may even 

develop into a sinful relation or cause a suppressed desire leading to a psychological 

problem. 

In pre-Islamic days in Arabia, visitors used to enter a home and then announce 

themselves. It could be that inside a man may be with his wife in a position they did 

not want anyone to see; or that the man or woman were undressed. All this used to 

hurt people, and deprived them of a sense of security at home. Furthermore, when 

visitors saw charm and beauty, temptation might be strong or even irresistible. 

For all such reasons, God laid down the requirement to observe fine manners, 

making it necessary for a Muslim to announce himself and greet the people inside 

before entering. This establishes a friendly atmosphere right from the first moment. 

“Believers, do not enter houses other than your own unless you have obtained permission 

and greeted their inmates.” (Verse 27) Seeking permission is expressed in the Arabic 

original in an unusual way, tasta’nis , which implies friendliness. Thus we may say 

that we should not enter other people’s houses until we have obtained friendly and 

cordial permission. This implies that the visitor should be gentle in his approach so 

as to be welcomed by the people inside. Such refinement is characteristic of Islamic 

manners. 

When permission is sought, it follows that the house is either empty or people are 

inside. If there is no one in, then the caller cannot enter, because entry follows 

permission. “If you find no one in the house, do not enter it until you are given leave.” 

(Verse 28) But if there is someone in, seeking permission is not enough for entry. It is 

merely a request, and if the request is not granted, entry is prohibited. It is better to 

leave without delay: “If you are told to go back, then go back, as it is most proper for you.” 

(Verse 28) The person who is told to go back should do so without feeling upset or 

offended. People have their secrets and they may have good reason for not receiving 

a visitor at a particular time. It is up to them to determine their own situation. 

“God has full knowledge of all that you do.” (Verse 28) He knows people’s secrets and 

motives. 

Visiting People When They Are Not Ready 
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Places that are more or less public, like hotels, guest houses and reception halls 

which are separate from the main house are treated differently. We may enter such 

places without first seeking permission, because the very reason for seeking 

permission before entry does not apply to them. Requiring permission first may be 

inconvenient in such places. 

“You will incur no sin if you enter uninhabited houses in which you have something of 

use. God knows all that you do openly, and all that you would conceal.” (Verse 29) The 

point here is that of God’s knowledge of all our situations and what we do in public 

or private. The feeling that God watches us in all situations should make people 

more obedient and willing to observe the refined manners which He has outlined in 

His book that lays down a code of living for all humanity. 

As a complete code for human life, the Qur’ n emphasizes this point of detail in 

social life because it aims to regulate life in all its aspects, bringing its details in line 

with its fundamental issues. Thus, seeking permission before entering other people’s 

homes respects the sanctity which makes the home a place of relaxation. It spares its 

people the embarrassment of being taken by surprise, or being seen in a situation 

that they prefer not to be seen in. We are not talking here only about the parts of the 

human body which should be covered. At home people may be in a situation which 

they simply do not like others to see. It could relate to their personal appearance, the 

way they dress or lay their furniture, or anything else. It could also relate to feelings 

and emotions. Who of us would like to be seen in a situation of weakness, crying or 

angry or in pain or distress? 

The Qur’ nic code of manners attends to all these details through the requirement 

of seeking permission before entering someone else’s home. It also seeks to reduce 

chances of casual meetings or sightings that could arouse desire and develop into 

unacceptable relations that Satan may stealthily encourage. The first Muslim 

community to be addressed by the Qur’ n clearly understood such directives and 

their purpose. The Prophet himself was the first to implement them. 

The Prophet visited Sa`d ibn `Ub dah, the chief of the Anş r, at home and sought 

permission, saying: “Assal mu `alaykum wa ra matull h”, meaning, peace and God’s 

mercy be bestowed on you. Sa`d replied in a low voice. His son, Qays, asked him: 

“Are you not letting God’s Messenger in?” Sa`d said: “Let him wish us peace more.” 

Again the Prophet repeated his greeting and Sa`d replied in a low voice twice more. 

Therefore, the Prophet departed, but Sa`d ran after him and explained what 

happened, saying: “Messenger of God, I certainly heard your greetings and replied 

quietly hoping that you would wish us peace more and more.” The Prophet went in 

with him. Sa`d ordered water to be brought for the Prophet to wash. Then he gave 

him a small blanket dyed with saffron to cover himself. The Prophet then raised his 

hands, praying: “My Lord, shower Your blessings and grace on Sa`d ibn `Ub dah’s 
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family.” [Related by Abū D wūd and al-Nas ’ī] 

The Prophet taught his Companions how to approach someone else’s home, 

saying: “If you come towards a home, do not face the door straight, but stand to the 

right or to the left, and say: Assal mu alaykum! Assal mu ‘alaykum!” At that time, there 

were no screens on doors. [Related by Abū D wūd] 

Sa`d ibn Abī Waqq ş came to the Prophet and stood facing the door, seeking 

permission. The Prophet said to him: “Move this way or that way, because 

permission is sought before a person looks in.” [Related by Abū D wūd] 

An authentic ad th quotes the Prophet as saying: “If a person overlooks you 

without having obtained permission, and you hit him with a small stone, and cause 

him a severe injury in his eye, you have nothing to answer for.” [Related by al-

Bukh rī and Muslim] 

Rib`ī, a Companion of the Prophet, reports: “A man from the ` mir clan sought 

permission to enter the Prophet’s home, saying: ‘Can I enter?’ The Prophet said to his 

servant: ‘Go to this man and teach him how to seek permission. Tell him to say: 

‘Assal mu `alaykum. May I come in?’ The man overheard the Prophet and said exactly 

that. The Prophet gave him permission and he entered.” [Related by Abū D wūd] 

`Abdull h ibn `Umar was walking, troubled by the heat, and he urgently needed 

to relieve himself. He approached a Qurayshi woman’s place, and said: “Assal mu 

`alaykum. May I come in?” She said: “Enter with peace.” He repeated what he said, 

and she repeated her reply. He was unable to stand still. He told her to say: “Come 

in”, if she wanted to give him permission and she did so. He then entered. 

`A ’ ibn Rab , a scholar who studied under `Abdull h ibn `Abb s, the Prophet’s 

cousin whose scholarly knowledge was recognized as highly authoritative, reported: 

“I asked Ibn `Abb s: ‘Should I seek permission before entering when only my orphan 

sisters are at home considering that I look after them and they live with me in the 

same home?’ He said: ‘Yes.’ I asked him again so that he might give me a concession, 

but he refused. Instead, he asked me: ‘Do you like to see your sister undressed?’ I 

answered in the negative. He said: ‘Then seek permission before entry.’ I repeated 

the question once more, but he asked me: ‘Do you love to obey God?’ I said: ‘Yes.’ He 

said: ‘Then seek permission.’” 

An authentic ad th makes it clear that the Prophet prohibited a man from entering 

his own home unannounced so surprising his wife. In another version the 

prohibition is attached to such a surprise being made at night, implying that his 

family might be doing something unacceptable. 

Another ad th mentions that the Prophet arrived with his Companions at 

Madīnah during the day. So, he encamped at the outskirts, explaining his purpose: 
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“Wait until the end of the day, so that a woman has a chance to attend to her 

uncombed hair, or remove unwanted hair on her body.” 

Good Manners and High Morals 

Such refined manners were characteristic of the Prophet and his Companions after 

God had taught them the Islamic way. Today, however, we find that such fine 

considerations are largely meaningless despite our being Muslims. A man may just 

turn up at his brother’s door at any time of the day or night, knocking hard and 

caring little for disturbing the people inside, until the door is opened. The people 

may have a telephone which provides an excellent way of seeking permission to visit 

before starting out.17 He could thus easily find out a time suitable to his hosts. 

Nevertheless, people simply do not take such steps. A man may arrive at someone’s 

home without a prior appointment or permission. What is worse, our social tradition 

makes it imperative that a visitor who has come unannounced be received, even 

though his visit might be extremely inconvenient. 

We are certainly Muslims, but we surprise our friends at any moment, even at 

meal times. If we are not invited to a meal, we may feel aggrieved. We may even 

surprise them late at night, and if they do not invite us to stay the night, we are 

offended. We allow our hosts no excuses either way. 

All this takes place simply because we neglect Islamic manners. We do not bring 

our own preferences in line with what has been taught by God’s Messenger. We 

insist on following a mistaken social tradition that has no divine authority. 

We look at other, non-Muslim communities and find that their social traditions are 

closer to the values and manners Islam wants us to adopt. Sometimes we admire 

these, but at other times we may even ridicule them, without even trying to look into 

what Islam wants us to do. 

Proper Control of a Natural Desire 

Having dealt with the proper manners of entering homes after taking permission, 

the s rah moves on to prevent desire from running loose. It simply prevents looking 

at what is bound to excite desire, and it prohibits action that encourages sin. 

Tell believing men to lower their gaze and to be mindful of their chastity. This is most 
conducive to their purity. God is certainly aware of all that they do. And tell believing 
women to lower their gaze and to be mindful of their chastity, and not to display their 

                                                 
17 At the time this was written telephones were largely uncommon in people’s houses in Egypt. — 
Editor’s note. 
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charms except what may ordinarily appear thereof. Let them draw their head-
coverings over their bosoms and not display their charms to any but their husbands, or 
their fathers, or their husbands’ fathers, or their sons, or their husbands’ sons, or their 
brothers, or their brothers’ sons, or their sisters’ sons, or their womenfolk, or those 
whom they rightfully possess, or such male attendants as are free of physical desire, or 
children that are as yet unaware of women’s nakedness. Let them not swing their legs 
in walking so as to draw attention to their hidden charms. Believers, turn to God in 
repentance, so that you may achieve success. (Verses 30-31) 

Islam wants to establish a clean society where desire is not aroused at every 

moment, and erotic scenes are not displayed everywhere. Continual excitement of 

the sexual urge leads to an insatiable desire that may become unstoppable. A stealthy 

look, a seductive move, flagrant make-up and thinly-dressed bodies are meant only 

to add to such insatiable and uncontrolled excitement. Thus, prudence and self 

control are heavily taxed. Hence, there remains one of two alternatives: either total 

permissiveness that disregards all checks and values, or psychological problems and 

disorders that result from having to suppress a desire that has been strongly aroused. 

This borders on unmitigated torture. 

One way Islam uses for achieving its goal of establishing a clean human society is 

to prevent such uncontrollable excitement of the sexual urge. It wants the natural 

sexual urge, of both men and women, to remain healthy, maintaining its natural 

strength and to satisfy it in the proper, clean manner. 

At some point in time, the idea was promoted that easy mixing between the two 

sexes, playful conversation and revealing physical attractions help to provide a 

relaxed social atmosphere, with no rigid inhibitions. It was said that this is necessary 

as a preventive measure against arbitrary suppression of natural desires and 

psychological complexes and disorders. It reduces the pressure of the sexual urge 

and prevents an uncontrollable explosion, etc. 

Such ideas were promoted as a result of the advancement of theories that aimed to 

deprive man of his distinctive characteristics that separate the human race from 

animals, and which put man at the same level as animals. The most important of 

these theories was Freud’s. But all this was no more than theoretical assumptions. I 

have seen with my own eyes, in a permissive society that abandoned all social, moral 

and religious restrictions, solid evidence to undermine its very foundation.18 I have 

seen in a country that does not place a single restriction on exposing the human body 

or on sexual relations, in all forms and types, that such freedom in no way refines or 

controls the sexual urge. On the contrary, it led to an insatiable quest for sexual 

pleasure. I also saw much of the psychological problems and disorders which were 

                                                 
18 The author is referring here to his stay in the USA in 1949-1951. — Editor’s note. 
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claimed to be triggered only by deprivation and isolation from the other sex. They 

were on the increase, as were all types of sexual perversion. And all this was a direct 

result of free, unrestrained mixing between the two sexes, total permissiveness, 

exposure of much of the human body in the street, seductive gestures, suggestive 

glances, etc. This is not the place for recording such scenes in detail, but I only have 

to say that all this indicates the need to revise those theories, which are contradicted 

by what prevails in society. 

Attraction to the other sex is both natural and profound, because God has made it 

the means by which human life continues and by which man can fulfil his task on 

earth. It is a permanent attraction that subsides for a while and then regains strength. 

To stir it at all times will undoubtedly keep it on the boil. Thus, it requires physical 

satisfaction. If this does not take place, tension will rise and man finds himself in a 

sort of permanent torture. Excitement takes place through a look, a move, a smile, a 

joke and even the tone in one’s speech. The best safeguard is to reduce such 

excitement so that the mutual attraction between man and woman remains within its 

natural limits, and finds its satisfaction in the proper and natural way. This is the line 

Islam prefers. 

The two verses we are now discussing give us some examples of how Islam helps 

to reduce the chances of excitement and sin: “Tell believing men to lower their gaze and 

to be mindful of their chastity. This is most conducive to their purity. God is certainly aware 

of all that they do.” (Verse 30) 

Lowering their gaze is an act of refining men’s manners. It represents an attempt 

to rise above the desire to look at women’s physical charms. As such, it is a practical 

step to ensure that the first window of temptation is shut. Minding their chastity is 

the natural result of lowering their gaze. It is indeed the second step that comes after 

strengthening one’s will and rising above the natural urge right at the beginning. 

Hence, the two are stated in the same verse as a cause and effect, or as two 

consecutive steps both in personal conscience and in reality. 

“This is most conducive to their purity.” (Verse 30) It ensures that their feelings 

remain pure, unaffected by licentious desire and promiscuous action. Thus, feelings 

retain their noble human standards, and do not sink to animal levels. This protects 

honour, integrity and sanctities within the community. Besides, it is God who lays 

down such preventive measures, fully aware as He certainly is of people’s 

psychology, natural instincts thoughts and motives: “God is certainly aware of all that 

they do.” 

“And tell believing women to lower their gaze and to be mindful of their chastity.” (Verse 

31) They must not cast hungry or seductive looks at men to arouse their desire. Nor 

are they permitted any sexual behaviour other than what is lawful and clean. Thus, 
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children that are born as a result will have nothing to be ashamed of when they have 

to face society and play their roles in it. 

“And not to display their charms except what may ordinarily appear thereof” (Verse 31) 

The Arabic term z nah, translated here as ‘charms’, has wider connotations than 

natural beauty. It includes adornments women add to look more attractive. Such 

adornments are lawful for women to use, because they satisfy a natural female 

tendency that makes women always want to look beautiful and attractive. Such 

adornments differ from one time to another, but whatever form they take, they are 

meant to satisfy the same natural motive of appearing more beautiful and displaying 

charms before men. 

Since this is a natural tendency, Islam does not suppress it; it brings it under 

control so that a woman displays her charms before one man, who is her spouse who 

sees her as no one else does. In addition, her close relatives who may not be married 

to her may see some of her charms as well, because their desires are not excited as a 

result, considering their close relation. However, the charms or adornments that 

appear on a woman’s face and hands are permissible to see. The Prophet said to 

Asm ’ bint Abī Bakr, his sister-in-law: “Asm ’! When a woman attains puberty, 

nothing should be seen of her except this [and he pointed to face and hands].” 

[Related by Abū D wūd]19 

Prompt Compliance with Divine Orders 

A further instruction is given to women with regard to their public appearance: 

“Let them draw their head-coverings over their bosoms.” (Verse 31) We have a translation 

problem here because the Qur’ nic verse uses the term jayb, which does not mean 

‘bosom’. Jayb instead means the top opening of a dress which is bound to reveal a 

part of a woman’s bosom. Hence, women are ordered to bring their head coverings 

down so as to cover this opening, thus covering their heads, necks and chests. In this 

way, they cover their charms so as not to be displayed before hungry eyes, not even 

in a sudden encounter between man and woman. A God-fearing man will always try 

not to make such a look last long, or repeat it. Yet, it may have a lasting effect if 

charms and adornments are seen suddenly. Hence, the instruction to keep them 

covered. What is important to realize here is that God wants to spare people this type 

of test. 

Despite their natural desire to want to appear beautiful, the Muslim women who 

received this instruction did not slacken to put it into effect because their hearts were 

resplendent with God’s light. In pre- Islamic ignorant days, women used to go out in 

                                                 
19 This ad th is classified as mursal, which means that it is poor in authenticity. 
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public revealing their bosoms, just like women do today in non-Islamic societies. Yet 

when the order was revealed requiring women to cover themselves and reveal only 

what appears naturally of their charms, their response was as ` ’ishah describes: 

“May God bestow His grace on the early Muslim women: when God revealed His 

order, ‘Let them draw their head- coverings over their bosoms,’ they tore their 

dresses and used them to cover their heads.” [Related by al-Bukh rī] 

Şafiyyah bint Shaybah reports: “We were at ` ’ishah’s place when some women 

spoke about Qurayshi women and their virtues. ` ’ishah said: There is no doubt that 

Qurayshi women have their virtues, but I have seen none like the Anş r women in 

their ardent belief in God’s book and undoubted faith in divine revelations. When 

the verse was revealed in S rah al-N r stating, ‘Let them draw their head-coverings 

over their bosoms,’ their men went home and read to them what God had revealed. 

A man would read this to his wife, daughter, sister and other relatives. Every single 

woman of them took out her printed dress and wrapped it over her head, in 

obedience to what God had revealed in confirmation of its application to them. In the 

morning they prayed behind God’s Messenger, wearing their head coverings as 

though they were carrying crows on their heads.” [Related by Abū D wūd] 

Islam has refined the tastes of Islamic society and its sense of beauty for it no 

longer seeks the lewd and licentious. Exposing bodily charms attracts a man’s 

physical instinct. Modesty, on the other hand, shows a clean type of beauty that 

refines man’s sense. It is the type of beauty worthy of man, because it imparts a sense 

of purity and chastity. 

Today, Islam produces the same effect among women believers, despite the fact 

that the general taste in society has sunk so low as to encourage the revealing of 

physical charms and the exposure of other parts of the human body. Nevertheless, 

women believers voluntarily cover themselves as God requires them to do, while 

other women around them try to attract men by their physical presence. 

Maintaining such modesty in appearance is another preventive measure Islam 

puts in place to protect both the individual and society. Hence, it is not required in 

situations where temptation is inconceivable. Thus, close relatives who are barred 

from inter-marriage are excluded. Normally there is no sexual attraction between 

such relatives who include fathers, sons, fathers-in-law, stepsons, brothers and 

nephews. Also excepted are Muslim women, as the verse makes clear: “or their 

womenfolk.” Women generally are not included in this exception, because they may 

describe Muslim women and their charms to their husbands, brothers and other 

men. An authentic ad th quotes the Prophet as saying: “No woman should describe 

another woman to her husband as though he is seeing her.” [Related by al-Bukh rī 
and Muslim] Muslim women, on the other hand, are reliable. Their faith prevents 

them from describing the physical charms of a Muslim woman to their husbands. 
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Another exception applies to slaves: “or those whom they rightfully possess.” Some 

scholars say that this applies to women slaves only, while others include male slaves 

too because a slave does not look up to his mistress in a carnal way. But the first view 

is more logical because a slave is a man with all the desire any other man has, even 

though he is placed in a special or unfavourable situation. Also excepted are “such 

male attendants as are free of physical desire,” who may not be attracted to women for 

one reason or another, such as being impotent or feeble minded. In this case, a 

woman’s physical beauty causes no temptation. Similarly excepted are “children that 

are as yet unaware of women’s nakedness.” These are children who do not yet feel any 

sexual desire because they are too young. When they are older and become sexually 

aware and attracted to women, even though they might not have attained their 

puberty, nonetheless the original rules apply to them. 

All these – with the exception of husbands – may see a woman uncovered, except 

for the area between her waistline and knees, because the cause that prevents such 

looks does not apply in their case. A husband, on the other hand, may see his wife 

without restriction. 

Since this is a preventive measure, the Qur’ nic verse goes on to prohibit the 

movements a woman may make in order to attract attention to her adornments or 

charms that are not readily visible. Such movements may be exciting even though the 

adornments themselves may remain invisible. 

“Let them not swing their legs in walking so as to draw attention to their hidden charms.” 

(Verse 31) This order results from profound knowledge of human psychology. 

Sometimes, the human imagination may be a more powerful trigger for desire. Many 

are the men who, on seeing a woman’s shoes, dress or jewellery, are more excited 

than by seeing her body. Many are the ones that are sexually excited by the mental 

image they draw of a woman than by seeing her in person. Psychiatrists have 

identified such cases which may need treatment. The tinkle of jewellery or the smell 

of perfume may excite some people and kindle their sexual desire. With some, this 

could become irresistible. The Qur’ n takes effective and appropriate action against 

all this, because its message is sent by God the Creator who knows His creation and 

who is kind to, and fully aware of, them all. 

The verse concludes with turning people’s hearts to God, opening the door of 

repentance and forgiveness for all that was done before its revelation. “Believers, turn 

to God in repentance, so that you may achieve success.” (Verse 31) Thus, it enhances their 

feelings that God watches over them, and that He is kind to them, taking care of 

them. He helps them overcome their weakness in respect of sexual desire. Yet 

nothing can bring this under proper control more effectively than faith and fearing 

God. 
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Promoting Easy Marriage 

Up to this point, the measures the Qur’ n speaks about are preventive. Yet sexual 

attraction is very real and needs practical steps to ensure its proper control. The most 

important solution is marriage and the taking of positive steps to encourage it, 

together with making other ways of sexual response far more difficult or even totally 

unavailable. 

Marry the single from among you as well as such of your male and female slaves as 
are virtuous. If they are poor, God will grant them sufficiency out of His bounty. God 
is Munificent, All-Knowing. As for those who are unable to marry, let them live in 
continence until God grants them sufficiency out of His bounty. And if any of your 
slaves desire to obtain a deed of freedom, write it out for them if you are aware of any 
good in them; and give them something of the wealth God has given you. Do not force 
your maids to prostitution when they desire to preserve their chastity, in order to 
make some worldly gain. If anyone should force them, then after they have been 
compelled, God will be much forgiving, merciful [to them]. (Verses 32-33) 

Marriage is the proper way to satisfy natural sexual desires. Hence, all 

impediments that make marriage difficult should be removed so that human life can 

progress in this natural and simple way. Money is the primary impediment facing 

those who wish to establish families and protect themselves against sin. Hence, Islam 

puts in place an integrated system that does not make a requirement without 

providing its tools or the conditions that are conducive to its fulfilment. As it requires 

people to maintain their chastity, it makes marriage easy for all people. Hence only 

the one who deliberately turns away from the clean and pure way indulges in sin. 

Therefore, Islam requires the Muslim community to provide financial assistance for 

those who lack the wherewithal to get married: “Marry the single from among you as 

well as such of your male and female slaves as are virtuous. If they are poor, God will grant 

them sufficiency out of His bounty.” (Verse 32) 

The order includes all those who are single, men and women, although only free 

people are meant here initially. Those who are in bondage are specifically mentioned 

later: “as well as such of your male and female slaves as are virtuous.” They all need 

money for this purpose, as it is clearly understood from the rest of the verse: “If they 

are poor, God will grant them sufficiency out of His bounty.” 

This order is given to the Muslim community to enable single people to marry. 

The majority of scholars are of the view that this order is meant as a recommendation 

because there were single people during the time of the Prophet and they were not 

made to marry. Had this order been meant as an obligation, the Prophet would have 

ensured they all married. In our view, this order states an obligation, but it does not 

mean that a Muslim ruler is required to compel those who are single to get married. 
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What it means instead is that the Muslim community must help single people who 

wish to get married, thus enabling them to guard their chastity. Islam considers this 

to be a practical measure of protection so that the Muslim community remains free of 

adultery, as it is duty bound to remain so. Providing the means to fulfil an obligation 

is also obligatory. 

We should remember though that Islam is a fully integrated system. Hence, it 

provides adequate measures to set the economy of the Muslim community on the 

right footing. Thus, it provides good job opportunities for those who are able to 

work, so that they do not need assistance from the treasury. However, in exceptional 

situations, the public treasury is required to provide such assistance. This means that 

in the Islamic economic system, everyone has an income to meet their needs. The 

provision of jobs giving adequate income is a duty of the Muslim state and a right 

owing to individual citizens. Giving financial assistance by the public treasury is the 

exception, not the rule. 

Financial Help for Marriage 

When, despite all this, there remain in the community single men and women 

who are poor, unable to meet the expenses of marriage, the Muslim community must 

help them marry. The same applies to slaves, of both sexes. However, this duty 

applies in the first place to their masters, if they can meet such expenses. Poverty 

should never be an impediment preventing marriage when single men or women are 

suitable for marriage and are willing. It is God who provides for all. He has made it 

clear that He will give them enough when they choose the clean and healthy way, 

guarding their chastity through marriage. “If they are poor, God will grant them 

sufficiency out of His bounty.” (Verse 32) The Prophet says: “Three categories of people 

have the right to help provided by God: a person striving for God’s cause, and a 

slave who has arranged to buy his own freedom and wants to fulfil his commitment, 

and one who wants to marry in order to guard his own chastity.” [Related by al-

Tirmidhī and al-Nas ’ī] 

Until the Muslim community provides the necessary help to enable them to get 

married, single people are instructed to guard their chastity. “As for those who are 

unable to marry, let them live in continence until God grants them sufficiency out of His 

bounty.” (Verse 33) This He certainly does, because “God is Munificent, All-Knowing.” 

(Verse 33) He does not stint the means of a person who wants to stick to the way of 

purity and chastity as He is fully aware of people’s intentions. 

We see how Islam provides a practical solution to a real problem. Every individual 

who is fit to marry should be able to do so, even though he or she may lack the 

necessary financial ability. In most cases, money, or the lack of it, is the most difficult 
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barrier that prevents people from getting married. 

It is recognized that the presence of slaves within the community allows moral 

standards to fall, encouraging loose moral attitudes because, generally speaking, 

slaves have a weaker sense of human dignity. At the same time slavery was 

inevitable at the advent of Islam, considering the need to apply the same rules to 

captives of war taken by Muslims as Muslim captives received at the hands of their 

non- Muslim captors. Yet Islam took a unilateral initiative to free slaves whenever 

possible, until a new world order allowed for the total abolition of slavery. It is in this 

vein that Islam required that a slave who wished to buy his own freedom should be 

freed in return for an agreed sum of money which he paid to his master. “And if any 

of your slaves desire to obtain a deed of freedom, write it out for them if you are aware of any 

good in them.” (Verse 33) 

Scholars have different views on whether this is obligatory, but we believe it to be 

so because it fits well with the line Islam adopts on freedom and human dignity. 

When a slave signs a deed of freedom, the money he earns through his own work 

belongs to him so that he can fulfil his commitment under the deed of freedom. What 

is more is that he can rightfully claim to be helped from zak t funds: “And give them 

something of the wealth God has given you.” (Verse 33) The only condition that applies 

in such situations is that the master should be aware that the slave is a good person. 

The goodness that the verse refers to is that the slave should be a Muslim in the first 

place, and that he or she should be able to earn their living through their work. A 

freed slave should not become a liability to society, or forced to resort to degrading 

practices in order to survive. Islam lays down a system of social security which is 

very practical. It does not raise empty slogans nor does it try to meet them without 

looking at the realities that follow. It does not merely seek to free slaves without 

giving that freedom real meaning. Slaves will not achieve a real standard of freedom 

unless they are able to earn their living so that they neither beg nor resort to some 

dirty practices to survive. Some such practices are far worse than slavery. 

Islam frees slaves in order to cleanse society, and so avoid it becoming more 

contaminated with vice. 

By the grace of God, slavery has been abolished after the signing of international 

treaties and conventions that prohibit the enslavement of captives of war. Under 

Islam, slavery was allowed only provisionally, on the basis of measure-for-measure 

in the treatment of enemy captives of war. 

Fair Treatment for the Least Privileged 

What is worse than the presence of slaves in the community is that some slaves 

might be put to prostitution. In pre-Islamic days, a master might make his female 
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slaves prostitutes, taking some or all of their wages. This form of prostitution 

continues to be practised today. As Islam wants the Islamic social environment to be 

pure, it forbids all adultery, particularly this form of prostitution. “Do not force your 

maids to prostitution when they desire to preserve their chastity, in order to make some 

worldly gain. If anyone should force them, then after they have been compelled, God will be 

much forgiving, merciful [to them].” (Verse 33) This verse warns those who force their 

maids into prostitution, and rebukes them for seeking to enrich themselves in this 

highly immoral way. It also promises those who are forced to it forgiveness and 

mercy. 

Al-Suddī mentions that this verse points directly to `Abdull h ibn Ubayy, the chief 

hypocrite in Madīnah. He had a slave maid named Mu` dhah. When he received a 

guest, he would give him this maid to sleep with, hoping to gain financial reward or 

some other favour from him. The maid complained of this to Abū Bakr, and Abū 

Bakr reported it to the Prophet who ordered `Abdull h ibn Ubayy to refrain from 

such deeds. `Abdull h complained: “Who will restore justice to us against 

Muhammad? He interferes on behalf of our maid!” This verse was then revealed. 

The prohibition of compelling girls, who wish to maintain their chastity, into 

prostitution for financial gain was part of the Qur’ nic method of cleansing the 

Islamic social environment and of blocking all dirty methods of satisfying sexual 

desires. When prostitution is condoned in society, it tempts many people because it is 

so easy. When such avenues are not available, people have to seek the clean way of 

marriage to satisfy their natural desires. 

There is no validity in the argument that prostitution works as a safety device to 

protect families, or that it is the only way to satisfy a natural need when marriage is 

difficult, or that unless such an easy way is found, people assault honourable 

women. This is indeed a twisted argument that confuses causes and results. Sexual 

desire must remain clean, pure and directed to serve the purpose of procreation, so 

that new generations can grow up in a clean environment. Communities must reform 

their economic systems so that everyone can have a reasonable standard of living 

which enables him or her to marry. Should there remain exceptional cases, these 

would be properly considered and appropriate treatment found for them. This leaves 

no need for prostitution, or filthy brothels where those who want to ease the pressure 

of their natural sexual desire can throw aside their burden, in the same way as 

garbage is publicly thrown over a dunghill. It is the economic system that should be 

reformed so as to prevent such filth from existing. The inadequacy of economic 

systems should never be the basis of an argument for brothels where humanity is 

exceedingly humiliated. 

This is exactly the method Islam adopts, providing an integrated system that 

maintains purity and helps people preserve their chastity. It is a system that provides 
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a bridge linking this world with heaven, and elevates humanity to a sublime level 

that is enlightened with God’s guidance. 

The whole passage concludes with a verse that provides suitable comments on its 

subject matter: “We have bestowed upon you from on high revelations clearly showing the 

truth, and lessons from [the stories of] those who have passed away before you, and 

admonition for the God- fearing.” (Verse 34) Its verses are clear. They show the truth, 

leaving no room for ambiguity or distortion. It portrays the fate of earlier 

communities that deviated from the divine method and the punishment meted out to 

them. The Qur’ n also provides an admonition for the God-fearing who realize that 

God watches all that we do. Thus, they stand in awe of God and they follow the right 

path. All the rules and the rulings outlined in this passage fit well with this comment 

which emphasizes the bond between people’s hearts with God Almighty who 

bestowed this Qur’ n from on high. 
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3 

The Light of Heaven and 

Earth 

God is the light of the heavens and the earth. His 

light may be compared to a niche containing a 

lamp; the lamp within a glass, the glass like a 

radiant star; lit from a blessed tree – an olive tree 

that is neither of the east nor of the west. Its very 

oil would almost give light even though no fire had 

touched it. Light upon light! God guides to His 

light him that wills [to be guided]. God 

propounds parables for all people, since God alone 

has full knowledge of all things. (35) 

In houses which God has sanctioned to be raised 

so that His name be remembered in them, there 

are [such as] extol His limitless glory, morning 

and evening (36) 

– people whom neither commerce nor profit can 

divert from the remembrance of God, and from 

attending regularly to prayer, and from charity; 

who are filled with fear of the day when all hearts 

and eyes will be convulsed; (37) 

who [only hope] that God may reward them in 

accordance with the best that they ever did, and 

lavish His grace upon them. God gives to whom 

He wills beyond all reckoning. (38) 
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As for the unbelievers, their deeds are like a 

mirage in the desert, which the thirsty traveller 

supposes to be water, but when he comes near to 

it, he finds that it is nothing. But he finds that 

God [has always been present] with him, and 

that He will pay him his account in full; for God 

is swift in reckoning. (39) 

Or else, like the depths of darkness in a vast deep 

ocean, covered by waves above which are waves, 

with clouds above it all: depths of darkness, layer 

upon layer, [so that] when one holds up his hand, 

he can hardly see it. Indeed the one from whom 

God withholds light shall find no light at all. 

(40) 

Are you not aware that it is God whose limitless 

glory all creatures that are in the heavens and 

earth extol, even the birds as they spread out their 

wings? Each of them knows how to pray to Him 

and to glorify Him; and God has full knowledge 

of all that they do. (41) 

To God belongs the dominion over the heavens 

and the earth, and to God shall all return. (42) 

Are you not aware that it is God who causes the 

clouds to move onwards, then joins them together, 

then piles them up in masses, until you can see 

rain come forth from their midst. He it is who 

sends down from the skies mountainous masses 

charged with hail, striking with it whom He wills 

and averting it from whom He wills. The flash of 

His lightning well- nigh deprives people of their 
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Overview 

So far the s rah has dealt with the most crude aspects of the human constitution in 

order to purify and refine them. It has dealt with sexual desire, including its different 

appeals, as well as the inclination to spread rumours and level accusations at people 

causing anger and distress. It has also dealt with indecency fermenting within 

people’s hearts, finding verbal expression and then spreading into actual life itself. In 

all these it laid down very stern punishments for adultery and for false accusation of 

committing it. It portrayed a horrid example of false accusations levelled at chaste 

women who are unaware of what is being said about them. It also provided 

prevention measures, such as seeking permission before entering other people’s 

homes, lowering one’s gaze when meeting others, and covering personal charms and 

adornments. It further warned against unnecessary sexual excitement, encouraged 

marriage and the freedom of slaves and prohibited prostitution. All these measures, 

varied as they are, help to control the physical impulse and strengthen the motives to 

maintain one’s chastity and aspire to higher standards of purity. 

At the conclusion of its comments on the false story about ` ’ishah the s rah dealt 

with the lingering effects of that incident: in particular the distress, anger, distortion 

of values and anxiety. Thus we find the Prophet (peace be upon him) calm and 

reassured, ` ’ishah herself well satisfied and happy, her father Abū Bakr kind and 

forgiving, and Şafw n ibn al-Mu`a al pleased with God’s declaration of his 

innocence, and the whole Muslim community turning back to God after realizing 

how they were lost in confusion. Now they are back on track, recognizing God’s 

favours and grace, and following His guidance. 

sight. (43) 

It is God who causes night and day to alternate. 

In this too there is surely a lesson for all who have 

eyes to see. (44) 

God has created every animal from water; and 

among them are such as creep on their bellies, and 

such as walk on two legs, and others yet on four. 

God creates what He wills. Surely God has 

power over all things. (45) 
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 With such directives, education and refinement the s rah now deals with the 

human soul, how it suddenly lights up, aspiring to the great light that fills the 

heavens and earth. Muslims are now ready to receive the enlightenment that they 

need in a world full of light. 

God’s Radiant Light 

“God is the light of the heavens and the earth.” (Verse 35) No sooner does this 

remarkable statement impart its meaning than a bright light spreads over the whole 

universe and lightens up feelings and emotions, filling hearts and minds. The entire 

universe swims in a radiant light. Screens and curtains are removed, hearts radiate, 

spirits fly high, and everything is purified in a sea of light. All shed their burdens 

and join together in an atmosphere of pure happiness and delight. Indeed, the 

universe and all it contains break their fetters so as to let the heavens and earth meet, 

the distant and the near come together, as do the animate and the inanimate. What is 

hidden joins with what is apparent, as do people’s hearts and senses. 

“God is the light of the heavens and the earth.” He is the light from which they derive 

their essence as well as their perfect system. He is the One who gives them their 

existence and the law that governs such existence. Man has recently been able to 

discover, through scientific achievements, a part of this great truth when what they 

used to call ‘matter’ was transformed, through nuclear fusion, into radiation that has 

no form or substance other than light. Thus, man discovered that an atom contains 

electrons that produce radiation. By contrast, the human heart was able to 

comprehend this great truth many centuries before science made its discoveries. 

Every time the human heart attained a high level of purity, aspiring to the sublime 

light, it was able to understand this truth. It was fully comprehended by 

Muhammad, God’s Messenger, as he started his journey back from ’if, when he 

gave up on people and sought refuge with his Lord. Appealing to God Almighty, he 

said: “I seek refuge in the light of Your face by which all darkness is dispelled and 

both this life and the life to come are put on their right courses.” His heart shined 

with this sublime light on his night journey which took him from Makkah to 

Jerusalem and then to heaven. When later ` ’ishah, his wife, asked him whether he 

saw his Lord, he answered: “It is all light. How could I see Him?” 

An Example Portraying God’s Light 

The human heart cannot take such abundant light for long; nor can it aspire to that 

great horizon for long. Hence, after this statement that opens up this endless scope, 

the s rah begins to bring it closer so as to make it better understood. The example is 

at once tangible and practical: 
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His light may be compared to a niche containing a lamp; the lamp within a glass, the 
glass like a radiant star; lit from a blessed tree – an olive tree that is neither of the east 
nor of the west. Its very oil would almost give light even though no fire had touched it. 
Light upon light! (Verse 35) 

This comparison seeks to put the infinite right before a mind that has finite ability. 

It simply portrays a miniscule picture to present it to man who cannot contemplate 

its great reality. It seeks to show the nature of light when the human imagination 

cannot entertain its endless spread. 

The verse begins by stating the fact that “God is the light of the heavens and the earth,” 

but then it brings us fast from this great expanse to a niche, a small artificial wall 

recess in which a lamp is placed so as to focus its light and make it shine. “His light 

may be compared to a niche containing a lamp.” It adds one element of strength and 

concentration after another: “The lamp within a glass,” which protects it from the wind 

and purifies its light to make it stronger and more radiant: “The glass like a radiant 

star.” We see the glass painted here as bright, transparent, almost shining. At this 

point the verse links the example and the reality, the likeness and the original, the 

small glass and the radiant star. Thus we do not concentrate our reflection on the 

miniscule picture which is presented only to help us understand the great reality. 

The s rah immediately reverts to the small example of the lamp, which is “lit from 

a blessed tree – an olive tree...” The purest light known to the first people addressed by 

the Qur’ n was that of olive oil. But this is not the only reason for choosing this 

example. It is an example that has connotations of sacredness associated with the 

blessed tree. These connotations recall the image of the sacred valley, the nearest 

place to Arabia in which olive trees grow in abundance. The Qur’ n refers to this tree 

and gives it special significance: “We bring forth... a tree that grows on Mount Sinai 

yielding oil and relish for all to eat.” (23: 19-20) It is a tree that lives for ages, and it 

brings endless benefits to man through its oil, wood, leaves and fruit. Once again the 

text turns from the little example to remind us of the great reality. This tree is not a 

particular one, and it does not belong to a particular place or direction. It is merely an 

example given to make the reality easier to understand. Hence, it is described as 

“neither of the east nor of the west.” Moreover, its oil is not the one we see and know. It 

is different and far more remarkable: “Its very oil would almost give light even though no 

fire had touched it.” It is so transparent and bright that it almost gives light without 

burning. The example concludes with another remarkable statement: “Light upon 

light.” Thus, we are back with the original light that bears no comparison. 

It is God’s light that dispels all darkness in the heavens and the earth. It is a light 

whose nature and scope are beyond our comprehension. The aim here is to make our 

hearts aspire to see this light: “God guides to His light him that wills [to be guided].” 
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(Verse 35) Those who open their hearts to the light will see it because it spreads far 

and wide in the heavens and the earth. It is permanent, unending, unscreened, and it 

never fades. Whenever the human heart looks for it, it is sure to find it. In the midst 

of his confusion, man can always find it providing guidance and establishing a bond 

between him and his Lord. 

This comparison is given by God so as to make our minds able to comprehend the 

nature of His light. He alone knows the full extent of our ability: “God propounds 

parables for all people, since God alone has full knowledge of all things.” (Verse 35) 

This light which spreads in abundance in the heavens and earth is best seen in 

perfect clarity in the houses of God where people’s hearts look up to Him, remember 

Him, stand in awe of Him and dedicate themselves to Him in preference to all else: 

In houses which God has sanctioned to be raised so that His name be remembered in 
them, there are [such as] extol His limitless glory, morning and evening – people 
whom neither commerce nor profit can divert from the remembrance of God, and from 
attending regularly to prayer, and from charity; who are filled with fear of the day 
when all hearts and eyes will be convulsed; who [only hope] that God may reward 
them in accordance with the best that they ever did, and lavish His grace upon them. 
God gives to whom He wills beyond all reckoning. (Verses 36-38) 

There is a close affinity between the scene of the niche in the first verse and the 

following scene of God’s houses. This is perfectly in line with the Qur’ nic method of 

putting together images that have close parallels. Likewise, there is close affinity 

between the lamp shining with light in the niche and hearts shining with the light of 

glorifying God in His houses. 

When God sanctions something, it takes place just as He has approved. Since He 

has sanctioned the raising of these houses, they are there, functioning, purified and 

respected. The view showing them standing tall is in harmony with God’s light that 

radiates throughout the heavens and the earth. These houses are naturally noble 

which again fits perfectly with the brilliant light described earlier. Their special, 

venerated position makes them fit for the remembrance of God’s name: “In houses 

which God has sanctioned to be raised so that His name be remembered in them.” (Verse 36) 

They are also in harmony with the radiant hearts of the believers who stand up in 

prayer, glorify God and extol His praises. They are “people whom neither commerce nor 

profit can divert from the remembrance of God, and from attending regularly to prayer, and 

from charity.” (Verse 37) Needless to say, trade and commerce aim to make a profit. 

Yet although these believers are engaged in such enterprises, they are not diverted 

from their obligation towards God or their fellow human beings. Hence they attend 

regularly and properly to their prayers and pay their zak t and charity. These people 

“are filled with fear of the day when all hearts and eyes will be convulsed.” (Verse 37) On 
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that day, people’s hearts and eyes will be in turmoil, unsteady. It is a day of utter fear 

and distress. Hence, they fear what may happen to them then. In order to spare 

themselves, they are never diverted by their immediate concerns of business and 

profit from attending to their duties towards their Lord. 

Yet despite their fear, they have high hopes “that God may reward them in accordance 

with the best that they ever did, and lavish His grace upon them.” (Verse 38) Their hopes 

will never be frustrated; for, “God gives to whom He wills beyond all reckoning.” (Verse 

38) There are no limits to God’s favours and no restrictions on what He may wish to 

bestow on His devoted servants. 

Deeds That Come to Nothing 

In contrast to this radiant light that shines throughout the heavens and the earth, 

focusing on the houses dedicated to God and enlightening the hearts of the faithful, 

the s rah shows a different situation where no light can penetrate and no one is safe; 

a situation devoid of all goodness. That is the situation in which the unbelievers find 

themselves: 

As for the unbelievers, their deeds are like a mirage in the desert, which the thirsty 
traveller supposes to be water, but when he comes near to it, he finds that it is nothing. 
But he finds that God [has always been present] with him, and that He will pay him 
his account in full; for God is swift in reckoning. (Verse 39) 

This is the first of two remarkable scenes the s rah paints of the unbelievers and 

their destiny. Both are full of life and movement. In this scene their actions are shown 

like a mirage in an open space. It gives a false shine which attracts the thirsty 

traveller who moves towards it. He is totally unaware of what he might find there, 

other than the prospect of quenching his thirst. Suddenly, the whole scene moves 

swiftly, and we see the thirsty traveller arriving at this place but finding no water to 

drink. Instead, he is in for a great surprise, one which he could never have imagined. 

It is awesome, striking fear into his heart and leaving him utterly bewildered. What 

he finds is the realization that God has always been present with him. He had denied 

God’s existence, turned his back on Him and adopted a hostile attitude to faith. In his 

state of total oblivion to anything other than the water he needs, should he find there 

a human adversary, he would be startled and confused. But he finds no human 

opponent. He finds God Almighty who takes him to account. 

And then what happens? “God will pay him his account in full.” All this occurs very 

quickly, in line with the initial and sudden shock. The final comment on this scene is 

“God is swift in reckoning.” Again the comment perfectly suits the rapidity of the 

scene. 
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In the second scene layers of darkness gather on top of each other, to contrast with 

the false brightness of the mirage. Great fear is transmitted by the bottomless ocean 

engulfed in darkness, and waves upon waves moving in a never-ending motion. 

Above all this, dark clouds gather. Thus, layers of darkness amass, to the extent that 

if someone were to hold out their hand, they would fail to see it in the engulfing 

darkness. Hence it is a darkness that spreads an air of fear and panic. 

This is all a description of unbelief, which is shown as darkness totally isolated 

from the divine light that radiates throughout the universe. It is a deep error which 

prevents people from seeing even the nearest sign of guidance, a fear that leaves no 

trace of security. For, “indeed the one from whom God withholds light shall find no light at 

all.” (Verse 40) God’s light is guidance planted in people’s hearts, giving them an 

informed insight, and a bond between human nature and the laws that operate in the 

universe at large. It is the only true enlightenment. A person who is cut off from this 

light remains in a darkness that cannot be removed, in a fear without security, and in 

error without return. At the end he finds all his actions to be a mirage leading him to 

ruin. No action is valid unless it is based on faith. There is no guidance without faith, 

and no light unless it is God’s light. 

All Glorify God 

This is an extraordinary scene of unbelief, error and darkness in human life. Yet it 

is followed by one of faith, guidance and light in the great universe. This is a scene 

showing the entire universe with all that lives in it, human and jinn, planets and 

stars, and all beings, whether animate or inanimate, sharing in God’s glorification. 

We feel how awesome the scene is as we hear the glorification echoed everywhere in 

the heavens and the earth: 

Are you not aware that it is God whose limitless glory all creatures that are in the 
heavens and earth extol, even the birds as they spread out their wings? Each of them 
knows how to pray to Him and to glorify Him; and God has full knowledge of all that 
they do. (Verse 41) 

Man does not live alone in this universe. All around him, to his right and to his 

left, above him and beneath him, and in the expanse beyond, whether reached by his 

imagination or not, there are beings God has created with different natures, forms 

and shapes. All share in their belief in God, turn to Him and extol His praises. He 

“has full knowledge of all that they do.” 

The Qur’ n directs man to look around him: all is of God’s making and all living 

things everywhere in the heavens and the earth are His creatures, glorifying Him 

and singing His praises. The Qur’ n also directs our full attention to something we 
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see every day without stirring any feeling in us because of its familiarity: it is the 

scene of birds lifting up their legs and spreading out their wings as they fly. They 

also glorify God. “Each of them knows how to pray to Him and to glorify Him.” (Verse 41) 

Only man neglects to glorify his Lord when he is the one who should be most aware 

of the importance of believing in God and glorifying Him. 

In this scene, the whole universe appears full of humility as it turns to its Creator, 

singing His praises, addressing its prayers to Him. This it does by nature. Its 

obedience to God is represented in its laws which operate by God’s will. When man 

refines his senses, he sees this scene as reality, as though he hears the rhythm of 

God’s glorification echoed throughout the universe. He shares with all creatures their 

prayers and appeals to God. Such was Muhammad, God’s Messenger, (peace be 

upon him). When he walked, he heard the gravel under his feet singing God’s 

praises. Such was David too for when he chanted his Psalms, the mountains and 

birds chanted with him. 

“To God belongs the dominion over the heavens and the earth, and to God shall all 

return.” (Verse 42) No one should turn anywhere other than to Him, and no refuge is 

to be sought except with Him. Meeting Him is inevitable. His punishment, if 

deserved, cannot be averted except through His grace. To Him all shall return. 

Snatching Eyesight 

Next the s rah portrays yet another scene which people pass by paying little 

attention to it. It is very pleasant to the eye, carrying a message to the heart and 

inviting the mind to reflect on God’s creation as well as the pointers to faith available 

everywhere in the universe. It provides an area to contemplate the only source of real 

light, right guidance and true faith. 

Are you not aware that it is God who causes the clouds to move onwards, then joins 
them together, then piles them up in masses, until you can see rain come forth from 
their midst. He it is who sends down from the skies mountainous masses charged with 
hail, striking with it whom He wills and averting it from whom He wills. The flash of 
His lightning well-nigh deprives people of their sight. (Verse 43) 

The scene is portrayed at leisure, slowly, with its component parts being raised up 

for reflection before they combine panoramically. All this is done deliberately, so that 

the very sight of these details touches people’s hearts and awakens their minds to 

reflection on God’s perfect design. 

It is God’s design that drives the clouds from one place to another, before allowing 

these clouds to come together and pile up into a great mass. When this becomes 
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heavy, it bears water that begins to ooze out and then pour down in heavy rain. 

When piled up, the clouds look like great mountains, producing small pieces of hail. 

No one sees the clouds look like mountains better than a passenger in a plane that 

flies higher than the clouds, or moves through them. The scene at this elevation 

shows the clouds just like mountains, their huge sizes, steep cliffs, as well as high 

and low peaks. It is a scene that shows a reality people could not have seen before 

they were able to fly. 

These mountains are subservient to God’s orders, functioning in accordance with 

His law that governs the universe. It is in accordance with this law that God lets rain 

drop over any community He wants and diverts it from others as He wills. The scene 

is completed with this final statement: “The flash of His lightning well-nigh deprives 

people of their sight.” (Verse 43) It thus provides an element of harmony with the great 

light that fills the whole universe. 

And yet there is another universal scene, showing the night and day: “It is God who 

causes night and day to alternate. In this too there is surely a lesson for all who have eyes to 

see.” (Verse 44) 

When we reflect on the alternation of the night and day, in a perfect system that 

never fails or slackens, our senses are sharpened and we can better appreciate the 

perfection of God’s work and His law that governs the universe. The Qur’ n alerts 

our hearts to such scenes which we normally overlook because of their familiarity. 

Yet they contain a clear message. Hence the Qur’ n helps our hearts to always Face 

the universe with sharpened sensitivity and fresh reaction. Many a heart has 

wondered at the alternation of night and day. Yet it is always the same, losing 

nothing of its striking beauty. It is only our hearts that have lost their interaction with 

this great phenomenon. Much indeed do we lose of the beauty of this universe when 

we look at such phenomena paying little attention to them only because they have 

become familiar. 

The Qur’ n reinvigorates our blunted sensitivity, touches our cold hearts and 

awakens our tired minds so that we can look at the universe as though we see it for 

the first time. We thus stop at every phenomenon reflecting on how it works and 

enquiring about its secrets. We see God’s hand doing its work in everything around 

us, and we reflect on His wisdom and the signs pointing to Him. 

Limitless is God in His glory. He wants to give us more of His favours. He wants 

to gift us the whole universe every time we contemplate one of its phenomena in a 

way that we appreciate it as though we are seeing it for the first time. Thus, we are 

alert to the universe and its message a countless number of times. We then enjoy it 

anew every time we look at it. 

This universe is beautiful, awesome and has a nature that is harmonious with our 
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own nature. Both are derived from the same source, subject to the same law. Thus 

when we relate to the universe we feel greater reassurance, and we experience the 

sort of happiness that we feel when we meet someone dear who has been absent for a 

long time. Besides, in the universe we see God’s light, for “God is the light of the 

heavens and the earth.” (Verse 35) We experience this light in the great expanse of the 

universe, as well as within ourselves, at the same moment at which we look at the 

universe with an open heart that wants to understand the secret of God’s elaborate 

planning. 

Therefore, the Qur’ n reawakens us time and again, drawing our hearts and souls 

to a variety of great universal scenes, so that we do not pass by them with closed 

eyes and sealed hearts. If we do, we end our life journey with very little gain to show 

for our efforts. 

The s rah continues to portray scenes of the universe arousing our interest in 

them. It shows how all life, with its rich variety, originates from the same source, and 

has the same nature: “God has created every animal from water; and among them are such 

as creep on their bellies, and such as walk on two legs, and others yet on four. God creates 

what He wills. Surely God has power over all things.” (Verse 45) 

Here the Qur’ n states in a very simple way a great fact that confirms that the 

origin of all creatures is water. This could mean that water is the basic component of 

all living species. It could also mean what contemporary scientists have been trying 

to prove, namely that life started in the sea, making water its first origin. Later, 

numerous species came into existence. 

We, however, do not like to link any fact stated in the Qur’ n with scientific 

theory, because such theories admit change, modification, or abrogation. Hence, we 

take this statement at its face value, confirming its truth which makes clear that God 

has created all living things from water. This means that having the same origin, they 

present, as we clearly see with our eyes, a wide and rich variety: crawlers creep on 

their bellies, while man and birds walk on two legs, but most animals use all four 

limbs when they walk. All this takes place in accordance with the laws of nature God 

has set in operation. Nothing occurs by chance or coincidence. “God creates what He 

wills,” unrestricted by form or shape. The laws that operate in the universe have been 

established by God’s will: “Surely God has power over all things.” (Verse 45) 

With the great variety that we see in all creatures, an almost endless range of shapes, sizes, 

colours and characteristics is set before us. Yet they all originate from the same source. This 

suggests that it is all intended as such, reflecting the elaborate planning in the universe at large. 

It portrays as false the notion that life started by mere coincidence. What coincidence 

could give birth to such planning or such great variety? It is all the work of God who, in His 

wisdom, has given every living soul its shape and form and guided it to what suits it best in 
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this life. 
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4 

Guidance to the Straight 

Path 

We have sent down revelations that make things 

manifest; and God guides onto a straight way 

him who wills [to be guided]. (46) 

They say: ‘We believe in God and in the 

Messenger, and we obey.’ But then some of them 

turn away after this [assertion]. Surely these are 

not believers. (47) 

Whenever they are summoned to God and His 

Messenger in order that he might judge between 

them, some of them turn away; (48) 

but if the right is on their side, they come to him 

with all submission. (49) 

Is there disease in their hearts? Or are they full of 

doubt? Or do they fear that God and His 

Messenger might deal unjustly with them? Nay, 

it is they who are the wrongdoers. (50) 

The response of believers, whenever they are 

summoned to God and His Messenger in order 

that he may judge between them, is none other 

than, ‘We have heard, and we obey.’ It is they 

that shall be successful. (51) 
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Those who obey God and His Messenger, stand 

in awe of God and remain truly God-fearing are 

the ones who shall certainly triumph. (52) 

They swear their most solemn oaths by God that 

if you [God’s Messenger] should ever bid them to 

do so, they would most certainly march forth. Say: 

‘Do not swear. Your [sort of] obedience is well 

known. God is certainly well aware of all that 

you do.’ (53) 

Say: ‘Obey God, and obey the Messenger.’ But if 

you turn away, he will have to answer only for 

whatever he has been charged with, and you, for 

what you have been charged with. If you obey 

him, you shall be rightly guided. The Messenger is 

not bound to do more than clearly deliver his 

message. (54) 

God has promised those of you who believe and 

do good deeds that, of a certainty, He will cause 

them to accede to power on earth, in the same way 

as He caused those who lived before them to 

accede to it; and that, of a certainty, He will 

firmly establish for them the religion which He 

has chosen for them; and that, of a certainty, He 

will cause their erstwhile state of fear to be replaced 

by a state of security. They will thus worship Me 

alone and associate with Me no partners 

whatsoever. Those who, after this, choose to 

disbelieve are indeed wicked. (55) 

Attend regularly to your prayers and pay your 

zak t, and obey the Messenger, so that you might 

be graced with God’s mercy. (56) 

Do not think that the unbelievers can frustrate 

[God’s plan] on earth. The fire is their abode, 

and vile indeed is such a journey’s end. (57) 
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Overview 

Having thus taken us on a broad round of inspiring universal scenes, the s rah 

brings us back to its main theme, namely good manners and moral values the Qur’ n 

aims to establish in the Muslim community. Once more we see that the Qur’ n wants 

hearts to be purified so as to be bright, reflecting the great light God has placed in the 

heavens and the earth. 

Earlier in the s rah mention was made of people who are not distracted by their 

business or commercial dealings from their duties of remembering God, attending 

regularly to prayers and paying their zak t. It also highlighted the situation of the 

unbelievers, their deeds, the layers of darkness in which they live and their eventual 

destiny. Now the s rah speaks of the hypocrites who benefit nothing by the clear 

signs God has placed all around them, or by His revelations that set all things most 

clearly. These turn their backs on divine guidance. Even though they profess to be 

believers, their attitude is markedly different from that of believers who obey God’s 

Messenger and are happy with his judgement in their affairs and disputes. In marked 

contrast to their arrogance, the believers’ behaviour confirms what they profess. And 

it is the believers that God has promised to establish in the land where they will be 

able to practise their faith and conduct their lives in line with His teachings. This is 

their reward for adopting the right attitude towards God and His Messenger, 

obeying them in all situations, despite the fact that the unbelievers stand in 

opposition to them for so doing. The s rah confirms once again that the unbelievers 

cannot defy God. They will receive their fair punishment in hell, the worst abode for 

anyone. 

Contrasting Attitudes 

“We have sent down revelations that make things manifest; and God guides onto a straight 

way him who wills [to be guided].” (Verse 46) God’s revelations provide clarity, 

allowing God’s resplendent light to be seen. They point to the sources of His 

guidance, making clear what is good and what is evil. They set out the Islamic way of 

life without ambiguity or equivocation. They define the divine rules which must be 

implemented in human life on earth. When people implement them in their lives and 

∩∈∠∪ 
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resort to them for judgement in their disputes, they implement a code that is clearly 

set out, providing all guarantees that ensure equity and justice for all, and which 

allow no confusion between true and false or permissible and forbidden. 

“God guides onto a straight way him who wills [to be guided].” (Verse 46) The Arabic 

statement could also be read as “God guides whom He wills onto a straight way.” 

This is indeed the translation adopted by most translators. If we read it in this way 

then the statement makes clear that God’s will is free from all restriction. However, 

God has established a way to ensure guidance. Any human being who moves 

towards that way will definitely receive God’s light and guidance. By God’s will, 

their path will be made smooth until they reach their destination. Those who turn 

away from it will lose their guiding light and become hardened in error. Such is 

God’s will with regard to providing guidance to mankind. 

The s rah points out that despite the revelations and the signs God had placed in 

the universe, there is a special type of people who are hypocrites, claiming to be 

Muslims, but showing no respect for Islamic values: 

They say: ‘We believe in God and in the Messenger, and we obey. ‘But then some of 
them turn away after this [assertion]. Surely these are not believers. Whenever they 
are summoned to God and His Messenger in order that he might judge between them, 
some of them turn away; but if the right is on their side, they come to him with all 
submission. Is there disease in their hearts? Or are they full of doubt? Or do they fear 
that God and His Messenger might deal unjustly with them? Nay, it is they who are 
the wrongdoers. (Verses 47-50) 

When faith is genuinely established in a person’s heart, it is reflected in that 

person’s behaviour. Islam is a proactive faith that cannot remain idle. When it is 

genuinely accepted as a personal belief, it moves on to show its influence in practice. 

It must be translated into action. The Islamic method of educating its followers 

always seeks to transform the mental acceptance of faith into a practical approach 

that soon becomes a habit or a rule. At the same time, it seeks to provide the mental 

motivation to make belief and action mutually complementary. 

The hypocrites used to claim that they believed in God and His Messenger and 

that they were keen to obey them, but theirs was a hollow, verbal claim that lacked 

practical credence. They simply turned away, making their actions belie their claims. 

“Surely these are not believers,” because believers confirm with their actions what they 

claim to be their faith. Faith is not a toy which a person uses for amusement before 

discarding it. It is something that settles in a person’s heart, reshaping his feelings 

and influencing his actions. Moreover, when it is firmly established in someone’s 

mind and heart, there is no going back on it. 
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Those who claimed to be believers did not hesitate to contradict that claim when 

they were summoned to put their disputes to God’s Messenger for judgement on the 

basis of His law: “Whenever they are summoned to God and His Messenger in order that he 

might judge between them, some of them turn away; but if the right is on their side, they come 

to him with all submission.” (Verses 48-49) They were well aware that a judgement 

made by God and His Messenger could only seek to establish what is right and 

ensure justice. It would never be influenced by personal likings. But such hypocrites 

did not care for justice and right. Hence, they were not prepared to seek the 

Prophet’s judgement. Indeed, they refused to put their disputes to him, except when 

they were sure that justice was on their side. In such a situation, they did not hesitate 

to go to him, declaring their prior acceptance of his judgement, because they were 

certain that it would be in their favour. It would be a judgement on the basis of God’s 

law that gave everyone their due. 

Such people provide a typical example of hypocrites at all times: they dare not 

declare their disbelief; so they pretend to be Muslim. Yet they do not submit to God’s 

law. When they are called upon to put their cases to God and His Messenger for 

judgement they refuse, seeking any excuse. They are described as unbelievers, 

because a genuine believer will never reject God’s judgement. To accept such 

judgement is the practical evidence of belief. It is the attitude that confirms strong 

belief and due respect to God and His Messenger. Only a person whose heart has not 

been enlightened by faith and who has not adopted Islamic manners rejects God’s 

Messenger’s judgement. 

Hence, their attitude is the subject of questions that confirm the fact that their 

hearts are diseased and wonders at their doubts: “Is there disease in their hearts? Or are 

they full of doubt? Or do they fear that God and His Messenger might deal unjustly with 

them?” (Verse 50) 

The first question requires no confirmation, for heart disease is sure to bring about 

such an effect. No one with a sound human nature could deviate so badly from the 

truth. It is heart disease, a disease that makes someone imbalanced, unable to 

appreciate true faith and its moral code. 

The second question wonders at them doubting God’s judgement when they claim 

to believe in Him. Do they doubt that it comes from God, or that it is the judgement 

that administers justice? Whatever the case, their attitude differs from that of 

believers. 

The third question combines wonder with denunciation. Do they fear that God 

and His Messenger might be unfair to them? It is most singular for anyone to 

entertain such a fear. God is the Creator of all people: it is inconceivable that He 

would favour some of His creatures at the expense of others. “Nay, it is they who are 
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the wrongdoers.” (Verse 50) 

God’s judgement is the only judgement that is free of all prejudice, because God is 

fair to all and does not deal unjustly with anyone. All of His creation are to Him in 

the same position. Hence, He does not favour any of them at the expense of another. 

Any judgement other than God’s may be susceptible to unfairness. When people 

legislate, they cannot entirely free themselves of leaning towards what serves their 

interests. This applies to all human beings; be they individuals, a class or 

government. 

When an individual legislates, he is bound to look for what ensures his own 

protection and serves his own interests. The same applies when a class, country or a 

block of countries legislates for another. But when God legislates, no personal 

security, protection or interest comes into play. His legislation aims to ensure 

absolute justice which cannot be achieved under any law other than divine law. 

Hence, those who reject God’s judgement, and that of His Messenger, are indeed 

unjust and wrongdoers. They do not want justice to be administered or right to be 

supreme. In fact, deep at heart they know that they do not doubt that God’s 

judgement only seeks to ensure justice. The point is that “it is they who are the 

wrongdoers.” (Verse 50) 

The Road to True Success 

True believers have a different attitude that reflects their complete respect for 

God’s judgement. When they are summoned so that God’s Messenger can arbitrate 

in their disputes, their reaction reflects the profound enlightenment of their hearts: 

“The response of believers, whenever they are summoned to God and His Messenger in order 

that he may judge between them, is none other than, ‘We have heard, and we obey.’ It is they 

that shall be successful.” (Verse 51) 

This is an attitude of complete obedience. There is no hesitation, argument or 

dispute, because it is an obedience based on complete trust that God’s judgement is 

right and just, and whatever differs with it is based on personal prejudice. Such 

obedience testifies to complete submission to God, who gives life and conducts it as 

He wills. It demonstrates full trust that what God chooses for people is infinitely 

better than what they choose for themselves. God, the Creator, knows His creation 

better than they know themselves. 

“It is they that shall be successful.” (Verse 51) Since God conducts their affairs, 

organizes their relations and judges between them on the basis of His knowledge and 

justice, they must be in a far better position than those who rely, in all such matters, 

on other human beings who are similarly short of knowledge. Besides, the believers 

are successful because they follow a single straight path that allows no deviation. 
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They are confident of the soundness of their code of living, follow it without 

hesitation, which means that their energy, talents and skills work in coherence. They 

suffer no internal division based on conflicting desires. They follow their own path, 

charted for them by God. 

“Those who obey God and His Messenger, stand in awe of God and remain truly God-

fearing are the ones who shall certainly triumph.” (Verse 52) The previous verse spoke of 

obedience and submission when judgement is made. This verse speaks of complete 

obedience in all matters, implementing every order or prohibition. Such obedience 

must be coupled with God consciousness and standing in awe of Him. The latter is 

more pervasive because it entails watching God and feeling His presence at every 

turn. This makes a person very uneasy about committing anything that God has 

forbidden, for they are ashamed and fear His punishment. 

“Those who obey God and His Messenger, stand in awe of God and remain truly God-

fearing are the ones who shall certainly triumph.” (Verse 52) They save themselves in this 

life and in the life to come. This is what God has promised, and God is always true to 

His promise. They deserve to triumph, as they have practically taken the necessary 

measures to ensure such a triumph. Obedience to God and His Messenger requires 

diligent following of the right way God in His wisdom has defined for mankind. 

Following this way automatically ensures success in this life and in the life to come. 

Moreover, standing in awe of God and fearing Him ensure continuity in one’s 

conduct, helping one to ignore all temptations that lure believers away from their 

straight path. 

Obeying God and His Messenger, coupled with fearing God, provide a high 

standard of propriety that reflects a person’s enlightenment and strong bond with 

God. It also reflects the dignity of believers. Obedience to anyone or any authority 

means humiliation unless it is based on obeying God and His Messenger. No 

honourable believer will accept such humiliation, for a true believer will never bow 

his head before anyone other than God Almighty. 

Having so contrasted the attitudes of believers and hypocrites, the s rah now 

resumes its discussion of the latter’s behaviour, making it clear that only one sort of 

attitude can be adopted by believers. It then moves on to outline God’s promise to 

the believers. 

They swear their most solemn oaths by God that if you [God’s Messenger] should ever 
bid them to do so, they would most certainly march forth. Say: ‘Do not swear. Your 
[sort of] obedience is well known. God is certainly well aware of all that you do. ‘Say: 
‘Obey God, and obey the Messenger.’ But if you turn away, he will have to answer 
only for whatever he has been charged with, and you, for what you have been charged 
with. If you obey him, you shall be rightly guided. The Messenger is not bound to do 
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more than clearly deliver his message. (Verses 53-54) 

The hypocrites used to solemnly swear in front of the Prophet that he needed only 

to give them his orders and they would readily join him on any expedition against 

his enemies. They would not hesitate to fight for Islam under his banner. But God 

was fully aware that they were lying. Hence, He decries their assertions and looks at 

their oaths with sarcasm: “Do not swear. Your obedience is well known.” (Verse 53) This 

means that there is no need for their oaths, because their obedience is too well known 

to need any assertion or oath. It is as if we say to a person whom we know to be a 

habitual liar that he need not assert to us that he is saying the truth, because we 

know him to be always truthful. 

This sarcastic reply is followed by the assertion: “God is certainly well aware of all 

that you do.” (Verse 53) He is certainly in no need of their oaths. He knows that they 

would not obey any order to go to war, and that they would not join the Prophet 

when he went on such an expedition. Therefore, a fresh order is given to them to 

show true obedience to God and His Messenger, not the sort they are known to 

show, because that is false. “Say: Obey God, and obey the Messenger.” (Verse 54) 

“But if you turn away,” resorting to your habitual hypocrisy, then “he will have to 

answer only for whatever he has been charged with.” (Verse 54) His only task for which he 

is answerable is to deliver God’s message, as he has surely done. “And you, for what 

you have been charged with.” (Verse 54) Your task is to obey him most sincerely. But so 

far, you have not done so. However, “if you obey him, you shall be rightly guided.” 

(Verse 54) You will be following the right path that leads you to success in both this 

life and the life to come. “The Messenger is not bound to do more than clearly deliver his 

message.” (Verse 54) He is not responsible for your acceptance or rejection of the faith. 

If you turn away, he will not be deemed to have fallen short of fulfilling his task. You 

are the ones who will have to account for that, and you are the ones who run the risk 

of being punished for your disobedience of the orders given to you by God and His 

Messenger. 

God’s True Promise 

Once the attitude of the hypocrites has been discussed and settled, the s rah leaves 

them aside and speaks about obedient believers. It outlines the reward of sincere 

obedience and proactive faith. The first instalment of such reward is given in this life, 

before human beings are held to account on the Day of Resurrection. 

God has promised those of you who believe and do good deeds that, of a certainty, He 
will cause them to accede to power on earth, in the same way as He caused those who 
lived before them to accede to it; and that, of a certainty, He will firmly establish for 
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them the religion which He has chosen for them; and that, of a certainty, He will cause 
their erstwhile state of fear to be replaced by a state of security. They will thus worship 
Me alone and associate with Me no partners whatsoever. Those who, after this, choose 
to disbelieve are indeed wicked. (Verse 55) 

Such is God’s promise to the believers who do good deeds and follow the Prophet 

Muhammad’s guidance. They will be given power and will be established on earth. 

Their state of fear will be replaced by a state of reassurance and security. God’s 

promise will always come true. It is, then, pertinent to ask about the nature of faith 

and the practical fulfilment of this promise by God. 

True faith, which ensures that God’s promise comes true, is great indeed. It 

influences all human activity and defines its direction. Once faith is well established 

in a person’s heart, it begins to manifest itself in the form of positive and constructive 

action undertaken for God’s sake and addressed to Him. It means full compliance 

with His orders in all matters, major and minor. It transforms a believer’s desires and 

inclinations so as to make them all in line with the Prophet’s guidance, because such 

guidance has been given to him by God. 

It is the sort of faith that fills people’s whole entity, their feelings, aspirations, 

natural inclinations, actions, movements, as well as their behaviour at home, in 

society and with their Lord. All these must be addressed or dedicated to God alone. 

This is specifically mentioned in the s rah as justification for giving believers power 

and establishing them on earth: “They will thus worship Me alone and associate no 

partners with Me whatsoever.” (Verse 55) Idolatry can take different shapes and forms, 

and can creep into a person’s mind through a variety of ways and means. The s rah 

makes it clear however that to address any action or feeling to anyone other than 

God is a manifestation of idolatry. 

Belief in God is a complete way of life. It incorporates all divine orders including 

the provision of all means, taking all precautions and ensuring all that is necessary to 

fulfil the great trust of being in charge of the earth and building human life on it. So 

what does this involve in reality? 

It does not just entail being in power and forming a government. Rather it 

involves all this with the proviso that it is used for promoting sound human life and 

the implementation of the way of life God has chosen for mankind. It is only through 

such implementation that humanity can achieve the level of perfection that befits the 

species God has honoured. 

The trust given to man on earth is an ability to build and promote goodness, not to 

corrupt and destroy. It involves ensuring justice and happiness for all, not injustice 

or suppression. It leads to the elevation of humanity and human life, and not letting 

them sink to the level of animals. 
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It is such power and such trust that God has promised the believers who do good 

deeds. He promised to give them power on earth, just as He gave it to earlier 

communities of believers, so that they would put into practice the constitution He 

chose for mankind, establish justice and enable humanity to attain sublimity. People 

who spread corruption and injustice, and promote carnal desires are not in the 

position of trustees. They are subjected to a test or are the means to test others. All 

this is done to fulfil God’s purpose. 

To further demonstrate this aspect of giving power to the believers is the fact that 

this promise is followed in the same verse by a further one: “of a certainty, He will 

firmly establish for them the religion which He has chosen for them.” (Verse 55) The firm 

establishment of His religion means that this will take a firm hold on people’s hearts 

on the one hand, and form the basis on which all life affairs are conducted on the 

other. God has promised the believers who do righteous deeds to grant them power 

on earth and to make their faith govern human life. Their faith bids them to do well, 

establish justice, shun worldly desires, and build a happy human life making good 

use of all the resources God has placed on earth. It also bids the believers to dedicate 

all this to God alone. 

Furthermore, God’s promise to the believers stipulates “that, of a certainty, He will 

cause their erstwhile state of fear to be replaced by a state of security.” The Prophet’s 

Companions were for a long period of time in a state of fear. They could not put 

down their arms, even after the Prophet and his Companions had migrated to 

Madīnah, the city that served as the first base for Islam in history. 

Al-Rabī ` ibn Anas quotes Abū al-` liyah’s comments on this verse: 

“The Prophet and his Companions remained in Makkah for around ten years 

calling on people to believe in God and to worship Him alone, associating no 

partners with Him. But they did so in secret, as they were in a state of fear and were 

prevented from fighting. When they later migrated to Madīnah, God bid them to 

fight for their cause. This meant that they were again in a state of fear, wearing their 

body armour day and night. They persevered for as long as God willed. One of his 

Companions asked the Prophet: Are we to remain in fear for the rest of time? Will 

there come a time when we can put our armaments aside?’ The Prophet said: ‘It will 

not be long before any one of you can sit among a huge crowd without anyone 

carrying arms.’ Soon afterwards, God revealed this verse. The Prophet was able to 

establish his authority over the whole of Arabia and his followers were in a state of 

security. They put down their arms. Sometime later, the Prophet passed away, and 

the Muslims remained in security during the reigns of Abū Bakr, `Umar and 

`Uthm n. Then friction occurred between them and God allowed fear to creep into 

their midst. They had to employ guards. When they changed their overall stance, 

their conditions also changed.” 
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Not Included in God’s Promise 

“Those who, after this, choose to disbelieve are indeed wicked.” (Verse 55) They are the 

ones who do not meet God’s conditions, and, therefore, God’s promise does not 

apply to them. 

God’s promise was fulfilled once, and remained effective for as long as the 

Muslims continued to meet His conditions: “They will thus worship Me alone and 

associate with Me no partners whatsoever.” (Verse 55) This includes any partners, 

whether in the form of deities to which worship is addressed or desires and 

ambitions. They must believe and do righteous deeds. God’s promise applies to 

anyone who meets these conditions, and it remains in force till the end of human life. 

However, victory, power and security may be slow in coming, but this will only be 

the result of a failure by the believers to meet some aspects of the conditions 

outlined, or their failure to attend to a particular duty involved. But when the 

Muslim community has benefited by the trials they have to endure and passed the 

test God sets for them; when they have endured fear and sought security; when they 

yearn for dignity after having suffered humiliation; when they aspire to having 

power after being weak; God’s promise will be fulfilled to them in spite of any 

opposing power. One proviso applies, however: in their perseverance through tests 

and trials, and in their aspiration to the fulfilment of God’s promise, the believers 

must always resort to the means God has outlined and fulfil the conditions He has 

made clear. 

Therefore, the promise is followed with an order to attend to Islamic duties, such 

as prayer, zak t and obeying the Prophet. Moreover, the Prophet and his followers 

must never give any weight to the power of unbelievers who fight them on account 

of their faith. 

Attend regularly to your prayers and pay your zak t, and obey the Messenger, so that 
you might be graced with God’s mercy. Do not think that the unbelievers can frustrate 
[God’s plan] on earth. The fire is their abode, and vile indeed is such a journey’s end. 
(Verses 56-57) 

Believers must maintain their bond with God, keep their minds and hearts on the 

right path through prayer, resist stinginess, purify themselves as individuals and as a 

community through the payment of zak t, obey the Prophet and accept his 

judgement, implement God’s law in all matters, great or small, so as to set human life 

on the path He has chosen. Believers must do all this so that they “might be graced 

with God’s mercy.” (Verse 56) In this life, God’s mercy removes corruption, fear, worry 

and error, and in the hereafter, it removes His punishment. 

Addressing them directly, God says to the believers: if you remain steadfast, 
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following My path, then you need not worry about the might of the unbelievers. 

They cannot frustrate God’s purpose on earth. The power they apparently wield will 

not stand in your way. You are far stronger when equipped with your faith, 

implement your system and raise whatever power you can muster. In material 

power, you may not be a match for them, but believers who strive for the truth can 

work miracles. 

Islam is a great truth which must be carefully examined by anyone who wishes to 

see the fulfilment of God’s promise outlined in the above verses. Such a person must 

also look at how it came true in human history, understand the true meaning of its 

conditions before entertaining any doubt about it or worry about the slowness of its 

fulfilment. 

Never did the Muslim community follow God’s way, implementing the 

constitution He has laid down, allowing it to operate in all spheres of life, without 

reaping the reward of God’s promise to grant it power and security. Whenever it 

abandoned this course, it went to the end of the line, suffered humiliation, lived in 

fear and misery and saw its faith retreat from guiding human life. 

Nevertheless, God’s promise remains in force, and His conditions are well 

defined. Whoever wants to see the promise fulfilled, must do their task and fulfil its 

conditions. No one is ever more true to his promises than God. 
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5 

Perfect Manners 

Believers! Let those whom you rightfully possess, 

and those of you who have not yet attained to 

puberty, ask leave of you at three times of day: 

before the prayer of daybreak, and whenever you 

lay aside your garments in the middle of the day, 

and after the prayer of nightfall. These are three 

occasions on which you may happen to be 

undressed. Beyond these occasions, neither you nor 

they will incur any sin if they move freely about 

you, attending to one another. Thus God makes 

clear to you His revelations. God is All-

Knowing, Wise. (58) 

Yet when your children attain to puberty, let them 

ask leave of you, as do those senior to them [in 

age]. Thus does God make revelations clear to 

you. God is All-Knowing, Wise. (59) 

Such elderly women as are past the prospect of 

marriage incur no sin if they lay aside their [outer] 

garments, provided they do not make a showy 

display of their charms. But it is better for them to 

be modest. God hears all and knows all. (60) 
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No blame attaches to the blind, nor does blame 

attach to the lame, nor does blame attach to the 

sick; and neither to yourselves for eating from your 

houses, or your fathers’ houses, or your mothers’ 

houses, or your brothers’ houses, or your sisters’ 

houses, or your paternal uncles’ houses, or your 

paternal aunts’ houses, or your maternal uncles’ 

houses, or your maternal aunts’ houses, or in 

houses of which the keys are in your possession, or 

in the houses of your friends. You will incur no 

sin by eating in company or separately. But when 

you enter houses, greet one another with a blessed, 

goodly greeting, as enjoined by God. Thus does 

God make His revelations clear to you, so that 

you may use your reason. (61) 

They only are true believers who believe in God 

and His Messenger, and who, whenever they are 

with him upon a matter requiring collective action, 

do not depart unless they have obtained his leave. 

Those who ask leave of you are indeed the ones 

who believe in God and His Messenger. Hence, 

when they ask your leave to attend to some 

business of theirs, grant you this leave to whomever 

of them you choose, and pray to God to forgive 

them. God is indeed Much-Forgiving, Merciful. 

(62) 
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Overview 

Islam is a complete way of life, setting a code that organizes human life in all 

situations. It lays down values that govern all human relations and social actions. 

Islam establishes values that are relevant to points of detail in daily situations and 

behaviour, in the same way as it lays down values and principles that govern serious 

and momentous matters. It ensures harmony between the two and makes acceptance 

by God and earning His pleasure the goal of all human activities. 

The present s rah provides an example of such harmony. It specifies certain 

mandatory punishments for serious offences, and it speaks of seeking permission 

before entering others’ homes. Alongside the two it portrays spectacular scenes from 

the universe. The s rah then speaks of the Muslims’ proper attitude as they submit to 

the rule of God and His Messenger, contrasting this with the hypocrites’ insolence. 

Alongside this comes God’s true promise to the believers that they will be 

established on earth and live in peace and security. In this last passage, the s rah 

again speaks of proper manners within the home, and when inmates need to seek 

permission before entering rooms, so as not to intrude on others’ privacy. It also 

makes clear the requirement of seeking permission before leaving the Prophet. It also 

outlines the proper manner of visiting relatives and friends where one may partake 

of food. Alongside this, it outlines the proper way of addressing the Prophet. All 

these form part of the Islamic manners that every Muslim community should adopt, 

realizing that the Qur’ n provides guidance in all life situations, even though they 

Do not address God’s Messenger in the manner 

you address one another. God certainly knows 

those of you who would slip away surreptitiously. 

So, let those who would go against His bidding 

beware, lest some affliction or grievous suffering 

befall them. (63) 

To God belongs all that is in the heavens and on 

earth. Well does He know what you are intent 

upon. One day, all will be brought back to Him, 

and then He will tell them all that they have 

done. God has full knowledge of everything. (64) 
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may not be of a serious nature. 

Good Manners at Home 

Believers! Let those whom you rightfully possess, and those of you who have not yet 
attained to puberty, ask leave of you at three times of day: before the prayer of 
daybreak, and whenever you lay aside your garments in the middle of the day, and 
after the prayer of nightfall. These are three occasions on which you may happen to be 
undressed. Beyond these occasions, neither you nor they will incur any sin if they 
move freely about you, attending to one another. Thus God makes clear to you His 
revelations. God is All-Knowing, Wise. (Verse 58) 

Earlier in the s rah the proper manner of seeking permission before entering a 

house is outlined. Now the s rah speaks of the need to seek permission within the 

home. Servants, who were slaves, and children who are not so young but have not 

yet attained puberty enter rooms without knocking to seek permission, except during 

three times of the day. These are periods of relaxation when adults may be 

undressed. These three occasions are: 1) shortly before the daybreak prayer, i.e. fajr, 

when people normally still wear their night garments, or they may be putting on 

their day clothes in readiness to go out; 2) about midday when people take a nap 

after changing into more comfortable garments for relaxation; and 3) after they have 

offered their nightfall prayer, i.e. `ish ’. At this time, people put on their night clothes 

for more comfort. 

During these three periods, servants and children below the age of puberty must 

knock before entering rooms in the house so that they do not see their relatives 

undressed. Many people do not observe such manners at home, thinking little of the 

psychological and moral effects of their laxity. Or they may think that servants do 

not stare at their masters’ nakedness, or that children below the age of puberty do 

not take notice. With the progress achieved today in the field of human psychology, 

experts emphasize that people are often influenced for life by what they see or 

experience in childhood, and that such experience may cause them psychological 

problems that are not easy to cure. God, who knows everything, including the finest 

and most subtle feelings, outlines these manners which He wants the Muslim 

community to observe, so that it remains a community with sound hearts and minds, 

free from psychological problems. 

These three occasions are specified because it is more likely that people will be 

undressed. Children and servants are not required to knock before entry all the time, 

because this would be difficult to observe, considering that these two groups 

frequently enter their elders’ rooms: either because servants are going about their 

tasks or because children cannot stay away from their parents for long. Hence the 
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description: “Beyond these occasions, neither you nor they will incur any sin if they move 

freely about you, attending to one another.” We see how the divine instruction strikes a 

balance between the need to ensure that people do not show their nakedness in front 

of others, even though they may be young or servants, and the practical need for 

easy access. Hence, the instruction does not order seeking permission to enter on all 

occasions. 

When children attain to puberty, the same rules of entry apply to them as to those 

who are not related to the family. This means that they must seek permission before 

entering a room at any time, in accordance with the general rules outlined earlier in 

the s rah: “Yet when your children attain to puberty, let them ask leave of you, as do those 

senior to them [in age]. Thus does God make revelations clear to you. God is All-Knowing, 

Wise.” (Verse 59) 

We note that the final comment in these verses stresses God’s knowledge and 

wisdom, because the instructions given are based on His knowledge of our inner 

feelings and the manners that are most likely to refine such feelings. In His wisdom, 

God lays down the teachings that set minds and hearts on the right course. 

Rules Relaxed 

Earlier in the s rah orders were given requiring women to cover their charms and 

adornments so that there is little room for temptation or exciting desire. An exception 

is made here in the case of older women who no longer have the desire to consort 

with men, and who no longer excite men’s desires: 

Such elderly women as are past the prospect of marriage incur no sin if they lay aside 
their [outer] garments, provided they do not make a showy display of their charms. 
But it is better for them to be modest. God hears all and knows all. (Verse 60) 

Such elder women may, if they choose, put aside their cloaks and outer garments, 

provided that this does not expose their nakedness, and that they do not make a 

show, displaying their charms or adornments. It is better for them that they should 

not do so, continuing to wear their outer, loose garments. In describing such modesty 

the s rah uses the word yasta`fifna, which is derived from the Arabic root `iffah, 

meaning chastity. Thus, this attitude is described as aiming to maintain chastity 

because of the close link between chastity and covering women’s charms, while 

exposing such charms is closely linked to temptation. This instruction is in line with 

the general Islamic view that the best method of guarding people’s chastity is to 

reduce the chances for temptation. 

“God hears all and knows all.” He is aware of all things, including what is uttered 
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and what is entertained in one’s thoughts. The question here is one of intention and 

conscience. 

The s rah then tackles another aspect of relations with friends and relatives: 

No blame attaches to the blind, nor does blame attach to the lame, nor does blame 
attach to the sick; and neither to yourselves for eating from your houses, or your 
fathers’ houses, or your mothers’ houses, or your brothers’ houses, or your sisters’ 
houses, or your paternal uncles’ houses, or your paternal aunts’ houses, or your 
maternal uncles’ houses, or your maternal aunts’ houses, or in houses of which the 
keys are in your possession, or in the houses of your friends. You will incur no sin by 
eating in company or separately. But when you enter houses, greet one another with a 
blessed, goodly greeting, as enjoined by God. Thus does God make His revelations 
clear to you, so that you may use your reason. (Verse 61) 

Reports suggest that in the early days of Islam, Muslims used to eat in such houses 

mentioned in this verse without asking the owners’ permission. They also took with 

them poor people who were blind, lame or ill. Then when averse was revealed 

stating: “Do not devour one another’s property wrongfully,” (2: 188) they felt very uneasy 

about eating in relatives’ homes. Furthermore, such poor people as were blind, lame 

or ill felt uneasy about joining them, unless they were specifically invited by the 

owner. This reflects the keen sensitivity of the early Muslims, and their desire to 

avoid anything that was even remotely connected with what God prohibited. Hence, 

this present verse was revealed, making it perfectly permissible for relatives to eat in 

the homes of such relatives mentioned in the verse, and to bring with them such 

needy people as the verse describes. All this is understood to be contingent on the 

clear understanding that the home owner is not averse to this, and their eating in his 

home does not cause him any harm. Adding such a proviso is based on general rules 

like those outlined in the following two ad ths: “There shall be no infliction of harm 

on oneself or others,” and “It is not permissible to take the property of a Muslim 

except with his consent.” [Related by al-Sh fi`ī] 

Since this verse lays down certain legislation we note how it is phrased, choosing 

its wording very carefully so as not to leave any room for doubt or confusion. We 

also note how relatives are mentioned in a specific order. It starts with a reference to 

the homes of one’s own children and spouses without even mentioning these 

relatives. The verse includes these in the general reference to “your houses”, because 

the house of one’s son, daughter, wife or husband is like one’s own. Then other 

homes are mentioned, starting with those belonging to a father, mother, paternal 

uncle and aunt, maternal uncle and aunt. Added to these is a person who is 

entrusted with looking after one’s property, having the keys to it. Such a person may 

eat from that house in accordance with what is reasonable, not taking more than 
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what he needs for his own food. Also added are friends’ homes so as to make the 

relation with them similar to that with one’s own relatives. Indeed, friends may be 

very happy for friends to eat at their homes without the need for any permission. But 

all this is conditional on causing no harm to the home owner. 

Having mentioned the homes in which one may eat without seeking prior 

permission, the verse continues to explain the manner in which such eating may take 

place: “You will incur no sin by eating in company or separately.” In pre-Islamic 

days some Arabs disliked eating alone. If such a person did not find someone to eat 

with, he would not touch the food. God lifted this restriction, because it causes 

unnatural complications. He left the matter simple to cater for all situations. Hence 

people may eat alone or in company. 

The verse adds an instruction on manners to be observed when entering such 

homes where people are allowed to eat: “When you enter houses, greet one another with 

a blessed, goodly greeting, as enjoined by God.” (Verse 61) The phraseology of this 

instruction in the Arabic original employs a fine touch as it says: sallim  `al  

anfusikum ‘greet yourselves’ to express the meaning given in translation as ‘greet one 

another’. This is an indication of the strength of the relationship between those 

mentioned in this verse. A person who greets his relative or friend is actually 

greeting himself, and the greeting offered is enjoined by God, as though coming from 

Him. It is thus blessed, full of goodness. As such it establishes a bond between them 

that is never severed. 

These instructions emphasize that the believers feel their bond with God in all 

matters and appreciate the wisdom behind divine legislation: “Thus does God make 

His revelations clear to you, so that you may use your reason.” (Verse 61) 

Good Manners with the Prophet 

The s rah then moves on to organizing relations within the larger family of the 

Muslim community and its leader, the Prophet, and how Muslims should behave in 

his presence: 

They only are true believers who believe in God and His Messenger, and who, 
whenever they are with him upon a matter requiring collective action, do not depart 
unless they have obtained his leave. Those who ask leave of you are indeed the ones 
who believe in God and His Messenger. Hence, when they ask your leave to attend to 
some business of theirs, grant you this leave to whomever of them you choose, and 
pray to God to forgive them. God is indeed Much- Forgiving, Merciful. Do not 
address God’s Messenger in the manner you address one another. God certainly 
knows those of you who would slip away surreptitiously. So, let those who would go 
against His bidding beware, lest some affliction or grievous suffering befall them. To 
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God belongs all that is in the heavens and on earth. Well does He know what you are 
intent upon. One day, all will be brought back to Him, and then He will tell them all 
that they have done. God has full knowledge of everything. (Verses 62-64) 

Ibn Is q mentions the occasion when these verses were revealed. He says that 

when the Quraysh and the confederate tribes marched towards Madinah, pledging 

to annihilate the Muslims, the Prophet ordered the digging of a moat around the 

entrance to Madīnah. He himself took part in the digging work so as to encourage 

those who were also taking part. All Muslims were working hard, except. for a 

number of hypocrites. They tried to hide their lack of commitment by doing a little 

work before sneaking away, without the Prophet’s knowledge or permission. On the 

other hand, the true Muslims continued to work hard. If any of them needed to leave 

for some important business, he mentioned this to the Prophet, requesting 

permission before so leaving. The Prophet granted him permission, and he returned 

as soon as he had attended to the business in hand. They all felt that taking part in 

this work would earn them reward from God. God described those true believers in 

the verse: “They only are true believers...” In reference to the hypocrites who sneaked 

away without permission, God says: “Do not address God’s Messenger in the manner you 

address one another...” 

Whatever was the background behind the revelation of these verses, they include 

important rules for the Muslim community which should be observed between the 

leader and the members of that community. These rules should be so ingrained as to 

become part of the traditions, feelings and regulations within the community. 

Otherwise, the community will fall into total chaos. Thus, “They only are true believers 

who believe in God and His Messenger,” and not the ones who verbally declare 

themselves believers but show no practical evidence of their obedience. “And who, 

whenever they are with him upon a matter requiring collective action, do not depart unless 

they have obtained his leave.” (Verse 62) This applies to serious matters that require 

collective action, such as a decision on going to war, or a matter that concerns the 

whole community. When such a grave matter is being considered or acted upon, 

believers do not absent themselves without first obtaining their leader’s permission. 

Thus, no room is left for disorder. 

People with faith do not seek permission to leave unless they are in real need to do 

so. Their faith and discipline ensure that they are not away when a serious collective 

matter is at hand. The Qur’ n, however, gives the Prophet, who is the leader of the 

Muslim community, the right to grant or withhold such permission: “When they ask 

your leave to attend to some business of theirs, grant you this leave to whomever of them you 

choose.” (Verse 62) This means that there is no harm in withholding permission, 

should the situation require this. The leader of the Muslim community thus exercises 

his authority in determining whether or not to allow an individual to leave, 
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depending on how he sees the interests of the community being best served. 

Nevertheless, the s rah makes clear that it is better for the individual to try to 

overcome personal needs, so as to stay with the Prophet. Receiving permission to 

depart for a while means falling short on fulfilling one’s duty. Hence, it needs for the 

Prophet to pray to God to forgive those who needed to be absent for a time: “When 

they ask your leave to attend to some business of theirs, grant you this leave to whomever of 

them you choose, and pray to God to forgive them. God is indeed Much-Forgiving, Merciful.” 

(Verse 62) This puts a check on the believer through his own conscience, ensuring 

that he does not seek a leave of absence in such situations unless he has very 

compelling reasons. 

A Stern Warning to the Disobedient 

The s rah then alerts the Muslims to the need to address the Prophet with respect 

when they seek his permission, and indeed in all situations. They should not call him 

by his name or nickname, as they call each other. He is to be addressed as the man 

God has honoured by making him His Messenger: “Do not address God’s Messenger in 

the manner you address one another.” (Verse 63) Indeed people must be full of respect 

for him as God’s Messenger, so that they pay due heed to every word he says and 

every directive he gives. Teachers and leaders should be held in high esteem and 

addressed with respect. The fact that the Prophet was very modest in his approach, 

and easy to deal with, did not mean that it was appropriate for his Companions to 

forget that he was their leader who educated them and refined their manners, 

addressing him as they would address one another. Deep in their hearts, those who 

are being educated should hold their educator in high regard so that they are 

ashamed if they happen to overstep the requirements of respect when dealing with 

him. 

The hypocrites who sneaked away, covering for one another, are given a stern 

warning. If the Prophet could not see them, God was certainly watching them: “God 

certainly knows those of you who would slip away surreptitiously.” (Verse 6.3) The Arabic 

wording, yatasallal n.. liw dh , practically shows their stealthy movements, as they 

left stealthily, like despicable cowards. 

“So, let those who would go against His bidding beware, lest some affliction or grievous 

suffering befall them.” (Verse 63) The warning here is very stern. Those who disobey 

the Prophet’s orders, seeking a way different from his, sneaking away in pursuit of 

personal gain or to avoid potential risk, should beware. They may find themselves in 

the midst of a situation where values and standards are blurred, where the true and 

false are not easily distinguished and the community finds itself in disarray. In such 

a situation no one is sure of his own safety, as people do not abide by the law and 
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good may not be easily distinguished from evil. Such a situation is miserable for 

everyone: “Lest some affliction or grievous suffering befall them.” Such grievous suffering 

could befall people in this life or in the life to come, in retribution for disobeying 

God’s orders and rejecting the way of life He has laid down. 

The s rah concludes with a verse that balances the warning with a statement 

making it clear to both believers and unbelievers that God sees them all, and knows 

their actions and the intentions behind each action: 

To God belongs all that is in the heavens and on earth. Well does He know what you 
are intent upon. One day, all will be brought back to Him, and then He will tell them 
all that they have done. God has full knowledge of everything. (Verse 64) 

Thus, the conclusion aims to remind people to remain God-fearing. Being so 

provides the ultimate guarantee for the fulfilment of His orders, abiding by the rules 

He has set, observing the manners He has outlined. We have seen many of these 

clearly stated in this s rah, relating to different aspects of life, but all treated on an 

equal footing. 
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S RAH 25 

Al-Furqān 
(The Criterion) 

Prologue 

This s rah, a Makkan revelation, appears to aim at comforting the Prophet and 

giving him solace, reassurance and support as he faced the stubborn rejection, 

maltreatment, haughty argument and open hostility of the Quraysh idolaters. In one 

aspect, it shows the divine kindness bestowed by God on His Messenger, dispelling 

his pain, comforting his heart so that it overflowed with reassurance and showing 

him an abundance of care and compassion. In another aspect, it portrays the fierce 

battle against arrogant mortals who stubbornly oppose God’s Messenger, combining 

falsehood with arrogance, and hostility with a wilful rebuffal of divine guidance. 

It is ordinary people who insult this glorious Qur’ n, with such boasting as: “This 

[Qur’ n] is nothing but a lie which he has devised with the help of other people.” (Verse 4) 

Or they describe it as: “Fables of ancient times which he has caused to be written down, so 

that they might be read out to him morning and evening.” (Verse 5) Furthermore people 

are ready with their abuse of the Prophet, saying: “The man you follow is certainly 

bewitched.” (Verse 8) Or they may say in ridicule: “Is this the one whom God has sent as 

His emissary?” (Verse 41) As if all this rejection is not enough, such people are often 

ready to direct their arrogant remarks at God Himself: “Yet when they are told, 

Prostrate yourselves before the Most Merciful,’ they ask, ‘What is the Most Merciful? Are we 

to prostrate ourselves before whatever you bid us?’ And they grow more rebellious.” (Verse 

60) Or they may say: “Why have no angels been sent down to us? – or, Why do we not see 

our Lord?” (Verse 21) 

Ever since Noah’s time unbelievers held the same attitude as the Quraysh 

idolaters towards Muhammad, God’s final Messenger. They all objected to the fact 
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that God’s Messenger was mortal, an ordinary man like them, saying: “What sort of 

messenger is this, who eats food and goes about in the market places? Why has not an angel 

been sent down to him to give warning alongside him?” (Verse 7) They also objected to his 

limited wealth, saying: “Why has not a treasure been granted to him?” (Verse 8) They 

further objected to the method of revelation: “The unbelievers ask: Why has not the 

Qur’ n been revealed to him all at once?” (Verse 32) Such voiced objections came on top 

of their blatant rejection of faith, as also their ridicule and aggression. 

The Prophet Muhammad, (peace be upon him), confronted all this alone, having 

neither physical power nor wealth. He stood within his appropriate limits, 

suggesting nothing to his Lord, doing nothing other than turning to his Lord seeking 

His pleasure, caring for nothing else. He prayed: “My Lord! If You are not displeased 

with me, I do not care what I face... To You I submit until I earn Your pleasure.” 

Here, in this s rah, we see the Prophet enjoying his Lord’s compassion, who gives 

him comfort and solace, and provides him with support against all the difficulties 

placed in his way, including the ridicule of others. After all, they are often impolite 

with their Lord who creates them and gives them all that they have. The Prophet 

then should not be much troubled if he receives a little of such ridicule and ill 

treatment. “Yet people worship, instead of God, things that can neither benefit nor harm 

them. An unbeliever always gives support against his Lord.” (Verse 55) “Yet, some choose to 

worship, instead of Him, deities that cannot create anything but are themselves created, and 

have it not in their power to avert harm from, or bring benefit to, themselves, and have no 

power over death, life or resurrection.” (Verse 3) “Yet when they are told, ‘Prostrate 

yourselves before the Most Merciful,’ they ask, ‘What is the Most Merciful?” (Verse 60) 

God redresses the ridicule the Prophet suffers by portraying the very low level 

into which the unbelievers have sunk: “Have you considered the one who makes his 

desires his deity? Could you, then, be held responsible for him? Or do you think that most of 

them listen and use their reason? They are but like cattle. Nay, they are even far worse 

astray.” (Verses 43-44) God promises him support in any dispute or argument he may 

have with them: “Whenever they come to you with an argument, We shall reveal to you the 

truth and the best explanation.” (Verse 33) 

When the battle is over, God shows His Messenger scenes of the destruction of 

earlier communities which rejected His messages, such as the people of Noah, the 

` d, Thamūd and the people of al-Rass, as well as others. The way they met their 

dismal end is shown in a series of images from the Day of Resurrection: “Those who 

will be gathered to hell on their faces – they will be worst in station and still farther away 

from the [right] path.” (Verse 34) “Nay! It is the Last Hour that they deny. For those who 

deny the Last Hour We have prepared a blazing fire. When it sees them from a far-off place, 

they will hear its fug and its raging sigh. And when, chained together, they are flung into a 

tight space within, they will pray for extinction there and then. [But they will be told]: ‘Do 
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not pray today for one single extinction, but pray for many extinctions!’” (Verses 11-13) 

“On that day the wrongdoer will bite his hands and say: ‘Would that I had followed the path 

shown to me by the Messenger. Oh, woe is me! Would that I had never taken so-and-so for a 

friend!” (Verses 27-28) 

God further comforts him by the fact that he faces the same difficulties earlier 

messengers faced: “Even before you, We never sent messengers other than [men] who 

indeed ate food and went about in the market places.” (Verse 20) “Thus against every 

prophet We have set up enemies from among those who are guilty. Sufficient is your Lord to 

provide guidance and support.” (Verse 31) 

God also makes clear to him that his task is to remain patient against all adversity, 

standing up to the unbelievers and striving hard against them using the Qur’ n to 

make his argument clear, well founded and overpowering. “Do not obey the 

unbelievers, but strive most vigorously against them with this Qur’ n.” (Verse 52) The 

Prophet is clearly told that his best support in his striving for God’s cause is to place 

his trust in God alone: “Hence, place your trust in the Living One who does not die, and 

extol His limitless glory and praise. Sufficient is it that He is well aware of his servants’ 

sins.” (Verse 58) 

The s rah continues along the same lines: one aspect of it overflows with solace 

and reassurance given by God to His Messenger, and the other portrays the 

intransigence of the unbelievers and the difficulties they put up against him. It 

threatens them with punishment and destruction that will be visited upon them by 

God Almighty. It thus moves on until it approaches its end when it spreads an air of 

ease, comfort, peace and reassurance. It portrays a detailed image of ‘the servants of 

God the Most Merciful’. These are the people “who walk gently on earth, and who, 

whenever the ignorant address them, say: Peace.” (Verse 63) They are seen here as if they 

are the final product of the long Jih d, or tough striving against people who 

stubbornly refuse to abandon their erroneous ways and follow divine guidance, or 

the sweet fruit of the human tree, despite its thorny branches. The s rah ends with a 

picture of how little value humanity has in God’s sight, except for those believers 

who turn to Him and address their prayers to Him alone: “Say: No weight or value 

would my Lord attach to you were it not for you calling out [to Him]. You have indeed denied 

[His message], and in time this [sin] will cleave unto you.” (Verse 77) 

Such is the general atmosphere of the s rah and such is its subject matter. It is a 

single unit that is hard to divide into sections, but we can distinguish four parts in its 

treatment of themes. 

The first part begins with extolling God’s limitless glory and praising Him for the 

revelation of the Qur’ n which serves as a warner to mankind. It emphasizes in clear, 

unequivocal terms God’s oneness and sovereignty over the heavens and the earth. It 

affirms that He alone controls the universe and conducts its affairs in His absolute 
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wisdom, making it clear that He has neither offspring nor partner. It then mentions 

that the unbelievers nevertheless ascribe divinity to alleged deities that can create 

nothing, but are themselves created. All this is stated before referring to their hurtful 

statements about God’s Messenger, denying his message and alleging that it is 

fabrication of his own making, or the fables of ancient communities. It also comes 

before any reference to their objection to Muhammad, God’s Messenger, being a 

human being who eats food and walks in the streets and market places. Also later 

come their other statements suggesting that he should be supported by an angel, or 

that he should have a treasure or a garden providing him with all his food. 

Furthermore, the s rah reports their insults claiming that he is bewitched. It appears 

that the s rah begins by quoting their denials of their Lord so as to comfort the 

Prophet as he hears their abusive remarks about him and his message. 

The s rah then declares that they have gone far astray as they deny the Last Hour. 

It warns them against the punishment God has prepared for them in hell, where they 

are to be thrown in a narrow space, chained one to the other. It contrasts this with an 

image of the believers in heaven where they abide forever, enjoying whatever they 

wish. It further shows their fate on the Day of Judgement when they are made to face 

their alleged deities which will confront them with the falsity of their beliefs. This 

first line in the s rah ends with further consolation to the Prophet, making it clear to 

him that all earlier messengers God sent were mortals like him who ate food and 

walked about the streets and market places. 

The second part begins with the arrogant statements of those who deny their 

inevitable meeting with God. They impudently say: “Why have no angels been sent 

down to us? – or, Why do we not see our Lord?” (Verse 21) They are then quickly 

brought face to face with a scene of the day when they will see the angels: “it will be a 

day of dire distress for the unbelievers. On that day the wrongdoer will bite his hands and say: 

‘Would that I had followed the path shown to me by the Messenger.’” 

(Verses 26-27) This is meant to give reassurance to the Prophet as he complains to 

his Lord about his people’s disregard of the Qur’ n. It quotes their objections to the 

way the Qur’ n is revealed as they ask: “Why has not the Qur’ n been revealed to him all 

at once?” (Verse 32) The answer to this objection is a scene showing them being 

gathered to hell on their faces on the Day of Judgement, the day they now deny. 

Further comment is given in an outline of the fate of past communities that similarly 

rejected the faith, such as the peoples of Noah, Moses, and the ` d, Thamūd, al-Rass 

and many other generations in between. It wonders at their attitude as they pass by 

the destroyed towns of the people of Lot taking no heed. All this is meant to comfort 

the Prophet as he hears their ridicule when they refer to him saying: “Is this the one 

whom God has sent as His emissary?” (Verse 41) The s rah comments on their ridicule, 

putting them in their rightful place: “They are but like cattle. Nay, they are even far worse 



Al-Furqān (The Criterion) | PROLOGUE 

 288

astray.” (Verse 44) 

The third part of the s rah is made up of a number of scenes from the universe, 

starting with a description of the shadow and moving to the scene of the succession 

of day and night, before showing the wind as a herald of revitalizing rain and the 

creation of man from water. Despite all this, the unbelievers continue to worship 

deities that have no power to bring them benefit or cause them harm. They even go 

further, by aiding one another against their Lord who has created them. When they 

are called upon to address their worship to the only true Lord of the universe, they 

revert to arrogance: “Yet when they are told, ‘Prostrate yourselves before the Most 

Merciful, ‘they ask: What is the Most Merciful?” (Verse 60) The s rah explains that God 

is “He who has set up in the skies great constellations, and has placed among them a lamp 

and a light-giving moon. And He it is who causes the night and the day to succeed one 

another; [a clear sign] for him who would take heed or would show gratitude.” (Verses 61-

62) 

The fourth and final part of the s rah paints a detailed picture of the ‘servants of 

the Most Merciful’, showing them as they prostrate themselves before Him in total 

devotion, recording their statements that earn them their noble positions as His 

servants. It opens the door of repentance to anyone who wishes to join this group, 

describing their reward for their perseverance and patience in the face of adversity, 

and their fulfilment of the requirements of faith: “These will be rewarded for all their 

patient endurance [in life] with a high station in heaven, and will be met there with a greeting 

of welcome and peace.” (Verse 75) 

The s rah concludes with a statement to the effect that all mankind would have 

been discarded by God, had it not been for those of His servants who obey Him and 

do His bidding, recognizing His authority and His right to be obeyed. By putting 

erring humanity in its place, the Qur’ n also shows that the harassment the Prophet 

is subjected to should be seen as trivial, for that is what it really is. 
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1 

To Distinguish Right from 

False 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

Blessed is He who from on high bestowed upon 

His servant the do standard to discern the true 

from the false, so that it might be a warning to all 

the worlds: (1) 

He to whom belongs the dominion over the 

heavens and the earth, and who begets no off-

spring, and has no partner in His dominion. It is 

He who has created all things and ordained them 

in due proportions. (2) 

Yet, some choose to worship, instead of Him, 

deities that cannot create anything but are 

themselves created, and have it not in their power 

to avert harm from, or bring benefit to, themselves, 

and have no power over death, life or resurrection. 

(3) 

The unbelievers say: ‘This [Qur’ n] is nothing 

but a lie which he has devised with the help of 

other people.’ In truth, it is they who have 

perpetrated an inequity and a falsehood. (4) 

x8u‘$t6 s? “Ï% ©!$# tΑ ¨“ tΡ tβ$s% öà ø9 $# 4’ n?tã ⎯ Íν Ï‰ö6 tã 

tβθä3u‹ Ï9 š⎥⎫ Ïϑn=≈ yèù=Ï9 #·ƒ É‹tΡ ∩⊇∪  

“Ï% ©!$# … çμ s9 à7 ù=ãΒ ÏN≡ uθ≈ yϑ¡¡9 $# ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# uρ óΟ s9 uρ 

õ‹Ï‚−Gtƒ # Y‰s9 uρ öΝ s9 uρ ⎯ ä3tƒ … ã&©! Ô7ƒÎŸ° ’ Îû 

Å7 ù=ßϑø9 $# t,n=yzuρ ¨≅ à2 &™ó©x« … çν u‘ £‰s) sù 

# \ƒ Ï‰ø) s? ∩⊄∪  

(#ρä‹sƒ ªB $# uρ ⎯ ÏΒ ÿ⎯ Ïμ ÏΡρßŠ Zπ yγ Ï9# u™ ω šχθà) è=øƒ s† 

$\↔ ø‹x© öΝ èδuρ šχθà) n=øƒ ä† Ÿωuρ šχθä3Î=ôϑtƒ 

öΝ Îγ Å¡àΡL{ # uŸÑ Ÿωuρ $Yèø tΡ Ÿωuρ tβθä3Î=ôϑtƒ 

$Y?öθ tΒ Ÿωuρ Zο 4θu‹ym Ÿωuρ # Y‘θà±èΣ ∩⊂∪  

tΑ$s%uρ t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (# ÿρãx x. ÷βÎ) !# x‹≈ yδ HωÎ) î7 øùÎ) 

çμ1 utIøù$# … çμ tΡ% tær& uρ Ïμ ø‹n=tã îΠ öθs% šχρãyz# u™ ( 
ô‰s) sù ρâ™!% ỳ $Vϑù=àß # Y‘ρã—uρ ∩⊆∪  
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And they say: ‘Fables of ancient times which he 

has caused to be written down, so that they might 

be read out to him morning and evening.’ (5) 

Say: ‘This [Qur’ n] is bestowed from on high by 

Him who knows the secrets of the heavens and 

the earth. He is indeed Much-Forgiving, 

Merciful.’ (6) 

They also say: ‘What sort of messenger is this, 

who eats food and goes about in the market-

places? Why has not an angel been sent down to 

him to give warning alongside him? (7) 

Or why has not a treasure been granted to him? 

Or he should have a garden to provide his 

sustenance.’ The wrongdoers say: ‘The man you 

follow is certainly bewitched.’ (8) 

See to what they liken you. They have certainly 

gone astray and are unable to find a way back [to 

the truth]. (9) 

Blessed is He who, if it be His will, shall give you 

better things than these; gardens through which 

running waters flow, and shall give you palaces 

too. (10) 

Nay! It is the Last Hour that they deny. For 

those who deny the Last Hour We have prepared 

a blazing fire. (11) 

When it sees them from a far-off place, they will 

hear its fury and its raging sigh. (12) 

(# þθä9$s%uρ ç ÏÜ≈ y™ r& š⎥⎫Ï9 ¨ρF{ $# $yγ t7 oK tGò2$# 

}‘ ÏS sù 4’ n?ôϑè? Ïμ ø‹n=tã Zο tò6 ç/ Wξ‹ Ï¹r& uρ ∩∈∪  

ö≅ è% ã&s!t“Ρr& “Ï% ©!$# ãΝ n=÷ètƒ §Åc£9 $# ’ Îû ÏN≡ uθ≈ yϑ¡¡9 $# 

ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# uρ 4 … çμ ¯ΡÎ) tβ% Ÿ2 # Y‘θà xî $\ΚŠ Ïm§‘ ∩∉∪  

(#θä9$s%uρ ÉΑ$tΒ # x‹≈ yδ ÉΑθß™ §9 $# ã≅ à2ù' tƒ 

uΘ$yè©Ü9 $# ©Å ốϑtƒ uρ †Îû É−# uθó™ F{ $#   Iωöθs9 

tΑ Ì“Ρé& Ïμ ø‹s9 Î) Òn=tΒ šχθä3uŠ sù … çμ yètΒ # ·ƒ É‹tΡ 

∩∠∪  

÷ρr& #’ s+ ù=ãƒ Ïμ ø‹s9 Î) î”∴ Ÿ2 ÷ρr& ãβθä3s? … çμ s9 ×π ¨Ψ y_ 

ã≅ à2ù' tƒ $yγ ÷Ψ ÏΒ 4 tΑ$s%uρ šχθßϑÎ=≈ ©à9 $# βÎ) 

šχθãèÎ6 −Gs? ωÎ) Wξã_u‘ # ·‘θßsó¡̈Β ∩∇∪  

öÝàΡ$# y#ø‹ Ÿ2 (#θç/ uŸÑ šs9 Ÿ≅≈ sW øΒF{ $# 

(#θ=ŸÒsù Ÿξsù tβθãè‹ ÏÜ tGó¡o„ Wξ‹ Î6 y™ ∩®∪  

x8u‘$t6 s? ü“Ï% ©!$# βÎ) u™!$x© Ÿ≅ yèy_ y7 s9 # Zö yz ⎯ ÏiΒ 

y7 Ï9≡ sŒ ;M≈̈Ζy_ “Ìøg rB ⎯ ÏΒ $yγ ÏFøt rB ã≈ yγ ÷ΡF{ $# 

≅ yèøg s† uρ y7 ©9 # I‘θÝÁè% ∩⊇⊃∪  

ö≅ t/ (#θç/ ¤‹x. Ïπ tã$¡¡9 $$Î/ ( $tΡô‰tGôã r& uρ ⎯ yϑÏ9 

z>¤‹Ÿ2 Ïπ tã$¡¡9 $$Î/ # · Ïèy™ ∩⊇⊇∪  

# sŒ Î) Ν ßγø?r& u‘ ⎯ ÏiΒ ¥β% s3̈Β 7‰‹ Ïèt/ (#θãèÏÿ xœ $oλm; 

$Zà •‹tós? # Z Ïùy—uρ ∩⊇⊄∪  
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And when, chained together, they are flung into a 

tight space within, they will pray for extinction 

there and then. (13) 

[But they will be told]: ‘Do not pray today for one 

single extinction, but pray for many extinctions!’ 

(14) 

Say: ‘Which is better: that, or the paradise of 

eternity which the God-fearing have been promised 

as their reward and their ultimate abode?’ (15) 

There they will have all they wish for, abiding 

there forever. It is a promise given by your Lord, 

always to be prayed for. (16) 

On the day He gathers them with all those they 

worship instead of God, He will ask: ‘Was it 

you who led these My servants astray, or did they 

by themselves stray from the right path?’ (17) 

They will say: ‘Limitless are You in Your glory! 

It was never proper for us to take for our masters 

anyone but Yourself. But You allowed them and 

their fathers to enjoy [the pleasures of] life, until 

they forgot the Reminder. For they were people 

devoid of all good.’ (18) 

[Then God will say]: ‘Now have they denied all 

your assertions, and you can neither avert [your 

punishment] nor obtain help. Whoever of you 

does wrong, him shall We cause to taste grievous 

suffering.’ (19) 

!# sŒ Î) uρ (#θà) ø9 é& $pκ ÷] ÏΒ $ZΡ% s3tΒ $Z) Íh‹|Ê t⎦⎫ÏΡ§s) •Β 

(# öθtãyŠ šÏ9$uΖèδ # Y‘θç6 èO ∩⊇⊂∪  

ω (#θããô‰s? tΠ öθu‹ ø9 $# # Y‘θç6 èO # Y‰Ïn≡ uρ (#θãã ÷Š $# uρ 

# Y‘θç6 èO # Z ÏV Ÿ2 ∩⊇⊆∪  

ö≅ è% y7 Ï9≡ sŒ r& îö yz ôΘr& èπ ¨Ψ y_ Ï$ ù#èƒ ø:$# ©ÉL©9 $# y‰Ïã ãρ 

šχθà) −Gßϑø9 $# 4 ôM tΡ% x. öΝ çλm; [™!# t“ y_ # Z ÅÁtΒuρ 

∩⊇∈∪  

öΝ çλ°; $yγŠ Ïù $tΒ šχρâ™!$t±o„ t⎦⎪Ï$ Î#≈ yz 4 šχ% x. 

4’ n?tã y7 În/ u‘ # Y‰ôãuρ Zωθä↔ ó¡̈Β ∩⊇∉∪  

tΠ öθtƒ uρ öΝ èδãà±óstƒ $tΒuρ šχρß‰ç7 ÷ètƒ ⎯ ÏΒ ÈβρßŠ 

«!$# ãΑθà) u‹sù óΟ çFΡr& u™ ÷Λä⎢ ù=n=ôÊr& “ÏŠ$t6 Ïã Ï™Iωàσ ¯≈ yδ 

÷Π r& öΝ èδ (#θ=|Ê Ÿ≅‹ Î6 ¡¡9 $# ∩⊇∠∪  

(#θä9$s% y7 oΨ≈ ysö6 ß™ $tΒ tβ% x. ©Èöt7 .⊥ tƒ !$uΖs9 βr& 

x‹Ï‚−ḠΡ ⎯ ÏΒ šÏΡρßŠ ô⎯ ÏΒ u™!$uŠ Ï9 ÷ρr& ⎯ Å3≈ s9 uρ 

óΟ ßγ tF÷è−G̈Β öΝ èδu™!$t/# u™uρ 4©®Lym (#θÝ¡nΣ tò2Ïe%!$# 

(#θçΡ% x. uρ $JΒöθs% # Y‘θç/ ∩⊇∇∪  

ô‰s) sù Ν ä.θç/ ¤‹Ÿ2 $yϑÎ/ šχθä9θà) s? $yϑ sù 

šχθãèŠ ÏÜ tFó¡n@ $]ù÷|À Ÿωuρ #ZóÇtΡ 4 ⎯ tΒuρ 

Ν Î=ôà tƒ öΝ à6ΖÏiΒ çμ ø% É‹çΡ $\/# x‹tã # Z Î7 Ÿ2 ∩⊇®∪  
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Even before you, We never sent messengers other 

than [men] who indeed ate food and went about 

in the market-places. We have made some of you 

a means of testing others. Are you able to endure 

with patience? Surely your Lord sees all. (20) 

!$tΒuρ $oΨ ù=y™ ö‘ r& šn=ö6 s% z⎯ ÏΒ š⎥⎫Î=y™ ößϑø9 $# HωÎ) 

öΝ ßγ ¯ΡÎ) šχθè=ä. ù'u‹s9 tΠ$yè©Ü9 $# šχθà±ôϑtƒ uρ ’ Îû 

É−# uθó™ F{ $# 3 $oΨ ù=yèy_ uρ öΝ à6 ŸÒ÷èt/ <Ù÷è t7 Ï9 

ºπ uΖ÷FÏù šχρçÉ9óÁs?r& 3 tβ% Ÿ2uρ y7 •/ u‘ # Z ÅÁt/ 

∩⊄⊃∪ 

The Purpose of Qur’ānic Revelations 

This opening gives a clear indication of the main themes of the s rah, namely the 

revelation of the Qur’ n by God, the addressing of its message to all mankind, God’s 

absolute oneness that admits no partner or offspring, and His sovereignty over the 

whole universe which He, in His wisdom, controls. Yet despite all this, the 

unbelievers continue to associate partners with Him and the fabricators persevere in 

their falsehood. Moreover, baseless arguments and arrogant statements are made. 

“Blessed is He who from on high bestowed upon His servant the standard to discern the 

true from the false, so that it might be a warning to all the worlds.” (Verse 1) The Arabic 

word, tab rak, translated here as ‘blessed’ is a derivative of the root word, barakah, 

denoting blessing but adds a further dimension of increase and growth so as to 

signify the continuous increase of praise and God’s blessings. God is not mentioned 

in the verse by name. Rather, a relative noun is used, “He who from on high bestowed... 

the standard.” This is useful in highlighting His action of sending a message to 

mankind, because the essential argument of the s rah is the truth of the revelation of 

the Qur’ n and its message. 

The Qur’ n is named here as ‘al-Furq n’, which is also the title of the s rah. The 

name indicates distinction and separation between the truth and falsehood, divine 

guidance and erroneous beliefs. Furthermore, the Qur’ n makes a clear distinction 

between two different ways of life and two epochs in human life. It outlines a clear 

way of life as it is conceived in human conscience and in practice. This way of life is 

distinct from anything humanity has ever known. It ushers in a new era for 

humanity, unlike anything it ever witnessed. Thus it is a criterion in this broad sense, 

separating the stage of human childhood that has just ended from the stage of 

maturity about to begin. The age of physical miracles is thus ended to start that of 

rational miracles. Moreover, local and provisional messages come to an end with the 

revelation of the Qur’ n, God’s final and universal message to all mankind: “so that it 

might be a warning to all the worlds.” (Verse 1) 
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Special honour for God’s Messenger is shown at this point, describing him as 

‘God’s servant’. The same description is given to him when the Prophet’s night 

journey is highlighted. “Limitless in His glory is He who transported His servant by night 

from the Sacred Mosque [in Makkah] to the Aqş  Mosque [in Jerusalem].” (17: 1) Also in 

the context of prayer and supplication, the Prophet is given the same description: 

“When His servant stood up praying to Him...” (72: 19) Another instance of using this 

description is the opening of S rah 18 which also speaks of the revelation of the 

Qur’ n: “All praise is due to God who has bestowed this Book from on high on His servant, 

and has ensured that it remains free of distortion.” (18: 1) Describing man as God’s 

servant in these contexts indicates the highest and most honourable status to which 

any human being can aspire. It also serves as an implicit reminder that when man 

achieves his highest status, he is no more than God’s servant, while the position of 

majesty belongs to Him alone, with absolutely no hint or suggestion of there being 

anyone who bears any resemblance to Him or is His partner. It was situations like 

the Prophet’s night journey to Jerusalem and from there to heaven, or direct 

supplication to God and speaking to Him, or receiving His directives and revelations 

that tempted some of the followers of earlier messengers to weave legends speaking 

about a son of God or a relationship other than that of Godhead and servitude to 

Him. Hence, the Qur’ n emphasizes the status of man’s servitude to God as the 

highest position to which a chosen human being can aspire. 

The s rah defines God’s purpose of the revelation of the Qur’ n to His servant, “so 

that it might be a warning to all the worlds.” (Verse 1) As a Makkan revelation, this 

Qur’ nic statement is important as it proves the universal character of the Islamic 

message right from its early days. This is contrary to the claims made by some non-

Muslim ‘historians’ suggesting that the Islamic message initially had only local 

aspirations, but became more ambitious and outward looking as it secured a number 

of military victories. The truth is that this message was addressed from the start to all 

mankind. By its very nature, and the means it employed, it was clearly a universal 

message aiming to take all mankind into a new era, where a new code and style of 

life are implemented. It defined its universal nature when the Prophet was still in 

Makkah, facing determined and unrelenting opposition. It sought to achieve all this 

through the Qur’ n, the criterion God revealed to His Messenger to serve as a 

warning to all the worlds. 

The One who revealed to His Messenger this standard is “He to whom belongs the 

dominion over the heavens and the earth, and who begets no offspring, and has no partner in 

His dominion. It is He who has created all things and ordained them in due proportions.” 

(Verse 2) 

Once more God is not mentioned here by name, but a relative pronoun is used 

instead to emphasize certain suitable attributes of His: “He to whom belongs the 
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dominion over the heavens and the earth.” He has absolute dominion over the heavens 

and the earth: a dominion that signifies ownership, control and ability to change and 

transform. 

“Who begets no offspring.” Procreation is one of the natural laws God has set in 

operation to ensure the continuity of life, but God is Eternal and able to accomplish 

His purpose, whatever that may be. 

He “has no partner in His dominion.” Everything in the heavens and the earth 

testifies to the unity of design, nature, law and control. 

“It is He who has created all things and ordained them in due proportions.” He 

determines the size, shape, function, time and place of everything as well as all their 

interactions and harmonization. 

The nature of the universe, its make up and constitution fill us with wonder. It 

makes nonsense of any suggestion that the universe came into being by chance. It 

demonstrates the meticulous and detailed proportioning of creation, which human 

knowledge can hardly manage to fathom even in one area of the vast universe. With 

every scientific progress made, more aspects of the harmony and balance in the 

universe and its natural laws are discovered. Consequently, we can better appreciate 

the meaning of this wonderful statement: “It is He who has created all things and 

ordained them in due proportions.” 

It is useful to mention here some scientific facts that emphasize the fine 

proportions observed in the creation of our world. A.C. Morrison writes: 

It is at least extraordinary that in this adjustment of nature there should have 

been such exquisite nicety. For, had the crust of the earth been ten feet 

thicker, there would be no oxygen, without which animal life is impossible; 

and had the ocean been a few feet deeper, carbon dioxide and oxygen would 

have been absorbed and vegetable life on the surface of the land could not 

exist... If the atmosphere had been much thinner, some of the meteors which 

are now burned in the outer atmosphere by the millions every day would 

strike all parts of the earth. They travel from six to forty miles a second and 

would set fire to every burnable object. If they travelled as slowly as a bullet, 

they would all hit the earth and the consequences would be dire. As for man, 

the impact of a tiny meteor travelling ninety times as fast as a bullet would 

tear him in pieces by the heat of its passage. The atmosphere is just thick 

enough to let in the actinic rays needed for vegetation and to kill bacteria, 

produce vitamins, and not harm man unless he exposes himself too long. In 

spite of all the gaseous emanations from the earth of all the ages, most of 

them poisonous, the atmosphere remains practically uncontaminated and 

unchanging in its balanced relationship necessary to man’s very existence. 
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The great balance wheel is that vast mass of water, the sea, from which have 

come life, food, rain, temperate climate, plants, animals, and ultimately man 

himself.20 

If, for instance, instead of 21 per cent oxygen were 50 per cent or more of the 

atmosphere, all combustible substances in the world would become 

inflammable to such an extent that the first stroke of lightning to hit a tree 

would ignite the forest, which would almost explode. If it were reduced to 10 

per cent or less, life might through the ages have adjusted itself to it, but few 

of the elements of civilization now so familiar to man, such as fire, would be 

available.21 

How strange is the system of checks and balances which has prevented any 

animal, no matter how ferocious, how large, or subtle, from dominating the 

earth since the age of trilobites and probably not then. Man only has upset 

this balance of nature by moving plants and animals from place to place, and 

he has immediately paid a severe penalty in the development of animal, 

insect, and plant pests. 

A striking illustration which will point out specifically the importance of 

recognizing these checks in connection with the existence of man is the 

following fact. Many years ago a species of cactus was planted in Australia as 

a protective fence. The cactus had no insect enemies in Australia and soon 

began a prodigious growth. The march of the cactus persisted until it had 

covered an area approximately as great as England, crowded the inhabitants 

out of towns and villages, and destroyed their farms, making cultivation 

impossible. No device which the people discovered could stop its spread. 

Australia was in danger of being overwhelmed by a silent, uncontrollable, 

advancing army of vegetation. The entomologists scoured the world and 

finally found an insect which lived exclusively on cactus, would eat nothing 

else, would breed freely, and which had no enemies in Australia. Here the 

animal conquered the vegetation and today the cactus pest has retreated, and 

with it all but a small protective residue of the insects, enough to hold the 

cactus in check forever. 

The checks and balances have been provided, and have been persistently 

effective. Why has not the malarial mosquito so dominated the earth that our 

ancestors through the ages have not either died or become immune? The 

same may be said of the yellow fever mosquito, which lived one season as far 

north as New York. Mosquitoes are plentiful in the Arctic. Why has not the 

                                                 
20 A.C. Morrison, Man Does Not Stand Alone, Morrison and Gibb Ltd., London, 1962, pp. 27-28. 
21 Ibid., p. 30. 
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tsetse fly evolved so that he would live in other than his tropical 

surroundings and wipe out the human race? One has but to mention the 

plagues and the deadly germs against which man has had no protection until 

yesterday, and his total lack of knowledge of sanitation as an animal, to 

understand how wonderful has been his preservation... 

The insects have no lungs such as man possesses, but breathe through tubes. 

When insects grow large the tubes cannot grow in relation to the increasing size of 

the body of the insect. Hence there never has been an insect more than inches long 

and a little longer wing spread. Because of the mechanism of their structure and their 

method of breathing, there never could be an insect of great size. This limit in their 

growth held all insects in check and prevented them from dominating the world. If 

this physical check had not been provided, man could not exist. Imagine a primitive 

man meeting a hornet as big as a lion or a spider equally large. 

Little has been said regarding the many other marvellous adjustments in the 

physiology of animals, without which no animal, or indeed vegetable, could continue 

to exist.22 

Thus, day by day, human knowledge uncovers more and more of the elaborate 

system that gives every creature their measure, proportion and balance. With such 

increased knowledge we appreciate even better the significance of the Qur’ nic 

statement: “It is He who has created all things and ordained them in due proportions.” 

(Verse 2) 

The unbelievers at the time of the Prophet did not understand any of this. Hence 

they persisted with their unbelief. “Yet, some choose to worship, instead of Him, deities 

that cannot create anything but are themselves created, and have it not in their power to avert 

harm from, or bring benefit to, themselves, and have no power over death, life or 

resurrection.” (Verse 3) 

Their false deities are deprived of the most essential characteristics of Godhead. 

Thus, they “cannot create anything,” while God has created everything, and false 

deities “are themselves created.” Their servants create them in the sense that they make 

them, if they are statues or idols, while if they are angels, devils, humans or some 

other object of God’s making, then God creates them, in the sense of bringing them 

into existence. Furthermore, they “have it not in their power to avert harm from, or bring 

benefit to, themselves,” let alone doing so to others. Someone who might not be able to 

bring himself benefit may still be able to cause harm, but even this is out of the hands 

of such false deities. Hence, this is mentioned first as the easiest thing to do, then it is 

followed by other qualities that only God can have: they “have no power over death, life 

                                                 
22 Ibid., pp. 92-94. 
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or resurrection.” If these deities cannot cause a living thing to die, or bring to life 

anything dead, or bring someone to life after death, what characteristic of Godhead 

could they have? How could these idolaters ascribe divinity to such beings? 

It is a case of straying so far from the truth that it is not surprising that they make 

singular claims against the Prophet. Their claims against God are even more singular 

and more impudent. Could there he anything worse than that a human being should 

claim that God has partners when it is God who has created him as well as 

everything else in the universe? The Prophet was asked: “Which is the most cardinal 

sin?” His reply was: “That you should claim that God has equals, when it is He who 

has created you.” [Related by al-Bukh rī and Muslim] 

Accusations without Basis 

Having shown how they fabricate such allegations against God, who is limitless in 

His glory, the s rah refers to their impudent claims against God’s Messenger, 

replying to them in a way that shows how false and absurd it all is. 

The unbelievers say: ‘This [Qur’ n] is nothing but a lie which he has devised with the 
help of other people.’ In truth, it is they who have perpetrated an inequity and a 
falsehood. And they say: Fables of ancient times which he has caused to be written 
down, so that they might be read out to him morning and evening.’ Say: ‘This 
[Qur’ n] is bestowed from on high by Him who knows the secrets of the heavens and 
the earth. He is indeed Much-Forgiving, Merciful.’ (Verses 4-6) 

It was a most blatant lie that the unbelievers of the Quraysh said when they knew 

deep at heart that it had absolutely no basis. Their elders who instructed them to 

circulate these lies were fully aware that the Qur’ n which Muhammad recited could 

not have been authored by a human being. They actually knew this given their 

appreciation of fine poetry. Furthermore, they could not stop themselves from being 

influenced by the Qur’ n. Moreover, they knew Muhammad long before his 

prophethood, and they were aware that he was exemplary in his honesty: he never 

told a lie, broke a promise, or breached a trust. How could he, then, invent a lie 

against God, attributing to Him words which He did not say? 

But they were stubborn, motivated by fear for their social status that relied on 

religious position. Hence, they resorted to such tactics, making false allegations that 

could be accepted by ordinary people who might not have similar literary talent. 

They claimed that the Qur’ n was “nothing but a lie which he has devised with the help of 

other people.” (Verse 4) It is said that those other people were three foreign slaves, or 

even more. This is such an absurd allegation. If a man could, with the help of others, 

devise this Qur’ n, or invent it, what would stop them from producing, with the help 
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of others, a similar Qur’ n to refute Muhammad’s argument? He repeatedly 

challenged them to do so and they failed to take up the challenge. 

Hence why the s rah does not employ any argument to refute their absurd 

allegations. Instead, it gives its clear judgement on their statements: “They have 

perpetrated an inequity and a falsehood.” (Verse 4) It is an act of injustice against the 

truth, Muhammad and themselves. Moreover, it is a blatant falsehood. 

The s rah gives other examples of their false accusations against the Prophet and 

the Qur’ n: “And they say: Fables of ancient times which he has caused to be written down, 

so that they might be read out to him morning and evening.” (Verse 5) The Qur’ n gives 

accounts of the history of past communities for the dual purpose of serving as 

lessons and admonition for people, and providing guidance for them. The 

unbelievers, however, label such true accounts of history as ‘fables of ancient times’, 

alleging that the Prophet sought such fables to be written down so that they could be 

read out to him, because he was unlettered, unable to read. When they were read to 

him every morning and evening, he would then recite them to people claiming that 

they were revealed to him by God. Such unfounded allegations do not stand up to 

any examination. We need only look at the logical sequence of the historical accounts 

given in the Qur’ n, the relevance of each story to the context in which it is placed, 

and the perfect balance and harmony between the objectives of each story and the 

s rah in which it occurs. All this confirms the deliberate choice and meticulous 

presentation of Qur’ nic historical accounts. Nothing of this is found in legends and 

fables that are related for entertainment. They hardly ever serve a basic theme or 

support a particular idea. 

Their allegation that these accounts were fables of ancient communities indicates 

that they were accounts of events that took place much earlier. This means that 

Muhammad (peace be upon him) could not have known them without being taught 

by some of those who circulated such fables, generation after generation. Hence, the 

s rah replies that the One who revealed them to Muhammad was the One whose 

knowledge is absolute. It is He who knows all secrets everywhere in the universe. 

Indeed, no situation, past present or future, is unknown to Him: “Say: This [Qur’ n] is 

bestowed from on high by Him who knows the secrets of the heavens and the earth.” (Verse 6) 

How could the knowledge of legend reciters be compared with God’s perfect 

knowledge? How could legends and fables be compared to the secrets of the heavens 

and the earth, which are perfectly known to God? This is no more than comparing a 

drop of water to an endless ocean. 

When they make such absurd allegations against the Prophet they commit a gross 

error, which is added to their persistent associating of partners with God, their 

Creator. Nevertheless, the door to repentance remains open, if they wish to desist 

from their sinful ways. God, who is fully aware of their fabrications and schemes, 
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will extend mercy and forgiveness to them: “He is indeed Much-Forgiving, Merciful.” 

(Verse 6) 

The s rah then examines their false accusations against the Prophet, their absurd 

objections to his being human, and their unreasonable suggestions about his 

message: 

They also say: ‘What sort of messenger is this, who eats food and goes about in the 
market places? Why has not an angel been sent down to him to give warning 
alongside him? Or why has not a treasure been granted to him? Or he should have a 
garden to provide his sustenance. ‘The wrongdoers say: ‘The man you follow is 
certainly bewitched.’ See to what they liken you. They have certainly gone astray and 
are unable to find a way back. Blessed is He who, if it be His will, shall give you better 
things than these; gardens through which running waters flow, and shall give you 
palaces too. (Verses 7-10) 

The first point they make concerns Muhammad’s status: they wonder why he eats 

food and goes about the streets and market places. Why is he an ordinary human 

being, doing what other humans do? This is an objection all communities made 

against every messenger God sent. How could such a person, raised by such a 

family, living with them and behaving like them in all respects,, be a messenger from 

God, receiving revelations from on high? How could he have contact with another 

world, receiving knowledge that is unavailable to them when he is just one of them, 

while they receive no such revelations and know nothing about this other world? 

Honouring Mankind 

From this angle, the whole idea seems unlikely. However, taken from another 

angle, it seems perfectly natural. God has breathed of His own spirit in man, and 

with this breath man has become distinguished among all God’s creation, and placed 

in charge of the earth. Yet human knowledge, experience, and abilities remain 

limited and inadequate. God would not leave man without support and guidance to 

show him the way to fulfil his trust. Hence, He gave him the potential to be in 

contact with Him through the breath of the divine spirit that distinguishes him. It is 

no wonder that God should choose a human being who has the spiritual potential to 

receive His message and so impart to him what guides him and humanity along the 

right way. 

This is an aspect of the grace God bestows on man, which appears amazing in one 

way and perfectly natural in another. But those who do not know the value of this 

creature and the true nature of the honour God has bestowed on him deny that a 

human being should be in contact with God through divine revelation. They refuse 
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to acknowledge that such a person should be chosen by God as His Messenger. They 

think that angels are better placed to carry out such a role: “Why has not an angel been 

sent down to him to give warning alongside him?” (Verse 7) But God had ordered the 

angels to prostrate themselves before man as He granted him superior qualities 

associated with the breathing of His spirit in him. 

It is divine wisdom that determines the sending of a human messenger to a 

human community. Such a messenger shares their feelings, experiences, hopes and 

sorrows. He knows their aspirations, needs and limitations. Thus, he understands 

their weaknesses, taps their strengths, and leads them along the way, step by step, 

knowing their motivations and reactions. After all, he is one of them, guiding them 

towards God’s pleasure, supported by His revelation and guidance. 

For their part they find in God’s human Messenger an easy example to follow. He 

is one of them who takes them gradually along the road to a sublime standard. He 

lives among them implementing the moral standards, the actions and the duties God 

requires them to observe and fulfil. Thus, he personally serves as the practical 

implementation of the faith he preaches. Everything in his life and behaviour are 

presented to them so that they can look at every detail and aspire to follow his 

example, knowing that it is within man’s capability. Had God’s Messenger been an 

angel, they would not think about his actions and behaviour, and would not even 

attempt to follow his suit. They would feel that since he has a different nature, they 

could not aspire to his standard or follow his example. 

We see how God’s infinite wisdom, which ordains all things in due proportion, 

has determined that His Messenger should be a human being so that he fulfils the 

role of leading mankind along the way He has laid down for them. To object to this 

choice is to betray ignorance of such wisdom and the honour God has granted 

mankind. 

Another absurd objection focused on God’s Messenger walking about the market-

place earning his living. His position as Messenger would have been recognized had 

he been granted great wealth to save him the trouble of so working for his living: “Or 

why has not a treasure been granted to him? Or he should have a garden to provide his 

sustenance.” (Verse 8) 

But God willed that His Messenger should not have treasure or garden, because 

He wanted him to be a perfect example to be followed by his community. He was to 

fulfil the great task of delivering his message while he worked, earning a living at the 

same time. Thus, none of his followers could argue that the Prophet was freed from 

the responsibility of work, and thus was able to devote all his time to his message. 

None would take this as an excuse for not fulfilling his duty towards the divine 

message. We see clearly that the Prophet worked for his living while he also worked 
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for his message. It is right, then, that everyone of his followers should do the same, 

so as to fulfil his own task towards the divine faith. 

Wealth was later given in abundance to the Prophet so as the first experience 

should be completed and the example he provided be perfected. He did not allow 

such wealth to become his preoccupation, preventing him from the fulfilment of his 

task. Indeed, his generosity was so superior that it was likened by his Companions to 

unrestrained wind. He provided a perfect example in resisting the lure of wealth so 

as to enable his followers to look at affluence in the proper perspective. Thus, no one 

could say that Muhammad was able to fulfil the duties of his message because he 

was poor, having no preoccupations of wealth, free from the task of looking after it. 

Instead, he fulfilled his duties in both situations of poverty and affluence. 

Besides, what value is wealth, treasures and gardens when compared with contact 

between man, a weak mortal, and God the Eternal? What significance has this earth 

and all that it contains, or indeed this whole universe, when compared to contact 

with God the Creator who grants everyone all that they have? But unbelievers 

appreciate nothing of this. 

The s rah then refers to another false accusation the unbelievers repeated time 

after time against the Prophet. The Qur’ n mentions this blatant lie here as well as in 

S rah 17, The Night Journey. In both s rahs the Qur’ n gives the exact same reply to 

this accusation quoting it in exactly the same words in both s rahs. “The wrongdoers 

say: ‘The man you follow is certainly bewitched.’ See to what they liken you. They have 

certainly gone astray and are unable to find a way back [to the truth].” (Verses 8-9) 

Both s rahs deal with more or less the same subject, tackling it in similar fashion. 

Needless to say, the unbelievers employ such a personal attack against the Prophet 

aiming to detract from his social standing. They liken him to a man who is 

bewitched, saying things that normal people do not say. Yet at the same time their 

accusation implies recognition that what he says is unusual or unfamiliar in the sense 

that it is above human standards. The reply the s rah gives wonders at their attitude: 

“See to what they liken you.” They liken him to bewitched people at one time, accuse 

him of false fabrication at another, and even compare him at times to those who 

relate legends. All this is far beyond the truth. They have missed every road that 

leads to the truth and are left in error: “They have certainly gone astray and are unable to 

find a way back [to the truth].” (Verse 9) 

This argument ends on a note that shows the stupidity of their suggestions. They 

propose that the Prophet should be given some luxuries, thinking that a true 

messenger of God should have plenty of such worldly comforts as a treasure store or 

a garden providing him with his food requirements. Had God so willed, he would 

have given him much more than everything they suggest: “Blessed is He who, if it be 
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His will, shall give you better things than these; gardens through which running waters flow, 

and shall give you palaces too.” (Verse 10) But God has willed to give His Messenger 

what is much better and more valuable than gardens and palaces. He has given him 

a direct relation with the One who gives all such luxuries, bestowing on him His care 

and guidance. He enjoys this relationship which is far superior to any worldly 

comfort or luxury, great as it may be. 

Denying Resurrection 

At this point in its discussion of their wrongful statements about God and His 

Messenger, the s rah reveals another dimension of their disbelief. They deny the Last 

Hour. Hence, they have no qualms about making baseless accusations or 

fabrications. They do not fear that they will face God who will hold them to account 

for their lies’ and fabrications. We see them here as they stand on the Day of 

Judgement when hardened hearts are shaken to their core. They are made to see 

what awaits them there in comparison with the happiness that is prepared for the 

believers: 

Nay! It is the Last Hour that they deny. For those who deny the Last Hour We have 
prepared a blazing fire. When it sees them from a far-off place, they will hear its fury 
and its raging sigh. And when, chained together, they are flung into a tight space 
within, they will pray for extinction there and then. [But they will be told]: Do not 
pray today for one single extinction, but pray for many extinctions!’ Say: ‘Which is 
better: that, or the paradise of eternity which the God-fearing have been promised as 
their reward and their ultimate abode?’ There they will have all they wish for, abiding 
there forever. It is a promise given by your Lord, always to be prayed for. (Verses 1 1-
16) 

They have indeed denied the Last Hour going to great extents in their disbelief. 

The Qur’ nic expression implies this as it puts aside all that was said earlier in order 

to magnify the extent: “Nay! It is the Last Hour that they deny.” It then paints the 

destiny that awaits those who are guilty of such a terrible thing. It is a blazing fire 

made ready to receive them: “For those who deny the Last Hour We have prepared a 

blazing fire.” (Verse 11) 

Personification, or the representation of inanimate objects or states as having life 

of their own, is a special artistic feature the Qur’ n employs to such perfection that it 

defies imitation. It makes such objects so alive that we take them as such. 

Here we are in front of the blazing fire which is now granted life. It looks and sees 

at a distance those who have denied the Last Hour. It is angry, furious with them, 

raging to engulf them. As they proceed towards it, it wants to take them all at once. It 
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is a fearful scene that leaves even the most courageous badly shaken. 

Then we see them having arrived there. They are not just left to face such a raging 

fire, but are thrown in it, their hands and feet chained together. The tightness of the 

area increases their misery and makes it impossible for them to free themselves from 

their chains. Then we see them, having despaired of breaking loose, realizing that 

their stress is endless. Therefore, they pray for their own destruction as a way out of 

this endless misery: “When, chained together, they are flung into a tight space within, they 

will pray for extinction there and then.” (Verse 13) Their own destruction seems to them 

the best that they can hope for as a way of escaping this unbearable torment. But they 

soon hear the answer to their prayers. It is a sarcastic response that fills them with 

bitterness: “Do not pray today for one single extinction, but pray for many extinctions!” 

(Verse 14) To be destroyed and made extinct once is not sufficient to redeem them. 

Hence, the sarcastic suggestion. 

In contrast to such fearful prospects, the s rah portrays what is prepared in the 

hereafter for the God-fearing who are eager to meet their Lord and who believe in 

the Last Hour. Again, sarcasm is fully employed to leave its telling effect on the 

unbelievers: 

Say: Which is better: that, or the paradise of eternity which the God- fearing have been 
promised as their reward and their ultimate abode? There they will have all they wish 
for, abiding there forever. It is a promise given by your Lord, always to be prayed for. 
(Verses 15-16) 

Which is better: the end of the unbelievers already described in the s rah or the 

paradise God has promised to the believers. He has indeed given them leave to ask 

Him about it, requesting the fulfilment of His promise, which is always honoured. 

They are free to request there whatever they wish for. Can the two be compared? The 

question is put sarcastically by way of reply to their own sarcasm levelled at the 

Prophet (peace be upon him). 

The s rah goes on to portray another scene of the Day of Judgement which is 

denied by the unbelievers. Now we see them gathered together with their alleged 

deities, and they all stand before God for interrogation: 

On the day He gathers them with all those they worship instead of God, He will ask: 
‘Was it you who led these My servants astray, or did they by themselves stray from 
the right path?’ They will say. ‘Limitless are You in Your glory! It was never proper 
for us to take for our masters anyone but Yourself But You allowed them and their 
fathers to enjoy [the pleasures of] life, until they forgot the Reminder. For they were 
people devoid of all good. ‘[Then God will say]: ‘Now have they denied all your 
assertions, and you can neither avert [your punishment] nor obtain help. Whoever of 
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you does wrong, him shall We cause to taste grievous suffering.’ (Verses 17-19) 

The ones who were worshipped may be idols, angels or jinn, and indeed everyone 

and everything that has ever been worshipped instead of God or alongside Him. God 

certainly knows all the answers, but the interrogation carried out when all creatures 

are gathered together, standing there in the open, means reproach and publicity. As 

such the very interrogation is a means of fearful suffering. The answer comes from 

those who were worshipped. They declare their own submission to God Almighty, 

and that He is free of all that the unbelievers allege. They disclaim not merely any 

aspiration to Godhead, but also any thought on their part of taking for themselves 

any masters other than Him. They also ridicule the ignorant who associated partners 

with God and denied the Last Hour: “They will say: Limitless are You in Your glory! It 

was never proper for us to take for our masters anyone but Yourself. But You allowed them 

and their fathers to enjoy [the pleasures of] life, until they forgot the Reminder. For they were 

people devoid of all good.” (Verse 18) 

The enjoyment that people are allowed for a long time, inheriting it generation 

after generation, without acknowledgement of the One who gives such blessings or 

expression of thanks and gratitude to Him, has been their main preoccupation. They 

forgot to turn to the One who gives us everything we have, and thus their hearts 

became devoid of all goodness, barren, like a land without fruit, vegetation or life. 

At this point, the address is directed to those who worshipped such beings, 

emphasizing their humiliation: “Now have they denied all your assertions, and you can 

neither avert [your punishment] nor obtain help.” (Verse 19) You cannot do anything for 

yourselves, neither avoiding your well deserved punishment, nor gaining support 

from anyone or any quarter. 

All this is shown as a scene of the Day of Judgement which is held before our eyes. 

Suddenly, the address is made to those unbelievers in their present condition here on 

earth: “Whoever of you does wrong, him shall We cause to taste grievous suffering.” (Verse 

19) Such is the Qur’ nic method of addressing people’s hearts at the moment when 

they are ready to respond, influenced as they may be by the fearful scene already 

portrayed. 

Entrusting God’s Message to Man 

Thus they are shown to have witnessed the end of all false fabrication concerning 

faith and ridicule of God’s Messenger. Now the s rah addresses the Prophet 

consoling and reassuring him, telling him that his was not a special case among 

God’s messengers. They all shared the same essential attributes: 
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Even before you, We never sent messengers other than [men] who indeed ate food and 
went about in the market places. We have made some of you a means of testing others. 
Are you able to endure with patience? Surely your Lord sees all. (Verse 20) 

If the unbelievers voice objections, these are not made against the Prophet in 

person; rather, they are objections to a law God has put in place for a definite 

purpose: “We have made some of you a means of testing others.” Thus, those who do not 

appreciate God’s wisdom and plans will object, while those who have full trust in 

His wisdom and support will persevere and remain reassured. The divine message 

will continue the struggle using human means and methods, so that those who have 

faith will demonstrate their patience in adversity: “Are you able to endure with 

patience?” 

“Surely your Lord sees all.” He sees human nature, and what is in people’s inner 

thoughts. He sees to what end each one is driving. We note here the use of the 

possessive pronoun, ‘your Lord’, to give the Prophet a feeling of comfort and 

reassurance. God knows what best affects people’s hearts and feelings. 
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2 

Below Animal Level 

Those who entertain no hope of meeting Us say: 

‘Why have no angels been sent down to us?’ – or, 

‘Why do we not see our Lord?’ Indeed, they are 

far too proud of themselves and they have been 

insolently overbearing. (21) 

On the day when they shall see the angels, the 

sinners will receive no happy news then, and they 

will say: ‘a forbidding ban!’ (22) 

We shall turn to whatever deeds they have done, 

and We shall transform it all into scattered dust. 

(23) 

On that day, those destined for paradise will be 

graced with the best of abodes and the fairest place 

of repose. (24) 

On the day when the skies shall be rent asunder 

with clouds, and the angels shall be sent down [in 

ranks]. (25) 

On that day, true sovereignty belongs to the Most 

Merciful [alone]. It will be a day of dire distress 

for the unbelievers. (26) 

On that day the wrongdoer will bite his hands 

and say: ‘Would that I had followed the path 

shown to me by the Messenger. (27) 
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Oh, woe is me! Would that I had never taken so-

and-so for a friend! (28) 

He surely led me astray from the Reminder after 

it had come to me!.’ Satan is ever treacherous to 

man. (29) 

And the Messenger will say: ‘My Lord! My 

people have regarded this Qur’ n as something to 

be discarded!’ (30) 

Thus against every prophet We have set up 

enemies from among those who are guilty. 

Sufficient is your Lord to provide guidance and 

support. (31) 

The unbelievers ask: ‘Why has not the Qur’ n 

been revealed to him all at once?’ Thus [it has 

been revealed] so that We might strengthen your 

heart with it, and We have imparted it to you by 

gradual revelation. (32) 

Whenever they come to you with an argument, 

We shall reveal to you the truth and the best 

explanation. (33) 

Those who will be gathered to hell on their faces – 

they will be worst in station and still farther away 

from the [right] path. (34) 

Indeed, We gave the book to Moses, and 

appointed his brother Aaron to help him to bear 

his burden. (35) 
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And We said: ‘Go you both to the people who 

denied Our signs,’ and then We utterly destroyed 

those people. (36) 

When the people of Noah rejected their 

messengers, We caused them to drown, and made 

of them an example for mankind. For the 

wrongdoers We have prepared grievous suffering. 

(37) 

And also the ` d and Thamūd, and the people 

of al-Rass, and many generations in between. 

(38) 

To each of them did We proffer lessons, and each 

of them did We utterly annihilate. (39) 

They must have surely passed by the town which 

was rained upon with a shower of evil. Have they, 

then, never seen it? But nay, they would not 

believe in resurrection. (40) 

When they see you, they make you a target of 

their mockery, [saying]: ‘Is this the one whom 

God has sent as His emissary? (41) 

He could almost have led us astray from our 

deities, had we not been steadfastly attached to 

them!’ But in time, when they see the suffering, 

they will come to know who it was that went 

farthest astray. (42) 

Have you considered the one who makes his 

desires his deity? Could you, then, be held 
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Overview 

This second passage of the s rah, like the first, starts with the allegations, 

suggestions and objections made by the unbelievers as a prelude to their statements 

about the Prophet himself. All this is given here with the aim of comforting the 

Prophet. In this passage, however, we have an early account of the punishment in 

store for their arrogance, one which is posited in a series of images of the hereafter. 

All this is given in reply to their question: “Why have no angels been sent down to us?’– 

or, ‘Why do we not see our Lord?” (Verse 21) 

The s rah then quotes their objection to the revelation of the Qur’ n over a long 

period, and explains the purpose behind this, reassuring the Prophet that God’s help 

is ready at hand whenever the unbelievers challenge him: “Whenever they come to you 

with an argument, We shall reveal to you the truth and the best explanation.” (Verse 33) 

The s rah describes to the Prophet and the unbelievers the fate suffered by earlier 

communities which denied God’s messages, reminding them in particular of the 

destruction suffered by Lot’s people. This has a greater effect, because they pass by 

that township, with its remains telling its terrible story. Yet they are hardened to it, 

and its sight does not inspire them to take steps in order to avoid a similar fate. 

All this is given by way of introduction to the unbelievers’ ridicule of the Prophet 

and their offensive remarks about him. The s rah immediately delivers a strong 

comment on this portraying them in a very contemptible light: “They are but like cattle. 

Nay, they are even far worse astray.” (Verse 44) 

Ominous Prospects for the Unbelievers 

Those who entertain no hope of meeting Us say: ‘Why have no angels been sent down 
to us?’ – or, ‘Why do we not see our Lord?’ Indeed, they are far too proud of 
themselves and they have been insolently overbearing. On the day when they shall see 
the angels, the sinners will receive no happy news then, and they will say: ‘a 
forbidding ban!’ We shall turn to whatever deeds they have done, and We shall 
transform it all into scattered dust. On that day, those destined for paradise will be 
graced with the best of abodes and the fairest place of repose. On the day when the 

responsible for him? (43) 

Or do you think that most of them listen and use 

their reason? They are but like cattle. Nay, they 

are even far worse astray. (44) 
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skies shall be rent asunder with clouds, and the angels shall be sent down [in ranks]. 
On that day, true sovereignty belongs to the Most Merciful [alone]. It will be a day of 
dire distress for the unbelievers. On that day the wrongdoer will bite his hands and 
say: ‘Would that I had followed the path shown to me by the Messenger. Oh, woe is 
me! Would that I had never taken so- and-so for a friend! He surely led me astray from 
the Reminder after it had come to me!’ Satan is ever treacherous to man. (Verses 21-
29) 

The unbelievers do not hope to meet God. This means that they do not expect such 

a meeting and do not take it into account so as to determine their prior behaviour. In 

their hearts they do not feel any awe of God. Hence, they are ready to make 

utterances that no one who expects to meet God would entertain. “Those who entertain 

no hope of meeting Us say: Why have no angels been sent down to us? – or, Why do we not 

see our Lord?” (Verse 21) 

They considered it unreasonable that God’s Messenger should be a man. They 

demanded that angels be sent to them testifying to the truth of the message in order 

for them to believe in it. An alternative demand they made was that they should see 

God, so as to believe in Him. Such an overbearing attitude betrays the sort of 

ignorance associated with denying God and His attributes, having no proper esteem 

for Him. Who are they to make such overbearing demands? What are they in 

comparison with God Almighty? In God’s dominion, they are no more than a 

particle floating aimlessly in the air, unless they establish a bond between them and 

God through believing in Him, deriving their strength from Him. Hence, the reply 

given them in the same verse shows the source of their overbearing attitude: “Indeed, 

they are far too proud of themselves and they have been insolently overbearing.” (Verse 21) 

They have given themselves airs and graces, become conceited, proud and 

haughty. All of which has led them to great transgression. Their pride is their main 

preoccupation, which means that they no longer give proper estimation to other 

things and values. They think themselves too great, or masters of the universe who 

deserve that God should appear before them in person so that they can believe in 

Him. 

A truly sarcastic reply is given to them as they are informed of the terrible 

eventuality awaiting them when they see the angels, which is the less overbearing of 

their demands. For they will only see the angels on a very hard and difficult day on 

which they will be destined to receive unbearable and inescapable suffering. That is 

the Day of Reckoning when evil deeds are punished. “On the day when they shall see 

the angels, the sinners will receive no happy news then, and they will say: ‘a forbidding 

ban!’” (Verse 22) 

This is the day when their suggestion is granted, “On the day when they shall see the 

angels”. No good news is given to the sinners on that day, for their punishment 
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awaits them. How terrible is the fulfilment of their request! This is when they say, a 

forbidding ban!’ This phrase used to be said by the Arabs to avert evil and enemies. It 

is a sort of appeal which hopes to drive enemies away and avoid any harm that 

might ensue. They utter it on that day by force of habit, because the whole thing 

comes as a surprise. But what will their words avail them of on that day? 

“We shall turn to whatever deeds they have done, and We shall transform it all into 

scattered dust.” (Verse 23) It all happens in a brief moment. Our imagination follows 

the motion described in detail, with actions being raised and thrown up in the air. In 

no time, all good works they did in this present life are left like scattered dust, 

because they were not based on faith. Faith establishes a bond between people’s 

hearts and God, and makes good works a way of life, chosen on purpose with due 

reflection, not in response to a fleeting whim or sudden impulse. With believers, 

good works are never reduced to the sort of single action that does not reflect a well 

defined method and clear objective. 

According to Islam, man’s life and action are closely related to the universe and 

the law that governs its existence and binds it all to God, including man and all his 

activities in life. When man’s life is separated from its central access that relates it to 

the universe, he finds himself lost, without influence and with no value attached to 

his work. Indeed his actions become non-existent. It is faith that binds man to his 

Lord, adding value to his actions and giving them credit in the overall system of the 

universe. 

Hence, the works of the unbelievers are thus made to die, and their death is shown 

in a highly tangible image: “We shall turn to whatever deeds they have done, and We shall 

transform it all into scattered dust.” (Verse 23) 

On the other side we find the believers, who dwell in heaven, in a perfectly 

contrasting image: “On that day, those destined for paradise will be graced with the best of 

abodes and the fairest place of repose.” (Verse 24) They are well settled, enjoying their 

comfort. This feeling of settlement contrasts with the scattered dust in the opposite 

image, and the reassurance felt by the believers contrasts with the fear of the 

unbelievers that obliges them to make a worried prayer. 

The unbelievers also used to suggest that God and the angels should appear 

before them on the tops of clouds. Such suggestions perhaps show the influence of 

Jewish legends speaking of God revealing Himself over a cloud or a column of fire. 

Therefore, the Qur’ n shows another image of the day when their request to see 

angels is granted: “On the day when the skies shall be rent asunder with clouds, and the 

angels shall be sent down [in ranks]. On that day, true sovereignty belongs to the Most 

Merciful [alone].” (Verses 25-26) 

This verse, and many others in the Qur’ n, make it clear that that day will witness 
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far-reaching celestial events indicating a complete collapse of the system that controls 

all parts of the universe, including all celestial bodies. Such an upheaval indicates the 

end of this world. This upheaval is not limited to the earth, but includes planets, 

stars, solar systems and galaxies. It is useful to look at some aspects of this upheaval 

as described in different s rahs: “When the sun is darkened, when the stars fall and 

disperse, when the mountains are made to move away... when the seas are set alight.” (81: 1-3 

and 6) “When the sky is cleft asunder, when the stars are scattered, when the oceans are made 

to explode, when the graves are hurled about.” (82: 1-4) “When the sky is rent asunder, 

obeying her Lord in true submission; when the earth is stretched out and casts forth all that is 

within her and becomes empty, obeying her Lord in true submission!” (84: 1-5) “When the 

sky is rent asunder and becomes red like burning oil.” (55: 37) “When the earth is severely 

shaken, and when the mountains crumble away, so as to become like scattered dust.” (56: 4-6) 

“When the trumpet is blown with a single blast, and the earth and the mountains are lifted up 

and crushed with a single stroke! Then that which must come to pass will on that day have 

come to pass; and the sky will be rent asunder – for, frail will it have become on that day.” 

(69: 13-16) “On a day when the sky will be like molten lead, and the mountains will be like 

tufts of wool.” (70: 8-9) “When the earth is rocked by her [final] earthquake, when the earth 

shakes off her burdens.” (99: 1-2) “The day when people will be like scattered moths, and the 

mountains like tufts of carded wool.” (101: 4-5) “Wait, then, for the day when the skies shall 

bring forth a pall of smoke which will make obvious [the approach of the Last Hour], 

enveloping all mankind. ‘Grievous is this suffering!” (44: 10-11) “On the day when the earth 

and the mountains will be convulsed, and the mountains will become like a sand-dune on the 

move.” (73: 14) “On that day, the skies shall be rent asunder.” (73: 18) “When the earth is 

systematically levelled down.” (89: 21) “When every eye is dazzled, and the moon darkens, 

and the sun and the moon are brought together.” (75: 7-9) “When the stars are effaced, and 

when the sky is rent asunder, and when the mountains are scattered like dust.” (77: 8-10) 

“They ask you about the mountains. Say: My Lord will scatter them far and wide, and leave 

the earth level and bare, with no curves or ruggedness to be seen.” (20: 105-107) “You will 

see the mountains, which you deem so firm, pass away as clouds pass away.” (27: 88) “One 

day We shall cause the mountains to move and you will see the earth void and bare.” (18: 47) 

“On the day when the earth shall be changed into another earth, as shall be the heavens.” (14: 

48) “On that Day We shall roll up the heavens like a scroll of parchment.” (21: 104) 

All these verses indicate that our world will come to a fearful end characterized by 

a violent shake-up of the earth, while the mountains will be scattered like dust. The 

seas will be set alight, or made to explode, either by being overfull as a result of the 

upheaval taking place or its molecules will explode and turn into fire. The stars will 

be darkened, the sky rent asunder and the planets scattered. Distances will be 

confused as the sun and the moon will be brought together. 

The sky will look like smoke at one time and alight and red at another. It is a 

fearful event that leaves nothing in place. 
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What Use is Regret? 

In this s rah God threatens the unbelievers with the sky being rent asunder by 

clouds. This may be a reference to clouds formed out of the vapours produced by the 

great explosions. On that day, the angels will go to the unbelievers, as the latter 

suggested, but their task will not be to confirm the Prophet’s message, but rather to 

administer punishment to the unbelievers as God will have ordered: “It will be a day 

of dire distress for the unbelievers.” (Verse 26) So why do they want the angels to go to 

them when their arrival signals so much distress? 

The s rah then portrays an image showing the regret and remorse felt by the 

unbelievers. It is portrayed at length, in detail, giving the impression that it is 

unending, where every wrongdoer bites his own hand in a gesture of regret: 

On that day the wrongdoer will bite his hands and say: ‘Would that I had followed the 
path shown to me by the Messenger. Oh, woe is me! Would that I had never taken so-
and-so for a friend He surely led me astray from the Reminder after it had come to 
me!’ Satan is ever treacherous to man. (Verses 27-29) 

Everything around the wrongdoing unbeliever is still, while he sends out 

expressions of regret, with sorrow marking his voice. The rhythm here is deliberately 

long to add to the sound effects. As we read or hear these verses, we also seem to 

participate in the expression of regret. “On that day the wrongdoer will bite his hands.” 

(Verse 27) One hand is not enough. He bites both, alternating from one to the other, 

because his sorrow and regret are so keen. The movement itself is very common, 

expressing what the person making it feels. Hence, it is shown in full clarity. 

The wrongdoer will also say: “Would that I had followed the path shown to me by the 

Messenger!” (Verse 27) Would that I followed his way and had not moved a single 

step away from it! He says this about God’s Messenger despite the fact that he had 

denied the very possibility that God might have entrusted him with a message. 

“Oh, woe is me! Would that I had never taken so-and-so for a friend!” (Verse 28) No 

name is mentioned here, but the friend is described as ‘so and so’ to include every 

bad friend who encouraged him to turn away from the path of God’s Messenger and 

follow the wrong way. “He surely led me astray from the Reminder after it had come to 

me!” (Verse 29) He was indeed Satan’s aide, or was himself just another Satan. “Satan 

is ever treacherous to man,” leading him into situations of error and letting him down 

when he most needs help. 

We see how the Qur’ n shakes their hearts, painting these fearful scenes of their 

fate as though this is already happening before their eyes. Yet still they deny God 

and speak of Him in a way that shows no respect. Indeed they make careless 
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suggestions when what awaits them is certain to fill them with regret. 

Perhaps we should add that some reports mention that these verses were revealed 

to the Prophet by way of comment on an incident involving `Uqbah ibn Abī Mu`ay , 

who frequently visited and sat with the Prophet. One day he invited the Prophet for 

a meal. The Prophet said that he would not eat `Uqbah’s food unless `Uqbah uttered 

the declaration, ‘I bear witness that there is no deity other than God, and that 

Muhammad is God’s Messenger.’ `Uqbah did so. His friend, Ubayy ibn Khalaf, 

however later remonstrated with him, saying: ‘You have abandoned your religion.’ 

`Uqbah said: ‘No, by God! It was only that he refused to eat my food when he was in 

my home, and I felt embarrassed, so I granted his wish.’ Ubayy said: ‘I will not be 

satisfied unless you go and step over him and spit in his face.’ `Uqbah looked for the 

Prophet until he found him in prostration near Dar al-Nadwah, and he did just that. 

The Prophet said to him: ‘Should I ever meet you outside Makkah, I will hit your 

head with my sword.’ `Uqbah was taken prisoner in the Battle of Badr, and the 

Prophet ordered `Alī to execute him. 

A Complaint by God’s Messenger 

After these scenes of the Day of Judgement the s rah brings us back to this world 

with a discussion of the unbelievers’ attitude towards the Prophet and their 

objections to the method of revealing the Qur’ n from on high. This part of the s rah 

again ends with a scene of what happens to the unbelievers on the Day of 

Judgement. 

And the Messenger will say: My Lord! My people have regarded this Qur’ n as 
something to be discarded!’ Thus against every prophet We have set up enemies from 
among those who are guilty. Sufficient is your Lord to provide guidance and support. 
The unbelievers ask: ‘Why has not the Qur’ n been revealed to him all at once?’ Thus 
[it has been revealed] so that We might strengthen your heart with it, and We have 
imparted it to you by gradual revelation. Whenever they come to you with an 
argument, We shall reveal to you the truth and the best explanation. Those who will 
be gathered to hell on their faces – they will be worst in station and still farther away 
from the [right] path. (Verses 30-34) 

They have abandoned the Qur’ n, which God revealed to His Messenger to warn 

and explain to them what lies ahead for mankind. They refused to listen to it because 

they feared they would be attracted to its message. Stubbornly, they refused to 

consider its message which would have guided them to the truth and given them 

light. Although God revealed it as a constitution for human life, guiding it to all that 

is best, they shut their minds to it. “And the Messenger will say: My Lord! My people 

have regarded this Qur’ n as something to he discarded!” (Verse 30) His Lord certainly 
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knew this, but God’s Messenger made his complaint, humbly stating that he had 

exerted his best efforts, but still his people adamantly refused to listen to the Qur’ n 

and consider its message. 

God comforts His Messenger, telling him that the same was the case with all 

earlier messengers. Every prophet has had enemies who discard divine guidance and 

deliberately turn people away from faith. But God is certain to guide His messengers 

to the way that ensures their victory over foul and wicked enemies. “Thus against 

every prophet We have set up enemies from among those who are guilty. Sufficient is your 

Lord to provide guidance and support.” (Verse 31) 

Divine wisdom is perfect indeed. The fact that wicked people wage war against 

prophets and their messages is certain to strengthen these messages, giving them the 

sort of seriousness that fits their nature. The struggle of advocates of divine faith 

against those who fight it may be hard, involving much sacrifice, but it is such 

struggle that eventually distinguishes true and sincere advocates from false ones, 

strengthening the former and expelling the latter. Thus, only those who are true to 

their faith, dedicated to its cause, aspiring to no personal or easy gain remain, 

dedicating their efforts to God alone. 

Had advocacy of the divine faith been comfortable and easy, moving along a 

smooth way adorned with flowers, and without opposition, everyone would have 

become an advocate. Indeed true causes would have been muddled with false ones, 

and much confusion would have resulted. When a message or a cause faces 

determined opposition, the struggle for it becomes inevitable and sacrifice necessary. 

Only serious believers are ready to endure pain and make sacrifices for their causes, 

because such believers consider their faith to be more important than this whole 

world and the comforts it offers. Indeed, to them, faith is more important than life 

itself. Only the strongest in faith and most enduring among them can carry this fight 

to its end, because these are the ones who aspire most to what God has in store for 

them. 

It is those who render sacrifices and remain steadfast that are eventually entrusted 

with the implementation of the divine message, because they are the ones who, 

having paid the heavy price of victory, are able to shoulder its continued burden. 

Their experience teaches them how to overcome the many hazards that lie along their 

way. The hardship they endure sharpens their abilities and talents, increases their 

strength and knowledge. All these will stand them in good stead as they continue to 

advocate the divine faith in all situations. 

What happens in most cases is that the majority of people stand aside while the 

struggle between the wicked and advocates of the divine faith rages on. The 

sacrifices of these advocates will inevitably mount, but their steadfastness, despite 
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the great pain they have to endure, remains strong and they are not shaken in any 

way. As a result, the multitude standing by begin to feel that the message these 

believers advocate is more precious than all their sacrifices. They start to examine it 

in order to see what makes such a message dearer to its advocates than life. What 

happens then is that these people, who have long stood by, begin to embrace the 

faith in large numbers. 

For this reason God has willed that every prophet has to face enemies. Such 

wicked people stand in the face of the divine message, which is the message of truth. 

Its advocates then resist its enemies and bear whatever sacrifices they are called on to 

give. The end is predetermined, and those who place their trust in God are certain of 

it. It is the provision of divine guidance that leads to the ultimate victory: “Sufficient 

is your Lord to provide guidance and support.” (Verse 31) 

That the wicked should stand against prophets is only natural. The prophets 

advocate the message of the truth which is given at the appropriate time to rectify 

corruption that creeps into community life or into human life in general. This is a 

corruption that affects hearts, systems and life itself. Such corruption is initiated, 

promoted and exploited by the wicked. They are the ones whose interests and values 

are served through the promotion of such corruption. Their opposition to the 

prophets aims to defend themselves and their interests. They want to retain the 

corrupt atmosphere in which they thrive. Some insects are stifled by the fine smell of 

flowers because they can only survive on dump heaps. Some worms survive only in 

dirty stagnating water, and perish in clean, running water. Such are the wicked. 

Hence their hostility to the message of truth. They fight it tooth and nail. But it is 

only natural that it will emerge triumphant, because it promotes life and looks up to 

the sublime horizon which binds it to God. “Sufficient is your Lord to provide guidance 

and support.” (Verse 31) 

The Time Span of Qur’ānic Revelations 

The s rah goes on examining the arguments of the wicked who stand in 

opposition to the Qur’ n: 

The unbelievers ask: ‘Why has not the Qur’ n been revealed to him all at once?’ Thus 
[it has been revealed] so that We might strengthen your heart with it, and We have 
imparted it to you by gradual revelation. (Verse 32) 

The purpose of revealing the Qur’ n is to re-educate a community and establish a 

new social order. Such a task requires time. In a process of proper education it is not 

enough to understand the words being said, rather one must interact with them as 

also with the ideas expressed. This interaction should then be brought into the 
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practical world. Human nature does not go through a total transformation overnight, 

as a result of reading a book which provides a complete new way of life. It is more 

likely to be influenced day by day, and by one aspect after another. This gives human 

nature the chance to gradually, but thoroughly understand it, and to get used to it bit 

by bit, bearing the responsibilities it requires. Thus, people are not scared off as they 

might be were it presented in full, surrounded by difficulties. This gradual approach 

is like serving a fresh nourishing meal every day, from which the recipient becomes 

stronger and better able to benefit by the next meal, enjoying it even more. 

The Qur’ n provides a comprehensive way of life, as well as a system of education 

that suits human nature. For it is revealed by God, the Creator of human nature who 

knows it thoroughly. For this reason, it was revealed in parts, to suit the real needs of 

the Muslim community as it came into existence and began to grow. It is not meant 

to be a theoretical book which is read for enjoyment or increasing one’s knowledge. It 

is meant to be implemented in full, with every task accomplished and every detailed 

order carried out. Indeed its verses are ‘orders of the day’ which Muslims receive 

and start to implement immediately, just like military personnel receive their daily 

orders on the battlefield. They must understand these orders properly, interact with, 

and implement them. 

For all this, the Qur’ n was revealed in small parts, explaining things first to the 

Prophet and strengthening his resolve to fulfil his task. Its revelation progressed, one 

passage or s rah after another, as suited the different stages along the road the 

Muslim community travelled. “Thus [it has been revealed] so that We might strengthen 

your heart with it, and We have imparted it to you by gradual revelation.” (Verse 32) The 

Arabic term tart l, translated here as ‘gradual revelation’, indicates successive steps 

according to God’s knowledge of what suited the Muslims at the time and their 

readiness to receive more. 

This method accomplished miracles in transforming the community which so 

received it, interacting with it day after day and absorbing its message part after part. 

When the Muslims ignored this method, viewing the Qur’ n as a book for theoretical 

knowledge and recitation in worship only, they no longer benefited by it. They 

simply abandoned its method which aimed to reshape their way of thinking and 

their everyday lives. 

The s rah continues to reassure the Prophet that he will be given the ultimate 

argument and the final evidence whenever the unbelievers come up with a new 

suggestion or objection. “Whenever they come to you with an argument, We shall reveal to 

you the truth and the best explanation.” (Verse 33) 

Their argument is false, and God refutes it with the truth. Indeed the Qur’ n aims 

to establish the truth in full clarity. It does not aim to win an argument or to be 
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applauded in a debate. It has no time for such pursuits. 

God, limitless is He in His glory, promises to help His Messenger in any argument 

he may have with his people. He follows the truth, and God empowers him with the 

truth that overcomes all falsehood. How can the unbelievers’ argument stand up to 

God’s ultimate proof? How can the falsehood they advocate resist the overpowering 

truth revealed by God? 

This passage ends with an image showing the unbelievers’ resurrection and how 

they are gathered in hell, as a punishment for their rejection of the truth and for their 

upholding twisted logic and values: “Those who will be gathered to hell on their faces – 

they will be worst in station and still farther away from the [right] path.” (Verse 34) This 

picture of them gathering on their faces in hell is a very humiliating one. It contrasts 

with their arrogance and turning away from the truth. This image is placed before 

the Prophet to strengthen him against the opposition he faced from them. It is also 

placed before them as a warning against what awaits them. The portrait as a whole is 

meant to undermine their arrogance and show how weak their position is. Yet 

despite such strong warnings, they stubbornly held on to their rejection of the truth. 

The Fate of Earlier Unbelievers 

The s rah then makes some quick and brief references to earlier communities who 

rejected God’s message, as given to them through His messengers. First we are told 

about Moses who was granted the support of his brother Aaron. Aaron was to share 

the task assigned to Moses. They were ordered to confront the people who ‘denied 

Our signs’, for Pharaoh and his people denied God’s signs even before Moses and 

Aaron were sent to them with God’s message. Such signs are available all the time, 

giving clear evidence. God’s messengers simply remind people of their negligence of 

such signs. Before the second verse speaking about them is completed, a quick 

picture of their fate is shown: “We utterly destroyed these people.” (Verse 36) 

This is followed by a reference to Noah’s people who ‘rejected their messengers’ and 

in consequence, God ‘caused them to drown’. It should be explained here that Noah’s 

people denied only Noah’s message and their rejection applied only to him, but we 

have to remember that Noah only preached the faith advocated by all God’s 

messengers. Hence, when they rejected what he told them, it was as though they 

rejected all messengers, most of whom lived after their own time. God states that He 

‘made of them an example for mankind.’ (Verse 37) The great floods could not be 

forgotten despite the passage of time. Anyone who looks carefully at the result of 

that flood will understand its lesson, provided he approaches it with an open mind. 

“For the wrongdoers We have prepared grievous suffering.” (Verse 37) It is now ready, 

requiring no further waiting. We note that the wrongdoers are mentioned by their 
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attribute, rather than by the use of a pronoun, which would have been perfectly 

correct from the point of view of style, but mentioning this quality explains the 

reason behind their punishment. 

The next verse groups together the ` d, Thamūd and the people of al-Rass, as well 

as many generations in between. Al-Rass refers to a ground well which was not 

properly built. Its people, who lived in a village in Yam mah, killed the Prophet sent 

to them. Al- abarī, however, says that they are the ones mentioned in S rah 85, The 

Constellations, as having lit a fire in a great pit to burn all the believers. Whatever the 

truth of this, the fact remains that all these communities faced the same fate after they 

were given a clear message, proffering clear lessons. None heeded what they were 

told and none averted the terrible fate against which they were warned. 

All these peoples, as well as Lot’s township which suffered a shower of evil rained 

upon it, followed the same line and shared the same fate: “To each of them did We 

proffer lessons” so that they may take heed. But this was not to be. Hence, the outcome 

of their stubborn rejection of God’s message was that “each of them did We utterly 

annihilate.” (Verse 39) 

The s rah makes this very quick reference to all these communities, ending by 

mentioning the fate of Lot’s people, whose township, Sodom, the Arabs passed by on 

their summer trade journey to Syria. Sodom was destroyed with a volcanic rain that 

brought on them gases and stones, destroying the town completely. The s rah states 

that they did not take heed because they did not believe in resurrection and did not 

hope to meet God. Hence, their hearts remained hardened. This gave rise to their 

objections to, and ridicule of their messengers. 

Ridiculing God’s Messenger 

After this quick reference to earlier communities, the s rah mentions the ridicule 

faced by the Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him) from his people. This follows 

upon the earlier mention of their arrogance and objection to the method of revelation 

of the Qur’ n. The s rah also earlier described what will happen to them on the Day 

of Resurrection, and also the fate suffered by earlier unbelievers. All this is given by 

way of solace to the Prophet before mentioning the ridicule they direct at him. They 

are warned that they will he placed in a position lower than that of animals: “When 

they see you, they make you a target of their mockery, [saying’: ‘Is this the one whom God has 

sent as His emissary?” (Verse 41) 

Prior to his choice as God’s Messenger, Muhammad was highly respected among 

his people, being the descendant of a leading family and tribe. His honesty and 

morality enhanced his position, as he was nicknamed al-am n, which meant ‘the 

trustworthy’. When the community faced a serious dispute over which tribe should 
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replace the Black Stone, they accepted him as arbiter. When he gathered them to give 

them the first news of his mission, he asked them whether they would believe him if 

he were to tell them that armed people were moving behind the hills, preparing to 

attack them, they said: “Yes, because you enjoy our full trust.” 

Yet when he told them of his mission and recited to them this great book of divine 

revelations, they ridiculed him, saying: ‘Is this the one whom God has sent as His 

emissary?’ This is cruel ridicule. Yet, were they so convinced that he deserved such 

ridicule, or that the message he preached also deserved it? Not at all! For it was all a 

scheme devised by the Quraysh elders to detract from his great personality and to 

counter the irresistible influence of the Qur’ n. They felt that the new message 

constituted a threat to their social and economic positions. Hence, they resorted to 

every conceivable means to counter it. 

They convened meetings and conferences to devise plots and strategies, and to 

agree on what accusations they should level at Muhammad, knowing full well that 

they were only fabricating blatant lies. 

Ibn Is q reports that one year as the pilgrimage season approached, a group of 

the Quraysh attended al-Walīd ibn al-Mughīrah, who was a high-ranking elderly 

figure. He said to them: “Now that the pilgrimage season is approaching, people will 

start arriving from all over the place. They must have heard about your friend 

(meaning the Prophet). So you had better agree what to say when you are asked 

about him. We must guard against having too many opinions, particularly if they are 

mutually contradictory.”  

When his audience asked his advice as to what they should say, he preferred to 

listen to their suggestions first. Someone suggested that they should describe 

Muhammad as a fortune-teller. Al-Walīd said: “It is clearly recognized that he is not. 

We have seen fortune-tellers and what he says is nothing like the incomprehensible 

rhyming phrases they use.” Another suggestion was to say that he was a madman, 

but al-Walīd rejected this too, saying: “We have seen madness and its effect on 

people. His is nothing like a madman’s seizure, convulsion or hallucination.” A third 

suggestion was to say that he was nothing more than a poet, but al-Walīd again told 

them that it would not do. “We have learnt poetry in all its forms and metres, and 

what Muhammad says is nothing like poetry.” Someone suggested that they should 

say that Muhammad was a magician. Al-Walīd said: “He is not a magician. We have 

seen such people and their gestures as they blow and contract. He is totally unlike 

them.” 

Giving up, they said: “What shall we say, then?” Al-Walīd said: “What 

Muhammad says is certainly beautiful. It is like a date tree with solid roots and rich 

fruit. Every one of these suggestions you have made is bound to be recognized as 
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false. The least disputable one is to claim that he is a magician who repeats magic 

words which make a man fall out with his father, mother, wife and clan.” They all 

approved of al-Walīd’s suggestion and set about preparing their propaganda 

campaign. They made sure to meet pilgrims as they arrived in Makkah so as to warn 

them about the Prophet. 

This is but one example of the plots they devised. It also shows how they were at a 

loss concerning the accusations they could level at the Prophet. Yet it also shows that 

they were well aware of how truthful he was. Indeed their mockery as they said: Is 

this the one whom God has sent as His emissary?’ was merely one of the forms they used 

in their propaganda against Islam and its advocates. In arriving at such claims, the 

elders of the Quraysh did not express their true feelings about the truth of Islam. It 

was simply a device aiming to lower the Prophet’s esteem in the public eye. For they 

were keen that the masses should continue to look up to them in matters of religion, 

as this would ensure that they continued to enjoy their social and economic 

privileges. In all this, the Quraysh were no different from other forces that are hostile 

to the truth and its advocates in all places and generations. 

Although they were keen to project an attitude of ridicule towards the Prophet, 

their words reflected the great anxiety they felt, their knowledge of his strong 

argument and the powerful message the Qur’ n embodied. They said: “He could 

almost have led us astray from our deities, had we not been steadfastly attached to them!” 

(Verse 42) 

They admitted that they were greatly shaken to the extent that, keen as they were 

to stick to their religion which gave them numerous privileges, they were about to 

abandon their deities and idol worship altogether. They maintained this only 

through a great deal of resistance. 

Steadfastness, which they speak about, is only required to resist what is 

powerfully appealing. They also described the right guidance the Prophet gave as 

‘leading astray’, which shows how wrong they were in their evaluation of the 

situation. Despite the appearances they put on of mocking the Prophet, they could 

not conceal the tremor they felt in their hearts as Muhammad advocated his message, 

reciting the Qur’ n. Hence, a quick and general warning is given which struck fear in 

their hearts: “But in time, when they see the suffering, they will come to know who it was 

that went farthest astray.” (Verse 42) They will know then whether Muhammad 

brought them a message of truth or one of error. But their newly acquired knowledge 

would then be of little use to them, because suffering would be staring them in the 

face. This is true whether the suffering is of the type that is inflicted in this present 

life, like the Quraysh suffered at the Battle of Badr, or in the hereafter. 



Al-Furqān (The Criterion) | BELOW ANIMAL LEVEL 

 322

When Desire is Worshipped 

The s rah then addresses the Prophet consoling and comforting him. He did not 

fail to deliver his message or to employ strong arguments in advocating it. He 

certainly deserved nothing of the mockery and ridicule they levelled at him. It is they 

that are wicked. They make their own desires an idol which they worship. They have 

no argument for the stand they adopted. How could such a person formulate even 

the semblance of an argument? 

“Have you considered the one who makes his desires his deity? Could you then, be held 

responsible for him?” (Verse 43) This verse is carefully phrased to paint a picture 

showing the psychological condition of a person who pays no heed to accepted 

standards or values. Instead, they only submit to their own desires and worship none 

but their own pleasure. They apply no standard, recognize no value, acknowledge no 

logic. Once their desire moves clearly in a particular direction, they follow like slaves 

submitting to a powerful master. 

God, who is limitless in His glory, addresses His servant and Messenger in a 

kindly and compassionate manner, referring to this type of person. He asks him: 

“Have you considered...” He follows this by drawing a picture of a man who pays no 

regard to truth, logic or sound argument. He comforts the Prophet so that he does 

not feel too disappointed at having failed to guide someone who has no propensity 

to follow guidance. Hence, the Prophet need not concern himself with such people: 

“Could you, then, be held responsible for him?” (Verse 43) 

The s rah hurls further ridicule on those who submit to their lust and worship 

their desire, turning a blind eye to the truth. It puts them on the same level as 

animals which are devoid of hearing or logic. This is followed by yet more ridicule 

which shows such people as even inferior to animals: “Or do you think that most of 

them listen and use their reason? They are but like cattle. Nay, they are even far worse 

astray.” (Verse 44) 

This very clear statement that maintains accuracy applies, as the s rah says, to 

‘most of them’, because only a minority of unbelievers showed any inclination to 

accept guidance, or reflect on what they heard. The majority, who took their desires 

as their gods which they blindly obeyed, ignored all the signs they heard and saw, 

and were indeed like cattle. Indeed man is distinguished from animals by his 

propensity to reflect and understand, as well as by his ability to mould his life in 

accordance with the truth he accepts upon consideration and reflection. His great 

human quality is that he is able to change course on being convinced by sound 

argument. When man deliberately abandons such qualities, he puts himself in a 

position worse than that of animals. An animal is guided to what suits it by the 

abilities and susceptibilities God has placed within it. Thus, it fulfils its role without 
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deviation. Man, on the other hand, often disregards the qualities God has given him, 

making little use of them. In this he is worse than an animal who does not neglect 

any inclination given to it. 

“They are but like cattle. Nay, they are even far worse astray.” (Verse 44) This comment 

expels those who ridicule the Prophet from the ranks of mankind. They are to be 

looked down upon, never to command respect. 
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3 

Raising Support Against 

God 

Do you not see how your Lord causes the shadow 

to lengthen when, had He so willed, He could 

have indeed made it stand still? But then We 

have made the sun its guide. (45) 

And then, little by little, We draw it in towards 

Ourselves. (46) 

He it is who makes the night a garment for you, 

and sleep a repose. He makes every day a 

resurrection. (47) 

And He it is who sends forth the winds as 

heralds of His coming grace. And We cause pure 

water to descend from the skies, (48) 

so that with it We may bring dead land to life 

and give drink to a countless number of Our 

creation, beasts as well as human. (49)  

Many times have We explained this [in the] 

Qur’ n to them, so that they may take it to heart, 

but most people refuse to be anything but 

unbelievers. (50) 

Had We so willed, We could have sent a warner 

to every city. (51) 
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Do not obey the unbelievers, but strive most 

vigorously against them with this Qur’ n. 

(52) 

He it is who has brought the two bodies of water 

to meet; the one sweet and thirst-quenching, and 

the other salty and bitter. Yet between them 

He has made a barrier and a forbidding ban. 

(53) 

And He it is who has created man from water 

and established for him bonds of lineage and 

marriage. All-Powerful is your Lord. (54) 

Yet people worship, instead of God, things that 

can neither benefit nor harm them. An unbeliever 

always gives support against his Lord. (55) 

We have sent you only as a herald of good news 

and a warner. (56) 

Say: ‘No reward do I ask of you for this. All I 

ask is that he who so wills may find a way 

leading to his Lord.’ (57) 

Hence, place your trust in the Living One who 

does not die, and extol His limitless glory and 

praise. Sufficient is it that He is well aware of his 

servants’ sins. (58) 

He it is who has created the heavens and the 

earth and all that is between them in six days, 

and is established on the throne of His 

Almightiness, the Most Merciful. Ask, then, 
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Overview 

This passage concentrates on some of the great wonders in the universe that testify 

to God’s existence and the unique system He has put in place to control and conduct 

everything that happens. It directs the Prophet to look carefully at these signs and 

interact with them. Such interaction, particularly when it is done with an open heart 

and mind, is sufficient to redress any lingering effects of the hardship caused by the 

unbelievers. He will be looking at the great horizons against which the unbelievers’ 

schemes and hostilities are reduced to insignificance. 

The Qur’ n always directs people’s hearts and minds to reflect on, and interact 

with, what they see in the universe. They will then recognize the work of God’s hand 

in all that they see, hear and feel. They will have much to reflect upon which will 

strengthen their bond with God through His work. 

When man lives in the universe with an open heart and mind, and an alert soul, 

his life rises above the petty concerns of this world. His sense of life is heightened as 

he feels, at every moment, that the universe around him is much larger and greater 

than his own world, while all that he sees and feels comes into being through one 

and the same will, are subject to the same law, and submit to One Creator. He will 

realize that he is but one of countless creatures that submit to God, and that God’s 

hand is visible in all that he sees, hears and feels. 

about Him, the One who knows everything. (59) 

Yet when they are told, ‘Prostrate yourselves 

before the Most Merciful,’ they ask, ‘What is the 

Most Merciful? Are we to prostrate ourselves 

before whatever you bid us?’ And they grow more 

rebellious. (60) 

Blessed is He who has set up in the skies great 

constellations, and has placed among them a 

lamp and a light-giving moon. (61) 

And He it is who causes the night and the day to 

succeed one another; [a clear sign] for him who 

would take heed or would show gratitude. (62) 
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To fear only God will be mixed in anyone’s consciousness with parallel feelings of 

friendliness and trust. These feelings will fill his soul and his whole world, imparting 

a mixture of love and reassurance that will accompany him on his life journey and 

remain with him until he meets God. He cannot fail to experience such feelings when 

everything around him is made by God, according to His fine and elaborate system 

of creation. 

We see in this passage how the s rah paints a scene of shadows extending then 

gently contracting, before we move to a picture of a quiet night of deep slumber and 

a bustling day of tireless activity. We then see the winds as heralds of God’s mercy, 

followed by water pouring down from the skies to quicken barren land. We see the 

salty sea and the sweet river water, and the barrier between them preventing them 

from mixing. Then we look at a different type of fluid, the semen that gives rise to 

human life. We contemplate how the heavens and the earth were created in six days, 

and look at the star constellations in the sky, with the sun as a lamp lightening the 

world for us, and the moon doing the same at night. We also contemplate the 

unfailing succession of night and day. 

As it paints these images, the s rah directs our hearts and minds to reflect that 

they are all of God’s creation, reminding us of His power and fine planning. It shows 

how singular the unbelievers’ attitude is when they associate partners with God and 

worship alongside Him entities that can cause them neither benefit nor harm. The 

unbelievers are so ignorant that they speak impudently about God and support one 

another in denying Him. This is very strange, particularly when seen against the 

multitude of universal signs demonstrating God’s creation. It is all a great display 

that the Creator raises before our eyes for us to contemplate. 

Moving Shadows, Still Night 

Do you not see how your Lord causes the shadow to lengthen when, had He so willed, 
He could have indeed made it stand still? But then We have made the sun its guide. 
And then, little by little, We draw it in towards Ourselves. (Verses 45-46) 

This image of shadow and shade imparts to a troubled and tired soul a feeling of 

comfort, relaxation and security, as if it is a gentle, compassionate hand that wipes 

away pain and worry, giving comfort and energy. is this God’s purpose as He directs 

the Prophet, who has suffered the unbelievers’ ridicule and opposition, to 

contemplate the shadow? In the tough battle the Prophet went through in Makkah, 

facing determined opposition and wicked scheming, his soul must have felt the 

burden too heavy, with only a small number of believers supporting him against the 

overwhelming majority of unbelievers. Not only so, but he was not then even 
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allowed to retaliate against physical aggression or repel hostile ridicule. In this 

troubled atmosphere passages of the Qur’ n were revealed to Muhammad (peace be 

upon him) to serve as a healing balsam, a relaxing shade and kind blessing. It 

provided him with support in the midst of determined denial and opposition. Shade, 

particularly when considered against a hot desert background, gives an image that is 

in complete harmony with the whole atmosphere of the s rah that is full of 

compassion and blessings. 

The s rah shows the shadow as being gently stretched by God’s hand before it 

then contracts: “Do you not see how your Lord causes the shadow to lengthen?” (Verse 45) 

Some time later, “little by little, We draw it in towards Ourselves.” (Verse 46) The 

shadow is a faint darkness made by the sun’s rebounding rays. It moves along with 

the movement of the earth in relation to the sun, changing its position, length and 

shape. The sun points it with its light and heat, determining its area and length. 

When we follow how the shadow changes shape and extent, we experience a feeling 

of comfort and are gently alerted to the fact that it is an aspect of God’s work. 

When the sun starts its decline, we see the shadows lengthen and further lengthen. 

Suddenly all shadows disappear as the sun sets. Where have all the shadows gone? 

God’s unseen hand has collected them all as the deep darkness of the night gathers 

and spreads over our world. This is all the work of God’s able hand which humans 

fail to see, but which continues without fail. 

“Had He so willed, He could have indeed made it stand still?” (Verse 45) The way the 

visible universe and solar system are made makes the shadow move in the gentle 

way it does. Had the system been even slightly different, this would have had a 

different effect on the shadow. Had the earth been motionless, the shadow cast over 

it would have stood still, neither extending nor shrinking. On the other hand, if the 

earth’s movement had been faster or slower, the extension and shrinking of the 

shadow would have been proportionately slower or faster. It is the way the universe 

is made, with its operative laws, that gives the shadow its specific features. 

The highlighting of this phenomenon, which we see every day without paying 

much attention to it, is part of the Qur’ nic method of making our consciousness 

interact with the universe so as to respond to aspects that we tend to ignore because 

of their familiarity. We only need to contemplate the countless marvels around us for 

our thoughts to move in the right direction. 

Moving on, the s rah highlights an image of the night, its stillness and peaceful 

slumber, contrasted with the day and its bustling movement. “He it is who makes the 

night a garment for you, and sleep a repose. He makes every day a resurrection.” (Verse 47) 

The night spreads its cover over animate and inanimate objects so as to make the 

world appear as though it wears the blackness of the night. Hence, the night is 
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described as a garment. At night, movement stops and footsteps cease to allow 

people and most animals, birds and insects to sleep. Sleep is a cessation of sensation, 

consciousness and feeling, which is why it is described as ‘repose’. Then the dawn 

starts to breathe and movement begins. Life is thus resumed. Hence, the day is a new 

‘resurrection’ after a short mini-death. The two alternate with every daily cycle of the 

earth. Again this phenomenon is ignored by human beings, but it is indicative of the 

great design of the universe made by God, who never sleeps or overlooks anything. 

The s rah highlights another universal phenomenon that is closely related to life: 

And He it is who sends forth the winds as heralds of His coming grace. And We cause 
pure water to descend from the skies, so that with it We may bring dead land to life 
and give drink to a countless number of Our creation, beasts as well as human. 
(Verses 48-49) 

All life on earth depends on rain water, either directly, or through the rivers and 

other water courses, springs, wells and underground reservoirs it supplies. Only 

those who directly depend on rain for their living properly appreciate God’s grace as 

He sends rain. They look forward to rain, full of hope, realizing that it brings them 

life. They look for wind, which they know to drive the clouds. Hence, they realize 

that the wind is an early indicator, announcing the forthcoming act of God’s grace, 

provided that they believe in God. 

It is important to look at the last two verses very carefully: “We cause pure water to 

descend from the skies.” (Verse 48) We note how the concept of purity and purification 

points to the life brought about by rain: “so that with it We may bring dead land to life 

and give drink to a countless number of Our creation, beasts as well as human.” (Verse 49) 

Thus, life is given an added aspect of purity, because God wants human life, and 

indeed all life on earth, to be pure of evil. Thus, He washes the face of the earth with 

pure water that brings life to an otherwise dead land, and which also serves as a pure 

drink for all creatures. 

Jihad by Means of the Qur’ān 

At this point the s rah refers to the Qur’ n which, like pure rain water, descends 

from on high to purify people’s hearts and souls. It wonders how man warms to rain, 

which is essential for physical life, but does not warm to the Qur’ n which gives life 

to hearts and souls. 

Many times have We explained this (in the] Qur’ n to them, so that they may take it 
to heart, but most people refuse to be anything but unbelievers. Had We so willed, We 
could have sent a warner to every city. Do not obey the unbelievers, but strive most 
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vigorously against them with this Qur’ n. (Verses 50-52) 

We have put it to them in a great variety of forms, styles and presentations, 

addressing it to their minds, hearts, souls and feelings. We sought to awaken their 

consciences to its import in numerous ways, employing different means to ensure 

that they interact with it. All it needs from them is that they should ‘take it to heart.’ 

The point is that the Qur’ n aims to remind people of a truth that is well established 

in their nature, even though they often forget it. What makes them heedless of it is 

the fact that they submit to their desires: “but most people refuse to be anything but 

unbelievers.” (Verse 50) 

This means that the mission entrusted to God’s Messenger is a very tough one. He 

faces the whole of mankind when the great majority of them choose to follow their 

desires, insisting on unbelief, being ingrate, despite the presence of numerous signs 

pointing to the truth of faith. 

“Had We so willed, We could have sent a warner to every city.” (Verse 51) Such a course 

would have divided the task and made it easier to carry out. God, however, chose 

one of His servants, the last of His messengers, and required him to address all 

mankind, so as to give them the same message which remains free from local 

variations. God also gave His Messenger the Qur’ n, so as to make it the address he 

drove home to them: “Do not obey the unbelievers, but strive most vigorously against them 

with this Qur’ n.” (Verse 52) 

This Qur’ n has great power and influence. It is irresistible. When God’s 

Messenger addressed the Arabs with it, it shook their hearts and consciences. They 

tried hard to counter its effects, employing every means at their disposal, but all their 

efforts were useless. The Quraysh elders used to say to their people: “Do not listen to 

this Qur’ n, but rather talk frivolously about it, so that you might gain the upper hand.” (41: 

26) This betrayed their profound fear that the Qur’ n would touch their own hearts 

and the hearts of their followers and that they would embrace Islam. They were 

aware that it took only the reading of a couple of verses, or perhaps a s rah or two, 

by Muhammad, and listeners were so affected they accepted his message. To them, it 

seemed like the Qur’ n had a magic effect on people. 

The elders of the Quraysh were themselves touched by the power of the Qur’ n. It 

was only because they were keenly aware of this profound effect that they resorted 

to such tactics, warning their people against listening to it and encouraging them to 

take it frivolously. Indeed, their statement is indicative of how worried they were 

about the effect of the Qur’ n. 

Ibn Is q reports that three of the Quraysh elders, Abū Jahl, Abū Sufy n and al-

Akhnas ibn Sharīq went out one night to listen to the Qur’ n being recited by the 
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Prophet as he prayed in his home during the night. Each of them was on his own, 

thinking that no one would know about what he did. As the day began to break, they 

went back. However, the three of them inevitably met. There was no need for them 

to ask each other what they were doing. Therefore, they remonstrated with one 

another and concluded that their action was inadvisable: “Should some of your 

followers see you,” one of them said, “you would stir doubts in their minds.” 

The following night they did the same, and once again they met at the break of 

day. Again they counselled each other against such ‘irresponsible’ action. 

Nevertheless, the third night each of them went to sit outside the Prophet’s home 

and listen to the Qur’ n. When they met in the morning, they were ashamed of 

themselves. One of them suggested that they should give each other their word of 

honour not to listen to the Qur’ n again. They did so before going home. 

Later that morning al-Akhnas ibn Sharīq went to see Abū Sufy n at his home. He 

asked him what he thought about what he heard Muhammad reciting. Abū Sufy n 

said: “I heard things which I know and recognize to be true, but I also heard things 

whose nature I cannot understand.” Al-Akhnas said that he felt the same. He then 

left and went to Abū Jahl’s home to put the same question to him. 

Abū Jahl’s answer was totally different. For once, he was candid and honest with 

himself and his interlocutor: “I will tell you about what I heard! We have competed 

with the clan of `Abd Man f (the Prophet’s clan) for honours: they fed the poor, and 

we did the same; they provided generous support to those who needed it and we did 

the same. When we were together on the same level, like two racehorses running 

neck and neck, they said that one of their number was a Prophet receiving 

revelations from on high! When can we attain such an honour? By God, we shall 

never believe in him.” 

This is just an example of how strongly attracted they were to the Qur’ n. They 

felt that it was too powerful for them. Hence, they needed to pledge their word of 

honour that they would not listen to it again. What they feared most was that some 

of their subordinates might see them so taken by the Qur’ n that they too would be 

unable to resist it. 

Indeed, the Qur’ n embodies simple and natural facts which link hearts directly to 

the truth that issues forth with irresistible power. It includes scenes and images of the 

Day of Judgement, and others derived from the universe around us, historical 

accounts, scenes of the fate of past communities, and powerful arguments, all of 

which strike basic cords in our hearts. Indeed, we often find that a single s rah affects 

us so powerfully as to take hold of our whole being. Indeed, the Qur’ n is often 

described as more powerful than great armies. It is no wonder, therefore, that God 

ordered His Messenger not to obey the unbelievers, and not to budge from fulfilling 
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his task. The divine order also required the Prophet to vigorously strive against 

unbelievers by means of the Qur’ n. Having been given the Qur’ n, the Prophet was 

equipped with something much more forceful and compelling than any human logic. 

Separating Types of Water 

The s rah again portrays images from the world around us. Having spoken about 

winds heralding rain and its pure water, now it speaks of the great bodies of water, 

some of which are sweet and some salty, and how they do not mix. 

He it is who has brought the two bodies of water to meet; the one sweet and thirst-
quenching, and the other salty and bitter. Yet between them He has made a barrier and 
a forbidding ban. (Verse 53) 

It is God who created both types and left them to run their courses, meeting at 

certain points. Nevertheless, their waters do not mix because they have a natural 

barrier keeping them apart. In most cases, rivers run at a level higher than the sea, 

which means that at the meeting point, it is the river with its sweet water that runs 

into the salty sea. It is very rare that a river runs below sea level. Hence, the sea with 

its much greater body of water does not overpower the river whose water gives life 

to plants, animals and man. The fact that this is the natural order in practically all 

cases where a river meets the sea means that it is certainly not coincidental. It 

happens by the will of the Creator who made the universe in such a way as to fulfil 

His purpose and remain subject to His laws of nature. 

Indeed the natural laws God has set in operation ensure that the salty waters of 

sea and ocean do not overrun dry land or overpower rivers. This remains so even 

during high tides caused by the moon’s gravity as it affects the earth’s surface water. 

It is useful to cite here some scientific observations that stress the facts mentioned 

in the Qur’ n: 

The moon is 240,000 miles away, and the tides twice a day are usually a 

gentle reminder of its presence. Tides of the ocean run as high as sixty feet in 

some places, and even the crust of the earth is twice a day bent outward 

several inches by the moon’s attraction. All seems so regular that we do not 

grasp to any degree the vast power that lifts the whole area of the sea several 

feet and bends the crust of the earth, seemingly so solid. Mars has a moon – a 

little one – only six thousand miles away from it. If our moon was, say, fifty 

thousand miles away instead of its present respectable distance, our tides 

would be so enormous that twice a day all the lowland of all the continents 

would be submerged by a rush of water so enormous that even the 
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mountains would soon be eroded away, and probably no continent could 

have risen from the depths fast enough to exist today. The earth would crack 

with the turmoil and tides in the air would create daily hurricanes. If the 

continents were washed away, the average depth of water over the whole 

earth would be about a mile and a half and life could not exist except perhaps 

in the abysmal depth of the ocean, where it would feed upon itself till 

extinct.1 

But the hand that manages this universe has let the two bodies of water free, 

placing between them a barrier that prevents either from encroaching on the other. 

This barrier is erected between them through their very nature and the nature of the 

universe which demonstrates such balances that testify to the wisdom of its Maker. 

As the s rah proceeds, it refers to a fluid that is totally different from the water 

pouring down from the skies, or moving along in seas and rivers. It mentions the 

sperm that gives rise to human life: “And He it is who has created man from water and 

established for him bonds of lineage and marriage. All-Powerful is your Lord.” (Verse 54) It 

is from this particular fluid that a fetus takes form and becomes a male child related 

to its ancestors by lineage, or a female one that enables the marriage relationship to 

take place. 

The human life that comes into existence through this fluid is far greater and more 

wonderful than life caused by rain. Just one cell, out of a countless number 

comprised in one drop of man’s semen, fertilizes the woman’s egg to initiate the 

formation of the greatly sophisticated creature, man, the most remarkable of all 

living creatures. 

It is from practically identical sperms and female eggs that boys and girls come 

into existence, in a remarkable process that human knowledge has not yet fathomed. 

None of the many thousands of sperms shows any clear signs that makes it able to 

produce a male or a female. Similarly, no female egg shows such signs. Nevertheless, 

one eventually produces a man, while another produces a woman. “All powerful is 

your Lord.” This amazing phenomenon shows just one aspect of His power. 

The Great Miracle of Life 

If we were to look minutely into this fluid, we would be overawed as we look for a 

complete set of human characteristics in exceedingly minute components that carry 

the hereditary aspects of the human race, as also the parents and their immediate 

families, which are then transferred to the fetus, male or female, in accordance with 

God’s will. Here we quote from the chapter on genes in A.C. Morrison’s Man Does 

                                                 
1 A.C. Morrison, Man Does Not Stand Alone, Morrison and Gibb Ltd., London, 1962, pp. 22-23. 
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Not Stand Alone: 

In every cell, male and female, are chromosomes and genes. Chromosomes 

form the darkened nucleus which contains the genes. The genes are the main 

deciding factor as to what every living thing or a human being shall be. The 

cytoplasm is the extraordinary chemical combinations which surround them 

both. The genes are so infinitesimal that if all of them which are responsible 

for all the human beings on earth today, with their individuality, psychology, 

colour, and race, could be collected and put in one place, there would be less 

than a thimbleful. These ultra-microscopic genes are the absolute keys to all 

human, animal, and vegetable characteristics. A thimble is a small place in 

which to put all the individual characteristics of two billions of human 

beings. However, the facts are beyond question... The embryo recapitulating 

in its progressive development from protoplasm to racial identity indicates 

recorded history retained and expressed by atomic arrangement in the genes 

and cytoplasm...1 

We have found that genes are recognized to be sub microscopic arrangements 

of the atoms in the sex cells of all things that have life. They hold the design, 

ancestral record and characteristics of each living thing. They control in detail 

root, trunk, leaf, flower and fruit of every plant as exactly as they determine 

the shape, scales, hair, wings of every animal, including man.2 

Such a glimpse into the marvels of life is sufficient as a pointer to the wise 

Creator’s great hand: “All powerful is your Lord.” (Verse 54) 

In League Against God 

In this atmosphere of careful planning of creation, and in the light of life that is 

produced by rain water and human sperm, the very thought of worshipping anyone 

other than God is incompatible with nature, as also singular and absurd. Hence, the 

s rah refers to the unbelievers’ worship and puts it in perspective: “Yet people worship, 

instead of God, things that can neither benefit nor harm them. An unbeliever always gives 

support against his Lord.” (Verse 55) 

Every single unbeliever, including the idolaters who opposed Islam in Makkah, 

joins the fight against their Lord who has created them and given them shape and 

form. How can this be when the unbeliever is so insignificant as to stand in 

opposition to God? In fact unbelievers oppose God’s faith and the code of living He 

has laid down for human life. In order to show the enormity of their offence, the 

                                                 
1 Ibid., pp. 78-79. 
2 Ibid., p. 86. 
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s rah describes them as opponents of God, their Lord and Master. 

When someone stands in opposition to God’s Messenger and his message, he is 

actually fighting against God. The Prophet need not worry about this person, 

because his opponent is God, who will certainly ensure that he cannot do the Prophet 

any harm. 

God then reassures His Messenger, lightening his burden. He assures him that 

once he has discharged his duty, delivering his message, with what it brings to 

people of good news and warnings, striving hard against the unbelievers through the 

Qur’ n, then there is no reason for him to be troubled at the unbelievers’ stubborn 

rejection of his message. God will take over the fight against those who oppose him. 

All he needs to do is to place his trust in God and leave matters to Him. 

We have sent you only as a herald of good news and a warner. Say: ‘No reward do I 
ask of you for this. All ask is that he who so wills may find a way leading to his Lord. 
Hence, place your trust in the Living One who does not die, and extol His limitless 
glory and praise. Sufficient is it that He is well aware of his servants’ sins. (Verses 56-
58) 

Thus the task of God’s Messenger is defined: it is to give happy news and issue a 

warning. At the time this s rah was revealed, the Prophet was still in Makkah and 

had not yet received orders to take up arms against the idolaters to ensure the 

freedom of expression and advocacy of his message. That order was given to him 

later, after his immigration to Madīnah. There was certainly a definite purpose 

behind withholding such an order at the time, and this is best known to God 

Himself. However, we think that at the time the Prophet was still inculcating the new 

faith in the minds and hearts of his followers. He wanted it to sink deep so as to 

impart its distinctive character to them and for it to become manifest in their lives 

and actions. Thus, they would become the nucleus of the Muslim society which 

moulds itself on the basis of its Islamic faith. Moreover, the order to refrain from 

fighting during the Makkan period avoided bloody hostilities and vengeance killing 

which could have shut the door firmly between the Quraysh and Islam. God 

certainly knew that eventually they would all embrace Islam, with some of them 

doing so before the Prophet’s immigration to Madīnah and the rest after the 

Muslims’ re-entry into Makkah. They would form the solid base of the new faith. 

Nevertheless, the core of the Islamic message remained the same in Madīnah: 

giving happy news and issuing serious warnings. Fighting was permitted only to 

remove physical barriers erected by the unbelievers to deprive God’s message of free 

expression, and to protect the believers against religious oppression. This means that 

the Qur’ nic statement was applicable both in Makkah and Madīnah: “We have sent 

you only as a herald of good news and a warner.” (Verse 56) 
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In Whom to Trust 

“Say: ‘No reward do I ask of you for this. All I ask is that he who so wills may find a way 

leading to his Lord.’” (Verse 57) God’s Messenger does not entertain any thought of 

making any worldly gain or profit as a result of people’s acceptance of Islam. None 

will have to pay any fee or make any offering as he embraces the Islamic faith. All 

that he needs to do is to say certain words verbally, provided that he believes in them 

with his heart. This is the distinctive feature of Islam which has no room for any 

priesthood of any kind, which would charge fees for services rendered. There is no 

‘joining fee’, and no price has to be paid to reveal a mystery or bestow a blessing or 

organize entry. Islam is free of all that may deter anyone from faith. It allows no 

room for anyone to stand as an intermediary between people and their Lord. God’s 

Messenger receives only one reward for all his troubles in advocating God’s faith, 

and this reward is nothing other than the fact that someone answers the divine call 

and receives God’s guidance: “that he who so wills may find a way leading to his Lord.” 

(Verse 57) Such are his only wages. When the Prophet sees someone accepting divine 

guidance and seeking to earn God’s pleasure, then his compassionate heart finds 

comfort, and his noble conscience is set at ease. 

“Hence, place your trust in the Living One who does not die, and extol His limitless glory 

and praise.” (Verse 58) Everyone other than God is dead, because life comes to an end 

with death. The only one that remains is God, the Living One who does not die. If we 

rely on someone whose life comes to an end after a short or long time, then we are 

only putting our weight against a wall that will eventually collapse, or seeking shade 

that will inevitably fade away. To be truly assured one must rely only on the One 

who never dies, and place one’s trust solely in Him. “Extol His limitless glory and 

praise.” (Verse 58) The only one worthy of praise is God who grants all favours and 

blessings. Hence the Prophet is instructed to leave alone those unbelievers who heed 

no warning and care for no happy news. He should give them up to Him since He 

knows their sins. Nothing is hidden from Him: “Sufficient is it that He is well aware of 

his servants’ sins.” (Verse 58) 

Within the same context of God’s limitless knowledge and His power to grant 

reward and inflict punishment, the s rah mentions the facts that He is the One who 

has created the heavens and the earth, and established Himself on the Throne: 

He it is who has created the heavens and the earth and all that is between them in six 
days, and is established on the throne of His Almightiness, the Most Merciful. Ask, 
then, about Him, the One who knows everything. (Verse 59) 

The days in which God created the heavens and the earth are certainly different 

from our earth days. For our days are only a product of the solar system, measuring 
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a celestial cycle that came into existence after the creation of the heavens and the 

earth. Our days are equivalent to the time the earth rotates in its position relevant to 

the sun. Besides, creation does not require more than God should will something to 

exist. This is given the verbal symbol ‘Be’, and whatever is intended comes into 

existence. Perhaps these six days, whose measure is known only to God, refer to long 

stages that brought the heavens and the earth to their present status. 

That God is ‘established on the throne’ refers to His being the Almighty who controls 

everything in the universe. The Arabic text uses the conjunctive word, thumma, 

which means ‘then’, after it mentions the creation of the heavens and the earth and 

before it refers to God being on the throne. However, this does not signify a 

chronological order. It only indicates the superiority of this lofty status.§ 

Together with God’s greatness, control and might comes His all- encompassing 

mercy, and with it is joined His absolute knowledge: “The Most Merciful. Ask, then, 

about Him, the One who knows everything.” (Verse 59) Thus, when you put your request 

to God, you are putting it to the One whose knowledge includes everything 

anywhere in the universe. 

Setting the Universe to Order 

Yet those impudent, shameless people behave discourteously when they are called 

upon to believe in God, the Most Merciful, and worship Him: 

Yet when they are told, ‘Prostrate yourselves before the Most Merciful,’ they ask, 
‘What is the Most Merciful? Are we to prostrate ourselves before whatever you bid 
us?’ And they grow more rebellious. (Verse 60) 

This is a particularly distasteful picture of impudence, mentioned here to comfort 

the Prophet who was at the receiving end of their insolence and disrespect. These 

people have no respect for their Lord. They speak in such an impudent way about 

God Almighty. Is it surprising, then, that they should say whatever they do about 

His Messenger? They even dislike God’s name, and say that they do not know His 

attribute, the Most Merciful. Hence, they ask the Prophet about Him, using the 

interrogative word ‘what’, thus adding insult to injury. Their rudeness was at its 

worst when they said that the only Ra m n, which is the Arabic word for the Most 

Merciful, they knew was the one in Yam mah, referring to Musaylamah, the liar who 

claimed that he was a prophet. 

Their shameless impertinence is answered by stressing that all glory belongs to 

                                                 
§ For further discussion on the Istiw ’ attribute, please refer to section 1.1 of A Critique of ‘In the Shade of 
the Qur’ n. 
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God, highlighting His greatness and the great signs He has placed in the universe: 

Blessed is He who has set up in the skies great constellations, and has placed among 
them a lamp and a light giving moon. And He it is who causes the night and the day 
to succeed one another; [a clear sign] for him who would take heed or would show 
gratitude. (Verses 61-62) 

Most probably the term ‘constellations’, as mentioned here, refers to the positions 

of the planets and their great orbits. Their mention contrasts with the mockery 

sensed in the unbelievers’ question: ‘What is the Most Merciful?’ These 

constellations, in their real and perceived greatness, are only one aspect of His 

creation. In these the sun takes its position, and the sun is called here ‘a lamp’ as it 

sends light to our planet as well as to other planets. And among them there is a light- 

giving moon, which spreads a gentle air of calm. 

The s rah also refers to the succession of day and night, which are two of God’s 

great signs that people always overlook, although reflection on them is enough for 

anyone ‘who would take heed or would show gratitude.’ Had it not been for the fact that 

God made the day and night to succeed each other in this fashion, no vegetal, animal 

or human life could have emerged on this planet. Indeed, life would not be possible 

if the length of the day and night cycle were changed. Scientists tell us: 

The earth rotates on its axis in twenty-four hours or at the rate of one 

thousand miles an hour. Suppose it turned at the rate of a hundred miles an 

hour. Why not? Our days and nights would then be ten times as long as now. 

The hot sun of summer would then burn up our vegetation each long day 

and every sprout would freeze in such a night.1 

Blessed, then, is the One who created the heavens and the earth, and created 

everything according to a definite measure. Blessed is the One who “Set up in the skies 

great constellations, and has placed among them a lamp and a light giving moon. And He it is 

who causes the night and the day to succeed one another; [a clear sign] for him who would 

take heed or would show gratitude.” (Verses 61-62) 

                                                 
1 Ibid., p. 20. 
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4 

God’s True Servants 

The true servants of the Most Merciful are those 

who walk gently on earth, and who, whenever the 

ignorant address them, say: ‘Peace’; (63) 

who stay up far into the night in adoration of 

their Lord, prostrating themselves and standing; 

(64) 

who pray: ‘Our Lord, avert from us the suffering 

of hell, for the suffering it causes is indeed a dire 

torment; (65) 

it is indeed an evil abode and a terrible station; 

(66) 

and who, whenever they put their money to use, 

are neither wasteful nor niggardly, but always 

maintain a just mean between the two; (67) 

and who never invoke any deity side by side with 

God, and do not take any human being’s life – 

[the life] which God has willed to be sacred – 

except for a just cause, and do not commit 

adultery. Whoever does any of this will face 
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punishment, (68) 

and on the Day of Resurrection his suffering will 

be doubled, and he will abide therein in ignominy. 

(69) 

Excepted, however, shall be they who repent, 

attain to faith and do righteous deeds, for God 

will transform their bad deeds into good ones. 

God is indeed Much- Forgiving, Merciful. (70) 

Whoever repents and does what is right has truly 

turned to God by [his act of] repentance. (71) 

[And the true servants of God are] those who 

never bear witness to what is false, and whenever 

they pass by [people engaged in] frivolity, pass on 

with dignity; (72) 

and who, whenever they are reminded of their 

Lord’s signs, do not fall deaf and blind to them; 

(73) 

and who pray: ‘Our Lord! Grant us spouses and 

offspring who will be a joy to our eyes, and cause us 

to be foremost among the God- fearing.’ (74) 

These will be rewarded for all their patient 

endurance [in life] with a high station in heaven, 

and will be met there with a greeting of welcome 

and peace, (75) 

and there they shall abide; how goodly an abode 
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Overview 

This final passage of the s rah portrays the distinctive features of the true servants 

of God, the Most Merciful. They appear to be the highest model of humanity that 

remains after the end of the long battle between true guidance and error, between 

those who impertinently deny the truth and God’s messengers who bring His 

guidance for humanity. They seem to be the fruit ripening after such a long struggle. 

They are the ones who bring comfort to the bearers of divine guidance, after they had 

been met with denial and rejection. 

The previous passage recounted the unbelievers’ impertinent remark when they 

said that they did not know the name Ra m n, or the Most Merciful, as belonging to 

God. In this passage we have a full description of ‘the true servants of the Most 

Merciful’ who know Him well and deserve to be described as belonging to Him. The 

s rah shows their distinctive features as reflected in their behaviour and the way they 

conduct their lives. They provide a living example of the Muslim community which 

Islam aims to build, and the type of person it moulds through the implementation of 

its perfect system. These are the ones who deserve God’s care. Mankind generally are 

too unimportant for God to care about, except for the presence of God’s true servants 

who always turn to Him, praying for His support. 

The Distinctive Features of Faith 

The true servants of the Most Merciful are those who walk gently on earth, and who, 
whenever the ignorant address them, say: ‘Peace.’ (Verse 63) 

The true servants’ first feature is that they walk gently, with no affectation, 

pretension, or display of arrogance. Like every movement man makes, walking 

delivers an expression of one’s personality and feelings. A serious, reassured and 

sound personality demonstrates itself through its gait. A person of this type walks 

with an air of seriousness and reassurance, reflecting clarity of purpose and strength. 

To walk gently on earth’ does not mean that believers hang their heads down, affecting 

and how high a station; (76) 

Say: ‘No weight or value would my Lord attach 

to you were it not for you calling out [to Him]. 

You have indeed denied [His message], and in 

time this [sin] will cleave unto you.’ (77) 
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weakness and lack of support, as understood by some of those who think that by so 

doing they show themselves to be God-fearing! God’s Messenger used to bend 

forward when he walked. He was the fastest and best walker, with an air of serenity. 

Abū Hurayrah reports: “I have never seen anyone more handsome than God’s 

Messenger: he looked as if the sun was reflected in his face. And I have never seen 

anyone who walked faster than God’s Messenger. It was as though the earth would 

shrink for him. [As we walked with him] we would put in our best effort, but he was 

most relaxed.” `Alī ibn Abī lib describes: “When the Prophet walked he bent 

forward, as though he was walking quickly downhill.” 

In their serious and dignified approach, and in their attention to serious concerns, 

God’s true servants do not bother themselves with other people’s absurdities and 

stupidities. They do not waste their time or energy in futile arguments with such 

people. They recognize that engaging in an argument with people who argue for 

argument’s sake is fruitless. Hence, “whenever the ignorant address them, [they] say: 

Peace.” (Verse 63) But this is by no means a sign of weakness or lack of ability. It is 

simply a dignified approach which does not permit them to waste time and energy 

over what is unbecoming of the honourable. 

Such is their conduct in daytime when they are with other people. At night they 

reflect their God-fearing nature, as they stand in awe of God and fear His 

punishment. 

Who stay up far into the night in adoration of their Lord, prostrating themselves and 
standing; who pray: ‘Our Lord, avert from us the suffering of hell, for the suffering it 
causes is indeed a dire torment; it is indeed an evil abode and a terrible station. (Verses 
64-66) 

The s rah highlights here the two main movements Muslims perform in prayer, 

namely prostration and standing up. Thus it reflects their action in the depth of the 

night, when others are fast asleep. Such true servants of God stay up prostrating 

themselves and standing before their Lord, addressing themselves completely to 

Him. They are not concerned about not being in bed, because they have something 

that they enjoy, giving them far more comfort, energy and happiness than sleep can 

ever give. They are preoccupied with being close to their Lord, addressing Him with 

all their being. Hence, people go to sleep while they pray standing and prostrating 

themselves. Other people are concerned with their position on earth while these true 

servants of God look up to the throne of the Most Merciful. 

In their prayers, with all its movements, and all their inner feelings, they are fully 

conscious of their Lord, fearing to incur His displeasure and so His punishment. 

Thus they appeal to Him: “Our Lord, avert from us the suffering of hell, for the suffering it 
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causes is indeed a dire torment; it is indeed an evil abode and a terrible station.” (Verses 65-

66) They have not seen hell or its suffering, but they believe in it. They also visualize 

it according to its descriptions in the Qur’ n and in the Prophet’s statements. Thus 

their genuine fear of it is the fruit of true faith. 

Humbly and most seriously they pray to their Lord to avert their suffering in hell. 

They do not feel safe simply because they spend part of the night in worship, 

prostrating themselves and standing in prayer. Their God-fearing sense makes them 

think little of what they do, feeling always that they fall short of what is needed. 

Hence, they pray for God’s grace and forgiveness so that He spares them the 

punishment of hell. 

This description implies that hell tries to engulf every human being, with its gates 

open and hands outstretched trying to grab them. God’s true servants who stay up 

far into the night in their devotion fear it and appeal most sincerely to their Lord to 

spare them from such punishment. As they address their prayer, they shiver with 

fear: “for the suffering it causes is indeed a dire torment.” (Verse 65) It engulfs its victim, 

not allowing them any room for escape. This is what makes it dire indeed. Moreover, 

“it is indeed an evil abode and a terrible station.” (Verse 66) Could there be a worse 

station than hell as a place of abode and settlement? How can anyone settle within 

the fire? How can there be an abode in a place of continuous burning? 

Steering Away from Sin 

God’s true servants lead a balanced life that is exemplary in its seriousness and 

moderation: “Whenever they put their money to use, they are neither wasteful nor 

niggardly, but always maintain a just mean between the two.” (Verse 67) Balance is the 

distinctive feature that Islam establishes in the life of the individual and the 

community. Its achievement is what Islam aims for through educating its followers 

and through its legal system. Its whole structure is based on balance and moderation. 

Although Islam approves private ownership, a Muslim is not free to spend his 

money without restriction, as is the case in the capitalist system and in communities 

which do not conduct their lives in accordance with divine law. A Muslim is 

required to strike a balance between extravagance and miserliness. Both attitudes are 

bad for the individual, society and for money itself. Indeed, a miser not only deprives 

himself of the benefits of his money, but also deprives the community of the benefits 

of keeping money in circulation. Indeed money is meant to provide services for the 

community. Both extremes of overspending and withholding money produce social 

and economic imbalance, leading to crises, in addition to their unhealthy effect on 

people’s hearts and ethics. 

As Islam regulates this aspect of human life, it begins with the individual, making 
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the adoption of a balanced approach in life a feature of faith. Thus, whenever true 

servants of God, the Most Merciful, put their money to use, they “are neither wasteful 

nor niggardly, but always maintain a just mean between the two.” (Verse 67) 

The next important quality of God’s true servants is that they “never invoke any 

deity side by side with God, and do not take any human being’s life – (the life] which God has 

willed to be sacred – except for a just cause, and do not commit adultery. Whoever does any of 

this will face punishment, and on the Day of Resurrection his suffering will be doubled, and 

he will abide therein in ignominy.” (Verses 68-69) 

To believe in God’s oneness is the cornerstone of the Islamic faith. It is the point 

where clarity, straightforwardness and simplicity of beliefs is separated from 

ambiguity, confusion and complexity. Needless to say, no proper system of life can 

be based on the latter. 

Similarly, prevention of killing anyone, except for a legitimate reason, is central to 

the achievement of security in society so that human life is given its rightful value 

and due respect. Otherwise, life would become like a jungle where no one was safe 

or able to do constructive work. 

Likewise, preventing adultery is basic to the establishment of a clean social life 

where man rises above naked physical desires, and where he feels that the union of 

the two sexes has a nobler purpose than the mere satisfaction of desire. Otherwise, 

life sinks low and men and women become preoccupied with the satisfaction of 

unrestrained physical desire. 

These three qualities distinguish the sound and clean life that is worthy of man 

from the life of cheap pleasures that reduces man to the rank of an animal. Hence, 

God mentions these qualities as belonging to His true servants who are the most 

honourable in His sight. Their outline is followed with a stern warning: “Whoever 

does any of this will face punishment.” (Verse 68) This punishment is outlined in the 

next verse: “On the Day of Resurrection his suffering will be doubled, and he will abide 

therein in ignominy.” (Verse 69) Thus, it is not merely a double measure of 

punishment, but ignominy too, which is even worse. 

Erasing Sin Through Repentance 

But the door remains open for anyone who wishes to save himself from such a 

fate. This requires repentance, firm belief and good action: “Excepted, however, shall be 

they who repent, attain to faith and do righteous deeds.” (Verse 70) Those who fulfil these 

three conditions are promised that whatever sin they did prior to their repentance 

will be changed into good deeds which will be added to their newly earned good 

actions: “for God will transform their bad deeds into good ones.” (Verse 70) This is an 
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aspect of God’s bounty that is granted without the person concerned having to do 

anything to deserve it other than turn away from error and seek refuge with Him: 

“God is indeed Much- Forgiving, Merciful.” (Verse 70) 

The door of repentance is always open to admit anyone whose conscience is 

reawakened and wants to return to the fold. No one is ever turned away from it, no 

matter who he might be or what sins he might have committed in the past. A ad th 

related by al- abar nī mentions that Abū Farwah asked the Prophet: “If a man has 

done all kinds of sin, leaving out nothing, will his repentance be accepted?” The 

Prophet asked him: “Are you a Muslim?” When he answered in the affirmative, the 

Prophet said: “Then do what is good and abandon what is evil, and God will change 

all your past misdeeds into good ones.” The man asked: “And even my worst, 

treacherous ones?” The Prophet said: “Yes.” The man glorified God and continued to 

do so as he went away. 

There is a rule for repentance and a condition for its acceptance, which are clearly 

spelled out: “Whoever repents and does what is right has truly turned to God by [his act of] 

repentance.” (Verse 71) Repentance begins with genuine regret and desisting from bad 

deeds and is made complete through doing good deeds that prove that it is a serious 

and genuine repentance. At the same time, good deeds produce a positive sense that 

favourably compensates for abandoning sin. Sin is an action which, when 

withdrawn, leaves a vacuum that must be filled with an action in the opposite 

direction. Otherwise, the feeling of emptiness makes one miss one’s old sinful ways. 

Hence we see here a remarkable feature of the Qur’ nic method of cultivating 

goodness within the community of believers. It is based on profound knowledge of 

human nature. Who can know this better than the Creator? 

Further Qualities of True Believers 

Having completed this interposition of the conditions of repentance, the s rah 

resumes its outline of the qualities of the true servants of the Most Merciful: “Those 

who never bear witness to what is false, and whenever they pass by [people engaged in] 

frivolity, pass on with dignity.” (Verse 72) This may be taken literally which means that 

they never give false testimony, since such an action leads to usurping people’s 

rights and helps injustice. It may also be taken to mean that they do not attend any 

place or stay with any group where falsehood is said or done. They steer away from 

such places or company so as not to be party to anything that happens there. This is a 

more powerful meaning. They also steer away from all frivolity and idle talk: 

“Whenever they pass by people engaged in frivolity, pass on with dignity.” (Verse 72) They 

remove themselves from participation in any such practice. A believer has more 

serious preoccupations that leave no time for frivolous and idle pursuits. His mind is 
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full with what his faith requires of him so as to ensure that God’s message is 

delivered to mankind. This is sufficient preoccupation for anyone. 

Another of their qualities is that they are quick to remember when a reminder is 

given to them. Their hearts are open to the understanding of God’s signs and 

revelations: “And who, whenever they are reminded of their Lord’s signs, do not fall deaf 

and blind to them.” (Verse 73) The picture drawn here is critical of the idolaters who 

approach their deities and false beliefs like the deaf and blind, deprived of guidance 

and light. It shows them in a state of blind fanaticism, while God’s true servants are 

fully aware of the truth in their faith, and in God’s signs and revelations. Hence, they 

accept the faith with open eyes, hearts and minds. They are free of fanaticism. When 

they show enthusiasm for their faith, it is an enthusiasm based on true knowledge 

and profound insight. 

Finally, these true servants of God are not content with staying up far into the 

night offering their voluntary worship, prostrating themselves to God, and allowing 

their other fine qualities to shine. They want something more. What they hope for is 

that they should have spouses of their type and children who follow in their 

footsteps, thus bringing them great joy. Not only so, but in this way, those who are 

classified as God’s servants will multiply. They also pray that God will make of them 

a good example for those who are God-fearing: “And who pray: “Our Lord! Grant us 

spouses and offspring who will be a joy to our eyes, and cause us to be foremost among the 

God-fearing.” (Verse 74) 

This is a natural feeling based on a profound sense of faith. It expresses a strong 

desire to increase the numbers of people who follow divine guidance, and that the 

first in such increased numbers should be their own offspring and spouses who are 

the closest to them. Indeed, these are a man’s first responsibility. Added to this 

natural feeling is the believers’ hope that they will provide examples of goodness to 

be followed by those who are keen to earn God’s pleasure. There is no element of 

selfishness or arrogance in such a wish, because all the God- fearing are on the way 

that God defines. 

Destined for the Finest Abode 

What reward do God’s true servants receive? This outline of their qualities 

concludes with what they earn: 

These will be rewarded for all their patient endurance [in life” with a high station in 
heaven, and will be met there with a greeting of welcome and peace, and there they 
shall abide; how goodly an abode and how high a station. (Verses 75-76) 
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The Arabic text uses the term al-ghurfah, which is translated here as ‘a high station 

in heaven’. The term may be taken to mean in this context either heaven, or a special 

place in heaven. Linguistically speaking it means, ‘the room’, which is a more 

honourable place than the reception room where Arabs normally received their 

guests. True servants are received in this high position with a warm welcome, on 

account of their patient endurance of whatever they had to put up with in order to 

maintain their sound qualities. What is implied here is recognition of the strong will-

power needed to restrain desire and resist temptation. This is not easy to do without 

a good degree of endurance that can only be shown by someone who is deservedly 

mentioned by God in His book, the Qur’ n. 

In contrast to hell from which they pray to God to save them, God rewards them 

with heaven where “they shall abide; how goodly an abode and how high a station.” (Verse 

76) There they are in the best state, enjoying God’s favours and blessings. 

With the picture of God’s true servants fully drawn, showing them as the cream of 

humanity, the s rah concludes by stating that mankind are worth very little in God’s 

sight, except for the fact that some of them turn to Him in prayer. As for those who 

deny Him and His messages, they will be punished. “Say: No weight or value would my 

Lord attach to you were it not for you calling out [to Him]. You have indeed denied [His 

message], and in time this [sin] will cleave unto you.” (Verse 77) 

It is a fitting final statement which is intended to give comfort and reassurance to 

the Prophet, consoling him for the stiff resistance and impudent remarks he received 

from his people who persisted with their opposition in order to maintain their false 

beliefs. What value would they and humanity have, if it had not been for the small 

group of believers who prayed and appealed to God, as do His true servants? What 

significance do they have when the earth on which all mankind live is no more than 

a tiny particle in the great universal expanse? Moreover, man is no more than one of 

the numerous species that live on earth. Any nation is but one of many that live on 

earth, and a single generation of one nation is no more than a single page of a great 

book the number of whose pages is known only to God Almighty. 

Despite all this man continues to give himself airs, thinking himself to be of real 

value. He is so lost in his arrogance that he speaks impertinently about his Creator. In 

truth, man is weak, powerless and insignificant, except when he establishes his links 

with God and derives from Him strength and guidance. Only then does he acquire 

weight on God’s scales, to the extent that this becomes greater than that of angels. 

This is indeed a blessing God bestows on man whom He has honoured and before 

whom He ordered His angels to bow. The purpose of all this was that man should 

know his Lord and worship Him alone, for only then does he maintain his qualities 

for which the angels bow. Otherwise, he is insignificant and valueless. 
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“Say: No weight or value would my Lord attach to you were it not for you calling out [to 

Him].” (Verse 77) The phraseology here is meant to give support and honour to the 

Prophet who speaks of his Lord who grants him His protection. What are the 

unbelievers if they continue to refuse to join God’s true servants? They are no more 

than fuel for hell: “You have indeed denied [His message], and in time this [sin] will cleave 

unto you.” (Verse 77) 
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S RAH 26 

Al-Shu`arā’ 
(The Poets) 

Prologue 

Faith, the main theme discussed in this s rah, pervades all s rahs revealed in 

Makkah during the early period of Islam. The subject is examined in all its major 

aspects from God’s oneness: “Do not invoke any other deity side by side with God, lest 

you find yourself among those suffering punishment.” (Verse 213), to fearing the Day of 

Judgement: “Let me not suffer disgrace on the Day when all shall be raised from the dead; 

the Day when neither wealth nor children will be of any benefit; but only the one who comes 

to God with a sound heart [will be happy].” (Verses 87-89); belief in the revelation 

bestowed from on high to Muhammad (peace be upon him): “Most certainly, this 

[Qur’ n] has been bestowed from on high by the Lord of all the worlds. The trustworthy 

Spirit has brought it down into your heart — so that you may give warning.” (Verses 192-

194), and explaining the risks to which anyone who denies the faith exposes himself 

including a destructive punishment that may take place in this world, or 

punishment in the hereafter that awaits the unbelievers: “They have indeed denied [the 

truth of revelation]; and they will in time come to understand what it was they were wont to 

deride.” (Verse 6) “Those who are bent on wrongdoing will in time know what an evil turn 

their destiny will surely take.” (Verse 227) 

The s rah also consoles the Prophet as he faces the determined denials of his 

message and divine revelation: “Would you, perhaps, torment yourself to death [with 

grief] because they would not believe?” (Verse 3) It reassures the believers and 

strengthens their resolve to endure all the hardships they faced, presenting them 

with examples of earlier believers who remained steadfast when confronted with 
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similar difficulties. 

The main body of the s rah is devoted to historical accounts that take up 180 

verses of the s rah’s total of 227. Apart from these historical accounts, the s rah 

includes a short introduction and final comments, but the three elements form a 

single coherent unit that presents the main theme in different styles, serving a single 

objective. Hence, only those episodes that are relevant to each historical situation are 

presented. 

An air of warning, for those who reject God’s messages, and the subsequent 

punishment He will inflict prevails throughout. This is only logical since the s rah 

provides a response to the Quraysh unbelievers who denied the Prophet 

Muhammad, derided his warnings, turned their backs on God’s revelations, 

hastened the threatened punishment and described revelation and the Qur’ n as 

either sorcery or poetry inspired by devils. 

Although the entire s rah forms one unit, we will divide it into short passages 

according to the order it follows. 
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1 

If People Would Only 

Reflect 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

. Sīn. Mīm. (1) 

These are verses of the Book that makes 

things clear. (2) 

Would you, perhaps, torment yourself to 

death [with grief] because they would not 

believe? (3) 

If We will, We can send down to them 

from the skies a sign before which their 

necks will remain bent in submission. (4) 

Yet whenever any fresh reminder comes 

to them from the Most Merciful, they 

always turn their backs on it. (5) 

They have indeed denied [the truth of 

revelation]; and they will in time come to 

understand what it was they were wont 

to deride. (6) 

$Ο û¡Û ∩⊇∪ 

 y7 ù=Ï? àM≈ tƒ# u™ É=≈ tGÅ3ø9 $# È⎦⎫Î7 ßϑø9 $# ∩⊄∪  

y7 ¯=yè s9 Óì Ï‚≈ t/ y7 |¡ø ¯Ρ ωr& (#θçΡθä3tƒ t⎦⎫ÏΖÏΒ÷σ ãΒ 

∩⊂∪  

βÎ) ù't±®Σ öΑÍi”t∴ çΡ Ν Íκ ö n=tã z⎯ ÏiΒ Ï™!$ uΚ¡¡9 $# Zπ tƒ# u™ 

ôM ¯=sà sù öΝ ßγ à)≈ oΨ ôãr& $oλ m; t⎦⎫ÏèÅÒ≈ yz ∩⊆∪  

$tΒuρ Ν Íκ Ï?ù'tƒ ⎯ ÏiΒ 9ø. ÏŒ z⎯ ÏiΒ Ç⎯≈ uΗ÷q §9 $# B^ y‰øt èΧ 

ωÎ) (#θçΡ% x. çμ ÷Ζtã t⎦⎫ÅÊ Ì÷èãΒ ∩∈∪  

ô‰s) sù (#θç/ ¤‹x. öΝ Íκ Ï?ù'u‹|¡ sù (# àσ ¯≈ t6/Ρr& $tΒ (#θçΡ% x. ⎯ ÏμÎ/ 

tβρâ™Ì“ öκ tJó¡ o„ ∩∉∪  
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Do they not see the earth, how much of 

every noble kind We have caused to grow 

on it? (7) 

Indeed, there is in this a sure sign; yet 

most of them will not believe. (8) 

And indeed it is your Lord who is the 

Mighty One, the Merciful.  (9) 

 

öΝ s9 uρr& (# ÷ρttƒ ’ n<Î) ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# ö/x. $oΨ ÷Gu; /Ρr& $pκ Ïù ⎯ ÏΒ 

Èe≅ ä. 8l÷ρy— AΟƒÍx. ∩∠∪  

¨βÎ) ’ Îû y7 Ï9≡ sŒ Zπ tƒ Uψ ( $tΒuρ tβ% x. Ν èδçsYø. r& 

t⎦⎫ÏΖÏΒ÷σ •Β ∩∇∪  

¨βÎ) uρ y7 −/ u‘ uθßγ s9 â“ƒ Í“ yèø9 $# ãΛ⎧ Ïm§9 $# ∩®∪ 

The Prophet’s Unnecessary Concern 

. Sīn. Mīm. These are verses of the Book that makes things clear. (Verses 1-2) 

The s rah begins with three separate Arabic letters,  Sīn Mīm, indicating that the 

verses of the Qur’ n, the book that sets things in full clarity, including the present 

s rah, are made out of such letters. These letters are available to those who deny 

divine revelation, and they cannot produce out of them anything similar to this clear 

book. The nature of the book is discussed at the beginning and end of the S rah, just 

as it is discussed in every s rah which has a similar beginning employing separate 

letters. 

The s rah then addresses the Prophet who is concerned about the idolaters and 

saddened by their rejection of his message and the Qur’ n. It comforts the Prophet 

telling him that the whole matter is not worth his concern. God could easily have 

forced them to believe by showing them a clear sign they would not have been able 

to resist: “Would you, perhaps, torment yourself to death [with grief] because they would not 

believe? If We will, We can send down to them from the skies a sign before which their necks 

will remain bent in submission to it.” (Verses 3-4) 

There is here a note of remonstration with the Prophet for showing too much 

concern for the unbelievers and their attitudes: “Would you, perhaps, torment yourself to 

death [with grief] because they would not believe?” (Verse 3) The Prophet is shown to be 

suffering because of his certainty that their rejection will inevitably incur 

punishment. Since these people belonged to his own clan and community, he took 

the matter to heart, feeling heavy at the inevitable prospect. God, however, is too 

caring to leave him to his grief. The s rah tells him that his responsibility does not 



Al-Shu`rā’ (The Poets) | IF PEOPLE WOULD ONLY REFLECT 

 5

include bringing these people into the fold of believers. Had it been God’s will, He 

would have sent down a miraculous, overpowering sign that would have rendered 

all their arguments meaningless. They would then have had no option but to declare 

their belief in God and submit to Him. The verse gives a graphic picture of their 

submission to such a sign: “their necks will remain bent in submission.” (Verse 4) This 

image depicts them with their necks permanently bent, unable ever to look up. 

But God Almighty has not chosen to provide such a compelling sign with His last 

message. Instead, He has made the Qur’ n, a complete and perfect code of living, His 

miraculous and overpowering sign.  

The Inimitability of the Qur’ānic Style 

The Qur’ n is miraculous in its construction and artistic presentation, maintaining 

the same features of excellence throughout. Thus, it is totally unlike human works 

where we note variations in standard, power and level even by the same author and 

within the same work. By contrast, the Qur’ n maintains its artistic characteristics at 

the same level throughout, demonstrating that it is the work of the One who is not 

influenced by changing situations and temporary circumstances. 

The Qur’ n is also unique in its intellectual structure and the mutual 

complementarity of its parts. Nothing in it occurs by mere coincidence; nothing 

occurs out of place. All its directives and legislative orders are in full harmony, 

address human life and regulate all its aspects. There is absolutely no contradiction 

in it even at the level of minute detail. Not a single aspect or provision in its full 

volume of legislation is incompatible with human nature. Everything turns around 

the same pivot, serving the same aim, and maintaining full harmony. This could 

never have been achieved by human endeavour. It can only be the product of 

limitless knowledge that is free of the constraints of time and place. It is only such 

absolute knowledge that can produce such a complete and flawless code. 

The Qur’ n is unique in the easy, flowing way it penetrates hearts and souls, 

opening every lock and touching every point of effect. The way it provides simple 

and easy solutions to intractable problems is remarkable. On the other hand, its 

method of educating and moulding people in accordance with its own system, using 

only the lightest of touches, free of complexity, irregularity or deception, is also 

extraordinary. 

The Islamic message is designed by God to remain open to all communities and all 

generations. It is not meant for any particular group or location. Hence, its miracle 

should also remain available to all regardless of their community and generation. 

Hence God made the Qur’ n His miracle, rather than providing a physical miracle 

that leaves its onlookers speechless, having no counter argument. Physical miracles 
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silence only those who see them, but they subsequently become no more than a piece 

of history. Conversely, the Qur’ n remains today, more than 13 centuries after its 

revelation, an open book outlining a code for life. People today find in it all that they 

need to put their lives on the right course, should they but determine to implement it. 

It leads them to a better world, higher horizons and an infinitely superior destiny. 

Future generations will find in the Qur’ n much that we have not been able to 

discover, because the Qur’ n gives every seeker what that seeker needs, while its 

treasures remain self-renewing, limitless. The unbelievers were unaware of this 

central issue. Therefore, they continued to turn a deaf ear whenever Qur’ nic 

revelations were read out to them. “Yet whenever any fresh reminder comes to them from 

the Most Merciful, they always turn their backs on it.” (Verse 5) 

We note that God’s attribute mentioned here is ‘the Most Merciful’ indicating His 

great act of mercy, namely the revelation of the Qur’ n. Thus, their turning away 

from it appears in its reality: it is an abhorrent act that rejects God’s care and grace. 

They deprive themselves of such mercy when they are the ones who need it most. 

Their rejection of God’s mercy merits the incurrence of God’s punishment: “They 

have indeed denied [the truth of revelation]; and they will in time come to understand what it 

was they were wont to deride.” (Verse 6) The threat is expressed in general, unspecified 

terms, with a touch of sarcasm that suits their derision of God’s warnings. A more 

literal translation of this verse is: they will in time receive the news of what it was they 

were wont to deride.’ Needless to say, they will not receive any piece of news; rather, 

they will endure the punishment they have derided, and they, themselves will 

provide the news as people relate what happens to them. 

They demand a miracle while ignoring the numerous miraculous signs God has 

placed all around them. These are sufficient for anyone with an open heart and mind. 

Indeed, in every aspect of this marvellous universe there is a great sign providing 

people with all the reassurance they need: “Do they not see the earth, how much of every 

noble kind We have caused to grow on it? Indeed, there is in this a sure sign; yet most of them 

will not believe.” (Verses 7-8) 

The growth of plants as they ease their way out of the earth is there to be watched 

at every moment. Moreover, plants are made as male and female, with the two 

growing separately in some plant species or mostly growing together in the same 

shoot. Yet it only needs that people should look in order for them to appreciate. 

The Qur’ n establishes a direct relation between the human heart and universal 

scenes so as to awaken people’s minds and perceptions. It demonstrates the great 

aspects of God’s creation all around us so that we look at the living universe with an 

alert mind and a beating heart. This enables us to recognize God through His 

marvellous creation, and makes us appeal to Him whenever we see this His creation. 



Al-Shu`rā’ (The Poets) | IF PEOPLE WOULD ONLY REFLECT 

 7

Thus we feel His presence at every moment of the day and night. We also realize that 

we are only one type of God’s creatures, subject to the same natural laws that shape 

existence. We also recognize that we have a special role in the universe that must be 

fulfilled on earth, the planet which we have been placed in charge of. 

“Do they not see the earth, how much of every noble kind We have caused to grow on it?” 

(Verse 7) This nobility is imparted through life that is given by God, who is most 

noble and most generous. The phraseology of this verse suggests that we should look 

at God’s creation with honour and respect, and not ignore or belittle it: “Indeed, there 

is in this a sure sign.” (Verse 8) The unbelievers had been demanding a sign while in 

all this there is a great sign, but few are those who take heed of it: “Yet most of them 

will not believe.” (Verse 8) 

The s rah’s introduction ends with a comment that is repeated every time a point 

is concluded: “And indeed it is your Lord who is the Mighty One, the Merciful.” (Verse 9) 

He is able to provide all signs and to inflict punishment on those who deny the truth. 

He is also ‘the Merciful’ who shows His signs to those who are willing to believe. 
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2 

A Debate with Pharaoh 

Your Lord called Moses: ‘Go to the 

wrongdoing people, (10) 

the people of Pharaoh. Will they have no 

fear of God?’ (11) 

He said: ‘My Lord, I fear that they will 

charge me with falsehood, (12) 

and then my breast will be straitened and 

my tongue will not be fluent. So send as 

well for Aaron. (13) 

Moreover, they have a charge of crime 

against me, and I fear that they will kill 

me.’ (14) 

Said He: ‘By no means! Go forth, then, 

both of you, with Our signs; We are with 

you, listening to all. (15) 

Go, both of you, to Pharaoh, and say: ‘We 

are messengers from the Lord of all the 

worlds: (16) 

Let the Children of Israel go with us.’ 

(17) 

[Pharaoh] said [to Moses]: ‘Did we not 

bring you up when you were an infant? 

And did you not stay with us many 

øŒ Î) uρ 3“yŠ$ tΡ y7 •/ u‘ #©y›θãΒ Èβr& ÏM ø $# tΠ öθs) ø9 $# 

t⎦⎫ÏϑÎ=≈ ©à9 $# ∩⊇⊃∪ 

 tΠ öθs% tβöθtã öÏù 4 Ÿωr& tβθà) −Gtƒ ∩⊇⊇∪  

tΑ$s% Éb>u‘ þ’ ÎoΤ Î) ß∃% s{ r& βr& Èβθç/ Éj‹s3ãƒ ∩⊇⊄∪  

ß,‹ÅÒtƒ uρ “Í‘ ô‰|¹ Ÿωuρ ß, Î=sÜΖtƒ ’ ÎΤ$|¡Ï9 

ö≅ Å™ ö‘ r'sù 4’ n<Î) tβρã≈ yδ ∩⊇⊂∪  

öΝ çλm; uρ ¥’ n?tã Ò= /ΡsŒ ß∃% s{ r'sù βr& Èβθè=çFø) tƒ ∩⊇⊆∪ 

 tΑ$s% ξx. ( $t6 yδøŒ $$ sù !$oΨ ÏF≈ tƒ$t↔ Î/ ( $̄ΡÎ) Ν ä3yètΒ 

tβθãèÏϑtGó¡•Β ∩⊇∈∪  

$u‹ Ï?ù' sù šχöθ tã öÏù Iωθà) sù $̄ΡÎ) ãΑθß™ u‘ Éb>u‘ 

t⎦⎫Ïϑn=≈ yèø9 $# ∩⊇∉∪  

÷βr& ö≅ Å™ ö‘ r& $uΖyètΒ û©Í_ t/ Ÿ≅ƒ Ï™ℜuó  Î) ∩⊇∠∪  

tΑ$s% óΟ s9 r& y7 În/ tçΡ $uΖŠ Ïù # Y‰‹ Ï9 uρ |M ÷W Î6 s9 uρ $uΖŠ Ïù 

ô⎯ ÏΒ x8 ÌçΗéå t⎦⎫ÏΖÅ™ ∩⊇∇∪  
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years of your life? (18) 

Yet you have done that deed of yours 

while being an unbeliever.’ (19) 

Replied [Moses]: ‘I committed it while I 

was still going astray; (20) 

and I fled from you because I feared you. 

Then my Lord granted me sound 

judgement and made me one of [His] 

messengers. (21) 

And what sort of favour is this you are 

taunting me with: was it not because you 

had enslaved the Children of Israel?’ (22) 

Pharaoh said: And what is that “Lord of 

all the worlds”? (23) 

[Moses] answered: ‘He is the Lord of the 

heavens and the earth and all that is 

between them, if you want to be sure.’ 

(24) 

[Pharaoh] said to those around him: ‘Do 

you hear?’ (25) 

[Moses] said: ‘He is your Lord as well as 

the Lord of your forefathers of old.’ (26) 

[Pharaoh] said: ‘For certain, the 

messenger who has been sent to you is 

indeed a madman.’ (27) 

[Moses] went on: ‘He is indeed the Lord 

of the east and the west and of all that is 

between them, if you would but use your 

reason.’ (28) 

[Pharaoh] said: ‘If you ever serve a god 

other than me, I will most certainly have 

|M ù=yè sùuρ y7 tGn=÷èsù ©ÉL©9 $# |M ù=yèsù |MΡr& uρ š∅ÏΒ 

š⎥⎪ÍÏ≈ s3ø9 $# ∩⊇®∪  

tΑ$s% !$yγ çFù=yèsù # ]Œ Î) O$tΡr& uρ z⎯ ÏΒ t⎦, Îk!!$Ò9 $# ∩⊄⊃∪  

ßN ö‘ tx sù öΝ ä3ΖÏΒ $£ϑs9 öΝ ä3çFø Åz |= yδuθsù ’Í< 

’ În1u‘ $Vϑõ3ãm ©Í_ n=yèy_uρ z⎯ ÏΒ t⎦⎫Î=y™ ößϑø9 $# ∩⊄⊇∪  

y7 ù=Ï?uρ ×π yϑ÷èÏΡ $pκ ‘] ßϑs? ¥’ n?tã ÷βr& £N‰¬7 tã û©Í_ t/ 

Ÿ≅ƒ Ï™ℜuó  Î) ∩⊄⊄∪  

tΑ$s% ãβöθ tãöÏù $tΒuρ >u‘ š⎥⎫Ïϑn=≈ yèø9 $# ∩⊄⊂∪  

tΑ$s% >u‘ ÏN≡ uθ≈ yϑ¡¡9 $# ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# uρ $tΒuρ !$yϑßγ oΨ øŠ t/ 

( βÎ) Λä⎢Ζä. t⎦⎫ÏΖÏ%θ•Β ∩⊄⊆∪  

tΑ$s% ô⎯ yϑÏ9 ÿ… çμ s9 öθym Ÿωr& tβθãèÉΚtGó¡n@ ∩⊄∈∪  

tΑ$s% ö/ ä3š/ u‘ >u‘ uρ ãΝ ä3Í←!$t/# u™ t⎦⎫Ï9 ¨ρF{ $# ∩⊄∉∪  

tΑ$s% ¨βÎ) ãΝ ä3s9θß™ u‘ ü“Ï% ©!$# Ÿ≅ Å™ ö‘ é& óΟ ä3ö‹s9 Î) 

×βθãΖôfyϑs9 ∩⊄∠∪  

tΑ$s% >u‘ É− Îô³ yϑø9 $# É>Ìøóyϑø9 $# uρ $tΒuρ !$yϑåκ s] øŠ t/ ( 
βÎ) ÷Λ ä⎢Ζä. tβθè=É) ÷ès? ∩⊄∇∪  

tΑ$s% È⎦Í. s! |N õ‹sƒ ªB $# $·γ≈ s9 Î) “Îö xî y7 ¨Ζn= yèô_V{ 

z⎯ ÏΒ š⎥⎫ÏΡθàfó¡yϑø9 $# ∩⊄®∪  
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you imprisoned.’ (29) 

Said [Moses]: ‘Even if I bring before you 

a clear proof?’ (30) 

[Pharaoh] said: ‘Produce it, then, if you 

are a man of truth.’ (31) 

So he threw down his staff and behold, it 

was a serpent, plain for all to see. (32) 

And he drew out his hand, and behold, it 

was white to the onlookers. (33) 

[Pharaoh] said to the noble ones around 

him: ‘This is indeed a sorcerer of great 

knowledge (34) 

who wants to drive you out of your land 

by his sorcery. What, then, do you 

advise?’ (35) 

They said: ‘Let him and his brother wait 

a while, and send heralds to all cities (36) 

to bring before you every sorcerer of great 

skill.’ (37) 

So the sorcerers were assembled at a set 

time on an appointed day, (38) 

and the people were asked: ‘Are you all 

present, (39) 

so that we may follow the sorcerers if 

tΑ$s% öθs9 uρ r& y7 çGø⁄ Å_ &™ó©ý Î/ &⎦⎫Î7 •Β ∩⊂⊃∪  

tΑ$s% ÏN ù'sù ÿ⎯ ÏμÎ/ βÎ) |MΨ à2 š∅ÏΒ 

t⎦⎫Ï% Ï‰≈ ¢Á9 $# ∩⊂⊇∪  

4’ s+ ø9 r'sù çν$|Á tã # sŒ Î* sù }‘ Ïδ ×β$t7 ÷èèO ×⎦⎫Î7 •Β ∩⊂⊄∪  

tít“ tΡuρ … çν y‰tƒ # sŒ Î* sù }‘ Ïδ â™!$ŸÒø‹ t/ t⎦⎪ÌÏà≈ ¨Ζ=Ï9 

∩⊂⊂∪  

tΑ$s% Z∼yϑù=Ï9 ÿ… çμ s9 öθym ¨βÎ) # x‹≈ yδ íÅs≈ |¡s9 ÒΟŠ Î=tæ 

∩⊂⊆∪  

ß‰ƒ Ìãƒ βr& Ν ä3y_Ìøƒ ä† ô⎯ ÏiΒ Ν à6 ÅÊ ö‘ r& 

⎯ Íν ÌósÅ¡Î0 # sŒ$yϑsù šχρããΒù's? ∩⊂∈∪  

(# þθä9$s% ÷μ Å_ö‘ r& çν% s{ r& uρ ô] yèö/ $# uρ ’ Îû È⎦É⎩!# y‰yϑø9 $# 

t⎦⎪ÎÅ³≈ ym ∩⊂∉∪  

š‚θè?ù'tƒ Èe≅ à6 Î/ A‘$−sy™ 5ΟŠ Î=tæ ∩⊂∠∪  

yì Ïϑàfsù äο tys¡¡9 $# ÏM≈s)‹ ÏϑÏ9 5Θöθtƒ 5Θθè=÷è̈Β ∩⊂∇∪  

Ÿ≅Š Ï%uρ Ä¨$̈Ζ=Ï9 ö≅ yδ Λ ä⎢Ρr& tβθãèÏϑtGøg ’Χ ∩⊂®∪  

$uΖ̄=yès9 ßì Î7 ®K tΡ nο tys¡¡9 $# βÎ) (#θçΡ% x. ãΝ èδ t⎦⎫Î7 Î=≈ tóø9 $# 
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they emerge triumphant?’ (40) 

When the sorcerers arrived they said to 

Pharaoh: Will there be a [handsome] 

reward for us if we are the ones to 

prevail?’ (41) 

Said he: ‘Yes, indeed! And in that case 

you will be among those who are close to 

me.’ (42) 

Moses said to them: ‘Throw  whatever 

you are going to  throw!’ (43) 

So they threw their ropes and staffs, and 

said: ‘By Pharaoh’s might, it is we indeed 

who will prevail.’ (44) 

Then Moses threw his staff, and it 

swallowed up their false devices. (45) 

The sorcerers fell down prostrating 

themselves, (46) 

and said: ‘We believe in the Lord of all 

the worlds, (47) 

the Lord of Moses and Aaron.’ (48) 

[Pharaoh] said: ‘You believe in Him even 

before I have given you permission! 

Surely, this one must be your master 

who has taught you witchcraft! But in 

time you shall come to know. I shall most 

certainly have your hands and feet cut off 

on alternate sides, and I shall most 

certainly crucify you all.’ (49) 

They said: ‘No harm [can you cause us]. 

To our Lord we shall indeed return. (50) 

We certainly hope that our Lord will 

forgive us our sins, since we are the first 

∩⊆⊃∪  

$£ϑn=sù u™!% ỳ äο tys¡¡9 $# (#θä9$s% tβöθ tã öÏ Ï9 ¨⎦É⎩r& $uΖs9 

# ·ô_V{ βÎ) $̈Ζä. ß⎯ øt wΥ t⎦⎫Î7 Î=≈ tóø9 $# ∩⊆⊇∪  

tΑ$s% öΝ yètΡ öΝ ä3̄ΡÎ) uρ # ]Œ Î) z⎯ Ïϑ©9 t⎦⎫Î/ §s) ßϑø9 $# ∩⊆⊄∪  

tΑ$s% Μ çλm; #©y›θ•Β (#θà) ø9 r& !$tΒ Λ ä⎢Ρr& tβθà) ù=•Β ∩⊆⊂∪  

(# öθs) ø9 r'sù öΝ çλm;$t7 Ïm öΝ ßγ§‹ ÅÁÏãuρ (#θä9$s%uρ Íο ¨“ ÏèÎ/ 

tβöθ tã öÏù $̄ΡÎ) ß⎯ ósuΖs9 tβθç7 Î=≈ tóø9 $# ∩⊆⊆∪  

4’ s+ ø9 r'sù 4©y›θãΒ çν$|Átã # sŒ Î* sù }‘ Ïδ ß#s) ù=s? $tΒ 

tβθä3Ïùù' tƒ ∩⊆∈∪  

u’ Å+ ø9 é'sù äο tys¡¡9 $# t⎦⎪Ï‰Éf≈ y™ ∩⊆∉∪  

(# þθä9$s% $̈ΖtΒ# u™ Éb>tÎ/ t⎦⎫Ïϑn=≈ yèø9 $# ∩⊆∠∪  

Éb>u‘ 4©y›θãΒ tβρã≈ yδuρ ∩⊆∇∪  

tΑ$s% óΟ çGΨ tΒ# u™ … çμ s9 Ÿ≅ ö6s% ÷βr& tβsŒ# u™ öΝ ä3s9 ( … çμ ¯ΡÎ) 

ãΝ ä. ç Î6 s3s9 “Ï% ©!$# ãΝ ä3yϑ̄=tæ tósÅb¡9 $# t∃öθ|¡ n=sù 

tβθçΗ s>÷ès? 4 £⎯ yèÏeÜ s% _{ ôΜ ä3tƒ Ï‰÷ƒ r& / ä3n=ã_ö‘ r& uρ ô⎯ ÏiΒ 

7#≈ n=Åz öΝ ä3̈Ψ t7 Ïk=|¹_{ uρ š⎥⎫ ÏèuΗød r& ∩⊆®∪  

(#θä9$s% Ÿω uö |Ê ( !$̄ΡÎ) 4’ n<Î) $uΖÎn/ u‘ tβθç7 Î=s)ΖãΒ ∩∈⊃∪  

$̄ΡÎ) ßì yϑôÜ tΡ βr& tÏ øótƒ $uΖs9 $oΨ š/ u‘ !$uΖ≈ u‹≈ sÜ yz βr& 
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who have believed.’ (51) 

Then We revealed to Moses: ‘Set forth 

with My servants by night, for you will 

be pursued.’ (52) 

Pharaoh sent heralds to all cities, (53) 

[saying]: ‘These are but a small band, 

(54) 

and most certainly they have enraged us; 

(55) 

but we are all united, and well prepared.’ 

(56) 

Thus We drove them out of their 

gardens, springs, (57) 

treasures and honourable positions. (58) 

And We bequeathed it all to the Children 

of Israel. (59) 

And so they [i.e. Pharaoh’s army] 

pursued them at sunrise. (60) 

When the two hosts came in sight of each 

other, the followers of Moses said: ‘We 

shall certainly be overtaken.’ (61) 

He replied: ‘No indeed! My Lord is with 

me and He will guide me.’ (62) 

And We revealed to Moses: ‘Strike the 

sea with your staff.’ So it divided, and 

each part was like a massive mountain. 

!$̈Ψ ä. tΑ ¨ρr& t⎦⎫ÏΖÏΒ÷σ ßϑø9 $# ∩∈⊇∪  

* !$uΖø‹ym÷ρr& uρ 4’ n<Î) #©y›θãΒ ÷βr& Îó r& ü“ÏŠ$t6 ÏèÎ/ 

/ ä3̄ΡÎ) tβθãèt7 −F•Β ∩∈⊄∪  

Ÿ≅ y™ ö‘ r'sù ãβöθtã öÏù ’ Îû È⎦É⎩!# y‰yϑø9 $# t⎦⎪ÎÅ³≈ ym ∩∈⊂∪ 

 ¨βÎ) Ï™Iωàσ ¯≈ yδ ×π tΒÏŒ ÷Å³ s9 tβθè=‹ Î=s% ∩∈⊆∪  

öΝ åκ ¨ΞÎ) uρ $uΖs9 tβθÝà Í←!$tós9 ∩∈∈∪  

$̄ΡÎ) uρ ìì‹ Ïϑpg m: tβρâ‘ É‹≈ ym ∩∈∉∪  

Ν ßγ≈oΨ ô_t÷zr' sù ⎯ ÏiΒ ;M≈ ¨Ζy_ 5βθãŠ ãã uρ ∩∈∠∪  

:—θãΖä. uρ 5Θ$s) tΒ uρ 5ΟƒÌx. ∩∈∇∪  

y7 Ï9≡ x‹x. $yγ≈ oΨ øOu‘ ÷ρr& uρ û©Í_ t/ Ÿ≅ƒ Ï™ℜuó  Î) ∩∈®∪  

Ν èδθãèt6 ø?r' sù š⎥⎫ Ï% Îô³ •Β ∩∉⊃∪  

$£ϑn=sù # u™ℜt s? Èβ$ yèôϑyfø9 $# tΑ$s% Ü=≈ysô¹r& 

#©y›θãΒ $̄ΡÎ) tβθä. u‘ ô‰ßϑ s9 ∩∉⊇∪  

tΑ$s% Hξx. ( ¨βÎ) z©Éë tΒ ’În1u‘ È⎦⎪Ï‰öκ u y™ ∩∉⊄∪  

!$oΨ øŠ ym÷ρ r'sù 4’ n<Î) #©y›θãΒ Èβr& >ÎôÑ$# x8$|ÁyèÎn/ 

tóst7 ø9 $# ( t,n=xΡ$$sù tβ% s3sù ‘≅ ä. 5− öÏù ÏŠöθ©Ü9 $% x. 
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Overview 

The s rah recounts here a major episode from Moses’ history, which fits perfectly 

with the main theme and the emphasis it places on the fate of those who deny divine 

messages, accusing God’s messengers of fabrication. It also comforts the Prophet as 

he faces the unbelievers’ accusations, reassuring him that God will always take care 

of His message and those who believe in it and continue to advocate it in the face of 

determined opposition. Such advocates may be powerless, unable to match the might 

of the tyrannical forces lined up against them and who subject them to brutal 

persecution. This incidentally was precisely the case of the Muslims in Makkah at 

that time. Providing such historical accounts was one of the means of educating the 

Muslim community employed in the Qur’ n. 

Earlier in the Qur’ n, episodes from Moses’ story were told in S rahs 2 The Cow, 5 

The Repast, 7 The Heights, 10 Jonah, 17 The Night Journey, 18 The Cave and 20  

H , with some brief references to it in other s rahs. In each case, the presented 

episode or reference fits perfectly with the theme of the s rah and matches the main 

drift of its context. The same applies here. The account clearly contributes to the 

illustration of the theme. 

Here, we see how Moses met with opposition from Pharaoh and his people. It 

ends with their drowning to forestall any attempt to persecute Moses and his 

(63) 

And We caused the others to draw near, 

(64) 

and We saved Moses and all who were 

with him, (65) 

while We caused the others to drown. 

(66) 

Indeed, there is in this a sure sign; yet 

most of them will not believe. (67) 

And indeed it is your Lord who is the 

Mighty One, the Merciful. (68) 

ÉΟŠ Ïà yèø9 $# ∩∉⊂∪  

$oΨ ø s9 ø—r& uρ §Ν rO t⎦⎪ÌyzFψ$# ∩∉⊆∪  

$uΖøŠ pgΥ r& uρ 4©y›θãΒ ⎯ tΒuρ ÿ… çμ yè̈Β t⎦⎫Ïè uΗød r& ∩∉∈∪  

¢Ο èO $oΨ ø%tøîr& t⎦⎪ÌyzFψ$# ∩∉∉∪  

¨βÎ) ’ Îû y7 Ï9≡ sŒ Zπ tƒ Uψ ( $tΒuρ tβ% x. Ν èδçsYø. r& 

t⎦⎫ÏΖÏΒ÷σ •Β ∩∉∠∪  

¨βÎ) uρ y7 −/ u‘ uθçλ m; â“ƒ Í“ yèø9 $# ÞΟ‹ Ïm§9 $# ∩∉∇∪ 
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followers. It also mentions the fact that Moses and the Children of Israel were saved. 

This confirms the truth of God’s statement at the end of the s rah, threatening the 

unbelievers: “Those who are bent on wrongdoing will in time know what an evil turn their 

destiny will surely take.” (Verse 227) It also confirms the same threat mentioned at the 

opening of the s rah: “They have indeed denied [the truth of revelation]; and they will in 

time come to understand what it was they were wont to deride.” (Verse 6) 

This episode is divided into a number of scenes, with gaps in between. These gaps 

are very brief, allowing the curtains to drop on one scene before they are raised again 

to reveal another. This is an important aspect of the Qur’ nic approach to 

storytelling. We have here a total of seven scenes, beginning with one in which we 

see how Moses receives God’s call, is assigned his message and given revelations. It 

also includes the dialogue that took place between him and his Lord. The second 

scene consists of the confrontation between Moses and Pharaoh and his chiefs, in 

which Moses shows the two signs given to him, namely, his staff and his hand 

becoming shining white. Pharaoh’s scheming as he gathers his sorcerers and 

assembles all the people for the confrontation provides the third scene. We are then 

entertained to a scene of the sorcerers gathered in Pharaoh’s presence, making sure 

that they will receive some handsome reward. The fifth scene shows the contest that 

ends with the total submission of the sorcerers and their declaration of their belief in 

God, followed by the threats uttered by Pharaoh. Next, we have two images: God’s 

inspiration to Moses to move forth with God’s servants by night, and Pharaoh’s 

sending summoners to raise an army to chase the Children of Israel. The final scene 

is that of the two hosts drawing close by the sea and its dramatic end: the sea is 

parted, and the believers are saved while the unbelievers are drowned. 

These scenes are also painted in S rahs 7, 10 and 20: The Heights, Jonah and  H  

respectively. But in each case, they are presented in a different way, suited to the 

context in which they occur. Thus they serve to highlight what is suitable for each 

s rah. For example, in S rah 7, The Heights, the confrontation between Moses and 

Pharaoh is briefly recounted, and that of the sorcerers and their assembly is shown at 

a rapid pace, while the picture of Pharaoh’s scheming with his chiefs is related at 

length, giving more detail. It also shows the signs given to Moses during his stay in 

Egypt following his contest with the sorcerers before showing the scene at the sea 

with the believers being saved and the unbelievers drowned. It then moves on to 

provide several images of what happened to the Children of Israel after they crossed 

the parted sea. Nothing of this is mentioned in this s rah, while we have more detail 

of the argument that took place between Moses and Pharaoh about God’s oneness 

and the revelations He vouchsafed to His messenger. This was the central point of 

argument between the Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him) and the unbelievers 

in Makkah. 
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In S rah 10, Jonah, the first scene of confrontation is briefly shown, making no 

mention of the two signs given to Moses, namely the staff and his hand. It also 

provides a brief reference to the contest between Moses and the sorcerers, while both 

scenes are shown here in more detail. 

S rah 20, 11 Ha, portrays the first scene of the dialogue between Moses and his 

Lord at greater length, before painting the scenes of the confrontation with Pharaoh 

and the contest with the sorcerers in great detail. It also accompanies the Children of 

Israel for a long part of their journey. In this s rah, however, nothing is mentioned 

about what happens to them after they were saved. 

Hence, we can say that there is no repetition of the story despite the fact that 

numerous references are made to it in the Qur’ n. The episodes chosen for discussion 

each time, the scenes painted, and the aspects emphasized in each scene and the way 

they are portrayed makes each account stand out at its particular position as new, 

and perfectly suited to the context in which it occurs. 

God’s Call to Moses 

Your Lord called Moses: ‘Go to the wrongdoing people, the people of Pharaoh. Will 

they have no fear of God?’ He said: My Lord, I fear that they will charge me with 

falsehood, and then my breast will be straitened and my tongue will not be fluent. So 

send as well for Aaron. Moreover, they have a charge of crime against me, and I fear 

that they will kill me. ‘Said He: ‘By no means! Go forth, then, both of you, with Our 

signs; We are with you, listening to all. Go, both of you, to Pharaoh, and say: ‘We are 

messengers from the Lord of all the worlds: Let the Children of Israel go with us.’ 

(Verses 10-17) 

The address here is to the Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him). At the 

opening of the s rah, God says to him: “Would you, perhaps, torment yourself to death 

[with grief] because they would not believe? If We will, We can send down to them from the 

skies a sign before which their necks will remain bent in submission. Yet whenever any fresh 

reminder comes to them from the Most Merciful, they always turn their backs on it. They 

have indeed denied [the truth of revelation]; and they will in time come to understand what it 

was they were wont to deride.” (Verses 3-6) The s rah then gives him accounts of what 

happened to some of the communities that rejected God’s messages and how they 

suffered His punishment. 

“Your Lord called Moses: Go to the wrongdoing people, the people of Pharaoh. Will they 

have no fear of God?” (Verses 10-11) These two verses paint the first scene which 

shows Moses being given his message. It begins by exposing the people he must go 

to, declaring that they are ‘wrongdoing’. They do themselves a great wrong by 
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denying God’s message, and they do much wrong to the Children of Israel, killing 

their men but sparing their women and inflicting much torture on them. Hence, the 

s rah describes them as wrongdoing before it specifies who they are. It then calls on 

Moses and all people to wonder at them: “Will they have no fear of God?” Will they 

continue to be heedless of the likely outcome of their wrongdoing? Will they not 

mend their erring ways? Theirs is certainly a singular situation. 

Moses, however, was not unaware of Pharaoh and his regime. Indeed, he was 

fully aware of his oppressive rule and the injustice he meted out to people. Hence, 

Moses realizes that the task assigned to him is difficult and that his mission is bound 

to meet with stiff resistance. Hence, he complains to his Lord of his own weakness. 

His complaints, however, are not those of one who does not wish to carry out the 

task. On the contrary, he is determined to fulfil it, but he seeks help from God. 

He said: My Lord, I fear that they will charge me with falsehood, and then my breast 

will be straitened and my tongue will not be fluent. So send as well for Aaron. 

Moreover, they have a charge of crime against me, and I fear that they will kill me. 

(Verses 12-14) 

What Moses’ statement signifies is that he was not worried about being rejected by 

Pharaoh and his people; rather, what worried him was that this should happen at a 

time when he felt ill at ease and when his tongue lacked fluent argument. He 

suffered from a speech impediment, which he mentioned in S rah 20,  H , as he 

prayed to God to remove it: “My Lord, open up my heart [to Your light], and make my 

mission easy for me, and free my tongue from its impediment, so that people may understand 

what I say.” (20: 25-28) Should this difficulty occur while one is speaking, it makes the 

speaker ill at ease, which in turn makes the impediment worse. Thus, the person 

suffering from it feels unable to express himself. This becomes a vicious circle and 

anger inevitably sets in. Hence, Moses feared that he might suffer this problem when 

he confronted a despotic tyrant like Pharaoh with God’s message. Hence, he 

complains to God of his own weakness, and expresses his fears in respect of 

delivering his Lord’s message. The point of his request is that God include his 

brother Aaron in carrying out this task. This request does not express any reluctance 

on Moses’ part to carry out God’s orders, but reflects his fear of falling short of the 

task. Aaron is more eloquent, which means that he has an easier temperament. Thus, 

should Moses suffer a block as he speaks, or should he feel straitened in heart, Aaron 

could then step in to provide the proper argument. Although Moses prays, as related 

in S rah 20, that God remove his speech impediment, he also requests that Aaron be 

assigned to help him in the delivery of the divine message. 

The same may be said of his other statement: “Moreover, they have a charge of crime 
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against me, and I fear that they will kill me.” (Verse 14) Again, Moses does not express 

any fear in confronting Pharaoh with the call to believe in God, nor does he seek to 

abandon the mission assigned to him; rather, this is all given as an added reason for 

the need to include Aaron. Should Pharaoh kill Moses, Aaron would be able to carry 

on the mission and complete the task. Thus, we should read Moses’ prayer as a 

precaution aiming to ensure that the divine message was properly and fully 

delivered. It is exactly the kind of attitude that can be expected from a messenger like 

Moses whom God had chosen and reared under His own watchful eye. 

Knowing how keen Moses was to fulfil his task and his worry lest his weakness 

make him fall short of what was expected of him, God grants his requests and gives 

him reassurance. The s rah gives no specific mention of how his prayers were 

answered, how Aaron received his assignment, or how they both arrived in Egypt. 

Instead, it shows the two brothers receiving their detailed instructions together and 

at the same moment as reassurance is given to Moses and his fears are dismissed in 

an expression that primarily denotes an order to stop: ‘kall !’ This is translated in the 

text as ‘By no means!’ 

Said He: By no means! Go forth, then, both of you, with Our signs; We are with you, 

listening to all. Go, both of you, to Pharaoh, and say: ‘We are messengers from the 

Lord of all the worlds: Let the Children of Israel go with us.’ (Verses 15-17) 

By no means! Your breast will not be straitened, your tongue will not be impaired, 

and they will not kill you. Remove all such thoughts from your mind, and proceed 

with your brother, equipped with Our signs. Moses had already seen two of these: 

his staff turning into a serpent and his hand changing colour such that it looked as if 

it shone a brilliant white. These aspects, however, are not mentioned in this s rah 

because the emphasis here is on the confrontation between Pharaoh and Moses, the 

contest with the sorcerers and the drowning of Pharaoh and his host while the 

believers are saved. 

Moses and Aaron are told to go forth, and God also tells them: “We are with you, 

listening to all.” What power! What care and what security! All this is given to them. 

Indeed, God is with them and with every human being at every moment, but the 

companionship highlighted here is that of support at difficult moments. It is shown 

here in the form of listening, which denotes full attention and ready support. 

Moses and Aaron are told to clearly outline to Pharaoh their assigned mission, 

fearing nothing and hiding nothing: “Go, both of you, to Pharaoh, and say: ‘We are 

messengers from the Lord of all the worlds.’” (Verse 16) The Arabic text uses the singular 

form for ‘messenger’, ras l, although the task is assigned to both brothers. However, 

because the assignment given to both is a single one, they are treated as a single 
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messenger to Pharaoh, the despot who claimed to be God and declared to his people: 

“I know of no deity for you other than myself!” (28: 38) Thus, the mission assigned to 

them is to declare the truth of God’s oneness right at the very outset and without 

ambiguity or hesitation. There is to be no precaution against any adverse reception. 

For this is the truth that allows no half measures. 

As messengers from the Lord of the universe, they make their demands clear: “We 

are messengers from the Lord of all the worlds. Let the Children of Israel go with us.” (Verses 

16-17) It is clear from this statement and similar ones in the Qur’ n that Moses was 

not required to address his message to Pharaoh and his people, or to call on them to 

believe in his faith or implement the message entrusted to him. He simply required 

them to set the Children of Israel free so that they could worship their Lord as they 

pleased. They were aware of their true faith, which they had held since the time of 

their first father, Israel, or Jacob, (peace be upon him). This faith, however, had 

weakened in their hearts allowing alien beliefs to creep in. Therefore, God sent 

Moses to save them from Pharaoh’s injustice and to purge their monotheistic faith of 

all foreign and corrupt elements. 

A Sarcastic Exchange with Pharaoh 

Up to this point we have watched as the message is entrusted to Moses and 

Aaron, and how their task is outlined for them. But the curtains fall here. When, a 

moment later, they are raised again, we are in full view of the confrontation that 

takes place with Pharaoh. What happens in between is typically deleted. 

[Pharaoh] said [to Moses]: Did we not bring you up when you were an infant? And 

did you not stay with us many years of your life? Yet you have done that deed of yours 

while being an unbeliever.’ Replied [Moses]: ‘I committed it while I was still going 

astray; and I fled from you because I feared you. Then my Lord granted me sound 

judgement and made me one of [His] messengers. And what sort of favour is this you 

are taunting me with: was it not because you had enslaved the Children of Israel?’ 

(Verses 18-22) 

Pharaoh is amazed as Moses makes his unexpected claim to be a messenger from 

God, the Lord of the universe. He is further amazed as Moses demands that he free 

the Children of Israel. The last thing he knew of Moses was that he was brought up 

in his palace after being found as a newborn child floating in a basket on the Nile. As 

a young man he had killed an Egyptian who was involved in a fight with an Israelite 

and ran away. It is said that the Egyptian he killed belonged to Pharaoh’s entourage. 

This means that there was a huge gap between Moses’ status at that time and his new 

claims which he puts before Pharaoh just a mere ten years later. Hence, Pharaoh is 



Al-Shu`rā’ (The Poets) | A DEBATE WITH PHARAOH 

 19

sarcastic, asking in an affected air of surprise: “Did we not bring you up when you were 

an infant? And did you not stay with us many years of your life? Yet you have done that deed 

of yours while being an unbeliever.” (Verses 18-19) Is this how you repay our kindness 

as we looked after you when you were a young child? Is it fair that you come today 

professing a religion other than ours, rebelling against the authority of the king who 

brought you up in his palace, and calling on people to abandon his worship? 

How come that during all those years you stayed with us you did not mention 

anything of the wild claims you are now making, giving us no prelude to what was 

to come? Pharaoh then reminds Moses of the incident leading to the killing of the 

Egyptian, giving it an air of exaggeration: “Yet you have done that deed of yours...” It 

was a ghastly deed that should never be mentioned or described in real terms. Yet 

you did it “while being an unbeliever.” You did not believe then in the Lord of all the 

worlds, about whom you are now telling us. 

Thus we see Pharaoh making what he thought was a final argument and against 

which Moses would have no reply, especially his killing of an Egyptian and the 

punishment that could be inflicted on him. His words are clearly meant as an 

implied threat. 

Since God answered his prayer and cured his speech impediment, Moses rejoins 

with a clear reply: “’I committed it while I was still going astray; and I fled from you 

because I feared you. Then my Lord granted me sound judgement and made me one of [His] 

messengers. And what sort of favour is this you are taunting me with: was it not because you 

had enslaved the Children of Israel?’“ (Verses 21-22) I did it when I was ignorant, 

rushing to defend anyone from among my people. This is different from my present 

commitment to my faith which is based on sound judgement granted me by my 

Lord. “I fled from you because I feared you.” But God has been good to me, bestowing 

on me the gift of wisdom and making me one of His messengers. I am not a unique 

phenomenon; rather, one of the chosen group of God’s messengers.1 

Moses then uses a touch of sarcasm in reply to Pharaoh’s own sarcastic remarks, 

but he only states the truth: “What sort of favour is this you are taunting me with: was it 

not because you had enslaved the Children of Israel?” The fact that I was reared in your 

palace came about only as a result of your enslavement of the Children of Israel, and 

your killing of their children. This was the reason why my mother put me in a basket 

to float along the Nile. When your people found me, I was brought up in your 

palace, not in my parents’ home. What favour is this that you press against me? 

                                                 
1 It should be noted here that Moses refers to himself as one of God's messengers, rather than using 
the singular form. This serves two purposes: (1) it fits with rhyming verse endings and thus maintains 
the musical beat running throughout the s rah; and (2) it emphasizes the fact that he was one of many 
sent to different peoples in different generations to provide divine guidance to mankind. 
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The Challenge Continues 

At this point, Pharaoh stops this line of argument and asks Moses for the central 

point of his claims, but his questioning carries overtones of ridicule and derision 

aimed at none other than God Himself. “Pharaoh said: And what is that ‘Lord of all the 

worlds?’” (Verse 23) How arrogant and insolent! He is saying: what is this Lord of the 

worlds about whom you describe yourself as His messenger? Such a question can 

only mean a denial of the very point it relates to, and a ridicule of the statement and 

the person making it. He considers the whole situation impossible and unworthy of 

discussion. 

Moses’ reply points to God’s Lordship over the entire visible universe and all that 

there is in it: “[Moses] answered: He is the Lord of the heavens and the earth and all that is 

between them, if you want to be sure.” (Verse 24) Thus, his answer refutes Pharaoh’s 

denial, rendering it worthless. He tells him that God is the Lord of the entire universe 

which neither Pharaoh’s power nor his knowledge can ever reach. The utmost that 

Pharaoh can boast of is that he is a deity over the people of the Nile Valley and its 

overall lord. But then this is a tiny little particle when compared to the heavens and 

the earth and all that is between them. We discern in Moses’ answer his dismissal of 

Pharaoh’s claims as vain boasts, turning his attention to the vast universe, inviting 

him to contemplate its size and the One who is Lord over it all. That is certainly the 

Lord of all the worlds. He concludes his answer with a comment inviting the people 

to work for the achievement of certainty: “If you want to be sure.” 

Pharaoh turns to those around him, expressing amazement at this response. Or 

maybe he wanted them not to be influenced by it. This is typical of all tyrants who 

fear that simple words of truth might influence the hearts and minds of the masses: 

“[Pharaoh] said to those around him: Do you hear?” (Verse 25) Do you hear this singular 

statement which was never uttered by anyone we know? 

Moses replies by stressing another attribute of God, the Lord of all creatures: 

“[Moses] said: He is your Lord as well as the Lord of your forefathers of old.” (Verse 26) This 

answer is directed at Pharaoh, his status and claims even more. He tells him that 

God, the Lord of all the worlds, is also his Lord, while Pharaoh is nothing more than 

one of His servants. He is certainly not a deity as he claims. His people are also 

subject to God, their true Lord, while Pharaoh has no lordship over them. Indeed 

God is the Lord of their forefathers of old, which means that the hereditary aspect on 

which Pharaoh’s claims rely is false. None other than God has ever been Lord of the 

worlds. 

This hit hard at Pharaoh and he could not remain silent when his elders and 

nobles were listening. Hence, he derisively states that his adversary is mad: 

“[Pharaoh] said: Indeed, the messenger who has been sent to you is, of a certainty, a 
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madman.” (Verse 27) His derision is directed at the very issue of bearing God’s 

message so as to turn people away from it. He charges Moses with madness in order 

to nullify the effect of his statement that questions the very basis of Pharaoh’s 

political and religious position, as it aims to remind people of their Lord, the Lord of 

their forefathers. 

Nothing of Pharaoh’s derision could weaken Moses and his resolve. Therefore, he 

continues to state the truth that hits hard at all tyrants: “[Moses] went on: He is indeed 

the Lord of the east and the west and of all that is between them, if you would but use your 

reason.” (Verse 28) The Arabic words mashriq and maghrib, used for east and west, 

also denote the processes of planets and stars rising and setting. These are two great 

scenes which we see every day, but our minds seldom reflect on them because of 

over familiarity. These two processes are great indeed, and neither Pharaoh nor any 

tyrant can claim to have any control over them. Who does, then, control them, setting 

them in a perfect order and timing that ensures their continuity without fail or 

deviation? Moses’ answer shakes dormant hearts and awakens sleeping souls. In this 

way, he calls on people to reflect and contemplate, “if you would but use your reason.” 

Brutal Threats versus Logical Arguments 

Tyranny does not fear anything more than the reawakening of people’s hearts. It 

does not hate anyone more than an advocate of clear vision and right thinking. Its 

main opponent is the one who tries to awaken people’s consciences. When Moses 

touched people’s hearts with his description of God Almighty, Pharaoh was 

extremely angry. He ended the argument with a clear threat of force, which is the 

ultimate recourse of all tyrants, when they feel that any counter argument is too 

powerful. “[Pharaoh] said: If you ever serve a god other than me, I will most certainly have 

you imprisoned.” (Verse 29) 

Such is the argument and the evidence supporting it: a clear threat of 

imprisonment. The prison is available and the measure itself has been taken against 

others. It is a measure that exposes the weakness of falsehood when it faces the 

overwhelming power of the truth. Tyrants know no other way. 

Nevertheless, Moses did not lose his composure. How could he have when he is 

God’s messenger, enjoying the support God has promised him and his brother? 

Hence, he keeps the argument going, reopening the book Pharaoh wants to close, 

and delivering a new piece of evidence: “Said [Moses]: Even if I bring before you a clear 

proof?” (Verse 30) Here, he asks Pharaoh: will you still have me imprisoned if I 

provide irrefutable proof that all I am saying is true? This put Pharaoh on the spot in 

front of a large gathering. He realized that if he were to refuse this new proof 

outright, he would only demonstrate his own weakness in the face of Moses’ 
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powerful argument: this despite his description of Moses as a madman. He felt that 

his only option was to demand such proof: Hence, “[Pharaoh] said: Produce it, then, if 

you are a man of truth.” (Verse 31) 

“If you area man of truth,” may be taken to mean ‘if you are truthful in what you 

claim to be’, or ‘if you truly have clear proof’. Thus we see Pharaoh continuing to 

raise doubts about Moses, fearing that his argument may be well received by those 

present. 

At this point Moses produces his two physical miracles, having delayed their 

display until Pharaoh has thrown down his utmost challenge: “So he threw down his 

staff and behold, it was a serpent, plain for all to see. And he drew out his hand, and behold, it 

was white to the onlookers.” (Verses 32-33) The way these two verses are phrased 

suggest that the staff was physically transformed into a real, living serpent. His hand, 

as he drew it out, was really a shining, brilliant white. There was no delusion or 

fantasy of the sort sorcerers employ when they deceive the senses without altering 

any element of reality. 

The miracle of life starting from where no human being knows occurs at every 

moment without people paying much attention to it, because of their long familiarity 

with it, or perhaps because they do not look upon it as a challenge. In Pharaoh’s 

court, in front of his entire entourage, the production of these two miracles had the 

effect of nothing less than a violent earthquake. 

Pharaoh recognized that he was facing a powerful miracle, and he sensed the 

weakness of his own position. Hence he was quick to provide a damage-limitation 

exercise, trying to ensure the support of his people, raising their fear of Moses and 

his community: “[Pharaoh] said to the noble ones around him: This is indeed a sorcerer of 

great knowledge who wants to drive you out of your land by his sorcery. What, then, do you 

advise?” (Verses 34-35) 

In Pharaoh’s statement we note three important elements: (1) his 

acknowledgement of the powerful miracle, even though he called it sorcery — he 

describes Moses as a “sorcerer of great knowledge”; (2) his fear that people might be so 

influenced by Moses and his argument that he says Moses “wants to drive you out of 

your land”; (3) his adoption of a humble attitude with the people whom he wanted to 

look upon him as their lord. He asks them for advice, although Pharaoh never sought 

such advice while they prostrated themselves before him. 

Falsehood Comes to Grief 

This is a typical position to which tyrants resort when they feel their grip on 

power weakening. They seem to soften up, seeking the help of the people they have 
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been trampling over. They put up a facade of consultation with them, but this is only 

temporary until the danger has passed. When they feel they are safe again, they 

revert to their tyranny, tolerating no opposition whatsoever. 

Those around him fell for his ploy because they shared his falsehood and were 

keen for the status quo to continue for it ensured their influential positions in the state 

hierarchy. They feared that Moses and the Children of Israel would take their land 

from them should the masses follow him and Aaron. Hence, these noble chiefs were 

quick to give their advice to Pharaoh, suggesting that he could match one type of 

sorcery with another, provided there was a period of preparation: “They said: Let him 

and his brother wait a while, and send heralds to all cities to bring before you every sorcerer of 

great skill.” (Verses 36-37) The plan, then, was to gain time while Pharaoh sent word 

to all Egyptian cities summoning every skilful sorcerer who could match or excel 

Moses. 

The curtains drop here. When they are raised again we see the sorcerers 

assembled and the people gathering in large numbers to watch the great contest. 

Their support for the sorcerers is raised to a high pitch, for they enjoyed the backing 

of those in power. Thus, the stage was ready for the battle between truth and 

falsehood, divine faith and tyranny: “So the sorcerers were assembled at a set time on an 

appointed day, and the people were asked: Are you all present, so that we may follow the 

sorcerers if they emerge triumphant.” (Verses 38-40) 

The style used in these verses suggests a deliberate plan to excite the masses and 

keep people in full expectation: “Are you all present, so that we may follow the 

sorcerers?” Are you all in attendance and ready for the contest to begin? Soon you 

will see with your own eyes the sorcerers defeat this Israelite called Moses! On such 

occasions, the masses always flock in, oblivious to the fact that tyrannical rulers 

manipulate them for their own ends. They bring them to such gatherings and show 

occasions so as to divert their attentions away from the miserable conditions and 

oppression they endure. 

We then see the sorcerers in an audience with Pharaoh, prior to the match, making 

sure that they will secure his reward if they win. He is ready with a promise of a very 

handsome reward, and a position close to his throne: “When the sorcerers arrived they 

said to Pharaoh: ‘Will there be a [handsome] reward for us if we are the ones to prevail?’ Said 

he: ‘Yes, indeed! And in that case you will be among those who are close to me.’” (Verses 4 1-

42) 

Thus the whole thing involves nothing other than a mercenary group ready to use 

their skills to help Pharaoh, the tyrant, in return for some pecuniary gain. There is no 

question of faith or an issue of principle. It is all about personal gain and interest. It is 

such people that are used by tyrants everywhere and throughout all periods of 
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history. Their eagerness betrays their reward motive, a reward they will receive for 

their role in deluding the masses. Hence why Pharaoh promises them much more 

than just pecuniary gain. He promises them a position close to his own. 

Turning the Scales against Pharaoh 

The s rah then draws before our eyes the whole contest and the great events that 

follow: 

Moses said to them: ‘Throw whatever you are going to throw!’ So they threw their 

ropes and staffs, and said: ‘By Pharaoh’s might, it is we indeed who will prevail.’ Then 

Moses threw his staff and it swallowed up their false devices. The sorcerers fell down 

prostrating themselves, and said: ‘We believe in the Lord of all the worlds, the Lord of 

Moses and Aaron. [Pharaoh] said: ‘You believe in Him even before I have given you 

permission! Surely, this one must be your master who has taught you witchcraft! But 

in time you shall come to know. I shall most certainly have your hands and feet cut off 

on alternate sides, and I shall most certainly crucify you all.’ They said:’ No harm [can 

you cause us]. To our Lord we shall indeed return. We certainly hope that our Lord 

will forgive us our sins, since we are the first who have believed.’ (Verses 43-51) 

It all starts with an ordinary, quiet scene; yet it gives us the sense that Moses was 

perfectly reassured that he represented the truth. Hence, he cared little for the 

multitude of sorcerers gathered from all over Egypt, ready to employ their skills to 

prove Pharaoh’s case. His reassurance is reflected in his allowing them to be the first 

to start: “Moses said to them: Throw whatever you are going to throw!” (Verse 43) 

His words imply that whatever they could produce was of little interest to him. 

For their part, the sorcerers mustered their best efforts and skills, starting the match 

in Pharaoh’s name and with his help: “So they threw their ropes and staffs; and said: ‘By 

Pharaoh’s might, it is we indeed who will prevail.’“ (Verse 44) The s rah does not tell us 

what happened to their ropes and staffs, which is detailed in S rahs 7 and 20, The 

Heights and  H  respectively. Thus it retains the atmosphere of reassurance and 

steadfastness in support of the truth. Instead, the s rah moves straight on to tell us of 

the result of the encounter, since this is its main purpose: “Then Moses threw his staff 

and it swallowed up their false devices.” (Verse 45) 

This was a great surprise to the sorcerers who were not expecting anything of the 

sort. They had mustered all their power, using their best skills in an area in which 

they were the undisputed masters. What they produced was the best any sorcerer 

could produce. Besides, they were many, gathered from all over Egypt, while Moses 

stood alone, with nothing in his hand other than his staff. Yet it immediately 
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swallowed in one fast movement all they could produce. Besides, they were fully 

aware that magic relied on delusion, but his staff swallowed their ropes and staffs for 

real, leaving nothing of them. Had Moses used trickery, their ropes and staffs would 

have remained there after an imaginary scene suggesting that they were being 

swallowed. But as they looked around, they could see nothing remaining of their 

ropes and staffs. Hence, they had no choice but to submit to the clear truth staring 

them in the face. They were the first to know that it was the truth: “The sorcerers fell 

down prostrating themselves, and said: ‘We believe in the Lord of all the worlds, the Lord of 

Moses and Aaron.’” (Verses 46-48) 

Only a moment earlier they were ready to lend their skills for pecuniary gain, 

looking forward to handsome wages for their skilful manipulation. The question of 

faith and principle meant little to them. Now, however, as the truth touches their 

hearts, they undergo a complete transformation. They are shaken to the bottom of 

their hearts, and all falsehood is removed. Within a brief moment, their hearts are 

clear, ready to respond to the truth, full of faith. Thus, they voluntarily prostrate 

themselves and repeat the words declaring their unshakeable faith: “We believe in the 

Lord of all the worlds, the Lord of Moses and Aaron.” (Verses 47-48) 

The human heart is amazing. A single touch on the right spot changes it 

completely. The Prophet states the truth as he says: “Every human heart is held 

within two fingers in God’s hand: He sets it straight or leaves it to stray, as He 

pleases.” [Related by al-Bukh rī and Muslim.] Thus, the hired sorcerers were 

transformed into a group of the best believers, in front of the assembled masses as 

well as Pharaoh and his noble chiefs. They did not think of the consequences that 

their declaration of conversion to faith would produce. They cared little for 

Pharaoh’s reaction or what he would do to them. 

Such a transformation must have dealt a great blow to Pharaoh. The masses were 

led to believe the great lie reiterated by Pharaoh’s men that Moses, the Israelite, was 

a mere sorcerer who wanted to take over their land by means of his sorcery. If he 

won, he would give power to his own people. But the sorcerers were sure to 

overpower him and put him in his place, or so they were told. The masses were 

witnesses to the great encounter that unfolded, with the sorcerers producing their 

tricks in Pharaoh’s name and under his protection. Yet in no time, they were utterly 

defeated, acknowledging their defeat, declaring that Moses delivered the message of 

the truth, and that they themselves now believed in God, the Lord of all the worlds. 

Their transformation meant that they disowned Pharaoh’s worship only a brief 

moment after they were expecting to receive their wages from him. 

The sorcerers’ transformation represented a real threat to Pharaoh, as it deflated 

the legend on which his power relied, namely the legend that he was a deity, or the 

son of gods. The transformation was declared by the sorcerers at a time when sorcery 
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was a sacred profession preserved for Egypt’s priesthood. It was these very sorcerers 

that now declared their belief in the Lord of all the worlds, He who had given Moses 

and Aaron their message. The masses always followed the priests in their beliefs. If 

these were to abandon Pharaoh, what would be left for him except brute force? Such 

force cannot, on its own, provide reliable support to protect a regime of government. 

Brute Force to Suppress Faith 

We can then imagine the panic that affected Pharaoh and his nobles as they heard 

the sorcerers’ declaration and their profound, unshakeable belief in God, before 

whom they now prostrated themselves. 

Enraged, Pharaoh issued a clear warning that he would inflict all sorts of 

punishment upon the sorcerers. He further accused them of conspiring with Moses 

against him and the Egyptian people: 

[Pharaoh] said: You believe in him even before I have given you permission! Surely, 

this one must be your master who has taught you witchcraft! But in time you shall 

come to know. I shall most certainly have your hands and feet cut off on alternate 

sides, and I shall most certainly crucify you all. (Verse 49) 

The Qur’ nic text places special emphasis on Pharaoh’s first words, “you believe in 

him even before I have given you permission,” so as to highlight the surrender to Moses 

without first obtaining Pharaoh’s permission. Thus, he accuses them of a purposeful 

conspiracy in which they willingly participated, knowing full well its outcome. He 

could not appreciate what had touched their hearts. How could a tyrant feel the 

effect of faith on people’s minds and hearts? He then delivered his hasty accusation 

to explain their transformation: “Surely, this one must be your master who has taught you 

witchcraft!” (Verse 49) This is a very strange accusation which defies explanation 

unless one says that some of these priest sorcerers — since the religion that made 

Pharaoh a deity relied on magic-practising priests — attended to Moses’ education 

given he was brought up in Pharaoh’s palace, or that he might have attended them in 

their temples. Hence, Pharaoh manipulates this distant relation, turning it on its 

head. Thus, instead of saying that Moses was their disciple, he says he was their 

master; this to make the situation look even more horrendous. 

Pharaoh then threatens them with torture, magnifying what punishment he will 

inflict on those believers: “In time you shall come to know. I shall most certainly have your 

hands and feet cut off on alternate sides, and I shall most certainly crucify you all.” (Verse 

49) These are the same stupid measures to which every tyrant resorts when he feels 

his position or life threatened. Furthermore, Pharaoh displays no compunction about 
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it. He utters his words knowing that in his position of absolute power he can carry 

out his threats to the letter. What, then, would this small group of believers who have 

just seen the light of faith say in reply? 

What they say is indeed inspiring. Their reply comes from their hearts: they have 

found true faith and will not exchange it for anything else. They realize that their 

newly-found relation with God enables them to totally disregard tyrant’. They now 

aspire to the true life of the hereafter, paying no heed whatsoever to what they may 

have to face in this life: “They said: No harm [can you cause us]. To our Lord we shall 

indeed return. We certainly hope that our Lord will forgive us our sins, since we are the first 

who have believed.” (Verses 50-51) 

‘You can cause us no harm!’ That you may be able to cut our hands and feet off on 

alternate sides, or that you may crucify us does not mean that you can harm us. 

Indeed, even if you kill us all, you will not harm us, because we will return to our 

Lord. Whatever happens on this earth will end here. Our hopes and aspirations are 

all centred on what will happen in the life to come where we “certainly hope that our 

Lord will forgive us our sins, since we are the first who have believed.” 

What splendid effect faith has on a believer’s mind, and how it brightens his soul, 

pouring reassurance and contentedness on it. Thus man, who originates from an 

essence of clay can attain the sublime. 

When faith settles in the heart, it enriches it to the extent that all that this world 

can offer seems trivial and worthless. 

Here, the curtains fall to retain both the effect of this splendid scene and its 

majestic rhythm. It is given here in this way so as to make it a lesson to be fully 

appreciated by the new Muslims in Makkah as they faced the Quraysh unbelievers’ 

torture and persecution. It remains a lesson to all advocates of faith as they suffer 

persecution anywhere and in every generation. 

Divine Care for True Believers 

Thereafter, God looked after his faithful servants, while Pharaoh began raising his 

army, seeking to put his plans into effect: 

Then We revealed to Moses: ‘Set forth with My servants by night, for you will be 

pursued.’ Pharaoh sent heralds to all cities, [saying]: ‘These are but a small band, and 

most certainly they have enraged us; but we are all united, and well prepared.’ 

(Verses 52-56) 

We have here a gap in the story during which certain events are omitted. Moses 
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and the Israelites lived for a period in Egypt during which the signs mentioned in 

S rah 7, The Heights, took place. It was later that God instructed Moses to leave 

Egypt with his people. All these events are omitted here so that the historical account 

better serves the theme of the s rah, delivering its message most clearly. 

What we know is that God instructed His messenger, Moses, to leave with his 

people, starting their flight by night after making all the necessary preparations and 

planning their departure well. God also told Moses that Pharaoh and his host would 

pursue them. He further commanded him to lead his people to the sea, most 

probably to the point where the Gulf of Suez stretches into the lakes area. Pharaoh 

soon learnt of the Children of Israel’s night flight and he immediately ordered full 

mobilization of his troops, sending heralds and officials to other cities to enlist 

recruits, hoping to catch up with Moses and his people and undermine their efforts. 

Little did he realize that the plan he wanted to foil was God’s own! 

Pharaoh’s agents went at full speed, recruiting and enlisting soldiers as they went. 

Yet Pharaoh also realized that such mobilization could give the impression of how 

worried he was, and that he recognized that Moses and his followers represented a 

serious threat. Otherwise, why would he, a king and a deity, need to initiate a full 

mobilization to counter their threat? Hence, he felt that he needed to assure his 

people that there was but little danger: “These are but a small band!” (Verse 54) This 

begs the question: why raise all this fuss, then? ‘Why give them so much importance 

and mobilize such a large force? Hence, he has to further justify his action: “Most 

certainly they have enraged us.” (Verse 55) They have perpetrated certain actions and 

made some inflammatory statements. However, “we are all united, and well prepared.” 

(Verse 56) We realize how they are plotting against us, and we are in full control of 

the situation to ensure that they can do us no harm. This is just an example of how 

falsehood always finds itself at a loss when it encounters faith. 

Before portraying the last scene of this encounter, the s rah gives us an account of 

the ultimate consequences of leading Pharaoh and his people away from their riches 

and property. It also shows how the previously persecuted Children of Israel were 

able to enjoy all these things: “Thus We drove them out of their gardens, springs, treasures 

and honourable positions. And We bequeathed it all to the Children of Israel.” (Verses 57-59) 

The Egyptians set out to pursue Moses and his people, but this was to be their last 

march. It was indeed an expulsion, driving them away from all the luxuries they had 

been enjoying, including their gardens, springs and treasures, never to return. This 

final outcome is mentioned here, ahead of sequence, in order to highlight the 

punishment meted out to those wrongdoers who perpetrate injustices. 

It is not known in history that the Children of Israel returned to Egypt after they 

had so departed, aiming for the Holy Land. Nor is it known that they inherited the 



Al-Shu`rā’ (The Poets) | A DEBATE WITH PHARAOH 

 29

kingdom of Egypt, Pharaoh’s treasures and seat of power. Hence, commentators on 

the Qur’ n explain this Qur’ nic statement by saying that they inherited something 

similar, which means that they inherited the type of things enjoyed by Pharaoh and 

his entourage. 
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The Drowning of Pharaoh’s Army 

After this interpolation we are treated to the final, decisive scene: 

And so they [i.e. Pharaoh’s army] pursued them at sunrise. When the two hosts came 

in sight of each other, the followers of Moses said: ‘We shall certainly be overtaken.’ 

He replied: ‘No indeed.’ My Lord is with me and He will guide me.’ And We revealed 

to Moses: ‘Strike the sea with your staff’ So it divided, and each part was like a 

massive mountain. And We caused the others to draw near, and We saved Moses and 

all who were with him, while We caused the others to drown. Indeed, there is in this a 

sure sign; yet most of them will not believe. And indeed it is your Lord who is the 

Mighty One, the Merciful. (Verses 60-68) 

So, Moses marched with his people at night, in accordance with God’s plan. In the 

morning, Pharaoh and his soldiers began their chase. We then see the climax 

approaching, and the battle about to commence. Moses and his people find 

themselves close to the sea, without any boats which they could use to cross. They 

could not cross on foot, and they lacked the means to defend themselves. Pharaoh 

and his army were approaching, with his soldiers fully equipped, confident of their 

victory and intent on showing no mercy. All indications suggested a final tragedy for 

the small group with Moses: there was no escape, for the sea was ahead and the 

enemy to the rear. Hence they cried out: “We shall certainly be overtaken.” (Verse 61) 

It was a time of great stress about to reach its pinnacle. To those believers with 

Moses it looked as if in just a few minutes they would certainly be overtaken. They 

were certain that Pharaoh would indiscriminately deal death and that there would be 

no escape. But Moses, who had received God’s revelations, does not entertain any 

such doubt. He has complete trust in God, believing that His help will be 

forthcoming. He is certain that God will save them, although he does not know how. 

Nevertheless, it is certain and God will guide him. Hence, his reply: “No indeed! My 

Lord is with me and He will guide me.” (Verse 62) 

We note the emphasis in his reply: No indeed.’ We will not be overtaken and we 

will not suffer any persecution, because God will guide me and this is certain. At the 

last moment, a bright ray of hope is clearly seen against the long dark night of stress 

and despair, as the route ahead opens at a point no one has ever thought of: “And We 

revealed to Moses: Strike the sea with your staff.” (Verse 63) The s rah does not give us 

further details so as to say that he complied with the order and struck the sea with 

his staff. All this is clearly understood. The s rah only gives us the result of his action: 

“So it divided, and each part was like a massive mountain.” (Verse 63) 
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So the miracle was there for all to see. What people describe as impossible became 

a reality before their own eyes. People only think of natural laws according to what is 

familiar to them, but natural laws are created by God and He is able to make them 

operate in accordance with His will, at any moment of His choosing. 

A miracle was enacted and the Children of Israel looked on. In between the waters 

of the sea, a passageway of dry land opened for them. The water stood still on both 

sides of the passage like great mountains, and the Israelites rushed to cross over. 

Pharaoh and his army stood there, overwhelmed at this miraculous event. After a 

long while, of watching in utter amazement, Pharaoh ordered his soldiers to chase 

them along the same route. Thus, God’s will was done. As the Israelites were coming 

out at the other end, Pharaoh and his host were walking in between the two great 

bodies of water, drawing ever nearer to their deaths: “And We caused the others to draw 

near, and We saved Moses and all who were with him, while We caused the others to drown.” 

(Verses 64-66) 

This was a great sign for mankind, one which has remained the subject of much 

discussion by countless generations. Do many people believe in it? The answer 

comes from none other than God: “Indeed, there is in this a sure sign; yet most of them 

will not believe.” (Verse 67) Miraculous signs do not necessarily lead to people’s 

acceptance of the truth, even though they may forcibly submit to them. Faith is 

generated in people’s hearts as divine guidance touches them. 

“And indeed it is your Lord who is the Mighty One, the Merciful.” (Verse 68) This is the 

usual comment in this s rah after mentioning God’s signs and people’s rejection of 

His messages. 



 

 32

3 

No End to God’s Blessings 

Relate to them the story of Abraham, (69) 

when he said to his father and his people: 

‘What is that you worship?’ (70) 

They answered: ‘We worship idols, and 

we remain devoted to them.’ (71) 

Said he: ‘Do they hear you when you call 

on them, (72) 

or benefit you or do you harm?’ (73) 

They said: ‘But we found our forefathers 

doing the same.’ (74) 

He said: ‘Do you see those which you 

have been worshipping — (75) 

you and your forefathers of old?  (76) 

They are my enemies, except for the Lord 

of all the worlds. (77) 

‘It is He who has created me, and is the 

One who guides me. (78) 

ã≅ ø?$# uρ öΝ Îγ øŠ n=tæ r't7 tΡ zΟŠ Ïδ≡ tö/ Î) ∩∉®∪  

øŒ Î) tΑ$s% Ïμ‹ Î/ L{ ⎯ Ïμ ÏΒöθs% uρ $tΒ tβρß‰ç7 ÷ès? ∩∠⊃∪  

(#θä9$s% ß‰ç7 ÷ètΡ $YΒ$uΖô¹ r& ‘≅ sà oΨ sù $oλ m; t⎦⎫Ï Å3≈ tã 

∩∠⊇∪  

tΑ$s% ö≅ yδ ö/ ä3tΡθãèyϑó¡o„ øŒ Î) tβθãã ô‰s? ∩∠⊄∪  

÷ρr& öΝ ä3tΡθãèxΖtƒ ÷ρr& tβρ•ÛØo„ ∩∠⊂∪  

(#θä9$s% ö≅ t/ !$tΡô‰ỳ uρ $tΡu™!$ t/# u™ y7 Ï9≡ x‹x. tβθè=yèø tƒ 

∩∠⊆∪  

tΑ$s% Ο çF÷ƒ u™t sùr& $̈Β óΟ çFΖä. tβρß‰ç7 ÷ès? ∩∠∈∪  

óΟ çFΡr& ãΝ à2äτ!$t/# u™uρ tβθãΒy‰ø% F{ $# ∩∠∉∪  

öΝ åκ ¨ΞÎ* sù Aρß‰tã þ’ Ík< ωÎ) ¡>u‘ t⎦⎫Ïϑn=≈ yèø9 $# ∩∠∠∪  

“Ï% ©!$# ©Í_ s) n=yz uθßγ sù È⎦⎪Ï‰öκ u‰ ∩∠∇∪  
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He is the One who gives me to eat and to 

drink. (79) 

When I fall ill, He is the One who 

restores me to health, (80) 

and will cause me to die and then will 

bring me back to life. (81) 

It is He also who, I hope, will forgive me 

my faults on the Day of Judgement.’ (82) 

‘My Lord! Grant me sound judgement, 

and join me with the righteous; (83) 

and grant me the advocacy of the truth in 

later generations; (84) 

place me among those who will inherit 

the garden of bliss! (85) 

Forgive my father; for he is among the 

ones who have gone astray. (86) 

Let me not suffer disgrace on the Day 

when all shall be raised from the dead; 

(87) 

the Day when neither wealth nor 

children will be of any benefit; (88) 

but only the one who comes to God with 

a sound heart [will be happy] (89) 

Paradise will be brought within sight of 

the God-fearing; (90) 

whereas the blazing fire will be placed in 

full view of the ones lost in error. (91) 

“Ï% ©!$# uρ uθèδ ©Í_ ßϑÏèôÜ ãƒ È⎦⎫É) ó¡o„ uρ ∩∠®∪  

# sŒ Î) uρ àM ôÊ ÌtΒ uθßγ sù É⎥⎫ Ï ô±o„ ∩∇⊃∪  

“Ï% ©!$# uρ ©Í_ çGŠ Ïϑãƒ ¢Ο èO È⎦⎫ÍŠ øt ä† ∩∇⊇∪  

ü“Ï% ©!$# uρ ßì yϑôÛr& βr& tÏ øó tƒ ’ Í< ©ÉLt↔ ÿ‹ ÏÜ yz uΘöθtƒ 

É⎥⎪Ïe$!$# ∩∇⊄∪  

Éb>u‘ ó= yδ ’Í< $Vϑò6 ãm ©Í_ ø) Åsø9 r& uρ 

š⎥⎫ÅsÎ=≈ ¢Á9 $$Î/ ∩∇⊂∪  

≅ yèô_$# uρ ’ Ík< tβ$|¡Ï9 5− ô‰Ï¹ ’Îû t⎦⎪ÌÅzFψ$# ∩∇⊆∪  

©Í_ ù=yèô_$# uρ ⎯ÏΒ Ïπ rOu‘ uρ Ïπ ¨Ψ y_ ÉΟŠ Ïè̈Ζ9 $# ∩∇∈∪  

öÏ øî$# uρ þ’ Î1L{ … çμ ¯ΡÎ) tβ% x. z⎯ ÏΒ t⎦, Îk!!$Ò9 $# ∩∇∉∪  

Ÿωuρ ’ÎΤ Ì“ øƒ éB tΠ öθtƒ tβθèWyèö7 ãƒ ∩∇∠∪  

tΠ öθtƒ Ÿω ßì xΖtƒ ×Α$tΒ Ÿωuρ tβθãΖt/ ∩∇∇∪  

ωÎ) ô⎯ tΒ ’ tAr& ©!$# 5= ù=s) Î/ 5ΟŠ Î=y™ ∩∇®∪  

ÏM x Ï9 ø—é& uρ èπ ¨Ζpg ø:$# t⎦⎫É) −Fßϑù=Ï9 ∩®⊃∪  

ÏNy—Ìhç/ uρ ãΛ⎧Åspg ø:$# t⎦⎪Íρ$tóù=Ï9 ∩®⊇∪  
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It shall be said to them: ‘Where is now all 

that you used to worship (92) 

instead of God? Can they help you or 

even help themselves?’ (93) 

They will be hurled into hell, as also 

those who are lost in error, (94) 

and Iblīs’ hosts, all together. (95) 

And there, quarrelling with one another, 

they will say: (96) 

‘By God, we were obviously in error, (97) 

when we deemed you equal to the Lord of 

all the worlds. (98) 

It was only the truly guilty ones who led 

us astray. (99) 

And now we have none to intercede for 

us (100) 

nor any loving friend. (101) 

Would that we had a second chance [in 

life], so that we could be believers.’ (102) 

Indeed, there is in this a sure sign; yet 

most of them will not believe. (103) 

And indeed it is your Lord who is the 

Mighty One, the Merciful. (104) 

Ÿ≅Š Ï%uρ öΝ çλm; t⎦ø⎪r& $tΒ óΟ çFΖä. tβρß‰ç7 ÷è s? ∩®⊄∪  

⎯ ÏΒ ÈβρßŠ «!$# ö≅ yδ ÷Λäl tΡρçÝÇΖtƒ ÷ρr& tβρãÅÁtG⊥ tƒ 

∩®⊂∪  

(#θç6 Å3ö6 ä3sù $pκ Ïù öΝ èδ tβ… ãρ$tóø9 $# uρ ∩®⊆∪  

ßŠθãΖã_uρ }§Š Î=ö/ Î) tβθãè uΗød r& ∩®∈∪  

(#θä9$s% öΝ èδuρ $pκ Ïù tβθßϑÅÁtFøƒ s† ∩®∉∪  

«!$$s? βÎ) $̈Ζä. ’ Å∀s9 9≅≈ n=|Ê A⎦⎫Î7 •Β ∩®∠∪  

øŒ Î) Ν ä3ƒ Èhθ|¡èΣ Éb>tÎ/ t⎦⎫Ïϑn=≈ yèø9 $# ∩®∇∪  

!$tΒuρ !$uΖ̄=|Ê r& ωÎ) tβθãΒÌôfãΚø9 $# ∩®®∪  

$yϑsù $uΖs9 ⎯ ÏΒ t⎦⎫ÏèÏ≈ x© ∩⊇⊃⊃∪ 

 Ÿωuρ @,ƒ Ï‰|¹ 8Λ⎧ÏΗxq ∩⊇⊃⊇∪  

öθn=sù ¨βr& $uΖs9 Zο §x. tβθä3 uΖsù z⎯ ÏΒ t⎦⎫ÏΖÏΒ÷σ ßϑø9 $# ∩⊇⊃⊄∪  

¨βÎ) ’ Îû y7 Ï9≡ sŒ Zπ tƒ Uψ ( $tΒuρ tβ% x. Ν èδçsYø. r& 

t⎦⎫ÏΖÏΒ÷σ •Β ∩⊇⊃⊂∪  

¨βÎ) uρ y7 −/ u‘ uθçλ m; â“ƒ Í–yêø9 $# ÞΟ‹ Ïm§9 $# ∩⊇⊃⊆∪ 
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Overview 

The s rah has given us an account of Moses and Pharaoh and the latter’s ultimate 

end. It gives hope to the believers suffering persecution in the world, as were the 

small group of Muslims in Makkah at the time. The story also portrays the 

destruction of arrogant tyrants whose attitude was basically similar to that of the 

idolaters in Makkah. 

The s rah now moves on to tell us about Abraham and his people. The Prophet 

(peace be upon him) is ordered to relate this story to the unbelievers. For they 

claimed to be the custodians of Abraham’s heritage in so far as they followed his old 

faith, even though they addressed their worship to multiple deities. Indeed, they 

went even further, placing idols in the Sacred Mosque built by Abraham as a focus 

for the followers of the pure faith based on God’s oneness. The Prophet is required to 

tell them Abraham’s story so that they know whether their claims are right or not. 

In this S rah, historical accounts are not given in their chronological order, 

because it is only concerned with the lessons to be derived from these accounts. In 

S rah 7, The Heights, conversely, the historical line of how power was assumed by 

different peoples and the succession of God’s messengers since Adam were 

important points to stress. Hence, the accounts of earlier prophets there followed a 

strict chronological order, starting with man’s fall from heaven to begin human life 

on earth. 

The episode in Abraham’s story given in this s rah concentrates on the message he 

delivered to his people, the debate he had with them, his denunciation of their 

alleged deities, addressing all worship to God alone and his reminder of the Day of 

Judgement. This is followed by a complete scene from the Day of Judgement when 

idolaters will deny those very deities they used to worship, and regret their past 

actions that are certain to land them with a terrible end. It is all shown as if it is 

already happening now. The lesson the story delivers here is aimed primarily at the 

idolaters. Hence, the s rah speaks at length on the basics of the monotheistic faith, the 

fallacy of polytheism, and the destiny of idolaters. All other aspects are only briefly 

hinted at, while they are nonetheless detailed in other s rahs. 

Other episodes in Abraham’s life were given in S rahs 2, 6, 11, 14, 15, 19, 21 and 

22. In each, the episode chosen is the one most suited to the main theme of the s rah. 

In S rah 2, The Cow, for example, we read the episode of his building the Ka`bah, 

together with his son, Ishmael. He is shown praying to God to make Makkah, the 

Sacred City, secure. He is also shown declaring that the Muslims will be the true 

heirs of the Ka`bah and its builder, as they will be the ones who will follow his faith 

based on God’s oneness. This is not an inheritance based on blood and ancestry. This 
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fact is given within the context of the Israelites’ disobedience and denials and their 

expulsion by God who gave Abraham’s heritage and the House he built to the 

Muslims. 

In the same s rah we have Abraham’s debate with the unbeliever king when 

Abraham stressed God’s power telling the king that God alone causes life and death, 

and that it is He who causes the sun to rise in the East. He challenged the king to 

make it rise in the West, thus ending all argument. Abraham is also shown in this 

s rah praying to God to let him see how He brings the dead back to life. God ordered 

him to slay four birds and to place parts of each on different mountains. God then 

brought them back to life and they flew back to Abraham. All this is given in a 

context that concentrates on God’s power, the signs He has placed in the universe 

and His ability to bring the dead back to life. 

S rah 6, Cattle, describes Abraham searching for his Lord and how he recognized 

Him and His power after looking carefully at the stars, the moon and the sun, and 

reflecting on other universal phenomena. The entire s rah concentrates on faith and 

universal signs pointing to God, the Creator, who has no partner whatsoever. 

In S rah 11, Hūd, Abraham is given the happy news of the birth of his son, Isaac, 

but this is given as the S rah relates Lot’s story and how the angels sent to destroy 

Sodom and Gomorrah visited Abraham on their way. The episode shows the care 

God takes of His chosen servants and how He deals with arrogant transgressors. 

S rah 14, named Abraham, shows him praying by the Sacred Mosque, the Ka`bah, 

for his offspring whom he placed in a barren valley. He praises and thanks God for 

giving him his sons, Ishmael and Isaac, in his old age, and prays to Him to make him 

and his descendants people who attend regularly to their prayers. He further appeals 

to God to answer his supplications, forgive him, his parents and the believers on the 

Day of Reckoning. The whole context of this s rah then is to show all followers of 

God’s messengers as one community, believing in one message, that of God’s 

oneness. Those who deny God’s messengers are also shown to belong to one camp. 

The divine message is portrayed as a large tree providing shade in an arid climate of 

disbelief. 

S rah 15, al- ijr, relates the same episode given in S rah 11, with more detail, 

within the context of bestowing mercy on believers and inflicting punishment on 

unbelievers. 

The episode given in S rah 19, Mary, concentrates on his gentle approach to his 

father, the latter’s stiff reply, Abraham’s moving away from his people, and how he 

was blessed with Ishmael and Isaac. All this comes in a s rah that portrays God’s care 

for His chosen servants, generating a clearly felt ambience of love and compassion. 

In S rah 21, The Prophets, we are shown how Abraham called on his father and 
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his people to believe in God, and how he denounced their idols and physically 

destroyed them. We are shown how he was thrown onto a fire and how, by God’s 

command, it turned cool and comforting for him, and then how he and his nephew, 

the Prophet Lot, were saved and taken to the land God blessed for mankind. Again 

this comes within the context of showing the unity of the nation that follows God’s 

messengers and how God takes care of this community as it addresses all its worship 

to Him alone. 

S rah 22, The Pilgrimage, contains a reference to God’s order that Abraham 

should cleanse and purify the Ka`bah for those who worship there. 

Questioning Popular Beliefs 

“Relate to them the story of Abraham, when he said to his father and his people: What is 

that you worship?” (Verses 69-70) The Prophet is instructed here to relate to them the 

story of Abraham whom the idolater Arabs considered themselves to be his heirs and 

the followers of his faith. The Prophet thus recounts how Abraham denounced what 

his father and people worshipped, which were no more than idols similar to those 

the unbelievers in Makkah worshipped. He also denounced their erring ways, asking 

them in a clear tone of disapproval: What is that you worship?’ 

“They answered: We worship idols, and we remain devoted to them.” (Verse 71) They 

certainly considered their idols deities, but the fact that they called them idols shows 

that they could not deny the fact that they were no more than statues made of stone, 

but to which they nevertheless devoted their worship. This is the ultimate degree of 

absurdity. Yet when people take up wrong beliefs, they lose sight of the absurdity of 

their concepts, worship and statements. 

Abraham (peace be upon him) begins to awaken their minds and hearts, 

highlighting the absurdity of their position: “Said he: Do they hear you when you call on 

them, or benefit you or do you harm?” (Verses 72-73) The least that should be true of a 

deity to whom worship is addressed is that it should have the same faculty of 

hearing as its worshipper. But these deities cannot hear their worshippers who 

appeal to them for benefit and the removal of harm and hardship. If they cannot 

hear, then how can they bring benefit or cause harm? Certainly the idolaters could 

not claim either quality for their idols. Hence, they did not answer Abraham because 

they realized that he was being sarcastic. Nevertheless, they could not refute what he 

said. Hence, when they do speak, they expose themselves as blind followers who do 

not reflect on their actions: “They said: But we found our forefathers doing the same.” 

(Verse 74) True, these idols cannot hear, bring benefit or cause harm, but we found 

our forefathers worshipping them and we follow in their footsteps. 

This is a disgraceful reply, but those idolaters were not ashamed to make it, nor 
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were the Arabs in Makkah ashamed of doing likewise. It was sufficient that their 

forefathers did something for them to then accept it as valid without question. 

Indeed a stumbling block in the way of the Islamic message was that the idolaters 

were required to abandon their forefathers’ religion. This they did not want to do 

because it would detract from those ancestors’ standing and constitute an 

acknowledgement that they were in error. This would be too disrespectful of their 

forefathers. Such otiose values are thus allowed to stand in the way of the truth. In 

times of inflexible obduracy people stick to such values in preference to the truth. 

Hence, they needed to be shaken violently in order to release their minds and 

faculties. 

Patient and calm as he was, Abraham realized that the only way forward was to 

give them a real jolt, declaring his enmity to those idols and to the deviant beliefs 

that allowed such worship: “He said: Do you see those which you have been worshipping 

— you and your forefathers of old? They are my enemies, except for the Lord of all the 

worlds.” (Verses 75-77) 

The fact that his own father and people worshipped such deities did not stop him 

from parting company with them, making clear his hostility to their errant beliefs. 

Thus, the Qur’ n teaches believers that on the question of faith, no consideration is 

given to parents, ancestors or communities. The main bond is that of faith. Whatever 

else there is, is of secondary importance. 

Abraham makes an exception in his hostility to what they and their ancestors 

worshipped, and this exception applies only to ‘the Lord of all the worlds’. It might be 

that some of their ancestors worshipped God before deviation crept into their faith. It 

might also be that some of them worshipped God alongside some other alleged 

deities. Hence, Abraham employs this precaution in order to make his statement 

precise, and this is only to be expected of Abraham when he speaks of faith. 

Acknowledging God’s Favours 

Abraham then outlines the attributes of his Lord, the Lord of all the worlds, and 

the bond that exists between them at all times and in all situations. As we listen to his 

description we feel the close, inspirational relationship that acknowledges God’s 

hand in everything that happens in life: 

It is He who has created me, and is the One who guides me. He is the One who gives 

me to eat and to drink. When I fall ill, He is the One who restores me to health, and 

will cause me to die and then will bring me back to life. It is He also who, I hope, will 

forgive me my faults on the Day of Judgement. (Verses 78-82) 
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Abraham’s description of his Lord and the bond between them imparts a feeling 

that every part of his constitution feels this bond. Hence, all his aspirations look to 

God with love and trust. It is as if Abraham actually sees his Lord and feels his grace 

with all his heart. As the Qur’ n quotes Abraham’s description, it gives it a 

melodious tone, one that imparts a very relaxed atmosphere, spreading its soothing, 

tranquil air. 

“It is He who has created me, and is the One who guides me.” (Verse 78) He has 

originated me from where He knows but I know not. This means that He knows 

everything about me: my constitution, nature, functions, feelings, and ultimate 

destiny. He is the One to guide me and provide me with the line I should follow in 

life. It is as if Abraham feels himself like an elastic material which God shapes the 

way He likes, giving it whatever form He chooses. He submits himself to God with 

full trust, perfectly assured that he is on the right course. 

“He is the One who gives me to eat and to drink. When I fall ill, He is the One who 

restores me to health.” (Verses 79-80) These are aspects of the direct, compassionate 

and loving care Abraham feels his Lord takes of him in all situations of health and 

sickness. Abraham demonstrates the utmost standard of politeness with his Lord by 

not attributing any illness to Him, although he knows well that both sickness and 

health occur by God’s will. He only attributes to Him the blessings he enjoys and the 

care he receives: his food and drink as well as his health. 

Again it is God who “will cause me to die and then will bring me back to life.” (Verse 

81) This signifies complete faith that it is God who deals death, and that He is certain 

to bring the dead back to life. 

“It is He also who, I hope, will forgive me my faults on the Day of Judgement.” (Verse 82) 

Abraham, a prophet and a messenger of God, who knows his Lord and feels his 

presence and care in such a way, acknowledging such a close relationship with Him, 

expresses his dearest hope that on the Day of Judgement, God will forgive him his 

faults. He does not entertain any thought that he is without fault. Indeed he 

acknowledges that he has these, but hopes to receive more of God’s grace. He does 

not feel that his deeds, good as they may be, deserve any credit, but hopes for God’s 

mercy and forgiveness. This is the best to hope for. 

This statement combines feelings of God-consciousness, politeness and self-

effacement. This is the right combination to truly appreciate the grace God bestows 

on us, which is great indeed, and the value of our actions, which is definitely petty. 

In his description of his Lord, Abraham combines all the elements of true faith: 

God’s oneness, acknowledgement that He conducts all the affairs of human life on 

earth including every minute detail, resurrection after death, reckoning, God’s grace 

and man’s failings. 
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His people denied these, as do all those who associate partners with God. 

Prayer by a Devoted Worshipper 

Now Abraham addresses a long, comprehensive and humble prayer to his Lord: 

My Lord! Grant me sound judgement, and join me with the righteous; and grant me 

the advocacy of the truth in later generations; place me among those who will inherit 

the garden of bliss! Forgive my father; for he is among the ones who have gone astray. 

Let me not suffer disgrace on the Day when all shall be raised from the dead; the Day 

when neither wealth nor children will be of any benefit; but only the one who comes to 

God with a sound heart [will be happy]. (Verses 83-89) 

Nothing in Abraham’s prayer concerns any aspect of the comforts and pleasures 

of this world, not even physical health. It looks to higher aspects, motivated by pure 

feelings. It is a prayer made by a heart which has true knowledge of God and, as a 

result, attributes little value to everything else. He has known God’s grace and prays 

for more of it, and he entertains hopes and fears in accordance with his experience. 

“My Lord! Grant me sound judgement.” (Verse 83) Grant me the wisdom by which I 

recognize the truth and distinguish true from false values so that I will continue to 

follow the right course. “And join me with the righteous.” (Verse 83) This is said by 

Abraham, the noble prophet whose devotion is exemplary. What self-effacing 

humility! What concern about falling short of what is expected, and what fear of a 

change of heart! How keen he is to just be among the righteous! He feels that he can 

only achieve this if God guides him to do the righteous deeds that will bring him into 

such ranks. 

“And grant me the advocacy of the truth in later generations.” (Verse 84) This is a 

supplication that hopes for extension in later generations, not through offspring, but 

through faith. What Abraham prays for is that he should have in later generations a 

true advocate who calls on people to follow the path of truth, bringing people back to 

the pure faith which he himself advocated. This may be the same prayer quoted 

elsewhere in the Qur’ n as it speaks of his building of the Ka`bah with his son 

Ishmael. They both prayed: “‘Our Lord, accept this from us; You are the One that hears all 

and knows all. Our Lord, make us surrender ourselves to You, and make out of our offspring 

a community that will surrender itself to You. Show us our ways of worship and accept our 

repentance; You are the One who accepts repentance, the Merciful. Our Lord, send them a 

Messenger from among themselves who shall declare to them Your revelations, and instruct 

them in the Book and in wisdom, and purify them. You are Mighty and Wise.” (2: 127-129) 

God answered his prayer and gave him that advocate of the truth, sending those 
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people a Messenger to teach them the true faith and to purify them. Such an answer 

to Abraham’s prayer came several thousand years later, which is a very long time in 

people’s reckoning, but a time that is nonetheless appropriate in God’s judgement. 

“Place me among those who will inherit the garden of bliss!” (Verse 85) Having already 

prayed that he should join the ranks of the righteous, through guidance to do what is 

good, now Abraham prays to be one of those who will be admitted to the garden of 

bliss which is inherited only by God’s righteous servants. 

“Forgive my father; for he is among the ones who have gone astray.” (Verse 86) He prays 

for his own and God’s forgiveness of his father despite all the harsh treatment and 

serious threats he had received from him. He had promised his father that he would 

pray for his forgiveness and he certainly fulfilled his promise. Later, the Qur’ n 

makes clear that it is not permissible for a believer to pray for the forgiveness of 

anyone who associates partners with God, even though that person might be a close 

relative. The Qur’ n also clarifies that: “Abraham prayed for the forgiveness of his father 

only because of a promise he had made to him. But when it became clear to him that he was 

God’s enemy, he disowned him.” (9: 114) Abraham then realized that the true relation 

that should be observed is not that of blood; rather it is one of faith. This is an 

important aspect of correct Islamic education. The first bond that gives rise to any 

relation between two people is that of faith: if it is severed, then all relations are of 

little significance. 

“Let me not suffer disgrace on the Day when all shall be raised from the dead; the Day 

when neither wealth nor children will be of any benefit; but only the one who comes to God 

with a sound heart [will be happy].” (Verses 87-89) We appreciate the extent of 

Abraham’s feeling about the hardships of the Day of Resurrection from his prayer 

not to be then disgraced. We also feel his humility before his Lord and his fear that 

he might have fallen short of what was expected of him. We also realize how 

profoundly he felt the nature of that great Day from his description of it: “the Day 

when neither wealth nor children will be of any benefit; but only the one who comes to God 

with a sound heart [will be happy].” (Verses 88-89) He also realizes that the only value 

recognized on that Day is a sincerity which makes one’s heart purely devoted to 

God, allowing no consideration or personal desire to detract from such devotion. 

This is the type of sound heart that is worthy of proper value. “The Day when neither 

wealth nor children will be of any benefit.” (Verse 88) Indeed, no other quality, property 

or consideration is of any benefit, because all are of a temporary nature and will 

inevitably come to an end. They may be coveted by people who try hard to possess 

such things in this life, but they are of no value in the ultimate reckoning. 

A Question That Needs No Answer 
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We then have in the present passage a scene of the Day of Judgement, which was 

feared by Abraham. It is so vivid that he almost sees it with his own eyes as he 

addresses his humble prayer to God: 

Paradise will be brought within sight of the God-fearing; whereas the blazing fire will 

be placed in full view of the ones lost in error. It shall be said to them: ‘Where is now 

all that you used to worship instead of God? Can they help you or even help 

themselves?’ They will be hurled into hell, as also those who are lost in error, and 

Iblīs’ hosts, all together. And there, quarrelling with one another, they will say: By 

God, we were obviously in error, when we deemed you equal to the Lord of all the 

worlds. It was only the truly guilty ones who led us astray. And now we have none to 

intercede for us nor any loving friend. Would that we had a second chance [in life], so 

that we could be believers.’ (Verses 90-102) 

The scene starts with an image of heaven being brought near, so as to be within 

sight of the God-fearing; those who actually remained apprehensive lest they might 

be made to suffer God’s punishment. The fire of hell is also brought into full view of 

those who erred; those who strayed away from the right path and denied the Day of 

Judgement. As they stand within sight of hell, listening to stern rebukes for their bad 

deeds before they are thrown into hell, they will be first asked about the deities they 

used to worship. The question that will be put to them is: “Where is now all that you 

used to worship instead of God?” (Verses 9293) Where are they? “Can they help you or 

even help themselves?” (Verse 93) No answer is heard from them. Indeed none is 

expected. It is only a question given by way of rebuke. Hence: “They will be hurled into 

hell, as also those who are lost in error, and Iblīs’ hosts, all together.” (Verses 9495) The 

very word used here, kubkib , translated as ‘hurled into’, suggests that they fall into 

it, one on top of another, with much noise as a result. It is the same as when a 

landslide occurs, immediately followed by further ones. These people who were lost 

in error are accompanied in hell with “Iblīs’ hosts, all together.” Indeed they are all 

part of Iblīs’s hosts. 

We are then made to listen to them as they speak in hell, saying to the false deities 

and the idols they worshipped: “By God, we were obviously in error, when we deemed you 

equal to the Lord of all the worlds,” (Verses 97-98), worshipping you, alongside or 

instead of God, as if you were equal to Him. They say it now when it is too late. They 

put the blame on those who led them into error and prevented them from listening to 

divine guidance. They now wake up to the realization that it is all too late and that 

apportioning blame will benefit them nothing: “And now we have none to intercede for 

us nor any loving friend.” (Verses 100-101) Neither deity nor friend will be of any avail 

to us now. But then they think that if there were a possibility of returning to life, they 

could still mend their erring ways: “Would that we had a second chance [in life], so that 
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we could be believers.” (Verse 102) This is nothing more than wishful thinking. There 

can be no return. They are already present on Judgement Day. 

This is followed by the s rah’s standard comment: “Indeed, there is in this a sure 

sign; yet most of them will not believe. And indeed it is your Lord who is the Mighty One, the 

Merciful.” (Verses 103-104) This comment is repeated in the s rah every time the fate 

of any community that opposed God’s messengers is shown, whether it be the ` d, 

the Thamūd or Lot’s people, and it also follows every sign given to any group who 

denied God and His messengers. The scene from the Day of Judgement that we have 

been discussing is shown here in place of a scene of punishment in this world. It 

shows the end faced by Abraham’s people, and indeed the ultimate end of all 

idolatry. Hence, it delivers the same lesson in every historical account. We should 

remember that scenes of the Day of Judgement are shown in the Qur’ n as if they are 

taking place in front of our eyes so as to touch our hearts and souls in the same way 

as they are touched when reflecting on the fate of past communities. 
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4 

Judgement Belongs to God 

The people of Noah, too, denied God’s 

messengers. (105) 

Their brother Noah said to them: ‘Will 

you have no fear of God? (106) 

I am a Messenger [sent by Him] to you, 

worthy of all trust. (107) 

So, fear God and pay heed to me. (108) 

No reward whatever do I ask of you for 

it: my reward is only from the Lord of all 

the worlds. (109) 

So, fear God and pay heed to me.’ (110) 

They said: Are we to believe in you, even 

though only the lowest of the low follow 

you?’ (111) 

Said he: ‘What knowledge do I have as to 

what they used to do in the past? (112) 

Their reckoning rests with none other 

than my Lord, if you could but 

understand. (113) 

I am not one to drive away the believers. 

(114) 

I am only a plain warner.’ (115) 
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Overview 

The s rah as we have seen recounts Abraham’s story after it had given a more 

detailed one of Moses, thus going back in history. Now it goes further back to tell us 

about Noah and his people. The chronological order is not important here because 

the focus is on the ultimate end of idolatry, on the end of denials of the divine 

message. 

Like the accounts of Moses and Abraham, Noah’s story is referred to in several 

s rahs. It was given, in brief, in s rah 7, The Heights, within the context of a historical 

account of God’s messengers and their messages. There it followed Adam’s fall from 

Said they: ‘Noah! If you will not desist, 

you will surely be stoned to death.’ (116) 

He prayed: ‘My Lord! My people have 

denied me. (117) 

So, judge decisively between me and 

them, and save me and those of the 

believers who are with me.’ (118) 

So We saved him, and those with him, in 

the laden ark, (119) 

and We caused the others who stayed 

behind to drown. (120) 

Indeed, there is in this a sure sign; yet 

most of them will not believe. (121) 

And indeed it is your Lord who is the 

Mighty One, the Merciful. (122) 
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heaven, concentrating on Noah’s advocacy of God’s oneness and his warning to his 

people that they were risking grievous suffering. They accused him of being deep in 

error, expressing their amazement that God should send them a human messenger. 

Their punishment by drowning is mentioned but without going into any detail. 

In S rah 10, Jonah, the story is given in brief, concentrating on the end of his 

mission when he challenged his people, yet they still denied him. He was saved with 

those who followed him, while the others were drowned. 

S rah 11, Hūd, provides many more details about the flood, the ark and what 

happened after the flood. It mentions, for example, Noah’s prayer for his son who 

was drowned with the rest of the unbelievers. In this s rah we are also given an 

account of the sort of debate his people had with him about God’s oneness. 

In S rah 23, The Believers, Noah’s account concentrates on his call to people to 

worship God alone, and their objection to the fact that he is a mere mortal like them. 

They accuse him of wanting to press his favoured position. They claim that God 

could have sent angels, and they accuse Noah of madness. He turns to God, 

appealing for support. Then follows a very brief reference to the ark and the flood. 

In many instances, like the present s rah, Noah’s story is given together with 

stories of the ` d, Thamūd, Lot’s people and the Madyan. The prominent features of 

the account given here are Noah’s call on his people to fear God and his declaration 

that he expects nothing by way of reward. Also important is his refusal to expel the 

poor who believe in God at the request of those who consider themselves noble. This 

was also demanded of the Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him) by the elders of 

the Quraysh in Makkah. We are also told of Noah’s appeal to God to judge between 

him and his community, and God’s response which resulted in the drowning of the 

unbelievers. 

When Believers are the Lowest in Society 

“The people of Noah, too, denied God’s messengers.” (Verse 105) This is the end of the 

story, but it is given at the beginning so as to add extra emphasis, before moving on 

to give the details of the story. 

The fact is that Noah’s people denied him only, but they are described here as 

denying God’s messengers, because the message is one, summed up in the call to 

acknowledge God’s oneness and to worship Him alone, associating no partners with 

Him. Therefore, whoever rejects it denies all God’s messengers as they advocated 

one and the same message. The Qur’ n stresses this fact in several places and in 

different forms, because it is a basic principle of the Islamic faith. It, thus, brings the 

divine faith throughout human history under one umbrella, dividing mankind 
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throughout all generations into two groups: believers and unbelievers. A Muslim 

considers that the community of believers in every divine religion, from the 

beginning of human life to the advent of the final divine message of Islam, as his own 

community. A believer accepts all God’s messengers, believes in their messages and 

looks upon them all with the highest respect, because they all preached the same 

message of God’s oneness. 

From a Muslim’s perspective, mankind are not divided into races, colours and 

nationalities. They are divided into the people of the truth and the people of 

falsehood. His own stand is with the people of the truth. This gives Muslims one 

criterion that applies to all history. His values are much higher than bonds of race, 

colour, language, country and present or past kinship. His values are embodied into 

the bond of faith which is the basis of mankind’s accountability: 

The people of Noah, too, denied God’s messengers. Their brother Noah said to them: 

‘Will you have no fear of God? I am a Messenger [sent by Him] to you, worthy of all 

trust. So, fear God and pay heed to me. No reward whatever do I ask of you for it: my 

reward is only from the Lord of all the worlds. So, fear God and pay heed to me.’ 

(Verses 105-110) 

Such was Noah’s message which his people denied, despite his being their 

brother. Such brotherhood should have ensured a peaceful relationship, leading to 

their belief in him and his message. But his people had no time for this bond of 

brotherhood, and they did not soften to their brother’s call when he said to them: 

“Will you have no fear of God?” (Verse 106) Will you not worry about the end to which 

your attitudes and actions lead you? 

This directive and reminder to fear God is consistent in this s rah. We saw it with 

Pharaoh and his people as God informed Moses of his assignment. Then every 

prophet that succeeded Noah said the same thing to his community: “I am a 

Messenger [sent by Him] to you, worthy of all trust.” (Verse 107) He would not cheat, 

defraud or act dishonestly. He would not add to, or withhold anything from what he 

was required to deliver to his people: “So, fear God and pay heed to me.” (Verse 108) In 

this case, Noah again reminds his people to fear God, giving it a more express 

definition this time. He appeals to their consciences to obey him as he calls on them 

to surrender themselves to God. 

He then reassures them that he was neither looking for any worldly gain nor 

seeking any wage in return for advocating the divine message and guiding them to 

their Lord. He seeks only God’s reward, because it was He who gave him his 

message. This assurance of seeking no gain or wage seems to have always been 

necessary for sincere advocacy of faith. It is, thus, distinguished from the familiar 



Al-Shu`rā’ (The Poets) | JUDGEMENT BELONGS TO GOD 

 48

pattern of religion as exploited by clerics and religious orders for personal gain and 

enrichment. 

Now that he has reassured them of having no personal ambition, Noah again tells 

them to fear God, reminding them that they should obey him: “So, fear God and pay 

heed to me.” (Verse 110) Their response, a singular objection, was the same given to all 

messengers: “They said: Are we to believe in you, even though only the lowest of the low 

follow you?” (Verse 111) 

What they meant was that it was only the poor who followed him, because the 

poor are normally the first to accept divine messages and messengers. They are quick 

to believe in God and submit themselves to Him, because they are not deterred by 

any hollow status or fear of losing any interest or position as a result. The chiefs and 

nobles of society often fear for their interests that are based on false considerations, 

as also myths and legends that are given religious status. Moreover, they are 

unwilling to accept complete equality with the masses as a result of believing in 

God’s oneness. Under such a belief system only faith and good action are given an 

appropriately high value, with the net result that some people rise and others fall by 

the single standard of faith that is complemented by good action. 

Noah’s reply, therefore, establishes true values, defining the mission of God’s 

messenger and leaves judgement on people to God who knows best their intentions, 

thoughts and actions: 

Said he: What knowledge do I have as to what they used to do in the past? Their 

reckoning rests with none other than my Lord, if you could but understand. I am not 

one to drive away the believers. I am only a plain warner. (Verses 112-115) 

The nobility always speak in a derogative manner about the poor. They say that 

their habits and values are not acceptable to those who are in the higher echelons of 

society. They have nothing of their refinements. Noah tells them that he does not ask 

of people anything other than that they believe in God. Their actions are left to God 

to evaluate and to determine their appropriate reward. His, God’s, is the right 

evaluation. Noah then defines his own mission: “I am only a plain warner.” (Verse 115) 

With such clear argument and plain logic, Noah’s people were silenced. They had 

no meaningful reply to offer. Hence, they resorted to the same method to which 

tyranny resorts every time it finds itself cornered; they threatened him with brute 

force: “Said they: Noah! If you will not desist, you will surely be stoned to death.” (Verse 

116) Thus tyranny reveals its ghastly and cruel face. 

Noah realized that their hardened hearts would not soften. Therefore, he turned to 

the One source of support that is always available to believers, never failing them: 
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“He prayed: My Lord! My people have denied me. So, judge decisively between me and them, 

and save me and those of the believers who are with me.” (Verses 117-118) His Lord 

certainly knew that his people had denied him and accused him of lying, but Noah 

needed to address his complaint to God, appealing to Him for justice. Thus, he puts 

the matter in His hands: “Judge decisively between me and them.” (Verse 118) Such 

decisive judgement will put an end to tyranny and injustice: “And save me and those of 

the believers who are with me.” (Verse 118) 

God certainly responded to His messenger’s plea for help: “So We saved him, and 

those with him, in the laden ark, and We caused the others who stayed behind to drown.” 

(Verses 119-120) Thus, the end of this very early battle in human history between 

faith and unfaith is described in a very quick sequence of words, which also tell of 

the outcome of every subsequent battle between the two sides in human history. 

We then have the s rah’s now familiar comment that follows every one of God 

Almighty’s signs: “Indeed, there is in this a sure sign; yet most of them will not believe. And 

indeed it is your Lord who is the Mighty One, the Merciful.” (Verses 121-122) 
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5 

How the Mighty Fall 

The ` d, too, denied God’s messengers. 

(123) 

Their brother H d said to them: Will you 

have no fear of God? (124) 

I am a Messenger [sent by Him] to you, 

worthy of all trust. (125) 

So, fear God and pay heed to me. (126) 

No reward whatever do I ask of you for 

it: my reward is only from the Lord of all 

the worlds. (127) 

‘Do you build a landmark on every high 

place, in a vain endeavour, (128) 

and make for yourselves strong 

structures, hoping to be immortal? (129) 

When you exercise your power, you do so 

like cruel tyrants. (130) 

So, fear God and pay heed to me. (131) 

Fear Him who has provided you with all 

that you know. (132) 

He has provided you with cattle and 

children, (133) 
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Power and a Sense of Immortality 

The Prophet Hūd’s people lived in al-A q f, an area of extensive sand dunes not 

far from adramowt and in the direction of Yemen. They lived sometime after Noah, 

and were one of the communities that deviated from the right way sometime after 

the flood that punished Noah’s people. 

Hūd’s story was told in more detail in S rah 7, The Heights, and S rah 11, H d. It 

is also mentioned in .S rah 23, The Believers, without mentioning the names of Had 

or his community. The story here is summed up between Hūd’s address to his 

community that encouraged them to believe in God’s oneness and the end they faced 

as God’s punishment befell them. 

The story of Had and his people has the same beginning as Noah’s story: 

and gardens and springs. (134) 

Indeed, I fear lest suffering befall you on 

an awesome day.’ (135) 

They answered: ‘It is all one to us 

whether you admonish us or you never 

give admonition. (136) 

This is none but the practice of the 

ancients. (137) 

Never are we going to be punished.’ 

(138) 

Thus they denied him. So We destroyed 

them. Indeed, there is in this a sure sign; 

yet most of them will not believe. (139) 

And indeed it is your Lord who is the 

Mighty One, the Merciful. (140) 

;M≈ ¨Ζy_uρ AβθãŠ ããuρ ∩⊇⊂⊆∪  

þ’ ÎoΤ Î) ß∃% s{ r& öΝ ä3ø‹n=tæ šU# x‹tã BΘöθ tƒ 5ΟŠ Ïà tã 

∩⊇⊂∈∪  

(#θä9$s% í™!# uθy™ !$oΨ ø‹n=tã |M ôà tãuρr& ôΘr& óΟ s9 ⎯ ä3s? 

z⎯ ÏiΒ š⎥⎫ Ïà Ïã≡ uθø9 $# ∩⊇⊂∉∪  

÷βÎ) !# x‹≈ yδ ωÎ) ß, è=äz t⎦⎫Ï9 ¨ρF{ $# ∩⊇⊂∠∪  

$tΒuρ ß⎯ øt wΥ t⎦⎫Î/ ¤‹yèßϑÎ/ ∩⊇⊂∇∪  

çνθç/ ¤‹s3 sù öΝ ßγ≈ oΨ õ3n=÷δr'sù 3 ¨βÎ) ’ Îû y7 Ï9≡ sŒ Zπ tƒ Uψ ( 
$tΒuρ tβ% x. Ο èδçsYø. r& t⎦⎫ÏΖÏΒ÷σ •Β ∩⊇⊂®∪  

¨βÎ) uρ y7 −/ u‘ uθçλ m; â“ƒ Í– yêø9 $# ãΛ⎧ Ïm¡9 $# ∩⊇⊆⊃∪ 
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The ` d, too, denied God’s messengers. Their brother Hid said to them: Will you have 

no fear of God? I am a Messenger [sent by Him] to you, worthy of all trust. So, fear 

God and pay heed to me. No reward whatever do I ask of you for it: my reward is only 

from the Lord of all the worlds. (Verses 123-127) 

It is the same message given by every messenger of God: it is a call to believe in 

God alone and to fear Him and obey His messenger. This is coupled with a 

declaration disclaiming any interest in worldly luxuries or position the people may 

have to offer. This puts things in the right perspective. The messenger seeks nothing 

from them, but instead he looks to God for his reward. 

Had follows this declaration by examining their own particular conditions and 

behaviour. He criticizes the fact that they build lofty buildings to demonstrate their 

ability, taking pride in their wealth. He denounces their arrogance which results 

from their material power and the resources that enable them to use different forces 

and means, in total disregard of God, oblivious to the fact of their accountability to 

Him: “Do you build a landmark on every high place, in a vain endeavour, and make for 

yourselves strong structures, hoping to be immortal?” (Verses 128-129) 

It seems that they used to build on high places so as to make such structures 

appear from a distance as grand landmarks. They did so to emphasize their 

superiority and great ability. Hence the Qur’ n describes it as a vain endeavour’. Had 

it been intended as a landmark or a sign to show direction, it would not have been 

described as such. The Qur’ nic statement, then, implies the need to direct one’s 

resources and abilities to what is of benefit, not merely to show off and demonstrate 

abilities and wealth. It also appears that the people of ` d were well advanced in 

industry, using machinery to carve positions for their palaces which they built on 

mountains. This is indicated in Hūd’s saying to them: “and [you] make for yourselves 

strong structures, hoping to be immortal?” (Verse 129) It even occurred to them that 

such strong structures built with the use of heavy machinery could spare their lives, 

and protect them from severe atmospheric conditions as also from enemy attack. 

They have further practices that are strongly criticized by Had: “When you exercise 

your power, you do so like cruel tyrants.” (Verse 130) They were mighty, hard, tyrannical 

and would deal with others using utmost cruelty, like many others who rely on 

material power. 

Had, therefore, reminds them that they must fear God and obey His messenger. 

This would be sure to redress their cruelty and put a stop to their arrogance: “So, fear 

God and pay heed to me.” (Verse 131) He further reminds them of God’s grace, as it is 

He who has favoured them with His blessings which they use arrogantly as also to 

oppress others. They should have remembered God’s favours and given thanks for 

them. They should also bear in mind that the One who has granted them such 
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favours can easily take them back, or punish them for putting His favours to wrong 

use: “Fear Him who has provided you with all that you know. He has provided you with 

cattle and children, and gardens and springs. Indeed, 1 fear lest suffering befall you on an 

awesome day.” (Verses 132-135) 

Hūd’s reminder mentions first the One who granted them such blessings before 

enumerating them. He “has provided you with all that you know.” It is all a gift for you, 

and you know it well as you benefit by it in your lives. He then gives further details: 

“He has provided you with cattle and children, and gardens and springs.” (Verses 133-134) 

These were the best favours that they could have enjoyed during that period of 

time. They are indeed a great favour at any time. He then warns them against 

punishment that may befall them on an awesome day. His warning expresses his fear 

for their end, because he is one of them, their brother, and he wants to spare them the 

hardship of that day which is certain to come. 

But his reminders and warnings do not touch their hardened hearts. They 

stubbornly refuse to mend their ways: “They answered: It is all one to us whether you 

admonish us or you never give admonition.” (Verse 136) This is a derogatory way of 

speaking, one which expresses their carelessness for whatever he might say. They 

add a clear indication that they are hardened in their ways, relying totally on what 

they have inherited from previous generations: “This is none but the practice of the 

ancients. Never are we going to be punished.” (Verses 137-138) Their only argument in 

defence of all the practices Hūd has criticized them for is that they are following 

earlier generations, towing their line. They then deny the possibility of being 

punished for following in their ancestors’ footsteps: “Never are we going to be 

punished.” (Verse 138) 

The s rah does not mention here any of the arguments that took place between 

them and Hūd. It proceeds straight to the end: “Thus they denied him. So We destroyed 

them.” (Verse 139) These two short sentences, expressed in the original Arabic text by 

only two words, fakadhdhab hu fa’ahlakn hum, spell out the end of the mighty people 

of ` d and their great symbols of power. Nothing is left of their luxuries, cattle, 

children, gardens and springs. 

How many a community has followed the same practices as the ` d people, 

moving further away from God with every new aspect of civilization they have 

achieved. They always think that man can be independent of God. They try to 

produce weapons to destroy others while ensuring their own security. Yet it may be 

only a day or a night and such a community finds itself subjected to God’s 

punishment: “Indeed, there is in this a sure sign; yet most of them will not believe. And 

indeed it is your Lord who is the Mighty One, the Merciful.” (Verses 139-140) 
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6 

A Blatant Challenge to God 

 

The Tham d, too, denied God’s 

messengers. (141) 

Their brother Ş li  said to them: Will 

you have no fear of God? (142) 

I am a Messenger [sent by Him] to you, 

worthy of all trust. (143) 

So, fear God and pay heed to me. (144) 

No reward whatever do I ask of you for 

it: my reward is only from the Lord of all 

the worlds. (145) 

Will you be left secure [forever] in the 

midst of what you have here, (146) 

among gardens and springs (147) 

and plantations and palm-trees laden 

with ripe fruit? (148) 

You carve dwellings out of the 

mountains with great skill. (149) 

ôM t/ ¤‹x. ßŠθßϑrO t⎦⎫Î=y™ ößϑø9 $# ∩⊇⊆⊇∪  

øŒ Î) tΑ$s% öΝ çλm; öΝ èδθäzr& ìxÎ=≈ |¹ Ÿωr& tβθà) −Gs? 

∩⊇⊆⊄∪  

’ ÎoΤ Î) öΝ ä3s9 îΑθß™ u‘ ×⎦⎫ÏΒr& ∩⊇⊆⊂∪  

(#θà) ¨?$$sù ©!$# Èβθãè‹ ÏÛr& uρ ∩⊇⊆⊆∪  

!$tΒuρ öΝ ä3è=t↔ ó™ r& Ïμ ø‹n=tã ô⎯ ÏΒ @ô_r& ( ÷βÎ) y“Ìô_r& ωÎ) 

4’ n?tã Éb>u‘ t⎦⎫Ïϑn=≈ yèø9 $# ∩⊇⊆∈∪  

tβθä. uøIè?r& ’Îû $tΒ !$oΨ ßγ≈ yδ š⎥⎫ ÏΖÏΒ# u™ ∩⊇⊆∉∪  

’ Îû ;M≈ ¨Ζy_ 5βθã‹ ããuρ ∩⊇⊆∠∪  

8íρâ‘ ã—uρ 9≅ øƒ wΥuρ $yγ ãèù=sÛ ÒΟŠ ÅÒyδ ∩⊇⊆∇∪  

tβθçGÅs÷Ζs? uρ š∅ÏΒ ÉΑ$t6 Éfø9 $# $Y?θã‹ ç/ t⎦⎫ÏδÌ≈ sù 

∩⊇⊆®∪  
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Warnings Unheeded 

So, fear God and pay heed to me. (150) 

And pay no heed to the counsel of those 

who are given to excesses(151) 

— who spread corruption on earth 

instead of setting things to rights.’ (152) 

They said: ‘You are but one who has been 

bewitched. (153) 

You are only a human being like us. So 

bring us a sign if you are a man of truth.’ 

(154) 

He said: ‘Here is a she-camel: she shall 

have her drinking share, and you shall 

have your drinking share, each on an 

appointed day. (155) 

Do not harm her, lest suffering befall you 

on an awesome day.’ (156) 

But they cruelly slew her; then they 

became regretful. (157) 

So the suffering befell them. Indeed, there 

is in this a sure sign; yet most of them 

will not believe. (158) 

And indeed it is your Lord who is the 

Mighty One, the Merciful. (159) 

(#θà) ¨?$$sù ©!$# Èβθãè‹ ÏÛr& uρ ∩⊇∈⊃∪  

Ÿωuρ (#þθãè‹ ÏÜ è? z öΔr& t⎦⎫ÏùÎô£ ßϑø9 $# ∩⊇∈⊇∪  

t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# tβρß‰Å¡ø ãƒ ’ Îû ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# Ÿωuρ tβθßsÎ=óÁãƒ 

∩⊇∈⊄∪  

(# þθä9$s% !$yϑ̄ΡÎ) |MΡr& z⎯ ÏΒ t⎦⎪Ì−s|¡ßϑø9 $# ∩⊇∈⊂∪  

!$tΒ |MΡr& ωÎ) ×|³ o0 $oΨ è=÷W ÏiΒ ÏN ù'sù >π tƒ$t↔ Î/ βÎ) |MΖä. 

z⎯ ÏΒ š⎥⎫Ï% Ï‰≈ ¢Á9 $# ∩⊇∈⊆∪  

tΑ$s% ⎯ Íν É‹≈ yδ ×π s%$tΡ $oλ°; Ò>÷Å° ö/ ä3s9 uρ Ü>÷Å° 

5Θöθtƒ 5Θθè=÷è̈Β ∩⊇∈∈∪  

Ÿωuρ $yδθ¡yϑs? &™þθÝ¡Î0 öΝ ä. x‹è{ ù'u‹sù Ü># x‹ tã 

BΘöθtƒ 5ΟŠ Ïà tã ∩⊇∈∉∪  

$yδρãs) yèsù (#θßst7 ô¹r'sù t⎦⎫ÏΒÏ‰≈ tΡ ∩⊇∈∠∪  

ãΝ èδx‹s{ r'sù Ü># x‹yèø9 $# 3 ¨βÎ) ’ Îû y7 Ï9≡ sŒ Zπ tƒ Uψ ( $tΒuρ 

šχ% x. Ν èδçsYò2r& t⎦⎫ÏΖÏΒ÷σ •Β ∩⊇∈∇∪  

¨βÎ) uρ y7 −/ u‘ uθßγ s9 â“ƒ Í–yêø9 $# ãΛ⎧Ïm§9 $# ∩⊇∈®∪ 
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The same call is repeated by every messenger. The s rah deliberately uses the 

same words as it reports what each messenger said to his people. Thus it stresses the 

unity of the message in its basis and essence: namely, belief in God’s oneness, fearing 

Him and obeying His messenger. 

The s rah then adds what was special in the Thamūd’s case. They used to inhabit 

an area known as al- ijr, in north Arabia, between the ij z and Syria. The Prophet 

and his companions passed through this area on their way to Tabūk, seeing the 

ruined city for themselves. In this account of their history we see their brother, Ş li , 

reminding them of the blessings God has favoured them with and warning them 

against their being withdrawn from them. He also warns them of the impending 

reckoning and accountability: “Will you be left secure [forever] in the midst of what you 

have here, among gardens and springs and plantations and palm-trees laden with ripe fruit? 

You carve dwellings out of the mountains with great skill.” (Verses 146-149) 

They enjoy such luxury as Ş li  describes here, but they pay no attention to it and 

how it came about. Nor do they express any gratitude to the One who has blessed 

them with it. Hence, their brother describes this in full to awaken their hearts so that 

they will appreciate it and fear its withdrawal. What he says to them alerts 

slumbering minds: “Will you be left secure in the midst of what you have here?” (Verse 

146) Do you think that you will be left to enjoy this luxury you have been blessed 

with? Such luxury is given a further air of splendour as it is left unspecified. Do you, 

then, feel secure that it can never be terminated or withdrawn? Will you be left in 

such gardens, springs, plantations and palm trees that give you dates so ripe that are 

very easy to digest? Will you be left in these homes you skilfully carve out in rocky 

mountains, giving them an extra air of splendour? 

Having touched their hearts with this reminder, Ş li  calls on them to fear God, 

remain obedient and separate themselves from those who pay no heed to what is 

right and indulge instead in corruption: “So, fear God and pay heed to me. And pay no 

heed to the counsel of those who are given to excesses — who spread corruption on earth 

instead of setting things to rights.” (Verses 150-152) 

His words, however, do not touch their hardened hearts, and they pay no 

attention to him: “They said: You are but one who has been bewitched. You are only a 

human being like us. So bring us a sign if you are a man of truth.” (Verses 153-154) They 

first describe him as one bewitched and, as such, one who does not know what he is 

talking about. It is as though only a madman will call on his people to worship God 

alone. 

“You are only a human being like us.” (Verse 154) Whenever a messenger of God 

addressed them, people were always troubled by this point. They always had a 

flawed concept of what a messenger should be like. They could not understand 
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God’s wisdom of choosing ordinary people as His messengers, nor could they 

appreciate the honour God grants to mankind by choosing His messengers from 

among themselves, making them the leaders that receive light and guidance from 

Him. They felt that a messenger of God should be of a different type of creation, 

since he brings them information from on high, and tells them of the realm that lies 

beyond their perception. The fact is that humanity is incapable of appreciating that 

God so honoured such a man, giving him the ability to be in direct contact with the 

Supreme Society while still on earth. A man like others, going about his life in a 

normal way: eating, drinking, sleeping, marrying, walking about the streets and 

market places, and experiencing all the desires and feelings that occur to everyone 

else. 

Across all generations people demanded from each messenger a miracle to prove 

that he was truly sent by God: “Bring us a sign if you are a man of truth.” (Verse 154) 

Thus, the Thamūd demanded a miracle and God responded to His servant, Ş li , 

giving him a sign in the form of a she-camel. We will not try to give details of its 

physical appearance, as have some commentators on the Qur’ n, because we have no 

authentic reliable source giving such a description. Instead, we will only say that she 

was a miracle, just as the Thamūd had asked for: “He said: Here is a she-camel: she shall 

have her drinking share, and you shall have your drinking share, each on an appointed day. 

Do not harm her, lest suffering befall you on an awesome day.” (Verses 155-156) 

Thus, Ş li  produced the she-camel making it a condition that the water where 

they took their cattle to drink should be divided between them, leaving it all for the 

she-camel one day and taking whatever they wanted from it on the following day. 

They would not trespass her rights on her day, and she would not come near them 

on their day. Thus, her days and her drinking were separate from theirs. He warned 

them against doing her any harm, for that would ensure that a mighty suffering 

would befall them. 

What did this miraculous sign do to the stubborn and arrogant Thamūd? It did 

nothing to inspire their hardened hearts to accept the true faith. Nor did it give light 

to their souls living in darkness. The challenge the camel represented was there for 

them to meet, but they did not care. Nor did they even fulfil their pledges: “But they 

cruelly slew her; then they became regretful.” (Verse 157) The ones who actually slew her 

were those who had spread corruption in the land. 

Ş li  had given them clear warnings, delivering these very seriously, but they 

feared nothing. Hence, the offence was shared by them all, as also the punishment. 

They regretted their crime, but such regret was too late. Hence, “So the suffering befell 

them.” (Verse 158) No details are given of the punishment in order to give an 

impression of the speed of events. 
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Then the s rah concludes this passage with its usual comment: “Indeed, there is in 

this a sure sign; yet most of them will not believe. And indeed it is your Lord who is the 

Mighty One, the Merciful.” (Verses 158-159) 
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7 

Perversion Leading to Ruin 

The people of Lot, too, denied God’s 

messengers. (160) 

Their brother Lot said to them: Will you 

have no fear of God? (161) 

I am a Messenger [sent by Him] to you, 

worthy of all trust. (162) 

So, fear God and pay heed to me. (163) 

No reward whatever do I ask of you for 

it: my reward is only from the Lord of all 

the worlds. (164) 

Of all the creatures in the world, will you 

lustfully approach males, (165) 

and eschew the wives God has created for 

you? You are indeed people who 

transgress all bounds.’(166) 

Said they: ‘Lot! If you will not desist, 

you will most certainly be expelled.’ 

(167) 

He said: ‘I am one who utterly abhors 

M t/ ¤‹x. ãΠ öθs% >Þθä9 t⎦⎫Î=y™ ößϑø9 $# ∩⊇∉⊃∪  

øŒ Î) tΑ$s% öΝ çλm; öΝ èδθäz r& îÞθä9 Ÿωr& tβθà) −Gs? ∩⊇∉⊇∪  

’ ÎoΤ Î) öΝ ä3s9 îΑθß™ u‘ ×⎦⎫ÏΒr& ∩⊇∉⊄∪  

(#θà) ¨?$$sù ©!$# Èβθãè‹ ÏÛr& uρ ∩⊇∉⊂∪  

!$tΒuρ öΝ ä3è=t↔ ó™ r& Ïμ ø‹n=tã ô⎯ ÏΒ @ô_r& ( ÷βÎ) y“Ìô_r& ωÎ) 

4’ n?tã Éb>u‘ š⎥⎫ Ïϑn=≈ yèø9 $# ∩⊇∉⊆∪  

tβθè?ù's?r& tβ# tø. —%!$# z⎯ ÏΒ t⎦⎫Ïϑn=≈ yèø9 $# ∩⊇∉∈∪  

tβρâ‘ x‹s? uρ $tΒ t,n=y{ ö/ ä3s9 Ν ä3š/ u‘ ô⎯ ÏiΒ Ν ä3Å_≡ uρø—r& 

4 ö≅ t/ öΝ çFΡr& îΠ öθs% šχρßŠ% tæ ∩⊇∉∉∪  

(#θä9$s% ⎦È⌡s9 óΟ ©9 Ïμ tF⊥ s? äÞθè=≈ tƒ ¨⎦sðθä3tGs9 z⎯ ÏΒ 

t⎦⎫Å_t÷‚ßϑø9 $# ∩⊇∉∠∪  

tΑ$s% ’ ÎoΤ Î) / ä3Î=yϑyèÏ9 z⎯ ÏiΒ t⎦, Î!$s) ø9 $# ∩⊇∉∇∪  
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Arrogant Perverts 

The story of the Prophet Lot and his people is mentioned at this juncture, although 

from a historical point of view it should link up with Abraham’s story. But the 

historical sequence is not of importance in this s rah which concentrates on the unity 

of the divine message, the method followed by all prophets and the fate of the 

communities addressed by these messages. Hence, the saving of the believers is 

highlighted alongside the doom suffered by those who opposed God’s messengers, 

denying their messages. 

Lot begins with his people in the same way as Noah, Hūd and Ş li , denouncing 

their carelessness, trying to awaken their consciences, and reminding them that they 

need to be God-fearing. He calls on them to believe in God and to obey him, assuring 

them that he will not charge them anything for guiding them to the right path. He 

your doings. (168) 

My Lord! Save me and my family from 

what they do.’ (169) 

So We saved him and all his family (170) 

except an old woman, who was among 

those who stayed behind. (171) 

Then We utterly destroyed the others, 

(172) 

and rained down upon them a 

[devastating] rain. Dire indeed was the 

rain that fell upon those who were 

warned [to no avail]. (173) 

Indeed, there is in this a sure sign; yet 

most of them will not believe. (174) 

And indeed it is your Lord who is the 

Mighty One, the Merciful. (175) 

Éb>u‘ ©Í_ Ång wΥ ’ Í?÷δr& uρ $£ϑÏΒ tβθè=yϑ÷è tƒ ∩⊇∉®∪  

çμ≈ uΖø‹ ¤fuΖsù ÿ… ã&s#÷δr& uρ t⎦⎫ÏèuΗød r& ∩⊇∠⊃∪  

ωÎ) # Y—θèg x” ’ Îû t⎦⎪ÎÉ9≈ tóø9 $# ∩⊇∠⊇∪  

§Ν èO $tΡö̈ΒyŠ t⎦⎪ÌyzFψ$# ∩⊇∠⊄∪  

$tΡösÜ øΒr& uρ Λ Ïιø‹n=tæ # \sÜ ¨Β ( u™!$ |¡sù ãsÜ tΒ 

t⎦⎪Í‘ x‹Ζßϑø9 $# ∩⊇∠⊂∪  

¨βÎ) ’ Îû y7 Ï9≡ sŒ Zπ tƒ Uψ ( $tΒ uρ tβ% x. Λ èεãsV ø. r& t⎦⎫ÏΖÏΒ÷σ •Β 

∩⊇∠⊆∪  

¨βÎ) uρ y7 −/ u‘ uθçλ m; â“ƒ Í–yêø9 $# ÞΟ‹ Ïm§9 $# ∩⊇∠∈∪ 
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follows this with a clear denunciation of their wicked perversion which made them a 

community apart in human history: 

Of all the creatures in the world, will you lustfully approach males, and eschew the 

wives God has created for you? You are indeed people who transgress all bounds. 

(Verses 165-166) 

Lot’s people, who inhabited several villages in the Jordan Valley, were known for 

their sinful practice of homosexuality, which reflects a wicked perversion of human 

nature. God has created human males and females, making each sex naturally 

inclined to the other in order for human life to progress through procreation. This 

mutual inclination is, then, part of the universal law that ensures balance and 

harmony among all creatures in the universe, whether animate or inanimate, and 

makes them cooperate in the fulfilment of God’s will that governs the entire 

universe. When a man has sex with another man, their practice neither fulfils any 

objective nor serves the nature of the universe and its laws. It is indeed singular that 

anyone should find pleasure in such a practice. The pleasure a man finds with a 

woman is indeed the means through which human nature fulfils God’s will. Thus, 

the deviation from natural law is clear in Lot’s people’s actions. Hence, it was 

inevitable that they should refrain from their deviation or be destroyed. 

Their destruction was due to the fact that they had opted out of the normal way of 

life and the right line of human nature. They abandoned the very purpose of their 

existence, which is the preservation of human life through marriage and procreation. 

When Lot called on them to abandon their perversion, denouncing their neglect of 

the spouses God created for them and their aggression against human nature, their 

response clearly showed that they were not ready to return to the path that ensured 

the continuity of human life: “Said they: Lot! If you will not desist, you will most certainly 

be expelled.” (Verse 167) 

Lot did not belong to them by lineage. He had accompanied his uncle, Abraham, 

when the latter withdrew from his people and migrated. Abraham, Lot and the small 

number of people who believed with them crossed the Jordan. He then lived among 

those people until God chose him as His messenger, requiring him to call on people 

to return to the right path. Their response was a threat that they would drive him out 

of their towns unless he abandoned his call. 

When things reached this point and the threat became serious, Lot spoke out loud, 

making it clear that he loathed their disgusting perversion: “He said: I am one who 

utterly abhors your doings.” (Verse 168) He used words that vividly describe his 

repugnance of their practices, before adding a prayer to God to save him and his 

family from such evil: “My Lord! Save me and my family from what they do.” (Verse 169) 
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He did not do what they did, but by his upright nature he felt it to be a way of life 

leading to ruin. Since he was in their midst he prayed that God would save him and 

his family from what was bound to come about as a result of such action. 

God responded to his prayer: “So We saved him and all his family except an old 

woman, who was among those who stayed behind.” (Verses 170-171) This old woman was 

his wife as mentioned in other s rahs. She was a terrible woman who helped others 

in their wickedness. 

“Then We utterly destroyed the others, and rained down upon them a [devastating] rain. 

Dire indeed was the rain that fell upon those who were warned [to no avail].” (Verses 172-

173) It is reported that their villages were sunk into the ground and covered with 

water. One of these was Sodom, the ruins of which are thought to be under the Dead 

Sea in Jordan. Some geologists confirm that the Dead Sea covers towns that were 

fully populated at one time. Some archaeologists have discovered the remains of a 

fort close to the Dead Sea, as well as an alter close to it where offerings were made. 

However, the Qur’ n gives us Lot’s story and whatever the Qur’ n states is the truth 

telling exactly what happened. Their end is followed by the usual comment: “Indeed, 

there is in this a sure sign; yet most of them will not believe. And indeed it is your Lord who 

is the Mighty One, the Merciful.” (Verses 174-175) 
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8 

Fair Dealings for All 

The dwellers of the wooded dales [of 

Madyan], too, denied God’s messengers. 

(176) 

Their brother Shu`ayb said to them: ‘Will 

you have no fear of God? (177) 

I am a Messenger [sent by Him] to you, 

worthy of all trust. (178) 

So, fear God and pay heed to me. (179) 

No reward whatever do I ask of you for 

it: my reward is only from the Lord of all 

the worlds. (180) 

Give full measure; and be not of those 

who give others less [than their due]; 

(181) 

and weigh with even scales; (182) 

and do not deprive others of what 

rightfully belongs to them; and do not act 

wickedly on earth spreading corruption; 

(183) 

and fear Him who has created you as well 

as the countless generations of old.’ (184) 

>¤‹ x. Ü=≈ ptõ¾r& Ïπ s3ø‹t↔ ø9 t⎦⎫Î=y™ ößϑø9 $# ∩⊇∠∉∪  

øŒ Î) tΑ$s% öΝ çλm; ë= ø‹yèä© Ÿωr& tβθà) −Gs? ∩⊇∠∠∪  

’ ÎoΤ Î) öΝ ä3s9 îΑθß™ u‘ ×⎦⎫ÏΒr& ∩⊇∠∇∪  

(#θà) ¨?$$sù ©!$# Èβθãè‹ ÏÛr& uρ ∩⊇∠®∪  

!$tΒuρ öΝ ä3è=t↔ ó™ r& Ïμ ø‹n=tã ô⎯ ÏΒ @ô_r& ( ÷βÎ) y“Ìô_r& ωÎ) 

4’ n?tã Éb>u‘ t⎦⎫ÏΗs>≈ yèø9 $# ∩⊇∇⊃∪  

* (#θèù÷ρr& Ÿ≅ ø‹s3ø9 $# Ÿωuρ (#θçΡθä3s? z⎯ ÏΒ 

z⎯ƒ ÎÅ£ ÷‚ßϑø9 $# ∩⊇∇⊇∪  

(#θçΡÎ—uρ Ä¨$sÜ ó¡É) ø9 $$Î/ ËΛ⎧É) tFó¡ßϑø9 $# ∩⊇∇⊄∪  

Ÿωuρ (#θÝ¡ y‚ö7 s? }̈ $̈Ζ9 $# óΟ èδu™!$u‹ ô© r& Ÿωuρ (# öθsW ÷è s? 

’ Îû ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# t⎦⎪Ï‰Å¡ø ãΒ ∩⊇∇⊂∪  

(#θà) ¨?$# uρ “Ï% ©!$# öΝ ä3s) n=s{ s'©#Î7 Éfø9 $# uρ t⎦, Î!̈ρF{ $# 

∩⊇∇⊆∪  
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Widespread Corruption 

This passage tells the story of the Prophet Shu`ayb which, from a historical point 

of view, comes before that of Moses, but it is told here for the lessons involved in all 

the stories given in this s rah. The dwellers of the ‘wooded dales’ were most 

probably the people of Madyan. It seems that Madyan was close to this wooded land, 

thick with trees, as the Qur’ nic description implies. Madyan lies close to the Gulf of 

`Aqaba, in the area between the ij z province of Saudi Arabia and Palestine. 

Shu`ayb began in the same way as other prophets calling on people, explaining to 

them the basic essentials of faith, and making it clear that he sought no gain in return 

for his advocacy. He then spoke to them about the ills that plagued their own society: 

They said: ‘You are but one who has been 

bewitched. (185) 

You are only a human being like us! 

And, indeed, we believe that you are 

lying. (186) 

Cause, then, fragments of the sky to fall 

down on us, if you are a man of truth.’ 

(187) 

Answered he: ‘My Lord knows fully well 

all that you do.’ (188) 

But they denied him. Thus suffering 

overtook them on the day of the 

darkening cloud. It was truly the 

suffering of an awesome day. (189) 

Indeed, there is in this a sure sign; yet 

most of them will not believe. (190)  

And indeed it is your Lord who is the 

Mighty One, the Merciful. (191) 

 

(# þθä9$s% !$yϑ̄ΡÎ) |MΡr& z⎯ ÏΒ t⎦⎪Ì−s|¡ßϑø9 $# ∩⊇∇∈∪  

!$tΒuρ |MΡr& ωÎ) ×|³ o0 $oΨ è=÷W ÏiΒ βÎ) uρ y7 ‘ΖÝà ¯Ρ z⎯ Ïϑs9 

t⎦⎫Î/ É‹≈ s3ø9 $# ∩⊇∇∉∪  

ñÝ É) ó™ r'sù $uΖøŠ n=tã $Z |¡Ï. z⎯ ÏiΒ Ï™!$yϑ¡¡9 $# βÎ) 

|MΖä. z⎯ ÏΒ t⎦⎫Ï% Ï‰≈ ¢Á9 $# ∩⊇∇∠∪  

tΑ$s% þ’ În1u‘ ãΝ n=÷ær& $yϑÎ/ tβθè=yϑ÷ès? ∩⊇∇∇∪  

çνθç/ ¤‹s3 sù öΝèδx‹ yzr'sù Ü># x‹tã ÏΘöθtƒ Ï'©#—à9 $# 4 
… çμ ¯ΡÎ) tβ% x. z># x‹tã BΘöθtƒ AΟŠ Ïà tã ∩⊇∇®∪  

¨βÎ) ’ Îû y7 Ï9≡ sŒ Zπ tƒ Uψ ( $tΒuρ tβ% x. Ν èδçsYø. r& 

t⎦⎫ÏΖÏΒ÷σ •Β ∩⊇®⊃∪  

¨βÎ) uρ š−/ u‘ uθçλm; â“ƒÍ–yêø9 $# ãΛ⎧ Ïm§9 $# ∩⊇®⊇∪ 
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“Give full measure, and be not of those who give others less [than their duel; and weigh with 

even scales; and do not deprive others of what rightfully belongs to them; and do not act 

wickedly on earth spreading corruption.” (Verses 181-183) 

As clearly mentioned in S rahs 7 and 11, The Heights and Hūd respectively, they 

used to give people short measure whenever they weighed things out for them. They 

also used their power to take more than what was rightly theirs, while they would 

give people less than what was due to them. They would buy things for less than 

their fair price, but would sell for higher prices. It appears that they lived close to the 

caravan trade routes, and this enabled them to dictate their terms. The messenger 

God sent them counselled them to pursue fairness in all such dealings. He preached 

the true faith which inevitably requires good treatment of others, and which cannot 

overlook injustice in dealings and interactions between people. 

Shu`ayb then appealed to their sense of the fear of God as he reminded them of 

the Creator who brought them into existence as He did with all past generations: 

“Fear Him who has created you as well as the countless generations of old.” (Verse 184) 

Their response was absurd. They accused him of being bewitched, speaking all 

sorts of nonsense without knowing what he said: “They said: You are but one who has 

been bewitched.” (Verse 185) They also questioned the fact that he was God’s 

messenger, since he was a man of their own kind. To them, a messenger of God 

should be different. Hence, they accused him of telling lies: “You are only a human 

being like us! And, indeed, we believe that you are lying.” (Verse 186) They further 

challenged him to put his warnings into effect, bringing God’s punishment upon 

them, demanding that he should cause the sky to fall upon them: “Cause, then, 

fragments of the sky to fall down on us, if you are a man of truth.” (Verse 187) 

Such a challenge could only be made by careless people who think little of the 

consequences. It is akin to the challenge the idolaters in Makkah put to the Prophet 

when he called on them to believe. But Shu`ayb chose not to answer their thoughtless 

challenge. He limited his reply to simply saying: “My Lord knows fully well all that you 

do.” (Verse 188) 

The s rah moves straight on to tell us about the end they met, but without adding 

any detail: “But they denied him. Thus suffering overtook them on the day of the darkening 

cloud. It was indeed the suffering of an awesome day.” (Verse 189) 

It is reported that they first suffered very hot weather that made breathing difficult 

and which weighed heavily on their lungs. Then they saw a cloud, which they 

welcomed and sought the shade it provided, feeling the coolness it initially gave 

them. But soon a great thunderbolt destroyed them all. This was the ‘day of the 

darkening cloud’, as the cloud was its most distinctive mark. 

This is followed by the same conclusion given in the s rah after each of the stories 
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of past communities it mentions: “Indeed, there is in this a sure sign; yet most of them will 

not believe. And indeed it is your Lord who is the Mighty One, the Merciful.” (Verses 190-

191) 
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9 

The Qur’ n: A Definitive 

Description 

Most certainly, this [Qur’ n] has been 

bestowed from on high by the Lord of all 

the worlds. (192) 

The trustworthy Spirit has brought it 

down (193)  

into your heart — so that you may give 

warning, (194) 

in the clear Arabic tongue. (195) 

It was surely foretold in the revealed 

books of former peoples. (196) 

Is it not sufficient proof for them that the 

learned ones among the Children of Israel 

have recognized it [as true]? (197) 

Had We revealed it to any non- Arab, 

(198) 

and had he recited it to them, they would 

not have believed in it. (199) 

Thus have We caused it to pass through 

the hearts of the guilty: (200) 

… çμ ¯ΡÎ) uρ ã≅ƒ Í”∴ tGs9 Éb>u‘ t⎦⎫ÏΗs>≈ yèø9 $# ∩⊇®⊄∪  

tΑ t“ tΡ Ïμ Î/ ßyρ”9 $# ß⎦⎫ÏΒF{ $# ∩⊇®⊂∪  

4’ n?tã y7 Î7 ù=s% tβθä3 tGÏ9 z⎯ ÏΒ t⎦⎪Í‘ É‹Ζßϑø9 $# ∩⊇®⊆∪  

Aβ$|¡Î=Î/ <c’ Î1ttã &⎦⎫Î7 •Β ∩⊇®∈∪  

… çμ ¯ΡÎ) uρ ’ Å∀s9 Ìç/ ã— t⎦⎫Ï9 ¨ρF{ $# ∩⊇®∉∪  

óΟ s9 uρr& ⎯ ä3tƒ öΝçλ°; ºπ tƒ# u™ βr& … çμ uΗs>÷ètƒ (#àσ ¯≈ yϑn=ãã û©Í_ t/ 

Ÿ≅ƒ Ï™ℜuó  Î) ∩⊇®∠∪  

öθs9 uρ çμ≈uΖø9 ¨“ tΡ 4’ n?tã ÇÙ÷è t/ t⎦⎫Ïϑyfôã F{ $# ∩⊇®∇∪  

… çν r& ts) sù Ν Îγ øŠ n=tæ $̈Β (#θçΡ$Ÿ2 ⎯ ÏμÎ/ š⎥⎫ ÏΖÏΒ÷σ ãΒ 

∩⊇®®∪  

y7 Ï9≡ x‹x. çμ≈ oΨ õ3n=y™ ’ Îû É>θè=è% š⎥⎫ ÏΒÌôfßϑø9 $# 

∩⊄⊃⊃∪  
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they shall not believe in it until they see 

the grievous suffering. (201) 

It will come to them suddenly, without 

their being aware of it. (202) 

And then they will say: ‘Could we have a 

respite?’ (203) 

Do they, then, wish that Our 

punishment be hurried on? (204) 

But consider this: If We allow them to 

enjoy themselves for several years, (205) 

and then the promised [punishment] 

befalls them — (206) 

of what avail to them will be all their past 

enjoyment? (207) 

Never have We destroyed any 

community unless it had received 

warnings, (208) 

and reminders. Never do We wrong 

anyone. (209) 

No evil spirits have brought down [this 

Qur’ n] (210) 

It is not for them [to do so], nor can they. 

(211) 

Indeed they are debarred even from 

hearing it. (212) 

Hence, do not invoke any other deity side 

by side with God, lest you find yourself 

Ÿω šχθãΖÏΒ÷σ ãƒ ⎯ Ïμ Î/ 4©®Lym (# ãρttƒ z># x‹yèø9 $# 

zΟŠ Ï9 F{ $# ∩⊄⊃⊇∪  

Ν ßγ uŠ Ï?ù'uŠ sù Zπ tGøót/ öΝ èδuρ Ÿω šχρâ ßêô±o„ ∩⊄⊃⊄∪ 

 (#θä9θà) u‹ sù ö≅ yδ ß⎯ øt wΥ tβρãsàΖãΒ ∩⊄⊃⊂∪  

$uΖÎ/# x‹ yèÎ7 sùr& tβθè=Éf÷ètGó¡o„ ∩⊄⊃⊆∪  

|M ÷ƒ u™tsùr& βÎ) óΟ ßγ≈oΨ ÷è−G̈Β t⎦⎫ÏΖÅ™ ∩⊄⊃∈∪  

¢Ο èO Ν èδu™!% ỳ $̈Β (#θçΡ% x. šχρß‰tãθãƒ ∩⊄⊃∉∪  

!$tΒ 4©o_ øîr& Ν åκ ÷] tã $̈Β (#θçΡ% x. šχθãè−Fyϑãƒ ∩⊄⊃∠∪  

!$tΒuρ $uΖõ3n=÷δr& ⎯ ÏΒ >π tƒös% ωÎ) $oλm; tβρâ‘ É‹ΖãΒ ∩⊄⊃∇∪  

3“tø. ÏŒ $tΒuρ $̈Ζà2 t⎦⎫ÏϑÎ=≈ sß ∩⊄⊃®∪  

$tΒuρ ôM s9 ¨”t∴ s? Ïμ Î/ ß⎦⎫ÏÜ≈ u‹ ¤±9 $# ∩⊄⊇⊃∪  

$tΒuρ ©Èöt7 .⊥ tƒ öΝ çλm; $tΒuρ šχθãè‹ ÏÜ tGó¡ o„ ∩⊄⊇⊇∪  

óΟ ßγ ¯ΡÎ) Ç⎯ tã Æì ôϑ¡¡9 $# tβθä9ρâ“ ÷èyϑ s9 ∩⊄⊇⊄∪  

Ÿξsù äíô‰ s? yì tΒ «!$# $·γ≈ s9 Î) tyz# u™ šχθä3tG sù 

z⎯ ÏΒ t⎦⎫Î/ ¤‹yèßϑø9 $# ∩⊄⊇⊂∪  
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among those suffering punishment. (213) 

And warn your nearest kindred, (214) 

and spread the wing of your tenderness 

over all of the believers who follow you. 

(215) 

But if they disobey you, say: ‘I am not 

accountable for what you do.’ (216) 

Place your trust in the Almighty, the 

Compassionate (217) 

who sees you when you stand, (218) 

and [sees] your movement among those 

who prostrate themselves [before Him]. 

(219) 

It is He alone who hears all and knows 

all. (220) 

Shall I tell you upon whom it is that the 

satans descend? (221) 

They descend upon every lying sinner. 

(222) 

They eagerly listen, but most of them are 

liars. (223) 

As for the poets, only those who are lost 

in error follow them. (224) 

Are you not aware that they roam 

confusedly through all valleys, (225) 

and that they say what they do not do? 

ö‘ É‹Ρr& uρ y7 s?u Ï±tã š⎥⎫Î/ tø% F{ $# ∩⊄⊇⊆∪  

ôÙÏ ÷z$# uρ y7 yn$uΖ y_ Ç⎯ yϑÏ9 y7 yèt7 ¨?$# z⎯ ÏΒ 

š⎥⎫ÏΖÏΒ÷σ ßϑø9 $# ∩⊄⊇∈∪  

÷βÎ* sù x8 öθ|Átã ö≅ à) sù ’ ÎoΤÎ) Ö™ü“Ìt/ $£ϑÏiΒ tβθè=yϑ÷ès? 

∩⊄⊇∉∪  

ö≅ ©. uθs?uρ ’ n?tã Í“ƒÍ• yèø9 $# ÉΟŠ Ïm§9 $# ∩⊄⊇∠∪  

“Ï% ©!$# y71 ttƒ t⎦⎫Ïm ãΠθà) s? ∩⊄⊇∇∪  

y7 t7 =s) s? uρ ’ Îû t⎦⎪Ï‰Éf≈ ¡¡9 $# ∩⊄⊇®∪  

… çμ ¯ΡÎ) uθèδ ßìŠ Ïϑ¡¡9 $# ÞΟŠ Î=yèø9 $# ∩⊄⊄⊃∪ 

 ö≅ yδ öΝ ä3ã⁄ Îm; tΡé& 4’ n?tã ⎯ tΒ ãΑ ¨”t∴ s? ß⎦⎫ÏÜ≈ u‹ ¤±9 $# 

∩⊄⊄⊇∪  

ãΑ ¨”t∴ s? 4’ n?tã Èe≅ ä. >8$©ùr& 5ΟŠ ÏOr& ∩⊄⊄⊄∪  

tβθà) ù=ãƒ yì ôϑ¡¡9 $# öΝ èδçsYò2r& uρ šχθç/ É‹≈ x. 

∩⊄⊄⊂∪ â™!# tyè’±9 $# uρ ãΝ ßγãèÎ7 ®K tƒ tβ… ãρ$tóø9 $# ∩⊄⊄⊆∪  

óΟ s9 r& ts? öΝ ßγ̄Ρr& ’ Îû Èe≅ à2 7Š#uρ tβθßϑ‹ Îγ tƒ ∩⊄⊄∈∪  
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Overview 

Thus the stories telling us about God’s messengers and the messages they were 

required to deliver, the denial of the truth by different communities, the challenges 

they made and the punishments meted out to them come to an end. They had begun 

after a short introduction at the beginning of the s rah directly addressing the 

Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him) and his people, the Quraysh: “Would you, 

perhaps, torment yourself to death [with grief] because they would not believe? If We will, We 

can send down to them from the skies a sign before which their necks will remain bent in 

submission. Yet whenever any fresh reminder comes to them from the Most Merciful, they 

always turn their backs on it. They have indeed denied [the truth of revelation]; and they will 

in time come to understand what it was they were wont to deride.” (Verses 3-6) Then the 

s rah embarked on telling those stories, each of which gives an example of a 

community coming to understand the reality of what they used to deride and 

ridicule. 

When the s rah has concluded the stories, it picks up its main theme outlined in 

the introduction. Hence, its final comments talk about the Qur’ n, confirming its 

revelation by God, the Lord of all the worlds. While time has wiped away the history 

of those ancient communities, the Qur’ n, which was revealed by God, brings it all 

back, telling it in accurate detail. It also mentions that the learned ones among the 

Children of Israel were well aware of the Qur’ n and the Messenger to whom it was 

revealed because he is mentioned in earlier revelations. But the Arab idolaters 

stubbornly rejected it, despite the clear evidence of its truth, alleging that it is nothing 

but sorcery or poetry. Had a non-Arabic speaking person been its recipient and had 

he recited it to them in their own language, they still would not have believed in it. It 

was not the lack of clear evidence that caused them to deny it; rather, it was their 

stubborn refusal to see it for what it was. Indeed, it was not something given to the 

Prophet Muhammad by devils, as was information given to fortune tellers. Nor was 

it anything akin to poetry. Rather, the Qur’ n followed a clear line which it pursued 

(226) 

Excepted are those who believe, and do 

righteous deeds, and remember God 

often, and strive to be triumphant after 

they have been wronged. Those who are 

bent on wrongdoing will in time know 

what an evil turn their destiny will 

surely take. (227) 

öΝ åκ ¨Ξ r& uρ šχθä9θà) tƒ $tΒ Ÿω šχθè=yèø tƒ ∩⊄⊄∉∪  

ωÎ) t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (#θãΖtΒ# u™ (#θè=Ïϑtãuρ ÏM≈ ysÎ=≈ ¢Á9 $# 

(#ρãx. sŒ uρ ©!$# # Z ÏV x. (#ρã|ÁtFΡ$# uρ .⎯ ÏΒ Ï‰÷è t/ $tΒ 

(#θßϑÎ=àß 3 ÞΟ n=÷èu‹y™ uρ t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (# þθßϑn= sß £“r& 

5= n=s)ΖãΒ tβθç7 Î=s)Ζtƒ ∩⊄⊄∠∪ 
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without deviation, while poets move in every direction in accordance with their 

feelings, caprices and reactions. 

The Qur’ n was and is a reminder to all unbelievers, given by God who warned 

them that they must believe if they were to avert punishment. Unless they changed 

their ways, they would be made to see the reality which they now deride: “Those who 

are bent on wrongdoing will in time know what an evil turn their destiny will surely take.” 

(Verse 227) 

Facts of Revelation 

Most certainly, this [Qur’ n] has been bestowed from on high by the Lord of all the 

worlds. The trustworthy Spirit has brought it down into your heart — so that you 

may give warning, in the clear Arabic tongue. (Verses 192-195) 

The trustworthy Spirit was the angel Gabriel, or Jibrīl, who brought the Qur’ n 

from God and imprinted it in the Prophet’s heart. He was certainly trustworthy, 

keeping intact what was given into his trust. Thus, he gave it directly to the Prophet 

Muhammad, who understood it fully. Thus, the Prophet became a warner giving 

people admonition in the clear Arabic tongue, which was the language his people 

spoke. As they were well aware of the utmost that human beings could say, they 

recognized as the Prophet recited the Qur’ n to them that it was unlike what humans 

say despite its being in their own tongue. By its very construction, meanings, method 

and consistency, it clearly demonstrated that it definitely came from no human 

source. 

This evidence came from within the Qur’ n itself. The s rah, however, also 

provides further evidence, but this time it is external: “It was surely foretold in the 

revealed books of former peoples. Is it not sufficient proof for them that the learned ones 

among the Children of Israel have recognized it [as true]?” (Verses 196-197) The 

description of the Messenger who would receive the Qur’ n from on high, and the 

fundamentals of the faith he would preach were clearly indicated in the scriptures of 

ancient peoples. Hence, the learned ones among the Children of Israel were 

expecting this last message and Messenger. They felt that the time for his appearance 

was fast approaching and they talked about it among themselves, as reported by 

Salm n and `Abdull h ibn Sall m.2 Reports concerning this are absolutely authentic. 

                                                 
2 Salm n was the son of a Persian priest who was preparing his son to follow in his footsteps, but he 
left in search of the truth and met several Christian priests who told him of the Prophet Muhammad's 
imminent advent. He, therefore, went to Madinah to await his message. `Abdull h ibn Sall m was a 
learned rabbi who made sure of the Prophet's identity according to detailed descriptions given in 
Jewish scriptures. Both, father and son, became Muslims and told of their prior knowledge of the 
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Those idolaters were knowingly stubborn in their opposition. They did not lack 

the evidence or the proof. Had a non-Arab come to them and recited the Qur’ n in its 

superb Arabic style, they would still have refused to believe: “Had We revealed it to 

any non-Arab, and had he recited it to them, they would not have believed in it.” (Verses 

198-199) This was meant to comfort the Prophet, presenting to him their stubborn 

refusal despite the clearest form of evidence. The s rah then states that such denial of 

the truth, despite its clarity and certainty, was second nature to them. They would 

not depart from this stance until they suffered God’s punishment, which would take 

them by surprise: “Thus have We caused it to pass through the hearts of the guilty: they 

shall not believe in it until they see the grievous suffering. It will come to them suddenly, 

without their being aware of it.” (Verses 200-202) 

Thus the s rah provides a physical image of their unbudging denial of the 

revelation of the Qur’ n, saying that it has been made to pass through their 

constitution in denial form. Thus it does not reach their minds and hearts except in 

the form of something that is denied and rejected. It remains so in their hearts “until 

they see the grievous suffering.” But such suffering “will come to them suddenly, without 

their being aware of it.” Indeed, some maintained such a stubborn denial until they 

departed from the face of the earth. This, then, heralded their grievous suffering. For 

it is at the very moment of facing such suffering that realization is achieved: “And 

then they will say: Could we have a respite?” (Verse 203) Can we have another chance to 

rectify what has passed? That, however, will never be given. 

They hastened God’s punishment with their careless ridicule, believing that the 

comforts they enjoyed would last. Hence, they considered it improbable that they 

could ever move from a position of favour to one of suffering and punishment. This 

is a common attitude among those who enjoy a life of comfort and blessing. They 

rarely, if ever, think that it can all be removed. Hence, the s rah wakens them to this 

reality, raising before them what their position will be when they suffer the 

punishment they now hasten: “Do they, then, wish that Our punishment be hurried on? 

But consider this: If We allow them to enjoy themselves for several years, and then the 

promised [punishment] befalls them — of what avail to them will be all their past 

enjoyment?” (Verses 204-207) The s rah puts the image of hastening punishment to 

one side, and raises the prospect of the fulfilment of the warnings. We see the years 

of pleasure dwindling, as though they had never been. They benefit them in no way. 

An authentic adīth, according to Ibn Kathīr, quotes the Prophet as saying: “An 

unbeliever is brought forward on the Day of Judgement and he is given a quick dip 

into the fire. He is then asked: ‘Did you ever experience anything good or any luxury 

in your life?’ He will answer: ‘By Your greatness, my Lord, I never did.’ And the 

person who endured the most miserable life on earth is brought forward and he is 

                                                                                                                                                         
Prophet and his message. — Editor's note. 
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given a quick taste of heaven. He is then asked: ‘Did you ever experience any 

misfortune or misery?’ He will answer: ‘By Your greatness, my Lord, I never did.”‘3 

The unbelievers are then put on notice that the warning is a prelude to 

destruction. It is after all an aspect of God’s grace that He does not destroy a 

community without first sending them a messenger pointing to the signs that should 

encourage them to accept the faith: “Never have We destroyed any community unless it 

had received warnings, and reminders. Never do We wrong anyone.” (Verses 208-209) 

God took a pledge from all mankind that they would worship Him alone. This is 

the pledge of nature which makes human nature feel the presence of the One God, 

unless it grows corrupt and deviates.4 He placed countless indications in the world 

around us pointing to the right faith. All these confirm the presence of the One 

Creator. When people forget the pledge of their own nature, and overlook the 

pointers to faith, God sends them a warner to remind them of what they have 

forgotten and puts before their eyes what they have overlooked. Thus, the divine 

message is meant as a reminder and an act of perfect justice and total mercy: “Never 

do We wrong anyone.” (Verse 209) This is true even with the destruction of 

unbelieving communities. Such destruction is fair requital for deviating from proper 

guidance. 

The s rah has more to say about the Qur’ n making the method of its revelation 

very clear: “No evil spirits have brought down [this Qur’ n]. It is not for them [to do so], 

nor can they. Indeed they are debarred even from hearing it.” (Verses 210-212) 

The s rah had already given a clear statement of the source of the Qur’ n: “Most 

certainly, this [Qur’ n] has been bestowed from on high by the Lord of all the worlds. The 

trustworthy Spirit has brought it down into your heart — so that you may give warning, in 

the clear Arabic tongue.” (Verses 192-195) The s rah then goes on to speak about the 

unbelievers’ denial of the revelation of the Qur’ n from on high and their hastening 

of their punishment by way of challenging the Prophet. Now the s rah refutes their 

claims that it is no more than the talk of evil spirits, of the sort fortune-tellers display, 

claiming that some spirits bring them news of the world beyond as they listen to the 

angels. 

This Qur’ n, which calls people to lead a virtuous life and to have faith, providing 

them with guidance, could not be given by evil spirits which lead people astray and 

advocate corruption and disbelief. They cannot initiate it even if they try, because 

they have been debarred from listening to it as it is revealed by God. The one who 

brings it down to the Prophet, by God’s permission, is the trustworthy Spirit. Hence, 

                                                 
3 Ibn Kathīr mentions this adīth preceded by the statement: An authentic adīth says...' 
4 See the comments on verse 172, S rah 7, which speaks in detail about the pledge of human nature, 
Vol. VI, pp. 218-224. 
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the evil ones cannot even touch it. 

How to Give Warning 

At this juncture, the s rah addresses the Prophet, warning him against associating 

partners with God, even though he was always far from so doing. Yet the warning is 

given to him so that he could be more careful. The Prophet is assigned the task of 

warning his closest kinsmen, and ordered to place his trust in God who takes care of 

him in all situations: 

Hence, do not invoke any other deity side by side with God, lest you find yourself 

among those suffering punishment. And warn your nearest kindred, and spread the 

wing of your tenderness over all of the believers who follow you. But if they disobey 

you, say: ‘I’ am not accountable for what you do.’ Place your trust in the Almighty, 

the Compassionate who sees you when you stand, and [sees] your movement among 

those who prostrate themselves [before Him]. It is He alone who hears all and knows 

all. (Verses 213-220) 

It is impossible that God’s Messenger should ever invoke anyone other than God, 

but this situation is assumed here to clarify the point. Therefore, when the Prophet is 

threatened with punishment should he do so, what chance has anyone else? How 

could anyone be spared such grievous punishment when there is no special 

treatment granted to anyone? 

Having been given this personal warning, the Prophet is instructed to warn his 

own relatives so that they may become an example for others. The Prophet’s relatives 

are indeed warned that they will endure grievous suffering should they persist in 

associating partners with God: “And warn your nearest kindred.” 

Both al-Bukh rī and Muslim relate that when this verse was revealed, the Prophet 

went up the hill of al-Şaf  [which is close to the Sacred Mosque] and called out to his 

people to gather for he wanted to tell them something important. “People responded 

to his call, with some coming themselves and others sending someone to find out 

what was afoot. The Prophet said to them: ‘You clans of `Abd al-Mu alib, Fihr and 

Lu’ayy! Should I tell you that a host of armed riders are close by the mountain 

aiming to launch a raid on you, would you believe me?’ They answered in the 

affirmative. He said: ‘I am sent to you as a warner of impending grievous suffering.’ 

Abū Lahab said to him: ‘Confound you all day long! Have you called us only to tell 

us this?’ God then revealed the s rah that says: ‘Doomed are the hands of Ab  Lahab; 

doomed is he.’“ (111: 1) 

Muslim relates on ` ’ishah’s authority: “When the verse that says, ‘Warn your 
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nearest kindred,’ was revealed, the Prophet stood up and called his relatives, saying: 

‘F imah bint Muhammad! [i.e. his own daughter], Şafiyyah bint `Abd al-Mu alib! 

[i.e. his aunt], you the clan of `Abd al-Mu alib! [i.e. his own clan], I can benefit you 

nothing against God. You can ask me whatever you wish from my own money. 

Muslim and al-Tirmidhī relate on Abū Hurayrah’s authority that “when this verse 

was revealed the Prophet called the Quraysh, speaking to them in general and to 

some by name. He said: ‘You people of the Quraysh! Save yourselves from the fire. 

You people of the Ka (b! Save yourselves from the fire. F imah bint Muhammad! 

Save yourself from the fire. By God, I can avail you nothing against God. But you are 

my kinsfolk and I will be all kindness to you.” 

These a dīth and many others show how the Prophet received this order and how 

he carried it out, giving warning to his kinsfolk, making it clear that he had no power 

to benefit them. He left them to God to determine their fate in the hereafter. He put 

them on notice that their relation to him would be of no benefit unless their own 

actions benefitted them. Such is the clear approach of Islam which allows no 

intermediation between God and His servants, not even by His last Messenger. 

How to Treat Believers 

The s rah then tells the Prophet how to treat the believers who respond to God’s 

message as a result of his efforts: “And spread the wing of your tenderness over all of the 

believers who follow you.” (Verse 215) Thus the Prophet is instructed to treat the 

believers gently, and to show his humility and kindness. This instruction is given in a 

physical, tangible image like a bird lowering its wings in flight but seeking to 

descend. The Prophet adopted this attitude with believers throughout his life. 

Indeed, his manners were a practical translation of the Qur’ n. 

The s rah also tells him how he should treat those who are disobedient, 

dissociating himself completely from them: “But if they disobey you, say: I am not 

accountable for what you do.” (Verse 216) This order was given in Makkah, before the 

Prophet was given permission to fight unbelievers. 

The s rah then tells the Prophet to turn to his Lord with whom he has a permanent 

relationship of care: “Place your trust in the Almighty, the Compassionate who sees you 

when you stand, and [sees] your movement among those who prostrate themselves [before 

Him]. It is He alone who hears all and knows all.” (Verses 217-220) Leave them to their 

disobedience of God’s orders, dissociate yourself from their actions and turn to your 

Lord with full trust, seeking His help in all your affairs. The s rah mentions the two 

divine attributes frequently mentioned earlier: might and compassion. The Prophet is 

made to feel his closeness to God as his Lord sees him when he stands up for prayer 

on his own, and also sees him when he prays with a congregation as they prostrate 



Al-Shu`rā’ (The Poets) | THE QUR’ N: A DEFINITIVE DESCRIPTION 

 76

themselves to God. He sees him in his solitude and when he is attending to the 

congregation, organizing them and leading them in prayer. He sees all his 

movements and is fully aware of his thoughts, listening to his supplications: “It is He 

alone who hears all and knows all.” (Verse 220) This sort of address comforted the 

Prophet, reassured him that God was watching over and looking after him. 

Once more in this final passage of the s rah, the Qur’ n is brought into focus. The 

first comment emphasized that it was a revelation from the Lord of all the worlds, 

brought to Muhammad through the trusted Spirit, Gabriel. Secondly, it made clear 

that no evil spirit could deliver it. Now the s rah asserts that such evil ones do not 

come to a person like Muhammad (peace be upon him), who is honest, truthful and 

advocates a sound system. They go only to a liar, such as a wicked fortune-teller. 

Such people receive whatever evil spirits give them and circulate their 

disinformation widely after they themselves have further exaggerated it: “Shall I tell 

you upon whom it is that the satans descend? They descend upon every lying sinner. They 

eagerly listen, but most of them are liars.” (Verses 221-223) 

There were among the Arabs some fortune-tellers who claimed that the jinn 

brought them news and information. People used to go to these fortune-tellers 

seeking advice, and trusting their prophecies, but most were liars. To believe them 

was to pursue myth and wishful thinking. No such fortune-teller advocated any 

proper code of living, or urged people to fear God, or counselled them to believe. 

When the Prophet called on people to accept his message, he actually advocated a 

complete code of virtuous living. 

At times, the Arab unbelievers described the Qur’ n as poetry, claiming that the 

Prophet was a poet. This was due to their utter helplessness in facing up to the 

Qur’ n; its powerful discourse was incomparable to anything they knew. They 

realized that it touched people’s hearts, affected their feelings and overcame their 

resistance. Yet they could not stop it. 

In this s rah, the Qur’ n itself explains to them that the way of life Muhammad 

advocated and the Qur’ n outlined was totally and fundamentally different from 

that of poets and poetry. This Qur’ n sets a clear method and aims towards a definite 

objective. The Prophet did not say something one day which he contradicted the 

next. Nor did he pursue fleeting desires and momentary feelings. Instead, he 

pursued the establishment of his faith, following a straight system that admits no 

crookedness. Poets are totally unlike this. They are often hostage to their reactions 

and momentary feelings, which press for expression as they occur. They describe 

something as black today and white tomorrow. When they are happy, they say one 

thing, which they contradict when they are angry. Their moods are never consistent. 

Besides, they create their own imaginary world. They conjure up actions and results, 

then imagine these to be hard facts which influence their behaviour. Hence, their 
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concern for realities is diminished because they create a different, imaginery world in 

which they live. 

Reality versus Imagination 

A person with a well-defined message who wants to see it implemented in 

people’s lives has a totally different perspective. He has an objective, method of 

action and a line to follow. He goes along his line, pursuing his method to achieve his 

end, keeping his heart and mind open and alert. He will not accept myth, or be 

satisfied with visions and dreams. He is only satisfied when his message becomes a 

practised reality in human life. 

Thus the methods of God’s Messenger and poets are poles apart. The two can 

never be confused: “As for the poets, only those who are lost in error follow them. Are you 

not aware that they roam confusedly through all valleys, and that they say what they do not 

do?” (Verses 224-226) Poets follow their own moods, whims and desires, which 

means that they are followed only by those who similarly roam about confusedly 

with whims and passions, having no defined objective or clear line. Moreover, poets 

pursue every feeling, idea or statement according to that which takes hold of them at 

any particular moment. 

Furthermore, poets say what they do not do, because they live in a world made of 

their own imagination and sentiment. They prefer such an imaginary world to real 

life which does not particularly impress them. Hence, they exaggerate and claim 

things that they themselves do not fulfil. Thus, what they say has no reality in 

practical human life. 

Since Islam is a complete life system, devised for implementation in real life, and 

since it has a strong bearing on people’s consciences and on all aspects of life, it is by 

nature incompatible with the overwhelming majority of poets. A poet creates a 

dream in his own world and feels content with it. Islam, on the other hand, wants the 

dream to become a reality and works for its implementation. It transforms all feelings 

so that they work together to produce in the real world a perfect model of humanity. 

Islam wants people to face up to the facts of life, and not to escape to an imaginary 

dream. If the facts of life are unsatisfactory or inconsistent with the way of life Islam 

wants people to implement, it urges them to change these aspects so that they can 

pursue its way of life. Thus, human energy is used for the fulfilment of noble 

objectives according to Islam’s magnificent way of life. 

Nevertheless, Islam does not suppress poetry and art altogether, as some people 

may take the statement to mean. It simply disapproves of the line followed by poetry 

and art, giving full rein to uncontrolled whims and reactions, as well as fanciful 
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dreams that absorb the energy of the dreamers so that they cannot fulfil them. When 

the human soul adopts the Islamic system, and interacts with Islamic values, it 

produces poetry and art while working at the same time to see its noble feelings 

realized in practice. 

It is perfectly possible for the human soul to achieve an Islamic objective, looking 

at life from an Islamic viewpoint, and at the same time express all this in poetry and 

art. In such a situation, Islam approves of poetry and art, indeed encourages poets 

and artists. 

What Makes Poetry Islamic 

The Qur’ n directs people’s minds and hearts to the great wonders in the universe 

and within the human soul, both of which are the material of poetry and art. Indeed, 

the Qur’ n includes passages on the wonders of creation that can never be matched 

by any poetry in respect of penetration, fascination and presentation. 

Therefore, the Qur’ n makes an exception of the above general description of 

poets: “Excepted are those who believe, and do righteous deeds, and remember God often, and 

strive to be triumphant after they have been wronged.” (Verse 227) These are not included 

in the general description, because they have believed and their hearts are, as a 

result, full of a faith while their lives follow a clear system. They do righteous deeds 

and their energy is directed towards what is good, beneficial and beautiful. They are 

not satisfied with dreams and visions. They work hard, putting all their energies into 

their striving, so that they can support the truth in which they believe, and achieve 

the victory to which they aspire. 

Among the poets who fought with their poetry defending the Islamic faith and its 

Messenger, at the height of the battle against idolatry and idolaters during the 

Prophet’s lifetime were ass n ibn Th bit, Ka`b ibn M lik and `Abdull h ibn 

Raw ah, all of whom were from among the Anş r. Also among them were 

`Abdull h ibn al-Ziba`r  and Abū Sufy n ibn al- rith ibn `Abd al-Mu alib, both of 

whom used to abuse the Prophet in their poetry in their pre-Islamic days. When they 

adopted Islam, they did well and composed fine poetry in praise of the Prophet and 

in support of Islam. 

It is authentically reported that the Prophet said to ass n: “Attack them and 

Gabriel [the angel] will support you.” `Abd al-Ra m n ibn Kai) reports that his 

father, Ka`b ibn M lik, said to God’s Messenger: “God has revealed what you know 

about poets.” The Prophet said to him: “A believer defends Islam with his sword as 

also with his tongue. By Him who holds my soul in His hand, your words that you 

throw at them are just like arrows.” [Related by A mad.] 
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This type of Islamic poetry was what was needed at the time. There are other 

modes, however, by which poetry and art become Islamic. It is sufficient that poetry 

or art in general issues from an Islamic concept of life, in any field, to gain Islamic 

acceptance. Poetry can be perfectly Islamic without having to attack the opponents of 

Islam, defend Islam, glorify its values or history, or contribute directly to its 

advocacy. A glance at the passage of night, feeling the first breath of dawn, coupled 

with an expression of a Muslim’s sense that relates such phenomena to the Creator, is 

of the very essence of Islamic poetry. A moment of inner enlightenment, feeling 

God’s presence or action, or relating what one sees in the world around one to its 

Creator, is bound to produce poetry that is perfectly acceptable to Islam. 

The point that distinguishes what Islam rejects from what it approves is that Islam 

has its own concept of life as a whole, its relations and bonds. Whatever poetry issues 

from such a concept is fine and acceptable from the Islamic point of view. 

The s rah then concludes with a general implicit warning: “Those who are bent on 

wrongdoing will in time know what an evil turn their destiny will surely take.” (Verse 227) 

The s rah has spoken about the unbelievers and their stubborn rejection of Islam, 

their heedless approach to warnings, the hastening of their punishment, as well as 

scenes of the destruction of past communities of unbelievers. It now concludes with 

this strong warning that sums up its theme. The warning serves as a final strong 

note, one which is felt to violently shake the very foundations of wrongdoing and 

wrongdoers. 
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S RAH 27 

Al-Naml 
(The Ants) 

Prologue 

This s rah was revealed in Makkah shortly after S rah 26, The Poets, and it follows 

the same pattern: an introduction and conclusion which together spell out the subject 

matter. In between there are several historical accounts that emphasize the main 

theme, providing further elucidation of it. Theses histories help to draw parallels 

between the attitudes of the unbelievers in Makkah on the one hand and their 

predecessors among other communities on the other. Thus, the s rah reveals a 

pattern which advocates of Islam in any generation need to contemplate. 

As in all Makkan s rahs, the main theme is faith: to believe in God and worship 

Him alone, without partners, and to believe in the resurrection as well as reward and 

punishment in the hereafter. This also requires believing in God’s revelations, and 

that all matters that are beyond our perception, or ghayb, belong to God: they are 

known only to Him. A further prerequisite of such faith is belief in God’s attributes: 

He alone is the Creator and Provider, and all blessings come from Him alone. Hence, 

gratitude is due to Him for all that He gives us. Moreover, He is the Almighty who 

grants us all our faculties, abilities and powers. 

The s rah’s historical accounts confirm these issues and portray the fate of those 

who deny them and the happy end of those who believe in them. Immediately after 

the opening, we have a short account of Moses which describes his sighting of a fire 

as he travelled at night in the desert, his approach towards it and how he was 

addressed from on high. This account also documents the message Moses was 

required to deliver to Pharaoh. The s rah then immediately proceeds to state that 
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Pharaoh and his people denied the truth of the signs God sent them, even though 

they knew in their hearts that these were true. In this context we are also told of the 

fate of those who knowingly deny the truth: “Within their souls they knew them to be 

true, yet they, in their wickedness and arrogance, rejected them. Consider, then, what 

happened in the end to the evildoers.” (Verse 14) The Makkan unbelievers’ attitude 

towards the Qur’ n, which they knew to be truly God’s revelation was, in essence, no 

different than these earlier evildoers. 

We then have a reference to the blessings God bestowed on David and Solomon 

(peace be upon them both). This precedes Solomon’s story with the ant, the hoopoe 

and the Queen of Sheba. The story highlights that David and Solomon were truly 

thankful for the favours God granted them, which included knowledge, a kingdom 

and prophethood. In addition, He made the jinn and the birds subservient to 

Solomon, willing to do his bidding. Again the story here highlights the basics of faith 

preached by all God’s messengers. The account gives special treatment to how the 

Queen of Sheba and her people received Solomon’s message, contrasting this with 

the reception the Quraysh gave God’s message as preached by the Prophet 

Muhammad. Basically, the Quraysh denied the message, describing it as false, while 

the others accepted it. Yet it was God who gave Solomon all the knowledge, wealth 

and power he possessed. It is God who knows and owns everything. When 

compared with those of God, Solomon’s kingdom and knowledge were no more than 

a drop in the ocean. 

Then follows an account of the Prophet Ş li  and the Thamūd. Of particular 

importance here is the conspiracy some of the evildoers among his people concocted 

against Ş li  and his household, plotting to kill him. It shows how God foiled their 

plot, saved Ş li  and the believers, and destroyed the Thamūd together with the 

conspirators: “Their dwellings are now empty.” (Verse 52) The Quraysh also plotted 

against the Prophet Muhammad, similarly conspiring to kill him at night. 

The last historical account in this s rah concerns Lot. It tells how his people 

planned to drive him and those who believed in him out of their town under the 

pretext that they kept themselves pure’. It tells us of their end after Lot and his group 

left them to their fate: “We rained on the others a rain of destruction. Dire indeed is such 

rain which fell on those who were forewarned.” (Verse 58) The Quraysh also considered 

driving the Prophet out of their city, shortly before he migrated to Madinah. 

Once these historical aspects are dealt with, the s rah begins its comments with the 

verse: “Say: All praise be to God, and peace be upon His servants whom He has chosen. Who 

is more worthy: God or the false [deities] they associate with Him?” (Verse 59) It then takes 

us on a descriptive round of some great universal scenes, as also some of the deeper 

aspects of the human soul. In this way, the s rah shows us the work of the great 

Maker, Planner, Creator and Sustainer who alone knows what lies beyond the reach 
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of any created being’s perception, and to whom we shall all return. It then tells us 

about one of the aspects that signal the coming of the Last Hour, adding some images 

of the Day of Judgement and the fate that awaits those who deny it. 

The s rah concludes on a note that fits well with its subject matter and ambience: 

“I am only bidden to worship the Lord of this city who has made it sacred. To Him all things 

belong. And I am bidden to be one of those who submit themselves [to God], and to recite the 

Qur’ n. So whoever chooses to follow the right path does so for his own benefit; and if any 

chooses to go astray, say: I am only a warner. And say: All praise is due to God. He will 

indeed make you see His signs, and you will recognize them. Your Lord is never heedless of 

what you do.” (Verses 91-93) 

Throughout the s rah, special emphasis is laid on knowledge, highlighting God’s 

perfect knowledge of what is concealed and what is left public, particularly His 

knowledge of everything that lies beyond the reach of our perceptions. It also speaks 

about some of the universal signs which He reveals to us. It refers to the knowledge 

God granted David and Solomon, and how Solomon was taught the language of the 

birds, and how he humbly acknowledged such learning. Hence, at the beginning of 

the s rah the Prophet is told: “Most certainly, you receive the Qur’ n out of the grace of 

One who is Wise, All-Knowing.” (Verse 6) In the comments on the historical accounts 

the Prophet is instructed to say: “None in the heavens or earth knows what is hidden 

except God. Nor can they ever perceive when they shall be raised from the dead. Indeed the 

total sum of their knowledge stops short of comprehending the hereafter.” (Verses 65-66) 

“Indeed your Lord knows all that their hearts conceal and all that they bring into the open. 

There is nothing that is hidden in the heavens or the earth but is recorded in a clear book.” 

(Verses 74-75) In conclusion we are told: “He will indeed make you see His signs, and you 

will recognize them.” (Verse 93) The story of Solomon begins as follows: “For sure, We 

granted knowledge to David and Solomon, and both of them said: All praise is due to God 

who has favoured us above many of His believing servants.” (Verse 15) Knowledge is 

given special emphasis in such verses, not least where Solomon says: “We have been 

taught the speech of birds.” (Verse 16) And also as the Hoopoe says: “That they should 

not prostrate themselves in worship of God who brings forth all that is hidden in the heavens 

and the earth, and knows what you conceal and what you reveal.” (Verse 25) When 

Solomon wanted the queen’s throne to be brought to him, it was not the skilful jinn 

who brought it in the wink of an eye; the one who did was a person “who was deeply 

versed in the Book.” (Verse 40) 

Thus knowledge is the main feature that permeates the entire s rah, from 

beginning to end, so as to highlight its special importance. 
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1 

Revelations Bringing 

Happy News 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

 Sīn. These are verses of the Qur’ n, a 

clear, elucidating book; (1) 

a guidance and joyful tidings to the 

believers (2) 

who attend regularly to prayers and pay 

their zak t, and who firmly believe in the 

life to come. (3) 

As for those who will not believe in the 

life to come, We make their deeds seem 

fair to them, and so they wander about in 

distraction. (4) 

These are the ones for whom grievous 

suffering is in store, and who in the life 

to come shall be the worst losers. (5) 

Most certainly, you receive the Qur’ n 

out of the grace of One who is Wise, All-

Knowing. (6) 
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All by the Grace of God 

The s rah begins with two separate letters,  Sīn, as reference to the basic material 

of which the s rah and the entire Qur’ n are composed. These letters are available to 

all Arabic-speaking people, yet they are all unable to compose anything like the 

Qur’ n: they have been challenged to do so, yet none has ever produced anything 

that approximates the excellence of the Qur’ n. These two letters are followed by a 

reference to the Qur’ n itself: “These are verses of the Qur’ n, a clear, elucidating book.” 

(Verse 1) It should be noted that in the Arabic text the conjunction wa, which means 

‘and’, occurs after the word ‘Qur’ n’, but in this usage it only means ‘which is’. 

Describing the Qur’ n here as ‘a book’ provides a subtle element of comparison with 

how the unbelievers in Makkah received the book bestowed on them from on high 

and how the Queen of Sheba and her people received Solomon’s letter, which in this 

s rah is also called a kit b, meaning ‘book’. Yet Solomon is no more than God’s 

servant. 

The Qur’ n, or the book, is then described as “a guidance and joyful tidings to the 

believers.” (Verse 2) This is more expressive than saying that it contains or provides 

guidance and joyful tidings. Indeed the way the description is phrased makes the 

very entity of the Qur’ n the guidance and the happy tiding. For certain, the Qur’ n 

provides guidance to believers in every way and every sense. It also gives them what 

brings happiness both in this life and in the life to come. 

That the guidance and the happy news are given to the believers only is especially 

significant. The Qur’ n is not a book of theoretical or applicable science that yields all 

its benefits to whoever reads and understands it. The Qur’ n addresses hearts in the 

first instance and gives all its light and fragrance to an open mind which receives it 

with certainty and contentment. When a person’s mind is refreshed with firm belief, 

it can better appreciate the Qur’ n and understand far more of its meanings than we 

can imagine. It brings about miraculous changes in this life as one adopts a new way 

of life and discards his old one. All the systems, legislation and values the Qur’ n 

promotes are based first and foremost on faith. Hence, a person who does not, deep 

at heart, believe in God or accept that this Qur’ n is revealed by God or that its 

contents represent the system God wants implemented in human life, cannot find the 

desired guidance in the Qur’ n and will not share in the joyful news it brings. 

This book, the Qur’ n, contains inexhaustible treasures of guidance, knowledge 

and sound directives, but faith is the key to opening it all. Without this key, the 

Qur’ n does not yield its treasures to anyone. Hence those who truly believed in it 

were able to accomplish miracles. But when the Qur’ n was reduced to no more than 

chants set to charming tunes that people enjoyed hearing without touching their 

hearts, it remained an unopened treasure, incapable of achieving anything.  
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The s rah outlines the qualities of those believers who find guidance and happy 

news in the Qur’ n. They are ones: “who attend regularly to prayers and pay their zak t, 

and who firmly believe in the life to come.” (Verse 3) The first quality is to attend 

regularly to prayer, offering it as it should be offered, with their hearts and souls 

conscious of the fact that they are standing in front of God, in all His majesty. Thus 

they feel themselves in contact with His sublime presence, and their thoughts fully 

attentive to addressing and glorifying Him. Secondly, they pay their zak t, which is 

the obligatory charity. When they pay it they purge their hearts of stinginess rising 

above the lure of wealth. They give their brethren some of what God has granted 

them, thus fulfilling their social duty towards their community. Finally, they firmly 

believe in the life to come, which means that their fate in the hereafter remains 

topmost in their thoughts. It prevents them from giving free rein to their desires and 

keeps the fear of God alive in their hearts. They dread lest they might be considered 

disobedient when they come before Him for judgement. 

It is only such obedient believers who can hope for God’s reward yet still dread 

His punishment. Only they, with their hearts open to the Qur’ n, can find its 

guidance and receive its happy news. For them, it is a light illuminating their lives, 

providing them with strong motivation for action. It is their only reliable guide and 

one to which they always refer. 

Strong emphasis is placed on believing in the hereafter; this in the form of a stern 

warning to those who refuse to believe, and persist with their erring ways: “As for 

those who will not believe in the life to come, We make their deeds seem fair to them, and so 

they wander about in distraction.” (Verse 4) 

Believing in the life to come is the motive that keeps whims and desires in check, 

urging us to lead a life of moderation. When such belief is lacking, a person cannot 

restrain himself from pursuing wanton desires, thinking that his only chance for 

indulging in pleasure is that offered in this life. Yet life on earth is scarcely long 

enough to fulfil a small portion of what people desire or hope for. Besides, when 

someone has the means to lead a life of indulgence, what can stop him from pursuing 

his wildest pleasures unless he has to reckon with standing before God, awaiting His 

judgement, reward or punishment? Indeed, a person lacking belief in the hereafter 

will inevitably pursue every pleasure within his ability. No sense of shame or check 

will restrain him. It is in the nature of human beings that they love pleasure unless 

they are guided by a divine message that tells them of a future, permanent life that 

follows this short one, and that the latter is but preparation for that future life. If they 

heed this guidance then they will find much greater pleasure in different types of 

pursuits. 

It is God who has moulded human nature in this fashion, giving it the propensity 

to follow His guidance when it opens its receptive faculties to this, and the opposite 
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propensity to remain blind when it shuts such faculties down. His will is always 

done, in both situations. Hence, the Qur’ n says in reference to those who will not 

believe in the hereafter: “We make their deeds seem fair to them, and so they wander about 

in distraction.” (Verse 4) They choose not to believe, and thus God’s law comes into 

operation making their deeds seem fair and attractive to them. They cannot see any 

foul element in what they do and so remain unable to find a clear way leading them 

aright. 

When evil is made to seem fair, the end result is well known: “These are the ones for 

whom grievous suffering is in store, and who in the life to come shall be the worst losers.” 

(Verse 5) Whether suffering is meted out to them in this present life or in the life to 

come, they will have to face utter ruin in the hereafter. It will be their just 

recompense for pursuing what is evil. 

The s rah’s opening is completed with a verse that re-emphasizes the divine 

source of the Qur’ n: “Most certainly, you receive the Qur’ n out of the grace of One who 

is Wise, All-Knowing.” (Verse 6) The Arabic verb tulaqq , which is rendered here as 

‘you receive’, gives a sense of the Qur’ n being a sublime gift presented by the One 

who does everything wisely and plans everything on the basis of perfect knowledge. 

Indeed, His wisdom and knowledge are clearly seen in the Qur’ n; its mode, the 

duties it assigns and directives it gives, in the system it follows, in its revelation at 

the most appropriate time, in the flow of its component parts and in the harmony of 

its subject matter. 

The s rah then begins its historical accounts which provide a panoramic exhibition 

of aspects of God’s wisdom, knowledge, planning and care. 
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2 

Nine Miracles for Most 

Moses said to his family: ‘I perceive a 

fire. I will bring you from there some 

information, or else, I will bring you a 

burning brand so that you may warm 

yourselves.’ (7) 

But when he came close to it, he was 

addressed: ‘Blessed are those in the fire 

and those around it! And limitless in His 

glory is God, the Lord of all the worlds.’ 

(8) 

‘Moses! Truly, I am alone God, the 

Almighty, the Wise! (9) 

Now throw down your staff’ But when 

he saw it moving, as if it were a serpent, 

he turned and fled, with no thought of 

turning back. ‘Moses, have no fear!’ 

[Said God]: ‘Messengers have nothing to 

fear in My presence. (10) 

If anyone has done wrong and then 

replaced the wrong with good; well, I am 

Much-Forgiving, Merciful. (11) 

Now place your hand inside your 

garment, and it will come out [shining] 

white without blemish. [This is one of] 

the nine signs for Pharaoh and his 

people. They are wicked people.’ (12) 
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Overview 

This short and quick episode about Moses occurs immediately after God has 

assured the Prophet of his divine revelations: “Most certainly, you receive the Qur’ n 

out of the grace of One who is Wise, All-Knowing.” (Verse 6) It is as though the Prophet 

Muhammad (peace be upon him) was being told that receiving such revelations was 

not a new phenomenon without precedent in history. Here, we see Moses being 

assigned his mission. He was called from on high to deliver the message to Pharaoh 

and his people. Similarly, the Prophet was told that the opposition he met with and 

the accusations levelled at him by his people were nothing new. Moses’ people were 

certain at heart that the signs they were shown were the work of none other than 

God but, in their wicked arrogance, they nevertheless denied them. The end those 

evildoers of old met should be reflected upon, for his own people who were also 

stubborn in their rejection of the truth of the divine message could face a similar end. 

Moses: A Favoured Messenger 

“Moses said to his family: I perceive a fire. I will bring you from there some information, or 

else, I will bring you a burning brand so that you may warm yourselves.” (Verse 7) This 

event, which is mentioned in S rah 20,  H , took place when Moses was on his 

way back from Madyan to Egypt, accompanied by his wife, the daughter of Shu`ayb 

(peace be upon him).5 He apparently lost his way on a dark cold night. This is 

suggested by him saying to his wife that he would bring information or a torch to 

give them some warmth. This occurred close to Mount Sinai, called al- ūr in Arabic. 

                                                 
5 We do not have any authentic statement confirming that the old man who employed Moses and had 
two daughters one of whom was married to Moses was in fact Shu`ayb. This is, however, a high 
probability, one given greater weight by the fact that whenever the Qur' n mentions the two prophets, 
Moses' story follows that of Shu'ayb's which suggests that they occurred at the same time, or in quick 
succession. 

But when Our light-giving signs came to 

them, they said: ‘This is plain sorcery.’ 

(13) 

Within their souls they knew them to be 

true, yet they, in their wickedness and 

arrogance, rejected them. Consider, then, 

what happened in the end to the evil-

doers. (14) 
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Desert dwellers used to light fires on high ground so as to provide guidance to night 

travellers. When such travellers arrived at the fire, they would be given hospitality 

and warmth, or at least be guided on their way. 

“I perceive a fire.” This is what Moses first said on sighting the fire. The Arabic text 

uses the verb nast for ‘perceive’ which carries connotations of friendliness. Thus, his 

words sound like: I can see a welcoming fire which should give us some comfort. We 

can ask directions which should tell us which way to go, and we could get a brand to 

warm ourselves. As Moses walked towards the fire, he received the call from on 

high: “But when he came close to it, he was addressed: Blessed are those in the fire and those 

around it! And limitless in His glory is God, the Lord of all the worlds. Moses! Truly, I am 

alone God, the Almighty, the Wise!’“ (Verses 8-9) 

This is an address echoed by the whole universe, bringing together different 

worlds and cosmoses. All existence humbly submits to this call which shakes 

consciences and spirits. The heavens and earth perceive the strong bond linking them 

together, one which makes an insignificant particle of creation respond to the great 

Creator’s call. Thus, a weak mortal is elevated, by God’s grace, to a position from 

where he speaks directly to Him. 

“When he came close to it, he was addressed...” (Verse 8) We note here the use of the 

passive voice, although the address is from a known source. Yet the passive formula 

is preferable because it implies reverence and glory for the Supreme Being making 

the address. “Blessed are those in the fire and those around it!” (Verse 8) Who were in the 

fire and who were around it? Most probably, it was unlike any fire we light. It was a 

fire coming from on high, lit up by angels who are pure, so as to give perfect 

guidance. It simply looked, at a distance, like a fire. Hence blessing is bestowed on 

the angels that were in and around it, including Moses who was moving closer 

towards it. The whole universe records this sublime gift, while the location remains a 

blessed one because God Almighty revealed His glory and bestowed His blessings 

there. 

The universe also recorded the rest of the address: “Limitless in His glory is God, the 

Lord of all the worlds. Moses! Truly, I am alone God, the Almighty, the Wise!” (Verses 8-9) 

Thus God gives Himself the sublime position of glory due to Him and declares His 

Lordship over all the worlds. He informs His servant that the One addressing him is 

God, the Almighty, the Wise. All humanity, represented by Moses, is thus elevated to 

an extraordinarily high position. Moses found the information he sought at the fire, 

but it was a great piece of information, and something he never expected. He also 

received the warming brand, but this was a gift guiding him to the right path. The 

address was one meant to confirm that Moses was chosen by God, but such choice 

entails a duty to carry a message to the most wicked of tyrants. Hence, his Lord 

began to prepare and equip him for his mission. 
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“Now throw down your staff” (Verse 10) In this case the whole thing is given in a 

nutshell. We have little of the long discourse mentioned in S rah 20,  H , because 

the emphasis here is laid on the call to Moses and his assignment. “But when he saw it 

moving, as if it were a serpent, he turned and fled, with no thought of turning back.” (Verse 

10) When he did as he was told and threw down his staff, he saw it come alive, 

writhing at speed like a small but fast-moving snake. His spontaneous nature caught 

up with him as he was totally taken by surprise. He could never have thought the 

staff would be so transformed on simply being thrown down. Hence, he ran away, 

with no thought of going back to take a further look at this serpent. His whole 

reaction suggests complete and utter surprise. 

Yet he was soon reassured when the call from on high resumed. This now told 

him of the nature of his assignment: “Moses, have no fear! [Said God]: Messengers have 

nothing to fear in My presence.” (Verse 10) He is told that he is entrusted with a 

message from God, and God’s messengers entertain no fear in the presence of their 

Lord, as He informs them of their duties. 

“If anyone has done wrong and then replaced the wrong with good; well, I am Much-

Forgiving, Merciful.” (Verse 11) Only those who do wrong should be afraid. However, 

those of them who replace wrong with good, abandoning injustice, evil and unbelief, 

making sure to replace them with justice and faith, and doing righteous deeds will 

receive God’s grace and forgiveness. 

Moses is now reassured and calm. Therefore, his Lord gives him his second 

miracle before even telling him about his mission or its nature: “Now place your hand 

inside your garment, and it will come out [shining] white without blemish.” (Verse 12) 

Again, Moses did as he was told, putting his hand through the top opening of his 

robe, and then bringing it out brilliant white. He had no skin disease. What 

happened was another miracle. God promised to support him with nine miraculous 

signs of the type of which he had just seen two. At this point Moses is also told of his 

assignment, for which he has been given such preparation. “[This is one of] the nine 

signs for Pharaoh and his people. They are wicked people.” (Verse 12) 

Here, the s rah does not provide any details of these nine signs, though they are 

mentioned in S rah 7, The Heights. These were the years of drought, crop shortages, 

floods, locusts, ants, frogs and blood. The lack of detail in this instance indicates that 

the emphasis here is on the miraculous nature of these signs, and the stubborn 

refusal of Pharaoh’s people to acknowledge them and take heed: “But when Our light- 

giving signs came to them, they said: ‘This is plain sorcery.’ Within their souls they knew 

them to be true, yet they, in their wickedness and arrogance, rejected them. Consider, then, 

what happened in the end to the evildoers.” (Verses 13-14) 

Thus they were given numerous signs to bring the truth clearly before their eyes. 
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Indeed these signs are described here as ‘light-giving’ which is rather an inadequate 

rendering of the Arabic adjective, mubşirah, which means ‘endowed with insight’, as 

if the signs themselves can see the people and lead them to divine guidance. Yet they 

described these signs as ‘plain sorcery’. Although deep inside they were convinced 

that these were true signs confirming the truth of the message, they nevertheless 

repeated such claims out of ‘their wickedness and arrogance.’ Yet ‘within their souls they 

knew them to be true.’ Their attitude was one of stubborn rejection because they did 

not seek proof. They just did not want to believe, thus doing the truth they 

recognized profound injustice. 

The same was true of the Quraysh elders. They were certain of the truth of the 

Qur’ n, but they persisted in denying it and rejecting the Prophet’s call to believe in 

God alone. They wanted to continue with their false beliefs because of the privileges 

and gains they felt would be threatened if they were to abandon their religion. They 

realized that such gains and privileges depended totally on their false beliefs and that 

Islam was sure to do away with them. They felt their position to be very shaky, 

compared with the clear truth of Islam. 

Such is the truth. Its rejecters do not deny it out of ignorance. They deny it because 

they know it to be the truth and realize that it threatens their interests and privileges. 

Hence, they deliberately reject it. 

“Consider, then, what happened in the end to the evil-doers.” (Verse 14) The end 

Pharaoh met is well known, and the Qur’ n tells us about it in other s rahs. Here we 

have only this brief reference to it, as it may cause avowed opponents of the truth to 

reflect on the lessons of the past. It may, perchance, alert them to take heed before 

they too suffer a similar fate. 
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3 

Solomon and the Queen of 

Sheba 

For sure, We granted knowledge to 

David and Solomon, and both of them 

said: ‘All praise is due to God who has 

favoured us above many of His believing 

servants.’ (15) 

Solomon inherited David. He said: ‘O 

people! We have been taught the speech 

of birds, and have been given of all good 

things. This is indeed a manifest favour 

[from God].’ (16) 

Before Solomon were marshalled his 

troops of jinn, humans and birds; and 

they were all lined in orderly ranks. (17) 

At length, when they came to a valley of 

ants, one ant said: ‘Go into your 

dwellings, ants, lest Solomon and his 

troops inadvertently crush you.’ (18) 

He smiled joyously at her words, and 

said: ‘My Lord! Direct my whole being 

so that I will always be grateful for Your 

grace which You have bestowed on me 

and on my parents, and that I may do 

righteous deeds which will please You; 

and include me, by Your grace, among 

Your righteous servants.’ (19) 
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He inspected the birds and said: ‘Why is 

it that I do not see the hoopoe? Is he 

among the absentees? (20) 

I will certainly punish him severely, or I 

will kill him, unless he brings me a clear 

warrant’ [for his absence]. (21) 

But the hoopoe did not take long in 

coming. He said: ‘I have just learnt 

things that are unknown to you, and I 

come to you from Sheba with accurate 

information. (22) 

I found there a woman ruling over them; 

and she has been given of all good things, 

and hers is a magnificent throne. (23) 

I found her and her people prostrating 

themselves to the sun instead of God; and 

Satan has made their deeds seem goodly 

to them, thus turning them away from 

the path [of God], so that they cannot 

find the right way. (24) 

That they should not prostrate 

themselves in worship of God who brings 

forth all that is hidden in the heavens and 

the earth, and knows what you conceal 

and what you reveal; (25) 

God, other than whom there is no deity, 

the Lord of the [truly] magnificent 

Throne.’ (26) 

Said [Solomon]: ‘We shall see whether 

you have told the truth or you are a liar. 

(27) 
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∩⊄⊄∪  
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Go with this my letter and deliver it to 

them; and then draw back from them, 

and see what answer they return.’ (28) 

[The Queen of Sheba] said: ‘Know, my 

nobles, that a worthy letter has been 

delivered to me. (29) 

It is from Solomon, and it reads, “In the 

name of God, the Most Merciful, the 

Beneficent: (30) 

Do not exalt yourselves against me, but 

come to me in submission [to God].” (31) 

Nobles, counsel me in this my affair; no 

decision on any matter do I take unless 

you are present.’ (32) 

They said: ‘We are endowed with power 

and with mighty prowess in war; but the 

command is yours. Consider, then, what 

you would command.’ (33) 

Said she: ‘When kings enter a country, 

they despoil it, and make the noble ones 

of its people the most abject. Thus do they 

behave. (34) 

Hence, I am going to send these people a 

gift and wait to see what the envoys 

bring back.’ (35) 

t⎦⎫Î/ É‹≈ s3ø9 $# ∩⊄∠∪  
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When [the queen’s envoy] came to 

Solomon, he said: ‘Is it gold that you 

would give me? What God has given me 

is much better than all that He has given 

you. Yet you rejoice with your own gift. 

(36) 

Go back to them, for we shall certainly 

come to them with forces they cannot 

match, and we shall certainly drive them 

from the land in disgrace, and they will 

be utterly humbled.’ (37) 

Solomon said: ‘Which of you, nobles, can 

bring me her throne before they come to 

me in submission?’ (38) 

Said an efreet of the jinn: ‘I shall bring it 

to you before you rise from your position. 

I am powerful enough to do it, and 

worthy of trust.’ (39) 

But the one who was deeply versed in the 

Book said: ‘I shall bring it to you within 

the twinkling of your eye.’ When he saw 

it standing before him, he said: ‘This is 

by the grace of my Lord, so as to test me 

whether I am grateful or ungrateful. He 

who is grateful [to God] is but grateful 

for his own good. As for him who is 

ungrateful... My Lord is self-sufficient, 

most generous.’ (40) 

He [then] said: ‘Alter the appearance of 

her throne: let us see whether she will be 

able to recognize it, or she will remain 

unguided.’ (41) 
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Overview 

In this passage we have a short reference to David and a more complete account of 

Solomon, following immediately after the short episode of Moses. All three were 

prophets sent to the Children of Israel. Yet these stories occur in a s rah that opens 

with a description of the Qur’ n. Later it says: “This Qur’ n explains to the Children of 

Israel most of that over which they disagree.” (Verse 76) 

As related here, Solomon’s story provides far more details than anywhere else in 

the Qur’ n, but it concentrates only on one episode which relates what he did with 

the hoopoe and with the Queen of Sheba. A preamble to the story quotes Solomon as 

he declares to all people that God has granted him the ability to talk to birds and 

understand their speech, and He has further given him of all things. He expresses his 

thanks to God for such clear favours He has bestowed on him. We then see him 

inspecting a procession that included humans, jinn and birds, before we note a 

warning given by one ant to its community lest they be stamped upon. Solomon 

understands the ant’s discourse and again he expresses his gratitude to God. He 

So when she arrived, she was asked: ‘Is 

your throne like this?’ She answered: ‘It 

looks as though it were the same.’ [Said 

Solomon]: ‘We were endowed with 

knowledge before her, and we have 

surrendered ourselves to God. (42) 

Yet that which she used to worship 

instead of God had kept her away [from 

the true faith]. She belonged to an 

unbelieving nation.’ (43) 

She was told to enter the court. When she 

saw it, she thought it was a lake of water, 

and she bared her legs. Said he: ‘It is but 

a court smoothly paved with glass!’ She 

said: ‘0 my Lord! I have indeed wronged 

my soul, but now I submit myself, with 

Solomon, to God, the Lord of all the 

worlds.’ (44) 

ãβθä3 s? z⎯ ÏΒ t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# Ÿω tβρß‰tGöκ u‰ ∩⊆⊇∪  

$£ϑn=sù ôNu™!% ỳ Ÿ≅Š Ï% # x‹s3≈ yδr& Å7 ä© ó tä ( ôM s9$s% 

… çμ ¯Ρr( x. uθèδ 4 $uΖ Ï?ρé& uρ zΟ ù=Ïèø9 $# ⎯ ÏΒ $yγ Î=ö7 s% $̈Ζä. uρ 

t⎦⎫ÏΗÍ>ó¡ãΒ ∩⊆⊄∪  

$yδ£‰|¹uρ $tΒ M tΡ% x. ß‰ç7 ÷è̈? ⎯ ÏΒ ÈβρßŠ «!$# ( $pκ ¨Ξ Î) 

ôM tΡ% x. ⎯ ÏΒ 7Θöθs% t⎦⎪ÌÏ≈ x. ∩⊆⊂∪  

Ÿ≅Š Ï% $oλ m; ’ Í?äz÷Š $# yy÷¢Ç9 $# ( $£ϑn=sù çμ ø?r& u‘ 

çμ ÷Gt6 Å¡ym Zπ ¤fä9 ôM x t±x. uρ ⎯ tã $yγ øŠ s%$y™ 4 tΑ$s% 
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realizes that such favours constitute a test, and he prays to God that he will be 

successful in this test. 

These stories of Moses, David and Solomon are perhaps the most important in the 

history of the Children of Israel. They fit well with what the s rah says in its opening 

about the Qur’ n which, in turn, explains to the Children of Israel most of their 

disputes. Furthermore, the details given here about Solomon are especially suited to 

the subject matter of this s rah. This is clearly apparent in several instances. Firstly, 

the whole s rah lays great emphasis on knowledge. The first words regarding David 

and Solomon are: “We granted knowledge to David and Solomon.” (Verse 15) Solomon’s 

address begins with a reference to his knowledge of the language of the birds: “We 

have been taught the speech of birds.” (Verse 16) As the story progresses, the hoopoe 

excuses itself for its absence: “I have just learnt things that are unknown to you, and I 

come to you from Sheba with accurate information.” (Verse 22) Besides, the one who 

brings the queen’s throne to Solomon in no time is “the one who was deeply versed in the 

Book.” (Verse 40) 

The s rah opens with a reference to the Qur’ n, God’s clear and elucidating book 

sent to the unbelievers, yet they refuse to believe and adopt an incredulous attitude. 

In Solomon’s story, reference is made to the epistle he sent the Queen of Sheba. It 

does not take long before she and her people declare their belief in and submission to 

God. She did so when she saw the superior powers given to Solomon, making the 

jinn, humans and birds subservient to him. But it was God who placed these and 

other powers under Solomon’s command. God has sway over all His creation, and 

He is the Lord of the truly magnificent throne. 

The s rah also looks at a variety of God’s favours granted to people, and a variety 

of signs He has placed in the universe. It refers to the fact that He has placed man in 

charge of the earth but most men deny His signs, refusing to believe in Him or show 

their gratitude. Solomon, however, is an example of a truly grateful servant, who 

appeals to his Lord to guide him to be truly thankful. Enjoyment of his favours does 

not corrupt his upright nature, nor does the power at his command lead him to 

tyranny or transgression. 

The passage about Solomon and the Queen of Sheba is a very good example of the 

Qur’ nic art of story telling. The story is full of movement and action, rich in feeling 

and scenery. Highlighting certain images and separating them with suitable gaps are 

two more aspects of the unique method of the Qur’ n. 

A Brief Reference and a Detailed Account 

For sure, We granted knowledge to David and Solomon, and both of them said: All 
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praise is due to God who has favoured us above many of His believing servants. 

(Verse 15) 

This is the starting signal that opens the story. It reports on the most important 

favour God granted to David and Solomon (peace be upon them both). As for David, 

the details of what knowledge God imparted to him are given in other s rahs. These 

include his fine and enchanting recitation of Psalms which was echoed by the 

universe around him. The mountains and the birds sang God’s praises with him 

because of the sweetness of his voice, his profound sincerity and deep feeling as he 

addressed his Lord. All barriers and impediments between him and the universe 

were removed. He was skilled in making protective garments which were 

particularly useful in war. Iron and sharp, tough objects were softened for him so 

that he was able to use them the way he liked. He was also taught how to judge 

between people, which was a favour also shared by Solomon. 

The s rah also gives us an account of some of the favours God granted Solomon, 

particularly his knowledge of the speech of birds and other creatures. This is in 

addition to what is mentioned in other s rahs, such as his ability to judge in intricate 

disputes, and the fact that the winds were made subject to his command, by God’s 

grace. 

The story begins with the reference to knowledge: “For sure, We granted knowledge 

to David and Solomon.” (Verse 15) Before the verse concludes we are told of their 

thanksgiving to God for this favour. They stress the great value and benefit of 

knowledge, and declare their praise of God for it. Thus, the value of knowledge is 

enhanced, and it becomes clear that people with knowledge are favoured highly. 

We are not told here of the type or speciality of the knowledge given to these two 

prophets because the emphasis is on knowledge in its entirety. This gives us the 

further connotation that all knowledge is a gift from God, and that it behoves every 

person of knowledge to know the source of such knowledge. This makes all those 

endowed with knowledge turn to God, praising Him, and motivates them to use 

their knowledge in ways that please the great Giver. Thus, knowledge, which is an 

aspect of God’s favour, does not turn people away from God. Any knowledge that 

does so is deviant, moving away from its source and missing its goal. Nor does it 

bring happiness to the one who possesses it. Instead, it brings only misery, fear, 

worry and destruction. 

Today humanity has achieved a good standard in a particular branch of science, 

being able to induce nuclear fusion and use nuclear energy. But what has humanity 

benefited by such knowledge whose possessors neither remember, fear or praise 

God, nor use their knowledge in His service? What result has humanity reaped other 

than the horrific tragedy of nuclear bombs being dropped on Hiroshima and 
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Nagasaki, and the worry and fear of destruction that people in the West and the East 

experience?6 

The story then progresses concentrating on Solomon only: “Solomon inherited 

David. He said: ‘O people! We have been taught the speech of birds, and have been given of all 

good things. This is indeed a manifest favour [from God].’” (Verse 16) David was given 

kingship alongside prophethood and knowledge, but it is knowledge, rather than 

kingship, that is mentioned in this context because being a king is too trivial by 

comparison. 

It is clear that the inheritance intended here is that of knowledge, because it is the 

main blessing which deserves mention. This is confirmed by Solomon’s declaration 

to his people: “D people! We have been taught the speech of birds, and have been given of all 

good things.” (Verse 16) He highlights the fact that he has been taught the language of 

birds, and mentions other favours in a general way, but he attributes both to the 

same source, which is not David, his father. Indeed, none of this did he inherit from 

his father. 

Removing the Barriers of Nature 

“O people! We have been taught the speech of birds, and have been given of all good 

things.” (Verse 16) Thus Solomon announces to all people that these are aspects of 

God’s favours granted to him. He seeks no special position as a result. Indeed, he 

describes such favours as they truly are: “This is indeed a manifest favour [from God].” 

(Verse 16) It is a favour that makes its source known to all. No one can teach the 

language of birds to man other than God, and no one can give anyone a measure of 

all good things except God. 

Birds, animals and insects have their own means of communication, which are in 

fact their languages. God, the Creator of all these says: “There is not an animal that 

walks on earth and no bird that flies on its wings but are communities like your own.” (6: 38) 

                                                 
6 After two bombs were dropped on Japan, a member of the industrial authority working on 
production of the British bomb, and who was a professor at the University of Birmingham, wrote: “I 
am certain that it will not be long before the production of bombs, with greater explosive power, 
perhaps by 10,000 tons or more, and then there will be bombs with explosive power reaching one 
million tons. Nothing will ensure protection against such bombs, six of which will be sufficient to 
wipe England off the face of the earth.” His prediction has been fulfilled, and the great powers have 
produced bombs so powerful that they make the bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki seem 
no more than children's toys. Perhaps we should mention here that the Hiroshima bomb immediately 
killed between 210,000 and 240,000 other than causing burns and disfigurement to scores of thousands 
of people. * It should be remembered that this was written in 1954, when the arms race was in full 
swing. The author does not give the source of his quotation, and the name of the professor is written 
in Arabic letters only, making it very difficult to identify him with any degree of accuracy. — Editor's 
note. 
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They cannot form communities unless they have ties and bonds which they 

maintain, and some means of communication with which to understand each other. 

This is clearly observed in many species of bird, animal and insect. Biologists who 

are interested in certain species try hard to understand a little of their languages, but 

they can only rely on guesswork which does not approach any degree of certainty. 

What God granted to Solomon was something special, a miracle that goes beyond the 

laws of nature familiar to man. The knowledge he acquired was not through any 

attempt he had made to understand these species; it was a gift from God. 

It is important to emphasize this point so as to make it clearly understood. Some 

contemporary commentators on the Qur’ n are too impressed by modern scientific 

achievements. Hence they try to explain what the Qur’ n says about Solomon as 

similar to the attempts by biologists to understand the methods of communication 

used by birds and animals. Thus, they force the miracle God granted to Solomon out 

of its nature. They also give scientific discoveries a degree of importance far greater 

than what they deserve. It is perfectly easy for God to teach one of His servants the 

languages of birds, animals and insects, as a special favour, and without any effort 

on that person’s part. This does not require more than the lifting of some barriers 

God has placed between different species when He created them all. 

Yet this is only one part of the miracle God granted to Solomon, His servant. The 

other part was that a number of the jinn and birds were placed under his command, 

serving him like human servants would. Moreover, the birds thus placed under him 

were given special faculties far greater than ordinary birds of the same species. This 

is clearly apparent in the story of the hoopoe who was able to understand the 

situation at the Queen of Sheba’s court as clearly as a most intelligent and religious 

person. This is again a miraculous aspect. 

It is a fact that the law God has set for His creation allows birds a measure of 

understanding that may vary, but this measure remains well below what man 

understands. That birds have their own form is merely part of the overall balance 

maintained in the universe. It is subject to the general law of creation. 

Another fact is that a hoopoe living today is exactly the same as other hoopoes 

that have lived on earth for a very long time. Its genes are such that they make it, 

practically, a clone of the first hoopoe. Whatever adaptations the hoopoe has gone 

through does not enable it to move on to a higher species. This is clearly part of the 

system and balance God has set for His creation. 

The two facts mentioned above cannot preclude the working of a miracle 

whenever God, the Creator of all species and laws governing them wants it. The 

miracle itself may be a part of the overall law of creation, which we do not know in 

full. If it is, then this part occurs at the time appointed for it, which is known only to 
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God. As it occurs, it transcends the natural laws familiar to man, but it thus 

complements the divine laws of creation and balance. This explains how Solomon’s 

hoopoe came into existence, and perhaps all the birds that were placed under 

Solomon’s command at that time. 

A Majestic Procession for Solomon 

“Before Solomon were marshalled his troops of jinn, humans and birds; and they were all 

lined in orderly ranks.” (Verse 17) This is a big procession in which are marshalled all 

troops, jinn, human and bird. Naturally, men are well known to us, but the jinn are 

creatures about whom we know nothing more than what God has said in the Qur’ n. 

They were created from flames, and can see us while we cannot see them: “Surely, he 

and his tribe watch you from where you cannot perceive them.” (7: 27) [The reference in 

this verse is to Iblīs, or Satan, who belongs to the jinn.] They are able to prompt 

people and tempt them to take evil and sinful actions. We do not know how this 

takes place. We also know that a group of them believed in God’s Messenger (peace 

be upon him). He did not meet or see them, but God informed him of what 

happened: “Say: ‘It has been revealed to me that a group of the jinn listened [to the 

Qur’ n]’, and said: ‘We have listened to a wonderful discourse that guides to what is right, 

and so we have come to believe in it. We shall never associate any partners with our Lord.’” 

(72: 1-2) We also know that God made some of them serve Solomon, making for him 

whatever he wished of sanctuaries, statues, and large cauldrons for cooking. They 

also dived into the sea for him, and did his bidding. Some were in his procession side 

by side with humans and birds. 

We say that God placed under Solomon’s command only a section of the jinn, 

birds, and humans. Thus it is clear that not all people on earth were his subjects, 

because his kingdom stretched over an area that includes today’s Palestine, Lebanon, 

Syria and Iraq, up to the Euphrates. Similarly, not all the jinn or birds were under his 

command; rather it was a section of each type. 

In support of this view about the jinn we cite the fact that Iblīs, or Satan, and his 

offspring belong to the jinn as the Qur’ n states: 

When We said to the angels: ‘Prostrate yourselves before Adam,’ they all prostrated 

themselves. Not so Iblīs, who belonged to the jinn and he disobeyed his Lord’s 

command.” (18: 50) God also says about Iblīs: “who whispers in the hearts of 

mankind, from among jinn and mankind. (114: 5-6) 

Thus Iblīs and his offspring who all belonged to the jinn continued to whisper in 

people’s hearts tempting them to sin during Solomon’s reign. Had they been placed 
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under his command, they would not have been able to do so since he was a prophet 

advocating what is right. Hence, it is clear that only a section of them were loyal to 

Solomon. 

In support of our view concerning the birds, we say that Solomon learnt of the 

hoopoe’s absence when he inspected the birds. Had all birds, including all hoopoes, 

been placed under him, they would have been marshalled in his procession, and he 

would never have been able to discover the absence of one hoopoe among millions of 

hoopoes, and many millions of birds. He would not have wondered: “Why is it that I 

do not see the hoopoe?” (Verse 20) Indeed, this question suggests that it was a 

particular hoopoe which he identified. It might be that it was the only hoopoe under 

Solomon’s command, or that it was the one in a group of hoopoes whose duty was to 

take part in that particular procession. What supports this view is that we soon 

realize that the hoopoe in question was gifted with an understanding that transcends 

what hoopoes and all birds normally possess. Such gifts must have been granted to 

those placed under Solomon’s command, and not to hoopoes and birds in general. 

Indeed, the hoopoe in the story appears to have a gift of understanding matched only 

by intelligent and God- fearing humans. 

So, this great procession was ready before Solomon, “and they were all lined in 

orderly ranks,” so that there would be no chance of disorder. They are described as 

‘troops’ in the verse to indicate the orderly nature of the procession. 

At length, when they came to a valley of ants, one ant said: ‘Go into your dwellings, 

ants, lest Solomon and his troops inadvertently crush you.’ He smiled joyously at her 

words, and said: My Lord! Direct my whole being so that I will always be grateful for 

Your grace which You have bestowed on me and on my parents, and that I may do 

righteous deeds which will please You; and include me, by Your grace, among Your 

righteous servants.’ (Verses 18-19) 

So the procession moved forward in an orderly manner, until they reached a 

valley where ants were in plenty. In fact the s rah describes the place as a valley of 

ants. At this point, an ant supervisor made an announcement to all other ants in the 

vicinity. It should be remembered that, like bees, ants live in complex social colonies 

in which different ants have different functions and duties that are organized 

according to an elaborate system that we might find too difficult to emulate, despite 

our superior intelligence. So, the supervisor ant announced in the manner of 

communication used by ants that they should hasten back to their dwellings, so that 

Solomon and his troops would not crush them unawares. 

Solomon understood what she said and was pleased. His pleasure was two-fold: 

he smiled at her words like an adult smiles to a child who tries to evade him, fearing 
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that the adult wants to punish him when he has no such intention. Plus he was 

gratified that God has given him this gift which opened up for him worlds that are 

normally closed to mankind. He was also joyful at the fact that ants should have such 

understanding, with the ability to give orders and carry them out. 

When Solomon gathered what the ant said, he smiled joyously at her words.’ Yet he 

soon realized what had just happened. He realized that it was all a great gift God had 

granted him, lifting the barriers that separate different types of creation. He therefore 

turned to God in acknowledgement of His favours: “My Lord! Direct my whole being so 

that I will always be grateful for Your grace which You have bestowed on me and on my 

parents.” (Verse 19) It is a direct address to his Lord, one that expresses the feeling 

that He is so close to him. He wants his whole being: organs, feelings and thoughts; 

heart, mind and tongue; words, actions and directions; talents, abilities and energies 

to be brought together to offer thanks for all the favours bestowed on him and his 

parents. Solomon’s prayer indicates how profound his appreciation of God’s grace 

was. He felt that God’s blessings overwhelmed his whole being as also his parents’. 

Hence, he wanted to give due thanks with his whole being: “My Lord! Direct my whole 

being so that I will always be grateful for Your grace which You have bestowed on me and on 

my parents.” (Verse 19) 

“And that I may do righteous deeds which will please You.” (Verse 19) To do good 

deeds is also a blessing from God to which He directs those who are genuinely 

grateful for His gifts. Solomon, a truly grateful servant of God who prays for His 

help so that he would wholeheartedly express his gratitude, also prays to Him to 

guide him to do what will earn His pleasure. 

“And include me, by Your grace, among Your righteous servants.” (Verse 19) Solomon 

knows that to be included among God’s righteous servants is an aspect of God’s 

mercy. When it is bestowed on a servant of God, it guides him to do righteous deeds, 

and thus he is included in this best group of God’s servants. We note that Solomon, a 

prophet at whose disposal God placed large sections of jinn, birds and people, does 

not take anything for granted. He fears lest his deeds or thanksgiving might not be 

up to the standard expected of him. This is a case of refined sensitivity that enhances 

Solomon’s aspiration to gain God’s pleasure and receive His mercy. It is expressed at 

the moment God’s grace is brought into view, as when the ant’s warning to other 

ants focuses attention on God’s grace that made Solomon understand her speech. 

We see here two miracles, not one. The first is Solomon listening to the ant and 

understanding her warning to her community. The second is the ant’s awareness that 

the approaching people were Solomon and his troops. We know that the first 

pertains to what God taught Solomon, a man and a prophet. Comparatively 

speaking, this is more probable than the second miracle which is clear in the ant’s 

words. An ant may recognize that the approaching procession consists of gigantic 
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creatures who could easily crush tiny ones like ants if they step on them. Prompted 

by the survival instinct God has given them, ants may flee such a danger. But for an 

ant to recognize Solomon and his troops is miraculous indeed. 

The Story Unfolds 

All this was a prelude to Solomon’s story with the Queen of Sheba in which the 

hoopoe plays an important role. The story is told in six scenes with certain aspects 

deliberately left out, but which do not impair our understanding. Indeed, these gaps 

serve to enhance the artistic beauty of the story. Furthermore, some scenes carry a 

commentary, alerting us to their spiritual significance and enhancing the moral 

portrayed. These stylistic features combine in such a way as to ensure the perfect 

harmony of the verses. 

Since the reference to Solomon began by mentioning the jinn, humans and birds, 

as well as highlighting the importance of knowledge, the story gives roles to all three 

aspects of creation, thus showing the value of knowledge. It is as if the opening 

verses deliberately identify the key actors in the story. This, then, is one of the 

Qur’ n’s finer artistic features in storytelling. 

As told in the s rah, the story paints the personal and distinctive features of the 

main characters: Solomon, the queen, the hoopoe and the queen’s courtiers. It 

portrays the different reactions from these characters in the various situations 

presented. 

The first scene begins with the military parade, after the procession has passed the 

valley of the ants: 

He inspected the birds and said: ‘Why is it that I do not see the hoopoe? Is he among 

the absentees? I will certainly punish him severely, or I will kill him, unless He brings 

me a clear warrant’ [for his absence]. (Verses 20-21) 

We see Solomon, a prophet and a king, marshalling his troops, and inspecting the 

birds only to discover the hoopoe’s absence. We understand that this is a special 

hoopoe, with a specific position assigned to it in the procession. It was not just one of 

thousands or millions of hoopoes on the face of the earth. We note that Solomon was 

alert enough to miss a mere soldier in the great multitude composed of jinn, men and 

birds. His enquiry is of the type that befits a commander: it is flexible, looking at the 

different possibilities: “Why is it that I do not see the hoopoe? Is he among the absentees?” 

(Verse 20) 

It soon becomes clear to all that the hoopoe is absent without permission. The 
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matter needed to be dealt with firmly so as to keep matters under control, 

particularly because its absence was no longer a secret. Hence, Solomon threatens the 

absent hoopoe: “I will certainly punish him severely, or I will kill him.” (Verse 21) But 

Solomon is not a tyrant; he is a prophet. He does not issue a final judgement on the 

hoopoe before listening to what it has to say in its defence. Therefore, we 

immediately see Solomon as a just ruler: “Unless he brings me a clear warrant,” to 

justify his absence. 

The curtains are drawn here, or maybe the scene continues as the hoopoe arrives. 

He carries an important and surprising piece of news for Solomon, as also for us who 

are observing events as they unfold: 

But the hoopoe did not take long in coming. He said: ‘I have just learnt things that are 

unknown to you, and I come to you from Sheba with accurate information. I found 

there a woman ruling over them; and she has been given of all good things, and hers is 

a magnificent throne. I found her and her people prostrating themselves to the sun 

instead of God; and Satan has made their deeds seem goodly to them, thus turning 

them away from the path [of God], so that they cannot find the right way. That they 

should not prostrate themselves in worship of God who brings forth all that is hidden 

in the heavens and the earth, and knows what you conceal and what you reveal. God, 

other than whom there is no deity, the Lord of the [truly] magnificent Throne.’ 

(Verses 22-26) 

The hoopoe is fully aware of the king’s firm and serious demeanour. Therefore, he 

begins his report with a surprise that overshadows the fault of his absence and 

ensures that the king will listen to him: ‘I have just learnt things that are unknown to 

you.” What king would not listen when one of his subjects tells him that he has learnt 

something that he could not know? Now that the hoopoe has the king’s attention, it 

proceeds to give the news he brought from Sheba, in Yemen. He mentions first that 

“I found there a woman ruling over them,” and he further adds that “she has been given of 

all good things,” which tells that her kingdom was affluent, powerful and civilized. 

Furthermore, the queen’s “is a magnificent throne.” (Verse 23) She sits on a 

magnificent couch which indicates the presence of skilled workers. The hoopoe adds 

that he found both the queen and her people “prostrating themselves to the sun instead 

of God.” (Verse 24) He explains that these people had erred because Satan had 

deceived them, making their deeds seem fair to them. Thus, they are bereft of 

guidance, and as such they do not worship God Almighty “who brings forth all that is 

hidden in the heavens and the earth.” (Verse 25) What is hidden’ refers to everything that 

is concealed, including the rain from the sky and the plants of the earth. It also 

includes the secrets of the heavens and the earth. He also “knows what you conceal and 

what you reveal.” (Verse 25) This mirrors what is hidden in the heavens and earth as it 
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refers to what is hidden within one’s own soul. 

Until this point the hoopoe remains in the position of someone who has broken 

the rules and is still awaiting the king’s judgement. Hence, it concludes the news it 

brought with a reference to God Almighty, the Lord of all, and the Lord of the 

magnificent throne, to which no human throne can be compared: “God, other than 

whom there is no deity, the Lord of the [truly] magnificent Throne.” (Verse 26) This 

reference is meant as a reminder to the king so as to moderate his attitude as he 

remembers God’s great power. It is, in short, a subtle appeal for compassion. 

What we see here is a remarkable, intelligent hoopoe who has faith. He presents 

what he saw very skilfully, aware of its position, and relying on subtle expression. It 

understands that the woman is a queen and the people around her are her subjects, 

and it is fully aware that they prostrate themselves before the sun, instead of God. It 

also knows that such worship should be offered only to God who is the Lord of all 

the universe. This is not how hoopoes generally look at matters and understand 

them. Such understanding by a hoopoe is indeed miraculous. 

Exchange with a Powerful Queen 

Solomon does not judge the matter hastily. He is not too thrilled with the news 

brought by the hoopoe. He wants to be sure before taking any action. This is the 

appropriate course to follow by a fair prophet and a wise king: 

Said [Solomon]: We shall see whether you have told the truth or you are a liar. Go 

with this my letter and deliver it to them; and then draw back from them, and see what 

answer they return. (Verses 27-28) 

At this point the contents of the letter are not revealed. They are left until it is 

delivered when interest is at its highest. 

The curtains are drawn here. When they are lifted again, we are in the presence of 

the Queen of Sheba, after the letter has been delivered to her. She is in consultation 

with her advisers: 

[The Queen of Sheba] said: Know, my nobles, that a worthy letter has been delivered to 

me. It is from Solomon, and it reads, ‘In the name of God, the Most Merciful, the 

Beneficent: Do not exalt yourselves against me, but come to me in submission [to 

God].’(Verses 29-31) 

As she tells them of the letter we gather that most probably she did not know how 

the letter was delivered or by whom. She uses the passive voice in her report of its 
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delivery. Had she known that it was a hoopoe who delivered it, as some 

commentaries on the Qur’ n suggest, she would surely have reported this as a 

remarkable and extraordinary event. Nevertheless, she describes the letter as 

“worthy’, either because of its shape, appearance, the seal it bears or because of its 

contents which she reports to her advisers: “It is from Solomon, and it reads, ‘In the 

name of God, the Most Merciful, the Beneficent: Do not exalt yourselves against me, but come 

to me in submission [to God].” (Verses 30-31) She did not worship God, but the whole 

region knew about Solomon and his status. Besides, the language of the letter was 

clear, decisive and to the point. 

What the letter stated was very clear, simple and powerful. It began with the name 

of God, the Most Merciful, and made a single demand: that the queen and her people 

must not take a hostile or belligerent attitude towards its sender; rather, they should 

go to him declaring their submission to God, in whose name he addressed them. 

Having reported on the letter and its contents, the queen requested advice, 

declaring that she would not make a decision without their consultation and consent: 

“Nobles, counsel me in this my affair; no decision on any matter do I take unless you are 

present.” (Verse 32) Thus she appears to be a very wise queen. It is clear at the outset 

that she was greatly impressed by the letter, yet she also appears serious and 

decisive. She imparted this to her advisers by describing the letter as ‘worthy’. It is 

clear that she wants neither opposition nor belligerency. She does not say this 

openly; instead, she prepares the way for it by the line she takes. She then requests 

their advice. 

As is customary with courtiers, they declared their readiness to do whatever was 

demanded of them, but they left the final decision to the queen: “They said: We are 

endowed with power and with mighty prowess in war; but the command is yours. Consider, 

then, what you would command.” (Verse 33) 

Now we see the woman, rather than the queen, expressing her feelings. A woman 

instinctively hates war and the destruction it brings in its wake. Therefore, she 

decides to seek peace and conciliation rather than resistance and conflict: 

Said she: When kings enter a country, they despoil it, and make the noble ones of its 

people the most abject. Thus do they behave. Hence, I am going to send these people a 

gift and wait to see what the envoys bring back. (Verses 34-35) 

The queen is fully aware that when kings occupy a city or a country, they wreak 

havoc, destroying everything, so as to break all resistance. In particular, they target 

its chiefs, seeking to humiliate them as they are the ones who put up resistance. This 

is clearly the habit of all domineering kings. She is also aware that a gift wins hearts 

and emphasizes friendship. It may also remove the threat of war. Hence, her 
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approach was certainly worth a try. If Solomon accepted the gift, then he was after 

something that belonged to this world. She would then know that normal worldly 

means would be effective. If he refused the gift, then it was all a question of faith 

which he would pursue with diligence, accepting no compromise. 

This scene is concluded at this point. When the curtains are lifted again we see the 

queen’s emissaries delivering her gift to Solomon who takes them to task for thinking 

that they could buy his peace with money, seeking to divert him from calling on 

them to believe in God. He announced his final ultimatum, in clear and powerful 

terms: 

When [the queen’s envoy] came to Solomon, he said: Is it gold that you would give 

me? What God has given me is much better than all that He has given you. Yet you 

rejoice with your own gift. Go back to them, for we shall certainly come to them with 

forces they cannot match, and we shall certainly drive them from the land in disgrace, 

and they will be utterly humbled.’ (Verses 36-37) 

His answer derides money, scorning its use in a situation that involves advocacy 

of the faith, where it can be of no use: “Is it gold that you would give me?” Are you 

making me such a trivial offer? “What God has given me is much better than all that He 

has given you.” (Verse 36) He has given me things that are far superior to wealth; 

namely, knowledge, prophethood and the service of the jinn and birds. No material 

thing, rich as it may be, holds any attraction for me: “Yet you rejoice with your own 

gift.” (Verse 36) Such worldly luxuries may please the likes of you who have no bond 

with God and who do not receive His gifts. 

He follows this with a new ultimatum, saying to the queen’s envoy: “Go back to 

them,” and take your gift with you. Tell them to await their inevitable defeat: “We 

shall certainly come to them with forces they cannot match.” (Verse 37) Such forces have 

never been placed under any person’s command. The queen and her powerful army 

are no match for them. “And we shall certainly drive them from the land in disgrace, and 

they will be utterly humbled.” (Verse 37) 

The curtains are drawn, and the envoys are dismissed. The s rah does not add a 

further word about them. It is as if the whole matter is settled and needs no further 

comment. 

Waiting for the Queen 

We now see Solomon fully aware that his answer will settle the matter with the 

queen, whom he realized had no wish for conflict. Indeed, he felt that she was likely 

to respond to his call. The s rah, however, does not mention how her envoys 
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returned, what they said to her, and how she made up her mind. There is a gap here, 

but we learn from what comes afterwards that she planned to go to Solomon, and 

that he was aware of her intention. Hence, he discusses with his commanders how to 

bring him her throne which she had left well guarded in her palace: 

Solomon said: “Which of you, nobles, can bring me her throne before they come to me 

in submission?’ Said an afreet of the jinn: I shall bring it to you before you rise from 

your position. I am powerful enough to do it, and worthy of trust.’ But the one who 

was deeply versed in the Book said: I shall bring it to you within the twinkling of your 

eye.’ (Verses 38-40) 

What was Solomon’s objective behind bringing her throne before she arrived and 

declared her submission to God? Most probably he wanted to show her some aspect 

of the superior power placed at his command. This was likely to win her heart and 

influence her to believe in God. 

An afreet from among the jinn offered to bring the throne to him before he had 

finished the session he was attending. It is reported that he sat from morning till 

noon to judge in disputes that were put to him. Apparently, Solomon felt that this 

was too long a time to wait. Therefore, a person ‘who was deeply versed in the Book’ 

offered to bring it in the twinkling of an eye. The s rah does not mention the name of 

that person, nor does it say which was the book known to him. We understand, 

however, that he was a believer who had a strong bond with God, and had some 

divine secret that allowed him to use something of the great power that transcends 

barriers and distances. This is something that at times occurs to some people with 

very strong faith. No explanation is offered for it, because it goes beyond what is 

familiar to people. This, then, is all that we can say without delving into the realm of 

legend and superstition. 

Some commentators on the Qur’ n add certain details. Some say that the book 

mentioned in the verse is the Torah; others say that the person knew God’s greatest 

name; and others still have offered yet more suggestions. None of these, however, 

gives us any explanation that carries any degree of certainty. Yet the matter is much 

simpler than all such explanations. Countless are the secrets we know nothing about 

in the universe around us, and numerous also are the powers that we do not use 

ourselves. Indeed, within the human soul there are many secrets and powers that we 

cannot fathom. When God wants to inform any of His servants of one of these secrets 

or powers that person will accomplish something of a miraculous nature that goes 

beyond what is familiar. It is all accomplished by God’s will and design. No one 

other than a true servant of God will be able to accomplish such feats. 

The person in Solomon’s story who is described as deeply versed in the Book’ was 
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able, by the knowledge imparted to him, to use some secret or power that enabled 

him to accomplish the miraculous bringing over of the queen’s throne to Solomon. 

His knowledge of the Book established a bond between him and his Lord that made 

him able to do what was required. 

Some commentators suggest that this was Solomon himself, but we think it was 

more likely that it was a different person. Had it been Solomon, the s rah would have 

mentioned this given that the whole story is about him. There would have been no 

need to withhold his name at this remarkable juncture. Some say that his name was 

Assaf ben Berachia, but we have no evidence to support this. 

When he saw it standing before him, he said: This is by the grace of my Lord, so as to 

test me whether I am grateful or ungrateful. He who is grateful [to God] is but 

grateful for his own good. As for him who is ungrateful... My Lord is self sufficient, 

most generous. (Verse 40) 

Solomon was clearly in awe of God’s majesty as He fulfilled his requests in such a 

supernatural way. He also felt that such grace constituted a serious test for him 

personally. To pass such a test successfully he would need to be very alert, as also 

need help from God. He also needed to recognize God’s favours and to be genuinely 

grateful for them. Needless to say, God needed no thanks from anyone, but the one 

who thanks God for His favours does so for his own good, because his thanks ensure 

that more favours will come his way. In this way, then Solomon would be better able 

to pass the test. As for those who are ungrateful, they should know that God has no 

need of them or their gratitude; He is most generous, granting favours and expecting 

neither return nor gratitude. 

A Confrontation of Sorts 

Now Solomon continues preparing some surprises for the Queen of Sheba whom 

he expected would arrive shortly: “He [then] said: Alter the appearance of her throne: let 

us see whether she will be able to recognize it, or she will remain unguided.” (Verse 41) He 

wanted the distinctive features of her throne to be changed, so as to gauge her 

intelligence and alertness. Would she be able to recognize it, or would the change 

confuse her such that she could not see it? 

Perhaps Solomon wanted to test her presence of mind and her reaction at the 

point of surprise as she saw the throne. Therefore, we are presented with a picture of 

the queen with Solomon: “So when she arrived, she was asked: ‘Is your throne like this?’ 

She answered: “It looks as though it were the same.’“ (Verse 42) This was a shock for the 

queen. She could have never thought it possible that the throne she was looking at 



Al-Naml (The Ants) | SOLOMON AND THE QUEEN OF SHEBA 

 111

was her own. She had left it in her own country, where it was well guarded. What 

could bring it to Jerusalem, Solomon’s capital? Who could bring it and how? Yet she 

could see that it was hers, despite the alterations. Should she deny this on the basis of 

the realities of the situation, or should she say that it was hers, considering all the 

similarities? Her answer was thoughtful and clever: “It looks as though it were the 

same.” (Verse 42) She neither denied nor confirmed it. In fact her answer is indicative 

of a sharp intelligence and quick presence of mind. 

We have here another gap which suggests that she was informed of the surprise 

and its secret. In reply she said that she was already prepared to surrender herself to 

God from the moment she had decided to come to Solomon after he had turned 

down her gift: “We were endowed with knowledge before her, and we have surrendered 

ourselves.” (Verse 42) 

The s rah then explains what prevented her from believing in God up to that point 

and what had turned her away from surrendering herself to God when Solomon’s 

letter was first delivered to her. She had grown up in the midst of an unbelieving 

people. Her worship of creatures that were far from equal to God, such as the sun, 

actually prevented her from worshipping Him alone: “Yet that which she used to 

worship instead of God had kept her away [from the true faith]. She belonged to an 

unbelieving nation.” (Verse 43) 

Solomon had already prepared another surprise for the queen, which thus far 

remains hidden from us. With the first one, we were told of it before it actually 

occurred, but here the method is different: 

She was told to enter the court. When she saw it, she thought it was a lake of water, 

and she bared her legs. Said he: “It is but a court smoothly paved with glass!’ She said: 

‘0 my Lord! I have indeed wronged my soul, but now I submit myself with Solomon, 

to God, the Lord of all the worlds.’ (Verse 44) 

This surprise consisted of a palace made of glass, and its floor placed above water 

so as to appear like a lake. When she was asked to enter the palace, she thought that 

she was meant to walk through the lake and so lifted her skirts to bare her legs. The 

surprise was then complete. Now Solomon tells her its secret: “It is but a court 

smoothly paved with glass.” (Verse 44) The queen stood agape, perfectly amazed at 

such wondrous accomplishments that defy human capabilities. She recognized that 

Solomon had been given superior powers. Therefore, she turned to God 

acknowledging her past error, declaring that she had wronged herself when she 

worshipped others, and announcing her submission, not to Solomon, but with him, 

“to God, the Lord of all the worlds.” (Verse 44) 

Thus her heart had interacted with divine guidance and benefitted by its light. She 
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realized that surrendering to God did not mean her submission to anyone of His 

creatures, not even to Solomon, the prophet and the king who had been given all 

these miracles. True surrender is to God, the Lord of all the worlds, being in 

companionship with those who believe in Him and who advocate His message, on 

the basis of equality. 

The s rah highlights this point in order to clarify the nature of belief in God and 

surrender to Him. It imparts the sort of dignity that raises the vanquished to the 

ranks of the victors, such that they become brothers in faith. In fact, there are no 

vanquished or victors. How can there be when they are truly brothers, tied by the 

bond of faith, feeling their equality in God’s sight? 

The elders of the Quraysh who opposed the Prophet in Makkah felt it far beneath 

them that they should be under Muhammad’s leadership. Here we see a woman of 

the past teaching them that Islam places the advocate of the divine message and 

those who are addressed by that advocate on the same basis. Leader and 

subordinates are equals, treated in the same way. People simply respond to God’s 

Messenger and submit with him to God, the Lord of all the worlds. 
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4 

Plotting to Kill a Prophet 

To the Tham d We sent their brother, 

Ş li , and he said: “Worship God alone’, 

but they split into two contending 

factions. (45) 

Said [Ş li ]: “My people, why do you 

seek to hasten evil instead of hoping for 

the good? Why do you not seek God’s 

forgiveness, so that you may be graced 

with His mercy?’ (46) 

They answered: “We augur evil from you 

and those that follow you.’ Said he: “The 

evil you augur can come only from God. 

You are indeed people undergoing a test.’ 

(47) 

There were in the city nine men who did 

evil deeds in the land, and would not do 

any good. (48) 

They said: ‘Let us swear a mutual oath 

by God that we shall suddenly kill him 

and his household by night; and then we 

shall boldly say to his next of kin, “We 

did not witness the destruction of his 

household; and we are indeed telling the 

truth.” (49) 

They devised a scheme; but We also 

devised a scheme, while they could not 
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Overview 

In the majority of cases when an account of the history of the Prophet Ş li  and 

the Thamūd is given, it constitutes part of a series of histories involving the Prophets 

Noah, Had, Lot and Shu`ayb. Sometimes we also have an account of Abraham. In 

this s rah, particular emphasis is given to prophets sent to the Children of Israel: 

Moses, David and Solomon. We have no account of Hūd, Shu`ayb or Abraham. 

In the present account of Ş li  we have no mention of the she- camel which was 

the miracle given to him. Instead, we are given the episode involving nine wicked 

people who plotted to assassinate him and his household. They conspired against 

him when he was totally unaware, but God foiled their scheming, destroyed them 

and their community, leaving the homes of the wrongdoers empty to serve as a 

lesson to following generations. He saved those who believed and led God-fearing 

lives. The idolaters in Makkah often passed by the destroyed dwellings of the 

Thamūd, yet still they did not take heed. 

Precipitating Evil 

“To the Tham d We sent their brother, Ş li , and he said: “Worship God alone’, but they 

split into two contending factions.” (Verse 45) In this verse the whole message Ş li  

conveyed to his people is summed up in one point, “worship God alone,’ which is the 

basis of the divine message to mankind throughout all generations, and with all 

prophets and messengers. Although everything around man in the universe and 

perceive it. (50) 

Behold what all their scheming came to 

in the end: We destroyed them utterly, 

together with all their people, (51) 

and their dwellings are now empty, 

ruined, because of their wrongdoing. In 

this there is a clear sign for people of 

knowledge. (52) 

And we saved the people who believed 

and were God-fearing. (53) 
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within man himself urges belief in this fundamental truth, humanity lived for 

countless generations denying or deriding this basic and simple fact. It continues to 

deliberately evade it today, taking divergent routes that lead it away from the right 

and straight path. 

The s rah mentions the attitude of Ş li ’s people after he had endeavoured to 

persuade them to believe, but they split into two factions: one that responded to him 

and the other who opposed him. The latter formed the majority, as we are told 

elsewhere in the Qur’ n. 

We then have a gap in the story, which is common in Qur’ nic narration, and we 

sense that those who denied Ş li ’s message tried to hasten God’s punishment 

against which he had warned them, rather than praying for God’s guidance and 

mercy. In this they were the same as the Quraysh who also precipitated God’s 

punishment. Ş li  criticized their attitude and tried to direct them to seek God’s 

forgiveness, so that they might receive His mercy: “Said [Ş li ]: My people, why do you 

seek to hasten evil instead of hoping for the good? Why do you not seek God’s forgiveness, so 

that you may be graced with His mercy?” (Verse 46) 

The hearts of unbelievers can reach such a level of corruption that they appeal to 

God, saying: “God, if this be indeed Your revealed truth, then rain down upon us stones 

from the skies, or inflict grievous suffering on us.” (8: 32) They say this rather than 

praying to God to guide them to believe in the truth He has revealed. While this 

verse refers to what the Quraysh said, Ş li ’s people said something similar, rejecting 

their prophet’s appeals that they should repent, seek God’s forgiveness and pray for 

His mercy. They even justified their irritation with him and his followers by saying 

that they constituted a bad omen and that they expected evil to befall them as a result 

of their presence: “They answered: We augur evil from you and those that follow you.” 

(Verse 47) 

The Arabic text uses the verb i yrn , rendered here as ‘we augur evil’. It refers to 

the different superstitious habits of ignorant people who refuse to accept the clarity 

of faith. In Arabia a person who was about to take a serious decision would scare a 

bird. If the bird flew towards the right rather than the left, the man felt optimistic 

about his decision and went ahead with it. If the bird flew to the left, the man would 

be gloomy, expecting evil. Needless to say, birds know nothing of the world that lies 

beyond our perception. Their spontaneous flight cannot tell us anything about the 

unknown. But it is ingrained within human nature that it cannot live without 

something unknown to which it attributes what lies beyond its knowledge and 

ability. When it does not attribute this, through faith, to God who knows all that lies 

beyond the reach of any creature’s perception, it attributes it to legend and 

superstition that know no limit and follow no logic. 
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Many are those who deny God, and refuse to attribute to Him what lies beyond 

human perception, describing it as religious fallacy, while claiming for themselves a 

superior standard of knowledge. At the same time they attach much importance to 

the number 13, or to a black cat crossing their path, or to lighting two cigarettes with 

one match, or other such superstitious notions. This is indicative of the way people 

resist human nature and its need for faith. Indeed human nature cannot dispense 

with faith in its attempt to explain many universal phenomena which human 

knowledge has not yet fathomed. Indeed some of these will always remain beyond 

the reach of human knowledge, because they exceed human ability which is given to 

man in accordance with what he needs for the fulfilment of his task of building life 

on earth. 

When Ş li ’s people stated their stupid excuse, one which betrayed their 

superstitious confusion, Ş li  put the truth clearly before their eyes: “Said he: The evil 

you augur can come only from God.” (Verse 47) Everything that relates to your fortunes, 

future and destiny lies with God. He has set certain rules, commanded people to 

comply with His laws, and set clear before them the way to ensure their happiness. 

Whoever follows divine guidance will have its good results, without any need to 

scare a bird in order to decide what path to follow. Those who deviate from His 

guidance will reap evil results, even though their scared birds may reassure them by 

the direction of their flight. 

“You are indeed people undergoing a test.” (Verse 47) You are certainly being tested 

with whatever happens to you, good or bad, and with God’s bounty that is given to 

you. Therefore, to stay alert, study events and recognize that they are part of the trial 

that will ensure good results which can never be achieved through pursuing omens. 

True faith makes people evaluate things properly, motivates them to reflect on 

what takes place all around them. It makes them realize that it all happens by God’s 

will, while nothing is the result of blind coincidence. Thus, life increases in value and 

people attain a higher spiritual standard. Man makes his journey through life on this 

planet without any isolation from the universe around him, or its Creator who 

conducts its affairs, or the laws of nature operated by God to ensure the continuity of 

the universe. 

This sound approach is, however, accepted only by sound hearts which have not 

been twisted by irrevocable deviation from the truth. 

Among Ş li ’s people there were nine leaders who were irreconcilable in their 

opposition to his call. Hence, they plotted against him and his family: 

There were in the city nine men who did evil deeds in the land, and would not do any 

good. They said: ‘Let us swear a mutual oath by God that we shall suddenly kill him 
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and his household by night; and then we shall boldly say to his next of kin, “We did 

not witness the destruction of his household; and we are indeed telling the truth.” 

(Verses 48-49) 

These nine people had left no room in their hearts for the truth and its message. 

They were determined to bring matters to a head after they found Ş li ’s argument 

overpowering. Hence they devised a plot. Most singularly, they agreed under oath 

by God to kill Ş li  and his family under the cover of darkness. All this when he 

asked nothing other than that they believe in God and worship Him alone. It is also 

singular that they should not only swear to kill him and his family, but that they 

were also intent on denying any knowledge of the crime. “We are indeed telling the 

truth.” They would kill them in darkness, and as such they would not see the killing 

and hence would not be witnesses to it. 

What a stupid, shallow trick! Yet they used it to reassure themselves and justify 

their lies. It is certainly singular that such people were so keen to sound truthful 

given the circumstances. When it is blinded to God’s guidance which shows the 

straight path, human nature betrays countless such twists and deviations. 

So they schemed and plotted, but God was watching them, aware of their 

scheming: “They devised a scheme; but We also devised a scheme, while they could not 

perceive it.” (Verse 50) The gap between the two schemes, and the two powers behind 

them is too far to bridge. Yet often are those who have power deceived by their 

resources, oblivious to the watching eye that never sleeps. They do not reckon with 

God’s power as it takes them suddenly and from where they do not expect: “Behold 

what all their scheming came to in the end: We destroyed them utterly, together with all their 

people, and their dwellings are now empty, ruined, because of their wrongdoing.” (Verses 51-

52) 

It is only a brief moment yet destruction engulfs them, leaving their homes empty 

with no soul surviving. A moment earlier they had been scheming their evil plot. The 

s rah deliberately portrays the two scenes in quick succession, in order to highlight 

the devastating element that takes unawares those plotters who are deceived by their 

power, thinking their scheme perfectly worked out. 

“In this there is a clear sign for people of knowledge.” (Verse 52) The s rah as a whole 

and its comments on the stories it relates repeatedly emphasizes the importance of 

knowledge. 

Following this image of surprise punishment, the s rah then mentions that those 

believers who were conscious of God and feared Him were saved: “And we saved the 

people who believed and were God-fearing.” (Verse 53) A person who fears God is spared 

other fears. 
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It is clearly stated in a sacred adīth that “God will not allow two types of fear to 

afflict a believer.’ Thus, a believer who truly fears God will fear no one else. 
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5 

Perversion Leading to Ruin 

Persecuting Purity 

What we have here is a summarized version of Lot’s history and the decision 

taken by his people to drive him out of their town because he denounced their 

perverted sexual practices. By so indulging unashamedly in homosexuality, they 

perverted human nature which God had installed in all human beings, and indeed in 

living species generally. 

And Lot said to his people: ‘Would you 

commit this abomination with your eyes 

open? (54) 

Would you approach men with lust 

rather than women? You are a grossly 

ignorant people.’ (55) 

His people’s only answer was: “Expel 

Lot’s people from your city! They are folk 

who keep themselves pure.’ (56) 

So We saved him with his household, 

except for his wife, whom We destined to 

be among those who stayed behind. (57) 

And We rained on the others a rain of 

destruction. Dire indeed is such rain 

which fell on those who were forewarned. 

(58) 
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This was a strange phenomenon in the history of human communities. Perversion 

can occur with individuals, as a result of psychological disorders or temporary 

circumstances, leading men to have sex with other men. This happens mostly in 

army barracks where women are not allowed, or in prisons where inmates are held 

for long periods of time, having to cope with sexual desires without contact with 

women. But for such practices to be widespread, becoming the norm in a whole 

town, and despite the presence of women and marriage possibilities, it is most 

peculiar indeed. 

God has made human nature such that the two sexes are attracted to each other, 

because life in general is based on marriage. He says in the Qur’ n: “Limitless in His 

glory is He who has created all the pairs out of whatever the earth produces, and out of 

people’s own selves, and out of that which they have no knowledge.” (36: 36) Thus all living 

species, plant, animal, human and other creatures unknown to man, are created in 

pairs. Such duality seems fundamental in the make up of the entire universe, let 

alone living species. The atom itself, which until now seems to be the basic unit of all 

creatures, has protons and electrons, which are positive and negative charges. 

The reality is that the survival of all living things is based on the mating between 

two opposites. Even species that do not have males and females combine their male 

and female cells in the same unit, reproducing by a function that brings both 

together. 

Since mating is basic for reproduction, God has made mutual attraction between 

the opposite sexes part of the essence of nature, which needs no acquisition or 

development through education or thought: it is pure instinct. This ensures that life 

continues naturally, because those who are alive find their pleasure in the fulfilment 

of their nature. Thus the divine will accomplishes its design through the natural 

satisfaction of creatures’ instinctive desires. God made male and female genitals, and 

instilled mutual attraction between the two sexes, so that they find their natural 

pleasure in being together. He made no such possibility in two males coming 

together. Hence it is most odd that the natural inclinations of a whole community 

should become so perverted and without any compelling need pushing people to do 

what is contrary to their natural inclinations, as was the case with Lot’s people. 

Lot publicly denounced his people’s practices stating that these were depraved: 

“And Lot said to his people: Would you commit this abomination with your eyes open? 

Would you approach men with lust rather than women? You are a grossly ignorant people.” 

(Verses 54-55) 

His first sentence wonders at their abominable practice when they actually saw 

that life, in all shapes, forms and species, follows its natural course, while they were 

the ones behaving oddly. In his second sentence he makes clear what type of 
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abomination they practised. It is enough to state what they did so as to highlight its 

perversion and conflict with nature. Lot then describes them as grossly ignorant, 

using the word in both its senses: lacking knowledge and being foolish. A person 

who does not know what human nature is like is devoid of all knowledge, and one 

who deliberately departs from human nature is a stupid fool who transgresses 

against all that is right. 

What was Lot’s people’s reply to his denunciation of their wrongdoing and his 

urging them to revert to natural practices? In a nutshell, they planned to drive him, 

and those who followed him, away, for no reason other than that they maintained 

their purity: “His people’s only answer was: ‘Expel Lot’s people from your city! They are folk 

who keep themselves pure.” (Verse 56) 

Their statement ridiculed anyone who sought to keep himself pure of such 

abominable practice. It also objected to his disapproval of their practice. They were 

so deep in their deviation that they could not realize how filthy their practice was. 

Their reply also indicated their opposition to the very idea of keeping themselves 

pure, because that would make them refrain from such perversion. Whatever they 

meant, they had nonetheless made up their minds to remove Lot from the picture. 

God, however, wanted something different to happen: 

So We saved him with his household, except for his wife, whom We destined to be 

among those who stayed behind. And We rained on the others a rain of destruction. 

Dire indeed is such rain which fell on those who were forewarned. (Verses 57-58) 

The s rah does not provide any detail of this destructive rain, as occurs in other 

s rahs. Hence, we do not need to discuss it here. We will only mention that they were 

destroyed with a rain, when rain normally brings life. This fits with the fact that they 

used semen in a way that is contrary to what it is meant for, which is to ensure the 

continuity of life and growth. God certainly knows better what He means by His 

words, and what to accomplish by His natural laws. 



 

 122

6 

Of God’s Own Making 

Say: All praise be to God, and peace be 

upon His servants whom He has chosen. 

Who is more worthy: God or the false 

[deities] they associate with Him? (59) 

 Or, who is it that has created the 

heavens and the earth, and sends down 

for you water from the skies, with which 

We cause to grow gardens of delightful 

beauty? You could have never caused 

such trees to grow. Could there be any 

deity alongside God? Nay, they are 

people who swerve from justice. (60) 

Or, who is it that made the earth a stable 

abode and caused rivers to run in its 

midst, and has set upon it firm 

mountains, and has placed a barrier 

between the two great bodies of water? 

Could there he any deity alongside God? 

Nay, most of them are devoid of 

knowledge. (61) 

Or, who is it that responds to the one in 

distress when he calls out to Him, and 

who removes the ill, and makes you 

inherit the earth? Could there be any 

deity alongside God? Little do they 

reflect! (62) 
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Or, who is it that guides you in the midst 

of the deep darkness of land and sea, and 

sends forth the winds as heralds of His 

forthcoming grace? Could there be any 

deity alongside God? Sublimely exalted 

is God above anything they associate 

with Him. (63) 

Or, who is it that creates all life in the 

first instance, and then brings it forth 

anew? And who is it that provides you 

with sustenance out of heaven and earth? 

Could there be any deity alongside God?’ 

Say: “Produce your proof, if you are 

truthful.’(64) 

Say: “None in the heavens or earth 

knows what is hidden except God. Nor 

can they ever perceive when they shall be 

raised from the dead.’ (65) 

Indeed the total sum of their knowledge 

stops short of comprehending the 

hereafter. Nay, they are in doubt of it. 

Nay, they are blind to it. (66) 

The unbelievers say: “What! After we 

have become dust, we and our forefathers, 

shall we be brought back [to life)? (67) 

We have been promised this before, we 

and our forefathers! This is nothing but 

fables of the ancients.’ (68) 

Say: “Go all over the earth and see what 

happened in the end to the guilty.’ (69) 

Do not grieve over them, nor be 

distressed by what they scheme. (70) 
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ô‰s) s9 $tΡô‰Ïããρ # x‹≈ yδ ß⎯ øt wΥ $tΡäτ!$t/# u™ uρ ⎯ ÏΒ ã≅ ö6 s% 

÷βÎ) !# x‹≈ yδ HωÎ) ç ÏÜ≈ y™ r& t⎦⎫Ï9 ¨ρF{ $# ∩∉∇∪  

ö≅ è% (#ρç Å™ ’ Îû ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# (#ρãÝàΡ$$sù y#ø‹ Ÿ2 

tβ% x. èπ t7 É)≈ tã t⎦⎫ÏΒÌôfãΚø9 $# ∩∉®∪  

Ÿωuρ ÷βt“ øt rB öΝ Îγ øŠ n=tæ Ÿωuρ ⎯ ä3s? ’ Îû 9, øŠ |Ê $£ϑÏiΒ 
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They ask: “When will this promise be 

fulfilled, if what you say be true?’ (71) 

Say: “It may well be that something of 

that which you so hastily demand has 

already drawn close to you.’ (72) 

Your Lord is indeed most bountiful to 

people, but most of them are ungrateful. 

(73) 

And indeed your Lord knows all that 

their hearts conceal and all that they 

bring into the open. (74) 

There is nothing that is hidden in the 

heavens or the earth but is recorded in a 

clear book. (75) 

This Qur’ n explains to the Children of 

Israel most of that over which they 

disagree. (76) 

And it is indeed guidance and mercy to 

those who believe. (77) 

Your Lord will judge between them in 

His wisdom; for He alone is Almighty, 

All-Knowing. (78) 

So, place your trust in God; for yours is 

surely the path of the clear truth. (79) 

tβρãä3ôϑtƒ ∩∠⊃∪  

šχθä9θà) tƒ uρ 4©tLtΒ # x‹≈ yδ ß‰ôãuθø9 $# βÎ) óΟ çFΖä. 

t⎦⎫Ï% Ï‰≈ |¹ ∩∠⊇∪  

ö≅ è% #©|¤tã βr& tβθä3tƒ t∃ÏŠ u‘ Ν ä3s9 âÙ÷è t/ 

“Ï% ©!$# šχθè=É∨ ÷ètGó¡ n@ ∩∠⊄∪  

¨βÎ) uρ y7 −/ u‘ ρä% s! @≅ ôÒsù ’n?tã Ä¨$̈Ζ9 $# £⎯ Å3≈ s9 uρ 

öΝ èδusYò2r& Ÿω tβρãä3ô±o„ ∩∠⊂∪  

¨βÎ) uρ y7 −/ u‘ ãΝ n=÷èu‹s9 $tΒ ⎯ Å3è? öΝ èδâ‘ρß‰ß¹ $tΒuρ 

tβθãΖÎ=÷èãƒ ∩∠⊆∪  

$tΒuρ ô⎯ ÏΒ 7π t7 Í←!% yñ ’Îû Ï™!$yϑ¡¡9 $# ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# uρ ωÎ) ’ Îû 

5=≈ tGÏ. A⎦⎫Î7 •Β ∩∠∈∪  

¨βÎ) # x‹≈ yδ tβ# u™öà) ø9 $# Èà) tƒ 4’ n?tã û©Í_ t/ 

Ÿ≅ƒ Ï™ℜuó  Î) usYò2 r& “Ï% ©!$# öΝèδ ÏμŠ Ïù 

šχθà Î= tGøƒ s† ∩∠∉∪  

… çμ ¯ΡÎ) uρ “Y‰çλm; ×π yϑômu‘ uρ t⎦⎫ÏΖÏΒ÷σ ßϑù=Ïj9 ∩∠∠∪  

¨βÎ) š−/ u‘ ©ÅÓø) tƒ Ν æηuΖ÷ t/ ⎯ Ïμ Ïϑõ3çt ¿2 4 uθèδ uρ 

â“ƒÍ–yêø9 $# ÞΟŠ Î=yèø9 $# ∩∠∇∪  
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Indeed you cannot make the dead hear; 

and you cannot make the deaf hear your 

call when they turn their backs and go 

away. (80) 

Nor can you lead the blind out of their 

error. You can only get those who believe 

in Our signs to listen; and they will then 

submit themselves [to God]. (81) 

When the Word comes to pass against 

them, We will bring forth to them out of 

the earth a beast which will say to them 

that mankind had no real faith in Our 

revelations. (82) 

On that day We shall gather from each 

community a host of those who denied 

Our revelations; and they shall be lined 

in ranks. (83) 

And when they come forth [God] will 

say: ‘Did you deny My revelations even 

though you did not comprehend them 

fully; or what was it that you were 

doing?’ (84) 

And the Word will come to pass against 

them because of their wrongdoing, and 

they will be unable to speak. (85) 

Are they not aware that it is We who 

have made the night for them to rest in, 

and the day to give them light? In this 

there are truly signs for people who will 

believe. (86) 

ö≅ ©. uθtG sù ’ n?tã «!$# ( š̈ΡÎ) ’ n?tã Èd,ysø9 $# 

È⎦⎫Î7 ßϑø9 $# ∩∠®∪  

y7 ¨ΡÎ) Ÿω ßì Ïϑó¡è@ 4’ tAöθyϑø9 $# Ÿωuρ ßì Ïϑó¡è@ §Μ Á9 $# 

u™!% tæ‘$!$# # sŒ Î) (#öθ©9 uρ t⎦⎪ÌÎ/ ô‰ãΒ ∩∇⊃∪  

!$tΒuρ |MΡr& “Ï‰≈ pκ Í5 Ç‘ ÷Κãèø9 $# ⎯ tã óΟ ÎγÏFn=≈ n=|Ê ( βÎ) 

ßì Ïϑó¡è@ ωÎ) ⎯ tΒ ß⎯ ÏΒ÷σ ãƒ $uΖÏG≈ tƒ$t↔ Î/ Ν ßγ sù 

šχθßϑÎ=ó¡•Β ∩∇⊇∪  

* # sŒ Î) uρ yì s%uρ ãΑ öθs) ø9 $# öΝ Íκ ö n=tã $oΨ ô_t÷zr& öΝ çλm; 

Zπ −/ !# yŠ z⎯ ÏiΒ ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# óΟ ßγ ãΚÏk=s3è? ¨βr& }¨$̈Ζ9 $# 

(#θçΡ% x. $uΖÏG≈ tƒ$ t↔ Î/ Ÿω tβθãΖÏ%θãƒ ∩∇⊄∪  

tΠ öθtƒ uρ çà³ øt wΥ ⎯ ÏΒ Èe≅à2 7π ¨Βé& % [` öθsù ⎯ £ϑÏiΒ 

Ü>Éj‹ s3ãƒ $uΖÏG≈ tƒ$t↔ Î/ ôΜ ßγ sù tβθããy—θãƒ ∩∇⊂∪  

#©̈Lym # sŒ Î) ρâ™!% ỳ tΑ$s% Ν çFö/ ¤‹Ÿ2r& ©ÉL≈ tƒ$t↔ Î/ 

óΟ s9 uρ (#θäÜ‹ Ït éB $pκ Í5 $̧ϑù=Ïã # sŒ$̈Βr& ÷Λ ä⎢Ζä. tβθè=yϑ÷è s? 

∩∇⊆∪  

yì s%uρuρ ãΑ öθs) ø9 $# Ν Íκ ö n=tã $yϑÎ/ (#θßϑn=sß ôΜ ßγ sù Ÿω 
tβθà) ÏÜΖtƒ ∩∇∈∪  

óΟ s9 r& (#÷ρttƒ $̄Ρr& $uΖù=yèy_ Ÿ≅ ø‹ ©9 $# (#θãΖä3ó¡ uŠ Ï9 ÏμŠ Ïù 
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On that day the trumpet will be sounded, 

and all who are in the heavens and the 

earth will be stricken with terror, except 

those God wills to exempt. All shall come 

to Him in utter humility. (87) 

And you see the mountains, which you 

deem so firm, pass away as clouds pass 

away. Such is the work of God who has 

ordered all things to perfection. He is 

indeed fully aware of all that you do. (88) 

Whoever comes [before Him] with a good 

deed shall have far better than it; and 

they will be secure from the terror of that 

day. (89) 

And those who come with evil deeds, 

their faces will be thrust into the fire: 

“Are you now being recompensed for 

anything other than what you did [in 

life]?’ (90) 

[Say]: ‘I am only bidden to worship the 

Lord of this city who has made it sacred. 

To Him all things belong. And I am 

bidden to be one of those who submit 

themselves [to God]. (91) 

And to recite the Qur’ n.’ So whoever 

chooses to follow the right path does so 

for his own benefit; and if any chooses to 

go astray, say: “I am only a warner.’ (92) 

And say: All praise is due to God. He 

will indeed make you see His signs, and 

you will recognize them. Your Lord is 

u‘$yγ ¨Ψ9 $# uρ # ·ÅÇö6 ãΒ 4 χÎ) ’Îû y7 Ï9≡ sŒ ;M≈ tƒ Uψ 

5Θöθs) Ïj9 tβθãΨ ÏΒ÷σ ãƒ ∩∇∉∪  

tΠ öθtƒ uρ ã‡ xΖãƒ ’ Îû Í‘θÁ9 $# tíÌ“ x sù ⎯ tΒ ’Îû 

ÏN≡ uθ≈ yϑ¡¡9 $# ⎯ tΒuρ ’Îû ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# ωÎ) ⎯ tΒ u™!$x© 

ª!$# 4 <≅ ä. uρ çν öθs?r& t⎦⎪ÌÅz≡ yŠ ∩∇∠∪  

“ts?uρ tΑ$t7 Åg ø:$# $pκ â: |¡øt rB Zο y‰ÏΒ% ỳ }‘ Éδuρ ”ßϑs? 

§tΒ É>$ys¡¡9 $# 4 yì ÷Ψ ß¹ «!$# ü“Ï% ©!$# z⎯ s) ø?r& ¨≅ ä. 

>™ó©x« 4 … çμ̄ΡÎ) 7 Î7 yz $yϑÎ/ šχθè=yèø s? ∩∇∇∪  

⎯ tΒ u™!% ỳ Ïπ oΨ |¡ysø9 $$Î/ … ã&s#sù ×ö yz $pκ ÷] ÏiΒ Ν èδuρ ⎯ ÏiΒ 

8ít“ sù >‹Í×tΒöθtƒ tβθãΖÏΒ# u™ ∩∇®∪  

⎯ tΒuρ u™!% ỳ Ïπ y∞ ÍhŠ ¡¡9 $$Î/ ôM ¬7 ä3sù öΝ ßγèδθã_ãρ ’ Îû 

Í‘$̈Ζ9 $# ö≅ yδ šχ÷ρt“ øg éB ωÎ) $tΒ óΟ çFΖä. tβθè=yϑ÷ès? 

∩®⊃∪  

!$yϑ̄ΡÎ) ßN öÏΒé& ÷βr& y‰ç6 ôãr& Uu‘ Íν É‹≈ yδ Íο t$ ù#t7 ø9 $# 

“Ï% ©!$# $yγ tΒ§ym … ã&s!uρ ‘≅ à2 &™ó©x« ( ßNöÏΒé& uρ 

÷βr& tβθä. r& z⎯ ÏΒ t⎦⎫ÏϑÎ=ó¡ßϑø9 $# ∩®⊇∪  

÷βr& uρ (# uθè=ø?r& tβ# u™öà) ø9 $# ( Ç⎯ yϑsù 3“y‰tF÷δ$# $yϑ̄ΡÎ* sù 

“Ï‰tGöκ u‰ ⎯ Ïμ Å¡ø uΖÏ9 ( ⎯ tΒuρ ¨≅ |Ê ö≅ à) sù !$yϑ̄ΡÎ) O$tΡr& 
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Overview 

Following closely after those episodes of the histories of Moses, David, Solomon, 

Ş li  and Lot (peace be upon them all), this final passage is closely related to its 

opening verses. As clearly seen, the stories that occur in between the opening and 

concluding passages are also closely related to both. Every story serves an aspect of 

the overall issue that the s rah tackles. This final passage begins with praising God 

and offers the greeting of peace to His chosen prophets and messengers who include 

in their ranks many that have not been mentioned in this s rah. Thus, the passage 

begins a new discussion of faith. This round portrays scenes of the universe and 

shows aspects of the inner self, and things that are beyond our world. It also refers to 

the signs that announce the approach of the Last Hour, and shows scenes of the 

hereafter and the hardship people experience on the Day of Resurrection. Indeed, 

apart from those excepted by God, all creatures in the heavens and the earth dread 

the arrival of the Last Hour. 

In this passage people are made to contemplate what they see in the universe 

around them, and also what is within themselves. They cannot deny these and 

cannot explain their existence unless they acknowledge God as the sole Creator who 

has planned it all and who is able to accomplish His purpose in full. These scenes are 

shown in succession, with a perfect rhythm, rendering all counter argument futile. 

Successive questions are put to them: who has created the heavens and the earth? 

Who brought rain from the skies to bring forth pleasant gardens? Who has stabilized 

the earth, caused rivers to run through it, placed mountains on it and a barrier 

between seas? Who responds to a supplicant praying in desperation and removes 

harm? Who causes human succession on earth? Who guides you in the darkness on 

land and at sea? Who sends the wind heralding His grace? Who originates and 

repeats creation? Who provides sustenance for you from the heavens and the earth? 

Time after time they are hammered with the question: can there be another deity 

alongside God? They cannot utter such a claim, yet they worship objects claiming for 

them a share of God’s divinity! 

The passage then looks at their denial of and confusion about the hereafter. It 

comments by directing them to reflect on the end met by earlier communities which, 

never heedless of what you do.’ (93) z⎯ ÏΒ t⎦⎪Í‘ É‹Ζßϑø9 $# ∩®⊄∪  

È≅ è%uρ ß‰ôϑpt ø:$# ¬! ö/ä3ƒ Îã y™ ⎯ Ïμ ÏG≈ tƒ# u™ $pκ tΞθèùÌ÷è tGsù 

4 $tΒuρ y7 •/ u‘ @≅ Ï≈ tóÎ/ $£ϑtã tβθè=yϑ÷ès? ∩®⊂∪ 
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like them, denied the truth. This is followed by a scene of the resurrection and what 

it involves of fear and hardship. It returns them for a moment to life on earth before 

resuming its account of the Day of Judgement, as if to shake their hearts and souls. 

As the passage approaches its end it acquires an awesome rhythm. Having 

directed the unbelievers’ attentions to scenes of the universe and the horror of the 

Day of Resurrection, the Prophet abandons them to their fate which they have 

chosen, defining his own code and method: “I am only bidden to worship the Lord of this 

City who has made it sacred. To Him all things belong. And I am bidden to be one of those 

who submit themselves [to God]. And to recite the Qur’ n. So whoever chooses to follow the 

right path does so for his own benefit, and if any chooses to go astray, say: I am only a 

warner.” (Verses 91-92) 

The passage and the round conclude in the same way they started: with praising 

God, the only One who is worthy of praise. The unbelievers are left to their Lord 

who is sure to show them His signs, and who is certainly aware of all they do in 

public and in private: “And say: All praise is due to God. He will indeed make you see His 

signs, and you will recognize them. Your Lord is never heedless of what you do.” (Verse 93) 

Who Else? 

Say: All praise be to God, and peace be upon His servants whom He has chosen. Who 

is more worthy: God or the false [deities] they associate with Him? (Verse 59) 

In this verse God orders His Messenger (peace be upon him) to say the most 

suitable word with which to open and conclude his discourse preaching God’s 

message. All praise be to God who deserves praise for all the blessings He has 

bestowed on His servants, not least guiding them to believe in Him and follow the 

system and code of living He has chosen for them. Thereafter, a greeting of peace is 

offered to His servants whom He has chosen to deliver His message and outline the 

system He wants implemented. 

Following this opening, the s rah highlights its effects on hearts that deny God’s 

signs. It begins with a question that admits only one answer: “Who is more worthy: 

God or the false [deities] they associate with Him?” (Verse 59) These false deities may be 

statues and figures, angels or jinn, or some other created being. None of them, 

however, aspires to a position of being similar to God Almighty, let alone to being 

more worthy than He. No one endowed with a mind to think could ever draw such a 

comparison. Hence the question appears to ridicule their position, or rebuke them for 

what they say. It is not a question to be asked in earnest, nor does it require an 

answer. 
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Therefore, a different question is put to them, derived from the nature of the 

universe around them and what they see of it: 

Or, who is it that has created the heavens and the earth, and sends down for you water 

from the skies, with which We cause to grow gardens of delightful beauty? You could 

have never caused such trees to grow. Could there be any deity alongside God? Nay, 

they are people who swerve from justice. (Verse 60) 

The heavens and the earth are undeniable facts, yet no one can claim that other 

deities have created them, when such deities are nothing but statues, angels, devils, 

stars or planets. Simple facts are enough to show the fallacy of such a claim. None of 

the idolaters in Arabia made the absurd claim that the universe came into existence 

by itself, without a creator, like latter day unbelievers do. Hence, it was sufficient to 

remind people of the existence of the heavens and earth, and to direct them to reflect 

on who had created them. This was sufficient to prove the case of faith and show 

unbelief as something truly absurd. This question, however, does remain valid. The 

creation of the heavens and earth in the way they are, with deliberate planning 

clearly evident, could never have come about by blind coincidence. Indeed, the 

perfect harmony apparent in the heavens and the earth forces any thinking person to 

acknowledge that it is all the work of the One and only God. Indeed, God’s oneness 

is evident through His work: there is one harmonious design running throughout the 

universe, with a single nature and direction. Hence, it must have been made by the 

One originator whose aim is clear in everything He creates and designs. 

“Or, who is it that... sends down for you water from the skies, with which We cause to 

grow gardens of delightful beauty? You could have never caused such trees to grow.” (Verse 

60) Rain is also a clear undeniable fact. One cannot be explained in any way other 

than acknowledging the Creator of the heavens and earth. He enables all in 

accordance with a system that permits the sending down of rain, in set quantities 

that allow for the emergence of life as it is. None of this could have come about by 

coincidence or accident. It is because of meeting such special needs that the Qur’ n 

uses the phrase “sends down for you...” The Qur’ n directs people’s attentions to the 

fine effects of sending rain in suitable measure to meet their needs: “With which We 

cause to grow gardens of delightful beauty.” (Verse 60) 

Gardens warm hearts with endearing vigour and activity. To look at natural 

beauty is enough to bring hearts alive. To contemplate all the aspects of creation in 

gardens is sufficient to make a person glorify the Maker of such inimitable beauty. 

Indeed, even the best artists fall short of matching the colours of just a single flower. 

The use of shades of the same colours, the intricate lines and the arrangement of little 

petals within the same flower appears to be a miracle that defies the ingenuity of all 
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art. Add all this to the miracle of growth reflected in trees, and you have a secret the 

human mind cannot fathom: “You could have never caused such trees to grow.” (Verse 

60) For certain, the secret of life remains unknown to all humanity. Up to this 

moment in time, no one has been able to say how life started and how it was attached 

to plants, animals and people. To have a proper answer, we need to refer to some 

source beyond our visible world. 

When the s rah dwells on life growing in delightful gardens, and by means of this 

heightening interest and causing reflection, it surprises its listeners with the question: 

“Could there be any deity alongside God?” (Verse 60) No one can claim that there is. All 

have to admit the fact. Hence, their attitude of equating their alleged deities with 

God and worshipping them on an equal footing appears to be most unjust: “Nay, they 

are people who swerve from justice.” (Verse 60) 

The Arabic word ya`dil n used in this verse to describe these people carries two 

meanings. The first means ‘to equate’, which renders the sentence as “Nay, they are 

people who equate,’ meaning equating others in their worship with God. The other 

meaning is the one chosen in our translation, which is “to swerve from justice.” Thus, 

by associating others with God in their worship they actually swerve from justice. 

This because God is the only One worthy of worship: He is the only Creator. 

Whichever meaning we choose, however, makes their action derisive. 

The s rah then highlights another universal truth, placing it to the forefront of 

their vision: 

Or, who is it that made the earth a stable abode and caused rivers to run in its midst, 

and has set upon it firm mountains, and has placed a barrier between the two great 

bodies of water? Could there be any deity alongside God? Nay, most of them are 

devoid of knowledge. (Verse 61) 

The preceding verse spoke about the fact of the heavens and earth’s creation. This 

verse refers to how the earth was made. God has made it stable, steady and solid so 

that it can support growing life. If the earth’s position in relation to the sun and 

moon, or its shape, size, atmosphere, speed of rotation or orbital movement, or the 

speed of the moon as it circles it in orbit, or any other aspect which could not have 

come about by coincidence, were different to what it actually is, the earth would not 

sustain life. 

Those unbelievers who were first addressed by the Qur’ n could not understand 

the meaning of “who is it that made the earth a stable abode”. But they realized that it 

was, overall, a very suitable abode for the emergence and continuity of life. They 

could not claim that any of their alleged deities had a part in the earth’s creation. This 

is sufficient for them. Thereafter, the question remains open for future generations 
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who, with increased knowledge, would be better able to appreciate its great 

significance. This is an aspect of the Qur’ nic miracle as it addresses all standards of 

intellect, generation after generation. 

“Or, who is it that made the earth a stable abode and caused rivers to run in its midst.” 

(Verse 61) In relation to the earth, rivers are the veins that carry the fluid of life. They 

are everywhere, running north and south, east and west, bringing fertility and 

growth. Rivers are the result of rain water gathering and running according to local 

geography. The Creator of the universe is the One who has determined the formation 

of clouds, rain and rivers. No one can say that anyone other than this single Creator 

has taken part in forming the universe. Running rivers are a phenomenon seen by the 

unbelievers themselves. So who has made them? “Could there be any deity alongside 

God?” 

“And has set upon it firm mountains.” (Verse 61) The mountains are placed firmly in 

their positions. They are often the starting points of rivers, as rain water runs from 

them at high speed to the valleys below so as to form the riverbeds in which water 

flows. Thus the firm mountains provide contrast with the running water in this 

panoramic scene. Contrasting images are often employed in the Qur’ n. 

“And has placed a barrier between the two great bodies of water?” (Verse 61) These two 

bodies of water are the salty seas and the rivers carrying sweet water. Both have 

water as their main material. The barrier between them is a natural one which 

prevents the sea from overpowering the river and spoiling its water. The level of 

water in rivers is higher than sea level, and this causes the barrier between them 

despite the fact that many rivers wind their way to the sea. Nevertheless, the 

riverbed remains unaffected by the sea. Even when a river’s water level drops below 

sea level, the barrier remains effective, due to the different degrees of viscosity of the 

two waters. River water is lighter than sea water, which helps to keep them separate. 

This is one aspect of God’s elaborate design in creating the universe.7 

Who has done all this? “Could there be any deity alongside God?” When we look at 

the unity of design we cannot but acknowledge the unity of the Creator. “Nay, most of 

them are devoid of knowledge.” (Verse 61) Knowledge is mentioned here because this 

universal fact needs knowledge to be properly contemplated and for its meticulous 

aspects to be made clearly apparent to all. Moreover, knowledge is emphasized 

throughout the s rah, as we have already explained. 

                                                 
7 Scientific discovery confirms that when straits connect two contiguous seas their waters are 
separated by an invisible barrier, each containing different marine life. The Qur' nic statement also 
applies to such situations. In the Arabic text, the word used for ‘body of water' is ba r, which means 
sea, but it is used in the dual form to mean a sea and a river, or two seas. — Editor's note. 
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Who Takes Care of Man? 

Next, the s rah tells them about themselves: 

Or, who is it that responds to the one in distress when he calls out to Him, and who 

removes the ill, and makes you inherit the earth? Could there be any deity alongside 

God? Little do they reflect! (Verse 62) 

As it tells them about their inner thoughts and real position, this verse speaks to 

peoples’ consciences. When a person finds himself in real distress, expecting little 

help from anywhere, he resorts to none other than God to remove his distress. This is 

especially so when the distress is too much to cope with; when the help one had been 

expecting from friends and relatives fails to materialize; when one looks around only 

to find oneself in a hopeless situation with no means of escape; when no power, not 

even one’s own, is able to do much to relieve one’s distress; when whatever one has 

prepared for hard times proves useless. In such a situation human nature wakes up 

and appeals to the only power that can provide help and support. Man then appeals 

to God, even though he had forgotten Him in times of ease and plenty. 

It is only God, and none other, who responds to a person in distress and removes 

ill and hardship. It is God who restores security to such a person and removes all that 

has been afflicting him. 

In times of ease and plenty people are oblivious of this fact. They try to find 

support and protection with some worldly power, flimsy as such may be. Yet when 

distress and hardship are too strong, their nature regains insight and they turn back 

to their Lord, seeking His forgiveness and support. 

The Qur’ n directs stubborn opponents of faith to this fact that lies in their nature. 

It incorporates this with the indisputable facts of the universe, such as the creation of 

the heavens and earth, rain, plant growth, man’s firm abode on earth, the mountains, 

rivers and the barrier between river and sea water. That a person in distress appeals 

to God for help is also a fact of life which is no less true than any of these. 

The s rah continues to direct their feelings to realities in their life: “And makes you 

inherit the earth?” Who is it that allows people to take charge of the earth? It is God 

who initially placed mankind in charge of the earth, and then made them succeed 

one another, generation after generation. It is He who created them in accordance 

with laws of nature that allow their existence on earth, and granted them talents and 

abilities that prepare them for their great task of building life on earth. These laws 

make the earth what it is, providing them with a suitable abode, and produce 

harmony and complementarity in the whole universe so as to provide and maintain 

the balance that promotes life and ensures its continuity. Should any of the many 
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existing conditions be disturbed, life on earth becomes impossible.8 

Besides, it is God who has determined life and death, to allow one generation to 

succeed another. Had earlier generations continued to live, the earth would be too 

small for them and their descendants. Life, civilization and thought would have 

become stale and slow, as the succession of generations promotes new thinking and 

experimenting. Had too many generations been allowed to live together, conflict and 

dispute would have increased exponentially. 

All these are facts we find within the human soul, in the same way as the facts 

mentioned earlier exist in the universe. Who brought about their existence? “Could 

there be any deity alongside God?” (Verse 62) They certainly forget or choose to be 

oblivious. “Little do they reflect.” (Verse 62) Had man reflected on such facts, he would 

maintain his bond with God as it was originally. He would not have been oblivious 

of it, and he would never have associated partners with God. 

The s rah then refers to other indisputable facts that represent human life and 

activity on this planet: 

Or, who is it that guides you in the midst of the deep darkness of land and sea, and 

sends forth the winds as heralds of His forthcoming grace? Could there be any deity 

alongside God? Sublimely exalted is God above anything they associate with Him. 

(Verse 63) 

People, including the first community to be addressed by the Qur’ n, move along 

beaten tracks when they travel on land or by sea, and they try to discover the secrets 

of land and sea through experimentation. They are guided to their goals, but who 

guides them? Who has placed in them the powers of understanding and recognition? 

Who has enabled them to be guided by stars, other devices and landmarks? Who has 

established a link between their own nature and that of the universe, and between 

their powers and its secrets? Who has given their ears the ability to catch and 

recognize sound; and their eyes to receive light; their senses to perceive sensations? 

Who has given them the intelligent faculty we call “mind’ in order to benefit by what 

it receives, and to gather and build upon experience? “Could there be any deity 

alongside God?” (Verse 63) 

“And who sends forth the winds as heralds of His forthcoming grace?” (Verse 63) 

Whatever may be said about the formation and causes of wind from scientific, 

atmospheric or geographical points of view, they remain part of the overall design of 

the universe. It is this design that allows the wind to travel, driving clouds from one 

place to another, promising rain which symbolizes God’s grace as it supports life. 

                                                 
8 For further explanation, please refer to the commentary on verse 2 of S rah 25 in Vol. XII. 
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Who has made the world such that the winds bring tidings of forthcoming grace? 

“Could there be any deity alongside God? Sublimely exalted is God above anything they 

associate with Him.” (Verse 63) 

Origination and Resurrection 

These verses containing such powerful questioning conclude with a question 

about their own creation, resurrection and the provisions they receive from heaven. 

This is all coupled with a challenge that cannot be met: 

Or, who is it that creates all life in the first instance, and then brings it forth anew? 

And who is it that provides you with sustenance out of heaven and earth? Could there 

be any deity alongside God? Say: Produce your proof, if you are truthful.’ (Verse 64) 

To initiate creation is an indisputable fact, and no one can explain it in any way 

other than saying that it is the work of the One Creator. His existence must be 

acknowledged because of the existence of the universe. Every attempt to explain the 

existence of the universe in such an evidently planned and deliberate state without 

acknowledging God’s existence and oneness has proven logically unsustainable. 

Indeed, His own creation proves His oneness. It tells of one system of creation, 

planning, absolute balance and harmony, which means that it is all subject to a single 

will that established a single sophisticated rule of existence. 

It is the bringing back of creation that unbelievers have always disputed. Yet the 

acknowledgement of initial creation in such a planned and elaborate way inevitably 

leads to belief in a second creation so as to give people what they deserve for their 

actions which they do in this temporary stage of life. Although some reward for 

action is given in this life, it is by no means complete. The point is that we have clear 

balance and harmony in the elaborate creation of the universe. This necessitates its 

perfection through the achievement of balance and harmony between action and 

reward, which does not happen in life on earth. Therefore, it must take place in a 

second life. As to why such balance and reward are not accomplished in this life, we 

can only say that it is the prerogative of the Creator and His wisdom. We must not 

put such a question to Him, because He knows His creation best. He has chosen not 

to reveal the reason to us, keeping it as part of His own knowledge which He reveals 

to no one. 

With the acknowledgement of God as the originator of creation and the One who 

brings the dead back to life, the s rah asks the same question again: “Could there be 

any deity alongside God?” (Verse 64) 

Providing sustenance is closely related to our first and second creation. Sustenance 
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comes from the earth in a variety of ways, the most evident of which are plants, 

animals, water and air, all of which enable us to eat, drink and breathe. It also 

includes minerals that we take from the earth, sea treasures that provide food and 

adornment, different types of energy such as electricity and magnetism, as well as 

other powers known only to God. We are able to discover some of these and tap 

them every now and then. 

Sustenance that comes from the heavens is also plentiful. In this life we get light, 

heat and rain as well as whatever powers and benefits God grants us. In the life to 

come, we receive the reward God will be pleased to give us. This is implied in the 

figurative sense of “heaven” connoting elevation, which is often used in the Qur’ n 

and adīth. 

The provision of sustenance out of heaven and earth is mentioned after the 

initiation and resurrection of creation because both types of sustenance are closely 

related to the two cycles of creation. In the first stage of creation people live on the 

food and sustenance they get out of the earth. The way they deal with such 

sustenance in this life is an important factor in determining their reward in the 

hereafter. The same applies to sustenance provided from heaven: it is to sustain life 

initially and to provide reward ultimately. Here again we see an example of the 

accuracy and harmony in the Qur’ nic style. 

Creation and resurrection are facts, as is sustenance provided out of the heavens 

and earth, but unbelievers are often oblivious to these facts. Hence the s rah throws 

out a forceful challenge to them: “Could there be any deity alongside God? Say: ‘Produce 

your proof, if are truthful.” (Verse 64) 

They will have no proof, and no one who tries to find proof will ever be 

successful. Such is the Qur’ nic method of argument about faith: it uses scenes from 

the universe around us and facts that we know within our own constitution, making 

them a framework for its powerful logic. It thus revives human nature so that it looks 

at facts in a simple and correct way. It addresses the human conscience through the 

facts it knows but has overlooked for long. In this simple and logical way, the Qur’ n 

establishes the profound indisputable truths we know in the universe and within 

ourselves. It leaves no room for dialectic reasoning that we have inherited from 

Greek sophistry, and which found its way into what is known in Islamic scholarship 

as the Kal m discipline, or theology. 

Blind to the Truth 

Having taken us on this round of universal imagery and facts about our lives to 

establish the truth of God’s oneness and the falsehood of polytheism, the s rah 

begins a new passage citing aspects of what lies beyond the reach of human 
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perception, known only to God. These verses discuss the life to come, which human 

nature and logic accept as essential, but the timing of which our knowledge cannot 

determine: 

Say: None in the heavens or earth knows what is hidden except God. Nor can they 

ever perceive when they shall be raised from the dead.’ Indeed the total sum of their 

knowledge stops short of comprehending the hereafter. Nay, they are in doubt of it. 

Nay, they are blind to it. The unbelievers say: ‘What! After we have become dust, we 

and our forefathers, shall we be brought back [to life]? We have been promised this 

before, we and our forefathers! This is nothing but fables of the ancients. ‘Say: “Go all 

over the earth and see what happened in the end to the guilty. ‘Do not grieve over 

them, nor be distressed by what they scheme. They ask: “When will this promise be 

fulfilled, if what you say be true?’ Say: ‘It may well be that something of that which 

you so hastily demand has already drawn close to you.’ Your Lord is indeed most 

bountiful to people, but most of them are ungrateful. And indeed your Lord knows all 

that their hearts conceal and all that they bring into the open. There is nothing that is 

hidden in the heavens or the earth but is recorded in a clear book. (Verses 65-75) 

Belief in resurrection, reckoning and reward is an integral and indispensable 

element of faith. There must be a future world when reward is completed so as to 

make it fit the action performed. It is necessary that man’s heart and mind are 

focused on such future life, so as to make his actions in this world look to what 

awaits him there. 

Over countless generations and despite successive divine messages humanity has 

taken a singularly bizarre attitude towards the question of resurrection and the life to 

come, despite its being both simple and necessary. It always stood incredulous when 

a messenger of God said that there would be life after death. The great miracle of 

initiating life in the first place was not enough to make humanity realize that a 

second life is easier to accomplish. Hence, people often turned away from every 

signal warning them of what awaits them in the life to come. They were bent on 

following their erring ways, disbelieving in God’s messages and rejecting His 

messengers. 

The life to come is part of the realm that lies beyond our faculties of perception 

and which is known only to God. Yet unbelievers always demanded to know the 

exact timing of this future life, or else they would continue to deny it. They treated it 

as superstition and legend that has no place in reality. Therefore the s rah makes 

clear that it is God alone who knows the world beyond, and that human knowledge 

of the hereafter is very limited: “Say: ‘None in the heavens or earth knows what is hidden 

except God. Nor can they ever perceive when they shall be raised from the dead.’ Indeed the 
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total sum of their knowledge stops short of comprehending the hereafter. Nay, they are in 

doubt of it. Nay, they are blind to it.” (Verses 65-66) 

Ever since the beginning of human life, man has been unable to see anything of 

the world beyond his perceptive faculties except what God, who knows all, has 

chosen to reveal to him. This has always worked for man’s benefit. Had God known 

that revealing such knowledge would be good for man, He would have satisfied his 

curiosity and revealed it to him. 

God has given man a host of abilities, talents, powers and potentials that enable 

him to fulfil the task assigned to him on earth, but no more. To lift the thick curtains 

that hide what lies beyond the reach of human perception would not help man in his 

task. Indeed keeping it unknown increases man’s search for knowledge, which then 

opens up new vistas for him providing him with hidden treasures. Man’s quest for 

knowledge enables him to discover more of the world’s secrets and powers which he 

can then use to improve the quality of life on earth. He can use its materials and 

products, modify his practices and elevate his life, and by so doing fulfil his role of 

building human life on earth. 

It is not only man who has been denied access to God’s knowledge. All creatures 

that live anywhere in the universe, including the angels and the jinn, are assigned 

missions and tasks that do not require knowledge of what God has kept secret. 

Therefore: “Say: None in the heavens or earth knows what is hidden except God.” (Verse 

65) This is a definitive statement which leaves no room for anyone to make false 

claims. Yet this statement speaks about “hat is hidden” in general. Therefore, it is 

followed by a more specific statement concerning the life to come because, next to 

God’s oneness, it represents the second most important issue of contention with the 

idolaters: “Nor can they ever perceive when they shall be raised from the dead.” (Verse 65) 

This is a negation of any knowledge of the timing of resurrection, even in the most 

undefined form of knowledge, which is perception. It is not only that they lack any 

definite knowledge of when resurrection will take place; they cannot perceive it as it 

approaches. Such knowledge is part of what is hidden, which none in the heavens or 

earth knows anything about. 

This point is then left aside, so as to speak about their attitude to the hereafter and 

knowledge of it: “Indeed the total sum of their knowledge stops short of comprehending the 

hereafter.” (Verse 66) On this issue they have achieved all that they can aspire to, but 

remain unable to fathom it. “Nay, they are in doubt of it.” (Verse 66) They are uncertain 

whether it will ever come. How can they know its timing and expect its arrival? 

“Nay, they are blind to it.” (Verse 66) In as far as the hereafter is concerned, they are 

totally blind, unable to see or comprehend anything. This last statement depicts them 

in a worse situation with regard to the hereafter than the two earlier ones. 
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After Being Reduced to Ashes 

“The unbelievers say: What! After we have become dust, we and our forefathers, shall we 

be brought back [to life]?” (Verse 67) This has always been the most difficult point for 

unbelievers to accept. Could it be true that after life has departed from us, and our 

bodies have decomposed and been reduced to dust and ashes, which happens to all 

people within a certain period of their burial apart from some exceptional cases, we 

will be brought back to life? Is it true that we and our forefathers, who died long 

before us, will be raised up from the earth when we have become part of its dust? 

This physical image acts as a barrier preventing them from accepting the 

possibility of future life. They forget that they have been brought into this life from 

nothing. No one knows where the atoms and cells that make up their bodies were 

initially. They were scattered on the earth, deep in the sea and high in the air. Some 

came from the soil, some from space and water, and some from the sun. Indeed, 

some were breathed in by man, plant or animal, and some came from a carcass that 

had decomposed allowing some of its elements to evaporate. These atoms and cells 

were then part of some food or drink, or part of the air people breathe, or the rays to 

which they are exposed. Then this countless multitude, from an unknown number of 

sources, was assembled in a fertilized egg that clings to the wall of a woman’s uterus, 

and which then grows and acquires human form. After a long journey through life, it 

becomes no more than a dead body wrapped in sheets, ready for burial. Thus was 

their first creation. What is so strange about bringing them back in the same form, or 

in a different one, for their second life? But this was what those unbelievers of old 

used to say. It continues to be said today by some unbelievers, albeit somewhat 

differently. 

The unbelievers followed this absurdity with ridicule: “We have been promised this 

before, we and our forefathers! This is nothing but fables of the ancients.” (Verse 68) They 

were fully aware that earlier messengers had warned their forefathers in the past, 

which indicates that those Arabs were not totally unaware of faith. Rather, they 

thought that such promises had not been fulfilled. Therefore, they discarded the new 

promise, describing it as fables circulated among ancient people which Muhammad 

then revived. They forget that the Day of Judgement arrives at the time appointed for 

it, and it will neither be put forward because people hasten it, nor delayed to fulfil 

their hopes. 

Its time has been set by God and remains known only to Him. When Gabriel asked 

the Prophet about its timing, he said: “The one being asked about it knows no more 

about it than the one putting the question.” [Related by Muslim, Abū D wūd, al-

Nas ’ī, al-Tirmidhī and Ibn M jah.] 

At this point, the s rah directs the unbelievers to turn their minds to the end met 
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by earlier communities which, like them, denied the warnings given by God’s 

messengers. These are described here as the guilty ones: “Say: Go all over the earth and 

see what happened in the end to the guilty.” (Verse 69) This directive is meant to broaden 

their view. No human generation stands in isolation. Every generation is subject to 

the same laws and rules that apply to the rest. What happened to those who were 

guilty in the past may happen to the guilty in later generations, because divine laws 

admit no favouritism. Travelling about the land was certain to inform them of past 

experiences, and these would contain a lesson for them. It would open their minds 

and hearts to light. The Qur’ n directs people to learn of the operation of divine laws 

so as to broaden their vision and give wider dimension to their lives. 

Having given this directive to unbelievers, the s rah spells out God’s order to the 

Prophet to leave them to their destinies. He was not to feel distressed at what they 

might be scheming. They would not be able to cause him any harm. Nor was he to 

grieve for them, because he had already done his duty, delivering God’s message 

and warning them against what fate awaits them: “Do not grieve over them, nor be 

distressed by what they scheme.” (Verse 70) This verse tells us of the Prophet’s 

compassion. He grieved over what could happen to his people, because he knew 

what had happened to earlier communities that rejected God’s messages. The verse 

also tells us how wicked their scheming was against the Prophet, his message and 

followers. 

The s rah continues its discussion of what the unbelievers said about resurrection 

and their refusal to take the warnings of God’s impending punishment seriously: 

“They ask: When will this promise be fulfilled, if what you say be true.” (Verse 71) They 

said this whenever they were reminded of what happened to earlier communities, 

even though they used to pass by where they lived, such as Lot’s townships, the 

Thamūd’s dwellings at al- ijr, the ` d’s home at al-A q f, and the dwelling place of 

Sheba after it was destroyed by the floods. In ridicule they asked the Prophet when 

those warnings would come true? If you speak the truth, then let us have it now, or 

at least give us an exact timing for it. 

In a short verse, the s rah gives the impression of the forthcoming horror, 

imparting a touch of ridicule to their attitude: “Say: It may well be that something of that 

which you so hastily demand has already drawn close to you.” (Verse 72) Thus the s rah 

strikes fear in their hearts and makes them worry about the impending punishment. 

It could easily be very close, coming from behind, like a rider seeking another in fast 

pursuit. Yet they cannot perceive it. Thus, they are hastening it when it is already 

close to overtaking them. What a frightening surprise to fit their ridicule. 

But who can tell? What God has kept for Himself will remain hidden behind a 

curtain that reveals nothing whatsoever. Something very serious, extremely terrible 

could be moments away. It is wise, then, to be warned and to be ready at all times to 
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what may lie behind those thick curtains. 

“Your Lord is indeed most bountiful to people, but most of them are ungrateful.” (Verse 

73) Perhaps one of the most important aspects of God’s bounty is that He allows 

people respite when they do wrong or fail to do what is required of them. He does 

not hasten His punishment, giving them chance after chance to reflect on their 

positions, repent of their mistakes, and turn back to the right path. Nevertheless, 

most of them are ungrateful for the grace God bestows on them. Rather, they ridicule 

the whole idea and hasten their own punishment, or continue in their erring ways, 

refusing to reflect and take heed. “And indeed your Lord knows all that their hearts 

conceal and all that they bring into the open.” (Verse 74) He gives them this respite 

although He is fully aware of the feelings they harbour in their hearts as also what 

they declare by word and deed. This means that respite is given them in the full 

knowledge of their actions and feelings. Yet they will inevitably have to face the 

reckoning of all this. 

This round concludes with a statement emphasizing God’s perfect knowledge that 

overlooks nothing anywhere in the universe: “There is nothing that is hidden in the 

heavens or the earth but is recorded in a clear book.” (Verse 75) Let imagination travel 

anywhere in the universe, thinking of any hidden thing: a secret, an object, a piece of 

news or information, force or power: it is all recorded and included in God’s 

knowledge. Nothing is lost or overlooked. God’s knowledge is emphasized 

throughout the s rah, and the reference to it here is just one of many. 

A Final Word on Israelite Differences 

Having emphasized the point of God’s perfect knowledge, the s rah moves on to 

speak about the Children of Israel’s differences on fundamental issues. What the 

Qur’ n states about these is part of God’s knowledge, and it provides the final, 

indisputable word on them. It is an example of how God judges between people in 

dispute. This is stated so as to provide some comfort to the Prophet for he is 

instructed to leave them to God, who will judge between them as He pleases: 

This Qur’ n explains to the Children of Israel most of that over which they disagree. 

And it is indeed guidance and mercy to those who believe. Your Lord will judge 

between them in His wisdom; for He alone is Almighty, All-Knowing. So, place your 

trust in God; for yours is surely the path of the clear truth. Indeed you cannot make 

the dead hear; and you cannot make the deaf hear your call when they turn their backs 

and go away. Nor can you lead the blind out of their error. You can only get those who 

believe in Our signs to listen; and they will then submit themselves [to God]. (Verses 

76-81) 
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The Christians have long been in dispute concerning Jesus Christ and Mary, his 

mother. Some say that the Christ was purely human, while others maintain that the 

Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit are three different forms in which God reveals 

Himself to mankind. They allege that God is made of these three elements, making 

Jesus the Son. Thus, God the Father came down in the form of the Holy Spirit and 

took human form inside Mary and was born in the form of Jesus. Others still say that 

the Son is not eternal like the Father, but created in this world. As such, he is of a 

lower status than the Father and subject to Him. A different group deny that the 

Holy Spirit was one of the three elements. The Council of Nicaea held in 325 AD and 

the Council of Constantinople held in 381 decided that the Son and the Holy Spirit 

are equal to the Father in divinity. It further decided that the Son was born from the 

Father in eternity and that the Holy Spirit emanates from the Father. Likewise, the 

Council of Toledo, held in 589, also made the same decision concerning the Holy 

Spirit. The Eastern and Western Churches split over this point, and continue to differ. 

The Qur’ n gives the final word to end all such disputes. It describes the Christ as 

God’s “Word which He gave to Mary and a soul from Him.” (4: 171) He is certainly a 

human being, no more: “He was nothing but a servant of Ours whom We had graced and 

whom We had made an example for the Children of Israel.” (43: 59) 

Christians have held similar differences about the crucifixion. Some say that Jesus 

was crucified until death, was buried and then rose from the tomb after three days 

and was taken to heaven. Others say that Judas who betrayed him and pointed him 

out to his enemies was made to look like Jesus and that it was he who was crucified 

in his place. Some say that his likeness was thrown over his disciple Simon, and 

Simon was taken in his place. The Qur’ n gives the final word on all this as it says: 

“They did not kill him, and neither did they crucify him, but it only seemed to them [as if it 

had been] so.” (4: 157) “God said: Jesus, I shall gather you and cause you to ascend to Me, 

and I shall cleanse you of those who disbelieve.” (3: 55) 

In the past the Jews distorted the Torah and altered its divine laws. The Qur’ n 

confirms the original text God revealed: “We decreed for them in it: a life for a life, an eye 

for an eye, a nose for a nose, an ear for an ear, a tooth for a tooth, and a similar retribution for 

wounds.” (5: 45) 

The Qur’ n tells them the truth about their history and their prophets, purging it 

of countless legends which they report in different ways. It cleanses this history from 

all the filth they tried to attribute to their prophets. In fact, we can hardly find an 

Israelite prophet left unstained by such filth. They alleged that Abraham introduced 

his wife to the King of Palestine and to the Pharaoh of Egypt as his sister, hoping for 

some favour from them. Jacob, or Israel, played tricks and lied to his father Isaac in 

order to take his grandfather’s blessings, which were due to his brother Esau. They 

further alleged that the Prophet Lot’s two daughters made him drunk on two nights 
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so that he slept with each one of them in order to beget a child. They did so, it is 

alleged, because he had no male heir and they feared that his wealth would go to 

others. It is further claimed that they achieved their purpose. They also alleged that 

David saw a pretty woman from the roof of his palace. When he knew that she was 

married to one of his soldiers, he sent this soldier on a mission from which he was 

sure not to return so that he could have his wife. Solomon is alleged to have 

worshipped a mule in order to please one of his women with whom he was so 

infatuated that he could not refuse her any request. 

The Qur’ n absolves all these noble and pure prophets of all the filth such Israelite 

superstitions, which the Jews added to the Torah, tried to attach to them. Likewise it 

refuted all false claims against Jesus, son of Mary. 

Guidance and Mercy 

This Qur’ n which supersedes all books revealed before it provides the final word 

on all disputes between their followers. Still the idolaters in Arabia argued about it. It 

is as God describes it: “It is indeed guidance and mercy to those who believe.” (Verse 77) 

It is “guidance” preventing dispute and error. It outlines the way of life to 

implement, and determines the course to follow. It also provides a bond between the 

believers and the great laws of nature which never fail. Furthermore, the Qur’ n is 

“mercy’ saving them from doubt, worry and confusion between systems and theories 

that cannot provide a solid basis to build their lives upon. Moreover, it establishes a 

bond with God that gives them reassurance and peace with themselves and with 

mankind generally. In this way, it leads them to earn God’s pleasure and His 

magnificent reward. 

The Qur’ nic method of remoulding hearts and souls in accordance with pure, 

undistorted nature is indeed unique. It establishes harmony between human life, the 

universe and the major laws of nature operating in it. This enables man to live in 

peace and reassurance because he realizes that he lives in a world whose laws and 

forces are at peace with him. He knows that the overall law that runs the universe is 

the same as that which controls his life. With such harmony and peace between 

man’s soul and the great existence around him, peace is generated within the 

community and among humanity at large. Reassurance and stability become a reality 

in human life. This is “mercy” in its most comprehensive form. This quick reference 

to God’s grace represented in the revelation of the Qur’ n is followed by an 

assurance to the Prophet that God will judge between him and his community on the 

basis of His perfect knowledge: “Your Lord will judge between them in His wisdom; for 

He alone is Almighty, All-Knowing.” (Verse 78) 

God has made the triumph of the truth a natural law similar to that of the creation 
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of the heavens and the earth and the succession of night and day. It never fails. It 

may be slow in coming, but this will only be because of a particular purpose known 

to God which will ensure the fulfilment of certain goals known to Him. Yet still the 

law remains in operation, and God’s promise is certain to be fulfilled. Indeed, no 

one’s faith is complete unless one believes in its certainty. What we need to know is 

that God’s promise will come to pass at the moment appointed for it, and it will 

neither be hastened nor delayed: “So, place your trust in God; for yours is surely the path 

of the clear truth.” (Verse 79) 

The s rah continues to comfort the Prophet so that he bears with patience the 

stubborn rejection by the unbelievers, despite his strenuous efforts giving them 

sound advice and addressing them with the Qur’ n. He is told that he has not 

slackened in his duty, but he can make only those with beating hearts hear. These are 

the ones who listen attentively, and their hearts are moved so as to respond to the 

Prophet who gives them honest and sound counsel. By contrast, those whose hearts 

are dead and who are blind to all the pointers to the truth of faith are a lost case. 

There is simply no access to their hearts. Therefore, the Prophet should not worry 

about their persistent error: “Indeed you cannot make the dead hear; and you cannot make 

the deaf hear your call when they turn their backs and go away. Nor can you lead the blind 

out of their error. You can only get those who believe in Our signs to listen; and they will 

then submit  themselves [to God].” (Verses 80-81) 

The Qur’ nic style paints here a lively image of a mental condition that renders 

hearts, souls and feelings frozen, unresponsive. We see them first as dead, with the 

Prophet calling on them but they do not hear him. The second image shows them 

deaf, moving away from the person who is calling them. Thirdly they are shown as 

blind who cannot see the guide trying to set them on the right course. These three 

images interact to give us a profound description of their situation. 

In contrast to the dead, blind and deaf we see the believers who are alive, with 

their hearing and seeing faculties finely tuned: “You can only get those who believe in 

Our signs to listen; and they will then submit themselves [to God].” (Verse 81) These are 

the ones whose hearts are ready to receive God’s revelations. They have life and they 

warm to it, feeling its presence. They benefit by what they hear and see. Such are the 

believers and the Prophet’s duty is to make them hear, pointing to the signs God has 

placed all around us. They will then accept what he tells them and submit 

themselves to God. 

Islam is simple, clear and very close to pure human nature. Once the heart gets to 

know it, it will submit to it. Thus the Qur’ n describes those hearts which are 

prepared to listen and be guided to the truth. They do not indulge in futile argument. 

Once God’s Messenger calls on them, pointing to God’s signs and reciting His 

revelations, they respond and submit. 
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Presages of the Last Hour 

The s rah then takes us on another round previewing some of the forerunners of 

the Day of Resurrection. It mentions the appearance of a beast that will speak to 

those who do not believe in God’s signs that are placed in the universe. It paints a 

scene of the resurrection and the rebuke levelled at those who deny God’s signs, 

while they stand speechless. It then quickly refers to the two signs that are always 

there to see, namely the night and the day, before taking us back to a horrendous 

image when the trumpet is blown and the mountains are made to move like clouds. 

It shows us the good believers safe from all this horror while those who have been 

errant are thrown on their faces in hell: 

When the Word comes to pass against them, We will bring forth to them out of the 

earth a beast which will say to them that mankind had no real faith in Our revelations. 

On that day We shall gather from each community a host of those who denied Our 

revelations; and they shall be lined in ranks. And when they come forth [God] will say: 

Did you deny My revelations even though you did not comprehend them fully; or 

what was it that you were doing?’ And the Word will come to pass against them 

because of their wrongdoing, and they will be unable to speak. Are they not aware that 

it is We who have made the night for them to rest in, and the day to give them light? 

In this there are truly signs for people who will believe. On that day the trumpet will 

be sounded, and all who are in the heavens and the earth will be stricken with terror, 

except those God wills to exempt. All shall come to Him in utter humility. And you 

see the mountains, which you deem so firm, pass away as clouds pass away. Such is 

the work of God who has ordered all things to perfection. He is indeed fully aware of 

all that you do. Whoever comes [before Him] with a good deed shall have far better 

than it; and they will be secure from the terror of that day. And those who come with 

evil deeds, their faces will be thrust into the fire: Are you now being recompensed for 

anything other than what you did [in life]?’ (Verses 82-90) 

The first of these verses mentions a beast. The same is mentioned in many a dīth, 

some of which are authentic, but these do not give any description of it. There are 

descriptions of it in other a dīth which do not aspire to any reasonable degree of 

authenticity. Hence, they should be discarded. Of the many descriptions of this beast 

that should be so discarded are that it is 60 yards in length, that it has fluff, feathers, a 

beard and hoofs, that it has a bull’s head, pig’s eyes, elephant’s ears, a deer’s horns, 

an ostrich’s neck, a lion’s chest, a tiger’s colour, a cat’s waist, a ram’s tail and a 

camel’s limbs. Nothing of such descriptions is of any significance whatsoever. 

It is better by far to limit ourselves to the text of the Qur’ n and the authentic 

a dīth which tell us that the appearance of the beast is a presage of the Day of 
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Resurrection. It is when the time for repentance has expired and judgement is due on 

those who rejected the faith that God will bring forth this beast to speak to them. 

Beasts normally do not speak, or rather their languages are not understood by 

humans. However, at this point people will understand what this beast says, and 

they will know that it is a miracle that heralds the Last Hour. But they were keen to 

deny God’s signs and the Day of Resurrection. 

It is noticeable in this s rah that several scenes depict a dialogue between insects, 

birds, jinn and the Prophet Solomon. Mention of a beast that speaks to people thus 

fits well with those scenes, as it complements the s rah’s overall imagery. 

The s rah proceeds from this forerunner of the Day of Judgement to the scene of 

resurrection and gathering: “On that day We shall gather from each community a host of 

those who denied Our revelations; and they shall be lined in ranks.” (Verse 83) All mankind 

will be gathered on that day, but the s rah highlights here the position of those 

denying revelations. It shows them as they are driven in ranks, altogether, having no 

say or choice in the direction they have to go. 

“And when they come forth [God] will say: Did you deny My revelations even though you 

did not comprehend them fully; or what was it that you were doing?” (Verse 84) The first 

question is one of reproach, because it is already known that they denied God’s 

revelations, while the second is sarcastic. This combination is used in spoken 

language making the second question imply that they took no particularly noticeable 

action in their lives, apart from their denial of God’s revelations. Such a question 

receives no answer; those to whom it is put stand speechless: “And the Word will come 

to pass against them because of their wrongdoing, and they will be unable to speak.” (Verse 

85) They deserve such a fate because of the wrongdoing in their lives on earth. They 

are unable to speak, while the beast has already spoken. What a contrast drawn in 

the Qur’ nic expression and also in the great signs being described in the Qur’ n. 

The presentation in this round follows a special pattern, setting scenes from this 

life against those from the life to come, moving from one to the other at the moment 

when it is particularly effective. Here the s rah leaves those who denied God’s 

revelations as they stand speechless on the Day of Resurrection to draw a scene of 

this world which should have awakened their consciences and invited them to reflect 

on the universe and its creation. They should have thought of this and realized that 

God takes care of them, providing them with what enables them to have comfortable 

lives, making the universe around them suitable for life, not hostile to it: “Are they not 

aware that it is We who have made the night for them to rest in, and the day to give them 

light? In this there are truly signs for people who will believe.” (Verse 86) 

The scene of the still night and the alert day should give man a religious 

conscience that directs him to maintain his bond with God who alternates the night 
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and day. Both day and night are two universal signs that bear a clear message to 

anyone who accepts the faith, but unbelievers do not do so. Had there been only 

night or only day, life would not have been possible on earth. Indeed, had either the 

day or the night been ten times longer than what they are now, the sun would have 

burnt out every plant on earth, while at night every surviving plant would have been 

frozen. Life then would have been impossible. We see that the present state of the 

night and day is suitable to life, and this carries signs for people who respond to 

faith. 

From this situation in our present life the s rah moves immediately to the day 

when the trumpet is blown. This heralds great horror for all, except those protected 

by God’s will. In addition the mountains that have been symbols of firmness and 

stability are made to move. The day ends with giving the good believers their reward 

in the form of security and goodness, while the others are punished by fear, thrown 

on their faces into the fire. “On that day the trumpet will be sounded, and all who are in 

the heavens and the earth will be stricken with terror, except those God wills to exempt. All 

shall come to Him in utter humility. And you see the mountains, which you deem so firm, 

pass away as clouds pass away. Such is the work of God who has ordered all things to 

perfection. He is indeed fully aware of all that you do. Whoever comes [before Him] with a 

good deed shall have far better than it; and they will be secure from the terror of that day. And 

those who come with evil deeds, their faces will be thrust into the fire: Are you now being 

recompensed for anything other than what you did [in life]?” (Verses 87-90) 

The trumpet is blown for the first time to strike terror in the hearts of all creatures 

except those whom God wishes to spare. It is said that those who are exempt are the 

martyrs. With this extraordinary sound emanating from the trumpet all living 

creatures are struck and become senseless. Then the trumpet is blown a second time 

bringing them all back to life. It is then blown again to gather them all together: “All 

shall come to Him in utter humility.” (Verse 87) 

With this great terror, a universal upheaval takes place with everything losing its 

normal systemic functioning. Thus firm mountains that have been symbols of 

stability move lightly like clouds. This is an image that shows the terror at its 

clearest. It is as if the mountains are in fear, moving with those who are struck with 

terror, confused, unable to determine their direction. 

“Such is the work of God who has ordered all things to perfection.” (Verse 88) All glory 

is due to Him. Perfection is clear in everything He does or makes. Nothing happens 

by chance or coincidence; nothing is flawed; nothing is overlooked or forgotten. 

When we reflect on God’s creation we cannot find even a little detail left out. Indeed 

everything, large or small, important or not, is taken into consideration. Everything is 

made according to an elaborate plan that leaves the one who contemplates in utter 

amazement. 
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“He is indeed fully aware of all that you do.” (Verse 88) This is now the day of 

reckoning when all that you have done is reckoned. It is the day set by God who has 

ordered all things to perfection: it has come at the time set for it, with no hastening or 

delay. It fulfils its role in God’s method of creation and planning. It brings harmony 

between action and reward in the two closely linked lives. Hence, it is part of “the 

work of God who has ordered all things to perfection. He is indeed fully aware of all that you 

do.” (Verse 88) 

On this fearsome day, security and reassurance are granted only to those who did 

well in their first life on earth. This is in addition to their reward which exceeds by 

far everything they did: “Whoever comes [before Him] with a good deed shall have far 

better than it; and they will be secure from the terror of that day.” (Verse 89) To be in 

security when all are in terror is in itself a great reward. What comes after that is 

granted by God’s grace. These believers feared God in their first life, so He willed 

that they would have no fear on the Day of Judgement. 

“And those who come with evil deeds, their faces will be thrust into the fire.” (Verse 90) 

This is a terrible scene as such people are thrown on their faces into hell. They also 

suffer further rebuke: “Are you now being recompensed for anything other than what you 

did [in life]?” (Verse 90) They had turned their back on God’s guidance, which was 

presented to them as clearly as night and day; so now their faces are the first to face 

the fire. 

Summing Up Instructions 

At the end the Prophet is instructed to sum up his call and his method in calling 

on people to believe. He leaves them to their destiny, which they have chosen for 

themselves after the issues have been clearly put in front of them. The s rah 

concludes, as it started, with praising God, leaving it to Him to show them His signs 

and to hold them to account for their deeds: 

I am only bidden to worship the Lord of this city who has made it sacred. To Him all 

things belong. And I am bidden to be one of those who submit themselves [to God]. 

And to recite the Qur’ n. So whoever chooses to follow the right path does so for his 

own benefit; and if any chooses to go astray, say: “I am only a warner.’ And say: All 

praise is due to God. He will indeed make you see His signs, and you will recognize 

them. Your Lord is never heedless of what you do.’ (Verses 91-93) 

The Arab idolaters used to believe in the sanctity of Makkah and the Sacred 

House, i.e. the Ka`bah. Indeed they based their supremacy in Arabia on belief in the 

sanctity of this House. Yet they did not believe in the oneness of God who made it 
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sacred and also made it the focus of their lives. Therefore, God’s Messenger gives 

faith its proper value, declaring that he is commanded to worship the Lord of this 

sacred city, who has no partners. He states the Islamic concept of God’s oneness: the 

Lord of this city is the Lord of everything: “To Him all things belong.” (Verse 91) He 

also declares that he is bidden to be one of those who surrender themselves totally to 

God. No one else has any claim on them. They are a group of their own stretching 

over countless generations, sharing their belief in God and surrendering themselves 

to Him. 

Such is the essence of his message, while its essential means is the recitation of the 

Qur’ n: “And to recite the Qur’ n.” (Verse 92) The Qur’ n is the book of this message, 

and also its constitution and method. The Prophet has been ordered to strive against 

the unbelievers by means of the Qur’ n, because it is sufficient as a means to address 

hearts, minds and souls. It contains what overpowers souls, influences feelings, and 

violently shakes hearts. Fighting was permitted at a later stage to defend believers, 

ensure the freedom for God’s message to address people with the Qur’ n, and to 

implement the divine law. As for calling people to faith, the Qur’ n itself is sufficient: 

“And to recite the Qur’ n.” 

“So whoever chooses to follow the right path does so for his own benefit; and if any chooses 

to go astray, say: I am only a warner.” (Verse 92) This statement represents personal 

responsibility with regard to following divine guidance or error. In turn, it reflects 

the dignity that Islam guarantees man such that none are driven to faith against their 

will. It is only that we recite the Qur’ n and let it work on people in accordance with 

its profound and meticulous method. Needless to say, when human nature is left 

unshackled, it responds to the Qur’ n because its very constitution is in unison with 

the Qur’ nic method. 

“And say: All praise is due to God.” (Verse 93) This is by way of introducing what is 

to come concerning God’s own making. “He will indeed make you see His signs, and you 

will recognize them.” (Verse 93) God certainly says the truth. Every day He shows His 

servants some of His signs within themselves and in the great expanse of the 

universe. He reveals to them some of the secrets at work in the universe. 

“Your Lord is never heedless of what you do.” (Verse 93) This is the final note in the 

s rah, expressed gently yet imparting an awesome sense. They are then left to do 

what they want, prompted by the profound note: “Your Lord is never heedless of what 

you do.” 
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S RAH 28 

Al-Qaşaş 
(The Story) 

Prologue 

This s rah was revealed in Makkah, at a time when the Muslims were a small 

minority without power, while the idolaters were in full control of power, wealth, 

position and authority. In this context, the s rah establishes the true standard of 

values and power: it clearly states that there is only one true power in the universe, 

God’s, and only one true value, faith. Whoever enjoys God’s support need have no 

fear, even though he may be bereft of material power, and whomever God opposes 

can enjoy neither peace nor security even though he may be in possession of all types 

of material power. A person who enshrines the value of faith enjoys every good 

thing, whilst the one who lacks it will not reap any benefit whatsoever. 

The corpus of the s rah deals with aspects pertaining to Moses and Pharaoh, and 

concludes with details about Q rūn [or Korah] and his treatment of Moses’ people. 

The first of these two stories tackles power and authority, showing Pharaoh, a 

ruthless tyrant, alert to any source of danger. Then, there is Moses, a suckling baby 

with neither power nor shelter. Pharaoh had exalted himself, ruling over and 

dividing people into sections and classes, persecuting the Children of Israel, slaying 

their men and sparing their women, watching carefully lest they should do anything 

that might constitute a usurpation of his control. Yet all his might and precautions 

were of little avail against a little child who was cared for by the only real power that 

protects from all evil. Indeed this power challenges Pharaoh openly, throwing the 

child into his own lap, placing him in Pharaoh’s own palace so as to be doted upon 

by his own wife, while he stands by, unable to do anything against Moses. On the 

contrary, he does with his own hands what brings about his downfall. 
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The second story demonstrates the value of wealth, as also the value of 

knowledge. Wealth occupied everyone’s attention as they watched Q rūn strutting 

about in his various adornments. He possessed such enormous treasures that just to 

carry the keys of these treasures required a whole group of strong men, who would 

find the task very tiring. What is more, Q rūn also had knowledge which he thought 

to have brought him all this wealth. Yet those endowed with true knowledge among 

his people were not bewitched by such wealth. They looked to God’s reward, 

knowing that this is infinitely better and more lasting. Then God’s power intervened 

sinking him and his household into the earth, showing beholders that neither wealth 

nor knowledge were of any avail to Q rūn. The intervention here is direct just as it is 

with Pharaoh when he and his troops were drowned in the sea. 

Both Pharaoh and Q rūn exalted themselves, tyrannizing the Children of Israel: 

one with the brute force of authority, the other with financial might. The end was the 

same in both instances: one was swallowed by the earth, the other was drowned in 

the sea. In neither case do we see any opposing force capable of resisting God’s direct 

power that intervened to put an end to tyranny and injustice. The two stories clearly 

show that when evil and corruption are manifest, while those who are good and 

righteous appear powerless, God Almighty intervenes directly and openly to put an 

end to it all.9 

In between the two stories, the s rah takes the idolaters on a couple of rounds 

opening their eyes to the significance of these narrations and directs their attention to 

some of God’s signs that are present in the universe, as also the fate of past 

communities or scenes from the Day of Judgement. All these endorse the moral of 

the stories and confirm God’s unalterable law. 

The unbelievers used to say to the Prophet: “If we were to follow the guidance along 

with you, we would be torn away from our land.” (Verse 57) In this way, they justified 

their rejection of the Prophet’s message on the basis that people would tear them 

away from their land if they changed their old beliefs. In other words, they wanted to 

                                                 
9 In commenting on S rah 20,  , I said: “We also learn from this account that when the Children 
of Israel accepted the humiliation Pharoah imposed on them, by virtue of his persecution campaign, 
killing their men and sparing their women, God did not interfere on their side. They simply accepted 
their subjugation, fearing Pharaoh and his power. But when faith was paramount in the hearts of 
those who believed in Moses and his message, and when they were ready to withstand the torture 
with their heads held high, declaring their rejection of Pharaoh and their belief in God, then God 
intervened and conducted the battle. Thus, victory was achieved on the battlefield as it was earlier 
achieved within their hearts and souls.” (Vol. XI, p. 343.) 
However, what I have just said in this s rah is more accurate and accords with the import of this 
s rah.. Yet what I said in that comment is acceptable with some change in phraseology. Here, the s rah 
demonstrates how God's power intervened right from the outset, but the ultimate victory was only 
achieved when faith was clearly uppermost in the hearts of those who believed, and when they 
openly declared the word of truth in the face of ruthless tyranny. 
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ensure that people still held them in awe and reverence as they were the custodians 

of the Sacred Mosque. God relates here the stories of Moses and Pharaoh showing 

which people enjoy security and which experience overwhelming fear. It tells them 

that it is only under God’s protection that people can truly feel secure even though 

their situation may appear otherwise. Fear, however, lacks such protection even 

though it may seem that security is fully present. Q rūn’s story is related to confirm 

this basic truth in a different way. 

The unbelievers’ stance is answered as follows: “Have We not given them a secure 

sanctuary to which are brought the fruits of all things, as a provision from Us? But most of 

them have no knowledge.” (Verse 57) This is a reminder that it is God who has provided 

them with security, appointing the Sacred House in their own vicinity. It is He who 

has extended security to them and it is He who can easily deprive them of it. This is 

followed by a warning against arrogance and ungratefulness: “How many a 

community that exulted in its life [of ease and plenty] have We destroyed. The dwellings they 

left behind were but scarcely inhabited. It is We who are the only heirs.” (Verse 58) 

The s rah then makes it clear to them that they have already been warned when a 

messenger of God has been sent to them. God’s law has always been that people are 

destroyed if they persist in their erring ways once they have been so warned: “Your 

Lord would never destroy a community without first sending them a messenger who would 

recite to them Our revelations. Never would We destroy a community unless its people are 

intent on wrongdoing.” (Verse 59) 

This is followed by a scene from the Day of Judgement when they stand alone, 

having been publicly disowned by those beings whom they alleged to be God’s 

partners. Thus they are made to realize what punishment they will incur on the Day 

of Judgement, after they have also been punished in this life. It tells them again 

where security lies and what brings fear. 

The s rah concludes with God’s promise to His Messenger as he is driven out of 

Makkah by the idolaters. This promise makes it clear that God, who has assigned to 

him this Qur’ nic message and defined the duties involved in his assignment, will 

surely facilitate his return to his home town, giving him support against idolatry and 

idolaters. God had favoured him with the message to which he had never aspired. 

He will certainly give him support and return him to the city from which he was 

driven out. The stories related in this s rah endorse this promise. Moses returned to 

the very land from which he fled in fear for his life. When he returned it was but for a 

relatively short time. He once again left, only this time with the Children of Israel. In 

this way, the Israelites were saved whilst Pharaoh met his humiliating fate. 

The final note in the s rah also seals God’s promise: “Never call on any deity side by 

side with God. There is no deity other than Him. Everything is bound to perish except 

Himself. With Him rests all judgement, and to Him you all shall return.” (Verse 88) 
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Such is, in a nutshell, the s rah’s theme and import. This is outlined in four phases: 

Moses’ story, the comments that follow it, Q rūn’s story and this final promise. 
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1 

Security at the Height of 

Danger 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

. Sīn. Mīm. (1) 

These are verses of the Book that makes 

things clear. (2) 

We shall relate to you some of the story of 

Moses and Pharaoh, setting forth the 

truth for people who will believe. (3) 

Pharaoh exalted himself in the land and 

divided its people into castes. One group 

of them he persecuted, slaying their sons 

and keeping their women alive. For 

certain, he was one who sows corruption. 

(4) 

But it was Our will to bestow Our 

favour upon those who were oppressed in 

the land and to make them leaders, and to 

make them the ones to inherit [the land], 

(5) 
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and to establish them securely on earth, 

and to let Pharaoh, H m n and their 

hosts experience at their hands the very 

things against which they were taking 

precautions. (6) 

We revealed to the mother of Moses: 

“Breast-feed him, and then when you 

have cause to fear for him, cast him in the 

river, and have no fear and do not grieve. 

We shall restore him to you, and shall 

make him one of Our messengers.’ (7) 

Pharaoh’s household picked him up; and 

so [in time] he would become an enemy 

to them and a source of grief. Pharaoh, 

H m n and their hosts were sinners 

indeed. (8) 

Pharaoh’s wife said: A joy to the eye he 

will be for me and for you. Do not kill 

him. He may well be of use to us, or we 

may adopt him as our son.’ They had no 

inkling [of what was to happen]. (9) 

By the morning an aching void came 

over the heart of Moses’ mother, and she 

would indeed have disclosed his identity 

had We not strengthened her heart so 

that she could continue to have faith. (10) 

She said to his sister: ‘Follow him.’ So 

she watched him from a distance, while 

they were unaware. (11) 
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… çν x‹Ï‚−GtΡ # V$s!uρ öΝ èδuρ Ÿω šχρããèô±o„ ∩®∪  

yxt7 ô¹r& uρ ßŠ# xσ èù ÏdΘé& 4†y›θãΒ % ¸ñÌ≈ sù ( βÎ) 

ôNyŠ$Ÿ2 ”Ï‰ö7 çFs9 ⎯ Ïμ Î/ Iωöθs9 βr& $oΨ ôÜ t/ §‘ 

4’ n?tã $yγ Î6 ù=s% šχθä3tGÏ9 z⎯ ÏΒ š⎥⎫ ÏΖÏΒ÷σ ßϑø9 $# 

∩⊇⊃∪  

ôM s9$s%uρ ⎯Ïμ ÏG÷zT{ Ïμ‹Å_Áè% ( ôNuÝÇt7 sù ⎯ Ïμ Î/ ⎯ tã 

5= ãΖã_ öΝ èδuρ Ÿω šχρããèô±o„ ∩⊇⊇∪  
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Right from the very beginning We 

caused him to refuse all nurses’ breasts. 

So, his sister said: ‘Shall I direct you to a 

family who might bring him up for you 

and take good care of him?’ (12) 

Thus We restored him to his mother, so 

that she might rejoice in him and grieve 

no more, and that she might know that 

God’s promise always comes true; even 

though most people do not know this. 

(13) 

When he attained his full manhood and 

became fully mature, We bestowed on 

him wisdom and knowledge. Thus do We 

reward those who do good. (14) 

One day he entered the city at a time 

when its people were unaware [of his 

presence]. He found there two men 

fighting, one belonging to his own people 

and the other to his enemies. And the one 

from his own people cried out to him for 

help against the one from his enemies, 

whereupon Moses struck him down with 

his fist and killed him. He said: “This is 

of Satan’s doing! Indeed, he is an open 

foe, seeking to lead man astray.’ (15) 

He then prayed: ‘My Lord! I have 

certainly wronged myself, so forgive me.’ 

So He forgave him. He alone is Much-

Forgiving, Merciful. (16) 

He said: “My Lord! For all that with 

which You have blessed me, never shall I 

* $oΨ øΒ§ymuρ Ïμ ø‹n=tã yì ÅÊ# tyϑø9 $# ⎯ÏΒ ã≅ ö6 s% 

ôM s9$s) sù ö≅ yδ ö/ ä3—9 ßŠ r& #’ n?tã È≅ ÷δr& ;M øŠ t/ 

… çμ tΡθè=à õ3tƒ öΝ à6 s9 öΝ èδuρ … çμ s9 šχθßsÅÁ≈ tΡ 

∩⊇⊄∪  

çμ≈ tΡ÷Š yŠ tsù #’ n<Î) ⎯Ïμ ÏiΒé& ö’ s1 §s) s? $yγ ãΨ øŠ tã Ÿωuρ 

šχt“ ós s? zΟ n=÷ètGÏ9 uρ χr& y‰ôãuρ «!$# ?Y ym 

£⎯ Å3≈ s9 uρ öΝ èδusYò2r& Ÿω šχθßϑn=ôètƒ ∩⊇⊂∪  

$£ϑs9 uρ x n=t/ … çν £‰ä© r& #“uθtGó™ $# uρ çμ≈oΨ ÷ s?# u™ $Vϑõ3ãm 

$Vϑù=Ïãuρ 4 šÏ9≡ x‹x. uρ “Ì“ øg wΥ t⎦⎫ÏΖÅ¡ósßϑø9 $# ∩⊇⊆∪  

Ÿ≅ yzyŠ uρ sπ uΖƒ Ï‰yϑø9 $# 4’ n?tã È⎦⎫Ïm 7's#ø xî ô⎯ ÏiΒ 

$yγ Î=÷δr& y‰y_uθsù $pκ Ïù È⎦÷, s#ã_u‘ ÈβŸξÏGtFø) tƒ # x‹≈ yδ 

⎯ ÏΒ ⎯ ÏμÏGyè‹ Ï© # x‹≈ yδ uρ ô⎯ ÏΒ ⎯ Íν Íiρß‰tã ( 
çμ sW≈ tótGó™ $$sù “Ï% ©!$# ⎯ ÏΒ ⎯ Ïμ ÏGyè‹ Ï© ’ n?tã “Ï% ©!$# 

ô⎯ ÏΒ ⎯ Íν Íiρß‰tã … çν t“ x. uθsù 4©y›θãΒ 4©|Ós) sù Ïμ ø‹n=tã ( 
tΑ$s% # x‹≈ yδ ô⎯ ÏΒ È≅ uΗxå Ç⎯≈ sÜ ø‹ ¤±9 $# ( … çμ ¯ΡÎ) Aρß‰tã 

@≅ ÅÒ•Β ×⎦⎫Î7 •Β ∩⊇∈∪  

tΑ$s% Éb>u‘ ’ ÎoΤ Î) àM ôϑn=sß ©Å¤ø tΡ öÏ øî $$sù ’ Í< 

tx tó sù ÿ…ã&s! 4 … çμ ¯ΡÎ) uθèδ â‘θà tóø9 $# ÞΟŠ Ïm§9 $# ∩⊇∉∪  

tΑ$s% Éb> u‘ !$yϑÎ/ |M ôϑyè÷Ρr& ¥’ n?tã ô⎯ n=sù šχθä. r& 

# Z Îγ sß t⎦⎫ÏΒÌôfßϑù=Ïj9 ∩⊇∠∪  
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give help to wrongdoers.’ (17) 

Next morning, he was in the city, fearful, 

vigilant, when he saw the man who 

sought his help the day before again 

crying out to him for help. Moses said to 

him: “Indeed, you are clearly a quarrel-

some fellow.’ (18) 

But then, when he was about to strike the 

one who was their enemy, the latter 

exclaimed: “Moses! Do you want to kill 

me as you killed another man yesterday? 

You want only to become a tyrant in the 

land, and you do not want to be one who 

sets things right.’ (19) 

Then a man came at speed from the 

farthest end of the city. He said: “Moses! 

The nobles are plotting to kill you. So get 

yourself away. I am giving you sincere 

advice.’ (20) 

So he left the city in fear, vigilant. He 

prayed: “My Lord! Save me from all 

wrongdoing folk.’ (21) 

And as he turned his face towards 

Madyan, he said: “I do hope that my 

Lord will guide me to the right path.’ 

(22) 

When he arrived at the wells of Madyan, 

he found there a large group of people 

drawing water [for their herds and 

flocks], and at some distance from them 

he found two women who were keeping 

back their flock. He asked them: ‘What is 

the matter with you two?’ They said: 

yxt7 ô¹r'sù ’ Îû Ïπ uΖƒ Ï‰yϑø9 $# $Z Í←!% s{ Ü= ©%utItƒ # sŒ Î* sù 

“Ï% ©!$# … çν u|ÇΨ tFó™ $# Ä§øΒF{ $$Î/ … çμ äzÎóÇtFó¡o„ 4 
tΑ$s% … çμ s9 #©y›θãΒ y7 ¨ΡÎ) A“Èθtós9 ×⎦⎫Î7 •Β ∩⊇∇∪  

!$£ϑn=sù ÷βr& yŠ# u‘ r& βr& |·ÏÜ ö7 tƒ “Ï% ©!$$Î/ uθèδ Aρß‰tã 

$yϑßγ ©9 tΑ$s% #©y›θßϑ≈ tƒ ß‰ƒ Ìè? r& βr& ©Í_ n=çGø) s? $yϑx. 

|M ù=tGs% $G¡ø tΡ Ä§øΒF{ $$Î/ ( βÎ) ß‰ƒ Ìè? HωÎ) βr& 

tβθä3s? # Y‘$¬7 y_ ’ Îû ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# $tΒ uρ ß‰ƒ Ìè? βr& 

tβθä3s? z⎯ ÏΒ t⎦⎫ÅsÏ=óÁßϑø9 $# ∩⊇®∪  

u™!% ỳ uρ ×≅ ã_u‘ ô⎯ ÏiΒ $|Áø%r& Ïπ uΖƒ Ï‰yϑø9 $# 4©të ó¡o„ 

tΑ$s% #©y›θßϑ≈ tƒ χÎ) V|yϑø9 $# tβρãÏϑs?ù'tƒ y7 Î/ 

x8θè=çFø) u‹ Ï9 ólã÷z$$ sù ’ Î oΤ Î) y7 s9 z⎯ ÏΒ 

š⎥⎫ Ï⇔ ÅÁ≈ ¨Ψ9 $# ∩⊄⊃∪  

yltsƒ m $pκ ÷] ÏΒ $Z Í←!% s{ Ü= ©%utItƒ ( tΑ$s% Éb>u‘ ©Í_ Ång wΥ 

z⎯ ÏΒ ÏΘöθs) ø9 $# t⎦⎫ÏϑÎ=≈ ©à9 $# ∩⊄⊇∪  

$£ϑs9 uρ tμ §_uθs? u™!$s) ù=Ï? š⎥t⎪ô‰ tΒ tΑ$s% 4©|¤tã 

ú†În1u‘ βr& ©Í_ tƒ Ï‰ôγ tƒ u™!# uθ y™ È≅‹ Î6 ¡¡9 $# ∩⊄⊄∪  

$£ϑs9 uρ yŠ u‘ uρ u™!$tΒ š⎥t⎪ô‰tΒ y‰ỳ uρ Ïμ ø‹n=tã Zπ ¨Βé& 

š∅ÏiΒ Ä¨$̈Ψ9 $# šχθà) ó¡o„ y‰y_uρuρ ⎯ ÏΒ 

ãΝ Îγ ÏΡρßŠ È⎦÷⎫s?r& tøΒ$# Èβ# yŠρä‹s? ( tΑ$s% $tΒ 

$yϑä3ç7 ôÜ yz ( $tGs9$s% Ÿω ’ Å+ ó¡nΣ 4©®Lym u‘ Ï‰óÁãƒ 

â™!$tã Ìh9 $# ( $tΡθç/ r& uρ Ó‡ ø‹x© × Î7 Ÿ2 ∩⊄⊂∪  
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“We cannot water [our animals] until 

the herdsmen drive home. Our father is a 

very old man.’ (23) 

So he watered their flock for them, and 

then he withdrew into the shade and 

prayed: ‘My Lord! Truly am I in dire 

need of any good which You may send 

me.’ (24) 

One of the two women then came hack to 

him, walking shyly, and said: “My father 

invites you, so that he might duly reward 

you for having watered our flock for us.’ 

And when [Moses] went to him and told 

him his story, he said: ‘Have no fear. You 

are now safe from those wrongdoing 

folk.’ (25) 

Said one of the two women: “My father! 

Hire him; for the best person that you 

could hire is one who is strong and 

worthy of trust.’ (26) 

[The father] said: “I will give you one of 

these two daughters of mine in marriage 

on the understanding that you will 

remain eight years in my service. If you 

should complete ten years, it will be of 

your own choice. I do not wish to impose 

any hardship on you. You will find me, if 

God so wills, an upright man.’ (27) 

Answered [Moses]: “This is agreed 

between me and you. Whichever of the 

two terms I fulfil, I trust I shall not be 

wronged. God is the witness to all we 

say.’ (28) 

When Moses had fulfilled his term, and 

was travelling with his family, he 

perceived a fire on the slope of Mount 

Sinai. So he said to his family: ‘Wait 

4’ s+ |¡sù $yϑßγ s9 ¢Ο èO #’ ¯<uθs? ’ n<Î) Èe≅ Ïjà9 $# tΑ$s) sù Éb>u‘ 

’ ÎoΤ Î) !$yϑÏ9 |M ø9 t“Ρr& ¥’ n<Î) ô⎯ ÏΒ 9ö yz × É) sù ∩⊄⊆∪  

çμ ø?u™!$mg m $yϑßγ1 y‰÷n Î) ©Å ốϑs? ’ n?tã &™!$ uŠ ósÏFó™ $# 

ôM s9$s% χÎ) ’ Î1r& x8θãã ô‰tƒ štƒ Ì“ ôfu‹ Ï9 tô_r& 

$tΒ |M ø‹s) y™ $oΨ s9 4 $£ϑn= sù … çν u™!$y_ ¡Ès% uρ Ïμ ø‹n=tã 

}È|Ás) ø9 $# tΑ$s% Ÿω ô#y‚ s? ( |N öθpg wΥ š∅ÏΒ 

ÏΘöθs) ø9 $# t⎦⎫ÏϑÎ=≈ ©à9 $# ∩⊄∈∪  

ôM s9$s% $yϑßγ1 y‰÷n Î) ÏM t/ r'̄≈ tƒ çν öÉfø↔ tGó™ $# ( χÎ) 

uö yz Ç⎯ tΒ |Nöyfø↔ tGó™ $# ‘“Èθs) ø9 $# ß⎦⎫ÏΒF{ $# ∩⊄∉∪  

tΑ$s% þ’ ÎoΤÎ) ß‰ƒ Í‘ é& ÷βr& y7 ysÅ3Ρé& “y‰÷n Î) ¢©tLuΖö/ $# 

È⎦÷⎫tG≈ yδ #’ n?tã βr& ’ÎΤ tã_ù's? z©Í_≈ yϑrO 8kyfÏm ( 
÷βÎ* sù |M ôϑyϑø?r& #\ô±tã ô⎯ Ïϑsù x8 Ï‰ΖÏã ( !$tΒuρ 

ß‰ƒ Í‘ é& ÷βr& ¨, ä© r& šø‹n=tã 4 þ’ ÎΤ ß‰ÉftFy™ βÎ) u™!$x© 

ª!$# š∅ÏΒ t⎦⎫ÅsÎ=≈ ¢Á9 $# ∩⊄∠∪  

tΑ$s% šÏ9≡ sŒ ©Í_ øŠ t/ y7 uΖ÷ t/ uρ ( $yϑ−ƒ r& È⎦÷, s#y_F{ $# 

àM ø‹ ŸÒs% Ÿξsù šχ≡ uρô‰ãã ¥’ n?tã ( ª!$# uρ 4’ n?tã $tΒ 

ãΑθà) tΡ ×≅‹ Å2uρ ∩⊄∇∪  

* $£ϑn=sù 4©|Ós% ©y›θãΒ Ÿ≅ y_F{ $# u‘$y™ uρ 

ÿ⎯ Ï&Î#÷δr'Î/ [ tΡ# u™ ⎯ ÏΒ É= ÏΡ$y_ Í‘θ’Ü9 $# # Y‘$tΡ 

tΑ$s% Ï&Î#÷δL{ (# þθèW ä3øΒ$# þ’ÎoΤ Î) àM ó¡nΣ# u™ # Y‘$tΡ þ’Ìj?yè©9 

Ν ä3‹Ï?# u™ $yγ ÷Ψ ÏiΒ Ay9sƒ ¿2 ÷ρr& ;ο uρõ‹y_ š∅ÏiΒ Í‘$̈Ζ9 $# 

öΝ ä3ª=yès9 šχθè=sÜ óÁ s? ∩⊄®∪  
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here, for I perceive a fire. Perhaps I may 

bring you from there some information, 

or a burning brand from the fire so that 

you may warm yourselves.’ (29) 

But when he came close to it, he was 

addressed from the right-side bank of the 

valley, out of the tree on the blessed site: 

‘Moses! Truly, I am God, the Lord of all 

the worlds.’ (30) 

“Throw down your staff!’ But when he 

saw it moving, as if it were a serpent, he 

turned and fled, with no thought of 

turning back. [God said]: “Moses! Draw 

near and have no fear! You are certainly 

secure. (31) 

“Now place your hand inside your 

garment, and it will come out [shining] 

white without blemish. Then draw your 

arm close to your side to allay your fear. 

These, then, are two proofs from your 

Lord to Pharaoh and his nobles. They are 

indeed wicked people.’ (32) 

He said: ‘My Lord! I have killed one of 

them and I fear that they will kill me. 

(33) 

And my brother, Aaron, is better in 

speech than I am. So send him with me as 

a helper, so that he will confirm what I 

say, for I fear that they will accuse me of 

lying.’ (34) 

Said He: “We shall strengthen your arm 

with your brother, and will endow both 

!$£ϑn=sù $yγ8s?r& š”ÏŠθçΡ ⎯ ÏΒ Ã™ ÏÜ≈ x© ÏŠ# uθø9 $# 

Ç⎯ yϑ÷ƒ F{ $# ’ Îû Ïπ yèø) ç7 ø9 $# Ïπ Ÿ2t≈ t7 ßϑø9 $# z⎯ ÏΒ 

Íο tyf¤±9 $# βr& #©y›θßϑ≈ tƒ þ†ÎoΤ Î) $tΡr& ª!$# Uu‘ 

š⎥⎫ Ïϑn=≈ yèø9 $# ∩⊂⊃∪  

÷βr& uρ È, ø9 r& x8$|Átã ( $£ϑn=sù $yδ# u™u‘ •”tIöκ sE $pκ ¨Ξ r( x. 

Aβ!% ỳ 4’̄<uρ # \Î/ ô‰ãΒ óΟ s9 uρ ó= Ée) yèãƒ 4 #©y›θßϑ≈ tƒ 

ö≅ Î6 ø%r& Ÿωuρ ô#y‚s? ( š̈ΡÎ) z⎯ ÏΒ š⎥⎫ÏΖÏΒFψ$# 

∩⊂⊇∪  

ô7 è=ó™ $# x8y‰tƒ ’ Îû y7 Î6 øŠ y_ ólãøƒ rB u™!$ŸÒø‹t/ ô⎯ ÏΒ 

Îö xî &™þθß™ öΝ ßϑôÊ $# uρ šø‹s9 Î) šyn$uΖy_ z⎯ ÏΒ 

É= ÷δ§9 $# ( šÏΡ≡ x‹sù Èβ$uΖ≈ yδöç/ ⎯ ÏΒ šÎi/ ¢‘ 4’ n<Î) 

šχöθ tãöÏù ÿ⎯ Ïμ 'ƒZ∼tΒ uρ 4 öΝ ßγ ¯ΡÎ) (#θçΡ$Ÿ2 $YΒöθ s% 

š⎥⎫ É) Å¡≈ sù ∩⊂⊄∪ 

tΑ$s% Éb> u‘ ’ ÎoΤ Î) àM ù=tGs% öΝ ßγ÷Ψ ÏΒ $T¡ø tΡ ß∃% s{ r'sù 

βr& Èβθè=çFø) tƒ ∩⊂⊂∪  

©År& uρ Üχρã≈ yδ uθèδ ßx|Áøùr& ©Íh_ ÏΒ $ZΡ$|¡Ï9 

ã&ù#Å™ ö‘ r'sù z©Éë tΒ # [™÷Š Í‘ û©Í_ è% Ïd‰ |Áãƒ ( þ’ ÎoΤ Î) ß∃% s{ r& 

βr& Âχθç/ Éj‹s3ãƒ ∩⊂⊆∪  

tΑ$s% ‘‰à± t⊥ y™ x8y‰àÒtã y7‹Åzr'Î/ ã≅ yèøg wΥuρ 

$yϑä3s9 $YΖ≈ sÜ ù=ß™ Ÿξsù tβθè=ÅÁtƒ $yϑä3ø‹s9 Î) 4 
!$uΖÏF≈ tƒ$t↔ Î/ $yϑçGΡr& Ç⎯ tΒuρ $yϑä3yè t7 ¨?$# tβθç7 Î=≈ tóø9 $# 
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of you with power, so that they will not 

be able to touch you. By virtue of Our 

signs shall you two and those who follow 

you prevail.’ (35) 

When Moses came to them with Our 

clear signs, they said: ‘This is nothing 

but forged sorcery. Never did we hear of 

the like of this among our forefathers of 

old.’ (36) 

Moses replied: “My Lord knows best who 

comes with guidance from Him, and to 

whom the future belongs. Never will the 

evildoers be successful.’ (37) 

“Nobles!’ said Pharaoh. ‘I know of no 

deity that you could have other than 

myself. Well, H m n, kindle for me a fire 

[to bake bricks] of clay, and then build me 

a lofty tower, so that I may have a look at 

the god of Moses; even though I am 

convinced that he is one who tells lies.’ 

(38) 

Thus arrogantly did he and his hosts 

behave on earth, against all right, 

thinking that they would never return to 

Us. (39) 

And so We seized him and his hosts and 

cast them in the sea. Look what happened 

in the end to those wrongdoers. (40) 

∩⊂∈∪  

$£ϑn=sù Ν èδu™!% y` 4©y›θ•Β $uΖÏG≈ tƒ$t↔ Î/ ;M≈ oΨ Éi t/ (#θä9$s% 

$tΒ !# x‹≈ yδ ωÎ) ÖósÅ™ “Z tIø •Β $tΒuρ $uΖ÷èÏϑy™ 

# x‹≈ yγ Î/ þ’ Îû $uΖÍ←!$t/# u™ t⎦⎫Ï9 ¨ρF{ $# ∩⊂∉∪  

tΑ$s%uρ 4©y›θãΒ þ’ În1u‘ ãΝ n=÷ær& ⎯ yϑÎ/ u™!$y_ 

3“y‰ßγ ø9 $$Î/ ô⎯ ÏΒ ⎯ Íν Ï‰Ψ Ïã ⎯ tΒuρ ãβθä3 s? … çμ s9 

èπ t7 É)≈ tã Í‘# ¤$!$# ( … çμ ¯ΡÎ) Ÿω ßxÎ=ø ãƒ šχθßϑÎ=≈ ©à9$# 

∩⊂∠∪  

tΑ$s%uρ ãβöθtãöÏù $yγ •ƒ r'̄≈ tƒ _|yϑø9 $# $tΒ àM ôϑÎ=tã 

Ν à6 s9 ô⎯ ÏiΒ >μ≈s9 Î) ”Îö xî ô‰Ï% ÷ρr'sù ’Í< 

ß⎯≈ yϑ≈ yγ≈ tƒ ’ n?tã È⎦⎫ÏeÜ9 $# ≅ yèô_$$ sù ’Ík< $[m÷|À 

þ’ Ìj?yè©9 ßì Î=©Ûr& #’ n<Î) Ïμ≈ s9 Î) 4†y›θãΒ ’ ÎoΤ Î) uρ … çμ ‘Ζàß V{ 

š∅ÏΒ t⎦⎫Î/ É‹≈ s3ø9 $# ∩⊂∇∪  

uy9õ3tFó™ $# uρ uθèδ … çν ßŠθãΖã_uρ †Îû ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# Îö tóÎ/ 

Èd,ysø9 $# (# þθ‘Ζsß uρ öΝ ßγ ¯Ρr& $uΖøŠ s9 Î) Ÿω šχθãèy_öãƒ 

∩⊂®∪  
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And We made them leaders who called 

others to the fire. No help will they ever 

receive on the Day of Resurrection. (41) 

We caused a curse to follow them in this 

world, and on Resurrection Day they 

will be among those who are spurned. 

(42) 

And so after We had destroyed those 

earlier generations, We gave Moses the 

book providing insight for mankind, as a 

guidance and grace, so that they may 

reflect. (43) 

öΝ ßγ≈uΖù=yèy_ uρ Zπ £ϑÍ←r& šχθãã ô‰tƒ ’ n<Î) Í‘$̈Ζ9 $# ( 
tΠ öθtƒ uρ Ïπ yϑ≈ uŠ É) ø9 $# Ÿω šχρç|ÇΖãƒ ∩⊆⊇∪  

öΝ ßγ≈oΨ ÷èt7 ø? r& uρ ’ Îû Íν É‹≈ yδ $u‹ ÷Ρ‘‰9 $# Zπ oΨ÷ès9 ( tΠ öθtƒ uρ 

Ïπ yϑ≈ uŠ É) ø9 $# Ν èδ š∅ÏiΒ t⎦⎫Ïmθç7 ø) yϑø9 $# ∩⊆⊄∪  

ô‰s) s9 uρ $oΨ ÷ s?# u™ ©y›θãΒ |=≈ tFÅ6 ø9 $# .⎯ ÏΒ Ï‰÷èt/ !$tΒ 

$uΖõ3n=÷δr& šχρãà) ø9 $# 4’ n<ρW{ $# tÍ←!$|Át/ Ä¨$̈Ψ=Ï9 

“Y‰èδuρ Zπ yϑômu‘ uρ öΝ ßγ ¯=yè©9 tβρã©. x‹tGtƒ ∩⊆⊂∪ 

Setting the Scene 

“ . Sīn. Mīm. These are verses of the Book that makes things clear.” (Verses 1-2) The 

s rah begins with these three separate letters to make clear that it is from letters like 

these that the Qur’ n is composed. Its verses are of a greatly superior quality and of 

much finer import than what is normally composed by people: “These are verses of the 

Book that makes things clear.” (Verse 2) Thus, this book is not the work of ordinary 

people; for no one can produce its like. It is revelation that God relates to His 

servants, reflecting His incomparable ability, and the truth that is at the heart of 

everything God makes, large or small: “We shall relate to you some of the story of Moses 

and Pharaoh, setting forth the truth for people who will believe.” (Verse 3) It is then to the 

believers that this book is addressed. It is meant to remould and cultivate them, 

pointing out their way for them and showing them the code to implement. The 

stories related in this s rah are meant for those believers, because they are the ones 

who will benefit from them. 

This direct relation from God imparts an air of the special care taken of believers, 

making them feel worthy and important. How could they fail to realize this, when it 

is God Almighty that relates His book to His Messenger for their own sake. Being 

believers, they have the necessary qualities to receive such sublime care: “for people 

who will believe.” (Verse 3) 

The s rah then relates the story of Moses and Pharaoh, right from its very first 

moment, when Moses was born. Although Moses’ story is related in many other 
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s rahs, it is never recounted from the very beginning anywhere else. It is this very 

beginning, describing the difficult circumstances in which Moses was born, 

powerless among a people who had long been persecuted and humiliated by 

Pharaoh, that serves as the main theme of the s rah. It shows the hand of the divine 

will working openly, without any apparent human medium, striking directly at the 

root of tyranny and injustice. It thus gives support and empowerment to the 

oppressed. This is a concept that the small and weak Muslim minority in Makkah 

needed to fully understand. It was equally important that the powerful majority be 

made well aware of it too. 

In the majority of cases, Moses’ story, frequently related in other s rahs, begins 

with him receiving his message, giving an account of how strong faith stands up to 

tyrannical power, and eventually leading to the triumph of faith and the defeat of 

tyranny. But this is not the message this s rah intends to give. Its message is that 

when evil is at its zenith, it carries the cause of its own destruction, and when 

aggression is let loose, it does not need people to fight and repel it. God will 

intervene to support the powerless who are made to suffer at its hands. He will then 

save the good elements among them, educating them and making them leaders of 

mankind and the inheritors of the earth. 

Such is the purpose of relating this story in this s rah. Hence, it begins with the 

episode that highlights this aspect. Every story related in the Qur’ n is told in the 

way that best serves the purpose of the s rah in which it occurs. It is a means to 

educate people and to emphasize concepts, values and meanings. Hence, it is made 

to fit smoothly with the context in which it occurs. 

The episodes of Moses’ story that are told here are those of his birth in 

exceptionally difficult circumstances and how God took care of him; his youth and 

the wisdom and knowledge God imparted to him. It also covers the events that 

occurred; how he killed an Egyptian, fled from Egypt after learning about a plot to 

kill him, his marriage in the land of Madyan and the time he spent there. It then 

moves on to his being called by God and given his message; the confrontation with 

Pharaoh and his people and how they rejected both Moses and Aaron, and finally a 

quick reference to Pharaoh’s ultimate end. 

The first two episodes, which are mentioned only in this s rah, are treated at 

length because they bring to the fore the open challenge to aggressive tyranny. We 

clearly see how Pharaoh is totally unable to evade God’s will despite all his 

precautions and manoeuvres: “But it was Our will... to let Pharaoh, H m n and their 

hosts experience at their [i.e. the oppressed] hands the very things against which they were 

taking precautions.” (Verse 6) 

Following the Qur’ nic method, the story is actually shown in a series of scenes 
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with some gaps in between that are left to our imagination. In fact the reader does 

not miss anything of the events and images that are left out between scenes. On the 

contrary, we actually enjoy the active participation of our imagination. The first 

episode is recounted in five scenes, while the second takes up nine scenes, followed 

by four scenes in the third episode. In between each two episodes there is a wide or 

narrow gap, as is between scenes, allowing the curtains to drop and be lifted again. 

Before relating the events of the story, however, the s rah sets the scene against 

which it all unfolds, thus telling us the story’s overall purpose: 

Pharaoh exalted himself in the land and divided its people into castes. One group of 

them he persecuted, slaying their sons and keeping their women alive. For certain, he 

was one who sows corruption. But it was Our will to bestow Our favour upon those 

who were oppressed in the land and to make them leaders, and to make them the ones 

to inherit [the land], and to establish them securely on earth, and to let Pharaoh, 

H m n and their hosts experience at their hands the very things against which they 

were taking precautions. (Verses 4-6) 

Thus the stage is set, and the hand that controls events is shown, together with the 

goal to be achieved. Declaring to whom this hand belongs right at the outset is 

intentional and fits the drift of the story from beginning to end. 

We do not know for certain the identity of the Pharaoh in whose reign these 

events took place. Defining specific historical periods is not important in Qur’ nic 

stories, as these do not contribute anything to their morals. It is sufficient that we 

know that it all took place long after the Prophet Joseph’s time. It was Joseph who 

brought his father, Jacob or Israel, and his brothers to Egypt where they lived for 

several generations and, thus, becoming a large community. 

When the Pharaoh of this story took power, he attributed to himself too much 

personal power and divided the people of Egypt into castes. 

The Children of Israel were the most oppressed group during his reign, because 

they followed a religion different from the one he and his own people followed. They 

believed in the faith preached by their first grandfather, Abraham, and his grandson, 

Jacob. Despite all the distortions that had crept into their faith, they still retained 

their basic belief in the One God and denied Pharaoh’s claims to be a deity. Indeed, 

they rejected Pharaohnic polytheism altogether. 

The tyrant felt that the presence of this community represented a threat to his 

throne, not least because they could side with hostile neighbours. He could not, 

however, expel them because of their large numbers, amounting to hundreds of 

thousands. He, therefore, hit on a devilish plan to forestall the danger he anticipated 

from such a community that did not recognize him as their deity. His plan involved 
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putting them to do the hardest and most dangerous of jobs, thereby ensuring their 

suffering. On top of all this, he slew their male children at birth, but spared their 

female offspring. This ensured that their women would be much larger in number 

than their men, and so weaken them. Historical reports also suggest that he 

appointed birth attendants to inform him of what children were born to the Israelites, 

in this way enabling the slaying of all the males, showing no compassion for their 

tender age. It was in such circumstances that Moses was born: “Pharaoh exalted himself 

in the land and divided its people into castes. One group of them he persecuted, slaying their 

sons and keeping their women alive. For certain, he was one who sows corruption.” (Verse 4) 

God, however, wanted and willed something totally different from what this 

tyrant wanted. Despotic rulers are often deceived by their own power and the means 

available to them. They forget God, His power and His planning, thinking that they 

choose what they wish both for themselves and for their enemies. They believe that 

nothing can stop them from fulfilling their own agenda. 

God declares here what He wishes and challenges Pharaoh, H m n10 and their 

hosts, telling them that whatever precautions they might take will be of no avail: 

“But it was Our will to bestow Our favour upon those who were oppressed in the land and to 

make them leaders, and to make them the ones to inherit [the land], and to establish them 

securely on earth, and to let Pharaoh, H m n and their hosts experience at their hands the 

very things against which they were taking precautions.” (Verses 5-6) Thus God wants to 

grant the oppressed some of His gifts, which He does not specify, and to change their 

situation making them leaders after they have been subjected to other people’s 

leadership. He also wanted to give them the Holy Land once they had attained a 

degree of faith and righteousness which made them worthy of it. God’s intent, then 

was to give the Children of Israel power and security, and at the same time foil 

Pharaoh’s plans. 

Thus the s rah paints a clear picture of both the existing situation and the future 

one. It does this prior to its recounting of events so as to place Pharaoh’s boasting 

power, which to human sensibilities appears enormous, face to face with God’s 

infinite power, against which nothing can stand. 

The stage is thus set and the audience’s interest so focused that they are now eager 

to know how this objective can be achieved. This adds life to the story; it is as though 

it is being acted out now, rather than centuries ago. Such is the general Qur’ nic 

method of storytelling. 

Saving Moses 

                                                 
10 H m n was Pharaoh's assistant. From the Qur' nic references to him we can assume that he 
occupied a position which is equivalent to that of a Prime Minister. — Editor's note. 
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The story begins and we are told how God’s hand works directly, and not through 

anyone else. Moses was born under the sort of difficult circumstances the s rah has 

described: a newborn baby in great danger. We almost see the knife being taken out 

to cut his throat. His mother is so worried, fearing that the news of his birth might 

reach the despotic authorities. She is well aware that if it did she would not be able to 

protect or hide him. How could she prevent him from crying and so betraying his 

presence? She knew herself to be helpless and powerless. 

At this point God’s hand intervenes, making direct contact with the worried 

mother, and inspiring her with what to do: “We revealed to the mother of Moses: ‘Breast-

feed him, and then when you have cause to fear for him, cast him in the river, and have no fear 

and do not grieve.’” (Verse 7) What sort of inspiration is this? A caring mother suckling 

her child is told to cast him into the river should she fear for his life. She is told, 

however, not to fear or grieve for him: “have no fear and do not grieve.” He will be 

under the care of the One who provides all security and dispels all fear. He will be 

looked after by the hand which makes the fire a cool and relaxing place, and makes 

the sea a place of shelter and repose. No Pharaoh dare come near anyone this hand 

protects. 

“We shall restore him to you.” (Verse 7) You need not fear for his life or worry about 

his being taken away from you. “And shall make him one of Our messengers.” (Verse 7) 

This is a promise for the future, and God’s promise is certain to come true. 

This is the first scene showing a worried mother as she received a clear, reassuring 

revelation that promises a bright future. The revelation removes all fear and worry 

from her heart, giving her peace and reassurance. The s rah does not mention how 

she reacted or how she carried out the instructions. Instead, the curtains fall only to 

rise again bringing us the next scene. 

“Pharaoh’s household picked him up.” (Verse 8) Is this the security promised her? 

Does it augur the fulfilment of the happy news she has been given? How, when she 

feared for her son none other than Pharaoh and his household? It is they that now 

have him. Nothing could have worried her more than her child falling into their 

hands. Here, we see the challenge thrown down openly, in full view of all. It is a 

challenge to Pharaoh, H m n and their hosts. They were chasing down every 

newborn male in Moses’ community because of fear for their own positions. Their 

spies were everywhere, so that no newly born boy could escape their watchful eyes. 

Now God’s hand effortlessly puts into their very own midst such a child. It is indeed 

the child who will bring about their downfall. He is now in their hands and he is 

helpless, unable to fend for himself. Indeed, he cannot cry for help, should he be in 

danger. 
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The purpose behind delivering the child to Pharaoh is also clearly stated: “So [in 

time] he would become an enemy to them and a source of grief” (Verse 8) He will certainly 

be an open foe, challenging them, and bringing grief and sorrow. “Pharaoh, H m n 

and their hosts were sinners indeed.” (Verse 8) 

Yet how will all this come about when the child is so helpless? The s rah tells us 

straightaway: “Pharaoh’s wife said. - A joy to the eye he will be for me and for you. Do not 

kill him. He may well be of use to us, or we may adopt him as our son. ‘They had no inkling 

[of what was to happen].” (Verse 9) God’s hand not only delivers the child into 

Pharaoh’s fortified palace by way of an open challenge, it also takes him right into 

his wife’s heart, thus providing him with loving protection. It thus gives him a thin, 

transparent cover of love overflowing from a woman’s heart. Thus, he needs neither 

weapons, authority nor money for his protection. Such love defies Pharaoh, his 

despotism and his fear for his kingdom. Pharaoh is too small and humble in God’s 

measure: the child needs no more than this thin covering of love to enjoy complete 

protection from him. 

“A joy to the eye he will be for me and for you.” (Verse 9) This is how she describes the 

child brought to them, the one who will become their enemy and bring them all, 

except for the woman herself, much grief. “Do not kill him,” yet it is he who will bring 

about Pharaoh’s end. “He may well be of use to us, or we may adopt him as our son,” 

when it will be through him that their fate will be sealed. “They had no inkling [of what 

was to happen].” (Verse 9) What irony! Thus ends the second scene and the curtains 

fall here temporarily. 

What about his mother though, who must have been justifiably apprehensive? “By 

the morning an aching void came over the heart of Moses’ mother, and she would indeed have 

disclosed his identity had We not strengthened her heart so that she could continue to have 

faith.” (Verse 10) She did as she was told and threw her child into the river. Where is 

he now though? Where has the river carried him? She might well have asked herself 

how she could have done such a thing. How could she even hope that he would find 

security in the midst of such danger? 

The s rah portrays a telling picture of a poor mother’s anxious heart. It is “a void’, 

one whereby she is unable to think or act. “She would indeed have disclosed his identity,” 

betraying her own secret. We can imagine her being driven in a moment of despair to 

give the whole thing away: “Had We not strengthened her heart,” giving her added 

strength to deal with this very difficult situation. “So that she could continue to have 

faith.” (Verse 10) She needed to have faith in God’s promise, to be patient in the 

adversity she was faced with and to continue to follow His guidance. 

She nevertheless exerted her own efforts so as to know what had happened to the 

child: “She said to his sister: ‘Follow him.’“ (Verse 11) She asked her daughter to follow 
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the child in his box floating along the river, so as to know whether he survived or 

not. The girl did as instructed, seeking to establish what happened to her baby 

brother. She went into different quarters and markets, and she soon saw him from a 

distance, carried by some of Pharaoh’s servants who were looking for someone to 

suckle him. At this point things regain an air of calm: 

So she watched him from a distance, while they were unaware. Right from the very 

beginning We caused him to refuse all nurses’ breasts. So, his sister said: “Shall I 

direct you to a family who might bring him up for you and take good care of him?’ 

(Verses 11-12) 

Here we see the working of God’s will completing its scheme to thwart Pharaoh. It 

brings the child to them, they pick him up, and furthermore they are made to love 

him from the very first moment. Thus, they look for a suckling mother for him, but 

God made him refuse all breasts to increase their confusion and helplessness. Every 

time a new breast was offered to him he refused it. Thus they feared for the child’s 

life. They continued in this situation until his sister saw him at a distance and 

recognized him. She soon realized how eager they were to find someone who could 

take care of him. She carefully approached them: “Shall I direct you to a family who 

might bring him up for you and take good care of him?” (Verse 12) They were delighted 

with what she said, hoping that it could be true and that the child would be saved. 

This fourth scene is over, and the next one starts immediately, showing the child 

back with his mother, thriving, well protected by Pharaoh and cared for by his wife. 

While fear was everywhere around him, he enjoyed complete security: “Thus We 

restored him to his mother, so that she might rejoice in him and grieve no more, and that she 

might know that God’s promise always comes true; even though most people do not know 

this.” (Verse 13) 

In Full Vigour 

The s rah does not tell us anything about the many years that separate its first two 

episodes: namely Moses’ birth and rescue and the second showing him as a mature 

adult in his prime. We do not know what happened after he was restored to his 

mother for suckling, how he was brought up in Pharaoh’s palace, what sort of 

relation he had with his real mother after he was weaned, what position he had in 

the palace or outside it when he grew up. Nor are we told anything about Moses’ 

faith during these years, when God took care of him, preparing him, in the midst of 

Pharaoh’s worshippers and priest, for the mission which would, in time, be assigned 

to him. 
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The s rah is silent on all these points. As it starts its narration of the second 

episode, we see a fully mature Moses, a man endowed with wisdom and knowledge, 

and one granted the reward of righteous people: “When he attained his full manhood 

and became fully mature, We bestowed on him wisdom and knowledge. Thus do We reward 

those who do good.” (Verse 14) 

This verse identifies a man of full physical growth and mental maturity, a stage of 

life normally attained when a person is around 30 years of age. Did Moses stay in 

Pharaoh’s palace as his adopted son until he reached such an age? Did he move 

elsewhere given how uncomfortable he must have felt with the prevailing state of 

affairs? How could Moses, with his pure and untainted nature, feel otherwise? His 

mother must have informed him of his true identity, the community to which he 

belonged, and its faith. He certainly witnessed the injustice and persecution meted 

out to his people, as also the extensive corruption prevalent in Egyptian society. 

We have no evidence pointing to any of this, but the development of events 

imparts a feeling of how things moved. The granting of wisdom and knowledge to 

Moses is followed by this comment: “Thus do We reward those who do good.” This 

suggests that he did well, and God rewarded him with superior knowledge and 

wisdom: 

One day he entered the city at a time when its people were unaware [of his presence]. 

He found there two men fighting, one belonging to his own people and the other to his 

enemies. And the one from his own people cried out to him for help against the one 

from his enemies, whereupon Moses struck him down with his fist and killed him. He 

said: ‘This is of Satan’s doing! Indeed, he is an open foe, seeking to lead man astray.’ 

He then prayed: My Lord! I have certainly wronged myself so forgive me. ‘So He 

forgave him. He alone is Much-Forgiving, Merciful. He said: My Lord! For all that 

with which You have blessed me, never shall I give help to wrongdoers.’ (Verses 15-

17) 

We are told that he ‘entered the city’, which we understand as the Egyptian capital. 

Where had he come from so as to enter the city? Was he in the palace at Ein Shams? 

Or had he deserted the palace and the capital but came in this time when the people 

were unaware of his presence? He might have come around noon when people were 

resting? Anyway, however he arrived, he nonetheless witnessed something not to his 

liking: “He found there two men fighting, one belonging to his own people and the other to 

his enemies. And the one from his own people cried out to him for help against the one from 

his enemies.” (Verse 15) 

One of the two was an Egyptian, said to belong to Pharaoh’s staff, with some 

reports suggesting that he was his cook. The other was an Israelite. The two were 
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fighting as Moses came into the city, and the Israelite appealed to him for help 

against their Egyptian enemy. How could this happen? How could an Israelite 

appeal to Moses, Pharaoh’s adopted son against another from Pharaoh’s court? This 

would not have happened if Moses was still residing in the palace, or if he was one 

of Pharaoh’s courtiers. It could only have happened if the Israelite was certain that 

Moses no longer had any contact with the palace, and that he was in reality an 

Israelite opposed to Pharaoh and sympathetic to his own people’s cause. This last 

possibility is more in line with Moses’ character. For it is unlikely that he would have 

tolerated life in the corrupt environment of the palace. 

“Whereupon Moses struck him down with his fist and killed him.” (Verse 15) The Arabic 

word wakaza, used for “struck’, indicates a punch delivered with the full weight of 

one’s arm. We understand that Moses punched the man only once, and that this 

caused his death. We thus have an idea of Moses’ physical strength, his anger and 

the strength of his opposition to Pharaoh and those of his court. 

However, it appears from the drift of the narrative that Moses did not intend to 

kill the Egyptian. Indeed, when he saw him lifeless, he regretted what he had done, 

attributing it to Satan’s temptation. His action was the result of anger, and anger is a 

devil or part of what Satan manipulates: “He said: This is of Satan’s doing! Indeed, he is 

an open foe, seeking to lead man astray.” (Verse 15) 

He goes on to show genuine regret for what his anger caused, acknowledging that 

by so doing, he had wronged himself, had burdened himself with such results. He 

appealed to God for forgiveness. “He then prayed: My Lord! I have certainly wronged 

myself so forgive me.” (Verse 16) God responded to his prayer, knowing that his 

repentance was genuine: “So He forgave him. He alone is Much-Forgiving, Merciful.” 

It appears that his refined sense indicated to him that God had responded to his 

appeal and forgiven him. A believer’s heart, which has reached such a superior level 

of sensitivity, feels that his prayer has been answered once it is made. As he felt such 

acceptance, Moses trembled and made a firm pledge, considering this as part of his 

gratitude for God’s favours: “He said: My Lord.’ For all that with which You have blessed 

me, never shall I give help to wrongdoers.” (Verse 17) This is an absolute pledge and 

commitment to neither side with nor help wrongdoing people. It is a disavowal of 

wrongdoing in all shapes and forms, even though the person might feel strongly 

motivated to give such help by the need to rebel against injustice. 

Thus Moses shows both his appreciation of God’s favours and his profound 

sorrow at the injustice he had committed. In all this, we see Moses as a passionate, 

spontaneous person, capable of reacting strongly to events and situations. Indeed, we 

will see such aspects of his character in several instances, not least in the very next 

scene: 



Al-Qaşaş (The Story) | SECURITY AT THE HEIGHT OF DANGER 

 169

Next morning, he was in the city, fearful, vigilant, when he saw the man who sought 

his help the day before again crying out to him for help. Moses said to him: ‘Indeed, 

you are clearly a quarrelsome fellow.’ But then, when he was about to strike the one 

who was their enemy, the latter exclaimed: ‘Moses! Do you want to kill me as you 

killed another man yesterday? You want only to become a tyrant in the land, and you 

do not want to be one who sets things right.’ (Verses 18-19) 

Only a day had passed since the first fight ended with the death of an Egyptian, 

followed by God’s acceptance of Moses’ repentance and Moses subsequent pledge 

never to support wrongdoing. Inevitably, he feared his offence be discovered. We see 

him on his guard, expecting a reaction at any moment. This again reflects his 

spontaneous character. We are given the impression that as he walked in the city’, 

which is normally a place of security, he experienced real fear. 

That Moses should feel such fear suggests that at this stage he did not have any 

association with Pharaoh’s palace. Under tyranny, it is a trifling matter when anyone 

close to the palace kills a person. Indeed, such a person would not have entertained 

any fear, let alone expect any harm to befall him. Yet as he walked vigilantly, Moses 

looked up and there “he saw the man who sought his help the day before again crying out 

to him for help.” (Verse 18) The same man is again appealing to Moses for more 

support, and probably wanting him to do with this one what he did to the other the 

day before. 

The Secret is Exposed 

The image of the man falling dead only the day before was still vivid in Moses’ 

mind, as was his regret, repentance, and pledge to God. His fear that he may come to 

harm as a result was also genuinely felt, which explains Moses’ outburst accusing the 

Israelite of being quarrelsome: “Moses said to him: “Indeed, you are clearly a quarrelsome 

fellow.” (Verse 18) The man appeared to be involved in endless quarrels which 

inevitably enhanced angry feelings against the Children of Israel at a time when they 

could not protect themselves or mount a full- scale revolution. Nothing good could 

come from such animosity. 

Yet Moses was nonetheless full of anger against the Egyptian and moved to strike 

him as he had the other. This again gives us a glimpse of his passionate and 

spontaneous personality, of how strongly he was affected by the injustice suffered by 

the Israelites and how keen he was to do whatever he could to repel aggression. 

But then, when he was about to strike the one who was their enemy, the latter 

exclaimed: Moses! Do you want to kill me as you killed another man yesterday? You 
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want only to become a tyrant in the land, and you do not want to be one who sets 

things right.’ (Verse 19) 

When injustice is widespread and values are undermined, good people will be 

greatly distressed to see wrongdoing practically shaping society’s laws and 

traditions, and corrupting people’s nature so as to make them accept injustice 

without a thought of taking action to repel it. Indeed people’s nature may suffer such 

degeneration that they may reproach the victim for resisting injustice. They may 

even describe as “tyrant in the land’ a person who tries to prevent injustice being 

done to him or to others, as this second Egyptian called Moses. The fact is that the 

situation where tyranny smites at will, with no one to resist it, has become so familiar 

that people tend to accept it as the norm that reflects good manners, propriety and 

sound social structure. Should anyone rise to destroy such foul structure, their outcry 

would be loud, calling such rebel a killer or a tyrant. He would be the recipient of 

much of their blame, while the wrongdoer will get away with little criticism, if at all. 

The victim will be denied any justification, even though people realize that he could 

not tolerate injustice any longer. 

Moses was so upset at the injustices suffered for so long by the Israelites that we 

see him first taking spontaneous action and then regretting it, then we see him 

moved to almost repeat the action he had earlier regretted. Therefore, God did not 

abandon him. On the contrary, He took care of him and responded to his prayer. 

God knows human nature and that people have a limit for their tolerance. Therefore, 

when injustice is acute and the way to restore justice is blocked, the oppressed may 

well go on the attack, risking all. Hence we do not see Moses’ action painted in stark 

colours, as often happens when human nature becomes distorted in communities 

where injustice persists. 

This is what we understand from the way the Qur’ n describes the two events and 

what follows. It neither provides justification for Moses’ action, nor does it 

exaggerate its significance. Perhaps its description of Moses as wronging himself 

stems from the fact that his action was motivated by ethnic affiliation when as God’s 

choice as His messenger he should have remained above all this. Or it may be that 

his action precipitated a fight with individuals who served tyranny, which is of little 

avail in achieving the ultimate goal of freedom. In this way, then, the whole situation 

was akin to that in Makkah when God restrained the Muslims from fighting until the 

appropriate time. 

It nonetheless appears that accusing fingers were pointing in a certain way as 

regards the Egyptian’s death the day before. Perhaps Moses was suspected in the 

light of his outspoken criticism of Pharaoh’s tyranny. Or it may be that the Israelite 

had whispered to some of his own people, such that the secret was out, spreading 
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beyond the Israelite community. We think this highly probable. For Moses to kill one 

of Pharaoh’s men would have brought joy to the Israelite community. Such a piece of 

news will easily and speedily circulate, giving comfort and satisfaction. This is easily 

enhanced if Moses was widely known to hate injustice and to support its victims. 

Thus, when Moses seemed about to strike the second Egyptian, the latter 

confronted him with a clear accusation: “Do you want to kill me as you killed another 

man yesterday?” (Verse 19) He then continued his outburst, “You want only to become a 

tyrant in the land, and you do not want to be one who sets things right.” (Verse 19) Moses 

might well have been seen as a pious and virtuous man who would love to set things 

on the right course. Thus, the Egyptian reminds him of this, in effect accusing Moses 

of violating his own principles, being a tyrant rather than a reformer, killing people 

instead of setting their relations on the right course. The way this is phrased suggests 

that Moses was not at the time a member of Pharaoh’s court. Had he been thus 

considered, the Egyptian would not have dared to talk to him in such a way. He 

might have thought it better to take up a totally different line of address. 

Some commentators suggest that these sentences were spoken by the Israelite 

rather than the Egyptian, in response to Moses saying to him, “Indeed, you are clearly a 

quarrelsome fellow.” These commentators say that the Israelite thought Moses was 

angry with him and wanted to strike him. Hence, he raised his voice revealing the 

secret he alone knew. They base their argument on the fact that the secret was 

unknown to the Egyptians. It is more likely, however, that the Egyptian was the one 

who said it. We have explained how the secret might have been aired, and also 

suggested that the Egyptians might in any case have divined the circumstances of the 

situation. 

Warning by a Well-Wisher 

It appears that when the man reminded him of events the day before Moses did 

not proceed. The Egyptian was spared, left to run off and tell Pharaoh and his men 

that Moses was the killer. Here again there is a gap in the story. The next thing we 

are told of concerns a man hurrying from the farthest end of the city to warn Moses 

of a plot to do away with him. He further advised Moses that he should flee the city 

to save his life: 

Then a man came at speed from the farthest end of the city. He said: Moses! The nobles 

are plotting to kill you. So get yourself away. I am giving you sincere advice. (Verse 

20) 

This is clearly the work of God’s hand. At the right moment, something intervenes 
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to carry out His will. The leading personalities of Pharaoh’s government were now 

aware that Moses was responsible for their compatriot’s death. They would have 

seen this as spelling danger, smacking of rebellion by the Children of Israel. Hence, 

Moses needed to be removed. Had it been an ordinary case of murder, it would have 

not deserved that Pharaoh and his chiefs be preoccupied with it. Therefore, God’s 

hand selected one of those very people to precipitate events. Most probably he was 

the one believer in Pharaoh’s household who had kept his faith secret and who is 

mentioned in detail in S rah 40, The Believer. He was chosen to go at speed from the 

farthest end of the city to warn Moses before Pharaoh’s men could reach him. It was 

a simple warning: “Moses! The nobles are plotting to kill you. So get yourself away. I am 

giving you sincere advice.” (Verse 20) 

“So he left the city in fear, vigilant. He prayed: My Lord! Save me from all wrongdoing 

folk.” (Verse 21) Once more we see Moses’ spontaneous and passionate personality, 

as he reacts to different situations. He is in fear, on guard, directly appealing to God 

for help and protection. He seeks his security with God, prays for His care: “My Lord! 

Save me from all wrongdoing folk.” (Verse 21) 

The s rah follows him as he stealthily leaves the city, keeping on the alert, alone 

with no support other than what he hopes to receive from God Almighty. “And as he 

turned his face towards Madyan, he said: I do hope that my Lord will guide me to the right 

path.” (Verse 22) 

Again we note certain prominent traits in Moses’ personality as he moves quickly 

along a desert road, trying to evade his chasers. He aims for Madyan, which is to the 

north of ij z in the Arabian Peninsula and to the south of Syria and Palestine. It is a 

very long journey, one which he undertakes with little preparedness. At the same 

time, we note how he is full of faith, surrendering himself to God, seeking His 

guidance: “I do hope that my Lord will guide me to the right path.” (Verse 22) 

Once more we find Moses at the centre of a harrowing situation after having 

enjoyed not only a life of security but also one characterized by ease and affluence. 

He is now alone lacking all apparent means of security, chased everywhere by 

Pharaoh and his troops. The Egyptians want to do to him now what they failed to do 

when he was a baby. But the hand that provided for him then will now protect him 

here. Thus, Moses is able to cover the long distance to Madyan where he is safe.  

When he arrived at the wells of Madyan, he found there a large group of people 

drawing water [for their herds], and at some distance from them he found two women 

who were keeping back their flock. He asked them: “What is the matter with you two?’ 

They said: “We cannot water [our animals] until the herdsmen drive home. Our father 

is a very old man.’ So he watered their flock for them, and then he withdrew into the 

shade and prayed: My Lord! Truly am I in dire need of any good which You may send 
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me.’ (Verses 23-24) 

His long trek had taken him to Madyan, tired and exhausted. Yet the scene before 

him is one that a person with sound moral sense cannot condone. Moses sees many 

herdsmen and shepherds bringing their cattle and sheep to drink at the water, but 

two women stand aside, prevented from watering their flock. Those with a good 

sense of integrity and morality would have allowed the two women to water their 

sheep first and then leave before the men took care of their cattle. Despite his 

exhaustion, Moses, the stranger, could not accept what he saw. He stepped forward 

to ask the two ladies: “What is the matter with you two?” (Verse 23) 

They appraised him of their situation: “They said: We cannot water [our animals] 

until the herdsmen and shepherds drive home. Our father is a very old man.” (Verse 23) As 

women, they could not fend for themselves in the midst of so many men. 

Furthermore, their father was an old man who could not compete with younger and 

stronger men. Moses’ sense of fairness could not abide this. He stepped forward to 

put things right. He watered their flock for them before the rest, as honourable 

people should have done in the first place. He does not stop to consider his own 

position first, as a runaway in a place where he knows no one and where he has no 

support. Yet nothing stops him from acting as the honourable man he is. 

“So he watered their flock for them.” (Verse 24) This testifies to his noble soul, one 

reared under God’s watchful eye. It also speaks of his physical strength, something 

that makes him feared even when exhausted by his long trek. It might be his mental 

rather than physical power that made the other shepherds hold him in awe. People 

are normally more affected by spiritual strength. 

“Then he withdrew into the shade.” (Verse 24) This suggests that it was the hot season 

when Moses undertook his long journey. And then he sends a prayer: “My Lord! 

Truly am I in dire need of any good which You may send me.” (Verse 24) He seeks the 

physical shade to rest his tired limbs. He seeks the great shade spread by God, whose 

generosity is unlimited, to comfort his heart and soul. This is the essence of his 

prayer: “My Lord! Truly am I in dire need of any good which You may send me.” (Verse 24) 

In my weakness in this lonely, hot place where I am a stranger, I am, my Lord, in dire 

need of Your kind help and endless favours. This whispered, passionate prayer 

reflects the warmth of Moses’ heart and his confident pursuit of God’s kindness. It 

tells us of the strong bond Moses feels with his Lord. 

Security in a New Home 

We have barely had time to absorb Moses’ passionate prayer when the s rah 

quickly moves on to the next scene that ushers in an end to his troubles. This begins 
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with the conjunction fa, indicating a quick sequence. It is as if the heavens rush to 

respond to Moses’ prayer: 

One of the two women then came back to him, walking shyly, and said: My father 

invites you, so that he might duly reward you for having watered our flock for us.” 

(Verse 25) 

It is a quick rescue granted by God. It comes in the form of an invitation sent by 

the old man, who wants to extend his hospitality to Moses for his noble action. The 

invitation is delivered by “one of the two’ who came walking shyly,’ as a virtuous 

young woman should walk, displaying neither adornment nor temptation. She 

delivers the invitation in a brief and clear manner which the Qur’ n expresses as: 

“My father invites you, so that he might duly reward you for having watered our flock for 

us.” (Verse 25) Shy as she was, she speaks clearly, without hesitation, and delivers 

her message in full. This is, again, a reflection of a pure and virtuous nature. Her 

shyness does not overcome her, because she is assured by her purity and virtue. 

The s rah ends this brief scene, limiting it to the delivery of the invitation and 

Moses’ acceptance. The next scene shows Moses with the old man whose name is 

withheld. Some reports say he was called Yathrūn and that he was the Prophet 

Shu`ayb’s nephew.11 “And when [Moses] went to him and told him his story, he said: Have 

no fear. You are now safe from those wrongdoing folk.” (Verse 25) 

Moses was in need of security, as also of something to eat and drink, but his need 

for the former was stronger. Hence, the account given in the s rah emphasizes this, 

making the first words the old man says in comment to Moses’ story: “Have no fear.” 

He wanted him to feel at ease by dispelling his fear. He then explains: “You are now 

safe from those wrongdoing folk.” (Verse 25) They have no authority over Madyan. 

We then hear a feminine voice that reflects honesty and propriety: “Said one of the 

two women: My father! Hire him; for the best person that you could hire is one who is strong 

and worthy of trust.” (Verse 26) Both she and her sister have endured the hard task of 

tending sheep, fending for themselves in the midst of men. Neither of them is happy 

                                                 
11 I have already said once in this book that the man was Shu`ayb himself, and I said on another 
occasion that he might have been Shu`ayb but equally might have been someone else. Now I am more 
inclined to say that he was not the Prophet Shu`ayb, but rather an old man from Madyan. What makes 
me say so is that this man is said to have been old, while Shu`ayb witnessed the end of his 
disbelieving people, and only those who believed in him were saved. Had the man been the Prophet 
Shu`ayb, living with a small number of believers who had been spared, such people would not have 
behaved in the way described here. They would not have watered their animals before those 
belonging to their prophet. Believers do not treat their prophet and his daughters in this way. 
Moreover, the Qur' n does not mention anything about the old man teaching Moses, his son-in-law, 
anything. Had he been the Prophet Shu`ayb, we would have heard the clear voice of prophethood 
over the ten years he spent with him. 
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with this. They would prefer to be at home, doing the work of women, and not 

having to compete with strangers at grazing and watering places. They are, after all, 

virtuous women. Here, the one who speaks sees a young man, a stranger in their 

town, but at the same time someone who is strong and trustworthy. She has seen 

how the other shepherds held him in awe, making way for him when he watered her 

sheep. But he is in a weak position because he is a stranger. She also recognized him 

as worthy of trust when she noticed his sense of propriety as she delivered her 

father’s invitation to him. Hence, she advises her father to hire him so that he would 

spare her and her sister the trouble of doing a shepherd’s work. She commends him 

for his ability to do the work as also his honesty and integrity. As she gives this 

advice, she speaks clearly, without hesitation, fearing no misunderstanding or 

unworthy suggestion. 

We need not bother ourselves with what commentators exaggerate about Moses’ 

physical strength, saying for example, that he, single- handed, lifted the stone 

covering the well. Normally, it would have taken 20 or 40 men to lift it. In fact, the 

well was not covered, but the herdsmen were watering their cattle and flocks, and 

Moses either moved them away while he watered the two women’s sheep, or joined 

them as they watered their own cattle. 

Nor do we need to bother with those reports that speak about his integrity 

suggesting that he said to the woman that she should walk behind him and direct 

him as to which way to go. Thus, he would not see her walking in front of him. Other 

reports suggest that he said this after the wind lifted her skirts and exposed her legs. 

All this is unnecessary, trying to remove suspicion that does not exist. Both Moses 

and the girl were naturally prudish, and this reflects in their normal behaviour, 

without any affectation. 

A Marriage Proposal 

The old man acted on his daughter’s advice. He probably sensed a mutual liking 

between his daughter and Moses, one which could be the basis for a happy family. It 

is only natural that a young woman with a healthy, uncorrupted nature be inclined 

towards a man in whom she discerns strength and honesty. Hence, the old man 

combined the two purposes, suggesting to Moses that he marries one of his 

daughters in return for eight years work. Should Moses increase the period to ten 

years, this would be an added favour, not a commitment to which he would be held: 

[The father] said: ‘I will give you one of these two daughters of mine in marriage on 

the understanding that you will remain eight years in my service. If you should 

complete ten years, it will be of your own choice. I do not wish to impose any hardship 
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on you. You will find me, if God so wills, an upright man.’ (Verse 27) 

Frankly and simply the old man offered one of his daughters, without naming her, 

as a wife for Moses, but he might have felt that the intended girl was known to him 

as they seemed inclined towards each other. He stated this without any 

embarrassment, for the offer was one of marriage. There is after all nothing to be 

embarrassed about when the aim is to build a home and establish a family. It is only 

when people move away from sound, natural values, to observe unhealthy 

traditions, that they are unnecessarily restricted. Thus, in our social environment 

today, we see that no parent or guardian can approach a man of sound faith and 

integrity to propose that he should marry his daughter, sister or other relative. Such 

traditions make it imperative that the man or his parents should make the proposal, 

as it is improper that a proposal should be made by the woman’s side. The irony is 

that under such deviant traditions and in such social environment young men and 

women meet, talk and play together without any intention to get engaged to be 

married. Once the idea of marriage is entertained, affected shyness is observed and 

other barriers are erected to prevent any simple, frank and honest discussion. 

During the Prophet’s lifetime, fathers used to offer their daughters to men in 

marriage. Indeed, women offered themselves to the Prophet or to whoever he 

wished them to marry. This was done in all honesty and propriety, without any 

embarrassment for anyone. `Umar offered his daughter in marriage to Abū Bakr first, 

but he did not answer, so he then offered her to `Uthm n but he regretfully declined. 

Then `Umar told the Prophet who comforted him saying that God may give her a 

better husband than both. It was the Prophet who then married her. A woman also 

offered herself to the Prophet but he expressed his regret. She then placed herself 

under his care so as to marry her to whomever he thought suitable. He married her 

to a man who had nothing to offer as dowry except his having learnt two s rahs, 

which he undertook to teach her. This, then, was the dowry she received. 

With such an open and simple approach Islamic society used to build its homes. 

Nothing needed to be done under cover, or with affected or devious means. This is 

exactly what the old man did with regard to Moses, promising not to impose any 

hardship on him or to ask of him what was beyond his means. He hoped that, with 

God’s grace, Moses would find him to be an upright man. This is the most 

appropriate way of talking about oneself. One neither boasts of one’s virtues nor 

emphatically states that one is a good person. One only hopes to be so, leaving the 

matter to God. 

Moses accepted the offer, and the contract was made, clear and precise, with God 

as a witness: “Answered [Moses]: This is agreed between me and you. Whichever of the two 

terms I fulfil, I trust I shall not be wronged. God is the witness to all we say.” (Verse 28) 
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Contractual agreements must be made in all clarity, leaving no room for 

ambiguity. Neither parry should allow shyness or embarrassment to interfere with 

such purpose. Thus, Moses approves the offer and accepts the conditions outlined by 

the old man. He then repeats the main condition to ensure that there is no 

misunderstanding: “Whichever of the two terms I fulfil, I trust I shall not be wronged.” 

(Verse 28) Whether I stay eight or ten years I shall not be wronged with regard to the 

working conditions, or with being forced to stay ten years. Any stay beyond eight 

years is a matter of my own choice. “God is the witness to all we say.” (Verse 28) God is 

the witness who ensures justice between the two parties to any contract. 

Moses put this so clearly because he was a straight and frank person who wanted 

the agreement to be absolutely clear and precise. Yet he also intended to stay the 

longer term, and did actually do so. The Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him) 

mentioned that Moses “spent the longer and better of the two terms.” [Related by al-

Bukh rī.] 

Thus Moses found a place of security in his father-in-law’s home, having no fear of 

Pharaoh and his designs. This was certainly for a definite purpose God wanted to 

accomplish. We will now let this episode pass, as the s rah does not state anything 

further about it. 

On the Way Back 

The ten years agreed between the two men have passed, bringing us to the story’s 

third episode. We see Moses on the road again, backtracking along the route he had 

taken alone ten years previously. This time though he is travelling with his family. 

The atmosphere on this second journey is totally different. He is about to receive, on 

the way, something that he could never have imagined. His Lord will call him and 

speak to him. He will assign to him the mission for which He has prepared him. 

Moses is, thus, to deliver God’s message to Pharaoh and his nobles, asking them to 

release the Children of Israel so that they can worship God alone, associating no 

partners with Him, and taking possession of the land God has promised them. In this 

way, Moses would be an enemy and source of grief for Pharaoh, H m n and their 

hosts. In essence, he would bring about their downfall. 

When Moses had fulfilled his term, and was travelling with his family, he perceived a 

fire on the slope of Mount Sinai. So he said to his family: “Wait here, for I perceive a 

fire. Perhaps I may bring you from there some information, or a burning brand from 

the fire so that you may warm yourselves.’ But when he came close to it, he was 

addressed from the right-side bank of the valley, out of the tree on the blessed site: 

Moses! Truly, I am God, the Lord of all the worlds. Throw down your stair’ But when 
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he saw it moving, as if it were a serpent, he turned and fled, with no thought of 

turning back. [God said]: Moses! Draw near and have no fear! You are certainly 

secure. Now place your hand inside your garment, and it will come out [shining] 

white without blemish. Then draw your arm close to your side to allay your fear. 

These, then, are two proof from your Lord to Pharaoh and his nobles. They are indeed 

wicked people. ‘He said: My Lord! I have killed one of them and I fear that they will 

kill me. And my brother, Aaron, is better in speech than I am. So send him with me as 

a helper, so that he would confirm what I say, for I fear that they will accuse me of 

lying.’ Said He: “We shall strengthen your arm with your brother, and will endow 

both of you with power, so that they will not be able to touch you. By virtue of Our 

signs shall you two and those who follow you prevail.’ (Verses 29-35) 

Before we discuss this episode, we need to reflect a little on what God intended for 

Moses in those ten years, and the purpose behind his journeys away from and back 

to Egypt. We note that it was God’s hand that planned the way Moses’ life should 

unfold, step by step, right from the time he was a suckling newborn. It ensured that 

he was cast in the river so that Pharaoh’s household should pick him up. It endeared 

him to Pharaoh’s wife so that he was brought up in his enemy’s home. It then made 

him enter the city at a time when its people were unaware of him, only to kill one of 

its people. It then sent him a believer from among Pharaoh’s own household to warn 

him to leave the city. It then took care of him along the desert road to Madyan, when 

he travelled suddenly, alone and ill prepared. It took him to the old man where he 

stayed for ten years before returning to Egypt to receive his mission. We, thus, 

witness a long line of care, instruction and the gaining of experience before Moses is 

called and assigned his mission. His experience included being loved and pampered, 

spontaneous retaliation as a result of prolonged pressure, regret and repentance, 

being in fear for his life and chased, finding himself a lonely and hungry stranger, 

serving others as a shepherd after having lived in a palace, along with a multitude of 

small experiences, varied feelings, thoughts and understanding in addition to what 

God bestowed on him of knowledge and wisdom on reaching his prime. 

Preparation for a Difficult Mission 

To be entrusted with a divine message is a hard and multi-faceted task. The one so 

assigned needs a wealth of experience, understanding, knowledge and refinement in 

practical matters. They also need God’s special favours, His revelations and 

directives. 

Apart from the message of Islam given to Muhammad (peace be upon him), 

Moses’ message is perhaps the hardest assigned to any prophet. He was sent to 

Pharaoh, the most tyrannical ruler on earth at the time. Pharaoh was also head of the 
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longest established monarchy, and the most advanced civilization. Furthermore, he 

was a ruler that demanded to be worshipped by all his subjects. 

Moses was sent to rescue a community that had long been humiliated, and who 

had long accepted humiliation as their lot. Humiliation corrupts human nature, 

obliterating its good, beautiful aspects and making what is rotten, filthy and 

decadent appear acceptable. To rescue such a community was a tough assignment. 

Moreover, the people to be addressed by his message had deviated from their old 

faith. Their hearts were neither free to readily accept the new faith, nor could they 

conform to their original faith. Addressing such people would be difficult, made all 

the more so by the numerous deviations and innovations they had introduced over 

several generations. 

In short, Moses was given the mission of rebuilding a nation, or, indeed, to build it 

from scratch. With his message, the Children of Israel became, for the first time, a 

separate community, with a special way of life, implementing a message. 

Perhaps this is why the Qur’ n attaches such importance to this story. For it 

provides a complete example of building a nation on the basis of faith. We see all the 

internal and external difficulties, deviations and other impediments that stand in its 

way. 

The ten years Moses spent in Madyan served as a learning period, separating the 

palace life Moses was used to during his childhood, and the hard life awaiting him as 

he advocated his message. Palace life has its own atmosphere and traditions. It 

imbibes influence on the people enjoying its comforts, even though they may be 

exemplary in their understanding, awareness and knowledge. Delivering a message 

from God requires that the messenger deal with all people, rich and poor, affluent 

and deprived, clean and dirty, refined and rough, good-natured and evil, strong and 

weak, patient in adversity and impulsive, etc. Poor people have their own habits in 

the food they eat, in their clothing, walking, concept of life, understanding of events, 

vision of life, talking and in the expression of their emotions. Such habits cannot 

easily be accepted by those who are accustomed to palatial splendour. The poor may 

be full of goodness, ready to accept faith and implement it, but the rich and 

privileged may find it very difficult to deal with the poor because they cannot accept 

the latter’s physical appearance and habits. 

A divine message imposes certain standards of dedication coupled with a hard 

life. The rich may be prepared to sacrifice a life of ease, comfort and plenty, but they 

are rarely able to withstand hardship and deprivation for long. Therefore, God willed 

to reduce the standard of plenty Moses was used to, placing him instead in a 

community of shepherds so as to feel God’s grace. In this way, he would know what 

it was to experience fear and hunger, and what it means to have to work for a living. 
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Furthermore, he would no longer feel any revulsion towards the poor, with their 

habits, manners and naivety. Just as he was thrown onto the water’s ripples when he 

was a baby, now he is thrown into the sea of life in order to equip him for his task. 

When Moses had completed his training in a foreign land, God’s hand directed 

him anew, returning him to the land of his birth, where his own community lived. It 

is there that he would start delivering his message. Beforehand, though, he must 

travel the same route he used during his flight from Egypt. Why should it be the 

same? His training had included knowledge of desert routes, this because he would 

be leading his people along the same route in obedience of God’s orders. 

Thus, he would not need to depend on others, not even a guide. His people 

needed such a leader to show them which way to go at every turn, after they had lost 

their ability to think for themselves. Long had been their humiliation and 

subjugation. 

Thus we realize how Moses was reared under God’s watchful eye, and how he 

received his life’s education so as to be ready to shoulder the burden of his message. 

A Call from on High 

When Moses had fulfilled his term, and was travelling with his family, he perceived a 

fire on the slope of Mount Sinai. So he said to his family: Wait here, for I perceive a 

fire. Perhaps I may bring you from there some information, or a burning brand from 

the fire so that you may warm yourselves. (Verse 29) 

What could have happened to Moses to make him return to Egypt when the terms 

of his contract with the old man were fulfilled? He had left it in fear, expecting death 

for his part in the unwitting murder of an Egyptian. What could have caused him to 

forget such danger when it was Pharaoh and his chiefs that wanted rid of him? It is 

the hand that guided his footsteps throughout his life. It might this time have guided 

him through natural feelings of nostalgia for one’s home and people. It might have 

reduced his sense of danger to a minimum, so that he could now take up the mission 

for which he was created and prepared. 

Anyway, we see Moses on his return journey to Egypt, with his family, in the dark 

of the night, having lost his way. It was a cold night, which made him pleased at the 

sight of fire in the distance. He headed in that direction to get some information or a 

firebrand. This, then, is the first scene in this episode. 

The second scene tells us of the great surprise prepared for Moses: “But when he 

came close to it, he was addressed from the right-side bank of the valley, out of the tree on the 

blessed site.” (Verse 30) We see him aiming towards the fire, and on the right bank of 
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the valley. From here on this site is blessed. The whole universe now echoes the 

sublime address Moses receives “out of the tree’, which might have been the only tree 

there. 

Moses received the direct call: “Moses! Truly, I am God, the Lord of all the worlds.” 

(Verse 30) He received it alone in a solitary valley, in the depths of night, but the 

whole universe responded, with the heavens and the earth reverberating it. We do 

not know how, or with which faculty or sense he received it, but he certainly 

received it with his whole being, as did the entire universe around him. He was able 

to receive it because he was reared under God’s watchful eye until he was ready for 

this moment. The universe recorded this sublime address, and the site where it took 

place became blessed as God, in all His majesty, revealed His presence there. The 

valley became distinguished by this great event, and Moses stood there in the noblest 

position a human being ever stood. 

God then continued to give His instructions: “Throw down your stag?” (Verse 31) 

Moses complied with the order, throwing down his staff. Only now it was no longer 

his staff but instead a writhing serpent, which was large in size but moving very fast: 

“But when he saw it moving, as if it were a serpent, he turned and fled, with no thought of 

turning back.” (Verse 31) Moses was totally unprepared for this. Taken aback, he 

turned and set to flight. He did not even think of going back to find out what had 

happened to his staff, or to better see this preternatural happening. Such is the 

natural reaction of spontaneous people. 

He then listened to his Lord’s address: “Draw near and have no fear! You are certainly 

secure.” (Verse 31) Again, we witness Moses experiencing fear and security in quick 

succession. Such contrasting emotions were indeed the essence of his life. In fact, this 

continuous interaction was deliberately instilled in him so as to counterbalance the 

Israelite’s inactivity and habitual acceptance of their humble position. His 

spontaneity was part of what God granted him so that he could fulfil his role. 

He is told to come near and to have no fear. Needless to say, a person whose every 

step is watched over by God will always be safe and secure. 

“Now place your hand inside your garment, and it will come out [shining) white without 

blemish.” (Verse 32) Again Moses did as he was instructed, putting his hand inside 

his garment’s top opening. Drawing it out, he received yet another shock. His hand 

was now a shining white, though clearly healthy. Its original colour would have been 

rather dark, weathered by the sun and elements. This change of colour thus 

symbolized the clear truth: one supported by undeniable, irrefutable evidence. 

Again Moses’ spontaneous personality caught up with him as he trembled, struck 

with awe. But God’s care was soon forthcoming, giving him another instruction so as 

to calm him down: “Then draw your arm close to your side to allay your fear.” (Verse 32) 
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In the Arabic text, the word jan h is used to denote “side”, giving the impression that 

he draws it over himself like a bird, to reassure himself. 

So Moses has now been given clear signs, causing him fear at first before he was 

reassured. Now it is time he learned of what lay ahead of him: “These, then, are two 

proofs from your Lord to Pharaoh and his nobles. They are indeed wicked people.” (Verse 32) 

He is given a message to deliver to Pharaoh and his lieutenants, in fulfilment of the 

promise his mother was given when he was still a newborn baby: “We shall restore 

him to you, and shall make him one of Our messengers.” (Verse 7) Despite the passage of 

many years, the promise has remained true, given by God who always speaks the 

truth. 

Moses now remembers that he had killed one of Pharaoh’s entourage and that he 

had to flee Egypt in order to save himself. As he was in the presence of his Lord who 

had honoured him beyond his wildest expectations, even to the point of meeting 

Him and being given clear signs, he felt the need to take precautions so that his 

message should not be brought to an abrupt end if he himself was killed: “He said: 

My Lord! I have killed one of them and I fear that they will kill me.” (Verse 33) 

He does not say this by way of apology, or to find a way out of his commission. 

He only wanted to ensure that the message of truth would be advocated should his 

fears be well-founded. This reflects his keen desire to fulfil his task; a desire that is in 

line with Moses’ character as a man of strength, someone worthy of trust. He 

elaborates on his fears further: “And my brother, Aaron, is better in speech than I am. So 

send him with me as a helper, so that he would confirm what I say, for I fear that they will 

accuse me of lying.” (Verse 34) Aaron is more eloquent and better able to defend the 

message. He can provide much needed support, and can succeed Moses should he be 

killed. 

Moses is reassured and his request is granted: “Said He: ‘We shall strengthen your 

arm with your brother, and will endow both of you with power, so that they will not be able to 

touch you. By virtue of Our signs shall you two and those who follow you prevail.” (Verse 

35) It is not merely that God granted Moses’ request, but that He also gave him a 

greatly reassuring promise, endowing both brothers with power. Thus, they would 

not face the tyrant Pharaoh relying only on their own devices. They would go 

equipped with a source of power that cannot be resisted by any earthly force. No 

tyrant possessed the means to harm them: “They will not be able to touch you.” How 

could they when you enjoy God’s protection that creates a fence around you? But the 

good news Moses is given goes further than this, assuring him and his brother of the 

eventual outcome; namely, that the truth will be triumphant. They have been given 

signs from God, and these signs are the means of victory: “By virtue of Our signs shall 

you two and those who follow you prevail.” (Verse 35) 
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God’s power is thus seen to intervene directly, shaping events, working through 

no earthly force as a cover. The victory will come about through none of the causes 

that are familiar to people. Thus a new code of values will be established in people’s 

hearts based on faith and complete trust in God. 

The Arrogant are Punished 

This awesome scene is closed; time passes and the location changes; Moses and 

Aaron are now facing Pharaoh, producing God’s clear signs, refuting the arguments 

of falsehood and explaining God’s guidance. The end is shown: drowning in this 

present life, and a curse in the life to come. All is expressed in a series of short, 

concise verses: 

When Moses came to them with Our clear signs, they said: ‘This is nothing but forged 

sorcery. Never did we hear of the like of this among our forefathers of old. ‘Moses 

replied: My Lord knows best who comes with guidance from Him, and to whom the 

future belongs. Never will the evildoers be successful.’ ‘Nobles!’ said Pharaoh. ‘I know 

of no deity that you could have other than myself. Well, H m n, kindle for me a fire 

[to bake bricks] of clay, and then build me a lofty tower, so that I may have a look at 

the god of Moses; even though I am convinced that he is one who tells lies.’ Thus 

arrogantly did he and his hosts behave on earth, against all right, thinking that they 

would never return to Us. And so We seized him and his hosts and cast them in the 

sea. Look what happened in the end to those wrongdoers. And We made them leaders 

who called others to the fire. No help will they ever receive on the Day of Resurrection. 

We caused a curse to follow them in this world, and on Resurrection Day they will be 

among those who are spurned. (Verses 36-42) 

The s rah delivers its final strike very quickly, making no mention of the 

confrontation between Moses and Pharaoh’s sorcerers: such details can be found in 

brief or in detail in other s rahs. Here the s rah moves from the denial of the truth by 

Pharaoh and his people directly to their destruction. It also includes what will 

happen to them in the hereafter. This quick movement is deliberate, so as to fit with 

the general drift of the s rah emphasizing God’s direct intervention, through no 

human agent. Once Pharaoh is seen to be adamant in his rejection of God’s message, 

his end is directly shown. No further details are needed. 

“When Moses came to them with Our clear signs, they said: This is nothing but forged 

sorcery. Never did we hear of the like of this among our forefathers of old.” (Verse 36) 

Pharaoh’s words are exactly the same as those employed by the Quraysh idolaters in 

Makkah when the Prophet Muhammad called on them to believe in God: “This is 

nothing but forged sorcery. Never did we hear of the like of this among our forefathers of old.” 
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(Verse 36) It is nothing more than futile argument when faced with the overpowering 

truth. It is the same argument whenever falsehood confronts the truth: an accusation 

of sorcery, and a rejection based on nothing other than that the whole thing was new, 

unknown to their forefathers. Indeed, they have no argument, and no basis for their 

stand. Hence, their vague statement that proves nothing. 

Moses (peace be upon him) refers the matter to God, because in such a situation 

where no proof is being requested, it is better to be brief and let God judge between 

the two parties: “Moses replied.. My Lord knows best who comes with guidance from Him, 

and to whom the future belongs. Never will the evildoers be successful.” (Verse 37) 

This is a very polite answer, which makes an implicit, yet very clear statement 

about the outcome of all confrontations between truth and falsehood. His Lord 

knows well that he is truthful, following divine guidance. The future certainly 

belongs to the one who comes with guidance, while the evildoers will never gain the 

ultimate success. This is God’s law that will never change, even though things may 

appear at times to move in some other way. Moses, like every prophet, puts this very 

clearly to people. 

Pharaoh’s response is evasive, boastful and sarcastic: “Nobles! I know of no deity that 

you could have other than myself Well, H m n, kindle for me a fire [to bake bricks] of clay, 

and then build me a lofty tower, so that I may have a look at the god of Moses even though I 

am convinced that he is one who tells lies.” (Verse 38) What a blatant lie Pharaoh utters: 

“I know of no deity that you could have other than myself” And his nobles receive such 

falsehood with humble acceptance. Pharaoh relies on the legends that circulated in 

Egypt at the time claiming that kings descended from deities. He also relied on brute 

force that did not allow anyone to think or speak out against him. Whilst others saw 

him as mortal like themselves, they nevertheless accepted his arrogance without 

question. 

He then affects seriousness about wanting to find out the truth and making sure of 

Moses’ God. Yet, in truth, he is only making fun of the whole issue: “Well, H m n, 

kindle for me a fire [to bake bricks] of clay, and then build me a lofty tower, so that I may have 

a look at the god of Moses.” Moses says his god is in heaven, so I will go up into the sky 

to look at him. In the same tone of sarcasm he pretends that he has doubts about 

Moses and his statements, but nevertheless he wants to look and find out for himself: 

“even though I am convinced that he is one who tells lies.” (Verse 38) 

It is at this point in the exchange that the match with the sorcerers takes place, 

though it is not mentioned here. The s rah instead proceeds straight to how Pharaoh 

met his end: “Thus arrogantly did he and his hosts behave on earth, against all right, 

thinking that they would never return to Us.” (Verse 39) Given they thought they would 

never return, they behaved arrogantly, against all right, denying God’s signs and 
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warnings. Hence, God’s punishment was quick: “And so We seized him and his hosts 

and cast them in the sea.” (Verse 40) Pharaoh was seized with force and cast into the 

sea as though he was a little stone. We note the contrast between Moses being cast 

into the river when he was a newborn baby and he finds in it a safe shelter, and 

Pharaoh, the tyrant king, being cast into the sea, only to be destroyed. Safety and 

security are ensured when one is on God’s side, while fear and destruction are 

attendant with the other side. We note that in the Arabic text, the same word, yamm, 

is used for both river and sea as this signifies a great body of water. 

“Look what happened in the end to those wrongdoers.” (Verse 40) It is an end that is 

met in full view, so as to serve as a lesson and a warning for all who deny God’s 

messages. It shows how God’s power overwhelms tyrants and despots in no time at 

all, so as to make their end easy to describe in just half a line or even less. 

Another glance and this whole world is passed by so as to present a picture of 

Pharaoh and his hosts on the Day of Judgement calling on people and leading them 

into hell: “And We made them leaders who called others to the fire.” (Verse 41) Evil is the 

leadership, and evil is the call. “No help will they ever receive on the Day of Resurrection.” 

(Verse 41) It is a defeat in this life and a defeat in the life to come, in fair requital for 

their aggression and transgression. But they will not only be defeated; they are 

cursed in this world and spurned in the next: “We caused a curse to follow them in this 

world, and on Resurrection Day they will be among those who are spurned.” (Verse 42) 

The Other End 

The s rah leaves out the entire history of the Children of Israel’s departure from 

Egypt, and the events that followed, in order to mention Moses’ lot after having 

shown us Pharaoh’s: 

And so after We had destroyed those earlier generations, We gave Moses the book 

providing insight for mankind, as a guidance and grace, so that they may reflect. 

(Verse 43) 

This is certainly a great favour given to Moses. His is an honourable bequest: a 

book revealed to him by God in order to give mankind new insight and guidance 

into what is right. Believers must, however, remember how God’s power intervened 

to save the weak and overcome the powerful. They must reflect on how oppressors 

are destroyed and the oppressed avenged and given power. 

Thus ends the story of Moses and Pharaoh as related in this s rah. It makes clear 

that safety and security can only be achieved by being on God’s side, while fear is 

always associated with moving away from Him. It also shows how God’s hand 
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intervenes to challenge tyranny and overcome it, when its power seems irresistible. 

The fledgling Muslim community in Makkah needed to understand this concept and 

be sure of it, while the arrogant idolaters also needed to reflect on it. Moreover, this 

concept is needed whenever and wherever believers advocate the truth and tyranny 

stands in its way. 

This is yet another example, then, of how the Qur’ n uses historical accounts as 

educative material, and also to establish certain facts and principles which need to be 

reflected upon. 
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2 

The Truth Clear for All 

You certainly were not present on the 

western side of the mountain when We 

issued the Commandments to Moses, nor 

were you one of those who witnessed 

[those events]. (44) 

But We raised up many generations, and 

long was their span of life. Nor did you 

dwell among the people of Madyan, 

reciting Our revelations to them. Rather, 

it is We who send messengers. (45) 

Nor indeed were you present on the 

slopes of Mount Sinai when We called 

out [to Moses]. Rather, it is an act of 

your Lord’s mercy so that you may warn 

people to whom no warner has come 

before you, so that they may perchance 

reflect. (46) 

[We have sent you] lest they say when a 

disaster befalls them as an outcome of 

what their own hands have wrought, 

“Our Lord! If only You had sent us a 

messenger, we would have followed Your 

revelations, and would have been among 
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the believers.’ (47) 

Now when the truth has come to them 

from Us, they say: “Why has he not been 

given the like of what Moses was given?’ 

But did they not deny the truth of what 

Moses was formerly given? Indeed they 

said: “These are two kinds of sorcery, 

each supporting the other.’ And they add: 

“We reject both of them.’ (48) 

Say: “Produce, then, a Book from God 

which would offer better guidance than 

these two and I shall follow it, if what 

you say be true! (49) 

But if they do not respond to you, then 

know that they are following only their 

own whims. Who could be more astray 

than one who follows his own whims 

without any guidance from God. 

Certainly God does not guide those who 

are wrongdoing. (50) 

We have indeed caused this word [of 

Ours] to reach them so that they may 

reflect. (51) 

Those to whom We sent the book before 

this believe in it. (52) 

And when it is recited to them, they say: 

“We believe in it, for it is the truth from 

our Lord. Indeed even before this have we 
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submitted ourselves to Him.’ (53) 

These are the ones who shall be given 

their reward twice for having been 

patient in adversity, having repelled evil 

with good, and having spent in charity 

out of what We have provided for them. 

(54) 

And whenever they hear frivolous talk 

they turn away from it and say: “To us 

our deeds and to you yours. Peace be to 

you! We will have nothing to do with 

ignorant folk.’ (55) 

Indeed, you cannot guide aright everyone 

whom you love. It is God who guides 

whom He wills. He knows best those who 

are guided aright. (56) 

They say: “If we were to follow the 

guidance along with you, we would be 

torn away from our land.’ Have We not 

given them a secure sanctuary to which 

are brought the fruits of all things, as a 

provision from Us? But most of them 

have no knowledge. (57) 

How many a community that exulted in 

its life [of ease and plenty] have We 

destroyed. The dwellings they left behind 

were but scarcely inhabited. It is We who 

are the only heirs. (58) 

Your Lord would never destroy a 

community without first sending them a 
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messenger who would recite to them Our 

revelations. Never would We destroy a 

community unless its people are intent 

on wrongdoing. (59) 

‘Whatever you are given is but for the 

enjoyment of life in this world and for its 

embellishment, but that which is with 

God is much better and more enduring. 

Will you not use your reason? (60) 

Is the one to whom We have given a 

goodly promise which he shall certainly 

see fulfilled comparable to one whom We 

have given much of the enjoyment of this 

world but who, on Resurrection Day, 

will be one of those brought before Us? 

(61) 

On that day, He will call to them and 

ask: “Where are those whom you alleged 

to be My partners?’(62) 

Those against whom the word [of 

judgement] has come to pass will say: 

“Our Lord! Those whom we have led 

astray, we only led them astray as we 

ourselves had gone astray. We now 

disown them before You. It was not us 

that they worshipped.’(63) 

They will be told: “Call on those you 

alleged to be [God’s] partners,’ and they 

will call to them, but the latter will not 

respond to them. They will then see the 

suffering [that awaits them]. If only they 

had been open to guidance! (64) 

On that day, He will call to them and 

ask: “What answer did you give to My 

messengers?’ (65) 

But to them all information will be 
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blotted out and they will not even ask 

any questions. (66) 

However, anyone who repents, believes 

and does righteous deeds may well be 

among those who are successful. (67) 

Your Lord creates and chooses whatever 

He pleases. Never can they have such 

choice. Limitless is God in His glory and 

exalted is He above all those they 

associate with Him as partners. (68) 

And your Lord knows all that their 

hearts conceal and all that they bring out 

into the open. (69) 

He is God, other than whom there is no 

deity. To Him all praise is due at the first 

and at the last; with Him rests all 

judgement, and to Him you shall all 

return. (70) 

Say: “Have you considered if God were 

to make the night perpetual over you, 

without break, till the Day of 

Resurrection, is there any deity other 

than God that could bring you light? 

Will you not, then, listen?’ (71) 

Say: “Have you considered if God were 

to make the day perpetual over you, 

without break, till the Day of 

Resurrection, is there any deity other 

than God that could bring you a night in 

which to rest? Will you not, then, see?’ 

(72) 
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Overview 

The first passage related Moses’ story with telling effects. The current passage 

begins with some additional comments concerning Moses before it picks up the main 

theme of the s rah explaining where security lies and who should be in fear. It also 

portrays a number of scenes from the universe, as also from the Day of Judgement, 

which it addresses to the unbelievers who denied God’s message and made false 

allegations against the Prophet. It tells them about their own situation after 

presenting certain aspects that confirm the truth of what God’s Messenger tells them. 

It refers to some of the people of earlier divine religions who received this final 

message positively, recognizing its truth and believing in it. By contrast, the idolaters 

continue to deny it when it is meant to bring them God’s mercy. They only need a 

little clear reflection to recognize this and he certain of it. 

Confirmation of the Message 

The first comment on Moses’ story confirms the revelations being given to the 

Prophet. The Prophet was telling his people about past events in details that could 

not have been gathered except by an eyewitness. Yet, he was not there at the time. He 

learnt of these events through revelations bestowed on him from on high. This is 

only an act of grace meant to spare his people God’s punishment for their idolatry. 

It is out of His grace that He has made 

for you the night and the day, so that you 

might have rest and seek to obtain some 

of His bounty, and that you may have 

cause to be grateful. (73) 

On that day, He will call to them and 

ask: ‘Where are those whom you alleged 

to be My partners?’ (74) 

We shall draw from each community a 

witness, and We shall then say [to the 

unbelievers]: “Produce your evidence!’ 

They will then come to realize that all 

truth belongs to God alone, and all the 

falsehood they invented will forsake 

them. (75) 
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Should such punishment befall them, they will surely cry out that they would have 

believed if only a messenger from God had been sent to them. 

You certainly were not present on the western side of the mountain when We issued 

the Commandments to Moses, nor were you one of those who witnessed [those events]. 

But We raised up many generations, and long was their span of life. (Verses 44-45) 

The mountain referred to is Mount Sinai, known as al-Tar, where Moses had his 

appointment with God after a certain period, given first as 30 nights, but then 

completed with 10 more, making the total 40 as mentioned in S rah 7. It was on this 

occasion that Moses received the full extent of his message as detailed in the tablets: 

these contain the divine law as delineated for the Children of Israel. The Prophet 

Muhammad (peace be upon him) was not present at this meeting so as to know all its 

details as outlined in the Qur’ n. Indeed, several centuries and many human 

generations separated him from it: “But We raised up many generations, and long was 

their span of life.” (Verse 45) This clearly indicates that his knowledge of it was 

received from God who revealed the Qur’ n to him from on high. He is the One who 

knows all. 

The Qur’ n also speaks of Madyan and Moses’ sojourn there. Yet the Prophet was 

never at Madyan and it is only the Qur’ n that provides him with such detailed 

information: “Nor did you dwell among the people of Madyan, reciting Our revelations to 

them. Rather, it is We who send messengers.” (Verse 45) It is God who chooses His 

messengers. It is also He who gives them information about past nations and 

communities. 

The Qur’ n also describes in full detail God’s address to Moses by the side of 

Mount Sinai and how he responded to his Lord: “Nor indeed were you present on the 

slopes of Mount Sinai when We called out (to Moses].” (Verse 46) Again, The Prophet 

Muhammad (peace be upon him) did not hear this call and nor could he have 

recorded the details of this appointment as it took place. The fact that God related all 

this to him, which testifies to his honesty and the truth of his message, is an aspect of 

God’s mercy extended to his people. He is, thus, able to warn them while earlier 

messengers were sent to the Children of Israel who lived in an area adjacent to 

Arabia. The Arabs had not been sent a messenger since the time of their first father, 

Prophet Ishmael: “Rather, it is an act of your Lord’s mercy so that you may warn people to 

whom no warner has come before you, so that they may perchance reflect. (Verse 46) 

It is certainly by virtue of an act of grace that God sends a messenger to warn and 

advise people. At the same time, it seals the argument against them. When they have 

received God’s message, they cannot then argue that they were taken by surprise, or 

say that they had not received ample warning before receiving their punishment. 
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Indeed, the way they lived, associating partners with God and committing all 

manner of sin, deserves punishment. Hence, God wanted to leave them with no 

room for argument. He wanted to make them stand face to face with the truth, such 

that nothing could hinder them from accepting it and from becoming good believers: 

[We have sent you] lest they say when a disaster befalls them as an outcome of what 

their own hands have wrought, ‘Our Lord! If only You had sent us a messenger, we 

would have followed Your revelations, and would have been among the believers.’ 

(Verse 47) 

This is what they would have said had not a messenger been sent to them with 

sufficient proofs and signs to make them see the truth for what it is. Yet even when 

the Messenger came to them with the irrefutable truth, they still would not follow 

him: 

Now when the truth has come to them from Us, they say: “Why has he not been given 

the like of what Moses was given?’ But did they not deny the truth of what Moses was 

formerly given? Indeed they said: ‘These are two kinds of sorcery, each supporting the 

other’ And they add: ‘We reject both of them.’ (Verse 48) 

They would not admit the truth. On the contrary, they continued to give false 

excuses so as to justify their rejection. They also asked why this Messenger was not 

given the like of what Moses was given, referring to both the physical miracles and 

the tablets. 

Clearly, their objections were dishonest. Hence, the Qur’ n puts the following 

question to them: “But did they not deny the truth of what Moses was formerly given?” 

(Verse 48) There were Jews in Arabia who had the Torah, but the Arabs neither 

accepted this nor believed in it. They were also aware that the Torah gives a clear 

description of Muhammad (peace be upon him). They also sought the advice of some 

followers of earlier religions asking them about Muhammad’s message. In turn, 

those learned ones answered them that it was true, fully consistent with their own 

revelations. Yet still the idolaters would not accept such assertions. They claimed that 

both the Torah and the Qur’ n were magic; hence, each confirmed the other: “Indeed 

they said: ‘These are two kinds of sorcery, each supporting the other:’ And they add: ‘We 

reject both of them.’“ (Verse 48) It is all, then, argument for argument’s sake. It has 

nothing to do with the proper pursuit of the truth, nor with proper evidence to 

confirm it. 

Nevertheless, the Qur’ n takes a further step to put the truth before them. It says: 

If you like neither the Qur’ n nor the Torah, then show me a divine writ which 
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provides better guidance than these two books and I will follow it: “Say: ‘Produce, 

then, a Book from God which would offer better guidance than these two and I shall follow it, 

if what you say be true!” (Verse 49) Nothing, then, could be fairer. Whoever rejects the 

truth after this is merely being obstinate, following his own desire with little concern 

about evidence to support his position: 

But if they do not respond to you, then know that they are following only their own 

whims. Who could be more astray than one who follows his own whims without any 

guidance from God. Certainly God does not guide those who are wrongdoing. (Verse 

50) 

The truth is clear in this Qur’ n, and the argument Islam presents is clear and 

powerful. Anyone who knows Islam well but who still rejects it is only doing so 

because he prefers to pursue his own desires. There are only two ways: either 

commitment to the truth which breaks the grip of desire, and leads to submission 

and acceptance of the faith, or evading the truth and pursuing desire, which means 

rejecting the truth and denying faith. The unbelievers cannot present any argument 

on the basis of ambiguity, confusion or lack of proof. “But if they do not respond to you, 

then know that they are following only their own whims.” (Verse 50) This is a fact that 

allows no argument as it is clearly stated by God. Those who do not respond 

positively to this faith pursue their own desire and self-interest. They have no excuse. 

They offer no sound argument as they turn away from the truth. 

“Who could be more astray than one who follows his own whims without any guidance 

from God.” (Verse 50) In this they are also transgressors and wrongdoers: “Certainly 

God does not guide those who are wrongdoing.” (Verse 50) 

The Qur’ n leaves no excuse for those who claim that they have not understood its 

message, or who claim that they do not comprehend Islam. Once this faith is 

presented and explained to them, all argument ceases and excuses are futile. The 

Qur’ n is indeed the epitome of clarity. No one denies it except those who are 

deliberate wrongdoers: they wrong themselves and are unjust to the truth. As such 

they do not deserve divine guidance: “God does not guide those who are wrongdoing.” 

(Verse 50) As the message is given to them, the issues are set out clearly and no 

excuse can be made for turning away: “We have indeed caused this word [of Ours] to 

reach them so that they may reflect.” (Verse 51) 

Sound Approach to Truth 

The s rah now begins a new round, presenting the case of those who sincerely 

look for the truth and abide by it. They have clear minds, sound approach and 
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sincere intentions. These are a group from the people of earlier revelations who came 

to know of the Qur’ n. The Qur’ n thus tells of how they approached it once they 

had heard it. 

Those to whom We sent the book before this believe in it, and when it is recited to 

them, they say: ‘We believe in it, for it is the truth from our Lord. Indeed even before 

this have we submitted ourselves to Him. These are the ones who shall be given their 

reward twice for having been patient in adversity, having repelled evil with good, and 

having spent in charity out of what We have provided for them. And whenever they 

hear frivolous talk they turn away from it and say: ‘To us our deeds and to you yours. 

Peace be to you! We will have nothing to do with ignorant folk.’ (Verses 52-55) 

Sa`īd ibn Jubayr mentions that these verses speak about 70 priests sent by Negus. 

When they met the Prophet he recited to them S rah 36, Y  Sīn, from start to finish. 

They were in tears as they listened to it and then immediately declared their belief in 

Islam. These verses confirm what they did. 

Muhammad ibn Is q reports in his biography of the Prophet: 

When the Prophet was still in Makkah, some 20 Christians came to him after 

they had heard about him in Abyssinia. They found him in the Mosque, and 

they sat with him asking him about his faith. A number of unbelievers from 

the Quraysh were sitting in their normal gathering places around the Ka`bah. 

When the Christians finished their questions, the Prophet called on them to 

believe in Islam and read some of the Qur’ n to them. When they listened to 

the Qur’ n, they were in tears. They immediately responded to the Prophet’s 

call, declared their belief in God and that Muhammad was truly God’s 

Messenger. They confirmed that he met the description they had of him in 

their Scriptures. When they rose to leave him, Abū Jahl and a number of the 

Quraysh unbelievers intercepted them, and reproached them, saying: “How 

ill advised you are! Your people sent you here to get information about this 

man; yet you hardly sat with him before you abandoned your faith and 

accepted his claims. We have never seen a more stupid delegation than 

yours.’ Members of the delegation replied: “We wish you peace, and we will 

not engage in futile argument with you. We follow what we choose and you 

follow what you choose. We have not been slow to take advantage of the 

good that has been offered us.’ 

It is reported that this Christian delegation was from the people of Najran. 

God knows best which report is more accurate. It is also stated that it is they 

that are referred to in the Qur’ nic verses starting with: “Those to whom We 

sent the book before this believe in it...” (Verse 52) However, I asked al-Zuhrī 
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about these verses and of whom they speak. He said to me: “I have often 

heard from our scholars that they speak of Negus [may God be pleased with 

him] and his men, as also the verses in S rah 5, The Repast, which read: “You 

will certainly find that, of all people, the most hostile to those who believe are the 

Jews, and those who associate partners with God; and you will certainly find that the 

nearest of them in affection to the believers are those who say, “We are Christians.” 

This is so because there are priests and monks among them and because they are not 

given to arrogance. When they listen to what has been revealed to God’s Messenger, 

you see their eyes overflow with tears because of the Truth they recognise. They say: 

“Our Lord, we do believe; so enrol us among those who bear witness to the truth. 

How could we fail to believe in God and the truth that has come to us when we dearly 

hope that our Lord will admit us among the righteous?” And for this their prayer 

God will reward them with gardens through which running waters flow, where they 

will abide. Such is the reward of those who do good; while those who disbelieve and 

deny Our revelations are destined for the blazing fire.” (5: 82-86) 

Whichever group of people these verses speak about, the Qur’ n is referring the 

unbelievers to a particular event which they knew about. It, thus, presents to them an 

example of how people with clear vision receive the Qur’ n. How they respond to it, 

recognize its truth and how it accords with their own Scriptures. They do not allow 

any impediment, whether desire or pride, to stand between them and its truth. 

Furthermore, they are prepared to put up with any difficulty the ignorant put in their 

way. 

“Those to whom We sent the book before this believe in it.” (Verse 52) This is one of the 

signs confirming its truth. All divine revelations are consistent. People who have 

been familiar with earlier revelations recognize the truth of the latest ones and are 

ready to believe in them, knowing that they all stem from God. 

“And when it is recited to them, they say: ‘We believe in it, for it is the truth from our 

Lord. Indeed even before this have we submitted ourselves to Him.’” (Verse 53) The Qur’ n 

is so clear that it needs only to be read out and these people who have had some 

experience of the truth know for certain that it comes from the same source. Thus, 

they are reassured, knowing that it comes from none other than God: “It is the truth 

from our Lord. Indeed, even before this have we submitted ourselves to Him.” Such 

submission to God is the central issue of every faith. 

Those who have already submitted themselves to God, and who believe in the 

Qur’ n when it is recited to them “are the ones who shall be given their reward twice for 

having been patient in adversity.” (Verse 54) It is their perseverance with self-surrender 

to God in its fullest sense, which is the meaning of Islam. It requires rising above 

desire and carnal pleasure, in order to follow the true path. They gain a double 

reward because of their perseverance in the face of real adversity. The most difficult 
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adversity is that of contending with desire, lust and deviation. They have shown 

their patience in all such circumstances, as well as perseverance in the face of the 

unbelievers’ ridicule and hardship. 

Good believers, however, do more than that for they also “repel evil with good’. 

This is indeed harder than perseverance in the face of physical and mental hardship. 

It means rising above personal pride and the desire to reply to ridicule and avenge 

physical injury. It also entails rising a step higher and adopting a benevolent attitude 

so as to answer what is foul with that which is decent. This is a height of greatness 

only achieved by good believers who feel that they are dealing with God, and who 

look for His acceptance. Hence, they forbear and persevere without losing their 

feeling of contentment. 

“And having spent in charity out of what We have provided for them.” (Verse 54) Here 

the s rah mentions their being charitable with money after having emphasized their 

kindness to others. These two types of generosity, the personal and the financial, 

spring from the same origin, one which makes a believer rise over personal desire so 

as to treasure what is higher than earthly values. Both are often mentioned together 

in the Qur’ n. 

People who are content with their faith also display another quality: namely, 

bearing patiently whatever hardship comes their way as a result of their self-

surrender to God: “And whenever they hear frivolous talk they turn away from it and say: 

‘To us our deeds and to you yours. Peace be to you! We will have nothing to do with ignorant 

folk.’“ (Verse 55) Frivolous, idle talk kills time without benefit or knowledge to heart 

or mind. It is the sort of vulgar language that leaves a bad taste in one’s mouth. It is 

the same whether it is addressed to someone who is present or spoken about when 

that person is absent. 

Believing hearts do not engage in such idle talk, nor do they listen to it. They are 

preoccupied with the requirements of their faith, revelling in its light and purity: 

“And whenever they hear frivolous talk they turn away from it.” They are not provoked to 

reply in kind. They neither join those who are given to frivolous, idle talk nor enter 

into a slanging match with them. Instead, they leave malcontents alone, maintaining 

an attitude of decency and peace: “To us our deeds and to you yours. Peace be to you.” 

(Verse 55) Thus, they observe the highest standard of propriety, saying a kindly 

prayer, but making clear that they do not wish to share in such behaviour: “We will 

have nothing to do with ignorant folk.” (Verse 55) We do not wish to waste our precious 

time, match them in their idle talk, or even listen to it. 

This is a shining picture of the sort of reassurance faith gives. It shows the believer 

rising above frivolity, yet still retaining a kind and charitable posture. It draws a clear 

line to follow for whoever wishes to adopt Islamic manners. There is certainly no 



Al-Qaşaş (The Story) | THE TRUTH CLEAR FOR ALL 

 199

participation with the ignorant. There is only an attitude that overlooks their faults, 

and wishes them well even though they are out to offend. 

Who Receives Guidance 

The Prophet did not need to do more than recite a portion of the Qur’ n in his 

effort to present his faith to followers of earlier revelations and they accepted it. Yet 

with regard to his own people, the Prophet made every endeavour to help them see 

the light of faith, yet God did not open their hearts to it because of what He knew of 

them. The Prophet could not give guidance to everyone he wished. It is certainly God 

who guides those whom He knows to have the right attitude and mentality making 

them ready to accept the faith: “Indeed, you cannot guide aright everyone whom you love. 

It is God who guides whom He wills. He knows best those who are guided aright.” (Verse 56) 

It is reported in the two most authentic anthologies of adīth that this verse was 

revealed in reference to Abū lib, the Prophet’s uncle who looked after him and 

gave him much support, extending his protection to him against the Quraysh so that 

he could deliver his message in peace. Indeed, he put up with much pressure and 

hardship that involved the Quraysh’s boycott of his own clan, the Hashimites, for 

three years when they were practically besieged in their own quarters. He did all this 

out of love for his nephew, Muhammad, and upholding the value of supporting 

one’s kindred in the face of adversity. When his death was approaching, the Prophet 

urged him to believe in God and accept Islam, but God did not facilitate this for Abū 

lib because of something God, in His wisdom, knew. 

Al-Zuhrī reports on the authority of Al-Musayyib ibn azn al-Makhzūmī: “When 

it was clear that Abū lib was about to die, the Prophet went to see him and found 

Abū Jahl and `Abdull h ibn Umayyah ibn al-Mughīrah with him. The Prophet said 

to him: “Uncle! Say: “There is no deity other than God,” and I will be able to give you 

good support in front of God.’ Abū Jahl and `Abdull h said to him: Abū lib! 

Would you abandon the religion of `Abd al-Mu alib, your father?’ The Prophet 

continued to press him while the two unbelievers urged him to stick to his father’s 

faith. The last thing he said was: “I follow `Abd al-Mu alib’s faith.’ He refused to 

say: “There is no deity other than God.’ The Prophet said: ‘I will certainly pray for 

your forgiveness unless I am ordered not to do so.’ God later revealed the verse that 

says: “It is not for the Prophet and the believers to pray for the forgiveness of those who 

associate partners with God, even though they may be their close relatives.” (9: 113) In 

reference to Abū lib, He also revealed the verse that says: “Indeed, you cannot guide 

aright everyone whom you love. It is God who guides whom He wills. He knows best those 

who are guided aright.” (Verse 56) [Related by al-Bukh rī and Muslim.] 

Muslim also gives another version on the authority of Abū Hurayrah: ‘When 
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death was approaching Abū lib the Prophet said to him: “Uncle! Say, “There is no 

deity other than God,’ and I will be your witness to it on the Day of Judgement.” He 

said: “If it was not for my fear that the Quraysh will shame me saying that it is only 

for the fear of death that I said it, I would certainly have pleased you by saying it. I 

would not do so except to give you that pleasure.’ Then the verse was revealed 

saying: “Indeed, you cannot guide aright everyone whom you love. It is God who guides 

whom He wills. He knows best those who are guided aright.” (Verse 56) Further reports by 

Ibn `Abb s, Ibn `Umar, Muj hid, al-Sha`bī and Qat dah confirm that the verse was 

revealed in reference to Abū lib and that the last he said was: “I follow `Abd al-

Mu alib’s faith.’ 

It is amazing just how serious and strict this religion of Islam is. Abū lib was the 

Prophet’s uncle. He had supported and protected him against all who tried to harm 

him. Yet he was not to be one of the believers. This despite his great love of the 

Prophet and the Prophet’s reciprocation of that love. Nor did the Prophet’s desire 

that his uncle accept Islam make any difference. The point is that Abū lib gave all 

that he did to the Prophet out of paternal love and a sense of commitment to his 

kindred. Faith and its ties did not come into it. God was certainly aware of his 

motives; so he did not facilitate for him what the Prophet dearly wished. Thus, this 

aspect of guidance was not part of what the Prophet could have. It belongs to God’s 

will and His evaluation of the situation. The Prophet’s task is to deliver his message. 

Advocates of Islam in subsequent generations can only advise people. As for 

people’s hearts, these belong to God. Whether a person chooses guidance or error 

depends on what God knows of their feelings and what is in their hearts. 

Absurd Fears 

The s rah then mentions what they said to the Prophet by way of justifying their 

negativity to his message. Basically, they would lose their power vis-a-vis 

neighbouring Arab tribes which revered the Ka`bah, honoured its custodians and 

venerated its idols. Those tribes would collaborate against them, or perhaps other 

enemies from outside Arabia would drive them away from their land as they could 

no longer rely on support from neighbouring tribes. The Qur’ n clearly shows them 

where security lies and what they should fear, citing both their history and their 

current state of affairs. This follows what was stated earlier in the s rah about Moses 

and Pharaoh. It takes the unbelievers on a further round showing them the true 

causes of ruin, not least ingratitude for God’s blessings, denying His messengers, and 

turning a blind eye to His signs. This is followed by further verses that clearly outline 

true values. Thus, this present life, with all its pleasures, appear infinitesimal when 

compared to what God has in store for those who truly believe: 
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They say. ‘If we were to follow the guidance along with you, we would be torn away 

from our land.’ Have We not given them a secure sanctuary to which are brought the 

fruits of all things, as a provision from Us? But most of them have no knowledge. How 

many a community that exulted in its life [of ease and plenty] have We destroyed. The 

dwellings they left behind were but scarcely inhabited. It is We who are the only heirs. 

Your Lord would never destroy a community without first sending them a messenger 

who would recite to them Our revelations. Never would We destroy a community 

unless its people are intent on wrongdoing. Whatever you are given is but for the 

enjoyment of life in this world and for its embellishment, but that which is with God is 

much better and more enduring. Will you not use your reason? Is the one to whom 

We have given a goodly promise which he shall certainly see fulfilled comparable to 

one whom We have given much of the enjoyment of this world but who, on 

Resurrection Day, will be one of those brought before Us? (Verses 57-61) 

Theirs is a superficial outlook, evaluating matters by earthly standards. That is 

why the Quraysh imagined, as many other people do, that following the guidance 

God has given exposes them to danger and tempts their enemies to attack them. 

They think it will deprive them of support and bring about their ruin: “They say: If we 

were to follow the guidance along with you, we would be torn away from our land.” (Verse 

57) They do not deny that what the Prophet advocated is proper guidance, but they 

fear their enemies will tear them away from their land. They forget God, the only 

One who provides support and protection. They overlook the fact that no force on 

earth can overcome them when they enjoy God’s support, and none can give them 

victory should God withdraw His support from them. Faith has just simply not 

touched their hearts. Had it done so, they would have had a different measure with 

which to appraise hostile forces and powers. Indeed, they would have had a 

completely different outlook, realizing that true security is found in enjoying God’s 

support, and that fear results from lack of His guidance. For certain, following God’s  

guidance is directly linked with real power and dignity. This is neither myth nor 

something said to comfort and reassure people. It is a profound truth which ensues 

from following God’s guidance. For this brings people into harmony with the laws 

that govern the universe and all powers operating in it. It enables them to make use 

of such powers for the benefit of mankind. It is God who has created the universe 

and set in operation all its laws. Those who follow God’s guidance can only derive 

strength from all this. 

 Where Real Security Lies 

The guidance provided by God lays down a perfect and practical way of life. 

When it is implemented, it achieves victory on earth, in addition to leading to 
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happiness in the life to come. Its great distinctive feature is that it allows for no 

separation between what promotes happiness in this life and what achieves it in the 

life to come. It does not negate man’s interest in this world for the sake of the world 

beyond. It joins them together to achieve goodness in the heart, society and life as a 

whole. Thus, this present life is seen as the time for planting while the next life is the 

time for harvesting. This can only be achieved through following divine guidance 

and addressing all actions to God, aiming to earn His pleasure. 

Every time a community followed God’s guidance, He ultimately gave it power, 

security and sovereignty. This after it completed its preparations to shoulder the 

trust of being in charge. This is a law that has never failed. 

Many are those who fear the consequences of implementing divine law and 

following God’s guidance. They fear the hostility and the scheming of those who are 

hostile to divine faith, the collaboration of enemy powers and their economic and 

general sanctions. But all these fears are based on myth, just like those of the Quraysh 

when they said to the Prophet: “If we were to follow the guidance along with you, we 

would be torn away from our land.” (Verse 57) When those very people eventually 

embraced God’s guidance and implemented its rules, they were able to extend their 

authority over vast areas to the east and the west in less than a quarter of a century. 

At the time, God gave them an answer that demonstrated the fallacy of their 

excuses. Who had given them security, and placed the Sacred Mosque in their land? 

Who was it who had made people from all over the world yearn to visit their land? 

Such visitors brought with them all manner of fruit and goods, presenting them in 

this sacred land while they were produced in unfamiliar areas and in different 

seasons. 

“Have We not given them a secure sanctuary to which are brought the fruits of all things, 

as a provision from Us.” (Verse 57) How could they fear being overpowered when they 

follow divine guidance. Is it not God who established the Sacred Mosque for them by 

the efforts of their first father, the Prophet Abraham (peace be upon him)? Is it logical 

that the One who gave them security when they disobeyed Him would then leave 

them to be torn apart when they do what pleases Him? “But most of them have no 

knowledge.” (Verse 57) They do not know where security lies and where fear comes 

from. They do not know that everything is determined by God Almighty. 

If they really want to be spared aggression and loss of their lands, then they 

should avoid the causes of ruin: “How many a community that exulted in its life [of ease 

and plenty] have We destroyed. The dwellings they left behind were but scarcely inhabited. It 

is We who are the only heirs.” (Verse 58) To be ungrateful and show no thanks for 

God’s blessings is the reason that causes people’s ruin. The Quraysh had been given 

this sanctuary where they lived. They should beware of remaining ungrateful. If they 
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continue so doing, they will leave themselves open to God’s punishment. They, thus, 

run the risk of being destroyed like the dwellers of those cities which they knew, the 

dwellings of destroyed communities which remain uninhabited: “The dwellings they 

left behind were but scarcely inhabited.” (Verse 58) Their houses are still standing, telling 

of what happened to the people who took God’s blessings for granted, never giving 

due thanks for them. They perished, leaving no offspring to inherit them. Thus, “it is 

We who are the only heirs.” (Verse 58) 

Yet God did not destroy those ungrateful communities without first sending a 

messenger to recite to them His revelations. This is the law to which He has 

committed Himself as an act of mercy: “Your Lord would never destroy a community 

without first sending them a messenger who would recite to them Our revelations. Never 

would We destroy a community unless its people are intent on wrongdoing.” (Verse 59) The 

purpose behind sending a messenger into the main population centre is that it 

becomes a focal point from which the divine message is delivered to neighbouring 

areas and then further a field. Thus, no one will have the excuse of not knowing the 

divine message. The Prophet was sent to Makkah, the main centre in Arabia, 

warning its people of the fate that befell earlier communities which denied their 

messengers after receiving God’s warnings. “Never would We destroy a community 

unless its people are intent on wrongdoing.” Such people continue to deny God’s 

revelations and messages, even though they know them to be true. 

Yet all the enjoyments, pleasures, possessions and wealth that is available in this 

life, as well as the land where God has granted them power, the produce He has 

given them and all that mankind has ever enjoyed throughout life on earth is all but 

scanty when measured against what God has in store: “Whatever you are given is but 

for the enjoyment of life in this world and for its embellishment, but that which is with God is 

much better and more enduring. Will you not use your reason?” (Verse 60) 

This is the ultimate valuation. It applies not only to what they fear to lose of 

possessions, land or security, or to what God grants them of power, riches and 

enjoyment, or to what He gives to different people to enjoy. It is the ultimate 

valuation of all that this life brings, even when it is in its perfect state and made to 

last without interruption or consequences. It is all part of “the enjoyment of life in this 

world and for its embellishment.” It counts for little when compared with that which 

God has. For that is by nature “much better and more enduring.” Hence the question is 

asked: “Will you not use your reason?” Comparing the two necessitates sound 

reasoning that knows the nature of both types. Hence the verse ends with this 

question. It alerts its addressees to the need to use their reason. 

The round thus concludes with setting the two lives side by side, giving everyone 

the ability to choose: “Is the one to whom We have given a goodly promise which he shall 

certainly see fulfilled comparable to one whom We have given much of the enjoyment of this 
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world but who, on Resurrection Day, will be one of those brought before Us?” (Verse 61) On 

the one side we see those given a good promise by God and they find it on the Day of 

Judgement to be true. On the other, are those who took all the enjoyment life in this 

world could give, little and short as it is. They are forcibly brought forth on the Day 

of Resurrection for their deeds to be accounted for. The way this verse is phrased 

suggests that they are forced to come forward, afraid, dreading the outcome of the 

reckoning. 

This is indeed the final word in reply to their earlier excuses expressing their fear 

that they will lose their land if they follow divine guidance. 

Even if this were to come about, it would still be better than being forcibly brought 

before God for reckoning and reward. For, following divine guidance brings security 

and power on earth and rich reward in the hereafter. It is only those who are totally 

oblivious of the true nature of power in the universe, who are unaware of where 

security lies and what causes fear that abandon divine guidance. They are the losers 

who make a poor choice. They cannot avoid their inevitable ruin. 

Disclaimers Availing Nothing 

The s rah now takes us on another round in which it portrays certain images of 

the Day of Judgement. It shows us the inevitable end to which associating partners 

with God leads: 

On that day, He will call to them and ask: ‘Where are those whom you alleged to be 

My partners?’ Those against whom the word [of judgement] has come to pass will say: 

“Our Lord! Those whom we have led astray, we only led them astray as we ourselves 

had gone astray. We now disown them before You. It was not us that they 

worshipped.’ They will be told: ‘Call on those you alleged to be [God’s] partners,’ and 

they will call to them, but the latter will not respond to them. They will then see the 

suffering [that awaits them]. If only they had been open to guidance! On that day, He 

will call to them and ask: ‘What answer did you give to My messengers?’ But to them 

all information will be blotted out and they will not even ask any questions. However, 

anyone who repents, believes and does righteous deeds may well be among those who 

are successful. (Verses 62-67) 

The first question is one of rebuke: “Where are those whom you alleged to be My 

partners?” (Verse 62) God certainly knows that such alleged partners are not to be 

found on that day, and that those who made the claims about their alleged status 

know nothing about them, they cannot even reach them. The question is asked so as 

to disgrace them. Therefore, those who are asked will give no answer, because no 
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answer is needed or expected. They only try to exonerate themselves for having led 

others astray, preventing them from following divine guidance, as the elders of the 

Quraysh used to do with their subordinates. They will say: “Our Lord! Those whom we 

have led astray, we only led them astray as we ourselves had gone astray. We now disown 

them before You. It was not us that they worshipped.” (Verse 63) 

We did not force them into error, nor had we any power over their hearts. They 

went astray knowingly and by choice, just like we did. “We now disown them before 

you,” having had nothing to do with the crime of leading them astray. “It is not us 

that they worshipped.” They worshipped idols, statues and other creatures. As for us, 

we did not present ourselves to them as deities, nor did they address their worship 

rituals to us. 

This attempt at diverting the questions will not, however, benefit them. They are 

forced back to the central point, which is the farce of associating partners with God: 

“They will be told: Call on those you alleged to be [God’s] partners.” (Verse 64) If those 

alleged partners can do any good, now is the time to call on them. Hence, they are 

urged to appeal to them to come to their help. In their misery, they know all too well 

that calling on them is futile. But they have no choice but to do as they are told: “They 

will call to them, but the latter will not respond to them.” (Verse 64) Nothing else was 

expected and so the unbelievers are humiliated: “They will then see the suffering [that 

awaits them].” (Verse 64) They see it in this dialogue, just as they see it before them. 

Their inevitable end is one of great suffering. 

When the image we see is at its climax, they are shown the guidance they 

continued to reject. This is the dear wish of anyone in that position on that great day. 

Guidance is available to them in this life if they will only take it up: “If only they had 

been open to guidance!” (Verse 64) 

They are immediately returned to that dreaded scene: “On that day, He will call to 

them and ask: What answer did you give to My messengers?” (Verse 65) God certainly 

knows how they answered His messengers, but the question is put to them as a form 

of rebuke. In their state of total loss, they have no answer to give: “But to them all 

information will be blotted out and they will not even ask any questions.” (Verse 66) For 

“blotted out” the Arabic text uses the word `amiyat, which denotes blindness. Indeed, 

it imparts an air of non-seeing to the whole scene. It is as if all information has been 

blinded and cannot reach them, leaving them with nothing. They can neither ask nor 

answer any questions. They remain silent, totally lost. 

“However, anyone who repents, believes and does righteous deeds may well be among 

those who are successful.” (Verse 67) This is the opposite image. At the moment the 

unbelievers are at the height of their distress, the s rah depicts the person who 

repents of his sins, believes in God and does righteous deeds. This is the person who 
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hopes to be successful. The choice is open to all and the time is there to make such a 

choice. 

Where Praise Belongs 

The s rah makes it clear that everything is subject to God’s will and His choice. It 

is He who creates and knows everything. To Him all matters of this life and the life 

to come are referred. All praise belongs to Him and His is the judgement on anything 

in this life. For to Him is the eventual return. They cannot choose for themselves or 

for anyone else. It is God who creates and chooses what He pleases: 

Your Lord creates and chooses whatever He pleases. Never can they have such choice. 

Limitless is God in His glory and exalted is He above all those they associate with Him 

as partners. And your Lord knows all that their hearts conceal and all that they bring 

out into the open. He is God, other than whom there is no deity. To Him all praise is 

due at the first and at the last; with Him rests all judgement, and to Him you shall all 

return. (Verses 68-70) 

These verses are stated by way of comment on those that precede them. Verses 

wherein the unbelievers state their fear about losing their land should they accept the 

guidance the Prophet presents, and concluding with their position on the Day of 

Judgement when they face the reckoning and have to answer for their idolatry and 

erring ways. These comments clearly state that they do not have a choice between 

security and fear. They also re-emphasize God’s oneness and that all matters are 

returned to Him. 

“Your Lord creates and chooses whatever He pleases.” (Verse 68) This is a fact people 

often forget or overlook. Indeed, God creates what He is pleased to create. No one 

can suggest anything to Him, whether increase or decrease in His creation. No one 

can introduce any amendment or modification on what He creates. He is the One 

who chooses whatever and whomever He pleases for the fulfilment of the functions, 

actions and duties He determines. No one can suggest to Him any candidate, or 

course of action to follow. None can propose to Him any statement or move. “Never 

can they have such choice,” whether in what relates to themselves or to anyone else. 

Everything large or small belongs to God alone. 

If only this fact was established in people’s minds and hearts, they would never 

feel frustrated. They would neither be elated with anything they receive nor be 

distressed by anything they miss out on. The choice is not theirs to make; it is God 

who chooses. 

However, this does not mean that they should stop thinking or acting as they 
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wish. It simply means that they should accept what happens after they have done 

their best to consider, reflect, plan and act. They should accept it willingly. All they 

have to do is their utmost, leaving the results to God. 

The unbelievers used to allege that God had partners when God alone is the 

Creator who chooses everything. He has no partner who has any share in His 

creation or in what He chooses: “Limitless is God in His glory and exalted is He above all 

those they associate with Him as partners.” (Verse 68) 

“And your Lord knows all that their hearts conceal and all that they bring out into the 

open.” (Verse 69) He requites them according to what He knows of their situation, 

choosing for them what they deserve, be it truth or error. 

“He is God, other than whom there is no deity.” (Verse 70) No partner does He have 

either in His creation or His choice. “To Him all praise is due at the first and at the last.” 

(Verse 70) Praise is due to Him for His choices, blessings, wisdom, planning, justice, 

grace and mercy. He alone deserves all praise. “With Him rests all judgement.” (Verse 

70) His judgement is passed on all His servants, with none able to change any part of 

what He judges. “And to Him you shall all return.” (Verse 70) He then makes His final 

judgement on all. 

Thus the s rah gives us a feeling that God’s overpowering will is supreme 

throughout the universe. He is fully aware of everyone’s situation, whether hidden 

or open. Nothing is hidden from Him. To Him all shall return. How can they, then, 

associate partners with Him when they are under His control? 

A Different Universe 

The s rah then takes the unbelievers on yet another round presenting them with 

scenes of the universe. In these, they are shown to remain oblivious to what God 

chooses for them and their life. It alerts them to two great universal signs, the night 

and the day, and the secrets they involve of what God chooses for His servants: 

Say: “Have you considered if God were to make the night perpetual over you, without 

break, till the Day of Resurrection, is there any deity other than God that could bring 

you light? Will you not, then, listen?’ Say: ‘Have you considered if God were to make 

the day perpetual over you, without break, till the Day of Resurrection, is there any 

deity other than God that could bring you a night in which to rest? Will you not, 

then, see?’ It is out of His grace that He has made for you the night and the day, so 

that you might have rest and seek to obtain some of His bounty, and that you may 

have cause to be grateful. (Verses 71-73) 

Because of their long familiarity with the succession of night and day, which are 
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sometimes called in Arabic, “the two new ones’, people forget their ever-renewing 

status. Rarely do they admire the sunrise or sunset, and only rarely do they reflect 

thoughtfully on the spreading of the day or the darkening that ushers in the night. 

They do not reflect on the act of grace that brings their succession with all that it 

involves of mercy and life renewal. The Qur’ n alerts them from the long familiarity 

that blunts their senses and invites them to reflect on these great universal scenes. It 

presents them with the possibility of either the night or the day lasting forever, and 

the terrible consequences of either eventuality. It is a fact that people seldom 

appreciate things until they lose them or fear that possibility. 

“Say: Have you considered if God were to make the night perpetual over you, without 

break, till the Day of Resurrection, is there any deity other than God that could bring you 

light? Will you not, then, listen?” (Verse 71) People miss the light of day when the 

winter nights become a little longer, and cannot wait for the bright sun when it 

disappears for a few hours behind clouds. What will they do then if they lose its light 

completely, with the night stretching perpetually over their world? This question 

supposes that they will remain alive in such an eventuality, when all life is in peril 

unless daylight is forthcoming. 

“Say: Have you considered if God were to make the day perpetual over you, without break, 

till the Day of Resurrection, is there any deity other than God that could bring you a night in 

which to rest? Will you not, then, see?”12 (Verse 72) People look for the shade when the 

hours of day stretch and become very hot, and they look forward to the coming of 

the night when the days stretch longer in the summer. They enjoy their repose and 

rest in the night. All creatures need the night when they can renew the energy they 

spend during the day. What would happen to them then, should they remain alive, if 

the day were endlessly perpetuated until the Day of Judgement? Indeed, all life 

could perish in a day that never ends. 

Everything in this universe is determined according to a careful measure, and 

every little detail is planned. “It is out of His grace that He has made for you the night and 

the day, so that you might have rest and seek to obtain some of His bounty, and that you may 

have cause to be grateful.” (Verse 73) 

The night is for rest and repose, and the day for work and activity. It is all part of 

God’s grace. Indeed everything people have is by the grace of God, so that “you may 

have cause to be grateful,” for the blessings and kindness He has granted you. One of 

these blessings is the succession of night and day. So also are all laws of nature which 

                                                 
12 We should note that the verse speaking of the night being perpetuated forever ended with ’Will you 
not listen’?, while the verse speaking of the other possibility of an endless day, concluded with ‘Will 
you not see?’ Both are suitable qualities, because hearing is the important faculty at night, while during 
the day the primary faculty is sight. This is just an example of how the Qur' nic style makes extensive 
use of harmony. 
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God has chosen to set in operation, reflecting His knowledge and wisdom. 

Then follows a quick image of the Day of Judgement presented in a rhetorical 

question about those beings the unbelievers alleged to be partners with God. The 

s rah, thus, confronts them with their false claims, showing them to be absolutely 

without substance: 

On that day, He will call to them and ask: ‘Where are those whom you alleged to be 

My partners?’ We shall draw from each community a witness, and We shall then say 

[to the unbelievers]: ‘Produce your evidence!’ They will then come to realize that all 

truth belongs to God alone, and all the falsehood they invented will forsake them. 

(Verses 74-75) 

This image of the day when they are called and the question about God’s alleged 

partners was drawn earlier. It is now repeated to confirm it once more in connection 

with the scene that draws a witness from each community. This witness is the 

prophet sent to each community, and he will state what reception he and his message 

were given. The Arabic word naza`n , which is rendered as ‘We shall draw’ signifies a 

particularly strong movement. Yet the meaning intended here is that he is called out 

from among them, standing where he could see and be seen by them all. As they face 

this witness, they are required to produce their evidence for what they believed in. 

They have no evidence and cannot on that day persist in their denials. “They will then 

come to realize that all truth belongs to God alone.” (Verse 75) Indeed, all truth in its 

complete purity belongs to God alone. “And all the falsehood they invented will forsake 

them.” (Verse 75) Whatever falsehood they invented is useless. It cannot find them, 

nor can they find it at the time when they need it most. 

Thus the comments on the story of Moses and Pharaoh are concluded. These 

comments took us on a long trip looking at hearts, souls, worlds, events and great 

scenes, moving repeatedly between the life of this world and the world beyond. It 

went far and wide in the universe, and deep into the soul, and far back in history, 

looking at the laws that govern life and the universe. Yet it always remained in full 

harmony with the central theme of the s rah, and with the two main stories it relates: 

the one about Moses and Pharaoh and the other about Q rūn, or Korah. We have 

already looked at the first story and we will now look at the second. 
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3 

Ungrateful for God’s 

Blessings 

Q r n [or Korah] was one of the people 

of Moses, but he treated them unjustly. 

We had granted him such treasures that 

their very keys would have been too 

heavy a burden for a band of strong men. 

His people said to him: ‘Do not exult [in 

your riches]; for God does not love those 

who are exultant. (76) 

Seek instead, by means of what God has 

granted you, the good of the life to come, 

without forgetting your rightful share in 

this world; and do good just as God has 

done good to you, and do not seek to 

spread corruption on earth; for God does 

not love the ones who spread corruption.’ 

(77) 

Answered he: ‘I have been given this 

wealth only by virtue of the knowledge 

that I have.’ Did he not know that God 

had destroyed many a generation that 

preceded him, and who were far more 

powerful and greater in wealth than he? 

The guilty are not questioned about their 

sins. (78) 
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And so he went forth before his people in 

all his pomp. Those who cared only for 

the life of this world said: ‘Oh, would 

that we had the like of what Q r n has 

been given! He is certainly a man of 

great fortune!’ (79) 

But those who had been granted true 

knowledge said: ‘Woe to you! God’s 

reward is by far the best for any who 

believes and does what is right. Yet none 

can attain this other than those who are 

patient in adversity.’ (80) 

Then We caused the earth to swallow 

him, together with his dwelling. He had 

none to give him support against God, 

nor was he able to protect himself. (81) 

By the morning, those who but yesterday 

had longed to be in his place were now 

saying: ‘Behold! It is indeed God who 

gives in abundance, or gives in small 

measure, to whom He wills of His 

servants. Had not God been gracious to 

us, He might have caused the earth to 

swallow us, too. Behold! The unbelievers 

will not achieve success.’ (82) 

We grant that happy life in the hereafter 

to those who do not seek to exalt 

themselves on earth or to spread 

corruption. The future belongs to the 

God- fearing. (83) 

Whoever comes [before Him] with a good 

deed shall have far better than it; but 

anyone who comes with an evil deed will 

be requited with nothing more than the 

like of what they have done. (84) 
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Overview 

The s rah opened with the story of Moses and Pharaoh showing the power of 

government and authority and how, when coupled with injustice, tyranny, disbelief 

and abandonment of God’s guidance, it ended in failure and ruin. Now the s rah 

tells us about Q rūn, or Korah, portraying the power of wealth and knowledge and 

how, when coupled with arrogance and ingratitude, this leads to the same end. In 

essence, the s rah depicts those values that make wealth and luxury practically 

insignificant when compared with faith and righteousness, as also with moderation 

in enjoying life’s pleasures without arrogance or corruption. 

The Qur’ n does not specify the time and place where these events took place. It 

only tells us that Q rūn belonged to Moses’ people and that he was unjust to them. 

Did this happen in Egypt before the Israelites left? Or was it after their departure but 

during Moses’ lifetime? Or did it take place after Moses’ death? There are some 

reports which suggest that Q rūn was Moses’ cousin and that the events related in 

the s rah took place during Moses’ lifetime. Other reports add that he even wronged 

Moses and was party to a plot that sought to accuse Moses of adultery. Q rūn was to 

receive a bribe in return. God showed that Moses was innocent and allowed him to 

punish Q rūn, who was swallowed into the earth. 

We do not need any of these reports, nor do we need to know the exact time and 

place of these events. The story, as told in the Qur’ n, is sufficient to serve its 

purpose and to establish its own values. If its time, place and circumstances could 

have benefited its purpose, the Qur’ n would have provided these details. Therefore, 

we will discuss here only what the s rah imparts, without reference to other reports. 

Sound Advice Met with Arrogance 

Q r n [or Korah] was one of the people of Moses, but he treated them unjustly. We 

had granted him such treasures that their very keys would have been too heavy a 

burden for a band of strong men. His people said to him: Do not exult [in your riches]; 

for God does not love those who are exultant. Seek instead, by means of what God has 

granted you, the good of the life to come, without forgetting your rightful share in this 

world; and do good just as God has done good to you, and do not seek to spread 

corruption on earth; for God does not love the ones who spread corruption.’ Answered 

he: ‘I have been given this wealth only by virtue of the knowledge that I have.’ (Verses 

76-78) 

This is how the story begins, naming its main character, Q rūn, and his 

community, “the people of Moses”, as well as the way he treated his people, which was 
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unjust. It also tells us right at the very start the reason for such injustice, namely 

wealth: “We had granted him such treasures that their very keys would have been too heavy 

a burden for a band of strong men.” (Verse 76) It goes on to explain the events, 

statements and reactions involved. 

Q rūn belonged to Moses’ people. God had given him abundant wealth, described 

in the s rah as “treasures”, a term that signifies a hoarded surplus of money which is 

taken out of circulation. Indeed the mere carrying of the keys to these treasures 

represented a heavy burden even for a band of strong men. It was because of his 

wealth that Q rūn treated his people unjustly. The s rah does not specify the form of 

injustice dealt out by Q rūn, leaving it indefinite so as to include all types of 

injustice. He might have taken their land and property unfairly, as is often done by 

those who use power and wealth to deprive others of their rights. He might also have 

deprived them of their fair share in his property. God has given the poor their 

rightful share in the property of the rich, so that wealth does not circulate exclusively 

among the rich while all around them the poor are in desperate need. When this 

happens, corruption becomes manifest. Q rūn might equally have been guilty of 

other forms of injustice. 

However, some in his community tried to stop such injustice, counselling him to 

maintain the path that earns God’s pleasure. Thus, he would be able to enjoy his 

wealth and partake of the pleasures it provides, but in moderation and within 

reason. More importantly, this path requires wealthy people to watch God in all their 

actions, for it is He who granted them all they have. They too will have to account for 

their deeds on the Day of Judgement: “His people said to him: Do not exult (in your 

riches]; for God does not love those who are exultant. Seek instead, by means of what God has 

granted you, the good of the life to come, without forgetting your rightful share in this world; 

and do good just as God has done good to you, and do not seek to spread corruption on earth; 

for God does not love the ones who spread corruption.” (Verses 76-77) This outlines the 

values and features that sum up the divine way of life and distinguish it from all 

other ways. 

“Do not exult” in your riches nor be so proud of them as to forget the One who has 

granted you this blessing. Do not neglect to give due thanks. Do not treat your 

money as an object of extreme delight so that you become insolent and arrogant in 

your treatment of other people. “For God does not love those who are exultant.” (Verse 

76) His compatriots remind him of God and the fact that He does not love those who 

are infatuated with wealth, showing arrogance and using its power to humiliate 

others. 

“Seek instead, by means of what God has granted you, the good of the life to come, without 

forgetting your rightful share in this world.” (Verse 77) Here we see the right balance 

that is characteristic of the divine way of life. It makes the wealthy look forward to 
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the life to come hoping to be among the successful on the Day of Judgement, without 

depriving him of his share of enjoyment in the present life. In fact, the divine system 

urges him to do so as a duty, so that he does not discard life’s pleasures and look 

down upon the life of this world. 

God has created the pleasures and luxuries of this life so that people may enjoy 

their share of these, and work towards obtaining them. Thus human life is set on the 

way to progress and man fulfils the task God has assigned him on earth. The only 

proviso is that in such enjoyment of pleasures they should seek the reward of the 

hereafter. Thus, the wealthy neither deviate from the road leading to heaven, nor 

neglect their duties as a result of their riches. When they seek the hereafter, their 

enjoyment of pleasure becomes a form of gratitude to God and proper acceptance of 

His blessings. Thus it is, in turn, a way to earn more reward. The divine way of life 

achieves harmony and balance in human life. It enables man to progress spiritually 

without suffering deprivation or wasting natural resources. 

“Do good just as God has done good to you.” (Verse 77) The money you have is a gift 

God has granted you out of his kindness. Hence, it should be received with gratitude 

and used for good purposes, and doing kindness to other people. 

“Do not seek to spread corruption on earth.” (Verse 77) Corruption takes many forms 

including injustice, indulgence in pleasure, paying no heed to God’s guidance or to 

the hereafter, doing what causes envy and hatred, spending money wastefully and 

blocking its proper use. “For God does not love the ones who spread corruption,” in the 

same way as He does not love those who are exultant. 

Such was the honest advice given to Q rūn by his people. Yet in one sentence his 

reply carried every meaning of corruption: “Answered he: I have been given this wealth 

only by virtue of the knowledge that I have.” (Verse 78) I have got this wealth and 

amassed it through the knowledge I have; all by my own endeavour. So, why are you 

trying to tell me how to use what is my private property? 

This is the attitude of one who chooses to be oblivious to the source of the 

blessings he has been given. He has been blinded by his wealth. Such people are 

common, seen in all societies. Many a rich person believes that his knowledge and 

effort are the only means by which he has amassed his wealth. Hence, he is not to be 

questioned about the way he uses his wealth, what he spends or for what purpose, 

whether it be for good or foul. No thought does he entertain of God or earning His 

pleasure. 

Islam accepts private ownership and appreciates people’s efforts in this regard, 

provided that they remain within the realm of what is permissible. While it does not 

belittle the importance of private effort, it stipulates a certain method of spending 

money just like it stipulates rules and methods that must be observed in acquiring it. 
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Its system combines balance and moderation. It does not deprive anyone of the fruits 

of their enterprise, but at the same time it does not approve either unrestricted 

indulgence or miserly hoarding. It gives the community its dues in such wealth, as 

well as the right to watch and monitor the methods of obtaining, investing, spending 

and enjoying wealth. 

Q rūn, however, did not listen to his people, nor did he appreciate the blessings 

granted by his Lord. He did not abide by the divine method, but instead turned 

away arrogantly. Therefore, a warning was issued to him for his insolence and 

arrogance: “Did he not know that God had destroyed many a generation that preceded him, 

and who were far more powerful and greater in wealth than he? The guilty are not questioned 

about their sins.” (Verse 78) If he believed himself to be powerful and rich, God had in 

the past destroyed communities that were far more powerful and wealthy. He 

should have known this, because it is such knowledge that saves man from 

destruction. Let him know, then, that he and all guilty people like him are worth 

nothing in God’s sight. They are not even worth questioning about their sins. They 

are neither the arbiters nor the witnesses: “The guilty are not questioned about their 

sins.” (Verse 78) 

Dazzling Appearances 

In just this first scene we see arrogance at its height. We also see sound advice 

ignored in favour of corruption and ingratitude. 

The second scene shows Q rūn appearing before his people, decked out in all the 

splendour his wealth could afford him. Some of them are so dazzled by this that they 

express their keenest wish to have something similar. Envious, they believe that he 

has been given a great fortune. Others, however, listen to the voice of faith, rising 

above the lure of wealth and Q rūn’s pomp. Speaking in full confidence, they remind 

the first group of the facts: 

And so he went forth before his people in all his pomp. Those who cared only for the 

life of this world said: ‘Oh, would that we had the like of what Q r n has been given! 

He is certainly a man of great fortune! But those who had been granted true 

knowledge said: ‘Woe to you!’ God’s reward is by far the best for any who believes and 

does what is right. Yet none can attain this other than those who are patient in 

adversity.’ (Verses 79-80) 

Here, we see some people infatuated with the luxuries that the present life can 

offer, ready to do what they can in order to have their share of it. Others feel that 

faith is a greater blessing, and hope for God’s reward. Thus the value of wealth is set 



Al-Qaşaş (The Story) | UNGRATEFUL FOR GOD’S BLESSINGS 

 216

side by side with the value of faith: “Those who cared only for the life of this world said: 

‘Oh, would that we had the like of what Q r n has been given! He is certainly a man of great 

fortune.’“ (Verse 79) 

The luxuries and splendour that life can give have always captivated people so 

that they neither look beyond these nor seek any higher or nobler value. They do not 

ask what price the owner has paid for such luxuries, nor by what means he has 

obtained them. They covet it whether it is wealth, position or honour. They swarm 

like flies to it. It does not matter to them whether the price is too high, the method 

too wicked or the means too lowly. 

By contrast, those who maintain their bond with God have a different standard of 

values by which they look at life. Their souls are too noble to let worldly 

considerations get the better of them. The dignity they feel as a result of their faith 

prevents them from yielding to the pressures exerted by others. Such people are the 

ones endowed with real knowledge and the right sense of proportion: “But those who 

had been granted true knowledge said: ‘Woe to you! God’s reward is by far the best for any 

who believes and does what is right. Yet none can attain this other than those who are patient 

in adversity.’“ (Verse 80) God’s reward is far better than all this pomp, and what God 

gives is better by far than all that Q rūn has. To have such insight into things puts 

people into a nobler category: they are the ones who persevere in adversity and resist 

temptation. They are the ones who remain patient despite being deprived of what 

they might wish for. When they prove their patience in the face of adversity and their 

perseverance in following the way God has laid down, He elevates them to a level 

that enables them to rise above all that life on earth can offer. Thus do they seek only 

God’s reward, and with confidence and reassurance. 

A Fitting End 

When the attraction of material splendour and pomp is at its greatest, God 

intervenes in order to end the test and save the weaker elements of the community 

from such temptation. Thus arrogance is utterly destroyed in the third, decisive scene 

of this story: 

Then We caused the earth to swallow him, together with his dwelling. He had none to 

give him support against God, nor was he able to protect himself. (Verse 81) 

In such a short sentence a huge event is described: “We caused the earth to swallow 

him, together with his dwelling.” Thus Q rūn went into the earth over which his pride 

had swelled. He is shown to be weak and powerless, incapable of using his wealth or 

position to any advantage. 
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With him the severe test that had claimed other people was also brought to an 

end. The blow he received made them turn back to God, lifting the cover of error that 

had earlier blinded them. The final scene of the story is thus portrayed: 

By the morning, those who but yesterday had longed to be in his place were now 

saying: Behold! It is indeed God who gives in abundance, or gives in small measure, to 

whom He wills of His servants. Had not God been gracious to us, He might have 

caused the earth to swallow us, too. Behold! The unbelievers will not achieve success. 

(Verse 82) 

These very people are shown expressing their gratitude to God for not granting 

them what they had wished for only the day before. They are full of pleasure that 

God had not given them what He did Q rūn. They recognized that wealth is not an 

indication of God’s pleasure. He gives in plenty or in small measure to any of His 

servants for reasons other than being pleased or displeased with them. Had wealth 

been evidence of God’s pleasure, He would not have punished Q rūn so severely. 

Wealth is merely a test which can bring about a terrible end. They also realized that 

unbelievers will never be successful. Although Q rūn did not say anything to 

suggest that he was an unbeliever, nonetheless his arrogance and claims that his 

knowledge brought him all his wealth made them classify him as one. They saw that 

his end was one normally met by unbelievers. 

The curtains are drawn with a victory for believing hearts achieved through God’s 

direct will. Faith is seen to be far weightier than any worldly consideration. The 

comments that now follow are, therefore, most apt: 

We grant that happy life in the hereafter to those who do not seek to exalt themselves 

on earth or to spread corruption. The future belongs to the God-fearing. (Verse 83) 

It was to the hereafter that the people endowed with true knowledge referred. 

They have the right sort of knowledge which gives things their proper value. The 

hereafter, then, with its high rank in the universal order, and its happy life is granted 

to “those who do not seek to exalt themselves on earth or to spread corruption.” (Verse 83) 

No thought of arrogance is ever entertained by them. Nor do they seek to stress their 

own importance. Indeed such self-consciousness takes a secondary position, well 

below their consciousness of God and the supreme value they attach to the way of 

life He has laid down. They look at this earthly life, its concerns, values and 

standards with little interest. Corruption is far from their minds. Hence, they are 

given high rank in the hereafter: “The future belongs to the God-fearing,” who fear God 

and seek His pleasure, dreading to incur His wrath. 



Al-Qaşaş (The Story) | UNGRATEFUL FOR GOD’S BLESSINGS 

 218

In the life to come reward for all actions is given in accordance with the rule to 

which God has committed Himself: a good action will be multiplied manifold and 

rewarded with that which is much better. Conversely, a bad action is given only its 

like. This is a gesture of God’s grace to mankind: “Whoever comes [before Him] with a 

good deed shall have far better than it; but anyone who comes with an evil deed will be 

requited with nothing more than the like of what they have done.” (Verse 84) 
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4 

The Ultimate Return 

The Prophet and the Qur’ān 

The s rah has told its stories and given its direct comments on them both. Now it 

addresses the Prophet and the small band of believers who followed him when he 

was still in Makkah. This address is made when the Prophet had been driven out of 

his home town, was being chased by his people who wanted to kill him, and had not 

yet reached his new base, Madinah. He was at al-Ju fah, close to Makkah where the 

He who has made the Qur’ n binding on 

you will surely bring you back to the 

place of return. Say: ‘My Lord knows 

best who has come with right guidance, 

and who is lost in obvious error.’ (85) 

You could never hope that this book 

would be conferred on you. But it came 

by your Lord’s grace. Hence, lend no 

support to the unbelievers. (86) 

Never let them turn you away from 

revelations after they have been bestowed 

upon you from on high; but continue to 

call people to [believe in] your Lord. And 

never be one of those who associate 

partners with God. (87) 

Never call on any deity side by side with 

God. There is no deity other than Him. 

Everything is bound to perish except 

Himself. With Him rests all judgement, 

and to Him you all shall return. (88) 
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danger was very close. His eyes frequently turned to his home town which he so 

dearly loved. He only left it for the sake of his message. Otherwise, Makkah was the 

place where he had spent all his life, the place of his memories, and where his 

relatives lived. 

In this desperate situation he is told: “He who has made the Qur’ n binding on you 

will surely bring you back to the place of return.” (Verse 85) God, who has given you the 

Qur’ n and the task of delivering His message will not abandon you, or allow the 

unbelievers to chase you out of your place and home town. He will not allow them to 

impose their will on you or to oppress the believers with you. He has made the 

Qur’ n binding on you so as to give you support through it at the time He judges to 

be right. If you are driven out today and being chased in all directions, you will 

certainly return with larger support. 

God, in His infinite wisdom, decided to give Muhammad, His servant, this true 

promise at such a stressful time, so that he could go along his way comforted, 

confident and reassured by God’s promise. He does not entertain the slightest doubt 

that God’s promise will come true. 

Indeed, God’s promise applies to all those who follow the same way. Anyone who 

suffers hardship and adversity for God’s sake and bears this with patience and 

perseverance will ultimately be given support against the oppressors. God will take 

over the battle on their behalf when they have given all that they can in fulfilment of 

their duty. 

“He who has made the Qur’ n binding on you will surely bring you back to the place of 

return.” (Verse 85) He had formerly returned Moses to the land from where he fled, 

and with his return he saved the oppressed community and destroyed Pharaoh and 

his noblemen. It was the God-fearing who ultimately triumphed. Hence, you also, 

Muhammad, should go along your way, leaving the question of judgement between 

you and your people to God Almighty: “Say: My Lord knows best who has come with 

right guidance, and who is lost in obvious error.” (Verse 85) Leave the matter to God and 

He will requite both those who follow right guidance and those who remain in error. 

That He had assigned the Qur’ n to you and made it binding on you was an act of 

mercy and grace. It could not have occurred to you at any time that you would be the 

person chosen to receive this trust. It is, indeed, a noble position to which you could 

not have aspired before it was granted to you: “You could never hope that this Book 

would be conferred on you. But it came by your Lord’s grace.” (Verse 86) 

This confirms that the Prophet had no aspirations to be entrusted with God’s 

message. He was chosen by God who creates and chooses as He pleases. To be a 

messenger of God is too high a position for any one to hanker after, unless God 

chooses that person and gives him the necessary preparations. It is an aspect of grace 
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given to the Prophet and made available to all humanity which is addressed by this 

message. It is grace that is granted to the chosen few, not to any aspirant. Many of the 

Arabs and Jews living nearby were longing for the last promised message to be given 

before the end of time. But God, who knows best to whom to assign His message, 

chose for it someone who never aspired to it. He knew that he was well prepared to 

receive its unfailing goodness. 

His Lord bids him then not to lend support to the unbelievers. He warns him of 

allowing the unbelievers or anyone else to turn him away from God’s revelations. He 

sets the pure faith based on God’s absolute oneness against idolatry and idolaters. 

Hence, lend no support to the unbelievers. Never let them turn you away from 

revelations after they have been bestowed upon you from on high; but continue to call 

people to [believe in] your Lord. And never be one of those who associate partners with 

God. Never call on any deity side by side with God. There is no deity other than Him. 

Everything is bound to perish except Himself. With Him rests all judgement, and to 

Him you all shall return. (Verses 86-88) 

This is the last word in the s rah separating the way God’s Messenger follows 

from that of the unbelievers. It clearly marks out the way for the Prophet’s followers, 

which remains the true way until the Day of Judgement. It is the final word given at 

the time the Prophet was immigrating for God’s sake, his journey separating two 

clearly distinct periods of history. 

“Hence, lend no support to the unbelievers.” (Verse 86) There can never be any mutual 

support or cooperation between believers and unbelievers when their two ways and 

codes are so widely different. One group is God’s party and the other Satan’s party. 

On what could they cooperate? 

“Never let them turn you away from revelations after they have been bestowed upon you 

from on high.” (Verse 87) Unbelievers always try to turn the advocates of faith away 

from their task, using all means and methods. The believers, however, always stick to 

their way, paying no heed to those who oppose them or try to divert them. They 

have God’s revelations with which they have been entrusted. 

“But continue to call people to [believe in] your Lord.” (Verse 87) It should always be a 

direct, clear call that allows for no ambiguity or equivocation. It is a call to God, not 

to any bond based on national or narrow interests. It does not seek the fulfilment of 

any desire. Whoever wishes to adopt this message pure and simple should do so. 

Those who want something else should know that the way to that end is different. 

“And never be one of those who associate partners with God. Never call on any deity side 

by side with God.” (Verse 87-88) This rule is stated twice in succession. The first warns 
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against associating partners with God. The second warns against adopting any deity 

alongside God. It is this rule that separates clarity from confusion with regard to 

faith. It is on this rule that the whole structure of faith is based: its morality, values, 

duties and legislations. It is the pivot around which every directive and legislative 

order turns. Hence, it is always stated first. 

Such emphasis is then repeated in a rather different way: “There is no deity other 

than Him. Everything is bound to perish except Himself. With Him rests all judgement, and 

to Him you all shall return.” (Verse 88) 

“There is no deity other than Him.” No submission is made to anyone else. His is the 

only power and the only refuge. “Everything is bound to perish except Himself” Indeed 

everything else will die and perish: wealth, position, authority, power, life and its 

comforts, the whole earth, the heavens and all creatures in them, as well as the entire 

universe we know or do not know about. All will perish and only God, the 

Everlasting, will remain. “With Him rests all judgement.” He judges as He pleases. No 

one is party to His judgement, and none can impede or abrogate His verdict. 

Whatever He wills shall be. “And to Him you all shall return.” There can be no escape 

from Him or His judgement. 

Thus concludes the s rah that shows God’s will taking direct action, protecting the 

divine message and destroying tyranny. It concludes with restating the basic concept 

of faith: God’s oneness and His transcendent authority. Therefore, the advocates of 

the divine message should go along their way confident and reassured. 
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S RAH 29 

Al-`Ankabūt 
(The Spider) 

Prologue 

This s rah is a Makkan revelation. Some reports suggest that the first 11 verses 

were revealed in Madinah, citing the fact that they mention jih d and hypocrites. 

However, we hold the view that it was all revealed in Makkah. It is suggested that 

the eighth verse was revealed in connection with the adoption of Islam by Sa`d ibn 

Abī Waqq ş, as we will explain. There is no doubt that he adopted Islam in Makkah. 

Yet this verse is one of the 11 said to have been revealed in Madinah. As for 

mentioning jih d, this simply refers to striving against oppression. This is the type of 

jih d needed to ensure that we remain steadfast and do not allow oppression to force 

us to renounce our faith. This is clear in the context it occurs. As for hypocrisy, the 

s rah simply describes a particular type of person. 

The s rah follows a single line from start to finish. It begins with three separate 

letters and follows these by speaking of belief and religious oppression. It also refers 

to the duties required by faith, which tests peoples’ true metal. To believe is not a 

simple word that one says. Rather it means steadfastness in the face of adversity, and 

the fulfilment of one’s duties. 

Faith is, then, the s rah’s central theme. Shortly after its opening verses, it relates 

aspects about Noah, Abraham, Lot, Shu`ayb, the ` d, the Thamūd, Q rūn, Pharaoh 

and H m n, in quick succession, describing some of the impediments and tests that 

confronted the call to faith over many centuries. The s rah then comments on these 

stories and the forces that appear through them to be lined up against truth, faith and 

divine guidance. It shows that all such forces are of little consequence. Indeed, God 

destroyed them all at the appropriate time: “We took each one of them to task for their 
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sins: upon some of them We let loose a deadly storm wind; and some were overtaken by a 

blast; and some We caused to be swallowed by the earth; and some We caused to drown.” 

(Verse 40) The s rah draws a comparison that shows the weakness and insignificance 

of such forces: “Those who take anyone other than God for their protectors may be compared 

to the spider which makes for itself a home. Indeed the spider’s home is the frailest of all 

homes, if they but knew it.” (Verse 41) 

The s rah then establishes a clear link between the truth contained in all the divine 

messages and that which is clearly seen in the creation of the heavens and the earth. 

It then asserts the unity between all these messages and that of Muhammad (peace 

be upon him). They were all given by God, and they all call on people in the same 

way, urging them to believe in God alone. The s rah goes on to speak about the last 

revelations bestowed from on high and how the unbelievers received it, demanding 

miracles. They are not satisfied with this book, the Qur’ n, and all it contains of 

mercy and reminders to believers. Indeed, they hasten the coming of God’s 

punishment, paying little credence to the fact that hell will encompass them. Their 

logic in all this is contradictory: “If you were to ask them: ‘Who is it that has created the 

heavens and the earth, and made the sun and the moon subservient [to His laws]?’ they will 

be sure to answer: ‘God.’“ (Verse 61); “If you were to ask them: ‘Who is it that sends water 

from the skies, thus giving life to the earth after it had been lifeless?’ they will be sure to 

answer: ‘God.’“ (Verse 63), and “When they embark on a ship, they call to God, sincere in 

their faith in Him alone.” (Verse 65) Despite all this, however, they continue to 

associate partners with God and to persecute the believers. 

Within this context, the s rah calls on believers to emigrate to some other place 

where they will enjoy security. They must not fear death, because: “Every soul shall 

taste death.” (Verse 57) Nor should they fear that sustenance will not be available to 

them: “How many a living creature is there that does not bear its sustenance! It is God who 

provides for them and for you.” (Verse 60) 

The s rah concludes with praising those who strive for God’s cause, reassuring 

them of support and continued guidance: “But as for those who strive hard in Our cause, 

We shall most certainly guide them to paths that lead unto Us. God is indeed with those who 

do good.” (Verse 69) Thus the end and the beginning are joined, both emphasizing the 

same point. The s rah’s consistency demonstrates how all its sections serve the same 

idea. All is focused around one central theme, faith. 

The s rah can be divided into three parts, all of which stress one theme. The first 

speaks of the basic nature of faith, the test that people have to pass, the different 

destiny of believers, unbelievers and hypocrites, and the fact of individual 

responsibility, which means that no one is answerable for anyone else’s deeds or any 

part thereof: “Most certainly will they be called to account on the Day of Resurrection for all 

their false assertions.” (Verse 13) The second part includes the stories we have already 
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mentioned, and the obstacles placed in front of divine messages and their advocates. 

It portrays them as insignificant when compared with God’s might. It speaks about 

the truth inherent in the messages delivered by all prophets. It is the same truth that 

is inherent in the creation of the heavens and the earth. It all comes from God. The 

final part begins with a clear order not to enter into any debate with followers of 

earlier religions, except in accordance with what is best. It speaks of the unity of the 

divine faith throughout all generations, and the unity between earlier messages and 

Islam which is denied by unbelievers. It concludes with encouragement to those who 

strive for God’s cause, reassuring them of God’s support: “God is indeed with those who 

do good.” (Verse 69) 

From start to finish the s rah strikes several strong notes on the meaning of faith 

and its nature, shaking people’s hearts. In a most serious manner, it puts them face to 

face with the duties imposed by faith. The choice is either to fulfil these or to 

abandon them. The alternative is to be a hypocrite, which fact God will certainly 

unmask. The only way to describe these notes is to refer to the texts in which they 

occur. We will now discuss them fully at their relevant places in the s rah.
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1 

The Inevitable Test 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

Alif. L m. Mīm. (1) 

Do people think that once they say: ‘We 

are believers’, they will be left alone and 

will not be put to a test? (2) 

We certainly tested those who lived 

before them; and so most certainly God 

knows those who speak the truth and 

most certainly He knows those who are 

liars. (3) 

Or do those who do evil deeds think that 

they can escape Us? How ill they judge! 

(4) 

Whoever looks forward with hope to 

meeting God [let him be ready for it]; for 

the end set by God is bound to come. He 

alone hears all and knows all. (5) 

Whoever strives hard [for God’s cause] 

does so for his own good. For certain, 

God is in no need of anything in all the 

worlds. (6) 

As for those who believe and do righteous 

deeds, We shall most certainly erase their 

bad deeds, and shall most certainly 

reward them in accordance with the best 

that they ever did. (7) 

Ο !9# ∩⊇∪  

|= Å¡ym r& â¨$̈Ζ9 $# βr& (# þθä. uøIãƒ βr& (# þθä9θà) tƒ 

$̈Ψ tΒ# u™ öΝ èδuρ Ÿω tβθãΖtFø ãƒ ∩⊄∪  

ô‰s) s9 uρ $̈ΖtF sù t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# ⎯ ÏΒ öΝ Îγ Î=ö6 s% ( £⎯ yϑn=÷èu‹n=sù ª!$# 

š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# (#θè%y‰|¹ £⎯ yϑn=÷èu‹s9 uρ t⎦⎫Î/ É‹≈ s3ø9 $# ∩⊂∪  

÷Π r& |= Å¡ym t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# tβθè= yϑ÷ètƒ ÏN$t↔ Íh‹ ¡¡9 $# βr& 

$tΡθà) Î7 ó¡o„ 4 u™!$y™ $tΒ šχθßϑä3øt s† ∩⊆∪  

⎯ tΒ tβ% x. (#θã_ötƒ u™!$s) Ï9 «!$# ¨βÎ* sù Ÿ≅ y_r& «!$# 

;NUψ 4 uθèδuρ ßì‹ Ïϑ¡¡9 $# ÞΟŠ Î=yèø9 $# ∩∈∪  

⎯ tΒuρ y‰yγ≈ y_ $yϑ̄ΡÎ* sù ß‰Îγ≈ pg ä† ÿ⎯ Ïμ Å¡ø uΖÏ9 4 ¨βÎ) 

©!$# ;©Í_ tós9 Ç⎯ tã t⎦⎫Ïϑ n=≈ yèø9 $# ∩∉∪  

t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# uρ (#θãΖtΒ# u™ (#θè=ÏΗxåuρ ÏM≈ ysÎ=≈ ¢Á9 $# 

¨βtÏe s3ãΖs9 óΟ ßγ ÷Ψ tã ôΜ Îγ Ï?$t↔ Íh‹y™ ôΜ ßγ̈Ψ tƒ Ì“ ôfuΖs9 uρ 

z⎯ |¡ôm r& “Ï% ©!$# (#θçΡ% x. tβθè=yϑ÷ètƒ ∩∠∪  
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We have enjoined upon man goodness 

towards his parents: yet should they 

endeavour to make you associate as 

partner with Me something of which you 

have no knowledge, do not obey them. It 

is to Me that you shall all return, when I 

shall inform you about all that you were 

doing [in life]. (8) 

As for those who believe and do righteous 

deeds, We shall most certainly admit 

them among the righteous. (9) 

Among people, there are those who say: 

‘We believe in God,’ yet when any of 

them is made to suffer in God’s cause, he 

thinks that oppression by man is as 

grievous as God’s punishment. However, 

should help from your Lord be 

forthcoming, he is sure to say: ‘We have 

always been with you!’ Is not God fully 

aware of what is in the hearts of all 

creatures? (10) 

Most certainly God knows those who 

truly believe and most certainly He 

knows those who are hypocrites. (11) 

The unbelievers say to those who believe: 

‘Follow our way and we shall indeed take 

your sins upon ourselves.’ But never will 

they take upon themselves any of their 

sins. Liars indeed they are. (12) 

Yet most certainly will they bear their 

own burdens, and other burdens besides 

their own; and most certainly will they 

be called to account on the Day of 

Resurrection for all their false assertions. 

(13) 

$uΖøŠ ¢¹uρuρ z⎯≈ |¡ΣM}$# Ïμ ÷ƒ y‰Ï9≡ uθÎ/ $YΖó¡ãm ( βÎ) uρ 

š‚# y‰ yγ≈ y_ x8 Îô³ çFÏ9 ’ Î1 $tΒ }§øŠ s9 y7 s9 ⎯ Ïμ Î/ 

ÖΝ ù=Ïã Ÿξsù !$yϑßγ ÷èÏÜ è? 4 ¥’ n<Î) öΝ ä3ãèÅ_ö tΒ /ä3ã⁄ Îm; tΡé'sù 

$yϑÎ/ óΟ çFΖä. tβθè=yϑ÷ès? ∩∇∪  

t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# uρ (#θãΖtΒ# u™ (#θè=Ïϑtãuρ ÏM≈ ysÎ=≈ ¢Á9 $# 

öΝ ßγ ¨Ψ n=Åzô‰ãΖs9 ’ Îû t⎦⎫ÅsÎ=≈ ¢Á9 $# ∩®∪  

z⎯ ÏΒuρ Ä¨$̈Ζ9 $# ⎯ tΒ ãΑθà) tƒ $̈Ψ tΒ# u™ «!$$Î/ !# sŒÎ* sù 

y“ÏŒρé& ’Îû «!$# Ÿ≅ yèy_ sπ uΖ÷FÏù Ä¨$̈Ψ9 $# É># x‹yèx. 

«!$# ⎦È⌡s9 uρ u™!% y` ×óÇtΡ ⎯ ÏiΒ šÎi/ ¢‘ £⎯ ä9θà) u‹s9 $̄ΡÎ) 

$̈Ζà2 öΝ ä3yètΒ 4 }§øŠ s9 uρ r& ª!$# zΝ n=÷ær'Î/ $yϑÎ/ ’ Îû 

Í‘ρß‰ß¹ t⎦⎫Ïϑn=≈ yèø9 $# ∩⊇⊃∪  

£⎯ yϑn=÷èu‹s9 uρ ª!$# š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# (#θãΖtΒ# u™ £⎯ yϑn=÷èu‹s9 uρ 

š⎥⎫É) Ï≈ oΨ ßϑø9 $# ∩⊇⊇∪  

tΑ$s%uρ t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (#ρãx Ÿ2 š⎥⎪Ï% ©#Ï9 (#θãΖtΒ# u™ 

(#θãèÎ7 ®?$# $uΖn=Š Î6 y™ ö≅ ÏϑósoΨ ø9 uρ öΝ ä3≈ u‹≈ sÜ yz $tΒ uρ 

Ν èδ š⎥, Î#Ïϑ≈ pt¿2 ô⎯ ÏΒ Ν ßγ≈ u‹≈ sÜ yz ⎯ ÏiΒ >™ó©x« ( 
óΟ ßγ ¯ΡÎ) šχθç/ É‹≈ s3s9 ∩⊇⊄∪  

 ∅è=Ïϑósu‹s9 uρ öΝ çλm;$s) øOr& Zω$s) øOr& uρ yì ¨Β öΝ ÏλÎ;$s) øOr& 

( £⎯ è=t↔ ó¡ãŠ s9 uρ tΠ öθtƒ Ïπ yϑ≈ uŠ É) ø9 $# $£ϑtã (#θçΡ$Ÿ2 

šχρç tIø tƒ ∩⊇⊂∪ 
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Inevitable Tests 

“Alif. L m. Mīm.” These are three of the separate Arabic letters that occur at the 

beginning of some Qur’ nic s rahs. In our view, they are meant to alert the audience 

to the fact that such letters are the material from which the divine book given to the 

Prophet, i.e. the Qur’ n, is made. They are familiar to the Arabs who use them to 

compose whatever ideas they wish to express. Yet they cannot compose anything 

like this divine book, because it is of no man’s composition; its author is God. 

S rahs that start with such separate letters always speak about the Qur’ n, either 

immediately following these letters or later on, as is the case in the present s rah. 

Hence, we read in its verses: “Recite what has been revealed to you of the book.” (Verse 

45) “Thus it is that We have revealed this book to you.” (Verse 47) “Never have you been 

able to read a book before this, nor have you ever been able to transcribe one with your right 

hand.” (Verse 48) “Is it not enough for them that We have revealed to you this book which is 

being read out to them?” (Verse 51) The fact that references to the Qur’ n and its 

inimitable style are invariably made in these s rahs confirms our view concerning 

these separate letters. 

Immediately after the opening, the s rah begins speaking about faith and the hard 

test believers are subjected to in order to make their belief a reality. It mentions that it 

is through such testing that true believers are distinguished from liars: “Do people 

think that once they say: ‘We are believers’, they will be left alone and will not be put to a 

test? We certainly tested those who lived before them; and so most certainly God knows those 

who speak the truth and most certainly He knows those who are liars.” (Verses 2-3) 

This is the first strong note made in the s rah, given in the form of a rhetorical 

question about people’s concept of faith. They often imagine that it is merely a word 

they utter: “Do people think that once they say: ‘We are believers’, they will be left alone?” 

Belief is not a mere word we say; it is a reality that imposes duties, a trust that 

carries requirements and a struggle that demands patience and perseverance. It is not 

enough that people should claim to believe. 

When they make this claim they are not left alone. They are subjected to tests so as 

to prove their sincerity and true metal, just as gold is tested with fire so as to separate 

it from any cheap elements. The Arabic word used here for test derives from the root 

fitnah, which imparts exactly this sense of being subjected to a test with all that this 

implies. 

Such tests to prove people’s belief is a general and long established rule: “We 

certainly tested those who lived before them; and so most certainly God knows those who 

speak the truth and most certainly He knows those who are liars.” (Verse 3) God certainly 

knows what people harbour in their hearts before any test, but the test reveals, in 
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practice, what is known to God, yet hidden from human knowledge. He thus makes 

people accountable for what they actually do, not for what He knows of their reality. 

This is, in one sense, an act of grace, while in another, it is an act of justice. At the 

same time, it sets an edifying example for people so that they do not hold anyone 

accountable for anything other than what is clearly apparent of their deeds and what 

such deeds entail. They should remember that they cannot know what is in another’s 

heart; only God knows that. 

Let us now discuss the general rule that God has set in operation, one whereby 

believers are subjected to a test so as to distinguish those who are truthful from those 

who lie. Faith is the trust God has placed in this world of ours. It is borne only by 

those who are worthy of it, have the strength to bear it and are totally devoted to it. 

They must prefer it to their own comfort, safety, security, and all temptation. This 

trust entails being in charge of the earth, leading mankind along the way God has 

chosen for them, implementing His word in life. Hence, this trust is both noble and 

heavy. It is part of God’s command, and as such, it needs a certain type of person to 

patiently endure adversity. 

As part of the test, a believer is subjected to hardship by others. Believers often 

realize they have no one to support or defend them and that they lack the power 

with which to face tyranny. This is the immediate picture our minds see when tests 

are mentioned, but it is certainly not the hardest type of test. There are many 

different types of testing, some far more trying and difficult. 

There is, for example, the test presented by family and loved ones. A believer may 

fear that the sacrifices he is called upon to make could put his family in a perilous 

situation, or that he cannot protect his loved ones. On their part, fearing for his life, 

his loved ones may call on him to compromise or to give up. They may appeal to him 

in the name of their close relation not to expose himself to destruction, or burden 

them with what they cannot bear. The s rah refers to an aspect of such testing with 

parents, and this is very difficult to pass. 

Another form of test is to see those who are deep in error and follow falsehood 

revelling in success, with the world at their feet, applauded by the masses, and with 

no obstacles in their way. Glory comes easy to them and everything in life is theirs to 

enjoy. Contrast this with the believer who finds himself ignored, unnoticed and 

undefended. Only a few people like him appreciate the value of the truth in which he 

believes, but none of these has any say in life. 

Yet another form is to feel oneself alone in a strange environment. A believer looks 

around and finds everything and everyone swimming with the sweeping tide that 

runs contrary to the truth he knows, while he stands alone without support. 

We see nowadays a different type of test in the form of communities and states 
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where vice is widespread, yet they reflect a progressive society and civilized style of 

life. In such communities, people find good standards of care and protection. 

Moreover, despite their turning away from God’s path, such people are both strong 

and affluent. 

There is, however, one test that is harder than all the rest. This comes from within, 

where the lure of desire, enjoyment and pleasure becomes very strong, or at least 

comfort and security appear too tempting. This makes following the line of faith 

difficult and the difficulty may be compounded by other obstacles which a believer 

may have to contend with in his community. 

If time marches on under such conditions and God’s support seems slow in 

coming, the test becomes even more difficult and harder to endure. Only those 

strengthened by God will remain steadfast. These are the ones who prove the truth of 

faith and can be given the great trust that God in heaven wants to place on earth. 

What we have to understand is that God has no desire to put believers to such 

hard tests or cause them much suffering. It is all part of their preparation to take up 

the trust and fulfil its requirements. They must go through special preparations that 

can only be achieved through enduring real difficulties, withstanding pain and 

overcoming desires while being truly certain of God’s support or His reward, long as 

the hardship may continue and severe as the suffering may be. 

The human soul is tested with difficulties and hardships. It is thus purged of any 

vile influence. All its latent powers are thus mobilized and it acquires further 

strength and solidity. This is the effect of hardship on communities. Only the 

strongest remain steadfast. These are the ones who maintain the closest relation with 

God, and remain absolutely confident that the path of faith will inevitably lead them 

to one of the two goodly eventualities: victory or reward. To these the banner is 

eventually entrusted, and they are certainly worthy of it. 

The trust they receive is very dear to them, particularly because of the high price 

they have had to give for it, enduring pain and suffering, and sacrificing much in its 

service. A person who gives much of himself and his comforts, who endures 

hardship and adversity will definitely hold dear the trust for which he has withstood 

so much. He will not abandon it easily. 

As for the eventual triumph of faith and truth, this is something God has 

promised. No believer entertains any doubt that what God promises will certainly 

come true. If it is felt to be slow in coming, this must be for a particular purpose 

which will most certainly benefit faith and the faithful. No one is keener than God to 

protect His faith and the people who adopt it sincerely. Those believers who endure 

hardship should always bear in mind that it is sufficient for them to be the ones God 

has chosen to be entrusted with the truth. Indeed, God confirms that they have 
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strong faith, for He has chosen them to be tested. An authentic adīth states: “The 

most severely tested are prophets, then the most pious people, then the ones closest 

to these, one degree after another. A man will be tested in accordance with his 

strength of faith. If he proves himself strong, the severity of his test is increased.” 

Those who subject the believers to hardship and act wickedly will not escape 

God’s punishment, even though they may appear strong and victorious. This is again 

a true promise made by God: “Or do those who do evil deeds think that they can escape 

Us? How ill they judge!” (Verse 4) No wicked or evil person should think that he can 

escape. If he does then his judgement is absolutely erroneous. God, who has made 

tests a general rule to distinguish true believers from false claimants, is the One who 

has also made punishment of the perpetrators of evil a general rule that never fails. 

This is the second strong note at the opening of the s rah, one that balances the first. 

Who Benefits by Striving 

The third note the s rah strikes is that of reassuring those who hope to meet with 

God and strengthening their bond with Him: “Whoever looks forward with hope to 

meeting God [let him be ready for it]; for the end set by God is bound to come. He alone hears 

all and knows all.” (Verse 5) Those who dearly hope to meet God should rest assured. 

They should wait confidently for the fulfilment of His promise. They can look 

forward to it provided they do so with certitude. This is an inspiring image: a person 

of faith cherishing hopes and looking forward to the fulfilment of God’s promise. His 

aspiration is answered with confirmation of its truth. This is followed by the 

reassurance that God is fully aware of all their hopes: “He alone hears all and knows 

all.” (Verse 5) 

Then the s rah states to those believers who strive to fulfil the duties of faith, 

enduring all manner of hardship, that they only strive for themselves and for their 

own good. By doing so they have set their affairs on the right course. As for God, He 

needs no one: “Whoever strives hard [for God’s cause] does so for his own good. For certain, 

God is in no need of anything in all the worlds.” (Verse 6) 

It is true that God has tested the believers and required them to strive hard so that 

they could endure adversity with patience, but all this is for their own good. It has 

ensured their benefit both in this world and in the life to come. Striving, or jih d, 

reinforces a person’s good elements, expands his horizons, makes him ready to 

sacrifice his life and possessions, as also enhances his best qualities and abilities. It 

does all this for the individual who strives, before it brings further benefits to the 

community of believers, improving its situation, establishing the truth within it, and 

making goodness overcome evil in its ranks. 

“Whoever strives hard [for God’s cause] does so for his own good.” Let no one, then, stop 
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midway through this process. Let no one stop to demand a price from God, holding 

what he did as a favour and feeling that his prize is overdue. God benefits nothing by 

anyone’s striving. He is in no need of people’s efforts. After all, human beings are 

weak, barely significant. “God is in no need of anything in all the worlds.” (Verse 6) It is 

God who grants a favour to those who strive, helping them in their efforts and 

establishing them in a position of power on earth. Furthermore, He will reward them 

well in the life to come: “As for those who believe and do righteous deeds, We shall most 

certainly erase their bad deeds, and shall most certainly reward them in accordance with the 

best that they ever did.” (Verse 7) 

Believers should remain reassured of their great reward. Let them, then, remain 

patient in adversity, fulfilling the requirements of their test, and persevering in their 

jih d. A great future and a goodly reward await them. This is sufficient for any 

believer, even though he may not enjoy justice in this present life. 

Conflict with Parents 

The s rah then refers to a type of test which we have already mentioned: that of 

ties and bonds with family and loved ones. It gives clear and decisive guidance in 

such a difficult situation: 

We have enjoined upon man goodness towards his parents: yet should they endeavour 

to make you associate as partner with Me something of which you have no knowledge, 

do not obey them. It is to Me that you shall all return, when I shall inform you about 

all that you were doing [in life]. As for those who believe and do righteous deeds, We 

shall most certainly admit them among the righteous. (Verses 8-9) 

Parents are the closest of all relatives. They give much to their children. Hence, to 

be kind to one’s parents is a duty required of everyone. Indeed parents must be 

treated with love, respect, and care. Yet when it comes to one’s duty towards God, 

they cannot be obeyed in opposition to Him: “We have enjoined upon man goodness 

towards his parents: yet should they endeavour to make you associate as partner with Me 

something of which you have no knowledge, do not obey them.” (Verse 8) The paramount 

bond is that with God. Hence, if one’s parents are unbelievers, they should be treated 

with care and kindness, but must not be obeyed or followed. Once this present life is 

over, all return to God: “It is to Me that you shall all return, when I shall inform you about 

all that you were doing [in life].” (Verse 8) 

When judgement is made between believers and unbelievers, the former find 

themselves to be a closely knit unit even though they may have no blood 

relationship: “As for those who believe and do righteous deeds, We shall most certainly 
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admit them among the righteous.” (Verse 9) Thus, those who maintain their bond with 

God will be together in one community, as they are in reality. The bonds created by 

blood and marriage relations are no longer valid; they end when this present life 

comes to an end. Such bonds are accidental and carry no real substance because they 

are not linked to the strongest and unseverable bond, faith. 

In explaining this verse, al-Tirmidhī reports that it was revealed in connection 

with Sa`d ibn Abī Waqq ş and his mother amnah bint Abī Sufy n. Sa`d was a very 

dutiful son. She asked him: ‘What is this religion you have embraced? By God, I will 

not eat or drink until you revert to your original religion, or else I die. You will then 

be in disgrace for the rest of time as you will be identified as ‘his mother’s killer’.” 

She did not eat or drink anything for one whole day. Sa`d came to her and said: 

“Mother! If you had 100 souls and they die one by one, I will not abandon my 

religion. So you can eat or refuse to eat, as you please.” When she despaired of his 

response, she resumed eating. God then revealed this verse, ordering Muslims to be 

kind to their parents and to treat them with respect but not to obey them in disbelief. 

Thus faith overcame the test of close relations, but kindness and dutifulness 

remained intact. A believer may be subjected to such a test at any time. When and if 

this does occur, God’s directive and Sa`d’s action provide proper guidance. 

Hard Tests and False Temptation 

The s rah then gives us an image of people who yield abjectly when they face 

oppression and injustice. Yet, when the going is easy, they make boastful claims: 

Among people, there are those who say: ‘We believe in God,’ yet when any of them is 

made to suffer in God’s cause, he thinks that oppression by man is as grievous as 

God’s punishment. However, should help from your Lord be forthcoming, he is sure to 

say: ‘We have always been with you!’ Is not God filly aware of what is in the hearts of 

all creatures? Most certainly God knows those who truly believe and most certainly 

He knows those who are hypocrites. (Verses 10-11) 

Such people declare their belief when things look bright and the future rosy. They 

think that accepting God’s faith is easy and that it does not constitute more than 

making the briefest of declarations. Yet, “when any of them is made to suffer in God’s 

cause,” on account of the declaration they made when everything seemed easy “he 

thinks that oppression by man is as grievous as God’s punishment.” Thus, they panic and 

their standards and values become confused. Their very faith is shaken. They 

imagine that nothing could be worse than the oppression they are suffering, not even 

God’s punishment in the life to come. They wonder why they should endure such 
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endless suffering when God’s punishment could not be any worse. Thus do they 

equate hardship caused by man with God’s punishment; yet the latter is something 

which no one can estimate. 

Such is the attitude of this type of person to the test when it takes the form of 

physical suffering. Nevertheless, when the situation alters somewhat in their favour, 

their fickleness is revealed for all to see: “should help from your Lord be forthcoming, he 

is sure to say: We have always been with you!” They claim to have always been with the 

believers despite their earlier desertion, cowardly betrayal and wrong judgement. 

When better prospects arrive, everyone can make such boastful claims. Yet they are 

only yesterday’s cowards speaking about false heroics, saying to those who remained 

steadfast throughout: “We have always been with you.” 

“Is not God fully aware of what is in the hearts of all creatures?” He certainly knows 

what everyone harbours in their hearts and their innermost thoughts. He knows who 

is a true believer and who is a hypocrite. Who can deceive God or project a false 

image to Him? “Most certainly God knows those who truly believe and most certainly He 

knows those who are hypocrites.” (Verse 11) He will certainly expose them. After all, the 

test aimed to separate true believers from hypocrites. 

We need to reflect a little on the accurate Qur’ nic description of the error such 

people make. It says that: “he thinks that oppression by man is as grievous as God’s 

punishment.” (Verse 10) Such error is not that they weaken and find themselves 

unable to endure any more. True believers may indeed weaken at some point, 

because human endurance has its limits. They do not, however, lose sight of the great 

gulf that separates what their tormentors can inflict on them and God’s grievous 

punishment. They never confuse this transitory world with that of immortality, not 

even when the torture and hardship visited upon them exceeds human endurance. A 

believer never loses the sense that God overpowers everything in the universe, not 

even when he is under the greatest pressure. This is the point that separates true 

believers from hypocrites. 

The last image of such testing is that of temptation. This is presented alongside the 

unbelievers’ false concept of responsibility and reward. The s rah confirms that both 

responsibility and reward are personal and individual. This is a fundamental Islamic 

principle that ensures the best and clearest form of justice for all: 

The unbelievers say to those who believe: ‘Follow our way and we shall indeed take 

your sins upon ourselves.’ But never will they take upon themselves any of their sins. 

Liars indeed they are. Yet most certainly will they bear their own burdens, and other 

burdens besides their own; and most certainly will they be called to account on the 

Day of Resurrection for all their false assertions. (Verses 12-13) 



Al-`Ankabūt (The Spider) | THE INEVITABLE TEST 

 235

The Arab unbelievers at the time of the Qur’ nic revelations used to say this. 

Furthermore, it accords with their own traditions under which a clan or tribe was 

held collectively responsible for the payment of blood money in cases of accidental 

killing, and collective responsibility was an established social value. Hence, they 

imagined that they could bear the responsibility for other people’s disbelief, 

exempting them from God’s punishment. On the other hand, they derided the 

concept of reward in the hereafter. Thus they said to the believers: “Follow our way 

and we shall indeed take your sins upon ourselves.” (Verse 12) 

The s rah, however, gives a decisive reply, making it clear that all creatures return 

to their Lord as individuals. Everyone is accountable for their own deeds. No one 

bears responsibility for anyone else: “But never will they take upon themselves any of 

their sins.” (Verse 12) The s rah confronts them with the reality of their claims: “Liars 

indeed they are.” (Verse 12) 

Furthermore, not only will they be made to bear the burden of their own errors, 

disbelief and false claims; they will also bear the burden of causing others to go 

astray. The latter who were thus led astray, however, are not exempt from bearing 

the burden of their own error that led them into such disbelief: “Yet most certainly will 

they bear their own burdens, and other burdens besides their own; and most certainly will 

they be called to account on the Day of Resurrection for all their false assertions.” (Verse 13) 

Thus this aspect of the testing is closed as people are made to know that God will 

not hold them accountable as communities. Instead, He holds everyone to account as 

an individual. Everyone will be held in pledge for whatever they have earned. 
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2 

Like a Spider’s Web 

We sent Noah to his people and he dwelt 

among them for a thousand years bar 

fifty; and then the floods overwhelmed 

them as they were deep in wrongdoing; 

(14) 

but We saved him, together with all those 

who were in the ark, which We made as a 

sign for all people. (15) 

And Abraham said to his people: 

‘Worship God, and fear Him. This is best 

for you, if you but knew it! (16) 

You worship only idols instead of God, 

and thus you create falsehood. Those that 

you worship instead of God do not have 

it in their power to provide sustenance 

for you. Seek, then, all sustenance from 

God, and worship Him alone and be 

grateful to Him. Indeed, to Him you shall 

return. (17) 

If you disbelieve, other communities also 

disbelieved before your time. A 

messenger of God is not bound to do 

more than clearly deliver His message. 
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(18) 

Are they not aware how God creates [life] 

in the first instance, and then brings it 

forth anew? This is indeed easy for God. 

(19) 

Say: ‘Go all over the earth and see how 

God has originated His creation in the 

first instance; and then He will certainly 

bring about the second life. Most 

certainly, God has the power over all 

things. (20) 

He punishes whom He will, and bestows 

His mercy on whom He will. To Him 

you shall be made to return. (21) 

And never can you elude Him, neither on 

earth nor in the skies. You have none to 

protect you from God and none to give 

you support.’ (22) 

Those who deny God’s signs and the 

meeting with Him are indeed the ones 

who abandon all hope of My mercy. It is 

for these that grievous suffering awaits. 

(23) 

[Abraham’s] people’s only answer was: 

‘Kill him, or burn him!’ But God saved 

him from the fire. In this there are signs 

öΝ s9 uρr& (# ÷ρttƒ y#ø‹ Ÿ2 ä— Ï‰ö7 ãƒ ª!$# t, ù=y‚ø9 $# ¢Ο èO 

ÿ… çν ß‰‹ Ïèãƒ 4 ¨βÎ) šÏ9≡ sŒ ’ n?tã «!$# × Å¡o„ ∩⊇®∪  

ö≅ è% (#ρç Å™ †Îû ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# (#ρãÝàΡ$$sù y#ø‹ Ÿ2 

r& y‰t/ t, ù=y⇐ ø9 $# 4 ¢Ο èO ª!$# à⋅Å´Ψ ãƒ nο r'ô±̈Ψ9 $# nο tÅzFψ$# 4 
β̈Î) ©!$# 4’ n?tã Èe≅ à2 &™ó©x« Öƒ Ï‰s% ∩⊄⊃∪  

Ü>Éj‹ yèãƒ ⎯ tΒ â™!$t±o„ ãΝ ymötƒ uρ ⎯ tΒ â™!$t±tƒ ( Ïμ ø‹s9 Î) uρ 

šχθç7 n=ø) è? ∩⊄⊇∪  

!$tΒuρ Ο çFΡr& š⎥⎪Ì“ Éf÷èßϑÎ/ ’ Îû ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# Ÿωuρ ’ Îû 

Ï™!$yϑ¡¡9 $# ( $tΒuρ Ν à6 s9 ⎯ ÏiΒ ÈβρßŠ «!$# ∅ÏΒ 

<c’ Í<uρ Ÿωuρ 9 ÅÁtΡ ∩⊄⊄∪  

š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# uρ (#ρãx x. ÏM≈ tƒ$t↔ Î/ «!$# ÿ⎯ Ïμ Í←!$s) Ï9 uρ 

y7 Í× ¯≈ s9 'ρé& (#θÝ¡Í≥tƒ ⎯ ÏΒ ©ÉLyϑôm§‘ y7 Í× ¯≈ s9 'ρé& uρ öΝ çλm; 

ë># x‹ tã ÒΟŠ Ï9 r& ∩⊄⊂∪  

$yϑsù šχ% Ÿ2 z># uθy_ ÿ⎯ Ïμ ÏΒöθs% HωÎ) βr& 

(#θä9$s% çνθè=çGø% $# ÷ρr& çνθè% Ìh ym çμ9pgΥr'sù ª!$# š∅ÏΒ 

Í‘$̈Ζ9 $# 4 ¨βÎ) ’ Îû y7 Ï9≡ sŒ ;M≈ tƒUψ 5Θöθs) Ïj9 tβθãΖÏΒ÷σ ãƒ 
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for people who believe. (24) 

And he said: ‘You have taken for worship 

idols instead of God for no reason other 

than to have a bond of love between 

yourselves, in the life of this world. But, 

then, on Resurrection Day, you shall 

disown one another and curse one 

another; and your abode shall be the fire, 

and you will have none to support you.’ 

(25) 

Lot believed in him. He said: ‘I shall 

emigrate for the sake of my Lord. He 

alone is Almighty, Wise.’ (26) 

We gave him Isaac and Jacob, and caused 

prophethood and revelation to continue 

among his offspring. We granted him his 

reward in this world; and, in the life to 

come, he will certainly be among the 

righteous. (27) 

And Lot said to his people: ‘You certainly 

commit abominations such as none in all 

the worlds has ever committed before 

you. (28) 

Will you approach men [with lust], 

assault people on the highway, and 

commit shameful acts in your meeting 

places?’ But his people’s only response 

was to say: ‘Bring down upon us God’s 

punishment, if you truly are one who 

speaks the truth.’ (29) 

He said: ‘My Lord! Support You me 
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against these people who spread 

corruption.’ (30) 

When Our [angel] messengers came to 

Abraham with happy news, they [also] 

said: ‘We are about to destroy the people 

of this town, for its people are truly 

wrongdoers.’ (31) 

He said: ‘But Lot lives there!’ They 

answered: ‘We know fully well who is 

there. We shall certainly deliver him and 

his household, except his wife. She will 

indeed be among those who stay behind.’ 

(32) 

Then when Our messengers arrived at 

Lot’s, he was terribly grieved on their 

account and felt powerless to protect 

them; but they said: ‘Have no fear, and 

do not grieve. We shall certainly deliver 

you and your household, except your 

wife. She will indeed be among those who 

stay behind. (33) 

We shall certainly bring down upon the 

people of this town a horror from heaven 

in requital of all their wicked deeds.’ (34) 

We made of it a clear sign for people who 

use their reason. (35) 

And to the people of Madyan We sent 

their brother Shu`ayb, who said: ‘My 

people, worship God alone, and look 

forward to the Last Day, and do not act 

wickedly to spread corruption on earth.’ 

(36) 

But they accused him of lying. 

Thereupon an earthquake overtook them 
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and the morning found them lying 

lifeless on the ground in their very 

homes. (37) 

And the ` d and Tham d [We also 

destroyed]. This has been evident to you 

from their dwellings. Satan had made 

their evil deeds seem goodly to them, and 

thus had turned them away from the path 

[of God] despite their having had the 

ability to perceive the truth. (38) 

And Q r n [i.e. Korah], Pharaoh and 

H m n! Moses had come to them with 

all evidence of the truth, but they 

behaved with arrogance on earth. Indeed, 

they could not escape. (39) 

We took each one of them to task for their 

sins: upon some of them We let loose a 

deadly storm wind; and some were 

overtaken by a blast; and some We 

caused to be swallowed by the earth; and 

some We caused to drown. It was not 

God who wronged them, but it was they 

who had wronged themselves. (40) 

Those who take anyone other than God 

for their protectors may be compared to 

the spider which makes for itself a home. 

Indeed the spider’s home is the frailest of 

all homes, if they but knew it. (41) 

God certainly knows the nature of 

whatever people invoke instead of Him. 

He alone is Almighty, Wise. (42) 

Such are the comparisons We draw for 
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Overview 

The first passage concluded with reference to the general rule that those who 

profess to believe are subjected to a test, the purpose of which is to separate those 

who truly believe from those who are liars. The passage also referred to different 

types of testing, such as physical suffering, pressure exerted by relatives and loved 

ones, and the lure of temptation. 

In this passage we have examples of the kind of tests advocates of faith went 

through, starting with Noah (peace be upon him). Such examples are drawn from 

what God’s messengers endured from the early days of history. Some details are 

given about Abraham and Lot, but only very brief references are made in all other 

cases. 

In Noah’s story we see very great efforts yielding scanty results. He stayed among 

his people for 950 years but only a few believers accepted his call. Therefore, “the 

floods overwhelmed them as they were deep in wrongdoing.” (Verse 14) In the case of 

Abraham and his people we see a very clear example of foul reward and the tyranny 

of falsehood. He tried his best to steer his people to follow divine guidance, using 

sound, logical argument, but “their only answer was: ‘Kill him or burn him’.” (Verse 24) 

In the case of Lot’s people we see how lust comes out into the open, with no 

consideration for decency or moral scruple. Here is the vilest human degeneration 

and perversion, one which pays little heed to sincere warnings: “But his people’s only 

response was to say: Bring down upon us God’s punishment, if you truly are one who speaks 

people’s benefit, but none will grasp their 

meaning except the people of knowledge. 

(43) 

God has created the heavens and the 

earth in accordance with the truth. 

Indeed, in this there is a sign for people 

who believe. (44) 

Recite what has been revealed to you of 

the book, and attend regularly to your 

prayer; for prayer restrains people from 

loathsome deeds and from all that is evil. 

To remember God is greater still. God 

knows all that you do. (45) 
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the truth.” (Verse 29) 

With Shu`ayb and the people of Madyan we see blatant corruption and wilful 

disregard for right and justice, in addition to denial of God’s message: “An earthquake 

overtook them and the morning found them lying lifeless on the ground in their very homes.” 

(Verse 37) The references to the ` d and Thamūd peoples remind us of unbelievers 

thinking too arrogantly of their own power and immunity, showing no gratitude for 

God’s favours and blessings. Likewise, the reference to Q rūn, Pharaoh and H m n 

reminds us of the tyranny of wealth, dictatorship, and hypocrisy. 

These historical references are followed by a demonstration of the flimsiness of 

forces standing in the way of the divine message, powerful as they may seem: “Those 

who take anyone other than God for their protectors may be compared to the spider which 

makes for itself a home. Indeed the spider’s home is the frailest of all homes, if they but knew 

it.” (Verse 41) The passage then concludes with an address to the Prophet directing 

him to recite God’s book, attend regularly to prayers, and to leave matters to Him: 

“God knows all that you do.” (Verse 45) 

Extremely Long Life 

We sent Noah to his people and he dwelt among them for a thousand years bar fifty; 

and then the floods overwhelmed them as they were deep in wrongdoing; but We saved 

him, together with all those who were in the ark, which We made as a sign for all 

people. (Verses 14-15) 

The weightier view is that the duration of Noah’s message was 950 years, 

preceded by an undefined period before he received his revelations and followed by 

an unspecified period after he and the believers were saved from the floods. This is 

certainly a very long life that seems to us, nowadays, to be unnatural and unknown 

in humanity. Yet we have this information from the most truthful source, God 

Almighty. This is more than sufficient for it to be accepted as true. If we want some 

sort of explanation for it, we could say that the human population of the earth at that 

time was small. It is possible, therefore, that God gave those early generations longer 

lives so that life on earth could progress. When human numbers increased, there was 

no longer any need for such long lives. This reflects a phenomenon applicable to 

some species. For example, certain types of eagle, vulture and turtle can live for 

centuries. Contrast this with flies, which breed in their millions, and which have a 

life span as short as two weeks, or less. All wisdom belongs to God, and everything 

He does is according to a careful measure. Furthermore, despite the near millennium 

of Noah’s advocacy of the divine message there were still only a small number of 

believers. The floods swept away the overwhelming majority because of their 
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continued opposition to the divine message. Only the small number of believers 

were saved in the ark. This story of the floods and the ark was to become ‘a sign for 

all people’, telling us about the end of unbelief and injustice. 

Issues Clarified 

The s rah moves on several centuries bringing into focus the divine message as 

preached by Abraham: 

And Abraham said to his people: ‘Worship God, and fear Him. This is best for you, if 

you but knew it! You worship only idols instead of God, and thus you create falsehood. 

Those that you worship instead of God do not have it in their power to provide 

sustenance for you. Seek, then, all sustenance from God, and worship Him alone and 

be grateful to Him. Indeed, to Him you shall return. If you disbelieve, other 

communities also disbelieved before your time. A messenger of God is not hound to do 

more than clearly deliver His message. (Verses 16-18) 

Abraham’s call to his people was clear, unambiguous and very well structured. It 

served as a good model for all advocates of the divine faith. He started by telling 

them of the true nature of his message: “Worship God, and fear Him.” (Verse 16) 

Furthermore, he made this appealing to them, stating that it contained much 

goodness for them, if they would only know it: “This is best for you, if you but knew it!” 

(Verse 16) In other words, if they were not ignorant, they would choose what was 

good for them. This is a simple and real truth which needs no fiery speeches to 

impart its essence. 

Then Abraham explains how flawed their religion is, especially their worship of 

wooden statues. What an absurd substitute for worshipping the Almighty. Secondly, 

evidence to support their beliefs was completely lacking; they only invented what 

was false. Furthermore, such statues and idols are of no benefit, as they cannot 

provide people with anything: “Those that you worship instead of God do not have it in 

their power to provide sustenance for you.” (Verse 17) 

Then Abraham directs people to seek their provisions from God. On Him alone 

should they rely for what is most important in their lives: “Seek, then, all sustenance 

from God.” (Verse 17) Provisions and sustenance are people’s first preoccupation, 

particularly those who have not experienced the meaning of faith. Yet to seek 

sustenance from God alone is the most obvious thing to do. 

Finally, Abraham calls on them to address their worship and thanks to God who 

grants sustenance and bestows blessings on all creatures: “and worship Him alone and 

be grateful to Him.” (Verse 17) He also tells them that their return to God is inevitable. 
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It is better for them, then, that they should turn to Him now as believers and address 

their worship and gratitude to Him alone: “Indeed, to Him you shall return.” (Verse 17) 

If they continue to disbelieve, however, it is of no consequence. They will not 

affect God in the least. Nor will His Messenger lose anything. Many were the 

communities that denied God’s message in the past. God’s messengers’ only task is 

to deliver His message with the utmost clarity: “If you disbelieve, other communities also 

disbelieved before your time. A messenger of God is not bound to do more than clearly deliver 

His message.” (Verse 18) 

Thus, Abraham shows them the way to belief one step at a time, addressing their 

hearts with the utmost precision. It is useful for advocates of the divine message to 

reflect on and emulate Abraham’s method. 

Reflection on God’s Creation 

Thereafter, the s rah takes a brief pause to address all who deny faith, the 

inevitable return of all mankind to God, and the resurrection and reckoning: 

Are they not aware how God creates [life] in the first instance, and then brings it forth 

anew? This is indeed easy for God. Say: ‘Go all over the earth and see how God has 

originated His creation in the first instance; and then He will certainly bring about 

the second life. Most certainly, God has the power over all things. He punishes whom 

He will, and bestows His mercy on whom He will. To Him you shall be made to 

return. And never can you elude Him, neither on earth nor in the skies. You have 

none to protect you from God and none to give you support.’ Those who deny God’s 

signs and the meeting with Him are indeed the ones who abandon all hope of My 

mercy. It is for these that grievous suffering awaits. (Verses 19-23) 

This is addressed to everyone who denies God and their meeting with Him. It uses 

the universe as evidence confirming its truth. The Qur’ n frequently presents the 

universe as an open book for hearts and minds to ponder on, searching for God’s 

signs, and finding indications of His oneness and the truth of His promises and 

warnings. Universal phenomena are always present for people to see and 

contemplate, but they lose their inspiration as a result of long familiarity. Therefore, 

the Qur’ n directs people’s attention to these magnificent scenes, bringing them alive 

before their eyes and renewing their effects. It does not resort to argument and cold, 

lifeless logic. Such logic, is, in any case, alien to Islamic thought. Instead, the Qur’ n 

gives examples, sets the method and outlines the way. 

“Are they not aware how God creates [life] in the first instance, and then brings it forth 

anew? This is indeed easy for God.” (Verse 19) They see with their own eyes how God 
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originates creation: they see it in the shooting plant, the egg and the foetus, and in 

everything that comes into being, having had no prior existence. They see it in 

everything that humans, individually and collectively, cannot bring about 

themselves. Indeed the secret of life is unfathomable: it was so in the past and it 

remains so today. We do not know how life originated and where from, let alone that 

anyone should claim to have brought it about. Life, thus, cannot have any 

explanation other than that it is of God’s own making. It is He who originates 

creation at every moment before our very eyes. We all see it and cannot deny it. 

Moreover, the One who originates life is certainly able to bring people back after 

death: “This is indeed easy for God.” Nothing is difficult for God, but He gives the 

argument by human standards. For us, doing something for the second time is easier 

than the first; but to God both are equally easy. It needs nothing more than for God 

to will something and say, ‘Be’, and it happens. 

The s rah then calls on people to travel in all directions and contemplate God’s 

work and signs that appear in all creation, animate and inanimate alike. When they 

do, they will realize that the One who originates life can bring it back without 

difficulty: “Say: Go all over the earth and see how God has originated His creation in the 

first instance; and then He will certainly bring about the second life. Most certainly, God has 

the power over all things.” (Verse 20) 

Travelling opens people’s hearts to new and unfamiliar vistas. It awakens their 

senses and minds. By contrast, the place where one lives very often holds no 

attraction or excitement because of over-familiarity. Yet to return home after a period 

away often rekindles passion and enthusiasm for what once seemed dull and 

unremarkable. This, thus, leads to new interaction and appreciation of one’s 

immediate environs. All glory is to God, who has bestowed the Qur’ n from on high 

and who has full knowledge of how people’s hearts and minds function and interact 

with their surroundings. 

“Say: Go all over the earth and see how God has originated His creation in the first 

instance.” (Verse 20) In the Arabic text the order to travel is followed with a sentence 

that uses the simple past tense referring to the start of creation. This is significant, for 

we see today certain things that are indicative of the beginning of life and how the 

earth came to be populated with different species. Scientific excavations have formed 

some idea about how life started, spread and progressed, but they have not arrived 

at anything definite about the secret of life. They do not know how it came to be on 

earth, nor when the first living creature was placed on it. The order given by God, 

then, is to search for the beginning of life and to use acquired knowledge to learn 

about resurrection and the life to come. 

We should also note here that the people first addressed by the Qur’ n were not 



Al-`Ankabūt (The Spider) | LIKE A SPIDER’S WEB 

 246

qualified to undertake such scientific research; it is a much more recent development 

in the search for knowledge. Hence, they could not arrive at the relevant facts, if this 

was really intended. Nor could they use such facts to draw a mental picture of how a 

second life would begin. Therefore, the verse required them to look at the way life 

starts in plants, animals and man everywhere on earth. With this in mind, travelling 

served to alert their minds and feelings as they pondered that which was unfamiliar. 

They could then reflect on the manifestations of God’s power, on how easy it is for 

Him to initiate life at every moment of the night and day. 

More importantly, the Qur’ n gives its directives to suit all generations of human 

life, with their different levels of progress, circumstances and the means available to 

them. Every generation will take up this order and benefit by it in accordance with 

what abilities it commands. The order remains applicable to later generations as life 

develops and progresses, giving fresh incentive and impetus. 

“Most certainly, God has the power over all things.” (Verse 20) He initiates life and 

brings it back. He is not restricted by what people imagine to be feasible or 

unfeasible, possible or impossible. 

Part of God’s power over all things is that He punishes whomever He wills and 

bestows His grace upon whomever He wills. To Him all mankind return; none 

escapes Him and none can evade His will: “He punishes whom He will, and bestows His 

mercy on whom He will. To Him you shall be made to return. And never can you elude him, 

neither on earth nor in the skies. You have none to protect you from God and none to give you 

support.” (Verses 21-22) 

Punishment and mercy are subject to God’s will in the sense that He has given 

clear guidance and made the way of error clear for all. He has given man the 

propensity to follow either. The choice belongs entirely to man. However, when man 

chooses to believe in God and shows a willingness to follow His guidance, God will 

help him as He has committed Himself to do so. On the other hand, when he turns 

away from divine guidance he becomes isolated and lives in error. The two ways 

then lead to either God’s mercy in the first case or to His punishment in the latter. 

“To Him you shall be made to return.” (Verse 21) In this instance, the s rah uses the 

word tuqlab n, which carries connotations of violent return, to suit what follows: 

“And never can you elude Him, neither on earth nor in the skies.” (Verse 22) You have no 

power to save yourselves from a return to God. Neither your own power that you 

have on earth nor that of those whom you sometimes worship, such as the angels or 

jinn, thinking that they have power in the skies, have any effect: “You have none to 

protect you from God and none to give you support.” (Verse 22) How can there be any 

protection or support against God? Who could give it: man, angel, or jinn? They are 

all God’s creatures and servants. They cannot cause benefit or harm even to 
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themselves, let alone anyone else. 

“Those who deny God’s signs and the meeting with Him are indeed the ones who abandon 

all hope of My mercy. It is for these that grievous suffering awaits.” (Verse 23) Man does 

not despair of God’s mercy except when he totally disbelieves, severing all relations 

with his Lord. Again man does not disbelieve except when he despairs of 

establishing a relation between himself and God, abandoning all hope of God’s 

grace. The end then is well known: “It is for these that grievous suffering awaits.” (Verse 

23) 

Abandoning Home for God 

After this intervening address aimed at everyone who denies faith generally, and 

at Abraham’s people by implication, the s rah reports his people’s reply to his call. It 

is a very strange and singular reply, one which shows the arrogance of disbelief and 

oppression that relies on force and authority: “[Abraham’s.] people’s only answer was: 

Kill him, or burn him.’ But God saved him from the fire. In this there are signs for people who 

believe.” (Verse 24) To kill or burn a man is their only response to a simple, clear and 

logical call with which he addressed their hearts and minds. 

How could Abraham alone and deprived of all power stand up to such arrogant 

brutality? Therefore, God intervened in a direct and open manner, with a miracle no 

human could have expected: “God saved him from the fire.” Indeed his saving in this 

miraculous way should have been seen as clear evidence confirming his message, but 

only a person whose heart is ready to embrace faith looks at it in this light. 

Abraham’s people, however, did not believe despite this miracle. This shows, then, 

that miracles do not give guidance. Instead, it is necessary to have an open mind, one 

willing to accept the truth and divine guidance: “In this there are signs for people who 

believe.” (Verse 24) 

The first of these signs was Abraham’s saving from the fire. The second was the 

impotence of tyranny to harm just one man standing alone, when God wanted him 

saved. The fact that miracles do not ensure acceptance of God’s guidance by 

hardened hearts was the third sign. In confirmation of this fact one only needs to 

look at the history of divine messages, and reflect on the way people’s hearts change, 

and also on the factors that enable people to accept guidance as well as those that 

leave them astray. 

Thereafter, Abraham despairs of those who saw the great miracle with their own 

eyes for they will never believe in God’s oneness. He tells them, in plain terms, the 

truth of their situation before abandoning them: 

And he said: You have taken for worship idols instead of God for no reason other than 
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to have a bond of love between yourselves, in the life of this world. But, then, on 

Resurrection Day, you shall disown one another and curse one another; and your 

abode shall be the fire, and you will have none to support you. (Verse 25) 

Abraham tells them that they worshipped idols without actually being convinced 

that such worship was right. They only did this out of courtesy for one another so 

that they could be together. Even though they may be aware of the truth, people 

generally follow what their friends worship only to keep their friendship. Thus 

friendship is given priority over the truth and true faith. This happens in 

communities that do not take religion seriously. To them, avoiding disagreement 

with a friend is more important than religion. They do not realize that it is faith that 

must be taken very seriously, and that there can be no complacency or compromise 

in matters of faith. 

The s rah then shows them their position in the life to come. They are surprised 

that such friendships on the Day of Judgement are nothing more than mutual 

hostility. Where once they thought others important, now they curse each other: 

“But, then, on Resurrection Day, you shall disown one another and curse one another.” 

(Verse 25) On that day masters will disown their servants, friends will denounce 

friends, mutual accusations will fly about, and every erring person will accuse others 

of leading him astray. Yet none of all this will be of any avail when the suffering 

engulfs them all: “And your abode shall be the fire, and you will have none to support you.” 

(Verse 25) They wanted to burn Abraham in the fire, but God saved him. Now when 

they are in the fire of hell, they will find none to save or protect them. 

Abraham’s advocacy of his message among his own people and the undoubted 

miracle they saw culminated in the adoption of the faith by just one man other than 

his wife, and this man was Lot, Abraham’s nephew. Lot emigrated with him from 

their city, Ur of the Chaldees, in Iraq to settle west of the River Jordan: “Lot believed in 

him. He said: I shall emigrate for the sake of my Lord. He alone is Almighty, Wise.” (Verse 

26) 

Note Lot’s statement: “I shall emigrate for the sake of my Lord,” and the purpose of 

his emigration. He did not emigrate to save his skin, or to do business or earn his 

living. He simply emigrated for God’s sake, seeking His support. He migrated for his 

faith, and his purpose was to be able to worship God alone, in complete devotion in a 

new place, away from a land where there was no hope of people ever changing their 

erring ways. 

God compensated Abraham for having to abandon his hometown and people by 

giving him offspring who would be chosen to deliver His message to mankind, until 

the end of human life. All prophets and messages that were sent later were through 

his descendents. This was, indeed, a great compensation: 
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We gave him Isaac and Jacob, and caused prophethood and revelation to continue 

among his offspring. We granted him his reward in this world; and, in the life to come, 

he will certainly be among the righteous. (Verse 27) 

This is certainly a rich reward and a manifestation of God’s pleasure with the man 

who personified total devotion. 

Sexual Perversion in Public 

Lot’s story is mentioned next, after he had emigrated with Abraham and settled in 

the Jordan Valley. Lot then lived on his own with a tribe close to the Dead Sea, which 

was later called Lake Lot. The township where the tribe lived was known as Sodom. 

Lot married one of their women and lived among them. 

A certain type of perversion had spread among those people, and the Qur’ n 

mentions that this was the first time ever in human history that such homosexuality 

had occurred. In the natural state of things a man is attracted to a woman so that the 

two form a natural productive unit which ensures the continuity of life through 

procreation, which is common to all living species. It is God who has created them all 

in pairs made of males and females. Thus, Lot’s people were the first ever to yield to 

such perversion: 

And Lot said to his people: ‘You certainly commit abominations such as none in all the 

worlds has ever committed before you. Will you approach men [with lust], assault 

people on the highway, and commit shameful acts in your meeting places?’ But his 

people’s only response was to say: ‘Bring down upon us God’s punishment, if you 

truly are one who speaks the truth.’ He said: My Lord! Support You me against these 

people who spread corruption.’ (Verses 28-30) 

Although it is clear from Lot’s address to his people that other types of corruption 

had spread among them, their main abomination was that they engaged in sex with 

other men. When a man goes beyond natural limits with a woman, his action is a 

gross crime but it remains within the overall framework of natural desire. 

Homosexual perversion reaches beyond the natural instinct common to all living 

species, and indicates a psychological and physical malfunction. God has made the 

pleasure of sexual interaction between married couples move in harmony with the 

great line of life and its continuity through offspring. Both man and woman are able 

to enjoy through it psychological and physical pleasure. Homosexual practices, on 

the other hand, have no such objective and, as such, cannot give natural pleasure. 

When anyone finds pleasure in such a perverted practice, it means he has totally 

broken away from all that is natural and progressive in life. 
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Lot’s people assaulted travellers on the highways, looting their property. They 

also raped men, which is an even worse act than their other perversion. Furthermore, 

they spread corruption in the land, and committed shameful acts in their meeting 

places. When a community find it acceptable to boast of what is indecent, its moral 

degeneration has become grave indeed. Thus, there was no hope that they would 

reform themselves. 

The story is given here in a concise manner. It appears that Lot first counselled 

them gently, telling them to stop their immoral practices, but they were persistent. 

He then warned them of God’s punishment and spoke clearly about the abomination 

of what they did. 

“But his people’s only response was to say: Bring down upon us God’s punishment, if you 

truly are one who speaks the truth.” (Verse 29) Their replies to his warnings were 

boastful and challenging. With such blunt denial of the truth, there was no hope of 

their mending their ways. Thus, the messenger sent to them gave them all that he 

could of advice for their welfare, but in the end he could only seek God’s support: 

“He said: My Lord! Support You me against these people who spread corruption.” (Verse 30) 

At this point the curtains fall. When they rise again, the scene depicts God’s 

response. The angels charged with carrying out God’s order visited Abraham, giving 

him the happy news of a child to be born to him by his wife who up to that point had 

been barren: 

When Our [angel] messengers came to Abraham with happy news, they [also] said: 

‘We are about to destroy the people of this town, for its people are truly wrongdoers. 

‘He said: ‘But Lot lives there!’ They answered: ‘We know fully well who is there. We 

shall certainly deliver him and his household, except his wife. She will indeed be 

among those who stay behind.’ (Verses 31-32) 

This exchange between Abraham and the angels is given in summary form in this 

instance, because it is not the main point here. It has already been mentioned in 

Abraham’s own story that God gave him Isaac and Jacob, and since the birth of Isaac 

is the subject of the happy news given to him, it is not given in detail here. Instead, 

the point is to continue with Lot’s story. Therefore, it is only briefly stated that the 

angels dropped in on Abraham to give him the happy news, and then told him about 

their main mission: “They said: We are about to destroy the people of this town, for its 

people are truly wrongdoers.” (Verse 31) 

Abraham was compassionate and kind hearted. He reminded the angels that Lot 

lived there, that he was a good man, and not a wrongdoer. The angels reassured him 

that Lot would not be harmed. They explained that they knew their task well: “They 

answered: We know fully well who is there. We shall certainly deliver him and his household, 
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except his wife. She will indeed be among those who stay behind.” (Verse 32) Lot’s wife was 

inclined towards her people, approving of their crimes and perversions, hence she 

would not be spared. 

The s rah moves to a third scene in which we see Lot as he received the angels 

who took the guise of handsome young men. Aware of his people’s perversion, he 

feared for his guests knowing that he could not be of much help to them. He was 

distressed at their presence at such a difficult time: “Then when Our messengers arrived 

at Lot’s, he was terribly grieved on their account and felt powerless to protect them.” (Verse 

33) As told in this s rah, the story does not mention how Lot’s people tried to abuse 

his guests, his remonstrations with them and their paying no heed. It moves straight 

on to the final outcome with the angels telling him in his overwhelming distress who 

they were and what their mission was: 

But they said: Have no fear, and do not grieve. We shall certainly deliver you and 

your household, except your wife. She will indeed be among those who stay behind. 

We shall certainly bring down upon the people of this town a horror from heaven in 

requital of all their wicked deeds. (Verses 33-34) 

This last verse draws an image of the total destruction which was visited on the 

town and its population, with the exception of Lot and the believers in his 

household. This destruction was visited upon by means of rain and stones covered 

with mud. Most probably this was a volcanic eruption that turned the town upside 

down, sinking it into the ground. It followed this with a rain that accompanies 

volcanic eruptions. 

The remains of this destruction were left for all to see, telling of God’s signs and 

serving as a reminder to anyone who has reason to think and reflect: “We made of it a 

clear sign for people who use their reason.” (Verse 35) This was the natural fate of this 

evil shoot that had rotted and moulded so badly that it could no longer yield any 

fruit. The only thing to do with it was fell it. 

Different Types of Punishment 

The s rah then gives brief references to different communities of unbelievers and 

the ends they suffered, starting with Shu`ayb’s people: 

And to the people of Madyan We sent their brother Shu`ayb, who said: ‘My people, 

worship God alone, and look forward to the Last Day, and do not act wickedly to 

spread corruption on earth.’ But they accused him of lying. Thereupon an earthquake 

overtook them and the morning found them lying lifeless on the ground in their very 
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homes. (Verses 36-37) 

In this reference to the Prophet Shu`ayb we see the unity of the divine message 

and the essence of faith: “Worship God alone, and look forward to the Last Day.” (Verse 

36) Worshipping God alone is the basic rule of faith. Looking forward to the Day of 

Judgement would ensure that they stopped their evil ways. For example, they 

deliberately defrauded people when they measured or weighed for them in business. 

They also looted from those who passed through their lands, deprived them of what 

they had, and generally spread corruption, behaving arrogantly. 

Furthermore, they took a stand against their prophet, accusing him of lying; 

therefore, God destroyed them. He brought into force His law of punishing 

unbelievers who deny their messengers: “Thereupon an earthquake overtook them and 

the morning found them lying lifeless on the ground in their very homes.” (Verse 37) We 

mentioned previously the earthquake that shook their land after a great blast left 

them stunned in their homes, unable to stir. Thus they were left lifeless in fitting 

requital for their repeated terrorization of others. 

Next the s rah refers very briefly to the punishment inflicted on the ` d and 

Thamūd: 

And the ` d and Tham d [We also destroyed]. This has been evident to you from their 

dwellings. Satan had made their evil deeds seem goodly to them, and thus had turned 

them away from the path [of God] despite their having had the ability to perceive the 

truth. (Verse 38) 

The ` d lived at al-A q f in southern Arabia, close to adramaut, while the 

Thamūd lived in al- ijr in northern Arabia, close to al-Qur  Valley. The ` d were 

destroyed by devastating winds, while the Thamūd were destroyed by a stunning 

blast. Their dwellings, however, still stood and the Arabs of Makkah passed by them 

on their traditional winter and summer trade trips, thus seeing for themselves the 

destruction heaped upon these formerly powerful communities. 

This brief reference to these two communities reveals the same cause of their 

going astray as indeed that of other communities: “Satan had made their evil deeds seem 

goodly to them, and thus had turned them away from the path [of God] despite their having 

had the ability to perceive the truth.” (Verse 38) They had minds and could see the 

pointers to divine guidance, but Satan tempted them away, making their deeds seem 

fair to them. Satan frequently plays on such people’s arrogance and false self-esteem. 

The result being that such communities often succumb to delusions of power and 

wealth. Thus, Satan turns them away from the only path of true guidance that leads 

to faith. He thus loses them the chance to save themselves, despite their having the 
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ability to perceive the truth. 

Another very brief reference is made to earlier unbelievers: “Q r n [i.e. Korah], 

Pharaoh and H m n! Moses had come to them with all evidence of the truth, but they behaved 

with arrogance on earth. Indeed, they could not escape.” (Verse 39) Q rūn as we learned in 

the previous s rah was one of Moses’ people. He behaved wrongfully towards them, 

using his wealth and knowledge in oppressive ways. He did not listen to the advice 

of honest and sincere people who counselled him to follow the path of moderation, 

humility and justice. Pharaoh was a terrible despot who committed ghastly and 

horrible crimes, enslaving people and sowing discord between them. In brutal 

defiance of all justice, he killed the male offspring of the Children of Israel but spared 

their females. H m n was his minister who managed his schemes, assisting him in 

his tyrannical rule. “Moses had come to them with all evidence of the truth, but they 

behaved with arrogance on earth.” (Verse 39) Their wealth, power and cunning could 

not protect them from God’s punishment. They could not escape it. It engulfed them 

all. “Indeed, they could not escape.” (Verse 39) 

Those who possessed power, wealth, the means to overpower others as well as the 

means to ensure their own survival have all gone. God destroyed them all after they 

had long oppressed and persecuted others: 

We took each one of them to task for their sins: upon some of them We let loose a 

deadly storm wind; and some were overtaken by a blast; and some We caused to be 

swallowed by the earth; and some We caused to drown. It was not God who wronged 

them, but it was they who had wronged themselves. (Verse 40) 

The ` d were smitten by a windstorm. This lifted small stones which hit and 

killed people. The Thamūd were destroyed by a stunning blast, Q rūn was 

swallowed by the earth, whilst Pharaoh and H m n were drowned. All were 

punished on account of their wrongdoing: “It was not God who wronged them, but it 

was they who had wronged themselves.” (Verse 40) 

The Frailty of the Powerful 

Now that the destruction of despotic, wrongdoing and wicked unbelievers has 

been outlined, and bearing in mind what was said at the beginning of the s rah about 

tests and temptation, the relative power of competing forces is described in a clear 

simile. There is only one true power and this belongs to God. Every other power is 

frail and flimsy. Whoever seeks support or protection from other than God is like a 

spider which clings to a frail home woven of silk that lacks strength. Both the spider 

and its web, or home, are without real support: 
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Those who take anyone other than God for their protectors may be compared to the 

spider which makes for itself a home. Indeed the spider’s home is the frailest of all 

homes, if they but knew it. God certainly knows the nature of whatever people invoke 

instead of Him. He alone is Almighty, Wise. Such are the comparisons We draw for 

people’s benefit, but none will grasp their meaning except the people of knowledge. 

(Verses 41-43) 

This is an amazing but true picture of the powers operating in the universe. People 

sometimes overlook this truth and hence their values fall by the wayside. Indeed 

their concept of human relations grows corrupt and all their criteria become ill-

balanced. They do not know which way to go, what to take up and what to leave. In 

this situation, the power of government deceives them. They feel it to be too strong, 

address their wishes and complaints to it, fear it and try to appease it so that they 

remain safe from its strong-handed measures. Similarly, they are deceived by other 

powers, such as that of wealth which they imagine to control people’s lives. They, 

thus, try to obtain wealth so that they can exercise power over others. The power of 

knowledge also deceives them as they consider it a source of strength, wealth and all 

other elements that give people power. Hence, they approach it with humility, just 

like a worshipper engaged in devotion. Whether controlled by individuals, 

communities or states, apparent power deceives them. They are pulled towards it 

like moths are attracted to light or swarm towards a fire. 

People are thus oblivious of the one power which creates all the little powers, 

owns, gives, directs and uses them as it pleases. They forget that seeking support and 

protection from these little powers is just like a spider taking refuge in its web. It 

remains a small powerless insect that has no power within itself or its flimsy web. 

The only real support and protection for man is with God. This is the main truth 

which the Qur’ n takes special care to instil in the minds of believers. It makes their 

community stronger than all the powers that try to obstruct it. Over the centuries it 

enabled the community of believers to place the arrogance of tyrants under its feet 

and to overcome tyranny in its strongest forts and seemingly impregnable lines. This 

great truth is established in every believer’s mind, it has filled every heart and 

become part of their very being. It is no longer a word we utter, or a subject for 

debate. It is the main idea in our lives, minds and senses. 

All power belongs to God. The only protection to be sought is from God. 

Everything else is weak, flimsy and powerless, however much it tries to inflict 

punishment, be tyrannical and overpowering. They are simply spiders, and what 

power has a spider other than the silk with which it weaves its web?: “Indeed the 

spider’s home is the frailest of all homes, if they but knew it.” (Verse 41) 

Advocates of the divine message who are often subjected to oppression and 
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hardship, and also to temptation and deceit, should reflect on this great truth and 

keep it before their eyes. They must not allow themselves to forget this even for a 

moment as they face different forces, some trying to inflict harm on them or even 

crush them, and some trying to lure them to their own line, or to buy them out. But 

all these forces are no more than the threads of a spider’s web. This is their real 

estimation in God’s measure. It is also the measure when compared with true faith 

when people have the right concept of it. 

“God certainly knows the nature of whatever people invoke instead of Him.” (Verse 42) 

They seek the protection of patrons to whom they ascribe a share of divinity. God 

knows the reality of these patrons: they are no more than a spider seeking refuge in 

its frail web. “He alone is Almighty, Wise.” (Verse 42) He alone has power over all 

things, and in His wisdom, He conducts the affairs of the universe. 

“Such are the comparisons We draw for people’s benefit, but none will grasp their meaning 

except the people of knowledge.” (Verse 43) Devoid of knowledge and clear reasoning, 

some unbelievers took such comparisons as material for ridicule. They said that 

Muhammad’s God speaks about spiders and flies. They were uninspired by this 

remarkable description because they did not use their reason, while their knowledge 

too remained scanty: “None will grasp their meaning except the people of knowledge.” 

(Verse 43) 

The Clear Path 

This great truth, stated in full clarity, is then linked to the main truth apparent in 

the design of the universe. This follows the Qur’ nic method of linking all facts to 

that main truth: “God has created the heavens and the earth in accordance with the truth. 

Indeed, in this there is a sign for people who believe.” (Verse 44) In perfect harmony with 

the rest of the s rah, this verse enhances the real link between different realities and 

the main truth that lies behind the creation of the heavens and the earth. It is this 

truth that maintains the universe according to a fine and accurate system which 

never fails or allows inner conflict. 

“Indeed, in this there is a sign for people who believe.” (Verse 44) These are the 

believers whose hearts respond to the signs God has placed in all aspects of creation. 

These are clearly seen in the harmony apparent in the universe. All is part of a 

consistent system despite its seeming diversity. It is only believers who perceive 

these signs and appreciate them, because their eyes and hearts remain open. 

At the end of this passage, the s rah links the book revealed to Muhammad (peace 

be upon him), his advocacy of the divine message, prayers and remembrance of god 

with the truth reflected in the heavens and the earth, and with the advocacy of the 

divine message ever since Noah’s time: 
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Recite what has been revealed to you of the book, and attend regularly to your prayer; 

for prayer restrains people from loathsome deeds and from all that is evil. To remember 

God is greater still. God knows all that you do. (Verse 45) 

The Prophet is told to recite the book that has been revealed to him because it is 

his means of advocating God’s message. It is a divine sign, one unseverable from the 

great truth reflected in the creation of the heavens and the earth. He is also told to 

attend regularly to prayer, because when it is repeatedly offered in the proper 

manner it becomes a bond with God. Prayer is an act of purification and dedication 

which cannot fit with the filth of evil and loathsome deeds. The Prophet is quoted as 

saying: “Whoever offers a prayer and it does not prevent him from loathsome and 

evil deeds will only take himself further away from God.” [Related by al- abarī.] 
This refers to the person who has not attended properly to his prayer; he has rather 

offered it mechanically. When prayer is properly attended to, it is a form of 

remembrance of God: “To remember God is greater still.” It is greater than all. Greater 

than any motivation, inclination, or other form of devotion. 

“God knows all that you do.” Nothing escapes Him, and nothing blurs His eye. All 

mankind will return to Him when He will requite all in accordance with their deeds. 
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3 

Confused Concepts 

Do not argue with the people of earlier 

revelations in other than the most kindly 

manner, except for those of them who are 

intent on wrongdoing; and say: ‘We 

believe in that which has been revealed to 

us, as well as that which has been 

revealed to you, for our God and your 

God is one. It is to Him that we submit 

ourselves.’ (46) 

Thus it is that We have revealed this book 

to you. Those to whom We have given the 

Book believe in it, and also among these 

are some who believe in it. None 

knowingly rejects Our revelations other 

than the unbelievers. (47) 

Never have you been able to read a book 

before this, nor have you ever been able to 

transcribe one with your right hand; or 

else those who cling to falsehood would 

have had cause to doubt. (48) 

Nay, but this [Qur’ n] consists of verses 

that are clear to the hearts of those gifted 

with real knowledge. None knowingly 

rejects Our revelations other than the 

wrongdoers. (49) 
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They say: ‘Why have no miraculous 

signs ever been bestowed upon him from 

on high by his Lord?’ Say: ‘Signs are in 

the power of God alone; I am only a plain 

warner.’ (50) 

Is it not enough for them that We have 

revealed to you this book which is being 

read out to them? Indeed there is in it 

much grace and a reminder to people who 

will believe. (51) 

Say: ‘God is sufficient as a witness 

between me and you! He knows all that 

is in the heavens and the earth; and they 

who believe in falsehood and disbelieve in 

God will certainly be the losers. (52) 

They challenge you to hasten their 

punishment. Indeed, had not a term been 

set for it, that punishment would have 

already come upon them. Still, it will 

most certainly come upon them of a 

sudden, and they will be taken unawares. 

(53) 

They challenge you to hasten the 

punishment; but indeed hell is bound to 

encompass the unbelievers. (54) 

[That will be] on the day when suffering 

will overwhelm them from above and 

from beneath their feet. He will then say: 

‘Taste now [the result of] your own 

doings.’ (55) 

You servants of Mine who have believed! 

Spacious is My earth: worship Me alone, 

then. (56) 
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Every soul shall taste death. Then to Us 

you all must return. (57) 

Those who believe and do righteous deeds 

We shall certainly lodge in lofty 

mansions in paradise through which 

running waters flow, therein to abide. 

Excellent is the reward of those who 

strive, (58) 

those who are patient in adversity and in 

their Lord place their trust. (59) 

How many a living creature is there that 

does not bear its sustenance! It is God 

who provides for them and for you. He 

alone hears all and knows all. (60) 

If you were to ask them: ‘Who is it that 

has created the heavens and the earth, 

and made the sun and the moon 

subservient [to His laws]?’ they will be 

sure to answer: ‘God.’ How perverted, 

then, are their minds! (61) 

It is indeed God who grants sustenance 

in abundance, or gives it in small 

measure, to whom He wills of His 

servants. God has full knowledge of 

everything. (62) 

If you were to ask them: ‘Who is it that 

sends water from the skies, thus giving 

life to the earth after it had been lifeless?’ 

they will be sure to answer: ‘God.’ Say: 

All praise is due to God alone!’ Yet most 
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Overview 

of them are without reason. (63) 

The life of this world is but amusement 

and play. It is the life to come that is the 

only true life, if they but knew it. (64) 

When they embark on a ship, they call to 

God, sincere in their faith in Him alone; 

but as soon as He has brought them safe 

ashore, they begin to associate partners 

with Him, (65) 

and thus they show their ingratitude for 

what We have given them, and go on 

enjoying their worldly life. Before long 

they will come to know [the truth]. (66) 

 Are they, then, not aware that We have 

set up a secure sanctuary while people 

are being snatched away from all around 

them? Will they, then, continue to 

believe in what is false and to deny God’s 

blessings? (67) 

Who could be more wicked than one who 

invents lies against God, or denies the 

truth when it reaches him? Is not hell the 

proper abode for the unbelievers? (68) 

But as for those who strive hard in Our 

cause, We shall most certainly guide 

them to paths that lead unto Us. God is 

indeed with those who do good. (69) 

 

$tΒuρ Íν É‹≈ yδ äο 4θu‹ysø9 $# !$u‹ ÷Ρ‘$!$# ωÎ) ×θôγ s9 Ò= Ïès9 uρ 4 
χÎ) uρ u‘# ¤$!$# nο tÅzFψ$# }‘ Îγ s9 ãβ# uθu‹pt ø:$# 4 öθs9 

(#θçΡ$Ÿ2 šχθßϑn=ôètƒ ∩∉⊆∪  

# sŒ Î* sù (#θç7 Å2u‘ ’ Îû Å7 ù=à ø9 $# (# âθtãyŠ ©!$# 

t⎦⎫ÅÁÎ=øƒ èΧ çμ s9 t⎦⎪Ïe$!$# $£ϑn= sù öΝ ßγ9 ¯g wΥ ’ n<Î) Îhy9ø9 $# # sŒ Î) 

öΝ èδ tβθä. Îô³ ç„ ∩∉∈∪  

(#ρãà õ3u‹ Ï9 !$yϑÎ/ öΝ ßγ≈uΖ÷ s?# u™ (#θãè−FyϑtF u‹ Ï9 uρ ( t∃öθ|¡ sù 

šχθßϑn=ôètƒ ∩∉∉∪  

öΝ s9 uρr& (# ÷ρttƒ $̄Ρr& $uΖù=yèy_ $·Βt ym $YΖÏΒ# u™ 

ß#©Ü y‚tGãƒ uρ â¨$̈Ζ9 $# ô⎯ ÏΒ öΝ Îγ Ï9öθym 4 È≅ÏÜ≈ t6ø9 $$Î6 sùr& 

tβθãΖÏΒ÷σ ãƒ Ïπ yϑ÷èÏΖÎ/ uρ «!$# tβρãà õ3tƒ ∩∉∠∪  

ô⎯ tΒuρ ãΝ n=øß r& Ç⎯ £ϑÏΒ 3“utIøù$# ’ n?tã «!$# $¹/ É‹Ÿ2 

÷ρr& z>¤‹x. Èd,ysø9 $$Î/ $£ϑs9 ÿ… çν u™!% ỳ 4 }§øŠ s9 r& ’Îû 
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As we have already explained, the central theme of the s rah is the test and 

hardship often encountered by people of faith. The purpose is to distinguish 

believers from hypocrites through a test that can only be endured by those with firm 

belief. This is coupled with showing the earthly forces that oppose faith and believers 

and which place all types of difficulty in their way. These are seen to be weak and 

flimsy. It confirms that God will destroy the wicked and give support to those who 

show perseverance and steadfastness in the face of adversity. This is consistent with 

all past messages since Noah’s time. It will certainly remain true, as it is linked to the 

great truth reflected in the nature of the universe and in the unity of the divine 

message. 

The previous passage of the s rah ended with an instruction to the Prophet and 

the believers to recite the book that was revealed to him. They were further 

instructed to attend regularly to prayer as a method of God’s remembrance and to 

watch God who knows all that they do. 

This final passage continues its discussion of this book, as also its link with books 

revealed in the past, with an instruction to the believers not to enter into debates with 

the people of earlier revelations except in accordance with what is best. The only 

exception made here refers to the wrongdoers among them who had altered their 

scriptures and leaned towards idolatry, which is flagrant wrongdoing. Believers are 

further instructed to declare their belief in all past messages and divine books, as 

they are true and confirm what was revealed to the Prophet Muhammad (peace be 

upon him). 

The s rah then speaks about some of the followers of earlier revelations who 

believed in this final divine book, while the Arab idolaters who received it through 

the Prophet sent to them denied it. They were totally heedless of the great blessing 

God granted them by His choosing a final Messenger from among them. The Prophet 

speaks to them with God’s words while previously he could neither read nor write. 

This, in itself, should remove any doubt that he was its author. 

The unbelievers are warned against hastening God’s punishment which could 

take them by surprise. The s rah describes how close it is to them and how hell will 

engulf them, from above and from under their feet. It then turns to the believers who 

were subjected to much oppression in Makkah, urging them to emigrate so that they 

could live elsewhere and worship God alone. The style employed by the Qur’ n here 

is remarkable. It addresses every thought that occurs to them and every obstacle that 

could hamper their progress. Their hearts are within God’s grasp at all times. All this 

is painted in colours that testify to the fact that it is God who has created those 

hearts. No one other than God could know such inner feelings and awaken them in 

such a way. 
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The s rah then wonders at the idolaters and their confused concepts. They admit 

that it is God who has created the heavens and the earth, made the sun and the moon 

subservient to His laws and who causes rain to fall so as to quicken the earth after it 

has been dead. When they travel by sea they call on God alone for help, and then 

they are sincere in their submission to Him. Yet, after all this, they associate partners 

with God, deny His book, oppose His Messenger, and persecute those who believe in 

Him. The s rah also reminds the idolaters of the great favour God has granted them 

by giving them a secure sanctuary, i.e. the Sacred Mosque, in whose neighbourhood 

they live, while people all around them live in fear. Yet they fabricate lies against 

God and associate false deities with Him. He threatens them with punishment, an 

abode in hell. 

The s rah then concludes with a firm promise by God to guide those who strive 

for His cause. They need to dedicate themselves to Him, overcome the obstacles in 

their way and persevere in spite of all oppression and hardship. 

According to What is Best 

Do not argue with the people of earlier revelations in other than the most kindly 

manner, except for those of them who are intent on wrongdoing, and say: ‘We believe 

in that which has been revealed to us, as well as that which has been revealed to you, 

for our God and your God is one. It is to Him that we submit ourselves.’ (Verse 46) 

The divine message preached by Noah and subsequent messengers until the last 

Prophet, Muhammad, (peace be upon them all), is one and the same message. It was 

given by one God for one purpose, which is to guide mankind, who have gone 

astray, back to their Lord and to re-educate them in accordance with the way of life 

He has laid down. Believers in any of these messages are brethren to the believers in 

all messages. They are all one community worshipping the One God. Mankind, 

throughout all generations, has been divided into two groups: the believers, who are 

God’s party, and the rejecters, who are Satan’s party. This division transcends time 

and place. Every generation of believers is merely one ring in a long chain stretching 

over many centuries. 

This is the great, noble truth that forms the basis of Islam. It is laid down in this 

verse which puts human relations at a level much higher than that of blood, race, 

nationality, or commercial exchange. It gives these relations an additional dimension: 

that of a link with God based on a single faith that transcends race, colour, 

nationality, time and place. This leaves only the strongest tie, that of faith. 

Thus, Muslims are instructed not to argue with the people of earlier revelations 

except in accordance with what is best: which means explaining the purpose behind 
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the new message and outlining the links between it and all earlier divine messages. It 

also stresses the importance of accepting the final form of the divine message which 

is in full agreement with all previous messages, complementing them in accordance 

with God’s knowledge of what suits people and their needs. There is, however, one 

exception to be singled out “those of them who are intent on wrongdoing.” (Verse 46) 

These have deviated from the basic belief in God’s oneness, associated partners with 

Him and violated the principles of His way of life. With these no argument is of use. 

Indeed, there is no need to maintain the same code with them. These are the ones 

Islam fought when it established its state in Madinah. 

Some people fabricate falsehood against the Prophet claiming that he extended 

good treatment to the people of earlier revelations when he was in Makkah and 

facing hardship and opposition from the idolaters. Then when he established a state 

in Madinah he adopted a different policy, waging war against them, and going 

against everything he had earlier said about them when in Makkah. All such claims 

are false as is clearly apparent from this Makkan verse. Arguing with the people of 

earlier revelations in accordance with what is best is limited only to those of them 

who are not intent on wrongdoing and who have not deviated from the divine faith 

based on God’s absolute oneness. 

“And say: We believe in that which has been revealed to us, as well as that which has been 

revealed to you, for our God and your God is one. It is to Him that we submit ourselves.” 

(Verse 46) There is no need for conflict, argument or dispute, as they all believe in 

one God, and Muslims believe in what was revealed to the prophets before them. It is 

all essentially the same. Indeed, the divine way of life follows a smooth way of 

progress. 

Thus it is that We have revealed this book to you. Those to whom We have given the 

Book believe in it, and also among these are some who believe in it. None knowingly 

rejects Our revelations other than the unbelievers. (Verse 47) 

This verse begins with ‘thus it is’, indicating that the revelation of the Qur’ n to the 

Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him) followed the same rule and method of 

revelation to earlier prophets and messengers. “Thus it is that We have revealed this 

book to you.” (Verse 47) In their attitude towards it, people divided into two groups: 

the first, composed of some of those who followed earlier revelations and some 

Arabs of the Quraysh, accepted it as true and believed in it; the second rejected it 

despite the testimony given by people of earlier divine religions that it was true and 

confirmed their own revelations: “None knowingly rejects Our revelations other than the 

unbelievers.” (Verse 47) These new revelations are so clear and straightforward that 

they will not be denied except by those who deliberately shut their minds and spirits 
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to them, refusing to reflect on them. The Arabic word kufr and its derivative k fir n, 

which respectively mean ‘unbelief’ and ‘unbelievers’, denote in their original 

linguistic ‘cover, screen, etc.’ Hence, the use of the word unbelievers in this instance 

stresses such connotations. 

Never have you been able to read a book before this, nor have you ever been able to 

transcribe one with your right hand; or else those who cling to falsehood would have 

had cause to doubt. (Verse 48) 

Thus the Qur’ n replies to even their most naïve and jejune of queries. The 

Prophet had lived among them all his life and could neither read nor write. Then, he 

gave them this remarkable book, which was unlike anything produced by even the 

most talented of literary figures. They might have had a reasonable suspicion, had 

the Prophet been a man of literary talent. What doubt though could they reasonably 

entertain when they were fully aware of his past among them? Furthermore, even if 

the Prophet could read and write they should not have entertained any doubt about 

it. The Qur’ n is its own best witness that it has no human author. It is far greater 

than man’s ability, knowledge and world. Whenever one reflects on its statements 

one cannot escape the feelings that it is too powerful and too authoritative to be of 

human composition. 

Nay, but this [Qur’ n] consists of verses that are clear to the hearts of those gifted 

with real knowledge. None knowingly rejects Our revelations other than the 

wrongdoers. (Verse 49) 

It gives clear unambiguous indications to those who have been granted sound 

knowledge, leaving no room for doubt or suspicion. They feel these signs within 

their own hearts and they are thus reassured. They do not require any further proof. 

Knowledge that deserves to be described as true is that which is felt to be certain at 

heart, illuminating a person’s way and leading him to what is best. “None knowingly 

rejects Our revelations other than the wrongdoers.” (Verse 49) These are the ones who are 

unfair in their evaluation of things and who stray a long way from the truth and the 

right path. 

What Need for Miracles? 

They say: ‘Why have no miraculous signs ever been bestowed upon him from on high 

by his Lord?’ Say: ‘Signs are in the power of God alone; I am only a plain warner.’ 

(Verse 50) 
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What they want are miracles like those which earlier messengers were given when 

humanity was still in its infancy. These serve as final evidence only to the generation 

and community which sees them. This final message, however, provides such 

evidence to everyone who receives its call until the end of human life. Therefore, its 

miracle is given in the form of verses of the Qur’ n, a miraculous book which is full 

of wonders. It opens its treasures to all generations. It is made up of verses that are 

clear to the hearts of those gifted with real knowledge. As they reflect on its verses 

they realize that they are in fact miraculous signs and they recognize the source from 

which they derive their power. 

“Say: Signs are in the power of God alone.” (Verse 50) He produces them when there 

is need according to His own plans. It is not for the Prophet or anyone else to make 

suggestions to God concerning the provision of any sign. The Prophet tells them this, 

explaining that it is alien to his manners and nature that he should make such a 

suggestion. “I am only a plain warner.” (Verse 50) I explain things, deliver my message 

and warn people. When I have done that, the task assigned to me has been fulfilled. 

It is up to God to decide what to do next. Thus the faith is presented purely, free of 

any confusion and suspicion. The limits of God’s Messenger’s task are defined so 

that people do not become confused with God’s attributes. No ambiguity is allowed 

to blur his message. Such ambiguity occurred with earlier messages when the 

miracles shown to people became confused with myth and legend, leading to 

deviation from the path of truth. 

Those people who demand physical miracles do not truly appreciate the great 

favour God has granted them with the Qur’ n. He bestowed this from on high so as 

to guide them: 

Is it not enough for them that We have revealed to you this book which is being read 

out to them? Indeed there is in it much grace and a reminder to people who will 

believe. (Verse 51) 

Their demands reflect an attitude of discontent with God’s great favour when, in 

fact, no amount of thanks and gratitude is adequate. Is it not enough for them that 

they actually live with this Qur’ n as it is revealed from on high. It tells them about 

what they feel within themselves, explains what takes place around them and makes 

them feel that God is watching over them, taking care of them, relating historical 

accounts that should educate them? What is man but a little creature, lost in God’s 

great universe? Indeed, mankind, the earth they live on and the sun around which it 

moves are no more than little particles in this great expanse. They are held in place 

only by God’s power. Yet He honours them, bestowing His revelations so that they 

are recited to them, and they are neither thankful nor satisfied. 
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“Indeed there is in it much grace and a reminder to people who will believe.” (Verse 51) It 

is only believers who feel this grace. They appreciate His blessings as He invites 

them to come to Him when He is the Most High, the Supreme. Such people benefit 

by the Qur’ n, because it lives in their hearts, opens its treasures to them and 

enlightens their souls with true knowledge and supreme light. 

Those who do not feel any of this are the ones who demand a physical miracle so 

that they can accept this Qur’ n as true. These are blind people whose hearts do not 

open up to light. There is no use trying to argue with such people. Hence, the 

Prophet is instructed to leave a decision about them to God Almighty: 

Say: God is sufficient as a witness between me and you! He knows all that is in the 

heavens and the earth; and they who believe in falsehood and disbelieve in God will 

certainly be the losers. (Verse 52) 

A witness who knows all that takes place in the heavens and earth gives the best 

and greatest testimony. It is He who knows that their situation is false: “They who 

believe in falsehood and disbelieve in God will certainly be the losers.” (Verse 52) They are 

the absolute losers; they are the ones who forego everything. They lose both this 

world and the life to come, as also themselves, divine guidance, righteousness, 

reassurance, truth and light. 

To believe in God is, in itself a great gain, and to be rewarded for it is by God’s 

grace. Belief provides reassurance and a steady footing along the way, steadfastness 

in the face of adversity, trust in God’s help and protection, and confidence as to the 

eventual outcome. This is indeed a great gain, and it is what the unbelievers lose. 

Hastening God’s Punishment 

The s rah continues its discussion of what the unbelievers do. It refers to their 

precipitation of God’s punishment, when hell draws close to them: 

They challenge you to hasten their punishment. Indeed, had not a term been set for it, 

that punishment would have already come upon them. Still, it will most certainly 

come upon them of a sudden, and they will be taken unawares. They challenge you to 

hasten the punishment; but indeed hell is bound to encompass the unbelievers. [That 

will be] on the day when suffering will overwhelm them from above them and from 

beneath their feet. He will then say: ‘Taste now [the result of] your own doings.’ 

(Verses 53-55) 

The unbelievers heard the warnings but could not understand God’s wisdom in 
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allowing them time to consider their positions. Hence, they challenged the Prophet to 

hasten their punishment. God often allows people time so that the wrongdoers 

continue their wicked and arrogant ways. He also tests the believers so that they 

grow stronger in faith and perseverance. Moreover, those who cannot remain 

steadfast when exposed to a test abandon the believers’ ranks. He also allows them 

time so that those of them whom He knows to have goodness in their hearts 

recognize the truth, mend their ways and accept His guidance; or else, their own 

offspring may grow up as believers worshipping Him alone even though their 

fathers were errant and misguided. Or He may leave them a while for some other 

purpose of His. 

The Arab idolaters, however, could not understand God’s purpose and wise 

planning. Hence their challenge hastening their own punishment: “Had not a term 

been set for it, that punishment would have already come upon them.” (Verse 53) At this 

point God threatens them with the punishment which will come upon them, at its set 

time, but when they least expect it. Thus, it will take them by surprise and they will 

not be able to escape it: “Still, it will most certainly come upon them of a sudden, and they 

will be taken unawares.” (Verse 53) 

Such punishment overwhelmed them later, at the Battle of Badr, confirming the 

truth of God’s warning. They saw with their own eyes how God’s warning and 

promise took effect. Yet God did not destroy them totally, as He did with earlier 

communities. Nor did He respond to their demands to see a physical miracle, so that 

they could avoid the punishment that comes to any community which continues to 

deny His message, persisting in disbelief, after it has been given a physical miracle. 

In fact many of them later accepted the faith and some even joined the ranks of the 

best advocates of Islam. God also produced from among their offspring many who 

raised the banner of Islam high, over many generations. All of this was part of God’s 

design and purpose, known only to Himself. 

The warning of sudden punishment in this life which occurs when least expected 

is followed by another censure for their continued hastening of punishment: “They 

challenge you to hasten the punishment; but indeed hell is encompassing the unbelievers.” 

(Verse 54) Following the Qur’ nic method of presenting the future as though it is 

taking place now, the s rah describes hell as encompassing the unbelievers. To them, 

this is hidden behind the curtains of the future, but to God, it is a visible reality. 

Describing its hidden reality fills one with awe and makes their hastening of 

punishment increasingly singular. How could anyone hasten his own punishment 

when hell engulfs him while he remains heedless, deluded. 

The s rah then draws an image of them as they are engulfed by hell, yet hastening 

their punishment: “On the day when suffering will overwhelm them from above and from 

beneath their feet. He will then say: ‘Taste now [the result of] your own doings.’“ (Verse 55) 
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This is a fearful scene, coupled with a humiliating rebuke and painful censure: “Taste 

now [the result of] your own doings.” (Verse 55). Such is the end of paying no heed to 

the warnings and of hastening the punishment. 

Inevitable Death 

The s rah leaves careless unbelievers in this scene of suffering, one which engulfs 

them from above and from under their feet. It moves on to address the believers who 

suffer persecution at the hands of the unbelievers, who aim to prevent them from 

worshipping God. It tells them to try to flee from persecution so that they can truly 

practise their faith. This is given in the form of a loving address that touches one’s 

heart: 

You servants of Mine who have believed! Spacious is My earth: worship Me alone, 

then. Every soul shall taste death. Then to Us you all must return. Those who believe 

and do righteous deeds We shall certainly lodge in lofty mansions in paradise through 

which running waters flow, therein to abide. Excellent is the reward of those who 

strive, those who are patient in adversity and in their Lord place their trust. How 

many a living creature is there that does not bear its sustenance! It is God who 

provides for them and for you. He alone hears all and knows all. (Verses 56-60) 

The Creator of these hearts who knows all their feelings, fleeting thoughts, 

perceptions and ideas addresses them with love, inviting them to emigrate for the 

sake of their faith: “You servants of mine who have believed.” These words, right from 

the outset give them a feeling of their true status, linking them to their Lord: Servants 

of Mine!’ 

This is the first caring touch, while the second is felt in what comes next: “Spacious 

is My earth.” You are My servants, and this is My earth, which is spacious and can 

comfortably accommodate you. What keeps you, then, in a hostile place where you 

are oppressed and persecuted on account of your faith, and where you cannot 

worship God in freedom? Leave this narrow and restricted place and find 

somewhere else in My spacious earth, to enjoy freedom of worship: “Spacious is My 

earth: worship Me alone.” (Verse 56) 

Sorrow at leaving one’s own homeland is the first feeling which stirs in the mind 

of one who is invited to leave his home. Hence, these words stress closeness to God 

and the earth’s spaciousness. Since it is all God’s earth, then the place to be loved 

most is that where one enjoys freedom to worship God alone. 

The s rah continues to address people’s thoughts, and hence how we know the 

fear involved in emigration. The early Muslims in Makkah felt that they ran the risk 
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of death if they tried to leave. The unbelievers were not averse to stopping them from 

emigrating because they felt that such emigration represented a threat to their own 

security. There were also the dangers that they could encounter on the way, should 

they even manage to leave Makkah. Therefore, the next verse addresses such 

concerns: “Every soul shall taste death. Then to Us you all must return.” (Verse 57) 

Death is inevitable wherever one happens to be. Therefore, it should not be 

considered when we do not know its causes. It is to God that everyone will return. 

They should now emigrate to some place of safety in His spacious earth, for they will 

inevitably return to Him at the end of their term. They are His servants whom He 

looks after in this world and in the life to come. Why should any of them entertain 

any fear or worry now that God speaks to them with such care? 

God does not, however, leave it at that. He tells them about what He has prepared 

for them in their future abode. If they leave their own homeland, there are other 

places on earth that will welcome them; and if they desert their homes, they will be 

compensated with much better dwellings in heaven: “Those who believe and do 

righteous deeds We shall certainly lodge in lofty mansions in paradise through which running 

waters flow, therein to abide.” (Verse 58) At this point God urges them to do what is 

good, remain patient in all situations and place their trust in Him: “Excellent is the 

reward of those who strive, those who are patient in adversity and in their Lord place their 

trust.” (Verses 58-59) This should give them all the encouragement to remain 

steadfast when worry and fear are keenly felt and encouragement is badly needed. 

When people are forced to leave their homeland another worry they entertain is 

that of livelihood. After all they are abandoning their homes and property, where 

they are familiar with what is needed and with the available opportunities. 

Therefore, the s rah also reassures them on this count: “How many a living creature is 

there that does not bear its sustenance! It is God who provides for them and for you.” (Verse 

60) It places before their eyes the realities they see around them. Countless are the 

living creatures that do not know how to gather, carry, care for their sustenance or 

know what they need for their own survival. They do not know how to provide or 

store it. Nevertheless, God provides for them all, preserving them from death by 

starvation. He provides for people in the same way. They may think that they 

produce their means of sustenance, but the fact is that God grants them the ways and 

means to obtain what they need for their living, and this, in itself, is a favour given to 

them by God. They could not have obtained such ways and means without God’s 

grace. Therefore, they should not worry about their sustenance when they emigrate. 

They are God’s servants, travelling on God’s earth, and God will provide for them 

wherever they are, just as He provides for every living creature. 

These caring touches conclude by emphasizing the bond with God. This so that 

believers are fully aware of the care He takes of them. He listens to them, knows their 
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situation and does not abandon them: “He alone hears all and knows all.” (Verse 60) 

Thus ends this short round which delivers caring touches to every heart and 

responds to every thought, replacing every sort of worry, fear and weariness with 

reassurance, confidence and comfort. Believers now feel that they will never be 

abandoned by God, the Most Merciful. Only the Creator understands the worries 

that overwhelm people’s minds, and none cures their hearts except the One who 

knows all that hearts contain. 

Contradictions Galore 

Having completed a short round with the believers, the s rah then picks up again 

the clear contradiction in the unbelievers’ position and concepts. They acknowledge 

that it is God who has created the heavens and the earth, made the sun and the moon 

subservient, causes rain and quickens the earth after it has been dead. They know 

what all this involves in providing sustenance for them, either in abundance or small 

measure. They turn to God alone for help when they are in a situation of fear. Yet in 

spite of all this, they associate partners with God, persecute those who worship Him 

alone and try to turn them away from their straightforward faith. They are oblivious 

to God’s grace. It is He who has given them a life of security in the neighbourhood of 

His Sacred Mosque where they themselves are guilty of religious oppression. 

If you were to ask them: ‘Who is it that has created the heavens and the earth, and 

made the sun and the moon subservient [to His laws]?’ they will be sure to answer: 

‘God.’ How perverted, then, are their minds! It is indeed God who grants sustenance 

in abundance, or gives it in small measure, to whom He wills of His servants. God has 

full knowledge of everything. If you were to ask them: ‘Who is it that sends water from 

the skies, thus giving life to the earth after it had been lifeless?’ they will be sure to 

answer: ‘God.’ Say: All praise is due to God alone!’ Yet most of them are without 

reason. The life of this world is but amusement and play. It is the life to come that is 

the only true life, if they but knew it. When they embark on a ship, they call to God, 

sincere in their faith in Him alone; but as soon as He has brought them safe ashore, 

they begin to associate partners with Him, and thus they show their ingratitude for 

what We have given them, and go on enjoying their worldly life. Before long they will 

come to know [the truth]. Are they, then, not aware that We have set up a secure 

sanctuary while people are being snatched away from all around them? Will they, 

then, continue to believe in what is false and to deny God’s blessings? Who could be 

more wicked than one who invents lies against God, or denies the truth when it 

reaches him? Is not hell the proper abode for the unbelievers? (Verses 61-68) 

These verses give us a clear idea of the beliefs of the Arabs at the time the Qur’ n 
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was revealed. It shows how such belief was originally based on God’s oneness, but 

subsequently suffered distortion. There is no wonder to this, for the Arabs were the 

descendants of Ishmael, Abraham’s son (peace be upon them both). In fact, the Arabs 

believed that they followed Abraham’s religion, taking pride in it on this basis. They 

did not care much for Judaism or Christianity, even though both were known and 

practised in Arabia. They were, in a sense, oblivious to the great confusion that had 

crept into their faith. 

Whenever they were asked about the Creator of the heavens and the earth, who 

controlled the sun and the moon, and brought rain to give life to the earth, they 

acknowledged that it was all done by God. Yet at the same time, they worshipped 

their idols, or jinn, or the angels, making these God’s partners in the worship they 

offered, even though such beings had no share in creation. God highlights such 

ridiculous contradictions as follows: “How perverted, then, are their minds.” (Verse 61) 

How can they turn a blind eye to the truth and accept instead this muddled concept? 

“Yet most of them are without reason.” (Verse 63) Certainly anyone who accepts such 

contradictions has no reason. 

In between these questions about the great universal phenomena, the s rah states 

that God gives provisions in plenty or in small measure to whomever He wills of His 

servants. Thus, it links the provision of sustenance with the creation of the universe 

and all other aspects of God’s limitless power. It is all done in accordance with God’s 

knowledge: “God has full knowledge of everything.” (Verse 62) 

There is an obvious link between people’s provision and sustenance on the one 

hand and the universal cycles of stars and planets, particularly in relation to water, 

plants and life on the other. To give sustenance in plenty or small measure is 

something that God controls, in accordance with the phenomena mentioned in the 

s rah. Sources of sustenance, including rain, rivers, plants, animals, minerals, marine 

life, game animals and other sources, are all directly subject to the general laws that 

operate in the universe bringing the sun and the moon into subservience. Should 

these laws suffer a change, even a slight one, the effect will be clearly apparent in all 

aspects of life on earth, as also in underground natural resources. Indeed, 

underground resources are formed and stored in quantities and qualities that differ 

from one place to another for reasons that are directly related to the earth, its 

composition and how it is affected by the sun and the moon.13 

The Qur’ n uses the great open universe as its telling and convincing proof. The 

universe as a whole provides the setting for the truth it presents. We stand to reflect 

on the wonders of the universe, feeling that they are brought about by the One 

                                                 
13 Further discussion of this aspect is made in commenting on the verse that says: “It is He who has 
created all things and ordained them in due proportions.” (25: 2) in Vol. XII, pp. 393-295. 
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Creator. We do not need advanced science or profound knowledge to appreciate 

such great wonders as the universe exhibits. All we need is an alert mind and a 

feeling heart. As we see God’s wonders we can only praise and glorify Him, feel 

close to Him. 

Against this backdrop of life on earth and our means of sustenance, whether 

plentiful or stinted, an accurate standard is provided against which to measure all 

values. Thus, we see that this world, with all that it provides of sustenance, comfort 

and pleasure, is trivial when compared with the life to come: “The life of this world is 

but amusement and play. It is the life to come that is the only true life, if they but knew it.”  

(Verse 64) When it is not viewed as a means to ensure happiness in the life to come, 

but felt to be, of itself, the ultimate objective and its pleasures coveted, this present 

life, with all that it can give, is no more than trifling play. It is the life to come that is 

the one that is full of life and fulfilment. 

In saying so, the Qur’ n does not advocate a life of austerity that discards comfort 

and pleasure. This is contrary to what Islam encourages. What it means is that we 

should look to the hereafter when enjoying life’s pleasures, limiting ourselves to 

what God permits. Moreover, we should look at life’s comforts and pleasures as 

something dispensable, so as not to make of them the goal we seek at any price. 

What we need is a good sense of proportion so as to give everything its correct value. 

We must have a true measure showing the value of the present life vis-a-vis the 

hereafter. Thus we will he able to enjoy life’s pleasures as we please, knowing how to 

look at them: this present life is amusement and play, while the hereafter is the true 

life. 

The s rah continues its outline of the unbelievers’ contradictions: “When they 

embark on a ship, they call to God, sincere in their faith in Him alone; but as soon as He has 

brought them safe ashore, they begin to associate partners with Him.” (Verse 65) When they 

are on board a ship, moving across the sea, feeling their boat to be little more than a 

toy pushed about by the waves, they remember none other than God. It is to Him 

alone that they turn for support, and only in His power do they feel that their safety 

can be guaranteed. Thus, their feelings and speech confirm His oneness. They 

recognize this as coming from the depths of their nature. However, “as soon as He has 

brought them safe ashore, they begin to associate partners with Him.” (Verse 65) They 

forget their nature, and their prayers, reverting to their association of partners with 

God. 

Such deviation means they are ungrateful for the blessings God grants them, and 

that they ignore the upright nature and clear proofs He has given them. They will, 

then, enjoy their worldly life for the limited duration of their time on earth, taking 

little heed of the inevitable result: “Thus they show their ingratitude for what We have 

given them, and go on enjoying their worldly life. Before long they will come to know [the 
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truth].” (Verse 66) This is a subtle warning that what they will come to know will 

certainly not please them. 

The s rah then reminds them of God’s favour. It is He who has placed them close 

to a secure sanctuary where they live in complete security. Yet they neither 

remember such blessing, nor offer thanks for it by worshipping God alone. On the 

contrary, they try to scare the believers who live close to it: “Are they, then, not aware 

that We have set up a secure sanctuary while people are being snatched away from all around 

them? Will they, then, continue to believe in what is false and to deny God’s blessings?” 

(Verse 67) 

Those living in the vicinity of the Ka`bah enjoyed a life of security: they were 

honoured by other people for the sake of God’s House. All around them, Arabian 

tribes continuously feuded with each other, creating an atmosphere of fear. They 

only felt secure when they were in the vicinity of the Sacred House. It was amazing, 

therefore, that they made that very House a place where they put their idols and 

worshipped other beings. Hence, the rhetorical question: “Will they, then, continue to 

believe in what is false and to deny God’s blessings?” (Verse 67) 

“Who could be more wicked than one who invents lies against God, or denies the truth 

when it reaches him? Is not hell the proper abode for the unbelievers?” (Verse 68) They 

certainly invented lies against God, attributing partners to Him. They also denied the 

truth they were given, describing it as lies. Hence, hell is the right abode for such 

unbelievers. 

The s rah concludes with an image of the other party who strive hard so that they 

earn God’s pleasure and establish a relation with Him. They endure whatever 

hardship they are called upon to endure, allowing no feelings of despair to creep into 

their minds. They withstand every hardship and pass every test, fulfilling their 

duties and marching along the long, hard road to their well-defined goal. Such 

people will not be left alone. God will never suffer their belief and struggle to be 

wasted. He looks at them from on high, and He is pleased with them. He will then 

provide them with guidance, helping them along the road, and give them ample 

reward for their perseverance and good works: “But as for those who strive hard in Our 

cause, We shall most certainly guide them to paths that lead unto Us. God is indeed with 

those who do good.” (Verse 69) 
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S RAH 30 

Al-Rūm 
(The Byzantines) 

Prologue 

The first few verses of this s rah were revealed when Persia overpowered the 

Byzantine Empire in the Arab areas that were under its rule. This was also a time 

when arguments in Makkah raged between the early Muslims and Arab idolaters. 

Since the Byzantines at that time were Christians, and the Persians were Magians, the 

unbelievers in Makkah exploited the event, drumming up the victory of polytheism 

over monotheism, and seeing in this Persian victory an omen for their own victory 

over the believers. 

Therefore, the opening of this s rah heralds a victory for the people of the 

Scriptures, the Byzantines, within a few years. It says that this victory will bring 

much rejoicing to the believers for they love for believers of any divine religion to 

gain the upper hand. 

The Qur’ n does not, however, stop at making this promise, nor does it confine 

itself to the event mentioned. In fact, it uses the event to show the believers and their 

opponents wider horizons; in essence, it establishes a link between them and the 

universe. It also relates God’s rule to support divine faith to the great truth that 

regulates the heavens, the earth and all that is between them, as well as to the past, 

present and future of humanity. It then moves on to the life to come and the world 

beyond this earth. Indeed, the Qur’ n takes us on a great round in which we see the 

marvels of the universe, the human soul, people’s situations and the wonders of 

nature. We are, thus, able to look at the wider horizons of knowledge, for our lives 

have been elevated and broadened. Furthermore, we are released from the strict 
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confines of time, place and event, and are able to look at the universe, its operative 

rules, history, present and future. 

Thus, people’s concept of the true nature of the bonds and relations in this great 

universe is set on a higher platform. They begin to feel the real greatness of the laws 

that govern the universe and human nature, and appreciate those that regulate 

human life and its events. In this way, positions of victory and defeat are defined, 

and fair measures to judge people’s actions and activities in this life are set, so as to 

give them just reward both in the present life and in the life to come. 

In the light of this broad concept, the universality of the Islamic message is clearly 

shown. Its interaction with events and world situations, even when it is still in its 

infancy and confined to Makkah and the surrounding valley, appears to be very 

positive. Its scope is broadened beyond this earth so as to link it to the nature of the 

universe and its major rules, human nature and its profound depths, as well as to the 

past and present of human life both in this world and in the world beyond. 

Thus, a Muslim’s heart and mind are linked to these horizons, so as to influence 

his feelings and the way he looks at life and values generally. He looks up to heaven 

and the life to come and contemplates the wonders and marvels of the universe. He 

appreciates his own position, and that of his community, in this great expanse. He 

realizes his own value and the value of his faith both in people’s and God’s 

measures. He thus fulfils his role and does his duties with a clear mind and with 

confidence and reassurance. 

In the method it follows in outlining these links and their significances in the 

overall system of the universe, as well as their effects on people’s hearts, the s rah 

may be thought of as consisting of two interlinked sections. In the first, it establishes 

a link between the victory granted to the believers and the truth that provides the 

firm basis on which the universe is established and with which this life as well as the 

next are closely associated. It directs people’s attention to God’s laws as they applied 

to earlier communities and generations, and in this context makes use of an analogy 

about resurrection. Here the s rah depicts a scene from the Day of Judgement and 

what happens then to believers and unbelievers. This is followed with further scenes 

of the universe and the signs God has placed in it, highlighting the effects these 

scenes have on people’s hearts. The s rah then gives an example drawn from 

themselves and their relations with their slaves to show the stupidity of the idea of 

multiple deities, proving that it is based on whims and desires that are devoid of 

truth and knowledge. This section concludes with a directive to the Prophet to follow 

the clear path of truth, which is the path of an upright nature that neither alters to 

suit desires nor divides into sects or divergent groups. 

In the second section the s rah depicts the fickleness of people’s cares and interests 
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and how these are unsuitable as a basis for building human life. What people should 

look to instead is a constant measure that does not bend to suit nefarious interests. It 

describes such people when they enjoy God’s mercy and when they are afflicted by 

hardship, as well as in situations of affluence and poverty. It moves on to speak of 

how provisions should be used and increased. It then discusses the question of God’s 

alleged partners from this angle, showing how such alleged deities can never 

provide sustenance, initiate or terminate life. It links the spread of corruption on land 

and sea with what people do, and directs them to go about the earth reflecting on the 

ends met by past communities of unbelievers who associated partners with God. It 

then directs the Prophet to follow the religion of pure human nature before a day 

comes when everyone will be rewarded for what they do. Like it did in the first 

section, the s rah then provides some scenes of the universe, commenting that true 

guidance is that given by God, while the Prophet’s task is only to deliver his 

message. It is not in his power to make the blind see or the deaf hear. The s rah then 

takes us on a new round within the human constitution, reminding us of the stages 

of man’s development from beginning to end, starting with utter weakness in 

childhood, before it mentions death, resurrection and judgement, giving us a new 

scene of that day. This section and the s rah itself conclude with a directive to the 

Prophet to remain patient in adversity and to bear whatever difficulties he meets. He 

should always remain confident that God’s promise will be fulfilled. Hence, he must 

not let himself be disturbed by those who lack faith. 

Both the ambience of the s rah and its general flow contribute to its main theme, 

namely the close relation between people’s situations and life’s events; the past, 

present and future in human life and universal laws. This shows that every little 

action, event, growth, consequence, setback and victory are all closely linked, and 

subject to an accurate law. In all these, the final decision rests with God: “All power of 

decision belongs to God before and after.” (Verse 4) This truth is confirmed time after 

time in the Qur’ n, because it is the basic truth in the Islamic faith which gives rise to 

all concepts, values and standards. 
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1 

Signs to Reflect Upon 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

Alif. L m. Mīm. (1) 

Defeated have been the Byzantines (2) 

in the lands close-by; yet despite this 

their defeat, they will gain victory (3) 

within a few years. All power of decision 

belongs to God before and after. And on 

that day the believers will rejoice (4) 

in God’s support. He grants support to 

whomever He wills. He alone is 

Almighty, Merciful. (5) 

This is God’s promise. Never does God 

fail to fulfil His promise; but most people 

do not know it. (6) 

They only know the outer surface of this 

world’s life, whereas of the hereafter they 

remain unaware. (7) 
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Would they never reflect in their own 

minds? God has not created the heavens 

and the earth and all that is between 

them other than in accordance with the 

truth and for a specific term set [by 

Him]. Yet there are many people who 

deny the truth that they will meet their 

Lord. (8) 

Have they never travelled around the 

world and seen what was the fate of those 

who lived before their time? Superior 

were those in power than they are, and 

they cultivated the earth and built it up 

even better than these are doing. To them 

also came their messengers with all 

evidence of the truth. Yet, it was not God 

who wronged them, but it was they who 

had wronged themselves. (9) 

But then, evil was the end of those who 

wrought evil, denying God’s revelations 

and deriding them. (10) 

God originates creation, and then brings 

it back; then to Him shall you all return. 

(11) 

When the Last Hour strikes, the guilty 

will be speechless with despair, (12) 

for they will have no intercessors from 

among those their alleged partners [of 

God], and they will themselves reject 

those alleged partners. (13) 

And when the Last Hour strikes, they 
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will all be divided: (14) 

as for those who believed and did 

righteous deeds, they shall be happy in a 

garden of delight; (15) 

but as for those who rejected the truth 

and denied Our revelations and the 

certainty of the meeting in the hereafter, 

they will be brought up for punishment. 

(16) 

Extol, then, God’s limitless glory both in 

your evening hours and in your morning 

hours. (17) 

To Him is due all praise in the heavens 

and the earth, at twilight and at noon. 

(18) 

He it is who brings forth the living out of 

that which is dead, and brings forth the 

dead out of that which is alive, and gives 

life to the earth after it has been lifeless. 

Likewise shall you be raised to life. (19) 

One of His signs is that He created you 

from dust; and, behold, you become 

human beings spreading far and wide. 

(20) 

And among His signs is that He creates 

for you spouses out of your own kind, so 

that you might incline towards them, and 

He engenders love and tenderness 
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between you. In this there are clear signs 

indeed for people who think. (21) 

And among His signs are the creation of 

the heavens and the earth, and the 

diversity of your tongues and colours. In 

this there are clear signs indeed for those 

who are endowed with knowledge. (22) 

And among His signs is your sleep, at 

night and in daytime, as well as your 

quest for some of His bounty. In this 

there are clear signs indeed for people 

who listen. (23) 

And among His signs is that He displays 

before you the lightning, giving rise to 

both fear and hope, and sends down 

water from the skies, with which He 

gives life to the earth after it had been 

lifeless. In this there are clear signs 

indeed for people who use their reason. 

(24) 

And among His signs is that the skies 

and the earth stand firm at His behest. 

Then, in the end, when with one call He 

summons you from the earth, you will all 

rise. (25) 

To Him belongs all those in the heavens 

and the earth: all devoutly obey Him. 

(26) 

It is He who creates [life] in the first 

instance, and then brings it forth anew; 

and most easy is this for Him. His is the 
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most sublime attribute in the heavens 

and the earth. He is the Almighty, the 

Wise. (27) 

He sets you this comparison, drawn from 

your own life. Would you have some of 

those whom your right hands possess as 

partners in whatever We may have 

bestowed on you as sustenance, so that 

you all would have equal shares in it, and 

you would fear them just as you might 

fear one another? Thus clearly do We 

spell out revelations for people who use 

their reason. (28) 

Nay, but the wrongdoers follow their 

own desires, without having any 

knowledge. Who could guide those whom 

God has let go astray? They shall have 

none to support them. (29) 

Set your face steadily towards the true 

faith, turning away from all that is false, 

in accordance with the natural 

disposition which God has installed into 

man. Nothing can change God’s creation. 

Such is the ever-true faith; but most 

people do not know it. (30) 

Turn, all of you, to Him, and remain 

God-fearing. Attend regularly to prayer 

and do not be among those who associate 

partners with God, (31) 

those who have broken the unity of their 

faith and have become sects, each group 

delighted with what they hold. (32) 
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Alif L m. Mīm. Defeated have been the Byzantines in the lands close-by; yet despite 

this their defeat, they will gain victory within a few years. All power of decision 

belongs to God before and after. And on that day the believers will rejoice in God’s 

support. He grants support to whomever He wills. He alone is Almighty, Merciful. 

This is God’s promise. Never does God fail to fulfil His promise; but most people do 

not know it. They only know the outer surface of this world’s life, whereas of the 

hereafter they remain unaware. (Verses 1-7) 

The s rah begins with three separate letters. In our opinion, that a number of 

s rahs so commence served to alert people to the fact that the Qur’ n is composed of 

letters they knew well, being the letters of their own alphabet and the sounds of their 

own language. Yet they cannot produce anything like the Qur’ n. Indeed, it 

continues to challenge and defy them, and still they cannot match it. 

These letters are followed by a true prophecy that the Byzantines would regain 

victory against the Persians within a few years. Al- abarī reports on `Abdull h ibn 

Mas`ūd’s authority: “The Persians won victory against the Byzantines. The Arab 

idolaters liked that the Persians should win, while the Muslims preferred that the 

Byzantines should be victorious because they were followers of a monotheistic faith, 

which was closer to their own beliefs. When the opening of this s rah was revealed, 

some idolaters said to Abū Bakr: ‘Your friend says that the Byzantines will score a 

victory against the Persian Empire within a few years.’ He replied: ‘He tells the 

truth.’ They said: ‘Will you be prepared to bet on that?’ He made a bet with them 

wagering four young camels that this victory would take place within seven years.14 

But seven years passed and nothing took place. The idolaters were delighted and the 

Muslims felt this hard. They mentioned it to the Prophet and he asked them: ‘How 

do you define the phrase “within a few years” in your language?’ They said: ‘Less 

than ten.’ He said to Abū Bakr: ‘Go and increase the bet and extend the duration by 

two years.’ The two years were not out before travellers brought the news that the 

Byzantines had scored a great victory against the Persians. The believers were 

delighted.” We do not need to go into other reports that speak about this event, but 

we will now look at some of the effects of this historical event. 

The first thing to note in all this is the mutual support between different groups of 

unbelievers, in all generations and areas, against the message based on God’s 

oneness. States did not have close contacts in former times as they do now. 

Nevertheless, those Makkan idolaters felt that a victory achieved by a community of 

unbelievers like them against the followers of divine Scripture was akin to their own 

victory. On the other hand, the Muslims felt that there was a bond between them and 

                                                 
14 This clearly took place before the prohibition of betting as part of gambling. The prohibition was 
decreed much later, after the Muslim state was established in Madinah. 
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the followers of the Scriptures. They were grieved that polytheists anywhere should 

succeed. Muslims felt that their faith and prospects were not isolated from what took 

place elsewhere in the world. For all events have a bearing on the great issue of faith 

or unfaith. 

Many are those in our time who overlook this fact of which both Muslims and 

non-Muslims were cognizant 14 centuries ago, during the Prophet’s lifetime. Hence 

such people limit themselves within their own geographical or national boundaries, 

oblivious of the fact that the true issue is that of faith, and that the real battle is 

between Satan’s party and the believers. Muslims today badly need to form a proper 

understanding of the nature of that battle so that they are not deceived by the false 

banners raised by unbelievers. These do not fight against Muslims for anything other 

than their faith, numerous as the pretexts and causes are that they advance. 

We also note the Muslim’s absolute confidence in the fulfilment of God’s promise, 

as is clearly apparent in Abū Bakr’s unhesitating attitude. The unbelievers try to 

create doubt in his mind pointing out what the s rah says about the Byzantines’ 

future victory, but he maintains that it is the truth. They ask him whether he is 

prepared to bet on this and he does so unhesitatingly. Then the promise is fulfilled 

within the time specified, i.e. ‘within a few years’. This absolute confidence was a 

great asset for the early Muslims, strengthening and supporting them as they faced 

all manner of obstacles and endured persecution until God’s promise to them was 

fulfilled. Such confidence is indispensable for every advocate of faith embarking on 

the long struggle for his faith. 

It is also noteworthy that the opening verses giving information of future events 

include an interpolated sentence: “All power of decision belongs to God before and after.” 

(Verse 4) This statement refers all matters, in all situations, to God. It is a maxim that 

applies to all events: victory and defeat, and the rise and fall of states and empires. 

Indeed all that takes place anywhere in the universe is determined by God, and 

fulfils His purpose in accordance with His wisdom. Events and changing situations 

are only aspects of the operation of God’s unrestricted will which is not subject to 

influence by anything or anyone. It is God alone who knows what lies beyond it and 

how it operates. Hence, the best that we can do is unhesitatingly submit to God’s 

will. 

To Whom Power Belongs 

“Alif. L m. Mīm. Defeated have been the Byzantines in the lands close-by; yet despite this 

their defeat, they will gain victory within a few years. All power of decision belongs to God 

before and after. And on that day the believers will rejoice in God’s support.” (Verses 1-5) 

God’s promise was certainly fulfilled as stated, and the believers rejoiced at the 
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victory granted by God. “He grants support to whomever He wills. He alone is Almighty, 

Merciful.” (Verse 5) Thus the decision is His while His support is granted to whom 

He chooses. Nothing opposes His will. Indeed His will, which determines the results, 

is the same as the will that brings about the elements and the causes that leads to 

these results. Thus, there is no conflict between the desired results and the prevailing 

circumstances. The laws that operate the whole universe are devised by the same free 

will. It is this will that has determined that there should be laws of nature which 

operate without fail, and systems to ensure stability. Both victory and defeat are the 

results of certain factors that work in accordance with the laws set in operation. 

The Islamic faith is very clear and logical. While it makes clear that all power of 

decision rests with God, it does not exempt people from taking the measures that are 

normally necessary to bring about practical results. Whether these results take effect 

is not part of people’s responsibility, because it ultimately belongs to God’s overall 

design. A bedouin left his she-camel untied and went into the mosque to pray. As he 

entered, he said: ‘I fully rely on God.’ The Prophet said to him: ‘Tie your she-camel 

and then rely on God.’ [Related by al-Tirmidhī.] Thus, Islam makes true reliance on 

God conditional on taking all the necessary measures in any particular situation, 

knowing that ultimately all decisions are left to Him. 

“He grants support to whomever He wills. He alone is Almighty, Merciful.” (Verse 5) 

Victory is thus the result of the power that makes it a reality and the mercy that 

fulfils what is in the best interests of people. In this way, such a victory is an aspect of 

mercy for both the victors and the vanquished. God says in the Qur’ n: “Had it not 

been for the fact that God repels one group of people by another, the earth would have been 

utterly corrupted.” (2: 251) That the earth should remain free of corruption is 

ultimately good for all, including those who are defeated. 

“This is God’s promise. Never does God fail to fulfil His promise; but most people do not 

know it. They only know the outer surface of this world’s life, whereas of the hereafter they 

remain unaware.” (Verses 67) Such victory has been promised by God, which means 

that it will certainly come about in real life. For, “never does God fail to fulfil His 

promise.” The facts of the matter are that His promise issues from His free-will and 

absolute wisdom; He is able to fulfil it, as no power can repel His judgement. Indeed, 

nothing takes place in the universe except as He wills. 

Thus, the fulfilment of God’s promise is part of the overall universal law that is 

subject to no alteration. Yet, “most people do not know it,” even though they may 

appear to be great scientists who have a firm grasp and wide scope of knowledge. 

The fact is that their knowledge is superficial, related to what is apparent in life. It 

does not extend to basic laws and rules, and cannot comprehend their interrelations: 

“They only know the outer surface of this world’s life.” They cannot penetrate any deeper 

than this outer surface or fathom what lies beyond it. This outer surface of the 
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present life is very limited, even though it may appear to us to be wide and vast. 

Only a small part of it occupies all their efforts. They cannot learn all that is related to 

that small part even when they devote their entire lives to it. Still, this world’s life is 

only a small part of the great universe which is run in accordance with laws and 

rules operating throughout it all. 

A person who cannot relate to the depths of the universe and its operative laws 

will inevitably fail to see even though he looks. He will only see the outer shape and 

movement, but will fail to recognize the wisdom behind it or interact with it. Most 

people fall into this category, because it is only true faith that links what appears on 

life’s surface with universal secrets. It is only that which gives knowledge its spirit 

that can look into these secrets. Believers who have such true faith are few among the 

worlds’ population. Hence, the great majority of people are incapable of acquiring 

true knowledge. 

“Whereas of the hereafter they remain unaware.” (Verse 7) The hereafter is another 

stage in the chain of creation; it is one of the many pages of the universe. People who 

do not understand the wisdom of creation or the law governing the universe remain 

unaware of the life to come, unable to give it its true measure and value. They do not 

realize that it is a part of the way of the universe and, as such, will never fail. 

To be unaware of the hereafter makes all measures such people use inaccurate, 

and their values suspect. They cannot correctly appreciate life’s events and values. 

Their knowledge of life remains superficial, incomplete. When anyone takes the 

hereafter and its life into account, his perspective and the way he looks at all events 

in this life changes. He realizes that his life on earth is but a short stage in his journey 

through the universe, and his lot in this present life is but a small portion of his share 

in the universe. He feels that all events that take place on earth are no more than a 

brief act in a long play on the universal stage. To base one’s judgement on a short 

stage, a small portion or a brief act is unwise and can only lead to error. 

The person who believes in the life to come and takes it into account will not be 

able to see eye to eye on anything with someone whose cares and interests are only 

for this present life. So much so that they will not be able to agree in judging a single 

event or question. They have two different viewpoints and perspectives; they look at 

things in different lights. One of them sees only the outer surface of this present life 

and the other looks at the bonds, laws and rules that are behind things, taking into 

account not only what we see in our world, but what lies beyond our perception, life 

and death, the present life and the life to come, and the universe stretching into the 

limitless. It is to such a great horizon that Islam wants humanity to look up. It is this 

broad perspective that befits man, the creature God has honoured when He placed 

him in charge of the earth. 
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An Invitation to Reflect 

As both God’s promise of victory and the certainty of the life to come are related 

to the truth upon which the universe is founded, the s rah takes us on a round 

through the universe and through the depths of our own souls. It wants people to 

appreciate this fundamental truth which they overlook when they remain unmindful 

of the life to come: 

Would they never reflect in their own minds? God has not created the heavens and the 

earth and all that is between them other than in accordance with the truth and for a 

specific term set [by Him]. Yet there are many people who deny the truth that they 

will meet their Lord. (Verse 8) 

Their very nature and the nature of the universe around them suggest that this 

whole existence is based on the truth and its consistent, unchanging laws that do not 

permit friction or conflict. They follow neither blind coincidence, nor changing 

desires. The whole universe operates according to the accurate system God has put 

in place for it. 

It is a requirement of this truth that there should be a second life when reward for 

action is given, with good deeds being granted handsome reward while evil ones are 

fairly and fully requited. Yet everything takes place at its appointed time, without a 

moment’s hurry or delay. That people do not know the timing of the Last Hour does 

not mean that it will not come. The fact that its time is unknown, however, tempts 

those who are deluded by the little they know of the outer surface of this life: “Yet 

there are many people who deny the truth that they will meet their Lord.” (Verse 8) 

The s rah then takes us on a different round, looking deep in history so as to 

reflect on the operation of God’s laws that never change: 

Have they never travelled around the world and seen what was the fate of those who 

lived before their time? Superior were those in power than they are, and they 

cultivated the earth and built it up even better than these are doing. To them also came 

their messengers with all evidence of the truth. Yet, it was not God who wronged 

them, but it was they who had wronged themselves. But then, evil was the end of those 

who wrought evil, denying God’s revelations and deriding them. (Verses 9-10) 

This is an invitation to carefully consider the fates of past communities. These 

were ordinary people belonging to God’s creation. The ends they met indicate what 

ends await present and future generations, since God’s laws are applicable to all, and 

they are part of the universal truth that does not favour any particular generation, 

nor make allowances for changing desires. Far be it from God to do so. This 
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invitation wants people to understand the truth of life and its bonds, and the true 

nature of humanity which has the same origin and the same end throughout all 

generations. Thus, no single generation can look at itself or its life, values and 

concepts in isolation, heedless of the strong bond between all human generations, the 

laws that apply to them all and the values that remain valid throughout human life. 

Those past generations lived before the Arab unbelievers in Makkah. They were 

superior in power to those Arabs, “and they cultivated the earth,” opened it up and 

discovered its treasures, “and built it up even better than these are doing.” They had a 

higher standard of civilization than the Arabs and were better able to raise life 

standards. Yet they confined themselves to the outer surface of the life of this world, 

not delving beyond it. “To them also came their messengers with all evidence of the truth,” 

but they did not open their eyes and minds to such evidence. They refused to believe 

and so deprived themselves of the light that illuminates the way. Hence, God’s law 

of dealing with communities that refuse to believe applied to them. Neither their 

power, nor knowledge, nor civilization were of any avail to them. They had their fair 

retribution: “It was not God who wronged them, but it was they who had wronged 

themselves.” (Verse 9) “But then, evil was the end of those who wrought evil.” (Verse 10) 

Since they entertained evil, evil was their end. This was the right recompense for 

“denying God’s revelations and deriding them.” (Verse 10) 

The Qur’ n invites those who deny God’s revelations to travel on earth so that 

they do not remain confined to their own locality. They must reflect on the ends met 

by those earlier communities and realize what their own end could be. They should 

know that God’s law applies to all without favouritism. They should open their 

minds to the fact that humanity is one, the divine message is one and the laws that 

apply to all generations of humanity are the same. This is the concept Islam is keen to 

instil in the minds and hearts of all believers. Hence, it is repeatedly stated in the 

Qur’ n. 

Two Divergent Ways 

The s rah then speaks about the truth of resurrection, of which they remain 

heedless, when it is part of the great truth upon which the universe is based: “God 

originates creation, and then brings it back; then to Him shall you all return.” (Verse 11) 

This is a clear and simple truth, with the link and harmony between its two parts or 

stages also abundantly clear. Bringing back creation is the same as its origination: the 

two are inseparable parts in the chain of creation, while the ultimate return is to the 

Lord of all the worlds who initially originates then brings them back so as to 

remunerate them for their actions in the final stage. 

As the s rah speaks of resurrection, it portrays a scene of the Day of Judgement,  



Al-`Rūm (The Byzantines) | SIGNS TO REFLECT UPON 

 288

painting the fates of believers and unbelievers when they are returned to life. It 

shows the absurdity of associating partners with God and the stupidity of the 

unbelievers’ beliefs: 

When the Last Hour strikes, the guilty will be speechless with despair, for they will 

have no intercessors from among those their alleged partners [of God], and they will 

themselves reject those alleged partners. And when the Last Hour strikes, they will all 

be divided: as for those who believed and did righteous deeds, they shall be happy in a 

garden of delight; but as for those who rejected the truth and denied Our revelations 

and the certainty of the meeting in the hereafter, they will be brought up for 

punishment. (Verses 12-16) 

So the Last Hour, of which some people remain heedless while others deny it, 

arrives, and the guilty stand in despair, with no hope of salvation. They cannot hope 

for even a word of intercession by the false deities they claimed to be partners with 

God. They are without support and without a saviour. At that moment, they deny 

the false deities they claimed to be God’s partners. 

Hence we see the parting of the ways between believers and unbelievers: “As for 

those who believed and did righteous deeds, they shall be happy in a garden of delight.” 

(Verse 15) There they receive what gives them true happiness. However, “as for those 

who rejected the truth and denied Our revelations and the certainty of the meeting in the 

hereafter, they will be brought up for punishment.” (Verse 16) Thus, we see the end of the 

journey and the outcome for both the believers and those who do evil. 

The s rah then paints other scenes of the universe and life, highlighting some of 

the wonders of creation, the depths of the human soul, and miraculous events. This 

round starts with acknowledging God’s limitless glory as the night and day succeed 

each other, and extolling God’s praise at night and during the glorious day: 

Extol, then, God’s limitless glory both in your evening hours and in your morning 

hours. To Him is due all praise in the heavens and the earth, at twilight and at noon. 

He it is who brings forth the living out of that which is dead, and brings forth the dead 

out of that which is alive, and gives life to the earth after it has been lifeless. Likewise 

shall you be raised to life. One of His signs is that He created you from dust; and, 

behold, you become human beings spreading far and wide. And among His signs is 

that He creates for you spouses out of your own kind, so that you might incline 

towards them, and He engenders love and tenderness between you. In this there are 

clear signs indeed for people who think. And among His signs are the creation of the 

heavens and the earth, and the diversity of your tongues and colours. In this there are 

clear signs indeed for those who are endowed with knowledge. And among His signs is 

your sleep, at night and in daytime, as well as your quest for some of His bounty. In 
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this there are clear signs indeed for people who listen. And among His signs is that He 

displays before you the lightning, giving rise to both fear and hope, and sends down 

water from the skies, with which He gives life to the earth after it had been lifeless. In 

this there are clear signs indeed for people who use their reason. And among His signs 

is that the skies and the earth stand firm at His behest. Then, in the end, when with 

one call He summons you from the earth, you will all rise. To Him belongs all those in 

the heavens and the earth: all devoutly obey Him. It is He who creates [life] in the first 

instance, and then brings it forth anew; and most easy is this for Him. His is the most 

sublime attribute in the heavens and the earth. He is the Almighty, the Wise. (Verses 

17-27) 

These verses represent a great tour far and wide into the universe, showing the 

human heart the approaching evening, the breaking of dawn, the skies, the earth, the 

night and the day. It calls on the human mind to reflect on the continuous cycle of 

life and death, as well as the first origins of man and the inclinations, desires and 

powers implanted in his nature, as also the bonds between the two sexes. It turns its 

attention to the great sign God has placed in the creation of the heavens and the 

earth, and the great differences in language and colour according to place and 

environment. It highlights the different situations of man: sleep, awareness, rest and 

tiredness; as well as different world phenomena such as lightning, rain and the 

feeling of awe and hope they generate, and the life they bring to the earth. This great 

tour leads man’s heart in the end to the truth that the skies and the earth stand firm 

by God’s command, while all that lives in the heavens and the earth belong to Him. 

It concludes by restating the simple truth that now appears in absolute clarity: that it 

is God who originates and brings back, and that bringing creation back to life is 

easier for Him. 

The Cycle of Life and Death 

“Extol, then, God’s limitless glory both in your evening hours and in your morning hours. 

To Him is due all praise in the heavens and the earth, at twilight and at noon.” (Verses 17-

18) This glorification and praise of God are stated here in comment on the previous 

section that shows a scene of the Day of Judgement when the believers win the prize 

of entry into heaven while those who disbelieve are brought to witness their own 

suffering. They also serve as an introduction to the great tour that immediately 

follows. They thus provide a smooth link between the previous scene and the 

forthcoming tour. 

The s rah mentions that glorification and praise are made at certain times: 

evening, morning, night and noon, and also links these to the heavens and the earth. 

Thus, it encompasses both time and place in their great dimensions, establishing the 
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bond between the human heart and God in all times and places, making us feel this 

bond as we move with the great cycle that is the universe. Thus our hearts remain 

open, alert, appreciating all that is around us of scenes and phenomena. Every 

change of time and place reminds us to glorify God and extol His praises. 

“He it is who brings forth the living out of that which is dead, and brings forth the dead 

out of that which is alive, and gives life to the earth after it has been lifeless. Likewise shall you 

be raised to life.” (Verse 19) It is a continuous cycle that never stops for a moment of 

the night or day at any place on earth, in space, or the depths of the sea. At every 

moment this great miracle occurs, but we remain heedless of it because of our long 

familiarity with it. Not a moment passes by without a life coming out of a dead thing, 

or a living being dying: a small bud shoots out of a seed or splits a stone to come into 

a life; or conversely a branch or a tree withers away. Still in the heap of dying plants 

and trees a seed or a stone is ready to start the life cycle again, and out of that heap 

gases spread into the air or provide nourishment to the soil that becomes fertile. At 

every moment life starts in a foetus, a bird or an animal. A corpse buried in the earth 

becomes part of the soil and gives it vapours and gases that make new life matter 

and nourishment for plants, which in turn provide food for man and animal. A 

similar cycle takes place in the depths of the sea and in limitless space. It is an 

awesome, fascinating cycle if we would only contemplate it with insight, guided by 

the light of the Qur’ n. 

“Likewise shall you be raised to life.” (Verse 19) It is all an ordinary, simple matter, 

familiar in the universe, occurring at every moment of the night and day and in all 

places. 

“One of His signs is that He created you from dust; and, behold, you become human beings 

spreading far and wide.” (Verse 20) Dust, which is the first origin of man, is dead, 

motionless. Another verse states: “Indeed, We create man out of the essence of clay.” (23: 

12) Clay, then, is the distant origin of man, but in this verse, only a brief reference is 

made to this before we see people spreading and moving about. The s rah thus 

provides a sharp contrast between the dead dust and living people. As this 

immediately follows the verse that includes, “He it is who brings forth the living out of 

that which is dead, and brings forth the dead out of that which is alive,” it enhances 

harmony in the argument’s presentation. 

This great miracle is one of the signs of God’s power. It gives a strong hint of the 

close link between the earth and the people living on it, as it is from the earth that 

they were originally formed. Both they and the earth are subject to the same laws 

within the universal system. The great leap from the still image of dead dust to the 

bustling image of the highly sophisticated human being should encourage deep 

reflection on God’s power of creation. It should encourage people to extol God’s 

glory and praise. 
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The next verse looks at the shared life between the two sexes: “And among His signs 

is that He creates for you spouses out of your own kind, so that you might incline towards 

them, and He engenders love and tenderness between you. In this there are clear signs indeed 

for people who think.” (Verse 21) People are well aware of their feelings towards the 

other sex; indeed, they are often preoccupied with this relationship. Very often they 

are motivated to a certain action but they seldom remember that it is God who 

created their spouses out of their own kind and gave them emotions and feelings. He 

it is who has made the relationship between the two a source of physical and 

emotional comfort, stability, spiritual friendship, and reassurance for both. The 

gentle Qur’ nic expression of this relationship profoundly inspires our hearts: “so 

that you might incline towards them, and He engenders love and tenderness between you.” 

(Verse 21) 

“In this there are clear signs indeed for people who think.” (Verse 21) When people 

think and reflect, they appreciate the divine wisdom in creating each of the two sexes 

in such a way that is complementary to the other, providing fulfilment for natural 

needs whether psychological, mental or physical. Thus both incline towards each 

other and find comfort and stability, tenderness and reassurance, love and 

compassion. This is so because God has made the physical and mental constitution of 

each naturally inclined to fulfil the needs of the other, while their meeting and union 

ensures the beginning of a new life for a new generation. 

Man and the Universe 

“And among His signs are the creation of the heavens and the earth, and the diversity of 

your tongues and colours. In this there are clear signs indeed for those who are endowed with 

knowledge.” (Verse 22) The Qur’ n frequently mentions the great sign of creating the 

heavens and the earth, but we often pass it by without reflection, although it merits 

long contemplation. 

When the Qur’ n mentions the creation of the heavens and the earth it actually 

refers to this great expanse of the universe, with its fine and elaborate system, of 

which we know only very little. It includes countless numbers of planets, stars, 

orbits, celestial bodies and galaxies, in relation to which our earth seems no more 

than a weightless particle. This great and limitless expanse is coupled with 

remarkable harmony between its celestial bodies, orbits and motions, as well as the 

distances between them, ensuring that no collision occurs haphazardly, and that 

everything is kept functioning according to a set measure. This, however, relates to 

size and system. As for the essence of these great creatures, their respective natures, 

qualities, what occurs in or on them, the major laws that protect and regulate them, 

and how their affairs are conducted — these are beyond any human being’s 
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knowledge. What we know of all this is very scanty indeed. In fact, our study of the 

small planet on which we live remains at a very elementary stage. 

This is just a cursory look at the great sign that is the creation of the heavens and 

the earth. Very often though we speak about this carelessly, in passing, yet at the 

same time we speak at great length, expressing amazement and admiration, about a 

small machine scientists make. Yet the harmony the latter achieves between its 

component parts is such that it only works in unison for a short span of time. Still 

some people who are lost in error claim that this great universe, with its fine and 

elaborate systems, exists without a Creator. Not only so, but such people find 

scientists who are prepared to listen to such absurdity! 

Together with the great sign of the creation of the heavens and the earth, the s rah 

mentions the amazing variety of human languages and colours. This must be related 

to the creation of the universe. Differences in climate and environment that result 

from the variations of the earth’s position in the cosmos have a marked influence in 

producing such variety in language and colour, despite the single origin of mankind. 

Scholars and scientists today note the great variety of human languages and colours 

but they do not relate this to God and His creation of the heavens and the earth. 

Instead, they undertake an academic study of this phenomenon, but do not pause to 

glorify the Creator who plans everything, visible or hidden. This is due to the fact 

that most people are devoid of knowledge: “they only know the outer surface of this 

world’s life.” (Verse 7) Besides, the wonders of the creation of the universe and the 

great variety of language and colour are only appreciated by those who have true 

knowledge: “In this there are clear signs indeed for those who are endowed with knowledge.” 

(Verse 22) 

“And among His signs is your sleep, at night and in daytime, as well as your quest for 

some of His bounty. In this there are clear signs indeed for people who listen.” (Verse 23) 

This verse mentions certain universal phenomena and their effects on the different 

situations of mankind, pointing to the harmony within the great universal existence. 

It combines the two phenomena of night and day with people’s sleep and activity in 

pursuit of their livelihoods, which God grants in abundance. God has ensured that 

their lives are in harmony with the universe: their need for work and activity is 

ensured by the light of day, and their need for relaxation and sleep is brought about 

by the night’s darkness. This also applies, in varying measures and degrees, to all 

living things on earth. They all find the universal system meets their needs and 

natures, allowing their lives to progress. “In this there are clear signs indeed for people 

who listen.” (Verse 23) Sleep and movement are two conditions that are felt through 

hearing. Thus, the comment at the end of the verse fits well with the universal sign it 

discusses. 

“And among His signs is that He displays before you the lightning, giving rise to both fear 
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and hope, and sends down water from the skies, with which He gives life to the earth after it 

had been lifeless. In this there are clear signs indeed for people who use their reason.” (Verse 

24) The phenomenon of lightning is part of the universal system. Some explain that it 

occurs from an electrical discharge between two clouds, or between a cloud and the 

ground, such as the top of a mountain, producing an air vacuum that gives the 

thunder that follows the lightning. In most cases, this is accompanied by rain. 

Whatever the cause, lightning is a natural phenomenon produced by the universal 

system God has set in operation. 

As usual, the Qur’ n does not give much detail about universal phenomena and 

their causes. It only uses these to establish a link between human hearts, the universe 

and its Creator. Hence, it states here that one of God’s signs is that He displays the 

lightning “giving rise to both fear and hope.” Both feelings are naturally experienced 

when lightning occurs. People fear a thunderbolt that results from lightning, one that 

could burn things and even people. There is also that obscure feeling of 

apprehension which lightning causes as people feel the presence of the great power 

that controls the universe. People also hope for plentiful harvests as a result of the 

rain that often accompanies thunder and lightning. Hence, it is mentioned in the 

same verse: “He displays before you the lightning, giving rise to both fear and hope, and 

sends down water from the skies, with which He gives life to the earth after it had been 

lifeless.” (Verse 24) 

When life and death are applied to the earth, it makes the earth appear as a living 

entity which lives and dies. It is indeed so, as described by the Qur’ n. The universe 

is a living entity that feels and responds. It obeys its Lord, the Creator of all, and it 

glorifies Him in complete submission. Man, who lives on earth, is one of God’s 

creatures, all of whom look up to God, the Lord of all the worlds. 

Moreover, when water falls on earth, it makes it fertile, allowing plants to grow, so 

as to make its surface come alive first with vegetation, then with animals and man. 

Water is the means of life; wherever it is available, life prospers. “In this there are clear 

signs indeed for people who use their reason.” (Verse 24) There is indeed much scope for 

people’s minds to reflect. 

“And among His signs is that the skies and the earth stand firm at His behest. Then, in the 

end, when with one call He summons you from the earth, you will all rise.” (Verse 25) The 

fact that the skies and the earth stand firm, following an elaborate system and 

moving according to plan, cannot come about except through God’s will. No one can 

ever claim that either he or anyone else brings this about, or that it happens without 

a plan. Hence, it is God’s great sign that the skies and the earth stand firm and 

function by His command, obeying Him, without deviation, hesitation or delay. 

“Then, in the end, when with one call He summons you from the earth, you will all rise.” 
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(Verse 25) No one who sees the great and elaborate system of the universe, how it 

functions, and the power that controls its potentials and resources, will entertain any 

doubt that humans, weak as they are, will immediately respond to the great 

Creator’s order to rise from their graves. 

The final note that concludes this statement shows that all creatures in the heavens 

and the earth submit to God in complete obedience: “To Him belongs all those in the 

heavens and the earth: all devoutly obey Him.” (Verse 26) Although most people are 

neither devout nor obedient to God, the Qur’ nic statement here means that all 

creatures in the universe are subject to His will. All act and function in accordance 

with His laws that never fail or deviate from their set course. They are subject to 

these laws even though they may be unbelievers. It is their hearts and minds that 

disbelieve or disobey, but they are nevertheless governed by God’s laws, and He 

controls them as He does all other creatures. They have no option but to obey and 

submit. 

This great tour concludes by restating the essential question which people remain 

heedless of, namely resurrection: “It is He who creates [life] in the first instance, and then 

brings it forth anew; and most easy is this for Him. His is the most sublime attribute in the 

heavens and the earth. He is the Almighty, the Wise.” (Verse 27) The s rah has already 

mentioned the initiation of creation and bringing creatures back to life after they had 

died. Now this is repeated after mentioning a galaxy of God’s signs, but there is also 

an addition here, “and most easy is this for Him.” (Verse 27) There is indeed nothing 

that is easier or more difficult for God: “When He wills a thing to be, He but says to it, 

Be’— and it is.” (36: 82) The Qur’ n addresses people in a way they understand. 

According to their own standards, initiating creation should be more difficult than 

bringing it back to life. Why, then, should they deem it difficult for God when by the 

nature of things it should be easier? 

“His is the most sublime attribute in the heavens and the earth.” (Verse 27) His 

attributes are not shared with anyone else. Nothing is similar to Him in any way. “He 

is the Almighty, the Wise.” (Verse 27) He does what He wills, having sway over all 

things, and in His wisdom, He conducts the affairs of all His creation. 

An Analogy Drawn from Human Life 

When the human heart has seen God’s great signs, gone over such horizons and 

looked at such a great variety of situations, the s rah then changes the tone of its 

address: 

He sets you this comparison, drawn from your own life. Would you have some of those 

whom your right hands possess as partners in whatever We may have bestowed on 
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you as sustenance, so that you all would have equal shares in it, and you would fear 

them just as you might fear one another? Thus clearly do We spell out revelations for 

people who use their reason. (Verse 28) 

This comparison is drawn for people who used to associate partners with God. All 

the more so when such alleged partners are part of His creation, be they jinn, angels, 

idols, trees, etc. People themselves do not accept that their slaves have any share in 

their property. Indeed, they will not treat their slaves as equal to them in any sense. 

Thus, this situation is singular indeed. They make some of God’s creatures partners 

with Him when He alone is the Creator and the Provider for all. Furthermore, they 

refuse to accept their slaves as partners in their property when their property is given 

to them by God who creates it. The contradiction in their attitude is stark indeed. 

This comparison is stated in detail, step by step: “He sets you this comparison, drawn 

from your own life.” You do not need to travel or make an effort to contemplate it. 

“Would you have some of those whom your right hands possess as partners in whatever We 

may have bestowed on you as sustenance, so that you all would have equal shares in it?” You 

do not accept that your slaves have even a small share of your provisions, let alone 

that they be equal to you. “And you would fear them just as you might fear one another?” 

You look at them in the same way as you look at partners who are free men, fearing 

that they might be unfair to you, or that you be unfair to them. Although none of this 

happens, you still suggest that it applies to God when His are the most sublime 

attributes in the heavens and the earth. It is a simple comparison that admits no 

contradiction or dispute because it is based on simple logic: “Thus clearly do We spell 

out revelations for people who use their reason.” (Verse 28) 

The s rah now exposes the basic reason behind this anomaly. Essentially, it is due 

to following one’s own desires without reasonable basis or proper thought: “Nay, but 

the wrongdoers follow their own desires, without having any knowledge. Who could guide 

those whom God has let go astray? They shall have none to support them.” (Verse 29) Desire 

has no control, since it is merely based on people’s whims, fleeting passions, fears, 

hopes and cravings that have no rightful basis and no proper limit. This is a case of 

error that lacks any correcting guidance: “Who could guide those whom God has let go 

astray?” They go astray because they follow their own desires. “They shall have none to 

support them.” (Verse 29) 

Concluding Directive 

Now the s rah directs the Prophet to remain steady in following the divine faith 

which is consistent and based on the pure nature God has given to people. It is a 

single faith that cannot be pulled in different directions, like the unbelievers who 



Al-`Rūm (The Byzantines) | SIGNS TO REFLECT UPON 

 296

were divided into groups and factions according to their desires. 

Set your face steadily towards the true faith, turning away from all that is false, in 

accordance with the natural disposition which God has installed into man. Nothing 

can change God’s creation. Such is the ever-true faith; but most people do not know it. 

Turn, all of you, to Him, and remain God-fearing. Attend regularly to prayer and do 

not be among those who associate partners with God, those who have broken the unity 

of their faith and have become sects, each group delighted with what they hold. 

(Verses 30-32) 

This directive to follow the true faith is given at the right time and the proper 

place, following the great round of signs drawn from the universe and the human 

soul. It thus addresses hearts that are ready to receive it, while those that have 

followed deviant beliefs find all their arguments devoid of substance. They stand 

alone without support. This is the powerful authority that is the Qur’ n and which 

no heart or mind can resist. 

“Set your face steadily towards the true faith, turning away from all that is false,” and 

move straight towards it, for it protects you from the influence of divergent desires 

that have no right basis and which rely on no true knowledge. They are subject only 

to whim and passion, lacking control or evidence. When you set your face steadily 

towards true faith, you turn away from everything else. This is “in accordance with the 

natural disposition which God has installed into man.” (Verse 30) Thus the s rah links 

human nature with the nature of this faith. Both are made by God, in accordance 

with the law of existence; both are mutually harmonious in their natures and 

objectives. It is God who has created man and revealed this religion so that it can 

regulate human life and conduct its affairs, healing man of ills and deviation. God 

certainly knows best what He has created. Human nature is set on a firm basis, and 

so is divine religion. “Nothing can change God’s creation.” When people deviate from 

the proper path of nature, only divine religion turns them back to it, since it is in full 

harmony with both human and universal nature. “Such is the ever-true faith; but most 

people do not know it.” Because they do not know, they follow their desires and 

deviate from the true path that leads to true happiness. 

Although this directive to set his face towards the right faith is given to the 

Prophet, it is meant for all believers. Therefore, the s rah continues its directives, 

explaining the meaning of setting one’s face towards the right faith: “Turn, all of you, 

to Him, and remain God- fearing. Attend regularly to prayer and do not be among those who 

associate partners with God, those who have broken the unity of their faith and have become 

sects, each group delighted with what they hold.” (Verses 31-32) This means turning to 

God and referring to Him in all matters. This is what it is to be God-fearing, alert to 

what pleases Him in all that we do, whether in public or in private. It also means 

378 
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attending regularly to our prayer in full devotion to God. It means, above all, 

believing firmly in His absolute oneness, which is the characteristic that distinguishes 

believers from unbelievers. 

The s rah describes the unbelievers as “those who have broken the unity of their faith 

and have become sects.” (Verse 32) Unbelief and associating partners with God may 

take many forms and patterns. Some unbelievers consider the jinn to be God’s 

partners, others associate the angels, some their forefathers, while others take kings, 

rulers, priests, rabbis, trees, stones, planets, stars, the fire, night and day, false values, 

desires, and the like as partners with God. The forms and patterns are unending, yet 

“each group is delighted with what they hold.” (Verse 32) Meanwhile, the true faith is 

one, unchanging and undivided. It leads its followers towards God alone, at whose 

command the skies and the earth are set firm, and to whom belong all those who are 

in the heavens and the earth. All devoutly submit themselves to Him. 
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2 

Bringing Life out of the 

Dead 

When harm touches people they call out 

to their Lord for help, turning to Him in 

repentance. But when He gives them a 

taste of His grace, some of them associate 

partners with their Lord, (33) 

[as if] to show their ingratitude for what 

We have given them. Enjoy, then, your 

life [as you may]; before long you will 

come to know [the truth]. (34) 

Have We ever sent down to them a 

warrant to confirm what they associate 

as partners with God? (35) 

When We give people a taste of grace, 

they rejoice in it; but if evil befalls them 

as an outcome of what their own hands 

have wrought, they lose all hope. (36) 

Are they not aware that God gives in 

abundance, or in scant measure, to whom 

He wills? In this there are clear signs 

indeed for people who believe. (37) 
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Hence, give his due to the near of kin, as 

well as to the needy and the traveller in 

need. This is best for all who seek God’s 

countenance. It is they who shall be 

successful. (38) 

Whatever you may give out in usury so 

that it might increase through other 

people’s property will bring no increase 

with God, whereas all that you give out 

in charity, seeking God’s countenance, 

will bring you multiple increase. (39) 

It is God who has created you, and then 

has provided you with sustenance, and 

then will cause you to die, and then will 

bring you to life again. Can any of those 

whom you associate as partners with 

Him do any of these things? Limitless is 

God in His glory, and sublimely exalted 

above anything which people may allege 

to be partners with Him. (40) 

Corruption has become rife on land and 

sea in consequence of what people’s 

hands have wrought; and so He will let 

them taste the consequences of some of 

their doings, so that they might mend 

their ways. (41) 

Say: ‘Travel around the world and see 

what was the fate of those who lived 

before you. Most of them did associate 

partners with God.’ (42) 
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⎯ ÏiΒ ;ο 4θx. y— šχρß‰ƒ Ìè? tμ ô_uρ «!$# y7 Í× ¯≈ s9 'ρé'sù 

ãΝ èδ tβθà ÏèôÒßϑø9 $# ∩⊂®∪  

ª!$# “Ï% ©!$# öΝ ä3s) n=s{ ¢Ο èO öΝ ä3s%y— u‘ ¢Ο èO 

öΝ à6 çGŠ Ïϑãƒ ¢Ο èO öΝ ä3‹ÍŠ øt ä† ( ö≅ yδ ⎯ ÏΒ Ν ä3Í←!% x. uà° 

⎯ ¨Β ã≅ yèø tƒ ⎯ ÏΒ Ν ä3Ï9≡ sŒ ⎯ ÏiΒ &™ó©x« 4 …çμ oΨ≈ ysö7 ß™ 

4’ n?≈ yès?uρ $¬Ηxå tβθä. Îô³ ç„ ∩⊆⊃∪  

tyγ sß ßŠ$|¡x ø9 $# ’ Îû Îhy9ø9 $# Ìóst7 ø9 $# uρ $yϑÎ/ ôM t6 |¡x. 

“Ï‰÷ƒ r& Ä¨$̈Ζ9 $# Ν ßγs)ƒ É‹ã‹ Ï9 uÙ÷èt/ “Ï% ©!$# 

(#θè=ÏΗxå öΝ ßγ ¯=yès9 tβθãèÅ_ötƒ ∩⊆⊇∪  

ö≅ è% (#ρç Å™ ’ Îû ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# (#ρãÝàΡ$$sù y#ø‹x. tβ% x. 

èπ t7 É)≈ tã t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# ⎯ ÏΒ ã≅ ö6 s% 4 tβ% x. Ο èδçsYò2r& 

t⎦⎫Ï. Îô³ •Β ∩⊆⊄∪  
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So set your face steadfastly towards the 

one true faith before there comes from 

God a day which cannot be averted. On 

that day all will be divided: (43) 

he who has denied the truth will have to 

bear the consequences of his denial, 

whereas those who did what is right will 

have smoothed a way [to paradise] for 

themselves. (44) 

And so it is that He might reward, out of 

His bounty, those who have believed and 

done righteous deeds. He certainly does 

not love the unbelievers. (45) 

And among His signs is that He sends 

forth the winds bearing good news, so 

that He might give you a taste of His 

grace, and that ships might sail at His 

bidding; so that you might go about in 

quest of some of His bounty, and that 

you might have cause to be grateful. (46) 

We have certainly sent before you 

messengers to their own peoples, and 

they brought them clear evidence of the 

truth. Therefore, We inflicted 

punishment upon those who deliberately 

did evil. It is incumbent upon Us to give 

support to the believers. (47) 

óΟ Ï%r'sù y7 yγ ô_uρ È⎦⎪Ïe$#Ï9 ÉΟ ÍhŠ s) ø9 $# ⎯ ÏΒ È≅ ö6 s% βr& 

u’ ÎAù'tƒ ×Π öθtƒ ω ¨Š ttΒ … çμ s9 z⎯ ÏΒ «!$# ( 7‹Í×tΒöθtƒ 

tβθãã £‰¢Á tƒ ∩⊆⊂∪ 

 ⎯ tΒ tx x. Ïμ ø‹n=yèsù … çν ãø ä. ( ô⎯ tΒuρ Ÿ≅ ÏΗxå $[sÎ=≈ |¹ 

öΝ Íκ Å¦àΡL|sù tβρß‰ yγ ôϑtƒ ∩⊆⊆∪  

y“Ì“ ôfu‹ Ï9 t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (#θãΖtΒ# u™ (#θè=ÏΗxåuρ ÏM≈ ysÎ=≈ ¢Á9 $# 

⎯ ÏΒ ÿ⎯ Ï&Î#ôÒsù 4 … çμ ¯ΡÎ) Ÿω = Ït ä† t⎦⎪ÍÏ≈ s3ø9 $# ∩⊆∈∪  

ô⎯ ÏΒuρ ÿ⎯ ÏμÏG≈ tƒ# u™ βr& Ÿ≅ Å™ öãƒ yy$tƒ Ìh9 $# ;N≡ uÅe³ t6 ãΒ 

/ ä3s)ƒ É‹ã‹ Ï9 uρ ⎯ ÏiΒ ⎯ Ïμ ÏFuΗ÷q §‘ y“ÌôftGÏ9 uρ à7 ù=à ø9 $# 

⎯ Íν ÌøΒr'Î/ (#θäótGö; tGÏ9 uρ ⎯ ÏΒ ⎯ Ï&Î#ôÒsù ö/ ä3̄=yès9 uρ 

tβρãä3ô±n@ ∩⊆∉∪  

ô‰s) s9 uρ $uΖù=y™ ö‘ r& ⎯ ÏΒ y7 Î=ö6 s% ¸ξß™ â‘ 4’ n<Î) öΝÎγ ÏΒöθs% 

Ο èδρâ™!$yfsù ÏM≈ uΖÉi t7 ø9 $$Î/ $uΖôϑs) tFΡ$$sù z⎯ ÏΒ t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# 

(#θãΒtô_r& ( šχ% x. uρ $̂) ym $oΨ ø‹n=tã çóÇnΣ 

t⎦⎫ÏΖÏΒ÷σ ßϑø9 $# ∩⊆∠∪ 
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It is God who sends forth the winds so 

that they raise clouds, whereupon He 

spreads them as He wills across the skies, 

and causes them to break up so that you 

can see the rain issuing from within it. 

As soon as He causes it to fall upon 

whomever He wills of His servants, they 

rejoice, (48) 

even though a short while ago, before it 

was sent down upon them, they had 

abandoned all hope. (49) 

Behold, then, the effects of God’s grace: 

how He gives life to the earth after it had 

been lifeless! It is indeed He, the One 

who can bring the dead back to life; for 

He has power over all things.(50) 

If We send a [scorching] wind and they 

see it turning yellow, they begin after 

that to deny the truth. (51) 

Indeed you cannot make the dead hear; 

and you cannot make the deaf hear your 

call when they turn their backs and go 

away. (52) 

Nor can you lead the blind out of their 

error. You can only get those who believe 

in Our signs to listen; and they will then 

submit themselves [to God]. (53) 

ª!$# “Ï% ©!$# ã≅ Å™ öãƒ yx≈ tƒ Ìh9 $# ç ÏW çGsù $\/$ysy™ 

… çμ äÜ Ý¡ö6 u‹sù ’Îû Ï™!$yϑ¡¡9 $# y#ø‹x. â™!$t± o„ … ã&é#yèøg s†uρ 

$Z |¡Ï. “utIsù s− øŠ sθø9 $# ßlãøƒ s† ô⎯ ÏΒ ⎯ Ïμ Î=≈ n=Åz ( 
!# sŒ Î* sù z>$|¹r& ⎯ Ïμ Î/ ⎯ tΒ â™!$t± o„ ô⎯ ÏΒ ÿ⎯ Íν ÏŠ$t7 Ïã # sŒÎ) 

ö/ ãφ tβρçÅ³ ö; tGó¡o„ ∩⊆∇∪  
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÷⎦È⌡s9 uρ $uΖù=y™ ö‘ r& $\t†Í‘ çν ÷ρr& t sù # vx óÁãΒ (#θ=sà ©9 .⎯ ÏΒ 

⎯ Íν Ï‰÷èt/ tβρãà õ3tƒ ∩∈⊇∪  
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It is God who creates you in a state of 

weakness, and then after weakness He 

brings about strength in you, and then 

after strength He brings about your 

weakness and old age. He creates what 

He wills; and He alone has all knowledge 

and power. (54) 

When the Last Hour strikes, the evildoers 

will swear that they had not tarried on 

earth longer than an hour. Thus they 

used to delude themselves. (55) 

But those who were endowed with 

knowledge and faith will say: ‘Indeed, 

you have tarried, in accordance with 

God’s decree, until the Day of 

Resurrection. This is, then, the Day of 

Resurrection, but you did not know it.’ 

(56) 

And so on that day their excuse will be of 

no avail to those wrongdoers, nor will 

they be allowed to make amends. (57) 

We have set for people in this Qur’ n all 

sorts of illustrations. Yet if you present 

them with any sign, the unbelievers will 

say: ‘you are but making false claims.’ 

* ª!$# “Ï% ©!$# Νä3s) n=s{ ⎯ ÏiΒ 7#÷è|Ê ¢Ο èO Ÿ≅ yèy_ 

.⎯ ÏΒ Ï‰÷èt/ 7#÷è|Ê Zο §θè% ¢Ο èO Ÿ≅ yèy_ .⎯ ÏΒ Ï‰÷èt/ 
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Overview 

This section of the s rah follows its main line, looking at the universal expanse to 

which people’s lives and events are related. It is in this great expanse that we see 

how the laws governing life and the universe operate in harmony with the laws of 

the true faith, suffering no conflict or contradiction. 

This section draws an image of how human desires frequently change while God’s 

rules and laws remain constant. It shows how flimsy idolatrous beliefs are compared 

with the power of true faith. It describes people’s attitudes in times of ease and 

hardship, when provisions are plentiful and stinted. Unless people rely on God’s 

measure, which never fluctuates, and unless they accept God’s will who gives as He 

pleases, in plenty or in small measure, their values and standards will remain 

unstable. Since it mentions the provision of sustenance, the s rah directs them to the 

means that purifies money and makes it grow, which is in line with true faith. In this 

way, it makes clear to them who the Creator that gives sustenance, initiates life and 

causes death is. The false deities they allege to be God’s partners do nothing of the 

kind. It alerts them to the corruption that idolatry and false beliefs spread 

everywhere.  

The s rah directs the Prophet and Muslims to remain steadfast in following the 

true faith before there comes a day when no action is of any use. It is the day when 

everything people have done is reckoned and when they receive their fair reward for 

it all. Within the context of what God provides, the s rah directs their attention to 

certain aspects of such provisions, some of which relate to their existence, such as the 

rain that comes from the skies, giving life to the earth after it was dead. Likewise, 

(58) 

Thus does God seal the hearts of those 

who do not want to know [the truth]. 

(59) 

Therefore persevere patiently. For 

certain, God’s promise will come true. 

So, let not the ones deprived of certainty 

trouble your mind. (60) 

šÏ9≡ x‹x. ßì t7 ôÜ tƒ ª!$# 4’ n?tã É>θè=è% š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# 

Ÿω šχθßϑn=ôètƒ ∩∈®∪  

÷É9ô¹$$ sù ¨βÎ) y‰ôãuρ «!$# ?Y ym ( Ÿωuρ 

š̈Ζ¤ Ï‚ tGó¡o„ t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# Ÿω šχθãΨ Ï%θãƒ ∩∉⊃∪ 
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God’s revelations are given to the Prophet to bring life to hearts and souls. Yet they 

neither listen nor follow guidance. The s rah also takes us on a round in which we 

look at the stages of creation of humans and their lives until they return to their Lord. 

At that time, no excuse or justification will benefit the wrongdoers. The s rah then 

concludes with reassuring the Prophet. It directs him to show more patience until 

God’s promise is fulfilled, as it certainly will be. 

Vacillating Conditions 

When harm touches people they call out to their Lord for help, turning to Him in 

repentance. But when He gives them a taste of His grace, some of them associate 

partners with their Lord, [as if] to show their ingratitude for what We have given 

them. Enjoy, then, your life [as you may]; before long you will come to know [the 

truth]. Have We ever sent down to them a warrant to confirm what they associate as 

partners with God? When We give people a taste of grace, they rejoice in it; but if evil 

befalls them as an outcome of what their own hands have wrought, they lose all hope. 

Are they not aware that God gives in abundance, or in scant measure, to whom He 

wills? In this there are clear signs indeed for people who believe. (Verses 33-37) 

These verses draw a picture of the human soul that does not rely on solid 

concepts, or follow clear lines. It thus vacillates between sudden reactions, in 

response to conflicting influences or events. Thus, when harm touches such people, 

they turn to God, realizing that only He can save them. Yet when the affliction is 

over, and things are comfortable again, with God bestowing His grace on them, 

“some of them associate partners with their Lord.” (Verse 33) These are they who do not 

follow true faith and who do not benefit from the light it gives to the faithful. Ease 

and comfort remove the emergency that made them turn to God for support and 

protection. They forget their earlier hardship. Thus, rather than maintain the path of 

turning to God and of being grateful to Him, they disbelieve in His guidance and the 

grace He has bestowed on them. 

A warning is given in the first instance to those unbelievers who opposed the 

Prophet’s message, making it clear that they belong to this group: “Enjoy, then, your 

life [as you may]; before long you will come to know.” (Verse 34) It is a serious threat that 

sends terror into their hearts. People fear threats issued by rulers or presidents. How 

then will they react to a threat from the Creator of this universe, He who brought it 

into existence by merely saying to it, ‘Be’? 

Having delivered this stern warning, the s rah questions them about the basis of 

their associating partners with God when it is He who bestows His grace upon them: 

“Have We ever sent down to them a warrant to confirm what they associate as partners with 
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God?” (Verse 35) No one should ever accept anything about faith from any source 

other than God. So, have they received any clear, powerful argument to warrant an 

attitude that is contrary to belief in God’s oneness? This is a rhetorical question, one 

that depicts the fallacy of all types of idolatry. At the same time it serves to state that 

the only proper and true faith is that revealed by God, with clear sanction from Him. 

Otherwise, it remains flimsy, devoid of substance. 

The s rah then depicts a different situation showing people as they euphorically 

rejoice at any taste of God’s grace. In contrast, they feel frustrated and hopeless when 

affliction befalls them: “When We give people a taste of grace, they rejoice in it; but if evil 

befalls them as an outcome of what their own hands have wrought, they lose all hope.” (Verse 

36) 

This is another image of a soul that either does not follow a clear line in judging 

situations or which lacks an accurate standard that does not sway with events. These 

are they who emotionally rejoice at every taste of grace forgetting its source and 

purpose. They are elated, overjoyed, but do not express their gratitude to the One 

who has granted them such grace. They do not realize that a situation of grace also 

poses a test. When it is God’s will to requite them for their deeds, making them taste 

a situation of hardship, they are again blind to God’s wisdom in such a test. They 

lose all hope that God will remove their affliction. Such is the situation of people who 

do not maintain their bonds with God and, consequently, do not understand His 

laws or wisdom. These are the ones who only know the outer surface of the life of 

this world. 

This image is followed by another rhetorical question that wonders at their 

attitude and lack of insight. In both situations of grace and affliction one consistent 

law applies. Both are the result of God’s will. It is He who bestows grace and tests 

people with hardship, gives in abundance or in a scant measure, in line with His 

wisdom. This takes place all the time, but they do not see: “Are they not aware that God 

gives in abundance, or in scant measure, to whom He wills?” There is no need, then, for 

elation at the time of grace, or for despair during times of hardship. These are 

situations that befall people at different times as serves God’s purpose. A believer 

sees in them confirmation that all matters ultimately belong to God. It all indicates 

the consistency of God’s laws in all situations: “In this there are clear signs indeed for 

people who believe.” (Verse 37) 

Since it is God who grants provisions and sustenance, giving in abundance or in 

small measure as He pleases, He indicates to people the way in which they can make 

handsome profit, increasing their wealth. This is different from what they think: 

Hence, give his due to the near of kin, as well as to the needy and the traveller in need. 

This is best for all who seek God’s countenance. It is they who shall be successful. 
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Whatever you may give out in usury so that it might increase through other people’s 

property will bring no increase with God, whereas all that you give out in charity, 

seeking God’s countenance, will bring you multiple increase. (Verses 38-39) 

Since all wealth belongs to God and it is He who grants it to some of His servants, 

He, the original owner, has determined that a portion of it should go to certain 

groups, to be given to them by those who are in actual possession of it. Therefore, He 

calls it a right due to these groups, of which the s rah mentions here “the near of kin, 

the needy and the traveller in need.” At the time this s rah was revealed, zak t had not 

yet been determined, nor its beneficiaries. The principle, however, is stated clearly, 

making all money God’s property since it is He who grants it in the first place, and 

assigning to certain needy groups a right which they should receive from those who 

are in possession of the money. This is the basic financial principle Islam lays down, 

from which all aspects of the Islamic economic theory derive. Since all money and 

wealth belong to God, it is subject to what He, as the original owner, determines with 

regard to how it is owned, invested or spent. The person who is in control of it does 

not enjoy absolute authority in this respect. 

God Almighty issues this directive to those He has placed as trustees of wealth 

showing them the best methods for investment, growth and prosperity. This means 

sharing with one’s near kin, the needy and stranded travellers, and spending 

generally in ways that serve God’s cause: “This is best for all who seek God’s 

countenance. It is they who shall be successful.” (Verse 38) 

At that time some people tried to increase their money by giving gifts to wealthy 

individuals, hoping that they would receive better gifts in return. The s rah tells 

them that this is not the way to achieve true growth: “Whatever you may give out in 

usury so that it might increase through other people’s property will bring no increase with 

God.” This is what some reports mention as the meaning of this statement, but it is a 

general statement that applies to all methods people use to usuriously increase their 

wealth.15 God also makes clear the way that ensures true growth: “Whereas all that 

you give out in charity, seeking God’s countenance, will bring you multiple increase.” (Verse 

39) 

This is the guaranteed way of increasing money: to give it freely, expecting no 

favours from anyone, but seeking only God’s pleasure. Is He not the One who gives 

sustenance in plenty or in small measure? Is He not the One who bestows or denies 

favours? He, thus, gives in multiples to those who spend of their money for no 

reason other than to please Him. He also takes away from the usurers who seek to 

increase their wealth at other people’s expense. One method makes its calculation by 

                                                 
15 This method is not forbidden like other methods based on usury. However, it is neither a proper nor 
honourable way to increase wealth. 
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this world’s standards, while the other looks at the standards of the life to come, 

when rewards are given in multiples. This last method is the one that makes real 

profits both in this life and in the life to come. 

Corruption and Pollution 

The s rah then discusses the issue of polytheism from the viewpoint of providing 

sustenance and earning a living, and how this affects their lives as it affected the lives 

of generations before them. It also shows the end of earlier communities and the 

ruins standing witness to such ends: 

It is God who has created you, and then has provided you with sustenance, and then 

will cause you to die, and then will bring you to life again. Can any of those whom 

you associate as partners with Him do any of these things? Limitless is God in His 

glory, and sublimely exalted above anything which people may allege to be partners 

with Him. Corruption has become rife on land and sea in consequence of what people’s 

hands have wrought; and so He will let them taste the consequences of some of their 

doings, so that they might mend their ways. Say: ‘Travel around the world and see 

what was the fate of those who lived before you. Most of them did associate partners 

with God.’ (Verses 40-42) 

The s rah puts before them the realities of their lives which they cannot dispute to 

be of God’s own making and in which they cannot claim a share for their alleged 

deities. It tells them that it is God who has brought them into existence, provides 

them with sustenance, causes them to die, and then brings them back to life. They 

acknowledge the fact that it is God who creates them. As for sustenance, they cannot 

claim that their alleged deities provide them with any of it. They have no argument 

against what the Qur’ n states about causing death. It is the question of resurrection 

that they dispute. The s rah includes this with other acknowledged realities so that 

resurrection becomes established in their consciences. The method employed in this 

Qur’ nic address is uniquely effective. It speaks directly to their nature, sidestepping 

all deviant thinking. Human nature cannot deny the fact of resurrection. 

They are then asked: “Can any of those whom you associate as partners with Him do 

any of these things?” (Verse 40) No answer to this question is expected. Indeed, the 

verse puts forward the only possible and negative response in the form of a rebuke, 

thus doing away with the need for a direct answer. This is followed by a glorification 

of God which denies partnership with Him in any form: “Limitless is God in His glory, 

and sublimely exalted above anything which people may allege to be partners with Him.” 

(Verse 40) 
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The s rah then makes clear that life situations are directly related to people’s 

actions, and that when corruption finds its way into people’s hearts, faiths and 

deeds, both land and sea also become corrupted, to the extent that corruption 

becomes the order of the day: “Corruption has become rife on land and sea in consequence 

of what people’s hands have wrought.” (Verse 41) This spreading of pollution across the 

land and sea does not happen by coincidence. It is a manifestation of the working of 

God’s laws. The reason being: “so He will let them taste the consequences of some of their 

doings.” (Verse 41) They will thus suffer the consequences of the evil they do and the 

corruption they spread. It is hoped that when they have done so “they might mend 

their ways.” (Verse 41) They might resolve to stop corruption and return to faith and 

its course of action which sanctions the doing of only what is good. 

At the end of this round, the s rah warns them against incurring a punishment 

similar to what was inflicted on communities before them. They were aware of the 

ends met by many of those, as they used to see their ruins on their travels: “Say: 

Travel around the world and see what was the fate of those who lived before you. Most of them 

did associate partners with God.” (Verse 42) Their fates are sufficient to discourage 

anyone from wanting to follow in their footsteps. 

Now we have a reference to the other way whose travellers will never be lost. This 

leads to a different horizon which never brings disappointment: 

So set your face steadfastly towards the one true faith before there comes from God a 

day which cannot be averted. On that day all will be divided: he who has denied the 

truth will have to bear the consequences of his denial, whereas those who did what is 

right will have smoothed a way [to paradise] for themselves. And so it is that He 

might reward, out of His bounty, those who have believed and done righteous deeds. 

He certainly does not love the unbelievers. (Verses 43-45) 

Taking up the true faith is expressed here in an inspiring way, suggesting full and 

serious commitment: “So set your face steadfastly towards the one true faith.” (Verse 43) 

This implies full attention and clear aspiration. It looks up to a high horizon and a 

sublime goal. The same sort of directive was given to the Prophet in this s rah when 

it spoke about groups and sects with divergent beliefs. It is repeated here as the s rah 

speaks about God’s alleged partners, increase in sustenance, corruption resulting 

from unbelief, what people suffer as a result of the spread of corruption and 

pollution, and the fates of those who associate partners with God. Therefore, we have 

a statement here of the reward expected in the life to come and what both believers 

and unbelievers then stand to receive. The s rah warns against a day that cannot be 

averted. On that day, people will be divided into two great groups: “On that day all 

will be divided: he who has denied the truth will have to bear the consequences of his denial, 

whereas those who did what is right will have smoothed a way [to paradise] for themselves.” 



Al-`Rūm (The Byzantines) | BRINGING LIFE OUT OF THE DEAD 

 309

(Verses 43-44) 

The Arabic text uses the word yamhad which is given in translation as ‘smoothed a 

way’. In its original meaning, the word means ‘prepare a place of repose, or a 

comfortable way to follow, a cradle.’ All these connotations combine to describe 

good deeds and their role. A person who does good deeds actually prepares a 

position of comfort for himself, this at the same time he does such deeds, not later. 

This is the meaning the verse highlights. “And so it is that He might reward, out of His 

bounty, those who have believed and done righteous deeds.” (Verse 45) Whatever anyone 

receives as a reward comes out of God’s bounty. No one deserves heaven on the 

basis of his or her actions alone. No matter what we do, we do not thank God enough 

for a part of what He has given us. Yet His grace continues to be bestowed on the 

believers. As for the unbelievers, He has no love for them: “He certainly does not love 

the unbelievers.” (Verse 45) 

Aspects of God’s Grace 

The s rah begins a new round showing some of God’s signs and how they reflect 

His grace as He provides them with sustenance and guidance. They recognize only 

parts of this, denying others. Nevertheless, they do not give thanks or follow His 

guidance: 

And among His signs is that He sends forth the winds bearing good news, so that He 

might give you a taste of His grace, and that ships might sail at His bidding; so that 

you might go about in quest of some of His bounty, and that you might have cause to 

be grateful. We have certainly sent before you messengers to their own peoples, and 

they brought them clear evidence of the truth. Therefore, We inflicted punishment 

upon those who deliberately did evil. It is incumbent upon Us to give support to the 

believers. It is God who sends forth the winds so that they raise clouds, whereupon He 

spreads them as He wills across the skies, and causes them to break up so that you can 

see the rain issuing from within it. As soon as He causes it to fall upon whomever He 

wills of His servants, they rejoice, even though a short while ago, before it was sent 

down upon them, they had abandoned all hope. Behold, then, the effects of God’s grace: 

how He gives life to the earth after it had been lifeless! It is indeed He, the One who 

can bring the dead back to life; for He has power over all things. (Verses 46-50) 

God’s signs here include the winds as heralds bearing good news, sending 

messengers with clear signs, giving support to believers, sending rain to give life to 

dead land and bringing the dead back to life. This combination is very significant. All 

these are aspects of God’s mercy and grace, and they are all part of the laws God has 

set in operation. Indeed there are close links between the system of the universe, the 
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messages of divine guidance preached by God’s messengers, and the victory granted 

to the believers. All these are among God’s signs, and aspects of His grace. They are 

important to human life, and they are closely related to the universal system. 

“And among His signs is that He sends forth the winds bearing good news.” (Verse 46) 

These winds herald rain. From experience, people know the winds that bring rain 

which raises their hopes. “So that He might give you a taste of His grace,” with this 

prospect of rain, fertility and growth. “And that ships might sail at His bidding,” either 

with the help of rain or by causing rivers to flow and allowing ships to sail on them. 

Yet the ships are actually run by God’s bidding, according to the laws He operates in 

the universe, giving everything its qualities and functions. An aspect of this is that 

ships are easily carried by water and they float and move, pushed by the wind, either 

with or against the current. With Him everything is made to measure. “So that you 

might go about in quest of some of His bounty,” on your business travels, in cultivating 

the land, and in business exchanges. All this is part of God’s bounty, given by the 

One who has created everything and perfectly proportioned them all so “that you 

might have cause to be grateful,” for His grace in all this. This comment at the end of the 

verse serves as an indication of how people should behave when they receive God’s 

bounty. 

Similar to sending the winds bearing good news is the sending of messengers with 

veritable signs of the truth: “We have certainly sent before you messengers to their own 

peoples, and they brought them clear evidence of the truth.” (Verse 47) Yet people did not 

receive this aspect of God’s grace, which is much greater and further reaching than 

the wind that brings the prospect of rain. Nor did they benefit by them as they did by 

rain, even though their messages were far more beneficial and longer lasting. 

Essentially, they took two different attitudes towards God’s messengers. Some of 

them refused to believe or reflect on God’s messages and continued to inflict harm on 

the messengers and to turn people away from God’s path. Others, who believed, 

recognized God’s signs, offered thanks for His grace, and bore with patience the 

harm inflicted on them by the other group. Furthermore, they were confident that 

God’s promise would come true. The outcome was in accordance with divine justice 

and in fulfilment of His certain promise: “Therefore, We inflicted punishment upon those 

who deliberately did evil. It is incumbent upon Us to give support to the believers.” (Verse 

47) 

All glory to God Almighty who, by His grace, has committed Himself to support 

the believers and give them victory, making this their right. He has emphatically 

confirmed it in clear, unambiguous terms. How could there be any ambiguity when 

the One making the commitment is God Almighty who has sway over all His 

creatures? He makes this statement expressing His will that will always be done, and 

pointing to the working of His law which never fails. He is the All-Knowing, the 
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Wise. 

God’s support may appear, in people’s reckoning, to be slow in coming, because 

they have a measure and a perspective that are different from His. He, in His 

knowledge and wisdom, fulfils His promise at the time He chooses in accordance 

with His law. People may or may not be able to appreciate the wisdom of His timing. 

Yet His will brings the best; it is His timing that is the most appropriate, and it is His 

promise that will most certainly be fulfilled. Believers who reflect the quality of 

patience in adversity await its fulfilment with unshakeable confidence. 

The s rah goes on to state that it is God who sends the winds, brings down the 

rain, gives life to the earth after it was dead, and also brings the dead back to life: it is 

all one law, one method and different stages in the chain of the overall universal law. 

“It is God who sends forth the winds,” in accordance with the law He has set in 

operation to regulate the universe and its affairs. “So that they raise clouds,” by the 

vapour they carry from the surface of water bodies on earth. “Whereupon He spreads 

them as He wills across the skies, and causes them to break up,” allowing its pieces to 

gather and condense, accumulate in layers, or collide with one another, or send an 

electrical charge from one layer or piece to another. “So that you can see the rain issuing 

from within it,” when such clouds are heavy with rain. “As soon as He causes it to fall 

upon whomever He wills of His servants, they rejoice.” (Verse 48) No one knows the 

extent of such rejoicing better than the people for whom rain means survival. The 

Arabs were the first people to realize the importance of this statement, because their 

lives depended on rain. Their poetry and folk stories mention it with hope and 

endearment. 

“Even though a short while ago, before it was sent down upon them, they had abandoned 

all hope.” (Verse 49) This describes their condition before rain. In fact, rain changes 

their condition completely, from despair to hope and rejoicing. “Behold, then, the 

effects of God’s grace.” You see these effects in people’s faces as they brighten up after 

being gloomy with despair, in the quickening earth, and in the liveliness affecting all. 

“Behold, then, the effects of God’s grace: how He gives life to the earth after it had been 

lifeless!” (Verse 50) This is a fact that needs no more than that we look and reflect. It is 

given here as evidence confirming the resurrection when people are brought back to 

life. This is consistent in the Qur’ nic argument where universal images and facts of 

life are given as substantial evidence: “It is indeed He, the One who can bring the dead 

back to life; for He has power over all things.” (Verse 50) We need only to look at the 

effects of God’s grace on the earth to be certain of the truth of this eventuality and the 

fulfilment of this promise. 

The s rah then describes the feelings of those very people who are happy at seeing 

the wind carrying water and who rejoice as they see rain bringing God’s grace. What 
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would they feel, however, if they saw the winds as yellowish in colour carrying dust 

and sand? Such winds destroy fields and livestock, or cause plants to dry and wither: 

“If We send a [scorching’ wind and they see it turning yellow, they begin after that to deny 

the truth.” (Verse 51) Rather than submitting to God’s will and praying to Him 

earnestly to remove their affliction, they deny the truth out of frustration and 

despair. This is the status of people who do not believe in God or His will, of people 

who cannot discern God’s wisdom in what He decides, and cannot appreciate that it 

is God’s hand that determines everything in the universe, ensuring harmony 

between all its events and situations. 

The Different Stages of Man’s Life 

Thus the s rah describes the fluctuation of people’s desires, their inability to 

benefit by God’s signs that they see in the universe around them, and their failure to 

recognize God’s wisdom behind life’s events. It then addresses the Prophet consoling 

him for not being able to persuade many of them to follow divine guidance. It tells 

him that this is due to their nature and blindness, which he can never cure. 

Indeed you cannot make the dead hear; and you cannot make the deaf hear your call 

when they turn their backs and go away. Nor can you lead the blind out of their error. 

You can only get those who believe in Our signs to listen; and they will then submit 

themselves [to God]. (Verses 52-53) 

The s rah shows them to be lifeless, deaf and blind, devoid of motion, hearing and 

sight. They have isolated themselves from the world around them and thus they are 

unable to understand the universal laws affecting it. Hence, they have no more than 

an animal life, or even less. An animal is guided by its nature, which rarely lets it 

down. By contrast, a person who does not respond to God’s revelations despite its 

powerful effect on hearts and minds is deaf even though he may have ears that hear. 

Similarly, the one who does not see God’s signs placed everywhere in the world 

around him is blind, even though he may have functioning eyes. 

“You can only get those who believe in Our signs to listen; and they will then submit 

themselves (to God].” (Verse 53) These are the ones who listen to the divine message 

because they have active minds and hearts, as well as sound understanding. When 

they listen to the divine message, they realize that it is the truth and they declare 

their submission to Him. They only need that their nature be alerted, and they 

respond. 

The s rah then takes us on a new round, but this time it is within ourselves 

looking at the different stages of our life on earth, before it refers to the next life and 
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the close link between the two: 

It is God who creates you in a state of weakness, and then after weakness He brings 

about strength in you, and then after strength He brings about your weakness and old 

age. He creates what He wills; and He alone has all knowledge and power. When the 

Last Hour strikes, the evildoers will swear that they had not tarried on earth longer 

than an hour. Thus they used to delude themselves. But those who were endowed with 

knowledge and faith will say: ‘Indeed, you have tarried, in accordance with God’s 

decree, until the Day of Resurrection. This is, then, the Day of Resurrection, but you 

did not know it.’ And so on that day their excuse will be of no avail to those 

wrongdoers, nor will they be allowed to make amends. (Verses 54-57) 

They see the beginnings in their own life, and they see the end brought to them in 

a vivid image as though it were happening before their very eyes. They only need to 

have a receptive mind to gather the inspiration behind these verses. 

“It is God who creates you in a state of weakness.” Literally, this is given in Arabic as 

“it is God who creates you from weakness,” which suggests to the Arabic reader that 

weakness is the substance from which man is made. The weakness in man’s 

formation meant here has several aspects to it. It includes the physical weakness of 

the single, tiny cell that makes the foetus which goes through several stages, 

remaining weak throughout all of them. This weakness continues during childhood, 

until the person reaches adolescence and the prime of youth. Another weakness is 

that of the substance from which man is made, which is clay. Had it not been for the 

breath of God’s spirit, man would have remained in the physical image of clay or in 

an animal image. Both of these are very weak compared to man. There is also the 

psychological weakness that makes man yield to desire, passion and lust. It is again 

the breathing of God’s spirit into him that gives him the ability and resolve to resist 

such emotions. Without this spirit man would have been weaker than animals which 

behave according to their natures. 

“It is God who creates you in a state of weakness, and then after weakness He brings about 

strength in you.” The strength mentioned here covers all those aspects discussed 

under weakness: strength in physical build, human potential, mental ability and 

psychological constitution. “And then after strength he brings about your weakness and 

old age.” Again this new weakness applies to the whole human constitution. Old age 

is a decline into childhood in all aspects. It may be accompanied with psychological 

decline due to weakness of will. An old person may have an urge similar to that of a 

child without having the willpower to resist it. The Arabic word shaybah, translated 

here as ‘old age’ also connotes ‘grey hair’. It is specially selected here to give a 

tangible impression of old age. 
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No one escapes these stages. They never fail to affect anyone who survives; nor 

are they ever slow so as to come later than usual. These stages confirm that mankind 

is subject to a greater will that creates and determines as it pleases. That is the will of 

God who determines the age, life and stages of every creature in accordance with 

perfect knowledge and elaborate planning: “He creates what He wills; and He alone has 

all knowledge and power.” (Verse 54) 

This well-regulated creation must certainly have a well-regulated end. Indeed, this 

is shown in a scene from the Day of Judgement that is full of movement and dialogue 

to bring it alive before our eyes: “When the Last Hour strikes, the evildoers will swear that 

they had not tarried on earth longer than an hour.” (Verse 55) Thus, all that has passed 

before that day shrinks into insignificance so as to make them swear that they had 

not lived on earth more than one hour. Their oaths may also be taken to mean that 

they did not stay in their graves for more than an hour, or that this duration of one 

hour applies to all their time on earth in both their conditions of life and death. “Thus 

they used to delude themselves.” They could not make a proper estimate of their time, 

until those who have true knowledge tell them the right duration: “But those who were 

endowed with knowledge and faith will say: Indeed, you have tarried, in accordance with 

God’s decree, until the Day of Resurrection. This is, then, the Day of Resurrection, but you 

did not know it.” (Verse 56) 

Most probably the ones described as ‘endowed with knowledge’ are the believers 

who were certain of the coming of the Last Hour, recognizing what lies beyond the 

apparent aspects of the life of this world. These are the ones who have true 

knowledge and enlightened faith. In their answer, they refer the matter to God’s 

knowledge: “You have tarried, in accordance with God’s decree, until the Day of 

Resurrection.” This is the term appointed, and it does not matter whether it was of a 

long or short duration. The appointed time was met: “This is, then, the Day of 

Resurrection, but you did not know it.” (Verse 56) 

The scene is completed with a general statement of the overall result, referring to 

the fate of the wrongdoers who denied the Day of Judgement: “And so on that day 

their excuse will be of no avail to those wrongdoers, nor will they be allowed to make 

amends.” (Verse 57) No justification will be accepted from them. In fact no 

acknowledgement of error or apology is sought from them. That is the Day of 

Judgement and punishment of the guilty, not a day of providing justification for 

wrong action. 

No Change of Position 

The s rah then describes how the unbelievers persist in their ways, after having 

explained the fate of such persistent unbelief: 
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We have set for people in this Qur’ n all sorts of illustrations. Yet if you present them 

with any sign, the unbelievers will say: you are but making false claims.’ Thus does 

God seal the hearts of those who do not want to know [the truth]. (Verses 58-59) 

There is a wide gap here in time and place, but it sounds in the s rah as if it is ever 

so near; indeed both time and place have been rolled back. People are again 

reminded of what the Qur’ n provides by way of illustrations, modes of address, fine 

touches meant to alert minds and hearts, and inspiring images. They listen to it as it 

addresses every mind and heart in every social environment and speaks to the 

human soul in all its moods. Yet they continue to deny every sign. Nor do they stop 

at this, but rather insult those endowed with true knowledge describing them as 

making false assertions: “Yet if you present them with any sign, the unbelievers will say: 

you are but making false claims.” (Verse 58) The s rah comments on their disbelief, 

saying: “Thus does God seal the hearts of those who do not want to know [the truth].” 

(Verse 59) It is in this way and for this reason that God seals their hearts. They are 

indeed blind, unable to see God’s signs, arrogant in their disbelief, unwilling to 

reflect. Hence, they deserve that God should seal their sight and their hearts. 

The final note in the s rah comes in the form of a directive to the Prophet and the 

believers: “Therefore persevere patiently. For certain, God’s promise will come true. So, let 

not the ones deprived of certainty trouble your mind.” (Verse 60) 

Perseverance is the best policy for the believers as they go along their hard, long 

way that at times seems endless. They must remain confident of the fulfilment of 

God’s promise. This will enable them to remain steadfast, free of worry and doubt. 

Other people may hesitate, or deny the truth, or doubt that God’s promise will ever 

be fulfilled, because they have no true knowledge and lack the means of certainty. 

Believers, however, must persevere, remain steadfast and confident, even though 

their path may seem endless, and their goal seem concealed behind thick clouds. 

Thus the s rah that started with God’s promise to grant victory to the Byzantines 

within a few years, and give support and victory to the believers, now ends with the 

directive to persevere until God’s promise is fulfilled. Believers are instructed to 

remain steadfast in the face of all the unbelievers’ attempts to weaken their resolve. 

There is perfect harmony between the opening and the end. As it concludes, the 

lingering impression is that of a firm resolve and unshaken trust that God’s promise 

will be fulfilled. 
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S RAH 31 

Luqmān 

Prologue 

The Qur’ n addresses human nature with its own logic. It was revealed from on 

high by the One who created human nature. He knows what suits it and brings the 

best out of it. He also knows how to address it and what affects its inner thoughts 

and feelings. The Qur’ n explains to human nature the truth that is deeply ingrained 

in it, which it knew long before it was addressed by the Qur’ n, because it was 

initially created with it. This is the truth of acknowledging God as the Creator, the 

One, the Supreme, and offering worship to Him alone. Similarly, the entire universe 

glorifies and praises Him at all times. The problem is that certain aspects of life on 

earth, some physical impulses, desires, whims and cravings may cloud human 

nature’s vision or force its deviation from the right path. Therefore, the Qur’ n 

addresses our nature with the logic it knows, presenting to it the truth that it has 

overlooked. In this way, it moulds human nature on the basis of its code for living, 

leading it to earn the pleasure of God, the Creator who controls everything. 

Revealed in Makkah, this s rah provides an example of how the Qur’ n addresses 

our hearts. It tackles the question of faith among the idolaters who had deviated from 

the truth. This is indeed the overall issue that all s rahs revealed in Makkah tackle, 

albeit in a variety of ways and from different angles. That the Qur’ n employs such 

different means is an essential part of its method to keep our hearts on the alert. 

The central issue of faith focuses in this s rah on God’s oneness. It demonstrates 

how we should address worship to Him alone, express gratitude for His blessings, 

establish firm belief in the hereafter and what this involves of careful reckoning and 

just reward. Believers should also follow what God has revealed and abandon all 

notions that are at variance with this. 

The s rah presents this whole issue in a way that invites reflection on the 

remarkable approach of the Qur’ n. It addresses our natures and our hearts. All who 

advocate faith should study this approach carefully. 
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The issue of faith is presented here against the backdrop of the entire universe: its 

skies, earth, sun and moon, night and day, seas and atmosphere, waves and rain, 

plants and trees, etc. This colossal background is frequently employed in the Qur’ n, 

so as to make the universe a host of clear signs placed all around us, speaking to our 

hearts and minds, bringing them alive. 

Four Presentations of One Issue 

Although the issue is one, and the background is the same, it is presented in this 

s rah four times in four sections. In each the s rah takes us around the great expanse 

of the universe, picking up new influences and using new styles. Looking carefully at 

these four presentations, and how each starts and finishes in a remarkable way is 

especially pleasant and encourages a positive response. 

The first begins immediately after the three separate letters that begin the s rah. 

These indicate that the s rah is composed of such letters, and that it is from these that 

verses of this book are presented packed with wisdom and divine guidance. 

Furthermore, it assures those who excel in goodness of receiving God’s mercy. These 

are the ones who “attend regularly to prayers, give in charity and are indeed certain of the 

hereafter.” (Verse 4) Thus it confirms the certainty of the hereafter and the duty of 

offering worship to God. These are coupled with a clear psychological influence: 

“Those are the ones who follow their Lord’s guidance, and they are the ones who will be 

successful.” (Verse 5) 

 On the other hand there are those who would pay for idle talk in 

order to divert others from the path of God, ridiculing these verses. These are faced 

with a fearsome prospect that suits their ridicule: “For such people there is shameful 

suffering in store.” (Verse 6) It describes the movements of these people thus: “When 

Our revelations are conveyed to such a person, he turns away in his arrogance as though he 

had not heard them.” (Verse 7) This is coupled with a psychological touch showing 

how contemptible such people are: “as though there were heaviness in his ears.” (Verse 

7) Another touch sends fear into their hearts although this is given mockingly: “Give 

him, then, the news of painful suffering.” (Verse 7) The Arabic term, bashshirhu, used for 

‘giving news’ is always employed when people are given good and happy news. Its 

use here, however, denotes a clear sense of mockery. 

The s rah again refers to the believers, giving details of their success, which was 

already mentioned in general terms. It shows what reward awaits them in the 

hereafter, just as it has shown the requital of arrogant unbelievers: “Those who believe 

and do righteous deeds shall have gardens of bliss in which to abide in accordance with God’s 

true promise. He alone is Almighty, Wise.” (Verses 8-9) At this point, the s rah portrays 

a panoramic scene of the great universe as providing the proof that speaks to human 
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nature from every aspect, and in every language. It clearly presents this great truth, 

yet most people remain heedless of it: “He has created the skies without any supports that 

you can see, and has placed firm mountains on earth, lest it sway with you, and has scattered 

through it all manner of living creatures. We send down water from the skies to cause every 

kind of goodly plant to grow on earth in pairs.” (Verse 10) As it presents these aspects of 

universal evidence which overwhelm people’s minds, the s rah shakes those erring 

hearts that associate partners with God despite seeing His great creation: “This is all 

God’s creation. Show me, then, what others might have created! Surely, the wrongdoers are in 

obvious error.” (Verse 11) As this touch makes its profound universal note, the first 

presentation concludes. 

The second presentation begins with real people, and tackles the same issue with a 

new approach to produce further effects: “We bestowed wisdom on Luqm n.” (Verse 12) 

What is, then, the nature of this wisdom and what is its distinctive feature? It is 

summed up in a word: “Be grateful to God.” (Verse 12) This is true wisdom in action. 

The second step shows Luqm n as he gives counsel to his son. It is the advice of a 

sage to his young son, which means that it is free of fault. No one can describe such 

advice as insincere or dishonest: how could they when it is from father to son? This 

advice states the major issue of faith which was referred to in the first presentation, 

as well as the issue of the hereafter, but it employs new influences here: “Luqm n said 

to his son, admonishing him: My dear son! Do not associate any partners with God; for, to 

associate partners with Him is indeed a great wrong.” (Verse 13) 

Here we see relations with one’s parents in a way that overflows with tenderness 

and compassion: “We have enjoined upon man goodness to his parents: his mother bore him 

going from weakness to weakness, and his weaning takes place within two years. Be grateful 

to Me and to your parents.” (Verse 14) The s rah makes clear the first rule concerning 

faith, which makes its bond the primary one in human life, taking precedence over 

that of blood and kinship. Strong and appealing as the latter bond is, it is lower on 

the scale than the bond of faith: “Yet should they endeavour to make you associate as 

partner with Me something of which you have no knowledge, do not obey them, but [even 

then] bear them company in this world’s life with kindness, and follow the path of those who 

turn towards Me.” (Verse 15) It adds here the truth of the life to come: “In the end, it is 

to Me that you shall all return, when I shall inform you about all that you were doing [in 

life].” (Verse 15) This is then followed with a very strong psychological factor 

demonstrating the extent, accuracy and comprehensiveness of God’s knowledge. 

This is done in such a way that makes us shudder as we contemplate it against the 

background of the great universe: “My dear son! If there be something which is no more 

than the weight of a grain of mustard seed, and though it be hidden in a rock, or in the skies, 

or in the earth, God will bring it forth. God is Gracious, All Aware.” (Verse 16) 

Luqm n continues his admonition to his son, outlining the duties imposed by 
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faith, including the all-important duty of enjoining what is right and forbidding what 

is wrong, and what follows from both of remaining patient in adversity, as 

difficulties are bound to be encountered by the advocates of faith: “Endure with 

fortitude whatever befalls you. These are matters that require strong resolve.” (Verse 17) 

This should be coupled with commitment to good manners. No advocate of faith 

should ever be arrogant, as such action is bound to spoil his advocacy efforts: “Do not 

turn your cheek away from people in false pride, nor walk haughtily on earth. God does not 

love anyone who is arrogant, boastful. Be of modest bearing in your walk, and lower your 

voice; for the most hideous of voices is the braying of the ass.” (Verses 1819) Not only does 

the s rah dismiss such proud, haughty and arrogant behaviour, it looks upon it with 

contempt. This provides a marked psychological effect. 

The third presentation begins with a new factor derived from people’s attachment 

to the heavens and the earth, and the blessings God has placed in them for mankind, 

even though they do not show any gratitude: “Are you not aware that God has made 

subservient to you all that is in the heavens and the earth, and has lavished upon you His 

blessings, outward and inward? Yet some people argue about God without having any 

knowledge, without guidance, and without any light-giving revelations.” (Verse 20) This 

new factor shows all argument about God to be abhorrent to an upright nature and 

sound mind. The s rah denounces the unbelievers’ stagnant attitude: “When it is said 

to them: ‘Follow what God has revealed’, they say, No; but we will follow only what we found 

our forefathers believing in.” (Verse 21) This is a stupid attitude betraying total 

ignorance. The comment that follows also carries a strong psychological component: 

“Why, even if Satan is beckoning them to the suffering of the blazing fire.” (Verse 21) 

The question of reward and requital on the Day of Judgement is then shown to be 

closely connected with the question of belief or denying faith: “Whoever submits 

himself to God and excels in good deeds has indeed taken hold of a most firm support. With 

God rests the final outcome of all events. And whoever disbelieves; let not their unbelief grieve 

you. To Us they must all return, and then We shall inform them about all that they were 

doing [in life].” (Verses 22-23) The s rah then refers to God’s absolute knowledge: 

“God has full knowledge of what is in people’s hearts.” (Verse 23) A strong element of 

warning is then added: “We will let them enjoy themselves for a short while, but We shall 

ultimately drive them into severe suffering.” (Verse 24) 

As this third presentation draws to a close people are made to face up to the logic 

of human nature as it reflects different aspects of the universe and its inevitable 

acknowledgement of the One Creator: “If you were to ask them: ‘Who is it that has 

created the heavens and the earth?’ they will be sure to answer: ‘God’ Say: All praise is due to 

God alone!’ Yet most of them do not understand.” (Verse 25) The section then concludes 

with a scene of the universe, showing God’s knowledge as infinite, while His will of 

creation and origination is unrestricted. These are given as universal evidences in 
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support of the concept of resurrection and return, as this also proves creation in the 

first place: “Were all the trees on earth to be made into pens, and the sea ink, with seven 

more seas yet added to it, the words of God would not be exhausted. God is indeed Almighty, 

Wise. The creation of you all and your resurrection is but like [the creation and resurrection 

of] a single soul. God hears all and sees all.” (Verses 27-28) 

The fourth presentation begins with a universal scene that produces special effects 

on people’s hearts. It is the scene of the night and the day as each creeps into the 

other. This scene also shows the sun and the moon as they move in their orbits 

within certain limits and up to a point in time that is known to no one other than God 

who created them and who knows them as well as He knows people and their 

actions: “Do you not see that God causes the night to pass into the day, and the day to pass 

into the night, and that He has made the sun and the moon subservient [to His laws], each 

running its course for a set term, and that God is fully aware of all that you do?” (Verse 29) 

This scene is made to provide human nature with fresh evidence in support of the 

central issue: “Thus it is, because God alone is the Ultimate Truth, and all that people invoke 

beside Him is sheer falsehood, and because God alone is Most High, Great.” (Verse 30) 

The s rah then touches our hearts with another strongly effective note derived 

from an aspect of God’s grace represented by the ships as they go about the sea: “Do 

you not see that the ships sail the sea by God’s blessing, so that He might show you some of 

His signs? In this there are clear signs indeed for all who are truly patient in adversity and 

deeply grateful to God.” (Verse 31) The comment here shows man’s natural attitude as 

he faces the might of the sea when he is free of the deceptive influence of power and 

knowledge that keeps him away from his Lord. Such a natural attitude provides 

evidence for the central theme of God’s oneness: “When the waves engulf them like 

shadows, they call to God, sincere in their faith in Him alone; but as soon as He has brought 

them safe to land, some of them are restrained in their attitude. Yet none could knowingly 

reject Our revelations except those who are utterly perfidious or hardened unbelievers.” 

(Verse 32) 

While the sea’s waves can be fearsome, they provide a reminder of the greatest 

fear that severs blood relations, a bond which can never be severed in this present 

life: “Mankind! Fear your Lord and fear a day when no parent will be of any avail to his 

child, nor any child will in the least avail his parents! God’s promise is most certainly true. 

Let not, then, the life of this world delude you, and let not deceptive thoughts about God 

delude you.” (Verse 33) At this point, with man trembling in fear, the s rah concludes 

with a verse that states the final verdict in all the issues it has treated: “Indeed with 

God alone rests the knowledge of when the Last Hour will come; and He it is who sends down 

rain; and He knows what the wombs contain; whereas no one knows what they will earn 

tomorrow, and no one knows in what land they will die. God alone is omniscient and takes 

cognisance of all things.” (Verse 34) 
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These four presentations of the same theme, with their different styles, effects and 

conclusions constitute an example of how the Qur’ n deals with human hearts. They 

provide an approach chosen by God who has created these hearts and knows what 

suits them. In the following pages we will discuss these four presentations in detail, 

putting two into each of the two following chapters as they manifest stronger 

interaction in this way. 
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1 

A Sage’s Admonition 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

Alif. L m. Mīm. (1) 

These are verses of the divine book, full of 

wisdom, (2) 

providing guidance and mercy for those 

who excel in doing good, (3) 

attend regularly to prayers, give in 

charity and are indeed certain of the 

hereafter. (4) 

Those are the ones who follow their 

Lord’s guidance, and they are the ones 

who will be successful. (5) 

Among people there are some who would 

pay for idle talk, so as to lead people 

astray from the path of God, without 

knowledge, and thus they turn it to 

ridicule. For such people there is 

shameful suffering in store. (6) 

When Our revelations are conveyed to 

such a person, he turns away in his 

arrogance as though he had not heard 

them, as though there were heaviness in 

his ears. Give him, then, the news of 

painful suffering.’ (7) 
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Those who believe and do righteous deeds 

shall have gardens of bliss (8) 

in which to abide in accordance with 

God’s true promise. He alone is 

Almighty, Wise. (9) 

He has created the skies without any 

supports that you can see, and has placed 

firm mountains on earth, lest it sway 

with you, and has scattered through it all 

manner of living creatures. We send 

down water from the skies to cause every 

kind of goodly plant to grow on earth in 

pairs. (10) 

This is all God’s creation. Show me, then, 

what others might have created! Surely, 

the wrongdoers are in obvious error. (11) 

We bestowed wisdom on Luqm n: ‘Be 

grateful to God; for he who is grateful is 

only grateful for his own benefit. As for 

the one who is ungrateful; well, God is 

self-sufficient, ever to be praised. (12) 

Luqm n said to his son, admonishing 

him: ‘My dear son! Do not associate any 

partners with God; for, to associate 

partners with Him is indeed a great 

wrong.’ (13) 

We have enjoined upon man goodness to 

his parents: his mother bore him going 

from weakness to weakness, and his 

weaning takes place within two years. Be 

grateful to Me and to your parents. With 

Me is the end of all journeys. (14) 
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Yet should they endeavour to make you 

associate as partner with Me something 

of which you have no knowledge, do not 

obey them, but [even then] bear them 

company in this world’s life with 

kindness, and follow the path of those 

who turn towards Me. In the end, it is to 

Me that you shall all return, when I shall 

inform you about all that you were doing 

[in life]. (15) 

‘My dear son! If there be something 

which is no more than the weight of a 

grain of mustard seed, and though it be 

hidden in a rock, or in the skies, or in the 

earth, God will bring it forth. God is 

Gracious, All-Aware. (16) 

My dear son! Attend regularly to prayer, 

and enjoin the doing of what is right and 

forbid the doing of what is wrong, and 

endure with fortitude whatever befalls 

you. These are matters that require 

strong resolve. (17) 

Do not turn your cheek away from people 

in false pride, nor walk haughtily on 

earth. God does not love anyone who is 

arrogant, boastful. (18) 

Be of modest bearing in your walk, and 

lower your voice; for the most hideous of 

voices is the braying of the ass.’ (19) 
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A Book of Wisdom 

Alif. L m. Mīm. These are verses of the divine book, full of wisdom, providing 

guidance and mercy for those who excel in doing good, attend regularly to prayers, 

give in charity and are indeed certain of the hereafter. Those are the ones who follow 

their Lord’s guidance, and they are the ones who will be successful. (Verses 1-5) 

The s rah begins with three separate letters which are then described as “These are 

the verses of the divine book, full of wisdom.” (Verse 2) This serves to emphasize that the 

verses of this book are composed of letters of the same sort. The book is described 

here as being one of wisdom because wisdom is repeatedly mentioned in this s rah. 

Hence, it is fitting, in the normal method of the Qur’ n, that this particular aspect of 

the book is emphasized in this context. Moreover, speaking of the book as one of 

wisdom gives it connotations of life and will. It is as though the book itself is a living 

creature which is wise in what it says and the way it directs people to behave. It 

chooses its objective and serves it. This is indeed true of the book as it has life, spirit, 

movement and a distinctive personality. Furthermore, it provides friendly 

companionship, one which is felt by those who live with it and under its shade. They 

relate to it and have a mutual response with it just like close friends. 

This book, which is full of wisdom provides “guidance and mercy for those who excel 

in doing good.” This is its essential and permanent status: providing guidance so that 

goodly people can follow the right way. Indeed, travellers who follow its way are 

never in error. This book also provides people with mercy as they feel reassured and 

contented by the guidance they are given. They feel God’s mercy as they attain 

success, establish firm bonds and strong mutual commitments among those who 

follow such guidance, and also between them and the laws of the universe in which 

they live. 

The ones who excel in doing good are those who “attend regularly to prayers, give in 

charity and are indeed certain of the hereafter.” (Verse 4) Such people attend regularly to 

prayers, and offer them in full, on time and in the right manner. This fulfils the 

purpose of those prayers and enhances their effect on feelings and behaviour. Thus 

prayer creates a very strong bond with God, one which spreads an air of 

pleasantness on life as a whole. Giving generously in charity enables the giver to rise 

above the natural instinct to hold on to things. It helps to establish a social system 

based on mutual cooperation where both the affluent and the deprived find 

confidence and reassurance, as well as genuine mutual care. Certainty of the 

hereafter ensures that believers stay alert, seeking what God will give, and resisting 

the lure of all worldly comforts and luxuries. Furthermore, it keeps the believer 

heedful of what God desires, in public and private, in matters small or large. Thus he 
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aims to achieve excellence in doing good, or ihs n, which the Prophet defined as: “To 

worship God as though you see Him; if you do not see Him, remember that He sees 

you.” [Related by al-Bukh rī and Muslim.] 

It is for those who excel in doing good that the divine book is both guidance and 

mercy. The transparency of their hearts enables them to find comfort and reassurance 

in this book. They are able to relate to the light that is at the core of its nature and 

understand its wise objectives. Therefore, they accept it feeling the harmony that it 

provides with the universe at large and appreciating the clarity of the way they 

follow. This Qur’ n gives to every heart what suits its openness and sensitivity. 

Furthermore, it responds to the love, appreciation and high esteem with which hearts 

approach it. The Qur’ n is indeed alive, reciprocating people’s feelings. 

Those who attend to prayer, give in charity and are certain of the hereafter “are the 

ones who follow their Lord’s guidance, and they are the ones who will be successful.” (Verse 

5) Whoever accepts divine guidance will be successful. Such a person moves along 

with enlightenment which leads him to his goal. He is thus free from error in this life 

and from the consequences of error in the life to come. He has reassurance, comfort, 

and friendly interaction with all that exists. 

The Other Party 

On the other side stand a totally different type of people: 

Among people there are some who would pay for idle talk, so as to lead people astray 

from the path of God, without knowledge, and thus they turn it to ridicule. For such 

people there is shameful suffering in store. When Our revelations are conveyed to such 

a person, he turns away in his arrogance as though he had not heard them, as though 

there were heaviness in his ears. Give him, then, the news of painful suffering. 

(Verses 6-7) 

Idle talk is any type of talk that distracts hearts and kills time without yielding any 

benefit to man or his mission on earth. Let us remind ourselves that man’s mission is 

to build human life on the basis of goodness, justice and righteousness. Islam defines 

this mission, its nature, limits and means, charting the way it should follow. The 

Qur’ nic statement here is general describing a type of person that always exists. 

There are, however, reports that suggest that the Qur’ n is describing a particular 

incident that took place in the early years of Islam. These reports speak of al-Nađr 

ibn al- rith who used to buy books recording the legends and stories of Persian 

heroes. He made every effort to get people to listen to his narratives instead of 

listening to the Prophet reciting the Qur’ n. This statement, however, is more general 
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and wider in scope than this. It describes a type of person with clear characteristics. 

This type is seen in every generation just as they were evident in Makkah among the 

first community addressed by the Qur’ n. 

“Among people there are some who would pay for idle talk.” (Verse 6) Such people 

would pay money, time and life to buy such idle talk. How high the price, and cheap 

the commodity in which such people spend their lives. They buy such talk “so as to 

lead people astray from the path of God, without knowledge, and thus they turn it to 

ridicule.” (Verse 6) They are truly ignorant. Their action is neither based on sound 

knowledge, nor aims for a wise objective. They have bad intentions and aims. They 

want to use such idle talk to lead themselves and others astray from God’s path. 

They are ill-mannered, ridicule God’s path, and mock the way God has laid down for 

people’s lives. Hence, the Qur’ n issues a strong warning to such people. It shows 

them as contemptible, even before it completes their picture: “For such people there is 

shameful suffering in store.” (Verse 6) The description of their suffering as shameful is 

deliberate for this replies to their mocking of the divine way of life. 

Painting the image of this other party is then resumed: “When Our revelations are 

conveyed to such a person, he turns away in his arrogance as though he had not heard them.” 

(Verse 7) The image here is full of movement, showing this person as arrogant, 

turning away in pride. He is, therefore, decorated with shame and this makes us look 

at him with contempt: “as though there were heaviness in his ears.” (Verse 7) It is this 

heaviness that stops him from listening to God’s verses. No person listens to these 

divine verses and then turns away so arrogantly. This description is completed with 

further ridicule: “Give him, then, the news of painful suffering.” (Verse 7) As explained 

in the Prologue, the verse uses here the term bashshir, which connotes the giving of 

happy news. Its usage adds further ridicule. 

By way of contrast, the s rah speaks of the reward to be given to the good 

believers who act on the basis of their faith. It also provides some details of their 

success to which earlier reference was made: “Those who believe and do righteous deeds 

shall have gardens of bliss in which to abide in accordance with God’s true promise. He alone 

is Almighty, Wise.” (Verses 8-9) 

Whenever the Qur’ n mentions reward, it precedes this by mentioning faith and 

good action. It is in the nature of the Islamic faith that it must never remain an idle 

belief that triggers no action. It must always be a living, active reality. Indeed, Islam 

hardly settles in a person’s heart before it begins to establish itself in action and 

behaviour. It reflects its nature and what it does to believers’ consciences through its 

clear effects on people’s lives. 

Those believers who have translated their faith into good action “shall have gardens 

of bliss in which to abide.” (Verse 9) Their admission to heaven and their abode there 
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simply fulfils God’s true promise. The grace God bestows on His servants means that 

He commits Himself to reward them generously for what they do for themselves, not 

for Him, as He is in no need of anyone. “He alone is Almighty, Wise.” (Verse 9) He is 

certainly able to fulfil His promise, and He is wise in all that He does, including 

creation, promise and fulfilment. 

Signs of Wisdom 

The ultimate proof of God’s might, wisdom and all other issues mentioned in the 

s rah is the great universe, whose creation no human being ever claims for himself or 

for anyone other than God. The universe is huge and awesome, reflecting harmony 

and coherence. It has a fine and elaborate system. It captivates our hearts and readily 

faces human nature in such a way that it cannot turn away from it. Hence, it readily 

acknowledges the great Creator’s oneness and declares anyone who associates 

partners with Him as erring, as those who transgress the bounds of clear truth: 

He has created the skies without any supports that you can see, and has placed firm 

mountains on earth, lest it sway with you, and has scattered through it all manner of 

living creatures. We send down water from the skies to cause every kind of goodly 

plant to grow on earth in pairs. This is all God’s creation. Show me, then, what others 

might have created! Surely, the wrongdoers are in obvious error. (Verses 10-11) 

If we take the term ‘skies’ at its apparent meaning, without going into complex 

scientific research, we see how awesome, expansive and sublime they are. ‘Whether 

the reference here is to planets, stars, galaxies or other celestial bodies that move in 

the space whose nature and extent are known only to God, or to this blue dome 

which we see with our eyes but no one knows what exactly it is, the fact remains that 

there are huge, majestic bodies that are elevated without supporting pillars. People 

see them with their eyes, wherever they look during the night or day and wherever 

they travel on earth. To contemplate the sky with our naked eyes, even though we 

cannot comprehend its great dimensions, is sufficient to send a shudder through our 

whole beings. We see a great, endless expanse without limits, but we also see a fine 

and beautiful system that holds all these creatures in such perfect harmony. Neither 

our eyes nor our hearts ever tire of contemplating such majesty. Indeed, this beauty 

is so captivating that all our feelings are absorbed. What does man say when he 

realizes that each little dot of light moving in this great expanse may be millions of 

times bigger than the earth he lives on? 

This reference to the limitless space, “He has created the skies without any supports 

that you can see,” is made quickly and briefly, before we are returned straight to earth 

which is no more than a tiny particle when compared to the great universal expanse. 
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Yet man sees the earth as huge indeed: no man can traverse it all, even though he 

spends his life in continuous travel. Thus, the s rah returns us to earth so we 

contemplate it with open minds, and without the effects of familiarity that cloud our 

vision: “and has placed firm mountains on earth, lest it sway with you.” (Verse 10) 

Geologists say that mountains are undulations of the face of the earth resulting 

from underground pockets of coolness where gases get frozen and reduce in size. 

Thus the surface of the earth shrinks and becomes wrinkled allowing elevations and 

falls to take place in proportion to underground reductions in size. This may or may 

not be true, but God’s book clearly states that these mountains stabilize the earth so 

that it does not sway. Thus, the rise of a mountain in one place balances shrinkage in 

another. However, God’s word remains supreme. He is indeed the One who always 

states the truth. 

God “has scattered through it all manner of living creatures.” (Verse 10) This is one of 

the great wonders of existence. Up to the present day, no one can claim to have 

fathomed the secret of the presence of life on earth. This applies to life in its simplest, 

one-cell form. How then can we fathom the greater secret that causes life to become 

more varied and complex, giving rise to countless species, types and kinds of 

creatures? Yet most people choose to pass by such great wonders with their eyes and 

minds closed, just as they pass by something very ordinary that does not deserve a 

second look. These very people stand amazed as they look at a man-made machine 

which is very simple when compared to a single living cell and its accurately 

regulated behaviour. We need not compare such machines to more sophisticated 

living creatures, let alone to the human body which contains hundreds of chemical 

laboratories, storehouses, distribution centres, wireless stations that receive and 

transmit messages, as well as hundreds of other complicated functions, the secrets of 

which are known only to God. 

“We send down water from the skies to cause every kind of goodly plant to grow on earth 

in pairs.” (Verse 10) Sending rain down from the sky is yet another universal wonder 

which we take for granted, oblivious to what is involved. The water that runs in 

rivers, fills up lakes, or bursts out in springs comes from the sky according to a 

carefully planned system that, in turn, is linked to the regulation of the heavens and 

the earth, their relative distances, natures and formations. The growing of plants 

after rain has fallen is another wonder that remains infinitely amazing. It reflects 

several miracles, including those of the springing up of life, its diversity, and the 

hereditary genes within a small seed allowing replication of all types of flora. To 

study the colour diversity in one flower of a single plant leads an open heart to 

reflection on life and its profound secrets, and hence to genuine belief in God, the 

Originator of life. 
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The s rah makes clear that God has caused plants to grow in pairs, which is a 

fascinating fact that scientific research has only recently discovered. All plants have 

male and female cells which may combine within the same flower, or in two flowers 

in the same little branch, or in two branches or trees. No fruit can be produced unless 

pollination takes place between the two types, just as happens in animal and human 

life.  

That these plants and their pairs are described as ‘goodly’ imparts a significant 

feeling, making it suited as God’s creation. Hence, it is raised in front of our eyes: 

“This is all God’s creation.” (Verse 11) And a challenge follows: “Show me, then, what 

others might have created.” (Verse 11) Then follows the comment: “Surely, the 

wrongdoers are in obvious error.” (Verse 11) What could be worse than wrongdoing 

and the error of associating partners with God when looking at God’s great and 

universal creation? With this profound note the first presentation concludes. 

A Totally New Approach 

The second presentation starts with a new construction, using narration and 

indirect advice. It takes up the question of gratitude to God alone, believing in His 

absolute oneness, and the question of the hereafter, reward and requital. 

We bestowed wisdom on Luqm n: Be grateful to God; for he who is grateful is only 

grateful for his own benefit. As for the one who is ungrateful; well, God is self-

sufficient, ever to be praised. (Verse 12) 

The s rah chooses Luqm n as its spokesman on the questions of God’s oneness 

and the life to come. Reports on Luqm n’s identity vary, with some suggesting that 

he was a prophet, while others say that he was a devout person, but not a prophet. 

The majority of scholars prefer this second view. It is also suggested that he was an 

Abyssinian slave, while some reports say that he was from Nubia, the area stretching 

today from southern Egypt to northern Sudan. It is also said that he was one of the 

Children of Israel and that he was a judge. Whoever Luqm n truly was, the Qur’ n 

states that he was a man endowed with wisdom, embodied in gratitude to God: “We 

bestowed wisdom on Luqm n: ‘Be grateful to God.’“ (Verse 12) The verse thus contains an 

implicit directive to show gratitude to God, emulating this sage who is chosen as an 

example to be followed. This is coupled with another directive making it clear that 

being grateful to God is of benefit only to the person expressing such gratitude, while 

it is of no benefit to God, who is ever praised even though none of His creatures 

offers any such praise: “He who is grateful is only grateful for his own benefit. As for the 

one who is ungrateful; well, God is self-sufficient, ever to be praised.” (Verse 12) Thus, the 

person who abandons wisdom and who does not keep something for his future life 
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betrays the worst type of stupidity. 

The question of God’s oneness is then raised in the form of an admonition by 

Luqm n to his son: “Luqm n said to his son, admonishing him: My dear son! Do not 

associate any partners with God; for, to associate partners with Him is indeed a great wrong.” 

(Verse 13) This is a sincere piece of advice, for no parent wishes anything but good 

for his child. The sage, Luqm n, warns his son against associating partners with God, 

explaining that to do so is to be guilty of great wrongdoing. He emphasizes this fact 

twice: firstly, by explaining the reason, and secondly through the emphatic style 

employed. This is the truth that Muhammad presented to his people, but they argued 

and disputed with him, suspecting his motives and fearing that he might want to 

take power and place himself above them. What would they, then, say when they 

heard Luqm n, the sage, urging it upon his son? A father’s counsel is honest, sincere, 

free of suspicion. The fact is that God’s oneness is the old truth stated by everyone to 

whom God has imparted knowledge and wisdom. It aims to bring pure goodness 

and nothing else. This is the psychological effect intended here. 

Relations with Parents 

Continuing on from this parental advice, the s rah speaks in gentle terms about 

relations between parents and children, delivering this in an inspiring and tender 

way. Nevertheless, the bond of faith takes precedence over such close relations: 

We have enjoined upon man goodness to his parents: his mother bore him going from 

weakness to weakness, and his weaning takes place within two years. Be grateful to 

Me and to your parents. With Me is the end of all journeys. Yet should they 

endeavour to make you associate as partner with Me something of which you have no 

knowledge, do not obey them, but [even then] bear them company in this world’s life 

with kindness, and follow the path of those who turn towards Me. In the end, it is to 

Me that you shall all return, when I shall inform you about all that you were doing [in 

life]. (Verses 14-15) 

That children are enjoined to be good to parents is mentioned repeatedly in the 

Qur’ n and by the Prophet. The reverse recommendation enjoining kindness to 

children occurs only rarely, but mostly in connection with infanticide, a special case 

with special circumstances. Human nature ensures that a newborn is taken care of by 

its parents. It is because of their very nature that people look after the new generation 

in order to ensure the continuity of life, as God wills. In this way, parents normally 

offer their personal efforts, resources, possessions and lives generally, without 

complaint or boredom. Indeed they often do not realize how much they give. They 

do it willingly and with pleasure, as if they were the recipients. Thus, parents do not 
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need to be urged to take care of their children. It is children who need to be urged to 

look after the generation that has already given its all and stands at life’s departure 

gate. Children can compensate parents for even a portion of what they have given, 

even though they may dedicate their entire lives to such ends. Such parental 

dedication is given an inspiring image: “His mother bore him going from weakness to 

weakness, and his weaning takes place within two years.” (Verse 14) Needless to say, the 

mother gives the larger share of such sacrifice, with more love and care. “A man was 

carrying his mother on his back in aw f, [a worship ritual of pilgrimage], when he 

asked the Prophet: ‘Do I thus pay her back for what she did for me?’ The Prophet 

said: ‘No; not even for one heaved sigh.” [Related by al-Bazz r.] This is how the 

Prophet compares the two actions. The man could not repay his mother for even one 

heaved sigh during pregnancy or childbirth, for she carried her child in weakness 

upon weakness. 

With this image of compassion the s rah directs people to the need to express 

gratitude to God, the first Benefactor, and then to show gratitude to parents who are 

always ready to give to their children. These duties are given in order of priority: ‘Be 

grateful to Me and to your parents.” (Verse 14) This fact is linked to the reality of the 

hereafter: “With Me is the end of all journeys.” (Verse 14) It is then, at the end of the 

journey, that what has been advanced of good work will be of benefit. 

This bond between parent and child, with all its care, love and sacrifice, 

nevertheless comes second to the bond of faith. Hence, immediately after the 

statement enjoining man to be dutiful to parents, he is told: “Yet should they endeavour 

to make you associate as partner with Me something of which you have no knowledge, do not 

obey them.” (Verse 15) Should this happen, the duty of obeying one’s parents is no 

longer valid. The bond of faith supersedes all bonds. Hence, no matter how hard 

parents try to persuade, coerce, pressurize or force their son or daughter to associate 

with God anyone whose godship is unknown to them — and no being other than 

God has any godship to be known — they must not be obeyed. This is an order from 

God whom all creatures must obey. 

However, differences of faith and the order not to obey parents against one’s faith 

does not deprive parents of their right to receive kindly and caring treatment and 

companionship: “but [even then] bear them company in this world’s life with kindness.” 

(Verse 15) This life is, after all, a short journey that does not affect the truth: “Follow 

the path of those who turn towards Me,” i.e. the believers. “In the end, it is to Me that you 

shall all return,” after this short journey on earth; ‘when I shall inform you about all that 

you were doing [in life].” (Verse 15) Everyone will have the just reward of their deeds. 

It is reported that this verse and the two similar to it in S rah 29, The Spider, and 

S rah 46, The Sand Dunes, were revealed in connection with Sa`d ibn Abī Waqq ş 
and his mother [as reported earlier]. The story is mentioned in Muslim’s Şa ī ?, 
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which is universally recognized as an authentic adīth anthology. However, its 

import is general and applies to any similar situation. It draws an order for bonds 

and relations, and one for duties. Thus, the bond of faith in God ranks top, and with 

it the requirement to fulfil His orders. The Qur’ n emphasizes this rule on every 

occasion and in a variety of forms so that it is solidly implanted in a believer’s 

consciousness. There can be no confusion or ambiguity about this. 

The Hereafter and the Reckoning 

The next paragraph in Luqm n’s admonition speaks about the hereafter and its 

accurate reckoning of people’s deeds and its just reward. This reality is not, however, 

presented as bare facts. It is shown against the panoramic scene of the universe, in an 

image that makes the human conscience tremble as it reflects on God’s detailed and 

perfect knowledge: 

My dear son! If there be something which is no more than the weight of a grain of 

mustard seed, and though it be hidden in a rock, or in the skies, or in the earth, God 

will bring it forth. God is Gracious, All-Aware. (Verse 16) 

No abstract presentation of God’s knowledge and its comprehensiveness, His 

power, accuracy of reckoning and fairness of weighing can match this clear and vivid 

image. This is the distinction of the unique Qur’ nic method, beautifully effected, 

profoundly effective. A grain of mustard seed, without weight or value, misplaced 

deep in a rock where it cannot be seen or found! Or it could be ‘in the skies’, in that 

vast, endless structure where a huge star appears no more than a little dot or a 

floating particle! Or it could be ‘in the earth’ lost in its sand and dust with nothing to 

indicate it. Nevertheless, ‘God will bring it forth.’ (Verse 16) His knowledge traces it 

and His power does not let go of it. “God is Gracious, All-Aware.” (Verse 16) A fitting 

comment on the magnificent scene! 

Our imagination continues to follow that mustard seed in those deep and vast 

areas so we reflect on God’s knowledge which never loses sight of it. Thus, our 

hearts are filled with awe and we turn to God appreciating His knowledge of all that 

is beyond the realm of our perception. Thus, the truth the Qur’ n wants to drive 

home is established in our minds. 

The s rah continues with Luqm n as he goes on admonishing his son. Having 

established the faith in man’s conscience and clarified its main essentials, he now 

speaks about attending to prayer, advocacy of the faith and perseverance in the face 

of inevitable difficulties: 
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My dear son! Attend regularly to prayer, and enjoin the doing of what is right and 

forbid the doing of what is wrong, and endure with fortitude whatever befalls you. 

These are matters that require strong resolve. (Verse 17) 

Such is the way of faith: declaring God’s oneness, knowing that He sees all, 

aspiration to His reward, trust in His justice and fear of His punishment. This is 

followed by a call to people to maintain the right path, enjoin what is right and 

forbid what is wrong. Prior to all this, however, we should ensure that we have the 

right equipment for the battle against evil: we should worship God alone, address 

prayers to Him, and remain steadfast despite adversity. Adversity can take many 

forms from deviation to stubbornness, turning away as well as verbal and physical 

abuse, loss of property and wealth, as also physical hardship: “These are matters that 

require strong resolve.” Such strong resolve allows no hesitation after a decision has 

been firmly taken. 

Luqm n goes on to speak about the manners that should be characteristic of 

advocates who call on people to adopt the divine faith. Such advocacy of what is 

good does not permit behaving arrogantly towards people under the pretext of 

leading them to what is of benefit. Needless to say, arrogant behaviour that is not 

accompanied by the advocacy of goodness is even worse and more abominable: 

Do not turn your cheek away from people in false pride, nor walk haughtily on earth. 

God does not love anyone who is arrogant, boastful. Be of modest bearing in your 

walk, and lower your voice; for the most hideous of voices is the braying of the ass. 

(Verses 18-19) 

In drawing this image of arrogance the s rah uses the Arabic term tuşa’ir which is 

translated here as ‘turn your cheek away’. This term is derived from the disease şa’ar 

which affects camels causing them to involuntarily turn their necks sideways. The 

s rah chooses this term in order to describe the repugnance of turning one’s cheek 

away from people in a gesture similar to what camels affected by this disease do. 

Walking haughtily is another type of behaviour suggesting carelessness about people 

and their feelings. This is again a gesture that is disliked by God and man. It is a sign 

of a sick mind and a self-centred person: “God does not love anyone who is arrogant, 

boastful.” (Verse 18) 

The order not to walk haughtily on earth is coupled with a statement about the 

proper way of walking: “Be of modest bearing in your walk.” (Verse 19) Such modesty is 

expressed in Arabic with the word iqşid, which connotes economy and definite 

purpose. The economy aspect referred to here is the need not to waste energy in a 

boastful, arrogant gait, and the purposeful walk is one which does not waste time; 
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rather it moves towards its goal easily. 

Luqm n’s admonition also urges his son to lower his voice, which is a mark of 

politeness, self-confidence and reliability. Only an impolite person, or one who has 

self doubt or uncertainty about what he says, resorts to speaking loudly as he tries to 

disguise such doubts by raising his voice. The s rah shows this behaviour as 

disgusting, adding to its abhorrence with the comment: “Lower your voice; for the most 

hideous of voices is the braying of the ass.” (Verse 19) 
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2 

God’s Absolute Knowledge 

Are you not aware that God has made 

subservient to you all that is in the 

heavens and the earth, and has lavished 

upon you His blessings, outward and 

inward? Yet some people argue about 

God without having any knowledge, 

without guidance, and without any light-

giving revelations. (20) 

When it is said to them, ‘Follow what 

God has revealed’, they say, ‘No; but we 

will follow only what we found our 

forefathers believing in.’ Why, even if 

Satan is beckoning them to the suffering 

of the blazing fire. (21) 

Whoever submits himself to God and 

excels in good deeds has indeed taken 

hold of a most firm support. With God 

rests the final outcome of all events. (22) 
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And whoever disbelieves; let not their 

unbelief grieve you. To Us they must all 

return, and then We shall inform them 

about all that they were doing [in life]. 

God has full knowledge of what is in 

people’s hearts. (23) 

We will let them enjoy themselves for a 

short while, but We shall ultimately 

drive them into severe suffering. (24) 

If you were to ask them: ‘Who is it that 

has created the heavens and the earth?’ 

they will be sure to answer: ‘God.’ Say: 

All praise is due to God alone!’ Yet most 

of them do not understand. (25) 

To God belongs all that is in the heavens 

and the earth. Indeed, God is the One 

who is self- sufficient, worthy of all 

praise. (26) 

Were all the trees on earth to be made 

into pens, and the sea ink, with seven 

more seas yet added to it, the words of 

God would not be exhausted. God is 

indeed Almighty, Wise. (27) 

The creation of you all and your 

resurrection is but like [the creation and 

resurrection of] a single soul. God hears 

all and sees all. (28) 
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Do you not see that God causes the night 

to pass into the day, and the day to pass 

into the night, and that He has made the 

sun and the moon subservient [to His 

laws], each running its course for a set 

term, and that God is fully aware of all 

that you do? (29) 

Thus it is, because God alone is the 

Ultimate Truth, and all that people 

invoke beside Him is sheer falsehood, and 

because God alone is Most High, Great. 

(30) 

Do you not see that the ships sail the sea 

by God’s blessing, so that He might show 

you some of His signs? In this there are 

clear signs indeed for all who are truly 

patient in adversity and deeply grateful 

to God. (31) 

When the waves engulf them like 

shadows, they call to God, sincere in 

their faith in Him alone; but as soon as 

He has brought them safe to land, some 

of them are restrained in their attitude. 

Yet none could knowingly reject Our 

revelations except those who are utterly 

perfidious or hardened unbelievers. (32) 
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Blessings Galore 

The third presentation of this central issue of faith employs a different style, 

showing us in the first place the universal proof as it relates to human life, interests 

and livelihood. It speaks of God’s blessings, visible and subtle, which people enjoy. 

Nevertheless, they continue to engage in arguments about God, who gives them all 

these blessings. The s rah then follows the same pattern in presenting the central 

theme of faith as already discussed in the first two presentations: 

Are you not aware that God has made subservient to you all that is in the heavens and 

the earth, and has lavished upon you His blessings, outward and inward? Yet some 

people argue about God without having any knowledge, without guidance, and 

without any light giving revelations. When it is said to them, ‘Follow what God has 

revealed’, they say, ‘No; but we will follow only what we found our forefathers 

believing in.’ Why, even if Satan is beckoning them to the suffering of the blazing fire. 

(Verses 20-21) 

Mankind! Fear your Lord and fear a day 

when no parent will be of any avail to his 

child, nor any child will in the least avail 

his parents! God’s promise is most 

certainly true. Let not, then, the life of 

this world delude you, and let not 

deceptive thoughts about God delude 

you. (33) 

Indeed with God alone rests the 

knowledge of when the Last Hour will 

come; and He it is who sends down rain; 

and He knows what the wombs contain; 

whereas no one knows what they will 

earn tomorrow, and no one knows in 

what land they will die. God alone is 

omniscient and takes cognisance of all 

things. (34) 
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This remark occurs repeatedly in the Qur’ n. Conveyed in different ways, it 

appears new every time, because the universe appears new whenever we 

contemplate its secrets and reflect on its unending wonders. Indeed, it takes far 

longer than man’s lifetime to review these wonders. Yet every time he looks at them, 

they appear to have a different colour and a different tone. 

The s rah portrays these from the viewpoint of harmony between man’s needs in 

his life on earth and the construction of the universe. This leaves no possibility for 

such harmony to have been achieved by mere coincidence. It is inevitable, therefore, 

that we should acknowledge the single will that makes such harmony a reality. 

Planet earth is no more than a little particle when compared to the universe. 

Compared to the size of the earth, man is a tiny and weak creature. Moreover, the 

earth contains forces as well as animate and inanimate beings in comparison to 

which man appears no more than a tiny creature in size, weight and strength. By His 

grace, however, and by breathing into him of His own spirit and honouring him 

above many of His creatures, God has given man a special position in the universal 

system. Indeed, He has given him the ability to use many of the forces and resources 

of this universe. This is what the s rah describes as ‘making things subservient’ to 

man within the context of granting him countless blessings that are subtle and 

apparent, inward and outward. These blessings go beyond making things in the 

heavens and earth subservient to man. Mere human existence is a blessing, as are 

man’s powers, abilities, talents and skills. Sending human messengers with divine 

messages is an even bigger and greater blessing. The breathing of God’s spirit into 

man at the time of his creation is also an aspect of blessing. Indeed, every breath man 

draws, every heart beat, every sigh, sound, feeling and thought is a blessing which 

he could not have had without God’s grace. 

God has made what is in the skies available and subservient to man. Thus, he is 

able to benefit from the sun’s rays, the moon’s light, the guidance provided by the 

stars, rain, air and birds that fly. He also enabled him to benefit and use what is on 

and in the earth. This is even easier to note and reflect upon. Man is placed in charge 

of this vast kingdom, and given the ability to use all the resources of the earth, some 

of which are clear and apparent while others are subtle and hidden; some are known 

fully to man, some he knows only by their effects, and some he benefits from without 

even knowing what they are. In every moment of the night and day man is given the 

great abundance of God’s blessings, the extent and form of which he does not fully 

know. Yet in spite of all this, some people are ingrate, do not reflect on the world 

around them and do not appreciate the blessings they enjoy: “Yet some people argue 

about God without having any knowledge, without guidance, and without any light-giving 

revelations.” (Verse 20) 

This argument sounds singular in the light of this universal proof. Considering 



Luqmān | GOD’S ABSOLUTE KNOWLEDGE 

 341

that God’s grace is so great and abundant, man’s denial looks both absurd and ugly. 

Both human nature and conscience find it repugnant. The type of person who argues 

about the truth of God, and what this means, is deviant, unresponsive to the 

inspiration the universe shines with, denies God’s grace, and unashamedly argues 

about the One who has granted all these blessings. What is worse is that in their 

argument, such people do not rely on any true knowledge, have no proper guidance, 

and refer to no guiding revelation. 

“When it is said to them, ‘Follow what God has revealed’, they say, ‘No; but we will follow 

only what we found our forefathers believing in.’“ (Verse 21) This is their only basis and 

evidence! It is nothing other than blindly following traditions which lack knowledge 

and intelligent thinking. Islam wants to free them from such blind imitation, so as to 

set their minds free. It wants them to be able to think, reflect and benefit by the light, 

but they adamantly hold on to the chains of their deviant past. 

Islam means freedom of conscience, active feelings, aspiration for enlightenment 

and a new way of life that is free of blind tradition. Yet such people turn their backs 

on it, rejecting its light and guidance. They argue about God without knowledge or 

guidance. Hence, the s rah looks upon them with ridicule, making a subtle reference 

to the end such attitudes lead to: “Why, even if Satan is beckoning them to the suffering of 

the blazing fire.” (Verse 21) Indeed their attitude is nothing less than an invitation by 

Satan leading them to God’s punishment. Will they persist with this despite the end 

which they will be certain to have? This last remark should at least alert them to the 

difficulty of their position. 

The s rah then refers to the proper attitude that should result from reflecting on 

the universal evidence and God’s countless blessings: “Whoever submits himself to God 

and excels in good deeds has indeed taken hold of a most firm support. With God rests the 

final outcome of all events.” (Verse 22) Together with good deeds, what is required is 

total submission to God. One should feel reassured of God’s will, obey His 

commands, fulfil the duties He requires, have confidence in His mercy, trust His 

care, and so enjoy total contentment. All this is grouped under the heading of 

submission to God. 

“Whoever submits himself to God and excels in good deeds has indeed taken hold of a most 

firm support.” This support is a bond that is never severed or weakened. It never lets 

down anyone who holds to it, whether in situations of ease or difficulty. No one who 

holds to it will ever be lost, even though his road is rough, dark and beset by 

hardships. This firm support is the close, confident link between the submitting 

believer and his Lord. Thus, whatever comes through God’s will is accepted without 

qualm. It gives the believer the sort of reassurance that keeps him calm and confident 

as he faces all events. Furthermore, in this way, he is able to rise above comforts, 

luxuries, difficulties, surprises and all other impediments. 
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Man’s journey is long, hard and full of danger. The danger posed by luxury and 

affluence is no less than that arising from misery and deprivation. Hence the need for 

firm and ever-present support. The firmest support is that which comes about from 

submitting oneself to God and doing good deeds. “With God rests the final outcome of 

all events.” (Verse 22) With Him all journeys end, and to Him we all return. Hence, it 

is better for man to submit to Him from the start, so that he moves along his journey 

with confidence, reassurance and guidance. 

And whoever disbelieves; let not their unbelief grieve you. To Us they must all return, 

and then We shall inform them about all that they were doing [in life]. God has full 

knowledge of what is in people’s hearts. We will let them enjoy themselves for a short 

while, but We shall ultimately drive them into severe suffering. (Verses 23-24) 

This is, by contrast, the end of the unbeliever who is deceived by life’s comforts. In 

this present life, he is shown to the Prophet and the believers as being of no 

consequence: “Whoever disbelieves; let not their unbelief grieve you.” (Verse 23) He is too 

small for you to grieve over. As for his end in the life to come, it is again of no 

insignificance. He cannot escape God’s punishment, when God knows all his actions 

and intentions: “To Us they must all return, and then We shall inform them about all that 

they were doing in life. God has full knowledge of what is in people’s hearts.” (Verse 23) The 

enjoyments that deceive such people are small, short in duration, trifling in value, 

but the results at the end are terrifying. These they cannot escape: “We shall ultimately 

drive them into severe suffering.” (Verse 24) The Arabic term, ghalīż, used here to 

describe the suffering, has more physical connotations than ‘severe’ suggests. Thus 

the verse imparts a more tangible feeling of the suffering into which they are driven, 

unable to avoid it. How vastly different the two ends are. 

Using the Creation Argument 

In its contemplation of the universe, the s rah puts the unbelievers face to face 

with the logic of their own nature. In this way, they cannot deny the truth it 

emphasizes. Yet still there are those who deviate and remain heedless: 

If you were to ask them: ‘Who is it that has created the heavens and the earth?’ they 

will be sure to answer: ‘God.’ Say: All praise is due to God alone!’ Yet most of them do 

not understand. To God belongs all that is in the heavens and the earth. Indeed, God is 

the One who is self-sufficient, worthy of all praise. (Verses 25-26) 

When man questions his own nature and conscience, he cannot avoid admitting 

this clear truth. The heavens and the earth stand as they are: with careful planning of 
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their sizes, movements, dimensions, qualities and characteristics. They are made in 

deliberate measure and full harmony. Yet they are creatures that no one claims to 

have created, and no one alleges that any creator other than God has had a share in 

their making. They cannot have come into existence by themselves. Nor can they 

follow a system or establish harmony without elaborate planning or a planner. To 

suggest that they have existed by themselves, or as the result of coincidence, does not 

merit argument. Moreover, human nature profoundly rejects any such claim. 

Those who associated partners with God, and argued very strongly against the 

Prophet and his message, could not falsify the argument of their own nature when 

they were confronted with the universal proof of the creation of the heavens and the 

earth. Hence, they did not hesitate in their reply to the question: ‘Who has created the 

heavens and the earth?’ Their answer was clear: ‘God.’ Therefore, God directs His 

Messenger to comment on their answer thus: “Say: All praise is due to God alone.” 

(Verse 25) Praise is due to God for keeping the truth of the universe and its creation 

clear in human nature. The argument is discontinued so as to give a new comment: 

“Yet most of them do not understand.” (Verse 25) It is because they do not understand 

that they continue to argue, ignoring the logic of human nature and the fact that the 

whole universe points to its supreme Creator. 

The s rah adds a statement of God’s ownership of all that is in the heavens and the 

earth, whether it is made available to man or not. He is in no need of anything in the 

heavens or the earth. He is praised even though people may not praise Him: “To God 

belongs all that is in the heavens and the earth. Indeed, God is the One who is self-sufficient, 

worthy of all praise.” (Verse 26) 

This presentation concludes with a scene of the universe which symbolizes God’s 

inexhaustible riches, and unlimited knowledge. It further expresses His supreme and 

ever-renewing ability to create and His unrestricted will: 

Were all the trees on earth to be made into pens, and the sea ink, with seven more seas 

yet added to it, the words of God would not be exhausted. God is indeed Almighty, 

Wise. The creation of you all and your resurrection is but like [the creation and 

resurrection of] a single soul. God hears all and sees all. (Verses 27-28) 

This scene is taken straight from people’s limited knowledge and observations, 

but aims to put before them the meaning of God’s ever- renewing will which is 

neither limited nor restrained. Their minds cannot visualize this concept without 

such a comparison. People record their knowledge and speeches, and sign their 

orders, using pens, which used to be made of reed, and ink which hardly filled an 

inkpot or a bottle. The comparison drawn here shows them that if all the trees on 

earth were made into pens, and all the seas were made into ink this would still be 
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insufficient to describe God’s inexhaustible might. Furthermore, even if this sea of 

ink was given supplies with seven more seas, while scribes sat to record God’s words 

that speak of His knowledge and will, it would still be insufficient. All the pens, ink, 

trees and seas will be used up and exhausted, while God’s words will not end. It is a 

case where what is finite is faced with the infinite. No matter how huge the finite is, it 

will come to an end, while the infinite remains undiminished. God’s words will not 

finish, not ever, because His knowledge is unlimited and His will unrestricted. 

Trees, seas, living creatures, objects, and situations all come to an end. The human 

heart stands in awe before God’s majesty, which is endless, unchanging: “God is 

indeed Almighty, Wise.” (Verse 27) 

Then comes the final note in this section, using the previous image as evidence 

confirming the ease with which God creates and the simplicity with which He brings 

the dead back to life: “The creation of you all and your resurrection is but like [the creation 

and resurrection of] a single soul. God hears all and sees all.” (Verse 28) The will that 

creates simply by willing the creation to take place does not see any difference 

between creating one or many. This will does not exert any measurable effort in 

creating an individual, and such an effort is not repeated with the creation of every 

individual. Hence, creating one and creating millions are exactly the same. Likewise 

is their resurrection. It is only the word, or the will: “When He wills a thing to be, He 

but says to it, ‘Be’, and it is.” (36: 82) With the knowledge that accompanies creation 

and resurrection come the reckoning and fair reward: “God hears all and sees all.” 

(Verse 28) 

God the Truth 

The fourth presentation tackles the same issue addressed in the previous three, 

stating that God is the truth while all those they invoke beside Him are false. It 

speaks of addressing worship purely to God alone and of the Day of Judgement 

when neither parent nor child can avail the other. Several psychological influences 

are brought to bear here against a universal background: 

Do you not see that God causes the night to pass into the day, and the day to pass into 

the night, and that He has made the sun and the moon subservient [to His laws], each 

running its course for a set term, and that God is fully aware of all that you do? Thus 

it is, because God alone is the Ultimate Truth, and all that people invoke beside Him is 

sheer falsehood, and because God alone is Most High, Great. (Verses 29-30) 

The scenes of the night passing into the day and the day passing into the night, as 

well as their shortening and increase in length with the different seasons are indeed 
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remarkable. However, our long familiarity with them makes most of us oblivious to 

this wonder that occurs regularly, without fail or disturbance. It follows a regular 

cycle that never deviates from its set pattern. It is only God who can initiate such a 

system and maintain it. To appreciate this fact needs no more than observation of 

this unfailing cycle. 

The relation of this cycle to the sun, the moon, their regular movements and their 

being made subservient is an even greater wonder than the day and night, their 

shortening and increase in length. No one could do this other than God Almighty. It 

is He who knows and determines how long they will continue to follow this cycle, 

until the time He has appointed. Another truism is added to these two universal facts 

in the same verse: “God is fully aware of all that you do.” (Verse 29) Thus, the three are 

cited together as closely-linked, indisputable facts. This is followed by a comment 

stating the great truth upon which all facts are based. It is the central theme of this 

s rah, which is preambled by this evidence: “Thus it is, because God alone is the 

Ultimate Truth, and all that people invoke beside Him is sheer falsehood, and because God 

alone is Most High, Great.” (Verse 30) 

This accurate, balanced, coherent and unfailing universal system functions by the 

fact that God is the Ultimate Truth and that whatever else people may invoke is false. 

This is the great truth upon which is based every other truth, and by which the whole 

universe fulfils its existence. That God — limitless is He in His glory — is the 

Ultimate Truth means that it is He who brings the universe into existence, maintains 

it, conducts its affairs, guarantees its stability and coherence for the length of time He 

chooses. 

“Thus it is, because God alone is the Ultimate Truth.” (Verse 30) Everything else 

changes and alters, increases and decreases, is subject to strengthening and 

weakening, flourishing and withering. Everything else comes into existence and goes 

out of it, but God alone is Eternal, unchanging, subject to no transformation or 

alteration. 

Yet there remains in my mind something I have not expressed about the 

statement: “Thus it is, because God alone is the Ultimate Truth.” It is something that 

cannot be communicated in words; something which is not in my power to express; 

something I feel strongly in my heart, yet human language cannot put into words. 

The same is true of the last statement in this verse: “God alone is Most High, Great.” 

(Verse 30) Indeed, no one else is high or great. Have I said anything about what 

works inside me about this Qur’ nic statement? I feel that any human expression of 

these sublime truths detracts from them. Indeed, the Qur’ nic expression is uniquely 

inspiring. 

The s rah follows this great universal scene and the inspiring statement that 
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follows it by drawing a familiar image in human life. It paints a picture of ships 

sailing across the sea by God’s grace. It puts the unbelievers face to face with human 

nature when it encounters the dangers of the sea, when no power or arrogance is of 

any use: 

Do you not see that the ships sail the sea by God’s blessing, so that He might show you 

some of His signs? In this there are clear signs indeed for all who are truly patient in 

adversity and deeply grateful to God. When the waves engulf them like shadows, they 

call to God, sincere in their faith in Him alone; but as soon as He has brought them 

safe to land, some of them falter [between faith and unbelief’. Yet none could 

knowingly reject Our revelations except those who are utterly perfidious or hardened 

unbelievers. (Verses 31-32) 

Ships sail through water in accordance with the laws of nature God applies to the 

sea, wind, the earth and the skies. Since He has created all these and given them their 

respective qualities, He thus enables the ships to sail through the sea without sinking 

to the bottom or standing still. Should these qualities be disturbed in any way, the 

ships will not be able to traverse the waters. If disturbance occurs in the density of 

seawater, or the substances from which the ships are made, or air pressure at water 

surface, or the water currents, or the wind, or if the temperature goes beyond the 

level that keeps water in its present form and maintains the water currents and 

winds at suitable levels, ships would not be able to so sail the seas. But beyond all 

this, it is God who keeps ships floating on the surface, protecting them against strong 

waves, tempests and severe weather conditions. None other than God can keep them 

afloat. They move by God’s grace and blessing, carrying some aspects of God’s grace 

and His blessings. The Qur’ nic statement includes both meanings. 

“So that He might show you some of His signs.” These are obvious, available for all to 

see and contemplate. Anyone can see them. There is no ambiguity or confusion about 

them. “In this there are clear signs indeed for all who are truly patient in adversity and 

deeply grateful to God.” (Verse 31) These are two conditions that are frequently 

experienced in life. 

People however are neither patient nor grateful. When harm afflicts them, they 

raise their voices with prayer. When God lifts harm from them, only a few are truly 

grateful. “When the waves engulf them like shadows, they call to God, sincere in their faith 

in Him alone.” (Verse 32) In the face of such danger, with the waves engulfing them 

from all sides, and their ships rocking in the angry sea, hearts and souls shed their 

assumed and delusive power which, in times of ease and comfort, might shield their 

true nature, severing its links with its Creator. Yet when all masks are torn and 

human nature emerges from behind its blinding covers, it acknowledges its Lord and 
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turns to Him in true submission. It abandons all alleged partners, declaring them 

false. At such moments of danger, people call to God in earnest, with sincere faith in 

Him and His oneness. 

But “as soon as He has brought them safe to land, some of them are restrained in their 

attitude.” (Verse 32) Security and comfort do not drive them back to carelessness. 

They remain mindful of God’s bounty and give thanks for it, but they do not do 

enough to fulfil their duties towards God in thanksgiving. In other words, they are 

restrained in their thanks. 

There are others who deny God’s signs once danger is over and security is again 

felt. “Yet none could knowingly reject Our revelations except those who are utterly perfidious 

or hardened unbelievers.” (Verse 32) Both treachery and unbelief are here described in 

superlative terms that are nevertheless true of anyone who disbelieves after having 

seen all the universal indications and listened to the clear arguments about human 

nature. 

The Lure of Comfortable Living 

Drawing on the great danger presented by a stormy sea and how it puts things 

into perspective, the s rah then reminds them of an even greater danger, in 

comparison with which the danger of the sea appears ever so small. This is the 

danger of the day when all relations are severed, parents and children are separated 

and preoccupied with their own positions; when each soul stands on its own, 

without support, unable to call upon anyone for help: 

Mankind! Fear your Lord and fear a day when no parent will be of any avail to his 

child, nor any child will in the least avail his parents! God’s promise is most certainly 

true. Let not, then, the life of this world delude you, and let not deceptive thoughts 

about God delude you. (Verse 33) 

The horror described here is psychological, measured by its effect on hearts and 

souls. Nothing severs blood relations and ties between parent and child, and nothing 

makes everyone preoccupied solely with their own positions unless it be a fear 

totally unknown to people. The call to fear God, therefore, comes here at the right 

time, when people are ready to respond. The issue of the hereafter is presented 

against the background of such great horror so that hearts will listen. 

“God’s promise is most certainly true.” (Verse 33) It will never fail. There can be no 

avoidance of this very difficult situation. No one can escape the accurate reckoning 

and the fair reward, when none can avail another of anything. 
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“Let not, then, the life of this world delude you.” (Verse 33) It is full of lure, luxury and 

comfort, but it is limited in duration, and it is only a test to determine the eventual 

reward. “And let not deceptive thoughts about God delude you.” (Verse 33) Let no 

comfort, work, or interest delude you. Above all, let no devil tempt you, for there are 

many devils, such as money, science, life, power, authority, desire, fancy and 

passion. Each has its own lure and temptation which can be very deluding. Fear of 

God and remembrance of the Day of Judgement, however, should be enough to 

protect believers from all such temptations. 

Knowledge Absolute 

At the end of this fourth presentation, which completes the s rah, a final note is 

given, one which is both powerful and awesome. It describes God’s perfect and 

comprehensive knowledge contrasting this with our own limited, human 

knowledge. It states the question discussed throughout the s rah, in its four sections, 

and presents all this in one of the most wonderful images drawn in the Qur’ n: 

Indeed with God alone rests the knowledge of when the Last Hour will come; and He it 

is who sends down rain; and He knows what the wombs contain; whereas no one 

knows what they will earn tomorrow, and no one knows in what land they will die. 

God alone is omniscient and takes cognisance of all things. (Verse 34) 

God Almighty has chosen to keep the knowledge of the Last Hour to Himself; 

none knows it other than Him. Thus people will always remain cautious, expecting 

its arrival at any time, trying to be ready for it. They know that there is no time to 

lose in preparing for its arrival. 

It is God who sends down rain in accordance with His wisdom, and in the 

measure He chooses. People may know by experience and measurement that rain is 

due, but they cannot create the conditions that bring rain about. The Qur’ nic 

statement makes clear that it is God who sends down the rain, as it is He who 

initiates the universal conditions that form and regulate it. Thus, what is exclusive to 

God in this respect is the ability to send down the rain, as is made clear in the text. 

Scholars who have included rain among matters that belong exclusively to God’s 

knowledge are mistaken. Yet God’s knowledge is true, complete, comprehensive and 

permanent in all matters. It is not liable to increase or decrease. 

“He knows what the wombs contain.” (Verse 34) This is exclusive knowledge similar 

to that of the Last Hour. It is God alone who knows, with absolute certainty, what 

wombs contain at every moment and in every stage, how they swell or shrink, what 

type of foetus, even when it has no shape, form or size. He knows whether it is a 
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male or a female, even at the moment when no one can have any knowledge of this, 

at the time when the female egg is fertilized. He further knows the features the foetus 

will have, its characteristics and future abilities. All this is part of God’s exclusive 

knowledge. 

“Whereas no one knows what they will earn tomorrow.” (Verse 34) No one knows what 

will happen to them tomorrow: good or bad, benefit or harm, ease or hardship, 

health or sickness, obedience to God or disobedience. ‘Earning’ is far more general 

than material gain. It applies to everything that happens to a person tomorrow, 

which is kept hidden under thick covers. People may try to discover this, but they 

will always fail, remaining unable to discern anything beyond those covers. 

Similarly, “No one knows in what land they will die.” (Verse 34) Such knowledge is 

kept behind thick blinds which cannot be penetrated by hearing or seeing. 

As human beings we stand before these covers acknowledging our weakness and 

limited knowledge. Thus, the arrogance of assumed, penetrative knowledge is thus 

seen for what it is. We realize that, compared with what is withheld from us, our 

knowledge is indeed limited. Even when human knowledge achieves all that it can, 

there remains a great deal about which we do not know. We will always remain 

blind to what happens tomorrow, or even in the next moment. With such realization, 

humans should reduce their arrogance and submit to God. 

The s rah presents these highly effective notes against an expansive backdrop of 

time and place, the present, the near future, the great realm that lies beyond our 

perceptions, our thoughts and imaginations. This background includes the Last Hour 

that seems so distant, rain which originates far away, wombs and their hidden 

contents, what is earned tomorrow which is close in time yet remains unknown, and 

our place of death and burial which is driven away in our thoughts. Although the 

background is expansive, the Qur’ nic style gathers it from its broad perspective so 

that it comes close and points to God’s hidden knowledge. Thus we stand as though 

we try to look through a peephole, but find it blocked. Should even a tiny opening be 

made in it, what is behind is in the same position as what is before it. It remains 

closed to man because it is beyond human ability and knowledge. It continues to 

belong exclusively to God. None knows anything about it except by His permission 

and according to the measure He determines. “God alone is omniscient and takes 

cognisance of all things.” (Verse 34) 

Thus the s rah concludes and we feel that it has taken us on a very long journey to 

distant worlds and horizons. Our hearts return in a slow move after traversing such 

great distances. Our minds are heavy with thought and reflection on what we have 

seen of worlds beyond worlds. Yet it is a s rah made of just 34 verses. All glory 

belongs to God, the Creator of hearts. He has bestowed this Qur’ n on us which heals 
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hearts, provides guidance and brings mercy to believers. 
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S RAH 32 

Al-Sajdah 
(The Prostration) 

Prologue 

This s rah, a Makkan revelation, presents the great faith which the Qur’ n wants 

human nature never to overlook. This is the faith based on submission to God, the 

One, the Creator of life, man and the universe, who conducts all affairs and controls 

all beings, wherever they are. It also requires belief in Muhammad’s message to 

whom the Qur’ n has been bestowed from on high to guide people to their Lord. 

Another essential ingredient of this message is belief in resurrection, reckoning, 

judgement and reward. 

Indeed all the s rahs revealed in Makkah deal with this main issue, but each has its 

own approach and uses its own special effects. Nonetheless, all converge to address 

the human heart with the knowledge of the One who knows all, including what 

hearts and minds may harbour and conceal. He further knows the nature of hearts, 

what affects them, how they feel and react in all situations. 

This s rah deals with this issue of faith in a totally different way to that followed 

in the preceeding s rah, Luqm n. It presents the whole issue in its opening verses, 

while the rest of the s rah provides notes and touches that awaken hearts and souls, 

calling for contemplation and reflection. It also provides evidence and proof derived 

from what is in the universe, and the origins of man and how he develops. It presents 

scenes from the Day of Judgement which are full of life, and it refers to the fates of 

earlier communities whose ruins provide further evidence if only people would 

contemplate this. 

The s rah draws pictures of believers and how they worship and aspire to meet 
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their Lord, contrasting these with stubborn unbelievers. It shows the end of both 

groups and their rewards as though this is taking place now before our very eyes. 

In this way, the s rah presents the human heart with what it needs to reflect, 

contemplate, fear the consequences of, aspire to and hope for. It warns, persuades 

and convinces. At the end, it leaves man to choose his way and await his destiny 

having been given all the information and guidance it needs to make an enlightened 

choice. 

In its presentation of this great issue, the s rah can be divided into four or five 

related sections. It begins with the three separate letters, Alif, L m, Mīm, to indicate 

that the revealed book is composed of letters like these. It removes all doubt about its 

being revealed by God ‘the Lord of all the worlds.’ (Verse 2) It poses a rhetorical 

question that wonders at the unbelievers’ claim that the Qur’ n was invented by the 

Prophet. It follows this with an assertion that it is the truth revealed to him so that he 

can warn his people in the hope “that they may be guided.” (Verse 3) This is the first 

issue of faith: the issue of revelation and the fact that the Prophet tells the truth as he 

delivers the message of the Lord of all the worlds. 

The s rah then speaks about Godhead and its manifestations in the universe: the 

creation of the heavens and the earth and all that is in between them, control of the 

universe, how matters in the heavens and the earth are conducted, the reference of all 

things to Him on the Day of Judgement, as well as the creation of man — his origin, 

stages of development, and his acquisition of sight, hearing and understanding. Yet 

rarely do people give thanks. This is the second issue, detailing attributes of the 

Godhead: creation, control, kindness, benefaction, knowledge, mercy and grace. 

They are all mentioned in the verses speaking about creation. 

The third issue is that of resurrection and destiny. The s rah provides a firm 

answer to the unbelievers’ doubts about being resurrected after having been buried 

and lost in the earth: “They say: What! After we have vanished into the earth, shall we be 

[restored to life] in a new act of creation?” (Verse 10) 

The s rah then presents a scene from the Day of Judgement “when those evildoers 

will hang down their heads before their Lord.” (Verse 12) At that time they will declare 

their certainty of the hereafter and their belief in the truth of the Islamic message. 

They will say the word which, had they said it in this life, would have opened up for 

them the gates of heaven. However, in their position on that day it is of no use to 

them. This scene is shown so that, perchance, it will encourage them to say this word 

now. 

In juxtaposition with this miserable image, the s rah shows the believers in this life 

who, whenever they are reminded of their Lord’s signs, “fall down prostrating 

themselves in adoration, and extol their Lord’s limitless glory and praise; and who are never 
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arrogant; who drag themselves out of their beds at night to pray to their Lord in fear and hope; 

and who are charitable with what We provide for them.” (Verses 15-16) This is an inspiring 

image, followed by another showing what God has prepared for such believers of 

happiness that exceeds all that people can imagine: “No one can imagine what blissful 

delights have been kept in store for them as a reward for what they used to do.” (Verse 17) 

The s rah then shows briefly the fates of believers and unbelievers, in heaven and 

hell respectively. It warns the wrongdoers about God’s punishment on earth, prior to 

their more severe punishment in hell. 

Then follows a reference to Moses and the unity between his message and that of 

Muhammad (peace be upon them both). It shows how the believers among his 

people persevered in advocating the divine faith in the face of adversity. It mentions 

that God made them leaders because of their perseverance. This reference gives a 

clear message to the advocates of Islam to remain patient in adversity and to 

persevere despite all the opposition they face. 

The s rah then takes us on a quick round of the fate of earlier communities and 

how they used to go about their business, oblivious to the truth. It also shows us how 

dead land is brought to life when rain falls over it. In this way, the two contrasting 

images of ruin and life are depicted side by side in just a few lines. The s rah then 

concludes by reporting on their question: “When will this judgement be.” (Verse 28). 

This is asked to express doubt about the day when warnings will come true. The 

answer given warns them of the grievous suffering that this day brings. The Prophet 

is also directed to leave them to their inevitable and sorry fate. 
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1 

The Main Issues of Faith 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

Alif. L m. Mīm. (1) 

The revelation of this Book comes, beyond 

any doubt, from the Lord of all the 

worlds. (2) 

Do they say: ‘He has invented it?’ It is 

indeed the truth from your Lord, so that 

you may warn a community to whom no 

warner has come before you, and that 

they may be guided. (3) 

God it is who created the heavens and the 

earth and all that is between them in six 

days, and established Himself on the 

Throne. You have none to protect you 

from God, and none to intercede with 

Him for you. Will you not, then, reflect? 

(4) 

He regulates and governs all that exists, 

from the celestial space to the earth; and 

in the end all shall ascend to Him [for 

judgement] on a day the length of which 

is one thousand years by your reckoning. 

(5) 

$Ο !9# ∩⊇∪  

ã≅ƒ Í”∴ s? É=≈ tGÅ6 ø9 $# Ÿω |= ÷ƒ u‘ ÏμŠ Ïù ⎯ ÏΒ Éb>§‘ 

t⎦⎫Ïϑn=≈ yèø9 $# ∩⊄∪  

ôΘr& šχθä9θà) tƒ çμ1utIøù$# 4 ö≅ t/ uθèδ ‘,ysø9 $# ⎯ ÏΒ 

y7 Îi/ ¢‘ u‘ É‹ΖçFÏ9 $YΒöθ s% !$̈Β Ν ßγ9s?r& ⎯ÏiΒ 9ƒ É‹̄Ρ ⎯ ÏiΒ 

y7 Î=ö6 s% öΝ ßγ̄=yè s9 šχρß‰tGöκ u‰ ∩⊂∪  

ª!$# “Ï% ©!$# t,n=y{ ÏN≡ uθ≈ yϑ¡¡9 $# uÚ ö‘ F{ $# uρ $tΒ uρ 

$yϑßγ uΖ÷ t/ ’Îû Ïπ −GÅ™ 5Θ$−ƒ r& ¢Ο èO 3“uθtGó™ $# ’ n?tã 

Ä¸ öyèø9 $# ( $tΒ Ν ä3s9 ⎯ ÏiΒ ⎯ Ïμ ÏΡρßŠ ⎯ ÏΒ <c’ Í<uρ Ÿωuρ 

?ì‹ Ï x© 4 Ÿξsùr& tβρã©. x‹tFs? ∩⊆∪  

ãÎn/ y‰ãƒ tøΒF{ $# š∅ÏΒ Ï™!$yϑ¡¡9 $# ’ n<Î) ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# 

¢Ο èO ßlã÷ètƒ Ïμ ø‹s9 Î) ’ Îû 5Θöθtƒ tβ% x. ÿ… çν â‘# y‰ø) ÏΒ y#ø9 r& 

7π uΖy™ $£ϑÏiΒ tβρ‘‰ãè s? ∩∈∪  
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Such is He who knows all that is beyond 

the reach of human perception, and all 

that can be witnessed, the Almighty, the 

Most Merciful, (6) 

who makes most excellent everything 

that He creates. He begins the creation of 

man out of clay; (7) 

then He causes his progeny to be 

begotten out of the essence of a humble 

fluid; (8) 

then He fashions him and breathes into 

him of His spirit. Thus He endows you, 

mankind, with hearing and sight and 

hearts. Yet seldom are you grateful! (9) 

They say: ‘What! After we have vanished 

into the earth, shall we be [restored to 

life] in a new act of creation?’ Nay, they 

indeed deny that they will be meeting 

their Lord. (10) 

Say: ‘The angel of death who has been 

given charge of you will gather you, and 

then to your Lord you will be brought 

back.’ (11) 

If you could but see when those evildoers 

will hang down their heads before their 

Lord and say: ‘Our Lord! We have now 

seen and we have heard. Return us [to 

our earthly life] and we will do good 

y7 Ï9≡ sŒ ãΝ Î=≈ tã É= ø‹tóø9 $# Íο y‰≈ yγ ¤±9 $# uρ â“ƒ Í“ yèø9 $# 

ÞΟŠ Ïm§9 $# ∩∉∪  

ü“Ï% ©!$# z⎯ |¡ômr& ¨≅ ä. >™ó©x« … çμ s) n=yz ( r& y‰t/ uρ 

t, ù=yz Ç⎯≈ |¡ΣM}$# ⎯ ÏΒ &⎦⎫ÏÛ ∩∠∪  
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ãΝ ä3s9 yì ôϑ¡¡9 $# t≈ |Áö/ F{ $# uρ nο y‰Ï↔ øùF{ $# uρ 4 Wξ‹ Î=s% 

$̈Β šχρãà6 ô±n@ ∩®∪  

(# þθä9$s%uρ # sŒ Ï™r& $uΖù=n=|Ê ’ Îû ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# $̄ΡÏ™r& ’Å∀s9 

9, ù=yz ¤‰ƒ Ï‰ỳ 4 ö≅ t/ Ν èδ Ï™!$s) Î=Î/ öΝ Íκ Íh5u‘ tβρãÏ≈ x. 
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* ö≅ è% Ν ä39 ©ùuθtG tƒ à7 n=̈Β ÏN öθyϑø9 $# “Ï% ©!$# Ÿ≅ Ïj. ãρ 

öΝ ä3Î/ ¢Ο èO 4’ n<Î) öΝ ä3În/ u‘ šχθãèy_öè? ∩⊇⊇∪  

öθs9 uρ #“ts? ÏŒÎ) šχθãΒÌôfßϑø9 $# (#θÝ¡Ï.$ tΡ 

öΝ ÎηÅ™ρâ™â‘ y‰ΖÏã óΟ ÎγÎn/ u‘ !$oΨ −/ u‘ $tΡ÷|Çö/ r& 

$uΖ÷èÏϑy™ uρ $oΨ ÷èÅ_ö‘ $$sù ö≅ yϑ÷ètΡ $·sÎ=≈ |¹ $̄ΡÎ) 

šχθãΖÏ%θãΒ ∩⊇⊄∪  
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deeds. We are now firm believers.’ (12) 

Had We so willed, We could indeed have 

imposed Our guidance on every human 

being. Instead, My word shall be 

fulfilled: ‘Most certainly will I fill hell 

with jinn and humans all together.’ (13) 

‘Taste this, for you [deliberately] forgot 

you would ever meet this day. We, too, 

will forget you; and taste this abiding 

suffering for all the evil you did.’ (14) 

Only they believe in Our revelations 

who, whenever they are reminded of 

them, fall down prostrating themselves 

in adoration, and extol their Lord’s 

limitless glory and praise; and who are 

never arrogant; (15) 

who drag themselves out of their beds at 

night to pray to their Lord in fear and 

hope; and who are charitable with what 

We provide for them. (16) 

No one can imagine what blissful 

delights have been kept in store for them 

as a reward for what they used to do. (17) 

Is, then, the one who is a believer to be 

compared to one who is wicked? The two 

öθs9 uρ $oΨ ø⁄ Ï© $oΨ ÷ s?Uψ ¨≅ä. C§ø tΡ $yγ1 y‰èδ ô⎯ Å3≈ s9 uρ 

¨,ym ãΑ öθs) ø9 $# ©Íh_ ÏΒ ¨βV|øΒV{ zΟ ¨Ψ yγ y_ š∅ÏΒ 

Ïπ ¨Ψ Éfø9 $# Ä¨$̈Ζ9 $# uρ š⎥⎫ÏèuΗød r& ∩⊇⊂∪  

(#θè%ρä‹ sù $yϑÎ/ óΟ çF Å¡nΣ u™!$ s) Ï9 öΝ ä3ÏΒöθtƒ !# x‹≈ yδ $̄Ρ Î) 

óΟ à6≈ uΖ Å¡nΣ ( (#θè%ρèŒ uρ šU# x‹tã Ï$ ù#èƒ ø:$# $yϑÎ/ 

óΟ çFΖä. tβθè= yϑ÷ès? ∩⊇⊆∪  

$yϑ̄ΡÎ) ß⎯ ÏΒ÷σ ãƒ $uΖÏG≈ tƒ$t↔ Î/ t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# # sŒ Î) (#ρãÅe2èŒ $pκ Í5 

(#ρ”yz # Y‰£∨ ß™ (#θßs¬7 y™ uρ Ï‰ôϑpt ¿2 öΝ Îγ În/ u‘ öΝ èδuρ 
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öΝ åκ ®5u‘ $]ùöθ yz $YèyϑsÛuρ $£ϑÏΒuρ öΝ ßγ≈uΖø%y—u‘ 

tβθà) ÏΖãƒ ∩⊇∉∪  

Ÿξsù ãΝ n=÷ès? Ó§ø tΡ !$̈Β u’ Å∀÷zé& Μçλm; ⎯ ÏiΒ Íο §è% 

&⎦ã⎫ôãr& L™!# t“ y_ $yϑÎ/ (#θçΡ% x. tβθè=yϑ÷è tƒ ∩⊇∠∪  

⎯ yϑsù r& tβ% x. $YΖÏΒ÷σ ãΒ ⎯ yϑx. šχ% x. $Z) Å™$sù 4 ω 
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are certainly not equal. (18) 

Those who believe and do righteous deeds 

will have the gardens of repose for an 

abode in recompense for what they used 

to do; (19) 

whereas the wicked have the fire as their 

abode: whenever they try to come out of 

it, they will be thrown back in it, and 

they will be told, ‘Taste this suffering 

through fire which you always thought to 

be a lie.’ (20) 

We will certainly let them taste a 

suffering closer at hand before they 

experience the greater suffering so that 

they might return [to the right faith]. 

(21) 

Who does a greater wrong than one who 

is reminded [of the truth] by his Lord’s 

revelations but he, nevertheless, turns 

away from them? We shall certainly 

inflict Our retribution on the evildoers. 

(22) 

We certainly gave the Book to Moses, so 

be not in doubt about convergence with 

it. We made of it guidance for the 

Children of Israel, (23) 

and We raised among them leaders who, 

so long as they remained steadfast and 

$̈Βr& t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (#θãΖtΒ# u™ (#θè=ÏΗxå uρ ÏM≈ ysÎ=≈ ¢Á9 $# öΝ ßγ n=sù 
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uÚ { ôãr& !$yγ ÷Ψ tã 4 $̄ΡÎ) z⎯ ÏΒ š⎥⎫ ÏΒÌôfßϑø9 $# 

tβθßϑÉ) tFΖãΒ ∩⊄⊄∪  
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had sure faith in Our revelations, spread 

guidance in accordance with Our 

command. (24) 

Your Lord is certainly the One who will 

decide between people on the Day of 

Resurrection with regard to all that on 

which they differ. (25) 

Do they not reflect on how many a 

generation We have destroyed before 

their time, in whose dwelling places they 

now walk about? In this there are signs 

indeed: will they not listen? (26)  

Are they not aware that it is We who 

drive water to dry land devoid of herbage, 

and with it We bring forth crops of which 

their cattle and they themselves eat? Can 

they not see? (27) 

They say: ‘When will this judgement be, 

if you are telling the truth?’ (28) 

Say: ‘On the day when judgement is 

made no benefit will it be to unbelievers 

if they then believe; nor will they be 

granted respite.’ (29)  

Therefore, leave them alone, and wait. 

¨βÎ) y7 −/ u‘ uθèδ ã≅ ÅÁø tƒ öΝßγ oΨ ÷ t/ tΠ öθtƒ Ïπ yϑ≈ uŠ É) ø9 $# 
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öΝ s9 uρr& Ï‰ôγ tƒ öΝ çλm; öΝ x. $uΖò6 n=÷δr& ⎯ ÏΒ Ν Îγ Î=ö7 s% 
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They are certainly waiting. (30) 

 

Dispelling All Doubt 

Alif. L m. Mīm. The revelation of this Book comes, beyond any doubt, from the Lord of 

all the worlds-. Do they say: ‘He has invented it?’ It is indeed the truth from your 

Lord, so that you may warn a community to whom no warner has come before you, 

and that they may be guided. (Verses 1-3) 

The three separate letters the s rah begins with were well known to the Arabs who 

were the first to be addressed by the Qur’ n. They knew what speech they could 

compose of them and their like. They knew full well the great difference between 

their composition and this Qur’ n. It is a wide gulf recognized by any speech expert 

and anyone who practises putting ideas and meanings into words and sentences. 

Such a person realizes that the Qur’ nic text has an inherent, subtle power that 

makes it particularly effective as it addresses people’s hearts and minds. No human 

composition can have any similar effect. This is a fact that cannot be denied. A 

listener to the Qur’ n will definitely recognize it and interact with it, to the exclusion 

of all other speech, even though he might not know that what he is listening to is the 

Qur’ n. Numerous are the examples people of all sorts have experienced, confirming 

this fact. 

The difference between the Qur’ n and what people make up, using letters and 

sounds is unbridgeable. It is the same as the gulf between God’s creation and what 

people make in any particular field. What is of God’s making is distinct and 

remarkable. It cannot be matched by humans, even in the most mundane of things. 

Look at the colour distribution in a single flower: it appears like a miracle for even 

the most skilful of painters in all ages. The same applies to the Qur’ n and what 

people compose when they use the letters and sounds of language. 

“The revelation of this Book comes, beyond any doubt, from the Lord of all the worlds.” 

(Verse 2) This is a fact no one can deny. All doubt is negated in the middle of the 

sentence, because this is the essence of the question, and the point the verse wants to 

make. That it is preceded by the separate letters puts the doubters face to face with 

the indisputable fact. This book is composed of the like of such letters which they 

know, yet its construction is superior in every way. They do not deny that 
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superiority in practice, or when they apply any recognized standards of judging 

speech. 

Every verse, and every s rah, radiates with the subtle and powerful element that 

gives the Qur’ n its unique character. All people are powerfully influenced by it once 

they open their hearts and minds to receive its message. Indeed, this phenomenon is 

more clearly felt the greater the user’s education and knowledge of the universe and 

what it contains. Indeed, the Qur’ n does not just impart a vague momentary effect 

on people’s spiritual feelings. It is rather a permanent and lasting impression that the 

listener and reader receive. Undoubtedly, though, the import, rhythm and concepts 

of its verses increases the greater the recipient’s knowledge and education, provided 

that his nature is pure, uncorrupted by personal prejudice or desire. This makes it 

clear that this Qur’ n is of no human being’s composition, and that it is revealed by 

the Lord of all the worlds. 

“Do they say: He has invented it?” (Verse 3) They said it in fact as they stubbornly 

rejected the divine message. Yet the s rah puts their statement in the form of a 

rhetorical question that indicates amazement that such a claim should ever be 

uttered. Everything in Muhammad’s history in their midst contradicts their false 

accusation. Besides, the very nature of the Qur’ n shows it to be false, leaving no 

room for doubt. 

“It is indeed the truth from your Lord.” (Verse 3) Its very essence is in complete 

agreement with nature and what it contains of everlasting truth, as also with what 

the universe contains of truth. Indeed the truth is reflected in the very nature of the 

universe, its harmony, consistent and comprehensive system, in the absence of 

contradiction or collision between its component parts, and in the mutual 

complementarity of all these. It is the truth, as it rightly expresses the natural laws of 

the universe as though it was their own verbal expression. It is the truth, as it ensures 

the existence of a strong link between those who accept its way of life and the 

universe in which they live. It establishes peace, understanding and cooperation 

between them and all universal forces. Such believers live in an atmosphere of 

friendliness with the great expanse that is the universe. That it is the truth is beyond 

doubt, as human nature responds to its address with ease, repose and affability. 

Because it is the truth, it allows no contradiction or division when it lays down a 

complete constitution for human life, taking into account all the resources, talents, 

desires, needs and requirements of human nature, as well as what may affect it of 

weakness and shortcomings. It is the truth that does not cause injustice to anyone in 

this life or the life to come. Indeed it does no injustice to any type of personal ability, 

power, idea, or action so as to prevent it from taking effect or working naturally, as 

long as it is in harmony with the great universal truth. 

“It is indeed the truth from your Lord.” (Verse 3) It does not come from you, but from 
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your Lord who is the Lord of all the worlds. That the verse uses the formula ‘your 

Lord’ is meant as an honour to the Prophet whom the unbelievers accused of 

inventing the Qur’ n. It makes clear the close relationship he has with the Lord of the 

universe. This is the best answer to their wicked accusations. Such an honour and 

closeness confirm the certainty of the source of revelation, its sound reception, honest 

and correct delivery. 

“So that you may warn a community to whom no warner has come before you, and that 

they may be guided.” (Verse 3) The Arabs to whom the Prophet Muhammad was sent 

had not been sent any messenger before him. History does not know of any Arab 

messenger of God between Ishmael, the first grandfather of the Arabs, and 

Muhammad (peace be upon them both). God bestowed this book on him so that he 

could warn them and that they may be guided.’ It is hoped that contemporary Arabs 

would be guided with this book which contains the truth that addresses hearts, 

minds, souls and nature. 

Six Days of Creation 

Those whom God’s Messenger is ordered to warn were polytheists, people who 

associated partners with God. Therefore, the s rah explains God’s attribute by which 

they know the truth of Godhead. It also distinguishes who deserves to have this 

great name, God, and who must never be associated with His status: 

God it is who created the heavens and the earth and all that is between them in six 

days, and established Himself on the Throne. You have none to protect you from God, 

and none to intercede with Him for you. Will you not, then, reflect? He regulates and 

governs all that exists, from the celestial space to the earth; and in the end all shall 

ascend to Him [for judgement] on a day the length of which is one thousand years by 

your reckoning. Such is He who knows all that is beyond the reach of human 

perception, and all that can be witnessed, the Almighty, the Most Merciful, who 

makes most excellent everything that He creates. He begins the creation of man out of 

clay; then He causes his progeny to be begotten out of the essence of a humble fluid; 

then He fashions him and breathes into him of His spirit. Thus He endows you, 

mankind, with hearing and sight and hearts. Yet seldom are you grateful! (Verses 4-

9) 

Such is God, and such are the effects and indications of Godhead. They are seen all 

over the universe, felt in the realm that lies beyond human perception, and 

recognized in the origins of man and the stages of his development. God tells them 

about these in His true book. 
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“God it is who created the heavens and the earth and all that is between them in six days.” 

(Verse 4) The heavens and the earth and what is in between them refer to the great 

many creatures about which we know very little, while there is much more which we 

do not know anything about. They constitute this huge kingdom of unlimited 

dimensions which fascinates us. We stand speechless, overwhelmed at the accurate 

design and perfect system that run through it all. It combines this greatness with 

captivating beauty in which neither sight nor any of our senses finds defect. No one 

is ever tired of contemplating it. Repetition and familiarity do not detract from its 

self-renewing appeal. This kingdom includes such a great variety of creatures, with 

countless races and species, endless shapes, sizes, characteristics, qualities, features 

and tasks. They are all subject to the same law, coherently fulfilling one great 

activity, looking up to one source from whom they receive their directives and to 

whom they submit in complete obedience. 

It is God who created the heavens and the earth and all that is between them. 

Hence, He is the One who deserves this name. Their creation was in six days,’ and 

these were certainly not the earth days with which we are familiar. Earth days are a 

measure of time which results from the revolving of the earth around itself while 

moving in orbit around the sun. When it completes one round, it completes one 24-

hour cycle applicable only to our earth, a tiny little planet when compared to the 

universe. This time measure only came into existence after the sun and the earth 

were set in their respective positions. It is also the one most suitable for us who live 

on this planet. 

Of what nature are the six days mentioned in the Qur’ n? This is known only to 

God, while we cannot define or measure them. They belong to God’s days which He 

describes in the verse that says: “Well, in your Lord’s sight a day is like a thousand years 

of your reckoning.” (22: 47) These six days might have been six epochs which the 

heavens and the earth went through until they reached their present status; or might 

have been six stages of creation and formation, or six aeons the length of which is 

known only to God. They are definitely something different from the earth days 

which we know. We take them as something belonging to the realm beyond the 

reach of our perception, which means that we cannot know exactly what they were. 

Mentioning them serves to remind us of the elaborate planning of God’s creation, in 

accordance with His knowledge, wisdom and perfect creation. 

“And established Himself on the Throne.” (Verse 4) This expression refers to the fact 

that God is above all creation. We cannot say anything about the throne, except to 

take it as a name. The word istaw , which is translated as ‘established Himself’ is 

different, as it clearly indicates elevation and exaltation. The Arabic text also uses the 

word thumma, which is the conjunction ‘then’, but it is clear here that it does not 

indicate any chronological order, because no change of situation applies to God. He, 
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limitless is He in His glory, is not in a certain situation, nor does He then move to a 

new one. This does not apply to God. It is only an abstract order. His exaltation 

means that His is a level high above that of His creation, and this is expressed in the 

way the verse is composed.§ 

With this absolute glory of God, the s rah tells them of the fact that applies 

directly to them: “You have none to protect you from God, and none to intercede with Him 

for you.” (Verse 4) Who could have? ‘Where does such protection come from? It is 

God who controls the throne, the heavens, the earth and all that is between them. It is 

He who has created the heavens and the earth and all who live in them. Who, then, 

can protect or intercede for anyone against His will? “Will you not, then, reflect.” 

(Verse 4) It is sufficient to remember this fact and reflect on it for people to 

acknowledge God and to turn to Him alone, abandoning all else. 

In addition to all that has been said about creation and elaborate planning, it is 

now stated that whatever takes place in the heavens, the earth or in between them 

will be presented to Him on the Day of Judgement when He will determine their 

fates: “He regulates and governs all that exists, from the celestial space to the earth; and in 

the end all shall ascend to Him [for judgement] on a day the length of which is one thousand 

years by your reckoning.” (Verse 5) The expressions used here provide a great, broad 

perspective: ‘from the celestial space to the earth.’ Thus, human perception is given an 

impression that it can contemplate. In fact, the domain of what God regulates and 

governs is far greater than that of the heavens and the earth. For us, however, it is 

sufficient that we look at this broad expanse and reflect on the fact that God regulates 

everything in it when we cannot even imagine the figures of its dimensions. 

Everything that has been determined and planned, with its results and 

consequences, is then put to Him, in His exalted presence, on the day He has 

determined for reviewing the results of actions, words, objects and living creatures. It 

is “a day the length of which is one thousand years by your reckoning.” (Verse 5) Nothing 

of this is created in vain or abandoned or neglected. All run their course in 

accordance with God’s design to an appointed time. They all “ascend to Him,” 

because everything and every position and stage is below that of God Almighty. 

Hence they ascend or are raised to Him, by His permission, when He wills. 

Perfection of Creation 

“Such is He who knows all that is beyond the reach of human perception, and all that can 

be witnessed, the Almighty, the Most Merciful.” (Verse 6) The Creator who regulates 

everything is the One who knows everything, whether absent or present. He is in 

                                                 
§ For further discussion on the Istiw ’ attribute, please refer to section 1.1 of A Critique of ‘In the Shade of 
the Qur’ n. 
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complete control of all creation, and He is able to accomplish what He wills. But He 

is also Most Merciful in what He wills and plans for His creation. 

“Who makes most excellent everything that He creates.” (Verse 7) My Lord! This is 

indeed the truth as we see and feel with our eyes, hearts and minds. This is the truth 

apparent in the shapes and functions of all things; in their individual natures, and in 

their harmony, complementarity, forms, different situations and actions, and in all 

that to which excellence applies. 

All glory to Him. Such is His making that we see clearly in all creation. It reflects 

excellence and perfection. Nothing is made in excess and nothing falls short. Instead, 

complete perfection is maintained throughout, in size, shape, form and function. 

Nothing goes beyond the limit of perfect harmony, or takes place ahead of, or later 

than its proper time. Everything, from the tiny particle to the largest things, from the 

single cell to the most complex of bodies, reflects excellence and perfection. The same 

applies to actions, stages and events, which are all created by God. They take place in 

accordance with an elaborate plan, at the time and in the place and space determined 

for them. It all fits within the overall plan made for this existence from its beginning 

to its end. 

Every creature, everything is brought into existence for a purpose. It is made for 

that purpose and given all the qualities and characteristics that enable it to fulfil that 

purpose. Indeed, a single cell is equipped to do its functions; a worm is given many 

legs, or capillaries, softness and flexibility so that it can move along without 

difficulty. Look at a fish, a bird, a reptile, an animal, and look at man, planet, star, 

and celestial bodies. Reflect on their accurate cycles and controlled movements. Look 

at anything and everything, wherever your eyes can stretch. You will find that 

everything is made with excellence and perfection. 

An open eye, an alert feeling and a receptive heart see beauty and excellence in 

this existence as a whole and in its every component part. Reflection on God’s 

creation, wherever we look or think, gives us a complete range of beauty where 

everything is in harmony. When we so appreciate God’s great and beautiful creation 

we are indeed imbued with a sweet happiness. We look at aspects of perfection and 

excellence in everything we see, hear and encounter. What is more, this relates 

directly to the beauty of what God makes throughout the universe. 

Our hearts and minds cannot appreciate any aspect of such beauty and happiness, 

however, unless we shed our sense of familiarity and listen to the music the universe 

produces. We need to look by the light God has given us so that things reveal the 

beauty inherent in them as a result of His making. We also need to remember God 

whenever we see any of His beautiful creation, so that we feel the link between the 

Creator and creation. This enhances our appreciation of beauty, because we see 
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beyond everything God’s own beauty and majesty. 

The beauty of the universe is inexhaustible. We can appreciate and enjoy it 

without restriction, as much as we can or wish. This is indeed what God, the Creator 

of the universe, wants us to do. 

This element of beauty in the universe is deliberate. The excellence of creation is 

such that the perfect functioning of everything generates immense beauty. Moreover, 

such perfect make-up is then reflected back in a beautiful image of every individual 

and every creature. Look at a bee, a flower, a star, the night, the dawn, shadows, 

clouds, and appreciate the music that plays throughout the universe. Such harmony 

allows no deviation or crookedness. 

The Qur’ n directs our attentions to this incomparable beauty so that we 

contemplate what we see and thus enjoy it. This is achieved through the statement: 

“Who makes most excellent everything that He creates.” (Verse 7) We are thus invited to 

look for beauty and excellence throughout the universe. 

Genes and Evolution 

“Who makes most excellent everything that He creates. He begins the creation of man out 

of clay.” (Verse 7) One aspect of His excellent creation is the fact that man’s creation 

was begun from clay. The phraseology of this verse allows it to be understood as 

meaning that the clay was present at the beginning, in the first stage. No mention is 

made of the number, length or duration of the stages that followed this initial clay 

stage. Hence, the door is open for any accurate study, particularly when we join this 

statement to the one in S rah 23, The Believers, which says: “Indeed, We create man out 

of the essence of clay.” (23: 12) This statement allows the understanding that there was 

some sequence in the stages of human creation going back to the clay one. 

This may be a reference to the start of the first living cell on earth, meaning that it 

started from clay, and which was prior to God breathing life into it. No one has 

unfathomed this secret yet: what it is or how it happened. It is from the living cell 

that man originated. The Qur’ n does not mention how this took place, or how long 

it took to be accomplished, or how many stages it had to go through. Therefore, it is 

open to investigation. Such investigation, however, is by no means contrary to the 

accurate Qur’ nic statement that man’s first origin was clay. Within these limits we 

can safely say that we rely on the definitive Qur’ nic statement and accept the result 

of proper scientific investigation. 

It is appropriate to refer here to Darwin’s theory of evolution which claims that all 

species have originated from one-cell organisms and progressed in consecutive 

stages up to that of man. It also claims that the stages of evolution are continuous, 
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making man’s immediate ancestor a species of animal that is more advanced than the 

chimpanzee but lower than man. This theory is wrong on this point. The discovery of 

genes and chromosomes — which Darwin did not know about — makes progress 

from one species to another impossible. Every cell carries genes that preserve the 

distinctive characteristics of every species, and make it inevitable that it stays as a 

separate species, with no movement from one species to another. This means that 

cats will remain cats forever. The same applies to dogs, cows, horses, apes and man. 

According to genealogists, all that can happen is progress within the same species, 

but not to a different one. This invalidates the major part of Darwin’s theory which 

people thought at one stage to be scientifically indisputable. How deluded they were! 

The Making of Man 

“Then He causes his progeny to be begotten out of the essence of a humble fluid.” (Verse 

8) This is a reference to semen, the fluid that represents the first stage of the foetus, 

going on to become a clinging cell mass, then an embryo that soon acquires bones 

and organs before the foetus reaches its complete form. It is a great journey when we 

consider the extraordinary development that this tiny drop of humble fluid goes 

through until it becomes a human being with perfect shape and constitution. The 

gulf between the first and the final stages is great indeed. This is expressed in the 

Qur’ n in a single verse: “Then He fashions him and breathes into him of His spirit. Thus 

He endows you, mankind, with hearing and sight and hearts.” (Verse 9) 

It is indeed a great miracle, but people are often heedless of it. How far removed is 

that tiny drop of fluid from the creature it develops into. No power could have done 

this other than God who directs the single cell along its way of growth and 

development to make such a highly complex creature. 

Initially, one cell divides and multiplies. What happens then is a great 

diversification of cells with different natures and functions. Each multiplies so that 

each group of cells forms a particular organ with a specified function. This same 

organ incorporates parts with special functions and different natures, formed by 

more specialized cells. Once more, how does such division and multiplication 

happen, within the first single cell, producing such great diversity? Where were the 

characteristics and qualities that subsequently emerge in every group of specialized 

cells in relation to the first cell? Where were the distinctive qualities of the human 

foetus, rather than any other type of foetus? And where were those that distinguish 

every particular individual among all human foetuses? Where were those qualities 

that preserve all that appears later in each foetus of potentials, special functions and 

distinctive features for the rest of its life? Who could ever have thought that this 

miracle could happen, except for the fact that it did happen, and continues to happen 
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all the time? 

It is God that has made man and breathed of His spirit into him. This is the only 

explanation for this miraculous event. It is that breath of divine spirit that makes that 

biological entity a human being with hearing, sight and understanding, and which 

distinguishes it from all other biological entities: “Thus He endows you, mankind, with 

hearing and sight and hearts.” (Verse 9) Any other explanation of this miraculous event 

that fills us with wonder is inadequate. Despite all this, people are often ungrateful: 

“Yet seldom are you grateful!” (Verse 9) 

In the light of this first miraculous creation of man and its miraculous progress, 

the s rah refers to the unbelievers’ objections and doubts about resurrection. These 

now sound extremely singular: “They say: ‘What! After we have vanished into the earth, 

shall we be [restored to life] in a new act of creation?’ Nay, they indeed deny that they will be 

meeting their Lord.” (Verse 10) 

They cannot imagine that God will create them anew after they have died and 

become part of the earth. What is strange about this when compared to the first 

creation? God started man’s creation from clay, which means that its origin goes back 

to the earth in which they claim their bodies will decompose and be lost. Indeed, the 

second creation is akin to the first one, with nothing strange about it. Yet the fact is 

that “they indeed deny that they will be meeting their Lord.” (Verse 10) It is such denial 

that makes them entertain doubts and objections to something true and clear. After 

all, something akin to it occurs at every moment. Therefore, their objections are 

answered with a statement making clear that they will die and be resurrected. The 

practical proof of the first creation is more than enough: “Say: The angel of death who 

has been given charge of you will gather you, and then to your Lord you will be brought 

back.” (Verse 11) This is given as a confirmed piece of news. Who though is the angel 

of death? How does he gather people’s souls? This is something that belongs to the 

realm beyond our perception, which is known to God alone. From Him we receive 

only accurate information. We can add nothing to what we receive from this source. 

Shameful Admission 

Since they object to the very concept of resurrection, and express doubts about 

coming back to life, the s rah raises before their eyes a scene of the Day of Judgement 

which is full of life and movement. Moreover, it reports its dialogue as if it was 

taking place now: 

If you could but see when those evildoers will hang down their heads before their Lord 

and say: ‘Our Lord.’ We have now seen and we have heard. Return us [to our earthly 

life] and we will do good deeds. We are now firm believers. Had We so willed, We 
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could indeed have imposed Our guidance on every human being. Instead, My word 

shall be fulfilled: Most certainly will I fill hell with j inn and humans all together. 

‘Taste this, for you [deliberately] forgot you would ever meet this day. We, too, will 

forget you; and taste this abiding suffering for all the evil you did.’ (Verses 12-14) 

This is a scene of shame, one wherein they acknowledge their error and admit the 

truth that they once denied. They now declare their certainty of what they used to 

doubt, and request a return to the earth to put right what they did wrong. They hang 

their heads in shame as they stand before their Lord whom they denied they would 

ever meet. All this happens, however, when it is too late, when no admission or 

declaration is of any use. 

Before the s rah gives the answer to their humble request, it states the facts that 

apply to the whole situation and which determine people’s fates: “Had We so willed, 

We could indeed have imposed Our guidance on every human being. Instead, My word shall 

be fulfilled: Most certainly will I fill hell with j inn and humans all together.” (Verse 13) 

Had God so willed, He could have made all mankind follow only the way of His 

guidance, just like He did with creatures that are guided by an inspiration latent in 

their natures and who follow one way throughout their lives, such as insects, birds 

and animals, or like creatures who can only obey God, such as the angels. God has 

willed, however, that man should have a special nature with the propensity to follow 

either sound guidance or error. He has equipped man with the ability to choose 

either course. He can fulfil his role in the universe with this special nature God has 

given him within the overall system He has devised. Or, he will not. Hence, He has 

recorded His will to fill hell with jinn and humans who choose the path of error. 

Those evildoers who stand in front of God, hanging their heads are among those 

upon whom God’s word shall be fulfilled. They will be told: “Taste this, for you 

[deliberately] forgot you would ever meet this day.” (Verse 14) The reference here is to the 

Day of Judgement, but it is described as this present day, as if we are looking at its 

scenes now. They are made to taste the suffering because they forgot this day and 

neglected to prepare for it when they had all the time they needed to do so. Taste it 

because “We, too, will forget you.” (Verse 14) Needless to say, God does not forget 

anyone, but they are treated like people who have been forgotten. They are 

humiliated and abandoned. 

“And taste this abiding suffering for all the evil you did.” (Verse 14) The curtains are 

drawn and the final word has been said. The guilty evildoers are left to their abject 

fate. The reader feels as he passes these verses as if he has left them behind where 

they are looking fixedly at what awaits them. 
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Getting Up for Worship 

The next scene now imparts a different feeling, aura and fragrance. It is so 

pleasant that hearts warm to it. It is an image of believers in their devotion, showing 

their humility before their Lord, praying to Him with awe in their hearts, hoping for 

His mercy and grace. He has in store for them a reward that they cannot imagine, no 

matter how they try. 

Only they believe in Our revelations who, whenever they are reminded of them, fall 

down prostrating themselves in adoration, and extol their Lord’s limitless glory and 

praise; and who are never arrogant; who drag themselves out of their beds at night to 

pray to their Lord in fear and hope; and who are charitable with what We provide for 

them. No one can imagine what blissful delights have been kept in store for them as a 

reward for what they used to do. (Verses 15-17) 

This is a pleasant image of believing souls which are so gentle and sensitive. They 

are sincere in the devotion they address to God alone. No arrogance or pride creeps 

into their hearts. They receive God’s revelation with interest and acceptance, eager to 

understand and act on them. When these believers are reminded of God’s 

revelations, they “fall down prostrating themselves in adoration.” (Verse 15) They are 

keenly influenced by what they are told, glorify God and feel His majesty. Hence, 

their first reaction is to fall down prostrating themselves. This is the best expression 

of their feelings, putting their foreheads on the ground in adoration. With this 

physical gesture, they “extol their Lord’s limitless glory and praise.” They are never 

arrogant. Their response is genuine, expressing their true feelings of God’s glory. 

The s rah then describes their physical attitude and inner feelings in a vivid 

expression that brings the movement and the feeling before our eyes: “[They] drag 

themselves out of their beds at night to pray to their Lord in fear and hope.” (Verse 16) They 

stand up for night prayer, which is the obligatory `Ish ’ prayer and the Witr that 

follows it, and they add voluntary night prayer and supplication. This is described 

here, however, as dragging themselves out of beds. Thus we see the beds and their 

attraction, inviting people to take rest and sleep. Yet those believers do not respond, 

and make every effort to resist such attraction, because they have something else that 

preoccupies them. They want to stand before their Lord, in adoration, with feelings 

of fear and hope present in their minds. They dread disobeying God and long for His 

help. They fear God’s anger and punishment and hope for His mercy and acceptance. 

All these feelings are brought together before our eyes as they: “pray to their Lord in 

fear and hope.” With such sensitivity and devoted, earnest prayer, they do their duty 

towards the Muslim community, in obedience to God: “And who are charitable with 

what We provide for them.” (Verse 16) 
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This splendid, glorious image is accompanied by another one showing the 

marvellous and special reward which reflects the special care, honour and generosity 

God bestows on them: “No one can imagine what blissful delights have been kept in store 

for them as a reward for what they used to do.” (Verse 17) This verse suggests that God 

Himself welcomes these people, and that He takes it upon Himself to prepare the 

reward He has in store for them. Furthermore, it is He who will give them a warm 

reception and an honourable position which will delight them. All this though is 

known to God alone, no one else has any idea of it. It remains with Him until it is 

shown to those who will be given it when they meet Him. What a splendid meeting 

with the Lord of the universe! 

What can we say about God’s grace which He bestows in abundance on His 

servants? Let their deeds, worship, obedience and hopes be as they may, who and 

what are they to deserve that God, in His majesty, should prepare their reward and 

give them such abundant care and warm reception? It is all part of God’s grace that 

knows no limit. 

The two contrasting images of the humiliated unbelievers and the honoured 

believers are followed with a summing up of the principle of fair reward. This is 

what differentiates between those who do good and those who do evil, and their 

status in this world and in the life to come. This principle makes reward 

commensurate with action on the basis of absolute justice: 

Is, then, the one who is a believer to be compared to one who is wicked? The two are 

certainly not equal. Those who believe and do righteous deeds will have the gardens of 

repose for an abode in recompense for what they used to do; whereas the wicked have 

the fire as their abode: whenever they try to come out of it, they will be thrown back in 

it, and they will be told, ‘Taste this suffering through fire which you always thought to 

be a lie.’ We will certainly let them taste a suffering closer at hand before they 

experience the greater suffering so that they might return [to the right faith]. Who 

does a greater wrong than one who is reminded [of the truth] by his Lord’s revelations 

but he, nevertheless, turns away from them? We shall certainly inflict Our retribution 

on the evildoers. (Verses 18-22) 

The believers and the wicked cannot be equal in their natures, feelings or actions. 

Hence, they cannot have the same reward either in this life or in the life to come. The 

believers are straight in their nature, looking up to God in what they do, following 

His code of living. The wicked deviate from the truth, spread corruption on earth, 

and do not follow His guidance and proper code. No wonder, then, that the roads 

the two groups take in the life to come should be different. Each will have the reward 

that fits their actions: “Those who believe and do righteous deeds will have the gardens of 

repose,” which will be their dwelling place. These gardens are given to them “for an 
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abode,” where they settle. This is “in recompense for what they used to do.” (Verse 19) 

“Whereas the wicked have the fire as their abode.” This is where they settle. Needless to 

say, being homeless is much better than such an abode. 

Yet, “whenever they try to come out of it, they will be thrown back in it.” This is an 

image showing repeated attempts to escape and to avoid the burning. Yet, “they will 

be told, Taste this suffering through fire which you always thought to be a lie.” (Verse 20) 

Thus, rebuke adds to the physical suffering. 

Such is the fate of the wicked in the life to come. But they are not left alone until 

then. God warns them that they may incur punishment in this present life before 

they suffer the punishment of the Day of Judgement: “We will certainly let them taste a 

suffering closer at hand before they experience the greater suffering.” (Verse 21) Yet this 

suffering, which is close at hand, carries with it an aspect of grace. God does not like 

to expose His creatures to suffering unless they incur such punishment by the actions 

they do or fail to do, and by being persistent in what incurs punishment. Therefore, 

God warns them that He will make them suffer in this life “so that they might return 

[to the right faith].” This may, perchance, let their nature wake up. The pain may bring 

them back to the truth. If they do, then they will avoid the fate of the wicked which 

we saw earlier. 

However, if they continue to turn away when they are reminded of God’s 

revelations and signs, and if they fail to return to the truth after their suffering in this 

present life, then they are confirmed wrongdoers: “Who does a greater wrong than one 

who is reminded [of the truth] by his Lord’s revelations but he, nevertheless, turns away from 

them?” (Verse 22) In such a situation, they deserve strong retribution both in this life 

and in the life to come: “We shall certainly inflict Our retribution on the evildoers.” (Verse 

22) What a serious and fearful warning from God Almighty to those who deserve 

such punishment. 

Lessons of History 

The section speaking about the believers and unbelievers, the righteous and the 

wicked, and the fates of both groups is now complete. The s rah then begins a new 

section that speaks briefly about Moses and the revelations God gave him to serve as 

guidance to the Children of Israel, just like the Qur’ n was given to Muhammad to 

provide guidance to those who believe in God. Both recipients of divine revelations 

share common principles and a common faith. Choosing those who were patient in 

adversity among Moses’ people to be leaders of their community carries strong 

implications for the believers, urging them to maintain their firm beliefs and to 

remain steadfast and patient in adversity. These are the qualities that make them 

leaders in this life and ensure that they will be established on earth. 
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We certainly gave the Book to Moses, so be not in doubt about convergence with it. 

We made of it guidance for the Children of Israel, and We raised among them leaders 

who, so long as they remained steadfast and had sure faith in Our revelations, spread 

guidance in accordance with Our command. Your Lord is certainly the One who will 

decide between people on the Day of Resurrection with regard to all that on which they 

differ. (Verses 23-25) 

The clause, “so be not in doubt about convergence with it,” is an interpolation which 

means to assure the Prophet of the truth that has been given to him. It emphasizes 

that it is the same truth that Moses advocated as revealed in his book. The two 

prophets and the two books meet in their advocacy of this truth. This is the 

explanation I prefer for this clause. Some commentators, however, suggest, that the 

phrase ‘about convergence with it’ means ‘about meeting with him’, implying the 

meeting between Moses and Muhammad during the latter’s night journey and 

ascension to heaven. Indeed convergence on the basis of truth and a common faith is 

the more likely as it serves to reassure the Prophet so that he remains steadfast 

despite all the opposition and persecution he and his followers encounter. It is also in 

line with what is stated in the next verse: “We raised among them leaders who, so long as 

they remained steadfast and had sure faith in Our revelations, spread guidance in accordance 

with Our command.” (Verse 24) This implies that if the small group of believers living 

in Makkah at the time persevered and remained patient in adversity, like those 

leaders of the Israelites, they would be leaders in the Muslim community. It 

establishes the characteristics that qualify people to be leaders, namely, patience in 

adversity and unshakeable faith. 

As for the subsequent divergence among the Children of Israel, this is left to God 

to determine: “Your Lord is certainly the One who will decide between people on the Day of 

Resurrection with regard to all that on which they differ.” (Verse 25) 

Now the s rah takes those who deny the divine message on a round that looks at 

the fates suffered by earlier communities who took a similar stance: “Do they not 

reflect on how many a generation We have destroyed before their time, in whose dwelling 

places they now walk about? In this there are signs indeed: will they not listen?” (Verse 26) 

What happened to past communities clearly indicates the law God has set in 

operation with regard to those who deny His message. God’s law neither fails nor 

shows any favouritism. With regard to life, prosperity, weakness and ruin, human 

communities are subject to constant laws. The Qur’ n alerts us to such consistency 

and uses the fates of past communities and their ruins as telling reminders to all 

people so that they reflect and consider. They should be wary lest God’s punishment 

befalls them. Moreover, these past examples are shown as evidence of the permanent 

validity of God’s laws, so that people’s understanding and values are raised. No 
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community or generation would then isolate itself within its own time or location, 

oblivious of the law that remains consistent throughout life. Still, many overlook the 

lessons until they face the same fate. 

The remains of past communities tell a highly effective story that touches sensitive 

hearts and alert consciences. The Arabs who were the first to be addressed by the 

Qur’ n used to travel by the remains of the peoples of the ` d and Thamūd, and they 

saw the ruins of the townships where Lot’s people lived. The s rah wonders how 

these were available to them, and how they pass them by, without feeling the need to 

avoid a similar fate. It tells them what sort of action is needed to avoid God’s 

punishment: “In this there are signs indeed: will they not listen?” (Verse 26) It is indeed 

right that they should listen carefully to the histories of those communities through 

whose townships they pass, and that they should listen to the warnings before they 

are overwhelmed by a similar punishment. 

Looking at Life 

The s rah then touches their hearts with an image of life as it starts, showing them 

a barren land before it quickens and life springs out of it. This image provides a 

contrast with the earlier one showing death and ruin devastating a land that was 

once full of life: 

Are they not aware that it is We who drive water to dry land devoid of herbage, and 

with it We bring forth crops of which their cattle and they themselves eat? Can they 

not see? (Verse 27) 

They see with their own eyes how God sends water to barren land, and how soon 

it becomes green, rife with plants and crops which provide food for them and their 

cattle. This image of a dead land rejuvenated by rain opens closed hearts to look at 

this beautiful life-force given by the One who causes life to blossom. The feeling that 

this image leaves is one of closeness to God Almighty who makes all this possible. It 

is He, and only He, who brings life and beauty to this universe. 

We see how the Qur’ n takes our hearts through life and growth after ruin and 

death. In both situations, it aims to shake off the languid effect of over familiarity. 

Furthermore, it aims to remove those stifling barriers that prevent us from heeding 

the lessons of history. 

The final section refers to their hastening of the punishment against which they 

have been warned, and their doubts about the warnings they have been given. They 

are warned once more against the fulfilment of what they are hastening, when no 

declaration of belief will be of any benefit. Nor will they be given any respite. The 
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s rah concludes with a directive telling the Prophet to leave them to their inevitable 

fate: 

They say: ‘When will this judgement be, if you are telling the truth?’ Say: ‘On the day 

when judgement is made no benefit will it be to unbelievers if they then believe; nor 

will they be granted respite.’ Therefore, leave them alone, and wait. They are certainly 

waiting. (Verses 28-30) 

The judgement referred to here means a decision on the dispute between the two 

parties and the fulfilment of the promise which they thought would never come true. 

They could not understand God’s purpose in delaying it to the time He appointed for 

it. Their hastening of it will not change its timing, nor can they escape it. 

“Say: On the day when judgement is made no benefit will it be to unbelievers if they then 

believe; nor will they be granted respite.” (Verse 29) This is true whether this day occurs 

in this present life when God takes them as unbelievers, giving them no respite as 

their belief will be of no benefit, or in the life to come when their appeals for respite 

are refused. This answer sends a tremor of fear into their hearts. This is then followed 

with the final note in the s rah: “Therefore, leave them alone, and wait. They are certainly 

waiting.” (Verse 30) This is a clear implicit warning of the consequences of waiting. It 

is made all the more explicit given the Prophet is told to turn away from them and 

leave them to their inevitable destiny. 
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S RAH 33 

Al-Aĥzāb 
(The Confederates) 

Prologue 

This sūrah describes a practical aspect of the first Muslim community’s life over a 

period stretching from shortly after the Battle of Badr in year 2 to shortly before the 

signing of the al- udaybiyah Peace Treaty four years later. In this respect it gives a 

true and direct description of the Muslim community in Madinah. It refers to many 

of the events that took place during that period and outlines certain regulations 

which it either initiates or endorses for the fledgling Muslim community. 

The comments on events and regulations are relatively few, constituting only a 

small portion of the s rah. Indeed, these comments serve only to link these events 

and regulations to the central concept of faith and submission to God. This is how we 

read the opening verses: “Prophet! Have fear of God and do not yield to the unbelievers 

and the hypocrites. God is certainly All-Knowing, Wise. Follow what is revealed to you by 

your Lord; for God is well aware of all that you do. Place your trust in God; for God alone is 

worthy of all trust. Never has God put two hearts in one man’s body.” (Verses 1-4) Early 

on, the s rah comments on some social regulations: “This is written down in God’s 

decree. We did accept a solemn pledge from all the prophets: from you, [Mu ammad], and 

from Noah, Abraham, Moses and Jesus son of Mary. From all did We accept a weighty, 

solemn pledge. God will question the truthful about the truth [entrusted to them]. He has 

prepared painful suffering for the unbelievers. “(Verses 6-8) A little further on we are 

shown the attitude of the weak-hearted when the confederate tribes laid siege to 

Madinah: “Say: ‘Flight will benefit you nothing. If you flee from natural death or from being 

slain, you will only be left to enjoy life for a little while. Say: ‘Who can keep you away from 

God if it he His will to harm you, or if it be His will to show you mercy?’ Other than God 

they can find none to protect them or to bring them support.” (Verses 16-17) A piece of 
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social legislation that went against the familiar practice in pre-Islamic days is 

followed by the comment: “Whenever God and His Messenger have decided a matter, it is 

not for a believing man or a believing woman to claim freedom of choice in that matter.” 

(Verse 36) Finally, we have a statement that sets the human mission against a 

universal background: “We offered the trust to the heavens and the earth and the 

mountains, but they refused to bear it and were afraid to receive it. Yet man took it up. He has 

always been prone to be wicked, foolish.” (Verse 72) 

The s rah depicts a period of time when the Islamic character of both the 

community and the state had begun to take shape but had not yet developed 

sufficiently or acquired its full authority. That took place after Makkah fell to Islam 

and people began to embrace the new faith in large numbers allowing the Muslim 

state and its new system to establish their roots. 

The s rah undertakes an important part of social reorganization imparting the 

distinctive Islamic features of family and community life, outlining their basis in 

Islamic teachings. It also modifies or outlaws certain practices and traditions, 

bringing all these within the framework of the Islamic concept of life and society. 

It is within the overall discussion of these situations and regulations that the 

confrontation with the confederate tribes and the Qurayżah expedition are discussed. 

We are informed of the attitudes of the unbelievers, the hypocrites and the Jews 

during these events, their schemes to weaken the Muslim community and how they 

always tried to undermine Islamic moral standards, even in Muslim homes. It was 

precisely this sort of derogatory behaviour that aimed at undermining the Muslim 

community either through direct military action and a corresponding defeatism or 

through efforts to erode the social and moral fabric of Muslim society. Moreover, 

these events left clear marks on the Muslim community to the extent that certain 

social aspects and particular concepts required modification. Thus the s rah appears 

to be an integrated unit with a common thread running through its subject matter. 

Moreover, the time frame around which it works also constitutes a unifying factor. 

The s rah begins with a directive issued to the Prophet that he must fear God and 

pay no heed to the unbelievers and the hypocrites. On the contrary, he should obey 

God and rely on Him alone. This opening relates all that the s rah includes to the 

central principle that forms the basis of all Islamic teachings, legislation, its social 

system and morality. It is the principle that formulates the Islamic concept of God 

and the requirements to submit to Him, implement the code He has outlined and 

place all our trust in Him. 

A decisive word is then given on certain social traditions and practices. This starts 

with outlining a basic fact: “Never has God put two hearts in one man’s body.” (Verse 4) 

This alludes to the fact that man cannot live in two different universes or follow two 
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different systems. Should he do so he would stumble and become a hypocrite. Since 

he has only one heart, he must look up to One God and follow one system to the 

exclusion of all other things, familiar and well established as these may be. 

The s rah immediately moves on to abolish the practice of ih r, which involves a 

man swearing to his wife that she is to him like his mother’s back, meaning that she 

is as unlawful to him to marry as his mother: “Nor does He make your wives whom you 

declare to be as unlawful to you as your mothers’ bodies truly your mothers.” (Verse 4) It 

makes clear that these are mere words that cannot establish a fact. They do not make 

a mother out of a wife; the wife remains the man’s wife. It follows this with 

abolishing the practice of child adoption: “Likewise, He does not make your adopted sons 

truly your sons.” (Verse 4) Thus inheritance within an adopting family is no longer 

valid. (We will discuss this in detail later on.) In contrast, the s rah establishes the 

overall authority God assigns to His Messenger over all Muslims, placing his 

authority above what they may wish for themselves. It further establishes a sense of 

motherly relation between the Prophet’s wives and all believers: “The Prophet has 

more claim on the believers than they have on their own selves; and his wives are their 

mothers.” (Verse 6) The practical effects of the bond of brotherhood established 

between Muslim individuals shortly after the migration of Makkan Muslims to 

Madinah are terminated, so as to restrict inheritance and the payment of blood 

money to real kinsfolk: “Blood relatives have, according to God’s decree, a stronger claim 

upon one another than other believers [of Madinah] and those who have migrated for God’s 

sake].” (Verse 6) Thus, earlier temporary measures are abrogated in favour of natural 

and permanent ones. 

The following comment makes clear that the new system derives from the Islamic 

code and from God’s ruling. It is written in God’s book and established in the 

covenant made with all prophets, particularly those of them endowed with stronger 

resolve. In this way the Qur’ n gives Islamic legislation and principles their 

appropriate place within people’s thoughts and consciences. 

This then outlines the first part of the s rah. The second part shows God’s great 

favour as He repelled the attacking forces of the confederates who besieged 

Madinah. It describes the confrontation with confederate forces and the Qurayżah 

Expedition vividly, painting successive images that show inner feelings, outward 

action and dialogue between groups and individuals. Within the overall picture of 

the battle and its events relevant directives are issued at the proper junctures. 

Furthermore, the reporting of events is followed by comments aimed at establishing 

sound values for the Muslim community. The Qur’ nic method is to paint the action 

exactly as it took place, stating both apparent and inner feelings, and bringing these 

into sharp relief. It then gives believers its verdict about their actions, criticizing any 

deviation and praising what is sound and correct. It also gives directives to avoid 
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error and confirm right practice and values. It relates all this to God’s will, human 

nature and universal laws. 

Thus, the discussion of the confrontation and the battle starts with the following 

verse: “Believers! Remember the blessings God bestowed on you when hosts came down upon 

you. We let loose against them a windstorm and hosts that you could not see. Yet God sees all 

that you do.” (Verse 9) In the middle of the discussion, the following facts are 

highlighted: “Say: ‘Flight will benefit you nothing. If you flee from natural death or from 

being slain, you will only be left to enjoy life for a little while. Say: ‘Who can keep you away 

from God if it be His will to harm you or if it be His will to show you mercy?’ Other than God 

they can find none to protect them or to bring them support.” (Verses 16-17) “In God’s 

Messenger you have a good model for everyone who looks with hope to God and the Last Day, 

and always remembers God.” (Verse 21) The discussion is finally concluded thus: “God 

will surely reward the truthful for having been true to their word, and will punish the 

hypocrites, if that be His will, or accept their repentance. God is indeed Much-Forgiving, 

Merciful.” (Verse 24) 

Alongside its discussion of events the s rah shows how the true believers looked 

at the situation as it developed and portrays the contrasting feelings of the 

hypocrites. This enables us to distinguish sound values from false ones: “The 

hypocrites and the sick at heart said: ‘God and His Messenger promised us nothing but 

delusions’.” (Verse 12) “When the believers saw the Confederate forces they said: ‘This is 

what God and His Messenger have promised us! Truly spoke God and His Messenger.’ This 

only served to strengthen their faith and their submission to God.” (Verse 22) The outcome 

is then given in decisive terms: “God turned back the unbelievers in all their rage and fury; 

they gained no advantage. He spared the believers the need to fight. God is Most Powerful, 

Almighty.” (Verse 25) 

When this second part is concluded we are introduced to the decision that gave 

the Prophet’s wives a choice. They had asked him for a more comfortable standard of 

living after the Muslim community became more prosperous, having gained much 

booty as a result of the siege of Qurayżah. They were asked to choose either the fine 

things of life or relinquish these in preference for pleasing God and His Messenger 

and earning a better position in the life to come. They all chose to be with God and 

His Messenger, preferring this to all worldly riches. They were also told that they 

would have double the reward if they maintained the path of goodness and 

remained God-fearing, and double the punishment should they commit any gross 

indecency. The s rah explains that this doubling of reward and punishment was a 

result of their noble status, their relation with the Prophet and the revelation and 

recitation of the Qur’ n in their own homes, as well as the wisdom they received 

from the Prophet. This third part of the s rah concludes with an outline of the reward 

given to all believers, men and women. 
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The fourth part makes an indirect reference to the case of Zaynab bint Ja sh, a 

cousin of the Prophet belonging to a noble Qurayshi family and her marriage to Zayd 

ibn rithah, a former slave given as a gift to Mu ammad long before his 

prophethood. The first thing it says about Zayd makes it clear that all believers, men 

and women, are subject to God’s decision in any matter; they do not even have a say 

in their own personal business. It is God’s will that determines everything, and they 

have to submit to it fully: “Whenever God and His Messenger have decided a matter, it is 

not for a believing man or a believing woman to claim freedom of choice in that matter. 

Whoever disobeys God and His Messenger strays far into error.” (Verse 36) 

This marriage soon ends in divorce and the situation provides a practical example 

for the abolition of the effects of child adoption. God’s Messenger himself is chosen 

to provide this example, because adoption was a deeply rooted tradition in the 

Arabian environment, and its practical effects were very difficult to break. Hence, 

God’s Messenger was to bear this new burden as part of his mission to shape the new 

Muslim society: “Then, when Zayd had come to the end of his union with her, We gave her 

to you in marriage, so that no blame should attach to the believers for marrying the spouses of 

their adopted sons when the latter have come to the end of their union with them. God’s will 

must be fulfilled.” (Verse 37) A clear statement of the nature of the relation between 

the Prophet and the believer then follows: “Mu ammad is not the father of any one of 

your men, but is God’s Messenger and the seal of all prophets.” (Verse 40) 

This part concludes with clear directives to the Prophet and the believers: “Do not 

yield to the unbelievers and the hypocrites, and disregard their hurting actions. Place your 

trust in God; for God alone is worthy of all trust.” (Verse 48) 

The fifth part begins by making a statement on the status of a woman who gets 

divorced before the consummation of her marriage. It moves on to organize the 

Prophet’s marital life, stating which women are lawful for him to marry and which 

are not. This is followed by directives defining the relation between Muslims and the 

Prophet’s homes and wives, both during his lifetime and after his death. It requires 

them not to mix with any men other than their fathers, sons, brothers, paternal and 

maternal nephews, other women and their slaves. It states that those who sought to 

disparage the Prophet and his wives would face severe punishment; they would be 

punished both in this life and the life to come. This gives us an impression that the 

hypocrites and others frequently resort to such disparagement. 

Then follows a directive to the Prophet’s wives, daughters and all Muslim women, 

to draw some of their outer garments over their bodies. “This will be more conducive to 

their being recognized and not affronted.” (Verse 59) It warns the hypocrites and others 

similar to them that they may be made to evacuate Madinah in a similar way as the 

two Jewish tribes of Qaynuq ` and al-Nađīr were made to do, or that they might be 

dealt with in the same way as the Qurayżah Jews. All this implies that these people 
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resorted to foul methods to harm the Muslim community in Madinah. 

The final part of the s rah mentions that people frequently ask about the Last 

Hour. Such questions are answered simply by saying that its knowledge belongs to 

God. They only need to know that it could be very close. This is followed by an 

image of the punishment meted out on the Day of Judgement. “On the day when their 

faces shall be tossed about in the fire, they will say: ‘Would that we had obeyed God and 

obeyed His Messenger.’“ (Verse 66) It also describes how unbelievers then feel towards 

their leaders for having led them astray: “And they shall say: ‘Our Lord! We have paid 

heed to our masters and our leaders, but they have led us astray from the right path. Our 

Lord! Give double suffering, and banish them utterly from Your grace.’“ (Verses 67-68) 

The s rah ends on a highly powerful note that leaves a strong and lasting effect: 

“We offered the trust to the heavens and the earth and the mountains, but they refused to bear 

it and were afraid to receive it. Yet man took it up. He has always been prone to be wicked, 

foolish. So it is that God will punish the hypocrites, men and women, as well as the men and 

women who associate partners with Him; and He will turn in mercy to the believers, both 

men and women. God is Much-Forgiving, Merciful.” (Verses 72-73) 

This conclusion illustrates the heavy burden placed on humanity in general and 

the Muslim community in particular, since it is this community that shoulders this 

great trust of faith as well as its advocacy and implementation at individual and 

community levels. This is in perfect harmony with the particular atmosphere of the 

s rah, and with the nature of the social system Islam lays down. 
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False Relations Abolished 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

Prophet! Have fear of God and do not yield to the 

unbelievers and the hypocrites. God is certainly 

All-Knowing, Wise. (1) 

Follow what is revealed to you by your Lord; for 

God is well aware of all that you do. (2) 

Place your trust in God; for God alone is worthy 

of all trust. (3) 

Never has God put two hearts in one man’s 

body. Nor does He make your wives whom you 

declare to be as unlawful to you as your mothers’ 

bodies truly your mothers. Likewise, He does not 

make your adopted sons truly your sons. These 

are only words you utter with your mouths, but 

God says the truth and He alone shows the right 
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path. (4) 

Call them by their fathers’ names; that is more 

just in God’s sight. If you do not know who their 

fathers are, then treat them as your brethren in 

faith and your protégés. You shall not be blamed 

if you make a mistake, but for what your hearts 

intend. God is indeed Much-Forgiving, Merciful. 

(5) 

The Prophet has more claim on the believers than 

they have on their own selves; and his wives are 

their mothers. Blood relatives have, according to 

God’s decree, a stronger claim upon one another 

than other believers [of Madinah] and those who 

have migrated [for God’s sake]. None the less, 

you are to act with kindness towards your close 

friends. This is written down in God’s decree. (6) 

We did accept a solemn pledge from all the 

prophets: from you, [Muĥammad], and from 

Noah, Abraham, Moses and Jesus son of Mary. 

From all did We accept a weighty, solemn pledge. 

(7) 

God will question the truthful about the truth 

[entrusted to them]. He has prepared painful 

suffering for the unbelievers. (8) 
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“Prophet! Have fear of God and do not yield to the unbelievers and the hypocrites. God is 

certainly All-Knowing, Wise. Follow what is revealed to you by your Lord; for God is well 

aware of all that you do. Place your trust in God; for God alone is worthy of all trust.” 

(Verses 1-3) Thus begins the s rah which regulates certain aspects of the social and 

moral life of the newly born Muslim community. It is a beginning that tells us 

something about the nature of the Islamic system and its underlying principles. Islam 

is not merely a set of directives and admonitions, or manners and moral values, or a 

collection of laws and regulations, or traditions and practices. All these are included 

in Islam, but they do not make up Islam in its totality. Islam means submission to 

God’s will, a willingness to obey its orders, observe its prohibitions, looking up to no 

other system and adopting no other way. It is essentially an acceptance that mankind 

are subject to the overall divine code that governs their life and the earth they live on, 

as well as other planets and stars, and indeed governs the whole universe including 

the realms we know nothing about. It is also a certainty that as humans the only 

choice we should make is to do what God orders, refrain from what He forbids, take 

what He makes available and await the results He brings about. This is the basic rule 

on which are then established laws, regulations, traditions, manners and moral 

values. All these represent the practical manifestation of faith and submission to 

God. Islam is a faith that lays down a code which puts in place a specific social order. 

In their close interaction, these three make up Islam. 

It is in this light that we should understand that the first directive in this s rah, 

concerned as it is with the regulation of the Islamic social order, is addressed to the 

Prophet, requiring him to remain God-fearing. To stand in awe of God and 

remember that He watches over us, makes us alert, urging us to abide by every rule 

and implement every directive: “Prophet! Have fear of God.” (Verse 1) 

The second directive prohibits yielding to the unbelievers and hypocrites, 

following their suggestions or adopting their views and methods: “and do not yield to 

the unbelievers and the hypocrites.” (Verse 1) This directive is given before the order to 

follow God’s revelation, which suggests that the pressures brought to bear by the 

hypocrites and the unbelievers in Madinah and its surrounding area were very 

strong. Nevertheless this directive remains applicable in all situations, warning the 

believers against following the hypocrites and the unbelievers, particularly in 

questions of faith, law and social order. This guarantees for the Muslim community 

that its system remains pure, unadulterated by directives other than God’s. 

No one should be deceived by the wealth of knowledge and experience the 

unbelievers and hypocrites appear to possess, as were some Muslims in periods of 

weakness and deviation from the Islamic system. It is God who has perfect 

knowledge and infinite wisdom. The Islamic system is His own choice, established 

by His knowledge and wisdom: “God is certainly All-Knowing, Wise.” (Verse 1) 
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However rich human knowledge and experience appear to be, they are only scanty. 

The third direct order given at the outset is: “Follow what is revealed to you by your 

Lord.” (Verse 2) This defines the authority that issues directives that must be 

followed. The phrasing of this directive is particularly inspiring: the revelation is 

made ‘to you’ specifically, and its source is ‘your Lord’, both of which add a specially 

personal element to the need to follow these orders even though they must be 

obeyed because they are issued by the One commanding obedience. This verse ends 

with the comment: “for God is well aware of all that you do.” (Verse 2) His revelation is 

based on full awareness of you, your deeds and motives. 

The last order in these three opening verses states: “Place your trust in God; for God 

alone is worthy of all trust.” (Verse 3) There is no need to worry about others or their 

scheming against you. You should place all your concerns in God’s hands and He 

will look after them in accordance with His knowledge and wisdom. Trusting to God 

alone is ultimately what gives us complete reassurance. It helps us to know our 

limitations and leave what lies beyond our ability to the One who controls and 

conducts everything. 

Thus, along with the instruction to disobey the unbelievers and the hypocrites we 

have three directives: to always remain God-fearing, to follow His revelation and to 

place our trust in Him alone. It is these three elements that provide the advocates of 

Islam with all the resources they need. Furthermore, it clearly defines the system of 

Islamic advocacy: from God, for God’s sake, and relying on God: “for God alone is 

worthy of all trust.” (Verse 3) 

These opening directives end on a strong note that refers to practical situations: 

“Never has God put two hearts in one man’s body.” (Verse 4) Since it is only one heart, it 

needs one system providing one complete and full concept of life. It requires one 

standard to give consistent values and judge events and actions. Otherwise, it will be 

pulled apart and will have different motives and considerations. It could easily fall 

into the trap of hypocrisy. 

Man cannot have one source for his manners and morality, another for his laws 

and legislation, a third for his social and economic values, and a fourth for his art and 

philosophy. Such a mixture does not produce a man with a sound heart: it only 

produces a confused medley that lacks solid form or basis. A person with faith 

cannot truly hold to his faith and abandon its values and requirements in any 

situation in life, serious or not. He cannot say a word, take an action, formulate a 

concept, make a decision unless he remains within the limits established by his faith, 

which must always be a reality in his life. This is because God has not given him 

more than one heart, one law and one standard of values. A person of faith cannot 

say of anything he does: ‘I am doing this in my personal capacity and I am doing that 
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in my Islamic capacity’, as we frequently hear politicians, businessmen, academics 

and others say. Since he is one person with one heart, he has one faith and one 

standard that govern all that he does and says in any and every situation. With this 

one heart he lives as an individual, a family man, a member of the community, a 

citizen of the state and the world; he lives in public and private, employer or 

employee, ruler or ruled, in situations of comfort or distress; having the same values 

and standards at all times: “Never has God put two hearts in one man’s body.” (Verse 4) 

In short, we have a single system outlined by the same revelations and submitting 

to the One God. A single heart cannot worship two deities, serve two masters and 

move in two directions. 

No False Relations 

The s rah now moves on to abolish certain practices in order to make the family 

the basis of the community: “Nor does He make your wives whom you declare to be as 

unlawful to you as your mothers’ bodies truly your mothers. Likewise, He does not make your 

adopted sons truly your sons. These are only words you utter with your mouths, but God 

says the truth and He alone shows the right path. Call them by their fathers’ names; that is 

more just in God’s sight. If you do not know who their fathers are, then treat them as your 

brethren in faith and your proteges. You shall not be blamed if you make a mistake, but for 

what your hearts intend. God is indeed Much-Forgiving, Merciful.” (Verses 4-5) 

In pre-Islamic days a man would say to his wife, ‘you are to me like my mother’s 

back’, which meant that she was forbidden for him to marry. From that moment sex 

between them was regarded as incestuous. Yet she remained suspended: she was 

neither divorced such that she could marry another man, nor married having a 

lawful relationship with her husband. This was one aspect of the cruelty to which 

women were subjected in pre-Islamic days. As Islam started to reorganize social 

relations, making the family the basic social unit where each new generation grows 

in a sound environment, it attached great importance to removing such injustices 

against women and to giving family relations a basis of fairness and an easy, relaxed 

atmosphere. One of its new laws was “Nor does He make your wives whom you declare to 

be as unlawful to you as your mothers’ bodies truly your mothers.” (Verse 4) The words a 

man utters do not change facts. Mothers and wives are totally different, and the 

nature of a relationship cannot be changed by the uttering of a word. Therefore, a 

pronouncement like this, or ih r, did not make a wife permanently forbidden to her 

husband as if she were his mother. 

Some reports suggest that ih r was outlawed by other verses in S rah 58, The 

Pleading, when Aws ibn al-Ş mit pronounced ih r against his wife Khawlah bint 

M lik ibn Tha`labah. She complained to the Prophet, saying: “Messenger of God! He 
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took my money and used me throughout my years of strength, and I have given him 

children. Now when I have grown old and can no longer bear children, he makes me 

like his mother!” The Prophet said to her: “I am afraid you are no longer lawful to 

him.” [Related by Ibn M jah, al- kim and al-Bayhaqī]. She repeated her complaint 

several times. God then revealed the following verses: 

God has heard the words of the woman who pleads with you concerning her husband, 
and complained to God. God has heard what you both had to say. God is All-Hearing, 
All-Seeing. Even if any of you say to their wives, ‘You are to me like my mother’s 
bodies,’ they are not their mothers; their only mothers are those who gave them birth. 
What they say is iniquitous and false. Yet God pardons and forgives. Those who 
separate themselves from their wives by saying, ‘You are as unlawful to me as my 
mother’ and then go back on what they have said, must atone by freeing a slave before 
the couple may resume their full marital relation. This you are enjoined to do, and God 
is fully aware of all that you do. However, he who does not have the means shall fast 
instead for two consecutive months before the couple may resume their full marital 
relation; and he who is unable to do it shall feed sixty needy people; this, so that you 
may prove your faith in God and His Messenger Such are the bounds set by God. 
Grievous suffering awaits those who will not believe. (58: 1-4) 

Thus, ih r is treated as a temporary prohibition of marital relations; it is neither 

permanent nor a divorce. It must be atoned for by the freeing of a slave, or fasting for 

two consecutive months, or feeding 60 needy people. When such atonement is made 

full marital relations can be resumed, retaining the practical facts as they are. The 

statement in the present s rah is very clear: “Nor does He make your wives whom you 

declare to be as unlawful to you as your mothers’ bodies truly your mothers.” (Verse 4) The 

family is thus safeguarded against this unfair practice, something that represented an 

aspect of the maltreatment of women in pre-Islamic Arabian society. 

Adoption Abolished 

Similarly, the practice of adopting a child reflected flaws in the foundation of the 

family and society. Although chastity was highly valued by the Arabs who, as is 

widely known, took pride in their ancestry, there were other phenomena that moved 

in the opposite direction. These were generally accepted, but not in the prominent 

families and clans. Indeed, some individuals could not tell who their fathers were. 

Furthermore, if a man liked one of these ‘off-spring’, he could adopt him, calling him 

his son, and the two would then inherit each other. The same applied to some people 

whose real fathers were even known. In this respect, they too could be adopted. This 

was particularly so with captives, when children or adolescents were taken captive in 

a raid on a clan or during a war. If a man then wished to adopt such a captive, he 
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would declare such adoption, and the captive would then be known as a son of his 

adopting father. He would then enjoy the privileges of being a son and was required 

to fulfil his duties as a son. 

One of these was Zayd ibn rithah, of the Arab tribe of Kalb. He was taken 

captive when young in pre-Islamic days, then sold to akīm ibn iz m who gave 

him as a gift to his aunt Khadījah. When she was married to the Prophet, she gave 

him Zayd as a gift, but Zayd’s father and uncle appealed to him for Zayd’s release. 

The Prophet then decided to give him a choice, and he chose to remain with the 

Prophet. Therefore, the Prophet set him free and adopted him as his son. He was 

then called Zayd ibn Mu ammad. When Islam started several years later, he was the 

first man to accept Islam from among the lower classes in society. 

Subsequently, when Islam began to set family relations on their natural basis and 

strengthen family bonds, purging these of any distortion, it abolished adoption, 

making the true blood relation the only cause for a son and father to be so called. 

Therefore, the Qur’ n states: “Likewise, He does not make your adopted sons truly your 

sons. These are only words you utter with your mouths.” (Verse 4) Words can neither 

change reality nor can they establish a substitute relation to that of blood, which 

allows for hereditary qualities resulting from conception, pregnancy and birth, and 

which then allows for natural feelings to be engendered. The fact is that a child is 

seen as a living part of its natural parents. 

“But God says the truth and He alone shows the right path.” (Verse 4) God says the 

absolute truth which admits no falsehood whatsoever. It is only right that family 

relations should be established on facts of marriage and birth, not on mere words. 

God indeed shows the right path that is in harmony with sound, undistorted human 

nature and which cannot be substituted by any man-made system. Needless to say, 

the word of truth stated by God is far stronger and more solid. 

“Call them by their fathers’ names; that is more just in God’s sight.” (Verse 5) It is only 

fair that a child should be called by its father’s name: it is fair to the father from 

whom the child comes into existence, and fair to the child to take his father’s name, 

inherit and be inherited by him, cooperate with him and provide a continuation of 

the lineage that relates him to his ancestors. It is also fair to put everything in its 

proper place and establish every relation on its natural basis, allowing no child or 

parent to be deprived of any special or distinctive quality. Moreover, it is only fair 

that no one other than the natural parent should shoulder the parental responsibility 

or enjoy its benefit, and no one other than a natural child should have the rights and 

duties of being a son or daughter. 

Islam provides a system which ensures balance in family relations and gives the 

family a strong and real foundation. At the same time, it gives society a solid 
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foundation that combines reality with nature. Any system that ignores the natural 

family is bound to fail, because it is weak and based on forgery. 

Since there was much confusion in family relations in pre-Islamic Arabian society, 

and because of the prevalent sexual permissiveness that led to some family relations 

being unknown, Islam made things easy, providing certain concessions. For example, 

should the true father of an adopted child be unknown, the child still had its place in 

the Muslim community; a relation based on brotherhood in faith and patronage: “If 

you do not know who their fathers are, then treat them as your brethren in faith and your 

proteges.” (Verse 5) This is, then, a moral relation that does not create practical 

commitments, such as inheritance and sharing in the payment of blood money. In 

pre-Islamic days, these family commitments were extended so as to apply to 

relations through adoption. The purpose of creating this moral relation is to give the 

formerly adopted child a bond in society after the abolition of adoption. The 

reference in the verse to those adopted children whose fathers were unknown gives 

us a clear picture of the prevalent confusion in family relations and the loose 

morality that held sway in pre-Islamic Arabia. Islam put an end to all this by 

establishing a society on the basis of the family unit which, in turn, is based on real 

marital and blood relations. 

When Muslims have carefully endeavoured to call everyone by their fathers’ 

names, they are not to he blamed for cases where they are unable to establish the true 

facts: “You shall not be blamed if you make a mistake, but for what your hearts intend.” 

(Verse 5) This benevolent attitude results from the fact that God forgives and bestows 

mercy on His servants, and He never charges them with more than they can 

reasonably do: “God is indeed Much-Forgiving, Merciful.” (Verse 5) 

The Prophet placed a strong emphasis on the need to establish real parenthood so 

that the new Islamic system could put an end to the social chaos that prevailed before 

Islam. Those who suppress true relations are warned that they could be considered 

as unbelievers. A report by al- abarī mentions that Abū Bakr once recited this verse 

and a man called `Abd al-Ra m n declared: “I am one of those whose fathers are not 

known. I am your brother in faith.” The report quotes `Abd al-Ra m n’s son, 

`Uyaynah, as saying of his father: “By God! I believe that had he known that his 

father was an ass, he would have declared himself the son of that ass.” The Prophet 

says: “Whoever knowingly claims to be the son of someone other than his father is 

not a believer.” 

Ending Brotherhood 

Having abolished adoption, the s rah moves on to put an end to the brotherhood 

institution, established by Islam following the migration of the Muslims from 
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Makkah to Madinah. This was a practical measure to address the situation of those 

immigrants who had abandoned their relations and property in Makkah, and the 

situation of Muslims in Madinah whose relations with their families were severed as 

a result of their embracing Islam. At the same time, the Prophet’s personal authority 

over all believers is emphasized and given a higher position than all blood relations, 

while his wives are to be seen as the spiritual mothers of all believers: “The Prophet 

has more claim on the believers than they have on their own selves; and his wives are their 

mothers. Blood relatives have, according to God’s decree, a stronger claim upon one another 

than other believers [of Madinah] and those who have migrated [for God’s sake]. Nonetheless, 

you are to act with kindness towards your close friends. This is written down in God’s 

decree.” (Verse 6) 

When the Muh jirīn, i.e. the Muslims from Makkah, left for Madinah, they had to 

leave everything behind, preferring their faith to their relatives, clans, property, 

livelihood, friends, and life memories. They abandoned all this for their faith. Their 

migration in this way, abandoning all that was dear, including their own families, 

provided an example of how faith grips one’s whole being. They provided the 

practical example of the integrity of the Islamic personality, confirming the Qur’ nic 

statement: “Never has God put two hearts in one man’s body.” (Verse 4) 

A different situation, however, arose in Madinah as Islam began to infiltrate 

homes. The result was that some members of a family became Muslims while others 

did not. Relations between people were often severed; family bonds became shaky; 

and there was an even greater disruption of social bonds. The Muslim society was 

still in its infancy and the Muslim state was still more of an idea than a solid regime 

with lasting roots. 

This gave the new faith a strong moral impetus that superseded all emotions, 

traditions, social institutions and bonds, making faith the only bond that unites 

hearts. At the same time it united the small units that separated from their natural 

roots in the family and the clan, thus replacing the ties of blood, family, interest, 

friendship, race and language. It united these Muslim units into a well-knit and 

coherent block that showed a high degree of solidarity, cooperation and mutual care. 

This was not initiated by legislative texts or government orders; instead, it was based 

on an inner impetus that was stronger than anything that was familiar in ordinary 

human life. This provided the basis for the rise of the Muslim community, which 

could not be otherwise established. 

The Muh jirīn [i.e. the migrants from Makkah] were welcomed in Madinah by its 

Muslim residents, the Anş r. They were made so welcome that the Anş r opened 

their hearts and homes for them and gave them shares in their property. In fact they 

were so keen to make the Makkan Muslims feel welcome in their new abode that the 

Anş r drew lots to decide who would take each of the Muh jirīn: this because there 
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were only a few of the latter as compared with the great many Anş r who were keen 

to host them. They, in fact, shared with the Muh jirīn everything they had, willingly 

and with warm hearts that betrayed no trace of avarice or showing off. 

The Prophet established a bond of brotherhood between individuals of the 

Muh jirīn and individuals of the Anş r, naming each two brothers, thereby giving 

rise to a unique bond in the history of mutual solidarity between believers in the 

same ideology. Indeed this brotherhood superseded the blood relationship, as it 

included rights of inheritance and other commitments between relatives. The 

resulting moral impetus was strong because the Prophet’s Companions took to the 

new bond seriously, in the same way as their attitude towards everything Islam laid 

down. This impetus was essential to the rise of Islamic society and its protection, 

providing all, if not more than what could have been provided by a state that 

enjoyed stability and well established laws. Thus, the bond of Islamic brotherhood 

was necessary to safeguard and consolidate the new Muslim community in its 

exceptional and highly complicated circumstances. A similarly strong impetus is 

essential for the rise of any community facing equally unusual circumstances, until it 

begins to have a stable state with well defined laws that give it normality. 

Although Islam welcomes such a strong impetus, it nonetheless wants Islamic 

society to have a foundation that relies on the normal resources its people can give in 

ordinary situations, not on what people are ready to sacrifice in exceptional 

circumstances. This is essential because once an emergency is over, people should 

return to their normal and ordinary standards. Therefore, once circumstances in 

Madinah began to settle after the Battle of Badr when the new Muslim state became 

more stable, social conditions and means of livelihood improved, and all were able to 

earn their living, the Qur’ n amended the system of brotherhood. It abrogated the 

commitments attached to it, which normally arise from family and blood relations, 

but retained it as a moral bond of brotherhood that can be reactivated in reality 

whenever needed. Thus, the Muslim community returned to a normal situation in 

which inheritance and other binding commitments are limited to blood relatives as 

they have always been in God’s original decree and natural law: “Blood relatives have, 

according to God’s decree, a stronger claim upon one another than other believers [of 

Madinah] and those who have migrated (for God’s sake]. None the less, you are to act with 

kindness towards your close friends. This is written down in God’s decree.” (Verse 6) 

The Prophet’s Authority 

At the same time, it re-emphasized the Prophet’s authority over all Muslims, 

which gave him a higher claim than that of blood, indeed one that is higher than 

one’s own wishes and desires: “The Prophet has more claim on the believers than they 
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have on their own selves.” (Verse 6) Islam also makes the Prophet’s wives spiritual 

mothers to all believers: “and his wives are their mothers.” (Verse 6) 

The Prophet’s authority over all Muslims is comprehensive. Inevitably, this 

includes charting a complete way of life for them. They cannot choose for themselves 

anything other than what he chooses for them in accordance with what God reveals 

to him. In an authentic ad th, the Prophet is quoted as saying: “No one of you is a 

true believer until his preferences are subject to my message.” This is so pervasive as 

to include their own feelings whereby the Prophet (peace be upon him) is dearer to 

them than their own lives. Thus, believers do not prefer their own safety to his, and 

they do not place anyone ahead of him in their hearts. Authentic a d th speaking of 

this are many, and here we give just two examples: “None of you attains to true faith 

until I am dearer to him than his own soul, his property, offspring and all mankind.” 

“`Umar said to the Prophet: ‘By God! I love you more than I love anyone other than 

my own self.’ The Prophet said: ‘No, `Umar! I should be dearer to you than your own 

self.’ Then `Umar rejoined: ‘Messenger of God! I love you more than anyone else, 

including myself.’ The Prophet said: ‘You have got it now, `Umar.’ 

This is not some mere utterance of a word. It is a standard, an extremely high one 

that people cannot attain to without possessing a special touch that opens a sublime 

horizon before their hearts, purging them of the self love that is deeply rooted in 

their very natures. Indeed, human beings love themselves far more than they can 

imagine. We may think that we have managed to bring our self love under control. 

Yet should anyone say a derogatory word to us, we will react as though we have 

been bitten by a snake. So much so that we may not be able to rein in our reactions, 

and even if we do restrain ourselves sufficiently so as not to react visibly, we will still 

feel the injury keenly. We may be willing to sacrifice our lives for what we believe in, 

and we may claim that we are free of self interest, but we still find it impossible to 

accept insults or derogatory criticism. Once more, this is a high standard which is 

difficult to attain without long training, constant alertness and the seeking of God’s 

help. This is what the Prophet called the greater Jih d, or striving for God’s cause. We 

need only to remember that even `Umar ibn al-Kha b needed instruction by the 

Prophet to open his pure heart to it. 

The Prophet’s authority over the believers also includes their commitments. An 

authentic ad th quotes the Prophet as saying: “I am the patron of every believer, 

both in this life and in the life to come. Read, if you will, [God’s revelation]: The 

Prophet has more claim on the believers than they have on their own selves.’ (Verse 6) 

Therefore, whoever leaves behind any property, his kinsfolk will inherit him, but if 

he leaves an outstanding debt or neglected children, let them come to me, for I am 

his guardian.” What the ad th implies is that the Prophet would repay the debts of 

any Muslim who died leaving outstanding debts and no repayment facility, and that 
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he would also look after any young children until they came of age. 

Apart from this, life was to run normally, without the need for any special charge 

or exceptional moral impetus. Yet the close relationship between good friends 

remained intact after the abrogation of the brotherhood system. A Muslim may make 

a bequest in favour of a close friend, or give generous gifts during their lifetimes: 

“None the less, you are to act with kindness towards your close friends.” (Verse 6) 

All these measures relate to the original bond, making it clear that this has always 

been God’s will as recorded in His permanent decree: “This is written down in Gods 

decree.” (Verse 6) Thus people are reassured as they rely on an original and natural 

status to which all laws and systems refer. Life then takes its natural line, moving 

easily and comfortably, with no need to overcharge oneself as happens during 

special times of emergency or to meet exceptional needs. After all, such periods are 

few and of limited duration in human life. Yet should the need arise, the overflow 

can always be tapped. 

A Binding Covenant 

Referring to God’s decree that He willed it to be the permanent system, the s rah 

refers to His covenant with prophets in general, and with the Prophet Mu ammad 

and other messengers of firm resolve in particular. This covenant commits them to 

deliver God’s message containing His code for human life, and to implement and 

advocate it among the communities to which they were sent. When they have done 

so, people will then be responsible for their own attitudes towards divine guidance, 

and for their belief or disbelief. They are now accountable for themselves having no 

justification whatsoever for not following divine guidance after God’s messengers 

delivered His message to them: “We did accept a solemn pledge from all the prophets: from 

you, [Mu ammad], and from Noah, Abraham, Moses and Jesus son of Mary. From all did We 

accept a weighty, solemn pledge. God will question the truthful about the truth [entrusted to 

them]. He has prepared painful suffering for the unbelievers.” (Verses 7-8) 

If It is a single covenant or pledge that remained the same from Noah to 

Mu ammad, the seal of all prophets (peace be upon them all). It is one covenant, one 

system and one trust taken up by each and every one of them. The following two 

verses outline the covenant in general: “We did accept a solemn pledge from all the 

prophets.” A specific reference to the Messenger who received the Qur’ n and whose 

message is addressed to all mankind then follows: “from you, [Mu ammad’,” and then 

makes mention of other messengers endowed with strong and firm resolve. These 

were the ones entrusted with the major divine messages prior to Mu ammad, the 

last one: “and from Noah, Abraham, Moses and Jesus son of Mary.” Then the s rah 

describes the covenant itself: “From all did We accept a weighty, solemn pledge.” The 
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description of the covenant here gives it a tangible, solid form. It was indeed a pledge 

between God and the individuals He chose to receive His revelations, deliver His 

messages and establish His code, being all the time faithful to what He had entrusted 

them with. 

“God will question the truthful about the truth [entrusted to them].” The truthful are the 

believers. They are the ones who said the word of truth and believed in the message 

of truth. All others are liars because they believe in and say what is false. Describing 

the believers as truthful here is significant as it carries a clear meaning. They will be 

asked about the truth on the Day of Judgement in the same way as a teacher asks a 

top student to state the answer which earned him high marks. It is a question asked 

to honour those being asked. It informs all those present that the truthful deserve to 

be honoured on the great day when all mankind are assembled. 

As for those who believed in what is false and made false claims concerning the 

most important issue of all, the issue of faith, a totally different result awaits them: 

“He has prepared painful suffering for the unbelievers.” (Verse 8) 
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2 

Rallying All Hostile Forces 

Believers! Remember the blessings God bestowed 

on you when hosts came down upon you. We let 

loose against them a windstorm and hosts that 

you could not see. Yet God sees all that you do. 

(9) 

They came upon you from above and from below 

you. Your eyes rolled (with fear] and your hearts 

leapt up to your throats, and confused thoughts 

about God passed through your minds. (10) 

That was a situation when the believers were 

sorely tested and severely shaken. (11) 

The hypocrites and the sick at heart said: ‘God 

and His Messenger promised us nothing but 

delusions.’ (12) 

Some of them said: ‘People of Yathrib! You 

cannot withstand [the attack] here, so go back.’ 

And a group of them asked the Prophet’s 

permission to leave, saying: ‘Our houses are 

exposed,’ while they were not exposed. They only 
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wanted to run away. (13) 

Had their city been stormed from all sides, and 

had they been asked to renounce their faith they 

would have done so without much delay. (14) 

They had previously vowed before God that they 

would never turn their backs in flight. A vow 

made to God must surely be answered for. (15) 

Say: ‘Flight will benefit you nothing. If you flee 

from natural death or from being slain, you will 

only be left to enjoy life for a little while.’ (16) 

Say: ‘Who can keep you away from God if it be 

His will to harm you, or if it be His will to show 

you mercy?’ Other than God they can find none 

to protect them or to bring them support. (17) 

God is indeed aware of those of you who hold 

others back; and those who say to their brethren: 

‘Come and join us,’ while they themselves hardly 

ever take part in the fighting, (18) 

begrudging you all help. But then, when danger 

threatens, you see them looking to you for help, 

their eyes rolling as though they were 

overshadowed by death. Yet when the danger has 

passed, they will assail you [believers] with sharp 

tongues, begrudging you all that is good. Such 

people have not experienced faith. God will bring 
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their deeds to nothing. That is all too easy for 

God. (19) 

They think that the Confederates have not 

withdrawn. Should the Confederates return, they 

would wish they were in the desert, among the 

Bedouins, asking for news about you. Even if 

they were with you, they would take but little part 

in the fighting. (20) 

In God’s Messenger you have a good model for 

everyone who looks with hope to God and the 

Last Day, and always remembers God. (21) 

When the believers saw the Confederate forces 

they said: ‘This is what God and His Messenger 

have promised us! Truly spoke God and His 

Messenger.’ This only served to strengthen their 

faith and their submission to God. (22) 

Among the believers are people who have always 

been true to what they have vowed before God. 

Some have already fulfilled their pledges by death, 

and some are still waiting. They have not changed 

in the least. (23) 

God will surely reward the truthful for having 

been true to their word, and will punish the 

hypocrites, if that be His will, or accept their 

repentance. God is indeed Much-Forgiving, 

Merciful. (24) 

God turned back the unbelievers in all their rage 

and fury; they gained no advantage. He spared 
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Overview 

In the early days of Islam, it was in the midst of events that the Muslim 

personality was moulded. With every new day and every new situation, this 

personality came closer to maturity, presenting its distinctive features. Furthermore 

this Muslim community, reflecting the total sum of its members’ personalities, also 

had its own unique qualities and values that distinguished it from all other 

communities. At times, the predicaments the Muslim community faced presented its 

members with an acid test that separated the true from the false and which also 

proved everyone’s true mettle. 

Qur’ nic revelations were given either before or after a particular test, describing 

events and throwing light on the difficulties involved. This brought into focus the 

attitudes taken as the event unfolded, and what intentions and motives were behind 

these attitudes and feelings. The Qur’ n then addressed people’s hearts as they lay 

open to the light, with no screen to cover them. It touched them at precisely the right 

spot so as to ensure the right response. This was a continuous educational exercise 

making use of events and experiences, one after the other, day after day. 

The Muslims were not given the Qur’ n in its totality in one go so that they could 

study it, understand its directives, observe its prohibitions and fulfil its commands. 

Instead, God put them to a variety of tests because He is fully aware that man does 

not attain full maturity except through practical experience and it is this that drives 

lessons home and moulds characters. The Qur’ n then tells people the truth about 

the believers the need to fight. God is Most 

Powerful, Almighty. (25) 

He brought down from their strongholds those of 

the people of earlier revelations who aided them, 

casting terror in their hearts: some you slew, and 

some you took captive. (26) 

And He passed on to you their land, their houses 

and their goods, as well as a land on which you 

had never yet set foot. God has power over all 

things. (27) 
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what has taken place and its significance. Thus, it issues its directives only when 

people have gone through the ordeal. 

The experiences the Muslims went through during the Prophet’s lifetime were 

truly remarkable. For it was a period of direct contact between heaven and earth, 

reflected in both events and words. When a Muslim went to bed he was aware that 

God watched and heard him, and that his every action, word, thought or intention 

could he exposed and commented upon by the Qur’ n. Similarly, all Muslims felt a 

direct contact with their Lord: if they faced a problem or a hardship, they hoped that 

the gates of heaven would open with a ruling that removed their difficulties. It was a 

period when God, in His majesty, said to one or the other: ‘You have done, intended, 

declared or said this and that; or you must do this or should refrain from that.’ It is 

infinitely awesome that God should address Himself to a particular person when 

that person and all who live on earth, and indeed the whole earth with all that it 

contains, do not represent more than a tiny particle in His glorious kingdom. Hard as 

we may find it to reflect on that period and its events we can hardly imagine how it 

was in practice. This is indeed beyond imagination. 

Yet God did not leave the education of the Muslims and the moulding of their 

personalities to be accomplished through feelings only. He put them to practical tests 

necessitating their interaction. He is infinite in His wisdom, and He knows best the 

creation He has created. We need to reflect long on this wisdom so that we can better 

understand what we may encounter of tests during our own lives. 

Difficulties in Abundance 

The present passage analyses one of the great events in the history of the Muslim 

community, indeed, one of its hardest tests. The event was the attack launched by 

confederate forces on Madinah, which took place in the fourth or fifth year of the 

Prophet’s migration.1 A thorough reading of this passage and the way it portrays the 

events and comments on them, highlighting certain scenes and bringing out certain 

thoughts and feelings experienced by some Muslims, will enable us to understand 

how God shaped the personality of the Muslim community through both the events 

themselves and the Qur’ n. In order to understand this we will explain the Qur’ nic 

text after we have briefly related the events as given in books on the Prophet’s life 

and history. This will demonstrate the great difference between how God relates 

historical events and the narrative man gives of them. 

                                                 
1 Although biographers of the Prophet differ on whether this event was in year 4 or 5, it was most 
probably in year 5, as a careful reading of the events during the Prophet’s lifetime indicates. — 
Editor’s note. 
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An Encounter with Allied Forces 

Mu ammad ibn Is q relates: “The beginning of events leading to the Encounter 

of the Moat started when a number of Jews, including Sall m ibn Abī uqayq ibn 

Akh ab and Kin nah ibn Abī al- uqayq, all of the al-Nađīr tribe, and ūwathah ibn 

Qays and Abū `Amm r of W ’il, as well as others of both Jewish tribes travelled to 

Makkah and spoke with the Quraysh. It was these Jews who worked hard to forge 

the alliance against God’s Messenger. When they met the Quraysh elders they called 

on them to join them in fighting the Prophet. They said to them: ‘We will join forces 

with you until we have exterminated him and his followers.’ The Quraysh put the 

following question to them: ‘You, the Jews, are the people who follow the first divine 

book, and you know the issues over which we differ with Mu ammad: which is 

better, our religion or his?’ Those Jewish elders answered: ‘Your religion is better 

than his, and you are closer to the truth than him.’ It is concerning these people that 

God revealed in the Qur’ n: 

Are you not aware of those who, having been granted a share of Divine revelations, 
now believe in falsehood and arrogant deviation [from Divine faith], and they say to 
the unbelievers that they are better guided than the believers. These are the ones whom 
God has rejected; anyone whom God rejects shall find none to succour him. Have they, 
perchance, a share in (God’s) dominion? If so, they would not give other people so 
much as [would fill) the groove of a date- stone. Do they, perchance, envy other people 
for what God has given them out of His bounty? We have indeed given revelation and 
wisdom to the House of Abraham, and We did bestow on them a mighty dominion. 
Some of them believe in him and some turn away from him. Sufficient scourge is the 
fire of Hell. (4: 51-55) 

The Quraysh were very happy with this answer and expressed a readiness to join 

the Jews in battle against the Prophet. 

“Then this Jewish delegation travelled to meet the leaders of the Gha af n, another 

leading Arabian tribe, and they urged them to fight the Prophet, assuring them that 

they would be joining them as well as the Quraysh. The Gha af n agreed and they all 

marshalled their forces. The Quraysh marched under the leadership of Abū Sufy n 

ibn arb, while the Gha af n were led by `Uyaynah ibn işn of the Fiz rah clan, al-

rith ibn ‘Awf of Murrah and Mis`ar ibn Rukhaylah of Ashja`. 

“When the Prophet heard of what they had plotted, he ordered the digging of a 

moat to prevent their entrance into Madinah. The Prophet himself and his 

Companions worked hard to dig the moat. However, a number of hypocrite men put 

little effort into the work. They would put up a show of working, but then sneak off, 

going back home, without asking permission from the Prophet. By contrast, if any 

good believer needed to leave for some urgent matter, he would mention this to the 
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Prophet and ask his permission to absent himself for a while. The Prophet gave such 

people leave. Any of these would then go home, attend to the emergency and return, 

knowing that he would be rewarded by God for such work. Concerning the 

believers, God revealed in the Qur’ n: “They only are true believers who believe in God 

and His Messenger, and who, whenever they are with him upon a matter requiring collective 

action, do not depart unless they have obtained his leave. Those who ask leave of you are 

indeed the ones who believe in God and His Messenger. Hence, when they ask your leave to 

attend to some business of theirs, grant you this leave to whomever of them you choose, and 

pray to God to forgive them. God is indeed Much-Forgiving, Merciful.” (24: 62) And He 

also said about the hypocrites who sneaked away: “Do not address God’s Messenger in 

the manner you address one another. God certainly knows those of you who would slip away 

surreptitiously. So, let those who would go against His bidding beware, lest some affliction or 

grievous suffering befall them.” (24: 63) 

“When the Muslims had completed digging the moat, the Quraysh arrived and 

encamped at a place called Manna` al-Asy l near Rawmah. They numbered 10,000 

including their slaves and affiliates as well as those who followed them from the 

people of Kin nah and Tih mah. The Gha af n and their followers from Najd 

marched to their camping place near U ud. The Prophet marshalled his troops, 

numbering 3,000, camping at a spot where their backs were to Mount Sala`, with the 

moat separating them from their attackers. He also ordered that the women and 

children should stay in sheltered homes. 

“ uyay ibn Akh ab, God’s enemy, went up to Ka`b ibn Asad, the Rabbi of the 

Jewish tribe of Qurayżah, who had signed, on behalf of his tribe, a friendship treaty 

with the Prophet, pledging support to the Muslims. uyay wanted him to break his 

treaty and join the attacking forces. He used all his powers of persuasion and 

brought much pressure to bear on Ka`b, all of which culminated with a pledge of 

honour that should the Quraysh and Gha af n withdraw without defeating 

Mu ammad, he would come and join Ka`b in his fort and share his fate with him. At 

this point Ka`b ibn Asad decided to join the attacking forces, thereby breaking his 

treaty with the Prophet. 

“This was an extremely testing time for the believers. People were truly in fear of 

the outcome. The enemy was also preparing for a pincer attack from the front and 

the rear. Inevitably, the believers started to have all types of thoughts and doubts, 

while the hypocrites capitalized on the situation by speaking out against the Prophet. 

One of them, Mut`ib ibn Qushayr, said: ‘Mu ammad used to promise us that we 

would eat of the treasures of the Persian and Byzantine Emperors, while today we 

feel unsafe to go to the toilet.’ Another, Aws ibn Qayżī, said to the Prophet in front of 

a number of his clansmen: ‘Messenger of God! Our homes are vulnerable. So permit 

us to leave and go home, as our homes are outside Madinah.’ 
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“The Prophet remained steadfast with his Companions, while the idolaters laid 

siege for nearly a month, without war breaking out between them, except for 

exchanges of arrows across the moat. 

“When things got worse and the Muslims were in real trouble, the Prophet sent a 

message to `Uyaynah ibn işn and al- rith ibn ‘Awl, the Gha af n leaders offering 

them one third of Madinah’s crops if they withdrew their forces. This was agreed 

and written down, but neither signed nor witnessed. It was essentially a proposed 

arrangement. When the Prophet wanted to conclude the agreement, he called in Sa`d 

ibn Mu` dh, the Chief of the Aws tribe, and Sa`d ibn `Ub dah, the Chief of the 

Khazraj tribe, consulting them on his proposal. They asked him: ‘God’s Messenger! Is 

this something you like and we would willingly do it, or something God has 

instructed you to do and we have no choice but to do it, or something you are doing 

for our sake?’ He said: ‘I am doing it for you, because I see that the Arabs are united 

against you, attacking you from all sides. I only want to break the unity of your 

enemy for the present,’ Sa`d ibn Mu` dh said: ‘Messenger of God, when we were, 

like these people, idolaters, unaware of any religion other than the worship of idols, 

they did not hope to get a single fruit from Madinah except as a present from us or if 

we sold it to them. Now that God has honoured us with Islam and guided us to it 

and has given us the honour and strength of having you in our midst, would we 

willingly give them our goods? We have no need for this agreement. We will give 

them nothing but the sword until God makes His judgement between us.’ The 

Prophet replied: ‘The matter is entirely up to you.’ Then Sa`d took the sheet on which 

the agreement was written and erased the writing. He said: ‘Let them do their 

worst.” 

Thereafter, the Prophet and his Companions remained steadfast despite their fear 

of their enemies and the impending pincer attack they were sure would come. 

Then a man from the Gha af n called Nu`aym ibn Mas`ūd came over to the 

Muslim camp and said to the Prophet: “Messenger of God, I am now a Muslim and 

my people are not aware of the fact. You may give me whatever orders you wish.” 

Keenly aware of the situation the Muslims were in, the Prophet said to Nu`aym: “If 

you join us, you increase our number by one. But try, if you can, to dissuade the 

people from attacking us. War is but a successful trick.” [Nu`aym did a splendid job 

creating mistrust between the three groups forming the confederate forces, the 

Quraysh, Gha af n and Qurayżah. This is related in detail in books documenting the 

history of the period. Hence, we confine ourselves to simply referring to the results 

of his efforts.] 

It was through God’s grace that the hostile forces’ unity of purpose did not last 

long. Furthermore, God sent them a very strong wind on a severely cold and wet 

night. Nothing remained stable in their tents. 



Al-Aĥzāb (The Confederates) | RALLYING ALL HOSTILE FORCES 

 28

When the Prophet learnt of the doubts now casting shadows in the minds of his 

enemy, which meant that God had actually split them and that mutual mistrust had 

replaced their former unity, he sent one of his Companions, udhayfah ibn al-

Yam n, to their camp at night to gather intelligence on what they intended to do. 

Ibn Is q relates: “ udhayfah ibn al-Yam n, a Companion of the Prophet who 

belonged to the Anş r, was with a group of people in the city of Kūfah in Iraq many 

years later when he was asked by someone from that city: ‘Did you people really see 

God’s Messenger, and were you truly in his company?’ When udhayfah answered 

in the affirmative, the man asked: ‘How did you serve him?’ udhayfah said: ‘We 

used to try our best.’ The man said: ‘Had it been our fortune to be his Companions 

we would not have let him walk. We would have carried him on our shoulders.’ 

udhayfah said: ‘My nephew! We were one night with God’s Messenger during the 

Encounter of the Moat when he stood up praying for a part of the night. He then 

turned to his Companions and asked: “Who is willing to go and find out what our 

enemies are doing and return [to return was a condition the Prophet attached to that 

particular mission]. I shall pray to God to make any volunteer for this mission my 

Companion in Heaven.” No one volunteered because of our great fear and hunger on 

that very cold night. When no one answered, the Prophet called me forward. I then 

had no choice but to go. He said to me: ‘ udhayfah, go inside their camp and find 

out what they are doing. Do not do anything on your own initiative until you return.’ 

I went into their quarters to see the wind and God’s other soldiers playing havoc in 

their camp. No pot or pan stood upright, no fire could be maintained and no 

structure stood up. Abū Sufy n then addressed his people: ‘People of the Quraysh, 

let everyone make sure of the person sitting next to him.’ 

“I took the man next to me by the hand and asked him who he was. He answered 

me, mentioning his name and his father’s name. Abū Sufy n then said: ‘People of the 

Quraysh, you realize that we cannot stay much longer. We have endured great 

hardship and the Jews of the Qurayżah have not fulfilled their promises to us. 

Indeed, we have received highly disturbing reports about their position. You see 

what these strong winds are doing to us. We cannot stay much longer in these 

conditions, and my advice to you is to go back home where I am now going.” He 

then mounted his camel, which was tied to a peg. He hit the camel, which jumped on 

its feet, and released itself as it stood up. Had it not been for the Prophet’s clear 

instructions to me that I must not do anything serious before I returned, I could have 

killed Abū Sufy n with my arrow.” 

udhayfah then returned to the Prophet to deliver his report. He found the 

Prophet praying, and sat very close to him. Continuing his prayers, the Prophet drew 

udhayfah closer to him until he was sitting between his legs and he covered him 

with his robe. When he finished his prayers, he listened to udhayfah’s report. The 
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Gha af n decided to follow the Quraysh’s decision when they learned that their allies 

were leaving. 

The Qur’ānic Report 

In its reporting of the events and its comments on them and the directives it gives 

to the Muslim community, the s rah neither mentions people by name nor specifies 

positions; rather it describes types of people and patterns of character. It gives few 

details but highlights constant values and consequences. It focuses on the elements 

that remain after the events are over and their actors have departed. In this way, its 

focus serves to draw lessons for future generations and different communities. The 

Qur’ nic text also relates events to God’s will that controls both the event and those 

who participate in it. It shows how God’s will operates gently and smoothly to bring 

about the end He wants. The s rah also pauses after each stage in the story to give a 

directive or to make comments reminding the listeners of the essential truth. 

Although the s rah relates the story to the people who took part in it in the first 

place, it does not only give them more information about it, but also lays before them 

certain aspects which they were unaware of. In this way, it brings to light people’s 

inner thoughts, feelings, intentions and what was hidden within their hearts. 

Added to all this is the fine style, vividness and freshness of the images drawn. 

Furthermore, the s rah paints the hypocrites’ cowardice with acid derision as also 

describes their twisted nature. This contrasts with the profoundly inspiring picture of 

faith that is drawn and the qualities it imparts to believers. 

The Qur’ nic text is a manual for action, not only by those who witnessed the 

event but also in every environment and generation. It is a guide for Muslims 

whenever they face circumstances similar to those faced by the first Muslim 

community and at any time in the future. It aims to give them the same 

determination and motivation as the Prophet’s Companions possessed. 

No one will understand Qur’ nic texts fully unless they face circumstances similar 

to those faced by the first Muslim community. It is in such circumstances that texts 

reveal their meanings fully and hearts open up to understand them in depth. When 

this takes place, the text is no longer words and sentences, but rather a source of 

power and energy. The events described come alive: inspiring, motivating and 

urging action both in real life and in the depths of the human heart. 

The Qur’ n is not merely a book to be read and understood: it is a motivating 

force. Its texts are ready for implementation at every point. It only needs a heart that 

warms to it in circumstances that enable its resources to be fully tapped. We may 

read a particular Qur’ nic text tens or hundreds of times, then we look at it again 
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when we are facing a particular situation only to discover that it gives us what it had 

not given before. It provides a straight answer to our complex problem, shows a way 

that we overlooked, clears our doubts and replaces these with firm and perfect 

reassurance. Nothing else, old or new, gives us what the Qur’ n gives. 

A Test Too Hard 

The s rah begins its discussion of the encounter with the confederate forces by 

reminding the believers of God’s favours when He repelled the armies that were 

intent on exterminating them. The first verse in the passage sums up the nature of 

the event, its beginning and end, before giving any details or explaining any 

attitudes. Thus, God’s favour is brought into focus so that the Muslims will always 

remember it. It also makes it clear that as God commands the believers to follow His 

revelations, place their trust in Him and not yield to the unbelievers or the 

hypocrites, it is also He who protects those advocating His message and code for 

human life against aggression: “Believers! Remember the blessings God bestowed on you 

when hosts came down upon you. We let loose against them a windstorm and hosts that you 

could not see. Yet God sees all that you do.” (Verse 9) 

In this short opening verse we have a picture of the beginning and end of the 

battle, along with the decisive factors that combine to produce its result: the arrival of 

the enemy forces; God’s sending strong winds and other troops unseen by the 

believers; and His support which is dependent on their attitude and action as God is 

fully aware of all that they do. 

The s rah then gives details of the situation: 

They came upon you from above and from below you. Your eyes rolled [with fear] and 
your hearts leapt up to your throats, and confessed thoughts about God passed 
through your minds. That was a situation when the believers were sorely tested and 
severely shaken. The hypocrites and the sick at heart said: ‘God and His Messenger 
promised us nothing but delusions.’ Some of them said: ‘People of Yathrib! You 
cannot withstand [the attack] here, so go back.’ And a group of them asked the 
Prophet’s permission to leave, saying: ‘Our houses are exposed,’ while they were not 
exposed. They only wanted to run away. (Verses 10-13) 

The verses paint an image of the whole of Madinah in the grip of great alarm and 

distress, with the idolaters of the Quraysh and Gha af n allied with the Jews of 

Qurayżah moving in from all sides. These feelings of alarm and distress affected all 

of the people, but their reactions and responses differed. Needless to say, people’s 

thoughts about God, their behaviour, and their evaluation of causes and results were 

much at variance. Therefore, the test was extremely difficult and the distinction 
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between believers and hypocrites was decisive. 

We can see today the whole situation: its elements, feelings, actions and reactions 

as if it were happening before our eyes. We see it though from the outside: “They 

came upon you from above and from below you.” (Verse 10) We also see people’s 

reactions to what was unfolding: “Your eyes rolled [with fear] and your hearts leapt up to 

your throats.” (Verse 10) This is a picture of profound fear, anxiety and distress, 

imparted through people’s expressions and feelings. “Confused thoughts about God 

passed through your minds.” (Verse 10) The s rah does not tell us about these thoughts 

in detail. In fact the adjective ‘confused’ is implied rather than stated in the Arabic 

text. This gives a more vivid picture of the confusion in people’s feelings and ideas, 

leaving minds bewildered and perplexed. Such a state of fear and confusion is then 

further heightened: “That was a situation when the believers were sorely tested and severely 

shaken.” (Verse 11) 

A test that left the believers severely shaken must have been truly fearful. 

Mu ammad ibn Maslamah and others said: “During the Moat Encounter our nights 

were days. The unbelievers took it in turns to confront us, with Abū Sufy n showing 

up at the head of his troops one day, Kh lid ibn al-Walīd with his forces the next day, 

`Amr ibn al-`Aş the next, Hubayrah ibn Wahb the next, followed by `Ikrimah ibn Abī 
Jahl, and lastly by Đir r ibn al-Kha b. This was very hard for us, and people were 

really in fear.” 

A further description of the state in which the Muslims found themselves is given 

by al-Maqrīzī in Imt ` al-Asm `: “The idolaters appeared at dawn, and the Prophet 

mobilized his Companions and the two sides engaged in fighting throughout the day 

and part of the night. Neither the Prophet nor any Muslim could move out of 

position. The Prophet could not offer any of the uhr, `Aşr, Maghrib and `Ish ’ 

prayers. His Companions said to him: ‘Messenger of God! We have not prayed.’ He 

said: ‘Nor have I.’ Then the idolaters withdrew and each side went back to their 

encampments. On another day, Usayd ibn uđayr stood guard on the edge of the 

moat, at the head of 200 Muslims. Mounted forces of idolaters, commanded by 

Kh lid ibn al-Walīd tried to take them unawares, but the two sides were engaged in 

fighting for some time. Wa shī, who had killed amzah, the Prophet’s uncle, during 

the Battle of U ud, stabbed al- ufayl ibn al-Nu`m n al-Anş rī with a spear and 

killed him. On that day, the Prophet said: ‘The idolaters have kept us from our 

middle prayer of `Aşr. May God fill their bellies and hearts with fire.’“2 

Two Muslim reconnaissance units went out one night, and they met by accident, 

each thinking the other to belong to the enemy. They clashed, with some from both 

                                                 
2 In a ad th reported by J bir, the Prophet was kept from offering `Aşr prayer that day. It appears that 
this took place on more than one occasion, with the Muslims unable once to pray `Aşr, while on 
another occasion, they could not pray any of the other prayers. 
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groups being injured or killed. When one of them shouted the Muslim battle slogan: 

‘  M m. They will not triumph’, they realized their mistake and stopped fighting. 

The Prophet advised the two parties: ‘Whoever of you is wounded should consider it 

an injury incurred for God’s sake, and whoever of your men has been killed is a 

martyr.’ 

The worst distress the Muslims faced during the siege was the treachery of the 

Qurayżah Jews, who were to their rear. They feared that at any time a concerted 

attack by the idolaters and Jews could be mounted and that they would be heavily 

outnumbered by the herds intent on exterminating Islam and the Muslims. 

On top of all this, the Muslims also faced the schemes concocted by the hypocrites, 

who, as usual, tried to raise doubts in their minds and so split their ranks: “The 

hypocrites and the sick at heart said.’ God and His Messenger promised us nothing but 

delusions.” (Verse 12) In this way, the hypocrites saw in the Muslims’ distress a 

chance to speak out without being blamed. They felt they could now undermine the 

believers’ morale, raising doubts about the promises given by God and His 

Messenger, without accusing fingers being raised against them. The overall situation, 

or so it seemed, confirmed the doubts they were raising. Moreover, they were 

consistent with what they felt deep inside. Such testing times, however, removed the 

thin cover by which the hypocrites tried to hide their reality. They were in such a 

state of fear themselves that this in itself shattered all their claims to be believers. In 

short, their truth was out. 

In every community there will always be hypocrites and doubters who will, in 

times of difficulty, adopt the same attitude. Theirs is a state of mind encountered in 

all communities and across all generations. 

“Some of them said: People of Yathrib! You cannot withstand [the attack] here, so go 

back.” (Verse 13) Thus they tried to encourage the people of Madinah to desert and 

go home, arguing that standing guard behind the moat was meaningless when their 

homes were exposed to danger. This was a wicked attempt to exploit a natural 

weakness in people’s hearts: their concerns about their women and children at times 

of great danger. “And a group of them asked the Prophet’s permission to leave, saying: ‘Our 

houses are exposed.’“ (Verse 13) Such people tried to give the appearance of being with 

the Muslims, whilst all they wanted was leave to go home under the pretext that 

their homes were vulnerable to attack. The Qur’ n, however, states their true 

motives, refutes their arguments and confronts them with their lies and tricks: “while 

they were not exposed. They only wanted to run away.” (Verse 13) 

One report mentions that the rithah clan sent one of their people, Aws ibn 

Qayzī, to the Prophet with a message saying: “Our homes are exposed. There is none 

among the Anş r whose quarters are as vulnerable as ours. There is nothing to repel 
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the Gha af n from directing an attack against our quarters. Could you please give us 

permission to return home so that we can protect our women and children.” The 

Prophet gave them permission. However, Sa`d ibn Mu` dh said to him: “Messenger 

of God! Do not give them such permission. Whenever we faced a hardship in the 

past, they would do the same.” Thereafter the Prophet issued an order that they 

should return to Madinah. It was such people that the Qur’ n put face to face with 

their inner motives: “They only wanted to run away.” (Verse 13) 

Where to Escape Death 

The s rah pauses a little here in order to draw a mental picture for those 

hypocrites as to how hollow their faith was and how they were always ready to 

break ranks, even for the slightest reason. They would not even try to cover their 

weaknesses: “Had their city been stormed from all sides, and had they been asked to 

renounce their faith they would have done so without much delay.” (Verse 14) The attitude 

described in the previous verses was the one they adopted when the enemy were still 

outside Madinah, unable to storm it. No matter how hard and stressful a situation is, 

a potential danger is far less than a real one. Should their worst fears come true and 

Madinah be stormed from all sides, and should they be asked to renounce Islam, 

they would do so with little hesitation, or a few would hesitate for a while before 

then reverting to disbelief. In essence, their claimed faith lacked firm roots while 

their cowardice made them unable to resist. 

Thus the Qur’ n exposed their reality and put them naked before the mirror to see 

themselves as they truly were. It then accused them of breaking their clear pledges 

which they had earlier given to none other than God. Yet they were heedless of their 

promises and pledges: “They had previously vowed before God that they would never turn 

their backs in flight. A vow made to God must surely be answered for.” (Verse 15) 

Ibn Hish m reports: “This is a reference to the rithah clan who, together with 

the Salamah clan, were about to desert the Muslim camp before the Battle of U ud. 

They subsequently vowed before God they would never do so again. Therefore, the 

s rah reminds them of their earlier undertaking. 

At U ud, God saved them and spared them from the consequences of desertion. 

This was one example of the practical lessons of the early days of Jih d. Now, with 

the lapse of time ensuring greater experience, they had to be put face to face against 

their reality. 

At this point the Qur’ n restates an important value, one that corrects their notions 

about life and death, which had caused them to break their pledges and try to desert: 

Say: Flight will benefit you nothing. If you flee from natural death or from being slain, 
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you will only be left to enjoy life for a little while. Say: Who can keep you away from 
God if it be His will to harm you, or if it be His will to show you mercy? Other than 
God they can find none to protect them or to bring them support. (Verses 16-17) 

It is God’s will that determines events and destinies, directing them along a certain 

way that leads to a definite result. Death, whether in battle or by natural causes, is 

inevitable and occurs at the appointed moment: it comes neither a second early nor a 

moment late. Flight from battle will not spare the deserter what God has willed. 

Should they flee from battle, they are certain to meet their inevitable death soon, at 

the appointed time. All times in this present life are soon, and all life extensions are 

short. No one can protect anyone else against God’s will; no one can prevent it 

running its course. Should He will to harm someone or show them mercy, His will 

shall be done. Hence, the only proper attitude for anyone is to submit to God, obey 

His orders, and honour the vows given to Him in all situations of comfort and 

hardship. It is far better to place oneself in God’s hand, placing one’s trust completely 

in Him. He will, in any case do what He pleases. 

Inner Feelings Laid Bare 

The s rah then clearly states that God knows the inner thoughts of those who not 

only stay behind at times of Jih d, but who also try to dissuade others from joining 

the battle. It draws a very truthful picture of their mentality, yet it provokes laughter 

and derision at such people who are encountered in all communities. It is a picture of 

cowardice composed of lines of fright and panic in times of hardship, arrogance and 

presumptuousness in times of ease, a begrudging nature of every good thing, a 

reluctance to participate in anything good, yet a state of utter terror and hysteria 

when danger looms from afar. The Qur’ n paints this picture with some fascinating 

touches that can neither be substituted nor replaced: 

God is indeed aware of those of you who hold others back; and those who say to their 
brethren: ‘Come and join us,’ while they themselves hardly ever take part in the 
fighting, begrudging you all help. But then, when danger threatens, you see them 
looking to you for help, their eyes rolling as though they were overshadowed by death. 
Yet when the danger has passed, they will assail you [believers] with sharp tongues, 
begrudging you all that is good. Such people have not experienced faith. God will 
bring their deeds to nothing. That is all too easy for God. They think that the 
Confederates have not withdrawn. Should the Confederates return, they would wish 
they were in the desert, among the Bedouins, asking for news about you. Even if they 
were with you, they would take but little part in the fighting. (Verses 18-20) 

These verses begin with the statement that God is fully aware of those who try to 
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weaken the Muslim community by persuading others to stay behind. They 

themselves hardly, if ever, take part in any battle. Their attitude is well known to 

Him, and their scheming is exposed. The miraculous brush then begins to delineate 

the main lines that depict this type of people. They ‘begrudge you all help.’ They are 

very tight against the Muslims, unwilling to help them with effort or money, or even 

with sympathy and feeling. Yet “when danger threatens, you see them looking to you for 

help, their eyes rolling as though they were overshadowed by death.” (Verse 19) This is a 

true-to-life, vibrant image of a cowardly people, yet it fills us with laughter when we 

look at their limbs shaking with fear. Worse still is the shadow they cast when the 

danger is over and security is assured: “Yet when the danger has passed, they will assail 

you [believers] with sharp tongues.” (Verse 19) They come out of their holes, swelling 

with false pride, unashamedly making all sorts of claims about their bravery, 

determination, unwavering effort, etc. Not only so, but they “begrudge you all that is 

good.” (Verse 19) Despite all their wild claims, they are unwilling to make any effort 

or donation in order to help with good works. 

There will always be people belonging to this type in all generations and 

communities: boasting, cowardly, miserly and abusive: “Such people have not 

experienced faith. God will bring their deeds to nothing.” (Verse 19) This is then the basic 

reason for their attitude. Their hearts have never experienced faith and they never 

saw its guiding light, or recognized its guidance. Hence, all their endeavours will 

end up in ruin. They cannot succeed because the basic element of success is absent 

from their lives. “That is all too easy for God.” (Verse 19) Nothing is difficult for God, 

and His will is certain to be done. 

The s rah paints another derogatory picture of their condition on the day when the 

confederate forces acknowledged their failure and departed: “They think that the 

Confederates have not withdrawn.” (Verse 20) They still tremble with fear, refusing to 

believe that those large forces have gone and all are now safe and secure. “Should the 

Confederates return, they would wish they were in the desert, among the Bedouins, asking for 

news about you.” (Verse 20) How pathetic and laughable! If those forces did return, 

these hypocrites would wish that they were Bedouins, and that they never lived in 

Madinah. They would rather not have anything to do with the people of Madinah, 

not even know anything about them. They only want to enquire of travellers about 

what happened to them, but this would only be a casual enquiry, as when one 

stranger asks about another. 

They wish all this despite the fact that they have been left behind, away from the 

battle, unexposed to danger. It is all fear at a distance. Hence, “Even if they were with 

you, they would take but little part in the fighting.” (Verse 20) Such was the condition of 

the hypocrites, the sick at heart, and those who spread lies to weaken the Muslim 

community. 
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The Opposite Image 

Such severely testing times did not make all people look about in such an ugly 

way. Indeed, there was a totally different scenario going on, one casting light within 

all this darkness, one that remained stable despite the hardship, one that trusted to 

God, accepted His will, was reassured that His help would be forthcoming, and one 

that remained unshaken despite all the fear and confusion. The Qur’ n begins 

drawing this delightful image by citing the example given by the Prophet: “In God’s 

Messenger you have a good model for everyone who looks with hope to God and the Last Day, 

and always remembers God.” (Verse 21) 

In the midst of all the worry, stress and fear, the Prophet provided shelter for the 

Muslims: he was the source of their hope, confidence and reassurance. Studying his 

attitude during the unfolding events of this period is necessary for leaders of Muslim 

communities and revivalist organizations today so that they can chart the way ahead. 

His attitude provides a good example for those who hope to earn God’s pleasure on 

the Day of Judgement, and for those who always remember God. We should perhaps 

look at some aspects of his attitude, by way of example, though we cannot discuss 

this at any great length in this commentary. 

The Prophet went out to work with the Muslims in digging the moat, using the 

axe and removing the earth and carrying the dust in a basket. As his Companions 

worked, they sang some rhymes, which they composed on the spot, deriving the 

same from whatever was taking place. The Prophet repeated their rhyming words at 

the end of the lines. For example, one of his Companions was called Ju`ayl, but the 

Prophet did not like his name as it meant ‘a small dung beetle’, so he renamed him 

`Amr. So the people around composed a rhyming couplet about this very thing of 

giving a man a better name. The Prophet repeated with them the two rhyming 

words. We can imagine the atmosphere the Prophet’s participation gave them and 

how it could fill them with reassurance and enthusiasm. 

Zayd ibn Th bit, a young Muslim, was carrying the dust away, and the Prophet 

said of him: ‘He is certainly a good lad.’ At one point Zayd was too tired and he fell 

asleep. It was very cold, but as he was sleeping another person, `Im rah ibn azm, 

took Zayd’s sword away. When he woke up, he was upset. The Prophet said to Zayd: 

‘Father of sleep! You slept and your weapon is gone!’ Then the Prophet asked his 

Companions: ‘Who of you knows where the sword belonging to this young man is?’ 

`Im rah said: ‘It is with me.’ The Prophet told him to return it to Zayd and prohibited 

anyone from taking the weapon of a sleeping man even in jest. 

This little episode shows how the Prophet was aware of all those who were with 

him, young and old, and that he cared for them all. We see him ready to joke with 

everyone in a pleasant way: ‘Father of sleep! You slept and your weapon is gone!’ 
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This also tells us much about the general atmosphere in which the Muslims lived as 

the Prophet took care of them, even during the hardest of circumstances. 

The Prophet’s pure soul looked forward to assured victory, distant as it might 

have been. He could see it as axes hit hard rocks to produce rays of light. He speaks 

about this to his Companions giving them reassurance. Ibn Is q reports: “Salmon 

mentioned that as he was digging in his area, a rock was too hard for him. The 

Prophet was nearby and when he saw Salmon’s difficulty he took the axe from him 

and struck the rock three times, with each strike producing a flash of light. Salm n 

asked him: ‘Messenger of God! What is this I have just seen: a flash of light from 

under the axe?’ The Prophet said to him: ‘Have you seen that? At the first strike, God 

opened to me the land of Yemen; at the second, He opened Syria and the west for 

me; and at the third, He opened the land to the east for me.’“ In Imt ` al-Asm `, al-

Maqrīzī mentions that this happened to `Umar in front of Salm n. We can imagine 

what effect these words from the Prophet would have had on his Companions’ 

hearts at the time when they felt danger approaching. 

We should add to these delightful scenes the report we mentioned earlier when 

udhayfah returned from his dangerous night mission, gathering intelligence about 

the enemy and what they were doing. The night was exceedingly cold, and on his 

return the Prophet was in prayer. Yet on seeing udhayfah he realized how he felt, 

and he drew him to himself so that he was sitting by his side, near his feet, and then 

the Prophet covered him with his robe to let him warm himself a little while lie 

continued his prayer. After he had finished his prayer, he sat listening to 

udhayfah’s report confirming the good news he had anticipated. 

As for the Prophet’s courage, perseverance and unshaken belief throughout this 

severely testing time, this is evident at every point in the story. We do not need to 

give details here, as they can be easily and clearly recognized: “In God’s Messenger 

you have a good model for everyone who looks with hope to God and the Last Day, and always 

remembers God.” (Verse 21) 

Strengthening Faith 

The s rah then depicts an image of firm faith and believers confronting real 

danger, one which is great enough to make even believers’ hearts tremble. Yet the 

believers transform this trembling into something that gives them hope and 

reassurance: “When the believers saw the Confederate forces they said: ‘This is what God 

and His Messenger have promised us! Truly spoke God and His Messenger.’ This only served 

to strengthen their faith and their submission to God.” (Verse 22) 

The situation the Muslims faced on this occasion was so testing and stressful that 

it is described as such by none other than God: “That was a situation when the believers 
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were sorely tested and severely shaken.” (Verse 11) They were ordinary people, and 

people have limited ability. God does not charge them with more than they can hear. 

Despite being assured of God’s eventual support and the good news the Prophet 

gave them, going beyond their immediate problems to tell them of where Islam 

would soon expand to, spreading into Yemen and Syria and even further east and 

west, danger was staring them in the eye, giving them almost too much stress to cope 

with. 

udhayfah’s story is perhaps the most accurate in relaying how the Muslims felt. 

The Prophet sensed this fear and apprehension. Therefore, when he wanted an 

assignment to be taken up, he made its reward clear. He said: ‘Who is willing to go 

and find out what our enemies are doing and return. I shall pray to God to make any 

volunteer for this mission my Companion in Heaven.’ Yet despite this certain 

promise of returning safely and being assured of a high place in heaven, there were 

still no volunteers. When the Prophet called udhayfah by name, he said: ‘I then had 

no choice but to go.’ This could not have happened except in a situation of extreme 

stress and hardship. 

However, side by side with the rolled eyes and shaken hearts there was an 

unseverable bond with God, a firm awareness of divine rules, and an unshakeable 

belief that these rules cannot he changed, and that their results are bound to come 

about once they have been set in motion. Hence, the Muslims felt that their being so 

severely tested heralded their victory, because they knew that they had been true to 

their trust: “Do you reckon that you will enter paradise while you have not suffered like those 

[believers] who passed away before you? Affliction and adversity befell them, and so terribly 

shaken were they that the Messenger and the believers with him would exclaim, ‘When will 

God’s help come?’ Surely, God’s help is close at hand.” (2: 214) They felt that they 

themselves had also been terribly shaken. Hence, God’s help must be close at hand. 

This is what prompted them to say: “This is what God and His Messenger have promised 

us! Truly spoke God and His Messenger. This only served to strengthen their faith and their 

submission to God.” (Verse 22) 

“This is what God and His Messenger have promised us.” Such trouble and distress is 

the preamble to the help we have been promised. Therefore, God’s help is bound to 

come: “Truly spoke God and His Messenger:” They have spoken the truth in as far as 

both the indication and the result are concerned. Therefore, they were certain of the 

outcome: “This only served to strengthen their faith and their submission to God.” 

Those Muslims were ordinary human beings subject to all the qualities and 

weaknesses that distinguish humans. Nor was it required of them that they surpass 

the limitations of the human race or shed its characteristics. God had created them 

such and they were meant to remain such. They were not expected to transform 

themselves into another race: angels, jinn, or animals. Therefore, as humans, it was 
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inevitable that they would be afflicted by hardship and shaken when facing extreme 

danger, but they remained nevertheless faithful to their bond with God. This was the 

bond that stopped them from falling, renewed their hope and prevented their 

despair. This is what made the generation of the Prophet’s Companions unique, 

having no parallel in history. We need to understand this very clearly and recognize 

that they attained their summit while retaining all their human strengths and 

weaknesses. At the same time, they also held tight to their bond with God. 

When we see ourselves weaken under stress, shaken by danger or worry at what 

lies ahead, we must not allow despair to overwhelm us, or feel that we are lost, unfit 

to achieve any high standard. What we must not do is hold on to our weak feelings 

thinking that this must be so because it happens o others who are better than 

ourselves. We must remember our bond with God and hold to this, because it is 

through this that we can shed our weakness, and regain our confidence and 

reassurance. We should look at our worry and fear as a signal that help is on its way. 

Then we will find renewed strength and self belief. 

It was such balance that moulded that unique generation in the early days of 

Islam, which the s rah praises in the following terms: “Among the believers are people 

who have always been true to what they have vowed before God. Some have already fulfilled 

their pledges by death, and some are still waiting. They have not changed in the least.” (Verse 

23) This is set against the other type of person who pledged to God that they would 

never run away, but who were untrue to their vows: “They had previously vowed before 

God that they would never turn their backs in flight. A vow made to God must surely be 

answered for.” (Verse 15) 

One of the young Companions of the Prophet reports: “I was named after my 

uncle Anas ibn al-Nađr. He did not take part in the Battle of Badr, and he was sad. 

He thought: ‘This was the first major battle the Prophet fights and I was absent. 

Should I live to fight in another battle with the Prophet, God will see what I will do.’ 

He then felt that this was a serious pledge and he feared to say anything more. He 

was later in the Muslim army in the Battle of U ud. Before the battle, he saw Sa`d ibn 

Mu` dh and said to him: ‘Abū `Amr! I can smell heaven! I smell it coming from the 

side of U ud.’ He fought hard until he was killed. He received 80 odd strikes 

variously from a sword, spear and arrow. Indeed, he was unrecognisable. His sister, 

my aunt, al-Rubayyi` bint al-Nađr, said: ‘I could only identify my brother by his 

finger.’ When the verse saying, Among the believers are people who have always been true 

to what they have vowed before God,’ was revealed, people felt that this referred to him 

and others who did as he did.” [Related by A mad, Muslim, al-Tirmidhī and al-

Nas ’ī] 

The s rah then includes a comment staring the purpose of testing believers and the 

outcome of honouring a vow or breaking it: “God will surely reward the truthful for 
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having been true to their word, and will punish the hypocrites, if that be His will, or accept 

their repentance. God is indeed Much-Forgiving, Merciful.” (Verse 24) Comments like 

this, which are often found within the description of events, serve to outline the 

purpose behind what takes place, making it clear that everything is determined by 

God’s will. Nothing occurs by coincidence. Everything is according to plan and for a 

definite purpose. All events reflect God’s grace and confirm that His forgiveness and 

mercy are always close at hand, “God is indeed Much-Forgiving Merciful.” (Verse 24) 

The s rah’s discussion of the Encounter of the Moat concludes by stating its 

outcome which confirmed the believers’ expectations and showed how far in error 

the unbelievers and hypocrites had gone: “God turned back the unbelievers in all their 

rage and fury; they gained no advantage. He spared the believers the need to fight. God is 

Most Powerful, Almighty.” (Verse 25) 

From start to finish, God was in control of the battle, turning it the way He 

wished. The s rah confirms this in its presentation, attributing to God every event 

and its outcome, so that we can understand this fact making it part of our overall 

Islamic concept. 

The Other Enemy 

It was not only the Quraysh and the Gha af n that suffered a miserable defeat. 

Their allies, the Jews of Qurayżah also shared the same outcome: “He brought down 

from their strongholds those of the people of earlier revelations who aided them, casting terror 

in their hearts: some you slew, and some you took captive. And He passed on to you their 

land, their houses and their goods, as well as a land on which you had never yet set foot. God 

has power over all things.” (Verses 26-27) However, before we discuss these verses we 

need to throw some light on the attitude the Jews in Madinah adopted towards 

Islam. 

When Islam arrived in Madinah, the Jews there maintained peaceful relations with 

it for only a short period. Shortly after his arrival in Madinah, the Prophet signed a 

treaty with them with mutual obligations of support against outside enemies and 

clear conditions that they would never be in breach of their commitments, or aid any 

enemy, or take any hostile action against the Muslims. 

The Jews, however, soon felt that Islam represented a threat to their traditional 

position as followers of the divine faith. Indeed they enjoyed much respect by the 

people of Madinah on account of this fact. Moreover, they felt that the new social 

system Islam established in Madinah under the leadership of the Prophet also 

constituted a threat to their position. Previously, they had very cleverly exploited the 

conflict between the two main Arab tribes in Madinah, the Aws and the Khazraj, to 

ensure that they themselves had the upper hand. The Prophet united the two tribes 
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in a new social system which deprived the Jews of the chance to sew discord between 

them. 

Perhaps the last straw that broke the camel’s back for them was that the rabbi they 

considered to be their master and leading scholar, `Abdull h ibn Sall m, converted to 

Islam with all his family members. However, he feared that should he announce his 

conversion to Islam in public, the Jews might level false accusations against him. 

Therefore, he requested that the Prophet ask them about him and his standing 

among them before telling them that he had become a Muslim. When the Prophet 

asked the Jews as `Abdull h had requested him, they said: ‘He is our master as his 

father was; and he is our rabbi and leading scholar.’ It was at this point that 

`Abdull h came out to tell them that Islam was God’s message to mankind and he 

asked them to follow his example and become Muslims. They immediately turned 

against him, speaking ill of him and warning all the other Jews against him. Clearly 

they felt that Islam represented an imminent threat to their religious and political 

standing. They were determined to scheme against God’s Messenger allowing him 

no respite. This, then, was the beginning of the war between Islam and the Jews, 

which has never subsided. 

At first, the war started as a cold war, as we say these days. That is to say, it began 

as propaganda against both Mu ammad (peace be upon him) and Islam. The tactics 

they employed varied from raising doubts about the message and the new faith, to 

sowing discord and creating division between the Muslims, as between the Aws and 

the Khazraj one day and between the Muh jirīn and the Anş r another day. They 

also spied on the Muslims for their idolater enemies, and befriended a group of 

hypocrites who pretended to be Muslim manipulating them to create trouble within 

the Muslim community. Ultimately, they openly urged other groups to unite against 

the Muslims, as happened in the encounter with the confederate tribes. 

The major Jewish groups in Madinah were the tribes of the Qaynuq `, al-Nađīr 

and Qurayżah. Each had its own ongoing situation with the Prophet and the Muslim 

community. The Qaynuq ` tribe, who were the best fighters among the Jews, 

begrudged the Muslims their victory at Badr. Therefore, they started to exploit little 

events against the Muslims, so demonstrating that they had little respect for their 

treaty with the Prophet, fearing that he would soon gather strength and gain mastery 

over them. Ibn Hish m mentions in his biography of the Prophet: “One aspect of the 

case of the Qaynuq ` Jews was that the Prophet addressed them in their market 

place, saying: ‘Take warning from what happened to the Quraysh and adopt Islam. 

You already know that I am a prophet sent by God with a message. You read this in 

your own scriptures and you are committed to believe in me by God’s promise to 

you.’ They replied: ‘Mu ammad! Do not take it as something great that you met 

people who have no knowledge of war and fighting and that you got the upper hand 
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against them. Should we fight you, you will learn that we are the true fighters.’“ 

Ibn Hish m also reports on the authority of `Abdull h ibn Jafar: “Behind the 

problem of the Qaynuq ` was an Arab woman who had brought some milk and sold 

it in the Qaynuq  Market. She then sat at a jeweller’s shop. People there wanted her 

to uncover her face, but she refused. The jeweller took the edge of her dress and tied 

it to her back, without her noticing. When she rose, her bottom was exposed and 

people laughed at her. She shouted for help. A Muslim attacked the Jewish jeweller, 

and killed him. The Jews then attacked the Muslim and killed him. His people 

shouted for other Muslims to come and help. The Muslims were very angry and 

trouble so erupted between them and the Qaynuq ` clan.” 

Ibn Is q continues this report of the events: “The Prophet laid siege to them until 

they agreed to accept his judgement. `Abdull h ibn Ubayy [the chief of the 

hypocrites who was still accepted as a Muslim] went to the Prophet saying: ‘Be good 

to my allies.’ The Qaynuq  were formerly allied to the Khazraj. The Prophet made no 

reply. `Abdull h repeated this but the Prophet turned away. `Abdull h then put his 

hand inside the Prophet’s armour and the Prophet asked him to let him go. 

`Abdull h did not listen. The Prophet became angry and said: let me go!’ `Abdull h 

then said: ‘I will not let you go until you are good to my allies. They are 700 fighters 

who protected me against all my enemies and you come to finish them off in one 

day. I am a man who fears the turn of fortune.’ The Prophet then said to him: They 

are yours.’ 

`Abdull h ibn Ubayy was clearly still held in high esteem by his clan. 

Furthermore, the Prophet accepted his intercession in favour of the Qaynuq ` Jews, 

provided they agreed to leave Madinah, taking their property with them, but not 

their weapons. Thus Madinah was rid of a powerful Jewish section. 

As for the al-Nađīr tribe, the Prophet went to their quarters in the fourth year of 

his migration to Madinah, after the Battle of U ud, seeking their help in raising 

funds to pay the blood money for two people killed accidentally by one of his 

Companions. According to the provisions of the agreement between them and the 

Muslim state, they were bound to make such a contribution. When he explained his 

purpose, they said: ‘Yes, we will certainly make a contribution.’ He sat with his back 

to the wall of one of their houses. Then they consulted among themselves, and some 

suggested: ‘You will never again find this man in such a vulnerable state. Who can 

get to the roof of this house and throw a large rock to rid us of him?’ 

So they set about carrying out their wicked plot. The Prophet was informed of 

what they were planning; so he returned to Madinah. Once there, he ordered his 

community to prepare to fight the Jewish tribe of al-Nađīr. They retreated to their 

forts. `Abdull h ibn Ubayy, the chief of the hypocrites, sent them word to remain 
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steadfast promising to give them his full support. He added: ‘We will never let you 

down. If war is waged against you, we will fight alongside you; and if you are made 

to leave, we will go with you.’ The hypocrites, however, did not fulfil their promise 

to the Jews. Instead, God struck fear into the hearts of the al- Nađīr and they 

surrendered without a fight. They asked the Prophet to spare their lives in return for 

their departure. He agreed and allowed them a camel load each of their property, 

provided they surrendered any arms. They thus left Madinah, most settling in 

Khaybar, whilst others went further north to Syria. Among their leaders were Sall m 

ibn Abī al- uqayq, Kin nah ibn Abī al- uqayq and uyay ibn Akh ab, the three 

who had played a leading role in forging the alliance between the Quraysh and 

Gha af n and so forming the confederate tribes that sought to exterminate Islam and 

the Muslims. 

Treachery of Great Magnitude 

This left only the Qurayżah, the third major Jewish tribe in Madinah. As we now 

know, they too had sided with the confederate tribes against the Muslims, this at the 

instigation of the al-Nađīr chiefs, particularly uyay ibn Akh ab. This treachery by 

the Qurayżah, in violation of their treaty with the Prophet, was a much harder test 

for the Muslims than the external attack they faced from the confederates. 

To be absolutely sure of this new situation, the Prophet sent four of his 

Companions — Sa`d ibn Mu` dh, the chief of the Aws, Sa`d ibn `Ub dah, the chief of 

the Khazraj, `Abdullah ibn Raw ah and Khaw t ibn Jubayr — to the Qurayżah to 

ascertain their position: “If you find out that the intelligence we have received is true, 

give me a hint which I will understand. Try to avoid affecting the Muslims’ morale. 

If, on the other hand, you find that the Qurayżah remain faithful to their treaty with 

us, make the news known to everyone.” This shows how seriously he expected the 

news of treachery to affect the Muslim community as a whole. 

The delegation went to the Qurayżah and met the people there, calling on them to 

maintain their peaceful relations and to confirm their alliance with the Prophet. 

However, they found that the Qurayżah had adopted a worse position than what 

they had heard about. Defiantly, they said: “You want us to confirm the alliance now, 

when we have been weakened by the departure of al-Nađīr. Who is God’s 

Messenger? We do not know him. We have no treaty or agreement with 

Mu ammad.” 

The Muslim delegation then left the Qurayżah, returning to the Prophet with the 

bad news that the Jews no longer recognized their peace treaty with him. On arrival, 

they found the Prophet with a group of his Companions. Following his advice, they 

gave him a clear hint of the Qurayżah’s treachery rather than deliver the fact 
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publicly. The Prophet was not perturbed. On the contrary, he said: “God is Supreme. 

Rejoice, you Muslims, for the end will be a happy one.” 

In his report of these events, Ibn Is q says: “This test was too hard for the 

Muslims: fear mounted; the enemy came upon them from the front and the rear; the 

Muslims’ thoughts went in all directions; hypocrisy was now in the open, etc.” 

When God gave the Prophet His support so as to make his enemies withdraw 

without gaining any advantage, sparing the believers the need to fight, the Prophet 

returned to Madinah victorious. People put down their arms. Back in his wife, Umm 

Salamah’s home, the Prophet was washing himself after the long ordeal. Jibrīl, the 

angel, came to him saying: “The angels have not put down their arms yet. I have just 

come back from chasing the enemy.” He then said to him: “God commands you to 

march to the Qurayżah.” Their quarters were a few miles away from Madinah. This 

was after the noon uhr prayer. The Prophet issued an order to all his Companions: 

“He who obeys God must not pray ‘`Aşr except at the Qurayżah.” People started 

marching. On the way, the ‘`Aşr prayer became due. Some of them stopped to offer it 

arguing that the Prophet had only wanted them to start marching immediately. 

Others said they would prefer to delay it until they had arrived, taking the Prophet’s 

order at face value. Neither party blamed the other. 

The Prophet marched behind them, having asked Ibn Umm Maktūm, his blind 

Companion, to deputize for him in Madinah. He also gave the banner to his cousin 

`Alī ibn Abī lib. The Prophet laid siege to the Qurayżah quarter for 25 days. When 

they were in despair, they sent word to the Prophet saying that they would accept 

the judgement of Sa`d ibn Mu` dh, the chief of the Aws tribe of the Anş r, as he was 

their ally in pre-Islamic days. They felt that he was bound to be lenient towards 

them, just like `Abdull h ibn Ubayy had been lenient towards the Qaynuq ` Jews 

when he sought their release by the Prophet. They did not know, however, that Sa`d 

had received an injury to his arm during the earlier siege of Madinah and that the 

Prophet had the wound cauterized to stop it bleeding. He had also placed him in a 

tent close by where he was nursed. When he received his injury, Sa`d had prayed: 

“My Lord! If we are to fight the Quraysh again, spare me now for that fight. If you 

have willed that this encounter between us be the last, I pray to You, my Lord, to 

make this wound of mine my way to martyrdom, but spare me until I see our affair 

with the Qurayżah have a happy ending for Islam.’ God answered his prayer, 

making them choose him as their judge. 

When the Qurayżah Jews intimated that they would accept Sa`d’s judgement, the 

Prophet gave instructions for him to be brought in. He came riding a donkey that had 

been saddled for him. On his way, his tribesmen, the Aws, tried to persuade him to 

be lenient. They said: ‘Be kind to your allies. The Prophet has chosen you to judge 

them in order that you be kind o them.’ Sa`d first chose o be silent. When he was 
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tired of their insistence, he said: ‘It is time for Sa`d to disregard all criticism when it 

comes to something through which he hopes to please God.’ His tribesmen realized 

then that he would not be lenient. 

As Sa`d approached the Prophet’s tent, the Prophet said o those who were with 

him: ‘Stand up to greet your master.’ This was to give Sa`d extra respect in his 

position as judge and to make his judgement binding. When he sat down, the 

Prophet said to him that the Qurayżah had agreed to accept his judgement in their 

case. Sa`d said: “Will my judgement be binding on them?” He was answered in the 

affirmative. He asked again: “And on all who are present [meaning the Muslims]?” 

Again he received a positive answer. He then lowered his head in deference to the 

Prophet, pointing his hand in the direction where the Prophet was sitting, without 

looking at him, and said: “Does this also apply to those who are on this side?” The 

Prophet answered: “Yes.” Sa`d said: “I hereby rule that all the men of the Qurayżah 

are o be killed, their properties to be divided and their women and children to be 

enslaved.” The Prophet endorsed the ruling and said to him: “You have given God’s 

own verdict.” 

At the Prophet’s orders, moats were dug in the marketplace and the Qurayżah 

men were brought there with their hands tied. They were all executed. According o 

different reports they constituted somewhere between 700-800 people. uyay ibn 

Akh ab was among them, remaining faithful to his promise to stay with them and 

share their fate. Whoever of their young men was below the age of puberty was 

spared. 

That day not only marked the humiliation of the Jews but also the weakness of 

hypocrisy. Thereafter, the hypocrites were reluctant to continue with their earlier 

trickery. Moreover, the idolaters no longer thought of attacking the Muslims in 

Madinah. In fact it was the Muslims who were now able to go on the offensive. 

Events thus moved in such a way as to lead to the fall of the two main cities in 

Arabia, Makkah and “ ’if, to Islam. It may be said that the actions of the Jews, the 

hypocrites and the idolaters were interlinked, and that the expulsion of the Jews 

from Madinah put an end to such affiliations. The whole episode thus marked a 

totally new stage in the history of the Muslim state. 

This was the practical development to which God refers in the Qur’ nic verses: 

He brought down from their strongholds those of the people of earlier revelations who 
aided them, casting terror in their hearts: some you slew, and some you took captive. 
And He passed on to you their land, their houses and their goods, as well as a land on 
which you had never yet set foot. God has power over all things.” (Verses 26-27) 

The phrase, ‘a land on which you had never yet set foot,’ can refer either to a land 
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that the Qurayżah owned outside their quarters, and which the Muslims took over 

along with the rest of their property, or it may refer to the fact that the Qurayżah 

surrendered their land without fighting. In this second sense, the Arabic phrase 

taţa` , meaning, ‘to set foot,’ indicates fighting, which involves taking land by force. 

“God has power over all things.” This comment is taken from what takes place in 

reality. It refers all matters to God. The s rah’s presentation of the battle and its 

commentary on events are altogether consistent with this. It attributes all matters and 

actions to God, so that this essential truth is firmly rooted in the hearts of all 

Muslims. We see how God establishes it in people’s hearts using first the actual 

events and then the Qur’ n as it makes a record of these events. Thus it takes its 

place at the centre of the overall Islamic concept. 

In this way, the events become the subject matter of education, and the Qur’ n a 

manual and guide for life and all that relates to it. Values are well established and 

hearts reassured, using both the practical test and the Qur’ n as the means. 
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3 

Unlike All Women 

Prophet! Say o your wives: If you desire the life of 

this world and its charms, I shall provide for you 

and release you in a becoming manner; (28) 

but if you desire God and His Messenger and the 

life of the hereafter, know that God has readied 

great rewards for those of you who do good.’ (29) 

Wives of the Prophet! If any of you were to be 

guilty of manifestly immoral conduct, her punish-

ment would be doubled. That is easy for God. 

(30) 

But if any of you devoutly obeys God and His 

Messenger and does good deeds, We shall grant 

her a double reward, and We have prepared for 

her most excellent provisions. (31) 

Wives of the Prophet! You are unlike any other 

women: if you truly fear God, do not speak too 

soft, lest any who is sick at heart should be moved 

with desire; but speak in an appropriate manner. 

(32) 

$pκ š‰ r'̄≈ tƒ ©É< ¨Ζ9 $# ≅è% y7 Å_≡ uρø—X{ βÎ) £⎯ çFΖä. 

šχ÷Š Îè? nο 4θuŠ ysø9 $# $u‹ ÷Ρ‘‰9 $# $yγ tFt⊥ƒ Î—uρ 

š⎥÷⎫s9$yètFsù £⎯ ä3÷èÏnGtΒé&  ∅ä3ômÎh |  é& uρ % [n# u|  
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nο tÅzFψ$# ¨βÎ* sù ©!$# £‰tãr& ÏM≈ oΨ Å¡ósßϑù=Ï9 £⎯ä3ΖÏΒ 
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Overview 

This third passage in the s rah speaks specifically of the Prophet’s wives, except 

for the last verse which tells of the reward for all Muslims, men and women, for their 

good actions. At the beginning of the s rah, they were called ‘mothers of the believers’, 

and this motherhood establishes certain duties. Their noble position, which earned 

them this status, also establishes certain duties. Further duties are also made 

And stay quietly in your homes, and do not 

display your charms as they used to display them 

in the old days of pagan ignorance. Attend 

regularly to your prayers, and pay the obligatory 

charity, i.e. zak t, and pay heed to God and His 

Messenger. God only wants to remove all that is 

loathsome from you, you members of the 

[Prophet’s] household, and to purify you fully. 

(33) 

Bear in mind all that is recited in your homes of 

God’s revelations and wisdom; for God is un-

fathomable in His wisdom, all aware. (34) 

For all men and women who have submitted 

themselves to God, all believing men and believing 

women, all truly devout men and truly devout 

women, all men and women who are true to their 

word, all men and women who are patient in 

adversity, all men and women who humble 

themselves before God, all men and women who 

give in charity, all men and women who fast, all 

men and women who are mindful of their 

chastity, and all men and women who always 

remember God — for them all God has 

prepared forgiveness of sins and a mighty reward. 

(35) 

tβös%uρ ’ Îû £⎯ ä3Ï?θã‹ ç/ Ÿωuρ š∅ô_§ y9s? yl•y9s? 

Ïπ ¨Š Î=Îγ≈yfø9 $# 4’ n<ρW{ $# ( z⎯ ôϑÏ%r& uρ nο 4θn=¢Á9 $# 

š⎥⎫Ï?# u™uρ nο 4θŸ2̈“9 $# z⎯ ÷èÏÛr& uρ ©!$# ÿ… ã&s!θß™ u‘ uρ 4 
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obligatory on them because of their relationship o the Prophet. The present passage 

outlines some of these duties and states the values God wants the Prophet’s home, 

with all its purity, to represent and uphold so as to serve as a beacon of light guiding 

travellers. 

A Choice is Offered 

Prophet! Say to your wives: ‘If you desire the life of this world and its charms, I shall 
provide for you and release you in a becoming manner; but if you desire God and His 
Messenger and the life of the hereafter, know that God has readied great rewards for 
those of you who do good.’ (Verses 28-29) 

The Prophet chose for himself and his household a standard of living which was 

just about enough to meet their essential needs. The reason for so doing was not that 

he could not afford a better standard of living. Indeed, enormous tracts of land came 

under his control, yielding great wealth, and availing him of great riches if he so 

chose. Yet there were times when a month would pass without a fire being lit for 

cooking in any of his homes. At the same time, the Prophet was extremely generous 

when it came to giving gifts and charitable donations. Essentially, then, he made this 

choice so as to rise above material and worldly needs, and to sincerely seek what 

God keeps for believers. It was a question of preference. Neither his faith nor the law 

it lays down required that the Prophet lead such a life of austerity. Comfort and 

luxury are not disdained in Islam. Indeed, the Prophet did not turn his back on them 

when they were offered normally, without being sought after. Yet, he neither 

excessively indulged in them nor was he so preoccupied. We do not find any 

instruction from the Prophet requiring that any of his followers live the sort of life he 

chose for himself. He left it entirely o them, should they choose to emulate him in 

freeing themselves from the pressures of seeking life’s comforts. 

The Prophet’s wives were ordinary women who shared all human feelings and 

desires. Noble, virtuous and close to the Prophet as they all were, their natural desire 

for life’s comforts remained strong. When they felt that circumstances had changed 

and, by God’s grace, prosperity had replaced poverty in the Muslim society, they 

spoke to the Prophet about their standard of living. He did not welcome this. In fact 

it was unpleasant to him, because his noble soul preferred to live without any such 

preoccupation. He appreciated the freedom and sublimity such a life provides. It was 

not a matter of whether life’s comforts were lawful or not: there was no question of 

prohibition as Islam made it clear that such comforts were not prohibited for 

Muslims. It was rather a question of being free from material pressures. 

The Prophet was so upset at this turn of events that he did not go out to meet his 



Al-Aĥzāb (The Confederates) | UNLIKE ALL WOMEN 

 50

Companions. That he stayed away was very hard for them. They, therefore, went to 

see him, but were not admitted. Im m A mad relates on J bir’s authority: “Abū Bakr 

went to the Prophet when people were sitting near his door, but he was not 

admitted. `Umar also went, sought permission to enter but no such permission was 

given. Later on though, he admitted both Abū Bakr and `Umar. As they went in, they 

saw the Prophet surrounded by his wives but he was silent. `Umar thought that he 

should say something to make the Prophet laugh. He said: ‘Messenger of God! I wish 

you had seen how last night my wife was asking me for more money and I thrust my 

fingers into her neck.’ The Prophet laughed heartily and said: ‘You see them 

surrounding me asking for more money.’ Abū Bakr rose to hit his daughter, ` ’ishah, 

while `Umar sought to do the same to afşah, his daughter. Both said to them: Are 

you asking the Prophet to give you what he has not?’ The Prophet told them not to 

hit their daughters, and both ` ’ishah and afşah said: ‘By God! We will never again 

ask the Prophet for anything he does not have.’ God then revealed the verses offering 

them the choice. The Prophet started with ` ’ishah saying to her: ‘I am going to tell 

you something which I would like you o consider carefully and consult your parents 

before you decide.’ He then read to her the two verses: “Prophet! Say to your wives: ‘If 

you desire the life of this world and its charms, I shall provide for you and release you in a 

becoming manner; but if you desire God and His Messenger and the life of the hereafter, know 

that God has readied great rewards for those of you who do good.” She said to him: ‘Would 

I consult my parents about staying with you? I certainly choose God and His 

Messenger. However, I would request you nor o mention my choice to any of your 

other wives.’ He said to her: ‘God has not sent me to adopt a hard attitude, but He 

has made me a teacher and a facilitator. If any of them asks me about your choice, I 

will tell her.” [This ad th is also related by Muslim on the authority of Zakariyy  ibn 

Is q, and related in a slightly different wording by al-Bukh rī.] 

The Qur’ n defines the principal values in the Islamic concept of human life. 

These values must be practically reflected in the Prophet’s home and in his own 

private life. His home remains a beacon of light for Muslims throughout human life. 

Hence it should provide the best and most accurate example of Islamic values. 

The two verses gave the Prophet’s wives a choice: either world luxuries and life 

comforts or God, His Messenger and the life to come. No single heart can 

accommodate two different value systems. The Prophet’s wives had already said that 

they would never again ask the Prophet for what he did nor have. The Qur’ nic 

verses were revealed to define the principle involved. It is not a question of whether 

the Prophet has such luxuries or not: it is a question of choosing between God, the 

Prophet and the life to come on the one hand and the luxuries and adornments of the 

present life on the other. The Prophet’s wives were to choose whether they had 

worldly treasures at their disposal or their homes were without food. When this 

decisive choice was offered, they all made their preference clearly and absolutely, 
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choosing God, the Prophet and success in the life to come. They proved themselves 

fit for the sublime standard their high position as the Prophet’s wives required. One 

report also mentions that the Prophet was delighted with their choice. 

All Were Human 

We need o pause a little to reflect on some aspects of this event which defines the 

Islamic concept of values. It leaves our hearts with no room for hesitation between 

worldly values and those of the life to come; between the world we live in and the 

world of heaven. It purges our hearts of any influence that hinders us from purely 

seeking God’s pleasure, to the exclusion of everything else. 

From another point of view, the event describes to us the nature of the Prophet’s 

lifestyle, as well as those who lived with him and were closely related to him. The 

most beautiful thing about this lifestyle is the fact that it was chosen by ordinary 

people who never lost sight of their human feelings, desires and preferences, despite 

rising to sublime standards of devotion and dedication. Their human feelings and 

emotions did not die; they only rose to an exalted level and were purged of impurity 

while retaining their natural human beauty. Thus, they enabled them o attain the 

highest standard of perfection possible. 

We often err when we give the Prophet and his Companions an untrue or 

incomplete image that does not consider all their human characteristics and 

emotions. We think that in this way we put them above what we consider to be a 

weakness. Our mistake renders the Prophet and his Companions opaque, devoid of 

their essential human features and characteristics. The human relation between us 

and them is severed, and we begin to see them as ghosts lacking a tangible reality. 

We begin to think of them as belonging to a different species: angels or a similar type 

of creature above human feelings and emotions. In this way they are removed from 

our lives and if we permit this they will no longer provide us with an example to 

follow or to be influenced by. When we read the history of the Prophet and his 

Companions we no longer find in this something for us to emulate, but instead we 

find ourselves looking at their lives with an awe and admiration that produces only 

vague feelings without practical effect. We also lose our ability to identify with such 

great personalities, because we no longer see them as ordinary humans who 

experienced the same emotions, feelings and reactions as we ourselves experience. 

We can clearly understand God’s wisdom in assigning His messages to ordinary 

men to deliver. This task was not assigned to angels or to creatures from any other 

species. This provides a real bond between the lives of the messengers and the lives 

of their followers. The latter continue o feel that the messengers’ feelings and 

emotions, exalted as they were, were always those of humans. Thus, they love them 
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and try to emulate them in the same way as children try o emulate adults. 

In the question of the choice offered o the Prophet’s wives we note their natural 

desire for comforts and luxuries. We also see an image of the Prophet’s home life, 

with his wives asking their husband for more money. He is upset, but he does not 

allow Abū Bakr and `Umar to beat ` ’ishah and afşah, their daughters for their 

requests. The whole question is one of feelings and inclinations, which need to be 

refined, not suppressed. The question remains at this level until God orders the 

Prophet to give his wives the choice and they make their free choice without pressure 

or the suppression of any feelings. That his wives opted for the sublime standard he 

preferred greatly delighted the Prophet. 

We also need to reflect for a moment on what we see of sweet emotion in the 

Prophet’s heart. He shows that he loves ` ’ishah and that he would love it if she rose 

to the standard of values God wants for him and his household. He therefore offers 

her the choice. He wants o help her rise to the sublime, so he asks that she does not 

make a decision until she has consulted her parents. He knows that her parents 

would never ask their daughter o leave him. ` ’ishah does not overlook the 

Prophet’s sweet emotion towards her. She is delighted with it, and she mentions this 

in her report. In this ad th we see the Prophet as a man in love with his young wife, 

and as someone who would be delighted o see her rise to, and maintain the standard 

he has adopted for his life. We also see her delighted to recognize her place in her 

husband’s heart, reporting his love and desire to keep her, which is manifested by his 

request that she consult her parents. We also see the woman in her as she requests 

him not to tell his other wives of her choice. She wants to be the one who makes that 

choice, ahead of at least some of them. But we also see the Prophet’s greatness as he 

tells her: ‘God has not sent me to adopt a hard attitude, but He made me a teacher 

and facilitator. If any of them asks me about your choice, I will tell her.’ He does not 

want to deprive any of them of what could help them make the right choice. He is 

not testing them to see who might fail; rather he is helping those who request help, 

so that they can rise above worldly attractions. 

All these are noble human elements which we must never ignore, suppress or 

undervalue as we read the Prophet’s life story. To understand them as they truly are 

establishes a strong and active bond between us and the Prophet’s person, as well as 

the personalities of his Companions. We can thus interact with them in a way that 

motivates us into emulation. 

A Unique Position 

The s rah then outlines some special features for the Prophet’s wives, giving them 

special privileges and responsibilities, which suit their noble status and their relation 
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to the Prophet: 

Wives of the Prophet! If any of you were to be guilty of manifestly immoral conduct, 
her punishment would be doubled. That is easy for God. But if any of you devoutly 
obeys God and His Messenger and does good deeds, We shall grant her a double 
reward, and We have prepared for her most excellent provisions. (Verses 30-31) 

This is a responsibility commensurate with their status as wives of the Prophet 

and mothers of all believers. Both positions impose on them heavy duties and protect 

them against immorality. If, for argument’s sake, any of them is guilty of some 

manifestly immoral conduct, she would deserve double punishment. This relates to 

the responsibility associated with their position and status. “That is easy for God.” It is 

in no way more difficult as a result of their status as the Prophet’s wives, as some 

people might think. “But if any of you devoutly obeys God and His Messenger and does 

good deeds, We shall grant her a double reward,” just as We double her punishment in 

the opposite situation. “And We have prepared for her most excellent provisions.” (Verse 

31) It is all ready, waiting for her, by God’s grace. 

The s rah then explains what distinguishes the Prophet’s wives from all other 

women, outlining their duties in dealing with other people, worshipping God, their 

conduct at home, and the special care God takes of the Prophet’s noble household: 

Wives of the Prophet! You are unlike any other women: if you truly fear God, do not 
speak too soft, lest any who is sick at heart should be moved with desire; but speak in 
an appropriate manner. And stay quietly in your homes, and do not display your 
charms as they used to display them in the old days of pagan ignorance. Attend 
regularly to your prayers, and pay the obligatory charity, i.e. zak t, and pay heed to 
God and His Messenger. God only wants to remove all that is loathsome from you, 
you members of the [Prophet’s] household, and to purify you fully. Bear in mind all 
that is recited in your homes of God’s revelations and wisdom; for God is 
unfathomable in His wisdom, all aware. (Verses 32-34) 

At the dawn of Islam, Arabian society looked upon women as a means of 

enjoyment and physical fulfilment. In this, it was like most other societies at the time. 

From a purely human angle, Arabian society simply looked upon women as inferior. 

Islam also found in Arabian society much confusion in sexual relations. The family 

system, moreover, was unsound, as already explained in this s rah. Moreover, sex 

was looked at in a carnal way that disregarded beauty and purity and endorsed a 

wild, physical approach. This is clear in pre-Islamic poetry which focused on the 

woman’s body, and expressed carnal thoughts. 

Islam began to change the social attitude towards women, emphasizing the 

human aspect in relations between the two sexes. It is not merely a physical relation 
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that seeks to satisfy a carnal urge. It is rather the meeting of two people, created from 

one soul, connected with a tie based on affection and mercy, and bringing both of 

them comfort and reassurance. Their meeting has a goal related o God’s will that 

brought man into being, gave the earth its population and assigned to man the 

charge of taking care of the earth. 

Islam also paid attention to family ties, making the family the central unit of its 

social structure. The precursor for this was a caring home where future generations 

start life and find a healthy atmosphere free from negative influences that 

contaminate feelings and ideas. Family law constitutes a sizeable portion of Islamic 

legislation and takes up a considerable number of Qur’ nic verses. In addition to 

enacting legislation, Islam continually directs its followers to the need to strengthen 

this societal base, particularly ensuring its spiritual purity, keeping relations between 

the sexes clean, respectable and free from vulgarity, even in the gratification of sexual 

urges. In fact, the organization of society and family matters takes up a large part of 

the present s rah. The passage we are currently discussing now includes an address 

to the Prophet’s wives giving them instructions concerning their relations with other 

people, their own status and their relations with God. This address also includes a 

gentle directive expressed in fine style: “God only wants to remove all that is loathsome 

from you, you members of the [Prophet’s] household, and to purify you fully.” (Verse 33) 

What are the means to remove what is loathsome and ensure the purity of those 

women married to the Prophet, living in his home and who were in any case the 

purest women in the whole world? Needless to say, other women are in greater need 

of such means. 

Initially, the s rah makes them aware of their high positions and the advantages 

they have over all other women, making it clear that this is unique to them and 

cannot be shared by any other women in history. Hence, it is their duty to ensure that 

they can meet the obligations attendant with their status: “Wives of the Prophet! You 

are unlike any other women, if you truly fear God.” (Verse 32) They are told that their 

unique position is dependent on their being God-fearing. It is not their mere relation 

to the Prophet that gives them their status. Hence, they have to be up to the task, 

doing what this entails. 

This is the plain truth that forms the basis of this religion of Islam. It is stated in 

absolute clarity by the Prophet as he addresses his own family, telling them that their 

close relation to him should not make them oblivious of their duties; he cannot 

benefit them anything unless they redeem themselves through their own actions: 

“F imah bint Mu ammad! Şafiyyah bint `Abd al-Mu alib! All you of the `Abd al-

Mu alib clan! I can in no way benefit you against God. You can ask me whatever 

you wish of my own money.” [Related by Muslim.] Another version quotes the 

Prophet as broadening his address so as to include first the entire Quraysh tribe, and 
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narrowing it gradually o his own small clan and finishing it by addressing his own 

daughter: “You the Quraysh people! Save yourselves from hell. You the Ka`b people! 

Save yourselves from hell. You the H shim clan! Save yourselves from the fire. You 

the `Abd al-Mu alib clan! Save yourselves from the fire. F imah bint Mu ammad! 

Save yourself from the fire. By God! I can benefit you nothing against God. However, 

you are my relations and I will honour this relation and foster it.” [Related by 

Muslim and al-Tirmidhī.] 

Having outlined their status which they earn through being God- fearing, the 

s rah outlines the means by which God removes what is loathsome from the 

members of the Prophet’s household: “do not speak too soft, lest any who is sick at heart 

should be moved with desire.” (Verse 32) When they speak to strangers, they must not 

use the sort of softness in their speech which arouses men’s desires and make those 

who are sick at heart feel their urge. 

It is pertinent to ask who are those women whom God issues this warning? They 

are the Prophet’s own wives and the mothers of all believers. Our minds cannot 

imagine that anyone would be tempted to think of them in terms of physical desire. 

When then is this warning issued? During the Prophet’s own lifetime and in the best 

of human societies. However, God who created men and women knows that when a 

woman speaks too softly, with yielding tones, she touches upon man’s desire and 

awakens his urge. He also knows that in all societies there are people who are sick at 

heart, and who think of every woman in carnal terms, even though she may be 

married to the Prophet and has the status of a mother of all believers. God is 

perfectly aware that loathsomeness can only be purged when the causes that awaken 

desire are removed. 

How about our own society which deliberately awakens desire and plays on it? 

Everything around us aims to bring sexual desire into full play, and encourages 

promiscuity. In modern society, women are encouraged to use speech, appearance, 

attractions, in order to move men to desire and let loose their urge. How can purity 

find a place in this polluted atmosphere when people’s movements, speech and 

appearance serve to encourage the very loathsome thing that God wants to remove 

from His chosen servants? 

“But speak in an appropriate manner.” (Verse 32) They were first ordered not o speak 

in a soft way; now they are ordered to confine their talk to what is appropriate. 

Indeed the subject matter of a conversation may encourage certain thoughts. 

Therefore, there must not be in the conversation between men and women anything 

that leads to what is improper. This applies to the tone of voice, jokes and ordinary 

chatting. We should remember that it is God, the Creator who knows His creation 

and what affects and influences them, who gives these instructions to the Prophet’s 

wives who were already exemplary in their purity. They were required to observe 
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these instructions with the people of their own society, which was the best human 

society ever. 

“And stay quietly in your homes.” (Verse 33) The Arabic word used here, qarna, 

connotes having weight that facilitates stability. This order does not mean staying 

permanently at home so as not to go out at all. It only indicates that to be at home is 

the normal situation, and whatever else is the exception that meets a need. In the 

home a woman finds herself as fits her nature: sound, undistorted and 

uncontaminated. She fulfils her role without being overburdened with duties God 

has not equipped her to fulfil. 

In order to give the family home its proper atmosphere that is suited for the 

upbringing of young children, God made it a binding duty of the man o 

support the woman financially. Thus, the mother has the energy, time and 

freedom to look after her young ones and give the family its congenial and 

relaxed atmosphere. A mother who has to work in order to earn her living, 

giving her job her time and energy cannot bring freshness and a pleasant 

ambience into her family home. She cannot give her children what is due to 

them of care and attention. The homes of women who go out to work every 

day are akin o hotels in their atmosphere. They have but little of the pleasant 

atmosphere of a proper family home. In fact a home can only be established 

by a woman; its pleasant congeniality can only be ensured by a wife, and its 

tenderness and care can only be generated by a mother. A wife and mother 

who spends her time and energy, physical and spiritual, at work cannot bring 

anything into her home other than her tiredness and boredom. 

When a woman goes out to work, that constitutes a disaster for her home, 

which may be allowed by necessity. That people should resort to it when they 

have no need for it is a setback affecting souls and minds at a time when 

many social ills are encountered.3 

When a woman goes out frequently, for something other than work, such as 

visiting places of entertainment, clubs and the like, then this represents a setback for 

humanity. During the Prophet’s lifetime, women used to go to the mosque, as there 

was no directive to prohibit them from so doing. However, that was a time when 

moral standards were high and most people were God-fearing. Moreover, a woman 

went out for prayer, and no one could recognize her. She revealed nothing of her 

charms. Nevertheless, after the Prophet died ` ’ishah preferred that they did not go 

to the mosque. An authentic ad th related by al-Bukh rī and Muslim quotes ` ’ishah 

as saying: “Muslim women used to attend Fajr, or the dawn prayer with God’s 

                                                 
3 Sayyid Qu b, Al-Sal m al-` lam  wa’l-Isl m, or ‘Islam and World Peace’, Cairo and 
Beirut, 6th edition, 1982, pp. 69-70. 
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Messenger and then go back home wrapped in their outer garments, unrecognizable 

in the darkness.” Another report quotes her as saying: “Had God’s Messenger seen 

what women have introduced into their behaviour, he would have disallowed them 

in mosques, just as Israelite women were disallowed.” [Related by al-Bukh rī and 

Muslim.] 

What could women have introduced into their lives during ` ’ishah’s lifetime to 

make her think that God’s Messenger would have not allowed them in the mosques? 

How does this compare with what we see in our own time? 

“And do not display your charms as they used to display them in the old days of pagan 

ignorance.” (Verse 33) This applies when a woman needs to go out, and it follows the 

order o stay quietly at home. In pre-Islamic days in Arabia, women used to display 

their charms, but all reports about such displays appear trifling, or even decent when 

compared with how women reveal their charms in our present climate. Muj hid 

defines it as women walking alongside men and among them, while Qat dah says 

that they used to walk in a coquettish way. Muq til ibn ayy n, on the other hand, 

says that a display of charms meant that a woman would throw her head cover over 

her head without tightening it to cover her necklace, earrings or neck. Indeed, all this 

could be seen. Ibn Kathīr mentioned that a woman could walk among men, revealing 

her chest. She might also reveal her neck, plaits and earrings. Hence, God ordered 

female believers to cover themselves. 

Such were the displays in ignorant Arabia and with which the Qur’ n dealt, 

purging the Muslim community from their effects and removing the elements that 

could lead to immoral behaviour. In so doing, the Qur’ n elevated thoughts, 

manners and feelings and it refined the senses of the Muslim community. 

We say, ‘senses’ because the type of taste which admires the naked human body is 

vulgar, uncouth and lacks refinement. It is certainly less civilized than one which 

admires the beauty of modest appearance and what it indicates of beauty of soul, 

feeling and morality. This is a true measure of civilized human standards. Modesty 

has its own refined beauty which cannot be appreciated by people with coarse taste 

who only admire the naked flesh. 

The Qur’ nic text speaks of such displays of women’s charms as belonging o ‘the 

old days of pagan ignorance,’ using the Arabic term j hiliyyah which, in Islamic usage, 

refers to pre-Islamic days. Thus, it implies that displaying physical charms belongs to 

the old days of ignorance. People who have left such ignorance behind and attained a 

higher standard of ideals and concepts will ignore such vulgarity. 

We need to explain here that the term j hiliyyah describes social conditions and a 

philosophy of life, not a particular period of time. Therefore, j hiliyyah could exist at 

any time and in any society. Hence we can say that we live today in a period of blind 
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j hiliyyah, which reflects vulgar tastes and unrefined concepts, pulling humanity to a 

humiliating and lowly level of civilization. When society accepts such standards, it 

cannot enjoy purity or blessings. Only a society that adopts the means of purification 

which the Prophet and the members of his household were the first to practise will 

attain such purity and blessings. The Qur’ n directs the Prophet’s wives to these 

means, and then turns their eyes towards the sublime, giving them light and helping 

them to rise to the high standards their bond with God requires: “Attend regularly to 

your prayers, and pay the obligatory charity, i.e. zak t, and pay heed to God and His 

Messenger.” (Verse 33) 

Worship is not divorced from social and moral behaviour. It is indeed the means 

by which to attain those high standards. The tie with God is indispensable, because it 

gives strength, purity of heart and immunity to social pressures. With such a tie, a 

believer feels that he follows better guidance than his community, and that he can 

lead others to the light he sees, rather than following their lead to the darkness they 

live in. In fact, mankind sinks into the ignorance of j hiliyyah whenever they deviate 

from God’s path. 

Islam is a fully integrated whole that includes rituals, manners, morality, systems 

and laws, placing them all within the framework of faith. Each aspect has its role in 

putting this faith into practice. They work in full harmony. It is such integrated unity 

and harmony that provides the overall structure of Islam in practice. Hence, the 

order to attend to prayer, pay zak t and obey God and His Messenger comes as the 

last of the moral and behavioural directives given to members of the Prophet’s 

household. In fact, none of those directives can work fully in practice without 

worship and obedience. In fact, all this serves a definite purpose: “God only wants to 

remove all that is loathsome from you, you members of the [Prophet’s] household, and to 

purify you fully.” (Verse 33) 

The way this statement is phrased imparts gentle and tender feelings. They are 

described here as ‘members of the household’, without defining which household. In the 

text’s translation we added in brackets the word ‘Prophet’ for explanation. By 

omitting it, the Qur’ n refers to it as if it is the only household in the world that 

deserves to be called as such. Once the word ‘household’, or bayt in Arabic, is used, 

then it has been defined. A similar usage applies to the Ka`bah, God’s house. It is 

often called al-bayt, or ‘The House’. Hence this reference o the Prophet’s household 

adds an element of special honour. 

The s rah says: “God only wants to remove all that is loathsome from you, you members 

of the [Prophet’s] household, and to purify you fully.” (Verse 33) We note the very kindly 

and gentle approach adopted here. It tells them that God in all His majesty is the One 

to ensure their purification and the removal of all that is loathsome from them. This 

is direct care from God shown to the members of this household. We appreciate this 
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care more fully when we remember that it is said by none other than God Almighty, 

who said to the universe, ‘Be’, and it came into existence, and who is in control of 

everything, the Lord of all majesty and glory. Furthermore, He says this in His book 

which is recited on high and recited in every place on earth, at all times, by millions 

in their devotion. Furthermore, these directives are given as a means of purification 

and removing what is loathsome. These are goals achieved by means which people 

adopt in their practical lives. This is the method Islam prefers, combining feelings of 

consciousness of God with action and behaviour. Together they reflect Islamic life 

and achieve its goals in human society. 

These directives to the Prophet’s wives are concluded, as they started, with a 

reminder of their high position and special privileges over other women. This they 

earn by their relation to God’s Messenger and the grace with which God has 

favoured them when He made their homes the place where revelation is bestowed 

from on high, providing light, guidance and wisdom: “Bear in mind all that is recited in 

your homes of God’s revelations and wisdom; for God is unfathomable in His wisdom, all 

aware.” (Verse 34) That is certainly a great privilege which is fully appreciated once it 

is mentioned. We should remember that this reminder is given at the conclusion of 

the address that started with offering the Prophet’s wives a choice between the 

luxuries of this life on the one hand and God, His Messenger and the life to come on 

the other. This helps us o appreciate the great favour God has granted them and to 

recognize the triviality of the present life with all its attractions and luxuries. 

Values in Islamic Life 

When it comes o the purification of the Muslim community and establishing its 

life on the basis of Islamic values, men and women are equal and have the same role. 

Therefore, the s rah gives these in detail: 

For all men and women who have submitted themselves to God, all believing men and 
believing women, all truly devout men and truly devout women, all men and women 
who are true to their word, all men and women who are patient in adversity, all men 
and women who humble themselves before God, all men and women who give in 
charity, all men and women who fast, all men and women who are mindful of their 
chastity, and all men and women who always remember God — for them all God has 
prepared forgiveness of sins and a mighty reward. (Verse 35) 

These qualities grouped together in this one verse work together to form a 

Muslim’s character. These are: self surrender to God, faith, devotion, being true to 

one’s word, patience in adversity, humility before God, being charitable, fasting, 

being mindful of one’s chastity, and remembering God at all times. Each quality has 
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its own role to play in a Muslim’s life. 

The first two qualities are expressed in the two Arabic words isl m and m n, 

which mean ‘submission’ and ‘belief’ respectively. There is a strong interrelation 

between the two, or we can say that both are two sides of the same coin. Submission 

is the outcome of belief and true belief gives rise to submission. ‘Devotion’ means 

obedience that results from submission and belief, though inner acceptance, not 

external pressure. ‘Truthfulness’ is the quality essential for every Muslim. Whoever 

does not possess this quality cannot be within the ranks of the Muslim community. 

God says in the Qur’ n: “It is only those who do not believe in God’s revelations that 

invent falsehood.” (16: 105) Thus, a liar is expelled from the ranks of the community 

which always remains true to its word, the Muslim community. 

The next quality is ‘patience in adversity’. In fact a Muslim cannot fulfil the 

requirements and duties of his faith without this quality. Islam needs patience in 

adversity at every step. Muslims have to be patient, resisting desire, bearing the 

harm inflicted by others, overcoming impediments, patiently addressing weaknesses 

and crookedness in other people, and going through the tests of either an easy life or 

hardship. Essentially, both are difficult predicaments. 

‘Humility before God’ is an inner quality that reflects how we feel God’s majesty 

deep in our hearts and how truly and willingly we obey and fear Him. ‘Being 

charitable’ indicates purification from greed and self indulgence. It also reflects care 

for others and kindness to them, as well as mutual security within the Muslim 

community. It is an act of gratitude to God for what He gives us and represents our 

discharging our duty on wealth. 

‘Fasting’ is considered a quality because of its regular and consistent nature. It 

reflects an attitude that rises above the essential needs of life, enhancing man’s 

willpower and giving supremacy within man’s constitution to human qualities. 

‘Being mindful of one’s chastity’ involves not only the element of purity but also the 

proper control of the most profound and powerful desire in man. In fact, no one can 

achieve such proper control except one who is a God-fearing believer and who seeks 

God’s help. This quality also regulates relations between people and aims to elevate 

the meeting between man and woman to a level that is higher than that of the urge of 

the flesh. It makes this meeting subject to God’s law and serves the purpose of 

creating both sexes to populate the earth and build human life on it. 

‘Remembering God at all times’ provides the link between all human activity and 

man’s faith. It makes man mindful of God at every moment. 

He thus constantly retains his strong bond with Him. Moreover, his mind and 

heart beam with happiness and the light of life. Those who reflect all these qualities, 

essential as they are for the building of Islamic character, are the ones for whom “God 
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has prepared forgiveness of sins and a mighty reward.” (Verse 35) 

In conclusion we should note how the s rah gives an account of the qualities of all 

Muslims, men and women, after it paid special attention at the beginning of this part 

to the Prophet’s wives. Women are mentioned side by side with men, as part of the 

Islamic effort to give women their rightful position in society and establish society’s 

attitude to women on the right basis. In their bond with God and in the Islamic 

duties of purification, worship and practical conduct, men and women are seen to be 

in the same position. 
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4 

Fearing Social Reaction 

Whenever God and His Messenger have decided 

a matter, it is not for a believing man or a 

believing woman to claim freedom of choice in that 

matter. Whoever disobeys God and His 

Messenger strays far into error. (36) 

You did say to the one whom God had shown 

favour and you had shown favour, ‘Hold on o 

your wife and have fear of God.’ And thus you 

would hide in your heart that which God wanted 

o bring o light. You stood in awe of people, 

whereas it was God alone of whom you should 

have stood in awe. Then, when Zayd had come o 

the end of his union with her, We gave her o you 

in marriage, so that no blame should attach to the 

believers for marrying the spouses of their adopted 

sons when the latter have come o the end of their 

union with them. God’s will must be fulfilled. 

(37) 

No blame whatsoever attaches to the Prophet for 

doing what God has ordained for him. Such was 

God’s way with those who went before him. 

God’s will is always destiny absolute. (38) 

Those are the ones who convey God’s messages 

and stand in awe of Him, and hold none but 

God in awe. Sufficient is God to reckon all 

things. (39) 
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Muĥammad is not the father of any one of your 

men, but is God’s Messenger and the seal of all 

prophets. God has indeed full knowledge of 

everything. (40) 

Believers! Remember God always, (41) 

and glorify Him morning and evening. (42) 

It is He who bestows His blessings upon you, 

with His angels, so that He might take you out 

of the depths of darkness into the light. He is truly 

merciful to the believers. (43) 

On the day when they meet Him, they will be 

greeted with ‘Peace’, and He will have prepared 

for them a most generous reward. (44) 

Prophet! We have sent you as a witness, a hearer 

of good news and a warner; (45) 

one who calls people to God by His leave and a 

light-giving beacon. (46) 

Give to the believers the good news that a great 

bounty from God awaits them. (47) 

Do not yield o the unbelievers and the hypocrites, 

and disregard their hurting actions. Place your 

trust in God; for God alone is worthy of all trust. 

(48) 
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Overview 

This passage represents another stage in reorganizing the Muslim community on 

the basis of Islamic teachings, addressing in particular the adoption system o which 

reference was made at the beginning of the s rah and annulling its effects. God has 

willed that His Messenger, Mu ammad (peace be upon him), be the one who 

undertakes in practice the annulment of this tradition. The Arabs used o treat the 

divorcee of an adopted son in the same way as if he was one’s own son, i.e. she was 

permanently forbidden in marriage to the father. They could not accept that a 

woman who had previously been married to an adopted son was lawful for them to 

marry and this situation held until there was a precedent giving practical application 

to the new rule. Hence, the Prophet was chosen o undertake this new responsibility 

in addition to his burden of delivering God’s message. When we examine this more 

closely, it is immediately apparent that no one other than the Prophet could have 

discharged this very heavy responsibility, facing as he did the community with an 

action that challenged its accepted norms. We also see that the Qur’ nic comment on 

this situation is long, stressing the believers’ bond with God and His Messenger and 

clarifying the role of the Prophet in their community. All this is stated so as to make 

things easier for people to accept and make them more willing to implement God’s 

orders outlining this new social system. 

Before this specific case is discussed, a rule is put in place giving God and His 

Messenger all authority over the Muslims’ lives. Once God and His Messenger 

decide a matter, a believer has no choice but to submit to that order and carry it out. 

This again demonstrates just how difficult it was to take an action that was contrary 

to tradition. 

Background Cases 

Whenever God and His Messenger have decided a matter, it is not for a believing man 
or a believing woman to claim freedom of choice in that matter. Whoever disobeys God 
and His Messenger strays far into error. (Verse 36) 

Reports suggest that this verse was revealed in respect of Zaynab bint Ja sh when 

the Prophet wanted to remove all social considerations dividing people into different 

social classes. These strata were inherited by the Muslim community from their pre-

Islamic days. The Prophet now, however, wanted to emphasize the full equality of all 

people, making the only factor that distinguishes between them their fear of God and 

good action. Up until this point, former slaves that had been freed were placed in a 

class lower than that of their masters. One such former slave was Zayd ibn rithah 
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whom the Prophet had adopted. 

The Prophet wanted to establish the full equality among people by giving Zayd a 

wife of noble birth, one from his own H shimite clan, and his own cousin, Zaynab 

bint Ja sh. In this way, the Prophet himself would remove class distinction within his 

own family. He had realized that class distinctions were so deeply entrenched in 

society that they could only be removed by his own practical example. His action 

would be the catalyst enabling humanity to follow in his footsteps. 

In his discussion of this verse Ibn Kathīr quotes Ibn `Abb s’s report: “The Prophet 

wanted to choose a wife for Zayd ibn rithah, and he went into Zaynab bint Ja sh’s 

home and proposed to her that she married him. She said: I do not wish to marry 

him.’ The Prophet said: ‘Do not say that. Marry him.’ She said: ‘Messenger of God! I 

will consider it.’ As they were engaged in conversation God revealed this verse to 

His Messenger: ‘Whenever God and His Messenger have decided a matter, it is not for a 

believing man or a believing woman to claim freedom of choice in that matter.’ (Verse 36) 

She asked the Prophet: ‘Messenger of God! Are you happy for me to marry him?’ He 

replied: ‘Yes.’ She said: ‘Then I will not disobey God’s Messenger. I will marry him.” 

Another report by Ibn `Abb s mentions that Zaynab had a sharp element in her 

character and that when the Prophet proposed to her that she marry Zayd, she 

replied: ‘I belong to a nobler family than his.’ Then God revealed this verse in full. 

Other early scholars, for example, Muj hid, Qat dah and Muq til also confirm that 

this verse was revealed in connection with Zaynab’s marriage to Zayd. 

Ibn Kathīr includes in his commentary a different report attributed to `Abd al-

Ra m n ibn Zayd ibn Aslam: “This verse was revealed in connection with the case of 

Umm Kulthūm bint `Uqbah ibn Abī Mu`ayţ who was the first woman to migrate to 

Madinah after the signing of the al- udaybiyah Peace Treaty. She offered herself to 

the Prophet as a gift. He said, ‘I accept,’ then he married her to Zayd ibn 

rithah[most probably after he had divorced Zaynab], but she and her brothers 

were displeased. Her brother said: ‘We wanted her to be married to God’s 

Messenger, but he married her to his former slave.’ This verse was then revealed: 

Whenever God and His Messenger have decided a matter, it is not for a believing man or a 

believing woman to claim freedom of choice in that matter.’ (Verse 36) This is a specific 

order, but the s rah includes one which is more general in its import: ‘The Prophet has 

more claim on the believers than they have on their own selves.’ (Verse 6) 

Im m A mad mentions a third case reported by Anas: “The Prophet wanted to 

give Julaybīb, a former slave, a woman from the Anş r as a wife and he proposed 

this to her father. The man said: ‘I will consult her mother.’ The Prophet said: ‘That is 

fine.’ The man went o his wife and told her what the Prophet proposed. She said: 

‘How come! The Prophet could not find us anyone better than Julaybīb when we 
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have refused better men.’ The girl was in her room and heard the conversation. As 

her father was about to go to tell the Prophet, the girl said to her parents: ‘Do you 

want to refuse what the Prophet has suggested to you? If the Prophet is happy with 

the man, then accept him.’ Her words came as a relief to her parents, and they agreed 

with her. Her father then went to the Prophet and said: ‘If you are happy with him, 

we accept him.’ The Prophet replied: ‘I am certainly happy with him.’ The Prophet 

then married the girl to Julaybīb. Some time later, Julaybīb joined a military 

expedition, but was killed in action, though around him were found several 

unbelievers whom he had killed during the fighting.” Anas also reports: “I saw this 

woman later: she belongs to one of the most charitable families in Madinah.” 

These reports relate the revelation of the present verse to Zayd’s marriage to 

Zaynab or to Umm Kulthūm bint `Uqbah. We have added the third report about 

Julaybīb because it explains the sort of social environment Islam wanted to remove 

by assigning this task o the Prophet. This was part of his responsibility to reorganize 

the Muslim community on the basis of Islam, its constitution and value system. 

Establishing a Principle 

However, the import of the verse is much wider than just any one case. This 

because it also relates o the annulment of the effects of adoption, the permission to 

marry the divorcees of formerly adopted sons, and the Prophet’s marriage to Zaynab 

after Zayd divorced her. This last situation attracted much talk at the time. In fact, 

some people who are hostile to Islam still use it to criticize the Prophet (peace be 

upon him) and to fabricate legends about him. Whether the verse was revealed in 

connection with the cases mentioned earlier or with the Prophet’s own marriage to 

Zaynab, it nonetheless states a rule which is far more general than any specific case 

and one which has a profound effect on Muslims’ lives. 

This principle of the Islamic faith was, as a result, clearly established and deeply 

rooted in the hearts of the Muslim community, and it moulded their feelings. In 

essence, this rule is such that Muslims have no control over anything that belongs to 

them. They and all that they own belong o God, and He chooses for them whatever 

He pleases. Each and every individual is only a tiny part of the universe which 

follows the overall law God has set for it. The Creator of the universe who controls it 

determines their affairs and assigns to them their roles in the drama, stipulating all 

their actions on this universal stage. They cannot choose the role they play, because 

they do not know the full extent of the drama. Nor can they choose an action they 

prefer, because this may not fit in with the overall role assigned to them. They 

neither wrote the play nor do they own the stage. They are merely commissioned 

actors who earn their wages for their actions. The end result, however, is not their 
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concern. 

When this element of the Islamic faith had been established in the hearts of the 

first Muslim community, they surrendered themselves truly and completely to God, 

leaving nothing for themselves. This gave them harmony with the nature of the 

universe, and brought their actions into line with its course. Thus, they moved in 

their own orbits, just like stars and planets in theirs, never trying to move out, 

accelerate or slow down. They willingly accepted everything God willed for them, 

realizing deep down that it is God’s will that determines every event and every 

situation. This acceptance gave them comfort and reassurance. Gradually they 

stopped being surprised or shocked when something happened to them by God’s 

will. They neither felt panic which needs reassurance, nor pain which needs patience. 

They simply received God’s will as something they expected, causing them neither 

astonishment nor taking them aback. 

They no longer wished to hasten the turn of events so as to accomplish something 

they desired, not even when their desires focused on achieving victory for their faith. 

They simply accepted that God’s will would take them wherever He willed, while 

they remained content and satisfied. They laid down their lives, strove hard and 

sacrificed their wealth, willingly, patiently, pressing no favours and feeling no 

sorrow, firmly believing that they were only doing what God willed them to do and 

that ultimately what took place was only what God willed, and further that 

everything occurs at the right time. Thus they submitted themselves completely to 

God, letting His hand lead them along the way, feeling safe, secure and trusting that 

whatever the outcome it would be the right one. 

In all this, they only did what they could, withholding nothing, wasting neither 

time nor effort, and not overburdening themselves or trying to go beyond their 

human abilities. They neither claimed what they did not have nor did they profess 

what they could not do. 

This balance between absolute submission to God’s will, exerting all efforts and 

energies, and not trying to exceed abilities was the distinctive mark of that first 

Muslim community which enabled it to successfully fulfil the responsibility their 

faith assigned to them. This was a trust that is too heavy even for mountains to bear. 

In fact, when this basic element of Islamic faith found its root in the hearts of the first 

Muslim community, it was able to achieve the miraculous within its own lifespan 

and in the life of mankind in general. In short, its efforts yielded plentiful and sweet 

fruit in a very short period of time. 

The great transformation that took place within their own souls was indeed the 

great miracle that no man can ever produce. It only happened by God’s direct will. 

Numerous verses in the Qur’ n refer to this truth. God says: “Indeed, you cannot guide 
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aright everyone whom you love. It is God who guides whom He wills.” (28: 56) “It is not for 

you to make people follow the right guidance. It is God who guides whom He wills.” (2: 272) 

“All true guidance is God’s guidance.” (3: 73) This is the meaning of guidance both in its 

essence and in its broadest sense. It represents man’s guidance about his place in this 

universe, one which gives his action harmony with what takes place elsewhere in the 

universe. Human efforts will not achieve their full results until people genuinely 

accept guidance in this sense, reassured that God’s will controls everything. 

Let us read again the verse that led to this long discussion: “Whenever God and His 

Messenger have decided a matter, it is not for a believing man or a believing woman to claim 

freedom of choice in that matter. Whoever disobeys God and His Messenger strays far into 

error.” (Verse 36) We see now that it has a far broader import than any particular 

event that might have led to its revelation. It establishes the most fundament al 

principle in the Islamic code. 

Zaynab’s Marriage 

The s rah then refers to the Prophet’s marriage to Zaynab bint Ja sh and the 

rulings and directives that preceded or followed it: 

You did say to the one to whom God had shown favour and you had shown favour, 
‘Hold on to your wife and have fear of God.’ And thus you would hide in your heart 
that which God wanted to bring to light. You stood in awe of people, whereas it was 
God alone of whom you should have stood in awe. Then, when Zayd had come to the 
end of his union with her, We gave her to you in marriage, so that no blame should 
attach to the believers for marrying the spouses of their adopted sons when the latter 
have come to the end of their union with them. God’s will must be fulfilled. No blame 
whatsoever attaches to the Prophet for doing what God has ordained for him. Such was 
God’s way with those who went before him. God’s will is always destiny absolute. 
Those are the ones who convey God’s messages and stand in awe of Him, and hold 
none but God in awe. Sufficient is God to reckon all things. Mu ammad is not the 
father of any one of your men, but is God’s Messenger and the seal of all prophets. God 
has indeed fill knowledge of everything. (Verses 37-40) 

Clear orders were given early in the s rah prohibiting adoption and requiring that 

adopted children be called by their own fathers’ names, returning family relations to 

their normal structure: “He does not make your adopted sons truly your sons. These are 

only words you utter with your mouths, but God says the truth and He alone shows the right 

path. Call them by their fathers’ names; that is more just in God’s sight. If do not know who 

their fathers are, then treat them as your brethren in faith and your proteges. You shall not be 

blamed if you make a mistake, but for what your hearts intend. God is indeed Much-

Forgiving, Merciful.” (Verses 4-5) However, adoption had its effects in the practical 
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life of the Arabian society, and the annulment of these practical effects was not going 

to be as easy as the prohibition of adoption. Social traditions have a strong hold on 

people. Hence why practical examples are needed to serve as precedents. Initially too 

such precedents meet with a hostile reception. 

We have already stated that the Prophet married his formerly adopted son, Zayd 

ibn rithah, who used to be called Zayd ibn Mu ammad, to Zaynab bint Ja sh, 

whose mother was the Prophet’s own paternal aunt. The Prophet wanted to achieve 

through this marriage the removal of class distinctions as also implementation of the 

Qur’ nic principle: “Truly, the noblest of you in the sight of God is the one who is most 

genuinely God-fearing.” (49: 13) He wanted to give this new Islamic value practical 

endorsement. 

God’s will then dictated that the Prophet should undertake the annulment of the 

effects of adoption himself, by marrying Zayd’s divorcee. He was to confront society 

with this action, which no man could undertake despite the earlier prohibition 

against adoption. Therefore, God informed His Messenger that Zayd would be 

divorcing Zaynab and that he would marry her, and all to fulfil God’s purpose. By 

this time, relations between Zayd and Zaynab were troubled, the parties themselves 

aware that their marriage would not last long. 

Time after time, Zayd complained to the Prophet that his life with Zaynab was not 

a happy one, saying that he could not carry on with her. Brave as he was in clearly 

and unhesitatingly confronting his people in matters of faith, the Prophet felt that the 

burden of Zaynab’s situation was too heavy for him to carry. He was uneasy about 

confronting people with the practical destruction of their old adoption tradition. 

Zayd was also very close to the Prophet.4 Therefore, he said to Zayd: “Hold on to your 

wife and have fear of God.” (Verse 37) In so doing, he was delaying this serious 

challenge to social norms: “And thus you would hide in your heart that which God wanted 

to bring to light. You stood in awe of people, whereas it was God alone of whom you should 

have stood in awe.” (Verse 37) The Prophet knew that God would eventually bring it 

all to light, just as he knew through God’s inspiration that it would take place. It was, 

thus, not a clear order from God. Had it been so, he would not have hesitated, not 

delayed for a moment. He would have declared it on the spot no matter what 

consequences he might have expected. Instead, it was simply an inspiration 

countered by the outcome he feared would take place. He thus waited until it was 

God’s will for it to happen, for Zayd to divorce Zaynab with neither of them paying 

any thought o what would happen next. The prevailing tradition considered Zaynab 

as divorced by Mu ammad’s son, and as such she was permanently unlawful for 

                                                 
4 The verse mentions that Zayd was granted favours by God and His Messenger. God gave him the 
blessings of being a Muslim, and close to the Prophet who loved him better than any other man. 
Furthermore, the Prophet did him the favour of setting him free, and of bringing him tip. 
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Mu ammad to marry. Up to this point, marriage between a man and the divorcee of 

his former adopted son was still unlawful. Changes to this rule had to wait until the 

Prophet’s marriage to Zaynab, so that it could be practically established, despite 

people’s reluctance. 

These facts refute all contrary reports upheld by people hostile to Islam, in the past 

as well as in the present, and who have fabricated all sorts of legends around the 

situation. 

The whole thing was exactly as God said: “When Zayd had come to the end of his 

union with her, We gave her to you in marriage, so that no blame should attach to the 

believers for marrying the spouses of their adopted sons when the latter have come to the end 

of their union with them.” (Verse 37) This was, then, one of the heavy burdens the 

Prophet had o bear in connection with his message. Extremely uneasy, he had to face 

society with it. Indeed he was reluctant to so confront people, even though he had no 

hesitation whatsoever in confronting them with the essence of faith based on God’s 

oneness, or with his denunciation of false deities and alleged partners with God, or 

with criticizing their forefathers. 

“God’s will must be fulfilled.” (Verse 37) It cannot be overturned. It just comes about 

and nothing can stop it. Therefore, the Prophet’s marriage to Zaynab took place after 

she had completed her waiting period. He then sent Zayd, her former husband and 

the person he loved most, to carry his proposal o her. 

Anas reports: “When Zaynab finished her waiting period, the Prophet said o Zayd 

ibn rithah: ‘Go and propose to her on my behalf.’ He went to her home and saw 

her making her dough. He said: When I saw her I was in so much awe that I could 

not look at her, and say that God’s Messenger wished to marry her. Therefore, I 

turned my back on her and, looking away, I said: Zaynab! I have happy news for 

you. God’s Messenger has sent me to propose to you.’ She said: ‘I will do nothing 

until I have consulted my Lord.’ She then went to pray. The Qur’ nic verse was 

revealed, and the Prophet came and entered her home without knocking.” [Related 

by Muslim, A mad and al-Nas ’ī.] Al-Bukh rī relates on the authority of Anas ibn 

M lik that “Zaynab used to take pride among the Prophet’s other wives, saying to 

them: ‘It was your families that gave you in marriage while it was God Himself who, 

from over the seventh heaven, gave me in marriage.’“ 

To be expected, the matter did not pass easily. Rather, it came as a big surprise to 

the whole Muslim community, while the hypocrites were quick to circulate their 

allegations that the Prophet had ‘married his son’s wife’. The question, however, was 

that of establishing a new principle. Therefore, the Qur’ n emphasized this and 

removed its strange aspects: “No blame whatsoever attaches to the Prophet for doing what 

God has ordained for him.” (Verse 38) It was God who ordained that the Prophet 
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should marry Zaynab and abolish the Arabian tradition that prohibited marriage to a 

former wife of an adopted son. Since God ordained this, no blame attaches to the 

Prophet. He was not the first prophet to find himself in such a position: “Such was 

God’s way with those who went before him.” (Verse 38) This, then, comes to pass in 

accordance with God’s consistent law which is not subject to people’s ideas which in 

any case lack sound basis. “God’s will is always destiny absolute.” It will always be 

done, unhindered by anything or anyone. It runs according to God’s wisdom to 

achieve the goal He sets out. 

This rule also applied to earlier messengers: “Those are the ones who convey God’s 

messages and stand in awe of Him, and hold none but God in awe.” (Verse 39) When God 

commands them to do something, they are not swayed in some other direction by 

other people: indeed the latter are of no importance. They fear no one other than God 

who Charged them with the task of delivering His message and putting it into action: 

“Sufficient is God to reckon all things.” (Verse 39) It is He who holds them to account. 

They are accountable to no one else. 

“Mu ammad is not the father of any one of your men.” (Verse 40) Zaynab was not his 

son’s wife, and Zayd was not his son; he was rithah’s son. Hence, when the matter 

is looked at from the angle of reality, it carries no blame whatsoever. Mu ammad 

was in the same relation o all Muslims, including Zayd ibn rithah: it is a relation 

between a prophet and his community. He is “God’s Messenger and the seal of all 

prophets.” (Verse 40) He thus puts in place God’s permanent law to be applied by all 

mankind for the rest of time. “God has indeed full knowledge of everything.” (Verse 40) 

He knows what suits humanity and sets its life on the best course. He has ordained 

that the Prophet act in accordance with His wisdom and knowledge. Furthermore, 

He has set in motion the laws and regulations that best serve people’s interests and 

bring them happiness. 

From Darkness into Light 

The s rah goes on to establish this last meaning in the hearts of believers, keeping 

alive their relation with God who ordained whatever He willed for His Messenger 

and chose for the Muslim community what brought about their every good, 

replacing the darkness with light: 

Believers! Remember God always, and glorify Him morning and evening. It is He who 
bestows His blessings upon you, with His angels, so that He might take you out of the 
depths of darkness into the light. He is truly merciful to the believers. On the day 
when they meet Him, they will he greeted with ‘Peace; and He will have prepared for 
them a most generous reward. (Verses 41-44) 
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Remembering God means that one’s heart is alive to God’s remembrance, not the 

mere mention of His name. One should always be careful in whatever one does so as 

to remain within what God permits. To attend regularly to prayer is part of 

remembering God. In fact there are many a d th and reports that almost equate 

God’s remembrance with attending to prayer. The Prophet is quoted as saying: “If a 

man wakes his wife up at night and they offer two rak`ahs of night prayer, they will 

be considered that night as among those who remember God always.” [Related by 

Abū D wūd, Al-Nas ’ī and Ibn M jah.] 

God’s remembrance though is broader than prayer. It includes every way in which 

a person is fully conscious of his Lord, whether his tongue moves to mention Him or 

not. What we are referring to here is a consciousness that motivates to action. A 

human heart remains lost or perplexed until it establishes its link with God, 

remembering Him and feeling secure in His care. It then knows the way to follow, 

the method to implement, and how to go about all this. It is for this reason that the 

Qur’ n and the Sunnah repeatedly urge people to remember God. The Qur’ n often 

links this to different times and situations in which man finds himself, so that these 

serve as reminders for him not to neglect this duty: “Believers! Remember God always, 

and glorify Him morning and evening.” (Verses 41-42) 

The early morning and the end of the day have much that urges human hearts to 

maintain their ties with God, who changes times and situations, without ever 

changing Himself. Yet everything else changes and disappears. 

At the same time, people are reminded of God’s grace and the care He takes of His 

creation and the favours He bestows on them. Yet He is in no need of them while 

they need His care and blessings: “It is He who bestows His blessings upon you, with His 

angels, so that He might take you out of the depths of darkness into the light. He is truly 

merciful to the believers.” (Verse 43) 

All glory to God who bestows great favours and doubles them over and over 

again. Yet He also remembers His weak servants who have no real power of their 

own and whose life is only transitory. He remembers them, taking care of them and 

blessing them together with His angels. When He mentions them in good terms 

among those on high, the entire universe echoes their mention, as the Prophet states: 

“God says: Whoever of My servants mentions Me to himself, I mention him to 

Myself; and whoever mentions Me in the presence of a group, I mention him in the 

presence of a better group.” [Related by al-Bukh rī.] This is indeed profound. One 

can hardly imagine it, when one knows that the whole earth with all the creatures 

living on and in it is no more than a tiny particle in relation to the great galaxies of 

the universe. Yet all these galaxies and what they contain of creatures are no more 

than a portion of the universe which God has willed to exist, saying to it, ‘Be,’ and it 

came into being. 
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“It is He who bestows His blessings upon you, with His angels, so that He might take you 

out of the depths of darkness into the light.” (Verse 43) God’s light is one, comprehensive, 

continuous. What does not belong to it is darkness, which differs and has several 

depths. If people stray from God’s light, they have only darkness to live in. Nothing 

can save them or bring them out of this darkness except God’s light that enlightens 

hearts and minds, filling souls and guiding them to what suits their nature. The grace 

God bestows on them and the angels’ blessings and prayers for them are what takes 

them out of the darkness into the light. This is what happens to them when their 

hearts open up to faith: “He is truly merciful to the believers.” (Verse 43) 

Such is their situation in t his life, when they need to work. As for their situation in 

the life to come, when reward is administered, God’s grace continues to be with 

them. They are received there warmly, given honour and rich reward: “On the day 

when they meet Him, they will be greeted with ‘Peace; and He will have prepared for them a 

most generous reward.” (Verse 44) They have a peace that contrasts with fear, tiring 

effort and hard work. It is a greeting from God, brought to them by the angels who 

enter from every door o deliver the message given to them from on high. This comes 

in addition to the noble reward God has in store for them. Such is their Lord who 

legislates and chooses what is best for them. Who would not prefer His choice? 

The Prophet’s Role 

The Prophet who delivers to them what God has chosen, and shows them by 

practical example how to implement the laws God has enacted for them, is here 

given an outline of his own role. His position in relation o the believers is also 

explained. 

Prophet! We have sent you as a witness, a bearer of good news and a warner; one who 
calls people to God by His leave and a light-giving beacon. Give to the believers the 
good news that a great bounty from God awaits them. Do not yield to the unbelievers 
and the hypocrites, and disregard their hurting actions. Place your trust in God; for 
God alone is worthy of all trust. (Verses 45-48) 

The Prophet’s position among them is that of a witness. They should, then, work o 

improve the testimony he gives, as it will state the facts, changing nothing and 

containing nothing that is false. He is also the ‘bearer of good news, explaining what 

awaits those who work hard and well of God’s grace, forgiveness of sins, honour and 

reward. Moreover, he is ‘a warner’ to those who overlook their duties, telling them of 

what awaits the wrongdoers of punishment and suffering. Thus, they are not taken 

unawares. Furthermore, he is one who Calls people to God, not to worldly glory, 

national pride, personal gain or position. He only calls to God in a consistent way 
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that leads to Him ‘by His leave’. He does not invent anything, nor does he say 

anything of his own volition. He fulfils his task by God’s leave, as He has 

commanded him. He is indeed ‘light-giving beacon’. He dispels darkness, removes 

doubts and enlightens the way. He is a beacon that gives light to guide people aright, 

like a lamp that dispels darkness on the road. 

Such was Mu ammad, God’s Messenger, (peace be upon him), and such was the 

light he gave. He gave to people a clear and lucid concept of existence, of their 

relation with God and their position in relation to the universe and its Creator. He 

gave us a clear value system, one which is essential for the right existence of the 

universe and man’s life therein. He also gave us a clear and decisive explanation of 

the origin of life and its end, the goal it serves and the course by which it is served. 

No ambiguity is found in anything he has given. His is a style that addresses human 

nature directly, using its wider gates and the most effective of ways. 

The s rah repeats once more the Prophet’s task of giving good news to the 

believers, expressing this in more detail: “Give to the believers the good news that a great 

bounty from God awaits them.” (Verse 47) This gives flesh to something it mentioned in 

general a little earlier on: “Prophet! We have sent you as a witness, a bearer of good news 

and a warner.” (Verse 45) Thus, the details serve to further explain God’s favours 

bestowed on the believers. 

This address o the Prophet concludes with an order to him not o pay any heed to 

the unbelievers and hypocrites, not to care about their actions or whether these may 

hurt him or his followers, and to always place his trust in God: “Do not yield to the 

unbelievers and the hypocrites, and disregard their hurting actions. Place your trust in God; 

for God alone is worthy of all trust.” (Verse 48) It is the same address given at the outset 

of the s rah, before it outlines any legislation for social reorganization. The Prophet is 

further instructed not o care for their hurting actions. He must not try to spare 

himself such hurt by relenting to them in anything, or relying on them in any way. 

God is sufficient for him to place his trust in Him alone. 

We see how the situation of Zayd and Zaynab and the abrogation of the tradition 

that prohibited marriage with the divorcee of an adopted son was indeed difficult, 

requiring confirmation and explanation by God. This is why it was preceded by a 

long explanation and concluded with a long comment. All this emphasizes God’s 

great care shown to the believers who must receive His orders with total acceptance 

and a willing submission. 
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5 

Detailed Legal Provisions 

Believers! If you marry believing women and then 

divorce them before the marriage is consummated, 

you have no reason to expect them to observe a 

waiting period. Hence, provide well for them and 

release them in a becoming manner. (49) 

Prophet! We have made lawful to you the wives 

whom you have paid their dowries, as well as 

those whom God has placed in your right hand 

through war, as also the daughters of your 

paternal uncles and aunts, and the daughters of 

your maternal uncles and aunts, who have 

migrated with you; and any believing woman who 

offers herself freely to the Prophet and whom the 

Prophet might be willing to wed: [this latter] 

applies to you alone and not to other believers. We 

well know what We have made obligatory to 

them in respect of their wives and other women 

their right hands possess; and thus no blame shall 

attach to you. God is Much- Forgiving, Merciful. 
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(50) 

You may defer any of them you please, and take 

to yourself any of them you please. No blame will 

attach to you if you invite one whose turn you have 

previously set aside: this makes it more likely that 

they will be contented and not distressed, and that 

all of them will be satisfied with whatever you 

have to give them. God knows what is in your 

hearts. God is indeed All- Knowing, Forbearing. 

(51) 

You [Muĥammad] arc not permitted to take 

any further wives, nor to exchange these for other 

wives, even though you are attracted by their 

beauty, except for any that your right hand may 

possess. God keeps watch over all things. (52) 

Believers! Do not enter the Prophet’s homes, 

unless you are given leave, for a meal without 

waiting for its proper time. But when you are 

invited, enter; and when you have eaten, disperse 

without lingering for the sake of mere talk. Such 

behaviour might give offence to the Prophet, and 

yet he might feel too shy to bid you go. God does 

not shy of stating what is right. When you ask 

the Prophet’s wives for something, do so from 
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behind a screen: this makes for greater purity for 

your hearts and theirs. Moreover, it does not 

behove you to give offence to God’s Messenger, just 

as it would not behove you ever to marry his 

widows after he has passed away. That is 

certainly an enormity in God’s sight. (53) 

Whether you do anything openly or in secret, 

[remember that] God has full knowledge of 

everything. (54) 

It is no sin for them [o appear freely] before their 

fathers, their sons, their brothers, their brothers’ 

sons, their sisters’ sons, their womenfolk, or such 

men slaves as their right hands possess. [Wives of 

the Prophet!] Always remain God-fearing; for 

God is witness to all things. (55) 

God and His angels bless the Prophet. Believers! 

Bless him and give him greetings of peace. (56) 

Those who affront God and His Messenger will 

be rejected by God in this world and in the life to 

come. He has prepared for them a humiliating 

suffering. (57) 

And those who malign believing men and women 

for no wrong they might have done shall have 

burdened themselves with the guilt of calumny and 

with a blatant injustice. (58) 

βr& (# þθßsÅ3Ζs? … çμ y_≡ uρø—r& .⎯ ÏΒ ÿ⎯ Íν Ï‰÷èt/ #‰́t/ r& 4 ¨βÎ) 

öΝ ä3Ï9≡ sŒ tβ% Ÿ2 y‰ΖÏã «!$# $̧ϑŠ Ïà tã ∩∈⊂∪  

βÎ) (#ρß‰ö7 è? $º↔ ø‹x© ÷ρr& çνθà øƒ éB ¨βÎ* sù ©!$# šχ% x. 

Èe≅ ä3Î/ >™ó©x« $VϑŠ Î=tã ∩∈⊆∪  

ω yy$uΖã_ £⎯ Íκ ö n=tã þ’ Îû £⎯ Íκ É″!$t/# u™ Iωuρ £⎯ Îγ Í←!$uΖö/ r& 

Iωuρ £⎯ Íκ ÍΞ≡uθ÷zÎ) Iωuρ Ï™!$uΖö/ r& £⎯ Íκ ÍΞ≡uθ÷zÎ) Iωuρ Ï™!$oΨ ö/ r& 

£⎯ Îγ Ï?≡ uθyzr& Ÿωuρ £⎯Îγ Í←!$|¡ÎΣ Ÿωuρ $tΒ ôM x6 n=tΒ 

£⎯ åκ ß]≈yϑ÷ƒ r& 3 t⎦⎫É) ¨?$# uρ ©!$# 4 χÎ) ©!$# šχ% x. 

4’ n?tã Èe≅ ä. &™ó©x« # ´‰‹ Îγ x© ∩∈∈∪  

¨βÎ) ©!$# … çμ tGx6 Í× ¯≈ n=tΒuρ tβθ=|Áãƒ ’ n?tã Äc©É< ¨Ζ9 $# 4 
$pκ š‰ r'̄≈ tƒ š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# (#θãΖtΒ# u™ (#θ=|¹ Ïμ ø‹n=tã 

(#θßϑÏk=y™ uρ $̧ϑŠ Î=ó¡n@ ∩∈∉∪  

¨βÎ) t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# šχρèŒ ÷σ ãƒ ©!$# … ã&s!θß™ u‘ uρ ãΝ åκ s] yès9 

ª!$# ’ Îû $u‹ ÷Ρ‘‰9 $# Íο tÅzFψ$# uρ £‰tãr& uρ öΝ çλm; $\/# x‹tã 

$YΨ‹Îγ •Β ∩∈∠∪  

t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# uρ šχρèŒ ÷σ ãƒ š⎥⎫ÏΖÏΒ÷σ ßϑø9 $# 

ÏM≈ oΨ ÏΒ÷σ ßϑø9 $# uρ Îö tóÎ/ $tΒ (#θç6 |¡oK ò2$# Ï‰s) sù 

(#θè=yϑtFôm$# $YΖ≈ tFôγ ç/ $VϑøOÎ) uρ $YΨ Î6 •Β ∩∈∇∪  

$pκ š‰ r'̄≈ tƒ ©É< ¨Ζ9 $# ≅ è% y7 Å_≡ uρø—X{ y7 Ï?$uΖt/ uρ Ï™!$|¡ÎΣuρ 

t⎦⎫ÏΖÏΒ÷σ ßϑø9 $# š⎥⎫ÏΡô‰ãƒ £⎯ Íκ ö n=tã ⎯ÏΒ £⎯ Îγ Î6 Î6≈n=y_ 



 

 78

Overview 

This passage begins with a general rule concerning women who are divorced 

before their marriage has been consummated. This is followed by a number of rules 

relating to the Prophet’s own family life, including the relationship between his 

wives and men generally, how Muslims should approach the Prophet’s home, and 

the honour God bestows on His Messenger’s home and how it is viewed by the 

angels and those on high. It concludes with a general order that applies to the 

Prophet’s wives, daughters and all Muslim women. They are ordered to draw their 

outer garments over their bodies when they go out, so that they are recognized as 

chaste women. Thus, men with bad characters, such as the hypocrites and other 

wicked people who used to tease and irritate women would not approach them. It 

concludes with a warning to the hypocrites and circulators of rumours that they 

would be expelled from Madinah unless they stopped disturbing and irritating the 

Prophet! Say to your wives, daughters and all 

believing women that they should draw over 

themselves some of their outer garments. This will 

be more conducive to their being recognized and 

not affronted. God is Much-Forgiving, Merciful. 

(59) 

If the hypocrites, those who are sick at heart and 

those who spread lies in the city do not desist, We 

will rouse you against them, and then they will 

not be your neighbours in this city except for a 

little while: (60) 

bereft of God’s grace, they shall be seized wherever 

they may be found, and will be slain. (61) 

Such has been God’s way with those who went 

before. Never will you find any change in God’s 

way. (62) 
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Muslim women. 

These rules and directives form part of the reorganization of the Muslim 

community on the basis of the Islamic concept of life and society. As for matters that 

concern the Prophet’s own private life, God has willed that life in the Prophet’s home 

should remain a book open to all generations. Therefore, He incorporated these 

aspects into the Qur’ n, which will remain intact, and read in full, for the rest of time. 

At the same time, they are a sign of the honour God bestows on the Prophet’s home, 

as He Himself undertakes to regulate its affairs and present it to mankind in His 

book, the Qur’ n. 

Divorce Before Consummation 

Believers! If you marry believing women and then divorce them before the marriage is 
consummated, you have no reason to expect them to observe a waiting period. Hence, 
provide well for them and release them in a becoming manner. (Verse 49) 

The situation of women divorced before their marriages have been consummated 

is dealt with in specific provisions outlined in S rah 2, The Cow: “You will incur no sin 

if you divorce women before having touched them or settled a dowry for them. Provide for 

them, the rich according to his means and the straitened according to his means. Such a 

provision, in an equitable manner, is an obligation binding on the righteous. If you divorce 

them before having touched them but after having settled a dowry for them, then give them 

half of that which you have settled, unless they forgo it or he in whose hand is the marriage tie 

forgoes it. To forgo what is due to you is closer to being righteous. Do not forget to act 

benevolently to one another. God sees all that you do.” (2: 236-237) 

This means that if a dowry has been agreed by the two parties in a marriage 

terminated before consummation, then the divorced woman is entitled to half the 

dowry. If the dowry has not been stated, then she is entitled to some provisions, in 

accordance with the means of the divorcing husband. Such a provision is binding on 

righteous people. The two verses in S rah 2 do not mention any waiting period for 

such a divorced woman. We now have here a rule concerning this aspect, making it 

clear that such a woman has no waiting period to observe. 

The waiting period is primarily to establish whether or not there is a pregnancy, so 

that no child is attributed to anyone other than its father, and no father is deprived of 

his child who might still be in the early days of conception. If the marriage has not 

been consummated, then no pregnancy has taken place, and there is no need for a 

waiting period. “You have no reason to expect them to observe a waiting period. Hence, 

provide well for them.” (Verse 49) This provision is according to what is mentioned in 

the other verses: half the agreed dowry or, if no dowry is agreed, a provision 
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commensurate with the man’s financial status. The other obligation is to “release them 

in a becoming manner.” (Verse 49) There must never be any imposition of hardship. 

Divorced women should be released so that they can begin a new life with someone 

else. This rule applies generally to all Muslims, given here in the context of 

organizing the Muslim community’s social life. 

The Prophet’s Wives 

The Prophet is then told which women are lawful for him o marry, and the special 

dispensation for him after the limit of four wives was imposed in an earlier s rah: 

“You may marry of other women as may be agreeable to you, two or three or four.” (4: 3) At 

the time the Prophet had nine wives, each of whom he married for a specific reason. 

` ’ishah and afşah were the daughters of his two closest Companions, Abū Bakr 

and `Umar. Umm abībah bint Abī Sufy n, Umm Salamah, Sawdah bint Zim`ah and 

Zaynab bint Khuzaymah5 were women from the Muh jirīn who had lost their 

husbands and the Prophet wanted to honour them. None of them was young or very 

pretty. Marrying them was merely an honour the Prophet gave them. As for Zaynab 

bint Ja sh, we have already discussed her marriage to the Prophet in detail. The 

other two were Juwayriyyah bint al- rith and Şafiyyah bint uyay. Both were 

taken captive in war, but the Prophet freed them from bondage and married them to 

strengthen relations with their tribes and communities. Moreover, their marriage o 

the Prophet was an honour. Both accepted Islam after their people suffered the 

hardship of defeat. 

They had all become ‘mothers of the believers’ and had the honour of being so 

close to God’s Messenger, choosing God, His Messenger and the life to come over the 

luxuries and comforts of this world, when that choice was offered to them. It would 

have been very hard for them to be divorced when the maximum number of wives a 

Muslim may have was fixed at four. God looked at their situation and exempted His 

Messenger from that rule, permitting him to retain all his wives. Then, the Qur’ n 

stipulated that he must not add to them or replace any of them. Thus, the Prophet’s 

exemption from the maximum of four wives was given specifically to those whom he 

had already married, so that they would not be deprived of this honour. The 

following verses clearly indicate this: 

                                                 
5 There is a little confusion here. Zaynab bint Khuzaymah lived only a very short period after her 
marriage to the Prophet. She was not one of the nine wives he had at the time when these rules were 
outlined. If we omit her name, eight remain. However, the ninth was Maymūnah, the last wife the 
Prophet married. Moreover, it is not exactly accurate to say that the four the author groups together 
were neither young nor pretty. While they were not young, they were not without beauty. There is no 
reason to try to justify the Prophet’s marriages in this way. Some of the reasons the author mentions 
are certainly true, particularly in the cases of the last three he mentions, but the others need no 
justification. God gave His Messenger a dispensation and he made use of it. — Editor’s note. 
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Prophet! We have made lawful to you the wives whom you have paid their dowries, as 
well as those whom God has placed in your right hand through war, as also the 
daughters of your paternal uncles and aunts, and the daughters of your maternal 
uncles and aunts, who have migrated with you; and any believing woman who offers 
herself to the Prophet and whom the Prophet might be willing to wed: [this latter] 
applies to you alone and not to other believers. We well know what We have made 
obligatory to them in respect of their wives and other women their right hands possess; 
and thus no blame shall attach to you. God is Much-Forgiving, Merciful. You may 
defer any of them you please, and take to yourself any of them you please. No blame 
will attach to you if you invite one whose turn you have previously set aside: this 
makes it more likely that they will be contented and not distressed, and that all of them 
will be satisfied with whatever you have to give them. God knows what is in your 
hearts. God is indeed All-Knowing, Forbearing. You [Mu ammad] are not permitted 
to take any further wives, nor to exchange these for other wives, even though you are 
attracted by their beauty, except for any that your right hand may possess. God keeps 
watch over all things. (Verses 50-52) 

These provisions make it lawful for the Prophet to marry any woman from the 

types mentioned, even though this might take the number of such wives above the 

maximum of four which applied to all other Muslims. These types included the 

women whom he had already married and paid their dowries; any slave he came to 

own; his paternal and maternal cousins who had migrated with him, but not those 

who had not already migrated and any woman who presented herself as a gift o the 

Prophet without taking a dowry or having a guardian, if he wished to marry her.6 

God made this a special privilege for the Prophet since he was the guardian of all 

believers, men and women. All other men are subject to the rules God has imposed 

concerning their wives and women slaves. Thus the Prophet had no restrictions 

placed on his actions with regard to retaining the ones he had already married or to 

responding o the circumstances of his special position. 

The Prophet is then given the choice to marry any woman who offered herself to 

him as a gift, or to so delay the same. If he so delayed, he could go back o her at any 

time. Moreover he was free o have sex with any of his wives he wished and to delay 

any: “This makes it more likely that they will be contented and not distressed, and that all of 

them will be satisfied with whatever you have to give them.” (Verse 51) It is clear that all 

these provisions take into account the Prophet’s special circumstances and the fact 

that many were keen to be honoured by being close to him. God knew all this and, as 

we know, He determines all situations in accordance with His knowledge and 

compassion: “God knows what is in your hearts. God is indeed All-Knowing, Forbearing.” 

(Verse 51) 
                                                 
6 There are conflicting reports on whether the Prophet married any woman of this type or not. Perhaps 
it is more accurate to say that he gave all women who made themselves gifts to him to other men to 
marry. 
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God then made it unlawful for the Prophet to marry anyone other than those to 

whom he was already married. This did not apply to numbers, but rather to those 

specific women married to the Prophet. 

Nor could he replace any of them. He had, however, not increased the number of 

his wives before this prohibition was made. 

“You [Mu ammad] are not permitted to take any further wives, nor to exchange these for 

other wives, even though you are attracted by their beauty, except for any that your right 

hand may possess.” (Verse 52) This was the only exception, whereby he was allowed to 

have any number of slave women. “God keeps watch over all things.” (Verse 52) This is 

the best guarantee of observing the rules. 

` ’ishah reports that this restriction prohibiting the Prophet from having any 

more wives was subsequently abrogated, and the Prophet was given the freedom to 

marry others as he pleased. He, however, did not marry others, making only these 

the ones honoured with the title ‘mothers of the believers’. 

Observing Good Manners 

The s rah moves on to delineate the position of Muslims vis-à-vis the Prophet’s 

homes and his wives, both during his lifetime and after his death. It addresses the 

fact that some hypocrites and others with hearts full of sickness used to affront the 

Prophet by directing their annoying behaviour at his homes and wives. It issues a 

very strong warning to them, describing the enormity of their action in God’s sight 

and reminding them that God is fully aware of their wickedness: 

Believers! Do not enter the Prophet’s homes, unless you are given leave, for a meal 
without waiting for its proper time. But when you are invited, enter; and when you 
have eaten, disperse without lingering for the sake of mere talk. Such behaviour might 
give offence to the Prophet, and yet he might feel too shy to bid you go. God does not 
shy of stating what is right. When you ask the Prophet’s wives for something, do so 
from behind a screen: this makes for greater purity for your hearts and theirs. 
Moreover, it does not behove you to give offence to God’s Messenger, just as it would 
not behove you ever to marry his widows after he has passed away. That is certainly 
an enormity in God’s sight. Whether you do anything openly or in secret, [remember 
that] God has full knowledge of everything. (Verses 53-54) 

Al-Bukh rī relates on the authority of Anas ibn M lik: “When the Prophet 

espoused Zaynab bint Ja sh, he served a meal of meat and bread. I was sent to invite 

people to come over, and they came in groups. They would eat and leave, then 

another group came in, ate, and left. I invited everyone until I could find none o 

invite. I said this to the Prophet, and he said to his family: ‘Remove your food.’ Three 
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people remained in his home chatting. The Prophet went out to ` ’ishah’s room and 

said: ‘Peace be o you, members of this household, together with God’s mercy and 

blessings.’ She replied to his greeting in the same way and asked him: ‘How have 

you found your wife, Messenger of God? May God bless you ,and yours.’ He then 

went to the rooms of every one of his wives, and each one of them said to him the 

same as ` ’ishah. Then he went back, and found the three people still there chatting. 

The Prophet was very shy. He went out again, heading towards ` ’ishah’s room. I 

am not sure whether it was she or someone else who told him that those people had 

left. He came back, and when he had one foot inside and one out, the door was 

closed. Then the Qur’ nic verse mentioning the screen was revealed.” 

The verse outlines certain manners with regard to entering people’s homes that 

were unknown in pre-Islamic Arabia. People just came into a home without asking 

permission, as we explained in commenting on the relevant verses in S rah 24, The 

Light.7 Perhaps this was more visible in the case of the Prophet’s homes which were 

the source of knowledge and wisdom. Some people might come in, and if they saw 

food being prepared, they would wait to have a meal, without being invited. Some 

might stay on to chat after the meal was over, even though they had not been invited 

in the first place. They were totally oblivious to the inconvenience their behaviour 

caused the Prophet and his family. One report suggests that when those three people 

stayed on to chat on the night of the Prophet’s wedding to Zaynab, she sat with her 

face to the wall. The Prophet was too shy to draw their attention to the inconvenience 

they caused. He could not say to his visitors something that might make them 

ashamed of themselves. Therefore, God stated this on his behalf, because: “God does 

not shy of stating what is right.” (Verse 53) 

It is also reported that `Umar, who was endowed with refined sensitivity, 

suggested to the Prophet that he should put up a screen so that people would not 

enter his wives’ rooms without leave. He hoped that God would order this and 

subsequently this verse was revealed endorsing his suggestion. Al-Bukh rī relates on 

Anas’s authority: “`Umar said: ‘Messenger of God! All sorts of people come into your 

home. You may wish to instruct the mothers of the believers to put up a screen.’ God 

then revealed the verse requiring a screen to be put up.” 

This verse taught people that they must not enter the Prophet’s homes without 

first seeking permission. Should they be invited to have a meal, they may go in. If 

they were not invited, they must not enter awaiting the food to be cooked. Then, 

when they had finished eating, they should leave. They should not stay on to chat. 

Muslims today badly need to stick to this standard of manners, which has been 

ignored by many. Guests often stay long after a meal, and in many cases they stay 

long at the table after they have finished eating. Their conversation may drag on, 
                                                 
7 Volume 12, pp. 234-238. 
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while the hosts, who hold on to some aspects of Islamic manners, find this terribly 

inconvenient. Islamic manners address all situations most appropriately. We would 

do well to revive these manners in our social dealings. 

The verse then orders that the Prophet’s wives be screened from men: “When you 

ask the Prophet’s wives fir something, do so from behind a screen.” In emphasizing that this 

is better for all, the s rah states further: “This makes for greater purity for your hearts and 

theirs.” (Verse 53) It is not for anyone to say what is contrary to what God says. No 

one should say that easy mixing and chatting between the two sexes is more 

conducive to purity of hearts, and relief of suppressed instincts, giving both men and 

women a better approach to feelings and behaviour. We hear much talk in this vein, 

by unenlightened people. No one can say anything of this sort when God says: 

“When you ask the Prophet’s wives for something, do so from behind a screen: this makes for 

greater purity for your hearts and theirs.” (Verse 53) We should remember that He says 

this while referring o the Prophet’s wives, the mothers of the believers, who were all 

pure women, and to the Prophet’s Companions who were exemplary in their 

morality. When God says something and some people say something different, it is 

God’s statement that is right. Whatever is contrary to God’s statements is wrong and 

can only be stated by one who dares to say that human beings have greater 

knowledge of man’s psychology than his Creator. 

The facts of life confirm the truth of what God says and the falsehood of what 

others say to the contrary. People’s experience everywhere in the world confirms 

this. Countries where mixing has reached extreme limits give ample evidence in 

support of this. 

The Qur’ nic verse has already mentioned that peoples’ entry awaiting a meal o 

be cooked, without being invited, and their staying on for a chat, gave offence to the 

Prophet, but that he was too shy to hint that they should leave. Now the verse makes 

it clear that it does not behove any Muslim o give offence to the Prophet; nor does it 

behove them to marry his wives when he dies, considering that his wives are like 

mothers to them. Their special position in relation to the Prophet makes their 

marriage to anyone other than him prohibited. This gave the Prophet’s home its 

special sanctity and unique position. “It does not behove you to give offence to God’s 

Messenger, just as it would not behove you ever to marry his widows after he has passed 

away.” (Verse 53) 

Some reports mention that one of the hypocrites said that he was waiting o marry 

` ’ishah! “That is certainly an enormity in God’s sight.” (Verse 53) Terrible indeed is 

that which God describes as an enormity. 

The s rah does not, however, stop at this warning but goes on instead to deliver an 

even sterner one: “Whether you do anything openly or in secret, [remember that] God has 
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full knowledge of everything.” (Verse 53) 

It is God, then, who will take care of this. He knows what remains on the surface 

and what is kept secret, and He is fully aware of every thought and plan. He has 

described such matters as an enormity. Let anyone who wishes try to do anything of 

the sort. He will soon discover that he is exposing himself to God’s mighty 

punishment. 

Having made this warning, the s rah makes the exception of some close relatives 

with whom the Prophet’s wives did not have to be so guarded: “It is no sin for them 

[to appear freely] before their fathers, their sons, their brothers, their brothers’ sons, their 

sisters’ sons, their womenfolk, or such men slaves as their right hands possess. [Wives of the 

Prophet!] Always remain God-fearing; for God is witness to all things.” (Verse 55) 

These are the relatives a woman cannot marry, i.e. her ma ram. In fact it is lawful 

for all Muslim women to appear before these relatives in normal clothes, without 

covering their heads. I could not establish with any degree of certainty whether this 

verse addressing the Prophet’s wives in particular or verse 31 of S rah 24, Light, 

addressing all Muslim women was revealed first. It is more likely, however, that the 

order was first issued to the Prophet’s wives and then made applicable to others. 

We should note here the instruction to always be conscious of God, and the 

reference o His awareness of everything. “Always remain God- fearing; for God is 

witness to all things.” (Verse 55) This is indeed the best guarantee that people will pay 

heed. 

Further Instructions and a Warning 

The s rah continues to warn those who give offence to the Prophet, either in 

person or with regard to his family, showing their action as an enormity. It does so in 

two ways: honouring the Prophet and describing his status with his Lord and on 

high, and stating that to give offence to the Prophet is to give offence to God Himself. 

Therefore, it earns the perpetrator expulsion from God’s mercy both in the present 

life and in the life to come. Furthermore, the perpetrators stand to suffer a 

humiliating punishment: 

God and His angels bless the Prophet. Believers! Bless him and give him greetings of 
peace. Those who affront God and His Messenger will be rejected by God in this world 
and in the life to come. He has prepared for them a humiliating suffering. (Verses 56-
57) 

The Arabic text uses the word şal t and its derivatives for what is rendered in 

English as ‘bless’. Şal t means prayer, but prayer by God for the Prophet means that 
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God praises him to those on high, while when it refers to the angels it means that 

they pray to God for him. This gives the Prophet a sublime position: the whole 

universe echoes God’s praise of His Prophet. No honour could be greater than this. 

How would a prayer and blessing by human beings compare with God’s own 

blessing and honour bestowed on the Prophet, or with those of the angels among the 

community on high? There is certainly no comparison, but God wishes to bestow 

honour on the believers by putting their blessing of the Prophet together with His 

own, thus providing them with a tie with those on high. 

When God so honours and praises the Prophet, it is exceedingly grotesque for 

humans to give offence to him: “Those who affront God and His Messenger will be 

rejected by God in this world and in the life to come. He has prepared for them a humiliating 

suffering.” (Verse 57) What makes this even more grotesque and ridiculous is that it is 

an affront to God by His creatures. They can never affront or offend God, but the 

expression here serves to show great sensitivity to any offence committed against the 

Prophet, in effect making it an offence against God Himself. 

The s rah then speaks of giving offence to believers generally, men and women, 

and falsely attributing to them what they do not have: “And those who malign believing 

men and women for no wrong they might have done shall have burdened themselves with the 

guilt of calumny and with a blatant injustice.” (Verse 58) This strong condemnation 

suggests that there was in Madinah at the time a group of people who schemed in 

this way against believers: they defamed them, conspired against them and 

circulated false allegations about them. This takes place in all communities at all 

times with believers in particular being so maligned. God therefore undertakes to 

reply o their accusers, describing them as hypocrites guilty of calumny and injustice. 

He certainly says only what is absolutely true. 

God Almighty then instructs His Messenger to issue an order to his wives, 

daughters and Muslim women generally requiring them, when they leave their 

homes, to cover their bodies and heads with an outer garment. In this way, they 

would be recognized and he protected from the machinations of transgressors. Their 

modest appearance would distinguish them as chaste women, which embarrasses 

those who follow women o tease and malign them: 

Prophet! Say to your wives, daughters and all believing women that they should draw 
over themselves some of their outer garments. This will be more conducive to their 
being recognized and not affronted. God is Much-Forgiving, Merciful. (Verse 59) 

Commenting on this verse, al-Suddī says: “Some wicked people in Madinah used 

to go out at nightfall to make indecent remarks to women. Houses in Madinah were 

small. Therefore, women went out at night to relieve themselves. However, they 
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were maligned by such wicked remarks. When such people saw a woman wrapped 

in her outer cover, they refrained from maligning her as they recognized her as free 

and chaste. A woman who did not have such a cover was subjected to their affronts 

as they thought her to be a slave.” 

Muj hid says: “When they put on their outer cover, they were recognized as free 

and chaste women. No one maligned them. As for the verse ending, ‘God is Much-

Forgiving, Merciful,’ it means that He forgave women what happened in the past, as 

they were not aware of what they should do. 

We note the great care taken to purge all wicked behaviour from the Muslim 

society. These elements had to be pushed into a narrow corner, while new Islamic 

values and traditions took firm root in the Muslim community. 

The passage concludes with a stern warning to the hypocrites and those who were 

sick at heart as well as those who circulated false rumours requiring that they stop all 

such wicked action, and refrain from affronting the believers and the Muslim 

community as a whole. Unless they stopped, God would empower His Messenger to 

drive them out of Madinah, so that they could be taken and killed wherever they 

were. This was the law applied, by God’s leave, in past generations, and it could 

easily be revived: 

If the hypocrites, those who are sick at heart and those who spread lies in the city do 
not desist, We will rouse you against them, and then they will not be your neighbours 
in this city except for a little while: bereft of God’s grace, they shall be seized wherever 
they may be found, and will be slain. Such has been God’s way with those who went 
before. Never will you find any change in God’s way. (Verses 60-62) 

This powerful warning gives us a clear impression of the Muslims’ strong position 

in Madinah after the Qurayżah affair. Indeed, the Muslim state was now in full 

power. The hypocrites could only scheme in secret, unable to demonstrate their 

reality. Indeed, they remained always in fear. 
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6 

Too Heavy for Mountains 

People ask you about the Last Hour. Say: 

‘Knowledge of it rests with God alone.’ Yet for all 

you know the Last Hour may well be near. (63) 

God has certainly rejected the unbelievers and 

prepared for them a blazing fire, (64) 

where they will permanently abide. They will find 

none to protect or support them. (65) 

On the day when their faces shall be tossed about 

in the fire, they will say: ‘Would that we had 

obeyed God and obeyed His Messenger.’ (66) 

And they shall say: ‘Our Lord! We have paid 

heed to our masters and our leaders, but they have 

led us astray from the right path. (67) 

Our Lord! Give them double suffering, and 

banish them utterly from Your grace.’ (68) 

Believers! Do not be like those who gave offence to 

Moses. God showed him to be innocent of 

whatever they alleged against him. Indeed, he was 

highly honoured in God’s sight. (69) 
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Overview 

This final passage of the s rah mentions people’s questions about the Last Hour, 

when the Day of Judgement arrives. People have often asked for the Last Hour to be 

hastened, expressing doubt about it. The answer to this question always leaves its 

timing o God Almighty, warning people that it is close at hand, and that it could take 

them unawares at any time. The s rah then portrays an image of the Last Hour that 

certainly does not please those who hasten it. It is an image of their own faces as they 

are turned over in the fire, expressing profound regret for not obeying God and His 

Messenger, and praying that their masters and chiefs be given double punishment. It 

is a scene of catastrophe that no one likes to consider. The s rah then turns again to 

the present world, warning the believers against following in the footsteps of those 

who gave offence to Moses and levelled accusations against him, but God confirmed 

Believers! Have fear of God and say only what is 

just and true (70) 

for then He will cause your deeds to be good and 

sound, and He will forgive you your sins. 

Whoever obeys God and His Messenger will 

certainly achieve a great triumph. (71) 

We offered the trust to the heavens and the earth 

and the mountains, but they refused to bear it and 

were afraid o receive it. Yet man took it up. He 

has always been prone to be wicked, foolish. (72) 

So it is that God will punish the hypocrites, men 

and women, as well as the men and women who 

associate partners with Him; and He will turn in 

mercy to the believers, both men and women. God 

is Much-Forgiving, Merciful. (73) 
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his innocence. This appears to be in answer to something that actually took place. It 

might have been referring to the fact that some of them spoke about the Prophet’s 

marriage to Zaynab, which was contrary to Arab tradition. The believers are invited 

to say only what is right, refrain from slander, so that God will accept their deeds 

and forgive them their sins. It makes obeying God and His Messenger more 

appealing to them, promising them great reward for this. 

The final verses refer to the trust which the heavens, the earth and the mountains 

would not agree to shoulder, fearing that it was too heavy for them. Nevertheless, 

man undertook to bear it, so that God’s purpose is accomplished: reward then is 

commensurate with action, and man will have to account for his choices. 

The Timing of the Last Hour 

People ask you about the Last Hour. Say: ‘Knowledge of it rests with God alone.’ Yet 
for all you know the Last Hour may well be near. (Verse 63) 

Those people continued to ask the Prophet about the Last Hour, which he has long 

warned them against, while the Qur’ n gave vivid descriptions of some of its scenes, 

which they could almost see before their eyes. They ask the Prophet about its timing, 

and demand that it should he hastened. This implied doubt, rejection or ridicule of 

the whole question, according to the nature of the person asking and how close or far 

removed they were from faith. 

The Last Hour is part of what lies beyond our perception. God is the only one who 

knows all about it. It is His will that no one among His creatures should know its 

timing, not even His messengers and favoured angels. A ad th summing up Islamic 

faith is reported by `Umar ibn al-Kha b, who reports: 

One day as we were sitting with God’s Messenger (peace be upon him), there 

appeared before us a man whose clothes were exceedingly white and whose 

hair was exceedingly black; no sign of travelling was o be seen on him but 

none of us knew him. He walked up to the Prophet and sat down by him. 

Resting his knees against the Prophet’s knees and placing his hands on his 

thighs, he said: ‘Mu ammad, tell me about Islam.’ The Prophet said: ‘Islam is 

to testify that there is no deity other than God and Mu ammad is God’s 

Messenger, to attend regularly to prayer, to pay zak t, to fast in Ramađ n and 

o make the pilgrimage to the House if you are able to do so.’ The man said: 

‘You have spoken rightly.’ We were amazed at him asking the question and 

then confirming that the answer was right. 

He then said: ‘Tell me about faith, or m n.’: The Prophet said: ‘Faith is to 
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believe in God, His angels, His books, His messengers and the Last Day, and 

to believe in divine destiny, both its good and evil manifestations. He said: 

‘You have spoken rightly. Then tell me about attaining to perfection, or i s n.’ 

The Prophet answered: ‘It is to worship God as though you are seeing Him, 

knowing that while you cannot see Him, yet He sees you.’ He said: ‘Then tell 

me about the Last Hour.’ The Prophet said: ‘The one questioned about it 

knows no better than the questioner.’ ... The Prophet then told us: ‘The man 

was Gabriel who came here to teach you your religion.’ [Related by Muslim, 

Abū D wūd, al-Tirmidhī and al-Nas ’ī.]  

It is exactly as the Prophet said: the one questioned about the Last The Hour, i.e. 

the Prophet himself, and the questioner, i.e. the Angel Gabriel, have no knowledge of 

it. This is because ‘Knowledge of it rests with God alone,’ and He imparts that 

knowledge to none of His creatures. 

God has willed this for a purpose, of which we can see a part: people are warned 

that they should expect it at any time, ready to receive it as it comes all of a sudden. 

This is the attitude of the believers who remain God-fearing. By contrast, those who 

are oblivious of the Last Hour, and do not expect its arrival at any time, are the ones 

who deceive themselves and do not protect themselves against God’s punishment. 

God has warned them, making the Last Hour a secret that could come upon them at 

any moment of the night or day: ‘Yet for all you know the Last Hour may well be near.’ 

(Verse 63) 

God has certainly rejected the unbelievers and prepared for them a blazing fire, where 
they will permanently abide. They will find none to protect or support them. On the 
day when their faces shall be tossed about in the fire, they will say: ‘Would that we had 
obeyed God and obeyed His Messenger.’ And they shall say: ‘Our Lord! We have paid 
heed to our masters and our leaders, but they have led us astray from the right path. 
Our Lord/ Give them double suffering, and banish them utterly from Your grace.’ 
(Verses 64-68) 

As they are questioning the Prophet about the Last Hour, they are given a scene 

from it: “God has certainly rejected the unbelievers and prepared for them a blazing fire.” 

(Verse 64) He has rejected them, expelling They abide there for an extended term, the 

length of which is known only to God. Its end is known only to Him and is 

dependent on His them from His grace. And He has prepared for them a raging fire 

which is kept ready for them: “where they will permanently abide.” (Verse 65) 

They are deprived of all help and support. They cannot hope to escape: “They will 

find none to protect or support them.” (Verse 65) 

In the midst of all this suffering, they appear very miserable: “On the day when their 
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faces shall be tossed about in the fire.” The fire surrounds them from every corner. Yet 

the description here is intended to exaggerate the movement so as to feel that the fire 

touches every spot on their faces. “They will say: Would that we had obeyed God and 

obeyed His Messenger.” (Verse 66) It is a useless wish that can in no way be accepted. It 

is now too late for anything. They can only express regret and feel remorse. 

At this point, they express unreserved anger with their masters and leaders who 

led them astray: “And they shall say: ‘Our- Lord! We have paid heed to our masters and our 

leaders, but they have led us astray from the right path. Our Lord! Give double suffering, and 

banish them utterly from Your grace.’“ (Verses 67-68) Such is the Last Hour: what need 

is there to ask about its timing? The only way to ensure salvation on that day is o 

work hard in earning God’s pleasure. 

Baseless Accusations 

It seems that the Prophet’s marriage to Zaynab bint Ja sh, which was intended to 

replace the norms prevailing in pre-Islamic days, did not pass so easily. Many of the 

hypocrites and the sick at heart began to speak ill of it. So did some of those who had 

not yet ascertained the Islamic concept of social relations. All such people cast 

remarks and innuendoes, sometimes in a whisper, sometimes openly: they all 

expressed monstrous thoughts. The hypocrites and those who spread lies were not 

going to keep quiet. They sought every opportunity to inject their poison into the 

new Muslim society, just as we saw them do during the attack by the confederate 

forces, the story of falsehood, the division of booty, etc. They were always on the 

look out for something which they could use to cause the Prophet pain. 

By this time, when the Qurayżah were expelled, preceded by other Jewish tribes, 

no one was left in Madinah who was openly an unbeliever. All its inhabitants were 

now Muslims, even though some of them only put up appearances while in actuality 

they were hypocrites. It was these hypocrites who circulated rumours and fabricated 

lies. Some believers unwittingly fell prey o them, repeating some of what they had 

heard. Now, the s rah warns them against giving offence to the Prophet, in the same 

way as the Children of Israel gave offence to Moses. It directs them to say only what 

is right, correct and proper, telling them that only through obedience o God and His 

Messenger could they hope to achieve the great success: 

Believers! Do not be like those who gave offence to Moses. God showed him to be 
innocent of whatever they alleged against him. Indeed, he was highly honoured in 
God’s sight. Believers! Have fear of God and say only what is just and true for then 
He will cause your deeds to be good and sound, and He will forgive you your sins. 
Whoever obeys God and His Messenger will certainly achieve a great triumph. 
(Verses 69-71) 
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The Qur’ n does not specify the sort of offence the Israelites directed at Moses, but 

some reports mention it specifically. However, we feel that there is no need to give 

details of something the Qur’ n alluded to in general terms. The aim here is o warn 

the believers against everything that could give offence o the Prophet. The Israelites 

are cited as an example of deviation from the right course on many occasions in the 

Qur’ n. Therefore, it is sufficient here to refer only to the fact that they gave offence o 

their prophet, warning the Muslims against following in their footsteps. This makes 

every believer refrain from doing what would place him among such deviant people. 

God established Moses’ innocence of whatever his people alleged against him. He 

was in a position of honour with God: “He was highly honoured in God’s sight.” (Verse 

69) God makes it clear that His messengers are innocent of all that is fabricated and 

falsely alleged against them. Mu ammad, the most noble of God’s messengers, has 

the first claim to be proven innocent by God Himself. 

The s rah directs the believers to say only what is just, true and accurate. They 

should make sure of what they say and its effects, before they accept what the 

hypocrites and spreaders of lies say, and before they pay attention to any wild 

accusation or evil fabrication against the Prophet, their leader and guide. It directs 

them to say right words leading to right action. God takes care of those who make 

sure of saying what is right, proper and accurate, guiding their footsteps and making 

their deeds sound, producing good results. God also forgives the sins of those who 

say what is right and do righteous deeds, for even they are not immune to slips and 

errors. They are all human, and by nature humans err and need God’s forgiveness. 

“Whoever obeys God and His Messenger will certainly achieve a great triumph.” (Verse 

71) To obey God and His Messenger is, in itself, a great triumph, because it means 

consciously following the way God has marked out. It gives comfort and 

reassurance. To be sure that one is following the right way gives happiness, even if it 

does not earn any reward. A person who follows a direct, easy way that is full of 

light and who finds that all God’s creatures respond to him and help him has totally 

different prospects from one who follows a blocked, rough way that is covered in 

darkness with all God’s creatures emitting hostility towards him. Obedience to God 

and His Messenger brings its own immediate reward. Moreover, it achieves a great 

triumph now, before the Day of Judgement and entry into heaven. Enjoying bliss in 

the life to come is an act of grace which is over and above the reward for such 

obedience. It is a grace bestowed by God freely, without anything being asked in 

return. 

Man’s Weakness 

In this act of grace, God considers man’s weakness, the great burden he shoulders 
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and the trust he has been bearing alone when the heavens, the earth and the 

mountains refused, fearing that they could not cope with its requirements. Yet man is 

not only weak; he suffers from pressures created by his desires and inclinations, lack 

of knowledge, short life span as also barriers of time and place. All this makes him 

lacking in proper knowledge, unable to see what is beyond barriers or to look far 

ahead: 

We offered the trust to the heavens and the earth and the mountains, but they refused 
to bear it and were afraid to receive it. Yet man took it up. He has always been prone 
to be wicked, foolish. (Verse 72) 

The heavens, the earth and the mountains, great and magnificent beings as they 

are, are chosen for discussion by the Qur’ n. Compared to these, man who lives in or 

beside them appears small and insignificant. These creatures, however, know their 

Lord without having o make an effort. They follow His law by their very nature and 

the system applicable to them, without need for an intermediary, reflection or choice. 

They run their respective courses without fail, fulfilling their tasks by virtue of their 

nature and constitution. The sun moves in its orbit in absolute accuracy, sending its 

rays and thus fulfilling the role God has assigned to it. It unconsciously holds its 

satellite planets and other celestial bodies in a set measure of gravity, thus fulfilling 

its role in the universe. The earth also runs its cycle, yielding its plants and feeding its 

population, burying the dead and sending up its water in springs, all in accordance 

with God’s law, and without having to make a choice. The moon, stars, planets, the 

wind, the clouds, air and water, mountains and valleys — all fulfil their functions, by 

their Lord’s leave. They know their Lord and are subject o His will without having to 

make an effort. What is this trust which they all dreaded to receive? It is the trust of 

responsibility, will power, personal knowledge and choice. 

“Yet man took it up.” (Verse 72) Man took it up because he is able to know God 

through his faculties and feelings. He can recognize God’s law by reflection and 

consideration, and apply this law by his endeavour, obeying God willingly and by 

choice, resisting desires that lead to deviation and disobedience. In every step along 

this way man is acting by his own will, using his own knowledge, choosing his way 

fully aware of the end to which it leads. 

It is a huge burden that this small creature, with little power and a short life, and 

with pressurizing desires and inclinations, has undertaken. In so doing, he runs great 

risks. Hence, man is ‘prone to be wicked,’ putting himself in the wrong, and ‘foolish,’ 

not knowing his ability. This is true in relation to the great responsibility he has 

shouldered. However, when he fulfils this trust, acquires the knowledge leading him 

o his Lord, knows His law and obeys Him fully, he becomes equipped with the 

knowledge, the guidance and the obedience which bring him to the level of ease and 
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perfection enjoyed by creatures like the heavens, earth and mountains, which obey 

God and follow His law naturally and directly. When man attains this level, while 

aware, conscious and exercising free choice, he attains a noble standard and is given 

a unique position among God’s creation. 

The acquisition of knowledge, the ability to choose and the willingness o be 

accountable constitute the quality that distinguishes man among God’s creatures. 

This is the quality that earns man his position of honour, declared by God o those on 

high as He ordered the angels to prostrate themselves before Adam. In addition, He 

announced this honour in His revealed book, the Qur’ n: “We have indeed honoured the 

children of Adam.” (17: 70) It behoves man to know why he has been honoured and to 

live up o the trust he has accepted, while stronger creatures refused it dreading the 

responsibility. 

All this has a definite purpose: 

So it is that God will punish the hypocrites, men and women, as well as the men and 
women who associate partners with Him; and He will turn in mercy to the believers, 
both men and women. God is Much-Forgiving, Merciful. (Verse 73) 

For man to take the trust upon himself means that he has o accept the 

consequences of his choice, and to make his reward dependent on action. This means 

that punishment is earned by the hypocrites and the unbelievers, while the believers 

are given help, which ensures that God forgives them their errors which they are 

bound to make, considering their weakness, the pressures on them and the barriers 

standing in their way. This help comes by an act of divine grace, for God is always 

Much-Forgiving, Merciful. 

On this powerful note ends the s rah that began with a directive to the Prophet to 

obey God, not yield to the unbelievers and the hypocrites, follow God’s revelations 

and place his trust in God alone. The s rah also included numerous directives and 

pieces of legislation for the Muslim community. This powerful and final note 

describes man’s huge responsibility and great trust, indicating what makes it so 

heavy. With this conclusion, the beginning and end of the s rah are in full harmony 

with its subject matter. This, in itself, is evidence pointing to the Author of the 

Qur’ n. 
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S RAH 34 

Saba’ 
(Sheba) 

Prologue 

This s rah, a Makkan revelation, tackles the main themes of faith: belief in God’s 

oneness, the revelation of the Qur’ n and the truth of resurrection. The s rah also 

provides the correct view of a number of essential values related to these themes. It 

makes clear that faith and good action, rather than wealth and offspring, form the 

basis of the ultimate judgement by God. It clearly states that no power can protect 

anyone against God’s punishment and no intercession is of any use unless He 

approves it. 

The main emphasis in the s rah is on the question of resurrection and reward, as 

well as God’s limitless, comprehensive and accurate knowledge. These two closely 

intertwined topics are raised time after time, in a variety of styles and approaches, 

and are diffused through the s rah from start to finish. Thus on resurrection we have: 

“The unbelievers say: ‘Never shall the Last Hour come upon us!’ Say: ‘Yes, by my Lord, it 

shall most certainly come to you.’’’ (Verse 3) And on reward the s rah makes this early 

statement: “He may reward those who believe and do righteous deeds. It is they who shall 

have forgiveness and generous provisions.” (Verse 4) 

This same theme is raised again a little later on: “The unbelievers say: Shall we point 

out to you a man who will tell you that, when you have been utterly torn into pieces, you 

shall he restored to life in a new act of creation? Has he invented a lie about God, or is he a 

madman?’ No! It is those who do not believe in the life to come who shall be suffering torment 

as they have gone far in error” (Verses 7-8) 

The s rah also portrays a number of scenes from the Day of Judgement, showing 

how unbelievers are rebuked for their rejection of the truth as well as images of the 
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punishment they used to deny or express strong doubts about: “If only you could see 

how the wrongdoers shall be made to stand before their Lord, hurling reproaches at one 

another. Those of them who were weak on earth will say to those who had deemed themselves 

mighty: ‘Had it not been for you, we would certainly have been believers.’ The ones who 

deemed themselves mighty will say to those who were weak: ‘Was it we who prevented you 

from following right guidance after it had been given you? No. It was you who were guilty’ 

Those who were weak will reply to those who deemed themselves mighty: No. It was your 

scheming, night and day, ordering us to disbelieve in God and to set up equals to Him.’ When 

they see the punishment awaiting them, they will all harbour utter and unmitigated remorse. 

We shall put chains round the necks of the unbelievers. Are they to be requited for anything 

other than what they did?” (Verses 3 1-33) 

Again such scenes are portrayed at various places in the s rah, including its 

conclusion: “If you could but see when they are seized by terror, with nowhere to escape; for 

they will have been seized from a place nearby. They will say: ‘We do believe in it,’ but how 

could they attain it from so far away, seeing that they had at first denied it all. They used to 

cast scorn from far away on what is imperceptible. A barrier will be set between them and all 

that they desire, just as was done with their kind before. They were lost in perplexing doubt.” 

(Verses 51-54) 

On the theme of God’s knowledge and its extent and fullness, we read at the 

outset: He knows all that goes into the earth and all that comes out of it; all that descends 

from the skies and all that ascends to them.” (Verse 2) And in a comment on those who 

deny the Day of Judgement, the s rah says: “Say: ‘Yes, by my Lord, it shall most 

certainly come to you. It is He who knows all that lies beyond the reach of human perception. 

Not an atom’s weight in the heavens or the earth escapes Him; nor is there anything smaller 

or larger but is recorded in a clear book.” (Verse 3) This is further confirmed towards the 

s rah’s end where it states: “Say: My Lord hurls forth the truth. He has full knowledge of 

all that is beyond the reach of people’s perception.” (Verse 48) 

On the theme of God’s oneness, the s rah begins with praising God “to whom 

belongs all that is in the heavens and the earth; and to Him will be due all praise in the life to 

come. He is truly wise, All-Aware.” (Verse 1) The s rah again challenges them with 

regard to the deities they allege to be God’s partners: “Say: Call upon those whom you 

imagine to be partners with God. They do not have even an atom’s weight of authority either 

in the heavens or the earth, nor have they any share in either, nor does He have any helper 

from among them.” (Verse 22) 

In one of the scenes it portrays of the Day of Judgement, the s rah refers to their 

worship of angels and jinn: “On the day He gathers them all together, He will say to the 

angels: ‘Was it you that these people worshipped?’ They will answer: ‘Limitless are You in 

Your glory! You alone are our patron, not they. In fact they worshipped the jinn and most of 

them believed in them.” (Verses 40-41) It refutes their ideas about intercession by the 
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angels on their behalf: “Before Him, intercession is of no avail, except by one to whom He 

may have granted permission. When the terror is lifted from their hearts, they will ask [one 

another]: ‘What has your Lord ordained?’ They will answer: ‘The truth. He is the Most High, 

the Supreme.” (Verse 23) In connection with their worship of the jinn mention is made 

of Solomon and how the jinn were placed in his service. It highlights the fact that 

they were unable to realize that he was dead: “When We decreed his death, nothing 

showed them that he was dead except an earthworm that gnawed away at his staff And when 

he fell to the ground, the jinn saw clearly that, had they understood the reality which was 

beyond [their] perception, they would not have remained in humiliating servitude.” (Verse 

14) 

On the theme of the revelation of God’s message, the s rah reports: “The 

unbelievers say: We will never believe in this Qur’ n, nor in any earlier revelations.” (Verse 

31) “When Our revelations are recited to them in all their clarity, they say: ‘This is but a man 

who wants to turn you away from what your forefathers worshipped.’ They also say: ‘This is 

nothing but an invented falsehood’ Furthermore, when the truth comes to them, the 

unbelievers will say: ‘This is just plain sorcery.” (Verse 43) The s rah issues a decisive 

reply: “Those who are endowed with knowledge are well aware that what has been revealed to 

you by your Lord is indeed the truth, and that it guides to the way that leads to the Almighty, 

the One to whom all praise is due.” (Verse 6) “We have sent you to all mankind so that you 

bring them good news and give them warning; but most people do not understand” (Verse 

28) 

On the question of the values to be applied, the s rah proffers the following verses: 

“Whenever We sent a warner to any community, those of them who lived in luxury said: ‘We 

do not believe in the message with which you have been sent.’ They also say: ‘Richer than you 

are we in wealth, and we have more children. We certainly are not going to be made to suffer.’ 

Say: My Lord gives in abundance, or gives in scant measure, to whomever He wills; but most 

people do not understand’ It is neither your riches nor your children that can bring you 

nearer to Us: only he who believes and does what is right [comes near to Us]. To these 

multiple reward will be given for all that they have done. They will dwell in safety in the 

mansions of paradise; whereas all who strive against Our revelations, seeking to defeat their 

purpose, shall be given over to suffering.” (Verses 34-38) The s rah gives some historical 

examples, citing David and his household who demonstrated their gratitude for 

God’s favours and contrasting this with the people of Sheba who were totally 

ungrateful. What happened to both communities was well known, confirming God’s 

promises and warnings. 

All Makkan s rahs tackle these topics, but in each s rah they are portrayed against 

a special cosmic background. Indeed, this theme is accompanied by diverse 

influences that we feel to be new each time. The background in the present s rah is 

the wide space of the heaven and earth, the awesome, unfathomable realm that lies 

beyond the reach of our perception, the limitless plateau where the gathering takes 
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place on the Day of Judgement, the inner depths of the human soul, and a number of 

amazing historical scenes. Each has its clear message for our hearts, ensuring we 

remain alert. At the very beginning of the s rah we are introduced to this broad 

universal expanse and God’s limitless knowledge: “He knows all that goes into the earth 

and all that comes out of it; all that descends from the skies and all that ascends to them... The 

unbelievers say: Never shall the Last Hour come upon us!’ Say: ‘Yes, by my Lord, it shall 

most certainly come to you. It is He who knows all that lies beyond the reach of human 

perception. Not an atom’s weight in the heavens or the earth escapes Him; nor is there 

anything smaller or larger but is recorded in a clear book.” (Verses 2-3) 

Those who deny resurrection and the hereafter are warned against great celestial 

catastrophes: “Do they not consider how much of the sky and the earth lies open before them 

and how much lies hidden from them? If We so willed, We could cause the earth to swallow 

them, or cause fragments of the sky to fall upon them. In all this, there is a sign for every 

servant of God turning to Him in repentance.” (Verse 9) On the other hand, those who 

worship angels or jinn are faced with an awesome scene: “Before Him, intercession is of 

no avail, except by one to whom He may have granted permission. When the terror is lifted 

from their hearts, they will ask [one another]: ‘What has your Lord ordained?’ They will 

answer: ‘The truth. He is the Most High, the Supreme.’“ (Verse 23) Alternatively, they are 

placed face to face with the angel on the Day of Resurrection when no argument or 

ambiguity is allowed: “On the day He gathers them all together, He will say to the angels: 

Was it you that these people worshipped?” (Verse 40) 

Those who denied the Prophet Mu ammad, accusing him of fabricating lies or 

alleging that he was mad are put before their own nature when it is free of alien 

influences: “Say: I counsel you one thing: stand before God, in pairs or singly, and think: 

there is no madness in your Companion [Mu ammad]. He is only a warner to you of 

awesome suffering to come.” (Verse 46) 

Thus the s rah takes our hearts to such horizons and brings into play some 

inspiring influences. Finally, it concludes with a powerful scene of the Day of 

Judgement. 

Praise of God forms the beginning of the s rah, identifying some of His attributes, 

such as having dominion in the heavens and earth, receiving praise in the hereafter, 

wisdom and full knowledge of all that takes place in the universe. It also mentions 

the unbelievers’ denial of the Last Hour and God’s emphatic reply that it will 

certainly come. Again the s rah states that not an atom’s weight in the whole 

universe escapes God’s knowledge, which will ensure that God’s requital o all, 

believers and unbelievers, will be based on accurate and full knowledge of all 

situations and circumstances. In this early part, the s rah states that those who are 

endowed with wisdom confirm that what God has revealed to His Messenger is the 

truth. It states that the unbelievers find the idea of resurrection strange, refuting their 
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arguments and telling them that they suffer as a result of being far in error. It warns 

them that they could be swallowed up by the earth or that the skies could fall apart 

on them. On this note, the first part of the s rah ends. 

The second part highlights some aspects of the history of David and his 

household, who were all very grateful for God’s favours. God placed at the 

command of David and Solomon numerous powers, and they acknowledged God’s 

favours, taking no personal pride in them. One of these powers was the Jinn who are 

worshipped by some idolaters. They often consulted such Jinn over questions 

relating to the realm beyond our perception, but the Jinn know nothing of this realm. 

In Solomon’s story, as related in this s rah, the Jinn continued to do some hard and 

menial jobs for him even after his death, of which they continued to be unaware. 

Contrasted with this gratitude for God’s favours, is that of total ingratitude as 

represented by the people of Sheba. Therefore, “We caused them to become a tale, and 

scattered them throughout the land.” (Verse 19) They deserved this end because they 

did Satan’s bidding, even though he had no power over them. In other words, they 

willingly allowed him to lead them astray. 

The third part challenges the idolaters to invoke their alleged deities, and tells 

them that these “do not have even an atom’s weight of authority either in the heavens or the 

earth, nor have they any share in either, nor does He have any helper from among them.” 

(Verse 22) None of these false deities can intercede with God on anyone’s behalf, not 

even if they were angels, for angels stand in awe of God, do His bidding and do not 

talk until they are reassured. As instructed, the Prophet asks them who provides 

their sustenance out of the heavens and the earth, when it is God who has dominion 

over both? He, and no one else, provides for them and for all other creatures. The 

Prophet then leaves the matter between himself and them to God for judgement. This 

part of the s rah ends with a similar challenge to that with which it began: “Say: Show 

me those whom you allege to be partners with Him. Nay! He alone is God, the Almighty, the 

Wise.’“ (Verse 27) 

Together the fourth and fifth parts tackle the question of the revelation of God’s 

message and the unbelievers’ attitude towards it. They speak about how the affluent 

view every call to faith, and how they show pride in their wealth and children. These 

two parts establish the fact that faith and good actions are the basic criteria for 

reward. Several scenes are shown here of the different fates of the believers and 

unbelievers, in which we see the leaders disowning their followers and the angels 

disassociating themselves from those who worshipped them. In between these 

scenes, the s rah calls on the unbelievers to resort to their own nature, seeking its 

answers free from all the fuss they create about God’s Messenger. It reminds them 

that they have no evidence for the accusations they level at him, when he asks them 

for no reward and tells them no lie. Each of these two parts is concluded with a scene 
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from the Day of Resurrection. Then, finally, the s rah ends with a run of short verses 

that are characterized by a powerful, fast rhythm: “Say: My Lord hurls forth the truth. 

He has full knowledge of all that is beyond the reach of people’s perception.’ Say: ‘The truth 

has now come. Falsehood neither creates anything new, nor restores anything.’ Say: ‘Were I 

to go astray, I would but go astray to the loss of myself But if I am on the right path, it is 

through what my Lord reveals to me. He is All-Hearing, ever-near’ If you could but see when 

they are seized by terror, with nowhere to escape; for they will have been seized from a place 

nearby.” (Verses 48-51) 
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1 

Infinite and Accurate 

Knowledge 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

All praise is due to God, to whom belongs all 

that is in the heavens and the earth; and to Him 

will be due all praise in the life to come. He is 

truly Wise, All-Aware. (1) 

He knows all that goes into the earth and all that 

comes out of it; all that descends from the skies 

and all that ascends to them. He is the Merciful, 

the truly Forgiving. (2) 

The unbelievers say: ‘Never shall the Last Hour 

come upon us!’ Say: ‘Yes, by my Lord, it shall 

most certainly come to you. It is He who knows 

all that lies beyond the reach of human 

perception. Not an atom’s weight in the 

heavens or the earth escapes Him; nor is 

there anything smaller or larger but is 

recorded in a clear book, (3) 

so that He may reward those who believe and do 

righteous deeds. It is they who shall have 

forgiveness and generous provisions.’ (4) 
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As for those who strive against Our revelations, 

seeking to defeat their purpose, these shall have a 

most painful suffering. (5) 

Those who are endowed with knowledge are well 

aware that what has been revealed to you by your 

Lord is indeed the truth, and that it guides to the 

way that leads to the Almighty, to whom all 

praise is due. (6) 

The unbelievers say: ‘Shall we point out to you a 

man who will tell you that, when you have been 

utterly torn into pieces, you shall be restored to life 

in a new act of creation? (7) 

Has he invented a lie about God, or is he a 

madman?’ No! It is those who do not believe in 

the life to come who are suffering torment as they 

have gone far in error. (8) 

Do they not consider how much of the sky and 

the earth lies open before them and how much lies 

hidden from them? If We so willed, We could 

cause the earth to swallow them, or cause 

fragments of the sky to fall upon them. In all this, 

there is a sign for every servant of God turning to 

Him in repentance. (9) 
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Where Praise is Due 

This s rah, which speaks at length about the idolaters who associated partners 

with God, denied His Messenger, doubted the hereafter and dismissed the idea of 

resurrection, begins with praising God. All praise is due to Him for being God, even 

though no human being utters a word of praise addressed to Him. He is praised by 

the universe and all creation, even though some human beings take a different 
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attitude. 

Coupled with this is God’s attribute of being the Sovereign of the universe. No one 

has any portion of heaven or earth: He alone owns all there is. This is the central 

issue of faith: God’s oneness. 

“To Him will be due all praise in the life to come.” (Verse 1) All the praise offered by 

all His servants, including those who disbelieved in Him in this life or associated 

partners with Him as a result of being led astray, will converge in the life to come 

and be addressed totally and purely to Him. “He is truly Wise, All-Aware.” (Verse 1) 

Whatever He does is based on wisdom. Indeed, He conducts the affairs of this life 

and the Next, and the affairs of the entire universe in perfect wisdom. Moreover, He 

is aware of everything that takes place, and His knowledge is full, accurate and 

absolute. 

The s rah gives us a notion of God’s knowledge, portrayed against the 

background of heaven and earth: “He knows all that goes into the earth and all that comes 

out of it; all that descends from the skies and all that ascends to them.” (Verse 2) This is a 

vast image drawn in a few simple words, painting an amazing multitude of things, 

motions, sizes, shapes, forms and meanings that go beyond any imagination. Should 

all the people on earth spend their entire lives monitoring and recording what takes 

place in just one moment of the things mentioned in the verse, they would not be 

able to do so. How many things go into the earth in such a moment? How many 

leave it? And how many come down from the sky or go up into it? 

Consider what goes into the earth: the seeds that are buried in the ground, the 

worms, insects, crawling creatures, drops of rain, gases, electrical rays... all poured 

into every corner of this vast earth, yet God’s eye watches them all. Then look at 

what comes out of it: plants shooting out, springs gushing forth, erupting volcanoes, 

emanating gases, crawlers and insects leaving their underground homes. How many 

countless things do we see and know about that come out of the earth and how many 

countless others we do not see or know about? 

Reflect also on what comes down from the skies: drops of rain, comets, meteors, 

rays that burn or give light, divine orders, acts of grace that favour certain creatures 

while benefiting the whole universe, and also provisions God grants to His servants 

in plentiful or measured quantities. Then turn over in your mind what goes up into 

the sky: the breathing of humans, animals and plants, as well as other creatures only 

known to God, and supplications, uttered aloud or in secret, heard only by God. 

How many a soul of creatures known or unknown to us is gathered and rises to God; 

how many an angel ascends to carry out God’s order; how many drops of seawater 

evaporate and rise into the atmosphere; how many molecules of gas emanate from all 

type of creatures? 
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How much of all this takes place in one moment? How much can human 

knowledge record of what happens of all this even should they devote all their lives 

to monitoring and recording it all? Yet God’s knowledge reckons all this up, in all 

places and at all times, as well as all human thoughts, feelings, actions and 

movements. But God nevertheless gives us our privacy and forgives us our 

shortcomings: “He is the Merciful, the truly Forgiving.” (Verse 2) Just one Qur’ nic 

verse like the present one is sufficient to prove that this Qur’ n could not have been 

written by a human being. By nature, such descriptions do not occur to any person, 

nor does human nature contemplate matters in this way. That such a comprehensive 

vision is provided in one simple touch reflects the superiority of God’s style. 

The s rah then mentions the unbelievers’ denial of the inevitability of the Last 

Hour, even though they are totally unaware what tomorrow will bring. That it will 

come is certain; it is necessary so that both those who do good and those who do evil 

should receive their fair reward: 

The unbelievers say: ‘Never shall the Last Hour come upon us!’ Say: ‘Yes, by my 
Lord, it shall most certainly come to you. It is He who knows all that lies beyond the 
reach of human perception. Not an atom’s weight in the heavens or the earth escapes 
Him; nor is there anything smaller or larger but is recorded in a clear book, so that He 
may reward those who believe and do righteous deeds. It is they who shall have 
forgiveness and generous provisions.’ As for those who strive against Our revelations, 
seeking to defeat their purpose, these shall have a most painful suffering. (Verses 3-5) 

The unbelievers deny the life to come because they do not understand God’s 

wisdom. In His infinite wisdom, He does not let people do what they please, whether 

good or evil, and then leave them at that, without giving reward to the doers of good 

and requiting those who do otherwise. He has informed us, through His messengers, 

that He leaves the reward in full or in part to the Day of Judgement. Therefore, all 

those who understand His wisdom with regard to His creation realize that the life to 

come is essential for the fulfilment of God’s promise. The unbelievers, however, are 

oblivious of divine wisdom. Hence, they impolitely say: “Never shall the Last Hour 

come upon us.” (Verse 3) Hence the emphatic retort: “Yes, by my Lord, it shall most 

certainly come to you.” They have no knowledge of what is beyond their world, but 

they nevertheless are quick to assert something of which they have no knowledge. 

Yet the one confirming this is the One “who knows all that lies beyond the reach of human 

perception.” (Verse 3) What He states is the truth. Furthermore, this truth is simple, 

complete and based on sound and true knowledge. 

Once more God’s knowledge is portrayed against a similarly universal 

background testifying once more to the Originator of the Qur’ n. Such thoughts 

simply do not occur to human minds: “Not an atom’s weight in the heavens or the earth 
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escapes Him; nor is there anything smaller or larger but is recorded in a clear book.” (Verse 

3) Such images do not occur in ordinary prose or poetry. When people describe 

knowledge as complete, comprehensive and accurate, they do not paint such a 

captivating universal image, ‘Not an atom’s weight in the heavens or the earth escapes 

Him; nor- is there anything smaller or larger...’ I have never seen in human language any 

attempt to draw such a picture. This is a description by God of His own knowledge, 

using human language in a way humans do not use it. Thus the Muslims’ own 

concept of God is set on a nobler level. The nearest meaning of the phrase, recorded in 

a clear book,’ is that God’s knowledge takes note of everything, including the tiniest of 

atoms and what is even smaller. 

It is useful to reflect a little on the point raised by use of the wording: “Not an 

atom’s weight... nor is there anything smaller.” Until recently, it was universally 

accepted that the atom is the smallest thing. Now that it has been possible to cause 

atomic diffusion, man has learnt that the atom is comprised of a number of other 

elements. All glory to God who teaches His human servants, at a time of His 

choosing, what He wishes them to learn of His inner attributes and the secrets of His 

creation. 

Why a Judgement Day? 

The inevitable arrival of the Last Hour and God’s knowledge that does not 

exclude anything small or large have a definite purpose: “so that He may reward those 

who believe and do righteous deeds. It is they who shall have forgiveness and generous 

provisions. As for those who strive against Our revelations, seeking to defeat their purpose, 

these shall have a most painful suffering.” (Verses 4-5) Everything is based on God’s 

wisdom who has created everything according to a set measure so as to administer 

the right reward or punishment for the believers or those who exert all efforts to turn 

people away from the truth. Those who give credence to their faith by good actions 

earn God’s forgiveness of any errors they make or sins they commit. They also have 

‘generous provisions’ We note that the s rah frequently mentions the provisions and 

sustenance God grants. Hence, it is fitting that the happiness they are assured to have 

in the life to come is described here as ‘provisions’, which in fact it is. The others, who 

strive hard to turn people away from God and His message will receive some of the 

worst type of punishment which fits their wicked efforts. Thus is God’s purpose 

fulfilled. 

Within the overall context of God’s knowledge and His purpose the next 

statement makes clear that those endowed with knowledge realize that what the 

Prophet Mu ammad receives from God is the truth, providing sound guidance: 

“Those who are endowed with knowledge are well aware that what has been revealed to you 
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by your Lord is indeed the truth, and that it guides to the way that leads to the Almighty, to 

whom all praise is due.” (Verse 6) 

Some reports suggest that the phrase, those who are endowed with knowledge, refers 

to the people of earlier revelations who are told in their scriptures about the Qur’ n 

and its provision of true guidance. However, the Qur’ nic verse has a wider scope. 

All those endowed with proper knowledge, at all times and wherever they happen to 

be, will realize this on the basis of their knowledge, if it is truly sound. The Qur’ n is 

open for all people throughout all generations. It includes enough truth to reveal 

itself to everyone who has sound knowledge. It also states the truth inherent in the 

very existence of the universe. 

Moreover, the Qur’ n “guides to the way that leads to the Almighty, to whom all praise 

is due.” (Verse 6) The way leading to the Almighty is the system He has placed in the 

universe and chosen for mankind so that their lives may be in harmony with the 

universe they live in. It is the law that applies to absolutely everything that takes 

place in the universe. 

The Qur’ n provides such guidance through the concept it gives believers of the 

universe: its values, relations, man’s place and role in it, the cooperation of all its 

parts in the fulfilment of God’s will and purpose and the harmony common to them. 

It also provides a sound basis for human thinking so as to make it consistent with the 

interaction between human nature and the universe. This enables man to understand 

the nature of the universe and its laws so as to use these in a positive way. The 

Qur’ n also lays down a system of education for humanity, empowering the 

individual to interact harmoniously with the rest of mankind, and empowering 

mankind to do the same with the rest of God’s creation in the universe, comfortably 

benefiting by its nature. The legislation it lays down is consistent with man’s 

circumstances as well as with the universal laws that apply to all creation. Thus, man 

does not become the odd one out among the countless communities of creatures in 

the universe. It is the Qur’ n that leads to that way: it is the guide provided by the 

Creator of man and the system that suits him. Consider the traveller who is guided 

on his journey by the engineer who built the road he is travelling on: how fortunate 

he would feel for having such expertise! How, then, about a guide provided by the 

One who originated the way and the person travelling on it? 

The s rah again mentions their reception to news of a Day of Judgement, 

expressing their total amazement at such a subject. They, in fact, suggest that to claim 

that resurrection takes place on a day when all humanity will be individually judged 

by God can only be attributed to a madman or someone who invents lies and 

attributes them to God. “The unbelievers say: Shall we point out to you a man who will tell 

you that, when you have been utterly torn into pieces, you shall be restored to lift in a new act 

of creation? Has he invented a lie about God, or is he a madman?’ No! It is those who do not 
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believe in the life to come who are suffering torment as they have gone far in error.” (Verses 

7-8) 

Their amazement at the thought of resurrection is such that they invite people to 

join them in wondering at the condition of the person claiming it, using an especially 

derisive style: “Shall we point out to you a man who will tell you that, when you have been 

utterly torn into pieces, you shall be restored to life in a new act of creation?” (Verse 7) Do 

you want to see such a strange man uttering wild claims of a new creation after you 

have been long dead and your bodies have decomposed? Such derision then turns to 

defamation: “Has he invented a lie about God, or is he a madman?” According to them, 

such claims can only be made by a liar, by someone who fabricates ideas and claims 

that they are God’s, or by a madman affected by the jinn to such an extent that he 

says what is incomprehensible. 

What justifies their attitude? Is it simply because he says that they will be 

resurrected? Why is this so amazing when they have already gone through the 

process of being created? They do not even reflect on this amazing event, which they 

know to have taken place, i.e. their creation in the first instance. Had they reflected 

on this, they would not have marvelled at a second creation. They have already gone 

astray. Hence, the sūrah comments: “No! It is those who do not believe in the life to come 

who are suffering torment as they have gone far in error.” (Verse 8) 

That they are in torment may refer to their punishment in the life to come. Since it 

will inevitably overtake them, then it is as if they are already in it, just like they have 

gone irremediably into error. But the statement may be understood in a different 

way, which suggests that those who do not believe in the life to come live in torment 

just as they live in error. This is a profound statement. A person who spends his life 

without belief in a second life suffers mental torment, as he lives without hope of 

justice, fair reward or compensation for what happens in his life. Indeed human life 

is full of situations and trials which man cannot face properly unless he looks up 

with hope for justice and reward for good action and punishment for those who do 

evil. There are things that one cannot do or bear without looking up to God, hoping 

to earn His pleasure in the life to come, when nothing large or small is overlooked. 

Whoever is deprived of this window of hope, which brings comfort and satisfaction, 

undoubtedly lives in torment as well as in error. Such a person suffers all this in the 

present life, before suffering punishment in the hereafter for his misdeeds which 

brought about his present life’s suffering. 

Belief in the hereafter brings the grace and blessings God grants to whoever of His 

servants deserves them through his desire to be guided to the truth and his diligent 

pursuit of it. My own feeling is that this second meaning is the one the present verse 

implies, as it describes those who do not believe in the hereafter as suffering torment 

and as being in deep error. 
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These people, who disbelieve in the life to come, are jerked from their slumber and 

presented with a fearful scene which could happen to them, if God so wills. Should 

they continue to go far into error, they will face terrible consequences: “Do they not 

consider how much of the sky and the earth lies open before them and how much lies hidden 

from them? If We so willed, We could cause the earth to swallow them, or cause fragments of 

the sky to fall upon them. In all this, there is a sign for every servant of God turning to Him 

in repentance.” (Verse 9) Here we have an image of terrible world events which they 

could see or perceive. Avalanches and landslides occur, and people see or hear of 

them, and fragments fall from the sky, such as meteors and thunderbolts. Again they 

have heard of such falls. The mention of such events here serves as a wake-up call to 

those who are heedless and those who discount the possibility of the arrival of the 

Last Hour. God’s punishment is closer to them than all this. It only requires that God 

wills to inflict it upon them in this life, before the Last Hour. It could come to them in 

the form of the earth or the sky which surrounds them from all directions. Both are 

around them, unlike the Last Hour which belongs to God’s own knowledge. Only 

the wrongdoers remain oblivious to what God may do. 

What they see in the heavens and earth, and what may befall them at any time, 

should God wish it, present clear signs for anyone who reflects and turns to God 

with submission: “there is a sign for every servant of God turning to Him in repentance.” 

(Verse 9) 
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2 

Contrasting Attitudes 

We graced David with Our favour. We said: 

“You mountains, sing with him God’s praises! 

And likewise you birds!” We caused iron to 

become soft for him, (10) 

saying: “Make coats of mail and measure their 

links with care. Do good, all of you. I certainly see 

all that you do.” (11) 

To Solomon [We made subservient] the wind: its 

morning course [covered the distance of] a month’s 

journey, and its evening course a month’s journey. 

We caused a fountain of molten brass to flow for 

him, and some of the jinn worked under his 

control by permission of his Lord. Whoever of 

them deviated from Our command We shall 

make him taste suffering through a blazing flame. 

(12) 

They made for him whatever he pleased: shrines 

and statues, basins as large as watering troughs, 

and firmly anchored cauldrons. We said: ‘Work 

thankfully, family of David, for few of My 

servants are truly thankful.’ (13) 

When We decreed his death, nothing showed 

them that he was dead except an earthworm that 

gnawed away at his staff. And when he fell to the 

ground, the jinn saw clearly that, had they 

understood the reality which was beyond [their] 

perception, they would not have remained in 

humiliating servitude. ( 14) 
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There was a sign for the people of Sheba in their 

dwelling place: two gardens, one to the right and 

one to the left: ‘Eat of what your Lord has 

provided for you, and give thanks to Him: a land 

most goodly and a Lord Much-Forgiving.’ (15) 

But they paid no heed, and so We let loose upon 

them a raging torrent and replaced their two 

gardens with others yielding bitter fruit, 

tamarisks, and a few lote trees. (16) 

Thus We requited them for their ingratitude: 

would We thus requite any but the totally 

ungrateful? (17) 

We had placed between them and the cities which 

We had blessed towns within sight of one another 

so that they could travel in measured stages: 

‘Travel through them by night and day in safety.’ 

(18) 

But they said: ‘Our Lord! Make our journeys 

longer.’ They sinned against their souls; so We 

caused them to become a tale, and scattered them 

throughout the land. Surely, there are signs in all 

this for anyone who is patient in adversity, deeply 

grateful. (19) 

Indeed Iblīs proved that his opinion of them was 

right: they all followed him, except for a group of 

believers. (20) 

Yet he had no power at all over them; it is only 

for the end that We might make a clear 

distinction between those who truly believe in the 

life to come and those who are in doubt about it. 

Your Lord watches over all things. (21) 
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Overview 

This passage contains contrasting images of gratitude and a lack of it, as well as 

making some powers and creatures subservient, by God’s will, to certain people even 

though they are not normally subordinate to any human being. God’s will and 

power are not limited to what is normal or familiar to humans. Through these 

images we learn certain things about the jinn whom some idolaters worshipped. 

Others tried to learn through them news from the world beyond perception, but they 

themselves know nothing about that realm. We also have additional information 

about how Satan can prevail over man, despite the fact that Satan has no power over 

man except in as much as man gives him this by his own choice. Other clear elements 

within the passage concern the means by which God reveals some secret human 

actions so that they appear before us in real terms. He will then give those 

responsible for them reward in the life to come. This passage concludes, like the first 

one, with a reference to the life to come. 

Special Favours for David  

“We graced David with Our favour. We said: ‘You mountains, sing with him God’s 

praises! And likewise you birds!’ We caused iron to become soft for him, saying: Make coats of 

mail and measure their links with care. Do good, all of you. I certainly see all that you do.” 

(Verses 10-11) David was the type of servant described at the end of the first part of 

the s rah:” In all this, there is a sign for every servant of God turning to Him in repentance.” 

(Verse 9) The s rah follows this reference by recounting some of his history, 

preambled by details of the grace God bestowed on him: “You mountains, sing with 

him God’s praises! And likewise you birds!” (Verse 10) Reports suggest that David had 

an unusually beautiful voice, and he used to sing his Psalms, which are praises of 

God mentioned in the Old Testament, but God knows which of them were truly 

David’s. An authentic ad th tells us that the Prophet overheard Abū Mūs  al-Ash`arī 
reciting the Qur’ n deep at night. He stopped to listen to him, and then commented: 

‘This man has been given one of David’s Psalms.’ 

The Qur’ nic description shows that David (peace be upon him) attained such a 

sublime standard of devotion and transparency in his praises that barriers between 
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him and other creatures disappeared. Thus the truth between them became 

interrelated as they all praise God. Hence the mountains and the birds echoed his 

praises of God. When all of them had direct links with God, whatever separates 

species and creatures was removed. They felt that their bond with God overcame all 

barriers between them. Hence, they echoed one another in praising God, attaining an 

extraordinary level of transparency which can only be attained through God’s grace. 

When David raised his voice singing God’s praises and glorifying Him, the 

mountains and the birds echoed him. The universe returned their songs as these 

were presented to God, the One. This is a remarkably splendid point in time which 

cannot be appreciated except by one who so experiences it, and even then only 

momentarily. 

“We caused iron to become soft for him.” (Verse 10) This is another aspect of the grace 

God bestowed on David. Within the context wherein it occurs, this seems to be a 

miracle going beyond what is familiar to us. The s rah is not speaking here of heating 

iron until it becomes soft and moulding it into the required shape. Rather, it appears 

that the iron was softened in a different way from what normally occurs, yet God 

knows best. Although guiding man to the softening of iron by heating is in itself an 

aspect of God’s grace, our assumption here rests on the fact that the overall 

atmosphere is one of miracles and unfamiliar phenomena. 

“Make coats of mail and measure their links with care.” (Verse 11) Reports suggest that 

prior to David’s time, armour was plated, each coat being made up of one plate or 

sheet, which was very heavy for soldiers making them stiff and rigid. God instructed 

David in how to make armour from fine links which could be easily moulded so as to 

move in accordance with the body. David was also ordered to make these links 

narrow so that they could give complete protection against spears, preventing them 

from penetrating through. This is the reference in the verse to measuring the links 

with care. All this was taught to David through divine inspiration. 

David and his household were told: “Do good, all of you. I certainly see all that you 

do.” (Verse 11) This does not apply to their making coats of mail. Instead it is clear 

that they must be on their guard in all that they do because God sees all and rewards 

everyone in accordance with what they deserve. Nothing escapes Him. 

More Favours for Solomon 

All this grace was given to David. Solomon was also given the ability to perform 

extraordinary feats, as a manifestation of God’s grace: “To Solomon [We made 

subservient] the wind: its morning course [covered the distance of] a month’s journey, and its 

evening course a month’s journey. We caused a fountain of molten brass to flow for him, and 

some of the jinn worked under his control by permission of his Lord. Whoever of them 
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deviated from Our command We shall make him taste suffering through a blazing flame. They 

made for him whatever he pleased: shrines and statues, basins as large as watering troughs, 

and firmly anchored cauldrons. We said ‘Work thankfully, family of David, for few of My 

servants are truly thankful.’“ (Verses 12-13) 

There are plenty of reports about the wind being subservient to Solomon, but 

many appear to have an Israelite origin even though the original Jewish texts do not 

mention anything about this. It is, therefore, much better to refrain from discussing 

these reports and to confine ourselves to the Qur’ nic text, going no further than its 

surface meaning. Thus we can say that God placed the wind at Solomon’s command, 

making it travel forward to a specific place [which according to S rah 21, The 

Prophets, is the Holy Land] for a month, and then making its return journey over a 

period of a month. Certain objectives were achieved by these two journeys. These 

were known to Solomon and he accomplished them by God’s command. We prefer 

not to say any more on this point so as not to indulge in unsubstantiated legends. 

“We caused a fountain of molten brass to flow for him.” (Verse 12) The general context 

of these verses again suggests that this was also a miracle, like the softening of iron 

for David. This might have taken place in the form of a volcanic fountain pouring 

forth brass that had been molten underground. Likewise, God might have instructed 

Solomon on how to get brass to become fluid and mould it into different shapes. 

Regardless of how all this took place, it was nonetheless an act of God’s abundant 

grace. 

“Some of the jinn worked under his control by permission of his Lord.” (Verse 12) God 

also gave him jinn to work under His command. Linguistically speaking, the word 

jinn refers to anything that people cannot see. There is also a type of creature God 

gave the name jinn to and about whom we know nothing except what God states. He 

mentions here that He placed a group of them under Solomon’s command. Whoever 

disobeys will be punished by God. “Whoever of them deviated from Our command We 

shall make him taste suffering through a blazing flame.” (Verse 12) That this comment 

occurs here, before completing the aspects of their subservience to Solomon, 

highlights the fact that the jinn are also subject to God, even though some idolaters 

worshipped them. Like mankind, the jinn are liable to God’s punishment should they 

deviate from His orders. 

They were placed under Solomon’s command: “They made for him whatever he 

pleased: shrines and statues, basins as large as watering troughs, and firmly anchored 

cauldrons.” (Verse 13) All these articles are examples of what the jinn used to make, 

by God’s leave, whenever Solomon bid them. Again all these are miraculous things, 

and we cannot imagine them to be anything but. This is the only interpretation we 

can give to this statement. 
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The verse concludes with an address to David’s household: “We said: ‘Work 

thankfully, family of David.’“ (Verse 13) All this was given you by God’s grace, through 

David and Solomon. You must not take false pride in it, but instead give proper 

thanks. Good action is an important form of thanksgiving. 

However, “few of My servants are truly thankful.” (Verse 13) This comment also 

serves as a directive. It tells us on the one hand that the grace and favours God 

bestows on His servants are so great that few of them are able to express due thanks 

for them, and on the other that people often neglect their thanksgiving duty. In fact, 

however much people try to express their gratitude, they cannot give due thanks for 

what God bestows on them. What is their status, then, if they slacken and overlook 

this duty? 

Yet the question is: how can a human being, with limited ability, be sufficiently 

grateful for God’s unlimited favours? God tells us in the Qur’ n: “Should you try to 

count God’s blessings, you will never be able to compute them.” (14: 34) These blessings are 

constantly around man no matter where he looks. They are both within him and 

within his surroundings. Indeed, he himself is one major blessing in this world. For 

example, at one time we were a group of people chatting about a wide variety of 

subjects when our little cat came over and started walking around us as if looking for 

something. It was clear that the cat needed something in particular, but it could not 

tell us what it was, and we could not understand his purpose. Then it occurred to us 

that he might be looking for water, and we were right. When we put the water before 

him we realized that he was very thirsty but could not express himself. We realized 

then just how much God has favoured us with the gift of communication. We 

expressed our gratitude to God for this blessing, but what thanks, heartfelt as they 

may be, can be enough for such a blessing! 

On a prolonged occasion we were deprived of sunshine. At times, however, a ray 

of sunlight as small as a little coin would creep in, and we would take turns to stand 

in it, moving ourselves so as to let it fall on our faces, hands, chests, backs, abdomens 

and legs. I cannot forget the time when all this was over and we were allowed out: 

one of us was beaming with delight as he said: ‘Oh God! How lovely to see the sun 

again! It still rises every day! All praise to God for this blessing!”8 

How much of this light, which is necessary for life, do we waste every day as we 

enjoy the sun and its warmth? Indeed we always bathe in this blessing granted to us 

freely by God. We neither pay for it, nor do we exert any effort to come by it. 

When we reflect on God’s blessings in this way, we can spend all our lives and 

                                                 
8 It is clear that both these situations refer to the author’s time in prison. Some of us may wonder that 
cats are in prison, but accounts by different prisoners confirm that stray cats frequently came to them 
and they found them a source of solace. — Editor’s note. 
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energy covering but a little. Therefore, we only make this brief reference, following 

the Qur’ nic method of giving a hint or a pointer. It is up to everyone to reflect on it 

and try to express gratitude to God as they can. Indeed to be thankful to God is itself 

a blessing enjoyed by those who are sincere in their devotion. 

Let us move now to the last scene in the story which shows Solomon’s death while 

the Jinn continue to work hard as he had bid them, unaware of the fact of his death, 

until a worm had gnawed at his staff sufficiently for him to fall down: “When We 

decreed his death, nothing showed them that he was dead except an earthworm that gnawed 

away at his staff And when he fell to the ground, the jinn saw clearly that, had they 

understood the reality which was beyond [their] perception, they would not have remained in 

humiliating servitude.” (Verse 14) 

It is reported that in the position he was in at the moment of his death, he was 

leaning over his stick and that he remained in that position while the jinn continued 

performing the task he assigned them. Then a worm that eats wood came upon his 

stick. This type of worm gnaws persistently at wood ruining roofs, doors and 

buildings foundations. In parts of Upper Egypt, some villages do not use a single 

piece of wood in their homes for fear of woodworm. When the woodworm had 

gnawed at Solomon’s staff, it could no longer support him, and he fell down. Only 

then did the jinn realize that he was dead: “the jinn saw clearly that, had they understood 

the reality which was beyond [their] perception, they would not have remained in humiliating 

servitude.” (Verse 14) 

Such, then, are the jinn whom some people worship. We see them here subservient 

to one of God’s servants. They are totally unable to fathom something which is 

hidden from them, yet is very close: how then can they gratify people’s appeals to 

learn the secrets of what is beyond the reach of perception! 

No Gratitude for God’s Favours 

David and his family were full of gratitude to God for all His blessings and used 

such favours for good purpose. The people of Sheba, however, are to be contrasted 

with such role models. In S rah 27, The Ants, we have a report of what took place 

between their queen and Solomon. Here, the story gives an account of what 

happened to them after Solomon, which suggests that the events included here date 

back to a period after the queen’s exchanges with Solomon. What makes this more 

likely is that the story here speaks of Sheba’s people becoming ungrateful for God’s 

blessings, which were then withdrawn and the people scattered. Under the queen 

mentioned in S rah 27, they enjoyed a plentiful period and were very powerful. The 

first report received by Solomon about them was from a hoopoe who told him: “I 

found there a woman ruling over them; and she has been given of all good things, and hers is 
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a magnificent throne. I found her and her people prostrating themselves to the sun instead of 

God; and Satan has made their deeds seem goodly to them, thus turning them away from the 

path [of God!, so that they cannot find the right way.” (27: 23-24) 

This was subsequently followed by the queen’s submission to God, as she 

embraced the divine faith. The story here, then, is certainly of a subsequent period. It 

tells of what happened to them after they turned away from God and refused to 

thank Him for His favours. 

The story opens with a description of the great blessings they enjoyed and the 

provisions they were granted, as well as the requirement that they should 

demonstrate their gratitude as they could: “There was a sign for the people of Sheba in 

their dwelling place: two gardens, one to the right and one to the left: ‘Eat of what your Lord 

has provided for you, and give thanks to Him: a land most goodly and a Lord Much-

Forgiving.’“ (Verse 15) 

Sheba is the name of a community living in southern Yemen, in a fertile land some 

of which remains so today. They were highly civilized and were able to make good 

use of their water resources, as they were blessed with much rainfall, occupying 

territory close to the sea in the south and east. They were thus able to build a natural 

dam between two mountains, erecting a great wall down the valley, with controlled 

openings. In this way they were able to retain water in great quantities which they 

used as they needed. This great darn was known as the Ma’rib Dam. 

The gardens to the right and left symbolize the splendid fertility of their land 

which gave them beauty and affluence. Therefore, they were signs reminding them 

of God who gives every good thing. They were commanded to make full use of what 

was granted to them and to thank the Giver: “Eat of what your Lord has provided for 

you, and give thanks to Him.” (Verse 15) They were also reminded of the nature of their 

blessings: the productive land and the forgiveness of their sins: “a land most goodly 

and a Lord Much-Forgiving.” (Verse 15) When such priceless blessings are given in 

plenty, why were they unwilling to give thanks? “But they paid no heed, and so We let 

loose upon them a raging torrent and replaced their two gardens with others yielding bitter 

fruit, tamarisks, and a few lore trees.” (Verse 16) 

When they failed to show their gratitude to God and use what God favoured them 

with in a goodly and beneficial way, He took away their source of affluence and let 

loose raging, stone-carrying torrents which destroyed their dam and its water 

flooded the whole area. With the dam no longer functioning, the land dried up. 

Instead of beautiful gardens they now had only a desert in which only a few wild 

trees were to grow, bearing no good fruit. The verse says that their gardens were 

“replaced ...with others yielding bitter fruit, tamarisks, and a few lote trees.” (Verse 16) This 

was the best that their land could subsequently produce and even then it was only in 

small quantities. 
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“Thus We requited them for their ingratitude: would We thus requite any but the totally 

ungrateful.” (Verse 17) Until then they had remained in their villages and homes. God 

stinted their provisions and replaced their riches with austerity, but He had not yet 

scattered them over a wider area. They had easy contacts with the cities blessed by 

God: Makkah and Jerusalem. To the north of Sheba, Yemen was well inhabited and 

its land routes to other areas were safe and comfortable: “We had placed between them 

and the cities which We had blessed towns within sight of one another so that they could 

travel in measured stages: ‘Travel through them by night and day in safety.” (Verse 18) It is 

reported that a traveller would leave one township in the morning and arrive at the 

next before dark. This meant that journey times were short, making travel easy, safe 

and comfortable. 

Yet Sheba’s people paid no heed to the first warning. Nor did the change in their 

circumstances make them turn to God and appeal to Him to give back their 

comfortable lives. On the contrary, their prayer betrayed stupidity and ignorance: 

“But they said: ‘Our Lord! Make our journeys longer.” They wanted long distance travel, 

which is undertaken only infrequently. In so doing, they demonstrated nothing but 

arrogance: They sinned against their souls.” Their prayer was answered, but only as 

such a prayer should be answered: “So We caused them to become a tale, and scattered 

them throughout the land.” (Verse 19) They became like refugees scattered throughout 

Arabia. They also became the subject of discussions in others’ gatherings. In other 

words, they were no longer a recognized community, but a tale people told. “Surely, 

there are signs in all this for anyone who is patient in adversity, deeply grateful.” (Verse 19) 

We note that patience and steadfastness are mentioned alongside thanksgiving in 

times of plenty. The history of Sheba gives signs on both counts. 

This is one way of understanding the last two verses. However, they may also be 

understood in a different way, which would then render the first statement as: “We 

had placed between them and the cities which We had blessed towns that have dominance.” 

As these places had power and dominance, the people of Sheba became poor, living 

like desert dwellers, and having to travel time after time to find pasture and water. 

They could not withstand the test that this entailed. Therefore, they prayed to God, 

and in this case their supplication would be rendered as: ‘Our Lord! Lengthen the time 

between our journeys,’ or make them less frequent, as travel has become too tiring for 

us. They did not couple this prayer with turning to God with repentance and seeking 

His forgiveness, so that He would grant them what they prayed for. Since they 

behaved arrogantly when they had God’s blessings, and did not persevere when 

they faced adversity, God punished them by scattering them and so they 

disappeared, featuring only in people’s tales. This makes the comment at the end of 

these verses fitting for their lack of gratitude for God’s favour and lack of patience in 

adversity: “Surely, there are signs in all this for anyone who is patient in adversity, deeply 

grateful.” (Verse 19) I feel this understanding of the verses to be also acceptable. God, 
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however, knows His own purpose best. 

As the story concludes, the ninth mentions the overall divine planning and the 

rules God operates in life generally. It tells us what lessons we should draw from this 

and what lies behind it: “Indeed Ibl s proved that his opinion of them was right: they all 

followed him, except for a group of believers. Yet he had no power at all over them; it is only 

for the end that We might make a clear distinction between those who truly believe in the life 

to come and those who are in doubt about it. Your Lord watches over all things.” (Verses 20-

21) 

The people of Sheba went the way that leads to a miserable end: Ibl s felt that he 

could lead them astray, and they let him do so. Thus, except for a group of believers, 

they all followed him. This is what normally happens in all communities. It is rare 

that a community is totally bereft of believers who will not give in to Satan and his 

machinations. They thus prove that the truth remains, even in the worst of 

conditions, available to everyone who seeks it and wants to hold to it. Ibl s never had 

an overpowering authority over them from which they could not be free. He can only 

approach them in order that they be tested, and everyone who wishes to stick to the 

truth could do so, while everyone else will go astray. Thus, in life, a type of person 

emerges who ‘truly believe in the life to come’, and thus his beliefs keep him on the 

right path. This type are distinct from the other ‘who are in doubt’ about the life to 

come. It is the latter who succumb to Ibl s’s temptations, heedless of the Day of 

Judgement. God certainly knows what happens before it actually takes place. 

However, He makes His reward dependent upon the thing actually taking place. 

When we look at the story of Sheba’s people from a broader angle, we see that its 

moral can apply to all communities at all times. The story can then be seen as 

demonstrating what happens when communities follow divine guidance or stray 

away from it. It also shows the reasons that make people take the direction they do. 

“Your Lord watches over all things.” (Verse 21) Nothing is lost or overlooked.  

Thus the second passage of the s rah concludes, speaking of the life to come, just 

as did the first passage. It also emphasizes the limitless nature of God’s knowledge 

and His awareness of all things. Both subjects are given much emphasis in this s rah.
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3 

Distinct Ways, Different 

Ends 

Say: ‘Call upon those whom you imagine to be 

partners with God. They do not have even an 

atom’s weight of authority either in the heavens or 

the earth, nor have they any share in either, nor 

does He have any helper from among them. (22) 

Before Him, intercession is of no avail, except by 

one to whom He may have granted permission. 

When the terror is lifted from their hearts, they 

will ask [one another]: ‘What has your Lord 

ordained?’ They will answer: ‘The truth. He is 

the Most High, the Supreme.’(23) 

Say: ‘Who is it that gives you sustenance out of 

the heavens and the earth?’ Say: ‘It is God; and 

either we or you are on the right path or have 

clearly gone astray!’(24) 

Say: ‘Neither shall you be called to account for 

whatever we have become guilty of nor shall we be 

called to account for whatever you are doing.’ (25) 

Say: ‘Our Lord will bring us all together, and 

then He will lay open the truth between us, in 

justice. He alone is the One who opens all truth, 

the All-Knowing.’ (26) 
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Overview 

This short passage tackles the issue of God’s oneness in contrast to attributing 

partners to Him. Yet it takes us on a round of the universe, with both its apparent 

realm and that which is hidden from us, its present and past, heavens and earth, this 

life and the life to come. Our hearts shudder with awe at the mere mention of some 

of these majestic aspects. The passage also refers to man’s sustenance, actions and 

reward. It looks at how people are grouped together and then separated into two 

distinct parties. All this is delivered in a quick rhythm with strong accompanying 

beats. The word, say,’ is repeatedly used for added emphasis. After each such usage, 

a new proof is given which is both irrefutable and overpowering. 

The Truth Will Out 

“Say: ‘Call upon those whom you imagine to be partners with God. They do not have even 

an atom’s weight of authority either in the heavens or the earth, nor have they any share in 

either, nor does He have any helper from among them.” (Verse 22) The verse begins with a 

challenge that applies to the entire universe, without exception: “Say: ‘Call upon those 

whom you imagine to be partners with God.” Call on them to come and stand before all 

the world. Let them then say, or you can say yourselves, if they own anything in the 

heavens or on earth, large or small. “They do not have even an atom’s weight of authority 

either in the heavens or the earth.” (Verse 22) They cannot even claim to own anything 

in the heavens or the earth. An owner of something has full authority over it: he can 

do or dispense with it as he likes. What, then, do those alleged deities own in this 

vast universe? 

They do not own an atom’s weight either as their own private property or as 

something in which they have a share: “nor have they any share in either.” (Verse 22) 

Moreover, God does not seek their help in anything. He is in no need of help: “nor 

does He have any helper from among them.” (Verse 22) 

The verse appears to refer to a particular type of alleged partner with God. These 

are the angels whom the Arabs claimed to be God’s daughters, alleging that they 

could intercede with God on people’s behalf. Perhaps they were among those 

partners about whom the Arabs said: “We worship them for no reason other than that 

Say: ‘Show me those whom you allege to be 

partners with Him. Nay! He alone is God, the 

Almighty, the Wise.’ (27) 
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they would bring us nearer to God.” (39: 3) Therefore, in the next verse the s rah denies 

that they have any means of intercession while drawing a scene that fills hearts with 

fear: “Before Him, intercession is of no avail, except by one to whom He may have granted 

permission.” (Verse 23) Intercession, then, is dependent on God’s permission. 

Needless to say, God will not permit intercession on behalf of people who do not 

believe in Him and deserve His grace. Those who associate partners with Him do not 

deserve that He grant permission to angels or anyone else to intercede on their 

behalf. 

The s rah then describes the fearful scene when intercession is needed: “When the 

terror is lifted from their hearts, they will ask [one another]: ‘What has your Lord ordained?’ 

They will answer: ‘The truth. He is the Most High, the Supreme.’” (Verse 23) The day is 

exceedingly hard: people stand awaiting developments, and those who can intercede 

and the ones who hope for intercession in their favour wait for a signal from the 

Almighty permitting such intercession. The wait continues, faces look down, sounds 

die out and hearts go quiet as all await a signal from the Lord, full of majesty and 

glory. 

The word of permission is then given and all prospective intercessors and the ones 

they are interceding for are overwhelmed with awe. They are unable to comprehend. 

Then, “when the terror is lifted from their hearts,’ and they recover their senses and 

faculties, they begin to ask one another: “What has your Lord ordained?” They wonder 

whether they have understood what God said. The answer is given in one word: The 

truth.’ It may he that the angels of the highest order are the ones who give this perfect 

answer. Your Lord has stated the truth, complete and perfect; the truth that comes 

from Him who is truth absolute. For whatever God says is absolutely true. “He is the 

Most High, the Supreme.” (Verse 23) It is a most fitting description. 

This short answer, in one word, imparts the awesomeness of the situation when 

intercession is permitted. It describes how the angels stand before their Lord. Can 

anyone who looks at it pretend to be a partner with God, interceding in favour of 

those who attribute partners to Him? 

Either One or the Other 

That was the first note of this splendid and awe-inspiring scene. The second note 

refers to the provisions granted to them. Although they are oblivious to the source 

that gives them their provisions, the fact that they have them proves His oneness and 

that no one else has any control over what He decides to give or deny. “Say: ‘Who is it 

that gives you sustenance out of the heavens and the earth?’ Say: it is God; and either we or 

you are on the right path or have clearly gone astray!’“ (Verse 24) Providing sustenance is 

something people know about as it happens in their lives. It comes from heaven in 
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the form of rain, heat and light, which were known to the people addressed first by 

the Qur’ n, but also in other forms and shapes which man discovers at one time or 

another. Other sustenance comes from the earth in the form of plants, animals, water, 

oils, metals and treasure. Much of these were known to the people of olden days and 

much is discovered as time passes on. 

The question is: “Who is it that gives you sustenance out of the heavens and the earth?” 

The answer is not awaited. In fact, the Prophet is told to say: “It is God.” They cannot 

argue about this or make any contrary claim. What the Prophet is also instructed to 

do is to leave matters entirely to God concerning the fates of both parties. One party 

is inevitably right and the other wrong; one is guided aright and the other is in error. 

The two cannot be together either on the track of proper guidance or of going astray: 

“Either we or you are on the right path or have clearly gone astray!” (Verse 24) 

This is the ultimate in fairness and politeness when arguing one’s case. For God’s 

Messenger to say to the idolaters that either party could be following right guidance 

leaves the question open as to who is on which side: this, thus, calls for cool 

reflection and reasonable deliberation. There is no room for futile argument or an 

illogical hardening of attitude. The Prophet is given instructions to say this to them 

as his role is that of a guide and a teacher hoping that they will see the truth of the 

guidance he brings them. He is not out to score a point or win an argument. 

Arguments made in such a polite and inspiring manner are more likely to have a 

positive effect on those whose position in society prompts them to take a hard line to 

the message of truth. They may even show a willingness to consider and reflect at 

ease. It is exactly the approach that should be adopted by advocates of Islam 

everywhere. 

The third note puts everyone before their actions and responsibilities, but again 

using the most polite and fair approach: “Say: Neither shall you be called to account for 

whatever we have become guilty of nor shall we be called to account for whatever you are 

doing.” (Verse 25) 

This might have been in answer to the repeated accusations of the idolaters 

branding the Prophet and his Companions as guilty and in the wrong. They had in 

this respect berated them for renouncing their forefathers’ religion. This happens all 

the time, when the followers of falsehood accuse the followers of truth of being in 

error. Hence, the Prophet is instructed to tell them in exemplary politeness that 

everyone is responsible for his or her own deeds: “Say: Neither shall you be called to 

account for whatever we have become guilty of, nor shall we be called to account for whatever 

you are doing.” (Verse 25) Everyone must reflect and determine whether their attic 

tide will lead them to success or bring about their ruin. This is the first step towards 

recognizing the truth before attaining conviction. 
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The fourth note is given in the verse that says: “Say: Our Lord will bring us all 

together, and then He will lay open the truth between us, in justice. He alone is the One who 

opens all truth, the All-Knowing.” (26) At first, God gathers both the followers of truth 

and those who follow falsehood together, so that both truth and falsehood meet face 

to face. Then, the advocates of truth will call on others to join them. At this stage, 

issues become confused, and a battle ensues between truth and falsehood. Doubts 

may blur evidence, and falsehood may appear to gain the upper hand, but all this 

will be for a limited duration. Then, God will judge between the two parties in 

fairness and state the truth clearly, without any ambiguity or confusion. “He alone is 

the One who opens all truth, the All-Knowing.” (Verse 26) 

This gives reassurance since God is certain to make His judgement clear, laying 

the truth open before all. He does not allow matters to remain confused except for a 

limited period. He does not put the advocates of truth together with those who 

follow falsehood except to give the former a chance to carry on with their advocacy, 

exerting their best efforts. Then God will issue His verdict on both sides. It is He who 

knows best when the appropriate time for judgement comes. No one else should 

decide its timing, or hasten it. It is all left to Him. 

The final note in this passage sounds similar to the first one, throwing out a 

challenge to those who associated partners with him: “Say: Show me those whom you 

allege to be partners with Him. Nay! He alone is God, the Almighty, the Wise.” (Verse 27) 

The very request is sarcastic: demanding that they reveal the subject of their claims: 

who are they; what is their status, position and role; how did they merit such a 

position? All these questions betray an element of derision. This is followed by 

strong censure: “Nay!” They are not, and cannot be, God’s partners. “He alone is God, 

the Almighty, the Wise.” (Verse 27) The One who has such attributes has no partners of 

any sort. 
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4 

Futile Argument 

We have sent you to all mankind so that you 

bring them good news and give them warning; but 

most people do not understand. (28) 

They ask: When is this promise to be fulfilled, if 

what you say be true?’ (29) 

Say: ‘There has been appointed for you a day 

which you can neither delay nor advance by a 

single moment.’ (30) 

The unbelievers say: ‘We will never believe in this 

Qur’ n, nor in any earlier revelations.’ If only you 

could see how the wrongdoers shall be made to 

stand before their Lord, hurling reproaches at one 

another. Those of them who were weak on earth 

will say to those who had deemed themselves 

mighty: ‘Had it not been for you, we would 

certainly have been believers.’ (31) 

The ones who deemed themselves mighty will say 

to those who were weak: ‘Was it we who 

prevented you from following right guidance after it 

had been given you? Certainly not! It was you 

who were guilty.’ (32) 
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Those who were weak will reply to those who 

deemed themselves mighty: ‘Not so! It was your 

scheming, night and day, ordering us to disbelieve 

in God and to set up equals to Him.’ When they 

see the punishment awaiting them, they will all 

harbour utter and unmitigated remorse. We shall 

put chains round the necks of the unbelievers. Are 

they to be requited for anything other than what 

they did? (33) 

Whenever We sent a warner to any community, 

those of them who lived in luxury said: ‘We do 

not believe in the message with which you have 

been sent.’ (34) 

They also say: ‘Richer than you are we in wealth, 

and we have more children. We certainly are not 

going to be made to suffer.’ (35) 

Say: ‘My Lord gives in abundance, or gives in 

scant measure, to whomever He wills; but most 

people do not understand.’ (36) 

It is neither your riches nor your children that can 

bring you nearer to Us: only he who believes and 

does what is right [comes near to Us]. To these 

multiple reward will be given for all that they have 

done. They will dwell in safety in the mansions of 

paradise; (37) 

whereas all who strive against Our revelations, 

seeking to defeat their purpose, shall be given over 

to suffering. (38) 
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Overview 

This passage tackles the unbelievers’ attitude of the Prophet Mu ammad’s 

message. Indeed their attitude echoes that of the affluent to every divine message. 

Such people are normally deluded by their riches and their offspring, and the fact 

that they command much of what this life can offer, thinking that this indicates they 

are favoured by God, and that such favours will ensure they do not suffer 

punishment in the hereafter. Therefore, the s rah shows them their situation in the 

life to come, as though it is happening now before their very eyes. This so that they 

will know whether anything of what they have can benefit or protect them on the 

Day of Judgement. These scenes show clearly that neither the angels nor the jinn they 

worshipped in this life, and from whom they sought help, can give them anything 

whatsoever in the life to come. As the argument progresses the s rah explains what 

Say: ‘My Lord gives in abundance, or gives in 

scant measure, to whomever He wills of His 

servants; whatever you give for His sake He will 

replace it for you, for He is the best of providers.’ 

(39) 

On the day He gathers them all together, He will 

say to the angels: ‘Was it you that these people 

worshipped?’ (40) 

They will answer: ‘Limitless are You in Your 

glory! You alone are our patron, not they. In fact 

they worshipped the jinn and most of them 

believed in them.’ (41) 

Today none of you has any power to benefit or 

harm another. We will say to the wrongdoers: 

‘Taste now the suffering through fire which you 

persistently denied.’ (42) 
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carries real weight in God’s measure. Thus the false values they have in this world 

are seen for what they are. It becomes clear that granting wealth in abundance or 

otherwise in this present life depends on God’s will. It should not be taken as 

evidence of anyone’s position with Him. It is all a means of testing people. 

The Prophet’s Responsibility 

We have sent you to all mankind so that you bring them good news and give them 
warning; but most people do not understand. They ask: ‘When is this promise to be 
fulfilled, if what you say be true?’ Say: ‘There has been appointed for you a day which 
you can neither delay nor advance by a single moment.’ (Verses 28-30) 

This clarifies what was stated in the previous passage about each individual’s 

accountability to God, and that the role of the advocates of truth does not go beyond 

delivering God’s message and presenting it clearly before the rest of mankind. The 

current passage starts with explaining the mission assigned to the Prophet. It is clear 

that they are unaware of its nature. Hence they try to hasten what he promises or 

threatens them with. It makes clear that this comes at the time God has determined 

for it, which is unknown to anyone other than Him: “We have sent you to all mankind 

so that you bring them good news and give them warning.” (Verse 28) Such is the remit of 

the message addressed to all mankind: to bring good news and to give warning. 

When this is done, the messenger’s role has ended. As for the fulfilment of promise 

and warning, this is all left to God to determine: “but most people do not understand.” 

(Verse 28) 

“They ask: When is this promise to be fulfilled, if what you say be true?” (Verse 29) The 

very question implies that they do not understand the messenger’s role or the limits 

of the message. The Qur’ n wants the question of God’s oneness to be absolutely 

clear: Mu ammad is His Messenger with a clearly defined remit. He fulfils his task 

but does not go beyond this. All authority belongs to God: it is He who has given 

him the message to deliver, clearly defining his role. It is not part of his role to 

decide, or even to know, when the promise and the warning are to be fulfilled. This 

all belongs to God. The Prophet knows his limits. Therefore, he does not even 

question anything God has not chosen to inform him of, or has not assigned to him. 

Here, God instructs him to give them this particular reply: “Say: There has been 

appointed for you a day which you can neither delay nor advance by a single moment.” 

(Verse 30) 

Everything occurs at its particular time which God has determined. It is neither 

hastened nor delayed for anyone. Nothing occurs by coincidence. On the contrary, 

everything is created according to a particular plan, in which things are interrelated. 
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God’s will determines events and timings according to His own wisdom, of which 

we only understand what God chooses to impart to us. When people try to hasten 

His promise or warning, they betray their ignorance of this fundamental fact. Hence, 

since most people do not understand, this leads them to questioning and hastening 

things. 

Stubborn to the Hilt 

The next verse speaks about a determined attitude to reject all divine guidance: 

“The unbelievers say: We will never believe in this Qur’ n, nor in any earlier revelations.” 

(Verse 31) They make it clear that they will never believe, neither in the Qur’ n nor in 

any divine book that preceded the Qur’ n, which in fact confirms its truth. They are 

not prepared to believe in any of this at any time in the future either. They are 

determined to disbelieve, deliberately refusing even to consider anything that points 

to faith. It is all, then, a well considered stance. Therefore, the s rah puts before their 

eyes what happens to them on the Day of Judgement as a result of their stubborn 

rejection: 

If only you could see how the wrongdoers shall be made to stand before their Lord, 
hurling reproaches at one another. Those of them who were weak on earth will say to 
those who had deemed themselves mighty: Had it not been for you, we would certainly 
have been believers.’ The ones who deemed themselves mighty will say to those who 
were weak: ‘Was it we who prevented you from following right guidance after it had 
been given you? Certainly not! It was you who were guilty.’ Those who were weak 
will reply to those who deemed themselves mighty: Not so! It was your scheming, 
night and day, ordering us to disbelieve in God and to set up equals to Him.’ When 
they see the punishment awaiting them, they will all harbour utter and unmitigated 
remorse. We shall put chains round the necks of the unbelievers. Are they to be 
requited for anything other than what they did? (Verses 31-33) 

Their assertion that they will never believe in any revealed book is made in this 

life. So, what will they say in a totally different situation? If only we could see these 

wrongdoers when they are ‘made to stand’, i.e. forced into it against their will or 

better judgement. They are guilty, made to stand and await a decision by their Lord, 

in whose words and scriptures they profess they will never believe. Yet now they 

stand before Him. If you could watch them, you would see how they reproach one 

another, exchanging accusations and trying to blame each other. So, what is it that 

they say? 

“Those of them who were weak on earth will say to those who had deemed themselves 

mighty: Had it not been for you, we would certainly have been believers.” (Verse 31) They 

blame their leaders, accusing them of being responsible for this humiliation and what 
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will come next of great suffering. They state this now but were totally unable to 

confront them in this way during their life on earth, prevented as they were by their 

weakness and submission. They had sold out the freedom and dignity God had 

granted them, as well as the reasoning He had blessed them with. Now that all false 

values have been discarded, and they are put face to face with a long-lasting 

suffering, they can express themselves without fear: “Had it not been for you, we would 

certainly have been believers.” (Verse 31) 

Those who used to think much of their power base are fed up with those whom 

they treated with humiliation. Both face the same punishment, but the weaker 

elements want them to bear responsibility for leading them astray, which is what has 

brought them to this suffering. Therefore, their reply is haughty, disowning any 

responsibility. They also tell them rudely what they think of them: “The ones who 

deemed themselves mighty will say to those who were weak: Was it we who prevented you 

from following right guidance after it had been given you? Certainly not! It was you who 

were guilty.” (Verse 32) 

It is not only that they deny responsibility for others, but they acknowledge that 

the message they received was one of guidance. In their first life, they paid little heed 

to the weak or their views. In fact, they treated them as if they did not exist, 

accepting neither argument nor opposition from them. Now that they are facing the 

punishment of the hereafter, they reproachfully ask them: “Was it we who prevented 

you from following right guidance after it had been given you?” (Verse 32) With this denial 

comes an accusation: “It was you who were guilty.” (Verse 32) You refused the 

guidance that was given you because you yourselves were guilty. 

Had this exchange taken place in this life, the weak would have sat quietly, unable 

to utter a word. But on the Day of Judgement, when false airs are seen for what they 

are, and when the facts that were hidden are brought into the open, the weak do not 

accept this accusation. Instead, they speak out telling the others that it was they who 

consistently schemed to turn them away from God’s guidance, it was they who 

established false beliefs, created confusion around the truth, and who used power 

and influence to keep people astray: “Those who were weak will reply to those who 

deemed themselves mighty: Not so! It was your scheming, night and day, ordering us to 

disbelieve in God and to set up equals to Him.” (Verse 33) 

Both groups will then realize that such a depressing dialogue benefits neither. It 

will not spare either the punishment they deserve. Each party is guilty of their own 

sins: the ones who claimed power have to account for their own sins, as well as for 

leading others astray; and similarly the weak are responsible for their own sins and 

for following tyrants. They cannot he exempt on account of the fact that they were 

weak. God favoured them with reason and freedom, but they chose not to use their 

reason and sold their freedom, accepting humiliation and servility. Thus, they all 
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deserve to be punished. When they see the suffering they have to endure, they are in 

deep sorrow, regretting all that they have done: “When they see the punishment 

awaiting them, they will all harbour utter and unmitigated remorse.” (Verse 33) This is a 

description of a state of total regret that leaves the person unable to utter a word. 

Hearts are buried and lips are sealed. 

They are then taken to where their punishment, hard and painful, is meted out: 

“We shall put chains round the necks of the unbelievers.” (Verse 32) As they are being so 

driven, the s rah addresses the onlookers, saying: “Are they to be requited for anything 

other than what they did?” (Verse 33) 

The curtains are drawn leaving behind both those who enjoyed power and those 

who were servile. Both are wrongdoers. One group does wrong by tyrannizing, 

distorting the truth and exceeding their limits, while the other does wrong by 

surrendering their human dignity, reason and freedom, and accepting tyranny. Both 

groups are equally punished; both are requited only for what they did. 

The scene shows the wrongdoers what they will face, bringing it alive before their 

very eyes. They see themselves in the hereafter while they are still in this life. Not 

only so, but others also see their end. All this is done when there is still time for all to 

make amends and correct their attitudes. 

An Ever Repeated Story 

The wealthy Qurayshi people behaved in exactly the same way as others of 

affluence when they received a divine message: “Whenever We sent a warner to any 

community, those of them who lived in luxury said: ‘We do not believe in the message with 

which you have been sent.’“ (Verse 34) Thus, it is the same story repeated again and 

again throughout the generations. Luxurious life hardens hearts, blunts sensitivity, 

and corrupts nature so that it no longer sees the pointers divine guidance provides. It 

thus lures people into arrogance, darkness and falsehood. 

People who live in luxury are often deceived by false values and transient 

affluence. They are deluded by the power and wealth they enjoy, thinking that it will 

spare them God’s punishment or that it is evidence of God’s being pleased with 

them, or that in their position they are above accountability for their deeds: “They also 

say: Richer than you are we in wealth, and we have more children. We certainly are not going 

to be made to suffer.” (Verse 35) 

The Qur’ n puts in front of them the standard of values God wants. It explains to 

them that whether God grants provisions in plenty or makes them scanty is no 

indication of God’s being pleased or displeased with a person. It has nothing to do 

with the correct standard of values; it neither prevents punishment nor induces it. It 



Saba` (Sheba) | FUTILE ARGUMENT 

 132

is totally separate from the question of accountability, reckoning, requital and God’s 

pleasure. It is subject to a totally different divine rule: “Say: My Lord gives in 

abundance, or gives in scant measure, to whomever He wills; but most people do not 

understand.” (Verse 36) 

This question of wealth and property, and how much someone has of the means of 

luxury and pleasure, is one that makes many people wonder. 

They are troubled when they see that the wicked, the corrupt and the perpetrators 

of evil have whatever they wish for of wealth and power, while those who are 

virtuous, good and honest are deprived of it all. Some tend to think that God only 

gives in abundance to someone who enjoys a privileged position with Him. Others 

may even doubt whether goodness, honesty and virtue have any real value, since 

they often go hand in hand with poverty and deprivation. Therefore, the Qur’ n 

separates the riches and luxuries of this world from the values which God approves 

of. It states that God grants sustenance in abundance or scant measure to whomever 

He wills, and this has nothing to do with Him being pleased or displeased with 

anyone. God may indeed give riches in abundance to someone with whom He is 

displeased as well as to one who has earned His pleasure. Likewise, He may stint the 

provisions of anyone, good or evil. Most certainly the actions they do will not lead to 

the same result. 

God may give in plenty to the perpetrators of evil, giving them the chance to delve 

further into evil, compound their corruption and increase their record of sin and 

crime. He will then punish them for their evil in this life or in the life to come as He, 

in His infinite wisdom, may determine. On the other hand, He may give them 

sustenance in a tight and scanty measure, and as a result they may go further on the 

loose, adding to their crimes and sins, despairing of ever receiving God’s grace. 

Again their record of sin and evil will mount. 

By contrast, God may bestow His favours in abundance on good and virtuous 

people so as to enable them to do many more good things that they would not have 

been able to do without having plentiful provisions. Thus, they will show their 

gratitude to Him by feeling, word and action. Their record of good things will then 

grow in accordance with their actions and with the goodness of their hearts, which is 

known to God. Alternatively, He may grant them sustenance only in small measure 

to test their perseverance, trust in their Lord, reassurance and acceptance of whatever 

lot is assigned to them. Again, if they prove themselves, there will be a manifold 

increase in their record of goodness. 

Whatever the reasons for giving people in plenty or in limited measure are, the 

whole question is entirely separate from people’s respective positions with God. A 

person’s wealth, position or offspring in this life bear no indication of that person’s 
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standing with God. Such standing is determined on the basis of how people behave. 

If God grants someone wealth and children, and he uses both in a good way, God 

may give him double reward for this good action in connection with the blessings 

received from Him. It is their conduct that gives them double reward, not the wealth, 

power or offspring. 

It is neither your riches nor your children that can bring you nearer to Us: only he 
who believes and does what is right [comes near to Us]. To these multiple reward will 
be given for all that they have done. They will dwell in safety in the mansions of 
paradise; whereas all who strive against Our revelations, seeking to defeat their 
purpose, shall be given over to suffering. (Verses 37-38) 

The rule concerning people’s provisions and whether they are given in abundance 

or small measure is restated, making it clear that it is subject to God’s wisdom. It tells 

us that whatever of our provision is spent for God’s sake is the portion that remains 

and grows. We need to keep this fact clear in our minds: 

Say: My Lord gives in abundance, or gives in scant measure, to whomever He wills of 
His servants; whatever you give for His sake He will replace it for you, for He is the 
best of providers. (Verse 39) 

Who Benefits Whom 

The passage concludes with a scene from the Day of Judgement, where we see 

them gathered, and God confronts them with the angels they used to worship 

instead of Him. It ends with them suffering the torment they used to hasten, as the 

s rah has already mentioned: 

On the day He gathers them all together, He will say to the angels: ‘Was it you that 
these people worshipped?’ They will answer: Limitless are You in Your glory! You 
alone are our patron, not they. In fact they worshipped the jinn and most of them 
believed in them.’ Today none of you has any power to benefit or harm another. We 
will say to the wrongdoers: ‘Taste now the suffering through fire which you 
persistently denied.’ (Verses 40-42) 

These are the angels they used to worship, or hope would intercede for them with 

God: they are brought face to face with them, but the angels glorify God, stating that 

He is exalted above all that these people allege. They disassociate themselves from 

such false worship, as though it had not taken place. They are indeed in Satan’s 

service, either worshipping him and appealing to him for help, or obeying him by 

associating partners with God. In fact, when they worshipped angels, they were 
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actually worshipping Satan. Indeed worship of the jinn was practised by some Arabs. 

Some of them actually addressed their worship to the jinn, while others sought their 

help. Hence, the s rah says: “They worshipped the jinn and most of them believed in them.” 

(Verse 41) This explains the relevance of Solomon’s story with the jinn to the major 

issues discussed in this s rah. 

As this scene concludes, the mode of expression changes from narrative to 

address. The blame is squarely put on them, and they are severely reproached: 

“Today none of you has any power to benefit or harm another.” (Verse 42) Neither can the 

angels benefit people, nor can those unbelievers benefit one another. The fire the 

wrongdoers used to deny is now in front of them. It is an undoubted reality: “We will 

say to the wrongdoers: ‘Taste now the suffering through fire which you persistently denied.’ 

(Verse 42) 

Like all previous passages, this one concludes with further emphasis on the 

question of resurrection, accountability, reckoning and reward. 
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5 

Final Warning 

When Our revelations are recited to them in all 

their clarity, they say: ‘This is but a man who 

wants to turn you away from what your 

forefathers worshipped.’ They also say: ‘This is 

nothing but an invented falsehood.’ Furthermore, 

when the truth comes to them, the unbelievers will 

say: ‘This is just plain sorcery.’ (43)  

Yet never have We given them any books to 

study, nor have We sent them any warner before 

you. (44) 

Those who have gone before them likewise denied 

the truth. These people have not attained even one 

tenth of what We gave their predecessors, yet when 

they denied My messengers, how terrible was My 

condemnation. (45)  

Say: ‘I counsel you one thing: stand before God, 

in pairs or singly, and think: there is no madness 

in your Companion [Muĥammad]. He is only a 

warner to you of awesome suffering to come.’ (46)  

Say: ‘If I have ever asked you for any reward, you 

can keep it. My reward rests with none other 

than God. He is witness to everything.’ (47)  
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Overview 

This last passage in the s rah speaks about the idolaters and what they said 

against the Prophet and the Qur’ n that was revealed to him. It reminds them of 

Say: ‘My Lord hurls forth the truth. He has full 

knowledge of all that is beyond the reach of 

people’s perception.’ (48)  

Say: ‘The truth has now come. Falsehood neither 

creates anything new, nor restores anything.’ (49) 

Say: ‘Were I to go astray, I would but go astray 

to the loss of myself. But if I am on the right path, 

it is through what my Lord reveals to me. He is 

All-Hearing, ever-near.’ (50) 

if you could but see when they are seized by terror, 

with nowhere to escape; for they will have been 

seized from a place nearby. (51) 

They will say: ‘We do believe in it,’ but how could 

they attain it from so far away, (52) 

seeing that they had at first denied it all. They 

used to cast scorn from far away on what is 

imperceptible. (53) 

A barrier will be set between them and all that 
they desire, just as was done with their kind 
before. They were lost in perplexing doubt. (54) 
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what happened to others like them who denied God’s revelations and how His 

punishment overwhelmed them even though they were stronger, wealthier and 

more knowledgeable than the Arab unbelievers. 

This is followed by several hard notes, each resounding like a hammer. The first 

one calls on them to stand before God after shedding all influences that prevent them 

from objectively assessing the call that is addressed to them. The second note invites 

them to reflect on the real motives of God’s Messenger when he repeatedly calls on 

them to accept God’s message and believe in Him, when he has nothing to gain from 

this. Since he does not ask them for any wages in return, why should they doubt his 

sincerity and turn away? Further notes follow, each violently shaking people’s 

hearts. 

The s rah concludes with a scene from the Day of Judgement that is full of violent 

movement and which fits perfectly with the preceding strong tones. 

A Man Like You 

When Our revelations are recited to them in all their clarity, they say: ‘This is but a 
man who wants to turn you away from what your forefathers worshipped.’ They also 
say: ‘This is nothing but an invented falsehood.’ Furthermore, when the truth comes 
to them, the unbelievers will say: ‘This is just plain sorcery’ Yet never have We given 
them any books to study, nor have We sent them any warner before you. Those who 
have gone before them likewise denied the truth. These people have not attained even 
one tenth of what We gave their predecessors, yet when they denied My messengers, 
how terrible was My condemnation. (Verses 43-45) 

They met the clear truth the Prophet recited to them with a confused legacy of past 

traditions that had neither a clear basis nor solid foundation. They realized that the 

simple, clear and consistent truth that was the Qur’ n represented a serious threat to 

their confused medley of inherited beliefs and traditions. Hence they claimed: “This 

is but a man who wants to turn you away from what your forefathers worshipped.” (Verse 

43) They realized, however, that this was not enough. That it contradicted their 

forefathers’ beliefs was not enough to convince everyone. Hence, they also 

questioned the honesty of the Messenger who delivered God’s message: “They also 

say: This is nothing but an invented falsehood.” (Verse 43) Needless to say, what is ‘false’ 

must be fabricated, but they wanted to give it stronger emphasis by saying “This is 

nothing but an invented falsehood.” (Verse 43) In other words, they sought to 

undermine it, raising doubts about its divine source. 

Then they moved on to describe the Qur’ n itself: “When the truth comes to them, the 

unbelievers will say: ‘This is just plain sorcery.’” (Verse 43) They realized that the Qur’ n 

is powerful and shakes people’s hearts. 
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Hence, it was not enough to say that it was fabricated. They had to explain its 

power and so alleged that it was ‘plain sorcery.’ 

With such allegations, one following the other, they sought to divert people’s 

attention from the clear and powerful verses of the Qur’ n. They knew they could 

not back up their claims, and indeed many of those who made such allegations, i.e. 

tribal chiefs and those who were influential in society, were certain that the Qur’ n 

was God’s revelation as no human being could have produced anything like it. 

References have been made earlier in this book to what some of the elders of the 

Quraysh said in private conversations about Mu ammad (peace be upon him) and 

the Qur’ n, and what they schemed in order to turn people away from listening to 

the Qur’ n which captivates people’s hearts. 

The Qur’ n exposes them as it states that they were not given books in the past so 

as to evaluate new ones and judge revelations. How can they, then, say that what 

they now received was neither revelation nor a divine book? How can they say that it 

was not from God, when they did not have any messengers in the past? Their claims 

are devoid of substance: “Yet never have We given them any books to study, nor have We 

sent them any warner before you.” (Verse 44) 

The s rah then touches their hearts by reminding them of the destruction of earlier 

communities. Those Arabs had not been given one tenth of what those earlier people 

had of knowledge, wealth and power. When they denied God’s messengers, 

punishment overwhelmed them: “Those who have gone before them likewise denied the 

truth. These people have not attained even one tenth of what We gave their predecessors, yet 

when they denied My messengers, how terrible was My condemnation.” (Verse 45) This 

condemnation destroyed them all. The Quraysh knew of some of these old 

communities who suffered God’s punishment. Therefore, this brief reminder is 

sufficient. It comes in the form of a sarcastic question: ‘how terrible was My 

condemnation.’ It is a question put to those who knew the extent of that 

condemnation. 

A Search for the Truth 

At this point the Prophet is instructed to call on them in all sincerity to search for 

the truth, to distinguish between what is false and what is true, and to assess the 

situation they are in, free of distortion and fabrication: 

Say: I counsel you one thing: stand before God, in pairs or singly, and think: there is 
no madness in your Companion [Mu ammad]. He is only a warner to you of awesome 
suffering to come. (Verse 46) 
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This is an invitation to stand before God, in all sincerity, removing from one’s 

mind all personal prejudices, interests, motivations, desires, environmental and 

social influences. It is an invitation to look at the facts, plain and simple. This 

invitation seeks to put before their eyes the plain argument of human nature, away 

from everything that blurs or obscures what is clear and simple. At the same time, it 

is a simple means to search for truth, discarding all outside influences and being 

mindful only of God. 

There is only ‘one thing’, that ensures that the way is the right one and the method 

sound. This is to stand before God in all sincerity, looking to satisfy no prejudice, or 

ensure any personal gain or interest; and to be free of all influences and pressures; 

and then to think and reflect in complete sincerity. What, then, is this one thing? 

“Stand before God, in pairs or singly:” ‘in pairs’ so that one can speak frankly to another 

and argue with him, without being influenced by the masses and their spontaneous 

reactions, and ‘singly’ so that you can face the facts in a cool and reflective way. 

“And think: there is no madness in your Companion [Mu ammad].” (Verse 46) You 

have known him for a long time, and everything you have seen from him points to 

his wisdom and logic. He does not say anything that could cause anyone to suspect 

the soundness of his mind. He only says powerful words of wisdom that are plainly 

stated. 

“He is only a warner to you of awesome suffering to come.” (Verse 46) This statement 

shows the suffering to be close at hand, and the warning precedes it by only by one 

step, hoping to save anyone who listens. It is like an alarm warning of a fire that 

threatens lives. It urges immediate action to escape inevitable suffering. 

Quoting one of the Prophet’s Companions, Imam A mad relates the following 

ad th: “The Prophet came out one day and called us three times, then said: ‘Do you 

realize what my position is in relation to you?’ People said: ‘God and His Messenger 

know best.’ He rejoined: ‘My position in relation to you is like that of a community 

who feared that an enemy might be heading towards them, so they sent one of them 

to gather intelligence. As he went about his mission, he saw the enemy drawing near, 

and he moved fast to warn his people. However, he feared that he might be caught 

by the enemy before he could warn his people. So he waved his robe and shouted: 

the enemy is nigh; the enemy is nigh.’“ In another ad th, the Prophet is quoted as 

saying: “I was sent with my message at the approach of the Last Hour: it could have 

almost been ahead of me.” 

That was the first note: powerful and inspiring. It is closely followed by another 

note: “Say: If I have ever asked you for any reward, you can keep it. My reward rests with 

none other than God. He is witness to everything.” (Verse 47) At first the s rah called on 

them to think carefully about the man delivering the message and the fact that he is 
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of sound mind, without the faintest trace of madness. Now they are asked to think 

about the reasons that motivate him to warn them against the painful suffering that 

may befall them: what is his interest in all this? How can he benefit by it? The Qur’ n 

orders the Prophet to put this to them in a way that fits with their logic and touches 

their consciences: “If I have ever asked you for any reward, you can keep it.” Take it all! 

Whatever I asked you, you keep for yourselves. This combines sarcasm with 

guidance and instruction: “My reward rests with none other than God.” (Verse 47) It is 

He who has charged me with this message and He gives me my reward for it. It is to 

Him alone that I look for reward. If a person expects to be rewarded by God, all that 

others can offer is trifling. “He is witness to everything.” (Verse 47) He sees and knows 

everything. Nothing is hidden from Him. He is my witness in whatever I intend, say 

or do. 

The third note is stronger and faster: “Say: My Lord hurls forth the truth. He has full 

knowledge of all that is beyond the reach of people’s perception.” (Verse 48) What I have 

given you is the truth, which is powerful in its own right. However, it is God who 

hurls it forth: who can stand up to His truth? It is like a missile whose trajectory 

penetrates what otherwise would not be possible to penetrate. The one who hurls it 

is God, who ‘has full knowledge of all that is beyond the reach of people’s perception.’ When 

He hurls it, He is fully aware of what takes place. No goal is hidden from Him and 

no shield or fortification can stop what He hurls. 

The fourth note is just as fast and strong: “Say: The truth has now come. Falsehood 

neither creates anything new, nor restores anything.” (Verse 49) This truth has now come, 

in one of its forms, in the message embodied in the Qur’ n and its straight path. The 

Prophet is ordered here to declare the coming of the truth, strong, overpowering, 

rising high and imposing its authority: “Falsehood neither creates anything new, nor 

restores anything.” (Verse 49) Falsehood is done for: it has no life of its own and 

nowhere to function. It is destined for a miserable end. As we listen, we feel as if the 

end has already been sealed. 

This is indeed the case. Ever since the Qur’ n was revealed, the truth has been 

established on solid foundations. Compared with its clarity and power, falsehood is 

nothing more than a futile argument which is known to be so. Falsehood may appear 

to triumph in certain situations, but this is not a victory over the truth, but rather 

over the people who claim loyalty to it; it’s a triumph of people, not principles. Such 

a victory is temporary, not permanent. The truth remains the same: clear and simple. 

The final note says: “Say: Were I to go astray, I would but go astray to the loss of myself. 

But if I am on the right path, it is through what my Lord reveals to me. He is All-Hearing, 

ever-near.” (Verse 50) You will lose nothing if I go astray, because I will be the one 

accountable for it. If I am following guidance, it is because God has guided me aright 

when He gave me His revelation. I can produce nothing of that. I only remain subject 
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to God’s will, receiving His bounty. 

“He is All-Hearing, ever-near.” (Verse 50) This is how those who responded to the 

Prophet’s call and believed in his message felt God’s presence. They felt His 

interaction with them. They felt Him near to them, listening to what they said, taking 

direct care of their affairs. Their complaints and appeals went directly to Him, and 

He did not overlook them or give them to someone else to deal with. This made them 

aware that they lived under God’s supervision, close to Him and receiving His care 

and kindness. This they felt in reality, not as an abstract notion or a representation of 

an idea. It was real fact: “He is All-Hearing ever-near.” (Verse 50) 

The Final Scene 

The s rah concludes with a fast and powerful scene from the Day of Judgement, 

full of strong movement that goes to and fro between this life and the life to come, as 

if both are within the same domain: 

If you could but see when they are seized by terror, with nowhere to escape; for they 
will have been seized from a place nearby. They will say: ‘We do believe in it,’ but how 
could they attain it from so far away, seeing that they had at first denied it all. They 
used to cast scorn from far away on what is imperceptible. A barrier will be set 
between them and all that they desire, just as was done with their kind before. They 
were lost in perplexing doubt. (Verses 51-54) 

“If you could but see.” The scene is there to look at. “When they are seized by terror” 

because of the terrible situation they find themselves in. It appears they may try to 

find a way out, but there is “nowhere to escape.” They have nowhere to turn: “they will 

have been seized from a place nearby.” They could not go far with their miserable 

attempt. 

“They will say: We do believe in it,” but it is now too late. For, “how could they attain it 

from so far away?” How can they regain it in their new position when the place to 

believe is now so far away? It was available to them in their life in this world, but 

they let the chance go unheeded. 

“They had at first denied it all.” The matter is over and they cannot try again. “They 

used to cast scorn from far away on what is imperceptible.” They did this when the Day of 

Judgement was beyond their perception. They denied it without a shred of evidence 

to support their denial. They did so from afar but are now trying to attain faith from 

a distant place. 

“A barrier will be set between them and all that they desire.” This is a reference to the 

faith they wish to have now when it is too late. It cannot spare them the punishment 
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or save them from the danger they see looming. They are in the same position as 

earlier communities: “just as was done with their kind before.” Those earlier 

communities also tried to escape God’s punishment when no escape was possible. 

“They were lost in perplexing doubt.” Now they see it for certain after they had been in 

doubt of it ever happening. 

The s rah concludes on this fast, powerful note, with a scene from the Day of 

Judgement confirming the main issue. This issue is stated at the outset and re-stated 

here at the end. 
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S RAH 35 

Fāţir 
(The Originator) 

Prologue 

This Makkan s rah possesses a special character both in its subject and style. It 

perhaps best compares with S rah 13, Thunder, in the way in which it addresses the 

human heart, using, from start to finish, a fascinating rhythm employing various 

beats. It moves us into contemplation of the great universe and the numerous signs 

to be found in every nook and cranny. Man thus remembers God’s blessings and 

appreciates the grace and favour He bestows on all His creatures. He also visualizes 

the end suffered by earlier communities and their fate on the Day of Judgement. He 

thus feels humility as he looks at the countless marvels that constitute God’s work. 

He also recognizes that there is only one truth and one law running through all 

existence, and that this is controlled by God’s hand. The s rah imparts all this in a 

style and rhythm that leaves a profound and powerful effect on our minds. 

The s rah is a complete unit with interlinked rings, making it hard to divide into 

parts addressing separate subjects. In fact it has only one subject, but it plays its 

rhythm on the strings of the human heart so as to fill our souls, calling us to believe 

and submit ourselves to God. 

The most distinctive feature of the s rah is that its puts all these strings in God’s 

hand, showing how they work, being pulled or stretched, separated or combined, 

without restriction or influence. We note this distinctive feature at the outset, and it 

runs through the s rah to its very end. 

The great universe, with its limitless expanse, has been brought into existence by 

God, according to His design: “All praise is due to God, the Originator of the heavens and 

the earth, who assigns angels to be messengers, endowed with wings, two, or three, or four. 
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He adds to His creation what He pleases. Indeed God has power over all things.” (Verse 1) 

This strong hand of God opens up to send us flowing mercy without restriction, 

and then clinches to stop it at source. No one can alter this: “Whatever grace God opens 

up to man, none can withhold it; and whatever He withholds, none other than Him can 

release. He alone is Almighty, Wise.” (Verse 2) 

To follow guidance and to be in error are two opposite ends of the mercy 

spectrum: the first is flowing, the other withheld: “God lets go astray him that wills Ito 

go astray!, just as He guides him that wills Ito be guided].” (Verse 8) “God can make hear 

whoever He wills, whereas you cannot make those who are in their graves hear you. You are 

only a warner.” (Verses 22-23) 

It is this very able hand that makes life in the first place, and then brings the dead 

back to life in the hereafter: “It is God who sends forth the winds, so that they raise clouds, 

and We drive them to a dead land and thereby give life to the earth after it had been lifeless. 

Thus shall resurrection be.” (Verse 9) 

Power and glory belong to Him alone. Whoever wants any of this must derive it 

from Him alone: “Whoever desires might and glory should know that all might and glory 

belong to God alone.” (Verse 10) 

Creation and giving shape and form to creatures, giving them offspring and 

determining their life duration are all within God’s grasp, never let loose: “It is God 

who creates you all out of dust, then out of a gamete. He then makes you into two sexes. No 

female conceives or gives birth without His knowledge. No one attains to old age or has his life 

cut short unless it be thus laid down in [Gods] decree. All this is easy for God.” (Verse 11) 

Also in His grasp are all the controls to the heavens, the earth, and other celestial 

bodies: “He causes the night to pass into the day, and the day to pass into the night; and He 

has made the sun and the moon subservient [to His laws], each running its course for an 

appointed term. Thus is God, your Lord: to Him belongs all dominion, while those whom you 

invoke instead of Him do not own even the skin of a date-stone.” (Verse 13) 

God’s able hand works in this universe according to its own inspiring fashion, 

adding colour to man, animals, plants and inanimate objects: “Are you not aware that 

God sends down water from the skies, with which We bring forth fruits of different colours? 

In the mountains there are streaks of white and red of various shades, as well as others jet-

black. Similarly, human beings, beasts and cattle have various colours.” (Verses 27-28) 

The same hand puts human beings on the move, making one generation succeed 

another: “We have given this Book to such of Our servants as We chose.” (Verse 32) “It is 

He who made you inherit the earth.” (Verse 39) It holds this universe, protecting it lest it 

deviate: “It is God alone who holds the celestial bodies and the earth, lest they deviate [from 

their courses]. If they should ever deviate, no one else could uphold them after Him.” (Verse 

41) He holds everything in control, nothing stands in defiance of His will: “God can 
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never be foiled by anything whatever in the heavens and the earth.” (Verse 44) 

Throughout the s rah God’s different attributes are emphasized. He is the One 

who has power over all things; the Almighty; the Wise; to whom all things return; 

who knows all that they do; to whom all dominion belongs; who is free of all wants, 

worthy of all praise; with whom all journeys end; much-forgiving; most appreciative; 

all-aware; all-seeing; who knows all that is hidden in the heavens and earth; fully 

aware of what is in people’s hearts; ever-forbearing; infinite in His power and who 

has all His servants in His sight. 

These verses and the comments at the end of each create the special ambience of 

the s rah and the overall effect it has on our hearts. Despite its being a single whole, 

with continuous beats, we have chosen to divide it into six sections to enable easier 

discussion. 
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1 

Giving All Grace 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

All praise is due to God, the Originator of the 

heavens and the earth, who assigns angels to be 

messengers, endowed with wings, two, or three, or 

four. He adds to His creation what He pleases. 

Indeed God has power over all things. (1) 

Whatever grace God opens up to man, none can 

withhold it; and whatever He withholds, none 

other than Him can release. He alone is 

Almighty, Wise. (2) 

People! Remember the blessings God has 

bestowed upon you. Is there any creator other than 

God who can give you sustenance from heaven 

and earth? There is no deity other than Him. 

How can you turn away? (3) 
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The Originator 

All praise is due to God, the Originator of the heavens and the earth, who assigns 
angels to be messengers, endowed with wings, two, or three, or four. He adds to His 
creation what He pleases. Indeed God has power over all things. (Verse 1) 

The s rah begins by offering all praise to God, as its whole purpose is to make our 
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hearts turn to Him, contemplate His signs, appreciate His mercy, and look at the 

wonders of His creation. We are made to fully appreciate these wonders so that our 

hearts overflow with His praise and glorification: “All praise is due to God.” 

Next comes God’s attribute indicating creation and His bringing it into being: “the 

Originator of the heavens and the earth.” It is He who has originated all these great 

bodies, some of which we see around us. We know only a little about the smallest 

and nearest to us of all these bodies, i.e. our mother earth. Yet they are all subject to 

one law of nature that keeps them in harmony, despite the huge distances separating 

them, which we can only imagine with great difficulty. Despite their great sizes and 

endless spaces separating their orbits, there exists certain relations between them 

which, if disturbed even by just a little, could lead to a major catastrophe. 

We often pay little attention to Qur’ nic references to the creation of the heavens 

and the earth, or to its scenic descriptions of the universe. This is because our senses 

have been blunted by familiarity. Therefore, these scenes do not elevate us to the 

same level of inspiration that they give a heart that remembers God always, and thus 

remains sensitive to what His able hand produces. Only such a heart feels the awe 

these scenes impart. 

An alert heart which maintains its bond with God does not need accurate 

information about the exact positions of stars, their sizes, relations to each other in 

position or movement, the thickness of the atmosphere around each, or the orbits 

they follow in order to appreciate the awesomeness of this great, wonderful and 

beautiful creation. It is enough for such a heart that these scenes play their precisely 

stringed music. It is enough for it to look at the stars shining across the dark night 

sky; or the light reflected by a full moon; or the dawn breaking through the darkness 

giving a feeling of new life; or the sunset heralding the darkness that brings a feeling 

of farewell; or the earth with its endless vistas; or indeed a single flower with its 

colour and shape that takes us long to contemplate. 

The Qur’ n gives us inspiring directives so that we contemplate these creatures, 

large and small. Looking at only one of them is enough evidence of the greatness of 

its Creator and makes us address our glorification, praise and prayer to Him alone. 

“All praise is due to God, the Originator of the heavens and the earth, who assigns angels 

to be messengers, endowed with wings, two, or three, or four.” (Verse 1) This s rah dwells 

long on God’s messengers, revelation and the truth it contains. The angels are God’s 

messengers to His chosen servants on earth. The message they bring is the greatest 

thing in life. Hence God follows the reference to His creation of the heavens and the 

earth by mentioning the role of the angels whereby it is they who make contact 

between heaven and earth, fulfilling the greatest task of all as they deliver His 

message. It is a message from the Originator of the heavens and the earth to His 
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prophets whom He sends as guides to mankind. 

For the first time in the Qur’ n we have a physical description of the angels. 

Previously we were given descriptions of their nature and role, such as “Those that are 

with Him are never too proud to worship Him and never grow weary of that. They extol His 

limitless glory by night and day, tirelessly.” (21: 19-20) “Those who are near to your Lord are 

never too proud to worship Him. They extol His limitless glory, and before Him alone 

prostrate themselves.” (7: 206) Here, however, we have a reference to their physical 

appearance. They are ‘endowed with wings, two, or three, or four.’ This description does 

not, however, help us imagine how they look, because we do not know anything 

about their physique or about the form their wings take. We can do no more than 

take this description as it is, without adding anything from our imagination, for 

anything we may imagine could be wrong. We do not have any definite description 

of how the angels look from a reliable source. What we do have though in the Qur’ n 

is this description and a reference to the angels in charge of hell: “Over it are appointed 

angels who are stern and severe: they do not disobey God in whatever He has commanded 

them, but always do what they are bidden to do.” (66: 6) Again this description does not 

give any physical delineation. It is reported in a ad th that ‘the Prophet saw Gabriel 

in his natural form twice.’ One report mentions that Gabriel ‘has 600 wings’. [Related 

by al-Bukh rī and Muslim.] Again we do not have here a physical description, so we 

must leave it at the level God has imparted to us, accepting that all knowledge 

belongs to Him. 

Wings are specified as being in twos, threes and fours, but man knows only a two-

winged form in all birds. Therefore, the opening verse states that God ‘adds to His 

creation what He pleases,’ thus making it clear that God’s will is free, unlimited to any 

one form of creation. We know and see countless forms of creation, but the ones we 

do not know about are far more numerous. “Indeed God has power over all things.” This 

comment is broader and more comprehensive than the statement before it. Its import 

applies to all forms of creation, origination, transformation and alteration. 

Unrestricted Grace 

Whatever grace God opens up to man, none can withhold it; and whatever He 
withholds, none other than Him can release. He alone is Almighty, Wise. (Verse 2) 

What we have in this second verse of the s rah is an aspect of God’s power 

mentioned at the end of the first verse. When this aspect is instilled in a person’s 

heart and mind, he undergoes a complete transformation in his concepts, feelings, 

values, standards and life generally. It invalidates any thought of any other power 

having any control over the heavens and earth, and puts him in touch with God’s 
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own power. It makes him abandon any thought of receiving grace from anyone else 

and links all to God’s grace. It closes before him every door and way in the universe 

yet opens for him the door and the way leading to God. 

God’s grace can be reflected in countless aspects. Indeed man cannot even begin to 

record these. They are within him and the way he is created; the position of honour 

he is given; the blessings that are all around him from every side and from above and 

beneath him. It is also to be found in the favours showered on him. 

God’s grace is reflected in what man has been denied just as much as it is reflected 

in what he has been granted. When God opens it up to anyone, that person finds it in 

every situation, thing, condition and place. He even finds it within himself, his 

feelings, all around him, wherever and however he happens to be, even though he 

may be deprived of everything people consider to be important. Conversely, should 

God withhold His grace from anyone, that person will miss it in every thing, 

situation, place and condition, even though he may have at his disposal everything 

people associate with wealth and happiness. 

Whatever favour a person is granted becomes a hardship if it is associated with 

the withholding of God’s grace; and whatever hardship or trial he undergoes 

becomes a favour once it is coupled with His grace. A man may lie on a bed of 

thorns, but, with God’s grace, he finds it very comfortable; while silk mattresses and 

cushions feel like hard nails if that grace is denied him. With divine grace the most 

difficult problem becomes easy and danger becomes safety, but without it, what is 

normally easy becomes insoluble and safe roads and ways lead to ruin. 

Should you be granted God’s grace, you will not feel miserable even though you 

may be in solitary confinement, enduring torture or facing danger; while misery will 

be your lot if it is withheld, even though you are in the most luxurious and splendid 

of surroundings. It is from deep inside that happiness, contentment and reassurance 

flow by God’s grace, and deep inside you feel misery, worry and affliction when it is 

denied. 

If the door of God’s grace is open, you will not care if all doors and windows are 

locked: you will find ease, comfort and happiness; and if it is closed, you will benefit 

nothing if all other doors and windows are left wide open. 

God may give anyone plentiful wealth, and that person will find it a source of 

enjoyment, comfort and a means to a good position in the life to come, provided that 

it is coupled with God’s grace. If that grace is withheld, his wealth becomes a source 

of worry, envy and hatred. It may also mean deprivation, if the wealthy person is 

stingy or ill; and it may bring ruin if he is wasteful and careless. 

The same can be said about children, health and high position. With God’s grace, 

any of these can be a source of goodness, enjoyment, delight, happiness and joy, as 
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also a means to increase one’s reward in the life to come. Should God’s grace be 

denied, any of these will bring misery, distress, sleepless nights, or expose their 

owner to other people’s envy, hatred and hostility. Likewise, knowledge, long life 

and comforts can be associated with either situation of happiness or misery. Yet little 

knowledge could bring about beneficial effects; a short period of life could enjoy 

much blessing; and little comfort may mean happiness and delight. In all these 

respects, communities are like individuals, in all conditions, situations and 

circumstances. 

One aspect of God’s grace is to feel it. God’s grace abounds for every one of us, but 

it is your feeling that it is bestowed on you, your expectation, hope and trust that it is 

coming that is mercy and grace. By contrast, to doubt or despair of it is pure misery, 

but this is something that a believer will not suffer: “None but unbelievers can ever 

despair of God’s mercy.” (12: 87) 

God’s grace will not be denied anyone who seeks it at any place and in any 

condition. Abraham found it when he was thrown in the fire; Joseph found it in the 

well where his brothers threw him and later in prison; Jonah found it in the whale’s 

belly, under three covers of darkness; Moses found it in the river when he was a 

helpless infant, as also in Pharaoh’s palace when Pharaoh sought to kill him. The 

young men who retreated to a cave, as told in S rah 18, found it there in the cave 

when it was not to be found in homes and palaces. They said to one another: “Now 

that you have withdrawn from them and all that they worship instead of God, take refuge in 

the cave. God may well spread His grace over you and make fitting arrangements for you in 

your affairs.” (18: 16) The Prophet Mu ammad and his Companion, Abū Bakr found it 

in the cave of Mount Thawr, where they hid from their pursuers. Indeed no one who 

sought it to the exclusion of everything else, aware that only God grants strength, 

power and mercy, has been left lacking. 

It is also important to realize that when God opens the gates of His grace to 

anyone, nothing can withhold it; and when He withholds it, nothing can release it. 

Therefore, no one and nothing should be feared, while hope should never be pinned 

on anyone or anything. We should never fear to miss out on something, and never 

trust to any means. It all depends on God and what He wills. Whatever He 

determines will be done. It is He who is Almighty, Wise’. Nothing He determines is 

without clear purpose. 

“Whatever grace God opens up to man, none can withhold it.” (Verse 2) All that people 

need to be assured of God’s mercy is to request it from Him directly, without 

intermediaries: “And whatever He withholds, none other than Him can release.” (Verse 2) 

This single verse paints a totally different picture of life. It gives a new set of 

values and standards that are unaffected by any consideration or pressure, be it light 
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or heavy. When this vision is firmly settled in a person’s heart, that person can stand 

firmly in the face of all events, people, situations, powers and considerations. Even if 

all people on earth as well as the jinn were to range themselves against him, he 

would be able to resist them all knowing that they cannot control God’s grace. 

It was with verses and images like this that the Qur’ n produced that unique 

community of believers in the early days of Islam. It was a community moulded 

under God’s own care, and through the Qur’ n, so as to function as a means of God’s 

will and establish on earth the faith, values and systems He wanted to establish. In 

that first community we have a unique example of human life that seems to us today 

to belong to the realm of legends and dreams. That community did not deal with the 

Qur’ n as words, sentences and verses with superb meanings, but dealt with the 

truth those verses represented. Furthermore, they practised it in real life. Yet, still 

today, the Qur’ n is able to produce, by means of its verses, individuals and 

communities that can achieve, by God’s leave, whatever God wills them to achieve. 

All of us can read the Qur’ n seriously, implement it fully and live its meanings as 

though they are a tangible reality. 

A Personal Experience 

It behoves me personally to praise God and record here my gratitude to Him for 

the grace He bestowed on me in relation to this verse of the Qur’ n. This verse was 

present with me at a time when I was in great, compounded difficulty, experiencing 

spiritual dryness, psychological hardship and much affliction. It was this verse that 

came to my support, for God facilitated for me that I should see its truth, which 

poured into my spirit like a cool drink passing through the limbs of an extremely 

thirsty person. That was not a meaning I understood; rather, it was a reality I 

experienced. Thus, it was in itself an act of grace. It presented itself to me as a real 

interpretation of the verse, opening up to me like flower buds on a spring day. I had 

read and heard it many times before, but at that moment, it delivered its meaning as 

a sweet reality, showing me its inner self and saying: ‘I am here, a sample of God’s 

grace when He opens it.’ 

Nothing changed around me, but everything underwent a fundamental change in 

my appreciation. It is a great blessing that our hearts should open to receive a great 

truth of existence, such as the one the present verse states. It is a blessing one can 

experience and appreciate, but can seldom impart to others. I lived that moment and 

went through the experience. It was perhaps the hardest time of my life. Yet 

suddenly I found all difficulty disappear, and I was released of all trouble and 

hardship. I was experiencing a spiritual thrill, while I was still in the same place. That 

is God’s grace which He opens to anyone He chooses and makes it overflow in just 
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one verse of the Qur’ n. One verse opens up a window of light, lets a spring of 

divine grace gush through, charts a way to contentment and reassurance and all in a 

split second. My Lord, You have bestowed this Qur’ n from on high to provide 

guidance and grace to believers. My Lord, I praise You with my tongue and heart, 

and my gratitude to You is without limit.9 

Who Else? 

The third verse in this short passage confirms the import of the first two, 

reminding people of God’s blessings, emphasizing that God is the only One who 

creates and provides sustenance for His creation, and wondering at how people lose 

sight of this truth when it is so clear and obvious: 

People! Remember the blessings God has bestowed upon you. Is there any creator 
other than God who can give you sustenance from heaven and earth? There is no deity 
other than Him. How can you turn away? (Verse 3) 

Nothing is needed more than the mention of God’s blessings for people to see, feel 

and recognize them. Nevertheless, they do forget them. The earth around them and 

the skies above them give them abundant blessings and unlimited sustenance, in 

every step and at every moment. It is God the Creator who gives all this. They are 

asked here whether there is a different creator who provides them with all the good 

things in their hands. Obviously, they cannot say this. Indeed, they did not even 

claim this during their worst period of idolatry, associating all sorts of partners with 

God. Since there is none other than God to create and provide, why do they not 

remember and express gratitude? Why do they not address their gratitude to Him 

alone and express their thanks by praises and prayers? Indeed “There is no deity other 

than Him.” How is it that they turn away from this indisputable truth? “How can you 

turn away?” (Verse 3) It is most singular that anyone should turn away from this clear 

truth, evidenced by the constant sustenance they are provided with from heaven and 

earth. Even more singular is for a person to turn away from it all while admitting 

that all sustenance comes from God alone. 

Just these three verses constitute the first section of the s rah. In each we have an 

image that gives man rebirth. All that is needed is for him to firmly establish God’s 

truth in his heart and conscience. 
                                                 
9 Although the author does not specify the time and the occasion that he is describing here as the most 
difficult in his life, he is most probably referring to a specific experience during his second 
imprisonment (1954-64). I believe what caused him most difficulty was to see a great number of men 
of all ages being severely tortured, and many dying under torture, for no crime any of them had 
committed, with no end to their plight in sight. This was bound to weigh heavily on a man with a 
sensitive and compassionate nature like the author. — Editor’s note. 
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2 

The Lurking Enemy 

If they accuse you of lying, other messengers, who 

had gone before you, were similarly accused. It is 

to God that all things return. (4) 

People! God’s promise is true indeed. So do not 

let the life of the present world delude you, and do 

not let deceptive thoughts about God delude you. 

(5) 

Satan is your enemy, so treat him as an enemy. 

He only calls on his followers so that they will be 

among those destined for the blazing fire. (6) 

For the unbelievers there is severe suffering in 

store; while for those who believe and do righteous 

deeds there is forgiveness of sins and a great 

reward. (7) 

How about the one whose evil deeds seem alluring 

to him so as to regard them as good? God lets go 

astray him that wills [to go astray], just as He 

guides him that wills [to be guided]. Therefore, do 

not waste yourself sorrowing for them. God has 
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Overview 

The first section highlighted three major truths of the Islamic faith: the oneness of 

God, the Creator of all; the grace that He alone bestows; and that He is the only One 

who provides sustenance for all His creation. In this second section, the s rah 

addresses the Prophet, comforting him because his people’s rejection of his message 

and their false accusations of his lying caused him much pain. It stresses that all 

matters are in God’s hand. It also addresses us all, confirming that God’s promise is a 

true promise and warning us against Satan’s schemes which aim to divert us from 

recognizing the major truths already outlined. What Satan, our avowed enemy, 

wants is to lead us to hell and its torment. It shows us the types of requital that await 

the believers and unbelievers in the life to come. Finally it enjoins the Prophet not to 

worry about what might happen to them. Both belief and rejection are in God’s hand, 

and He knows all that people do. 

The True Promise 

The first address is aimed at the Prophet: “If they accuse you of lying, other 

messengers, who had gone before you, were similarly accused. It is to God that all things 

return.” (Verse 4) With all these truths easily and clearly recognizable, you need not 

worry that they accuse you of lying. The same thing happened to earlier messengers. 

All matters eventually return to God who determines every end the way He pleases. 

Then the address is made general, to all people: 

People! God’s promise is true indeed. So do not let the life of the present world delude 
you, and do not let deceptive thoughts about God delude you. Satan is your enemy, so 
treat him as an enemy. He only calls on his followers so that they will be among those 
destined for the blazing fire. (Verses 5-6) 

God’s promise is true: there is no doubt that it will come; it is a reality that will not 

fail; it is the truth. Nothing can cause it to disappear, lose its way or change. 

Nevertheless this present life can delude people, as can Satan. Therefore, do not let 

anything get the better of you: “do not let the life of the present world delude you, and do 

full knowledge of all that they do. (8) 
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not let deceptive thoughts about God delude you.” (Verse 5) Satan has declared his 

hostility to you and that he will never be anything but an enemy to you. Therefore, 

“treat him as an enemy.” (Verse 6) Do not befriend him, listen to his advice, follow in 

his footsteps, for no rational person would follow in his enemy’s footsteps. 

Moreover, you should realize that he does not call you to anything good, nor does he 

want you to be safe: “He only calls on his followers so that they will be among those 

destined for the blazing fire.” (Verse 6) Can anyone with reason and clear thinking 

answer a call that would put him in the fire? 

This is a sincere, heartfelt address. When man remembers the eternal battle he has 

to fight against his avowed enemy, Satan, he will muster all his strength, defending 

himself and ensuring his own safety. He will do his utmost not to fall to any 

temptation, keep himself on guard, evaluate every thought by the scales God has 

given him. He is alert to the fact that any seemingly innocent thought may involve 

clever deception by his old enemy. 

This is the sort of sensitivity Islam wants its followers to have. They need to be on 

the alert so as to reject any temptation Satan presents. This entails the mobilization of 

all one’s responses against evil, both its inner appeal and surface attraction. Thus, 

one is always on red alert, prepared to engage in this battle which rages persistently 

throughout this present life. 

Such single-mindedness demanded from believers is followed by an outline of the 

fate of those who responded to Satan’s call. To reinforce the contrast, the situation of 

the believers who reject him and drive him away is reiterated: “For the unbelievers 

there is severe suffering in store; while for those who believe and do righteous deeds there is 

forgiveness of sins and a great reward.” (Verse 7) 

The Key to Evil 

This is followed by an explanation of what makes people go astray, the nature of 

Satan’s work, the door through which all evil flows. It shows the route that takes 

people astray and why, when a person goes far along it, he cannot turn back: 

How about the one whose evil deeds seem alluring to him so as to regard them as 
good? God lets go astray him that wills [to go astray], just as He guides him that wills 
[to be guided]. Therefore, do not waste yourself sorrowing for them. God has full 
knowledge of all that they do. (Verse 8) 

“How about the one whose evil deeds seem alluring to him so as to regard them as good?” 

This is the key to all evil: Satan makes evil deeds seem fair to people, and they will 

then admire themselves for what they do. Such a person will not review his work to 
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identify what is right or where he has gone wrong, because he feels he cannot go 

wrong. He is so preoccupied with self-admiration that he does not give a thought to 

self-criticism. Needless to say, he likes accountability to others much less. He does 

not permit anyone to question him about anything he does, because he feels it is 

good and, therefore, above criticism. This is the worst curse Satan invokes on man, 

and can be likened to a yoke he puts around his neck taking him far into error and its 

inevitable results. 

A person who follows God’s guidance is one who is careful, wary and alert. He 

knows that feelings change, that weakness may creep into one’s heart, and that a 

short fall may occur. He is, therefore, always looking at his own work, wary of 

yielding to Satan’s temptation and praying for God’s help. This is indeed the point of 

difference between right and wrong, success and failure. It is a fine psychological 

point which the Qur’ n describes in a few succinct words: “How about the one whose 

evil deeds seem alluring to him so as to regard them as good?” (Verse 8) 

No answer is given in the s rah, so as to allow every answer, such as: His is a 

hopeless case; How can such a person be on the same level as one who is always 

taking stock of his actions to ensure that he is on the right track; Can he compared 

with a humble, God-fearing person. This sort of style is often used in the Qur’ n. 

The Qur’ nic verse adds a statement that can be taken as implying a reply: “God 

lets go astray him that wills [to go astray], just as He guides him that wills [to be guided]. 

Therefore, do not waste yourself sorrowing for them.” (Verse 8) It is as if we are told that 

such a person is doomed to be in error as a result of Satan making his evil deeds 

seem fair to him. It is in the nature of error and guidance that the former makes an 

evil action seem fair and that the latter keeps a person on the alert ensuring good 

work. 

Therefore, “do not waste yourself sorrowing for them. God has full knowledge of all that 

they do.” (Verse 8) This question of going astray or following guidance does not 

belong to any human being, not even God’s Messenger. It belongs to God alone. It is 

He who changes hearts as He pleases. As He states this fact, God comforts His 

Messenger so that his tender heart does not sorrow too much for the unbelievers. The 

Prophet always grieved when he saw his people’s persistence in going astray, 

knowing where that would lead them. Therefore, God tells him not to let his desire to 

make them follow guidance and recognize the truth overburden him with sorrow. 

God wanted him to know that this is none of his concern. 

The same desire is felt by advocates of Islam. The more sincere they are in their 

advocacy, and the more they appreciate the goodness and beauty of their way, the 

keener they are that other people should see the truth for what it is and follow it. 

These advocates, however, would be better advised to understand what God says 
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here to His Messenger and to act on the same. They should do their best to present 

their message, but they must not grieve for those who remain blind to it. 

“God has full knowledge of all that they do.” (Verse 8) He sets them on the road to His 

guidance or lets them go astray according to what He knows of their work. He 

knows the truth about all their deeds and what they involve even before they do 

them. He determines their lot in accordance with His absolute knowledge, but he 

does not hold people to account until they have actually done their deeds. 
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3 

Fashioning All Creation 

It is God who sends forth the winds, so that they 

raise clouds, and We drive them to a dead land 

and thereby give life to the earth after it had been 

lifeless. Thus shall resurrection be. (9) 

Whoever desires might and glory should know 

that all might and glory belong to God alone. To 

Him ascends all good words, and He exalts the 

good deed. For those who plot evil there is severe 

suffering in store. All their plotting will come to 

nothing. (10) 

It is God who creates you all out of dust, then out 

of a gamete. He then makes you into pairs (males 

and females). No female conceives or gives birth 

without His knowledge. No one attains to old 

age or has his life cut short unless it be thus laid 

down in [God’s] decree. All this is easy for God. 

(11) 

The two great bodies of water on earth are not 

alike: one is palatable, sweet and pleasant to 

drink, and the other is salty and bitter. Yet from 

each you eat fresh meat and extract ornaments to 

wear. You also see there ships that plough their 

course through them so that you may go in quest 
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Overview 

This third section takes us on several rounds in the great universe where the 

Qur’ n depicts a variety of phenomena and imagery which all confirm faith and 

provide irrefutable proof in support of it. This follows from the earlier discussion 

about guidance and going astray, and comforting the Prophet so he would not grieve 

over the unbelievers’ constant rejection. Whoever wants to look for the truth, its 

evidence is available with glorious clarity everywhere in the universe. Anyone who 

chooses to go astray does so against such irrefutable evidence. 

The image of life springing up from a dead land is clear evidence that also serves 

to confirm resurrection. Similar evidence can be deduced from man’s creation from 

dust and his progression to the highly sophisticated form we know. Every stage of 

his creation and life goes according to predetermined measures. We see the image of 

the two great bodies of water, clearly distinct, yet they provide man with endless 

blessings for which he should show gratitude. The night and day move in a cycle that 

always brings one into the other, and they get longer or shorter as time moves round. 

The sun and the moon are also controlled within the same accurate system. All these 

images provide evidence about the great universal stage. All are created and 

controlled by God. He owns it all. The false deities that unbelievers worship own 

of some of His bounty and be grateful. (12) 

He causes the night to pass into the day, and the 

day to pass into the night; and He has made the 

sun and the moon subservient [to His laws], each 

running its course for an appointed term. Thus is 

God, your Lord: to Him belongs all dominion, 

while those whom you invoke instead of Him do 

not own even the skin of a date- stone. (13) 

If you invoke them they cannot hear your call. 

Even if they could hear, they would not respond to 

you. On the Day of Resurrection they will utterly 

disown your having associated them with God. 

None can give you information like the One who 

is all-aware. (14) 
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nothing whatsoever. They neither hear nor respond. On the Day of Judgement they 

even disown the very people who worshipped them. 

The Source of All Power 

It is God who sends forth the winds, so that they raise clouds, and We drive them to a 
dead land and thereby give life to the earth after it had been lifeless. Thus shall 
resurrection be. (Verse 9) 

This phenomenon is frequently mentioned within the context of evidence to the 

truth derived from the universe. It shows the wind raising clouds. In fact hot winds 

make sea water evaporate, then cold winds in the atmosphere condense the vapour 

making clouds which are then driven in different directions by winds in the upper 

strata of the atmosphere. Then they arrive at the destination God has determined for 

them, which may be a dead land which He wants to quicken by means of the rain 

carried by these clouds. Indeed, water is the source of all life on this planet. “We 

thereby give life to the earth after it was lifeless.” Thus the miracle occurs. It happens at 

every moment, but people are oblivious to its significance. Yet despite this miracle of 

life springing up at every moment, they continue to deny resurrection which they see 

happening in their world all about them. Simply and without argument, the Qur’ n 

says: “Thus shall be the resurrection.” 

This scene is used frequently in the Qur’ n for two reasons: first it provides 

tangible, undeniable evidence and secondly it has a strong influence on people’s 

hearts and minds when they contemplate it without hindrance. Moreover, it is a 

beautiful image, particularly in the desert, which looks barren and lifeless today, and 

then gushes with life the next. In this way the Qur’ n uses the inspiration of things 

people see all around them. They may ignore them because of familiarity, but when 

they contemplate them with an alert mind and heart, they appreciate just how 

miraculous they are. 

There is here a sudden jolt as the s rah moves on to speak of might, power and 

dignity, linking this with good words that are welcome by God and good action that 

is blessed by Him. The opposite is also shown, whereby wicked scheming leads to 

ruin: 

Whoever desires might and glory should know that all might and glory belong to God 
alone. To Him ascends all good words, and He exalts the good deed. For those who plot 
evil there is severe suffering in store. All their plotting will come to nothing. (Verse 
10) 

Perhaps the link between life starting in what is lifeless and a good word and 
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action is the fact that there is good life in all. There is certainly a strong relation 

between life and the universe. Allusion to this relation is stated in Sarah 14, Abraham: 

“Do you not see how God compares a good word to a good tree? Its roots are firm and its 

branches reach to the sky. It yields its fruits at all times by its Lord’s leave. Thus does God set 

parables for people so that they may reflect. And an evil word is like a corrupt tree, torn up 

onto the face of the earth. It cannot have a stable position.” (14: 24-26) The relation is 

almost real in the nature of both the word and the tree: both live and grow. 

The idolaters used their idolatry to retain their religious position in Makkah, one 

which gave them leadership of the Arabian tribes, and which facilitated various 

privileges. Needless to say, the most important of these were power and glory. 

Hence they used to say to the Prophet: “If we were to follow the guidance along with you, 

we would be torn away from our land.” (28: 57) Therefore, God tells them: “Whoever 

desires might and glory should know that all might and glory belong to God alone.” (Verse 

10) 

When this fact is well established in people’s hearts and minds, it ensures that 

values, standards, as well as means and methods undergo a complete change. The 

truth is that might and glory belong totally to God. No one else possesses a shred of 

either. Therefore, if anyone wants them, and they are incidentally expressed in one 

Arabic word, `izzah, which combines both and adds connotations of dignity, then 

they should seek them from their only source: God Almighty. They cannot be found 

with anyone else. 

The Quraysh sought to enjoy might and glory among the Arabs through 

idolatrous beliefs that lacked real substance. They feared to follow divine guidance, 

even though they acknowledged that it was guidance, because they feared for their 

own status. Yet those people, the Arabian tribes and clans, were not a source of 

might and glory. They could not give or deny these to anyone: “all might and glory 

belong to God alone.” (Verse 10) If they enjoyed any measure of power and might, it 

was only because God gave them this. Therefore, anyone who wishes to have these 

should go to the original source, not to a recipient of that source. Recipients can only 

give what they have in excess. Besides, recipients are also weak and in need.  

This is an essential truth of Islamic faith which establishes values, standards, 

judgement, behaviour, ways and means. When this truth is firmly rooted in one’s 

heart, one does not hesitate to stand up in dignity and glory to the rest of the world, 

knowing from whom one derives might and glory. Such a person does not bow 

before any despot, storm, calamity, state, or worldly force whatsoever. Why would 

they when all might and glory belong to God alone, and when no one receives any 

portion of it without His leave? 

This is the reason good words and right actions are mentioned here: “To Him 
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ascends all good words, and He exalts the good deed.” (Verse 10) This is mentioned here 

for a purpose: it is a reference to the means by which might and glory are assured for 

those who seek it from God. Good words and good deeds which are allowed to 

ascend to God where they are received with honour that reflects on the speaker who 

says the good word and does the good work. 

True `izzah, combining all connotations of dignity and glory, is first established in 

one’s heart before it takes any form in the outside world. When it is so established, 

the person concerned rises above all considerations that cause humiliation and 

prostration before anyone other than God. He rises first of all above his own fears, 

desires and ambitions that may be gratified by others. When he has done this, no one 

will ever be able to humiliate or subjugate him. People are only humbled by their 

desires, fears and ambitions. Should these be held in check, that person will retain his 

glory and dignity in all situations and with all people. This is indeed true might, 

glory and dignity. 

True `izzah is not stubbornness that seeks strength through falsehood, or tyranny 

that uses brutal force to silence others, or an overwhelming upsurge motivated by 

desire, or a blind force that pays no heed to right and justice. It is none of this. It is 

the ability to rise above one’s own desires, rejecting fetters and humiliations, and 

refusing to submit to any other than God. It also means submitting only to God, 

fearing Him alone and obeying Him in all situations. It is through submission to God 

alone that our heads are raised high, and through fearing Him that we can stand up 

to whatever He disapproves of. Our watching Him also means that we care nothing 

for anything other than earning His pleasure. This then explains the relation between 

the good word and deed on the one hand and might, glory and dignity on the other. 

The opposite picture is then given: “For those who plot evil there is severe suffering in 

store. All their plotting will come to nothing.” (Verse 10) Such people will see that their 

plots and schemes yield no fruit and end in failure, and that they will endure severe 

suffering as a result. We note here the contrasting image which brings life to a lifeless 

land. 

These people plot evil because they are after false power and imagined glory. 

They may appear to have power at their command, but it is the good word and deed 

that ascend to God and through which we receive ‘izzah in its full sense. Evil schemes 

and plots cannot achieve this, even though they may occasionally be coupled with 

physical power. Their assured end, however, is ruin and severe suffering. This is 

God’s promise that never fails. 

Man’s Creation 

Having referred to the fact that all life starts with water, the s rah now refers to the 
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start of man’s own life, beginning with pregnancy and followed by a term in this 

world, which can be long or short as God determines: 

It is God who creates you all out of dust, then out of a gamete. He then makes you into 
a couple. No female conceives or gives birth without His knowledge. No one attains to 
old age or has his life cut short unless it be thus laid down in [God’s] decree. All this is 
easy for God. (Verse 11) 

Reference to man’s origin as a creature made from dust in the first place is often 

mentioned in the Qur’ n, as is the first element in producing a pregnancy, namely 

the gamete. While a gamete is something that carries the potential of life, dust has no 

trace of life. The first miracle is life’ itself, and no one knows where it came from or 

how it was mixed with the first element. This remains a closed book as far as 

humanity is concerned. Yet it is a fact we all see and have no option but to accept and 

recognize. The evidence it provides, pointing to the Creator who gives life, is 

irrefutable. 

The transformation that gives life to what is lifeless represents a bridge over a gap 

that is far greater than any distance in time and place. Contemplating such 

transformation will never tire a mind that looks at the great secrets of the universe. 

Again, the gap separating the stage of one cell, a gamete, from that of a fully formed 

embryo, when a male is distinguished from a female, is again too wide to imagine. It 

is to this latter stage that the Qur’ n refers in the sentence, “He makes you into pairs 

(males and females),” whether this is a reference to a couple, male and female, in the 

embryo stage, or to married couples after they have become adults. How far 

removed is the one-cell gamete from the greatly complex human constitution which 

includes numerous systems and functions, and also from a human being with its 

many characteristics? 

Look at the senseless fertilized egg as it divides and multiplies, and then each 

group of cells it produces joining together to form a particular organ with a specific 

nature and function. Look how all these organs fit together and group to make a 

single creature which is remarkably distinct from all other creatures of the human 

race, including those who are most closely related to him. Thus, no two human 

beings are exactly and completely identical. Yet all of them come from gametes that 

carry no distinctive mark of any sort, or at least that we can make out. Then look at 

these cells and follow their way until they become couples able to restart the cycle 

once more, with new gametes that follow the same line and the same stages, without 

deviation. All this is amazing, truly wonderful. This is the reason for the repeated 

references in the Qur’ n to this miraculous process, or indeed processes, involving 

unknown secrets. People should listen to these references and set their minds 

thinking about this process of creation. It may awaken their spirits to its message. 
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Next comes an image of God’s absolute knowledge, which is akin to the images 

given in the preceding s rah, Sheba: “No female conceives or gives birth without His 

knowledge.” (Verse 11) The reference here is not merely to women, but to all females, 

including animals, birds, fish, reptiles, insects and others which we may or may not 

know about. All of them conceive and give birth, including those which lay eggs. An 

egg is an embryo which does not fully develop inside its mother’s body. It is laid in 

the form of an egg, and is then incubated, either by its mother or in an incubator, 

until it completes its development, and breaks its shell to continue its growth. God’s 

knowledge includes every conception, of every form, and every birth throughout the 

universe. 

Describing God’s absolute knowledge in this way is not something a human mind 

normally follows, neither in conception nor expression. 

By itself it is proof that the Qur’ n is revelation from God: it confirms its divine 

source thereby. 

The same applies to the reference to age in the same verse: “No one attains to old age 

or has his life cut short unless it be thus laid down in [God’s] decree. All this is easy for God. 

(Verse 11) Let our imagination follow every living thing in the universe, including 

trees, birds, animals, humans and others, with their different shapes, sizes, kinds, 

races, abodes and times. No one can imagine the total number of all these. Yet 

imagine that every single one of them may be allowed to attain to old age, or may 

have its life cut short, and that whatever happens is according to specific knowledge 

concerning this individual, and indeed concerning every part of every individual. A 

leaf in a tree may be allowed to remain green, extending its life span, or it may dry 

up and fall. A bird’s feather may remain in its wing or fall and he blown by the wind. 

A horn may remain in an animal or get broken in a quarrel. A human eye, or a hair, 

may stay or be removed. Yet all this occurs in accordance with specific knowledge 

which is ‘laid down in God’s decree’ that is part of His comprehensive knowledge. It 

neither requires an effort nor constitutes a burden: “All this is easy for God.” (Verse 11) 

If we let our imagination follow t his line and look at what it entails, our 

amazement is endless. It is a line that human imagination does not normally follow, 

nor does it normally try to understand or describe facts in this way. 

The Arabic verb nu`ammir, which is translated as ‘attain to old age’, also connotes 

blessing someone’s life so as to use one’s days and years in what is useful and 

beneficial, as well as filling it with feelings, actions and lasting benefits. Likewise, 

cutting one’s life short may mean giving that person a shorter number of years to live 

or making his life devoid of blessing so as to spend his days producing nothing of 

real value. A blessed hour that is full of useful action, ideas and feelings may be 

equal to a complete lifetime, while a whole year may be spent without recording 
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anything of value either in human life’s measure or in God’s scales. Yet everything 

any human being thinks or does anywhere in the universe is recorded by God. 

Nations and communities are the same as individuals: they may live long or have 

their lives cut short. Hence, the Qur’ nic statement includes them, as indeed it 

includes inanimate objects, such as rocks, caves and rivers which could have a long 

or short life span. Likewise, man-made things, such as buildings, machines and 

appliances, clothes, etc., may all live long or short lives. Every life duration, of every 

creature and every thing, is recorded in God’s book. This belongs to His absolute and 

infinite knowledge. 

When we look at things in this light, we feel we want to contemplate the universe 

in a new way. Anyone who feels that God’s hand and eye controls everything in such 

a meticulous manner will hardly ever forget or go astray. He will see God’s hand, 

power and care in everything around him. This is the effect the Qur’ n has on 

people’s hearts and minds. 

Different Waters 

The s rah then focuses on a different phenomenon we all see, which is water and 

its varieties. One type of water is sweet and palatable while the other is bitter and 

salty. They go their separate ways, or meet together, by God’s will, serving man’s 

needs: 

The two great bodies of water on earth are not alike: one is palatable, sweet and 
pleasant to drink, and the other is salty and bitter. Yet from each you eat fresh meat 
and extract ornaments to wear. You also see there ships that plough their course 
through them so that you may go in quest of some of His bounty and be grateful. 
(Verse 12) 

That God wanted water to be of different types is clear. That such variety serves a 

definite purpose is also something we should be clear about. We know some aspects 

of the wisdom behind providing sweet, palatable water, since we use it for different 

purposes. It is indeed essential for life. As for the other type of water, which is bitter 

and salty, filling seas and oceans, we may quote a few lines from a famous scientist 

explaining this immaculate design: 

In spite of all the gaseous emanations from the earth of all the ages, most of 

them poisonous, the atmosphere remains practically uncontaminated and 

unchanging in its balanced relationship necessary to man’s very existence. 

The great balance wheel is that vast mass of water, the sea, from which have 

come life, food, rain, temperate climate, plants, animals, and ultimately man 
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himself. Let him who comprehends this stand in awe before its majesty and 

gratefully acknowledge his obligations.10 

This is some of what we have been able to understand of the purpose behind the 

diversity of creation. It is clear that it is all done for a specific reason aiming to 

achieve harmony and balance, which allows the overall system of the universe to 

function. This can only be done by the Creator of the universe and everything that 

lives in it. Such a meticulously accurate system cannot come about by sheer 

coincidence. The reference to the difference in the two great bodies of water suggests 

that, like every other variation, it is done deliberately. Later on, the s rah refers to 

some aspects of this variety in the realm of feelings, values and standards. 

The two different bodies of water are shown as united in being subjected to man: 

“Yet from each you eat fresh meat and extract ornaments to wear. You also see there ships 

that plough their course through them.” (Verse 12) The fresh meat refers to fish and the 

great variety of marine animals, while the ornaments refer to pearls and corals. 

Pearls are found in the body of certain bivalve molluscs. It is a hard smooth round 

iridescent mass, formed of layers of calcium carbonate deposited around a foreign 

body in the shell of these molluscs. After a while it solidifies in the form of a pearl, 

which is valued as a gem for its lustre. Coral is a sort of plant made by marine polyps 

which can become extensive reefs stretching over an area of several miles. It can also 

present a hazard to shipping and to any foreign creature that falls within it. It can be 

cut by special methods and is often used in jewellery and ornamentation. 

Ships plough their way through rivers and seas, benefiting by what God has given 

every creature of characteristics and qualities. The density of the water and the 

substances used in shipbuilding is a factor in making ships float and move. Another 

factor is wind. Other forces may be used to achieve this useful condition, such as 

electric and steam power. All are subjected to man’s will by God. 

“So that you may go in quest of some of His bounty and be grateful.” (Verse 12) Thus 

you may use both bodies of water to travel and do business, as also find food and 

nourishment. It behoves you to be grateful to God for all this bounty, which is made 

available to you. 

This part concludes on another universal beat that mentions the alternation of day 

and night, arid the subjection of the sun and the moon to the divine system until their 

appointed time: “He causes the night to pass into the day, and the day to pass into the 

night; and He has made the sun and the moon subservient [to His laws], each running its 

course in an appointed term.” (Verse 13) The passing of the day and the night into each 

other may be a reference to the two spectacular scenes when the night creeps into the 

                                                 
10 A. Cressy Morrison, Man Does Not Stand Alone, London, Fleming H. Revell Co., 1944, p. 28. 
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day, with its light gradually diminishing and the darkness increasing until the sun 

has disappeared followed by the darkness moving in and slowly spreading its wings. 

The other scene witnesses the start of the day creeping into the night, with the first 

breath of dawn. The light then begins to gradually spread while the darkness bit by 

bit disappears. Then the sun rises and the day is resplendent with brightness. 

Alternatively, the Qur’ nic expression may refer to the night as it takes a bite out of 

the day, as if it is going into the day, and also the day getting longer as it takes one 

bite after another off the night. It could also mean both situations at the same time, 

describing them together. All these scenes have a profound effect on our hearts, 

spreading a feeling of awe and even fear as we see God’s hand pulling one line here 

and relaxing one there in a fine, accurate and balanced system that does not miss a 

tick day after day, century after century. 

Again making the sun and the moon subservient to God’s law and setting them on 

their courses until the appointed term, known only to God, is another phenomenon 

that everyone of us sees. They appear and disappear, rise and set before everyone. 

Their unfailing movements do not require any knowledge or calculation to 

contemplate. They serve as signs for all generations to contemplate. We may know 

about them more than what the first people addressed by the Qur’ n knew, but this 

is not the point. What is important is that these phenomena give us the same 

inspiration as they gave them. They certainly motivate us to contemplate the work of 

God’s hand in the universe. 

Thus is God 

Concluding these inspiring scenes, the s rah states the truth of God’s Lordship 

over the universe. It also states the falsehood of every claim of partnership with God, 

and its ultimate and miserable result on the Day of Judgement: 

Thus is God, your Lord: to Him belongs all dominion, while those whom you invoke 
instead of Him do not own even the skin of a date-stone. If you invoke them they 
cannot hear your call. Even if they could hear, they would not respond to you. On the 
Day of Resurrection they will utterly disown your having associated them with God. 
None can give you information like the One who is all- aware. (Verses 13-14) 

The One who sends the wind driving the clouds, makes the dead land quicken, 

creates you out of dust, makes you in pairs, knows what each female bears and gives 

birth to, what gets a long life or a short one, has created the two great bodies of 

water, causes the day and night to pass into each other and makes the sun and the 

moon subservient to His law: that One is “your Lord: to Him belongs all dominion, while 

those whom you invoke instead of Him do not own even the skin of a date-stone.” (Verse 13) 
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They do not even own such a trifling thing as a date-stone. 

The s rah goes further in drawing a true image of them: “If you invoke them they 

cannot hear your call.” (Verse 14) They are statues, idols, trees, stars, angels or jinn; and 

none of them actually owns the skin of a date-stone. None of them can respond to 

those who worship them, but, “Even if they could hear, they would not respond to you.” 

(Verse 14) This applies, for example, to the jinn and the angels. The jinn cannot 

respond, while the angels do not respond to those who have gone astray. All this is 

relevant to this present life, but on the Day of Judgement they disassociate 

themselves from error and those who follow it: “On the Day of Resurrection they will 

utterly disown your having associated them with God.” (Verse 14) This is stated by the 

One who knows everything in this life and beyond it, who overlooks nothing in the 

universe now or in the life to come: “None can give you information like the One who is 

all-aware.” (Verse 14) 

So does this passage conclude. It only remains to be said that it gives any human 

mind enough to last a lifetime. Indeed, it is sufficient for any human heart to listen 

carefully to a single passage of any s rah if he is seeking proof and searching for 

guidance. 
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4 

Individual Responsibility 

People! It is you who stand in need of God, 

whereas He alone is free of all wants, worthy of 

all praise. (15) 

If He so wishes, He can do away with you and 

bring in your place a new creation; (16) 

this is not difficult for God. (17) 

No soul will bear the burden of another. If a 

heavily laden soul should call upon others for help, 

nothing of its load shall be carried by anyone, not 

even by a close relative. Hence, you can truly warn 

only those who stand in awe of their Lord, even 

though He is beyond the reach of their perception, 

and attend regularly to prayers. Whoever purifies 

himself does so for his own benefit. With God is 

all journeys’ end. (18) 

The blind and the seeing are not equal; (19) 

nor are darkness and light; (20) 

nor the [cooling] shade and the scorching heat; 

(21) 

and neither are equal the living and the dead. 

God can make hear whoever He wills, whereas 

you cannot make those who are in their graves 

hear you. (22) 
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Overview 

Once more the s rah urges people to look at their relation with God and at 

themselves. It also comforts the Prophet, seeking to alleviate his distress at their 

rejection of his message. This is in fact a continuation of the previous passage, but the 

s rah adds here a reference to the nature of following divine guidance and the nature 

of going astray. It makes it clear that the difference between them is as profound as 

the difference between blindness and sight, light and darkness, coolness and 

scorching heat, life and death. It asserts that following divine guidance, having 

eyesight, light, cooling shade and being alive are similar, interlinked. Likewise, 

blindness, darkness, excessive heat and death are similar, interlinked. The passage 

ends with a reference to the fate met by earlier communities, serving as a warning. 

Replaceable Creation 

People! It is you who stand in need of God, whereas He alone is free of all wants, 
worthy of all praise. If He so wishes, He can do away with you and bring in your place 
a new creation; this is not difficult for God. (Verses 15-17) 

People need to be reminded of this truth within the context of God’s message, 

inviting them to accept and follow it, and urging them to abandon the darkness they 

You are only a warner. (23) 

We have sent you with the truth, as a bearer of 

happy news and a warner. There was never a 

community that has not had a warner. (24) 

If they accuse you of lying, other communities 

before them made similar accusations when there 

came to them messengers with all evidence of the 

truth, and with books of divine wisdom, and with 

light-giving revelations; (25) 

but in the end I took the unbelievers to task: how 

terrible was My condemnation. (26) 
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are in to emerge into the light of His guidance. They need to be reminded that they 

are in need of God, while He has no need of them or of anyone else. When they are 

invited to believe in God, worship Him and praise Him for His bounty and favours, 

they must remember that He has no need for such worship and praise, because He is 

the Praised One. They are not immune to whatever God wishes of them. Should He 

wish, He can take them away and replace them by a new creation, either of their own 

type or of a totally different type. It is all so easy for Him. 

People need to be reminded of this so that they do not give themselves airs. They 

need to be reminded that God in His limitless glory takes care of them and sends 

them messengers who strive hard to bring them out of the darkness into the light. 

They should not feel themselves too important for God, or that their worship or their 

following His message will increase His kingdom in any way. God is indeed free of 

all wants and worthy of all praise. God Almighty bestows such great care and mercy 

on His servants, and adds to this by sending them His messengers who suffer much 

hardship from those who reject His divine message. It is all part of His essential 

attributes to give in abundance and without reckoning. The recipients, mere humans, 

do not contribute anything to God’s kingdom by following His guidance, nor do they 

decrease it in any way when they turn blindly away from it. They are not 

irreplaceable. 

What man receives of God’s grace is amazing, considering how man is so small, 

ignorant and weak a creature. Man is then but a small creature on earth which, in 

turn, is a small satellite of the sun, which is one of countless stars. Gigantic as they 

are, stars are no more than small dots scattered in open space, the limits of which are 

known only to God. Yet this great space in which the stars are thus scattered is 

merely a small portion of God’s creation. Yet man receives all this care from God: He 

creates him, puts him in charge of the earth, equips him with all he needs to 

discharge his task, be these in his own constitution or in the things of the universe 

available to him. Yet this creature goes astray and becomes arrogant to the extent that 

he denies his Lord, but God nevertheless sends him one messenger after another, 

giving each books of guidance as well as miracles. God’s favours continue and He 

sends them His final message, in which He gives them accounts of what happened to 

earlier communities, and speaks to them about themselves, their abilities and 

potentials, as well as their frailties and weaknesses. He even speaks to particular 

individuals, saying to one, ‘you did this, and you omitted that,’ and saying to 

another, ‘here is the solution to your problem, and this is how you relieve your 

distress.’ 

Man should remember his position in the universe and reflect upon the fact that 

he has been given all this care by God. It is He who created this universe, with all 

that it contains, by merely willing it to be, and He can replace it all in the same way. 
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People should consider this so they appreciate the extent of God’s care and grace. 

They will then feel ashamed if they turn away from God and deny Him and His 

grace. Thus we see that these verses represent a confirmed truth in addition to their 

inspirational effect. The Qur’ n touches people’s hearts with hard facts, because fact 

and truth have a greater effect. Moreover, the Qur’ n is the word of truth, and it was 

bestowed from on high to lay down this truth. In short, it states nothing but the 

truth. 

Everyone on Their Own 

The s rah then emphasizes individual responsibility, which means that everyone 

will have what they deserve. No one benefits anyone else in any way. The Prophet 

has no personal interest in guiding people to the truth. Everyone bears his or her 

own burden, alone, without help. Therefore a person who seeks to be pure will be 

the only one to benefit from this endeavour. The matter is ultimately left to God to 

determine: 

No soul will bear the burden of another. If a heavily laden soul should call upon others 
for help, nothing of its load shall be carried by anyone, not even by a close relative... 
Whoever purifies himself does so for his own benefit. With God is all journeys’ end. 
(Verse 18) 

The fact of individual responsibility and reward has a decisive effect on morality 

and behaviour. When people are fully aware that they are rewarded according to 

their own deeds, that none will be responsible for anyone else, and that none can 

escape responsibility, they realize the need to take stock of their actions before they 

have to answer for them. At the same time, this is reassuring, because no individual 

needs to worry about answering for the actions of his community. As long as he has 

done his duty, giving advice to his community to follow divine guidance, no further 

responsibility is laid on him. God Almighty does not hold mankind to account for 

their collective actions. They account to Him individually, each for their own work. It 

is the duty of the individual to advise others and try hard to bring them into line. 

Once he has done this, however, he bears no responsibility for their wickedness or 

corruption. He will he credited for his own good work. Similarly, if he lives in a good 

community, its goodness will not benefit him if he himself is wicked. 

We see, then, an image of a multitude, each person carrying his or her own 

burden, with none able to help others. Even if someone requests help from the closest 

of relatives, none will oblige. It is thus a long queue, with people carrying loads and 

moving towards the check-point where the load will he weighed. Everyone is tired, 

preoccupied with the heaviness of their load, unable to think of others, even their 
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own kin. 

At this point, the s rah’s address is directed to the Prophet: “Hence, you can truly 

warn only those who stand in awe of their Lord, even though He is beyond the reach of their 

perception, and attend regularly to prayers.” (Verse 18) It is such people that can really 

appreciate the warning: they are the ones who fear God even though they have not 

seen Him, and who attend to their worship so as to maintain relations with Him. The 

Prophet is told that these are the ones to benefit by admonition. Others, who have no 

fear of God, need not worry him. 

“Whoever purifies himself does so for his own benefit.” No one receives the benefit of 

purification except the one who does it. Moreover, purification has pleasant and 

transparent connotations that apply to one’s heart, thoughts, feelings, behaviour and 

attitudes. “With God is all journeys’ end.” (Verse 18) He is the one who reckons 

people’s actions and rewards them accordingly. Nothing good or evil is overlooked. 

Needless to say, with God belief and unbelief, good and evil, guidance and error 

cannot be treated on an equal basis. In the same way, blindness and sight, darkness 

and light, coolness and heat, life and death are unequal. All have essentially different 

qualities: 

The blind and the seeing are not equal; nor are darkness and light; nor the [cooling! 
shade and the scorching heat; and neither are equal the living and the dead. (Verses 
19-22) 

There is a close link between the nature of unbelief and the nature of blindness, 

darkness, scorching heat and death, just as there is a contrasting link between the 

nature of belief and that of clear sight, light, cool shade and life. 

Faith is a light that penetrates into the heart, the senses and perceptions so as to 

give a true assessment of things, values, events and how they interact. A believer 

looks at things in this light, which is God’s light, and determines how to approach 

and deal with them in an assured, confident way. Faith also provides a believer with 

a quality of sight that gives a clear picture of things that is neither hazy nor blurred. 

Furthermore, it provides a cooling shade in which a believer can take refuge from the 

burning heat of anxiety, doubt and worry. Faith is a light that touches hearts, feelings 

and purposes, and it is constructive action that never stops to build, allowing no 

waste. 

By contrast, unbelief is blindness. It prevents people from seeing the evidence in 

support of faith and recognizing the true nature of the universe, its relations, values, 

and events. It is also a darkness: when people move away from the light of faith, they 

fall into different types of darkness making it difficult for them to see things with any 

degree of accuracy. Furthermore, unbelief is a hot desert where burning doubts and 
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worry over one’s origin and destiny compound to eventually lead the unbeliever to 

the fire of hell. Finally, unbelief is death because it separates the unbeliever from the 

true source of life, making him unable to interact in any way that promotes life. Each 

type has its distinctive nature, and its special reward. The two cannot be equal in 

God’s sight. 

At this point the s rah addresses the Prophet, comforting him and outlining his 

terms of reference. He is to do what has been assigned to him and leave matters to 

God. It is He who will do whatever He determines. 

God can make hear whoever He wills, whereas you cannot make those who are in their 
graves hear you. You are only a warner. We have sent you with the truth, as a bearer 
of happy news and a warner. There was never a community that has not had a warner. 
If they accuse you of lying, other communities before them made similar accusations 
when there came to them messengers with all evidence of the truth, and with books of 
divine wisdom, and with light-giving revelations; but in the end I took the unbelievers 
to task: how terrible was My condemnation. (Verses 22-26) 

Differences between opposites, whether in the universe or within the human soul, 

are clear and deeply rooted. Similarly genuine and firm are the differences between 

people and the way they receive God’s message. It all refers to God’s will, purpose, 

wisdom and power. God’s Messenger, then, is no more than a warner. His human 

task is limited to this. He cannot make grave dwellers hear him. Those who live with 

dead hearts are in the same position: cold and gravelike. It is God alone who can 

make hear whomever He wills, in the way He chooses. Why should the Prophet, 

then, worry about who chooses to go astray, about who turns away from divine 

guidance. All he has to do is to discharge the duties assigned to him to the best of his 

abilities. Once he has delivered his message, let people choose whether to respond or 

not. 

Earlier in the s rah, God says to the Prophet: “do not waste yourself sorrowing for 

them.” (Verse 8) God sent him, like his brothers the earlier messengers, with the truth. 

They were many, because: “There was never a community that has not had a warner.” 

(Verse 24) If he is met with rejection and people accuse him of lying, this is all in the 

nature of things, and earlier messengers met the same type of reception, through no 

fault of theirs, or lack of supporting evidence: “If they accuse you of lying, other 

communities before them made similar accusations when there came to them messengers with 

all evidence of the truth, and with books of divine wisdom, and with light-giving revelations.” 

(Verse 25) Such evidence could be of various types, including the miracles they 

demanded or were given to God’s messengers in support of their messages. The 

hooks refer to whatever different prophets were given of wisdom, directives and 

admonition. The ‘light-giving revelations’ refer most probably to the Torah. Yet such 
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communities denied it all. 

There was thus nothing new in how the Prophet Mu ammad (peace be upon him) 

was received. Therefore, the s rah mentions the fate of earlier communities to warn 

the new unbelievers: “But in the end I took the unbelievers to task.” (Verse 26) This is 

followed by a question that gives a sense of gravity and intimates the most horrible 

of ends: “How terrible was My condemnation.” (Verse 26) The condemnation was final, 

one whereby the unbelievers met their total destruction. Those latter day unbelievers 

should therefore take the warning seriously and make sure that they do not meet the 

same fate. 
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5 

Reciters of God’s 

Revelations 

Are you not aware that God sends down water 

from the skies, with which We bring forth fruits 

of different colours? In the mountains there are 

streaks of white and red of various shades, as well 

as others jet-black. (27) 

Similarly, human beings, beasts and cattle have 

various colours. It is those who are endowed with 

knowledge that stand truly in awe of God. Indeed 

God is Almighty, Much-Forgiving. (28) 

Those who recite God’s book, attend regularly to 

prayer, and give in charity, secretly and openly, 

from what We have provided for them, look 

forward to a bargain that can never fail, (29) 

for He will grant them their just rewards, and 

give them yet more out of His bounty. He is 

indeed Much-Forgiving, most thankful. (30) 

The book that We have revealed to you is the 

truth confirming previous scriptures. Of His 

servants God is well-aware, all- seeing. (31) 

We have given this Book to such of Our servants 

as We choose: among them are some who wrong 

their own souls, some follow a middle course; and 

some who, by God’s leave, are foremost in deeds of 

goodness. That is the greatest favour. (32) 
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Gardens of bliss will they enter, where they will be 

adorned with bracelets of gold and pearls, and 

where they will be clad in silk garments. (33) 

They will say: All praise is due to God, who has 

removed all sorrow from us. Our Lord is certainly 

Much-Forgiving, most appreciative. (34) 

it is He who, out of His bounty, has settled us in 

this abode of permanent life, where we shall 

endure neither toil nor fatigue.’ (35) 

As for the unbelievers, the fire of hell awaits them. 

No term shall be determined for them so that they 

could die, nor shall its suffering be reduced for 

them. Thus shall We requite all unbelievers. (36) 

There they will cry aloud: ‘Our Lord! Let us out 

and we will do good, not like what we did  before.’ 

‘Have We not given you lives long enough for 

anyone who would be warned to take warning? 

And a warner had come to you. Taste it, then. 

Wrongdoers shall have none to support them.’ 

(37) 
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Overview 

This new passage is composed of readings from the book of the universe and the 

revealed book. We look at the wonderful pages of this book: its great variety of 

colours, species and kinds; fruits of every colour; mountains with colourful passages, 

as also people, animals and cattle of different hues. It is a highly effective touch, 

drawing our attention to the wonderful and natural world of colour that we tend to 

overlook. 

The passage adds readings from God’s revealed book, confirming the truth it 

contains and an endorsement of what had gone before it of revelations. It speaks 

about how this book has been granted to the Muslim community as its rightful 

legacy, making it clear that the heirs are of different classes, but that they all expect to 

receive God’s pardon and forgiveness of sins. An image of their enjoyment of God’s 

favours in the life to come is painted to contrast with an image of what awaits the 

unbelievers of punishment. This round, rich in colour, is concluded by a statement 

that all takes place in accordance with God’s knowledge. 

Colour in All Creation 

Are you not aware that God sends down water from the skies, with which We bring 
forth fruits of different colours? In the mountains there are streaks of white and red of 
various shades, as well as others jet-black. Similarly, human beings, beasts and cattle 
have various colours. It is those who are endowed with knowledge that stand truly in 
awe of God. Indeed God is Almighty, Much-Forgiving. (Verses 27-28) 

This is a remarkable touch confirming the source of the Qur’ n. It looks at the 

entire world with a special focus on colour, pointing out its great variety in fruits, 

mountains, people, animals and cattle. It only takes a few words to group together 

animate and inanimate objects throughout the earth, leaving us in full amazement at 

this wonderful exhibition. 

It all begins with water being sent down from the skies, and the fruits that it 

brings forth with their rich variety of hue. Because the exhibition intended here 

concentrates on visual imagery, the only quality given to the fruits is their colour: 

God knows all that is hidden in the heavens and 

earth; He fully knows what is in people’s hearts. 

(38) 

χÎ) ©!$# ÞΟ Î=≈ tã É= ø‹xî ÏN≡ uθ≈ yϑ¡¡9 $# 
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“We bring forth fruits of different colours.” (Verse 27) The colours of these fruits 

combine a grading that cannot be reproduced, even partially, by any painter. No two 

types of fruits are of the same colour. In fact, no two pieces of the same type of fruit 

are identical in colour. Good scrutiny will reveal variation even on such a scale. 

The s rah then switches, almost suddenly, to refer to the colours of mountains. A 

close palette study, however, shows that this is a perfectly natural switch. There is a 

close similarity between the richness of colour in fruits and its richness in mountain 

rocks. Some rocks may even resemble fruit both in shape and in size, so that they can 

sometimes be mistaken for fruit. “In the mountains there are streaks of white and red of 

various shades, as well as others jet-black.” (Verse 27) The ‘streaks’ refer to lines and 

courses in mountains. The text here refers to a fine point: the white lines contain 

different shades of whiteness, while the red ones contain different red shades, and 

both differ in the richness of colour and in the mix of other colours that give them 

their special appeal. There are other streaks of very black colour. 

The switch to this colour diversity in rocks, after having highlighted such diversity 

in fruits has a profound effect. It alerts in us a refined sense of the aesthetic which 

sees beauty in a rock just as it appreciates it in a fruit, despite the great difference 

between the two in nature and function. In this way we are reminded to better 

appreciate our surroundings, not least their aesthetic beauty. 

The s rah also mentions people’s colours, which are not limited to the major 

categories that distinguish different racial groups. Indeed every human being has a 

distinctive colour separating him or her from the rest of their race. Indeed, it 

distinguishes each twin from the other. The same applies to animals and cattle. 

Cattle, which include camels, cows, sheep and goats, are mentioned as a separate 

category of fauna because they are much closer to man. They also demonstrate a 

similarly great diversity of colour. 

The universe is thus shown as a splendidly colourful book which the Qur’ n 

opens and looks through. It then says that scholars who read, appreciate and 

comprehend this book are the ones who have a true God-fearing sense: “It is those 

who are endowed with knowledge that stand truly in awe of God.” (Verse 28) The universe 

is a superb hook of which the s rah has shown but a few pages. It takes a good 

measure of knowledge to appreciate this wonderful hook and to get to truly know 

God through His creation and power. People who do so realize the measure of His 

greatness by appreciating His work. Therefore, they are truly God-fearing, and they 

worship Him in true submission. This is not the result of a mysterious feeling that we 

sometimes experience when we look at a splendid natural scene; rather, it is the 

product of true and direct knowledge. The pages of this universal book that the s rah 

has shown are only a sample. The great diversity of colour it has mentioned serves 

only as an indicator of the great variety and meticulous harmony available 
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everywhere in the universe. It can however only be appreciated by people endowed 

with knowledge and by those who feel the value of their knowledge deep in their 

hearts, and who do not leave it in a cold, dry academic corner. 

The aesthetic element is intentionally added into the design of the universe. Its 

beauty, however, is raised to perfection by the fact that different things discharge 

their functions through that very beauty. The splendid colours of flowers, along with 

their scents, attract bees and butterflies which, as far as the flower is concerned, are 

the means of inoculation, so as to ensure fruition. Thus the flower completes its own 

function through its very beauty. In sex, beauty is the main attraction which leads to 

the couple fulfilling their task of reproduction. Because beauty is intended, the 

Qur’ n draws our attentions to it in these various ways. 

“Indeed God is Almighty, Much-Forgiving.” (Verse 28) He is certainly able to create 

all sorts of fine and beautiful creatures, as also to requite people for their actions. At 

the same time, He forgives much, overlooking the mistakes of those who fall short of 

appreciating His beautiful work. 

The Revealed Book 

Having looked at these pages of the book of the universe, the s rah turns to the 

revealed book and those who recite it, their hopes and expected rewards: 

Those who recite God’s book, attend regularly to prayer, and give in charity, secretly 
and openly, from what We have provided for them, look forward to a bargain that can 
never fail, for He will grant them their just rewards, and give them yet more out of 
His bounty. He is indeed Much-Forgiving, most thankful (Verses 29-30) 

Reciting God’s book means something other than going through its words, 

vocalizing them or not; it means reading with reflection that leads to understanding, 

action and behaviour. This also entails attending regularly to prayer, giving secretly 

and openly in charity, as well as entertaining the hope that what is so offered will 

never be a failed bargain. Those who do all this know that what God has in store is 

far more valuable than what they give away. As they give only for God’s sake, 

dealing with Him directly, their bargain is especially .profitable. Ultimately, they will 

receive their reward in full, coupled with an increase of God’s bounty. For, “He is 

indeed Much-Forgiving, most thankful.” (Verse 30) He forgives shortfalls and 

appreciates good action. His being thankful refers to what is normally associated 

with gratitude for pleasure and fine reward. Yet the verse inspires us to be grateful to 

Him who bestows His favours on us. If He appreciates what His servants do and 

thanks them for it, should they not then show their gratitude for all He gives them? 
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This is followed by a reference to the nature of God’s revealed book and the truth 

it contains, as a prelude to speaking about those who are the heirs to this hook: 

The book that We have revealed to you is the truth confirming previous scriptures. Of 
His servants God is well-aware, all-seeing. (Verse 31) 

The evidence of the truth in this book is clear in its make up. The Qur’ n is an 

accurate translation of the universe in its true nature, or we can say that it is the 

spoken page while the universe is the silent page. Moreover, it confirms the books 

revealed earlier from the same source. The truth is one; it cannot be multiple. The 

One who revealed it to mankind knows them well, knows what suits them and 

improves their lot: “Of His servants God is well-aware, all-seeing.” (Verse 31) 

Such is this book, and God has given it to the Muslim community as its heritage. 

He has chosen this community to be its heir, as He states in His book: “We have given 

this Book to such of Our servants as We choose.” (Verse 32) The Muslim community 

should know from these words that it has been given a position of honour by God. It 

should also realize that the responsibility it shoulders as a result is of great 

importance. It is a responsibility which assigns duties that have to be fulfilled. Will 

the Muslim community listen and respond? 

God has honoured the Muslim community. He has chosen it to be the heir to His 

message, and He has graced it with a favourable reward, even for those who do not 

perform well: 

We have given this Book to such of Our servants as We choose: among them are some 
who wrong their own souls, some follow a middle course and some who, by God’s 
leave, are foremost in deeds of goodness. (Verse 32) 

The group mentioned first, probably because it is the majority, are the ones who 

wrong their own souls,’ by doing more had things than good, and the second have a 

balance between the two, following ‘a middle course,’ while the third are ‘foremost in 

deeds of goodness,’ having a preponderance of these. However, God’s grace is 

bestowed on all three, leading them all to heaven where they experience the bliss 

described in the verses that follow. We will not go into any further detail here, 

preferring to leave the discussion with the idea conveyed by the verse, making it 

clear that the Muslim community head to this end in its entirety by God’s grace: 

That is the greatest favour. Gardens of bliss will they enter, where they will be adorned 
with bracelets of gold and pearls, and where they will be clad in silk garments. They 
will say: All praise is due to God, who has removed all sorrow from us. Our Lord is 
certainly Much-Forgiving, most appreciative. It is He who, out of His bounty, has 



Fāţir (The Originator) | RECITERS OF GOD’S REVELATIONS 

 

 182

settled us in this abode of permanent life, where we shall endure neither toil nor 
fatigue. (Verses 32-35) 

These verses give us an image of material comfort and psychological bliss. They 

are ‘adorned with bracelets of gold and pearls, and they will be clad in silk garments,’ which 

are aspects of the material comfort that satisfies some of what people desire. Coupled 

with this are feelings of security, reassurance and gratification: “They will say: All 

praise is due to God, who has removed all sorrow from us.” (Verse 34) This present life, 

with all that it involves of worry about the future and all its struggles, counts as 

sorrow when it is compared to the enduring bliss in heaven. Moreover, the worry 

each individual experiences on the Day of Judgement concerning their fate is also a 

source of great sorrow. “Our Lord is certainly Much-Forgiving, most appreciative.” 

(Verse 34) He has forgiven us our sins and appreciated our work, rewarding us well 

for it. “It is He who has settled us in this abode of permanent life,” where we shall 

permanently reside. It is all ‘out of His bounty’. We have no right to claim. It is He who 

gives it all by His grace. “Where we shall endure neither toil nor fatigue.” (Verse 35) 

There we have all we need: comfort, bliss and reassurance. 

The ambience generated here is one of ease, comfort and bliss. The words are 

chosen for their sound so as to enhance such feelings. Heaven is described as the 

abode of permanent life’ while toil and fatigue do not come near them. In this way the 

music of these verses is slow and soft. 

On the other side we see the unbelievers wracked with worry, lacking confidence, 

and unable to see an end to their troubles: “As for the unbelievers, the fire of hell awaits 

them. No term shall be determined for them so that they could die, nor shall its suffering be 

reduced for them.” (Verse 36) Not even the comfort of death is granted them. “Thus 

shall We requite all unbelievers.” (Verse 36) Then we begin to hear loud, harsh voices. 

The echoes are mixed, the wailing confused, and it comes from those who have been 

thrown into hell: “There they will cry aloud.” What are these harsh voices saying, then? 

They say: “Our Lord! Let us out and we will do good, not like what we did before.” (Verse 

37) This is an expression of regret for what they did in the past, but it is all too late. 

Hence, the reply carries a strong reproach: “Have We not given you lives long enough for 

anyone who would be warned to take warning?” (Verse 37) You did not benefit from the 

duration of your lives on earth, which was enough for anyone who wished to heed 

the warnings. “And a warner had come to you.” This was in addition to the warnings. 

Yet you paid no heed. “Taste it, then. Wrongdoers shall have none to support them.” 

(Verse 37) 

These are two contrasting images: one of peace, comfort and security and the other 

full of worry and insecurity. The melodious sound of gratitude to God and of 

praying to Him is contrasted with screams and cries for help. The image of care and 
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honour shown to the believers is the opposite of the neglect and reproach the 

unbelievers experience. The soft and quiet rhythm contrasts with the violent rhythm. 

Thus the comparison is complete, and overall harmony is maintained both in detail 

and in general atmosphere. 

We then have a comment on all these scenes and images, as well as what has 

preceded them of choosing the Muslim community for its task: “God knows all that is 

hidden in the heavens and earth; He filly knows what is in people’s hearts.” (Verse 38) 

It is God who knows everything in the universe and what is in people’s hearts. On 

the basis of His knowledge, He judges all matters. 
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6 

The Fate of Evil Design 

It is He who made you inherit the earth. Hence, 

anyone who denies the truth will bear the 

consequences of his unbelief. In denying Him the 

unbelievers will have nothing but an increase of 

their loathsomeness in God’s sight; and in denying 

Him the unbelievers will only add to their loss. 

(39) 

Say: ‘Have you considered those beings whom you 

claim to be partners with God and whom you call 

upon beside Him? Show me what it is that they 

have created on earth! Or do they have a share in 

the heavens?’ Have We ever vouchsafed them a 

book on which they could rely as evidence? No. 

What the unbelievers promise one another is 

nothing but delusion. (40) 

It is God alone who holds the celestial bodies and 

the earth, lest they deviate {from their courses]. If 

they should ever deviate, no one else could uphold 

them after Him. He is indeed Ever- Forbearing, 

Much-Forgiving. (41) 

They swear by God with their most solemn oaths 

that if a warner should ever come to them, they 

would follow his guidance better than some other 

community, but when a warner did come to them, 

they turned away with increased aversion, (42) 
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Overview 

This last passage of the s rah includes several rounds that go far and wide, 

inspiring our hearts and minds. One round looks at humanity and how one 

generation succeeds another. Another takes us across the heavens and earth in search 

of any trace of those whom the unbelievers allege to he God’s partners. Then we go 

across the heavens and earth again to contemplate God’s power as He holds the 

celestial bodies and the earth keeping them on their respective courses. The 

unbelievers are then made to face their broken promises and oaths. They swore that 

should they have a messenger to warn them, they would do better than past 

communities, but when a messenger came to them, this only increased their 

behaving arrogantly in the land and plotting evil. 

Yet such evil scheming will engulf none but its 

authors. Can they expect anything but the way of 

those unbelievers of old times? No change will you 

ever find in God’s ways; no deviation will you ever 

find there. (43) 

Have they not travelled in the land and seen what 

happened in the end to those before them, even 

though they were much mightier than them? God 

can never be foiled by anything whatever in the 

heavens and the earth. He is All-Knowing, 

infinite in His power. (44) 

If God were to punish people [at once] for the 

wrongs they do, He would not leave a single living 

creature on the surface of the earth. However, He 

grants them respite for a term set [by Him]. 

When their term comes to an end, [they realize 

that] God has all His servants in His sight. (45) 
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deviation from the truth. A look at the fates of earlier unbelieving communities 

follows. This is to demonstrate to those who denied the message of Islam that they 

should know that God’s laws are constantly in operation. Although they were aware 

of what happened to earlier unbelievers, they still did not take on board that the 

same fate could just as easily befall them. The s rah concludes with a warning that 

should strike fear in people’s hearts. It tells them that if God were to punish people 

immediately for what they incur, no one would remain on the face of the earth. It 

behoves us then, to acknowledge God’s grace in allowing us time to reflect and 

consider our position. 

Lessons to Reflect Upon 

It is He who made you inherit the earth. Hence, anyone who denies the truth will bear 
the consequences of his unbelief. In denying Him the unbelievers will have nothing 
but an increase of their loathsomeness in God’s sight; and in denying Him the 
unbelievers will only add to their loss. (Verse 39) 

One generation of humanity inherits another; one state disappears to allow 

another to rise in its place; one flame is extinguished and one is lit: it is all the same 

continuous, progressive movement. If we contemplate this endless round, lessons 

clearly present themselves. Indeed, we feel that soon we ourselves will belong to the 

past and that future generations will look at the traces we leave behind in the same 

way as we read about those who passed before us. We then realize that age 

determination belongs to the One who allows the heirs to inherit those that have 

served their term. Thus everything goes its way and disappears. It is God alone who 

is everlasting, unaffected by the passage of time. 

The person who knows that he stays for a while and goes, like a tourist on holiday, 

leaving those who succeed him to look at what he has done, should endeavour to 

make his short stay worthwhile. He should leave behind what earns for him good 

remembrance and do what benefits him in his ultimate destination for all return to 

the One who holds everyone accountable for whatever they say and do. Such too is 

how mankind moves from one generation to another: “It is He who made you inherit 

the earth.” (Verse 39) 

Then follows a reminder of individual responsibility. None will be made to bear 

any part of another person’s burden; none will protect another in any way. This verse 

also refers to their persistent denial of the truth and its ultimate results: “Hence, 

anyone who denies the truth will bear the consequences of his unbelief In denying Him the 

unbelievers will have nothing but an increase of their loathsomeness in God’s sight; and in 

denying Him the unbelievers will only add to their loss.” (Verse 39) The Arabic word, 
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maqt, which is translated here as ‘loathsomeness’, indicates the highest degree of 

hate. If a person incurs God’s hate, his loss exceeds all that we can imagine. 

The second round takes us across the heavens and the earth to look for evidence of 

those whom they allege to be God’s partners. However, neither the heavens nor the 

earth bare any trace of them: 

Say: ‘Have you considered those beings whom you claim to be partners with God and 
whom you call upon beside Him? Show me what it is that they have created on earth! 
Or do they have a share in the heavens?’ Have We ever vouchsafed them a book on 
which they could rely as evidence? No. What the unbelievers promise one another is 
nothing but delusion. (Verse 40) 

The argument is strong and the evidence is clear. This is the earth, stretched before 

us in all directions. Which part of it, and which creature on it, can anyone claim to 

have been created by other than God? Should anyone dare to make such a claim, 

everything on earth will rebut it loud and clear. Indeed, everything tells the same 

thing: all have been created by God Almighty. Everything bears the mark of the 

inimitable work of the Maker. 

“Or do they have a share in the heavens?” (Verse 40) This is even more evident. No 

one claims that such alleged deities have any part in the creation or ownership of the 

heavens. Not a single one makes such a claim, not even for the jinn or the angels. All 

that they can claim is that they sought the jinn’s help to bring them news from on 

high. All they hope for is that the angels will intercede with God on their behalf. Yet 

at no time did they claim that their alleged deities had a portion of the heavens. 

“Have We ever vouchsafed them a book on which they could rely as evidence?” (Verse 40) 

Their alleged partners cannot even reach this stage of having a book given them by 

God and of which they are certain to be true. The question, however, admits another 

possibility whereby it is addressed to the idolaters themselves. Their persistence with 

false claims that God has partners may suggest that their faith is based on solid proof 

in the form of a book given to them by God. Again this is untrue, and they cannot 

claim it. If we take the question in this second sense, it implies that faith can only be 

based on a book given by God: this is the only reliable source. Again, they can make 

no such claim. 

The Prophet, on the other hand, has a book given him by God which he presents 

to them. Why, then, are they turning away from it when it is the only source of true 

faith? 

“No. What the unbelievers promise one another is nothing but delusion.” (Verse 40) The 

wrongdoers are quick to promise each other that their methods are the correct ones 

and that they will eventually prevail. They are indeed deluded. Moreover, they live 
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in worthless delusion. 

Sustaining the Universe 

The third round reveals the limitless nature of God’s power as He is the One who 

holds the heavens and the earth and sustains them in place. No one else has any say 

or role in all this: 

It is God alone who holds the celestial bodies and the earth, lest they deviate [from 
their courses]. If they should ever deviate, no one else could uphold them after Him. 
He is indeed Ever-Forbearing, Much-Forgiving. (Verse 41) 

A glance at the heavens and the earth, and the celestial bodies moving in their 

orbits, without error or deviation, maintaining their speeds without the slightest 

increase or decrease, should open our minds to the mighty hand that holds them all 

in position. Should these celestial bodies or the heavens or the earth deviate from 

their courses and scatter no one would ever be able to hold them back. This is indeed 

the time frequently mentioned in the Qur’ n as signalling the end of the world: a 

point when the system holding all celestial bodies in position is broken, and 

destruction ensues. It is the time God has appointed for reckoning and reward for 

whatever takes place in this present life. This signals a transfer to the next world 

which is totally different from the world we currently live in. 

Hence the statement that God holds the universe in place ends with the comment: 

“He is indeed Ever-Forbearing, Much-Forgiving.” (Verse 41) He forbears allowing 

people time. He does not put an end to their world or hold them to account before 

the term He has appointed. He gives them chances to repent, begin the good work 

and prepare for their future lives. Nor does He make people account for everything 

they do. On the contrary, He forgives much of their wrongdoing when they show 

any inclination to do well. This statement, then, should make people seize the 

opportunity provided before it is too late. 

The next round speaks about the Arab idolaters and the pledges they made to 

God, which they then breached, spreading corruption on earth. They are warned that 

God’s laws will always operate, never fail: 

They swear by God with their most solemn oaths that if a warner should ever come to 
them, they would follow his guidance better than some other community, but when a 
warner did come to them, they turned away with increased aversion, behaving 
arrogantly in the land and plotting evil. Yet such evil scheming will engulf none but 
its authors. Can they expect anything but the way of those unbelievers of old times? 
No change will you ever find in God’s ways; no deviation will you ever find there. 
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(Verses 42-43) 

The Arabs had Jewish neighbours in the Arabian Peninsula and they realized how 

far the Jews had deviated from the right path. They had heard much of their history 

and how they had killed their prophets, turning away from the truth these prophets 

advocated. The Arabs used to blame the Jews, and to swear most earnestly that “if a 

warner should ever come to them, they would follow his guidance better than some other 

community.” (Verse 42) They deliberately made their oaths in this way, not 

mentioning the Jews although clearly referring to them. 

Thus were their oaths, which the Qur’ n presents to everyone so as to make them 

witnesses to what the Arabs used to say in pre-Islamic days. The s rah then reveals 

what they did when God gave them what they wished for, sending them a 

messenger to warn them: “but when a warner did come to them, they turned away with 

increased aversion, behaving arrogantly in the land and plotting evil.” (Verses 42-43) 

Needless to say, only a foul people would swear so strongly and then behave with 

such arrogance and evil. The s rah exposes them, recording their behaviour, before 

adding to their disgrace a warning to all who emulate such actions: “Yet such evil 

scheming will engulf none but its authors.” (Verse 43) Thus, their evil will harm none 

but themselves. It will engulf and ruin them. 

This being the case, what are they waiting for? They cannot wait for anything 

other than the fate that engulfed those who rejected the truth in the past. They are 

well aware of that fate. Hence, they can await for nothing other than the operation of 

God’s law which will never change: “Can they expect anything but the way of those 

unbelievers of old times? No change will you ever find in God’s ways; no deviation will you 

ever find there.” (Verse 43) 

If Only... 

Things never move haphazardly and life does not move aimlessly. There are 

constant laws that allow no change. The Qur’ n states this truth and wants people to 

learn it so that they do not look at any event in isolation, overlooking the operation of 

God’s law. It draws their attention to the links and relations in life and the laws of 

existence, making it clear that these will always remain true. This present round 

gives an example of how the Qur’ n draws people’s attention to this fact, after 

having confirmed that God’s laws remain constant: 

Have they not travelled in the land and seen what happened in the end to those before 
them, even though they were much mightier than them? God can never be foiled by 
anything whatever in the heavens and the earth. He is All-Knowing, infinite in His 
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power. (Verse 44) 

When we travel with open eyes and alert minds, looking at the fates of earlier 

communities and how they perished after having commanded strength and power, 

this should give us clear inspiration and awaken our God-fearing sense. It is for this 

reason that the Qur’ n often directs people to travel, look around and reflect. Unless 

people do so, they will remain oblivious of the truth, and they will not draw lessons 

from the fates of past communities. Nor will they link such events to the universal 

laws that apply to them. Yet this is the quality that distinguishes man from animals. 

By contrast, the whole of the human race is one unit vis-a-vis the unity of the system 

and the universal law that applies to all. 

While they are made to contemplate the fates of earlier communities, whose 

greater power availed them of nothing, they are reminded of God’s might. It is He 

who sealed the fate of those communities, for nothing can withstand His power: 

“God can never be foiled by anything whatever in the heavens and the earth.” (Verse 44) 

This is a truism which is supported by clear explanation: “He is All-Knowing, infinite 

in His power.” (Verse 44) His knowledge encompasses everything in the heavens and 

on earth. When His power is added to His perfect and absolute knowledge, nothing 

escapes Him or stands up to Him. Hence, nothing in the universe can foil His 

purpose. There is no way that anyone can escape His power or hide from His 

knowledge. 

The last verse in the s rah speaks of God’s forbearance and compassion, 

juxtaposing these with His power and knowledge. It emphasizes that people are 

given a chance, not punished immediately, but that this does not affect the eventual 

accurate reckoning of their deeds or the fairness of the results at the end. All this is 

an aspect of His grace: 

If God were to punish people [at once] for the wrongs they do, He would not leave a 
single living creature on the surface of the earth. However, He grants them respite for 
a term set [by Him]. When their term comes to an end, [they realize that] God has all 
His servants in His sight. (Verse 45) 

People commit all sorts of bad actions, showing ingratitude for God’s favours, 

spreading evil and corruption on earth, committing all manner of injustices and 

excesses. Were God to mete out fair punishment to people for their actions, His 

punishment would have gone beyond them to include every living thing on the face 

of the earth. The whole planet would then be unsuitable for any type of life, not 

merely human life. 

This highlights the terrible nature of what people perpetrate as a destructive force 

243 
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that could end life in its entirety. However, God does not take people to task 

straightaway; He forbears and gives them chances: “However, He grants them respite 

for a term set [by Him].” (Verse 45) He grants respite to individuals until the end of 

their lives on earth, and gives communities respite to fulfil their responsibility in 

performing the task He has assigned mankind to build human life on earth, until 

they hand over to the next generation. He also grants respite to the human race until 

the end of human life in this world when the Last Hour arrives. He provides us with 

all these chances so that we mend our ways and improve our actions. 

“When their term comes to an end...” when the time for work and earning reward is 

over; when it is time for reckoning and administering reward; God will not begrudge 

them anything of their reward. On the contrary, He will be fair to all: “God has all His 

servants in His sight.” (Verse 45) The fact that He has them all in His sight ensures that 

they will be fairly requited for whatever they have done in their lives. Nothing 

serious or trivial will be discounted for or against them. 

Thus ends this s rah which started with praising God, the Originator of the 

heavens and the earth, “who assigns angels to be messengers, endowed with wings,” 

delivering His message, with its warnings and happy news to people on earth. 
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S RAH 36 

Yā Sīn 

Prologue 

This Makkan s rah is characterized by short verses and a fast rhythm. Composed 

of 83 verses, it is slightly shorter in overall length than the preceding s rah which 

contained only 45 verses. Such short verses together with the fast rhythm give the 

s rah a special outlook. Its rhythm sounds successive beats, the effect of which is 

increased by the numerous images it draws, all leaving a profound impression. 

It shares the same main themes of all Makkan s rahs, aiming to lay the foundation 

of faith. At the very outset it dwells on the nature of revelation and the truth of the 

message: “Y  S n. By the Qur’ n, full of wisdom, you are indeed one of God’s messengers, 

pursuing a straight way. It is a revelation by the Almighty, the Ever Merciful.” (Verses 1-5) 

It relates the story of the people of the township to which messengers were sent, 

using the story to warn against rejection of the message and denial of the revelation. 

It shows the end that befell the people of the township to emphasize the message the 

s rah wants to deliver. Towards the end, the s rah picks up this point again: “We have 

not taught the Prophet poetry; nor is it fitting for him to be a poet. This is but a reminder and 

a Qur’ n making all things clear, to warn everyone who is alive, and that the word of God be 

proved against the unbelievers.” (Verses 69-70) 

The s rah also discusses the oneness of the Godhead, giving the voice of 

denunciation of polytheism to the man who came from the farthest end of town. It is 

he who argues with his people about their denial of God’s messengers: “Why should I 

not worship the One who has brought me into being? It is to Him that you will all return. 

Should I worship other deities beside Him? If the Lord of Grace should will that harm befall 

me, their intercession will avail me nothing, nor will they save me. Indeed, I should clearly be 

in error.” (Verses 22-24) The same point is emphasized again towards the end of the 

s rah: “Yet they have taken to worship deities other than God, hoping for /their] support. 
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They are unable to support them; yet their worshippers stand like warriors to defend them.” 

(Verses 74-75) 

The issue that is most strongly emphasized in the s rah is that of resurrection. 

Mention of this is first made at the very outset: “It is We who will bring the dead back to 

life. We record whatever Needs] they send ahead, as well as the traces they leave behind. We 

keep an account of all things in a clear record.” (Verse 12) Resurrection is further alluded 

to in the story of the township as it mentions the reward given to the man arguing 

the case of faith: “He was told- Enter paradise. He said Would that my people knew how my 

Lord has forgiven me my sins, and has placed me among the highly honoured!” (Verses 26-

27) In the middle of the s rah resurrection is once again referred to: “They also ask: 

‘When will this promise be fulfilled, if what you say be true?’ All they are waiting for is a 

single blast that will overtake them while they are still disputing. No time will they have to 

make bequests, nor will they return to their own people.” (Verses 48-50) And at the end of 

the s rah, it is stated in the form of dialogue: “He comes up with arguments against Us, 

forgetting how he himself was created. He asks: ‘Who could give life to bones that have 

crumbled to dust?’ Say: He who brought them into being in the first instance will give them 

life again. He has full knowledge of every act of creation.” (Verses 78-79) 

These fundamental issues of faith are repeatedly discussed in Makkan s rahs. Each 

time though they are tackled from a different angle, brought under new focus, and 

given effects that fit the overall ambience of the s rah, maintaining harmony with its 

rhythm, images and impressions. 

These effects vary in this s rah. Some derive from the scenes of the Day of 

Judgement, the scenes in the story and the positions taken in it and the dialogue it 

includes as also the end suffered by earlier communities. Other effects are derived 

from the numerous images given of the universe, each of which imparts its own 

message. The dead land as life begins to emerge in it; the night stripped out of the 

day to spread total darkness; the sun running its course up to its point of destination; 

the moon moving from one phase to another until it becomes like an old date stalk; 

the boats laden with the offspring of old human generations; the cattle made 

subservient to man; the gamete being transformed into a human being who argues 

and quarrels; and the green tree made into a fire from which they light their own 

fires. It is by using all these scenes and images that the s rah emphasizes its message. 

Alongside these there are other effects made to touch our hearts and alert our 

minds. One of these is the image of those who deny the truth when God’s judgement 

befalls them. No longer can they derive any benefit from the signs and the warnings 

given them: “Around their necks We have put chains, reaching up to their chins, so that 

their heads are forced up. And We have set a barrier before them and a barrier behind them, 

and We enshrouded them in veils so that they cannot see.” (Verses 8-9) Another is the fact 

that whatever they harbour inside their hearts and whatever they leave open are 
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known to God; nothing is hidden from Him. A third effect is the description of the 

mechanism of creation as involving nothing but one short word: “When He intends 

something to be, He only says to it, Be,’ and it is.” (Verse 82) 

The s rah can he divided into three parts. The first begins with an oath God makes 

by the expression of two separate letters, Y  S n, and by the Qur’ n, which is full of 

wisdom, to emphasize the truth of the Prophet’s message and that he follows a 

straight path. This is followed by describing the miserable end of those who pay no 

heed to the message and deny its truth. They will never find a way to guidance 

because this is God’s judgement. It explains that the warning only benefits those who 

follow the revelations given by God and who fear Him despite the fact that their 

faculties of perception cannot reach Him. Such people open their hearts to receive the 

evidence of divine guidance and the pointers to the path of faith. In this part, the 

Prophet is asked to cite the example of the people of the township who denied God’s 

messengers and the end they suffered. It also shows the nature of faith and how it 

affects the heart of the man arguing its case. 

The second part begins with a call of sorrow for those people who continue to 

deny every messenger God sends them, ridiculing them and their message, paying 

no heed to what happened to earlier communities who denied the truth, or to the 

great many signs God has placed all around them. This part includes the universal 

images we have already mentioned as well as a long and detailed scene from the Day 

of Judgement. 

The third and final part sums up all the themes of the s rah, starting with a denial 

that what Mu ammad recited was poetry, and emphasizing the fact that the Prophet 

never had anything to do with poetry. It portrays a number of images confirming 

God’s oneness. It decries the unbelievers’ practice of having deities to which they 

pray to give them victory over their enemies, when in fact they themselves have to 

protect those alleged deities. It discusses the issue of resurrection, reminding them of 

their origin and how their creation starts with a gamete. This should enable them to 

understand that giving life to bones that have crumbled into dust is barely different 

from their first creation from a gamete. It reminds them of the green trees and how 

they become fire fuel, although the two concepts seem to be far apart. The creation of 

the heavens and the earth is also mentioned as a reminder that God is able to create 

them in both stages of their life. Finally, the last beat that concludes the s rah is: 

“When He intends something to be, He only says to it, Be,’ and it is. Limitless, then, in His 

glory is He in whose hand rests the mighty dominion over all things, and to Him you all will 

be brought back.” (Verses 82-83) 
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Appeal to Reason 

Y  Sīn. (1) 

By the Qur’ n, full of wisdom, (2) 

you are indeed one of God’s messengers, (3) 

pursuing a straight way. (4) 

It is a revelation by the Almighty, the Ever 

Merciful, (5) 

so that you may warn people whose forefathers 

had not been warned, and who therefore are 

unaware [of the truth]. (6) 

The verdict has been passed against most of them, 

for they will not believe. (7) 

Around their necks We have put chains, 

reaching up to their chins, so that their heads are 

forced up. (8) 

And We have set a barrier before them and a 

barrier behind them, and We enshrouded them in 

veils so that they cannot see. (9) 
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It is all the same to them whether you warn them 

or you do not warn them: they will not believe. 

(10) 

You can truly warn only such a one as follows 

this reminder and who stands in awe of the Lord 

of Grace although He is beyond the reach of 

human perception. To such, then, give the happy 

news of God’s forthcoming forgiveness and a 

generous reward. (11) 

It is We who will bring the dead back to life. We 

record whatever [deeds] they send ahead, as well 

as the traces they leave behind. We keep an 

account of all things in a clear record. (12) 

Cite for them, as a case in point, the people of a 

township to which messengers came. (13) 

We sent them two messengers, but they rejected 

them; so We reinforced them with a third, and 

they said: ‘We are messengers who have been sent 

to you.’ (14) 

They replied: ‘You are nothing but mortals like 

ourselves. Moreover, the Lord of Grace has never 

revealed anything; you do nothing but lie.’ (15) 

They said: ‘Our Lord knows that we have indeed 

been sent to you. (16) 

Our only duty is to clearly deliver the message 

[entrusted to us]. (17) 

Said [the others]: ‘We augur evil from you. 

Unless you desist, we will surely stone you and 

inflict on you a painful suffering.’ (18) 
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[The messengers] replied: ‘The evil you forebode is 

within yourselves. [Why do you take this as an 

evil omen] when you are only being reminded of 

the truth? Truly, you are going too far.’ (19) 

Then a man came from the farthest end of the city 

at speed. He said: ‘My people! Follow these 

messengers. (20) 

Follow those who ask you for no reward, and are 

themselves rightly guided. (21) 

Why should I not worship the One who has 

brought me into being? It is to Him that you will 

all return. (22) 

Should I worship other deities beside Him? If the 

Lord of Grace should will that harm befall me, 

their intercession will avail me nothing, nor will 

they save me. (23) 

Indeed, I should clearly be in error. (24) I do 

believe in the Lord of you all; so listen to me.’ 

(25) 

He was told: ‘Enter paradise.’ He said: ‘Would 

that my people knew (26) 

how my Lord has forgiven me my sins, and has 
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A Book Full of Wisdom 

“Yd Sin. By the Qur’ n, All of wisdom.” (Verses 1-2) God says an oath by these two 

letters and by the Qur’ n. This combination endorses the view we have expressed 

elsewhere about the mention of separate letters at the beginning of many s rahs, and 

the relation between mentioning these letters and the Qur’ n. The proof that God is 

the source of the Qur’ n is obvious from these letters which are available to all Arabs 

to use yet they are incapable of producing with them anything like the thoughts and 

modes of expression contained in the Qur’ n. Yet seldom do they consider such 

confirmation. 

As He swears by the Qur’ n, God Almighty describes it as being full of wisdom. 

In fact, a literal translation should be ‘By the wise Qur’ n.’ Wisdom is a quality of 

rational beings, which suggests that the oath is phrased in this way to impart to the 

Qur’ n the qualities of life, having a purpose and a will, which are essential for a 

wise being. 

Although this is allegorical, nonetheless it describes a fact, bringing it closer to our 

minds’ eye. This Qur’ n has a soul of its own, giving it qualities similar to those of a 

living person with whom you have mutual responses and feelings. This takes place 

when you pay full attention to it and listen to it with your heart and soul. Whenever 

you open your faculties up to it, the Qur’ n reveals to you more of its secrets. When 

you have lived for a while in the company of the Qur’ n, you will long for its 

distinctive features, just as you long for the features of a close friend. God’s 

Messenger used to love to listen to the Qur’ n being recited by other people. He 

would even stop by people’s doors if he overheard someone inside reciting the 

Qur’ n, just like a lover listens to a conversation about the one he loves. 

placed me among the highly honoured!’ (27) 

After that, We did not send an army from 

heaven against his people; nor do We send any. 

(28) 

Nothing was needed but one single blast, and they 

fell down lifeless. (29) 
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The Qur’ n is certainly wise. It addresses everyone according to their ability; 

touching heart strings, speaking in a measured way, and using a wisdom that suits 

each person. Furthermore, the Qur’ n is full of wisdom. It educates people wisely, 

according to a straight logical and psychological system that releases all human 

potential and directs people to what is good and beneficial. It establishes a code of 

living that allows every human activity within the limits of its wise system. 

God Almighty swears by the two letters, Y  and S n, and by the Qur’ n to confirm 

the truth of revelation and the message delivered by the Prophet: “You are indeed one 

of God’s messengers, pursuing a straight way.” (Verses 3-4) Limitless in His glory, God 

does not need to express an oath, but this oath by the Qur’ n and its letters gives the 

subject of the oath added greatness. God would not swear by anything unless it were 

great indeed, worthy of being sworn by. 

“You are indeed one of God’s messengers.” (Verse 3) The way this verse is phrased 

imparts a feeling that sending messengers is a well recognized fact, with many past 

cases. This is not what is being proved here. Instead, what is being emphasized is 

that Mu ammad (peace be upon him) is one of these messengers. The oath is 

addressed to Mu ammad himself, not to those who deny his message, so as to place 

the oath, the Messenger and the message above argument or discussion. It is a fact 

being stated by God about His Messenger. 

“You are indeed one of God’s messengers, pursuing a straight way.” (Verses 3-4) This 

explains the nature of the message after the truth about the Messenger has been 

stated. By nature, this message is straightforward. It is as straight as the edge of a 

sword. It admits no crookedness, deviation, or prejudice. The truth it contains is 

clear, free of ambiguity, and does not bend to serve any interest or to satisfy any 

desire. Whoever wants this truth will find it pure, simple and accurate. 

Because it is straight, this truth is simple, free of complexity and problems that 

beset controversial issues. It states the truth in the simplest and most direct way that 

needs the least amount of explanation and interpretation. It does not give words and 

sentences any special colour or overtone. As such, it is readily understood by people 

of all standards of education and civilization: each finds in it what they need for their 

lives to take an easy course, being also properly organized and well regulated. 

Moreover, the Qur’ nic message is consistent with the nature of the universe and 

its system, as well as the nature of all that is around man. Hence, it neither conflicts 

with any thing in existence nor requires man to be in conflict. It follows its own way 

benefiting from, and cooperating with the laws that govern the universe and all 

creatures living in it. 

As such, the Islamic message pursues its straight way to God, sure to reach Him. 

Its adherents do not fear that they may lose their way to Him, or take a path away 
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from Him. They know that they are on a straight path leading to His pleasure. The 

Qur’ n is the guide along this way. As long as man takes up the Qur’ n, he will find 

a consistent concept of the truth, outlining detailed values, each having a clear and 

well defined role. 

“It is a revelation by the Almighty, the Ever Merciful.” (Verse 5) We note how God 

identifies Himself in such situations so that people will understand the true nature of 

what has been revealed to them. God is the Almighty who does what He pleases, yet 

He is Merciful to His servants. Whatever He does to them is born out of His mercy. 

The purpose of this revelation is to warn people and give them God’s message: “so 

that you may warn people whose forefathers had not been warned, and who therefore are 

unaware [of the truth].” (Verse 6) To be unaware is the worst form of corruption. 

Unawareness makes a heart unable to respond or interact. It sees the pointers to the 

truth yet is unable to respond, unable to feel their presence. Therefore, a warning is 

the best thing that can be given to such people who remain unaware, having gone for 

generations without anyone to alert them to the truth. They were the descendants of 

Ishmael, and they had had no messenger from God since his time. A strong warning 

may, then, alert people who have long been unaware. 

The s rah then speaks of the fate of these people, and the judgement that is certain 

to befall them, considering that God knows all there is in their hearts and minds, and 

all that they did in the past or will do in the future: “The verdict has been passed against 

most of them, for they will not believe.” (Verse 7) Judgement has been passed, as God 

knows that they will not believe. Hence, this is the fate of the majority of them 

because they will not see divine guidance for what it is nor will they interact with it. 

At this point, the s rah draws an image of their psychological condition, and we 

see them with chains around their necks, barriers separating them from divine 

guidance, and with a cover over their eyes depriving them of the ability to see: 

“Around their necks We have put chains, reaching up to their chins, so that their heads are 

forced up. And We have set a barrier before them and a barrier behind them, and We 

enshrouded them in veils so that they cannot see.” (Verses 8-9) Their hands are fastened 

with chains to their necks, placed under their chins, which has the effect of lifting up 

their heads such that they cannot see what is in front of them. Moreover, there are 

walls and barriers both in front of and behind them, which means that even if they 

were released from these chains, they still could not see through the barriers. 

Furthermore, the covers placed over their eyes makes it even more impossible for 

them to see. 

Although this image is fierce and sharp, we actually do encounter people of this 

ilk. When you see them overlooking the plain truth that is in front of them, you feel 

as if there is a wall separating them from it. Although their hands are not chained 
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and nor are their heads forced up, you nonetheless feel that their souls and minds are 

turned away from the truth, unable to see guidance. It is as if there are barriers 

preventing them from approaching it. Such were the people who turned deaf ears to 

the Qur’ n and who received it with irrational denial as it put before them its 

argument and proof. This is when the Qur’ n is itself irrefutable proof. 

“It is all the same to them whether you warn them or you do not warn them: they will not 

believe.” (Verse 10) Their case is settled. God knows that faith will not penetrate their 

hearts. No warning will ever benefit a heart that has steeled itself against divine 

guidance, and barracked its approach. Warnings do not create hearts; it only alerts a 

heart that is alive, ready to receive guidance: “You can truly warn only such a one as 

follows this reminder and who stands in awe of the Lord of Grace although He is beyond the 

reach of human perception. To such, then, give the happy news of God’s forthcoming 

forgiveness and a generous reward.” (Verse 11) 

Most probably, the ‘reminder’ in this instance refers to the Qur’ n. A person who 

follows the Qur’ n and fears God despite not seeing Him is the one who benefits by 

the warning. It is as if the warning has been given to such people only and the 

Prophet directed it to them alone, even though he addressed it to all people. Since the 

others are prevented from receiving the warning, it looks as if it is given only to 

those who follow the Qur’ n and fear God. Such people deserve to be given good 

news. Hence the Prophet is told to give them ‘the happy news of Gods forthcoming 

forgiveness and a generous reward.’ (Verse 11) They need the forgiveness of any sin they 

commit providing they do not persist in doing it, and they deserve the generous 

reward for fearing God and following what He has revealed. These two aspects go 

hand in hand: when a person truly fears God, he or she is certain to follow His 

guidance and implement the system He has laid down. 

At this point, the truth of resurrection is emphasized, together with the reckoning 

that ignores nothing: “It is We who will bring the dead back to life. We record whatever 

(deeds] they send ahead, as well as the traces they leave behind. We keep an account of all 

things in a clear record.” (Verse 12) Bringing the dead back to life has always been an 

issue fraught with argument, of which we will see several types in this s rah. They 

are warned here that whatever they do and whatever effects their deeds cause are 

written down, and nothing is forgotten. It is God Almighty who brings the dead back 

to life, records their actions and reckons everything. All this, then, is done in the 

perfect way that fits anything done by God. As for the ‘clear record’ and similar 

descriptions such as ‘the imperishable tablet’, these are most probably references to 

God’s perfect knowledge that transcends time and place. 

A Historical Case 
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Having presented the issues of revelation and resurrection in the form of a factual 

statement, the s rah now presents them again in narrative form so as to touch hearts 

with a story about the fate of those who persist in denying the truth: 

Cite for them, as a case in point, the people of a township to which messengers came. 
We sent them two messengers, but they rejected them; so We reinforced them with a 
third, and they said: ‘We are messengers who have been sent to you.’ They replied: 
You  are nothing but mortals like ourselves. Moreover, the Lord of Grace has never 
revealed anything; you do nothing but lie.’ They said: ‘Our Lord knows that we have 
indeed been sent to you. Our only duty is to clearly deliver the message [entrusted to 
us]. Said [the others]: ‘We augur evil from you. Unless you desist, we will surely 
stone you and inflict on you a painful suffering.’ [The messengers] replied: ‘The evil 
you forebode is within yourselves. [Why do you take this as an evil omen] when you 
are only being reminded of the truth? Truly, you are going too far’ (Verses 13-19) 

The Qur’ n does not mention which township this was or who were its people. 

Different reports suggest different towns and cities, but there is no real benefit in 

trying to establish its identity. The fact that the Qur’ n neither identifies it nor 

mentions its location does not detract from the import of the story. It is a city to 

which God sent two messengers, just as He sent Moses and his brother Aaron to 

Pharaoh and his nobles. The people of the city rejected their message, accusing them 

of lying. God supported His two messengers with a third, confirming that they were 

truly His messengers. All three of them again presented their message, saying to the 

people: “We are messengers who have been sent to you.” (Verse 14) 

At this point, the people of the city aired the same objections that were given to 

God’s messengers throughout history: “They replied: You are nothing but mortals like 

ourselves. Moreover, the Lord of Grace has never revealed anything; you do nothing but lie.” 

(Verse 15) This oft-repeated objection to the fact that God sends human messengers 

to human communities betrays a naive understanding and ignorance of the nature of 

the messenger’s role. People expected that both the personality and the life of the 

messenger should entail some deep secret which could feed their imaginations. In 

other words, they expected the unusual in such a way as attracted legend. Was he 

not a messenger sent from the heavens to the earth? How come, then, that he is just a 

simple ordinary person with no puzzling secrets surrounding him? He is no different 

from anyone else, no different from the multitude to be found everywhere. 

Such thinking is certainly naive. Secrets and enigmas are not essential qualities for 

prophethood and divine messages; not in this childish way of thinking. There is 

indeed a great secret involved, but it is epitomized in the plain fact that an ordinary 

person is given the ability to receive revelations from on high once God has chosen 

him for that task. This is something of far greater wonder than sending an angel as 
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God’s messenger, as unbelievers suggest. 

The divine message is a code of living for a human community. The messenger’s 

life represents a practical example of how this code is implemented. It is given as a 

model for people to follow. Since they are human, the messenger showing them this 

example must be human like them so that he sets the sort of example they can 

emulate. 

Therefore, the Prophet’s life was held open before his followers. The Qur’ n 

records the main features of his life in their minute detail, so as to make it clear and 

available for future generations. These details include aspects of his home and 

personal life, and even, at times, his thoughts and feelings. In this way, even future 

generations would recognize the man behind the Prophet’s personality. 

Yet it was this simple and clear fact that invited people’s objections. In this s rah, 

those who lived in the city said to their three messengers: “You are nothing but mortals 

like ourselves,” which meant that they were not truly messengers from God. They also 

said: “The Lord of Grace has never revealed anything,” of what you claim. They further 

added: “You do nothing but lie,” when you claim to be messengers from God. 

Certain that they said nothing but the truth, and knowing the remit of the mission 

assigned to them, the messengers replied: “Our Lord knows that we have indeed been 

sent to you. Our only duty is to clearly deliver the message [entrusted to us].” (Verses 16-

17) It is sufficient that God knows. The task assigned to God’s messengers is to 

deliver their message, and they did just that. People are then free to choose what they 

wish for themselves, and what burden their choices represent. Once the messengers 

have delivered their message, the matter is left to God to determine. 

However, those who persist in denying the truth do not take matters in such a 

simple and easy way. They cannot tolerate the advocates of faith’s presence. They 

resort to rough tactics in rejecting sound argument. The point is that falsehood is 

impatient, aggressive: “Said [the others]: We augur evil from you. Unless you desist, we 

will surely stone you and inflict on you a painful suffering.” (Verse 18) We view your call 

with gloom, expecting it to bring evil upon us. Unless you stop, we will no longer 

tolerate you: ‘we will surely stone you and inflict on you a painful suffering.’ Thus 

falsehood declares its intentions, threatening those advocating divine guidance and 

resorting to heavy handed tactics in answering the quiet word of truth. 

However, the task assigned to God’s messengers requires them to proceed along 

their way: “[The messengers] replied: The evil you forebode is within yourselves.” (Verse 

19) Forebodings of evil as a result of a message being delivered or a face being 

encountered is nothing but ignorant superstition. The messengers tell them so, and 

make clear to them that their share of good or evil comes from within themselves. In 

other words it relates to their actions and intentions. It is up to them to increase their 



Yā sīn | APPEAL TO REASON 

 204

share of goodness or evil. What God wills for people comes from within themselves 

and from their own choices and actions. This is the truth based on a firm foundation. 

To associate bad omens with faces, places or words is superstitious nonsense. 

The messengers also said to them: “[Why do you take this as an evil omen] when you 

are only being reminded of the truth?” (Verse 19) Would you stone us and torture us 

only because we remind you of the truth? Is this how you reward reminders? “Truly, 

you are going too far.” (Verse 19) You certainly exceed the limits of judgement if you 

reward a mere reminder with threats and punishment, and requite advocacy of the 

truth with stoning and torture. 

Welcome Support 

Such was the response of hearts that would not open to God’s message. It is such 

people that were mentioned at the outset of the s rah. The other type, who follow the 

reminder and fear God despite their inability to see Him, also have here a 

behavioural example to emulate: 

Then a man came from the farthest end of the city at speed. He said: My people! 
Follow these messengers. Follow those who ask you for no reward, and are themselves 
rightly guided. Why should I not worship the One who has brought me into being? It 
is to Him that you will all return. Should I worship other deities beside Him? If the 
Lord of Grace should will that harm befall me, their intercession will avail me nothing, 
nor will they save me. Indeed, I should clearly be in error: I do believe in the Lord of 
you all; so listen to me.’ (Verses 20-25) 

This is the response of sound human nature to the straightforward message of the 

truth: it reflects sincerity, simplicity, warmth and correct understanding. It shows us 

a man giving a positive response to the message, once he has recognized the 

elements of truth and sound logic in it. He points out these elements to his people as 

he addresses them. When he felt the truth of faith in his heart, he could not stay quiet 

or sit at home caring nothing while the truth was being rebuffed and falsehood 

upheld all around him. Instead he actively advocated the truth among his people, 

among those who were threatening the messengers with severe punishment. He 

travelled from the furthest end of the city to fulfil his duty, to call on his people to 

espouse the truth and to stop their opposition to it and aggression against God’s 

messengers. 

It is apparent that the man did not command a position of honour, power or 

influence among his people. He was an ordinary person motivated by faith to travel 

from one end of the city to the other to make his stand clear. “He said: My people! 

Follow these messengers. Follow those who ask you for no reward, and are themselves rightly 
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guided.” (Verses 20-21) Anyone who advocates such a message, seeking no gain or 

reward, must be honest and sincere. What else could motivate him to undertake such 

trouble, enduring such opposition, unless he was required to do so by God? Why 

would he bear such a burden, confronting people with a faith that is unfamiliar to 

them, exposing himself in the process to threats, ridicule and persecution when he 

stood to make no gain nor earn any benefit? 

“Follow those who ask you for no reward, and are themselves rightly guided.” (Verse 21) 

That they are guided aright is obvious: they advocate belief in the One God, 

following a clear system, and a faith that is free of ambiguity and superstition. Their 

way is clearly straight. 

The man then speaks about himself, outlining the reasons that motivated him to 

believe, and appealing to sound human nature: “Why should I not worship the One who 

has brought me into being? It is to Him that you will all return. Should I worship other 

deities beside Him? If the Lord of Grace should will that harm befall me, their intercession 

will avail me nothing, nor will they save me. Indeed, I should clearly be in error.” (Verses 22-

24) The question is posed by sound human nature which feels the presence of its 

Creator and the source of its existence: “Why should I not worship the One who has 

brought me into being?” Why would I deviate from this natural way which is the first 

to present itself to human nature? Needless to say, man is by nature attracted to his 

Creator and only deviates from Him under the pressure of some outside element. To 

turn to the Creator is the right and appropriate course, requiring no alien element or 

a pull from outside. The man here strongly feels this and states it clearly and simply. 

The man also feels by nature that a created being must in the end return to its 

Creator, in the same natural law that brings everything horning to its originator: “It is 

to Him that you will all return.” He wonders why he should not worship his Creator 

when he is bound to return to Him, as will we all. It is He who creates, and it is He 

who should he worshipped. 

The man then looks at the opposite way, which is contrary to sound nature, only 

to find that it is nothing but manifest error: “Should I worship other deities beside Him? 

If the Lord of Grace should will that harm befall me, their intercession will avail me nothing, 

nor will they save me.” (Verse 23) Can anyone be in greater error than the one who 

abandons the way of sound nature which requires that a created being worship its 

Creator? Why would anyone choose to worship someone or something else 

unnecessarily? Indeed, the one who turns his back on the Creator, resorting instead 

to weak deities that cannot protect him, has gone far into error: “Indeed, I should 

clearly be in error.” (Verse 24) 

Now that the man has stated his case, speaking for sound human nature that is 

aware of the truth, he declares his own final decision, confronting his people who 
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had threatened God’s messengers. The voice of sound nature in his heart was clearer 

and stronger than any threat: “I do believe in the Lord of you all; so listen to me.” (Verse 

25) He wants them to witness his stand on the side of truth, implying that they too 

should follow his suit and declare themselves believers. 

Killing an Innocent Man 

The drift of the story suggests that the unbelievers then killed the man. The s rah, 

however, does not mention this clearly. Instead, it lets the curtain drop to cover this 

city, its people and their preoccupations. When the curtain rises again we see the 

martyr who spoke out clearly and loudly for the truth, confronting those in power. 

We see him in the next world and see the honour granted him by God, as fits a brave 

believer who does not hesitate to stand up for the truth: “He was told: Enter paradise. 

He said: Would that my people knew how my Lord has forgiven me my sins, and has placed 

me among the highly honoured!” (Verses 26-27) 

Thus this present life is connected to the life to come: death is merely a transfer 

from this transitory world to the one that is everlasting. It is but a step that takes a 

believer from the narrowness of the earth to the expanse of heavens, from the 

tyranny of falsehood to the security of the truth, and from the darkness of ignorance 

to the light of certainty. When the man sees what God has in store for him in heaven, 

he good- naturedly remembers his people, wishing that they could see the happiness 

and honour God has granted him so that they would know and accept the truth. 

Such is the reward of faith. As for tyranny, it is too weak to require that God 

should send angels to destroy it: “After that, We did not send an army from heaven 

against his people; nor do We send any. Nothing was needed but one single blast, and they fell 

down lifeless.” (Verses 2829) The s rah does not speak in detail about how these 

people were destroyed. They are too insignificant to deserve such mention. They 

needed no more than one blast and no further trace of life was to be seen from them. 
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2 

Signs Galore 

Alas for mankind! Whenever a messenger comes 

to them, they level ridicule on him. (30) 

Are they not aware of how many a generation 

We have destroyed before them, and that they 

[who have perished] will never return to them? 

(31) 

Yet, they all will be brought before Us. (32) 

There is a sign for them in the lifeless earth: We 

give it life and produce out of it grain for them to 

eat. (33) 

We place in it gardens of date palms and grapes, 

and cause springs to gush out of it, (34) 

so that they may eat of its fruit. It was not their 

own hands that made all this. Will they, then, 

not give thanks? (35) 

Limitless in His glory is He who created all 

things in pairs: whatever the earth produces, their 

own human kind and other creatures of which 
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they have no knowledge. (36) 

Another sign for them is the night: We strip the 

daylight from it, and they are plunged in 

darkness. (37) 

The sun also runs its set course: that is laid down 

by the will of the Almighty, the All-Knowing. 

(38) 

And for the moon We have determined phases 

until it finally becomes like an old date stalk. 

(39) 

Neither the sun can overtake the moon, nor can 

the night outrun the day. Each floats in its own 

orbit. (40) 

And yet another sign for them is that We carry 

their offspring in laden ships, (41) 

and that We create things of similar kind for 

them to ride in. (42) 

If such be Our will, We may cause them to 

drown, with none to respond to their cries for help, 

and then they cannot be saved, (43) 

unless it be by an act of mercy from Us, leaving 

them to enjoy life for a while. (44) 
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Ÿωuρ ã≅ ø‹ ©9 $# ß, Î/$y™ Í‘$pκ ¨]9$# 4 @≅ ä. uρ ’ Îû ;7 n=sù 
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When they are told: ‘Beware of that which lies 

before you and behind you, so that you may be 

graced with His mercy,’ [they pay no heed]. (45) 

Every single sign that comes to them from their 

Lord do they ignore. (46) 

And when they are told: ‘Give [in charity] out of 

what God has provided for you,’ the unbelievers 

say to those who believe: Are we to feed those 

whom God could have fed, had He so willed? 

Clearly, you are lost in error.’ (47) 

They also ask: ‘When will this promise be 

fulfilled, if what you say be true?’ (48) 

All they are waiting for is a single blast that will 

overtake them while they are still disputing. (49) 

No time will they have to make bequests, nor will 

they return to their own people. (50) 

The Trumpet will be sounded, and out of their 

graves they will rise and hasten to their Lord. 

(51) 

They will say: ‘Woe betide us! Who has roused 

us from our resting place? This is what the Lord 

of Grace had promised. The messengers told the 
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truth.’ (52) 

It takes nothing but one single blast, and they will 

all have been brought before Us. (53) 

Today, no one shall be wronged in the least: you 

will be requited for nothing other than that which 

you did in life. (54) 

Those who are destined for paradise are today 

happily occupied. (55) 

Together with their spouses, they will he in shady 

groves seated on soft couches. (56) 

There they have fruit and whatever they ask for: 

(57) 

peace and fulfilment through the word of the Lord 

of mercy. (58) 

But stand aside today, you guilty ones! (59) 

Children of Adam! Did I not enjoin on you that 

you should not worship Satan, as he is your open 

foe, (60) 

and that you should worship Me alone? This is 

the straight path. (61) 

He had already led astray a great many of you. 

Could you not, then, use your reason? (62) 

This, then, is the hell that you were repeatedly 
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Overview 

The first passage spoke about the idolaters who opposed the message of Islam and 

cited the case of the people of the township who rejected their three messengers and 

how it took no more than one blast for them to fall down lifeless. In the present 

passage the s rah speaks generally of all people who oppose every divine religion. It 

shows mankind straying in error across the generations. It calls with sorrow on all 

people to take heed of what happened to earlier communities who passed before 

them and who will not return until the Day of Resurrection, when “they all will be 

brought before Us.” (Verse 32) 

The s rah then presents a number of universal signs which people see constantly 

without paying any attention to the message they impart. These signs are within 

themselves and all around them, while others have passed into history, yet still they 

pay no heed, and when they are reminded, they choose not to remember: “Every 

single sign that comes to them from their Lord do they ignore.” (Verse 46) Indeed, they 

hasten their own punishment, believing that it will never happen: “They also ask: 

warned against: (63) 

endure it today for your persistent rejection [of the 

truth].) (64) 

On that day We shall set a seal on their mouths, 

but their hands will speak to Us, and their feet 

will bear witness to whatever they have done. (65) 

Had it been Our will, We could have blotted 

their eyes. They would have striven to find the 

way, but how could they have seen it? (66) 

And had it been Our will, We could have 

paralysed them, right in their places, so that they 

could not move forward or backward. (67) 

If We grant long life to a human being, We also 

cause him to decline in his powers. Will they not 

use their reason? (68) 
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When will this promise be fulfilled, if what you say be true?” (Verse 48) 

The passage also presents a long scene from the Day of Judgement, showing the 

fate that they hasten. This is done in such a way that it appears to happen before their 

very eyes. 

A Sorrowful Condition 

Alas for mankind! Whenever a messenger comes to them, they level ridicule on him. 
Are they not aware of how many a generation We have destroyed before them, and that 
they [who have perished] will never return to them? Yet, they all will be brought 
before Us. (Verses 30-32) 

The first phrase expresses reaction to a sorrowful situation. This situation cannot 

be changed though sorrow and pain about it can be expressed. God Almighty does 

not experience such a feeling Himself, but He states that the situation these people 

are in deserves such reaction by others. Theirs is a depressing condition that leads to 

great misery. 

“Alas for mankind!” They are offered a chance to save themselves but they turn 

away. This even though they see how earlier communities perished, yet they benefit 

nothing by the lessons they present. God opens wide the doors of His mercy to them, 

time after time, as He sends them messengers, but they ignore His mercy and behave 

with insolence and ill manners: “Whenever a messenger comes to them, they level ridicule 

on him. Are they not aware of how many a generation We have destroyed before them, and 

that they [who have perished] will never return to them?” (Verses 30-31) The fact that 

earlier communities, over countless generations, perished should provide a clear 

lesson to anyone who reflects. People, however, do not pay heed, even though they 

realize that they are going to meet the same end. What could invite greater sorrow? 

An animal shudders to see its fellow animal perish, and it will inevitably try to avoid 

the same fate. How come that man sees so many communities suffering and meeting 

the same end, and yet he continues to follow in their footsteps? Arrogance blinds him 

to the result which he will inevitably reach. 

While those who had already gone will not return to their successors, they will not 

be ignored or left without reckoning. They will all face that at the proper time: “Yet, 

they all will be brought before Us.” (Verse 32) 

Only Look Around 

There is a sign for them in the lifeless earth: We give it life and produce out of it grain 
for them to eat. We place in it gardens of date palms and grapes, and cause springs to 
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gush out of it, so that they may eat of its fruit. It was not their own hands that made 
all this. Will they, then, not give thanks? Limitless in His glory is He who created all 
things in pairs: whatever the earth produces, their own human kind and other 
creatures of which they have no knowledge. (Verses 33-36) 

Everything around them in the universe speaks to them about God, giving 

evidence of His presence. They only need to look at the land in front of them and 

how they see it dead, lifeless, lacking a drop of water. Then they see it quicken, 

producing grain and adorned with gardens replete with dates and grapes. Springs of 

water gush through it; and in no time, it is full of life. 

Life is a miracle which no man can produce. It is God’s hand that produces 

miracles, initiating life in what has been dead. The sight of growing plants, flowering 

gardens and ripening fruit should open people’s eyes and hearts to appreciate the 

wonderful work engendered by God’s hand. It splits the earth to allow the shoot to 

appear, longing for freedom and light, gives vigour to the stem which is eager to 

enjoy sunlight, loads the branches with leaves and fruit, opens up flowers and gets 

the fruit ready for picking, “so that they may eat of its fruit. It was not their own hands 

that made all this.” (Verse 35) It was God’s dextrous hand that enabled them to 

achieve all this; it was He who made the plants grow and yield their harvest: “Will 

they, then, not give thanks?” (Verse 35) 

Having given them this gentle and inspiring touch, the s rah then turns away 

from them a little to glorify God who gave them the flourishing gardens, making all 

plants in pairs, male and female, like men and women and countless other species 

known only to God: “Limitless in His glory is He who created all things in pairs: whatever 

the earth produces, their own human kind and other creatures of which they have no 

knowledge.” (Verse 36) 

With this glorification of God, voiced at exactly the right place and time, a great 

fact of the universe is brought to the fore; that is, the oneness of creation, the rule that 

applies to it and the way it is made. God has created all living things in pairs, and 

this applies to plants in the same way as it applies to man, and everything else: ‘and 

other creatures of which they have no knowledge.’ This unity points to the fact that the 

Creator is one. It is He who put in place the oneness of creation, despite the great 

varieties of shape, size, kind, race, features, etc. in all these creatures which are 

known only to Him. This rule of creating things in pairs may apply to everything in 

the universe, including inanimate objects, but this is knowledge that rests with God 

alone. It has now, for example, been established that the atom, which is the smallest 

unit of matter we know includes a pair of electric charges, positive and negative. 

Moreover, thousands of pairs of stars have been observed: each pair of stars move 

together in the same orbit, as if they are playing the same tune. 
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That was the sign given by the dead land quickening to produce life. We now look 

at the sign presented by the skies and the phenomena people see with their own eyes 

as God’s hand produces miracles: 

Another sign for them is the night: We strip the daylight from it, and they are plunged 
in darkness. The sun also runs its set course: that is laid down by the will of the 
Almighty, the All-Knowing. And for the moon We have determined phases until it 
finally becomes like an old date stalk. Neither the sun can overtake the moon, nor can 
the night outrun the day. Each floats in its own orbit. (Verses 37-40) 

When the night comes, light disappears and darkness spreads: this is something 

everyone sees every day in every corner of the world, except for polar areas. Despite 

its daily occurrence, it is a remarkable sign that deserves contemplation. The 

Qur’ nic description here is unique as it shows the day intertwined with the night 

and then God strips the day off the night to let darkness spread. We may perhaps 

further appreciate the unique way the Qur’ n uses to express this image when we 

remember how it actually happens. As the earth rotates facing the sun, every spot of 

it actually comes face to face with the sun when the day spreads over it. When the 

rotation of the earth changes and that spot no longer faces the sun, the day is 

stripped off it so as to plunge it into darkness. The same thing happens over every 

little part of the earth in progression, as if the light of day is pulled away or stripped 

to allow darkness to replace it. Thus the wording here accurately describes the 

reality. 

“The sun also runs its set course.” (Verse 38) It was generally believed that the sun 

stays in its position but turns around its axis, but it has recently been confirmed that 

it moves in a single direction in the great universal space, and astronomers have 

calculated the speed of its movement as being 12 miles per second. God Almighty, 

who knows its movement and destination, says that it moves along its course to a 

particular destination which is known only to Him. He alone knows when and what 

this is. 

When we remember that the sun is around a million times bigger than the earth 

we live on and imagine this great mass running its set course in space, unsupported, 

we appreciate what power controls and conducts the affairs of the universe and the 

sort of might and knowledge that power commands: “that is laid down by the will of the 

Almighty, the All-Knowing.” (Verse 38) 

“And for the moon We have determined phases until it finally becomes like an old date 

stalk.” (Verse 39) People see the moon in these phases, as it is born a thin crescent 

then grows every day until it takes its shape as a full moon before it begins to 

decrease until it looks like an old date stalk. If you observe the moon night after 

night, you will appreciate this remarkable way of expression, particularly the use of 
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the word ‘old In the early and final nights of its cycle, the moon has a crescent shape, 

but whereas it reflects freshness and vigour in the early days, it rises in the latter part 

of its cycle as if it is weighed down by a heavy burden and looks worried and pale; 

the same paleness as an old date stalk. Hence, the inspiring Qur’ nic description. 

Observing the moon night after night gives us fresh, rich and profound feelings. 

Furthermore, we perceive that it is all the work of the able hand that combines 

beauty with majesty while operating an accurate celestial system. We feel all this 

whether we know why the moon has such phases or not: it is sufficient to observe the 

moon for our hearts to overflow with feelings and for our minds to be deep in 

reflection. 

The s rah then makes it clear that the system regulating all these great celestial 

bodies is most accurate, and that this controls its resulting phenomena: “Neither the 

sun can overtake the moon, nor can the night outrun the day. Each floats in its own orbit.” 

(Verse 40) Indeed every planet and star has its own orbit which it follows accurately. 

Stars and planets are so far apart that the distances separating them are huge. Our 

planet earth is approximately 93 million miles away from the sun, while the moon is 

around 240,000 miles away from us. Hardly imaginable as these distances are, they 

are nothing compared to the distance between our solar system and the nearest star 

to us outside it, which is estimated to be four light years. We should remember that 

light travels at a speed of 186,000 miles per second. 

God, the Creator, willed that such distances should separate the orbits of stars and 

planets, and He planned the universe according to this design in order to prevent 

any collision, until a time He has set and that is known only to Him. Therefore, the 

sun will not overtake the moon, and the night cannot outrun the day, because the 

cycle of day and night never fails. 

“Each floats in its own orbit.” (Verse 40) The movement of all these great bodies in 

space is similar to the movement of ships and boats in the sea. Huge as these bodies 

are, they are no more than little spots floating on the surface of the sea. Compare 

man to all this, and think of the millions of millions of stars and planets floating in 

space! 

And yet another sign for them is that We carry their offspring in laden ships, and that 
We create things of similar kind for them to ride in. If such be Our will, We may cause 
them to drown, with none to respond to their cries for help, and then they cannot be 
saved, unless it be by an act of mercy from Us, leaving them to enjoy life for a while. 
(Verses 41-44) 

There is a clear analogy between the stars and planets floating in their orbits and 

ships floating on water carrying human passengers. The two types are not dissimilar 
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in appearance or movement. Moreover, it is only through God’s will and design that 

these two types of floating take place while He controls the entire universe ensuring 

the safety of all. At the same time, both are signs that we see but hardly ever 

contemplate. The floating of laden ships is closer to us and easier to reflect upon, if 

only we would open our hearts. 

In the original Arabic text, the term ‘laden ships’ could be read to mean ‘the laden 

ark’, which makes it a reference to Noah’s ark in which Adam’s offspring was 

carried. God then enabled mankind to make ships. In both cases, the floating was 

made possible by God’s will, power and the laws He has set in operation and the 

nature of boats, water, wind, steam, and other types of energy, which combine to 

allow ships to float on water. All these are parts of God’s creation. 

“If such be Our will, We may cause them to drown, with none to respond to their cries for 

help, and then they cannot be saved, unless it be by an act of mercy from Us, leaving them to 

enjoy life for a while.” (Verses 43-44) Large, heavy and carefully built as it may be, a 

ship in water is like a feather in the air: it can disappear and perish in a moment, 

unless it is protected by God’s grace. People who have crossed oceans, whether in a 

boat with sails or in a large vessel, appreciate the danger represented by the sea and 

the little protection there is, should a storm ensue. They recognize that only God’s 

grace provides protection in the midst of storms and currents that run over the sea, 

which is after all a creature controlled only by God’s caring hand. But all this applies 

‘for a while,’ only until the time God has set arrives. 

What Opens Sealed Hearts 

Clear and inspiring as these signs are, people continue to pay little heed. Their 

hearts remain closed and they persist in ridicule and denial, hastening the end 

against which God’s messengers have warned them: 

When they are told: ‘Beware of that which lies before you and behind you, so that you 
may be graced with His mercy,’ [they pay no heed]. Every single sign that comes to 
them from their Lord do they ignore. And when they are told: ‘Give [in charity] out of 
what God has provided for you,’ the unbelievers say to those who believe: Are we to 
feed those whom God could have fed, had He so willed? Clearly, you are lost in error.’ 
They also ask: ‘When will this promise be fulfilled, if what you say be true?’ (Verses 
45-48) 

Although all these signs are enough to cause an open heart to shudder and bring it 

in line with the universe, the unbelievers will not see them for what they are, and 

even if they do see them, they still do not reflect on them. Because His grace is 

endless, God does not leave them to themselves. He sends them messengers to warn 
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them and to call them to their Lord, the Creator of the universe. The messengers’ role 

is to alert people’s hearts so that they can see why they should be God- fearing, and 

to warn them against incurring God’s displeasure, pointing out its causes and 

teaching them how to avoid it. Signs are constantly given them in their lives, time 

after time, in addition to the signs that are available in the universe around them, but 

they choose to remain blind: “When they are told: Beware of that which lies before you and 

behind you, so that you may be graced with His mercy, [they pay no heed]. Every single sign 

that comes to them from their Lord do they ignore.” (Verses 45-46) If they are urged to be 

charitable and to give to the poor a portion of what God has provided for them, they 

say in ridicule: “Are we to feed those whom God could have fed, had He so willed?” (Verse 

47) They would even be impolite in their reply to those calling on them to be 

charitable, saying: “Clearly, you are lost in error.” (Verse 47) 

Viewing the matter in such a mechanical way betrays their ignorance of the law 

God has set for human life. It is God who feeds and provides for All the provisions 

that people receive on earth are created by Him. They cannot create any of that; 

indeed, they cannot create anything whatsoever. It is God’s will that people should 

have needs which they cannot attain to without hard work, such as planting the 

earth, extracting its raw material to manufacture things, transporting its produce 

from place to place, offering such produce in return for other products or for money, 

etc. It is also His will that people differ in their talents and abilities to ensure that 

everything needed to fulfil man’s task of building human life on earth is available. 

The accomplishment of this task not only needs talents and abilities that earn money 

and produce wealth; it also requires others that can meet different human needs, 

without earning money. This makes for a complex human society, in which people 

have different lots in a bustling world, and across generations. However, the 

resulting differences of the means available to different people does not lead to the 

ruination of life and society. In fact it is a by-product of life’s movement. 

Therefore, Islam addresses the individual, requiring those who have plenty to 

relinquish a portion of their money, which is given to the poor to provide for their 

food and other needs. By doing so, Islam reforms a great many people, rich and poor 

alike. This portion is zak t, which, by definition, implies purification. Islam makes it 

one of its acts of worship, and uses it to establish cordial and caring relations 

between the rich and the poor in the unique society it establishes. 

Therefore, when those people, unable to see God’s wisdom, say, “are we to feed 

those whom God could have fed, had He so willed?” and when they speak arrogantly to 

those who ask them to be charitable, saying, “clearly, you are lost in error,” they betray 

their own ignorance. They are blind to the nature of God’s law, life’s movement and 

the reasons why God gave different talents and abilities to different people, with the 

result that they have different means. 
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Islam puts in place a system that ensures fair opportunities for everyone. It then 

allows varied human activities, which are necessary for the fulfilment of man’s role 

on earth, to run their course. Furthermore, it deals with any negative side effects. 

Finally the s rah mentions their expressed doubts about God’s promise and their 

ridicule of the warnings given them: “They also ask: When will this promise be fulfilled, if 

what you say be true?” (Verse 48) God’s promise is not brought forward or delayed 

because of people’s pleas. With God everything has its definite measure; everything 

takes place at its appointed time and place, in accordance with His infinite wisdom. 

It is He who conducts the universe and all that happens in it according to a perfect 

system. The answer to this rude question is given in the form of a scene from the Day 

of Judgement, showing them what happens then, but not its timing. 

Mercy: the Essential Quality 

All they are waiting for is a single blast that will overtake them while they are still 
disputing. No time will they have to make bequests, nor will they return to their own 
people. The Trumpet will be sounded, and out of their graves they will rise and hasten 
to their Lord. They will say: ‘Woe betide us! Who has roused us from our resting 
place? This is what the Lord of Grace had promised. The messengers told the truth.’ It 
takes nothing but one single blast, and they will all have been brought before Us. 
(Verses 49-53) 

Here we see the answer to the question about the time of resurrection: it comes in 

the form of a quick image, a single blast that ends all life. “All they are waiting for is a 

single blast that will overtake them while they are still disputing. No time will they have to 

make bequests, nor will they return to their own people.” (Verses 4950) It takes them 

suddenly, in a moment, as they argue and dispute going about their day-to-day lives, 

expecting nothing of the sort. Then it is all over. All perish in the situation and the 

condition they are in. They have no chance to make a will or to arrange something 

for loved ones who may stay behind. No one can return to his family to say a word to 

them. In fact every single person faces the same end, with all life finished. 

The Trumpet is then sounded and they all rise from their graves, moving 

hurriedly, shocked, in fear. The question on everyone’s lips is: “Who has roused us 

from our resting place?” (Verse 52) As the shock begins to wear off, it is replaced by a 

growing realization: “This is what the Lord of Grace had promised. The messengers told the 

truth.” (Verse 52) Then comes the final blast and all those bewildered individuals, 

moving hurriedly and aimlessly, take their positions: “It takes nothing but one single 

blast, and they will all have been brought before Us.” (Verse 53) Only a short moment and 

all are stationed in place, ranged in rows as if they were in a parade. The supreme 

decree explaining the nature of the moment as well as the forthcoming reckoning 
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and reward is announced to all: “Today, no one shall be wronged in the least: you will be 

requited for nothing other than that which you did in life.” (Verse 54) The quick succession 

of these three images forms a complete and coherent answer to those who have been 

voicing doubts about the Day of Resurrection. 

The s rah does not dwell on how the believers face the reckoning. Instead, it 

moves quickly on to show their happy end: 

Those who are destined for paradise are today happily occupied. Together with their 
spouses, they will be in shady groves seated on soft couches. There they have fruit and 
whatever they ask for: peace and fulfilment through the word of the Lord of mercy. 
(Verses 55-58) 

They are occupied with the comforts available to them, happy, relaxed, enjoying 

the fruits served to them and the shady groves providing a cool breeze. They are 

joined by their spouses in perfect enjoyment. Whatever they need is immediately 

made available to them. Above all this, they are honoured with a greeting of peace 

from none other than their merciful Lord. 

By contrast the s rah dwells on the scene of reckoning faced by the others. It is 

shown with all that it involves of reproach and blame: 

But stand aside today, you guilty ones! Children of Adam! Did I not enjoin on you 
that you should not worship Satan, as he is your open foe, and that you should 
worship Me alone? This is the straight path. He had already led astray a great many of 
you. Could you not, then, use your reason? This, then, is the hell that you were 
repeatedly warned against: endure it today for your persistent rejection [of the truth]. 
(Verses 59-64) 

Contempt marks the treatment they receive. They are first told to stand aside, 

away from the believers. They are then addressed as ‘Children of Adam,’ which is an 

address implying reproach: “Children of Adam! Did 1 not enjoin on you that you should 

not worship Satan, as he is your open foe.” (Verse 60) It was Satan who caused the 

expulsion of their father, Adam, from heaven. He has declared his permanent 

hostility to them, yet they continue to worship him. 

They were also enjoined to do something that was certain to set them on a straight 

path, leading to God’s pleasure and a happy end in the life to come: “You should 

worship Me alone. This is the straight path.” (Verse 61) They are reminded that this 

enemy led astray many generations. Hence the rhetorical question: “Could you not, 

then, use your reason?” (Verse 62) At the end of this very hard and humiliating 

position, the dreaded sentence is passed, given in overtones of reproach and 

derision: “This, then, is the hell that you were repeatedly warned against: endure it today for 
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your persistent rejection [of the truth].” (Verses 63-64) 

However, the scene does not end here. It moves on to provide a most singular 

image: “On that day We shall set a seal on their mouths, but their hands will speak to Us, 

and their feet will bear witness to whatever they have done.” (Verse 65) Thus, they let each 

other down; their own bodies give witness against them; their personalities are torn 

apart with each part claiming that the other is lying. Each organ in their bodies 

returns to their Lord separately, in full submission to Him. This is a terrible scene, 

one that we can hardly contemplate. 

The scene ends with the unbelievers in that state of tied tongues, speaking hands 

and legs giving witness. This is totally different from what they knew of their nature, 

and different from what they were expecting. Had God willed, He could have put 

them in a totally different situation, making them endure whatever hardship He 

wished to impose on them. The s rah gives us here two examples of such hardships, 

making it clear that God could impose the same on anyone: 

Had it been Our will, We could have blotted their eyes. They would have striven to 
find the way, but how could they have seen it? And had it been Our will, We could 
have paralysed them, right in their places, so that they could not move forward or 
backward. (Verses 66-67) 

These two examples combine ridicule with contempt: the former answers those 

who used to pour ridicule on the believers and the divine message, and the latter 

answers those who were contemptuous when addressed by the message. It was they 

who used to ask about the time when the promise of the hereafter would be fulfilled, 

implying that they did not believe it would ever come about. In the first example we 

see them blind, yet despite their blindness, they rush to find a way, pushing one 

another aside and in their haste many of them fall down. How could they see? In the 

second example, they are frozen like statues unable to move an inch. In both 

examples they appear like toys, inviting ridicule after they were the ones to pour 

ridicule on the believers and their faith. 

All this takes place when the promise they used to hasten becomes due. Should 

they be left to live long on earth, they will end up in a miserable situation, when they 

will prefer for the promise to be hastened. They attain to old age with all its 

weaknesses, and they suffer dementia and retardation in feeling and thought. “If We 

grant long life to a human being, We also cause him to decline in his powers. Will they not 

use their reason?” (Verse 68) 

Old age is a second childhood, but without a child’s sweet innocence. An aged 

person moves backward, forgetting what he has learnt, losing physical and mental 

powers, unable to endure much, until he is no more than a child. However, a child is 
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always met with a smile when it does something silly. An aged person receives no 

support, unless it comes from a sense of pity and duty. He is also ridiculed whenever 

he betrays an element of childishness or stupidity. 

Both fates await those who persist in rejecting the truth. They are the ones that 

deprive themselves of the blessings of faith. 
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3 

What Prevents 

Resurrection? 

We have not taught the Prophet poetry; nor is it 

fitting for him [to be a poet]. This is but a 

reminder and a Qur’ n making all things clear, 

(69) 

to warn everyone who is alive, and that the word 

of God be proved against the unbelievers. (70) 

Are they not aware that, among all the things 

Our hands have made, We have created for them 

cattle which they control? (71) 

We have subjected these to them, so that some of 

them they use for riding and of some they may eat, 

(72) 

and they have other benefits from them, and 

[milk] to drink. Will they not give thanks? (73) 

Yet they have taken to worship deities other than 

God, hoping for [their) support. (74) 

$tΒuρ çμ≈oΨ ôϑ̄=tæ t÷èÏe±9 $# $tΒuρ ©Èöt7 .⊥ tƒ ÿ… ã&s! 4 ÷βÎ) uθèδ 

ωÎ) Öø. ÏŒ ×β# u™öè%uρ ×⎦⎫Î7 •Β ∩∉®∪  

u‘ É‹ΖãŠ Ïj9 ⎯ tΒ tβ% x. $wŠ ym ¨, Ït s†uρ ãΑ öθs) ø9 $# ’ n?tã 

š⎥⎪ÍÏ≈ s3ø9 $# ∩∠⊃∪  

óΟ s9 uρr& (# ÷ρttƒ $̄Ρr& $uΖø) n=yz Ν ßγ s9 $£ϑÏiΒ ôM n=Ïϑtã 

!$uΖƒ Ï‰÷ƒ r& $Vϑ≈ yè÷Ρr& ôΜ ßγ sù $yγ s9 tβθä3Î=≈ tΒ ∩∠⊇∪  

$yγ≈ oΨ ù=©9 sŒ uρ öΝ çλm; $pκ ÷] Ïϑsù öΝ æκ â5θä. u‘ $pκ ÷] ÏΒuρ tβθè=ä. ù'tƒ 

∩∠⊄∪  

öΝ çλm; uρ $pκ Ïù ßì Ï≈oΨ tΒ Ü>Í‘$t±tΒuρ ( Ÿξsùr& 

šχρãä3ô±o„ ∩∠⊂∪  

(#ρä‹sƒ ªB $# uρ ⎯ ÏΒ ÈβρßŠ «!$# Zπ yγÏ9# u™ öΝ ßγ ¯=yè©9 

šχρç |ÇΖãƒ ∩∠⊆∪  



 

 223

They are unable to support them; yet their 

worshippers stand like warriors to defend them. 

(75) 

Let not their words grieve you. We know all that 

they keep secret as well as all that they bring into 

the open. (76) 

Is man, then, not aware that it is We who create 

him out of a gamete; and then he becomes 

flagrantly contentious? (77) 

He comes up with arguments against Us, 

forgetting how he himself was created. He asks: 

‘Who could give life to bones that have crumbled 

to dust?’ (78) 

Say: ‘He who brought them into being in the first 

instance will give them life again. He has full 

knowledge of every act of creation; (79) 

He who produces for you fire out of the green tree, 

and from this you kindle your fires.’ (80) 

Is, then, He who has created the heavens and the 

earth unable to create their like? Of course He 

can. He alone is the supreme Creator, the All-

Knowing. (81) 

When He intends something to be, He only says 

to it, ‘Be,’ and it is. (82) 

Limitless, then, in His glory is He in whose hand 

rests the mighty dominion over all things, and to 

Him you all will be brought back. (83) 
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Overview 

In this final part, the s rah reviews all the issues it tackled earlier: the nature of 

revelation; Godhead and its oneness, and resurrection. These are reviewed in 

separate sections and shown with strong effects coupled with a clear rhythm. The 

overall aim is to show how God’s hand controls everything in the universe. This 

concept is summed up in the last verse of the s rah: “Limitless, then, in His glory is He 

in whose hand rests the mighty dominion over all things, and to Him you all will be brought 

back.” (Verse 83) His hand, strong and innovative, has created cattle and subjected 

them to man, and created man from a mere gamete. The same hand can also give life 

to bones that had broken into dust, just like it originated them in the first instance. It 

was this hand that produced fire from the green tree and brought the heavens and 

the earth into being. In the end, it has control of everything in the universe. This, 

then, is the gist of this final part of the s rah. 

No Place for Poetry 

We have not taught the Prophet poetry; nor is it fitting for him [to be a poet). This is 
but a reminder and a Qur’ n making all things clear, to warn everyone who is alive, 
and that the word of God be proved against the unbelievers. (Verses 69-70) 

Right at the outset, the s rah spoke about the question of revelation: “Y  S n. By the 

Qur’ n, full of wisdom, you are indeed one of God’s messengers, pursuing a straight way. It 

is a revelation by the Almighty, the Ever Merciful, so that you may warn people whose 

forefathers had not been warned, and who therefore are unaware [of the truth].” (Verses 1-6) 

Now it is presented in this particular form to refute the allegation that the Prophet 

was a poet, and that the Qur’ n was mere poetry. The elders of the Quraysh were 

fully aware that all this was absolutely false, and that the Qur’ n Mu ammad recited 

was something unknown in their language. They were not so dull as to be unable to 

distinguish the Qur’ n from poetry. These allegations were simply part of the 

propaganda they launched against the new faith and the Messenger preaching it. 

They simply referred to the fine, inspiring style of the Qur’ n to try to make the 

masses confuse it with poetry. 

At this point, God in all His limitless glory denies that He taught His Messenger 

the art of poetry. Since God did not teach him this, he will not learn it. No one will 

ever get to know anything other than what God teaches them. 

The s rah also makes it clear that poetry is not suitable for God’s Messenger: “nor 

is it fitting for him [to be a poet].” Poetry takes a different line from that of 

prophethood. Poetry is an interaction which may change from time to time. 
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Prophethood, on the other hand, means revelations bestowed from on high, 

outlining a firm system and a clear code that should be implemented as it conforms 

to God’s law, which operates throughout the universe. Unlike poetry, it does not 

change to suit moods and desires. 

Moreover, prophethood means constant contact with God, learning directly from 

what He reveals and an untiring attempt to mould human life in a way that pleases 

Him. In its highest standards, poetry expresses a human longing for what is perfect 

and beautiful, but it remains a human effort confined within man’s capabilities and 

limitations. At lesser levels, poetry is an expression of reactions and desires that may 

be strongly carnal. Indeed, prophethood and poetry are far apart: one is at best a 

longing that issues from the earth while the other is true guidance from on high. 

“This is but a reminder and a Qur’ n making all things clear.” (Verse 69) Both 

descriptions apply to the same thing: the role of revelation is to be a reminder as it 

works on the mind keeping it alert, and the Qur’ n is to be recited. It has been 

revealed to perform a particular task: “to warn everyone who is alive, and that the word of 

God be proved against the unbelievers.” (Verse 70) Here the Qur’ nic expression 

contrasts unbelief with life, making unbelief equal to death and propensity to faith 

equal to life. Thus, the Qur’ n has been revealed to the Prophet Mu ammad (peace 

be upon him) so as to warn those who are alive and can benefit from the warning. 

The unbelievers, on the other hand, are dead and cannot hear the warning. 

Therefore, the function of the Qur’ n, in as far as they are concerned, is to record 

their situation which makes them deserve punishment. God will not inflict 

punishment on anyone who has not received His message. Punishment is for those 

who did receive His message and who were determined to disbelieve in it, thereby 

writing their own ruin. 

Just the One God 

The second section of this final part of the s rah addresses the question of God’s 

oneness providing a framework for it from what people see around them and the 

blessings God grants them: 

Are they not aware that, among all the things Our hands have made, We have created 
for them cattle which they control. We have subjected these to them, so that some of 
them they use for riding and of some they may eat, and they have other benefits from 
them, and [milk] to drink. Will they not give thanks? Yet they have taken to worship 
deities other than God, hoping for [their] support. They are unable to support them; 
yet their worshippers stand like warriors to defend them. Let not their words grieve 
you. We know all that they keep secret as well as all that they bring into the open. 
(Verses 71-76) 
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These verses begin with the question, ‘Are they not aware...’, which could have been 

literally translated as ‘Do they not see how...’ The sign to which their attentions are 

drawn here is present before them. They do not have to look far for it. It is before 

their very eyes, requiring little contemplation. It is the cattle God has created and 

made subject to their control. Thus, they are able to ride them, use them for food, 

milk and draw various other benefits from them. All this is by God’s law and the 

qualities He has given man and cattle. People could never have achieved any of this 

on their own. In fact, they cannot create a fly, even though they might muster all 

their resources for this purpose. They cannot control a fly unless God gave it the 

quality of being controlled by man. Hence the question: “Will they not give thanks?” 

When we look at the matter in this Qur’ nic light we are bound to feel that God’s 

blessings overflow from every corner around us. Thus, every time we ride an animal, 

eat a piece of meat, have a drink of milk, taste a piece of cheese or use fat for cooking, 

or wear a garment made of hide, wool or animal hair, we in our hearts feel God’s 

endless blessings and infinite grace. This, then, applies to all things around us and 

everything we use, whether animate or inanimate. All our lives, then, become a 

continuous act of glorifying God and giving thanks to Him. 

Yet people do not give thanks. Some of them would even attribute divinity to 

beings other than God. “Yet they have taken to worship deities other than God, hoping for 

[their] support. They are unable to support them; yet their worshippers stand like warriors to 

defend them.” (Verses 74-75) In the past, such deities were statues, stones, trees, stars, 

angels or jinn. Such idolatry persists today in some areas of the world. Yet people 

today who do not worship such deities do not necessarily believe in God’s oneness. 

They may associate partners with Him, in the form of believing in some alleged 

powers other than His, or relying on other things. What we need to understand here 

is that polytheism can take different forms at different times and places. 

The unbelievers used to worship these deities seeking their help to win victory, 

yet it was they who protected those deities against assault from others: “yet their 

worshippers stand like warriors to defend them.” (Verse 75) This was absurdity of the 

lowest order. However, in essence, most people have not gone far above this level of 

absurdity; only in form. Today, people who give tyrants the status of deities are not 

dissimilar to those who worshipped idols and statues. They are the warriors 

defending the tyrants and their tyranny, yet at the same time, they humbly bow 

before them. Idolatry is the same, whatever form it takes. Whenever the monotheistic 

faith suffers any deviation, idolatry and j hiliyyah creep in. The only thing that 

protects humanity is belief in God’s absolute oneness. He is the One God, to whom 

all worship must be addressed. He is the One to be obeyed and on whom all must 

rely. 

“Let not their words grieve you. We know all that they keep secret as well as all that they 
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bring into the open.” (Verse 76) This is an address to the Prophet as he confronted 

those worshipping deities other than God. He should not be concerned about them. 

God knows all about them and what they scheme. They represent no danger to any 

believer who places his trust in God. 

A Second Life for All 

The third section of this final passage raises the question of resurrection and 

reckoning: 

Is man, then, not aware that it is We who create him out of a gamete; and then he 
becomes flagrantly contentious. He comes up with arguments against Us, forgetting 
how he himself was created. He asks: ‘Who could give life to bones that have crumbled 
to dust?’ Say: ‘He who brought them into being in the first instance will give them life 
again. He has full knowledge of every act of creation; He who produces for you fire out 
of the green tree, and from this you kindle your fires.’ Is, then, He who has created the 
heavens and the earth unable to create their like? Of course He can. He alone is the 
supreme Creator, the All-Knowing. When He intends something to he, He only says 
to it, ‘Be,’ and it is. (Verses 77-82) 

This section looks first at man’s own position, describing his origins and ends, 

putting it all before him so that he looks at it as a reality taking place all the time. Yet 

man neither appreciates its significance nor takes it as evidence confirming the 

realization of God’s promise to resurrect all humanity. “Is man, then, not aware that it 

is We who create him out of a gamete; and then he becomes flagrantly contentious.” (Verse 

77) Man does not doubt that his immediate origin is a gamete. It is no more than a 

tiny drop of worthless fluid; a drop containing countless thousands of cells, one of 

which then becomes an embryo, which later grows into a contentious person, 

arguing with his Lord and demanding proof and evidence from Him. 

It is the creative power of God that transforms that gamete into this quarrelsome, 

contentious person. What a gulf between origin and end! Yet man finds it difficult to 

believe that this power can bring him back to life after death. “He comes up with 

arguments against Us, forgetting how he himself was created. He asks: ‘Who could give life to 

bones that have crumbled to dust?’ Say: Be who brought them into being in the first instance 

will give them life again. He has full knowledge of every act of creation.” (Verses 78-79) 

How simple, using the logic of nature and obvious reality! 

Does a gamete have greater life, power or value than a crumbled bone? Is not man 

originated from a gamete? Is the One who made an argumentative man out of a 

gamete unable to produce a new creation out of a crumbled bone? This is too easy 

and obvious to merit any lengthy discussion: “He who brought them into being in the 
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first instance will give them life again. He has All knowledge of every act of creation.” (Verse 

79) They are then given further clarification of God’s creative power. Again the 

clarification uses something they always see with their own eyes: “He who produces for 

you fire out of the green tree, and from this you kindle your fires.” (Verse 80) 

A casual look at this remarkable phenomena, to which they are often oblivious, is 

sufficient as convincing proof. Green trees laden with water often produce fire 

through friction, and then become fuel to this same fire. However, scientific 

understanding of the nature of the heat green trees receive as they absorb solar 

energy and retain it while they are full of water can only enhance the significance of 

this phenomena. It is God who has given trees their characteristics, and who created 

all things. However, we seldom look at things with such awareness. As a result, they 

do not reveal to us their amazing secrets nor do they point us to the Creator of the 

universe. We only need to open our hearts to them and they will tell us their secrets. 

We will then live with them in a permanent state of worship and glorification of God. 

The s rah then further examines the question of man’s initial creation and his 

subsequent resurrection: “Is, then, He who has created the heavens and the earth unable to 

create their like? Of course He can. He alone is the supreme Creator, the All-Knowing.” 

(Verse 81) 

The heavens and the earth are great and wonderful creations. This earth where we 

live with millions of other species, and compared to which we are very little in size, 

and about which our knowledge remains scanty, is no more than a small satellite of 

the sun. Our earth depends totally on the light and heat it receives from the sun. 

However, the sun is only one out of a hundred million suns in this galaxy which 

forms our neighbouring world. The universe includes numerous other galaxies. 

Using their best, but limited observatories, astronomers estimate that there are one 

hundred million galaxies, but they could discover more if they used more powerful 

telescopes. The distance between our galaxy and the next is estimated at 750,000 light 

years. In addition, there are also vast nebula containing distant clusters of stars. But 

this is as far as our limited knowledge can reach. 

Most of these countless stars have planets like our own star, and each planet and 

star has its own orbit in which it moves according to an accurate system which 

allows no stoppage or deviation. Otherwise, collisions would occur in outer space. 

We simply cannot try to describe what this great expanse contains: it is simply 

beyond our imagination. However, the question remains: “Is, then, He who has created 

the heavens and the earth unable to create their like?” How do people compare with such 

great, unimaginable creation? “Of course He can. He alone is the supreme Creator, the All-

Knowing.” (Verse 81) 

The truth is that God creates this and that, as well as other types of creation, 
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effortlessly. It is all the same to Him whether the creature He wants to bring into life 

is large or small: “When He intends something to be, He only says to it, ‘Be,’ and it is.” 

(Verse 82) This ‘something’ could be a galaxy, an earth, an ant or a mosquito. It is all 

the same, requiring no more than a simple word, ‘Be’, and it is there. Nothing is 

easier or more difficult, near or far. Once God’s will intends something, it exists 

whatever it may be. However, God tells us of this fact in a way we understand. This 

is why He expresses it in this way: saying, ‘Be’, to His intended creation. 

At this point, the s rah gives its final beat, describing the relation between the 

universe and its Creator: “Limitless, then, in His glory is He in whose hand rests the 

mighty dominion over all things, and to Him you all will be brought back.” (Verse 83) The 

term ‘mighty dominion’ describes this relation in its majestic reality of absolute 

ownership and complete authority over everything in the universe. Then to Him all 

will return. 
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S RAH 37 

Al-Şāffāt 
(Ranged in Ranks) 

Prologue 

This Makkan s rah, like the one before it, is composed of short verses and is 

characterized by fast beats, successive scenes and a myriad of images. Indeed, the 

effect it produces is at times very intense. Like all Makkan revelations, its aim is to 

establish the Islamic faith firmly in people’s hearts, purging it of any traces of 

idolatry and polytheism. In this respect, however, it addresses a particular form of 

polytheism which prevailed in Arabian society at the time, pausing long to expose its 

falsehood. All this is summed up in the allegation that God married the jinn, who 

subsequently gave Him the angels as His daughters. 

The s rah attacks this superstition heavily, exposing its stupidity and lack of 

substance. Furthermore, because this topic is given prominence, the s rah begins by 

mentioning some types of angels: “By the [angels] ranged in ranks, who rebuke 

reproachfully, and recite God’s word.” (Verses 1-3) This is followed by mention of the 

devils and how they are targeted by piercing flames to prevent them from 

eavesdropping on those on high. Had they been in the position given them in 

ignorant superstitions, they would not have been chased in this way. The fruit of the 

tree growing in the midst of hell is likened to devils’ heads. At the end, this 

superstition is strongly and decisively refuted: “Now ask the unbelievers if it be true that 

your Lord has daughters, while they would have sons? Or is it that We have created the 

angels female in their presence? Out of their falsehood they say: ‘God has begotten children.’ 

They are lying indeed. Would He then choose daughters in preference to sons? What is the 

matter with you? How do you make your judgement? Do you not reflect? Or do you, 

perhaps, have a clear authority? Bring your scriptures, if you are speaking the truth! They 

claim that He has kinship with the jinn; yet the jinn themselves know that they will be 
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brought [before God] for judgement. Limitless is God in His glory, above all what people 

attribute to Him.” (Verses 149-159) 

In addition to dealing with this particular form of idolatry, the s rah tackles the 

same issues of faith discussed in other Makkan s rahs. It confirms God’s oneness, 

citing evidence from the universe: “Most certainly your God is One, Lord of the heavens 

and the earth and everything between them, Lord of all the points of sunrise.” (Verses 4-5) 

As it draws a scene of the Day of Judgement, it specifies that idolatry is the reason 

why those punished in the hereafter receive their punishment: “On that day, they all 

will share in the common suffering. Thus shall We deal with all the guilty ones. Whenever 

they were told, ‘there is no deity other than God,’ they would turn away in arrogance, and 

would say: Are we to forsake our deities for the sake of a mad poet?’ For certain, he has 

brought the truth, and confirmed the earlier messengers. You will indeed taste grievous 

suffering, being requited only for what you used to do.” (Verses 33-39) 

The s rah also speaks about resurrection, reckoning and reward. Referring to the 

idolaters’ reaction when they are told that they will be brought back to life, it states 

that they say: “This is nothing but plain sorcery. What! After we have died and become mere 

dust and bones, shall we be raised back to life? And perhaps our forefathers?” (Verses 1517) 

It follows this with a detailed scene of the Day of Judgement, full of images, 

movements, reactions and surprises. 

Reference is also made to the question of revelation and the message, quoting the 

unbelievers as saying: “Are we to forsake our deities for the sake of a mad poet?” (Verse 36) 

It states the true nature of prophethood: “For certain, he has brought the truth, and 

confirmed the earlier messengers.” (Verse 37) 

As the s rah describes the attitude of the idolaters, how far astray they go, as well 

as their rejection of the truth, it mentions a series of earlier messengers: Noah, 

Abraham and his sons, Moses and Aaron, Elijah, Lot and Jonah. These accounts show 

clearly how God grants His grace to His messengers, how He supports them against 

their enemies and how He inflicts punishment on those who deny the truth: “Most of 

the people of old went astray before them; although We had sent them warners. Behold what 

happened in the end to those that had been warned. Not so God’s true servants.” (Verses 71-

74) The story of Abraham and his son Ishmael, the sacrifice and the ransom, is given 

special prominence as it paints obedience and submission to God in their most 

profound form. Indeed, such submission equates with attaining the summit that can 

only be reached through pure faith, one which elevates people to a splendid horizon. 

A wide range of effects accompany the presentation of different issues in the s rah. 

To mention but a few, we see the skies, stars, planets and piercing flames: “We have 

adorned the skies nearest to the earth with stars, and have made them secure against every 

rebellious devil. Thus, they cannot eavesdrop on the ones on high, but shall be repelled from 

all sides, driven away, with lasting suffering in store for them. If any of them stealthily 
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snatches away a fragment, he will be pursued by a piercing flame.” (Verses 6-10) 

Special effects are also provided in the scenes that portray the Day of Judgement, 

its surprises and the strong reactions that ensue. These scenes are rather unique and 

this aspect will be highlighted later when we discuss those verses in detail. 

Further effects are provided by the stories the s rah relates, most particularly that 

of Abraham and his son Ishmael as they proceed to give the sacrifice. Here, the 

effects are at their highest, strongly shaking our hearts. 

The s rah is also characterized by its distinctive rhythm which is most suited to the 

images and scenes it portrays as also to the style it adopts and the meanings it wants 

to emphasize. 

The s rah can be divided into three parts. The first includes the opening describing 

the three types of angels who glorify God, the Lord of all points of sunrise, who 

adorned the skies with stars. It then mentions the jinn and how they try to eavesdrop 

on those on high and who are then targeted by piercing flames. A question is then 

put to them: are they more difficult to create than the other beings God created, 

including angels, the skies, the jinn, planets and flames? This leads to a refutation of 

what they used to say about resurrection, showing its absurdity, and confirming 

what they used to find difficult to believe. This is followed by a long and unique 

image of resurrection, reckoning, reward and punishment. 

The second part mentions how those who were erroneous only followed in the 

footsteps of the unbelievers of old who received warnings, but paid no heed. It gives 

accounts of the people’s of Noah, Abraham, Moses, Aaron, Elijah, Lot and Jonah, 

showing the ends met by the two parties in each respect. 

In the last part, the superstition concerning the jinn and the angels is brought into 

focus. It states clearly God’s promise of victory to His messengers: “Our word has 

already been given to Our servants the messengers: it is they who will be helped, and it is Our 

forces who will surely be victorious.” (Verses 171-173) The s rah closes on a special note 

glorifying God, denying all false claims about Him, greeting His messengers and 

praising Him as the Supreme Lord: “Limitless in His glory is your Lord, the Lord of 

almightiness, above all what people attribute to Him. And peace be upon all His messengers. 

All praise is due to God, the Lord of all the worlds.” (Verses 180-182) 
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1 

Will You Have a Look? 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

By the [angels] ranged in ranks, (1) 

who rebuke reproachfully (2) 

and recite God’s word (3) 

most certainly your God is One, (4) 

 Lord of the heavens and the earth and everything 

between them, Lord of all the points of sunrise. 

(5) 

We have adorned the skies nearest to the earth 

with stars, (6) 

and have made them secure against every 

rebellious devil. (7) 

Thus, they cannot eavesdrop on the ones on high, 

but shall be repelled from all sides, (8) 

driven away, with lasting suffering in store for 
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them. (9) 

If any of them stealthily snatches away a 

fragment, he will be pursued by a piercing flame. 

(10) 

Now ask those [unbelievers]: Are they more 

difficult to create, or the other beings We have 

created? Them have We created out of a sticky 

clay. (11) 

Whereas you marvel, they scoff; (12) 

and when they are reminded of the truth, they pay 

no heed; (13) 

and when they see a sign, they resort to ridicule; 

(14) 

and say: ‘This is nothing but plain sorcery. (15) 

What! After we have died and become mere dust 

and bones, shall we be raised back to life? (16) 

And perhaps our forefathers?’ (17) 

Say: ‘Yes, indeed! And you shall be utterly 

humbled.’ (18) 

There will be just one single cry, and they will all 

begin to see, (19) 

and will say: ‘Woe betide us! This is the Day of 

Judgement!’ (20) 
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This is indeed the Day of Decision which you 

used to call a lie! (21) 

Gather together all those who were bent on 

wrongdoing, their ilk, and all that they used to 

worship (22) 

instead of God, and guide them all to the path of 

hell, (23) 

but halt them a while, for they shall be asked: 

(24) 

‘How is it that you do not help one another?’ 

(25) 

Indeed, on that day they will be in complete 

submission. (26) 

They will turn upon one another accusingly. (27) 

Some [of them] will say: ‘You used to [whisper to 

us] approaching us from the right!’ (28) 

The others will reply: ‘No! It was you who would 

not believe. (29) 

We had no power over you; but you were willing 

to exceed all limits. (30) 

Now our Lord’s word has come true against us, 

and we are bound to taste [the punishment]; (31) 

If we led you astray, we ourselves were astray.’ 
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(32) 

On that day, they all will share in the common 

suffering. (33) 

Thus shall We deal with all the guilty ones. (34) 

Whenever they were told, ‘there is no deity other 

than God,’ they would turn away in arrogance, 

(35) 

and would say: ‘Are we to forsake our deities for 

the sake of a mad poet?’ (36) 

For certain, he has brought the truth, and 

confirmed the earlier messengers. (37) 

You will indeed taste grievous suffering, (38) 

being requited only for what you used to do. (39) 

Not so God’s true servants. (40) 

Theirs shall be a predetermined sustenance: (41) 

fruits; and they will be honoured (42) 

in gardens of bliss, (43) 

seated on soft couches, facing one another. (44) 
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A cup will be passed round among them with a 

drink from a flowing spring: (45) 

clear, delicious to those who drink it, (46) 

causing no headiness or intoxication. (47) 

With them will be mates of modest gaze, most 

beautiful of eye, (48) 

as if they were hidden eggs. (49) 

And they will turn to one another with questions. 

(50) 

One of them will say: I had a close companion on 

earth (51) 

who used to ask me: ‘Do you really believe (52) 

that after we have died and become mere dust and 

bones we shall be brought for judgement?’ (53) 

He adds: ‘Would you like to look down?’ (54) 

Then he looks and sees him in the midst of the 

fire. (55) 

He will then say: ‘By God! You almost brought 

me to ruin! (56) 

But for the grace of God I should have also been 
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brought there.’ (57) 

‘But then is it truly so, that we are not to die (58) 

except for our first death, and that we are not to 

suffer? (59) 

This is indeed the supreme triumph.’ (60) 

Everyone should strive to attain this goal. (61) 

Is this the better welcome, or the Zaqqūm tree? 

(62) 

We have made it a test for the wrongdoers. (63) 

It is a tree that grows in the very heart of the 

blazing fire of hell. (64) 

Its fruit is like devils’ heads. (65) 

They will indeed eat of it, filling their bellies. (66) 

Then on top of it, they will be given polluted, 

scalding water to drink. (67) 

Then again, their ultimate goal is hell. (68) 
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A Sky Adorned with Stars 

By the [angels] ranged in ranks, who rebuke reproachfully and recite God’s word most 
certainly your God is One, Lord of the heavens and the earth and everything between 
them, Lord of all the points of sunrise. (Verses 1-5) 
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The s rah begins by mentioning three groups of people, identifying what they do. 

The first description may mean that they range themselves in rows as they pray, or 

range their wings, awaiting God’s commands. The second group rebukes whoever 

deserves rebuke, perhaps at the time when the angels gather their souls when they 

die, or at the time of resurrection, or when they are driven into hell, or in any 

position or situation. The third group recite God’s word, which may be the Qur’ n or 

other scriptures or they may recite glorifications of God. They are mentioned in the 

form of an oath made by God confirming His oneness: “Your God is One.” (Verse 4) 

As we have already stated, the occasion here is the mention of the superstition 

circulated in ignorant Arabia alleging that the angels were God’s daughters, and as 

such, they too were deities. 

God then mentions to His servants something about Himself that is suited to the 

truth of His oneness: He is the “Lord of the heavens and the earth and everything between 

them, Lord of all the points of sunrise.” (Verse 5) The heavens and the earth stand before 

us, speaking to us about the Creator who controls everything in this universe. No 

one else claims the ability to create and control the universe, and no one can deny 

that the One who created the universe is the true Lord who has absolute power. He 

also created and controls “everything between them,” including the air, clouds, light, as 

well as tiny little creatures which man comes to know from time to time, but much 

more remains unknown to man. It is impossible to look with an alert mind at the 

heavens and the earth and what is between them without being profoundly affected 

by the greatness, accuracy, variety, beauty, harmony and coherence between all these 

creatures. Only a dead heart can look at them without genuine interaction. 

“Lord of all points of sunrise.” (Verse 5) The translation of this verse is far from 

adequate, as the verse not only refers to the rising of the sun, but of every star and 

planet. Each has its time and point of rising. Therefore, the number of such points in 

all the corners of the universe is beyond imagination. At the same time, the phrase 

refers to the fact that as the earth turns round the sun, every point of it has its own 

sunrise, and its point of sunset. Whenever a point of earth is facing the sun, it has its 

sunrise, and the opposite point on the surface of the earth has its sunset. People did 

not know this at the time of the revelation of the Qur’ n, but God told them about it. 

This precise system that makes such successive sunrises over the earth, and the 

splendid beauty that so permeates our planet beckons us to reflect on the superb 

beauty of God’s creation and to believe in His oneness. How could such beauty, 

accuracy and consistency have been achieved unless the Maker is One? 

This is the reason why this particular attribute of God’s is mentioned on this 

occasion. We will see that there will be another occasion in the s rah which recalls the 

mention of the heavens and sunrises, as it refers to planets, flames, devils and their 

destruction. 
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We have adorned the skies nearest to the earth with stars, and have made them secure 
against every rebellious devil. Thus, they cannot eavesdrop on the ones on high, but 
shall be repelled from all sides, driven away, with lasting suffering in store for them. If 
any of them stealthily snatches away a fragment, he will be pursued by a piercing 
flame. (Verses 6-10) 

At the outset, the s rah touches on the part of the superstition that relates to 

angels. Now it touches on the part that relates to the jinn. In pre-Islamic days, some 

Arabs alleged that the jinn were related to God. Indeed, some of them worshipped 

the jinn for this reason, and because they attributed to them knowledge of the world 

beyond human perception. 

“We have adorned the skies nearest to the earth with stars.” (Verse 6) One look at the 

sky is sufficient to realize that the element of beauty is purposely incorporated into 

the making of the universe: its very make up is beautiful, well proportioned and 

harmonious. In fact, beauty is an essential part of its nature. Its design gives equal 

importance to beautiful appearance and perfect functioning. Therefore, everything in 

it is made according to an accurate measure, performing its role to perfection and 

adding to its overall beauty. 

The sky and its stars is the most beautiful scene around us. We never tire of it. 

Every star and planet sends its flickering light, like a damsel’s eye looking shyly at 

you. When you look straight at her, she turns her eye away; but when you take your 

glance away, her eyes brighten. To look at these stars and planets as they change 

position night after night gives endless pleasure. 

Another function of the stars and their satellites is also mentioned in the s rah, 

demonstrating how some of them are shooting stars and piercing flames that 

target the jinn, preventing them from getting close to those on high: We “have made 

them secure against every rebellious devil. Thus, they cannot eavesdrop on the ones on high, 

but shall be repelled from all sides, driven away, with lasting suffering in store for them. If 

any of them stealthily snatches away a fragment, he will be pursued by a piercing flame.” 

(Verses 7-10) This means that some of the shooting stars we see guard the skies 

against rebellious devils to prevent them from eavesdropping on those on high. Such 

devils on the Day of Judgement will be punished further. However, a rebellious devil 

might stealthily snatch something of what goes on among the angels on high, but as 

this devil descends, a piercing flame pursues and burns him. 

We have no idea how the rebellious devil tries to eavesdrop, how he snatches a 

fragment, or how he is pursued by the piercing flame. All these are beyond the limits 

of our human nature and its power of imagination. The only way open to us is to 

believe what we are told by God and accept it as it is stated. We should remember 

that our knowledge of the universe is only superficial. What is important to 
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understand here is that those devils who are prevented from eavesdropping on what 

takes place on high are the ones whom the idolaters alleged to be related to God. 

Had anything of the sort been true, the whole story would have been totally 

different. Such alleged relatives would not have suffered the burning fate that 

pursues them. 

Receiving the Message with Ridicule 

The Prophet is then instructed to question them about whether they considered 

their own creation to be more difficult or the creation of the heavens, earth and all 

creation in the universe? If they agree that man’s creation is less difficult, why should 

they then disbelieve in resurrection, meeting it with derision and considering it 

impossible, when it is nothing compared to creating the universe? 

Now ask those [unbelievers]: Are they more difficult to create, or the other beings We 
have created? Them have We created out of a sticky clay. Whereas you marvel, they 
scoff and when they are reminded of the truth, they pay no heed; and when they see a 
sign, they resort to ridicule; and say: ‘This is nothing but plain sorcery. What! After 
we have died and become mere dust and bones, shall we be raised back to life? And 
perhaps our forefathers?’ (Verses 11-17) 

The other created beings in this respect include the angels, heavens, the earth and 

all between them, the jinn, stars, planets and piercing flames. They acknowledge that 

these are created by God. No answer, however, is expected to the question. This is 

simply a rhetorical device inviting amazement at their lack of understanding of what 

is around them. It derides the way they look at things. Leaving the question 

unanswered, the s rah shows them the substance from which they were created in 

the first place: it is soft, sticky clay made of material from this earth, which is itself 

one of God’s creatures: “Them have We created out of a sticky clay.” (Verse 11) It is 

abundantly clear then that they are not the more difficult to create. Hence, their 

making fun of God’s signs and His promise to bring them back to life is nothing less 

than absurd. 

Their attitude makes the Prophet wonder: “Whereas you marvel, they scoff and when 

they are reminded of the truth, they pay no heed; and when they see a sign, they resort to 

ridicule.” (Verses 12-14) It is only right that the Prophet should wonder at them. A 

believer who recognizes God with all his faculties as Mu ammad (peace be upon 

him) did, and who sees in full clarity the numerous signs in the universe pointing to 

Him, is bound to wonder and marvel at how people can remain oblivious to them. In 

short, how can they adopt such an attitude? 

As the Prophet looked at them with amazement, they continued ridiculing the 
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truth he presented to them, speaking of God’s oneness and their own resurrection. 

They preferred to remain blind, with their hearts sealed. Hence they scoffed at God’s 

revelations and signs, wondered at the Prophet who presented these to them and 

made that the material for further ridicule. Part of this was how they described the 

Qur’ n: “This is nothing but plain sorcery. What! After we have died and become mere dust 

and bones, shall we be raised back to life? And perhaps our forefathers?” (Verses 15-17) 

They are oblivious to everything around them that reminds them of God’s power 

and ability, claiming that He would not return them to life after they and their 

forefathers had died and perished. Yet such return is nothing to marvel at, if we 

would only look at the universe around us and see what God has created. 

Since they would not reflect quietly and calmly on what they saw, they are 

strongly jolted such that they see their own agitated state in the life to come: “Say: 

Yes, indeed! And you shall be utterly humbled.” (Verse 18) Yes, indeed, you and your 

forefathers will be resurrected and utterly humiliated, unable to put up any 

opposition. It is not merely that God emphatically confirms their resurrection, but He 

shows them how it is done. This is depicted in a long scene describing resurrection in 

different ways, presenting lively images and successive movements. The whole 

account employs the narrative style first, then changes to dialogue, and in between 

they see events and actions and hear comments on these. Thus, the whole scene 

comes alive. 

“There will be just one single cry, and they will all begin to see.” (Verse 19) It is all just a 

glimpse, taking no more than a single cry, which is described in Arabic as zajrah, to 

indicate that it is exceedingly strong and coming from a superior source. This single 

cry is made “and they will all begin to see,” suddenly, without any preparation. 

Surprised so violently, they cry out: “Woe betide us! This is the Day of Judgement!” 

(Verse 20) In the midst of their shock, a voice will unexpectedly make it clear that 

whatever happens to them is through their own making: “This is indeed the Day of 

Decision which you used to call a lie” (Verse 21) Here we see how the s rah changes its 

style from the narrative to directly address those who used to deny that there would 

ever be such a day when all mankind would be resurrected and their fate 

determined. 

It takes only one decisive sentence of blame before the orders are issued to those 

whose task it is to carry them out: “Gather together all those who were bent on 

wrongdoing, their ilk, and all that they used to worship instead of God, and guide them all to 

the path of hell, but halt them a while, for they shall be asked.” (Verses 22-24) So the 

wrongdoers and their like are to be gathered together. Although the order is clear 

and decisive, it also carries much sarcasm in the expression, ‘guide them all to the path 

of hell.’ This is certainly a strange type of guidance, worse than going astray. Yet it is 

the perfect retort to their straying from the path of divine guidance. Since they did 
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not benefit in this present world from guidance to the straight path, guidance will be 

given to them in the life to come, but this time to the path of hell. 

Having been given such guidance, we then see them halted for questioning. Again 

the address turns to them with blame, even though it is delivered through a simple 

and innocent question: “How is it that you do not help one another?” (Verse 25) Why do 

you not support one another when you are all here and in need of any help you can 

get? You also have here with you the deities you used to worship. Needless to say, 

none of them ventures an answer.’ What follows this rhetorical questioning is a 

comment describing their condition: “Indeed, on that day they will be in complete 

submission.” (Verse 26) Both the worshippers and the worshipped are in a state of 

complete submission to God. 

Once more, the s rah picks up the narrative style, portraying them as they argue 

with one another: “They will turn upon one another accusingly. Some [of them] will say: 

You used to [whisper to us] approaching us from the right!” (Verses 27-28) This describes 

the normal condition of whispering, coming from the right. Thus, they blame the 

whisperers, saying they are responsible for their present ordeal. Those accused will 

immediately deny responsibility, putting it squarely on their accusers: “The others will 

reply: No! It was you who would not believe.” (Verse 29) It was not our whisper that took 

you from faith into disbelief. 

  You were not following guidance and we led you astray by whispering. Indeed, 

“We had no power over you.” (Verse 30) We could not impose our views on you, 

forcing you to follow us against your will: “but you were willing to exceed all limits.” 

(Verse 30) You would not abide by any limit. “Now our Lord’s word has come true 

against us, and we are bound to taste [the punishment].” (Verse 31) Both you and us are in 

the same position, deserving of God’s punishment for not heeding the warnings. You 

joined us because of your propensity to follow error. We did nothing to you, instead 

you followed us in our error: “If we led you astray, we ourselves were astray.” (Verse 32) 

At this point, another comment is made, but this time it sounds like a sentence 

announced before all, making its grounds clear and revealing what they did in this 

world to bring about their condemnation in the next: “On that day, they all will share in 

the common suffering. Thus shall We deal with all the guilty ones. Whenever they were told, 

there is no deity other than God,’ they would turn away in arrogance, and would say: Are we 

to forsake our deities for the sake of a mad poet?” (Verses 33-36) A further comment 

carries clear censure of those who say such monstrous words: “For certain, he has 

brought the truth, and confirmed the earlier messengers. You will indeed taste grievous 

suffering, being requited only for what you used to do. Not so God’s true servants.” (Verses 

37-40) 

Since God’s true servants are mentioned here, making it clear that they will not 
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suffer, their condition on the Day of Judgement is also shown. Once more this comes 

in narrative style, describing the happiness and bliss they will enjoy to the full and 

contrasting it with the suffering the other party endures: 

Theirs shall be a predetermined sustenance: fruits; and they will be honoured in 
gardens of bliss, seated on soft couches, facing one another. A cup will be passed round 
among them with a drink from a flowing spring: clear, delicious to those who drink it, 
causing no headiness or intoxication. With them will be mates of modest gaze, most 
beautiful of eye, as if they were hidden eggs. (Verses 41-49) 

This is happiness pure and perfect, combining all that is enjoyable, physically and 

spiritually. Everyone finds in it whatever they want of happiness. To start with, the 

people enjoying this happiness are God’s true servants, a description that signifies 

they are held in high regard. They are also ‘honoured’ among those on high, and this 

is the highest honour. They have ‘fruit’ and they sit ‘on soft couches facing one another.’ 

They will be served so that they need not exert any effort for anything. What they 

drink is also described in detail: “A cup will be passed round among them with a drink 

from a flowing spring: clear, delicious to those who drink it, causing no headiness or 

intoxication.” (Verses 45-47) These are the best qualities in any drink, giving the 

pleasure without negative consequences. Thus they do not fear that it will he used 

up, and it gives them no unpleasant side effects. They have companions who are 

described as follows: “With them will be mates of modest gaze, most beautiful of eye.” 

(Verse 48) Their modesty means that they do not look up to anyone other than their 

mates, despite being very pretty. They are chaste and gentle, “as if they were hidden 

eggs,” untouched by anyone. 

As the story unfolds we see these true servants of God engaged in pleasant 

conversation, recalling things from their past lives and looking at what they now 

enjoy. This image contrasts with the contentious arguments the others have in their 

place of suffering. One of the believers then relates to his brethren something that he 

recalls from his first life: “One of them will say: I had a close companion on earth who used 

to ask me: Do you really believe that after we have died and become mere dust and bones we 

shall he brought for judgement?” (Verses 51-53) His friend did not believe in the Day of 

Judgement, and he asked him in amazement whether he truly believed in 

resurrection after death. As he is speaking about his friend, this believer wishes to 

know what happened to him. He looks for him and calls on his brothers to look as 

well: “He adds: ‘Would you like to look down?’ Then he looks and sees him in the midst of the 

fire,” (Verses 54-55) 

When he sees him in his suffering, he turns to him and says: You could have led 

me astray and ruined me by what you whispered in my ear. It was only through 

God’s favour that I did not listen to you: “He will then say: By God! You almost brought 
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me to ruin! But for the grace of God I should have also been brought there.” (Verses 56-57) I 

could have ended up in the same position and been driven with the herd to the same 

position you now are in. 

His awareness of what happened to his friend makes him feel more acutely the 

great blessing he and his fellow believers are experiencing. Therefore, he wants to 

assert it and be reassured that it will last: “But then is it truly so, that we are not to die 

except for our first death, and that we are not to suffer? This is indeed the supreme triumph.” 

(Verses 58-60) 

A short comment is made here, alerting hearts to the need to work hard in order to 

achieve such a goal. “Everyone should strive to attain this goal.” (Verse 61) The goal is a 

pure and everlasting happiness that cannot be ended by death or prevented by 

torture. It is the type of goal that deserves hard effort. Compared to this, other goals 

people strive for seem worthless. 

In order to highlight the great gulf between this everlasting, pure happiness and 

the other destiny awaiting the unbelievers, the s rah explains what awaits the latter 

after they have been held to account: 

Is this the better welcome, or the Zaqq m tree? We have made it a test for the 
wrongdoers. It is a tree that grows in the very heart of the blazing fire of hell. Its fruit 
is like devils’ heads. They will indeed eat of it, filling their bellies. Then on top of it, 
they will be given polluted scalding water to drink. Then again, their ultimate goal is 
hell. (Verses 62-68) 

Rhetorically they are asked whether the pure endless bliss is a better position and 

place or the Zaqqūm tree. What is this tree, then? The answer is simple: “It is a tree 

that grows in the very heart of the blazing fire of hell. Its fruit is like devils’ heads.” (Verses 

64-65) Needless to say, people do not know how devils’ heads look. Nevertheless, it 

is a frightening image. It is sufficient only to think of these heads to be scared. How, 

then, would they countenance the prospect of these very heads becoming the food 

with which they fill their bellies? 

God made this tree a test for the wrongdoers. When they heard its name, they 

made fun of it, saying: ‘How could a tree grow in hell without being burnt?’ One of 

them, Abū Jahl, said in sarcasm: “People of the Quraysh! Do you know what the 

Zaqqūm tree is that Mu ammad holds up to scare you with? It is the dates of 

Madinah cooked with butter. Should we get it, we will swallow it without 

hesitation.” 

The fact is, however, that the Zaqqūm tree was something different from the food 

they knew: “They will indeed eat of it, filling their bellies.” (Verse 66) When it stings their 

throats and burns their bellies — as it grows in the fire it is of the same substance — 
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they will look for a cool drink to stop the burning. However, they will only drink 

contaminated, boiling water: “Then on top of it, they will be given polluted, scalding water 

to drink.” (Verse 67) 

After this meal, they leave the table to return to their permanent abode, which is 

far from welcoming: “Then again, their ultimate goal is hell.” (Verse 68) 



 

 247

2 

Abraham’s Sacrifice 

They found their forefathers astray, (69) 

and rushed to follow in their footsteps. (70) 

Most of the people of old went astray before them; 

(71) 

although We had sent them warners. (72) 

Behold what happened in the end to those that 

had been warned. (73) 

Not so God’s true servants. (74) 

Noah cried to Us, and We are the best to answer 

prayer: (75) 

We saved him and his household from great 

distress; (76) 

and caused his offspring to be the survivors. (77) 

We caused him to be praised by later generations: 

(78) 

Peace be upon Noah in all the worlds! (79) 
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ô‰s) s9 uρ $uΖù=y™ ö‘ r& Ν Íκ Ïù z⎯ƒÍ‘ É‹Ψ •Β ∩∠⊄∪  

öÝàΡ$$sù y#ø‹ Ÿ2 tβ% x. èπ t7 É)≈ tã t⎦⎪Í‘ x‹Ζßϑø9 $# ∩∠⊂∪  

ωÎ) yŠ$t6 Ïã «!$# š⎥⎫ÅÁ n=ø⇐ ßϑø9 $# ∩∠⊆∪  

ô‰s) s9 uρ $oΨ1 yŠ$tΡ ÓyθçΡ zΝ ÷èÏΖn=sù tβθç7Š Éfßϑø9 $# ∩∠∈∪  

çμ≈ uΖøŠ ¤ftΡuρ … ã&s#÷δr& uρ š∅ÏΒ É>ös3ø9 $# ËΛ⎧Ïà yèø9 $# 

∩∠∉∪  

$uΖù=yèy_ uρ … çμ tG−ƒ Íh‘ èŒ ç/ èφ t⎦⎫Ï%$t7 ø9 $# ∩∠∠∪  

$oΨ ø. ts? uρ Ïμ ø‹n=tã ’ Îû t⎦⎪ÌÅzFψ$# ∩∠∇∪  

íΟ≈ n=y™ 4’ n?tã 8yθçΡ ’Îû t⎦⎫ÏΗs>≈ yèø9 $# ∩∠®∪  
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Thus do We reward those who do good. (80) 

He was truly one of Our believing servants. (81) 

Then We caused the others to drown. (82) 

Among those who followed his way was 

Abraham. (83) 

He turned to his Lord with a sound heart. (84) 

He said to his father and his people: ‘What is 

this that you worship? (85) 

Do you choose false deities instead of God? (86) 

What, then, do you think of the Lord of all the 

worlds?’ (87) 

Then he cast a glance at the stars, (88) 

and said: ‘Indeed I am sick.’ (89) 

So his people turned away from him and left. 

(90) 

He then approached their deities stealthily and 

said: ‘Will you not eat [your offerings]? (91) 

What is the matter with you that you do not 

speak?’ (92) 

And then he fell upon them, smiting them with 

his right hand. (93) 

$̄ΡÎ) y7 Ï9≡ x‹x. “Ì“ øg wΥ t⎦⎫ÏΖÅ¡ósßϑø9 $# ∩∇⊃∪  

… çμ ¯ΡÎ) ô⎯ ÏΒ $tΡÏŠ$t7 Ïã t⎦⎫ÏΖÏΒ÷σ ßϑø9 $# ∩∇⊇∪  

§Ν èO $oΨ ø%tøîr& t⎦⎪ÌyzFψ$# ∩∇⊄∪  

* χÎ) uρ ⎯ ÏΒ ⎯ ÏμÏGyè‹ Ï© zΝŠ Ïδ≡ tö/ Z} ∩∇⊂∪  

øŒ Î) u™!% ỳ … çμ −/ u‘ 5= ù=s) Î/ AΟŠ Î=y™ ∩∇⊆∪  

øŒ Î) tΑ$s% Ïμ‹ Î/ L{ ⎯ Ïμ ÏΒöθs% uρ # sŒ$tΒ tβρß‰ç7 ÷ès? ∩∇∈∪  

% ¸3ø Í←r& Zπ yγÏ9# u™ tβρßŠ «!$# tβρß‰ƒ Ìè? ∩∇∉∪  

$yϑsù / ä3‘Ζsß Éb>tÎ/ t⎦⎫ÏΗs>≈ yèø9 $# ∩∇∠∪  

tsà oΨ sù Zο tôà tΡ ’ Îû ÏΘθàf–Ψ9 $# ∩∇∇∪  

tΑ$s) sù ’ÎoΤ Î) ×Λ⎧É) y™ ∩∇®∪  

(# öθ©9 uθtGsù çμ ÷Ζtã t⎦⎪ÌÎ/ ô‰ãΒ ∩®⊃∪  

sø# tsù #’ n<Î) öΝ Íκ ÉJyγ Ï9# u™ tΑ$s) sù Ÿωr& tβθè=ä. ù's? ∩®⊇∪  

$tΒ ö/ ä3s9 Ÿω tβθà) ÏÜΖs? ∩®⊄∪ 

 sø# t sù öΝÍκ ö n=tã $R/ ÷ŸÑ È⎦⎫Ïϑu‹ ø9 $$Î/ ∩®⊂∪  

(# þθè=t6 ø%r'sù Ïμ ø‹s9 Î) tβθ—ùÌ“ tƒ ∩®⊆∪  
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His people came to him hurriedly, (94) 

but he said: ‘Do you worship something that you 

yourselves have carved, (95) 

while it is God who has created you and all your 

handiwork?’ (96) 

They said: ‘Build him a pyre and throw him into 

the blazing fire.’(97) 

They schemed to harm him, but We caused them 

to be humiliated. (98) 

And Abraham said: ‘I will go to my Lord: He 

is sure to guide me. (99) 

Lord! Grant me a righteous son.’ (100) 

We gave him the happy news that he will have a 

forbearing son. (101) 

When the boy was old enough to work with his 

father, Abraham said: ‘My son! I have seen in a 

dream that I must sacrifice you. Tell me, then, 

what you think.’ [Ishmael] said: ‘My father! Do 

as you are bidden, and, God willing, you will find 

me to be patient in adversity.’ (102) 

When the two of them had surrendered themselves 

to the will of God, and Abraham laid him 

prostrate on his forehead, (103) 

We called to him: ‘Abraham! (104) 

tΑ$s% tβρß‰ç7 ÷è s?r& $tΒ tβθçGÅs÷Ψ s? ∩®∈∪  

ª!$# uρ ö/ ä3s) n=s{ $tΒ uρ tβθè=yϑ÷ès? ∩®∉∪  

(#θä9$s% (#θãΖö/ $# … çμ s9 $YΖ≈ uŠ ø⊥ ç/ çνθà) ø9 r'sù ’ Îû ÉΟŠ Åspg ø:$# 

∩®∠∪  

(#ρßŠ# u‘ r'sù ⎯Ïμ Î/ # Y‰ø‹x. ãΝ ßγ≈ oΨ ù=yèpg m t⎦, Î#x ó™ F{ $# 

∩®∇∪  

tΑ$s%uρ ’ ÎoΤÎ) ë= Ïδ# sŒ 4’ n<Î) ’ În1u‘ È⎦⎪Ï‰öκ u y™ ∩®®∪  

Éb>u‘ ó= yδ ’ Í< z⎯ ÏΒ t⎦⎫ÅsÎ=≈ ¢Á9 $# ∩⊇⊃⊃∪  

çμ≈ tΡö¤±t6 sù AΟ≈n=äóÎ/ 5ΟŠ Î=ym ∩⊇⊃⊇∪  

$¬Ηs>sù x n=t/ çμ yètΒ z©÷ë ¡¡9 $# tΑ$s% ¢©o_ ç6≈ tƒ þ’ÎoΤ Î) 3“u‘ r& 

’ Îû ÏΘ$uΖyϑø9 $# þ’ ÎoΤ r& y7 çt r2 øŒ r& öÝàΡ$$sù # sŒ$tΒ 2”t s? 4 
tΑ$s% ÏM t/ r'̄≈ tƒ ö≅ yèøù$# $tΒ ãtΒ÷σ è? ( þ’ ÎΤß‰Éf tFy™ βÎ) 

u™!$x© ª!$# z⎯ ÏΒ t⎦⎪ÎÉ9≈ ¢Á9 $# ∩⊇⊃⊄∪  

!$£ϑn=sù $yϑn=ó™ r& … ã&©#s? uρ È⎦⎫Î7 yfù=Ï9 ∩⊇⊃⊂∪  

çμ≈ oΨ÷ƒ y‰≈ tΡuρ βr& ÞΟŠ Ïδ≡ tö/ Î* ¯≈ tƒ ∩⊇⊃⊆∪  

ô‰s% |M ø% £‰ |¹ !$tƒ ö™”9 $# 4 $̄ΡÎ) y7 Ï9≡ x‹x. “Ì“ øg wΥ 

t⎦⎫ÏΖÅ¡ósßϑø9 $# ∩⊇⊃∈∪  
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You have already fulfilled the dream.’ Thus do 

We reward those who do good. (105) 

All this was indeed a momentous trial. (106) 

We ransomed [Ishmael] with a noble sacrifiee, 

(107) 

We caused him to be praised by later generations: 

(108) 

Peace be upon Abraham! (109) 

Thus do we reward those who do good. (110) 

He was truly one of our believing servants. (111) 

We gave Abraham the happy news of Isaac, a 

prophet and a righteous man; (112) 

and We blessed him and Isaac; but among their 

offspring there were those who do good and others 

who would glaringly sin against their souls. (113) 

We also bestowed Our favour on Moses and 

Aaron; (114) 

We saved them and their people from great 

distress; (115) 

We gave them support, so that it was they who 

χÎ) # x‹≈ yδ uθçλm; (#àσ ¯≈ n=t7 ø9 $# ß⎦⎫Î7 ßϑø9 $# ∩⊇⊃∉∪  

çμ≈ oΨ÷ƒ y‰sù uρ ?xö/ É‹Î/ 5ΟŠ Ïà tã ∩⊇⊃∠∪  

$oΨ ø. ts? uρ Ïμ ø‹n=tã ’ Îû t⎦⎪ÌÅzFψ$# ∩⊇⊃∇∪  

íΝ≈ n=y™ #’ n?tã zΟŠ Ïδ≡ tö/ Î) ∩⊇⊃®∪  

y7 Ï9≡ x‹x. “Ì“ øg wΥ t⎦⎫ÏΖÅ¡ósßϑø9 $# ∩⊇⊇⊃∪  

… çμ ¯ΡÎ) ô⎯ ÏΒ $tΡÏŠ$t6 Ïã š⎥⎫ ÏΖÏΒ÷σ ßϑø9 $# ∩⊇⊇⊇∪  

çμ≈ tΡ÷¤³ o0uρ t,≈ ysó™ Î* Î/ $wŠ Î; tΡ z⎯ ÏiΒ š⎥⎫ ÅsÎ=≈ ¢Á9 $# 

∩⊇⊇⊄∪  

uuΖ/////// uρ Ïμ ø‹n=(ã #’ n?tãuρ t,≈ ysó™ Î) 4 ⎯ ÏΒuρ 

$yϑÎγ ÏF−ƒ Íh‘ èŒ Ö⎯ Å¡øt èΧ ÖΝ Ï9$sß uρ ⎯ Ïμ Å¡ø uΖÏj9 Ñ⎥⎫ Î7 ãΒ 

∩⊇⊇⊂∪  

ô‰s) s9 uρ $̈ΖoΨ tΒ 4’ n?tã 4©y›θãΒ šχρã≈ yδuρ ∩⊇⊇⊆∪  

$yϑßγ≈ uΖøŠ ¯g wΥ uρ $yϑßγ tΒöθs%uρ z⎯ ÏΒ É>öx6 ø9 $# 

ÉΟŠ Ïà yèø9 $# ∩⊇⊇∈∪  

öΝ ßγ≈tΡ÷|ÇtΡuρ (#θçΡ% s3sù ãΝ èδ t⎦⎫Î7 Î=≈ tóø9 $# ∩⊇⊇∉∪  
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achieved victory. (116) 

We gave them the Scripture which made things 

clear; (117) 

We guided them to the right path; (118) 

We caused them to be praised by later 

generations: (119) 

Peace be upon Moses and Aaron! (120) 

Thus do We reward those who do good. (121) 

Both were among Our believing servants. (122) 

Elijah too was one of Our messengers. (123) 

He said to his people: ‘Have you no fear of God? 

(124) 

How can you invoke Baal and forsake the best of 

creators, (125) 

God, your Lord and the Lord of your 

forefathers?’ (126) 

But they accused him of lying. Therefore, they will 

certainly be brought [for punishment). (127) 

Not so God’s true servants. (128) 

We caused him to be praised by later generations: 

$yϑßγ≈ oΨ ÷ s?# u™ uρ |=≈ tGÅ3ø9 $# t⎦⎫Î6 oK ó¡ßϑø9 $# ∩⊇⊇∠∪  

$yϑßγ≈ oΨ ÷ƒ y‰yδ uρ xÞ≡ uÅ_Ç9 $# tΛ⎧É) tGó¡ßϑø9 $# ∩⊇⊇∇∪  

$uΖø. ts?uρ $yϑÎγ øŠ n=tæ ’ Îû š⎥⎪ÌÅzFψ$# ∩⊇⊇®∪  

íΟ≈ n=y™ 4’ n?tã 4†y›θãΒ šχρã≈ yδuρ ∩⊇⊄⊃∪  

$̄ΡÎ) šÏ9≡ x‹Ÿ2 “Ì“ øg wΥ š⎥⎫ÏΖÅ¡ósßϑø9 $# 

∩⊇⊄⊇∪  

$yϑåκ ¨Ξ Î) ô⎯ ÏΒ $tΡÏŠ$t6 Ïã š⎥⎫ÏΖÏΒ÷σ ßϑø9 $# ∩⊇⊄⊄∪  

¨βÎ) uρ }̈ $u‹ ø9 Î) z⎯ Ïϑs9 š⎥⎫Î=y™ ößϑø9 $# ∩⊇⊄⊂∪  

øŒ Î) tΑ$s% ÿ⎯ Ïμ ÏΒöθs) Ï9 Ÿωr& tβθà) −Gs? ∩⊇⊄⊆∪  

tβθããô‰s?r& Wξ÷èt/ šχρâ‘ x‹s? uρ z⎯ |¡ômr& 

t⎦⎫É) Î=≈ sƒ ø:$# ∩⊇⊄∈∪  

©!$# ö/ ä3−/ u‘ ¡>u‘ uρ ãΝ ä3Í←!$t/# u™ š⎥⎫Ï9 ¨ρF{ $# ∩⊇⊄∉∪  

çνθç/ ¤‹s3 sù öΝ åκ ¨Ξ Î* sù tβρç |Øósßϑs9 ∩⊇⊄∠∪  

ωÎ) yŠ$t7 Ïã «!$# š⎥⎫ÅÁ n=ø⇐ ßϑø9 $# ∩⊇⊄∇∪  

$oΨ ø. ts? uρ Ïμ ø‹n=tã ’ Îû t⎦⎪ÌÅzFψ$# ∩⊇⊄®∪  
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(129) 

Peace be upon Elijah! (130) 

Thus do We reward those who do good. (131)  

He was truly one of Our believing servants. 

(132) 

Lot was also one of Our messengers. (133) 

We saved him and all his household, (134) 

except for an old woman who stayed behind. 

(135) 

Then We utterly destroyed the others. (136) 

Surely you pass by their ruins at morning-time, 

(137) 

as also by night. Will you not, then, use your 

reason? (138) 

Jonah too was one of Our messengers. (139) 

He deserted, going on the laden ship. (140) 

They cast lots, and he was the one who lost. 

(141) 

The whale swallowed him, for he was to blame. 

(142) 

Had he not been of those who truly glorified God, 

(143) 

íΝ≈ n=y™ #’ n?tã öΑ Î) t⎦⎫Å™$tƒ ∩⊇⊂⊃∪  

$̄ΡÎ) šÏ9≡ x‹x. “Ì“ øg wΥ t⎦⎫ÏΖÅ¡ósßϑø9 $# ∩⊇⊂⊇∪  

… çμ ¯ΡÎ) ô⎯ ÏΒ $tΡÏŠ$t7 Ïã t⎦⎫ÏΖÏΒ÷σ ßϑø9 $# ∩⊇⊂⊄∪  

¨βÎ) uρ $WÛθä9 z⎯ Ïϑ©9 t⎦⎫Î=y™ ößϑø9 $# ∩⊇⊂⊂∪  

øŒ Î) çμ≈ oΨø‹ ¯g wΥ ÿ… ã&s#÷δr& uρ š⎥⎫ ÏèuΗød r& ∩⊇⊂⊆∪  

ωÎ) # Y—θèg x” ’ Îû t⎦⎪ÎÉ9≈ tóø9 $# ∩⊇⊂∈∪  

§Ν èO $tΡö̈ΒyŠ t⎦⎪ÌyzFψ$# ∩⊇⊂∉∪  

ö/ ä3̄ΡÎ) uρ tβρ”ßϑtFs9 Ν Íκ ö n=tã t⎦⎫ÅsÎ6 óÁ•Β ∩⊇⊂∠∪  

È≅ ø‹ ©9 $$Î/ uρ 3 Ÿξsùr& šχθè=É) ÷è s? ∩⊇⊂∇∪  

¨βÎ) uρ }§çΡθãƒ z⎯ Ïϑs9 t⎦⎫Î=y™ ößϑø9 $# ∩⊇⊂®∪  

øŒ Î) t,t/ r& ’ n<Î) Å7 ù=à ø9 $# Èβθßsô±yϑø9 $# ∩⊇⊆⊃∪  

zΝ yδ$|¡sù tβ% s3sù z⎯ ÏΒ t⎦⎫ÅÒymô‰ßϑø9 $# ∩⊇⊆⊇∪  

çμ yϑs) tGø9 $$sù ßNθçt ø:$# uθèδuρ ×Λ⎧Î=ãΒ ∩⊇⊆⊄∪  

Iωöθn=sù …çμ ¯Ρr& tβ% x. z⎯ ÏΒ t⎦⎫ÅsÎm7 |¡ßϑø9 $# ∩⊇⊆⊂∪  
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Overview 

In this second part, the s rah picks up the lessons of history as it mentions 

communities going back to the early days of humanity and their attitudes towards 

divine guidance. We find the story frequently repeating itself. Indeed, the people 

who persisted in disbelief in Makkah, taking a hostile attitude to the Prophet 

Mu ammad (peace be upon him), appear to be an offshoot of those earlier 

communities that went astray. The fates of those earlier communities are mentioned, 

putting before the Arab unbelievers certain historical events for them to reflect upon 

as also to reassure the believers that divine care, which never deserted the believers 

of old, would also not fail them. 

The s rah gives brief accounts of Noah, Abraham, Ishmael and Isaac, Moses and 

Aaron, Elijah, Lot and Jonah. It dwells more on Abraham’s and Ishmael’s story as it 

puts before us an example of supreme faith and sacrifice showing us the nature of 

true surrender to God’s will. This particular episode is not mentioned anywhere else 

in the Qur’ n. Together, these stories make up the entire passage. 

The Fate of Noah’s People 

They found their forefathers astray, and rushed to follow in their footsteps. Most of the 
people of old went astray before them; although We had sent them warners. Behold 
what happened in the end to those that had been warned. Not so God’s true servants. 
(Verses 69-74) 

he would have remained in the whale’s belly till 

Resurrection Day. (144) 

We caused him to be cast out, sick, on a barren 

shore, (145) 

and caused a gourd tree to grow over him. (146) 

Then We sent him to [a community of] one 

hundred thousand or more. (147) 

They believed, so We let them enjoy life for a 

while. (148) 

y] Î7 n=s9 ’ Îû ÿ⎯Ïμ ÏΖôÜ t/ 4’ n<Î) ÏΘöθtƒ tβθèWyèö7 ãƒ ∩⊇⊆⊆∪  

* çμ≈ tΡõ‹t6 uΖsù Ï™!# tyèø9 $$Î/ uθèδuρ ÒΟŠ É) y™ ∩⊇⊆∈∪  

$uΖ÷F u; /Ρr& uρ Ïμø‹n=tã Zο tyfx© ⎯ ÏiΒ &⎦⎫ÏÜ ø) tƒ ∩⊇⊆∉∪  

çμ≈ oΨù=y™ ö‘ r& uρ 4’ n<Î) Ïπ s ($ÏΒ A#ø9 r& ÷ρr& šχρß‰ƒ Ì“ tƒ 

∩⊇⊆∠∪  

(#θãΖtΒ$t↔ sù öΝ ßγ≈oΨ ÷è−GuΚ sù 4’ n<Î) &⎦⎫Ïm ∩⊇⊆∇∪ 
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These people are hardened in following error, but at the same time they are 

simply following the footsteps of others, without thinking or reflection. They rush to 

follow their fathers’ lead taking no opportunity to question or examine: “They found 

their forefathers astray, and rushed to follow in their footsteps.” (Verses 69-70) Both they 

and their fathers are examples of going astray, which was also the case of the 

majority of earlier communities: “Most of the people of old went astray before them.” 

(Verse 71) Yet they did receive warnings, but paid no heed: “although We had sent 

them warners.” (Verse 72) What did this lead to in the end? What was the outcome of 

the unbelievers’ attitude, as compared with the outcome of heeding the warnings 

and accepting the faith? This is shown in the stories that follow. The verses that 

ensue serve as a mere announcement of what is to come: “Behold what happened in the 

end to those that had been warned. Not so God’s true servants.” (Verses 73-74) 

The first story is Noah’s, but the account here dwells only briefly on the outcome, 

highlighting the care God took of His true servants: 

Noah cried to Us, and We are the best to answer prayer: We saved him and his 
household from great distress; and caused his offspring to be the survivors. We caused 
him to be praised by later generations: Peace be upon Noah in all the worlds! Thus do 
we reward those who do good. He was truly one of Our believing servants. Then We 
caused the others to drown. (Verses 75-82) 

This reference to Noah includes his appeal to God and the full answer to his 

prayer by the best to give such an answer. It also tells of the fact that he and his 

household were saved from the great floods that drowned all except those whom 

God willed to be saved. It speaks of God’s will to make of his offspring communities 

which build the earth and establish its heritage, while he himself, would he 

remembered by future generations until the end of time. “We caused him to be praised 

by later generations.” (Verse 78) It declares to all the worlds God’s greeting to Noah, as 

he was one who fulfilled well the assignment given him: “Peace be upon Noah in all the 

worlds! Thus do We reward those who do good.” (Verses 79-80) What reward could 

anyone wish for when he has received God’s own greetings and is to be remembered 

for the rest of time? The mark of Noah’s doing well that so ensured his great reward 

was his unshakeable faith: “He was truly one of Our believing servants.” (Verse 81) This 

outcome is brought about by faith. The unbelievers among Noah’s people met their 

own ruin: “Then We caused the others to drown.” (Verse 82) This has set the rule ever 

since the dawn of history. It is the pattern given in general terms immediately before 

these stories: “We had sent them warners. Behold what happened in the end to those that had 

been warned. Not so God’s true servants.” (Verses 72-74) 

Abraham and the Idols 
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The s rah then depicts two of the main episodes from Abraham’s story. The first 

shows him advocating faith among his people and destroying their idols, followed 

by their attempt to kill him and God saving him. This episode is also described in 

other s rahs. The second episode however, is only mentioned here. It speaks of 

Abraham’s dream, his sacrifice and how God released his son. This story is given in 

detail, speaking of stages and attitudes in a remarkably fine and effective style. It 

shows the most sublime example of obedience to God, sacrifice and self surrender: 

Among those who followed his way was Abraham. He turned to his Lord with a sound 
heart. He said to his father and his people: What is this that you worship? Do you 
choose false deities instead of God? What, then, do you think of the Lord of all the 
worlds? (Verses 83-87) 

Thus the story opens, moving from Noah to Abraham and making it clear that 

they were related in faith and its advocacy. Thus Abraham is said to belong to 

Noah’s community despite the long time gap between them. Nonetheless they 

shared the same divine constitution and message. 

Abraham’s quality highlighted here is his sound heart, which makes him a man of 

true faith and clear conscience: “He turned to his Lord with a sound heart.” (Verse 84) 

This is an image of complete submission as represented in Abraham’s turning to his 

Lord. Use of the adjective ‘sound’ gives clear impressions, and at the same time it is 

easy and clear, giving strong connotations of purity, sincerity and straightforward 

behaviour. 

Because he had a sound heart, Abraham took exception to the practices of his 

people. This was motivated by his sound sense which recoiled from any idea or 

behaviour that conflicted with essential human nature: “He said to his father and his 

people: What is this that you worship? Do you choose false deities instead of God? What, 

then, do you think of the Lord of all the worlds?” (Verses 85-87) As he saw them 

worshipping statues and idols, he disapprovingly asked: ‘What is this that you 

worship?’ This thing that you worship is not worthy of what you do. In fact, there is 

no trace of truth in such worship: it is sheer falsehood: “Do you choose false deities 

instead of God?” (Verse 86) What concept do you have of God? Is it so low that human 

nature looks with abhorrence at its first sight? “What, then, do you think of the Lord of 

all the worlds?” (Verse 87) 

The s rah does not report their answer or their argument with him. Instead, it 

moves straight to the second scene, showing what he determined to do to confront 

this flagrant falsehood: 

Then he cast a glance at the stars, and said: ‘Indeed I am sick.’ So his people turned 
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away from him and left. He then approached their deities stealthily and said: ‘Will you 
not eat [your offerings]? What is the matter with you that you do not speak?’ And 
then he fell upon them, smiting them with his right hand. (Verses 88-93) 

It is said that Abraham’s people were in the midst of a special festive occasion, 

which might have been their new year’s day, when they went out to spend the day in 

gardens and parks. They started, however, by placing fruit in front of their deities for 

blessing. When they returned, having had their fun, they took their blessed food. 

Abraham, who had despaired of ever receiving a reasonable response from them, 

realized that they had gone too far astray, and had made up his mind with regard to 

his next move. Indeed, he waited until the day when they were sure to be away from 

their temples. He was so fed up with their error that it pained his heart. Therefore, 

when he was invited to join them, he looked at the sky and said: ‘I am sick, I cannot 

join in your festivity. If I come with you, I may spoil your occasion.’ 

He was simply expressing his distress at their practices, so that they would leave 

him alone. What he said was true; it was no lie. Distress can leave real feelings of 

illness. Since the people were busy preparing for their celebration, they did not stop 

to examine his claims. Rather. they left him alone and went away. This was the 

chance Abraham had waited for. 

He went straight to their false deities and saw splendid varieties of food and fruit 

placed in front of them. He said sarcastically: “Will you not eat?” (Verse 91) Needless 

to say, the statues and idols made no reply. He continued with his sarcasm, while 

also expressing irritation: “What is the matter with you that you do not speak?” (Verse 92) 

This is a common psychological situation: a man addressing his words to something 

he knows will not hear or answer him. It was, however, merely an expression of 

what Abraham felt towards his people as they engaged in absurd falsehood. Once 

more, the idols gave him no answer. At this point he moved swiftly to pour out all 

his frustration in action, not just in mere words: “And then he fell upon them, smiting 

them with his right hand.” (Verse 93) Thus he cleared his illness and distress by solid 

action. 

With this scene over, the s rah paints a new one. The people return from their 

festivities and see their deities destroyed. Here we do not have the details given in 

S rah 21, The Prophets, about their asking as to what had happened and determining 

who was the perpetrator. Instead, the s rah moves straight to their confrontation 

with Abraham. 

“His people came to him hurriedly.” (Verse 94) The news circulated quickly among 

them, and they unflinchingly sought to confront him. They were angry, agitated and 

numerous, while he was alone. Yet he had his faith: he knew its simple details, 

recognizing its soundness within himself and seeing its evidence in the universe 
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around him. This made him stronger than this agitated, angry multitude with its 

confused beliefs and stupid concepts. Therefore, he put his argument straight, caring 

little for their number and anger: “He said: Do you worship something that you yourselves 

have carved, while it is God who has created you and all your handiwork?” (Verses 95-96) 

It is the logic of a simple and sound nature putting the case starkly and clearly to 

others: how come you worship what you carve with your own hands, when worship 

should be addressed to the Maker, not to what is made: “It is God who has created you 

and all your handiwork.” (Verse 96) He is the Maker of all, and He is the One to be 

worshipped. 

Although Abraham’s argument was clear and logical, in their blind anger, the 

people did not listen. When did falsehood ever listen to simple truth? Therefore, their 

leaders retaliated by exercising a crude tyranny: “They said: Build him a pyre and throw 

him into the blazing fire.” (Verse 97) This is the only logic tyranny knows. It cares little 

for argument and proof. Tyrants know that they cannot face the word of truth, with 

its overpowering appeal. 

The s rah gives no details of what happened after they issued their orders. It 

simply shows the outcome with the fulfilment of God’s promise to His true servants 

and His warnings to the unbelievers: “They schemed to harm him, but We caused them to 

be humiliated.” (Verse 98) What chance has such scheming when God wants it to be 

foiled? What can frail and powerless tyrants who cling to power do when God takes 

care of His true servants? 

The Great Sacrifice 

The s rah moves on to the second episode it relates of Abraham’s history. After he 

was saved from the fire, he closed that chapter of his life to begin a new phase: “And 

Abraham said I will go to my Lord: He is sure to guide me.” (Verse 99) His words indicate 

that he was migrating, this in both a mental and physical sense. He was abandoning 

everything: his father, family, home, people and land, leaving them all behind and 

going to his Lord, free of all concerns. He thus surrendered himself to his Lord, 

assured that He would give him guidance and care, setting him on the right path. It 

is a migration from one state to another, abandoning all ties and bonds in favour of 

one bond that remains pure and strong. His words express complete faith and 

unqualified surrender. 

Until that moment, Abraham was without children. He had left behind his 

relations, friends and all that was familiar to him. Needless to say, his relations with 

those who threw him in the fire suffered a final breakdown. Therefore, he went to his 

Lord, praying to Him to grant him believing offspring: “Lord! Grant me a righteous 

son.” (Verse 100) And God answered his true servant’s prayer: “We gave him the happy 
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news that he will have a forbearing son.” (Verse 101) The son was most probably 

Ishmael, as clearly inferred from his life story and from the s rah itself. Indeed, we 

can see the mark of his forbearance in his youth. We can also imagine the delight 

experienced by Abraham in his new abode, where he was a stranger, at the birth of 

this son described by God as a ‘forbearing son.’ 

It is time for us now to look at the glorious attitude that Abraham’s life story 

represents, drawing from it an inspiring lesson as presented by God Almighty to the 

Muslim community. 

When the boy was old enough to work with his father, Abraham said: My son! I have 
seen in a dream that I must sacrifice you. Tell me, then, what you think.’ [ashmael ] 
said My father.! Do as you are bidden, and, God willing, you will find me to be patient 
in adversity.’ (Verse 102) 

What effect will faith not produce? We see here Abraham in his old age, cut off in 

a foreign land, having deserted his homeland and his people, being given a child. 

The child turns out to be a model son, with his forbearance confirmed by God 

Himself. Hardly had Abraham enjoyed his son’s company and seen his youth 

blooming so as to become his companion and assistant, when he sees in his dream 

that he should slaughter him. He understands that it is a sign from God requiring 

sacrifice. What is his attitude now? He does not hesitate for a moment. The thought 

of disobedience does not even occur to him. He thinks only of submission. It is true 

that the dream was only a signal, not a clear and direct order issued through 

revelation. It was a signal by his Lord though, and that was enough for Abraham to 

comply, not to delay, and not even to ask why. 

Moreover, his compliance did not betray any feeling of distress, horror or panic; it 

was marked by calm acceptance and reassurance, reflected in his words as he put 

this most grave matter to his son: “My son! I have seen in a dream that I must sacrifice 

you. Tell me, then, what you think.” (Verse 102) These are the words of a man in full 

control of himself and his feelings, knowing that he is only doing his duty and 

trusting that it behoves him to comply. We do not see any element of panic driving a 

person to do even what he feels to be repugnant, in order to get it done and finished 

with. 

That it was hard for Abraham is beyond doubt. He was not required to send his 

only son to war, nor to put him to a task that would end in his death. Nothing of the 

sort. Instead he was required to undertake the task himself, by his own hand. And 

what task was that? It was to slaughter his own son by way of sacrifice. This was the 

order he received calmly, the one that he put to his son and asked him to consider 

carefully. He did not take his son by surprise and do what was bidden. Rather, he 
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puts the question to him as if it were both normal and familiar. To Abraham, the 

question was one of obedience. Since his Lord wanted something, so be it, without 

hesitation. His son should also know and accept it willingly, with submission so that 

he too would earn the reward of obeying God and experience the pleasure of 

submission to Him. He himself had known that pleasure and now wants his son to 

feel it as the pure goodness that surpasses all else that life can offer. 

What does the son say as his father proposes to slaughter him in fulfilment of 

what he saw in a dream? The son also rises to the sublime standard his father had 

earlier attained: “He said: My father! Do as you are bidden, and, God willing, you will find 

me to be patient in adversity.” (Verse 102) This is not a response of mere obedience and 

resignation. It is a response marked with acceptance and certainty. His reply begins 

with, ‘My father!’ The prospect of his death does not cause him to panic or to forget 

his manners and love of his father. “Do as you are bidden.” He also feels the same as 

his father, taking the dream as a signal, which means an order. This is sufficient to 

make him willing to carry it out without hesitation. 

Furthermore, we see in Ishmael’s response proper manners with his Lord, and 

recognition of the limits of his ability in the face of hardship. Therefore, he seeks his 

Lord’s help to overcome his weakness. He attributes to God the grace of helping him 

to obey and make the sacrifice: “God willing, you will find me to be patient in adversity.” 

(Verse 102) He does not press the matter as a heroic act on his part. Nor does he 

describe it as facing the danger and caring little for the consequences. He does not 

give himself any credit in the matter; he simply attributes it all to God who has 

helped him in carrying out His orders with patience in adversity. This is an example 

of perfect humility before God, trust in Him, combined with complete obedience and 

submission to His will. 

The scene moves further to show us the order being carried out: “When the two of 

them had surrendered themselves to the will of God, and Abraham laid him prostrate on his 

forehead.” (Verse 103) Once more, obedience, faith and acceptance of God’s will rise to 

a far nobler standard than anything known to humanity. The father puts his son 

prostrate before him and the son submits and shows no resistance. All this takes 

place in reality. Such is self surrender, which is the essence of Islam: complete trust, 

obedience, certainty, acceptance, submission and action. Both father and son 

experience nothing other than pure faith. 

The point here is not one of bravery, courage, enthusiasm or heroic action which a 

warrior might feel in battle. A committed fighter may undertake a task knowing that 

his chance of survival is negligible. However, this is totally different from what 

Abraham and Ishmael were doing: for them, there is no boiling situation, no rush of 

enthusiasm prompting hasty action before weakness or hesitation can creep in. 

Theirs is a rational self surrender, with full knowledge of what they want, and 
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complete reassurance about what will take place. More than that, they coolly 

appreciate the pleasure of obeying God’s orders. 

At this stage, Abraham and Ishmael have done all that is required of them. They 

have submitted themselves and carried out the order. All that remained was the 

actual shedding of Ishmael’s blood and his death, which, in God’s scales, counted for 

little, compared with the energy, feelings and determination both father and son put 

into what was bidden of them. By this time, the test had reached its climax, its results 

were known and its objectives fulfilled. What remained was physical pain and a 

dead body, but God does not want His servants to endure suffering. He does not 

require them to torment or kill themselves. Once they have submitted themselves 

and shown their true willingness to do what He bids, then they have fulfilled what is 

required and passed the test successfully. 

Deliverance 

God witnessed the sincerity shown by both Abraham and Ishmael, and He 

considered them to have fulfilled all that was required of them: 

We called to him: Abraham! You have already fulfilled the dream.’ Thus do We reward 
those who do good. All this was indeed a momentous trial. We ransomed [Ishmael] 
with a noble sacrifice. (Verses 104-107) 

You have indeed fulfilled all you needed to fulfil. God wants nothing from His 

servants other than that they submit themselves to Him totally, so that they have 

nothing which they consider too dear or too precious to give up, not even an only 

son, or their own lives. You, Abraham, have done this, offering everything dear, with 

certainty and acceptance. What was left was flesh and blood, which could be 

substituted by any type of flesh and blood. Thus, God ransomed this young man 

who had submitted himself to His will by a great and noble sacrifice. It is reported 

that the sacrifice was a ram which Abraham found ready by God’s will and that he 

sacrificed this ram in place of Ishmael. 

Abraham was then told: “Thus do We reward those who do good.” (Verse 105) We 

reward them by choosing them for such a test, directing their minds and hearts to 

rise to the necessary level, helping them in such fulfilment and then giving them the 

reward they deserve. 

It is to commemorate this great event which serves as a symbol of true faith and 

submission to God that Muslims celebrate the ` d of Sacrifice, or al-Ad . This event 

serves as a reference point for the Muslim community to know their first father, 

Abraham, whose faith it follows and to whom it traces its ancestry. It thus 
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understands the nature of its faith, based on submission to God’s will with perfect 

acceptance and reassurance. It will never need to ask God why. It will never hesitate 

to do His bidding, once it realizes what He wants of it. It gives its all, withholding 

nothing, and choosing no particular way or form of offering. It simply does what He 

bids it to do. The Muslim community also knows that God does not wish to 

overburden it with the test, nor put it to hardship. All He needs is that Muslims 

should be ready to give whatever they are required to give, in full obedience and 

commitment, without hesitation. Once they prove such complete dedication, He will 

remove the need for their sacrifice and pain. He will consider that they have fulfilled 

their duty and reward them for that, replacing their sacrifice and honouring them as 

He honoured their father, Abraham. 

“We caused him to be praised by later generations.” (Verse 108) He is remembered by 

one generation after another. He is the father of all prophets, and the founding father 

of the Muslim community which inherits his faith. God has assigned to the Muslim 

community the task of leading humanity on the basis of Abraham’s faith. In so 

doing, God has made the Muslim community Abraham’s descendants for the rest of 

human life. 

“Peace be upon Abraham.” (Verse 109) It is a greeting of peace by his Lord, recorded 

in His hook and engraved in the book of the universe. “Thus do We reward those who 

do good.” (Verse 110) We reward them after testing them, and We fulfil Our promise 

to them and honour them. “He was truly one of our believing servants.” (Verse 111) Such 

is the reward of faith, and such is its nature as revealed by the momentous test. 

God’s grace is bestowed once more on Abraham, as He gave him Isaac in his old 

age. He further blesses him and his son, making Isaac a prophet: “We gave Abraham 

the happy news of Isaac, a prophet and a righteous man; and We blessed him and Isaac.” 

(Verses 112-113) Their offspring goes on through generations, but its main criterion is 

not the relation of blood, but the relation of faith and a code of living: whoever 

follows in their footsteps does-good, and whoever deviates wrongs himself and 

cannot benefit from this blood relation: “Among their offspring there were those who do 

good and others who would glaringly sin against their souls.” (Verse 113) 

Abraham’s Descendants 

The descendants of Abraham and Isaac included Moses and Aaron: 

We also bestowed Our favour on Moses and Aaron; We saved them and their people 
from great distress; We gave them support, so that it was they who achieved victory. 
We gave them the Scripture which made things clear; We guided them to the right 
path; We caused them to be praised by later generations: Peace be upon Moses and 
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Aaron! Thus do We reward those who do good. Both were among Our believing 
servants. (Verses 114-122) 

Here we only have a glimpse of the story of Moses and Aaron, highlighting God’s 

favours bestowed on them first in being chosen to deliver His message, then in 

saving them and their people from great distress, which is recounted in detail in 

other s rahs. God’s favours on them also included their victory over their enemies, 

Pharaoh and his people, as also giving them the Scriptures and guiding them to the 

right path. It should be clear that God guides to this right path only those who 

believe in Him. He further ensured that they would be praised by future generations. 

This glimpse concludes with a greeting and blessing of peace from God to Moses and 

Aaron. Again the type of reward given to those who do good and the great value of 

faith, for which believers are held in honour, is repeated here. 

A similar glimpse of the story of Elijah, a prophet mentioned in the Old 

Testament, is given here. Elijah was a messenger to people in Syria who worshipped 

a statue called Baal. The ruins of the city of Baalbek in Lebanon retain traces of such 

worship: 

Elijah too was one of Our messengers. He said to his people: ‘Have you no fear of 
God? How can you invoke Baal and forsake the best of creators, God, your Lord and 
the Lord of your forefathers?’ But they accused him of lying. Therefore, they will 
certainly be brought [for punishment]. Not so God’s true servants. We caused him to 
be praised by later generations: Peace be upon Elijah! Thus do We reward those who 
do good. He was truly one of Our believing servants. (Verses 123-132) 

Elijah called on his people to believe in God’s oneness, denouncing their practice 

of worshipping Baal in preference to God, the best of creators. Thus, he followed the 

same line as Abraham when he denounced his people’s idolatrous worship. The 

same stance was taken by every messenger when they encountered idol worship. 

The wrongdoers’ response was to accuse Elijah of lying and to reject his message. 

God confirms here that they too will be brought before Him for punishment, except 

for those of them who believed in the message of the truth. This snippet ends in the 

same way as other historical accounts in this s rah by emphasizing the honour God 

grants to His messengers: this by giving them the greeting and blessing of peace, 

outlining the reward of people who do good and the great value of faith. This is the 

only occasion that an account of Elijah is given in the Qur’ n. 

Then we take a brief look at Lot, whose story occurs after Abraham’s story in other 

s rahs: 

Lot was also one of Our messengers. We saved him and all his household, except for an 
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old woman who stayed behind. Then We utterly destroyed the others. Surely you pass 
by their ruins at morning-time, as also by night. Will you not, then, use your reason? 
(Verses 133-138) 

The depiction here is similar to that given of Noah. It refers to the fact that Lot was 

God’s messenger, and that he was saved with his family, except his wife, while the 

hardened unbelievers were destroyed. This is followed by a reminder to the Arabs 

who used to pass by the area where Lot’s people lived without heeding the lesson 

their ruins told, and without fearing that they would be destroyed in similar fashion. 

Jonah and the Whale 

The last of these glimpses from the history of earlier messengers concerns Jonah: 

Jonah too was one of Our messengers. He deserted, going on the laden ship. They cast 
lots, and he was the one who lost. The whale swallowed him, for he was to blame. Had 
he not been of those who truly glorified God, he would have remained in the whale’s 
belly till Resurrection Day. We caused him to be cast out, sick, on a barren shore, and 
caused a gourd tree to grow over him. Then We sent him to la community of] one 
hundred thousand or more. They believed, so We let them enjoy life for a while. 
(Verses 139-148) 

The Qur’ n does not mention where Jonah’s people lived, but it is understood that 

they were not far from the sea. Reports tell us that Jonah was frustrated by his 

people’s continued denial of his message and the truth it made clear. He warned 

them against God’s impending punishment, and then abandoned them in anger. His 

anger led him to the sea-shore, where he boarded a laden ship. When the ship was in 

the middle of the sea, it was hit by a raging storm. It was widely believed at that time 

that such a disaster signalled that among the passengers there must be someone who 

had incurred God’s anger. For the ship to withstand the storm that person had to be 

thrown overboard. They, thus, drew lots and Jonah was the one who lost. Although 

they knew him to be a virtuous and God-fearing man, the drawing of his lot was 

confirmed. Therefore, they threw him into the sea, or he might have jumped himself. 

Nonetheless, he was swallowed by the whale, deserving of blame, because he had 

abandoned the assignment God had given him, leaving his people in anger before 

seeking God’s permission. When he felt acute distress inside the whale’s belly, he 

glorified God and prayed for His forgiveness, stating that he had wronged himself. 

He said in his prayer: “There is no deity other than You! Limitless are You in Your glory! I 

have done wrong indeed!” (21: 87) God answered his prayer, and the whale cast him 

out. 

The s rah makes it clear that “had he not been of those who truly glorified God, he would 
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have remained in the whale’s belly till Resurrection Day.” (Verses 143-144) When he was 

cast out, he was both sick and naked. Therefore God “caused a gourd tree to grow over 

him,” its broad leaves covering him. It also protected him against flies, which are said 

not to come near this plant. This was part of the favour God bestowed on him. When 

he had recovered, God returned him to the people whom he had left in anger. In 

turn, they feared that his warnings would come true, and they believed, praying for 

God’s forgiveness. God thus accepted them, sparing them the punishment He inflicts 

on people who deny His message: “They believed, so We let them enjoy life for a while.” 

(Verse 148) They numbered a hundred thousand or more, and all of them became 

believers.11 

This brief account of Jonah’s story explains the fate of those who believe, so 

contrasting the fate of the unbelievers in the other stories. Let the Arabs, who 

received Mu ammad’s message, choose which fate they prefer. 

 

                                                 
11 Other references to Jonah’s story are discussed in Vol. 9, pp. 117-118, and Vol. 12, pp. 52-54. — 
Editor’s note. 
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3 

To Whom Victory is 

Guaranteed 

Now ask the unbelievers if it be true that your 

Lord has daughters, while they would have sons? 

(149) 

Or is it that We have created the angels female in 

their presence? (150) 

Out of their falsehood they say: (151) 

God has begotten children.’ They are lying indeed. 

(152) 

Would He then choose daughters in preference to 

sons? (153) 

What is the matter with you? How do you make 

your judgement? (154) 

Do you not reflect? (155) 

Or do you perhaps, have a clear authority? (156) 

Bring your scriptures, if you are speaking the 

truth! (157) 

They claim that He has kinship with the jinn; yet 

the jinn themselves know that they will be brought 

[before God] for judgement. (158) 

óΟ Îγ ÏFø tGó™ $$sù y7 În/ tÏ9 r& ßN$uΖ t6 ø9 $# ÞΟ ßγ s9 uρ 

šχθãΖt6 ø9 $# ∩⊇⊆®∪  

÷Π r& $oΨ ø) n=yz sπ x6 Í× ¯≈ n=yϑø9 $# $ZW≈ tΡÎ) öΝ èδuρ 

šχρß‰Îγ≈ x© ∩⊇∈⊃∪  

Iωr& Ν åκ ¨ΞÎ) ô⎯ ÏiΒ öΝ Îγ Å3øùÎ) šχθä9θà) u‹s9 ∩⊇∈⊇∪  

y‰s9 uρ ª!$# öΝ åκ ¨Ξ Î) uρ tβθç/ É‹≈ s3s9 ∩⊇∈⊄∪  

’ s∀sÜ ô¹r& ÏN$oΨ t7 ø9 $# ’ n?tã t⎦⎫ÏΖt6 ø9$# ∩⊇∈⊂∪  

$tΒ ö/ ä3s9 y#ø‹x. tβθãΚä3øt rB ∩⊇∈⊆∪  

Ÿξsùr& tβρã©. x‹s? ∩⊇∈∈∪  

÷Π r& ö/ ä3s9 Ö⎯≈ sÜ ù=ß™ Ñ⎥⎫ Î7 •Β ∩⊇∈∉∪  

(#θè?ù'sù óΟ ä3Î7≈ tFÅ3Î/ βÎ) ÷Λ ä⎢Ζä. t⎦⎫Ï% Ï‰≈ |¹ ∩⊇∈∠∪  

(#θè=yè y_uρ … çμ uΖ÷ t/ t⎦÷⎫t/ uρ Ïπ ¨Ψ Åg ø:$# $Y7 |¡ nΣ 4 ô‰s) s9 uρ 

ÏM yϑÎ=tã èπ̈Ψ Åg ø:$# öΝ åκ ¨Ξ Î) tβρç|Øósßϑs9 ∩⊇∈∇∪  
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Limitless is God in His glory, above all what 

people attribute to Him. (159) 

Not so God’s true servants. (160) 

Neither you nor what you worship (161) 

can lure away from God any (162) 

except one who is destined for hell. (163) 

Every single one of us has his appointed place: 

(164) 

we are ranged in ranks, (165) 

and we too extol His limitless glory. (166) 

They have long been saying: (167) 

‘If only we had before us a tradition from those of 

old, (168) 

we would certainly be true servants of God.’ 

(169) 

Yet they reject it. In time, they will come to know. 

(170) 

Our word has already been given to Our servants 

the messengers: (171) 

z⎯≈ ysö6 ß™ «!$# $¬Ηxå tβθà ÅÁtƒ ∩⊇∈®∪  

ωÎ) yŠ$t7 Ïã «!$# t⎦⎫ÅÁ n=ø⇐ ßϑø9 $# ∩⊇∉⊃∪  

ö/ ä3̄ΡÎ* sù $tΒuρ tβρß‰ç7 ÷è s? ∩⊇∉⊇∪  

!$tΒ óΟ çFΡr& Ïμø‹n=tã t⎦⎫ÏΖÏK≈ x Î/ ∩⊇∉⊄∪  

ωÎ) ô⎯ tΒ uθèδ ÉΑ$|¹ ËΛ⎧Åspg ø:$# ∩⊇∉⊂∪  

$tΒuρ !$̈ΖÏΒ ωÎ) … çμ s9 ÓΘ$s) tΒ ×Πθè=÷è̈Β ∩⊇∉⊆∪  

$̄ΡÎ) uρ ß⎯ ósuΖs9 tβθ—ù!$¢Á9 $# ∩⊇∉∈∪  

$̄ΡÎ) uρ ß⎯ ósuΖs9 tβθßsÎm7 |¡çR ùQ $# ∩⊇∉∉∪  

βÎ) uρ (#θçΡ% x. tβθä9θà) u‹s9 ∩⊇∉∠∪  

öθs9 ¨βr& $tΡy‰ΖÏã # [ø. ÏŒ z⎯ ÏiΒ t⎦⎫Ï9 ¨ρF{ $# ∩⊇∉∇∪  

$̈Ψ ä3s9 yŠ$t7 Ïã «!$# t⎦⎫ÅÁn=ø⇐ ßϑø9 $# ∩⊇∉®∪  

(#ρãx s3sù ⎯ Ïμ Î/ ( t∃öθ|¡ sù tβθßϑn=ôè tƒ ∩⊇∠⊃∪  

ô‰s) s9 uρ ôM s) t7 y™ $oΨ çGuΗÍ>x. $tΡÏŠ$t7 ÏèÏ9 t⎦⎫Î=y™ ößϑø9 $# 

∩⊇∠⊇∪  

öΝ åκ ¨ΞÎ) ãΝ ßγ s9 tβρâ‘θÝÁΨ yϑø9 $# ∩⊇∠⊄∪  
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Overview 

This last part of the s rah builds on the main themes already discussed, 

particularly the historical accounts given in the second part which explain the true 

nature of the relation between God and His servants to refute the superstitions 

it is they who will be helped, (172) 

and it is Our forces who will surely be victorious. 

(173) 

So, turn away from them for a while, (174) 

and watch them; in time, they too will come to see. 

(175) 

Do they really wish to hasten Our punishment? 

(176) 

When it strikes in their midst, terrible will be the 

morning of those who were already warned. (177) 

And again, turn away from them for a while, 

(178) 

and watch them; in time, they too will come to see. 

(179) 

Limitless in His glory is your Lord, the Lord of 

almightiness, above all what people attribute to 

Him. (180) 

And peace be upon all His messengers. (181) 

All praise is due to God, the Lord of all the 

worlds. (182) 

¨βÎ) uρ $tΡy‰Ζã_ ãΝ ßγ s9 tβθç7 Î=≈ tóø9 $# ∩⊇∠⊂∪  

¤Α uθtG sù öΝ åκ ÷] tã 4©®Lym &⎦⎫Ïm ∩⊇∠⊆∪  

÷Λ èε÷ÅÇ÷0r& uρ t∃öθ|¡ sù tβρçÅÇö7 ãƒ ∩⊇∠∈∪  

$uΖÎ/# x‹ yèÎ7 sùr& tβθè=Éf÷ètGó¡o„ ∩⊇∠∉∪  

# sŒ Î* sù tΑ t“ tΡ öΝÍκ ÉJym$|¡Î0 u™!$|¡ sù ßy$t7 |¹ 

t⎦⎪Í‘ x‹Ζßϑø9 $# ∩⊇∠∠∪  

¤Α uθs? uρ öΝ ßγ ÷Ζtã 4©®Lym &⎦⎫Ïm ∩⊇∠∇∪  

÷ÅÇ÷0r& uρ t∃öθ |¡sù šχρçÅÇö6 ãƒ ∩⊇∠®∪  

z⎯≈ ysö6 ß™ y7 În/ u‘ Éb>u‘ Íο ¨“ Ïèø9 $# $¬Ηxå šχθà ÅÁtƒ 

∩⊇∇⊃∪  

íΝ≈ n=y™ uρ ’ n?tã š⎥⎫ Î=y™ ößϑø9 $# ∩⊇∇⊇∪  

ß‰ôϑpt ø:$# uρ ¬! Éb>u‘ š⎥⎫Ïϑn=≈ yèø9 $# ∩⊇∇⊄∪ 
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circulated among the Arabs. In one such superstition the Arabs claimed that the 

angels were God’s daughters, and in another they alleged that a marriage relation 

existed between God and the jinn. The s rah now puts before them what they said 

before God’s message was delivered to them. This was when they expressed dear 

hopes that God would send them a messenger and when they emphasized that they 

would follow the guidance such a messenger provided. Yet when God sent them the 

Messenger they asked for they resorted to disbelief. The s rah concludes by stating 

God’s promise to His messengers that they will end victorious, disassociating God 

from all the unbelievers’ claims, and praising God, the Lord of all the worlds. 

Superstitious Beliefs 

Now ask the unbelievers if it be true that your Lord has daughters, while they would 
have sons? Or is it that We have created the angels female in their presence? Out of 
their falsehood they say: ‘God has begotten children.’ They are lying indeed. Would He 
then choose daughters in preference to sons? What is the matter with you? How do 
you make your judgement? Do you not reflect? Or do you, perhaps, have a clear 
authority? Bring your scriptures, if you are speaking the truth! (Verses 149-157) 

The s rah uses every means to refute the unbelievers’ claims; it shows their false 

superstition for what it is, draws its argument on the basis of their own logic and 

how it works in their own environment. They used to prefer boys to girls, 

considering the birth of a girl something of a tragedy. Yet they allege at the same 

time that the angels were female and that they were God’s daughters. Therefore, the 

s rah takes up the argument, using their own standards to show how stupid their 

claims were: “Now ask the unbelievers if it be true that your Lord has daughters, while they 

would have sons?” If females are of a lesser rank, how could they assign daughters to 

their Lord and keep sons for themselves? Or was it that He chose for Himself 

daughters and gave them sons? Neither possibility stands to reason. The Prophet is 

instructed to question them about this worthless claim. He is also to ask them about 

the source of the superstition and how it came about. In other words, where did they 

get the idea that the angels were females? Did they witness their creation in order to 

know their sex? “Or is it that We have created the angels female in their presence?” (Verse 

150) 

The s rah gives the exact wording of their fabricated lies about God: “Out of their 

falsehood they say: ‘God has begotten children.’ They are lying indeed.” (Verses 151-152) 

They are liars even according to their own tradition which prefers sons to daughters. 

How could it be, then, that God would choose daughters for Himself? “Would He then 

choose daughters in preference to sons?” (Verse 153) It wonders at their judgement 

which ignores their own logic: “What is the matter with you? How do you make your 
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judgement? Do you not reflect?” (Verses 154-155) Where do you get the evidence on 

which you base your judgement? “Or do you, perhaps, have a clear authority? Bring your 

scriptures, if you are speaking the truth!” (Verses 156-157) 

The s rah moves on to refute the other superstition which alleged that some 

relationship existed between God and the jinn: “They claim that He has kinship with the 

jinn; yet the jinn themselves know that they will be brought [before God] for judgement.” 

(Verse 158) The allegation being that the angels were God’s daughters born to Him 

by the jinn! The unbelievers claimed that this is how the relation started. The jinn, 

however, know for certain that they are created by God, like all other creation, and 

they also know that they will be brought before Him for judgement. Had they been 

related to Him, they would be due different treatment. 

God places Himself far above this worthless fabrication: “Limitless is God in His 

glory, above all what people attribute to Him.” (Verse 159) He also makes clear that the 

believers among the jinn would not be driven to suffer their punishment. “Not so 

God’s true servants.” (Verse 160) 

The s rah then quotes an address made to the idolaters, their alleged deities and 

their deviant beliefs. Apparently, the address is made by the angels: 

Neither you nor what you worship can lure away from God any except one who is 
destined for hell. Every single one of us has his appointed place: we are ranged in 
ranks, and we too extol His limitless glory. (Verses 161-166) 

What this address means is that neither the unbelievers, nor the deities they 

worship could turn anyone away from God’s path except one who is considered to 

belong to the people of hell and destined for it. They cannot lead astray a believer 

who is God’s obedient servant. Hell has its own people who are of a known type. 

These respond to temptations and listen to those who try to lead them astray. 

The angels also refute this superstition, making it clear that each one of them has 

his own position which he does not exceed. They are a type of God’s creation who 

worship Him alone. They are assigned certain tasks and they fulfil them, ranging 

themselves in rows for prayer and extolling God’s glory. 

An Unfailing Promise 

The s rah then speaks about the idolaters who circulate such superstitions, 

mentioning the promises they made when they envied the people of earlier 

revelations for receiving such messages. They used to say that had they had some 

sort of traditional beliefs inherited from Abraham or later prophets, they would have 

had a degree of faith that would have enhanced their position with God: “They have 



Al-Şāffāt (Ranged in Ranks) | TO WHOM VICTORY IS GUARANTEED 

 270

long been saying: If only we had before us a tradition from those of old, we would certainly he 

true servants of God.” (Verses 167-169) Yet when they received the best revelations 

ever bestowed from on high, they turned away and forgot their promises: “Yet they 

reject it. In time, they will come to know.” (Verse 170) The verse carries an implicit 

threat, which is suitable for those who persist in disbelief, going back on expressed 

wishes and promises: “They will come to know.” 

At this point the s rah states God’s promise to His messengers of His assured help. 

In this way victory is assured them: “Our word has already been given to Our servants 

the messengers: it is they who will be helped, and it is Our forces who will surely be 

victorious.” (Verses 171-173) 

The promise is a true promise, and God’s word is fulfilled. The roots of true faith 

have been firmly established on earth and its structure is raised despite the 

unbelievers’ rejection, the persecution to which believers are subjected as well as 

many other obstacles and barriers. The beliefs of idolaters and unbelievers have 

disappeared, their power has dwindled while the faith preached by God’s 

messengers appeals to people’s minds and hearts. In fact, its appeal remains strong 

in spite of all the opposing factors. All the attempts to suppress divine faith in favour 

of any other philosophy or ideology have failed, even in those areas where these 

started. God’s promise to His messengers has come true. This is a universal 

phenomenon that has remained true throughout the world and in all generations. 

It is also true for every movement that aims to revive the divine message, 

provided that its advocates are sincere and dedicated. It will be triumphant no 

matter what obstacles are put in its way. Falsehood may mobilize all its powers of 

persecution, torture, open warfare as well as propaganda that relies on fabricated 

lies, but all to no avail. The removal of such calumny may entail fighting a few 

battles, perhaps with different results, but eventually God’s promise to His 

messengers will be fulfilled. This is a promise of ultimate victory that will see them 

established on earth and having power. This promise will be fulfilled even though all 

the powers on earth are ranged to stop it. 

This promise is one of God’s universal laws which operates just like the stars and 

planets follow their cycles, the night and day alternate, and like a dead land coming 

to life when rain falls on it. However, this law follows God’s will and works 

according to His planning. It may appear slow in relation to people’s limited life 

spans, but it will never fail. In fact it may be fulfilled in a way that people do not 

appreciate, because they always look for the form of victory they know. Indeed, they 

may not readily appreciate that victory comes in a new form and they may need time 

to appreciate this. 

People may want to see a particular form of victory for the advocates of the divine 



Al-Şāffāt (Ranged in Ranks) | TO WHOM VICTORY IS GUARANTEED 

 271

faith who follow His messengers, but God wishes to accomplish a different form 

which is greater and longer lasting. What takes place, then, is what God wants, even 

if this means that these advocates will have to endure greater troubles, exert more 

effort and strive for much longer than they expected. Before the Battle of Badr, the 

Prophet’s Companions hoped to take the Quraysh’s trade caravan, but God wanted 

that they miss it and instead engage their enemy, with its superior forces, in battle. 

What God wanted ensured a much better outcome for them and for Islam. That was 

the victory God wanted to give His Messenger, a victory for His message with lasting 

effects. 

The advocates of God’s faith may lose a battle, and may even suffer very hard 

times, but this is because God is preparing them to achieve victory in a greater battle. 

He thus brings about circumstances that make their victory yield fruit on a wider 

scale and for a longer period. 

God’s word has gone forth, and His promise has been given by His will. His law 

will take effect without fail: “Our word has already been given to Our servants the 

messengers: it is they who will be helped, and it is Our forces who will surely be victorious.” 

(Verses 171-173) 

When this true promise has been declared, God orders His Messenger to turn 

away from unbelievers, leaving them to God’s word and promise to take effect. He 

should, however, watch them as the word proves true, for they will see with their 

own eyes how this comes about: 

So, turn away from them for a while, and watch them; in time, they too will come to 
see. Do they really wish to hasten Our punishment? When it strikes in their midst, 
terrible will be the morning of those who were already warned. And again, turn away 
from them for a while, and watch them; in time, they too will come to see. (Verses 174-
179) 

The Prophet is told to leave them alone and not care for them. He is further told to 

wait for the day when he and they will see what God’s promise means for him and 

them. If they hasten His punishment, they will suffer greatly when it falls upon them. 

Should this strike a community, they will have got what is certain to grieve them. 

Again, the Prophet is told to abandon them to their fate. This order implies further 

warning to them, and again the s rah advises that the outcome will be terrible: “And 

again, turn away from them for a while, and watch them; in time, they too will come to see.” 

(Verses 178-179) What will happen is left unspecified, implying great terror. 

The s rah concludes with extolling God’s glory, stating that all might belongs to 

Him alone. It adds the blessing and greeting of peace to God’s messengers, and 

declares that all praise is due to God, the Lord of all, who has no partners 
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whatsoever: 

Limitless in His glory is your Lord, the Lord of almightiness, above all what people 
attribute to Him. And peace be upon all His messengers. All praise is due to God, the 
Lord of all the worlds. (Verses 180-182) 

It is indeed a fitting ending that sums up the main issues discussed in the s rah as 

a whole. 
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S RAH 38 

Şād 

Prologue 

Revealed in Makkah, this s rah addresses three issues: God’s oneness, revelation, 

and the reckoning on the Day of Judgement. These three issues are discussed in its 

first part comprising 16 verses. Here the Makkan elders’ amazement at the Prophet’s 

call on them to believe in God’s oneness and that he was chosen by God to be His 

Messenger is described. “They deem it strange that one from among them has come to warn 

them. The unbelievers say: ‘This is a sorcerer telling lies. Does he make all the gods into one 

God? This is indeed most strange!’ Their leaders go about saying: ‘Walk away, and hold 

steadfastly to your deities: this is the only thing to do. Never did we hear of a claim like this in 

any faith of latter days! It is all an invention. Was the message given to him alone out of all of 

us?’” (Verses 4-8) In these verses we are also told how they met God’s warnings of 

punishment in the life to come: “They say: Our Lord! Hasten to us our share of 

punishment even before the Day of Reckoning.” (Verse 16) 

Basically, they found it impossible to believe that God would choose one of their 

own number to deliver His message and moreover that this person should be 

Mu ammad ibn Abdullah who had not held a position of authority among them. 

Therefore, in reply to their question about His choice, God too questions them: “Or 

do they own the treasures of your Lord’s grace, the Almighty, the Munificent? Or do they 

have control over the heavens and the earth and all that is between them? Let them, then, try 

to ascend by all conceivable means.” (Verses 9-10) This tells them that when God wishes 

to open the gates of His mercy to anyone, nothing can withhold it. They are further 

told that human beings own nothing in the heavens and earth; it is a matter of God’s 

sustenance and mercy, which He bestows on whomever He wishes. It is He who 

chooses those He knows to deserve His bounty and bestows on them whatever He 

will, without limit or restriction. 
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Within this context the s rah gives an account of David and Solomon and the 

favours God blessed them with, including prophethood, kingdom, and the fact that 

the mountains, birds, jinn and wind were subjected to them. Yet they were ordinary 

human beings afflicted by the same type of human weakness as anyone else. They 

too then needed God’s mercy and care to overcome such weaknesses. In this respect, 

their repentance is accepted and they are set on the way to God’s pleasure. 

By means of both stories the Prophet is instructed to persevere in the face of all the 

opposition the unbelievers put up against him.  He should look to God’s grace and 

care as demonstrated to David and Solomon: “Bear with patience whatever they say, and 

remember Our servant David who was endowed with strength. He always turned to Us.” 

(Verse 17) 

The s rah also gives a brief account of the Prophet Job, describing how God may 

test His true servants with hardship and affliction. The patience Job showed in 

adversity provides a splendid example of how to remain steadfast. The account also 

describes the good end Job experienced as God bestowed His mercy on him, 

dispelling all his pain. The Muslims in Makkah are thus shown how to find solace 

amidst the constant hardship the unbelievers try to inflict on them. They are 

reminded that such hardship invariably opens the way to God’s mercy, which is 

inexhaustible. 

These stories form the second and major part of the s rah. It also includes a reply 

to the unbelievers’ hastening of God’s punishment, presenting a scene from the Day 

of Judgement, describing the happiness that awaits the God-fearing and the blazing 

fire that awaits those who reject the truth. The values of truth are well established in 

the life to come, providing the criterion for judgement. The arrogant Makkan chiefs 

will realize this when they see their fate and compare it with that of the weak 

elements on whom they poured their derision, claiming that God’s mercy would 

never he shown to those so weak. The scene so described provides contrasting 

images: “The God-fearing will certainly have a good place to return to: gardens of perpetual 

bliss, with gates wide open to them. They will he comfortably seated there, and they will call 

for abundant fruit and drink, having beside them well-matched mates of modest gaze.” 

(Verses 49-52) On the other hand, “those who transgress the bounds of what is right will 

have the most evil place to return to: hell will they have to endure; and how evil a resting 

place. Let them, then, taste this: a scalding fluid and a dark, disgusting food, and coupled with 

it, further [suffering! of a similar nature.” (Verses 55-58) They will argue, quarrel and 

curse one another in hell, and they will remember how they used to ridicule the 

believers: “They will say: How is it that we do not see here men whom we considered to be 

wicked, and whom we made the target of our derision? Or is it that our eyes have missed 

them?” (Verses 62-63) They cannot find such people in hell, because they are the ones 

who belong to heaven. This then is the answer to both their hastening of God’s 
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punishment and their ridicule of the believers. This scene forms the third part of the 

s rah. 

In reply to their disbelieving reaction to what the Prophet had told them of the 

revelations he received from on high, he tells them about Adam and what happened 

on high. The Prophet was not present when this took place; he was only told about it 

by God. Indeed no human being, other than Adam, was present. From this account 

we learn about Ibl s’ condemnation and that it was his envy at God’s preference for 

Adam that brought about his expulsion from heaven. Since the unbelievers thought 

it was too big a favour for God to choose Mu ammad from among them, their 

attitude is not dissimilar to that of Ibl s. This last part of the s rah concludes with a 

clear statement from the Prophet: “Say: No reward do I ask of you for this, and I am not 

one to claim what I am not. This is no less than a reminder to all the worlds, and in time you 

will certainly come to know its truth.” (Verses 86-88) 

The s rah, in all its four parts, depicts the destruction of earlier communities when 

they resorted to arrogance, accusing God’s messengers of lying and holding the 

believers in contempt. In short, they themselves sealed their own defeat and 

humiliation: “Whatever hosts, of any affiliation, may be raised will suffer defeat. Before their 

time, the truth was rejected by Noah’s people, the Ad, Pharaoh of the tent-pegs, the Tham d, 

Lot’s people and the dwellers of the wooded dales: these were different groupings; yet each one 

of them accused God’s messengers of lying. Therefore, My retribution fell due.” (Verses 11-

14) The s rah contrasts this with the favours God bestows on His chosen servants, 

giving them power and taking good care of them. This is made abundantly clear in 

the stories about David, Solomon and Job. 

The s rah also takes us on a round in which we see what lies in store beyond the 

Day of Judgement, giving us images of happiness and bliss on the one hand, and 

torment on the other. The last round in the s rah gives the story of the first human 

being and the hostility shown by his first enemy, the one who deliberately leads 

people astray, and who they follow unaware of his designs. 

The s rah also includes a special touch that is meant to alert hearts to the truth 

reflected in the creation of the heavens and earth. This is the truth that God wants to 

establish on earth through the messengers He sends. The two are interrelated: “We 

have not created heaven and earth and all that is between them without a purpose.” (Verse 

27) 
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1 

Unjustifiable Reaction 

Ş d. By the Qur’ n, full of admonition. (1) 

But the unbelievers are steeped in arrogance and 

hostility. (2) 

How many a generation have We destroyed 

before their time? They all cried out [for mercy], 

but it was too late to escape. (3) 

They deem it strange that one from among them 

has come to warn them. The unbelievers say: 

‘This is a sorcerer telling lies. (4) 

Does he make all the gods into one God? This is 

indeed most strange!’ (5) 

Their leaders go about saying: ‘Walk away, and 

hold steadfastly to your deities: this is an intended 

design. (6) 

Never did we hear of a claim like this in any 

faith of latter days! It is all an invention. (7) 

Was the message given to him alone out of all of 

us?’ In fact they are in doubt concerning My 

reminder; they have not yet tasted My 

punishment. (8) 

üÉ 4 Éβ# u™öà) ø9 $# uρ “ÏŒ Ìø. Ïe%!$# ∩⊇∪  

È≅ t/ t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (#ρãx x. ’ Îû ;ο ¨“ Ïã 5−$s) Ï© uρ ∩⊄∪  

ö/ x. $uΖõ3n=÷δr& ⎯ ÏΒ ΝÎγ Î=ö7 s% ⎯ ÏiΒ 5βös% (#ρyŠ$oΨ sù 

|NŸω̈ρ t⎦⎫Ïm <É$uΖtΒ ∩⊂∪  

(# þθç6 Åg x” uρ βr& Μ èδu™!% ỳ Ö‘É‹Ζ•Β öΝ åκ ÷] ÏiΒ ( tΑ$s%uρ 
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Ÿ≅ yèy_ r& sπ oλÎ; Fψ$# $Yγ≈ s9 Î) # ´‰Ïn≡ uρ ( ¨βÎ) # x‹≈ yδ 

í™ó©ý s9 Ò>$yfãã ∩∈∪  

t,n=sÜΡ$# uρ _|yϑø9 $# öΝ åκ ÷] ÏΒ Èβr& (#θà±øΒ$# (#ρçÉ9ô¹$# uρ 

#’ n?tã ö/ ä3ÏGyγ Ï9# u™ ( ¨βÎ) # x‹≈ yδ Ö™ó©ý s9 ßŠ# tãƒ ∩∉∪  

$tΒ $uΖ÷èÏÿ xœ # x‹≈ pκ Í5 ’Îû Ï'©#Ïϑø9 $# Íο tÅzFψ$# ÷βÎ) !# x‹≈ yδ 

ωÎ) î,≈ n=ÏG÷z$# ∩∠∪  

tΑ Ì“Ρâ™r& Ïμ ø‹n=tã ãø. Ïe%!$# .⎯ ÏΒ $uΖÏΨ ÷ t/ 4 ö≅ t/ öΛ èε ’ Îû 

7e7 x© ⎯ ÏiΒ “Ìø. ÏŒ ( ≅ t/ $£ϑ©9 (#θè%ρä‹tƒ É># x‹tã 

∩∇∪  
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Arrogance and Hostility 

Ş d. By the Qur’ n, full of admonition. The unbelievers are steeped in arrogance and 

Or do they own the treasures of your Lord’s grace, 

the Almighty, the Munificent? (9) 

Or do they have dominion over the heavens and 

the earth and all that is between them? Let them, 

then, try to ascend by all conceivable means. (10) 

Whatever hosts, of any affiliation, may be raised 

will suffer defeat. (11) 

Before their time, the truth was rejected by Noah’s 

people, the ̀ d, Pharaoh of the tent-pegs, (12) 

the Thamūd, Lot’s people and the dwellers of the 

wooded dales: these were different groupings; (13) 

yet each one of them accused God’s messengers of 

lying. Therefore, My retribution fell due. (14) 

These, too, have but to wait for one single blast; 

and it shall not be delayed. (15) 

They say: Our Lord! Hasten to us our share of 

punishment even before the Day of Reckoning.’ 

(16) 

ôΘr& ó/ èφ y‰Ψ Ïã ß⎦É⎩!# t“ yz Ïπ uΗ÷q u‘ y7 În/ u‘ Í“ƒ Í“ yèø9 $# 

É>$̈δuθø9 $# ∩®∪  

ôΘr& Ο ßγ s9 à7 ù=•Β ÏN≡ uθ≈ yϑ¡¡9 $# ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# uρ $tΒuρ 

$yϑåκ s] ÷ t/ ( (#θà) s?÷z ù=sù ’Îû É=≈ t6ó™ F{ $# ∩⊇⊃∪  

Ó‰Ζã_ $̈Β šÏ9$uΖèδ ×Πρâ“ ôγ tΒ z⎯ ÏiΒ É># t“ ômF{ $# 

∩⊇⊇∪  

ôM t/ ¤‹x. öΝ ßγ n=ö6 s% ãΠ öθs% 8yθçΡ ×Š% tæuρ ãβöθtãöÏùuρ ρèŒ 

ÏŠ$s?÷ρF{ $# ∩⊇⊄∪  

ßŠθßϑrOuρ ãΠ öθs%uρ 7Þθä9 Ü=≈ ptõ¾r& uρ Ïπ s3ø‹t↔ ø9 4 
y7 Í× ¯≈ s9 'ρé& Ü># t“ ômF{ $# ∩⊇⊂∪  
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hostility. How many a generation have We destroyed before their time? They all cried 
out [for mercy], but it was too late to escape. (Verses 1-3) 

God states an oath by an Arabic letter of the alphabet, Ş d,12 as well as by the 

Qur’ n, which He describes here as lull of admonition.’ This letter is made by God, 

who created it as a sound when it is spoken by people. It is also one letter of the 

alphabet that makes up the Qur’ nic style and address. The complete alphabet has 

always been available to people, but the Qur’ n has never been within their ability to 

produce, because it is God’s book, which He made. Humans are incapable of 

producing anything like that which God makes, be that with regard to the Qur’ n or 

to anything else. The sound symbolized by the letter S d is vocalized by people 

without effort, but it is also by God’s will. For it is He who made the larynx tract and 

all the sounds it voices. If people only contemplated this one small but miraculous 

aspect of their own creation they would realize there is nothing unusual in God 

choosing one of their own number to receive His revelations. To reveal a message 

from on high is no more amazing than giving them such miracles as are contained 

within themselves. 

“S d. By the Qur’ n, full of admonition.” The Qur’ n includes admonition as well as 

other things, such as legal provisions, stories, and instruction on how to refine 

manners. Admonition as well as reminding people of their need to turn to God and 

seek His favours are the primary purposes of the Qur’ n. Indeed, the stories and 

legal provisions are part of the admonition and the remembrance of God. It should 

be said that the Arabic text uses the word dhikr, which is rendered in the translation 

as ‘full of admonition’. However, the word also means ‘to be well known’. The verse 

could then be rendered as “S d By the Qur’ n, a widely known divine Book.” This is also 

a true description of the Qur’ n. 

“But the unbelievers are steeped in arrogance and hostility.” (Verse 2) The verse begins 

with the word, ‘but’, which suggests that there is a move away from the initial subject 

matter: the oath by the letter Ş d and the Qur’ n. The oath sounds incomplete 

because what it intends to affirm is not mentioned. The s rah simply states the oath 

and talks about the idolaters and their profound hostility. Yet this very departure 

from the initial issue heightens our interest in the next. The very fact that an oath by 

the letter S d and the Qur’ n is made indicates the intention to discuss something of 

great importance, one that merits an oath by God Almighty. Yet next to this, the 

s rah mentions the idolaters’ arrogance and hostility to the Qur’ n, indicating that 

the issue remains the same both before and after the conjunction, ‘but’. This 

departure in the mode of address focuses our attention on the great gulf that lies 

                                                 
12 This letter is pronounced as a velarized variation of ‘s’, sharing its other features of friction and 
voicelessness, and having the same place of articulation. — Editor’s note. 
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between the immense status God attaches to the Qur’ n and the idolaters’ arrogance 

and hostility to it. 

Mention of the fate of those before them who held a similar attitude then follows. 

It shows such people appealing for help, but none was forthcoming. Their cries mark 

a radical change in their attitude, but it is all too late to be of any significance: “How 

many a generation have We destroyed before their time? They all cried out [for mercy, but it 

was too late to escape.” (Verse 3) Their end is shown to the new unbelievers so that 

they may change their attitude of hostility and arrogance while there is still time for 

them to do so. Otherwise, they will end up in the same position: appealing for mercy, 

but none will be shown. 

A Strange Amazement 

This initial shock is intended to awaken their hearts. Details of their arrogance 

then follow: 

They deem it strange that one from among them has come to warn them. The 
unbelievers say: ‘This is a sorcerer telling lies. Does he make all the gods into one 
God? This is indeed most strange!’ Their leaders go about saying: ‘Walk away, and 
hold steadfastly to your deities: this is the only thing to do. Never did we hear of a 
claim like this in any faith of latter days! It is all an invention. Was the message given 
to him alone out of all of us?” (Verses 4-8) 

Such is the arrogance: “Was the message given to him alone out of all of us?” And such 

is the hostility: “Does he make all the gods into one God?... Never did we hear of a claim like 

this in any faith of latter days!... This is a sorcerer telling lies. .. It is all an invention.” 

Amazement that God’s messenger should be human is an oft-repeated story. Since 

the beginning of divine messages every community took the same stance. Every new 

messenger was human, yet their fellow men continued to express amazement at this. 

“They deem it strange that one from among them has come to warn them.” (Verse 4) Yet 

the most natural and logical thing is that the messenger who warns them should be 

human who thinks and feels like them: a man who appreciates what thoughts they 

may harbour, their weaknesses, desires, abilities and what obstacles they may 

encounter or influences they may fall under. When a man is given the message to 

warn them, he lives among them, setting a practical example for them to follow. They 

know that he is one of them and that they are required to follow the life system he 

endorses. It is not difficult for them to do so, since a man like them has set the 

example. Moreover, he is of their own generation, speaking their language, knowing 

their traditions and the way they go about their affairs. Mutual response is easily 

established between them. There is no thought of him being alien to them or to their 
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lives. 

Yet this most natural and logical situation was always the cause of amazement 

and the basis for levelling accusations at God’s messengers. The unbelievers simply 

did not appreciate the purpose behind such a choice, nor did they understand the 

nature of the divine message. To them, it should not provide practical leadership on 

the way to God; rather, it should be mysterious, full of secret, an enigma. They 

wanted it to be engulfed in obscurity, removed from practical life. Then they could 

treat it as just another legend or superstition that formed the basis of their unsound 

beliefs. 

God, however, wanted something different for humanity, especially in the case of 

His last message, Islam. He wanted it to be the norm for human society: for it to 

provide a clean, pure and sublime way of life that is practical, free of mystery as also 

one that is easy to implement. 

“The unbelievers say: This is a sorcerer telling lies.” They said this, discounting the 

possibility that God might have sent His revelations to one of them. In saying so, 

they hoped to turn ordinary people away from the Prophet, to cause confusion and 

mar the clear truth that was being stated by the man who was known for his honesty, 

integrity and truthfulness. 

The plain fact is that the Quraysh elders did not for an instant believe that 

Mu ammad, whom they knew very well, was a sorcerer or a liar, as they alleged. 

Their allegations were simply propaganda tools aimed at misleading people. The 

Quraysh elders recognized that the truth Mu ammad preached would do away with 

all their privileges; privileges that relied on deception and false values. On one 

occasion the Quraysh elders held a conference on how to counter the effects of what 

the Prophet said to people, and how to turn pilgrims from other tribes away from 

him. It is useful to quote this again here. Al-Walid ibn al-Mughirah, a distinguished 

figure among the Quraysh chaired that conference: 

In his opening address, al-Walīd said: “Now that the pilgrimage season is 

approaching, people will start arriving from all over the place. They must have heard 

about your friend [meaning the Prophet]. So you had better agree what to say when 

you are asked about him. We must guard against having too many opinions, 

particularly if they are mutually contradictory.” 

When his audience asked his advice as to what they should say, he preferred to 

listen to their suggestions first. What concerned al-Walid most was that the opinion 

they would come out with should take account of the fact that Mu ammad was 

asking people to listen to the Qur’ n, God’s message, expressed in beautiful language 

and a powerful style. The description they would attach to Mu ammad should also 

account for his persuasive, eloquent argument. 
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Descriptions like ‘fortune-teller’, ‘madman’, ‘poet’ and ‘magician’ were proposed. 

None was considered convincing by al-Walid, who pointed out weaknesses in each, 

one after the other. He told his people that what Mu ammad said was nothing like 

what was said by such men. When nobody could suggest anything more plausible, 

they asked al-Walid if he had a better suggestion. 

He said: “What Mu ammad says is certainly beautiful. It is like a date tree with 

solid roots and rich fruit. Every one of these suggestions you have made is bound to 

he recognized as false. The least disputable one is to claim that he is a magician who 

repeats magic words which make a man fall out with his father, mother, wife and 

clan.” They all approved of al-Walid’s suggestion and set about preparing their 

propaganda campaign to make the pilgrims wary of Mu ammad and unwilling to 

meet him.13 

Such was the scheming of the Quraysh elders and such was their agreed strategy 

whereby they would accuse the Prophet of sorcery and lying. They said this 

deliberately even though they knew it was all a lie. They were fully aware that 

Mu ammad, (peace be upon him), was neither a sorcerer nor a liar. 

They were also amazed at him calling on them to worship God alone, which is the 

most truthful statement anyone can make: “Does he make all the gods into one God? This 

is indeed most strange! Their leaders go about saying: Walk away, and hold steadfastly to 

your deities: this is the only thing to do. Never did we hear of a claim like this in any faith of 

latter days! It is all an invention.” (Verses 5-7) 

The Qur’ n describes their great surprise at this basic truth: “Does he make all the 

gods into one God?” (Verse 5) The question is asked in such a way that makes it sound 

as if no one could have ever thought it possible. “This is indeed most strange!” (Verse 

5) In Arabic, the s rah uses the word ‘uj b, which is an unusual derivative of ajib, 

meaning strange, to emphasize the peculiarity of the claim. The s rah also describes 

the method they employed to neutralize the effects of the divine message among 

their people seeking to ensure that they would stick to their traditional beliefs. They 

implied that the new message contained something highly suspicious, and that in 

their high positions, they knew this and were intent on countering it: “Their leaders go 

about saying: Walk away, and hold steadfastly to your deities: this is an intended design.” 

(Verse 6) This is not a question of religion and faith, although there is something 

different about it. Hence, ordinary people should attend to their business, maintain 

their traditions and let the leaders uncover this new plot, because it is only they who 

can establish what is concealed behind outward appearances. Basically, then, they 

sought to reassure people that they would look after their interests. 

                                                 
13 The translated text differs slightly from the one quoted by the author as I preferred to quote it from 
my own rendering of the report of this misrepresentation conference. See my book, Mu ammad: Man 
and Prophet, Leicester, 2002, pp. 119-120. — Editor’s Note. 
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This is a well known device that those in power use to divert peoples’ interest in 

public affairs or their searching for the truth. To allow the public to search for the 

truth by themselves would represent a serious threat to authority, as ultimately it 

leads to the exposure of false leadership. 

The Quraysh elders also tried to deceive people by pointing to the faiths of the 

people of earlier revelations who had allowed superstitions to creep into their faith, 

diverting it from the pure concept of God’s oneness: “Never did we hear of a claim like 

this in any faith of latter days! It is all an invention.” (Verse 7) By that time, the concept 

of trinity had spread among the Christians while the legend of Ezra being God’s son 

had infiltrated Judaism. Hence the elders specifically referred to these, saying: “Never 

did we hear of a claim like this in any faith of latter days!” They claimed to have never 

before heard anyone advocate God’s absolute oneness as did Mu ammad. Hence, it 

could only be fabrication. 

Islam has always sought to purge the monotheistic faith from all traces of legend, 

alien elements and the deviation that affected earlier religions, because monotheism 

is the fundamental truth that forms the basis of all existence. Indeed, the whole 

universe confirms this truth, providing evidence in support of it. Moreover, unless 

human life is based on monotheism it cannot be sound either in its fundamentals or 

its details. As we consider the resistance of the Quraysh, as well as earlier 

communities of unbelievers, to the monotheistic principle, it is fitting that we should 

briefly outline its importance. 

The unity of the general laws that operate in this universe which we behold is 

clear, testifying to the fact that the will that set these laws in operation must by 

necessity be a single will. Wherever we look around us in this universe we find this 

fact staring us in the face. Everything in the universe is in constant and regular 

movement. The atom, which is the basic unit of everything in the universe, animate 

or inanimate, is in motion, as it consists of electrons that move around the nucleus 

composed of protons just as the planets move in orbit around the sun in our own 

solar system, and like the galaxy composed of numerous solar systems and celestial 

mass rotate. All planets, the sun, and the larger galaxy move in one anticlockwise 

direction, from west to east. The elements which make up the earth, other planets 

and the stars are the same, and they are all made of atoms composed of electrons, 

protons and neutrons. Indeed, these are the bricks that make up all these planets and 

stars. 

While all matter is made of three bricks, scientists believe that all powers: 

light, heat, x-rays, wireless waves, gamma rays and all types of radiation are 

in fact different forms of electromagnetic power. They all travel at the same 

speed, but the difference between them is the difference in wavelength. 
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Matter, then, is made of three bricks, and power is in essence waves. In his 

special relativity theory, Einstein equates matter with energy. Experiments 

endorsed his claims. In recent times, an experiment endorsed it in the loudest 

sound ever heard in this world, produced by nuclear fission in an atom 

bomb.14 

Such is the unity in the make-up of the universe, as man has come to learn 

through physical experiment. We also know how this unity is reflected in the law of 

continuous motion common to all things in a coherent and balanced way so that no 

object interferes or collides with another. The clearest example is the countless 

number of planets, stars and galaxies floating in space. “Each floats in its own orbit.” 

(36: 40) They all testify to the truth that they are set in their respective positions in 

space and given their movements, dimensions and coordinates by One who is fully 

aware of their nature, determining all this in His overall design of this wonderful 

universe. 

This brief word here about the overall unity of the universe is sufficient for it 

testifies that human life can only be set right on this basis. When this fact is clearly 

understood, people formulate a sound concept of the universe around them, their 

position in it, their interrelation with other beings, as also their relation with the One 

God and with everything else in the universe. This is exceedingly important in 

shaping people’s emotions and understanding of all that life entails. 

A person who believes in God’s oneness and understands the meaning of His 

oneness, sets his relation with his Lord on this basis, and puts his relations with 

everyone and everything other than God in their respective positions. Thus, his 

energy and feelings are not manipulated by a host of other different deities nor are 

other people able to impose themselves on him. 

A believer who knows that God, the One, is the originator of this universe deals 

with the universe and all that exists in it on the basis of cooperation and friendship. 

This gives life a taste and vitality that are totally different from that which is felt by 

those who do not believe in any of this. 

Anyone who believes in the unity of the system God has set for the universe will 

receive His orders and legislation in a special way, knowing that the implementation 

of God’s law in human life will provide harmony between all that exists. This truth 

necessarily sets human conscience on a sound footing, giving it consistency and 

enlightenment. It also clarifies the bonds between man and his Creator on the one 

hand and between man and the universe on the other. This then has clear effects on 

the practical, moral, social and behavioural aspects of human life. 

                                                 
14 Ahmad Zaki, Ma`a All h f  al-Sam ’, Cairo, 1965 



Şād | UNJUSTIFIABLE REACTION 

 284

The Qur’ n places much emphasis on the concept of God’s oneness, and 

persistently clarifies this and what it entails. This is particularly true in Makkan 

s rahs, but it is also true in s rahs revealed in Madinah, although the way it is 

presented in the latter changes so as to fit the subject matter of these s rahs. 

Yet this is the truth the unbelievers were most amazed at, endlessly debating this 

with the Prophet, and wondering at his insistence on it. They also called on people to 

express amazement at it, doing their utmost to turn them away from it. Indeed, they 

went even further, expressing amazement that the Prophet was chosen to be 

entrusted with God’s message to mankind: “Was the message given to him alone out of 

all of us?” (Verse 8) This is nothing but plain envy, a trait that motivated their 

hostility to his message despite their awareness that this was the truth. 

The Qur’ n had its attraction even to the most outspoken enemies of Islam. 

They realized that Mu ammad spent some time every night in worship 

reading the Qur’ n in prayer. Therefore, protected by the cover of darkness, 

some of them sat just outside his house, listening to the Qur’ n being recited 

inside. Every one of them was on his own, thinking that no one would know 

about his action. One can only assume that the motivation was either to try to 

judge the message of Mu ammad objectively, or to learn the truth about it, or 

to listen to the superb literary style of the Qur’ n. As the day began to break, 

each one of them went back so that no one could find out about his action. 

Soon, the three of them: Abū Jahl himself, Abū Sufy n and al-Akhnas ibn 

Shariq met. There was no need to ask each other what they were doing. There 

was only one reason for their presence there at that particular time. Therefore, 

they counselled each other against such action: “Should some of your 

followers see you,” one of them said, “you would stir doubts in their minds.” 

The following night they did the same, and once again they met at the break 

of day. Again they counselled each other against their ‘irresponsible’ action. 

Nevertheless, the third night each of them went to sit outside the Prophet’s 

home and listen to the Qur’ n. When they met in the morning, they felt 

ashamed of themselves. One of them suggested that they should give each 

other their word of honour not to come again. They did so before going 

home. 

Later that morning al-Akhnas ibn Sharīq went to see Abū Sufy n in his home. 

He asked him what he thought about what he heard Mu ammad reciting. 

Abū Sufy n said: “I heard things which I know and recognize to be true, but I 

also heard things whose nature I cannot understand.” Al-Akhnas said that he 

felt the same. He then left and went to Abū Jahl’s home to put the same 

question to him. 



Şād | UNJUSTIFIABLE REACTION 

 285

Abū Jahl’s answer was totally different. For once, he was candid and honest 

with himself and his interlocuter: “I will tell you about what I heard! We have 

competed with the clan of `Abd Man f for honours: they fed the poor, and we 

did the same; they provided generous support to those who needed it and we 

did the same. When we were together on the same level, like two racehorses 

running neck and neck, they said that one of their number was a Prophet 

receiving revelations from on high! When can we attain such an honour? By 

God, we shall never believe in him.”15 

We see clearly that nothing stopped Abū Jahl from admitting the truth with which 

he wrestled on three consecutive nights, being beaten every time, except his envy. He 

was envious that Mu ammad should have attained a position to which no one else 

can aspire. This was indeed the secret motivation behind those who said: “Was the 

message given to him alone out of all of us?” (Verse 8) They were the ones who 

repeatedly said: “Why was not this Qur’ n bestowed from on high on some great man of the 

two cities?” (43: 31) The two cities were Makkah and ’if where the Arab elders and 

noblemen lived. Whenever they heard about a new prophet, such people sought to 

gain power through religion. They were thus extremely shocked and envious when 

God chose Mu ammad (peace be upon him), bestowing on him of His grace what He 

knew Mu ammad alone deserved. 

The answer the s rah gives to their question is laden with sarcasm and warning: 

“In fact they are in doubt concerning My reminder; they have not yet tasted My 

punishment.” (Verse 8) They had asked: “Was the message given to him alone out of all of 

us.” This when they doubted the very message itself and were unable to accept that it 

was from God, even though they realized no human being could have produced 

anything like it. 

The s rah sets aside what they said about the Qur’ n to issue them with a 

warning: “they have not yet tasted My punishment.” (Verse 8) It is as if the s rah is 

stating that they say whatever they say because they are still safe, not having tasted 

anything of God’s punishment. When they do experience this, they will say nothing 

of it because then they will know. 

The s rah then comments on their wonder at God’s choice of Mu ammad to be 

His Messenger. It asks them whether they control God’s mercy: “Or do they own the 

treasures of your Lord’s grace, the Almighty, the Munificent?” (Verse 9) Do they seek to 

interfere with what belongs to God to decide? It is God who gives whatever He 

wishes to any of His servants and who withholds it from anyone He wishes. He is 

the Almighty whose will applies to all and cannot be resisted, and whose grace is 

                                                 
15 This report is quoted as in Adil Salahi, Mu ammad: Man and Prophet, Leicester, 2002, pp. 173-174. — 
Editor’s note. 
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limitless. If they find it hard to accept that God has chosen Mu ammad (peace be 

upon him) for his role, by what right and in what capacity can they decide how 

God’s favours be granted when they do not own the treasures of His grace? 

“Or do they have dominion over the heavens and the earth and all that is between them?” 

(Verse 10) This is something that they do not dare to claim. It is the One who owns 

and controls the heavens and the earth who decides who should receive what and 

who should he assigned to what role. If they do not have dominion over the heavens 

and the earth and all that is between them, how come they interfere with the 

decisions of the One who has this dominion? A sarcastic and reproachful comment 

then follows: “Let them, then, try to ascend by all conceivable means.” (Verse 10) If that is 

the case, let them take control of the universe and administer the treasures of God’s 

grace. Let them decide who should receive such favours and who should be 

deprived. 

This sarcastic remark is followed by a statement of fact describing their real status: 

“Whatever hosts, of any affiliation, may be raised will suffer defeat.” (Verse 11) They are no 

more than the remnants of a defeated army left aside. They have no ability to change 

or object to God’s will. The phraseology of this verse makes it hard to capture its 

sense in translation. The subject, ‘whatever hosts’, refers to something insignificant that 

no identity can be assigned to. The verbal phrase, ‘will suffer defeat’, is expressed in 

the Arabic original in one adjectival word, mahz m, which suggests that defeat is an 

essential characteristic of such hosts and that they cannot get rid of it. This is a very 

true description. God’s enemies can never be in any position other than the one 

indicated by this Qur’ nic expression which connotes powerlessness and absolute 

lack of control, no matter how mighty they may appear or when they appear. 

The s rah gives examples of former communities who treaded the same course, 

and we discover that they all faced utter defeat: “Before their time, the truth was rejected 

by Noah’s people, the Ad, Pharaoh of the tent-pegs, the Tham d, Lot’s people and the dwellers 

of the wooded dales: these were different groupings, yet each one of them accused God’s 

messengers of lying. Therefore, My retribution fell due.” (Verses 12-14) These 

communities were the Quraysh’s predecessors. All of them, including Pharaoh who 

built the pyramids that stand firm like tent pegs, and Shu ‘ayb’s people who dwelled 

in the wooded dales, rejected God’s messages. What eventually happened to these 

tyrannical peoples? 

God’s retribution fell due and they were all decimated. There is nothing left of 

them except the ruins that tell of their defeat. 

Such was the fate of past communities of unbelievers. As for the present ones, they 

are, generally, left until a blast brings about the end of life on earth just before the 

Day of Judgement: “These, too, have but to wait for one single blast; and it shall not be 
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delayed.” (Verse 15) Once this blast falls due, it will not be delayed even for a short 

moment. It occurs at its appointed time. God has willed that this community of the 

last message will be given its time, and that He will not destroy it as He did past 

communities. This is an act of grace, but they do not appreciate this or thank God for 

it. On the contrary, they hasten their own punishment, asking God to give them their 

lot now, before the day He has appointed: “They say: Our Lord! Hasten to us our share 

of punishment even before the Day of Reckoning.” (Verse 16) 

At this point the s rah ends its reference to the unbelievers and turns instead to the 

Prophet. He is comforted and directed to remember what happened to earlier 

messengers, the hard tests they went through and the grace God bestowed on them 

when they proved themselves. 
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2 

Tests for Prophets 

Bear with patience whatever they say, and 

remember Our servant David who was endowed 

with strength. He always turned to Us. (17) 

We caused the mountains to join him in extolling 

Our limitless glory in the evening and at sunrise, 

(18) 

and likewise the birds in flocks: they all would 

echo his praise. (19) 

We strengthened his kingdom; We endowed him 

with wisdom and decisive judgement. (20) 

Have you heard the story of the litigants who 

surmounted the walls of the sanctuary? (21) 

When they went in to David, he was alarmed. 

They said: ‘Have no fear. We are but two 

litigants: one of us has wronged the other; so judge 

between us with justice, and do not be unfair. 

Show us the way to rectitude. (22) 

This is my brother: he has ninety-nine ewes and I 

have only one ewe. Yet he said: “Let me take 

charge of her,” and has been hard on me in his 

speech.’ (23) 
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Said [David]: ‘He has certainly wronged you by 

demanding that your ewe be added to his ewes! 

Thus do many partners wrong one another, 

except for those who believe and do righteous 

deeds, but how few are they!’ Then David 

realized that We were only testing him. He 

prayed for his Lord’s forgiveness, fell down in 

prostration and turned to God in repentance. 

(24) 

We forgave him that, and in the life to come he is 

to be close to Us and will be well received. (25) 

David! We have made you a vicegerent on earth: 

judge, then, between people with justice, and do 

not follow vain desire, lest it leads you astray from 

the path of God. Those who go astray from the 

path of God will have a severe punishment for 

having ignored the Day of Reckoning. (26) 

We have not created heaven and earth and all 

that is between them without a purpose. That is 

what the unbelievers assume. Woe betide the 

unbelievers when they are cast in the fire. (27) 

Are We to equate those who believe and do 

righteous deeds with those who spread corruption 

in the land? Are We to equate the God-fearing 

with the wicked? (28) 

This is a blessed book which We have revealed to 

you so that people may ponder over its message, 

and that those endowed with insight may take it 
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to heart. (29) 

To David We gave Solomon: how excellent a 

servant of Ours; he would always turn to Us. 

(30) 

When, one evening, nobly-bred, swift-footed steeds 

were brought before him, (31) 

he kept saying: ‘My love of good things is part of 

my remembering my Lord!’ until they 

disappeared from sight. (32) 

‘Bring them back to me!’ He then stroked their 

legs and their necks. (33) 

We had tried Solomon, and placed a body on his 

throne. He then turned to Us, (34) 

and prayed: ‘My Lord! Forgive me my sins, and 

bestow upon me such power as shall belong to no 

one after me. You are indeed the bountiful giver.’ 

(35) 

We made the wind subservient to him, so that it 

gently sped at his command wherever he wished, 

(36) 

and the jinn, including every kind of builder and 

diver, (37) 

and others bound together in fetters. (38) 
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ßŠ$u‹ Åg ø:$# ∩⊂⊇∪  

tΑ$s) sù þ’ ÎoΤ Î) àM ö6 t7 ômr& ¡= ãm Îö sƒ ø:$# ⎯ tã Ìø. ÏŒ ’În1u‘ 

4©®Lym ôNu‘# uθs? É>$ yfÏt ø:$$Î/ ∩⊂⊄∪  

$yδρ–Š â‘ ¥’ n?tã ( t, Ï sÜ sù $Gsó¡ tΒ É−θ¡9 $$Î/ 

É−$uΖôã F{ $# uρ ∩⊂⊂∪  

ô‰s) s9 uρ $̈ΖtFsù z⎯≈ yϑø‹n=ß™ $uΖøŠ s) ø9 r& uρ 4’ n?tã ⎯ Ïμ Íh‹ Å™ öä. 

# Y‰|¡y_ §Ν èO z>$tΡr& ∩⊂⊆∪  

tΑ$s% Éb>u‘ öÏ øî$# ’ Í< ó= yδuρ ’ Í< % Z3ù=ãΒ ω ©Èöt7 .⊥ tƒ 

7‰tn L{ .⎯ ÏiΒ ü“Ï‰÷èt/ ( y7 ¨ΡÎ) |MΡr& Ü>$̈δuθø9 $# 

∩⊂∈∪  

$tΡö¤‚|¡ sù çμ s9 yxƒ Ìh9 $# “Ìøg rB ⎯Íν ÌøΒr'Î/ ¹™!% s{ â‘ 

ß] ø‹ym z>$|¹r& ∩⊂∉∪  

t⎦⎫ÏÜ≈ u‹ ¤±9 $# uρ ¨≅ ä. &™!$̈Ζt/ <É# §θxîuρ ∩⊂∠∪  

t⎦⎪Ìyz# u™uρ t⎦⎫ÏΡ§s) ãΒ ’Îû ÏŠ$x ô¹F{ $# ∩⊂∇∪  

# x‹≈ yδ $tΡäτ!$sÜ tã ô⎯ ãΨ øΒ$$sù ÷ρr& ô7 Å¡øΒr& Îö tóÎ/ 



 

 291

This is Our gift; so give or withhold as you please, 

without account. (39) 

In the life to come he is to be close to Us and will 

be well received. (40) 

Remember Our servant Job who cried out to his 

Lord: ‘Satan has afflicted me with weariness and 

suffering!’ (41) 

‘Strike [the ground] with your foot! Here is cool 

water for you to wash with and to drink.’ (42) 

We restored his family to him, and doubled their 

number as an act of grace from Us, and as a 

reminder to those who are endowed with insight. 

(43) 

‘Take in your hand a bunch of grass and strike 

with it, and you will not then break your oath.’ 

We found him patient in adversity. How 

excellent a servant of Ours; he would always turn 

to Us. (44) 

Remember Our servants Abraham, Isaac and 

Jacob: all men of strength and vision. (45) 

We gave them a specially distinctive quality: the 

remembrance of the life to come. (46) 

 In Our sight, they were indeed among the elect, 

the truly good. (47) 

And remember Ishmael, Elisha and Dhu’l-Kifl: 

each belonged to the truly good. (48) 
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Overview 

This long passage is devoted to aspects of the histories of earlier messengers so 

that the Prophet Mu ammad (peace be upon him) would remember them and 

disregard all the rejections, accusations, amazement and fabrications the unbelievers 

levelled at him. All this was certain to weigh hard on anyone, but the Prophet is told 

to bear it all and remain patient in adversity. 

At the same time, the stories present the effects of God’s grace as it was bestowed 

on earlier messengers. It shows how God granted them favours of all sorts, including 

power, authority, care and blessings. This contrasts with the amazement expressed 

by the Quraysh at God’s favouring the Prophet (peace be upon him) with His 

message. He was not a unique case among God’s messengers. To some of them God 

granted a kingdom, in addition to their being His messengers. Among them one was 

favoured with the mountains and birds echoing his glorification and praise of God, 

and to another the wind and jinn were made subservient. Such were David and 

Solomon. What is strange, then, for God to have chosen from among all the Quraysh, 

Mu ammad, the man of truth, upon whom to bestow His revelations? 

These stories describe the care God always took of His messengers and how He 

instructed them so that they became worthy of their mission. Like Mu ammad, they 

were ordinary human beings, experiencing the weaknesses all people do. God took 

care of them so that their weaknesses did not get the better of them. He explained 

things to them and gave them directives. He also tested them so that He would 

forgive them their errors and grant them favours. This was bound to reassure the 

Prophet that God would take care of him at every step. 

David Ruling in a Dispute 

Bear with patience whatever they say, and remember Our servant David who was 
endowed with strength. He always turned to Us. We caused the mountains to join 
him in extolling Our limitless glory in the evening and at sunrise, and likewise the 
birds in flocks: they all would echo his praise. We strengthened his kingdom; We 
endowed him with wisdom and decisive judgement. (Verses 17-20) 

‘Bear with patience...’ This is a reference to the road taken by all God’s messengers. 

It groups them together. Everyone of them took it: everyone suffered, was tested and 

remained patient in adversity; each at his own step in the lofty ladder of 

prophethood. The life of each one of them was a series of tests, each bearing much 

pain. Even when things were pleasant and comfortable, this represented a different 

form of test so as to ensure that they remained patient when life was easy in the same 



Şād | TESTS FOR PROPHETS 

 293

way as they were patient in adversity. Both situations require endurance. When we 

contemplate the lives of all God’s messengers, as told to us in the Qur’ n, we realize 

that patience was the most prominent element. In essence, their lives were a long 

series of trials and tests. 

The lives of God’s messengers were in fact an open book for all humanity to read, 

with every page speaking about trials, afflictions and patience. The records show 

how the human soul triumphs over pain and necessity. How it rises above all that to 

which the present world attaches value, and how it discards desires and temptations, 

so as to achieve full dedication to God, and in so doing passes the test He has set. It 

shows the meaning of choosing Him over everything else so as to say to mankind: 

‘This is the way to rise; it is the only way leading to God’s acceptance.’ 

“Bear with patience whatever they say.” (Verse 17) They said much, such as: “This is a 

sorcerer telling lies.” (Verse 4) “Does he make all the gods into one God? This is indeed most 

strange.” (Verse 5) “Was the message given to him alone out of all of us?” (Verse 8) Indeed 

they said much more. God directs the Prophet to bear their statements with patience, 

and tells him that in his mind and heart he should live with a different type of 

people: the select few, God’s messengers with whom he has a strong affinity and 

close relationship. Indeed, he used to refer to them as though they were his 

immediate relatives, saying: ‘May God have mercy on my brother Joseph,’ and ‘I 

have a stronger bond with my brother Moses,’ etc. 

“Bear with patience whatever they say, and remember Our servant David who was 

endowed with strength. He always turned to Us.” (Verse 17) David is referred to here as a 

strong person who turned to God. The s rah earlier mentioned (Verses 12-13) the 

peoples of Noah, the ` d, Thamūd, Pharaoh, Lot’s people and the community that 

lived in the wooded dale near Madyan. All of these were tyrannical, and it was such 

tyranny that gave them the impression of power. David, on the other hand, was a 

man of strength, but he always turned to God, repenting of his sins, glorifying God 

and worshipping Him. He did so when he was truly powerful, with a kingdom to 

rule. 

In S rah 2, The Cow, we have an account of David in his youth, when he was a 

soldier in Saul’s army. At the time, which was long after Moses. The Israelites asked 

one of their prophets to assign one of them as king and they promised that they 

would fight for God’s cause under his leadership. God appointed Saul as their king 

and he marshalled them to face Goliath’s mighty army. It was David who killed 

Goliath. From that day, his standing was enhanced, such that, in turn, he became 

king. Yet having a throne did not lead him astray. He continued to turn to God in 

repentance, glorifying and worshipping Him. 

Apart from prophethood and a kingdom, God also blessed David with an alert 
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heart and a melodious voice, which he used to good effect as he sang his psalms and 

hymns. He would be so absorbed in his devotion that barriers between him and the 

universe would disappear and the mountains would echo his glorification, while 

birds gathered around him, all glorifying the Lord Creator. “We caused the mountains 

to join him in extolling Our limitless glory in the evening and at sunrise, and likewise the 

birds in flocks: they all would echo his praise.” (Verses 18-19) People may be speechless 

when they hear that the mountains, inanimate entities, should join David in his 

constant glorification of God as he chants his songs of praise. Not only that but the 

birds also flock to him, listen and join in with the chorus to his hymns. Their surprise 

results from the fact that it runs counter to everything they have been used to. They 

only know that man, birds and mountains belong to totally separate realms. 

Yet, why should anyone be surprised? All these creatures, different as their races, 

shapes, forms and characteristics are, share in one fundamental fact: they turn to the 

Lord who created the whole universe with all its animate and inanimate objects. 

When man’s relation with his Lord attains sublime purity, barriers between different 

elements are removed. The whole matter is simple: God gave His servant David this 

unique characteristic, and caused the mountains to join him in extolling His glory 

morning and evening, and gathered the birds around him to echo his praises. This 

was simply an additional gift by virtue of God’s grace. 

“We strengthened his kingdom; We endowed him with wisdom and decisive judgement.” 

(Verse 20) Thus, his kingdom was strong and well established. He administered his 

government with wisdom and clear, decisive vision. The phrase ‘decisive judgement’ 

means that his views were clear, not subject to hesitation. When this is coupled with 

wisdom, it makes for perfect government within man’s world. However, this did not 

spare David from being subjected to tests and trials. Nevertheless, God continued to 

take care of him and guided his footsteps: 

Have you heard the story of the litigants who surmounted the walls of the sanctuary? 
When they went in to David, he was alarmed. They said: Have no fear. We are but two 
litigants: one of us has wronged the other; so judge between us with justice, and do not 
be unfair. Show us the way to rectitude. This is my brother: he has ninety-nine ewes 
and I have only one ewe. Yet he said: “Let me take charge of her,” and has been hard 
on me in his speech.’ Said [David]: Re has certainly wronged you by demanding that 
your ewe be added to his ewes! Thus do many partners wrong one another, except for 
those who believe and do righteous deeds, but how few are they!’ Then David realized 
that We were only testing him. He prayed for his Lord’s forgiveness, fill down in 
prostration and turned to God in repentance. (Verses 21-24) 

These verses tell of a test to which David was subjected. David used to devote 

some of his time to conducting the affairs of his kingdom and to judge in people’s 

disputes. The rest of his time he devoted to his worship, preferring seclusion when 
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he sang his psalms. When he went into the sanctuary, no one was allowed in. 

One day, David was surprised when he saw two people climbing over the wall 

into the sanctuary. He was alarmed. No good believer or trustworthy person would 

enter in this way. Therefore, they immediately tried to reassure him, saying that they 

were in dispute and wanted him to judge between them in fairness, showing them 

the way to justice. One of them immediately started putting his case forward, saying 

that the other man, his brother, had 99 ewes while he only had one. Yet he insisted 

on taking charge of his single ewe, placing it with his 99. 

As stated by one of the disputants, the case is one of gross injustice that cannot be 

condoned. Hence, David immediately started to give his judgement without 

speaking to the other man or asking him to give his side of the story. Instead, he told 

the first man that the other had been unfair in his demands, and that many people 

behave in this way, except those who are good believers and do righteous deeds. 

These, however, are few in number. 

It seems that at this stage the two men disappeared. In fact, they were two angels 

who had come to test David, the prophet God had placed in a position of authority to 

judge between people in fairness, making sure who is right before passing 

judgement. They had put the case to him in a very sentimental way, one that invited 

immediate sympathy. However, a judge must not allow sentiment to take charge. He 

must not be hasty. Above all, he must not rely on the statement of one party, without 

allowing the other party to present his case and submit his evidence. Some aspects of 

the case, if not all of it, may then be seen in a different light. In other words, 

appearances can often be deceptive or incomplete. 

At this point David realized that this was a test: “Then David realized that We were 

only testing him.” (Verse 24) His good nature surfaced again, because he was a man 

always ready to accept what is right: “He prayed for his Lord’s forgiveness, fell down in 

prostration and turned to God in repentance.” (Verse 24) 

God’s response was to accept his repentance: “We forgave him that, and in the life to 

come he is to he close to Us and will be well received.” (Verse 25) Some commentators on 

the Qur’ n picked up some Israelite reports and made much of these which cannot 

he acceptable because they are incompatible and irreconcilable with the nature of 

prophethood. Even the reports that tried to moderate these legends accept certain 

parts of them. The fact is that these legends do not merit consideration, because they 

cannot fit with God’s assertion in reference to David: “He is to be close to Us and will he 

well received.” (Verse 25) 

The Qur’ nic comments given after the story explain the nature of the test and 

specify the line God wants His servant to whom He assigned judgement between 

people to take: 
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David! We have made you a vicegerent on earth: judge, then, between people with 
justice, and do not follow vain desire, lest it leads you astray from the path of God. 
Those who go astray from the path of God will have a severe punishment for having 
ignored the Day of Reckoning. (Verse 26) 

It is then a case of David being given the position of vicegerent on earth, one 

whereby he is required to judge between people in all fairness. He is told not to 

follow vain desires, which means in the case of a prophet, not to be hasty in one’s 

first reaction. For this can easily lead to going astray from God’s path. Rather, he 

must make sure of all the facts before passing judgement. The concluding sentence in 

the verse gives a general rule that applies to all cases of going astray from God’s 

path. It exposes the person concerned to severe punishment on the Day of 

Reckoning. 

One aspect of the care God took of His servant David is that He drew his attention 

at the first hurdle, and put him back on the right track at the first rash move, warning 

him of the ultimate result, when he had not even made one step towards it. Such is 

God’s favour that He bestows on His chosen servants. Since they are human, they 

may slip when they travel an uneven patch of the road, but God takes them by the 

hand putting them back on course and teaching them how to repent. Then He 

forgives them and bestows even greater favours on them. 

A Reminder to Grasp 

Having stated the main principle in conducting the position of vicegerent on earth 

and in judging people’s disputes, the context of the truth on which the whole system 

that sustains the universe is based is then stated. Broader as it is than man’s whole 

world and role, this basic truth deals with the very existence of the universe and with 

the life to come. Furthermore, the last divine message to mankind is based on this 

truth. Indeed, the Qur’ n is the book that explains this great truth: 

We have not created heaven and earth and all that is between them without a purpose. 
That is what the unbelievers assume. Woe betide the unbelievers when they are cast in 
the fire. Are We to equate those who believe and do righteous deeds with those who 
spread corruption in the land? Are We to equate the God-fearing with the wicked? 
This is a blessed book which We have revealed to you so that people may ponder over 
its message, and that those endowed with insight may take it to heart. (Verses 27-29) 

These three verses set this great truth, one that is profound and accurate. For 

certain, the creation of the heavens and the earth and all that is between them was 

not without purpose. Their creation is based on the truth and for a definite intent. It 

is from this great truth that all else stems whether it be man’s vicegerency on earth, 
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the right to judge between people, or setting feelings and actions on the right course 

so that those who do good deeds are not equated with those who spread corruption 

on earth, and that the God-fearing are not grouped together with the wicked. The 

truth embodied in God’s blessed book is given to people with insight and 

understanding so that they can study its verses and reflect on the essential facts of 

existence. Such truth and facts cannot even be imagined by unbelievers, because they 

do not relate to the great truth on which the universe is based. Hence, they entertain 

ill thoughts about their Lord and will not understand the truth: “That is what the 

unbelievers assume. Woe betide the unbelievers when they are cast in the fire.” (Verse 27) 

The law God has laid down for human life is part of His law for the universe. His 

revealed book, the Qur’ n, explains the truth on which His universal law is based. 

The justice required of those who are in authority, i.e. vicegerents, and those who 

judge between people are part of the total truth. People’s lives cannot be properly 

established unless this part is in harmony with the rest of the parts. This means that 

deviation from the divine law, the truth in discharging the responsibilities of man’s 

vicegerency on earth and from fairness when judging disputes is in effect a deviation 

from the universal law that sustains the universe. It is, therefore, a very serious and 

grave matter, one that leads to a collision with the immense universal forces. Anyone 

heading for such a collision will end in ruin. No wrongdoing tyrant can withstand 

such crushing forces. This must always be remembered and reflected upon by people 

endowed with insight. 

A Test for Solomon 

The s rah picks up the thread of the story to show us the favour God granted 

David as He gave him Solomon for a son. It also speaks of the great favours He 

bestowed on Solomon, the test he was subjected to, the care God took of him and the 

blessings showered on him when the test was over: 

To David We gave Solomon: how excellent a servant of Ours; he would always turn to 
Us. When, one evening, nobly-bred, swift- footed steeds were brought before him, he 
kept saying: My love of good things is part of my remembering my Lord!’ until they 
disappeared from sight. ‘Bring them back to me!’ He then stroked their legs and their 
necks. We had tried Solomon, and placed a body on his throne. He then turned to Us, 
and prayed: My Lord! Forgive me my sins, and bestow upon me such power as shall 
belong to no one after me. You are indeed the bountiful giver’ We made the wind 
subservient to him, so that it gently sped at his command wherever he wished, and the 
jinn, including every kind of builder and diver, and others bound together in fetters. 
This is Our gift; so give or withhold as you please, without account. In the life to come 
he is to he close to Us and will be well received. (Verses 30-40) 
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The references in the story to nobly-bred steeds and the body placed on his throne 

have been interpreted in a variety of ways. However, I do not feel comfortable with 

any such interpretation considering them either unfounded reports from Israelite 

sources or else lacking any supporting evidence. I cannot visualize the two incidents 

in any satisfactory way so as to explain them to my reader. Nor can I find any 

authentic report to rely upon in interpreting them. The only authentic ad th I have 

found may or may not relate to either event. This ad th, related by al-Bukhari on Abi 

Hurayrah’s authority, says: “Solomon said: ‘I will consort tonight with 70 women, so 

that each one of them will give birth to a warrior who fights for God’s cause,’ but he 

did not add, ‘God willing.’ He consorted with them, but only one of them became 

pregnant, and then she gave birth to half a person. By Him who holds my soul in His 

hand, had he said, ‘God willing,’ they would have been warriors fighting for God’s 

cause.” It is possible that this was the test which Solomon had to go through and to 

which these verses refer. It is also possible that the body placed on his throne was 

this half person. This, however, is only a possibility. As for the story about the 

horses, it is said that Solomon reviewed some of his horses towards the end of the 

day. This caused him to miss an evening prayer which he used to offer before sunset. 

Upset, he asked for the horses to be brought back. When they were, he hit their necks 

and legs as punishment for diverting his attention from worship. In a different 

report, it is suggested that he rubbed their necks and legs because they were kept for 

fighting for God’s cause. Neither version, however, has much to support it, and it is 

thus impossible to ascertain the truth of either one. 

Thus anyone who is careful about what he says cannot give any details of these 

two incidents with any degree of certainty. All he can say is that Solomon underwent 

some test concerning the way he conducted his kingdom’s affairs, just as God tests 

prophets to guide them and keep them from error. We also learn that Solomon 

turned to his Lord in submission and sought His forgiveness. 

He then prayed with hope and dedication: “My Lord! Forgive me my sins, and bestow 

upon me such power as shall belong to no one after me. You are indeed the bountiful giver.” 

(Verse 35) The proper interpretation of Solomon’s request is that he did not ask for 

something to show that he was the most favoured person, but that he asked instead 

for a special thing, to distinguish him from any future king and master. It was to be 

of a special nature, not repeated for others. It should also be something not normally 

possessed by kings. 

God answered his prayer: “We made the wind subservient to him, so that it gently sped 

at his command wherever he wished, and the jinn, including every kind of builder and diver, 

and others bound together in fetters.” (Verses 36-38) That God made the wind 

subservient to one of His servants, is nothing extraordinary because the wind is 

undoubtedly subservient to His will: it runs by His command in accordance with His 



Şād | TESTS FOR PROPHETS 

 299

 

laws. If at any time God facilitates one of His servants to express His will, in this case 

allowing the wind to run with ease wherever Solomon wished, it is nothing strange 

for God Almighty. Similar things occur in a variety of ways. God also said to the 

Prophet Mu ammad in the Qur’ n: “If the hypocrites, those who are sick at heart and 

those who spread lies in the city do not desist, We will rouse you against them, and then they 

will not be your neighbours in this city except for a little while.” (33: 60) What does this 

mean? It means that unless they change their ways, Our will is going to give you 

power over them so as to drive them out of Madinah. This will take the form of 

making you desirous to fight and drive them out. Thus, our will concerning them 

will be made to take effect through you. This is one way of making God’s will and 

the Prophet’s will identical, but it is through God’s will that it is done. We, however, 

see it through what the Prophet wishes and does. In this way we can also understand 

how the wind was made subservient to Solomon as this was identical with God’s 

command. 

God also made the jinn subservient to him. They built whatever he wished them to 

build, and they also dived into the earth and the sea to bring him whatever he 

wished. He further gave him the authority to punish anyone who disobeyed him or 

who caused corruption and to chain them by their hands and feet, or every two or 

more together, as he deemed fit or needed. 

Solomon was then told that he had full authority over whatever favours God 

granted him. He could give to anyone or withhold from anyone as he wished: “This 

is Our gift; so give or withhold as you please, without account.” (Verse 39) This was a 

further honour granted him by God. Added to all of this, Solomon is told that he has 

been given closeness to God in this present life and that he will be granted a warm 

welcome in the life to come: “In the life to come he is to be close to Us and will be well 

received.” (Verse 40) Thus did God grant Solomon a very high standard of care, 

blessing and favour. 

The Symbol of Patience in Adversity 

We are then given more of the story of tests, patience in adversity, followed by 

favours bestowed from on high. This time, the prophet who is tested is Job: 

Remember Our servant Job who cried out to his Lord: ‘Satan has afflicted me with 
weariness and suffering!’ ‘Strike [the ground! with your foot! Here is cool water for 
you to wash with and to drink.’ We restored his family to him, and doubled their 
number as an act of grace from Us, and as a reminder to those who are endowed with 
insight. ‘Take in your hand a bunch of grass and strike with it, and you will not then 
break your oath.’ We found him patient in adversity. How excellent a servant of Ours; 
he would always turn to Us. (Verses 41-44) 
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The story of Job and his steadfastness in face of a severe test is well known, and 

often cited as an example of patience in adversity. However, it is also coloured with 

Israelite distortions. The part that sounds correct in the story is that Job was God’s 

good servant who always turned to Him in humility and submission. God tested him 

and he remained patient. It seems that the test he endured entailed the loss of his 

wealth, family and health. Nevertheless, he maintained his bond with God, trusting 

to Him, and was satisfied with what God had given him. 

He had a few well-wishers who remained faithful to him, including his wife, but 

Satan tried to convince these that had God loved Job, He would not have subjected 

him to such a-severe situation. When they told him this, it was harder for him than 

the test itself. His wife spoke to him repeating some such whispers, and Job was very 

upset. He swore that should God restore his health, he would beat her up, specifying 

the number of times he would hit her, which is said to be one hundred. 

At this point Job complained to God about the trouble Satan’s schemes and 

whispers were causing him: “Satan has afflicted me with weariness and suffering!” (Verse 

41) When he had proved his sincerity beyond any doubt, and when he had rejected 

all Satan’s attempts to weaken him, complaining that these were hard for him, God 

bestowed His grace on him, ending his test, and restoring his health. He ordered him 

to hit the ground with his leg, and a cool spring would gush forth. He was to wash 

himself with its water and drink from it. This was enough for him to recover his 

health: “Strike (the ground] with your foot! Here is cool water for you to wash with and to 

drink.” (Verse 42) 

The s rah states: “We restored his family to him, and doubled their number as an act of 

grace from Us, and as a reminder to those who are endowed with insight.” (Verse 43) Some 

reports suggest that God brought back to life his sons who had died earlier or that 

He gave him a similar number of sons. However, there is nothing in the Qur’ nic text 

to suggest that He brought anyone back to life. It may actually be that the Qur’ nic 

statement means that when his health was restored, he regained his family that had 

almost been lost to him. He also gave him more as additional favours. This serves as 

a reminder to those who have insight and understanding. 

What is important in the stories related in this s rah is that they show how God 

bestows favours and grace on His servants. Although He subjects them to tests they 

remain patient in adversity, bearing their hardship with assured resignation, 

knowing that whatever God decides is ultimately good. 

God also bestowed His grace on Job and his wife with regard to the oath he had 

made about beating her. She had looked after him during his days of hardship and 

was also patient during their adversity. Therefore, God ordered Job to take in his 

hand a bunch of dried sticks, in the number he had stated in his oath, and hit her 
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with the bunch once only. In this way, he would fulfil his oath: “Take in your hand a 

bunch of grass and strike with it, and you will not then break your oath.” (Verse 44) Such 

care and blessings were in return for what God knew of Job’s patience in adversity, 

his being a model of obedience, always turning to Him for support: “We found him 

patient in adversity. How excellent a servant of Ours; he would always turn to Us.” (Verse 

44) 

Other Prophets 

Having related these three stories in some detail, to remind the Prophet that he too 

should remain steadfast in the face of opposition, the s rah makes a very brief 

reference to other prophets. They too endured tests and remained patient; they also 

received God’s favours as a result. Some of these lived earlier than David, Solomon 

and Job, and we know the periods they lived in, while we do not know the others’ 

time of life, because the Qur’ n and other sources available to us have not specified 

it. 

Remember Our servants Abraham, Isaac and Jacob: all men of strength and vision. 
We gave them a specially distinctive quality: the remembrance of the life to come. In 
Our sight, they were indeed among the elect, the truly good. And remember Ishmael, 
Elisha and Dhu’l-Kifl: each belonged to the truly good. (Verses 45-48) 

Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, as well as Ishmael, undoubtedly lived earlier than David 

and Solomon, but we do not know in what time relation they were to Job. Elisha and 

Dhu’l-Kifl are mentioned only very briefly in the Qur’ n. The Arabic name given to 

the first of these two is Alyasa`, which is closer to the Hebrew version of Elisha. Most 

probably they refer to the same person. As for Dhu’l-Kifl, we know nothing of him 

apart from how he is described here: he ‘belonged to the truly good.’ 

God, limitless is He in His glory, describes Abraham, Isaac and Jacob as ‘men of 

strength and vision’, which refers to their good actions, whether physical, done by 

hand, or mental, relying on sound vision and good judgement. This implies that a 

person who does not do good deeds is without a hand, and the one who does nor 

think well is without a mind or a vision. 

Another of their good characteristics is that God gave them a distinctive quality to 

remember the life to come. This they did with complete disregard for everything else: 

“We gave them a specially distinctive quality: the remembrance of the life to come.” (Verse 

46) This is the quality that gave them their distinction and choice position: “In Our 

sight, they were indeed among the elect, the truly good.” (Verse 47) 

Similarly, God states that Ishmael, Elisha and Dhu’l-Kifl were truly good. He 
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instructs His last messenger to remember them and to contemplate their patience in 

adversity and the grace He bestowed on them. He too should remain patient in the 

face of denial and rejection. Steadfastness and patience is the proper course for all 

advocates of the divine message, particularly God’s messengers. God will not 

abandon such servants. Instead, He will reward them for their patience. What He has 

for them is certainly better than anything else. When compared with God’s grace and 

care, the schemings and rejections of the unbelievers are of little significance. 
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3 

Contrasting Ends 

Let all this be a reminder. The God-fearing will 

certainly have a good place to return to: (49) 

gardens of perpetual bliss, with gates wide open to 

them. (50) 

They will be comfortably seated there, and they 

will call for abundant fruit and drink, (51) 

having beside them well-matched mates of modest 

gaze. (52) 

This is what you are promised for the Day of 

Reckoning: (53) 

this, Our provision for you will never end. (54) 

This is so! Indeed those who transgress the bounds 

of what is right will have the most evil place to 

return to: (55) 

hell will they have to endure; and 

how evil a resting place. (56) 

Let them, then, taste this: a scalding fluid and a 

dark, disgusting food, (57) 
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A Quarrel in Hell 

The previous passage presented a taste of the life of some of God’s chosen people, 

as they were tested and endured hardship with patience and resignation. They were 

then granted God’s favours and grace. In this way some of the most noble lives in 

this present world were depicted. Now the s rah continues its discourse, speaking 

about God- fearing people in contrast to those who are tyrannical and commit 

excesses. It shows them however in the next world, where life is everlasting. Thus it 

paints a scene of the Day of Judgement. 

First, a picture is drawn of two completely contrasting images, both in their 

general outlook and detail. Thus, the God-fearing will have ‘a good place to return to,’ 

and coupled with it, further [suffering] of a similar 

nature. (58) 

Here is another crowd of people rushing headlong 

to join you. No welcome to them! They too shall 

burn in the fire. (59) 

These others will say: ‘No, but it is you! No 

welcome to you either! It is you who brought this 

on us! How vile a place to be in!’ (60) 

They will say: ‘Our Lord! Give double 

punishment in the fire to whomever has brought 

this on us.’ (61) 

They will say: ‘How is it that we do not see here 

men whom we considered to be wicked, (62) 

and whom we made the target of our derision? Or 

is it that our eyes have missed them?’ (63) 

This is in truth how it will be: the people of the 

fire will quarrel among themselves. (64) 

ãyz# u™uρ ⎯ÏΒ ÿ⎯ Ïμ Î=õ3x© ël≡ uρø—r& ∩∈∇∪  

# x‹≈ yδ Ólöθ sù ÖΝ ÅstFø) •Β öΝ ä3yè̈Β ( Ÿω $L7 ymötΒ öΝ Íκ Í5 4 
öΝ åκ ¨ΞÎ) (#θä9$|¹ Í‘$̈Ζ9 $# ∩∈®∪  

(#θä9$s% ö≅ t/ óΟ çFΡr& Ÿω $L6 ymötΒ ö/ ä3Î/ ( óΟ çFΡr& 

çνθßϑçFøΒ£‰ s% $uΖs9 ( }§ø♥ Î7 sù â‘# ts) ø9 $# ∩∉⊃∪  

(#θä9$s% $oΨ −/ u‘ ⎯ tΒ tΠ £‰s% $uΖs9 # x‹≈ yδ çν ÷Š Ì“ sù $\/# x‹tã 

$Z ÷èÅÊ ’ Îû Í‘$̈Ζ9 $# ∩∉⊇∪  

(#θä9$s%uρ $tΒ $uΖs9 Ÿω 3“ttΡ Zω% ỳ Í‘ $̈Ζä. Μ èδ‘‰ãètΡ 
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while the transgressors will have ‘the most evil place to return to.’ The former will be in 

gardens of perpetual bliss, with gates wide open, where every comfort is available 

and they are well seated, enjoying all the food and drink they desire, as also female 

companions of the same age. Although they are still young women, they are ‘of 

modest gaze,’ which means that they are not looking around for anything or coveting 

what others have. This is all part of what God will provide them with, and whatever 

He provides will never be exhausted. 

As for the others, they have a place where they will be stationed, but there is no 

rest there, for it is hell, which is described as ‘how evil a resting place.’ They have 

scalding hot drinks, and food that fills them with disgust. It is what flows and seeps 

through those who occupy hell. Or they have something else of the same type, which 

is described here as ensuring similar suffering. 

The scene is completed with a third image that comes alive with the dialogue it 

reports. A group of transgressors who used to have close ties in this world are shown 

to be exchanging accusations and insults. Some used to tempt others into further 

error, while others behaved arrogantly towards believers, ridiculing their faith and 

their belief in heaven. Indeed they were no different to those among the Quraysh 

who used to refer to the Prophet and wonder: “Was the message given to him alone out 

of all of us?” (Verse 8) 

Now they are depicted as going straight to hell, one lot after another, with some 

referring to others and saying: “Here is another crowd of people rushing headlong to join 

you.” (Verse 59) What answer do they receive? It is an angry and rash one: “No 

welcome to them! They too shall burn in the fire.” (Verse 59) Would those who heard this 

insult take it in silence? Not they! Their response comes quickly: “No, but it is your No 

welcome to you either! It is you who brought this on us! How vile a place to be in!” (Verse 

60) This is a direct accusation, blaming them for bringing about such a fate. They 

follow this accusation with a prayer that reveals how angry they are, wishing to 

wreak revenge on the others: “They will say: Our Lord! Give double punishment in the 

fire to whomever has brought this on us.” (Verse 61) 

What happens next? They look around searching for the believers whom they 

treated with arrogance in their first life, thinking ill of them and ridiculing their 

claims. They do not see them rushing into the fire alongside them. Hence, they ask: 

Where are they? Where have they gone? Or could it he that they are here but our 

vision is impaired so we do not see them: “They will say: How is it that we do not see 

here men whom we considered to be wicked, and whom we made the target of our derision? 

Or is it that our eyes have missed them?” (Verses 62-63) Yet those who are missed by the 

dwellers of hell are enjoying their abode in heaven. 

The scene concludes with a statement about the actual situation of the people of 
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hell: “This is in truth how it will be: the people of the fire will quarrel among themselves.” 

(Verse 64) There is a wide gulf between their fate and that of the believers whom 

they ridiculed and refused to believe would be God’s chosen ones. How miserable is 

their own lot which they were once keen to hasten: “Our Lord! Hasten to us our share of 

punishment even before the Day of Reckoning.” (Verse 16) 
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4 

Man’s First Creation 

Say: ‘I am but a warner; and there is no deity 

other than God, the One who conquers all, (65) 

the Lord of the heaven and the earth and all that 

is between, the Almighty, the All-Forgiving!’ 

(66) 

Say: ‘This is a great message; (67) 

yet you turn away from it. (68) 

No knowledge would I have of what those on 

high argue. (69) 

It is only revealed to me that I am here to give 

clear warning.’ (70) 

Your Lord said to the angels: ‘I am about to 

create a human being out of clay; (71) 

when I have fashioned him and breathed of My 

spirit into him, kneel down before him in 

prostration.’ (72) 

The angels prostrated themselves, all of them 
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together. (73) 

Not so Iblīs. He gloried in his arrogance and was 

one of those who reject the truth. (74) 

Said [God]: ‘Mils! What prevents you from 

bowing down to one whom I have created with 

My hands? Are you too proud, or do you deem 

yourself superior?’ (75) 

Answered [Iblīs]: ‘I am better than he: You have 

created me out of fire, but created him from clay.’ 

(76) 

Said He: ‘Then get out from it: you are accursed; 

(77) 

My rejection shall follow you until the Day of 

Judgement.’ (78) 

Said [Iblīs]: ‘My Lord! Grant me a respite till 

Resurrection Day.’ (79) 

Said He: ‘You are one of those granted respite 

(80) 

till the day of the appointed time.’ (81) 

[Iblīs] then said: ‘I swear by Your very might: I 

shall certainly tempt them all (82) 

except Your true servants.’ (83) 

[And God] said: ‘This, then, is the truth! And 

the truth do I state: (84) 

I will most certainly fill hell with you and such of 
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Overview 

This last passage of the s rah reaffirms the issues presented at its outset: God’s 

oneness, revelations and requital in the life to come. It mentions Adam’s story as 

evidence of the truth of revelation, citing in support what took place on high and 

what was determined then of accountability for man’s actions on the Day of 

Reckoning. The story shows an aspect of Satan’s envy which caused his ruin and 

expulsion from God’s mercy. This was when he envied Adam what God had 

bestowed on him of His favours. The passage also depicts the ever- raging battle 

between Satan and mankind. His aim is to tempt and seduce the largest number of 

people possible so that they will join him in hell; this to avenge himself on Adam 

whom he blamed for his expulsion. It is a battle with well defined objectives. Yet still 

people surrender to their old enemy. 

The s rah concludes by reconfirming the fact of revelation, and the great issue 

behind it. Needless to say, the unbelievers remain oblivious to these facts. 

A Plain Warning 

Say: I am but a warner; and there is no deity other than God, the One who conquers 
all the Lord of the heaven and the earth and all that is between, the Almighty, the All-
Forgiving! (Verses 65-66) 

The Prophet is given instructions as to what to say to the idolaters who were 

surprised and amazed at what he preached, wondering: “Does he make all the gods into 

one God? This is indeed most strange!” (Verse 5) He is to say to them that this is the 

plain truth: “There is no deity other than God, the One who conquers all.” He is to further 

inform them that he himself has no say in all this, apart from giving warnings and 

them as shall follow you.’ (85) 

Say: ‘No reward do I ask of you for this, and I 

am not one to claim what I am not. (86) 

This is no less than a reminder to all the worlds, 

(87) 

and in time you will certainly come to know its 

truth.’ (88) 
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leaving people to their Lord to judge. He is “the Lord of the heavens and the earth and all 

that is between.” He has no partners. No one can find shelter against His will whether 

it be in the heavens and the earth, or in between them. For He is “the Almighty, the 

All-Forgiving.” He has all power and He forgives anyone seeking forgiveness and 

who turns back to Him in repentance. 

The Prophet’s instructions make it clear that what he has brought people is far 

greater than what they think, and that it is a prelude to something they choose to 

remain oblivious of: “Say: This is a great message; yet you turn away from it.” (Verses 67-

68) It is indeed far greater than it appears at first sight. It is part of God’s will that 

applies to the entire universe and its system. It cannot be separated from the creation 

of the heavens and the earth, or from the distant past and the far away future. 

This message is addressed to people far beyond the Quraysh in Makkah, the Arabs 

in their Peninsula and the generation that witnessed its revelation. It transcends the 

boundaries of place and time to address humanity across all generations, shaping its 

destiny, from the time of its revelation until God inherits the earth and all those 

living on it. It came at its appropriate time to fulfil its mission in the time set for it by 

God. 

Mankind’s course has been changed with This great message: it is now set on a 

path demarcated by God. This is true both with regard to those who accept it or 

reject it, fight for or against it, and in its then current generation or subsequent ones. 

Nothing and no event in the history of mankind has had greater influence on man 

than this message. It laid down concepts, rules and systems and set values that apply 

to the whole earth, for all times. The Arabs could not have imagined anything like 

this to be possible, not even in their dreams. How could they have imagined that this 

message, initially addressed to them, would change the face of the earth and the 

course of history. How could they have thought that it would influence the 

conscience and life of humanity, accomplish God’s will with regard to human 

destiny and link all these to universal existence and to the truth inherent in the 

creation of the heavens and the earth. Nor could they have thought for one moment 

that it was a message that would remain valid for all time, fulfilling its role in 

directing people’s lives. 

Today, Muslims adopt the same attitude towards this message as the Arabs of old: 

they do not understand its nature or its link with the whole universe. They do not 

recognize the truth inherent in it as part of the truth inherent in the universe. Nor do 

they look at its influence on human history in a realistic, objective way that is not 

borrowed from the enemies of this faith who always try to belittle Islam and its 

effects. This makes Muslims today totally unaware of their true role in the past, 

present or future, or that they are required to play this role to the end of time. 
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The Arabs of old thought that the matter concerned them and Mu ammad, not 

least the fact that it was he who was chosen to receive revelations. All their worry 

focused on this question. Therefore, the Qur’ n tells them that the matter is far 

greater than this issue. It is greater than them and Mu ammad who is no more than a 

messenger delivering what was entrusted to him. He did not invent it, and he could 

not have learnt what lies beyond it until God had taught him. He was not present 

with those on high when it all began. It was God who told him of it: “No knowledge 

would I have of what those on high argue. It is only revealed to me that I am here to give clear 

warning.” (Verses 69-70) 

How it All Started 

At this point, the s rah tells us how the human story first began and what 

happened on high. This defines its course as well as its fate and destination. 

Mu ammad was sent at the end of time to warn people of all this: 

Your Lord said to the angels: I am about to create a human being out of clay; when I 
have fashioned him and breathed of My spirit into him, kneel down before him in 
prostration. (Verses 71-72) 

We do not know how God said this to the angels or how He speaks to them. Nor 

do we know how the angels receive what God imparts to them. We do not know 

anything of the angels’ nature except what God has told us about them in His 

revealed hook. Therefore, it is useless to try to delve further into this. We should 

instead consider the significance of the story as told in the Qur’ n. 

God created man out of clay, just like the rest of living things on earth. All the 

elements in their constitutions are derived from clay, with the exception of the secret 

of life, about which we do not know how or where it came from. Apart from this 

secret and the breathing of a soul into man, all the constituents of his body stem from 

mother earth. He will be transformed again into these constituents when the 

unknown secret departs from his body together with the effects of the sublime breath 

of soul which defined his course in life. 

Again we do not know the nature of the sublime breathing of a soul into man, but 

we know its effects which distinguished man from the rest of creation on earth. It 

distinguished him with the quality of aspiring to the sublime, with mind and spirit, 

which allowed him to look at past experiences and make future plans, and facilitated 

his spirit to go beyond what is received by his senses and understood by his mind to 

reach to what neither the senses nor the mind can comprehend. This quality of 

aspiring to the sublime is unique to man, shared by no other living creature on earth. 

It never happened in the long history of the earth that any species, or any individual 
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from any species, made this leap even when we accept that physical evolution 

occurs. 

God breathed of His soul into man because His will wished to place him in charge 

of the earth, managing its affairs within the limits He set, so that he would build 

human life on it. God gave man the ability to gain higher knowledge. Ever since, 

man has risen higher whenever he is in contact with the source of his soul, deriving 

his values from there and maintaining a straight course. When he deviates from this 

source, the knowledge within him will be in discordance, unable to follow a 

coherent, progressive, and forward movement. In fact, these discordant trends will 

threaten his course and may lead to a setback in his human quality, pulling him 

down, even though his scientific knowledge and experience in some areas at least are 

well advanced. 

This creature of small stature, limited ability, short life duration and basic 

knowledge could not have attained such honour except for this aspect of divine grace 

bestowed on him. Otherwise, what is man? He is this small, weak creature living on 

earth alongside millions of other species. The earth is only a small satellite of a mere 

star of which there are millions and millions in the great space whose boundaries are 

known only to God. Who is this creature, man, before whom the angels are required 

to prostrate? It is because of this subtle, yet great secret that man deserves his 

position of honour. When this is discarded, man goes back to his origin, the clay of 

the earth. 

The angels acted on God’s orders, as they naturally do: “The angels prostrated 

themselves, all of them together.” (Verse 73) How, when and where? All this is part of 

God’s knowledge. To know does not add significance to the story. Instead, the 

significance is seen in the position and value given to man, a creature made of clay, 

when he rose above his origin through this breath of God’s soul. The angels 

prostrated themselves in compliance with God’s order, knowing that His wisdom is 

infinite. 

“Not so Ibl s. He gloried in his arrogance and was one of those who reject the truth.” 

(Verse 74) Was Ibl s one of the angels? Most probably not, because if he were an 

angel, he would not have disobeyed God. Angels do not disobey any order issued to 

them by God, and they always do what they are bidden. It is mentioned in the 

Qur’ n that he was created of fire, while it is known that the angels were created 

from light. Yet he was with the angels and the order to prostrate before Adam 

included him. He is not specifically mentioned in connection with the order so as to 

belittle his position. Yet we know that the order applied to him because of the 

reproach he received as a result of his disobedience. 

“Said [God]: Ibl s! What prevents you from bowing down to one whom I have created with 
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My hands? Are you too proud, or do you deem yourself superior?” (Verse 75) God is the 

Creator of all. Therefore, the mention that He has created man is particularly 

significant because it refers to the special care given to this creature who has been 

given a breath of His soul.§ Are you too proud to obey My orders? Or do you deem 

yourself superior like all others who refuse to submit? 

“Answered [Ibl s]: I am better than he: You have created me out of fire, but created him 

from clay.” (Verse 76) The answer overflows with envy. It also ignores the noble 

element that Adam has in addition to his creation from clay. Thus, it is a rude retort 

stemming from a nature that had abandoned all goodness. 

At this point, the divine order was issued expelling this rebellious creature: “Said 

He: Then get out from it: you are accursed; My rejection shall follow you until the Day of 

Judgement.” (Verses 77-78) We cannot define the referent of the pronoun ‘it’. It could 

refer either to heaven, or to God’s grace. Both interpretations are possible. There need 

be no argument over this. In both cases the meaning is clear: Ibl s was expelled and 

cursed as he incurred God’s displeasure by rebelling against His orders. 

However, Ibl s’s envy turned into a grudge and determination to avenge himself 

on Adam and his progeny: “Said [Ibl s]: My Lord! Grant me a respite till Resurrection 

Day.” (Verse 79) For some purpose, God granted ‘Ibl s his request, allowing him the 

chance he wanted: “Said He: You are one of those granted respite till the day of the 

appointed time.” (Verse 81) Satan then revealed his -goal which summed up his 

grudge: “[Ibl s] then said I swear by Your very might: I shall certainly tempt them all except 

Your true servants.” (Verses 82-83) Thus Ibl s defined his plan of action. He swore by 

the Lord of power that he would tempt all human beings, except those over whom he 

had no power. This was not a gesture of nobility on his part; but rather an 

acknowledgement of the uselessness of his efforts. Thus he told us about the barrier 

between him and those who are safe from, and immune to his temptation. It is their 

worship of God that makes them safe. This is in accordance with God’s design and 

will. God declares His will, defining the way ahead: “[And God] said: This, then, is the 

truth! And the truth do I state: I will most certainly fill hell with you and such of them as 

shall follow you.” (Verses 84-85) 

God always states the truth. The Qur’ n repeatedly states this fact and re-

emphasizes it in a variety of ways. In this s rah there are several references to 

different aspects of the truth, such as the demand of the disputants who climbed the 

walls of David’s sanctuary that he should judge between them in fairness. The Arabic 

text adds clear connotations that the judgement should be made on the basis of truth. 

Similarly, the comments on David’s story refer to the creation of the heavens and the 

                                                 
§ For further discussion on the Yad attribute, please refer to section 1.6 of A Critique of ‘In the Shade of 
the Qur’ n.’ 



Şād | MAN’S FIRST CREATION 

 314

 

earth on the basis of the truth. Now, God Almighty reaffirms the truth, saying: “This, 

then, is the truth! And the truth do I state.” (Verse 84) Thus, these references emphasize 

different aspects of the truth, but its nature is always the same. It includes this true 

promise: “I will most certainly fill hell with you and such of them as shall follow you.” 

(Verse 85) 

It is, then, a battle between Satan and Adam’s children: they go into it with full 

knowledge, aware of the consequences which are made clear in this true promise. 

They bear responsibility for their choices. Yet in His mercy, God has decided not to 

leave them without enlightenment. Therefore, he sent them His messengers to warn 

them. 

At the end of the s rah, the Prophet is instructed to say his final word: 

Say: No reward do I ask of you for this, and I am not one to claim what I am not. This 
is no less than a reminder to all the worlds, and in time you will certainly come to 
know its truth. (Verses 86-88) 

It is a sincere call to them to save themselves when the warning has been given 

and the fate has been shown. The caller, advocating the truth, plain and simple, 

makes no false claims or pretensions, demanding no reward from anyone. He orders 

nothing except what sound human nature readily endorses. He simply delivers a 

reminder to all the worlds, since people may forget or choose to be oblivious. They 

may ignore the great message that has been delivered to them, but they will 

eventually come to know its truth. Indeed within a few years of receiving this 

address, the Arabs knew the truth of this message, and they will come to know it on 

Judgement Day, when God’s promise will be fulfilled: “I will most certainly fill hell 

with you and such of them as shall follow you.” (Verse 85) 

Thus, the ending of the s rah is in full harmony with its beginning as also with the 

themes and issues it has tackled. It is given in a powerful note suggesting that what 

is to come is grave indeed: “in time you will certainly come to know its truth.” (Verse 88) 
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S RAH 39 

Al-Zumar 
(The Throngs) 

Prologue 

This s rah deals almost exclusively with the issue of God’s oneness. It varies its 

address to the human heart, striking the full range of tones on its instrument so as to 

produce a sustained and profound effect. This it does to firmly establish the roots of 

the principle of God’s oneness, purging the heart of anything that could mar its 

image. Thus, from start to finish, the s rah variously deals with just one subject. 

From the very outset, this issue is given immediate prominence: “This book is 

bestowed from on high by God, the Almighty, the Wise. It is We who have bestowed on you 

this revelation from on high, stating the truth. Therefore, worship God alone, sincere in your 

faith in Him. True devotion is due to God alone.” (Verses 1-3) It comes again with regular 

frequency, either expressly stated or as a concept to contemplate. Examples of the 

first type are: “Say: lam commanded to worship God, sincere in my faith in Him alone; and I 

am commanded to be the first to submit myself to Him.’ Say: ‘Indeed I would dread, were I to 

disobey my Lord, the suffering of an awesome day.’ Say: ‘God alone do I worship, sincere in 

my faith in Him alone. You can worship whatever you please instead of Him.’“ (Verses 11-

15) “Say: ‘You ignorant people! Would you bid me worship anyone other than God?’ It has 

been revealed to you, and to those before you, that if you ever associate partners with God, all 

your works shall certainly come to nothing, and you shall certainly be among the lost. You 

shall worship God alone, and be one of those who give thanks Ito Him].” (Verses 64-66) Two 

examples now follow of the second type: “God cites the case of a man who has for his 

masters several partners at odds with each other, and a man belonging wholly to one person? 

Can they be deemed equal? All praise is due to God alone, but most of them do not 

understand” (Verse 29) “Is not God sufficient for His servant. Yet they would try to frighten 

you with those [they worship] other than Him. He whom God lets go astray can never find 
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any guide; whereas he whom God guides aright can never be led astray. Is God not mighty, 

capable of inflicting retribution?” (Verses 36-37) 

Alongside stating the truth of God’s oneness the s rah provides numerous 

guidelines and inspiring touches to alert our hearts. This serves to fine tune our 

responses so that we can make the right response to the divine address. For example: 

“There is good news for those who shun the worship of false deities and turn to God, so give 

good news to My servants, who listen carefully to what is said and follow the best of it. These 

are the ones whom God has graced with His guidance, and these are the ones endowed with 

insight.” (Verses 17-18) “God has bestowed from on high the best of all teachings: a book that 

is consistent within itself repeating its statements [of the truth] in manifold forms. It causes 

the skins of those who stand in awe of their Lord to shiver, but then their skins and hearts 

soften at the mention of God. Such is God’s guidance.. He guides with it him that wills, 

whereas the one whom God lets go astray can never find any guide.” (Verse 23) “When man 

suffers affliction, he cries out to his Lord, turning to Him for help; but once He bestows upon 

him a favour by His grace, he forgets what he cried and prayed for earlier, and claims that 

others are equal to God, thus leading others astray from His path. Say [to him]: ‘Enjoy 

yourself for a while in your disbelief for you are one of those destined to the fire.” (Verse 8) 

A prominent feature of the whole s rah is the way in which the air of the life to 

come spreads over it. Every short passage takes us there. Indeed, the hereafter is its 

stage. Again, a few examples suffice by way of illustration: “How about one who 

devoutly worships God during the hours of the night prostrating himself or standing in 

prayer, ever mindful of the life to come, and hoping for his Lord’s mercy?’ (Verse 9) “Say: 

Indeed I would dread, were I to disobey my Lord, the suffering of an awesome day.” (Verse 

13) “How about one on whom God’s sentence of punishment has been passed? Can you 

rescue those who are already in the fire?” (Verse 19) “How about one who shall have nothing 

but his bare face to protect him from the awful suffering on Resurrection Day.” (Verse 24) 

“Yet much greater will be the suffering of the life to come, if they but knew it.” (Verse 26) “Is 

not there in hell a proper abode for the unbelievers?” (Verse 32) “If the wrongdoers possessed 

all that is on earth, and twice as much, they would surely offer it all as ransom from the awful 

suffering on the Day of Resurrection. For God will have made obvious to them something they 

have never reckoned with.” (Verse 47) “Turn towards your Lord and submit to Him before 

the suffering comes upon you, for then you cannot be helped. Follow the best that has been 

revealed to you by your Lord before the suffering comes upon you of a sudden, without your 

being aware of it, lest anyone should say: ‘Woe is me for having neglected what is due to God, 

and for having been one of those who scoffed [at the truth]’; or lest he should say: If God had 

but guided me, I would surely have been among the God-fearing; or lest he should say, when 

faced by the suffering [that awaits him]: If only I could have a second chance in life, I will be 

among those who do good.’” (Verses 54-58) Moreover, a large part of the s rah draws 

complete scenes of the hereafter, thereby adding to its overall ambience. 

Scenes of the universe which are varied and frequent in Makkan s rahs are few 
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here. We have one at the opening: “He has created the heavens and the earth in accordance 

with the truth. He causes the night to flow into the day, and the day to flow into the night; 

and He has made the sun and the moon subservient [to His laws]: each running its course for 

a set term. He is indeed the Almighty, the All-Forgiving.” (Verse 5) One more such scene 

is given in the middle of the s rah: “Have you not considered how God sends down water 

from the skies, and then causes it to travel through the earth to form springs? He then brings 

with it vegetation of different colours; and then it withers and you can see it turning yellow. 

In the end He causes it to crumble to dust. In all this there is indeed a reminder for those 

endowed with insight.” (Verse 21) Apart from these expressions we have a number of 

other quick references to the creation of the heavens and the earth. 

The s rah also includes references to practical life and human nature. Thus, early 

in the s rah there is a reference to the origins of humanity: “He has created you all from 

a single soul, and from it He fashioned its mate; and He has bestowed on you four kinds of 

cattle in pairs; and He creates you in your mothers’ wombs, one act of creation after another, 

in threefold depths of darkness. Such is God, your Lord: to Him belongs all dominion. There is 

no deity other than Him. How, then, can you lose sight of the truth?” (Verse 6) On the 

nature of human reactions in situations of both adversity and pleasant ease there are 

the following two examples: “When man suffers affliction, he cries out to his Lord, turning 

to Him for help; but once He bestows upon him a favour by His grace, he forgets what he cried 

and prayed for earlier.” (Verse 8) “When man suffers affliction, he cries out to Us; but once 

We bestow upon him a favour by Our grace, he says: I have been given all this by virtue of my 

knowledge.’ By no means! It is but a test.” (Verse 49) The fact that people’s souls are 

always in God’s grasp is also highlighted: “God takes away people’s souls upon their 

death, and the souls of the living during their sleep. He keeps with. Him the souls of those 

whose death He has ordained and sends back the others until their appointed time. In all this 

there are signs for people who reflect.” (Verse 42) 

However, the ambience of the s rah is derived from its discourse on the Day of 

Judgement and the life to come. This permeates the s rah until its conclusion with a 

scene of devoted worship giving us a clear impression of the atmosphere on that day: 

“You will see the angels surrounding the Throne, extolling their Lord’s glory and praise. 

Judgement will have been passed on all in justice, and it will be said: All praise is due to God, 

the Lord of all the worlds.” (Verse 75) 

This impression fits perfectly with the ambience of the s rah and the effect it has 

on our hearts. It emphasizes feelings of awe, fear of God and apprehension over 

one’s fate in the hereafter. Hence, the images it presents to us are those of a 

trembling, anxious and apprehensive heart. Take for example the image in verse 9 

painting a devout worshipper spending hours at night in prayer with his mind fixed 

on his destiny in the life to come, hoping for God’s mercy. Or take the image in verse 

23 depicting good believers listening to the Qur’ n, yet they are shivering, though it 

is not long before their hearts and skins soften at the mention of God. The s rah is full 



Al-Zumar (The Throngs) | PROLOGUE 

 318

of directives drawing people’s attentions to the need to fear God and to be fully 

aware of what may happen to them on the Day of Resurrection: “You servants of Mine 

who believe! Fear your Lord!” (Verse 10) “Say: Indeed I would dread, were I to disobey my 

Lord, the suffering of an awesome day.” (Verse 13) “Above them there shall he layers of fire, 

and layers of fire shall he beneath them. In this way God puts fear into His servants’ hearts: 

My servants! Fear Me!’“ (Verse 16) Additionally there are scenes of the Day of 

Judgement which emphasize our feelings of awe and apprehension. 

The s rah deals with its main theme in quick, short rounds, each one of which 

concludes with an image of the Day of Resurrection. We will discuss these 

separately, as they are presented in the s rah, because it is difficult to break this 

down into main passages. Indeed every few verses can he treated as a distinct entity 

for all address one major truism, God’s oneness. 
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1 

The Diversity of God’s 

Creation 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

This book is bestowed from on high by God, the 

Almighty, the Wise. (1) 

It is We who have bestowed on you this revelation 

from on high, stating the truth. Therefore, worship 

God alone, sincere in your faith in Him. (2) 

True devotion is due to God alone. Those who 

take others besides Him as their protectors say: 

‘We worship them for no reason other than that 

they would bring us nearer to God.’ God will 

judge between them concerning all matters on 

which they differ. God will not grace with 

guidance anyone who is an ungrateful liar. (3) 

Had God wished to take to Himself a son, He 

could have chosen anyone He wanted from 

whatever He creates. Limitless is He in His 

glory: the One God who conquers all. (4) 
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He has created the heavens and the earth in 

accordance with the truth. He causes the night to 

flow into the day, and the day to flow into the 

night; and He has made the sun and the moon 

subservient [to His laws]: each running its course 

for a set term. He is indeed the Almighty, the 

All- Forgiving. (5) 

He has created you all from a single soul, and 

from it He fashioned its mate; and He has 

bestowed on you four kinds of cattle in pairs; and 

He creates you in your mothers’ wombs, one act of 

creation after another, in threefold depths of 

darkness. Such is God, your Lord: to Him 

belongs all dominion. There is no deity other than 

Him. How, then, can you lose sight of the truth? 

(6) 

If you disbelieve, God has no need of you; nor is 
He pleased with disbelief by His servants. If you 
give thanks, He is pleased with you. No soul will 
bear the burden of another. In time, to your Lord 
you all must return, and then He will tell you the 
truth of all you did. He has full knowledge of 
what is in people’s hearts. (7) 
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Maintaining Sincerity in Faith 

The s rah begins with a clear, emphatic statement: “This book is bestowed from on 

high by God, the Almighty, the Wise.” (Verse 1) As He is Almighty, He is able to bestow 

it from on high, and as He is wise, He knows the purpose of bestowing it, ensuring 

that it is all done in accordance with wise and elaborate planning. 

The s rah, however, does not dwell on this fact. It is only a prelude to its main 
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theme, which this book has been revealed to establish, namely, God’s oneness, 

addressing all worship to Him alone, ensuring sincerity in faith, eliminating all traces 

of any alleged partnership with God and establishing direct contact with Him 

without any intermediary or need for intercession. 

“It is We who have bestowed on you this revelation from on high, stating the truth.” 

(Verse 2) The essence of the truth with which the book has been revealed is the 

absolute oneness of God, which forms the foundation of all existence. In verse 5 the 

s rah states: “He has created the heavens and the earth in accordance with the truth.” It is 

all the same truth that makes up the foundation of the universe and provides the 

purpose for revealing the Qur’ n. It is a single, consistent truth confirmed by the 

unity of the system that controls the heavens and the earth, and expressed in human 

language through this hook. It is the truth that puts the seal on everything made by 

the only Creator. 

“Therefore, worship God alone, sincere in your faith in Him.” (Verse 2) The address 

here is to the Prophet, the recipient of the book as it is bestowed from on high. It 

embodies the constitution which he advocates, calling on all mankind to adopt it: to 

worship God alone, sincere in our devotion, and to conduct human life, in all 

spheres, on this basis. These are not mere statements. It is a complete system, starting 

with a firm belief that is translated into an all-embracing way of life for both the 

individual and the community. 

A believer in God’s oneness submits only to God, bowing his head to none other, 

and asking nothing from others. For him only God is powerful and holds sway. 

Indeed, all other creatures are weak, unable to do him, or themselves, either harm or 

good. It is God alone who gives, bestows favours or withholds them. What is the use, 

then, of turning to anyone other than God for help when all are weak and God alone 

holds all power? 

A true believer recognizes the unity of the system that conducts all affairs in the 

universe, realizes that the code of living God has chosen for mankind is part of that 

system, specially moulded to achieve harmony between human life and the universe. 

Hence, a believer does not choose any system or legal code other than that which 

God has laid down. A believer in God’s oneness also feels that there is a bond 

between him and all that God has created in this universe, and that all creatures are 

friendly towards him. He feels that all around him have been put in place by God’s 

hand. Hence, he warms to everything that comes his way of God’s creation. He does 

not hurt, destroy or waste anyone or anything, or use it in any way other than what 

God has sanctioned. 

Similarly, the effects of believing in God’s oneness are apparent in believers’ 

concepts and feelings just as they are reflected in their actions and behaviour. Thus, 



Al-Zumar (The Throngs) | THE DIVERSITY OF GOD’S CREATION 

 322

belief in God’s oneness is not merely a verbal utterance. Hence why it is given such 

emphasis in God’s book, and hence why it is repeated and explained in a great 

variety of ways. Each and everyone of us needs to study and reflect upon God’s 

oneness so that this truth is perfectly ingrained in our own essence. 

“True devotion is due to God alone.” (Verse 3) In Arabic this statement has added 

emphasis provided by certain characteristics of the sentence structure, which is 

peculiar to Arabic and difficult to capture in translation. It gives the statement the 

sense of a declaration producing a loud but clear echo. Thus sound, structure and 

meaning combine to strongly emphasize this basic truth upon which all life, 

throughout the universe, is based. 

Who Deserves Guidance? 

Then a refutation of the complex superstition the idolaters presented in opposition 

to belief in God’s oneness follows: “Those who take others besides Him as their protectors 

say: We worship them for no reason other than that they would bring us nearer to God.’ God 

will judge between them concerning all matters on which they differ. God will not grace with 

guidance anyone who is an ungrateful liar.” (Verse 3) 

Although they declared that God created them and the heavens and earth, they 

would not carry this belief to its natural and logical consequence which required that 

they devote all their worship and submission to Him alone. Instead they invented the 

superstition that the angels were God’s daughters and even carved statues 

representing angels so that they could worship these. They then claimed that their 

worship of these statues, such as al-L t, al-`Uzz  and Man t, was not in essence 

devotion to them. It was merely a gesture to bring them closer to God, in the hope 

that these statues or what they represented would eventually intercede with God on 

their behalf. 

Thus, deviation from simple, natural logic landed them in such a medley of 

falsehood: for the angels are not God’s daughters, nor do the idols represent angels. 

God does not accept such deviation. He neither accepts intercession on people’s 

behalf nor allows them to draw closer to Him in this way. Humanity deviates from 

the logic of its own nature whenever it moves away from the simple faith of God’s 

oneness, which is the essence of Islam, as it was the essence of divine religion, 

preached by every messenger of God. Nowadays, we see in different parts of the 

world worship of saints, which is similar in essence to the practice of the Arabs of old 

who worshipped angels, or statues representing angels, to draw closer to God. God, 

in His limitless glory, defines the way that brings people close to Him: this is belief in 

God’s oneness without intermediaries or intercessors of any sort. 

“God will not grace with guidance anyone who is an ungrateful liar.” (Verse 3) They lie 
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to God when they allege that the angels are His daughters. They also lie to Him 

when they claim that such worship of the angels will plead with Him on their behalf. 

In fact this worship makes them unbelievers, disobedient of God’s express orders. 

Needless to say, God does not give His guidance to one who lies to Him, let alone 

disbelieves in Him. Guidance is granted as a reward for turning to Him, sincerity in 

worship, and diligently seeking the right way. 

The s rah then shows their belief to be erroneous, indeed otiose: “Had God wished 

to take to Himself a son, He could have chosen anyone He wanted from whatever He creates. 

Limitless is He in His glory: the One God who conquers all.” (Verse 4) This is a 

supposition made for the sake of argument and to correct concepts. Had God wished 

for a son, He could have chosen any of His creatures. His will is free, unrestricted. 

However, He, in His limitless glory, has made Himself free of any such need. Hence, 

no one can attribute to Him a son. Such is His will and determination: “Limitless is He 

in His glory: the One God who conquers all.” (Verse 4) 

Why would He need a son when He is the Creator and Originator of all who 

controls everything. Indeed everything in the universe belongs it to Him and He can 

do with it all whatever He wants: “He has created the heavens and the earth in accordance 

with the truth. He causes the night ht to flow into the day, and the day to flow into the night; 

and He has made the sun and the moon subservient [to His laws] each running its course for 

a set term. He is indeed the Almighty; the All-Forgiving.” (Verse 5) This reference to the 

great universe and the phenomena of night and day, and the subjecting of the sun 

and moon to God’s law, puts the truth of the One God clearer before human nature. 

The One who creates all this from nothing does not need a son or a partner. 

Clear evidence of God’s oneness is seen in the way the heavens and the earth are 

created, and in the law controlling the universe. Indeed, to merely look at the skies 

and the earth gives us a clear sense of the oneness of the will that has created all and 

controls all. It has now become clear that the entire world known to man is composed 

of atoms made of the same matter, consisting of rays that have the same nature. It is 

also known that all atoms and the bodies composed of such atoms, including the 

earth in which we live and all planets and stars, are in perpetual motion dictated by a 

consistent law that operates without fail in the tiny atom as well as in the huge star. 

Furthermore, it has now been clearly established that this perpetual motion is in 

accordance with another constant law that further stresses the unity of creation and 

the unity of control. Every day, man discovers something new testifying to the unity 

of design throughout the universe. 

“He has created the heavens and the earth in accordance with the truth.” (Verse 5) 

Likewise, He bestowed His book from on high to state the truth. It is the same truth 

in the universe and in this book, the Qur’ n. Both originate from the same source, 

and both are evidence of the oneness of their Maker, the Almighty, the Wise. 
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“He causes the night to flow into the day, and the day to flow into the night.” (Verse 5) 

This is indeed an amazing statement that forces anyone who carefully looks at it to 

consider what has now been established of the earth’s nature and its circular shape. 

Throughout this commentary on the Qur’ n, I have been keen not to look at its verses 

and statements from the angle of any theory science advances, because such theories 

may be right or they may be wrong. They may be proven today to be true but 

something may be discovered tomorrow to render them false. By contrast, the 

Qur’ n is the word of truth, and it carries its own proof. It needs no supporting 

evidence from what human beings may or may not discover. Yet the statement 

included in this verse forces me to relate it to the fact that the earth is circular, 

because it describes a fact we all notice. As the earth rotates, the part of it facing the 

sun receives its light and this is daytime. However, this part is not stationary because 

the earth continues to rotate. As it does, the night begins to spread over the part that 

had had the day. This part is in a rounded shape, and the day spreads over it in a 

flowing movement, followed by the night also in a flowing movement. 

After a while the day begins to flow again over the night from the other side, in 

never-ceasing motion: “He causes the night to flow into the day, and the day to flow into 

the night.” (Verse 5) The statement draws the design, defines the position and 

specifies the nature of the earth and its movement. Its circular shape and rotation 

give this statement its most accurate interpretation. 

“He has made the sun and the moon subservient [to His laws]: each running its course for 

a set term.” (Verse 5) The sun and the moon run in their respective orbits. They are 

under God’s control. No one claims to set them in motion. By natural logic, they 

cannot run without someone setting them to do so, controlling them by a system that 

does not deviate by a hair’s breadth across countless centuries. Yet both the sun and 

the moon continue to run their courses ‘for a set term,’ which is known only to God. 

“He is indeed the Almighty, the All-Forgiving.” (Verse 5) His might and power are 

coupled with His forgiveness of anyone who turns to Him. Thus, those who lie to 

Him, disbelieve in His oneness, attribute partners to Him or allege that He has a son 

are made aware that the way is open to them to return to the right way and to believe 

in the One who is Almighty, Much-Forgiving. 

Three Depths of Darkness 

The s rah then seeks to touch people’s hearts. It refers them to the evidence of life 

close by them, and in fact derived from their own creation and from the animals 

made subservient to them: 

He has created you all from a single soul, and from it He fashioned its mate; and He 
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has bestowed on you four kinds of cattle in pairs; and He creates you in your mothers’ 
wombs, one act of creation after another, in threefold depths of darkness. Such is God, 
your Lord: to Him belongs all dominion. There is no deity other than Him. How, then, 
can you lose sight of the truth? (Verse 6) 

Let man look at his own self. He has not created himself, nor does he know who 

created the human entity except for what God has told him. Yet we all originate from 

one soul, with one nature and the same characteristics that distinguish us from the 

rest of creation. Moreover, every human individual shares in these characteristics, 

because the human soul is one in the countless millions of humans across all 

generations and all communities. Moreover, its mate or spouse is also made from the 

same essence. Thus, despite all differences of detail between men and women, they 

share all these characteristics. This again confirms the unity of the original design for 

mankind, male and female, and the unity of the Will that created this single soul with 

its two manifestations. 

The reference to the fact of human spouses is coupled by a reference to the same 

phenomenon in cattle, which in turn suggests that it applies to all living creatures: 

“He has bestowed on you four kinds of cattle in pairs.” The Arabic phrase states ‘eight 

‘zawj,’ but this word means both ‘couple’ and ‘spouse’. Hence, the way it is rendered 

in translation. The eight are made up of a male and a female of sheep, goats, bovine 

and camels. The verse mentions that they have been bestowed by God, which means 

that it is God who has made them subservient to man. It is their subservience that is 

bestowed from on high and effected in man’s world. Thus, man is given God’s 

permission to use cattle for the benefit of human life. 

The verse continues its discussion of man’s creation, referring to various growth 

stages of the embryo: “He creates you in your mothers’ wombs, one act of creation after 

another.” These stages of creation begin with the gamete, then a clinging cell mass, 

then an embryo, then the bones, and then to a creation that indicates its human 

status. “in threefold depths of darkness.” (Verse 6) There is the darkness of the placenta 

in which the embryo grows, the darkness of the uterus, and the darkness inside the 

mother’s body. It is God’s hand that takes the single cell through these stages of 

creation, one after another, looking after it and giving it the ability to grow and 

develop until it is formed in a complete human being as God has determined. 

Anyone who looks carefully at this journey, which covers a huge gulf traversed in 

a short period of time, and who reflects on these stages of development, and on how 

this simple cell is guided along its remarkable journey in these depths of darkness, 

beyond man’s knowledge, will inevitably recognize the Creator and His handiwork. 

How, then, is man turned away from the true faith: “Such is God, your Lord: to Him 

belongs all dominion. There is no deity other than Him. How, then, can you lose sight of the 

truth?” (Verse 6) 



Al-Zumar (The Throngs) | THE DIVERSITY OF GOD’S CREATION 

 326

Having outlined this clear vision of the signs testifying to God’s absolute oneness 

and all encompassing power, the s rah shows people’s positions at the parting of the 

ways between belief and disbelief. It makes it clear that responsibility rests with each 

individual. It tells them about the end of their lives’ journey and the reckoning that 

awaits them. It will be administered by the One who created them under three 

depths of darkness and who knows their innermost thoughts and feelings: 

If you disbelieve, God has no need of you; nor is He pleased with disbelief by His 
servants. If you give thanks, He is pleased with you. No soul will bear the burden of 
another. In time, to your Lord you all must return, and then He will tell you the truth 
of all you did. He has full knowledge of what is in people’s hearts. (Verse 7) 

The journey inside the mother’s belly is merely one stage of a long journey. The 

second stage is life in this world and the final stage is that of reckoning and reward. 

All this takes place according to God’s design who knows all. He does not need any 

of His servants. They are essentially weak and powerless, but He bestows on them an 

abundance of His grace. 

“If you disbelieve, God has no need of you.” (Verse 7) If you believe, you will not 

increase His kingdom in any way. If you disbelieve, this too will not affect His 

kingdom in any adverse way. He, however, does not like people to disbelieve: “nor is 

He pleased with disbelief by His servants.” (Verse 7) By contrast, “lf you give thanks, He is 

pleased with you.” He will accept this from you and reward you generously for it. 

Everyone is accountable for their own deeds, and none will be held responsible for 

another, nor will he be allowed to take upon himself part of another’s burden: “No 

soul will bear the burden of another.” (Verse 7) The ultimate end of the journey is to 

God. There can be neither escape from Him nor refuge with anyone else: “In time, to 

your Lord you all must return, and then He will tell you the truth of all you did.” (Verse 7) 

You can hide nothing from Him: “He has full knowledge of what is in people’s hearts.” 

(Verse 7) 
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2 

As Comfort Replaces 

Affliction 

Overview 

The first passage touched people’s hearts by telling them about their existence, 

When man suffers affliction, he cries out to his 

Lord, turning to Him for help; but once He 

bestows upon him a favour by His grace, he 

forgets what he cried and prayed for earlier, and 

claims that others are equal to God, thus leading 

others astray from His path. Say [to him]: 

‘Enjoy yourself for a while in your disbelief, for 

you are one of those destined to the fire.’ (8) 

How about one who devoutly worships God 

during the hours of the night prostrating himself or 

standing in prayer, ever mindful of the life to come, 

and hoping for his Lord’s mercy? Say: ‘Can those 

who know and those who do not know be deemed 

equal?’ Only those who are endowed with insight 

will take heed. (9) 

Say: ‘[Thus speaks God:] You servants of Mine 

who believe! Fear your Lord! Those who do good 

in this world will have a good reward. Wide is 

God’s earth. Those who are patient in adversity 

will be given their reward in full, beyond 

reckoning.’ (10) 
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how they are all created from a single soul and how its mate was also created from it. 

It told them about the creation of animals in pairs, and how man is created in three 

depths of darkness inside the mother’s belly. It touched on how God’s hand gave 

them their human characteristics and their ability to grow and develop. 

Now the s rah touches their hearts again as it shows them their conditions in times 

of hardship and times of ease. It shows them how they boast and how, in their 

weakness, they swing from one condition to another. They are consistent only when 

they maintain their bond with God and humble themselves before Him. They will 

then know the truth and know their way. They will also then be able to benefit from 

their human characteristics. 

Brief Enjoyment 

When man suffers affliction, he cries out to his Lord, turning to Him for help; but once 
He bestows upon him a favour by His grace, he forgets what he cried and prayed for 
earlier, and claims that others are equal to God, thus leading others astray from His 
path. Say [to him]: Enjoy yourself a while in your disbelief; for you are one of those 
destined to the fire.’ (Verse 8) 

Human nature appears naked when man suffers affliction. Masks are torn off, 

covers are removed and disillusionment disappears. At this point, human nature 

turns to its Lord alone knowing that only He can remove affliction. It realizes that all 

its claims about God having partners are false. 

When affliction is gone and man finds himself enjoying an abundance of God’s 

favours, he again burdens his nature with heaps of false influences. He forgets his 

earnest pleas to God during the time of his affliction, choosing now to overlook his 

acknowledgement of God’s oneness and that it is He alone who can relieve his 

hardship. He forgets all this and begins to claim that others are equal to God. These 

alleged equals may be deities man worships just like in the early days of j hiliyyah, or 

they may be in the shape of values, persons, or situations to which he gives in his 

consciousness a share of what belongs exclusively to God. We see this in many of the 

j hiliyyah situations we encounter everywhere. Thus man may worship his desires, 

inclinations, hopes, fears, wealth, children, rulers and chiefs in the same way as he 

worships God or even in greater devotion. In fact, he may love them more than he 

loves God. Polytheism can take different forms, some of which are subtle. People 

may not think of these as polytheism because they do not take the familiar form of 

acknowledging multiple deities; yet they are essentially polytheistic. 

The result is to go astray, moving away from God’s way which has one form, 

namely, acknowledging His oneness and addressing worship and love to Him alone. 
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Believing in God does nor admit any partnership in man’s heart, be that a 

partnership of wealth, children, home country, land, friend or relative. Should such a 

partnership be found in man’s heart, it means acknowledging some beings as equal 

to God. Thus it allows a brief enjoyment in this life and ends in the fire of hell: “Say 

Ito him]: Enjoy yourself for a while in your disbelief for you are one of those destined to the 

fire.” (Verse 8) Every enjoyment in this life is small no matter how long it endures. 

Furthermore, anyone’s span of life is brief no matter to what old age he attains. 

Indeed, the life of the entire human race on this earth is merely a brief enjoyment 

when compared to God’s days. 

Juxtaposed with this depressing picture of man is another showing him standing 

in awe, remembering God in all situations, pleasant or distressing. He goes through 

his life on earth without ever losing consciousness of the Day of Judgement. He 

always looks up to his Lord, hoping for His grace. It is from such a bond with God 

that true knowledge emerges, providing full awareness of the truth: 

How about one who devoutly worships God during the hours of the night prostrating 
himself or standing in prayer, ever mindful of the life to come, and hoping for his 
Lord’s mercy? Say: ‘Can those who know and those who do not know be deemed 
equal?’ Only those who are endowed with insight will take heed. (Verse 9) 

All the elements provided here, sincere devotion, the dread of what may happen 

in the life to come, the hope for God’s grace, the purity of heart that opens the locks 

that prevent understanding, giving our hearts the blessing of clear perception all 

draw a bright picture which is the opposite of the one drawn in the previous verse. 

Hence, it is necessary to draw the comparison: “Can those who know and those who do 

not know he deemed equal?” (Verse 9) True knowledge is that which understands the 

truth and opens one’s mind to the need to be in touch with the fundamental truths in 

the universe. True knowledge is not a host of pieces of information that clutter the 

mind without leading to any understanding of the fundamentals of existence. 

The way to true knowledge and enlightened information then is devout worship, 

a sensitive heart, being mindful of the life to come, entertaining strong hopes of 

benefiting from God’s mercy and of being conscious of God. Those who limit 

themselves to individual experiences and superficial vision are no more than 

collectors of information. They will never attain the rank of people with knowledge. 

“Only those who are endowed with insight will take heed.” (Verse 9) 

It’s a Wide Earth 

The s rah then addresses the believers, requiring them to remain God-fearing and 

to ensure that they always do good. They should use their life on earth, short as it is, 
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as a means to earn everlasting reward in the life to come: 

Say: [Thus speaks God] You servants of Mine who believe! Fear your Lord! Those who 
do good in this world will have a good reward. Wide is God’s earth. Those who are 
patient in adversity will be given their reward in full, beyond reckoning. (10) 

It is important to note here how the Arabic text is phrased. The words between 

brackets, ‘thus speaks God’, are not in the text. They are added to remove confusion. 

The text should originally read: “Say to My servants,” but the Prophet is made to 

address them, because an address alerts the addressees and makes them more aware 

of what is to come. When the Prophet addresses them, he does not call them as his 

servants, because they are God’s servants, not his. This means that he is addressing 

them in God’s name, making the address from God directly to them. The Prophet is 

merely the means by which the address is given. 

“Say: [Thus speaks God:] You servants of Mine who believe! Fear your Lord” (Verse 10) 

To fear God means to have a sensitive heart and to look up to Him cautiously and 

with apprehension, hope, wary lest one should incur His displeasure and keen to 

earn His pleasure. It is seen in the bright picture drawn in the previous verse of a 

devout worshipper, full of humility. 

“Those who do good in this world will have a good reward.” (Verse 10) What a great 

reward: a good deed in this present life, which is short and flimsy, is repaid with 

something good in the life to come, which is everlasting. This is certainly an act of 

God’s grace. He knows man’s weakness and small effort, so He repays him 

generously and takes care of him. 

“Wide is God’s earth.” (Verse 10) Your love of your land where you have relatives 

and friends should not prevent you from seeking a different abode if your own area 

is hostile to your faith and you cannot do well there. To stick to your place of habitat 

in such a case could present an opening for Satan. It could become a form of 

attributing equals to God, even though it might not be felt in this way. This is a fine 

point indicating that polytheism can subtly creep into our hearts. It is given within 

the context of belief in God’s oneness and fearing Him. It should he seen as evidence 

of the source of the Qur’ n. No one can deal in this way with the human heart except 

the One who created it and knows what has an effect on it and how. 

God, the Creator of mankind, knows that leaving one’s land is hard. It involves 

abandoning one’s relatives and the people with whom one has close ties, leaving the 

place where one can easily find work and earn a living, to go to a new place where 

one is a stranger. This is not an easy thing for anyone. Hence, the s rah refers here to 

patience in adversity and how it is generously rewarded by God: “Those who are 

patient in adversity will be given their reward in full, beyond reckoning.” (Verse 10) Thus, 
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God’s servants feel His care and are touched as they see that when they have to 

undertake something hard God turns to them with care and grace. He opens for 

them what compensates for land, country, family and relatives, giving them a reward 

without count. 

All praise is due to God who knows all that affects a human heart and is fully 

aware of every thought that finds its way into his mind. 
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3 

The Losers 

Say: ‘I am commanded to worship God, sincere 

in my faith in Him alone; (11) 

and I am commanded to be the first to submit 

myself to Him.’ (12) 

Say: ‘Indeed I would dread, were I to disobey my 

Lord, the suffering of an awesome day.’ (13) 

Say: ‘God alone do I worship, sincere in my faith 

in Him alone. (14) 

You can worship whatever you please instead of 

Him.’ Say: ‘True losers indeed are those who 

shall have lost their own selves and their families 

on Resurrection Day. Such is the ultimate 

loss.’(15) 

Above them there shall be layers of fire, and layers 

of fire shall be beneath them. In this way God 

puts fear into His servants’ hearts: ‘My servants! 

Fear Me!’ (16) 

There is good news for those who shun the 

worship of false deities and turn to God, so give 
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Overview 

This passage has the air of the hereafter stamped on it from start to finish: it 

highlights the fear of its punishment and the hope for its reward. It begins by a 

directive to the Prophet to declare God’s oneness fully and without a trace of 

ambiguity. He further declares that he, a Prophet and a Messenger of God, dreads 

the consequences of any deviation from it. He unequivocally states his determination 

to follow his course, leaving the unbelievers to choose whatever method they want to 

follow, outlining the results to which each of the two ways leads. 

The First to Submit to God 

Say: I am commanded to worship God, sincere in my faith in Him alone; and I am 
commanded to be the first to submit myself to Him. Say: Indeed I would dread, were I 
to disobey my Lord, the suffering of an awesome day. (Verses 11-13) 

This declaration by the Prophet outlining what he is commanded to do with 

regard to worship, devotion and submission is very important in keeping the belief 

in God’s oneness pure, as Islam wants it to be. In this respect, the Prophet is one of 

God’s servants. He does not exceed that position. In their servitude to God, all people 

good news to My servants, (17) 

who listen carefully to what is said and follow the 

best of it. These are the ones whom God has 

graced with His guidance, and these are the ones 

endowed with insight. (18) 

How about one on whom God’s sentence of 

punishment has been passed? Can you rescue 

those who are already in the fire? (19) 

As against this, those who are God-fearing will 

have lofty mansions raised upon mansions high, 

beneath which running waters flow. This is God’s 

promise. Never does God fail to fulfil His 

promise. (20) 
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stand in one rank, while God has His sublime position over all creation. 

Thus the two concepts of Godhead and servitude are well established and clearly 

distinguished. There can be no confusion between the two. Oneness is clearly seen as 

an attribute of God alone, in which no one else has any share. When Mu ammad 

(peace be upon him) stands in the position of God’s servant making this clear 

declaration, fearing to commit any disobedience of God, there can be no room for 

any claim of intercession by idols or angels granted through addressing worship to 

them instead of God. 

The declaration is made once more, with the Prophet’s announcement that he will 

stick to his way, leaving the idolaters to their way and the painful end to which that 

leads: 

Say: God alone do I worship, sincere in my faith in Him alone. You can worship 
whatever you please instead of Him. Say: True losers indeed are those who shall have 
lost their own selves and their families on Resurrection Day. Such is the ultimate loss. 
(Verses 14-15) 

Once more the Prophet announces: I am unwavering in following my way, 

addressing all worship to God and submitting myself to Him alone. As for you, you 

can follow any way you want, worship whomever you wish, but this will lead you to 

the worst imaginable loss: a loss of oneself as one goes to hell, and the loss of family 

and kin, be they believers or unbelievers. If those relatives are believers, the idolaters 

will have lost them as each group goes their separate ways, and if they are 

unbelievers, the loss is the same as they all will have lost themselves in hell: “Such is 

the ultimate loss.” (Verse 15) 

We then have a picture showing the extent of the loss: “Above them there shall be 

layers of fire, and layers of fire shall be beneath them. In this way God puts fear into His 

servants’ hearts: My servants! Fear Me!’“ (Verse 16) It is a scene that strikes real fear in 

people’s hearts, showing the fire in layers that engulfs people from above and below. 

They are seen within these layers as they close in on them from all sides. Yet these 

layers are fire. God shows this picture to His servants while they are on earth and 

still have the chance to change their ways: “In this way God puts fear into His servants’ 

hearts.” (Verse 16) He calls on them warning them so that they may choose the way to 

safety: “My servants! Fear Met” (Verse 16) 

On the other side stand those who are safe, having feared this fate and done what 

is necessary to avoid it: 

There is good news for those who shun the worship of false deities and turn to God, so 
give good news to My servants, who listen carefully to what is said and follow the best 
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of it. These are the ones whom God has graced with His guidance, and these are the 
ones endowed with insight. (Verses 17-18) 

‘False deities’ are referred to here by the word ţ ghut, which implies an exaggerated 

sense of exceeding the bounds. Those who shun the worship of ţ ghut are the ones 

who reject the worship of anyone other than God in any form whatsoever. They are 

the ones who turn to God, stand in front of Him and worship Him alone. These have 

good news issued to them directly from on high. The Prophet is giving them this 

good news by God’s order: “So give good news to My servants.” The fact that this news 

comes from on high and is delivered by the noble Messenger is in itself a great 

blessing. 

One quality of such people is that they listen to whatever is being said, but their 

hearts and minds pick up only the best of it and discard the rest. Thus, the only 

words that they actually receive are the best words that improve and purify people’s 

hearts and souls. A good soul is always ready to receive good words and respond to 

them, while the one which is foul receives only what is foul. “These are the ones whom 

God has graced with His guidance.” (Verse 18) He knows that they are genuinely good 

in their hearts and souls and He, therefore, guided them to listen and respond to the 

best of what is said. Guidance comes only from God. 

“And these are the ones endowed with insight.” (Verse 18) It is a sound mind that 

leads a person to self-purification and safety. Anyone who does not follow the way 

that ensures such safety appears to be deprived of a sound mind and insight, which 

are blessings given by God. 

Before showing us the blessings these people enjoy in the life to come, the s rah 

states that those who worshipped false deities have already reached hell. Who can 

save them from its fire, then? “How about one on whom God’s sentence of punishment has 

been passed? Can you rescue those who are already in the fire?” (Verse 19) This address is 

made to the Prophet (peace be upon him). If he cannot save them from the fire, who 

else can? 

They are pictured here as if they are already in the fire, since the sentence of 

punishment has been passed on them. Juxtaposed with this is the image of those who 

truly feared God: 

As against this, those who are God-fearing will have lofty mansions raised upon 
mansions high, beneath which running waters flow. This is God’s promise. Never does 
God fail to fulfil His promise. (Verse 20) 

The scene depicts mansions raised upon high mansions, with streams flowing 

below. All this contrasts with the image of layers of fire engulfing the other group 
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from above and below. Drawing such contrasts is a characteristic of the Qur’ nic 

style. Such is God’s promise, which will always come true. 

Those Muslims who were the first to receive the Qur’ n interacted with these 

scenes in their practical lives. To them, they were not mere promises or threats issued 

from afar, speaking about a distant future; they were a reality they saw and felt. 

Hence, they were truly influenced by them. Their lives on earth reflected the reality 

of the Hereafter which they felt and almost experienced while still extant in this life. 

It is in this way that a Muslim should receive God’s promise. 
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4 

The Best of All Discourses 

Have you not considered how God sends down 

water from the skies, and then causes it to travel 

through the earth to form springs? He then brings 

with it vegetation of different colours; and then it 

withers and you can see it turning yellow. In the 

end He causes it to crumble to dust. In all this 

there is indeed a reminder for those endowed with 

insight. (21) 

How about one whose heart God has opened to 

Islam, and thus receives light from his Lord? 

Woe, then, betide those whose hearts harden at 

the mention of God. These are most obviously in 

error. (22) 

God has bestowed from on high the best of all 

teachings: a book that is consistent within itself, 

repeating its statements [of the truth] in manifold 

forms. It causes the skins of those who stand in 

awe of their Lord to shiver, but then their skins 

and hearts soften at the mention of God. Such is 

God’s guidance: He guides with it him that wills, 

whereas the one whom God lets go astray can 

never find any guide. (23) 

How about one who shall have nothing but his 

bare face to protect him from the awful suffering 

on Resurrection Day? It will be said to the 

wrongdoers: ‘Taste now what you have earned.’ 

(24) 
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Overview 

In this passage the s rah draws attention to the life of plants after rainfall, and then 

how the water courses to its end. The Qur’ n often draws a comparison between the 

life of plants and this present life of ours, highlighting the fact that it is of short 

duration. It urges people with insight to reflect on this comparison. In connection 

with the water being poured from the skies, the s rah also refers to the Qur’ n, the 

book sent down from heaven to breathe life into people’s hearts and souls. It gives an 

inspiring description of the response of those whose hearts are open to it, and how 

they experience a mixture of awe, fear, comfort and reassurance. It then describes the 

respective fates of those who respond to God’s message and those whose hearts are 

hardened. At the end of the passage, the s rah cites examples of one who worships 

Those who lived before them also disbelieved, and 

so suffering befell them from where they could not 

perceive. (25) 

God gave them a taste of humiliation in this 

world. Yet much greater will be the suffering of the 

life to come, if they but knew it! (26) 

We have set for people in this Qur’ n all sorts of 

illustrations, so that they may reflect. (27) 

It is an Arabic Qur’ n, free from distortion, so 

that people may become conscious of God. (28) 

God cites the case of a man who has for his 

masters several partners at odds with each other, 

and a man belonging wholly to one person. Can 

they be deemed equal? All praise is due to God 

alone, but most of them do not understand. (29) 
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the One God, and the one who worships multiple deities. The two cannot be equal 

and cannot hold the same position, in the same way as two slaves one serving one 

master and the other having several masters, who are in dispute with one another 

cannot be considered the same. 

Rain Bringing Life 

Have you not considered how God sends down water from the skies, and then causes it 
to travel through the earth to form springs? He then brings with it vegetation of 
different colours; and then it withers and you can see it turning yellow. In the end He 
causes it to crumble to dust. In all this there is indeed a reminder for those endowed 
with insight. (Verse 21) 

The Qur’ n draws attention to a phenomenon that takes place everywhere on 

earth. Its familiarity, however, tends to make people overlook it. Yet it is remarkable 

in every step. The Qur’ n directs us to look at how God’s hand directs it step by step 

to produce its desired effects. The water that comes down from the sky: what is it, 

and how does it descend? This is a remarkable phenomenon, but we tend not to 

reflect on it because it is so familiar. The very creation of water is indeed a miracle. 

We know that it comes into existence when two hydrogen atoms combine with one 

oxygen atom under certain conditions. Our knowledge, however, should alert us to 

the fact that it is God’s hand that made the universe, allowing the hydrogen and the 

oxygen to be available and to provide the conditions that allow them to combine and 

produce water, which is essential for life to emerge. In fact, without water, no life 

could have emerged. Thus we see how a series of measures culminated in the 

existence of water and the emergence of life. All this is of God’s own making. 

Moreover, the very fall of rain, after the creation of water, is in itself a miraculous 

phenomenon, brought about by the system that operates the universe and the earth, 

allowing the formation of water and its fall by God’s will. 

That which follows such rainfall is described thus: God “causes it to travel through 

the earth to form springs.” (Verse 21) This applies to the rivers running on the surface 

of the earth as well as the rivers that run underneath its surface when water seeps 

underground. It then forms springs or wells. It is God’s hand that prevents it from 

going too far into the earth making it impossible to bring up again. 

“He then brings with it vegetation of different colours.” (Verse 21) The emergence of 

vegetation after rain is again a miraculous phenomenon that man can never emulate, 

no matter how hard he tries. Look at the young shoot as it splits the earth and 

removes the heavy layers above it, seeking space, light and fresh air, and growing 

slowly and gradually. Looking at it invites contemplation and fills our hearts with 

feelings of the greatness of God who “gives everything its distinctive nature and form, 
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and further guides them.” (20: 50) Plants vary in colour at the same spot, on the same 

plant, and indeed in just one such flower there is a great exhibition of marvellous 

creation. Man stands in front of this with great awe, aware that he cannot produce 

anything like it. 

This growing, fresh plant that is full of life attains its full growth and completes its 

life cycle, “then it withers and you can see it turning yellow.” (Verse 21) It has completed 

its life as ordained in the system of the universe. It is now ripe for harvest. “In the end 

He causes it to crumble to dust.” (Verse 21) Its role in life is now completed as it was 

determined by the Giver of life. “In all this there is indeed a reminder for those endowed 

with insight.” (Verse 21) These are the ones who reflect, making use of the insight God 

has granted them. 

Two Types of Heart 

How about one whose heart God has opened to Islam, and thus receives light from his 
Lord? Woe, then, betide those whose hearts harden at the mention of God. These are 
most obviously in error. God has bestowed from on high the best of all teachings: a 
book that is consistent within itself repeating its statements [of the truth] in manifold 
forms. It causes the skins of those who stand in awe of their Lord to shiver, but then 
their skins and hearts soften at the mention of God. Such is God’s guidance: He guides 
with it him that wills, whereas the one whom God lets go astray can never find any 
guide. (Verses 22-23) 

Just like He sends water from the skies to cause vegetation of various colours and 

forms to grow, God bestows from on high a reminder which is received by hearts 

that are alive, and that open up and react to such life. By contrast, hardened hearts 

receive it like a rock that cannot embrace life. God opens to Islam those hearts that 

He knows to be good. These hearts receive the light of Islam and they shine and 

radiate. The gulf between these hearts and the ones that are hardened is wide indeed: 

“Woe, then, betide those whose hearts harden at the mention of God. These are most obviously 

in error.” (Verse 22) 

This verse depicts the nature of the hearts that receive Islam and warm to it, 

becoming full of life-. It describes how they blossom, becoming fresh and radiant. It 

also describes the other type of hearts which are hard, dark and lifeless. Needless to 

say, the hearts that open up to Islam, receive and reflect its light are totally different 

from those which are hardened at the mention of God’s name. The gap between the 

two is enormous. 

The next verse describes how the believers receive the Qur’ n, a book that is fully 

coherent in nature, direction, message and characteristics. Thus, it is ‘consistent within 

itself’ and it ‘repeats its statements of the truth in manifold forms,’ giving consistent 
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directives and varying the ways it presents its images and stories without causing 

any contradiction. They are repeated at different places for a purpose that can be best 

served through such repetition. Such repetition does not detract from the harmony 

and consistency of the basic truth stated throughout the Qur’ n. 

Those who stand in awe of God maintain an attitude that mixes fear of God with 

hope of His mercy. They are the ones who are very strongly influenced when they 

receive God’s word to the extent that their skins shiver. They later soften and their 

hearts find reassurance as they listen to God’s words. This is a very vivid image 

giving in words a description that is full of movement and action. 

“Such is God’s guidance: He guides with it him that wills.” (Verse 23) Hearts do not 

shiver in this way unless God’s guidance prompts them to respond. God knows the 

true feelings of these hearts and rewards them with either His guidance or by letting 

them go astray: “whereas the one whom God lets go astray can never find any guide.” 

(Verse 23) He allows such people to go astray because He knows that they have gone 

so far into error that they will never respond to guidance. 

The s rah then shows what awaits those who chose to go astray on the Day of 

Judgement. It paints a very depressing picture at the time when results are given: 

How about one who shall have nothing but his hare face to protect him from the awful 
suffering on Resurrection Day? It will be said to the wrongdoers: ‘Taste now what 
you have earned.’ (Verse 24) 

Normally a person uses his hands and body to protect his face from fire or 

harmful objects. In this case, however, he cannot use his hands or legs to save himself 

from the fire; instead, he uses his face for protection, which describes a case of great 

confusion and hardship. In the midst of all this difficulty and suffering they are faced 

with strong censure and given the results of their lives’ actions. What a terrible result 

they have to face: “It will be said to the wrongdoers: Taste now what you have earned.” 

(Verse 24) 

The s rah then speaks about the unbelievers who stood in opposition to the 

Prophet, showing them what happened to the unbelievers of earlier communities, so 

that they may save themselves from a similar fate: 

Those who lived before them also disbelieved, and so suffering befell them from where 
they could not perceive. God gave them a taste of humiliation in this world. Yet much 
greater will be the suffering of the life to come, if they but knew it! (Verses 25-26) 

Such is the outcome faced by the unbelievers in both lives, in this world and the 

next. In this life, God made them taste humiliation, and in the life to come they will 
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face a greater suffering. God’s law will continue to operate, the fates of past 

generations remain witnesses to the truth, God’s warnings concerning the Day of 

Judgement remain in force, their chance to save themselves continues, and this 

Qur’ n remains available to those who will heed the warnings. 

Unequal Situations 

We have set for people in this Qur’ n all sorts of illustrations, so that they may reflect. 
It is an Arabic Qur’ n, free from distortion, so that people may become conscious of 
God. God cites the case of a man who has for his masters several partners at odds with 
each other, and a man belonging wholly to one person. Can they be deemed equal? All 
praise is due to God alone, but most of them do not understand. (Verses 27-29) 

God draws an analogy citing the examples of two of His servants: one believes in 

His Oneness and one ascribes divinity to others beside God. He compares them to 

two slaves: one is owned by several people who are at odds with each other about 

who owns him; he is caught between them, while each of them requires him to do 

certain things. He is at a loss, not knowing which way to turn and cannot manage to 

satisfy them all because of their contradictory orders. The other is owned by one 

master, and he knows what his master wants and is clear about his desires and 

requirements. 

“Can they be deemed equal?” (Verse 29) They are definitely unequal. The one who 

has one master enjoys consistency and knows what is expected of him. His energy is 

spent in a consistent way and the road ahead of him is clear. The other, who has 

several masters, is always suffering anxiety and worry. He does not feel settled. He is 

unable to satisfy even one of his masters, let alone them all. 

This comparison accurately describes the nature of believing in God’s oneness as 

opposed to the nature of idolatry. The one who believes in God’s oneness goes along 

his earth’s journey equipped with clear guidance, because his eyes are looking up to 

one guiding star in the sky. Thus his way is straight. He knows one source for life, 

strength and sustenance; harm and benefit; grace and deprivation. He sets on his 

straight way to this source, strengthening his ties with it. He is assured of his single 

goal and does not lose sight of it. Thus, his energy is streamlined, assured of his 

work’s objective. His feet are set firm on the ground while his gaze looks to God in 

heaven. 

This telling analogy is followed by a comment praising God who has chosen for 

His servants what gives them comfort, safety, security and contentment. Yet they 

deviate from the truth, and most of them do not even know it. 

This is but one of the numerous examples the Qur’ n gives people so that they 
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may reflect. It is a clear Qur’ n in the Arabic tongue. It addresses human nature with 

simple logic. In it there is no ambiguity, equivocation or deviation. 
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5 

The People of the Truth 

Widely Different Rewards 

Commenting on the preceding passage, the s rah stares that the dispute between 

Indeed you are bound to die, and they too are 

bound to die; (30) 

and then on the Day of Resurrection you all will 

dispute with one another in the presence of your 

Lord. (31) 

Who could be more wrong than one who invents 

a lie about God and rejects the truth when it 

comes to him? Is not there in hell a proper abode 

for the unbelievers? (32) 

It is the one who brings the truth and the one who 

accepts it as true that are God-fearing. (33) 

They will have all that they wish for with their 

Lord: such is the reward of those who do good. 

(34) 

God will expunge the worst of their deeds and will 

give them their reward in accordance with the best 

that they did. (35) 
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the Prophet and his opponents is left to God for judgement, which will occur after 

they have all died. He will requite the liars as they deserve and give generous reward 

to the people of the truth. 

Indeed you are bound to die, and they too are bound to die; and then on the Day of 
Resurrection you all will dispute with one another in the presence of your Lord. 
(Verses 30-31) 

Death is the end of every living thing. Only God remains. In death all people share 

the same end, including Mu ammad, God’s last Messenger. Mention of this fact here 

comes within the framework of the great truth the s rah emphasizes, namely, God’s 

absolute oneness. This is followed by stating what comes after death, because death 

is not the final end: it is a link in the chain of life that has been so ordained that no 

part of it passes in vain. On the Day of Judgement people will stand in front of God 

disputing with one another over what they used to claim, and how they reacted to 

the guidance God sent them. 

Who could be more wrong than one who invents a lie about God and rejects the truth 
when it comes to him? Is not there in hell a proper abode for the unbelievers? (Verse 
32) 

These are facts stated in the form of questions. None is more wrong than the 

person who makes false claims about God, alleging that He has daughters and 

partners, and who then rejects the truth preached by God’s Messenger, refusing to 

believe in God’s oneness. This is unbelief, and in hell there is a proper abode for all 

unbelievers. The interrogative form given to these two statements makes them 

clearer and more emphatic. 

This is one party to the dispute. The other party is the one who brings the message 

of truth given him by God, believes in it and delivers it fully convinced of its truth. 

That is God’s Messenger. Sharing with him in this description are all earlier 

messengers of God, as well as everyone who advocates this message, fully convinced 

that it is true. These are indeed God-fearing. 

The s rah speaks further about these people and the reward God has in store for 

them: “They will have all that they wish for with their Lord: such is the reward of those who 

do good.” (Verse 34) This is an all-embracing statement that includes all the desires 

that a believing soul may entertain. The verse states that this is theirs, ready for them 

with their Lord. This means that they have a rightful claim to it which will not be lost 

or denied: “Such is the reward of those who do good.” (Verse 34) 

Thus God gives them all that He wishes to give them of honour and blessing, 
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which is in excess of their fair reward. Thus, He bestows on them an abundance of 

His grace: “God will expunge the worst of their deeds and will give them their reward in 

accordance with the best that they did.” (Verse 35) Fairness requires that good deeds are 

set against bad ones and reward is determined on that basis. God’s grace, however, is 

that which God grants to His servants who feared Him: He writes off the worst of 

their deeds, so that they are not taken into account when their deeds are reckoned, 

and then He rewards them on the basis of the best they ever did. Thus their good 

deeds are made to grow and become preponderant. 

Such is God’s grace which He bestows on whomever He wills. He has committed 

Himself to do this, giving a promise to this effect. Thus, it is a fact of which the God-

fearing are certain. 
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6 

Signs to Reflect Upon 

Is not God sufficient for His servant? Yet they 

would try to frighten you with those who are 

inferior to Him. He whom God lets go astray can 

never find any guide; (36) 

whereas he whom God guides aright can never be 

led astray. Is God not mighty, capable of inflicting 

retribution? (37) 

If you ask them who created the heavens and the 

earth, they will answer: ‘God.’ Say: ‘Consider 

these beings you invoke beside Him: if God wills 

harm to befall me, could they remove the harm 

He has inflicted? Or, if He wills that mercy 

should he bestowed on me, could they withhold 

His mercy?’ Say: ‘God is enough for me: In Him 

place their trust those who have a trust to place.’ 

(38) 

Say: ‘My people! Do all that may he in your 

power, and I will do what I can. You shall come 

to know (39) 

who will be visited with humiliating suffering and 

who shall be smitten by long-lasting suffering. 
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(40) 

We have bestowed on you this book from on high, 

setting out the truth for mankind. Whoever 

follows its guidance does so for his own good, and 

whoever goes astray shall do so at his own peril. 

You are not responsible for them.’ (41) 

God takes away people’s souls upon their death, 

and the souls of the living during their sleep. He 

keeps with Him the souls of those whose death 

He has ordained and sends back the others until 

their appointed time. In all this there are signs for 

people who reflect. (42) 

Have they chosen others besides God to intercede 

for them? Say: ‘Why, even though they have no 

power over anything and no understanding?’ (43) 

Say: All intercession belongs to God alone. His 

alone is the dominion over the heavens and the 

earth; and to Him you will all in the end return.’ 

(44) 

Whenever God alone is mentioned, the hearts of 

those who will not believe in the life to come 

shrink with aversion; but when others are 

mentioned side by side with Him, they rejoice. 

(45) 

Say: ‘God! Originator of the heavens and the 

earth! You have knowledge of all that is 
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imperceptible and all that is present. It is You 

who will judge between Your servants concerning 

all that over which they differ.’ (46) 

If the wrongdoers possessed all that is on earth, 

and twice as much, they would surely offer it all as 

ransom from the awful suffering on the Day of 

Resurrection. For God will have made obvious to 

them something they have never reckoned with. 

(47) 

Obvious to them will have become the evil of what 

they had - done; and they will be overwhelmed by 

that which they used to deride. (48) 

When man suffers affliction, he cries out to Us; 

but once We bestow upon him a favour by Our 

grace, he says: have been given all this by virtue of 

my knowledge.’ By no means! It is but a test, yet 

most of them do not understand. (49) 

Those who lived before their time said the same, 

but of no avail to them was all that they had ever 

done: (50) 

for the very evil of their deeds recoiled upon them. 

Similarly, the wrongdoers among these present 

people will have the evil of their deeds recoil upon 

them. They will never be able to frustrate [God’s 

purpose]. (51) 

Are they not aware that it is God who grants 

sustenance in abundance, or gives it sparingly, to 

whomever He wills? In this there are signs to 
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Overview 

This is the longest passage in the s rah. It tackles the issue of God’s oneness from 

several angles, starting with a statement about the attitude a believer adopts towards 

all earthly powers, relying only on the one true power, caring little for anything else. 

Therefore, he disregards all such imaginary forces, trusting to God’s judgement 

between him and those who dispute with him. He goes along his way firm and 

reassured about his destiny. 

This is followed by a clear statement about the role and responsibility of God’s 

Messenger, making it clear that he is not responsible for others, whether they choose 

to follow divine guidance or go astray. It is God who has power over them in all 

situations. They have no one to intercede with Him, for it is to God alone that all 

intercession belongs. His is the kingdom of the heavens and earth, and with Him all 

journeys end. 

The s rah then describes how the idolaters feel depressed when God’s oneness is 

mentioned, while they delight when idolatry is discussed. This is followed by an 

invitation to the Prophet to declare God’s oneness in the clearest of terms, leaving the 

idolaters to God. It describes how they will gladly give all that the earth contains, 

and twice as much, if only it will he accepted from them. This is how they feel once 

they realize how God may deal with them. 

Such is the case, yet they still appeal to God alone when they are in a situation of 

distress. Should God grant them a favour, they make all sorts of wild claims. Any of 

them could say about God’s favours: “I have been given this through my 

knowledge.” This echoes what was said by others in former times, but God Almighty 

took them to task, and He is able to deal with these present unbelievers in the same 

way. They cannot defy God. Whether God gives provisions in abundance or in 

stinted measure in accordance with His wisdom and will: “In this there are signs to 

those who believe.” (Verse 52) 

To Do All in One’s Power 

Is not God sufficient for His servant? Yet they would try to frighten you with those 

those who believe. (52) 
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who are inferior to Him. He whom God lets go astray can never find any guide; 
whereas he whom God guides aright can never be led astray. Is God not mighty, 
capable of inflicting retribution? If you ask them who created the heavens and the 
earth, they will answer: ‘God.’ Say: ‘Consider these beings you invoke beside Him: if 
God wills harm to befall me, could they remove the harm He has inflicted? Or, if He 
wills that mercy should be bestowed on me, could they withhold His mercy?’ Say: 
‘God is enough for me: In Him place their trust those who have a trust to place.’ Say: 
My people! Do all that may be in your power, and I will do what I can. You shall come 
to know who will be visited with humiliating suffering and who shall be smitten by 
long-lasting suffering.’ (Verses 36-40) 

These five verses epitomize the logic of faith: simple, clear, forceful and profound. 

Thus it was in the Prophet’s heart, and thus it should be in every heart that advocates 

a cause. These verses represent the line that such a believer should follow. They 

provide his light as he goes along his clear and straight way. 

It is reported that these verses were revealed as a result of the unbelievers trying 

to scare the Prophet, claiming that their deities, which he described in disrespectful 

terms, would be sure to harm him. They warned him that unless he desisted, their 

gods would cause him much trouble. However, the significance of these verses is far 

broader than this. They describe the true nature of the battle between an advocate of 

the truth and all the forces that line up against him. They show the confidence and 

reassurance a believer feels as he gives these forces their true measure. 

“Is not God sufficient for His servant?” (Verse 36) Yes, indeed. So, what can scare 

him when God is with him? What can generate any feeling of fear in him after he has 

taken the position of a servant of God and fulfilled the responsibilities that such a 

position confers? Who can doubt God’s sufficiency for His servants when He is the 

Almighty who holds sway over all His creation? 

“Yet they would try to frighten you with those who are inferior to Him.” (Verse 36) How 

could he be frightened when those inferiors do not frighten one who is protected by 

God? Is there anyone on earth who is not inferior to God? It is a very simple issue. It 

requires no argument or hard thinking. It is God opposed by some who are inferior 

to Him. This leaves no room for doubt concerning the outcome. 

God’s will is the one that is done. He determines everything for His servants, 

including what takes place within them, their inner thoughts and feelings: “He whom 

God lets go astray can never find any guide; whereas he whom God guides aright can never be 

led astray.” (Verses 36-37) He knows who deserves to go astray and who deserves to 

be guided. He lets them have what they deserve. When He has made His judgement, 

no one can alter it. 

“Is God not mighty, capable of inflicting retribution?” (Verse 37) Yes, indeed, He is. He 
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requites everyone as they deserve, inflicting retribution on those who deserve it. 

When anyone fulfils the duties incumbent on God’s servants, He extends His 

protection to them. How can such a person, then, fear anyone? 

The same truth is then re-emphasized in a different way, using their own logic and 

what they, by their very nature, acknowledge of God’s attributes: “If you ask them who 

created the heavens and the earth, they will answer: ‘God.’ Say: ‘Consider these beings you 

invoke beside Him: if God wills harm to befall me, could they remove the harm He has 

inflicted? Or, if He wills that mercy should be bestowed on me, could they withhold His 

mercy?’ Say: ‘God is enough for me: In Him place their trust those who have a trust to 

place.’” (Verse 38) 

Whenever they were asked, they would readily state that God is the Creator of the 

heavens and the earth. No human nature could say anything else. No rational being 

could explain the existence of the heavens and the earth except through a supreme 

will. Therefore, the s rah uses this natural acceptance to ask every reasonable human 

being: since God is the Creator of the heavens and the earth, can anyone anywhere in 

the heavens and the earth remove harm from anyone if God wills that harm afflict 

that person? By the same token, can anyone withhold mercy from anyone if God 

wishes it to be bestowed on that person? The clear and decisive answer to these 

questions is in the negative. So, why should an advocate of God’s cause fear 

anything? 

What can he fear, and what can he hope for, when no one can remove harm from 

him or withhold grace? 

When this notion is firmly planted in a believer’s heart, the matter is settled. There 

is no more argument. The only fear or hope such a believer may have is centred on 

what comes from God. It is He who is sufficient for His servants, and in Him all trust 

is placed: “Say: God is enough for me: In Him place their trust those who have a trust to 

place.” (Verse 38) 

This gives believers all they need of trust and reassurance, leaving no room for 

worry or fear of anything. They go along their way in full confidence as to the end 

they will meet: “Say: My people! Do all that may be in your power, and I will do what I can. 

You shall come to know who will be visited with humiliating suffering and who shall be 

smitten by long-lasting suffering.” (Verses 39-40) Do what you can, the way you wish. I 

am going my way entertaining no desire to change or deviate even slightly from it, 

free from worry or anxiety. You will come to know who will suffer humiliation in 

this life and everlasting punishment in the life to come. 

Once this simple truth testified by both human nature and the universe at large 

has been presented, confirming that God is the Creator of the heavens and earth, and 

that the message advocated by prophets and their followers comes from Him, who in 



Al-Zumar (The Throngs) | SIGNS TO REFLECT UPON 

 353

the whole universe can affect anything? Who can protect others from harm or 

withhold mercy from them? Since no one has any power to do so, what would they 

fear, and what would they hope for? 

What Intercession? 

Such is the reality of the situation between God’s messengers and all earthly forces 

opposing them. The question then is what is their message, and how should they 

react towards those who deny them? 

We have bestowed on you this book from on high, setting out the truth for mankind. 
Whoever follows its guidance does so for his own good, and whoever goes astray shall 
do so at his own peril. You are not responsible for them. God takes away people’s souls 
upon their death, and the souls of the living during their sleep. He keeps with Him the 
souls of those whose death He has ordained and sends back the others until their 
appointed time. In all this there are signs for people who reflect. Have they chosen 
others besides God to intercede for them? Say: ‘Why, even though they have no power 
over anything and no understanding?’ Say: All intercession belongs to God alone. His 
alone is the dominion over the heavens and the earth; and to Him you will all in the 
end return.’ (Verses 41-44) 

“We have bestowed on you this book from on high, setting out the truth for mankind.” 

(Verse 41) The truth is the nature of this book: it is clear in the law it sets out and in 

its system: it is on the basis of this truth that the universe is sustained; the truth that 

links the code of human life outlined in this book to the system of the universe. This 

truth has now been bestowed on mankind giving them guidance on how to live by 

its provisions. You, Prophet, are only the means to deliver it to them. It is up to them 

to choose what they wish for and how to deal with it. Each one of them can choose 

either guidance or error, and each will define his or her own fate. No responsibility 

attaches to you for what they choose: “Whoever follows its guidance does so for his own 

good, and whoever goes astray shall do so at his own peril. You are not responsible for them.” 

(Verse 41) 

It is God who has power over them. They are in His hands when they are asleep or 

awake, or indeed in all situations and conditions. He determines what to do with 

them: “God takes away people’s souls upon their death, and the souls of the living during 

their sleep. He keeps with Him the souls of those whose death He has ordained and sends back 

the others until their appointed time.” (Verse 42) God gathers the souls of those who die, 

and He also takes away people’s souls when they are asleep, even though they are 

not dead. During sleep, these souls are temporarily removed. If the term of some is 

over, God will retain their souls and they cannot wake up. Those whose term of life 

continues will have their souls returned and they will wake up. Thus, people’s souls 
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are in God’s hands whether they are asleep or awake: “In all this there are signs for 

people who reflect.” (Verse 42) 

Such being the case, with the Prophet having no responsibility for others, it is up 

to each of them individually: if they follow divine guidance, they benefit themselves; 

and if they choose error, they bear the responsibility for their choice. They will have 

to face the reckoning, for they will not be left unaccountable. What hope, then, do 

they have for salvation? “Have they chosen others besides God to intercede for them? Say: 

Why, even though they have no power over anything and no understanding? Say: All 

intercession belongs to God alone. His alone is the dominion over the heavens and the earth; 

and to Him you will all in the end return.” (Verses 43-44) The question here is sarcastic, 

referring to their claims that they worship the statues of angels in order that these 

bring them closer to God. They are asked: “Why, even though they have no power over 

anything and no understanding?” The question is followed by an emphatic statement 

that all intercession belongs to God: it is He who permits whomever He wishes to 

intercede. Do they think that attributing partners to God is the way to achieve 

intercession? 

“His alone is the dominion over the heavens and the earth.” (Verse 44) No one can defy 

His will in His kingdom, where all dominion belongs to Him alone. “And to Him you 

will all in the end return.” (Verse 44) There is no escape, simple. 

The s rah then describes how strongly they dislike any statement about God’s 

oneness, while they delight in the attribution of partners with Him, when everything 

around them in the universe rejects such polytheism: 

Whenever God alone is mentioned, the hearts of those who will not believe in the life to 
come shrink with aversion; but when others are mentioned side by side with Him, they 
rejoice. (Verse 45) 

The verse describes a real situation during the Prophet’s time, when the 

unbelievers delighted at the mention of their false deities, but showed clear dislike 

when God’s oneness was asserted. Yet the verse also describes a state of affairs that 

takes place in all environments. Some people do express dislike when they are asked 

to believe in God alone and to implement His law and code of living. When other 

systems and laws are mentioned, they demonstrate happiness and delight. Only then 

are they ready to discuss and argue. It is these very people that God is describing in 

this verse: they are the ones, in all communities and generations, who trample over 

sound human nature, choose deviation, go and lead others astray. 

The reply to all such deviation is taught by God to His Messenger whereby the 

latter says: 
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Say: God! Originator of the heavens and the earth! You have knowledge of all that is 
imperceptible and all that is present. It is You who will judge between Your servants 
concerning all that over which they differ. (Verse 46) 

It is a simple prayer that comes from sound human nature looking at the heavens 

and the earth, that cannot find anyone other than God who could have created them, 

that acknowledges His creation, and addresses Him by the quality that fits the 

Originator of the universe, i.e. His knowledge of the imperceptible and all that 

anyone witnesses. It is He who is fully aware of what is present and what is absent, 

what is hidden and what is manifest. “It is You who will judge between Your servants 

concerning all that over which they differ.” (Verse 46) He is the only judge and arbiter 

when they all return to Him, as return they must. 

As Man Suffers Affliction 

The s rah then shows their miserable state when they return for judgement: 

If the wrongdoers possessed all that is on earth, and twice as much, they would surely 
offer it all as ransom from the awful suffering on the Day of Resurrection. For God 
will have made obvious to them something they have never reckoned with. Obvious to 
them will have become the evil of what they had done; and they will be overwhelmed 
by that which they used to deride. (Verses 47-48) 

The verse makes an implicit threat within a statement that strikes fear into the 

hearts of those described as ‘wrongdoers’, which refers to everyone who associates 

partners, of any type, with God. If those people had in their possession ‘all that is on 

earth,’ including everything to which they attach high value and fear to lose should 

they accept Islam, indeed, if they had ‘twice as much’, they would willingly offer it all 

just to be spared the awful suffering they will see with their own eyes on the Day of 

Resurrection. Added to this is another implicit threat that is equally fearful: “For God 

will have made obvious to them something they have never reckoned with.” (Verse 47) The 

s rah does not specify what will become obvious to them, but it is clearly understood 

that it is terrible, to be feared. It comes from God, and He shows them what they 

could never have expected. 

“Obvious to them will have become the evil of what they had done; and they will be 

overwhelmed by that which they used to deride.” (Verse 48) Again this aggravates their 

position, because they will see for themselves how evil their deeds were, and they 

will find themselves engulfed with the warnings that they used to deride and 

ridicule. 

Then follows a description of an ironic situation: they are outspoken in denying 
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God’s oneness, yet when they suffer affliction they turn to none but Him, praying 

earnestly for His help. When He bestows His grace on them and removes their 

affliction they revert to their boastful claims and deny His favours: 

When man suffers affliction, he cries out to Us; but once We bestow upon him a 
favour by Our grace, he says: I have been given all this by virtue of my knowledge.’ By 
no means! It is but a test, yet most of them do not understand. (Verse 49) 

This verse describes man if he does not accept the truth and turn back to his true 

Lord, following the path leading to Him and remaining on that path in all situations 

of strength or weakness. Affliction purges human nature of the desires and ambitions 

that blur its vision. It removes from it all alien influences that place a barrier between 

it and the truth. Therefore, when afflicted, it can easily recognize God and turn to 

Him alone. Yet when the testing times are over, and human nature again finds itself 

in easy and comfortable circumstances, man forgets what he said only a short while 

earlier. His nature is again turned away from the truth under the influence of his 

desires, and he looks at God’s favours and provisions only to say: “I have been given 

all this by virtue of my knowledge.” (Verse 49) This was said by Q rūn, or Korah, in 

former times, and it is said by everyone who admires what he is able to obtain of 

wealth or position through some sort of ability or knowledge, forgetting who grants 

him these, namely the One who has made causes produce their effects and who 

grants everyone their provisions. 

“By no means! It is but a test, yet most of them do not understand.” (Verse 49) It is all 

just a test. Man either proves himself, shows that he is grateful to God and sets 

himself on the right way or he denies God’s favours, takes the wrong way and goes 

astray. 

By an act of God’s grace, the Qur’ n reveals this secret to us. It alerts us to the 

source of danger, warns us against failure in the test, and thus leaves us no excuse or 

argument. It reminds us of the fates of those who lived long before us, which were 

the result of something like the words spoken by many an unbeliever in the past: “I 

have been given all this by virtue of my knowledge.” (Verse 49) 

Those who lived before their time said the same, but of no avail to them was all that 
they had ever done: for the very evil of their deeds recoiled upon them. Similarly, the 
wrongdoers among these present people will have the evil of their deeds recoil upon 
them. They will never be able to frustrate [Gods purpose]. (Verses 50-51) 

They are the same deviant words spoken by earlier peoples and which led them to 

ruin. Nothing of their knowledge, wealth or positions were of benefit to them. The 

same rule will apply to the present unbelievers, because God’s law will never 
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change. “They will never be able to frustrate God’s purpose.” (Verse 51) Indeed, God 

cannot be defied by His creation who remain weak, despite any appearance of power 

they may enjoy. As for what God has granted them of His favours and provisions, it 

is all subject to His will. He gives all His creation whatever He may determine for 

them, according to His wisdom, making it all a test for them which ensures that His 

will is done: “Are they not aware that it is God who grants sustenance in abundance, or 

gives it sparingly, to whomever He wills? In this there are signs to those who believe.” (Verse 

52) God’s signs are given to people so that they will benefit by the guidance they 

provide and will be led to faith. They must not turn them into causes of unbelief and 

rejection of the truth. 
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7 

The Gates of Mercy 

Say: ‘[Thus speaks God]: You servants of Mine 

who have transgressed against their own souls! Do 

not despair of God’s mercy: God forgives all sins; 

He alone is Much-Forgiving, Merciful.’ (53) 

Turn towards your Lord and submit to Him 

before the suffering comes upon you, for then you 

cannot be helped. (54) 

Follow the best that has been revealed to you by 

your Lord before the suffering comes upon you of a 

sudden, without your being aware of it, (55) 

lest anyone should say: ‘Woe is me for having 

neglected what is due to God, and for having been 

one of those who scoffed [at the truth]; (56) 

or lest he should say: ‘If God had but guided me, 

I would surely have been among the God- 

fearing;’ (57) 

or lest he should say, when faced by the suffering 

[that awaits him]: ‘If only I could have a second 

chance in life, I will he among those who do good.’ 

(58) 

* ö≅ è% y“ÏŠ$t7 Ïè≈ tƒ t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (#θèùuó r& #’ n?tã 

öΝ Îγ Å¡àΡr& Ÿω (#θäÜ uΖø) s? ⎯ ÏΒ Ïπ uΗ÷q §‘ «!$# 4 ¨βÎ) ©!$# 

ãÏ øótƒ z>θçΡ—%!$# $·è‹ ÏΗsd 4 … çμ ¯ΡÎ) uθèδ â‘θà tóø9 $# 

ãΛ⎧Ïm§9 $# ∩∈⊂∪  

(# þθç7 ÏΡr& uρ 4’ n<Î) öΝ ä3În/ u‘ (#θßϑÎ=ó™ r& uρ … çμ s9 ⎯ ÏΒ È≅ ö6 s% 

βr& ãΝä3u‹ Ï?ù'tƒ Ü># x‹ yèø9 $# §Ν èO Ÿω šχρç|ÇΖè? 

∩∈⊆∪  

(# þθãèÎ7 ¨?$# uρ z⎯ |¡ômr& !$tΒ tΑ Ì“Ρé& Ν ä3ø‹s9 Î) ⎯ ÏiΒ 

Ν à6 În/ §‘ ⎯ÏiΒ È≅ ö6 s% βr& ãΝ à6 u‹ Ï?ù'tƒ Ü># x‹yèø9 $# 

Zπ tGøót/ óΟ çFΡr& uρ Ÿω šχρããèô±n@ ∩∈∈∪  

βr& tΑθà) s? Ó§ø tΡ 4’ tAuô£ ys≈ tƒ 4’ n?tã $tΒ àMÛ§sù 

’ Îû É= /Ζy_ «!$# βÎ) uρ àMΖä. z⎯ Ïϑs9 t⎦⎪ÌÏ‚≈ ¡¡9 $# 

∩∈∉∪  

÷ρr& tΑθà) s? öθs9 χr& ©!$# ©Í_1 y‰yδ àMΨ à6 s9 

z⎯ ÏΒ š⎥⎫ É) −Fßϑø9 $# ∩∈∠∪  

÷ρr& tΑθà) s? t⎦⎫Ïm “ts? z># x‹yèø9 $# öθs9 χr& ’ Í< 



 

 359

Overview 

The previous passage included a description of the terrible situations in which the 

wrongdoers find themselves on the Day of Judgement: “If the wrongdoers possessed all 

that is on earth, and twice as much, they would surely offer it all as ransom from the awful 

suffering on the Day of Resurrection. For God will have made obvious to them something they 

have never reckoned with. Obvious to them will have become the evil of what they had done; 

and they will be overwhelmed by that which they used to deride.” (Verses 47-48) Now the 

s rah shows the way back leaving the gates of God’s mercy wide open, requiring 

nothing for admittance except sincere repentance. At this point, God shows the 

prospect of His forgiveness and mercy available to all those who have transgressed 

no matter how great the sins they have committed are. He invites them all to turn 

back to Him with repentance, entertaining no feeling of despair. This invitation to 

benefit by God’s grace is coupled with an image of what awaits them of suffering if 

they do not take this opportunity to repent before it is too late. 

Mercy Available to All 

Say: [Thus speaks God]: You servants of Mine who have transgressed against their 
own souls! Do not despair of God’s mercy: God forgives all sins; He alone is Much-
Forgiving, Merciful. (Verse 53) 

[God will say]: ‘Yes, indeed! My revelations did 

come to you, but you rejected them. You were filled 

with false pride and had no faith at all.’ (59) 

On the Day of Resurrection you will see those 

who invented lies about God with their faces 

darkened. Is not there in hell a proper abode for 

the arrogant? (60) 

But God will deliver those who are God-fearing 

to their place of safety: no harm shall afflict them, 

nor shall they grieve. (61) 
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It is divine mercy that will erase every transgression, whatever it happens to be. It 

is an invitation to all those who have gone far into error and led a life that has taken 

them far astray, telling them hope still remains available and God’s mercy and 

forgiveness are not far from them. God is most merciful to His servants. He knows 

their weaknesses and the factors that work on them, whether these are within 

themselves or in society. He is aware that Satan sets traps for them at every corner, 

using a great variety of forces, never tiring of his attempt to seduce them. Moreover, 

God knows that man can easily fall when he lets his bond to the truth weaken, and 

that his desires and aspirations can easily disturb his equilibrium, pulling him this 

way or that, leading him into error. 

As God knows all this about man, He provides him with ample help, opening the 

gates of His mercy. He does not take him to task for his sin until He has facilitated for 

him all the ways and means to rectify his error and mend his ways. Nevertheless, 

when man goes deep into sin, thinking that he is totally rejected by God and that all 

is lost, he hears at this point of utter despair a fine address expressing the unlimited 

mercy available to him: “Say: [Thus speaks God]: You servants of Mine who have 

transgressed against their own souls! Do not despair of God’s mercy: God forgives all sins; 

He alone is Much-Forgiving, Merciful.” (Verse 53) 

This means that despite his repeated sins, going far into disobedience of God, all 

he needs to receive God’s grace that revives all that is good in him is to repent. All he 

needs to do is turn back to God through the gate that is left wide open, without a 

guard, and with no need for any special permission: 

Turn towards your Lord and submit to Him before the suffering comes upon you, for 
then you cannot be helped. Follow the best that has been revealed to you by your Lord 
before the suffering comes upon you of a sudden, without your being aware of it. 
(Verses 54-55) 

To turn to God in true submission and to surrender oneself once more to Him is 

all that is needed. No rituals, no barriers, no intermediaries, no intercessors. It is a 

direct link between servant and Master, creature and Creator: whoever wishes to 

return, stop rebellion and approach in full submission may do so. What he will 

receive is acceptance, a warm welcome and grace beyond measure. 

Come on all of you, then! Come on “before re the suffering comes upon you, for then 

you cannot be helped.” (Verse 54) Should the chance be missed, there can be no help. 

The chance is open now, but its duration cannot be guaranteed. In fact, it can 

terminate at any moment of the night and day. Therefore, come on and “Follow the 

best that has been revealed to you by your Lord,” which is this Qur’ n that you now have 

at your fingertips, “before the suffering comes upon you of a sudden, without your being 
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aware of it.” (Verse 55) Come on now before it is too late. Otherwise you will regret 

missing the chance and ridiculing God’s promise: “lest anyone should say: Woe is me for 

having neglected what is due to God, and for having been one of those who scoffed [at the 

truth].” (Verse 56) Alternatively, someone may say that God condemned him to be in 

error: had He decreed that he would follow divine guidance, he would have been a 

God-fearing person: “or lest he should say: If God had but guided me, I would surely have 

been among the God-fearing.” (Verse 57) This is a baseless excuse: the chance is offered 

to everyone, the means are available to all, and the gates are wide open. Yet people 

deliberately miss out: “Or lest he should say, when faced by the suffering [that awaits him]: 

If only I could have a second chance in life, I will be among those who do good.” (Verse 58) 

This is something that will never be given. Once this life is over, no return is allowed. 

All people are now at the stage when they can do what they want. If they miss this 

chance, all is lost. They will be held to account, and they will be rebuked: “Yes, 

indeed.’ My revelations did come to you, but you rejected them. You were filled with false 

pride and had no faith at all.” (Verse 59) 

At this point, when the s rah has brought our feelings and hearts to the Day of 

Judgement, it shows us the two contrasting images of the unbelievers and the God-

fearing on that momentous day: 

On the Day of Resurrection you will see those who invented lies about God with their 
faces darkened. Is not there in hell a proper abode for the arrogant? But God will 
deliver those who are God- fearing to their place of safety: no harm shall afflict them, 
nor shall they grieve. (Verses 60-61) 

This is the final end: one group have faces darkened by humiliation, sorrow and 

the scorches of hell. These are the arrogant who, during their lives in this world, were 

called to turn to God and believe in Him, and the chance was kept open for them 

even after they went far into sin, but they refused to pay heed. Now, on the Day of 

judgement, they are left in utter humiliation that shows in their faces. The other 

group are the winners who will not be touched by grief or affliction. These are the 

God-fearing who, during their lives on earth, paid heed to God’s warnings and 

hoped for His mercy. They are the ones who will be safe: “no harm shall afflict them, 

nor shall they grieve.” (Verse 61) 

With all issues made abundantly clear, let everyone choose what they want. They 

can either respond to the call and enjoy God’s grace they are certain to find just 

behind the open gate of repentance, or they can persist in disobedience until the 

suffering takes them unawares. 
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8 

Driven in Throngs 

God is the Creator of everything, and of all things 

He is the Guardian. (62) 

His are the keys of the heavens and the earth. 

Those who deny God’s revelations will surely be 

the losers. (63) 

Say: ‘You ignorant people Would you bid me 

worship anyone other than God?’ (64) 

It has been revealed to you, and to those before 

you, that if you ever associate partners with God, 

all your works shall certainly come to nothing, 

and you shall certainly be among the lost. (65) 

You shall worship God alone, and be one of those 

who give thanks [to Him]. (66) 

No true understanding of God have they: on the 

Day of Resurrection, the whole earth will be a 

mere handful to Him, and the heavens will be 

rolled up in His right hand. Limitless is He in 

His glory, and sublimely exalted above anything 

which they associate as partner with Him. (67) 
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The trumpet will be sounded, and all creatures 

that are in the heavens and the earth will fall 

down senseless, except those God wills to be 

spared. It will then be sounded a second time, and 

they will rise and look around them. (68) 

The earth will shine bright with the light of its 

Lord; the Record of Deeds will be laid open; all 

the prophets and the witnesses will be brought in. 

Judgement will be passed on them all in justice, 

and they will not be wronged; (69) 

for every human being will be repaid in full for 

whatever they have done. He is fully aware of all 

that they do. (70) 

The unbelievers will be led to hell in throngs. 

When they reach it, its gates will be opened, and 

its keepers will ask them: ‘Did there not come to 

you messengers from among yourselves, who recited 

to you your Lord’s revelations and forewarned you 

of this day?’ They will answer: ‘Yes, indeed.’ But 

the sentence of suffering will have already been 

passed against the unbelievers. (71) 

They will be told: ‘Enter the gates of hell; there 

you will abide.’ How vile an abode for the 

arrogant! (72) 

And the believers will be led to paradise in 

throngs. When they reach it, they shall find its 

gates wide open; and its keepers will say to them: 

‘Peace he to you! Well have you done. Come in: 

you are here to stay.’ (73) 
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Overview 

This final part of the s rah presents its main theme, God’s oneness, from the angle 

of the oneness of the Creator who created and controls everything. This serves to 

show how singular the unbelievers’ offer to the Prophet was that he should join them 

in worshipping their idols in return for them joining him in worshipping God. Since 

God is the Creator and Controller of all, how could anyone be worshipped alongside 

Him? “No true understanding of God have they,” when they associate partners with 

Him when He has sway over all and everything, subjecting them all to His will: “on 

the Day of Resurrection, the whole earth will be a mere handful to Him, and the heavens will 

be rolled up in His right hand.” (Verse 67) As this image of the Day of Judgement is 

shown here, the s rah presents a unique scene of that day, culminating with the 

angels surrounding God’s throne, extolling their Lord’s glory and praise. The entire 

universe joins them in their praises: “All praise is due to God, the Lord of all the worlds.” 

(Verse 75) This is, then, the decisive word on the issue of God’s oneness. 

False Understanding 

God is the Creator of everything, and of all things He is the Guardian. His are the keys 
of the heavens and the earth. Those who deny God’s revelations will surely be the 
losers. (Verses 62-63) 

This is the truth that everything in the universe confirms. No one can ever claim to 

They will say: All praise is due to God who has 

made His promise to us come true and given us 

this land as our own. Now we may dwell in 

paradise as we please.’ How excellent is the 

reward of those who worked hard. (74) 

You will see the angels surrounding the Throne, 

extolling their Lord’s glory and praise. Judgement 

will have been passed on all in justice, and it will 

be said: All praise is due to God, the Lord of all 

the worlds.’ (75) 
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create anything. No rational being can claim that this universe came into existence 

without a creator, when everything in it testifies to elaborate planning and a clear 

purpose behind creation. Nothing in it, from the very small to the very large, is left to 

chance: “Of all things He is the Guardian.” (Verse 62) Into His control the heavens and 

the earth are placed. He conducts their affairs the way He chooses. They operate in 

accordance with the system He put in place for them. No will other than His 

interferes with anything. This is acknowledged by human nature, confirmed by 

practical fact and endorsed by reason and conscience. 

“Those who deny God’s revelations will surely be the losers.” (Verse 63) They have lost 

the understanding that makes their lives on earth consistent and harmonious with 

the life of the universe. They have lost the comfort of divine guidance, the beauty of 

faith, the reassurance of belief and the sweetness of certainty. On the Day of 

Judgement they will lose their own souls and their families. Hence, the term ‘losers’ 

applies to them in all its shades and connotations. 

In the light of this truth, testified to by the heavens, the earth and every creature in 

the universe, the Prophet is instructed in how to reply to the idolaters’ offer of both 

parties joining together in the worship of their idols and God Almighty at the same 

time. It is as if the whole question is a bargain to be struck by compromise: “Say: You 

ignorant people! Would you bid me worship anyone other than God?” (Verse 64) This is the 

natural reaction to such a stupid offer that betrays nothing but ignorance. 

This is followed with a clear warning against associating partners with God, 

beginning with the prophets and God’s messengers who would never entertain even 

the slightest thought of such association. This, however, serves to alert all others to 

the truth that in the question of who is to be worshipped, God stands alone without 

partners, while in the question of offering worship, all mankind, including the 

prophets and God’s messengers, are in the same position as God’s servants: “It has 

been revealed to you, and to those before you, that if you ever associate partners with God, all 

your works shall certainly come to nothing, and you shall certainly be among the lost.” 

(Verse 65) 

This warning against associating partners with God concludes with an order to 

worship God alone. We are to show gratitude to Him for providing us with guidance 

to the path to certainty. We should also thank Him for all His countless favours 

which He bestows on us and which we all enjoy at every moment of our lives: “You 

shall worship God alone, and be one of those who give thanks.” (Verse 66) 

“No true understanding of God have they.” (Verse 67) Indeed, they have no clear or 

true understanding of Him when they associate with Him some of His creatures. Nor 

do they worship Him as He should be worshipped. They do not appreciate His 

oneness, greatness, majesty and power. Therefore, the s rah reveals to us an aspect of 
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God’s great power in the normal Qur’ nic way of drawing images that place before 

our eyes a fundamental truth: “On the Day of Resurrection, the whole earth will be a mere 

handful to Him, and the heavens will be rolled up in His right hand. Limitless is He in His 

glory, and sublimely exalted above anything which they associate as partner with Him.” 

(Verse 67) 

All that we read in the Qur’ n or in ad th of such images and scenes are given in 

order to present fundamental truths that we would otherwise not comprehend. In 

other words we need images we can visualize. Here we have an example of this 

method, portraying for us an aspect of God’s absolute power that cannot be limited 

to one form, placed within one area or confined within certain boundaries.§ 

A Majestic Scene 

We now have a scene of the Day of Judgement that begins with the first blowing 

of the trumpet and ends when the judgement is passed and people are being led to 

their respective places, either heaven or hell. God Almighty stands in His greatness 

while the entire universe repeats His glorification and praise. It is a unique scene 

which is, as it starts, full of life and movement, but one which then slows down until 

every movement ceases and all stand still. Thus, complete stillness covers the place 

where all are brought for judgement, standing humbly before God Almighty. 

The first blow on the trumpet is made, and all creatures who until that moment 

remained alive on earth and in the heavens fall senseless, except those God spares. 

We do not know how much time elapses before the second blow is sounded on the 

trumpet: “The trumpet will be sounded, and all creatures that are in the heavens and the 

earth will fall down senseless, except those God wills to be spared. It will then be sounded a 

second time, and they will rise and look around them.” (Verse 68) The third blow of 

gathering them all is not mentioned here. Nor is there mention of the bustling and 

the crowding, because the scene here is a quiet one, where all move very gradually. 

“The earth will shine bright with the light of its Lord.” (Verse 69) This is the earth 

where all action will take place. Needless to say, there is no light other than the light 

of its Lord Almighty. “The Record of Deeds will be laid open.” It is the book in which all 

deeds by all creatures are entered. “All the prophets and the witnesses will be brought in.” 

They will testify stating the truth they know. No argument or dispute is mentioned 

here so as to maintain the atmosphere of majesty and humility before God that 

permeates the entire scene. “Judgement will be passed on them all in justice, and they will 

not be wronged; for every human being will be repaid in full for whatever they have done. He 

is filly aware of all that they do.” (Verses 69-70) There is no need for a word to be said or 

                                                 
§ For further discussion on the Yad attribute, please refer to section 1.6 of A Critique of ‘In the Shade of 
the Qur’ n.’ 
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a voice to be raised. The whole picture of reckoning, questions asked and answers 

given, is folded without mention because it does not fit with the ambience of majesty 

expressed. 

The Ultimate Destination 

“The unbelievers will be led to hell in throngs. When they reach it, its gates will be 

opened.” (Verse 71) The angels keeping guard will receive them there with a 

statement that they deserve their lot, reminding them of the reasons why they have 

ended up there: “its keepers will ask them: ‘Did there not come to you messengers from 

among yourselves, who recited to you your Lord’s revelations and forewarned you of this 

day? They will answer: ‘Yes, indeed.’ But the sentence of suffering will have already been 

passed against the unbelievers.” (Verse 71) The position is one of submission, without 

any argument or dispute. They accept their lot and submit to their fate: “They will be 

told: ‘Enter the gates of hell; there you will abide.’ How vile an abode for the arrogant!” 

(Verse 72) 

Such is the fate of the arrogant party, destined for hell. How about the other party, 

the God-fearing who are destined for heaven? 

And the believers will be led to paradise in throngs. When they reach it, they shall find 
its gates wide open; and its keepers will say to them: Peace be to you! Well have you 
done. Come in: you are here to stay. (Verse 73) 

It is a warm welcome, coupled with pleasant praise of the recipients and an 

outline of the reasons for which they deserved their reward: Well have you done.” You 

purified yourselves of sin, lived a pure life and came here with such purity. None but 

the pure enter heaven. Therefore, you are to remain here forever. 

At this point, the voices of the people of heaven are raised high in glorifying and 

praising God: “They will say: All praise is due to God who has made His promise to us come 

true and given us this land as our own.” (Verse 74) This is the land worth inheriting. 

They live in it wherever they wish, taking from it whatever they want. “How excellent 

is the reward of those who worked hard.” (Verse 74) 

The scene is given a finale that fills our hearts with awe and majesty. It too is in 

complete harmony with the ambience of the whole s rah devoted to the theme of 

God’s oneness. The entire universe is in complete submission to God Almighty, and 

praises of God are uttered by every living soul and all existence: 

You will see the angels surrounding the Throne, extolling their Lord’s glory and 
praise. Judgement will have been passed on all in justice, and it will be said: All praise 
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is due to God, the Lord of all the worlds. (Verse 75) 
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S RAH 78 

Al-Naba’  
(The Tiding) 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

About what are they asking? (1)  

About the fateful tiding (2)  

on which they dispute. (3) 

No indeed; they shall certainly know! (4) 

Again, no indeed; they shall certainly 

know! (5) 

Have We not spread and levelled the earth, 

(6) 

and made the mountains as pegs? (7) 

We created you in pairs, (8) 

and made your sleep a cessation of activity. 

(9) 

We made the night a mantle, (10) 

§Ν tã tβθä9 u™!$|¡tFtƒ ∩⊇∪  

Ç⎯ tã Î* t6̈Ζ9 $# ÉΟ‹ Ïà yèø9 $# ∩⊄∪  

“Ï% ©!$# ö/ãφ Ïμ‹ Ïù tβθà Î=tGøƒ èΧ ∩⊂∪  

ξx. tβθçΗ s>÷èu‹y™ ∩⊆∪  

¢Ο èO ξx. tβθçΗs>÷èu‹y™ ∩∈∪  

óΟ s9 r& È≅ yèøg wΥ uÚ ö‘ F{ $# # Y‰≈ yγ ÏΒ ∩∉∪  

tΑ$t7 Åg ø:$# uρ #YŠ$s?÷ρr& ∩∠∪  

ö/ ä3≈ oΨø) n=yz uρ % [`≡ uρø—r& ∩∇∪  

$uΖù=yèy_ uρ ö/ ä3tΒöθtΡ $Y?$t7 ß™ ∩®∪  

$uΖù=yèy_ uρ Ÿ≅ ø‹ ©9 $# $U™$t7 Ï9 ∩⊇⊃∪  
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and appointed the day for gaining a 

livelihood. (11) 

We built above you seven mighty ones, (12) 

and placed therein a blazing lamp. (13) 

We send down out of the rain- clouds water 

in abundance, (14) 

by which We bring forth grain and varied 

plants, (15) 

and gardens thick with trees. (16) 

Fixed is the Day of Decision. (17) 

On that day the Trumpet is blown and you 

shall come in crowds, (18) 

and heaven is opened, and becomes gates, 

(19) 

and the mountains are made to move away, 

and seem to have been a mirage. (20) 

Hell stands as a vigilant watch guard, 

(21) 

a home for the tyrants and the 

transgressors. (22) 

Therein they shall abide for ages, (23) 

tasting neither coolness nor any drink, (24) 

except boiling fluid and decaying filth: (25) 

$uΖù=yèy_ uρ u‘$pκ ¨]9 $# $V©$yètΒ ∩⊇⊇∪  

$uΖøŠ t⊥ t/ uρ öΝ ä3s% öθsù $Yèö7 y™ # YŠ# y‰Ï© ∩⊇⊄∪  

$uΖù=yèy_ uρ % [`# uÅ  %[`$̈δ uρ ∩⊇⊂∪  

$uΖø9 t“Ρr& uρ z⎯ ÏΒ ÏN≡ uÅÇ÷èßϑø9 $# [™!$tΒ % [`$̄g wR ∩⊇⊆∪  

ylÌ÷‚ãΖÏj9 ⎯ ÏμÎ/ ${7 ym $Y?$ t7 tΡuρ ∩⊇∈∪  

BM≈ ¨Ζy_uρ $̧ù$x ø9 r& ∩⊇∉∪  

¨βÎ) tΠ öθtƒ È≅ óÁx ø9 $# tβ% x. $\F≈ s)‹ ÏΒ ∩⊇∠∪  

tΠ öθtƒ ã‡ xΖãƒ †Îû Í‘θÁ9 $# tβθè?ù'tFsù % [`# uθøù r& 

∩⊇∇∪  

ÏM ysÏGèùuρ â™!$yϑ¡¡9 $# ôM tΡ% s3sù $\/≡ uθö/ r& ∩⊇®∪  

ÏNuÉi ß™ uρ ãΑ$t7 Åg ø:$# ôM tΡ% s3 sù $¹/# u|  ∩⊄⊃∪  

¨βÎ) zΟ ¨Ψ yγ y_ ôM tΡ% x. # YŠ$|¹ó ÉΔ ∩⊄⊇∪  

t⎦⎫Éó≈ ©Ü=Ïj9 $\/$t↔ tΒ ∩⊄⊄∪  

t⎦⎫ÏV Î7≈ ©9 !$pκ Ïù $\/$s) ômr& ∩⊄⊂∪  

ω tβθè%ρä‹ tƒ $pκ Ïù #YŠ öt/ Ÿωuρ $¹/# uŸ° ∩⊄⊆∪  

ωÎ) $VϑŠ ÏΗxq $]%$¡¡xîuρ ∩⊄∈∪  

[™!# t“ y_ $»%$ sùÍρ ∩⊄∉∪  
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a fitting recompense. (26) 

They did not expect to be faced with a 

reckoning, (27) 

and roundly denied Our revelations. (28) 

But We have placed on record every single 

thing, (29) 

[and We shall say]: ‘Taste this, then; the 

only increase you shall have is increase of 

torment.’ (30) 

The God-fearing shall have a place of 

security, (31) 

gardens and vineyards, (32) 

and high-bosomed maidens, of equal age, 

for companions, (33) 

and a cup overflowing. (34) 

There they shall hear no idle talk, nor any 

falsehood. (35) 

Such is the recompense of your Lord, a 

truly sufficient gift. (36) 

Lord of the heavens and earth and all that 

lies between them, the Most Gracious, with 

whom they have no power to speak. (37) 

On the day when the Spirit and the angels 

stand in ranks, they shall not speak, 

except those to whom the Most Gracious 

öΝ åκ ¨ΞÎ) (#θçΡ$Ÿ2 Ÿω tβθã_ötƒ $\/$|¡Ïm ∩⊄∠∪  

(#θç/ ¤‹x. uρ $uΖÏG≈ tƒ$t↔ Î/ $\/# ¤‹Ï. ∩⊄∇∪  

¨≅ ä. uρ >™ó_x« çμ≈ oΨ øŠ |Áômr& $Y7≈ tGÅ2 ∩⊄®∪  

(#θè%ρä‹ sù ⎯ n=sù öΝ ä. y‰ƒ Ì“ ¯Ρ ωÎ) $¹/# x‹tã ∩⊂⊃∪  

¨βÎ) t⎦⎫É) −Fßϑù=Ï9 # ·—$x tΒ ∩⊂⊇∪  

t, Í←!# y‰tn $Y6≈ uΖôãr& uρ ∩⊂⊄∪  

|= Ïã# uθx. uρ $\/# tø?r& ∩⊂⊂∪  

$U™ ù( x. uρ $]%$yδÏŠ ∩⊂⊆∪  

ω tβθãèyϑó¡o„ $pκ Ïù # Yθøós9 Ÿωuρ $\/≡ ¤‹Ï. ∩⊂∈∪  

[™!# t“ y_ ⎯ ÏiΒ y7 Îi/ ¢‘ ¹™!$sÜ tã $\/$|¡Ïm ∩⊂∉∪  

Éb>§‘ ÏN≡ uθ≈ yϑ¡¡9 $# ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# uρ $tΒ uρ $yϑåκ s] ÷ t/ 

Ç⎯≈ uΗ÷q §9 $# ( Ÿω tβθä3Î=÷Ιs‡ çμ÷ΖÏΒ $\/$sÜ Åz ∩⊂∠∪  

tΠ öθtƒ ãΠθà) tƒ ßyρ”9 $# èπ s3Í× ¯≈ n=yϑø9 $# uρ $y |¹ ( ω 
šχθßϑ̄=s3 tGtƒ ωÎ) ô⎯ tΒ tβÏŒ r& ã&s! ß⎯≈ oΗ÷q §9 $# 

tΑ$s%uρ $\/# uθ|¹ ∩⊂∇∪  
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has given leave, and who shall say what is 

right. (38) 

That day is a certainty. Let him who will 

seek a way back to his Lord. (39) 

We have forewarned you of an imminent 

scourge, on the day when man will look on 

what his hands have forwarded and the 

unbeliever will cry: ‘Would that I were 

dust!’ (40) 

y7 Ï9≡ sŒ ãΠ öθu‹ ø9 $# ‘,ptø:$# ( ⎯ yϑsù u™!$x© x‹sƒ ªB $# 4’ n<Î) 

⎯ Ïμ În/ u‘ $¹/$t↔ tΒ ∩⊂®∪  

!$̄ΡÎ) öΝ ä3≈ tΡö‘ x‹Ρr& $\/# x‹tã $Y6ƒÌs% uΘöθtƒ ãÝàΖtƒ 

â™öyϑø9 $# $tΒ ôM tΒ£‰s% çν# y‰tƒ ãΑθà) tƒ uρ ãÏù% s3ø9 $# 

©Í_ tFø‹n=≈ tƒ àMΖä. $R/≡ tè? ∩⊆⊃∪ 

Overview 

This volume contains 37 s rahs forming what is traditionally known as the 

thirtieth part of the Qur’ n, on the basis that divides the Qur’ n into 30 parts of equal 

length, so as to make it easy to read the whole book once a month. Yet this part has a 

special, distinctive colour. All the s rahs it includes are Makkan, except two, The 

Clear Proof and Divine Help, which take numbers 98 and 110 respectively. Although 

they vary in length, they are all short. More significant, however, is the fact that they 

form a single group with more or less the same theme. They enjoy the same 

characteristics of rhythm, images, connotations and overall style. They are, indeed, 

like a persistent and strong knocking on a door, or a series of loud shouts seeking to 

awaken those who are fast asleep, or those who are drunk and have lost 

consciousness, or are in a night club, completely absorbed in their dancing or 

entertainment. The knocks and the shouts come one after the other: Wake up! Look 

around you! Think! Reflect! There is a God! There is planning, trial, liability, 

reckoning, reward, severe punishment and lasting bliss. The same warning is 

repeated time after time. A strong hand shakes them violently. They seem to open 

their eyes, look around for a second and return to unconsciousness. The strong hand 

shakes them again. The shouts and knocks are repeated even more loudly. They may 

wake up once or twice to say obstinately, “No!” They may stone the person warning 

them or insult him and then resume their position of inattention. He shakes them 

anew.  

This is how I feel when I read this part of the Qur’ n. It places much emphasis on 

a small number of significant facts and strikes certain notes which touch people’s 

hearts. It concentrates on certain scenes in the universe and in the world of the 

human soul, as well as certain events which take place on the Day of Decision. I note 
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how they are repeated in different ways, which suggests that the repetition is 

intended. 

This is how one feels when one reads: “Let man reflect on the food he eats.” (80: 24) 

Or: “Let man then reflect of what he is created.” (86: 5) Or: “Let them reflect on the camels, 

how they were created; and heaven, how it is raised aloft; and the mountains, how they are 

hoisted; and the earth, how it is spread out.” (88: 17-20) Or: “Which is stronger in 

constitution: you or the heaven He has built? He raised it high and gave it its perfect shape, 

and gave darkness to its night, and brought out its daylight. After that He spread out the 

earth. He brought out water from it, and brought forth its pastures; and the mountains He set 

firm, for you and your cattle to delight in.” (79: 2733) Or: “Have We not spread and levelled 

the earth, and made the mountains as pegs? We created you in pairs, and made your sleep a 

cessation of activity. We made the night a mantle, and appointed the day for gaining a 

livelihood. We built above you seven mighty ones, and placed therein a blazing lamp. We send 

down out of the rain- clouds water in abundance, by which We bring forth grain and varied 

plants, and gardens thick with trees.” (78: 6-16) 

We entertain similar feelings when we read: “Let man reflect on the food he eats: how 

We pour down the rain in torrents, and cleave the earth in fissures; how We bring forth the 

corn, the grapes and the fresh vegetation, the olive and the palm, the dense-treed gardens, the 

fruit-trees and the green pastures, for you and your cattle to delight in.” (80: 24-32) Or: “O 

man, what has lured you away from your gracious Lord, who created and moulded you and 

gave you an upright form. He can give you whatever shape He wills.” (82: 6-8) Or: “Extol 

the limitless glory of the name of your Lord, the Most High, who creates and proportions well, 

who determines and guides, who brings forth the pasturage, then turns it to withered grass.” 

(87: 1-5) Or: “We indeed have created man in the finest form, then We brought him down to 

the lowest of the low, except for those who believe and do good deeds; for theirs shall be an 

unfailing recompense. Who, then, can henceforth cause you to deny the Last Judgement? Is 

not God the most just of judges?” (95: 4-8) Or: “When the sun is darkened, when the stars 

fall and disperse, when the mountains are made to move away, when the camels, ten months 

pregnant, are left untended, when the wild beasts are brought together, when the seas are set 

alight, when people’s souls are paired (like with like), when the infant girl, buried alive, is 

asked for what crime she was slain, when the records are laid open, when the sky is stripped 

bare; when hell is made to burn fiercely, when paradise is brought near, every soul shall know 

what it has put forward.” (81: 1-14) Or: “When the sky is cleft asunder, when the stars are 

scattered, when the oceans are made to explode, when the graves are hurled about, each soul 

shall know its earlier actions and its later ones.” (82: 1-5) Or: “When the sky is rent asunder, 

obeying her Lord in true submission; when the earth is stretched out and casts forth all that is 

within her and becomes empty, obeying her Lord in true submission.” (84: 1-5) Or: “When 

the earth is rocked by her [final] earthquake, when the earth shakes off her burdens, and man 

asks: ‘What is the matter with her?’ On that day she will tell her news, for your Lord will 

have inspired her.” (99: 1-5) 
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We experience the same feeling as we meditate on the scenes of the universe 

portrayed at the beginning or in the middle of some of the s rahs in this part of the 

Qur’ n: “I swear by the turning stars, which move swiftly and hide themselves away, and by 

the night as it comes darkening on, and by the dawn as it starts to breathe.” (81: 1518) Or: “I 

swear by the twilight, and by the night and what it envelops, and by the moon in her full 

perfection.” (84: 16-18) Or: “By the dawn, by the ten nights, by that which is even and that 

which is odd, by the night as it journeys on!” (89: 1-4) Or: “By the sun and his morning 

brightness, by the moon as she follows him, by the day, which reveals his splendour, by the 

night, which veils him. By the heaven and its construction, by the earth and its spreading, by 

the soul and its moulding and inspiration with knowledge of wickedness and righteousness.” 

(91: 1-8) Or: “By the night when she lets fall her darkness, by the day in full splendour, by 

Him who created the male and the female.” (92: 1-3) Or: “By the bright morning hours, and 

the night when it grows still and dark.” (93: 1-2) 

Strong emphasis is laid, throughout this part of the Qur’ n, on the origin of man 

as well as on the origin of life, in both its vegetable and animal forms. Emphasis is 

also given to various scenes in the universe, such as the Day of Resurrection, which is 

described in different places as the Greatest Catastrophe, the Stunning Blast, the 

Enveloper, etc. Scenes of the reckoning, fine reward and severe retribution are also 

given prominence. They are drawn with images which leave a stunning effect. All 

these are given as a proof of the reality of creation and the elaborate planning of the 

universe by God, as well as evidence confirming the reality of the life to come, and its 

decisive reckoning. These scenes are, at times, combined with scenes of the fate of 

some of the communities which rejected the divine messages. The whole of this part 

exemplifies all this. We will make, however, a brief reference in this introduction to 

some examples. 

The present s rah, The Tiding, lays its emphasis on the realities of creation and 

resurrection, and on scenes of the universe and the hereafter. The same applies to the 

next s rah, The Pluckers. The third s rah in this part, The Frowning, begins with a 

reference to a certain incident during the early days of Islam. The rest of the s rah is 

devoted to a discussion of the origins of man and plants before it tackles what it 

terms the ‘Stunning Blast’: 

On that day everyone will forsake his brother, his mother and his father, his wife and 

his children: for each one of them will on that day have enough preoccupations of his 

own. Some faces on that day shall be beaming, smiling and joyful. Some other faces on 

that day shall be covered with dust, veiled with darkness. (80: 34-41) 

S rah 81, The Darkening, portrays scenes of the great upheaval which envelops 

the whole universe on the Day of Resurrection. It also draws some fine and inspiring 

scenes of the universe in the context of affirming the reality of revelation and the 
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Prophet’s honesty. The next s rah, Cleaving Asunder, also contains scenes of 

universal upheaval, coupled with scenes of perfect happiness and eternal suffering in 

the hereafter. As it portrays these it aims to shake and awaken people’s hearts: “0 

man, what has lured you away from your gracious Lord?” (82: 6) Scenes of both types are 

also portrayed in S rah 84, The Rending. S rah 85, The Constellations, touches very 

briefly on aspects of the universe and the hereafter by way of introduction to its main 

theme. The s rah then tackles the history of a group of believers who were subjected 

to extreme fire torture by the unbelievers. It also states how God will inflict greater 

and more severe torture with fire on those unbelievers. 

The next s rah, The Night Visitor, draws some scenes of the universe and speaks 

of the origins of man and plants prior to an oath, by all these, affirming that “This is 

surely a decisive word; it is no idle talk.” (86: 13-14) S rah 87, The Most High, speaks of 

creation, planning, divine guidance and the various stages of the growth of pastures. 

All this is given by way of introduction to the theme of the hereafter, reckoning, 

reward and retribution. The next s rah, The Enveloper, provides some images of the 

believers’ happiness in the hereafter, and the unbelievers’ misery. It also draws 

attention to the creation of camels, heaven, earth and the mountains. The same 

applies right through to the end of this part, with the exception of a few s rahs which 

are devoted to the exposition of the fundamental principles of faith, such as those 

s rahs entitled Purity of Faith, The Unbelievers, Small Kindness, The Declining Day, 

Power, and Divine Help. Also excepted are a few s rahs which give encouragement 

and solace to the Prophet and direct him to seek refuge with his Lord against all evil, 

such as those entitled, The Morning Hours, Solace, Abundance, The Daybreak, and 

Mankind. 

Another aspect of this part is its artistic use of fine expressions, images, rhythm, 

meter and rhyme to touch upon areas of exceptional beauty in the human soul and in 

the universe at large. It does this in order to achieve better results as it addresses 

those who have lost sight of the truth, trying to attract their attention and awaken 

their feelings. This is clearly evident, for example, in its portrait of the stars as they 

turn in their orbits, rise and set, in the image of deer disappearing in their dens then 

appearing again, its image of the night as a living being walking quietly in the dark, 

and the dawn breathing with the first rays of light: “I swear by the turning stars, which 

move swiftly and hide themselves away, and by the night as it comes darkening on, and by the 

dawn as it starts to breathe.” (81: 15-18) 

It is also clear in the description of sunset, the night and the moon: “I swear by the 

twilight, and by the night and what it envelops, and by the moon in her full perfection.” (84: 

16-18) And in the scenes of dawn and the travelling night: “By the dawn, by the ten 

nights, by that which is even and that which is odd, by the night as it journeys on!” (89: 1-4) 

Or: “By the bright morning hours, and the night when it grows still and dark.” (93: 1-2) 
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Again it is markedly evident in the inspiring address to the human heart: “O man, 

what has lured you away from your gracious Lord, Who created and moulded you and gave 

you an upright form? He can give you whatever shape He wills.” (82: 6-8) The same 

applies to scenes from heaven: “Other faces on that day are jocund, well pleased with their 

striving, in a sublime garden, where they hear no babble.”(88: 8-11) And in a similar 

fashion it applies to scenes from hell: “But he whose weight is light in the balance, shall 

have the abyss for his home. Would that you knew what that is like! It is a scorching fire.” 

(101: 8-11) 

Allegory is often employed and an unusual derivation is sometimes preferred in 

order to obtain the intended musical effect. All this shows the artistry which so 

entirely pervades this part of the Qur’ n. 

The present s rah is a good example of the general bent of this part, its themes, the 

fundamental principles it seeks to establish, the scenes and images it portrays, its 

inferences, its music and its fine touches, as well as its artistic selection and 

manipulation of terms and expressions to enhance its effect. It opens with a form of 

question imparting a sense of gravity to the matter in dispute, yet it is something that 

admits of no dispute. This is followed by an immediate warning of what will happen 

on the day when they will realize its nature: “About what are they asking? About the 

fateful tiding on which they dispute. No indeed; they shall certainly know! Again, no indeed; 

they shall certainly know!” (Verses 1-5) Discussion of this fateful tiding is then 

temporarily dropped. The s rah draws attention to what we see around us in the 

universe and what we feel in our souls which give an unmistakable indication of 

what will follow: “Have We not spread and levelled the earth, and made the mountains as 

pegs? We created you in pairs, and made your sleep a cessation of activity. We made the night 

a mantle, and appointed the day for gaining a livelihood. We built above you seven mighty 

ones, and placed therein a blazing lamp. We send down out of the rain- clouds water in 

abundance, by which We bring forth grain and varied plants, and gardens thick with trees.” 

(Verses 6-16) 

After this multitude of images taken from actual life the s rah takes up the issue of 

the event of which they have been warned. It explains to them its nature and how it 

takes place: “Fixed is the Day of Decision. On that day the Trumpet is blown and you shall 

come in crowds, and heaven is opened, and becomes gates, and the mountains are made to 

move away, and seem to have been a mirage.” (Verses 17-20) 

Then follows a scene of misery, that is at once both violent and infinitely powerful: 

“Hell stands as a vigilant watch guard, a home for the tyrants and the transgressors. Therein 

they shall abide for ages, tasting neither coolness nor any drink, except boiling fluid and 

decaying filth, a fitting recompense. They did not expect to be faced with a reckoning, and 

roundly denied Our revelations. But We have placed on record every single thing, [and We 

shall say]: ‘Taste this, then; the only increase you shall have is increase of torment.’“ (Verses 
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21-30) The scene of happiness, on the other hand, overflows with beauty: “The God-

fearing shall have a place of security, gardens and vineyards and high-bosomed maidens, of 

equal age, for companions, and a cup overflowing. There they shall hear no idle talk, nor any 

falsehood. Such is the recompense of your Lord, a truly sufficient gift.” (Verses 31-36) 

The s rah closes with a distinctive note which accompanies a majestic scene of the 

day when all this takes place: “Lord of the heavens and earth and all that lies between 

them, the Most Gracious, with whom they have no power to speak. On the day when the 

Spirit and the angels stand in ranks, they shall not speak, except those to whom the Most 

Gracious has given leave, and who shall say what is right. That day is a certainty. Let him 

who will seek a way back to his Lord. We have forewarned you of an imminent scourge, on the 

day when man will look on what his hands have forwarded and the unbeliever will cry: 

‘Would that I were dust!” (Verses 37-40) 

This is the fateful tiding about which they ask, and this is what will happen on the 

day when they realize the true nature of this great event. 

Needless Enquiry 

About what are they asking? About the fateful tiding on which they dispute. No 

indeed; they shall certainly know! Again, no indeed; they shall certainly know! 

(Verses 1-5) 

The s rah opens by shunning the enquirers and the enquiry. It wonders that 

anyone should raise doubts about resurrection and judgement, which were central 

points of bitter controversy. For the unbelievers could hardly imagine that 

resurrection were possible, despite the fact that it is most logical. The s rah asks what 

they are talking about: “About what are they asking?” (Verse 1) We are then given the 

answer. The question is not meant to solicit information but rather draws attention to 

the subject of their questions and stating its nature: “About the fateful tiding on which 

they dispute.” (Verses 2-3) The answer does not name the event but describes it to 

enhance the feeling of wonder and amazement at such people. The dispute was 

between those who believed in resurrection and those who denied it, but the 

questions were raised by the latter only. 

The s rah does not provide any more details about the event in question. It simply 

describes it as great before adding an implicit threat which is much more frightening 

than a direct answer. “No indeed, they shall certainly know! Again, no indeed, they shall 

certainly know!” (Verses 4-5) The phrase, ‘no indeed,’ is used here as the nearest 

possible rendering of the Arabic term, kall , which denotes strong shunning. The 

whole sentence is repeated to add force to the threat implied.  
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Around Man’s World 

The s rah then puts aside, apparently, that great event which is at the centre of 

controversy, only to pick it up later on. We are then taken on a quick round of the 

universe in which we see a multitude of scenes, creatures and phenomena. 

Contemplation of which strongly shakes any human heart: “Have We not spread and 

levelled the earth, and made the mountains as pegs? We created you in pairs, and made your 

sleep a cessation of activity. We made the night a mantle, and appointed the day for gaining a 

livelihood. We built above you seven mighty ones, and placed therein a blazing lamp. We send 

down out of the rain-clouds water in abundance, by which We bring forth grain and varied 

plants, and gardens thick with trees.” (Verses 6-16) 

In this round we traverse the vast universe, observing a great multitude of scenes 

and phenomena, which are sketched out with great economy of words. This helps 

make the rhythm sharp and penetrating, like an incessant hammering. The form of 

questioning implying a statement is also used here deliberately. It may be likened to 

a strong hand shaking those who are still unaware. It draws their attention to all 

these creatures and phenomena which provide strong evidence of the deliberate 

planning and designing which go into their creation, the ability to create and re-

create, and the wisdom behind creation, which dictates that no creature will be left 

out of the great reckoning. Hence we come back to the fateful tiding, the subject of 

the argument. 

The first leg in this round takes us across the earth and the mountains: “Have We 

not spread and levelled the earth, and made the mountains as pegs?” (Verses 6-7) Both facts 

mentioned here can be easily recognized and appreciated by everyone. Indeed, even 

primitive man can be affected by them once his attention is drawn to them. 

As human knowledge advances and man acquires better insight into the nature of 

the universe and its varied phenomena, his appreciation of these two aspects is 

enhanced. He recognizes more fully God’s elaborate planning of the universe, the 

accurate balance maintained between the individual kinds of creation and their 

respective needs, the preparation of the earth for human existence and man’s 

adaptability to his environment. That the earth has been specially prepared as a 

comfortable home for human life in particular is irrefutable evidence of the careful 

designing of this existence. It is sufficient to break one relation in the conditions 

available on earth or in the conditions and proportions required for life and the earth 

would no longer be that comfortable home for mankind to tread on. 

Man recognizes easily, by eyesight, that the mountains are very much like the 

pegs of a tent. From the Qur’ n we learn that they steady the earth and keep its 

balance. This may be because the height of the mountains offsets the depth of the 

seas and oceans. An alternative explanation is that mountains balance out the inner 
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with the outer movements of our planet. Or probably they merely increase the 

weight of the earth at certain spots to prevent its violent shaking with earthquakes, 

volcanoes or internal tremors. There may be another explanation not yet known to 

man. In the Qur’ n we find numerous references to natural laws the essence of which 

was completely unknown to man at the time of revelation, but knowledge of which 

was acquired a few centuries later. 

In its second leg, this round touches upon various aspects of human existence: 

“We created you in pairs.” (Verse 8) Again, this is a well established phenomenon, 

easily recognized by every human being. God has made the survival and continuity 

of mankind conditional on each of the two different sexes, male and female, playing 

its role in life fully. Not much knowledge is required to appreciate what this involves 

of comfort, pleasure and recreation. Hence the Qur’ nic statement stands to be 

appreciated by every generation in every society according to its abilities and 

knowledge. 

Beyond the primitive importance of this fact there is the wider scope of 

contemplation as man’s knowledge increases and his feelings become more refined. 

We may contemplate how one sperm produces a male child while another, 

absolutely similar to the first, produces a female one. Our contemplation, however 

penetrating, is bound to lead us to the inescapable conclusion that it is God’s perfect 

planning which gives each sperm its distinctive characteristics, so that we may 

eventually have a male and a female, for life to continue. 

“And made your sleep a cessation of activity. We made the night a mantle, and appointed 

the day for gaining a livelihood.” (Verses 9-11) God has willed that sleep should 

overpower man and make him lose consciousness and activity. When asleep, man is 

in a state which is unlike life and unlike death. It ensures rest for his body and mind 

and compensates both for whatever effort they have exerted during wakefulness. All 

this happens in a way the true nature of which man cannot conceive. His will plays 

no part in it and it is impossible for him to discover how it happens. When awake, 

man does not know his condition while he is asleep. He is also unable, when asleep, 

to observe his condition and how sleep affects him. It is one of the secrets of man’s 

constitution and of all living creatures, unknown except to the Creator Who has 

made sleep essential for life. For there is no living creature who can stay without 

sleep except for a limited period. If he were forced, by external means, to stay awake, 

he would certainly die. 

Sleep does not merely satisfy some of man’s physical and mental needs. It is, 

indeed, a truce for the human soul from the fierce struggle of life. It is a respite which 

allows man to lay down his armour, willingly or unwillingly, and enjoy a period of 

perfect peace which he needs no less than he needs food and drink. Sometimes, when 

one is low-spirited, mentally exhausted, possessed by fear and alarm, sleep may 
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overpower one, for a few minutes perhaps, and bring about a total change in one’s 

condition. Sleep does not merely renew one’s strength, but it may revive one in such 

a way as to wake up a new person altogether. This is miraculous, yet very true. It 

happened on a large scale to the early Muslims who fought in the Battles of Badr and 

U ud. God mentions both occasions in the Qur’ n, reminding the Muslims of His 

favours. “He made slumber fall upon you, as an assurance from Him.” (8: 11) “Then, after 

sorrow, He let peace fall upon you, in the shape of a slumber which overtook some of you.” (3: 

154) Many other people have had the same experience in similar conditions. 

Cessation of activity and consciousness through sleep is a prerequisite for the 

continuity of life. Yet it can be given only by God. It is mentioned here by way of 

inviting man to contemplate his own creation and constitution. 

God’s perfection of creation has provided a correspondence between the 

movement of the universe and that of living creatures. As man requires sleep after 

his day’s work, so God has provided the night as a covering mantle for man to enjoy 

his slumber. Day is also provided as a period of activity for man to pursue his 

livelihood. Thus perfect harmony is established. The world is perfectly suited to the 

creatures who live in it, and God’s creation is endowed with those characteristics 

which fit in easily and gently with the universe. What perfect planning by a 

scrupulous Designer! 

The final leg of this round touches on the creation of heaven: “We built above you 

seven mighty ones, and placed therein a blazing lamp. We send down out of the rain-clouds 

water in abundance, by which We bring forth grain and varied plants, and gardens thick with 

trees.” (Verses 12-16) The seven mighty ones God has built above the earth are the 

seven heavens or skies, the precise nature of which is known only to God. They may 

be seven galaxies which have a bearing on our planet or on our solar system. The 

phrase may also refer to something else that is unknown to us. What we know for 

certain, however, is that these seven have a strong constitution and do not easily 

disintegrate. This much we know about the stars and we observe in what we call ‘the 

sky’. The s rah also points out that the construction of the seven mighty ones is in 

perfect harmony with the creation of the earth and the world of man. This is implied 

in the following verses: “And placed therein a blazing lamp.” (Verse 13) This is a 

reference to the sun which shines and gives the heat necessary for the earth and its 

living creatures. It also plays an important part in forming the clouds by evaporating 

sea water: “We send down out of the rain-clouds water in abundance.” (Verse 14) The 

Arabic text refers to these clouds as something squeezable. But who squeezes them to 

extract their juice? The winds, maybe, or perhaps some kind of electric charge in the 

atmosphere! Beyond both types, however, there is the hand of the Designer, who has 

assigned to everything in the universe its respective qualities. 

The use of the word ‘lamp’ to refer to the sun is very apt, for a lamp gives heat and 
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light. It also shines as if it is ablaze. The heat and the light provided by the sun 

combine with the water flowing in abundance, time after time, from the ‘squeezable’ 

clouds to help the seeds send out their shoots. This is how grains, vegetables, bushes 

and wide-branching trees grow. This consonance in the design of the universe could 

not have been achieved without God’s careful planning. Any man can appreciate this 

if his attention is drawn to it. If he acquires advanced knowledge, he finds even more 

consonance and congruity in the universe, which leaves him wondering in complete 

amazement. He then finds completely insupportable the argument that all this is the 

result of coincidence. He considers those who evade admitting the fact of elaborate 

and conscious planning pigheaded and unworthy of respect. 

Reckoning and Reward 

All this has been for work and pleasure, but there are reckoning and reward to 

follow, on the appointed day: “Fixed is the Day of Decision. On that day the Trumpet is 

blown and you shall come in crowds, and heaven is opened and becomes gates, and the 

mountains are made to move away, and seem to have been a mirage.” (Verses 17-20) 

Creation is not without purpose. The Creator, who has accurately measured human 

life and carefully provided perfect harmony between it and the universe, will not let 

people just live and die in vain. Reason cannot accept that those who do good and 

the evildoers should both end in dust. The rightly-guided and the straying folk, the 

just and the tyrants cannot all share the same fate. There must be a day when 

everything is judged and evaluated. The day is appointed by God: “Fixed is the Day of 

Decision.” (Verse 17) 

It is a day when upheaval overtakes the universe and destroys its systems. “On 

that day the Trumpet is blown and you shall come in crowds, and heaven is opened and 

becomes gates, and the mountains are made to move away, and seem to have been a mirage.” 

(Verses 18-20) The ‘Trumpet’ is a kind of horn of which we know nothing except its 

name and that it will be blown. We need not waste our time trying to discover how, 

for such discovery will not strengthen our faith. 

God has revealed to us what we need to know of the secrets of the universe so that 

we may not waste our energy in the futile pursuit of useless knowledge. We can 

imagine, however, a blast on a Trumpet which people answer by arriving in droves. 

We can visualize the scene whereby all the generations of mankind rise up, walking 

in their multitudes, from all directions, to attend the great reckoning. We can imagine 

the fearful sight of people rising from their graves and the great, huge, endless crowd 

they form. We can feel the horror of the day, people’s helplessness and fear. We do 

not know where all this will happen, nor when, for the universe is full of great 

events: “And heaven is opened and becomes gates, and the mountains are made to move 
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away, and seem to have been a mirage.” (Verses 19-20) 

Heaven, the mighty heaven, is opened up so that it becomes gates. It is, as 

described elsewhere in the Qur’ n, rent asunder. So, it will look very unfamiliar to 

us. The firmly dug-in pegs, i.e. the mountains, are made to move away. They are 

hammered, scattered, turned into dust, blown by the wind, as other Qur’ nic verses 

describe. Hence, they become non-existent, like a mirage which has no reality. Or, 

probably, different rays are reflected against them after they have been turned into 

dust and they look like a mirage. 

All in all, horror is apparent in the upheaval which envelops the universe as well 

as in men’s resurrection after the Trumpet is blown. Such is the Day of Decision 

carefully and wisely fixed. 

The Fateful Day 

The s rah takes another step, beyond resurrection, to describe the fate of the tyrant 

unbelievers and also that of the righteous. It begins with the former group who raise 

doubts about the fateful tiding: “Hell stands as a vigilant watch guard, a home for the 

tyrants and the transgressors. Therein they shall abide for ages, tasting neither coolness nor 

any drink, except boiling fluid and decaying filth: a fitting recompense. They did not expect to 

be faced with a reckoning, and roundly denied Our revelations. But We have placed on record 

every single thing, [and We shall say]: ‘Taste this, then; the only increase you shall have is 

increase of torment.’“ (Verses 21-30) 

Hell has been created so that it may watch the tyrants and transgressors and await 

their arrival. They find it well prepared to receive them, as if they are returning to 

their natural home after having sojourned on earth a while. It is a home in which 

they stay endlessly. But they taste “neither coolness nor any drink.” (Verse 24) The next 

verse provides an exception to this, but the exception is even worse: “except boiling 

fluid and decaying filth.” (Verse 25) Their throats and stomachs burn as they drink the 

boiling fluid, which is the only ‘coolness’ they have, while their other drink is the filth 

of the burning bodies, decaying in the enormous heat. The Qur’ n comments that 

this is ‘a fitting recompense’. It is in keeping with what they have done in their lives. 

For they thought they would never return to God: “They did not expect to be faced with 

a reckoning, and roundly denied Our revelations.” (Verses 27-28) Their denial, as the 

Arabic verse suggests, is strongly emphatic and stubbornly upheld. But God keeps a 

meticulous record which does not leave out anything they do or say: “But We have 

placed on record every single thing.” (Verse 29) Then follows a reproach coupled with 

the tiding that they can hope for no change in their condition and no abatement of its 

intensity: “Taste this, then; the only increase you shall have is increase of torment.” (Verse 

30) 
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We then have the corresponding scene of the righteous in complete bliss. “The 

God-fearing shall have a place of security, gardens and vineyards, and high-bosomed maidens, 

of equal age, for companions, and a cup overflowing. There they shall hear no idle talk, nor 

any falsehood. Such is the recompense of your Lord, a truly sufficient gift.” (Verses 31-36) If 

hell is a vigilant watch guard which the tyrants cannot escape, the righteous, the 

God-fearing will end in a place of security. What a place it is: “gardens and vineyards.” 

(Verse 32) The vine tree is specifically mentioned because it is well known to the 

addressees. The God-fearing will also have companions who are described here as 

high-bosomed and of equal age. They also drink from a cup overflowing with 

refreshing beverage. 

These luxuries are given a physical description so that we may better appreciate 

them. The precise nature of these luxuries and how they may be enjoyed remain 

unknown to us as our understanding is restricted by our limited world. But the 

enjoyment provided to the righteous is not purely physical. “There they shall hear no 

idle talk, nor any falsehood.” (Verse 35) So it is a pure life there, free of the idle chatting 

and falsehood which give rise to controversy. The reality is known to everyone, 

which means that there is no room for futile argument. It is a sublime state of affairs 

suitable for eternal life. Then follows the Qur’ nic comment: “Such is the recompense of 

your Lord, a truly sufficient gift.” (Verse 36) 

In God’s Presence 

The s rah closes with the final scene of the day when all this happens. It is a scene 

in which we see the angel Gabriel, who is the Holy Spirit, and all the angels standing 

in ranks before God, their Most Merciful Lord. They stand in awe of Him; no one 

dares utter a word without prior permission from Him. “Lord of the heavens and earth 

and all that lies between them, the Most Gracious, with whom they have no power to speak. 

On the day when the Spirit and the angels stand in ranks, they shall not speak, except those to 

whom the Most Gracious has given leave, and who shall say what is right.” (Verses 37-38) 

The recompense given to the righteous and to the tyrant transgressors, which was 

detailed in the previous section, is from your Lord. “Lord of the heavens and earth and 

all that lies between them, the Most Gracious.” (Verse 37) What a befitting context to 

reaffirm the eternal truth of Godhead. God is the Supreme Lord of man, the heavens 

and earth, this life and the next, who metes out reward for righteousness and 

punishment for transgression and tyranny. But above all He is the Most Gracious. 

The reward He assigns to each group is a manifestation of His mercy. Even the 

torment endured by the transgressors originates from God’s mercy. For it is indeed 

part of mercy that evil should be punished and that it should not have the same end 

as good. 
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The other divine attribute implied here is majesty: “with whom they have no power to 

speak.” (Verse 37) In this awesome situation neither man nor angel can speak without 

permission from the Most Gracious. Whatever is said will be right because He does 

not permit anyone to speak whom He knows will not be saying what is right. 

When we think that the angels, who are favoured by God, and absolutely pure 

from sin, stand silent in front of God and dare not speak without His permission, we 

are bound to feel how awesome the atmosphere is. Having motivated such a feeling, 

the s rah delivers a warning to those who have chosen not to hear or see: “That day is 

a certainty. Let him who will seek a way back to his Lord. We have forewarned you of an 

imminent scourge, on the day when man will look on what his hands have forwarded and the 

unbeliever will cry: ‘Would that I were dust!” (Verses 39-40) 

Those who raise doubts and question the reality of the Day of Resurrection are 

here shaken violently: “That day is a certainty.” (Verse 39) There is no room left for 

doubt and controversy. Yet there is time for mending one’s erring ways before the 

fearful watch guard, i.e. hell, becomes a permanent home: “Let him who will seek a way 

back to his Lord.” (Verse 39) The warning is stern enough to make the drunken awake: 

“We have forewarned you of an imminent scourge.” (Verse 40) It will not be long coming, 

for man’s life is but a short period. The scourge is so fearful that the unbelievers, 

when faced with it, will send up that great cry expressing the wish that they had 

never lived: “On the day when man will look on what his hands have forwarded and the 

unbeliever will cry: ‘Would that I were dust!” (Verse 40) 

This is the cry of one who is in great distress, who feels ashamed for what he has 

been and what he has done. He feels that it is better not to be, or to be something as 

worthless as dust, than to witness such a fearful occasion. The terrible position of the 

unbelievers is the subject of the questions and doubts they raise concerning that 

fateful tiding. 
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S RAH 79 

Al-N zi` t 
(The Pluckers) 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

By those that pluck out vehemently, (1) 

and those that move forward rapidly; (2) 

by those that float along at ease, (3) 

and those that outstrip swiftly, (4) 

and those that conduct matters. (5) 

On the day when a violent convulsion will [be 

overwhelming], (6) 

to be soon followed by a further [convulsion], (7) 

all hearts shall be filled with terror, (8) 

and all eyes shall be downcast. (9) 

ÏM≈ tã Ì“≈ ¨Ψ9$# uρ $]% öxî ∩⊇∪  

ÏM≈ sÜ Ï±≈ ¨Ζ9 $# uρ $VÜ ô±nΣ ∩⊄∪  

ÏM≈ ysÎ7≈ ¡¡9 $# uρ $[sö7 y™ ∩⊂∪  

ÏM≈ s) Î7≈¡¡9 $$sù $Z) ö7 y™ ∩⊆∪  

ÏN≡ tÎn/ y‰ßϑø9 $$sù # X öΔr& ∩∈∪  

tΠ öθtƒ ß#ã_ös? èπ x Å_# §9 $# ∩∉∪  

$yγ ãèt7 ÷K s? èπ sùÏŠ# §9 $# ∩∠∪  

Ò>θè=è% 7‹Í×tΒöθtƒ îπ x Å_# uρ ∩∇∪  

$yδã≈ |Áö/ r& ×π yèÏ±≈ yz ∩®∪  
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They say, ‘What! Are we being restored to our 

former state, (10) 

even though we have become [no more than] 

hollow bones?’ (11) 

They say, ‘That will be a return with loss.’ (12) 

But with just one blast (13) 

they shall be alive on earth. (14) 

Have you heard the story of Moses? (15) 

His Lord called out to him in the sacred valley of 

Ţuw , (16) 

saying: ‘Go to Pharaoh: he has transgressed all 

bounds, (17) 

and say to him. “Would you like to reform 

yourself? (18)  

I will guide you to your Lord, so that you may be 

in awe of Him.’” (19) 

He showed Pharaoh the mightiest miracle, (20) 

but Pharaoh cried lies and rebelled. (21) 

He then turned away hastily. (22) 

He summoned all his men and made a 

proclamation to them: (23) 

tβθä9θà) tƒ $̄ΡÏ™r& tβρßŠρßŠ öyϑs9 ’ Îû Íο tÏù$pt ø:$# ∩⊇⊃∪  

# sŒ Ï™r& $̈Ζä. $Vϑ≈ sà Ïã Zο tÏƒ ªΥ ∩⊇⊇∪  

(#θä9$s% y7 ù=Ï? # ]Œ Î) îο §x. ×ο uÅ % s{ ∩⊇⊄∪  

$oÿ©ς Î* sù }‘ Ïδ ×ο tô_y— ×ο y‰Ïn≡ uρ ∩⊇⊂∪  

# sŒ Î* sù Ν èδ Íο tÏδ$¡¡9 $$Î/ ∩⊇⊆∪  

ö≅ yδ y79s?r& ß]ƒ Ï‰ym #©y›θãΒ ∩⊇∈∪  

øŒ Î) çμ1 yŠ$tΡ … çμš/ u‘ ÏŠ# uθø9 $$Î/ Ä¨ £‰s) çR ùQ $# “·θèÛ ∩⊇∉∪  

ó= yδøŒ $# 4’ n<Î) tβöθtãó Ïù … çμ ¯ΡÎ) 4©xösÛ ∩⊇∠∪  

ö≅ à) sù ≅ yδ y7 ©9 #’ n<Î) βr& 4’ ª1t“ s? ∩⊇∇∪  

y7 tƒ Ï‰÷δr& uρ 4’ n<Î) y7 În/ u‘ 4©ý ÷‚tFsù ∩⊇®∪  

çμ1 u‘ r'sù sπ tƒ Fψ$# 3“uö9ä3ø9 $# ∩⊄⊃∪  

z>¤‹s3sù 4©|Âtãuρ ∩⊄⊇∪  

§Ν èO tt/ ÷Š r& 4©të ó¡o„ ∩⊄⊄∪  

u|³ ys sù 3“yŠ$ oΨ sù ∩⊄⊂∪  
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‘I am your supreme Lord’, he said. (24) 

God smote him with the scourge of both the life to 

come and this life. (25) 

Surely in this there is a lesson for the God-fearing. 

(26) 

Which is stronger in constitution: you or the 

heaven He has built? (27) 

He raised it high and gave it its perfect shape, 

(28) 

and gave darkness to its night, and brought out 

its daylight. (29) 

After that He spread out the earth. (30) 

He brought out water from it, and brought forth 

its pastures; (31) 

and the mountains He set firm, (32) 

for you and your cattle to delight in. (33) 

Then, when the great, overwhelming event comes 

to pass — (34) 

on that day man will clearly remember what he 

has done, (35) 

when hell is brought in sight of all who are 

looking on; (36) 

then, he who transgressed the bounds of what is 

right, (37) 

tΑ$s) sù O$tΡr& ãΝ ä3š/ u‘ 4’ n?ôã F{ $# ∩⊄⊆∪  

çν x‹s{ r'sù ª!$# tΑ% s3tΡ Íο tÅzFψ$# #’ n<ρW{ $# uρ ∩⊄∈∪  

¨βÎ) ’ Îû y7 Ï9≡ sŒ Zο uö9Ïè s9 ⎯ yϑÏj9 #©ý øƒ s† ∩⊄∉∪  

÷Λ ä⎢Ρr& u™ ‘‰x© r& $̧) ù=yz ÏΘr& â™!$uΚ¡¡9 $# 4 $yγ8oΨ t/ ∩⊄∠∪  

yì sùu‘ $yγ s3ôϑ y™ $yγ1 §θ|¡sù ∩⊄∇∪  

|·sÜ øîr& uρ $yγ n=ø‹s9 ylt÷zr& uρ $yγ9pt éÏ ∩⊄®∪  

uÚ ö‘ F{ $# uρ y‰÷è t/ y7 Ï9≡ sŒ !$yγ8ymyŠ ∩⊂⊃∪  

ylt÷zr& $pκ ÷] ÏΒ $yδu™!$tΒ $yγ8tã ötΒuρ ∩⊂⊇∪  

tΑ$t7 Åg ø:$# uρ $yγ9y™ ö‘ r& ∩⊂⊄∪  

$Yè≈ tG tΒ ö/ ä3©9 ö/ ä3Ïϑ≈ yè÷ΡL{ uρ ∩⊂⊂∪  

# sŒ Î* sù ÏNu™!% ỳ èπ ¨Β!$©Ü9 $# 3“uö9ä3ø9 $# ∩⊂⊆∪  

tΠ öθtƒ ã©. x‹tG tƒ ß⎯≈ |¡ΡM}$# $tΒ 4©të y™ ∩⊂∈∪  

ÏNy—Ìhç/ uρ ÞΟŠ Åspg ø:$# ⎯ yϑÏ9 3“t tƒ ∩⊂∉∪  

$̈Βr' sù ⎯ tΒ 4©xösÛ ∩⊂∠∪  
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and chose this present life (38) 

will have hell for his dwelling place. (39) 

But he who feared that he will stand before his 

Lord and forbade his soul its base desire (40) 

will dwell in paradise. (41) 

They question you about the Last Hour, when 

will it come to pass? (42) 

But why should you be concerned with its exact 

timing? (43) 

The final word concerning it belongs to your Lord. 

(44) 

Your mission is merely to warn those who fear it. 

(45) 

On the day when they see that hour, it will seem 

to them that their life on earth had spanned only 

one evening, or one morning. (46) 

trO# u™ uρ nο 4θuŠ pt ø:$# $u‹ ÷Ρ‘‰9 $# ∩⊂∇∪  

¨βÎ* sù tΛ⎧Åspg ø:$# }‘ Ïδ 3“uρù' yϑø9 $# ∩⊂®∪  

$̈Βr& uρ ô⎯ tΒ t∃% s{ tΠ$s) tΒ ⎯ Ïμ În/ u‘ ‘ yγ tΡuρ }§ø ¨Ζ9 $# 

Ç⎯ tã 3“uθoλù; $# ∩⊆⊃∪  

¨βÎ* sù sπ ¨Ψ pgø:$# }‘ Ïδ 3“uρù' yϑø9 $# ∩⊆⊇∪  

y7 tΡθè=t↔ ó¡ o„ Ç⎯ tã Ïπ tã$¡¡9 $# tβ$−ƒ r& $yγ9y™ öãΒ ∩⊆⊄∪  

tΛ⎧ Ïù |MΡr& ⎯ÏΒ !$yγ1 tø. ÏŒ ∩⊆⊂∪  

4’ n<Î) y7 În/ u‘ !$yγ9pκ tJΨ ãΒ ∩⊆⊆∪  

!$yϑ̄ΡÎ) |MΡr& â‘ É‹ΖãΒ ⎯ tΒ $yγ9t±øƒ s† ∩⊆∈∪  

öΝ åκ ¨Ξ r( x. tΠ öθtƒ $pκ tΞ ÷ρttƒ óΟ s9 (# þθèWt7 ù=tƒ ωÎ) ºπ§‹ Ï±tã ÷ρr& 

$yγ9pt éÏ ∩⊆∉∪ 

Overview 

This s rah is just one example of many in this part of the Qur’ n which shares a 

common objective; namely, to drive home to man the reality of the hereafter, its 

inevitability and its awesome nature, and to stress its importance to the divine 

planning of man’s life in this world. Such planning culminates in man’s death and 

subsequent resurrection in a new life. As it sets out to drive this idea home to man, 

the s rah touches upon our emotions in a variety of ways that are directly relevant to 

its central theme. 

First we have an ambiguous opening which creates an air of fear and worried 

expectation. The rhythm here is quick and throbbing; it helps evoke feelings of fear, 
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surprise and wonder: “By those that pluck out vehemently, and those that move forward 

rapidly; by those that float along at ease, and those that outstrip swiftly, and those that 

conduct matters.” (Verses 1-5) 

This equivocal, shaking opening is followed by the first of those scenes which deal 

with the hereafter. The style and tempo of the opening is here maintained and thus 

serves as a framework for the overall scene: “On the day when a violent convulsion will 

[be overwhelming], to be soon followed by a further [convulsion], all hearts shall be filled with 

terror, and all eyes shall be downcast. They say, “What! Are we being restored to our former 

state, even though we have become [no more than] hollow bones?’ They say, ‘That will be a 

return with loss.’ But with just one blast they shall be alive on earth.” (Verses 6-14) 

Having cast an air of awe, the s rah then provides an account of the end met by 

some of the unbelievers during the time of Moses and Pharaoh. Here the rhythm is 

quieter and more relaxed to suit the narrative style: “Have you heard the story of 

Moses? His Lord called out to him in the sacred valley of uw , saying: ‘Go to Pharaoh: he 

has transgressed all bounds, and say to him: “Would you like to reform yourself?  I will guide 

you to your Lord, so that you may be in awe of Him.”‘ He showed Pharaoh the mightiest 

miracle, but Pharaoh cried lies and rebelled. He then turned away hastily. He summoned all 

his men and made a proclamation to them: I am your supreme Lord’, he said. God smote him 

with the scourge of both the life to come and this life. Surely in this there is a lesson for the 

God-fearing.” (Verses 1526) This account serves as an introduction to the great 

principle the s rah aims to establish. 

Leaving history aside, the s rah then takes up the open book of the universe. It 

paints great scenes of the universe which testify to the limitless power and careful 

planning of God, the Creator of the universe who controls its destiny both in this life 

and in the life to come. These scenes are drawn in a powerful style and contain a 

strong rhythm in harmony with the opening of the s rah and its general cadence. 

“Which is stronger in constitution: you or the heaven He has built? He raised it high and 

gave it its perfect shape, and gave darkness to its night, and brought out its daylight. After 

that He spread out the earth. He brought out water from it, and brought forth its pastures; 

and the mountains He set firm, for you and your cattle to delight in.” (Verses 27-33) 

Then comes a statement about the great and overwhelming event, which will be 

accompanied by the distribution of rewards for actions done in this life. The rewards 

are portrayed in such a way as to fit in harmoniously with the event itself: “Then, 

when the great, overwhelming event comes to pass — on that day man will clearly remember 

what he has done, when hell is brought in sight of all who are looking on; then, he who 

transgressed the bounds of what is right, and chose this present life will have hell for his 

dwelling place. But he who feared that he will stand before his Lord and forbade his soul its 

base desire will dwell in paradise.” (Verses 34-41) 

At this point, when we are overwhelmed by the respective fates of the 
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transgressors who prefer this life to the next, and the God-fearing who restrain 

themselves, the s rah turns to those who deny resurrection, yet ask the Prophet to fix 

its time. The rhythm here is superb. It further contributes to the awe produced by the 

account of the Last Hour. “They question you about the Last Hour, when will it come to 

pass? But why should you be concerned with its exact timing? The final word concerning it 

belongs to your Lord. Your mission is merely to warn those who fear it. On the day when they 

see that hour, it will seem to them that their life on earth had spanned only one evening, or 

one morning.” (Verses 42-46) Perhaps we should note that these verses end with the 

sound ‘ h ’, which adds length to the metre, intensifying the effect of majesty and 

awe. 

The Pluckers and the Event 

By those that pluck out vehemently, and those that move forward rapidly; by those 

that float along at ease, and those that outstrip swiftly, and those that conduct 

matters. (Verses 1-5) 

Some commentators say of these verses that they refer to the angels who pluck out 

souls vehemently, move along with ease and speed, float along as they move in the 

outer world, outstrip other creatures to embrace the faith and carry out God’s 

commands and conduct whatever affairs they are charged with. Other commentators 

maintain that they refer to the stars which come on as they traverse their orbits, move 

rapidly in phases, float in space, outstrip others as they run fast and bring about 

certain phenomena and results which are entrusted to them by God and which affect 

life on earth. A third group of commentators are of the view that the pluckers, 

runners, floaters and outstrippers refer to the stars while the conductors of affairs are 

the angels. Another group believe that the first three are the stars while the 

outstrippers and conductors of affairs are the angels. 

Whatever the referents of these terms are, their mention in this particular way 

produces a shock and a feeling of expectation of something fearful. Thus, they 

contribute, right at the outset, to preparing our minds for the frightening account of 

the first and second quakes and of the overwhelming event mentioned later in the 

s rah. 

Perhaps it is better not to go into great detail in trying to explain and discuss these 

verses. It is perhaps more fruitful to let these verses produce their effect naturally. 

The Qur’ n seeks to achieve its objective of awakening people’s hearts in different 

ways. If we do this we simply follow the example of `Umar ibn al-Kha b. He once 

read S rah 80, The Frowning. When he reached the verse which reads ‘wa f kihatan 

wa abba’, he wondered, “we know the fruit trees, f kihatan, but what is abba?” But 
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then he reproached himself, saying: “You, Ibn al-Kha b, are being really fussy 

today! What harm is there in your not knowing the meaning of a word used in God’s 

book?” He then said to the people around: “Follow what you understand of this 

book; what you do not understand you may leave alone.” His statement, aimed at 

discouraging people from trying to explain what may be equivocal to them, without 

the backing of perfectly sound authority, represents an attitude of veneration 

towards God’s words. Indeed, some words and phrases may deliberately have been 

left equivocal so as to fulfil a certain objective. 

The opening of the s rah takes the form of an oath, to confirm the event related in 

verses that immediately follow: “On the day when a violent convulsion will [be 

overwhelming, to be soon followed by a further [convulsion], all hearts shall be filled with 

terror, and all eyes shall be downcast. They say, “What! Are we being restored to our former 

state, even though we have become [no more than] hollow bones?’ They say, ‘That will be a 

return with loss.” But with just one blast they shall be alive on earth.” (Verses 6-14) It has 

been suggested that the convulsion refers to the earth being overwhelmed by a 

violent quake. This is based on what the Qur’ n says in another s rah: “On the day 

when the earth and the mountains will be convulsed.” (73: 14) It has also been suggested 

that the convulsion that follows affects the sky, as it follows the earth in witnessing 

its own upheaval causing it to split and the stars to scatter. An alternative suggestion 

claims that the first convulsion refers to the first blast on the Trumpet which causes 

the earth, the mountains and all creation to quake and tremble, and makes all who 

are in heaven and on earth fall down fainting, except those who are spared by God. 

The follower, it is claimed, refers to the second blast on the Trumpet which brings all 

creation back to life as stated in verse 68 of S rah 39. 

Whichever suggestion is correct, these verses make men’s hearts feel the 

convulsion and shake with fear and worry. They prepare us for the terror that will 

fill people’s hearts on the Day of Judgement: “All hearts shall be filled with terror and all 

eyes shall be downcast.” (Verses 8-9) Thus, it is a combination of worry, fear, 

humiliation and breakdown. This is what happens on that day, and it is this fact 

which the oath at the opening of the s rah seeks to establish. In both sense and 

rhythm, the scene portrayed by these verses fits in perfectly with the opening. 

The s rah goes on to speak of people’s surprise and wonder when they are 

resurrected: “They say: ‘What! Are we being restored to our former state, even though we 

have become [no more than] hollow bones?’” (Verses 10-11) They wonder whether they 

are being returned to life again. Amazed, they ask how this can be done after they 

have been dead for so long that their bones are hollow. Then they realize that their 

awakening does not take them back to their life on earth, but to their second life. At 

this point they feel their great loss and cry: “That will be a return with loss.” (Verse 12) 

They have not banked on such a return, and have not prepared for it, so they have 
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everything to lose by it. The Qur’ nic comment is to state what will actually happen: 

“But with just one blast they shall be alive on earth.” (Verses 13-14) 

The ‘blast’ is a shout, but it is described here as a blast to emphasize its force, and 

to strike a note of perfect harmony between this scene and others drawn in the s rah. 

The term used for ‘the earth’ here refers to a bright white earth which is the land of 

resurrection. We do not know its exact location. All we know of it is that which the 

Qur’ n or the authentic traditions of the Prophet relate. We have no intention of 

adding anything unauthoritative to their account. Other Qur’ nic statements lead us 

to the conclusion that this one blast is most probably the second blow on the 

Trumpet, i.e. the blow of resurrection. The expression used here gives a sense of 

speed. The blast itself is associated with speed, and the general rhythm of the s rah is 

a rapid one. Terrified hearts also beat fast. Hence the perfect harmony between the 

sense, the rhythm, the scenes and the s rah as a whole. 

Instructions Given to Moses 

The rhythm then slows down a little in order to suit the style of narration. For next 

we have an account of what took place between Moses and Pharaoh, and the end 

which Pharaoh met after he had tyrannized and transgressed all bounds: “Have you 

heard the story of Moses? His Lord called out to him in the sacred valley of uw , saying: ‘Go 

to Pharaoh: he has transgressed all bounds, and say to him: “Would you like to reform 

yourself? I will guide you to your Lord, so that you may be in awe of Him.”‘ He showed 

Pharaoh the mightiest miracle, but Pharaoh cried lies and rebelled. He then turned away 

hastily. He summoned all his men and made a proclamation to them: “I am your supreme 

Lord’, he said. God smote him with the scourge of both the life to come and this life. Surely in 

this there is a lesson for the God-fearing.” (Verses 15-26) 

The story of Moses is the most frequent and detailed of Qur’ nic historical 

accounts. It is mentioned in many other s rahs, in different ways and with varying 

emphasis. At times, certain episodes are given greater prominence than others. This 

variation of style and emphasis aims at striking harmony between the historical 

account and the s rah in which it occurs. Thus, the story helps to make the message 

of the s rah clearer. This method is characteristic of the Qur’ n. Here the historical 

account is given in quick successive scenes which open with the call Moses receives 

in the sacred valley and end with the destruction of Pharaoh in this life and perdition 

in the life to come. Thus, it fits very well with the main theme of the s rah, namely 

the hereafter. The part given here of Moses’s history spans a long period, yet it is 

conveyed by only a few short verses that fit in well with the rhythm and message of 

the s rah as whole. 

They start with an introductory question addressed to the Prophet: “Have you 
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heard the story of Moses?” (Verse 15) The question serves to prepare us to listen to the 

history and contemplate its lessons. Moses’s story is described here as history to 

emphasize that it actually happened. It starts with Moses being called by God: “His 

Lord called out to him in the sacred valley of uw .” (Verse 16) uw  is probably the 

name of the valley which lies to the right of Mount ūr in Sinai, as one comes up 

from Madyan in North ij z. 

The moment this call was made was an awesome one. The call from God to one of 

His servants is beyond description, yet it embodies a secret of divinity, and a secret 

of how God has made man susceptible to His call. No one can comprehend what is 

involved here without inspiration from God Himself. 

The communication between God and Moses is discussed in more detail 

elsewhere in the Qur’ n. However, with the brevity and rapid rhythm that 

characterize this s rah, it is touched upon here only very briefly, before God’s 

command to Moses is stated: “Go to Pharaoh: he has transgressed all bounds, and say to 

him: ‘Would you like to reform yourself I will guide you to your Lord, so that you may be in 

awe of Him.” (Verses 17-19) 

“Go to Pharaoh: he has transgressed all bounds.” (Verse 17) The Arabic term for 

‘transgress’, which is agh , also suggests tyranny. Neither tyranny nor transgression 

should be allowed to take place or be left unchecked. They lead to corruption and to 

what displeases God. So God [limitless is He in His glory] selects one of His noble 

servants and charges him with the task of trying to put an end to them. The 

instructions given to this noble servant require him to go to a tyrant in an attempt to 

turn him away from his erring ways, so that he has no excuse should God decide to 

exact His retribution. 

“Go to Pharaoh: he has transgressed all bounds.” God teaches Moses how to address 

this tyrant in the most persuasive manner: “Say to him: ‘Would you like to reform 

yourself?” (Verse 18) The first question then is whether or not the tyrant would like to 

purify himself of the stains of tyranny and abominable disobedience to God. Would 

he like to know the path of the pious, the blessed?: “I will guide you to your Lord, so 

that you may be in awe of Him.” (Verse 19) The offer here is for Pharaoh to be shown 

the way acceptable to God. Once he knows it, he will feel the fear of God in his heart. 

Man does not transgress and tyrannize unless he loses his way and finds himself 

taking a road which does not lead to God. His heart hardens as a result, and he rebels 

and resorts to tyranny. 

Moses was told all this when God called to him. He of course puts these questions 

to Pharaoh when he encounters him. The s rah, however, does not repeat them when 

it describes the encounter. It skips over what happens after God’s call to Moses and 

deletes what Moses says when he conveys his message. It is as if the curtain falls 
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after the call to repentance. When it is lifted again, we are presented with the end of 

the encounter: “He showed Pharaoh the mightiest miracle, but Pharaoh cried lies and 

rebelled.” (Verses 20-21) 

Unrivalled Insolence 

Thus, Moses conveys the message with which he has been entrusted in the manner 

God has taught him. This warm, friendly attitude, however, cannot win over a heart 

that has been hardened by tyranny and ignorance of the Lord of the universe. So 

Moses shows him the great miracles of the stick turning into a snake and Moses’s 

own hand becoming a brilliant white, as they are described in other s rahs, “but he 

cried lies and rebelled.” (Verse 21) The scene ends with Pharaoh’s rejection and 

rebellion against God. 

Pharaoh then turns away to mobilize his forces and bring forward his sorcerers for 

an encounter between magic and the truth. Essentially, Pharaoh was determined not 

to accept the truth or submit to right. “He then turned away hastily. He summoned all his 

men and made a proclamation to them: I am your supreme Lord’, he said.” (Verses 2224) 

The s rah does not give any details of Pharaoh’s efforts to muster his magicians, 

sorcerers and men. It simply says that he went away to do so, and then uttered his 

impertinent proclamation: “I am your supreme Lord”. (Verse 24) 

Pharaoh’s declaration betrays the fact that he was deceived by his people’s 

ignorance and their submission to his authority. Nothing deceives tyrants more than 

the ignorance and abject submission of the masses. A tyrant is in fact an individual 

who has no real power or authority. The ignorant and the submissive simply bend 

their backs for him to ride, stretch out their necks for him to harness with reins, hang 

down their heads to give him a chance to show his conceit, and forego their rights to 

be respected and honoured. In this way they allow themselves to be tyrannized. The 

masses do all this because they are deceived and afraid at the same time. Their fear 

has no real basis except in their imagination. The tyrant, an individual, can never be 

stronger than thousands or millions, should they attach proper value to their 

humanity, dignity, self-respect and freedom. Every individual in the nation is a 

match for the tyrant in terms of power. No one can tyrannize a nation which is sane, 

or knows its true Lord, believes in Him and refuses to submit to any creature who 

has no power over its destiny. 

Pharaoh, however, found his people so ignorant, submissive and devoid of faith 

that he was able to make his insolent, blasphemous declaration, “I am your supreme 

Lord!” (Verse 24) He would never have dared to make it had his nation possessed the 

qualities of general awareness, self-respect and faith in God. 

Against such intolerable insolence, the Supreme Power moved in: “God smote him 
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with the scourge of both the life to come and this life.” (Verse 25) The scourge of the life to 

come is mentioned first because it is much more severe and perpetual. It is indeed 

the real punishment for tyrants and transgressors. It is also appropriate to give it 

prominence since the life to come is the main theme of the s rah. Besides, it fits in 

perfectly with the general rhythm of the s rah. 

Nevertheless, the scourge that engulfed Pharaoh in this life was fearful and severe, 

but that of the life to come will be much more so. Pharaoh had power, authority and 

glory, yet none of this will be of any use to him. One can only imagine what the fate 

that will be faced by unbelievers who do not have similar power, authority or glory 

but who still resist God’s message and try to suppress it. 

“Surely in this there is a lesson for the God-fearing.” (Verse 26) Only those who know 

their true Lord and fear Him will benefit from the lessons of Pharaoh’s history. Those 

who do not fear God will continue in their erring ways until they reach their 

appointed end, when they shall suffer the scourge of both this life and the life to 

come. 

Having mentioned the end met by tyrants who thought themselves very powerful, 

the s rah turns to the present unbelievers who also depend on their own power. It 

directs their attention to some manifestations of the work of the Supreme Power in 

the universe. Their power holds no sway against God’s: “Which is stronger in 

constitution: you or the heaven He has built? He raised it high and gave it its perfect shape, 

and gave darkness to its night, and brought out its daylight. After that He spread out the 

earth. He brought out water from it, and brought forth its pastures; and the mountains He set 

firm, for you and your cattle to delight in.” (Verses 27-33) 

The question these verses start with, “Which is stronger in constitution: you or the 

heaven He has built?” admits of one answer only: heaven. So the question seems to 

infer another: ‘Why should you think so highly of your own power when heaven is 

much stronger in constitution than you and the Lord who created it is much stronger 

than it?’ The question may also be carried forward in a different direction: ‘Why do 

you think resurrection is impossible, when God has created heaven, the creation of 

which requires more power than your own creation?’ Resurrection is merely a 

repetition of creation. It follows that He who has built heaven will find your 

resurrection an easier proposition. 

It is He who has ‘built’ heaven. The term ‘build’ suggests strength and firm 

constitution. Heaven is indeed so. Its planets are held together in perfect harmony. 

They neither scatter, nor fall out of their orbits. 

Conducive to Life 
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“He raised it high and gave it its perfect shape.” (Verse 28) We need no more than a 

glance in order to recognize the perfect coherence and harmony in the building of 

heaven. Knowledge of the laws which govern the existence of the creatures in the sky 

above us and provide a perfect balance between their actions, movements and 

mutual effects helps us to understand the full meaning of this verse. It intensifies our 

feeling of the limitlessness of their very real world, of which human knowledge has 

uncovered only a tiny part. It overwhelms us with wonder and astonishment. We 

stand speechless at the infinite beauty of the universe. We can give no explanation 

for it except that a superhuman power has planned and governs it. This explanation 

is now accepted even by most of those who profess not to believe in any religion. 

“And gave darkness to its night, and brought out its daylight.” (Verse 29) The Arabic 

words used in this verse add to the strength of the general tone. They also have 

stronger connotations than the translation suggests. They are used here because they 

are more fitting with the general context. The succession of darkness and light, at 

night and in the morning, is a phenomenon recognized by all, but it may be 

overlooked because we are so familiar with it. Here, the Qur’ n reminds us of its 

permanent novelty. For it is repeated anew every day, producing the same effects 

and reactions. The natural laws governing this phenomenon are so precise and 

miraculous that they continue to impress and astonish man as his knowledge 

increases. 

“After that He spread out the earth. He brought out water from it, and brought forth its 

pastures; and the mountains He set firm.” (Verses 30-32) Spreading out the earth is a 

reference to the levelling of its surface so that it becomes easy to walk on, and to the 

formation of a layer of soil suitable for cultivation. Setting the mountains firm is a 

result of the final shaping of the surface of the earth and its cooling down to a level 

suitable for the emergence of living organisms. God also brought out water from the 

earth. This applies to springs that allow deep waters to flow out onto the surface of 

the earth. It also applies to rain water, since it comes originally from the earth. He 

also brought forth the pastures, which is, in this context, a reference to all plants 

upon which man and animals feed, and which directly and indirectly sustain life. 

All this happened after heaven was built, the night darkened and the earth spread. 

Recent astronomical theories support this Qur’ nic statement, for they assume that 

the earth was moving in its orbit, with day and night succeeding each other for 

hundreds of millions of years before it was levelled and spread out, becoming 

suitable for vegetation, and before its surface took its final, present shape of plains, 

valleys, mountains and oceans. 

The Qur’ n declares that all this is “for you and your cattle to delight in.” (Verse 33) 

This is a reminder to man of what God has made for him, and of His perfect and 

elaborate planning. It is not by chance that heaven was built in this fashion and the 
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earth spread out to take its present shape. Man’s existence, as God’s vicegerent, was 

taken into account. Indeed, human life and progress depend on so many factors 

which operate in the universe generally, and in the solar system in particular, and 

even more particularly on the earth itself. All these factors must be made to function 

in absolute harmony. 

Following the Qur’ nic method of delivering a short statement which embodies 

the basic fact, yet is rich with hints and inferences, the s rah names just a few of these 

harmonized factors — the building of heaven, the darkening of the night, the 

bringing forth of daylight, the spreading of the earth, the manipulation of its waters 

and pastures and the setting firm of mountains — for man and his cattle to delight in. 

This statement ensures the elaborate planning of the universe is understood by 

everybody, regardless of education standard. It addresses all mankind, throughout 

all ages and societies, whether primitive or advanced. The reality of such meticulous 

and elaborate planning, however, goes far beyond the level mentioned here. The 

very nature of this universe rules out any possibility of its formation by chance, for 

no chance construct could result in such perfect and absolute harmony on such an 

immeasurable scale. The harmony starts with the fact that our solar system is unique 

among millions and millions of planetary systems, and our earth is also a unique 

planet with regard to its location in the solar system. It is this uniqueness that makes 

life on earth possible. 

Life may appear on a certain planet if certain conditions are met: the planet must 

be of suitable size, at a medium distance from the sun, and it has to be of a 

composition which mixes the elements in the right proportion to permit the 

emergence of life. The suitable size is necessary because the atmosphere of the planet 

is conditioned by the force of its gravity. The medium distance is also a necessary 

condition because the planets which are near to the sun are so hot that nothing can 

solidify on them, and those that are far from the sun are so cold that nothing on them 

can have any measure of elasticity. The right composition of elements is necessary 

because such a composition in the right proportion is a must for the growth of 

vegetation which is, in turn, essential for the sustenance of life. The Earth has the 

ideal location to satisfy all these conditions which are conducive to the emergence of 

life in the only form which we now know.1 

Establishing the fact of elaborate planning of the grand universe, and giving man a 

special place in it prepares man’s heart and mind to receive and accept the statement 

about the reality of the hereafter and its final judgement. If the origins of the universe 

and of man are such, then the cycle must be completed, and everyone must have 

                                                 

1
 A.M. Al-Aqqad, `Aq ’id al-Mufakkirīn fī al-Qarn al-`Ishrīn, Beliefs of Twentieth Century Thinkers, 

Maktabat al-Anglo—al-Maşriyyah, Cairo, n.d., p. 36. 
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their reward. It is inconceivable that the final end comes with the end of man’s short 

life in this world, or that evil and tyranny can get away without retribution, or that 

good, justice and right can be left to suffer whatever hardship is visited on them in 

this life, without there being a chance to put matters right. Such an assumption is, in 

its very essence, contrary to the fact of elaborate planning so apparent everywhere in 

the universe. Hence the reality touched upon in this part of the s rah serves as an 

introduction to the reality of the hereafter, which is the main theme of the whole 

s rah. 

Different Dwellings 

Then, when the great, overwhelming event comes to pass — on that day man will 

clearly remember what he has done, when hell is brought in sight of all who are 

looking on; then, he who transgressed the bounds of what is right, and chose this 

present life will have hell for his dwelling place. But he who feared that he will stand 

before his Lord and forbade his soul its base desire will dwell in paradise. (Verses 34-

41) 

This present life is a period of comfort and enjoyment which are given in precise 

and accurate measure. Its duration is determined according to the overall planning of 

the universe and human life. Its comfort and enjoyment will end at the time 

appointed for their expiry. When the great event takes place, it ravages all and 

overwhelms all. The fleeting comfort of this life is extinguished. The whole universe, 

its built heaven, spread out earth and firm mountains are overturned and all living 

creatures are overwhelmed. At that moment “man will clearly remember what he has 

done.” (Verse 35) He might have been distracted by the events and comforts of this 

life and he might have overlooked what he has done. But he will recall it all then, 

when remembrance brings him nothing but sadness and grief as he realizes what a 

miserable end he faces. “When hell is brought in sight of all who are looking on.” (Verse 

36) The term ‘bringing in sight’ is particularly powerful. It is rich in connotations and 

further strengthens the rhythm. The result is an image so vivid we almost see it in 

front of us now. 

Then, people will have different destinies and the aim of earlier planning in the 

first life is revealed: “Then, he who transgressed the bounds of what is right, and chose this 

present life will have hell for his dwelling place.” (Verses 37-39) The Arabic term, agh , 

rendered here as ‘transgress the bounds of what is right’ means literally ‘tyrannize’, 

but this term is used here, as elsewhere in the Qur’ n, in a much wider sense than the 

strict despotism of rulers and dictators. ‘Tyranny’ is used here as being synonymous 

with exceeding the limits of right and truth. Hence these three verses refer to all 
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those who transgress the boundaries of right, prefer this life to the future life, taking 

no heed of the latter. Since consciousness of the hereafter defines the values and 

standards to be applied, he who prefers this present life suffers a breakdown of 

values and standards resulting in his adoption of faulty standards of behaviour. This 

puts him in the category of despots and transgressors. Thus, hell which is brought in 

sight of everybody on that great day will be his dwelling place. 

“But he who feared that he will stand before his Lord and forbade his soul its base desire 

will dwell in paradise.” (Verses 40-41) The one who fears to stand in front of God does 

not indulge in sin. If he slips and commits a sin, in a moment of weakness, his fear of 

God will lead him to repent and pray for forgiveness. Thus, he remains within the 

area of obedience, the central point of which is the control of one’s caprice and 

desires. Indulgence of desire and caprice is essentially the cause of all forms of 

tyranny and transgression. It is the spring of evil. Man hardly ever falls for any 

reason other than succumbing to caprice and desire. Ignorance is easy to cure. Desire, 

once ignorance has been cured, is a plague which requires a long and hard struggle 

to overcome. Yet fear of God is the only solid defence against violent attacks of 

desire. Indeed, there is hardly any other defence which can withstand such attacks. 

Hence, the s rah mentions fear of God and control of desire together in one verse. 

This fact is here stressed by God, the Creator of man and the only One who knows 

the human soul, its weaknesses and their effective cure. 

God does not ask man to suppress his desires, because He knows that it is not 

possible for him to do so. He simply asks man to control his desires and not to let 

them control him. He tells him that fear of standing before his Lord, the Almighty, 

should be of great assistance. He has fixed his reward for this hard struggle: paradise 

as a dwelling place. For God knows perfectly well the hardships involved in this 

struggle and the high standards to which man is elevated by the same. This struggle, 

self-control and elevation help man fulfil his humanity. Such fulfilment cannot be 

achieved by giving way to all desires, and following caprice wherever it leads, on the 

pretext that desire and caprice are part of human nature. God, who made man 

sensitive to certain urges, also gave him self discipline. He also gives him paradise as 

a reward when he elevates himself to a high standard of humanity. 

There are two types of freedom. The first is achieved through scoring a victory 

over one’s desires and releasing oneself from the chains of caprice. When man 

achieves such a victory he finds himself able to fulfil these desires and caprices in a 

controlled and balanced way which emphasizes his freedom of choice. This type of 

freedom is human, one which suits the honour God has bestowed on man. The other 

type is animal freedom, represented in man’s defeat, his enslavement by his desires, 

and his loss of control over himself. This type of freedom is advocated only by those 

who have lost their humanity, so they try to cover their slavery with a dress of 
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deceptive freedom. 

The Timing of the Last Hour 

The last part of the s rah is expressed in a rhythm which evokes awe. “They 

question you about the Last Hour, when will it come to pass? But why should you be 

concerned with its exact timing? The final word concerning it belongs to your Lord. Your 

mission is merely to warn those who fear it. On the day when they see that hour, it will seem 

to them that their life on earth had spanned only one evening, or one morning.” (Verses 42-

46) 

Every time the diehards among the pagan Arabs heard a description of the fearful 

events of the Day of Judgement, and the reckoning which then takes place, they used 

to ask the Prophet (peace be upon him) to specify its time: “When will it come to pass?” 

The answer given here to such questions takes the form of a rhetorical question, “But 

why should you be concerned with its exact timing?” (Verse 43) It is an answer which 

suggests that the Last Hour, or the Day of Judgement, is so great and majestic that 

the questions put by the unbelievers concerning it sound stupid and pitiful. 

Moreover, such questions are only put forward by the impudent. The great Prophet 

himself is asked, “Why should you be concerned with its exact timing?” It is so great that 

neither you nor anyone else should ask to be informed of its exact time. This 

knowledge belongs to God alone, not to anybody else. “The final word concerning it 

belongs to your Lord.” (Verse 44) He is the Master of everything which relates to it. The 

Prophet’s own duties, and the limits he should not, and need not exceed are well 

defined: “Your mission is merely to warn those who fear it.” (Verse 45) He is to warn 

those who will benefit by such warnings. Such people will then live according to 

their firm belief that it will arrive at the time appointed by God. 

The majesty and awe of the Last Hour is explained through the description of its 

effects on men’s feelings and the comparison that is drawn between its duration and 

the length of this present life. 

“On the day when they see that hour, it will seem to them that their life on earth had 

spanned only one evening, or one morning.” (Verse 46) It so grips the soul that our 

present life with all its epics, events and luxuries will seem to those who lived them 

shorter than a single day, just one evening or one morning. So, the whole world, its 

centuries and generations will shrink to nothing longer than a morning or an evening 

in the sight of the very people who quarrel and fight for it, preferring it to their share 

in the life to come. Yet for such passing enjoyment they abandon the hereafter and 

forego the certain prospect of dwelling in paradise. This is definitely the greatest 

stupidity of all, which no man who has ears to hear and eyes to see can ever 

perpetrate. 
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S RAH 80 

`Abasa  
(The Frowning) 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

He frowned and turned away (1)  

when the blind man came to him. (2) 

How could you tell? He might have sought to 

purify himself. (3) 

He might have been reminded and the reminder 

might have profited him. (4) 

But to the one who considered himself self-

sufficient (5) 

you were all attention. (6) 

Yet the fault would not be yours if he remained 

uncleansed. (7) 

As to him who comes to you with zeal, (8) 

and with a feeling of fear in his heart, (9) 
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him you ignore. (10) 

No indeed! This is an admonition. (11) 

Let him who will, bear it in mind. (12) 

It is written on honoured pages, (13) 

exalted, purified, (14) 

by the hands of noble and devout scribes. (15-16) 

Perish man! How ungrateful he is! (17) 

Of what did God create him? (18) 

Of a drop of sperm. He created him and 

proportioned him. (19) 

He makes his path smooth for him. (20) 

He then causes him to die and puts him in his 

grave. (21) 

He will surely bring him back to life when He 

pleases. (22) 

But by no means has man fulfilled His bidding. 

(23) 
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Let man reflect on the food he eats: (24) 

how We pour down the rain in torrents, (25) 

and cleave the earth in fissures; (26) 

how We bring forth the corn, (27) 

the grapes, and the fresh vegetation, (28) 

the olive and the palm, (29) 

the dense-treed gardens, (30) 

the fruit-trees and the green pastures, (31) 

for you and your cattle to delight in. (32) 

But when the stunning blast is sounded, (33) 

on that day everyone will forsake his brother, (34) 

his mother and his father, (35) 

his wife and his children: (36) 

for each one of them will on that day have enough 

preoccupations of his own. (37) 
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Some faces on that day shall be beaming, (38) 

smiling and joyful. (39) 

Some other faces on that day shall be covered with 

dust, (40) 

veiled with darkness. (41) 

These shall be the faces of the unbelievers, the 

hardened in sin. (42) 
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Overview 

This s rah discusses certain principles of grave importance. It is unique in its 

images and the impressions it leaves. Furthermore, it combines its marked spiritual 

effect with superb musical rhythm. 

Its first part treats a certain incident which took place in the early days of Islam. 

The Prophet (peace be upon him) was busy with a few Quraysh dignitaries, 

explaining to them the Islamic message, when Ibn Umm Maktūm, a poor blind man, 

interrupted him. Unaware that the Prophet was busy, the blind man asked him 

repeatedly to teach him some verses from the Qur’ n. The Prophet (peace be upon 

him) was not very pleased at this interruption. He frowned and turned away from 

Ibn Umm Maktūm. This s rah opens by criticizing the Prophet’s behaviour in this 

incident. It lays down clearly the values and principles upon which Islamic society is 

founded and states the true nature of the message of Islam. “He frowned and turned 

away when the blind man came to him. How could you tell? He might have sought to purify 

himself. He might have been reminded and the reminder might have profited him. But to the 

one who considered himself self-sufficient you were all attention. Yet the fault would not be 

yours if he remained uncleansed. As to him who comes to you with zeal, and with a feeling of 

fear in his heart, him you ignore. No indeed! This is an admonition. Let him who will, bear it 

in mind. It is written on honoured pages, exalted, purified, by the hands of noble and devout 

scribes.” (Verses 1-16) 

Man’s ungrateful attitude towards God and his denial of Him come up for 

discussion in the second part. Here man is reminded of his origin; how his life is 

made easy; how God determines his death and resurrection; and how, after all this, 

he fails to carry out His orders: “Perish man! How ungrateful he is! Of what did God 
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create him? Of a drop of sperm. He created him and proportioned him. He makes his path 

smooth for him. He then causes him to die and puts him in his grave. He will surely bring 

him to life when He pleases. But by no means has man fulfilled His bidding.” (Verses 17-23) 

The third part directs man to reflect upon things of immediate concern to him, 

namely, his food. Absolute perfection of creation is obvious in the provision of food 

for man as it is obvious in the creation, proportioning and development of man 

himself: “Let man reflect on the food he eats: how We pour down the rain in torrents, and 

cleave the earth in fissures; how We bring forth the corn, the grapes, and the fresh vegetation, 

the olive and the palm, the dense- treed gardens, the fruit-trees and the green pastures, for you 

and your cattle to delight in.” (Verses 24-32) 

The final part touches upon “the stunning blast” and its fearful effects. The very 

sound of the words gives the impression of horror. It makes people unaware of 

anything around them. Their faces, however, provide a lucid account of what is 

happening to them. “But when the stunning blast is sounded, on that day everyone will 

forsake his brother, his mother and his father, his wife and his children: for each one of them 

will on that day have enough preoccupations of his own. Some faces on that day shall be 

beaming, smiling and joyful. Some other faces on that day shall be covered with dust, veiled 

with darkness. These shall be the faces of the unbelievers, the hardened in sin.” (Verses 33-

42) 

A quick preview of the s rah leaves a profound effect on the reader. Its message 

and its implications are so powerful that no human heart can avoid being deeply 

touched, even by a quick perusal of it. In the following pages we will attempt to 

illustrate some of the far-reaching effects certain parts of the s rah have and which 

may not be immediately apparent. 

The Basis of Social Values 

He frowned and turned away when the blind man came to him. How could you tell? 

He might have sought to purify himself. He might have been reminded and the 

reminder might have profited him. But to the one who considered himself self-

sufficient you were all attention. Yet the fault would not be yours if he remained 

uncleansed. As to him who comes to you with zeal and with a feeling of fear in his 

heart, him you ignore. No indeed! This is an admonition. Let him who will, bear it in 

mind. It is written on honoured pages, exalted, purified, by the hands of noble and 

devout scribes. (Verses 1-16) 

The divine instructions which followed this incident are much more far reaching 

than appears at first sight. They are indeed a miracle. These instructions, the 

principles they seek to establish and the change they aim to accomplish in human 
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society are, perhaps, the most important miracle of Islam. But the instructions are 

made here as a direct comment on a single incident. It is part of the Qur’ nic method 

to make use of isolated incidents in order to lay down fundamental and permanent 

principles. The principles established here and their practical effects, as seen in the 

early Islamic society, are indeed the essence of Islam. They constitute the truth which 

Islam, and all divine religions that preceded it, seek to plant in human life. 

The point at issue here is not merely how an individual or a class of people should 

be treated. This is indeed the significance of the Qur’ nic comment on the incident 

itself, taken in isolation. The heart of the matter is, however, something far more 

important. It is: how should people evaluate everything in their lives? From where 

should they derive the values and standards necessary for such an evaluation? 

What the divine instructions contained in the opening part of the s rah seek to 

establish is that people must base their values and standards on divine 

considerations, laid down by God. No social circumstances, traditions or practices, 

nor any concept of life derived from them should be allowed either to encumber or 

determine these values and standards. There is no denying the difficulties involved 

in conducting human life on the basis of values and standards laid down by the 

Divine Being, free from the pressure of all worldly considerations. 

If we consider the pressure of society on the individual’s feelings and attitudes, 

and the weight of considerations to be taken into account such as traditional values, 

family and social ties, as well as the values that prevail in one’s own environment, 

we can appreciate the difficulty of carrying out these divine instructions. Our 

appreciation of such difficulty is even greater when we remember that in order to 

convey it to people, Mu ammad himself (peace be upon him) needed this special 

directive, or rather censure. Reference to this is sufficient to convey the gravity of the 

matter. For Mu ammad (peace be upon him) attained greater heights of sublimity 

and greatness than any man can aspire to. Yet the fact that special instructions were 

required for him to convey a certain principle makes that principle greater than 

greatness, subliminally unique. 

This is, indeed, a true description of the principle established here, namely that 

mankind should derive their values and standards from the Divine Being, after they 

have freed themselves from the pressure of their social set-up with all its values and 

standards. 

The basic standard God has, through His prophets, commanded mankind to adopt 

is: “The noblest of you in God’s sight is he who fears Him most.” (49: 13) This is the 

standard by which all values, traditions and practices should be evaluated. It 

establishes a purely divine criterion which has nothing to do with any worldly 

considerations. But people live on earth and establish a multitude of ties, each having 



`Abasa (The Frowning) 

 39

its own weight and gravity. They have considerations of family relations, power and 

wealth. The distribution or concentration of these creates certain practical and 

economic results which determine the position of every man, woman or class of 

people in relation to others. Thus some acquire a position superior to that of others, 

in worldly standards. 

When Islam declares, “The noblest of you in God’s sight is he who fears Him most,” it 

simply indicates that all these values and considerations are void, however 

important they seem to us. It substitutes for them a single value derived directly 

from God. Moreover, it is the only value acceptable to Him. The incident depicted 

here serves to establish this value in an actual situation. Thus the essential principle 

is established: the scales recognized are those of God; the supreme value which 

should govern human life is the divine one. Hence, the Muslim community must 

abandon all human values, standards, traditions and concepts. 

Who Takes Priority? 

Let us now consider the incident itself. Ibn Umm Maktūm, a poor blind man, 

comes to the Prophet (peace be upon him) at a time when he is busy with a group of 

the most powerful and influential personalities in Makkah, including ‘Utbah and 

Shaybah, sons of Rab `ah, Abū Jahl, `Amr ibn Hish m, Umayyah ibn Khalaf, al-

Wal d ibn al-Mugh rah. Also present is al-`Abb s ibn `Abd al-Mu alib, the Prophet’s 

uncle. It is a crucial meeting. The Prophet explains the message of Islam to them and 

hopes for a favourable response. He feels that the cause of Islam stands to gain much 

by such a response. Islam is facing a hard time in Makkah. Those very people have 

been using all their wealth, power and influence to check its advancement, and stop 

people from accepting it. They have managed to freeze Islam in Makkah and hinder 

its progress elsewhere. Outside Makkah, the other tribes have adopted an attitude of 

wait and see. For they feel this to be their best stand in a society which gives 

paramount importance to the tribe’s attitude. They are aware that against 

Mu ammad, the Prophet of Islam, stand his own kinsmen, who, theoretically 

speaking, should be his most ardent supporters. 

It must be emphasized that when we say that the Prophet is busy with these 

people, he has no personal interest in them. He is simply working for Islam. 

Acceptance of Islam by these influential and powerful people means the removal of 

all impediments from the path of Islam in Makkah. It also ensures for Islam the 

freedom to progress in the rest of Arabia. 

While this crucial meeting is in progress, a poor man comes and interrupts the 

Prophet (peace be upon him) saying: ‘Messenger of God! Teach me some verses of 

what God has taught you.’ Although he could sense that the Prophet is busy, he 
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repeats his request several times. The Prophet dislikes this interruption. His face, 

which remains unseen by the blind man, expresses his aversion. He frowns and looks 

away from the poor man. Indeed, the Prophet’s motive has been his great enthusiasm 

to win badly needed support for Islam. 

Here, heaven intervenes to say the final word in this matter and to put landmarks 

along the whole length of the road the Islamic message should take. Thus we are 

given the scales by which to weigh our values regardless of all other considerations, 

including those which may appear to serve the interests of Islam, as seen by human 

beings, including Mu ammad, the greatest of all mankind. This is why the Prophet 

who has been described elsewhere in the Qur’ n as having “great and sublime nature”, 

(68: 4) is strongly censured by God, the Most High. It is the only point in the Qur’ n 

where the Prophet, who is very dear to God, is addressed by the term kall , 

[inadequately translated as “no indeed”]. Kall  is a term of censure and an order to 

desist. This is because the contravened principle is central to this religion. 

The reproof is made in a unique style, which defies translation into ordinary 

language. Written language has to apply certain rules and observe some well defined 

norms. These would dampen the effects of the very vivid style which is characterized 

in this instance by its rapid touches and short phrases which are more like reflex 

actions and instant pictures. 

“He frowned and turned away when the blind man came to him.” (Verses 1-2) The use of 

the third person here is significant. It suggests that the subject matter is so distasteful 

to God that He does not like to confront His beloved Messenger with it. This in itself 

is a gesture of mercy and kindness to the Prophet. Thus, the action which 

necessitated the reproof has been disguised with great subtlety. The reproof then 

takes the form of direct address, starting somewhat mildly: “How could you tell? He 

might have sought to purify himself. He might have been reminded and the reminder might 

have profited him.” (Verses 3-4) How could you tell but that a great gain might have 

been made? That is to say that the poor, blind man who came to you seeking light 

might have profited by God’s reminder and set about purifying himself. His heart 

might have been brightened by God’s light and he might have become like a 

lighthouse, guiding people to safety. This is exactly what happens every time a 

human being genuinely accepts the faith. It is, indeed, what carries real weight on 

God’s scales. 

The reproof then takes a stronger tone. It wonders at the action in question: “But to 

the one who considered himself self-sufficient you were all attention. Yet the fault would not 

be yours if he remained uncleansed. As to him who comes to you with zeal and with a feeling 

of fear in his heart, him you ignore.” (Verses 5-10) The one who pretends that he can do 

without you and your religion, light, goodness and purity is the one who receives 

your attention! You go to him yourself when he turns away, and you are at pains to 
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try to persuade him to accept the faith. “Yet the fault would not be yours if he remained 

uncleansed.” (Verse 7) What is it to you if he chooses to remain in filth? You are not 

answerable for his sins. He will not secure your victory. “As to him who comes to you 

with zeal,” out of his own free will, “and with a feeling of fear in his heart,” groping his 

way with outstretched hands, fearful of pitfalls, “him you ignore.” What a strong 

description of not paying due attention to the man who came to seek right guidance. 

The tone becomes even stronger and the reproof then takes the form of outright 

censure: kall  or “no indeed”, this must never be the case. 

Then follows a statement affirming that Islam is an honourable and noble call. It 

has no need for anybody’s support. It cares only for the one who accepts it on its 

merits, regardless of his position in human society! “This is an admonition. Let him who 

will, bear it in mind. It is written on honoured pages, exalted, purified, by the hands of noble 

and devout scribes.” (Verses 11-16) It is a noble and honoured message in every 

respect. Its pages are purified and exalted, entrusted to ‘noble and devout’ angel 

ambassadors who convey it to those human beings selected to convey it to their 

people. It is also dignified. No one who pretends that he is self-sufficient need be 

approached about accepting this message of Islam. It is only for those who know its 

value and seek to be purified by it. 

So this is the divine standard by which all values and considerations should be 

evaluated, and all people should be judged. This is also God’s word, which is the 

final judgement in all situations. 

But where and when was this laid down? The answer is in Makkah when the 

Muslims were few in number, and Islam was the weaker side in an unequal battle. 

The attempt to win a group of powerful and influential men was not motivated by 

any personal interest. Ignoring the poor blind man was not occasioned by any 

personal consideration. All was for the sake of the new message. But the message 

itself calls for the adoption and application of this very standard and these very 

values. For Islam can never acquire any real power or achieve any true victory except 

through the establishment of these values and standards. 

As stated earlier, the essential principle involved is far greater and wider in scope 

than this single incident. It is that humanity should derive its values and standards 

from God, not from any worldly source. “The noblest of you in God’s sight is he who 

fears Him most.” (49: 13) Indeed, the one whom God considers noble is the one who 

deserves to be attended to and looked after, even if he is completely lacking in family 

relations, power and wealth, assets highly valued by worldly standards. These and 

all other worldly values are worthless when they part ways with faith and fear of 

God. This is the great issue which divine instruction in this s rah seeks to settle. 
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A Reproach and a Principle 

The Prophet was deeply touched by these divine instructions and by God’s 

reproof. Throughout his life, he worked tirelessly for the establishment of this great 

principle in Islamic society. 

The first action he took was to announce these instructions and the reproof in 

public. This in itself is something very great. Taken from any point of view, no 

person other than a messenger from God would have announced in public that he 

had been censured so strongly for his slip. It would have been enough for any other 

great man to recognize his mistake and to avoid any repetition in the future. With 

God’s Messenger however, things acquire different proportions. No person other 

than God’s Messenger could have had the courage, in such circumstances as Islam 

was facing, to make this declaration, challenging with it the masters of the Quraysh, 

who were very proud of their lineage, power and wealth. 

These were, at the time, the only considerations of any importance in Makkan 

society, where people wondered: “Why was this Qur’ n not revealed to some great man 

from the two towns?” (43: 31) They were, of course, aware of Mu ammad’s lineage, 

and that he was a descendant of the noblest family in Arabia. His ancestors were 

masters of Makkah. They nonetheless asked the question because Mu ammad 

himself did not occupy a position of power in Makkah before his prophethood. 

In such a society, at that particular time, such a great principle could never have 

been the product of any earthly factor, or factors. It could only have had one source: 

God. No power could have ensured it other than divine will. Islamic society received 

it directly from the Prophet. Thereafter it became well established acquiring depth 

and momentum, which helped it to continue its operation in the Islamic community 

over the centuries. 

The establishment of this principle was, indeed, a rebirth of humanity. It was 

greater in importance than the birth of the first man. Man was able to free himself 

from all worldly bonds and standards, and substitute for them a set of heavenly 

values independent of all earthly considerations. These new values were soon 

understood and accepted by everybody. Soon the grave matter which had required a 

special directive to be issued to Mu ammad, God’s Messenger, and an order to him 

to deliver it in detail, became the operative principle of the Islamic conscience and 

the basic code of Islamic society. It remained so for a very long time. 

Perhaps we cannot fully appreciate the true nature of this rebirth of humanity, 

because we cannot conceive the practical significance of our release from the 

pressures of social environment, values, standards, traditions and practices. In order 

to appreciate the magnitude of these pressures we have only to remember that 

advocates of a materialistic view of history consider that the economic condition of a 
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certain society determines its beliefs, arts, literature, laws and customs, as well as its 

view of life and its destiny. What a narrow and mistaken view of man’s true nature! 

It was with this basic principle that Islam accomplished the miracle of the rebirth of 

man. 

Instilling a New Value 

Since then the values attached to this great principle have become supreme. Their 

ascendancy, however, was by no means easy, neither in the Arabian society, nor in 

the minds of the Muslims themselves. Through his actions and directives, coloured 

by the profound effect the divine instructions in this s rah left on him, the Prophet 

was able to implant this basic Islamic principle into his Companions’ consciences and 

into the life of the Islamic society he had established. He looked after his new plant 

with unfailing care until it had established deep roots and spread its branches wide. 

Hence why this principle remained for centuries the guiding principle of the Muslim 

community. 

After this incident the Prophet always welcomed Ibn Umm Maktūm warmly. 

Whenever he met him, he said: “Welcome to the man for whose sake my Lord 

reproved me.” Twice, he appointed him as his deputy governor in Madinah when he 

himself had to be away. 

The Prophet married his own cousin Zaynab bint Ja sh of the Asad clan to his 

former slave Zayd ibn rithah. Marriage has always been a very delicate issue, and 

it was particularly so in the Arabian Peninsula at that time. The Prophet’s motive 

was to deal a deadly blow to all the social values and standards based on worldly 

considerations. 

Soon after the Makkan Muslims settled in Madinah the Prophet established a 

bond of brotherhood between every two Muslims. He made his own uncle, amzah, 

a brother to his former slave, Zayd; and Kh lid ibn Ruway ah of the Khatham tribe 

and Bil l, the former slave, were made brothers. 

He appointed Zayd as Commander-in-Chief of the Muslim army which fought the 

Battle of Mu’tah. Zayd’s first deputy was the Prophet’s own cousin Ja`far ibn Ab  

lib. The second deputy was `Abdull h ibn Raw ah of the Anş r. A number of 

well-known personalities from Makkah and Madinah were in that army of three 

thousand men, including the most famous Muslim commander of all time, Kh lid 

ibn al-Wal d. The Prophet himself went out to bid them farewell. It is also worth 

mentioning that Zayd and his two deputies were killed during that battle. 

The Prophet’s last action was to appoint Us mah ibn Zayd, a young man, as 

commander of an army he had raised to fight the Byzantines. A large number of 



`Abasa (The Frowning) 

 44

early Muslims, from both the Muh jirīn (Makkans) and the Anş r (Madinans), 

including his two most distinguished Companions and immediate successors, Abū 

Bakr and `Umar, as well as his own relative Sa ‘d ibn Ab  Waqq ş, one of the very 

earliest people to embrace Islam, were in that army. Some people, however, 

grumbled about the fact that Us mah had been made commander, young as he was. 

`Abdull h ibn `Umar takes up the story: “When some people complained about 

giving the army command to Us mah, the Prophet said: ‘You are deprecating his 

appointment as commander in the same way as you previously deprecated his 

father’s appointment. By God, his father was a worthy commander, and one of the 

dearest people to me. Us mah is also one of the dearest people to me.” [Related by 

al-Bukh r , Muslim and al-Tirmidh .] 

Some people spoke in derogatory terms about the Prophet’s Companion, Salm n, 

the Persian. They took a narrow nationalistic view and spoke of the inferiority of the 

Persians in relation to the Arabs. The Prophet took a decisive step to eradicate such 

narrow tendencies. He declared: “Salm n belongs to the Prophet’s family.” [Related 

by al- abar n  and al- kim.] This statement transcends all lineage, tribal and 

national considerations, which carried immense weight in Arabia. 

Furthermore a disagreement occurred between Abū Dharr and Bil l, two of the 

Prophet’s highly esteemed Companions. In a fit of temper, Abū Dharr called Bil l 

“the son of a black woman”. The Prophet was extremely upset at this. He rebuked 

Abū Dharr saying: “That is too much, Abū Dharr. He who has a white mother has no 

advantage which makes him better than the son of a black mother.” [Related by Ibn 

al-Mub rak with slightly different wording.] Thus the Prophet put the dispute into 

its proper perspective. What distinguishes people is their faith, not their colour. This 

is the Islamic criterion, which is so unlike the worldly criteria of j hiliyyah societies. 

The Prophet’s rebuke had a profound effect on Abū Dharr, who was very sensitive. 

He wanted to atone for his mistake, so he put his head on the ground swearing that 

he would not raise it until Bil l had put his foot over it. 

Bil l achieved a position of great distinction in Islamic society. What made his 

achievement possible was the application of heaven’s values. Abū Hurayrah related 

that the Prophet once said to Bil l: “Tell me, which of your actions do you hope to be 

the most rewarding for you, for last night I heard your footsteps as you drew near to 

me in heaven?” Bill answered: “I do not think that since becoming a Muslim I have 

ever done anything which I hope to be more rewarding than that every time I 

perform ablution at any time of the day or night I pray whatever I can.” [Related by 

al-Bukh r  and Muslim.] 

Once `Amm r ibn Y sir asked for permission to see the Prophet. The Prophet said: 

“Let him come in. Welcome to the cleansed, good man.” [Related by al-Tirmidh .] He 

also said of him: “Amm r is full of faith to the top of his head.” [Related by al-
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Nas ’ .] udhayfah related that the Prophet said: “I do not know how long I shall be 

with you, so accept the leadership of the two who will follow me [and he pointed to 

Abū Bakr and `Umar], and follow `Amm r’s guidance. Believe whatever Ibn Mas`ūd 

tells you.” [Related by al-Tirmidh .] 

Ibn Mas`ūd was so close to the Prophet that any stranger in Madinah would have 

thought him a member of the Prophet’s household. Abū Mūs  said: “I came to 

Madinah from the Yemen with my brother. For quite some time we were under the 

impression that Ibn Mas`ūd and his mother belonged to the Prophet’s household, an 

impression we had formed because of the frequency of their comings and goings 

from the Prophet’s homes, and their long companionship with him.” [Related by al-

Bukh r  and Muslim and al-Tirmidh .] 

The Prophet himself sought the hand of an Anş rī woman in marriage for Julaybib, 

a former slave. “Her parents were reluctant to sanction such a marriage. She, 

however, said to them: ‘Do you mean to reject the Prophet’s suit? If the Prophet 

thinks that this man is suitable for us, then let this marriage go through.’ So they 

gave their consent.” [Related by A mad.] 

Soon after his marriage, Julaybib took part in an armed expedition. After the 

battle, which resulted in a victory for the Muslims, the Prophet asked his 

Companions: “Is anybody missing?” They named a few people. He repeated the 

question and they named a few others. He asked the same question for the third time 

and they answered in the negative. He said: “I think Julaybib is missing.” They 

looked for him and found his body next to seven enemy soldiers whom he had 

killed. The Prophet went over, stood near him, and said: “He killed seven before he 

himself was slain. This man belongs to me and I belong to him.” He lifted him into 

his arms until a grave had been dug. He then put him in his grave. The tradition does 

not say whether Julaybib was given a death wash or not. [Related by Muslim.] 

The Principle in Practice 

With this divine instruction and the Prophet’s guidance, the rebirth of humanity 

was accomplished in a unique manner. Thus a new society came into existence, 

which imported its values and standards from heaven, and lived on earth, 

unhampered by earthly restrictions. This is the greatest miracle of Islam; a miracle 

which could not have happened except by God’s will, and through the Prophet’s 

actions. This miracle is, in itself, proof that Islam is a religion revealed by God, and 

that the man who conveyed it to us was His Messenger. 

It was divine will that leadership of the Islamic society, after the Prophet’s death, 

should be assigned successively to Abū Bakr and `Umar, the two who were most 

keenly aware of the true nature of Islam and most vividly impressed by the Prophet’s 
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guidance. Indeed, Abū Bakr and `Umar surpassed everyone else in their love for the 

Prophet and determination to follow very closely in his footsteps. 

Abū Bakr was well aware of the Prophet’s object in assigning the army’s 

command to Us mah. His first action after he became Caliph was to send the army 

raised by the Prophet and commanded by Us mah on its original mission. Abū Bakr, 

the Caliph, went along with the army to the outskirts of Madinah to bid it farewell. It 

was a strange scene: ‘Us mah on his horse while Abū Bakr walked. Us mah, the 

young commander, felt embarrassed that he should ride while the Caliph, an old 

man, should walk. He begged Abū Bakr to ride, or else he would walk alongside 

him. Abū Bakr refused, saying: “You shall not walk and I shall not ride. It will do me 

no harm to walk for an hour if my walking is for God’s cause.” 

Abū Bakr felt that he needed `Umar to help him shoulder the responsibilities of 

government. `Umar, however, was a soldier in Us mah’s army, so he had to ask 

Us mah’s permission to discharge him. Hence, the Caliph, the Head of State, said to 

his army commander: “If you think you can spare `Umar to help me, then please do 

so!” What a request! It is the height of magnanimity, attainable only with God’s will, 

by individuals well taught by God’s Messenger. 

A few years later `Umar assumed the leadership of the Muslim community, as its 

second Caliph. One of his actions was to appoint Amm r ibn Y sir, who formerly 

belonged to the lower classes of Makkah, as governor of the Kufah region in Iraq. 

One day a number of dignitaries from the Quraysh, including Şuhayl ibn `Amr 

and Abū Sufy n, sought to see `Umar. He let them wait and admitted first Şuhayb 

and Bil l, two former slaves, on the grounds of their early acceptance of Islam and 

their taking part at the Battle of Badr. Abū Sufy n was angry and said: “I have never 

seen a day like this. These slaves are admitted and we are kept waiting!” Şuhayl, 

who was more keenly aware of the true nature of Islam, said: “Gentlemen! I see in 

your faces an expression of what you feel, but I say to you that if you are angry you 

should be angry with yourselves. Both they and you were called upon to accept 

Islam at the same time. They were quick to respond but you were slow. What will 

you do if on the Day of Judgement you find that they are included among the chosen 

and you are left behind?” 

`Umar allotted Us mah ibn Zayd a larger share of the spoils of war than he 

allotted his own son Abdull h. When `Abdull h queried his father’s decision `Umar 

said: “Son, the Prophet used to love Zayd more than he loved your father, and he 

loved Us mah more than he loved you. What I did was simply to attach to the 

Prophet’s love higher value than I attached to my own love.” As he said this `Umar 

was, of course, fully aware that the Prophet measured his love by divine standards. 
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`Umar sent Amm r to question Kh lid ibn al-Wal d, the victorious commander of 

the Muslim army who belonged to a noble family, about certain charges. `Amm r 

tied Kh lid’s robes round his neck. Some reports add that he tied Kh lid’s hands 

throughout the interrogation with his own turban. When the investigation proved 

Kh lid’s innocence, `Amm r untied him and put Kh lid’s turban back on his head 

with his own hands. Kh lid did not object to this treatment. He knew that `Amm r 

was one of the Prophet’s early Companions. Kh lid also knew what the Prophet used 

to say about `Amm r, which we have already quoted. 

It was `Umar himself who used to say about Abū Bakr and Bil l: “Abū Bakr is our 

master and he freed our master.” This refers to the days when Bil l was Umayyah 

ibn Khalaf’s slave, who tortured him mercilessly in order to turn him away from 

Islam. Abū Bakr bought Bil l from Umayyah and set him free. This former slave, 

Bil l, is described by `Umar, the Caliph, as “our master”. 

`Umar was the one who said, “Had S lim, the former slave of Abū udhayfah, 

been alive I would have nominated him to succeed me.” This statement must be 

taken against the background that `Umar did not nominate anyone to succeed him, 

not even `Uthm n, `Al , alhah or al-Zubayr. He only appointed a consultative 

committee of six, so that the next Caliph should be chosen from among them. 

`Al  ibn Ab  lib sent `Amm r and al- asan, his own son, to Kūfah to seek its 

people’s support against ` ’ishah [may God be pleased with her]. His message said, 

“I know that she is your Prophet’s wife in this life and in the life to come. You are, 

however, faced with a test which will prove whether you follow your Prophet or his 

wife.” [Related by al-Bukh r .] The people of Kūfah accepted his case against 

` ’ishah, mother of the believers and Abū Bakr’s daughter, [may God be pleased 

with them all]. 

Bil l was asked by his brother in Islam, Abū Ruway ah of Khatham, to speak on 

his behalf to the family of a Yemeni woman he wished to marry. Bil l did so, saying: 

“I am Bil l ibn Rab  and this is my brother, Abū Ruway ah. He lacks good 

manners and firm belief. You may please yourselves whether you give him your 

daughter in marriage or not.” He did not deceive them by hiding the truth, nor did 

he behave as a mediator, unmindful of his accountability to God. The family 

concerned were pleased with such honesty. They married their daughter to Abū 

Ruway ah, the noble Arab whose advocate was Bil l, a former slave from Abyssinia. 

This fundamental principle remained firmly entrenched throughout Islamic 

society for centuries, despite the various factors working for a setback. `Abdull h ibn 

`Abb s was always remembered with his slave `Ikrimah, while `Abdull h ibn `Umar 

was remembered with his slave N fi`. Anas ibn M lik was always associated with 

his slave Ibn S r n, as was Abū Hurayrah with his slave `Abd al-Ra m n ibn 
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Hurmuz.2 In the generation that followed, the most distinguished men of learning 

were al- asan in Başrah, Muj hid ibn Jabr, `A ’ ibn Rab  and wūs ibn Kays n. 

In Egypt, Yaz d ibn Ab  ab b, a black slave from Dengla, was the grand Mufti 

[holder of the highest  position of religious authority] during the reign of `Umar ibn 

`Abd al-`Az z.3 

This divine standard continued to win great respect for the pious and God-fearing, 

even when they were deprived of all things to which worldly considerations 

attached great value. It is only in comparatively recent times that this divine 

standard has ceased to operate. For now the whole world is overwhelmed by a tide 

of j hiliyyah, wherein there is a total disregard for divine values. In the United States, 

the leading Western country, a man is valued according to the size of his bank 

balance. In the Soviet Union,4 where Communism, the ruling philosophy, looks at life 

as no more than matter, and a man is worth less than a machine. The land of Islam, 

on the other hand, has sunk back into j hiliyyah. The creeds of j hiliyyah, which Islam 

had rooted out, have now been revived. The divine standard has been abandoned in 

favour of materialistic values which are completely alien to Islam. 

The only hope that remains is that the Islamic revivalist movement will rescue 

mankind once again from the clutches of j hiliyyah and bring about humanity’s 

second rebirth, similar to the one announced by the decisive verses at the opening of 

this s rah. 

Man’s Arrogant Attitude 

The second part of the s rah wonders at man’s conceit as he turns his back on the 

true faith. It wonders at how man forgets his humble origins, and how he remains 

totally oblivious of the care God has taken of him and His complete power over 

every stage of his existence, both in this life and in the hereafter. In his ingratitude 

man fulfils nothing of his duties towards his Lord, who has created and sustained 

him and who will hold him to account for his actions: “Perish man! How ungrateful he 

is! Of what did God create him? Of a drop of sperm. He created him and proportioned him. 

He makes his path smooth for him. He then causes him to die and puts him in his grave. He 

will surely bring him back to life when He pleases. But by no means has man fulfilled His 

bidding.” (Verses 17-23) 

“Perish man!” He deserves to die. The mode of expression employed also adds to 

                                                 
2 All these were scholars of the highest calibre, with the four mentioned first being Companions of the 
Prophet. The others passed on their scholarship to the succeeding generations. — Editor’s note. 
3 These details are based on information given by A.H. al-Guindi in his book Ab  anīfah, Cairo. 
4 The author is referring here to the former Soviet Union, which was one of the two superpowers in his 
own time. — Editor’s note. 
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the sense of horror excited by this abominable attitude. “How ungrateful he is!” He 

strongly denies the claims of his creation. Had he been mindful of these claims he 

would have been humbly grateful to his Lord who created him. He would not have 

shown such conceit and he would have remembered the end he is certain to meet. 

Indeed, how can man be so arrogant and conceited? What are his origins: “Of what 

did God create him?” (Verse 18) His is a very humble origin, worthless indeed except 

for God’s grace. “Of a drop of sperm. He created him and proportioned him.” (Verse 19) A 

drop of sperm of no significance; that is man’s beginning. God, the Creator, then 

proportioned him. The Arabic verb used here qaddara denotes precise and meticulous 

proportioning. It also denotes bestowing weight and value. This is how man has 

been created, honoured and raised from his humble origins to a high position in 

which the whole world has been put at his disposal. 

“He makes his path smooth for him.” (Verse 20) The path of life has been smoothed 

for him. He has also been given the ability to recognize and follow the right path. 

When the journey of life is over, when every living being meets its inevitable end, 

“He then causes him to die and puts him in his grave.” (Verse 21) So in the end the case is 

just the same as in the beginning: man submits to his Lord who brings him to life 

when He wills and ends his life when He wills. He honours him by making the earth 

his last abode, rather than leaving him as food for wild animals. He has made it part 

of human nature to bury the dead. When the time He has appointed arrives, He 

brings him back to life for the reckoning: “He will surely bring him back to life when He 

pleases.” (Verse 22) So man will not be left without reward or retribution. 

But has man prepared himself for this reckoning? It would seem that “by no means 

has man fulfilled His bidding.” (Verse 23) Mankind as a whole, from the very first to the 

very last, will not have fulfilled God’s bidding. This is the inference of the Arabic 

expression used here, lamm  Yaqđi m  amarah. Man will always remain negligent of 

his duties. He will never remember his origins and creation as he should, nor will he 

thank and praise his Creator who has guided and looked after him as He should be 

thanked and praised. Man does not prepare himself in this life for the day of reward 

and retribution. This applies to humanity as a whole. In addition, the great majority 

of people arrogantly turn their backs on divine guidance. 

Useful Reflection 

Next, the s rah invites man to reflect upon his food and that of his cattle, which is 

one of the great many things God has provided for him: “Let man reflect on the food he 

eats: how We pour down the rain in torrents, and cleave the earth in fissures; how We bring 

forth the corn, the grapes, and the fresh vegetation, the olive and the palm, the dense-treed 

gardens, the fruit trees and the green pastures, for you and your cattle to delight in.” (Verses 
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24-32) 

This is the full story of man’s food, related here stage by stage. Let man reflect: 

does he play any significant role in it? Can he determine or change its course? 

Indeed, the same hand which has brought him to life has brought forth the food 

which sustains him. 

“Let man reflect on the food he eats.” (Verse 24) Food, the first necessity of human life, 

deserves a few thoughts. It is made readily available day after day. But behind all 

this is a simple and wonderful story. Yet such simplicity makes man forget its 

wonder. Nevertheless, it is as miraculous as man’s own creation. Every step is 

determined by the Supreme Will that creates man. 

“How we pour down the rain in torrents.” (Verse 25) The pouring rain is a fact known 

to every human being, wherever he lives, regardless of his level of experience or 

knowledge. It is, therefore, taken up in this address to all human beings. As man’s 

knowledge has increased, he is now able to appreciate the meaning of this verse 

more fully. He knows that something happened a long time before the daily 

phenomenon of rain came to be established. Perhaps the theory closest to the truth 

concerning the formation of the oceans, whose water evaporates and then returns is 

rain, claims that they were formed somewhere above the earth and were then poured 

down in torrents. A contemporary scientist says on this subject: 

If it is true that the temperature of the earth at the time of its separation from 

the sun was about 12,000 degrees, or that of the surface of the sun, then all the 

elements were free and, therefore, no chemical combination of importance 

could exist. Gradually, as the earth, or the earth-forming fragments, cooled, 

combinations would take place and a nucleus of the world as we know it is 

formed. Oxygen and hydrogen could not combine until the temperature was 

reduced to 4,000 degrees Fahrenheit. At this point these elements would rush 

together and form water. What we know as the atmosphere must have been 

enormous at that time. All the oceans were in the sky and all those elements 

not combined were in the air as gases. Water, having formed in the outer 

atmosphere, fell towards the earth but could not reach it, as the temperature 

near the earth was higher than it was thousands of miles out. Of course, the 

time came when the deluge would reach the earth only to fly up again as 

steam. With whole oceans in the air, floods that would result as cooling 

progressed are beyond calculation.5 

Although we do not claim any definite link between this theory and this particular 

Qur’ nic statement, we acknowledge that the theory gives us a better understanding 

                                                 
5 A. Cressy Morrison, Man Does Not Stand Alone, London, 1962, pp. 25-26. 
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of what it means and the period of history it refers to, i.e., the period of water 

pouring down in torrents. The theory may be proved right. On the other hand, other 

theories may be put forward to explain the origins of water. The Qur’ nic statement, 

however, remains valid for all ages and societies. 

This is how the production of food starts: “We pour down the rain in torrents.” 

(Verse 25) No one can claim either to have produced water, at any stage of its 

formation, or to have caused it to be poured, so that the process of food production 

could be set in motion. 

“And cleave the earth in fissures.” (Verse 26) Primitive man sees the rain falling and 

realizes that he has no power over it. He sees the water splitting the earth and 

penetrating the soil. He also sees the plants cleaving the earth with the Creator’s will 

and growing over its surface. He notices that the plants are thin and the earth heavy 

yet the Creator’s hand enables the plants to split the earth and move through it. 

Anyone who contemplates how plants grow can recognize the miracle involved here. 

As human knowledge expands, a new understanding of this statement may be 

developed. The cleaving of the earth so that it became suitable for vegetation may 

have taken place a long time ago. The Qur’ nic statement may refer to the multiple 

break up of the earth’s surface rocks caused by the great floods and by the various 

climatic factors which, according to modern scientists, contributed to the formation 

of a soil layer where vegetation could grow. This interpretation fits more closely with 

the sequence of events as it is reported here.  

In either case, the third stage is that of the growth of all kinds of vegetation. The 

kind mentioned here is the best known to the people immediately addressed by the 

Qur’ n. “How We bring forth the corn.” (Verse 27) ‘The corn’ refers to all cereals and 

grains used for human or animal food. “The grapes, and the fresh vegetation.” (Verse 28) 

The reference here is to the well-known vine fruits and to all vegetables which can be 

eaten raw and picked time after time. “The olive and the palm, the dense-treed gardens, 

the fruit trees and the green pastures.” (Verses 29-31) The olive and the palm fruits are 

well-known to all Arabs. ‘The gardens’ refer to the fenced fields of fruit trees. They are 

described here as being dense with trees. The Arabic term ‘abb’, translated here as 

green pastures, refers in all probability to the herbage used for cattle. As mentioned 

in the commentary on the preceding s rah, `Umar asked what ‘abb’ meant and then 

blamed himself for asking. So we follow `Umar’s suit and add nothing to what has 

already been mentioned. 

This is the story of food, the provision of which is carefully planned by the hand 

which created man. Man plays no role in any of its stages. Even the seeds and grains 

he casts on the earth are not of his making. The miraculous aspect here lies in the 

original production of these seeds and grains, which is beyond man’s 
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comprehension. Various seeds may be planted on the same piece of land, irrigated by 

one kind of water; yet each produces its own fruit. It is the hand of the Creator which 

makes this infinite collection of plants and their fruits, and preserves in the little seed 

the characteristics of its mother plant so that they may reappear in the plant which 

issues from it. Man remains ignorant of the secrets of this process. He has no power 

over it. It is God’s own production: “For you and your cattle to delight in.” (Verse 32) 

This delight is, however, for a limited period. There follows something totally 

different which needs to be carefully considered by man before it actually arrives. 

A Signal for Resurrection 

But when the stunning blast is sounded, on that day everyone will forsake his brother, 

his mother and his father, his wife and his children: for each one of them will on that 

day have enough preoccupations of his own. Some faces on that day shall be beaming, 

smiling and joyful. Some other faces on that day shall be covered with dust, veiled 

with darkness. These shall be the faces of the unbelievers, the hardened in sin. (Verses 

33-42) 

This is the end of all delight and enjoyment. It fits perfectly with the planning and 

designing which included every stage of man’s development. The end portrayed 

here fits perfectly with the scene at the beginning of the s rah which shows someone 

coming forward with zeal and with a feeling of fear in his heart, and another 

considers himself self-sufficient and turns away from divine guidance. Here we have 

an exposition of their standing in God’s view. 

‘The stunning blast’ is the nearest translation of an Arabic term, al-ş khkhah, which 

carries a very sharp tone; it almost pierces the ears. This effect simply prepares us for 

the following scene in which we see “everyone will forsake his brother, his mother and his 

father, his wife and his children.” (Verses 34-36) Such ties between a person and his 

nearest relations cannot be severed in the normal course of events. Yet the stunning 

blast destroys these very links and throws them up into the air. 

The fearfulness depicted in this scene is purely psychological. It strikes the soul, 

isolates it and holds it in its grip. The result is that each of us will think only of 

ourselves. None shall have any time or power to think of others: “For each one of them 

will on that day have enough preoccupations of his own.” (Verse 37) The description is 

vivid; yet there can be no shorter and yet more comprehensive statement to describe 

the general condition of worried minds and souls. 

When the stunning blast takes place the condition is universal. Then follows a 

description of the conditions of the believers and the unbelievers after the two 

groups have been assigned their values by divine standards and given their 
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respective positions: “Some faces on that day shall be beaming, smiling and joyful.” 

(Verses 38-39) These faces beam with a happiness overflowing with delight. They are 

hopeful and reassured because they feel that their Lord is pleased with them. These 

people are spared the terror of the stunning blast, so they can afford to smile and 

demonstrate their joy. Or probably the smiles and manifestations of happiness are 

seen after these people have realized the good end awaiting them. 

“Some other faces on that day shall be covered with dust, veiled with darkness. These shall 

be the faces of the unbelievers, the hardened in sin.” (Verses 40-42) Such faces are covered 

with the dust of sadness and misery, darkened with humiliation and depression. 

They know what they have done in this life and they await their inevitable 

punishment. “These shall be the faces of the unbelievers, the hardened in sin.” (Verse 42) 

These people are devoid of faith. They do not believe in God or in the divine 

message. Moreover, they are hardened in their erring and sinful ways. They 

persistently violate divine commandments. 

The destiny of each group is portrayed in their faces. It is a vivid portrait drawn 

with words and expressions — a fact which testifies to the immense power 

characteristic of the Qur’ nic style. The opening and the close of the s rah are in 

perfect harmony. The opening lays down a fundamental principle and a general 

standard, and the close shows us the results of applying this standard. The s rah is a 

short one; yet it states a number of major facts and principles, portraying a large 

number of scenes, utilizing different rhythms. Furthermore the style brings out these 

images in full relief. 
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S RAH 81 

Al-Takwīr 
(The Darkening) 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

When the sun is darkened, (1) 

when the stars fall and disperse, (2)  

when the mountains are made to move away, (3)  

when the camels, ten months pregnant, are left 

untended, (4) 

when the wild beasts are brought together, (5) 

when the seas are set alight, (6) 

when people’s souls are paired [like with like], 

(7) 

when the infant girl, buried alive, is asked (8) 

# sŒ Î) ß§÷Κ¤±9 $# ôNu‘ Èhθä. ∩⊇∪  

# sŒ Î) uρ ãΠθàf–Ψ9 $# ôNu‘ y‰ s3Ρ$# ∩⊄∪  

# sŒ Î) uρ ãΑ$t7 Åg ø:$# ôNuÉi ß™ ∩⊂∪  

# sŒ Î) uρ â‘$t±Ïèø9 $# ôM n=ÏeÜ ãã ∩⊆∪  

# sŒ Î) uρ Þ¸θãmâθø9 $# ôNuÅ³ ãm ∩∈∪  

# sŒ Î) uρ â‘$ysÎ7 ø9 $# ôNtÉdfß™ ∩∉∪  

# sŒ Î) uρ â¨θà ‘Ζ9 $# ôM y_Íiρã— ∩∠∪  

# sŒ Î) uρ äο yŠ… â™öθyϑø9 $# ôM n=Í× ß™ ∩∇∪  

Äd“r'Î/ 5=/ΡsŒ ôM n=ÏGè% ∩®∪  
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for what crime she was slain, (9) 

when the records are laid open, (10) 

when the sky is stripped bare, (11) 

when hell is made to burn fiercely, (12) 

when paradise is brought near, (13) 

every soul shall know what it has put forward. 

(14) 

I swear by the turning stars, (15) 

which move swiftly and hide themselves away, 

(16) 

and by the night as it comes darkening on, (17) 

and by the dawn as it starts to breathe, (18) 

this is truly the word of a noble and mighty 

messenger, (19) 

who enjoys a secure position with the Lord of the 

Throne. (20) 

He is obeyed in heaven, faithful to his trust. (21) 

# sŒ Î) uρ ß#ßsÁ9 $# ôNuÅ³ èΣ ∩⊇⊃∪  

# sŒ Î) uρ â™!$uΚ¡¡9 $# ôM sÜ Ï±ä. ∩⊇⊇∪  

# sŒ Î) uρ ãΛ⎧Åspg ø:$# ôNtÏièß™ ∩⊇⊄∪  

# sŒ Î) uρ èπ ¨Ζpg ø:$# ôM x Ï9 ø—é& ∩⊇⊂∪  

ôM uΗÍ>tã Ó§ø tΡ !$̈Β ôNu|Øôm r& ∩⊇⊆∪  

Iξsù ãΝ Å¡ø% é& Ä§̈Ζèƒ ø:$$Î/ ∩⊇∈∪  

Í‘# uθpg ø:$# Ä§̈Ψ ä3ø9 $# ∩⊇∉∪  

È≅ ø‹ ©9 $# uρ # sŒÎ) }§yèó¡tã ∩⊇∠∪  

Ëxö6 Á9 $# uρ # sŒ Î) }§¤ uΖs? ∩⊇∇∪  

… çμ ¯ΡÎ) ãΑ öθs) s9 5Αθß™ u‘ 5ΟƒÌx. ∩⊇®∪  

“ÏŒ >ο §θè% y‰ΖÏã “ÏŒ Ä¸ öyèø9 $# &⎦⎫Å3tΒ ∩⊄⊃∪  

8í$sÜ •Β §Ν rO &⎦⎫ÏΒr& ∩⊄⊇∪  

$tΒuρ / ä3ç6Ïm$|¹ 5βθãΖôf yϑÎ/ ∩⊄⊄∪  

ô‰s) s9 uρ çν# u™u‘ È, èùW{ $$Î/ È⎦⎫Î7 çR ùQ $# ∩⊄⊂∪  
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Your old friend is not mad. (22) 

He saw him on the clear horizon. (23) 

He does not grudge the secrets of the unseen. (24) 

It is not the word of an accursed devil. (25) 

Whither then are you going? (26) 

This is only a reminder to all mankind, (27) 

to those of you whose will is to be upright. (28) 

Yet, you cannot will except by the will of God, 

Lord of all the worlds. (29) 

$tΒuρ uθèδ ’ n?tã É= ø‹tóø9 $# &⎦⎫ÏΨ ŸÒÎ/ ∩⊄⊆∪  

$tΒuρ uθèδ ÉΑ öθs) Î/ 9⎯≈ sÜ ø‹x© 5ΟŠ Å_§‘ ∩⊄∈∪  

t⎦ø⎪r'sù tβθç7 yδõ‹s? ∩⊄∉∪  

÷βÎ) uθèδ ωÎ) Öø. ÏŒ t⎦⎫ÏΗs>≈ yèù=Ïj9 ∩⊄∠∪  

⎯ yϑÏ9 u™!$x© öΝ ä3ΖÏΒ βr& tΛ⎧ É) tGó¡o„ ∩⊄∇∪  

$tΒuρ tβρâ™!$t±n@ HωÎ) βr& u™!$t± o„ ª!$# >u‘ 

š⎥⎫Ïϑn=≈ yèø9 $# ∩⊄®∪ 

Overview 

This s rah may be divided into two parts, each of them treating one major 

principle of faith. The first is the principle of resurrection accompanied by a great 

upheaval in the universe, which affects the sun and the stars, the mountains and 

seas, heaven and earth, wild and domestic animals, as well as man. The second 

principle is that of revelation. The s rah has something to say about the angel 

carrying the divine revelation, the Prophet receiving it, the people addressed by it, 

and the Supreme Will which has shaped their nature and bestowed this revelation. 

The rhythm of the s rah is one of violent movement which leaves nothing in its 

place. Everything is thrown away, smashed or scattered. The movement is so violent 

that it excites and frightens. It alters every familiar situation and shakes people’s 

hearts violently so that they feel deprived of both shelter and reassurance. In such a 

violent destructive storm the human heart is no more than a little feather, blown in 

every direction. No protection and, indeed, no safety can be found except what is 

granted by God, the Eternal. Thus, the rhythm of the s rah has, on its own, the effect 

of pulling man’s heart and soul away from everything associated with safety and 
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security, in order to seek peace, safety and protection with God. 

The s rah is also a gem of striking images drawn from the universe in both its 

present beautiful condition, which is familiar to us, and its condition on the Day of 

Resurrection when every familiar thing is changed beyond recognition. The s rah is, 

moreover, rich in fine expressions which add colour to the images portrayed. As the 

s rah is so short, the rhythm, images and expressions combine together to produce a 

very strong and lasting effect. Had it not been for the fact that the s rah contains 

some words which are no longer familiar to us today, I would have preferred not to 

comment on it. Its rhythm and images leave a far stronger effect than any human 

interpretation can aspire to achieve. 

Upheaval in the Universe 

When the sun is darkened, when the stars fall and disperse, when the mountains are 

made to move away, when the camels, ten months pregnant, are left untended, when 

the wild beasts are brought together, when the seas are set alight, when people’s souls 

are paired [like with like], when the infant girl, buried alive, is asked for what crime 

she was slain, when the records are laid open, when the sky is stripped bare, when hell 

is made to burn fiercely, when paradise is brought near, every soul shall know what it 

has put forward. (Verses 1-14) 

These verses sketch a scene of great upheaval which envelops the whole universe. 

It is an event which reveals every guarded secret and leaves nothing hidden away. 

Every human being faces what he has put forward for the day of reckoning and 

judgement. The great events mentioned indicate that the present familiar state of the 

universe, with its perfect harmony, measured movement, controlled relations, 

perfected by the Maker whose work is flawless, will suffer a complete break down. 

Its role will be finished. Along with all creation, it will move into a new 

predetermined phase of life, unlike anything known to us in this world. 

The s rah aims to get this idea of the inevitable upheaval well established in 

people’s hearts and minds so that they may attach little or no importance to the 

values and riches of this world, though these may seem to be of lasting consequence. 

People should establish a firm bond with the everlasting truth, i.e. the truth of God, 

the Eternal, who never changes when everything else changes and disappears. They 

should break the chains of what is familiar in this life in order to recognize the 

absolute truth which admits no restrictions of time, place, finite faculties or temporal 

standards. 

As one goes through the events of this universal upheaval, one cannot fail to 

observe an inner feeling for this affirmation. 



Al-Mu affifīn (The Stinters) 

 58

As to what exactly happens to all these creations during the resurrection we can 

only say that it is known to God alone. We can only comprehend what we have 

experienced. When we think of a great upheaval in the world, our imagination 

cannot stretch beyond a violent earthquake or volcano, or, perhaps, the fall of a 

comet or a small celestial body. Floods are perhaps the most destructive 

manifestation of the power of water known to us. The most powerful events in the 

universe we have monitored were some limited explosions in the sun, which is 

millions of miles away from us. All these events, great as they may be, seem so small 

when they are compared to the universal upheaval which will take place on the Day 

of Resurrection that they may be considered akin to child’s play. If we really want to 

know what will happen then, we can do no more than attempt to draw some sort of 

comparison with what we have experienced in this life. 

The darkening of the sun probably means that it will cool down and its flames 

which stretch out for thousands of miles in space will dwindle and die. As the sun is 

now in gaseous form because of its intense heat, which reaches a maximum of 12,000 

degrees, its darkening probably means its transformation by freezing to a form 

similar to that of the surface of the earth. It may adopt a circular shape without 

becoming stretched out. This is probably the meaning of the opening verse, but it 

could also mean something different. As to how it will happen, or its causes, we can 

only say that this is known only to God. 

The falling of the stars probably means that they will break away from the system 

which holds them together and lose their light and brightness. Only God knows 

which stars will be affected by this event: will it affect only a small group of stars, 

say, our own solar system, or our galaxy, which comprises hundreds of millions of 

stars, or will it affect all the stars in their millions of millions? The universe, as 

everyone knows, comprises an almost infinite number of galaxies, each with its own 

space. 

Forcing the mountains to move away probably means that they will be crushed 

and blown away as indicated in other s rahs: “They ask you about the mountains. Say: 

My Lord will crush them to fine dust and leave them a desolate waste.” (20: 105) “When the 

mountains crumble away and scatter into fine dust.” (56: 5) “And the mountains are made to 

move away, and seem to have been a mirage.” (78: 20) All these verses refer to a certain 

event which will affect the mountains and do away with their firm foundations and 

stability. This may be the beginning of the quake which will shake the earth 

violently, and which is mentioned in S rah 99, The Earthquake: “When the earth is 

rocked with her final earthquake, when the earth shakes off her burdens.” (99: 1-2) All these 

events will take place on that very long day. 

“When the camels, ten months pregnant, are left untended.” (Verse 4) The Arabic 

description of the camel here specifies that she is in her tenth month of pregnancy. 
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When in this state, she is to the Arab his most valuable possession because she is 

about to add to his wealth a highly valued young camel, and to give him a lot of milk 

which he and his family will share with the new-born animal. However, on that day, 

which will witness such overwhelming events, such priceless camels will be left 

without care, completely untended. The Arabs who were the first to be addressed by 

this verse never left such camels untended, except for the gravest of dangers. 

“When the wild beasts are brought together.” (Verse 5) The great terror which 

overwhelms the wild beasts in their jungles is the cause of their coming together. 

They forget their mutual enmities, and move together, unaware of their direction. 

They neither seek their homes nor chase their prey as they usually do. The 

overwhelming terror changes the character of even the wildest of beasts. What then 

will it do to man? 

“When the seas are set alight.” (Verse 6) The Arabic term, sujjirat, used here may 

mean that the seas will be overfilled with water, from floods similar to those which 

characterized the early stages of life on earth. On the other hand, earthquakes and 

volcanoes may remove the barriers now separating the seas so that the water of one 

will flow into the other. The Arabic expression may also mean that the seas will 

experience explosions which set them ablaze, as mentioned elsewhere in the Qur’ n: 

“When the oceans are made to explode.” (82: 3) Such explosions may result from 

separating oxygen and hydrogen which make sea water. They could also be atomic 

explosions of some sort. If the explosion of a limited number of atoms in a hydrogen 

or atom bomb produces such dreadful consequences as we have seen, then the 

atomic explosion of the waters of the oceans, in whatever manner it may occur, will 

produce something much too fearful for our minds to visualize. Similarly, we cannot 

conceive the reality of hell, which stands beyond these vast oceans. 

“When people’s souls are paired.” (Verse 7) The pairing of souls may mean the 

reunion of body and soul at the time of resurrection. It may also mean their 

grouping, like with like, as mentioned elsewhere in the Qur’ n: “You will be divided 

into three groups.” (56: 7) These are the chosen elite, the people of the right, and the 

people of the left. It may also mean some other way of grouping. 

Girls Buried Alive 

“When the infant girl, buried alive, is asked for what crime she was slain.” (Verses 8-9) 

The value of human life must have sunk very low in pre-Islamic Arabian society. 

There existed a convention of burying young girls alive, for fear of shame or poverty. 

The Qur’ n describes this practice in order to portray its horror and denounce it as a 

practice of ignorance or j hiliyyah. Its condemnation fits in perfectly with the declared 

aim of Islam, to destroy j hiliyyah and save mankind from sinking to its depths. In 
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S rah 16, The Bee, we read in translation: “When the birth of a girl is announced to one of 

them, his face grows dark and he is filled with rage and inward gloom. Because of the bad 

news he hides himself from everybody: should he keep her with disgrace or bury her under the 

dust? How ill they judge.”(16:58-9) And in S rah 17, The Night Journey: “You shall not 

kill your children for fear of want. We will provide for them and for you.”(17:31) 

Girls were killed in an extremely cruel way. They were buried alive! The Arabs 

used different ways of doing so. Some would leave the girl until she was six years of 

age. The father would then say to his wife to dress the girl in her best clothes and 

make her presentable because she would be visiting her prospective in-laws. He 

would have already dug a hole for her in the desert. When the girl got there, he 

would tell her that the hole is a well and then tell her to look down it. As she stood at 

the edge, he would push her into the hole and as she fell, he would throw sand over 

her and bury her. In certain tribes when a pregnant woman was about to give birth, 

she would sit over a hole in the ground. When the baby was born she would first 

establish its sex. If it was a boy, she would take him home, and if it was a girl, she 

would throw her in the hole and bury her. If a father decided not to bury his 

daughter alive, he would bring her up in a condition of deprivation until she was old 

enough to tend sheep or cattle, giving her only an overall made of rough wool to 

dress and making her do this type of work. 

Those Arabs who did not kill their young daughters or send them to mind cattle, 

had different methods of ill-treating women. If a man died, the head of the clan 

would throw his gown over the widow. This was a gesture of acquisition which 

meant that the widow could not marry anyone except the owner of the gown. If he 

was attracted to her, he would marry her, paying absolutely no regard to her 

feelings. If he did not marry her, he would keep her until she died so as to inherit any 

money or property she might leave behind. 

Such was the attitude of j hiliyyah society in Arabia to women. Islam condemns 

this attitude and spurns all these practices. It forbids the murder of young girls and 

shows its abhorrent and horrifying nature. It is listed as one of the subjects of 

reckoning on the Day of Judgement. Here, the s rah mentions it as one of the great 

events which overwhelms the universe in total upheaval. We are told that the 

murdered girl will be questioned about her murder. The s rah leaves us to imagine 

how the murderer will be brought to account. 

The j hiliyyah social order of the pre-Islamic period would never have helped 

women to gain a respectable, dignified position. That had to be decreed by God. The 

way of life God has chosen for mankind secures a dignified position for both men 

and women who share the honour of having a measure of the divine spirit breathed 

into them. Women owe their respectable position to Islam, not to any environmental 

factor or social set-up. 
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When the new man with heavenly values came into being, women became 

respected and honoured. The woman’s weakness of being a financial burden to her 

family was no longer of any consequence in determining her position and the respect 

she enjoyed. Such considerations have no weight on the scales of heaven. Real weight 

belongs to the noble human soul when it maintains its relationship with God. In this 

men and women are equal. 

When one puts forward arguments in support of the fact that Islam is a divine 

religion, and that it has been conveyed to us by God’s Messenger who received His 

revelations, one should state the change made by Islam in the social status of women 

as being irrefutable. Nothing in the social set-up of Arabia at the time pointed to such 

elevation for women. No social or economic consideration made it necessary or 

desirable. It was a deliberate move made by Islam for reasons which are totally 

different from those of this world and from those of j hiliyyah society in particular. 

“When the records are laid open.” (Verse 10) This is a reference to the records of 

people’s deeds. They are laid open in order that they may be known to everybody. 

This, in itself, is hard to bear. Many a breast has a closely hidden secret, the 

remembrance of which brings shame and a shudder to its owner. Yet all secrets are 

made public on that eventful day. This publicity, representative of the great upheaval 

which envelops the whole universe, is part of the fearful events which fill men’s 

hearts with horror on the day. 

“When the sky is stripped bare.” (Verse 11) This image corresponds closely to 

throwing open people’s secrets. When the word ‘sky’ is used, our first thoughts reach 

to the blue cover hoisted over our heads. Its stripping means the removal of that 

cover. How this happens remains a matter of conjecture. It is enough to say that 

when we look up we will no longer see our familiar blue dome. 

The last scene of that fearful day is portrayed by the next two verses: “When hell is 

made to burn fiercely, when paradise is brought near.” (Verses 12-13) Where is hell? How 

does it burn? What fuel is used in lighting and feeding its fire? The only thing we 

know of it is that it “has the fuel of men and stones.” (66: 6) This is, of course, after they 

have been thrown in it. Its true nature and its fuel prior to that is part of God’s 

knowledge. Heaven, on the other hand, is brought near to those who have been 

promised admission. They see it to be of easy access. Indeed, the expression here 

shows it ready to receive its dwellers. 

When all these great events take place throughout the universe, changing the 

status of all life, no one can entertain any doubt about what they have done in this 

present life, or what they have carried with them to the next life: “Every soul shall 

know what it has put forward.” (Verse 14) In the midst of all these overwhelming 

events, every soul shall know for certain what sort of deeds it has brought and that it 
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cannot change, omit from or add to what it has done. 

People will find themselves completely separated from all that has been familiar to 

them, and from their world as a whole. Everything will have undergone a total 

change except God. If man turns to God, he will find that His support is forthcoming 

when the whole universe is overwhelmed by change. Thus ends the first part of this 

s rah, leaving us with a vivid impression of the universal upheaval on the Day of 

Resurrection. 

A Splendid Universal Scene 

The second part of the s rah opens with a form of oath using some very beautiful 

scenes of the universe. Essentially, this oath is made to assert the nature of revelation, 

the angel carrying it, and the Messenger receiving and delivering it to us, as well as 

people’s attitudes to it, all in accordance with God’s will: “I swear by the turning stars, 

which move swiftly and hide themselves away, and by the night as it comes darkening on, and 

by the dawn as it starts to breathe, this is truly the word of a noble and mighty messenger, 

who enjoys a secure position with the Lord of the Throne. He is obeyed in heaven, faithful to 

his trust. Your old friend is not mad. He saw him on the clear horizon. He does not grudge 

the secrets of the unseen. It is not the word of an accursed devil. Whither then are you going? 

This is only a reminder to all mankind, to those of you whose will is to be upright. Yet, you 

cannot will except by the will of God, Lord of all the worlds.” (Verses 15-29) 

The stars referred to here are those which turn in their orbit, and are characterized 

by their swift movement and temporary disappearance. In translating the text we 

have to forego the metaphor used in Arabic which draws an analogy between these 

stars and the deer as they run at great speed towards their homes, disappear for a 

while and then reappear at a different point. This metaphor adds considerable 

liveliness and beauty to the description of the movement of the stars, which echoes 

the fine rhythm of the expression. 

Again, the rhythm of the Arabic verse translated as “and by the night as it comes 

darkening on” gives a feeling of life, depicting the night as a living being. The beauty 

of the Arabic expression is of surpassing excellence. The same applies to the next 

verse: “and by the dawn as it starts to breathe”. This verse is indeed more effective in 

portraying dawn as alive, breathing. Its breath is the spreading light and the life that 

begins to stir in everything. I doubt whether the Arabic language, with its 

inexhaustible wealth of imagery and vivid expression, can produce an image 

portraying dawn which can be considered equal to this Qur’ nic image in aesthetic 

effect. After a fine night, one can almost feel that dawn is breathing. 

Any aesthete will readily perceive that the divine words of the first four verses of 

this second part of the s rah constitute a gem of expression and description: “I swear 
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by the turning stars, which move swiftly and hide themselves away, and by the night as it 

comes darkening on, and by the dawn as it starts to breathe.” (Verses 15-18) This 

descriptive wealth adds power to man’s feelings as he responds to the natural 

phenomena to which the verses refer. 

The Two Messengers 

As the Qur’ n makes this brief, full-of-life description of these phenomena it 

establishes a spiritual link between them and man, with the result that, as we read, 

we feel the power which created these phenomena, and the truth which we are called 

upon to believe. This truth is then stated in a manner which fits in superbly with the 

general theme of the s rah: “This is truly the word of a noble and mighty messenger, who 

enjoys a secure position with the Lord of the Throne. He is obeyed in heaven, faithful to his 

trust.” (Verses 19-21) This Qur’ n with its description of the Day of Judgement is the 

word of a noble and mighty messenger, i.e. Jibr l or Gabriel, the angel who carried 

and delivered it to Mu ammad (peace be upon him). 

The s rah then gives a description of this chosen messenger. He is ‘noble’, 

honoured by God who says that he is ‘mighty’, which suggests that considerable 

strength is required to carry and convey the Qur’ n. “Who enjoys a secure position with 

the Lord of the Throne.” (Verse 20) What a great honour for Jibr l to enjoy such a 

position with the Lord of the universe. “He is obeyed in heaven”, i.e. by the other 

angels. He is also “faithful to his trust”, carrying and discharging the message. 

These qualities add up to a definite conclusion: that the Qur’ n is a noble, mighty 

and exalted message and that God takes special care of man. It is a manifestation of 

this care that He has chosen an angel of Jibr l’s calibre to bring His revelations to the 

man He has chosen as His Messenger. As man reflects on this divine care he should 

feel humble. For he himself is worth very little in the kingdom of God, were it not for 

the care God takes of him and the honour He bestows on him. 

There follows a description of the Prophet who conveys this revelation to 

mankind. The s rah seems to say to them: You have known Mu ammad very well 

over a considerable length of time. He is your old, honest, trusted friend. Why, then, 

are you fabricating tales about him, when he has been telling you the simple truth 

which he has been entrusted to deliver to you: “Your old friend is not mad. He saw him 

on the clear horizon. He does not grudge the secrets of the unseen. It is not the word of an 

accursed devil. Whither then are you going? This is only a reminder to all mankind.” (Verses 

22-27) 

They knew the Prophet perfectly well. They knew that he was a man of steady 

character, great sagacity and complete honesty. But in spite of all this they claimed 

that he was mad, and that he received his revelations from the devil. Some of them 
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took this view as the basis for their sustained attack on the Prophet and his Islamic 

message. Others did so out of amazement and wonder at the words revealed to him, 

which are unlike anything said or written by man. Their claim confirmed the 

traditional belief that each poet had a devil writing his poems, and each monk had a 

devil uncovering for him the secrets of the unknown world. They also believed that 

the devil might come into contact with people causing them to say some very strange 

things. They ignored the only valid explanation, that the Qur’ n was revealed by 

God, the Lord of all the worlds. 

The s rah counters this attitude by a reference to the surpassing beauty of God’s 

creation, noticeable everywhere in the universe, and by portraying some universal 

scenes, as they appear, full of life. This method of reply suggests that the Qur’ n 

comes from the same creative power which has endowed the universe with 

matchless beauty. It also tells them about the two messengers entrusted with the 

Qur’ n, the one who brought it down and the one who delivered it to them, i.e. their 

own friend whom they knew to be sane, not mad. The s rah tells them that he has 

indeed seen the other noble and mighty messenger, Gabriel, with his own eyes, on a 

clear horizon where no confusion is possible. He is faithful to his trust and cannot be 

suspected of telling anything but the truth. After all, they have never associated him 

with anything dishonest. “It is not the word of an accursed devil”. (Verse 25) Devils, by 

nature, cannot provide such a straightforward and consistent code of conduct. Hence 

the s rah asks disapprovingly: “Whither then are you going?” (Verse 26) How far can 

you err in your judgement. And where can you go away from the truth which stares 

you in the face wherever you go? 

“This is only a reminder to all mankind.” (Verse 27) It reminds them of the nature of 

their existence, their origin and the nature of the universe around them. The 

reminder is to all men and women. 

Islam here declares the universal nature of its call right from the start, in Makkah, 

where it was subjected to sustained and unabating persecution. 

Free Choice 

The s rah then reminds us that it is up to every individual to choose whether to 

follow the right path or not. Since God has granted everyone his or her free will, then 

every human being is responsible for himself: “To those of you whose will is to be 

upright”, (Verse 28) that is to say, to follow God’s guidance. All doubts have been 

dispelled, all excuses answered by this clear statement of all the relevant facts. The 

right path has been indicated for everyone who wishes to be upright. Anyone who 

follows a different path shall, therefore, bear the responsibility for his actions. 

There are, in the human soul and in the universe at large, numerous signs which 
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beckon every man and woman to follow the path of faith. These are so clearly visible 

and so powerful in their effect that one needs to make a determined effort to turn 

one’s back on them, especially when one’s attention is drawn to them in the stirring, 

persuasive manner of the Qur’ n. It is, therefore, man’s own will which leads him 

away from God’s guidance. He has no other excuse or justification. 

The s rah concludes by stating that the operative will behind everything is the will 

of God: “You cannot will except by the will of God, Lord of all the worlds.” (Verse 29) We 

notice that the Qur’ n makes statements of this type whenever the will of human 

beings or creatures generally is mentioned. The reason for this is that the Qur’ n 

wants to keep the fundamental concepts of faith absolutely clear. These include the 

fact that everything in the universe is subject to God’s will. No one has a will which 

is independent from that of God. That He grants man free will is part of His own 

divine will, like everything else. The same applies to His granting the angels the 

ability to show complete and absolute obedience to Him and to carry out all His 

commandments. 

This fundamental fact must be clearly understood by believers, so that they have a 

clear concept of absolute truth. When they acquire this concept they will turn to 

divine will for guidance and support, and regulate their affairs according to this will. 
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S RAH 82 

Al-Infi r 
(Cleaving Asunder) 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

When the sky is cleft asunder, (1) 

when the stars are scattered, (2) 

when the oceans are made to explode, (3) 

when the graves are hurled about, (4) 

each soul shall know its earlier actions and its 

later ones. (5) 

O man, what has lured you away from your 

gracious Lord  (6)  

who created and moulded you and gave you an 

upright form? (7) 

He can give you whatever shape He wills. (8) 

# sŒ Î) â™!$yϑ¡¡9 $# ôNtsÜ xΡ$# ∩⊇∪  

# sŒ Î) uρ Ü= Ï.# uθs3ø9 $# ôNusYtGΡ$# ∩⊄∪  

# sŒ Î) uρ â‘$ysÎ7 ø9 $# ôNtÉdfèù ∩⊂∪  

# sŒ Î) uρ â‘θç7 à) ø9 $# ôNuÏY÷èç/ ∩⊆∪  

ôM yϑÎ=tã Ó§ø tΡ $̈Β ôM tΒ£‰s% ôNẗz r& uρ ∩∈∪  

$pκ š‰ r'̄≈ tƒ ß⎯≈ |¡ΡM}$# $tΒ x8 ¡ xî y7 În/ tÎ/ ÉΟƒ Ìx6 ø9 $# 

∩∉∪  

“Ï% ©!$# y7 s) n=yz y71 §θ|¡sù y7 s9 y‰yèsù ∩∠∪  

þ’ Îû Äd“r& ;ο u‘θß¹ $̈Β u™!$x© št7 ©. u‘ ∩∇∪  
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Shun it! But you deny the Last Judgement. (9) 

Yet there are guardians watching over you, (10) 

noble recorders, (11) 

who know all that you do. (12) 

Surely the righteous shall be in bliss, (13) 

while the wicked shall be in a blazing fire, (14) 

which they shall enter on the Day of Judgement; 

(15) 

nor shall they ever be absent from it. (16) 

Would that you knew what the Day of 

Judgement is! (17) 

Oh, would that you knew what the Day of 

Judgement is! (18) 

It is the day when no soul can be of any help to 

any other soul; for on that day all sovereignty is 

God’s alone. (19) 

ξx. ö≅ t/ tβθç/ Éj‹s3è? È⎦⎪Ïe$!$$Î/ ∩®∪  

¨βÎ) uρ öΝ ä3ø‹n=tæ t⎦⎫Ïà Ï≈ pt m: ∩⊇⊃∪  

$YΒ# tÏ. t⎦⎫Î6 ÏF≈ x. ∩⊇⊇∪  

tβθçΗ s>ôètƒ $tΒ tβθè=yèø s? ∩⊇⊄∪  

¨βÎ) u‘# tö/ F{ $# ’ Å∀s9 5ΟŠ ÏètΡ ∩⊇⊂∪  

¨βÎ) uρ u‘$£∨ à ø9 $# ’ Å∀s9 5ΟŠ Ït rb ∩⊇⊆∪  

$pκ tΞ öθn=óÁtƒ tΠ öθtƒ È⎦⎪Ïd‰9 $# ∩⊇∈∪  

$tΒuρ öΝ èδ $pκ ÷] tã t⎦⎫Î6 Í←!$tóÎ/ ∩⊇∉∪  

!$tΒuρ y71 u‘ ÷Š r& $tΒ ãΠöθtƒ È⎦⎪Ïd‰9 $# ∩⊇∠∪  

§Ν èO !$tΒ y71 u‘ ÷Š r& $tΒ ãΠ öθtƒ É⎥⎪Ïe$!$# ∩⊇∇∪  

tΠ öθtƒ Ÿω à7 Î=ôϑs? Ó§ø tΡ <§ø uΖÏj9 $\↔ ø‹x© ( ãøΒF{ $# uρ 

7‹Í×tΒöθtƒ °! ∩⊇®∪ 

Overview 

This short s rah refers to the great upheaval discussed in the previous s rah The 

Darkening, but gives it a special colour. It has a different rhythm, deep and calm. It 

adds a touch of expostulation coupled with an implicit threat. Hence, it does not 

detail the scenes of the great upheaval as in the previous s rah, where these scenes 

predominate. Instead the scenes here are shorter, in order to suit its quieter 
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atmosphere and slower rhythm. 

At the opening the s rah mentions the cleaving of the sky, the scattering of the 

stars, the bursting of the oceans and the hurling of the graves as simultaneous with 

every soul’s knowledge of its earlier and later actions, on that momentous day. 

The second part starts with a remonstration combined with an implicit threat to 

man who is the recipient of abundant grace but who shows no gratitude for it. “O 

man, what has lured you away from your gracious Lord, who created and moulded you and 

gave you an upright form? He can give you whatever shape He wills.” (Verses 6-8) 

The third part provides the reason for man’s ungrateful attitude. Denial of 

reckoning and judgement, the s rah tells us, is the source of every evil. The reality of 

meting out reward and punishment at the Last Judgement is re-emphasized; “Shun 

it! But you deny the Last Judgement. Yet there are guardians watching over you, noble 

recorders, who know all that you do. Surely the righteous shall be in bliss, while the wicked 

shall be in a blazing fire, which they shall enter on the Day of Judgement, nor shall they ever 

be absent from it.” (Verses 9-16) 

The final part gives an idea of how fearful the Day of Judgement is, how everyone 

is absolutely helpless and how all power belongs to God: “Would that you knew what 

the Day of Judgement is! Oh, would that you knew what the Day of Judgement is! It is the 

day when no soul can be of any help to any other soul; for on that day all sovereignty is God’s 

alone.” (Verses 17-19) Thus, the s rah represents yet another way of portraying the 

same basic principles stressed in this thirtieth part of the Qur’ n in various methods 

and styles. 

The Great Upheaval 

When the sky is cleft asunder, when the stars are scattered, when the oceans are made 

to explode, when the graves are hurled about, each soul shall know its earlier actions 

and its later ones. (Verses 1-5) 

In the commentary on the previous s rah we described the feelings generated in 

people when they visualize the universe undergoing a change so violent that it 

leaves nothing in its familiar shape and condition. We also said that such feelings 

tend to pull man away from anything which gives him a sense of security, with the 

exception of God, the Creator of the universe, the One who lives on after everything 

has died and withered away. Man’s heart is thus made to turn to the only true being 

who neither changes nor dies, to seek His support and security in the face of the 

general upheaval which destroys everything that might once have seemed so 

permanent. For nothing lives forever except the Creator who is the only one worthy 
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of worship. 

The first aspect mentioned here of the universal upheaval is the cleaving or 

rending of the sky, which is mentioned in other s rahs: “When the sky is split asunder 

and becomes rose red, like freshly tanned leather.” (55: 37) “When the sky will be rent 

asunder, for on that day it is frail and tottering.” (69: 16) “When the sky is rent asunder.” 

(84: 1) That the sky will be split or rent asunder on that hectic day is certain. What is 

meant exactly by such rending, and how the sky will look after it has been rent are 

difficult to say. All that we are left with is a feeling of violent change which 

overwhelms the universe, as we see it, and a realization that its perfect system will 

no longer be in operation. 

The violent upheaval in the universe causes the stars to scatter after they have 

been held together by a system which makes every star stick to its orbit, even though 

its movement is exceedingly fast. If this system is broken, as will happen when the 

life of the stars comes to its end, they will just disappear in the wide space, as does a 

particle of dust running loose. 

The explosion of the oceans may refer to their being overfull to the extent that they 

swallow all dry land and rivers. It may, alternatively, mean an explosion which 

separates oxygen from hydrogen, the two gases which form water. Thus water 

returns to its original gas condition. The verse may also be taken to refer to a nuclear 

explosion of the atoms of the two gases. If this is the case, then the explosion would 

be so fearful that our nuclear devices of today would seem, in comparison, like 

child’s toys. The explosion may also take a different form, totally unknown to us. 

One thing, however, we know for certain is that there will be a horror far greater 

than any man could ever have experienced. 

The hurling about of the graves may be a result of one of the events mentioned 

above. It may also be a separate event which occurs on that eventful day. As these 

graves are hurled about people are resurrected so as to face the reckoning and 

receive their reward or punishment. This is complemented by the verse which 

follows: “Each soul shall know its earlier actions and its later ones.” (Verse 5) That is, each 

soul shall come face to face with what it has done and what it has left behind of the 

consequences of its actions; or, what it has enjoyed in this present life and what it has 

saved for the hereafter. Such knowledge, however, will accompany these horrific 

events. It will indeed be part of them, for it terrifies the soul no less than any of the 

other events. 

The Arabic expression used here, `alimat nafsun, may be translated literally as “a 

soul shall know...” It is, however, in Arabic a neater and more effective denotation of 

“each soul shall know...” Furthermore, such knowledge by every soul is not the end of 

the matter. It has consequences which are as violent as the scenes portrayed here of 
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the great upheaval. These consequences are merely implied, not stated, and this is 

even more effective. 

Grace Without Limits 

After this opening which alerts men’s senses and consciences, the s rah, by means 

of gentle remonstrance coupled with an implicit threat, touches the hearts of men 

who busy themselves with trivialities. It reminds man of God’s very first act of grace 

towards him, namely, his moulding in such an upright, perfectly proportioned form. 

God could have easily given him any form He wished. Yet man is ungrateful: “O 

man, what has lured you away from your gracious Lord, who created and moulded you and 

gave you an upright form? He can give you whatever shape He wills.” (Verses 6-8) The 

address appeals to man’s most noble quality, his humanity, which distinguishes him 

from all other creatures and assigns to him the highest position among them. This 

quality represents God’s gracious blessing to man and His abundant generosity. 

This appeal is immediately followed by a gentle remonstrance: “What has lured you 

away from your gracious Lord?” (Verse 6) What makes you neglect your duties to your 

Lord and behave impudently towards Him when He has given you your humanity 

which raises you above all His creation and provides you with the ability to 

distinguish between right and wrong. A few details of God’s generosity are then 

added: “man, what has lured you away from your gracious Lord, who created and moulded 

you and gave you an upright form.” (Verses 6-7) It is an address which appeals straight 

to man’s heart. He listens to God’s remonstrance as He reminds him of His grace 

while he continues with his erring ways and impudent behaviour towards Him. 

Indeed, man should reflect deeply over his creation, and the fact that he has been 

given a physically and physiologically perfect constitution. Reflection should prompt 

him to show his real love, deep respect and genuine gratitude towards God, his 

gracious Lord, who has blessed him with such constitution: perfect, upright and 

handsome. The miraculous aspects of man’s constitution are far greater than what he 

sees all around him and what he can imagine. Perfection and right balance are easily 

evident in man’s physical, mental and spiritual constitution. Full volumes have been 

written on the perfection of creation as evidenced by man. It is perhaps useful to 

include here one or two quotations from such works. 

The human body is composed of a number of specialized systems: the skeleton, 

muscular system, skin, digestive system, blood circulation, respiratory system, 

procreative system, lymphatic system, nervous system, the urinal system and the 

senses of taste, smell, hearing and sight. Every one of these systems is miraculous 

and far more wonderful than any scientific achievement. Yet man tends to overlook 

the wonders of his own constitution! A contributor to the British Scientific Journal 
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writes:6 

Man’s hand is one of the most remarkable wonders of nature. It is extremely 

difficult, indeed impossible, to invent a device which can match the human 

hand for simplicity, efficiency, ability and instant adaptability. When you 

read a book you take it in your hand, then you hold it in the position most 

suitable for your reading. The same hand will automatically correct the 

position of your book whenever a correction of position is necessary. When 

you turn a page you place your finger underneath the paper and apply the 

amount of pressure needed for turning the page. When the page is turned no 

more pressure is applied. You also use your hand to hold a pen and to write. 

With your hand you use all the tools you need such as a spoon, a knife or a 

pen. You use it to open or close the window and to carry anything you wish 

to carry. Each hand has 27 pieces of bone in addition to 19 groups of 

muscles.7 

A part of the human ear is a series of some four thousand minute but 

complex arches graduated with exquisite regularity in size and shape. These 

may be said to resemble a musical instrument, and they seem adjusted to 

catch, and transmit in some manner to the brain, every cadence of sound or 

noise, from the thunderclap to the whisper of the pines and the exquisite 

blending of the tones and harmonies of every instrument in the orchestra. If 

in forming the ear the cells were impelled to evolve strict efficiency only that 

man might survive, why did they not extend the range and develop a 

superacutness? Perhaps the power behind these cells’ activities anticipated 

man’s coming need of intellectual enjoyment, or did they by accident build 

better than they knew?8 

The visual functions are carried out mainly by the eye with its 130 million 

retinal light receptors. The eyelids with the eyelashes at their tips protect the 

eyes day and night. Their movement, which is involuntary, keeps out dust 

particles and other alien bodies. The eyelashes throw their shades over the 

eye to lessen the intensity of light. Furthermore, by their movement the 

eyelids prevent the eyes from becoming dry. The fluid around the eye, which 

we call tears, is a highly effective, most powerful disinfectant ...  

In human beings, the taste function is carried out by the tongue, through 

                                                 
6 The original passages of this journal could not be traced by the translators, so a re-translation is given 
to put back into English the two passages quoted here. The author quotes them from `Abd al-Razz q 
Nawfal, All h wal-`Ilm al-Hadīth, or ‘God and Modern Science’, Cairo, 1957. Nawfal, however, does not 
specify the name and number of the Journal he quotes from. — Editor’s note. 
7 Ibid. 
8 A.C. Morrison, Man Does Not Stand Alone, London, 1962, pp. 63-64. 
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groups of the taste cells which are located in the taste buds of the mucosal 

surface of the tongue. These buds are of different shapes: some are 

filamentary, some mushroom-shaped and others are lenticular. They are 

supplied by fine branches of the glosso-pharangeal nerve as well as the nerve 

which carries the taste sense. When we eat, these fine branches of the taste 

nerve are stimulated and convey the impulses of the taste sensation to the 

brain. This system is located at the front of the tongue, so that we may reject 

what we sense to be harmful. It is this system which helps us sense whether 

what we eat is bitter or sweet, hot or cold, sour or salty, etc. The tongue 

contains nine thousand of these fine taste buds, each of which is linked with 

the brain by more than one nerve. Hence we may wonder: How many nerves 

have we? What are their sizes? How do they function individually and how 

do they combine to give the brain their various types of sensation? 

The nervous system, which effectively controls the body, is composed of fine 

neurons which cover every part of the body. The neurons are linked to larger 

nerves which are, in turn, linked to the central nervous system. Whenever 

any part of the body feels any sensation, even the slightest change of 

temperature, the neurons convey this sensation to the peripheral nerves 

which, in turn, convey it to the brain so that it may order the necessary action. 

The signals are carried through the nerves at the speed of 100 metres per 

second.9 

If we think of digestion as a process in a chemical laboratory and of the food 

that we eat as raw materials, we immediately discover that it is a wonderful 

process which will digest anything edible except the stomach itself. 

First into this laboratory we put a variety of food as a raw material without 

the slightest regard for the laboratory or how the chemistry of digestion will 

handle it. We eat steak, cabbage, corn and fried fish, wash it down with any 

quantity of water, and top it off with alcohol, bread, and beans. We may add 

sulfur and molasses as spring medicine. Out of this mixture the stomach 

selects those things which are useful by breaking down into its chemical 

molecules every item of food, discarding the waste, and reconstructs the 

residue into new proteins, which become the food of the various cells. The 

digestive tract selects calcium, sulphur, iodine, iron and any other substances 

which are necessary, takes care that the essential molecules are not lost, that 

the hormones can be produced and that all of the valid necessities of life are 

on hand in regulated quantities, ready to meet every necessity. It stores fat 

and other reserves to meet such an emergency as starvation, and does all this 

in spite of human thought or reason. We pour this infinite variety of 
                                                 
9 A. Nawfal, op. cit. 
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substances into this chemical laboratory with almost total disregard of what 

we take in, depending on what we consider the automatic process to keep us 

alive. When these foods have been broken down and are again prepared, they 

are delivered constantly to each of our billions of cells, a greater number than 

all the human beings on earth. The delivery to each individual cell must be 

constant, and only those substances which the particular cell needs to 

transform them into bones, nails, flesh, hair, eyes, and teeth are taken up by 

the proper cell. Here is a chemical laboratory producing more substances 

than any laboratory which human ingenuity has devised. Here is a delivery 

system greater than any method of transportation or distribution the world 

has ever known, all being conducted in perfect order.10 

Man’s Unique Qualities 

A lot may be said about every other system of the human body. But wonderful as 

these systems are, man may have them in common with animals. He, however, is 

privileged to possess his unique mental and spiritual qualities, regarded in this s rah 

as a special favour from God. After the s rah has dealt with man’s humanity, it 

mentions the perfection of his creation and the right proportioning of his mould: “O 

man, what has lured you away from your gracious Lord, who created and moulded you and 

gave you an upright form.” (Verses 6-7) 

Let us reflect on our powers of comprehension, the nature of which is unknown to 

us. The mind is the medium of comprehension but the working of our minds and 

how they function remain to us incomprehensible. If we suppose that what we grasp 

is transmitted to the brain through the nerves, where and how does the brain store its 

information? If we compare the brain to a magnetic recording tape, every man needs 

in his average lifetime of sixty years11 a great many billion metres on which to record 

such a huge multitude of pictures, words, meanings, feelings and responses so that 

he may, as he actually does, remember them several decades later. Furthermore, how 

does man sort out individual words, meanings, events and pictures to mould them 

together in a sort of coherent education? How does he transform information and 

experiences into knowledge? 

Yet this is by no means the most significant of man’s distinctive qualities. There is 

that wonderful ray of God’s spirit which provides a link between man and the 

beauty of the universe and its Creator. As this link is established, man can experience 

at clear, bright moments a sense of communion with the infinite, the absolute, which 

                                                 
10 A.C. Morrison, op. cit., pp. 88-89. 
11 Average life expectancy has considerably risen since the author’s time, but the idea is still correct. If 
anything the tape required for storing all what human memory stores would today be far greater in 
length, and its efficiency much more enhanced. — Editor’s note. 
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prepares him for a blissful eternal life in God’s paradise. Yet man has no power to 

comprehend the nature of his spirit, which is God’s greatest favour to him and which 

makes him a man. Hence God addresses him by this quality “O man!” He then 

remonstrates with him directly: “What has lured you away from your gracious Lord?” 

Thus man is reminded of God’s greatest favour, but he stands impudent, negligent of 

his duties, unashamed and ungrateful. But man does not need more than to realize 

the source of this remonstrance and what attitude he adopts when he stands before 

his Lord to be absolutely overwhelmed by shame: “O man, what has lured you away 

from your gracious Lord, who created and moulded you and gave you an upright form? He 

can give you whatever shape He wills. “(Verses 6-8) 

The s rah moves on to explain the reason for man’s impudence and negligence, 

namely, denial of the Last Judgement. It emphatically confirms the reality of 

reckoning, reward and punishment: “Shun it! But you deny the Last Judgement. Yet 

there are guardians watching over you, noble recorders, who know all that you do. Surely the 

righteous shall be in bliss, while the wicked shall be in a blazing fire, which they shall enter on 

the Day of Judgement; nor shall they ever be absent from it.” (Verses 9-16) The English 

expression, ‘shun it’, is used here to render the meaning of the Arabic word, kall , 

which is a command to desist and an indication of a change of subject and style. 

Hence the following verses are in the form of a statement. 

“Shun it! But you deny the Last Judgement.” (Verse 9) You think that reckoning and 

accountability are falsehoods, and this is precisely the cause of your impudence and 

negligence of duties. How can any person disbelieve in the judgement and still lead a 

life based on goodness and right guidance? Some people may achieve a higher 

degree of faith: they worship God because they love Him, neither out of fear of 

punishment nor in hope of reward. But these people continue to believe in the Last 

Judgement. They fear it and look forward to it at the same time, because they hope to 

be with their beloved Lord. When man, however, flatly rejects the Day of Judgement 

he will be devoid of politeness and light; his heart and conscience are dead. 

You deny the Day of Judgement when you will certainly face it. Everything you 

do in this life will be counted for or against you. Nothing is lost, nothing forgotten: 

“Yet there are guardians watching over you, noble recorders, who know all that you do.” 

(Verses 10-12) These recorders are the angels charged with accompanying people, 

watching them and recording all what they do and say. We do not know, and are not 

required to know, how this takes place. God knows that we are neither given the 

ability to understand it nor are we going to benefit by understanding it because it 

does not affect the purpose of our existence. Hence it is useless to attempt to explain 

by our means what God has chosen not to reveal to us of the world of imperceptibles. 

It is sufficient for us to feel that we do not live in vain and that there are noble 

recorders who note what we do, in order to be so that we are always alert and 
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prudent. 

Since the atmosphere of the s rah is one of benevolence and nobility, the 

description of those recorders is that they are “noble”, so that we are shy and polite in 

their presence. It is only natural for people to exercise extra care not to say or do 

anything impolite or disgraceful when they are in the presence of people whose 

character reflects nobility. How careful would they be if they realized they were 

always in the presence of angels? The s rah then arouses the most noble feelings of 

our upright nature by portraying this fact in such a familiar way. 

Different Destinies 

We are then told of the destinies of the righteous and the wicked, which are 

determined by the reckoning based on the recordings of the noble angels: “Surely the 

righteous shall be in bliss, while the wicked shall be in a blazing fire, which they shall enter on 

the Day of Judgement; nor shall they ever be absent from it.” (Verses 13-16) The end is 

certain. That the righteous shall dwell in blissful happiness and the wicked shall end 

in hell is already determined. A righteous person is the one who consistently does 

right actions, i.e. good deeds, until doing them becomes his intrinsic quality. The 

adjective ‘righteous’ has connotations which fit in well with nobility and humanity. 

The contrasting quality, ‘wickedness’, carries connotations of insolence and 

impudence as the wicked indulge in sinful actions. Hell is a proper recompense for 

wickedness. The s rah emphasizes the certainty of this punishment: “which they shall 

enter on the Day of Judgement.” Then it re-emphasizes it: “nor shall they ever be absent 

from it.” They cannot escape it in the first place, nor will they be allowed to leave it, 

not even for a short while.  

Having stated what happens on the Day of Judgement, the s rah emphasizes again 

the certainty of that day, since it is denied by some. The emphasis provided here is in 

the form of a rhetorical question which enhances the mystery surrounding the object 

of the question. The s rah then states the complete helplessness of everyone, the 

absolute impossibility of giving or receiving support and that God is the absolute 

sovereign on that awesome day: “Would that you knew what the Day of Judgement is! 

Oh, would that you knew what the Day of Judgement is! It is the day when no soul can be of 

any help to any other soul; for on that day all sovereignty is God’s alone.” (Verses 17-19) 

The form “would that you knew...” is a form of rhetorical question often used in the 

Qur’ n. It suggests that the matter under discussion is far beyond our imagining and 

understanding. This is stressed here by repetition of the question before details about 

conditions on the day concerned are given: “It is the day when no soul can be of any help 

to any other soul.” (Verse 19) It is a state of total helplessness when everyone stands 

alone, busy with their own problems, unable to think of anyone else, relative or 
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friend. “For on that day all sovereignty is God’s alone.” (Verse 19) He indeed reigns 

supreme in this life and the next. This fact, however, becomes so clear on that day 

that no one can overlook it, as the ignorant and the conceited do in this life. 

The s rah closes with an air of fear and speechless expectation which contrasts 

with the opening air of violent horror. In between the two man is addressed with that 

remonstrance which overwhelms him with shame. 
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S RAH 83 

Al-Mu affifīn 
(The Stinters) 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

Woe to the stinters (1) 

who, when others measure for them, exact in full, 

(2) 

but who, when they measure or weigh for others, 

defraud them. (3) 

Do such people not think that they will be raised 

to life (4) 

on a great day, (5) 

the day when all mankind shall stand before the 

Lord of all the worlds? (6) 

No indeed! The record of the transgressors is in 

Sijjīn. (7) 

Would that you knew what Sijjīn is! (8). 

×≅ ÷ƒ uρ t⎦⎫Ï Ïe sÜ ßϑù=Ïj9 ∩⊇∪  

t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# # sŒ Î) (#θä9$tGø. $# ’ n?tã Ä¨$̈Ζ9 $# tβθèùöθtGó¡o„ 

∩⊄∪  

# sŒ Î) uρ öΝ èδθä9$x. ρr& öΝ èδθçΡ y—̈ρ tβρçÅ£ øƒ ä† ∩⊂∪  

Ÿωr& ⎯ Ýà tƒ y7 Í× ¯≈ s9 'ρé& Ν åκ ¨Ξ r& tβθèOθãèö6 ¨Β ∩⊆∪  

BΘöθu‹ Ï9 8Λ⎧ Ïà tã ∩∈∪  

tΠ öθtƒ ãΠθà) tƒ â¨$̈Ζ9 $# Éb>tÏ9 t⎦⎫ÏΗs>≈ yèø9 $# ∩∉∪  

Hξx. ¨βÎ) |=≈ tGÏ. Í‘$¤fà ø9 $# ’ Å∀s9 &⎦⎫Éi∨ Å™ ∩∠∪  

!$tΒuρ y71 u‘ ÷Š r& $tΒ ×⎦⎫Ång ¾ ∩∇∪  
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It is a record inscribed. (9) 

Woe on that day to the unbelievers (10) 

who deny the Day of Judgement. (11) 

None denies it but the guilty aggressors, the 

evildoers, (12) 

who, when Our revelations are recited to them, 

cry: ‘Fables of the ancients!’ (13) 

No indeed! Their own deeds have cast a layer of 

rust over their hearts. (14) 

No indeed! On that day they shall be shut out 

from their Lord. (15) 

They shall enter the blazing fire, (16) 

and will be told: ‘This is [the reality] which you 

denied!’ (17) 

But the record of the righteous is in ̀ Illiyūn. (18) 

Would that you knew what ̀ Illiyūn is! (19) 

It is a record inscribed, (20) 

Ò=≈ tGÏ. ×Πθè% ó £Δ ∩®∪  

×≅ ÷ƒ uρ 7‹Í×tΒöθ tƒ t⎦⎫Î/ Éj‹s3Þϑù=Ïj9 ∩⊇⊃∪  

t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# tβθç/ Éj‹s3ãƒ ÇΠ öθu‹ Î/ È⎦⎪Ïe$!$# ∩⊇⊇∪  

$tΒuρ Ü>Éj‹s3ãƒ ÿ⎯ Ïμ Î/ ωÎ) ‘≅ ä. >‰tG÷èãΒ AΟŠ ÏOr& ∩⊇⊄∪  

# sŒ Î) 4’ n?÷Gè? Ïμ ø‹n=tã $uΖçF≈ tƒ# u™ tΑ$s% ç ÏÜ≈ y™ r& 

t⎦⎫Ï9 ¨ρF{ $# ∩⊇⊂∪  

ξx. ( 2ö≅ t/ tβ# u‘ 4’ n?tã Ν Íκ Í5θè=è% $̈Β (#θçΡ% x. 

tβθç6 Å¡õ3tƒ ∩⊇⊆∪  

Hξx. öΝ åκ ¨ΞÎ) ⎯ tã öΝ Íκ Íh5§‘ 7‹Í×tΒöθtƒ tβθç/θàfóspR °Q ∩⊇∈∪  

§Ν èO öΝ åκ ¨Ξ Î) (#θä9$|Ás9 ËΛ⎧Åspg ø:$# ∩⊇∉∪  

§Ν èO ãΑ$s) ãƒ # x‹≈ yδ “Ï% ©!$# Λ ä⎢Ψä. ⎯ ÏμÎ/ tβθç/ Éj‹s3è? 

∩⊇∠∪  

Hξx. ¨βÎ) |=≈ tGÏ. Í‘# tö/ F{ $# ’ Å∀s9 š⎥⎫ÍhŠ Ïk=Ïæ ∩⊇∇∪  

!$tΒuρ y71 u‘ ÷Š r& $tΒ tβθ•‹ Ïk=Ïã ∩⊇®∪  

Ò=≈ tGÏ. ×Πθè% ó £Δ ∩⊄⊃∪  
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witnessed by those who are closest to God. (21) 

The righteous will surely be in bliss. (22) 

[Reclining] on couches, they will look around 

them. (23) 

In their faces you shall mark the glow of bliss. 

(24) 

They will be given to drink of a pure-drink, 

securely sealed, (25) 

with a seal of musk, for this let the strivers 

emulously strive. (26) 

It is a drink mixed with the waters of Tasnīm, 

(27) 

a fountain at which those who are closest to God 

will drink. (28) 

Those who are given to sinful practices scoff at the 

faithful (29) 

and wink at one another as they pass by them. 

(30) 

When they go back to their folk they speak of 

them with jests, (31) 

and when they see them they say: ‘These have 

indeed gone astray!’ (32) 

çν ß‰pκ ô¶tƒ tβθç/ §s) çR ùQ $# ∩⊄⊇∪  

¨βÎ) u‘# tö/ F{ $# ’ Å∀s9 AΟ‹ ÏètΡ ∩⊄⊄∪  

’ n?tã Å7 Í←!# u‘ F{ $# tβρãÝàΖtƒ ∩⊄⊂∪  

ß∃Í÷è s? ’ Îû óΟ Îγ Ïδθã_ãρ nο uôØtΡ ÉΟŠ Ïè̈Ζ9 $# ∩⊄⊆∪  

tβöθ s) ó¡ç„ ⎯ ÏΒ 9,‹Ïm§‘ BΘθçG÷‚̈Β ∩⊄∈∪  

… çμ ßϑ≈ tFÅz Ô7 ó¡ÏΒ 4 ’ Îûuρ y7 Ï9≡ sŒ Ä§sù$uΖoK u‹ ù=sù 

tβθÝ¡Ï≈ oΨ tGßϑø9 $# ∩⊄∉∪  

… çμ ã_# z– ÉΔuρ ⎯ ÏΒ AΟŠ Ï⊥ó¡n@ ∩⊄∠∪  

$YΖøŠ tã Ü>uô³ o„ $pκ Í5 šχθç/ § s) ßϑø9 $# ∩⊄∇∪  

¨βÎ) š⎥⎪Ï% ©!$# (#θãΒtô_r& (#θçΡ% x. z⎯ ÏΒ t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# 

(#θãΖtΒ# u™ tβθä3ysôÒtƒ ∩⊄®∪  

# sŒ Î) uρ (#ρ”tΒ öΝ Íκ Í5 tβρâ“ tΒ$tó tGtƒ ∩⊂⊃∪  

# sŒ Î) uρ (#þθç7 n= s)Ρ$# #’ n<Î) ÞΟ Îγ Î=÷δr& (#θç7 n=s)Ρ$# t⎦⎫Îγ Å3sù 

∩⊂⊇∪  

# sŒ Î) uρ öΝ èδ÷ρr& u‘ (# þθä9$s% ¨βÎ) Ï™Iωàσ ¯≈ yδ tβθ—9 !$ŸÒs9 
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Yet they have not been assigned the mission of 

being their guardians. (33) 

So on this Day [of Judgement] the faithful will 

laugh at the unbelievers, (34) 

as they recline upon their couches and look around 

them. (35) 

Shall the unbelievers be requited for what they 

were wont to do? (36) 

∩⊂⊄∪  

!$tΒuρ (#θè=Å™ ö‘ é& öΝ Íκ ö n=tã t⎦⎫Ïà Ï≈ ym ∩⊂⊂∪  

tΠ öθu‹ ø9 $$sù t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (#θãΖtΒ# u™ z⎯ ÏΒ Í‘$¤ ä3ø9 $# 

tβθä3ysôÒtƒ ∩⊂⊆∪  

’ n?tã Å7 Í←!# u‘ F{ $# tβρãÝàΖtƒ ∩⊂∈∪  

ö≅ yδ z>ÈhθèO â‘$¤ ä3ø9 $# $tΒ (#θçΡ% x. tβθè=yèø tƒ ∩⊂∉∪ 

Overview 

The s rah describes the conditions the Islamic message faced in Makkah. Its other 

objective is to awaken people’s hearts and draw their attention to the new event 

which would help the Arabs, and mankind in general, to take a new turn in their 

lives. The event in question is the arrival of the divine message to earth. 

A particular aspect of Arabian society is portrayed at the outset, as the s rah 

threatens the stinters with what will befall them on the great day, “the day when all 

mankind shall stand before the Lord of all the worlds.” (Verse 6) The reason for such a 

threat is revealed at the end, when the s rah sketches the manners of the evildoers, 

their attitude towards the believers, their scoffing at them, winking to one another as 

they pass by and their assertion that the believers have gone astray. Moreover, the 

s rah shows the reality of the righteous on the one hand and the transgressors on the 

other. 

The s rah can be divided into four parts The first opens with a declaration of war 

against the stinters: “Woe to the stinters who, when others measure for them, exact in full, 

but who, when they measure or weigh for others, defraud them. Do such people not think that 

they will be raised to life on a great day, the day when all mankind shall stand before the Lord 

of all worlds?” (Verses 1-6) 

The second part warns the transgressors and denounces them in strong terms. It 

threatens them with woe and ruin and establishes their guilt and aggression. It 

explains the reasons for their blindness and describes the punishment awaiting them 

on the Day of Judgement. “No indeed! The record of the transgressors is in Sijjīn. Would 

 



Al-Mu affifīn (The Stinters) 

 81

that you knew what Sijjīn is! It is a record inscribed. Woe on that day to the unbelievers who 

deny the Day of Judgement. None denies it but the guilty aggressors, the evildoers, who, 

when Our revelations are recited to them, cry: ‘Fables of the ancients! No indeed! Their own 

deeds have cast a layer of rust over their hearts. No indeed! On that day they shall be shut out 

from their Lord. They shall enter the blazing fire, and will be told: ‘This is [the reality) which 

you denied!” (Verses 7-17) 

The third part gives an account of the righteous. It describes their high rank, the 

bliss they will enjoy, the delight on their faces, and the pure drink they will have 

while they recline on soft couches, and look all around them. It is an image of 

happiness: “But the record of the righteous is in `Illiy n. Would that you knew what 

`Illiy n is! It is a record inscribed, witnessed by those who are closest to God. The righteous 

will surely be in bliss. [Reclining] on couches, they will look around them. In their faces you 

shall mark the glow of bliss. They will be given to drink of a pure-drink, securely sealed, with 

a seal of musk, for this let the strivers emulously strive. It is a drink mixed with the waters of 

Tasn m, a fountain at which those who are closest to God will drink.” (Verses 18-28) 

The last part of the s rah describes what the transgressors mete out to the 

righteous in this world of conceit and hollow vanity, harsh treatment, ridicule and 

bad manners. Juxtaposed are descriptions of the ultimate situation of each group, the 

transgressors and the righteous, in the world of truth and immortality: “Those who are 

given to sinful practices scoff at the faithful and wink at one another as they pass by them. 

When they go back to their folk they speak of them with jests, and when they see them they 

say: ‘These have indeed gone astray!’ Yet they have not been assigned the mission of being 

their guardians. So on this Day [of Judgement] the faithful will laugh at the unbelievers, as 

they recline upon their couches and look around them. Shall the unbelievers be requited for 

what they were wont to do?” (Verses 29-36) 

The s rah depicts a social environment. It also provides an account of the Islamic 

way of dealing with the world as it exists and with the human mind. This is what we 

shall attempt to explain as we consider the s rah in detail. 

Giving a Raw Deal 

Woe to the stinters who, when others measure for them, exact in full, but who, when 

they measure or weigh for others, defraud them. Do such people not think that they 

will be raised to life on a great day, the day when all mankind shall stand before the 

Lord of all the worlds? (Verses 1-6) 

The s rah opens with God’s declaration of war against the stinters: “Woe to the 

stinters”. The Arabic term, way, used for ‘woe’ implies destruction and ruin. The 

implication is the same whether we consider this verse as a statement of a future 
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eventuality or a curse, for a curse made by God has the same effect as that of a 

statement about what is going to happen. The next two verses explain the meaning of 

the ‘stinters’ or defrauders as intended in the s rah. They are those “who, when others 

measure for them, exact in full, but who, when they measure or weigh for others, defraud 

them.” (Verses 2-3) They are those who want their merchandise complete and intact 

when they buy, but who do not give the right amount when they sell. The following 

three verses wonder at the defrauders, who behave as if they will not have to account 

for what they gain in this life. “Do such people not think that they will be raised to life on a 

great day, the day when all mankind shall stand before the Lord of all the worlds?” 

The fact that the defrauders’ behaviour is tackled in this manner in a Makkan 

revelation is very interesting. Makkan s rahs generally concentrate on the 

fundamentals, such as the assertion of God’s unity, the supremacy of His will and 

His dominion over the universe and mankind, and with assertions about the truth of 

revelation and prophethood, the truth of the Day of Judgement, reckoning and 

reward. The Makkan revelations also endeavour to form and develop the moral 

sense and relate it to the fundamentals of faith. The tackling of a specific issue of 

morality, such as the stinting of weights and measures, or business dealings in 

general, is a later concern; it is more characteristic of Madinan revelations, which 

regulate the life of the community in an Islamic state. The fact that this Makkan s rah 

makes the issue of stinting its focal point therefore deserves careful consideration. 

The first point to note is that in Makkah the nobility were very rich, but totally 

unscrupulous. They exercised a complete monopoly of trade in their business 

concerns. They organized the export and import trade using caravans which 

travelled to Yemen in winter and to Syria in summer. They had their seasonal trade 

fairs such as the ‘Uk z fair which was held during the pilgrimage season. The fairs 

were for business dealings as well as literary activities. 

The text suggests that the defrauders against whom war was declared belonged to 

the nobility and wielded much power and influence, enabling them to force others to 

succumb to their wishes. Several features of the Arabic wording used here connote 

that for some unspecified reason they were able to impose their will and exact in full. 

The meaning implied is not that they exacted their full due; for this would not justify 

a declaration of war against them. What is meant is that they obtained by sheer force 

what they had no right to demand. But when it was their turn to weigh or measure 

for others, they exercised their power by giving less than what was due. 

Indeed this warning, coming so early in the Makkan period, gives an idea of the 

nature of the religion of Islam. It demonstrates that Islam embraces all sides of life 

and aims to establish a firm moral code which accords with the basic principles of 

divine teachings. At the time when this s rah was revealed the Muslim community 

was still weak. The followers of Islam had not yet won power in order to organize 
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society and the life of the community according to Islamic principles. Yet Islam 

demonstrated its opposition to those acts of flagrant injustice and unethical dealings. 

It declared war against stinters and threatened them with woe and destruction at a 

time when they were the powerful rulers of Makkah. It declared its uncompromising 

stand against the injustices suffered by the masses whom it has never sought to lull 

into a state of lethargy and apathy. 

This gives us an insight into the real motives behind the stubborn opposition to 

Islam by the masters of Makkah. They were undoubtedly keenly aware that what 

Mu ammad (peace be upon him) was calling for was not merely a matter of personal 

conviction which demanded no more than a verbal assertion of God’s oneness and 

Mu ammad’s prophethood, and a form of prayer addressed to God and not idols. 

They realized that the new faith would establish a way of life which would cause the 

very basis of their positions and interests to crumble. They were fully aware that the 

new religion, by its very nature, did not admit any partnership or compromise with 

any worldly concepts alien to its divine basis, and that it posed a mighty threat to all 

j hiliyyah values. This is why they launched their offensive, which continued in full 

force both before and after the Muslims’ migration to Madinah. It was an offensive 

launched to defend their way of life in its entirety, not only a set of concepts which 

have no effect beyond individual acceptance and personal conviction. 

Those, in any age or land, who attempt to prevent Islam from organizing and 

ruling human life also recognize these essential facts. They know very well that the 

pure and straightforward Islamic way of life endangers their unjust order, interests, 

hollow structure and deviant practices. Indeed the tyrannical stinters — whatever 

form their stinting takes and wherever it is, in money and finance, or in rights and 

duties — are those who fear most the ascendancy of Islam and the implementation of 

its just methods. 

The representatives of the two Arabian tribes of Madinah, the Aws and the 

Khazraj, who pledged their support and loyalty to the Prophet were also aware of all 

this. Ibn Is q, the Prophet’s biographer, wrote: ` şim ibn `Umar ibn Qat dah told 

me that when the Madinan Muslims came to give their pledge to the Prophet, al-

`Abb s ibn `Ubadah al-Anş r , who belonged to the clan of S lim ibn `Awf, said to 

them: “You Khazraj! Do you know what your pledge to this man really means?” 

They answered “Yes, we do.” His rejoinder was: “You are pledging to fight the rest 

of mankind, white and black alike! So it would be better to leave him alone now if 

you think you would give him up to his enemies in the event of your sustaining 

material losses or losing your leaders. If you do such a thing you will bring upon 

yourselves great humiliation both in this life and in the life hereafter. But if you feel 

that you will honour your pledges despite any sacrifice in money and men, then go 

ahead, because this will be best for you here and in the hereafter!” They said: “We 
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offer our loyalty and support and declare our readiness to sustain any sacrifice, 

material or personal!” Turning to the Prophet, they asked him: “What will be our 

reward if we honour our pledges?” He said: “Heaven.” They said: “Stretch out your 

hand.” He did and they gave him their pledges of support. 

These supporters, like the Makkan tyrants, were keenly aware of the nature of 

Islam. They realized that it stands for absolute justice and fairness in the social order 

it seeks to create. It accepts no tyranny, oppression, conceit, injustice or exploitation. 

Hence it faces the combined forces of all forms of despotism, arrogance and 

exploitation. 

“Do such people not think that they will be raised to life on a great day, the day when all 

mankind shall stand before the Lord of all the worlds?” (Verses 4-6) Their attitude is 

singularly strange. The mere idea of being raised to life again on that great day, when 

all mankind shall stand as ordinary individuals in front of the Lord of the universe, 

awaiting His just judgement, without support from any quarter, should be enough to 

make them change course. But they persist, as if the thought of being raised to life 

after death has never crossed their minds. 

The Inevitable Reckoning 

They are called stinters in the first part of the s rah; but in the second they are 

described as transgressors. The s rah proceeds to describe the standing of this group 

with God, their situation in this life, and what awaits them on the great day. “No 

indeed! The record of the transgressors is in Sijjīn. Would that you knew what Sijjīn is! It is a 

record inscribed. Woe on that day to the unbelievers who deny the Day of Judgement. None 

denies it but the guilty aggressors, the evildoers, who, when Our revelations are recited to 

them, cry: ‘Fables of the ancients!’ No indeed! Their own deeds have cast a layer of rust over 

their hearts. No indeed! On that day they shall be shut out from their Lord. They shall enter 

the blazing fire, and will be told: ‘This is (the reality) which you denied!” (Verses 7-17) They 

think they will not be raised to life after death, so the Qur’ n rebukes them and 

affirms that a record of their actions is kept. 

The location of that record is specified as an additional confirmation of the fact, 

albeit a location unknown to man. They are threatened with woe and ruin on that 

day when their record shall be reviewed: “No indeed! The record of the transgressors is 

in Sijjīn. Would that you knew what Sijjīn is! It is a record inscribed. Woe on that day to the 

unbelievers.” (Verses 7-10) 

The transgressors, as the Arabic term, fujj r, here connotes, are those who indulge 

excessively in sin. Their book is the record of their deeds. We do not know the nature 

of this book and nor are we required to know. The whole matter belongs to that 

realm of which we know nothing except what we are told by God. The statement that 
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there is a record in Sijjīn of the transgressors’ deeds, is followed by the familiar 

Qur’ nic form of expression associated with connotations of greatness: “Would that 

you knew what Sijjīn is!” (Verse 8) Thus, the addressee is made to feel that the whole 

matter is too great to be fully understood. 

The s rah then gives a further account of the transgressors’ book: “It is a record 

inscribed.” (Verse 9) There is no possibility of addition or omission until it is thrown 

open on that great day. When this takes place, “woe on that day to the unbelievers.” 

(Verse 10) Then we are given information about the subject of unbelief, and the true 

character of the unbelievers who deny the Day of Judgement. “None denies it but the 

guilty aggressors, the evildoers, who, when Our revelations are recited to them, cry: Fables of 

the ancients!” (Verses 12-13) So, aggression and bad deeds lead the perpetrators to 

deny the Day of Judgement and to take a rude and ill-mannered attitude towards the 

Qur’ n, describing it as “Fables of the ancients!” This description by the unbelievers is, 

of course, based on the fact that the Qur’ n contains some historical accounts of 

former nations. These accounts are related as a lesson for later generations as they 

demonstrate with much clarity the working of the divine rules to which all nations 

and generations are subject. 

They are strongly rebuked and reprobated for their rudeness and rejection of the 

truth. These connotations, carried by the Arabic term kall , translated here as ‘No 

indeed’, are coupled with an assertion that their allegations are unfounded. We are 

then given an insight into the motives of their insolent disbelief and the reasons for 

their inability to see the obvious truth or respond to it: “Their own deeds have cast a 

layer of rust over their hearts.” (Verse 14) Indeed the hearts of those who indulge in sin 

become dull, as if they are veiled by a thick curtain which keeps them in total 

darkness, unable to see the light. Thus they gradually lose their sensitivity and 

become lifeless. 

The Prophet says: “When a man commits a sin, it throws a black spot over his 

heart. If he repents, his heart is polished; but if he persists in his practice, the stains 

increase.” [Related by Ibn Jar r, al-Tirmidh , al-Nas ’  and Ibn M jah.] Al-Tirmidh  

describes this adīth as authentic. Al-Nas ’ ’s version differs in wording but not in 

import. His version may be translated as follows: “When a man commits a sin, a 

black spot is formed on his heart. If he desists, prays for forgiveness and repents, his 

heart will be polished; but if he persists, the spot grows bigger until it has covered his 

whole heart. This is what God refers to when He says: ‘No indeed! Their own deeds have 

cast a layer of rust over their hearts.’’’ (Verse 14) Explaining this verse, Im m al- asan 

al-Başr  said: “It is a case of one sin on top of another until the heart is blinded and 

dies.” 

Thus we have learnt the situation of transgressing unbelievers, as well as their 

motives for transgression and rejection of the truth. Then we are told what will 
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happen to them on that great day, a destiny which befits their evil deeds and denial 

of the truth: “On that day they shall be shut out from their Lord. They shall enter the blazing 

fire, and will be told: ‘This is [the reality] which you denied!” (Verses 15-17) Because their 

sins have cast a thick veil over their hearts, they are unable in this life to feel God’s 

presence, and it is only appropriate that they not be allowed to see His glorious face. 

They will be deprived of this great happiness, which is bestowed only on those 

whose hearts and souls are so clean and transparent that they deserve to be with 

their Lord, without any form of separation or isolation. Such people are described in 

S rah 75, The Resurrection: “On that day there shall be joyous faces, looking towards their 

Lord.” (75: 22-23) 

This separation from their Lord is the greatest and most agonizing punishment 

and deprivation. It is a miserable end of a man whose very humanity is derived from 

only one source, namely his contact with God, his benevolent Lord. When man is 

torn away from this source of nobleness he loses all his humanity and sinks to a level 

which ensures hell is his just reward: “They shall enter the blazing fire.” (Verse 16) On 

top of this, there is something much worse and much more agonizing, namely, 

rebuke. “And will be told: ‘This is [the reality] which you denied!” (Verse 17) 

Faces Radiant with Joy 

Then follows an account of the other group, the righteous. This is given in the 

customary Qur’ nic manner of providing two elaborately contrasting images, so that 

a detailed comparison may be drawn: “But the record of the righteous is in ‘Illiy n. 

Would that you knew what ‘Illiy n is! It is a record inscribed, witnessed by those who are 

closest to God. The righteous will surely be in bliss. [Reclining] on couches, they will look 

around them. In their faces you shall mark the glow of bliss. They will be given to drink of a 

pure-drink, securely sealed, with a seal of musk, for this let the strivers emulously strive. It is 

a drink mixed with the waters of Tasnīm, a fountain at which those who are closest to God 

will drink.”(Verses 18-28) 

This section of the s rah starts with the Arabic term, kall , which connotes strong 

reproach and a firm command to the transgressors to desist from their rejection of 

the truth. It then proceeds to speak about the righteous. Since the record of the 

transgressors is in Sijjīn, that of the righteous is in ‘Illiy n. The term ‘righteous’ refers 

to the obedient who do good. They are the exact opposite of the transgressors, who 

indulge in every excess. The name ‘Illiyūn connotes elevation and sublimity, which 

suggests that Sijjīn is associated with baseness and ignominy. The name is followed 

by the form of exclamation often used in the Qur’ n to cast notions of mystery and 

grandeur: “Would that you knew what ‘Illiy n is!” (Verse 19) 

The s rah then states that the book of the righteous is “a record inscribed, witnessed 
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by those who are closest to God.” (Verses 20-21) We have already stated what is meant 

by ‘a record inscribed.’ We are told here that the angels closest to God see this book and 

witness it. This statement gives the feeling that the record of the righteous is 

associated with nobility, purity and sublimity. The angels closest to God look at it 

and enjoy its description of noble deeds and glorious characteristics. The whole 

image provides evidence of the honour the righteous receive. 

There follows an account of the situation in which the righteous find themselves. 

We are told of the bliss they enjoy on that great day: “The righteous will surely be in 

bliss.” (Verse 22) This contrasts with hell, in which the transgressors dwell. 

“[Reclining! on couches they will look around them.” (Verse 23) This means that they are 

given a place of honour. They look wherever they wish. They do not have to look 

down, out of humility; and they suffer nothing which distracts their attention. The 

description here represents to the Arabs, who were the first to be addressed by the 

Qur’ n, the highest form of comfort and luxury. 

In their bliss, the righteous live in mental and physical comfort. Their faces are 

radiant with unmistakable joy: “In their faces you shall mark the glow of bliss. They will be 

given to drink of a pure- drink, securely sealed, with a seal of musk.” (Verses 24-26) Their 

drink is absolutely pure without any unwanted additions or particles of dust. 

Describing it as securely sealed with musk indicates, perhaps, that it is ready made in 

secured containers to be opened when refreshment is needed. All this adds to the 

impression of meticulous care being taken. The fact that the seal is of musk also adds 

an element of elegance and luxury. The whole picture, however, is understood only 

within the limits of human experience in this world. 

In the life to come people will have different concepts, tastes and standards which 

will be free from all the bonds of this limited world. 

The description is carried further in the following two verses: “It is a drink mixed 

with the waters of Tasnīm, a fountain at which those who are closest to God will drink.” 

(Verses 27-28) o, this pure, securely sealed drink is opened and mixed with a 

measure of the water from a fountain called Tasnīm and described as the one from 

which the favoured who are close to God drink. Before this last part of the 

description is given we are also given a significant instruction: “For this let the strivers 

emulously strive.” (Verse 26) 

Those stinters who defraud their fellow men pay no regard to the Day of 

Judgement, and, worse still, deny that such a Day of Reckoning will come. Hardened 

by their sins and excesses, they strive endlessly for the petty riches of this world. 

Each of them tries to outdo the others and gain as much as possible. Hence, he 

indulges in all types of injustice and vice for the sake of ephemeral luxuries. It is the 

other type of luxury and honour which deserves emulous striving: “For this let the 
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strivers emulously strive.” (Verse 26) 

Those who strive for an object of this world, no matter how superb, grand or 

honourable it is, are in reality striving for something hollow, cheap and temporary. 

This world, in its totality, is not worth, in God’s view, one mosquito’s wing. It is the 

hereafter which carries real weight with Him. So, it should be the goal for strenuous 

competition and zealous striving. 

It is remarkable that striving for the hereafter elevates the souls of all strivers, 

while competition for worldly objects sinks the competitors’ souls to the lowest 

depths. As man works continuously to achieve the happiness of the hereafter, his 

work makes this world a happy and pure one for everybody. On the other hand, 

efforts made for the achievement of worldly ends turn this world into a filthy marsh, 

where animals devour one another and insects bite the flesh of the righteous. 

Striving for the hereafter does not turn the earth into a barren desert, as some 

transgressors imagine. Islam considers this world a farm, and the hereafter its fruits. 

It defines the role of the true believer as the building of this world while following 

the path of piety and righteousness. Islam stipulates that man must look on his task 

as an act of worship which fulfils the purpose of his existence as defined by God: “I 

have not created the jinn and mankind to any end other than that they may worship Me.” (51: 

56) The statement, “For this let the strivers emulously strive,” inspires man to look far 

beyond this finite, little world, as he sets out to fulfil his mission as God’s vicegerent 

on earth. Thus as they work on purifying the filthy marsh of this world their souls 

are elevated to new heights. 

Man’s life on earth is limited while his future life is of limitless duration. The 

luxuries of this world are also limited while the happiness of paradise is much too 

great for us to conceive. The elements of happiness in this life are well known to 

everyone, but in the next world they are on a level befitting a life everlasting. 

What comparison can then hold between the two spheres of competition or the 

two goals, even when we apply the human method of balancing losses against 

profits? It is, indeed, one race and a single competition: “For this let the strivers 

emulously strive.” (Verse 26) 

Stark Contrast 

The beatitude enjoyed by the righteous is discussed at length in order to give a 

detailed account of the hardships, humiliation and insolence they are made to suffer 

at the hands of the transgressors. The final comment of the s rah taunts the 

unbelievers as they behold the righteous enjoying heavenly bliss: “Those who are given 

to sinful practices scoff at the faithful and wink at one another as they pass by them. When 
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they go back to their folk they speak of them with jests, and when they see them they say: 

‘These have indeed gone astray!’ Yet they have not been assigned the mission of being their 

guardians. So on this Day [of Judgement] the faithful will laugh at the unbelievers, as they 

recline upon their couches and look around them. Shall the unbelievers be requited for what 

they were wont to do?” (Verses 29-36) 

The images portrayed by the Qur’ n of the evildoers’ derision of the faithful, their 

rudeness and insolence, and their description of the faithful, as having ‘gone astray’ 

are taken directly from Makkan life at the time. But the same actions happen over 

and over again in all ages and places. Many people in our own age have witnessed 

similar actions, and it is as if the s rah was revealed to describe what they see with 

their own eyes. This proves that the attitude of the transgressors and the evildoers to 

the believers hardly ever changes from one country to another or from one period of 

time to another. 

“Those who are given to sinful practices scoff at the faithful.” (Verse 29) In the Arabic 

original, the past tense is used here so as to take us away from this world to the 

hereafter to see the righteous in their bliss while we also hear what happened to 

them in this world. The believers were made to suffer ridicule and derision by the 

transgressors, either because they were poor or weak or because their self-respect 

would not allow them to return the abuse of base evildoers. What a contrast: the 

evildoers persecute the believers and laugh at them shamelessly while the believers 

stick to dignified self respect and perseverance. 

“And wink at one another as they pass by them.” (Verse 30) They wink at one another 

or make certain actions intended as mockery and derision. Such behaviour betrays 

their baseness and bad manners. They try to make the believers feel embarrassed and 

helpless. “When they go back to their folk they speak of them with jests.” When they have 

nourished their evil, little minds with such mockery and injurious actions they go 

back to their own folk to continue their laughter and derision. They are satisfied with 

what they have done. Although they have sunk to the lowest depths, they cannot 

imagine how contemptible they are. 

“And when they see them they say: ‘These have indeed gone astray!” (Verse 32) This is 

even more singular! Nothing is more absurd than that those transgressors should 

speak about right and error, or that they should say that the believers have gone 

astray. Transgression knows no limits. The transgressors never feel ashamed of what 

they do or say. Their description of the believers as having gone astray is a clear 

manifestation of this fact. The Qur’ n does not try to defend the believers or refute 

the evil accusation levelled at them, because it is not worth refuting. It laughs loudly, 

however, at those who involve themselves impudently in something which does not 

concern them, “Yet they have not been assigned the mission of being their guardians!” 

(Verse 33) No one has asked them to look after the believers, or to watch over them, 
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or to assess their situation. So why do they give their unsolicited opinion? 

This sarcasm concludes the narration of what the transgressors do in this life. The 

s rah relates it as if it is something of the past, and gives an image of the present, i.e. 

in the hereafter, when the believers rejoice in their heavenly bliss: “So on this Day [of 

Judgement] the faithful will laugh at the unbelievers, as they recline upon their couches and 

look around them.” (Verses 34-35) On that day the unbelievers will be shut out from 

their Lord, suffering isolation combined with the torture of hell when they are told: 

“This is [the reality] which you denied!’ (Verse 17) At the other end of the scale, the 

believers recline on couches, in total beatitude, partaking of a pure drink which is 

secured with a seal of musk and mixed with the waters of Tasnīm. As the s rah draws 

the two images, it shows how the tables are turned; for then it is the believers who 

laugh at the unbelievers. 

The s rah concludes with another loud, ironic question: “Shall the unbelievers be 

requited for what they were wont to do.” (Verse 36) Their requital is not a good one, as 

the term used here connotes. For we have just been given an image of their doom, 

which is described here sarcastically, as their reward. 

Who Laughs at Whom? 

The scene of the evildoers’ ridicule of the believers merits further discussion. It is 

portrayed in considerable detail, in the same way as the earlier scene of the righteous 

in heavenly bliss. This detailed description is highly artistic. It also has a marked 

psychological effect which is at once soothing, comforting and reassuring. The 

Muslim minority in Makkah was facing a sustained, demoralizing onslaught by the 

unbelievers, but God did not leave the Muslims on their own: He comforted them 

and urged them to persevere. 

They are comforted by the very fact that their sufferings are outlined by God in 

detail. He sees what the believers suffer and does not ignore what He sees, although 

He may let the unbelievers do as they wish, if only for a while. He also sees how the 

transgressors laugh unrepentantly at the sufferings of the faithful. Since He describes 

all this in the Qur’ n then He must take it into account. This, in itself, is enough 

consolation for the believers. 

There are also those scornful remarks about the evildoers. They may go unnoticed 

by the unbelievers because their indulgence in their sinful practices have made them 

insensitive. The highly sensitive hearts of the believers, however, are touched and 

comforted by them. 

It must be noted that the only consolation offered by God to the believers who 

were subjected to harsh treatment and painful ridicule was heaven for the believers 
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and hell for the unbelievers. This, again, was the only promise the Prophet (peace be 

upon him) made to the believers when they pledged all their property as well as their 

lives for the cause of Islam. Victory in this life was never mentioned in the Makkan 

Qur’ nic revelations as a consolation or as an incentive to persevere. The Qur’ n was 

instead cultivating the hearts of the believers, and preparing them to fulfil the task 

with which they were entrusted. It was necessary that such hearts attain a high 

standard of strength and self-denial so that they would give everything and suffer all 

hardship without looking for anything in this life. They were to seek only the reward 

of the hereafter and to win God’s pleasure. They were prepared to go through life 

suffering all sorts of hardship and deprivation with no promise of reward in this life, 

not even victory for the cause of Islam. 

Such a group of people must be first established. When this happens and God 

knows that they are sincere and determined in what they have pledged themselves to 

do, then He will give them victory in this life. Victory will not be theirs as a personal 

reward. They will be given power as trustees appointed for the implementation of 

the Islamic way of life. They will be worthy trustees because neither were they 

promised nor did they look for any worldly gain. They pledged themselves truly to 

God at a time when they were unaware of any worldly benefit that may befall them 

except that they would win God’s pleasure. 

All the Qur’ nic verses which speak of victory were revealed later in Madinah 

when this was no longer an issue. Victory was given because God willed that 

successive human generations should have an actual, definite and practical example 

of the Islamic way of life. It was not a reward for sacrifices made or hardships 

suffered. 
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S RAH 84 

Al-Inshiq q 
(The Rending) 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

When the sky is rent asunder, (1) 

obeying her Lord in true submission; (2) 

when the earth is stretched out (3) 

and casts forth all that is within her and becomes 

empty, (4) 

obeying her Lord in true submission! (5) 

O man! You have been toiling towards your 

Lord, and you shall meet Him. (6) 

He who is given his record in his right hand (7) 

will in time have a lenient reckoning, (8) 

# sŒ Î) â™!$uΚ¡¡9 $# ôM ¤) t±Σ$# ∩⊇∪  

ôM tΡÏŒ r& uρ $pκ Íh5tÏ9 ôM ¤) ãmuρ ∩⊄∪  

# sŒ Î) uρ ÞÚ ö‘ F{ $# ôN £‰ãΒ ∩⊂∪  

ôM s) ø9 r& uρ $tΒ $pκ Ïù ôM ¯=sƒ rB uρ ∩⊆∪  

ôM tΡÏŒ r& uρ $pκ Íh5tÏ9 ôM ¤) ãmuρ ∩∈∪  
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and return rejoicing to his people. (9) 

But he who is given his record behind his back 

(10) 

will in time call down destruction upon himself 

(11) 

and will enter the fire of hell. (12) 

He lived joyfully among his people. (13) 

He surely thought he would never return. (14) 

Yes, indeed; his Lord was watching over him. 

(15) 

I swear by the twilight, (16) 

and by the night and what it envelops, (17) 

and by the moon in her full perfection, (18) 

that you shall certainly move onward, stage after 

stage. (19) 

Why then do they not accept the faith? (20) 

Or, when the Qur’ n is read to them, they do not 

fall down in prostration? (21) 

Ü= Î=s)Ζtƒ uρ #’ n<Î) ⎯ Ï&Î#÷δr& #Y‘ρçô£ tΒ ∩®∪  

$̈Βr& uρ ô⎯ tΒ u’ ÎAρé& … çμ t7≈ tGÏ. u™!# u‘ uρ ⎯ Íν Ìôγ sß ∩⊇⊃∪  
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But the unbelievers persist in rejecting [the truth], 

(22) 

yet God knows very well what they are hiding. 

(23) 

So give them the tidings of a grievous suffering, 

(24) 

except for those who believe and do good deeds; for 

theirs is an unfailing reward. (25) 

È≅ t/ t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (#ρãx x. šχθç/ Éj‹s3ãƒ ∩⊄⊄∪  

ª!$# uρ ãΝ n=÷ær& $yϑÎ/ šχθããθãƒ ∩⊄⊂∪  

Ν èδ÷Åe³ t7 sù A># x‹yèÎ/ AΟŠ Ï9 r& ∩⊄⊆∪  

ωÎ) t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (#θãΖtΒ# u™ (#θè=Ïϑtã uρ ÏM≈ ysÎ=≈ ¢Á9 $# öΝ çλm; 

íô_r& çö xî ¥βθãΨ ôϑtΒ ∩⊄∈∪ 

Overview 

The s rah opens by sketching a few images of the universal upheaval portrayed in 

greater detail in S rahs 81, 82 and earlier in S rah 78, The Darkening, Cleaving 

Asunder and The Tiding, respectively. These scenes, however, are now given a 

special tone by means of the emphasis placed on the complete submission to God by 

both heaven and earth: “When the sky is rent asunder, obeying her Lord in true 

submission; when the earth is stretched out and casts forth all that is within her and becomes 

empty, obeying her Lord in true submission.” (Verses 1-5) 

This powerful opening, with its emphasis on submission to God, is a foreword to 

the subsequent address encouraging man towards humbleness before his Lord. Man 

is reminded of his position and his ultimate destiny when he returns to God: “O man! 

You have been toiling towards your Lord, and you shall meet Him. He who is given his record 

in his right hand will in time have a lenient reckoning, and return rejoicing to his people. But 

he who is given his record behind his back will in time call down destruction upon himself 

and will enter the fire of hell. He lived joyfully among his people. He surely thought he would 

never return. Yes, indeed; his Lord was watching over him.” (Verses 6-15) 

The third part of the s rah paints a picture of life on earth which is well known to 

man. Such images point to God’s planning, which is both elaborate and faultless. An 

oath is made to assert that men must live through deliberately planned stages which 

they cannot escape from: “I swear by the twilight, and by the night and what it envelops, 

and by the moon in her full perfection, that you shall certainly move onward, stage after 

stage.” (Verses 16-19) 

The last part of the s rah wonders at those who deny the faith when their position 

is as described in the previous two parts, and the end of their world is as described at 

the beginning of the s rah: “Why then do they not accept the faith? Or, when the Qur’ n is 
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read to them, they do not fall down in prostration? But the unbelievers persist in rejecting 

[the truth], yet God knows very well what they are hiding. So give them the tidings of a 

grievous suffering, except for those who believe and do good deeds; for theirs is an unfailing 

reward.” (Verses 20-25) 

Two main qualities are evident in this s rah: its quiet rhythm and its earnest 

message. Both are clearly felt, even in the images of universal upheaval the s rah 

sketches. Scenes of this upheaval are portrayed with much more violence elsewhere, 

as in S rah 81, The Darkening. Here an attitude of sympathetic and compassionate 

cautioning is adopted. The cautioning is gradual, presented in a quiet, inspiring 

statement beginning with the words “O man”. This awakens people’s consciences. 

The various parts of the s rah are ordered according to a special plan. This carries 

the reader through a variety of scenes, some relating to the universe, others to man 

himself. The scenes are sketched one after the other in a thoughtful order starting 

with universal submission to God, which leaves a gentle but real impression on the 

reader’s heart. Then we are given an image of the reckoning, reward and retribution, 

followed by a contemporary scene of life on earth and its phenomena. Then follows a 

statement of wonder at those who, after all this, still refuse to accept the faith. This 

statement combines with a warning of severe punishment, and a promise of 

unfailing reward to the believers. 

All this is embodied in the few lines which compose this short s rah. Such 

succinctness is just one aspect of the unique nature of the Qur’ n . The ideas the s rah 

sets out to explain could not normally be tackled with such power and to such effect, 

even if entire books were devoted to the task. But the Qur’ n achieves its purpose 

because it addresses our hearts directly. No wonder! It is the word of God. 

Complete Universal Submission 

“When the sky is rent asunder, obeying her Lord in true submission; when the earth is 

stretched out and casts forth all that is within her and becomes empty, obeying her Lord in 

true submission.” (Verses 1-5) The splitting of the sky has been dwelt upon in the 

commentary on other s rahs. One new element here is the submission and complete 

obedience of the sky to her Lord: “obeying her Lord in true submission.” (Verse 2) 

Another new element is the stretching of the earth: “When the earth is stretched out.” 

(Verse 3) This means perhaps an expansion of her size or shape as a result of a 

disruption of the laws of nature which govern her and preserve her in her present 

shape. The statement, made in the passive, suggests that this will be carried out 

through the intervention of an outside force. “And casts forth all that is within her and 

becomes empty.” (Verse 4) This image portrays the earth as a living entity casting out 

what is within her and getting rid of it. 
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There are indeed a great many things within the earth, countless types of creation 

that have lived, died and been buried over a long period of time, the span of which is 

known to no one but God. It also includes an abundant resource of metals, water and 

other secrets unknown except to the Creator. The earth carries all this load one 

generation after another until that final day when it casts forth all that is within her. 

“Obeying her Lord in true submission,” she follows the sky’s suit and declares total 

obedience and complete submission to God. 

These short verses vividly demonstrate how both the living sky and earth receive 

their orders and instantly comply with them. Their obedience is a manifestation of 

their conscious and dutiful submission. The image drawn here has shades of 

humility, solemnity and tranquillity that are brought out in full relief. The 

impression it leaves is one of humble and obedient submission to God. 

Man’s Hard Labour 

In such an atmosphere of conscious obedience, man is addressed from on high: “O 

man! You have been toiling towards your Lord, and you shall meet Him.” (Verse 6) “O 

man!” your Lord has made you in a perfect way. He has given you your humanity 

which distinguishes you from the rest of creation. Your humanity endows you with 

certain characteristics which should have made you more conscious of your Lord, 

and more obedient and submissive to Him than both the sky and the earth. He has 

given man of His own spirit and endowed him with the ability to communicate with 

Him, receive His light, ennoble himself with God’s grace in order to achieve the 

highest degree of perfection attainable by man. This is no little distinction. 

“O man! You have been toiling towards your Lord and you shall meet Him.” (Verse 6) 

Man certainly labours hard in this life, shouldering his responsibilities and exerting 

himself. All this he does in order to return, in the end, like all the rest of creation, to 

God. Man labours even for what he enjoys! Nothing in this life comes easily or 

without effort: if sometimes no physical labour is needed, then surely some mental 

and emotional effort is required. In this the rich and poor are alike, although the 

labour exerted may differ in kind and form. This address reminds man that 

labouring hard is the lot of all in this life on earth. But when we meet our Lord, we 

will fall into two groups: one will suffer hardship incomparable to that suffered on 

earth; and the other, consisting of those who have demonstrated their obedience and 

true submission, will enjoy a rest in which the suffering of this life will be forgotten. 

“He who is given his record in his right hand will in time have a lenient reckoning, and 

return rejoicing to his people.” (Verses 7-9) He who is given his book in his right hand is 

the happy one who was true to his faith. God is pleased with him and rewards him 

well. He will have a lenient reckoning, that is to say that he will not be called to 
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account for what he did in this life. This is abundantly clear in the traditions of the 

Prophet. ` ’ishah, the Prophet’s wife, quotes him as saying: “He who is called to 

account will suffer affliction.” Continuing her report, she pointed out that God says, 

‘He... shall have a lenient reckoning.’ God’s Messenger answered: ‘That is not what is 

meant by reckoning and accountability. Lenient reckoning signifies no more than 

showing him his record. He who is called to account on the Day of Judgement will 

suffer affliction.’“ [Related by al-Bukh r , Muslim, al-Tirmidh  and al-Nas ’ .] 

` ’ishah also related: “I heard God’s Messenger (peace be upon him) saying in his 

prayers ‘My Lord, make my reckoning a lenient one’. When he had finished his 

prayers I asked him, ‘What is the lenient reckoning?’ He answered: ‘He who receives 

lenient reckoning will have his record looked into and will be forgiven, but he who is 

called to account on that day will perish.” [Related by A mad.] 

This is, then, the lenient reckoning accorded to him who receives his record in his 

right hand. He shall win “and return rejoicing to his people,” who will also have won 

and arrived in heaven ahead of him. We deduce from this statement that those who 

accept the faith in this life and adhere to the right path will gather together in 

heaven. Everyone ends up with those whom he loves. We also have an image of the 

winner’s all-important test: he returns with his face overflowing with happiness. 

This image is the opposite of what happens to the afflicted one who has to account 

for his evil deeds and receives his record with reluctance. “But he who is given his 

record behind his back will in time call down destruction upon himself and will enter the fire 

of hell.” (Verses 10-12) 

The Qur’ n usually makes a distinction between receiving one’s record with one’s 

right or left hand. Here we have a new image: the record is given from behind one’s 

back. There is no reason to prevent anyone being given his record in his left hand 

and from behind his back at the same time. It is an image of one who feels great 

shame and hates to be confronted with what he has done. We have no real 

knowledge of the nature of this record or how it is given in one’s right or left hand or 

behind one’s back. But we can comprehend from the first expression the reality of 

being a winner, and from the second the reality of doom. This is indeed what we are 

meant to appreciate. These various forms of expression are used mainly to drive the 

point home to us and to enhance its effects. For exact knowledge of what will happen 

and how it will happen belongs only to God. 

So, the unfortunate one who lived his life on earth labouring hard but disobeying 

God and indulging in what is forbidden will know his destiny. He realizes that what 

lies in front of him is more suffering and hard labour with the only difference being 

that this time the suffering is greater, uninterrupted and endless. So, he calls 

destruction upon himself, for he sees his own destruction as the only means of 
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salvation from what will befall him. When man seeks refuge in his own destruction, 

then he is certainly in a helpless position. His own non-existence becomes his 

strongest desire. His hopelessness is beyond description. This is the meaning implied 

by the Arab poet al-Mutanabb  in his poem which starts with what may be rendered 

in English as: “Suffice it a malady that you should think death a cure. It says much 

that doom should be eagerly desired.” It is certainly a case of indescribable distress 

and misery. “And [he] will enter the fire of hell.” (Verse 12) This is the end from which 

he wishes to escape by means of his own destruction; but there is no way out. 

Having portrayed this miserable scene, the s rah gives us a glimpse of the 

sufferer’s past which led him to this endless misery: “He lived joyfully among his people. 

He surely thought he would never return.” (Verses 13-14) The past tense is used here 

because we feel that the Day of Judgement has arrived, after this life has ended. The 

indulgence and the joy had taken place in this life. “He lived joyfully among his people.” 

He cared for nothing beyond the moment he was in, and made no preparation for the 

hereafter. “He surely thought he would never return,” to his Lord. Had he thought about 

the return at the end of his journey through life, he would have carried provisions to 

sustain him. “Yes, indeed; his Lord was watching over him.” (Verse 15) Indeed God has 

always been aware of man’s thoughts, actions and feelings. God knows that, contrary 

to what man may think, there will be a return to Him to receive the reward merited 

by actions on earth. This is indeed what happens when all return to God to meet 

their appointed destiny, when what God has ordained will take place. 

“He lived joyfully among his people. He surely thought he would never return. Yes, 

indeed; his Lord was watching over him.” (Verses 13-15) This image of the misery of the 

one who was joyful among his people during his short life on earth has a counterpart 

in the image of the happy one who returns rejoicing to his people to live with them 

an eternal happy life, free from hardship: “He who is given his record in his right hand 

will in time have a lenient reckoning and return rejoicing to his people.” (Verses 7-9) 

Suffering Through Life 

The s rah then refers briefly to some worldly scenes. People, however, continue to 

overlook the evidence such scenes provide of the deliberate planning that has gone 

into the making of this world. Indeed, this planning includes the creation of man 

himself, and his phases and transitions through life: “I swear by the twilight, and by the 

night and what it envelops, and by the moon in her full perfection, that you shall certainly 

move onward, stage after stage.” (Verses 16-19) The oath, which is indirect in the Arabic 

text, serves to draw man’s attention to these universal scenes. The connotations here 

are in perfect harmony with those of the opening of the s rah and the scenes 

portrayed there. The twilight refers to that period of stillness after sunset when the 
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soul is overwhelmed by a deep feeling of awe. The heart feels, at such a time, the 

significance of parting with a beloved companion, and the quiet sadness and deep 

melancholy this involves. It also experiences fear of the approaching darkness. 

“And by the night and what it envelops.” (Verse 17) What the night envelops is left 

unspecified to enhance the effect. Imagination can travel far and wide as one thinks 

of what the night may conceal of events and feelings. But the travels of the 

imagination cannot capture all the images generated by the short Qur’ nic verse, 

“And by the night and what it envelops.” We are left with an overwhelming feeling of 

reverence which is in perfect harmony with the stillness and awe associated with the 

twilight. 

“And by the moon in her full perfection.” (Verse 18) This is another quiet and 

splendid scene, describing the full moon as her light descends over the earth. The full 

moon is always associated with tranquillity. The general impression formed here is 

closely associated with twilight, and the dark night as it conceals everything. The 

feeling is one of a complementary stillness and reverence. 

“That you shall certainly move onward, stage after stage.” (Verse 19) This means, you 

will pass from one stage of suffering to another, as has been charted for you. The 

Qur’ n uses the term ‘ride’, although we use the expression ‘move onward’, to 

denote the undergoing of various stages of suffering. ‘Ride’ is frequently used in 

Arabic to signify the passage through risk and difficulty. This usage suggests that 

difficulties and risks are like horses or mules to be ridden. Each one will take the 

rider to the stage determined for them. Thus each one will deliver the rider to a new, 

predetermined stage, in the same way as twilight, the night and perfect moon are 

predetermined. They eventually end with their meeting with God, which was 

mentioned in the preceding part. This coherent ordering of the parts of the s rah and 

the smooth movement from one point to another is characteristic of the superb 

Qur’ nic style. 

Unfailing Reward 

There then follows an expression of wonder at those who persist in their denial of 

the faith when they have all these signs and all this abundant evidence within 

themselves and in the world at large which indicates the truth: “Why then do they not 

accept the faith?” Or, “when the Qur’ n is read to them, they do not fall down in 

prostration?” (Verses 20-21) Indeed, why do they not accept the faith? There are 

numerous indications in the universe and within the soul which point out that the 

path of faith is the right path. They are at once numerous, profound and powerful, so 

they besiege the heart if it tries to run away from them. But if someone listens to 

them, then they address him in a friendly and affectionate way. 
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The Qur’ n addresses them in the language of pure human nature. It opens the 

heart to the truth and points out its evidence both within themselves and over the 

horizon. It kindles in people’s hearts God-consciousness, humbleness, obedience and 

submission to the Creator of the universe. The expression, “fall down in prostration,” 

refers to these feelings. The universe is splendid and inspiring: it offers a multitude 

of signs, mental stimuli and moments of purity which combine to arouse in us a 

ready response and a willing submission. The Qur’ n is also superb and inspiring; it 

links the human heart with the splendid universe and, consequently, with the 

Creator who made it. It gives us a feeling of truth about the universe which also 

demonstrates the truth of creation and the Creator. Hence the wonder: “Why then do 

they not accept the faith? Or, when the Qur’ n is read to them, they do not fall down in 

prostration?” (Verses 20-21) 

It is indeed amazing, but the Qur’ n does not dwell on this for long. It proceeds to 

describe the behaviour of the unbelievers and the end which awaits them. “But the 

unbelievers persist in rejecting [the truth], yet God knows very well what they are hiding. So 

give them the tidings of a grievous suffering.” (Verses 22-24) The unbelievers shout, ‘lies’, 

but the object of their denunciation as lies is unspecified. In Arabic, omission of the 

object serves to widen the scope of reference for the verb. Thus, here we understand 

that the denunciation as lies is an entrenched habit and a characteristic of 

unbelievers. But God is fully aware of the evil they conceal in their hearts and He 

knows perfectly well their motives for denouncing the truth. 

The s rah then halts its discussion of their state and addresses God’s Messenger: 

“So give them the tidings of a grievous suffering,” an unpleasant tiding for anyone who is 

awaiting news of his future. 

At the same time the s rah describes what awaits the believers who prepare for 

their future by good deeds. This description is made in the form of an exception from 

what awaits the unbelievers: “except for those who believe and do good deeds; for theirs is 

an unfailing reward.” (Verse 25) This type of exception is known in Arabic linguistics 

as “unrelated exception”. The believers, not originally among the recipients of the 

gloomy news, are then excepted from it. This form of expression serves to draw 

attention to what follows. The unfailing recompense is one which is continuous and 

unceasing, and will be given in the hereafter, when people will be immortal. 

On this decisive note the s rah ends. It is a s rah of short yet immensely powerful 

verses. 
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S RAH 85 

Al-Burūj 
(The Constellations) 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

By the heaven with its constellations, (1) 

by the promised day, (2) 

by the witness and that which is witnessed, (3) 

slain be the people of the pit (4) 

of the fire abounding in fuel, (5) 

when they sat around it, (6)  

watching what they did to the believers. (7) 

They took vengeance on them for no reason other 

than that they believed in God, the Almighty, to 

whom all praise is due, (8) 

Ï™!$uΚ¡¡9 $# uρ ÏN# sŒ Ælρçã9ø9 $# ∩⊇∪  

ÏΘöθu‹ ø9 $# uρ ÏŠθããöθpR ùQ $# ∩⊄∪  

7‰Ïδ$ x© uρ 7Šθåκ ô¶tΒuρ ∩⊂∪  

Ÿ≅ ÏFè% Ü=≈ ptõ¾r& ÏŠρß‰÷{ W{ $# ∩⊆∪  

Í‘$̈Ζ9 $# ÏN# sŒ ÏŠθè%uθø9 $# ∩∈∪  

øŒ Î) ö/ ãφ $pκ ö n=tæ ×Šθãèè% ∩∉∪  

öΝ èδuρ 4’ n?tã $tΒ tβθè=yèø tƒ t⎦⎫ÏΖÏΒ÷σ ßϑø9 $$Î/ ×Šθåκ à− 

∩∠∪  

$tΒuρ (#θßϑ s) tΡ öΝ åκ ÷] ÏΒ HωÎ) βr& (#θãΖÏΒ÷σ ãƒ «!$$ Î/ 

Í“ƒÍ• yèø9 $# Ï‰‹ Ïϑ pt ø:$# ∩∇∪  
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to whom the dominion of the heavens and the 

earth belongs. But God is witness of all things.(9) 

Those who persecute the believers, men and 

women, and do not repent shall suffer the 

punishment of hell, and suffer the punishment of 

burning. (10) 

But those who believe and do righteous deeds shall 

have gardens through which running waters flow; 

that is the supreme triumph. (11) 

Stern indeed is your Lord’s vengeance. (12) 

It is He who brings into being, and then restores 

to life. (13) 

He is All-Forgiving, Compassionate, (14) 

Lord of the Throne, Glorious, (15) 

He does whatever He wills. (16) 

Have you heard the story of the hosts, (17) 

of Pharaoh and Thamūd? (18) 

Yet the unbelievers persist in their denial [of the 

truth]. (19) 

“Ï% ©!$# … çμ s9 Ûù=ãΒ ÏN≡ uθ≈ yϑ¡¡9 $# ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# uρ 4 
ª!$# uρ 4’ n?tã Èe≅ ä. &™ó©x« î‰‹ Íκ y− ∩®∪  

χÎ) t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (#θãΨ tGsù t⎦⎫ÏΖÏΒ÷σ ßϑø9 $# ÏM≈ oΨ ÏΒ÷σ ßϑø9 $# uρ 

§Ν èO óΟ s9 (#θç/θçGtƒ óΟ ßγ n=sù Ü># x‹tã tΛ©⎝ yγ y_ öΝ çλm; uρ 

Ü># x‹ tã È,ƒ Ípt ø:$# ∩⊇⊃∪  

¨βÎ) t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (#θãΖtΒ# u™ (#θè=ÏΗxåuρ ÏM≈ ysÎ=≈ ¢Á9 $# öΝ çλm; 

×M≈ ¨Ζy_ “Ìøg rB ⎯ ÏΒ $pκ ÉJøt rB ã≈ pκ ÷ΞF{ $# 4 y7 Ï9≡ sŒ 

ã—öθx ø9 $# ç Î6 s3ø9 $# ∩⊇⊇∪  

¨βÎ) |·ôÜ t/ y7 În/ u‘ î‰ƒ Ï‰t±s9 ∩⊇⊄∪  

… çμ ¯ΡÎ) uθèδ ä— Ï‰ö7 ãƒ ß‰‹ Ïèãƒ uρ ∩⊇⊂∪  

uθèδuρ â‘θà tóø9 $# ßŠρßŠ uθø9 $# ∩⊇⊆∪  

ρèŒ Ä¸ öyèø9 $# ß‰Š ÉfpR ùQ $# ∩⊇∈∪  

×Α$̈èsù $yϑÏj9 ß‰ƒ Ìãƒ ∩⊇∉∪  

ö≅ yδ y79s?r& ß]ƒ Ï‰ym ÏŠθãΖèg ø:$# ∩⊇∠∪  

tβöθ tã öÏù yŠθßϑrOuρ ∩⊇∇∪  

È≅ t/ t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# (#ρãx x. ’ Îû 5=ƒ É‹õ3s? ∩⊇®∪  
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But God surrounds them all. (20) 

This is indeed a glorious Qur’ n, (21) 

inscribed on an imperishable tablet. (22) 

ª!$# uρ ⎯ ÏΒ Ν Íκ É″!# u‘ uρ 8ÝŠ Ït ’Χ ∩⊄⊃∪ 

 ö≅ t/ uθèδ ×β# u™öè% Ó‰‹ Åg ¤Χ ∩⊄⊇∪  

’ Îû 8yöθs9 ¤âθà øt ¤Χ ∩⊄⊄∪ 

Overview 

This short s rah outlines the essentials of faith and the basics of belief as matters of 

great importance. It sheds a powerful and searching light over these essentials in 

order to reveal what lies beyond the elementary facts expressed in the text. Every 

verse, and sometimes every word, in this s rah virtually opens a window 

overlooking a limitless world of truth. 

The immediate theme of the s rah is the pit incident, when a community of 

believers who lived before the advent of Islam, said to be unitarian Christians, were 

faced by ruthless and tyrannical enemies who sought to force them away from their 

faith. The believers refused. The tyrants then lit a great fire in a pit they had dug, and 

threw them into it. The believers were thus burnt to death in front of large crowds 

that had gathered to witness this ghastly act of extermination. The tyrants sat by, 

amused by the believers’ sufferings: “They took vengeance on them for no reason other 

than that they believed in God, the Almighty, to whom all praise is due.” (Verse 8) 

The s rah starts with an oath: “By the heaven with its constellations, by the promised 

day, by the witness and that which is witnessed, slain be the people of the pit.” (Verses 1-4) 

In this way the s rah links heaven and its magnificent constellations, the promised 

Day of Judgement and its great events, the multitudes which witness that day and 

the events they witness with the pit incident and God’s anger with the aggressors 

responsible for it. The s rah then proceeds to portray the tragic scene in a few, quick 

flashes which demonstrate the horror without dwelling on detail. 

It includes a reference to the greatness of faith which exalted itself over the 

tyrants’ atrocious cruelty and triumphed over the fire, attaining a level of sublimity 

which is an honour to all mankind. It also refers to the heinous crime and the evil 

and injustice it involves in comparison with the sublimity, innocence and purity of 

the believers: “Slain be the people of the pit of the fire abounding in fuel, when they sat 

around it, watching what they did to the believers.” (Verses 4-7) 

Then follows a series of short comments stating a number of principles which are 

highly important to the Islamic faith, its outlook and advocacy. We have firstly a 
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reference to the fact that all the heavens and earth are part of God’s kingdom and to 

His witnessing of all that takes place in them. He is the Sovereign of the heavens and 

the earth, who witnesses all. 

Secondly, we have a reference to the burning in hell which awaits the tyrants, and 

a reference to the perfect heavenly bliss which awaits the believers who choose faith 

over life and exalt themselves despite their persecution. The believers’ action is 

referred to as the great triumph: “Those who persecute the believers, men and women, and 

do not repent shall suffer the punishment of hell, and suffer the punishment of burning. But 

those who believe and do righteous deeds shall have gardens through which running waters 

flow; that is the supreme triumph.” (Verses 10-11) 

A further reference is made to the power with which God smites His enemies and 

to the fact that He creates and brings back to life after death: “Stern indeed is your 

Lord’s vengeance. It is He who brings into being, and then restores to life.” (Verses 12-13) 

This relates directly to the lives blotted out in the pit incident. 

The s rah then mentions some of the divine attributes, each of which has a specific 

relevance to the subject matter of the s rah: “He is All-Forgiving, Compassionate.” 

(Verse 14) He forgives those who repent regardless of the enormity and horror of 

their sins. He also loves His servants who choose Him. His love is the soothing 

balsam which heals whatever injuries they may have suffered. “Lord of the Throne, 

Glorious, He does whatever He wills.” (Verses 15-16) These attributes portray God’s 

absolute will, dominance and power, all of which are relevant to the event discussed 

in the s rah. 

Then follows a reference to examples of God’s punishment of tyrants even though 

they were heavily armed. “Have you heard the story of the hosts, of Pharaoh and 

Tham d?” (Verses 17-18) These were two very different instances of God’s 

punishment with widely different effects. Along with the pit horror, they carry 

numerous implications. 

Finally, the s rah explains the situation of the unbelievers and that God surrounds 

them though they may be unaware of the fact. “Yet the unbelievers persist in their denial 

[of the truth]. But God surrounds them all.” (Verses 19-20) It concludes with a statement 

of the truth of the Qur’ n and its blessed origin: “This is indeed a glorious Qur’ n, 

inscribed on an imperishable tablet.”(Verses 21-22) 

The Horrendous Event 

“By the heaven with its constellations, by the promised day, by the witness and that which 

is witnessed.” (Verses 1-3) Before making any reference to the pit event, the s rah 

opens with an oath by a heaven full of constellations. The Arabic term, bur j, used 
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for ‘constellations’ may be taken to mean the huge mass of planets which resemble 

great towers or palaces built in the sky. In this sense the verse can be related to two 

other verses: “We built heaven with Our might, and gave it a wide expanse.” (51: 47) and, 

“Which is stronger in constitution: you or the heaven He has built?” (79: 27) The Arabic 

term may, alternatively, be interpreted as meaning the positions between which 

these planets move as they go round in orbit. These constitute the spheres within 

which the planets remain as they move. This reference to the constellations however, 

gives an impression of a huge creation. This is, indeed, the connotation intended at 

the outset. 

“By the promised day.” (Verse 2) That is the day when judgement is passed on all 

the events of this life and when the accounts of this world are settled. It is a day God 

has promised will come, and is a great day awaited by all creation. “By the witness 

and that which is witnessed.” (Verse 3) On that day all deeds and creatures are exposed 

and witnessed. Everybody becomes a witness. Everything becomes known as there is 

no cover to hide anything from beholding eyes. 

References to the heaven and the constellations, the promised day, the witness and 

what is witnessed all combine to impart an aura of seriousness, concern, attention 

and momentum to the manner in which the pit event is related. They also provide 

the framework in which the event is viewed, judged and settled on the basis of its 

true nature. It is a framework stretching far beyond the limits of this short life. 

Having thus provided the desired atmosphere, the s rah then refers to the event in 

just a few brief strokes. “Slain be the people of the pit of the fire abounding in fuel, when 

they sat around it, watching what they did to the believers. They took vengeance on them for 

no reason other than that they believed in God, the Almighty, to whom all praise is due, to 

whom the dominion of the heavens and the earth belongs. But God is witness of all things.” 

(Verses 4-9) 

Reference to the event starts with a declaration of anger with the tyrants: “Slain be 

the people of the pit.” (Verse 4) It also gives an impression of the enormity of the crime 

which has invoked the displeasure and anger of God, the All-Clement, and which 

makes Him threaten the perpetrators. We then have a description of the pit: “The fire 

abounding in fuel.” (Verse 5) The literal meaning of ‘pit’ is a hole in the ground, but 

the s rah defines it as ‘the fire’ instead of using the term ‘trench’ or ‘hole’ in order to 

give an impression that the whole pit was turned into a blazing furnace. 

The perpetrators aroused God’s wrath for the evil crime they committed: “When 

they sat around it, watching what they did to the believers.” (Verses 6-7) They sat over the 

fire, in the actual vicinity of the horror, watching the various stages of torture, and 

madly enjoying the burning of human flesh in order to perpetuate in their minds this 

ghastly scene. 
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The believers had not committed any crime or evil deed against them: “They took 

vengeance on them for no reason other than that they believed in God, the Almighty, to whom 

all praise is due, to whom the dominion of the heavens and the earth belongs. But God is 

witness of all things.” (Verses 8-9) That was their only crime: they believed in God 

Almighty who deserves praise for every situation even though ignorant people do 

not do so. He is the Lord who deserves to be worshipped, the sole sovereign of the 

kingdoms of the heavens and the earth. As He witnesses all things He has witnessed 

what the tyrants did to the believers. This verse reassures the believers and delivers a 

powerful threat to the tyrants. God has been a witness and He suffices for a witness. 

The narration of the event is completed in a few short verses which charge our 

hearts with a feeling of repugnance towards the terrible crime and its evil 

perpetrators. They also invite us to contemplate what lies beyond the event, its 

importance in the sight of God and what it has aroused of God’s wrath. It is a matter 

which is not yet completed. Its conclusion lies with God. 

As the narration of the event concludes we feel overwhelmed by the magnificence 

of faith as it exalts the believers and attains its triumph over all hardships, and 

indeed over life itself. We feel the elevation of the believers as they rid themselves of 

the handicaps of human desire and worldly temptation. The believers could easily 

have saved their lives by accepting the tyrants’ terms. But what a loss humanity as a 

whole would have incurred! How great the loss would have been had they killed 

that sublime concept of the worthlessness of life without faith, its ugliness without 

freedom and its baseness when tyrants are left free to exercise their tyranny over 

people’s souls after they have exercised it over their bodies. But they have won a 

very noble and sublime concept while the fire burned their flesh. Their noble concept 

has triumphed as it was purified by the fire. They will, later on, have their reward 

from God and their tyrannical enemies will have their retribution. The s rah then 

goes on to explain both. 

Different Destinies 

“Those who persecute the believers, men and women, and do not repent shall suffer the 

punishment of hell, and suffer the punishment of burning. But those who believe and do 

righteous deeds shall have gardens through which running waters flow; that is the supreme 

triumph.” (Verses 10-11) What happens on earth in this first life is not the end of the 

story. There remains an inevitable part which will follow later. There remains the 

allocation of awards, which will restore the balance of justice and provide the final 

settlement of what took place between the believers and the tyrants. 

That it will come is certain and confirmed by God: “Those who persecute the 

believers, men and women” and persist with their evil ways, careless, unrepentant, “and 
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do not repent shall suffer the punishment of hell, and suffer the punishment of burning.” 

Burning is specified although it is also implied by the very mention of hell. 

It earns its specific mention in order to serve as a counterpart to the burning in the 

pit. Although the same word signifying the action is used, the two types of burning 

are dissimilar in intensity and duration. The burning here is by fire lit by human 

beings while the burning in the hereafter is by fire lit by the Creator. In this present 

world, the burning is over in a few minutes while in the hereafter it goes on for ages 

unknown except to God. The believers who suffer the burning here earn with it 

God’s pleasure, and ensure the triumph of that noble human concept referred to 

earlier. In the hereafter the burning is attended by God’s anger and man’s abject 

degradation. 

Paradise symbolizes God’s pleasure with righteous believers and His reward to 

them. “But those who believe and do righteous deeds shall have gardens through which 

running waters flow; that is the supreme triumph.” (Verse 11) The Arabic term, fawz, 

used here for triumph also connotes escape and success. To escape the punishment of 

the hereafter is to achieve success. How to describe, then, the reward of gardens with 

running waters! 

With this conclusion justice is restored and the whole question is finally resolved. 

What has taken place on earth is no more than one part; the matter remains 

unfinished here. This is the fact emphasized by this initial comment on the pit event, 

so that it may be fully comprehended by the few believers who have accepted the 

faith in Makkah, and by every group of believers subjected to trial and tyranny 

during any period of history. 

God’s Unique Attributes 

Further comments follow: “Stern indeed is your Lord’s vengeance.” (Verse 12) This 

comment suitably contrasts God’s punishment with the petty and trifling vengeance 

exacted by tyrants, and thought by them and by people generally to be very 

powerful. The real power is that levelled by the Almighty, to whom belongs the 

heavens and the earth, not that levelled by insignificant people who impose their rule 

over a limited piece of land for a limited period of time. 

The statement also emphasizes the relationship between the addressee, namely, 

God’s Messenger (peace be upon him) and the speaker, who is God Almighty. He 

says to him, “stern indeed is your Lord’s vengeance.” He is your Lord, in whose 

Godhead you believe, and on whose assistance you rely. This relationship is very 

significant in situations where believers are afflicted by tyrants. 

“It is He who brings into being, and then restores to life.” (Verse 13) In their wider 
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connotations, origination and restoration refer to the first and second processes of 

bringing into life. The two terms, however, signify two events which constantly take 

place. In every moment there is origination as well as restoration of what has died 

and decayed. The whole universe is in a state of continuous renovation, and constant 

decay. Within the context of this ever-repeated cycle of origination and re-origination 

the whole affair of the pit and its apparent results seem to be, in reality, no more than 

a beginning of what can be created anew, or a re-creation of what has already been 

originated. It is part of a continuous process. 

“He is All-Forgiving, Compassionate.” (Verse 14) Forgiveness relates to the earlier 

statement: “and do not repent”. Forgiveness is part of God’s mercy and grace which 

have no limits or restrictions. It is an open door which is never closed in the face of 

anyone who repents, no matter how grave his sins are. Compassion, however, relates 

to the believers’ attitude who choose their Lord in preference to all things. It is a 

generous touch of divine benevolence. God elevates His servants who love and 

choose Him to a grade which one would hesitate to describe except for the fact that 

God, out of His blessing, bestows it. It is the grade of friendship between Lord and 

servant. It is a tie of love which exists between God and His favoured servants. How 

insignificant the transitory life they have sacrificed and the momentary affliction they 

have suffered appear when compared to only a small part of this splendid and 

tender love. Some of those who live in servitude to another human being take fatal 

risks in order to win a word of encouragement or receive a sign of pleasure from 

their master. They do this although both master and servant are God’s slaves. What, 

then, should be the attitude of God’s servants who receive that compassionate love 

and benevolence from the “Lord of the Throne, the Glorious”, the All- Powerful, the 

Sublime. So petty becomes life, so paltry becomes all suffering, and so trifling 

becomes every treasured object when the pleasure of the loving Lord of the Throne is 

at stake. 

“He does whatever He wills.” (Verse 16) This is His constantly realized, never failing 

attribute. His will is absolute. He may choose, on a certain occasion, that believers 

should, by His grace, win victory for a specific purpose He wants to accomplish. He 

may choose, on other occasions, that faith should triumph over persecution and trial. 

This may be manifested, at times, through the physical elimination of believers from 

this transitory life, again to accomplish a specific purpose. He may decide to smite 

tyrants in this life, or to delay their punishment to the promised day. Either course of 

action fulfils a certain purpose behind which divine wisdom lies. Any action He 

performs is part of His well-defined scheme and His ability to do what He wills. All 

this fits very well with the account of the pit and with what comes later of reference 

to the fates of Pharaoh and Thamūd and their respective hosts. Beyond all these 

events and beyond life and the universe there exist the free will and absolute power 
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of God. 

Examples of this are given: “Have you heard the story of the hosts, of Pharaoh and 

Tham d?” (Verses 17-18) This is a reference to two long stories well known to the 

addressees as they have been mentioned several times in the Qur’ n. The two nations 

concerned are described here by the term “the hosts” in reference to their might and 

equipment. Have you heard their stories and how God did with them as He pleased? 

Theirs were two stories, different in nature and consequence. Pharaoh and his army 

were eliminated when the Children of Israel were saved by God. He gave them 

power to rule for a certain period in order to accomplish a certain scheme. As for the 

Thamūd, God exterminated them and saved His prophet, Ş li , along with his few 

followers. The believers in this instance did not establish a state of their own; they 

were merely saved from corrupt enemies. 

Both stories are manifestations of the divine will and its performance. They 

provide two examples of what may befall advocates of the Islamic faith. They are 

mentioned along with a third possibility which distinguishes the pit event. The 

Qur’ n explains all three eventualities to the believers in Makkah and to all 

generations of believers. 

The s rah concludes with two statements characterized by their sharp and decisive 

rhythm. Each is a statement of fact and a final verdict. “Yet the unbelievers persist in 

their denial [of the truth]. But God surrounds them all.” (Verses 19-20) The truth about 

the unbelievers is that they are in a constant state of disbelief, crying “lies” morning 

and evening “But God surrounds them all.” They are unaware that God’s might and 

His knowledge engulf them, making them even more powerless than mice stranded 

in a great flood. 

“This is indeed a glorious Qur’ n, inscribed on an imperishable tablet.” (Verses 21-22) 

The term ‘glorious’ signifies nobility and sublimity. Indeed, there is nothing more 

noble or more sublime or more glorious than God’s word. It is inscribed on an 

imperishable tablet, the nature of which we cannot comprehend because it is part of 

the knowledge God has reserved for Himself. We benefit, however, from the 

connotations of the statement and the impression it leaves that the Qur’ n is well 

preserved and well-guarded. It is the final word in every matter it deals with. 

The Qur’ n states its judgement in the pit event and what lies behind it. This 

judgement is final. 
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S RAH 86 

Al- riq 
(The Night Visitor) 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

By the heaven and by the night visitor. (1)  

Would that you knew what the night visitor is! 

(2) 

It is the star that pierces through darkness. (3)  

For every soul there is a guardian who watches 

over it. (4)  

Let man then reflect: of what he is created. (5) 

He is created of gushing water; (6) 

he issues from between the loins and the chest 

bones. (7) 

God is well able to bring him back [to life]. (8) 

On the day when consciences are tried, (9) 
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man shall be helpless, with no supporter. (10) 

By the heaven with its returning rain, (11) 

by the earth ever splitting with verdure, (12) 

this is surely a decisive word; (13) 

it is no idle talk. (14) 

They devise many an artful scheme, (15) 

but I too have My schemes. (16) 

So give respite to the unbelievers; leave them alone 

for a while. (17) 
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Overview 

It is stated in the introduction to the first s rah in this volume, which forms the 

thirtieth part of the Qur’ n, that its s rahs are “like a persistent and strong knocking 

on a door, or a series of loud shouts seeking to awaken those who are fast asleep, or 

those who are drunk and have lost consciousness, or are in a night club, completely 

absorbed in their dancing or entertainment. The knocks and the shouts come one 

after the other: Wake up! Look around you! Think! Reflect! There is a God! There is 

planning, trial, liability, reckoning, reward, severe punishment and lasting bliss.” 

The present s rah is a typical example of these qualities. Its tone is sharp. The 

scenes portrayed, the rhythm chosen, the sounds of the individual words and their 

meanings — all contribute to this sharpness of tone. The scenes include the night 

visitor, the star piercing with brightness, the gushing water, the returning rain and 

the splitting earth. The meanings include watching over souls: “For every soul there is 

a guardian who watches over it”; the lack of strength and help: “On the day when 

consciences are tried, man shall be helpless, with no supporter”; the complete seriousness: 
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“This is surely a decisive word; it is no idle talk.” The same characteristics apply to the 

warnings given in this s rah: “They devise many an artful scheme, but I too have My 

schemes. So give respite to the unbelievers; leave them alone for a while.” 

There is complete harmony between the scenes of the universe portrayed in the 

s rah and the facts it states. This harmony becomes abundantly clear when the s rah 

is carefully considered. 

A Special Type of Visitor 

“By the heaven and by the night visitor. Would that you knew what the night visitor is! It 

is the star that pierces through darkness. For every soul there is a guardian who watches over 

it.” (Verses 1-4) This oath includes a scene of the universe and a fact of faith. It opens 

by mentioning heaven and the night visitor and follows with a form of exclamation 

made familiar in the Qur’ n; “Would that you knew what the night visitor is!’ (Verse 2) 

This exclamation gives the impression that it is mysterious, beyond explanation. 

The Qur’ n then states its nature and form: “It is the star that pierces through 

darkness.” (Verse 3) Its powerful, penetrating rays travel at speed through the 

surrounding darkness. The description applies to all stars. There is no need to attach 

it to a particular one. Generality is more useful in this kind of context. Thus, the 

meaning sounds as follows: By heaven and its stars which pierce darkness and 

penetrate through that veil covering all things. Thus, this reference sheds its own 

light on the facts outlined in this s rah and the scenes it portrays. 

God swears by heaven and its piercing stars that every soul has an observer 

appointed by Him to watch over it: “For every soul there is a guardian who watches over 

it.” (Verse 4) This implies a strong assertion that there is an agent appointed by God 

to watch over every soul and keep a record of its actions and thoughts. The watch is 

over the soul because it is there that thoughts and secrets which are responsible for 

action and reward lie. Thus, people are not left to roam about the earth as they wish. 

On the contrary, an accurate and immediate record is kept, on the basis of which 

reckoning is made. 

This awesome inference becomes clear as the soul feels that it is never alone even 

when without company. There is always the watcher who remains nearby even 

when one hides from all and is secure against any visitor or intruder. There is still the 

watcher who penetrates all covers and has access to all things concealed, in the same 

way as the piercing star tears through the night cover. For God’s method of creation 

is the same with regard to human souls and the wide horizons. 

Man’s Humble Origin 
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This opening touch, which unites the human soul with the universe, is followed 

by another which emphasizes the truth of organized creation and deliberate planning 

to which God has sworn by the heaven and the night visitor. The early stages of 

man’s creation constitute a proof of this fact and suggest that man is not forgotten as 

something insignificant: “Let man then reflect: of what he is created. He is created of 

gushing water; he issues from between the loins and the chest bones.” (Verses 5-7) 

Let man consider his origins and what has become of him. It is a very wide gulf 

which divides the origins from the final product, the gushing water from man the 

intelligent, rational being with his highly sophisticated organic, neurological, mental 

and psychological systems. The reference to this great gulf which the gushing water 

crosses in order to be made into a communicating being suggests that there is a 

power beyond the province of man which moves that shapeless and powerless fluid 

along its remarkable and  impressive journey until it is shaped into its magnificent 

ultimate form. It implies that there is a guardian appointed by God to look after that 

moist germ, and to guide it through its remarkable journey. 

This one fertilizing cell, of which there are millions in every gush, is hardly visible 

under the microscope. It is a creature without support, reason or will. But as soon as 

it settles in the womb it proceeds to search for food. The guarding hand of God 

equips it with a quality which enables it to convert the lining of the womb around it 

into a pool of blood, thus supplying it with fresh nourishment. Once it is sure of the 

availability of food it starts another process of continuous division to produce new 

cells. This shapeless and powerless creature which has no reason or will, knows 

exactly what it is doing and what it wants. The guarding hand watching over it 

provides it with guidance, knowledge, power and will to enable it to know its way. It 

is charged with the task of making every group of newly produced cells specialize in 

building a part of the magnificent structure of the human body. One group proceeds 

to produce the skeleton; another group forms the muscles; a third the nervous 

system; a fourth the lymphatic system. The same applies to every major part of the 

human structure. But the matter is not as simple as that: it involves a higher degree 

of specialization; for every bone, every muscle and every nerve is unique and 

dissimilar to every other. The structure is accurately planned, and has a wide range 

of functions. Hence, as every group of cells proceeds to fulfil its appointed task in 

building this structure, it learns to break up into specialized subdivisions, each 

having its particular function in the general set up. Every little cell proceeds knowing 

its way, destination and function. Those cells entrusted with the task of forming the 

eye know that the eye must be in the face, and that it cannot be situated in the 

abdomen or the foot or the arm, despite the fact that any of these localities is a 

suitable place for forming an eye. If the first cell charged with making the eye was 

taken off course and planted in any of these localities, it would have fulfilled its 
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mission and made an eye there. But when it sets out on its mission it simply goes to 

the exact spot specified for the eye. Who then has told this cell that this structure 

needs its eye to be in that particular spot? It is God the watching Guardian who 

guides it, looks after it and shows it its way. 

All the cells work individually and collectively within a framework set for them 

by certain elements functioning inside the cells. These elements are known as the 

genes which preserve the general characteristics of the species and the distinctive 

traits of the parents and forefathers. When the eye cell divides and proliferates in 

order to form the eye, it endeavours at the same time to preserve its shape and 

particular features so that it turns out to be a human eye and not the eye of an 

animal. Furthermore, it endeavours to make it an eye of a human whose forefathers 

had certain features and characteristics distinguishing their eyes. The slightest error 

in designing that eye, whether in shape or qualities, forces the forming cell out of its 

set course. So who has endowed power, ability and knowledge to this insignificant 

cell which has no reason, will or power of its own? It is God who taught it to design 

and produce what all mankind can never design or produce. For man cannot design 

an eye or a part of it, even if charged with this task, while an insignificant cell or 

group of cells in the body can accomplish this great mission. 

This is merely a quick glance at parts of the remarkable journey which transforms 

the gushing water into the communicative human being. But there is indeed a great 

multitude of wonders in the physiological functions of the various organs and 

systems. It is beyond the scope of this work to trace these wonders but they all 

constitute evidence of elaborate planning and organization and bear the stamp of 

God’s guarding, helping and guiding hand. They emphasize the first fact in the s rah 

sworn to by the heaven and the night visitor, and prepare for the next fact, namely, 

the resurrection, which was denied by the idolaters who were among the first to be 

addressed by the Qur’ n. 

“God is well able to bring him back [to life]. On the day when consciences are tried, man 

shall be helpless, with no supporter.” (Verses 8-10) God, who has created him and 

looked after him, is well able to bring him back to life after death. The first creation is 

evidence of His ability as well as His elaborate planning and organization. Unless 

there is a return in order to accord everyone his or her fair reward then this highly 

sophisticated and wise creation would be in vain. “On the day when consciences are 

tried.” (Verse 9). The Arabic terms, tubl  and sar ’ir used by the Qur’ n have much 

wider connotations than conscience and trial. They suggest that that part of the 

human soul where secrets are safely deposited will be thrown open, searched and 

exposed in the same way as the night visitor penetrates the covering darkness of the 

night. As the guarding watcher penetrates through the soul hidden under multiple 

covers, secrets are examined and man finds himself powerless and without support: 
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“Man shall be helpless, with no supporter.” (Verse 10) Standing bare without cover and 

strength adds to the strains and hardships of the situation. This has a deep effect on 

the reader’s perception, as it moves from talking of the universe and the human soul 

to man’s creation and his remarkable journey, until he reaches the end when his 

secrets are exposed and he stands alone, powerless, without support. 

A Powerful Discourse 

There may be some lingering doubts within some people’s minds that this could 

happen. Therefore, the s rah gives an oath to its seriousness. It adds a link between 

this assertion and the universe at large, as we saw at the opening of the s rah: “By the 

heaven with its returning rain, by the earth ever splitting with verdure, this is surely a 

decisive word; it is no idle talk.” (Verses 11-14) 

The rain which comes from the sky again and again and the vegetation which 

splits the earth and springs forth are two images describing one of the many 

manifestations of life, the life of plants and their origins. Water which pours down 

from heaven and verdure which springs out from the earth, are akin to the infant 

coming into the world, passing between the loins springing out from the darkness of 

the womb. It is the same life, the same scene, the same movement. It is one system 

pointing to the Maker who has no competitors. 

The image of rain and verdure is not dissimilar to that of the night visitor, the 

piercing star as it splits covers and curtains. It is also similar to the scene depicting 

consciences being searched and all that is concealed being thrown open. It is again 

the same sort of structure which tells of the Maker. God swears by these two 

creations and their two events, the heaven of returning rains and the earth splitting 

with verdure. The impact of the scene portrayed combines with the rhythm to strike 

a strong note of finality and decisiveness. The oath is that this word, or the Qur’ n 

generally, which states that people will return to life so as to face a trial, is the 

decisive word which admits of no frivolity. It puts an end to all argument, doubts 

and uncertainties. It is a true and final word, to which both the heaven of the 

returning rain and the earth splitting with verdure are witnesses 

When this final statement of return and trial is made, there follows an address to 

God’s Messenger. At the time of revelation he had only a few believers who 

supported him in Makkah. They were suffering the brunt of the idolaters’ hostility 

and their plots against the Islamic message. The idolaters were tirelessly trying to 

smother the call. The address is made to the Prophet so as to encourage and reassure 

him, and to disparage what the schemers devise. It states that their scheming is only 

temporary; the battle is in God’s hands and under His command. So, let the Prophet 

persevere and be patient, and let him and the believers be reassured: “They devise 
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many an artful scheme, but I too have My schemes. So give respite to the unbelievers; leave 

them alone for a while.” (Verses 15-17) 

Those who were created from gushing water, then issued between the loins, 

brought forth without any strength, ability or will of their own, guided along their 

long journey by divine power and destined to that return when secrets are searched 

and tried and where they have no strength or support — are devising a scheme 

against the Prophet and the Muslims! I, the Creator who guides, preserves, directs, 

brings back to life and puts to trial; the Almighty; the Victor who has made the sky, 

the night visitor, the gushing water and man; the Maker of the heaven with its 

returning rain and the earth splitting with verdure; I, God, am devising a scheme of 

My own. So, there are the two schemes and the battle. It is, in truth, a one-sided 

battle but described as being between two sides for the sake of sarcasm. 

“So give respite to the unbelievers; leave them alone for a while.” (Verse 17) Do not be 

impatient. Do not precipitate the end of the battle when you have seen its true 

nature. There is wisdom behind this respite and delay which is short even though it 

may take up the whole length of this first life; for how short this life appears when 

compared with a life of limitless duration. 

God’s benevolent and compassionate attitude to His Messenger is noticeable in the 

final verse: “So give respite to the unbelievers; leave them alone for a while.” He is 

addressed here as if he were the final authority, or as if he were the one who decides 

or approves that they may take a short respite. But the Prophet has no such 

authority; it is merely an expression of kind and benevolent tenderness which 

bestows compassion on his heart. It is divine kindness which suggests that God’s 

Messenger has a say in the whole matter as if he had a share or interest in it. It lifts all 

barriers between the Prophet and the divine domain, where all matters are judged 

and settled. 
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S RAH 87 

Al-A`l  
(The Most High) 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

Extol the limitless glory of the name of your 

Lord, the Most High, (1) 

who creates and proportions well, (2) 

who determines and guides, (3) 

who brings forth the pasturage, (4) 

then turns it to withered grass. (5) 

We shall teach you and you shall not forget, (6) 

except what God wills. He knows what is 

manifest and what is kept hidden. (7) 

And We shall smooth your way to perfect ease. 

(8) 
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Give warning, therefore, [regardless of] whether 

such warning is of use. (9) 

He who fears God will heed it, (10) 

but the most hapless wretch will turn aside from 

it, (11) 

who shall be cast into the great fire, (12) 

in which he shall neither die nor remain alive. 

(13) 

Successful will be he who purifies himself, (14) 

and glorifies the name of his Lord and prays. 

(15) 

Yet you prefer this present life, (16) 

while the life to come is better and longer lasting. 

(17) 

All this has indeed been stated in the earlier 

revelations; (18) 

the scriptures of Abraham and Moses. (19) 
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Overview 

Imam A mad ibn anbal relates on the authority of `Al , the Prophet’s cousin and 

Companion, that the Prophet loved this s rah. The famous adīth anthologist, 

Muslim, also relates that the Prophet used to read this s rah and S rah 88, The 

Enveloper, in ` d prayers and also in Friday prayers. If one of the festivals fell on a 

Friday, the Prophet would be sure to read these two s rahs in the prayers. 
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The Prophet is right to love this s rah as it turns the whole universe into a temple 

whose four corners echo the praises and glorification of God, the Sublime. “Extol the 

limitless glory of the name of your Lord, the Most High, who creates and proportions well, 

who determines and guides, who brings forth the pasturage, then turns it to withered grass.” 

(Verses 1-5) The rhythm of the s rah, characterized by the long vowels with which 

each of its verses ends, imparts a feeling of the praises echoed everywhere in the 

universe. 

The Prophet is also right to love this s rah as it brings him good news. As God 

charges him with the double task of delivering His message and warning people, He 

promises him: “We shall teach you and you shall not forget, except what God wills. He 

knows what is manifest and what is kept hidden. And We shall smooth your way to perfect 

ease. Give warning, therefore, [regardless of] whether such warning is of use.” (Verses 6-9) o 

God takes upon Himself the responsibility of making His Messenger not forget 

anything of the Qur’ n. He also promises that his path will be smoothed in all his 

affairs, whether they are personal or concerned with his message. This is certainly a 

great favour. 

Again, the Prophet is right to love this s rah as it includes the basic ingredients of 

the Islamic concept of life and existence: the oneness of the Creator; the reality of 

divine revelation; and the certainty of the life to come with the reward and 

punishment it involves. The s rah also affirms that these basic principles have well-

established roots in earlier divine messages. “All this has indeed been stated in the earlier 

revelations; the scriptures of Abraham and Moses.” (Verses 18-19) All this is in addition to 

the impression it imparts of the easy nature of the Islamic ideology, the Messenger 

who conveys it, and the nation it builds. 

Glorifying the Creator 

“Extol the limitless glory of the name of your Lord, the Most High, who creates and 

proportions well, who determines and guides, who brings forth the pasturage, then turns it to 

withered grass.” (Verses 1-5) The s rah opens with an order to praise the Lord, which 

means to glorify Him, recognize His supremacy and infallibility in everything, and 

remember His divine attributes. It is much more than verbal repetition of the phrase 

‘Sub n Allah’, which we normally translate as ‘limitless is God in His glory.’ It is a 

genuine feeling of the sublimity of His attributes. 

As the s rah inspires us with the splendour of a life based on constant appreciation 

of divine attributes, we experience a feeling which is very real and very difficult to 

describe at the same time. 

The two immediately presented attributes are Lordship and Highness. The “Lord” 

or the Arabic equivalent, Rabb, is the one who tends and nurtures. The connotations 



Al-A`l  (The Most High) 

 120

of this attribute fit in very well with the general atmosphere of the s rah, the happy 

news it brings and its easy rhythm. The ‘Highness’ attribute prompts one to look up 

to endless horizons. Having a genuinely vivid feeling of this attribute is indeed the 

essential purpose of praising God and glorifying Him. 

The s rah opens with an order addressed by God to the Prophet in the first 

instance: “Extol the limitless glory of the name of your Lord, the Most High.” (Verse 1) The 

order is given with an air of friendliness and compassion almost beyond description. 

Whenever the Prophet read this s rah he used to fulfil this order promptly by 

stopping after the first verse to say: “Limitless in his glory is my Lord, the Most 

High”. Thus, he would receive the order, carry it out promptly and read on. When 

this s rah was revealed the Prophet told the Muslims to fulfil the divine order as they 

prostrated themselves in their daily prayers. Similarly he told them to carry out the 

other order to ‘Extol the limitless glory of the name of your Lord, the Most Great,’ (56: 96) 

as they bowed in prayer. These praises, warm with life, have been included in the 

prayers as a direct response to a direct order, or more precisely to a direct 

permission. For God’s permission to His servants to praise Him is one of the favours 

He has bestowed on them. It is a permission to them to be in contact with Him in a 

way, given their limited abilities, they can appreciate. He, out of His grace, has 

permitted them to do this so that they may know Him and His attributes as best they 

can. 

“Extol the limitless glory of the name of your Lord, the Most High, who creates and 

proportions well, who determines and guides.” (Verses 1-3) Everything God has created is 

well proportioned and perfected. Every creature is assigned its own role and given 

guidance so that it may know its role and play it. It is told the purpose of its creation, 

given what it needs for sustenance and guided to it. This is clearly visible in 

everything around us, large or small, important or trivial. For everything is well 

perfected and guided to fulfil the purpose of its creation. Furthermore, all things are 

also collectively perfected so that they may fulfil their role together. 

The Perfection of God’s Creation 

A single atom is well balanced between its electrons and protons, to the same 

degree as the solar system, its sun, planets and satellites are well balanced. Each of 

the two knows the way it is assigned to travel and fulfils its role. A single living cell 

is also perfect and well equipped to do everything it is asked to do, in the same 

measure as the most advanced and complex species. This perfect balance, in the 

individual and collective sense, is easily noticed in every one of the countless types of 

creation that fill the gap between the single atom and the solar system or between the 

single cell and the most advanced living creature. 
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This basic fact, evidenced by everything in the universe, is well recognized by the 

human heart as it contemplates what is in the universe. This sort of inspiration and 

recognition is within the reach of every man in every age, regardless of his standard 

of education. All that is required is an open mind which contemplates and responds. 

Increased knowledge then endorses and emphasizes, with numerous examples, what 

inspiration has already proven at first glance. The results of study and research 

endorse, within their limited scope, this basic truth which applies to everything in 

the universe. 

The American scientist, A. Cressy Morrison, Head of the Science Academy in New 

York, says in his book Man Does Not Stand Alone: 

Birds have the homing instinct. The robin that nested at your door may go 

south in the autumn, but will come back to his old nest the next spring. In 

September, flocks of many of our birds fly south, often over a thousand miles 

of open sea, but they do not lose their way. The homing pigeon, confused by 

new sounds on a long journey in a closed box, circles for a moment then 

heads almost unerringly for home. The bee finds its hive while the wind 

waving the grasses and trees blots out every visible guide to its whereabouts. 

This homing sense is slightly developed in man, but he supplements his 

meagre equipment with instruments of navigation. We need this instinct and 

our brain provides the answer. The tiny insects must have microscopic eyes, 

how perfect we do not know, and the hawks, the eagle and the condor must 

have telescopic vision. Here again man surpasses them with his mechanical 

instruments. With his telescope he can see a nebula so faint that it requires 

two million times his vision, and with the electron microscope he can see 

hitherto invisible bacteria and, so to speak, the little bugs that bite them. 

If you let old Dobbin alone he will keep to the road in the blackest night. He 

can see, dimly perhaps, but he notes the difference in temperature of the road 

and the sides with eyes that are slightly affected by the infra-red rays of the 

road. The owl can see the nice warm mouse as he runs in the cooler grass in 

the blackest night. We turn night into day by creating radiation in that short 

octave we call light.12 

The honey-bee workers make chambers of different sizes in the comb used 

for breeding. Small chambers are constructed for the workers, larger ones for 

the drones, and special chambers for the prospective queens. The queen bee 

lays unfertilized eggs in the cells designed for males, but lays fertilized eggs 

in the proper chambers for the female workers and the possible queens. The 

workers, who are the modified females, having long since anticipated the 

                                                 
12 A. Cressy Morrison, Man Does Not Stand Alone, Morrison & Gibb Ltd., London, 1962, pp. 58-59. 
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coming of the new generation, are also prepared to furnish food for the 

young bees by chewing and predigesting honey and pollen. They discontinue 

the process of chewing, including the predigesting, at a certain stage of the 

development of the males and females, and feed only honey and pollen. The 

females so treated become the workers. 

For the females in the queen chambers the diet of chewed and pre-digested 

food is continued. These specially treated females develop into queen bees, 

which alone produce fertile eggs. This process of reproduction involves 

special chambers, special eggs, and the marvellous effect of a change of diet. 

This means anticipation, discretion, and the application of a discovery of the 

effect of diet. These changes apply particularly to a community life and seem 

necessary to its existence. The knowledge and skills required must have been 

evolved after the beginnings of this community life, and are not necessarily 

inherent in the structure or the survival of the honey bee as such. The bee, 

therefore, seems to have outstripped man in knowledge of the effects of diet 

under certain conditions. 

The dog with an inquiring nose can sense the animal that has passed. No 

instrument of human invention has added to our inferior sense of smell, and 

we hardly know where to begin to investigate its extension. Yet even our 

sense of smell is so highly developed that it can detect ultra-microscopic 

particles. How do we know that we all get the same reaction from any single 

odour? The fact is that we do not. Taste also gives a very different sensation 

to each of us. How strange that these differences in perception are hereditary. 

All animals hear sounds, many of which are outside our range of vibration, 

with an acuteness that far surpasses our limited sense of hearing. Man by his 

devices can now hear a fly walking miles away as though it was on his 

eardrums, and with like instruments record the impact of a cosmic ray.13 

One of the water spiders fashions a balloon-shaped nest of cobweb filaments 

and attaches it to some object under water. Then she ingeniously entangles an 

air bubble in the hairs of her under-body, carries it into the water, and 

releases it under the nest. This performance is repeated until the nest is 

inflated, when she proceeds to bring forth and raise her young safe from 

attack by air. Here we have a synthesis of the web, engineering, construction, 

and aeronautics. Chance perhaps, but that still leaves the spider unexplained. 

The young salmon spends years at sea, then comes back to his own river, and, 

what is more, he travels up the side of the river into which flows the tributary 

in which he was born. The laws of the States on one side of the dividing 

                                                 
13 Ibid., pp. 61-63. 
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stream may be strict and the other side not, but these laws affect only the fish 

which may be said to belong to each side. What brings them back so 

definitely? If a salmon going up a river is transferred to another tributary he 

will at once realize he is not in the right tributary and will fight his way down 

to the main stream and then turn up against the current to finish his destiny. 

There is, however, a much more difficult reverse problem to solve in the case 

of the eel. These amazing creatures migrate at maturity from all the ponds 

and rivers everywhere, those from Europe across thousands of miles of 

ocean, all go to the abysmal deeps south of Bermuda. There they breed and 

die. The little ones, with no apparent means of knowing anything except that 

they are in a wilderness of water, start back and find their way to the shore 

from which their parents came and thence to every river, lake and little pond, 

so that each body of water is always populated with eels. They have braved 

the mighty currents, storms and tides, and have conquered the beating waves 

on every shore. They can now grow and when they are mature, they will, by 

some mysterious law, go back through it all to complete the cycle. Where 

does the directing impulse originate? No American eel has ever been caught 

in European waters and no European eel has ever been caught in American 

waters. Nature has also delayed the maturity of the European eel by a year or 

more to make up for its much greater journey. Do atoms and molecules when 

combined in an eel have a sense of direction and willpower to exercise it?14 

A female moth placed in your attic by the open window will send out some 

subtle signal. Over an unbelievable area, the male moths of the same species 

will catch the message and respond in spite of your attempts to produce 

laboratory odours to disconcert them. Has the little creature a broadcasting 

station, and has the male moth a mental radio set beside his antennae? Does 

she shake the ether and does he catch the vibration? The cricket rubs its legs 

or wings together, and on a still night can be heard half a mile away. It shakes 

six hundred tons of air and calls its mate. Miss Moth, working in a different 

realm of physics and, in apparent silence, calls quite as effectively. Before the 

radio was discovered, scientists decided it was odour that attracted the male 

moth. It was a miracle either way, because the odour would have to travel in 

all directions, with or without the wind. The male moth would have to be 

able to detect a molecule and sense the direction from whence it came. By a 

vast mechanism, we are developing the same ability to communicate, and the 

day will come when a young man may call his loved one from a distance and 

without mechanical medium and she will answer. No lock or bars will stop 

them. Our telephone and radio are instrumental wonders and give us means 

                                                 
14 Ibid., pp. 64-65. 
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of almost instant communication, but we are tied to a wire and a place. The 

moth is still ahead of us, and we can only envy her until our brain evolves an 

individual radio. Then, in a sense, we will have telepathy. 

Vegetation makes subtle use of involuntary agents to carry on its existence — 

insects to carry pollen from flower to flower and the winds and everything 

that flies or walks to distribute seed. At last, vegetation has trapped masterful 

man. He has improved nature, and she generously rewards him. But he has 

multiplied so prodigiously that he is now chained to the plough. He must 

sow, reap, and store; breed and cross-breed; prune and graft. Should he 

neglect these tasks starvation would be his lot, civilization would crumble, 

and earth return to her pristine state.15 

Many animals are like a lobster, which, having lost a claw, will by some 

restimulation of the cells and the reactivation of the genes discover that a part 

of the body is missing and restore it. When the work is complete, the cells 

stop work, for in some way they know it is quitting time. A fresh-water polyp 

divided into halves can reform itself out of one of these halves. Cut off an 

angle worm’s head and he will soon create a new one. We can stimulate 

healing but when will our surgeons, if ever, know how to stimulate the cells 

to produce a new arm, flesh, bones, nails, and activating nerves?16 An 

extraordinary fact throws some light on this mystery of recreation. If cells in 

the early stages of development are separated each has the ability to create a 

complete animal. Therefore, if the original cell divides into two and they are 

separated, two individuals will be developed. This may account for identical 

twins but it means much more — each cell at first is in detail potentially a 

complete individual. There can be no doubt then, that you are you in every 

cell and fibre.17 

An acorn falls to the ground — its tough brown shell holds it safe. It rolls into 

some earthy crevice. In the spring the germ awakes, the shell bursts, food is 

provided by the egg-like kernel in which the genes were hidden. They send 

roots into the earth, and behold a sprout, a sapling, and in years a tree. The 

germ with its genes has multiplied by trillions and made the trunk, bark and 

every leaf and acorn identical with that of the oak which gave it birth. For 

hundreds of years in each of the countless acorns is preserved the exact 

                                                 
15 Ibid., pp. 66-67. 
16 At the time when this book was published, such tasks seemed a long time coming. However, most 
of them now seem possible. Still, the argument is correct and the more advancements science makes 
the more amazing God’s creation appears to be. — Editor’s note. 
17 A.C. Morrison, op. cit., p. 68. 
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arrangement of atoms that produced the first oak tree millions of years ago.18 

The author says in another chapter: 

Every cell that is produced in any living creature must adapt itself to be part 

of the flesh, to sacrifice itself as a part of the skin, which will soon be worn 

off. It must deposit the enamel of teeth, produce the transparent liquid in an 

eye, or become a nose or an ear. Each cell must then adapt itself in shape and 

every other characteristic necessary to fulfil its function. It is hard to think of 

a cell as right-handed or left-handed, but one becomes part of a right ear, the 

other becomes part of the left ear. Some crystals that are chemically identical 

turn the rays of light to the left, others to the right. There seems to be such a 

tendency in the cells. In the exact place where they belong, they become a 

part of the right ear or the left ear and your two ears are opposite each other 

on your head, and not as in the case of a cricket, on your elbows. Their curves 

are opposite, and when complete, they are so much alike you cannot tell them 

apart. Hundreds of thousands of cells seem impelled to do the right thing at 

the right time in the right place.19 

Elsewhere in his book Morrison says: 

In the melee of creation many creatures have come to exhibit a high degree of 

certain forms of instinct, intelligence, or what not. The wasp catches the 

grasshopper, digs a hole in the earth, stings the grasshopper in exactly the 

right place so that he becomes unconscious but lives as a form of preserved 

meat. The wasp lays her eggs exactly in the right place, perhaps not knowing 

that when they hatch, her children can eat without killing the insect on which 

they feed, which would be fatal to them. The wasp must have done all this 

right the first and every time, or there would be no wasps of this species. 

Science cannot explain this mystery, and yet it cannot be attributed to chance. 

The wasp covers a hole in the earth, departs cheerfully, and dies. Neither she 

nor her ancestors have reasoned out the process, nor does she know what 

happens to her offspring. She doesn’t even know that she has worked and 

lived her life for the preservation of the race.20 

In the same book we also read: 

In some species, the workers bring in little seeds to feed the other ants 

through the winter. The ants establish what is known as the grinding room, 

                                                 
18 Ibid., pp. 86-87. 
19 Ibid., pp. 52-53. 
20 Ibid., pp. 71-72. 
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in which those which have developed gigantic jaws especially built for 

grinding, prepare the food for the colony. This is their sole occupation. When 

the autumn comes and the seeds are all ground, ‘the greatest good for the 

greatest number’ requires that the food supply be conserved and as there will 

be plenty of grinders in the new generation, the soldier ants kill off the 

grinders, satisfying their entomological conscience by believing perhaps that 

the grinders had had reward enough in having had first chance at the food 

while they ground. 

Certain ants, by means of instinct or reasoning (choose which you prefer), 

cultivate mushrooms for food in what may be called mushroom gardens, and 

capture certain caterpillars and aphids (plant lice). These creatures are the 

ants’ cows and goats, from which they take certain exudations of a honey-like 

nature for food. Ants capture and keep slaves. Some ants, when they make 

their nests, cut the leaves to size, and while certain workers hold the edges in 

place, use their babies, which in the larval stage are capable of spinning silk, 

as shuttles to sew them together. The poor baby may be bereft of the 

opportunity of making a cocoon for himself, but he has served his 

community. 

How do the inanimate atoms and molecules of matter composing an ant set 

these complicated processes in motion? There must be Intelligence 

somewhere.21 

True, there must be a Creator who guides these and other creatures, large and 

small. He is the One “who creates and proportions well, who determines and guides.” 

(Verses 2-3) 

The examples we have quoted above are but a few of the large number of 

remarkable aspects science has recorded in the worlds of plants, insects, birds and 

animals. But all these aspects reflect only a part of the import of the two verses: “who 

creates and proportions well, who determines and guides.” (Verses 2-3) For our knowledge 

covers only a scanty part of what is in the visible universe, beyond which extends a 

whole world of which we know nothing apart from the few hints God has chosen to 

drop us, as befits our limited abilities. 

Having fired such a great volley of praises to God, resounding in even the 

remotest corners of the universe, the s rah complements this with an inspiring 

insight from the realm of plants: “who brings forth the pasturage, then turns it to withered 

grass.” (Verses 4-5) The pasturage, as used here, refers to all plants. Every plant is 

suitable for one sort of species or another. The term then has a much wider sense 

                                                 
21 Ibid., pp. 72-73. 
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than the familiar pastures where cattle feed. God has created this planet and 

provided on it enough food to nourish every single living creature which walks, 

swims, flies or hides itself underground. 

The pasturage is green when it first shoots forth, but it withers away and blackens. 

It may be used for feeding when green, after it blackens and withers, or in between. 

Thus, it is useful in every condition, and it serves a purpose according to the 

elaborate planning of the One who creates, proportions, determines and guides. 

The reference here to the life of plants carries also an implicit connotation that all 

plants are reaped and harvested. Similarly, every living being will come to its 

appointed end. This connotation fits in well with the reference to the two worlds of 

man: “Yet you prefer this present life, while the life to come is better and longer lasting.” 

(Verses 16-17) This life is a pasture which comes to its end when it withers away and 

blackens, while the life to come is the one which lasts. 

Happy News for the Prophet 

As the beginning of the s rah opens up this limitless horizon, it provides a 

framework for the fundamental facts tackled in this s rah to be related to the whole 

universe. This framework is especially suitable, for it is in perfect harmony with the 

atmosphere of the s rah, its rhythm and shades of meaning. 

The s rah then gives the Prophet, and the Muslim nation in general, a very 

welcome tiding: “We shall teach you and you shall not forget, except what God wills. He 

knows what is manifest and what is kept hidden. And We shall smooth your way to perfect 

ease. Give warning, therefore, [regardless of] whether such warning is of use.” (Verses 6-9) 

The happy news starts with sparing the Prophet the trouble of memorizing the 

Qur’ n. All he needs to do is to read as he is taught and God will ensure that he will 

never forget any part of it. “We shall teach you and you shall not forget.” (Verse 6) So 

keen to keep the Qur’ n in his memory, the Prophet used to repeat it after Gabriel, 

the angel, delivered it to him. He felt that it was part of his responsibility to keep it 

registered in his mind. But God decided that He would look after this task. The 

promise is also a happy one for the Islamic community, since it is a reassurance that 

the faith the Prophet preaches is authentic. It is from God and He looks after it. This 

is part of God’s grace. It shows how weighty the question of purity of faith is in His 

scales. 

Every time the Qur’ n states a definite promise or constant law, it follows it with a 

statement implying that divine will is free of all limitations and restrictions, even 

those based on a promise or law from God. For His will is absolute. Here, the s rah 

emphasizes this principle after the promise is made to the Prophet that he will never 

forget any part of the Qur’ n: “except what God wills.” (Verse 7) The two are 
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complementary in the sense that the promise is within divine will. So we look 

forward to God’s fulfilment of what He has willed to promise. 

“He knows what is manifest and what is kept hidden.” (Verse 7) This is stated here by 

way of giving a reason for all that has passed: teaching to read, freedom from 

forgetfulness and the exception made to it. Everything is decided according to the 

wisdom of the One who knows the secret and the manifest. He views everything 

from all angles and makes His decisions on the basis of His unfailing knowledge. 

Then follows another promise, happy and all-embracing: “And We shall smooth 

your way to perfect ease.” (Verse 8) This is again happy news for the Prophet 

personally and for the Muslim community at large. It is furthermore a statement of 

the nature of Islam, its role in human life and in the universe. This verse, which is 

rendered in Arabic in no more than two words, states one of the most fundamental 

principles of faith and existence. It provides a link between the nature of the Prophet 

and the nature of Islam on the one hand and the nature of the whole universe on the 

other. It is a universe created by God with ease; it follows its appointed way with 

ease and draws nearer its final objective with ease. Thus it is an inspiration lighting 

limitless horizons. 

If God smooths a certain person’s path, he finds ease in everything in his life. For 

he will move along his way to God with the universe, which is characterized by its 

harmony of construction, movement and direction. Hence he does not clash with 

those who digress, for these are of no importance, compared with the vast universe. 

Ease will pervade his whole life. It will be evident in his hand, tongue, movement, 

work, concepts, way of thinking and in the way he conducts all affairs and tackles all 

matters. Ease will be the main feature of how he carries himself and how he deals 

with others as well. 

A Life Characterized by Ease 

Such was the Prophet in all affairs. His wife, ` ’ishah, reports that “whenever 

faced with a choice, the Prophet would always choose the easier of the two 

alternatives.” [Related by al-Bukh r  and Muslim.] She also reports: “Whenever the 

Prophet was alone with his family at home, he was the easiest of men, always 

smiling and laughing.” Al-Bukh r  also relates: “Any woman would take the Prophet 

by the hand to take him wherever she wished.” His guidance in matters of clothing, 

food, household furniture and other matters of day to day life pointed to a preference 

for what is easy. 

Im m Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah speaks in his book, Z d al-Ma` d, of the Prophet’s 

guidance concerning what to wear: 
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He had a turban which he gave to `Al  as a gift, but he used to wear it over a 

cap. But he also wore either the turban or the cap separately. When he wore 

the turban, however, he used to leave the end part of it hanging between his 

shoulders. This is related by Muslim in his Şah  anthology of authentic 

a dīth, on the authority of `Umar ibn ar th, who said, ‘I saw the Prophet 

speaking on the platform of the mosque, wearing a black turban with its end 

hanging between his shoulders’. Muslim also relates on the authority of J bir 

ibn `Abdull h that the Prophet entered Makkah wearing a black turban, but 

nothing is mentioned here about his leaving its end part hanging. This 

signifies that the Prophet did not always leave the tail of his turban hanging 

between his shoulders. It is also said that the Prophet entered Makkah 

wearing his fighting attire, with a helmet on his head, which suggests that he 

used to wear what suited the occasion.22 

The best method, it is true, is that followed by the Prophet and which he 

encouraged his Companions to adopt. His guidance regarding clothes is, in 

short, that he used to wear whatever was available, whether woollen, cotton, 

linen or other types of material. He used Yemeni gowns and had a green 

gown. He also used different types of dress such as overcoat, long robe, 

shirts, trousers, top gown, sandals and shoes. He left the end of his turban 

hanging between his shoulders on occasions, and not on other occasions.23 

On food, the Prophet’s guidance gives a similar message: 

The Prophet never refused what was available at home, nor did he ever go 

out of his way to get what was not. He would eat whatever was served of 

good food and he never slighted any sort of food whatsoever. If he did not 

like something he would simply not eat it, but would not forbid it. An 

example of his attitude is the case of lizard, which he would not eat without 

forbidding others to eat it. On the contrary, he was present when others ate it 

at his own table. 

He liked sweets and honey, used to eat dates, fresh and preserved... drank 

milk, pure and mixed, added water to ice and honey and drank a drink made 

from dates. He also ate khazīrah, which is a thick soup made of milk and flour. 

He ate cucumber with fresh dates, butter, dates with bread, bread with 

vinegar, bread with meat, dried meat, a dish called dubb ’ (which was one of 

his favourites), boiled meat, rice and meat cooked with fat, cheese, bread with 

oil, water melon with fresh dates, and he used to like dates cooked with 

                                                 
22 Ibn al-Qayyim, Z d al-Ma` d, Mu’assasat al-Risalah, and Maktabat al-Manar, Beirut and Kuwait, 
1994, Vol. I, pp. 135-136. 
23 Ibid., Vol. 1, p. 143. 
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butter. In short, he never refused good food, nor did he go to any trouble to 

get it. His guidance was to eat what was available. If he did not have 

anything to eat, he would simply go hungry, etc.24 

As for the Prophet’s example regarding sleep: 

He used to sleep sometimes on a mattress, sometimes on a simple animal 

skin. Occasionally he would sleep on a rough mat, or on the cold earth with 

nothing under him. He sometimes used a bed; a plain one at times and 

covered with a black bedspread at other times.25 

The Prophet’s traditions urging the adoption of an easy, gentle and tolerant 

attitude in all matters, especially those which concern religious duties are numerous. 

By way of example we may quote: “This religion is of an easy nature. Anyone who 

pulls hard against it shall be the loser.” [Related by al-Bukh r .] “Do not be hard on 

yourselves lest it should be made hard for you. A former community chose to be 

hard and it was made harder for them.” [Related by Abū D wūd.] “A rider driving 

hard neither reaches his destination nor keeps his transport.” [Related by al-Bukh r .] 

“Make it easy, not difficult, for others.” [Related by al-Bukh r  and Muslim.] 

Concerning social dealings, the Prophet says: “May God have mercy on any person 

who is tolerant when he buys, sells and asks for his rights.” [Related by al-Bukh r .] 

“A believer is gentle and friendly.” [Related by al-Bayhaq .] “A believer gets on well 

with others and is easy to get on well with.” [Related by al-D raqu n .] “The type of 

man God dislikes most is the quarrelsome one who does not budge.” [Related by al-

Bukh r  and Muslim.] 

A highly significant feature of his character is that he hated hardness even in 

names and physical features. This shows how God moulded his nature and 

smoothed even his temperament. Sa` d ibn al-Musayyib reports that the Prophet 

asked his father what his name was, since al-Musayyib was his nickname. He 

answered, azn, [which means rough and difficult]. The Prophet said, “No, you are 

Sahl [i.e. plain and easy].”26 The man said, “I will never change a name given to me 

by my father.” Sa` d comments, “As a result, we have always had a trace of hardness 

in our characters.” [Related by al-Bukh r .] Ibn `Umar reports that the Prophet 

changed the name of a woman from ` şiyah [meaning disobedient] to Jam lah 

[meaning pretty].” [Related by Muslim.] He also said: “It is part of kindness to 

receive your brother with a smiling face.” [Related by al-Tirmidh .] Thus we realize 

how refined and gentle the Prophet was, disliking even names and features which 

smacked of roughness and trying to substitute for them what related to gentility and 
                                                 
24 Ibid., Vol. 1, pp. 147-148. 
25 Ibid., Vol. 1, p. 155. 
26 This was the Prophet’s way of changing a name which he did not approve of. — Editor’s note. 



Al-A`l  (The Most High) 

 131

kindness. 

Ease in Practice 

The Prophet’s life story is composed of pages of gentility, ease, tolerance and 

understanding in all affairs. Let us quote here an incident which reveals his method 

of dealing with people of difficult temperament: “Once a bedouin came to the 

Prophet asking something. The Prophet granted his request then said, ‘Have I treated 

you well?’ The bedouin said, ‘No, and you have not been kind either!’ The Prophet’s 

Companions present felt very angry and wanted to punish the man. The Prophet, 

however, motioned them to leave him alone. He then went into his house, sent for 

the man and gave him something over and above his original request. He then asked 

him: ‘Have I treated you well?’ The man said: ‘Yes, indeed. May God reward you 

well for you are a good kinsman and a good tribesman.’ The Prophet then said to 

him: ‘When you said what you said you made my Companions feel angry with you. 

Would you now like to tell them what you have just told me so that they hold 

nothing against you.’ The man said: ‘I will.’ The following day he came and the 

Prophet said: ‘This bedouin said yesterday what you heard. We gave him more and 

he claimed that he was satisfied. Is that so?’ The bedouin said: ‘Yes indeed! May God 

reward you well, for you are a good kinsman and a good tribesman.’ The Prophet 

then said to his Companions: ‘My affair with this bedouin is similar to that of a man 

who had a she-camel which ran loose. Other people rushed to try to catch her but 

they managed only to make her run wild. The owner then appealed to them to let 

him alone with his she-camel as he was gentler to her and knew her temperament. 

The owner then went towards her, having picked something to feed her with. He 

approached her gently until she responded and sat down. He then saddled her and 

mounted her back. Had I left you alone when the man said what he said, you would 

probably have killed him and he would have gone to hell.” 

So gentle, simple and compassionate was the Prophet’s attitude towards any 

person of rough nature. Examples of this attitude abound in the records of his life. 

These examples are practical manifestations of how his path was smoothed for him 

to achieve perfect ease in every aspect of life. He was given a tolerant, understanding 

nature so that he might carry out his mission as God’s Messenger to mankind. In this 

way his nature and the nature of Islam, the message he carried and delivered, are 

alike. He was able, with God’s grace, to fulfil the great task with which he was 

entrusted. For when his path was smoothed, the heavy burden of his mission became 

an enjoyable sport. 

The Qur’ n carries descriptions of Mu ammad, God’s Messenger, and the role 

assigned to him: “We have sent you forth only as a mercy to mankind.” (21: 107) “Those 
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who follow the Messenger, the unlettered Prophet whom they shall find described in the Torah 

and the Gospel that are with them. He commands them to do what is right and forbids them to 

do what is wrong, and makes lawful to them the good things of life and forbids them all that is 

foul. He lifts from them their burdens and the shackles that weigh upon them.” (7: 157) As 

the Qur’ n states, Mu ammad (peace be upon him) was a messenger bringing mercy 

to mankind, lifting their burdens which were imposed on them when they sought to 

make things hard. 

The Qur’ n also describes the message the Prophet delivered in statements of like 

import: “We have made the Qur’ n easy for warning: but will any take heed?” (54: 22) “He 

has laid on you no hardships in the observance of your religion.” (22: 78) “God does not 

charge a soul with more than it can bear.” (2: 286) “God does not want to impose any 

hardship on you, but He wants to purify you.” (5: 6) The message of Islam is made easy 

for people to follow since it takes into consideration the limitations of human 

abilities. It imposes no burdens which are too heavy. This easy nature of Islam is 

readily identifiable in its spirit as well as in its commandments: “Follow the upright 

nature God has endowed mankind with.” (30: 30) 

When we look carefully through this religion we find that care has been taken to 

make it easy for people to follow, without overstraining themselves. It takes into 

consideration the different situations man finds himself in, and the conditions he 

faces in different environments. The faith itself is based on concepts which are easy 

to grasp: a single deity; none like Him; He has created everything; He has guided 

everything to realize the purpose of its existence; He has also sent messengers to 

remind people of their role in life and to call them back to their Lord who created 

them. All obligations imposed by this faith fit perfectly together: there are no 

conflicts, no contradictions. People have to fulfil these obligations according to their 

abilities. There need be no overstraining, no heavy burdens. The Prophet teaches us: 

“When I give you an order, fulfil it as much as you can; but leave off what I forbid 

you.” [Related by al-Bukh r  and Muslim.] Prohibition may also be relaxed “He has 

clearly spelled out to you what He has forbidden you [to eat] unless you are driven to do so by 

sheer necessity.” (6: 119) These basic principles provide the limits within which the 

Islamic commandments and principles operate. 

Hence the Messenger and the message have in common this basic feature of easy 

nature. So does the Muslim community which is brought into being by Islam, the 

easy message: it is a ‘middle’ community, merciful, the recipient of divine mercy, 

easy natured, enjoying a life which is perfectly harmonious with the wider universe. 

The universe itself with its perfect harmony provides a true picture of how God’s 

creation moves easily and smoothly, without clash or crash. Millions and millions of 

stars move in their orbits in the great space God has provided, each with its own 

gravity, yet none moves out of step and none crashes into another. There are 
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countless millions of living creatures, each moving through life to its appointed aim, 

near or distant, according to a perfect plan. Each is given the abilities which make its 

aim easy to achieve. Endless millions of movements, events and conditions come 

together then go their separate ways; yet they are much the same as the sounds of the 

different instruments in an orchestra: so different but which combine together to 

produce beautiful harmonies. 

In short, perfect harmony exists between the nature of the universe, the message, 

the Messenger and the Muslim community. They are all the creation of God, the One, 

the Most Wise. 

The Prophet’s Great Task 

“Give warning, therefore, [regardless of] whether such warning is of use.” (Verse 9) God 

has taught the Prophet so as not to forget, smoothed his way to perfect ease so that 

he may be able to discharge his great task of warning mankind. For this he has been 

the subject of careful preparation. Hence, he is asked to warn whenever he has a 

chance to address people and to convey to them God’s message. 

“Regardless of whether such warning is of use.” Warning is always useful. There will 

always be, in every land and every generation, those who will listen to the reminders 

and warnings and will benefit by them, no matter how corrupt their society is and 

how hardened their people are. 

If we ponder a little over the verses in this s rah and their sequence, we realize 

how great the message entrusted to the Prophet is. To deliver it, and to give the 

warnings he is asked to give, he needs special equipment: a smooth way to perfect 

ease in everything, to be taught what to say, and God’s preservation of the message 

intact. 

Once the Prophet has delivered his message, his task is fulfilled. Everyone is left to 

choose his way. Destinies differ according to the choice of ways people follow: “He 

who fears God will heed it, but the most hapless wretch will turn aside from it, who shall be 

cast into the great fire, in which he shall neither die nor remain alive. Successful will be he 

who purifies himself and glorifies the name of his Lord and prays.” (Verses 10-15) The 

Prophet is told here that his warnings will benefit those who fear God and dread to 

incur His displeasure. Any intelligent person will shudder when he learns that there 

is a Creator who proportions well, determines and guides. For he realizes that such a 

Creator must hold everyone responsible for their actions, good or evil, and will 

reward them accordingly. Hence they fear Him and heed the warnings they are 

given. 

“But the most hapless wretch will turn aside from it.” (Verse 11) If a man does not 
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listen to the warning given, then he is absolutely “the most hapless wretch.” He lives in 

a void, uninspired by the facts surrounding him, turning a deaf ear and a senseless 

mind to the evidence they give. Such a person lives in constant worry, striving hard 

to attain the paltry pleasures of this world. Hence he is the most wretched in this life. 

But he is also the most wretched in the hereafter as he will there suffer endless 

torment: He “shall be cast into the great fire, in which he shall neither die nor remain alive.” 

(Verses 12-13) The great fire is that of hell. It is indeed the greatest of all fires in 

intensity, duration and size. He who suffers it finds it endless. He neither dies to rest 

from its torment, nor does he live in it a life of rest and security. It is an unending 

agony which makes the sufferer yearn for death as his greatest hope. 

At the other end we find prosperity accompanied with self- purification and a 

heeding of warnings: “Successful will be he who purifies himself and glorifies the name of 

his Lord and prays.” (Verses 14-15) Purification is used here in the widest sense of the 

word: purification from everything filthy or sinful. The person who seeks to purify 

himself, glorifies his Lord, feels His power and majesty in his inmost soul and prays, 

[whether praying is taken in its general sense or its specific Islamic sense] will 

definitely be successful, as God states here. He will achieve success here in this life as 

he enjoys his relationship with God and the perfect bliss that results from his 

glorification of God. He will achieve even greater success in the hereafter as he 

escapes hell and is rewarded with perfect happiness in heaven. How different the 

two destinies are. 

Having sketched the two different ends of the most wretched and the God-fearing, 

the s rah points out to the addressees the real reason for their great wretchedness, the 

failure which drives them headlong into the great fire: “Yet you prefer this present life, 

while the life to come is better and longer lasting.” (Verses 16-17) This short-sighted 

preference is the real reason for every misery which befalls man. It is indeed the 

cause of man’s taking no heed of the warnings given to him. The Qur’ n calls the 

present life dunia which connotes both contempt and easy access. The life to come is 

better in kind and duration. Only the foolish who are deprived of sound judgement 

would, in the circumstances, prefer the present life to the next. 

In conclusion, the s rah points out that the message of Islam is not new; its roots 

go back far deep in time. “All this has indeed been stated in the earlier revelations; the 

scriptures of Abraham and Moses.” (Verses 18-19) The basics of the grand faith 

contained in this s rah are the same old basic facts outlined in the ancient scriptures 

of Abraham and Moses. 

The truth is one and the faith is one. This results from the fact that their origin is 

one, God, whose will it was to send messengers to mankind. The messengers deliver 

basically the same message, the same simple truth. Details of the messages may differ 

according to local or temporal needs, but the basics are the same. They have one 
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origin: God, the Most High, who creates, proportions well, determines and guides. 
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S RAH 88 

Al-Gh shiyah 
(The Enveloper) 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

Have you heard the story of the Enveloper? (1) 

Some faces on that day are downcast, (2) 

labour weary, worn out, (3) 

about to enter a scorching fire, (4) 

made to drink from a boiling fountain. (5) 

Their only food shall be nothing but dry thorns, 

(6) 

which will neither nourish nor satisfy their hunger. 

(7) 

Other faces on that day are jocund, (8) 

well-pleased with their striving, (9) 

ö≅ yδ y79s?r& ß]ƒ Ï‰ym Ïπ u‹ Ï±≈ tóø9 $# ∩⊇∪  

×νθã_ãρ >‹Í×tΒöθ tƒ îπ yèÏ±≈ yz ∩⊄∪  

×'s#ÏΒ% tæ ×π t6 Ï¹$̄Ρ ∩⊂∪  

4’ n?óÁs? #·‘$tΡ Zπ u‹ ÏΒ% tn ∩⊆∪  

4’ s+ ó¡è@ ô⎯ ÏΒ A⎦÷⎫tã 7π u‹ ÏΡ# u™ ∩∈∪  
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in a sublime garden, (10) 

where they hear no babble. (11) 

A running fountain shall be there, (12) 

and raised couches, (13) 

and goblets placed ready, (14)  

and cushions laid in order, (15) 

 and carpets spread out. (16) 

Let them reflect on the camels, how they were 

created; (17) 

and heaven, how it is raised aloft; (18) 

and the mountains, how they are hoisted; (19) 

and the earth, how it is spread out. (20) 

Therefore exhort them; your task is only to 

exhort. (21) 

You are not their overseer. (22) 

’ Îû >π ¨Ζy_ 7π u‹ Ï9%tæ ∩⊇⊃∪  

ω ßì yϑó¡n@ $pκ Ïù Zπ u‹ Éó≈ s9 ∩⊇⊇∪  

$pκ Ïù ×⎦÷⎫tã ×π tƒ Í‘% ỳ ∩⊇⊄∪  

$pκ Ïù Ö‘ çß  ×π tãθèùö̈Β ∩⊇⊂∪  

Ò># uθø. r& uρ ×π tãθàÊ öθ̈Β ∩⊇⊆∪  

ä− Í‘$oÿsς uρ ×π sùθà óÁtΒ ∩⊇∈∪  

’ Î1# u‘ y—uρ îπ rOθèV ö7 tΒ ∩⊇∉∪  

Ÿξsùr& tβρãÝàΨ tƒ ’ n<Î) È≅ Î/ M}$# y#ø‹ Ÿ2 ôM s) Î=äz 

∩⊇∠∪  
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’ n<Î) uρ ÉΑ$t6 Åg ø:$# y#ø‹x. ôM t6 ÅÁçΡ ∩⊇®∪  

’ n<Î) uρ ÇÚ ö‘ F{ $# y#ø‹x. ôM ysÏÜ ß™ ∩⊄⊃∪  

öÏj. x‹sù !$yϑ̄ΡÎ) |MΡr& ÖÅe2x‹ãΒ ∩⊄⊇∪  

|M ó¡©9 Ο Îγ ø‹n=tæ @ÏÜ øŠ |ÁßϑÎ/ ∩⊄⊄∪  
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But he who turns his back and disbelieves, (23) 

God shall inflict on him the greatest suffering. 

(24) 

To Us they shall surely return, (25) 

when We shall bring them to account. (26) 

ωÎ) ⎯ tΒ 4’ ¯<uθs? tx x. uρ ∩⊄⊂∪  

çμ ç/ Éj‹yèã‹sù ª!$# z># x‹ yèø9 $# uy9ø. F{ $# ∩⊄⊆∪  

¨βÎ) !$uΖø‹s9 Î) öΝ åκ u5$tƒ Î) ∩⊄∈∪  

§Ν èO ¨βÎ) $uΖøŠ n=tã Ν åκ u5$|¡Ïm ∩⊄∉∪ 

Overview 

This s rah is a deep and calm melody which invites meditation, hope and fear. It 

warns man to be ready for the day of reckoning. It carries man’s heart into two vast 

spheres: the life hereafter with its limitless world and moving scenes; and the visible 

sphere of existence, with the signs God has spread in all the creatures sharing this 

existence held out for everyone to see. After these two great scenarios, the s rah 

reminds man of the reckoning on the Day of Judgement, of God’s power, and of the 

inevitable return to Him. Throughout, the style is characterized by its depth of tone: 

it is calm but highly effective, powerful and awesome. 

“Have you heard the story of the Enveloper?” (Verse 1) With this introduction, the 

s rah wants to make hearts turn back to God, to remind men of His signs in the 

universe, His reckoning on the Day of Judgement, and His certain reward. It starts 

with this inquiry, which implies greatness and indicates a positive statement. It 

points out that the question of the hereafter had already been affirmed and earlier 

reminders had been given. The Day of Resurrection is here given a new name, “the 

Enveloper”, which suggests that a calamity will befall mankind and envelop them 

with its horrors. It is one of the many evocative names mentioned in the s rahs 

included in this volume. Others are: The Overwhelming, The Deafening, The 

Stunning Event. They all suit the general tone and nature of these s rahs. 

Whenever the Prophet (peace be upon him) listened to this s rah, he felt that the 

address “Have you heard...” was directed to him personally, as if he was receiving it 

from his Lord directly for the first time. He was extremely moved by this. The reality 

of this divine address was always present in his mind. A tradition related by `Umar 

ibn Maymūn says that the Prophet once passed by a woman who was reading this 

s rah. When she read “Have you heard the story of the Enveloper...?” he stopped to listen 

and said “Yes, I have heard it.” 
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The address is nevertheless a general one, directed at everyone who hears the 

Qur’ n. The story of the Enveloper is an oft-repeated theme in the Qur’ n, reminding 

men of the hereafter, warning them of its punishment, and promising its rewards. It 

is a story which aims to awaken people’s consciences, to arouse their fear and 

apprehension as well as their hope and expectancy. 

The Story in Brief 

The s rah opens with a question: “Have you heard the story of the Enveloper?” (Verse 

1) It follows this by relating part of its story: “Some faces on that day are downcast, 

labour weary, worn out, about to enter a scorching fire, made to drink from a boiling 

fountain. Their only food shall be nothing but dry thorns, which will neither nourish nor 

satisfy their hunger.” (Verses 2-7) The scene of suffering and torture is given before the 

scene of joy, because the former is closer to the connotations of the name given to the 

event, the Enveloper, and the impressions it generates. 

Thus we are told that there are on that day faces which look humble, downcast 

and worn out. They belong to people who have laboured and toiled without 

satisfactory results. Indeed the results they get are a total loss, which increases their 

disappointment, and causes looks of humiliation and exhaustion on their faces. 

Hence they are described as “labour weary, worn out”. (Verse 3) They had laboured 

and toiled for something other than God’s cause. Their work was totally for 

themselves and their families, for their own ambitions in the life of this world. Then 

they come to reap the fruits of their toil, not having made any provision for their 

future life. Hence they face the end with a mixture of humiliation, exhaustion, misery 

and hopelessness. In addition to all this they roast “at a scorching fire.” (Verse 4) 

They are “made to drink from a boiling fountain. Their only food shall be nothing but dry 

thorns, which will neither nourish nor satisfy their hunger.” (Verses 5-7) The Arabic text 

uses the term đarī`, which is translated here as ‘dry thorns’. However, some 

commentators say that it refers to a tree of fire in hell. This explanation is based on 

what has been revealed about the tree of zaqq m which grows at the centre of hell. It 

is also said to be a kind of cactus thorn, which when green is called shabraq and is 

eaten by camels. However, when it is fully grown it becomes poisonous and cannot 

be eaten. Whatever it is in reality, it is a kind of food like ghislīn and ghass q [names 

given in the Qur’ n to refer to the food available in hell] which neither nourishes nor 

appeases hunger. 

It is obvious that we, in this world, cannot fully comprehend the nature of such 

suffering in the hereafter. The description is made in order to give our perceptions 

the feeling of the greatest possible pain, which is produced by a combination of 

humiliation, weakness, failure, the scorching fire, drinking and bathing in boiling 
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water, and eating food unacceptable even to camels, which are used to eating thorns 

when they travel in desert areas. This type of thorn, however, is dry and gives no 

nourishment. From all these aspects we get a sense of the ultimate affliction. But the 

affliction of the hereafter is, nevertheless, greater. Its true nature is incomprehensible 

except to those who will actually experience it. May God never count us among 

them. 

On the other hand we find “other faces on that day are jocund, well pleased with their 

striving, in a sublime garden, where they hear no babble. A running fountain shall be there, 

and raised couches, and goblets placed ready, and cushions laid in order, and carpets spread 

out.” (Verses 8-16) Here are faces bright with joy, animated with pleasure. They are 

well pleased with what they are given. They enjoy that splendid, spiritual feeling of 

satisfaction with what they have done, as they sense God’s pleasure with them. 

There is no better feeling for man than to be reassured of his own actions, and to see 

the results reflected in God being pleased with him. The Qur’ n gives precedence to 

this kind of happiness over the joys of heaven. Then it describes heaven and the joys 

it affords to its happy dwellers: “in a sublime garden.” (Verse 10) It is glorious and 

sublime, with lofty positions and elevated gardens. 

The description of height and elevation gives us a special feeling. “Where they hear 

no babble.” (Verse 11) This expression creates a sense of calmness, peace, reassurance, 

love, satisfaction and pleasant discourse between friends. It also provides a feeling of 

raising oneself above any vain conversation. This is in itself a kind of joy and 

happiness, which is better felt when one remembers the first life and its increasing 

polemics, disputes, contentions, quarrels, sin and uproar. When one remembers all 

this, one relaxes into complete calmness, total peace of mind and a pleasant 

happiness generated by the Qur’ nic expression “where they hear no babble”. The very 

words are endowed with a pleasant fragrance. They flow with gratifying rhythm. It 

also implies that, as the believers turn away in this life from polemics and vain 

discourse, their way of life acquires a heavenly element. 

As has been said earlier, of all the descriptions of heaven, God emphasizes first 

this sublime and brilliant element, before He mentions the joys which satisfy the 

senses. These are given in a form comprehensible to man, but in heaven they take the 

form which is suited for the elevated standards of the people there. Thus they remain 

unknown except to those who actually experience them. 

“A running fountain shall be there.” (Verse 12) The description combines a sense of 

quenching thirst, with beauty of movement and flow. Running water gives a sense of 

liveliness and youth. It is pleasant to the eye and the mind, and touches the depths of 

human feeling. 

“And raised couches.” (Verse 13) The adjective, raised, gives an impression of 
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cleanliness and purity. “And goblets placed ready,” (Verse 14) so they are ready for 

drinking — there is no need to order or prepare them. “And cushions laid in order.” 

(Verse 15) These are prepared for dwellers to recline and relax. “And carpets spread 

out.” They serve the dual purpose of decoration and comfort. All these luxuries are 

similar to the luxuries enjoyed in this life, but these are mentioned merely to make 

them comprehensible to us. Their true nature, and the nature of their enjoyment, are 

left for the experience of those whom God has rewarded. 

It is useless to make comparisons or enquiries concerning the nature of the joys of 

the hereafter, or the nature of its afflictions. People gain their understanding by 

means that are limited to this world, and the nature of life in it. When they are in the 

next life all veils will be lifted and barriers removed. Souls and senses will be free 

from all restrictions, and the connotations of the very words will alter as a result of 

the change in the feelings to which they refer. These Qur’ nic descriptions help us to 

imagine the ultimate of sweetness and joy. This is all that we can do while we live on 

earth, but when God honours us with His grace and pleasure, as we pray He will, we 

will know the reality to which the Qur’ n refers. 

Reflection on God’s Creation 

When this account of the hereafter comes to its close, the s rah refers to the present 

world, which is in itself a manifestation of the power and perfect planning of God, 

the Almighty: “Let them reflect on the camels, how they were created; and heaven, how it is 

raised aloft; and the mountains, how they are hoisted; and the earth, how it is spread out.” 

(Verses 17-20) These four short verses join together the boundaries of the world of 

the Arabs — the first people to be addressed by the Qur’ n. They also group together 

the prominent ends of creation in the universe as they speak of the sky, earth, 

mountains and camels. The last of these stands for all animals, although the camel 

has its own distinctive features and a special value for Arabs. 

All these aspects of creation — the sky, earth, mountains and animals — are 

always in front of man wherever he is. Whatever man’s level of civilization and 

scientific advancement, they remain within his world and within his sphere of 

consciousness. When he considers their roles, they suggest to him something of what 

lies beyond. In each of them there is a miracle of creation. The distinctive, 

incomparable work of the Creator is clear in them all, and this alone is sufficient to 

indicate the true faith. Hence the Qur’ n directs to them the attention of every 

human being. 

“Let them reflect on the camels, how they were created.” (Verse 17) The camel was the 

most important animal for the Arab. It was his means of transport which also carried 

his belongings. It gave him food and drink. From its hair and skin he made his 
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clothes and dwellings. Besides, the camel is unique among all animals. Despite its 

strength, size and firm build, it is tame: a young boy can manage it. It gives man 

great service and, at the same time, it is inexpensive to keep and its food is easy to 

find. Moreover, it is the only animal to endure hunger, thirst, hard work and poor 

conditions. Its shape has also a special characteristic which is in perfect harmony 

with the portrait drawn here, and this will be discussed later on. 

So, the Qur’ n, asks of its first audience to ponder on how the camel is made. This 

does not require them to undertake any difficult task or to discover any obscure field 

of science. “Let them reflect on the camels, how they were created.” (Verse 17) Camels 

were a part of their world, and they only needed to look and consider how they were 

made most suitable for their role; how their shape and build fitted perfectly with 

their environment and function. Man did not create camels, nor did camels create 

themselves. o, they must have been made by the Supreme Maker whose work 

reflects His limitless ability and perfect planning, and testifies to His existence. 

“And heaven, how it is raised aloft.” (Verse 18) The Qur’ n repeatedly directs man’s 

reflective faculties to the skies. The desert people should be the first to undertake 

this, because in the desert the sky is much richer and more inspiring — as if it has a 

unique existence. In the middle of the day, the sky is brilliant and beaming; at late 

afternoon, it is captivating and fascinating; at sunset, most charming and inspiring. 

Then as the night spreads its wings the sky shows its sparkling stars and makes its 

friendly whispers. At sunrise, the sky comes alive again and becomes animating. All 

this is certainly worth a good deal of reflection and contemplation. They should 

consider how it was raised up. Who placed it so high without pillars to support it? 

Who scattered those innumerable stars? Who endowed it with its beauty and 

inspiration? They certainly did not lift it up, and it could not have been lifted by 

itself. A power is responsible for its creation and erection, and intelligent thought is 

enough to indicate Him. 

“And the mountains, how they are hoisted.” (Verse 19) For the Arab in particular, a 

mountain is a refuge and a friend. In general, it always looks majestic and awesome. 

Next to a mountain, a man appears small and humble. It is natural for a man on a 

mountain to think of God, and feel himself nearer to Him. He feels a distinct 

detachment from the petty concerns of his worldly life. It was neither a vain whim 

nor a coincidence that Mu ammad (peace be upon him) should go to the cave on 

Mount ir ’ for periods of worship and contemplation before he was given God’s 

message. It is also not surprising that those who want to spend a period in self- 

purification should seek to do so on a mountain. The reference here to the mountains 

speaks of them being ‘hoisted’, because this fits in perfectly with the image 

portrayed, which we will discuss presently. 

“And the earth, how it is spread out.” (Verse 20) The earth is obviously outstretched 



Al-Gh shiyah (The Enveloper) 

 143

and made suitable for human life and its full and varied range of activities. Man 

could not have made it so, as its creation was completed long before his existence. o 

should not man consider who spread out the earth and made life feasible on it? 

Intelligent reflection on all these aspects will always inspire minds and excite souls 

into recognition of God, the Creator. 

Perhaps we should pause a little to consider the perfection with which this image 

of the universe is portrayed. The Qur’ n addresses man’s religious conscience in a 

language of artistic beauty, and both coalesce in the believer’s perception to bring the 

whole image into full relief. The scene portrayed here includes the elevated heaven 

and the spread out earth. Across such a boundless horizon stand the mountains. 

They are not described as firmly-rooted, but rather they are ‘hoisted’. The camels also 

stand with their upright humps. It is a majestic scene, vast and infinite, with merely 

two horizontal lines and two vertical ones. This manipulation of graphic description 

for the expression of ideas is a distinct characteristic of the Qur’ nic style. 

The Prophet’s Mission 

Having dealt first with the hereafter, and pointed out some apparent aspects of the 

universe, the s rah now addresses the Prophet, (peace be upon him), laying down the 

nature of his mission and limits of his role. It then concludes with a final reminder to 

mankind: “Therefore exhort them; your task is only to exhort. You are not their overseer. But 

he who turns his back and disbelieves, God shall inflict on him the greatest suffering. To Us 

they shall surely return, when We shall bring them to account.” (Verses 21-26) 

Remind them, then, of the hereafter and the universe, and all there is in each of 

them. Your specific task is to remind people, and you have no other role. This is 

indeed your mission for which you have been suitably equipped. 

“You are not their overseer.” (Verse 22) You have no control over their hearts and 

you cannot compel them to adopt the faith. Men’s hearts are in the hands of God, the 

Merciful. Jih d, which means striving for God’s cause and which was later made a 

duty of the Prophet and all Muslims, did not aim at converting people to Islam by 

force. Its only aim was to remove all hindrances in the way of the Islamic message, so 

that it could be delivered freely, and people would not be prevented from listening to 

it or be persecuted for doing so. This is the role the Prophet can fulfil: to remove the 

obstacles which prevent him from delivering his message. 

The notion that the Prophet’s mission is confined to reminding people and 

delivering God’s message is often repeated and stressed in the Qur’ n. There are 

several reasons for this emphasis, the first of which is to relieve the Prophet of the 

heavy burden of directing the course of the Islamic message once he has conveyed it. 

He must leave it to God to decide its course. The urgency of the human yearning to 
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win victory for the truth and to get people to benefit from its absolute goodness is so 

keen that such repetition is required to make the advocates of this message 

distinguish their own desires and ambitions from their mission. When this 

distinction is clear, they proceed in fulfilment of their duty, regardless of the 

response and consequence. Thus advocates of Islam do not worry themselves over 

who has accepted the faith and who has not. They are not charged with this burden, 

which becomes particularly heavy at times of adversity, when a favourable response 

becomes a rarity and enemies abound. 

But the delivery of the message, which is the limit of the Prophet’s task, is not the 

end of the matter. The unbelievers are not to be left alone. They cannot deny God and 

be safe. “But he who turns his back and disbelieves, God shall inflict on him the greatest 

suffering.” (Verses 23-24) They will no doubt return to God, and He will inevitably 

administer their retribution. Such is the final and decisive note on which the s rah 

ends: “To Us they shall surely return, when We shall bring them to account.” (Verses 25-

26) 

The definition of the Prophet’s role and the role of every subsequent advocate of 

Islam is thus completed. They have only to remind and the reckoning will be made 

by God. It must be stressed, however, that the process of reminding includes the 

removal of hindrances so that people are free to listen to the divine message. This is 

the aim of jih d as it is understood from the Qur’ n and the Prophet’s history. It is a 

process which neither admits negligence nor permits aggression. 
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S RAH 89 

Al-Fajr 
(The Dawn) 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

By the dawn, (1) 

by the ten nights, (2) 

by that which is even and that which is odd, (3) 

by the night as it journeys on! (4) 

Is there not in that an oath for a man of sense? 

(5) 

Have you not heard how your Lord dealt with 

the ‘ d, (6) 

the people of Iram, the many- pillared [city], (7) 

the like of whom has never been created in the 

whole land? (8) 

And with the Thamūd, who hollowed out rocks 

in the valley? (9) 
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And with Pharaoh, of the tent- pegs? (10) 

They were all transgressors throughout their lands, 

(11) 

bringing about much corruption there. (12) 

Therefore, your Lord let loose on them the scourge 

of suffering. (13) 

Your Lord surely observes all. (14) 

As for man, whenever his Lord tries him by His 

generosity and with a life of ease, he says, ‘My 

Lord is bountiful to me.’ (15) 

But whenever He tries him by stinting his means, 

he says, ‘My Lord has disgraced me.’ (16) 

No indeed; but you are not generous towards the 

orphan, (17) 

nor do you urge one another to feed the needy. 18) 

You devour the inheritance [of others] greedily, 

(19) 

and you love wealth passionately. (20) 

No indeed! When the earth is systematically 

levelled down, (21) 
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and your Lord comes, with the angels rank on 

rank, (22) 

and on that day, hell is brought near, then man 

will remember, but how will that remembrance 

avail him? (23) 

He shall say, ‘Oh, would that I had prepared for 

my life!’ (24) 

On that day, none will punish as He punishes, 

(25) 

and none will bind with chains as He binds. (26 

‘Oh soul at peace! (27) 

Return to your Lord, well pleased and well 

pleasing. (28) 

Enter, then, together with My servants! (29) 

Enter My paradise!’ (30) 
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Overview 

The present s rah follows, in general, the line of this part of the Qur’ n, inviting 

the human heart to faith, urging man to awake, meditate and follow the path of 

righteousness. It uses different kinds of emphasis, connotation and rhythm, but 

constitutes, nevertheless, a single harmonious piece of music, varying in tones but 

maintaining the same cadence. Some of its scenes impart a touch of quiet beauty and 

a light, pleasant rhythm. This is particularly evident in its opening, which describes 

certain charming aspects of the universe and provides at the same time an aura of 

worship and prayer: “By the dawn, by the ten nights, by that which is even and that which 

is odd, by the night as it journeys on!” (Verses 1-4) Other scenes are tense and dramatic 

in both what they describe and in their music, like this violent, frightening picture: 

“No indeed! When the earth is systematically levelled down, and your Lord comes, with the 



Al-Fajr (The Dawn) 

 148

angels rank on rank, and on that day, hell is brought near, then man will remember, but how 

will that remembrance avail him? He shall say, ‘Oh, would that I had prepared for my life!’ 

On that day, none will punish as He punishes, And none will bind with chains as He binds.” 

(Verses 21-26) 

Some of the portraits drawn in the s rah are pleasing, gentle and reassuring, 

striking perfect harmony between subject matter and rhythm. This is especially true 

of its ending: “Oh soul at peace! Return to your Lord, well pleased and well pleasing. Enter, 

then, together with My servants! Enter My paradise!’ (Verses 27-30) 

The s rah also includes references to the destruction that befell insolent peoples of 

the past. The rhythm here falls somewhere between that of easy narration and that of 

violent destruction: “Have you not heard how your Lord dealt with the ` d, the people of 

Iram, the many pillared [city], the like of whom has never been created in the whole land? 

And with the Tham d, who hollowed out rocks in the valley? And with Pharaoh, of the tent 

pegs? They were all transgressors throughout their lands, bringing about much corruption 

there. Therefore, your Lord let loose on them the scourge of suffering. Your Lord surely 

observes all.” (Verses 6-14) 

We also have an outline of some human concepts and values which are at variance 

with faith. This part has its own style and rhythm: “As for man, whenever his Lord tries 

him by His generosity and with a life of ease, he says, My Lord is bountiful to me.’ But 

whenever He tries him by stinting his means, he says, My Lord has disgraced me.’“ (Verses 

15-16) 

A refutation of these erroneous concepts and values is provided through an 

exposition of the human conditions which give rise to them. Here we have two kinds 

of style and rhythm: “No indeed; but you are not generous towards the orphan, nor do you 

urge one another to feed the needy. You devour the inheritance [of others] greedily, and you 

love wealth passionately.” (Verses 17-20) 

It is clear that the latter style and rhythm serves as a bridge between the statement 

of erroneous human ways and that which explains their inevitable attendant fate. 

These verses are immediately followed by a picture of the earth as it is levelled. 

This brief overview reveals to us the numerous colours of the scenes described 

and explains the change of metre and rhyme according to the change of scenes. The 

s rah is indeed an excellent example of an exceptionally beautiful style which is 

varied and harmonious at the same time. 

A Serene Opening 

“By the dawn, by the ten nights, by that which is even and that which is odd, by the night 

as it journeys on! Is there not in that an oath for a man of sense?” (Verses 1-5) This 
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opening groups together a few scenes and creatures who have familiar, pleasant, and 

transparent souls. “By the dawn,” refers to the time when life starts to breathe with 

ease and happiness, a time of fresh, friendly companionship. This dormant world 

gradually wakes up in a prayer-like process. 

“By the ten nights.” (Verse 2) The Qur’ n does not specify which these ten nights 

are. Several explanations, however, have been advanced. Some say they are the first 

of the month of Dhu’l-Hijjah; some say they are in al-Muharram; and others state that 

they are the last ten nights of Ramađ n. As it leaves them undefined, the Arabic 

reference acquires an added yet amiable effect. They are merely ten nights known to 

God but the expression connotes that they have special character, as if they were 

living creatures with souls and there was mutual sympathy between them and us, 

transmitted through this Qur’ nic verse. 

“By that which is even and that which is odd.” (Verse 3) This verse adds an 

atmosphere of worship to that of the dawn and the ten nights. According to al-

Tirmidh , the Prophet says: “Some prayers are of even number and some are odd.” 

This is the most appropriate import to be attached to this verse, in the general context 

of the s rah. It suggests a mutual response between the souls of the worshippers and 

those of the selected nights and the brightening dawn. 

“By the night as it journeys on.” (Verse 4) The night here is personified as if it were a 

traveller journeying in the universe. Its portrait is like that of an insomniac walking 

on and on in the darkness, or a wayfarer who prefers to start his long journey at 

night. What a beautiful expression, one enhanced by its superb rhythm! The 

harmony between this verse and the dawn, the ten nights, the even and the odd is 

perfect. These are not mere words and expressions: they provide a feeling of the 

breeze at dawn, and of the morning dew diffusing the fragrance of flowers. 

This is the effect of a gentle, inspiring whisper on our hearts, souls and 

consciences. The beauty of this loving address is far superior to any poetic expression 

because it combines the beauty of originality with the statement of certain fact. Hence 

it concludes with a rhetorical question: “Is there not in that an oath for a man of sense?” 

(Verse 5) The oath and the conviction are certainly there for anyone with a meditative 

mind. Although the positive meaning is intended, the interrogative form is used 

because it is gentler. Thus harmony with the preceding address is maintained. 

Swift Punishment of Tyranny 

The subject of the oath is omitted, but it is explained by the discussion that follows 

on tyranny and corruption. The punishment inflicted by God on the insolent, 

tyrannical and corrupt communities is a law of nature asserted by this oath. The 

assertion takes the form of a hint befitting the generally light tone of this s rah: “Have 
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you not heard how your Lord dealt with the ` d, the people of Iram, the many pillared [city], 

the like of whom has never been created in the whole land? And with the Tham d, who 

hollowed out rocks in the valley? And with Pharaoh, of the tent pegs? They were all 

transgressors throughout their lands, bringing about much corruption there. Therefore, your 

Lord let loose on them the scourge of suffering. Your Lord surely observes all.” (Verses 6-14) 

The interrogative form in such a context is more effective in drawing the attention 

of the addressee, who is, in the first instance, the Prophet (peace be upon him) and 

then all those who may ponder over the fates of those past communities. The people 

of the Prophet’s generation, who were the first to be addressed by the Qur’ n, were 

aware of what happened to these nations. Their fates were also explained in reports 

and stories conveyed by one generation to another. The description of these 

outcomes as the deeds of God is comforting and reassuring for the believers. It was 

particularly so to those believers in Makkah who, at the time when this s rah was 

revealed, were subjected to relentless persecution and hardship by the unbelievers. 

These short verses refer to the fates of the most powerful and despotic nations in 

ancient history. They speak of the earlier tribe of ` d of Iram, a branch of extinct 

Arabs. They used to dwell in al-A q f, a sandy piece of land in southern Arabia, 

midway between Yemen and adramowt. The ` d were nomadic, using posts and 

pillars to erect their tents. They are described elsewhere in the Qur’ n as being 

extremely powerful and aggressive. Indeed they were the most powerful and 

prestigious of all contemporary Arabian tribes: “The like of whom has never been created 

in the whole land.” (Verse 8) The distinction here is restricted to that particular age. 

“And with the Tham d, who hollowed out rocks in the valley?” (Verse 9) The Thamūd 

used to live at Al- ijr, a rocky tract in northern Arabia, on the road from Madinah to 

Syria. They excelled in using rocks to build their palaces and homes. They also dug 

shelters and caves into the mountains. 

“And with Pharaoh, of the tent pegs.” (Verse 10) The term, tent- pegs’, refers to the 

pyramids which are as firm in their construction as pegs well dug into the ground. 

The Pharaoh referred to here is the despot who was Moses’s contemporary. 

These people “were all transgressors throughout their lands, bringing about much 

corruption there.” (Verses 11-12) Corruption is an inevitable result of tyranny, and it 

affects the tyrant and his subjects alike. Indeed, tyranny ruins all human relations. It 

forces human life out of its healthy, constructive and straight path and diverts it into 

a line which does not lead to the fulfilment of man’s role as God’s vicegerent on 

earth. Tyranny makes the tyrant captive of his own desires because he is 

uncommitted to any principle or standard and unrestrained within any reasonable 

limit. Thus the tyrant is always the first to be corrupted by his own tyranny. He 

assumes for himself a role other than that of a servant of God, entrusted with a 
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specific mission. This is evident in Pharaoh’s boastful claim: “I am your supreme Lord.” 

(79: 24) 

Here we have an example of the corrupting influence, indeed insolence, of 

despotism in Pharaoh’s aspiring to a status greater than that of an obedient creature. 

Tyranny also corrupts the masses, as it humiliates them and compels them to 

suppress their discontent and hatred. It kills all human dignity and wastes all 

creative talents, which cannot flourish except in an atmosphere of freedom. A 

humiliated soul inevitably rots away and becomes a breeding ground for sickly 

desires. Hence, digression from the right path becomes the order of the day as clear 

vision becomes an impossibility. In such conditions no aspiration to a higher human 

standard can be entertained. The net result of all this is the spread of corruption. 

Tyranny also destroys all healthy standards and concepts because they constitute 

a threat to its existence. Hence, values are falsified and standards are distorted so 

that the repulsive idea of despotism becomes acceptable as natural. This, in itself, is 

great corruption. 

When these aforementioned peoples caused such corruption, the remedy was, 

inevitably, a complete purge: “Therefore, your Lord let loose on them the scourge of 

suffering. Your Lord surely observes all.” (Verses 13-14) God is certainly aware of their 

deeds and He records them all. So, when corruption increased, He severely punished 

the corrupt. The text connotes that the punishment was very painful as it uses the 

term ‘scourge’, or ‘whip’ as the Arabic term literally means, and that it was in large 

supply as indicated by use of the phrase ‘let loose’. Thus these tyrants were made to 

suffer a plentiful and painful retribution. 

As the believer faces tyranny in any age or place, he feels great reassurance 

emanating from far beyond the fates of all those communities. He also feels a 

particular comfort as he reads the verse: “Your Lord surely observes all.” (Verse 14) 

Nothing passes unnoticed and nothing is forgotten. So let the believers be always 

reassured that God will deal, in time, with all corruption and tyranny. 

Thus the s rah provides some examples of what God may do about the cause of 

faith, which are totally different from the example of the people of the pit outlined in 

S rah 85, The Constellations. All these stories are related for a definite purpose, 

namely, the education of the believers and their preparation to face whichever course 

God chooses for them. They will, then, be ready for all eventualities and equipped 

with God’s reassurance as they submit themselves to Him and let His will be done. 

Human Short-Sightedness 

“Your Lord surely observes all.” (Verse 14) He sees, records, holds to account and 
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rewards according to a strict and accurate measure which neither errs nor exceeds 

the limits of justice. It is never deceived by appearances because it judges the essence 

of things. Human measures and standards are liable to all sorts of errors. Man sees 

nothing beyond appearances unless he adopts the divine measure. 

“As for man, whenever his Lord tries him by His generosity and with a life of ease, he says, 

My Lord is bountiful to me.’ But whenever He tries him by stinting his means, he says, My 

Lord has disgraced me.’“ (Verses 15-16) Such is man’s thinking about the various forms 

of trial God may set for him, be it comfort or hardship, abundance or scarcity. God 

may test him with comfort, honour, wealth or position but he does not realize the 

probationary nature of what he is given. Rather he considers the gesture as proof that 

he deserves to be honoured by God and as evidence that He has chosen him for a 

special honour. It is a line of thinking which mistakes trial for reward and test for 

result. It imagines honour in the sight of God to be measured by worldly comforts. 

God may also try man by stinting his means, and man again mistakes trial for reward 

and imagines the test to be a retribution. He feels that God has made him poor in 

order to humiliate him. 

In both situations the human concept is faulty. Wealth and poverty are two forms 

of a test which God sets for His servants. A test with abundance reveals whether a 

man is humble and thankful to his Lord or arrogant and haughty, while a trial of the 

opposite kind reveals his patient acceptance or his irritability and fretfulness. A 

man’s reward is given according to what he proves himself to be. What he is given or 

denied of worldly comforts is not his reward, and a man’s standing in the sight of 

God is in no way related to his possessions, for He gives and denies worldly 

comforts regardless of whether a man is good or bad. A man devoid of faith cannot 

comprehend the wisdom behind God’s action of giving or denying worldly comforts. 

However, when his mind is enlightened with faith and truth becomes apparent to 

him, he realizes the triviality of worldly riches and the value of the reward after the 

test. So he works for this reward whether he is tried with worldly abundance or 

scarcity. As he disregards the hollow considerations of wealth and poverty, he is 

reassured about his fate and his position in God’s sight. 

At the time of revelation, the Qur’ n addressed a kind of people common to all 

j hiliyyah societies, one who had lost all relation with a world beyond our present 

life. Such people adopt this mistaken view about God’s granting or denial of wealth, 

and apply a set of values which reserve all honour to money and social standing. 

Hence, their craving for wealth is irresistible. It makes them covetous, greedy and 

stingy. The Qur’ n reveals their true feelings. It states that their greed and stinginess 

are responsible for their inability to understand the true significance of divine trial, 

whether by granting or denying wealth. “No indeed; but you are not generous towards 

the orphan, nor do you urge one another to feed the needy. You devour the inheritance [of 
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others] greedily, and you love wealth passionately.” (Verses 17-20) 

The real issue is that when people are given wealth they do not fulfil the duties 

demanded of the wealthy. They do not look after the young orphan who has lost his 

father and become, therefore, in need of protection and support. They do not urge 

one another to contribute to general welfare. Such mutual encouragement is indeed 

an important feature of the Islamic way of life. Since such people do not comprehend 

the significance of the trial, they do not even try to come out of it successfully by 

looking after the orphans and urging one another to feed the needy. On the contrary, 

they greedily devour the orphans’ inheritance, and unrestrainedly crave for wealth. 

It is a craving which kills all their nobility. 

In Makkah, Islam faced this common urge to accumulate wealth by every possible 

means. The weak position of orphans, and orphan girls in particular, tempted many 

to deprive them of their inheritance in different ways. The ardent love of wealth, the 

craving to accumulate it through usury and other means, was a distinctive feature of 

Makkan society as it is a distinctive feature of all j hiliyyah societies at all times. 

These few verses do not merely expose the true nature of such an attitude. They 

also condemn it and urge its discontinuation. Condemnation is evident in the 

repetition noted in these verses, their rhythm and metre: “You devour the inheritance 

[of others] greedily, and you love wealth passionately.” (Verses 19-20) 

The Fateful Day 

Once their erroneous concept of the trial with wealth and poverty is outlined, and 

their vile attitude is exposed there follows a stern warning about the Day of 

Judgement which comes after the result of the test is known. Here the rhythm is very 

powerful: “No indeed! When the earth is systematically levelled down, and your Lord comes, 

with the angels rank on rank, and on that day, hell is brought near, then man will remember, 

but how will that remembrance avail him! He shall say, ‘Oh, would that I had prepared for 

my life!’ On that day, none will punish as He punishes, and none will bind with chains as He 

binds.” (Verses 21-26) 

The total destruction of all that is on earth and its systematic levelling is one of the 

upheavals that overwhelm the universe on the Day of Resurrection. God’s coming 

with the angels is unexplained but the expression overflows with reverence, awe and 

fear. The same applies to bringing hell closer. We take it to mean that hell on that day 

will be very close to its prospective dwellers. What actually happens and how it 

happens is part of the divine knowledge God has chosen to withhold until that day. 

These verses, with their captivating rhythm and sharp notes, portray nevertheless a 

scene which strikes fear into people’s hearts, and makes it apparent in their eyes. The 

earth is being systematically levelled; God Almighty judges everyone; the angels 
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stand there rank on rank, while hell is brought near and set in readiness. 

At that moment “man will remember.” Man, who lived unaware of the wisdom 

behind the trial with worldly riches or with deprivation; who devoured the 

inheritance of orphans greedily; who craved for money and did not care for the 

orphans or the needy; who tyrannized, spread corruption and turned away from 

divine guidance, will then remember the truth and take account of what he beholds. 

But alas! It is too late: “But how will that remembrance avail him?” (Verse 23) The time 

for remembrance is over, so remembrance on the Day of Judgement and reward will 

not profit anybody. It serves merely as an act of grief for a chance given but not taken 

in this present life. 

When man is fully aware of the true nature of his situation he says despairingly, 

“Oh, would that I had prepared for my life!” (Verse 24) For the true life, the only one that 

deserves the name, is indeed the life hereafter. It is the one which is worth preparing 

for. “Oh, would that I had...” It is a sigh of evident regret and grief, but it is the most a 

man can do for himself then. 

The s rah goes on to portray man’s fate after his desperate sighing and useless 

wishing: “On that day, none will punish as He punishes, and none will bind with chains as 

He binds.” (Verses 25-26) It is God Almighty who inflicts His incomparable 

punishment, and who binds as no one can bind. This divine punishment and binding 

are explained in detail in other parts of the Qur’ n, but the reference here is very 

brief, stressing mainly their incomparability to human action. 

The reference to divine punishment here brings to mind the earlier reference to 

human tyranny in the given examples of the ‘ d, Thamūd and Pharaoh. Those 

tyrants are stated to have spread much corruption in their lands, including physically 

torturing people and binding them with chains and ropes. These last verses serve as 

an address to the Prophet and the believers, reminding them that their Lord will 

punish and chain those who tortured and chained others. But the two kinds of 

punishment are entirely different. Meagre is the torture that any creature can 

administer, but great is that inflicted by the Creator. Let the tyrants continue with 

their punishment and in different ways. The ardent love of wealth, the craving to 

accumulate it through usury and other means, was a distinctive feature of Makkan 

society as it is a distinctive feature of all j hiliyyah societies at all times. 

These few verses do not merely expose the true nature of such an attitude. They 

also condemn it and urge its discontinuation. Condemnation is evident in the 

repetition noted in these verses, their rhythm and metre: “You devour the inheritance 

[of others] greedily, and you love wealth passionately.” (Verses 19-20) 

The Fateful Day 
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Once their erroneous concept of the trial with wealth and poverty is outlined, and 

their vile attitude is exposed there follows a stern warning about the Day of 

Judgement which comes after the result of the test is known. Here the rhythm is very 

powerful: “No indeed! When the earth is systematically levelled down, and your Lord comes, 

with the angels rank on rank, and on that day, hell is brought near, then man will remember, 

but how will that remembrance avail him! He shall say, ‘Oh, would that I had prepared for 

my life!’ On that day, none will punish as He punishes, and none will bind with chains as He 

binds.” (Verses 21-26) 

The total destruction of all that is on earth and its systematic levelling is one of the 

upheavals that overwhelm the universe on the Day of Resurrection. God’s coming 

with the angels is unexplained but the expression overflows with reverence, awe and 

fear. The same applies to bringing hell closer. We take it to mean that hell on that day 

will be very close to its prospective dwellers. What actually happens and how it 

happens is part of the divine knowledge God has chosen to withhold until that day. 

These verses, with their captivating rhythm and sharp notes, portray nevertheless a 

scene which strikes fear into people’s hearts, and makes it apparent in their eyes. The 

earth is being systematically levelled; God Almighty judges everyone; the angels 

stand there rank on rank, while hell is brought near and set in readiness. 

At that moment “man will remember.” Man, who lived unaware of the wisdom 

behind the trial with worldly riches or with deprivation; who devoured the 

inheritance of orphans greedily; who craved for money and did not care for the 

orphans or the needy; who tyrannized, spread corruption and turned away from 

divine guidance, will then remember the truth and take account of what he beholds. 

But alas! It is too late: “But how will that remembrance avail him?” (Verse 23) The time 

for remembrance is over, so remembrance on the Day of Judgement and reward will 

not profit anybody. It serves merely as an act of grief for a chance given but not taken 

in this present life. 

When man is fully aware of the true nature of his situation he says despairingly, 

“Oh, would that I had prepared for my life” (Verse 24) For the true life, the only one that 

deserves the name, is indeed the life hereafter. It is the one which is worth preparing 

for. “Oh, would that I had...” It is a sigh of evident regret and grief, but it is the most a 

man can do for himself then. 

The s rah goes on to portray man’s fate after his desperate sighing and useless 

wishing: “On that day, none will punish as He punishes, and none will bind with chains as 

He binds.” (Verses 25-26) It is God Almighty who inflicts His incomparable 

punishment, and who binds as no one can bind. This divine punishment and binding 

are explained in detail in other parts of the Qur’ n, but the reference here is very 

brief, stressing mainly their incomparability to human action. 
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The reference to divine punishment here brings to mind the earlier reference to 

human tyranny in the given examples of the ` d, Thamūd and Pharaoh. Those 

tyrants are stated to have spread much corruption in their lands, including physically 

torturing people and binding them with chains and ropes. These last verses serve as 

an address to the Prophet and the believers, reminding them that their Lord will 

punish and chain those who tortured and chained others. But the two kinds of 

punishment are entirely different. Meagre is the torture that any creature can 

administer, but great is that inflicted by the Creator. Let the tyrants continue with 

their punishment and persecution; they will have their turn and be the sufferers of a 

punishment which is beyond all imagination. 

Amidst all this unimaginable horror comes an address from on high to the 

believers: “Oh soul at peace! Return to your Lord, well pleased and well pleasing. Enter, 

then, together with My servants! Enter My paradise!” (Verses 27-30) 

It is a tender, compassionate and reassuring address: “Oh soul at peace!” (Verse 27) 

It speaks of freedom and ease, after the earlier reference to chains and affliction: 

“Return to your Lord.” (Verse 28) After your alienation on earth and your separation 

from the one you belong to. Return now to your Lord with whom you have strong 

ties: “well pleased and well pleasing.” (Verse 28) It is a gentle address which spreads 

compassion and satisfaction. “Enter, then, together with My servants, “ among those 

servants chosen to enjoy this divine grace.” Enter My paradise,” to receive God’s 

mercy and protection. 

As it opens, this address generates an aura of heaven: “Oh soul at peace!” The 

believer’s is a soul at peace with its Lord, certain of its way, confident of its fate. It is 

a soul satisfied in all eventualities, happiness or affliction, wealth or poverty. It 

entertains no doubts; it is free from transgressions. The gentle music adds a feeling of 

intimacy and peace. The majestic face of God, the Compassionate, the Merciful, with 

all His splendour looks on from above. 
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SURAH 90 

Al-Balad 
(The City) 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

I swear by this city, (1) 

this city in which you are a dweller, (2) 

by parent and offspring: (3) 

indeed, We have created man in affliction. (4) 

Does he think that no one has power over him? 

(5) 

He says: ‘I have spent abundant wealth.’ (6) 

Does he think that none observes him? (7) 

Have We not given him two eyes, (8) 

a tongue, and two lips, (9) 

Iω ãΝ Å¡ø% é& # x‹≈ pκ Í5 Ï$ s#t7 ø9 $# ∩⊇∪  

|MΡr& uρ B≅ Ïn # x‹≈ pκ Í5 Ï$ s#t7 ø9 $# ∩⊄∪  

7$ Î!# uρuρ $tΒuρ t$ s!uρ ∩⊂∪  

ô‰s) s9 $uΖø) n=yz z⎯≈ |¡ΣM}$# ’ Îû >‰t6 x. ∩⊆∪  

Ü= |¡øt s†r& βr& ⎯ ©9 u‘ Ï‰ø) tƒ Ïμø‹n=tã Ó‰tn r& ∩∈∪  

ãΑθà) tƒ àM õ3n=÷δr& Zω$tΒ # ´‰t7 —9 ∩∉∪  

Ü= |¡øt s†r& βr& öΝ ©9 ÿ… çν ttƒ î‰tn r& ∩∠∪  

óΟ s9 r& ≅ yèøg wΥ … ã&©! È⎦÷⎫uΖøŠ tã ∩∇∪  

$ZΡ$|¡Ï9 uρ É⎥÷⎫tGx x© uρ ∩®∪  
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and shown him the two paths? (10) 

Yet he would not scale the Ascent. (11) 

Would that you knew what the Ascent is. (12) 

It is the freeing of a slave, (13) 

or the feeding, on a day of famine, (14) 

of an orphaned near of kin, (15) 

or a needy man in distress, (16) 

and to be of those who believe and enjoin on one 

another to be patient in adversity, and enjoin 

mercy on one another. (17) 

Those who do this shall be on the right hand. 

(18) 

And those who deny Our revelations shall bon 

the left hand, (19) 

with fire closing in upon them. (20) 

çμ≈ oΨ÷ƒ y‰yδ uρ È⎦ø⎪y‰ô∨ ¨Ζ9 $# ∩⊇⊃∪  

Ÿξsù zΝ ys tFø% $# sπ t7 s) yèø9 $# ∩⊇⊇∪  

!$tΒuρ y71 u‘ ÷Š r& $tΒ èπ t7 s) yèø9 $# ∩⊇⊄∪  

’7 sù >π t6 s%u‘ ∩⊇⊂∪  

÷ρr& ÒΟ≈ yèôÛÎ) ’Îû 5Θöθtƒ “ÏŒ 7π t7 tóó¡tΒ ∩⊇⊆∪ 

$VϑŠ ÏK tƒ # sŒ >π t/ tø) tΒ ∩⊇∈∪  

÷ρr& $YΖŠ Å3ó¡ÏΒ # sŒ 7π t/ uøItΒ ∩⊇∉∪  
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Îö9¢Á9 $$Î/ (#öθ|¹# uθs?uρ Ïπ uΗxq öuΚø9 $$Î/ ∩⊇∠∪  

y7 Í× ¯≈ s9 'ρé& Ü=≈pt õ¾r& Ïπ uΖyϑø‹pR ùQ $# ∩⊇∇∪  

t⎦⎪Ï% ©!$# uρ (#ρãx x. $uΖÏG≈ tƒ$t↔ Î/ öΝ èδ Ü=≈ysô¹r& 

Ïπ yϑt↔ ô±yϑø9 $# ∩⊇®∪  

öΝ Íκ ö n=tã Ö‘$tΡ 8ο y‰|¹÷σ •Β ∩⊄⊃∪ 

Overview 

This short s rah touches on a great many facts which are of central importance to 

human life. Its style is characterized by powerful allusions. Numerous facts of this 

nature are not easily combined in any form of concise writing except that of the 
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Qur’ n, with its unique ability to hit the right chords with such swift and penetrating 

strokes. 

Affliction in Human Life 

The s rah opens with an emphatic oath asserting an inherent fact of human life: “I 

swear by this city, this city in which you are a dweller, by parent and offspring: indeed, We 

have created man in affliction.” (Verses 1-4) The city is Makkah, which houses the 

Ka`bah, the sacred house of God that was the first temple ever to be erected on this 

earth as a place of peace where people put down their weapons and forget their 

quarrels. They meet there in peace; each is sacred to all. Even the plants, the birds 

and all creatures that happen to be in this city enjoy full and complete security. It is 

the House built by Abraham, the father of Ishmael, who is the grandfather of all 

Arabs and Muslims. 

God then honours His Prophet, Mu ammad, by mentioning him and his residence 

in Makkah, a fact which adds to the sanctity of the city, its honour and glory. This is a 

point of great significance in this context; for the unbelievers were violating the 

sanctity of the House by harassing the Prophet and the Muslims in it. But the House 

is sacred and the Prophet’s dwelling in its neighbourhood makes it even more so. 

God’s oath by this city and by the Prophet’s residence in it adds even more to its 

sacredness and glory, which consequently makes the unbelievers’ attitude grossly 

impertinent and objectionable. Their attitude becomes even more singular, 

considering their claims to be the custodians of the House, Ishmael’s descendants 

and Abraham’s followers. 

This last reference supports the inclination to take the next-- verse, “by parent and 

offspring,” to refer to Abraham and Ishmael in particular. This reading includes in the 

oath the Prophet, the city where he lives, the founder of the House and his offspring. 

However, it does not preclude that the statement can also be a general one, referring 

to the phenomenon of reproduction which preserves the human race. This reference 

may be taken as an introduction to the discussion about man’s nature, which is 

indeed the theme of the s rah. 

In his commentary on this s rah in Tafsīr Juz `Amma, the late Shaikh Mu ammad 

`Abdūh, makes a fine remark which is useful to quote here: 

God then swears by parent and children to draw our attention to the great 

importance of this stage of reproduction in life, and to the infinite wisdom 

and perfection which this stage involves. It also emphasizes the great 

suffering encountered by parent and offspring during the process from its 

inception up to its conclusion, when the newcomer achieves a certain degree 
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of development. 

Think of plants and the tough opposition met by a seed of a plant in the 

process of growth, until it adapts to the various factors of climate. Think of its 

attempts to absorb the food necessary for its survival from its surroundings, 

till it develops branches and leaves. It then prepares for the production of a 

similar seed or seeds that will repeat its function and add to the beauty of the 

world around it. Think of all this then consider the more advanced forms of 

animal and human life and you will see something much greater and far 

more wonderful concerning reproduction. You will have a feeling of the 

hardship and suffering met by all parents and offspring for the sake of 

preserving the species and the beauty of this world. 

The oath reaffirms an intrinsic fact in human life: “Indeed, We have created man in 

affliction.” (Verse 4) Indeed, man’s life is a process of continued hardship that never 

ends, as stated in S rah 84, The Rending: “O man! You have been toiling towards your 

Lord, and you shall meet Him.” (84: 6) 

No sooner does the first living cell settle in the mother’s womb than it starts to 

encounter affliction and has to work hard in order to prepare for itself the right 

conditions for its survival, with the permission of its Lord. It continues to do so until 

it is ready for the process of birth, which is a great ordeal for both mother and baby. 

Before the baby finally sees the light it undergoes a great deal of pushing and 

squeezing to the point of near suffocation in its passage out of the womb. 

A stage of harder endurance and greater suffering follows. The new-born baby 

begins to breathe the air, which is a new experience. It opens its mouth and inflates 

its lungs for the first time with a cry which tells of the harsh start. The digestive 

system then starts to function in a manner which is totally unfamiliar, as does blood 

circulation. Then it starts to empty its bowels, encountering great difficulty in 

adapting its system to this new function. Indeed, every new step or movement is 

attended by suffering. If one watches this baby when it begins to crawl and walk, one 

sees the kind of effort required to execute such minor and elementary movements. 

Such affliction continues with teething, and learning to stand, walk, learn and think. 

Indeed, in every new experience much affliction is involved. 

Then the roads diverge and the struggle takes different forms. One person 

struggles with his muscles, another with his mind and a third with his soul. One toils 

for a mouthful of food or a rag to dress himself with, another to double or treble his 

wealth. One person strives to achieve a position of power or influence and another 

for the sake of God. One struggles for the sake of satisfying lusts and desires, and 

another for the sake of his faith or ideology. One strives but achieves no more than 

hell and another strives for paradise. Everyone is carrying his own burden and 
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climbing his own hill to arrive finally at the meeting place appointed by God, where 

the wretched shall endure their worst suffering while the blessed enjoy their endless 

happiness. 

Affliction, life’s foremost characteristic, takes various forms and shapes but it is 

always judged by its eventual results. The loser is the one who ends up suffering 

more affliction in the hereafter, and the prosperous is the one whose striving 

qualifies him to be released from affliction and ensures him the ultimate repose 

under his Lord’s shelter. Yet there is some reward in this present life for the different 

kinds of struggle which people endure. The one who labours for a great cause differs 

from the one who labours for a trivial one, in the amount and the quality of 

gratification each of them gains from his labour and sacrifice. 

Great Blessings 

Having established this fact concerning human nature and human life, the s rah 

goes on to discuss some of the claims that man makes and some of the concepts 

underlying his behaviour. “Does he think that no one has power over him? He says: ‘I have 

spent abundant wealth.’ Does he think that none observes him?” (Verses 5-7) 

This creature, man, whose suffering and struggling never come to an end, forgets 

his real nature and becomes so conceited with what God has given him of power, 

ability, skill and prosperity that he behaves as if he is not accountable for what he 

does. He indulges in oppression, tyranny, victimization and exploitation, trying to 

acquire enormous wealth. He corrupts himself and others in total disregard of 

anything of value. Such is the character of a man whose heart is stripped of faith. 

When he is called upon to spend for good causes, he says, “I have spent abundant 

wealth,” and given more than enough. “Does he think that none observes him?” (Verse 7) 

Has he forgotten that God is watching over him? He sees what he has spent and for 

what purposes. But man still ignores this, thinking that God is unaware of what he 

has done. 

In view of man’s arrogance, which makes him believe that he is invincible, and in 

view of his meanness and claims of having spent abundantly, the Qur’ n puts before 

him the bounties God has bestowed on him which are manifested in his inherent 

abilities, although he has depreciated them: “Have We not given him two eyes, a tongue 

and two lips, and shown him the two paths?” (Verses 8-10) 

Man is conceited because he feels himself powerful, but he is granted his power by 

God. He is mean with his wealth while God is the One who provided him with it. He 

neither follows right guidance nor shows gratitude, although God has given him the 

means to do so. He has given him eyes which are marvellous, precise and powerful. 

He has also granted him speech and the means of expression, “a tongue, and two lips.” 
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He has equipped him with the ability to distinguish good from evil, and right from 

wrong: and shown him the two paths,” so that he can choose between them. Inherent in 

his make-up is the ability to take either way. It is God’s will that man should be 

given such ability and such freedom of choice, to perfect His scheme of creation 

which assigns to every creature its role in life and equips it with the means necessary 

for its fulfilment. 

This verse explains the essence of human nature. In fact, the basis of the Islamic 

viewpoint of human psychology is contained in this verse and four verses in the next 

s rah, The Sun: “By the soul and its moulding and inspiration with knowledge of wickedness 

and righteousness. Successful is the one who keeps it pure, and ruined is the one who corrupts 

it.” (91: 7-10) 

Scaling the Ascent 

These are the favours bestowed on man to help him follow right guidance: his 

eyes with which he recognizes the evidence of God’s might and the signs throughout 

the universe which should prompt him to adopt the faith, and his tongue and lips 

which are his means of speech and expression. One word sometimes does the job of a 

sword or a shotgun and can be even more effective than either. It may, on the other 

hand, plunge a man into the fire of hell. Mu ‘ dh ibn Jabal said: “I was with the 

Prophet on a journey. One day I was walking beside him when I said, ‘Messenger of 

God! Point out to me something I may do to take me to paradise and keep me away 

from hell.’ He said, ‘You have indeed asked about something great, yet it is quite 

attainable by those for whom God has made it easy. Worship God alone, assigning to 

Him no partner, offer your prayers regularly, pay out your zak t [i.e. what is due to 

the poor of one’s money], fast in the month of Ramad n and offer the pilgrimage.’ 

The Prophet then said, ‘Shall I point out to you the gates of goodness?’ I said, ‘Yes, 

Messenger of God, please do.’ He said, ‘Fasting is a safeguard and a means of 

protecting yourself; charity erases your errors just as water extinguishes a burning 

fire; and your praying in the late hours of the night is the sign of piety.’ He then 

recited the verse, “[those] who forsake their beds as they call on their Lord in fear and in 

hope; and who give in charity of what We have bestowed on them. No soul knows what bliss 

and comfort is in store for these as reward for their labours.” (32: 16-17) The Prophet then 

added: ‘Shall I tell you what the heart of the matter is, its backbone and its highest 

grade?’ I said, ‘Yes, Messenger of God, please do.’ He said, ‘The heart is Islam, i.e. 

submission to God, the backbone is prayers, and the highest grade is jih d, i.e. 

struggle for the cause of God.’ He then said, ‘Shall I tell you what commands all 

these?’ I said, ‘Yes, Messenger of God, please do.’ He said, ‘Control this,’ pointing to 

his tongue. I said, ‘Are we, Prophet of God, really accountable for what we say?’ He 

said ‘Watch what you are saying. 
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For what else are people dragged on their faces in hell apart from what their 

tongues produce?’“ [Related by A mad, al-Tirmidh , al-Nas ’  and Ibn M jah.]” 

All these bounties have not motivated man to attempt the Ascent that stands 

between him and heaven. God explains the nature of the Ascent in the following 

verses: “Yet he would not scale the Ascent. Would that you knew what the Ascent is. It is the 

freeing of a slave, or the feeding, on a day of famine, of an orphaned near of kin, or a needy 

man in distress, and to be of those who believe and enjoin on one another to be patient in 

adversity, and enjoin mercy on one another. Those who do this shall be on the right hand.” 

(Verses 11-18) 

This is the ascent which man, except those who equip themselves with faith, 

refrains from attempting, and which separates him from paradise. If he crosses it he 

will arrive! Putting it in such a way serves as a powerful incentive and stimulus to 

take up the challenge. For the ascent has been clearly marked as the obstacle 

depriving man of such an enormous fortune. The importance of scaling the ascent in 

God’s sight is then emphasized to encourage man to scale it no matter what the 

effort. For struggle he must, in any case. But if he attempts it, his struggle will not be 

wasted but will bring him favourable results. 

Then follows an explanation of this ascent and its nature by means of, first, 

pointing out some actions which were totally lacking in the particular surroundings 

that the message of Islam was facing at the time: the freeing of slaves and the feeding 

of the poor who were subjected to the cruelty of an ungracious and greedy society. It 

then adds what is applicable to all ages and societies and needed by all who wish to 

attempt the ascent: “To be of those who bElieve and enjoin on one another to be patient in 

adversity, and enjoin mercy on one another.” (Verse 17) There are reports which 

comment on the particular usage of freeing slafes in this s raH, explaining that it 

includes eVen sharing in an effort to free a slave, not meBely bearing all the expense 

involved. Even then the outcome is the same. 

Setting Practical Examples 

This s rah sas revealed in Iakkah when IslaM was surrounded powerful enemies 

and the state that would implement its laws s non-existent. Slavery was widespread 

in Arabia and the world large. The treatment meted out to slaves was brutal. When 

some the slaves or former slaves, like `Amm r ibn Y sir and his family, Bil l ibn 

Rabah, and others, accepted Islam their plight became worse, and their cruel masters 

subjected them to unbearable torture. then became clear that the only way to save 

them was to buy them from their masters. Abū Bakr, the Prophet’s Companion, was, 

as usual, the first to rise to the occasion, with all the boldness and gallantry it 

required. 
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Ibn Is q relates: 

Bil l, Abū Bakr’s servant, was owned by some individual of the clan of Juma  

as he was born a slave. He was, however, a genuine Muslim and clean-

hearted. Umayyah ibn Khalaf, the Juma  master, used to take Bil l out when 

it became unbearably hot and order him to be laid down on his back on the 

hot sand of Makkah and cause a massive rock to be placed on his chest. Then, 

he would say to Bil l that he was to stay like that until he died or renounced 

Mu ammad and accepted as deities the idols called al-Lat and al-‘Uzz , the 

goddesses of the pagan Arabs. Under all such pressure, Bil l would simply 

say, ‘One, One,’ meaning that there is only one God. 

One day, Abū Bakr passed by and saw Bil l in that condition. He said to 

Umayyah: ‘Do you not fear God as you torture this helpless soul? How long 

can you go on doing this?’ Umayyah replied, ‘You spoiled him, so you save 

him.’ Abū Bakr said, ‘I will. I have a black boy who follows your religion but 

he is stronger and more vigorous than Bil l. What do you say to an exchange 

deal?’ Umayyah said, ‘I accept.’ Abū Bakr said, ‘Then he is yours.’ Then Abū 

Bakr took Bil l and set him free. 

While in Makkah, before the migration to Madinah, Abū Bakr freed a total of 

seven people: ` mir ibn Fah rah, who fought in the Battle of Badr and was 

killed in the Battle of Bi’r Ma`ūnah, was the only other man freed by Abū 

Bakr. The other five were women. The first two were Umm `Ubays and 

Zan rah, who lost her eyesight when she was freed. Some of the Quraysh 

claimed that the two idols al-L t and al-‘Uzz  caused the loss of her eyesight. 

Zan rah said, ‘What rubbish! Al-L t and al-‘Uzz  are absolutely powerless.’ 

God then willed that she should recover her sight. 

Abū Bakr also freed a woman called al-Nahdiyyah and her daughter, who 

belonged to a woman of the clan of `Abd al-D r. One day he passed by the 

two women as their mistress was sending them on an errand to prepare some 

flour. As she gave them her instructions, she declared: ‘By God, I will never 

set you free.’ Abū Bakr said to her, ‘Release yourself of your oath.’ She 

rejoined, ‘It was you who spoilt them. Why don’t you set them free?’ He said, 

‘How much do you want for them?’ She named her price. He said, ‘It is a 

deal, and they are free.’ He turned to the two women and told them to give 

the woman her flour back. They suggested that they should finish preparing 

it for her first and he agreed. 

The fifth woman was a Muslim slave of the clan of Mu`ammal. She was being 

tortured by `Umar ibn al-Kha b, who was then still an unbeliever. He beat 

her until he was tired and said to her, ‘I apologize to you. I have only stopped 
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beating you because I am bored,’ to which she replied, And so God shall 

thwart you.’ Abū Bakr bought her and set her free. 

Abū Qu fah, Abū Bakr’s father, said to him, ‘I see you, son, freeing some 

weak slaves. Why don’t you free some strong men who can defend and 

protect you?’ Abū Bakr replied, ‘I am only doing this for the sake of God, 

father.’ Thus Abū Bakr scaled the ascent by freeing those helpless souls, for 

the sake of God. The attendant circumstances in that particular society make 

such an action one of the most important steps towards scaling the ascent.27 

“Or the feeding, on a day of famine, of an orphaned near of kin, or a needy man in 

distress.” (Verses 14-16) A time of famine and hunger, when food becomes scarce, is a 

time when the reality of faith is tested. For orphans in that greedy, miserly and 

ungracious society were oppressed and mistreated even by their relatives. The 

Qur’ n is full of verses which urge people to treat orphans well. This, in itself, is a 

measure of the cruelty of the orphans’ surroundings. Good treatment for orphans is 

also urged in the s rahs revealed in Madinah, as they outline the rules of inheritance, 

custody and marriage, especially in S rahs 2, The Cow, and 4, Women. The same can 

be said of feeding the needy on a day of famine, which is portrayed here as another 

step for scaling the ascent. For this is again a test which reveals the characteristics of 

the believer, such as mercy, sympathy, co-operation and lack of selfishness. It also 

reveals the extent of one’s fear of God. 

These two steps, freeing slaves and feeding the needy, are mentioned in the s rah 

as necessary in the existing situation at the time of revelation. However, their 

implication is general, which accounts for their being mentioned first. They are 

followed by the widest and most important step of all: “And to be of those who believe 

and enjoin on one another to be patient in adversity, and enjoin mercy on one another.” 

(Verse 17) The conjunction in the Arabic text is ‘then’, but it does not signify here any 

time ordering; it is used simply as an introduction to the statement about the most 

important and valuable step of all towards scaling the ascent. For what would be the 

value of freeing slaves or feeding the hungry without faith? It is faith which gives 

such actions their value and their weight in God’s sight, because it relates them to a 

profound and consistent system. Thus good deeds are no longer the result of a 

momentary impulse. Their aim is not any social reputation or self-interest. 

Patience in adversity is an important element in the general context of faith as well 

as in the particular context of attempting the ascent. That people should counsel each 

other to be patient in adversity is to attain a highest level than that of having such a 

quality themselves. It is a practical demonstration of the solidarity of the believers as 

they co-operate closely to carry out their duties as believers in God. The society 

                                                 
27 Ibn Hish m, Al-Sīrah al-Nabawiyyah, D r al-Qalam, Beirut, Vol. 1, n.d., pp. 339-41. 
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formed by the believers is an integrated structure whose elements share the same 

feelings and the same awareness about the need to exert themselves in establishing 

the divine system on earth and to carry out its duties fully. Hence, they counsel each 

other to persevere as they shoulder their common responsibilities. They rally to 

support one another in order to achieve their common objective. This is something 

more than perseverance by individuals, although it builds on it. For it indicates the 

individual’s role in the believers’ society, namely, that he must be an element of 

strength and a source of hope and comfort to the whole society. 

The same applies to enjoining each other to be merciful, which is a grade higher 

than simply being merciful themselves. Thus the spirit of mercy spreads among the 

believers as they consider such mutual counselling an individual and communal 

duty in the fulfilment of which all co-operate. Hence, the idea of ‘community’ is 

evident in this injunction, as it is emphasized elsewhere in the Qur’ n and in the 

traditions of the Prophet. This idea is central to the concept of Islam which is a 

religion and a way of life. Nevertheless, the responsibility and accountability of the 

individual are clearly defined and strongly emphasized. Those who scale the ascent, 

as defined here in the Qur’ n, shall have their dwelling place on the right hand, 

which indicates that they will enjoy a happy recompense for what they do in this life. 

“And those who deny Our revelations shall be on the left hand, with fire closing in upon 

them.” (Verses 19-20) There is no need here to identify this group with more than 

‘those who deny Our revelations,’ as this is enough to settle the issue. Nothing can be 

good if coupled with unbelief. All evil is contained and encompassed by the denial of 

God. There is no point in saying that this group do not free slaves or give food to the 

needy, and, moreover, they deny Our revelations. For such a denial renders 

worthless any action they may do. They dwell on the left hand, which indicates their 

degradation and disgrace. These people cannot scale the ascent. 

“With fire closing in upon them.” (Verse 20) That is, they are encircled by it either in 

the sense that they are locked within it, or in the sense that it is their eternal abode. 

Its being close above them gives them no chance of breaking away from it. The two 

meanings are quite interesting. 

These are then the fundamental facts concerning human life laid down from the 

point of view of faith, in a limited space but with great power and clarity. This 

remains the distinctive characteristic of Qur’ nic style. 
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S RAH 91 

Al-Shams 
(The Sun) 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

By the sun and his morning brightness, (1) 

by the moon as she follows him, (2) 

by the day, which reveals his splendour, (3) 

by the night, which veils him. (4) 

By the heaven and its construction, (5) 

by the earth and its spreading, (6) 

by the soul and its moulding(7) 

and inspiration with knowledge of wickedness 

and righteousness. (8) 

Successful is the one who keeps it pure, (9) 
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and ruined is the one who corrupts it. (10) 

In their overweening arrogance the people of 

Thamūd denied the truth, (11) 

when their most hapless wretch broke forth. (12) 

God’s Messenger said to them: ‘It is a she-camel 

belonging to God, so let her have her drink.’ (13) 

But they rejected him, and cruelly slaughtered her. 

For this their sin their Lord let loose His scourge 

upon them, and razed their city to the ground. 

(14) 

He does not fear what may follow. (15) 
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Overview 

This s rah, which maintains the same rhyme in all its verses and keeps the same 

musical beat throughout, starts with several aesthetic touches which seem to spring 

out from the surrounding universe and its phenomena. These phenomena form the 

framework which encompasses the great truth which is the subject matter of the 

s rah, namely, the nature of man, his inherent abilities, choice of action, and 

responsibility in determining his own fate. 

This s rah also refers to the story of the Thamūd and their negative attitude to the 

warnings they received from God’s messenger, to their killing of the she-camel, and 

finally their complete annihilation. This provides an example of the unpromising 

prospects which await those who corrupt their souls instead of keeping them pure 

and who do not confine themselves within the limits of piety. “Successful is the one 

who keeps it pure, and ruined is the one who corrupts it.” (Verses 9-10) 

God’s Solemn Oath 

By the sun and his morning brightness, by the moon as she follows him, by the day, 

which reveals his splendour, by the night, which veils him. By the heaven and its 
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construction, by the earth and its spreading, by the soul and its moulding and 

inspiration with knowledge of wickedness and righteousness. Successful is the one 

who keeps it pure, and ruined is the one who corrupts it. (Verses 1-10) 

God swears by these objects and universal phenomena as He swears by the 

human soul, how it is fashioned and the inspiration it receives. The oath gives these 

creatures an added significance and draws man’s attention to them. Man ought to 

contemplate these phenomena and try to appreciate their value and the purpose of 

their creation. 

There exists in fact, some kind of a special language through which the human 

heart communicates with the universe. This language is part of human nature. It is a 

language which does not use sounds and articulation. It is a communication to hearts 

and an inspiration to souls which come alive whenever man looks up to the universe 

for an inspiring or cheerful sight. Hence, the Qur’ n frequently urges man to reflect 

upon his surroundings. It does this in various ways, sometimes directly and 

sometimes with hints, incidental touches and stimuli. In this case, for example, some 

phenomena of the universe are made the subject of God’s oath, in order to serve as a 

framework for what follows in the s rah. These explicit directives and indirect hints 

are very frequent in the s rahs of the present volume. There is hardly any s rah 

which does not encourage man, in one way or another, to communicate with the 

universe, in secret language, so that he may appreciate its signs and understand its 

address. 

Here we have an inspiring oath by the sun and the mid-morning. The oath also 

specifies the time when the sun rises above the horizon, when it is indeed at its most 

beautiful. Indeed, mid-morning is, in winter, a time of refreshing warmth. In 

summer, it is a time when the atmosphere is just mild and fresh before the blazing 

heat of midday sets in, and the sun is at its clearest. 

The oath is also by the moon as she follows the sun and spreads her beautiful and 

clear light. Between the moon and the human heart there is an age-long fascination 

that is well established in men’s inmost souls. It is a fascination that is born anew 

every time the two meet. The moon issues her own special whispers and inspirations 

to the human heart, and she sings her songs of praise of God, the Creator. On a clear 

night, one can almost feel oneself sailing through the moonlight, clearing one’s 

worries and enjoying perfect bliss as one feels the hand of the Maker beyond this 

perfect creation. 

God also swears by the day as it reveals the sun. The Arabic wording of this verse, 

wan-nah ri idh  jall h , makes the possessive pronoun attached to ‘splendour’ 

ambiguous. Initially, one tends to take it as if it refers to the sun. The general context, 

however, suggests that it refers to the earth as it is lit by the sun. This method of 
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changing referents is widely employed in the Qur’ n when the change is easily 

noticed and the subject matter familiar. Here we have a discreet allusion to the fact 

that sunlight reveals the earth and has a great effect on human life. Our familiarity 

with the sun and its light makes us tend to overlook its beauty and function. This 

Qur’ nic hint alerts us anew to this magnificent daily spectacle. 

The same applies to the next verse, “by the night, which veils him.” (Verse 4) This is 

the opposite of what happens during the day. Night time is like a screen that covers 

and hides everything. It also leaves its own impressions on everyone, and its impact 

on human life is no less important than that of the day time. 

God then swears “by the heaven and its construction.” (Verse 5) When heaven is 

mentioned, our immediate thoughts go to the huge dome-like sky above us in which 

we see the stars and the planets moving, each in its orbit. But we are in fact uncertain 

of the exact nature of heaven. However, what we see above us does bear the idea of 

building and construction because it looks to us a firm and solid whole. As to how it 

is built and what keeps it together as it floats in infinite space, we have no answer. 

All that has been advanced in this field is only theory that is liable to be invalidated 

or modified. We are certain, however, that God’s hand is the one which holds this 

structure together, as emphasized elsewhere in the Qur’ n: “It is God who upholds the 

heavens and the earth lest they collapse. Should they collapse none could uphold them after He 

will have ceased to do so.” (35: 41) This is the only definite and absolute truth about the 

matter. 

The oath then includes the earth and its spreading as preparatory to the 

emergence of life. Indeed, human and animal life would not have been possible had 

the earth not been spread out. It is indeed the special characteristics and the natural 

laws which God has incorporated in the making of this earth that make life on it 

possible, according to His will and plan. It appears that if any of these laws were 

violated or upset, life on earth would become impossible or change its course. The 

most important of these is perhaps the spreading out of the earth which is also 

mentioned in S rah 79, The Pluckers: “After that He spread out the earth. He brought out 

water from it, and brought forth its pastures.” (79: 3031) When the s rah mentions the 

spreading out of the earth, it actually reminds us of God’s hand which brought this 

about. 

A Look into the Human Soul 

The s rah moves on to state the basic truth about man, and relates this truth to the 

various phenomena of the universe, for man is one of the most remarkable wonders 

in this harmonious creation: “By the soul and its moulding and inspiration with 

knowledge of wickedness and righteousness. Successful is the one who keeps it pure, and 



Al-Shams (The Sun) 

 171

ruined is the one who corrupts it.” (Verses 7-10) 

The basis of the Islamic concept of human psychology is outlined in these four 

verses, along with verse 10 of the preceding s rah, The City, “And [We have] shown 

him the two paths,” and verse 3 in S rah 76, Man, which says: “We have shown him the 

right path, be he grateful or ungrateful.” They supplement the verses which point out 

the duality in man’s make-up in S rah 38, Ş d, which says: “Your Lord said to the 

angels, ‘I am creating man from clay. When I have fashioned him, and breathed of My spirit 

into him, kneel down and prostrate yourselves before him.’“ (38: 7172) These verses also 

supplement and relate to the verses which define man’s responsibility and 

accountability for his actions, such as the one in S rah 74, The Cloaked One, which 

reads: “Everyone is held in pledge for whatever he has wrought,” and the verse in S rah 

13, Thunder, which states that God’s attitude to man is directly related to man’s own 

behaviour: “God does not change a people’s lot until they change what is in their hearts.” 

(13: 11) These and similar verses define the Islamic view of man with perfect clarity. 

God has created man with a duality of nature and ability. What we mean by 

duality is that the two ingredients in his make-up, i.e. earth’s clay and God’ spirit, 

form within him two equal tendencies to good or evil, to either follow divine 

guidance or go astray. Man is just as capable of recognizing the good as he is of 

recognizing the evil in everything he encounters, and he is equally capable of 

directing himself one way or the other. This dual ability is deeply ingrained within 

him. All external factors, like divine messages, only serve to awaken his ability and 

help it take its chosen way. In other words, these factors do not create this innate 

ability; they only help it to develop. 

In addition to his innate ability, man is equipped with a conscious faculty which 

determines his line of action. Hence, he is responsible for his actions and decisions. 

He who uses this faculty to strengthen his inclinations to what is good and to purify 

himself and to weaken his evil drive will be prosperous and successful. By contrast, a 

person who uses this faculty to suppress the good in him will ruin himself: 

“Successful is the one who keeps it pure, and ruined is the one who corrupts it.” (Verses 9-

10) 

There must be, then, an element of responsibility attached to man’s conscious 

faculty and freedom of choice. Since he is free to choose between his tendencies, his 

freedom must be coupled with responsibility. He is assigned a definite task related to 

the power given to him. But God, the Compassionate, does not leave man with no 

guidance other than his natural impulses or his conscious, decision-making faculty. 

God helps him by sending him messages which lay down accurate and permanent 

criteria, and points out to him the signs, within him and in the world at large, which 

should help him choose the right path and clear his way of any obstructions so that 

he can see the truth. Thus, he recognizes his way easily and clearly and his conscious 
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decision-making faculty functions in full knowledge of the nature of the direction it 

chooses and the implications of that choice. 

This is what God has willed for man and whatever takes place within this 

framework is a direct fulfilment of His will. 

From this very general outline of the Islamic concept of man emerge a number of 

vital and valuable facts: firstly, that this concept elevates man to the high position of 

being responsible for his actions and allows him freedom of choice, within the 

confines of God’s will that has granted him this freedom. Responsibility and freedom 

of choice, therefore, make man the honoured creature of this world, a position 

worthy of the creature in whom God has blown something of His own spirit and 

whom He ha made with His own hand and raised above most of His creation 

Secondly, it puts man’s fate in his own hands — according to God’s will as already 

explained — and makes him responsible for it. This stimulates caution in him as well 

as a positive sense of fear of God. For he knows then that God’s will is fulfilled 

through his own actions and decisions: “God does not change a people’s lot until they 

change what is in their hearts.” (13: 11) This is in itself a great responsibility which 

demands that one should always be alert. 

Thirdly, it reminds man of his permanent need to refer to the criteria fixed by God 

in order to ensure that his desires do not get the better of him. Thus man stays near 

to God, follows His guidance and illuminates his way by divine light. Indeed, the 

standard of purity man can achieve is limitless. 

Historical Example 

The s rah then gives an example of the failure which befalls those who corrupt 

themselves, and erect a barrier between themselves and divine guidance: “In their 

overweening arrogance the people of Tham d denied the truth, when their most hapless 

wretch broke forth. God’s Messenger said to them: ‘It is a she-camel belonging to God, so let 

her have her drink.’ But they rejected him, and cruelly slaughtered her. For this their sin their 

Lord let loose His scourge upon them, and razed their city to the ground. He does not fear 

what may follow.” (Verses 11-15) 

The story of the Thamūd and their messenger, Ş li , is mentioned several times in 

the Qur’ n. A discussion of it is given every time it occurs. The reader may refer for 

further details to the commentary on S rah 89, The Dawn, in this volume. The 

present s rah, however, states that the people of Thamūd rejected their prophet and 

accused him of lying simply because they were arrogant and insolent. Their 

transgression is represented here by the most hapless wretch among them rushing to 

slaughter the she-camel. He is the most wretched as a result of his crime. Their 
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messenger had warned them in advance, saying, “It is a she-camel belonging to God, so 

let her have her drink.” This was his condition when they asked him for a sign. The 

sign was that the she-camel had the water for herself one day and left it for the rest of 

the cattle the next day. The she-camel must have had something else peculiar to her, 

but we shall not go into detail because God has not told us about it. The Thamūd, 

however, did not heed their messenger’s warnings but killed the she-camel. The 

person who perpetrated the crime, the arch sinner, is the most- wretched, but they 

were all held responsible because they did not take him to task. On the contrary, they 

applauded what he did. A basic principle of Islam is that society bears a collective 

responsibility in this life. This does not conflict with the principle of individual 

responsibility in the hereafter when everyone is answerable for his own deeds. It is a 

sin, however, not to counsel and urge one another to adhere to what is good and not 

to punish evil and transgression. 

As a result of the Thamūd’s arrogance and their outrageous crime, a calamity 

befell them: “For this their sin their Lord let loose His scourge upon them, and razed their 

city to the ground.” (Verse 14) The Arabic verse uses the verb damdama for ‘let loose His 

scourge’, which creates, by its repetitiveness, an added feeling of horror, as we learn 

that the city was completely razed to the ground. 

“He does not fear what may follow.” (Verse 15) All praises and glorification be to 

Him. Whom, what and why should He fear? 

 The meaning aimed at here is what the statement entails: he who does not fear the 

consequences punishes most severely. This is true of God’s punishment. 

In conclusion, we say the s rah provides a link between the human soul, the basic 

facts of the universe, its constant and repetitive scenes and God’s unfailing law of 

punishing tyrant transgressors. This He does according to His own wise planning 

which sets a time for everything and a purpose for every action. He is the Lord of 

man, the universe and fate. 
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S RAH 92 

Al-Layl 
(The Night) 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

By the night when she lets fall her darkness, (1) 

by the day in full splendour, (2) 

by Him who created the male and the female: (3) 

surely your endeavours have divergent ends. (4) 

As for him who gives and is God-fearing (5) 

and believes in the truth of the ultimate good, (6) 

We shall smooth the way to perfect ease. (7) 

But as for him who is a miser and deems himself 

self-sufficient, (8) 

and rejects the truth of the ultimate good, (9) 
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We shall smooth the way to affliction. (10) 

What will his wealth avail him when he goes 

down [to his grave] . (11) 

It is for Us to give guidance, (12) 

and Ours is the life to come, and this first life. 

(13) 

I warn you, therefore, of the raging fire, (14) 

which none shall have to endure but the most 

hapless wretch, (15) 

who denies the truth and turns away. (16) 

Kept away from it will be him who is God-

fearing, (17) 

who gives away his money to purify himself, (18) 

not in recompense of any favours done him by 

anyone. (19) 

but only out of a longing for the countenance of his 

Lord, the Most High. (20) 

He shall indeed be well pleased. (21) 
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Overview 

Within a framework of scenes taken from the universe and human nature, this 

s rah states emphatically the basic facts of action and reward. This issue has diverse 

aspects: “Surely your endeavours have divergent ends. As for him who gives and is God-
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fearing and believes in the truth of the ultimate good, We shall smooth the way to perfect ease. 

But as for him who is a miser and deems himself self-sufficient, and rejects the truth of the 

ultimate good, We shall smooth the way to affliction.” (Verses 4-10) 

The end in the hereafter is also varied, according to the type of action and the 

direction taken in this life: “I warn you, therefore, of the raging fire, which none shall have 

to endure but the most hapless wretch, who denies the truth and turns away. Kept away from 

it will be him who is God-fearing, who gives away his money to purify himself” (Verses 14-

18) 

The subject matter of the s rah, i.e. action and reward, is by nature double 

directional, so the framework chosen for it at the beginning of the s rah is of dual 

colouring. It is based on contrasting aspects in the creation of man and the universe: 

“By the night when she lets fall her darkness, by the day in full splendour, by Him who 

created the male and the female.” (Verses 1-3) This is one form of artistic harmony used 

extensively in the Qur’ n. 

An Oath by Universal Phenomena 

“By the night when she lets fall her darkness, by the day in full splendour, by Him who 

created the male and the female.” (Verses 1-3) God swears by these two of His signs, 

namely, the night and the day, and describes them by the scene each produces on the 

horizon: the night as she enshrouds everything with her veil of darkness, and the day 

as it attains its full splendour. The night covers and conceals the land and all there is 

on it, and the day brightens up and makes every object apparent and visible. These 

times contrast in the astrological cycle and in their respective scenes, qualities and 

effects. God also swears by His creation of all species in two contrasting sexes: “By 

Him who created the male and the female.” (Verse 3) This completes the contrast both in 

the general atmosphere of the s rah and in the facts it emphasizes. 

The night and the day are two general phenomena which carry a certain message 

with which they inspire human hearts. The human soul is automatically affected by 

the cycle of the night and its curtain and the day and its splendid brightness. This 

continuous succession of night and day speaks about the universe, its mysterious 

secrets and phenomena over which man has no control. It suggests that there is a 

power which controls time in the universe as if it was a simple wheel. It also tells of 

never-ending change in the universe. 

As one contemplates and meditates upon these phenomena one is bound to 

conclude that there is an able hand which controls the universe and alternates the 

night and day in that perfect, unfailing accuracy. One is also bound to conclude that 

the hand of God also controls the lives of men. He has not created them in vain, and 

He does not abandon them to lead a life without purpose. 
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However unbelievers try to drown this reality and divert attention away from it, 

our hearts remain responsive to this universe. We receive its intimations and ponder 

over its changes and phenomena. Contemplation and meditation endorse our innate 

feeling that there is a Controller whose presence is bound to be felt and recognized in 

spite of all conceited denials. 

The same applies to the creation of male and female. In man and mammals it all 

starts with a living germ settling in a womb, a sperm which unites with a cell. What 

is the reason then for this difference in outcome? What is it that tells one germ to be a 

male, and instructs another to be a female? Discovery of the operative factors does 

not make the matter any different. How do the male factors exist in one case and the 

female in another? What makes the end product, i.e. division of the species into two 

sexes, so fitting with the course of life as a whole and a guarantee of its continuity 

through procreation? 

Is it all a coincidence? Even coincidence has a rule which deems it impossible for 

all those elements to come together accidentally. The only explanation is that there is 

a Controller in charge who creates the male and the female according to a carefully 

worked out plan which has a definite objective. There is no room for chance in the 

order of this universe. 

Moreover, the male and female division is not limited to mammalia alone: it is 

applicable to all animate species, including plants. Singularity and oneness belong 

only to the Creator who has no parallel whatever. 

A Journey with Divergent Ends 

God swears by these contrasting aspects of the universe and of man’s creation and 

constitution that the striving of human beings is diverse. Since the roads they follow 

lead to different ends, their rewards are also diverse. Good is not the same as evil; 

following right guidance is unlike wrong-doing; and righteousness is different from 

corruption. Generosity and God-consciousness are unlike hoarding and conceit. The 

faithful are totally different from those devoid of faith. Variance of ways necessitates 

variance of destinations: “Surely your endeavours have divergent ends. As for him who 

gives and is God-fearing and believes in the truth of the ultimate good, We shall smooth the 

way to perfect ease. But as for him who is a miser and deems himself self-sufficient, and 

rejects the truth of the ultimate good, We shall smooth the way to affliction. What will his 

wealth avail him when he goes down [to his gravel.” (Verses 4-11)  

“Your endeavours have divergent ends.” (Verse 4) These endeavours vary in essence, 

motives, directions and results. Men have diverse temperaments, environments, 

concepts and concerns, so much so that every man seems to be a distinct world unto 

himself living in his own, special planet.  
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This is a fact, but along with it there is another general fact which applies to all 

beings and their different worlds. It groups them into two distinct classes and two 

contrasting positions. It assigns to each its distinctive label: one “who gives and is God-

fearing and believes in the truth of the ultimate good;” and another “who is a miser and 

deems himself self-sufficient, and rejects the truth of the ultimate good.”  

These are the two positions at which disparate souls line up where all diverse 

striving and divergent ways of life end. Each group has its way in this life smoothed, 

with all obstructions removed: “As for him who gives and is God-fearing and believes in 

the truth of the ultimate good, We shall smooth the way to perfect ease.” (Verses 57) He who 

is charitable, God-fearing and believes in an ideology which is synonymous with 

ultimate good has indeed done his best to purify himself, seeking right guidance. 

Hence, he deserves the help and grace which God has, by His own will, committed 

Himself to provide. For without this grace man finds himself absolutely helpless. He 

whose path to perfect ease and comfort is made smooth by God achieves something 

great. What is more, such a person achieves this great goal in this life without 

difficulty. He lives in ease. Indeed, ease flows from him to all around him. Ease 

becomes characteristic of his movement, action and handling of all things and 

situations. Success and quiet contentedness become the distinctive mark of his life in 

all its details and general aspects. He attains the highest grade of all, in the sense that 

he joins the Prophet as a recipient of God’s promise to His Messenger: “We shall 

smooth your way to perfect ease.” (87: 8) 

But as for him who is a miser and deems himself self-sufficient, and rejects the truth of 

the ultimate good, We shall smooth the way to affliction. What will his wealth avail 

him when he goes down [to his grave]. (Verses 8-11) 

He who sacrifices nothing of himself or his wealth, professes that he is in no need 

of His Lord or His guidance and disbelieves in His message and religion, makes 

himself vulnerable to evil. For so doing he deserves that everything should be made 

hard for him. Hence, God makes easy his path to affliction, and withholds from him 

all kinds of help. God makes every stride he takes really hard, drives him away from 

the path of right guidance, and leaves him to traverse the valleys of misery, although 

he may imagine himself to be taking the road to success. How greatly mistaken he is! 

He loses balance: thus he tries to avoid falling only to go down heavily, and finds 

himself further away from the path set by God, deprived of His pleasure. When he 

eventually goes down to his grave, he can make no use of the wealth he has hoarded. 

It is that very wealth that has caused him to imagine himself in no need of God or 

His guidance. “What will his wealth avail him when he goes down [to his grave].” (Verse 

11) Facilitating evil and sin is the same as facilitating the way to affliction, even 

though the sinful may be successful and prosperous in this life. For is there any 
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affliction worse than hell? Indeed, hell is affliction itself? 

Thus the first part of the s rah ends having made clear that there are only two 

ways for all mankind at all times and in all places. All humanity forms into two 

parties, under two headings, however numerous their colours and forms may be. 

And Different Ends 

The second part states the fate of each group. It emphasizes firstly that the end and 

reward of each group is fair and inevitable, for guidance has been provided and 

warnings have been issued: “It is for Us to give guidance, and Ours is the life to come, and 

this first life. I warn you, therefore, of the raging fire, which none shall have to endure but the 

most hapless wretch, who denies the truth and turns away. Kept away from it will be him who 

is God-fearing, who gives away his money to purify himself not in recompense of any favours 

done him by anyone but only out of a longing for the countenance of his Lord, the Most High. 

He shall indeed be well pleased.” (Verses 12-21) 

One aspect of God’s grace and mercy to His servants is that He has taken it upon 

Himself to provide clear guidance that is readily acceptable to human nature, and to 

explain it as well through His messages and messengers, and by means of the signs 

He has provided. Thus, no one has a valid argument for deviation, and no one will 

suffer injustice: “It is for Us to give guidance.” (Verse 12) Then follows a 

straightforward statement of the essence of power which has control over man and 

everything around him, from which he can have no shelter: “and Ours is the life to 

come, and this first life.” (Verse 13) 

By way of elaboration on the two facts just mentioned, namely, God’s provision of 

guidance and that to Him belongs this life and the hereafter, i.e. the realms of action 

and reward, there is a reminder to us that He has given clear warning to us all: “I 

warn you, therefore, of the raging fire.” (Verse 14) It is only the most wretched of 

mankind who are thrown in this fire. Indeed there is no wretchedness worse than 

suffering in hell: “None shall have to endure [id but the most hapless wretch.” (Verse 15) 

We then have a definition of such a wretched person. It is he “who denies the truth and 

turns away.” (Verse 16) He denies this message and turns away from divine guidance. 

He does not answer his Lord’s beckoning so that He may guide him as He has 

promised any who come towards Him with an open mind. 

“Kept away from it will be him who is God-fearing.” (Verse 17) A person who fears 

God will be the happiest, in contrast to the most hapless wretch. The s rah similarly 

gives a definition of such a person. He is the one “who gives away his money to purify 

himself” (Verse 18) He has no vain motive or need to satisfy any snobbery. He spends 

it voluntarily not out of any indebtedness, seeking gratitude from no one. His only 

objective is the pleasure of his Lord, the Most Exalted: “Not in recompense of any 



Al-Layl (The Night) 

 180

favours done him by anyone but only out of a longing for the countenance of his Lord, the 

Most High.” (Verses 19-20) 

What can the righteous person expect in return for spending his money in self-

purification, and for seeking the pleasure of his Lord? The reward which the Qur’ n 

states is indeed surprising, and very unfamiliar: “He shall indeed be well pleased.” 

(Verse 21) It is the pleasure that fills the believer’s heart and soul, animates 

everything in his life, and radiates to all around him. What a reward, and what grace! 

“He shall indeed be well pleased.” He will be satisfied with his religion, his Lord and his 

destiny. He will be content with whatever befalls him of comfort or discomfort, and 

whether he is poor or wealthy. He will be free of anxiety and hard feelings. He does 

not worry about his burden being too heavy or his goal being too far. This 

satisfaction is in itself a reward, great beyond description. Only the person who 

sacrifices himself and his wealth for it and who seeks to purify himself and to win 

God’s pleasure deserves this reward. It is God alone who can pour such a reward 

into those hearts which submit to Him with all sincerity and pure devotion. Having 

paid the price, the believer “shall indeed be well pleased.” At this point, the reward 

comes as a surprise, but it is a surprise awaited by the one who attains the standard 

of the righteous, whose main qualifications are spending for self-purification and 

seeking God’s pleasure. Such a person will be well pleased and well satisfied. 
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S RAH 93 

Al-Đuĥ  
(The Morning Hours) 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

By the bright morning hours, (1) 

and the night when it grows still and dark, (2) 

your Lord has neither forsaken you, nor does He 

hate you. (3) 

Surely the life to come will be better for you than 

this present life. (4) 

And, certainly, in time your Lord will be 

bounteous to you and you will be well pleased. (5) 

Has He not found you an orphan and given you 

a shelter? (6) 

And found you in error, and guided you? (7) 

And found you poor and enriched you? (8) 

Therefore do not wrong the orphan, (9) 
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nor chide away the beggar, (10) 

but speak of your Lord’s favours. (11) 
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Overview 

This s rah, in subject matter, expression, images, connotations and rhythm 

provides a touch of tenderness and mercy. It is a message of affection, the touch of a 

benevolent hand to soothe pain and remove hardship. At the same time, it generates 

an air of contentment and confident hope. 

The s rah is dedicated in its entirety to the Prophet (peace be upon him). It is a 

message from his Lord which touches his heart with pleasure, joy, tranquillity and 

contentment. All-in-all, it proffers mercy and compassion to his restless soul and 

suffering heart. 

Several accounts mention that the revelation of the Qur’ n to the Prophet came, at 

one stage, to a halt and that the angel Gabriel stopped coming to him for a while. The 

unbelievers therefore said, “Mu ammad’s Lord has bidden him farewell!” God 

therefore revealed this s rah. 

Revelation, Gabriel’s visits and the link with God were the Prophet’s whole 

equipment along his precarious path. They were his only solace in the face of hard 

rejection and his sole comfort against outright repudiation. They were the source 

from which he derived his strength to stand steadfast against the unbelievers who 

were intent on rebuff and refusal, and on directing a wicked, vile attack against the 

Prophet’s message and the faith he preached. 

So when the revelation was withheld, the source of strength for the Prophet was 

cut off. His life spring was sapped and he longed for his heart’s friend. Alone he was 

left in the wilderness, without sustenance, water, or the accustomed companionship 

of his beloved friend. It was a situation which heavily taxed human endurance. 

Then this s rah was revealed and it came as a river of compassion, mercy, hope, 

comfort and reassurance. “Your Lord has neither forsaken you, nor does He hate you. 

Surely the life to come will be better for you than this present life. And, certainly, in time 

your Lord will be bounteous to you and you will be well pleased.” (Verses 3-5) Your Lord 

has never before left you or rejected you, or even denied you His mercy or 

protection. “Has He not found you an orphan and given you a shelter? And found you in 

error, and guided you? And found you poor and enriched you?” (Verses 6-8) 

Do you not see the proof of all this in your own life? Do you not feel it in your 
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heart? Do you not observe it in your world? Most certainly, “your Lord has neither 

forsaken you, nor does He hate you.” (Verse 3) Never was His mercy taken away from 

you and nor will it be. “Surely the life to come will be better for you than this present life.” 

(Verse 4) And there will be much more: “And, certainly, in time your Lord will be 

bounteous to you and you will be well pleased.” (Verse 5) 

This statement, is given in the framework of a universal phenomenon: “By the 

bright morning hours, and the night when it grows still and dark.” (Verses 1-2) The 

expression spreads an air of affection, kindliness and complete satisfaction. “Your 

Lord has neither forsaken you, nor does He hate you. Surely the life to come will be better for 

you than this present life. And, certainly, in time your Lord will be bounteous to you and you 

will be well pleased. Has He not found you an orphan and given you a shelter? And found 

you in error, and guided you? And found you poor and enriched you?” (Verses 3-8) Such 

tenderness, mercy, satisfaction and solace are all felt in the sweet and soothing words 

which softly thread along the s rah echoing the morning hours and still night, the 

times most conducive to clarity. During these periods one’s reflections flow like a 

stream, and the human soul is best able to communicate with the universe and its 

Creator. It feels the universe worshipping its Lord and turning towards Him in 

praise with joy and happiness. In addition, the night is described as growing still and 

dark. It is not the dark gloomy night as such but the still, clear and tranquil night, 

covered with a light cloud of sweet longing and kind reflection. It is a picture similar 

to that of the orphan’s life. More still, the night is cleared away by the crossing 

morning and thus the colours of the picture beautifully match those of the 

framework, making for perfect harmony. 

The scene drawn here is one of perfect beauty. Such perfection is divine, 

unparalleled and inimitable. 

Unfailing Favours 

By the bright morning hours, and the night when it grows still and dark, your Lord 

has neither forsaken you, nor does He hate you. Surely the life to come will be better 

for you than this present life. And, certainly, in time your Lord will be bounteous to 

you and you will be well pleased. (Verses 1-5) 

God vows by these two calm and inspiring periods of time and establishes a 

relationship between natural phenomena and human feelings. Thus, mutual 

response is encouraged between human hearts and the universe, which is beautiful, 

alive and sympathetic to all living beings. Hence, hearts live in peace with the world, 

relaxed and happy. 

This mode of expression is particularly appropriate in this s rah as the feeling of 
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fellowship is stressed here. It is as if the Prophet is being told straightaway that his 

Lord had already blessed him with the fellowship of the world around him and that 

he was by no means forsaken or left alone. 

Then follows a clear and emphatic assertion: “Your Lord has neither forsaken you, nor 

does He hate you.” (Verse 3) He has not left you, nor has He been harsh to you as is 

alleged by those who want to afflict your heart and soul. For He is your Lord and 

you belong to Him. He is your sustainer and protector. God’s favours on you have 

neither run out nor have they been stopped. You, Mu ammad, are to get much more 

and better favours in the hereafter than you are getting in this life. “Surely the life to 

come will be better for you than this present life.” (Verse 4) 

God is saving for you, Mu ammad, what will satisfy you in your mission and ease 

your hard path and bring about the victory of your message, vindicating the truth 

you advocate. These thoughts were in fact preoccupying the Prophet’s mind as he 

encountered his people’s adamant rejection, ill-treatment, and malice. “In time, your 

Lord will be bounteous to you and you will be well pleased.” (Verse 5) 

The s rah then goes on to remind the Prophet of his Lord’s attitude towards him 

from the very beginning of his mission so that he can reflect on how favourably God 

treats him. This to make him recall the happy memories of divine kindness: “Has He 

not found you an orphan and given you a shelter? And found you in error, and guided you? 

And found you poor and enriched you?” (Verses 6-8) Reflect on your present life and on 

your past. Has He ever forsaken you or hated you even before He charged you with 

prophethood? 

You were born an orphan but God protected you. He made so many people kind 

to you, especially your uncle Abū lib, though he followed a religion different from 

yours. You were poor and He made your heart rich with contentment, and made you 

rich through your business gains and wife’s wealth, so that you would not suffer 

from poverty or yearn for the riches that abound all around you. 

You were also brought up in an ignorant society, full of confused beliefs and 

concepts, where erring ways and practices abounded. You did not like those beliefs, 

concepts and practices but you could not find a clear and suitable way out. You 

could find your way neither in the world of j hiliyyah, nor with the followers of 

Moses and Jesus who adulterated their beliefs, distorted their original form and went 

astray. But God has guided you through His revelations and the way of life He has 

laid down, establishing a firm bond between Him and you. 

This guidance in the wilderness of disbelief and confusion is the greatest favour of 

them all. The happiness and reassurance it brings about cannot be matched. The 

Prophet had been greatly perturbed and afflicted because of the cessation of 

revelation, and the malicious attitude of the unbelievers during the period of its 
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cessation. Hence comes this reminder to put his heart at ease and to reassure him of 

his Lord’s promise that he will never be abandoned. 

God takes the opportunity of mentioning the Prophet’s earlier orphanhood, error 

and poverty in order to instruct him, and all Muslims, to protect every orphan, be 

charitable to every beggar, and to speak of the great favours God has bestowed on 

them. The first and most important of these is having been guided to Islam. 

“Therefore do not wrong the orphan, nor chide away the beggar, but speak of your Lord’s 

favours.” (Verses 9-11) 

As we have frequently mentioned, these instructions reflect the needs of the day, 

in that greedy and materialistic society in which the weak, who could not defend 

their own rights, were not catered for. Islam came to reform that society with God’s 

laws which establish equity, justice and goodwill. Speaking of God’s bounties, 

especially those of guidance and faith, expresses gratitude to Him who has given us 

all that we have. It is the recipient’s practical manifestation of thanks. 
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S RAH 94 

Al-Sharĥ 
(Solace)  

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

Have We not opened up your heart, (1) 

and relieved you of your burden, (2) 

which weighed heavily on your back? (3) 

And have We not given you high renown? (4) 

With every hardship comes ease. (5) 

Indeed, with every hardship comes ease. (6) 

When you have completed your task resume your 

toil, (7) 

and to your Lord turn with love. (8) 
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This s rah was revealed soon after the preceding one, S rah 93, The Morning 
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Hours, as if it were a continuation of it. Here, also, the feelings of sympathy and an 

atmosphere of delightful, friendly discourse abound. It portrays the divine care the 

Prophet enjoys and explains the measures taken out of concern for him. The s rah 

also gives the good news of forthcoming relief, points out to the Prophet the secret of 

ease, and emphasizes his strong ties with God. 

“Have We not opened up your heart, and relieved you of your burden, which weighed 

heavily on your back? And have We not given you high renown?” (Verses 1-4) This 

suggests that the Prophet was troubled for some reason concerning the message he 

was entrusted with, and the obstacles in its way. These verses also suggest that the 

difficulties facing his mission weighed heavily on his heart, making him feel the need 

for urgent help and backing. Hence this comforting address. 

“Have We not opened up your heart,” so that it may warm to this message? Have We 

not facilitated it for you, endeared it to you, defined its path and illuminated it for 

you to see its happy end? Look into your heart! Do you not see it to be full of light, 

happiness and solace? Reflect on the effects brought about by all the favours 

bestowed on you! Do you not feel comfort with every difficulty, and find 

contentment with every kind of deprivation you suffer? 

“And relieved you of your burden, which weighed heavily on your back?” (Verses 2-3) 

Your burden was so heavy that it almost broke your back, but We relieved you of 

that. Relief took the form of giving your heart a lift so that you might feel your 

mission easier and your burden not so hard to shoulder. Another aspect of the relief 

was the guidance you received on how to discharge your mission and how to appeal 

to people’s hearts. Furthermore, there is relief for you in the revelation of the Qur’ n 

which explains the truth and helps you to drive it home to people easily and gently. 

Do you not feel all this when you think of how heavy your burden was? Do you not 

feel it to be lighter after We opened up your heart? 

“And have We not given you high renown?” (Verse 4) We exalted you among those 

on high, on earth and in the whole universe. We raised your fame high indeed as we 

associated your name with that of God’s whenever it is pronounced. “No Deity but 

God, Mu ammad is God’s Messenger.” Indeed, this is the highest degree of praise. It 

is a position granted only to Mu ammad, with no share of it to anyone else. God has 

willed that one century should turn after another and generations succeed 

generations with millions and millions of people in all corners of the world 

honouring the blessed name of Mu ammad with prayers for peace and blessings to 

be granted him, and with his profound love entrenched in their hearts. Your fame 

spread far and wide when your name became associated with this divine way of life. 

Certainly the mere fact that you were chosen for this task is an exaltation to which 

no one else in this universe can ever aspire. How can there remain any feeling of 
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affliction or hardship after this favour which heals all such difficulties? 

God, nevertheless, addresses His beloved messenger kindly. He comforts and 

reassures him, explaining to him how He has given him unceasing ease. “With 

hardship comes ease. Indeed, with every hardship comes ease.” (Verses 5-6) Hardship is 

never absolute, for ease always accompanies it. When your burden became too 

heavy, We lifted up your heart and relieved you. 

This is strongly emphasized by a literal repetition of the statement: “With hardship 

comes ease.” The repetition suggests that the Prophet had endured serious hardship 

and much affliction. This reminder recalls the various aspects of care and concern 

shown to the Prophet and then reassures him emphatically. A matter which afflicts 

Mu ammad’s soul so much must be very serious indeed. 

Then follows a statement pointing out the aspects of comfort and the factors 

contributing to the lifting up of hearts and spirits, which is of great help to Muslims 

as they travel along their hard and long way: “When you have completed your task 

resume your toil, and to your Lord turn with love.” (Verses 7-8) 

With hardship goes ease, so seek relief and solace. When you have finished 

whatever you may have to do, be it a matter relating to the delivery of your message 

or an affair of this life, then turn with all your heart to what deserves your toil and 

striving, namely devotion and dedication in worship. “And to your Lord turn with 

love.” (Verse 8) Seek Him alone and let nothing whatsoever distract you. Do not ever 

think of the people you call on to believe in Him. A traveller must have his food with 

him, and this is the real food for your journey. A fighter for a cause needs to have his 

equipment, and this is the equipment necessary for you. This will provide you with 

ease in every difficulty you may encounter, and with comfort against every kind of 

affliction you may suffer. 

The s rah ends on the same note as the preceding s rah, The Morning Hours. It 

leaves us with two intertwined feelings. The first is a realization of the great affection 

shown to the Prophet, which overwhelmed him because it was the love of his Lord, 

the Compassionate, the Merciful. The other feeling is one of sympathy shown to his 

noble self. We can almost feel what was going on in his blessed heart at that time 

which required this reminder of delightful affection. 

It is this mission of Islam: a grave trust and a burden which weighs him down. It is 

nevertheless the rising of the divine light, the link between mortality and eternity, 

existence and non-existence. 
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S RAH 95 

Al-Tīn 
(The Fig) 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

By the fig and the olive, (1) 

and by Mount Sinai, (2) 

and by this secure city, (3) 

We indeed have created man in the finest form, 

(4) 

then We brought him down to the lowest of the 

low, (5) 

except for those who believe and do good deeds; for 

theirs shall be an unfailing recompense. (6) 

Who, then, can henceforth cause you to deny the 

Last Judgement? (7) 

Is not God the most just of judges? (8) 
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Overview 

The basic fact outlined in this s rah is that God has given man an upright nature. 

This is essentially in perfect harmony with the nature of faith. With faith it attains its 

ultimate perfection. But when man deviates from this upright nature and from the 

straight path of faith he sinks into the lowest abyss. 

God swears to the validity of this by the fig, tin, the olive, zayt n, Mount Sinai, r 

Sīnīn and the secure city of Makkah, al-balad al-amīn. As we have already seen in 

many s rahs in this part of the Qur’ n, this oath is the framework which perfectly fits 

the essential facts presented within it. 

The Tar in Sinai is the mountain on which Moses received his divine summons. 

The secure city is Makkah, which houses the Ka`bah, God’s inviolable house. The 

relationship between the two on the one hand and religion and faith on the other is 

obvious. But a similar relationship is not readily clear with regard to the figs and 

olives. Suggestions as to the significance of these are numerous. It is said that the fig 

refers to the fig tree in heaven, with the leaves of which Adam and his wife, Eve, 

tried to cover their private parts. Another suggestion is that it refers to the place 

where the fig tree appeared on the mountain where Noah’s ark landed. 

As for the olive, it is suggested that it refers to the Mount of ūr Zait  in 

Jerusalem. It is also said that it refers to Jerusalem itself. Another suggestion is that it 

refers to the olive branch brought back by the pigeon which Noah released from the 

ship to examine the state of the foods. When the pigeon brought back an olive 

branch, he knew that t e land had reappeared and that vegetation was growing. 

A different opinion posits that the fig and olive mentioned in the s rah are simply 

those two kinds of food with which we are familiar. Alternatively, it is claimed, they 

are symbols of growth out of land. 

There is another reference in the Qur’ n to the olive tree in association with Mount 

Sinai. The verse there reads as follows: “And a tree issuing from Mount Sinai which 

bears oil and seasoning for all to eat.” (23: 20) This, however, is the only case where 

reference to the fig tree is made in the Qur’ n. 

Hence, we cannot say anything definite on this matter. However, on the basis of 

parallel frameworks in other s rahs, the most likely explanation of the fig and olive 

mentioned here is that they refer to certain places or events which have some 

relevance to religion and faith or to man as the creature fairest in shape and form. 

This may have been established in heaven where man’s life began. The harmony 
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between this detail and the main fact outlined in the s rah is yet another example of 

the unique method of the Qur’ n whereby the framework fits perfectly with the facts 

contained within it. 

Man’s Fair Shape 

The essential fact of the s rah is embodied in the verses: “We indeed have created 

man in the finest form, then We brought him down to the lowest of the low, except for those 

who believe and do good deeds; for theirs shall be an unfailing recompense.” (Verses 4-6) 

God has perfected all His creation; and the special emphasis laid here and 

elsewhere in the Qur’ n on man’s being endowed with perfect form shows clearly 

that man has enjoyed extra divine care. Moreover, God’s care for man, despite his 

distortion of his upright nature and the corruption he indulges in, suggests that God 

has given him special rank and special weight in the universe. God’s care is most 

clearly apparent in the moulding of man’s highly complicated physical structure and 

his unique spiritual and mental make-up. 

The emphasis here is on man’s spiritual qualities since these are the ones which 

drag man down to the most ignoble state when he deviates from his upright nature 

and turns away from belief in God. Needless to say, man’s physical structure does 

not sink to such a low level. Moreover, the superiority of man’s creation is most 

clearly apparent in his spiritual qualities. He is made in such a way as to be able to 

attain a sublime standard, superior to that of the highest ranking angels. This is 

illustrated in the story of the Prophet’s ascension to heaven. Then, Gabriel stopped at 

a certain level and Mu ammad, human as he was, was elevated much higher. 

At the same time, man is given the dubious ability to sink down to levels 

unreached by any other creature: “Then We brought him down to the lowest of the low.” 

(Verse 5) In this case, the animals are superior to him and more upright, since they 

do not violate their nature. They praise the Lord and fulfil their function on earth as 

they are guided to do. But man who has been given the fairest form and abilities 

denies his Lord and so sinks right down. 

“We have created man in the finest form.” (Verse 4). This is a reference to his nature 

and abilities. “Then We brought him down to the lowest of the low.” (Verse 5) That is, 

when he forces his nature away from the line God has defined for him. Having laid 

down the way, God left man to choose whether to follow it or not. 

“Except for those who believe and do good deeds.” (Verse 6) For these are the ones who 

stick to their upright nature, consolidate it with faith and righteous deeds, and who 

elevate it to the highest level it can attain in this world so they can finally attain a life 

of perfection in the world of perfection: “For theirs shall be an unfailing recompense.” 
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(Verse 6) But those who cause their nature to sink to the lowest of the low go down 

along their slippery road until they reach the lowest level, that is, in hell where their 

humanity is shed and they are completely debased. Both ends are natural results of 

two widely different starts and lines of action. 

Thus, the importance of faith in human life becomes clear. Faith is the elevating 

path through which upright human nature ascends to its ultimate perfection. It is the 

rope stretched between man and his Maker. It is the light showing him where to step 

along the elevating path. When the rope is cut and the light put out, the inevitable 

result is the fall down the steep path into the lowest of the low. The clay element in 

man’s make-up separates from the spiritual element and man, along with stones, 

becomes the fuel for hell-fire. 

In light of this fact, the Prophet is addressed in this manner: “Who, then, can 

henceforth cause you to deny the Last Judgement? Is not God the most just of judges?” 

(Verses 7-8) What makes you, man, deny this religion after you have known this fact, 

realized the importance of faith in the life of humanity, and become aware of the 

destiny awaiting those who disbelieve? Why do you turn away from this light and 

refuse to follow the straight path laid down by God? 

“Is-not God the most just of judges?” (Verse 8) Is not He the most just when He gives 

this ruling concerning the destiny of creation? Is not God’s wisdom clearest and most 

reassuring as He rules between believers and unbelievers? Justice is certainly clear 

and wisdom is manifest. Hence, we are taught in a adīth related by Abū Hurayrah 

that when one reads this s rah one should answer the rhetorical question, “Is not God 

the most just of judges?” by saying: “Indeed, and I am a witness to that.” 
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S RAH 96 

Al-`Alaq 
(The Germ-Cell) 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

Read in the name of your Lord who has created 

(1)  

– created man out of a germ- cell. (2) 

Read – for your Lord is the most Bountiful One, 

(3) 

who has taught the use of the pen, (4)  

taught man what he did not know. (5) 

Indeed, man becomes grossly overweening, (6) 

once he thinks himself self- sufficient. (7) 

Surely to your L rd all must return. (8) 

Look at the one who tries to prevent (9) 
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a servant of God from praying! (10) 

Think: does he follow the right guidance (11) 

and enjoin [others to be] God-fearing? (12) 

Think: if he denies the truth and turns his back, 

(13) 

does he not realize that God sees all? (14) 

Nay, if he does not desist, We will most certainly 

drag him by his forelock, (15) 

his lying, sinful forelock. (16) 

Then let him call his henchmen. (17) 

We will call the guards of hell. (18) 

No, pay no heed to him, but prostrate yourself 

and draw closer to God. (19) 
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The First Revelation 

It is universally agreed that the opening of this s rah was the first Qur’ nic 

revelation. The accounts stating that other verses were revealed first are not 

authentic. Im m A mad transmits the following adīth on the authority of ` ’ishah, 

the Prophet’s wife: 

The first aspect of revelation to God’s Messenger was that his dreams came 

true. Whatever vision he might have in his sleep would occur exactly as he 

had seen. Then, he began to enjoy seclusion. He used to retreat alone into the 
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cave of ir ’ where he would spend several days in devotion before going 

back to his family. He used to take some food with him, and when he came 

back, he would take a fresh supply for another period. He continued to do so 

until he received the truth while in the cave of ir ’. The angel came to him 

and said, ‘Read.’ He replied, ‘I am not a reader.’ The Prophet says, ‘He held 

me and pressed hard until I was exhausted, then he released me and said, 

‘Read,’ and I replied, ‘I am not a reader.’ o, he held me and pressed me hard a 

second time until I was exhausted, then he released me and said, ‘Read.’ I 

replied, ‘I am not a reader.’ He then held me and pressed me hard for the 

third time. Then he said, ‘Read in the name of your Lord who has created — 

created man out of a germ-cell. Read — for your Lord is the most Bountiful 

One, who has taught the use of the pen, taught man what he did not know.’ 

The Prophet returned home to Khad jah trembling and said, ‘Wrap me! Wrap 

me!’ They wrapped him and his fear subsided. He turned to Khad jah and 

exclaimed, ‘What has happened to me?’ and related to her what had 

happened and said, ‘I fear for myself.’ And Khad jah replied, ‘Fear not, be 

calm and relax. God will not let you suffer any humiliation, because you are 

kind to your relatives, you speak the truth, you assist anyone in need, you are 

hospitable to your guests and you help in every just cause.’ Then she took 

him to Waraqah ibn Nawfal, her paternal cousin who was a Christian convert 

and a scholar with a good knowledge of Arabic, Hebrew and the Bible. He 

had lost his eyesight and had grown very old. Khad jah said to Waraqah, 

‘Cousin, would you like to hear what your nephew has to say?’ Waraqah 

said, ‘Well, nephew, what have you seen?’ The Prophet related to him what 

he had seen. When he finished, Waraqah said, ‘It is the same revelation as 

was sent down to Moses. I wish I was a young man so that I might be alive 

when your people turn you away from this city.’ The Prophet exclaimed, 

‘Would they turn me away?’ Waraqah answered ‘Yes! No man has ever 

preached a message like yours but was met with enmity. If I live till that day, 

I will certainly give you all my support.’ But Waraqah died soon after that... 

This adīth is related by al-Bukh r  and Muslim in both of the most authentic 

books of the Prophet’s traditions. Al- abar  also relates the following adīth on the 

authority of `Abdull h ibn al-Zubayr: 

The Prophet said, ‘While I was asleep he came to me carrying a case made of 

very rich material in which there was a book. He said, ‘Read.’ I replied, ‘I am 

not a reader.’ He pressed me so hard that I felt I was about to die. Then he 

released me and said, ‘Read.’ I asked ‘What shall I read?’ (I said this only out 

of fear that he might repeat what he had already done to me.) He said, ‘Read 

in the name of your Lord who has created — created man out of a germ-cell. 
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Read — for your Lord is the most Bountiful One, who has taught the use of 

the pen, taught man what he did not know.’ I read it. He stopped, then left 

me and went away. I woke up feeling that it was actually written in my 

heart.’ The Prophet went on to say, ‘No man was ever more loathsome to me 

than poets or the deranged. I could not bear even looking at either. I thought, 

‘The man (meaning himself) is undoubtedly a poet or deranged. This shall 

not be said about me among the Quraysh. Let me climb high up in the 

mountain and throw myself down and get rid of fall.’ I went to carry out this 

intention. When I was half way up in the mountain I heard a voice coming 

from the heavens saying, ‘Mu ammad, you are God’s Messenger and I am 

Gabriel.’ I raised my head up to the sky and I saw Gabriel in the image of a 

man with his feet one next to the other, up on the horizon. He said again, 

‘Mu ammad, you are God’s Messenger and I am Gabriel.’ I stood in my place 

looking up at him. This distracted me from my intention. I was standing there 

unable to move. I tried to turn my face away from him and to look up at the 

sky, but wherever I looked, I saw him in front of me. I stood still, moving 

neither forward nor backward. Khad jah sent her messengers looking for me 

and I remained standing in my place all the while until they went back to her. 

He then left me and I went back to my family. 

This tradition is related in these details by Ibn Is q, on the authority of Wahb ibn 

Kays n.28 

A Momentous Event 

I reflected for a while upon this event. We have all read it many times in books; 

either those of the Prophet’s biography or those explaining the meaning of the 

Qur’ n. But we either read it casually or give it little thought and go on with our 

reading. 

Yet this is an event which has immense significance. It is an event which has an 

important bearing on the life of humanity; but much as we try today to perceive its 

great value, many of its aspects remain beyond our perception. It is no exaggeration 

to describe this event as the greatest in the long history of human existence. 

The true nature of this event is that God, the Great, the Compeller, the Almighty, 

the Supreme, the Sovereign of the whole universe, out of His benevolence, has 

turned to that creation of His which is called man, and which takes its abode in a 

hardly visible corner of the universe, the name of which is the earth. He has 

honoured this species of His creation by choosing one of its number to be the 

                                                 
28 Ibn Hish m, Al-Sīrah al-Nabawiyyah, D r al-Qalam, Beirut, Vol. 1, n.d., pp. 252-3. 
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recipient of His divine light and the guardian of His wisdom. 

This is something infinitely great. Some aspects of its greatness become apparent 

when man tries, as best as he can, to perceive the essential qualities of God: absolute 

power, freedom from all limitations and everlastingness; and when he reflects, in 

comparison, on the basic qualities of God’s servants who are subject to certain 

limitations of power and life duration. One may then perceive the significance of this 

divine care for man. He may realize the sweetness of this feeling and manifest his 

appreciation with thanksgiving, prayer and devotion. He feels that the whole 

universe shares in the general happiness spread by the revelation of divine words to 

man in his obscure corner of the universe. 

What is the significance of this event? With reference to God, it signifies that He is 

the source of all great bounties and unfailing compassion. He is the Benevolent, the 

Loving, who bestows His mercy and benefactions for no reason except that 

benevolence is one of His divine attributes. As for man, this event signifies that God 

has bestowed on him an honour the greatness of which he can hardly ever appreciate 

and for which he can never show enough gratitude, not even if he spends all his life 

in devotion and prostration. This honour is that God has taken notice and care of 

him, established contact with him and chosen one of the human race as His 

Messenger to reveal to him His words; that the earth, man’s abode, has become the 

recipient of these divine words, which the whole universe echoes with submission 

and devotion. 

This great event began to bear on the life of humanity as a whole right from the 

first moment. It marked a change in the course of history, following the change it 

brought about in the course followed by human conscience. It specified the source 

man should look up to in order to derive his ideals, values and criteria. The source is 

heaven and divine revelations, not this world and man’s own desires. When this 

great event took place, the people who recognized its true nature and adapted their 

lives accordingly enjoyed God’s protection and manifest care. They looked up to 

Him directly for guidance in all their affairs, large and small. They lived and moved 

under His supervision. They expected that He would guide them along the road, 

step by step, stopping them from error and leading them to the right way. Every 

night they expected to receive some divine revelation concerning what they had on 

their minds, providing solutions for their problems and saying to them, ‘Do this and 

leave that.’ 

The period which followed the event was certainly remarkable: 23 years of direct 

contact between the human race and Supreme Society. The true nature of this cannot 

be recognized except by those who lived during this period and experienced it: 

witnessed its start and end, relished the sweet flavour of that contact and felt the 

divine hand guiding them along the road. The distance which separates us from that 
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reality is too great to be defined by any measure of length this world has known. It is 

a distance in the world of conscience incomparable to any distance in the material 

world, not even when we think of the gaps separating stars and galaxies. It is a gap 

that separates the earth and heaven; a gap between human desires and Divine 

revelation as sources from which concepts and values are derived; a gap between 

j hiliyyah and Islam, the human and the divine. 

The people who lived at the time were fully aware of its uniqueness, recognized 

its special place in history and felt a huge loss when the Prophet passed away to be in 

God’s company. This marked the end of that unique period. 

Anas related that Abū Bakr said to `Umar after the Prophet had passed away: ‘Let 

us go to visit Umm Ayman as the Prophet used to do.’29 When they went to her she 

burst into tears. They said, ‘What are you crying for? Don’t you realize that God’s 

company is far better for the Prophet?’ She replied, ‘That is true, I am sure. I am only 

crying because revelation has ceased with his death.’ This made tears spring to their 

eyes and the three of them cried together. [Related by Muslim.] 

The impact of that period has been in evidence in the life of humanity ever since 

its beginning up to this moment, and it will remain in evidence until the day when 

God inherits the earth and all that walks on it. Man was reborn when he started to 

derive his values from heaven rather than earth and his laws from divine revelation 

instead of his own desires. The course of history underwent a change the like of 

which has never been experienced before or since. That event, the commencement of 

revelation, was the point at which the roads crossed. Clear and permanent guidelines 

were established which cannot be changed by the passage of time or effaced by 

events. Human conscience developed a concept of existence, and human life and its 

values became unsurpassed in comprehensiveness, clarity and purity of all worldly 

considerations. The foundations of this divine code were firmly established in the 

world and its various aspects and essential standards were made clear, ‘so that anyone 

who was destined to perish might perish in clear evidence of the truth and anyone destined to 

live might live in clear evidence of the truth.’ (8: 42) There would no longer be any excuse 

of lack of clarity. Error and deviation would be upheld deliberately, in the face of 

clear guidance. 

The beginning of revelation was a unique event at a unique moment marking the 

end of one era and the start of another. It was the demarcation line in the history of 

mankind, not merely in the history of a certain nation or a particular generation. It 

was recorded by the universe and echoed in all its corners. It was also recorded in 

man’s conscience which today needs to be guided by what God has revealed and 

                                                 
29 Umm Ayman was the nurse who took care of the Prophet during his childhood. He remained 
grateful to her throughout his life. — Editor’s note. 
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never lose sight of it. Man needs to remember that this event was a rebirth of 

humanity which can take place only once in history. 

A Special Type of Education 

It is self evident that the rest of the s rah was not revealed at the same time as its 

opening but at a later date. It refers to a certain situation and later events in the 

Prophet’s life, after he was instructed to convey his message and offer his worship in 

public, and after he was met with opposition by the unbelievers. This is indicated in 

the part of the s rah which begins: “Look at the one who tries to prevent a servant of God 

from praying!” (Verses 9-10) Yet there is perfect harmony between all parts of the 

s rah. The facts it relates after the opening part are also arranged in a perfect order. 

These two factors make the s rah one perfectly harmonious unit. 

Read in the name of your Lord who has created — created man out of a germ-cell. 

Read — for your Lord is the most Bountiful One, who has taught the use of the pen, 

taught man what he did not know. (Verses 1-5) 

This is the first s rah of the Qur’ n, so it starts with the name of God. It instructs 

God’s Messenger right at the very first moment of his blessed contact with the 

Supreme society and before taking his very first step along the way of the message he 

was chosen to deliver, to read in the name of God, ‘Read in the name of your Lord.’ The 

first attribute of God’s it mentions is that of creation and initiation: ... your Lord who 

has created.’ Then it speaks in particular of the creation of man and his origin: ‘created 

man out of a germ-cell.’ He is created from a dried drop of blood which is implanted in 

the womb: a humble and unsophisticated substance. This reflects the grace and 

mercy of the Creator as much as it reflects His power. It is out of His grace that He 

has elevated this germ-cell to the rank of man who can be taught and who can learn: 

‘Read! For your Lord is the most Bountiful One, who has taught the use of the pen, taught 

man what he did not know.’ The gulf between the origin and the outcome is very wide 

indeed. But God is limitless in His ability and generosity; hence this extremely 

wonderful change. 

Here also emerges the fact of man’s teaching by the Creator. The pen has always 

been the most widespread means of learning and it has always had the most far-

reaching impact on man’s life. This fact was not as clear at the time of revelation as it 

is now. But God knows the value of the pen; hence, this reference to the pen at the 

beginning of this His final message to humanity, in the first s rah of the Qur’ n. Yet 

God’s Messenger charged with the delivery of this message could not write. Had the 

Qur’ n been his own composition, he would not have stressed this fact at the first 

moment. But the Qur’ n is a message God has revealed. 
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The s rah then states the source of learning, which is God. From Him man receives 

all his knowledge, past, present and future. From Him man learns any secret 

revealed to him about this universe, life and himself. 

This single paragraph revealed at the very first moment of the Islamic message 

states the comprehensive basis of faith and its concepts. Everything starts, works and 

moves in His name. He is the One who creates, originates and teaches. Whatever 

man learns and whatever experience and knowledge he acquires come originally 

from God. He has taught man what he did not know. The Prophet recognized this 

basic Qur’ nic fact. It governed his feelings, teachings and practices for the rest of his 

life because it is the principal fact of faith. 

Im m Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah summarizes the Prophet’s teaching concerning 

remembrance of God: 

The Prophet was the most perfect man with regard to his remembrance of 

God. Indeed whatever he spoke was in the line of such remembrance. His 

commands, prohibitions, legislation, what he taught about the Lord and His 

attributes, judgements, actions, promises and threats were all part of this 

remembrance. o were his praise and glorification of God, prayers, his feelings 

of fear and hope and even his silence. He was conscious of God at all times 

and in every state. His praise of God was part of his very nature as if he 

praised Him with every breath. Indeed he praised Him as he stood up, sat or 

reclined and when walking, riding, moving, at home or travelling. 

When he woke up he used to say, ‘Praise be to God who has given us life 

after He had caused us to die. To Him we shall be resurrected.’ [Related by al-

Bukh r .] 

` ’ishah said that the Prophet used to say when he woke up at night, ‘God is 

Supreme,’ and would repeat it ten times. Then he would repeat ten times the 

statement, ‘There is no deity but God,’ and pray, ‘My Lord, I seek refuge with 

You against constraint in this life and on the Day of Resurrection,’ repeating it 

also ten limes. Then he would start his formal prayers. ` ’ishah also said that 

when the Prophet woke up at night for his devotion he would say, ‘There is 

no God but You, my Lord. Praise be to You. I beseech You to forgive my sins 

and appeal to You for mercy. My Lord, enrich my knowledge and cause not 

my heart to go astray after You have granted me Your guidance. Grant me 

Your mercy, for You are the most Bountiful One.’ [Both ah dīth are related by 

Abū D wūd.] 

The Prophet has also taught us that whoever gets up at night and says, ‘There 

is no deity other than God alone; He has no partner; to Him belongs all 

dominion and to Him is due all praise; He is able to do everything; praised is 
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God who is limitless in His glory; there is no deity but God; God is great; no 

power can operate without His permission; He is the Great, the Supreme,’ 

and after this says, ‘My Lord, forgive me,’ or any other prayer, his prayers 

will be answered. Should he make ablution and offer prayers, these will be 

accepted. [Related by al-Bukh r .] 

God’s Messenger once stayed overnight at Ibn `Abb s’s home, who later 

reported that when the Prophet woke up he raised his hands to the sky and 

read the last ten verses of s rah l `Imr n before going on to say, ‘My Lord, to 

You belongs all praise; You are the light of heaven and earth and all therein; 

praise be to You, the true Lord; Your promise is true; whatever You say is 

true; the meeting with You is true; heaven is true; hell is true; the Prophets 

are true; and the Hour is true. I submit myself to You, I believe in You and 

depend on You. To You I shall return. Any dispute I may enter into is for 

You. To You I turn for judgement. Forgive me all my sins, past and future, 

public and secret. You are my Lord and there is no God but You. No power 

can operate without God’s permission; He is the Great, the Supreme.’ 

[Related by al-Bukh r , Muslim and A mad.] 

` ’ishah related that when the Prophet woke up at night to worship he used 

to say, ‘My God, the Lord of Gabriel, Mik ’ l and Isr f l, the Creator of 

heaven and earth, who knows what is concealed and what is made public. 

You judge between Your servants in their disputes. Guide me, with Your own 

will, to the truth over which people argue and dispute, for You guide whom 

You will to the straight path.’ She might have also said that he used to say 

this at the start of his prayers. [Related by Muslim, al-Tirmidh  and Ibn 

M jah.] 

After offering the witr prayer, the Prophet used to repeat three times, 

‘Glorified be God, the Holy One.’ [Related by Abū D wūd, al-Nas ’  and 

A mad.]. When he went out of his house he would say, ‘In the name of God. 

I place my trust in God. My Lord, I appeal to You to guard me against going 

astray or causing anyone to go astray, and against making a slip or causing 

anyone to slip, and being unjust to anyone or being victim to any injustice by 

others, and against acting ignorantly, or being ignorantly done by.’ [Related 

by al Tirmidh , Abū D wūd and A mad.] 

The Prophet said, “Whoever says as he leaves his home: ‘In the name of God. 

I place my trust in God. No power is operative without God’s leave,’ will be 

answered: ‘You are rightly guided and well protected,’ and the devil will be 

made to turn away from him.” [Related by al-Tirmidh  and Abū D wūd.] 

Referring to the night when he was host to God’s Messenger, Ibn `Abb s said 
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that when the Prophet left for the dawn prayers at the mosque he said, ‘My 

Lord, give me light in my heart, tongue, ears and eyes: give me light in front 

of me, over me and below me, and make the light You give me abundant.’ 

[Related by al-Bukh r  and Muslim.] 

Abū Said al-Khudr  relates that the Prophet said: “When a man goes out to 

the mosque for prayers and says, ‘My Lord, I appeal to You by the right of 

those who pray to You, and the right of my journey to You. I have not come 

out with any feeling of self- sufficiency, nor in hypocrisy or conceit, nor to 

seek reputation. I have come out with the hope of avoiding Your anger and 

earning Your pleasure. I pray to You to save me from hell and to forgive me 

my sins; You are the only One who forgives sins;’ seventy thousand angels 

will be charged with praying for his forgiveness and God will receive and 

welcome him until he finishes his prayers.’ [Related by A mad and Ibn 

M jah.] 

Abū D wūd related that the Prophet used to say when he entered the 

mosque, ‘I seek refuge with God, the Great, and His Holy face, and His old 

power against Satan, the outcast.’ When a man says this, the Devil says, ‘He is 

now protected against me for the rest of the day.’ 

The Prophet said: “Whenever any of you comes to the mosque, let him pray 

and ask peace for the Prophet and say, ‘My Lord, open to me the doors of 

Your mercy.’ When he leaves the mosque, let him say, ‘My Lord, I pray to 

You to give me out of Your grace.’“ [Related by Muslim, Abū D wūd and Ibn 

M jah.] 

It is also related that when the Prophet entered the mosque, he would ask 

peace for Mu ammad (himself) and his household, then he would say, ‘My 

Lord, forgive me my sins and open the doors of Your mercy to me.’ When he 

left, he would again ask peace for Mu ammad and his household, and say, 

‘My Lord, forgive me my sins and lay open to me the doors of Your grace.’ 

[Related by A mad and al-Tirmidh .] 

After offering the dawn prayers, God’s Messenger used to stay in his praying 

place until sunrise, utilizing his time in remembrance of God. 

In the morning, he would say, ‘Our Lord, we have lived till this morning by 

Your will, and we also live till evening by Your will. We live and die by Your 

will. To You we will return.’ [Related by al-Tirmidh , Abū D wūd and Ibn 

M jah.] 

He also used to say, ‘The morning has appeared. This morning all dominion 

belongs to God, praised be He. There is no deity but God alone. He has no 

partner; to Him belongs all the universe and to Him is all praise due. He is 
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able to do what He wills. My Lord, I pray to You to give me of the best of this 

day and the best of the days to follow. I seek refuge with You against the evil 

of this day and the days to follow. My Lord, I seek Your refuge against 

laziness and the evils of old age, against suffering in hell and suffering in the 

grave.’ In the evening he would repeat the same prayer substituting evening 

for morning. [Related by Muslim.] 

Abū Bakr, the Prophet’s Companion said once to him: “Teach me some 

prayers to say in the morning and in the evening.” God’s Messenger taught 

him the following prayer, ‘My Lord, the Creator of heaven and earth, who 

knows the visible and the unseen, the perceptible and the imperceptible, the 

Lord and Possessor of all, I declare that there is no deity but You. I appeal to 

You to protect me against my own evil and the evil of Satan; 

I seek Your refuge against doing myself any harm or causing harm to any 

Muslim.’ The Prophet told Abū Bakr to say this prayer in the morning, 

evening and before going to bed. [Related by al-Tirmidh  and Abū D wūd.]30 

When God’s Messenger had a new garment, he would mention it by name 

(for example, a shirt, gown or turban) and say, ‘My Lord, praise be to You. 

You have given me this. I pray to You to give me its goodness and the 

goodness for which it was made; and to guard me against its evil and the evil 

for which it was made.’ [Related by al-Tirmidh , Abū D wūd, A mad and al-

Nas ’ .]31 

The Prophet was in the habit of saying the following prayer when he 

returned home, ‘Praise be to God who has given me this shelter and what is 

sufficient for me; and praise be to God who has given me food and drink, and 

praise be to God who has given me abundance out of His generosity. I pray 

to You to extend Your protection to me against hell.’ [Related by Abū 

D wūd.] 

It is confirmed in the two most authentic adīth anthologies by al-Bukh r  

and Muslim that, as the Prophet was about to enter the toilet, he used to say, 

‘My Lord, I pray to You to rid me of evil things.’32 

When he finished his toilet, he used to say, ‘I seek Your forgiveness, my 

Lord.’ [Related by al-Tirmidh .]. It is also reported that he would say, ‘Praise 

be to God who has ridden me of harm and given me good health.’ [Related 

                                                 
30 Ibn al-Qayyim, Z d al-Ma` d, Beirut and Kuwait, 1994, Vol. 2, pp. 365-371. Many more ah dīth are 
also included under the same chapter. 
31 Ibid., Vol. 2, p. 379. 
32 Ibid., Vol. 2, p. 383. 
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by Ibn M jah.]33 

It is also confirmed that he once put his hand in a water container and said to 

his Companions, ‘Make ablutions in the name of God.’ [Related by al-

Nas ’ .]34 

When he saw the new moon, he used to say, ‘My Lord, let it come to us with 

security, faith, safety and submission to You. New moon, God is my Lord and 

Your Lord.’ [Related by al- Tirmidh , A mad and al-D rim .]35 

When he started eating, he used to say, ‘In the name of God.’ He also said, 

‘When any of you eats, let him mention the name of God. If he forgets to do 

so, let him say [when he remembers], in the name of God at the beginning 

and at the end.’ [Related by al-Tirmidh .]36 

Thus was the life of God’s Messenger. It was conditioned, down to every single 

detail, by the divine instruction which he received at the very first moment of his 

message. This instruction helped his faith to be established on a genuine basis. 

Arrogance and Ingratitude 

It is God, then, who creates, teaches and bestows His abundant bounties on man. 

This implies that man should acknowledge God’s benevolence and be grateful for it. 

But what actually happens is something different. 

The second part of the s rah deals with man’s transgression. “Indeed, man becomes 

grossly overweening, once he thinks himself self- sufficient. Surely to your Lord all must 

return.” (Verses 6-8) It is God who gives to man in abundance and makes him 

independent. He also creates and teaches him and extends to him His generous 

treatment. But men in general — except for those guarded by faith — are not 

thankful for their independence which is made possible by what they are given. They 

do not recognize the source of this grace, which is the same as the source of their 

creation, knowledge and livelihood. They behave arrogantly and transgress all limits 

instead of being dutiful and thankful. 

The image of the transgressing, conceited person who has forgotten his origin is 

followed by a comment charged with an implicit warning: “Surely to your Lord all 

must return.” (Verse 8) Where can this proud and overweening person then turn? 

At the same time a fundamental rule of the Islamic faith is emphasized. That is, all 

                                                 
33 Ibid., Vol. 2, pp. 386-387. 
34 Ibid., Vol. 2, p. 387. 
35 Ibid., Vol. 2, p. 396. 
36 Ibid., Vol. 2, p. 397. 
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must refer to God in every matter, thought or action. He is the only resort and refuge. 

The good and the bad, the obedient and the sinner, the righteous and the wrongdoer, 

the rich and the poor, will all return to Him. Even the man who tyrannizes when he 

thinks himself independent will come to Him eventually. 

Thus, the first two sections of the s rah lay down the essential components of the 

Islamic ideological concept: creation, education and honour come from God alone, 

and to Him all will return: “Surely to your Lord all must return.” (Verse 8) 

The third section of this short s rah tackles a particularly appalling form of 

tyranny. Its description in the inimitable Qur’ nic style fills us with wonder and 

dismay that it should take place at all. “Look at the one who tries to prevent a servant of 

God from praying! Think: does he follow the right guidance and enjoin [others to be] God-

fearing? Think: if he denies the truth and turns his back, does he not realize that God sees 

all?” (Verses 9-14) 

Our dismay is enhanced by the manner of expression which takes the form of 

address and conversation, using short sentences that follow in rapid succession. The 

effect can hardly ever be produced by ordinary written language. ‘Look at’ this 

ghastly business actually taking place! “Look at the one who tries to prevent a servant of 

God from praying.” (Verses 9-10) Have you seen this repulsive sight? Have you 

realized how repugnance is doubled by the fact that the person being prevented from 

his prayers is in fact following divine guidance. He merely enjoins righteousness and 

piety, yet he is discouraged and told to desist! 

Yet the transgressor outdoes himself by taking a still more abhorrent stand, 

“Think: if he denies the truth and turns his back.” (Verse 13) The closing note is one of 

implicit warning, similar to that of the previous paragraph, “Does he not realize that 

God sees all?” (Verse 14) He sees everything: the denial of truth, the turning away 

from it, as well as the prevention of believers from offering their prayers. Since God 

sees all, something must be done on the basis of what He sees. This is the implicit 

warning. 

Thus, we have a scene of tyranny trying to suppress the call of faith and obedience 

to God. This is followed immediately by a stern warning stated explicitly this time: 

“Nay, if he does not desist, We will most certainly drag him by his forelock, his lying, sinful 

forelock. Then let him call his henchmen. We will call the guards of hell.” (Verses 15-18) The 

Arabic term, lanasfa`n, used for ‘drag’ has a marked violence about it. The dragging is 

by the forelock, the part of the head raised high by every conceited tyrant. It 

undoubtedly deserves to be hit violently: “His lying, sinful forelock!” The tyrant may 

think of calling his clan and supporters to come to his aid: “Then let him call his 

henchmen.” On the other side, “We will call the guards of hell,” and they are powerful 

and ruthless. The outcome of the battle is never in doubt. 
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In the light of this frightening destiny for the unbelievers, the s rah concludes with 

an instruction to God’s obedient servants to persevere and follow the path of faith: 

“No, pay no heed to him, but prostrate yourself and draw closer to God.” (Verse 19) Do not 

obey this tyrant who tries to stop you from offering your devotion and conveying 

your message. Prostrate yourself before your Lord and bring yourself closer to Him 

through worship and obedience. As for the tyrant, leave him to the guards of hell 

who are sure to mete out to him what he deserves. 

Some authentic reports say that the s rah, with the exception of the first part, 

refers to Abū Jahl who once passed by the Prophet while he was praying at Maq m 

Ibrahīm, close to the Ka`bah. He turned to him and said, ‘Mu ammad, have I not 

ordered you to stop these practices?’ He also added some warning to the Prophet 

who gave him a stern reply. This was possibly the time when the Prophet seized Abū 

Jahl by the collar and warned him of his impending doom. Abū Jahl said, 

‘Mu ammad, what do you threaten me with? I am sure I have the largest following 

in this valley.’ Hence, the revelation, ‘Let him call his henchmen.’ Ibn `Abb s, the 

Prophet’s learned Companion, said in comment: “Had he called them, the angels 

charged with meting out punishment would have taken him away there and then.” 

The s rah, however, is general in its significance. It refers to every obedient 

believer calling men to follow the path of God and to every tyrant who forbids 

prayer, threatens the believers and acts arrogantly. The concluding divine instruction 

is therefore: “No, pay no heed to him, but prostrate yourself and draw closer to God.” 

(Verse 19) 
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S RAH 97 

Al-Qadr 
(Power) 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

From on high have We bestowed it [i.e. the 

Qur’ n] on the Night of Power. (1) 

Would that you knew what the Night of Power 

is! (2)  

The Night of Power is better than a thousand 

months. (3)  

On that night the angels and the Spirit by their 

Lord’s leave descend with all His decrees. (4)  

That night is peace, till the break of dawn. (5) 
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A Most Distinguished Night 

This s rah speaks about the promised great night which the whole universe marks 

with joy and prayer. It is the night of perfect communion between this world and the 

Supreme society. That night marked the beginning of the revelation of the Qur’ n to 

Mu ammad (peace be upon him), an event unparalleled in the history of mankind 

for its splendour and the significance it has for the life of mankind as a whole. Its 

greatness is far beyond human perception. “From on high have We bestowed it [i.e. the 

Qur’ n] on the Night of Power. Would that you knew what the Night of Power is! The Night 
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of Power is better than a thousand months.” (Verses 1-3) 

The Qur’ nic statements which relate this great event radiate with God’s clear and 

shining light: “From on high We bestowed it on the Night of Power.” (Verse 1) There is 

also the light of the angels and the Spirit moving between the earth and the Supreme 

society. “On that night the angels and the Spirit by their Lord’s leave descend with all His 

decrees.” (Verse 4) In addition, there is also the light of dawn which the s rah 

represents as perfectly harmonious with the light of the Qur’ n and the angels as 

well as with their spirit of peace: “That night is peace, till the break of dawn.” (Verse 5) 

The night in question here is the same night referred to in S rah 44, Smoke: “From 

on high We bestowed it [i.e. the Qur’ n] on a blessed night, for We would warn [mankind]; 

on a night when every precept was made plain as a commandment from Us. We have ever 

sent forth messengers as a blessing from your Lord. It is He alone who hears all and knows 

all.” (44: 3-6) It is clearly established that it is a night during the month of Ramađ n, 

as stated in S rah 2, The Cow: “It was in the month of Ramađ n that the Qur’ n was 

revealed: a guidance for mankind and a self-evident proof of that guidance and a standard to 

distinguish right from wrong.” (2: 185) This means that the Night of Power marked the 

beginning of the revelation of the Qur’ n to the Prophet and his mission of delivering 

it to mankind. 

Ibn Is q related that the first revelation, consisting of the opening of Sarah 96, The 

Germ-Cell, took place during the month of Ramađ n, when God’s Messenger was at 

his devotion in the Cave of ir ’. 

A number of a dīth specifying this night have come down to us: some stress that 

it is on 27 Ramađ n, others on 21; a few others say it is one of the last ten days and 

still some others do not go beyond saying that it is in Ramađ n. 

Its name, Layalt al-Qadr, or the Night of Power, may be taken to mean deliberate 

planning, management and organization, or it may mean value, position and rank. 

Both meanings are relevant to the great, universal event of the revelation of the 

Qur’ n and the assigning of the message to the Prophet. It is indeed the greatest and 

most significant event the universe has ever witnessed. It is the event which explains 

most clearly how human life benefits by God’s planning, management and 

organization. This night is better than a thousand months. The figure here and 

elsewhere in the Qur’ n does not signify a precise number. It simply denotes 

something very high. Many thousands of months and many thousands of years have 

passed without leaving behind a fraction of the changes and results brought about 

during that blessed and happy night. 

This night is too sublime for proper human perception: “Would that you knew what 

the Night of Power is!” (Verse 2) There is no reason to attach any value to the legends 

circulated concerning this night. It is great because God chose it for the revelation of 
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the Qur’ n, so that its light may spread throughout the universe, and divine peace 

may spread in human life and conscience. That night is great because of what the 

Qur’ n includes: an ideology, a basis for values and standards and a comprehensive 

code of moral and social behaviour, all of which promote peace within the human 

soul and in the world at large. It is great because of the descent of the angels, and 

Gabriel in particular, by their Lord’s leave, carrying the Qur’ n. They fill all the space 

between heaven and earth in such a splendid, universal celebration, vividly 

portrayed in this s rah. 

When we look today in retrospect, after the lapse of numerous generations, at that 

glorious and happy night, imagine the fascinating celebration the world then 

witnessed, and ponder over the essence of revelation and its far-reaching effects on 

human life and values, we appreciate how great this event was. We can then 

understand, to some extent, why the Qur’ nic reference to that night is made in such 

an equivocal way: “Would that you knew what the Night of Power is!” (Verse 2) 

On that night every matter of significance was made plain and distinct; new 

values and standards were established; the fortunes of nations were determined; and 

values and standards were sorted out. 

Humanity, out of ignorance and to its misfortune, may overlook the value and 

importance of the Night of Power. When humanity does so ignore it, it loses the 

happiest and most beautiful sign of grace which God bestowed on it. It also suffers 

the loss of the real happiness and peace gifted to it by Islam, namely, the peace of 

conscience, family and society. What it has otherwise gained of material civilization 

is inadequate compensation for its loss. Humanity is miserable in spite of higher 

production levels and better means of existence. The splendid light which once 

illuminated its soul has been put out; the happiness which carried it high up to the 

Supreme society has been destroyed; the peace which overflowed in people’s hearts 

and minds has disappeared. Nothing can compensate for the happiness of the 

human soul, the heavenly light and elevation to the loftiest ranks. 

We, the believers in Islam, are commanded not to forget or neglect this event. The 

Prophet has taught us an easy and enjoyable way to commemorate it, so that our 

souls may always be in close communion with it and with the universal event which 

it witnessed. He has urged us to spend this night of each year in devotion. He said: 

“Seek the Night of Power in the last ten nights of Ramađ n.” [Related by al-Bukh r  

and Muslim.] He also said: “Whoever spends the Night of Power in worship, with a 

pure motive of faith and devotion, will have all his past sins forgiven.” [Related by 

al-Bukh r  and Muslim.] 

Islam is not mere formalities. Hence, the Prophet specifies that the consecration of 

that night must be motivated by faith and devotion. This would make its 
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consecration by any individual an indication of his or her full awareness of the far-

reaching effects of what took place on that night. 

The Islamic method of education and character building links worship with faith 

and establishes truth in our hearts and consciences. By this method, worship is 

considered a means for maintaining full awareness of this truth, its clarification and 

firm establishment in our minds, hearts and souls. This method has been proved to 

be the best for the revival of this truth so that it has an unfailing influence on people’s 

behaviour. The theoretical understanding of this truth cannot, on its own and 

without worship, establish it or give it the necessary impetus for its operation in the 

life of the individual or society. This link between the anniversary of the Night of 

Power and its consecration in faith and devotion is a part of the successful and 

straightforward method of Islam. 
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S RAH 98 

Al-Bayyinah 
(The Clear Proof) 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

It is inconceivable that the unbelievers among the 

people of the earlier revelations and the idolaters 

could have ever changed their ways until there had 

come to them the clear evidence of the truth: (1) 

a Messenger from God reciting revelations blest 

with purity, (2) 

wherein are sound decrees of high value. (3) 

Nor did the people given revelations in the past 

break up their unity until after such clear evidence 

of the truth had been given to them. (4) 

Yet they were ordered to do nothing more than to 

serve God, to worship Him alone with sincere 

dedication and purity of faith, to attend to their 

prayers and to pay their zak t. That is surely the 

right religion, pure and straight. (5) 
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The unbelievers among the people of the earlier 

revelations and the idolaters will be in the fire of 

hell, where they will abide. They are the worst of 

all creatures. (6) 

But those who believe and do righteous deeds are 

the best of all creatures. (7) 

Their reward [awaits them] with their Lord: the 

gardens of Eden through which running waters 

flow, in which they will abide forever. God is well 

pleased with them and they with Him. This is for 

him who is God-fearing. (8) 
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Overview 

As stated in our copies of the Qur’ n and according to the greater number of 

reports, this s rah is a Madinan revelation. There are, however, some reports which 

classify it as Makkan. Although its classification as a Madinan revelation carries 

more weight in view of these reports and its mode of expression and style, yet the 

possibility of its being Makkan cannot be ruled out. The fact that it mentions zak t, 

i.e. the obligatory charity, and the people of earlier revelations is not a clear-cut 

argument against the Makkan possibility. Some s rahs which are indisputably 

Makkan mention the people of earlier revelations. Furthermore, there were some 

Makkans, a few, who followed earlier divine religions. Some of these adopted Islam 

but others did not. Moreover the Christians from Najran came to the Prophet when 

he was still in Makkah, and they accepted the Islamic faith, as it is well-known. 

Moreover, zak t is mentioned in some s rahs that were indisputably revealed in 

Makkah. 

This s rah deals in a positive manner with a number of facts relating to history and 

faith. The first fact is that the sending of God’s Messenger, Mu ammad (peace be 

upon him), was essential to the transformation of people of earlier revelations and 

idolaters, who had found their way into disbelief. They could not leave their erring 

ways behind without the Prophet’s mission: “It is inconceivable that the unbelievers 

among the people of the earlier revelations and the idolaters could have ever changed their 
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ways until there had come to them the clear evidence of the truth: a Messenger from God 

reciting revelations blest with purity, wherein are sound decrees of high value.” (Verses 1-3) 

Secondly, religious discord and conflict among the people of earlier revelations 

did not arise out of ignorance of their own religion, or from any obscurity or 

ambiguity in it. On the contrary, they ran into discord after they had received true 

knowledge and clear proof: “Nor did the people given revelations in the past break up their 

unity until after such clear evidence of the truth had been given to them.” (Verse 4) 

Thirdly, with regard to its origin, divine faith is one. Its fundamentals are simple 

and clear and do not, by themselves and by their plain and easy nature, make for 

division or conflict: “Yet they were ordered to do nothing more than to serve God, to 

worship Him alone with sincere dedication and purity of faith, to attend to their prayers and 

to pay their zak t. That is surely the right religion, pure and straight.” (Verse 5) 

Fourthly, those who disbelieved after receiving clear proof are the worst creatures 

of all, while those who believe and do good deeds are the best. Hence the two receive 

totally different rewards: “The unbelievers among the people of the earlier revelations and 

the idolaters will be in the fire of hell, where they will abide. They are the worst of all 

creatures. But those who believe and do righteous deeds are the best of all creatures. Their 

reward [awaits them] with their Lord: the gardens of Eden through which running waters 

flow, in which they will abide forever. God is well pleased with them and they with Him. This 

is for him who is God- fearing.” (Verses 6-8) 

Need for a Divine Message 

It is inconceivable that the unbelievers among the people of the earlier revelations and 

the idolaters could have ever changed their ways until there had come to them the clear 

evidence of the truth: a Messenger from God reciting revelations blest with purity, 

wherein are sound decrees of high value. (Verses 1-3) 

The world was desperately in need of a new message. Corruption was so 

widespread that reform could not come about except by means of a new message, a 

new method of orientation and a new movement. Disbelief had become the 

characteristic of the followers of all creeds and doctrines, whether pagan or earlier 

divine revelations [i.e. the Jews and the Christians]. They could only turn away from 

disbelief by means of this new message and at the hands of a messenger who would 

himself be the proof, clear, unmistakable and specific. “A Messenger from God reciting 

revelations blest with purity;” that is, purified of all idolatry and disbelief, “wherein are 

sound decrees of high value.” The Arabic term kutub, which in modern usage means 

‘books’, is given in our translation as ‘sound decrees’. In the past, it was normally 

used in reference to the subject under discussion and its instructions or obligations. 
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These pure revelations are indeed the Qur’ n which contains valuable and important 

directives. 

Hence the message delivered by the Prophet came at a most suitable time. The 

new revelations, with all that they included of themes and decrees, were vouchsafed 

so that they could bring about a far-reaching reform of this world. As to how badly 

the world needed this message, let us content ourselves with some inspiring remarks 

from Sayyid Abū’l asan `Al  Nadw : 

The sixth century of the Christian era, it is generally agreed, represented the 

darkest phase in the history of our race. Humanity had reached the edge of 

the precipice, towards which it had been tragically proceeding for centuries, 

and there appeared to be no agency or power in the whole world which could 

come to its rescue and save it from crashing into the abyss of destruction. 

In his melancholy progress from God-forgetfulness to self- forgetting, man 

had lost his moorings. He had grown indifferent to his destiny. The teachings 

of the prophets had been forgotten: the lamps that they had kindled either 

had been put out by the storms of moral anarchy or the light they shed had 

become so feeble that it could illumine the hearts of but a few men, most of 

whom had sought refuge in passivity and resignation. Having been 

vanquished in the battle between spiritualism and materialism, they had shut 

themselves up in monasteries or gone into the wilderness. Such of them as 

were still left in the whirlpool of life had aligned themselves with the ruling 

classes of their lands. They helped them in the satisfaction of their sensual 

desires and in the maintenance of unjust political and economic systems and 

cooperated with them in reaping unlawful benefits out of the wealth of the 

people... 

Great religions became playthings in the hands of debased ecclesiastics who 

corrupted and twisted them beyond recognition, so much so that if it were 

possible for their founders to return to the physical life, they could not have 

recognized them. In consequence of the moral debasement of the great 

centres of civilization and general disorder and unrest, people everywhere 

got entangled in their internal problems. They had no message to offer to the 

world. The world had become hollow from within; its life-springs had dried 

up. It possessed neither the light of religious guidance for their personal 

conduct nor any abiding and rational principles for running a state.37 

This outlines briefly the condition of mankind and religions just before the advent 

                                                 
37 Abu’l Hasan `Al  Nadw , Islam and the World, Academy of Islamic Research Publications, Lucknow, 
1980, pp. 13-14. 
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of the Prophet Mu ammad (peace be upon him). The Qur’ n refers in various parts 

to the aspects of disbelief which spread among the people of the earlier revelations as 

well as the idolaters. Among these references to the Jews and Christians are: “The 

Jews say: Ezra is the son of God,’ while the Christians say: ‘The Christ is the son of God.’“ (9: 

30) “The Jews say the Christians have no basis for their faith and the Christians say the Jews 

have no basis for their faith.” (2: 113) The Qur’ n also refers to the Jews as follows: “The 

Jews say, ‘God’s hand is shackled.’ It is their own hands that are shackled. Rejected [by God] 

are they for what they say. Indeed, both His hands are outstretched. He bestows [His bounty] 

as He wills.” (5: 64) It says about the Christians: “Unbelievers indeed are those who say: 

‘God is the Christ, son of Mary’“ (5: 72) And: “Unbelievers indeed are those who say: ‘God is 

the third of a trinity’“ (5: 73) The Qur’ n also speaks about the idolaters: ‘Say: 

‘Unbelievers! I do not worship what you worship, nor do you worship what I worship. I shall 

never worship what you worship, nor will you ever worship what I worship. You have your 

own religion and I have mine.’“ (109: 1-6) There are many other statements in the 

Qur’ n which support this view. 

In addition to such disbelief, there were backwardness, division, ruin as well as 

other evil spread throughout the world. 

There was, briefly, not a single nation in the whole world of the sixth century 

of the Christian era that could be called healthy in temperament, not a single 

society that was imbued with high ethical ideas, nor a single State that was 

based on principles of justice, equity and fairness, nor yet a leadership that 

possessed knowledge and wisdom, nor a religion that represented the pure 

teachings of the Prophets of God.38 

Hence, the divine grace extended to mankind required that a messenger be sent by 

God to recite purified scriptures containing valuable and important themes. There 

was no other way of putting an end to such widespread corruption except by 

sending a messenger, who would deliver mankind from their misery and provide 

them with divine guidance. 

Internal Division and Hostility 

Having made this fact clear at the outset, the s rah goes on to state that the people 

of earlier revelations in particular did not experience religious conflict and division 

as a result of ignorance, on their part, or confusion or complication on the part of 

their religion. Instead, their divisions occurred after true knowledge and clear signs 

were delivered to them through God’s messengers: “Nor did the people given 

revelations in the past break up their unity until after such clear evidence of the truth had 

                                                 
38 Ibid., pp. 43-44. 
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been given to them.” (Verse 4) 

The first division occurred among the Jews who split into sects and groups before 

the advent of the Prophet Jesus. Although their prophet was Moses and the Torah 

was their book, they divided into five main sects, namely, the Sadducees, the 

Pharisees, the Asians, the Extremists and the Samaritans. Each had their own 

characteristics and their own ways. Later on a division between the Jews and 

Christians took place in spite of the fact that Jesus was the last prophet sent to the 

Children of Israel. He came to endorse the Torah and confirm it. Nevertheless, the 

quarrel between the Jews and Christians reached a high level of violent enmity and 

hatred. History tells us about the horrifying massacres that took place between the 

two parties. 

The mutual jealousy and hatred between Christians and Jews, which did not 

permit them to forego any opportunity of settling an old score, was brought 

to its climax towards the close of the sixth century. In 610 A.D. the Jews of 

Antioch rebelled against the Christians, and the Emperor Phocas sent his 

famous general, Bonosus, to put down the uprising. It was he who set about 

his business with such enthusiasm that the whole of the Jewish population 

was wiped out. Thousands of Jews perished by the sword, while hundreds 

more were either drowned, burnt alive or thrown to the wild beasts.39 

Such atrocities were repeated again and again between the Jews and 

Christians. Al-Maqr z  says in his book Al-Khi a , “During the reign of the 

Byzantine Emperor Phocas, Chosroes, the Shah of Persia, dispatched his 

armies to Syria and Egypt. They destroyed the churches of Jerusalem, 

Palestine and the rest of the Syrian land. They wiped out all the Christians 

and pursued them to Egypt, where they slaughtered them in large numbers 

and enslaved an unimaginable number. The Jews helped them in fighting the 

Christians and destroying their churches. They poured from all directions to 

help the Persians and came from Tiberia, the Mount of Galilee, Nazareth 

village and the City of Tyre and all around Jerusalem. They committed all 

sorts of atrocities against the Christians, organized ghastly massacres, 

destroyed two Christian churches in Jerusalem, burnt their places, stole a 

piece of the pillar of the Cross and captured the Patriarch of Jerusalem and a 

great many of his friends and companions...” Al-Maqr z  goes on to relate the 

Persian conquest of Egypt; then he writes: “At that time, the Jews in the City 

of Tyre rebelled and sent messengers from among themselves to other cities 

and towns and all agreed to lay a trap for the Christians and kill them. A war 

broke out between the Jews and Christians in which the number of the Jews 

                                                 
39 Ibid., pp. 17-18. 
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was around 20,000. They destroyed the Christian churches around Tyre. But 

the Christians surrounded them and raised much greater numbers, so the 

Jews suffered a ghastly defeat and a great number were killed. At the time 

Heraclius ascended to power in Constantinople. He defeated the Persians by 

setting a trap for the Shah, who left him eventually and went away. Then he 

marched from Constantinople to re-establish his authority over Syria and 

Egypt and to renew what the Persians had destroyed. The Jews from Tiberia 

and other places went out to meet him. They presented him with precious 

gifts and begged him to guarantee their security and to take an oath to this 

effect. He granted their request. He went on to Jerusalem where he was 

received by the Christian population holding up their Bibles, crosses, and 

incense, and burning candles. He was very much displeased at seeing the city 

and its churches destroyed. He expressed his sorrow to the local Christians 

who told him about the uprising by the Jews and their siding with the 

Persians, the massacre of the Christians and the destruction of their churches. 

They told Heraclius to level a blow to the Jews but he protested that he had 

already guaranteed their security and had taken an oath to that effect. Their 

monks, cardinals and priests gave their judgement that the killing of the Jews 

was justifiable on the grounds that they had played a trick in order to win 

that assurance from him before he knew what they had done. The clergy also 

pledged to atone for Heraclius’ oath by committing themselves and all 

Christians to fast a certain Friday every year for the rest of time. Thus he 

leaned to their argument and wreaked such a savage vengeance upon the 

Jews that in the Byzantine provinces of Syria and Egypt those alone could 

save themselves who could take to flight or go into hiding. 

These reports give us an idea about the degree of savagery the two parties 

had reached, their watching for every chance to strike their enemy and 

heeding no rules in the process.40 

Then divisions and differences broke out among the Christians themselves in spite 

of the fact that their book is one and their messenger is one. They were divided first 

in matters of faith; then they split up into hostile and warring factions. Their 

differences concerned the nature of Jesus and whether he had a divine or human 

nature, the nature of Mary, his mother, and also the nature of the Trinity which they 

claim constitutes God. The Qur’ n relates two or three of their sayings on these 

issues: “Unbelievers indeed are those who say: ‘God is the Christ, son of Mary.” (5: 72) And: 

“Unbelievers indeed are those who say: ‘God is the third of a trinity.” (5: 73) And, “God will 

say: Jesus, son of Mary! Did you say to people, ‘Worship me and my mother as deities beside 

                                                 
40 Abu’l asan ‘Al  Nadw , M dh  Khasir al-` lam bin i  al-Muslim n, which is the Arabic edition 
of Islam and the World, n.d., pp. 9-11. 
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God?’ [Jesus] answered: ‘Limitless are You in Your glory! I could never have claimed what I 

have no right to [say] “(5: 116) 

The most violent of doctrinal divisions was that which erupted between the 

Byzantine State and the Christians of Syria and the Christians of Egypt, or, in 

a more accurate definition, the Melkites and the Monophysites. The main 

dispute centred around the alleged combination of the divine and human 

natures in Jesus. The Melkite Christians of Syria held that he was both divine 

and human, while the Monophysites of Egypt insisted upon his being truly 

divine, the human part of his nature having lost itself in the divine as a drop 

of vinegar loses its identity in an ocean. The dispute between the two parties 

became so strong during the sixth and seventh centuries that it looked as if it 

were a ceaseless war between two rival religions, or a dispute between Jews 

and Christians. Each faction saying to the other that its stand was without 

foundation. 

Emperor Heraclius (610-641) tried after his victory over the Persians in 638 to 

reconcile the contending creeds in his state and to unite them by compromise. 

This compromise took the shape of a general ban on indulging in any 

argument on the nature of Jesus Christ, the Messiah, and whether he had a 

single or dual nature. But everyone had to accept the doctrine of a single 

energy in Christ.41 Agreement on this was established at the beginning of 631, 

and thus the Menothelian creed was declared the official creed of the state 

and all those of its populations who belonged to the Christian Church. 

Heraclius was determined to give the new creed overall supremacy, and he 

utilized all means to this end. But the Copts disputed his authority and 

declared their total rejection of this innovation and deviation. They took the 

opposing stand and sacrificed their all for the old faith. The Emperor tried 

once again to unite all the creeds and settle the differences. He was content 

that people should accept that there is a single will for Christ.42 As for the 

other issue, namely, the realization of that will by action, he deferred taking a 

stand on it altogether. He also banned all parties from indulging in 

arguments and debates on these issues. He included all this in an official 

message which he delivered to all parts of the Eastern world. But the message 

failed to end the storm. Instead, brutal persecution of a sort that would send a 

shiver through any mortal, was administered by the Emperor in Egypt for ten 

years. Men were savagely tortured before being drowned. Huge torches were 

                                                 
41 The doctrine of a single energy in Christ was that the allegedly divine and human natures in Jesus 
had one active force. 
42 The doctrine of a single energy was repudiated, and the doctrine of a single will (the Monothelete 
formula) was propounded in 638. 
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lit and directed onto the miserable prisoners until the fat ran from both sides 

of their bodies to the floor. Prisoners were put in sacks which were then filled 

with sand and thrown into the sea.43 

All these disputes among the people of earlier revelations took place after “clear 

evidence of the truth had been given to them.” (Verse 4) They were not lacking in 

knowledge and proof, but they were blindly driven by their desires into deviation. 

Clear and Simple 

Yet religion is clear in its original form and the faith is simple in its essence: “Yet 

they were ordered to do nothing more than to serve God, to worship Him alone with sincere 

dedication and purity of faith, to attend to their prayers and to pay their zak t. That is surely 

the right religion, pure and straight.” (Verse 5) 

This is the basis of divine religion throughout history and in all its forms. It is 

simply the worship of God alone. A sincere and pure submission to Him, a 

detachment from polytheism in all its shapes and forms, the establishment of regular 

worship and the payment of the regular obligatory charity, or zak t: “That is surely the 

right religion, pure and straight.” (Verse 5) It is a pure and sincere faith that is firmly 

established in the heart, the worship of God alone which is a translation of this faith, 

and spending money for God’s cause as He has stated. He who fulfils these 

injunctions has met the requirements of faith, as the people of earlier revelations 

were commanded to do, and as these requirements are outlined in all forms of divine 

faith. It is one religion, the same faith in all the successive messages, as preached by 

the messengers of God. It is a religion free from all ambiguity and complication; a 

faith which gives no reason for division and dispute. It is very clear and very simple. 

How completely different this religion is from those complicated and confusing 

concepts and from those lengthy polemics. 

Since clear evidence was given to them formerly in their own religions through 

their own prophets, and since clear evidence was given to them again, full of life, in 

the form of a messenger from God reciting pure revelations, and offering them a 

clear and simple faith, then the true path becomes very clear. So does the destiny of 

unbelievers, as also that of believers: “The unbelievers among the people of the earlier 

revelations and the idolaters will be in the fire of hell, where they will abide. They are the 

worst of all creatures. But those who believe and do righteous deeds are the best of all 

creatures. Their reward [awaits them] with their Lord: the gardens of Eden through which 

running waters flow, in which they will abide forever. God is well pleased with them and they 

                                                 
43 Nadw , M dh  Khasir al-` lam, pp. 3-5. This is summarized in the English edition, Islam and the 
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with Him. This is for him who is God-fearing.” (Verses 6-8) 

Mu ammad (peace be upon him) was the last messenger, and Islam, which he 

preached, the final message. Messengers from God came successively every time 

corruption spread in human life. Their objective was to make mankind return to 

righteousness. Those who deviated from the right path had one chance after another 

to correct their behaviour. But now that God had willed to close His messages to 

earth by this final, comprehensive, perfect and accomplished message, then the last 

chance was also given. This entailed either the adoption of faith leading to salvation, 

or the denial of faith ending in destruction. For disbelief now is an established 

evidence of unlimited evil, while accepting the faith is proof of goodness which goes 

to its absolute end. 

“The unbelievers among the people of the earlier revelations and the idolaters will be in the 

fire of hell, where they will abide. They are the worst of all creatures.” (Verse 6) It is a clear 

and absolute verdict which leaves no room for argument or dispute. It is applicable 

even if some of their actions, values or systems were good, since these were not 

based on believing in this final message and messenger. No appearance of goodness 

makes us entertain even the slightest doubt in this judgement, since apparent 

goodness is detached from the upright method of living laid down by God. 

“But those who believe and do righteous deeds are the best of all creatures.” (Verse 7) This 

is also an absolute verdict that makes for no dispute or argument. Its condition is also 

clear, free from any ambiguity or deception. The condition is faith, not merely being 

born in a land which claims to be Islamic, or in a family which claims to belong to 

Islam. Nor is it a few words which one repeats again and again. It is the acceptance of 

faith which establishes its effects on actual life, “and do righteous deeds.” It is entirely 

different from the words that go no further than the lips. As for righteous deeds, 

these are everything God has commanded to be done in matters of worship, 

behaviour, action and day-to-day dealings. The first and most important of these 

righteous deeds is the establishment of God’s law on this planet, and the government 

of people according to what God has legislated. Those who act accordingly are the 

best creatures of all. 

“Their reward [awaits them] with their Lord: the gardens of Eden through which running 

waters flow, in which they will abide forever.” (Verse 8) These gardens are a specially 

prepared, permanent and happy dwelling. Happiness is symbolized here by security 

against death and by a prevalent feeling of contentment as against anxiety which 

mars and disrupts all earthly comforts. It is also symbolized by the running waters 

flowing through these gardens; a picture which adds a sense of ease, life and beauty. 

The s rah then adds some refined touches to the picture it portrays of their 

perpetual happiness: “God is well pleased with them and they with Him.” (Verse 8) God’s 
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pleasure with them is much more exalted and far more enjoyable than any 

happiness. Moreover, in their inmost souls they feel happy with their Lord. They are 

well pleased with the destiny He has set for them, delighted with the grace He has 

granted them, and enchanted by this relationship with their Lord: “God is well pleased 

with them and they with Him.” 

“This is for him who is God-fearing.” (Verse 8) This is the final assertion. It stresses 

that all that has been said is dependent on the nature of the relationship between 

man’s heart and God. It also depends on man having a feeling of God which urges 

him to all sorts of good deeds and militates against all sorts of deviation. It is a 

feeling which removes barriers, lifts curtains and makes man’s heart stand bare 

before God, the One, the All-Powerful. Such a feeling helps make worship and 

submission to God pure and purges human actions from all elements of hypocrisy 

and idolatry. So he who truly fears his Lord cannot allow his heart to entertain the 

slightest shred of influence by any being other than God, the Creator of all. Such a 

person knows that God rejects any deed done for the sake of anyone other than Him. 

For God is in no need of partners. Every action must be purely for Him or else He 

rejects it. 
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S RAH 99 

Al-Zalzalah 
(The Earthquake) 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

When the earth is rocked by her [final] 

earthquake, (1) 

when the earth shakes off her burdens, (2) 

and man asks: ‘What is the matter with her?’ 

(3) 

On that day she will tell her news, (4) 

for your Lord will have inspired her. (5) 

On that day people will come forward, separated 

from one another, to be shown their deeds. (6) 

Whoever does an atom’s weight of good shall see it 

then, (7) 

and whoever does an atom’s weight of evil shall see 

it then also. (8) 
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Overview 

According to some reports, this s rah is a Madinan revelation, but other reports 

suggest that it was revealed in Makkah. The latter reports seem to be more valid, 

because the s rah’s mode of expression and subject matter are more in line with the 

style and subjects of Makkan s rahs. 

The s rah makes a violent wake-up call to drowsy hearts; the subject matter, scene 

drawn and rhythm all contributing to the effect of this jolt. It is a powerful blast that 

makes the earth and all that is on it quake and tremble. Men hardly recover their 

senses when they find themselves confronted with the reckoning, weighing and 

evaluating of actions and deeds. They immediately receive their recompense. All this 

is expressed in just a few short phrases, which is characteristic of this part of the 

Qur’ n as a whole and forcefully portrayed in this particular s rah. 

The Results of a Life’s Work 

When the earth is rocked by her [final] earthquake, when the earth shakes off her 

burdens, and man asks: ‘What is the matter with her?’ On that day she will tell her 

news, for your Lord will have inspired her. (Verses 1-5) 

It is the Day of Judgement when the firm earth trembles and quakes violently and 

yields up her long-carried loads of bodies and metals and other matters which have 

weighed heavily on her. It is a scene that makes every firm and solid object under the 

feet of the listeners shake and totter. They think themselves to be staggering and 

toddling along and the earth beneath them shuddering and quaking. It is a scene 

which separates one’s heart from everything on earth it clings to, assuming it to be 

firm and everlasting. The Qur’ n imparts to these scenes a kind of movement which 

is transmitted almost to the very sinews of the listener. Such immediate impact is all 

the more forceful because man is portrayed as confronting and reacting to it all: “And 

man asks: ‘What is the matter with her?’“ (Verse 3) 

It is the question advanced by one who is bewildered, astonished, surprised and 

puzzled, who sees something unfamiliar, encounters what is imperceptible, and 

beholds what makes him impatient and agitated. o he blurts out: What is the matter 

with her? What is quaking and shaking her so violently? He cries as he reels and 

staggers, trying to hold on to anything which may support or keep him upright. But 

all around him waver and totter violently. 

Man has experienced earthquakes and volcanoes which have filled him with awe 

and ,terror, and have brought to him ruin and destruction. But when man witnesses 
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the quake of the Day of Resurrection he will see no similarity between it and the 

earthquakes and volcanoes of this world. He neither knows its secrets, nor does he 

remember anything similar to it. It is something dreadful, taking place for the very 

first time. 

“On that day”, when this quake occurs, leaving man entirely shaken, “she will tell 

her news, for your Lord will have inspired her.” (Verses 4-5) This earth will then tell her 

news, describe her condition and what has happened to her. It will all have been 

brought about simply because ‘your Lord has inspired her,’ ordered her to shake and 

quake so fiercely and shake off her burdens. She obeys only the Lord’s orders ‘in true 

submission!’ (84: 5) She will relate her news because what will take place is a simple 

and clear account of what lies behind it of God’s orders and inspiration to the earth. 

At this point when man is astonished, puzzled and crying out, and as the rhythm 

gasps with dread and terror, surprise and wonder, tottering and shuddering, crying 

out: What is the matter with her? What has happened to her? — at this point he 

encounters the scene of resurrection, reckoning, weighing and recompense. “On that 

day people will come forward, separated from one another, to be shown their deeds. Whoever 

does an atom’s weight of good shall see it then, and whoever does an atom’s weight of evil 

shall see it then also.” (Verses 6-8) 

In the twinkling of an eye we behold people rising from their graves. “On that day 

people will come forward, separated from one another.” (Verse 6) We behold them issuing 

forth from all over the globe: “as if they were swarming locusts.” (54: 7) This scene is 

also unknown to man, it is something unprecedented, unique in nature. “On that day, 

the Earth will split asunder and they will come out in haste.” (50: 44) Wherever you look 

you behold a ghost hurrying away, caring for nothing and never looking back or 

turning his head left or right. They all are “rushing to the summoner,” (54: 8), with their 

heads down and their eyes staring forward, “for each one of them will on that day have 

enough preoccupations of his own.” (80: 37) It is a scene indescribable in human 

language. It is both ghastly and astonishing. All these adjectives and all their 

synonymous and analogous terms cannot describe it. It would be better conceived 

with a stretch of imagination and contemplation within the limits and capacity of our 

minds. 

“On that day people will come forward, separated from one another, to be shown their 

deeds.” (Verse 6) This is far more terrible and dreadful. People go to where they will 

be shown their deeds. They have to face their deeds and their rewards or 

punishments. 

Encountering one’s own deeds may, sometimes, be far more severe than any other 

punishment. Man sometimes does things which he avoids even thinking about when 

he is alone. 
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In a spell of repentance and remorse, man may even turn his face from some of his 

deeds because they are so ghastly. o, in what condition will he be on that day when 

he faces his deeds in front of all mankind and in the presence of God Almighty? It is 

a terrible and frightful punishment, although it is only that they are shown their 

deeds and have to confront their labours. However, following this confrontation 

comes the accurate reckoning which does not leave out an atom’s weight of good or 

evil. “Whoever does an atom’s weight of good shall see it then, and whoever does an atom’s 

weight of evil shall see it then also.” (Verses 7-8) 

“An atom’s weight!” Early commentators on the Qur’ n explain this phrase as “a 

mosquito” or “a particle of dust” which can only be seen when exposed to sunlight. 

These were the smallest things they could think of, and which may be referred to as 

an atom. But now we know that the word ‘atom’ refers to a definite thing which is 

much smaller than a particle of dust seen in sunlight. For the particle of dust can be 

seen by the human eye while it is impossible to see the atom, even with the help of 

the most powerful microscopes in modern laboratories. It is only conceived by 

scientists. None of them has seen it either with his own eyes or with his microscope. 

All that they have seen is its effects. 

This atom, or what is similar to it in weight, whether good or bad, will be brought 

forth and shown to its doer, who will then receive its reward. At that time man does 

not undervalue any of his actions and deeds, whether good or bad. He does not say, 

“Oh, this is a trivial thing which has no weight or consideration.” On the contrary, 

his conscience will be as sensitive to everything he has done as an accurate scale 

registering even the weight of an atom favourably or unfavourably. There is nothing 

parallel or similar to this measure in this world, except the heart of a believer. Such a 

heart is sensitive to even an atom’s weight of either good or evil. 

But there are some hearts in this world which are unmoved even by mountains of 

sin and crime. They remain unaffected while suppressing fountains of goodness 

which are far firmer than mountains. These hearts are conceited on this earth but on 

the Day of Judgement they are crushed under their own burdens. 
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S RAH 100 

Al-` diy t 
(The Coursers) 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

By the snorting coursers, (1) 

striking sparks of fire, (2) 

rushing to assault at dawn, (3) 

raising a trail of dust, (4) 

storming into any army: (5) 

man is surely ungrateful to his Lord, (6) 

and to this he himself bears witness; (7) 

and truly, he is passionate in his love of wealth. 

(8) 

Does he not know that when the contents of the 

graves are scattered about, (9) 
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and what is in the breasts is brought out — (10) 

that on that day their Lord [will show that He] 

is fully aware of them? (11) 

Ÿ≅ Å_Áãmuρ $tΒ ’ Îû Í‘ρß‰Á9 $# ∩⊇⊃∪  

¨βÎ) Ν åκ ®5u‘ öΝ Íκ Í5 7‹Í×tΒöθtƒ 7 Î6 y‚©9 ∩⊇⊇∪ 

Overview 

This s rah is presented in rapid and violent strokes. The text moves swiftly from 

one scene to another. As we come to the last verse, everything — the verbal 

expressions, connotations, subject matter and rhythm — settle down in a manner 

similar to that of a courser reaching the finishing line. 

The s rah starts with a scene of war steeds running, snorting, striking sparks of 

fire with their hoofs, launching a raid at dawn and blazing a trail of dust, cleaving 

suddenly into the centre of the enemies’ camp, taking them by surprise and striking 

terror and fear in their hearts. 

Then follows a picture of the human soul: a scene of ingratitude, ignobleness, 

greed and extreme miserliness. Immediately after that there is a description of graves 

laid open and their contents scattered, and the secrets of hearts poured out. Finally 

the trail of dust, ingratitude and miserliness, the contents of graves and dragged out 

secrets all come to the same terminus. They come to God and settle down: “On that 

day their Lord [will show that He] is fully aware of them?” (Verse 11) 

The rhythm of the s rah is robust and thunderous, and thus fits well with the 

dusty and clamorous atmosphere generated by the upturned graves and the secrets 

violently pulled out of people’s breasts. These characteristics of the rhythm are also 

appropriate to the picture of ingratitude, thanklessness and extreme miserliness. The 

framework for this picture is provided by a dusty and tumultuous stampede of 

horses racing and thundering. Thus the frame and the picture are in perfect harmony 

with each other. 

Witness to His Shortcomings 

By the snorting coursers, striking sparks of fire, rushing to assault at dawn, raising a 

trail of dust, storming into any army: man is surely ungrateful to his Lord, and to this 

he himself bears witness; and truly, he is passionate in his love of wealth. (Verses 1-8) 

God swears by the war horses and describes their movements one after the other: 

running, snorting and neighing. They strike their hoofs against rocks, producing 

sparks of fire. They wage their attack early at dawn in order to take the enemy by 
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surprise, producing a trail of dust during the unexpected battle. They swiftly pierce 

the enemy ranks creating disorder and confusion amongst them. These successive 

stages were well known to those who were first addressed by the Qur’ n. The fact 

that God swears by the horses provides an emphatic suggestion that the movement 

portrayed is a lovable one and that people should respond to it actively. This they do 

only after realizing how precious it is in God’s measure, which is reflected in His 

paying attention to it. Added to all this is the harmony between this scene and the 

scenes which are the subject of the divine oath, namely the state of the human soul 

when it is devoid of faith and its impetus. The Qur’ n draws our attention to this 

state in order that we may gather all our will-power to combat it. For God is perfectly 

aware of how deeply it is ingrained in man and what great pressure it exercises on 

him. 

“Man is surely ungrateful to his Lord, and to this he himself bears witness; and truly, he is 

passionate in his love of wealth.” (Verses 68) It is a fact that man reacts with ingratitude 

to all the bounties of his Lord. He denies the favours which God confers on him. His 

thanklessness and ingratitude is reflected in a host of actions and verbal statements 

which will serve as witness against him. Or perhaps, on the Day of Judgement, he 

may testify against himself, admitting his ingratitude: “and to this he himself bears 

witness.” (Verse 7) For on the Day of Judgement he will speak the plain truth even 

against himself, without contention or excuse. “And truly, he is passionate in his love of 

wealth.” (Verse 8) 

Man is a passionate self-lover. But he loves only what he imagines to be good for 

himself: wealth, power and the pleasures of this world. This is his nature unless he 

has faith which changes his concepts, values and even his concerns. Faith changes his 

ingratitude to humble thankfulness. It changes his greed and miserliness to 

benevolence and compassion. It makes him aware of the proper values which are 

worthy of being the object of ambition and hard competition. Indeed these are much 

more exalted than money, power and mundane pleasures. 

Man without faith is an ignoble creature, having only trivial ambitions and petty 

concerns. However large his desires, however strong his ambitions and high his 

objectives may seem, he remains sunk in the cesspool of this earth, confined within 

the limits of this life, imprisoned in self. He cannot be freed or elevated except by an 

attachment to a world superior to this earth, extending beyond this life; a world 

which originates from God who is the First Being and returning to God the Eternal; a 

world into which this life and the life hereafter converge and which has no end. 

Hence, the final touch in the s rah provides the cure for ingratitude, greed and 

miserliness. It portrays the scene of resurrection in a way that makes man shudder, 

and puts his love for wealth and indulgence in worldly riches out of his mind, 

unshackling hi soul and setting it free from earthly attachments: “Does he not know 
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that when the contents of the graves are scattered about, and what is in the breasts is brought 

out — that on that day their Lord [will show that He] is fully aware of them?” (Verses 9-11) 

It is a violent and frightening scene in which we witness the ‘scattering about’ of 

the contents of the graves and the bringing out of closely-guarded secrets. The Arabic 

terms, bu`thira and huşşila, used here for scattering and pulling are very forceful, 

suggesting an atmosphere of violence and force. 

Does he not know what happens when this will take place? Mere awareness of all 

this is enough to inspire man to seek an answer and explore every avenue in search 

of it. For it finally rests where every matter and destiny is settled: “on that day their 

Lord [will show that He] is fully aware of them?” (Verse 11) 

So to their Lord is their end. On that day He shows that He knows them and all 

their affairs and secrets. God certainly knows everything at all times and in all 

conditions, but knowledge of “that day” has the effect of drawing their attention. It is 

a knowledge which necessitates reckoning and reward. This implicit meaning is the 

one underlined here. 

All in all this s rah is a swift, vehement and breathless piece, with a sudden 

terminus of meaning, expression and rhythm all at the same time. 
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S RAH 101 

Al-Q ri`ah 
(The Striker) 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

The Striker! (1) 

What is the Striker? (2) 

Would that you knew what the Striker is! (3) 

The day when people will be scattered moths, (4) 

and the mountains like tufts of carded wool. (5) 

Then he whose weight [of good deeds] is heavy in 

the balance, (6) 

shall enjoy a happy life. (7) 

But he whose weight is light in the balance, (8) 

èπ tã Í‘$s) ø9 $# ∩⊇∪  

$tΒ èπ tã Í‘$s) ø9 $# ∩⊄∪  

!$tΒuρ y71 u‘ ÷Š r& $tΒ èπ tãÍ‘$s) ø9 $# ∩⊂∪  

tΠ öθtƒ ãβθä3tƒ â¨$̈Ψ9 $# Ä¸# tx ø9 $$Ÿ2 Ï^θèZ÷6 yϑø9 $# 

∩⊆∪  

ãβθä3 s?uρ ãΑ$t6 Éfø9 $# Ç⎯ ôγ Ïèø9 $$Ÿ2 Â\θàΖyϑø9 $# 

∩∈∪  

$̈Βr' sù ∅tΒ ôM n=à) rO … çμ ãΖƒ Î—≡ uθtΒ ∩∉∪  

uθßγ sù ’Îû 7π t±Š Ïã 7π uŠ ÅÊ# §‘ ∩∠∪  

$̈Βr& uρ ô⎯ tΒ ôM ¤ yz … çμ ãΖƒ Î—≡ uθtΒ ∩∇∪  



 

 231

shall have the abyss for his home. (9) 

Would that you knew what this is like! (10) 

It is a scorching fire. (11) 

… çμ •Βé'sù ×π tƒÍρ$yδ ∩®∪  
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Overview 

Al-Q ri`ah, or the Striker, means the resurrection. Elsewhere in the Qur’ n it is 

given names such as the Overwhelming One, the Deafening Shout, the Stunning 

Blast and the Enveloper. The term al-Q ri`ah also connotes hitting and knocking 

hard. It knocks people’s hearts with its engulfing horror. 

The s rah as a whole deals with the Striker, its essence, what takes place in it and 

what it eventually leads to. Thus the s rah portrays one of the scenes of the Day of 

Resurrection. 

The scene portrayed here is one of horror directly affecting man and mountains. In 

this scene people look dwarfish in spite of their great number. For they are like 

scattered moths. They fly here and there having no power or weight, going through 

the dilemma of moths which rush to destruction, having no aim or purpose. 

On the other hand, the mountains, which used to be firm and solidly based, seem 

to be like carded wool carried away by winds, and even by a light breeze. Thus, it is 

in harmony with this image that the Day of Resurrection is described as the one that 

strikes or knocks out. The connotations used and the rhythm are in consonance with 

the effects of the Striker on both people and mountains. The s rah spreads an air of 

awe and expectation about the outcome of reckoning. 

Determination of People’s Fates 

“The Striker! What is the Striker! Would that you knew what the Striker is!” (Verses 1-3) 

This s rah starts with the single word, al-Q ri`ah, rendered in English as the Striker. It 

is thrown like a shot, without any further information, predicate or adjective. As such 

it creates through its sound and connotations an ambiance of awe and apprehension. 

The word is immediately followed by a question suggesting alarm: “What is the 

Striker?” (Verse 2) It is that dreadful and formidable thing which arouses curiosity 

and questioning. Then comes the answer in the form of a cryptic exclamation: “Would 

that you knew what the Striker is!’ It is too great to be comprehended or imagined. Then 
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follows the answer which states what takes place in it but refrains from stating its 

exact nature: “The day when people will be scattered moths, and the mountains like tufts of 

carded wool.” (Verses 4-5) 

This is the first scene of the Striker, a scene that leaves people’s hearts in panic and 

makes limbs tremble with fear. The listener feels that everything he clings to in this 

world is flying all around him like dust. Then comes the end of all mankind. “Then he 

whose weight [of good deeds] is heavy in the balance, shall enjoy a happy life. But he whose 

weight is light in the balance, shall have the abyss for his home. Would that you knew what 

this is like! It is a scorching fire.” (Verses 6-11) 

It is useful for us to consider the weights, whether heavy or light. This means that 

there are standards which God credits with being valuable and others that are 

valueless. This is the general meaning of the statement which the s rah wants to 

convey. However, God knows best the exact nature of the balance determining such 

weights. To indulge in a sophisticated, logical and linguistic argument about the 

meaning of the Qur’ nic term, maw zīn, used here is in itself a departure from the 

Qur’ nic spirit and indicates that the reader is not interested in the Qur’ n or in 

Islam. 

“Then he whose weight [of good deeds] is heavy in the balance”, according to God’s 

measures and evaluation, “shall enjoy a happy life.” God makes this statement general 

without any detailed information. Thus, the statement imparts to man the 

connotations of content and satisfaction or, indeed, pure happiness. 

“But he whose weight is light in the balance,” according to God’s same measure and 

evaluation, “shall have the abyss for his home.” The Arabic text uses the term, umm, 

‘mother’, for what is rendered here as ‘home’. It is to his mother that a child turns for 

help and protection as he seeks shelter and security at home. But such people with 

light measure can only turn and resort to the abyss! The expression is a fine one, 

beautifully ordered. It also has a shade of obscurity preparing the way for 

subsequent clarification which adds to the depth of the intended effect: “Would that 

you knew what this is like.” (Verse 10) It is again the cryptic exclamation used often in 

the Qur’ n which emphasizes that it is beyond comprehension and vision. Then 

comes the answer in the closing note: “It is a scorching fire.” (Verse 11) 

Such is the mother of any person whose weight of good deeds is light. This is his 

mother to whom he turns for help and protection and for security and comfort. But 

what does he find with such a mother? He finds nothing but the abyss and a 

scorching fire. The expression here makes a sudden jolt to represent the hard reality. 
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S RAH 102 

Al-Tak thur 
(Rivalry for Worldly Gain) 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

You are preoccupied by greed for more and more, 

(1) 

until you go down to your graves. (2) 

Nay, in time you will come to know! (3) 

Again, in time you will come to know! (4) 

Indeed, were you to know [the truth] with 

certainty... (5) 

You would, most certainly, see the fire of hell. (6) 

Again, you will, most certainly, see it with your 

very eyes. (7) 

Then on that day you will certainly be 
questioned about your joys and comforts. (8) 
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Greedy Preoccupations 
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This s rah has a rhythm that is both majestic and awe-inspiring; as if it were the 

voice of a warner standing on a high place, projecting his voice as it rings out in 

weighty emphasis. He calls out to people who are drowsy, drunken, confused. They 

approach a precipice with their eyes closed and their feelings numbed. So the warner 

increases the volume of his voice to the limit: “You are preoccupied by greed for more and 

more, until you go down to your graves.” (Verses 1-2) 

You drunken and confused lot! You who take delight and indulge in rivalry for 

wealth, children and the pleasures of this life, from which you are sure to depart! 

You who are absorbed with what you have, unaware of what comes afterwards! You 

who will leave the object of this rivalry, and what you seek pride in, and go to a 

narrow hole where there is no rivalry or pride! Wake up and look around, all of you! 

For indeed, “you are preoccupied by greed for more and more, until you go down to your 

graves.” (Verses 1-2) 

With a deep and grave rhythm the s rah then strikes their hearts with the terror 

awaiting them after they are left in their graves: “Nay, in time you will come to know.” 

(Verse 3) Then it repeats the same note, employing the same words and the same 

firm and terrifying rhythm: “Again, in time you will come to know!” (Verse 4) Then it 

adds to the depth and awe of this assurance, and hints at the grave prospect that lies 

beyond, the terrifying essence of which they do not recognize in their flush of 

intoxication and rivalry for worldly riches: “Indeed, were you to know [the truth] with 

certainty...” (Verse 5) 

The conditional sentence is not completed in the text. This is acceptable as a 

refined form of Arabic. It adds to the feeling of awe generated by the s rah. The 

inference here is that had they known what they should know for certain, they 

would not have indulged in such rivalry for petty gain. The s rah then discloses the 

fearful fact which has been withheld: “You would, most certainly, see the fire of hell.” 

(Verse 6) 

It then emphasizes this fact and enhances its impact on people’s hearts: “Again, 

you will, most certainly, see it with your very eyes.” (Verse 7) 

Finally, it puts the last statement which makes the drunkard sober, the lethargic 

conscious, the confused attentive and the self-indulgent tremble and feel 

apprehension at his indulgence in comfort and pleasure: “Then on that day you will 

certainly be questioned about your joys and comforts.” (Verse 8) You will be questioned 

concerning all this: How did you get it? How did you dispense with it? Was it 

obtained from a lawful source and dispensed with lawfully? Or was it gained 

unlawfully and used in a sinful manner? Have you praised and thanked God for it? 

Have you given the poor their due? Have you spent some of it on others? Or 

monopolized it all for your selves? “You will be questioned” about your rivalry in 
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gathering and amassing wealth and about what you take pride in. It is a burden 

which you, in your preoccupation and enjoyment, think little of. But beyond it lie 

heavy responsibilities. 

This is a self-expressing s rah. It leaves its impact on us by its meaning and 

rhythm. It leaves the heart occupied, burdened with the problem of the hereafter, 

inattentive to the trivialities of this worldly life and its petty concerns. 

It portrays the life of this world as a fleeting wink in the long span of existence: 

“You are preoccupied by greed for more and more, until you go down to your graves.” 

(Verses 1-2) The wink of this life is over and its small leaf is turned. Thereafter time 

stretches on and the burdens become heavier. The style of the s rah presents this 

inference, achieving harmony between the actual reality and its manner of 

expression. 

Whenever we read this awe-inspiring and majestic s rah, we feel its rhythm 

travelling upwards in space at the beginning and downwards to the deep, deep level 

at the end. We feel the burden of this wink of a life on our shoulders as we walk 

heavily along the road. Then we start questioning ourselves about the smallest and 

most trivial of our deeds. 
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S RAH 103 

Al-`Aşr 
(The Declining Day) 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

I swear by the declining day, (1) 

that man is a certain loser, (2) 

except for those who have faith and do righteous 

deeds and counsel one another to follow the truth 

and counsel one another to be patient in adversity. 

(3) 
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Overview 

This very short s rah outlines a complete system for human life based on the 

Islamic viewpoint. It defines, in the clearest and most concise form, the basic concept 

of faith in the context of its comprehensive reality. In a few words the whole Islamic 

constitution is covered and in fact, the Muslim community is described in its 

essential qualities and message in one verse only, the last. Such is the clear and most 

expressive style of which only God is capable. 

The great fact which this s rah affirms is simply that throughout the history of 

mankind there has been one worthwhile and trustworthy path, which is, specifically, 

the one the s rah describes. All other ways lead only to loss and ruin. As it says in 

outline, this way means first the adoption of faith, followed by good deeds and 

exhortation to follow the truth and to persevere in the face of adversity. 
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Faith and Its Significance 

What does the adoption of faith then mean? We shall not give here its juristic 

definition. Instead, we shall describe its nature and importance in human life. 

Faith is the characteristic by which man, a small creature with a life of short 

duration in a limited world, attains closeness to the Absolute and Everlasting 

Originator of the universe and all that exists in it. He thus establishes a link with the 

whole universe, which springs from that One Origin, with the laws governing it and 

the powers and potentialities it provides. As a result, he breaks away from the 

narrow boundaries of his trivial self to the broadness of the universe, from his 

inadequate power to the great unknown universal energies, and from the limits of 

his short life to the eternity that God alone comprehends. 

This bond with God grants man assured power, limitless scope and freedom. It 

endows him with great enjoyment of this beautiful life and enriches his life with a 

mutual friendship with other creatures. Thus life becomes a pleasant journey for man 

everywhere and at all times. From this an everlasting happiness and intimate 

understanding of life and creation are derived. This is the invaluable gain, to lack 

which is an immeasurable loss. 

The qualities of faith are also precisely those of sublime and dignified humanity, 

such as the worship of one God which elevates man above servitude to others and 

establishes within him the truth of all mankind’s equality so that he neither yields 

nor bows down his head to anyone other than God, the One, the Absolute. The result 

is that man enjoys true liberty, which radiates from within his conscience following 

his realization that there is only one power and one Lord in this world. This 

liberation is spontaneously developed from such an awareness, for it is the only 

logical sequence. 

Godliness is the second quality of dignified humanity. This quality determines for 

man the source from which he derives his concepts, values, criteria, considerations, 

doctrines, laws and whatever brings him into relation with God, the world at large 

and with his fellow human beings. Thus, equity and justice replace personal desires 

and self-interest. This strengthens the believer’s realization of the value of his way of 

life and keeps him above all j hiliyyah concepts, interests and mundane values. This 

is so even when a believer finds himself alone, with no one else of his kind. For he 

counters all these features with values he derives directly from God. As such, they 

are the highest in value, most sound and most deserving of devotion and esteem. 

A third quality of faith and dignified humanity is the clarity of the relationship 

between the Creator and His creatures. Thus, man, who is a creature restricted by his 

own world, is connected with the Everlasting Truth without any mediator. It 

supplies his heart and soul with light and contentment; and it gives him confidence 
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and purpose. It eliminates from his mind perplexity, fear and anxiety, as well as any 

inclination towards arrogance and tyranny over others. 

Following the path ordained by God, with steadfastness and clarity of vision, is 

the next quality of the community of believers. This must be maintained so that 

goodness does not come about casually, incidentally or without deliberation but 

rather springs from definite motives and heads towards certain aims. People united 

for God’s cause collaborate. Thus, with a single definite purpose and a single 

distinguished banner, the Muslim community is raised. This is true for all 

generations that are similarly welded together. 

Another quality is belief in the dignity of man in God’s sight. This heightens man’s 

regard for himself and restrains him from aspiring to a position higher than that 

which the Creator has defined for him. For man to feel that he is dignified in God’s 

sight is the loftiest concept he may attain of himself. Any ideology or philosophy that 

abases this valuation and ascribes a dishonourable origin to man, separating him 

from the Supreme society of God is, in effect, nothing but a position of ignominy and 

degradation, even though it may not say so openly. Hence, the effects of 

Darwinism, Freudianism and Marxism are among the most horrid disasters human 

nature has encountered. For they teach mankind that all abasement and downright 

animalism are natural phenomena with which we should be familiar and of which 

we need not be ashamed. 

Purity of motivation is yet another quality of the dignified humanity established 

by faith. This directly follows the realization of man’s dignity in God’s sight, His 

supervision over human conscience and His knowledge of what man harbours in his 

innermost soul. A normal human being, whom the theories of Freud, Karl Marx and 

their type have not deformed, feels ashamed should another person come to know 

what unhealthy feelings he may incidentally experience. The believer feels the 

awesome presence of God in his innermost consciousness and his awareness makes 

him tremble. He, therefore, resorts to self-purification and spiritual cleansing. A 

refined moral sense is the natural fruit of faith in God who is just, kind, 

compassionate, generous and forbearing and who abhors evil, loves goodness, 

knows every furtive look and every secret thought. From this follows the believer’s 

responsibility, which is the direct result of his free-will and the fact that God is aware 

of all that he does and feels. It stimulates within him healthy awareness, sensitivity, 

serenity and foresight. His is a communal, rather than an individual responsibility. 

What is more is that it is a responsibility towards all humanity, pure and simple. A 

believer feels all this in every action. He achieves a higher degree of self-respect and 

calculates results before taking any step. He is of value in the world and the whole 

realm of existence and has a role in its smooth running. 

The final quality is man’s elevation above greed for worldly gains, preferring 

1
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instead God’s richer, everlasting reward for which all people should strive, as the 

Qur’ n directs them to do. Such striving for all that is good results in spiritual 

elevation, purification and cleansing. Of immense help in this regard is the fact that a 

believer has a broad scope for action: between this life and the next and between the 

heavens and the earth. Man’s elevation lessens his anxiety about the results and 

fruits of his actions. He does what is good only because it is good and because God 

requires it. It is never his concern whether it leads to further goodness in his own 

short life. God, for whom he performs the good, neither dies, forgets nor ignores 

anyone’s deeds. The reward is not to be received here, for this life is not the last. 

Thus, a believer acquires the power to continue to perform good deeds without 

waiting for immediate results. He is sustained in his determination to do good deeds 

by his unshakable belief in God. This is what guarantees that doing good becomes a 

carefully chosen way of life, not a casual incident or motiveless event. It is this belief 

that supplies believers with the power and fortitude to face evil, whether manifested 

in the despotism of a tyrant, the pressures of j hiliyyah, or the frailty of their will-

power to control their passions. All these represent pressures which arise primarily 

from a sense that this life is too short for us to achieve our aims and pleasures and 

from our inability to comprehend the deeper results of doing good or to see the 

ultimate victory of right over evil. Faith provides a radical and perfect way of dealing 

with such feelings. 

Faith in Human Life 

Faith is the foundation of all goodness in human life. It is from faith that all forms 

of goodness spring and to which all its fruits are due. What does not spring from 

faith is a branch cut from its tree: it is bound to fade and perish; or else, it is a stray 

shoot, limited and temporary! Faith is the axis to which all the fine fabric of life’s 

networks is connected. Without it life is a loose event, wasted through the pursuit of 

yearnings and fantasies. It is the ideology which brings together diversified deeds 

under a consistent system, following the same route and geared to the same 

mechanism, possessing a definite motive and a well-defined goal. 

Hence, all deeds not stemming from this origin and not related to that way are 

completely disregarded by the Qur’ n. Islam is invariably candid over this. In S rah 

14, Abraham, we read: “The works of those who disbelieve in their Lord are like ashes which 

the wind blows about fiercely on a stormy day. They cannot achieve any benefit from all that 

they might have earned.” (14: 18) In S rah 24, Light, we read: “As for the unbelievers, their 

deeds are like a mirage in the desert, which the thirsty traveller supposes to be water, but 

when he comes near to it, he finds that it is nothing.” (24: 39) These are clear statements 

discrediting every deed not related to faith. The fact is that faith gives a person’s 

deed a motive that is connected with the origin of existence and an aim compatible 
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with the purpose of all creation. This is a logical view of an ideology that attributes 

all events to God. Whoever dissociates himself from Him, vanishes and loses the 

reality of his existence. 

Faith is a sign of health in a person’s nature and soundness in his disposition. It 

also indicates man’s harmony with the nature of the whole universe, and the 

presence of mutual effect between man and the world around him. His life, as long 

as his behaviour is straightforward, must bring about an orientation which ends up 

in his adoption of faith because of what this universe itself possesses of signs and 

testimonies about the absolute power that created it. Were the contrary the case, 

something must then be wrong or lacking in the state of the recipient, i.e. man, which 

would be a sign of corruption that only leads to loss and nullifies any deed which 

might somehow give an appearance of righteousness. So extensive and 

comprehensive, so sublime and beautiful, so happy is the believers’ world that the 

world of unbelievers appears, by comparison, minute, trivial, low, feeble, ugly and 

miserable. 

Need for Righteous Deeds 

Doing what is righteous is the natural fruit of faith. It is a spontaneous interaction 

generated once the reality of faith settles inside the human heart and mind. For faith 

is a positive and active concept which, once it has pervaded the human conscience, 

hastens to reflect itself to the outside world in good deeds. This is the Islamic view of 

faith. It must be dynamic. If it is not, then it is either phoney or nonexistent, just as a 

flower cannot withhold its fragrance which naturally spreads. Otherwise, it is not in 

the flower at all. 

From all this we recognize the value of faith: it is dynamic, active, creative, 

productive and totally devoted to God’s pleasure. It is the opposite of narrowness, 

negativity or introversion. It is not just sincere and innocent intentions that never 

develop into actions. This is the distinguishing characteristic of Islam that makes it a 

creative power in practical life. 

All this is logical only as long as faith remains the link with the way of life God 

has outlined. This way of life is characterized by perpetual dynamism in the world 

and among people. It is founded according to a specific plan and orientated towards 

a definite goal. Moreover, faith propels humanity towards implementing what is 

good, pure, constructive and utilitarian. 

Counselling one another to follow the truth and to persevere in the face of 

adversity reveals a picture of Islamic society which has its own very special entity, a 

unique inter-relationship between its individual members and a single objective. It 

fully understands its position, role and duties. It realizes the essence of its faith and 
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what it has to do of good deeds which include, among other tasks, the leadership of 

humanity along its own way. To execute this tremendous duty, mutual counselling 

and exhortation become a necessity. 

From the meaning and nature of the very word ‘counsel’ appears a most 

magnificent picture of a united, co-ordinated, righteous and enlightened community 

or society which pursues right, justice and goodness on this earth. This is exactly 

how Islam wants the Muslim community to be. 

Mutual counsel aimed at that which is right is a necessity because it is hard always 

to maintain what is right, bearing in mind that the obstacles in its way are 

innumerable: egoistic passions and predilections, false concepts in the social 

environment, and the tyranny, inequity and despotism of some. Hence the mutual 

exhortation urged here means reminding, encouraging and expressing the unity of 

aim and destination and equality in duty and responsibility. It also collects 

individual efforts into a unified whole and thus increases feelings of brotherhood in 

every guardian of truth, in so far as there are others with him to exhort, encourage, 

support and love him. This is precisely the case with Islam, the righteous way of life 

whose establishment requires a co-ordinated, interdependent, self- sufficient and 

self-supporting community. 

Counsel and exhortation to persevere in the face of adversity are also a necessity 

because the sustenance of faith and good deeds and catering for right and equity are 

the hardest tasks to carry out. This makes endurance utterly indispensable. 

Endurance is also necessary when adapting oneself to the Islamic way of life, 

confronting others, and when afflicted with ill-treatment and hardship. Perseverance 

is necessary when evil and falsehood triumph. It is necessary for traversing the 

length of the route, putting up with the slowness of the process of reform, the 

obscurity of the road- posts and the lengthy road leading to the destination. 

Exhortation to endure hardship and persevere against adverse conditions 

broadens man’s capacities by inspiring unity of aim and direction as well as feelings 

of togetherness in everyone, equipping them with love, fortitude and determination. 

It generates vitality in the community where the truth of Islam can survive and 

through which it is implemented. 

Judging by the doctrine which the Qur’ n outlines for the life of the successful 

group which attains salvation, we are gravely shocked to see the loss and the ruin in 

which humanity today finds itself everywhere. We are amazed at the frustrations 

humanity suffers in this present world and at how humanity turns away from the 

goodness God has bestowed upon it. We are the more distressed by the absence a 

righteous and faithful authority to stand up for the truth. Moreover, the Muslims, or 

rather people claiming to be Muslims, are the farthest of all from what is good and 
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the most averse to the ideology God ordained for their community and the one route 

He pointed out for their deliverance from loss and ruin. People, in the very realm 

where this righteousness took its roots, have deserted the banner God raised for 

them, that is the banner of faith. They have raised instead banners of race which have 

never done them any good throughout their history or given them a respectable 

position either on earth or in the heavens. For it was Islam that raised for them the 

banner totally conforming to God’s will, hoisted in His name only and identified 

with Him alone. Under this banner the Arabs triumphed, were predominant and 

gave humanity a righteous, strong, enlightened and successful leadership for the first 

time in human history. Shaikh Abū’l al- asan `Al  Nadw  outlines the characteristics 

of this unique leadership: 

Once the Muslims were aroused, they quickly burst the bounds of Arabia and 

threw themselves zealously into the task of the fuller working out of human 

destiny. Their leadership held the guarantee of light and happiness for the 

world; it gave the promise of turning humanity into a single divinely-guided 

society. Some of the characteristics of Muslim leadership were: 

The Muslims had the unique advantage of being in possession of the divine 

book (the Qur’ n) and the sacred law (the Shariah). They did not have to fall 

back on their own judgement on the vital questions of life, and were thus 

saved from the manifold difficulties and perils that are attendant upon such a 

course. The divine word had illumined all the avenues of life for them and 

had enabled them to progress towards a destination which they clearly 

envisaged. With them it was not to be a case of trial and error. Says the Holy 

Qur’ n: “Can he who is dead, to whom We give life and a light whereby he can walk 

amongst men, be like him who is in the depths of darkness from which he can never 

come out?” (6: 122) 

They were to judge among men on the basis of the revealed word; they were 

not to diverge from the dictates of justice and equity; their view was not to be 

blurred by enmity, hatred or desire for revenge. “O you who believe, stand out 

firmly for God as witnesses to fair dealing, and let not the hatred of others to you 

make you swerve to wrong and depart from justice. Be just; that is nearer to piety; 

and fear God, for God is well acquainted with all that ye do.” (5: 8) 

They had not by themselves leapt into power all of a sudden from the 

abysmal depth of degradation. The Qur’ n had already beaten them into 

shape. They had been brought to a high level of nobility and purity by the 

Prophet through long years of unremitting care. The Prophet had conditioned 

them to a life of austerity and righteousness; he had instilled into their hearts 

the virtues of humility and courageous self-denial; he had purged them clean 
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of greed and of striving after power, renown or wealth. It was laid down by 

him as a fundamental principle of Islamic polity that “We shall not assign an 

office under the government to anyone who makes a request for it, or shows 

his longing for it in any other way.” [Related by al-Bukh r  and Muslim.] 

The Muslims were as far removed from falsehood, haughtiness and mischief 

as white is from black. The following words of the Qur’ n had not in vain 

been grounded into them night and day: “That home of the hereafter We shall 

give to those who intend not high-handedness or mischief on earth; and the end is 

(best) for the righteous.” (28: 37) 

Instead of aspiring for positions of authority and trust, they accepted them 

with great reluctance and when they did accept an official position they 

accepted it as a trust from God, to whom they would have to render full 

account of their sins of omission and commission on the Day of Judgement. 

Says the Holy Qur’ n: “God commands you to render back your trusts to those to 

whom they are due; and when you judge between man and man, that you judge with 

justice.” (4: 58) “It is He Who has made you (His) vicegerents on the earth. He has 

raised you in ranks, some above others, that He might try you in the gifts you receive; 

for your Lord is quick in punishment, yet He is indeed Oft-Forgiving, Most 

Merciful.” (6: 165) 

Further, the Muslims were not the agents of any particular race or country; 

nor were they out to establish Arab imperialism. Their mission was a 

universal mission of faith and freedom. They were happily free from all the 

sickly obsessions of colour and territorial nationality. All men were equal 

before them. The Qur’ n had pointedly said: “O mankind, We created you from 

(a single pair of) a male and a female; and made you into nations and tribes, that you 

may know each other [not that you may despise each other]. Verily the most honoured 

of you in the sight of God is [he who is] the most righteous of you. And God has full 

knowledge and is well acquainted [with all things].” (49: 13) 

Once the son of `Amr ibn al-` ş, the Governor of Egypt, struck an Egyptian 

commoner with a whip. The matter was brought to the notice of Caliph 

`Umar. The Caliph did not show the least regard for the high status of the 

offender’s father, and ordered the Egyptian straightaway to avenge himself 

for harm done to him. To the offender’s father he administered this telling 

rebuke, “Why have you made them slaves when they were born free?” 

The Arabs were not stingy in making the benefits of faith, culture and 

learning available to the non-Arabs. They did not care for the nationality or 

the family connections of the recipients when it came to the conferment of 

high honours and positions in the State. They were, as it were, a cloud of bliss 

that rained ungrudgingly over the entire world, and from which all peoples, 
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everywhere freely profited according to their own capacity. 

The Arabs allowed a free and equal partnership to all nations in the 

establishment of a new socio-political structure and in the advancement of 

mankind towards a fuller and richer moral ideal. There were no national 

divisions, no colour bars, no vested interests, no priesthood and no hereditary 

nobility in the Islamic Commonwealth. No special benefits were reserved for 

anyone. There was nothing to prevent the non-Arabs from surpassing the 

Arabs in the various fields of life. Even as Doctors of Fiqh and ad th a 

number of non-Arabs attained to distinction for which the Muslims in general 

and the Arabs in particular feel proud. Ibn Khaldūn writes: “It is an amazing 

fact of history that though their religion is of Arabian origin and the Law that 

the Prophet had brought had an Arab complexion, with a few exceptions, all 

eminent men of learning in the Muslim Millat [i.e. faith], in the field of 

theological as well as secular sciences, are non-Arabs. Even those who are 

Arabs by birth are non-Arabs by education, language and scholarship. 

During the later centuries, too, the non-Arab Muslims continued to produce 

leaders, statesmen, saints and savants of exceptional merit. This would 

obviously not have been possible, had the Arabs been mean or prejudiced in 

sharing their opportunities with the people of other nationalities in the 

Islamic world. Humanity has many sides — physical, emotional, social, 

moral, mental and spiritual. We cannot neglect any one of them for the 

benefit of another. Humanity cannot progress to its highest level unless every 

human instinct is brought into proper play. It would be futile to hope for the 

establishment of a healthy human society till an intellectual, material, moral 

and spiritual environment is created in which a man is enabled to develop his 

latent potentialities in harmony with God’s plan of creation. We learn from 

experience that this goal must remain a dream so long as the reins of 

civilization are not held by those who attach due importance to both the 

material and the spiritual yearnings of life, and can, together with having a 

high moral and spiritual sense, fitly appreciate the claims of flesh and blood 

upon man and the interrelationship between the individual and the society.44 

Shaikh Nadw  then speaks of the reign of the first four Caliphs who ruled after the 

Prophet: 

We, consequently, find that no period in the recorded history of the human 

race has been more auspicious for it in the true sense of the term than what is 

known among the Muslims as Khil fat-i-R shidah. During this epoch, all the 

material, moral and spiritual resources of man were brought into use to make 

                                                 
44 Abu’! al- asan `Al  Nadw , Islam and the World, pp. 75-78. 
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him an ideal citizen of an ideal State. The Government was judged by the 

yard-stick of morality, and the morals were judged by their utility to lift 

humanity in permanent values and establishing justice in human society. 

Though the Islamic Commonwealth was the richest and the most powerful 

State of its time, the popular heroes and ideal personalities in it used to be 

drawn from among those who possessed, not earthly glory, but purity and 

nobleness of character. There was no disparity between power and morality. 

Material advancement was not allowed to outrun moral progress. That is 

why in the Islamic world the incidence of crime was very low in spite of the 

abundance of wealth and the great heterogeneity of its population. To put it 

in a nutshell, this epoch was the most beautiful springtime mankind has to 

this day experienced.45 

We know some features of that glorious period of human history whose 

generation lived under the Islamic constitution, the pillars of which this particular 

s rah erects. That happy period of history was made possible under the banner of 

faith carried by a group of believers who performed righteous deeds and encouraged 

each other to follow the truth and to persevere in adversity. 

Profit and Loss 

Now what, in the light of all this, is the loss humanity is suffering everywhere? 

How great is its failure in the battle between good and evil as a result of turning a 

blind eye to the great message the Arabs delivered to it when they raised the banner 

of Islam and thus assumed the leadership of mankind? Having abandoned Islam, the 

Arab nation is in the forefront of the caravan which is heading towards loss and ruin. 

Since then, the banners of mankind have been for Satan, falsehood, error, darkness 

and loss. No banner has been raised for God, truth, guidance, light or success. God’s 

banner, however, is still there awaiting the arms that will raise it and the nation 

which under it will advance towards righteousness, guidance and success. 

All that has been said so far concerned gain and loss in this life which, though of 

great importance, is very trivial in comparison with the hereafter. There is an 

everlasting life and a world of reality where real profit is made or real loss is 

suffered; that is, either the attainment of, or deprivation from, paradise and the 

pleasure of God. There man either accomplishes the highest of perfection allowed for 

him or completely collapses so that his humanity is crushed and ends up as 

worthless as pebbles or even worse: “On the day when man will look on what his hands 

have forwarded and the unbeliever will cry: ‘Would that I were dust.’“ (78: 40) 

                                                 
45 Ibid., p. 80. 
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This s rah is unequivocal in indicating the path leading humanity away from loss: 

“except for those who have faith and do righteous deeds and counsel one another to follow the 

truth and counsel one another to be patient in adversity.” (Verse 3) There is only one right 

path — that of faith, good deeds and the existence of a Muslim community whose 

members counsel one another to follow the truth and to show endurance and 

perseverance. 

Consequently, whenever two Companions of God’s Messenger were about to 

depart from each other, they would read this s rah, after which they would shake 

hands. This was indicative of a pledge to accept this doctrine fully, to preserve this 

faith, piety and a willingness to counsel each other to follow the truth and to 

persevere in the face of adversity. It was a mutual compact to remain good elements 

in an Islamic society established according to that doctrine and to preserve the 

foundation of this society. 
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S RAH 104 

Al-Humazah 
(The Slanderer) 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

Woe to every taunting, slandering backbiter, (1) 

who amasses wealth and keeps counting it again 

and again, (2) 

thinking that his wealth will make him 

immortal. (3) 

By no means! He will indeed be flung into the 

crushing one. (4) 

Would that you know what the crushing one is! 

(5) 

It is God’s own kindled fire, (6) 

which will rise over people’s hearts. (7) 

It will close in upon them, (8) 

in towering columns. (9) 
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Despicable Character 

This s rah portrays a real scene from the early days of the Islamic message, yet the 

same scene is repeated in every environment and society. It shows a vile, mean 

person who is given wealth and who uses it to tyrannize others, until he begins to 

feel himself almost unbearable. He thinks that wealth is the supreme value in life, 

before which all other values and standards come toppling down. He feels that since 

he possesses wealth, he controls other people’s destiny without being accountable for 

his own deeds. He imagines that his money and his wealth is a god, capable of 

everything without exception, even of resisting death, making him immortal and 

stopping God’s judgement and His retribution.  

Deluded as he is by the power of wealth, he counts it and takes pleasure in 

counting it again and again. A wicked vanity is let loose within him driving him to 

mock other people’s positions and dignity, to taunt and slander them. He criticizes 

others verbally, mocks them with his gestures, either by imitating their movements 

and voices or by ridiculing their looks and features, by words and mimicry, by taunt 

and slander.  

It is a vile and debased picture of someone devoid of human ideals and generosity 

and stripped of faith. Islam despises this type of person whose characteristics are 

diametrically opposed to its own high standards of morality. Islam emphatically 

forbids mockery and ridicule of other people as well as deliberate fault-finding. But 

in this case the Qur’ n describes these actions as sordid and ugly, delivering a stern 

warning to anyone who indulges in them. This suggests that the s rah is referring to 

an actual case of some unbelievers subjecting the Prophet and the believers to their 

taunts and slander. The reply to these actions comes in the form of a strong 

prohibition and awesome warning. There are some reports which name specific 

individuals as being the slanderers meant here, but these are not authentic, so we 

will not discuss them, but instead content ourselves with general observations.  

The warning comes in the form of a picture of the hereafter portraying the mental 

and physical suffering there and drawing an image of hell which is both palpable 

and telling. It takes care to relate the crime to the punishment inflicted and to its 

effect on the culprit. On the one side there is the image of the taunting, slandering 

backbiter who mocks and ridicules others while he gathers wealth thinking that he is 

guaranteed immortality in this way. This image of a cynical calumniator seeking 

power through wealth is contrasted with the slighted, ignored person flung into a 

crushing instrument which destroys all that comes in its way. It soon crushes his 
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structure and his pride.  

The crushing instrument is “God’s own kindled fire.” (Verse 6) Its identification as 

the fire of God suggests that it is an exceptional, unfamiliar sort of fire, full of terror. 

This fire ‘rises’ over the person who mocks and ridicules others. To complete the 

image of the slighted, ignored and crushed person, the fire closes in on him from all 

directions and locks him in. None can save him and none asks about him. Inside he is 

tied to a column, as animals are tied, without respect.  

The tone of the vocabulary used in this s rah is very strong ‘Keeps counting it again 

and again; by no means! He will indeed be flung; rises, towering.’ By such expressions, 

forcefulness is emphatically conveyed: “He will indeed be flung into the crushing one. 

Would that you know what the crushing one is! It is God’s own kindled fire.” (Verses 4-6) 

First comes the generalization and cryptic expression, then the exclamation 

suggesting great horror, and then the clear answer — all are forms of forceful 

expression. The style also conveys warnings: ‘Woe to...; He will be flung into...; The 

crushing one...; God’s kindled fire; which will rise over people’s hearts, it will close in upon 

them; in towering columns.’ In all this there is a kind of harmony between imagery and 

feelings and the actions of the ‘taunting, slandering backbiter.’ 

At the time of its revelation, the Qur’ n followed up the incidents faced by the 

Islamic message whilst also leading it along its way. The Qur’ n is the infallible 

weapon which destroys the cunning of conspirators, shakes the hearts of enemies, 

and fills the believers with courage and determination to persevere. Indeed we 

recognize two significant facts in God’s care here as He denounces this sordid type of 

people: firstly, we are shown the ugliness of moral decline and how people are 

rendered so abject. Secondly, we realize that He defends the believers, preserves their 

souls against their enemies’ insults, shows them that God knows and hates what is 

inflicted on them, and that He will punish the wrongdoers. This is enough to elevate 

their souls and to make them feel their position high above the wicked designs of 

others. 



 

 250

S RAH 105 

Al-Fīl 
(The Elephant) 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

Are you not aware how your Lord dealt with the 

people of the Elephant? (1) 

Did He not utterly confound their treacherous 

plan, (2) 

and send against them flocks of birds, (3) 

which pelted them with stones of sand and clay? 

(4) 

Thus He made them like stalks of devoured 

leaves. (5) 
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Historical Background 

This s rah refers to a widely famous incident in the Arabian Peninsula which took 

place before the commencement of the Islamic message. The incident shows very 

clearly how God protected the sacred area, which He willed to be the focal point of 

the last enlightenment, the cradle of the new faith, from where it was to begin its 

blessed march to exterminate j hiliyyah from all corners of the world and to establish 

in its place God’s infallible guidance. 



Al-Fīl (The Elephant) 

 251

The various reports about this incident relate that after the Abyssinians had 

expelled the Persians from Yemen and established their rule there, the Abyssinian 

governor of Yemen, Abrahah, built a superbly luxurious church giving it the name of 

the then Abyssinian Emperor. He did this after he had observed the love and 

enthusiasm of Yemeni Arabs — the same as those felt all over the Arab land — for 

the Ka`bah, the Sacred Mosque at Makkah. His purpose behind building the church 

was to make the Arabs forsake their attachment to the Mosque at Makkah and turn 

instead to his new luxurious church. 

But the Arabs did not turn away from their historical shrine. They believed 

themselves to be the descendants of Abraham and Ishmael who built the House, 

which is the name they often used for the Ka`bah. For them, this fact was a source of 

pride in line with their tradition of honouring their forefathers. Vain and hollow as 

they were, their beliefs were, in their eyes, better and more profound than those of 

the people of earlier revelations [i.e. the Jews and Christians]. They viewed these 

religions as contradictory and futile. 

As a result, Abrahah decided to pull the Ka`bah down in order to achieve his 

objective of turning the Arabs away from it. He therefore marched at the head of a 

great army equipped with elephants. At the front was a huge elephant which 

enjoyed special fame among Abrahah’s men. News of Abrahah’s march and his 

objective travelled throughout Arab lands giving rise to very strong feelings amongst 

the Arabs about the destruction of their sacred House. A nobleman of the royal 

family of Yemen, called Dhū Nafar, tried to stop the Abyssinian governor, calling on 

his people and other Arabs to fight Abrahah and defend the House. Some Arab tribes 

joined him in a battle against Abrahah which Dhū Nafar lost before he was taken 

prisoner. Later, while Abrahah was on his way, he was intercepted by Nat’l ibn 

ab b al-Khath`am , who had mobilized two Arab tribes as well as other Bedouin 

volunteers, but Abrahah again won the battle and captured Nat’l. Nat’l then agreed 

to act as a guide for Abrahah showing him the way. When the Abyssinian governor 

approached ’if, a number of its leaders went to him to say that the House he 

wanted to pull down was in Makkah and not at ’if. They did this in order to 

prevent him from destroying the house they had built for their idol, al-L t. They also 

provided him with a guide to show him the way to the Ka`bah. 

Then, on his arrival at al-Mughammas, a valley en route from ’if to Makkah, 

Abrahah despatched one of his commanders to Makkah where he looted some 

belongings of the Quraysh and other Arabs, including 200 camels which belonged to 

`Abd al-Mu alib ibn H shim, the chief of Makkah and the Prophet’s grandfather. 

Quraysh, Kin nah, Hudhayl and neighbouring Arab tribes then gathered together to 

fight Abrahah, but realized that they stood no chance of winning, so did not proceed 

any further. Then Abrahah sent a messenger to Makkah to meet its chief and convey 
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to him that the governor of Yemen did not come to fight the people of Makkah, but 

just to pull the House down. If they left him to accomplish his objective, he would be 

pleased not to cause any further bloodshed. Abrahah also ordered his messenger to 

bring with him the Makkan chief, if the latter did not propose to fight. When the 

messenger communicated his master’s message to `Abd al-Mu alib, the latter said: 

“By God, we do not want to fight him and we have no power to resist him. This is 

God’s sacred House, built by His chosen friend, Abraham. If He protects it against 

Abrahah, it is because the House is His, and if He leaves it to him to destroy, we 

cannot defend it.” `Abd al-Mu alib then went with the messenger to meet Abrahah. 

Ibn Ish q said that `Abd al-Mu alib was a most handsome, charming and 

venerable-looking person. When Abrahah saw him he felt much respect for him. He 

felt that `Abd al-Mu alib was too noble to sit beneath his royal bed, but at the same 

time he did not wish his officers and troops to see him elevate his guest and sit him 

on his own couch, so instead he sat with `Abd al-Mu alib on the carpet. Then 

Abrahah ordered his interpreter to ask his guest what he wanted. `Abd al-Mu alib 

said he wanted to request the king to give him back his 200 camels which had been 

looted by his commander. Abrahah ordered his interpreter to tell `Abd al-Mu alib 

on his behalf: “I admired you when I first saw you but when I spoke to you I was 

disappointed. Do you come to talk to me about 200 looted camels and forget about 

the House which is an embodiment of your and your forefathers’ religion and which 

I have come to destroy? You did not even say a word to persuade me to spare it.” 

`Abd al-Mu alib said: “I am only the master of my camels, but the House has its 

own Lord who is sure to protect it.” Abrahah snapped: “It cannot be defended 

against me.” The Makkan chief said: “You take your chance!” Abrahah returned his 

camels to him. 

`Abd al-Mu alib went back to the Quraysh and told them of his encounter with 

the Abyssinian commander. He ordered them to leave Makkah and seek shelter in 

the surrounding mountains. Then he accompanied a few Quraysh dignitaries to the 

Ka`bah where he held the ring on its door in his hand. They all prayed hard to God 

for His help and protection of the House. `Abd al-Mu alib is reported to have recited 

the following lines of poetry in his prayer: 

Our Lord, a creature protects his property, so protect Yours. Let not their cross 

and their might ever overcome Your might. If You are leaving them to destroy our 

House of worship, then You surely have something in mind. 

Abrahah, on the other hand, ordered his army to march with the elephants to 

complete their mission, but at a short distance from Makkah, their famous, huge 

elephant sat down and refused to go any further. The soldiers exerted all efforts to 

persuade the elephant to enter the city, but their attempts were in vain. This incident 
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is a fact acknowledged by the Prophet. When his she-camel, al-Qaşw ’, sat down 

some distance from Makkah, on the day the udaybiyah peace agreement was 

concluded, the Prophet said to those of his Companions who claimed she had 

become mulish, that she had not and that mulishness was not part of her nature. 

“But,” the Prophet added, “she has been prevented by the same will which debarred 

the elephant from entering Makkah.” On the day of the conquest of Makkah, the 

Prophet said: “God protected Makkah against the elephant but He allowed His 

Messenger and the believers to take it under their control. Its sanctity today is the 

same as yesterday. Let those who hear this convey it to those who are absent.” 

Then God’s will to destroy the Abyssinian army and its commander was fulfilled. 

He sent groups of birds to stone the attackers with pebbles of sand and clay, leaving 

them like dry and torn leaves, as the Qur’ n describes. Abrahah suffered physical 

injuries. The remainder of his army carried him back to Yemen, but his limbs began 

to separate from the rest of his body and he started losing one finger after another, 

until they arrived at Sana` ’. According to various reports, Abrahah died after his 

chest was cleaved apart. 

A Rationalist View 

Versions of this event vary with regard to the description of the bird flocks, their 

size, the nature of the stones and the manner of their effect. Some accounts add that 

smallpox and measles broke out in Makkah that year. Those who are inclined to limit 

the scale of miracles and unfamiliar phenomena, seeking to explain all events as 

resulting from the operation of natural phenomena that are familiar to us, prefer to 

explain this event as an actual outbreak of smallpox and measles that afflicted the 

army. They further explain that the ‘birds’ could have been flies or mosquitoes 

carrying germs. The word ‘bird’ in Arabic refers to all that flies. Explaining this s rah 

in his own commentary on this part of the Qur’ n, Im m Mu ammad `Abduh says: 

On the second day, a smallpox and measles epidemic broke out among 

Abrahah’s soldiers. `Ikrimah says: “It was the first time smallpox had 

appeared in the Arabia.” Ya`qūb ibn `Utbah says: “That was the year when 

measles and smallpox appeared in Arabia. The diseases had an almost 

unparalleled effect on their bodies: their flesh began to fall apart. The soldiers 

and their commander were horror-stricken and ran away. Abrahah was also 

hit. His flesh continued falling off his body, finger by finger, until eventually 

his chest broke up and he died at Sana` ’. 

This is what different reports have mentioned and what is logically 

acceptable. This s rah shows us that the smallpox and measles were 

produced by solid stones carried and thrown on the soldiers by colossal 
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flocks of birds that are helped on their way by winds. 

It is in line with these reports to believe that those birds mentioned in the 

s rah refer to a kind of fly or mosquito which carries the germs of some 

diseases, and that the stones were of dried and poisonous clay which the 

wind carried and which might have stuck to the birds’ legs. When this clay 

touched any organism, it penetrated deep into it and then caused 

complications in wounds and injuries which upset the whole body, leading to 

the dropping off of flesh. Many kinds of these powerless birds are, as a matter 

of fact, among the most efficient of God’s troops, which He uses for the 

destruction of whomsoever He wills. That little organism, called nowadays 

‘germ’, is within this classification. It gathers in large groups, the number of 

which is unknown except to the Creator. It is not essential for the 

manifestation of God’s might that the birds should be as large as mountain 

tops, or of a certain shape or colour, and it is not essential for this 

manifestation that we should know the size of those stones and the way they 

work. For God has troops of all kinds: “In everything He has a sign attesting 

to His oneness,” as the saying goes. 

There is no force in the universe but is subject to God’s power. To that tyrant, 

Abrahah, who wanted to destroy the Ka`bah, God sent birds carrying 

smallpox and measles. Both he and his people were destroyed before entering 

Makkah. That was an act of grace and a blessing from God bestowed on the 

neighbours of His sanctuary in spite of the fact that they were idolaters. God 

wished to protect His House until He sent His Messenger, Mu ammad, to 

protect it with the force of faith and ideology. At the same time, it was a 

punishment from God inflicted on His enemies, the people of the Elephant, 

who wanted to destroy the House without reasonable justification.  

This can be taken as a basis for understanding this sūrah. Nothing else can be 

accepted without logical explanation, even if it is authentically reported. 

Divine power is exhibited more strikingly when those who manifested their 

might by recruiting elephants, the largest quadruped animals, were 

destroyed and crushed by a tiny animal, invisible to human eyes. A wise 

person finds this certainly greater, more fascinating and miraculous. 

Natural Phenomena and God’s Power 

This assumption [of smallpox or measles resulting from clay infected with the 

germs of those diseases] advanced by the well-versed Imam is contrasted with one 

included in some narratives, describing the stones thrown by the birds as causing the 

heads and bodies of the Abyssinians to split. They speak of the stones boring through 
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their bodies, leaving them like remnants of dry leaves. To us, neither of the two 

explanations outweighs the other in manifesting God’s might, or provides a better 

explanation of the event. Both are the same with regard to their possibility and the 

demonstration of God’s power. Whether the natural phenomena known and familiar 

to man operated to destroy the people God willed to be destroyed, or His purpose 

was accomplished through some divine rule and phenomena of which man has no 

knowledge, are in our view exactly the same. 

The divine rules of nature are not circumscribed by the boundaries of man’s 

knowledge or what is familiar to him. For man knows only the fraction which God 

puts before him, and only that which suits his understanding and thought. Hence, 

so-called miracles are part of the rules of nature laid down by God, but they are 

miracles only when measured by human knowledge and experience. 

Hence, there is no need for unease or doubt when faced with a supernatural event. 

Nor is there any need to seek an explanation for it, if the reports mentioning it are 

authentic, or there are enough reasons, based on what is in the texts, to suggest that it 

was supernatural, going beyond known natural laws. That a certain event should run 

according to familiar natural laws is no less significant or less effective than its 

following supernatural laws. Natural rules familiar to men are in fact miraculous 

when measured against human power and ability. Sunrise is a miracle, though it 

occurs every day, and the birth of every child is superhuman in spite of its 

happening every minute. If anyone wants to challenge this, let him try to devise a 

birth! The employment of birds of any kind to carry crushed stones infected with 

germs, and cast them at the raiding army the moment it was about to overwhelm the 

city and destroy the House, is indeed a great miracle. That God’s will should have 

been realized in that way would comprise several miracles, with each regarded as a 

clear and spectacular manifestation of His might and will. Had this course been 

followed, it would not have been less significant or less striking than sending a 

certain kind of bird, carrying unfamiliar kinds of stones, to afflict human bodies with 

a peculiar sort of affliction at that particular time. The two courses are the same; both 

are miraculous and superhuman. 

As for the event in question, the opinion advocating an unfamiliar, preternatural 

course carries more weight. This opinion visualizes that God sent groups of 

unfamiliar birds, carrying strange stones which caused extraordinary affliction to 

human bodies. To accept this opinion does not necessitate the acceptance of those 

narratives which describe the birds in most fascinating terms, similar to descriptions 

of legendary incidents that betray exaggeration. 

God had a scheme for the House: He wanted to preserve it as a refuge for 

mankind where everyone finds peace, and to make it a gathering point for the 

followers of the new faith to march out in security in a free land, not subject to any 
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external force or to any tyrannical government which might try to smother the new 

message in its cradle. God also wanted to make this event a permanent lesson, clear 

to everyone in all ages, so much so that in this s rah He reminds the Quraysh, even 

after Mu ammad (peace be upon him) is given his message, of this grace He 

bestowed on them, making it an example of how He protects His sanctuaries and 

preserves them. There is no need for any attempt to impart a familiar image to this 

event, exceptional as it is in essence and circumstances. This is all the more so when 

we take into consideration the fact that what we know of smallpox and measles and 

their effects on man does not fit with what was reported of the effects of the incident 

on the soldiers’ and their commander’s bodies. Neither of the two diseases causes 

man’s limbs to fall off, finger by finger and organ by organ. Nor does either disease 

cause the cleaving of one’s chest. The Qur’ nic narrative suggests very clearly that 

this is what happened: “Thus He made them like stalks of devoured leaves.” (Verse 5) 

Moreover, the reports of ‘Ikrimah and Ya`qūb ibn ‘Utbah do not state that 

smallpox hit the army. Neither report says anything more than that smallpox broke 

out that year for the first time in the Arabian Peninsula. Neither of the two men 

suggests that Abrahah and his army in particular fell victim to this epidemic. Besides, 

if only the army was affected by the diseases while the Arabs around remained safe 

— that is, if the birds were meant to strike only the army — then this is again 

preternatural. Since the event is in any case supernatural, why trouble ourselves in 

limiting it to a certain explanation only because this explanation is based on what is 

familiar to us? 

The motives of the Rationalist School, of which Im m Mu ammad `Abduh was 

the leading figure, to limit the field of the supernatural and the imperceptible to our 

senses when explaining the Qur’ n, are both understandable and commendable. This 

school tried to explain such events within the bounds of the known and familiar 

natural laws. It was confronted with a superstitious trend which tightened its grip on 

the minds of the masses at that time. Moreover, it faced a flood of legends and 

Talmudic narratives which books explaining the Qur’ n were overburdened with, 

while fascination with modern technology and science on the one hand, and doubt in 

the principles of religion on the other, were reaching their zenith. The Rationalist 

School tried, therefore, to preserve the place of religion taking the standpoint that 

whatever it says is compatible with reason. Hence, this school strived to keep 

religion pure from any association with any kind of legend and superstition. It also 

tried to establish a religious mentality which understood natural laws and 

recognized that they were constant and infallible, and which attributed all human 

and universal functions and operations to these natural laws. This mentality is, in 

essence, the Qur’ nic mentality. For the Qur’ n refers people to natural laws as they 

constitute the permanent and infallible rule which organizes individual operations 
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and diverse phenomena. 

Yet resisting the pressures of superstition on the one hand and fascination with 

technology on the other left their stamps on the school. It became extra cautious, 

tending to make familiar natural laws the only basis for the divine laws of nature. 

Hence the Qur’ nic explanations of Shaikh Mu ammad `Abduh and his two 

disciples Shaikh Rash d Riđ  and Shaikh `Abd al-Q dir al-Maghrib  clearly show a 

strong desire to reduce the greater number of miracles to only the more familiar of 

God’s natural laws rather than the preternatural. They explain some of these miracles 

in a way that would be in line with what is called ‘rational’, and they are excessively 

cautious in accepting what is imperceptible to human senses. 

With this understanding of the environmental factors behind the Rationalist 

School’s trend, it should be noted that it has gone too far in overlooking the other 

side of the comprehensive concept which the Qur’ n aims to implant in Muslim 

minds. This is that God’s will and power are absolute, limitless and go far beyond 

the universal rules and laws He ordained, whether familiar to man or not. This 

absoluteness does not accept the human mind as a final arbiter. Neither does it 

accept the limits of the human mind as binding in such a way as to classify as 

probable only that which may be acceptable to human reason, and to demand 

‘rational’ explanations for all that is unacceptable to it. This demand is frequently 

stated by advocates of this school. 

Moreover, the divine laws of the universe are not only those familiar to man. 

Indeed, what is familiar to man is only a fraction of these laws. Both these and the 

unfamiliar laws are the same in manifesting the greatness of divine power and the 

exactness and precision of God’s designs. 

Nevertheless, we must be well guarded against superstition and at the same time 

reject any unfounded legend with conscious moderation, so that we neither succumb 

to the influence of particular environments nor feel urged by a need to resist a 

common tradition of a certain age. 

There is a safe rule for approaching Qur’ nic texts, which may be appropriately 

stated here. We cannot approach what the Qur’ n states with prejudiced minds and 

preconceived ideas, whether generally or in relation to the subject matter of the 

statements under study. The opposite is the correct way: we must approach Qur’ nic 

statements in such a way that helps us to derive our concepts from them and 

formulate our ideas on their basis. What the Qur’ n states is final as it is. For what we 

call ‘reason’ and its adjudication on what the Qur’ n relates of events in the universe 

or of history, in our own world or in the realm of the imperceptible, is no more than 

the net result of our finite human existence and experience. 

Although human reason is, in essence an absolute force, not subject to, or limited 



Al-Fīl (The Elephant) 

 258

by, individual experiences or events, it is, after all, confined to human existence. This 

existence does not reflect the absolute, as this belongs to God. The Qur’ n comes 

from God, the Absolute. Hence, it is binding on us in the sense that whatever it states 

is the basis of our very ‘rational’ concepts. Then, no one can say of a certain Qur’ nic 

statement: ‘It is unacceptable to reason, so a logical explanation must be sought for 

it,’ as advocates of the Rationalist School frequently say. This does not mean that we 

should accept superstitions, it only stresses that human reason is not the arbiter of 

what the Qur’ n states. When the expressions of a Qur’ nic text are clear and 

straightforward, they determine how our reason should approach that text in order 

to formulate our views concerning its subject matter as well as regarding other 

universal facts. 

A Momentous Event 

Let us now examine the text of the s rah itself and try to understand the 

significance of the story. 

“Are you not aware how your Lord dealt with the people of the Elephant?” (Verse 1) It is 

a question that draws attention to the wonders involved in the incident itself and 

stresses its great significance. The incident was so well known to the Arabs that they 

used to consider it a sort of beginning of history. They would say, ‘This incident 

happened in the year of the Elephant’, and, ‘That event took place two years before 

the year of the Elephant’, or, ‘This dates to ten years after the year of the Elephant’. It 

is well known that the Prophet was born in the year of the Elephant itself. This is 

perhaps one of the fascinatingly perfect arrangements of divine will. 

The s rah then is not relating to the Arabs something they did not know. It is a 

reminder of an event well known to them, aiming at achieving something beyond 

actual remembrance of it. 

After this opening note, the s rah tells the rest of the story in the form of a 

rhetorical question: “Did He not utterly confound their treacherous plan?” (Verse 2) This 

means that the designs of the people of the Elephant were useless, incapable of 

achieving anything at all. They were like someone who had lost his way and thus 

could not arrive at his destination. Perhaps this is a reminder to the Quraysh of the 

grace God bestowed on them when He protected and preserved the House at a time 

when they felt too weak to face the mighty aggressors, the people of the Elephant. 

Such remembrance was perhaps intentionally meant to make them feel their disgrace 

when they persistently denied God after He had helped them out of their weakness. 

It may also curb their conceit and heavy-handedness in their treatment of 

Mu ammad and the few believers who supported him. God destroyed the powerful 

aggressors who wanted to pull down His House, which serves as a sanctuary for all 
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people. God, then, may destroy the new aggressors who try to persecute His 

Messenger and suppress His message. 

The Qur’ n portrays superbly how the aggressors’ defeat was brought about: “Did 

He not... send against them flocks of birds, which pelted them with stones of sand and clay? 

Thus He made them like stalks of devoured leaves.” (Verses 3-5) The birds flew in flocks. 

The Qur’ n uses a Persian term, sijjīl, which denotes ‘stone and clay’ to describe the 

substance with which the birds struck the aggressors. The dry leaves are described as 

“devoured” to denote that insects or other animals had eaten them. It is a vivid 

image of the physical shattering of the Abyssinian army as they were stricken with 

these muddy stones. There is no need to go into such explanations as that it was an 

allegorical description of their destruction by smallpox or measles. 

The Arabs and Islam 

The significance of this event is far reaching and the lessons deduced from its 

mention in the Qur’ n are numerous. It first suggests that God did not want the 

idolaters to take responsibility for protecting His House, in spite of the fact that they 

held it in deep respect and sought its security. When He willed to preserve the House 

and made it clear that He Himself was its protector, He left the idolaters to their 

defeat by the Abyssinians. Divine will then directly intervened to repel the 

aggression and preserve His sacred House. Thus the idolaters did not have a chance 

to hold the protection of the House as a ‘favour they did to God’ or as ‘an act of 

honour’. If they had done so, they would have been prompted by fanatic j hiliyyah 

impulses. This point gives considerable weight to the argument that the divine will 

of destroying the aggressors was accomplished through preternatural rules. 

This direct intervention by God to protect the House should have prompted the 

Quraysh and the rest of the Arabian tribes to embrace Islam, the divine religion, 

when it was conveyed to them by the Prophet. Surely, their respect and guardianship 

of the House, and the paganism they spread around it, should not have been their 

reason for rejecting Islam! God’s reminder to them of this event is a part of the 

Qur’ nic criticism of their stand, drawing attention to their amazing stubbornness. 

The event also suggests that God did not allow the people of earlier revelations, 

represented in this case by Abrahah and his army, to destroy the sacred House or to 

impose their authority over the holy land, even when it was surrounded by the 

impurity of idolatry and idolaters were its custodians. Thus the House remained free 

from any human authority, safe against all wicked designs. God preserved the 

freedom of the land in order that the new faith would develop there completely free, 

not subjected to the authority of any despot. God revealed this religion as the force 

which supersedes all other religions. He wanted it to take over the leadership of 
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humanity. God’s will concerning His House and religion was accomplished long 

before any human being knew that the Prophet, who was to convey the new 

message, was born in the same year. We are reassured when we realize this aspect of 

the significance of the event. We know the wicked ambitions of international 

imperialist forces and world Zionism concerning the holy lands. We realize that 

these forces spare no effort to achieve their wicked ambitions. But we are not 

worried. For God who protected His House against the aggression of the people of 

earlier revelations when its custodians were idolaters will protect it again, if He wills, 

just as He will protect Madinah, His Messenger’s city, against the wicked designs of 

evildoers. 

Moreover, the event refers to the reality of the Arabian situation at that time. The 

Arabs did not have any role to play on the face of the earth. They did not even have 

an identity of their own before Islam. In the Yemen they were subjugated by either 

Persians or Abyssinians. If they had any government of their own, it was under the 

protection of the Persians. In the north, Syria was subject to Byzantine rule which 

was either direct or in the shape of an Arab government under Byzantine protection. 

Only the heartland of the Arabian Peninsula escaped foreign rule. But this was in a 

state of tribalism and division which deprived it of any weight in world politics. 

Tribal warfare could drag on for 40 years or longer, but neither individually nor as a 

group did these tribes count as a power in the eyes of the mighty empires 

neighbouring them. What happened with regard to the Abyssinian aggression was a 

correct assessment of these tribes’ real strength when faced with a foreign aggressor. 

Under Islam the Arabs had, for the first time in history, an international role to 

play. They also had a powerful state to be taken into consideration by world powers. 

They possessed a sweeping force that destroyed thrones, conquered empires, and 

brought down false, deviating and ignorant leaderships in order to take over the 

leadership of mankind. But what facilitated these achievements for the Arabs for the 

first time in their history was that they forgot their Arabism. They forgot racial urges 

and fanaticism. They remembered that they were Muslims, and Muslims only. They 

carried the message of a forceful and all-comprehensive faith, which they delivered 

to humanity with mercy and compassion. They did not uphold any sort of 

nationalism or factionalism. They were the exponents of a divine idea which gave 

mankind a divine, not earthly, doctrine to be applied as a way of life. They left their 

homes to struggle for the cause of God alone. They were not after the establishment 

of an Arab empire under which they might live in luxury and conceit. Their aim was 

not to subjugate other nations to their own rule after freeing them from the rule of 

the Byzantines or Persians. It was an aim clearly defined by Rib`iy ibn ` mir, the 

Muslims’ messenger to the Persian commander, when he said in the latter’s 

headquarters: “God ordered us to set out in order to save humanity from the 
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worship of creatures and to bring it to the worship of God alone, to save it from the 

narrowness of this life so that it may look forward to the broadness of the life 

hereafter, and from the oppression of other religions so that it may enjoy the justice 

of Islam.” 

Then, and only then, did the Arabs have an identity, a power and a leadership. But 

all of these were devoted to God alone. They possessed their power and leadership 

as long as they followed the right path. But when they deviated and followed their 

narrow nationalistic ideas, and when they substituted for the banner of Islam that of 

factional bonds, they came under subjugation by other nations. For God deserted 

them whenever they deserted Him; He neglected them as they neglected Him. 

What are the Arabs without Islam? What is the ideology that they hold, or they 

can give to humanity if they abandon Islam? What value can a nation have without 

an ideology which it presents to the world? Every nation which assumed the 

leadership of humanity in any period of history advanced an ideology. Nations 

which did not, such as the Tartars who swept over the east, or the Berbers who 

crushed the Roman Empire in the west, could not survive for long. They were 

assimilated by the nations they conquered. The only ideology the Arabs advanced for 

mankind was the Islamic faith which raised them to the position of human 

leadership. If they forsake it they will no longer have any function or role to play in 

human history. The Arabs should remember this well if they want to live and be 

powerful and assume the leadership of mankind. It is God who provides guidance 

for us lest we go astray. 
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S RAH 106 

Al-Quraysh 
The Quraysh 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

For the tradition of the Quraysh, (1) 

their tradition of travelling in winter and summer. 

(2) 

Let them worship the Lord of this House, (3) 

who provided them with food against hunger, and 

with security against fear. (4) 
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Lest They Forget 

When Abraham, God’s friend, or khalīl as he is called in Arabic, completed the 

building of the House of worship, the Ka`bah, and had purified it he turned to God 

with the following prayer: “Lord, make this a land of security and make provisions of fruits 

for those of its people who believe in God and the Last Day.” (2: 126) o God made that 

House one of peace; free from all human authority and from all tyranny. He granted 

security and peace to anyone seeking shelter in that House, while fear was all around 

it. Even when the people transgressed, ascribed divinity to beings other than God 

and worshipped idols, there was peace and security in it; for God had designed a 

purpose for this sacred House. 
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When the people of the Elephant marched to destroy the House, there happened 

to them what is described in the preceding s rah, The Elephant. God preserved for 

the House its peace, security and sacredness. Of those who lived around it, God said: 

“Do they not see that We have made a secure Sanctuary, and that men are being snatched 

away from all around them?” (29: 67) 

The Elephant incident had an added effect in greatly enhancing the sanctity of the 

House amongst the Arabs all over the Peninsula. It also strengthened the position of 

the Quraysh, the custodians of the House, in all Arabia. They were thus able to travel 

far and wide in peace and security. Wherever they went they met with generosity 

and high esteem. This encouraged them to establish two great routes for their 

commercial caravans, to the Yemen in the south and to Syria in the north. They 

organized two enormous trading expeditions; one to the Yemen in winter and the 

other to Syria in summer. 

In spite of very poor conditions of security in all parts of the Arabian Peninsula at 

that time, and in spite of all the looting and plundering raids that were common in 

that land, the sanctity of the House in the eyes of all Arabs guaranteed security and 

peace in their flourishing business to those who lived near it and were its custodians. 

It created for the Quraysh a distinct and exclusive position and opened up for them 

an extensive and guaranteed means of sustenance in peace, security and 

contentment. The Quraysh became accustomed to these two profitable and peaceful 

trips, which were soon established among their traditional habits. 

This is the specific grace of which God reminds the Quraysh, as He reminded 

them of the Elephant incident in the previous s rah. It is the grace of their being 

accustomed to the winter and summer trips, and the abundance with which He 

endowed them by means of these two fruitful journeys. It is by the grace of God that 

while their land is desolate and dry, they still live a comfortable life. Out of His grace 

He secures them from fear whether in their hearths and homes, next to God’s House, 

or on their journeys. Their security is the result of their being the custodians of the 

House, the sanctity of which is ordained and preserved by God against any violation. 

God reminds them of these graces in order that they may be ashamed of their 

submission to other beings, while He is the Lord of the House. God says to them in 

effect: for this tradition of the Quraysh, namely their winter and summer trips, let 

them submit to the Lord of this House who guaranteed their security and so 

encouraged them to take such beneficial journeys. “Let them worship the Lord of this 

House, who provided them with food against hunger, and with security against fear.” 

(Verses 3-4) As their land was infertile, they would have starved had it not been for 

the sustenance supplied by God. “And with security against fear.” Poor as they were, 

and living in an insecure surroundings, their life would have been one of fear and 

apprehension. But God granted them security and allayed their fear. 
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This is a reminder which should have left a profound sense of shame in the hearts 

of the Quraysh, who were not unaware of the great value of the House and the effect 

of its sanctity on their lives. At the moment of danger and difficulty, the Quraysh 

used to appeal only to the Lord of that House and seek only His help. This was the 

case with `Abd al-Mu alib, who did not confront Abrahah with any army or 

physical strength. Instead `Abd al-Mu alib addressed himself only to the Lord of the 

House, because He was the only One who could protect His House. `Abd al-Mu alib 

did not appeal to any of the idols or craven images for help. He did not even say to 

Abrahah that these deities would protect their House. He only said to him, “I am 

only the master of the camels, but the House has its own Lord who is sure to protect 

it.” But ignorance does not listen to any logic, or acknowledge what is right, or accept 

any reasonable argument. 

This s rah seems to be an extension of the preceding one, The Elephant, with 

regard to its subject matter and general tone. Nevertheless, it is an independent s rah 

with the usual beginning of the Qur’ nic s rahs, namely, “In the name of God, the 

Beneficent, the Merciful.” Qur’ nic commentators state that nine s rahs were revealed 

between the revelation of this and the preceding s rah, but that they were placed 

next to each other in the Qur’ n because of their close similarity of subject. 
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S RAH 107  

Al-M `ūn 
(Small Kindness) 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

Have you seen him who denies religion? (1) 

 It is he who thrusts the orphan away (2) 

and does not urge others to feed the needy. (3) 

Woe, then, to those who pray (4)  

but are heedless of their prayers; (5) 

who put on a show of piety (6) 

but refuse to give even the smallest help to others. 

(7) 
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Overview 

This s rah is a Makkan revelation according to some authorities and a Makkan-

Madinan one according to others, with the first three verses said to have been 

revealed in Makkah and the rest in Madinah. The latter view is perhaps weightier. 

Yet the s rah is one interwoven entity, aiming at the establishment of one of the most 
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fundamental aspects of faith. Hence we are more inclined to take it as being an 

entirely Madinan revelation. Its subject matter is more in line with the topics of the 

part of the Qur’ n revealed in Madinah. It relates to the phenomena of hypocrisy and 

false pretences which were unheard of among the Muslim community in Makkah. 

But there is no need to reject the assertion that the s rah is a Makkan-Madinan one, 

because it is possible that the last four verses were revealed in Madinah and 

integrated with the first three on the grounds of similarity of subject matter. Having 

said that, let us now consider the s rah and its theme. 

Belief and Practice 

This s rah of seven short verses tackles an important and vital issue which could 

very well change the common meanings normally assigned to the terms ‘faith’, or 

īm n, and ‘disbelief’, or kufr. Moreover, it brings out the fundamental truth intrinsic 

in the nature of the Islamic faith, the enormous benefit it offers to all humanity and 

the abundant blessings with which God favoured mankind when He sent them His 

last message. 

As a way of life, Islam is not built on ostentation and superficiality. The apparent 

aspects of the different acts of worship are, according to Islam, meaningless unless 

they are motivated by sincerity and devotion to God. Worship sincerely motivated 

produces effects within a person’s heart, and these cause him to act righteously. The 

effects of worship are reflected in a type of social behaviour which elevates man’s life 

on this earth. 

No less true is the fact that Islam is not a loose, fragmentary, disjointed system 

from which one can pick and choose at leisure. On the contrary, it is a complete way 

of life with acts of worship and rites, as well as individual and collective obligations 

that are mutually complementary. Together they lead to a goal of which mankind is 

the sole beneficiary; a goal which ensures that hearts are purified, life is ennobled, 

and men co-operate for the common good and progress; a goal wherein abound 

God’s blessings. 

A person may profess to be a Muslim, that is, he accepts this religion and all its 

principles, offers prayers regularly and observes other acts of worship, and yet is 

lacking in the essence of faith and sincerity of belief. In fact, he may be very far from 

these. For there are signs which indicate the firm establishment of these qualities in 

people’s hearts. 

As explained in the commentary on S rah 103, The Declining Day, the essence of 

faith once firmly rooted in people’s hearts and minds, immediately begins to operate 

and manifest itself in their behaviour. The s rah stresses unequivocally that, if this is 

not the case, there is no faith. 
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“Have you seen him who denies religion? It is he who thrusts the orphan away and does 

not urge others to feed the needy.” (Verses 1-3) The s rah starts with a question 

addressed to all who can see, generating suspense and holding their attention in 

order to make them discover the target and subject of the s rah. Who is this creature 

identified by the Qur’ n as the one who denies the religion of Islam? The answer is 

given immediately: “It is he who thrusts the orphan away and does not urge others to feed 

the needy.” (Verses 2-3) 

This definition of unbelievers may sound surprising when compared with a 

traditional definition of faith, but this is the crux of the matter. Indeed the one who 

denies the faith is he who harshly pushes away the orphan, humiliating him and 

hurting his feelings, and who does not care for the needy or their welfare. For if the 

truth of Islam has touched his heart in any degree, he would not commit such acts. 

True belief in Islam is not a verbal statement, but an overall change of the 

individual’s heart, motivating him to benevolence and goodwill for all his fellow 

beings that are in need of his care and protection. God does not want mere words 

from His servants but demands deeds to support the spoken words which, 

otherwise, are as weightless and valueless as blown ash. Nothing can be more 

forceful than these three verses in affirming this fact which represents the nature of 

faith. 

We do not intend here to indulge in a juristic discussion on the boundaries of faith 

and Islam. These are required in legal affairs, whereas this s rah states the facts from 

God’s point of view and judgement, which is quite different from the legal aspect. 

Next, God offers a practical illustration of what is meant above: “Woe, then, to those 

who pray but are heedless of their prayers.” (Verses 4-5) These verses contain God’s 

invocation against, or a threat of destruction to, those who offer prayers but are 

careless about them. Who exactly are such people? They are those “who put on a show 

of piety but refuse to give even the smallest help to others.” (Verses 67) Those who perform 

prayers but who do not aptly meet their requirements. They execute the mechanical 

aspects and pronounce the verbal formulae of prayers but their hearts are never alive 

to them, nor do they benefit by the spiritual nourishment prayers give. The essence 

and purpose of prayer and its component parts, such as Qur’ nic recitation, 

supplication and glorification of God, are never present in their souls. They offer 

prayers only to deceive others and not out of devotion to God. Hence, they are 

inattentive when they pray. They only outwardly perform their prayers. Muslims are 

required to offer their prayers regularly, having in mind that their prayers are a 

manifestation of their servitude to God alone. Thus, prayer leaves no result in those 

who are neglectful and inattentive to it. Consequently they refuse to give any 

kindness or help to their fellow beings and deny the slightest charity to any of God’s 

servants. 
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Once again, we find ourselves presented with the fundamental truth and nature of 

this religion. A Qur’ nic verse threatens with destruction those who offer prayers 

precisely because they carry out meaningless movements devoid of any spirit or 

sense of purpose, intended for deceit and pretence, and not devoted to God. Since 

their prayers have not affected their hearts and behaviour, they are not merely 

useless but rather a sin for which they will be punished. 

We thus gather the purpose behind what God demands of His servants when He 

instructs them to believe in, and worship Him. He seeks no benefit thereof for 

Himself, as He is in no need of anyone or anything. All He cares for is their own 

welfare and prosperity, purification of their hearts and happiness in their lives. God 

wishes human life to be elevated, happy, based on pure motives and characterized 

by mutual compassion, brotherhood and purity of hearts and behaviour. 

To where then is humanity driving itself, moving away from this abundance of 

mercy; away from this wonderful and sublime path? How can mankind debase itself 

to living in the wilderness of a wretched and gloomy j hiliyyah when it beholds the 

splendid light of faith before its very eyes at the cross-roads where it now stands? 
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SURAH 108 

Al-Kawthar 
(Abundance)  

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

We have certainly given you abundance. (1) 

So pray to your Lord and sacrifice to Him. (2)  

Surely, he who hates you is the one cut off. (3) 
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Overview 

Similar to S rahs 93 and 94, The Morning Hours and Solace, this s rah exclusively 

concerns the Prophet, seeking to cheer him up and assure him of happier prospects 

in his struggle. In it God threatens his enemies with destruction while directing the 

Prophet to the path of thanksgiving. 

The s rah represents a glimpse of the Prophet’s life and the course of his mission 

in the early period at Makkah. It deals with the plots and insults directed against the 

Prophet and the divine message he conveys. The s rah is an example of God’s 

protection of His servant, the Prophet Mu ammad, and the few who followed him 

and believed in God. It is an instance of God’s direct support to the believers in their 

struggle, supplying them with fortitude, restraint and promise, while threatening a 

terrible fate on their antagonists. 

In this way, the s rah symbolizes the reality of guidance, goodness and faith on 

the one hand and that of error, evil and disbelief on the other; the former category is 

one of abundance, profusion and expansive goodness, the latter one of scantiness, 
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shrinking resources and annihilation. 

Background 

Among the people of the Quraysh, the Arab tribe which controlled Makkah, there 

were some impudent folk who viewed the Prophet and his mission with no small 

degree of antagonism. They would resort to machinations and taunts against him to 

deter the people from listening to the truth which he conveyed to them in the form of 

a divine message. Among them were people like Al-` ş ibn W ’il, `Uqbah ibn Ab  

Mu`ay , Abū Lahab, Abū Jahl and others. They said about the Prophet that he was a 

man with no posterity, referring to the early death of his sons. One of them once 

remarked, “Do not be bothered with him; he will die without descendants and that 

will be the end of his mission.” 

Such a trivial and cunning taunt had a wide impact on the Arab society of the 

time, which set great store by sons. Such taunting delighted the Prophet’s enemies 

and undoubtedly this was a source of depression and irritation to his noble heart. 

This s rah was therefore revealed to comfort the Prophet and assure him of the 

abiding and profuse goodness which God had chosen for him and of the deprivation 

and loss awaiting his persecutors. 

Blessings in Abundance 

“We have certainly given you abundance.” (Verse 1) The word used in the s rah and 

rendered here as ‘abundance’ is kawthar, derived from the stem word kathrah which 

signifies ‘abundance’ or ‘a multitude’. This kawthar is unrestricted and unlimited. It 

indicates the opposite meaning to the one the impudent Quraysh tried to attach to 

the Prophet. We have given you that which is plentiful, overflowing and rich, 

unstinting and unending. 

If anyone wishes to pursue and observe this abundance which God has given to 

His Prophet, he will find it wherever he looks and reflects. He will find it in 

Mu ammad’s prophethood itself, which gave him a link with the great reality and 

the Supreme Being, who has no parallel and no partner. What indeed can the one 

who has found God be said to have lost? 

He will also find it in this Qur’ n which was revealed to Mu ammad, every 

chapter of which is a fountain of richness that flows incessantly. 

Moreover, he will find this kawthar, or abundance, manifest in Muslims’ following 

of the Prophet’s sunnah, i.e. way of life, throughout the centuries, in the far-flung 

corners of the earth, in the millions upon millions who follow in his footsteps and 

pronounce his name with respectful affection. He will see it in the millions upon 
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millions of hearts that cherish his example and memory even to the Day of 

Resurrection. 

He will also find this kawthar, or abundance, manifest in the goodness and 

prosperity which have accrued to the human race as a result of his message, and 

which reach those who know and believe in him as well as those who do not. He will 

also discern this abundance in various and manifold phenomena, attempting to 

enumerate which give, at best, only a passing feeling of a great reality. 

This indeed is abundance in its absolute and unlimited sense. The s rah, therefore, 

does not give it a specific definition. Several accounts relate that ‘al-kawthar’ is a river 

in heaven granted to the Prophet. However, Ibn `Abb s, the Prophet’s learned 

cousin, contends that the river is but one part of the abundance which God has 

furnished for His Messenger. Keeping the circumstances and the whole context in 

mind, Ibn `Abb s’s view is the more valid. 

“So pray to your Lord and sacrifice to Him.” (Verse 2) Having assured the Prophet of 

this munificent gift, which disproves what the calumniators and wicked schemers 

say, God directs the Prophet to be completely and sincerely thankful to Him for His 

bounty. He is to devote himself to Him alone in worship and ritual slaughter, taking 

no heed whatsoever of any form of idolatry and refusing to participate in the 

worship rituals offered by idolaters, especially when they invoke anyone other than 

God in their offerings. 

Islam frequently lays emphasis on the pronouncing of God’s name when 

slaughtering animals. It prohibits anything that is consecrated to any other being, 

which indicates the importance Islam attaches to the purification of human life from 

all forms of idolatry and all that leads to it. Because it is based on the principle of 

God’s oneness in its purest sense, Islam does not aim merely at purifying human 

imagination and conscience. It pursues idolatry in all its manifestations, striving to 

eliminate its marks in man’s consciousness, worship rituals and general behaviour. 

Life, Islam says, is one indivisible entity and must be treated as such. It must be 

cleansed inside out and completely oriented towards God, in all its aspects: worship, 

tradition and social behaviour. 

“Surely, he who hates you is the one cut off” (Verse 3) In the first verse, God specified 

that Mu ammad was not the one who had no posterity but, on the contrary, was the 

one endowed with abundance. In this verse, God throws back the taunt on those who 

hated and reviled the Prophet. Indeed, God’s promise has come true. For, the 

influence and legacy of Mu ammad’s enemies were short-lived, while his impact on 

human life and history has grown and deepened. Today we are witnessing the truth 

of this divine pronouncement as clearly as no one among those addressed by the 

Qur’ n for the first time ever did or imagined. 
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Faith and goodness cannot be barren. Their influence is both profound and deep-

rooted. By contrast, falsehood, error and evil may grow and spread quickly, but they 

ultimately come to nothing. 

God’s criteria are different from the criteria laid down by man. Men are often 

deceived when they vainly believe their sense of judgement to be the criterion. Before 

us is the eloquent and enduring example of the Prophet. Of what value or interest to 

humanity have Mu ammad’s slanderers and foes been to anyone? 

On the other hand, calling others to the religion of God, to truth and goodness, can 

never be called futile. Neither can the righteous and the true be called deprived or 

cut off. How can it be, when this message itself comes from, and is supported by, 

God, the Immortal, the Eternal? But deprived and sterile indeed are disbelief, error 

and evil as are their votaries, however strong and widespread they may appear to be 

at any moment. 

God affirms the truth; wily opponents are but liars! 
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S RAH 109 

Al-K firūn 
(The Unbelievers) 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

Say: ‘Unbelievers! (1) 

I do not worship what you worship, (2) 

nor do you worship what I worship. (3) 

I shall never worship what you worship, (4) 

nor will you ever worship what I worship. (5) 

You have your own religion and I have mine.’ (6) 

ö≅ è% $pκ š‰ r'̄≈ tƒ šχρãÏ≈ x6 ø9 $# ∩⊇∪  

Iω ß‰ç6 ôãr& $tΒ tβρß‰ç7 ÷ès? ∩⊄∪  

Iωuρ óΟçFΡ r& tβρß‰Î7≈ tã !$tΒ ß‰ç7 ôãr& ∩⊂∪  

Iωuρ O$tΡr& Ó‰Î/% tæ $̈Β ÷Λ –n‰t6 tã ∩⊆∪  
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No Meeting of the Ways 

Although the Arabs before Islam did not deny God altogether, they did not know 

Him by His true identity as the One and the Eternal. They neither showed any true 

understanding of God, nor worshipped Him properly. On the contrary, they ascribed 

to Him, as partners, idols that were supposed to represent their great and pious 

ancestors or, in some cases, the angels whom they claimed to be God’s daughters. 

Moreover, they alleged a kinship between Him and the jinn. They often ignored all 
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these qualifications, however, and worshipped those idols themselves. But in all 

cases they claimed, as the Qur’ n quotes them, that they “only worship them [i.e. their 

various deities] so that they may bring us near to God.” (39: 3) 

The Qur’ n also states: “If you ask them who it is that has created the heavens and the 

earth, and subjected the sun and the moon (to fixed laws) they will say: God.” (29: 61) And 

again: “If you ask them who it is that sends down water from the sky, and thereby revives the 

earth after it has died, they will say: God.” (29: 63) Moreover, God superseded their 

deities in their oaths and supplications. 

But in spite of their belief in God, the polytheism they entertained fouled their 

concepts, traditions and rites to the extent that they assigned to their alleged deities a 

portion of their earnings and possessions, and even their offspring. In fact, they were 

at times forced to sacrifice their children. Concerning this, the Qur’ n has the 

following to say: 

Out of the produce and the cattle He has created, they assign a portion to God, saying: 

‘This is for God’ — or so they pretend — ‘and this is for the partners we associate 

[with Him].’ Whatever they assign to their partners never reaches God, but that which 

is assigned to God does reach their partners. How ill they judge! Thus have the 

partners they associate [with God] made the killing of their own children seem goodly 

to many idolaters, seeking to bring them to ruin and to confuse them in their faith. 

Had God willed otherwise, they would not have done so. Leave them, then, to their 

false inventions. They say: Such cattle and crops are forbidden. None may eat of them 

save those whom we permit’ — so they falsely claim. Other cattle they declare to be 

forbidden to burden their backs; and there are cattle over which they do not pronounce 

God’s name, inventing [in all this] a lie against Him. He will surely requite them for 

their inventions. They also say: ‘That which is in the wombs of these cattle is reserved 

to our males and forbidden to our women.’ But if it be stillborn, they all partake of it. 

He will requite them for all their false assertions. He is Wise, All-Knowing. Losers 

indeed are those who, in their ignorance, foolishly kill their children and declare as 

forbidden what God has provided for them as sustenance, falsely attributing such 

prohibitions to God. They have gone astray and they have no guidance. (6: 136-140) 

The Arabs were also convinced that they were the followers of the religion of 

Abraham and that they were better guided than the people of earlier revelations [i.e. 

the Jews and Christians] inhabiting the Arabian Peninsula at the time: the Jews and 

Christians preached respectively that Ezra and Jesus were the sons of God whereas 

they, the Arabs, worshipped angels and jinn — the true offspring of God according 

to them. Their belief, they maintained, was more logical and more conceivable than 

that of the Christians and Jews. Nonetheless, all were forms of idolatry. 
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When Mu ammad (peace be upon him) declared his religion to be that of 

Abraham, they argued that there was no reason for them to forsake their beliefs and 

follow Mu ammad’s instead, since they too were of the same religion. In the 

meantime, they sought a sort of compromise with him proposing that he should 

prostrate himself before their deities in return for their prostration to his God, and 

that he should cease denouncing their deities and their manner of worship in 

reciprocation for whatever he demanded of them! This confusion in their concepts, 

vividly illustrated by their worship of various deities while acknowledging God, was 

perhaps what led them to believe that the gulf between them and Mu ammad was 

not unbridgeable. They thought an agreement was somehow possible by allowing 

the two camps to co-exist in the region and by granting him some personal 

concessions! 

To clear up this muddle, to cut all arguments short and to firmly distinguish 

between one form of worship and the other, and indeed between one faith and the 

other, this s rah was revealed in such a decisive, assertive tone. It was revealed in 

this manner to demarcate monotheism, i.e. taw īd, from polytheism, i.e. shirk, and to 

establish a true criterion, allowing no further wrangling or vain argument. 

“Say: ‘Unbelievers! I do not worship what you worship, nor do you worship what I 

worship. I shall never worship what you worship, nor will you ever worship what I worship. 

You have your own religion and I have mine.” (Verses 1-6) Following one form of 

negation, assertion and emphasis after another, the s rah sets its message in absolute 

clarity. It starts with the word, ‘Say,’ which denotes a clear divine order stressing the 

fact that the whole affair of religion belongs exclusively to God. Nothing of it belongs 

to Mu ammad himself. Moreover, it implies that God is the only One to order and 

decide. Address them, Mu ammad, by their actual and true identity: “Say: 

Unbelievers!” (Verse 1) They follow no prescribed religion, nor do they believe in you. 

No meeting point exists between you and them anywhere. Thus the beginning of the 

s rah brings to mind the reality of difference which cannot be ignored or overlooked. 

“I do not worship what you worship,” is a statement affirmed by “I shall never worship 

what you worship.” Similarly, “nor do you worship what I worship,” is repeated for added 

emphasis and in order to eliminate all doubt or misinterpretation. 

Finally, the whole argument is summed up in the last verse: “You have your own 

religion, and I have mine,” meaning that you, unbelievers, and I, Mu ammad, are very 

far apart, without any bridge to connect us. This is a complete distinction and a 

precise, intelligible demarcation. 

Such an attitude was essential then in order to expose the fundamental 

discrepancies in the essence, source and concepts of the two beliefs, i.e. between 

monotheism and polytheism, faith and unbelief. Faith is the way of life which directs 
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man and the whole world towards God alone and determines for him the source of 

his religion, laws, values, criteria, ethics and morality. That source is God. Thus life 

proceeds for the believer, devoid of any form of idolatry. Idolatry on the other hand 

is the opposite of faith. The two never meet. 

On the whole, the distinction we are dealing with here is indispensable both for 

those who call on people to accept Islam and the people themselves, because 

j hiliyyah concepts are often mixed with those of Islam in those societies which 

previously followed the Islamic way of life, but have later deviated from it. Of all 

communities, they are certainly the most rigid and hostile to the idea of regaining 

faith in its healthy, clear and straightforward form, certainly more so than those who 

have not known Islam originally. They take it for granted that they are righteous 

while they grow more and more perverse! 

The existence of noble beliefs and thoughts in those societies, albeit mixed with 

base ones, may tempt the advocate of the Islamic system to hope for their quick 

return, thinking he may be able to strengthen such good aspects and rightly correct 

undesirable features! Such temptation is, however, dangerously misleading. 

J hiliyyah and Islam are two totally different entities, separated by a wide gulf. The 

only way to bridge that gulf is for j hiliyyah to liquidate itself completely and 

substitute for all its laws, values, standards and concepts their Islamic counterparts. 

The first step that should be taken in this respect by the person calling on people to 

embrace Islam is to segregate himself from j hiliyyah. He must be separated to the 

extent that any agreement or intercourse between him and j hiliyyah is absolutely 

impossible unless and until the people of j hiliyyah embrace Islam completely: no 

intermingling, no half measures or conciliation is permissible, however clever 

j hiliyyah may be in usurping or reflecting the role of Islam. The chief characteristic of 

a person who calls on others to adopt Islam is the clarity of this fact within himself 

and his solemn conviction of being radically different from those who do not share 

his outlook. They have their own religion, and he has his. His task is to change their 

standing point so that they may follow his path without false pretence or 

compromise. Failing this, he must withdraw completely, detach himself from their 

life and openly declare to them: “You have your own religion, and I have mine.” (Verse 6) 

This is a sine qua non for contemporary advocates of Islam. They badly need to 

realize that they are calling for Islam today in entirely neo-j hiliyyah surroundings, 

amongst ex-Muslim people whose hearts have grown harder and whose beliefs have 

deteriorated considerably. They need to understand that there is no room for short-

term or half-baked solutions, compromises, or partial redemption or adjustment, and 

that their call is for a uniquely distinguished Islam, in contrast to such people’s 

conception. They must face these people bravely and put it to them explicitly: you 

have your own religion, and we have ours. Our religion is based on absolute 
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monotheism whose concepts, values, beliefs and laws cover all aspects of human life 

and are all received from God and no one else. 

Without this basic separation confusion, double-dealing, doubt and distortion will 

certainly persist. And let it be clear in our minds here that the movement advocating 

Islam can never be constructed on any ambiguous or feeble foundations, but has to 

be built upon firmness, explicitness, frankness and fortitude as embodied in God’s 

instruction to us to declare: “You have your own religion, and I have mine.” (Verse 6) 

Such was the way adopted by the Islamic message in its early days. 
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S RAH 110 

Al-Naşr 
(Divine Help) 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

When God’s help and victory come, (1) 

and you see people embracing God’s religion in 

large numbers (2) 

then extol your Lord’s limitless glory, and praise 

Him, and seek His forgiveness. He is the One 

who accepts repentance. (3) 
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Overview 

This short s rah brings the good news to Mu ammad, God’s Messenger, that 

God’s help will be forthcoming, as will victory and peoples’ collective acceptance of 

His religion. It instructs him to turn towards his Lord in devoted adoration coupled 

with a humble request for His forgiveness. The s rah also presents the nature and the 

righteousness of this faith and its ideology, which elevates humanity to a standard of 

dignity, dedication and freedom that it can never attain except through responding 

to the call of Islam and implementing the Islamic message. 

Of the several traditions regarding the revelation of this s rah, we quote the one 

related by Im m A mad which runs as follows: “` ’ishah said that God’s Messenger 

used to repeat very frequently, towards the end of his life: All glorification and 
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praises are due to God. I seek His forgiveness; and I repent of my sins.’ He also said: 

‘My Lord told me I would see a sign in my community. He ordered me to glorify and 

praise Him, the Forgiving, and ask His pardon when I see this sign. Indeed, I have. 

When God’s help and victory come, and you see people embracing God’s religion in large 

numbers then extol your Lord’s limitless glory, and praise Him, and seek His forgiveness. He 

is the One who accepts repentance.’“ [Related also by Muslim with a different chain of 

transmission.] 

Ibn Kath r says in his commentary on the Qur’ n: “The victory mentioned in this 

s rah refers, as unanimously agreed, to the conquest of Makkah. The Arab tribes 

were awaiting the settlement of the conflict between the Quraysh and the Muslims, 

before making a decision about their acceptance of Islam, saying that if Mu ammad 

were to prevail over his people, he would indeed be a prophet. Consequently, when 

that was accomplished they accepted Islam in large numbers. Within two years of the 

conquest of Makkah, the whole Arabian Peninsula was dominated by Islam, and, all 

thanks to God, every Arab tribe declared its belief in Islam.” 

In his Şa ī  al-Bukh r  quotes `Amr ibn Salamah as saying: “When Makkah fell to 

Islam, every tribe hastened to declare to God’s Messenger its acceptance of Islam. 

They were waiting for it to take place, saying, ‘Leave him alone with his people. He 

would indeed be a prophet if he prevailed over them...” 

These reports are chronologically in line with the wording of the s rah, in the 

sense that its revelation was a sign of something to follow, with some instructions to 

the Prophet on what he should do when this event would take place. 

There is, nevertheless, a different report which is not difficult to reconcile with the 

one we have already discussed. `Abdull h ibn`Abb s, the Prophet’s cousin and 

learned Companion, reports: “Umar used to let me join the company of elders who 

were present at Badr, but some of them felt uneasy and asked why I should be 

allowed with them when I was of the same age as their own children. But `Umar said 

to them, ‘You know to what family he belongs.’ One day `Umar invited them all and 

invited me as well. I felt that he wanted to show them why he gave me such a 

privilege. He asked them, ‘What do you make of God’s saying: When God’s help and 

victory come?’ Some of them replied, ‘It is an order that we must praise Him and seek 

His forgiveness when He helps us to triumph and bestows His favours on us.’ Others 

remained silent. Then `Umar asked me, ‘Do you agree with this view, Ibn `Abb s?’ I 

answered in the negative. `Umar asked me again, ‘What, then, do you say?’ I replied, 

‘It was a sign from God to His Messenger indicating the approach of the end of his 

life. It means: when God’s help and victory come, you should know that your end is 

near, then extol your Lord’s limitless glory, and praise Him, and seek His forgiveness. He is 

the One who accepts repentance.’“ `Umar commented, ‘To my knowledge, it only means 

what you have just said.” [Related by al-Bukh r .] 
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So it is possible that God’s Messenger, having witnessed his Lord’s sign, realized 

that he had fulfilled his mission in this life, and that it was time for him to depart, 

which was what Ibn `Abb s actually meant. 

A different report related by al-Bayhaq , also on Ibn `Abb s’s authority, mentions 

that when this s rah was first revealed, the Prophet asked his daughter, F imah, to 

come over and told her, ‘My death has been announced to me.’ She was seen to start 

crying. But a little later she smiled. Some time later she explained, “I cried when he 

told me of his approaching death. But he then said to me, Be patient, because you 

will be the first of my household to join me’, so I smiled.” 

According to this last adīth, the time of the revelation of the s rah is actually fixed 

as coming later than the sign. That is, the victory and the people’s collective 

acceptance of Islam. When events took place in this fashion the Prophet knew that 

his life would soon come to a close. But again the first account is more authentic and 

fits in more suitably with the import of the s rah, especially as the incident 

concerning F imah and her crying and smiling is related in a different context which 

agrees with the version we prefer. This other report goes as follows: “Umm Salamah, 

the Prophet’s wife, said: ‘The Prophet invited F imah one day during the year of the 

victory and spoke to her in private. She cried. Then he spoke to her again and she 

was smiling. After he died, I asked her about the incident and she explained, God’s 

Messenger told me he was soon to die, so I cried. Then he told me that I would be the 

next most celebrated woman in heaven, next to Maryam bint `Imr n, so I smiled.’“ 

[Related by al-Tirmidh .] 

This report agrees with the general meaning of the Qur’ nic text and with what 

Im m A mad related, which also appears in Muslim’s Şa ī . That is, there was a sign 

between God and His Messenger, which the s rah specifies. Hence, when the victory 

that secured Makkah to Islam was accomplished, the Prophet knew that he was soon 

to meet his Lord. Hence he spoke to F imah in the manner described by Umm 

Salamah. 

An Awaited Event 

We will now consider the permanent import and instructions outlined in this short 

s rah: “When God’s help and victory come, and you see people embracing God’s religion in 

large numbers, then extol your Lord’s limitless glory, and praise Him, and seek His 

forgiveness. He is the One who accepts repentance.” (Verses 1-3) 

The beginning of the first verse implicitly presents a concept of what goes on in 

this universe and the events that take place in this life. It also covers the actual role of 

the Prophet and his followers in the progress of Islam, and to what extent it depends 

on their efforts. ‘When God’s help and victory...’, denotes that it is help granted by God, 
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and it is He who brings about victory in His own good time, in the form He decides 

and for the purpose He determines. The Prophet and his Companions have nothing 

to do with it at all, and they obtain no personal gain from it. It suffices for them that 

He does it through them, appoints them as its guards and entrusts it to them. This is 

all they acquire from God’s help, the victory and people’s acceptance en masse of His 

religion. 

According to this concept, the duty of the Prophet and his Companions whom 

God chose and gave the privilege of being the instruments of victory for His cause, 

was to turn to Him at the climax of victory in praise, expressing gratitude and 

seeking forgiveness. Gratitude and praise are for His being so generous as to have 

chosen them to be the standard-bearers of His religion; for the mercy and favour He 

did to all humanity by making His religion victorious; and for the conquest of 

Makkah and people’s collective acceptance of Islam. 

His forgiveness is sought for any defective feeling, privately entertained, such as 

vanity, which sometimes creep into one’s heart when victory is attained after a long 

struggle. It is almost impossible for human beings to prevent this happening and 

therefore God’s forgiveness is to be sought. Forgiveness also has to be sought for 

what might have been insinuated within one’s heart during the long and cruel 

struggle and for petulance resulting from a conceived delay of victory, or the effects 

of convulsive despair, as the Qur’ n mentions elsewhere: “Do you reckon that you will 

enter paradise while you have not suffered like those [believers] who passed away before you? 

Affliction and adversity befell them, and so terribly shaken were they that the Messenger and 

the believers with him would exclaim, ‘When will God’s help come?’ Surely, God’s help is 

close at hand.” (2: 214) 

It is also necessary to seek God’s forgiveness for one’s shortcomings in praising 

God and thanking Him for His infinite favours which are granted at all times. “If you 

were to count God’s favours, never will you be able to number them.” (16: 18) However 

great one’s efforts in this respect are, they are never adequate. 

Seeking forgiveness at a moment of triumph also arouses feelings of weakness and 

imperfection at a time when an attitude of pride and conceit seems natural. All these 

factors guarantee that no tyranny will afflict the vanquished. The victorious leader is 

made to realize that it is God who has appointed him, a man who has no power of 

his own and who is devoid of any strength, for a predetermined purpose; 

consequently the triumph and the conquest as well as the religion are all His, and to 

Him all things ultimately return. 

This is the lofty, dignified ideal the Qur’ n exhorts people to toil towards, an ideal 

in which man’s exaltation is in neglecting his own pride and where his soul’s 

freedom is in his subservience to God. The goal set is the total release of human souls 
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from their egoistic shackles, their only ambition being to attain God’s pleasure. 

Along with this release there must be exerted effort which helps man flourish in the 

world, promotes human civilization and provides a rightly-guided, unblemished, 

constructive, just leadership devoted to God. 

By contrast, man’s efforts to liberate himself while in the grip of egoism, shackled 

by his zest for worldly things, or overpowered by his cravings, turn out to be 

absolutely useless unless he frees himself from personal desires and ambitions. His 

loyalty to God must be made to override everything else, particularly at the moment 

of triumph and the collection of booty. Such behaviour, which God wants humanity 

to attain, was the characteristic feature of all the Prophets. 

Such was the case with the Prophet Joseph, when all he wanted was achieved and 

his dream came true: “And he raised his parents to the highest place of honour, and they fell 

down on their knees, prostrating themselves before him. He said: ‘Father, this is the real 

meaning of my dream of long ago. My Lord has made it come true. He has been gracious to 

me, releasing me from prison, and bringing you all from the desert after Satan had sown 

discord between me and my brothers. My Lord is gracious in whatever way He wishes. He is 

All-Knowing, truly Wise.” (12: 100) 

Then, at that moment of climax, Joseph took himself away from the jubilations and 

embracing arms to turn towards his Lord, praising Him with a pure sense of 

gratitude: “My Lord, You have given me power and imparted to me some understanding of 

the real meaning of statements. Originator of the heavens and the earth! You are my guardian 

in this world and in the life to come. Let me die as one who has surrendered himself to You, 

and admit me among the righteous.” (12: 101) 

Thus any sense of his own egotism and happiness brought about by his reunion 

with his family vanished, and the picture we are left with is that of an individual, 

Joseph, praying to God to help him remain submissive to Him until he dies and to let 

him, out of His mercy and grace, join His righteous servants. 

o, it was also with the Prophet Solomon, when he saw the Queen of Sheba’s throne 

brought into his very reach: “When he saw it set in his presence he said: ‘This is of the 

bounty of my Lord, that He may try me whether I give thanks or remain ungrateful. He who 

gives thanks does so for his own good, and he who is ungrateful, well, my Lord is all sufficient 

and bountiful.” (27: 40) 

And so indeed it was with Mu ammad throughout his life. In the moment of 

triumph, as the conquest of Makkah was accomplished, he entered the city on the 

back of his camel with his head bowed low. He forgot the joy of victory and 

thankfully bowed his head seeking his Lord’s forgiveness, even though he had just 

conquered Makkah, whose people had openly and unashamedly persecuted and 

expelled him. This also was the practice of his Companions after him. 
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Thus, upon belief in God, was that great generation of humanity raised very high, 

reaching an unparalleled standard of greatness, power and freedom. 
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S RAH 111 

Al-Masad 
(Fire Flames) 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

Doomed are the hands of Abū Lahab; doomed 

is he. (1) 

His wealth and his gains shall avail him nothing. 

(2) 

He shall have to endure a flaming fire, (3) 

and his wife, the carrier of firewood, (4) 

shall have a rope of palm fibre round her neck. 

(5) 
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Background 

Abū Lahab, whose real name was `Abd al-‘Uzz  ibn `Abd alMu alib, was the 

Prophet’s uncle. He was so nicknamed because of the radiant look on his face. 

Together with his wife, Abū Lahab was one of the most hostile opponents of God’s 

Messenger and the ideas he propagated. 

Ibn Is q related the following report by Rab `ah ibn `Abb d al-Dayl : “When I 

was young I once watched, with my father, God’s Messenger preaching Islam to the 

Arab tribes, saying ‘O sons of... (calling their respective tribal names), I am God’s 
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Messenger sent to order you to submit to, and worship Him alone, invoking nothing 

else beside Him, and to believe in me and protect me until I carry out what God has 

entrusted to me.’ A cross-eyed, bright-faced man was behind him, who used to say, 

after he had finished, ‘O sons of... This man wants you to forsake al-L t and al-`Uzz  

[two prominent idols worshipped by the pagan Arabs] and your allies of the jinn, the 

children of M lik ibn Aqmas and to substitute for them these innovations and 

nonsense he has come up with. Do not listen to him, nor follow what he preaches.’ I 

asked my father who that man was and he told me that it was Abū Lahab, the 

Prophet’s uncle.” [Related by A mad and al- abar n .] 

This is but one incident of Abū Lahab’s intimidation and ill- will towards the 

Prophet and his message. His wife, Arw  bint arb ibn Umayyah, Abū Sufy n’s 

sister, gave him unfailing support in his virulent, relentless campaign. 

Such was Abū Lahab’s attitude towards the Prophet from the very start of his 

divine mission. Al-Bukh r  relates, on Ibn `Abb s’s authority, that “one day the 

Prophet went out to al-Ba ’, a large square in Makkah, climbed a hill and 

summoned the people of the Quraysh. When they came to him, he addressed them, 

saying, ‘Were I to tell you that an enemy is drawing near and will attack you 

tomorrow morning or evening, would you believe me?’ ‘Yes,’ they replied. ‘o listen 

to me,’ he went on, ‘I am warning you of [God’s] gruesome torment.’ Abū Lahab was 

there and snapped at him, ‘Damn you! For this have you called us?” [Another 

version says: Abū Lahab stood up shaking the dust off his hands and saying, ‘Damn 

you all day long...’] Then this s rah was revealed. 

Another instance was when the H shimite clan [i.e. the Prophet’s own clan], 

under Abū lib’s leadership, decided on grounds of tribal loyalty to protect the 

Prophet despite their rejection of the religion he preached. Abū Lahab was the only 

one to take a different stand. He joined with the Quraysh instead, and was with them 

in signing the document imposing a complete social and business boycott on the 

Hashimites so as to starve them out unless they delivered the Prophet to them. 

Abū Lahab also ordered his two sons to renounce Mu ammad’s two daughters to 

whom they had been engaged before Mu ammad’s prophetic assignment. His aim 

was to burden the Prophet with their living and welfare expenses. 

Thus, Abū Lahab and his wife, Arw , who was also called Umm Jam l, continued 

with their persistent onslaught against the Prophet and his message. The fact that 

they were close neighbours of the Prophet made the situation even worse. We are 

told that Umm Jam l used to carry thorns and sharp wood and place them along the 

Prophet’s path [although it is thought that the phrase the carrier of firewood’ in the 

s rah is used only metaphorically to indicate her lies and malice about him]. 
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The Final Word 

This s rah was revealed as a counterattack against Abū Lahab’s and his wife’s 

hostile campaign. God took it upon Himself to say the final word on behalf of His 

Messenger. 

“Doomed are the hands of Ab  Lahab; doomed is he.” (Verse 1) The Arabic term, tabba, 

rendered here as ‘doomed’ also signifies failure and cutting off. The term is used 

twice in two different senses. It is used first as a prayer, while in the second instance 

it implies that the prayer has been already answered. So, in one short verse, an action 

is realized which draws the curtains upon a battle scene. What later follows is merely 

a description of what took place with the remark that “his wealth and his gains shall 

avail him nothing.” (Verse 2) He can have no escape. He is defeated, vanquished and 

damned. 

This was his fate in this world, but in the hereafter “he shall have to endure a flaming 

fire.” (Verse 3) The fire is described as having flames in order to emphasize that it is 

raging. 

“And his wife, the carrier of firewood,” will reside there with him having “a rope of 

palm-fibre round her neck,” with which, as it were, she is being dragged into hell, or 

which she used for fastening wood bundles together, according to whether a literal 

or metaphorical interpretation of the text is adopted. 

The language of this s rah achieves remarkable harmony between the subject 

matter and the atmosphere built around it. Abū Lahab will be plunged into a fire 

with lahab, which is the Arabic for flames; and his wife who carries the wood, a fuel, 

will be met with the same fire with a palm-fibre rope around her neck. Hell, with its 

fiercely burning lahab, or flames, will be inhabited by Abū Lahab. At the same time 

his wife, who collects thorns and sharp woods, materials which can significantly 

increase the blaze of a fire, puts them all in the Prophet’s way. Hence, she will, in 

time, be dragged into hell with a rope tied round her neck, bundled like firewood. 

How perfectly matched are the words and the pictures portrayed: the punishment is 

presented as being of the same nature as the deed: wood, ropes, fire and lahab! 

Phonetically, the words are arranged in a way which provides wonderful 

harmony between the sounds made by the tying of wood into bundles and pulling 

the neck by ropes. Read in Arabic the opening verse, “Tabbat yad  abī Lahabin wa 

tabb.” You will not fail to note that it sounds like a hard sharp tug, analogous to that 

of bundles of wood or an unwilling person being dragged by the neck into a wild 

fire; all is in phase with the fury and violent, bellicose tone that goes with the theme 

of the s rah. Thus, in five short verses making up one of the shortest s rahs in the 

Qur’ n, the vocal melodies click neatly with the actual movement of the scene 

portrayed. 
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This extremely rich and powerful style led Umm Jam l to claim that the Prophet 

was in fact satirizing her and her husband. This arrogant and vain woman could not 

get over being referred to by such a humiliating phrase as ‘the carrier of firewood,’ who 

‘shall have a rope of palm fibre round her neck.’ Her rage grew wilder when the s rah 

became popular among the Arab tribes who greatly appreciated such fine literary 

style! 

Ibn Is q relates: “Umm Jam l, I was told, having heard what the Qur’ n said 

about her and her husband, came to the Prophet who was with Abū Bakr at the 

Ka`bah. She was carrying a handful of stones. God took her sight away from the 

Prophet and she saw only Abū Bakr to whom she said, ‘Where is your comrade? I 

have heard that he has been satirizing me. Were I to find him, I would throw these 

stones right into his face. I, too, am gifted in poetry.’ Then she chanted before 

leaving: 

The contemptible we obey not! Nor what he says shall we accept! 

“Abū Bakr turned around to the Prophet and said, ‘Do you think that she saw 

you?’ ‘No,’ replied the Prophet, ‘God made her unable to see me. 

Al-Bazz r relates on Ibn `Abb s’s authority that “when this s rah was revealed 

Abū Lahab’s wife sought the Prophet. While he was with Abū Bakr she appeared. 

Abū Bakr suggested to the Prophet: ‘She will not harm you if you move out of her 

sight.’ ‘Do not worry,’ said the Prophet in a soothing manner. ‘She will not see me.’ 

She came to Abū Bakr and said: ‘Your friend has lampooned us!’ ‘By the Lord of this 

Ka`bah, he has not,’ Abū Bakr assured her. ‘He is no poet and what he says is not 

poetry,’ he added. She said, ‘I believe you,’ and then left. Abū Bakr then enquired 

from the Prophet whether she had seen him and he said, ‘No, an angel was shielding 

me all the time she was here.’ So much was her fury and her indignation at what she 

thought was poetry and which Abū Bakr rightly refuted. 

Thus, the humiliating picture of Abū Lahab and his wife has been recorded to last 

forever in this eternal book, the Qur’ n, to show God’s anger with them for their 

animosity towards His Messenger and message. All those who choose to take a 

similar attitude towards Islam, therefore, will meet with the same disgrace, 

humiliation and frustration, both in this life and in the life to come. 
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S RAH 112 

Al-Ikhl ş 
(Purity of Faith) 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

Say: He is God, the One and only God (1) 

the Eternal, the Absolute. (2) 

He begets none, nor is He begotten, (3) 

and there is nothing that could be compared to 

Him. (4) 
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God’s Absolute Oneness 

This short s rah is equivalent to one-third of the Qur’ n, as authentic a dīth 

confirm. Al-Bukh r , the leading adīth scholar, relates a ad th which mentions the 

case of one who had heard another man reciting this s rah repeatedly. He went to the 

Prophet the following morning and told him disapprovingly about what he had 

heard, as though he felt that it was too little. The Prophet commented, “I swear by 

Him who holds my soul in His hand that it [i.e. this s rah] is equivalent to one third 

of the Qur’ n.” 

And, indeed, there is nothing surprising in that. For God’s oneness which the 

Prophet was ordered to declare to the whole world is a belief to be ingrained in our 

minds, an explanation of human existence and a way of life in itself. From this 

standpoint, the s rah can be said to have embraced, in the clearest of terms, the 
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principal and most fundamental ideas of the great truth of Islam. 

The Arabic term, a ad, used here to refer to God’s oneness is much more precise 

than the more frequently used term, w id, which means ‘one’. A ad has the added 

connotations of absolute and continuous unity and an absence of equals. 

God’s oneness is such that there is no reality and no true and permanent existence 

except His. Moreover, every other being acquires whatever power it may possess 

from God who rules over this world. Nothing else whatsoever plans anything for the 

world nor, for that matter, decides anything in it. 

This is the belief that should be entrenched in us. It gives us a full explanation of 

human existence. Once this belief is clear and the explanation has established itself in 

our minds, our hearts are purified of all falsities and impurities. They are thus 

released from all bonds except their bond with the Unique Being to whom alone the 

reality of existence belongs and who is the only effective power in this world. Thus, 

the human heart is released from bondage to anything in this world, even if it cannot 

shirk the notion that other beings exist. Indeed, why should our hearts aspire to 

anything that has neither a permanent reality, nor any independent power to 

function in this world? The only real existence is that of the Divine Being and the 

truly effective power is Divine Will. 

When a human heart releases itself from believing in anything but the one truth of 

God, and upholds this everlasting truth, it begins to enjoy its freedom from all 

shackles, false ideas, evil desires, fears and confusions of any sort. Indeed, when a 

human heart finds God, it benefits much and loses nothing. o why should it desire 

anything but God’s pleasure? Why should it fear anything, since there is no 

absolutely effective power but that of God? 

When a concept that sees nothing in the world but the reality of God establishes 

itself in our hearts and minds, we begin to see this genuine and permanent reality in 

everything He has made. This is when our hearts feel the hand of God in everything. 

There is only one level beyond this and that is when our hearts feel nothing but 

God’s reality in the whole universe. 

Thus, every event and every movement in this life and in the universe is attributed 

to the first and only cause; that is, God who brings other causes into play and 

influences their effectiveness. The Qur’ n takes great care to establish this truth. It 

has always put aside apparent causes, associating events directly with God’s will. It 

says: “When you threw [a handful of dust] it was not your act, but God’s.” (8: 17) “For 

victory comes only from God.” (8: 10 and 3: 126) “You have no will except as God wills.” 

(76: 30) 

By disregarding all apparent causes and connecting matters directly with God’s 

will, a feeling of relief gently penetrates our hearts so that we recognize the only 
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Saviour from whom we can ask whatever we may wish, and by whom we are 

rescued from all fear. We are no longer impressed by apparent influences, reasons 

and causes that bear no reality or true existence in themselves. 

These are the steps of the way some mystics, or Sufis, tried to climb, but they 

deviated too far from it. For Islam wants people to follow this route struggling with 

the realities of life, and leading a human life in which they exercise the role God has 

assigned to human beings on earth, using all their resources and fulfilling all the 

obligations laid upon them. 

From this concept of God’s oneness stems a perfect way of life based on an 

explanation of human existence and whatever outlooks, feelings, and traits it 

stimulates. This way of life is based on the worship of God alone whose will is the 

only effective power in the world. Thus, people seek refuge with Him in times of 

need and fear, happiness and discomfort, ease and hardship. For what is the use of 

turning towards a non-existent or powerless being? This way of life looks to God 

alone as its benefactor. From Him we receive our beliefs, outlooks, values, criteria, 

legislation, institutions, systems, ethics and traditions. 

A Complete Way of Life 

On this basis a complete way of life is formulated, in which people perform all 

their activities and make sacrifices absolutely and only for God, hoping always to be 

nearer the truth. This way of life strengthens bonds of love, brotherhood, mutual 

sympathy and care between all beings and human hearts. For when we speak of 

liberation from complete submission to these feelings we are by no means suggesting 

that people should despise or hate them or escape from practising them. Instead they 

arise from the creative hand of God and they all owe their existence to Him. They are 

a gift to us from God who loves us and whom we love. Therefore, they deserve our 

love. 

It is a sublime and lofty way of life that looks at this earth as small, life as short, its 

enjoyments and luxuries as worth little; and the breaking away from hindrances as 

humanity’s great aim. In Islam, however, this release does not mean seclusion, 

isolation and neglect, nor does it mean contempt for, or escape from life. Instead it 

simply means a continuous and sincere endeavour and an everlasting struggle to 

lead humanity towards submission of everything in human life to God alone. 

Consequently, it is the fulfilment of man’s role as God’s vicegerent on earth with all 

its obligations, as we have already explained. 

Liberation of the soul through a life of isolation and extreme spiritualism is easy to 

achieve but Islam does not approve of it, because it wants its followers to fulfil man’s 

role assigned to him by God who placed him in charge of the earth and to provide 
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the leadership humanity needs. This is the harder way that guarantees man’s 

elevation and achieves the victory of divine will within him. This is real liberation, 

for it urges the human soul to fly to its divine source and achieve its sublime status 

within the scope God, the wise Creator, has defined for it. 

For the sake of all this, the first address the Islamic message made was devoted to 

the establishment of the reality of God’s oneness in people’s hearts and minds. In this 

form, the Islamic message is seen by the soul, heart and mind, as a full explanation of 

human existence, a way of life and not merely a spoken word or an inert belief. It is 

life in its entirety and religion in its totality. Whatever details are later put in place 

are no more than the natural fruits of its establishment in people’s hearts and minds. 

All the deviations that afflicted the followers of earlier divine religions, and which 

corrupted their beliefs, ideas and lives arose, in the first place, from a deterioration of 

the concept of God’s absolute oneness in their minds. But what distinguishes this 

concept in the Islamic faith is the fact that it is deeply rooted throughout human life. 

Indeed, it forms the foundation of a realistic and practical system for human life, 

clearly reflected in both legislation and belief. 

To say, “He is God, the One and only God,” (Verse 1) means that “He is the Eternal, the 

Absolute,” (Verse 2) and that “He begets none, nor is He begotten, and there is nothing that 

could be compared to Him.” (Verses 3-4) But the Qur’ n states it all in detail for added 

emphasis and clarification. 

“The Eternal, the Absolute” also means the Lord to whom all creation turns for help, 

and without whose permission nothing is decided. God is the One and only Lord. He 

is the One God and Master while all other beings are but His servants. To Him and 

Him alone are addressed all prayers and supplications. He and only He decides 

everything independently. No one shares His authority. 

“He begets none, nor is He begotten,” means that the reality of God is deep-rooted, 

permanent and everlasting. No changeable circumstances ever affect it. Its quality is 

absolute perfection at all times. Birth is descent and multiplication and implies a 

developed being after incompleteness or nothingness. It requires espousal which is 

based on similarity of being and structure. All this is utterly impossible in God’s case. 

So the quality of ‘One’ includes the renouncement of a father and a son. 

“There is nothing that could be compared to Him,” means that no one resembles Him 

in anything or is equivalent to Him in any respect, either in their reality of being, in 

the fact that He is the only effective power, or in any of His qualities or attributes. 

This is implied in the statement of his being ‘One’ made in the first verse, but it is 

repeated so as to confirm and elaborate upon that fact. It is a renunciation of the two-

god belief which implies that God is the God of Good while Evil has its own lord 

who, as the belief goes — is in opposition to God, spoils His good deeds and 
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propagates evil on earth. The most well-known two-god belief was that of the 

Persians, who believed in a god of light and a god of darkness. This belief was 

known to the people in the south of the Arabian Peninsula, where the Persians once 

had a state and exercised sovereignty. 

This s rah firmly establishes and confirms the Islamic belief in God’s oneness just 

as S rah 109, The Unbelievers, is a denunciation of any similarity or meeting point 

between the Islamic concept of God’s oneness and any belief that ascribes human 

form, attributes, or personality to God. Each s rah deals with God’s oneness from a 

different angle. The Prophet used to start off his day reciting these two s rahs in the 

sunnah, or voluntary prayer before the obligatory dawn or fajr prayer. This, surely, 

was immensely significant. 
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S RAH 113 

Al-Falaq 
(The Daybreak) 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

Say: I seek refuge in the Lord of the Daybreak, 

(1) 

from the evil of anything that He has created; (2) 

from the evil of darkness when it gathers; (3) 

from the evil of the conjuring witches; (4) 

from the evil of the envious when he envies. (5) 
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Overview 

This s rah, along with the following one, Mankind, contains a directive from God 

primarily to His Prophet and secondly to the believers at large, to take refuge in Him 

and seek His protection in the face of any source of fear, subtle or apparent, known 

or unknown. It is as if God — limitless is He in His glory — is unfolding His world of 

care, and embracing the believers in His guard. He is kindly and affectionately 

calling on them to resort to His care through which they will feel safe and at peace. It 

is as if He is saying to them: I know that you are helpless and surrounded by foes 

and fears. Come to Me for safety, contentment and peace. Hence, the two s rahs start 

with, “Say: I seek refuge in the Lord of the Daybreak,” and, “Say: I seek refuge in the Lord of 
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mankind.” 

Several accounts have been handed down concerning the revelation and 

popularity of these two s rahs. They all fit in neatly with the above interpretation that 

God, the Most Merciful, offers His care and shelter to His faithful servants. God’s 

Messenger loved these two s rahs profoundly, as is clearly apparent in his traditions. 

`Uqba ibn ` mir, a Companion of the Prophet, reports that the Prophet said to 

him: “Have you not heard the unique verses that were revealed last night, “Say: ‘I 

seek refuge in the Lord of the Daybreak,’ and ‘Say: I seek refuge in the Lord of mankind.’“ 

[Related by M lik, Muslim, al-Tirmidh , Abū D wūd and al-Nas ’ .] 

J bir, the Prophet’s Companion, said: “God’s Messenger said to me once, ‘J bir! 

Recite!’ and I asked, ‘What shall I recite?’ He replied, ‘Recite, ‘Say: I seek refuge in the 

Lord of the Daybreak,’ and ‘ Say: I seek refuge in the Lord of mankind.’ So I recited them 

and he commented, ‘Recite them [as often as you can] for you shall never recite 

anything equivalent to them.’“ [Related by al-Nas ’ .] 

Dharr ibn ubaysh said that he had inquired from Ubayy ibn Ka`b, the Prophet’s 

Companion, about al-Mu`awwadhatayn, a name that refers to these two s rahs 

together, saying, “Abū al-Mundhir! Your brother, Ibn Mas`ūd says so and so. (For 

some time Ibn Mas`ūd was under the false impression that these two s rahs were not 

part of the Qur’ n, but he later admitted his mistake.) What do you think of that?” 

He replied, “I asked God’s Messenger about this and he told me that he had been 

instructed to say the text of these s rahs and he had carried out the instruction. We 

surely say the same as God’s Messenger had said.” [Related by al-Bukh r .] All these 

reports throw powerful light on that underlying factor of God’s kindness and love to 

which the two s rahs draw attention. 

Protection against Evil 

God — limitless is He in His glory — refers to Himself in this s rah as the Lord of 

the daybreak. The Arabic term, falaq, simply means ‘daybreak’, but it could be taken 

to mean ‘the whole phenomenon of creation,’ with reference to everything springing 

forth into life. This interpretation is supported by God’s saying in S rah 6, Cattle: “It 

is God who splits (f liq) the grain and the fruit- stone. He brings forth the living out of that 

which is dead ... He is the One who causes the day to break (f liq). He has made the night to be 

[a source of] stillness, and the sun and the moon for reckoning.” (6: 95-96) If the meaning 

‘daybreak’ is adopted, refuge is being sought from the unseen and the mysterious 

with the Lord of the daybreak, who bestows safety as He kindles the light of day. If, 

however, f liq is taken to mean ‘creation’, then refuge from the evil of some creature 

is being sought with the Lord of all creation. In both cases, harmony with the theme 

of the s rah is maintained. 
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“From the evil of anything that He has created.” (Verse 2) The phrase contains no 

exceptions or specifications. Mutual contact between various creatures, though no 

doubt advantageous, brings about some evil. Refuge from it is sought with God by 

the believers in order to encourage the goodness such a contact produces. For He 

who created those creatures is surely able to provide the right circumstances that 

lead them on a course where only the bright side of their contact prevails. 

“From the evil of darkness [i.e. gh siq] when it gathers [i.e. waqab].” (Verse 3) From a 

linguistic point of view, gh siq, means ‘substantially pouring out’ and waqb is the 

name given to a little hole in a mountain through which water issues forth, while 

waqab is the verb denoting such an action. What is probably meant here is the night, 

with all that accompanies it when it rapidly engulfs the world. This is terrifying in 

itself. In addition it fills our hearts with the possibility of an unknown, unexpected 

discomfort caused by a savage beast, an unscrupulous villain, a striking enemy or a 

hissing poisonous creature, as well as anxieties and worries [which may lead to 

depression and uneasiness], evil thoughts and passions that are liable to revive in the 

dark, during one’s state of solitude at night. This is the evil against which the 

believer needs God’s protection. 

“From the evil of conjuring witches,” (Verse 4) refers to various types of magic, 

whether by deceiving people’s physical senses or by influencing their will-power and 

projecting ideas onto their emotions and minds. The verse specially refers to a form 

of witchcraft carried out by women in Arabia at the time who tied knots in cords and 

blew upon them with an imprecation. 

Magic is the production of illusions, subject to a magician’s designs, and it does 

not offer any kind of new facts or alter the nature of things. This is how the Qur’ n 

describes magic when relating the story of Moses in S rah 20,  H : “They [Pharaoh’s 

magicians] said, Moses, Will you throw down your gear first or shall we be the first to 

throw?’ He said: ‘Throw down yours.’ And by the power of their magic, their cords and staffs 

appeared to him as though they were running. Moses conceived a secret fear within him. But 

We said: Fear not! You shall have the upper hand. Throw that which is in your right hand! It 

will swallow up that which they have made. That which they have made is but the deceitful 

show of witchcraft. Come where he may, a magician shall never be successful.’“ (20: 65-69). 

Thus, their cords and staffs did not actually turn into snakes but it seemed so to the 

onlookers, Moses included, to the point where he felt uneasy inside. He was 

restrained by the transformation of his own stick into a real snake, by God’s doing, to 

destroy the phoney ones. 

This is the nature of magic as we ought to conceive it. Through it a magician is 

capable of influencing other people’s minds, causing them to think and act according 

to his own suggestions. We refrain from going any further with this. It is indeed an 

evil from which God’s protection needs to be sought. 
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A few unsupported reports, some of which have been quoted by authentic 

sources, allege that after the Prophet had settled in Madinah, Lab d ibn al-A`şam, a 

Jew, put a magic spell on him that affected the Prophet for several days or months so 

that, according to some versions, he felt he was having marital relations with his 

wives when he was not; or, according to others, thought of having done something 

when he had not. According to these reports, by reciting this s rah and the next one, 

Mankind, he was released from such a state. 

But surely these stories contradict the very idea of the Prophet’s infallibility in 

word and deed and do not agree with the belief that all his actions are indicative of 

the Islamic way of life for all Muslims. Above all, they conflict with the Qur’ nic 

statements emphatically denying his being influenced by any kind of magic 

whatsoever, as claimed by some opponents of Islam. Hence, we dismiss such stories, 

on the grounds that the Qur’ n is the ultimate arbiter, and that singularly narrated 

traditions are left out in matters concerning faith. These stories have not had proper 

backing, which is an essential qualification for a tradition to be accepted as authentic. 

What weakens such stories even further is that the two s rahs were revealed in 

Makkah while these stories relate the incident as having occurred some years later, in 

Madinah! 

“And from the evil of the envious when he envies.” (Verse 5) Envy is the evil, 

begrudging reaction one feels towards another who has received some favour from 

God. It is also accompanied by a very strong desire for the end to such favours. It is 

also possible that some harm to the envied may result from such a baseless grudge. 

This may either be the outcome of direct physical action by the envier, or from 

suppressed feelings alone. 

We should not be uneasy to learn that there are countless inexplicable mysteries in 

life. There are several phenomena for which no account has been offered up till now. 

Telepathy and hypnosis are two such examples. 

We should not try to deny the psychological effects of envy on the envied person 

just because we cannot ascertain how this takes place by scientific means and 

methods. Very little is known about the mysteries of envy and the little that is known 

has often been uncovered by chance and coincidence. In any case, there is in envy an 

evil from which the refuge and protection of God must be sought. For He, the Most 

Generous, Most Merciful, who knows all things, has directed the Prophet and his 

followers to seek His refuge from such evil. It is unanimously agreed by all Islamic 

schools of thought that God will always protect His servants from such evils, should 

they seek His protection as He has directed them to do. 

Al-Bukh r  relates that ` ’ishah said: “The Prophet would blow into both hands 

when getting into bed to sleep, and recite: ‘Say: He is God, the One...’ and, ‘Say: I seek 
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refuge in the Lord of the Daybreak...’ and, ‘Say: I seek refuge in the Lord of mankind,’ and, 

starting with his head, he would run his palms over his face and the front part of his 

body, before running them over the rest of his body. He did this three times.” [Also 

related by Abū D wūd, al-Tirmidh  and al-Nas ’ .] 
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S RAH 114 

Al-N s 
(Mankind) 

ijk 

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 

Say: I seek refuge in the Lord of mankind, (1) 

the King of mankind, (2) 

the God of mankind, (3) 

from the mischief of the slinking prompter, (4) 

who whispers in the hearts of mankind, (5) 

from among jinn and mankind. (6) 
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The Lord of Mankind 

In this s rah refuge is sought in the Lord, Sovereign and God of mankind from the 

insidious whisperer, jinn or human, who prompts evil ideas in people’s minds. The 

s rah presents God’s relevant attributes to keep away this invisible evil which the 

mind on its own cannot shut out. For the Lord is He who preserves, directs, cherishes 
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and protects mankind; the Sovereign is He who owns, governs and independently 

runs the world; and God is the One who supersedes all other beings and supervises 

over all their affairs. The particular mention of mankind here brings man closer to 

God’s protection and care. 

God, in His grace, instructs His Messenger and his community of followers to 

recognize these of His attributes, and to seek His protection against this sneaking evil 

which locates itself within their hearts. For they cannot rid themselves of such an evil 

which surreptitiously and imperceptibly creeps into their hearts, unless they are 

helped by God, the Lord, the Sovereign. 

The nature of this evil-importing medium is identified in the text first as ‘the 

slinking prompter.’ Its function is outlined as to ‘whisper in the hearts of mankind.’ Then 

its origin is specified as ‘from among jinn and mankind.’ 

The style adopted here is quite significant because it draws our attention fully to 

the identity of this sneaking whisperer after describing its nature in order to show 

the process by which such evil is insinuated. This enables us to be alert and able to 

confront it. When we are given the full picture we know that this sneaking whisperer 

operates secretly. We also realize that it can be either jinn or human, for human 

beings can easily spread their evil stealthily. 

We do not know how the jinn perform this whispering, but we certainly find its 

repercussions in the behaviour of individuals as well as in human life generally. We 

know for sure that the battle between Adam (man) and Ibl s (Satan) is a very old one. 

War between the two was declared by Satan out of the evil inherent in him, his 

conceit, envy and resentment of man. He was given God’s permission to carry out 

this battle for some purpose which only God knows. But, significantly, man has not 

been left alone, dispossessed of the necessary means of protection. He has been 

provided with the power of faith, [that is, conscious belief in, and knowledge of, God 

and His attributes through conviction and sincere devotion]. Meditation and seeking 

refuge in God are among the most effective weapons. When man neglects these 

means of security and defence, he indeed has only himself to blame. 

Ibn `Abb s quotes the Prophet as saying: “Satan besieges a person’s heart, but he 

subsides whenever that person conscientiously remembers God. He only insinuates 

his evil when a person is heedless of Him.” 

As for humans, we know a great deal of their curious ways of whispering and 

prompting. Some types are more devilish than the Devil, such as: 1) a bad companion 

who injects evil into his comrade’s heart and mind while he is unaware, thinking his 

friend to be trustworthy; 2) a ruler’s counsellor or advisor who ‘whispers’ all sorts of 

evil thoughts to him, trying to turn him into a tyrant; 3) an unscrupulous slanderer 

who fabricates and decorates tales to make them sound factual and convincing; 4) a 
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hustler of immoral business dealings who tries to get through to people by exploiting 

their sensual, carnal desires. There are scores of other ‘whisperers’ who 

inconspicuously lay their traps, utilizing different weak points which they 

deliberately look for. These are more devilish than even the jinn themselves. Faced 

with evil in this guise, man is incapable of ensuring his own safety. God therefore 

points out to him the means he can employ in this fierce battle. There is also a very 

direct significance in describing the ‘prompter’ as ‘slinking’. While this description 

indicates the secretiveness of the whisperer on the one hand, it is, on the other, an 

illusion to its intrinsic feebleness whenever it is discovered or resisted. It subsides 

and meekly withdraws when met in the open; or, as the Messenger said in his 

accurate illustration: “He (Satan) subsides whenever one conscientiously remembers 

God, but insinuates his evil whenever one is heedless of Him.” This fortifies any 

believer’s heart against this timid, subsiding whisperer. 

Nevertheless, the battle is everlasting since this ‘prompter’ is always watchful for 

the right moment, when one neglects remembrance of God, to implant its evils. For a 

believer to be conscious of God once in a while is not sufficient, as the war continues 

till the end of time. The Qur’ n vividly states this in a scene that is full of life: 

When We said to the angels, ‘Prostrate yourselves before Adam,’ they all prostrated 

themselves; but not so Iblīs [Satan]. He said, Am I to bow down before one whom You 

have created out of clay?’ [And] he added: ‘Do You see this being whom You have 

exalted above me? Indeed, if You will give me respite until the Day of Resurrection, I 

shall bring his descendants, all but a few, under my sway.’ [God] said: “Begone! As 

for those of them who follow you, hell will be the recompense of you all, a most ample 

recompense. Entice with your voice such of them as you can. Muster against them all 

your cavalry and your infantry, and share with them wealth and offspring, and 

promise them [what you will] — indeed, whatever Satan promises them is nothing but 

a means of deception. But over My servants you shall have no power. Your Lord is 

sufficient as a Guardian. (17: 61-65) 

This concept of the battle and the source of evil in it, whether provoked by Satan 

himself or by his human agent, inspires man to feel that he is not helpless in it; since 

God, his Lord and Sovereign of the universe controls all creations and events. 

Though He has permitted Satan to attack, He has supreme power over him and He 

has also provided guidance for mankind. God leaves to Satan only those who neglect 

Him. By contrast, those who live in consciousness of Him are safe and protected 

against his intimidation and incitements. Thus, righteousness is supported by the 

only true power, God’s, whereas evil is backed by a ‘slinking prompter’, a sneaky 

whisperer, cowardly in the open field, quick to retreat in war, and easily defeated 

when we seek refuge with God. 
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This is the most perfect concept of the battle between good and evil. It is a concept 

which protects human beings against defeat and provides them with strength, 

confidence and contentment. 

Praise be to God at the beginning and at the end. From Him we derive confidence 

and success. To Him we turn for unfailing support. 

 


